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Chapter 1 – War, Peace, and Murder
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Everson Polk savoured the sea air, every breath validating his decision to come to the islands after his life fell apart. In the distance, the squawking of exotic birds greeted the new day as gentle waves foamed up the beach towards him. Relishing the grittiness of the sand between his toes, Polk turned to face the almost concealed lodge, its windows glinting through the palms.

It was idyllic to the point of cliché. It was invigorating. Nothing could spoil his mood – not even the alien body at his feet. 

It wasn't the first murder at a reconciliation session, nor would it be the last. Wounds from the century-long conflict still festered. The reconciliation process was designed to blunt the impetus back to war, but too many were uncomfortable with peace while their desire for retribution festered. Now, blood had been spilt on Polk's watch for the first time.

There was plenty of it. A small wound on the Ungaleth's forehead oozed elegant red trails between its bony ridges, dribbling down his bald scalp and dripping onto the beach. The injury didn't explain the much larger pool seeping into the sand beneath the back of his head, nor would it have been enough to kill. Jaklorinki's lifeless eyes told a different story.

Polk had instantly recognised the Ungaleth when he'd encountered the body on his regular morning walk. Jaklorinki was one of the four members of his reconciliation group for this week. Two bloodstained rocks nearby and the flattened sand beside the body explained the tale of Jaklorinki's death so clearly. 

If Polk closed his eyes, he could see it. The killer had lurked behind Jaklorinki and bludgeoned the back of his skull with a rock, now casually discarded. That was enough, but the Ungaleth had fallen forward, hitting his forehead on a small boulder nestled in the sand in a moment of serendipitous overkill. The assailant turned the body, needing to be certain their work was done, and then fled.

They'd covered their tracks well, erasing footprints to leave no obvious evidence for the security team to find. Everyone in this week's group was too professional to leave clues and were all capable of killing. They already had.

If any of them were to be murdered, Jaklorinki – Jak to his friends, not that he had any – was the obvious candidate. He was an Ungaleth, the bad guys who'd started the Fractal War. At least, that's how history was being written by the Olvin victors. Polk, of all people, knew that slant on the Ungaleth to be a gross simplification.

It wouldn't be long before the central security team arrived. He could see the shimmering outline of their headquarters on the horizon, the largest artificial island in the sovereign territory of the Reconciliation Commission, built over the remains of long-lost Tuvalu. Polk held all his week-long sessions in an enclave on a smaller island, just him and four others, one representative from each participant in the war where Earth had officially remained neutral.

Polk had reported the murder as soon as he'd stumbled across Jak's body on his early morning constitutional. It was his daily routine, a gentle wander around the boundary of the enclave to set him up for the day ahead, still leaving enough time to get back before the group emerged for breakfast. Jak had ruined that.

Finally, a shuttle became visible, gliding through the haze in the distance. With a bit of luck, they'd record the scene, take the body away, and let him get on with the rest of the day. Without the Ungaleth in the group, they might even be able to stick to the schedule. Admittedly, Jak's story had been compelling, but he wouldn't stop going on about it afterwards. His opinions on internal Ungaleth politics trumped anything anyone else wanted to say. Well, he was quiet now.

Polk knew one of the other facilitators who'd had a death in her group, and the security team had taken a light-touch approach, letting her handle questioning as part of the reconciliation sessions. Politically, it was better to downplay things at this stage of the process. Plenty on all sides looked for excuses to turn the fragile peace into nothing more than a brief interregnum. 

Polk expected it to be the same here. He could provide all the evidence the security team needed at the end of the week and let them decide what to do. After all, teasing information out of strangers was part of his job description. 

He watched the small shuttle approach, absent-mindedly rubbing his hand over his hairline. He was still getting used to having hair, although the stubble on his chin was proving to grow faster. Of all the things he'd expected to have trouble adjusting to in his post-war life, hair hadn't been one of them.

The pragmatically ugly grey cuboid of the vessel whined through the air, its leading force shield handling all the messy aerodynamics. Landing bars extruded from beneath as it lowered onto the beach no more than ten metres away. Without fuss, the side opened, a ramp rolled down to the sand, and three people emerged.

It was obvious who was in charge. Two grunts in generic beige security uniforms carried equipment in the wake of a tall woman dressed in civvy clothes with a small black leather bag slung over one shoulder. She was oddly familiar. Her skin was darker than Polk's, closer in hue to her jet-black outfit, a sharply cut lightweight suit with personality. Her scalp was shaved, other than three thick afro-twist rat-tails dangling down her back. 

She moved like a ballet dancer in a corset. Her delicately confident stride and dispassionate glare were likely designed to intimidate, but Polk was too distracted by trying to figure out where he'd seen her before. It wouldn't come. 

'Facilitator Everson Polk?' said the woman, her voice sounding warm while feeling cold.

'That's me. Just Polk will do.' 

It was what both his friends and enemies called him – even friends who didn't know they were enemies.

'Polk,' she said as if testing the flavour. 'Valerity Novak. I'm responsible for this investigation.'

Even the name was familiar. Before he could respond, she barked her first order.

'Stand aside. Let me look at the corpse.'

His legs obeyed. Something about her tone spoke to his nervous system before his brain could get annoyed and intervene. Novak took two more strides and stared down at Jaklorinki's body. She was coiled like a spring aching for an excuse to snap.

'Ungaleth,' she muttered. 'Typical.'

'Jaklorinki,' said Polk.

She nodded.

'Got it. Jak of the Lorin clan. Are they important?'

Novak was going out of her way to show him at least a cursory knowledge of Ungaleth culture. He bet it didn't go any deeper.

'Not anymore,' said Polk. 'The Lorins were subservient to the ruling Riven clan. Now the Rivens have been decimated, they have little influence. Out of favour with the new regime.'

'That'll make it easier,' said Novak. 'What did he use to do?'

'He was in charge of security at the Ungaleth Citadel.'

Novak let out a prolonged whistle.

'The one that blew up?'

'That's the one.'

It was the event that triggered the end of the war, a massive explosion that took out the upper echelons of Ungaleth leadership. Its cause was officially blamed on internal clan strife, but Jak had the inside story.

'I'm amazed he's still alive,' said Novak. 'Was.'

Polk shrugged. The less concern he showed, the more likely she was to leave him to it.

'He was chasing a suspect when it blew up,' he said. 'Suffice it to say that he's out of a job.'

'Anyone associated with the Riven clan would hold him responsible,' said Novak. 'One of them would be the top suspect.'

'He's the only Ungaleth here. Anyway, the new regime is trying to calm things. They're one of the biggest supporters of this reconciliation effort.'

She looked down at the body again, then across to the bloodiest rock. She sized it up as quickly as Polk.

'Pity. Could have argued he was a high suicide risk, but not sure I could swing that. Death by bashing your own brains out with a boulder would be a bit of a stretch.'

'Nobody's going to worry,' said Polk. 'Sure I can work out who had the best motive by the end of the week. We only met for the first time halfway through yesterday. Not had time to get to know the other three properly yet.'

Novak's gaze locked onto Polk.

'I'm the detective. Your job is to listen to their war stories and get them talking to each other.' She glanced at the body. 'Can't say you're off to a great start.'

He was getting a bad feeling about this detective. He knew how to cope. He was a facilitator, after all. 

A key part of his job was resisting the urge to shout at the idiots around the table at his sessions. Too many were self-important functionaries with little self-awareness, only here to try to justify their wartime atrocities. His role was to keep the peace and tease out the truth behind their stories. He'd use the same skills with Novak. Keep calm and ignore any provocation.

'Jaklorinki's as much to blame as anyone,' said Polk. 'They're all supposed to stay in the lodge overnight. I should have been alerted as soon as he tried to leave, but he overrode the alarm system to go for a midnight walk.'

'How could he?'

'He was a security expert. Clearly knew more than me. I wouldn't have known how to do it without the access codes, but I noticed the security system was disabled when I got up, so I checked the logs. It was him. If he'd turned it back on when he returned, I'd likely have been none the wiser. It was a reckless thing to do.'

'Well, I don't think he'll do it again.'

Before he could work out what to say, she flicked her wrist to shoo him further back, moved closer as he complied, and gestured to her two grunts.

'Put the scene in stasis. A metre clearance all around. Don't miss the rocks.'

They walked around the perimeter of the area of interest, putting thin spikes into the sand. All Polk cared about was getting this over as quickly as possible.

'Anything else you need? I should be getting back. The others will be up soon. I'll have to tell them what's happened, then get them focused on today's programme.'

Novak snorted a humourless laugh.

'You seriously going to carry on like nothing's happened?'

'Why not?' said Polk. 'That's what's happened when there have been murders before.'

'I know,' said Novak. 'It was stupid, and the commission's got some grief for it. That's why I'm here. I'll be sticking around.'

Polk's heart sank. He stared at the two men playing with their toys. The air shimmered around the scene, and then it began to move – not just the body, but the surrounding area down to about half a metre below ground. It floated upwards, drifting across to the shuttle.

'Take it back,' said Novak. 'Get it analysed. I'll call you when I'm ready to leave.'

'Yes sir,' said the two synchronised grunts as they followed the body away.

Polk had one weapon left in his arsenal.

'Look, you know how important these sessions are. It's why the commission exists. We've got to stop the war from happening again.'

'And how is it going to do that?'

'You know why we do it.'

'Enlighten me,' said Novak.

Polk glared at her, then relented. She must have some purpose to it.

'Get people to see each other as sentient beings rather than faceless enemies to be hated and feared. Understand each other's perspectives. Let them confess to things they've done, unburden their guilt, and move on.'

'And you're happy that those taking part get amnesties for their war crimes?'

'Got to start somewhere,' said Polk. 'We have to admit the mistakes we all made, not keep refighting old battles. I know everyone likes to blame the Ungaleth, but there were atrocities carried out on all sides. This gives them a chance to atone for their sins.'

'All very worthy, I'm sure.'

Polk was getting annoyed by her attitude. He was missing something. It was time to show a degree of independence to find out what.

'It's what our job is supposed to be,' said Polk. 'You know that if you work for the commission.'

'I don't,' said Novak. 'Not officially. I'm here on secondment from the GFU. Shake things up a bit.'

If she were a civilian working for the Global Federal Union, that would explain her clothing, as well as her not buying into the Reconciliation Commission's raison d'être. The commission had been made a sovereign territory by the GFU. Novak must be part of the ongoing oversight, determined to be sceptical as a matter of principle. 

It still didn't explain why she was so familiar. Polk opted to remain silent and see what Novak did. She stretched her arms, releasing the tension in her shoulders. Her gaze softened, a tentative smile cracking her authority for the first time.

'Look, let's compromise,' she said. 'You carry on your reconciliation sessions, but I'll sit in on them and ask questions whenever I fancy. I'd like to see how these work first-hand. As you say, I'm sure someone's story will reveal the motive for the murder if I prod hard enough. Fair?'

It wasn't ideal, but it was better than nothing. He needed to regain some control of events, which would involve compromise. That was part of his job. She'd soon get bored and leave.

'Let's give it a try,' said Polk. 'If I'm not happy with how it's going, we'll have to change things. I hope you'll meet me halfway.'

'We'll see,' said Novak. 'We'll meet somewhere, certainly. I'm happy for you to be in charge here, right until the moment when I decide to take over.'

Polk exhaled slowly. This wasn't the moment to push things. The best way of getting out of this mess was to cooperate. 

'Let's go and meet the others. Fancy some breakfast?'

*
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THE LODGE WAS A SIMPLE affair. Five sets of quarters opened onto a utilitarian shared space. By the end of the week, the participants often socialised there, although tended to keep in their rooms out of hours at the start. On one wall of the wood-panelled room was the hatch through which the autochef delivered food and drink on request. 

Although sounds of movement could be heard in the quarters, none of the guests had emerged by the time they reached the lodge. They both made themselves breakfast and went into the only other room, the meeting area. 

Five chairs surrounded a small white table. Polk took his usual seat at one end. Two more nestled under each side, each reserved for a specific race: the Ungaleth and Enella diagonally opposite, as were the Olvin and Falki. That guaranteed that the races who'd fought on the same side never sat adjacent. The Ungaleth and Olvin, the leaders in the conflict, were closest to Polk.

Although primarily a functional room, the seats were comfortable. They had to be, given the hours everyone would spend there discussing their stories and confessions from the Fractal War. Polk tried to keep them alert.

Every session was recorded. Polk always had to set the participants' minds at rest at the start of each week. They'd already given approval during the application process to allow the recordings to be kept within the commission, only used for writing the official history, but most had forgotten. At least it meant anyone could review the content later if they'd drifted off at a critical moment. 

'Which seat was Jaklorinki's?' said Novak.

Polk pointed to the closest on his left. Novak pulled it to the opposite end of the table and sat facing him. He heard the low hum as the chair's contours adjusted to her posture.

'Did he upset anyone yesterday?' said Novak.

'Not obviously,' said Polk. 'Not sure anyone warmed to him though. He was a bit standoffish, full of himself.'

'A typical Ungaleth then.'

'Not from my experience,' said Polk. 'There's good and bad in all races. Including Terran.'

Before she could reply, Polk sipped his coffee and concentrated on his plate, breaking off a chunk of croissant, adding a touch of yak butter, and topping it with an Ungaleth preserve that tasted of raspberry dipped in honey and chocolate. He wasn't hungry but feared it would be a long day. 

Novak didn't let him eat in peace.

'Who do you reckon did it? The Olvin?'

Polk wasn't going to rush his mouthful of flavours. As he chewed, he gave a tiny shake of his head, then followed it with a shrug. Once his mouth was free of croissant, he gave his considered reply.

'The Olvin's name is Cabeliac Onga. Honestly, she seems the least likely culprit from my brief exposure so far. Yes, I know the Olvin hate the Ungaleth more than anyone, but Onga doesn't seem the type.' He shrugged again. 'Then again, who knows? They've all killed people. There's been a war on.'

He tempered his sarcasm with what he hoped was a self-deprecating smile, but there was a serious point. The aliens were all here with the promise of immunity if they participated fully in the process, confessing to everything and telling any story that might uncover crimes by others. If past sessions were anything to go by, Novak was hunting a murderer in a room full of killers.

'Why isn't she the type?' said Novak. 'In my experience, it's usually the least likely candidate who turns out to be guilty.'

'Everything I saw yesterday points to her still being severely affected by whatever trauma she experienced during the war. I didn't want to push it so early in the process, but it's something to explore later in the week once she's settled in. These people are in my care. I want to help them if I can while fulfilling my main duties.'

'Part-time counsellor, eh?' said Novak. 'Anyway, the trauma could mean she's suppressing some deep-seated grudges. Could explode into action when you least expect.'

Polk ignored the counsellor jibe. She knew nothing about his background, so he'd let her find out the hard way. That didn't stop him from showing off.

'Maybe. Why don't you see for yourself? She's about to come in.'

Polk casually slipped in his earpieces, ensuring a snug fit. They were almost unnoticeable once in place, adopting the skin tone and texture of the wearer – an indispensable piece of technology that had been a gift from the Olvin when humanity first encountered them. Each perfectly passed through every sound except for speech, which it automatically translated, even converting units and adopting suitable idioms in the same voice as the speaker. He was ready.

With perfect timing, the door opened, and Cabeliac Onga entered carrying a plate of red stipple, a traditional Olvin dish. Novak raised one eyebrow while fitting her own earpieces but said nothing. It was enough of a reaction to make him feel better.

He'd heard Onga outside getting breakfast. Her footsteps were audible, so it wasn't Amina Ya, the Enella, who moved like a ghost. Gori Ghul Flay, the Falki, would have been clattering about. He wasn't subtle. By process of elimination, it had to be Onga.

Cabeliac Onga stopped dead in the doorway when she saw Novak. Like most Olvin, she had wide, staring eyes, a broad jawbone, and severely sunken cheeks, making her face almost skeletal. Other than those accentuated features, plus the subtle chevron ridge in her forehead pointing down at her nose – a familial trait – she could have passed for human, at least in a bad light, just like all the other races they'd met.

Her shoulder-length light brown hair was immaculately straight, parted in the centre and pulled behind her ears. She wore a distinctive iridescent blue-green high-necked blouse that extended halfway down her thighs over tight cyan trousers. It was a flamboyant outfit that contrasted with her quiet intensity. Her glare shifted from Novak to the space where Jaklorinki's chair used to be.

'Where's Jak?' she said.

'Jak won't be joining us today,' said Polk. 'If you don't mind, I'll wait until everyone is here before explaining. Save repeating myself.'

Onga shrugged, went to take her seat, and mumbled almost to herself.

'Amina's just coming.'

Onga began to pick at her food, avoiding looking towards Novak. Polk held off making an introduction. That didn't stop Novak from studying her every movement, but she was unlikely to gain anything. Onga had retreated into her shell. 

Novak pulled a slate from her pocket and sat there immersed in research. She'd have access to all of their bios by now, which was unlikely to reveal anything interesting unless her sources were better than Polk's.

The sound of jangling cutlery came from outside, accompanied by a plate clattering on the worktop.

'Gori's coming too,' said Polk.

He listened to the pattern of movement. Watching Amina Ya the day before had been fascinating, her military training guiding her every move. Like most Enella, she was short and slight in build, but it would be a mistake to underestimate her wiry strength and determination. She made the most of her surroundings to give herself an advantage, even while making breakfast.

'Here they come,' said Polk. 'Amina will be in front.'

The door opened. As predicted, Amina Ya was first, with the Falki, Gori Ghul Flay, towering above her behind. His neck started where Amina's head finished.

Amina didn't break stride as she headed to her seat, only a brief flick of her eyes towards Novak showing any sign that something was wrong. She wore the traditional deep maroon off-duty jumpsuit of the Enella military, with the dark shadow of her shaved hairline leaving no doubt this was merely a break from active service. 

Her pinched elfin features, the straight line from the top of each ear down to her narrow chin making her face appear triangular, created an intensity that differed from Onga's. Amina's shone outwards, acting as a barrier to keep others at a distance, whereas Onga's focused within.

Gori Ghul Flay's reaction couldn't have been more different. He stopped in the doorway and put his free hand on his hip. For some people, it could have been a playful gesture. Gori's glower made it threatening.

'What's going on?' he demanded, his deep voice resonating. 

'Sit down,' said Polk. 'Then you'll find out.'

Gori made no movement.

'You cannot spring changes on us like this,' he said. 'That's in the agreement we signed.'

'I'm just about to tell you,' said Polk. 'This is the first chance I've had.'

'Jak won't be happy.'

'He's not, I assure you. Now, will you sit down?'

Gori glared at Novak.

'You can't replace members in the group like this. Especially with a Terran.'

He almost spat out the last word.

'I haven't,' said Polk. 'Look, we're not going to get anywhere until you join us. Let's get this moving.'

Gori stood there for a few more seconds, holding his dish of whatever brown mush the Falki liked for breakfast. He was trying to look imposing, but that took more presence than just an enormous bulk and oddly blank glower. Finally, he relented, stalked across to his seat, and clattered his dish onto the table.

Polk gathered his irritation and studied it, his usual technique for controlling his emotions. It was too easy to misinterpret Gori's facial expressions and get annoyed. Like all Falki, Gori's skull was split into separate islands of bone floating on cartilage, and the two ridges above each eye, coupled with the flat forehead bone, gave the impression he was taking everything oh so seriously. It didn't help that Gori wore a reddish-brown cloak that made him look like a monk. At least his hood was lowered today.

Polk took a deep breath and waited for the right moment. As soon as Gori had stuffed a spoonful of mush into his mouth, he spoke.

'Jaklorinki's been murdered. I found his body on the beach during my morning walk.'

Onga's eyes widened, but she kept silent and stared down at her hands. Gori tried to speak, managed not to splutter, but said nothing coherent before accepting he had to swallow his mouthful first. Amina grabbed the chance, speaking softly. It was a statement of fact rather than a question.

'You think one of us killed him.'

'That's what Valerity Novak is here to determine,' said Polk. 'She has direct authority from the GFU to investigate.'

Novak went to speak, but Gori interrupted.

'Are you sure it was foul play?' said Gori.

'Definitely,' said Novak. 'And before you say anything else, I'm also sure the murderer is in this room. There's no way into this enclave by land and no indication of any approach over sea.'

'That doesn't mean someone else couldn't have done it,' said Gori. 'This is outrageous.'

'It's possible there's a stranger around, but unlikely,' said Novak. 'I'll only look further afield if I'm convinced the four of you are innocent. Which you aren't.'

Four. It wasn't a surprise to Polk that he'd be a suspect, but it was the first time Novak had explicitly stated it. At least the others all had more apparent motives. 

Amina raised a sensible – if invalid – argument before Gori could apply more bluster. As always, she spoke calmly and without emotion.

'We've all got alibis. The lodge's security systems must prove we were in our rooms.'

'Unfortunately not,' said Polk. 'It was disabled. Jaklorinki did it so he could go out for a midnight walk. It was stupid, but it means any of us could have done it – especially anyone who realised the security system was down.'

'But why would we have killed him?' said Gori.

Novak snorted.

'Seriously? Two of you have just been at war with the Ungaleth. They subjugated the other during the war. Sounds like plenty of motive to me.'

At least Novak hadn't tried to pin a motive on Polk, which was something. Amina Ya was the first to object.

'You're wrong about the Ungaleth and the Enella. We weren't subjugated. They saved us.'

'You'll need to explain that one,' said Novak.

Amina's weary sigh betrayed her first flicker of irritation. Novak wasn't the first to make such a basic mistake.

'When they invaded, we were in a mess. We'd trashed our ecosystem. We were in danger of starving to death if we didn't die in a nuclear war first. Everything was falling apart. The Ungaleth saved us from ourselves. Yes, they conscripted us into the war, but it was a better life than most had at the time. That's still true. They treat us well. We are happy. Unlike others, I had no axe to grind with Jak.'

'That matches what other Enella have told me,' said Polk.

It was undoubtedly true that many younger Enella believed that. It was what they'd been taught. They knew no different. The reality for those who'd been around at the time was more nuanced, but there was a significant nugget of truth in the official narrative.

'Very well, I'll accept that, for now,' said Novak. 'Doesn't mean you didn't have a motive.'

'Don't waste your time on me,' said Amina. 'I didn't kill him.'

Novak stared at her for several seconds.

'One thing you should know about me, that you should all know. I have a knack for telling when people are concealing things. Or lying. So don't try it.'

Amina gave a tiny shrug. Polk maintained his poker face as Novak turned to Onga.

'The Olvin have more reason than any to hate the Ungaleth.'

Cabeliac Onga didn't respond for a few seconds, still staring down at her hands. Then she gave a slight jump as if only just realising someone was talking about her.

'I... I don't go around killing people. I couldn't. Yes, I hate what the Ungaleth did during the war, but it's over now.' She hesitated. 'Isn't it? Yes, of course it is. It's just... I had nothing against Jaklorinki. I didn't even know him. I'm not going to kill a stranger. Well, unless they do something to... no. That doesn't matter. I still wouldn't. Not now. Jaklorinki was nobody special. He'd done nothing to me. I–'

'Okay, okay,' interrupted Novak. 'I get the point.' 

Novak tilted her head and turned to face Gori. She didn't need to ask.

'Don't look at me,' said Gori. 'I'm probably the only one here who'd met Jak before. I had a lot to thank him for. If there was one Ungaleth I didn't want to kill, it was Jak.'

That was news to Polk.

'You didn't mention that yesterday.'

'I don't think he recognised me,' said Gori. 'It was many, many years ago. I was going to surprise him with it when I told my story later. I was looking forward to that. Damn.'

Polk turned to Novak.

'You said we could continue our normal reconciliation sessions while you listened in. Why don't we start with Gori's story? Once you know how he met Jaklorinki, you might be able to rule him out.'

'Sure,' said Novak. 'Why not?'

'You really want me to speak now?' said Gori. 'Feels inappropriate.'

'Best way to clear your name,' said Polk. 'And if you've a story to tell about Jak that paints him in a good light, then it would be a fitting tribute.'

Someone speaking highly of Jak was the last thing Polk had expected. Gori took a few seconds to convince himself but then straightened in his seat.

'The general amnesty still covers this? Some of it is... sensitive.'

'The amnesty covers everything you confess in this room,' said Polk. 'No exceptions. It will all be recorded for posterity.'

'To be clear,' said Novak. 'That amnesty doesn't apply to crimes after the war, including this murder.'

'Very well,' said Gori. 'But not until I've finished my breakfast. I'll need a few minutes to gather my thoughts.'

'Acceptable,' said Novak. She turned to Polk. 'I need to speak with you alone. Let's go outside.'

'Sure,' said Polk. 'I could do with another coffee.'

It would be better than sitting around in silence waiting for Gori to down his mush. They left the room, sealed the door, and crossed to the autochef. Novak didn't speak until they'd both got fresh coffees.

'You saw how they reacted. Any thoughts?'

'No clue,' said Polk. 'Whatever they said about the relationship between their races, that doesn't mean the motive isn't there. The Olvin and the Falki fought the Ungaleth and the Enella for over a century. There's enough bad blood built up even between allies that could have affected any of them.'

'Go on.'

'All I'm saying is that you can't treat anyone as a typical representative of their race. There's no such thing. They're individuals shaped by their war experiences. You can see how much it's affected Onga, and I'm sure the same is true of the others in different ways.'

'Amina's the most interesting,' said Novak. 'She's portraying unwavering loyalty to the Ungaleth. Maybe she blamed Jak for his failure in protecting their leadership.'

'Possibly,' said Polk. 'It's not much of a motive, but better than nothing. Maybe we should get Amina to tell her story after Gori?'

'Maybe I will,' said Novak. 'Let's see what Gori's story reveals – if it's true. I'll soon tell.'

Polk didn't miss the repeated boast of being able to tell if they were lying. He'd have to test that at some point.

'Got to start somewhere,' said Polk. 'Once we understand how Gori knew Jak, it might provide a thread we can tug on. It's obvious Jak didn't recognise him yesterday, so that means any of them could have met him too and been forgotten. That could provide a motive.'

'You realise you're a suspect too?' said Novak.

She was finally getting around to the purpose of this chat.

'I assumed that,' said Polk. 'But if it had been me, I'd have left it to the end of the week and then hidden the body. This way raises too many questions.'

'Sounds like you had it all planned.'

'I'd just been wondering, why now? Why so obviously?' said Polk. 'Maybe someone just spotted the security system was down and made the most of the chance?'

'Maybe,' said Novak. 'That still doesn't rule you out.'

'Not sure what my motive could be. Jak was irritating, but I've had worse here from all sides, I assure you. I've no grudge against the Ungaleth – quite the opposite. My general opinion of them is more positive than most.'

'My main suspicion is over your bio,' said Novak. 'It's remarkably empty.'

It was always going to be a sticking point. Polk had no choice but to tread carefully.

'It would be,' said Polk. 'I've not been a facilitator long. Before that, well that's a different matter. Just because we were neutral during the war doesn't mean some of us didn't have roles to play. Unfortunately, the project I was involved in isn't public knowledge yet. It's highly classified. Sorry, I can't discuss it.' 

Novak stared at him for several seconds. He could almost hear the wheels grinding as she realigned her perception of him away from a milquetoast facilitator.

'You said you could tell if we were lying,' said Polk. 'You must realise I've no choice. I took an oath.' 

'I'll check with my boss,' said Novak, unimpressed. 'She'll get me access.'

She would need to go a long way up the chain for that.

'Good luck,' said Polk.

Novak tested her new-found perspective on him.

'You've told me the official reason for these reconciliation sessions. You must have worked out that there's more to what you do than that. Something else these sessions achieve.'

'Seems pretty obvious,' said Polk. 'It's why I write up every single detail I feel is important at the end of each week, and try to interpret the truth behind all the stories.'

'I can see from your record that your work has been well received,' said Novak. 'Go on then. What's it for?'

'With everything we hear, the commission can put together a more accurate history of what really happened during the war: all the secret missions, all the hidden plots. What's being told at the moment is a biased tale from the Olvin's perspective as the victors. From what I've heard here, they were often as bad as the Ungaleth. If Terra– If Earth is as neutral as we're supposed to be, we're the best-placed ones to tell the real story.'

A tiny nod of her head was the first glimmer of respect.

'That sounds a much better way of keeping the peace,' said Novak. 'Make everyone ashamed of their actions so they won't do it again.'

'Including us? said Polk.

That got another cold laugh.

'Don't get too optimistic. We're the ones writing this history, after all.'

Novak's response was fascinating in itself. She was more than a simple detective. He couldn't underestimate her – nor get on her bad side. It might be worth dropping a helpful nugget to set her on the right track.

'Those are the motivations for the commission, not the participants. They've often got their own agendas. That's usually the cause of any murder.'

'The amnesties?' said Novak.

'Yup,' said Polk. 'Any participant gets an amnesty, no matter how bad their actions, no matter how many people died because of their malevolence. It's considered the best way of flushing out the worst atrocities of the war. Not everyone likes that.'

'That sticks in my craw too,' said Novak. 'I hate letting people get away with murder. If a psychopath killed your loved ones, would you let it rest?'

'That's sort of the point,' said Polk. 'We can't keep refighting the battles of the past. We have to learn their lessons and try to find a way to move on. That's the theory, anyway.'

'All very laudable, I'm sure,' said Novak. 'Sounds to me that it's just as likely to exacerbate the need for revenge.'

'I'm afraid you're right. The war left a lot of grudges lingering. These sessions can be the best place to track down the perpetrators for those wanting revenge. That's why some people come – direct action is their only route to justice.'

'Aren't all the records anonymised? And the attendees before they arrive?'

'In theory,' said Polk. 'A lot of that is handled locally on each planet. If you know the right people, it doesn't take much to break things. It's not impossible to ensure you're in the same group as someone you suspect. Not easy, but it's happened.'

'You think that's what happened here?' said Novak.

Polk took a few more sips of coffee. 

'No idea. Maybe. It's worth bearing in mind while we listen to their stories. Shall we go back in?'

'One more thing,' said Novak. Her face broke into a crooked smile, as humourless as her laugh. 'I can't decide whether you're playing it cool or you really don't recognise me.'

'Both,' said Polk. 'You seem vaguely familiar, but I can't figure out why.'

'Remember what happened to the last secretary of the GFU?'

'Only in passing,' said Polk. 'I wasn't on Earth around then. I did half-watch a documentary about it last year. Didn't he kill himself after– Shit, you're her. The detective that brought down Secretary Armand.'

'I know that documentary,' said Novak. 'Wasn't bad. The simulation got me to a tee. Pity so much else was wrong.'

'But you did bring down the secretary.'

'He did that on his own,' said Novak. 'Not my fault he tried to cover up for a murderer.'

'Weren't you sacked?'

'Yeah. Didn't stop me from getting revenge after they shafted me. Luckily, our new regime was glad to see the back of him. I do special investigations for the GFU now.'

'Hence, you're here,' said Polk. 

'You're catching on,' said Novak. 'I've a roving brief. I can poke my nose in anywhere that looks interesting. I've no idea what I'm looking for, but once I've found it, I'm sure I can make up a story that shows I knew what I was doing all along.'

She was tempting him with joking honesty, expecting him to reciprocate. He'd used that trick himself on plenty of occasions. It would be worth giving the appearance of playing along.

'Just make sure I'm one of the good guys in your story.'

'If you've done nothing wrong, there won't be a problem, will there?' said Novak.

'Perfect,' said Polk. 'Shall we go back in?'

Gori was ready when they returned. He seemed in a better mood, happy to be the centre of attention now the surprise had subsided. The other two were quiet. Onga hadn't even noticed them enter. Amina stared intently at Gori, determined not to miss a thing.

'I met Jaklorinki not long after Terra opened their gateway,' said Gori. 'You youngsters won't know what it was like back then. Terra's arrival threw the conflict into turmoil.'

It was easy to underestimate how old Gori must be. Falki aged differently. They showed less visible change as they got older, with no more than minor skin blemishes. Gori's slightly hunched shoulders were a telltale sign if you knew what you were looking for. He continued.

'It forced a brief lull in the hostilities while everyone sought ways to entice the Terrans. Naturally, Ungal and Olva both wanted them on their side to swing the war in their favour. I volunteered for a mission intended to persuade the Terrans that the Olvin were the good guys, which of course, they were. That's when I met Jak.'

Amina's glare intensified. This might be a mistake if all Gori did was try to gloss over history and use it to score points, but first-hand knowledge of that critical period would be fascinating. It rarely came up in these sessions. 

Polk's job would be to stop Amina from exploding while Gori spoke. Gori addressed him directly.

'Actually, no. I need to go back a bit further, or this won't make sense. Did you know I was there when the Olvin made first contact with you Terrans? I was the first person to enter your system.'

'No, really?' said Polk. It was a genuine surprise. 'Please, tell your story however you need.'

'It's two stories really,' said Gori. 'How we first met you, and then the mission to persuade you to back the Olvin. Without the first part, you won't understand why the mission happened or why I volunteered for it.

'Please, go ahead,' said Polk.

It would be a fascinating story if Gori ever got started. He wasn't ready yet.

'You all familiar with how Fractal Space works?'

Polk sighed. Fractal Space was the mysterious, ancient, artificial realm that linked all the races and enabled the war. Polk had only crossed it once.

'I've been through it,' said Polk. 'Everyone else must have to get here.'

'What about how it's navigated?'

'Some of us might be rusty,' said Polk. 'If it's important to your story, fill in the details.'

Gori nodded. He pulled up his hood, lowered his head, and peered out from the shadow, avoiding eye contact. It was the first sign of uncertainty after his bluster so far. Perhaps the memories were difficult. If so, it was his way of coping.

'Right,' he said, his voice deepening. 'You'd better get comfortable. We'll be here for a while.'
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I WAS YOUNGER THEN, right back at the beginning of my long career. I was naive. I was inexperienced. But I was clever enough to grasp every opportunity to get noticed. At least, I thought I was being clever. It turns out that clutching a straw when you don't know what's on the other end is dangerous.

Let me set the context. I'd just completed my training as a Fractal Space navigator, passing with flying colours. It turns out I was a natural with the perfect mental aptitude needed to guide a craft through the warped dimensions of that weird realm.

If you've only experienced Fractal Space cloistered in the shielded passenger areas, seeing it as nothing more than a mottled grey background through the windows, you've missed out on its true majesty. It's small enough to cross in much less than a day, devoid of everything but atmosphere, yet infinite in complexity. Perfectly designed for life like us, yet little technology works there. The speed of transit is glacial, yet when we emerge back into our universe, we've travelled light-years into another system. It's incredible.

The shielding isn't there to protect passengers from Fractal Space. It's there to protect the skilled navigators from the passengers, or more correctly, to stop the passengers' chaotic thoughts from interfering with the navigator's job. Like most advanced technology, propulsion systems are non-functional within the realm. The essence of Fractal Space itself bends to the will of the navigator. All I need to do is visualise our route and destination, and the vessel follows my desires. It needs nothing more than mental discipline.

The level of technology that works in Fractal Space is minimal. Only exceptionally low-power devices work, typically of little value within a military spaceship, so they're hardly worth mentioning – other than the miracle of engineering that lets the translation earpieces function adequately. I'd have hated to learn Olvin.

Back then, we only knew of four ways into and out of Fractal Space: the gateways to the Olvin, Falki, Ungaleth, and Enella systems. Each of those entrances had originally been sealed away, concealed inside a celestial body within each system, right until the moment when the local technology had advanced enough to approach it with a crewed expedition. Automated vessels had no effect. Biological intelligence had to be near.

In our case, well before I was born, the first visit to the largest asteroid near Falkith was thrown into disarray. As we approached the irregularly shaped planetoid, its cratered body sundered in two. The halves floated serenely away to reveal a shimmering purple haze floating in the vacuum of space. We had no idea what to make of it. 

Months later, the Olvin emerged to explain everything. They showed us how to enter Fractal Space. Once we got to know them, we opted to support their war effort in exchange for more advanced technology. It was a partnership that transformed our world. We were happy to take their lead. Once I was of age, I was keen to play my part.

My first assignment after qualification was on a small surveillance craft, just three navigators taking turns on duty under the command of rookie Lieutenant Miskin. I was the only Falki amongst the otherwise Olvin crew. Our job was to fly as close to the edge of Fractal Space as possible and look for enemy movements or anything suspicious. 

These missions had a reputation for being tedious, as you rarely ever saw anything, but their primary purpose was to give us experience, not excitement. That was even true for Miskin, the non-navigating officer getting an early taste of command.

I had no great passion for being a navigator, but as I had the talent, it was a way to get noticed at the start of my career. I had no intention of staying cocooned in a ship longer than necessary. I wanted to fight. I wanted to make a difference. Although not trained in the officer stream, I intended to grab every chance for advancement and volunteer for any opportunity that could give me the recognition I deserved.

This first mission started by taking the slow route around the edge of the space from the Olvin to the Ungaleth gateway. As we were all inexperienced, it was a chance to practise. 

Day one had been routine, but I realised something was amiss when I entered the bridge to begin my stint the following day. Lieutenant Miskin was there with the on-duty navigator, staring out the window. That was interesting. Miskin usually remained in the shielded area. He turned to me as I approached and gestured out the front of the craft.

'Take a look. See if you agree with my conclusion.'

The window revealed an area of the infinitely-detailed fractal wall ahead. It was clear what had got their attention. Everything was as expected, gentle shades of grey between the occasional cliff-edges of white, except for a single spiralling fractal fold. Inside was deep black. Only one thing looked like that.

'It's a gateway,' I said. 'There's another system through there.'

'That's my opinion too,' said Miskin. 'Another intelligent race must await on the other side. They've found their gateway into Fractal Space.'

Miskin hummed to himself. It was almost musical.

'This could give us the edge. If we can get them on our side before the Ungaleth discover their existence, it could swing the war in our favour.' He hummed again. 'Damn, standing orders preclude us from making first contact. That doesn't stop us from investigating. We must act.'

The on-duty navigator wasn't so sure.

'We can't be sure that's a gateway, sir. If we're wrong, we'll die.'

That got him a grunt and a glare, but there was nothing Miskin could say to dispute it. Lieutenant Miskin was my first field commander, and I was still getting used to him. His pronounced cheekbones made him look even more skeletal than most Olvin, and his wide-eyed intensity was intimidating. It wasn't just his looks. He intended to go places, and you didn't want to stand in his way. I chose to be dragged along in his wake.

'Let me prove it,' I said. 'Let me go through.'

'How?' said Miskin.

'I can navigate through Fractal Space on my own. I'll need a spacesuit with a manoeuvring pack to survive when I cross out into the real universe, but not in here. It should be no different to flying a ship. If I don't come back, then you'll know it's not a gateway.'

Miskin stared at me for a few unnerving seconds.

'Do it. Take a comms setup. If there's anywhere safe to leave it over there, set it recording and then return. We'll need an expert team to make first contact, but the more data we can give them on the alien language, the quicker they'll train the translator.'

'Yes, sir!' I said, saluting eagerly.

'Good man.'

It didn't take long to get ready. I had no doubts that this was the right thing to do. If it were a gateway, my contribution would be recognised. I'd be the first to see this alien system. If not... well, I tried not to think about it. 

That resolve lasted up to the moment I stood at the open hatch, fully encapsulated in my spacesuit. I had a backpack with attitude control jets and a comms unit strapped
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