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Chapter 1 – Knowing the Unknown
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Everson Polk made himself comfortable in the rear of their new ship. Two days after the conclusion of the ill-fated Reconciliation Commission session, its four survivors were ready to leave Earth. Well, three plus their reluctant captain, Valerity Novak. Maedew and Pargelin awaited.

Polk wasn't entirely sure he trusted GFU Secretary Alana Curst yet, but when she wanted things in a hurry, they happened. It was hard not to be impressed by the speed of her decision-making and organisation.

Most of the intervening time had been spent with Cabeliac Onga and Amina Ya, while Novak was off hobnobbing with Curst and her aide, Kurt. They were sidelined from the wider investigation of Admiral Shig Kondo's scheming. The lack of absolute trust clearly went both ways. Their only instructions were to be ready for their mission to Maedew and Pargelin.

At least their mission made some sort of sense. There were too many unknowns at present for Curst to judge the right tactics to counter Kondo's duplicity, too many ways things could go wrong if they blundered ahead. Visiting Maedew and Pargelin might uncover vital information, keep Onga on Curst's side, and give Polk and Amina something to do until their fuller role was established. 

Onga wanted to go to Maedew for her own reasons, hoping to discover something about the ancient Aevoir, the race she believed had built Fractal Space. Curst was happy to use that to get Onga to help, having no other leverage, unlike with Polk and Amina. The latter happily participated in exchange for having their recent murders overlooked.

Curst needed confirmation that the renegade Ungaleth, Admiral Sutrivendi, had moved to Maedew and wanted to know if anyone else was using his former base on Pargelin. Had Sutrivendi kept some troops there? Was the Olvin president, Grane Miskin, gathering forces there ready for the war to restart? Miskin was a powder keg that only needed a spark from Sutrivendi to blow the peace to smithereens.

Curst's aide, a man only ever referred to as Kurt, was responsible for using his contacts across the worlds to verify aspects of their stories and work out who they could trust. They'd not met Kurt, but Novak assured them he knew what he was doing. He preferred working in the background, quietly researching and organising without any fuss. 

Given Novak's negative opinion of just about everyone else, that was a glowing recommendation. Between Kurt's findings and what they would uncover on Maedew and Pargelin, Curst could begin to hone her plans. The dilemma was stark. Polk couldn't stop thinking about it.

If Dangara Tobic's opposition took over Olva after the next election – as expected – it would enhance the likelihood of the peace holding, yet he was Kondo's man. It would put Kondo in charge of two worlds, bringing the other participants in the war under his influence.

Yet, if Curst intervened and helped Miskin hold onto power, it could easily lead to the war breaking out again, especially if Sutrivendi's patience gave way and he attacked Olva. That could well happen before the election. Who knew what impact it would have on Ungal?

The peace was fake anyway, nothing more than a ploy by Kondo to gain dominion over all the worlds. The Fractal War had never truly ended. Peace was nothing more than the latest weapon to be deployed. At some point, he'd exploit it to remove Curst and reinstall a puppet to control Earth.

Quite the choice: risk restarting an active interstellar war or live in a hegemony controlled by a Terran warlord. Peaceful cooperation between five self-governing races was a long way off. All they could do was focus on their roles.

Onga was the only one who knew the way to both Maedew and Pargelin, with Amina as a backup for Pargelin. They were both trained pilots and navigators. Onga had significantly more experience, so was designated as the pilot for the mission, with Amina as co-pilot to give her an occasional break. Considering they'd recently been on opposing sides in the war, they got on remarkably well.

It was fascinating to see how the two of them had changed since the start of the week. Onga was less prone to getting lost in her thoughts, the confidence gained while telling her story keeping her conversation flowing. She'd got what she wanted. She was going back to Maedew to better understand what she'd experienced there, her focus on that helping her stay grounded.

Onga was placing a lot of trust in Curst to get the Olva situation under control. Her belief that knowledge gained of the Aevoir would prove critical in any resolution made her comfortable that Maedew was the correct priority for her. That, and the admittance that there was nothing she could do if she went back to Olva – yet. She trusted her gut feelings.

Amina was more surprising. Polk had only gotten to know her in the prelude and epilogue to Gori's murder, but now she'd paid her debt to her late lover, Lami, it appeared to have freed her from the past. She was visibly more relaxed, especially when working with Onga. A sarcastic sense of humour, often self-deprecating, was now her weapon of choice.

Polk was a spare wheel, but he didn't care. Participation came with its own rewards – absolution for the murder of Jaklorinki. It was only the first step. Ungal must lay in his future once Curst had worked out how.

He was still coming to terms with Jaklorinki's death. The killing blow hadn't been premeditated, the rush of anger that overtook him when Jak disparaged his beloved Tinks leaving him little rational choice. Admittedly, retribution had been on his mind. He imagined he had the rest of the week to decide how to respond, although he wasn't confident he could strike in cold blood.

Before he'd had time to think, Novak had arrived, forcing him to deny what had happened, even to himself. He retreated into the role of helpful facilitator, smoothing the conversation along and away from him. He'd failed. Now he was living the consequences.

Polk was determined not to let his anger get out of control again. He wasn't a natural murderer, having relived that killing blow in his nightmares too often already. Deception was more his thing. He'd been trained to lie as part of his job.

The biggest dilemma for Polk was that he had no idea how he felt anymore and no plan for his future, assuming there was a time after all this. Being properly human for the first time helped to make life bearable, but since the Citadel, all he'd genuinely cared about was understanding what had caused Tinks' death. Although he now knew Jaklorinki had ultimately triggered it, the crime went all the way up to Kondo, with so many culpable in between. There were too many targets.

Jaklorinki's death felt more like a waypoint than a destination. The road ahead was foggy, but as Kondo and Suzerain Darpolinki were both in Curst's sights, he would go with her flow for now. His vision would clear along the way.

The day before departure had been spent familiarising themselves with their ship's systems while Novak was planning with Curst and while engineers were upgrading the surveillance equipment. Onga and Amina ensconced themselves in the two front seats, learning the nuances of an unfamiliar craft. Polk's role was reduced to ensuring they were well-fed and watered from the autochef. After recent events, he enjoyed the break. His time would come.

Their vessel was small but impressive, the latest in nimble stealth craft designed for covert missions – but not fighting. It was unarmed. That was probably for the best. Onga would likely refuse to use any weapons, Polk had no training, and Novak would be trigger-happy. Avoiding the enemy was a better bet, surveilling their goals from afar.

The ship was brand new. Everything was shiny, untarnished by the entropy of daily use. It even smelt new. They'd flushed out a few minor teething problems during their preparation, so hopefully nothing unexpected was left to come back to bite them in deep space. There was only one way to find out.

The facilities were basic but would do for short missions. It had a small cabin out back with four bunks, a curtained-off changing area, a single toilet and a tiny shower cubicle. The two seats in the front cockpit were for Onga and Amina as the pilots, with Polk and Novak sitting immediately behind.

Being next to Novak would be fun. She'd gradually become more antagonistic towards Polk during the investigation – not that he hadn't given as good as he got – and the realisation that the murderer was the last person she'd accused appeared to have tipped things over the edge. Now she found fault with everything he did.

He didn't care. If anything, it was oddly familiar, just like the bad days of his marriage to Ama. He knew how to get the barbs in first.

It was finally time to leave. Onga signalled when she was ready to depart.

'Everybody strapped in?' 

'Is that necessary?' said Novak. 'Should be an easy flight with this latest antigrav unit. It's integrated with the stealth capability. Lower emissions, lower turbulence, harder to detect. There's no danger.'

'Always best to be prepared,' said Onga. 'Standard procedure. I'd never take off unless everyone were safe.'

'I'm ready,' said Polk.

'Oh, fine,' said Novak. 'Bloody fighter pilots. Right. I'm ready.'

'Here we go then,' said Onga. 'Next stop, Maedew.'

The vessel gently lifted from the ground, moving diagonally upwards along the approved flight path.

'Smooth,' said Amina. 'Handle like the simulation?'

'Better, if anything,' said Onga. 'I'll let you have a go once we're out of the atmosphere.'

'I just thought,' said Amina. 'Does this ship have a name?'

'CPA-2378D,' said Novak.

'That's no good,' said Amina. 'It needs something better. What shall we call it?'

Onga was the first to come up with an idea.

'The Coalition? We've got an Olvin, an Enella, a Terran, and a half-Terran, half-Ungaleth.'

'No Falki though,' said Amina. Then, after a pause, came to a conclusion. 'That's good.'

Polk opted to push his luck.

'How about The Four Musketeers?'

'Not funny,' said Novak. 'Not remotely funny.'

Polk knew it had been a step too far as soon as he said it. The three musketeers from her story hadn't been a joking matter.

'Sorry,' said Polk. 'Bad taste. How about the Three Amigos, Plus One?'

'You want me to shoot you sooner rather than later?' said Novak.

'Never would be nice.'

'Doesn't seem likely.'

'Now, now, children,' said Amina. 'Keep this up, and we'll drop you off in Fractal Space.'

Polk grinned at Novak. She returned a glare, but Polk reckoned it was more performative than hostile. At least she wasn't fingering her blaster. 

'I've got a better name,' said Onga. 'We've all just lived through the Fractal War. We're trying to stop it from ever happening again. Why not call the ship the Peacekeeper?'

'Perfect,' said Amina.

'Sounds good to me,' said Polk, not that the peace was real yet.

'Don't see the point, but fine,' said Novak. 'The Peacekeeper it is. Now, can we get on? Know where we're going?'

'Maedew,' said Onga.

'I mean, do you know where the Terran gateway is?'

'Of course,' said Onga. 'Near the planet called Saturn. I've got the charts, don't worry.'

'They both know what they're doing,' said Polk. 'They've been training hard while you were off with your chums.'

'Sure they do,' said Novak. 'Not sure why you're here though. If I had my way, we'd have left you behind. Unfortunately, Curst insisted.'

'If you bump into Sutrivendi, you'll be glad to have someone who knows the Ungaleth aboard.'

'I've no intention of getting too close,' said Novak. 'Just need to know where he is. Once that's out the way, we'll let Onga see what she can discover about the Aevoir for a bit – not long – then off to Pargelin to find what's there.'

'And get some mushrooms,' said Onga.

'Yeah, yeah,' said Novak. 'Waste of time, but Curst insisted I had to let you.'

Novak's irritation with everything was unexpected. With Polk, yes, the mission, less so – until the reason clicked home. She was nervous.

'This is your first time in space, isn't it?'

'I've done sub-orbital hops,' said Novak.

'Not the same,' said Polk.

'I'm fine,' said Novak, her terseness proving the opposite. 'Now shut up. I'm going to sleep.'

'You'll have to wake up when we get to Fractal Space,' said Polk.

'Why?'

'Don't you remember what Gori told you? Even though most passengers don't know it happens, the crew open the hatches to let the air in once inside.'

'So?' said Novak.

'This is a small ship,' said Polk. 'You're nearest the door. It's your job to open it.'

Novak didn't reply, but the flash of discomfort in her eyes was everything he'd hoped for.

'They're off again,' said Amina. 

'It's going to be a long journey,' said Onga.

The Peacekeeper cleared Earth's atmosphere and engaged its main drive.

'Are we there yet?' said Polk.

*
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ALANA CURST WATCHED the ship depart on her slate. Compared to the other things she'd set in motion, it might turn out to be the least risky of all, yet it made her nervous. Two former enemies with one of Kondo's unwitting undercover spies, and only Novak to keep them in line.

Novak hadn't been happy. She'd made it perfectly clear in private she didn't want to go on the mission. Being captain on her first trip to space, never having commanded anyone before, was a big ask. Tough. Novak should be grateful for the chance. Most people would relish the opportunity to visit new worlds. She might even find out about the creators of Fractal Space if Onga's assertion about the Aevoir proved correct.

Right now, the Aevoir were irrelevant, a sop to keep Onga in line until she was ready. All she cared about was who they'd find in the two systems. If she had to place a bet, Sutrivendi would be around Maedew, and Miskin would be hiding a secret fleet near Pargelin. Sutrivendi wanted Ungal back; Miskin would be desperately preparing options to hang on to power. Either of them could drag everyone back to war.

Damn Kondo. Admittedly, his schemes had ended the active war, but in an appalling manner. The Ungaleth would eventually uncover his control of Ungal, and then there'd be hell to pay. Even if she had no moral issues with it – which she did – it wasn't a stable solution long-term. 

Damn Armand too, for letting Kondo get away with so much. This had been decades in the making. She'd always known Kondo had ambitions but had severely underestimated their scale and severity. She wouldn't do that again.

She had little doubt that most people working at Kondo's bidding had no idea they were part of a rogue operation, although those near the top must. Similarly, she had few worries that most civilian staff were loyal to her. The trouble was, it was hard to be sure of anyone specifically. That left her exposed.

Still, Kurt ran a tight ship. Her aide – and most trusted confidante – had been with her for many years. If there was one constant in her life, while everything else shifted chaotically around her, it was Kurt. She trusted him with her life. 

Kurt had contacts far and wide and knew how to get information from them without exposing her further. He'd come back with the data she needed, as would Novak's mission. Then, she could plan her response, relying on Kurt's logistical skills to make it happen. They were a good team.

Of her tentative strategies, the least worst option was to let the next part of Kondo's scheming take its course. If Tobic's opposition took over Olva from Miskin, that would reduce the risk of war breaking out again, even if Sutrivendi did something stupid with his fleet. 

It would put Kondo in an even stronger position, but at least Curst knew about it beforehand. She'd be ready. Somehow. Maybe the best option was to expedite matters before Kondo was ready and assassinate Miskin well ahead of the election. Throw Kondo off his guard, and... do what? It didn't feel right.

Information. She needed information. 

Curst wasn't one to sit around and wait while everyone else did the work. It was time to confront Kondo.

She couldn't go too far. In her wistful moments, she would go public with the whole thing, and Kondo's empire would come tumbling down. Given her public political position, it could equally go the other way. Kondo was widely regarded as a hero who'd kept Earth safe during the conflict. Curst was a relative newcomer to the top. She got little credit.

With the war over, people sought something new, and Curst was part of the old guard. She was vulnerable. That wouldn't matter if Kondo fell along with her. History might treat her legacy well, but too much evidence against Kondo was down to the word of one or two people. Kondo would easily dismiss it or spread contradictory misinformation. Or make people disappear.

The destabilising impact it would have on Earth was too unpredictable. Political extremists were on the rise, exploiting the peace to try to gain power. The GFU had only come into being because of the war. Now that had ended, some were calling for regional federations to secede from the GFU, occasionally even further at a national level. It was unconscionable. They'd made little headway so far, but Kondo's actions could be the catalyst they needed.

Anyway, if what Kondo had done became public, the wrath of all the other planets would be turned on Earth. Four against one wasn't a war that would last a century. What was Kondo thinking?

Amina Ya's story gave her a valid reason to confront Kondo without betraying how much she knew. Kondo was often off-planet, but Curst knew he was around, so scheduled a call and waited. At least he still went through the pretence of being accountable to her and accepted. His reaction would be instructive. It would also act as a smokescreen to cover her real agenda.

Dead on time, Kondo's connection request appeared. As she accepted it, the plain wall opposite her seat flickered to life, replaced by a view of Kondo's office. It was perfectly arranged to appear like they were sitting at desks in one large room. Even better, he was close enough to view his every fleeting expression but far enough away to suppress the urge to strangle him.

It was hard not to stare at the coloured Newton's cradle on his otherwise empty desk: red, magenta, blue, cyan, and green globes hanging inert, waiting to be swung into action. It was the motif of their endeavour. It must mean something.

Did the five balls represent the five planets with the blue Earth in the centre? Curst followed the train of thought. If you swung one of the balls, say the green Ungal, then when it hit the pack, the red Olva would go flying out, taking magenta Falkith with it. When they came back, it would send Ungal out on the other side with cyan Enel trailing behind. Earth would remain stationary in the middle, waiting for everything to settle. 

She was probably overthinking it. It was just a toy, one Kondo never touched nor remarked upon it. He thought he was so bloody clever, flaunting his plan in her face.

'Secretary,' said Kondo.

'Admiral,' said Curst.

It was a familiar dance. Kondo would attempt to keep any sign of what he was thinking hidden, maintaining an emotionless monotone throughout. Curst would try to make it crack. She'd learnt to interpret every ephemeral microexpression that leaked, although how accurate her interpretations were was another matter.

'Let's keep this brief,' said Kondo. 'I have a busy day.'

'As do we all,' said Curst. 'This was too important to delay.'

'What is it?'

'I've received a troubling update from one of the reconciliation sessions. A piece of information that doesn't square with the policy you've insisted you've been following.'

A nearly imperceptible narrowing of his eyes was the clue that she'd got his attention. His terse response confirmed it.

'Specifics,' said Kondo.

'Let's start with an omission from your reports. Why haven't you mentioned there's been a sixth system discovered? Pargelin. Don't pretend you know nothing about it. I know you do.'

Kondo shrugged. The fact that it was a plainly visible expression of unconcern from him indicated that it meant the opposite.

'It wasn't important,' said Kondo. 'It's of minor strategic importance, only discovered towards the war's end. A couple of skirmishes were fought for control of a base there. They achieved little, and it was abandoned once the war was over. It's irrelevant now.'

'Irrelevant?' said Curst. 'That's not your call to make. Our scientists would be fascinated to explore a new system for a start. It raises so many questions. This is a severe oversight on your part that I cannot overlook. I expect a full report on Pargelin by the end of tomorrow. Hide nothing. Understood?'

'Understood,' said Kondo. 'Is that all?'

It was irritating when you gave someone a bollocking, and all they did was look bored. It was time to play her trump card.

'You haven't asked how I was confident you knew about Pargelin.'

'Irrelevant. You'd tell me if it was important.'

'It is,' said Curst. 'You had an undercover spy on Pargelin. Liam Gale. He'd been genetically resequenced to be Enella.'

A transient near-blink betrayed surprise.

'Correct,' said Kondo. 'What of it?'

'What of it?' said Curst. 'You promised that you'd stopped using genetically-resequenced spies.'

'Incorrect,' said Kondo. 'I told you we'd wound down the old large-scale infiltrations. They were counterproductive. That doesn't mean that individual operatives aren't effective. We still occasionally utilise them.'

'Without informing us?'

'It's an implementation detail,' said Kondo. 'That's at my discretion.'

'Not something as significant as this,' said Curst. 'I will report this to the Senate oversight committee. I'm sure they will have questions for you.'

His cheek muscles tightened.

'That is within their right, although I must insist upon a closed session. This is a sensitive matter.'

'Naturally,' said Curst. 'You confirm there are no larger-scale deployments of these undercover agents?'

'Of course,' said Kondo.

Liar.

She wasn't sure how much she'd learnt, but it would keep Kondo on his toes. She had people watching his movements now, assuming they were loyal to her. The hope was that he'd be spurred into doing something indiscreet.

To her surprise, Kondo had questions of his own.

'Do you know what happened to the agent on Pargelin? We lost contact.'

'Unfortunately, he was killed,' said Curst. 'Executed by Falki after they captured the base.'

Kondo showed no sign of surprise, of upset, of anything, at being told that one of his men was dead. Liam's father was one of his senior officers. He must feel something, surely?

'How did they discover he was Terran?' said Kondo.

'They didn't,' said Curst. 'They shot him along with everyone on the base. A single Enella escaped to tell us what happened.'

'And how did they know?'

'They were in a relationship with Liam. They were planning a life together, so he told them the truth.'

That was interesting. That small nugget of love amongst the horrors of war got the strongest reaction of all. Kondo stopped breathing for a second. It was a reaction Curst hadn't seen from him before, one to file away for future investigation. Her first impression was that the concept of one of his agents being in love and able to trust another human being was so alien to him that it made him livid.

'Send me the details,' said Kondo. 'I need to speak with this Enella.'

'You know you can't do that,' said Curst. 'I'm happy to send you the report, but it will be anonymised, like all reconciliation documents. It's part of the contract. Anyway, they've already left the planet. I have no way to contact them.'

It was mostly true. Kondo exhaled a long, slow breath.

'Is that everything?'

'Yes, thank you,' said Curst. 'I expect your report on Pargelin tomorrow.'

'And I expect the report on the Enella within the same timeframe.'

Curst disconnected without giving any acknowledgement. She took a deep breath.

Talking to him had been a risk, but she'd needed to know how much he would admit. He proved more open than expected, if only to a point. More importantly, Kondo would now have to go on the record about using genetically-resequenced agents, which didn't achieve anything in itself but would prepare the ground for the more severe allegations to come. She could work with that.

It also opened up possibilities to tie Kondo in a few Senate regulatory knots, which might slow his plans and make him look over his shoulder. Conversely, it might expedite them and cause him to make mistakes. Unlikely, knowing the man as she did, but everything was worth trying.

Now, all she could do was wait.
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Chapter 2 – Seeking the Aevoir
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Cabeliac Onga closed her eyes. Finally, she had time to contemplate her lot, perhaps meditate. She'd handed over control of the Peacekeeper to Amina, who showed all the signs of being a more than competent pilot, freeing up the time until they reached the Terran gateway to come to terms with everything that had happened. At least Novak and Polk had stopped bickering for now.

Onga had achieved everything she'd set out to do when choosing to participate in the reconciliation process. Those attempting to keep the peace now knew about Maedew. They acknowledged the threat posed by the hawkish Sutrivendi, who was likely hiding there. Faster than she could ever have hoped, they were heading back to Maedew to uncover more about the Aevoir, something her heart told her was crucial.

So why was she so uncomfortable?

She'd certainly not expected to get sucked into a murder case – then two – or embroiled in internal Terran politics. Yet, everything was intimately linked to the instability of the current peace process. She had to step up. If she focused on the effort to stop war from breaking out again, it gave her purpose.

Earth's neutrality wasn't all it was cracked up to be. Their Admiral Kondo was the biggest threat of all. Not only had he already tamed the Ungaleth, however temporarily, he could well be on course to do the same to Olva. She couldn't let that happen. She wouldn't. 

First, she had to work out who she was now. It had been quite a journey. When younger, she'd been an idealist, confidently proselytising pacifism as part of the opposition to the war, right up to the moment when her parents had perished beneath an Ungaleth missile. She lost her way.

Onga became equally passionate as a fighter pilot, using her zeal for retribution to gain relief from her induced hatred. It was unfocused. It was increasingly lonely. She coped with her actions by persuading herself she was only destroying enemy ships, not killing people. That illusion kept her going until she was shot down over Pargelin.

On the surface, her mushroom-induced hallucinations had stripped away the delusions. She imagined all the deaths. She understood the impact it had on their families. She accepted her role in perpetuating the cycle of hatred. She lost herself again, disappearing into a morass of self-recrimination and self-doubt.

Telling her story at the reconciliation session proved to be the catalyst needed to restore a sense of self-worth. Even Amina, on the opposite side during the war, had been supportive. That had been crucial. Her confidence began to return, the innate pacifism of her youth rising to the fore. Together, they gave her purpose – and hope.

No. Pacifism was the wrong word, at least for how she'd understood it. She wasn't a naive teenager anymore. In the current climate, it was too much of a luxury, something that was admirable, but only once the peace had solidified. She accepted the need to take direct – even deadly – action in the name of saving many more lives. The concept of the greater good was dangerous, responsible for many historical atrocities, yet it was all she had. She trusted her gut instinct. Conflict was to be avoided whenever possible, but not at any cost.

Onga was convinced they were doing the right thing. Despite the dubious nature of how the four of them had ended up together under the direction of the Terran secretary, they were the good guys. She had to be part of this endeavour, wherever it led. 

There was good in everyone. For some, it had been too profoundly suppressed by hatred born of conflict, yet it could resurface given the right conditions. She had to believe that. Did that make it acceptable to remove the source of the hatred? If Miskin were out of the way, her planet would be a better place, yet could she pull the trigger to make it happen? Unlikely. She hoped never to be in a position to find out.

She would stay true to her values. She could never follow orders unthinkingly but would happily take Novak's lead – unless she went too far. That would be different. She took comfort that she was unlikely to be alone in refusing an order on instinct. Polk would side with anyone who stood against Novak. She hoped Amina would too.

Conscious her thoughts were meandering again, Onga took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, repeating it over and over, focusing on the sound of the ship around her. It helped her meditate. A few moments to relax and centre herself was just what was needed to prepare herself for Maedew. She had plenty of time.

The next thing Onga noticed was a gentle rocking of her arm.

'Wake up,' whispered Amina. 'We're nearly there.'

Onga blinked and gave Amina a sheepish smile.

'Sorry,' she said as the view came into focus. 'Wow.'

Off to the left was the impressive ringed planet called Saturn. Close to their right floated nearly half of the moon that had parted to reveal the gateway. Ahead, the purple radiance of the gateway flickered in space, motes of illumination bursting into existence before fading away.

'They've a picturesque gateway, I'll give them that,' said Onga. 'Easy journey?'

'Yeah,' said Amina. 'Our Peacekeeper is a decent ship, considering it's Terran.'

'Better than any of yours,' said Novak from the rear.

Amina ignored her, continuing to speak to Onga.

'Surprised you managed to sleep. They've not stopped arguing most of the way.'

'Enough chatter,' said Novak. 'Focus on the mission.'

'Don't mind her,' said Polk. 'She's still nervous. Will be her first time in Fractal Space.'

'Can we get on with it?' said Novak.

Onga glanced at Amina, who acknowledged by taking her hands off the controls.

'All yours.'

'Thanks,' said Onga. 'Right. I need to prepare to go through the gateway. Time to shut the shield. Can't have your noisy thoughts interfering with my navigation.'

When nobody objected, Onga tapped the touch screen. A thick fibrous barrier rolled out of the floor immediately behind their seats, rising to the ceiling where it sealed to isolate Polk and Novak in the rear. She held down the intercom switch and spoke.

'If it's urgent, open the hatch in the barrier. If not, let us work in peace. Understood?'

She took the grunt from Novak as agreement.

'Sure you don't want me to go back there?' said Amina. 'I won't be upset if you'd prefer to be alone.'

'It's fine,' said Onga. 'You're a trained navigator. You know how to control your thoughts so they won't get in my way.'

'I'll do my best,' said Amina. 'I'm not the greatest navigator, but I'll try not to interfere.'

'You'll be fine,' said Onga. 'Anyway, I'll enjoy having some company.'

'Much better without them too.'

'Yeah. Right. Give me a minute to gather my thoughts.'

It was time to focus on navigating. They were already inside the area of the orbit of the sundered moon of Saturn that would allow transit into Fractal Space. Onga turned off the ship's engine and closed her eyes again.

It was odd. She felt relaxed having Amina beside her despite only ever navigating Fractal Space alone before. She used to enjoy the seclusion. Now, it was good to have friends.

Friends. That was a novel concept. Real friendship had been a luxury during the war, but perhaps things could be different now. The irony wasn't lost on Onga that the person she felt most at ease with was Amina, a former enemy. Nor could she ignore that all her colleagues had recently murdered in cold blood, Amina right in front of her.

Her instincts told her that Amina was a good person, on the whole. Polk too. Their murders had been retribution for the loss of their loved ones – not something to be condoned, but her empathy understood their tragedy. The heart was the strongest motivator. They were unlikely to murder again; it wasn't who they were.

Novak was different. Her executions were a pragmatic solution to an intractable problem, justice meted out when none was forthcoming. Alana Curst had effectively ordered it, and Novak had been happy to carry it out. They'd do it again without a second thought if they deemed it necessary.

Yet Curst had a moral code of her own. Her horror at discovering Kondo had control over Ungal – and was planning the same for Olva – seemed genuine. Perhaps she was the type of leader needed in wartime, able to make ruthless decisions within a flexible moral framework to stop something significantly worse from happening.

And it was still wartime. Just because the overt Fractal War was in abeyance didn't mean the struggle was over. Kondo was hoping to win the peace without anybody realising they were still fighting, but Onga was part of the vanguard of the counter-assault. It would only work if Kondo didn't see it coming.

'Everything okay?' said Amina.

'Sorry,' said Onga. 'Having trouble focusing. Nearly there.'

'Did you say you could control where we emerge?' said Amina.

'Yeah, roughly,' said Onga. 'Doesn't matter so much on the way in, but very useful coming out.'

'How does it work?'

'Hard to explain. It's been instinctive since Pargelin. There's a pattern to the purple flashes as they appear and disappear, sort of a temporal map of the nearby contours of Fractal Space. I pick a flash in the right area, judge the optimum moment as it fades out, and ask it to let me through.'

'Ask? How?'

'It's probably the wrong word, but that's how it feels to me. It's like having a mental connection. I think what I want, and it obliges.'

'Telepathy?' said Amina.

'Not really,' said Onga. 'Although I haven't got a better word.' 

Amina's questioning had helped Onga focus. 

'Right. Ready?'

She closed her eyes at Amina's nod, reached out, and imagined being inside. When she reopened them, Fractal Space was there in all its multicoloured glory, infinitely detailed contours flowing away in all directions. The ship's systems had failed as expected, the only light remaining coming from outside.

'Smooth,' said Amina. 'Normally takes a few seconds.'

'Not if you ask nicely.'

'And it's all colour to you?'

'Yeah,' said Onga. 'It's not as vivid as when I first saw it. Then again, the real world isn't so washed out either. Things seemed to have settled down a bit, but I can still make out everything in here. There's a river leading to an unopened gateway just ahead.'

'Really?' said Amina. 'Where?'

Onga pointed slightly downwards.

'Down there. It's blue. Obviously, it's not a river, but it shimmers as if it's flowing, so I can't think of a better name. It's weird. It's floating above the fractal edge as if the contours beneath don't exist. I'm not convinced either is real, just artefacts of perception, but I'm sure the rivers all lead to gateways. There must be so many worlds out there waiting to be discovered – or to discover us.'

Amina peered down.

'Wish I could see it,' said Amina. 'Puts everything into perspective. Our petty squabbles seem stupid.'

'I wish more people could see it too,' said Onga. 'Although I fear that all meeting new races would do is give us more people to fight.'

'Even more reason to get our act together. Once Kondo, Miskin, and Sutrivendi are out of the way, we might have a chance.'

'If only we could do it without more bloodshed,' said Onga. 'But we won't. At least we're making new alliances now, not just refighting old battles. I mean, look at us.'

Amina laughed.

'Yeah. I wouldn't have believed it a few days ago. Only goes to show the difference it makes to meet the enemy and get to know them in person. Many a potential friendship has died on the battlefield.'

'Speaking of potential friendships,' said Onga, 'I wonder how our colleagues are getting on back there?'

'I shudder to think,' said Amina. 'Want me to remind them to open the door?'

'Please.'

Amina turned to the barrier that separated them from Polk and Novak, unclipping a small hatch embedded at head height.

'Can one of you open the door, please? We're inside now. Need to let some air in.'

'Do we have to?' said Novak.

'Yes,' said Onga. 'I want to take things slowly. We'll be here for a few hours. I assume you don't want to suffocate?'

Amina slammed the hatch shut before Novak could reply.

'That's better,' said Amina.

'Right,' said Onga. 'I'd better concentrate and send us in the right direction. There's a quick route through the centre.'

'You can tell the way to Maedew?'

'That gate was different. I can hear it bubbling away from here. Yes, I know that doesn't make sense, but it's what it feels like. There's...'

Onga trailed off, working out what her heightened senses were telling her.

'What?' said Amina.

'There's hints... echoes of more, something I can't quite make out. Something just out of reach. It sounds like gates similar to Maedew's, or maybe not. They're indistinct. Damn. So much for thinking I was special. Not special enough.'

'You're doing better than the rest of us,' said Amina. 'Don't beat yourself up. Let's concentrate on the mission.'

'You're right,' said Onga. 'Thanks.'

Onga was genuinely grateful. Amina being there helped her stay focused, and helped her remember what was important. It was why she was taking it slowly. It gave her time to recuperate.

The crossing passed uneventfully, a welcome break from Novak's nervous intensity and a perfect chance to chat about nothing important with Amina. It proved simple to navigate during their low-level conversations – another new experience.

The now-dark Maedew gateway was directly ahead. Onga opened the hatch.

'Shut the door. We're about to cross out to the Maedew system. I'll make us emerge as far away from the centre as possible. Less likely to bump into anyone.'

Novak grunted with effort as she replied. 

'Open the barrier as soon as we're out. I'll need to see what's going on.'

'I will,' said Onga. 'That's second on my list.'

'What's first?' said Novak.

'Deploying the passive sensors. If you want to see what's around us, you'll need them first.'

'Leave her to it,' said Polk. 'She knows what she's doing.'

Onga shut the hatch.

'Ready?'

'Go for it,' said Amina.

Now the gateway had been opened, the transit was no different to any other. One blink, and they were above the desolate red-brown planet of Maedew. The ship's systems flickered to life. Onga rapidly scanned the vicinity. There was no obvious threat nearby, and their stealth technology should conceal their small craft from anything further away unless they were very unlucky. 

Onga lowered the barrier that split the group in two. Peace disturbed.

'Report,' snapped Novak.

Both Onga and Amina double-checked their screens.

'Nothing immediately nearby,' said Onga.

'Some comms chatter in lower orbit,' said Amina. 'Not much.'

Novak moved forward and leaned between them. Polk stood beside her.

'Show me.'

'One moment,' said Onga. 'Locking on to the nearest signal. Here we go.'

The blurred shape of a ship at the edge of the visual sensor range appeared.

'Ungaleth,' said Polk. 'No mistake. Only a resupply vessel though, not frontline military.'

'Sutrivendi,' said Novak. 'As expected. Where's the rest of his fleet?'

'Only detected signals from a couple of others in orbit so far,' said Onga. 'Might be on the far side of the planet or elsewhere in the system.'

'Maybe not,' said Amina. 'That vessel's in a geosynchronous orbit. Must be some reason why it wants to remain over the same spot on the planet.'

'He's taken his fleet down?' said Novak.

'Might have found something down there,' said Onga. 'You can see signs of ancient life even from orbit. If he's uncovered something, it might give him an advantage.'

That was one thing Onga was itching to see up close. There must be clues about who the Aevoir were and what had happened to them down there. Despite the planet being dead, the route into Maedew had felt so alive to her.

'Can we get in closer without being detected?' said Novak. 'Get a clearer look at the surface.'

'Easily,' said Onga. 'I'll put us in a low orbit, well away from their craft. I'll take it slowly on the cold gas thrusters rather than antigrav. No way they'll detect us.'

Once they were there, it took several minutes to find what they were looking for on the surface. It helped that there was occasional communication with the vessels in orbit, allowing them to triangulate the location on the planet. It came from a flat region outlined by an artificial ancient boundary, taller than the land within but crumbling away. With their visual sensors zoomed in to the max, over a hundred ships became visible scattered across the plain.

'There he is,' said Novak. 'That's what we came for.'

It wasn't what Onga had come for, and she wasn't leaving until she learned more about the Aevoir. She continued sweeping the planet with sensors. Novak didn't need to know.

'What's Sutrivendi doing?' said Polk. 'Waiting for something?'

'Might be exploring,' said Amina. 'The Ungaleth I knew were usually a curious bunch. Either they've found something or are still looking.'

'Sutrivendi doesn't seem the type,' said Novak. 'He's more likely planning an attack somewhere, waiting for his moment.'

'Didn't realise you knew him personally,' said Polk. 'Amina sounds more convincing to me. Any Ungaleth worth their salt would want to know more.'

Onga tuned out of the conversation, distracted by a whispering sound. Except it wasn't a sound, more like the bubbling sensation that had guided her across Fractal Space to the Maedew gateway, but coming from the surface below.

'Shush.'

'Don't–' began Novak.

'I can hear something,' interrupted Onga. 'Let me concentrate.'

'Go on,' said Polk. 'Take your time.'

Onga closed her eyes to remove the distraction of the lights in the cabin. Now she could concentrate, there was no doubt. The bubbling sensation that she'd come to identify as the signature of the Aevoir originated on the planet's surface, about a third of the way around the globe from Sutrivendi's position.

'Found it,' said Onga. 'There's something active down there. Something Aevoir. It's similar to the gateway, bubbling away as if it's wanting to be found. We have to go down.'

'Let me guess,' said Novak. 'You're hearing voices that no one else can, telling you what to do?'

'Not voices, sounds,' said Onga. 'I got you this far, didn't I?' 

'Yeah,' said Polk. 'Don't be a dick.'

'That's Captain Dick to you,' said Novak. 'The one with the blaster.'

'Don't start again,' said Amina. 'I trust Onga. We should go down.'

'It's not safe,' said Novak. 'Not with Sutrivendi so close. We've got what we came for.'

'No we haven't,' said Onga. 'Finding out more about the Aevoir was my condition for coming. Curst agreed. All we need to do is go around the opposite side from Sutrivendi, descend without antigrav, and only turn it on when we're low enough to be shielded by the planet. Then we can fly back to its location. And that's all a massive overkill. There's no danger. '

'Descend without antigrav?' said Novak.

'She's done it before,' said Amina. 'Weren't you listening to her story?'

'This is much easier,' said Onga. 'Most of my systems were dead then. I could do it in this ship with my eyes closed.'

'That sounds like fun,' said Polk. 'Much more interesting.'

'Okay, okay,' said Novak. 'I guess Curst did promise. Just don't take any risks.'

'I won't.'

If anything, it was easier than Onga expected. With no atmosphere, there was nothing to buffet the descent, the only complication being when to engage the antigrav to slow them down gently enough for the sensibilities of her companions. She'd have left it much later.

The lack of atmosphere also smoothed the journey back as they flew low above the surface to the source of the signal, or whatever it was. An archaeologist's dream zipped by below as they passed countless outlines of settlements, massive buildings, no end of ancient wonders, all likely concealing untold treasures beneath. Onga's interests lie onward.

She slowed as she neared the destination. It was odd. The volume of the bubbling had hardly changed from up in orbit, yet she always knew where she was going. The landscape ahead was unusual but seemed natural: a low desert with rocky promontories jutting up randomly, sometimes a hundred or more metres across and high. 

Their target was one of the largest, a massive stone cuboid reaching up towards the sky. She brought the ship to rest no more than ten metres away. A dark cave nestled at ground level, enticing her towards it.

'It's in there,' said Onga. 'We'll need suits.'

'You sure?' said Novak.

'Of course,' said Onga. 'It's safe. I know it.'

Novak exhaled.

'Fine. One of us – one of you – should stay on the ship. Keep it safe. I guess I have to go.'

'I'm not staying,' said Amina. 'I want to see what's there with Onga.'

'You will if I order you,' said Novak. She held her gaze for a couple of seconds. 'Fine. You can come. Polk will stay.'

'No chance,' said Polk. 'What do you expect me to do? I can't fly the ship. Going to leave me your blaster?'

'I guess Amina could fly the ship away to get help,' said Novak. 'Change of the plan. Amina. You stay.'

'If I fly away, you're all dead,' said Amina. 'Your oxygen supply will run out way before I could return.'

'Let them come,' said Onga. 'We all ought to be there for this.'

Novak grimaced and stood up. She wasn't happy. Onga had experienced commanders who lacked authority before and could see all the warning signs. It usually didn't end well.

'Come on then,' said Novak. 'Looks like we're having a team outing.'

The lightweight suits were simple to fit, enough to keep them comfortable in the conditions outside for a couple of hours. There was no airlock on the ship. Before opening the door, they had to pump as much air as possible back into the systems. 

Onga was first outside, taking a few strides to familiarise herself with the environment. The gravity was only slightly less than on Olva.

'Ready?' said Onga.

'You first,' said Novak. 'You know where you're going.'

As she approached, the cave appeared natural, about twice her height, the rough brown rock forming an irregular arch over the entrance. She shone a light inside. At the back, no more than ten paces through, it opened into a larger space. Everyone followed Onga in.

It was immediately apparent that the space through the back of the cave was artificial. Although made of the same brown rock, the floor was flat, almost polished, showing no sign of its ancient construction. The walls curved gently upward as if inside a dome. A structure nestled in its centre, but the torch was too weak to reveal more than a dim outline. It wasn't big, perhaps no higher than Onga's waist.

'I'm going in,' said Onga. 'Wait here.'

'Be careful,' said Novak.

Nobody objected. Her first steps were tentative, unsure whether the smooth floor was slippery. It wasn't. It was more like stepping on rubber.

She could discern the object in the middle more clearly now, a low, stone ring about three strides across set into the floor with an opening facing her. It wanted her to enter. She could feel it.

Without warning, light flooded the chamber, radiance washing over her from all directions. Onga squeezed her eyes closed, the automatic dimming of her helmet's glass failing to react fast enough. It felt as if her feet sank slightly as hissing came from all around. After a few seconds, the light dimmed. Onga blinked until the room came into focus.

Despite the belief that she was safe, her heart beat faster as she came to terms with the changes. The room was now permanently lit, a yellow glow oozing from the domed roof. The ground was no longer bare. A thin layer of what looked like a short yellow-green grass covered everywhere other than the central ring of smooth grey stone. There was no grass inside. 

'Wow,' came Amina's voice through the suit communicator. 'It's all so... alive.'

Onga paused to take a couple of slow breaths and looked back at her colleagues. A light shimmering covered the entrance, but they were still visible.

'It's amazing,' said Onga. 'Told you we'd find something here.'

'You okay in there?' said Novak.

'Yeah,' said Onga. 'No harm done.'

Her voice sounded odd. She tapped a control on her wrist, and the display projected onto her faceplate confirmed her theory. There was air in the chamber now, an atmosphere identical to that found in Fractal Space. Without hesitation, she uncracked her helmet and sniffed.

'What are you doing?' shouted Novak.

'Breathing,' said Onga. 'Come in and try it.'

She lifted her helmet completely off and headed towards the stone ring in the centre. The floor inside was white, other than a red circle in its middle, no wider than she was.

'Wait,' shouted Novak.

That hadn't come through the suit. Onga looked back to see that the others were now inside. Novak had removed her helmet, and Polk and Amina were joining her. They were looking wide-eyed around the chamber. For once, Polk was lost for words.

'Quite something,' said Onga. 'The world's not as dead as we thought. It's obvious where I'm supposed to go next.'

She pointed towards the red circle in the centre.

'Hold on,' said Novak. 'One step at a time. Whatever this is, we should record everything out here first. Curst will want to see it.'

'You can do that while I'm inside,' said Onga.

'No,' said Novak. 'We have no idea what will happen once you go in there. This might be our only chance.'

'I never thought I'd say this,' said Polk, 'but Novak's right. We should use our suit cameras to record everything. You never know what we might find. This is incredible.'

Amina smiled at Onga and shrugged. Onga was sure they wouldn't find anything else of interest, but she opted to keep the peace and go along with it. They split the room into quadrants and took one each. It took nearly half an hour of methodical searching and recording before Novak was happy. It was as useful as Onga had expected.

'There's nothing else left,' said Onga. 'I'm going inside.'

'Go ahead,' said Novak. 'We'll record it. You do the same. Come straight out if anything unexpected happens.'

'If it feels dangerous, I will.'

The floor inside the ring was solid, unlike the squishiness of the grass, and wasn't slippery. She kept her steps small until she reached the red circle, opting to stride cleanly into its centre. She shuffled around until she faced the opening. Her colleagues looked back at her, their nervousness apparent.

Then they vanished. A shimmering similar to that across the entrance appeared all around her, this time utterly opaque, an iridescent white cylinder covering all the way from the domed ceiling down to the stone ring. Everything flashed brilliant white.

Onga was unsure how long it lasted. It might have been a heartbeat, it felt like an eternity, but the brightness began to fade. Immediately before her, a figure flickered into life. It was vaguely humanoid in shape but indistinct, a hazy glow hovering on the edge of reality.

Greetings. As a representative of a species with adequately evolved sensibilities, the Aevoir welcome you to our grand endeavour. Our legacy lives on.

The words appeared in Onga's mind fully formed in the Olvin language. She felt the need to respond, to say something. Unsure how to send her thoughts, Onga spoke aloud. 

'Thank you. May I–'

You will need to understand who we are and why we folded space to link all the candidate systems. These questions will be answered when you reach Aevin. You cannot do so alone.

That wasn't in response to her. This was a recording from the depths of time, which didn't stop it from being breathtaking.

The Aevoir are not naive. Only compatible intelligent species may enter folded space, and you will compete for supremacy once you encounter each other. It is in the nature of your evolution. We were once like it. 

Onga was briefly distracted by the ancient prediction of the Fractal War but focused back on the message. Everything she was hearing was
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