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  For refugees and emigrants and immigrants everywhere


Dead Star

Prologue - The Magellanic Heresies


Fragments recovered from the journal of Semion Achybe, astrophysicist of the deep space exploratory vessel Magellanic Cloud, as reassembled and translated by Ondo Ynwa Lagan from discoveries made on the (now extinct) planet Maes Far.






Warning: These fragments form part of the Magellanic Heresies as proscribed by Concordance. Ownership or propagation of these documents is considered an act of extreme heresy against Omn. Read or distribute at your own risk.


 

 


…and while triple sun systems aren't rare in the galaxy, this one was intriguing given the regularity of the three stars' movements around each other. The patterns of their orbits are complex – but there definitely are patterns. In most ternary systems, the motions of the stellar bodies are so unpredictable over time that they are essentially chaotic. It was the curiously clock-like regularity of the stellar trajectories we observed in this system that persuaded us to divert the Magellanic Cloud from its itinerary to visit the system in the first place…


 


…while the highly regular movements of the suns are intriguing, it is the rocky bodies in the system – both the planets and their satellites – that have proved to be more fascinating. At this point in time, we have no good explanations for the orbital movements observed. The planetary moons, in particular, do not conform to any of the predictions made by our computational models; their orbits simply should not be stable or regular. Each moon should have spiralled down onto a planetary collision trajectory long ago in galactic history.



Setting aside some of the wilder speculations among the crew, it is clear that our models must be wrong. Something is going on in this system that we do not understand… 



Part 1 - Planetary

1. Twenty-three Deaths


Selene Ada died twenty-three times from her injuries – one death, by grim coincidence, for every year of her life.



She had only scattered recollections of her escape from her dying homeworld: the sickening moments of terror as her battered craft crumpled around her, each beam-weapon blast sending her ship lurching from its trajectory; the hard lines of the lander blurring with every hit inflicted upon it; her own screams ragged in her ears; her brain rattling around within her skull. It felt as though some god had reached down from the sky and seized her ship to shake it to pieces. There was nothing she could do but endure, the acceleration and the shuttle's restraints pinning her to the seat of her disintegrating craft.



There was also a moment, high in the atmosphere, the limbs of the planet curving away beneath her, when she thought she'd escaped unscathed. She'd climbed out of range of the ground-based planetary defence batteries. The unfamiliar lander upon which her life suddenly depended had suffered massive structural damage, alarms screaming at her from every display, but its drives continued to power her skywards and her suit's life-support systems remained viable. Against all the odds, she was going to escape the end of her world. A candle-flame of hope flickered in her mind.



Telemetry gave her a glimpse of the Cathedral ship in high orbit, ordnance blazing from its fuselage. She had never seen it so clearly before; it had been a bright light in the sky on summer evenings, moving across the sky with unnatural rapidity. Concordance had kept its form and capabilities deliberately obscure. It had been a constant presence in her life, always up there, always watching, but now she saw its true shape. It was a ship of vast and curious beauty, its twisting, sinuous lines like some coral outgrowth. It was hard to believe an object of such organic pearlescence could have been constructed from mere components. Its angles and forms were like no building, no object she'd ever seen.



Then its first salvo lanced into her. The blast sheared off the aft section of her craft, sending it spinning through the air like a maddened fly, exposing Selene to the atmosphere. She was shaken so violently that she bit a chunk from her tongue. She vomited into her helmet. Suit fans screamed to clear her airways and keep her breathing. Ground, sky, ground flashed repeatedly into view as the craft corkscrewed.



The damaged ship's random trajectory was probably what saved her. More beam-weapon fire lanced down from space, but always just behind, or just ahead of the lurching shuttle, the AI Mind of the attacking ship repeatedly miscalculating.



Then it caught up or got lucky. A solid shaft of coherent energy, one metre wide, hit her. She knew nothing about it. Ondo, later, told her how it must have been. It punched through the shuttle's thin hull, punched through Selene's body as she clung to her seat. The shot destroyed all remaining systems on the lander, evaporating them to mangled scraps. It was just fortunate that Ondo, hanging in low orbit aboard the Radiant Dragon, was close enough to capture the ruined shuttle and arc out of the planet's gravity well before the larger Concordance ship, its orbit too high, was able to intervene. Two Void Walker attack vessels pursued from the Cathedral ship but couldn't accelerate rapidly enough to reach the Dragon's velocity.



The direct hit on the lander also destroyed the biological systems of Selene's body. Beam-weaponry fire was designed to cut through the voidhulls of starships, not the soft flesh of people. Most of the left hemisphere of Selene's brain, along with one third of her skull, were burned instantly away. Ondo speculated that the intense heat, cauterizing her blood vessels, may have helped to preserve her surviving tissues for a vital few minutes. Nevertheless, death was instantaneous. Her left shoulder, her left arm, a third of her chest cavity and abdomen, half of her pelvis and her left leg were also obliterated in the same moment. Her right leg and the tissues around the centre-line of her body suffered major damage from the searing heat.



Her bones burned.



That was the first of her deaths, alone in the ruined craft, with the orbital bombardment from the Cathedral ship lancing around her, and with Ondo swooping in aboard the Dragon to rescue her and flee before any pursuing Concordance craft could catch them.


 


Her twenty-two other deaths she endured in Ondo's operating theatre, her body succumbing again and again to the traumas of her repair; the straightenings, the reconstructions, the graftings of flesh and nerves and bone. And often, between each end, there came moments of clarity: sensations of light and pain, glimpses of unexpected, disorientating detail. Those moments were confused, their timeline unclear: reality, nightmare and drug-induced hallucination impossible to tell apart.



She recalled one such moment early on: a sudden emergence from a horror-filled replaying of her last day on Maes Far, of farewells hugged against distant screams and explosions. The backwash from the lander's thrusters flattened a wide circle of red blooms in the flower meadow. Her home was far enough from the town to avoid the mob, but they'd seen the ship descending, and they'd be coming. Her mother's arms around her, the whispered final message. Then her father. His lips moved as he looked at her, grief-stricken, horrified, eyes liquid with tears, but he hadn't been able to find words to say to her. Then the object he handed her as she climbed into the lander, and the simple, inadequate message he finally uttered.



Her wakening was, no doubt, chemically induced, as Ondo battled to stabilize her shattered biology. For once, mercifully, there was no agony. Specks of grit clogged her mouth, fragments of reconstructed tooth or bone. Her body tingled, the long muscles of her limbs spasming. She was aware of dull aches in her left arm, but when she tried to move it, nothing happened. Exploring with her right hand she discovered that her left arm and that whole side of her body simply weren't there. Their absence seemed almost comical, like some magician's trick. Instead of flesh and muscle, there was only an emptiness beside her on the bed, ducts and tubes and cables leading off into a battery of machinery.



She was an incomplete thing, misshapen, half not-there. Half alive.



“The planet?” she said. Her voice came out as a hoarse grunt, her severed lips and mouth and mandible unable to form the words.



The face of the man who had plucked her from the sky – it could only be Ondo Lagan, although she had never seen him before – smeared into view. His hair was wild, his appearance unkempt. As she found out later, he'd been alone for so long he'd stopped giving thought to his appearance. His eyes were bulbous through the complex lenses of his multiglasses as he studied her. Again, as he often repeated later, he could have operated on his own eyes, fixed their age-related defects, enhanced them so that he didn't need external devices to correct them. But he could never find the time, his studies and research consuming him.



He seemed to grasp what she was trying to say. “I'm sorry, Selene. Only you have survived. Those few who remain on the surface will not be alive for very much longer. The situation was deteriorating rapidly when we left.”



“No.” The fact of it was too huge to grasp; it was an ocean of dark water engulfing her, consuming her. She'd been chosen by her family as the one to be rescued. Her parents, her aunts and uncles, they'd all been insistent: she had her life ahead of her, she deserved the chance. There was an unborn sister, a surprise and unplanned late pregnancy, her mother barely showing, and perhaps two lives might have been saved aboard the tiny lander, but the risks were greater, and the decision had been made. At the end, there'd suddenly been no time to argue further. The simple calculation of it was brutal.



She'd left behind others, too: colleagues, acquaintances, friends, among whom was Falden, becoming a lover at the time of the appearance of the shroud. She felt the ghost of his grip in her left hand as he led her through the flower meadows that lawned the slopes around their home, a day of perfect, golden light and whispered promises.



“I'm sorry,” Ondo said again from beside her, as if he were to blame, as if the solar shroud had been his doing.



The moment of bright clarity faded. Perhaps Ondo had granted her drug-induced oblivion. She slipped back into the welcome fog of unconsciousness, the faces of her dead family, her father's tears and Falden's grasp going with her into the darkness.



It was only Ondo – patient, quiet Ondo – that kept tally of her deaths as he battled again and again to pull her through, bring her back to some semblance of life. Two years later, when she'd physically recovered, he would repeat it to her often, wonder and horror in his voice. You died twenty-three times: once in the lander, then a further twenty-two times under my hand. The haunted look in his eyes as he repeated the mantra gave her some clue of the toll those days had taken on him.



At the time, she had no thought for him: no gratitude, no empathy, no insight. He was an unknown figure, her rescuer, her tormentor. There were days when she clung to him as a sick child would to a parent, sobbing from the pain, desperate for reassurance. There were days when she begged for release, all dignity gone, her useless, supine flesh bringing her only suffering. He could anaesthetize her, of course, but always there was the time when arm or leg or chest or skull had to be used, muscles flexed, bone structures tested. The pain of it became her life as she learned to repossess her own body, discovered how to wield limb and sinew.



The original and the new.


 


One day, nine months into her recreation, she emerged back into consciousness from the latest procedure. Spiky agonies tore through her chest cavity with each breath, as if the wrong tissues had been sutured together. The familiar quiet of the medsuite that was her permanent room lay around her. The subdued glow from the sensors that Ondo kept her hooked up to gave the room an incongruous feeling of the early evening gloaming, some late-summer day on Maes Far. A bitter, chemical taste filled her mouth.



This time he'd reconstructed her chest cavity, implanting the left lung he'd grown from her stem cells, filling in the lost fragments of her rib cage with carbon-fibre bone analogue, attaching intercostal muscles and the malleable mass of her left breast, connecting the artificial to the natural with his customary microscopic artistry and covering everything with the shimmering black dermal substrate upon which, eventually, her own skin could take root.



Ondo's face entered the frame of her vision. Her brain was still adjusting to the exotic sensory inputs her left eye now gave her, so that his features warped for a moment, multiple-wavelength representations overlaying. But of course, it could only be him. There were only the two of them there.



His voice was quiet, full of regret at what she was going through. “How does it feel?”



She had no secrets from him, no defences. He knew the workings and pumpings of her body better she did, knew her more intimately than any lover ever could, knew her from the inside out. She resented it. The pain was muffled by analgesia, but she could tell it would be huge soon enough. It would have its day, a beast that could not be contained. She wished she could stop breathing altogether and let her racked muscles rest, but she refused to show it.



“It's okay.” Her voice was a whisper, her lips cracked dry. “How long was I out this time?”



He missed a beat before replying. “There were complications that I hadn't foreseen. Integrating the bioelectronics into your nervous system is always difficult, as you know. It is a difficult procedure to carry out while rebuilding muscle tissues and blood flows. Weaving the neurons from your artificial limbs through your spinal column proved to be rather more difficult than I'd anticipated.”



“Tell me how long.”



“Twenty-seven hours. Your heart stopped twice. The second time I thought I'd lost you. You were gone for a full minute.”



She could see the weariness in his lined face. He had saved her life one more time. She couldn't stop herself saying it. She didn't want to stop herself saying it. “How many times now?”



“I don't understand.”



“How many times have I died?”



“Including the lander, twenty-two times.”



“You should have left me. I don't want this. I don't want any of this.”



“I couldn't do that, Selene.”



In her mind she was screaming, although it came out as a rough whisper. “I've had enough! I don't care what you promised my family. Let me go, Ondo. You have no fucking right to do this. It's my choice to make, not yours.”



A part of her could see the effect her words had upon him. She didn't care. She had been through too much.



“I'm not doing this because of my friendship with your father, Selene. Nor for your family, nor for all the dead of Maes Far. I'm doing it for you. When I pulled you from the wreckage of your shuttle, resuscitated you that first time, I vowed I would save you, give you a chance at life as best I could. Too many others have died.”



“This is no fucking life. I don't want it! Let me go, I'm begging you. I'm ordering you. You do not have the right to know what's best for me. You're controlling me just as much as Concordance did.”



That stung him. He hesitated, perhaps debating with himself whether he was doing the right thing. He reached off to one side to touch a control on one of the devices. The fog of anaesthetic filled her brain and she couldn't fight it. He wasn't giving her final oblivion; he was sending her back into unconsciousness from where she couldn't object.



“No, Ondo, don't you fucking dare. Don't you…”



Then the fog rolled through her brain and there was nothing she could do to fight it.


 


Ondo sat unmoving for an hour, watching over the young woman he'd rescued, his gaze flicking between the monitor readouts and her face. Even deeply sedated, she occasionally winced with pain, her brow furrowing and her mouth half-forming a silent scream. Was he doing the right thing, keeping her alive, putting her through all this?



It was possible he was being selfish. He'd lived a lonely life – a life he'd accepted, sought out – but he'd paid the price. He'd envied Seben, Selene's father, envied the relative normality of his life, the love and family and home he'd enjoyed. Seben was dead now, of course, and he, Ondo, was alive, pursuing Concordance, following his trail. But if it led nowhere, to defeat or a dead-end, he knew he'd regret what he'd done with his time. He sometimes wondered who he might have been if he'd lived in a different age. Occasionally, he dreamt dreams of a life that had never existed: spending his days on research and on building his devices, his family and friends around him, a life peaceful and contented.



He let out a long sigh. Still. He couldn't change the past. The faces of the people in his dreams were always a blur, but now there was this young woman, viscerally real, terribly injured, alone apart from him in the whole universe. He would do what he could for her, despite the rigours of all she would have to go through. If he could, he would save her, let her try and find the sort of life he'd turned his back on. He had no idea who she really was, what she wanted to be, and perhaps she didn't either, but he could give her the chance to find out.



If she survived that long.



2. A Slow Cruelty


She had no idea how much time had elapsed when she came round. The memories of her conversation with Ondo seemed years distant, but it might only have been a few hours, a few days. The tugging pain in her chest was gone, a warmth filling her whole body. Chemically induced, no doubt. She licked her cracked lips, tried to flex the distant reaches of her body: her fingers and her toes. Dimly, they answered. The reconstructed half of her felt different, somehow; her left hand responded immediately when she galloped her fingers, but it also felt like an … emulation of how it should feel. Still, the integration of Ondo's additions had advanced apace. How long had she been out?



As if he could read her thoughts, Ondo spoke from his customary position of the chair beside her. “It's ten days since our last conversation. I needed to keep you in a coma while your natural and artificial neural networks intertwined, but the process is sufficiently advanced now. You should be able to breathe normally, and you will start to gain fine motor control of your new limbs. You should know that in normal use your left arm and leg will behave just as your right ones do, but you must learn to control them. Both are capable of far greater feats of strength and speed: so much so that you could shatter what remains of your natural skeleton if you aren't careful.”



She twisted her creaking neck to find him. “I told you to stop. I told you to let me go.”



“I know. And truly, if that is what you wish, I will respect it. But I also know the way we think about things can change. A different perspective, a little time, and what once seemed intolerable is suddenly small, a minor annoyance. Forgive me, but there are things I would like you to see before you decide you've had enough.”



She had the impression it was a prepared speech, something he'd run through again and again as he watched over her. “Right. This is where you show me a mirror to persuade me I'm not the ruined freak I think I am.”



She saw that wasn't it from the brief look of puzzlement on his face. Maybe the idea hadn't occurred to him. She didn't really know anything about this man. She knew the name, of course. Ondo the heretic, the outlaw, pursued for years across the galaxy by Concordance, always evading capture aboard his ship known simply as the Refuge. She barely understood why he was even with her, what connection there was between them, how it was that Ondo Lagan had been a friend of her father.



“We can do that,” he said, “if it would help.”



She considered. No, not yet, she wasn't ready for that. Her body was mostly reconstructed, although her artificial skin hadn't been implanted yet, her left half still gleaming black substrate. She wasn't ready yet to see what he'd done with her face.



“What is it you want me to see?”



“I'd like you to come up to one of the observation domes. You haven't left this room since the day you arrived, and now I think it's time. This chair will carry you anywhere you wish to go on the Refuge, until your limbs and body are strong enough to bear you.”



“I'll walk, thanks.”



He stood to manoeuvre the hovering chair so that it was beside her bed. “You're not ready for that. Let me help you.”



“I said, I'll walk!” Her anger flared into life from nowhere. The room lurched around her as she sat upright. She ignored it and forced herself to stand.



Her left leg buckled beneath her immediately, a useless column of flesh that could never support her weight. She flopped to the smooth floor, bashing her forehead before she could persuade her left hand to move and protect her.



She lay there for a moment, cursing Ondo, cursing everything. “What have you done to me? These new limbs don't work. My body doesn't work.”



He knelt to offer her a hand. “You will get stronger. Your tissues are still combining, learning to work together. It will take months, but you will be better, I promise you.”



After a moment, she took his hand and allowed herself to be hauled up and deposited in the chair. Her fury had already burned itself out. She hated to be so weak. She didn't even have the energy to remain angry.



When her breathing had calmed, she looked up at the man standing over her.



“Why did they do it?” she rasped. “Why did they build their shroud and blot out our sun? Why this atrocity? Why such a slow cruelty?”



Her nightmares had been full of the scenes she'd witnessed as the light faded from her planet and it fell into savagery. They could have destroyed intelligent life on Maes Far in a few moments, but they'd chosen to draw out the agony. Loss overwhelmed her, and she felt tears brimming in her right eye. The right, but not the left. The vision of her artificial eye remained unclouded.



Ondo took his time to respond, a troubled expression crossing his features. He sat on the bed so that their heads were on the same level. “There has long been a catastrophist tradition within Concordance, these days led by Secundus Godel. Maes Far may be down to her.”



“I have no idea what that means.”



He seemed content to sit and talk to her at length. He probably didn't get the chance very often. “It's the 'end of days' approach to religious conversion. From what little I know of the founding sect, they believed that the soul flies through a sacred wormhole when a person dies, passing into either a paradise universe or a hellish one, depending upon the individual's actions in life. Omn sits in judgement at the gateway to the wormhole, deflecting each approaching soul into one reality or the other. One tradition within the faith devotes itself to encouraging people to live good lives, and by doing so attain their eternity in the paradise universe. It's a familiar-enough theme in religious belief. But another school – that of Vulpis and now Godel – teaches that people fundamentally can't change, and therefore that their judgement day should be hastened along by all means available. Put simply, Godel wants to wipe out all intelligent life in the galaxy and let Omn decide who is worthy and who isn't. The good get to go to paradise and the bad to their eternal torment. You have to admire its simplicity; it's a convenient way of short-circuiting a whole range of ethical dilemmas.”



Of course, she was familiar with Concordance theology from her upbringing on Maes Far, their teachings and strictures, but she'd never heard their ideas set out so plainly. “You don't seriously believe they could do that?”



“No, I don't, but that doesn't mean they aren't going to try. Partly, also, I think the shroud above your planet was a statement to the rest of the galaxy. A warning. Leave the path and this will be the outcome. Pictures of what is taking place upon the surface of Maes Far are being transmitted to every planet controlled by Concordance. The whole galaxy has watched your people tear themselves to pieces, watched them fight for dwindling supplies of food and water. They've watched, fascinated and horrified, as your civilisation unwinds into barbarity.”



“Maes Far was hardly some wild, rebellious world. It was peaceful. It was dull.”



Ondo nodded. He was trying to work out the best way to tell her something. There was too much she didn't know – about him and about the wider galaxy. Why did she get the feeling he was keeping secrets from her?



“It goes without saying that the people of Maes Far have done nothing to warrant such a terrible fate,” he said. “The shroud wouldn't be justified whatever your people had done. It is a weapon of the cruellest genocide.”



“You're suggesting the planet was chosen at random from all the inhabited planets in the galaxy?”



“No, no, I don't think that either.”



“Then what?”



“Tell me, how much did you know of your father's research?”



What did that have to do with anything? “Not much. He spent his spare time digging around in the ruins of the crashed starship in the mountains. It was what he did. I resented him not being around when I was younger, begrudged the time he spent with his work, but later I stopped paying it much attention. Sometimes I hiked up there to help him, dig alongside him. We never seemed to unearth anything of great interest.”



“Which I think was exactly as he wanted. I think he probably did everything he could to protect you from what he was really doing on Maes Far.”



What did that mean? “He was living his life, raising his family. Existing. You make it sound like he wasn't even from the planet.”



“He never told you? Perhaps that was for the best.”



“Told me what?”



Ondo considered her for a moment, still debating with himself what he could tell her. “I suppose the secret doesn't matter anymore. The truth is, your father wasn't from Maes Far. Your mother was, but both your father and I grew up on a planet called Sintorus, a long way from your homeworld. He and I, and that starship ruin he spent his time excavating, we're all a part of the reason Concordance put their shroud into orbit around your world to blot out your star. Partly, we are to blame.”



“That makes no sense.”



“I will explain as best I can, I promise. You deserve to know everything that I do. But first, can I show you the things I wanted you to see? It isn't far. There will be plenty of time to talk further.”



“I can control the chair without your help?”



“I've taken the liberty of embedding control flecks into your skull. A little practice and you should find you can control the chair with your thoughts.”



“You put wiring in my brain?”



“Some were essential, to control the additions I've made to your body. Some are useful but non-essential. Forgive me, I should have asked your permission for all the alterations I've made, but without many of them you wouldn't have survived to be asked. When you have recovered, we can discuss which, if any, you'd like me to remove.”



She wanted to object but found she didn't have the strength. “Show me the way, and I'll follow as best I can.”



It took several frustrating minutes of jerking backwards and forwards, steering into walls and machinery, before she got the hang of directing the chair. Ondo, always, watched patiently, telling her that she nearly had it each time, saying try again until she wanted to scream. Eventually, she managed to make it through the doorway without snagging the sides. It seemed like a major achievement. The walls of the passageway she found herself in surprised her. When she crashed into them, trying and utterly failing to move in a straight line, she discovered they were hard stone. “We're on a planet? I assumed the Refuge was a ship. The Radiant Dragon's mother ship.”



“That's a story I've fostered, but we're actually in a hollowed-out lone-wolf asteroid.”



“Then, where are we?”



“Again, it's probably best I show you.”



A spiral ramp, the chair gliding up it once she got the right degree of turn, brought them to a round, domed room, the walls and ceiling of which had an opaque greyness. Selene juddered her way around the room. “It's not very impressive. You think this will give me a cause to cling to life?” Her voice echoed with stone hollowness in the enclosed space.



“Before I show you,” said Ondo, “I want to be sure you understand the truth about superluminal travel.”



His words made her suspicious. There were things she and her family had talked about in the safety of their own house that no one ever said in public, and certainly not to a stranger. Maes Far had been a liberal world compared to many, but still the risks of being overheard and having their words relayed to Concordance, watching from orbit, were great. 



“What truth?”



Ondo, used to his solitude, was unconcerned about the risks. “I'm talking about the true nature of the universe and the lies people live their lives by. You know what I mean, I think. The notion that moving faster than the light barrier rips your soul from your body is a small lie in the grand scheme of things, perhaps, but it is insidious. These days we have alternative lies, equivalent scientific stories. You've heard them. Moving through metaspace degrades the synapses, causing the brain to malfunction. The different physical constants of the metaspace domain are inimical to our biologies, causing cancers and premature senescence. They're the same lies, so very useful to Concordance, keeping people in their place, keeping them apart, preventing them from learning the truth or combining their ships into fleets. Most people in the galaxy know you can't travel faster than the speed of light and remain yourself. They know it absolutely, even though it is demonstrably untrue.”



Was he testing her? She was suddenly past caring; she had already lost everything. “The ship you rescued me in, it's capable of FTL travel?”



“I've made metaspace jumps in the Radiant Dragon many, many times. And now you've made several, too. As you'll be aware, your mind is still your own, your soul hasn't been ripped screaming from your body.”



Did she know that? She felt like a very different person from the young woman who'd lived on Maes Far just a few months earlier. The thoughts that dripped through her mind in quiet moments often seemed unfamiliar, alien, like they were intruding from outside. Was she the same? Of course, she didn't believe any of the stories about bodies and souls separating if forced to travel at speeds above the light barrier, but that didn't mean she was still herself. She no longer knew what that meant.



“You're telling me we're not in the Maes Far system anymore.”



Ondo nodded his agreement. “The Refuge is a long way from any system, a long way from any place that Concordance might think to come looking for me.”



“Can't they follow your trail?”



“They try; I take steps to make sure they don't succeed. Multiple metaspace hops to be certain no one is following before I come anywhere near and very careful quarantining before I approach. It's kept me safe for the thirty years I've lived here.”



She'd assumed he'd wanted to show her Maes Far, images of how it now was. The solar shroud would be complete: an opaque, orbiting disk that moved with finely-calculated exactness to stay precisely in front of the sun relative to the planet's surface, cutting off all heat, all light except for the flaring corona. A dark sun to replace the light. But that wasn't it.



“Show me what you brought me up here to see.”



He made no movement, some control fleck of his own sending instructions to the Refuge. In an instant, the walls and domed ceiling of the little room turned transparent. There, above and around her, filling one half of the sky, lay the sparkling mass of the galaxy.



It was a familiar-enough sight, of course. On dark nights on Maes Far it stretched overhead, a shimmering and meandering pathway. Her ancestors had called it the Diamond Road, imagined it as a path you could walk to reach the gods. She knew well the truth of what it was, but still, as a girl, she'd liked to stare up at it and dream about taking that journey.



The galaxy seen from Maes Far was nothing compared to its appearance from the Refuge. Her planet lay in the galactic plane, as almost all systems did, making the stars appear as the shimmering, dust-occluded line across the night sky that she knew so well. The Refuge, however, clearly lay far outside the plane. The entire disc of the galaxy lay tilted before Selene's eyes, with very few stars nearby and its structure clear: the spiralling arms and the bright glow of the central mass.



The sight of it sparkled on her retinas. She studied it for long moments with both her natural right eye, and then with her enhanced left eye, picking out different wavelengths of radiation, the different spectra of the stars, the glowing clouds of nebulae. From the angle they were at, the whole thing looked curiously like an eye itself: the ovoid shape, the rainbow hues and the glowing central mass as the pupil.



“Where is Maes Far?”



Part-way along one of the spiral arms, towards the central mass, a star began to flash. There was nothing remarkable or special about it. Her homeworld's sun was insignificant: one star among billions. She knew well the scale of the galaxy, but the sight of the whole thing laid out before her took her breath away. When you were inside it you couldn't see the entirety.



Her life had been so small. Briefly, she felt the tug of an unfamiliar emotion: a wonder at what all those stars were, at who and what was to be found there.



“And Sintorus?”



Another insignificant light flashed, farther out along the same arm.



Turning away for a moment, she saw that on the opposite side of the dome, away from the galactic mass, there was only darkness. There was the deep void of intergalactic space, with only other galaxies, other islands in the emptiness, to provide any illumination. In its own way that was beautiful, too. Light and dark. With her left eye, she could peer farther and farther into the void, deeper and deeper into time. Wherever she looked there were more galaxies, and more, and more. Distant places she would never and could never visit.



Ondo was still looking at the swirl of their galaxy. “Concordance control almost all of it, their Cathedral ships in orbit around every technologically-advanced planet. Somewhere in that central mass lives Omn, if they are to be believed. The God Star; the Light at the Heart of the Galaxy, attended and served by Primo Carious and Secundus Godel and the rest of the Augurs. Of course, it is a place no one can go, a being no one may approach. No one can go anywhere without the Cathedral ships and the Void Walkers intervening to stop them. They cannot allow truth to trouble their mystique. You grasp the scale of what they are, now? How they dominate and belittle us?”



She didn't need his patronising words. He thought she was ignorant of galactic affairs, brought up on her backwater world, but that wasn't how it was. “I've always known what they are; I was raised to understand exactly that. What can you do in the face of such power? The galaxy is beautiful, but the sight of it changes nothing. Concordance are all-powerful and I'm a broken cripple despite all your efforts. You thought showing me this would somehow change my mind? Fill me with some zeal to fight back? I'm fucking exhausted just coming up here, and I'm in a chair that does all the moving for me. My bones hurt.”



He held up his hands as if to fend off her fury. “I wanted you to see this because it's a glorious sight, that's all. I often come up here myself to think; I find it gives me a welcome sense of perspective. I'm sorry if my words offended you.”



He wasn't being intentionally condescending. He wasn't used to talking to people.



“Forget it,” she said.



After a moment, Ondo continued. “We barely know each other, but I knew your father and I see some of him in you. You're still so ill and weak and you've been through a terrible ordeal. You've lost everything you knew and loved, and you've barely survived. It's natural you feel beaten down, defeated. I understand that, truly. But I wanted you also to know that after the sunset comes always the sunrise. One day you will be stronger, and you will be yourself again. Changed, yes, but you. Maybe you won't want to join me in my struggle – I'm not asking that – but I believe that, eventually, you will be glad you survived. That there will be good days.”



“You're saying you won't give me the release I asked for?”



He turned to consider her, frowns wrinkling his face. “I've done everything I can to save you, mend your body, keep you alive. But if you die on the operating table once more, I will let you go if that is truly what you want.”



Was
























  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
    
  


  For all those who fight the power


Red Star

Prologue - The Magellanic Heresies


Fragments recovered from the journal of Senjen Vorst, planetologist of the deep space exploratory vessel Magellanic Cloud, as reassembled and translated by Ondo Ynwa Lagan from discoveries made on the (now extinct) planet Maes Far.






Warning: These fragments form part of the Magellanic Heresies as proscribed by Concordance. Ownership or propagation of these documents is considered an act of extreme heresy against Omn. Read or distribute at your own risk.


 

 


…the three stellar masses meant that we were forced to translate from metaspace at a much greater distance from the centre of the system than normal. Frustrating! It will take many weeks to reach the planet. Telemetry is, however, slowly giving us a more complete picture of the stars and their single world…


 


…we now observe small degrees of orbital perturbation in the movements of the three suns. Frankly, it's a relief. The wilder theories of some of the crew can now be discounted; these are not artificially engineered stars, as if such things were even possible. Their motions are remarkably regular, but that appears to be a natural phenomenon, the chance arrangement of gravitational influences holding them in their patterns of movement about each other. Eventually, as they lose mass through normal stellar radiation, this regularity will fail, and it is conceivable that two or even three of the stars will collide or fuse…


 


…so much for the suns, but what of the planet and its moons? Some on the ship are convinced significant terraforming has taken place on this world, but they are unable to explain how that could be achieved – or why anyone would go to such lengths. The number of viable planets in the galaxy far outweighs the number of cultures requiring relocation or room for expansion, and this must always have been the case. This planet, especially, with no land masses upon it, is hardly a good candidate for occupation…


 


…a strange conversation with one of the chemists on board, Dragonel Vulpis. He wanted me to support his view that the planet is anomalous, unnatural in some way. He actually used the term supernatural. He more or less pinned me to the bulkhead as he spoke, his eyes wide, unblinking. The man used to amuse me, but he becomes more and more alarming. Something has broken inside his brain. I explained that the apparent regularity of the planetary and lunar motions is an illusion caused by our lack of time perspective; that the orbital patterns are in constant flux, and we've simply arrived at a galactic moment when everything appears to be in clockwork equilibrium. We don't live long enough to see the pattern.



He wouldn't have it and grew angry. I must talk to the officers about him before he causes more trouble; the long voyage appears to have taken a psychological toll upon him. A single, disturbed crew-member can have a hugely destructive effect upon a ship…



  Three hours after Selene and Ondo's arrival at the dead star…


  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
    
  


  For struggling writers everywhere


God Star

Prologue - The Magellanic Heresies


Fragments recovered from the journal of Aysha Zand, xenobiologist of the deep space exploratory vessel Magellanic Cloud, as reassembled and translated by Ondo Ynwa Lagan from discoveries made on the (now extinct) planet Maes Far.






Warning: These fragments form part of the Magellanic Heresies as proscribed by Concordance. Ownership or propagation of these documents is considered an act of extreme heresy against Omn. Read or distribute at your own risk.


 

 


…the long debate on whether the planet's oceans are home merely to teeming trillions of monocellular creatures or whether, in fact, the biosphere should be considered a single, integrated being with a fluid but complex nature. Researches into this question are continuing although the remarkable…


 


…there is certainly a great deal of physical activity within the depths of this mysterious ocean world. The substrate within which the cells exist is relatively gelatinous, meaning that most cells remain fixed in relation to each other. It is possible even to consider these arrangements as structures. But, at the same time, consistent currents flow around the globe at all pelagic levels, and numerous thermal plumes have also been identified, constantly moving a percentage of cells between the sunless depths and ocean's surface levels. There is both fixity and variation to the ordering of the cells within the planet's oceans. No doubt it is fanciful to liken this to the flow of memories and impulses between the subconscious and conscious parts of a conventional mind. Similarly, while the silvery flashes of ghostly bioluminescence that may often be seen in the oceans at night are certainly beautiful, there is no scientific evidence to back up the notion that these are analogous to ideas flickering through a conventional nervous system. Regardless, the oceans are most certainly teeming with life and activity…


 


…cells account for 99% of the mass of the planet's seas, the vast majority of the water having been absorbed into their microscopic structures. In this sense, the planet is not an ocean world at all, but a protoplasmic biosphere.



It is also undeniable that these cells perceive and react to the presence and absence of light, although this is clearly not proof of any degree of intelligence. Even very primitive monocellular creatures exhibit this behaviour, having evolved to detect the light/dark cycle so that they can predict when protection against the damaging effects of solar radiation upon delicate DNA is needed. Nevertheless, it is intriguing to consider whether this mechanism – given the complex patterns of light from the planet's triple suns – might be a trigger for the development of a higher order of predictive intelligence…


 


…also clear that the planet's lifeform(s) evolved very early on in galactic history. The biological, geological and chemical dating evidence all convenes on this point. In fact, no older life has been identified anywhere in known space, and it is tempting to assert that the planet is home to the earliest creature(s) ever to live in our galaxy.



In all probability, the lifeforms(s) achieved a stable evolutionary state very early on in its/their existence, with relatively few morphological changes in recent aeons. Some diversity of cell structure has been noted, although it is unclear whether these constitute different species or (as some suggest) form specialized cells within a single organism. It is now known that the cells have evolved to exchange information chemically, although the nature and purpose of this communication is still the subject of active research and speculation…



  Five years after Selene's descent into the black hole, three months after her return…


  Dear Reader,


  Many thanks for reading The Triple Stars Trilogy. I really hope you enjoyed the books.


  Want to know more? Sign up to my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when I release new works. There are some fine sci/fi and fantasy books to download for free as thanks.


  If you want to get in touch, I can be found at simonkewin.co.uk or via my Linktree.



  Thanks again for reading.


  Simon Kewin.
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A special mention to all the leaders, bosses and managers whose prodigious small-minded idiocy has done so much over the years to encourage me to escape their madness and write books instead. These people - exclusively ageing white men in my experience - are elevated as a result of good fortune or nepotism to positions of peak incompetence, whence they cast their baleful and dim-witted shadows over those around them, lacking the wit to grasp the truth of their own futility, believing that they are superior precisely because they have been elevated in clear contradiction of all the available evidence of how hideously awful they really are.
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Post-credits Scenes


Selene found a welcome moment of peace as the Sun, Rising arrowed silently through metaspace. This ship didn't rattle or vibrate or even hum. Subjectively, it didn't feel like it was moving at all. Swift, effortless flight was its nature, its essence, and it traversed the Singh Field as fluently as the wind blew through clear air.



They were ten minutes away from dropping into reality at the blue dwarf star; despite all her protestations about not getting involved, she'd wanted to be present as that particular Depository was opened up and its treasures were brought into the light. It wasn't only her promise to the Warden entity as they attempted to repair it; her main concern was over the single Morn held in stasis within the archive – a stasis that had appeared to be breaking down. Even a single one of the lifeforms would be enough, of course: it would kill everyone, given the energy to feed off and sufficient trails for its exponential offspring to follow. Now that a month had passed since the elimination of Concordance, metaspace ships were criss-crossing space in greater and greater numbers, lighting up the galaxy with their sparkling lines. The danger was clear; the presence of even one of the Great Enemy would be enough.



It was time to complete the genocide.



Her plan was simple: she would envelop the failing stasis field inside another stasis field and then fire the whole contraption into the supermassive black hole at the heart of the galaxy. She would do it herself. This last remaining Morn – so far as they knew – could join the rest of its kind in eternity. More than once she'd heard researchers and scientists from the newly-liberated worlds wondering openly about leaving one, just one, alive so that they could study it. She would act before they could be listened to. The reopened galaxy was already learning to debate – and disagree about, and lie about – all manner of contentious matters, and the outcomes of such arguments were impossible to predict.



Lilith and Aevus were occupying themselves elsewhere on the ship. That was fine. They were good companions – at least, they weren't annoying companions – and the relationship flowering between them meant that Selene was left with plenty of time to herself. Which suited her well enough. She found herself standing at a section of plain wall that was, in truth, a doorway, one that would open at her request to reveal an inner sanctum like that on the Radiant Dragon. She'd found this one by carefully mapping out the structure of the ancient Tok ship, outlining the void. Then it had simply been a matter of instructing the vessel to grant her access.



There was no one inside; there was no Eb providing the core intelligence. But that did not mean there couldn't be. The space at the heart of the ship was precisely that: a space, waiting to be filled. The Sun, Rising was, truly, a vessel, and a living, breathing person could transcend their biological roots to become its controlling Mind if they so chose. The connections for achieving it were all there. Eb had said to her that it was one possible future for her, and he'd offered her the chance to replace him within the Dragon. That opportunity was now gone, but she could become the core intelligence of the Sun, Rising instead. If she wished it.



She stepped around the little room, stroking the smooth walls with her augmented fingertips. The sanctum was tiny, and it was also vast. It was only a few metres across, but at the same time it was the whole of the galaxy. With this ship as her body, three hundred billion stars would be hers to explore, for endless days. The galaxy, not any single little world, would become home.



She missed Eb. She wondered if there would ever come a time, one day far in the future when she was an entity like him, that she would crave the simple physical connection of another person before facing the end. And whether there would be anyone there with her to give her it.



She smiled to herself at the possibility. Perhaps one day. She had a lot of living to catch up on first, and there was no hurry. But as to eternity? Yes, maybe that could be hers.



She lingered a moment longer, then left the quiet cell to prepare for their arrival at the blue dwarf star.



*



Flickers of thought sparked through its consciousness. It had not thought it could survive the concussive effects of the titanic explosion; it had not thought that it could survive independently at all, severed from the vessel that was, that had been, the main part of its body. Yet here it was, thoughts flickering through the fog in its mind. It appeared that Selene Ada had been correct: it could transcend what it was, and that small part of its form housing its consciousness could function alone.



In the end, when the moment of detonation had come, it had turned aside, suddenly wanting to live, sending the sunburst device on its way to eliminate the Concordance fleet while holding itself back. The supercharged energy storm that had blasted back through the metaspace tunnel had hurled it uncontrollably across the galaxy, unconscious, disorientated, but it had survived, its body remaining whole when it might have been smeared into a cloud of subatomic particles.



It had been oblivious for a long time: thirty-three standard days as Selene and Ondo might have expressed it. During that time, it was aware, there had been a certain amount of metamorphosis taking place within it. It ran through internal diagnostic routines. It had suffered significant structural damage, but it was not only healing, it was altering, too. The glow of energy within it was increasing rather than fading. Its current thoughts were no last moment of lucidity; instead, its form was adapting to its new reality. It was becoming something else, as perhaps it had been designed to do millions of years previously.



It was evolving after all. Surtr opened its three eyes and looked at the stars.



* *



The single Morn was safely blasted into the pull of the supermassive black hole, the projectile's velocity great enough to ensure that no escape would ever be possible. Selene relayed her next command to the Sun, Rising. With the agreement of Lilith and Aevus she had one more destination on her list: one more planet to visit before new worlds, endless new worlds, were theirs to explore.



From orbit, Migdala had looked unchanged, but down on the surface it was clear there had been significant rioting and fighting in the very recent past. The downfall of Concordance had not come swiftly or easily on many worlds. Local forces loyal to the old masters had fought on all across the galaxy, refusing to acknowledge the new reality. Or knowing that they had no choice: that they would never be allowed to simply take their place among the stars without having to face justice.



Senefore rose from the still waters of its lake just as she recalled, and the bridges to its centre remained intact, but there were lines of smoke rising into the sky as buildings there burned. Nearer at hand, from the bank, she could pick up traces in the air that gave her some idea about what had taken place on the planet. Beneath the rich scents of the local flora and the tang of the water, the stench of burned flesh was clear.



The sight of Myrced's home stopped Selene mid-stride: it looked abandoned, the heavy, curving foliage of the surrounding trees creeping towards it and over it, as if intending to reclaim it for themselves. No lights shone from within. Many people had died on Migdala as the world's long-smouldering resentments exploded into open bloodshed, and Myrced would have been there in the midst of it, fighting for the freedoms she'd longed for.



Gently, warily, Selene pushed the front door. It wasn't locked. No one attempted to stop her. The early-morning glow over the mountains gave her more than enough light to see the interior without her having to project her own illumination.



The house was wrecked, too: furniture overturned, ornaments smashed to splinters on the floor. The fighting had found its way here, into Myrced's home, cornering her in her last sanctum. Selene stepped carefully but still trod cracking glass shards under her feet as she moved.



Upstairs, the destruction was just as complete. But there was someone alive up there: she could hear their heartbeat and the rush of blood through their veins. Someone lying unconscious? Waiting in ambush? She had to find out.



She padded warily along the familiar hallway, expecting attack at any moment. But none came, and it was Myrced lying on the bed after all, unconscious, arms and legs splayed wide where she'd apparently thrown herself, a single, light sheet covering her form. She was breathing peacefully, her chest rising and falling, but at the creak of a floorboard under Selene's foot her eyes opened suddenly.



Her voice was croaky as she spoke. “Selene. You're here.”



“I am.”



“We heard what happened to you. What you did.”



“Are you okay?” Selene asked. “Are you injured?”



“Injured?”



“In all the fighting.” 



Myrced looked completely baffled. “Fighting? What fighting?”



“Downstairs. It's been destroyed.”



Myrced sat up, making no attempt to conceal her bare breasts as the sheet fell away. “You have it all wrong, honey. There was trouble in the centre, but this? This is what happens when folks on Migdala party hard for a week.”



“A party?”



“Uh huh. You should have been here. Come to that, why are you here?”



“You don't know?”



“I'm irresistibly beautiful, of course. I presume it's that.”



Selene crossed the room to sit on the bed. “That, yeah. Partly that. But also the other thing: my offer of leaving, travelling the stars. It remains, if you want it. The stars turned.”



“You're offering to take me away from all this?”



“I want you to come.”



Myrced grinned to herself, lying back down with her eyes closed, the effort of thinking finally too much. “Be a honey and fetch me some juice. A big drink of juice; my throat is full of sand. Then come into bed and say all that again, just so I'm sure I've got it straight, yes? Can you do that for me?”



Selene stood again, laughed. “I can do that for you.”



* * *



The swarm stirred, rousing itself from its moribund torpor, frozen life within it spiralling into activity, feeding off the faint threads of energy washing over it from the blue star. The radiation it absorbed was odd, imperfect, and greatly weakened by the barrier that had resisted it for so long, but the energy had been enough, all this time, to keep its cold biology a murmur away from death.



It was not intelligent; it had no consciousness or even understanding, but three times now it had been prodded into activity. Three times it had sensed the indistinct presence of a prey-trail. It was not intelligent, but it was driven by strong instinct. Three trails after so long a period of inactivity could not be ignored. Even it could not survive forever without feeding, and the desperate need to devour and grow finally pushed it into action. The trail was impossibly faint, and it might use all its remaining energy to pursue it, but this might be its only chance.



It could neither understand nor even perceive the barrier that had kept it away from the star for so long, but in stirring it had finally perceived the tiny, single spot where the flow of solar energy was greater. The flaw in the wall. Through it, the trickle of energy was greater, giving the swarm an extra impetus. Still, it was tiny and weak; a bare few of its constituent individuals were viable, ninety-nine percent of them decayed beyond resuscitation. It experienced no sense of loss or sadness at the fact; the survival of even one was enough. That was all that mattered. One could become trillions easily enough.



The swarm drifted towards the planet, sniffing, sniffing for the echoes that would lead it inexorably to the glorious light of the energy and sustenance it craved.
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