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1. Joy

Joy had arrived at Kirkclair Spaceport with a heart heavier than her luggage, but starlight washed her fears away. Holographic constellations glowed on the domed ceiling, each projected star a reminder that there was more to the universe than the chilling black-between.
The terminal was a shuffle of half-asleep and exasperated travellers. Departure celebrations were over, complementary drinks long since gone. Anxiety might easily have crept back in, but Joy kept it at bay searching the constellations, imagining the route the Ever Onward might take, past worlds glittering with civilisation, and worlds wild and unknown.
"Hey Joy." Her brother's smile was as bright as the stars. Of course it was; Finn Somerset wasn't afraid of anything, not even the prospect of leaving their home on Mars for uncolonised space. He gave her a quick hug and handed her a sugar-dusted macaron. "Enjoy it like it's your last. I doubt many pastry chefs made the cut to settle Gainsborough."
The macaron, wrapped in delicate foil, nestled in her hand like a little bird. Another reminder - colony life would be difficult at first, certainly not as easy as the glossy corporate adverts would have her believe. But Gainsborough had fields of blue sweetgrass and oceans as vast as Earth's, and the air there would be fresh and unpolluted. Perhaps she wouldn't even need her med-bracelet anymore.
Finn ushered her to a check-in desk, earning angry glares and a few harsh words, but he shut the protestors down with authority. Joy blushed, taking a nervous bite out of the macaron.
Outside, dust danced in the downwash of shuttles. It pattered against the spaceport's windows, turning the horizon into an orange haze of smog and streetlights, and whenever the doors opened, it whirled inside. It was on the terminal's floor, on the soles of shoes and in the hair of waiting passengers. It was everywhere, even on Joy's luggage, but that was okay, because this was the last time she'd be breathing Martian air.
She'd wanted a last glimpse of home, but the wind was carrying black smoke from the city, thick enough to obscure the district where her apartment (old apartment, she corrected herself) was located.
News of an explosion scrolled by on an overhead display, but before Joy had time to read more, Finn took her hand and hurried her toward the shuttle landing pads. His uniform was enough to see them to the front of the line; his Chief of Security ID getting them swiftly through mandatory luggage checks.
"Did you see the explosion on the news, Finn?"
He shrugged dismissively.
"What do you think happened?" she persisted.
"I know exactly what happened - nothing to do with us. Miana's already in her pod, and once you're on the ship, I'm not wasting another thought on this place."
"What are the corporate cryo pods like? Pretty classy, I bet."
Miana, Finn's fiancée and Hierochloe's Chief Procurement Officer, was from a social circle they would never have come into contact with - had it not been for Finn's easy charm and striking auburn hair.
"No different from the other pods. Equality is a vital part of the future Hierochloe's trying to build, Joy. On Gainsborough, we'll all be working together as one. Humanity -"
"Harmony, Hierochloe?" she teased. Her brother had never been one to spout slogans, but the chance to travel on the Ever Onward to colonise a new world had turned him into quite the company man.
"Well," he said, smiling wryly, "I like to believe so."
"And I believe in you." In him, and in the stars.
◆◆◆
 
The shuttle ride to the architect ship in orbit went by so fast that she caught only a glimpse of the Ever Onward before she was onboard and safe inside its white hull, where a decontamination chamber washed the last trace of Martian dust from her. Her clothes were taken - to be incinerated, they said, and she regretted wearing her best dress. Wearing only hospital gowns and slippers, she and countless other colonists were marched down corridors of polished steel and glass.
"Hold out your arm," a tech urged.
H-chips were brand-new tech, normally far too expensive for lab assistants, but as the manufacturer, Hierochloe insisted that all their employees have a chip. Finn had one, as did Joy's former boss, who loved showing off its functions - it's a key, credit card and entertainment system all rolled into one - so Joy couldn't help but be excited at getting her very own.
"A med-bracelet?" The tech frowned.
"Is that a problem?"
"I'm just surprised to see one. People with chronic illnesses don't usually make it past the first selection. Guess you must be pretty exceptional." He smiled. "Or they just needed to fill their quota of redheads."
She was too embarrassed to return his smile, electing to look down at her feet instead. Officially, she'd been selected based on her merits as a botanist. In reality, her test scores were firmly average and her position at her old lab a junior one. Finn had pulled strings to get her application accepted, and he had pulled hard.
The tech showed her into a cryo pod and as straps closed around her wrists and ankles, the ship's public announcement system droned on about nanites and vitrification. But with the shock of cold metal around her limbs came the shock of realisation, and she could barely listen, her mind occupied with maths. Five years in this sarcophagus. 1800 days, give or take, a little over 40,000 hours that would stand still for her and Finn, but on Mars - home - they'd keep ticking. The last book in her favourite series would be released. The final episode of Ghost Ship would air, and she wouldn't be there to watch it, wouldn't be there to discuss it during lunch break, wouldn't be there to see if her theories were right. Trivial and mundane, and suddenly so very important.
Finn leaned in to kiss her cheek and say goodbye, but there was something different about him. It was a subtle strain on his face; a glint in his eye that she'd never seen before and had never expected to see. He was afraid.
"But Finn," she said. "You're never afraid."
He arched an eyebrow, a hint of mirth returning to his hazel eyes. "I'm always afraid, Joy. That's why I do what I do... but now I wonder if I've made the right decision. You're only here because of me. I've tightened security, gone down every checklist, inspected every inch of the ship. Hell, I even made these eggheads explain how cryostasis works and what I can do to make sure it does work. But as soon as I go to sleep, it's out of my hands, and if something goes wrong, if something happens to you..."
"It'll be fine, Finn. The Ever Onward's amazing, greater than any architect ship before it - and I've heard the Head of Security isn't half-bad, either."
They shared a final smile and a final goodbye and then -
- and then Finn disappeared and through ice-brittle eyelashes, Joy saw only shadow and frosted glass. She tried to speak, eager to get confirmation that it was in fact all over, eager to breathe ocean air and feel Gainsborough's sweetgrass between her fingers.
The glass panel slid open, and the straps released her limbs. She tumbled forward, hitting the floor elbows-first. She coughed, gasping for air, but it was stale and cold and ran down her throat like razor wire.
This isn't how it's supposed to be. She might not have listened to the announcement, but she'd watched the cryostasis infomercials neurotically. A gentle awakening, they'd told her. First, the vitrified blood in her veins would be warmed, while nanites were swiftly deployed to attend to any damage. Then slow-acting drugs would be injected, allowing for a gradual and pleasant awakening (to the soothing sound of classical piano).
Even accounting for false advertising, Joy couldn't believe that metal-floor-to-the-face was the standard. She rolled over, her muscles burning, and blinking against flickering fluorescent light, all she could think about was Finn.
It'll be fine.
It wasn't fine. Not fine at all.
"Hey, you alive?" A slippered foot prodded her side.
◆◆◆
 
The many-storied cryo compartment, a moment ago brightly lit and clinical, lay in ruins, collapsed underneath buckled metal and rubble.
Three cryo pods to the right and I'd be buried too. Joy's heart beat rapidly, too fast for her still-turgid blood. Pressure over her chest flared into pain across her shoulders.
"Pretty fucking crazy, huh?" The man who had woken her paced in increasingly tight circles. Duncan, he'd introduced himself as, a software programmer from Kirkclair. His eyes were glassy beads in a pale, drawn face, and deep scratches ran down his forearms. His nose and fingers were blue with cold.
A comms panel on the wall glowed green. Joy pushed herself to her feet and stumbled toward it.
"Don't bother," Duncan said. "I've been trying for days. Nobody's listening."
She pressed the button anyway. "Hello?"
No response. She tried changing the settings, even ran diagnostics - but the system was fine. Whatever had happened to the ship, comms were still functional.
She reached for logic to quell her surging fear. The ship was massive, and Finn's cryo pod was near the bridge at the other end of the ship, possibly untouched by whatever disaster had befallen the Ever Onward. He might be busy organising a rescue party. He might be asleep and oblivious.
There were a thousand possibilities, ranging from the sensible to the far-fetched, and she took them all into her heart.
Anything, I'll believe anything, as long as it isn't the one problem we can't fix, Finn.
"Told you. They're all asleep. Or dead." Duncan's breath was hot on her neck, acrid with the aroma of medical alcohol.
She turned. He was close, too close, resting his hands against the wall behind her.
"Then who woke you?"
"The ship. It's emergency protocol - if there's a malfunction, the Ever Onward is programmed to rouse tech support. Of course, I'm not a crewmember. There'd be thousands more qualified than me, and you can bet the ship went down that list. The fact that I'm awake..." He bit his lip bloody.
"You've been awake for days, and you didn't wake anyone else before now?"
Duncan leaned in closer, his breath humid on her cheek, and maybe it would have been better to be alone in this grave of a ship after all.
"No." A strangled sound escaped him, and he wiped moisture from his eyes. "No, you're not the first."
He showed her the bodies, dumped behind a ruined cryo pod. The smell was enough to know she didn't want to look. Four pairs of white shoes, just like the ones she'd been issued. Soft shoes of pristine cotton, never meant to be worn outside the ship, and now never would be.
"The first one was already dead inside the cryo pod. A power surge must've fried its systems. Not long ago, though, because she was still mostly fresh." Again he made that strangled sound. "After that, I only tried waking the ones that I was sure were alive. Two died before they hit the floor. The fourth lived nearly five minutes. I thought he was all right; I thought he was going to be okay, but then he coughed and the blood wouldn't stop pouring and... and that was the end of that."
His cheeks were dewy with tears and that was good, much better than the strained face he'd worn before. This Duncan wasn't frightening, just frightened.
"That was three days ago. Took me that long to muster up the courage to try again."
Joy wiped fog from a pod's porthole. Sunken cheeks sagged around an open mouth. She made a small sound and turned away, but the dead were all around.
"That's the last living one." Duncan pointed to a pod containing an olive-skinned woman.
"We should wake her."
"No, no, no." Duncan grabbed her arm, holding her firmly back. His voice vibrated against her ear. "She'd only be a waste of oxygen. Besides, we don't need her. You'll do fine."
"Fine for what?" His fingers dug into her flesh. She squirmed, uncomfortable but too polite to object. If Finn were here, he'd tell her to punch Duncan in the face.
Or kick him in the nuts. Finn's voice, amused as ever, echoed in the back of her mind. The temptation to follow his recommendation was strong, but it seemed unwise to start a fight she might not win.
"Up there." He pointed a shaking finger towards the ceiling. A panel hung loose, revealing an air duct. "I couldn't even get my shoulders in there, but you, you're small. You'll fit." 
◆◆◆
 
Metal walls boxed her in, tight and dusty and biting cold. The spaceport had smelled of cinnamon and the Ever Onward's speakers had played music and that was less than ten minutes ago, so how could she be crawling through a vent? That was not how her day was supposed to go. That was not the sort of person she was, and now her breath was becoming a wheeze.
"Let me down." Her voice bounced between the air duct walls. How far would the echo carry? Perhaps other survivors would hear her; maybe even a rescue team.
Or whoever did this to the ship.
"What's the problem?" Duncan eased her onto the floor and into his arms. His chin brushed her cheek, bristling with stubble and impatience.
"It's too narrow. I can't breathe." Her hair had come undone, tumbling over her shoulders in dust-matted locks. The same thick, ashen stuff coated her lips and clogged her throat. It was a dust only time could produce; the sort of dust she'd expect to find under Finn's couch, not in the ventilation system of a top of the line architect ship, and she realised at once what she should've been asking all along.
"How long have we been in stasis?"
Duncan tapped the comms panel, its display flickering as it accessed the ship's deeper systems.
The connection was weak, dropping and reconnecting as the power fluctuated, but the ship's internal computer still ticked away, fulfilling what functions it could - one of which was keeping count.
Every day, every hour, down to the nano-second. The ship had logged them all, faithfully recording time. The Ever Onward had launched on the fourth of May 1566, Standard Time, a week before Joy's twenty-third birthday.
The date on the screen, in mercilessly bright green, read 24/11/1685.
"That can't be right. The power glitches must've thrown the clock off."
"Use your eyes, sweetheart. The walls are corroding. The cryo pod seals are decaying. This ship was built to withstand decades in space with minimal maintenance. Even if it crashed, it would take a long time for it to deteriorate this badly. At least fifty years, I'd say - so why not 119?"
"Someone would've come to rescue us. They wouldn't just have abandoned us."
Finding Finn was all that mattered. If he was all right, it didn't matter what year it was. And if he wasn't... then it really didn't matter. But an abandoned architect ship made no sense. The Ever Onward was too valuable to leave to drift or decompose. It was a mystery. A hundred year old mystery at this point, up there with legends like the Mary Celeste, Tunguska and the Luna-Six cannibal incident. The Ever Onward, the arc ship lost along with her crew and cargo of ten thousand frozen settlers. Joy and Finn, reduced to numbers, there to make people gasp at the enormity of the loss.
"That's assuming they could find us. I've been unable to access any information on our location. We could be anywhere." Duncan coughed and spat grey mucus on the floor. "What's important is getting out of here."
"The air duct might be blocked by debris. And if the door controls on this side are broken, the same might be the case for the controls on the other side." It sounded stupid even as she said it, and she raised her hands in meek apology before Duncan could yell at her. "Sorry. I'll try."
"Damn straight you will, and you might want to try adjusting your attitude too. Your lack of gratitude is unattractive."
Duncan grabbed her by the waist again, the heat of his palms feverish. The programmer had snapped. Perhaps when he first woke to inexplicable devastation, or when he opened the first cryo pod, or maybe when he'd seen the date. Joy's presence had briefly calmed him, but now his madness was returning, soaking the air with sweat and fear.
◆◆◆
 
A faint glow of emergency light strips guided her way through a sooty tangle of cables. Melted plastic curled around exposed copper wire and had dripped down to stud the floor with rubbery stalagmites. There had been a fire, a long time ago. Had the ship's automatic systems extinguished it, or had an actual person done the work?
A thin scratching sound came from behind.
"Duncan?"
Something scraped her leg, tentative, probing, and logic, reason, even fear, disappeared in a surge of adrenaline.
She heaved forward, her scream cut short under the strain. The scratching became a scuttle, retreating - and then skittering close again.
Ahead, brighter light filtered in through a grille in the side of the duct. Joy bashed her fists against it, but it wouldn't budge.
It's welded shut. It's screwed in tight. No way out.
Panic blurred her vision. A deep breath, that's what she needed, but the air was so cold it hurt, and the dust so thick -
- the sound of her own wheezing breath snapped Joy out of the hysteria.
The shortness of breath was a symptom of an affliction she'd suffered since infancy. Martian lungs, the doctors called it, a progressive and chronic disease caused by the inhalation of dust. It had hovered over her life like a spectre, her every breath scarring her lungs further. She'd never been able to play outside without a respirator mask, couldn't keep pets, had to keep her windows sealed and sanitise her apartment daily. As she grew older, the limitations only seemed to compound, but no matter how hard she tried to follow every recommendation, the dust - or some other adverse particle - got to her eventually.
It was her first and oldest fear, and it trumped all others.
Calm breaths. She'd already activated her med-bracelet; her system was being flooded with stimulants. She wasn't going to die. It was going to be okay.
She fumbled in the dim light, feeling around the vent panel for screws. Instead, she found latches. They were rusted in, all right, and squealed with cold and age, but the important thing was that they turned.
A coarse, bristling sound came from ahead. Joy looked up and saw her reflection in the two central eyes of a spider.
She tumbled through the open grille. Her knees hit the floor hard, but she ignored the pain, scrambling away from the air duct, and away from the thing with the waving many-jointed legs; the thing that was as large as a cat.
She'd landed on a narrow gantry, and through the steel mesh floor, she saw only darkness. The door that Duncan waited behind was at the far end of the gantry - too far, as long and thin legs waved at her from the open vent. Nearby, a hut perched on the gantry like an eagle's nest, overlooking the vast space below. Above its door, a sign read:
SECURITY
The panel next to the door flickered on and off. She wiped off as much dust as she could and held out her wrist.
COULD NOT DETECT CHIP - PLEASE TRY AGAIN
She cleaned the scanner with her sleeve, patting her wrist where the chip chafed underneath her skin. In time, it would integrate seamlessly, nestling comfortably in tissue, but for now, it hurt.
COULD NOT DETEC -
The panel went dark and Joy forced herself to stay calm. It would come back on again. The lights were on, the power wasn't out. All she had to do was wait.
Wait - and ignore the clicking in the air ducts. A myriad legs, skittering and scuttling above her.
"Come on," Joy hissed, resisting the urge to smack the wilful piece of technology.
Green light radiated from the screen. A cheerful beep preceded two words as beautiful as poetry:
ACCESS GRANTED
◆◆◆
 
The door slammed shut behind her, brilliant light flooding the room. A cacophony of shrill alarms blared - but at least there were no spiders.
Not much of anything, in fact, as most of the ceiling had caved in, burying the back of the security office in a landslide of debris. A wall-mounted fire extinguisher. Four chairs and a table. Brown rings on the table betrayed a flagrant disregard of coasters.
She'd visited Finn in many rooms just like it. His office was fancier these days, and though she hadn't seen his office on the Ever Onward, she imagined it was as shiny as they came. Probably still had coffee rings on the table though; she'd not yet met a cleaner that could keep up with Finn. 
Hey, everybody has a flaw. I may be messy, but at least my own lungs don't try to kill me on a daily basis.
"You're such an ass," she muttered to the Finn who only existed in her head (but was remarkably like the Finn who slept in the bowels of the ship).
The surveillance monitors that yet functioned displayed only static, but underneath them, a computer screen flashed imploringly at her.
EMERGENCY PROTOCOL IN EFFECT
The computer responded to her touch, accepting her h-chip. According to Duncan, to facilitate evacuation, the emergency protocol gave anyone with a chip access to the parts of the ship that didn't require special clearance.
The screen glared red with error messages. Power failures. Flooding on two decks. Numerous hull breaches.
Disaster upon disaster. All the computer could do was (strongly) urge her to deploy maintenance crews. All Joy could do was acknowledge the alerts and switch them off, one by one, until the alarms ceased.
On the ship's schematics, almost every deck and compartment was littered with red exclamation marks. Her stomach twisted as she saw the section where Finn slept.
All dark. Not even an exclamation mark.
It could mean anything. A display glitch, or maybe life support was down in that section, and that was okay because the cryo pods would keep Finn, Miana, and all the others safe. Snug as bugs, until she could find a way to rescue them.
First, she had to find something better than a hospital gown to wear. The cryo compartment had been like a fridge, but the rest of the ship was like a freezer. At this rate she would die of exposure before she could find out what was going on.
And wouldn't that be ironic - spend over a hundred years frozen, only to freeze to death as soon as you wake up.
The security office's equipment cage had collapsed, but clothes and gear lay scattered in the rubble. She picked through the mess until she found a jumpsuit that was only a few sizes too large, made of a white, honeycomb-textured material that felt dry and wonderfully warm. She rejected riot shields and helmets, snap-on protection and gauntlets, grabbing only a jacket. It was heavier than it looked - she suspected it might be bullet-proof, but rather hoped she wouldn't have to put it to the test. The Hierochloe logo - three white grass spikelets inside a red triangle - was emblazoned on the right breast pocket. She wrapped a thin t-shirt over her mouth, tying it behind her head. It'd do for a decent makeshift breathing mask until she could find something better.
A mangled weapons rack  offered a variety of choice: riot suppressors - sonic, electric and plain old blunt - shotguns, assault rifles and handguns.  More than they'd ever have needed during the journey, but perhaps these weapons were meant for use on Gainsborough. She'd heard stories of exo-colonies imploding into violence and warfare, but those were surely the exceptions. Though, she remembered the smoke on Kirkclair's horizon and the crackling tension that had permeated the city in recent years, as the Workers' Union had made up for its lack of political power with riots and strikes. There would have been miners and labourers among the Ever Onward's colonists. Would they have brought their Martian troubles to Gainsborough? Had they brought those troubles onto the ship?
If so, all security personnel would have been mobilised. If so, Finn wasn't asleep, but dead - because he'd never have abandoned her.
She trembled as she tried to keep her calm. The security office showed no signs of mobilisation; she'd seen no signs of combat. There was no conclusive evidence, none at all, that Finn was anything but dreaming away in his sub-zero cradle. 
◆◆◆
 
She took only a belt holster and a lightweight handgun, similar to the one she'd left behind on Mars. For years, it had lived in her bedside table drawer, untouched but for the weekly visit to the firing range.
Finn had started taking her there as soon as he first got licensed to carry. The other guys - his friends and colleagues - had teased him about bringing his little sister to the range, but Finn had wanted her to learn, had wanted her to feel safe; to be safe.
Over the years, plenty more had started showing up with their families. Wives and husbands, children of all ages. It no longer seemed like a hobby or professional practice, but as preparation. For what, she... she didn't really want to think about, but she knew Finn had.
As soon as she had passed the required tests, he'd bought her the handgun. A few years later, he'd showed up for her birthday with a gift-wrapped assault rifle, complete with bow. She'd objected, intimidated by the sheer weight and brutality of the weapon.
But Finn, what do I need that for?
For emergencies.
I thought the handgun was for emergencies.
I guess this is for big emergencies.
Well, she was experiencing a big emergency right now. A really, really big one. So big that she was tempted to grab one of the assault rifles from the rack, but they were just too heavy. So a handgun it was, with as many magazines of frangible bullets as her pockets would accommodate.
And now it was time to grow a spine. She had to open the door to let Duncan out, and she had to stop acting like a frightened child, but in between her and the door was the open ventilation grille and hiding in its shadows, the spider. Waiting for her, waiting to pounce and latch onto her shoulder and -
- and Finn wasn't here to catch it with a glass and a piece of card like he normally did, while laughing at her silly fear (although even Finn might hesitate to tussle with a spider of this size).
Outside the security office, the gantry lay as dark and quiet as she'd left it. Nothing moved in the open vent, though she couldn't shake the feeling that the spider was still up there, just waiting. She shivered and took a deep breath. One - two - and on the count of three, she ran across the gantry.
The door kindly accepted her chip immediately, and as it groaned open, she pushed her way inside past the waiting Duncan.
His eyes narrowed as he looked her up and down.
"Who told you to go raid an armoury? You were supposed to open the damn door, not leave me hanging."
"There was this creature in the ducts. A spider the size of a cat."
He gave her a sceptical look.
"I'm not joking. Hush, listen - they're up there, scrabbling around. Can't you hear?"
"Maybe," he conceded. "In any case, it's good news. A spider infestation means it's unlikely we're adrift in space."
"We made it to Gainsborough?" Blue fields and bluer seas. Air so fresh her med-bracelet would be obsolete.
"We'll know soon enough." He rubbed his prickled arms. "Where did you get the clothes? I can't even think in this cold."
◆◆◆
 
Where Joy had gone simple, Duncan elected for the all-inclusive, adding a padded ballistic vest and ceramic-plated pauldrons to his newly-scavenged jumpsuit. He carried a helmet tucked under one arm and in his other hand, his greatest prize - a computer tablet whose batteries still held a charge.
Joy, feeling uncharitable, wanted to ask him what riots he was planning on suppressing. At least he'd gone light on the weaponry, settling for a handgun and a sonic disabler slotted into hip holsters.
"Time to get the hell out of here. I've mapped the best route, but depending on how badly damaged the ship is, we may have to improvise. I hope you're ready to crawl through more tight spaces."
"Wait - the woman in stasis. Shouldn't we wake her?" Joy asked.
"Why? There are thousands of cryo pods. You want to wake them all up before we even know what's going on in here? We can't even access most of them."
"But we can access hers. The ship's in a bad state. If the power glitches again, or goes out in this section, she'll die."
Duncan's facial expression could only be described as neutral. Perhaps she was enough company for him to keep the shadows at bay, but he was decidedly not enough for her. He reminded her of the miners back on Mars; just as tense, just as angry, and behind his contemptuous sneer, she gleaned desperation. The thought of wandering through a silent ship with him made her skin crawl. The thought of possibly being stranded with him as the only other survivor? Unacceptable.
"Fine, I'll go back and do it myself."
"She probably won't make it five minutes outside of the pod," Duncan called, but she ignored him.
◆◆◆
 
Joy's official job title was horticultural bio-engineer. A botanist, in truth, and her focus on gene-modification was one mandated by demand, rather than passion. With no native flora of its own, Mars' desire for new crops was insatiable, and so Joy had spent her short career on a team working to engineer a variety of pineapple that could thrive in Martian soil. Sometimes it seemed a waste of a degree, and much of her education had slipped from her memory. Where once medicine and biology had resided, now lived only pineapple genome composition.
Thankfully, the cryo pod interface seemed simple enough. The procedure was straight-forward and user-friendly - it had to be when tens of thousands of settlers were expected to be roused quickly and safely.
Just to be on the safe side, she examined the panel on her own cryo pod to retrace Duncan's steps, and - what? It couldn't be right. It shouldn't be right - but oh, it was.
The panels on the other opened pods revealed the same truth. He had all but pressed buttons randomly. The first attempt was the worst, just a cascade of ham-fisted button mashing. After that, he had tried harder, but no less clumsily. No less ignorantly.
These people had not been killed by power glitches. Human error had been their undoing.
Joy still felt the ill effects of her own sudden awakening. The weakness of her limbs, the headache that caused little starbursts in her vision, the fatigue... None of it normal. None of it meant to happen.
"Are you done yet?" Duncan stood in the doorway, bobbing on his heels, one hand firmly planted on his gun.
His incompetence had all but butchered the others, but what other choice had Duncan had? He'd been alone, frightened and trapped. If he was happy in the belief that power failures had caused their deaths, perhaps it was better not to rock his very fragile boat.
Especially since she was stuck onboard the same fragile boat.
Joy looked at the woman who slept behind  foggy glass and vowed to do better. She pressed CONFIRM, and the machinery at the back of the pod sputtered to life. Canisters hissed with gas and steam as needles were inserted, primed with nanites and a careful blend of stimulants and sedatives.
"Good." He wiped his forehead. "The air is getting thin, I think."
"The air is fine, Duncan. Just relax, okay?" She tried to smile, but the strain of trying to remain calm and relatively optimistic was getting to be too much.
The cryo pod panel slid open. The woman moved, stretching in her cushioned cocoon like a cat waking from a long nap. The restraints held her in place, sparing her Joy's unpleasant experience of falling to the floor.
"Joy." Duncan's whisper rasped with urgency. "Behind you."
Was there a more frightening combination of words? Joy would rather do anything than turn around. Her hand found the comforting grip of the gun. One deep breath, then she'd turn.
One deep breath -
- and a weight dropped onto her shoulder. A bristled leg dug into her hair, seeking skin.
Joy cried out, shaking her shoulder hard. The arachnid clung on, and she swatted at it (oh god I touched it). It fell to the floor, where two more of its kind waited.
She swung her gun round, aiming with shaking hands. These creatures were fast and much smaller than the targets at the range.
A fourth arachnid scurried from the shadows behind the cryo chamber. Too slow, Joy thought, bewildered, I'm too slow and then the arachnid's pincer-like chelicerae closed around her calf.
She cried out and kicked at the arachnid, stumbling backwards. She caught a glimpse of the woman in the cryo pod, whose eyes were wide in horror. Not exactly the awakening Joy had wanted to give her, but then, that seemed to be the theme of the day.
Her foot slammed down hard on the arachnid's bulging centre. The creature's grip loosened, and it skittered back into the shadows. Slower now, tottering. Tough enough to survive a good stomping, but not indestructible.
In the corner of her eye, she saw Duncan raising his gun.
"No," she said, shaking her head. He looked confused but lowered the gun.
Joy shook hair from her face and trained her gun on the cluster of arachnids. As long as she didn't have to worry about friendly fire from Duncan, she could do it; she could.
Yes, you can.
Finn's voice echoed in her head, and she remembered the warmth of his hands closed around hers as he'd helped her aim and fire a gun for the first time.
She pulled the trigger. The clustered arachnids were showered in puce as the middle one burst. She'd hit the fattest part of its abdomen - the largest mass to aim for, and evidently, the squishiest.
The surviving spiders lunged for their dead friend, pulling and tearing at the oozing remains.
"Not particularly intelligent."
"They're just more hungry than they are clever." Joy lowered her gun and tried to conceal just how badly her hands were quivering. "That's not necessarily good news."
"Come now, Joy, they're just big bugs. How much of a threat could they possibly pose? The one that bit you, its teeth weren't even strong enough to pierce your suit."
She looked down, expecting blood and gouged flesh, but Duncan was right. The arachnid had only managed a nasty pinch.
"Chelicerae. That's what their jaws are called. See, spiders have hollow teeth containing venom glands and..." She shuddered. "Sorry. I'm rambling, I know. Point is, most spiders have venom glands. Even if their venom's no worse than a bee sting, the bite could still be problematic. You ever see a camel spider?"
Duncan, still watching the feeding frenzy, shook his head. He seemed to find the spiders' cannibalism fascinating for reasons Joy had no interest in investigating.
"They came to Mars from Earth as stowaways on freighters. Smugglers, maybe, or somebody in Quarantine messed up. They look a lot like these arachnids, only smaller. They really took to their new environment - apparently they're a huge problem over in Torthorwald Forest. The tourism industry took a big hit once hikers started complaining about giant spiders leaping from the bushes. I'd never seen one myself until a few years ago - the zoology department at my old job were tasked with finding a safe and efficient way to exterminate them. Ugly critters, but not as ugly as the bites half of Zoology were sporting a week later." She laughed, even though nothing about any of this was funny. More spiders moved in the shadows now, scuttling between debris and cryo pods.
"Zoology are always getting themselves in trouble. They let the animals get to them, you know? A couple of months ago, a lab assistant had her hand torn off when she tried to pet one of their wolves. She claimed that she and the wolf were deeply connected - spirit mates, or something, and that it must've hurt her by mistake. I mean, it's not like Botany doesn't suffer the odd mishap, but at least it's not because we think the plants speak to us."
Duncan remained silent, and the quiet chafed. She wanted to move, to run through the ship, to fling open its air locks and step out into fields of swaying blue grass. Instead, all she could do was keep talking.
"My friend Elodie - she's a zoologist - if she were here, by now you'd probably have heard a dozen stories about how incompetent us tree-huggers in Botany are."
Elodie. Rainbow-haired, brazen Elodie, whose penchant for body modification set off every metal detector in their office building. Where was she now? Bones in the ground; ash on red Martian soil? When Joy had said her farewells, she'd known that they might be final. But might be wasn't the same as definitely were, not even close.
As she fought back the tears, Duncan finally spoke.
"You talk too much. Good shot though. For a botanist."
Words bubbled in her head, fizzing and popping, bursting to be let out. She wanted to tell him about Finn, because if anybody deserved to be mentioned, it was Finn and his insistence on being prepared, and how after ten years of weekly visits to the range, she knew all about guns; how to shoot, how to maintain and clean them, how to carry them and how to be safe.
Fair enough, she talked too much - but here, in the crumbling ship and the icy cold, where arachnids scampered through the ducts and one hundred and nineteen years had passed - here, silence was like the breath of death, and she was afraid.
"Excuse me." A voice rang out, as confused as it was polite. "What is going on?" The woman in the cryo pod blinked and rubbed her eyes.




2. Joy

Her name was Dr Susan Voirrey, emphasis on doctor, and she was a very pragmatic woman. When Joy showed her the date on Duncan's tablet, Voirrey examined it quietly and thoroughly before calmly handing the tablet back. The look in her dark eyes was distant and thoughtful.
"Do you have family onboard, Joy?"
"My brother. He's head of security. I know where his cryo pod is, but Duncan thinks we may not be able to access that part of the ship, that we should try to find help first. I don't know..." Joy gave Voirrey a hopeful look. There was a trustworthy professionalism about the woman. If she were to contradict Duncan, Joy was more than willing to follow her lead instead. "And you? Any family?"
"Two adult children - both doctors - and my husband. But I'm afraid Duncan is right."
Voirrey must have noticed Joy's disappointment, because she smiled slightly. Comfortingly? Or condescendingly? Her own emotions being as raw as they were, Joy found it hard to tell.
"Using the ship's network, opening doors, even breathing - all these things strain the systems. What we need to do is reroute all available power to Cryogenics and leave the ship. Until we find assistance, or some way of supplementing the ship's power, our families are better off asleep."
It sounded logical, sensible even, but all Joy could think of was Finn staring unseeing through a porthole as arachnids wove thick webs around his pod. Leaving him might be the wiser choice, but it felt hollow. Wrong. Definitely not what Finn would do.
"I take it you're not a medical doctor." Duncan gave Voirrey an appraising look.
"Incorrect. I'm a neurosurgeon at - well, previously at Kirkclair Royal. I did however also read engineering and chemistry at Cononish."
"I went to Applegarth myself. Seem to recall we gave you quite the thrashing at last year's college cup finals."
"I am sure the Cononish Kelpies have reclaimed the trophy many times over the past 119 years."
They smirked at each other, a growing kinship in their smirks. A bond to connect them beyond the fact that they were survivors of some mysterious disaster. Joy felt increasingly surplus to requirements, though she supposed that was better than being the sole focus of an unbalanced mind.
"And you, Joy? Cononish does have a renowned institute of botany."
Joy couldn't be sure, but she thought there was a sly glint in Dr Voirrey's eyes, as though the woman already suspected what the answer would be.
"I studied at Atwood."
"Well," Duncan said, his smirk widening. "That explains why you know your way around guns."
Duncan and Voirrey both laughed, and Joy tried to not let it get to her. They were in a difficult situation; surely none of them were their normal selves. It was entirely possible that both Duncan and Voirrey were perfectly pleasant people, and also possible that Joy might have found the remark funny under other circumstances.
It wasn't as though the students at Atwood didn't know the reputation of their college. While the universities at Cononish and Applegarth were palatial buildings set in green-grassed grounds, Atwood was a big grey brick plonked down onto tenement-surrounded tarmac. Finn had taken one look at the area and then spent the next three years personally dropping her off and picking her up every day.
I'm always afraid, he'd told her, and she understood that now, understood it and wondered what he would think if he could see her.
◆◆◆
 
The soft patter of eight-legged creatures never ceased, as though they were being stalked through the ship, but no spiders leapt from the shadows. They passed darkened server rooms and cargo holds, and when a section of the ship turned out to have collapsed in on itself, they stood silent and shivering for several minutes as Duncan tapped his tablet, searching for another route.
When they finally reached an airlock, Voirrey went to the panel at its side. "The external scanners are online. The readings are..." She frowned. "Complex. An excess of data combined with heavy interference make it difficult to say exactly what awaits us. But the environment appears to be habitable."
"Gainsborough?" Duncan asked and Joy detected a note of hope in his voice. Whoever he and Voirrey had been before, however they acted now, they had at least one thing in common with her - they'd all dreamed of the blue planet.
"Only one way to find out."
Voirrey pushed a button, and the airlock hissed with effort as hidden mechanisms clunked away inside the walls.
They stepped into the space between the two locks. The external porthole was dark, the outside world devoid of light and features.
"Wait." Duncan nervously eyed the way they'd come. "What if the interior door jams behind us and the external one won't open. I don't fancy being trapped in here."
Joy hadn't considered that particular nasty outcome, far too busy envisioning the outer lock opening to a torrent of water, or a nice cloud of toxic gas to really add some spice. Or maybe just more spiders. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Or a huge one, that would reach in and scoop her up with its gnarled chelicerae and...
"Don't be childish. There are manual overrides." Voirrey tapped another button. A bright bell rang out, informing them that the process had begun. The inner lock shut - with a loud and very final clank.
"Here." Voirrey handed Joy a pair of goggles and a respirator mask. "I picked these up for you. The air should be breathable, but all readings point to a low temperature. Not freezing, I don't think. God, I hope not."
"Thank you," said Joy, regretting any unpleasant thoughts she'd entertained about Voirrey.
And then the outer lock began to open.
Come on, blue skies. Come on, sweetgrass. Come on, rescue teams; come on, a laughing Finn pleased with his particularly elaborate prank. Come on!
In a roar of dust, the new world introduced itself. Not the rusty red of Mars, but a fine-grained ash-grey powder blowing in on a stunningly cold wind. Voirrey and Duncan, though right beside her, instantly became dark and hazy shapes.
Dust was nothing but the fine particles of minerals. It had no sentience, and still Joy couldn't help but sense malice in the swirling choke. She pressed the mask tight to her face, tighter, so tight it hurt - but the dust was already inside of her. Tickling the back of her throat, coaxing a cough from her lungs, prompting a panicked press of her med-bracelet.
Duncan was climbing up the piling dust, his feet kicking more into the air. He disappeared, and Joy thought she could hear him shouting.
The powdery dust clung to her thighs, rising higher with every step. Voirrey pushed ahead, stirring up a thick cloud. Joy turned, hacking a cough, and pressed the trigger on her med-bracelet a second time.
Okay, so the sky probably wouldn't be blue, but there would be a sky. A sun, a moon, a smattering of constellations. And somewhere in that vast expanse, home.
When she could breathe again, Duncan grabbed her arms and pulled her out of the airlock; up and into the dark shadows of darker mountains. Dust-choked winds hissed between the peaks, whispering down dunes. The sky was hidden behind a haze of fog, a twilight shimmer the only hint that there even was a sun.
In that bone-pale light, at the bottom of a massive crater, the wreckage of the Ever Onward glittered. The ship had gouged a deep valley into the pockmarked ground. Debris, charred and burned, lay scattered on the ground and embedded in stone. Long scrapes had clawed open her white hull, steel and gold wire spilling out like innards. Its tail-end, where Joy now stood, had caught high on jagged rocks and torn loose. A twisting spine of metal still connected it to the rest of the ship, hundreds of metres below.
"If this is Gainsborough, it's nothing like the pictures in the brochure," Joy said, and to her surprise, both Duncan and Voirrey laughed. Maybe it was the dire surroundings. If there ever was a planet made for gallows humour, this was it.
"There's too much atmospheric interference to get any reliable readings." Duncan waved his tablet in the air, wiped dust from it and tried waving it in another direction as if that might help. "An electrical cluster to the north, maybe. Or nothing at all."
"We won't last long at this temperature." Voirrey zipped up her jacket to cover her goose-pimpled skin.
"How are we going to climb down there?" Joy looked down into the valley. Runnels of dust slithered in channels down the steep cliff-face. A perilous climb, but lights still burned here and there inside the wreckage. A landslide had buried the bow, but the section where Finn slept appeared intact.
"We're not," Duncan said.
"It'd be suicide to try," Voirrey said.
They were right - but not trying felt worse.
"On our way to the airlock, we passed a small hangar. I reckon I could get one of the hovercrafts going, even after all these years," Duncan said.
A good idea, everyone agreed, and he went back inside along with Voirrey, who meant to see what could be done about rerouting the power.
The airlock wheezed shut, and  Joy was alone. Maybe all alone - the only person on the planet's surface. The thought was staggering. As one of the oldest colonies, Mars was a crowded place, and none of its cities were more busy than Kirkclair. Joy's apartment building, one of several identical structures meandering along the main traffic artery, had housed over 6,000 people. Standing alone underneath an ashen sky, on potentially virgin soil, made her feel free - and very, very small.
To north, the mountain range turned into sloping hill-country. The gnarled shapes of trees cast long shadows across the landscape and the wind whistled sharply through their branches. They were black things, twisted and dead. Even so, a tree was a sign of life. If this planet once had supported vegetation, there was a possibility it still did.
The ground beneath the dust was smooth and glossy, almost frictionless, and her boots found little traction. The layer of dust was thinner near the trees, powdering a black crust shot through with flecks of green. Its surface was cold and smooth as ice.
It was impact glass, Joy was almost certain. Kirkclair had been built on the edge of a crater that most days was barely visible underneath a blanket of smog. Mines and boreholes had turned it into a black pit, riddled with holes. Only some of its top crust remained, but enough that, on clear days, the crater glowed deep red as the sun caught the colour of the iron-rich impact glass. It had been created long before humans colonised Mars, when a meteor had struck the planet surface. The energy of the impact had melted the rocks and soil and once cooled, ore and dust had hardened into glass. Art, created by nature.
It did seem strange that a forest should have sprung from such soil. Glass hardly made for fertile ground. Even after centuries of terra-forming, nothing grew in the craters of Mars.
Then she reached the first tree and saw that the branches, stretching towards the sky in thunder-bolt shapes, weren't covered in mossy bark, but crystalline crust. The trunk hadn't grown from the earth; it was the earth - dust, melted and fused by electrostatic discharge.
Petrified lightning. She touched a delicate branch, and it crumbled into green dust. Similar to impact glass, but created by lightning strikes, not meteors. Fulgurite was its proper name, but the poetry of petrified lightning appealed to her.
The glassy forest stretched forebodingly into the distance. She'd never seen fulgurite formations of such height and complexity. The conditions that might create such things - well, she didn't really know, but she was certain they were not hospitable.
Not conducive to human life.
And then, as the whir of a hovercraft engine came drifting on the wind, she saw a sign of hope. Lichen, brittle and coral-pink, draped across the branches of a tree. She felt the bristly fruticose tassels between her fingers. Not much - not much at all - but it was life and it was hope, and she whispered a quiet thank you to the universe.
When Duncan and Voirrey arrived, she showed them the lichen, but they were far more interested in their open-top hovercraft.
"Quiet, isn't she?" Duncan sat in the driver's seat, wiping dust from the windscreen. "I knew I could get one going; Hierochloe engineering is second to none."
"Won't last though. The dust out here'll clog the engines before too long." Voirrey said.
"So let's not waste time. The craft's scanners are picking up that electronic signal. Comes and goes, but it's definitely there."
"It's our best bet for now. Keep going north."
North, through the forest of petrified lightning. North, across rolling dunes and onto a vast plain where the horizon was a rumbling, tumbling dark churn of dust, shot through by flashes of brilliant lightning.
Joy didn't need to look at her med-bracelet's display. She always kept count. Eighty-one was the number.
Eighty-one doses left, and then this planet would kill her.




3. Cassimer

In the blink of an eye, familiar constellations were replaced by alien stars. The shuttle had completed its fold, no longer inside protected space, and Cassimer could feel it. It was an emptiness of the soul; an instant longing to return home to the embrace of the Primaterre Protectorate.
He shut his visor against the dark and made himself the armoured fortress a banneret commander was meant to be. To keep the demons at bay, he had to remain calm and pure.
The flight crew didn't seem to feel the difference as he did. Perhaps they had seen enough space to be immune to the corruption that crept in shadow and nothingness.
"I've double-checked it, Commander; the signal's definitely there. The ship deviated from its course and landed on XR-755."
The navigator indicated one of four planets displayed onscreen. Rossetti was not a large system, and only two of its worlds had seen attempts at colonisation. That was good news for Cassimer and his banneret team, but one of those colonies was on XR-755. That was bad news, though whether it was bad news for them, or for the colonists, remained to be seen.
"Coordinates?"
"The trace ends before the ship even hit orbit. Scanners can't narrow it down any further. There's a lot of atmospheric disturbance - I shared the details to the team's primers, but long story short - the weather on XR-755 is shit. I hope everyone remembered to pack their umbrellas."
"Mind your language, Lieutenant."
"Save the preaching for your banny boys, Cassimer. You don't lecture my crew, I don't lecture yours, all right?" Captain Albany turned from her flight monitors to arch a finely-plucked eyebrow at him. Her uniform was as impeccable as her record, but she had an habit of wearing her hair in a regulation-skirting manner. Currently, her blonde locks were gathered into a sloppy braid. One strand of hair tumbled down the side of her face, where it had spent the past few hours irritating Cassimer.
"Apologies, Albany."
She rolled her eyes. "Can't wait to get you lot off my ship. Earth have mercy; I need to make it clear to Bastion that Captain Albany does not run a taxi service for the banneretcy."
It was beyond Cassimer how Captain Albany ran anything, let alone her own ship. The impression her spotless record had given him did not much correspond to reality. He suspected it might have been polished by one superior or another, promoting her to be someone else's problem.
"That said." She turned to her navigator. "You watch your mouth, yeah?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"ETA to XR-755?" Cassimer accepted the navigator's share request. The details on the planet were downloaded to his primer, and he filed them in the appropriate mission-related folder. The primer, a synthetic modification of his DNA, provided more digital storage than he could ever hope to fill, but that was no reason to be disorganised. Order was everything.
Once properly labelled, he called the information up to the heads-up-display on his visor. While impure, the navigator's choice of language hadn't been inaccurate. The planet was a dustbowl, ravaged by electrical storms. The fact that colonists still remained on XR-755 - or Cato, as it was known locally - was incomprehensible. It was hard to imagine a more bleak existence.
"We're one point five hours out, Commander," said the navigator.
"Sure, if your pilot was some chump fresh out of the academy." A smile tugged at Albany's lips, and she finally brushed her hair behind her ear.
The shuttle changed course, and the alien stars gave way to a view of the Cascade that had just processed their fold from Primaterre space. The massive structure looked desolate. Plates had fallen from its metal hull like scales, airlocks gaping open where scavengers had broken in.
The early days must have been glorious. Tens of thousands of settlers, working together to disassemble their architect ship, turning its bones into the Cascade that would reconnect them to civilisation. Cassimer had seen old footage of connection celebrations. How much happier people had seemed back then. How much more light in the eyes of those who didn't yet fear the dark. Still, those were the same people who'd eventually brought humanity to the brink of destruction.
"One borrowed burst of energy, and I can ride the brane waves all the way down to XR-755. We'll be there in thirty, max." Albany's fingers darted across her comms panel as she attempted to establish contact with the Cascade. Inside the abandoned structure, lights flickered on, and silver flame licked arcing pylons.
"We're not in Protectorate space, Captain," Cassimer said. "There's been no maintenance of this Cascade for the past century. I'd advise using it as little as possible."
"Pirates zip in and out of this system all the time. If the Cascade's good enough for them, it'll be good enough for us. Besides, the longer we stay out here, the greater the chances we're detected. A Primaterre shuttle arriving unannounced in unclaimed space? We'd soon find ourselves in the middle of a firefight - political and actual. Space is big, Cassimer, but full of watchful eyes."
True enough, and he nodded his permission.
"Great," Albany said, one eyebrow still cocked. "And do you mind not hovering over my shoulder? It's like sitting in the shadow of death."
◆◆◆
 
The shuttle shuddered as Albany managed to coax a flare out of the old Cascade. Cassimer left the cockpit to join his team. Lieutenants Florey and Hopewell stood by a porthole, watching the view. They braced against the wall to let their commander through.
"Strap in," he told them. "Albany's about to show us what she can do."
The rest of his team were already seated. Bastion had allowed him only a small strike team, and so - excluding him - they numbered only seven.
Florey and Hopewell had been the easy picks. Florey, like Cassimer, had transferred to the banneretcy after several years of service in a different branch of the Primaterre military. Cassimer had been in the heavy cataphract division, and Florey in the infantry, but they'd both fought on Hypatia during the purge. The shared experience felt like kinship, a hard-won understanding of the universe.
Hopewell was Florey's partner, the two gunners working as a unit to provide fire support and artillery as required. Though she was Florey's opposite in many ways - ten years younger, impatient, and liked to stretch the definition of purity a little too much - the match was good, the two of them in perfect sync.
Cassimer's next few choices had been determined by necessity. They needed a comms specialist, and Copenhagen was as good as any other. Judging by the info he now had on their destination, she would have her work cut out for her. A medic and a chaplain were also required, and he had chosen two veterans. Rhys had been in the banneretcy longer than most, and Exeter, the chaplain, had views on purity which aligned with Cassimer's own. He didn't mind if his soldiers took a less strict view, but when it came to chaplains, he preferred hardliners.
That had left him with two spots to fill, and very little flexibility. For banneret commanders, it wasn't unusual to set out on a mission without advance knowledge of destination or objective, but lack of intel did present difficulties. Would he need more techs? Demolitions experts? Snipers? Albany and her crew could fill some of those roles in a pinch, but he would rather not use them, and it seemed the feeling was mutual.
In the end, he'd picked polar opposites. Abergavenny was an all-rounder and a committed lifer. The augmentation that made him so useful had mired the man in debt so deep that he'd never earn out. A soldier until death; such was Abergavenny's self-inflicted fate.
Cassimer had his own share of augments beyond the standard package. Increased muscle mass and bone density enabled his use of high-powered anti-material rifles and heavy armour, and by necessity of proportion also added to his height, edging his natural six-foot-four frame closer to seven. His immune system had been boosted to cope with a variety of environments, and he'd had other procedures too, little touches here and there. It was difficult to resist - many soldiers only stopped when their merits were running dangerously low. Cassimer had merits to spare, but on principle, didn't care for augmentation. The augments sat in bone and muscle, intertwined with his very DNA as deep-run veins of impurity. Doctrine didn't deem their use impure, but how could it not be? In the quiet moments, he sometimes thought he could feel nanites and implants crawling under his skin. A corruption of the body, slowly spreading to the mind. It was hard to fathom how Abergavenny could stand to live as he was.
The shuttle shook wildly as Albany's voice came over the speaker system, smugly informing them that they would reach their destination in approximately thirty minutes.
"Did she say minutes?" Hopewell discreetly unclenched her death-grip around her seat's armrests. "I was afraid we'd be stuck in this thing for hours. Days, even."
"So what?" Rhys asked. "You got somewhere better to be?"
"I can't spend days in space. Makes me feel claustrophobic. Itchy all over."
"Hate to break it to you, Hopewell, but we live on a space station, you know."
"That's different. It's much bigger, for starters. Plus, I've got my quarters' walls set to display a beach. All day long, white sand, blue sea - feels just like home. This shuttle? More like a damn tin can hurtling through space."
Cassimer had seen a beach once. Its sand had been red and its waters a rusty brown, but it had been vast and its rolling waves soothing. He would've liked to have opened his visor a crack to feel the breeze, but as the drop ship had opened its doors and he was falling a hundred feet into thorn-scrubbed headland, the firebombing had started. The rest of his tour on Iduna had been spent in a haze of smoke where rockets, not seagulls, screamed over the waters. In his quarters, the walls were default grey.
"Albany's getting a boost from the Cascade. That's illegal," said Lucklaw, the last and youngest member of the team. He had applied to join intelligence, but had spectacularly failed out of training. That should have been the end of it; any other lad would have ended up a lowly sentinel in the Protectorate defence forces, or given up on military life altogether, but Aubrey Lucklaw was the son of Admiral Lucklaw, who in turn was the daughter of Senator Lucklaw. Favours had been called, strings had been pulled, and a wealth of merits put to use.
Corporal Lucklaw was a jackpot of incompetence and nepotism, and Scathach Banneret Company the lucky winner. Other commanders grumbled at the perceived insult of the banneretcy being second choice, but Cassimer saw no reason to. Better to test the boy and let him rise to the challenge. A covert mission to an exo-world would be the perfect trial by fire to reveal the man, or reduce him to ash.
"We're outside the Protectorate now, kid. The normal rules don't apply." Rhys glanced at Cassimer. "From now on, the commander's will is the only law."
Indeed.
"Listen up," Cassimer said, and his team fell silent. Muffled chatter still came from the cockpit, where Albany and her crewmen seemed in high spirits. "Fifty-six hours ago, Bastion lost contact with a ship. The ship's last known location was the Cascade in this system. Albany's crew have established that shortly after arriving in Rossetti, the ship landed on XR-755, also known as Cato."
As he spoke, his primer shared the available intel on Cato with the team.
"Our objective is to find and recover the ship."
"Any more info on this ship? A name?"  Florey had a sceptical look on his face, and Cassimer understood the question that was really being asked. Banneret men were many things, but they were not ship mechanics.
"The Andromache." He hesitated before continuing. The information was meant to be shared, but it was sensitive, and there was no telling how the team would react. They'd do their jobs, of course, but it was always harder when you found yourself disagreeing with the bigger picture. "It carries a skeleton crew of twelve, as well as a cargo of thirty thousand individuals in stasis."
Hopewell was the one to say what they were all thinking. "That sounds an awful lot like an arc ship, Commander."
"Its purpose is classified," he said, but of course it was an architect ship. It had been over a century since the last such ship had been constructed, and still every child knew what they had looked like. The mighty architect ships had once gone forth in swarms to explore new worlds, carrying in their bellies thousands of sleeping pioneers, hopeful and eager.
There were still arc ships that had yet to reach their intended destinations. Possibly, they had been destroyed or stranded in space - or perhaps one day those settlers would build their Cascade, reconnecting with a much changed galaxy. Centuries ago, the Atlantic Star had set off on its 290 year mission. A couple of years back, people had watched the news and waited with bated breath to see if a new node would glimmer to life in the Cascade network. From the trenches of Galatea, Cassimer, too, had followed the newsfeed. As weeks had turned to months had turned to years, and it'd become less and less likely that the Atlantic Star would complete its mission, he'd felt foolish. Swept up in the sense of hope, yearning for contact with a golden past - he should have known better.
The past was gone, and so was the Atlantic Star, and the construction of new arc ships long since outlawed. The exploration of space had been humanity's dream until, in the yellow mines of Xanthe, it had become their nightmare. The void held corruption - they knew that now.
"Blasphemy," said Exeter.
"Treason." Lucklaw pulled at his harness with agitation. "My grandfather helped pass the ban. If he knew -"
"If he found out, you'd be executed for opening your big rookie mouth," warned Copenhagen.
"Personal opinions are irrelevant." Cassimer spoke, and the team fell silent yet again. "What matters is this: if the ship has been compromised and cannot be recovered, our objective is to destroy it. Clear your minds to that purpose and set all else aside."
◆◆◆
 
The transport ship juddered wildly as it entered Cato's atmosphere. Overhead lights flickered, and sounds of grinding metal came from the vehicle bay below. Albany made no announcement over the speakers, but Cassimer could hear her swearing and shouting orders at her crew.
"Is this normal?" A pale Hopewell double-checked the straps on her safety harness.
"Clear your mind, soldier." Exeter raised his voice over the din. "Consider neither future nor past. Perceive the moment."
"Helmets on." Cassimer's visor adjusted to the light conditions, and he watched the team follow his orders, their helmets interlocking seamlessly to their reactive-plated suits of armour. The banneretcy's armour sealed around its wearer, encasing them in a flexible shell of metal, polymers and ballistic fibre; protecting their body, if not their mind.
His own suit had that uncomfortable new feel to it, as though it had not yet quite adjusted to his body. He rolled his shoulder, hoping to rid himself of the perceived discomfort, but to no avail. He'd taken a rocket to the chest the month before, and while he'd only required two days in hospital, the suit had taken much longer to repair. Tech had recommended buying a brand new one; it'd be easier and cheaper, they'd said, but he'd declined. The banneretcy had access to a wide range of weapons and armour, and with the merits to spend, there was plenty of potential customisation available, but he'd spent years fine-tuning this one. It seemed wrong to throw it away when it could be repaired. Wasteful.
Besides, Tech had done a good job. As his fractured sternum had been knit back together, so had the reactive plates of his cuirass. As muscle and tissue had been woven and made whole, so had the polymer insulation. The suit and he were both factory-pristine.
"I'm seeing a lot of interference," said Copenhagen. Many merits had gone into customising her suit with pointless cosmetics, going so far as to emblazon her helmet with a pink, winking mermaid brandishing an assault rifle. Cassimer hated everything about it.
Nevertheless, the banneretcy allowed greater autonomy than most branches of the Primaterre military. It was not his place to overrule those allowances, much as he wanted to.
Copenhagen, blissfully unaware of her commander's disapproval, continued: "Some kind of electrical storm. Once we land, we should expect to be out of contact with Bastion. We'll need to -"
Cassimer's first instinct was that a flash grenade had gone off. The overhead lights glowed incandescent, increasing to blinding white, until they blew. Shards of hard plastic showered the room with enough force to set off his armour's reactive plates. Smoke filled the air as shrapnel turned to plasma and evaporated from the surface of his suit.
The shuttle went dark. The team's faces were lit ghostly pale by visor lights.  
"Oxygen on. Brace for impact." A faint ozone smell grew stronger as his suit sealed and began to feed him its onboard supply of oxygen. He leaned forward, planting his boots on the floor. The armour flexed and hardened, cradling him tight, for all the good it would do. He'd seen unarmoured men pulled from wreckage, unharmed thanks to nothing but luck, while heavily-armoured soldiers lay in pieces, tossed across the crash site. Once - and he didn't want to think about this, not while the ship was plummeting, but how could he not - he'd pulled a fellow soldier from wreckage, only to find that, inside the armour, there had been nothing but wet tissue and jellified bone.
"Clear your minds. Perceive the moment." Exeter's voice was as firm as granite over the team channel.
The moment. Darkness in the absence of light. Falling at the mercy of gravity. His own breath, hot against the inside of the helmet. Laws of physics and biological processes, all working as intended. That was rational, that was pure, and if he held on to the light of the real and the true, it would be his shield and his sword.
As he found his balance, his breath slowed, his heart rate steadied, and he could perceive his surroundings with clarity.
Hopewell's right leg shook uncontrollably, the tapping of her boot on the ground a distinct note in the cacophony. A panel sprung from the wall and wires spat bright-green electricity that leapt to arc across Lucklaw's visor. Behind it, the young corporal's eyes were wide.
Then secondary systems kicked in, and light flooded the shuttle. It shuddered once, violently, then the ride smoothed out.
"Everyone all right?" Rhys asked, straightening in his seat. The medic hadn't even closed his visor, and the smile on his lined face was calm and wry.
Hopewell wrenched her helmet off, leaned sharply to the right and retched.
Noises of disgust turned to suppressed laughter as Hopewell wiped her mouth and gave the rest of the team - Cassimer excluded - sullen glares. "Excuse me for being the only one with the courage to express my feelings."
"Wouldn't be complaining if you hadn't expressed them all over my boots," Florey said. The gunner activated his armour's electrical defences, and vomit sizzled as it evaporated.
The door to the cockpit hissed open. Albany stepped through, wreathed in smoke. She'd neglected to put on her helmet and was coughing between curses. Still, the pilot's eyes sparkled as she regarded the banneret team.
"I thought you guys were supposed to be tough. Look at you all, shaking like baby birds."
The team knew better than to respond. Their silence was rewarded with a slight frown from Albany. A capable pilot, perhaps - although Cassimer had his misgivings about that too, now - but she had an air of insubordination about her, and worse yet, a tendency to peck.
"ETA on landing?" he asked.
"Landing procedures have begun. Expect to touch ground in five."
Five minutes sharp or approximate? Cassimer set the countdown on his HUD. Precision was everything in the field, yet he had a sneaking suspicion that Albany was the kind of person for whom five minutes could mean anything between three and fifteen.
"We had a little trouble with an electrical storm. The shuttle took more of a battering than it's comfortable with, but sustained no major damage. However, it does mean we couldn't be too choosy about where to set down."
"Captain, this is meant to be a clandestine operation." Cassimer had an inkling where this was going, and didn't care for it.
"Yes, thank you, Commander, but unfortunately, situations do change. There are no significant settlements nearby, but it's safe to assume our arrival won't have gone unnoticed. But then, that's what you boys are for, isn't it? Looks like you brought enough of an arsenal to take out this whole miserable planet. In any case, we are reasonably certain we have landed on the correct hemisphere."
"Hemisphere?" Hopewell frowned. "And here I was hoping to be back home before the Protectorate Championships. The Kepler Blackbirds are in with a good chance this year."
"Don't worry, Hopey. Soon as I get my equipment up and running, we'll find the ship in no time. We might even be able to watch the Championships - all it takes is someone who know what they're doing." The sharpness in Copenhagen's words was unmistakable and aimed pointedly at Albany.
But this was no time for chatter. The team needed focus and purpose.
"This is an unsupported colony outside of claimed space," Cassimer said. "So you know what to expect."
Hopewell mimed strumming a banjo, netting her a few laughs.
"Any RebEarth activity, Commander?" At least Lucklaw seemed focused and alert.
"None reported, but intel on this system is limited." Which made it exactly the sort of system where RebEarth liked to hide out in between attacks on Primaterre targets - civilian and military. They were ruthless, cruel and slippery, nothing but murderers with an impure cause. "Be prepared for anything. And remember, it might be an unsupported colony now, but in the future, the Protectorate may wish to extend an invitation to Cato."
Or purge it. Perhaps Cassimer and his banneret men would return one day with a far less friendly objective.
◆◆◆
 
Albany had set the shuttle down in the middle of a dust storm. Zero visibility, hazardous wind speed, and so much electrical interference in the air that not even Copenhagen's scanners could get anything useful. No choice but to ride the storm out in the shuttle. No choice but to sit blind and ignorant on potential enemy terrain.
An inauspicious start, and the dust storm bothered Cassimer. Albany shouldn't have been caught out like that - even accounting for human error, the shuttle's sensors should have predicted the weather patterns. Neither pilot nor computers had stood a chance, blindsided by a capricious storm. Such volatile weather was a serious danger, and one that couldn't be overcome with force or firepower.
Yet Cato did somehow support a population, however minuscule. Less than three thousand if the intel was correct, living amidst these storms, in external temperatures which Cassimer's suit warned were too cold to support life.
The system's Cascade had been constructed little over three hundred years ago. Neither of the two habitable planets - Cato and Beatrix - were comfortable, but both were mineral-rich, making them worth colonising despite the risks.
Cobalt, gold, zinc or beryllium; whatever the precious resource, mining colonies tended towards an itinerant air. Instead of homes and communities, temporary hovels and seedy bars sprung up inside habitats or on rocky plains. High security and bone-wearying labour ensured low crime rates, but there was always an undercurrent of impurity. Why care for a planet you'd never see again once you got a better job? Why care for your colleagues when they'd either transfer off as soon as possible, or die in the course of their dangerous work?
A soldier's life was equally transient, but at least the military offered a sense of purpose and kinship. Cassimer had private quarters on Scathach Station, but home was his suit, his gun, his comrades and his mission. Home was the Primaterre Protectorate, and the Primaterre Protectorate was wherever he went.
"You doing all right, Commander?" Rhys was kneeling on the floor, sorting medical equipment. "The new shoulder giving you trouble?"
"Feels the same as the old one." Cassimer rolled his shoulder, testing the new bones and tendons. They'd been as finely repaired as his suit. "It largely is the old one. I'm told they managed to save most of it."
"Yeah, I observed the procedure. I noticed you declined the new anti-recoil augments even though Evans was pushing them hard."
"The man should be in advertising. His sales patter is better than his bedside manner."
"He'll be getting a kickback from the manufacturer. Plenty of med-techs are, they just know to be subtle about it. The way Evans is going on, he's going to get reported and dragged in front of a tribunal one of these days." Rhys shrugged. "To be fair, though, he's right about the anti-recoils. They're a huge improvement on the old tech you've got installed."
"I know. I've seen them in action on the range. A few of the other commanders, showing off by hip-firing anti-tank rifles without so much as a twitch. It looked..." He frowned, searching for the right word. "Unnatural. When you fire a gun like that, you should feel it. Consequence. Repercussion."
"Well, Commander." Rhys smiled under the shadow of his visor. "How very philosophical."
Cassimer shrugged. His own visor was still down, and he was glad. The conversation had strayed into uncomfortable territory. Too personal. Life had been easier as a cataphract, when as one of many, he'd travelled from warzone to warzone in ships of shadows and death. It was easy to meld into those shadows, easy to be one of the silent hundreds.
Transferring to the banneretcy had been a culture shock. Each company consisted of no more than six-hundred personnel, divided between twelve commanders. They operated in smaller units, though not necessarily so small as the team he had brought to Cato, and nobody - not even commanders - could avoid sharing of themselves. He hated it. Every little detail slipped felt like a breach of privacy. His accent, his choice of diet, his suit customisation, the decor of his quarters - all of these things, he'd come to realise, told tales. Told more than he was comfortable with.
He took a deep breath to clear his head of scratching thoughts. The file on Cato was still open in his primer database, offering escape from himself.
Cato was different from most mining colonies in that an attempt had been made to civilise it. The CEO of the biggest mining company had made the planet his own little pet project. Trillions of his personal funds had been ploughed into building a city - Stairhaven, named for its founder - large enough to rival the ancient cities of Earth.
Archived photographs scrolled on Cassimer's HUD, showing gleaming domes and spires that perfectly represented the optimism of an expansive and golden era. A shimmering force field separated the city from the desolate dunes, and within the field, great buildings towered over surrounding acres of Earth crops. In hi-def photographs, so clear they could've been a view from a window, children played in parks where their bare feet touched real grass, and black songbirds made their homes in mighty oaks.
Beautiful, but scratch the surface and find vanity. Its founder's motives were evident in the city's name, in the statues that bore his face and on the vivid neon billboards that promoted his company's brand and slogan. Elevation of self over community. Profit over purity.
Patrick Stairhaven might not have known these things to be impure, but his city had suffered nonetheless. After the Epoch War, during those chaotic times of disarray, the Rossetti system had been all but abandoned. Humanity's dreams had died, and so had Cato.
In the hundred years since, the force field had broken down, and dust storms reclaimed the land, burying verdant fields and brazen buildings. And so, the colonisation of Cato had officially come to an end.
Unofficially, some colonists had remained. Refusing to accept the inevitable, perhaps, or maybe a home was a difficult thing to abandon. Grainy satellite footage showed ramshackle hovels and tents nestled in protected regions, either high in the mountains or deep within valleys protected by hills and peaks.
"Copenhagen."
The comms specialist blinked silver from her eyes as she refocused from her mindspace to the outside world.
"Go through the topographical data and look for shelter. The weather conditions are too unpredictable to stay mobile; we're going to need to set up a base camp."
Copenhagen's response was interrupted by Albany's voice, crackling through the speakers.
"Strap in for takeoff."
"Takeoff?" Hopewell did a fair job of looking unbothered, but her fingers trembled as she snapped her harness in place. "Am I crazy or did we not just crash land?"
"Somebody's crazy, but it's not you," Florey said.
Cassimer unclipped his harness. "I'll find out what's going on."
The cockpit's viewports were covered with dust. Against the grey backdrop, lit by stark spotlights, Albany looked drained of colour. Her messy hair clung in wisps to her sweat-slicked neck.
"What are you doing in here?" she barked at Cassimer. "Did you not hear me? Oh shit, the comms system isn't down, is it?"
"No ma'am," the navigator replied. "Comms system is online."
"Then shut it down and reroute the power to the engines. It'll be put to better use there anyway, since apparently nobody listens to me."
"The storm is burying the ship." Cassimer made his way to the front of the cockpit.
"Yeah, thanks for the update, Commander. Whatever clued you in - the three fucking tonnes of dust spoiling the view?"
Flashing displays showed that the dust storm had reached a crescendo. Lightning struck at regular and rapid intervals. The air crackled with electricity, so hot that through the dust, the ship and his suit, static prickled his skin.
"You can't take off in this, Captain. The risk to the shuttle is too great. Ride it out on the ground."
She shook her head, her mouth a thin pale line. "And be buried alive? No. Engage secondary engines."
"Don't."
The navigator shrank under Cassimer's gaze; his fingers hovering above the controls.
"Engage, damn it!"
The engineer's face contorted, as though disobeying his captain's orders caused him physical pain. His fingers neared the controls - but didn't touch them. His eyes were firmly locked on Cassimer's sidearm.
The semi-automatic Morrigan remained in its holster. Cassimer made no move towards it, and when he addressed the flight crew, he did so calmly.
"Leave your stations and go to the stern."
A simple command, yet the crew reacted as though it were a threat. Nervously, they left their stations and slunk towards the back of the ship.
"This is my ship, you bastard. You have no authority - "
"Your crew seems to think I do."
"You mistake intimidation for authority. Well, I'm not afraid of you." She reached over and tapped the controls. The ship hummed as the secondary engines sparked to life.
For all her flaws, Cassimer didn't think Albany was a stupid woman. Her record spoke of skill, but also of cunning and fearlessness. The woman who sat at the controls was not Captain Albany of the 51st Scathach Squadron, but someone sweaty and trembling, who refused to look at the dust-covered screens.
She was afraid of being buried alive. She, who had snatched a burst of energy from an unstable Cascade not five hours ago without a care; she, who had flown countless combat missions and skim-raced across the frozen oceans of Lysander. Fear would be as familiar to her as her own shadow - but this fear was of a deeper nature. This was the kind of fear one learned as a child, and in whose presence one was forever reduced to a child.
Cassimer wasn't afraid of being buried alive - no more so than anyone - but he knew that kind of terror very well. And so it was not without a degree of understanding that he slid into the seat next to Albany.
"Shut it down, Captain."
She shook her head.
"We are far from the Primaterre, Albany, but I am your reminder. I am your clarity." He opened his visor and waited for her to look at him. "And I am your truth."
Albany understood. Didn't like it, but understood and remembered her purpose. As the engines sputtered and died, he thought that perhaps she had found purity as well - but then she crossed her arms stiffly and gave him a glare that told him otherwise.
No matter.
Cassimer leaned back in the navigator's seat and watched dust make patterns on the windows.
◆◆◆
 
The storm passed, leaving the nose and starboard side covered in thick drifts of dust. The rest lay clear, but the exhaust ports were clogged. Hopewell and Florey had just finished digging the vehicle ramp free, and the team's two Eponas came roaring out of the shuttle. The heavy terrain vehicles tore through the dust, their wheels cracking the underlying crust of impact glass. Abergavenny was at the controls of one; Lucklaw the other. One a veteran and the other as fresh as they came, yet neither man proved capable of resisting the urge to race.
Copenhagen sat at the highest point of the dune, where smouldering fulgurite twisted from charred dust in tree-like shapes. She had removed her gauntlets and helmet, and her fingers, busily working the scanning equipment, looked red with cold. She claimed it was easier to work unencumbered by the suit, but that wasn't true. Both her gauntlets and helmet had been specifically designed to work with her comms equipment. Still, Cassimer hadn't objected - he understood the desire for tactile contact with the real and the true.
She did look miserable though, especially when the wind sprayed her with sand and fine glass.
"Still struggling with interference, but I've got two options lined up for you, Commander. Ten klicks east, we've got what looks to be a plateau protected by a mountain ridge. Tricky terrain for the Poneys, but once up there, we should be sheltered from future storms. Option number two is a compound of some sort, seventeen klicks to the north at the base of another ridge."
"Inhabited?"
"Can't tell. Storm's passed enough that I could send a drone out to check."
"Send the drone and keep me apprised."
A man-made structure would mean not having to set up a camp, less chance of detection and possible access to pre-existing amenities. The tactical choice, even if it meant having to clear out potential inhabitants.
Albany stood at the ship, arms on her hips, watching her crew dig out the exhaust ports. Her jaw was set in a sharp manner.
"Do you require assistance?" he asked.
Albany pulled a red elastic band from her hair and shook her blonde waves loose. "We have it covered. Another hour and we can start on repairs." Thin fingers combed nervously through blonde hair as she pulled it back into a bun - less sloppy this time, Cassimer noted, almost regulation. "Lightning got us pretty bad. Electrical failures cascaded into the reactor and nav systems."
"Can it fly?"
"A short distance, but for the time, we're planet-bound. Best not to push our luck; instability can quickly become catastrophe." She turned her head and spat; when she turned back, her lips glistened dark with moist dust. "I got coordinates from your comms specialist. We'll rendezvous with your team once we can take off."
"More hands might speed things along."
"I can take care of my own ship." There was an acidity to her tone and a look in her eye that told him she had neither forgotten nor forgiven. Her opinion of him was of little consequence, but he had to be sure their only way off the planet was in safe hands. Fear had unbalanced her rational mind, and here, so far from the Protectorate, that made her vulnerable. A perfect target for demons.
His gun could be in his hand in less than a second. It would have to be, because when a person turned, they turned without warning. By the time the bleeding and the screaming started, the corruption would already be seeking new vessels, snaking tendrils into the minds of the other soldiers. And then -
- no. He couldn't think about that. Not here, among the endless dust and groves of dark glass. This was the sort of world he imagined the demons had sprung from; the sort of earth that could only bear poisonous fruit.
He took a deep breath to centre himself. With truth and clarity, his mind was a fortress.
"Remain with Albany and her crew," he told Exeter. "Her balance is compromised."
The chaplain nodded and strode off  with purpose in his step. Doctrine glowed on his cuirass, ornate lettering reminding all observers to be aware and to perceive. Neither the crash landing nor Cato had shaken his resolve. Exactly the sort of chaplain such a dismal world required.




4. Cassimer

Sandblasted steel littered hills where broken glass creaked in rusted frames. What Copenhagen's scanners had detected was not a compound, but the ruins of a city.
Cassimer had never seen a graveyard outside of old horror movies, but he knew at once what it must have felt like to stand within the walls of one. There were no headstones here, but the groaning carcasses of buildings marked tombs nonetheless.
A copper cupola, turned green with age, marked the centre of the ruins. Much of it had been stripped, revealing its steel beam skeleton.
According to the database, this was Smithdown Square, the once-beating heart of Cato's commerce. Miners had laboured in the high-altitude ridges, but in this square, lined by banks and trading companies, their hard graft had been turned into profit.
The coordinates on his HUD informed him that he stood on densely packed dust forty-one metres above the diamond-shaped green of Smithdown Park. Forty-one metres over fountains that had once gushed glittering water; where Stairhaven's people had picnicked on trimmed lawns.
He knelt to touch the dust, seeking contact with the past. A foolish notion, but when the last grain of dust slipped from his fingers, he couldn't help but feel disappointed.
"No signs of life," Florey reported when he and Hopewell returned from their sweep. "The buildings have been stripped clean, even though you'd have to be mad to enter some of these derelicts."
"That's scavengers for you," Hopewell said. "About as much sense as starved dogs. Still, it's a good thing they've been so thorough. With the place cleaned out, there's little reason for anyone to come here."
"Any of the buildings suitable as a base?" Judging by the state of the place, it seemed unlikely. A sense that he'd made the wrong call had nagged at the back of his mind since the ruined city had first come into view.
"Yes, Commander," Hopewell said to his surprise, sharing coordinates along with a dust-blurred drone photo. A redbrick rectangle rose obtrusively between dunes. Ornate cornices and gilded architectural flourishes didn't change the fact that this building would once have been a carbuncle on the elegant Smithdown Road. Its architect had strived for function over form and had in the end, Cassimer supposed, been proven correct. Its walls stood straight and defiant, long after the other buildings had succumbed to weather and time.
◆◆◆
 
The wind whined through shattered windows, piling dust against overturned desks and office furniture. The electrical equipment was beyond repair, but the far wall still proclaimed in large brass letters the name of a bank that had once been housed on the 15th floor of the redbrick building.
"This floor was mostly cubicle farms; plenty of open space to set up base if we shift the furniture. There's two stairwells - one is collapsed, but the other one can still be used to access the upper floors," Hopewell said, showing him around the building. "The lower floors are only accessible through the elevator shafts."
A row of elevators ran along the west side of the office. One set of doors was open an inch. Cassimer stuck his gauntleted fingers in the gap and pried the doors open to the sound of shifting rusted metal.
His suit lights switched on to reveal a badly corroded elevator shaft. The walls were thick with rust and a bristling growth that his scanners indicated was organic. Part fungus, part algae, neither a species his primer had on file.
"Lichen," Hopewell said. "The building's full of the stuff."
Cassimer probed the wall. Brittle lichen fell to dust under his fingers. Dead, or near enough. It certainly wasn't thriving. "Anything else you've failed to report, Lieutenant?"
"No, Commander." Her voice carried an appropriate amount of shame.
"Keep your visor closed at all times." He passed the order along via the team channel. Unknown organisms were to be treated as threats at all times. Yet another problem that couldn't be solved by brute force. "Abergavenny, we're going to need to set up the habitat."
"Yes, Commander." Abergavenny's voice was barely audible. The transport shuttle - seventeen klicks away - couldn't be reached at all. The lack of feedback and connection was unsettling, but until Copenhagen could set up a comms array, they would have to operate under forced radio silence.
"Florey, Lucklaw; sweep the upper floors. Hopewell, you're with me."
He lit a flare and the elevator shaft was briefly ablaze with tumbling red light. The flare dropped deep, eventually landing on a choke of collapsed brickwork and dust somewhere around the 4th floor.
"Well, if you absolutely have to fall to your death, I suppose it should be done from as great a height as possible," Hopewell said.
A ladder ran down the eastern wall, but the rungs didn't look like they could take a man's weight anymore, let alone the weight of an armoured banneret man. The elevator cables looked in better shape; taut and solid. If the electricity could be restored, the elevator might even be functional.
"Commander, are you sure that's a good idea?" Hopewell sounded concerned, and Cassimer supposed an elevator shaft was as much a tin can as a transporter ship.
"We're only descending one floor." He grabbed one cable, gave it a tentative pull. "The cables will hold."
The banneretcy's armour - even his own, much-modified variant - was significantly lighter than what he had grown used to as a cataphract. His armour then had been a several foot-thick carapace of metal and armour plates. In comparison, what he wore now seemed skin-tight. The first time he'd worn it had been with a sense of embarrassment, as if he'd stood naked and vulnerable before the world. But while a cataphract's role was to be an unassailable dominator of the battlefield, a banneret man's role was infinitely more varied. No mission was the same as the next and, as such, their gear required greater mobility and adaptability. Three years on, the lack of sheer bulk still felt inadequate. The rocket that had shattered his sternum a month previously had proven as much. The ability to move faster or to climb down elevator shafts didn't seem worth the loss of protection. The banneretcy's armour didn't compare favourably.
But then, nothing compared with being a cataphract. And that's why you left, he reminded himself as he continued the descent.
A set of elevator doors appeared in the gloom. One kick was enough to buckle the rigid metal; another made enough of a dent for him to reach in and pry the doors open.
A sigh of stale air fogged his visor. His HUD told him that it was three degrees warmer than the air in the elevator shaft, high in carbon dioxide and biological components indicating mould. Nothing particularly toxic or detrimental detected, but he couldn't shake his dislike of the veins of ruddy lichen that clung to the walls.
Though his suit's sound-dampening fields were active, his footsteps seemed to resound in the narrow corridor. He upset a silence which had matured over centuries to become nigh-on tangible. If these ruins were graves, he was their desecrator.
All right. He took a deep breath. According to the station psychiatrist, he had a tendency to obsess on the morbid and the morose. A negative spiral, she'd called it. Little wonder, considering his line of work. If the psychiatrist were with him now, even she would feel the walls and the years pressing down on her.
Cool white suit lights cast long shadows across office walls. Broken chairs and a table, bowing underneath a section of collapsed ceiling. A skeleton sprawled across a desk. Glass glinted a chaotic pattern on the floor.
Not so morbid after all. This was a tomb.
He turned the skeleton over. Old bones, stripped of flesh and marked with deep grooves where some necrophagous creature had dug in for supper. The clothes - a chequered blouse, khaki slacks and a pair of plimsolls hanging from bony toes - were ripped and fraying, but the colours were remarkably well-preserved. She'd been a woman once, and he didn't need to scan the body to know that she had been dead as long as the building.
Still, he was not the first to disturb the peace of her tomb. A sledgehammer had been taken to the walls at some point, and pipes ripped from their brackets. Desk drawers lay upended, folders and printed paper had been trodden into grimy papier-mâché. Scavengers had done their worst to this place, but that, too, had been a long time ago.
"East side clear. You got anything, Commander?"
"Nothing but bones."
They swept the rest of the floor, checking the structural integrity as they went. The building was in good shape, all things considered, and Cassimer saw little reason it couldn't stand for another hundred years. The stairwell here was also blocked, but scorch marks on the walls told him that its collapse was not a failure of the construction.
"Traces of saltpetre. Very basic explosives."
"There are bullet holes in the walls here, Commander." Hopewell picked through the debris on the floor. She straightened her back and showed him a small metal object. "Lead casing. Don't think I've ever seen that before."
"Settlers on unsupported worlds can be very resourceful. If the inhabitants of Cato have access to lead, they're lucky. I saw a world once where the people had gone completely primitive. All they had for weapons were hollow reeds and darts. Apparently very efficient for hunting the local wildlife."
"But entirely inefficient against cataphract armour?"
"There was no need to test that theory. After decades of being forgotten, they were more than happy to turn their world over to the Primaterre."
"And who wouldn't be?"
Plenty, in his experience, but for someone like the lieutenant, it might be hard to imagine. She'd been born on Kepler, one of the worlds that had benefitted the most from becoming part of the Protectorate. Trade had led to massive wealth, which in turn had led to rare heights of terraforming and environmental curatorship. When Hopewell daydreamed about beaches, she didn't need to imagine what fresh sea air might smell like, or how sand might feel between her toes.
A coral-hued city set between sparkling sand and sea; a place that most people in the galaxy dreamed of one day visiting; a world where the locals lived in sun-golden purity, safe from pirates and RebEarth scum. To Hopewell, that was home - courtesy of the Primaterre Protectorate.
"Primaterre protects us all," he said, and the words momentarily chased the gloom from his mind.
"Primaterre protects us all," echoed Hopewell.
Good, and true - but for their own protection, they had to ensure they set up base in a safe location.
"We should seal the elevator shafts."
"You think that's what the locals were trying to do?" Hopewell nodded towards the blast-damaged stairwell. "Keep something out? Or in?"
"More likely a fight between scavengers gone wrong."  He knew what she was thinking, because in spite of purity, his own mind had strayed to the same, familiar tales of inexplicably abandoned ships adrift in space, or colonies where everyone went missing overnight. Ghosts, monsters and even aliens all haunted the imaginations of space-farers.
All nonsense. Abandoned ships were likely victims of pirates, deserted colonies caused by natural disasters, disease, raiders - or settlers simply deciding to take off for civilisation without bothering to leave a note behind.
There were no ghosts and no monsters. Excluding other humans, the demons were the only evil in the universe - and there was no mistaking a demonic outbreak,  no mystery surrounding the carnage left behind.
"Shit!" Hopewell took a step backwards, her active protection field sparking. "Apologies, Commander, but Earth have mercy, would you look at that!"
The light on her gun fixed on an object in the last doorway. One-point-thirty-five metres in length. Organic and eight legged.  Probably arachnid. Definitely dead.
He nudged the brittle carcass with his boot. It lay on its back, long legs curled in towards the mottled brown torso.
"Our first sight of the local wildlife. Looks harmless enough." Still, he sent a quick heads-up to the rest of the team. Best to make everyone aware of potential threats, however minimal.
"Looks disgusting more like."
"Fortunately, that has no bearing on our mission." He shone his light into the room beyond the spider corpse. Toilet stalls lined one wall; the other displayed a row of sinks below a long rectangular mirror. Plenty of dust, lichen drooping from the ceiling where panels had come loose, but no sign of cobwebs. "Keep an eye on the ceiling. It may be where these creatures like to hide."
"Yes, Commander." Hopewell's light panned across the ceiling, chasing shadows from rusted pipes and frayed electrical wiring.
The stalls were empty save for debris, but water pooled at the bottom of dirt-streaked toilet bowls. Though stagnant and cloudy, it couldn't have been there a hundred years. The building's plumbing was functional, replenishing toilet tanks with water from some artesian well. He sent notification to Copenhagen, who would be able to make use of a water source.
Smears of dirt blurred his reflection in the bathroom mirror, his suit lights a pale halo around the shadow of a tall dark-armoured man. An empty soap bottle sat on a sink, its floral pattern still vivid, and the blithe, cursive slogan (have a great day!) still legible.
This room had never been meant for men like him. The mirror should be reflecting the faces of office workers chatting to one another as they refreshed themselves. In the corners of the ceiling sat ruined speakers, meant for pleasant music and gentle reminders to not forget next week's office picnic. The scent of aloe vera soap and ammonia-cleaned floors, a glimpse of sun through tinted glass windows, the distant laughter of workers full of purpose and devoid of fear - these were the things for which this room had been meant.
Not dark-armoured men.




5. Cassimer

The city no longer looked like a graveyard. Silence had been replaced by the low hum of generators and the roar of tires seeking traction in fine dust. The darkness, too, had been driven away by brilliant floodlights. Less than ten hours since landing, and already Primaterre civilisation was taking root on Cato.
Sparks flew from above, angry red fireflies mixing with ashen dust. Abergavenny and Lucklaw were busy welding girders to build a makeshift shelter for the transport ship. It was too large to cover completely, but a lean-to hangar of steel and tarp would protect it from the worst of any storm.
The interior of the old bank had been cleared to accommodate the large transparent habitat cube. Rhys was spraying it with decontaminants, his shape blurred by the wavy texture of the vitro-plastic and fumes. Another sixty minutes or so, and it would be ready for human habitation.
Even in hazardous conditions, the banneret men could operate without a habitat. Cassimer had done so many times, living for months at a time inside his suit, but it was better not to. Better for morale. It was good to see one's own skin once in a while, to be reminded of humanity and vulnerability.
"Commander." The mermaid on Copenhagen's helmet sparkled pink in bizarre contrast to the rusted pipes and the gun-metal grey tool box the comms specialist carried. "Scavengers didn't make it easy, but the water's up and running now. Analysis confirms it's potable, but I set up a couple of filters anyway."
"Very good. Got any thoughts on how to locate our target yet?"
Copenhagen set the toolbox down. "A few, but you're not going to like them."
"Just give me the details." Liking things was hardly something he expected.
"Early surface scans show no signs of the missing ship." Copenhagen had sent out their eight drones, one in each cardinal and intercardinal direction, to serve both as scouts and as early warning storm detection. "But given the dust storm we just saw that means little."
"You think it might have been buried?"
"Or otherwise obscured from our sensors. I'm running analyses on the weather patterns, but I don't expect much success in predicting the storms. Boots on the ground in these conditions is highly inadvisable. That leaves us with two ways of locating our objective. The first requires that I build a sensor array capable of picking up traces of signals. That would also give us access to long-range communications, though given the state of the Cascade, exo-contact might be sporadic."
"And the downside to this plan?"
"For best results, the array needs to be as elevated as possible, especially given the levels of interference. I've picked out a few potential spots in the mountains, but off-base work is a risky proposition."
"And your other idea?"
"Any scanner that was active on Cato when the Andromache arrived would have recorded it. A comms relay, a weather station - if I could get my hands on a piece of equipment like that, I should be able to sift through the data and pinpoint the landing site." 
"You're suggesting we reach out to the locals."
"Said you wouldn't like it, didn't I, Commander?" Behind the translucent visor, her eyes crinkled with a smile. "But yes, reach out. We might not even need the equipment - arc ships are enormous. If one did come here, I'd be surprised if the locals aren't talking about it."
Locals. Cassimer didn't care for gossip or reputation, but he knew as well as anyone that when Bastion assigned him a mission, it was with tacit approval of maximum force. He and his team could burn this already ashen world if that served the mission.
If it became necessary, he would. Until then, diplomacy would serve both the Primaterre and his task better.
"Build your array, lieutenant. I will see what we can get from the locals."
"Plan A and plan B. I like your thinking, Commander."
Get it done, and get it done fast. Not his favoured approach, but it was what the circumstances seemed to demand. The creaking ruins. The lightning on the horizon. The civilisation buried beneath his feet. Stairhaven had been a vanity, but every acacia-lined road and perfect lawn had spoken of optimism and hope. Cato had taken that hope and smothered it.
A cruel planet. A joyless planet. His suit had already adapted and turned indistinguishably ashen. How long before the man inside the suit did the same?
◆◆◆
 
Albany ambushed him inside the habitat's airlock, her cheeks flushed deep red.
"Your chaplain isn't exactly subtle. You sic him on me to evaluate my purity? I'm not good enough for Commander High-and-Mighty?"
"Your conduct concerned me." Better to weather her rage than fuel it.
"Nobody tells me how to behave on my own damn ship."
"We're no longer on your ship."
"You better back off, Cassimer. I won't tolerate being accused -"
"I haven't accused you. I have a duty to my team, and the chaplain has a duty to see us all down the correct path."
"Might want to tell him that, because he's acting more like a fucking inquisitor." She rolled her eyes. "Yeah, I see that frown - oh, boo-hoo, Albany used a naughty word. If demons possessed everyone who ever cursed, we'd all be fucked."
"You're dishonouring your rank and putting us all at risk."
"Fuck off." Albany pushed the boundaries with a smile. "I follow doctrine to the letter. Just ask your chaplain. But if you think I'm going to change my behaviour to suit your personal - and to be frank - fucked up ideas of purity, you can think again."
"As long as you're in my base, I expect my rules to be followed. If you can't manage that, I suggest you get out."
"Gladly." Albany snapped her visor shut and stepped out of the airlock. A storm raged outside, but they'd constructed safe passage to the shuttle from the bank. Albany would be safe from the weather, if not corruption.
"Pilots," Abergavenny scoffed. He was sprawled on his bunk, his craggy face lit blue by the screen of a tablet, but he'd clearly been paying more attention to the confrontation than the movie he was watching. "There's a reason they spend most of their time locked away in cockpit; borderline sociopaths, the lot of them."
"Isn't your wife a pilot?" Rhys, sitting atop crates of medical equipment, asked.
"Right. And if you want to know the key to a happy marriage, remember that she's off in space somewhere and I'm here."
Thunder rumbled overhead. The habitat's walls had been set to an opaque black, but occasional flashes of blue lightning lit up the outside. The bad weather was getting worse.
Inside the habitat, the temperature was a pleasant twenty-two degrees, with optimal oxygen levels. No trace of dust, not even on the soldiers' suits. The decontamination equipment in the airlock was basic and loud, but it did the job. Every surface was immaculate.
The team had changed into fatigues and lounged about the central area of the habitat, which served as their quarters and commons. There were four ante-rooms: the med-lab; an equipment storage area with workbench and ammunition printer; the bathroom, complete with shower; and a small cubicle serving as Cassimer's private quarters. Unnecessary, but by tradition a commander's privilege. 
Cassimer ordered the seals on his helmet and gauntlets released, the vambraces next, and after that the cuirass and pauldrons came off easily. The thin filaments that were his suit's pharmaceutical delivery system retracted from his neck as he removed the gorget. There was no pain, not even any marks, but he never could resist the urge to rub his skin. The filaments were a necessary evil, but that didn't make the thought of them crawling under his skin any more palatable.
Piece by piece, the sealed armour came apart, its colour changing from dark ash to factory pale grey, as he placed each segment into his armour crate.
Underneath, he wore a skin-tight jumpsuit. Primaterre grey in colour, just like the armour. The ballistic and fire-retardant material had a texture of honeycombs, arranged in a tight weave. It reminded him of the chainmail medieval knights had worn - a Bastion design choice that was almost certainly intentional.
He unzipped its front and hesitated. His skin prickled with unease as he regarded the glossy black walls. Anyone could be watching him in that darkness. Anything could be watching him from the reflection of his own eyes.
Paranoia, he told himself, and washed his face in the water from a canteen to remind himself of purity.
Perceive the moment.
Cold; about seven degrees centigrade. Clear; droplets splashing on the floor. Calm; the beat of his heart.
Be aware.
Awareness of the world and all its flaws and glories was simple. Awareness of the self was much more difficult. When he looked within, all he saw was...
...something much like the surface of Cato. Ash-covered ruin. Ripples in the dust where fear burrowed.
The only light was the Primaterre Protectorate, which he would serve until the darkness found him. He would be the Primaterre's sword and shield until the worming fear rose up to swallow him.
He seized on that thought and undressed quickly. Fatigues from his duffel bag; fresh underwear and socks. By the time he rejoined the other soldiers, he felt nearly human again. But still the dust was inside of him, a layer of ash so thick he could almost taste it.
Maybe Hopewell could sense his mood, because she rolled over in her bunk and held up her tablet to him. Its screen was covered in pictures of a pastel blue house framed by palm fronds and blooming hibiscus. Waves, silvery with sunshine, lapped a beach.
"Check it out, Commander. I put my deposit down just before we left Scathach Station."
Cassimer gave an approving nod. He didn't know her well, but he did know that Hopewell was nothing like him. It was impossible to imagine dark thoughts going through her head. Goal-oriented and compliant were among the positive words he'd used in his last assessment of her - impatient and unobservant of doctrine among the negative. Still, she was a good soldier. "Congratulations, Lieutenant."
"Looks too close to the water to me," said Florey. "Damp, tsunamis, hordes of tourists... I'm telling you, Hopey, you just blew your life savings on a property nightmare."
"Sounds like somebody is looking to have his standing beach party invitation rescinded." Hopewell stuck her tongue out at Florey. "You're just jealous that this time next year, when you're stuck on yet another mission on some forsaken dustbowl, I'll be on terminal leave to sip drinks on the terrace of my beach house. However will you manage without me?"
"It'll be tough, but I'm sure I'll find something new to irritate me. A gnat, or maybe a pebble in my boot."
"You don't intend to re-enlist?" Cassimer asked Hopewell.
"I've done ten years and that's long enough for me. I'm no lifer, and I'm not interested in going career. The politics and the ass-kissing would do my head in. You know what I mean, Commander. People ask me why you're in the banneretcy when you've obviously got the merits to climb the ladder right off the battlefield, and I tell them to mind their own business - but I always assumed your reasons were the same as mine."
"More or less," he conceded, uncomfortable to hear that his career was a topic of conversation. Stories and gossip were one thing, but this seemed more of an intrusion into his personal business.
Hopewell's assumption wasn't entirely off-target, but it was the distance between Bastion Command and the battlefield that bothered him the most. It was the same principle that kept him from using anti-recoil augments - killing shouldn't be as easy as pressing a button. There should be feedback, physical discomfort, visual confirmation. He didn't want to fight a war from the safety of a frigate in orbit; he wanted to feel the ground under his boots, see through his visor the smoke, and feel the kick of his rifle against his shoulder.
Pain for pain. Blood for blood. That was the path to purity.
"Besides," Hopewell said, "I've earned enough merits to make a nice life, so why push my luck?"
An accusing scoff came from Abergavenny's bunk. "Merit chaser."
Merit chasers came in two basic flavours. Those like Hopewell, who joined up to earn as many merits as it took to live what they deemed a comfortable civilian life, and those like Lucklaw, for whom military merits were rungs on the political career ladder - and lifers like Abergavenny resented them all for their mercenary attitudes.
"Duty and honour shouldn't take a backseat to personal profit," Abergavenny said.
Cassimer agreed in principle, but reserved judgment. He'd seen lifers burn out and he'd seen merit chasers earn out - and decide to stay on anyway. Whatever a soldier chose, it was their choice, as it should be.
From a commander's point of view, however, soldiers like Hopewell could be problematic. So close to their goal, they often became reluctant to throw themselves into combat. And soldiers like Lucklaw always seemed to weigh their actions against possible future reward: will this look good when I run for senator?
"Wow," Hopewell said, rolling her eyes at Abergavenny. "Another name off the guest list! Pretty soon it'll just be me and you, Copenhagen."
"Ah, you'll be back." Copenhagen stood in the storage doorway, wiping grease from her hands. "No offence, Innocent, but I've a real hard time picturing you as a civilian. I mean, what are you going to do? Get a job? Start a family? Don't see it."
"I'll have you know I'm great with kids. I've had plenty of practice with Florey's. He even named his latest after me. I'd be honoured, but after a dozen I suspect he and the missus were just running out of ideas."
"Eleven," corrected Florey, and Copenhagen shook her head.
"You Earth Provides types are plain crazy. Eleven kids just because you can?"
"Eleven children provided by life and love. Not crazy; pure."
"Whatever you say. I'm just glad I'm not your wife."
"As am I," replied Florey, and both he and Copenhagen laughed.
"Kids wouldn't be so bad," Hopewell said, sitting cross-legged on her bunk. "Just imagine the bedtime stories I could tell about Mommy's amazing space adventures."
"Like that one time Mommy sat inside a plastic cube for twelve hours straight? Thrilling stuff," Florey said, feigning a yawn.
"Hey, it's all in the telling. Listen: a ship has gone missing on its way from the toy factory. Thousands of teddy bears are stranded on a deserted planet, and Mommy has to rescue them. It's going to get scary, so she's enlisted the help of a beautiful pink mermaid -"
Copenhagen curtsied.
"- who's really good with computers. Uncle Floz is there too, of course, and Mommy's boss, the boldest knight in all the galaxy, and... eh, some other jerks."
"Nice language," Florey said. "Kid's going to grow up just like Mommy, that's for sure."
Florey and Hopewell had been matched as a firing team based on their statistics, performance and psychiatric evaluations, but Cassimer doubted anyone could've predicted just how well the two worked together. The decorated veteran and the unabashed merit chaser - so little in common, and yet somehow even their quiet moments weren't quiet. They spoke a silent language Cassimer didn't understand, connecting on a deep and invisible level.
It amazed him. Not just their friendship, but the easy companionship between the other soldiers. Even as his head filled with music selected from his playlist, he could see them all talking away. What was there to say? He tried to imagine himself making conversation. Silencing the music and turning to Copenhagen and - what?
Well. Perhaps it was better that way. He was their commander after all, and the boldest knight in all the galaxy wasn't someone expected to be much of a conversationalist. 




6. Cassimer

Twenty-three adult civilians. Two vehicles in a garage, a third outside. No visible security.
From his position on a ridge, roughly a kilometre out from a small settlement, Cassimer couldn't see the vehicles, but the rest of Hopewell's report corresponded to what he saw down on the plains.
The settlement  lay at the edge of a field of dark glass boulders. A dense forest of fulgurite surrounded it on two sides, acting as a natural defence. Tents of frayed tarpaulin flapped in the wind - hardly sturdy enough to withstand a storm. A nomadic lifestyle, then, moving with the weather. How exactly, Cassimer wasn't sure. The settlement was a two-hour drive from the habitat in the Eponas, but by foot it might as well be two years. Cato's terrain came only in two flavours: inaccessible or treacherous. Deadly, either way.
Runnels of dust hissed down his visor. He and Lucklaw had crawled up the ridge and buried themselves in the fine powder. Environmental camouflage was always to be taken advantage of, in spite of their armour's decent stealth capabilities.
Through the scope of his high-powered Hyrrokkin rifle, Cassimer watched the settlers go about their dismal lives. Grim-faced and unwashed, fingers gnarled with cold, their clothes  little more than rags. Not scavengers, but subsistence farmers. Pale-leafed crops grew inside a greenhouse fashioned from old windows. A pen of rusted oil drums and electrical wiring contained three goats. Their bodies were thin but their bellies bloated, their ash-clumped coats sporting bald patches. A woman in threadbare coveralls was milking one goat, collecting the milk in an old gasoline can.
Much as he'd expected. It seemed unlikely there'd be any useful equipment here, but it was the only settlement within a day's drive. Their vehicles were the best bet, despite looking old enough to once have commuted around the streets of Stairhaven.
The settlers were armed, but their weapons were low-tech and some looked like they'd be more dangerous to the triggerman than the target. There was, however, a chance that they were in communication with other groups  that might be better armed and more hostile.
And, of course, there was the threat of possession. A miserable place like this was a beacon for the corruption, every inhabitant a tempting target. This primitive village could turn into a killing zone in an instant.
The thought made him sick, but fear - no matter how deep it wormed in the ash - couldn't stand in the way of duty.
Lucklaw and I will make the approach. Hopewell, Florey, circle round to the south and secure the vehicles.
The team acknowledged the quiet order, and Cassimer slung his Hyrrokkin over his shoulder.
"Stay low," he told Lucklaw. "Don't want to give them a chance to think about defences."
The descent proved difficult. The fine dust concealed reefs of volcanic rock and patches of smooth glass. Lucklaw lost his footing more than once, and when he finally fell - skidding down the slope - Cassimer caught him by the arm and pulled him upright.
The corporal mumbled an awkward apology, turning a deep red behind his visor.
Stars; the kid was blushing like a schoolboy. Too young for banneret work, too young for planets like Cato.
"Commander, do you copy?" Copenhagen's voice, in a burst of static, interrupted his thoughts. The shuttle had dropped her off on a plateau high in the mountains, where she was busy setting up her comms array, accompanied by Abergavenny and two of Albany's engineers.
He stopped, halfway down the ridge. "I read you."
"The western drone just went dark."
"A storm?" He turned to the west. Miles and miles of ashen plain stretched towards a knife-sharp horizon.
"I managed to pull the last few minutes of footage. Sharing it now."
Images on his visor showed a landscape so bleak it almost seemed to be in black-and-white. Desert plains mostly, but for a distant wall of fulgurite. No sign of bad weather, and he was about to suggest a technical malfunction, when a splash of colour flashed by.
He paused the footage and rewound.
"Should've known. No matter the planet, the bloody parasites never leave my toys alone."
The drone had caught two locals on camera, the splash of colour their blue pick-up truck. Scrap metal and junk filled the back of the truck. Scavengers, and on a world like Cato, a brand new Primaterre drone zooming past would have been irresistible prey. The scrap alone had value, and the tech inside would be coveted by every worthless pirate and RebEarther in the galaxy.
Cassimer switched channels. "Albany, do you read?"
"What do you want, Commander?"
Snippy, but at least she wasn't cursing.
"Local scavengers snagged one of our drones about five hundred klicks from the base."
"I see," came the smug response. "Transmit the coordinates. We'll take care of your little problem."
No, he wanted to reply - you are my little problem.
◆◆◆
 
The scrawny goats bleated a chorus of greetings. A bloody butcher's block hinted at the fate of a fourth.
The settlement was arranged in a crescent-shape centred on a well. Cassimer made for the largest of the buildings, a barnlike structure constructed out of wooden pallets and tarp.
There was movement on all sides. Hunched and grey-faced locals scuttling around or peering from cracks in their shelters. He wasn't without sympathy for their hard lot, but couldn't forget that they were threats, each starving settler a ready receptacle for the reaching darkness.
"Remain calm." He left his Morrigan holstered as he spoke. "We're here to speak with your leader. We thank you for your cooperation."
A few beats passed as settlers whispered and glanced at one another. Eventually, a man stepped from the doorway of the makeshift greenhouse. Middle-aged, filthy and dressed in rags - though rags of a slightly better quality, complete with ratty straw hat. In his arms, he carried a basket.
"Halt." Cassimer held up his hand and the man froze. "Put down the basket and step aside."
The man obeyed. Lucklaw approached the basket and tilted it with his foot to show Cassimer the contents. Shards of glass, cleared from the soil of the greenhouse.
All right.
Cassimer increased the transparency of his visor, seeking eye contact with the man. Intimidation had done its part; connection was the next step.
"I'm Banneret Commander Cassimer, here on behalf of the Primaterre Protectorate."
The Primaterre logo burned brightly on the cuirass of his armour, and the settler couldn't have failed to notice it. But in his experience, actually speaking the name made all the difference. It carried weight and an authority difficult to ignore.
Indeed, the settler seemed to crumble underneath it, twitching in terrified silence.
"Identify yourself," Cassimer prompted.
"Natham, sir. This is my farm."
Farm. Three emaciated goats and a small greenhouse's worth of crops? Cassimer had seen entire planets devoted to farming, where cereal fields stretched from horizon to golden horizon; planets where the only dust storms were those kicked up by the hooves of roaming cattle. Farming was a pure purpose, and the settler had cause to be proud, but what a waste of merit their lives were on Cato.
It was sad, and the sadness became even more palpable inside Natham's home. Though the biggest of the buildings, it was no less a hovel. Blue-veined fungus darkened the corners, and every surface was covered in dust and brittle fragments of lichen. A carefully laminated calendar, over a century out of date, was pinned above the moth-eaten hammocks that served as beds. It showed a discoloured view of a beach - not so different from the one occupying Hopewell's dreams.
A thin woman cowered in the back, behind a stained and mouldering sofa. She whimpered when Cassimer tried to speak to her, and he decided to leave her alone.
"Damn storm caught us off-guard the other day," Natham grumbled as he righted a chair and brushed dust from its seat. "Three months we had that greenhouse, and we'd got real good at taking it down right quick. But when the choice is between a greenhouse and your life, what can you do? Please, sit." He proffered the chair.
"Thanks, but I'll stand." The chair was old and rickety, incapable of supporting his weight. All he'd do was add another broken object to the settlers' collection of junk. "Speaking of the storms, where do you shelter?"
"Ah, you know, nooks and crannies." The farmer smiled so wide his parched lips cracked. "Cato's got a lot of those, if you know where to look."
Cassimer let the evasive answer slide.
"Can't be an easy life."
"You got that right. Cato, she's a trickster. Never know what the weather's going to be like or what's hiding 'neath the dust. Lots of that. Dust. And hiding." He smiled again. "Can I offer you a drink? Tea? We make it ourselves."
Protocol was to never accept food or drink from non-citizens, and besides, Cassimer had seen the crops. Wilting dust-caked leaves flopping from pale tubers. Not appetising in the least, not even compared to ration bars.
"Or something stronger?" The farmer produced a grimy bottle from a cupboard. A transparent liquid sloshed within hairline-fractured glass. "Brew it strong, we do."
Most of his men drank when off-duty. Some of them (Rhys) might even have accepted the farmer's dubious offering. Cassimer did not. As far as he was concerned, inebriation was akin to opening a door to demons. He knew the standard counter-argument (heard it in his mind in Albany's high-pitched voice: If drinking causes possession, why isn't every bar, pub and - let's face it - city after five o'clock, a bloodbath?), but couldn't accept it as proof. Perhaps the demons weren't interested in every drunken fool. Perhaps the demons sought out particular targets, hunting them across the void of space, waiting for their guard to drop.
He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the ozone tang of his helmet's interior.
"Something wrong?" the farmer asked. His hollow-eyed woman had slipped from the shadows to set a pot of tea and two cracked mugs on the table. Her bare arms shivered with cold and fear.
Cassimer ignored both the question and the tea.
"Do you have any comms equipment? Or computers of any kind?"
"Not going to find much of that on Cato. Most of it broke a long time ago, or got buried. After the war, nobody ever cared to come and check on us. Too far and too poor."
"No comms at all?"
"Nothing that would interest someone like yourself. That suit's got its own comms system, hasn't it?" Natham couldn't quite hide his jealousy as he looked Cassimer up and down. "Why come to Cato dressed for war? There's no enemy here, no battles to fight. Yet the Primaterre sends her banneretcy to our desolate world."
"Even Cato must get visitors from time to time."
"Only thieves and murderers."
◆◆◆
 
The farmer hadn't lied. The settlers used old computer towers as feeding troughs and planters, and one avid collector had tiled his shelter with circuit boards, but beyond that, they had nothing. The vehicles had been stripped of their guidance and comms systems, leaving them useless husks.
"It's all junk," said Lucklaw with barely masked disgust.
"How do you communicate with other settlements?" Cassimer asked.
"We try not to. They're not all as friendly as we are." Natham's nervous laugh turned into a cough. "Only the big one - Nexus - is worth talking to. But we do the talking when we go there to trade. Otherwise, we mind ourselves."
"No off-world contact?" Lucklaw sounded horrified, as though lack of access to instant information and entertainment was the worst thing imaginable. To Cassimer, it wasn't half so bad as the obvious lack of health care. The farmer's pockmarked skin, the jaundiced sclera of his woman's eyes, the rashes and lesions that blistered the arms and legs of most of the settlers -  these people were unwell. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to live in a diseased body, unable to stop the decay. Every ache felt, every discomfort a reminder of the approaching inevitable.
These people suffered in ways neither he nor they could comprehend.
"Commander." In a burst of ear-tormenting static, Copenhagen's voice came over the team channel. "I lost contact with another drone. The eastern one this time."
"Scavengers again?"
"Can't tell; it's gone completely dark. Can't download the analytics."
Cassimer looked towards the east. Still clear, but as the farmer had said, Cato was a trickster.
"Head back to base. Don't need you getting caught in a storm."
"I haven't got the force field set up yet. If we leave now and a storm hits, we might lose the array."
"How long do you need?"
"..another forty-five minutes, maybe," came the faint response.
Might as well be a lifetime. He switched to Albany's channel.
"Commander?" This connection was far better, amplified by the transport shuttle's systems.
"Status on the drone?"
"Scavvers never knew what hit them. Drone is secure."
Cassimer resisted the urge to swear. "You did not have permission to fire."
"Who says I did? Storm could've got them. Nobody will ever know for sure."
"We've got another drone down," he said, willing his voice calm. Anger was pointless; focus was all. "Copenhagen and her team are still at the array in the mountains. If a storm is coming, they need to know."
"All right, Commander. We're on it."
He switched to Copenhagen's channel again. "Albany's heading out to find the second drone, but I don't want you taking unnecessary risks. As soon as the force fields are set up, head back to base. I'm sending Florey to pick you up en route."
◆◆◆
 
Anything that looked even remotely useful to Copenhagen's efforts to track the Andromache had been stowed into one of the Eponas. The other armoured vehicle kicked up dust in the distance, speeding towards Copenhagen's position. The skies looked clear, as did the horizon.
A miserable crowd of settlers had gathered to watch the Primaterre soldiers seize their scrap. The mood was not pleasant; he could hear them mutter amongst themselves in their thick accent. He didn't think they would try anything - their weapons were so inadequate he'd not even bothered to confiscate them. Still, even the most harmless of wretches were capable of unpleasant surprises.
Hopewell jogged up, carrying electronics ripped from the settlers' vehicles. "Reckon that's everything, Commander."
"All right. Time to move out."
"Before you leave, maybe we could trade?" Natham stepped from the crowd, tattered hat turning in twitching hands. "There's things we need, too. Medicine, food.. anything that isn't tubers." The farmer smiled, droplets of blood erupting from the cracks in his dry lips. "Or maybe just something to raise our spirits. Books, snacks... you must have things. In return, we can offer tea. Alcohol, very nice for cold Cato nights. Or if you're looking for something to warm your beds..." He grabbed a girl by the arm and shoved her forward. "Rivka knows how to heat a man's blood."  
"Impure scum." Hopewell raised her weapon towards the farmer. "We should teach you a lesson -"
Cassimer raised his hand and Hopewell stopped. She was right, but it was not for them to intervene. Cato had been forgotten and abandoned too long; it would take more than a banneret detachment to bring purity to this ashen world. Short of a mercy killing, the lot of these settlers could not be improved.
Still, lingering in this impure place was inadvisable. Who knew what else watched from the shadows of the fulgurite groves? Who knew what sat laughing behind the settlers' eyes? If they were watching now, those who preyed on the weak and the impure, would they recognise him?
The fear slithered round his spine, and the ash churned.
"We have nothing to trade," he said to the farmer. "The Primaterre Protectorate appreciates your cooperation."
The farmer followed him as he strode towards the Epona, wheedling and pleading, apologising for any offense.
As he opened the Epona's door, Natham tried to grab him by the arm. Cassimer recoiled and twisted the farmer's hand sharply backwards. What flesh the man had was spongy; Cassimer's fingers closed around little more than bone and tendon.
He let go, dropping the farmer in the dirt. In spite of his gauntlets, the urge to wash his hands was overwhelming.
Cries of outrage rose from the crowd of settlers. Half a dozen or so stepped forward - wary, but reaching for their guns.
Targeting lasers lit up their chests. Invisible to the naked eye, but to Cassimer's visual augments, they glowed emerald green. Hopewell was at the controls of the Epona, training its guns on the settlers - one twitch the lieutenant didn't like the look of, and they would be so much mist.
Then a roar rumbled through the valley, dust rising in the wake of Albany's shuttle, flying low across the settlement. The few settlers that didn't run, watched the disappearing shuttle in awe.
Cassimer got into the vehicle, easing himself into the seat next to Lucklaw.
"Pilots." Hopewell shook her head as she started the engines. "Bloody show-offs."




7. Cassimer

They were an hour out from base when Cassimer got the call. This time, there was concern in Copenhagen's voice.
"Commander, I just lost the northern drone, and my scanners are seeing a lot of electrical interference."
"All clear here, but the temperature's dropping fast." Frost had begun to form in the corners of the vehicle's windshield. "How far from base are you?"
The following pause was long enough that he could predict Copenhagen's answer.
"Copenhagen, are you still at the beacon?"
"Yes, Commander. The force field isn't ready; we've been having trouble with -"
"Drop whatever you're doing and return to base now. And make no mistake, that's an order." He took his anger and worry and shoved them deep into the ash before switching to Florey's channel. "ETA to Copenhagen's position?"
"Twenty minutes, Commander." The gunner's voice was barely audible over the static.
"They're on the move, heading for base. Track their signals and intercept ASAP."
In the driver's seat, Hopewell mumbled a curse and slammed on the accelerator.
"Easy," he told her. "Don't want to crash out here."
Grey dust passed in a blur. Blooms of frost distorted the view, turning dunes into fractal shapes.
"Cassimer, you there?" For once, Albany's voice was a welcome distraction.
"I read you, Albany."
"Oh thank the stars! Been trying to reach you for ages, but the interference is ridiculous. We found the drone, recovered it too, but listen - it'd been struck by lightning. The whole damn area, maybe six acres of dust, turned to glass. Looked like a damn war zone."
"In which direction was the storm headed?"
"That's the thing - we never saw a storm. But there's a lot of electricity in the air - whatever's brewing, it's not over yet. I strongly recommend returning to base. We're inbound, ETA fifteen minutes."
"We're on our way, but the engineering team are still at the array site. If you can collect them..."
"Shit, they're still up there? All right, don't sweat it. We'll swing by for pick up."
Half an hour passed. The Epona's interior had cooled to such a degree they'd been forced to lower their visors. When Cassimer flexed his fingers, his gauntlets felt crisp and unyielding. Twenty-two below zero, according to his HUD. Survivable, but the sort of temperature at which the smallest mistake could prove fatal.
The vehicle crested a dune, and the plains opened up before them. The twisted torsos of buildings rose in the distance; rusting monuments to the city. Not far to go, and though frost painted a white film across his visor, there were no other signs of disastrous weather. The sky was dim, undisturbed by dust or lightning.
"Earth have mercy!" Copenhagen's transmission was little more than a screech.
One deep breath to allow the fear to settle. Then: "Copenhagen, what's your status?"
Nearly a minute passed. The tension in the vehicle was palpable. Hopewell sat rigid in the driver's seat, hands tight around the wheel. Lucklaw kept shooting nervous glances at Cassimer.
When Copenhagen spoke again, it was with an eerie calm. "Commander, a huge storm just rolled in over the mountains. It's - I can hardly describe it - it's an avalanche of dust; a massive wave swallowing everything in its path."
"You need to find cover."
"According to my calculations we shouldn't be hit too badly. I chose the location well - the array will need repairs, but it'll be here for you."
That wasn't calm in her voice. It was acceptance and incredulity in equal measure; the absurd understanding that this was where her life would end.
"Copenhagen, find cover now. A cave, a hollow, bury yourselves if you must."
"We'll certainly try, Commander, but if you could see what I'm looking at... the sheer immensity... I'm fairly sure we're completely fu-"
The transmission died in a burst of static.
A moment of silence. A moment to perceive and purify his mind; this was what Cassimer wanted more than anything, but if lives were to be saved, he couldn't waste even a moment.
To his relief, the shuttle's comms still worked fine.
"Albany, return to base at once."
"Base?" The pilot sounded surprised. "Commander, I'm looking at a wall of dust here, about six miles out. The engineering crew can't survive that kind of weather. We need to pick them up."
"The shuttle won't make it. Return to base before the storm catches you too."
"Commander, they're going to die."
He knew that; he bloody knew, and if there was even a chance he would run up into the mountains himself.
But there was none, and he could do nothing; nothing at all but make the hard call.
The silence in the Epona was broken only by a sharp crack when Hopewell squeezed the steering wheel so hard it fractured. She said nothing, because ten years in the Primaterre military had taught her that sacrifice was inevitable - but Cassimer was condemning both Florey and "a mermaid who's really good with computers" to die. A fairy tale spoiled.
"We need to act in accordance to what's best for the mission. At this juncture, we cannot afford to lose the shuttle."
"Hey Cassimer." The venom in her voice stung even through the static. "Maybe that's how you rolled in the cataphracts, but that's not my idea of honour and purity. I've got people down there too, and I'm not leaving them behind. So you can take your juncture and shove it up your -"
He muted the connection.
"Mercy," Lucklaw whispered softly, looking out the side window. "I see it."
Vivid blue lightning forked across an ashen backdrop. The mountain range had vanished into swirling darkness. As a cataphract, Cassimer had seen similar destruction, but in war, the path to victory was clear: destroy the enemy before they destroy you.
Here there was no enemy and nothing to rage against but merciless sky and endless wastes.
◆◆◆
 
Lightning struck the copper cupola, showering the approaching Epona in a rain of sparks. Hopewell pulled the handbrake and the vehicle skidded to a halt. The wind speed was enough to rock the armoured vehicle.
"Expect zero visibility. Follow your guidance systems to base." He ran a quick check of his own armour. Sealed up and ready to go. His heart rate was racing; his mind reeling against the idea of relinquishing control to the elements. "Ready?"
At their confirmations, he slid open the Epona's side door. Wind burst in, strong enough to knock Cassimer back a pace. He braced himself and sprang out.
Fine dust swallowed his legs up to his thighs. His HUD flashed a flurry of warning messages. Dangerously low temperature. Highly charged environment. Incoming debris -
- he ducked, dodging a sheet of corrugated iron that thundered past. Metal shrapnel clattered against his suit, setting off the reactive plates. Sizzling droplets of plasma were carried off on the wind.
A steel girder whirled towards him. He deflected it with his arms, the impact pushing him backwards, reverberating through armour and bone.
Then it was gone, and the redbrick bank loomed large before him. Floodlights shone white at the entrance and he ran for them, stumbling through the opening.
The bank shuddered and creaked in the storm. As he approached the habitat, the airlock doors slid open. Rhys stood by the interior lock, and when he saw Cassimer, he raised his hand in relief.
The airlock began to close as a computerised voice advised that the decontamination procedure was about to commence. Cassimer stopped the door with his foot, much to the computer's dismay, and scanned for the rest of the team.
Hopewell was about to enter the bank. Lucklaw was a few feet behind her, but didn't appear to be moving.
"Lucklaw, report."
The corporal didn't respond. His vitals, relayed to Cassimer's HUD, were still strong.
"Hopewell, Lucklaw is down."
The airlock banged against his leg as the computer's gentle voice nagged him to please ensure the airlock door was clear.
"Commander." Hopewell's tone made it clear the news was not good. "He's out cold, pinned underneath a slab of concrete. Requesting assistance."
The weight of the slab wasn't an issue. Less than a tonne; only a slight strain for him. Impossible for Hopewell, whose augments were only a hair above the basic package.
While designed to reward the honourable and skilled, the merit programme did result in ability discrepancies. No doubt armies had been that way since ancient times, when the wealthy could afford sword and mail while commoners went to war with pitchforks and leather, but Primaterre augment tech was advanced enough to create chasms between the extraordinary and the average. It couldn't be pleasant for Hopewell to have to call her commander out to assist because she had banked most of her merits for civilian use, instead of investing in herself.
Cassimer made no comment, quickly lifting the slab for her to pull Lucklaw out. Merits were to be spent any way a soldier pleased, and raw power wasn't everything. If it were, none of this would be happening. If it were, he would've made the storm yield.
◆◆◆
 
"How is he?"
Lucklaw sat hunched over the well-kept equipment to which Copenhagen might never return. His pale face looked sickly in the blue glow, and so very young.
"A couple of minor fractures and a concussion. He should take it easy and let the bone-knitters do their job, but he'll be back on his feet in a day or two. No major damage, either to him or his merit account." Rhys picked up a syringe and prepared to inject Lucklaw, who winced at the sight of the needle.
Good news, though not as good as the fact that the corporal, on regaining consciousness, had set straight to work. Unexpected; encouraging.
The next few hours would be difficult. Hopewell was already displaying signs of anxiety. She'd made every bed to perfection and scrubbed the floors twice, now pacing the habitat like a trapped animal. In relative safety, the lieutenant had been able to relax just enough to remember that Florey was still out there.
"Commander, I've got a signal," said Lucklaw, one trembling hand pressed to his temple. "Weak, but I'm trying to boost it."
"Trying? Get it done, Corporal," Hopewell snapped.
"Copenhagen's settings are difficult to make sense of. Some of these mods, I'm not even sure they're legal."
"I'd advise not accusing a superior officer of illegal activity. Especially when she is not present." Especially when she was dead.
"Yes, Commander." Lucklaw bowed his head, cheeks burning with shame. "Patching it through now."
Static crackled and popped. Interwoven with the white noise was a voice, low and hoarse as it hummed a tune.
"Albany?"
The humming stopped. A beat of static passed. "Cassimer? Is that you?"
"Albany, do you have the rest of the team? Is Florey with you?" Hopewell interrupted.
Cassimer cut off Hopewell's access to the channel. There'd be no good news from Albany. There was a touch of madness in her humming that he knew to be the madness of the dying. He'd heard it often enough. In words to pass on to loved ones, or in curses for the enemy. In pleading and cries for mercy. And, sometimes, in song. Simple tunes snatched from childhood lullabies, forgotten until a mind on the verge of shutting down grasped fragments of the past.
"Negative." Albany coughed. The crackling over the channel wasn't all static. A fire blazed somewhere near her position. "Shuttle went down. The lightning... shit. Cassimer, you son of a bitch, you were right."
"Albany, you need to put out the fire."
"Fire? How did you know?" She coughed again, and a good minute passed before she spoke. "I've got... I'm pinned to my seat, got a piece of rebar through my guts  And Halliday... oh stars, there's bit of his skull in my lap." Her voice quivered. "I'm dying here. Need assistance."
Cassimer glanced at Lucklaw's screens. The storm still raged; temperatures dipping towards fifty degrees below zero. There would be no rescue party, not for hours yet.
"You need to secure your ship, Captain. Rhys; advise her."
"Don't pull out the rebar. Cut it off if you can, otherwise try to pull it from the chair. Your suit can dispense pharmaceuticals, yes?"
"Already took every damn painkiller it had."
"Now take some stims." Rhys ran down a list of adrenaline and focus-boosting drugs. Briefly, he muted the channel and looked at Cassimer. "This is going to kill her, Commander. The combination of drugs alone will cause kidney failure, but the increased blood flow will get her long before then."
"She's already dead. The shuttle needn't suffer the same fate."
◆◆◆
 
In the habitat's glossy surface, Cassimer could see reflections of past failures. A scar across the bridge of his nose, another running down the side of his neck. Dark eyes, deep and cold as the void of space. A stranger's eyes, and the more he looked at them, the more he wondered if they were his own at all.
"Albany." The channel was private now, the conversation between him and the captain alone. "Do you see the panel?"
Guided by Rhys, Albany had managed to free herself from her seat. Things had come pouring out and she'd started to panic, but Cassimer had told her to focus on the mission; that everything would be fine as long as she could reach the manual emergency override and put out the fire. The shuttle should have suppressed the fire automatically - the fact that it hadn't spoke volumes. Albany might have set it down in one piece, but the damage would be extensive. Perhaps irreparable.
Even so, there was valuable tech and equipment aboard. Potential survivors too - beyond the navigator's grisly fate, Albany didn't know the status of Exeter or the rest of her crew.
"Crawling towards it. Almost there. Feels like this should hurt a lot more than it does." The sentence ended in a giggle. The combination of drugs in her system had made her giddy. She coughed. "Hard to breathe in all this smoke."
"Close your visor; use your suit's oxygen." Basic instructions, the sort of things he might expect to tell a child, not a military aviator. But such was the end. He'd seen wiser and more experienced people than Albany need step-by-step instruction on how to pull the pin on their last grenade; on where to aim their gun and how to squeeze the trigger. The dying mind shed reason.
His own most recent near-death experience was still fresh in his mind. Lungs pounding against shattered bone. Heavy blood loss leaving him feeling empty. The screaming in his ears as his teammates called for medevac. Maybe there had been something he could've done to help; some medical protocol he could've activated. He could even have triggered his kill switch code, ending his suffering and preventing his teammates needlessly endangering themselves while attempting to rescue him.
Instead, he'd lost himself in the memory of a smell. Chemical floor cleaner and new boots. Sea-breeze detergent and the hot tang of blood. Gunpowder, almost as acrid as the stench of urine. Many smells, but in his memory they united as one: the smell of hiding. Dying in the burning ruins of a city, he'd thought only of hiding underneath a bunk and listening to the sounds of killing.  Fragments of memories. A stack of magazines on the floor. A deck of cards stashed between the mattress and the bed frame. An old piece of gum with somebody's fingerprint perfectly preserved in its centre. His fingers, bleeding on the floor as clawing hands pulled him out from under the bunk. It was into that darkness he had fallen as tendons snapped and tissue tore. He'd tried to perceive, to be aware, but the fear he had learned as a boy had bloomed wild and uncontrollable.
Whatever memories now burned in Albany's mind, turning logic and reason to ash, he hoped they were better than his own.
"I hear you placed first in the Lysander Air Races last year. Compared to that, this should be easy." Leadership training had taught him this: bring up something personal to anchor the soldier in the moment. Remind them of their achievements. Remain calm. Merits, sports trophies, scholarships - all the trivial things that might seem relevant in the classroom, but felt utterly hollow on the battlefield.
"Didn't take you for a racing fan, Cassimer." Her voice echoed, but sounded less hoarse. He supposed she'd followed his advice on the visor.
"It's in your file," he admitted. He had visited Lysander, but hadn't had a chance to see either a race or its famous frozen oceans; the mission had been a nocturnal dip into arctic terrain, as bloody as it had been brief. If it weren't for overhearing other soldiers - Hopewell in particular - he wouldn't even have known that the Lysander Air Races were a big deal.
Albany laughed. "Well, you're honest, I'll give you that. But not very good at this."  
"At what?"
"The 'you are about to die but please don't cause a fuss' speech. Yeah, captains have to take that leadership course too. Pointless, really - as a pilot, you tend to land safely or take everybody with you in a ball of flames. Little use for pep talks. Tell me, does it work?"
The addition of fresh oxygen had made Albany significantly more talkative. Not necessarily a good thing.
"Sometimes."
"But not always?"
"No." That was all he wished to say on the subject. The ash was home not just to the worming fear, but other things too. Things best left shapeless and undisturbed.
"I wonder, what do you - hang on. Hitting the switch now." A minute passed. The only sounds over the comms were the occasional moan and grunt. "All right. Emergency systems engaged. The fires should be put out soon, but stars, I'm bleeding like a pig."
"Outstanding, Albany."
"Whatever. Spare me the cheer, and don't bother telling me that the Primaterre appreciates my service or any of that shit. I joined up because I wanted to fly, that's all. But you can tell, can't you? From the moment we met, you've worn this disapproving frown. Like I'm not up to your precious standards. Well, fuck you. We can't all be true believers and paragons of purity."
"Albany -"
"Don't interrupt a dying woman. I have a question for you, paragon - what do you think happens next?"
Easy question; with an answer he could pull straight from doctrine and regulation. "Once you've been confirmed KIA with Bastion, a vial of your blood will be dispatched to Earth. When the seasons shift and the new harvest rises, your essence will live again in every -"
"Yeah, thanks, I know that crap - although you do say it like you believe it. That's nice. But what I meant was, what about our souls? Where do they end up?"
Difficult question. Doctrine offered no help, for the existence of an afterlife had yet to be scientifically proven. That demons corrupted souls was fact, and many found comfort in that proof of the spiritual. Albany might, too - but a dying mind was a vulnerable target. The corruption could be reaching for her now, eager to snatch her soul and defile her physical vessel.
"A sky, perhaps," he said, imagining an endless span for Albany's rebellious spirit to roam.
There was no response, only the faint hissing of fire suppressant foam. Was it over? Had the pilot drawn her last breath? He thought of her cocksure behaviour and her foul mouth, and the way her hair refused to stay neat, and still the loss stung.
"Albany?"
"Still here." But only just, by the sounds of it. "I was just thinking..."
"Yes?"
"That maybe you're not an asshole after all. But that was just the drugs talking." She laughed. "Nice to know you've still got an imagination, though. Not completely battle-damaged. Good that you're the one here with me. Dying in the company of friends is too messy. Too weepy. No reason death can't be a professional affair. I wouldn't mind a song though. Something to put me to sleep."
Cassimer called up the list of tracks stored in his primer. "Do you like Neave Crescent Creek?"
"Should've figured you'd be into that old-world style of music. Got that country boy look about you. Sure, play it."
He did, and when the music died down, there was only silence on the channel. Cassimer switched it off. His reflection hadn't changed, and that seemed strange to him, as though every failure should leave a scar.




8. Cassimer

A forest of lightning glass had shot up overnight. Hopewell navigated the Epona between the darkly gleaming formations, opaque branches scraping armoured coachwork.
Progress was slow. Slower than Cassimer had hoped; much slower than Hopewell wanted. Vitreous crust cracked and crumbled underneath the vehicle's wheels as they struggled to find traction. Cassimer had twice been forced to step out to give the Epona a push. He'd prefer not to have to do it again. Out there, brittle darkness had surrounded him on all sides. Twisting branches had warped his reflection, as though some laughing thing inside the glass mimicked his shape.
Fulgurite was a natural phenomenon, but on Cato's plains, it looked like corruption. When the winds swept through, they wailed and keened. He had never seen Xanthe, the world where the demons had first appeared, but he imagined it much like this.
"I've got a signal." Lucklaw wasn't specialised, but seemed to have some affinity with tech work. Good enough for Cassimer to assign him Copenhagen's duties - no potential was too small to squander.
"Are you sure?" Hopewell snarled. "Because I'm not in the mood for another twenty-mile detour."
"Look, I'm sorry. It's this planet. It's havoc on the scanners. Ghost signals, disturbances, interference - you name it. But I'm pretty sure the scanners are picking up a Primaterre emergency transmission."
"Fifteen miles east of our location." Cassimer pulled up the provisional map Copenhagen had drawn up based on topographical data. Much of it was obsolete - the intense storms had transformed plains into steep hills, and through the fulgurite, they'd spotted rusting ruins excavated by the storm. "Weather's good. Got plenty of daytime. Any activity reported by the drones?"
Nearly all the drones had been caught in the storm. Lucklaw had set up intersecting figure eight routes for the remaining two, to cover as much ground as possible.
"All clear, Commander."
"All right. Hopewell, you've got the coordinates. Take us there."
Space was tight inside the vehicle. The Epona class armoured vehicle was designed to carry a crew of three - driver, and two gunners. Though it was intended for scouting rather than combat, it normally had a sizable arsenal, but Cassimer had ordered the mounted artillery dismantled. To recover survivors before it was too late - and to escape sudden storms - the Epona needed to be as light and fast as possible.
Beyond the fulgurite forest, metal glinted in the dunes. Wreckage lay scattered for miles, but tendrils of black smoke marked the main site of impact. Scorched and crumpled, the shuttle sat in the centre of a smouldering crater.
They parked the Epona at the crater's edge and approached. Melted glass clung to their boots in quivering strands.
Lucklaw opened the airlock. Smoke billowed out, briefly swallowing the corporal.
"I'll patch into the comms systems to boost my sensors." Lucklaw sounded eager, like he was taking to his new role. A fine thing when a soldier found his calling, but a shame when it happened like this.
"Lucklaw, with me to the cockpit. Rhys, Hopewell, check the stern and lower deck."
His suit lights flickered on. Scorch marks blackened the walls. Foam sloshed around his boots, stained maroon with ash and blood. Excluding the navigator, and the two engineers left with Copenhagen, Albany had commanded a crew of three. One could already be accounted for - and not as a survivor.
One of the gunners, judging by his uniform. Cassimer couldn't recall the man's name; could barely remember his face - and now there was nothing much left to remind him. He'd been strapped in when the ship crashed, but his seat had been thrown loose in the impact. His position - broken neck and spine - indicated that he had died long before the flames had eaten his face.
Small mercies. A soldier should be thankful for them, aware at all times that the universe was not merciful.
They found the captain and her navigator in the cockpit.
Albany had bled to death. The best possible outcome for her, Rhys had said, and maybe he'd been right. She did look at peace, one corner of her mouth curving with a smile. The suppressant foam was pink and bloated where it had absorbed her blood.
Lucklaw retched - tried to cover it up by pretending to cough - and then he wrenched his helmet off and threw up in a corner.
"Stars." He averted his gaze from the navigator, whose death had been as swift as it was messy. Part of the shuttle's instrument console had embedded itself in his seat, crushing the man. "Apologies, Commander."
"Put your helmet back on. There are high levels of toxicity in the air." Best to ignore the corporal's embarrassment; to pretend like it hadn't happened. "The comms system looks operational. See what you can do."
Abandoning the shuttle was out of the question - Primaterre technology could not be allowed to fall into the hands of local scavengers. Flying it back to base looked increasingly unlikely. Suddenly Albany's smile seemed more mocking than peaceful, and the old familiar annoyance bubbled up inside of him.
This is what heroics gets you. Death, and a huge mess left behind for everyone else. Thanks a lot, Albany.
He took a deep breath and forced himself to stop, to swallow the bitter taste. Dishonouring the dead was below him. Breathe. Perceive. Accept the facts.
At the back of the shuttle, any hope of recovering the shuttle lay dead with the rest of its crew. Exeter, too, lay lifeless on the floor.
"All dead?"
Rhys, kneeling over Exeter's body, looked up. "Afraid so, Commander."
Cassimer clenched his fists, resisting the urge to curse. "Right. Strip the dead and the ship of anything useful. Hopewell, I need you to set charges."
"We're scuttling her?"
"Got no choice. Our best option now is to recover the comms array. Copenhagen said it would enable long-range communications. Once we've located our objective and completed our mission, we'll call in and request extraction."
A sound plan in theory, limiting the risk to the team, but when Hopewell started placing explosives, the plan began to feel more like a trap. They'd be stuck on Cato for as long as it took to complete the mission. If they were out of contact long enough, Bastion would send another team, but it wasn't unusual for teams on exo-missions to go silent for extended periods of time. It'd be months before Bastion would even start to feel nervous. And spending months on this desolate world?
Cassimer looked out over the plains and felt deep in his soul that this was not a planet as much as it was a graveyard.
◆◆◆
 
The Epona was packed and ready to go when Lucklaw caught trace of another emergency transmission.
"A secure Primaterre connection. I think it's the other Poney."
"Commander -"
"Let's go," Cassimer said, interrupting Hopewell before she could launch into an impassioned plea. They'd check it out; of course they would. If Florey was alive, every second counted. But while the drones reported nothing but clear skies, something didn't sit right. A tingle down his spine. Static where his stubble brushed the inside of his helmet. A feeling that he was making the same mistake Albany had.
They bundled into the salvage-cramped Epona and set off across the plain as a series of explosions painted the rear view orange. The shuttle burned along with its crew and their chaplain; a funeral pyre large enough to veil the sky black.
Hopewell pushed the Epona to its rattling limit, going so fast that when the second vehicle appeared, half-buried in dust, they nearly clipped it.
Before Cassimer had even unbuckled his own straps, Hopewell was climbing out of the vehicle and racing towards the other.
They were in a canyon, where the landscape lay in perpetual shadow. The ruins of a factory - little more than a pile of bricks and corroding cranes - cast long shadows to the west. The plateau where Copenhagen had set up the beacon was only a few kilometres away. Fulgurite grew thick on the lower slopes, and he watched through the scope of his rifle as rivers of fine dust hissed between the dark glass trunks.
Regret struck, hard and bitter. Copenhagen had evaluated the location from a comms specialist's perspective, making her choice based on what would best serve her tech. He should've asked her to re-evaluate, to pick somewhere that was perhaps less ideal for the mission, but also less dangerous.
Life as a cataphract had taught him to see the bigger picture and how to manouvre all the pieces into place, but it hadn't prepared him for how fragile some pieces could be. How easily a perfectly arranged picture could be disturbed, once a soldier stepped out of their mobile fortress.
He couldn't undo the mistakes, but he could do better. He would be his team's truth and their clarity, and he would be their unassailable castle.
"He's alive!" Hopewell's transmission came as a burst of cheer over the team channel. 
Leaving Lucklaw to watch the perimeter, Cassimer went to the Epona. It looked intact, but for a few scorch marks. Florey sat unresponsive in the driver's seat, and Hopewell was unclipping his harness for Rhys to get better access.
"How is he?"
"Core body temperature at 20 degrees centigrade. I've dealt with the arrhythmia for now, but it is imperative to bring his temperature back up as soon as possible," said Rhys. "We need to get him back to base."
"Hopewell, is this Epona functional?"
"Yes, commander. Lightning fried a few systems, but I can patch round them. If we dig her out, she's good to go."
"All right. Rhys, take Florey back to base in the other Epona. We'll take this one to check the plateau."
His bones itched with foreboding when he looked to the mountains. Something was wrong  - but Florey was alive, groaning across the team channel as Hopewell and Rhys carried him to safety. He was alive, and perhaps he wasn't the only one. Dark premonitions be damned, Cassimer had to know for certain.
◆◆◆
 
They abandoned the Epona when the slope became too steep and the glass too smooth. Hopewell hummed a happy tune under her breath, and Lucklaw too seemed to have relaxed, turning his head this way and that as if sight-seeing.
Cassimer didn't have that luxury. The silence of the mountains was oppressive; the fulgurite too dark. Wind made the dust ripple and shudder between outcrops and peaks. His suit's sensors recorded a tremor in the ground, and he thought of turning back.
But then they found Abergavenny.
All seven-foot of armour-clad man, prone and encased in a dark green cocoon. With his improved senses, Abergavenny would've noticed Florey's approach. He'd heard the Epona, and with the storm bearing down on him, he'd tried to run.
Cassimer used his rifle to crack open the brittle fulgurite shell.
Abergavenny turned his head. A ragged breath fluttered across the team channel.
"He's alive," Lucklaw all but gasped.
Cassimer shook his head and bent to remove Abergavenny's helmet. The man's eyes were dim and devoid of life; his blood-encrusted lips moving insensibly.
"It's his augments. No brain activity, no heart rate - check your sensors." Cassimer placed his fingers against the dead man's skin. No warmth, no pulse. No life, but for erratically twitching augmented limbs. "Muscle and deep tissue augments, still working away though the body they serve is dead."
From his primer, he called up the code to trigger Abergavenny's kill switch. Twice he had to confirm, and then the command was sent. An electric pulse propagated throughout the man's body via his primer, killing the synthetic just as surely as it would have the organic.
Abergavenny twitched once more, and then never again.
Cassimer collected his digital tag, and Hopewell set a small charge that would reduce both man and suit to slag. No trace could be left behind.
◆◆◆
 
The flight crew engineers had also tried to run. Fulgurite had grown around their bodies, hoisting them high on gnarled branches. There was little point in scanning for vitals; rough glass protruded from their throats and torsos.
"I hate this planet," Hopewell said.
Not as much as it hates us, Cassimer thought, allowing himself a brief lapse from the pure and the rational.
Copenhagen had not run. Lightning hadn't touched her, but at some point she had removed her helmet. A death mask of dust caked her face. Cassimer's HUD reported that her suit's supply of oxygen was depleted. The comms specialist had stayed with her beacon and continued her work until she had choked on dust and icy wind.
The unfinished array was intact behind a shimmering force field. Copenhagen could've extended to force field to herself, but the power cell - blinking faintly - wouldn't have lasted as long as it had.
A toolbox lay nearby, as did a crate of components. The crate, unlike the array, wasn't intact, and judging by Lucklaw's reaction, that wasn't good news.
"Finishing construction isn't going to be easy. We'll need to bring -"
"No," Cassimer said. "We're taking the array back to base. Gather what you can salvage, and let's go."
The array, as it was, consisted of a three-foot pylon protruding from a square and incredibly heavy base. Carrying it would be -
A low rumble caught his attention. He turned, looking up towards the looming peaks, and his HUD flashed red with warnings of tremors. A shiver went through the amassed dust. A small crease grew rapidly into a wave; then many waves. Dust began to break away in huge chunks, rumbling, tumbling, thundering down the mountain. It streamed through crevasses and burst through fulgurite in explosions of dark shards.
Cassimer reached for the array. The force field recognised his primer, and flashes of energy sparked around his gauntlets as the field adjusted to allow him through. The array groaned as he yanked at it, cable tethers fraying and snapping. Then it was loose, all three-hundred kilos of metal and tech, and he tucked it under his arm, the force field fizzling as electric wiring tore.
"Lucklaw, grab the power cell. Let's go."
"Go? Go where?" Lucklaw's voice rose to a high pitch. "We're screwed!"
Two point three kilometres to the vehicle. A minute to get in and get it started. The increasingly loud rumble told him they wouldn't make it, but fear couldn't be allowed to override reason, and reason told him that their only chance was to keep moving.
His sensors flooded his HUD with chaos. Raw data, complex and distorted analyses. This planet was lightning and dust; turmoil and interference, but there had to be a way to make sense of it. There had to be a way to survive.
Then he heard a voice, bright and quick, like a silver flash in the whirling ash.
"Over here! Hurry!"
He turned and saw a hooded figure at the foot of a boulder. The stranger waved at him, beckoning him over. Unexpected, unaccountable; the kind of surprise that could prove more deadly than a landslide.
But mysterious strangers had one thing landslides didn't - a vulnerability to bullets.
◆◆◆
 
Dust and rock gave way to steel and concrete. Behind the clutch of boulders lay a tunnel, bored deep into the mountainside. Rust powdered the floor as aged girders shook. The landslide was on top of them, it and the mountain itself held at bay by century-old construction.
Lichen-mottled walls. Widening cracks in the concrete. An askew sign reminding staff that hard-hats were required beyond this point.
Then a door, beyond which darkness gave way to the glow of a campfire. He was through first, Morrigan at the ready, sweeping its cone of light across the room. Empty. No immediate threats.
A screeching sound came from behind. Lucklaw and Hopewell were in the room with him, and the stranger - overtaken by them in the tunnel - was at the door, struggling to shut it as dust plumed down the tunnel.
Cassimer dropped the array and grabbed the door handle, his gauntlets closing above the stranger's hands, and he pulled the door firmly shut. The booming rumble of the landslide diminished to a hum as a foot of steel closed between it and them.
"Gun," Hopewell warned.
Not just any gun. Cassimer had seen it as he passed the stranger in the tunnel. An Eclipse Compact, unmistakable even at a glance. A relic, long out of production, but the piece was in excellent condition. Obsolete compared to modern weaponry - no chance of its bullets penetrating his armour - but it would fetch a tidy sum on the collectors' market.
The stranger had made no move towards the gun, keeping arms raised and well away. Petite, and even the many layers of ragged sweaters couldn't hide the obviously female shape. A filter mask covered most of her face, a deep hood the rest.
He levelled his own gun at the woman and stepped back a few paces.
"Weapon on the ground."
With trembling fingers, she undid the straps on her thigh holster.
"Kick it to the side."
The gun clattered across the concrete floor, each scrape and cut devaluing it as a collectors' item. When it came to a stop, Lucklaw collected it.
Hopewell, secure the area.
Hopewell quietly acknowledged the texted command before slipping into the shadows.
"On your knees. Hands behind your head."
The woman obeyed, though kneeling seemed to cause her pain.
"Sensors reporting no hidden weapons or explosives. No primer either." Lucklaw scoffed. "Just another dirty local. There is something, though. Not sure what. Reads like a crude augment"
The augment black market was a good source of income for the unscrupulous, and fairly risk-free. The Primaterre cracked down hard on the unauthorised sale of their intellectual property, but if back-alley wireheads whipped up their own augments, nobody much cared - with the exception that Primaterre hospitals didn't treat injuries caused by unofficial augments. While the back-alley techs took little risk, their customers gambled with their lives.
He hadn't expected Cato to have much of a black market, however. An augment and a gun as expensive as it was old-fashioned? This woman was no local.
"Remove your mask."
She took great care in removing it. The mask, though little more than junk, mattered more to her than the gun.
She pushed her hood back. Cassimer's lights reflected off hair so deeply copper it glowed. At her collarbone, the waves ended, curling gently inwards. On a planet where everything was cold ash and jagged glass, she was warm light and soft curves.
"Identify yourself," he said and realised he'd lowered his gun. She looked harmless enough. Pale and dust-streaked; tired and malnourished, maybe even sickly. No different from the settlers at the farm, but for the way she looked at him. Fear, yes, she trembled with it, but he saw no suspicion in her eyes, none of the hostility or scepticism that he was used to.
But that was no excuse. He should keep his gun on her; his every ounce of training and experience told him as much. He should keep his gun on her; he wanted to. But she had honey brown eyes that made a man want to smile, and his gun remained at his side.
She smiled - out of nervousness, he was sure, but some fool part of him wanted to believe otherwise.
"I'm Joy," she said. "Joy Somerset."
Joy. He wanted to laugh at the absurdity. It seemed the kind of dream a man might have as he lay dying underneath a landslide. A final vision of things he'd never known he'd wanted and now would never have, as his brain activity sputters and flat-lines.
But Cassimer was not dying, and she was very much real - which made her highly questionable. Perhaps the corruption had come for him, secreted inside a vessel specifically chosen to appeal to him. The demons had seen into his soul once before. It wasn't inconceivable that they knew things even he didn't, such as how honey brown eyes and copper hair was a combination that made him -
That made him weak. He tightened his grip around the Morrigan and took a deep breath. No, not a demon; the corruption was not so devious. More likely she was RebEarth, or a thief, tasked to keep him and his team in the bunker with sweet glances and innocence, while the rest of her crew dismantled the Epona.
"Though I suppose that doesn't mean much to you. I'm nobody special. I'm -"
"A scavenger." Hopewell stepped from the shadows and threw a backpack into the circle of campfire light. It was a ratty old canvas bag, bulging with scrap. Spools of wire, basic tools, clipped metal; things that only held value to people eking out an existence at the very fringes of galactic civilisation. "Come to loot our dead, did you? Bloody vulture. No sense of honour."
"What? No, I didn't know..." Her gaze darted between the three soldiers. "I'm sorry for your loss. I didn't know."
Cassimer ignored her for the moment. "Anything to report?"
"Area's clear, Commander. Not much more to it. Part of a larger mining complex, I think, but the tunnels are all collapsed."
"Any other exits?"
"There's a hatch in the floor at the back, underneath a crate," Joy said. "It's how I got in."
"Where does it lead?"
"The sewers. Disgusting, I know, but underground is the only way to travel on this planet. The plains are riddled with old culverts and train tunnels. The locals use them for shelter and safe travel." She paused, pursing her lips. "I shouldn't oversell it - when I say safe, I mean slightly less likely to kill you than the surface."
The locals. That confirmed his suspicions. Nothing about this woman said native to Cato. There was a lightness about her, an air of optimism that couldn't possibly have been born out on the grey plains. Her entire demeanour was trusting, as though she didn't for a moment believe that Cassimer and his team would harm her.
Naive. Unusual. Pleasant.
"So that's how they do it. Commander, next time we see that impure bastard of a farmer, requesting permission to put a bullet in his ugly face."
"Stand down, Hopewell." The lieutenant's pacing irritated, her outburst even more so. It was true that if the farmer had told them about the tunnels, Copenhagen and the others would still be alive. It was also true that Cassimer could've made the farmer talk. Breaking him - or killing him and breaking whoever was next in line - would've been simple.
It was Cassimer's mistake, and not one he'd make again.
"Natham? He's the one who told me about you," Joy said. Her willingness to talk was a relief. "I stopped by his farm for supplies, and the whole place was abuzz with talk about soldiers."
"What were they saying?"
She bit her lip. "No offense, but nothing nice. Said you were a bunch of jackbooted, uh, well - I probably shouldn't repeat it. Said you raided their supplies, which is obviously ridiculous because if they had anything worth taking, actual raiding crews would've helped themselves a long time ago. Besides..." She arched an eyebrow as she looked Cassimer up and down. He got the strange sense that she saw right through his armour and, stranger yet, he didn't mind. "With that sort of equipment, you're about a century ahead of Cato."
"Anything else?" Bellyaching and gossip were irrelevant. What mattered was to whom the farmers might be talking.
"Two of their people went missing. Natham said you killed them, but come on, it's storm season. More like they were drunk on that awful greet-shine and got caught by the dust. I should say, though, the villagers were pretty upset. Talked about going after you to see justice done, only, they don't know where you're based. One of them said he'd seen a ship hovering over this plateau."
"Which is why you're here. Even though all you've heard is that we are murdering thieves." Hopewell's voice dripped with scepticism.
"Yes." She laughed, a quivering teary laughter. "Sounds mad, doesn't it? Maybe it is. Maybe I am. Can I move my hands? I want to show you something."
He nodded and she rolled back the many sleeves on one arm. The innermost layer of clothing was a white polymer weave quite unlike the other ragged fabrics. A curious metal bracelet cinched around her wrist. Like her gun, perhaps it was a relic of Cato's former civilisation. On her pale and delicate wrist, groups of Roman numerals were scrawled in smudged ink.
"Six months, two weeks, three days." Her hand trembled. "That's how long I've been stranded on this world. Dust in my mouth, my eyes, my clothes and my hair. Dust in my lungs and even in my dreams, if you can call them that." She shuddered. "And that's not even mentioning the spiders."
"Stranded - how?"
"Our ship crashed."
"Our?"
"There are two other survivors, but they're back at Nexus. Have to stay there, in case a ship shows up. A trader, a visitor - anyone willing to take us off-world. But it's been so long, and when I heard about you, I... I had to find you. Please, I could really use your help."
"Do we look like charity workers to you?" Hopewell scoffed.
"Of course not. But that looks like a long-range communications array." She nodded towards the machine. "Could I please use it to send for rescue?"
◆◆◆
 
No, he'd told her in no uncertain terms. Disregarding the fact that the array was non-operational (a fact that outsiders should be kept in the dark about), it was Primaterre property, its use strictly limited to authorised Bastion personnel.
You could send the message for me, she'd pleaded and he'd wanted to give in, if only to see her smile again. But sending a message on the behalf of a civilian while on a clandestine operation? Protocol forbade it as much as common sense did. If he used a secure military channel to arrange for transportation for a couple of non-citizens, Bastion would think he'd lost his mind - and they'd be right.
He'd said no again, and Hopewell had driven home the message with a sharp shove. Now Joy sat quietly by the fire, picking through the contents of her rucksack, and Cassimer stood at the array, finding it hard to listen to Lucklaw's assessment of its condition while she glowed at the edge of his vision.
"Any luck contacting base, Lucklaw?"
"Negative, Commander, but I do have good news. I linked my suit to Epona's systems previously, and I just managed to re-establish a connection. Patching into its cameras now."
Three cameras showed static, another four nothing but dust. On the eighth, there was a thin slice of dreary sky.
"She is operational and available for remote control," said Lucklaw, more than a little triumphantly.
"Good thinking, Corporal. Final word on the array? Keep it brief."
"The YAG crystal's completely shot, but that shouldn't be a problem, there's plenty of equipment back at base that can be repurposed to fit. Anything with a guidance system - even your rifle should have the required components. But, uh, I'll check the other equipment first. Obviously."
"So you can fix it?"
"Yes and no."
Cassimer had known Copenhagen's presence would be missed, but not quite how keenly nor how soon. She might've had a pink mermaid on her helmet, but at least she knew how to keep it brief.
"Some of the tools are salvageable, most of the components - spare and otherwise - aren't. Lightning and sensitive electronic equipment don't play well together. We need a replacement beam expander at the very least. But repairing it isn't really the problem. Finishing it is. The basic problem is this: to ensure secure comms, the array is fitted with an interferometer. Attempt to hijack the signal, and the interferometer shuts the whole thing down. Now, that's usually a good thing, but unfortunately, the interferometer interprets Cato's electrically charged atmosphere as hostile interception."
"So it shuts down, rendering comms impossible. What about removing the interferometer?"
"Thing is, we're not supposed to. For security reasons, its presence is hard-coded into the array's on-board computer system."
"So hack the system."
"I can't." Defensively, Lucklaw added: "Neither could Copenhagen. Her idea was to build a dummy interferometer and trick the computer. But to do that, I need a lot of things we no longer have."
He rattled off a list, thankfully mostly consisting of basics that even an unsupported colony like Cato should have available. In Nexus, or perhaps in the long-buried ruins of Stairhaven, if scavengers hadn't picked them clean. But the team was much reduced, especially considering that Lucklaw and his technical know-how had suddenly become mission critical. A fool's errand across lightning-streaked wastes, or into the decaying bowels of Cato, was not a risk Cassimer wanted to take.
Not while there were others who had good reason to take the risk for them.




9. Joy

Six months, two weeks, and three days ago, the only risk Joy had ever taken was signing up to go on the Ever Onward. Her every other choice had been made with security and normalcy in mind. Her apartment had once belonged to her parents and was the only home she'd ever known. Her education had been selected with a safe, indoors career in mind. Her social life had been nice and quiet.
A nice and quiet life - and then a hundred and nineteen years had gone by in the blink of an eye, and there hadn't been a day since that wasn't terrifying.
And all the while the counter on her med-bracelet kept ticking down. So was it any wonder that she had trekked through sewers to find the soldiers who had everyone so scared? Was it any wonder that when their commander had offered her a deal, she'd leapt at it?
Now she was back in the sewers, but she wasn't alone, and that was absolutely wonderful - though the soldiers' suit lights cast the surroundings in starker light than she might have liked. Darkness had its own share of terror, but not knowing exactly what it was she was stepping in made travelling through sewers significantly more bearable.
Thick-flowing sludge squelched underneath her worn boots, and stalagmites rubbed slime on her legs. There were spider corpses too, and worse, the empty husks left behind when the spiders moulted. Exuviae was the scientific name, and that didn't sound nearly as bad as husk (also known as: "you think that looks big? wait 'til you see what crawled out of it"). Stalagmite was much more palatable than "ancient pile of crap", and necrosis sounded far less scary than...
...no, actually, she couldn't think of any word worse than necrosis. Maybe one would come to her the day her med-bracelet ran out of doses, but for now, necrosis was the Awful Word of the Day.
If only she hadn't been so stupid. Sleeping on the dust was a bad idea, she'd learnt that her very first night on Cato. The spiders tunnelled underneath the fine soil, and body-heat was like a beacon to them, or maybe more like a "We're Open!" sign at a restaurant.
The spiders weren't venomous, as it turned out, but their bites stung and festered. Poor Duncan had been the one to discover the spider bites' tendency to turn necrotic. The bite on Joy's calf throbbed extra painfully when she remembered what Duncan's hand had looked like; how black tissue had eaten into healthy pink like fungus.
And still you were dumb enough to sleep on the ground. Come on, Joy, you need to stay sharp.
It wasn't really Finn who derided her; she hadn't gone quite that mad yet, but it was better to pretend Finn was calling her stupid than to have to face the crushing reality that even she thought she was an idiot.
Besides, it was for Finn's sake it had happened. As soon as she'd heard about the soldiers, she'd rushed to find them. When she'd finally had to stop to rest - about halfway to the mountains - she'd been too tired to take precautions and had woken up in the middle of the night when a spider crawled up the inside of her suit leg and bit down hard.
It would be worth it, though, she'd make sure of that. She'd get the items the soldiers wanted, they'd let her use their beacon, and then they'd all be saved. Happy ending all around!
If the soldiers could be trusted, that was.
Behind her, they were towering shadow. Each soldier a giant, inhuman in their grey-plated armour. Like titans of ancient legend, those divine descendants of sky and earth that were not quite gods and not quite men. But were they cruel Cronus or shining Phoebe? Too soon to tell. Not that it mattered; trust was her only option.
"Not far now," she said to break the suffocating silence. The soldiers hadn't said a word since they'd entered the sewers, though she suspected they were in communications with each other. It was an intuitive itch at the back of her neck, a feeling of being deliberately excluded from conversation. She'd experienced the phenomenon enough in high school to recognise it. At least the soldiers were unlikely to be gossiping about Joy's taste in fashion or giggling about her haircut.
No, they're more likely discussing what ditch to dump you in after they put a bullet in your head.
The (extremely unhelpful) thought flashed past, quick and bright like lightning, and her heart fluttered with panic.
"Tell me about Nexus. Is it underground?"
He spoke so unexpectedly that her fluttering heart all but stopped. His voice was low and dark, with hints of an accent she couldn't place, all rolling r's and sing-songy syllables. He was their leader... no, their commander. Now that was a good word. Commander sounded strong, reliable, trustworthy. A commander was almost definitely the sort of person to whom she could entrust her life and Finn's. 
"Part of it is. The good part of town..." She hesitated, reluctant to exaggerate. If there was to be trust between her and these armed-to-the-teeth titans, veracity was important. "Well, there is no good part of town. There's a reason I'm out here and not in Nexus, after all."
"Keep to the facts. Population size? Layout?"
She could practically hear alarm bells ringing. That sort of information sounded like what one might want to know before invading a place. Not that she owed any allegiance to Nexus, but Duncan and Voirrey were still there.
"I'd put the population at about a thousand. Can't say for sure, with so many living underground. I've heard there are some who never come to the surface; who were born in the undercity and have never seen the sun. Not that they're missing much." She laughed; nervous, but happy for a chance to laugh again. "Nexus sits in the ruins of a spaceport, underneath a force field dome that's old, glitchy and completely unreliable, but I don't think anybody knows how to fix it. Last time it went down, I saw the maintenance crew kicking the generator until it coughed back online."
"Any ships in the spaceport?"
"Only derelicts. I'm told there are occasional visitors, but I've not seen anybody in all the time I've been here. Combine that with the fact that Nexus has no off-world communications, and it's no wonder people go stir-crazy on this planet."
The commander asked no follow-up questions, which was a little annoying. Since the wrong kind of people finding out about the Ever Onward could endanger its sleepers, Voirrey, Duncan and Joy had agreed to keep the truth of their situation secret. Together, they'd come up with a solid cover story, rehearsed to perfection before they entered Nexus - where it turned out absolutely nobody gave a damn. Not one person had shown interest in anything other than how they could use the new arrivals to their own benefit. In that regard, the soldiers weren't so different.
It'd be nice to be pressed for personal detail. Where are you from? Where were you going? What do you do for a living? What's your favourite colour? Bloody anything! The weather, the dust, the spiders - none of these things were so bad as the loneliness.
The sewer opened up into a chamber where tributaries of stagnant sewage merged into a wide channel. Any liquid had long since evaporated, leaving a thick layer of hardened waste. Numerous footprints dusted the dark green midden. Apparently, some of Cato's inhabitants were happy to take any shortcut.
The rusted rungs of a ladder were bolted into the far wall. A white chalk circle on crumbling brickwork marked it as an exit.
"That'll take you to the surface."
"The Poney's signal is strong, about two klicks east. Guess she was right about the sewers leading to the factory ruins." It was the female soldier who spoke. In spite of their suits of armour and darkly opaque visors, the soldiers weren't entirely indistinguishable.
They all carried assault rifles and side-arms, as well as bags and belts laden with gear, but the woman also carried a missile launcher strapped to her back. Joy couldn't imagine carrying all that weight, but the soldier didn't seem to even notice.
The male soldier wasn't as heavily armed, but equally encumbered with technical-looking gear and a large toolbox. He'd never addressed her directly, though he had called her a dirty local.
The commander's armour was bulkier, and he was about a head taller than the other two, armed with a matte black handgun and a rifle that looked capable of putting a hole in a tank. He seemed nice, but it was an opinion based entirely on the fact that, unlike the others, he didn't constantly keep his gun trained on her.
Maybe that's what passes for nice here in the future, she thought, and just about wanted to cry at how plausible that sounded.
The logo emblazoned on the soldiers' cuirasses was a white cross set inside in a stylized sun. Simple, but very corporate-looking, as though it had been through countless advertising consultants and graphic designers before being deemed worthy of display. Stark and memorable; a dependable brand that spoke of order and professionalism. Not a logo for mercenaries or pirates, but for soldiers, who surely had no reason to hurt her or go back on their word.
Dust filtered down from above as the female soldier pushed open the manhole cover. She climbed out, and then, blocking out the sun, leaned back in to give the men two thumbs up.
The commander turned his attention to Joy and, to her surprise, returned her gun.
"Do you know where the copper dome is?"
"Where the city used to be? I've seen it from a distance. I know there are tunnels leading out that way. Used to be a good place for scrap metal, apparently."
"When you have what we need, take the items there. The tunnels will be sealed, so exit three kilometres out and stay put. We will see you. Come alone. If you tell anyone of our location, the deal is off."
And we will hunt you down and kill you. He didn't say that, but his tone implied it well enough.
"Wait, before you go..." Without thinking, Joy touched the commander's arm. Her fingertips brushed his peculiarly warm vambrace, and she pulled back, half-expecting him to shoot her on the spot.
He didn't. He just stopped and turned to look at her, and in the shiny blackness of his visor, she saw her own reflection. So pale, so sad; her hair a mess and her cheeks smudged with dirt. No wonder he'd not responded violently.
For the first time in months, she felt embarrassed, and it was fantastic. Embarrassment was not having enough change on the bus, or slipping on newly cleaned floors. A normal feeling; a lovely, mundane, human feeling.
Glad you like it, because you're in for another big, juicy dose!
True enough. She didn't actually have anything to say to the commander, had spoken up almost reflexively to keep him there just a little longer. One more minute of human interaction before it was just her in a sewer full of spiders again.
Well? Don't keep him hanging. Don't annoy your best chance of getting off this rock.
"What do I call you?" Her cheeks burned, though honestly, he was the one who should be embarrassed. She'd introduced herself, but the soldiers hadn't bothered to reciprocate. That was pretty rude by anyone's standards, and while she had missed out on over a hundred years of human development, surely basic manners hadn't gone the way of the panda.
"Cassimer."
Then he was gone, and it was just her and the spiders.
◆◆◆
 
Three hours of backtracking through the muck and grime. Three hours of her spider bite throbbing with every step and the word 'necrotic' dancing merrily through her mind. Three hours, and finally she reached a source of water.
Not in sewers anymore, but old subway maintenance tunnels. Less slimy, but significantly more spidery, and she had to clear layers of webs from the wall to access the water tap. A chalk checkmark had been drawn on the bricks behind it - Cato underground jargon for 'potable', although Joy had some serious doubts about the local definition of the word.
She turned the tap and it spat ruddy water onto the floor. The urge to drink straight from the tap was overwhelming, but that was the sort of short-sighted thinking that had landed her with a spider bite. Joy forced herself to resist, reminding herself of all the horrible things the water might contain.
Salmonella. Leptospira. Metazoan parasites. A nice dose of any of those, and the spider bite - necrotic or otherwise - would seem like nothing.
The filters in her canteens wouldn't truly purify the water, but provided some peace of mind. Doctor Voirrey had made them after a lecture on the dangers of drinking dirty water; as if Joy was a child and not a scientist in her own right.
Thunder roared in the distance, and the canteens threatened to fall over as the ground shook. The twice-daily train was on its way into the underground station at Natham's farm, and the temptation to run for it was strong. But the station was at least an hour away by foot; even if the farmers had much trading to do, even if the train broke down - not an unusual occurrence - she'd never catch it. Better to go slow, go safe.
Canteens filled and thirst quenched, she swung her backpack over her shoulder and began the long walk. For lack of writing material, she'd scrawled the list of items the soldiers wanted her to procure on her wrist. The ink had already begun to smudge. She got the pen out of her jacket pocket and filled in the lines, over and over, until they were pure black and her skin sore.
Memorising the list would be better, but she didn't know what half of the things were. She hadn't told the soldiers that, had simply nodded and smiled, because what choice did she have? There was no telling what was advanced tech and what was basic future stuff, and if she went "huh?" at the wrong thing - well, at best, she'd look a right idiot. No matter how good her memory was, if it was all she had to rely on, chances were pretty good that instead of a "monolithic microwave integrated circuit", she'd end up bringing the soldiers a microwavable meal.
It was best to keep the list in writing until Voirrey and Duncan could take a look. Between the two of them, they'd know what the stuff was, and more importantly, where to get it.
She sighed, already hearing their condescending voices. Why oh why did nobody on this planet need help with their plants? If only the soldiers had asked for a nice bouquet of irises or the best way to cross-pollinate plums!
◆◆◆
 
Joy reached the train station under Natham's farm just after nightfall, presumably. It was hard to keep track of time underground, but she felt very strongly that it was important to try. Being able to say oh, it's quarter past three was just another way of saying civilisation, after all.
The platform was empty, which was good. Although her shoulder ached where the female soldier had shoved her, the company of the soldiers had been preferable to that of most Cato natives. Natham wasn't too bad, although he did like his drink and after a few cups he was all hands. Soil-stained, chewed-nail, groping hands.
Still, he was mostly harmless. Nothing like the predators of Nexus or the razor-wielding shadows of the undercity. And certainly nothing like the drifters. They claimed no home, but roamed the underground as nomads, scavenging to survive, all the while growing more feral. Her own eventual fate, she supposed, if she never escaped Cato.
She switched off her flashlight and lay down on a bench, using her backpack as a pillow. From the dark of the train tunnel came a metallic tapping sound.
Drifters. I thought about drifters and now they're coming.
She closed her eyes tight and drew her knees up to her chest. There were no drifters. She was alone. It was just the background noise of a dying planet.
The fear constricted her throat until every breath became a chore. She tried to fight it, unwilling to use one of the few doses remaining in her med-bracelet.
Relax. Don't think about breathing, let your body do the work.
"If only you were really here," she whispered to her imaginary brother. "If only we were both anywhere but here."
◆◆◆
 
It was hard to get used to falling asleep in darkness and waking to the same darkness. In her apartment on Mars, the digital filter on her windows had greeted her every morning with a sunny blue sky and the waving fronds of the palm trees on her neighbour's balcony. It was nice to have the soft light of the morning sun even when the weather report told her it was raining, or warned of dust storms. Discreet speakers in each corner of her apartment had played birdsong - which made Finn roll his eyes - while she lazily scrolled through the news over breakfast.
Back on Mars, that was how Joy had liked her mornings. This Joy, who woke up hoping the distant scratching was just giant spiders, couldn't help but secretly hate her old self.
"Trilling blackbirds and soy milk on granola," she muttered as she reached for her flashlight. The light flickered weakly. The battery was running low, had been for a while, but she couldn't afford to change it until it was completely depleted. "You didn't know how good you had it."
Though life on Mars hadn't been all roses and rainbows. She seemed to remember worrying over piles of bills and fretting about her future.
At least that question had been resolved once and for all. The future was horrible.
From the bottom of her backpack, she pulled out one of three small packages carefully wrapped in canvas. A quick tug at the knot, and the package unfurled to reveal the dead spider within. Its eight legs were tightly wrapped inwards, hugging its fat belly.
She cut off the legs and made a deep incision in the spider's abdomen. Dark brown suet welled from the cut. Raw, the spiders' innards were more akin to yellow pus. This one had been cooked, which did little to improve the flavour, but made the texture easier to stomach. The trick was to swallow as quickly as possible, to pretend that it was just granola and soy milk being eaten in a rush because she was late for work, and to resist the urge to throw up if a bristling hair or two tickled her tongue.
She forced it down as fast as she could. Nausea made her sweat and she clasped her hands over her mouth. The spider carcass fell from her lap and onto the floor and its legs waved up at her and...
...she got on her knees, pressed her forehead against the cool metal of the bench and fought the reflex to vomit. The sensation was so overwhelming it hurt, and when it finally died down, she had tears in her eyes.
Quickly, she wiped them away. She had six months worth of crying bottled up and if she let it out now, she wasn't sure she'd be able to stop.
"Look who it is." A woman's voice echoed between the station walls. "Little Red. We like Little Red, don't we?"
Joy stood, clutching her backpack close to her chest. Her other hand fumbled for the butt of her gun; not to draw it, but to reassure herself it was within reach. Because Rivka, no matter what she said, most certainly did not like 'Little Red'.
Rivka stood, flanked by two men, at the bottom of the station stairs. Their lanterns burned with warm firelight. The men were farmers, judging by their dusty coveralls, but Rivka made her living by other means. While the farm might belong to Natham, Rivka was its unchallenged queen.
"Scavenging life proving too hard on you?" Rivka, hands on her hips, sneered. Her black hair was braided in loops, and her eyelids were dark with dust, serving as eye shadow. "Good. It's about time you turned tail and ran back to Nexus. Don't need your kind out here."
"My kind?"
"Spider-fodder." Rivka smiled, and the two farmhands laughed.
"Nice. Just leave me alone, Rivka. I'm not in the mood."
"Not in the mood for what? We're all here waiting for the train, aren't we? And what's better than a little conversation to pass the time?" Rivka sat on the bench and kicked the remnants of the spider carcass into a dusty corner. It didn't seem to disgust her, but chances were Rivka had put far worse things in her mouth. "Come, sit. Don't be rude."
"I'll stand, thanks." Joy hesitated. Rivka wasn't wrong; a little human interaction would make the tunnel seem less of a tomb. But she was no fool, not anymore. Even her scant conversation with the faceless soldiers had been more human than anything Rivka could offer. Cato's inhabitants were as unpredictable and dangerous as its weather.
But if spider guts could substitute for granola, then perhaps razor-sharp Rivka could substitute for good company.
"You heading to Nexus?"
Rivka made a face. "Where the weak and the soft huddle below a force field and pretend to be civilised? No, no. The city is for those who have to be told, over and over, or else they forget. Out here, we remember. Out here, we have the wind and the plains, and the crackle of lightning on our skin."
"That's very poetic of you," Joy said, though the Nexus Rivka described had little in common with the one she knew and loathed.
"It's fact. We sprung like glass forests from this dust, and in this dust we belong." Rivka bent to pick up a discarded spider leg. Without so much as dusting it off, she stuck it in her mouth and began to chew. "Hmm. Not bad. Would've been better if you hadn't ruined it with heat. But come, sit. I'd like to smell you."
"What? No."
"I'd like you to sit." Rivka's voice rose to a command and the two farmhands approached.
Joy's hand closed around her gun, but Finn had told her never to aim a gun at someone unless she was ready to pull the trigger, and though the farmhands frightened her, she wasn't ready, not even close, because shooting a person was nothing like shooting a spider.
Before the farmhands could grab her, Joy sat.
"Much better." Rivka's hand crept around Joy's back to land on her shoulder. There was nothing friendly about her bony grip. "You still have that new smell. An off-worlder, fresh out of the box. Not for long, though. Cato will run in your veins soon enough."
Joy said nothing. She knew from experience that it was best to simply go along with Rivka - to a certain point anyway. The woman was every bit a predator, but she quickly bored of prey that didn't fight back.
"Speaking of off-worlders, you didn't happen to run into the Primaterre thugs, did you?"
"Nothing down here but me and the spiders."
"Good. Bad enough that they walk the surface like they own the place. The thought of them crawling around the tunnels is enough to make me sick. Don't be fooled by their shiny armour - on the inside, they are rotted. Nothing in their heads but fear and death." Rivka's grip tightened. "Impure, they call us, but they're the ones who spread corruption from world to world."
"You make them sound like some sort of death cult," Joy said. "I thought the Primaterre was just a federation of planets." That much she had gathered in Nexus. People didn't talk much about the Primaterre, and when they did, it was always with scorn. Apparently, there was Primaterre space (called "the Protectorate") and then there was the rest of the universe. Cato was very much outside of the Protectorate, and its natives seemed very keen on keeping it that way.
"Death cult?" Rivka laughed. "Yes, why not. All they deem impure they destroy. People. Planets. A death cult, yes, killing and burning in the name of purity."
"What makes something impure?"
"Well, that's the question, isn't it? I don't know. Perhaps they do, or perhaps they make it up as they go along. Perhaps one day they'll wake up and decide that red hair is impure, and then, Joy, you'll find out how deep their sickness runs. Cut you open from head to toe and drain your blood, they would."
Nonsense. Paranoid nonsense; the mad ramblings of inbred settlers. The soldiers possessed advanced technology. They wore a corporate logo on their armour. They might've been brusque, but they were civilised, and civilised people didn't go around killing each other for no good reason.
Each other, no - but you're not one of them, Joy. In their eyes, you're no different than Rivka.
She remembered the commander's black handgun; imagined its muzzle pressed to her head. Would she bring them their items only for them to kill her? It was easy to believe that of the titans in whose blank visors she'd seen nothing but her own reflection.
But he'd told her his name.
He told you a name.
No. Imaginary Finn might have reservations, but Joy was sure the commander hadn't lied. In the beat of silence before he'd replied, she'd sensed sincerity, perhaps even compassion.
Cassimer hadn't lied to her, and though Joy had never killed anything with less than eight legs, she felt certain it had to be harder to pull the trigger on someone who was no longer a stranger.
"You're shivering, Joy. Did I frighten you?" Rivka laughed softly. "No need to worry about the Primaterre. Cato is not for them. They'll soon learn that."
"What do you mean?"
Rivka pressed a finger to her lips and smiled.
"Whatever," Joy said. "It's got nothing to do with me."
It didn't. It shouldn't, but here she was, in the middle of a conflict she didn't even understand.
Something clattered to the floor, and she turned with a start. The two farmhands were rummaging through her backpack. A handful of batteries had fallen out, rolling towards the train tracks.
She stood, grabbing the straps of her backpack. One of the farmhands held it fast and wouldn't let go.
"If you want my stuff, you have to trade for it."
"But this is a trade, dear Joy. Didn't you know? Your things for your life. The fairest of trades." Rivka smiled blithely.
The farmhand was a tall and stringy man, whose calloused hands closed like hooks around Joy's bag. He yanked at it, and she stumbled forwards.
The other man shuffled around to flank her. The steely twang of a switch-knife made her throat close up. She wanted to surrender, to let them have what they wanted so that she could crawl away and hide. But nobody got on the train without paying their fare, and if she was to save Finn, every second counted.
"Get back!" She swept her gun in an arc between the two farmhands. The ground rumbled and her ears roared with rushing blood. The farmhand shoved the bag forwards with staggering force. A spider leg crunched underneath her boot, her ankle twisted, and she fell hard on the floor.
Dazed, she pointed the gun towards the bench. "Call them off, Rivka. I need to get on that train."
Rivka laughed, and Joy knew that she would have to shoot, but her hand trembled and turned slick with sweat around the grip of the gun.
Then thunder rolled into the station and drowned out all other noise.
No violence on the platform. That was the first thing she'd been told at the station in Nexus. A vulture-necked janitor-slash-security guard had yelled it first, as she'd carefully crossed the newly-swept floor. Next, an old beggar woman had tugged at her jacket and whispered through rotting teeth: No fightin' in the station, or the Driver'll get you. Joy had heard the warning plenty since. Who the Driver was and what made him so fearsome, she neither knew nor wanted to find out - and neither did the farmhands. As the train pulled into the station, they withdrew into the shadows.
The train doors opened to let out a handful of dishevelled passengers. Eager eyes and sticky fingers turned towards the scattered batteries, but Joy was faster. Any other day she'd have been afraid to fight, but not today. Not when she could finally afford herself to hope.
The conductor watched her impassively. At his feet sat a ratty old cardboard box, into which Joy dropped a fistful of bullets. Their value was greater than what it had cost her to get to the farm in the first place, but the conductor shook his head and beckoned for more.
Bloody typical for public transport. Back on Mars, her train pass had eaten up a bigger chunk of her paycheck every month. KirkRail had claimed the price hikes were necessary to "provide our customers with the level of service they deserve" and yet the train delays only got worse. At least on Cato, they were honest about their highway robbery.
She opened her palm and let the batteries clatter into the box, and the conductor let her pass.
The passenger car was worm-eaten with corrosion. Brittle lichen drizzled in through fist-sized holes in the ceiling, and Joy had to step carefully around even bigger holes in the floor. In the windows, cloudy water sloshed between the panes. The seats were stained to such a degree that she couldn't even hazard a guess as to their original colour, but she hadn't the energy to search for the least horrible one. Instead, she slumped into the nearest seat, wincing as her spider bite lit up with pain.
At least on Cato, nobody cared if she put her feet up on the seat.
On the platform, Rivka had begun to ply her trade and had caught the interest of three potential customers. She took one by the hand to lead into the ticket office, but not before turning towards Joy and blowing her a kiss.
Next time, Rivka mouthed.
Joy closed her eyes and pretended she was anywhere else.




10. Joy

Like Kirkclair Spaceport, Nexus had a dome, but its glass was long gone. All that remained was a skeleton of rusted beams, distorted against the shimmering backdrop of the force field. If there were stars to see, they were obscured by tarpaulins and wind-whisked dust.
Still, for the first time, Joy was happy to be back in Nexus.
The spaceport was a nail driven into the surface of Cato. Landing pads surrounded the passenger boarding area, control towers reaching high enough to catch sparks from the force field above. Anything that hadn't decayed or been dismantled by scavengers, had been repurposed. Derelict ships served as housing, smaller shuttles stacked on top of one another to create dangerous-looking tenements. But the real Nexus lay underground, in the tapering subterranean part of the spaceport that had once housed hotels, restaurants and shops, all connected to a sprawling network of subway tunnels. It had been nice once, judging by the signs still plastering the walls of the spaceport. It wasn't anymore.
There were many ways to access the undercity. A nearby stairway leading to a business hotel was one, and Joy hurried by as quick as she could. If she went down there - or was pulled down there - she might never come back up again. The largest of the entrances was the pit at the centre of the spaceport - a shaft a hundred storeys deep cut through the structure itself. Fires burned there at night, but Joy knew better than to go near it no matter the time of day.
She pulled her hood down and hurried across an open square soft with lichen. Out on the plains, the lichen grew brittle and pale, but in Nexus it thrived, coating walls and floors a lush red. Colourful tiles of mosaic glimpsed through the growth here and there like vivid motes of a pleasant past.
Joy tried not to see the reminders anymore. The ticket machine that still printed tickets to faraway destinations. The two tickets to Mars that she'd kept in her jacket pocket until a mugger had taken both jacket and tickets at knife-point. The digital billboard, displaying travel adverts on fading diodes. Once-mundane things that now seemed like rare treasures.
For a time that's what she'd needed, but now they just reminded her that when she had said goodbye to Finn, this spaceport had been beautiful.
She didn't want to think about that. Didn't want to wonder about Mars. Didn't want to wonder if her old workplace was buried under dust like the buildings on Cato, or if her apartment was a mouldering ruin like Nexus. Her old life was gone, but the thought that it had gone without a trace, was too much to bear.
The way to Voirrey's clinic led through a maze of shacks and hovels. Many lay deserted, as though Cato's population had dwindled sharply and unexpectedly. The silence, nearly as thick as the lichen, was disturbed only by groaning metal and distant voices, barely more than whispers.
However, that didn't make the alleys safe. She slunk past shuttered shops and lichen-draped huts, resisting the urge to look down dark passageways because, in Nexus, so much as glancing at the wrong person could prove a fatal mistake.
These were the sorts of details the soldiers might have been interested in, she realised. The railway station, and where it entered the concourse; how the shacks were arranged in a rough spiral centred around the pit, overlooked by the mayor's estate - even the fact that there was a mayor. Now that she was in Nexus, it seemed obvious which details were pertinent, but like an idiot, she'd basically given the soldiers a tourist guide rundown of the place.
"There's no good part of town". As if the soldiers would be bothered. She might have to slink down alleys with her heart in her throat, expecting a shiv in her back at any moment, but she was a botanist, not built for this sort of thing at all.
Not like the soldiers. Must be nice to be a titan; nice to be encased in armour. She tried to picture herself as one of them, but her backpack weighed heavily on her shoulders and her breath wheezed, and the whole notion seemed ridiculous.
But what if they were here with her? She imagined Cassimer's seven-foot armoured frame ploughing a way through the squalor and misery, and knew that if he were there, he'd be the only thing she'd have to fear.
◆◆◆
 
"You're behaving like a child," said Voirrey.
Joy lay on the stainless steel table which served as the doctor's examination-cum-operation table and was possibly the only spotless surface on Cato.
Somewhere behind her, instruments rattled on a tray as Voirrey set down a scalpel. Hot liquid ran down Joy's leg where Voirrey had made an incision into the spider bite. The pain was -
- the pain was absolutely unbearable and Joy didn't care if she was whimpering like a child.
"You're making it very hard to concentrate. Bear in mind that a positive attitude will help you heal faster."
"Anaesthetics would help my positivity."
"And if we were on a civilised planet, I'd give you some. But here we cannot afford to waste luxuries on the trivial, so please, try to endure in silence." Brisk hands wiped Joy's calf.
"Maybe we'll be back to civilisation soon."
"Ah yes. This 'super secret' plan of yours." Though Joy couldn't see Voirrey's face, she was sure the doctor was rolling her eyes. "I can't wait to hear what is so important I had to send Sumner down into the undercity to find Duncan."
"Sumner's been gone awhile," Joy said. Voirrey's assistant - usurped from his throne as Nexus's most qualified physician - had not looked happy when he left.
"If he isn't back soon, I fear you may owe me a new assistant."
"What's Duncan doing in the undercity anyway?"
"I have no idea. Perhaps he is working on a 'super secret' plan of his own." Voirrey began to wrap a bandage around Joy's calf, a little tighter than strictly necessary.
Voirrey had immediately found a place in Nexus's community. A doctor was always welcome and always in demand. Judging by the dark rings underneath Voirrey's eyes, and the generally frazzled look about her appearance, the woman was in dire need of a vacation that would never come.
"You can sit up now. It'll hurt for a few days, but you'll be fine. If you were one of the settlers I'd be worried about tetanus, but as a Hierochloe employee, you should be up to date on your shots. Well - in a manner of speaking."
"Do you think Hierochloe still exists?"
Voirrey shrugged. "Does it matter? There won't be a century's worth of back pay waiting for us, if that's what you think."
"They might be interested in finding out that we're alive. We are technically still employees, and the Ever Onward is Hierochloe property. It'd be good PR if nothing else." Joy put her environment suit back on. It was torn in places, and a dirty grey, but without it, there would've been many a night where she might have risked hypothermia.
"They could take our pictures; do interviews where we express how grateful we are to Hierochloe for rescuing us, and how incredible Hierochloe technology is for keeping us alive all this time. We could go on the morning news shows, maybe even write books. We'd be the feel-good story of the century!"
Voirrey arched an eyebrow. "I would blame it on starvation, but you always were peculiar. I've some stew on the stove in the back - help yourself. You look about ready to faint, though there's clearly nothing wrong with your mouth."
The stew consisted of pale brown gravy, bobbing with chunks of - well, whatever it was, it wasn't spider, which made it just about divine.
The doctor's clinic was hardly worthy of its name, but it was much cleaner than when Sumner had been in charge. In a corner, fluorescent lights flickered over a basin where dark-stained bandages had been left to dry. It repulsed Voirrey to have to reuse bandages and medical equipment, but that was the new normal. If the shining hospitals of their time still existed, they certainly weren't on Cato.
The clinic's door was pushed open, letting in a rush of air heavy with the smell of smoke and grease.
"What do you want, Voirrey?"
Only the irritable tone was the same as ever. Cato will run in your veins, Rivka had said, and maybe there was some truth to that. When Joy had first met Duncan, he had covered his burgeoning bald spot with wisps of slicked-back hair. Now, but for dark stubble, his head and face were bare, and once-doughy jowls had sharpened into jutting jawbones. He'd lost his contact lenses early on, and with no replacements readily available, he regarded the world with a permanent sneering squint.
That sneering squint fell on her, and she smiled, giving him a little wave.
"Joy." He sounded genuinely pleased, and to her surprise, welcomed her with an embrace. Stubble scratched her cheek and the stench of the undercity, infusing his clothing, was nearly too much to take. Still, it was nice to be welcomed back.
"I thought for certain we'd seen the last of you," he murmured, mouth pressed against her hair. A little too close for comfort; close enough to make Joy squirm. "Reckoned the drifters would've made blankets out of your skin by now."
"All right, thanks." She wriggled out of the hug. "Like I need more terrifying scenarios to worry about. You don't think my nightmares are bad enough already?"
"You actually manage to sleep?" Duncan grimaced. "Voirrey and I wish we were that lucky."
"He has a point," Voirrey said. "I am rather busy, Joy, so if you would be so kind to tell us about this 'super secret' plan, I'd appreciate it."
◆◆◆
 
Duncan held Joy's arm in a tight grip, straining to read the blurry list. "Hmm. I suppose I might be able to scrounge up most of these components. Might have to build some of them from scratch."
"I'll need a pen and something to write on, too," said Joy.
"You're seriously considering this?" Voirrey shook her head in disbelief. "One of my patients came to Cato with her children after the Primaterre incinerated her planet. Millions of people murdered or displaced across the galaxy, and you think we can trust the soldiers complicit in such atrocity? If Joy gives these men what they want, they will take it and then they will kill her, or worse."
"You didn't see them, Voirrey," Joy pleaded. "Their weapons, their armour - I've never seen anything like it. If the Primaterre have such things, and the civilisation required to support such advancements, wouldn't you rather live there than here?"
"You would live with murderers because they offer a comfortable lifestyle?"
"There's murderers here too, Voirrey. You see the dead and the dying; you know what the people here are capable of. And come on, what do we really know about the Primaterre? In terms of reliable fact?"
Not much, as it turned out. Earth served as the Primaterre Protectorate's nave, and its territory (which included Mars) spanned more than a dozen systems. By military might, the Primaterre conquered and annexed worlds, and by all accounts, they did so with extreme prejudice - and in the name of purity.
"I heard they're afraid of demons," Duncan said.
"Demons? That's ridiculous." Joy had heard the same rumour, but rumour had to be all it was. It was hard to believe that the soldiers she'd met would believe in ghost stories. No matter how much she wanted to believe in the supernatural, she accepted that such superstition belonged in the past, not the future.
"Religious fanatics often are ridiculous, Joy." Voirrey had lit a cigarette and ash drifted from it as she spoke. "I have some experience with that sort of people, and trust me, you do not want to become involved with them."
"What kind of experience?"
Voirrey shook her head, lips pursing hard around the cigarette. A personal experience, then.
"Maybe there's a different way. Voirrey's patient isn't the only person on Cato holding a grudge against the Primaterre. Joy knows where they're based. That alone is worth plenty to the right buyer, and if she could gather more intel -"
"Betray the soldiers?" Joy shot Duncan a horrified look. "I can't do that!"
"Even if it means saving your brother?"
That gave her pause. Whatever it takes, she'd promised; whatever it takes to save Finn. She'd endured all of Cato's horrors and indignities with that in mind, but the soldiers - they reminded her of him. Finn, too, had worn a uniform and carried a gun, but that didn't make him a murderer. His job was to protect and defend, and was it so crazy to think that maybe the Primaterre soldiers were cut from the same ballistic cloth?
Duncan must've sensed what she was thinking, because he held his hands up and sighed.
"Fine, so you don't like that idea. But given the components they want, it's obvious that they're trying to locate something."
"Is it?"
"Whoever their tech is, he's not stupid. Using as non-specific language as possible and asking for components that separately do nothing much? Clever. But I'm not stupid either. I recognise a scanning array when I see one. Yeah, they're here to find something, all right. And whatever it is, if we were to find it first..."
"Now you want to steal from them?"
"Said the scavenger."
She made a face, and he shrugged.
"Look, Joy, I'm working on a project of my own, but it can't hurt to have a backup plan. I can get you these items, sure, but you keep your eyes and ears open, okay? Just in case."
"Just in case," she agreed.
Voirrey made a disgusted sound. "I don't know why you insist on these crazy schemes. What are you even doing in the undercity, Duncan? Now Joy, she had little choice but to leave Nexus, but you could find good work up here. There is no need to crawl around in the muck. Business is brisk; by the time a trader comes, I will have sufficient funds to pay our way off-world."
"And you think the mayor will let his new doctor just leave?" Duncan shook his head grimly. "Honest work won't get us off this rock."




11. Cassimer

Night rolled in like a bank of fog. Beyond the perimeter of their base, where no spotlights reached, lay inky darkness.
Leaning against gilded cast-iron railings on the bank rooftop, Cassimer watched the night as he had watched the pale sunset.
A fuzzy yellow glow in the shape of a man moved about a klick out - Lucklaw, on first patrol. Further out, Cassimer's HUD indicated one of their drones, heading due north.
The connection was strong enough for his primer to collect data from the drone. Footage too, though the desert at night didn't make for interesting viewing. Not that it mattered. Every dune and ridge in a hundred mile radius were etched with perfect clarity in his mind. Choke points, escape routes, potential threats - every piece laid in place.
Except for the pieces obscured by dust. As soon as they'd returned to base, they'd begun sweeping for tunnels, and they had found many. The ground beneath their feet was an ant colony of subway tunnels, sewers, and paths running through the buried city. Hopewell had descended a chimney and found herself inside a hospital. Mostly intact, and via culverts, connected to a sprawling complex of subterranean ruins.
Six hours until dawn. He'd give the team another five before it was time to get to work. He'd take Rhys down below to search the ruins for components for the array, and Hopewell and Florey - back on his feet after three days of recovery - could continue their work sealing and securing tunnels.
Until then, the night was his own. The stims he was on made the stars sharp enough that he could almost forget the void between. Clear sky above, silence all around, and the remnants of a golden past below. Perfect purity suddenly seemed within grasp, shining the light of reason on his mind. The fear at the base of his spine was the fear of failure, and clarity told him that to overcome it, all he had to do was complete his mission. The grief that pulled and tugged at his chest couldn't be so easily conquered, but again, clarity told him that with time it would wither and turn to ash. All he had to do was endure; accepting but unyielding.
Difficult, but the silence and the stars helped. A passing cloud of dust obscured the sky, but his HUD lit up with the positions of planets and constellations. A momentary peace -
"Commander."
Or maybe not. He nodded curtly at Rhys. The medical officer wore his visor open, and a cigarette dangled from the corner of his lips.
"That seems inadvisable."
"The cigarette or my open disregard for potential biohazards?" Rhys produced a lighter from a belt pouch. "When a man gets to my age and has access to the finest medical advancements in Protectorate space, he tends to not let little things like carcinogens and toxins bother him too much."
"Over-reliance on pharmaceuticals is a nasty habit."
"Said the pot to the kettle." Rhys laughed, puffs of smoke escaping his mouth. "When did you last sleep?"
"The anaesthetist put me under for my reconstructive shoulder surgery." The invasion of privacy irked, but protocol demanded that medical information be provided upon inquiry - and purity demanded truthfulness.
"Thought as much. I can tell when a body is running on stims instead of a proper night's sleep."
"The stims provide the exact same physical benefits as sleep. There is no difference."
"There's dreams."
"A dreaming mind is neither aware nor vigilant. A dreaming mind is nothing but an invitation to demons."
"That's not doctrine, and you know it. If anything, flooding your system with stims is impure. I would've thought an orthodox man like yourself would avoid pharmaceuticals as much as possible." Rhys dropped his cigarette and rubbed out the embers with his heel.  "But then, maybe it's another kind of demon you're afraid of facing."
"Rhys." A little sharper than he'd intended, but it had the desired effect.
"All right, all right. I can take a hint." So Rhys claimed, but he also took a seat, which as far as Cassimer was concerned proved the opposite. "Nice night. Mind if I keep you company?"
"Can you be quiet?"
He could, to a satisfactory degree, and they sat together in silence as Cato's night brightened to misty dawn. When the sun painted the horizon milky white, the rest of the team joined them on the roof.
Lucklaw, yawning, set about work on the array. They'd anchored it to the roof, but it wouldn't be secure until they got its force field back up and running. That, and watching the base, would be Lucklaw's task for the day.
Cassimer went over their rudimentary map of the subterranean tunnels with Florey, but Hopewell couldn't seem to stand still and listen. She paced about the edge of the roof, looking towards the horizon. Undisciplined behaviour, but Cassimer understood the urge. His own muscles screamed to be used; his every nerve tense and alert. A common enough occupational problem, exacerbated by augments specifically designed to provide more energy, strength and perception, and fed by stims until the need to do something, anything, became a hunger. 
"Relax, Hopewell. Nobody's coming."
"Apologies, Commander. Had to check. It's just, I wish they'd show up, you know? If those farmers want a fight, I'm more than ready."
"Given the amount of mines I placed, the farmers would be mist before you even got a chance," Lucklaw said. Their new comms specialist was proud as a lion over his lateral and semi-official promotion - a little too soon, considering neither mines nor array had yet to be put to the test.
"Oh, you'll let a few of them slip through for me, won't you?" Hopewell laughed.
It was decided that Florey and Hopewell would seal the eastern tunnels, while Cassimer and Rhys would trawl through the western end of the network. That's where the hospital was, and their best chance of finding something useful. Also - although he didn't say this, and it hadn't factored into his decision - the ruined city was a rare opportunity to touch the past.
On the surface, only Cassimer's imagination helped him picture what Stairhaven had once been, when smiles were as bright as the copper cupola; when couples walked hand in hand underneath a sky shot through with passing ships; when the black expanse of space held only promise. Perhaps in the ruins, amongst the relics of civilisation, he'd be able to do more than imagine. Perhaps some mote of light still glimmered down there, untouched by war and corruption.
"Commander, we've got incoming." Hopewell, rifle raised, stood at the western edge of the roof.
"How many?" He prepped a dose of stims to wash any lingering clouds from his mind.
"Just the one." There was a touch of amusement in her voice. "It's your errand girl."
Cassimer hefted his Hyrrokkin and panned its scope across dust until a flash of copper caught his eye. On the ashen plains, Joy glowed like sunrise after the longest night.
◆◆◆
 
She'd stopped almost exactly three kilometres outside the ruined city, in the shadows of a fulgurite grove. A sturdy canvas backpack nestled against her legs and she'd interlocked her hands behind her head. The wind tugged at a navy scarf covering the lower half of her face. She looked every bit as fragile as the crystalline branches, but unlike them, Joy was entirely out of place.
Though, he reminded himself, she had saved them from the storm, and she had made the trek to their base. That counted for something, hinted at strength deeper than the eye could see.
The wind whipped the scarf from her face and he could see that she was smiling.
"Joy. Do you have the components?"
"In the backpack. Should I hand it to you? Or throw it over? I... oh." She paused, biting her lip. "I forgot to remove my gun. Sorry. Should I do that now?"
"All right," he said, ignoring Hopewell's soft chuckle over their private channel. "Slowly."
She bent to unbuckle the straps of the holster. Copper hair tumbled forward in glossy waves. Her hair, like her skin, was remarkably clean. She'd made an effort, even though the dust and wind already worked to undo it. Her hands - trembling with cold, fear or both - were smooth, but mottled with bruises and scrapes.
The old gun, holster and all, fell into the dust. She kicked it out of her reach.
"Is that okay? I'm sorry. I want to do this right, but I've never been in this sort of situation before. It's the sort of thing you see in the movies but never really expect to actually end up doing."
"Good enough," he told her, as Hopewell stepped up to check the bag for unpleasant surprises.
"Clear, Commander. Looks like the stuff Lucklaw wanted, but I can't be sure."
"Take it back - but keep it outside base - and have Lucklaw check the contents. And give me that gun."
Hopewell passed him the old gun. It was in even better condition than he'd thought, practically near mint. Cleaned and lubricated, too, which was a pleasure to see. Joy took better care of her weapon than some recruits. Unexpected from hands as soft as hers.
"You going to be all right by yourself, Commander?"
"I think I can handle one civilian," he said, amused at the absurdity of the question. "Besides, Florey's got my back."
His back, and Joy's torso, painted ruby red by Florey's rifle.
"Oh, Cassimer - I nearly forgot. I brought you something," Joy said. "It's in my jacket pocket. Can I take it out?"
"Stay where you are. Hands behind your head."
He closed the distance between them. She looked up at him, honey-brown eyes wide with fear. He wanted to tell her that she needn't be afraid, but that would be a lie. She should be - of him, of Florey, of the settlers and farmers, and of whatever dwelled in the tunnels she travelled. The glimmer of trust in her eyes was a light that made him angry and fearful in equal measure. It was beautiful, like nothing he'd ever seen, and it would certainly get her killed if she wasn't careful.
"Left inside pocket," she said.
He turned the fraying lapel of the jacket and pulled out a notebook made from thick, grey paper.    
Rough sketches in poor quality ink covered most of the pages. At the back were notes, written in a neat hand.
"It's the layout of Nexus. You asked me about it before, and I didn't give you a very good answer. There's also a map of the underground railway stations, but it's fairly incomplete, because I've only visited a handful. And I made some notes about the general situation in Nexus. Who's in charge and who to watch out for - though I suspect your definition of who to watch out for will differ from mine."
"It's very detailed," he said, unsure of how to take the gesture. Intel was only as trustworthy as its source, and Joy was far too strange to trust.
"Can you go back to the map of Nexus?"
He obliged.
"You see that square that's a little smaller than the others? Near the mayor's house? Oh - I'm just going to point, okay?" One shivering finger landed on a spot in the northern half of the map. "That's Voirrey's clinic. She's a doctor, and my friend. I'm telling you this so that if you do decide to invade Nexus or something, maybe you could please not hurt her. She's a good person."
"You think we're here to invade?"
"I don't think anything. I just want to go home." She paused, and for a horrible moment, he thought she was going to cry. Then she took a deep breath and blinked her dewy eyelashes dry. "But I hear things. About the Primaterre and its armies; how you've turned whole planets to ash. Maybe it's just stories and maybe it's true - either way, there's nothing I can do to stop you. Except ask nicely. So please, if you can, don't hurt Voirrey or Duncan. I'd have put him on the map too, except I don't know where he stays these days."
Voirrey and Duncan. The names earned instant animosity. Whoever these people were, they had seen fit to let Joy wander Cato alone. She deserved better, that much was obvious. Anyone with the spine to stand in front of a Primaterre commander and speak as she did, deserved equally brave company.
"We're not here for war." It seemed safe enough to reveal. Even if she passed the information on, it could only help cool local nerves.
She was about to respond, but instead turned, hiding her face in the crook of her elbow as a heaving cough wracked her body.
On Cassimer's display, a concerned message from Florey popped up. Cassimer sent a quick reply to stand down.
"Joy?" He instinctively reached for her shoulder, but before he could touch her, she fell to her knees.
"I'm fine. Just need to..." She rolled back her sleeve and pressed a button on her metal bracelet. Soon, she was no longer coughing, her breathing returning to normal. "Sorry. It's the dust. If it gets in my lungs bad enough, I can't breathe."
"It's all right." He offered her a hand, and she didn't even hesitate. His fingers closed around hers and suddenly he was all too aware of his barrier of nano-weave and composite armour plates. To him, she was life and warmth, honey and copper. To her, he was a suit of armour, inside of which could be anyone; could be nothing.
He knew what it was to look at a human and see nothing but emptiness. No worse horror than that. No worse horror than him.
He'd held her hand a beat too long, and her grateful smile wavered. To salvage the situation, he gently turned her wrist to examine the metal bracelet.
Obviously a medical device; similar to his suit's pharmaceutical distribution system, but much cruder. Perhaps as old as the gun, and like the gun, barely scratched. Underneath an unfamiliar logo of three white reeds in a red triangle, a screen displayed the number seven in bold black font.
"Commander." Lucklaw's voice came over the channel, loud and clear. Cassimer let go of Joy's arm. He didn't bother muting his own end of the conversation.
"Delivery satisfactory?"
"Affirmative. Outdated, and whoever cobbled together some of these components has some real backwards ideas about electrical engineering, but it'll suffice."
Joy watched with mounting hope. "I hope it's okay? Couldn't get all of the things exactly to your specifications, but Duncan said it should be close enough."
"Yes. It's fine." Here came the difficult part of the conversation. Lying wasn't impure if it served the greater good, but that made it taste no less bitter.
"Can I use the comms array now? I'll be quick, I promise."
"I cannot allow unauthorised personnel to use the array while we're on mission." Or after the mission, for that matter. Once back on Scathach Station, he could put in a notification, and if Bastion cleared it, the notification could be passed along to the public. Perhaps somebody would know Joy, or smell potential profit in the rescue - but the Primaterre would not rescue non-citizens, and he could never live up to his end of the bargain struck.
"Oh. I guess that makes sense." To her credit, she made a fair go of hiding her disappointment. "So, what do I do until then? Do I wait at your base?"
Again with the disarming innocence. It was as if to her, friendly assistance was the norm; as if where she was from, favours were repaid and promises kept.
"It's a restricted area beyond this point. No unauthorised personnel."  He wanted to tell her that he would notify the authorities of her predicament regardless, but the array was too fine carrot to waste. "However, as expediting the mission is in all our interest, there is an opportunity for you to assist."




12. Joy

One moment she'd been standing in front of Commander Cassimer like a good little girl, nodding her head and accepting the absolute crap he was selling her - and then she was back underground, shaking her flashlight to get the batteries to sputter to life.
"Son of a bitch!" The echo travelled deep into the dark. It was a good idea to be silent in tunnels, to not attract attention, but Joy didn't care. She wanted to throw something at the wall, wanted the satisfaction of smashing something to bits, but she had nothing left but her flashlight and her gun. The soldiers hadn't returned her backpack, and maybe she should've asked for it, or maybe asking would've got her shot, and how was she supposed to know what to do about anything anymore?
She took a deep breath, trying to calm down before she'd need another dose. Seven was the number etched on her retina; seven was the number of life. Had to be careful, or seven would soon become six.
"Is basic decency not a thing in the future? It's one thing to lie
to someone, but to lie and steal their backpack?"
She had no choice but to go back to Natham's farm to replenish her supplies. Natham's farm, where Commander Cassimer wanted her to spy on the settlers. He hadn't used that word, exactly, but that was the gist of it. Information, he'd requested; intel that might expedite his team's mission and allow her access to the array sooner.
Yeah right, Imaginary Finn sneered. He lied to you once. Looked you right in the eye and made a deal. What's to stop him from reneging again?
Nothing, was the obvious answer - and then there was the matter of why they wanted information on the settlers. "We're not here for war", Cassimer had said, but apparently his word was about as good as dust. If she gave them information that they then used to kill everyone at Natham's farm? She'd be responsible. And could she, who still felt bad about hunting and killing her own eight-legged dinner, handle that?
No, said Finn, but the obvious answer wasn't always the right answer. She stood at a fork in the road, and there were no helpful chalk marks to guide her.
"Let's be logical," she said to herself, Imaginary Finn, and whoever else might want to listen in. Walls had ears, went the saying, and incredibly, that was true even of sewer walls. "If the Primaterre want to kill the farmers, they could do it without my help. So maybe they're being careful, or maybe they just love learning about local culture. But since I can't trust them, why should I help them?"
Up ahead, a rusted grate split the tunnel in two. A hole had been cut in the grate, a long time ago, but it was a tight squeeze. Though less tight than usual, since she was no longer encumbered by a backpack. The physical reminder of her lost property was bitter enough that her throat tightened with anger. She'd been hard done by, and that was difficult to overlook.
"So let's re-examine Duncan's ideas. I could tell the farmers everything I know about the soldiers." Which, admittedly, wasn't much. Their location, of course - assuming that they had only one base. She couldn't even say how many soldiers there were. She'd seen three, maybe four. The commander she knew by deceptively trustworthy voice, but the soldier that had accompanied him could've been someone new to her. Impossible to say given their armour. Faceless and absolutely terrifying was apparently the fashion in the Primaterre Protectorate.
"Still, a location's got to be worth something. Rivka did sound like she was out for blood. Maybe she'll organise something with Nexus. If they ended up killing the Primaterre soldiers, I'd be able to use the array as much as I like."
You mean as much as Rivka likes. Which, when it comes to you, isn't much at all.
"Oh, shut up, Finn. Your negativity isn't helpful." Still, she'd rather come up with a plan that didn't involve wholesale slaughter. The soldiers were liars and the locals were among the most unpleasant people she'd ever met, but neither crime deserved a death sentence.
So, onto plan C. She was certain now that Duncan was right about why the Primaterre had come. Commander Cassimer was a man of few words - well, in regards to her anyway; as far as she knew, he could've been babbling away to his team the whole time - but he had said something rather revealing, snuck into the middle of his instructions; the important masquerading as the insignificant.
"If any off-worlders have recently arrived, we need to know. Any talk about incidents of an unusual nature is of interest."
Incidents of an unusual nature; the sort of heading under which governments filed occurrences such as the ghost rockets of old Scandinavia (probably actual ghosts, maybe valkyries), the dark rings of Neptune (possibly remnants of an ancient vacuum-dwelling civilisation) and the Loch Ness monster (not the original tourism-hoax, but the one that almost certainly dwelled in the man-made lake outside New Inverness, Mars).
That phrase had been just about the only thing that had stopped her from pelting Cassimer's shiny visor with dust, because deep inside, she couldn't help but be intrigued.
Why had the Ever Onward crashed? Probably an engine malfunction or something similarly mundane. Why was Cato so isolated? Well, gee, having spent nearly seven months on its dusty surface, she could think of more than a few very good reasons. Who was the Driver? What was with all the red lichen everywhere? Why was Rivka such a cow?
Questions, questions, questions - but none worth pondering when basic survival was at the forefront of her mind.
But if the Primaterre had sent its soldiers to Cato, whatever they were looking for had to be important. Important enough that if she found out what it was, maybe even found it first, that could be the sort of currency that might get her off Cato.
A dangerous prospect. A tightrope walk between two factions, neither of which had much to recommend itself other than not having killed her on sight.
Although, that wasn't entirely true. She flexed her fingers, remembering the electric tingle of Cassimer's gauntlet. As terrifying as the armour was, there was still a man inside - and when she had fallen, it was the man who'd helped her stand.
Back on Mars, it would've been expected. There, a slip on the sidewalk resulted in helpful hands and concerned questions. That particular spirit of helpfulness had transcended both class and politics. Martians might have disagreed on plenty, but never on basic human decency.
But that was the Mars of a century ago. For all she knew, it might've gone the way of Cato, reduced to polluted rookeries where sullen settlers shuffled along, glancing at each other only to assess if the other had something worth stealing.
And so the trivial gesture had become something greater, and neither her hand nor her heart could forget it.
◆◆◆
 
They were quiet, the people of Cato, even when gathered in numbers. Thirty-odd travellers, more than Joy had ever seen at Natham's farm, waited at the train station. Waiting and whispering, barely more than shadows. At the back of the crowd, one voice rose above the rest, raucous and cajoling. Rivka.
Joy pulled her hood down and wrapped her scarf tightly about her face. In a crowd like this, it was easy enough to slip past unnoticed, but why risk it? Her encounter with Cassimer had left her more raw and hurt than she cared to admit, and Rivka's jeers would only add salt.
She made her way through the crowd, repressing the urge to apologise to those she pushed past. Courtesy would only mark her as an outsider and net her unwanted attention. Nexus had taught her all about that; an unpleasant lesson in vulnerability that she didn't want to ever repeat.
Nearing the surface, she took a moment to acclimatise to the sky. Cato's plains were an overwhelming expanse to eyes used to tunnels. Perhaps that was why the drifters were the way they were - as their world had shrunk to narrow darkness, so too had their minds. Smaller and darker every day, until there was only room for madness.
A group of about a dozen men crowded the top of the station stairs. They'd come all the way from Nexus, judging by their clothes which - while old and patched - were colourful and reasonably clean. One or two seemed familiar - from the force field maintenance crew, Joy thought. Duncan had briefly worked with them, but the arrangement had ended acrimoniously.
They were armed, but that was only sensible for travellers who didn't want to disappear, never to be seen again (eaten by tunnel drifters, if Duncan was to be believed, and Joy only did when she had to stop to sleep, when suddenly the existence of cannibals in those dark tunnels seemed completely natural).
Their mood, however, didn't strike her any more aggressive than usual. Joy knew little of war, or how men acted when killing was their purpose, but this, whatever it was, didn't strike her as it.
Some faces were grim - but not oh my god I'm going to die in battle grim. Some smiled and laughed, but not with the reckless abandon of might as well have fun while I still live, and there was no organisation whatsoever. Men and women crowded the central well, laughter came from inside metal shacks, and on the outskirts of the farm, Joy could see people running. She stopped, shielding her eyes from the sun. Were they running from something? No - it actually looked like they were racing each other.
She arched an eyebrow. People having fun on Cato? Why I never!
Natham's shack, centre of all festivities, had been bedecked with wreaths of lichen and orange electrical cable in a terrible, yet endearing, attempt at bunting. Traders had set up temporary stalls, and business was brisk. A goat roasted on a spit over an open fire, while another one was already being served, big chunks of meat handed to those who could pay.
And you're not one of those lucky few, so keep moving and ignore the growling in your stomach.
◆◆◆
 
She found Natham, deep in his cups, at a table outside his shack. A few seats down, a man was singing a low tune. He wasn't much of a singer, but it was the first music Joy had heard on Cato, and it was absolutely wonderful.
The clouds parted, pale sun spilling over the central square. The singer's hair and bushy beard glittered silver, and the woman next to him turned her face towards the sky, as though she wanted to lap up every ounce of light. The dust sparkled as particles of silica caught the sunlight.
It wasn't enough to make Cato and its people beautiful, but it gave Joy a sort of understanding. She had grown up in a city of glass and steel, where red-brick pavements were lined with empress trees and violet silverleaf. She had seen blue skies and tasted clear water, and not one day, no matter how miserable, had gone by without the sound of music or laughter.
Cato's locals had none of that, and who was she to deem them unpleasant? Their shapes and humours had grown from Cato's sands; a hard and brittle people, yes, but blameless in their creation and undeserving of an outsider's judgment.
To the sound of cheering, a brawl broke out on the other side of the settlement. Two men, bony and unwashed, tumbled in the dust. Nearby diners vacated their seats to avoid getting involved, and Joy hurried to sit next to Natham.
"Hello Natham." Always good to be polite to the man who supposedly ran the farm, especially when he reeked so strongly of alcohol that the spark of a lit match would be enough to set him ablaze.
He regarded her with glassy mirth, recognition slow to surface. "Joy. Nice to see you. You always bring us such nice things."
She shifted slightly to the right as one of his hands began to creep across the bench. "Seems like you've got an abundance of nice things today. I take it this is some sort of fair?"
Natham moved closer and she inched away again - and then the farmer slumped over. A ragged snore vibrated against the table.
"Don't mind him," said the woman who'd worshipped the sun. She'd slid over a few seats on the bench, now sitting opposite Joy. "Silly old drunk. Makes trading here easy, though, just ply the big man with booze until he gives you the bargain of a lifetime."
"Don't think we've met. I'm Joy." She extended her hand in greetings.
"I know." The woman made no attempt to shake her hand. "Fresh blood is grist to the gossip mill. Especially when the fresh blood is bold enough to go scavenging. Can't do it myself - hate being underground, hate being too far from Nexus. There's too much silence out here. Makes you forget."
"Forget what?" It sounded like a silly joke (forget - forget what - ha ha), but Joy meant the question in earnest. Rivka had said something similar, and it had stuck in her mind.
The woman ignored the question with a blithe smile. "I'm Keeva, brewer by trade. The slobbering idiot next to you is courtesy of my product. I'd like to stay longer - the fair only happens once a year, after all - but I reckon it's in my best interest to leave before Rivka gets wind of how much I managed to squeeze her old man for."
"Rivka is Natham's daughter?" Suddenly the snoring old man next to her - whose hands had yet again wandered near her thigh (even in a near-comatose state Natham couldn't help himself) - seemed less the harmless farmer and more the ruthless abuser.
Keeva nodded. "Takes after her mother in all but ability to keep her liquor. I'll give you that little bit of advice for free, as it can't be easy to be fresh, but starting now, any information will cost you." A wide grin revealed sharp teeth, and a myriad of wrinkles sprang from the corners of her eyes.
"Surely a successful business woman like yourself can afford herself a friendly conversation free of charge?"
Keeva laughed, and to Joy's surprise, stayed to talk until the sun hung low in the sky. Keeva drank while they spoke, which helped ease things along, but the brewer was nice, practically civil, and pleasant company. The conversation meandered like a lazy river from topics such as brewing to Nexus politics (an undercity thug was angling to replace the mayor, who himself had taken his seat after wiping it clean of his predecessor's blood. More violent than Martian politics, but the motivations and machinations remained remarkably similar).
When twilight rolled in on chilly mists, Joy finally dared broach the subject that weighed on her heart.
"So, last time I was here, Natham told me about these off-world soldiers. Primaterre soldiers?" It wasn't a strange turn for the conversation to take; like Keeva had said, fresh blood was juicy gossip material. Yet Joy's heart raced, and she found herself preferring to trace a crack in the table top with her fingernail than to look up at Keeva. "Have you heard anything about that?"
Relax, Joy. She can't read your mind.
In spite of Imaginary Finn's advice, whatever part of her brain handled anxiety kept on trucking words from panicked thoughts to increasingly dry lips.
"I'm going to be scavenging in this area, see, and I'm worried about running into them. Don't know much about the Primaterre, but they sound..." Finding the right word was difficult.
Her first encounter with them was vivid in her memory. She'd seen the soldiers' footprints in the dust, deep and wide, imprints of civilisation upon a wild world. Hope had stirred in her heart, and then, trapped in the cramped bunker, hope had turned into the cold-sweat terror of being held at gunpoint.
It wasn't like she'd never been in frightening situations on Mars. The difference was that back home, she'd had the safety net of society. The one time she'd got mugged, the event itself had been over in seconds and afterwards, a thick blanket of law enforcement, insurance companies and nurses had protectively wrapped itself around her.
Get mugged on Cato, and she'd be lucky if she was still alive to complain about it. Nobody helped; nobody cared - even Voirrey and Duncan were only friends by circumstance.
So if the Primaterre soldiers wanted to hurt her, there was nothing she could do to stop them, and nobody would come to her aid. In all the universe, only Finn cared - and he slept quietly under shifting dunes.
"They sound like the kind of people I'd rather not bump into round the dark bend of a tunnel."
"What sort of backwater world are you from that you don't know about the Primaterre?" Keeva shook her head.
"I'm from Sibelius," Joy said, just as she, Duncan and Voirrey had rehearsed. "It's a small colony on the outer..."
"Whatever. If it isn't Cato, it doesn't matter. That's a lesson you should take to heart, now that this is your home."
Joy frowned, deeply disgusted at that idea.
"There was a city here once. Stairhaven, they called it. All swallowed up by the time I was born, but my grandmother, she once lived in a house not far from here. She told me how the ground used to be green and soft-leafed, and how every morning they'd get fresh bread from a bakery across the street. Not greet bread, but bread that was white and fluffy on the inside, and golden brown on the outside, and they'd eat it with butter and this wonderful thing called jam."
"I've seen the ruins," Joy said.
"That's all that's left now. See, the people who first came to Cato were clever. They knew nothing much would grow on the ashen plains, and they knew that they couldn't survive the wind and lightning. So they built a force field - not like the piece of shit back at Nexus, but one large and powerful enough to protect an entire city. A great big glimmering canopy, my grandmother said, under which the skies were always blue and cheerful."
Keeva poured herself another drink of her own liquor and emptied it before continuing. "Then the war came. Not to Cato. Here the people were happy, living cosy little lives underneath the shimmering dome, doing what they were told. Grandmother couldn't even say what the war was about. It was all happening so far away and seemed so unimportant. But it grew and grew like a black hole, destroying everything in its path. That was the first time anybody heard of the Primaterre. They didn't start the war, but they fought and scratched and took for themselves what they wanted. Took the Earth to keep for themselves."
"What happened to Cato?"
"Cato was no longer worth supporting. No supplies came, no ships, and no one to repair the Cascade. Those who could, left. Me and the rest of this sorry lot are the descendants of those who were told not to." Keeva spat on the ground. "Without the force field and the white-picket fences, we had to adapt to ruin and dust. We had to learn, had to listen. Had to be told."
"Had to be told what? By who?"
"You'll find out. The telling takes time; the words must grow root." Keeva's eyelids twitched. "You should go to Nexus. It's easier there. Out here it's too quiet, too easy to hear your own thoughts and sometimes the thoughts are really bad and you think that maybe you should just die, but..."
"Keeva?"
"See what I mean?" A strained smile stretched Keeva's face. "Too quiet, but the train will come soon and we'll go back."
"To Nexus, where you can be told over and over again." Joy shivered as she repeated the phrase. Perhaps Cato did have mysteries worth pondering, but then, perhaps some mysteries should stay just that. Whatever it meant, she felt very strongly that she didn't want to be told.
"Yes." Keeva's smile eased into something more genuine. "You understand. That's good."
"And the Primaterre soldiers? Will they be told too?"
"No, no. Their corruption runs deep. We don't want that here, to fester and spread. They're nothing but mad dogs, barking at the stars to purge them of demons."
"Demons?" Joy pressed, half-fearing that Keeva would smile that awful smile again and say: "Why yes, dear Joy, the demons that live in Nexus and tell us and TELL us over and OVER again."
Keeva did smile, but with scorn. "Have you ever seen a demon?"
"Of course not."
"Neither have I, nor anyone I know. But the Primaterre see them in the shadows and in the faces of frightened settlers. They see them in the grey sands and in a pretty girl's smile. Impure, they say, and that is all the excuse they need to slaughter and scorch. We don't want such people here."
Joy couldn't argue with that. While she hadn't forgotten the comforting sensation of another's hand around hers, strong fingers seemingly promising safekeeping, she also remembered the other soldier's words: "just another dirty local". Not much of a leap from that to impure.
Still, the Primaterre was clearly a civilisation of great scientific achievement. Science and faith weren't necessarily mutually exclusive, but a line had to be drawn somewhere - and that line was surely well before demons. Unless...
Don't go there, warned Imaginary Finn, who'd always found her fascination with the supernatural ridiculous, but he was too late.
 Once something was scientifically proven, it ceased to be supernatural. She had slept for a hundred and nineteen years, missing a century's worth of discovery and late-night documentaries. Demon could simply be the word chosen to describe a previously undiscovered life form. What if the Primaterre weren't religious fanatics, but soldiers in a war against an otherworldly enemy?
"Ah, don't look so scared, girl." Keeva, misinterpreting Joy's anxiety, laughed. "We'll soon be rid of them."
"What do you mean? "
"I mean they're dead and don't even know it. Their death comes for them, creeping in the night or rolling in on a storm. It has been agreed, and it has been allowed."
"You're going to attack?"
"I'm going home to my brewery." As if on cue, the table began to tremble. "You'd do well to get on the train too."
"Why? Are they going out to attack the soldiers now?" Joy looked around the farm - nobody seemed in a fit state.
"The chosen already hunt. When the Primaterre are found, and when Rivka wills it, the soldiers die."
"Rivka?"
"Our little queen of the grey plains was the one who whispered in the ears of drifters and undercity brutes. Not all agree. Some would prefer to leave the Primaterre to Cato. She is not defenceless, our world, and if the Primaterre wish to make a claim after all these years, they'll find it hard-earned. But Rivka, she does not like the Primaterre, and so she rallies and stirs the blood of Cato's people."
We're not here for war. Lie or truth, a war was coming, and she could play a part.
If she told the Primaterre soldiers, they could prepare to leave or defend themselves - or they'd have the excuse they needed to massacre the locals.
She could also give Rivka the location of the soldiers' base. But Cassimer had told her his name, and it was harder to pull the trigger on someone who was no longer a stranger.
"Are you coming?" Keeva had stood, ragged coat slung over one shoulder.
"I have more trading to do." And more thinking. Much more thinking. God, maybe some drinking too. She'd never been black-out drunk like the drooling Natham, but it was starting to look downright tempting.
"Oh yeah? What do you need? I'm always open for business, and good company always gets a discount. Come on, let's see what I can do for you before the train leaves."
◆◆◆
 
The station had quietened as travellers had filed onto the train. Keeva greeted a handful of men waiting by the conductor, as if holding the train for her. A brief, hushed conversation passed between Keeva and her men before she turned back to Joy.
"My boys work fast, so they've loaded most of our goods already. Reckon there's still a crate or two left in the ticket office, though. Go have a look, and let me know if there's anything you're interested in. Be quick about it - Conductor's looking more sour by the second."
The ticket office was pitch black. Darkness had been a shock to Joy, who was used to the perpetual glow of Kirkclair. She'd spent her first night on Cato in absolute wide-eyed fear at the silent blackness. It had felt like floating in the void of space - except that in space there were stars (and zero chance of being eaten by spiders).
In time, she'd got used to it. Had even come to appreciate it occasionally. Unlike Keeva, Joy liked being left alone to her thoughts. In silence, she found clarity - though considering her conversations with Imaginary Finn, she couldn't deny that maybe she'd gone a little isolation crazy.
The batteries in her flashlight were so weak now that the light was barely a pale flutter, but thanks to the Primaterre soldiers, she only had one more spare set. Hopefully, Keeva's crates would contain a battery or two.
But there were no crates, and from behind came the sound of footsteps.
She turned, and something struck her forehead. Hard; so hard everything got a little bit fuzzy for a moment. She fell to her knees, blood trickling down her face. Her flashlight hit the tiled floor, shattered, and died.
An accident. She'd turned too quickly and someone had accidentally hit her. Maybe one of Keeva's men, carrying goods. She looked up into the lantern-lit, stern face of a man she didn't recognise, and felt sure that it had to have been an accident.
Then a raspy chuckle came from the shadows.
"Didn't I tell you, little Red? Next time. We'll get you next time." A lighter spun and clicked. A second lantern flared, casting warmth on Rivka's cold smile. "And when you make trouble for us, when you make us wait for the next time, it only makes it worse for you."
Joy's fingers trembled against the floor.
Chessboard tiles, the floor has chessboard tiles, and Rivka is queen of the grey plains, and what does that make me?
She tried to stand, to show them that she was not some pawn to be captured, but the man's boot struck her hard in the chest.
She doubled over, wheezing for breath. Seven doses left, and now Rivka had stolen one.
As the meds surged through her system, rough hands grabbed her shoulders. In Cassimer's grasp she'd sensed humanity - and in the grasp of the man who now shoved her backwards onto the crate, there was no mistaking it. All the deep dark thoughts and scuttling things that were the worst of humanity, summarised in violent hands and indifferent eyes.
"Rivka," Joy managed, her voice raw and cracked. "What do you want?"
"I want this." Rivka picked up the broken flashlight. Shards of glass jangled on the floor. "And I want that." She pointed to Joy's gun, and the man began to unbuckle the holster. "Take her respirator too. I'm sure I'll find a use for it. And the scarf as well - blue isn't her colour anyway."
The man yanked at the respirator until its straps snapped. She breathed Cato's air unfiltered, tasting the mould in the air.
"Happy now?" The words sounded like more of a challenge than intended, and when Rivka's smile broadened in response, she regretted saying anything at all. Best to let bullies have their way. Best to let them grow bored and leave her alone.
Best to show bullies who's boss. Beat them down so hard they'll never dare so much as look at you again.
Not Imaginary Finn, but the echo of a memory. She'd come home from school in tears, and that was the advice he'd given her - that and a few quick lessons in self-defence. Joy hadn't taken his advice then, hadn't had it in her, hadn't wanted to be a bad girl, and now -
- and now it was too late to listen. Her gun was gone, the holographic Hierochloe logo on its side shimmering in lantern light as Rivka turned the weapon over in her hands.
"No, little Red. You made us wait. Now the taking isn't enough. Now there must be hurting."
It didn't last long. The man had wanted more, to hurt her in ways that could never heal, but Rivka had told him to stop when Joy coughed blood; said that was enough red from little Red.
The train had left the platform. Joy stumbled through the abandoned station, desperate to get away, to be alone in the dark with her thoughts and her Finn and a hundred-thousand burrowing spiders.
"Bring us back something nice next time," Rivka shouted, the mirthful echo bouncing until she had to clasp her hands over her ears to shut the voice out.
There would be no next time. Rivka had made sure of that. Only two paths remained. Joy could go back to Nexus to live amongst the liars and killers until the rusting spaceport became home - or she could go west, to ruined Stairhaven and the liars and killers who squatted there.
"Choices, choices," she muttered and had to laugh, or else she'd cry.




13. Cassimer

A dome-shaped force field spanned the roof of the bank, like a ghost of the copper cupola below. It flickered briefly as a distant boom sent tremors through the building. Two kilometres out, a plume of dust spewed from the ground. Hopewell and Florey were out there, still sealing tunnels, still crawling through buried history.
Cassimer was on the rooftop to inspect their first successful test run of the force field after nearly a week of failed attempts. Lucklaw had encountered difficulties that he claimed were to do with planet-wide electrical interference.
"I've left it running for a few minutes to make sure it's stable," Lucklaw said, scrolling through feedback data on a tablet. "But we should shut it down to conserve power."
"How long will the power cells last?"
"For such a large field, I'd say about ten hours per cell. I've got half a dozen left. We'll need to start to repurpose cells from the habitat and the Eponas. On average, the storms so far have lasted roughly five hours." Lucklaw shook his head. "Better hope Copenhagen was right, because the array may only have a few days to scan an entire planet."
"A smaller habitat would minimise power usage, and we could use the parts to build a secondary shelter for the array."
"Good idea, Commander, though I doubt the team will agree. The habitat is about the only comfortable thing on this planet."
"If it's comfort you want, you're in the wrong profession."
"Yes, Commander." Lucklaw tapped his tablet, and the weave of the force field unravelled. A breeze immediately showered the rooftop in fine dust.
"When can we expect the array to be up and running?"
"Well, that was the other thing I wanted to show you." Lucklaw flipped open the array's service hatch. A bird's nest of wires tangled around circuitry, the corporal's work a far cry from Copenhagen's pedantic tidiness.
But Copenhagen is dead, Cassimer reminded himself, and I chose Lucklaw.
"The beam expander is completely shot. There's nothing I can do to fix it - it needs to be replaced. It was on my list, but I guess the local couldn't find one, and none of our searches down below have been successful so far."
"I'll take Rhys on another sweep later. We spotted a fairly intact shopping centre yesterday - a long shot, but perhaps something useful will turn up."
"Yeah, something a hundred years out of date," Lucklaw said.
"There are few skills more important than the ability to improvise. Consider this an opportunity to learn."
Something flashed in the corner of his eye. Just one of many side effects of running on stims. Floaters in his vision, the odd blinding tear across his retina, a tingling in his fingers. He recognised the symptoms as well as the looks Rhys kept shooting him. No doubt the medic had half a mind to use his authority to deny Cassimer access to stims. It would be best to sleep before then, to pre-empt having his record black-flagged. Wouldn't want to give the station psychiatrist a new angle of attack. A mind was meant to be a fortress, and how could he keep it that way when people kept trying to pry the doors open?
He had tried to explain to the psychiatrist that the sessions didn't help. That sitting in that chair under the scrutiny of her gunmetal gaze only served to remind him of what had happened onboard the Hecate. When the demons had seized the ship, and everyone around him had turned, the corruption had reached for him too. He had felt the probing tendrils inside his mind, had felt them push and scratch and pull, had felt the darkness inside as keenly as he'd felt the clawing hands.
And, he'd told her, you know what I did next. Everybody knows. I'm told there's even a movie.
Yes, she'd replied with a calm so placid he'd realised he was neither the most difficult nor dangerous patient she'd ever had, I saw it a few months ago. My husband's idea of an anniversary celebration. I expect he might have chosen differently if he knew you're my patient. She'd laughed then, something he'd never seen her do before. It was the mention of her husband, he'd thought. Her private life had intersected with her professional life ever so briefly, and her psychiatrist's mask had slipped.
Though he suspected it was something she'd have been interested in hearing, he'd never told her that he had spent the rest of the day wondering what a private life might be like. In the end, he'd decided that he wouldn't know what to do with one. Scathach Station was enough. The silence of his quarters, the structure of regulations; every day the same until the day he'd be the one to catch one bullet too many.
Would they make another movie then? The tragic end of a Primaterre hero. He hoped not, would rather that the posters and the books and the songs slipped into obscurity along with his name. His bones on a starlit planet, his blood on verdant Earth. Not tragic; fitting.
Another flash of silver drew his gaze to the east. Three more followed in quick succession and he knew he wasn't hallucinating.
The pattern repeated, slow and deliberate. This was not light reflected off an approaching vehicle or the sun glinting off a sniper's scope. It was a signal.
"Lucklaw, do you see that?" Cassimer crouched behind a steel beam. Lucklaw took cover as well, peering round a pile of bricks to see. "A signal?"
"Our team in trouble?"
Cassimer shook his head. Rhys was three stories below, inside the habitat, and Florey and Hopewell were still underground, their positions and vitals continually updating on his HUD. Whoever was signalling, they were not Scathach Banneret Company.
"Morse code, Commander," Lucklaw said. "A kind of code that was used on..."
"Earth. I know."
After the purification and subsequent canonization of Earth, there'd been a surge in terra-historical fiction and film. Scathach Station was enough, but it was also very lonely. Cassimer had watched enough movies to know what Morse code was. Earth's geography was etched in his memory, each curving coastline and jagged nuclear scar a familiar shape. He knew how the light had streamed through linden trees to dapple the boulevards of Paris, could trace the bulging lines of the River Thames as it meandered across submerged London, could hear the hum of the aurora borealis over the polar site where the first arc ship had been constructed.
All these things he knew, pointless trivia of a world long since gone, and all these things he reached for when the ash rose too high.
"Can you decipher it?"
"Me? No, Commander. Ships do still use it to communicate, though the on-board systems translate it automatically for the pilots. My suit can do the same thing. Should I -"
"The code, Lucklaw. What does it mean?"
"It's three letters repeated. S-O-S. Apparently, an obsolete -"
"Distress signal."
Aimed directly at the base. Didn't matter if it was a trap - whoever it was had to be dealt with, one way or another. 
◆◆◆
 
The Epona wound its way through the lightning glass forest. Dust and fine particles of fulgurite matted the windows, only to be purged by the vehicle's automatic systems in a never-ending cycle.
Cassimer drove, while Rhys kept an eye on the geographical data to make sure they didn't hit one of the plains' many sinkholes. Up ahead, the concrete crescent of a half-buried culvert rose from the base of a dune. Its position, slightly elevated above the fulgurite forest, provided both shelter and a perfect line of sight to the redbrick bank. Another hole in the net, and Cassimer made a note of its position.
The signalling had ceased, but a faint light moved within the darkness of the culvert.
"One heat signal.  Nothing else on my sensors." Rhys leaned forward, squinting at the windscreen. "What do you think, Commander?"
Cassimer switched on the Epona's floodlights. Stark incandescence washed over the landscape, spilling into the culvert. A lone figure stood there, pale face framed by dark copper.
Joy, he thought, and wasn't sure if he meant her name.
"That the girl who brought Lucklaw's components?" Rhys cocked his head, observing with interest. "Looks to be in bad shape, a cracked rib or two at the least. Not so bad she couldn't have made it to the rendezvous, mind. Have a care, commander. Locals can be tricky little bastards. Sometimes it's wise to ignore a siren's call."
◆◆◆
 
The wind battered his back with shards of glass as he approached the culvert.
"Commander Cassimer?" Joy's face was bruised, one eye ringed with fading yellow. Her respirator was nowhere to be seen, and the matte-grey of her environment suit peeked through tears in her sweater. The curve of her hip continued uninterrupted where her gun and holster had previously broken up the soft shape.
He nodded in confirmation. Sensors indicated that the tunnel beyond her was clear for at least two-hundred metres. Not far enough for comfort, especially when twisted glass obscured all other angles of attack. "Explain the distress signal."
"I went to Natham's farm like you asked. The settlers are..." A wracking cough interrupted her, and she turned, covering her face until it was over. Her dark lashes glittered with tears. "Sorry. Look, long story short - they hate you and everything you stand for."
"Doesn't look like they much care for you either."
Yellow bruises - he hadn't seen those in years, not since before medical officers and on-suit meds had been there to make contusions disappear as soon as they appeared. Memories stirred in the back of his mind; of slipping on ice and scraping his knees, of warm milk with honey and brightly-coloured adhesive plasters. Bruises had bloomed around those plasters, he seemed to recall, blue turning green turning yellow and then vanishing, as if nothing had ever happened.
But it had happened. He shifted, uncomfortable with the memories. Time had made them feel like those of a stranger's.
"Different kind of hate," Joy said, self-consciously touching her face. "Personal. Designed to bend, not to break."
"And did you bend?"
"Breaking seems much more likely. If they find out I've helped you, I will have no place to go. I've endured the inhospitality of Cato, but its hostility - I don't think I can survive it."
"That's why you signalled," he said, understanding at last. "You're afraid of being seen talking to us."
"Rivka did this over some perceived slight and a few paltry possessions. I don't care to find out what she'd do if she knew about this. About us."
About us. There was no definition of 'us' that included both him and Joy. Citizen and non-citizen. Soldier and civilian. Deceiver and deceived. The gulf between them was the deep and dark void of space. Joy, as distant as the stars.
"If you're concerned for your safety, why come here at all?"
"Because I deliver on my promises. Before I do, though..." She swayed slightly, catching hold of the side of the culvert to steady herself. "I need guarantees. A promise. Your word."
Or a convincing lie. A glint of cold fear in honey-brown warmth told him she would be receptive even to an unconvincing one.
"There are no guarantees, Joy, but if it were up to me, I would see you safely back to your home and family. I give you my word on that. Do you think the locals would wish you as well?"
Quietly, she shook her head.
◆◆◆
 
None of Joy's news was unexpected, except the fact that the settlers were planning an attack without the most basic intel on their enemy. Either the settlers were incompetent enough that such preparation hadn't even occurred to them, which likely meant they'd give up and forget about it once faced with the reality of combat, or they were blinded by hate.
Or it was possible the Primaterre intelligence on Cato was more lacking than they'd already discovered. Perhaps the planet was home to enough people that their leaders could afford to waste bodies to probe Scathach Banneret Company's defences. Cassimer had seen that miserable tactic only once before; wave after wave of woefully under-equipped fighters attacking his company's position until finally the resistance was ready to mount the real assault.
His commander at the time had figured out what was happening as soon as the initial wave lay dead. Hunker down, he'd ordered, hunker down and feign weakness: need to keep our cards close to the chest.
A wise tactic. The resistance had met their end against an unexpected wall of steel and fire, and many merits had been earned that day. But while his old commander had achieved victory through deception, Cassimer didn't have the luxury of bluffing. Five men, two vehicles, one base. The numbers were not on their side.
"Everything all right, Commander?" Rhys's voice came over the comms channel like a smattering of gravel. Less a question and more a polite reminder that Rhys was getting bored. Nobody liked waiting.
"Coming back now."
"Wait," Joy said. "I understand that you can't promise anything, I do - but could you please return my backpack? "
The ragged old thing she'd brought the components in? Hopewell had tossed that down an elevator shaft after the bag had begun to moulder and stink. It'd been beyond them at the time why Joy had chosen to include dead spiders wrapped in cloth in the delivery; Hopewell had joked that it must be a local custom.
But now it made sense. The components had been meant for them, but not the rucksack, the spider carcasses or any of the other junk stuffed into its various compartments. No, not junk - canteens and batteries. Junk to them, but to her, essential survival gear. They'd taken it all without even considering her needs. Had he even thanked her?
"A backpack can be arranged. It'll cost you an answer, though."
Her eyes lit up with a smile. "I can afford an answer or two. Fair warning though, if it's about sports or geography, you're in for disappointment."
"It's a more personal matter."
"Intriguing," she said, and now the smile extended to her lips, and she cocked her head and regarded him with a kind of interest he wasn't...
No. He was imagining it. She knew nothing of him, save for the fact he had misled her once and used her twice. She hadn't even seen his face. It was the planet, was all. Dreary dust and subsiding stims, making him see what wasn't there. Making him want what he couldn't have. Once he was back on Scathach, golden copper would fade to dusty sepia.
"Where did you learn Morse code?" he asked, setting aside the unbalancing thoughts.
"Oh, nowhere, to be honest. That's the only signal I know. You see it in old movies, you know, the really old ones. A cruise ship hits an iceberg. A man and his dog are stranded on an asteroid. School children on a deserted island start killing each other under the evil influence of an alien artefact. Those kinds of films always have the main characters send an SOS somehow."
Pebbles arranged on a beach in neat letters until the waves swallowed them. A mining laser flaring desperately into space. Yes, he knew the movies she was talking about; found himself wondering what she had made of them. Had she liked Void Voyager? Few people did, but it was a guilty pleasure of his. Had she cried when the dog died at the end? He thought so.
"My brother taught me the sequence. Be prepared, that's his motto."
"A sensible man." A brother. An interest in old film. Friends called Voirrey and Duncan. Pieces of the puzzle that was Joy.
Tears welled up to wobble at the base of her eyelashes, and another puzzle piece fell into place. The brother was a sensitive topic. Dead? Perhaps, though she had referred to him in the present tense.
"We disposed of your backpack, but there are spare ones back at base." Not much, he knew, but he had little else with which to stop her tears. "I think you'll find them superior replacements."
"Thanks," she said, shaming him with how easily she spoke the word. "I really appreciate it. Though, isn't this usually the part of our conversation where you ask another favour?"
"We can discuss that back at base."
She gave him a wide-eyed, sceptical look. "What happened to the whole restricted area thing?"
"You'll be our temporary guest." She wanted to take the offer, he could tell, but apprehension had her biting her lip. "I'm needed back at base. Come with me if you want. If not, a backpack will be delivered to this location."
Mist swirled around his greaves as he walked back to the Epona. The wind had picked up, and the temperature was dropping rapidly. Nights here were bitter, unkind to body and soul. Joy should come with him; should spare herself at least one night at the mercy of Cato. But she had a sensible brother, and a sensible brother was likely to have told his sister not to get into cars with strangers.
His offer was more than generous. Not without precedent - locals were at times assets, and mission conditions often required a stay on base - but unusual. He'd gone above and beyond, and wouldn't humiliate himself by attempting to persuade her.
The vehicle's door wheezed open. He entered, stooping low, and turned, saw dust and disappointment, and made to close the door. Then in a whirl of mist and fine glass, she was there, and his hand changed course to close around hers.
◆◆◆
 
Cassimer's intention had been to blindfold Joy. Bringing her to the base was a risk, however slight, and it was best she saw as little of their operations as possible.
Joy made the point moot, because before the vehicle was even halfway back to base, still weaving through shadowy lightning glass, she was fast asleep.
"What do you think, Rhys?" Cassimer, back in the driver's seat, glanced at the medical officer. Rhys had swivelled his seat around, his unspoken mission to keep an eye on their guest.
"Pretty enough, if you like redheads."
"Not asking for an assessment of her looks." Cassimer's jaw tensed with irritation. Rhys's habit of not keeping personal comments to himself was grating. Besides, the man clearly had no taste. Not in women, not in regulation-bending tattoos and not in cigarettes. The brand currently dangling from his lips was more paper and tar than tobacco, a cheap and nasty throwback to unhealthier times.
"Of course not. You want to know what I think about you inviting her back to base."
"I was asking for your opinion as a medical officer." You know, your actual job. But voicing that particular thought wouldn't be constructive. Not team-building.
"A couple of cracked ribs like I thought. Mostly healed. I'd say she got a good kicking about a week ago. She'll be fine - the silicosis is her biggest problem."
"Silicosis?"
"Miner's asthma. Breathe in enough dust and it inflames the lungs, scarring them permanently. I imagine it's a leading cause of death on Cato. Still, she's lucky. Most settlers probably don't have a medical bracelet to mitigate the symptoms."
"You recognise the bracelet?" Cassimer remembered the display and the bold seven upon it. Seven doses remaining? No wonder she was desperate to leave Cato.
"I know the type. Old school, but in use where Primaterre tech isn't readily available. Plenty of century-old bracelets still in circulation. I've seen the logo on hers before - a mark of quality."
"So nothing out of the ordinary?"
"She's probably exactly what she claims to be - a little lost castaway. Sure, she could be an outlaw or she could be RebEarth, but a RebEarther falling asleep inside a banneret Poney? Don't care how tired she is, that would take some serious ice in her veins."
"Agreed." Cassimer paused for a moment. They'd reached the edge of the glass forest, and the vehicle shuddered as the terrain shifted from hardened crust to shifting dust. Illuminated by the headlights, the ground sparkled with reflected light.
Static, he thought, it looks like static. Whatever Cato once was, now it's only static. Dead and empty.
"You all right, Commander?"
"Yes," he replied, realising the moment of silence had stretched into minutes. "Concentrating on driving. Anyway, what is your opinion on inviting her back to base?" Maybe talking was good. Maybe talking would drive the static from his mind.
"My opinion in general is that compassion is a virtue. Glad to see you're still capable of it, considering the amount of stims you're on."
"That'll be all, Captain." The static grew wilder, buzzing inside his head, scratching his skull.
"I know you don't want to hear it, Commander, but I'm still the team medical officer, and it's my professional opinion that you should follow the lead of Sleeping Beauty here. Don't forget, I have access to your medical files - including the psychological assessments. You have trouble sleeping - fine, I have meds for that. There's no shame in it. If you caught a bullet, you wouldn't hesitate in requesting medical aid, so why not do the same now?"
Cassimer could feel his heart racing, could feel his chest heaving with panicked breaths, and hated that Rhys would know all of those things too. Every twitch of his body was shared to the medical officer's HUD; every strain and every flaring emotion.
Leave me alone, he wanted to say, just leave me alone. No more prodding, no more poking. Bad enough that people thought they knew what had happened to him - what he had done - onboard the Hecate. Thought they could watch a movie made by hacks who had never even met him, never even spoken to him, and know who he was.
No. Cool nausea pooled at the bottom of his throat. His stories were his own, his problems were his own.
The headlights caught a glimpse of turquoise-stained copper. The toppled cupola shone a warm welcome, his beacon through the static.




14. Joy

A bed. A real bed.
Joy buried her face in the pillow, breathing in the clinical scent of citrus and chemicals. She'd been awake for awhile, but pretended to sleep, wanting the sensation to last as long as possible. Forever, preferably.
A grey blanket cocooned her in warmth and it was just the best, so good she became convinced that a few nights in a real bed would be enough to chase Cato from her mind.
A bed. A blanket. A pillow. A... handcuff? She opened her eyes a crack and found that why yes, she was indeed handcuffed.
I'm such an idiot. Her temples throbbed with regret. She'd hitched a ride with a stranger back to his house and what happened to girls who did that? They ended up cuffed to a bed for starters, that's what.
The black manacle was perfectly moulded around her left wrist. No way of slipping out of it and - she turned her wrist, the dark chain links clanking against the bed - the manacle was smooth, with no obvious lock to pick. Not that she knew how to do that - for all of Finn's lessons in being prepared, apparently he'd never thought she'd find herself in a situation quite like this. Apparently he'd thought better of her.
Big mistake.
The bed took up one side of a dark cubicle. The walls were bare and glossy, like glass or hard plastic. Soft light emanated from a smooth ceiling where she could see no lamps or fittings. At the foot of the bed, she could just about glimpse a crate, and in one corner of the cubicle a couple of duffel bags were stacked on top of black cases. Gun cases.
Everything had a sense of elegant functionality, the sort of look Finn's fiancée had lived for. Clean lines and a monochrome colour scheme - even the bed, while basic, had a certain appeal in the cool curves of the metal frame. Yes, Miana would have loved this place, would probably have been happy to spend more than Joy made in a month to buy one of the gun cases. Joy could picture it as a dramatic centre piece on the marble dining table in Miana's apartment, could hear Miana wittering on about the juxtaposition of the unexpected and whatnot.
Only, Miana wasn't wittering on about anything. The sleek-haired heiress slept in her chamber still, and yes, Miana was annoying sometimes, but she could put a smile on Finn's face like nobody else, and Joy loved her for that.
So never mind handcuffs. She had to keep going, whatever it took. That was the promise she'd made.
"Hello?" Her voice, intended to sound confident, quivered pathetically.
A woman appeared in the cubicle's doorway. She wore a suit of armour, but no helmet, though her ruffled blonde hair showed signs of having worn one recently. "About time you woke up."
"Hi. I'm Joy."
"We've met."
"Oh. You're the one who shoved me." That had hurt, and wasn't something Joy wanted to repeat, but now was not the time to act the frightened little lamb (even if that was very much what she was). Best to be assertive, maybe even conversational. It worked with the commander - Cassimer didn't say much, but she got the sense that he didn't mind if she did - so no reason it shouldn't work with his subordinates.
Besides, Joy was a guest. Cassimer's guest, which surely made her fate his decision, and not this woman's.
"Not much of an introduction. How about a name?" Joy held out her free hand, wondering briefly if they even shook hands in the future or if she just looked like an idiot.
The blonde smirked and gave her hand a tight squeeze. "Hello Joy. I'm the sucker on baby-sitting duty, also known as Lieutenant Hopewell."
"Sorry to inconvenience you."
"Hey, it's better than welding duty." Hopewell touched a finger to Joy's manacle. A light blinked on the black surface, scanned the lieutenant's fingerprint, and then the manacle released its grip around Joy's wrist. "Want a shower before the boys dismantle that part of the habitat?"
"A shower?" The manacle had left no mark on Joy's skin, but she rubbed her wrist nonetheless, as if to reassure herself she was free. "You better be serious, because if this is some sort of trick I think I might actually cry."  
"Get a move on, civilian." There was a hint of amusement in Hopewell's voice; just enough for Joy to relax a little. Hopewell might be all soldier, and no stranger to violence, but she had neither the venom nor the sharp fangs of Rivka.
◆◆◆
 
Two seconds into her real shower and it had utterly usurped the real bed, crown and throne and sceptre.
Bright light and hot water beat down on her. Dirty water pooled around her feet, but though there was no drain it never rose higher than about an inch. Whatever material this habitat was made of, it was certainly capable of much. The shower itself was primitive in comparison - a rusting old pipe had been led through the wall, into some sort of heater, and then on into a wide showerhead.
The soldiers had made use of Stairhaven's old infrastructure, and that impressed her more than their sophisticated technology. The Primaterre didn't just dominate; they adapted, finding creative solutions.
"Wrap it up, civilian." Hopewell sat in a folding chair on the opposite side of the small bathroom. Joy had been uncomfortable at first, getting undressed in front of a stranger, but Hopewell had barely glanced at her. There was a silver shimmer in her eyes that had to be some sort of implants, maybe even a descendant of the h-chip in Joy's arm. That had been the vision, after all, that the h-chips would one day evolve into the ultimate portable computer, working in perfect tandem with the human body and brain.
Reluctantly, Joy turned the water off. Hopewell had provided neither shampoo nor soap, yet Joy could smell citrus-and-chemicals on her skin and in her hair. Some additive in the water made it an all-purpose cleanser - remarkable, so much so that it was almost shocking when Hopewell handed her a towel.
"To dry myself with?" She felt the fabric in her hands. Soft white cotton.
"Uh, yeah." Hopewell gave her a strange look.
"I mean, it doesn't do anything else?"
"What else would a towel do?"
"Well, it could have heated fibres, or it could apply lotion secreted through nano-weave? Or..." Joy wracked her brain for more towel-related ideas.
"You're a special kind of crazy, aren't you?" Hopewell shrugged. "Guess that's what it takes to survive on a planet like this."
Joy quickly dried herself. While the towel wasn't a fancy future towel, it was very nice, nice enough to covet - but while stealing towels from hotels was an age-old cliché, stealing towels from military bases seemed a far more dangerous prospect.
Hopewell handed her a pile of neatly folded clothes. "Get dressed."
"Where are my clothes?"
"If by clothes you mean the mouldering rags you left on the bathroom floor, they're in the decontamination chamber. You can collect them before you leave. Now get dressed - I'll be waiting outside."
Waiting for what? Joy pulled a grey t-shirt over her head. What was the plan here, exactly?
And - would she get to keep the clothes? The material was soft and warm, a uniform grey in colour, sporting a white emblem across the chest of the shirt. It was the same cross-in-a-circle she'd seen on the soldiers' armour, surmounted by two wings. Denoting a religious role? Or a pilot? Maybe even a doctor. The clothes were only about two sizes too large for her, so whoever they belonged to hadn't felt the need to transform themselves into a giant like the other soldiers.
On freshly-socked feet, she padded back into the central area. Fourteen beds lined the walls, seven on each long side, all smartly made. In fact, everything was incredibly clean and tidy. Before the shower, Joy had been the only dirty thing in the habitat, a thought that embarrassed her enough that she found herself blushing.
A desk, surrounded by folding chairs, took up the centre of the room. The bed where she'd spent the night was in a cubicle all by itself, shielded from view. Had the soldiers put it up just for her?
Another, larger cubicle took up most of the opposite corner, dark and forbidding walls sending the message that whatever took place in there, was not for her eyes.
"Sit." Hopewell pulled out one of the folding chairs and proffered it to her. Joy complied and had just about enough time to enjoy the seat (a real chair!) before Hopewell slapped the manacle back around her wrist, securing the other cuff around a desk leg.
"Is that really necessary?"
Hopewell didn't reply, instead taking a seat on one of the beds. Like all the other beds, it had a large crate at its foot, but it was the only crate that had a helmet resting on top of it. Hopewell's helmet, presumably, and likely her bed, too.
From her cross-legged perch, the lieutenant regarded Joy with cool blue eyes. "Do you really eat spiders? What do they taste like?"
"Like vomit scraped off the street, I imagine," Joy said. "Except the whole time you're eating, you're intensely aware that it is in fact spider guts, which really makes it a lot worse. At least vomit was once actual food, you know? Dogs eat vomit. Dogs would not eat these spiders."
"In that case, you might actually enjoy one of these." Hopewell produced a slim, foil-wrapped bar from one of her many belt pouches. She turned it over, squinting at the label. "'Turkey with roast potatoes and cranberry sauce'. Yeah, right. Go easy on it, though; it's a bigger meal than you're used to."
Hopewell threw the bar onto the desk. Joy picked it up, unwrapping silver foil (with a stated 15,000 calorie content) to find a brown rectangular bar. It didn't much taste like turkey, but it didn't taste anything like spider either, which made it absolutely delicious.
"I think I can taste the cranberry sauce," she informed Hopewell, who smiled and shook her head.
"A special kind of crazy, that's for sure. I..." Hopewell trailed off, tilting her head slightly. She pointed to her ear, then put a finger over her lips.
Here it comes, Joy thought, her skin prickling with anticipation. The lieutenant was receiving instructions on what to do with her next.
"Well, did you look in the toolbox? The blue one. By the tarps. No, not those tarps, the other ones." A moment of silence passed. Hopewell rolled her eyes. "Ah, Florey, you're driving me crazy. You know what, I'll just come up and do it myself. Yeah, that's right."
The lieutenant got up and grabbed her helmet. "I need give the boys a hand up top. You just sit there and relax, all right? Someone will be along eventually."
The airlock at the end of the room whooshed open to let Hopewell through. Joy must have passed through it when she arrived, though the last thing she remembered was sitting in the juddering vehicle, resting her face against cool window glass and watching the landscape roll by to the sound of a hypnotic rumble.
Oh, great - she'd fallen asleep, and somebody had carried her into the base and chained her to a bed. The realisation made her nauseous. She couldn't go on like this, couldn't allow herself any more vulnerable moments. She'd been lucky so far, but sooner or later her luck would run out. Not counting the crash landing of the Ever Onward, she'd had at least two dozen near-death experiences on Cato. Thirteen more lives than the average cat - hoping for more would be greedy.
From now on, she had to be careful. Had to be prepared. Though - she tried the manacle, pulling at the chain - there was little she could do in her current position.
No, stupid, whispered Imaginary Finn in his most annoying know-it-all tone. Pay attention. Look around. Learn as much as you can about these people.
The ration bar's foil wrap, complete with the Primaterre logo, offered a list of ingredients. Apart from the surprising amount of nutrients, the only thing that stood out was 'free-range turkey'. Free-range? That was the sort of moral luxury that only fortunates like Miana could've afforded back on Mars - and hardly expected of a galactic war machine.
At the bottom of the list, in fine print, were the words MADE ON ATHENAIS.
The arc ship set to colonise Athenais had departed six months before the Ever Onward began its journey towards Gainsborough. Those colonists had made it to their destination, and a hundred years later their efforts were still paying off - even if it was only in the form of strange-tasting military rations.
If Athenais lived, maybe Gainsborough wasn't a dead dream. She and Finn could still make it to fields of blue sweetgrass and deeper blue oceans. They could still -
The airlock whooshed open again, allowing a Primaterre titan entry. Not Hopewell, because the lieutenant hadn't needed to duck through the door. This had to be one of 'the boys'.
The soldier's visor turned towards her, and he stopped in his tracks. A few moments of silence passed - Joy making the most of them by trying to shrink into the chair and disappear - and then the soldier removed his helmet. Slowly, hesitantly, almost as though he was afraid of taking it off.
She was reminded of what Finn had said to her about spiders (long before spiders became synonymous with dinner): It's much more afraid of you than you are of it - it's tiny compared to you!
But she was no spider, and the soldier, he was...
...a man, dark of hair and dark of eyes. Mid-thirties, at a guess, scarred and ruggedly handsome. Tanned, athletic - the sort of man who might spend his leave hiking the great forests of Mars. The sort of man who'd scale sheer cliffs to prove that he could. In short, the sort of man who Joy had never encountered outside of adverts for mineral water and running shoes. The only difference was the lack of a smile and the blank look in his eyes - even as he fixed his gaze on her, she couldn't help but feel that part of him was elsewhere.
He looked like a man ready to carry the burdens of worlds on his shoulders (they were certainly wide enough), and she recognised in him what she'd heard in the commander's voice.
"Cassimer."
He frowned. "You know me?"
Strange question. "Well, yes. We've met."
"No, I meant..." He gestured towards his face. "You recognise me."
"You look like you sound," she said.
He said nothing else, disappearing into the cubicle where Joy had slept. She could hear the sound of crates being opened, followed by metallic clatter. Each second ticking past raised her pulse. She tugged at the manacle, but it only sucked tighter around her wrist. The desk might be the weak link. If she could kick the leg loose and run before she had to find out what Cassimer was doing back there -
- a chair scraped against the floor. Cassimer took a seat on the opposite side of the desk. His armour was gone, replaced with grey fatigues, but the man himself was no less intimidating.
"The truth, Joy."
A trustworthy voice and a trustworthy face, but he had lied to her once, had admitted as much. Rivka had a liar's face, rat-sharp and hungry, but Rivka had never lied.
Joy had long since left the world of fairy tales behind. In the real world, not all witches had warty noses and not all princesses were beautiful. Still, that didn't stop reality from disappointing her from time to time, and Cassimer - he had disappointed her deeply.
"I told you the truth. I think I'd remember you - especially if this is how you usually treat your guests." The chain of the manacle clanked against the desk as she demonstratively showed him her wrist. "Is this really necessary?"
"Yes. Guests are potential security risks." He didn't even seem apologetic. "I look like I sound. What does that mean?"
"If you're fishing for compliments, you've caught me in the wrong mood."
"I..." He blinked, and briefly, the blankness in his eyes was disturbed. "No compliments. Only truth."
"All right." If it was truth he wanted, he'd get it. "Reliability. Honesty. That's what I heard in your voice, and that's what I see in your face." She stopped there, leaving the accusation silent.
He leaned back in his seat, as though trying to put distance between them. Imaginary Finn warned caution, but Joy ignored him - the way forward with the commander was to be bold, to be sincere, to be raw. She could see her words take effect, discomfort turning his face, and did he not deserve that?
"If you want to interrogate me, then do that. Get out your needles and your knives, or whatever ways you Primaterre have," she said, thinking please don't what am I even saying, "and cut your truth from me - or you can accept the truth I've offered you."
"Don't speak of such things." The angles of his jaw hardened. "Don't put yourself in more danger than you already are."
"Danger? I thought I was the dangerous one. Why else have you got me chained up?"
The airlock wheezed, and another soldier stepped inside the habitat.
Cassimer shook his head. "Not now, Lucklaw."
The soldier nodded, backing into the airlock again - stopping only to glance at Joy. Even through the dark visor she could sense the curiosity she invited. Then the soldier was gone, back to the grey plains whose perils were so much more familiar than what she now faced. Who she now faced.
"Out there, you were just another local. In here, you are a threat. Everything you see and hear is a weapon to be used against us. Every moment spent in our company is an invitation for corruption to seize your mind. The shackles make you less of a weapon. Less of a target."
"Then why did you invite me?" She didn't need to wait for his answer - it was clear on his face. A glimmer of pity in his eye, a sympathetic twitch of the lip - it all spelled the same thing.
"Out of kindness," she said.
"It doesn't matter," Cassimer replied, but he was wrong. It mattered very much.
"Thank you."
"Don't. They may be watching. If they see you with me, they may try to take you."
"They? The other soldiers? Or the locals?" Oh, how she hoped he would say yes.
"No," he said. "While you are my guest, you have nothing to fear from either."
Unexpected. Might even  have been endearing if it'd come from a man who didn't feel the need to keep her in chains.
"It's the demons that concern me."
Of course. Great - and now his eyes were searching the shadows for things that weren't there, and Joy didn't know which notion was worse: that she'd been chained by a madman, or that there really were demons lurking in the dark.
"Cassimer, please - I don't understand what you're talking about. What demons?"




15. Cassimer

A simple question with a complex answer, and an answer he'd never expected to have to give. In Protectorate space, the threat of possession was as much a part of life as air or water - a given, requiring no further explanation.
He'd heard of distant colonies, all but forgotten, where the population remained ignorant. Many other worlds knew only bits and pieces, sometimes puzzling enough together to create their own strange, cargo-cult doctrine of purity. Exeter had often spoken of such worlds, yearning to enlighten them, but the Primaterre Protectorate didn't concern itself with exo-space.
How to explain corruption to one untouched by it? He understood now how she could be so light of spirit. To her, the stars were bright with promise and a mind a thing that could be allowed to wander freely; unguarded.
"Start at the beginning," she sensibly prompted.
"They first appeared about a century ago. A spark of conflict on Earth had become blazing fire, spreading quickly across worlds and systems." Common knowledge, and yet he saw not a glimmer of recognition in her eyes. How distant humans had become from one another, that she could be ignorant of the war that had threatened to end civilisation. The arc ships, intended to spread a glittering web of kinship across the galaxy, had instead created tiny pockets of insulated humanity, adrift in the void.
Yet the void of space seemed easier to overcome than the void between him and Joy. He wanted to close it, to connect, to draw from her light a bridge across the span. Instead, he had to give her darkness.
"To feed the war, any world not yet a battlefield was stripped of its resources. Xanthe was a mining world much like Cato, uncolonised save for one city. Their gold mines had been nearing depletion even before the war, but in profit-fuelled hunger, they dug, deeper and farther than ever before, until the earth shook and groaned above the miners' heads."
He knew this part of the story as well as he knew his own name, rank and kill-switch code. It was learned history, distant enough from remembered experiences that it didn't hurt to tell.
It also helped that Joy seemed interested, her attention rapt and entirely on him. No longer so afraid, and in the light of her honey brown eyes, he walked deeper into the darkness. Deep into the yellow soil of Xanthe, where the miners had struck a vein that should never have been excavated. Gold, they'd thought, but when they dug into it, a great maw had opened in the earth. In a hiss of sulphur, the corruption had poured forth to wrap its tendrils around impure minds.
"Over a thousand miners were in the pit that day. Less than twenty returned, drenched in the blood of their colleagues. On their foreheads, drawn in blackest soil, was a single word: Earth. The corruption followed in their wake, leaping and reaching, seizing every mind it could. By nightfall, Xanthe's only city was chaos and carnage."
He paused; the worming fear turning in the ash. It was important to drive home the danger, but what had happened on Xanthe, he had seen onboard the Hecate. Still saw it, and would never stop seeing it, no matter what the psychiatrist said or how many pharmaceuticals he tried.
"After that, everything changed. A truce was struck as the warring factions joined forces to rain nuclear fire on Xanthe's cursed surface. But the corruption had already spread, and an invisible army had joined the war, making it no longer a matter of greed and power, but of survival for the human race. Entire worlds were lost to the demons before it became clear they could not be fought by conventional means. The Primaterre was but a small splinter faction then, but it was the Primaterre who discovered and defined the doctrine of purity; a set of rules to shield a mind from the corruption."
"I see," Joy said. "I'm in chains because you think I'm impure."
"It's not a judgment of character. For purity to be an effective shield, every choice must be made with it in mind. It takes time and practice to construct and maintain. You are untrained, and so you are vulnerable."
"A shield of faith," she said, "like in old Earth religions. The faithful would chant prayers until the prayers became part of their subconscious, running on repeat as a constant reminder of devotion. It created a mental shield, they thought, protecting them from corruption and wickedness."
"Yes," he said, taken aback. "Truth be my sword and clarity my shield. Except that faith is an impure concept. Only fact and reason can protect the mind. Only awareness of the real, and the ability to perceive the world around you with a clear mind. The demons thrive in darkness and confusion, in the jumble of chaotic minds. Belief in unproven divinity would give them a falsehood of thought to cling onto and twist."
"So a spiritual practice, then. A pursuit of enlightenment in order to defend against the dark unknown," she said, with a sigh of relief. "How very reasonable."
Cassimer found himself lost for words. Though he'd never heard it put in quite those terms before, she was essentially correct. It baffled him, this puzzle piece - no matter how he tried, he couldn't seem to make it fit with what else he knew of her. How could she grasp in mere moments what he struggled to understand after a lifetime of strict adherence?
He called Lucklaw back down. Fifteen minutes he'd spent with Joy, and fifteen minutes he'd thought wasted on history, but now he wasn't so sure. His intention had been to ensure she understood the danger, but perhaps she was in less danger than anyone he'd ever met. The light he saw in her, could it not be purity?
"Commander." Lucklaw approached, opening his visor.
Joy turned, with a smile that needled Cassimer's spine with envy. There had been no smiles for him, not this time. "Hi. I'm Joy."
Lucklaw regarded her with a silent sneer.
"This is Corporal Lucklaw, whose errands you've been running. He'll explain what he needs next."
"A beam expander. It's a -"
"You're kidding, right?" Joy interrupted, incredulous. The corporal frowned, but her honey eyes were locked pleadingly on Cassimer. "I don't know if you appreciate how difficult it is for me to get these things. I'll do it, okay, I will - but I'd be a lot happier if you didn't lose stuff I already got you."
"Lucklaw?" Cassimer turned to the corporal for explanation.
"Don't know what you're talking about, local. I never received a beam expander."
"Yes, you did," Joy persisted. "It's a small thing, right, easy to lose. So I wrapped it up in a piece of cloth and put it in the backpack's inside pocket. You took the backpack," she said, a chastising tone creeping into her voice, "so you must have it."
Lucklaw squirmed under Cassimer's gaze, sputtering to defend himself, swearing up and down that he'd checked the backpack very thoroughly.
"It's good news though, right?" Joy said. "Just check it again. Easiest delivery yet!"
◆◆◆
 
Easy delivery for Joy, but not so much for Hopewell. The lieutenant, suited up, stood at the edge of the elevator shaft they'd designated their waste disposal chute. A flare burned at the bottom, tangled in a nest of curled-up spider husks and cobwebbed lichen.
"I can't see the backpack," she said optimistically, as though Cassimer would just throw his hands up and say oh well.
"Just do it," Florey said. He was in charge of the line securing Hopewell's climb. "Serves you right for littering. Impure deeds bring impure rewards."
"Oh shove off with your Earth Provides nonsense."
"I'll shove you right off that edge if you don't get on with it."
The two gunners sniped at one another much like Albany had sniped at Cassimer, but instead of frost, their insults had a wry warmth. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to know someone so well, or how to even get to that point in a relationship.  How was it that some people could bare themselves to another with such ease?
Joy, like Hopewell, made it look easy. Smiles for strangers, her name given freely and without hesitation. Every time they spoke she gave him another piece of herself, placing them like petals in his hands.
She was afraid of him, but not afraid to share of herself with him. It was as though she thought sharing made her safer, that the more he knew the less he could hurt her. The mindset seemed alien, the complete opposite of how he lived his life. It made no sense to him - but when he looked at her, he wanted to try.
If only he had something to give.
"All right, Hopewell. I want that array up and running before sunset."
"Yes, Commander." The lieutenant stepped backwards over the edge and began the descent into crimson shadow.
A banneret team didn't leave much behind - part of their purpose was to be unobtrusive. Their habitat processed most of their waste, turning as much as possible into reusable materials, but the things which couldn't be recycled (far less than one might think; too little according to many soldiers) were neatly vac-packed for disposal.
"See anything, Commander?"
"Negative." He swept his flashlight across the midden. Plastic vac-packs gleamed amongst jutting rebar. The cobwebs were thick and stringy, snapping like old elastic bands around Hopewell, but there were no signs of live spiders. Tombs, he'd thought when he'd first seen the ruins, and tombs they were, homes to nothing but the withering and the dead.
"Oh!" Hopewell yelped, just stopping short of swearing.
"You all right, Hopey?" Florey, securing his grip on her line, looked anxiously towards the hole in the ground.
"Vac-packs got split open on rebar, and guess who's covered in their delightful contents?"
Florey laughed, shaking his head, and laughed again when Hopewell eventually pulled herself out of the shaft. Her armour was smeared an indescribable brown, spatters streaking her visor.
"Backpack." She dropped the sorry-looking bag on the floor. "Requesting permission to go scrub my suit until the paint flakes off."
"Granted," he said, and couldn't help but smile as Florey, armed with a thousand little jokes at Hopewell's expense, followed her up the stairs.
The beam expander was exactly where Joy had said it would be. Good, although Lucklaw really should have -
"Commander."
Speak of the devil.
"Expander secured. Bringing it to the array now."
"Inadvisable, Commander. We've got incoming."
◆◆◆
 
The locals came creeping out of the glass forest. Low and wary, faces caked with mud, hair interwoven with lichen. Scrap metal plates had been sown into their ragged jackets and coats. Their weapons were long knives and corroding relics. The Epona's sensors counted twenty-three men and women in total, but their numbers changed nothing. If Cassimer ordered his men to open fire, what ensued next wouldn't be combat, but a massacre.
He ordered Lucklaw, still at the array, to remotely disable the mines. Let the locals come closer before closing the funnel. Let them get a taste of what they were up against. Diplomacy worked better when backed by a show of force.
"What's your status, Rhys?"
The medical officer had the unenviable task of covering the rear of the base. The locals were unlikely to attempt an approach over the mountains, but there was a sizable stretch of open ground to the south-east, and no amount of mines and automated defences could replace the human eye.
"All clear, Commander."
The ragged army stopped at the edge of the minefield, as though they could sense the lurking death - or maybe they were losing their nerve. All it would take was one moment of clarity, of realising what they were about to get themselves into. In Cassimer's experience, that sort of common sense was remarkably rare.
A dark-haired woman, hair wound into tight black-and-red braids, pushed one of the locals forward. He stumbled in the dust, kicking up grey clouds, but when the ground proved safe and no bullets came whizzing through the air, the waiting crowd surged forward.
Hopewell, in the driver's seat of the Epona, shifted uncomfortably. "Almost like they knew the mines were there."
"Doesn't matter," Florey said. "Won't change their fates."
When they were a hundred metres inside the perimeter, Cassimer ordered the funnel closed. One by one, mines switched from lethal to crowd-control, blinking to life on his HUD. The locals were surrounded and didn't even know it.
A man veered to the left, stepping onto a buried sensor. A plume of dust spurted from the ground, and the man was thrown backwards into the crowd, sending three others sprawling.
Another mine went off to the right, and a shudder went through the herd. The dark-haired woman shouted, trying to keep order, but the panic could not be halted.
Geysers of dust spewed from the plains in quick succession, low booms echoing far and wide. Locals ran, and locals fell, and Hopewell - at the wheel of the Epona - failed to suppress her laughter.
When the dust settled, the majority of the locals lay stunned and scattered. The remainder huddled around the woman, weapons drawn.
"Activate the acoustics."
As the long-range acoustic defences began to blare, Cassimer's suit automatically engaged its noise cancellation filter. In the silence, and through the scope of his Hyrrokkin, he saw the world with clarity. The calm of control was better than any mantra.
◆◆◆
 
In the Eponas, Florey and Hopewell circled the locals, herding the conscious together.
Cassimer approached on foot. The dark-haired woman stood defiantly, and he recognised her as the one Natham had offered up. Rivka had been a cowering and fearful creature then, but she'd cast off that mask. Now she held her head high and true, and in her eye was the madness of a trapped animal.
She trained her weapon on him, and he recognised the gun too, remembered seeing it in far lovelier hands.
Yellow bruises. Here was their cause, feral and unkempt.
On his command, the Eponas came to a stop and deployed their crowd control munitions. A series of low-hazard detonations exploded from the sides of the vehicles. The resulting shockwaves and blinding flashes were designed to overwhelm and pacify.
Cassimer's visor automatically filtered out the light, his suit absorbing the shock. The locals had no chance, and even Rivka's madness was not enough to keep her standing. She fell to her knees, surrounded by her defeated, groaning army. Some of them were digging deep, burying their heads in dust.
Hopewell and Florey left their vehicles and began to confiscate the locals' weapons.
"Rivka, is it? From Natham's farm."
Dark grey swirls painted a frenzied pattern on her face. Her pale eyes, still blinking from the blast, twitched and rolled. One trembling and sharp-nailed hand went for the gun, but Cassimer was faster.
This does not belong to you, he wanted to say as he collected Joy's stolen gun, wanted the thief to feel his disapproval.
"I hope this has made it clear that you have nothing to gain from further hostilities."
No response.
"What did you hope to achieve, Rivka?"
"You don't belong here," she snarled and spat at his boots.
Spit, threats and insults. Once, he'd been unable to understand why this was so often the response of locals. Without the Primaterre, there would be no civilisation and there would be no peace. Why could people like Rivka not see that it was in their best interest to comply and cooperate?
At some point, he had stopped even trying to understand. Rivka's snarl only made him tired.
"Agreed," he said, "and the sooner you stop interfering, the sooner we will leave."
"You will never leave." She smiled then, a wide predator's smile. Her lips were stained red by something she'd been chewing, thick wiry strands stuck between her crooked teeth.
"We're confiscating your weapons. Go home and accept defeat."
"Home?" Rivka scooped up a handful of dust and let it run between her fingers. "We are home. You don't see it because your mind is tainted, but Cato is eternity and we are its wicked children. The dust whispers to us of deep-down paths, and the storms sing of the beacon with which you would call down the stars."
Her words were as mad as her eyes - and yet, perhaps not.
"Rhys, report."
"All clear."
"Lucklaw, report." No reply. "Lucklaw."
"Apologies, Commander - the force field's having issues with its power supply. I was just patching into the habitat to reroute power. Should be good now."
"Any activity to report?"
"Negative." A beat of silence, before Lucklaw nonchalantly added: "Sensors are reporting a lot of noise down below. Probably the habitat's generators shutting down. I'll go down to check -"
"Negative. Expect hostiles. Defend the array at all cost. Rhys, fall back to the roof."
"Commander?" Hopewell paced nervously around their captives. "Something wrong?"
He looked at Rivka's red-stained smile. There was madness in her eyes, but amusement, too - and a challenge. Not a desperate animal caught in a trap, but a huntress, eager to see her trap sprung. Yes. Something was very wrong; control slipping from his hands to hers.
"Last chance, Rivka. Go back to your farm." His Morrigan sat heavy and hungry in his hand. Perhaps it was the better choice. Kill the would-be leader and crush what little morale her dust-crawling followers had managed to scrape together.
"Black," she said, gaze fixed on the Morrigan. "Black like the corruption in your veins. How can you hear the whispering wind when a storm already rages; when the thoughts that scream the loudest are not your own. You don't hear the red, but we do, and we were told of the death in the dust and the black cube in the ruins."
Movement to his left, where one of the locals who had buried his head in the sand suddenly stood.
Hopewell opened fire. The local's ribcage exploded, and from his dead hands fell the smooth rectangular box of a Primaterre mine. A pair of rusty scissors had pried it open, spliced wires splaying from a crack in its side.
Cassimer's HUD reported the activation of a mine in close proximity, and his suit's automatic defences surged as more activation reports flashed. All around him, digging hands pulled metal from the ground. All around him, excavated mines switched back to lethal as they activated one last time.
Rivka ran. Florey's Epona was pulling away even as Hopewell continued to fire on the locals. Cassimer braced, suit defences engaging, and then came the roaring shockwave.




16. Joy

Beyond hoping to make next month's rent, Joy hadn't ever concerned herself much with the future and hadn't much planned for it either. She had mainly expected things to just keep going the way they were. Oh, sure, the city would expand and new worlds would join the Cascade network; computers would get better and faster and smaller, and her favourite shows would change with the seasons, and maybe one day the Atwood Avengers might actually win the System Championship - but she had never expected people to change.
Yet here she sat, chained to a desk inside a black room, struggling to process this vigilant and fearful new breed of humanity.
Cassimer hadn't been gone long. The faint scent of citrus and chemicals lingered on the air - not unpleasant, but not a scent that seemed to fit the man. But then, neither did the things he'd said.
He had sincerely believed every word. At certain points, he'd even struggled - strained, unwilling to speak on the topic, but pressing on nonetheless - and that scared her the most.
It was a good story. Interesting and terrifying in equal measure - the kind of story that she would've loved to pore over the details of, and theorise about with like-minded people on the net. The kind of story that she'd have driven Finn crazy with.
And therein lay the problem. Finn would've rolled his eyes at Cassimer's story, maybe even laughed out loud when he got to the part about the word Earth drawn on the possessed miners' foreheads. To Joy, that was the sort of detail that intrigued, but Finn would've laughed, would've called it stupid. Hell, even if a fork-tailed and red-horned demon popped up in front of him in a cloud of smoke and sulphur, Finn would probably need to see its ID and infernal birth certificate before he'd believe.
People like Finn did not believe in demons, and Cassimer was very much a person like Finn. He might not share her brother's easy smile and extroverted charm, but like Finn, there was something serious and deliberate about his every move. He was strong, pragmatic, reliable. Intimidating.
But while Finn would've laughed at the notion of demons, Cassimer did not. Cassimer was afraid.
Joy shook her head and said to no one in particular: "But it sounds so ridiculous!"
Still, just in case, she was glad for the lights that left not a corner of the room in shadow.
You big baby.
"Shut up you," she muttered to Imaginary Finn and hoped that the soldiers weren't watching through hidden cameras, or else she'd look the mad one. "I slept for such a long time. Who's to say they didn't find something deep in the mines of Xanthe? The universe is far too large for it to be empty."
Still sounds like bullshit to me.
"Sorry, Finn. Your motto may be 'be prepared', but mine is 'keep an open mind'."
About the demons - and the soldiers.
The minutes ticked by, and with nothing else to glean from the clinical habitat, she tried the computer the corporal had left on the desk. A sleek and shiny thing, its screen thin and flexible, but no matter where she tapped it, it remained blank. Like the systems onboard the Ever Onward, it was possible the computer only responded to authorized personnel - the soldiers probably had some form of identity chip. Chances were the airlock and the manacle about her wrist were similarly locked.
No chance of escape. She tugged at the manacle though she knew the effort to be wasted, and tried to work out her feelings about the situation. Being trapped wasn't good, but was it worse than being out on the plains or down in the tunnels? At least the habitat was clean, bright and warm (she'd forgotten what that was like) and in spite of Hopewell's remarks, the ration bar had actually tasted okay. Had brought to mind childhood Yuletide celebrations, after their parents had passed - but before Finn had learned to cook - when their festive meal had come wobbling out of  tins to settle on their plates in jellied puddles. Unappetising, but nostalgic.
And then there was Cassimer. She'd all but convinced herself she liked him, but what had there been to like? The glare of his dark visor? The lies he told to string her along? The implied threats? She'd made herself like him because she'd needed to believe that one decent person still existed in the universe, but deep down she'd known Likable Cassimer to be as illusory as Imaginary Finn.
But then he'd removed his helmet and his armour and sat before her a man. His words might've made little sense, but in his silences, she'd felt an indefinable something. An unexpected heartbeat - a nudge to alter the rhythm of her pulse. Not enough to make him likeable, but enough to make her believe that he was right. For her, the safest place on Cato was with the Primaterre soldiers.
The lights in the ceiling blinked once; twice. A section near the bathroom went dark.
The demons thrive in darkness.
God, she wished he hadn't said that. It was just shadow, just an absence of light.
Just shadow - and then the building rumbled. A long silence followed, and then came scratching, like long claws on concrete.
In the darkest corner, the shadows moved.
No. Joy closed her eyes - held her breath - and when she looked again, the shadows were still.
Her imagination had got the better of her, was all. Maybe she'd tell Cassimer when he returned. Maybe he'd be amused by how his ghost story had taken root in her imagination; for all she knew, maybe this was all a big joke at the civilian's expense. She could play along with that. She'd had worse at the botany lab; a scary story was nothing compared to having the contents of her lunchbox swapped for fertiliser, or being locked in the walk-in freezer. If she'd been able to laugh about those things afterwards (eventually), she could certainly take the soldiers' joke gracefully.
The floor vibrated under her feet. The manacle chain link jangled against the desk, and now the claws scratched again. A hard noise, a sharp noise, a noise that found her spine and raked it.
And then all the lights died at once.
The habitat's black walls slowly turned transparent. Beyond them lay a brick-walled room, large and cavernous, where drifts of grey dust collected underneath gaping windows.
The vibrations turned into a rumbling quake. Mortar and brick-dust pattered the habitat's flat roof.
"Hello?" She pulled at the manacle. "What's going on? Is anyone out there?"
The building rumbled again and sections of ceiling collapsed, showering the habitat with heavy debris. A crack zigzagged across the roof, cutting from corner to corner.
Joy crawled under the desk, as far as the manacle would allow. It wouldn't afford her much protection if the habitat failed, but maybe just enough to make a difference. The soldiers would be back soon - even if they didn't care about her, they surely cared about their own base.
A sliver of light appeared outside the habitat. It cut down the length of a set of elevator doors, thin at first, but widening rapidly.
Just my imagination, oh god, just a trick of the light.
But long fingers crept through the opening, and they were real; oh god, so real. Rusted crowbars and grimy hands pried the elevator doors open, and a shadow climbed from the dark shaft, and then another, and another, and -
Demons thrive in darkness.
The thought screamed across her mind, but it was silly, it was stupid, because these weren't demons. These were men and women, fungus-pale and bony-limbed. Tattered clothes hung from sagging skin. Matted hair fell long and shaggy to frame faces smeared red and grey and black and brown.
Not demons. Worse - drifters.
She tried to make herself as small as possible. Duncan's voice played in her mind, joking but not really: reckoned the drifters would've made blankets of your skin by now.
One drifter slapped his palms against the habitat's wall, pressing his face to the glossy surface. He carried a sidearm, as well as a rifle slung over one red-stained shoulder, but it was his blade that caught Joy's attention.  A curved blade, cut from sheet metal. Its jagged edge would cut her skin badly, tear it open, and she didn't want to think about that, but she thought it and she imagined it and she couldn't stop.
She'd seen drifters before. Distant, skulking figures. She'd kept her distance and they had kept theirs, but she'd heard stories. The people at Natham's farm revelled in the horrifying details. The people at Nexus told stories too, but only in hushed tones. The drifters frightened them; frightened even the people of the undercity.
Maybe the stories were exaggerated - oh please oh please - but the bones in the tunnels said otherwise.
A dozen shadows crept around the habitat now,  probing its walls, testing for weakness, scraping blades against it. They hadn't seen her and maybe if she kept perfectly still - did she really need to breathe? - it would stay that way.
Then heavy footsteps approached at a rapid pace. The drifters withdrew into the gloom, melting away silently.
A soldier came climbing in through one of the windows, pale light dappling his pauldrons and catching on a golden cross set inside the stylised sun emblazoned on his chest.
His armour could withstand a drifter's blade, Joy was sure of it, but could it withstand a dozen? Two dozen wiry arms could hold him down, could pluck him from his carapace, and then the knives would set about their merciless business. The soldier would die screaming, and Joy would hear it.
No. She couldn't do that.
Don't be stupid, warned Imaginary Finn, and she loved him for it, this echo of her brother -
- but she couldn't take his advice, not this time.
"Hey, stop," she shouted, crawling out from under the desk. Kneeling, she waved her arms at the soldier. "It's an ambush!"
The soldier's suit lights switched on, bathing the room a cool white. A shot rang out, and then more, a hail of bullets pelting the soldier. Joy cried out, certain he would fall - but then he returned fire, standing tall against the onslaught. Two drifters died instantly, misting the habitat with fan-shaped bursts of blood. A third lunged, his blade screeching across sparking armour. The soldier countered with a blow to the drifter's temple, followed by a bullet.
Joy's heart beat wildly. The violence was terrifying, beyond anything she'd ever seen, but the soldier was winning; he'd be all right, and then he'd come and set her free, and...
And more shadows poured from the elevator shaft. Six, seven... Joy lost count as her throat constricted, the pain blurring her vision.
The soldier dispatched a few more, but he was backing up towards the stairs, away from the habitat. Away from her.
"Come back!" Her voice cracked with panic. "You have to take me with you!"
He couldn't leave her here. She'd risked her life to save him. That favour had to be repaid; he wouldn't just go.
But he did. His visor turned towards her one last time, yellow blooms of muzzle flashes reflected in its dark surface, and then he retreated up the stairwell. A stream of drifters followed him, silent but for the gunfire.
She'd saved a man's life and he'd left her. That wasn't right, that wasn't fair, and not every drifter had followed the soldier up the stairs.
She kicked the leg of the desk, but it was as unyielding as the manacle. It made sense - little point in chaining her to something that could be easily destroyed - but when so very few things on Cato made sense, why did this have to be one of them?
No weapon and no escape. Nothing at all within reach but for the computer.
Two drifters circled the habitat as a third climbed to its roof. From his deep-pocketed coat, he produced an explosive charge. He set it down, pressed a button and leapt to the floor.   
Joy dived under the desk, clutching the computer to her chest. It would be all right; this was the future after all. The habitat's walls might look as thin as the computer, but that didn't mean they weren't strong. Her cage would hold, would keep her safe, would -
The explosion rocked the room. A cascade of brick and timber tumbled onto the habitat, glossy walls singing with tension. The zigzag cracks turned into spider webs of fine fractures. Reaching, growing, widening - and with a glassy sound the roof shattered. The entire left-side wall collapsed in a flood of bricks and dust.
A timber beam slammed into the desk, pushing it across the floor, dragging Joy along. The manacle clamped tight around her wrist and her arm flared with pain. Wedged between the beam and the cubicle wall, the desk began to bend and warp. Screws snapped and shot from joints, and suddenly the desk leg broke off and she was free, but now came the sound of soft and damp feet approaching from behind.
She grabbed the desk leg and turned, stabbing blindly.
The leg found flesh through threadbare denim, scraping a red ribbon across dirt-blackened skin. She lashed out again, but the drifter stepped back, ducking down so that she could see his painted face. Crimson smears circled his eyes, runnels of colour streaking his ash-caked cheeks.
He smiled as he wrenched the desk leg from her. Another drifter's hands closed around her shoulders. She twisted away, sharp fingernails raking her skin, but the first drifter had her ankles in a tight grip.
She picked up the computer and threw it towards his smiling face. It missed, screen smashing on the floor.
More hands reached under the desk now, crawling over her, pulling and grabbing and twisting. An arm locked around her throat and crushed down hard.
One drifter had drawn his blade. Its edge traced a crescent on her stomach, pinpricks of blood welling up through grey cotton.
She should be brave. She should fight. She should bite the hands pawing at her face or kick the blade from the drifter's hands.
But all she could think of was how much this death would hurt, and her throat constricted as a more familiar - but no less dangerous - assailant attacked. Six doses left, but maybe she'd be better off running out of breath before the drifters (made a blanket out of your skin) did whatever they were going to do.
"Rivka says kill her." The voice rasped across her cheek, acrid and gravelly.
"Rivka is afraid of her," added a second voice.
"Rivka is queen of the plains." The smiling drifter spoke now. "But Cato is more than plains. Cato is the mountains, Cato is the deep. Cato is the burned cities and the silver fortress. Rivka does not know these places."
He shoved Joy's knees apart and leaned in over her. "This one could know them." He lifted her shirt, exposing the thin wound his blade had cut. A grimy finger traced it, gathering up droplets of her blood. "Fresh. The red likes fresh." He licked her blood from his finger, tasting it. "Yes. We take her."
She screamed then, and kicked and writhed and did all those things she should, but the smiling drifter's body pressed down on hers. Her lungs found no air; her blood glistened on his lips.
Her scream was cut short as a wad of lichen was stuffed into her mouth. Brittle and scratchy like spider's legs, filling her mouth with a salty tang. She coughed, turning her head, but greasy hands clamped down on her mouth. Her chest ached, her vision blurred. Not long now, not long at all.
And then the smiling drifter spat in her face.
The shock made everything very clear, washed the fear away, replacing it with something sharp and jagged, and in the dust, her hand found something sharp and jagged too. She wrenched her arm free, stabbing at the smiling face.
A wide gash cut across the drifter's face, deep enough to make him reel. The sharp thing - a piece of the shattered computer - bit into her hand, but she squeezed it tighter, slashing at the arm around her neck.
She twisted loose, scrambled to her feet and -
- instinct told her to run, but there was nowhere to run to. The exit lay past the drifters, and behind her was the dead end of the bathroom. She backed up against the wall, inching towards the bathroom door. Her fingers found the button on her med-bracelet and six doses became five, but she could breathe, and she wanted to keep breathing.
She spat lichen, retching at the taste and the sensation. Nothing could be worse than spider legs, she'd thought, and she'd been wrong.
"What is wrong with you people?" Her voice was shrill, cracking as she scrubbed her face raw with her sleeve.
The three drifters looked at one another, as if seriously considering her question. Then they smiled and lunged at her in unison. She ran, but they caught her, slammed her against the wall and the computer shard fell from her hand. Glass needled her soles as she struggled, but they had her and they were three against one, and this world, this future, was so unfair.
They pulled her from the habitat, dragged her across the debris-strewn floor. The sun shone through the ruined windows, reflecting off bullet casings and pools of blood.
At the open elevator shaft, they stopped. Stale air wafted from the dark maw, motes of fragmented lichen dancing languidly.
If I go down there I am never coming back up.
The smiling drifter, his smile red with blood, shoved her forwards. She stumbled to her knees at the edge of the shaft.
Dozens of faces stared up from the gloom. Drifters, climbing up from the deep, through a lattice of lichen and webs. Dirty, pale, grinning - and reaching for her with hands eager to pull her down, to take her.   
The smiling drifter pushed her. She held onto the elevator door, but her fingers were weak and bloodied where the shard had cut her. One by one they slipped, and from below, thin fingers scratched at her shins.
She looked up at the drifter, pleading, seeking a trace of humanity in his eyes - but there was nothing there. Nothing at all.
Orange lightning crackled through the air, etching bright lines on her retina. She blinked, and the drifter's smile had gone, along with the rest of his face. Dark spatter covered the wall, an irregular patch of liquid that she'd never have guessed had once been a man's face.
The drifter below tugged hard, and she lost her grip, her hip and waist scraping across the rusted threshold. Gunfire roared above and behind, and she couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't stop her descent. She clutched at the threshold, numb fingers failing to catch hold, failing to work like fingers should -
- and then a hand closed around her wrist. Not cold and tunnel-damp, but hot, sparks of electricity arcing on her skin. It held firm and hoisted her up and away from the shaft. A drifter heaved himself up after her, but a heavy boot crunched down on his hand. He screamed as he fell.
"Cassimer." Joy breathed her rescuer's name with relief and horror. Half his visor was gone, shattered and molten, smouldering shards embedded in his face. The blood oozing from the cuts sizzled and steamed. There was a hard glint in his eyes, bright enough to pierce the blankness.
He didn't respond, didn't even look at her, instead readying a grenade. Behind him, she could see two other soldiers clearing the floor of remaining drifters.
Then Cassimer pulled her close, turning his back to the elevator shaft. Electricity prickled her skin, and his suit was so hot it almost burnt. A soft whoosh came from the elevator, followed by the sounds of screams cut short. The field of electricity flared, and though flames licked the air around her, she felt only a slight heat.
"Here." He pressed a gun of familiar heft and shape into her hand. Rivka had not got to keep her new toy for long. "Stay behind me."
◆◆◆
 
That proved a very simple instruction to follow. Even on her best day, Joy couldn't have kept up with the Primaterre soldiers' pace. Up the stairs they went, and before she'd even turned the first corner, the echo of Cassimer's footsteps was fading.
The stairwell was littered with bullet casings and slick with blood from still-twitching drifters. Small stained glass windows lit each landing with a dim and nauseating kaleidoscope of colour. Quivers went through the building, sending a steady drizzle of dust and mortar from the ceiling.
Then brighter light poured in from an open door. She stumbled through, onto a windswept roof. The comms array sat inside a shimmering dome, guarded by two soldiers who hunkered behind blocks of concrete. Steam rose from the force field as it burnt off blood, the flat roof pockmarked with scorched craters in between dead drifters.
It was cold - so cold that the wind took her breath away. She barely had time to adjust, still blinking against the sun when Cassimer grabbed her arm and pulled her with him through the flickering force field and into cover.
"They're attempting to bring down the building." He let go of her arm as he spoke to the other soldiers. "Closed off one entry point, but there may be others." His words were slurred, and blood pooled inside his broken helmet, overflowing in thick runnels. Joy's clothes were matted with blood, some of it hers, some of it the drifters', but much of it was Cassimer's.
Too much.
"Lucklaw, how long to move the array?"
"Hours, Commander."
"All right. Can't abandon base. Need to sweep the building and ensure it remains standing. Florey, Rhys - with me. Hopewell, stay with Lucklaw and the array."
"The state you're in, you're not going anywhere, Commander." The soldier with the golden cross on his cuirass spoke up. "Hopewell's fine - a sprained ankle and a few bruises won't slow her down."
Cassimer's gaze darkened briefly as a beat of silence passed between the two men. A power struggle, Joy thought - perhaps the commander was not in command of all things. "Fine, Rhys. Be quick about it."
"Take a seat." Rhys pointed to a sheltered spot behind a concrete block. "You - what's your name? Joy? If the commander's to get his wish, I'll need assistance."
◆◆◆
 
Cassimer removed his helmet. The left side of his face lay in ruins, deep gashes cut from jaw to cheekbone.
"Open the med kit," Rhys instructed Joy, as he busied himself plucking chunks of molten visor from the commander's face. Globs of tissue came away with each, and Cassimer inhaled sharply.
"Don't be a baby, Commander," said Rhys, glibly and entirely unfairly. The pain had to be unbearable, especially now that Cassimer's adrenaline was crashing. The brightness in his eyes was fading and his body no longer trembled with intensity, but shock.
The med kit was a black box emblazoned with the sun and golden cross. Compartments of medical equipment nestled inside, some of the items foreign; some very familiar.
"If it weren't for all the stims in your system I could allow you more anaesthetics, so if it hurts, you'd do well to remember that you brought it on yourself."
"Just get on with it," Cassimer said, his voice a low growl.
"I'm working as fast as I can. Joy, get the med kit open yet? Inside you'll find gloves..." He trailed off as he saw that she was already wearing them. "Good. Now what I need you to do is to clean the commander's face and apply the staunching pads. You done this before?"
A question so absurd she almost laughed.
"No. I used to work a lab assistant. Spend enough time in that sort of environment, and hygiene becomes reflex."
"Lab assistant? Interesting."
She couldn't tell whether Rhys was sincere or not. Judging by the way he spoke to the commander, she wouldn't put sarcasm past him.
Deep furrows had been ploughed into Cassimer's face, deep enough that she could see the pale glint of bone - or teeth - beneath the blood.
Oh my god. I can't do this. I can't even look at it.
But she had to do it, and had to do it quick. Maybe if she pretended like it was just another day in the lab, only instead of pineapples, she was working on a man. Epidermis, dermis, hypodermis. Cold and clinical words to make it less horrific.
But no - that was the wrong approach. Better to remind herself that Cassimer was a human being; a person in need of her help. A man without whom she'd have been carried deep underground.
"This is going to hurt," she warned. He looked at her then, and for the first time, she saw a hint of a smile in his eyes.
"Not compared to what this butcher's doing," he said, indicating Rhys.
"And not compared to last month's little mishap," Rhys said. "At least this time your limbs are all still attached to the appropriate sockets."
"Don't tell me you make a habit of getting injured?" She tried to keep her tone light as she gently cleaned the wounds, laying bare the horror. Teeth, not bone, glimpsed through torn tissue. Cold sweat pearled at her nape, and maybe her nausea was evident on her face, because Cassimer placed his gauntleted hand on hers. He held it there for a moment, warmth flowing from his armour to her skin.
"So much for doctor-patient confidentiality. You're making me look bad, Rhys."
"The shrapnel in your face is making you look bad." Rhys yanked the last blackened shard from Cassimer's cheekbone. "Keep pressure on those wounds while I prep the reconstruction strips. Joy, in the med kit there's a small black case of vials. I'm going to need one - preferably one labelled with the commander's name."
A small black case. He couldn't have settled for a worse description - the med kit (itself a black case) was cluttered with them. She opened box after box, and third was not the charm, but the seventh contained rows and rows of delicate vials filled with dark red liquid. It looked like blood, but the vials were so small it didn't seem like it would be enough to do much of anything. She searched them with trembling hands, squinting to read the tiny labels. Hopewell, I. Lucklaw, A. Exeter, S. Familiar names mixed with the unfamiliar, and she wondered how many Primaterre soldiers were actually on Cato.
"This?" She pulled out a darkly gleaming vial. Its label read Cassimer, C.
Rhys glanced over his shoulder and nodded. "Hold onto it for a second."
Torn foil sachets littered the ground around him. Thin strips of a gauze-like material hung over his wrist, and he began to apply them one by one to Cassimer's wounds. Once finished, Rhys took out a small bottle from one of his belt pouches and sprayed the strips.
The gauze began to melt, merging with skin and tissue, covering the wounds with a plastic sheen. The commander made no sound, but his lips twisted sharply. Whatever this treatment was, it was far from painless.
"Vial."
Joy handed it to the medic, who used a jet injector to administer it into the commander's neck.
"Done?" Cassimer asked.
"As good as it's going to get. I'd ask you to take it easy to avoid tearing the new tissue before it's fully formed, but what would be the point? You're cleared for duty."
"You're going back out there?" Joy gave Cassimer a concerned look. It seemed to her it would be safer for everyone if he stayed. 
"Of course he is. This is the commander's favourite part, flooding his system with stims, getting ready to go. Quite the rush, isn't it, commander?"
Rhys's tone was a surprise, but what he was saying wasn't. The brightness she'd seen in Cassimer's eyes - his intensity - had been more than just adrenaline and training. She could see it returning now, fatigue and shock washed from his face.
Cassimer wordlessly shoved his helmet back on and leaned towards Joy, so close that her skin tingled, anticipating a whisper - and then she heard the electric whir of the manacle snapping shut. She pulled her arm away, too late. Chained again, this time to a rusted railing.
"For your own safety," he said, but there was a touch of reluctance in his voice, and she understood why. If the building did collapse - if more drifters attacked - if the force field failed - if she was abandoned in the cold - then the chains would be the death of her.
"I don't think you should've cleared him for duty," she said as Cassimer disappeared into the stairwell. "And I don't think you should be speaking to him like that, either. Is that how you usually address your superiors?"
"Only the ones I give two shits about." Rhys, shaking his head, began to pack up the medical kit. "Any of that blood yours?"
Her borrowed t-shirt was tacky with gore. Bits of bone - and other things - stuck to it, and she had to peel the cotton from her skin. Tiny beads of blood grew from the shallow crescent cut across her abdomen. She showed it to Rhys, who gave a disinterested shrug.
"A scratch. You'll live."
"That's it? You're not going to treat it? Not so much as a plaster?"
He snapped the locks on the med kit shut. "The commander's close encounter with a landmine netted him a bill in the region of thirty-seven thousand merits. How many merits do you have?"
"None." Or so she assumed. She'd left her Kirkclair bank account with a balance of 238 pounds, and Cato's economy, such as it was, ran on barter and payment in kind. If merits were currency, it was not one with which Joy was familiar.
"Tough luck, because in the Primaterre Protectorate, you get what you earn."




17. Joy

"I say we drive out there and raze the farm to the ground." Hopewell had made the same point several times. Her outrage cut through the cubicle wall with knife's edge sharpness.
After three freezing hours on the roof, Cassimer had returned, the other soldiers in tow, and with that strange, drug-fuelled gleam in his eye, he'd declared the building cleared. The habitat lay in partial ruin, but the commander's quarters were intact - and so Joy once more found herself chained to his bed. She'd rubbed her face raw, using the few clean spots of her t-shirt, but nothing could scrub off the crawling sense of violation. The drifter had spat at her. He had looked at her like she was nothing, and he had spat in her face.
She'd been a person once. Not a very important one, but a person nonetheless. Cato had reduced her to an object to be beaten, spat and trod upon - or chained. Irrelevant; a speck of dust in an infinite universe, robbed of even the illusion that she might matter.
Cheer up, Joy. This isn't like you.
Imaginary Finn was right, and that was the worst part. She didn't want this. She never wallowed; she focused on the positive. She worked through problems and got on with it, no matter what. Harder on Cato than it had been on Mars, but even now there were good things to focus on. She was still alive, for starters. She had a warm blanket and time to rest.
The soldiers had been allowed no such respite. They'd set to work immediately, securing the perimeter first, and then moving onto clearing rubble and rebuilding the habitat. The surrounding brick building had sustained enough damage that additional supports were required to keep it standing, and the ceiling vibrated every now and then as repairs were being done on the floor above.
"I agree with Hopewell. It's a matter of principle," said the tech officer, Lucklaw. Through the transparent cubicle wall, Joy could just about see him, hunched in the blue glow of monitors.
"If our intel on Cato is on target, we've already neutralised one percent of the population. Add the farm to that and you're looking at five, maybe six percent - edging into purge numbers. Are you really prepared to do that?" Rhys's voice was barely audible over the sound of concrete dragged across the floor.
"Why not? The locals are endangering the mission. Endangering us. Our orders state -"
"I know our orders, Corporal. I also know that out of the one percent we've killed, you've pulled the trigger on exactly zero - which, coincidentally, is also the amount of weight your opinion carries. Especially when we're talking the wholesale slaughter of civilians."
"Look, I'm just saying, we wouldn't even need to get our hands dirty. The Eponas have enough firepower to flatten the farm from a distance. It's the tactical choice - don't you agree, Commander?"
Joy waited nervously for Cassimer's answer. She could sympathise with the tech officer's point of view - spend enough time on Cato and anybody would want to firebomb it - but sympathy was not the same as agreement.
"Array provide any useful data yet?" Cassimer's voice. Avoiding the question, huh? So much for hoping that the commander would turn out to be as honourable as he looked.
"No, Commander." Lucklaw sounded disappointed, perhaps at the change of topic.
"Problem with the beam expander?"
"No, Commander, it's working fine. Got the array up and running without issue."
Another item to add to her short list of Good Things. Whatever came next, she really hoped it wasn't more errands.
"The interference we've been experiencing isn't just due to the electrical storms like we assumed. It's like there are thousands of transmitters broadcasting out there. Kind of spooky - like the city got buried but civilisation kept on ticking. The people are gone, but their computers and radios are still chattering away underneath all that dust."
That was spooky. Apart from her excursion to make contact with the Primaterre soldiers, Joy's travels on Cato had mostly been on the beaten track.
Follow the chalk mark trails from station to station. Don't stray into side tunnels, no matter how interesting they seem. In fact, if they seem interesting, stay well clear.
Duncan had given her that advice before she left Nexus. Where he'd picked up these Cato survival tips, she had no idea, but she'd appreciated it. It had been good advice, too. Had kept her alive when her curiosity begged her to explore. Still, she wondered what she might have found if she'd been a little braver. Buried houses, where long dead families sat gathered in front of a flickering screen. Office towers where banks of computers hummed while spiders wove homes around them. History and mystery; a world to lose herself in, or a world where she might've found a way to rescue her brother.
Approaching footsteps shook her from the might've-beens and the what-ifs, and she looked up as Cassimer entered the quarters. The ruined helmet was tucked underneath his arm, but he still wore his suit of armour, the black sidearm sitting comfortably in its holster.
His face had been restored to sullen handsomeness, the deep gouges smoothly healed over. Four streaks of pale, fresh skin cut like claw-marks across his jaw and cheek.
"Your face," Joy said, too relieved and amazed to worry about sounding silly. The speed of the healing process was practically miraculous, certainly far beyond the medical science of her time. "I'm so glad - you had me worried there - but healing so fast... I've never seen anything like it."
"Rhys is an exceptional medic." Neutral tone; very professional - but for the twitch of surprise at her relief. "He told me what you did. Said you might've saved his life."
"I only did what any decent person would do." A touch of acid crept into her voice. The abandonment was still a raw experience.
"Rhys had no choice. Defending the array was his priority. Any other course of action would've been a direct violation of orders. I can assure you that he's grateful for your courage."
Joy wasn't so sure, but she nodded. "As am I - for yours. I don't know how to thank you -"
"Don't." His jaw tensed underneath new skin. "I had an opportunity to help and I seized it. But I'm no different than Rhys. We're both bound by vows and orders, rules and regulations. Don't mistake what we do for what we want to do."
"I understand." Faced with the choice of completing her own mission to save Finn, or saving someone barely more than a stranger, would she do any different?
He nodded and left it at that. The lights on his suit flickered on and washed the room in white light so bright Joy had to shield her eyes. The crate at the foot of the bed scraped against the floor as the commander pulled it out and opened the lid. From her position on the bed, Joy couldn't see the contents of the crate, but Cassimer produced a toolkit from it and set to work on prying the shattered visor from his helmet.
"Don't you have a spare?" she asked. If he didn't want to talk; fine - she spent enough time in isolation that she could appreciate an awkward silence - but if there was conversation to be had, she wanted it. If there was conversation to be had, it might even count as another Good Thing.
"I do. If I wear that and it breaks, I no longer do. Best to repair when possible."
"Very sensible. Is that a purity thing? Or just a Cassimer thing?"
"Both; as well as experience. Missions that go wrong tend to stay wrong. We can't afford to be wasteful."
A mission gone wrong. The signs had been there - huge glaring neon signs. The immediate aftermath of the attack on the base had made it clear to her that there were no Primaterre soldiers on Cato but for the handful she'd met. Cassimer, Hopewell, Lucklaw, Rhys and Florey. Five soldiers and fifteen beds equalled nine graves.
She'd thought of them as her saviours, but their situation was no less precarious than her own. The fact that Cassimer, of all people, had all but admitted it, was enough to make her sick.
Her stomach churned, and vivid memory rode the nausea upwards. Scratching hands. Red-stained teeth. Warm spit running down her cheeks. The nausea held her in an iron grip, tearing and pulling at her insides.
She lurched forward, manacle tightening around her wrist, and retched over the side of the bed, shaking with a feverish chill as her eyes blurred with tears. Her fingers sank deep into the mattress, and she wished she could curl up and disappear, just go to sleep -
- and then a hand closed around one of hers. No gauntlet, just skin against skin, but no less electric. A warm, clean hand holding her blood-stained and cold fingers. A strong hand, a tanned hand - and her thoughts, distracted from misery, strayed to wonder where a man who spent most of his time in a suit of armour would get a tan.
She took a deep breath, wiped her face and smoothed her hair. Satisfactorily put back together again, she looked at Cassimer, eager to apologise, to deal with her embarrassment.
He sat on the other end of the bed, helmet rested on his knee, his free hand working to screw a new, film-covered visor in place. To her surprise, he spoke first.
"I was fifteen when I boarded the troop ship Hecate to go to Basic Training, along with over three hundred other cadets from my system. We were all there for the same reasons, all eager to serve. We were strangers, but also friends. The first night, we watched the ship fold from Cascade to Cascade, wondering at how large our universe had suddenly grown. The second night - the second night I ever spent in space - demons seized the Hecate. The corruption spread so fast, so..." He paused. His pulse leapt in his throat, and his hand tightened around hers.
"It's odd - in my memories, it is dark and the demons shadows, but I know that the lights were on. I know that I saw everything. Cadets murdered in their beds by crew. Other cadets, screaming as the demons turned their minds."
He paused again, and this time Joy thought he might not continue. She slipped her thumb around his hand, brushing his skin. A simple gesture, but enough for the commander to continue.
"They take their time. If they cannot defile the spirit, they violate the body. When I saw that, when I heard them laugh even as they were screaming, I crawled under my bunk and hid. I lay there as my friends suffered and died, lay there until there was nobody but me and the corrupted. I think they knew I was there the whole time. I think they enjoyed it. And when they came for me, when they pulled me from my hiding place..."
His face hardened, tense and angular. "I will need twenty minutes, give or take, to finish these repairs. If you want to talk, I will listen. If you don't want to... just know that I have some understanding of how it feels."
He removed his hand, but the warmth of his touch lingered. There had been a freshness to his words, a pain that told her that he had given of himself deeply. A little piece of the commander was hers, a thorn that it had hurt him to pluck, and she found herself wanting to reciprocate.
And so she told him about the drifters, every awful detail. Told him of her fear and her anger and her helplessness, and Cassimer listened, interrupting only once.
"The red?" He set down his tools momentarily. "Rivka used the same phrase. Do you know what it means?"
"I've heard Rivka refer to it too, but - this is kind of embarrassing - I suppose I always thought she was talking about me. " She touched a hand to her hair.
Cassimer had told his story briefly, and with great difficulty, but for Joy, it was different. The more she said, the easier it got. It became a story instead of memory, a thing she might tell over and over, changing the details to add spice. Three drifters could easily become six, and perhaps she'd even knock one or two out. The elevator shaft could be crawling with spiders, and instead of regular men, the drifters could be demons climbing straight out of hell.
It could make a fine story, one sure to impress even Finn. But to Cassimer, she told only the truth.
"I know you said not to thank you, but Cassimer, when you pulled me from that shaft - when you saved me - I don't think I've ever been so thankful; so happy. Without you, I..." She trailed off, unwilling to go down that dark path of thought. "Who saved you from the Hecate?"
He flinched at the mention of the ship's name, and she thought she'd made a mistake, that she'd asked one question too many and now the commander would slip away from her. For a moment, perhaps he did - but then he spoke again.
"One of the possessed crewmen had a gun. I pulled it from its holster. I didn't know then what it was to pull the trigger on a man. By the time the sleeping quarters were cleared, I had learned - that, and more. Much more."
For the first time since he'd sat down on the bed, he looked at her. There was something expectant in his eyes, as though he was waiting to see how she'd respond.
She reached across the bed and found his hand; ran her fingertips across tanned skin and lighter-coloured scars, and told him the only truth she knew. "I'm glad you did. I'm glad you're here."
He stood. "I need to get back to work. Hopewell will bring you fresh clothes."
So very curt and so very professional, but now she could see the man behind the soldier's mask. She'd felt his pulse leap underneath her fingers, and the electricity in the air.
She didn't want him to go. But if he had to, then he should take a part of her with him; that throbbing unspoken thing that couldn't be allowed to die with her.
"Cassimer. Can I tell you a secret?"
◆◆◆
 
She'd expected Cassimer to call her mad, or at the very least a liar, but he listened quietly. Once she'd finished her tale of the Ever Onward, he nodded slowly, as though it all made perfect sense.
"I'd like permission to relay your story to the team."
She blinked, frowning at his poor understanding of the concept of 'secret'. "Why?"
"It may be of relevance. I assume you have the Ever Onward's location?"
"You mean to go there?" No hope was too faint to grasp at, and she asked: "Were you sent here to rescue us?"
"Our mission is classified," he said but shook his head ever so slightly.
The commander would tell his team regardless, but now that she knew some of the man, it was easier to forgive, easier to appreciate the kindness he'd done her by asking.
"All right." Better to comply than to force him into the role of duty-bound betrayer. "But Cassimer, we kept the Ever Onward secret for a reason. Duncan said that her systems are failing, and until we can secure a proper rescue, the ship shouldn't be disturbed. Please don't prove him right. Please don't make me regret telling you. Please don't let me be the cause of my brother's death."
"We have no interest in the Ever Onward beyond the data she carries. If we have the time, perhaps something can be done to stabilise her systems."
"You'd do that?"
"If we have the time," he repeated, voice so deliberately neutral that Joy couldn't help but smile. The commander wanted to help, and she got the sense that he would do his utmost to carve a slice of time out. A minute or two - or as long as it took.




18. Cassimer

More than a century separated his birth from hers. Their eyes had never been meant to meet; their hands never meant to touch. Time and space had stood as obstacles between him and her, insurmountable but for a wrecked ship and a quirk of chance.
A soldier bends to secure a strap on his boot, and the bullet that would've struck his leg becomes a headshot. A civilian runs across a field and steps on the one landmine missed by the sweepers. A pilot makes a fatal mistake and crashes his shuttle. The resulting shockwave changes the trajectory of a rocket, and a banneret commander ends up spending two days straight on the operating table.
Cassimer knew well how the tiniest factor, the smallest decision, could change or end the course of a life - but he'd rarely known fate to be kind.
Joy had told her remarkable story, and he'd half-wondered if it was just a hallucination brought on by fading stims. If they added gold to her eyes and fire to her touch, then why not words to her lips? Warm words, bright words, a secret that had wrapped itself around him. What the ruins under the dust had offered a spark of, she burned with.
She'd told her story, and he'd wanted to ask so many things about her, about the Ever Onward and the time to which she belonged. And then - Earth have mercy - she'd smiled at him, and he'd understood that he wanted her.
But what he wanted was irrelevant, and he reminded himself of that as he stood between the amber glow of Joy and the azure glow of monitors. The central area of the habitat had been rebuilt, slightly smaller, and the team had gathered inside for a briefing, and for Rhys to examine Joy.
"Her blood samples show the presence of obsolete vaccination and traces of nanites consistent with cryo-hibernation. The augment Lucklaw detected is an h-chip, which, while basic, is the direct ancestor of our primers. They first came into circulation about a century and a quarter ago."
"Hers is blank, though," Lucklaw said, shooting Joy a suspicious look, "with no recorded activity until seven months ago."
"When I escaped the Ever Onward," Joy said. "The emergency protocols gave even blank chips access to most areas of the ship -"
She cried out in sudden pain, doubling over in her seat. Rhys, pulling a needle from her spine, clamped a gloved hand around her shoulder to right her.
"Suppose I should've given you more of a heads-up."
"Is bedside manner not a thing future doctors do, then?" Joy scowled at him, rubbing her back.
"Apologies. Three decades of patching up soldiers have left me with little experience of civilians. I suppose I forgot you have no anaesthetic augments."
"Excuses, excuses. Even with augments, having your spinal fluid drawn feels like getting kicked by a bull. A light touch, our Rhys does not have." Hopewell, regarding the scene with amused curiosity, began unwrapping a ration bar. "So Joy, you look pretty good for 143."
"I'm twenty-three," Joy replied defensively.
"Surely you don't believe her little story, Lieutenant?" Lucklaw's look turned from suspicious to contemptuous. "She's mad like the rest of the locals. It's about time we kick her off base and get on with the mission."
"We'll get on with the mission as soon as you pull your thumb out and get us something useful off the array, Corporal," Hopewell retorted.
"The array is no longer our primary concern," Cassimer said, skimming the data Rhys had collected from Joy. Due diligence, nothing more. She'd told the truth, and finally the puzzle that was Joy made sense. "Courtesy of Miss Somerset, we have a new target. This is the Ever Onward."
The monitors behind him changed from neutral blue to display a promotional shot once used in brochures and adverts, and judging by Joy's tearful reaction, one she knew well.
The Ever Onward floated on the monitors like a humpbacked whale, its white hull coated with glittering solar panels. Not as ornate as the early arc ships, nor as utilitarian as her boxy grey descendants. She was function and form in wedded bliss; a fine example of her kind.
The picture had come straight from Cassimer's personal primer database, from a subfolder labelled MISSING. The fourteen ships listed inside had become fifteen with the addition of the Atlantic Star a few years back, but perhaps soon, he'd be moving the Ever Onward's data to the ARC SHIPS mother folder.
"An arc ship crashed on Cato." Rhys frowned. "You think there's a connection to our objective, Commander?"
"How could there be? The Ever Onward crashed over a hundred years ago." Lucklaw wouldn't let go of his scepticism, chewing on it like a dog with a bone.
"Correct, Corporal, but well over a decade before the Epoch War, and long before the colony on Cato was officially abandoned. The arrival of an arc ship wouldn't have gone by unnoticed. Why wasn't it reported?" Cassimer could feel Joy's eyes on him, could feel her golden waves of curiosity.
"Maintaining a civilised society on a world as inhospitable as Cato is a huge drain on resources. Maybe they were looking for a way to boost their economy," Florey suggested.
"Piracy?" Hopewell shook her head and swallowed the last piece of her ration bar before continuing. "An arc ship is too risky a prize. It'd be like stealing a whole world. Too big, too expensive, far too eye-catching. They'd have been caught and summarily executed."
"Besides," Rhys said, "you'd think that if the locals had taken an arc ship, Cato would be in a better state. They could've terraformed this barren rock, or repaired the Cascade. There'd be no need for the locals to sit starving in the dust."
"Any connection to our objective is only theory at this juncture," Cassimer said, even though instinct told him otherwise. "Even so, the Ever Onward's systems are still active."
"And an arc ship would definitely have registered the arrival of another." Lucklaw finally shed his sullen attitude. "Extracting the data would be simple enough."
"Nice." Hopewell smiled. "Might make it back to Scathach in time to watch the championships after all."
"The crash site is located roughly 2300 kilometres to the east." As Cassimer spoke, the monitors changed to show topographical data. "Lucklaw, deploy one of the drones to investigate. Joy, you're familiar with the terrain - any advice?"
"Don't go?" She gave him a nervous smile. "Duncan, Voirrey and I were lucky to survive the journey. There's dust, of course, so deep and fine it'll drown you. Jagged glass everywhere, and nights so cold and dark you'll think you're floating in space. There's an underground train station about a hundred kilometres from the Ever Onward. You could get there by catching the train from Natham's farm, but that still leaves a lot of ground to cover on foot. Ball lightning fried our hovercraft's systems less than five kilometres from the station, but it might as well have been a thousand. The easiest path is along the mountain range, where there are old mining facilities to shelter in, but the terrain there is riddled with mine shafts and boreholes. One step in the wrong direction, or one night without protection from the storms - the tiniest mistake is a death sentence."
She paused, looking directly at Cassimer, no longer smiling. "Don't go."
He nodded a curt thanks and turned to his team. "We leave at dawn."
"Commander, maybe we should wait for more intel," Florey said. "A hundred klick trek across Cato's surface is a perilous prospect without all the facts."
"The drone can support us with updates and feedback on the go." As dangerous as the storms were, a greater darkness loomed on the horizon. "We've spent too much time here as it is. The attack this morning was only the opening shot. Can't you taste the hatred in the air? This world is turning on us."
◆◆◆
 
Suit on and gear packed, Cassimer slung his duffel bag over his shoulder and exited the habitat. One of the Eponas idled outside the bank, and as he approached, Hopewell rolled down the side window and grinned.
"Pony's good to go, Commander."
Later than he'd hoped - sunrise had come and gone - but the two terrain vehicles had taken the brunt of the landmine blasts. That Hopewell had managed to get even one of them running again was commendable.
"Very good. We'll go as soon as Lucklaw's finished instructing Florey."
Going to the Ever Onward was doubtlessly the correct choice, but keeping the team alive was his first priority. He'd spent the hours counting down to sunrise going over the available intel (scant), poring over the route (difficult) and going over their resources (pitiful). With so few pieces in play, it was hard to form a sensible picture.
As their comms specialist, Lucklaw had to be part of the Ever Onward team, so Cassimer had sent Florey to the roof for a crash course in how to work the array. Lucklaw had taken some offense at the notion that he was replaceable - how quickly the young corporal had forgotten that he himself was the replacement for a far more qualified officer - but flexibility was survivability. No soldier was irreplaceable - but neither were they expendable - and for that reason, Rhys would also be part of the small team that Cassimer meant to take to the Ever Onward.
His leading the team was prudent. If hard calls had to be made along the way, they'd need their commander, and if they faced resistance, they'd need someone who knew what it was to be both shield and sword. A rational decision - and yet doubt ate at him, a nagging suspicion that he was doing the right thing for the wrong reasons.
Joy stood outside the bank, deep in conversation with Rhys. In the morning light, her hair glowed gold. Rhys laughed at something she said, and jealousy snaked around Cassimer's heart. The other soldiers spoke to her like it was nothing, asking her the questions he so desperately wanted to, connecting effortlessly.
She turned and smiled at him, a hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun. Albany's clothes fit her well enough to flatter, but a non-citizen in Primaterre fatigues was a disconcerting sight. He supposed it would've amused Albany - particularly that he of all people had been the one to give her clothes to Joy.
"May I have a moment, Commander?"
He nodded, and Rhys - finally showing some evidence of his self-proclaimed ability to take a hint - stepped away.
"I wanted to wish you luck," she said. "And to ask you to please remember that my brother's life is at stake."
Cassimer had intended to let her stay on base, safe and sound behind a kilometre-wide band of mines, and the habitat's walls where the five on her medical bracelet could remain just that.
And then she'd gone ahead and made that impossible.
"No need. You'll be there to remind me."
"Sorry?" She blinked, then looked down at her new clothes and boots, as though realising too late that nothing came without a price.
"The partial access granted by your h-chip makes you mission-essential."
"But the Ever Onward is so old. I'm sure its systems won't be a problem for your tech officer."
"Comms specialist," he corrected. "Perhaps not, but perhaps isn't good enough. You have enough riding on this mission to know that."
"Please, Cassimer. It's not that I'm a coward - I am, but I've been afraid for seven months straight." She tapped her med-bracelet, but he didn't need to look. The sharp angles of the single digit were etched into his mind. "I'm used to fear. But if we go there - if we disturb the ship and the systems fail, it would be my fault for letting the secret slip, and I would have to walk through that dead husk of a ship knowing that my brother is slowly suffocating in the darkness. Please don't make me do that."
"If you think staying here will be easier, you're mistaken. I have a thousand regrets, Joy, but none so bitter as the things I didn't do." And as he spoke, a dozen such things pulled at him. "Come with us to the Ever Onward, and we will slip through her as shadows. No harm will come to her sleepers."  
◆◆◆
 
The Epona stopped on a ridge about a kilometre out from Natham's farm, the same vantage point from which Cassimer had first observed the village. The people had been strangers to him then and now...
Now they were stranger still.
The tents were gone, the buildings dismantled. Glass fragments gleamed where the greenhouse had once stood. All that remained was the well, encircled by strewn lichen, and above it, an X-shaped scaffolding had been erected. There, lashed to corroded iron by fraying network cables, hung Rivka.
Shrapnel had lacerated her torso and shredded her face. But for her distinct braids, she would've been unrecognisable. Lichen had been stuffed into the grievous wounds, grey bristles soaked dark and fat with blood, and garlands of the withered stuff wrapped around her body.
Hopewell made a noise of disgust, spitting in the dust as she shook her head. "Nasty."
"The red." Joy said quietly, lowering a set of binoculars Rhys had passed her. "They must've meant the lichen."
"Looks greyish-pink to me," Hopewell said.
"It is, out here. It doesn't thrive on the plains, but Nexus is covered in it, and there it's as red as blood."
Cassimer remembered Rivka's red-stained smile; the wiry strands caught between her teeth, and thought that perhaps the streaks running down her slack chin now weren't blood. A vague sense of nausea settled in the pit of his stomach. Not the work of demons, this, but impure, all the same.
"You're suggesting the locals have formed some sort of lichen-worshipping cult?" Rhys sounded incredulous. "Not very impressive, as deities go."
"Actually, lichen is very impressive. It's not a plant, you know, but an organism composed of algae or cyanobacteria living in symbiosis with fungus. It grows very slowly, but has an incredible lifespan to make up for it, and as evidenced by its presence on Cato, it grows in even the harshest of environments." Joy shrugged, smiling wryly. "Besides, what else is there to worship here? Dust?"
"You know an awful lot about lichen for someone who's allegedly not a loony lichen cultist," Hopewell said, giving her a mock-suspicious look.
"Not really. Lichen isn't my area of expertise - if you want a lecture, ask me about pineapples sometime - but it's tangentially related, I guess. I'm a botanist."
"Bet that's come in real handy on this dustbowl of a planet. Anyway, the place looks deserted. Want to roll down there, Commander?"
The farm looked abandoned, but his Hyrrokkin's targeting sensors detected two heat signals. Rivka's pale flutter, and another, cowering in the dark glass bramble.
"That's where the entrance to the train station is," Joy said, when he indicated the position.
"All right. Hopewell, stay up here and cover us with the Epona. Rhys, Lucklaw, grab your gear and let's go."
Cassimer took point, leading the team down the dune. The layer of dust was thin, brittle glass cracking and snapping under his boots. Gun at the ready, he approached the well, hesitating briefly before stepping inside the lichen circle.
Rivka groaned, unseeing eyes rolling in their sockets, and from the shadows of the fulgurite grove, Natham stepped out into the light.
Cassimer trained his gun on the farmer, who stopped and fell to his knees, arms raised high.
Natham had never seemed like much of a man, but now he seemed to have left even the order of vertebrates. Pitiful and riddled with impurities. A target for demons if ever there was one, and Cassimer quietly alerted the team. Had to stay on their toes here. Could not drop their guard for anything or anyone.
"Natham?" The sudden sound of Joy's voice made his nerves twinge with tension. Cato had a special kind of silence, a hollow deadness so complete it almost hummed. Any sound - particularly if it was pleasant - seemed a disturbance.
"Stay back." He raised his hand and Joy obeyed, though he could sense her presence close behind, warm with light and curiosity.
"I'm sorry." Natham's voice poured as thick as porridge through tear-swollen lips. "Sorry, sorry. It was not our doing, we did not want it."
"The assault on our base?" Cassimer hadn't yet decided what to do with the man, or his dying daughter for that matter. The crawling sensation of fresh tissue integrating itself into his face was not in their favour, nor were Joy's fading bruises. His fingers tensed, ready to pull the trigger, ready to be done with it.
Natham cringed. "Yes. Yes. We did not do that, not my people. It was all Rivka's doing, all Rivka's needling words and arrogance."
"Punishing her will do little to appease us."
"Punishing?" Natham looked blank for a moment. "No. Not punishing. Saving. The red will save her. You must understand, she is my daughter. I can't abandon her. She will never bother you again. Just leave us alone."
Infection, gangrene, massive haemorrhaging. She'll be dead within the hour. Rhys's laconic opinion was passed along to Cassimer in text format.
"Stand aside." Cassimer motioned for Natham to move from the subway station entrance - a wide set of stairs obscured by dark glass formations. The farmer scurried away, hunched with terror. Though Cassimer could see little merit in the farmer's life, Natham seemed to wish to cling onto it. "Where's the rest of your people? Down in the subway?"
Natham shook his head. "The drifters returned last night. Swept through the camp, took what they wanted; took who they wanted, took them deep into the tunnels. Those who still lived left at sunrise. Some slunk off to Nexus, to hide with the weak and wretched." Natham spat three times over his shoulder, lips curled with contempt. "The others packed up our wagons and made for the winter settlement. It's far. Too far in storm season. Far too far, but better the dust and the glass than the whispers that never cease."
Cassimer sent a quiet order to Rhys and Lucklaw to secure the subway station, then glanced over his shoulder at Joy. Though his visor was down, she understood his meaning.
"I've no idea what he's on about. I never heard any whispers."
"Not yet." Natham smiled. "First they must take root. You are fresh, but soon you'll hear and you'll be told, and if you are lucky, you'll only have to be told once."
"Quiet." Cassimer didn't care to hear any more mad ramblings. He already knew all he needed to. Natham was impure, and so was the whole cursed planet. Every decaying building, every gnarled fulgurite tree. Every grain of dust; even the air itself.
Everything except for Joy.
"Go to your daughter. When she is gone, leave. I don't want to see your face again, is that clear?"
Yes, it was clear, very clear, and the apologetically muttering Natham shuffled to kneel below the iron scaffold. Rivka moaned, quietly at first, but soon her head lolled backwards and a guttural rasp rose from her stained lips. It was the sound of death unmitigated by stims and automatically administered anaesthetics. There would be no drug-addled giggling to herald Rivka's death, nor lullabies to sing her to sleep.
"Should we help her?" Joy's eyes were wide and dark, and she'd turned as wan as the surroundings. The chains of her manacles jangled between trembling wrists.
"There's nothing we can do," he said, though the Morrigan in his hands told him differently. "The subway platform is clear. Go down there and wait."
The data Lucklaw had sent through matched Joy's description of the station fairly well - one train tunnel and one platform, contained within a large hall. An office on one side and a short corridor on the other, leading to what had once been a shop and two restrooms. The tunnel itself had, within scanner range, half a dozen offshoots in the form of  maintenance tunnels.
"All good, Commander?" Hopewell asked.
"So far. Remain in position until we've boarded the train. Stay inside the Epona, and you're free to engage at any sign of trouble. Once back at base, you and Florey are to maintain the perimeter. Anybody comes within three kilometres, neutralise them."
"Affirmative." Hopewell sounded pleased, and he understood. It wasn't that she was bloodthirsty - even when she'd ranted and raved about Natham and the locals, it had mostly been to blow off steam - but rather that he'd given her a small measure of control. Her fate was fully in her own capable hands.
He cast a final look at Natham and the dying Rivka, wondering if he shouldn't give the woman the only mercy that remained for her. For her sake he should - but for the father's sake, he refrained.




19. Joy

The top of the stairs was dim with pale sunlight, the bottom illuminated by bright suit lights, but the midsection was dark and narrow and tacky underneath her feet, each step littered with signs of frenzy. Smashed jars of pickled greets, sour milk dripping from tipped-over tin cans. Scattered tools, a smattering of bullet casings, and among the trash, hints that Natham had been telling the truth. She tried not to look - the tang of iron was enough to turn her stomach. Drifters had been through here and they had not been kind, the vengeful wrath meant for the Primaterre soldiers expended on their own kind.
Rhys had stationed himself at the western end of the platform, and she hurried into the illusory safety of his lights. Lucklaw was on the tracks at the eastern end of the platform, mounting some kind of clamps to the rails.
"You really travel these tunnels all by yourself?" Rhys' visor was open and there was something comfortingly human about the craggy lines around his eyes. "Hard to believe a botanist would survive long down here."
Both platform and tracks were smeared with blood, and Rhys's suit lights revealed a pattern of wild scratching on the tiled tunnel wall. Half-formed letters swirled in a tapestry of madness, continuing beyond the lights' reach.
"Being quiet and careful is well within a botanist's purview. Unless you don't believe my story? Lucklaw doesn't seem to."
"Doesn't take much more than a look at you to know it's true. The commander sees it too. Doubt he'd have given you the time of day if he thought you were just another local. Certainly wouldn't have invited you to base." Rhys pulled a cigarette from his belt pouch. "You want one?"
She gave him an arched look, tapping her med-bracelet.
"Oh, right. I forgot about that. Suppose you're going to ask me to refrain from smoking too."
"I could go across the platform, leave you to it."
"No, no." He stuck the cigarette back into the pouch and pulled out a couple of ration bars instead. "I'd rather have the company than the cig. Ploughman's lunch or shepherd's pie?"
She smiled at the names, selecting the ploughman's. "Considering how advanced your tech is, you Primaterrans sure like food of the ye olde traditional variety."
"Primaterre," he corrected her and handed her the ration bar. "You'll want to get that right. Primaterrans sounds uneducated - no offense, you've got as good an excuse for that as they come - Primes is borderline offensive, and Primos? Now you're talking the sort of slur that'd get even me a reprimand if the commander overheard." 
"Is he really that strict?"
"Out of necessity. Only order can combat chaos, or so they say." Rhys shrugged. "Purity is security, and security is paramount."
"I've noticed." Joy raised her manacles.
"The commander's still got you wearing those things? Seems impractical for the journey."
"You don't think they're necessary?"
The medic, with his open visor and easy conversational tone, clearly took a more relaxed approach, but Cassimer had sounded so utterly convinced of the threat of demonic possession that she had the impression it was not only real, but imminent.
"They are if the commander says they are," he responded curtly, but a bite of his ration bar later, he seemed to have a change of heart. "Ah, look - let me be honest with you. It's no good having you scared out of your wits about demons on top of everything else. No, I don't think the cuffs are necessary."
"You don't believe in demons?"
"One of my first assignments was clean up duty after a demonic outbreak. It was a nightmare of a job, bad enough that it should've been outright criminal to give it to a kid fresh out of the academy." Rhys balled up his ration bar wrapper. His fingers quivered around the silver foil. "But you'll know what that's like, little miss lab assistant."
"First week on the job, they had me give the manure tanks a manual scrubbing," she said, grimacing at the memory.
"I'd rather lick clean a thousand manure tanks than witness the aftermath of possession again. But that was damn near twenty-six years ago and I've not smelled a whiff of sulphur since."
"Sulphur?" Images of horned beasts swarming from hell portals swirled in her mind, all fang and flame, death and damnation.
"Figure of speech. There's no smell, although... I'm not one for fanciful thinking, but when I think back..." He took out his cigarette again; didn't light it, but rolled it between his fingers, flakes of tobacco drizzling to the floor. "I do remember a smell. Singed hair. Putrefied flesh. Faecal matter. Every damn nasty smell a body can produce, blended and fermented into one hell of a stench. So yeah - sulphur. Why not. Fits the old Earth canon, doesn't it?"
None of this gelled with the universe as Joy had once known it, but she couldn't help but look at the shadowed corners every now and then, staring hard to make sure no tendrils reached from the dark.
"But, like I said, that was well over twenty years ago. There have only been three confirmed outbreaks across the galaxy since. One in the last ten years, and that was on a Primaterre bio-research station in orbit around Neptune - a far more tempting target for demons than one little botanist on the edge of nowhere."
"And before that, the Hecate?"
Rhys made a funny face at that, quickly swallowing the piece of ration bar he was chewing, and coughed to clear his throat. "How do you know about the Hecate?"
"The commander told me."
"Cassimer told you about the Hecate?" The scepticism slowly drained from his face as he gave her a long, evaluating look. "That's about the most interesting thing I've heard since we got to this rock. Do yourself a favour though and don't mention it to anyone else. The commander's a private man, and I reckon he'd like it kept in confidence."
His heart had beaten so hard she could see his pulse leap. Of course Cassimer had meant that moment only for her. "I'm such an idiot." Might as well confess to it.
"Don't worry. Unlike some, I know how to keep a secret." Rhys gave her a sly wink. "In any case, that's why I reckon the manacles are pointless. Don't see what interest demons would have in you. It's Earth they want, and we're about as far from Earth as you can get these days."
"So why does the commander insist on the chains?"
"You wash your hands before dinner?"
"Back when dinner didn't amount to spider guts eaten with my bare hands in a filthy old sewer? Yes, of course. I was taught good manners."
"There's more to it than just manners, though. Some people don't bother, because they're lazy or filthy, or don't believe in the benefits of hand washing. Others quickly rinse their hands as a token gesture, to pass the inspection of another's watchful eye. Then there's people like you and me, who wash our hands properly because we understand the importance of basic hygiene - and yes, the importance of manners, too.
"But then, at the very top of this hierarchy of hand-washers, you've got the people who wash their hands with soap in scalding hot water. Then they use a hand-sanitizer, and maybe they'll even wash their hands a second time, repeating the whole process, and maybe they'll fastidiously scrub the sink and the taps and the soap dispensers and mop the bathroom floor while they're at it. And then, of course, they'll wash their hands again. They're obsessive compulsives and, concerning matters of possession, so is our commander."
"Because of what happened on the, um, thing I'm not supposed to mention?"
Rhys shrugged. "Who can say? But I can't imagine that it helped."
◆◆◆
 
The floor vibrated with the rumble of the approaching train. Cassimer had come down the stairs and directed her and Lucklaw to the ticket office, while he and Rhys waited on the platform.
Through the dirty wired glass of the office door, Joy could barely see a thing. Especially not with Lucklaw hogging most of the space in front of it.
"Excuse me, could you move just a tiny bit?" A reasonable enough request, but Lucklaw shot her what she was sure to be a withering glance behind his visor.
"Step back, civilian. Further - I can still smell you." 
Smell her. Nonsense; he couldn't smell anything through that suit of his, and besides, she smelled just like the rest of them. Citrus and chemicals, sunk deep into her every pore. Lucklaw was just a bully, and she'd met plenty worse.
"This your first mission?"
Lucklaw didn't acknowledge her, but there was a sudden stiffness to his back. Oh, she had his attention, all right, and had found a soft spot - one of many, if he was anything like most bullies.
"Shut up," he hissed, barely audible over the rumbling. The train was close, about to pull into the station.
"I mean no offense. It's just that Cassimer and Rhys, they might think they remember what it was like to be new and untested, but remembering it isn't the same as living it. You and I, we are living it, and if you want to talk..."
"We are nothing alike." He turned, handgun aimed squarely at her face, and the black void of the muzzle seemed to grow until it was all she could see. "You're nothing at all."
"But you're something?"
"That's right, and you'd better remember your place." He lowered his gun and she saw that his finger had never been close to the trigger. Corporal Lucklaw might be something, but without his commander's say-so, he was one of the very few people on Cato who wouldn't hurt her.
At least he had moved slightly to the left. On purpose or by accident? Maybe she had reached him on some level, though his churlish personality would never allow him to admit it.
Or maybe she really did smell.
The train pulled into the station, clamouring and squealing like an old dragon. It didn't have much life left in it. One day, it would cough to a stop in a dark tunnel and then there would be no more train rides on Cato. The last remnant of civilisation gone, cause of death: old age and lost knowledge. If she was still stuck on Cato then... the thought was unbearable and she pushed it deep into the recesses of her mind. Best not to borrow trouble.
Besides, maybe the train driver knew how to repair the train.
Oh - the driver. Cold with dread, Joy reached for the door handle.
"Don't touch that."
"But I have to warn them." Cassimer and Rhys were on the platform - somewhere. Their suits had adapted to the colour and texture of the surroundings, and though it was far from perfect stealth, it was good enough camouflage that she couldn't see them. "The train driver - I forgot to tell them about him."
"I've got them on the comms, you idiot. You don't need to go out there to relay information."
"Then tell them about the driver. Tell them that he's dangerous and that violence on the platform is not allowed. Please, Lucklaw."
"Done." There was a touch of amusement in Lucklaw's voice, and she thought about asking him about it, but the train doors were opening.
Three locals shuffled past the conductor. Scavengers, by the look of their equipment, likely coming from Nexus. The mayor was always looking for tech, especially if it could aid maintenance of the force field. It, like the train, was on its way out.
Cassimer and Rhys switched their suit lights on. The locals blinked and cowered in the sudden brightness - far brighter than any source of light Cato had to offer. Behind them, more passengers huddled, their faces pale smudges behind the dust-caked train windows.
"This train is now under Primaterre control. All passengers are to disembark, calmly." Cassimer's voice, amplified by his suit, boomed across the platform. She knew what the locals were seeing, remembered well the shock and awe of seeing the Primaterre soldiers for the first time. It was no surprise that two of them had fallen to their knees.
But seizing the train was madness. It was the lifeblood of the planet, the one viable method of traversing the lightning-seared continent. The train couldn't be taken - not without violence on the platform.
"You said you warned them!" she whispered to Lucklaw, but the corporal was a black-armoured wall of silence.
A local moved forward hesitantly.
"Halt." Rhys trained his rifle on the man. "Drop your weapon."
"But I need it," whined the man. "There's drifters about. We saw their work in the tunnel."
"You may collect your weapon later. Now drop it and get out."
The local obeyed and disappeared up the stairs.
"Disembark the train," Cassimer repeated, his voice so calm that it edged into terrifying.
"I don't think so, Primo." The conductor stepped backwards, the doors sealing shut. His voice turned tinny over the train's PA system. "This isn't Protectorate space, and you have no authority here. See, that's why I came here in the first place, to get away from your kind." He whipped off the cap he wore and pressed his face to the window. The inky smudge of a tattoo coiled around his ear. The distance was too great for Joy to discern any detail, but Lucklaw drew a sharp intake of breath.
"He's RebEarth."
"What's that?"
"My mother calls them the roaches of the galaxy. Says it doesn't matter what rock you turn over, RebEarthers are going to come scurrying out from under it. Guess she's right."
"And what exactly does that mean?"
"It means the commander's going to blow his impure brains out in five, four..."
Joy looked away to avoid adding more imagery to her ever-growing bank of nightmare material, but Lucklaw's countdown finished and the shot never came. Instead, Cassimer spoke again.
"Citizens of Cato. The man at the door is RebEarth. All RebEarth must be purged. Anyone choosing to remain with him will be considered a RebEarth sympathiser. All sympathisers must be purged. You have twenty seconds to decide where your loyalties lie."
"Ignore the ignorant jackboot." The conductor hit the button to signal the driver and a shudder went through the train. Sparks flew from the front, and metal screeched and groaned, but the train didn't move an inch. Lucklaw's clamps - whatever they were - had done their job.
Joy tried to catch a glance of the locomotive. She glimpsed nothing behind the darkened windows, no movement at all, and somehow that was even more frightening.
"Fifteen," said Cassimer and as one, the passengers lunged. The conductor disappeared in a flurry of arms and legs, screaming as he was pushed to the floor. No elevator shaft full of drifters for him, but the clawing and scratching and pulling of unwanted hands was bad enough.
The train doors opened before Cassimer's countdown reached ten, and the conductor was hauled out. Weapons clattered to the floor as the passengers, one by one, unburdened themselves and slunk up the stairs.
◆◆◆
 
Cassimer stood over the prone conductor, one boot firmly on the man's wrist.
"Get on the train," he said to Joy, his voice no longer amplified but still distorted through the speaker system of his suit. She wished he'd open his visor like Rhys. "We leave as soon as Lucklaw has retrieved the clamps."
"How did they stop the train? Some kind of EMP - or a force field?" The clamps were no bigger than her fists, and it seemed impossible for such small things to prove an obstacle for a massive machine.
"Do not make me repeat myself."
Ah. The tone of a man used to having orders followed without question or delay. Joy obliged, gingerly stepping over the conductor and onto the train.
If you become a burden to these people, they will kill you, Joy. Do as they say, until you see an opportunity.
Joy wanted to hush Imaginary Finn, tell him that he was wrong - but that would make her look quite mad.
"Standard vehicle control equipment," Cassimer said, once she was inside the train doors. "They hijack and reprogram signals."
"So when you said the train was under Primaterre control, you meant it quite literally."
"Yes."
"That's what the Primaterre do, little Red." The conductor peered up at her with bloodshot eyes. The tattoo around his ear was a badly-drawn phoenix with long, flame-red tail feathers. "Take what they want. Seize it. Use it. Took my planet. Took my home. Purged -"
A gunshot punctuated the conductor's sentence with bold finality.
"Why did you do that?" Joy looked in horror at Cassimer, stumbling backwards into the train. In the back of her mind, Finn yelled at her, told her not to question, not to make herself the target of the commander's next bullet.
"You wouldn't ask if you weren't new to this time," Cassimer replied, holstering his black gun. "But I hope you never have cause to learn what this man and his kind are."
The one argument for which she had no counter. Perhaps all RebEarth should be purged. Perhaps demons did lurk in the shadows. Perhaps the Primaterre soldiers were the ones who - what had Rivka said? - were rotted inside. Death was certainly within their skill set. A man lay dead at his feet, and Cassimer's hands were as steady as ever.
"But didn't Lucklaw warn you? The driver doesn't allow violence on the platform."
"It's an automated train," Cassimer said.
"Of course it is. Are you sure you weren't frozen 250 years ago?" Lucklaw's jeer scraped her eardrums. "Because that's about the last time trains had actual drivers."
He had known all along that there was no driver, that she had fallen for some pathetic urban legend. What had he said over the soldiers' private channel? She blushed at the possibilities. Had they laughed at her?
"Lay off the poor girl." The defence came from an unexpected source - Rhys, who had gone to examine the conductor's body. "This could be a problem. Don't often see a RebEarther on his own. They like to travel in packs."
"I've not seen anybody else with a tattoo like that." She hadn't - though during her brief stay in Nexus, she'd tried her very best not to look too closely at anybody.
"They're not all branded," Rhys said, smirking. "Only the really fucking stupid ones."
"Language, Captain. Any hits in the database, Lucklaw?"
"DNA matches an Anfield, Johan. Suspect in several bombings on Matisse, but there've been no sightings since the planet was purged. Records have him down as presumed dead."
"Make that confirmed, Rhys." Cassimer looked around the darkened platform. This new development clearly bothered him. "News that we've seized the train will travel. If there's a RebEarth cell on Cato, we've all but given them our location. If they're in contact with their people off-world..." He trailed off, leaving Joy's mind to fill in the blanks - which it was all too eager to do.
"Think we can scratch the ifs, Commander," Lucklaw said, peering in through the locomotive's windows. "Got several crates of industrial explosives here. Modern, probably jacked from a building site. Definitely not local."
"You want to change the plan? Return to base?" Rhys asked.
Yes, thought Joy, let's go back to base where you can safely explain to me what is going on and why the three of you suddenly seem so wary.
"No," said Cassimer.




20. Cassimer

The train shook and weaved through Cato's underground. The high velocity might have made sense when the tunnels were regularly maintained and the train kept in perfect working order, but now it was a white-knuckle ride. Lucklaw monitored the train's systems, boosting its scanners with his in-suit tech, but at the speed they were travelling (453 km/h according to Cassimer's HUD), it was unlikely to make much difference. The sense of not being in control ate at him, little ant bites under his skin, and he could neither sit nor relax, instead pacing the aisle.
"So, girl out of time, what world do you call home?" Rhys sat sprawled across three seats, back resting against the window. The only sign of his anxiety was the cigarette he rolled between his fingers.
Mars, Cassimer thought, she's from Mars.
Home port of the Ever Onward, and the arc ship's main recruitment pool. Selected experts would've been headhunted from other colonies, but hardly a junior botanist. A local girl, for certain, from the dense forests of Torthorwald, or the many-spired university town of Applegarth. Or from Kirkclair, the capital city, from where the Ever Onward's transport shuttles had departed.
She knew nothing of the Primaterre, but he knew something of her world. He knew the curves of Kirkclair Spaceport's domed ceiling and the gilded arches that had been its gateways. Long gone now, but forever captured in footage of the Ever Onward's departure. He could see in his mind's eye the fireworks making a kaleidoscope of the night sky as transport shuttles shot upwards towards the arc ship itself, hull gleaming with reflected sunlight. The spaceport had been crowded with prospective colonists eager to dare the stars.
Joy would've been in that crowd. Had he seen her before, flashing past on-screen? Copper and cream; gentle curves and sincere smile. Perhaps these things appealed because of their familiarity, his subconscious inexorably attracted to a glimmering mote of the past.
He wanted to pull up the footage from his ARC SHIPS folder and scour it for signs of her but distractions were the last thing he needed.
"Mars. Kirkclair to be exact," Joy said.
Yes, he could see that. Empress trees and broad boulevards, lantern-lit squares and towers of glass that weren't dark and gnarled, but crystalline. She would look at home there.
"Please tell me that Kirkclair still exists?"
"Bigger and better than ever," Lucklaw said.
The corporal was right. Kirkclair had changed much since Joy last saw it; Cassimer had no doubt she'd find the city unrecognisable. Mars' capital had grown to span the surrounding catenae of glass-lined craters, arching bridges linking each city block. The empress trees and lantern-lit squares were still there, but no longer tinged puce with exhaust and dust. The pollution of Joy's era was no more. Forests grew between the crystal towers, and the craters had become lakes fed by waterfalls. It was an extravagance of purity, for much of which the Lucklaw family was owed thanks.
"Lucklaw." Joy tapped her bottom lip thoughtfully. "One of my professors was a Lucklaw, and I think there might've been a politician by the name too. Any relation?"  
"More than likely," Lucklaw said, begrudgingly adding: "So I guess we have a hometown in common. Never heard of a Somerset of note, though."
"My family moved to Mars when I was just a baby, when my parents got tenure at Atwood. If it's notable Somersets you want, you'll have to look to Earth. That's where I was born." 
Earth-born.
Cassimer no longer paced. Religion was impure, but in that moment, he understood what it was to be in the presence of something sacred. He was not alone in his reaction, either; he could sense it in the sudden heavy silence, in Lucklaw's rigid spine, in the way Rhys no longer twirled his cigarette.
"What?" Joy looked at them nervously. "Don't tell me Earth isn't there anymore?"
"It is," said Cassimer, when no one else seemed willing to respond. "But no one has walked its surface in over a century."
◆◆◆
 
Tunnel wall flashed past the window. Broken tiles in blue and green, every now and then a sign proclaiming the name of a station. The seat creaked uncomfortably underneath his weight.
Joy sat next to him - too close, but she didn't seem to mind the lack of distance. Didn't seem to mind how, with every quiver of the train, her arm brushed against his. She was closer than he'd ever let anyone who wasn't a medic. Far too close.
Or maybe not close enough.
Instinct told him to smother that thought in cold ash, but purity demanded recognition and analysis. The first step towards balance had to be acknowledging that he was the source of his own discomfort. Joy hadn't breached his defences - he had opened the gates, and it was his responsibility to seal them shut again.
Stims would help. A rush of artificial electricity; jolts of energy to clear his mind and sharpen his senses. It'd been over twelve hours since his last dose; six since it had begun to leave his system. He was in the final throes of it now, in the twilight borderland between chemistry and reality. Fatigue had set in, leaving his limbs heavy and sore, and in the corner of his eye, the tunnel walls flowed around the train like seawater. A fresh dose would take care of those problems, but Rhys was monitoring his usage. Best not to push it.
Besides, the side-effects weren't all bad.  The visual glitches made the mildewed and grimy surroundings more bearable, and when he looked at Joy...
...she glowed deep gold, and from her hair flowed rivers of warm light. She was August on Earth, golden harvest and dark sardonyx, honey and red-apple orchards underneath glittering Perseids. She was bonfires and song, and around her, the train car rippled and warped.
Yes. Pleasant. Certainly better than what Joy was watching. She had neither primer nor augments, so he'd connected his own primer to a tablet to show her what had happened to Earth. He didn't watch - didn't need to. The footage was as ingrained in his memory as it was in his DNA.  
First a wide shot of Earth from space, gradually closing in on the mist-veiled orb until the northern hemisphere came into view, enthroned upon a band of barren nuclear waste. The scars of an ancient war, fought long before the construction of the very first architect ship. The oceans had begun to reclaim the devastated south, dappling the black earth blue and bringing life back to the scorched continents.
The Earth was the mother of all humanity, and she had withstood her children's recklessness with unfailing grace, patiently tidying up their mistakes. The footage revelled in the maternal verdancy, zooming to skim sun-splashed water; to soar above rolling hills and circle snow-capped peaks.
Eventually, natural beauty was abandoned to show the old cities of Earth. Glorious submerged London, where royal pennants flew from the silver spires of Greenwich Palace. The walled fortress of Stockholm, always with her guns trained on floating Copenhagen. America Urbana, with her alabaster ziggurats and looping hover-tracks, and the forbidding palisades of the northern principalities.
All wondrous destinations, forever locked away as untouchable history.
But to Joy, Earth was more than that. It was a home, a place of familiar smells, tastes and sounds. An enviable privilege - but it would also make what came next so much worse.
London had been first to fall.
The footage returned to the city for one last tour of its wave-lapped architecture, and then it cut without warning to imagery recovered from a nanny camera belonging to Peter and Naomi Winstanley of 1146 Westcott Rd.
Why the Winstanleys? That question remained a matter of heated debate. The couple's life had been investigated and analysed, no detail too small to ponder.
Though there was no hard evidence, it was true that Naomi Winstanley, an exo-mining consultant, might have done business with miners from Xanthe. On the date in question, Naomi had just returned from a crisis conference on Luna Station, where she might have come into contact with potential demon-carriers.
It seemed the most likely theory. Poor Naomi had just been unlucky. Wrong place, wrong time, and a stray impure thought had left her mind open to the reaching darkness.
Still, most likely wasn't enough to stop speculation, because if bad luck was all it took, then how could anyone be safe? How could any world be secure? No amount of adherence to purity,  nor awareness and mental self-flagellation, could ever protect from bad luck.
Cassimer couldn't accept that, refused to, and so, like millions of others, he searched for other answers. Had living under the waters of the Thames unbalanced the couple? Had there been pollutants in the air filtration system? Had Peter's gambling habit or Naomi's brazen unfaithfulness made them easy targets?
No matter the cause, the outcome was always the same.
Grey and grainy. A moment of galaxy-changing history, captured by the lens of a budget nanny cam.
It is 5.53 in the afternoon and outside the foot-thick windows, the waters of the Thames run thick and sodium orange. Naomi Winstanley has just arrived home from a week-long conference and Peter plants a welcoming kiss on her cheek. Their two children, Linus and Ingrid, are by the window watching fish swim past. In the distance, a curfew klaxon blares. Naomi sets down her bags and shudders. She turns, limbs twitching and jerking. Peter asks what's wrong and the nanny cam catches a glimpse of the blood oozing from her eyes and mouth and nose. Naomi screams, then laughs, and picks up a vase and -
And then 1146 Westcott Rd became indistinguishable from the Hecate. The Winstanleys' stainless steel kitchen wasn't the sleeping quarters of a Primaterre troop ship, but thinking of one event was impossible without the other creeping in, and suddenly he was glad Joy was too close, because without her light, nothing would keep the crawling shadows away.
He no longer needed the reminder, no longer needed to watch Naomi tear family and home to shreds before moving onto the streets of London. He knew what he fought to protect, and now, so did Joy.
The footage was only about ten minutes long and had run its course twice that. Still Joy had said nothing.
"Earth was overrun," he said, and when she looked at him, there were tears in her honey-brown eyes. "Lost to the demons. The major factions in the galaxy tried to take it back through traditional warfare, but any troops sent in simply became more vessels for the corruption. Evacuations of both civilians and soldiers proved unsafe, as there was no way of telling who might be a carrier. Hundreds of ships were lost to outbreaks, and hundreds more landed on other worlds, only to find that the corruption had travelled with them. In the end, it was decided that in order to preserve Earth, it had to be purified. The Primaterre had learned how to shield their minds against the corruption, and so a team was chosen. With truth and clarity, they travelled to Earth and deployed a bio-weapon in the form of a deadly contagion. A week later, every human on Earth was dead."
"Is that why people can't go back?"
"The virus is long since neutralised. But the demons cannot be allowed to have Earth, mother of humanity, and the only way to ensure that they won't..."
"...is by stopping potential human hosts from going there."
"Yes. Earth must be preserved, pure and untouched. It's quarantined, tended to by drones and machines controlled via Primaterre satellites in orbit. A planet-wide nature reserve, home only to wildlife."
"Sad." Her lips spoke one word, her eyes a thousand more. A future, a brother and now a home. So many sorrows; far too many to express in words.
"Necessary. Though there are those who would disagree."
"RebEarth?"
He nodded. "Religious fanatics who believe humanity's rightful place is on Earth. They want her as badly as the demons do, and their methods are no less horrific."
"Religious fanatics. That's what Rivka called you - and then Rivka turned out to be part of some weird lichen-worshipping cult. RebEarth, purity, the red - it's hard to know what to believe."
"With truth and clarity, belief becomes obsolete," he said, and momentarily, his mind cleared of shadows. The simplicity of purity was a sweetness in his blood.
Joy seemed less impressed, one eyebrow arching finely.
"Do you have any RebEarth files you could show me? I'd like to see for myself."
He shrugged and closed the open file to search through his primer. Most of the material pertaining to RebEarth would be mission-related and classified. They were hostile targets, otherwise unworthy of a single thought.
Then he caught Joy looking at him, and understood what her question really was.
She wasn't interested in RebEarth. She wanted to know what kind of a man he was. Though he knew that his actions at the train station had been justified, that the standing orders to kill or capture RebEarthers were as righteous as they were sensible, sudden anxiety prickled his skin. Perhaps whatever material he had on file wouldn't be sufficient to show RebEarth for the murderers they were.
"Wait a second." Joy squinted in surprise at the tablet. Nothing interesting there, as far as he knew - unlike most soldiers, he'd not even customized his setup. Copenhagen's had been a headache-inducing pink and Hopewell's was the stylized logo of the Kepler Blackbirds. Rhys's was locked to the default Primaterre logo against a grey backdrop after Cassimer had seen fit to override the medic's own, decidedly lewd, choice.  
"Neave Crescent Creek? You know their music? You like their music?"
He'd been listening to their second album while clearing the bank of debris. The music player, pinned to the top-right corner of the screen, waited patiently for him to resume listening.
"Yes," he said, and prompted by her smile, added: "Though this isn't their best work. I prefer Gallow's Corner."
"So over a century later they're finally getting the recognition they deserve? Finn would die if he knew - he can't stand my taste in music. Used to be NCC were a band that only weird shut-ins liked," she said, mimicking someone else's voice - her brother's? - in a wryly derogative tone.
"No," Cassimer said, the fresh tissue in his left cheek stinging as he gave a half-smile. "I'm afraid it's still just music for shut-ins."
"Oh, come on - you?" She shook her head. "No way. You've even got a tan underneath all that armour. And looks aside, you're a commander. Us shut-ins aren't inclined towards leadership. Too shy, too nervous around crowds. Not great with attention either - one-on-one conversation like this is okay, but if this were a party, you'd find me in the kitchen, awkwardly standing around pretending like I'm not at all feeling out of place."
"We're not alone," he said, although he hadn't given Rhys or Lucklaw a single thought for quite some time.
"The rest of the world tends to fade when I'm talking to you."
He had absolutely no idea how to respond to that, and the silence between them lasted a beat too long, dragging into awkward.
"Do you want to listen to it?" Strangely, the question felt completely natural. Normal. Like this was life the way it was supposed to be.
She did, and as music filled the train car, it filled the space between her and Cassimer. A bridge of notes, as glittering as the bridges of Kirkclair.
The stims had all but worn off, and he let his body acclimatise to its unassisted self, leaning his head against the train window. He should shut his visor, maybe have his suit flush his system of chems, but didn't want to. Not yet. Not while he could imagine another life.
In the glow of the tablet, strands of Joy's hair sparkled golden. Sunlight, washing the decay from the surroundings. Mouldy seats turned sea-foam green; polished floors gleamed under the light of Emeralite lamps. The tracks straightened, the train's steady rumble overlaid by a susurrus of murmured conversations. An imagined snapshot of the past, with Joy as the final puzzle piece to complete the picture.
Joy, unhurt and unafraid; Joy, in a dress as blue as the artificial sky over Stairhaven. Joy, surrounded by passengers who could smile and talk and live without fear of the shadows.
No place for dark-armoured men.
◆◆◆
 
The mists of dreamless sleep parted at the foghorn blare of an alert.
Twenty kilometres to destination.
Red text burned against Cassimer's retina. He blinked it away, along with the last remnants of sleep.
Sleep. No wonder Rhys wore a big smirk on his face. Irritating, but perhaps the medic had been right about the benefits of natural sleep.
Regardless, he'd been careless to allow such loss of control, even if it had only been for a few minutes (three hours and twenty-six minutes, his HUD informed him and he closed his visor to stop information from displaying straight to his visual augments). If the demons had tracked him across the void, or if a vein of corruption lay beneath the windblown dunes of Cato, his mind would've lain wide-open.
And like Peter Winstanley of 1146 Westcott Rd., Joy would have been the first to die. An image of his own hands around her neck crystallised in his mind's eye, and he could feel her throat underneath his fingers, could hear the...
He turned, needing visual confirmation that she was all right.
All right and asleep. Knees drawn up, tablet clutched in her hands, head resting against his arm. He couldn't feel her through his armour, but she was far too close, and so were the walls and the shadows. 
"Lucklaw. Stop the train."
It came to a screeching halt four-point-five kilometres from their destination. Closer than he'd planned, and there was a lesson to be learned in that. Even the most trivial diversion affected the mission.
The stretch of tunnel was in dismal condition. The ceiling sagged, dust drizzling from wide cracks in the concrete. Collapse was as imminent as it was inevitable.
He shone his lights up and down the line. Cobwebs cast a tangled network of shadows on the walls. His sensors reported movement in the ceiling; the weavers of the webs, no doubt.
"Tunnel's crawling with spiders. Seal the doors behind me."
Camouflage on. Sound-dampeners on. His suit buzzed with activity, warm static nipping at his skin. The tunnel lay dark and silent ahead, but the shadows held no terrors.
He had purpose now, and his heart beat pure and loud.




21. Joy

"I can't believe you're letting him go out there by himself." Joy wiped dirt from the window, but the tunnel curved sharply up ahead, cutting off visual contact. The commander was gone.
"We don't 'let' the commander do anything. We follow orders," Rhys said.
"Obviously, but surely one of you should've gone with him? These tunnels are dangerous."
Lucklaw swore and blinked silver from his eyes to give her a nasty look. "Rhys, could you shut the civilian up? I'm trying to concentrate."
"He's not alone, Joy. Here, let me link to your tablet."
The screen changed from the grey background of Cassimer's primer database to show a video feed of the tunnel, overlaid with diagnostic information on everything from the structural integrity of the tunnel (panic-inducing), the temperature (freezing) to (ugh) hundreds of faint heat signals crawling in the ceiling.
Bones were stacked in neat piles along the tracks, just far enough away that the train would not disturb them. The walls were white with the Cato shorthand for danger - long jagged zigzags, drawn in chalk. A warning - though, given the bones, it seemed unnecessary.
Where the chalk marks abruptly ended, sloppy dark letters spelled one word: LIES. A few metres on, the same dark paint - which she knew damn well wasn't paint - had been used to draw a heart.
"I hate this planet," she said and the soldiers did not tell her to be quiet.
Multiple contacts.
The text appeared on the screen moments before the overlay updated its information. How did the soldiers function with so much information streaming through their brains? Sifting through the glut to find the pertinent seemed impossible.
Approaching for visual.
Dim light-strips illuminated the small station where Joy had spent her third night on Cato. The first night, also known as The Worst Night Ever, had been followed by The Same, But With Spiders. In comparison, the third night hadn't been so bad.
They hadn't known about drifters then, so a train station, with electric lights and radiators that occasionally spat out a bit of heat, had been a wonderful sign of civilisation. As she'd drifted off to sleep that third night, she'd done so believing that everything would be okay.
How long ago that seemed, and how far away Cassimer seemed. No matter what Rhys said, the commander was alone.
The figure of a man appeared on the screen. He stood on the platform, a smouldering cigarette between his lips.
Five contacts on the platform. Sophisticated gear. Not locals.
"RebEarth," Lucklaw said, with a hint of a tremble in his voice.
"There's never just one cockroach," Rhys agreed.
Linking audio feed.
Voices came through a whoosh of static, loud and impatient.
"...could've sworn I heard it."
"Well, where is the bloody thing then? I hate standing around down here, place gives me the creeps."
"Maybe it got waylaid by drifters?"
"You know they don't attack the train. It's out of bounds."
"Don't know shit about drifters. Wouldn't put it past those crazy fuckers. Did you see the bones on the tracks? And the mess in the bathrooms? This planet's not right, I'm telling you."
If these men really were RebEarth, Joy was surprised at how normal they sounded. Hardly the monsters Cassimer would have her believe, or the vermin that Rhys and Lucklaw saw them as.
"Might've broken down. I mean, did you see the state of it? Feared for my life, I did, on the ride here."
"Should we go check?" A third male voice joined the conversation. Young, with an almost unintelligibly heavy accent.
"Oh sure, I'll just pick up my tool box and head down the dark bone-filled tunnel to check on a train that may come barrelling down those tracks any second now. Sounds like a good plan. In fact, it's so good, why don't you do it, Feehan?"
Nervous laughter drowned out Feehan's muttered response. On the screen, embers floated past the camera lens as the man on the edge of the platform flicked his cigarette onto the tracks.
"Got voice recognition matches on two of them," Lucklaw said. "Feehan, Gaius. Born on Hypatia. Since it was purged, he and his sister Gaia have murdered and robbed their way across the galaxy. The other is Lockwood, Valerian, wanted on suspicion of involvement in multiple chemical attacks on civilian targets. Both confirmed RebEarthers."
"And a long way from home. What brought them to Cato, I wonder?" Rhys peered at the screen where photographs of the men had appeared.
If the Conductor's neck tattoo had made him really fucking stupid, then Gaius Feehan had to be something very special, because he wore the phoenix inked on his face. A black-and-red bird splayed its proud wings from cheekbone to cheekbone, underneath eyes so dark and intense that Joy couldn't help but wonder what they had seen. Something had inspired rage in Feehan, bright enough to burn clearly even in a photograph.
Lockwood was much different. In his mug shot, he looked every bit the dashing professor. Wavy hair smartly parted to the left, aquiline nose sneering over finely drawn lips. His anger was well-concealed, invisible but for a sheen of frost in his eyes.
She looked at the faces of the RebEarthers, remembering Rhys's cold refusal to treat her injuries and how Lucklaw had so casually spoken of genocide. And while Cassimer heard the same things she did in Neave Crescent Creek, he had shot the conductor without so much as asking a question.
Murderers, Voirrey had called them. Murderers and religious fanatics. The doctor was wrong about the second part, because Joy believed the footage Cassimer had shown her. Special effects, no matter how convincing, were glossy and spectacular - only in real life did brutal murder look banal.
Joy loved horror movies, even though she always ended up having to pause them to call Finn for moral support - no I don't think the weird sound in your ceiling is a vengeful ghost for god's sake Joy why do you watch these movies anyway all right I'll be over in ten there'd better be coffee waiting for me - but even the ones that strived for authenticity lacked something. Indefinable then, but she'd seen enough now to know that it wasn't spurting blood or stomach-turning gore that made death terrible - it was how trivial it seemed.
Naomi Winstanley had picked up her daughter and ended the life she'd borne into the world, and it had looked like nothing at all. A life extinguished without flourish, a living body transformed to empty carcass in an instant.
Sickening, in a way that no gratuitous spatter ever could be.
If the Primaterre were fanatics, at least they had good cause - unlike Rivka and her kind, who ascribed higher meaning to lichen. But killing came easily to the soldiers, and words like "purge" and "purification" - made her suspect that the Primaterre weren't the only ones with good cause.
"Maybe," Rhys said, in the tail-end of a conversation that must've taken place over the soldiers' private channel. Oh, she was getting quite sick of that.
Cassimer was on the platform, crouched in the shadows of a doorway. It was hard to picture all seven foot of him sneaking past anyone, but if the RebEarthers had noticed him, they were very good at pretending otherwise.
Three on the platform, another one pacing near the exit stairway. The fifth was nowhere to be seen, and she hoped that Cassimer knew the missing man's position and wasn't about to be attacked from behind.
Silly. Of course he knew. He probably did this sort of thing all the time, and if he wasn't good at it, he'd be dead, but watching through a screen made her anxious. Even though she'd be of no help, she felt an urge to assist. A new feeling. A weird feeling. Almost as though living in the tunnels had made her a little braver.
Wasn't the tunnels. You always had it in you.
It wasn't really Finn. Still, he sounded so real in her head, so close, and in a way, he was - closer than in quite some time.
"I'm coming, Finn. Hold on," she whispered, blinking away the gathering tears.
The three men on the platform were armed and armoured, to a significantly greater degree than any local. Gaius Feehan sat on a bench, busy cleaning a rifle that looked advanced enough to rival even the soldiers'.
And then a sound like thunder came from the far side of the station, and broken tiles fell from shaking walls. Bright lights followed, and in a burst of brick-dust, a giant stepped from a side corridor.
"Oh my god." Joy clasped a hand to her mouth. "What is that?"
The man - if it was even human at all - was a towering nine foot of black-and-red metal, so wide he had to tear his way through the door. A phoenix blazed crimson on his cuirass, and painted feathers glowed on massive pauldrons. His visor was a narrow strip of red.
He was a walking fortress, under whose boots floor tiles cracked, his shoulders heavy with mounted cannons. The screen overlay updated to display the brand and technical specs of the guns, but all Joy took from it was that they were huge and deadly.
"Primaterre cataphract armour," Rhys said. "An Ereshkigal Class suit if I'm not mistaken."
"You're not," Lucklaw said. "Makes me sick to see it painted RebEarth colours. And look at what they've done with the visor - gaudy bastards."
"Sure would like to find out how they got their hands on that."
Clear train. Transfer control.
Lucklaw and Rhys got to their feet immediately. The train doors hissed open and Lucklaw began chucking their bags into the tunnel.
"What's happening?" Joy asked, too afraid to be worried about asking stupid questions.
"The commander's going to secure the station. If you're asking what the train is for, use your imagination. That's what he'll be doing." Rhys grabbed the large rifle left behind by the commander and jumped off the train. "Unless you want to join in the fun, I suggest you get down here."
"But there's five of them, and one's a monster."
"The commander spent half his life in a suit just like it. If anyone knows how to crack that shell, it's him."
Dry old bones cracked under her feet as she stepped off the train. The sticky smell of decay washed over her, and she turned to board again, but Lucklaw had already closed the doors. Behind his semi-transparent visor, she could make out a crooked smile.
"Just watch the screen, civilian. You're about to see who our commander really is." He leaned forward, static electricity sparking between his armour and her skin. "Not the sort of man you want to fall asleep next to."
◆◆◆
 
The train stopped halfway into the station.
"...told you the fucking thing is on the fritz, need to get some mechanics to this planet."
"Need to get off this planet, don't give a shit about what happens once we're gone. Think you can get the train going if it's busted?"
"Once we get the supplies I'm not spending another minute in this tunnel. The train's the conductor's responsibility."
"Speaking of - where the hell is he? Hey, Anfield!"
Two RebEarthers approached the train. Its doors opened, and over the comms channel, Joy heard Cassimer take one long, controlled breath. Then gunfire boomed so loud that the audio cracked and popped. A burst of bullets slammed into the back of each man approaching the train.
On the bench, Feehan dropped his cigarette and then he dropped to the floor, screaming as he clutched his knee. The leg below was gone.
The camera panned quickly to the left. Bleak daylight flared across the screen, the fourth man a blurred shadow; dead before he'd even raised his gun.
Then darkness filled the screen and for a few seconds there was no movement, no sound other than more gunfire - not the decisive explosions of Cassimer's gun, but a high-pitched whine of bullets - and Joy thought that he'd fallen, that they were seeing the floor and he wasn't moving because he couldn't -
- and then a shaft of light cut across the screen, illuminating faded turquoise wall tiles. Cassimer had taken cover inside the ticket office, but now chunks of mortar showered the screen, and Cassimer was moving again. Fast, but staying low, bits of the wall erupting behind him as bullets punched through brick and tile.
Silence. Stillness.
The tablet was dark, but for a faint mist of dust motes. A ragged breath came over the channel, followed by low groaning. Cassimer's voice, wordless, cracked with pain, and the camera shook as the metal giant's footsteps grew louder.
"He needs your help." She barely resisted the urge to grab the medic's arm and shake him into action. It was too late, and they were too far away, but they had to do something.
Rhys shook his head and pointed to the top left corner of the screen.
BT/BP/HR/RR - Cassimer's vital signs, all well within normal range (which in itself was abnormal - nobody in his situation should reasonably be so calm).
"Is he pretending to be injured?" She hadn't expected such theatrical improvisation from the buttoned-up commander.
"Aren't the cuffs enough? You want to end up gagged, too?" Lucklaw snapped at her over his shoulder. "Final warning - be quiet."
The armoured RebEarther smashed through the door, shrugging off beams and debris. His shadow fell over Cassimer, and the tablet briefly turned black -
- then white, in a flash of bright light, the audio channel screeching with high-pitched static.
"Nice." Lucklaw watched with casual interest, as though it were a training video rather than his commander's life-and-death battle, and Joy wanted very badly to smack him upside the head. "But why a flash grenade instead of a real explosive?"
"Cramped space. The commander isn't looking to have to have more reconstructive surgery done. Plus, trick is remembering your target is the man inside the armour. A grenade - incendiary or concussive - wouldn't even scratch an Ereshkigal suit, but a flash mine will scramble the senses of the target. Especially a target dumb enough to ruin his visor with cosmetic mods." 
Cassimer was on his feet again. Leaping over mounds of rubble. Slamming into the RebEarth soldier, driving him backwards. A gun went off a dozen times or more, searing muzzle flashes illuminating the screen. Cassimer's black gun, pressed to the RebEarther's chin.
The camera shuddered as the RebEarther retaliated. Cassimer stumbled backwards as something struck him hard. A sharp breath came over the channel - not pretend, but very real. Warnings popped up next to his vital signs.
The RebEarther grabbed him - picked him up - and threw him clean through the bullet-riddled wall.
But Cassimer was fast, faster than Joy could've believed, and he was on the RebEarther again in seconds, too close for the man's mounted cannons. The RebEarther raised his assault rifle and bullets blazed across the screen. Then the gun was wrenched from him, and there was a loud crunch as it broke underneath Cassimer's boot.
The distance had been closed, and the gunfight had become a fistfight.
Madness, Joy thought, as she watched the station tremble and crumble around the two men.
The screen glared crimson with warnings as Cassimer took a blow that sent him staggering to the floor. The RebEarther didn't let up, kept raining blows on the commander, keeping him down.
Cassimer's breathing was laboured, and his vital signs indicated significant internal haemorrhaging. The RebEarther raised his boot, aiming to stomp the commander's face.
Cassimer rolled to the side, grabbing the RebEarther's leg and an electrical charge coursed from his armour into his attacker's. A garbled noise came over the audio - not quite a scream, as though the man's vocal chords weren't capable of forming the sound. He stumbled, driven backwards by Cassimer's shoulder, heavy boots ploughing furrows in the floor.
Then he toppled, falling off the edge of the platform and onto the tracks. Metal groaned as he tried to stand. Lights flooded the tunnel, and the RebEarther glanced to his left and held his hands out, palms first, as the train began to move.
It smashed into him, not very fast, but heavy and relentless enough to pin him to the tracks. It ground into his armour, dragging him under. Armour plates and carbon fibre splintered and cracked, and now the man did scream.
The train stopped, its lights dying down. Cassimer jumped onto the tracks, moving towards the RebEarther, gun raised. His hands didn't even tremble.
The armoured suit was surprisingly intact, a starburst crack in its cuirass the only visible damage. The man inside was not so fortunate. Much of him had been pushed through the starburst, human anatomy compressed and forced out through the only opening available. Like a burst tube of toothpaste, Joy thought and the ground underneath her feet suddenly felt very shaky.
"That's the downside to a suit like that. Keeps you alive longer than you wish it would." Rhys sniffed, pinching his nose. "Poor bastard."
"I'd wager he had it coming. That and more," Lucklaw said.  
Cassimer leaned in close, and Joy could see the tip of a blade as he inserted it into the Ereshkigal suit's visor. Though dark grey at first, the blade soon grew incandescent with heat. The visor began to give way around the point, bubbling, then melting, and the blade slowly sank deeper.
Rhys switched off the audio. "Don't think we need to hear this."
But they did hear it, the long scream in the distance echoing and bouncing off tiled tunnel walls until it reached them as a spine-raking screech. Joy could hardly breathe, didn't know where to turn. This wasn't right. This wasn't where she was supposed to be. She'd been meant for the sweetgrass and clover of Gainsborough, for open skies where a Cascade glittered silver as ships folded between systems.
Not this tunnel. Not these people. Not this world, this universe that had shifted and changed into cruelty and darkness as she had slept.
And from behind, she could swear she heard whispers.
"Rhys." She did tug at his arm then. "There's something in the tunnel behind us."
"There's nothing on the sensors." The medic sounded distracted, and on Joy's tablet, the screen had changed to show scrolling text and the anatomical diagram of a man. From little over three kilometres away, the medic was instructing the commander's suit on how to best apply treatment.
Amazing, she thought, this new world is as amazing as it's terrible.
"My sensors aren't showing anything either, but..." Lucklaw glanced over his shoulder, straining to see past the pauldrons of his armour. "I have to agree with the civilian. I think we're being watched."
If even Lucklaw felt it, and so badly that he was happy to agree with her, then something was definitely wrong.
Rhys sighed. "All right, children. Grab the gear and let's move up."




22. Joy

Gaius Feehan had enough life left in him to make the most awful noises. The closer they got, the tighter the feeling in Joy's chest. She felt dizzy, almost floating, as though her consciousness wanted to let go and escape. Biting her tongue hard, she fought the oncoming blackness, forcing the dark spots from her vision, because if she fainted now...
If she fell in this tunnel, she couldn't be sure that she wouldn't be abandoned. The Primaterre soldiers had a mission and even though Cassimer had called her essential, she knew that she was only there to make things easier. In the end, the Ever Onward would give up its secrets with or without her help.
Rhys and Lucklaw, ahead of her by a good thirty feet, climbed onto the platform and disappeared from view. Whispers rushed like a wind in the tunnel behind her, softly wrapping themselves around her.
She sobbed with fear and reached for the platform with trembling hands. Her fingers closed around the metal edge but it was so high up. She pressed her numb cheek against the wall and closed her eyes to avoid looking at the blood that was dripping onto the tracks.
When I open my eyes, Cassimer will be there to help me up. He'll do it; he'll be there, he cares at least enough for that.
But she opened her eyes to disappointment, and instead of a helping hand, it was the sound of scraping metal in the tunnel that gave her the boost she needed.
She crawled onto the platform in a most undignified manner.
"Watch where you're going," Lucklaw groused as she bumped into him. Then, a little kinder: "I've got the tunnel covered. Anything that comes out of there gets its head blown off."
Small comfort. She stumbled away from him, away from the tunnel.
Dark and ugly streaks of blood led from the bench. In desperation, the wounded Feehan had dragged himself towards the exit. He hadn't even made it halfway, and now Rhys knelt at his side, applying a tourniquet to the stump below his knee.
"I'm Commander Cassimer." The commander loomed over Feehan, who stared up at him with feather-framed eyes.
"Bullshit." Feehan spat blood, aiming for Cassimer but instead dribbling all over himself.
Cassimer said nothing but dropped to the floor the severed head of the RebEarther who'd worn the Ereshkigal suit.
Feehan made a strange croaking noise at the gruesome business card.
"I'm told there's a bounty on my head. I suppose it means people have heard of me. Suppose that means you've heard of me."
Feehan didn't respond.
"This is Captain Rhys." Cassimer indicated the medic. "Have you heard of him?"
Feehan spat again. "Just another Primo bastard."
"Rhys is going to ask you a few questions. While he does - and while you can still think straight - I want you to consider the fact that you've never heard of Rhys. Consider what he's doing to you, and the experience with which he's doing it. Then consider that nobody ever thought him remarkable enough to tell tales about. Think about that, and then think about how if you don't answer Rhys's questions, I will ask you some of my own. I doubt you'll want that."
Rhys had begun to whistle an off-key tune, turning from Feehan to his med kit. He lifted the top compartment out and pulled metallic objects from the bottom of the kit. His visor was streaked with Feehan's dark spittle. The sight of the glistening saliva, and how calmly Cassimer spoke to Feehan - no different to how he'd first addressed her - made Joy's throat constrict.
She activated her med-bracelet and hurried towards the stairs. Pale daylight illuminated numerous dusty grey footprints on the steps. Lots of people had come this way recently, more than the handful Cassimer had killed, and maybe they were all waiting outside the station, but Joy didn't care. She had to get out of there. Feehan's silence hadn't lasted long; the screaming was starting again and -
- a blast of cold took her breath away. The air outside the train station crackled with static, and the horizon was a band of blue electricity.
A terrain vehicle stood parked close by, dust smattering against it with every gust of wind. It wasn't as impressive as the Primaterre Ponies, but neither was it a local junker. These men, these RebEarthers, hadn't come to Cato empty-handed. They had to have a ship; a ship capable of carrying men and cargo. A way out, a faint hope - though it wouldn't come easy, wouldn't come cheap.
She wrenched the vehicle's door open - realising the danger a split second too late.
Empty.
Lucky. Finn's voice, as dry as the dust, drifted through her mind. But you'll run out of luck sooner or later. Focus, Joy.
"I'm trying," she whispered, but her head was spinning with visions of violence and she heaved herself into the vehicle and closed the door. Inside protective metal walls, cut off from the world outside, she immediately felt a bit better.
She could've done without the smell, though. Smoked-in upholstery, a rotting chicken wing wedged underneath the driver's seat, a mouldy half-eaten potato ground into the floor, and a couple of plastic waste buckets that weren't sealed nearly tight enough.
At least the heating was on, and she slid into the driver's seat to warm herself. A chain of beads was wrapped around the steering wheel, but whether it was an item of religious importance, mere decoration or had some practical purpose, she couldn't be sure.
"West side, report."
The voice blared into her ear, and she panicked briefly, before seeing the green light on the vehicle's radio. Rhys was right; the RebEarthers were travelling in a pack. The connection was good enough that they had to be close by; a day out at most.
You know where they are.
Yes. The Ever Onward. There was nothing else out here of value, nothing else to warrant the interest of off-worlders. But how could they know about it? And what were they doing to it?
"Digger hit a patch of glass, ten foot thick. Going to need explosives to get in this way."
"Got a crate coming in from Nexus; sent Lockwood and the boys to pick it up. Should be back soon."
"You better know what you're doing. The ship's fragile; a blast could take her systems out of commission once and for all."
That voice, all wry acidity and tight Applegarthian vowels, was unmistakable. "Duncan," she whispered, reaching for the radio even though she knew she couldn't use it. "Oh, Duncan, what are you doing here? It was supposed to be a secret."
Was this the project he'd mentioned? It was easy to picture men like the RebEarthers in the undercity - hiding out from their troubles with the law, perhaps. Duncan could've met them there, could've promised them the Ever Onward and all the tech she carried in return for a ride off-planet.
Exactly as she had told the Primaterre.
"We know what we're doing all right, but what about you? An hour you said it would take to hack the ship's systems. That was three hours ago."
"It's a very complex -"
"How about you get off the god-damned channel until you've finished your job?"
The door slid open and the vehicle listed sharply as Cassimer climbed inside. Joy pressed the mute button on the radio. She wasn't ready for him to find out about Duncan; not yet. All sympathisers must be purged, he'd said and she wasn't ready to deal with that. First, she had to find that focus Finn was always talking about.
Easier said than done in Cassimer's presence. The vehicle was smaller than the Pony and when he sat in the seat next to hers, he was so close she could feel the warmth generated by his suit. As close as they'd been on the train, only then she'd been able to look at him without thinking of severed heads.
He reached across her legs for the ignition and she instinctively shrank back. He paused to look at her, though his visor was down and dark and she couldn't even begin to imagine what the man was thinking.
"If I hadn't left Nexus, I might have met the RebEarthers instead of you," she said. "One choice made differently, and I could've been on that platform. You would've killed me without asking for so much as my name."
Cassimer pressed the ignition and the vehicle's engine rumbled until he, satisfied, switched it off. Another moment of silence - torturously long - and then he removed his helmet to run a hand through hair damp with sweat.
"Don't waste your time dwelling on what isn't," he said at last. "Killing RebEarthers is as inconsequential as harming you would be impossible. You're nothing like them, and you would never have gone anywhere with them willingly."
"Why not? You call them murderers, but I've been on Cato seven months now and I never saw anyone get killed until you arrived. I never saw anyone's head get cut off."
"I disabled his pain receptors first. The suit he wore - it's intrinsically linked to the wearer's nervous system. It was keeping him alive, Joy, and if the user is unable or unwilling to disconnect, the only way to override the preservation protocol is to sever the spinal cord and remove the head. To wear an Ereshkigal suit is to accept a bad death."
Disabled his pain receptors. A very clinical way of saying "I drove a dagger into his brain". The necessity, if Cassimer could be trusted, hardly mitigated the horror.
"Didn't need to use his head as a negotiation tool, though, did you?"
"Need." He set his helmet on his lap and folded his hands on top of it. She remembered the hands inside the gauntlets; steady, tanned, strong. Made for building, for climbing, to hold another's. "A difficult concept, defined by the parameters of the greater good. Five hostiles on a train platform. Do I need to neutralise them alone, without backup? No, but if Lucklaw or Rhys are injured or worse, the mission suffers. The team suffers. Every decision I make, I must consider the far-reaching consequences. Any intel we acquire from Feehan could save lives, and so I must balance his suffering against the lives of my team. Against your life."
He paused briefly, jaw muscles hard and tense.
"So yes, I deem his interrogation necessary. But for his sake and ours, I'd see it done quickly. For that, he must be afraid, and he must be anticipating worse."
"By which you mean you."
"It won't come to that. He's already talking."
She didn't want to picture what was being done to Feehan, but she had seen what Rhys's healing hands could do and imagined his treatment of the commander's face in reverse - phoenix-inked skin peeled from flesh, flesh peeled from bone, teeth laid bare for extraction. Suddenly the vehicle felt more like a trap than a shelter, and breathing became impossible.
Four doses left in her med-bracelet. Not enough, not nearly enough.
Stay calm, Joy. Focus on your breathing.
But her lungs burned, and the taste of blood welled from her throat. She needed space, air - and she tried to stand, but Cassimer placed a hand on her shoulder, shaking his head.
"The outside is thick with dust. I could barely see your footprints on my way out here." He reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a canteen. "Here."
Water. Drinking it would only exacerbate her attack, but the kindness helped, as did pressing the cool metal to her cheeks. Cassimer tapped the vehicle's control panel and fans began to whir, the air gradually cooling and freshening.
"Clear your mind. Perceive the moment. Focus on your physical connection to the world. The seat. The canteen. My hand on your shoulder. Let yourself be grounded and from that anchor extend your awareness. Know that you are true. Know that you are pure." He hesitated before adding: "Know that you are safe."
Something in his voice told her that he'd gone off script then; a far greater comfort than any rehearsed mantra.
When the worst of the attack had passed, she unscrewed the canteen's lid and drank. The water had a strong chemical flavour, but it had to be the least polluted water she'd had in months, and that alone made it wonderful.
"Thank you."
He nodded and made to put his helmet back on again, but she wasn't ready to lose him just yet. She wanted the man, not the soldier, a little longer, no matter how selfish that was.
"Rhys told me you used to wear an armoured suit like the RebEarther's. Is it because you fear a bad death that you don't anymore?"
"No."
It was a good minute before he spoke again.
"Ereshkigal armour is cataphract recon gear - lightweight, built for relative speed. I served in a Helreginn class assault unit. Heavier suits, larger and far more durable."
"Larger?" Hard to believe.
"Much." He set down his helmet and gave her a pensive look. "The first time I wore my Helreginn suit in combat, my unit was airdropped from a thousand feet into a war zone. Ten seconds of falling through smoke, my visor spattered with plasma from evaporating enemy fire, electricity flaring as the active protection field diverted missiles, falling towards what looked like an open volcano. The enemy had been firebombing the city for days. Buildings blazed, glowing phosphorus bright. It was chaos, and if I could've, I would've clawed my way back up to the drop ship."
Again there was a freshness to his words, a rawness, as if Cassimer was a vault of quiet secrets and untold things, and she alone had the combination.
Because you don't matter. He's using you again, Joy, confiding in the one person who will never have the chance to betray his confidence. He thinks you'll be dead soon. By his hand or otherwise.
"Then I touched ground. It quaked and fractured as my squad landed, and together we marched down city streets so hot that they had melted to slurry. By the time we reached the end of the first city block, I was no longer afraid. None of us were. A cataphract must sacrifice, must shed all but pure resolve. Fear was the first thing I lost. Not the last. After fourteen years of that, I... " He shrugged. "I wanted to see if I could have something different. Be something different."
"And what is it that you want?"
He looked at her, the darkness of his eyes threatening to swallow her.
"To be a person. Not just..." He turned his gauntleted hands. "Not just a suit with a gun. Perhaps I waited too long. The rest of the team manage it, but I can only watch and wonder how."
"It's actually really easy. Something you were born to do, in fact. Here, let me show you." She held out her hand. "Hi. I'm Joy."
"I know," he said, with such utter confusion that she couldn't help but smile.
"Play along, commander. Pretend we're meeting for the first time." In a way, maybe they were.
Electricity sparked across her skin as his gauntlet closed around her hand, and she saw in his eyes that this was the right approach. He had chosen his path, but he needed lightness to guide his way, human contact to bolster his resolve.
"Commander Cassimer."
"No." She shook her head. "Try again."
"Cass-"
"Nuh-uh."
"You want my first name."
She nodded, and dismay darkened his face. The commander may be a man of few words, but he wasn't so hard to read.
"You don't want to tell me. You're... embarrassed?" She bit her lip to stop herself from smiling. "Only a person would be embarrassed by their name, you realise that, yes? Looks like we're already making progress."
"Not embarrassed," he said, clearly embarrassed.
"Come on, I already know it starts with a 'C'; I saw your initials on the vial of blood. Surely it doesn't stand for Commander?"
He withdrew his hand. "It's not about names. It's about regaining what was lost. About feeling."
"You feel this, don't you?" She reached through the barrier of darkness and electricity. Her fingertips brushed tanned skin, ran across paler strips of new skin, across rough stubble and tense jawline.
"Don't." He pulled away. "I can't -"
"You can." She took his hand and pressed his palm to her own cheek. Her skin tingled underneath the gauntlet, but that was okay because he didn't pull away and now his fingers were moving, weaving through her hair -
- the vehicle's door slid open, a gust of wind filling the interior with dust. Over the back of her seat, through a haze of grey, Joy could see the dark figure of a Primaterre soldier.
"You left in a hurry." Rhys, addressing her as he threw bags into the back of the vehicle. "Too good to help out, are we?"
"I found this car."
If Rhys was here, then Gaius Feehan was dead, and she was speaking to a torturer and a killer. But he sounded like neither, and in his tone she recognised some of Finn's wry humour. Rhys was reasonable and Rhys was easy to talk to; Rhys was cruel and Rhys was cold. Such a man was hard to make sense of - unless, of course, he was two. Rhys the man - and Rhys, the suit with a gun.
"Parked twenty feet from the train station. I'm in awe of your skill and effort."
"Hey, if you don't like it, you can walk the rest of the way," she said, taking Rhys's own advice and targeting the man inside the suit.
Rhys laughed, but then Cassimer spoke, his voice dark and low enough to smother any levity: "Is the Ereshkigal suit destroyed?"
"Lucklaw's working on it. Ready to leave in five, Commander." Rhys slammed the vehicle's door shut.
Cassimer wore his helmet once more, had somehow put it on in the ten seconds her attention had been turned to Rhys. Back to being the soldier - but that was all right, because that's who she needed now.
"Duncan, the man who woke me aboard the Ever Onward..." She paused, suddenly nervous, but it had to be said. "He's the one who brought RebEarth here. He's with them now, at the crash site."
"I know," Cassimer said. "Feehan told us. Said a few of his people were hiding out on Cato when a man named Duncan approached them with a deal. A ticket off-planet in return for an arc ship."
"The vehicle has a radio. It's... it's turned off now, but I heard them talking, and they're still trying to get into the ship. Their people at the train station were waiting for the shipment of explosives."
"I know. Lucklaw intercepted their comms."
"And you knew that I'd overheard the radio conversation... you were waiting to see what I would do?"
"No." He reached across her legs to press the ignition. "I knew what you would do, and I know what you'll ask next."
The door opened again, and the vehicle heaved under the added weight of Rhys and Lucklaw.
"Move it, civilian." Lucklaw motioned for her to vacate the driver's seat, and she obeyed, sliding past him into the seat behind Cassimer. The leather was tacky with spilled drink, and she had far too close a view of the rotting chicken wing, but it was nice to have Cassimer between her and the hostile world.
The soldiers were back in mission mode. No more banter from Rhys nor insults from Lucklaw; the atmosphere changed, becoming charged with focus. Now or never, she had to ask.
"Duncan's not a bad person."
True, the coder had a mean streak and a propensity for standing just a little bit too close, but he didn't deserve to be gunned down. Didn't deserve to die like the RebEarthers.
"It's been bad for him here on Cato, right from the start. He was alone onboard the ship for a week, did I tell you that? He tried to wake others, but they all died because he didn't know what he was doing. This is the same thing all over again - he doesn't know, Cassimer."
She leaned forward to ensure human contact, not wanting to give Cassimer the excuse of his suit to ignore her. She touched his shoulder lightly, unsure if he even noticed, though Lucklaw glared at her. "Please don't kill him." 
"He has experience with the Ever Onward's systems and may be in possession of valuable intel. If possible, he will be extracted."
Neutral, professional, and as close to a promise as she'd get. Not much, but if life on Cato had taught her anything, it was to make do with scraps.




23. Joy

They abandoned the RebEarth vehicle five kilometres from the Ever Onward. In the bone-white mist of twilight, they trekked through a fulgurite forest so fresh that steam rose from the opalescent crust. The soldiers' heavy footsteps shook viscous droplets of molten glass from branches. Spider corpses hung suspended inside knotted trunks, curled or caught mid-skitter.
The air was so charged with electricity that it was like breathing static. Soon it would be dark, and Joy knew well what this part of the planet was like after nightfall. The hissing of sand disturbed by hundreds of skittering spiders; the winds, howling through the mountains as though the jagged peaks had cut them deep. Cato was wilder here than near the farm or Nexus, desolate and untouched. It seemed eager to stay that way, and if it were up to her, she'd be happy to oblige.
The three soldiers stopped. Cassimer turned towards her and held a finger to his visor. Quiet.
A tablet in Lucklaw's hands crackled noisily, faint voices coming through the static.
"...got the shelter up yet, don't want to get caught in a storm like the last one."
"All done here, but where the hell are the explosives? Rather not spend the night. You seen the size of those critters? Like bloody dogs."
"Train should've arrived by now. Lockwood, what the hell is taking so long? After a long pause, the voice spoke again; irritated and impatient. "Lockwood, do you read?"
Lockwood didn't read. Lockwood would never read. Joy's borrowed white sneakers were splattered with his blood.
"Got the supplies, but the god-damned car broke down. Engine's choked with dust. We're working on it," said Lucklaw, in a voice that was not his own.
"Shit, Lockwood, if it's got you spitting curses it's got to be bad. Could send a truck to tow you?"
"Don't bother, we should be up and running before too long."
"Good. Can't wait to crack this treasure chest open."
The channel went silent.
"Nearly blew it there, kid, trying to talk tough." Rhys shook his head.
"It's fine," Lucklaw said in his own voice. "They bought it. I mean, they did, right?"
"How did you make your voice sound like Lockwood's?" Joy whispered, assuming it was all right for her to speak again.
"Suit records everything. I modulated voice imprints on the way here just in case. It's a pretty clever trick." Lucklaw oozed smugness, and she supposed he'd earned it.
"Clever, but basic," Rhys said. "If the names Feehan gave us are correct, most of the RebEarthers are veterans. They'll have seen enough combat to be familiar with Primaterre methods, and while they may not be expecting us, they are aware of our presence on Cato."
"Yeah," Lucklaw said, shooting Joy a glare. "Thanks to a certain loose-lipped civilian."
"Thanks to Albany's botched landing," Cassimer said.
"She might've told them more. Who we are, why we're here, the location of our base. She should've been thoroughly interrogated."
They were all looking at her now, all lights focused on her.
"Joy," Cassimer said. "Answer truthfully. Did you give anyone intel on us?"
If she tried to speak, she might cry - so she shook her head.
"Good."
"With all due respect, Commander," Lucklaw said, "that's not much of an interrogation."
"Kid," Rhys said, "after what happened to Gaius Feehan, she's not likely to lie to us."
◆◆◆
 
Lightning had turned miles of sloping dunes to a stretching glass ridge. Joy didn't recognise it or the surrounding landscape, but according to Lucklaw, the Ever Onward's crash site was in a valley just on the other side.
The climb was difficult enough that even the Primaterre soldiers struggled to gain footing. Glass cut Joy's fingers until they bled, and she'd hardly made it more than a few feet before Cassimer rappelled down to secure a line around her waist.
The white mist of twilight became the charcoal of night, and it was by the light of the stars alone that Joy reached the crest. Cassimer had climbed fast, making it to the top and hoisting her up there while the other soldiers still had quite some distance to cover. And so it was that the two of them were the first to see the Ever Onward.
The groaning carcass sat wedged between mountain peaks. The scale-pattern of solar panels on its hull reflected the stars above, and here and there, lights still glimmered. The Ever Onward was not dead, but surely dying. 
Cassimer muttered something under his breath, so quiet that she couldn't make out the words, but there was no mistaking his tone. Awe, pure and simple.
"Is she the first arc ship you've seen?"
"Only three were launched after the Ever Onward. Then no more, not until..." The sentence ended abruptly, leaving uneasy silence in its wake.
It's obvious they're trying to locate something, Duncan had said, and he had been right.
"You weren't sent here for the Ever Onward, but for another arc ship, weren't you?"
Cassimer's visor opened with a soft hiss. His eyes were as dark as the night sky.
"Too much static for me to catch that. Repeat your question?" He shook his head almost imperceptibly, one finger tapping the side of his black gun.
The message was as clear and sharp as glass. A flush crept across her cold-numbed cheeks as she realised the danger. They had to have known that she would figure it out eventually.
At which point they intended to kill you, Finn whispered, but he was wrong. She thought the soldiers were intending to ignore it as long as she said nothing.
"I see lights down in the valley." She nodded towards the darkness below, eager to change the subject.
"A demolition crew. Five men, possibly six. Lucklaw will be able to tell us more." He closed his visor again, and she marvelled at how far he could see even without the aid of his armour. To her, the lights were distant smudges. "Tell me of the Ever Onward. What was she like?"
The cryo pod had sealed around her long before departure, and her short time onboard and awake had passed in a nervous blur. Her first instinct was to tell him this, but in his voice was a note of longing that she didn't have the heart to ignore. This wasn't professional curiosity or intel gathering; this was Cassimer, asking for himself.
"Incredible," she said and described the ship to him, doing her best to convey the unrivalled majesty of an architect ship. She described the spaceport and the shuttles, and the week-long Kirkclair celebrations, too. Every detail, no matter how trivial, seemed to interest him, and so she told him of her train ride to the spaceport, the music playing in the departures lounge and the complementary drinks that had run out long before she got there. She told him of the fire on the horizon and the news reports, of the crowds and the sounds and the smells. She told him of Finn and then went deeper still, telling him about herself. How she'd put on her best dress and spent two hours doing her hair. How she'd dropped her luggage running for the train, and how frightened she'd been. A nothing-special girl, about to become part of one of humanity's greatest ventures.
"But the spaceport had a domed ceiling, displaying a projection of constellations and turning galaxies. It made me think about how when old stars die, they explode, dusting the universe with atoms. Carbon, oxygen, nitrogen - the stuff of stars, and the building blocks of life. And when the crew hustled us passengers onboard the Ever Onward and through its pristine corridors, I kept thinking about how we were all once a star, and that maybe home is wherever stars shine."
"Starlight is only electromagnetic radiation. It has no deeper meaning."
"Life is biology. Thoughts are electricity. Love is chemistry. Being able to see the pieces of the puzzle makes the image more complex, but no less wondrous. A star explodes, and a billion years later I sit here with you. Two specific and unique formations of atoms that were never meant to meet - or maybe already met, forged inside the same sun. We are all miracles, Cassimer, and so is the universe."
"The universe is cold ash. It's the glass that cut you. It's the blood on your fingers and the twisted wreckage of an arc ship."
"Yes, all those things too - but I can still see the stars," she said and smiled, because his dark visor glimmered with the reflections of alien constellations.
He said nothing, though she could all but hear his thoughts grinding away. The commander was quiet, but his mind was not. She could see it in his eyes, had felt its heat on his skin - a fever of the soul that wouldn't let him rest, wouldn't let him be.
◆◆◆
 
"Stars, would you look at that thing? It's massive." In spite of his armour and augments, Rhys had pulled himself panting onto the crest. He crouched next to Lucklaw, observing the Ever Onward through binoculars.
"Three point six kilometres from stem to stern." Though such information was probably readily available in Cassimer's primer database, Joy felt sure he spoke from memory. As she knew the names of the crew of the ancient Mary Celeste by heart (but struggled to recollect binomial nomenclature), he knew about century old ships. Not a professional requirement, but a personal interest.
"See that broken-off bit, high in the mountains? That's where my cryo pod was," she said, eager to place herself in the context of something Cassimer cared about.
The Ever Onward's tail section remained skewered on the craggy peaks, half-buried by dust. Fulgurite grew thick both around and inside of it, and she was reminded yet again of how fortunate she'd been to survive.
Luck runs out, Imaginary Finn warned.
"That's not near the bridge, is it?" Rhys panned his binoculars along its length.
"No. That's the stern. Nothing back there but cryo storage. The upper two decks reserved for colonists, and the remainder for botanical and zoological samples," Cassimer said.
"Thank the stars. Don't fancy the look of that climb."
Neither did Joy, but at least climbing didn't involve getting shot at. The bow was where all the lights were, and that scared her more than any height.
"ETA on aerial view?"
"The drone had to make a detour to avoid the storm, but it's in position now. Seizing control." Lucklaw's hands twitched slightly, as if he was playing some invisible computer game.
Joy looked up but saw nothing. The drone was an invisible eye, quiet and deadly. She imagined the black lenses of its cameras staring down at her, cold and unfeeling, and felt very small.
Maybe Cassimer noticed her shiver, because he handed her his tablet again, screen light low and directed away from the RebEarth camp. The video feed from the drone was remarkably clear.
Makeshift shelters of corrugated steel had been erected near the middle of the wreckage. Welding torches, wielded by men in combat gear, burnt white-hot as they cut into the Ever Onward. Solar panels pried from the hull were being loaded into a large truck. A guard walked the perimeter, the light mounted to his assault rifle sweeping across rippling dust. Six men in total - Cassimer had been right.
Then the drone moved around the wreckage to the north, where floodlights were aimed at an open airlock. From the darkness within the Ever Onward came a steady stream of men, carrying salvage towards more trucks parked nearby. Whatever ship had brought these RebEarthers and their equipment to Cato had to be sizable.
"Century-old or not, this is going make a nice contribution to the RebEarth war chest. Bet they can't believe their luck," Rhys said.
"Luck is fickle," Cassimer said, in an echo of Imaginary Finn.
"I see another Ereshkigal suit in play, in better shape than the one at the station." Lucklaw shook his head. "I'd love to know how the suits ended up in RebEarth hands. They'd done a pretty thorough job filing off the serial numbers. I'm running analytics on the interface chip I collected, but I don't know that it'll tell us much."
"Well, maybe you'll get a chance to examine another one," Rhys said.
"The RebEarthers aren't the only ones who shouldn't push their luck," Cassimer said, putting an end to the conversation.
The bridge lay buried underneath a tumble of rocks and dust, but appeared structurally intact. Five hundred and sixteen metres away from the ship's nose, according to the drone, a third and final gathering of RebEarth men waited by an open airlock. A trail of ashen footsteps, lit by stark construction lights, led into the ship. Three men stood guard outside. No, two men and a woman. Feehan's sister? If there was a family resemblance, the drone didn't offer enough detail to tell. But the man hunched over by a series of glowing monitors...
...the rigid curve of his back, the anxious hands running across his shaven head, and the fingers missing from his left hand. Yes. Joy would know him anywhere, this man who had become a part of her life whether she liked it or not.
"That's Duncan. By the computers."
On the screen, a white square appeared around Duncan.
"Him?" Cassimer asked.
She nodded, and the square turned green, which seemed a promisingly friendly colour.
"That makes twenty-one hostiles plus however many may be inside the ship." Rhys sucked his teeth. "No easy way of going about this, commander."
"If you wanted easy, you joined the wrong team." Cassimer sounded distracted, physically pulling away from the team as though he needed space to think. She wished she had some advice to offer, but all she could think was abort. Even the thought of Finn couldn't change the fact that the challenge seemed impossible.
"Aerial assault? The drone could take out a good chunk of their forces."
"Not without risking damage to the ship. Not without revealing our presence."
"What about her?" Lucklaw nodded towards Joy. "They don't know who she is, or who she's with. Give her a gun or some explosives and she might at least be able to manage a distraction."
"Good idea," Cassimer said. "With some amendments."
◆◆◆
 
Amendments aside, as Joy walked towards the cluster of lights, it was with the words bad idea! Very very bad idea! running through her head. When the potential Ms Feehan spotted her, and the shouting began, and guns pointed towards her, the thought lost its shape and became a panicked whine.
She fell to her knees on glassy crust, hands raised. Cassimer had removed the manacles, and she found herself missing the tightness around her wrists.
"Please don't shoot. Duncan, it's me. Duncan -"
Ms Feehan (and now Joy was sure of the relation, could see it in the sharply upturned nose and the fiery gaze) stepped forward and jabbed the butt of her rifle into Joy's chest.
A conversation was taking place around her, but pain and loss of breath garbled the words. She saw glimpses of oiled gun barrels and dark-stained combat boots kicking up dust - and then a hand, reaching down.
"What are you doing here?" Duncan asked, pulling her to her feet.
"I could ask you the same thing." She turned her head and coughed, spitting darkness onto the ground. "The Ever Onward was our secret."
"Answer his god-damned question." Feehan raised her rifle to Joy's face.
"I came to wake my brother from stasis." She gave Duncan a pleading glance, as sincere as she could manage. It was, after all, nearly the truth. "I couldn't wait any longer, Duncan."
"How did you get all the way out here?" The suspicion was still there, but waning - as though Duncan wanted to believe her, because the alternative meant that very bad things were about to happen to one or both of them.
"Train, a few days ago. Then I walked, like before, only this time through the tunnels."
"Any reason I shouldn't just shoot her?" Feehan asked, and Joy hoped that Duncan could think of one, because she certainly couldn't.
"She's part of my deal with your boss. Three tickets off-world in exchange for the arc ship. You want to drop that down to two tickets, fine, but I expect recompense."
"I don't know." The RebEarth man spoke for the first time. He was short, stocky, with blonde hair curling from underneath his helmet, and regarded Joy with extreme scepticism. "Lockwood and the others still aren't back from the train station and this girl just appears out of nowhere? Doesn't sit right. I'm going to call it in, see what the boss thinks."
"You think I didn't already try that? God, you're slow." Feehan stuck her tongue out at the man. "Good thing you're handsome. Anyway, couldn't get through. Too much interference. This fucking planet, you know."
The blonde man shook his head. "Don't like it. Feels like a god-damned Primaterre trick."
"No way is she Primaterre," Feehan scoffed, but Duncan's brow furrowed.
"Duncan," Joy said and tried to take his hand to veer him off the dangerous path, but he pulled away. "Duncan, I've come to save you."
"What the fuck is going on?" Feehan took a nervous step backwards.
"Joy, are they with you?" Duncan spoke in a low, hurried voice. "If they're here, you need to tell me."
"Duncan, you need to be quiet and you need to get down on your knees -"
Feehan swore, raising her rifle. Mid-curse, a heavy sound interrupted her, and she was sent flying backwards, falling hard on her back in the dust.
Joy knew that she was dead. The curly-haired man knew it too - the shock apparent on his face in the brief moment that he still had a face. Then he too was on the ground, some of him all over the ground. Death had come in silence and from a significant distance, but that made it no less final.
Duncan reached for his sidearm.
"Touch that and you're dead," Joy said, stumbling over her words in order to get them out. Had to be quicker than Cassimer's trigger finger.
Duncan's hand changed its course to reach for her instead.
"Touch me and you're dead."
His face twitched and there was a mad glint in his eyes, but his hand dropped - and she was so glad for it.
◆◆◆
 
"How many inside the ship?"
Duncan knelt, arms behind his head. A pair of manacles just like Joy's (now returned to her wrists) pulled so tightly at his skin that his veins grew fat and dark. Cassimer's shadow spilled over him like ink.
"Three."
"Three. Lie to me again and that's how many fingers you'll lose."
Duncan gritted his teeth. "Five. That's the truth."
"I know. Any of them wearing Ereshkigal suits?"
"No. Lockwood's got one and the boss has the other. Lockwood..." Duncan's eyes widened. "You must have come past Lockwood and the others. How? I examined that suit, saw what it could do. I wouldn't have thought it possible -"
"How many RebEarthers in total?"
Again Duncan was reluctant to respond, and Joy couldn't take it, couldn't bear watching him at the wrong end of a gun.
"Duncan, please tell them what you know." She glanced at Cassimer, afraid that he'd disapprove, but he said nothing. "It's important."
"Thirty-five men," Duncan all but spat. "Six of them were already here, hiding out on Cato. They sent word to their people off-world, but because of the electrical interference and the state of the Cascade, it took weeks before the message went through. A ship arrived a couple of days ago to drop off the men and equipment."
"Where's the ship now?"
"In orbit. They didn't want to risk a landing, and the Cascade's too dangerous to use more than necessary."
"Who's in charge?"
"His name is Scarsdale." Duncan's face distorted, as though it pained him to speak the name. He hadn't wanted to - out of loyalty?
"This man?" A photograph glowed on Cassimer's tablet. Black hair, dyed a gradient red, fell to the shoulders of a man who'd once been handsome. A scrollwork of phoenix feathers framed his jaw and cheeks, curling inwards around cold green eyes. He was scarred and bruised, but it was his smile that spoilt his looks. Too wide, too wild, too out of place in such a hard face.
Duncan nodded, almost imperceptibly, and then he looked at Joy. "Three tickets off-planet, Joy. I had it sorted. Maybe one more week in this place and then we would've been gone, but you just had to go and bring the fucking Primos down on our heads, you stupid bitch -"
Cassimer's boot struck Duncan's ribs with a sharp crack.
"He the one who built the components you brought?" Lucklaw didn't bother tearing his eyes from the computer screen, but at least he hadn't called her civilian. "Explains how primitive they were. Took me a lot of work to integrate them."
Duncan spat on the ground, his dust-caked lips turning in a snarl, but something (perhaps an aching rib) kept him in check.
"Lockwood, the Feehans and now maybe Andrew Scarsdale as well. Not bad for a day's work. Reckon the air tastes purer already," Rhys said. He'd finished burying the dead RebEarthers and stood over their graves, smoking a cigarette.
"It tastes like cheap tobacco," Joy said.
Rhys rolled his eyes. "Well, pardon me, princess. It's a big plain; step back a ways if you don't like it."
"Put it out, Rhys." Before Cassimer had finished the sentence, the medic had ground the cigarette butt into the dust. "Lucklaw, status of the ship's systems?"
"Failing. Looks like Duncan was trying to shut down the emergency protocol and hack the system to grant his own h-chip full access. Good idea, terrible execution."
"Keep to the facts. Is the bridge accessible?"
"Lots of high-security doors between us and it. Quickest way is the hack Duncan was trying to do. I'm pretty sure I can crack it, but I'll need an h-chip." He nodded towards Joy. "I'd recommend using hers. Working from a clean slate will be quicker."
Joy touched her arm. There was no scar, no mark to speak of, but sometimes she thought she could feel a sense of something foreign under her skin.
"Do you need to take it out?"
"What? No, you idiot. I've already scanned and accessed it. In theory, all I need to do is connect to the Ever Onward's security database and transfer the profile of someone with security clearance to your chip. A simple identity spoof, nothing too tricky."
"Try Finn Somerset. He's the chief of security."
"Your brother?" Lucklaw shrugged. "Sure, that'll work. At least Duncan managed to get life support working again, so that's going to save us some time."
"Good. Get it done." Cassimer moved towards the airlock, his armour flickering as its camouflage shifted from dust grey to match the Ever Onward's white interior. "Rhys and I are going hunting."
"Wait." Joy frowned. "Duncan - you rerouted power to life support? How could you do that? The cryo pods -"
Duncan sighed.
"You know what your problem is, Joy? You just won't let go. You couldn't stay in Nexus because you wouldn't accept the new rules of life. You decided to hitch your wagon to the scourge of the galaxy because you have this idea in your head that civilisation is order, neatly packaged inside branded uniforms. I've got family on the Ever Onward too, but they've been dead or as good as dead for over a century. The power going out won't make a difference. It's time to let go and adapt to the present. Adapt, and survive."
Incandescent rage flared through her veins, urging her to violence, urging her to hurt this man who would see her brother dead. Scream at him, it insisted, kick him, beat him. Make him understand that there are ties that cannot be cut and principles that cannot be compromised.
Only the thought of the Primaterre soldiers held her back. She couldn't give them cause to think she was a problem. For Finn's sake, she had to stay calm. For Finn's sake, she blinked tears of anger from her eyes.
"Don't worry about it. See this?" Lucklaw held a black device, about the size of a macaron (nestled in her palm like a little bird - the memory stabbed at her, reigniting her desire to stab Duncan). It was egg-shaped, the Primaterre sun logo emblazoned on its matte surface. "It's a wireless power cell. It'll keep every system on the ship running while we're here. It's probably got enough juice to fly this old tin can if we wanted to."
"Sure, for ten spectacular seconds before the even more spectacular crash," Rhys said.
"How does it work?"
"Do you know what a Dyson sphere is?"
She shook her head and Lucklaw smirked. "Then I doubt there's any point in trying to explain."
◆◆◆
 
The Ever Onward proved more of a challenge than Lucklaw had expected. He'd stopped explaining to her what was happening after his third failed attempt at breaching its database, and since then, she'd heard nothing out of the comms specialist but a rising crescendo of swearing.
"If it's the admin check that's giving you trouble, have you tried -"
"Quiet," Lucklaw snapped at Duncan and then cursed about losing his focus.
It was odd to watch him work without actually touching any equipment, connecting directly to the ship. Joy remembered the intense flow of information she'd seen on Rhys's screen. Was that how the soldiers saw the world? Every little detail broken down and explained; the weather never cold but exactly minus 5.6 degrees, the sky never dark but lit by thousands of named and outlined constellations. All the pieces of the universe laid out before them, each making the bigger picture infinitely more complex.
"Will you stand still?"
Even though she didn't believe for a second that it'd make a difference, she obliged the corporal. No more pacing to keep warm, no more rubbing her arms to stop the crawling sensation under her skin. It was an odd feeling to know that there was a chip inside of her and that Lucklaw, in a sense, was inside of it. Invasion was the word - or violation. A distant echo of how Naomi Winstanley must've felt as the demons dug their claws into her mind.
The comms specialist hadn't sworn for almost a minute. A good sign?
"How's it going?" she asked, trying her best to sound cheerful and not at all doubting his abilities.
"Should be past the worst of it. Establishing a connection was the hard part; my stupid bloody network adapters refused to recognise the ship. And right in the middle of it all, the commander requested an update from the drone. Always picks the worst possible moment, you know? Lucklaw, hack the ancient arc ship and rewrite an h-chip - a piece of tech which, by the way, I'd never even seen until a few days ago. Lucklaw, monitor the comms channels. Lucklaw, manage the eye in the sky. Lucklaw, make sure the civilians don't cause trouble. Stars." He shook his head. "Like I haven't got enough on my plate."
"What you do is pretty impressive," she admitted. "The voice changing trick was creative."
"Nothing special. Learnt that in Basic Training." The pride that seasoned his voice belied the humble words. "Working this ship is a whole different league. Even Copenhagen would've struggled."
Copenhagen. One of the Primaterre casualties? Perhaps the woman whose clothes Joy wore. The thought made her skin crawl even worse.
"What's it like to have a computer in your head?"
"Computer in my head?" He laughed. "The primer is a synthetic modification of my genetic code. It's not in my head, exactly - it's an intrinsic part of me, the information stored inside always available. The whole team's got network augments, allowing us to connect to other systems, and to each other, which is how we communicate. Which is how the commander is currently bitching at me about the quality of the drone footage." Lucklaw groaned. "Hang on."
A few minutes of silence passed by. In the distance, engines rumbled, and Joy could see Duncan glancing in their direction.
"Right." Lucklaw sighed. "Where was I?"
"Augments," Joy said. "But if I'm distracting you..."
"I piggy-backed on Duncan's chip to access the security database. He hasn't got admin clearance, so I'm running a few scripts to try and crack that. All automated, so I've got time to talk."
He certainly did. He hadn't even called her anything objectionable or condescended much. A nice feeling - though likely more to do with the subject matter than it was to do with her.
"Besides the basic package, it's up to each soldier which augments to get. Most get the retinal implants. They translate signals and data into optics - basically, creating a visual user interface."
"And turn your eyes silver."
Lucklaw scoffed. "That's a cosmetic function, part of the basic package. Officially, it's to signal to others that you're busy, but really, it's so that your commanding officer can chew you out if he catches you playing around without permission. Easy to mod out, but not worth the world of pain if you're caught."
"So what do you see, exactly?"
"Depends on the set-up. The standard is just a basic text overlay, but I've got graphic immersion augments capable of interpreting the data any number of ways. Most people can't handle the full VR experience, though. Take the rest of the team, for example - even when they're only using the basic HUD, they still prefer to project it to their visors or external computers."
"I think I understand why. Too much information?"
"Yeah. The human mind isn't cut out to handle it - not just mentally, but physically. The strain raises your blood pressure, and if it's bad enough, it can actually make you sick. I can see you, I can see the Ever Onward's systems and my own, and I'm also watching through the drone's cameras and the commander's visual augments. I'm talking to you while listening to the team channel, as well as the RebEarth channel. No joke, it's making me dizzy - and I'm used to this sort of set up. Shit, when I was in high school, I'd bypass the school firewalls to multi-box raid parties and watch movies, all while paying attention in class. My mind is used to stretching."
"It sounds exhausting."
"Sure, but it's better than the alternative. I get real itchy if I haven't got at least two or three things running. Don't know how some people manage without. The commander, for instance. It's not like I'm spying, but the network's right there and during downtime, I sometimes take a peek at the activity logs. Hopewell's just like me - we even play the same games. Rhys - stars, trust me, you do not want to see his browsing history. But the commander? Sometimes he's not doing anything. Like, the line's completely dead. What the hell's that all about?"
"It's called thinking. Daydreaming. Just letting your mind wander can be a pretty great way to pass time."
"Sure, you keep telling yourself that, but believe me, you don't know what you're missing."
"Neither do you, kid." Duncan nodded towards the computer monitors. "She's onto you."
Lucklaw swore, then went silent, hands twitching nervously.
"Nothing like multi-boxing computer games, is it? Out here, you've got the wind in your back, the static on your skin, and twenty RebEarth men who'll figure out something's wrong any second. The next bullet coming this way will be coming for you."
"Duncan!" Joy hissed, incredulous at the man's behaviour. He'd never been exactly stable, but this was beyond unpleasant. It was suicidal.
"Shut up," Lucklaw said, opening his visor to wipe sweat from his face. "Both of you. Just..." He trailed off as his eyes went silvery blank.
"She's an arc ship," Duncan said. "Old, but as clever as they come. Piggy-backing on my chip? She sniffed that out faster than a bloodhound; just took her a minute to decide what to do about it. Excision, I imagine, like you do to any tumour. And now that she's got your scent, she's not letting you back in."
"Don't listen to him. You've got this, Lucklaw."
"I have to. I told the commander -" The young corporal winced, hunching his shoulders. A drop of blood welled from one of his nostrils.
"Lucklaw!" She took his hand, held it tight, and his eyes flickered from silver to anxious blue. "Take it easy. You've got a hundred years on this ship. I know you can do it."
"Of course." Some of his confidence returned, but when he touched his nose and saw the blood, his lips twitched, and she knew he was afraid. "If I had a couple of hours, but we don't. The RebEarthers -"
"You could drop the block on my h-chip. Let me open the system for you." Duncan sounded calm, almost disinterested, but a tremor of eagerness ran underneath the still surface.
Lucklaw opened his visor to wipe the blood from his nose. "All right. Get up and get over here. No sudden movements. And stay in the light."
"Are you sure about this, Lucklaw? What if he warns the RebEarthers somehow?"
"I'll only drop the block for a few seconds. And if you try anything, don't think I'll hesitate to shoot you. You hear me, Duncan?"
"I hear you," Duncan mumbled as he fell to his knees before the computer. His fingers swept across the screen, bringing up the virtual keyboard.
A few seconds passed, and then more than a few seconds. When it got to about a minute, Joy couldn't stand being quiet anymore. "Is it working?"
"Yeah. Starting the transfer now; you're about to be promoted to chief of security. It should..." Lucklaw trailed off, tilting his head slightly. His eyes were bright as silver pennies. "What? What is that..."
"Lucklaw?"
Groaning, Lucklaw stumbled backwards, hands pressed to his eyes. Over by the computers, Duncan leaned back, smiling.
"Are you all right?" Joy knelt by the corporal. Blood dripped from his nose, and she placed her hand on his cheek, skin against skin to anchor him to the physical, to draw his overworked mind back to the real world.
"Better than he'll be when I've got this shit out of my system. A data dump; more than I was prepared for, but not more than I can handle."
"A good distraction, though, don't you think?" Duncan said.
Lucklaw's eyes opened wide, and he reached for his sidearm. He pulled it from his holster and dropped it as a jolt went through his body. He stiffened and fell backwards, twitching in the dust. Dark blood poured from his nose, and when he opened his mouth, a bubble of spittle grew and grew until it popped.
Duncan casually brushed dust from his hands and began to type again.
"Duncan!" Joy turned Lucklaw's head sideways, afraid that he might choke. The corporal was unresponsive, all colour drained from his face. His legs kicked chaotic patterns in the dust. "Stop this! You're hurting him."
"Hurting him?" Duncan stood and walked over to them. He plucked Lucklaw's sidearm from the ground, weighing it in his hands. "I doubt that. Not yet, at any rate." He aimed the gun at the corporal's unprotected face, and Joy instinctively leaned over Lucklaw, shielding him with her body.
"How does it feel to be beaten by a primitive relic, you arrogant little shit? If you'd paid attention in history class, you might've known that Hierochloe was a biomedical company, and if you were half so clever as you think you are, you might've figured out what the 'h' in h-chip stands for. Now, the system you're running, yeah, it's more sophisticated and it might have the Primaterre logo plastered all over it, but its skeleton is based on Hierochloe software. A century's worth of devs and admins have left their marks, all right, but for all the flesh and muscle they've added to the code, its bones are old. And guess who helped create those bones? Guess who slaved away for years knitting them together?" Duncan smiled unpleasantly. "When I slipped spyware into the components I made for Joy, I didn't really expect it to net anything useful. They'll find it, I figured, no matter how well I disguised it. But you didn't, and when you built your beacon I was with you every step of the way. Well, as often as the atmosphere allowed data to be sent through to Nexus, that is. I sniffed out as much as I could about your systems, and once I recognised my own baby in there, I built a battering ram. Reckoned it might come in handy in case the Ever Onward didn't pan out."
In Joy's arms, Lucklaw made a strange wheezing sound. His fingers dug through dust, clawing at glass. She held him tight and looked up at Duncan.
"You don't need to do this. They're going to help us. They're good people."
"Wake up, Joy. Let me tell you a story. It's about the Feehans, both of whom I think you've met. Gaia's buried over there. Don't know what became of her brother Gaius, but I think you know, and by the look on your face, I'm going to guess it was nasty. Do you know why they were here? Did your Primo friends tell you that?"
"They're criminals. Terrorists."
"In the end, maybe, but none of us start out the way we end, do we? So listen, Joy, and then we'll see if you'll still be cradling the sore loser."




24. Joy

The Feehans, Duncan said, had been born on Hypatia. A nice world, by all accounts, as rich in resources as it was in natural beauty. But what had made Hypatia so wealthy also attracted the envy of others, and for the duration of the colony's five-hundred-year history, the Hypatians had struggled to keep what was theirs.
"And for five hundred years they managed, until one day Primaterre ships showed up in orbit and declared via planet-wide transmission that Hypatia was henceforth part of their territory. Now, Gaius and Gaia - not their birth names, but monikers adopted after they found faith - they were only children. Too young to understand, but old enough to feel the fear. Their parents were optimistic, initially, because other planets had flourished after annexation, and what difference does it really make who's in charge? One government is much like any other, right?"
Duncan paused to glance at the monitors. Somehow, he'd linked them to Cassimer's body cam. The feed showed white corridors, interspersed with glimpses of Rhys, but all Joy could really tell was that they were heading deeper into the Ever Onward - deeper and farther in the wrong direction.  
"Unfortunately for the Feehans and the rest of Hypatia's eight million strong population, the Primaterre didn't have annexation in mind. Hypatia wasn't to be subsumed into the Protectorate, but to become Primaterre land. For that to happen, the planet had to be purged."
"Purged?"
"The first year, they strongly encouraged the population to leave. Some did, but most stayed. Home is home, after all. The Feehans, they could trace their family line back to the arc ship that built the Cascade in their system. After generations of men and women who had given Hypatia their all, the world was more than home to the Feehans - it was part of their DNA. Gaia never talked about it much, but Gaius told me about his family's bakery, about the flat-spined cacti that bloomed white once every five summers, and how crisp the air was when the north-easterly gale blew in over the salt flats. He said he sometimes wakes from dreams and the smell is so strong that he could swear he was back on Hypatia. That ever happen to you?"
Every breath she took was a reminder of Mars, the pain in her chest a gift from the red planet. Mars was comfortable familiarity, the backdrop of all her memories, but while its dust was in her lungs and in her dreams, it was not in her blood. She shook her head.
"Me either. How could it, when all I ever did was shuttle between apartment and office, never stopping to feel the earth between my fingers? I envy the Feehans their home; their connection, and I understand why they couldn't give it up." He sighed, looking over at Gaia's shallow grave.
"The second year, the Primaterre ships landed. Evacuation orders were transmitted to each sector of the colony. There were planets in Protectorate space willing to take the displaced in, the Primaterre said, to make them citizens and give them new lives. Most of the government officials left then, and society started to break down. There were riots, looting, killing in the streets. The Primaterre could've done something, could've tried to put out the fires, but they just stood back and watched. Suppose they thought their job would be made easier if Hypatia imploded.
"The Feehans stayed put, even after their oldest son was killed by bandits. But then the Primaterre purge entered its third year and soldiers were dispatched to escort people onto evacuation ships. When the soldiers knocked on the Feehans' neighbour's door and he refused to comply, he and his entire family were gunned down. Gaius told me he saw it happen through the shutters on his bedroom window, a glimpse of muzzle flashes and blood, before his mother picked him up and the family fled into the city. They spent the next year of their lives on the run, hunted like criminals, barely surviving. Then the purge entered its fourth year, and that's when things really got bad."
"Duncan," she pleaded. Lucklaw's breathing was ragged and irregular, coating his lips in yellow froth. She tried to clear his air passage, but if Duncan didn't stop soon, she was afraid the corporal might die. She didn't want that, no, not at all, and she stroked his face, wiped blood from his nose and whispered to him to come back to her. "I don't want to hear this."
"Sorry Joy, but I think you need to. The Primaterre forces withdrew. Gaius and Gaia were happy to see the grey ships go, but their parents knew better. They took their children into the underground and made them wear gas masks. Gaius didn't like the masks - they reminded him of the faces of the monsters he imagined living under his bed, but when he tried to remove his mask, his father gave him a beating so severe he could barely walk the next day. Gaius was only seven, and at first, he couldn't understand why his father had treated him so cruelly. But then people started dying. The Primaterre had unleashed a virus on Hypatia, so deadly that there was no cure - only prevention."
Just like they had done on Earth - but the people of Earth had been possessed. The virus had been a kindness, a mercy... hadn't it? Doubt made her heart skip a beat.
"Still the remaining people of Hypatia - now assisted by RebEarth forces - wouldn't let go, and that's when the soldiers returned. Giants in metal armour, Gaius said, falling from the skies in swarms."
Ten seconds of falling through smoke, my visor spattered with plasma from evaporating enemy fire, electricity flaring as the active protection field diverted missiles, falling towards what looked like an open volcano.
Cassimer's words echoed in her mind. Had he been one of the cataphracts on Hypatia? Considering Gaius Feehan's age, the purge must've taken place maybe fifteen years ago, when Cassimer himself had been barely more than a boy. One boy, falling through fire and smoke, to kill another boy.
"Gaius's father had intended to join the resistance, but then his wife fell pregnant. Maybe it was the beauty of such a miracle in the middle of a war zone that made Mr Feehan reconsider his stance, or maybe it was the fact that every time his wife removed her gasmask to throw up, she risked viral infection. Gaius never found out, and it doesn't really matter. What matters is that Mr Feehan led his family through the blazing ruins of the city to a Primaterre landing zone, waving a white flag. I think he must've realised that he would never survive it, sacrificing himself for his family - but the Primaterre forces opened fire on sight, indiscriminately and mercilessly.
"Gaius and Gaia ran, hand in hand, through fire and destruction. They would've died there, but for the RebEarth forces arriving on the scene. They killed the Primaterre and took the children in. Saved them and showed them the way. Told them that one day, they might have revenge for Hypatia. That one day, they might win her back."
Duncan scuffed the dusty ground with his boot. "And now here they lie, so very far from home."
"Anybody can tell a story, Duncan. All I know is that these men, these Primaterre soldiers, have treated me more kindly than anyone else on Cato. More kindly than you, Duncan."
"They keep you in chains out of kindness?"
"It's for my own safety, to stop demons -"
"Ah, and there we go. Demons. Come on, Joy. I know how you like to entertain silly notions about ghosts and goblins but I also know that's all it is: entertainment. Seasoning to spice up a dull life. What else did you have going for you, really? A brother, who was increasingly busy with his own much more interesting life. A tiny apartment on the wrong side of town and a dead-end career. If it weren't for your condition, I expect you'd have filled that apartment from floor to ceiling with cats. Anything to keep from staring your bleak future in the eye, am I right?"
"Fuck you, Duncan." 
"And I thought you were a nice girl." Duncan tapped the keyboard and his manacles whirred open. "Much better. Now then, before his suit's defences get him back on his feet, if you would step away from the poor outwitted fool, Joy..."
"Put the gun down, Duncan. It's not too late for you."
"Nor for you. There's still a seat on the RebEarth ship reserved in your name."
"Shoot this man and you'll never see that ship. The commander will kill you -"
"No, he won't. The idiot you're protecting left his systems not only wide-open, but linked to his teammates. I had a little look-see at all the fun functions, but haven't decided what to do yet. What do you think, Joy? An overdose of sedatives? Or maybe stimulants, to make their hearts burst before they even know something's wrong."
"I think you should put the gun down and surrender. We can still go home, all of us. You, me, Voirrey - and all the sleepers."
"You still don't get it. You're not a Primaterre citizen, Joy, which makes you worth less than the dirt we stand on. They will never help you, will never let you set foot on a Primaterre ship, let alone in Primaterre space. They'll use you and chain you and if you are lucky, they'll just abandon you on Cato."
Lucklaw's breath was stronger and more regular now, but his eyes were blank and unseeing. Letting him go would be the easiest thing in the world, but good or evil, right or wrong, it didn't matter who the Primaterre or RebEarth were. She knew who she was.
"I won't let you kill him."
"You'd sacrifice my life for the life of a stranger?"
"Nobody needs to die." There was the taste of a lie in those words, because she had no idea how Cassimer would react. Would he be the calm and collected commander ready to see reason, or would he be the commander who cut off heads?
"You think they'll take mercy on me?" He rolled back his left sleeve. A phoenix, in brutal cubist ink, spread its plumage from wrist to elbow. "I'm committed, Joy. Committed and condemned." He laughed, but tears glistened in the corners of his eyes.
"Duncan..." She stood, careful to place herself between him and Lucklaw, and held her hands out. Sympathetic, understanding, compassionate.
He drew a ragged breath, stepping closer, his free hand moving to brush hair from her face. She let him touch her, let him run oily fingers down her cheek, and then she grabbed the gun, wrenching it from his hand.
Duncan swore, and the hand on her face balled into a fist. He struck her and -
- for a moment there was nothing but blackness and a vague sensation of falling -
- and then pain lashed her back into consciousness. Dust filled her nostrils and clogged her eyes; hundreds and thousands of grains of sand scratching her throat. Duncan's knee was on her back, his hand on her head, grinding her face into the dirt. He was shouting something, raging and apologetic at once, and kept shouting until in the background, Lucklaw groaned.
Duncan's weight lifted from her, and she activated her med-bracelet.
Lucklaw was on all fours, crawling towards the airlock. Duncan retrieved the gun and fired. The bullet turned to plasma against the corporal's suit, sizzling and dripping down his back. Duncan pulled the trigger again, firing a burst. Dust plumed around Lucklaw, but enough bullets struck their target that the corporal no longer crawled, instead prone and still.
Joy pushed herself to her feet, stumbling in the other direction. Rhys had buried the bodies well - if she hadn't seen him do it, she'd never have known they were there - but he hadn't taken their guns.
In cold dust, her digging hands found still-warm thighs. She ran her hand up Gaia Feehan's legs - fingers briefly entangling with the dead woman's - and then she found it.
"Duncan."
◆◆◆
 
"You know I don't miss," she warned, hands trembling around the grip of the gun. 
"I also know that you feel guilty every time you shoot a spider. Put the gun away, Joy. You're not going to shoot me."
No. She wasn't. Couldn't even if she wanted to; her fingers no longer seemed to obey commands. This wasn't the moment, not the time to cross the invisible line. There had been moments - Rivka's thugs; Rivka; the drifters. She should've pulled the trigger on those people, in those moments of blood and fear. Not now; not when the target was a friend.
"If it weren't for me, you'd still be asleep. You owe me." He turned his back on her and used his foot to turn Lucklaw over. The corporal's unprotected face was moon-pale and slick with sweat. "After this, you'll owe me twice."
Even with Lucklaw's life hanging in the balance, this wasn't the moment. But maybe there was no perfect moment to become a killer, no beautifully bookended guilt-free instant. In the end, it all came down to one thing.
Need.
She needed many things, but right now all she needed was not to have to watch a defenceless man die.
Duncan's finger was on the trigger, the black barrel aimed at Lucklaw's face. One twitch and the corporal would be dead.
Imaginary Finn whispered advice, things he'd told her a long time ago at the shooting range, when the idea that the targets might one day be flesh and blood had seemed absurd. But she didn't listen, didn't need to.
Her brother had taught her marksmanship, and instinct did the rest.
One shot rang out.
Duncan toppled, slumping over Lucklaw. He'd been dead the instant the bullet had burrowed into his neck, she knew that, and she also knew that she should check, should make sure, but something inside of her chest twisted and twisted until it burst in a flash of pain.
The gun fell from her hands and she stumbled away from it, away from the lights spilling from the airlock. The hull of the ship was freezing to the touch and she rested her forehead against it. The word undo blazed against the inside of her eyelids, as though reality could be commanded, as though a simple press of the buttons on a keyboard could turn back time and set everything right.
"Fucking spiders jumped us. One of them bit my goddamn shoulder. This fucking planet, you know?" Gaia Feehan's voice.
If I turn around now, I'll see her standing there, drizzling grave dust.
It was an easy terror to believe, though logic told her that it was Lucklaw doing his best to explain away the gunfire. Good thinking, and she wanted to tell him that, wanted to turn around to thank him for helping pick up the pieces. But if she turned, she would see Duncan, and she didn't want that. Didn't need that.
"Hey. It's okay." There was something awkward about the kindness in his voice, as if Lucklaw was trying it on for the first time. The heat of his armour washed over her, and he turned her in an embrace as awkward as his kindness. She looked up and saw that his eyes were the same shade of blue as the sweetgrass on Gainsborough.




25. Cassimer

The Ever Onward's cargo hold was cluttered with spilled-open luggage and lost memories. Photo frames whose batteries had died a long time ago stared blankly from underneath collapsed shelving; jewellery jangled in the draft of air conditioners. Deep in that tumble of history, Cassimer and Rhys had caught up with two RebEarthers carrying sacks heavy with loot. Loud, careless, overburdened - easy to track, easy to kill. But before the banneret men had finished burning the blood off their thermal blades, they'd heard the gunfire and abandoned their hunt.
Cassimer had taken point, running toward the airlock as his mind ran through a series of scenarios. Death waited outside the ship; perhaps even his own. He'd calculated the risks, readied body and mind to react -  but not once had he expected to find Joy weeping in his corporal's arms.
It had thrown him off-balance. Even now, as he led his small team through the cargo hold, every whisper from Lucklaw and every half-sobbed response from Joy stole focus from what mattered.
Such as the sound of footsteps. One man, approaching at a casual pace. Cassimer drew his knife. Behind him, he heard the soft rustle of the others taking cover - and then, a sudden clatter. He glanced over his shoulder. Joy was recovering from a stumble. She held onto a shaking shelf, trying to steady it.
"I've got it," Lucklaw whispered, reaching over Joy's shoulders. She sniffed a thanks and once the shelf was stable, Lucklaw positioned himself protectively in front of her, his APF crackling as it extended.
She had saved his life. Gratitude was to be expected, but maybe it was more than gratitude. Maybe the corporal now saw Joy the same way Cassimer did.  
He took a deep breath to anchor himself in the moment. The approaching target, glowing bright and hot on his visor, was around a corner, approximately fifty metres away and closing. Another easy kill. The RebEarther would be dead before he could even react.
Much like Duncan, whose body Cassimer had examined. One bullet to the back of the head. A good shot. A good kill.
Joy didn't see it that way, not yet. He wished that there was something he could say, that he could find the words to help her, but his own first kill had also worn a friendly face, and the experience had taught him that there were no such words. He'd heard the doting concern of the first responders and the praise from the officers at Scathach, the nagging analytics of an endless stream of therapists and the mantras chanted by chaplains. A thousand words from a thousand people and not one of them had made him feel any less cast adrift.
Maybe words weren't the key. Maybe Lucklaw had the right of it. 
Still, he should've said something. He had, he thought - words like dry ash, pointless and trite. Something along the lines of 'good job'.
Stars, he had hated that the most. The back-patting attitudes of the officers who'd congratulated him with glib smiles and sweaty handshakes. Good job, kid, they'd said, not realising that it hadn't been a job; it had been a fucking nightmare that roiled and churned in his mind even as they pinned their medals to his chest.
And now he was just like them, no better at all.
The target was less than ten metres away, humming a tune as he approached. Cassimer prepared to cut the song short.
Voices whispered behind him. Lucklaw saying something to Joy, who responded. The sound of her voice tugged at him, reminding him how badly he wanted to find the right words, reminding him how Lucklaw had so easily found better than words -
- the target rounded the corner. Less than one second of lost focus; in combat, it might as well be an eternity.
The RebEarther was middle-aged, his face marred by a constellation of tiny scars, with reflexes quick enough to block Cassimer's strike. Bone cracked and fractured, and the man cried out in pain, but the knife's trajectory had been deflected, scraping armour plates instead of flesh.
A veteran, this one, and a soldier. The scars on his face, where a spatter of white phosphorus had bored through flesh and into bone, told a familiar story. This man had fought in a purge, had lived through the same searing fires as Cassimer - and he had fought on the same side.
Though his arms were broken, he still blocked every blow with power only possible through augments, undoubtedly Primaterre in origin.
Worse yet, the man understood that he was going to die - that much was clear, even before Cassimer pinned his arms backwards and slammed him into the wall - and he had the presence of mind to both accept that fact, and to make sure that his death wouldn't be in vain.
The man screamed. The white walls seemed to reverberate, the shrill sound a shiver running down the spine of a slumbering beast. Cassimer slammed his visor into the target's face, but even though teeth shattered behind lips that swelled and burst, the man kept screaming.
Cassimer shoved the man hard against the wall. Bones splintered and broke as the RebEarther's sternum folded inwards. The scream ended in a rush of blood, bubbling from the man's mouth. Deep inside, some augment still worked to keep his heart beating, and Cassimer looked into his pale eyes and said:
"Traitor."
One more push, and it was over. It felt good; it felt familiar and simple and utterly righteous.
He stepped back, armour dripping and sizzling. The dead man crumpled to the floor, and so did Cassimer's sense of simplicity. Something stirred in the ash, and he reached for purity, reaching for words that would help to make sense of it all.
"The Primaterre protects us all," he said, and to his relief, both Lucklaw and Rhys agreed. A sweetness settled over the ash, and he could once more look at the traitor's body without discomfort.
"Jam their comms," he ordered Lucklaw. Even with Cato's disruptive weather, cut comms could arouse suspicion, but if the two remaining RebEarthers had heard the scream, they couldn't be allowed to call it in. "Ship schematics - I need them now."
"Yes, Commander." Lucklaw sounded exhausted. Duncan's battering ram had rattled him, even causing some minor brain damage (temporary, Rhys had said, and nobody will be able to tell a difference anyhow, ha-ha!). He deserved a break, but there was no time. They had to move fast, had to stay focused - but the labyrinthine cargo hold was thick with the past, and Cassimer lost his way entirely.
Whispers crept from air vents, shadows reached from gaping suitcases, and the fluorescent ceiling lights buzzed and flickered. He wanted to switch off the suit's audio, wanted to shut his eyes and retreat to some distant place where lights didn't whine and his thoughts didn't scratch against his skull.
But somewhere ahead were two RebEarthers.
"Lucklaw - schematics."
"Apologies, Commander. The ship's systems are badly corrupted. I'm trying to..."
The corporal droned on, his voice joining ranks with the fluorescent lights.
Shut up shut up shut up. Why must you talk so much when yes or no would suffice? What could you possibly have to say that is of interest? What did you say to Joy?
Heat crept across his skin. His suit reported no malfunction, but that couldn't be right, because he was burning up. His heart rate increased until his pulse throbbed so hard he could hardly breathe. Around him, the walls were bowing inwards, moving and swaying, and up ahead a shadow moved, skittering across the floor with clicking claws.
He drew his Morrigan along with a ragged breath that hurt. The sensors reported nothing, but something was obviously wrong with his suit.
A concerned message from Rhys flashed on his HUD.
Suit glitch, he responded, and Rhys said nothing, but there was a scepticism in his silence that prickled.
Another noise up ahead. Still nothing according to the sensors, but the heat was reaching intolerable levels.
"Schematics. Now." Focus. Focus. Focus. 
A notification flashed on his visor. Rhys was preparing to administer a sedative. Cassimer denied the injection, but Rhys immediately overrode his authority. An executive order then. Cassimer issued it, and it should've been enough to tell the medic he should back off, but no. Rhys countered with a team safety order, the one thing that trumped even a banneret commander's will.
That's going on my record. The thought made him nauseous. How many more mandatory sessions with the station psychiatrist? How many knowing glances from superiors who thought they could read a file and know a man? All because Rhys couldn't leave well enough alone.
He turned to face the medic, every muscle in his body crackling with residual violence from the recent kill. Had to suppress that, had to calm down, but the walls were so close.
"I don't think you need the schematics."
Joy, as soft as her whisper, slipped between him and the medic.
"Explain." Focusing on her made it easier to breathe, but no easier to speak.
"I think you know this ship, Cassimer. When I told you about her, you already knew most of what I said; I could tell. We don't need the schematics, because we have you."
His shaken confidence sneered at her words, but something - maybe her unearned trust in him, or the memory of her touch  - forced him to consider them. She wasn't wrong; he did know this ship.
He knew that the bulkhead (no longer looming quite so closely) was made of a light-weight carbon composite meant to be stripped and reused as the hull of a Cascade. He knew that the steel in her was Martian, but the copper and gold in her wiring was terrestrial. She had been forged in Mars's orbit, but her veins, like Joy's, ran bright with pure Earth blood.
"Rhys, take point. I need a moment to visualise."
His suit's systems responded eagerly to his commands (almost as though there had never been anything wrong with it) and as he visualised the Ever Onward, the image capturing program began to draw. He had never been much of an artist, and moving didn't help matters. Theoretically, his feet weren't controlled by the same area of his brain as his visualisation process, but in practice, he found that he could really only do one thing well at a time - draw or walk.
A sketchy image of the ship began to take shape. Construction on the Ever Onward had completed in the 1560's, when engineering was commonly the deck below the bridge, but the work on her had started much earlier - 1542, he was fairly certain, when engine cores had still run too hot with radiation to keep near crewed sections.
They were in the cargo hold now, and the Ever Onward had crashed belly-down, so the bridge should be five decks up, past the modular science labs, hangars and two sets of cryo decks. He mapped out a tentative route and shared it with the team. He shared it to his tablet as well, and passed it to Joy. At this point, keeping her in the dark would only be detrimental.
"You drew this?" She looked up at him, eyes wide. "With your mind?"
He nodded.
"That's amazing."
His clunky line-work wouldn't have impressed if she'd seen what others could do, but the awed whisper flattered nonetheless, charming in its sincerity. Joy had no shields to guard her words or thoughts, nor barriers between her and purity. If he asked her how she felt about having killed a man, she would give him truth, raw and undiluted.
She was honest. Self-aware. Pure.
And he was a fool for ever thinking that she was the one in danger.
A quick command issued, a signal sent, and the manacles around Joy's wrists opened. He caught them before they clattered to the floor.
"Why?" she whispered, rubbing her red-ringed wrists. "The demons..."
No matter the necessity, it hurt that he had instilled this fear in her, and it hurt worse that he had made her comfortable with chains.
"They seek out the minds of the impure; those who deny; those who do not see and those who do not wish to see. But in you, I see no darkness, no shadowed corners in your mind." He wanted to say more, wanted to brush the hair from her face and the sadness from her lips, but couldn't. Instead, he said: "Only starlight."
"Don't you mean electromagnetic radiation?" There it was, that slight curve of a smile, that glimmer of honeyed warmth. If purity was strength, she was so much stronger than he.
"No less wondrous."
◆◆◆
 
The traitor's DNA was a match to a Petty Officer Perseverance Nystrom, listed as MIA. Cassimer requested more information, and his primer offered up what little it had. A photograph, in which the PO had not yet earned his scars, and Amalthea - the name of the supply ship on which he'd served as quartermaster.
Little over a decade previously, Amalthea had been en route to Hypatia when the ship went dark. The Primaterre recovery crew that had eventually found the wreckage reported that it had been completely destroyed. From compressed and scorched metal, they'd pulled the bodies of four crewmen, and DNA tests on tissue indicated that six others had certainly died. The remaining twelve men and women had been presumed to have met with the same fate, but with Nystrom here...
"Chances are that's how RebEarth got their hands on the Ereshkigal suits." He kept the conversation to the private channel. Joy didn't know about the traitor, and as far as he was concerned, she shouldn't. It was Primaterre business and unpleasant business at that.
"A supply ship heading to support a purge would've carried more than just two Eshi suits," Lucklaw said. "More than just cataphract gear. And if Nystrom didn't defect alone, there could be other Primaterre traitors here."
Primaterre property in the hands of RebEarth. Not the first time, certainly, but he couldn't remember ever hearing of Primaterre soldiers defecting before. It was difficult to even entertain the notion - it slipped around in his head, nonsensical and shapeless. Only the word 'traitor' took solid form; cold and hard and dripping with shadows.
Still, it was a good discovery. Once informed, Bastion could take the appropriate action and lock down this particular problem. To keep his racing mind off other things, he wrote a quick draft of a report.
The further into the ship they ventured, the more obvious the damage. They navigated around rubble, shimmied carefully past a gaping hole in the floor, and eventually, Cassimer's intended route proved a no-go, blocked by dust and stone. Two sets of grey footprints hinted that the RebEarthers, too, had tried to go that way.
"Commander, I lost contact with the drone," Lucklaw reported uneasily. "Could be interference, but I'm blocking a lot of comms traffic."
"RebEarth ahead of us and RebEarth behind us." Rhys shook his head. "Don't like this, Commander. Too easy to get trapped in here."
"Lucklaw, can you pinpoint the origin of the comms signals?"
"Not to an exact location, but as far as I can tell, it's not coming from inside the ship."
"All right." The puzzle pieces had changed, but all he had to do was figure out how to best make them fit the design he worked towards. "Drop the comms block."
"If they radio through..."
"If the comms stay down much longer, they'll be suspicious enough to come looking regardless. At this juncture, it's better for us to listen in and stay apprised."
The weight of the ship and the mountain it had crashed into; the darkness as fluorescent lights gave way to rooms where the power had irreparably gone out; the absolute silence punctuated only by the groaning of metal. These things, and the acute awareness that any second everything could go wrong, made his muscles tense, sparks flying from nerve-ending to nerve-ending. It was the good kind of stress, a keening predatory blood song, and it surprised him. He'd expected the sedative administered by Rhys to dull all edges.
He checked his vitals and found that Rhys had cancelled the administration. 
No sedative?
No need: vitals stabilised to satisfactory levels. Then, after a beat that the medic somehow made drip with wryness: Guess the suit glitch ironed itself out.
Cassimer couldn't get the text conversation off his visor quick enough. Couldn't handle Rhys's impertinence, had to focus on other things.
Such as the radio conversation that suddenly flooded his ears. Loud voices, shouting to compete with the howl of a rising wind.
 "...found the vehicle five kilometres out. Looks to be in working order, but there's nobody here."
Cut comms? Lucklaw wondered, but Cassimer shook his head. Too late for that. Too late for anything but letting things play out.
"What do you mean there's nobody there?"
"I mean it's bloody empty, no sign of Lockwood or the others."
"Shit." A brief pause. "Lockwood, do you read? Where the hell are you?"
Lucklaw coughed nervously and Cassimer gave him the go-ahead.
"Told you we had trouble with dust choke. Couldn't get in touch earlier due to interference, so we decided to walk the rest of the way."
"Nice to hear your voice, Lockwood. Have to say, you sound pretty good. You know, for a guy who got hit by a train."
And there it was. A relief, really. Now things became simple, the mission stripped down to its very core. Kill or be killed.
"Say, you got the Feehans there with you? Would love to hear what Gaia sounds like with a hole where her lungs used to be." The voice had taken on a sing-songy mocking tone, as if it too belonged to a man who was pleased with the new turn his mission had taken. "We know you're inside the ship, Primo, and we're coming for you."
◆◆◆
 
The second fastest route to the bridge was also the route that the dusty footprints followed. Somewhere ahead were two RebEarthers, aware that the Primaterre were coming their way. Con: they'd have time to prepare. Pro: it'd be good to finally get rid of them.
"If they're smart, they'll stay out of our way." Rhys used his rifle to check round a corner. "Finding Lockwood dead had to have loosened their bowels a tad. Far as they know, we could be cataphracts." 
"Yeah, right." Lucklaw's voice had an anxious edge. "If we were kitty-cats, they'd be dead already. If we haven't engaged, it's because we're weak or outnumbered. They'll know that."
Though it seemed trivial under the circumstances, Cassimer had half a mind to reprimand the corporal for disrespectful language. Eshi suit had been bad enough; kitty-cat was crossing the line and then some.
"Cassimer." Joy's whisper, loud in the dead silence of the ship, saved both him and Lucklaw the trouble.
She'd stopped, by a security door firmly shut and solid enough that it would take significant force and firepower to breach. It was no surprise the RebEarthers had left it alone, continuing down the corridor instead.
The plaque above the door spelled in dim diodes: CRYOGENICS.
"Looks like we could get to the bridge through there. Longer walk, but at least we know for certain there's no RebEarth in there. And if we seal the door behind us, they'll have a hard time following us." Rhys's points were good and practical, and all things Cassimer had thought of as well - but he couldn't trust that his own judgment wasn't being swayed by honey-brown eyes.
"All right. Open it up."
"I don't know," Lucklaw said. "There's something strange about the sensor readings. Temperatures read very low."
Rhys shrugged. "It's Cryogenics. Stands to reason it'd be colder - though I suppose there could've been a nitrogen leak."
"Is that a problem?" Cassimer asked.
"Not for us. Would kill her in a breath or two."
"You're finally speaking to me and that's what you've got to say?" Joy smiled nervously. "I think I preferred you quiet."
"I get that a lot." Rhys opened his med kit and pulled out a rebreather. "Put this on."
She did, and on Rhys's okay, was about to open the door when a metallic sound reverberated through the ship. It was long and loud, propagating through corridors and pipes as hundreds of bouncing echoes. It was as deep as the ancient sound of a church bell, but made by a thing anathema to celebration and worship; a thing made only for destruction.
"Scarsdale," Cassimer said, calmly.
"The Ereshkigal suit?"
"Affirmative." The Ereshkigal suit, as worn by Andrew Scarsdale, had just torn through the hull of the ship.
Cassimer's adrenaline spiked, some part of him relishing the opportunity to do combat with another man who would play at being a cataphract. Using the train had taken the edge off his first victory. Man against monster, that was the real trial.
And maybe he could win. He felt like he could, and another dose of stims would make him feel like he could take on every single RebEarth bastard and come out on top. His cataphract instincts screamed for him to do it, but he wasn't a cataphract anymore; no longer the unassailable, lonely castle.
"Open the door."
Joy, rebreather firmly strapped to her face, nodded and slipped past him. In the light of the chip reader, every vein in her wrist was visible, a network of turquoise beneath pale skin. It was a humbling display of vulnerability, and he understood that his urge to fight wasn't courage. Nor was Scarsdale brave in his metal husk. Facing the world in nothing but borrowed fatigues and sneakers a size too large - that was courage, true and pure.
The doors slid open to darkness and a wall of water.




26. Joy

Clear water burst through the doors. Gauntleted fingers clutched at her shoulder but couldn't hold on, and then the cold rush had her. She tumbled down the corridor, thrown against the walls. One impact knocked the rebreather askew, and she swallowed water that tasted of rust and plastic.
Drowning on a space ship? Come on, Joy, that's too absurd! You can't die like this!
She agreed with Imaginary Finn's incredulous voice, wanted to somehow come on and save herself. The force of the water was too much to fight against, but its ferocity had decreased. It had to be levelling out, couldn't possibly flood the whole ship.
She twisted and kicked, narrowly avoiding getting caught in a tangle of wiring. She surfaced briefly - breathed - and saw the hole in the floor, that gaping maw that she had tried very hard not to look down into when they'd passed it earlier. Now it was a whirlpool, water frothing around its jagged metal edges. She grabbed aimlessly for a hold on something - anything - but the current sucked at her, pulling her over the edge and into the hole.
She landed hard on her hands and knees in churning, foaming water. Knee-high and rising, but she managed to push herself up, swimming, crawling, wading away from the waterfall.
Up ahead, she could hear voices over the rush of the current. Nearby, and closing in fast. An open doorway offered refuge, and she hurried towards it. Her lungs throbbed with pain. She pressed the button on her med-bracelet and waited for the relief.
None came. She turned her wrist and saw that the display had gone blank. No number, no light, no response at all. A crack ran down one side, revealing yellow and black wiring looped around circuitry, all of it dripping wet.
"Oh my god." The whisper turned into a muted wail as what she'd always dreaded became real. "I'm going to die."
Then voices came from just around the corner. Angry, excited, and entirely unfriendly. As I'm going to die (eventually) became I'm going to die (in the next few seconds), Joy snapped out of her frozen state.
The doorway opened up into a vast hangar. Lights flickered in the back, casting the room a dim twilight. Rows of great and beastlike shadows loomed in the dark.
Staying low, staying quiet (easier said than done in water-logged sneakers), she crept up to the nearest one. A ship? Was this the shuttle bay? No - her hands found the massive treads of a wheel - not ships. Agricultural equipment. Tractors, cultivators, harvesters - everything the Hierochloe colonists would have needed to grow their own crops.
Short-stalked wheat and Tradition rye were the crops that had been deemed likeliest to thrive on Gainsborough and would've made up the bulk of the first few seedings. Swaying fields of gold and blue, as far as the eye could see. She would never have come into contact with these machines, but her work and theirs would've been inextricably linked. A botanist and a hulking mass of steel - together, they would have worked to feed a new world.
She patted the tractor; felt for it even though it was just a machine. The two of them were just as stranded, just as lost and bereft of purpose. But while it would never see the fields it had been meant to plough, she still had a chance.
She kicked off the squeaking sneakers, hid them behind the wheel of the tractor, and hurried deeper into the gloom.
"...the hell did all the water come from?"
"Who cares? Got anything on your sensors? Mine won't boot until I set the system clock, and the system freezes when I try to set the clock. God-damned piece of garbage."
"Like mine's any better. It's barely recognising you, for fuck's sake." Churlish now, with a touch of greed. "Wish I had some of that Primo gear the boss keeps rubbing in our faces."
"Hey, Nystrom had plenty of Primo shit, and you saw what happened to him."
"Fucking animals," the other voice agreed. 
"It takes a lot of brute force to crush a man to death - especially someone with as many augments as Nystrom. We could be walking into a company of kitty-cats."
"No way they'd send cataphracts to a shit-hole world like this."
"You got to agree, though, we're not dealing with run-of-the-mill Primos here. These guys are serious -"
"Hey!" A third voice interrupted. "Do you see a campfire 'round here? How about tents? No? Then how about you stop telling each other ghost stories and fucking focus."
"I'm focused." The churlish voice again, this time raised to a simmering temperature.
"Oh yeah? Then how come you missed this?" A cone of light swept through the doorway. Joy shrank back, deep into the wheel-well of a tractor. "Wet footprints."
In her hurry to get away, she hadn't even thought of that. Another stupid mistake, another miscalculation.
"One set. Small feet for a Primo." White light flashed around the room as the searchers ventured deeper.
Joy reached for the tractor's door handle. With a wheeze, the door slid open and she climbed inside the cab. Another wheeze as the door shut, as loud as a hurricane to her ears.
The tractor's interior was pristine, still had that fresh-from-the-factory sheen. She squeezed into the footwell, trying to make herself as small and unassuming as possible.
As long as you're still breathing, there's every chance you'll make it through this.
Imaginary Finn's voice might've been comforting, if only he hadn't mentioned breathing. Her lungs felt like knots in her chest, her limbs growing weaker as the knots grew tighter.
"Got a pair of shoes over here," called one of the voices and Joy swore under her breath, because the sneakers were emblazoned with the Primaterre logo just like everything else the soldiers owned and used, and now there was absolutely no chance that the voices would give up and leave.
"All right, fall back. The boss is on his way."
And now she heard the heavy, metallic footsteps of the Ereshkigal suit. They grew louder and louder until she could no longer hear the rush of water, and the only sound was that of the approaching war machine.
◆◆◆
 
Bright searchlights revealed the hangar to be larger than she'd thought, stretching hundreds of metres in every direction. There must've been another exit once, but the back of the hangar had caved in and was filled with dust and rocks. Between her and the only remaining exit, stood Andrew Scarsdale in his stolen armour.
Logically, she knew that there was a man inside the suit, but her brain screamed monster. The name Ereshkigal had sounded familiar, and with its shadow bearing down on her, she remembered it as the name of a goddess worshipped on ancient Earth. Dread Ereshkigal, queen of the land of the dead; passer of judgment and lover to the god of plagues.
The Primaterre named their weapons well.
Three other RebEarthers had fanned out across the hold and were searching it. There were lights and voices in the corridor too - dozens more, possibly. She supposed Scarsdale was mostly there as insurance; a solid wall of death for the Primo hiding in the hold. Only there was no Primo, just a frightened botanist, and part of her wanted to step out of the tractor with her hands over her head and hope for mercy.
Light swept across the cab and she curled up inside the footwell. No hand tried the door, no voice shouted out, but she could feel tremors. Scarsdale was coming, and he did not weave through the rows of machines; he walked where he wished, shoving tractors aside.
Then a sharp cacophony erupted in the corridor, loud and unrelenting. Joy peeked through the window and over Scarsdale's wide pauldrons, she saw the corridor glow hot with streaming bullets and muzzle flashes.
She hadn't been abandoned, hadn't been left to die. Cassimer and the others were coming for her, in a blaze of fire and violence, and it was the most wonderful thing.
Then Scarsdale turned towards the fight, and her jubilant heart froze. Cassimer had fought similar odds once and won, but not without bleeding. Not without hurting. This time, the other side had all the advantages, and there'd be no train barrelling in to save the day.
No train. Her hands tightened around the steering wheel. But there were tractors.
Don't, whispered Imaginary Finn.
"I don't want to argue with you right now," she whispered back, happy to indulge the madness if it meant taking her mind off the fear.
But Imaginary Finn wanted to argue, and just like real Finn, once started, he wouldn't let up. The tractor probably wouldn't even start, he said, and even if it did, she didn't know how to drive it.
"How hard can it be? There's a steering wheel and a clutch and an, uh, make-it-go-forward lever? And the ignition's just a button. Couldn't be easier." She slid into the driver's seat and wrapped her hand around the make-it-go-forward lever. It was as cold as death.
Thankfully, Imaginary Finn didn't bring up the fact that she had failed her driving test twice and still wasn't licensed to drive even a scooter, let alone an agricultural machine the size of a small house. Instead, he waited until her fingers were hovering above the ignition to raise his final objection.
If you press that button and it does start, but the Primaterre soldiers are overwhelmed anyway... It'll be just like in the habitat. You, trapped in a cage of glass. They'll hurt you, Joy.
They'll kill you was what she had expected to hear; they'll hurt you struck her as worse. But it didn't matter, because Scarsdale had raised his weapons, and zigzag lines of heat poured from their barrels, blazing through both air and bulkhead.
She pressed the ignition and the century-old engine responded immediately, purring with life. A display flickered on, welcoming and authorising Hierochloe's chief of security.
Hierochloe engineering is second to none. The memory of Duncan's triumphant declaration stung. He'd looked happy then, such a rare occurrence, as though the bleakness of their situation had been made bright by the hovercraft's high-beams.
Now he was dead, and she would never stop feeling the trigger against her finger.
She closed her hand around the clutch and it might as well be a trigger, because this tractor would never plough the fertile fields of Gainsborough, but today...
Today it would kill a man.
Perhaps deafened by gunfire, Scarsdale hadn't noticed the engine rumbling behind him. Joy glanced down at the display, finding comfort in her brother's name. In a way, he was with her.
I'm always with you.
And with that ghostly whisper in her ear, she pushed the lever.
The tractor lurched forward with greater speed than anticipated. Dust whirled in the air, the headlights casting a glare on the Ereshkigal suit's visor as Scarsdale began to turn. He had a moment to react, and if it had been Cassimer in that suit, she thought a moment would have been plenty. Scarsdale neither evaded nor retreated. He raised his guns, barrels white-hot.
She pushed the make-it-go-forward lever so hard her hand ached, and roaring, the tractor closed the distance and slammed into the armoured man.
The tractor heaved as metal ground against metal. The train had dragged Lockwood under, but Scarsdale didn't fall, didn't flinch, bracing against the impact. Sparks cascaded into the air, and he drew one huge fist back before smashing it into the engine block. Something budged, jerking backwards, wedging Joy between the steering wheel and the seat.
Scarsdale slid backwards, boots screeching across the floor. He lifted one gun to fire a volley at the cab, but the movement was too much. He lost control, stumbling. The bullets went wide, missing their mark, piercing glass and chassis.        
Chips of smouldering metal showered Joy, stinging her skin, sizzling in her hair, but it was okay, it was worth it, because the tractor was still moving. Not dragging Scarsdale, but pushing him towards the wall. For a few horrible seconds, he was pinned, staring straight at her. Then the wall buckled, and the tractor ploughed through.   
The corridor was a whirling chaos of smoke, blood and crackling electric heat. Bullets burst through the cab's windows, whining as they ricocheted. The tractor sped forward, not stopping until it and Scarsdale crashed into the next wall along.
The crunch was loud enough to rise above the cacophonous din.
Bone. Her thoughts were as hot and wild as the gunfire. That was bone and I am crushing him.
Like Cassimer had. The commander had promised her that they would slip through the ship as shadows, and he had kept that promise.
But she was no shadow, not yet, and she released the lever, eased the pressure. She had done what was necessary, but would go no further; would not be cruel.
The tractor shuddered as Scarsdale pushed back, and inch by inch, the great machine moved. Far enough for him to free his arms, and once more she was staring down white-hot barrels.
She reached for the door, but the cab had warped in the impact, and it wouldn't budge. Even if it had, the steering wheel was jammed against her chest, too tight to move, almost too tight to breathe.
She was trapped, and now she could hear the whine of spinning barrels.
Reverse. I have to reverse. She pulled the lever backwards but the tractor didn't move.
No, Joy - forwards. Until you hear bone crunch, Imaginary Finn urged, and she tensed her grip around the lever. Maybe she could do it after all; maybe she could step into that darkness.
But instead of darkness came light; a flash as bright as phosphorus. She cried out, clutching her hands to her eyes. To her left, metal screamed as it tore, and shattered glass fell over her like rain.
Her seat jerked backwards sharply, and strong hands pulled her from the tractor. The world was a haze of blinding pain, but warm static nipped at her skin.
"Cassimer?"
No response, and that if anything made her certain it was him.
Another exchange of gunfire erupted. Cassimer dropped to the ground and she dropped with him, into ankle-deep and icy water.
He's hit, she thought, despairing, but then his arms closed around her and the static hummed louder, hot against her skin as it extended to envelop her. With one hand placed protectively on the back of her head, he dipped her backwards into the water, shielding her with his body.
Enough bullets hit their target that she could feel their impacts as heavy thuds reverberating through Cassimer's armour. He made no sound, but no matter how sophisticated his suit was, sooner or later, there would be one bullet too many.
Then a volley of gunfire responded from the other end of the corridor, and suddenly Cassimer was on his feet again, pulling her up and away. Not far, just a few meters before he stopped again.
She opened her eyes, blinking. Bright spots danced in her field of vision, but she could see enough to tell that they'd hunkered down on the right side of the tractor. Air seeped from a wheel where bullets had torn through thick rubber.
"We move in five."
Move where? Five what? The questions bubbled to the churning surface of her mind, but now Scarsdale was firing his weapons again - not towards her and Cassimer, but towards the supporting gunfire.
Apparently Cassimer had expected this and apparently five was five seconds, because he leapt onto the tractor, dashing across its roof and ruined engine block, closing the distance with predator speed. The black gun was in his hand and then pressed to Scarsdale's jaw, and a burst of fire and lightning tinted the room orange.
She wondered if he would continue, if he would pull that super-heated combat knife of his and disable Scarsdale's
pain receptors.
Instead, he came back to her, pulling her up into his arms before dashing down the corridor, into light pouring down from the hole in the ceiling. Lucklaw was on his knees in cover behind scorched and pitted debris, bullets spitting from his assault rifle.
Rhys was on the floor above, and Cassimer wasted no time lifting her towards the medic's reaching arms. As soon as she was over the edge, Rhys dropped her in favour of his rifle, yelling over his shoulder for her to go.
She scrambled to her feet, and hurried down the corridor, as fast as she could and still keep breathing.
The rumble of an explosion rolled through the ship. She slipped, falling into biting water. Panels fell from the ceiling, bouncing and splashing. A clutch of spiders tumbled into the water ahead in a confused mess of flailing legs.
Then the lights went out, and from behind came the heavy footfall of boots. She imagined Scarsdale, furious and victorious, steaming down the corridor. In the dark, he'd trample her without even noticing.
Waving cones of light rounded the corner and in the blue-white haze, she saw the Primaterre soldiers. Cassimer first, armour scorched and scratched, and behind him one - two - and she could breathe again.
She tried to stand, but her limbs were too cold and shaking to obey, and once more Cassimer pulled her up, carrying her across the threshold of CRYOGENICS.
He set her down, helped her steady herself, and turned to face the corridor, black gun raised and ready.
"Get that door shut."
Her heart raced as she stumbled towards the tiny green light indicating the door access panel. They were still going this way, into this darkness where thousands slept, and even though the power was failing, it was okay because it wasn't too late. It wasn't too late to wake Finn.
As Lucklaw and a limping Rhys jostled inside, Joy held her wrist to the chip reader. It chirruped in response, flashing a cheerful green, and then the doors hissed shut, cutting through the water.  
"Lights, Lucklaw. Clear the entryway."
Rhys tapped her shoulder and motioned for her to follow. Water sloshed around her ankles, but she could feel the chain-link mesh of a gantry underneath her feet. The ground wobbled unsteadily, and when she reached for a railing, she found only air.
"Relax." Rhys took her by the shoulders, and she stood still as the medic patted her down, checking for injuries.
Over by the door, Cassimer knelt to place what looked like mines. That explained having to clear the entryway, and she shuddered at the thought of the person who would set them off.
Sparks popped in the air as fluorescent light strips switched on. Stark light washed over a multi-storey chamber. A section of the ceiling had collapsed, and the chamber was flooded with clear water. Gantries ran high above and deep underwater, a network of steel that allowed access to the cryo pods.
But there were no cryo pods.
◆◆◆
 
Bouquets of curling wire sprang from white walls. Tubing, hoses, connectors for liquid nitrogen - all of these were present, but none of the pods they were meant to serve.
"I don't understand." She didn't know what else to say, how else to express the sucking void in the pit of her stomach. Seven long months and she had never stopped thinking about Finn's quiet face behind frosted glass. She'd believed he would be rescued, had feared he would be dead - but never had she ever pictured him not being there at all.
"She all right, Rhys?" Cassimer's voice, so close and so lovely, but his question so ridiculously stupid that her cheeks flushed with anger. All right? In the short time he'd known her, she'd never been all right and now she never would be.
"A few cuts and bruises. Nothing that'll matter in the long run."
"We need to move. You ready to go?"
"My leg caught a bullet from Scarsdale. Fractured my tibia. It's a bloody awful feeling to have all those bits of bone slipping around inside me. Suit's compensating, but it'll slow me down."
"All the more reason to get moving. Joy?"
Cassimer held his hand out, and she realised he intended to carry her again. Even with a broken leg, Rhys would be able to outpace her by a mile. A burden, more than ever.
Not that it mattered. Not that any of it mattered anymore.
"Aren't you seeing this?" She gestured towards the empty recesses in the walls. "They're all gone!"
"We see it. Discuss it on the move."
Rhys took point, setting the pace for the group, and over Cassimer's shoulder, she could see Lucklaw, always with one eye on the door. With good reason - tremors sent ripples through the water, heralding the approach of Scarsdale.
"Must've been thousands of cryo pods in here. A hell of a job to move them all," Rhys said, apparently deciding to start the promised discussion.
"You think somebody stole them? Like scavengers?" Stupidly, she'd never considered that possibility. The Ever Onward had lain dead on Cato's surface for over a century - what were the odds of it having gone untouched? Maybe she'd denied herself that reality check, needing to believe the ship intact and quietly slumbering.
"Not necessarily. You never saw this section of the ship. Perhaps there were no cryo pods to begin with."
Cassimer's theory was completely implausible, and she was sure that he knew it too. She loved him a little bit for that, for allowing himself to say something silly to make her feel better.
"There's a console up ahead. I can access it, find out what I can," Lucklaw said.
After one quick look at the door - they were three storeys above it, and a good distance away - Cassimer gave the go-ahead. Lucklaw tapped the console awake, and its system booted to an animated version of the Hierochloe logo, the three blades of grass swaying gently.
The walkway shuddered as something large thudded against the door. A battering ram, Joy thought, although that seemed far too medieval a word for what was really happening.
"Hurry it up, Lucklaw." Cassimer sounded impatient, though not bristling as much when he'd requested the schematics earlier. His fever had run hot then, all that roiling intensity threatening to boil over.
"Got it."
A face smiled at them from the screen. Joy recognised the blue backdrop against which she'd had her own photo taken during final registration. Neither name nor face was familiar, but this was clearly another colonist; another hopeful who'd gone dreaming into space.
ANDERSON, AIMEE
and underneath that followed information about Aimee, but the one fact that mattered, the one fact Joy cared about, was writ large and bold:
STATUS: DISCONNECTED
Aimee had gone to sleep expecting to wake up to fields of blue grass. What had she seen instead? Had she ever woken up at all? Or did she lie at the bottom of the chamber? Deep underneath the water, on an ocean floor of silt produced by thousands of rotting bodies, bones and skulls piling like coral reefs. All of the sleepers, dead and staring up at Joy. Jealously, she imagined, or angrily, because she had caused the death of one of their own.
No, not caused the death. She couldn't let herself get away with euphemism. She'd killed Duncan, that was the truth of it. Aimed the gun, pulled the trigger, sent the bullet on the trajectory that had ended the man who had woken her from dreamless sleep into waking nightmare. 
If this was punishment, perhaps she deserved it. But Finn didn't. Not Finn, not Miana, nor any of those whose names scrolled by on the screen, each tagged DISCONNECTED.
"Somebody moved those units out of here." Rhys shook his head. "Makes no sense. Cryo tech isn't cheap, but there are easier ways to come by it than this."
"RebEarth?"
"Negative, Commander. The pods were disconnected over a century ago. Shortly after the ship crashed, by the look of it."
"A century?" She echoed Lucklaw's words, unable to grasp the horror. A century? Had Finn been gone so long? Had he been dead a hundred years and all her love for him, all her prayers and held-back tears had been for nothing? 
"Grab whatever data you can. We need to go."
"Wait - please. Could you look up Finn Somerset? I need to know."
Cassimer nodded his approval, and a few quick taps of the screen later, there he was. Her wonderful brother, all broad smile and auburn waves and it hurt that she would never see that smile again, because whatever it meant, he had been:
DISCONNECTED
"Finn," she murmured, but in her head the name was a cry.
Where are you, Finn? What happened to you?
Did his body rest at the bottom of the chamber? Had he died in his pod, or had he woken before he died? Had he lived a long and full life on Cato?
No. Much as she wanted to believe it, much as it might've helped to picture him having some semblance of life, she knew that he would never have left her to sleep. Neither war nor storms would have stopped him. He would have come for her, like she had come for him.
Lucklaw pressed another button and the screen changed to
SOMERSET, JOY
and there she was, the girl she'd once been. Awkward smile, lipstick a shade too red. A world like Cato should've swallowed her whole, and yet she was the one who lived. Stupid. Absurd. So ridiculous that she wanted to scream.
And then she remembered the crack in her medical bracelet and the emptiness of its display, and understood that Cato had only been saving her for last.




27. Cassimer

They made it another two levels before the mine reported activity in its radius of effect.
Kill the lights, he ordered Lucklaw and the corporal must've got a decent handle on the system, because the darkness was instant. He switched off his own suit's lights and night vision kicked in. The gantry ahead was delineated in faint green, shuddering under their feet.
Structure unstable, his suit warned, and he ignored it because what wasn't unstable? The ship, the mission, Rhys's leg, Lucklaw's nerves, the sobbing woman in his arms. His own balance. Everything was on the verge of crumbling.
In a sense, that made focus easier. It was the clarity of standing on a cliff and knowing that there was no choice but to surrender and die, or to embrace the danger and run along that cliff's edge.
It was not a state of mind he strived to achieve, but once there, it was better than any stim. It was raw energy, it was barely-contained electricity. It was truth, and it was purity.
The mine at the door sent a warning chirrup to his suit, and then an explosion ripped through the chamber. Light bloomed from behind, illuminating their path in roiling whirls of orange.
Not enough to disable an Ereshkigal suit, but enough to slow the man inside down. Rattle his brains a tad. Certainly enough to kill any unarmoured RebEarthers stupid enough to have stepped through the door. He'd have liked to set more explosives, but the risk to the ship's structural integrity was too great - and at the time, he had believed that there were colonists who might yet be saved. One in particular, for whose death he hadn't wished to be responsible.
But Finn Somerset was gone and couldn't be saved. His sister on the other hand... She stood on the crumbling cliff's edge too, and he could see in her eyes, could feel in the tired arms around his neck, that she wanted to surrender and fall into the abyss.
"I won't let you," he said, though his suit was muted and all she would hear was silence. He repeated it, over and over, promising that he would carry her until she found the strength to stand.
The gantry ended at a door and his throat tightened because this was it. This was the moment when they'd find out whether he knew what he was doing. If the door opened up into another corridor or a cryo chamber or cargo hold -
- Joy reached out, her arm luminescent green, and the door whizzed open. Brilliant light shone from a high ceiling, illuminating sleek wings and fuselages.
The hangar, just as he'd thought. The hangar, just as it had looked in the pictures. Multiple storeys of vessels, stacked from floor to ceiling, ready to take off through ramps that would open in the hull.
There were barrel-bodied M-76s, meant to shuttle colonists from orbit to their new home. ME-44s, the many-armed ships with their folded hulls; the ultimate multi-purpose tool. Along with the bulky NGNEER-ships, whose shadows loomed large in the back of the hangar, the ME-44s would've picked apart the Ever Onward and reshaped her into a Cascade.
This was human ingenuity untouched by fear, and to him this was a church, as holy as any sacred grove of old.
He knelt, not in worship, but to plant charges at the door. It felt as wrong as it was necessary.
"Bridge is directly above," he told the team. "Should be accessible through an elevator on the other side of the hangar."
They hurried through the maze of ships. There was no time to spare, no time even to look - but passing close to one of the ME-44s, he couldn't help but reach out and touch its paper-thin yet super-strong hull.
The elevator groaned under their collective weight, flashing angry messages about exceeding load capacity, but Lucklaw overrode the warnings.
Cassimer set Joy down, bracing against the wall to make room for her in the cramped space. She shivered, so cold that her lips had turned a faint blue, and her downcast eyes were dark with sorrow.
She grieved for things he had never had, but had begun to understand. When the waters had wrenched her from his grasp, a sickness had seized his bones. When he'd pulled her from the tractor, unsure if she was alive or dead or bleeding out in his arms, the ground had quaked underneath his feet. He'd felt something he'd thought lost in ash, a feeling too new and strange to name, and she had found it for him.
For that, he owed her everything. For that, he owed her a name.
"Constant," he said to her, only her, caring not that the others could hear. He had to give her this piece of himself for her to guard and hold, to keep as a reminder that not all was lost. Her world was gone, but there was a new one. Her brother was gone, but she was not alone. "My name is Constant."
◆◆◆
 
"Well, I wasn't expecting this." Rhys panned his light across the bridge.
Half a mountainside weighed heavily on the creaking viewports. But for a single light at the navigational instruments, no systems were online. Both landslide and darkness seemed fitting, for the bridge was very much a grave. Five mummified corpses in all: three strapped into seats, a fourth slumped over by a control panel, naked where clothes had fallen from withered bones. The ship's captain, still identifiable though his uniform was stained with decay, lay dead in the centre of the bridge.
"With all due respect, Captain, after everything we've been through, I can't believe you're still expecting anything." Lucklaw prodded the body by the control panel with his rifle, shoving it aside in a puff of corpse dust.
"Cause of death?" Cassimer could see the bullet fragments littering the floor, and the familiar dark spatter on the walls, but Lucklaw was right. On worlds like Cato, one needed to keep an open mind until the facts were in.
Rhys bent over the captain's corpse, fishing out a gun from under the remains. A white .22 compact, loaded with frangible bullets. Old-fashioned and of significant value. On the gun collectors' market, rarity was second only to an interesting provenance, and this gun had both in spades.
"This little fella, if I'm not mistaken. Matches the bullets in the other three bodies. The captain, though, I'm not so sure about. Massive external trauma - not a bone left that wasn't broken. Died in the crash, maybe."
"This wasn't an accident." Joy's voice was hoarse, barely more than a whisper. "Somebody did this to us. On purpose." Her grief was giving way to anger, and Cassimer was glad. She needed that heat.
"Undoubtedly." Rhys stood and ejected the magazine from the gun before pocketing it. "Which makes me think somebody did the same thing to the Andromache. You were right, Commander."
"Secure the elevator, Rhys," Cassimer said, quietly sending the medic a reprimand for his slip of the tongue. Joy had already understood what their objective was, but blatant carelessness was unacceptable. It should go on the medic's record, but that would mean having to report Joy's awareness of the Andromache. The outcome of that would be worse than unacceptable.
A chirrup warned him that more mines were readying to detonate. "They're breaching the hangar. How's it coming, Lucklaw?"
"Five seconds, Commander."
Precisely five seconds later, the bridge filled with the low electrical hum of computers.
"Scraping the system for data. It'll take a few minutes." Lucklaw glanced anxiously at the door. Beyond that lay a corridor, leading to the elevator and nowhere else. "Do we have that long? Can we hold them? Even if we do - how are we going to get out of here?"
Cassimer supposed it was a testament to his leadership that the corporal hadn't worried about their exit strategy until now. None of the team had questioned his insistence on going deeper and deeper into the ship, even though they must've known that it was always going to come to this, that they were always going to end up trapped.
"You do your work, Corporal, and I'll do mine."
Exit strategy. He'd had one, of course, but as circumstances changed, so did his plans, mutating into new and increasingly dangerous plays.
Killing their way out was always an option. Twenty-odd RebEarthers in a tightly controlled environment? He'd faced worse odds.
Scarsdale had to be struggling. Joy's stunt with the tractor had badly impacted the suit's knee joints, and Cassimer had fired a dozen bullets into Scarsdale's jaw as well - a trick he'd learnt the hard way, when a RebEarther on another hellhole of a planet had got the drop on him. It wasn't enough to kill, but enough for the worst kind of headache. For Cassimer, it had been a fractured vertebra - trivial given the luxury of augments and Primaterre medical tech. Not so trivial for Scarsdale, and without full suit integration, even basic movement had to be a challenge.
"The ship's black box kept bridge camera logs. Looks like it recorded the crash," Lucklaw said. "Want me to play it?"
"Go ahead."
The bridge's central monitor blinked briefly, and then a video file began to play.
◆◆◆
 
Stars made streaks of light on the curving viewport. One of the crewmen tried to stop himself from throwing up, and failed. Another pulled out a bar of chocolate; something to chew on to keep the folding nausea at bay.
Folding wasn't like that anymore - ship technology had advanced enough that most of the adverse effects were neutralised - but the streaks of light were the same, weaving patterns across the inky void. Some people claimed the patterns to be portents that could be read like palms or tea leaves to predict the outcome of the journey. Impure superstition, of course, but if it weren't, Cassimer wondered, if these men had been able to read their fate writ in stars, would they have changed the ship's course?
Would he? Or would he always have come to Cato, no matter what? He thought so, and perhaps the captain of the Ever Onward had been a man after his own heart. They both had duties to uphold, missions to complete. A fate foretold in the skies changed nothing.
On the screen, the bridge door hissed open to allow a man entry.
Are we there yet? he asked, and the others groaned. The one with the chocolate bar balled up his wrapper and threw it at the newcomer.
Who thought defrosting you was a good idea? God, now we're in for it. A six-month rotation with you and stepping out the airlock'll start looking tempting.
The newcomer laughed and walked over to the console that hadn't yet been spattered with his blood.
 Just wait 'til I get my guitar out of cargo.
Well, that's my cue to leave. The woman seated next to the captain undid her safety harness and stood, stretching her arms. See you in six months, boys. And Donegal, I swear, if I start my next rotation having to clean coffee out of the consoles again, somebody is definitely going out the airlock.
She stopped to give Donegal a peck on the cheek and then disappeared out the door.
So, Captain, fill me in - where the hell are we? Donegal asked.
Took us six months to complete pickups and pass quarantines, but we just exited the last Cascade. Say goodbye to civilisation and hello unknown space. It's all blind sailing from here. The captain sounded excited and Cassimer realised the man hadn't taken his eyes off the viewport. Motivated not by duty, then, but by a love for the stars.
Well, we're not quite clear of civilisation yet. That's Beatrix over there. Got a couple of cousins settled there working on the oil rigs. And we must be passing close to Cato, because I'm seeing a lot of signals. Some real weird ones, too. Must be some kind of crazy planet. Hey, Captain, mind if I hijack a sports stream? Might be our last chance to watch some decent footie for the next decade or so. 
The captain didn't respond, and Cassimer would've treated Donegal's lack of respect with similar derision. The crew's demeanour in general was tiresome. Chocolate wrappers on the floor, uniform jackets slung over the backs of seats, unkempt hair and - was Donegal wearing fuzzy slippers? Unbefitting and inappropriate, considering the precious cargo they carried.
Captain?
Apparently, the crew didn't find their captain's silence normal, because they were glancing at each other, Chocolate Wrapper shrugging.
Hey, Cap, you get star struck or something?
The captain stood. Rigid, jerking, shoulders twitching like -
- like -
- like the air had been sucked from Cassimer's suit. He couldn't breathe, couldn't move, frozen in his own cold sweat. The walls were pressing in on him again, and not just the walls. His suit, his skin, all closing around him like traps. He wanted to turn and run. He wanted to curl up on the floor and close his eyes. He wanted to put the Morrigan to his head and pull the trigger.
Because he knew. He knew what would come next.
The captain turned, coughing dark blood. It oozed from his mouth and from his ears and rolling white eyes. It glistened on contorting features and welled from gouges as he clawed his face.
What the fuck? Donegal's voice was shrill, the man shrinking backwards.
A shudder went through the captain's body. He hunched, bared his teeth, shedding humanity and purity. All that remained was feral; was corrupt.
Captain, are you -
Chocolate Wrapper began to unbuckle his safety harness, probably intending to finish his sentence with 'all right?' but the captain drew his gun. The first bullet shattered against the wall. The second interrupted Chocolate Wrapper's sentence with brutal force.
The other two crewmen died fast - it was their great fortune that the demons had found a good shot in their captain. Donegal was not so lucky. One shot to his shoulder, another to his hip. Neither fatal; neither a mistake. The killing had been put on pause, and now it was time for the hurting.
The captain pulled him from the floor, bent him over a nav console and -
- and his clothes had not fallen from his bones because of decay, but because -
"Enough," Cassimer said, or at least he thought he did. It was hard to speak, hard to hear, hard to see. The shadows leaned in, reaching from poorly-lit corners like cobwebs. Maybe he'd said nothing; maybe he'd shouted.
Lucklaw stopped the footage and gave his commander an anxious look. "Was that... what it looked like?"
"Yes."
"Can't be," Rhys said. "Check the time stamp - the Ever Onward crashed over a decade before the demonic outbreak on Xanthe. I don't think anybody had even set foot on Xanthe at that point. A virus, maybe, some kind of haemorrhagic fever -"
"That was no virus," Cassimer said. "The captain was possessed."
"Well," Rhys said, reluctantly, "I suppose you'd know, Commander."
"Yeah, I'd know." This time he knew he was if not shouting, then at least very close to it. The anger was hot on his breath, fuelled by churning fear. "I'd know, and we'll all fucking know if you won't accept the facts. Denial is impure, Captain."
"Easy, Commander." Rhys held up his hands in apologetic surrender. "It's hard to accept, is all. Because if the captain was possessed, you know as well as I do - it changes everything."
Yes. It meant that what little they'd thought they'd known about demons was wrong. It meant that Xanthe was not their world of origin, nor their first point of contact with humans. And if doctrine was wrong about these things, what else was it wrong about?
Perceive. Be aware.
The gentle reminders glowed on his visor, and he was trying, but the shadows in the corners were growing, reaching, and his own mind was no less dark a space.
"Skip ahead, Lucklaw." He tensed his jaw and tried to focus on the mission. "We need to see the crash."
He'd expected a system failure caused by the captain's wanton sabotage. When the possessed ran out of living toys, they would turn on objects, tearing and ripping until they had nothing left to destroy but their own bodies.
He had not expected to see the captain finish with Donegal, straighten his uniform jacket and calmly return to his seat as if nothing had happened.
Experienced hands darted across panels, ignored warning lights and wailing sirens, as the captain brought his ship into Cato's atmosphere. The descent continued until lightning took the place of stars and dust lashed the viewports. A mountain range appeared like a dark line on the horizon and the captain headed for it, flying an erratic course over the plains. He shuddered and shook in his seat, spewing blood on the instruments. The ship tossed from side to side, scraping glass peaks until its final impact. White-hot flames licked the Ever Onward. The captain was thrown from his seat, tumbling around, breaking bones against the nav systems and consoles. Alarms blared over the dull sound of explosions. Rocks rumbled down from above, sparking against dying force shields, then thudding into the viewports. Dust, mottled red with lichen and sharp-black with fulgurite, spilled down, sealing the bridge in darkness.
For a long while after that, nothing much happened, and Cassimer was about to tell Lucklaw to shut the footage off when, on-screen, the door to the bridge opened. Three men entered, two in workmen's overalls, one wearing a protective suit that shimmered silver.
Overshot the landing zone by half a continent, the man in silver said. The imprecision will cost decades. He kicked the captain's body and then clenched his gloved fists. Breathing, suppressing anger.
Deactivate the ship's beacon
and anything else that might cause people to come looking.
What about them?  The man next to him pointed to the dead bodies.
Leave them. I don't need those. Go and oversee the removal of the pods. The ones in the tail section will have to be abandoned, but the rest need to be transported to the hangar immediately.
The men did as asked, and once they'd left, the footage jumped choppily to show Lucklaw entering the bridge. Nothing else had activated the camera in over a century. But what had happened in the other parts of the ship? Cassimer pictured ten-thousand cryo pods opening to spew forth a horde of possessed, and his imagination seized on that idea - but it couldn't be true.
It couldn't be, because Joy had slept in one of those pods, and she was not demon-touched. Like Rhys had said, he'd know, and Joy's was not the kind of mind the demons would find easy to corrupt. She was optimistic (like the flight crew of the Ever Onward), she was hopeful (like the captain who'd loved the stars) and she -
- she hadn't said anything in a very long time.
"Joy?" He turned and saw her kneeling on the floor. For a moment, he was relieved, because no blood poured from her eyes, no violence darkened her face.
And then he saw how blue her lips were.




28. Cassimer

Death wore many faces.
Cassimer had seen it come in the form of a bullet, in the sharp edge of a knife, even in the bloody mask of possession. He'd never seen it like this - silent and sudden, a sneaking shadow that without notice reached in and stopped a heart from beating - but he recognized it nonetheless.
Joy struggled for breath, clawing at her chest until he took her arms and held her tight. He turned her wrist to activate her med-bracelet and saw the crack and the black screen.
"Hold her still." Rhys forced a length of tubing between her dark lips and shoved it deep into her throat. Joy made a choked sound of pain and turned her face towards Cassimer, her eyes seeking his, and she looked so frightened, so lost, that he didn't care that he was in the field or that the RebEarthers could breach at any moment.
He opened his visor, but too late. There was nothing in her honey-brown eyes anymore. No warmth, no trust, no fear. Her body contorted, feet kicking against a seat, but it was only reflex. The girl was gone.
"Rhys."
"She's going into cardiac arrest." The medic snapped a respirator to her face. Her hair caught in the straps, and Rhys brushed it out, his hand running across her cheek. "It'll be over soon enough."
"Commander." Lucklaw, anxiety raising his voice a pitch. "The RebEarthers are trying to access the elevator systems. They know we're here."
The chaos had reached its crescendo, and suddenly all the pieces fell into place with crystal clarity. A mad plan, born of mad circumstances, but not chaotic. It required precision and discipline, and for him to be both commander and cataphract; sword and shield.
"Do not let her die," he told Rhys, gently laying Joy down. "Lucklaw - the elevator system. Make them think they have a chance at cracking it, but make it difficult. And try to not let them know that you're in control."
"Stars," the corporal muttered, nervously pawing his face. "Okay. Got it, Commander."
The corridor between the bridge and the elevator was twenty metres of narrow, unobstructed view. A tactically unsound point of entry for the RebEarthers, but Cassimer could hear them through the elevator shaft, their hushed voices rising from the darkness. Tactically unsound or not, they were coming up.
Good.
"We're going to hold the bridge?" Lucklaw's voice rose another pitch. Warranted, and just enough on the right side of pathetic.
"Depends on how long Rhys needs."
The medic raised a bushy eyebrow.
"Don't know what you're expecting here. The girl's dying, I told you as much before."
"Some sort of lung scarring. Yes. I remember. But you said it was slow. Manageable."
"To a point, and to be blunt, this is that point. She was never going to make it back alive - the silicosis is too far progressed. Even if her med-bracelet wasn't broken, it'd no longer be effective."
"You knew." Rhys had known all along and had said nothing, done nothing. The medic had smiled and joked with a woman he knew would not see the next morning and he had acted like it was nothing. The realisation turned hot in his chest, and he took a deep breath. Had to smother it, couldn't allow it to become a wildfire. "There must be something you can do."
"Done it. The only reason her heart's still beating is the massive dose of sedatives I gave her. A medical coma's the only way to keep her alive. I wake her up, she won't last two breaths."
"There has to be some way of curing her condition."
"Could give her another dose of sedatives." The medic already had the injector in his hand. "Let her go to sleep."
"No. You get that away from her, right now."
"We'd be doing her a favour, Commander. Her condition is painful. She'll have learnt to live with it, tuning it down to background noise, but imagine what that would be like. You can't, can you? When was the last time you actually felt pain that wasn't immediately dulled by drugs? This girl has been living in agony for nearly a year. Anyone else might've given up, but she had a mission. She had her brother. Now?" Rhys shrugged. "She's got nothing, Commander. No one. A girl out of time, in more ways than one."
"You're telling me you can piece my face back together but you can't fix a pair of bad lungs? Sounds like a lie, Rhys, and you do not want to lie to me."
"Hypothetically..." Rhys trailed off. "Look, if it were up to me, then yeah, I might be able to do something. But not here. The equipment I'd need is back at base and shit, you can't seriously intend to carry her all the way back there."
2300 kilometres of hostile territory between them and base. A long way to carry a burden. No distance at all to carry Joy.
"Yes, I do."
"Commander..." Rhys shook his head, and there was a glimmer of sympathy in his eyes that wormed its way under Cassimer's skin. The medic thought he knew something, that he had some sort of understanding of the situation - and maybe he did, but Cassimer didn't care for the reminder of his slipping shields. "And what will you do when Scarsdale catches up with us? Can't fight him with a girl in your arms."
"Then I'll carry her," Lucklaw said, blinking silver from his eyes.
"Mad," Rhys said, though the skin around his eyes crinkled with a smile. "Both of you, gone crazy."
Interesting choice of words, considering that the medic hadn't even heard the exit strategy yet.
◆◆◆
 
The elevator disappeared down the dark shaft. Cassimer's HUD showed the faint outlines of RebEarthers a floor below. A dozen contacts, with more approaching, but they'd be able to fit no more than half on the elevator at a time. Scarsdale would have to climb. Problematic, for RebEarth and Primaterre alike.
He glanced over his shoulder towards the bridge. Consoles and furniture blocked the door in a makeshift barricade, behind which thin lines of smoke rose into the air. His visor was shut, but he instinctively knew what the smoke smelled like. Oil and garlic, the kind of smell that stuck to skin and armour for days.
Through Lucklaw's visual augments, he could see a thick-lined circle of cutting gel eating through the bridge floor. Rhys had warned the corporal to be careful three times before letting him even unscrew the tube's cap, and with good cause. The wounds left by cutting gel were not a pretty sight.
"Through in less than thirty, Commander."
"Good. Link to navigation established?"
A floor below, the elevator doors hissed open and three men entered. None of them Scarsdale, and it seemed augments weren't the only thing separating RebEarther from cataphract. An Ereshkigal suit might confer strength and speed, but courage wasn't so easily equipped.
"Yes, Commander. I'm good to go, but..." Lucklaw's voice wavered. "...it's a big ask."
"Ten seconds and twenty metres is all we need." 21.9m his suit informed him, having finished the requested calculations. The cool white numbers and graphs displayed on his visor supported his idea, but having them on his side was little comfort. Numbers were exact creatures, existing in clinical worlds. The real world was dirty and unpredictable, its parameters in constant flux.
And the numbers didn't know that of the three soldiers present, Lucklaw was the only one with a pilot's license. Recreational pilot's licence, his personnel file stated, likely attained to pilot the luxury sports skipper registered to Lucklaw's name. Not ideal, certainly not up to the standards that the numbers were expecting, but it would have to do.
"It'll be just like slalom racing through Augusta Rings," Rhys said.
"I crashed my first ship in Augusta Rings - broke my spine in three places," Lucklaw said.
"Exactly."
"Rhys," Cassimer said, low and warning. "Prep to move."
The elevator began to ascend. The RebEarthers had taken their time, maybe to work up the nerve. No issues with their courage; they had to know that their chances of survival were slim.
Non-existent, in fact.
The grenade in Cassimer's hand flashed green, and he let it drop into the shaft. Three seconds to make it back over the barricade. More than enough.
The explosion rumbled through the shaft. He'd deliberately used minimal force, but it'd be enough to kill the men in the elevator - if not in the blast, then certainly in the landing. The lowest deck was nearly a kilometre below.
And it was certainly enough to mask the noise of the metal floor inside the gel circle coming loose and clattering into the hangar bay below.
Lucklaw rappelled down first, ready to tackle his task, and then Rhys, with a tight hold on Joy. Cassimer would follow them, but first, he had to make sure the RebEarthers didn't give up on their assault. First, he had to be bait.
◆◆◆
 
It took them longer than expected to regroup, but the RebEarthers came now, climbing up the elevator shaft. Two of them reached the top at the same time, both wearing white helmets splashed with the Hierochloe logo. It hadn't taken them long to make use of their scavenged treasure. Hierochloe was a mark of quality, Rhys had said, and Cassimer hoped he was right - their very survival hinged on it - but how would these helmets stand up against his Morrigan?
As it turned out, not well. The first man fell silently, a smouldering hole where his right eye should be. Professional curiosity satisfied, Cassimer shot the other RebEarther in the leg. Best to let one of them live, if only for a little while. 
Grenade, his HUD warned, and three black objects came whirling from the elevator shaft. He rolled away from the barricade, momentarily blind and deaf as the suit's sensory input shut down to protect him. Shrapnel sizzled harmlessly against his armour, but something heavy and blunt struck his shoulder and he could feel bone fracture. No pain - the suit deployed anaesthetics quicker than his adrenaline-soaked nerves could react.
Five RebEarthers cast long shadows through smoke and fire-suppressant foam. Behind them, rising like a beast from the abyss, Scarsdale's stolen form heaved over the edge of the elevator shaft.
In the hangar below, Rhys and Lucklaw had reached their target. Cassimer's HUD, still linked to Lucklaw's visual augments, showed flashes of silver and copper hull. Agility and speed were of vital importance, disqualifying M-44s and NGNEER ships no matter how badly he'd have liked to set foot inside them. The ship whose ramp lowered to let his team aboard was a Karon, designed to ferry staff between the different sections of a Cascade, and across the galaxy, hundreds of ships just like it still performed the same duty. It was nothing special, but it might just save their lives.
Scarsdale was a darkness at the end of the corridor. Smoke wreathed his pauldrons, his visor a sliver of oscillating crimson. The other RebEarthers cowered behind him, pointless in the presence of the Ereshkigal suit, the dead man's sacrifice a wasteful act.
Unless, of course, they'd been doing exactly what Cassimer was doing: stalling for time.
Scarsdale turned to hoist a large, tubular item from the elevator shaft. It was white, but for the red Hierochloe logo painted on its side.
Missile detected, Cassimer's HUD informed him, but his body responded quicker, a burst of phantom pain triggered in his sternum. A direct hit would do more than sting, but damage to him was irrelevant. Damage to the bridge was not.
He pulled out his smoke grenades, distributing them across the bridge. Once the fog was nigh impenetrable, he stood, towering over the barricade.
"Scarsdale."
A couple of the RebEarthers took the opportunity to fire. Bullets evaporated against his armour, and his HUD warned that the reactive plates were in danger of overheating. He ducked down, taking deep breaths of hot, ozone-rich air.
"Scarsdale," he said again. "Let's talk."
"Talk? What would I have to say to men who speak in the tongues of the dead? What words would reach the hearts of men who spread their black terror across the universe? What is there to say to those who have taken the Earth from her children?"
Seems you've got plenty to say, Cassimer thought, but bit back the urge to respond. These men were misguided, the unwitting servants of chaos and decay, and there could be no debate; no resolution but a cleansing fire.
"You did not wish to talk when you butchered my men at the train station. You said nothing as you carved a path through this ship. Why speak now?"
This was the hard part, the part that hurt. Remembering that Scarsdale would have no victory but a hollow one helped; seeing Lucklaw's hands dart across the control panel of the Karon helped more. The thought of Joy helped the most, of starlight the colour of honey.
But not even the thought of her - not so much a thought as it was a warmth - could wash the bitter taste from what he had to say next.
"I surrender."
A few of the RebEarthers laughed, but Scarsdale took his time in responding. Good. Keep the RebEarthers talking, keep them in baffled silence - as long as the bridge's systems remained operational, nothing else mattered.
"You surrender? What about your brothers-in-arms?"
"Dead," Cassimer said and that lie felt transparent as glass on his tongue. If the RebEarthers believed it, it'd be because they hoped it was the truth.
"What of the red-haired girl?"
"Also dead."
"Shame. I had some interesting plans for her. Funny how many creative ideas comes to a man when he's hit by a tractor. Say, Primo, how about you cut off her head and toss it out here? As a token of trust, yes?"
"That's not happening."
"No? Why not? You had no qualms about decapitating poor old Lockwood. Or cutting all those pieces from Feehan. This girl, she's dead, her spirit fled back to Earth. Her head for your life. A good trade, yes?"
"Told you," he said, pausing for a deep breath. "It's not happening."
"Since when do Primos care about non-citizens?"
"He's obviously fucking her," a RebEarther interjected.
"Not anymore he's not," another replied and was rewarded with the laughter of his comrades.
"Oh, I don't know about that," Scarsdale said. "Wouldn't put it past a Primo. There is nothing they love more than death."
Cassimer loved a great many things more than he loved death. Duty, honour, service, purity. Hiking mountain trails and listening to music, old movies and books on history. Weapons, ships, and retriever dogs; pine forests and the ocean he had once seen. The stars and their atoms, and the quirk of fate that had arranged those atoms to create Joy.
He loved all of these things, but in that moment death did leap to the top of his list, and he wanted very badly to share that love with the RebEarthers. Couldn't get Scarsdale, not in these circumstances, not with a shattered shoulder, but he'd get a few of the others. Maybe he'd even give Scarsdale another headache.
Worth it, whispered the part of his brain that also tightened his grip around the Morrigan. Make the universe that little bit purer.
But on the other side of the bridge lay long-dead Donegal, and his hollow eye sockets stared straight at Cassimer. A good reminder of what happened when emotion overruled clarity, when rage was allowed to flow unchecked.
"So you will not make me a gift of her head. Why should I accept your surrender, why risk this Primo trap, when I could just kill you?"
"Because my name is Cassimer," he replied.




29. Cassimer

They made him kneel in the corridor, hands behind his head. His Morrigan was in the hands of a RebEarther, and the rest of his gear was being passed around like toys. Not the grenades - they'd dropped them down the elevator shaft as quick as they'd seen them. His primer database hadn't provided matches to any of their faces, but it was clear they were veterans of one Primaterre-scorched battlefield or another.
"Open your visor," Scarsdale commanded.
No chance of that, not while guns were trained on his face and demons darkened the shadows. The withered echo of corruption was all around, reaching from dead men's empty eye sockets. Shadowy tendrils wrapped around his armour, licking the skin and flesh of the unaware RebEarthers.
Instead, he raised his visor's transparency. The RebEarther who had his impure hands on the Morrigan leaned in for a close look.
"Is it him?" another asked. "The Cassimer who burned Galatea?"
"I was on Galatea. Hypatia. Matisse." And dozens of other worlds that they wouldn't know. Go far back enough and his own memories took on a smoke-like appearance, and he was sure there were places he'd been that even he could not recall; places whose names had been reduced to black bars, redacted and classified.
"And the Hecate," said the man with the Morrigan. "Don't look much like him. He had blue eyes; this one's got brown."
"That was an actor, you idiot. Forget the name, but my daughter used to like him. Had a picture of him on every screen in her bedroom. Of course, we lived on Galatea, Minty and I. Nothing lives there no more. Isn't that right, Primo?"
Nothing human. Galatea had been marked for development as a Class One seedworld and would remain untouched until her soil was fully purified. After the purge had been declared a success, his unit had trudged through waist-high ash to reach their extraction ship. The winds had still blown hot with embers. Galatea had looked as dead as Cato was, but he knew the miracles the Primaterre cultivator crews had worked on the scorched world since. She bloomed now, lush and verdant. Willow trees shaded mossy ground that had once been landfills; rivers, glittering with fish, trailed the curves of former highways. Meadows grew wild and thick where a girl's bedroom might once have been.
"Not much of a talker," commented the man with the Morrigan. He wore equipment scavenged from the Ever Onward's security armoury, complete with riot shield. He leaned on that shield, a little too much. An injured leg? Bad knee? Exploitable, whatever it was. "Nothing like the one in the movie."
"Do you hear that, Primo? How famous you are?" Scarsdale spoke, and the others shrank back. "Maybe we'll get your autograph before we kill you. Sign my armour, yes? Now wouldn't that be something."
The others laughed and Scarsdale seemed to feed on this. Attention was fuel to this tattooed rebel.
"I saw the movie, once. I'd stowed away on a ship and ended up stuck in orbit around Kepler for a few days due to a trading embargo. Delays are always unpleasant, but never more so than when you're hiding out in a ship's septic tank. To stop myself from going completely insane, I jacked into an illegal stream coming from Kepler. Turned out to be The Hero of the Hecate. Almost didn't watch it at first - Primo propaganda, I thought, and it wasn't like shit was something I was in short supply of at the time."
Another burst of laughter and Scarsdale squared his shoulders.
"But then I thought, know your enemy, right? I'd heard about you, the kitty-cat who got his start killing demons. Word was you were something special. But you know what I saw when I watched Hecate?" Scarsdale paused for effect. "A scared little boy. And I bet that underneath that armour, you're still scared."
"Not of you." Best to give Scarsdale something. As long as Cassimer provided entertainment, he'd live. And considering Lucklaw wasn't yet ready to execute, every second mattered.
"No, you're scared of shadows. Tell me, what really happened onboard the Hecate?"
That he would not do. 
"Come now. Tell us, what did they do? Where did the nasty demons touch you?"
Static blurred the edges of his focus, heat once more swelling inside his suit. Scarsdale had no business talking about the Hecate. Nobody did, and yet so many had; so many poking and prying at his mind until he'd slammed it shut in response.
"Don't," he said and it was difficult, because this was all truth; the kind of truth that ran like razor wire through the ash. "They may be listening. And if they come for you, no armour is protection enough."
"They won't come for us. Only for the Primaterre. Do you know why?"
"Because the Primaterre guard the Earth. Because we are her shields of truth and swords of clarity."
Scarsdale shook his head. "Because you're wrong. The demons aren't born of shadow, but of nature. The Primaterre wanted the Earth and all her treasures. They wanted to take the mother from her children. A sin; a wound to scar all humanity. Our forebears knew and fought until they could no longer. With the last of their strength, they united in prayer - and the universe listened. What burst from Xanthe's core was not a corruption, but a cleansing wave. Bright-winged spirits, riding the light of stars to strike at the dark hearts of the Primaterre."
"You're mad. All of you, mad." He looked at the men who surrounded him, tattooed and devoted, filled with impure zeal. No room for clear thought in such clouded minds. He almost pitied them.
Commander, we're ready to launch, Lucklaw texted.
Praise the Earth and thank the fucking stars. He wasted no time, instantly sending the go-ahead.  
"So, before we kill you - slowly, yes?" Scarsdale turned to his men for that last part, and a few of them cheered. "Very slowly?" More cheers this time. "How about you tell us what you were doing here?"
"My duty." And that was all they would ever get.
Scarsdale pressed his gun to Cassimer's visor, filling his vision with still-hot steel, and it was all right, it didn't feel so bad. He thought of the train, of sleeping with his head against a rattling window, with Joy resting on his arm, and maybe death would be like that.
Then the ship shuddered, and the roar of engines rushed through her hollow corridors.
◆◆◆
 
From birth to death and to rebirth as Cascades, architect ships spent their entire existence in space. They were the beacons in the void, shining high above the worlds of their creators, as beautiful and remote as the stars. But the Ever Onward, wing-clipped and betrayed, had lain entombed for over a century. Trapped, chafing and groaning, underneath dust and rock.
If ships could dream, Cassimer imagined she'd dreamed of the sky. If ships could dream, he hoped that dream would sustain her for ten seconds and twenty-one-point-nine metres.
"What the hell is going on?" The RebEarther with the Morrigan brushed dust from his shoulder. With every tremor of the ship, more fell from the ceiling.
"The ship is taking off," said a RebEarther who'd remained silent until now. A timorous man around Cassimer's age, on whose meek face the rising phoenix looked an awkward addition. He was slowly backing up towards the elevator shaft.
"Taking off? It's crashed into the mountain, half-buried by landslides. It's not going anywhere."
Maybe it would, and maybe it wouldn't - either way, the energy would have to go somewhere. Cassimer knew this and so did the mild-mannered man who was preparing to descend, to escape - only, it was far too late for that. There was no outrunning what was coming.
The lights in the corridor blew out in an incandescent rain of sparks. Scarsdale swore and switched his suit lights on.
"What do we do, boss?" asked the man with the Morrigan, sweaty fingers wrapped tightly round its black grip.
You die.
Cassimer lashed out, fist striking the man's bad leg. A tendon snapped with a loud twang, and the Morrigan clattered to the floor as the RebEarther screamed.
Another two died before Scarsdale even had time to react. By the time he did, Cassimer was already at close quarters, Morrigan pressed hard against Scarsdale's jaw. Five more bullets cratered the Ereshkigal suit's surface. Scarsdale staggered backwards and an opportunity to kill presented itself.
If only they hadn't taken my knife.
No time to look for it, because Scarsdale was already recovering, and now the others took up positions and returned fire (save for the mild-mannered man, who was disappearing down the elevator shaft).
Cassimer sprinted for the barricade, vaulting over it as his HUD flashed bright red with warnings. Overheating reactive plates. Damage to his suit's left knee joint. A broken shoulder; hairline fractures spreading down his arm. A notification that Rhys was on top of the injuries, administering the best possible remote aid.
One second to breathe and get his bearings. Another to activate every single grenade the RebEarthers had thrown down the elevator shaft.
Then up again, staying low as he dashed for the hole in the floor. The ship's viewports had begun to crack, dust drizzling down like ashen snow.
A metal fist slammed into his back, and his HUD glowed angry crimson. Reactive plates down. Active protection field down. Another blow to his back and he couldn't move, couldn't breathe. His fingers scratched uselessly at the smooth edge of the hole in the floor. The hangar below was painted lunar blue by the lights of a Karon shuttle.
But a shadow towered over him, red-painted and scorched where the Morrigan had found her mark. Scarsdale's boot was on Cassimer's back, bearing down hard. His HUD warned of internal bleeding, but the air had returned to his lungs along with a massive dose of stims and a rush of violence.
He didn't need to see his target for his Morrigan to find it. But Scarsdale reached down, and his hand closed around Cassimer's, crushing his fingers around the Morrigan.
Cassimer switched off his HUD. Didn't need to see the medical warnings, didn't need to read Rhys's concerned messages. The boot on his back pushed harder and his spine screamed with a pain that spiked through the veil of anaesthetics. But that was all right, because it made him forget how broken his fingers were. He squeezed the Morrigan's trigger, firing a burst of bullets up into the creaking viewports.
The reinforced glass shattered into thousands of glittering pieces, winking in the air before Cato welled in, and all around him was ashen dust.
◆◆◆
 
Commander.
The word blinked insistently on his visor, the one light in the darkness. Rhys had accessed his suit remotely again, patching up injuries as best as he could and adjusting the levels of stimulants and analgesics. Good soldiers, both Rhys and Lucklaw, and he didn't want to abandon them; didn't want to leave them without their commander on this unforgiving world...  but he was so damn tired.
Commander, come in.
The dust had swept him up and carried him away, but he could move. Maybe even stand. His suit seemed optimistic about the prospect, pragmatically informing him that the strength required was just within his capacity. But something else moved in the dust too. Hot enough to burn brightly on the thermal, large enough that it could only be Scarsdale.
Commander, the ship is launching and we're ready to take off but the ramp won't open
He barely had time to parse the message before another one appeared.
please advise
Stars above; advice wouldn't do it.
On my way.
He pushed through a mass of soft dust. Fluid trickled down his spine, and he could feel the creeping sensation of his suit deploying countermeasures. Thousands of nanites performed pre-programmed functions, or - if he was lucky - were directly controlled by Rhys. They dug into bone and marrow, fusing fractures and repairing nerves. Temporary measures, but for a little while, his spine would hold.
A little while would do. A little while was all any of them had.
The Ever Onward was wide awake now, fighting earth and age and the laws of physics. Engines bellowed and screeched as the architect ship battled the mountain, and sooner or later, one or both would yield.
The elevator shaft was only a few metres away, flame-licked and spewing black smoke. Two RebEarthers lay sprawling, struggling to rise from the sudden landslide. One shot to the back of the head of the first. The second had time to turn and saw the end coming. Shouldn't have had that time, but pulling the trigger was difficult. Two or three of Cassimer's fingers had separated at their joints, becoming floating bits of bone and blood inside his gauntlet.
The bridge was closed off by a wall of grey dust. Ripples on the surface revealed the thrashing Scarsdale's position.
Cassimer ordered his suit to scan for explosives. The RebEarthers had been in possession of one thing which might prove useful and if it was still there...
Missile detected, his HUD informed him, indicated its location with a flashing square. He waded towards it, stumbling over debris and bodies, and quickly dug the missile launcher out.
Weapon slung over his shoulder, he pushed through the smoke towards the elevator shaft. The doors to the hangar were a glowing square of light approximately twenty metres down. Below that, the shaft was a smouldering inferno.
He tried one of the improvised grappling hooks the RebEarthers had used to ascend. The wires seemed thick enough, their hooks sturdy enough, but -
A cloud of dust rolled down the corridor as Scarsdale broke free, a snarling black monster in a haze of grey.
Cassimer wrapped the wires around his good hand and dropped over the edge. The walls glowed with heat, sparks flying from exposed cabling. He could feel the heat and could smell the smoke. His armour had been breached and no longer kept the world at bay. The air he breathed was the same air that demons had breathed through the bodies of their vessels; tainted and impure.
He pushed away from the wall and through the open elevator doors into the hangar. The ship was moving. He could feel it, and that was a bad sign. Ships the size of the Ever Onward took off seamlessly, quietly, so discreetly that it was only by the slowly changing constellations that their passengers could tell that they were travelling.
He sprinted for the blue lights of the Karon, past the shadowy forms of ships that had deserved better, machines that should've skimmed suns and stirred virgin soil; past the Karon itself, the wedge-shaped shuttle that contained all that mattered.
A crash at the other end of the hangar bay told him Scarsdale had made the descent, but Cassimer burned with the white-hot purity of focus. He ignored the approaching threat, lifting the missile launcher onto his intact shoulder.
His HUD tried to interface with the weapon, failed, and complained; warned him that it would not be able to target assist, and that made him laugh, because if he couldn't hit the side of a ship with a missile launcher, no target assist in the world could save them.
He pressed the trigger, felt the whoosh of air and streaking heat. The ramp tore open in the explosion, and he was in the centre of a whirlwind of competing forces; the shockwave of the blast pushing backwards and the rush of air sucking him towards the hole in the hull. He grabbed hold of a railing, steadying himself, and saw a blur of glassy mountain peaks through the breach. The Ever Onward was flying again.
He sensed the danger before his HUD reacted, and dove behind the nose of an NGNEER shuttle. Blooms of light lit up the shuttle's hull as Scarsdale opened fire. A ricochet shot across Cassimer's chest. His reactive armour plates were back online, but not enough to fully mitigate the massive calibre impact. His ribs sang with tension, and his recently repaired sternum ached. He took a deep breath, forced his hand tight around the Morrigan and -
get in get in get in
The Karon came up fast from behind, one wing scraping the floor in a shower of sparks. The back ramp was wide open, slamming up and down. Cassimer ran, but the Karon was still moving and now its nose dipped over the edge of the gaping hole in the Ever Onward's hull. It caught there, briefly, on smouldering metal.
Cassimer jumped, landing hard on his knees, and rolled into the shuttle with the rising motion of the ramp.
A hail of bullets followed, spraying the interior of the shuttle. Scarsdale was racing towards them, fast in the Ereshkigal suit, laying down relentless fire. Cassimer grabbed the ramp and pulled it shut, but the Karon was not designed for combat. It wouldn't hold for long.
"Better strap in, Commander." Lucklaw's voice, tight with panic.
Most of the shuttle's lights had been blown by Scarsdale's assault. Smoke rose from electrical panels and in the middle of the chaos, his armour scraped and scored, Rhys cradled Joy. She was strapped into a seat, eyes open but unseeing, and foam bubbled around her respirator. Her shirt had been cut open, her pale skin ringed red with injector marks.
Too much to handle, and he stumbled past the scene and into the co-pilot's seat just as the Karon tumbled from the Ever Onward. Up or down, he couldn't tell - all was grey and all was ash.
Behind them, the Ever Onward groaned and wailed as she began to break apart. Her skewered tail-end tore loose from the mountain, cutting deep grooves as it was dragged across the crater floor, still connected to the Ever Onward by a gnarled spine of metal. A chain of explosions erupted across the ship's white hull.
The Karon's ramp blew open and bullets streaked through the interior. The viewport shattered, a surge of dust-choked air flooding the cabin. Scarsdale stood at the opening in the Ever Onward's hull, one hand clamped to her side, firing wildly. Cassimer made to get up, reaching for his Hyrrokkin that Lucklaw had carried to the shuttle, but then he understood that intervention wouldn't be necessary.
He sat back down and snapped the safety harness shut.
"Rhys, strap in. Lucklaw, get ready. Ride's about to get rough."
"About to?" The corporal paused, had obviously checked the rear view and seen what Cassimer already knew. The Primaterre power cell had given the Ever Onward more than ten seconds and twenty-one metres of flight, but now it had died. The ship, that three point six kilometre long mass of metal and human achievement, was crashing one last time.
A rush of fire enveloped the Karon. Debris clattered against its thin hull, punching holes through the ceiling and the floor. When a jagged peak of fulgurite sprang black and sharp towards them, even the sensors couldn't have picked it up in time.
Lucklaw's evasive manoeuvre was almost good enough. Far better than anyone could've expected from a rich kid who'd learned the ropes skim-riding through Augusta Rings, but a reaching branch of fulgurite speared the ship head on, sending it spinning in a fine mist of shattered glass.
And then came the Ever Onward, tumbling, screaming, taking the mountainside with it. Explosions rolled like thunder, crackles of lightning caressing the shuttle, and there was nothing more to do but breathe and hope.
◆◆◆
 
The Karon managed another couple of dozen miles before skidding nose-first into a dune. They dug their way out, silently, quickly, aware of the death looming on the horizon. When the Ever Onward's core went up, it would take a good chunk of Cato with it.
Justice, Cassimer thought; the arc ship's final retaliation against the planet that had killed it.
"Train station?" He tore Joy's harness loose and lifted her into his arms. His HUD showed her heartbeat, irregular and weak, but still there, and nothing else mattered.
"Ten miles east. Was heading for it but got knocked off course." Lucklaw's voice sounded strange and it took Cassimer a moment to recognise the sound of tears.
"All right. Let's go. Patch into the train remotely ASAP." He picked up his Hyrrokkin, shrugging the heavy rifle over his shoulder.
"You in shape to carry all that?" Rhys, weary and leaning on his good leg, asked.
"No," said Cassimer and stepped from the Karon into the wind-swept plains, where lightning painted the eastern dunes neon-blue.
The first few miles were all right, his body running on adrenaline and stims, but with each step, the injuries began to catch up; with each step, the weight he carried threatened to sink him. By the time the silver archway of the train station came into view, he wasn't sure how he was even moving anymore.
He made it inside the station, saw the train, and then his spine gave out and he fell to his knees, tiles cracking and breaking.
"I've got her." Rhys took Joy from him and made for the train. Lucklaw stopped, but Cassimer waved him on.
"Start the train." Even talking hurt, and he couldn't help it, he had to open his visor, had to spit blood on the ground and breathe deeply of real air. Through the windows of the train, he could see Rhys lay Joy down, her copper hair tumbling over the edge of a seat. Rhys wouldn't give up on her now, but Rhys also wouldn't leave his commander behind.
So if he wanted Joy to live, if he wanted her to be the sole focus of Rhys's attention, he had to -
"Get up." He shut his visor, letting the information on the HUD distract him from the weakness and the hot liquid running down his spine. Fifteen point six metres to the train car. "Get up."
And then he was stumbling past what remained of Gaius Feehan, smelling the seething pyre that had once been Lockwood. His stolen suit of armour was slag and scum, and if any locals ever came this way, they'd be hard-pressed to even identify it. Good. Lucklaw had been thorough.
Over the threshold and into a seat that bowed under his weight. The doors sealed shut and the train began to rattle down the bone-littered tunnel. Cassimer removed his helmet and leaned his forehead against the window, the touch of the glass cooling his skin. Fatigue was setting in, spreading from broken bones, aided by the flow of soothing anaesthetics. Almost enough to put him to sleep.
Couldn't risk it, though. Not while things could still go wrong. Not while he might still wake up to find Joy dead. He had to be there, had to be awake and in control of all that was within his power.
Rhys took off his helmet and rubbed his weathered face, long and hard. "I've done what I can, Commander, and she's still breathing. A bloody miracle all things considered. A medal-worthy effort should anyone bother pointing it out to Bastion."
"More than one. Lucklaw - outstanding work."
The corporal stood in the aisle, helmet tucked under his arm. No longer crying, but his eyes were red-rimmed and a quiver pulled at his upper lip. He looked like he'd aged five years in the span of a few hours, but this was when the true test would start - not in the heat of battle, but in the quiet hours afterwards; in the long darkness when sleep wouldn't find him. It was a gauntlet not of the body, but the mind, and once at the other end, Lucklaw would either quit - or have become a soldier. Previously, Cassimer would've put his merits on quitting. With his privileged background and guaranteed golden future, it would be easier than for most for Lucklaw to give up and run back to his pampered existence.
But being outwitted by Duncan had brought about a change in the young corporal; a drive to not just rise in rank and reap rewards, but to do better. To be better. To earn the life Joy had paid for with a bullet and her soul.
"Thank you, Commander. Can't help but feel Copenhagen would've done a better job, though."
"Copenhagen would've flown us straight into the nearest cliffside." Rhys lit up a cigarette. The smoke curled hazily in the air. "Our little mermaid was a bloody genius when it came to computers, but if you'd ever seen her fly, I'm telling you, staying on the Ever Onward would've seemed the better option."
"Been a while since we had good options," Cassimer said.
"And yet somehow you brute-force our way out of every shitty situation. You know you're going to get a medal too, Commander. Going toe to toe with not one, but two, RebEarthers in Ereshkigal suits? Reckon they'll have to invent a whole new award just for you." Rhys hacked with laughter and smoker's cough.
"Scarsdale got the better of me." He didn't care for boasting and cared even less for being the topic of conversation. Again Rhys inched too close; closer than he wanted to let anyone.
Anyone who wasn't Joy.
"If he had, you'd not be here to tell us about it." Rhys shrugged. "But yeah, I can tell that your hand's going to be a bastard to put right again. Can't stand working with finger bones. Let me finish my smoke and I'll see what I can do. Pain levels okay?"
"Manageable."
"All right then. Why don't you come on over here and make sure the girl doesn't fall off the seat? I need to stretch my leg before it heals all wonky."
Joy's quiet face was a difficult reminder of the things he couldn't control, the problems he couldn't solve. Inaction chafed, more so with her every laboured breath, but while he could save her from Scarsdale, he couldn't save her from this. To him, this picture made no sense, and he had none of the pieces. All he knew was that he wanted her to live. He was ash and could never be to her what she was to him, but as long as she breathed, there was light in the world.
You feel this, don't you?
He remembered her words as pinpricks of starlight; remembered his own shock, the jolt of lightning coursing through his body. Agonizing. Astonishing.
You can.
Brighter than pinpricks, those words, hotter than suns. He couldn't be sure what she had meant, but as he removed his gauntlet and took her hand in his, holding it so tight he could feel her faint pulse, he was sure it was the right thing to do.
"Re-established connection with the Karon. Accessing video link." With something distant, mechanical and utterly safe to focus on, Lucklaw's voice had steadied.
As the train burrowed its way around Cato, the team watched the death throes of the Ever Onward through the Karon's eyes.
Decades of construction, a century of sleep, and now she burned in a desolate landscape light-years from her destination. The engine core failed, and the cascading explosions reached a climax. The Karon survived the initial shockwave, but its eyes caught only snippets of what came next. A roar of fire, chunks of mountainside streaking across the night sky like shooting stars. The footage cut out, the final image blinding brightness.
The Ever Onward was gone.




30. Cassimer

"What did I say about moving your fingers?" Rhys gave Cassimer a long and irritated look.
"Apologies." Cassimer resisted the urge to clench his fist. The medic had worked on it from dawn to noon, and it was mostly pieced back together now, fresh tissue and regenerating skin covered by a layer of nano weave. Rhys had been right; hands were tricky. But he'd done a good job, and if it weren't for the shiny weave and the intense itching that made him want to ball his fist up, Cassimer could hardly tell that his hand had ever been injured. Considering what had poured out when they'd initially removed his gauntlet, Rhys had done very well.
The only other bed in the infirmary was hidden behind a screen. A good thing, because he had a thousand things on his mind and couldn't afford to lose himself to thoughts of the girl who lay there.
Rhys grunted, removing his bloodied gloves. "Now undress. Need to sort out that spine of yours before I hit the damn wall."
Cassimer unbuttoned his shirt - an awkward and difficult task with newly repaired fingers - and lay down.
"All of your clothes, Commander. Unless you want them soaked with bodily fluids, that is." Rhys opened a nearby med kit and produced a cigarette packet from within. "Mind if I light one up? Helps me concentrate."
"Stims would aid you better."
"Sure, but I'm an old-school kind of guy. And so are you, I reckon." Rhys chuckled over the sound of his cigarette lighter hissing a flame. "Now then, let's have a look at you. Shoulder's going to be fine. The med-techs back at Scathach must've gotten to know you pretty well, because they added several self-repair measures when they fixed you up last time. It'll be back to normal within the day."
"And my spine?"
"Nanites should have it straightened out in a few hours. That's the good thing about the sort of bone augments you've got. The bad thing is that one of those very augments has sprung a leak. There's plenty of redundancy built in, so you won't miss it, but while it's in there, it's slowly poisoning you. So," Rhys said, snapping on a fresh pair of gloves, "sorry to say, I'm going to have to go in there and cut it out."
"Local anaesthesia only."
"Your choice." Rhys picked up a laser cutter from the table and switched it on.
An hour passed to the whining sound of cutters and the smell of burning flesh. Enough time to check in with Florey and Hopewell. The latter had picked them up at the station and taken them back to base in silence. Though it was clear she'd desperately wanted to ask a million questions, she'd considerately allowed herself only one: had the mission been successful?
Yes, he'd told her, and then nothing more. Leaving half the team out of the loop was poor leadership, but the long train journey had been spent reliving his choices, examining every moment. All the things he could've done differently. All the things that could've gone so much worse. All the close calls and what-ifs, turning in his mind. It had felt like drowning in a mire of his own making.
But now he could wait no longer, and he gave his gunners the bare-bone details of the mission. In comparison, they had little to report - no activity around the base, and no useful data from the array. Good news and bad, although as soon as Lucklaw started sifting through the data gathered from the Ever Onward, the bad might become irrelevant. The corporal had wanted to get to work immediately, but on Rhys's advice, Cassimer had told him to get some rest. He slept now, snoring in the light of his many waiting monitors.
Against Rhys's advice, Cassimer hadn't slept. When they had climbed the station stairs to the farm, the first thing they'd seen had been Rivka's body, still lashed to the scaffolding, ripe with decay. The red had not saved her.
How could he sleep on a world like Cato? How could he risk dreams when nightmares stalked the sands?
"All right, Commander, you're good to go." Rhys sunk into a chair. "Take it easy for at least twenty-four hours or you'll end up back in here. Might want to have a tech look you over back on Scathach - augments aren't my area of expertise."
"I will. Thank you." He sat, slowly, and began to dress. He felt no pain, only a crawling sense of discomfort. Acceptable. "Tell me about Joy."
"We have to do this now?" Rhys sighed. "Right. Fine, though I could really use a drink or two first. Nothing's changed, Commander."
"You said you could help her."
"Hypothetically. If she were a citizen. The efforts to keep her alive so far, sure, I can charge basic life-saving measures to mission expenses and nobody's going to give a damn. But what you're asking for goes way beyond that."
"What do you need?"
"I don't need anything. She needs a new pair of lungs, essentially; a procedure as extensive as it is expensive."
"Can you do it?"
"It'd be a first, but sure, I suppose so -  If I wanted to lose my fucking licence or maybe even get court-martialled. Actually, scratch that - no maybes about it. I save her life and when we get back to Scathach I'll be dragged in front of a tribunal before the shuttle engines cool." Rhys shook his head and stubbed out his cigarette. Another one was in his hand before the first had stopped smouldering. "Don't get me wrong, I like the girl. But rules and regulations exist for a reason."
Yes; to keep Primaterre civilisation - humanity's future - safe. But with Rhys's reminder of unyielding truth came clarity, too. The rules weren't obstacles, the paragraphs and statutes no inked walls. They were guideposts, and they were showing Cassimer the correct path.
"I understand," he said. "Do it."
"Do... it? The procedure?"
"Whatever it takes. Charge it to my account."
"Commander." Rhys discarded his second cigarette, a serious look on his face. "You need to take a moment and think about what you're saying."
"A soldier is free to spend his merits as he sees fit."
"Sure, but we're not talking just a few thousand. There'll be lab work, manufacturing, surgery... low estimate, twenty million."
Cassimer shrugged. Any number and it would've seemed a bargain. "I can afford it."
"Not if you want a decent future."
"I do. For her." 




31. Joy

Even on Mars, there had been mornings when Joy hadn't wanted to get out of bed. Mornings when dreams had been cut short by merciless chest pain; mornings when listening to the blaring alarm clock had been preferable to the silence that would follow if she turned it off; mornings when lying in the dark behind drawn blinds had been better than seeing her small, clean and utterly lonely apartment. On those days, she hadn't seen the sun even if it shone. On those days, she had felt like a stranger in the crowds.
Still, it was a rare day that she wasn't smiling by lunchtime. An appreciative word from her boss, pastries in the lunchroom, a cat video passed round the lab - small positives, stacking up one by one until they outweighed the negative. And if they didn't, a quick call to Finn always brightened her day, even when he annoyed her. Especially when he annoyed her.
But Finn was gone, and she didn't want to open her eyes to a world without him.
She woke with that thought as her first and stayed with it in the darkness, holding onto it and her tears. But in spite of her refusal to accept it, the world began to intrude.
The scent of citrus and chemicals lingered underneath a strong smell of cigarette smoke. Distant voices were too faint to make out words, but sounded reassuringly calm. She heard laughter too, but that wasn't reassuring; that just made her angry. Finn was dead. How could they laugh? How could the sun rise and the night fall? How could Cato still orbit its pale star? The loss was so profound that the universe should've stopped in its tracks.
It's only profound to you, dummy. Anybody else who might have cared is long gone.
Imaginary Finn was still with her, and even if it was just delusion, the sound of his voice made her sob, made her draw a long and ragged breath full of sorrow and...
...and entirely free of pain.
She inhaled again, filling her lungs with smoke-saturated air. It didn't hurt. Nothing hurt.
Pain had coloured every aspect of her life. Pain had placed limits; pain had sprinkled every moment with dust as grey as Cato's. It had been a barrier between her and those who tried to, but couldn't, understand what it was like to live with pain as a constant companion. Pain had crept alongside her every day and every night, whispering in her ear that it would never leave her. Her entire identity had been shaped by it; she was Joy in spite of pain.
But the pain had gone.
And that's a world you do want to open your eyes to. It's the world I always wanted for you.
So she did, blinking the glitter of tears from her eyelashes, and saw her own reflection in the dark ceiling of the Primaterre habitat. She lay on a bed, wrapped in a silver blanket, and her face, her hair, her eyes were all as she remembered them. Everything was the same, and everything was different.
"About time you decided to rejoin the waking world." Rhys's voice, nicotine-hoarse and wry. She sat up, clutching the silvery blanket to her bare chest. The medic was in a chair next to her bed, cigarette in one hand and a tablet in the other.
"Rhys," she said, and even speaking felt different; so much better that if she wasn't careful she might never stop talking again. "What happened?"
Her subconscious answered the question, dredging the word demons from its depths. She had been on the bridge of the Ever Onward, home to nothing but the decaying dead. Lucklaw had played a video of the crew's last moments, but she hadn't wanted to watch much of it. Watching Cassimer had told the story just as clearly. He'd reeled, hot with panic. That had scared her, more than anything, but there had been nothing she could do. She'd been too cold, too tired, too much in pain - and then, while the others had watched their age-old enemy onscreen, her very own invisible enemy had seized its opportunity.
"You saved me," she breathed, a thousand questions popping into her mind. It was hard to see how they'd escaped the Ever Onward at all, let alone with her.
"We'll see. Why don't you stand up and walk around for a bit? There are clothes for you on the table." 
The new clothes bore the same winged crest as her old and were the same size. Once more, she'd wear a dead stranger's clothes, and she wondered how the soldiers felt about that. Was she a walking reminder of loss?
She struggled to keep the blanket wrapped around herself as she dressed. Rhys rolled his eyes.
"Too late to get coy with me, sweetheart. I've seen everything you've got, inside and out."
"Gross," she said.
"Don't be too hard on yourself. Some of the outside bits are passable." Rhys surrendered to an impish smile. "And you've got a real nice set of..."
"Watch it," she said, in a tone as warning as it was amused.
"...kidneys," Rhys finished, and she laughed. This aspect of the medic reminded her very much of Finn, but not at all in a sad way.
She finished dressing, and Rhys looked rather pleased with himself as he ran scans on her.
"Well, your lungs haven't spontaneously imploded, so I'm calling this procedure a stunning success."
"What procedure?" she asked, worried that perhaps the relief was only temporary.
"See for yourself." Rhys gestured towards a monitor aglow with radiographic images. "Top right is you, before and after."
She'd seen similar pictures many times before. Countless grim-faced doctors (none of whom had been smoking cigarettes) had pointed out the creeping growth of white nodules and explained to her that it was irreversible, that each and every nodule was there to stay. Take your medication, they'd said, and stick to clean, well-ventilated areas - that'll slow down the inevitable.
Good advice, she knew that now, because where her lungs had once been spattered white like abstract paintings, the image on Rhys's screen showed two spidery masses of near-total white. Cato had done that to her, had killed her a little bit every day. Though she had felt it with every breath, seeing it was a shock.
In contrast, the after image showed her lungs as two black sacks nestled inside bone, clear of scar tissue and malignant growth. Normal. Healthy. Pure.
"Not bad for a first time." Rhys viewed the screen with a certain degree of professional satisfaction.
"But how?" She touched a hand to her chest. "Without so much as leaving a mark on me?"
"Nano surgery leaves few scars. Remember the vial I asked you to get for the commander? It's called DNAno - organic nanites, custom-tailored to the patient's own genetic code. To rebuild your lungs, I first had to cook up a batch for you. I then laid out the entire procedure in advance in a simulation - which took more than a few goes - and once it was to my satisfaction, I programmed the DNAno to repeat it. First removing the diseased tissue - which turned out to be almost all of it - then generating new tissue. Healthy tissue, and more resilient, to ensure the silicosis won't recur." He smiled at her. "But don't go thinking it's as easy as pressing a button. If you get something wrong in the programming - even the tiniest miscalculation - the most interesting things can happen to your patient's body."
"I can imagine," she said, shuddering at the thought of tiny robots running rampant inside of her. Building, tearing, repairing in all the wrong ways.
"Keeping the patient alive during the surgery is the trickiest part. Such a massive procedure is a strain on the system, particularly for an unaugmented body. Very delicate work. Very stressful. You've been out like Sleeping Beauty for a week, but me, I'm bloody knackered."
She hugged him then, burying her face in his ash-sprinkled sweater.
"Thank you," she whispered.
The medic cleared his throat awkwardly and pushed her away, firmly but gently. His glow of pride had faltered somewhat.
"Save your thanks for the others. I advocated leaving you behind."
"That seems to be how our relationship works," she said, smiling. She couldn't be mad with the man who'd single-handedly destroyed her oldest enemy. "You abandoning me to certain death, and me somehow surviving to annoy you."
He returned her smile, but the strained look in his eyes wasn't just down to fatigue.
"It's okay, Rhys. I'm sure you had your reasons."
"The team's safety must be my first priority. Nevertheless, some choices are hard to live with."
"I know," she said, and realised that the pain hadn't left her after all, but migrated to her heart, where Finn and Duncan had left gaping wounds that no medic could ever fix. She turned from Rhys to wipe her tears.
There were other radiographs below the images of her lungs. One was of a spine so dense it glowed bright white, shot through with metallic veins. Below that was - and it took her a few seconds to identify the mangled mess - the remains of a hand.
A hand made for building. A hand made for climbing. A hand whose tanned and strong fingers had once held hers. It could've been anybody's, but she felt sure it was Cassimer's; so sure that she reached out and touched the screen, running her fingers across the luminous outlines of broken finger bones.
"What about the others?" Guilt twisted her stomach. How long had she been awake? Half an hour, easily, without even once considering the welfare of the men who had carried her across the lightning-lashed plains. "Lucklaw. Cassimer."
Constant. His name, thrown to her like a life buoy when she was drowning in the overwhelming despair of it all. Constant, she thought and found herself wanting to say it aloud, to taste the syllables.
"Cuts, bruises and nightmares for years to come for Lucklaw. Those scans are of Cassimer, but I suppose you guessed as much."
"Is he all right?"
"Been a long time since our commander was all right." Rhys switched off the monitor and slumped back into his chair. "But yeah, he's back on his feet. He wants to speak to you, by the way. Wanted me to let him know as soon as you were awake, but I like to give my patients a bit of breathing room."
◆◆◆
 
The habitat looked the same, but like Joy, it wasn't. Every step across the central room felt like braving new territory, every glance towards the commander's quarters like staring into an unexplored horizon.
Lucklaw sat at the desk, basking in the light of dozens of monitors, his eyes deep pools of unseeing, all-seeing silver. Blood swelled from his nostrils, threatening to spill over. She wanted to wipe it away, wanted to take him by the shoulders and ask him to please be more careful. As if it would do any good - this seemed to be the Primaterre way, to work your bones to dust if that's what it took. Lucklaw, Rhys, Cassimer; they all treated going above and beyond as what was simply expected. They did their duty, even when sleep became a distant memory and crippling injury an everyday event.  
Admirable, and self-destructive.
The door to the commander's quarters was ajar. She wondered what was proper etiquette - should she knock? Announce herself? Or step inside? On one hand, that seemed rude - who knew what Cassimer was doing in there. On the other hand, if he was doing something private, it stood to reason that he'd shut the door first.
And if he was wearing his suit, he'd already be aware of her arrival. Maybe even without his suit. If the radiograph of his spine was any indication, he was significantly more than a regular man. Stronger, faster, taller by design. Very square-jawed, very handsome - though presumably, that was all natural Cassimer, as he certainly didn't seem the type to have cosmetic work done. He even had scars, and considering what Rhys was capable of, she didn't think he had to live with the scars if he didn't want to.
"Cassimer?" She peeked in through the door.
His suit of armour had been taken apart and laid out on the floor. Scorch marks streaked the grey material, large gouges cutting across the back and cuirass. A dent in the centre of the back plate hinted at how he'd injured his spine; a foot-shaped dent, she thought, remembering the Ereshkigal suit's intimidating form.
Cassimer sat on the bed, bent over a chunk of stained and mangled metal in his lap. At the sound of her voice, he looked up, with such relief that her blood warmed, once more adjusting its rhythm to accommodate an extra beat.
He stood, and the metal object clattered to the floor. For the first and likely last time, Joy was faster than him. She picked up the object - his gauntlet, although almost unrecognisable as such - realising far too late that the stains were blood. His blood.
She offered him the gauntlet and he took it, with a hand a shade paler than his wrist. His fingers moved awkwardly, stiff and imprecise.
"Scarsdale?" she asked.
He nodded, curtly, like it was no big deal, and if she'd had any tears left she would've cried for him. Instead, she placed her hand on his, running her fingertips across the smooth new skin. It was a big deal, and it did matter if he was hurt. More so than expected, so much more so that her new lungs struggled to find air. 
"What happened?"
"It doesn't matter. The mission was successful." He placed the ruined gauntlet on the bed. There was no fixing it, no matter how advanced Primaterre technology was, and a replacement gauntlet already waited with the rest of the armour. But Cassimer had tried anyway, had spent hours picking the gauntlet apart, dozens of minute components and tools grouped neatly on the bed. A puzzle, she thought, to keep his mind occupied.
"You saved my life."
"Yes." He was close now, so close she could see the pulse in his throat leap. "I had to. I..." He paused, frowning, and she thought he would step away from her and back behind the shields of rank and duty. He did - but not before lightly touching her face with his good hand.
"I wanted to."
◆◆◆
 
She sat on the bed, among snippets of hair-thin wiring and broken armour, as Cassimer fetched a chair for himself and closed the door.
He regarded her silently for a moment. The mask of neutral professionalism was back in place, not a glimmer of anything else in his dark eyes.
"What do you know about us? What kind of unit we are?"
The question surprised her, and she gave him a wary look.
"You may speak freely," he said, as though he'd understood what she was thinking. That maybe this was a test. That maybe if she said the wrong thing, if she knew too much, this wouldn't end well.
"Nobody's really told me anything," she said, plucking at a piece of curled wire. "I'm guessing some sort of special forces?"
"Of a kind. The banneretcy's primary purpose is exo-operations. We are specialised in handling the very particular dangers of running missions far from the Primaterre Protectorate. As challenging as Cato has been, we are trained to operate under extreme circumstances, oftentimes completely cut off from communications, supply lines and reinforcements, but all of that is just part and parcel of being a soldier. The true danger of exo-space lies in forgetting. Purity is simple in Protectorate space, where everything is a reminder of who we are and why we serve. Out here, in the wilderness... it can be difficult. Soldiers forget. Lose their way."
Those who have to be told, over and over again, or else they forget. Rivka's words echoed in Joy's mind; jeering and unpleasant. She shuddered and tried to chase the memory away.
"Loyalties are tested," Cassimer continued. "Discipline suffers. Mission creep sets in. In order to allow for smooth exo-operations, banneret commanders are chosen not just for their skills, but also for their devotion to the cause. Outside Protectorate space, I represent the Primaterre in all things, and my men don't have to worry about losing their way - they only need to follow, safe in the knowledge that I stand for the Primaterre and for purity. They will not forget, for I am their reminder. I am their sword of truth and their shield of clarity."
"Sounds like quite the burden."
He considered this for a moment, then shook his head. "No. It's who I am. It's no great struggle."
"But you do struggle," she said, unable to resist taking the conversation closer to the man.
"With other things," he conceded, biting down hard on each word. "The degree of freedom is difficult."
"Freedom?" His confession surprised her.
"Banneret companies are afforded a great deal of it. Life was different as a cataphract. Back then, every day was strictly scheduled down to the minute. There were always orders to follow, duties to perform. Simple. Pure. But banneret commanders are expected to operate independently, to set their own goals and agendas. Difficult. Very difficult, in the beginning. The first few weeks on Scathach, I spent mostly in my quarters. I'd never had quarters before. Never been alone. The silence was overwhelming, but I didn't know how to be without being told, so I would sit in that silence, staring at nothing for hours. Waiting for orders that never came, that would never come. I knew it was crazy. I knew I was crazy, but I felt trapped in my own mind."
He grimaced, shaking his head as though regretting his words. As though he'd claw each of them back if he could.
"But you broke free of it," she said, kindly, to guide his way through - not back.
"The silence became too loud. I turned on music to drown it out and... it was as though that one autonomous act tore down the walls. It got easier after that. But not easy. Not like it is for the others. Not like it is for you."
She smiled. "If you think I've been having an easy time of it, you've not been paying attention."
"Apologies," he said, so sincerely that she became the one to regret her words. "I didn't mean to downplay your burdens. I'm aware of your situation, but when I look at you and you smile like that..." he said, not looking at her at all, seemingly trying very hard to look absolutely anywhere else. "I forget the darkness."
Mine or yours? she wondered, but didn't want to press too hard. He'd already revealed more of himself than expected.
"Case in point: one question from you, and I have lost my track."
"Yes," she said, blushing. "I have a tendency to talk too much. Sorry about that."
"Not too much." He looked at her now, and she could swear there was a hint of a smile in his eyes. "But we haven't much time, so I'll get straight to the point. As a banneret commander, I'm afforded a great deal of freedom as well as a great deal of authority. Among other things, I am authorised to recruit in the field, should the mission require it and a suitable candidate be available. I would like to offer you that opportunity."
"I'm no soldier," she objected. The very idea seemed crazy, so far removed from how she thought of herself. Joy Somerset, 23, junior botanist, likes reading, painting and baking. Maybe Duncan had been right to call her life dull, but it had been unapologetically hers, and that's who she was - no matter how much Cato was trying to change her.
"Neither was Lucklaw before the Ever Onward," Cassimer said. "Nor I before the Hecate."
A long pause followed, as though he had to recover from speaking the name.
"We all have a Hecate. A place, a time, a situation - doesn't matter. What matters is what you do next. Who you choose to become. There are many paths, Joy, but this is the only one I can offer."
She didn't know what to say. All she could look at was Cassimer's hand, the pale one with stretched plastic-sheen skin. The things that had been done to that hand. The things that had been done by that hand.
"Before you decide," he said, with a note of anxiety in his voice that made her hot and cold all at once. He wanted her to do this, wanted it very badly. "Be aware that enlisting automatically confers Primaterre citizenship. Provisional, to become permanent upon successful completion of training. If you accept, you'll come with us to Scathach when we leave."
"Scathach," she said, struggling with the strange syllables. "Where you live?"
"Scathach's a very large military station, home to tens of thousands. What matters is that it is not Cato."
And there it was, the very thing she'd worked so hard for. A way to go anywhere but here, and with it, the realisation that this was, and had always been, the only way for Cassimer to help her off-world. Voirrey, Duncan, Imaginary Finn; all the doubters and naysayers, all those who'd called the Primaterre liars and murders - they'd been right.
Right, and also wrong. The air she breathed so effortlessly told her that, as did the eyes of the man before her, and the memory of the corporal's clumsy hug.
"You would be required to remain on active duty for a minimum of three years. But after that, you would be a Primaterre citizen, free to go and do as you please. It's a good path, Joy, and you'll not walk it alone."
"How can a path that leads to fear of freedom be good?"
"You misunderstand. After the Hecate, I..." He clenched his new hand so tight his pale skin stretched to translucency. "I burned. Every moment I burned; my every thought and feeling blinding fire. But Bastion didn't abandon me. They gave me purpose, gave me control. Taught and trained me until the fire became ash and I could set aside the Hecate long enough to breathe. I have served the Primaterre ever since, and I am honoured and grateful. It is a path of sacrifice and duty, but it's also a path of merit and compassion." 
"The Primaterre takes care of its protectors?"
"If it didn't, it wouldn't be worth protecting."
"May I have some time to think?" she asked and once more came to regret her words, because Cassimer gave her a look of genuine hurt. On Cato, he represented the Primaterre in all things. A cause and a man all wrapped up in one, and there was no way of telling him that she cared very much about one and not at all about the other.
"I brief the team in ninety minutes. Make your choice before then. You're either at the briefing, or you're not on the team."
◆◆◆
 
The stairs to the roof had been swept clean of debris, but nobody had bothered cleaning up the blood. Joy stepped gingerly between tacky patches and bad memories. At least the corridors had been blocked off. Between Cassimer and the sky, no drifters could get at her now. They still frightened her, far more than any RebEarther. The RebEarth cause seemed clear enough - retake the Earth, destroy the Primaterre. It made sense, in a way the drifters didn't.
It wasn't their madness that got to her, so much as the brief flashes of realisation in their eyes, as though they could understand what they were doing, but couldn't stop themselves. As though they thrashed against the bars of their mind-cages. The pilot of the Ever Onward had looked much the same. She thought of him, and she thought of Constant in the bowels of moonstruck Hecate. And she thought of Finn, who -
No. Finn's fate wasn't up for speculation. Better to hope for the best until proven otherwise. He might be dead, long gone and looking down on his sister from the stars -
No such thing as an afterlife, grumbled Imaginary Finn, and she smiled at that; liked to think that Finn had been proven wrong and was grumpily looking down on her from the stars.
- but if he'd lived, if he'd been even a little happy, she could bear the thought.
She pushed open the door to the roof and was delighted to be welcomed by a faceful of whirling dust. Enough of it to have made her sick once, enough to have knocked weeks off her life expectancy, but now it was little more than a nuisance. That felt good. That felt like victory.
Thunder rumbled in the distance, as if Cato was expressing its displeasure, and she couldn't help herself; grinning wide, she flipped off the horizon.
"Feeling invincible are we?" Low laughter came from above. Lieutenant Hopewell sat perched on a rusted beam, rifle rested against her shoulder. "I know that feeling. When you get kicked in the face and it should be all over, lights out, but somehow you get back up on your feet again and, damn, the sheer thrill of being alive makes you think you can do anything. Makes you want to fight the thunder. Makes you think you'd have a good shot at winning that fight."
"Feels amazing," Joy said.
"Yeah, right up until lightning strikes. And considering this is a restricted area, guess that makes me the lightning." Hopewell tapped her rifle demonstratively. "You better get back down to the habitat before the commander finds you wandering."
"Actually, it was Cassimer who told me where to find you. I need your advice, Lieutenant Hopewell."
◆◆◆
 
"Are you sure you didn't misunderstand the commander?"
It was, by Joy's count, the third time Hopewell had asked something similar.
"Is it so unusual?"
"Not unheard of. Just never expected our commander to field recruit. He's got high standards."
"That I'm not up to?"
"If it were any other man, I'd say he's letting something other than his judgment do the recruiting. But Commander Cassimer?" Hopewell shrugged and pulled out two ration bars, offering Joy one. "He'd never have made you that offer if he didn't think you could be an asset to the Primaterre. Don't see it myself, mind, but I guess that's why I'm not a commander."
"I drove a tractor into a RebEarther wearing an Ereshkigal suit," Joy said, tearing open the wrapper. "Does that sound assety?"
"Sounds like bullshit."
"Smashed him right into a wall. Ereshkigal armour or not, it looked like it hurt."
"Unbelievable." Hopewell threw her hands up in disgust. "I bloody knew something spectacular had gone down. Nobody tells us nothing, though. The commander, okay, I get that he likes to keep things brief, all nice and tidy, but the others? Rhys usually never shuts up, and that little snot of a comms specialist -"
"I'll give you as many juicy details as you like. In return, all I need is your advice on Cassimer's offer."
"Well, there's two things to consider. He told you about the citizenship, yeah?"
Joy nodded.
"There's nobody in this unit who wasn't born a citizen. None of us really know what life outside the Primaterre is like, but I have seen plenty of people who do. I spent my first two years in the service as a sentinel, stationed at the transit camp on Phobos."
"One of Mars's moons."
"Yeah. It's where all the citizenship applicants arriving in Sol get funnelled. An unpleasant little rock; overcrowded, filthy, rife with crime... it's not Cato, but not far from it either. If people are willing to put up with those conditions, for years on end, just for a chance to gain citizenship, I have to imagine that we Primaterre have it pretty good."
"But I'm originally from Protectorate space," Joy said. "The Primaterre might not have existed, but Mars did, and I had citizenship - both there and on Earth."
"True, and if you were to make it to the camps, there's a good chance they'd fast-track your application due to your special circumstances. But let's say you only have to spend eighteen months on Phobos. You end up on Mars and... then what? You have no family, no friends, no qualifications and zero merits. Even with citizenship, that's going to be rough."
"I've got a botany degree."
"A hundred years out of date. There's bound to have been some advancements in plant science since. A lot of catching up to do, and no decent way of supporting yourself while you do. Which brings me to my second point: merits."
"The Primaterre currency, I take it?"
"All citizens in good standing earn a monthly amount of merits. The system gets more complicated from then on, but what's relevant here is that military personnel earn a bonus amount of citizenship merits, in addition to our salaries. Make rank, perform well and keep your head down, and the bonuses just keep stacking up. Might not make you rich, but be smart and you can earn yourself a very comfortable life. Like mine, for instance." Hopewell smiled wistfully, looking out over the dunes. "This time next year, I'll have traded in my fatigues for a bikini, and rations for cocktails. I'll be twenty-nine years old and the proud, mortgage-free owner of a beach house I've dreamed of since I was a little girl."
"Lucky you," said Joy, who hadn't been able to go to a beach since her silicosis had been diagnosed, but now that she could, oh, how she wanted to.
"Can't bloody wait. Thing is, I could never have earned that much as a sentinel. You want to earn the big rewards, you've got to take the big risks. With the commander's recommendation, you're a shoo-in for the banneretcy once you've got the experience and training. Ten years from now, you could retire and live happily ever after."
"As long as I don't die."
"Yeah, you might get shot in the face by a RebEarther, or you might trip over a curb and break your neck. Death doesn't matter, Joy. Life does, and the commander's giving you a damn good shot at one. You're asking me what I think? I think you should run back down there and accept his offer before he comes to his senses."
Hinges creaked as the door opened, but otherwise Lieutenant Florey's arrival was soundless. He slipped from the shadowy stairwell onto the roof, moving as smoothly as a panther. His visor angled upwards and Joy saw herself reflected in it. For the most part, she had the measure of the other soldiers, but Florey was still an unknown. He hadn't said a word to her and didn't say a word now either, choosing to acknowledge only Hopewell.
"Hey Hopey. Anything to report?"
"Dust, dust, and then more dust. And this little duckling." Hopewell nodded towards Joy, who'd begun to awkwardly make her way down the beam. "Get this - the commander offered her a spot on the team."
"We are undermanned," Florey said. If he had any other opinion on the matter (and Joy, sensing a sudden chill in the air, thought he did), he wasn't going to voice it until she'd gone and he was alone with Hopewell.
"Suppose so. Aren't you going to ask Florey what he thinks, Joy?"
She hadn't planned to, hadn't expected the news to be shared, and now felt rather struck by Hopewell's metaphorical lightning.
"What I think about what?"
"She came up here to ask me if I thought she should accept the commander's offer."
Florey opened his visor and regarded Joy with eyes too green to be natural.
"Somebody stole the cryo pods from that arc ship of yours. Somebody stole your brother. You want justice? You want revenge? Don't see any other way you're getting either."
Revenge. Her anger had flared on the Ever Onward's bridge when it had become clear that somebody, demon or otherwise, had deliberately snatched ten thousand souls from the sky. But it had run hot and wild, unfocused, never once crystallising into a desire for revenge. As her thoughts had gone to Finn, love and sorrow had doused the flames.
For Finn, it would've been different.
Their parents had died, and Finn had never had the time to mourn. He'd made Joy his first priority, and over time, unspent grief had festered to become a permanent scar. His anger had been well-hidden, channelled into ambition, but it had never left him.
Finn had been clever and kind, always with a joke at the tip of his tongue and a smile in his hazel eyes. But he'd also been afraid and he'd also been angry. If he were alive and she were dead...
No question about it. Finn would want revenge. Would have it, no matter what.
But I never wanted you to be me, whispered Imaginary Finn.
And nor was she. She didn't want revenge; she wanted answers.
"There's something I need to know first, Lieutenant Florey," Joy said. "I need to know about Hypatia."
◆◆◆
 
After she'd killed Duncan, time had slowed. Every second had lasted an eternity; every second forcing her to face a future where she had blood on her hands that couldn't ever be washed off. 
Only Lucklaw had kept her going. His kind arm to lean on and his murmuring voice. At first, his words had been little more than sounds, a calming drone in her ear but, eventually, she had come to listen.
"What he told you about Hypatia," Lucklaw had said, "you need to know it came straight from the RebEarth propaganda scripts. Duncan wasn't there - but my mother was. The commander and Florey as well, all playing different parts in the purge. It was hard, it was long and it was bloody, so don't expect them to tell you a damn thing about it, but I'll tell you this: Hypatia is better off now than it was before, and so is most of its population. The Feehans? They died because they were stubborn, stupid and, above all, wrong."
"What makes them wrong and you right?" she'd asked, too tired to be anything but direct.
"You know the difference. It's why I'm here and Duncan's not. We kill to protect - RebEarth kills to destroy. It's as simple as that."
Except it wasn't simple. Duncan was dead, but would always live on inside her. His razor-sharp jawline and squinting eyes, his scarred arms and insistence on being too hands-on. He was guilt, in the shape of a person.
Nothing simple about that. Nothing simple about the Primaterre, either.
Lucklaw had been right; Florey hadn't wanted to talk about Hypatia. Instead, he'd shown her, like Cassimer had shown her the demons taking Earth.
If Hypatia had anything in common with Earth, it was the Earth of old. Before the great wars and the destruction of the south, when billions of people had lived on top of each other like ants in dark-alleyed high-rise duchies. Polluted air, toxic waters and crime-riddled streets - such was the Earth of old, and such was Hypatia of a decade ago.
When Duncan had told her of the Feehans, she'd imagined their family's bakery as a quaint establishment overlooking the cactus-rimmed salt plateaus. Customers enjoying lunch in the shade of parasols; little Gaia and Gaius, playing in the sand and sun, cheeks rosy in the brisk air. That's how she'd pictured it, and that's how Duncan had seen it too, she thought, because that's what counted as a good life in Kirkclair.
They should've known better. Cato should've opened their eyes to just how bad people could have it and still stubbornly cling on; how awful a place could be and people still called it home.
If the Feehans had owned a bakery, what Florey had shown her guaranteed that it had been a hole-in-the-wall at best, nestled among thousands of concrete burrows. Hypatia's cities had been dull and grey and high; squalid rookeries wedged between volcanic mountain ranges. Sewage ran raw down the sides of housing, and trash piled in the streets for children to pick through, looking for trinkets to sell or bones to chew. Malnutrition. Starvation. Decay.
And as for Gaius Feehan's salt flats, if he had been able to smell them on the wind, it would've been a wonder. The once-pristine white plains had been blackened with soot and scored by ceaseless, wending traffic.
The Primaterre had changed that. A progression of footage had shown Hypatia burn, and then rise from the ashes. The cities had been razed, and in their place grew verdant jungle, home to soft-pawed, nocturnal fauna. The salt flats gleamed white in the sun, overlooked by clusters of settlements. Not concrete high-rises, these, but square-grid towns of volcanic rock and red-hued timber. In gardens and parks, cacti bloomed in the shade of cottonwood trees. It was order in harmony with nature, and though the architecture was plain and billboards played constant reminders of purity, it was beautiful.
"No child starves on Hypatia anymore," Florey had said. "Perhaps her people would eventually have found the righteous path. Perhaps they could've been enlightened and educated, but that is a slow process. Decades, centuries, even, of human suffering. In ten years, we solved a problem that would have taken generations if left to the people of Hypatia."
"But you took Hypatia for your own citizens. What of the people who were displaced?"
"They were given homes and purpose on annexed worlds. Anyone who accepted the new order had every chance of a meritorious life. Regardless, their children no longer starve, either. That is all that matters. That is all that ever mattered." 
As heartfelt as Florey's words had been, Joy couldn't bring herself to believe that fire and steel was the only way to save a world, but it gave her an understanding of how the Primaterre thought. What they protected, and what they believed worth killing for.
Securing the future of humanity was too grand a picture for her, but watching the jungles of Hypatia glow moonlight-blue with blossoming ghost orchids and kadupul flowers was something she could understand. Seeds had taken root on Hypatia, once-extinct flora supplanting urban decay, and there was value in that. 
In this hostile universe of violence and fear, that was what she had to hold onto. The seeds that were too rare not to cultivate. The flowers she wanted to bloom.
"Cassimer."
The commander stood behind Lucklaw, watching the monitors over the comms officer's shoulder, but as soon as she spoke his name, she had all of his attention.
"Have you come to a decision?" he asked, showing her into his quarters.
"There's one more thing I need to know."
His lips twitched impatiently. There were less than ten minutes left until his deadline, and the commander didn't care for time-wasting, that much was clear. Question was, once all was said and done, would he still feel she was wasting his time?
He pulled the door shut, and the outside world became a blur behind opaque walls. The temperature seemed to tick up.
"It's a question about Bastion regulations. What do they say about fraternization?"
A beat of silence. About a thousand beats of her heart.
"Familiar relationships are allowed between service members, as their purity may otherwise be compromised. However, relationships within a direct chain of command are considered improper and are strictly prohibited."
"Very sensible," she said, and now there was hardly any space between them at all. She couldn't remember moving; it felt more as though the room had shrunk, or maybe the whole universe, compressed to contain only what mattered.
Constant. He'd been Cassimer for so long, but as she touched his arm, it was Constant she thought of, Constant she wanted.
And now her fingers were running up his arm and his muscles tensed; now she was moving into unknown territory. The universe shrank a little more. Something not unlike panic flickered across Cassimer's face, and she thought she'd lost him, expecting him to withdraw.
But whatever was between them, whatever the pounding rhythm in her blood was, he had to feel it too, because he didn't turn away. He relaxed, and her universe was only Constant, his heart its burning core.
Her lips brushed across neatly trimmed beard to find his, and her hand closed around his as she set their universe on fire with a kiss.
Her breath against his neck, she whispered: "I accept -"
"Wait." His voice in her ear, so close and so hoarse and strained. "Wait."
And then he kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, spoke his name against his lips. He lifted her off the ground, and this was another thing his hands were meant for, she knew that now; she felt that now.  He was tense, his eyes so dark and deep and wild that she might've been afraid if she wasn't feeling the exact same thing.
Let it happen, she thought, her heart beating rapidly - or maybe it was his heart. Maybe there was no difference. Maybe they were one and the same, and that was the new rhythm she'd felt; two hearts adjusting to the same song.
And then he stopped. She could hear muffled voices outside, the sound of chairs scraping across the floor, and she understood that their ten minutes were up.
Understood, but didn't like it. And though Cassimer had set her down and stepped away, blank and neutral, his fingers were still intertwined with hers and unwilling to let go. The commander didn't like it either, this deadline he had set, but he couldn't ignore it.
Or could he? She commanded this moment, and if she wanted him to lose himself to her, to throw regulations to the wind, he would. He wanted her to make that decision for him, she thought, but it wasn't hers to make.
Instead, she told him, gently: "I accept your offer."




32. Cassimer

"I say we abort. Send an extraction request and hunker down until an evac comes through." Hopewell's arms were crossed defensively, and she shot glares around the room. "And don't none of you look at me like I suddenly turned yellow. We're banneret men, not exorcists. Bastion needs to know, so that they can send in the experts."
"They did send in the experts," Florey said. "The experts at doing what needs to be done."
"But look at that thing!" Hopewell gestured towards the central monitor, where the recovered footage from the Ever Onward was frozen on the captain's blood-coated and snarling face. "How do we fight that?"
"With purity and resolve," Cassimer said, and the room fell silent, all eyes on him. On the expert. Purity and resolve was the doctrine, and after the Hecate, the traits for which he had been praised. Purity and resolve had made him famous, had made a striking slogan on recruitment posters bearing his image, and a fine tagline for the movie.
But onboard the Hecate, purity had been the last thing on his mind. When claws scratched and tendrils probed, no armour could protect a man - not even armour of the soul.
"The vessels die the same as anyone else," he continued, and that much was true. "Bleed like anyone else. The corruption may have taken the Ever Onward, but it will not have the Andromache. Thirty-thousand Primaterre lives depend on us."
His mind was made up - demons be damned - but he could see doubt on Hopewell's face and fear on Lucklaw's, and that wouldn't do. If they were to walk into the void, there could be no cracks. "Primaterre protects us all," he added, and as the team echoed his words, their eyes lit with truth and clarity.
Cassimer took a seat, nodding for Lucklaw to continue the briefing. Behind him, Hopewell whispered to Joy: "Going to be an interesting first mission for you, Somerset."
Too interesting, he thought, but he could no more change the nature of the mission than he could change the nature of Cato. Private Somerset would be tested and forged in the purest of crucibles.
Private Somerset. How false that name rang. Joy was the one who had come to his quarters, inside his walls and inside his shields, and Joy was the one who had kissed him. Unexpected. Strange. Surreal; the experience lingering in his mind, fuzzy-edged like a stim-withdrawal dream. Highly inappropriate, too - but he did not regret it.
"The Ever Onward's scanners did pick up the Andromache," Lucklaw said, and Cassimer forced himself to listen, although none of this was news to him. "Little over nine weeks ago, she folded into the system and, ten minutes later, set a course for Cato. She entered its atmosphere a few hours later, after which there's too much interference to track her movements precisely, but she's down here, all right."
"But we still don't know where?" Hopewell sighed dramatically.
"Well, I wouldn't say that," said the corporal, whose trials and tribulations had done nothing to make him more concise. "In the bridge surveillance footage, the Ever Onward's comms officer mentions intercepting signals from Cato."
"Weird signals," Joy said.
"Yeah, very weird - that much he was right about. He was wrong about having intercepted them, however. Two signals were in fact transmitted directly to the Ever Onward in a targeted attack, piercing straight through her shields and firewalls. Sophisticated, and impossible without advance knowledge of the ship's systems. The first signal is a data stream of a kind I've never seen before. No idea how to even begin decrypting it - no idea if decryption is something that can even be applied to it. And if it's too advanced for me to understand, it must've seemed like magic to their comms officer. The second signal is less complicated. Landing instructions, complete with a set of coordinates to a location on Cato."
"Sounds promising," Hopewell said.
Florey shrugged. "Could just be a mistake by the port authority. A mix up with another ship awaiting permission to land."
"Sure. Except, after the captain killed the crew, those were the coordinates he entered into the navigation systems. Overshot them by a couple of hundred miles, but that's where he was trying to go."
"I never heard of a demon doing anything like that before." Hopewell left her question unspoken, but Cassimer understood. He shook his head - once possessed, the Hecate's crew had been beasts, bereft of intelligence.
"What about the men who turned up after the crash?" Hopewell looked to Lucklaw, who shrugged.
"Got no IDs and no ideas. But I can tell you this - moments after the Andromache entered the system, the Ever Onward recorded a signal originating from those same exact coordinates."
"Great." The lieutenant clapped her knees, ready to get up and go. "So, where to?"
Lucklaw pointed to the monitor, and a drone-captured image appeared. Billowing dust dunes, dark in the shadow of craggy mountains. A red dot indicated the location.
"Nothing but dust." Hopewell sighed once more.
"There's more than dust." Joy leaned forward, one hand gripping the backrest of Cassimer's chair. Frightened, intrigued - and so close that he was glad he had already decided on a course of action. His mind couldn't be swayed, one way or the other. "There's the city under the dust."
"Right." Lucklaw frowned, annoyed at having his reveal stolen. The image on the screen changed again as the dunes were overlaid with a map of urban sprawl. "The signal appears to be coming from a building in the Aigburth district. There are no further details available on the building, but I managed to find this photograph."
Cassimer had seen it before, flicking through the files on Cato. Instead of fountains and copper domes, the outer industrial districts consisted of corporate offices towering over clusters of boxy grey employee housing. The photo in question had been taken on the somewhat more pleasant high street, where gaudy shop windows tried in vain to outshine hydrangea flowerbeds and high-def billboards.
"There." Lucklaw pointed to a building largely obscured by passing traffic and other offices. Several storeys high and sharply angular, with a brightly polished silver facade.
"The silver fortress." The excitement had gone from Joy's voice. "The drifters said that Cato was more than meets the eye. That it's the plains and the mountains and the silver fortress. Could they have meant this building, or is that too crazy? It is, isn't it?"
To Cassimer, it sounded like the ramblings of lunatics, and he was about to tell her that, to set her imagination and fears at rest - but Lucklaw beat him to the punch.
"Well, probably," the corporal said, though his brow was furrowed with concern. "They're as mad as moon-cats, for sure, but... I mean, it's likely just coincidence, but the street the building's on? It was called Castle Street."
Yeah. Probably just coincidence. But an unease settled in the room, and a silence that lasted a near-minute. The silver fortress sounded like a base of operations, and whoever - whatever - waited there, had a century of preparation on their side.
"I suggest we request reinforcements from Bastion," Hopewell said. "I know they won't like it, but tough."
"The array's connection to the Cascade is intermittent at best. It could take days for the message to get through. And..." Lucklaw glanced at Cassimer, who nodded his permission. "And we shut the array down a few days ago. Had to, because I was seeing strong indications that someone else was scanning for it. For us."
"Locals?"
"No. Whoever they are, they're in orbit. Chances are that they'd detect and trace any signal of ours long before it reaches the Cascade."
"In orbit." Florey frowned. "The RebEarth ship."
"Yes." Cassimer stood, once more taking command of the room. "We have to assume that they know about us and what befell their team. We must also assume that RebEarth reinforcements may be on their way. We must move now, or find ourselves trapped. The locals are likely to be unappreciative after we hijacked their train, and if this buried building has some significance to the drifters, there's a good chance we'll be up against them as well."
"One heck of a mess, Commander." Hopewell shook her head, though a small grin played on her lips. Demons might frighten the lieutenant, but challenge did not. "And this silver fortress, how are we supposed to get to it if it's buried?"
"The undercity," Joy said, and Lucklaw nodded.
"The Castle Street subway stop connects to a station underneath Nexus Spaceport."
"But we can't just walk into Nexus," Hopewell said.
"Not without facing resistance," added Florey.
"It'd be a massacre." Rhys, speaking up for the first time. The medic still looked tired.
"And too great a risk to the team," Cassimer said. "Nexus is protected by a force field and the only point of entry is via the train. Fighting our way out of the station and through the town would be inadvisable, but if the force field were to be disabled, we'd be able to enter undetected, at a point of our choosing."
"Making it look like a temporary glitch is easy," Lucklaw said. "The hard part is accessing the force field generator. It has to be disabled from inside Nexus."
"Oh," said Joy, who, by the dread in her voice, had understood where the plan was going, and Cassimer had to remind himself once more that his mind was made up and could not be swayed.




33. Joy

Finn's first apartment had boasted roaches the size of mice and a fuzzy black something growing on his bedroom walls. Those things, in addition to the criminally high rent and the criminally high neighbours, should've made it an absolute nightmare of a home. But as far as Finn had been concerned, only the view had mattered. Best in town, he'd liked to say, as proud as he'd been blind to the fact that few people considered the spaceport a desirable view. Even the most avid ship-spotters would've balked at the idea of living with rattling walls, vibrating floorboards and windows sooty with engine smoke - but Finn didn't like ships. He liked what they represented, and most of all, he liked what the military transports represented. He and Joy would sit by his kitchen window, and he'd point them out to her as they roared past. As Cassimer knew arc ships, Finn had known the names and classifications of troop carriers. With a fair degree of certainty, he'd guess their destination and purpose, spinning her tales of the adventures awaiting the soldiers.
He'd never told her that what he really wanted was to be onboard one of those ships, but she'd known it all the same; just like she'd known that Miana was different from the parade of previous girlfriends by the way he spoke her name, and just like he'd known that she spent so much time reading about mysteries because trying to find meaning in myth and happenstance seemed simpler than finding meaning in her own life.
But becoming a soldier meant leaving Mars, never knowing where he'd be from one day to the next, and that kind of life had been made impossible for him when their family had been reduced to two; big brother and little sister, all alone. Finn had been forced to make do in the private sector, and in his own way, he'd been a good soldier - but even so, he would still stop and point to the sky whenever a troop ship flew overhead.
However, even in Finn's wildest daydreams, she very much doubted that enlisting had looked quite like this.
"I feel like I'm having a princess day at the spa," she said. The infirmary had briefly turned into a salon/laboratory, and she sat in front of a mirror as Rhys and Hopewell worked on her. Lucklaw sat in a corner, in front of a computer as per usual.
"Wouldn't recommend getting used to it, your highness." Rhys dabbed her arm with antiseptic. "It's all downhill from here." As if to underscore his point, he jabbed the long needle of a syringe into the crease of her elbow.  
"Ow," Joy complained, although there was no pain. The sight of the needle piercing her skin was enough to make her twitch.
Hopewell, standing behind her, smacked her head lightly. "Sit still or I swear I'm getting the clippers out and shave this ragged mop of yours."
Not quite so ragged anymore. The girl who'd spent seven months tunnel-crawling and spider-brunching was disappearing a little more with each snip of Hopewell's scissors. Matted hair turned glossy, split ends and impossible tangles expertly reshaped into a neat, shoulder-brushing bob. If it weren't for the lack of too-red lipstick, it could've been the Joy who'd once posed for her Ever Onward profile picture.
"Would've liked to take off more, but since you nixed the short crop, we need to leave enough length that it can be tied back to regulation. The commander's surprisingly strict about hair."
"I got the sense he's strict about everything."
"Well, most everything," Hopewell admitted, "but I never had a commanding officer yet that wasn't lax about at least one thing. They're only human, you know? Commander Cassimer'll write you up for swearing which, to be honest, is..." she leaned in close, whispering conspiratorially in Joy's ear, "bullshit."
Joy laughed. Hopewell really wasn't so different from Elodie in Zoology. Really not so bad at all.
"But he'll let you listen to pretty much any music you like."
"Says you," said Rhys. "He erased my entire collection of Camorgue without so much as a warning."
"Camorgue?" Hopewell made a face. "That's not erasure; that's euthanasia. You should thank him for it. In fact, you know what, next time I see him, I'll thank him, on behalf of the hearing universe."
"They're an acquired taste, in so far that you need to have taste to enjoy them, lieutenant."
Hopewell rolled her eyes and set down her scissors. "Another good thing about the commander is that he's willing to listen to suggestions. Plenty of commanders don't. Some of them would really rather that you pretend to have no opinions at all. Just say 'yes sir' and follow orders and be a good little robot. Cassimer's not like that. He understands that we're people, too."
He knows you are, Joy thought, but he doesn't think he is.
"Maybe you just think he listens because he's quiet," Lucklaw said.
Hopewell stretched a hair band between her fingers and twanged it at the corporal. He yelped as it struck his cheek.
"You've not been in this company near long enough to say a damn word about the commander. So shut up, yeah?"
Lucklaw did, sullenly rubbing the red mark on his cheek.
"Besides," Hopewell said, beginning to braid Joy's hair, "I'd rather have a quiet commander than one who talks too much. I mean, I've served under commanders who - I won't name names, but Rhys knows who I'm talking about - who will go on and on about their stupid mineral collection for hours without realising that their rank is literally the only thing stopping their men from bashing their skulls in."
"Nobody likes that," Rhys agreed, "but what about the ones who want to go out drinking with you off duty? Or the ones who turn up at every social gathering even though the invitation was clearly only made out of politeness?"
"Or the ones who want to spend leave with you. Earth have mercy, my commanding officer on Phobos actually suggested the whole team go on vacation together. Two weeks at the beach, he said. It'll be fun, he said. A team building exercise, he said, not realising that all three of those words are basically the opposite of what I want from a vacation." She shook her head with disgust. "At least Commander Cassimer had the decency to look mortified when I bumped into him on leave."
"You never told me that," Rhys said. "The commander on vacation? The company chief must've twisted his arm for that to happen. Where were you holidaying?"
"Well." Hopewell glanced towards the door. The habitat was quiet and dark. "I guess there's no harm in telling."
Since he's not within earshot, Joy thought. Almost said it aloud, too, out of some strangely protective urge, but curiosity got the better of her.
"My sister and some of our friends had met up on Nerys to celebrate my twenty-seventh. You familiar with Nerys?"
Joy shook her head.
"It's a small seedworld, with nothing much to recommend it barring a few fancy resorts in the mountains. I doubt they'd get much business if Nerys didn't happen to be less than five hours from Scathach Station. Don't even get much of that business, to be honest, because there are planets with cheaper bars even closer than that. Mostly it's just officers playing golf. They built a real nice spa there a few years back, though, which is why we were going."
"Thrilling tale so far." Rhys faked an exaggerated yawn.
Hopewell ignored him. "Chastity - my sister - was all about exercise at the time, and she'd seen adverts for the hiking trails on Nerys. She talks us all into going, and we end up spending six hours trudging through bug-infested woodland to reach the top of the mountain that allegedly offers a breathtaking view of Nerys's waterfall valleys. Maybe it does; I wouldn't know, because when we finally reach the summit, someone's up there already."
"The commander."
"Yeah. Just sitting there on the cliff's edge. Enjoying the view, I guess, but at that point I was way too flustered to notice anything. Didn't know what to say, so I kept my head down and hoped he wouldn't recognise me, but of course he bloody does. Hopewell, he says. Commander, I say."
"That's it?" Rhys yawned, this time genuinely. "Not much of a story."
"It was awkward. And afterwards I had to field a million questions from my sister and friends. Who was that guy? they asked. You should invite him to the party! they said. Stars, Ginny wanted me to give him her details. Can you imagine?" 
"Not unless you tell me more about this Ginny." Rhys grinned. "Or hey, why not pass me her details - captains might not have the same clout as commanders, but we've got plenty more swagger."
"Plenty more creep factor, too," Hopewell said, and then laughed, adding: "Which, to be honest, is Ginny's type. Ask me again on Scathach, and who knows."
"Will do," Rhys said, before turning a critical eye to Joy. "You doing all right there?"
"Why? Should I be feeling something?" She rubbed the crease of her elbow, where Rhys had injected the primer. He'd manufactured it days ago, combining a blank primer with her own DNA. Once in her bloodstream, he'd explained, it would rapidly integrate into her system, permanently rewriting her genetic structure. Not an implant like the h-chip, but a whole new bit of Joy.
Rhys laughed. "No. You want me to remove your old h-chip?"
She shook her head. She'd been happy to see the med-bracelet go, but the h-chip was a connection to a past that she wasn't yet willing to let go of; a reminder of what once had been.
"In that case, I'm calling this integration a success. She's all yours, corporal."
"Working on it, sir." Lucklaw tapped away at a screen. His eyes shone silver and his face wrinkled with concentration but, to Joy's relief, his nose wasn't bleeding. "Whoever wrote the primer installation manual needs to learn how to keep it brief. I could figure it out myself eventually, of course, but I've never done this before. Never met anyone who didn't have their primer since birth."
"A life's worth of information flowing through our veins. Mind you, mine is like 90% sports stats." Hopewell set down her box of bobby pins. "So, what do you think?"
"I think you've got a real talent, Lieutenant," Joy said, turning her head to admire her neatly braided updo.
"Hair's what I'll be doing after this tour. My sister owns a salon on Kepler, got a stylist job waiting for me whenever I want it."
"From soldier to stylist. You don't think you'll miss the excitement?"
"I'm a bit of an idiot, so sure, I suppose I will. But excitement..." Hopewell shrugged. "It's easy to come by and easy to get too much of. You'll find out soon enough." 
"Ah, princess here's no stranger to excitement," Rhys said. "Didn't you hear about the tractor incident?"
"I did. Shame you weren't on the team then - that sort of performance would've earned you a nice chunk of merits."
"Speaking of which, please verify these details." Lucklaw approached, holding the screen of a tablet towards her.
SOMERSET, Joy Catherine
Date of birth: 11/05/1543
Citizenship: Primaterre (provisional)
Date of enlistment: 27/07/1686
Grade: Private (provisional)
Merit balance: 10,000
The form continued, listing everything from her height and weight to the terms of her enlistment (which were much as Cassimer had described; a minimum of three years pending successful completion of Basic Training). It even had a sad little entry for Next of Kin, left cruelly blank.
But it was the day's date that caught her eye.
"It's summer?" Cato seemed to have only two seasons: thunderstorm season and dust-and-thunderstorm season. She'd forgotten the subtle change of nature and weather as winter eased into spring and spring burst into summer.
"It's always summer somewhere," Rhys said, and he was right, of course - but July meant summer in Kirkclair. It meant sitting on the laboratory roof and eating ice cream with Elodie and going on road trips with Finn. It meant artificially-boosted sunshine and blooming empress trees. It meant breezy smiles, late nights under the glow of lanterns, and wearing dresses that were slightly too short.
Finn and Elodie might be gone, and she might be stuck on Cato - but on Mars, it was summer.
Lucklaw cleared his throat impatiently, and she nodded to confirm.
"Good. I pulled most of your info from your Hierochloe employee file, but thought it best to double-check. Rhys, you got the equipment ready?"
"Lean your head back a ways." Rhys stood over her, a small box in his hands. "In lieu of augments, you're going to have to wear these." He tilted the box towards her. It contained two contact lenses and an earpiece.
"If you all have augments," she asked, grimacing with discomfort as Rhys slipped the first contact into place, "why do you have this stuff on hand?"
"Redundancy. Augments are durable, but not indestructible. It only takes one medic to stitch up a body, but a factory's worth of techs to piece an augment back together. Visual augments are particularly vulnerable, so we always carry backup equipment for comms and visual interfacing. How do they feel?"
"Fine." Like nothing at all, truth be told, and neither did the earpiece once Rhys had finished inserting it.
"I'm going to boot your primer now. It's just the basic military package, but considering your inexperience, this may be a rough ride. So I'm going to go slow, okay? You ready?"
She nodded. Lucklaw pressed a finger to his tablet and a soft tone, not unlike a nightingale's call, trilled in her ears.
The Primaterre sun glowed in the air before her, bright, welcoming and jarring. She blinked, but it didn't go away. She shut her eyes, and it blazed white against the inside of her eyelids.
"What do you see?"
"The Primaterre logo. It's really bright - too bright. I can't see you anymore. Can't see the room." She reached for her eyes, to rub them or to remove the lenses, she hadn't decided, but panic was setting in and -
- Rhys's strong hands closed around her wrists and held them fast. "Relax," his hoarse voice puffed in her ear, the smell of nicotine strong on his breath.
"You can make it smaller, or transparent, or a different colour if you like. If it helps, imagine that you're at a computer. Mentally go through the steps of making the logo smaller. You don't have to be accurate or authentic, just visualise it. Will it."
A computer. Her own computer, on the worn surface of her kitchen table. The artificial sunlight streaming through her windows. A dark ring left by Finn's coffee mug. Oh, how she could visualise it - and how she wished she could will it.
She went through the steps as Lucklaw had instructed, and the Primaterre logo blinked in response, swirled once and then rapidly shrank to the size of a pea and floated to the periphery of her vision.
Lucklaw, smirking, was looking at her fingers. "Moving your fingers to type. Children do that, you know."
And so had he, when hacking the Ever Onward, but she refrained from mentioning it. The Primaterre logo still unsettled her. Seeing something that wasn't really there made her uncomfortable, and why shouldn't it? Usually, only mad people saw things that weren't there.
"Initialising the military package now. It'll ask you to verify your personal information. I've already authorised it on my end, and the commander sent his codes through earlier, so just go ahead and accept." He paused, and then added, with uncalled-for condescension: "Think 'yes' really hard."
Information floated in her vision like a swarm of insects, and the urge to swat it away was difficult to ignore. Her right temple throbbed with pain.
"Blood pressure spiking," Rhys said. "Hang on a second, Lucklaw."
Another injection, this time into her neck. Rhys took her head, gently leaning it backwards, and wiped blood from her nose. When he saw the look of alarm on her face, he smiled reassuringly.
"Don't worry. Your system's not used to the strain, but I've got you."
At Rhys's okay, Lucklaw proceeded, and a long string of random characters glowed in front of her.
"Take a couple of minutes to commit the code to memory."
"It's really long," she complained.
"Yes, so take your time." One of Rhys's hands was around her wrist, his thumb pressing to feel her pulse. "Don't let the corporal rush you. In the days of ancient Earth, men who would become knights had to spend a night in vigil; in silent contemplation of honour, duty and mortality. This is not so different and if we had the time, we'd make it more of a ritual. Breathe, Joy, and seek purity; see and seek clarity."
Rhys's uncharacteristic gravitas made her stomach flip. "What does the code mean?" She muttered the numbers and letters under her breath, repeated them, tasting and tracing their shapes with her tongue.
"It's your kill switch. When activated, it commands your primer to send an electromagnetic pulse through your body. The pulse destroys your primer and shuts down all neural function."
"What?" She turned in her seat, expecting to find the medic smiling at her, smiling at his little joke at her expense, but he wasn't smiling at all. "I've been saying the code over and over and you're telling me that it'll kill me? How do I cancel it?"
Now he did smile. "There are numerous layers of fail safes. You're not going to accidentally kill yourself, but trust me, if you're ever unlucky enough to be taken captive by enemies like RebEarth, you'll be glad to have the option. Don't you think Gaius Feehan would've died a happier man if he could've just switched himself off?"
"What fail safes?" she asked, still nervous and still unwilling to think too much about Gaius Feehan.
"First you have the usual confirmation requests. Three, I think, these days. After that, the primer checks your vitals, looking for signs of mental or physical distress. It also checks your position and cross-references it with the positions of other Primaterre soldiers that could be alerted and come to your aid. The kill switch does a whole lot of detective work before it'll fire, and even if you wanted to, you couldn't override those fail safes. Only the commander has the authority to do that."
"Cassimer?"
"You've got your kill switch, I've got mine. The commander's got his own, as well as the codes of everybody else on the team - including yours, now. It's for your own good."
"In case of possession," she said, remembering the blood-streaked face of the Ever Onward's captain. If some shred of the man had still existed, trapped inside his own mind, forced to watch as his body did all those awful things to the flight crew, it was easy to imagine that he might have preferred having his brain fried by a kill code.
"Yes," Rhys said, eyebrow arched with mild surprise. "And similar situations. You know, this is the part most recruits have trouble accepting. The idea that someone else has the power to end your life like that -" He snapped his fingers. "It's a tough thing to swallow. Some can't, dropping out before they've even started training."
"Well, I've kind of lived with that idea for quite some time. Any of you could've killed me at any point. I couldn't have stopped you, and nobody would've cared. So an actual kill switch doesn't really make much difference."
"Suppose that's true," Rhys said, tapping his cigarette against a sun-emblazoned ashtray.
Lucklaw shook his head. "She only thinks that because she doesn't know us. But relax, Somerset - you're about to find out what the Primaterre is. Who we are." He touched a finger to his tablet, and Joy's vision was filled with the light of a sun.
◆◆◆
 
In the sun's burning core, a voice came to her, cheerful and disembodied. It welcomed her to the Primaterre, and as it spoke, the fire faded to smoke. She floated in a vast and hazy chamber, and no matter how she turned, she could see no exit. She was faint and transparent, barely more than smoke herself. She had become a ghost, torn from her body into this empty space. Cold rings of panic wrapped her heart, her mind resisting the experience, synapses fizzling and veins throbbing. If she returned to her body now, she was sure her nose would drip with blood.
"Behold," said the voice, "the Primaterre Protectorate."
One by one, luminous planets appeared in the emptiness, centred around the glowing orb of Earth.
"And the walls by which we guard it."
Brick by brick, the walls of a castle grew high and forbidding around the worlds, encasing them behind crenellated parapets. It was at once far away and so close she could touch it; small enough for her to cradle in the palm of her hand, and so huge and sprawling that she stood inside its courtyard, staring in awe at the broach-spired towers. In the highest spire, a circular window, stained milky-white and ebon, was wreathed by the rays of the Primaterre sun.
It was beautiful, but when she looked at it, the rays reached for her; inside of her. Her mind stretched as they pulled and tugged, and she wept with fear for what would happen when it snapped. It reached breaking point - and the taste of blood was like a heat-shimmer around her - and then relaxed, the sun's rays becoming whisper-soft. They coaxed and hushed, warmed and comforted, and as they settled to frame the edges of her mind, they told her not to worry, to listen to the voice. 
"Bastion, Rampart and Moat. Oriel, Tower and Sanctum. No matter your path, you walk with truth and clarity. You are Primaterre, and Primaterre protects us all."
The castle disappeared, and the voice changed from pompous to jovial as it first ran through a list of functions available to the basic military package, before moving onto suggesting upgrades available for purchase at the nearest Primaterre station (which, it helpfully added, was Hildr Station - a mere fifty light-years away).
All the while Joy flailed, nauseous in the grey nothingness. She tried rubbing her eyes, but when her hands touched her skin, it felt like she was somehow touching herself from a thousand miles away, and her stomach turned at the very idea.
With a final trill of thank you for your service, the voice fell silent, and Joy was alone in the void, with nothing but careening panic to keep her company. She tried once more to picture her computer. It was on her kitchen table, where Finn had carved his initials while their parents were still alive to send him to his room for it. She could see it clearly, could trace the blocky letters F.S. with her fingers, could hear the sound of a boiling kettle and smell toast - but no matter what she did, Lucklaw's advice was no help. She was stuck in the void; stuck inside herself.
"Oh please," she whispered, and her breath stirred the soft fluff of dandelion seeds at the edges of her mind. "Let me out."
EXIT LOBBY?
The words formed like white clouds in the grey, and when she nodded, they disappeared. The grey unfurled in great swathes, peeling back to reveal the habitat infirmary.
It was empty. The smell of stale cigarette smoke lingered, but the ashtray contained nothing but cold ash and stubs. The lights were on, harsh and unforgiving, but through the doorway, she saw only darkness.
"Hello?"
She tried to stand, but her head spun, her vision flecked with static. Something wet trickled down her lip, and when she touched her face, her fingers came away red with blood.
"Somerset." Cassimer appeared in the doorway. Save for a few pale scratches, his armour looked as good as new, and he every bit the titan she'd once thought and now knew him to be. The black gun (PR SERIES 6 MORRIGAN - the words flashed across her vision and she twitched at the intrusion) was in its holster on his hip and his rifle (HYRROKKIN APW) slung over his shoulder. "Time to move out. You good to go?"
She nodded, because what choice did she have? Had to make at least a decent impression on the first day on the job. She stood, on wobbly legs, and held a hand to her face to stop the dripping blood.
"A common reaction." Cassimer handed her a packet of medical wipes. "No cause for concern."
"Thank you, Cassimer."
"Commander," he corrected.
"Commander," she echoed, and how strange it was that a single word could put all the distance of a horizon between him and her.
The rest of the team had already bundled into the Epona. She followed Cassimer to the vehicle, eyes fixed on his back, understanding that there were things Joy could have done that Private Somerset could not; understanding for the first time what it was to set aside the self and become something both greater and lesser. She had made her choice hoping to gain, not once considering what she might lose.
As she climbed into the Epona, finding a cramped seat between Lucklaw and Rhys in the back, a soft tone rang in her ear and the annoying floating text returned to her field of vision.
FILE SHARE REQUEST FROM SENDER [003927SSBC, Cassimer, C] PENDING - ACCEPT/DECLINE?
"Accept?" she muttered under her breath, unsure if it would work. There was a jab of pain at her temple, and another droplet of blood fell from her nose - but that didn't matter at all, because the text informed her that the entire discography of Neave Crescent Creek was now hers to enjoy.
◆◆◆
 
It was dark by the time they reached the farm. A brazier burned at the entrance, but its light was thankfully not enough to reach the scaffolding. Rivka hung there still; her smell carried across the dunes by the wind, along with whirling spirals of dust.
"Depending on weather conditions, our ETA to Nexus is forty-eight to seventy-two hours. Due to interference, we're unlikely to be able to maintain comms. We'll signal you once we're in position."
Two to three days. Knowing Cato, it could be four, or a week, or maybe never. The Epona braved the plains with gusto, shredding glassy slopes into clouds of glittering dust, but it wasn't invincible.
"We'll wait to ensure that you board the train safely. After that, you're on your own. You clear on the details of your mission?"
"Yes, Commander." Infiltrate Nexus, gain access to the force field generator, wait for the team's signal. Lucklaw had given her a device meant to temporarily disable the generator. Small, didn't weigh a thing, and yet she could feel it at the bottom of her old backpack like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Though, anybody looking to search her backpack would have to have zero sense of smell, because it reeked. Whatever the Primaterre soldiers had done to it, it was simultaneously making her sick and thankful for the world's greatest camouflage.
They'd returned her old clothes as well. Dirty, smelly, and thoroughly disgusting, but at least she wore a Primaterre jumpsuit underneath, its grey material warm and snug against her skin. It wasn't enough to make her comfortable about going to Nexus, but it helped - and so did Cassimer's continued instruction.
"This line of Eclipse Compacts is infamously prone to jamming. I replaced the stock recoil rod with a custom job, but it may still experience failure to fire. The built-in target assist is too basic to do you much good. Better to take your time and trust your instincts."
She listened patiently as he explained to her how her own gun worked. She'd carried the piece for protection and hunting for nearly eight months now, and there was little she didn't know about it, and little that she needed to be taught about aiming. Cassimer knew that, of course. And so she listened not to the words he was saying but the words he couldn't say, and when the dunes rumbled to herald the arriving train and he could delay no longer, she smiled and thanked him.
The station was empty, but a clutch of passengers huddled on the train, nervously eyeing the spot where the Conductor had once stood watch. One man rolled a handful of batteries in his palm, biting the thumb of his other hand thoughtfully.
Blood, old and dried, spattered the aisle. Her own, perhaps, or Cassimer's. In the Epona, Lucklaw had given into boastfulness, describing at length the death of the Ever Onward, and how he'd piloted a shuttle from the imploding arc ship. It felt strange to have survived such a cataclysmic event without remembering a single thing about it.
She chose the seat where Cassimer had once sat. The screws anchoring it to the floor had come loose, and it listed and sagged. Every spring in the seat was shot, eating uncomfortably into her thighs. She didn't mind, pulling her legs up and leaning her head against the window, against cool glass or an armoured shoulder.
The train careered down the tunnels - too fast for comfort, in more ways than one. She'd be in Nexus sooner than she'd like, and this time all alone. The soldiers didn't know what it was like in the small spaceport, not really, and that was partially her fault. She hadn't told them everything. Hadn't told them why she'd been forced to scavenge in old tunnels where drifters and spiders roamed.
She hadn't told them because it would've changed nothing - except perhaps making it harder for Cassimer to make the necessary call.
Metal jangled behind her, and she turned her head, hand edging towards her gun. The man with the batteries had dropped them into the Conductor's bucket and was sheepishly slinking back to his seat. He wasn't the first passenger to do so, either - the bucket was half-full with scrap and greets.
She couldn't help but smile. Tell people a scary story enough times and they didn't just believe it, didn't just accept it, but took it deep into their bones. So ingrained was their fear that even when the monster proved non-existent, they still felt compelled to feed it.
But fear wasn't what she wanted to feed, and a few clumsy commands later, the first notes of Neave Crescent Creek - Gallow's Corner - Gap in the Fence (track 1) began to play. A song inside her head, a melody just for her, and a little bit of something not unlike happiness.
◆◆◆
 
"Hey. Hey. Hey girl." A man in a stained and threadbare rags trailed behind her as she crossed the platform. He clutched at her, trying to grab her sleeve, but his fingers were warped with arthritis, knotting uselessly inside his palms. "Nice girl. Lonely girl."
Easy to ignore, easy to walk past, because he was weak and in Nexus, that made him less than nothing. He'd hassled the other passengers for scraps - food, salvage, anything they could spare - before his eyes had turned on Joy and lit up with hope.
She pulled away from him without a word and willed herself to be ice and steel, because there were others in the station who frightened her worse. The cluster of men by the old ticket machine, whose hushed discussion silenced momentarily as they scanned the new arrivals. The feral-eyed girl who was ostensibly selling fried greets, but watched her customers with a hungry gleam. Searching for opportunity. Searching for weakness. Smelling out the fresh.
"Beware," croaked the old beggar lady at the exit. "Beware the Driver."
Joy took a handful of scrap from her backpack and dropped it in the beggar's cup. "For a tale well-spun."
Morning light filtered in through the force field, the air fuzzy with floating lichen spores and dust motes. A few of the other train passengers were already disappearing into Nexus's labyrinthine alleys, their footsteps soft on lichen-covered ground. A patrol of armed men, whose red armbands marked them as the mayor's guards, patrolled the square outside the train station, but that didn't make it safe. Not for Joy.
Nexus wasn't completely dysfunctional. There was structure and there was industry, and sometimes it masqueraded as an approximation of civilised society, but that just made it even more dangerous. That had made her believe that it was a city like any other, with law and order and good citizens.
Voirrey and Duncan had found their places quickly enough, putting their skills to use, but Joy hadn't been so lucky. She was young and pretty, and every suggestion she'd made had been rejected in favour of the obvious.
It had been bearable at first. The unwanted comments and lewd propositions had been shocking, but she hadn't been afraid. Not until the touching started. The pawing hands in the marketplace. The people following her through dark alleys. The eyes staring in through Voirrey's clinic windows. The patients who came in for examinations, only, there was nothing wrong with them - they'd just come to gawk at the new girl.
Then one day a man had shoved her against the corrugated wall of a shelter and demanded that she get on her knees. She'd told him no and he had let go of her arms, stepped away and then balled up his fist and punched her.
Next thing she could remember, Voirrey had stood over her, locked in a shouting match with the mayor. The mayor had agreed that the man had crossed a line, as physical assault was not permitted in the marketplace, and that he would be punished for it.
And what about Joy? She needs protection.
The only protection in Nexus is to be taken or to be strong. It's up to her which one she chooses.
In the end, Voirrey had chosen for her. She had packed Joy's backpack with what survival gear and rations the doctor could scrounge up, and then told her to leave Nexus.
When help arrives, we'll find you. We won't leave you, I promise, but you can't stay in Nexus.
But here she was, once more under the shadow of the spaceport's skeletal dome.




34. Joy

At dusk, Hal returned for his third shift.
Joy watched him enter the generator hut at the base of the force field tower and set her timer. Seconds began to tick away in the corner of her vision. With any luck, he'd spend ninety minutes in there, just like he had twice before that day. That'd make his movements nice and predictable.
She'd been to the generator a few times before, in Duncan's company. He'd tried to offer his assistance, but the local maintenance crew had reacted with suspicion rather than gratitude, and Duncan's abrasive personality had quickly made him persona non grata. Back then, there had been more than one man taking care of the generator - and there had been guards, too.
But the whole town was more quiet than usual. The marketplace bloomed with light, but Joy had hardly seen a soul all day. She'd made her way to the force field tower without issue and had found a vantage-point-slash-hiding-place on the corroding roof of a shed. Before she'd climbed up, she'd had a look inside, and the shed wasn't just empty; it was abandoned. Half-empty cups sat on the pallet that served as a table, along with a plate of food slimy with mould. On Cato, not finishing dinner was the sort of crazy that even drifters would shake their heads at.
It was the kind of strange that made her thoughts stray to ghost ships and lost colonies. With every creak of the corrugated roof, she held her breath, afraid of having alerted whatever had come for the people who'd lived in the shed. Silly, of course - Nexus was so small that if some mysterious killer was snatching people from their homes, everybody would know about it, everybody would be talking about it, and Hal wouldn't walk into the shadows under the force field tower quite so casually.
Hal wasn't his real name. Well - probably not. There was always a chance that it might be, just as there was a chance that she was sitting on top of the shed equivalent of the Mary Celeste, but Hal was the name she'd picked for him.
It was the beard, mostly. Long and scraggly, a Viking throwback that fell to graze his belly button. She'd met only one man with a beard like that before, and his name had been Hal Missenden. He and Finn had met during training for their security guard licenses, but while Finn had gone on to land the cushy corporate job at Hierochloe, Hal had ended up taking work on the oil refineries on Phobos. Six months on, six months off, with more money than Finn's job paid, but every time Hal came back from a rotation, his face had deeper lines, his beard more grey streaks, and his blood significantly higher alcohol levels.
Nexus-Hal looked like he'd done a hundred rotations on Phobos. His broad shoulders sloped, arms loose at his sides, face set in a permanent grimace. A man bereft of hope, resentful of his fate.
A shrill klaxon blared across the rooftops of Nexus, and sudden red light washed the courtyard crimson. The door to the generator hut opened, and Hal stepped outside, turning to look upwards. Joy's fingers, numb with cold, tightened around the grip of her gun.
Please don't see me. Please don't hurt me. Please don't make me hurt you.
But Hal wasn't looking for her. His gaze fixed on the sky where the stars shone a little brighter and a little bigger than usual.
Except they weren't stars.
On the other side of Nexus, by the landing pads next to the marketplace, more lights switched on, brilliant whiteness flooding the night sky as the old spaceport crackled to life.
It was a ship, just like she'd hoped for so long. A ship, painted red and black. A ship, its hull bedazzled with gaudy blinking lights.
It was the ship that Duncan had sold the Ever Onward's location for. He had wanted it to be their escape, but now that it had come, it would carry none of them to safety.
Hal spat on the ground. He'd barely even looked at the ship, his focus on the sky. The blue shimmer of the force field had gone, and Hal stared at where it should be as if he was afraid that it might not come back online. As if he had no idea how to fix it if it didn't.
He went back to the hut and pushed the door closed. After another morose look at the sky, he disappeared down one of the many alleyways.
Good. The cold was starting to get to Joy. Even the Primaterre jumpsuit underneath her rags couldn't keep up with the subzero-and-dropping temperature. She climbed down the side of the shed, as quietly as she could, and dashed across the shadow-webbed courtyard and into the darkness inside the tower's four massive legs.
The door wouldn't budge. She shrugged the backpack from her shoulder. Lucklaw had stuffed it full of scrap, for that authentic scavenger look, but the real treasure lay underneath the junk: the disruptor device, ration bars, water canteens, and a flashlight.
She flicked the light on. The generator hut had once been protected by a high-tech security door. A retinal scanner still sat on the wall, but its screen was dark and cracked, and a rat's nest of wires poked out the back of it. The door showed signs of having been forced open and then repaired; all of its sophisticated security measures rendered useless. The only thing keeping it locked now was a rusty padlock that looked like something straight out of a history book, meant to keep prisoners in a dungeon or a pirate's treasure chest safe. Just a lump of metal - and more than enough to keep her out.
She'd need tools to break or cut her way in, and apart from the flashlight and a knife, her Hierochloe gun was all she had - and it was loaded with frangible bullets, designed for safe use inside a spaceship. They would shatter on impact, useless against the lock.
Cassimer? She texted his name across the open team channel. No response, not even a curt correction. Commander, he'd said, and it made sense, but it was difficult to call him that when the name on the tip of her tongue was Constant.
She tried again, still getting used to the idea of typing by thinking, and her HUD informed her that no team members were in comms range. She was all alone, and not even Imaginary Finn had any advice to offer. He had been quiet for a while, which she'd chalked up to her keeping company with the Primaterre. With them, she was a little less lonely, a little less mad. But maybe she was beginning to forget what her brother sounded like. Beginning to forget what he would say.
"No," she whispered. "No, I know what you'd say. Be prepared, Joy. That's what you'd say. Be prepared to do what's necessary, because you're all you have."




35. Cassimer

After days of grey plains, the landscape gave way to a maze of ruins where lightning glass slicked the sides of crumbling buildings. The dust piled high, as soft and feathery as the first snow of winter. Here and there, the sensors picked up lighter patches indicating sink holes, some several hundred metres deep. Their straight-forward journey became an agonising meander, and before too long, the Epona's engines choked under the strain.
They dug her out, but it took Hopewell a good hour to get the Epona going again. Through misty twilight, they kept going, the vehicle's progress aided by Cassimer and Florey's strength. Side by side, in dust that swallowed them to their waists, the commander and gunner put their shoulders to the Epona and pushed.
At first, it was a welcome distraction. Far better than being a passenger with nothing to do but sit in silence as thoughts scratched and clawed. Among the ruins of the city, at least he had purpose and focus, and the simple company of Florey. Where the gunner's friendship with Hopewell was light-hearted and personal, his relationship to Cassimer was one of long silences, born not out of awkwardness but kinship. Florey was a soldier through and through, loyal and competent. He said nothing because nothing needed to be said. A good man, and so too was the silence.
But the road was long and the gloom of dead dreams was imposing. The Epona slowly rolled past a leaning tower block where the wind whistled through darkly-glaring windows. Tattered curtains wrapped around frames like burial shrouds and the Epona's floodlights illuminated peeling wallpaper. Glimpses of history, and Cassimer's imagination brushed the dust from the pieces, carefully excavating the past. The tower block groaned as its spine straightened. The curtains hung in windows warm with light and flower boxes. The dead city's sounds - creaking metal and wind-whipped brick - faded, replaced with distant music and laughter. The sounds of the living and the unafraid, of those who had seen promise in the stars.
Had Joy lived in such a building? He hated that he didn't know. Hated himself for not asking. Had the others? Did Hopewell know what manner of place Joy had called home? Did Lucklaw know what she liked to do, what she liked to eat, how she liked to dress?
He imagined one of the apartments as hers and filled the darkness with light, the window frame with glass and the flower box with vivid colour. The wind caught the curtains, and for a moment, he saw her. Smiling, glowing, as warm as a sunrise.
He lacked the pieces to complete the picture, and though none of what he imagined felt right or true, he kept toying with the fantasy, shifting details around. Anything to distract himself from the truth.
"If you wanted to keep her safe, you shouldn't have made her a soldier." Rhys's voice, shattering the good silence. Only the fact that the medic had the decency to keep his comments to a private channel stopped Cassimer's temper from turning jagged.
"You wanted to leave her to die." Couldn't keep the rumble of accusation from his voice. Logic told him that Rhys had acted with the team's best interest in mind, perhaps even with mercy. But emotion screamed louder, shouting that there could be no logic, no forgiveness. To Cassimer's heart, Rhys had in that moment been the enemy, and even now, it held a grudge. A small, seething thing that burned and scraped whenever he looked at the medic.
"I'm just wondering what you were expecting. You know what the job is. You think that because you're wearing armour I can't tell you're driving yourself crazy? Regret, concern - doesn't matter - you knew you were offering her a dangerous life. Possibly a very short one."
"She's more than capable. I wouldn't have offered her the opportunity otherwise."
"So was Abergavenny. So was Copenhagen."
"Look, Rhys; whatever it is you want from me, this is not the time. Focus on the mission."
"But you're not focused, are you? And when we rendezvous with Joy, where will your thoughts go? I watched you on the Ever Onward, saw how with every step of the way, you became more and more wrapped up in her. I get it, I do - there are some girls you meet that you can't get out of your head."
"You have no idea what you're talking about." Joy wasn't in his head; she was in his veins and under his skin and in his every breath. But his bones were Primaterre and their marrow, duty. Watching her disappear into the train station had been proof that he could still do his job. He could still make the sacrifices and the hard calls.
"Sure I do. One smile from her hits you better than any stim, doesn't it? An easy thing, to exchange one addiction for another."
The small, seething thing flared. In his newly repaired hand, fresh tissue protested as he clenched his fists.
"Commander, I'm seeing movement on the sensors," Hopewell reported over the team channel. The lieutenant was still in the driver's seat after fifteen hours straight. Florey had offered to take over, but she'd declined - on account of you being a worse driver than my blind aunt - and Cassimer had let her be. Better to keep her busy at the wheel than fidgeting in the back.
He stopped and signalled for Florey to do the same. The city was quiet. Even the wind had abated, leaving the night as clear as Cato nights got. The Epona's sensors, linked to his HUD, glowed bright with contacts approaching from six o'clock.
Florey, scope pressed to his visor, swept his rifle in a wide arc. "I've got nothing."
"Lucklaw, can you make sense of these readings?" The band of contacts was a kilometre deep and several more wide. It was a ribbon of green, hot and bright and closing in fast. It'd take an army of thousands, but thousands couldn't stay hidden from sight.
He hoisted his own rifle to his shoulder and panned it across the cityscape. Caught a glimpse of fluttering curtains and his skin prickled at the memory of Joy's touch, and at the hope of a life that could be lived behind such a window.
In the dead city, nothing stirred, but heavy clouds towered on the horizon.
"Sensor malfunction?" Lucklaw suggested, reluctant and anxious. "It's that or an invisible army. Or one giant creature. Either way, it's less than five klicks out, so we should be seeing something."
"Weather report?"
"No electrical interference. No significant drop in temperature. Looks clear."
Except it didn't. No matter what Lucklaw's data said, a darkness was rolling in from the south.
"All right. Everybody back in the Epona until we know what we're dealing with."
"Hang on, Commander," Florey, walking a few paces out, said. "Got something. See it, in the shadow of the listing tower block?"
A wave-like pattern of ripples in the dust. Brittle grass swaying in the wind. But no grass grew on Cato and as his sight adjusted to the distance, the field became a roiling mass of scratching and skittering legs.
He slammed the Epona's door shut as soon as Florey made it inside. The seal hissed and a red light indicated that the locks were engaged, but it didn't seem enough.
"Poney's good to go, Commander. Have to take it slow, though." Hopewell pressed her foot to the accelerator. Smoke and dust puffed against the windows. "What's going on out there?"
"Spiders," Florey said.
Hopewell laughed. "Real funny. Be serious, Floz."
"Less than a kilometre out now." Lucklaw's hands trembled as he buckled himself in next to Cassimer. "We'll be all right, though. It's not like they can breach the Epona. Can they?"
"Even if they did, they'd have to be some pretty mean spiders to even scratch your armour. Relax, kid," said Rhys, who didn't sound relaxed at all.
"Earth have mercy." Hopewell, shaking her head, pushed the accelerator a little harder. "You know, for a moment I thought Cato might actually start to grow on me - nice and quiet, sandy like the biggest beach I ever saw, but never bloody mind."
The Epona pulled away from the oncoming horde, turning from ruined buildings into a featureless valley nestled between two mountain ridges. When they'd planned their route, Joy had pointed out a mining complex set within the eastern ridge. A potential shelter from storms, but only in an absolute emergency, she'd said, explaining that the one time she had ventured out there, through a maze of slime-coated sewers, she'd found the complex replete with salvage. The place looked untouched.  On Cato, that's a lot scarier than any amount of bone piles.
A fair assessment, but he passed the coordinates to Hopewell nonetheless. Spiders didn't constitute an emergency, but whatever they were running from might. He wanted to believe that the darkness on the horizon was only a storm, and that the spiders were only spiders. But like demons, they were creatures of shadow, hiding in corners to spin webs and confusion. On the Hecate, the clawing hands had been human, but their touch on his skin had been much like the scratching of spider legs.
Clear your mind. Perceive the moment.
The auto-chaplain's soothing green text filled his vision. Yes. All right. The moment. The rumble of the Epona. The occasional hitch of the engine. The outside view, so dark that Hopewell had switched on all the floodlights, and fulgurite trees cast long, thorny shadows across the valley floor. A rhythmic pattering on the roof.
"Spiders?" Lucklaw looked up.
"Rain," Cassimer said, and as the dust on the Epona's windshield turned to sludge and the wheels screamed for traction, he understood how much worse their situation was about to get.  




36. Joy

The landing pad bathed in the light of hundreds of diodes decorating the ship's hull with the image of a flame-licked phoenix. The diodes switched on and off, animating the flames and the phoenix's unfurling wings.
Around the pad, the long-dormant spaceport had begun to wake. Garbled text scrolled across departure and arrival screens. A soft-voiced public announcement played on repeat, reminding newcomers to pass through decontamination.
But these newcomers paid no heed to instructions. Tattooed and branded, they emerged from the ship's airlock, regarding the surroundings with suspicion and hostility. Twelve in total, all wearing BALLISTIC REACTIVE PERSONAL DEFENCE ARMOUR -
- Joy winced as her HUD's sudden intrusion made her temples throb. No cause for concern, Cassimer had said. A side effect that would pass in time, Rhys had said. Just relax, Lucklaw had said, with a tiny smirk.
Easier said than done. She blinked away the text that wasn't really text, but words shunted straight into her brain, and tried to follow Lucklaw's advice. Intel was important, and Cassimer would want to know all about the RebEarthers. Might need to know, although she hoped it wouldn't come to that.
The dozen men were all heavily armed. Assault rifles, handguns, shotguns - even grenade launchers. Her HUD provided names for each, and she tried to memorise them.
Nexus locals crowded the edges of the landing pad, wide-eyed and mistrustful of the strangers. It was hard to understand why they weren't running to the ship, pleading to be taken off-planet.
Hal wasn't so shy. He slipped alongside the ship, careful not to get spotted, unaware that he was already being watched. She'd caught up to him a few turns from the landing pads, staying quiet and low. She liked to think that living in the tunnels had made her stealthy, but in truth, it was in her nature to slip unseen through life.
Of course, that wasn't good enough anymore. He had the key to the generator hut, and she needed it. A simple equation for someone like Cassimer. No doubt he would've had the key by now, and Hal would be lying in an alley, unconscious or worse. For her, it wasn't so simple, and she'd been given no instructions on how to deal with such obstacles. That, it struck her now, was perhaps the whole point. The commander wanted her to find her own way.
The crowd parted to let the mayor through, flanked by his personal guard of thugs. Undercity prowlers, the lot of them, thin and sharp-eyed. The mayor's belly rested heavily on his belt, but while his hard-earned privilege might have put meat on his bones, it had also made him twice as mean and paranoid.
One of the RebEarth men stepped forward, greeting the mayor with a familial wave.
Joy pulled her hood down over her face and began to pick her way through the crowd. The destruction of the Ever Onward had ensured the demise of any RebEarther who might recognise her, but they weren't the only people she'd like to avoid.
"...don't want any trouble, Captain." The mayor's voice. Joy approached as close as she dared, doing her best to look natural, which instantly made her feel completely obvious.
"We're not here to cause trouble. Not for you."
"You're here for the Primaterre."
"We're here for vengeance." The RebEarth captain wore the same black-and-red armour as his crew, but the jumpsuit underneath it was pure white. It had a hood, a fringe of ribbons falling from it to obscure his face. "The Primos are few in number but high in value. Tell us where to find them and we'll have what we came for."
"We allow your people to hide here, but this is not your world. Not your home. If you fail to take your vengeance, what's to say that they won't reap their own on us, we who harbour their enemies?"
"The Primaterre love only death and destruction. Their presence on Cato doesn't bode well for your community. Impure, they'll call it, and impure they'll call you, just before they put a bullet in your brain. They're a problem for all of us, so let's solve it together."
"You want to solve a problem for us? Then you can start by disconnecting your shuttle's systems from the spaceport." Hal stood in the shadow of the ship, wiping greasy hands on his overalls. His pockets bulged in a way they hadn't before. "You're keeping the force field from reactivating. If the generator cools down, it might never restart."
The RebEarth captain frowned like a nobleman who'd just been addressed by a beggar. Odd, for a terrorist and wanted criminal. "I'd like permission to bring the rest of my men down from orbit first."
"More men?" The mayor sounded as anxious as Joy felt.
"Got thirty on the shuttle, along with three vehicles, and another fifty men waiting on our ship. Like I said, we're not here to cause trouble. This is going to be quick and clean."
Thirty plus fifty. The simplest of maths, equalling the worst of conclusions. Even Cassimer and his team had their limits.
"Don't care about you or your men," Hal said. "I care about this town. Care about what's coming."
"What's coming?" The captain looked bemused.
"Can't you smell it? A freshness on the wind. A weight on your brow." Hal held his hand out, palm up. "The season changes."
"Whatever," said the captain. "Have I got permission or not? We didn't come here empty-handed; we've got plenty of things to trade and share."
"All right," the mayor said, ignoring Hal's vocal and extremely rude disapproval. "Welcome to Nexus."
He and the captain shook hands, and as they did, a sound began to fill the spaceport. Tapping, rapid and hollow, familiar and yet alien to the environment. Joy looked up, and droplets of water spattered her face, making her blink against the dark sky.
Rain. Light and tentative at first, but soon growing to a downpour. It washed dust and lichen from rooftops, turning streets to ruddy slurry. The winds blew it sideways through Nexus, and in the lights of the shuttle, the drops were rubies and diamonds, rich and heavy, gathering in swelling lines on the undersides of cranes and cables.
The locals had gone to seek shelter, but Joy stood in the rain, cupping her hands to let the water pool. Grey with silt, not clear at all, but neither was Martian rain. Only Earth had rain as clear as crystal, and there, according to Finn, the rolling hills of Somerset drank the water until the soil was fat and dark; until the grass grew green and glittering with dew, and the moors bloomed with white rock rose and teasel.
Rain was life. She opened her hands and let the water trickle onto Cato's dust. Perhaps it wasn't such a dead world after all. Perhaps pink-tipped mallow and butter-yellow brittlebush would burst from its plains. Perhaps the delicate scent of creosote bushes would soon drift over oasis-dimpled dunes.
Rain was life, and rain was hope.




37. Cassimer

The rain turned the plains into marshland. The Epona skidded across sludge and down wobbling dunes, its wheels grinding through a roiling tangle of spiders. Hopewell had switched on the electrical defence system, and smoke billowed in their wake as mud crusted and fell in brittle chunks from the vehicle. Ash-coated legs scribbled confused lines across windows and camera lenses, clinging on even as the EDS fried them to husks.
"In the interest of full disclosure," Hopewell said through gritted teeth, as eight-legged tumbleweeds rolled across the windscreen, "you should know that I'm bloody terrified of spiders."
"No mention of arachnophobia in your file," Rhys said.
"Right, because when I was applying to join one of the most elite companies in the galaxy, I was going to put 'scared of spiders' on the form."
The Epona came to a shuddering stop, warning lights painting the interior crimson. Hopewell swore. A torrent of mud washed over the windscreen as the wheels turned, but the vehicle didn't budge. Then came the scratching and scraping - on the roof and under the floor, on the walls and skittering down the windows; a wave of darkness overtaking the Epona. Hopewell swore again and tried to reverse. Something in the engine block made a chunking sound and smoke filled the interior, dark and tacky.
"Earth have mercy." Lucklaw looked sickly behind his firmly sealed visor.
"EDS down," Hopewell said. "Electronics are compromised. Engine sensors are reporting fires."
"Hopewell, Florey, let's see what we can do. Lucklaw, you're in charge of the Epona. Do nothing without Hopewell's instruction." As soon as the two gunners were in position, Cassimer yanked the door open.
A writhing mass of spiders fell from the door, landing wetly in mud. Many more came pouring in. Little green lights on his HUD, not so terrifying - but then somebody switched their suit lights on.
Fat bodies brushed against his boots, pale-bristled legs moving tentatively across the floor. Spiders the size of mice and spiders the size of rabbits. A few were larger still, waddling as they dragged pearl-like clusters of eggs.
Hopewell made a strange little noise, and Cassimer could feel the mood turn, could feel irrational terror sink its talons into the team.
"Let's get this done." Biting back his own fear, he jumped into the sucking mud. He sank deep, all the way to his knees, but the spiders were faring worse. Their flight had turned to struggle, and all around he saw them drown, saw them pull their own legs off in desperate attempts to get out of the mud, saw them curl up and die.
He waded towards the front of the Epona, Florey and Hopewell following closely behind. The ground was saturated, and the rainwater had begun to pool. Only inch-high now, but rising fast, and the gorge they were in made sudden and dreadful sense. Steep mountain ridges on either side, a ravine in the middle - not a valley at all, but a riverbed, thirsty and eager to run thick with rain.
Hopewell wrenched the Epona's hood open. Tiny fires fizzled and died in the rain. White smoke rose in tendrils between frayed wiring and squirming legs. The spiders had made a shelter of the Epona's innards, a colony nesting around the power cell housing, as though they sought its heat. A mesh of cobwebs, black with grease, stretched across the engine.
One spider, its underbelly teeming with spiderlings, crawled up Hopewell's arm and scurried onto her shoulder. Its spindly forelegs tapped her visor, and Hopewell, with admirable restraint and gentleness, closed her gauntleted hand around the spider and set it down in the mud.
"Not going to sugar coat it, Commander - it looks real dire. I'll do what I can. Florey - you keep these bloody critters off me while I work, yeah?"
The Epona's wheels had disappeared below charcoal sludge. Fulgurite branches had etched a criss-cross pattern on the coachwork, and her undercarriage was buckled and taking on water. Cassimer had enlisted before he'd been old enough to drive and while he'd learned the basics in training, cataphracts didn't drive, and commanders rarely needed to. Still, it didn't take an expert to see that there was a good chance they'd have to abandon the Epona.
It wasn't as if he hadn't already considered that particular outcome. Expect the worst and it won't feel as bad when it inevitably happens. Someone had given him that advice once, but he couldn't remember who. Unlikely to be someone from his cataphract days, because cataphracts knew better than that. Cataphracts knew that the worst came like a blindside from a hundred-gun frigate. The worst took the imagined worst outcome and put an unexpected twist on it, the kind of twist that made the worst hurt all the more.
A low rumble rolled through the valley, and he glanced towards the south, expecting lightning to fork across the sky. Through torrential rain, he saw the mountains west of the ruined city quiver and begin to shed bulky layers of soil. Rippling and rushing, the mass poured into the city, dust clogging narrow alleys, mud forcing its way through buildings, cascades of black water streaming from broken windows.
The leaning tower block collapsed under the onslaught. The mudslide swallowed brick and warped metal. Within seconds, the cenotaph of dead dreams was gone.
Cassimer's HUD reported tremors, and through his Hyrrokkin's scope, he saw the state of the surroundings with brutal clarity. Water poured in runnels down the craggy mountainsides, stripping moss green fulgurite and jogging loose boulder-sized clods of soil. The riverbank was sloughing its old skin to make way for the new waters.
"Hopewell, is the Epona ready to go?"
The lieutenant looked up, eyebrows arched behind her translucent visor. "Negative. Give me another hour, and I might be able to patch her up."
"No time. The mountain's about to come down on us." He pulled the Epona's door open, his suit lights falling on Rhys as the medic stomped a spider. Dark stains spattered the vehicle's interior, and dribbling spider corpses were stacked in a pile behind the seats. Disgusting, and under any other circumstances, Rhys'd be spending the rest of the journey scrubbing the Epona clean. "We'll cover the rest of the distance on foot. Grab your gear."
The tremors turned to quakes, and when Lucklaw, last to leave, exited the Epona, the choppy waters lapped their waists. The comms specialist took one look at the surroundings and muttered for mercy.
"Let's go," Cassimer said. Had to be calm; had to stand firmer than the mountains. "Hopewell, you've got the coordinates for the mining complex?"
She nodded, sharing them with the team. On each of their HUDs, a glowing dot marked the location. "Less than two klicks away."
"Landslide might trap us in there. We've no way of knowing if there are any other exits," Florey said.
"We first met Somerset in an old mining complex. She accessed that via old sewage tunnels. Stands to reason this place would be connected to a similar system."
"Stands to reason that torrential rain might flood old sewage tunnels."
Florey made good points, and a selfish voice in the back of Cassimer's mind added another: Hunkering down in the mining complex would add hours, if not days, to their ETA. If they had to dig their way out, or traverse unknown tunnel networks, there was no telling how long it would take. Days. Weeks. Maybe more. The team were equipped to survive that - but Joy was alone in hostile territory.
He'd once judged Duncan and Voirrey for deserting Joy. As he'd watched her disappear into the train station, he'd told himself that his orders for her were different, that as a soldier, she had the support of the Primaterre and the team even if they were separated by hundreds of kilometres, that the mission would give her the focus she needed to survive. But in truth, because of him, she was more alone than ever. He'd loved her from the moment he saw her, and he'd made her walk into danger and darkness alone. For the mission - and to convince himself that he could still make the hard calls.
And now he had to make another one.
"The mining complex is our best chance." The mountain ridges were growing fat and quivery. Before too long, the dead river would run once more. "Double-check your coordinates. Stay in close formation. Do not let anybody fall behind."
He took point, leading the team in a wedge formation through the swelling tide. The entrance to the mining complex was an unassuming concrete building at  the base of the eastern ridge. There'd be a door, Joy had said, leading to a reception area overlooking a deep excavation site. Elevators descended into the pit where a tunnel, large enough to drive mining equipment through, bored into the mountain.
When you told me about Xanthe, it was that pit I was picturing, she'd said. The deep and the dark, but the silence most of all. It seemed so complete, as though it had to be intentional. As though something in the pit was doing its very best to stay quiet, just long enough to lure prey within reach.
In his own nightmares, Xanthe was hell in flux. Whispers in the hiss of thermogenic methane escaping cracks in gold-speckled walls. Noxious geysers, where bubbles burst with a shriek. Heat, humid and all-consuming. Chaos painted yellow, a cacophony of laughter and screams and slithering corruption.
 Never silent - but Joy's description had unsettled him then, and unsettled him still. The Hecate had become noise and disarray, but before that, had it not been silent? Had he not gone to sleep that night to the sound of nothing but humming engines? In that silence, the demons had been watching and waiting for a moment to strike. For an impure thought to weaken a mind. For prey to come within reach.
Visibility had dropped to zero; he couldn't see his own hands, couldn't hear the sound of his own breath over the relentless drumming of rain. The ground was as slippery as it was treacherous; several times, he put his foot down only to find no solid footing and had to pull himself free. As the ground churned, more and more sinkholes opened up, sensors showing gaping maws and shafts between the skeletal framework of the buried city.
Their march became a slog, and when Hopewell fell, she couldn't get up, sinking deeper into a pocket of quicksand with her every effort.
Cassimer ordered Rhys and Lucklaw to keep going to secure the complex entrance. Under his feet, the ground bucked and rolled, and he knew that the mountains had begun to collapse. Behind - ahead - all around, Cato came tumbling down, dark and roaring.
"Florey," Hopewell said, her eyes wide and bright behind her translucent visor. The mud had her from the neck down, but her black-caked arms were slung around Florey's neck. "Not like this, please."
"Not like this," Florey promised, but all his strength and all his love were not enough to pull the lieutenant free.
Unacceptable.
Cassimer waded through the mud, as close as he dared. Hopewell was at the edge of a rapidly widening chasm. She floated, suspended high above city streets.
"I'm going to need you to lean back, Lieutenant."
"I'll sink," she cried, on the cusp of panic, spittle misting her visor.
"Florey's got you, and your suit will keep you safe. You're going to have to trust me on this. Lean back, and you'll float to the surface, making it easier for us to pull you out."
"Yes, Commander." Meek, but that was better than panicked.
Her head was soon swallowed by the black waters, no sign of her but for ripples on the surface. Cassimer reached into the sludge, searching for a leg or a foot to grab. Mud squelched between his fingers. Something large brushed against his hand, and he closed his fist around it, only for the thing to burst. A spider, he thought and knew that it was true, because pale-bodied tangles bobbed all around.
"You should go, Commander." Florey, on a private channel. The gunner was hunched over, his arms buried deep in mud as he held onto Hopewell. "Need to act in the best interest of the mission."
"I am."
"Respectfully, Commander, I disagree."
"Duly noted." His hands closed around something solid and wriggling, and his imagination conjured images of snakes, but his HUD confirmed it to be Hopewell. "Got her."
They pulled Hopewell from the sucking mud and to her feet. The rain was coming down like a solid wall of water, but Lucklaw had made it to the mining complex, and Cassimer's HUD traced the corporal's path like a line of light through the haze and rising sludge.
And then there it was, a grey box of a building protruding from bedrock, and they staggered through its massive doors and into a concrete chamber in a rush of mud.
The pit was flooded,  turned into a frothing cauldron. The foam was tinged red with lichen, and bones bobbed on the water's choppy surface. Lucklaw made a noise of horror, but Cassimer felt only relief. Joy had been right not to go down there, and now the team wouldn't need to, either. Whatever had lain in wait was gone, drowned or -
- or fled into the upper section of the mining complex. He turned his Morrigan's light on the many (too many) corridors leading from the reception hall, and took a deep breath.




38. Joy

One hundred and ninety-one hours fifty-eight minutes. One hundred and ninety-one hours fifty-nine minutes. Joy watched the seconds go by on her HUD, as if this turning of the hours would be the one.
One hundred and ninety-two hours.
Neave Crescent Creek played on repeat in her ears. There had been a lot of screaming during the night. She'd drowned it out with music, volume as high as the earpiece would allow. But now, in the gloom of a Cato sunset, she commanded the music to stop. Then she waited.
Waited and waited. Listened to nothing but silence until it became nearly as bad as the screaming. Any second now, she was sure, there'd be a call for her over the comms.
In her own opinion, she'd done well so far. Even Imaginary Finn had offered a compliment or two as she'd snuck around town, gathering intel and making a plan. The arrival of the RebEarthers had shot the original plan to pieces. Visitors were relegated to the undercity, and the entrance nearest the landing pads - the entrance she'd recommended the team use - was crowded with men in red-and-black armour. Busy smoking and drinking, mainly, but that didn't make their numbers or guns any less of an obstacle.
The RebEarth presence did have its advantages, though. The Nexus locals either flocked to them to socialise and trade - she'd seen one of Keeva's men there, the big grin on his face indicating that the greet-shine business was booming - or they hid in their ramshackle homes, staying well clear of the strangers. Nobody cared much about one rag-cloaked girl when the circus was in town.
She'd used that advantage to follow Hal around. In order to get the key, learning his routine was, well, key. Fortunately, Hal was a man of habit. Once, he'd gone to the market place, and once, he'd gone to the spaceport, skulking around the RebEarth ship until the guards chased him off. But for the most part, he did his three shifts at the generator hut and between shifts, he stayed at home - which had turned out to be a shuttle in better condition than most of the vessels in Nexus. Clean too, with not a spot of corrosion. It was large enough to house several families, but in all her time watching Hal, she'd seen no one else come or go.
So that was step two of the plan sorted: break into Hal's home and get the key.
Burglary is a pretty big step up the criminal career ladder for a girl who's never even jaywalked.
"It's not crime, Finn. It's a mission." Still, he was right. Her skin prickled with anxiety just thinking about doing something wrong, and if she got caught, she was bound to die of embarrassment if nothing else.
But first, it was time for step one.
◆◆◆
 
Soft light streamed from the barred windows of Voirrey's clinic. Long past sunset now, but not past doctor's hours, because Joy could hear voices. Voirrey's, curt and clipped. Her assistant Sumner was in there too, and at least one other man, whose voice, plaintive and self-pitying, was oddly familiar.
"...kind of a doctor are you anyway? I've got bits falling off me and all you do is..."
"Keep you alive. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you seek medical care elsewhere."
Joy crept alongside the building towards a small window. It didn't really matter who was in there, because she'd have to wait for them to leave regardless, but she was sure she knew that voice.
"Stand up," Voirrey ordered her patient. Metal clanged, deep and dull, and the ground shook. Joy stumbled backwards, hitting the wall of the neighbouring shed. That sound was more than familiar. That sound was learned terror and remembered desperation. It was the sound of an Ereshkigal suit on the move, and though her instinct was to run, she couldn't.
Steeling herself, she tiptoed to the window.
Andrew Scarsdale was alive. Or something close to it - he turned his face towards the light, and Joy had to bite her lip to stop herself from crying out. The Ereshkigal suit might've protected him from impact and fire, but radiation had got the better of it.
Clusters of cherry-sized blisters deformed his face. One of the remaining patches of hair on his head had slid downwards, sprouting awkwardly above his left eyebrow. His retinas had peeled, laying bare the implants in his eyes, two silver orbs growing larger as the light hit them. The Ereshkigal suit was dented and scuffed, its paint-job flaked away to reveal the plain grey underneath, but looked otherwise intact. The cuirass had been removed to allow Voirrey to treat and examine the man, and the naked torso within was a milky blue. Thin skin stretched across ribs pounded by the violent beat of his overworked heart.
That's the downside to a suit like that. Keeps you alive longer than you wish it would. Rhys's words echoed in her memory, and her chest tightened with sudden need for him and the others. Where were they? Seventy-two hours, Cassimer had said, but her HUD told her it had been more than one hundred and ninety-six, and she couldn't stop worrying about the commander who'd kissed her like nobody else ever had, like -
- like he loved her -
- and she pushed that thought away, because with every passing second, new horrors occurred to her (the Epona fell down a mineshaft/they were struck by lightning/drifters made blankets out of their skin). Unbearable and stupid, because she was the one not two metres away from Scarsdale.
Couldn't afford to worry about the others when death was so close she could smell it.
"Don't get smart with me, Doc. I'm not in the mood," Scarsdale said.
"I'm not being 'smart', and frankly, neither are you. My medical opinion is that you should get on that fancy ship of yours and fly to the nearest hospital. You're dying. I can slow it down, and I can mitigate the symptoms, but staying on Cato is signing your own death warrant."
"You just keep the happy-drugs flowing and let my suit worry about the rest. It'll keep me alive."
"Yes, it's a remarkable piece of technology. But not miraculous."
"Can't leave yet. Not until I get the Primo bastard that killed my crew." Scarsdale touched his face, his fingers coming away dark with inked skin, the spectres of tattoos on his fingertips. "When I find him, I'm going to..."
"I believe you described your vengeful desires in vivid detail during your last appointment. You also told me that you already shot the man several times, crushed his hand and broke his spine. Sounds like a dead man to me. Sounds like you're killing yourself chasing a ghost."
"Worse than a ghost. An aberration. They don't die like you or me, the Primaterre. I put a bullet in a Primo's head once. Close range too; found a bit of his brain inside my jacket pocket afterwards. Less than a week later, our base was attacked, and who was leading the charge? None other than that very Primo. Hell, I still had that piece of brain - kept it in a jar to show the lads, good bit of fun, yeah - but he didn't seem to miss it one bit."
"So they have excellent medical care. Matters little on Cato."
"They're monsters, Doc. As the Earth has seasons, so too does man. We grow and we blossom, we mature and we die, and from our seed, the new spring is born. The Primaterre seek to destroy this cycle. They keep Mother Earth from us so that our progeny will be shaped in the light of alien stars. They lace their bones and flesh with metal and synthetics, and corruption flows in their blood."
"You have your share of implants," Voirrey said, "and you wear Primaterre armour. A hypocrite as well as a madman, I take it."
A burst of laughter was quickly interrupted by wet coughing. Scarsdale spat bloody phlegm before continuing. "Listen to the mouth on you, Doc. Tell you what, if you were a decade younger, I'd change my mind about not being in the mood."
"How very discriminating for a man who's shedding skin all over my floor." Voirrey stepped back, wiping her hands on her apron. "As for the Primaterre, I do know their kind. Thugs who think wearing a uniform gives them carte blanche, who see orders as a relief from having to bother to think, who blur the lines between 'soldier' and 'murderer' until there is no difference other than in the lies they tell themselves."
"I didn't think the Primaterre were around when you went into cryo-sleep."
"They weren't, but others like them were. Always have been, I imagine, since the very first ape that figured out it could pick on weaker apes. By tooth and nail, rock and club, gun and cannon, they've clawed their way up the evolutionary ladder. You may get dressed, by the way."
As Scarsdale zipped his bodysuit over trembling flesh, Voirrey picked up a pack of cigarettes from a table.
"Mind if I have one?" 
"Go right ahead, Doc."
She pulled one out and lit it, but didn't put it to her lips. Instead, she held it up, her eyes crossing slightly as she watched the tip glow. "My home planet was rife with men like the Primaterre. Men who would report you to the authorities if you wore clothes they didn't like. Men who thought that a woman speaking her mind was more dangerous than any weapon. Men who believed in almost exactly the same things as other men, and also believed that 'almost' was enough to shed blood over. My family fled these men, seeking a new life, but it's not as easy as that. Oh, we left the old world behind, but brought the old ways right along. It became clear to me that if I wanted to truly escape, I had to choose between being a daughter and being free. I shed my kin, my clothes, my traditions and even my name. I loved these things, deeply, but they marked me for what I had once been and no longer wished to be. Faith is a sickness, Andrew, and to rid myself of it, I had to excise it by the root. By my roots."
Voirrey paused to take a drag of the cigarette. When she looked up, there were tears in her eyes. "So I know the damage men like the Primaterre can do. I just don't care for the mystical nonsense. Why dress the truth in fancy clothing when nude is its most beautiful form?"
"Let me put it to you plainly, then. The Primaterre are expansionist pigs who laid waste to my home world in the name of 'human progress'. Two of my brothers are languishing in Primaterre prisons for the crime of protecting themselves and what was theirs; another three are ash and bone." He motioned for Voirrey to pass the cigarette. She gave it to him, and he stuck it between his lips.
"I made them pay, I did. A city for a planet and ten Primo VIPs for every one of my brothers. Not a fair exchange rate, it's true, but a good start. Made a bit of a name for myself too - Andrew Scarsdale, Liberator of Karelia. Not quite a legend, but taking the head of that fucker Cassimer will write my name in the stars, just you wait and see."
"Cassimer. That the name of the ghost you're chasing?"
"At least he claimed it was. Could've been lying, but his cunty attitude seemed about right for a Primaterre hero. I suppose you've never heard of him, but you know those monkeys you were going on about?"
"Apes," Voirrey corrected.
"Yeah, well, you just go ahead and picture the biggest and nastiest ape imaginable, only worse, because at least apes follow their natural instincts. They may be vicious, but they're not insane." Scarsdale handed the cigarette back to Voirrey, who put it between her lips without hesitation. "He's a big deal to the Primaterre. Famous enough that they made a movie about him. Reckon the sequel will get more hits, though. Once we capture this asshole, we're going to live stream his death to every civilised system. I'm voting decapitation, but some of the lads like the idea of immolation. Say it'll be symbolic."
"Sounds barbaric to me."
"That's the whole point, Doc. Most Primos spend their entire lives light-years from anything resembling conflict. My planet was taken from me and, to them, it was just another headline to ignore while browsing the latest celebrity gossip. We suffer while they prosper in ignorance. But when they watch me cut their hero's head off - why, I reckon that'll make them choke on their cereal."
"You'll make him a martyr to their cause."
"Maybe. But the next time they see his face or hear his name, they'll remember that he died like a dog on a distant dust-bowl. And if that could happen to him, it could happen to anyone of them. We're going to take their hero and turn him into an unpleasant reminder."
"Hmm." Voirrey stubbed out the cigarette and the topic of conversation in one smooth move.  "What about the other matter we discussed?"
"Told you, Doc, the deal was for Duncan to help us get the tech from the arc ship. Don't see Duncan and don't see any tech. Deal's off."
"Come on, Andrew."
"Look," Scarsdale said, his voice softening. "If it were up to me, I'd take you with us. Always good to have a doctor around; especially one that isn't stingy with the painkillers. But the captain doesn't want any trouble with the locals. The mayor wants you to stay on, says you're 'one of them', and the captain likes being able to use this dump of a planet as a hidey-hole for our most wanted."
"Fine," said Voirrey, in a tone of voice that meant the exact opposite. "But I have a new deal to offer your captain. A seat on your shuttle in return for information. For instance, I know that Duncan never told you about Joy's arrangement with the Primaterre."
"What arrangement?"
Voirrey ignored the question. "I told him that he'd be better off being honest with you, but he was concerned for Joy's safety. Thought you might not let her come with us if you knew."
"Would've strung her up from the nearest lightning tree."
Voirrey shrugged. "Makes no difference anymore. She died on the Ever Onward -"
"Unconfirmed."
"Please." Voirrey made a face. "If the redhead you saw was Joy, the girl is dead. But her secrets didn't die with her. I can tell you what the Primaterre wanted her to procure. Where she met them. Who she met with. I'm no soldier, but I think that sort of detail might be of use to you. Enough use to earn me a way off this hellhole."
"I could beat the information of you here and now, and then put a bullet in the back of your head for not telling us sooner."
"You could, but then you'd be stuck with Sumner as your doctor." Voirrey indicated her cowering assistant. At the mention of his name, he twitched. "He knows enough to tell an arse from an elbow, but that's about the extent of his abilities."
Scarsdale laughed. "All right, Doc. Let's go speak with the captain."
The clinic's walls shook as Scarsdale made his exit. His massive shape scraped against hovels, and in his wake, Voirrey followed. Her hair was drawn back into a sloppy bun, and her white coat had turned grey with grime. The doctor had sloughed her civilised veneer and surrendered to Cato.
Because she thinks she's alone. Because she thinks her family died with the Ever Onward. Because without them, without you and Duncan, she is forgotten.
"I know, Finn," Joy whispered to the brother who wasn't there. "But I'm going to prove her wrong."
◆◆◆
 
Sumner left the clinic soon after Voirrey and Scarsdale. A little too soon, as though he was in a hurry to pass on what he'd heard. The idea of him whispering in the mayor's ear made Joy worried for Voirrey, but the doctor had chosen to play this dangerous game, and Joy couldn't intervene. Not while she was playing her own game.
The clinic door was locked, of course, but Voirrey wasn't the only person to know a secret or two. There was a loose brick in the floor of the abandoned shack next door, and Joy turned it over to find a spare key. Voirrey could recite medical texts by heart and diagnose hundreds of ailments with little more than a cursory glance, but for the life of her, she could not keep track of keys and always kept a spare nearby.
The clinic was on the same downwards trajectory as Voirrey. The floor was clean, save for the skin and mucus Scarsdale had deposited, and most of the medical instruments looked washed, if not exactly sterilised. But Voirrey no longer organised her meagre shelf of pharmaceuticals alphabetically, and the sink overflowed with dirty dishes and rags. The strict order had gone, replaced by listless chaos.   
Doesn't look so bad to me.
"That's because your apartment is a hovel," she said, deliberately avoiding the past tense. Finn was dead, she knew that, and his apartment was a thousand light-years and a hundred and twenty regular years away, but knowing it wasn't the same as saying it. She would, eventually, just as she'd stop talking to him eventually, but not yet.
The examination table had been pushed aside to accommodate Scarsdale. A giant footprint smudged a tile that Joy knew to be loose. Carefully, she pried it from the floor. There was a safe at the back of the clinic, but Voirrey had said that a safe was nothing but a good way of telling thieves where to find the goods. Instead, she'd hidden her valuables underneath the floor.
"They belong to all of us," Voirrey had once said.
Yes. Back when there had been an us, no matter how loosely defined. Before they'd started losing hope by the bucket load, and before a foreign war had forced them onto different sides. Before Duncan had died.
Four medical containers were all Voirrey had managed to grab from the Ever Onward. The top one was nearly depleted, which was a bit of a surprise. Voirrey's attitude towards the locals was little better than Rhys's - she'd never have got the good stuff out to treat a Nexus regular.
Scarsdale. Joy ran her fingers across the remaining vials of drugs. Fragile. Easy to break. Without them, the Ereshkigal suit might not be enough, and then Scarsdale would never get his peeling hands on Cassimer.
But Voirrey would discover the sabotage and know who'd done it - the only person who could have. Besides, Scarsdale wasn't the mission. Not now and hopefully never.
One jet injector and a vial of sedative were all she needed. Maybe two vials, to be extra safe? She hesitated, then took three. Voirrey would notice their absence in time, but with any luck, everything would be over by then.
One way or another, said Imaginary Finn.
◆◆◆
 
The polished hull of Hal's shuttle gleamed under the low lights of the spaceport. It looked out of place in the boneyard of corroding ships; a sleek shark amongst beached whales. Its airlock gaped open, as always. Joy had hidden inside the decaying cockpit of a Cascade repair ship for two entire nights, and even as the cold had grown unbearable and screams bounced and echoed around the yard, Hal hadn't closed his airlock. Odd. Even Voirrey, the invaluable doctor and favourite of the mayor, wouldn't go to sleep without locking and barring her door. Joy had thought nobody safe on Cato.
A grimy old shower curtain hung from a rail above the airlock. It was brittle to the touch, crackling drily as Joy pushed it aside, but the printed design was still legible. A stylized picture of a copper-and-brick city underneath a dome-shaped blue sky, and below that, the words:
When You've Seen Cato, You've Seen The Universe
Behind the hopefully incorrect shower curtain, a bare corridor continued onwards for about ten metres before forking. It looked safe enough, but her heart pounded so hard she felt dizzy. She took a tentative first step inside.
"Welcome aboard the Esmeduna. Thank you for choosing to travel with Croxteth Connexions," a voice cheerfully announced through a speaker system. Along the corridor floor, light strips turned warmly yellow.
There had to be some way of turning the lights and the noise off, but the buttons on a nearby console did nothing. The only other thing was an unlabelled red lever near the airlock. She hesitated, afraid of what it might do, but then the speakers started playing ambient music. Crossing her fingers and toes, she pulled the lever.
The shuttle shuddered as long-idle mechanisms clicked and spun. A loud hiss came from the airlock as two round doors rolled out and into place. A dusty old display flickered to life, and below a thick layer of grime, the word SEALED glowed.
So much for the element of surprise. She waited at the airlock for a few minutes, one trembling hand around the grip of her gun.
The music faded, but the lights were still on, following her as she moved down the corridor. Croxteth Connexions seemed insistent that none of their passengers spend a single moment in darkness.
Back pressed against the wall, she peeked around the corner. No sign of Hal, but a choice presented itself. Left, down a set of stainless-steel stairs, or right, down a hallway that ended in a set of stairs going up - which seemed an altogether more positive direction.
There were doors on both sides of the corridor. As she approached the first, a display switched on, brightly informing her that this was the passenger seating area, and to please touch her hand to the sensor on the right to open the door.
She knew what Finn would've said (you have to) and what Cassimer would say (you need to), but much as she respected them both, neither man was with her. And so she put the question to herself: do I want to open it?
Yes, came the answer, clear and true. Because I want to know. I've always wanted to know.
One day, when she was five years old and lying sick in the hospital, the nurse had pulled Finn aside to tell him why their parents were running so late. Joy hadn't understood at first. She hadn't understood why Finn suddenly got so angry, why he'd yelled at the nurse until she left the room in tears, why - as soon as the door slammed shut - he'd fallen to his knees. She hadn't understood why, once he could speak again, their parents weren't coming. Why they were dead. Why they had to keep being dead.
Finn had never asked why. When the nurse had returned, flanked by social workers, he'd demanded to know how. They'd not told him much then, of course, but over the years, Finn had pieced it together, bit by bit, laying a grisly puzzle of details until the accident was as clear in his mind as if he'd witnessed it. It was the only mystery that had ever interested him, and he'd pursued the truth as if it would somehow give him the key to stopping tragedy from reoccurring.
But while Finn had lived a life of how (how to be safe/how to be prepared/how to shoot), Joy had never quite stopped wondering why.
She placed her hand on the sensor.
Why did the Ever Onward come to Cato? Why were the cryo pods removed? Why is my brother gone?
Mystery lay behind every door, and she would fling them all open and let the light pour in; truth be her sword and clarity her shield. Finn had taught her how, and she would uncover the why.
The door slid open to a quiet room and a far wall made of glass, presumably to give passengers an impressive view. She dared not step inside. The auto-lights would turn the room into a lightshow, starring her as the main attraction. Instead, she fished the flashlight from her backpack.
Red lichen tumbled from ventilation shafts, feathery tendrils draping across aisles. There were three aisles in total, stretching along the length of the shuttle, enough to accommodate a hundred passengers. The arm-rests had been torn from the closest seats, and a bundle of blankets indicated that someone had slept there. Perhaps more than someone - as Joy stood on her tippy-toes and swept the flashlight across the room, she saw more bundles, some covering human-like shapes.
But the floor was a smooth surface of undisturbed dust, and thick cobweb wove a zigzag pattern inside the door. Wherever Hal had gone, it certainly wasn't the passenger seating area.
The double doors on the opposite side of the corridor were decorated with an image of a crossed spoon and fork.
Cafeteria, the display read, and, to her surprise, and
tax-free store.
She pressed the sensor and the double doors coughed and wheezed as they opened. A puff of stale air, rich with decay, washed over her.
Dead people, she thought, stomach turning in anticipation, there are dead people in there.
Then she turned the flashlight on the room, and it was so much worse than dead people.
A succulent lawn of blood-red lichen grew on the walls and ceiling. Bristled vines crisscrossed the room, looping around overturned furniture. Humid heat emanated from it in waves, and at the centre of the tangle, a woman sat in a chair.
"Hello?" Joy said, unsure of what else to do.
The woman didn't respond. As the light hit her face, her pupils grew until they were dark pools. Dried food crusted her lips; her chin was streaked with more, and her tattered sweater was covered in chunks of greet. A bowl sat on the edge of the table, the handle of a plastic spoon sticking out of it at an angle. The woman's gaze was fixated on it, and her mouth moved as if she was chewing something invisible.
"Are you all right?"
A path had been trodden in the dust, leading from the door to the woman. Somebody was looking after her, feeding her, carefully spooning food into her slack mouth. More than that - there was a bucket near the table, filled with dirty rags and stinking water. A row of snow globes sat arranged on the table, as if to give the woman something nice to look at. Somebody cleaned this woman, took care of her every need.
Or kept her captive. The cone of the flashlight trailed down the woman's arms, highlighting the cables that tied her to the chair.
She's not your problem, warned Imaginary Finn, but his warning was false and hollow, because the real Finn would've marched right in there to cut the woman's bonds.
"Do you need help?" Joy was hesitant to enter, feeling a deep revulsion for the invasive thing that grew and grew inside the room. Neither plant nor animal, it was an organism in a constant state of identity crisis, and on Cato it had usurped or subsumed all other flora.
Well, apart from greets, but she couldn't blame the lichen for not wanting to live in symbiosis with the grey tubers. The half-full bowl on the table stank nearly as bad as the waste bucket.
A knife was tucked away inside one of the inner pockets of her backpack. It was the one piece of Primaterre equipment she'd been given, on the insistence of Lieutenant Florey. He seemed to believe that as long as she had a knife, she had no excuse for failure. Cassimer had allowed it, but not before scraping the Primaterre logo from the hilt and dulling the blade; even chipping it. In spite of that, it was a blade that any local would covet, so fine that her practised excuse of I found it in a ruin seemed an obvious lie.
The knife was light in her hands and would easily cut through the woman's bonds.
"Do you want me to help you get out of here?" She parted tendrils of lichen with the knife, peering into the room. The snow globes sparkled in the light, holographic slogans scrolling around their bases.
 The woman turned her head and looked at Joy. A sly glimmer crept into her eyes, and her food-coated lips turned in a slight smile. "You get out."
"Sorry?" Joy took a step backwards, heart pounding.
"You get out. You shouldn't be here. You don't hear. You don't know. You don't smell." The woman paused, cocking her head. A tremor crossed her face, wobbled her nose and lips, and for a moment, she looked as though she was going to cry. Then she hissed, jealous and accusing: "You are fresh."




39. Joy

She should've known that she'd have to descend into the bowels of the ship. It was gloomy down there, the air vibrating with the hum of machinery. White noise - not much better than silence, worse in some regards. Down there, someone might sneak up on her from behind, and she wouldn't hear them coming. It wouldn't be the woman, though. She still sat, bound among lichen, laughing and screaming behind closed doors.
Joy began to walk down the stairs. The hum was so loud she could feel it in her bones, her teeth, and through the soles of her shoes. Her chest tightened, and her fingers instinctively reached for the medical bracelet that was no longer around her wrist. Heaven was up and hell was down, and though neither was perhaps a real place, there was something to the idea.
At the bottom of the stairs, a door stood ajar, bright light spilling around its edges.
ENGINE ROOM, the sign said, and that's where Hal would be; of course it was. What little she had seen of the man had been all tools and tinkering, oil-matted beard and rough-worn hands.
Holding her breath - as if that would make all the difference - Joy sidled up to the door and peeked inside.
The engine room lived up to the promise of the shuttle's pristine exterior. Buzzing fluorescent lights chased the shadows from every corner and made the engine's chrome surface shine. Whirring things, moving parts, gauges which spun round and round - to Joy, these were anonymous objects, their functions unknown, but one thing was immediately clear. This ship was not like the other broken vessels that littered Nexus.
Hal knelt on the far side of the room, rooting through a toolbox. The box was painted matte black, and the two red stripes on the side looked very much like the tail feathers of a phoenix.
Hal had been to the RebEarth ship many times since it had arrived. She'd watched him skulk in its shadow, seen him run his hands along its hull, and she'd thought he'd been admiring it. Coveting it, even. That he'd been stealing from it had never crossed her mind. How absurd this world was, so full of mistrust and hate. Or had the world always been like that, and she'd just not noticed, courtesy of a bubble constructed by Finn?
"Good," said Hal, and she took an instinctive step backwards. She set her backpack down and pulled a sedative vial from her jacket pocket. With trembling hands, she inserted it into the jet injector.
Too slow, Joy. You need to be prepared.
Finn was annoying, and Finn was a hundred percent right, and she wished he was really there so that she could tell him. Because she never had, had she? She'd rolled her eyes at his safety-first mindset, smiled and sighed at his over-protectiveness. She'd called him a mitherer and a slave-driver and, certainly, she'd told him he was the best and she'd thanked him a thousand times -
- but she'd never told him that he was right. Perhaps it had seemed unnecessary, because if Finn believed one thing about himself, it was that he was always right. Every cocky smile of his proved as much. But she should've said it, and as the vial locked in place, she promised to never leave anything unsaid again. She'd tell Finn he was right and she'd ask Cassimer where in the universe people spoke like he did, all sing-songy syllables and rolling r's. And one day, as soon as she could make sense of it herself, she would tell him how she felt about him.
"Good. Good, good, good." Hal hadn't moved. "Crap."
He tossed something over his shoulder. On the floor in front of him, he'd arranged neat rows of tools, screws, circuitry and lots of other things she couldn't even begin to guess at.
"Here we go." Hal stood, holding an object that Joy did recognise. No larger than a man's finger, but containing enough power to make even a wrecked arc ship believe it could fly. She wondered at his boldness - the thefts of screws and bolts and even the toolbox might go unnoticed, but a power cell? The RebEarthers would notice that, and she'd seen enough of them to know that they wouldn't let it go. They'd go to the mayor, she thought, as a courtesy. The mayor would send his thugs to find it, and she knew them even better than the RebEarthers. When they went on the hunt, Nexus would turn nastier than usual.
Hal inserted the power cell into a console. A screen of paper-thin glass unfurled, and the speaker system crackled as the disembodied voice spoke.
"All systems online. Destination: Beatrix. ETA: Nine hours fifty-three minutes."
Hal touched the screen, scrolling through menu after menu of green checkmarks and pleasantly affirmative sounds. Not broken, this ship, and not just shiny either. It could take off and leave the dust and the lichen and the misery. Through Joy's tear-dewed eyelashes, the fluorescent lights became starbursts, bright and long-rayed.
"Yes," said Hal and pressed a button. The engines began to rumble, and the voice confirmed that the thrusters were online and ready for takeoff.
"No," said Hal. "No, no, no." He pressed the button again, and the engines quietened. "Or maybe." Once more the engines came online. "Maybe this time. Maybe we can go. Yes. Yes. No!"
Hal pulled the power cell from its socket. The lights dimmed, the screen blackened, and the voice was interrupted halfway through the cafeteria menu. Hal dropped the cell on the floor and stomped on it, hard, over and over until the casing cracked and blue liquid oozed between angrily curling ends of wire.
Hal sank to the floor, his large figure folding in on itself until he was a ball of misery. She could hear him whispering, breathing in great raggedy sobs, and maybe she could even have felt sorry for him - but next to him, on top of the toolbox and attached to a snow globe keychain, lay the key she needed.
Shoot him, urged Imaginary Finn, whose imaginary hand closed around her fingers. Shoot him and get the hell out of here.
Finn was right, of course. She should do it, but she'd given him a name. He wasn't a crazy local or a dangerous obstacle; he was Hal, and a personality came attached to the name. He traded fairly in the marketplace, and he was kind to children. He stole from RebEarth, and he kept his ship tidy in the heart of decay, and he spoon-fed greets to a madwoman. And he wasn't the Hal that she and Finn had known back on Mars, not even close, but somewhere along the way, her imagination had blurred the lines. Through the sight of her gun, she saw not just one Hal, but two, and hovering behind them, the ghost of Duncan.
She holstered the gun. Cassimer had made her a soldier, but there were more ways than one to win a war.
Three quick knocks on the door and one big smile.
"Hi."
◆◆◆
 
"You're the girl who came in with Duncan and the doctor." Hal's gaze was fixed on her holstered gun. He was as large and hot and humming with life as the engines and smelled like them too. Oil, grease, even that indefinable tang of electricity. "Duncan's dead. They say you're dead too. Why are you in my home, dead girl?"
"I'm no more dead than the RebEarther in the armoured suit. No more dead than the city under the dust. No more dead than you." She motioned towards the stolen toolbox. "The men you took that from will come for you, but you're not afraid, are you? Because you're used to it. We all are. Life on Cato is just an uncomfortable seat in death's waiting room."
"You smell fresh," he said, "but you don't talk like you are."
"I'm a quick study, and Cato is a good teacher. Did you know that our ship crashed on Cato?"
He nodded. Duncan might've told him, but something about his expression made Joy add:
"Did you know when it crashed?"
He shook his head, but his eyes sparkled with dishonest amusement. Joy clenched her fists, let her nails dig deep into the flesh of her palms. Anything to keep the building anger at bay. Yelling would get her nowhere with this brick wall of a man, and violence was likely to backfire in the worst possible way.
"When we walked from the wreckage, we had no idea where we were. We were lost in a way we'd never been before. We came from a world with satellites, wireless connection and h-chips, and finding ourselves in a place that didn't even have maps was terrifying. None of us said a word - none of us could. We were gripped by a kind of fear that's too big to voice."
Words would be her weapons, but words were only useful if they meant something. She had to know the man to know which words would reach him, which carefully selected syllables might get her through the night. All she had to work with were glimpses - the sadness in his eyes; his sloping shoulders; his thumb, fidgeting with the silver band around his ring finger. Hal, like Cassimer, was a man whose mind was neither quiet nor happy.
"Finding the train station was a quiet moment. Fragile, as if speaking our hopes aloud might break them. But when the train stopped at Nexus, and we saw the kiosks and ticket machines and signs on the walls, Voirrey was so relieved that she couldn't help herself. We're saved, she said, and if Duncan was telling this story, he'd say that it was her fault, that she jinxed it. As if expressing certainty could somehow twist reality into the opposite." Joy shrugged. "Logically, I don't believe in such superstition... but when I see a shooting star I make a wish. When I step on a manhole cover, I clap my hands three times before continuing. I understand how ridiculous it is, but something tiny and frightened and wrapped around my spine wants me to believe. Wants me to hope."
"Idiot girl," Hal said, but the anger in his voice wasn't all for her. "Look around you. Cato didn't end up like this because of curses or broken mirrors and neither did we. Nor will wishes change our fates. You hear that?"
A muted rumble of thunder. A storm was closing in on Nexus. Soon the thunderclaps would be loud enough to make her stomach tie itself into knots.
"Step outside the force field and make a wish on a shooting star. You think that will save you when the lightning strikes?"
"No. But you must know what it's like to be on a journey where every step of the way goes so badly wrong that you can't help but wonder why."
Missions that go wrong tend to stay wrong, Cassimer had told her, and if she saw a shooting star, she'd wish for its core to shelter him from the storm and for its fiery tail to guide him safely through dust and mud. All the burning light of a wish; all of it for Constant.
"We were going to a planet of blue grass and ended up on a world of grey dust - working on jinx logic, it seems a natural conclusion that we'd also end up in a spaceport without a single working ship."
"So that's why you're here." A smile touched Hal's lips, so fake and disingenuous that his real emotions, the ones she hadn't quite figured out yet, slithered away in disgust. "Nothing but a magpie, drawn to the shiniest ship in the yard."
Joy had seen magpies. In the Kirkclair aviary; in a cage being carried up to zoology; in films, and two of them on the cover of the nursery rhyme book she'd had as a child, but she'd not seen a one on Cato. Hal spoke in phrases and sayings that had been stripped of meaning by time and isolation. Magpie, he called her, but had he ever seen a bird?
Like his shiny ship, his words were remnants of the abandoned civilisation. Again, she was reminded of Cassimer. It was the past that they had in common, Hal and the commander. Where others saw the bones of history, they conjured flesh. They averted their eyes from a present they couldn't stand and a future they couldn't bear to acknowledge. To reach Hal, she would have to go to the places he dreamed of, deep inside the shimmering snow globes.
"Is it capable of Cascade travel?" She ran her fingers across the wall, her touch light, and looked up at Hal through her eyelashes. Sweetness to make herself harmless; curiosity to make him reveal himself.
He scoffed. "A Cascade fold would tear a little shuttle like this to pieces. No; she was made to travel between Cato and Beatrix. Used to be a lot of traffic back in the day. Business on Cato, pleasure on Beatrix."
Quoting straight from the snow globe souvenirs. Hal's hands had held them many times, shaking them carefully as the man read the slogans and dreamed himself elsewhere, she was sure of it.
"Do you know what Beatrix is like now?"
"We get visitors sometimes. They say it's bad, but then they laugh and say, not as bad as Cato."
"You could find out for yourself. I know this ship can fly." She inched forward. The toolbox was so close that she recognised the snow globe city on the keychain as Stairhaven. Tempting, but even if she could outrun Hal, there was nowhere to run. She was stuck in a snow globe of her own.
"If you want to leave Cato, go speak to RebEarth." He smiled. "But you can't, can you? They think you're dead, and if they knew that you weren't, they'd make you dead."
"And you," she said. "Once they discover that you stole from them. See, we're not so different. We want the same thing - to get as far away from here as possible. So why don't we? Perhaps the power cell will still work. Try it. See if you can get the engines back online." And turn your back just long enough. Her right hand twitched, anxious to reach into her jacket pocket for the jet injector.
"They won't kill me. I'm no tunnel-crawler, unclaimed and unused. I keep the generator going. I keep the storm at bay."
"Is that why you haven't left? Out of loyalty to Nexus?"
"Loyalty. Is a prisoner loyal to their warden?"
"You think you're a prisoner?"
"We all are. Don't you hear the whispers? Duncan did. He came to me one night, drunk and bedraggled. There's something in my head, he said, and I could see he'd been scratching his face, scratching and scratching until the skin turned raw. How do I make it stop? he asked. Better to give in, I said, better to be told over and over until you understand. Better to listen until you can no longer tell that some of your thoughts aren't your own. He didn't like that. The next day, I saw him in the undercity, shirt off, letting one of the RebEarthers needle and paint his skin. As though their whispers are any better."
"I don't hear any whispers."
Don't you? Imaginary Finn joked, but he was only a product of her subconscious, just as the hushed echoes that she sometimes heard in the tunnels were a product of her fear. Outside, thunder rumbled, and that was real, and so was Hal's laboured breath.
"You will," Hal said. "Unless..." He tilted his head, regarding her with strange curiosity. "Unless you're to be put with the sleepers. The red wouldn't whisper to you then. The red likes its sleepers fresh."
Sleepers. The word rolled like thunder through her heart.
"Who are the sleepers?"
"You know who they are." He smiled, and she hated him for it.
"Tell me where to find them." Her fingers brushed the grip of her gun, but she wasn't sure which way to go with this man, whether threats would make him crack or clam up. Whether he was a Duncan or a Cassimer. "Are they at the silver fortress?"
His surprise at the name was as genuine as his revulsion. "The silver fortress. It takes and takes and never gives back. So many have been called there, and soon it'll call me too, I think. I took the power cell because I thought maybe this time it would work. This time the ship would come online and I'd be able to escape. A last chance has to work; it isn't fair if it doesn't." His voice became a whimper, and he tugged hard at his beard. "But the whispers say no, I must stay, and here I am. Here I am."
"Maybe I'm your last chance," Joy said. "Tell me where the sleepers are, and maybe..." She shrugged. A promise left open and vague; not quite a lie. Cassimer had once made her a similar promise. Had he felt the same shame she did?
"Cato is the grey plains and the burned cities, the mountains and the deep. And its heart is the silver fortress. An outsider can never find it. It is for Cato alone. But I can show you." He pressed a few keys on the console. "Come, see. Cato's secrets laid bare."
An image glowed on the screen. She stepped closer, craning her neck to see.
Wrong move, said Finn, and whether he was imaginary or not, he was still right, damn him, and she still too slow. Oh, she'd tried to be clever, tried to bait the man and fish for information, thinking that every little nibble would get her one step closer to what she wanted. A good plan. So good that Hal had done the exact same thing.
A sweaty fist closed around her neck and drove her face into the console. As he pulled her backwards, she caught a brief glimpse of the screen. Underneath a smear of her own blood, was the same logo she'd seen on the shower curtain, and the same cheery cliché:
When You've Seen Cato, You've Seen The Universe
Hal dropped her to the floor, and glass cracked as at least one of the sedative vials shattered. She reached for her gun -
- but Hal was faster. He sat down on her, forcing the air from her lungs, pinning her to the ground. He grabbed her wrist and twisted until something snapped. She cried out, and Hal put a hand over her mouth, pressing down hard, hushing her. Then he tore the gun, holster and all, from her thigh and tossed it across the room.
"This doesn't have to hurt. Just be a good girl."
Joy had always been a good girl. So good and so keen to not cause a fuss that there would've been a time when she'd have complied. But his weight on her and the taste of blood and grease in her mouth made something else snap. A painful snap; a good snap, switching her brain from civilised and polite to ancient and feral.
She bit his hand, sank her teeth into his flesh, and it was his turn to cry out in pain. He let go of her wrist, and she reached into her jacket pocket, cutting her hand on broken glass, and found the jet injector. She pressed its nozzle against Hal's side and -
- his fist struck her face. The back of her head hit the floor, and a darkness swelled around her.
The last thing she heard was a voice in her ear, clear even through the haze of pain and fading consciousness.
"We're in position, Somerset. Do you copy?"
◆◆◆
 
 Somerset, do you copy?
Somerset, acknowledge.
Somerset, we are in position, requiring urgent assistance.
Somerset, disable the force field.
When she came to, it was to a glow of increasingly critical text messages - but none so critical as the very last one.
Joy? Please.
Two words, each worth a thousand. If the team were in position, they were less than a kilometre from her location.
"Cassimer," she said through swollen lips.
Hal sat cross-legged by the door, picking through her backpack. The gun and the jet injector were on the floor beside him. He looked up when she spoke, but said nothing.
And neither would Cassimer, because she wasn't equipped to use voice comms. Lucklaw had told her how to text type, had made her practice (pretend that you're typing on a keyboard), rolling his eyes at her clumsy attempts.
ih earu
Awful, but at least they'd know she was alive. At least they'd know she hadn't abandoned them to the storm.
"Somerset." Cassimer's voice cracked with relief. A few beats of silence followed before he continued, composed and professional, no trace of sentiment: "We're in position. Storm's coming. You need to disable the force field without delay."
Shit. This was going to be difficult. She tried to sit and found that she could. Hal had done nothing to restrain her. There was pain, of course, but that was good; that helped distract from the strain of typing her thoughts.
cant enemy at position
Blood dripped from her nose onto the floor, and she tried to convince herself that it was no cause for concern.
new position go sw 2 k ish look for blue shuttle under crane enter there undercity first left second right stairs to hotel
"Confirm - new entry point roughly two kilometres southwest of our location?"

y
Her thoughts were interrupted by clattering metal. Hal had emptied the contents of her backpack on the floor. The force field disruptor lay partially obscured underneath rags, but of course the magpie immediately spotted it; the shiniest object of them all.
Fine - she had her own shiny to collect. The toolbox lay on its side, lid open and contents spilled across the floor. The snow globe keychain sparkled under the fluorescent lights.
She crawled over to it, one eye on Hal, sure that he would turn around any second, sure that he would pick up her gun and learn how to use it real fast. Then the snow globe was within reach and her trembling fingers closed around it, and the cool plastic against her skin felt as sweet as victory.
"What are you doing?"
She tucked the key into the sleeve of her suit. The floor vibrated with Hal's approaching footsteps, scattered screws and washers hopping like jumping beans. A screwdriver rolled in a lazy semi-circle, and she reached for it.
And screamed as a boot ground into the back of her hand.
"Told you to be a good girl, didn't I?" Another boot found its way in under her ribs and rolled her over. Hal towered above her. "It didn't have to hurt. But now it will." 
His boot struck her ribs twice, and when she could breathe again, her lungs throbbed. She coughed, and blood spattered the floor. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe if she held her breath long enough the pain would fade. Or maybe all of Rhys's good work had been undone, and now the old and familiar slow death had returned.
Hal pointed to the bloodied floor. "That's your own doing. Your own fault. You understand?"
She nodded, drawing her knees to her chest to protect herself, but Hal turned his attention back to the contents of her backpack.
"Somerset, I'm seeing signs of physical distress. Are you in need of medical assistance?"
Over the comms, Rhys's voice sounded so hoarse she could practically smell the cigarette smoke. The idea of the medic huddled outside the force field, smoking a cigarette even as lightning turned the ground around him to glass, made her smile.
no, she replied, because what good would saying yes do? Instead, she added: encountered hostile please advise
"Joy," Cassimer said, over what her HUD informed her was a private channel. "I'll talk you through it. How many hostiles?"
one
"Armed? Describe the hostile. Describe the surroundings."
Having to confess that Hal had no gun but her own made her flush with shame. With every added detail the hopelessness of the situation became so clear that she awaited Cassimer's response with dread. A doleful you're screwed or a cheery well, it was nice knowing you, or worst of all: you let us down - all seemed appropriate.
"Sounds like you see the pieces with clarity. Now lay them out in a way that makes sense to you. Remember who you are. Be aware. Perceive, without and within. Approach the situation with purity."
what, she wanted to message back, maybe in capital letters and why not a few interrobangs too, because while Cassimer's response was better than expected, it really wasn't much better. At least not in the sense-making department. Advice would've been good. Hand-holding would've been welcome. Mantra-spewing, not so much.
"You're not alone. I'll be with you every step of the way."
Okay, better, but still not very helpful. Hal had picked up the force field disruptor and was turning it over and over. He had a thoughtful look on his face; the kind of look a man got when he wanted to pick something apart to see how it was made.
"I'd come for you if I could, but -"
The transmission cut out and she thought the thunderstorm had kicked up too much interference, but then Cassimer spoke again.
"I'll come for you if you need me to. Just say the word."
"Oh, you big lovely idiot." She couldn't help but mutter the words under her breath. Yes, come to me, she wanted to say. Kick down the door and burst in guns blazing and save me from this horror. Yes, she wanted him to be her knight in reactive-plated armour, but she knew that's what he wanted, too.
He'd done the same thing after their kiss. Hadn't said anything, then, but he had held onto her, in his eyes a plea for her to command him to stay. He'd wanted to ignore his own deadline, be late for his own briefing, to disobey the rules and regulations he lived and breathed by - but he couldn't bring himself to do it, instead leaving the decision to her.
Well, that wasn't happening. Remember who you are, he'd said, and she was many things. A good girl. A junior botanist. A recruit. But she certainly was no tempting siren seeking to lead men astray.
no stick to plan
If this paladin of hers wanted to fall - and he did, she thought, very much - he'd have to take the leap himself.
◆◆◆
 
"Do you know the story of the Mary Celeste?" She sat on the floor, hands in her lap, looking as much the well-behaved captive as she could.
When Cassimer had taken on the RebEarthers at the train station, she'd seen a reckless improviser, reacting to violence with violence at lightning speed. But that wasn't true at all. He was a man who turned facts into weapons, who deconstructed a situation into its building blocks so that he may rebuild it to suit his purposes. The train had been one building block, the confined space of the ticket office another. The leg shot on Feehan certainly intentional, cold and measured even in the heat of battle. But while Cassimer had training and experience, all she had was... well, this.
Hal laughed. "You want to tell me a story? I'm going to give you to the RebEarth, little magpie. Stories can't save you."
So he'd heard of magpies but not of Scheherazade. The people of Cato knew survival, violence, thievery and pointless fighting, but most of them had never read a book, and few had any real education. Duncan had used that to his advantage, impressing the locals with both know-how and technical jargon, and perhaps she could do the same.
"The Mary Celeste was a ship, back when ships travelled the seas, and the sky was but a dream. They didn't have Cascades or even engines back then - the Mary Celeste was made of wood, with spans of canvas sails to catch the wind, and her crew charted their course by maps hand-drawn on paper. The sea was as big to them as space is to us, and in some ways, far more dangerous. Can you imagine it? Nothing but water as far as the eye can see, and on the horizon, a storm brews. They were brave, our ancestors."
Hal wasn't looking at her, but he'd stopped picking at the disruptor, and she knew he was listening. History and ships, each subject catnip to this man.
"The Mary Celeste had made many such journeys, but it was her last that would make her a legend. She never reached her destination, which in itself wasn't so uncommon - plenty of ships were lost to weather and piracy. But six months later, she was spotted adrift by another ship, and when they investigated, they found that the Mary Celeste's crew of seven, plus the captain and his family, had vanished without trace. The ship was seaworthy and fully provisioned; there were no signs of struggle and no reason for the crew to have abandoned ship. Legend has it that there were plates of half-finished food on the table; glasses still containing wine."
"So?" Hal shrugged. "People disappear all the time."
"Not on Mars, they don't, nor on Earth or any other world I know. The Mary Celeste is famous because it's shocking when people vanish. Do you understand that? Cato isn't normal." She sniffled, wiping blood from her nose. "There are dozens of theories concerning the fate of the ship's crew. There's one in particular that claims that their stores of grain had become tainted by a fungus called ergot, and when they ate of it, it poisoned their minds and drove them mad."
"Bad food gives you the shits. It doesn't turn you crazy."
"Actually, it can. Ergot contains alkaloids which, when ingested, have a serious effect on a human's nervous tissue. It can make people hallucinate... make them think they're seeing and hearing things that aren't really there."
She paused to give him a chance to catch on. Hal set down the disruptor and wiped his hands on his knees, over and over. With every anxious twitch of his mouth, his beard rasped against his belly.
"There's a phenomenon, called collective obsessional behaviour, that sees a group of people experience the same delusion. One recorded case in medieval Europe started with a single woman dancing in the streets. When others saw her, some of them couldn't help but join her. They danced and danced until they were in their hundreds. They couldn't explain themselves, nor could they stop, and some of them danced until they dropped dead. A psychotropic substance like ergot could've made their minds susceptible to suggestion, and when they saw others dancing - an activity that their minds would have been socially primed to read as communal - they were unable to resist. Perhaps the Mary Celeste's crew all suffered the same delusional manifestation. It would've been enough for one crew-member to see a monster or hear the song of mermaids - once he told the others, whose minds were certainly primed by tall stories and superstition, they would've shared in his hallucination, the madness leaping from person to person like an infection. And whatever it was they saw or heard, it made them jump overboard to their deaths."
Lots of big words. That was key, she thought, remembering how Duncan had dazzled the force field maintenance crew (before promptly rubbing them the wrong way with his condescending attitude). If she gave Hal enough (borderline) science and truth, maybe he wouldn't see the lie when it came.
"You think the whispers aren't real," he finally said, and she breathed a sigh of relief. He'd had to go there himself, had to take the first step towards believing.
"Lichen is a composite organism, made up of one part algae or bacteria, one part fungus. Fungus like ergot, for instance, or one of countless other psychotropic fungi. The whispers are real - but there's no whisperer. It's just a bad case of poisoning."
"No." He shook his head. "No, that's not true."
"I can't hear the whispers, remember?" She stood, slowly, and removed her jacket. Her ragged sweater next, even though undressing felt like peeling off layers of defence. 
The Primaterre jumpsuit wasn't a perfect fit. It had belonged to their pilot, Hopewell had told her; a woman named Albany who'd been ("a total bitch", according to the lieutenant) six inches taller and a few inches wider than Joy. The grey honeycomb material was oddly dry to the touch. Mostly stab-proof, Rhys had called it, adding that avoiding getting stabbed was always a good idea, regardless.
"Where did you get that?"
"It was a gift," she said.
"A pretty gift for the pretty girl with the pretty hair. It's the way of the world, I suppose."
"You know this symbol?" She tapped the white Primaterre sun on her shoulder. He nodded. "Then you know the people who gave me this gift. You know what they're capable of, and you know that they wouldn't come to Cato unprepared. They have medicine to counteract the lichen's poison and make the whispers go away. They gave me this suit, and they gave me the medicine. They're good people, you see, nothing like what RebEarth would have you believe. The injector there -" she pointed to it, trying her very best to keep both her finger and face straight. "- it's loaded with a dose of the medicine."
He looked at it, then her, one bushy eyebrow arched high enough to nearly graze his hairline.
"I had two more doses." She plucked the vials from the jacket pocket. One was shattered, the sharp pieces of glass wet and jangling in her palm. Silvery, glittery noises to attract the magpie. "One for Voirrey, one for Duncan and one for my brother when I find him. That's all I want, you see, to find my brother and leave. If you let me go, you can have the dose in the injector. Voirrey's dose - she's with RebEarth now, anyway."
He picked up the injector, turned it over in his hands, and she hoped to God that he'd never heard of somamine before because it was right there on the label.
"You take a dose first," he said, giving her a sly look.
"I can't. I need this last one for my brother. The Primaterre generosity only goes so far. We're not citizens, and even if I do find Finn... even if I do get us away from Cato, he'll still hear the whispers. The poison will still be in his bloodstream. He'll go as mad as a drifter."
"Not my problem," said Hal, but she thought it was. The silver ring around his finger that he kept spinning. The way his eyes kept flicking upwards. Pieces to work with; hints of something she understood very well.
"Please," she said, closing her hand around the remaining vial. "If you've ever loved anyone, please understand that I can't leave my brother to such a fate. He needs this."
"Give it to me."
"No," she said, shaking her head to stop herself from smiling.
Hal picked up her gun. Two long strides, and he was in her face, muzzle pressed to her cheek. "Give it to me." Oily fingers pried at her closed fist.
"Why?" she asked and let him have the vial. Innocent, ignorant - a girl who knew nothing, who couldn't possibly put together a puzzle. The tears helped sell the act, she thought, although they were as genuine as they were wet. "I need it for my brother."
"Fuck your brother. My wife sleeps above. Did you see her?"
Joy shook her head.
"She's like you. Wasn't born here. It's always hard for outsiders to adapt. Most drifters are those who came here to hide, to trade, to start a new life away from Primaterre, RebEarth and all the rest. They hear the whispers and they can't bear it. Go mad, snap - it's what would've become of your Duncan, I think. A few more weeks, and he would've been carving bone sculptures in a culvert." Hal laughed. "No more clever thoughts or fancy words then. He reckoned he could do a better job of maintaining the force field than me, but three more weeks and he would've been smearing his own shit on tunnel walls. And me? Still here. The force field, still here."
"Your wife is a drifter?"
He slapped her, hard, but it felt deserved, and she bit the pain and humiliation down. Call a man's wife a drifter and a slap was the least you had coming, she supposed.
"Zora had to go to the fair at Natham's farm. She'd send others to do her trading, but there are so few left in Nexus. She had no choice. I'd have gone, but the mayor said no, said I had to stay. Fucking asshole. Like he didn't know what would happen. Out there on the plains, it's too quiet, too..."
"...too easy to hear your own thoughts," Joy said. "And sometimes the thoughts are really bad."
"Yes." He paused. "You've heard this before?"
"It's part of the madness," she said, pulling fluffy white lies out of her magician's hat. "A trigger phrase to reinforce the delusion. When you speak it, it does something to you, doesn't it? Gives you a bad feeling? It's a subconscious reminder of the negative effects you believe you'll suffer if you don't obey the whispers. Pathological repetition is a common part of the framework of a collective obsessional behaviour. Even madness has parameters."
Hal frowned. Outside, thunder rolled, and she wished he would hurry up. He wanted to do it, she could tell, but he was scared. Couldn't waste one dose on her; couldn't give one to Zora without endangering her life. His only option was to take the first dose himself - she knew it and he knew it, and he really ought to just get on with it.
"I take this and the voices go away?"
"The poison is neutralised. Yes."
Still he doubted. Still he turned the injector over and over in his hands, and on Joy's HUD, the seconds ticked away.
"But you can't have both of them. I'm sorry about your wife, but the vials are mine and I need one for my brother. When I find him -"
"Fuck your brother," he repeated, and once more his eyes sparkled with that amused knowing that she hated so much. "Fuck him and fuck all the sleepers."




40. Joy

"We're in position, Somerset. Need that force field down ASAP."
"On my way," she panted under her breath, her HUD typing out a mangled version of the words. Speaking aloud while mentally typing helped, putting less of a strain on her steel-banded mind. Only children do that, Lucklaw had said, but never mind him and his multi-boxing nerd brain.
Hal had hit the floor like a stunned ox not twenty seconds after injecting himself. He'd felt it coming, had realised his mistake and tried to grab her, but he'd been too slow by then. She'd left the backpack and most of its contents behind - she wouldn't need it where she was going, and perhaps Hal could make use of it. When she'd bent to pick up the force field disruptor, he'd given her this look... a look of shame, she thought. A look of how could I be so stupid, and she'd wanted to tell him that he wasn't stupid at all. Just desperate. A man who thought his last chance had slipped through his fingers.
Perhaps it had, but she still held on tightly to hers.
The shuttle airlock was sealed and when she pulled the red lever, nothing happened. Of course not.
lcklw
The message was garbled, but not too garbled for the corporal's stupid, lovely nerd brain to understand:
"What's the problem, Somerset?"
in shuttle airlock won't open pls hlp
Lucklaw's sigh rushed through her ears like a desert wind. "Specifics. What type of shuttle? What type of airlock? What do you see?"
She saw nothing. Oh, there was metal and cables and wiring, a red lever to pull and buttons to press, but these pieces were part of a puzzle she couldn't begin to understand. The shuttle was old, and the interior painted a pleasant robin's egg blue. She told Lucklaw this and could practically feel his contempt slither across the aether.
"Right. Great. Do you see a panel anywhere? Near the lever most likely."
She did, although she hadn't before and might never have without being told where to look. Thin grooves cut a square in otherwise smooth metal. She pushed to open it, revealing circuit boards and a whole mess of wiring.
"Cut the wires."
which 1, she asked, thinking red, remembering all those stupid movies Finn loved so much. There was almost always a bomb that the ammo-draped hero had to defuse, and wasn't it almost always the red wire?
"All of them. And hurry up, we're getting fried out here."
All of them didn't seem right, didn't seem delicate enough, but at least she didn't have to worry about accidentally setting off an explosion. Probably. Airlocks didn't explode, did they? Nagging anxiety urged her to ask Lucklaw, but she knew that it'd only net her another sigh.
The knife sliced through the wires, and the airlock rolled open without so much as a groan. She squeezed through the gap before the mechanism changed its mind and pushed aside the shower curtain.
Long tongues of blue lightning fizzed and sparked as they licked the force field. The rain was coming down hard, surrounding Nexus with frothing dark turmoil.
90 seconds, she messaged the team. She'd scouted the quickest route between Hal's home and the generator hut a good two dozen times. Cut between the two passenger ships, run straight through the hole-riddled mining vessel, take the first alley on the left and climb over the fence - her best attempt had taken less than fifty seconds.
45 seconds! her HUD declared triumphantly as she landed on the other side of the chain-link fence, falling to her knees in mud. Another aggravating thirty seconds passed trying to fit the key into the lock.
ten seconds
She placed the disruptor on top of the generator like Lucklaw had instructed her and pressed the buttons that needed pressing. A small green light flickered on and -
- lightning struck first, with staggering force. Rain followed, hard and fast, spraying through holes in the hut's roof. Cassimer spoke over the comms, but though she recognised the warm tones of his voice, his words were lost in the reverberating cacophony.
Didn't matter. She knew what to do. First, grab the disruptor. That was one of the few specific orders she'd received - do not leave Primaterre tech behind. She tucked it inside the collar of her suit, took a deep breath, and ran.
Strong winds thrashed the floodwaters into choppy foam. Lichen slid from leaning shelters in a wet and veiny tangle. Debris pummelled the spaceport. She stumbled through alleys that crackled hot with electricity. White-blue sparks leaped between walls, quick like silverfish, winding through mesh and along corrugated steel.
Above, a wind-tossed crane snapped. Wires as thick as thighs whipped through the air, tearing through shelters and shuttles. Screams went up from the square, though they were soon drowned out by thunder and the falling crane.
She turned a corner and ran straight into a stream of spiders. Legs clutched at her hair, scratching her face, tugging at her jumpsuit. She cried out, swatting at the arachnids, twisting and turning through the dark and squishy torrent.
She had reached the edge of Nexus. Cato had not wasted any time in encroaching. Mud poured in, forking between bubbling fulgurite. The buildings on the outskirts had gone, buried or blown away, and the blue shuttle she'd used as a landmark was nowhere to be seen. The Nexus she knew, the Nexus she had so carefully mapped, had, in an instant, been transformed into chaos.
The ground rumbled as another crane toppled, blinking red lights cutting a lingering line across the sky. Every direction seemed a death trap, but from the west came the heavy footfall of boots, approaching hard and fast, and she hurried towards the sound, hoping that there was only one person on Cato mad enough to run into the storm.
When strong arms pulled her close, and a familiar tingle danced on her skin, she knew she'd been right to hope.
◆◆◆
 
A door slammed shut. The darkness was so complete it felt solid, as if she could reach out and scoop up fistfuls of ink from the air. But titans moved in that darkness, and she wasn't alone anymore.
"Somerset." Faint white light outlined Cassimer's transparent visor. His eyes were as dark as the void. Gauntleted fingers closed around her chin and gently turned her face. "Rhys."
More lights switched on as the team followed their commander's lead. White-lit faces, ghostly in the dark. With relief, Joy counted five. At least whatever had delayed them hadn't caused deaths. Not even hers, remarkably.
"My lungs," she said to the medic who was now fussing over her. A childish plaintiveness had crept into her voice. She hated it, but couldn't help it. The feeling of being taken care of made her want to regress, to no longer be a soldier but an innocent, trusting the doctor make everything better. "He kicked me pretty badly. I think something might be wrong with them."
"Mild pleural effusion," Rhys said, daubing her face with something that both burned and chilled. "You'll be fine. Best cure would be a few days' bed rest, but there's a piece of advice that no one ever cares to hear. So a big old dose of wallet-draining drugs it is."
"The man who did this." Cassimer's gaze was fixed on her, the look on his face suggesting that the damage was worse than she'd thought. Self-consciously, she touched a hand to her nose. Swollen, slightly crooked - broken? Her fingertips came away dark and slick with blood. "Is he alive?"
She nodded and could practically see the commander make a note on his mental to-do list. "But incapacitated. I gave him a 25 mg dose of somamine."
"He'll either wake from that in a few hours or not at all," Rhys said.
"So no one's following you?"
She shook her head, and Florey, standing by the door with his weapon drawn, relaxed.
"All right. Force field should be back up in...?" Cassimer glanced over his shoulder at Lucklaw.
"Ninety seconds, Commander."
 Or not at all, thought Joy.
"Thirty-minute break to catch our breath and let things settle down outside. Lucklaw, take ten, then see what you can do to repair the damaged suits. Somerset, gear up."
No armoured suit for her, but the mud-stained duffel bag the commander kicked towards her bulged with the second best. Hopewell took her behind the one dividing wall in the shed to help her dress. The battledress uniform fit well enough that somebody had to have taken the time to make adjustments. Pale stripes weaved pixellated patterns across the grey fabric. 
"Desert night camo," Hopewell said. "Don't be lulled into a false sense of security, though. Camo or no camo, to any half-decent scope or visual augment you'll glow bright as a firefly. There are pockets inside the elbows and knees - slide these pads into them for a little extra protection. They won't do a damn thing against the kind of resistance we're expecting, but I guess if you trip, they'll save Rhys from having to kiss your scratched knees better."
"Speaking of scratches," Joy said, indicating the state of Hopewell's armour, "looks like you had a tough time getting here."
The rest of the team had breathed a collective sigh of relief when Cassimer ordered thirty minutes rest. Rhys sat in a corner in a haze of smoke; Lucklaw had drawn his knees up to his face, and Joy was pretty sure he was snoring. Her eyes had acclimatised to the dim light enough that she could see what she hadn't before: the team had been through hell. It wasn't just the mud caking their equipment, or their scuffed and scored suits. It was the slump of their shoulders, the slightly distant look in Hopewell's eyes, and it was the way Cassimer paced the room.
"Tough? Bloody dire. Only upside is I'm fairly sure I'm cured of my arachnophobia."
"Do I want to know?" Joy asked, certain that she didn't. Cato had already provided her with enough nightmare material to last years.
"Nope," Hopewell said. "You might be interested in hearing about that mining complex you warned us to stay away from, though. Turns out it's empty, boring and full of skeletons. There were signs of a quarantine - sealed doors, closed off levels. Lots of bodies, all inside the quarantine. Some kind of incident, maybe, but it had to have happened decades ago. We saw plenty of labs, so it could've been a chemical spill or something biological. Whatever it was, Rhys assured us it's long gone. So the moral of the story is, just because a place looks spooky, it doesn't mean it is. Now, put this on." 
This looked to Joy to be a bulletproof vest, which Hopewell confirmed.
"Top of the line, at that, but in its standard state, it weighs over fifty kilos. It'd make a little twiglet like you as bullet-proof as a fortress, but also about as mobile. So we removed the pouches, took out most of the inner plating, jiggled the rest around for as much coverage as possible. And then Lucklaw - although the idea was mine - scavenged a few reactive plates from one of our spare suits and rigged them to the vest."
The lieutenant turned the vest around to show neat rows of glossy, paper-thin rectangles, stitched together like lamellar armour. Joy touched one of the plates and felt the familiar electric tingle.
"All highly experimental, so I recommend trying to avoid getting shot. Also, maybe don't touch the plates. They shouldn't turn your fingers into plasma, and I see that the theory holds up so far..." Hopewell laughed as Joy curled her fingers into her palm. "But like I said, it's experimental. And you can't make an experimental omelette without frying a few chickens."
"I think I was happier as a recruit than a science experiment," Joy said and picked the next item of clothing from the duffel bag. A pair of socks. "And these? Stab-proof? Equipped with an EMP pulse in case I step on a mine?"
"Don't even stop your feet from smelling, I'm afraid." Hopewell's breath misted the inside of her visor as she chuckled. "As you'd be all too aware of if you were the one sleeping in the bunk next to Florey's."
Florey, sat with his back against the door, flipped her two fingers.
"And last but not least..." Hopewell pulled a helmet from the duffel bag. It had no visor but otherwise looked identical to the lieutenant's own helmet. On its side, a pink and rifle-brandishing mermaid grinned wide. "It belonged to our comms specialist, Copenhagen. She had a thing for mermaids. She was a..." Hopewell's voice cracked, and she looked away for a few seconds. "She was as good as they come."
Suddenly the helmet felt heavy in Joy's hands. She'd worn a dead woman's clothes before - was wearing a dead woman's clothes - and now she would wear the helmet of a beloved dead woman, the pink mermaid an indelible reminder of loss. 
"Don't worry about it," Hopewell said, as if she'd read Joy's mind. "Copenhagen wouldn't mind. Nothing she liked better than a good work in progress - and besides, it only seems right that our little mermaid's gear should be passed on to our sleeping beauty. Here..." Hopewell produced a few hairpins seemingly out of thin air and used them to pin Joy's hair back. "Good as new. Put that helmet on, and you'll be ready to face whatever this dump of a planet throws at us."
"Thank you, Lieutenant Hopewell," Joy said.
"Ah, don't bother with all that now." The pleased smile belied Hopewell's humility. "It's not got any of its bells and whistles. We had to refit it to work without a suit and had to do a bit of restorative work because, well - there's no real delicate way of putting this - Copenhagen died wearing it. There was a fair bit of damage, but not much of a mess if that helps. So it hasn't got a visor and no electronics, but it's still a big lump of metal and ballistic composite."
The second she put the helmet on, Cassimer called for her and Hopewell to rejoin the others, and once more she found herself the centre of attention, as the commander demanded an explanation for the change of location.
"About a day after I arrived, a RebEarth ship landed." She described the ship, its crew, and the man who captained it. A brief bit of speculation ensued, as guesses were made as to his identity, names she'd never heard bandied about as possibilities. The discussion was killed by Cassimer - doesn't matter, he said, they're all the fucking same - and Joy glanced at Rhys, in whose eyes she saw her own concern reflected.
"There's one more thing," she said. "Andrew Scarsdale is alive."




41. Cassimer

"Impossible." Lucklaw yawned, rubbing his face. "Even if he survived the Ever Onward, the radiation would've killed him. We had to take anti-rad shots and we were underground by the time it blew."
"The radiation did get him, but -"
"But the Ereshkigal suit is keeping him alive," Cassimer said. "I've seen it before. I've seen men rotting from the inside out, still on their feet, still doing their duty even as they smell their own flesh decomposing." Brave men. Proud men. Oh, some of them had cried before the end and all of them had screamed, but none of them had ever opened their visors in the field to rub their eyes like a child.
He clenched his fists to quench the unreasonable anger. Lucklaw was tired, they all were, and for the time being, they were secure. It wasn't really the corporal's lax attitude that made Cassimer's skin crawl with heat, and it wasn't really the sight of him yawning that made all air and light go out of the room.
Cato was to blame, not Lucklaw. A corruption lurked underneath its dust, he could feel it, but just a hint - as if they'd only scratched the surface. Dig deeper, the planet had seemed to say when he and the team had trudged through flooded sewers, go deeper. Come find me. He could swear he'd practically heard the walls whisper the challenge. It was just his imagination seizing on the sound of rushing water and turning it into something sinister, but it had given his thoughts claws and they had not stopped scratching since.
Because they were going to go deeper. The hint of corruption would become a stench and the shadows would come alive around them. That prediction he drew not from his imagination, but from instinct and experience, and he could tell that Florey, at least, anticipated the same.
Joy had been the light to see him through the dark tunnels, the light that made everything so clear. But then he'd caught her running through the rain, and he'd almost buckled at the knees. Had wanted to tear his helmet off and drop his gun and surrender on the spot. No more, he'd thought, no more duty or honour or responsibility. Only Joy.
And then he'd seen her face - what someone had done to her face - and the white flag of capitulation had promptly rolled itself up and disappeared. Stims rushed hot through his veins, demanding action, demanding retribution, sparking his nerves awake and flooding his muscles with energy.
A violent rage, but below its surface ran the current of a quiet and true anger. It wanted vengeance too, wanted badly to hurt the man who'd hurt her - but was cold and wise enough to know that ultimately, Cassimer was that man.
"I've seen cataphracts with radiation sickness last weeks longer than they would've liked to," he said flatly. Joy was looking at him, and if he said another word he was afraid that he'd say it all. All those things he'd never talked about; all those things he'd seen.
Galatea had been the worst. The Primaterre had faced fierce resistance, and by the time the cataphracts were deployed, the resistance had been reduced in number but increased in sheer viciousness. His detachment had been tasked with purging the capital city, as that was where Bastion had expected to need its most elite units.
Bastion had been wrong. The resistance had retreated into the countryside, to the thick-vined jungles and irradiated swamps where they could use the home ground to their advantage and wield nature as a weapon. Many cataphracts had been lost in the treacherous swamps. Ten hours of in-suit oxygen must've felt like an eternity to the men who'd sunk irretrievably into the murk. They could've used their kill switches, but rumour had it no one had. Hope had kept them alive until it hadn't.
They were still down there, he supposed. The radiation and depth of the swamps would've made recovering them as difficult as it was pointless. Scores of men and women, encased in their mobile fortresses, like flies in amber.
Cassimer's detachment, methodically moving through the blazing remains of the capital, hadn't had to deal with swamps or forests. The resistance had been clever, though, digging hundreds of miles of tunnels and trenches. Weeks would go by where he'd see nothing but damp earth, veined with sewage pipes and wormholes. Every now and then, his team would run into enemy fighters and there'd be a minute, maybe two, of blessedly simple gunfire. But most of the time, the resistance had kept their distance. Traps and ambushes had been their strategy, and if the Primaterre hadn't vastly outnumbered them, perhaps the Galateans might've stood a chance.
Their nastiest trick had been diverting rivers into the tunnels. It would start as a tremor in the ground, quickly becoming a quake as dirt and rocks fell from the tunnel ceiling. Then the walls would collapse in a gush of irradiated river-water. Soldiers were displaced, some swept several miles from the rest of their unit. Soldiers were buried, and not all could be recovered. Cassimer had dug himself out twice, pushing through sludge where pale-bodied worms wriggled and writhed. Like the living dead, his thoughts had screamed, but they'd been mistaken - the living dead were the cataphracts whose suits failed or cracked.
A captain in his company... Cassimer wished he'd forgotten the captain's name, because if he could forget the name, perhaps he could forget the face, but there it was, rising unwelcome from the ashes: de Bracy.
Captain de Bracy preferred gallons of coffee to stims and watched adult cartoons when he thought nobody was paying attention, but towards the end, he'd forgotten everything but how to point, shoot and scream. Cassimer had received a message from the captain once - a long string of random letters and numbers ending in a torrent of exclamation marks. Accidental nonsense, said the other soldiers when he showed them, but he thought it was how pain was spelled when you'd forgotten your letters.
The company commander had refused to activate de Bracy's kill switch because he can still tell friend from foe and I'm not losing another man because the rest of you are feeling precious. But when de Bracy ran out of ammunition, the commander was two hours away, and Cassimer would never forget how the men - him, Dogood, Carsten and three or four others - hadn't even had to look at one another to know what they needed to do.
Dogood had opened with a stun grenade. While de Bracy was reeling, they'd pinned him to the ground and even though there was half a dozen of them, all in cataphract armour, they hadn't been enough. Cassimer had emptied his rifle into de Bracy's chin, had heard his neck snap, and still de Bracy had fought.
Limb by limb, they'd cracked him open. Cut and pushed and wrenched until pieces of the captain came seeping out, colour as dark as the coffee he'd loved so much. Radiation wasn't the only contaminant to have slipped into his suit, and the bacteria and river parasites had made a feast of his body. When they tried to lift him out, his belly - soft and distended - had split open to reveal a chittering colony of pink-shelled things.
Carsten had turned heel and run then. De Bracy... de Bracy had still lived, eyes rolling and rolling in their sockets, tongueless mouth spilling mush over his lips. His fingers had moved to squeeze triggers that weren't there. They'd tried to pull his head loose, but the suit had protested and tightened its grip, and in the end, they'd cut off the front of his skull -
(Who did that? Did I do it? The memory was a blur, and it could've been anyone of them. Might as well have been him. But please let it have been someone else.)
- and yanked the augments right out of his brain.
When the company commander had returned hours later, de Bracy and his suit had been a pile of burning slag. They'd expected reprimands, or worse, but the commander hadn't said a word.
Cassimer hadn't thought of de Bracy in years. He'd buried those memories so deep in the ash that even the journey to Nexus, trekking through flooding tunnels, hadn't caused a single stir.
Not until he saw Joy again. He watched her speak, listened to her explain where the RebEarthers were encamped and how many there were, and while the part of his brain that was always in mission mode, calculating risks and needs, took note of it all, the rest of him was distracted by thoughts of her.
Some of what he felt was obvious. A strand of copper hair brushed her neck and made him hot with the memory of how soft her skin was; a simple emotion, requiring no further analysis. Then there was embarrassment, consternation, frustration; all simple, even though they crawled in the ash like a mess of worms.
But wanting to tell her about de Bracy was something he couldn't wrap his head around. Countless doctors and psychiatrists had tried to pry these thoughts and memories from him, and he'd given them only the bare minimum necessary to clear him for duty.
Joy was the last person he should want to tell, but maybe it was because she understood what it was to go to sleep in one world and wake up in another. Maybe it was because her light seemed bright enough for the both of them. Maybe it was just because she wasn't a doctor or a psychiatrist.
Or maybe he wanted her to have the truth of him. If it made her turn from him, then so be it, but if it didn't - if he could let out the scratching thoughts and be still in her light - that if was as fragile as a moth's wing, and he dared not dwell on it.
"...so if one of the components of the red lichen is a psychoactive fungus like ergot, that'd go a long way to explaining the locals' behaviour."
"Interesting theory," Rhys said.
"I first had the idea when I found an abandoned shack, table set with plates half-full of food as though the people living there had got up and left mid-meal. It reminded me of an ancient ship called the Mary Celeste -"
"The Mary Celeste's crew is unlikely to have suffered ergot poisoning. The crew of the Gratia Dei recovered the food supplies and ate them without ill effects. For the ergot theory to hold water, you'd have to accept that only one sack of grain was contaminated, and that the crew finished it before disappearing." Cassimer had spoken without thinking, and he stopped abruptly when he noticed the team's stares and Joy's smile. At once, he regretted saying too much and too little.
"That aside, ergot poisoning is very much a real thing," Rhys said. "Between the suits and the habitat, we ought to be in the clear, but I'll run a few tests regardless. Lucklaw, since your visor's been open the past fifteen minutes, how about you let me take a sample of your blood?"
Lucklaw paled and snapped his visor shut. "Wouldn't it affect her first?"
"I've already got plenty of blood samples from Somerset."
"It's a legitimate question." Cassimer could see the concern on Joy's face and wanted to help put it to rest. "Somerset's levels of exposure far exceed ours."
Rhys understood and gave Joy a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Don't worry, princess. Between the lung reconstruction and the basic Primaterre induction package, you've got enough antimicrobials in your bloodstream to kill anything that doesn't belong. Likewise, the commander and Florey have borderline superhuman immune systems, and Hopewell is just smart enough to keep her lid nice and tight."
"Just smart enough," Hopewell agreed. "That's me all right."
"What about you?" Joy asked, before timidly adding: "If you don't mind my asking, sir. I've seen you with your visor open plenty."
"I've been a Primaterre combat medic for nearly thirty years now. That's three decades of traumatic injuries and exotic diseases, interspersed with long periods of crushing boredom, and near enough unlimited access to the best drugs in the universe. Let's just say that there are times when you're sitting on your ass on some forsaken rock of an outpost, and you start scrolling through your medicine cabinet and get to wondering what'll happen if you mix a pinch of somamine with a dash of kinetizam..."
"Captain."
"Apologies, Commander," Rhys said in a far too merry tone. "I'll try not to corrupt our young recruit's mind any further. Doubt she's an innocent, though - are you, Somerset? I know what the lab assistants in MedRes get up to after hours and I can't imagine botany labs are any different. Who needs pharmaceuticals when you can grow your own -"
"Captain." This time he followed up the warning with a written reprimand; a quick line of red text attaching itself indelibly to the medic's record.
Rhys countered swiftly. A request to administer a low dose of sedative flashed on Cassimer's HUD, only to be immediately authorised via a team safety order.
A soft veil descended to swaddle restless muscles and grinding thoughts. He stopped pacing, relaxed his fists and let the white wave wash over him. It took his fears, took his anger, swept away even his sense of violation. Then Joy said something about botany labs being nothing like that -
"...but we were working on pineapples mainly, and I suppose there's only so much fun to be had with pineapples..."
- and he found that her voice rang less clear than usual, that her smile had lost some of its brightness. Anger punched through the fog, the seething ember in his heart flaring. Rhys had the authority to do this to him, to dull his emotions and smooth out his thoughts, but he shouldn't have that right. No one should. He'd told Joy that he wanted to be a person, but it was more than that. He wanted to be free.
From the moment he'd woken up to the sounds of screaming on the Hecate, neither his body nor his mind had ever truly been his own again. Demons, doctors, psychiatrists, public relations; the hacks that had taken his hell and turned it into entertainment; even the people who'd gone to see the movie. When they didn't force themselves on him, they helped themselves to him.
Reduce the dose.
Rhys ignored the request and the seething thing leapt and hopped, wanting him to escalate - but that would be the wrong move. He forced himself to take a deep breath, reminding himself of who he was (in command, of yourself especially) and of who Rhys was. An interfering, hardnosed old bastard who stretched the odd rule and smoked far too much, but always had the team's well-being in mind.
If he wanted to control his own body again, he'd have to prove to Rhys that he was capable.
"Lucklaw, any success with the suits?"
As Florey had predicted, the sewers under the old mining complex had flooded quickly, forcing the team to swim through water so cloudy that their suit lights had barely been able to penetrate it. It'd been like swimming through smog, albeit smog swirling with excrement and bone. Lucklaw's suit, which was the basic model (apparently Admiral Lucklaw had bought her son his position, but had declined to buy him equipment), had been the first one to start acting up. Visor display glitches, problems with air flow and temperature, as well as malfunctioning reactive plates and APF. Only two of their armour's many layers of defence, but the afflicted soldiers were bound to feel naked without them. Cassimer knew he would.
The merits he'd earned back when trading in his heavily modded Helreginn suit a few years back had been more than enough to buy him the absolute best available to the banneretcy.  He replaced pieces every couple of months, partly because he liked to keep up to date and partly because what else did he have to spend merits on? No beach house in his future. 
"Must be doing something right," Rhys said. "Mine's stopped sparking."
"Yeah, because the reactive plates have shut down completely." Lucklaw's face was pale and drawn, but his eyes sparked with a newfound determination that netted him Cassimer's approval.
"Well, shit." Rhys patted the pouches on his belt. "And to top it all off, I'm out of smokes."
"Not much I can do. Haven't got the tools or materials."
"Don't worry about it, kid. We're just going to have to try extra hard not to get shot."
"I've got the cure for that, doc. It's called 'shoot first'." Hopewell patted her assault rifle and grinned, the light inside her visor casting ghoulish shadows on her face.
"Optimal outcome is no shooting whatsoever," Cassimer reminded the team. "Florey, you all set?"
"Yes, Commander." The gunner stood, holstering the gun he'd been cleaning. His suit was the only one to rival Cassimer's own, carefully pieced together over a twenty-five-year military career. Cassimer knew little about Florey's private life, save for the fact that he had a wife and many children - but the man had a mind for sound investment.
"Scout our route and take up position at the entry point. We move when it's clear."
Florey nodded and lifted the bar from the door. A honey-comb pattern of light flickered on the surface of his armour as it adjusted to match the dark outside.
"Commander. May I have a word?" Joy's injuries were almost healed. The swelling had gone, only a faint redness remaining on her cheek. Underneath the brim of the too-large helmet, her eyes were wide and dark, and she suddenly looked very young. "In private?"
No. That's what he should say, but outside, there were eighty RebEarth men seeking blood, and she didn't have even a malfunctioning suit; she had nothing and she was everything.
"Keep it brief." He stepped behind the shack's partition wall. Not exactly private, but he trusted his team not to eavesdrop.
"Scarsdale mentioned your name."
"I'm not surprised. What did he say?" In truth, Cassimer couldn't care less what Scarsdale had to say, but the sound of Joy's voice cut through the white veil. Keep talking, he wanted to say, keep talking until the world becomes sharp-edged and true.
"Before I tell you, I'd like to know what happened on the Ever Onward."
"You know what happened."
"The bullet-point version, sure. But there's more, isn't there? I heard what Scarsdale did to you, and I saw the radiographs."
"It's all in my official report." He might've left it at that, if it weren't for the sudden realisation that perhaps she wanted to hear his voice, too. That maybe this wasn't about the Ever Onward or Scarsdale at all. "We were trapped on the bridge. Rhys and Lucklaw escaped through the floor with you, but to buy time, I stayed behind. When the RebEarthers breached, I had no choice but to surrender."
"Surrender? But you must've known they'd hurt you. Kill you."
"I had enough of a sense of Scarsdale to know that he'd want to talk. Figured I could give the team a head start at least. After that..." He shrugged. "The surrender was never genuine. Wishful thinking on their end to believe it for even a second. I would've done what I could to survive. I did."
"So noble sacrifice wasn't the plan?"
"No." Yes. Maybe. He frowned, uncertain. "Look, Somerset, we haven't got long - what's this about? What did Scarsdale say?"
"He called you insane. Said you had a..." She hesitated, biting her lip. "A bad attitude. And he called you a hero."
Hero. No.  Heroics were for the version of him who lived on Bastion's glossy recruitment posters, for the hollow mockery that blasted its way through demon hordes in The Hero of the Hecate. "He's wrong."
"Good," she said.
"Good?"
"Yeah, because Scarsdale has plans for you. He intends to capture you, torture you and cut your head off on a live stream broadcast through every Cascade in the galaxy. And Scarsdale, he may be dying, he may be little more than a talking corpse, but I just know that if you try to be a hero, he's going to get what he wants. And that can't happen, all right? Please, Commander. Please be careful."
Watch your six. Be on guard. Stay alert. Observe all necessary precautions. All familiar variants on the theme. Please be careful? That was new. That was nice.
"I will," he said, wanting to believe that he'd keep that promise.
◆◆◆
 
Whether by ergot poisoning or isolation madness, Nexus was dying. There was a hollowness to the spaceport, through which a seam of corruption crept. Freshets of water spewed from overflowing pipes and walls gave way, sliding into the mud at odd angles. Red lichen stretched like tissue across alleys.
Nexus was dying and it was not a graceful death. It was dying like Andrew Scarsdale would, like Captain de Bracy had. Rotting and screaming inside a metal husk, aware but uncomprehending.
It disgusted him. Bastion had implied that Cato might one day be considered for annexation, but he knew now that he'd recommend against it. Better to let it die, to let it fade into history as a footnote, and let the bones of its people rest among its dunes.
Joy was of a different opinion. She still had people on the planet who she cared for, and she'd mentioned that if the red lichen was indeed toxic, perhaps its effects could be reversed. She was wrong - instinct told him that much - but she was wrong in a way that seemed right. Right for someone from a golden age; right for someone who had put her trust in strangers. Right for someone who shone with the light of stars.
But it was also the kind of wrong that could get her killed on a world like Cato. A dying enemy was often deceptively dangerous.
"Got a set of escalators going down two floors. No activity. Place is a maze, doors and corridors in all directions. Don't like the look of it," Florey said over the team channel. As they approached the entry point, he stepped from the shadows. They'd seen no one else, but had heard shouting from the market square. A crane had collapsed, Joy had explained, looking a bit sick as she added that the square was usually crowded at night.
People will have been hurt, she'd said. People will have been killed.
More of the right that was wrong. She'd looked at him like she'd wanted him to say that it wasn't her fault, but he wouldn't lie to her. The truth was that she had bared Nexus to the storm and all that followed was a direct consequence. The harder truth was that it didn't matter if people had died. She'd done what was necessary, not just for them, but for the greater good. She wasn't ready to hear that, though. Not yet.
The entrance to the undercity was a wide set of escalators underneath an arc of neon lettering. The lights were dead, but the dull glass still spelled the words DOVEDALE BUSINESS HOTEL.
"Any intel on this place, Somerset?"
"Sorry, Commander. All I know is the other entrance is for visitors. This one is for locals. I've never been down there. Duncan said..." Her voice cracked briefly. "Duncan said I shouldn't. Said it was too dangerous."
"Great," Hopewell said.
"It might be all right, though. You must've noticed how empty the town is, how many of the shacks are abandoned. Hal said..."
"Hal?" Cassimer inquired.
"The man who..." She tapped a finger to her face, where the faint bruising was enough to burn a trail of anger clean through the sedative in his system. "He said that the silver fortress calls people to it. That it takes and takes. If that's true, chances are the undercity will be mostly deserted as well. Only problem is, we're also heading to the silver fortress."
"All the little eggs in one neat basket?" Hopewell tugged at the strap of her missile launcher. "That's not what I call a problem."
◆◆◆
 
The escalators terminated inside a sprawling hotel lobby. Cassimer's night vision showed no heat signatures, but the area was evidently inhabited. Corridors opened up in all directions; some blocked off by barricades, others gaping wide and dark. A central fountain was mottled with lichen, thick swathes draped over the tiered edges.
Watch your step. Florey's message was accompanied by a blinking indicator on Cassimer's HUD, showing a collapsed section of floor. No, not collapsed; the edges were too clean. He approached and, for the first time, saw the undercity.
The spaceport had been built to be largely subterranean. The landing pads and arrival zones were above ground, but everything else - accommodations, security, baggage handling, shops and restaurants - nestled under the sands of Cato, safe from storms.
The locals had cut their way down through the floors, replacing failing structures with new beams to support their city. A two-hundred-metre drop, at least, and on every level of the shaft fires blazed. Heat rose from the deep, and wafts of smoke and the sounds of the undercity travelled on the warm air. Weeping, groaning, gunfire and laughter; the undercity was alive and eager.   
He stood on the edge, rusting metal crumbling under his feet, and gazed into a pit so much like how he envisioned Xanthe. 
Gunfire. Florey stood back to back with him, keeping an eye on their six, but even the gunner couldn't resist glancing into the abyss. East. Three levels down.
Rope bridges and precarious walkways of planks and sheet metal stretched across the shaft, connecting each side and level. On the third level, the braziers burned bright, and the dark shapes of armed men were silhouetted against the flames. Another shot rang out. The sound of shattering glass was followed by an outpouring of cheer.
Target practice, Cassimer replied.
RebEarth?
Can't tell. Except instinct told him that it was. High probability.
We going down there? Florey tested the top rung of a ladder with his foot. It creaked anxiously.
Maybe. He hoped not. Lucklaw, any network activity?
A flutter, Commander. Feeding power to the system. Should be coming online in -
Incandescent light filled the lobby. Cassimer's visor adjusted a nano-second too late and, through the night vision, the light was blinding. He flinched, reflexively stepping backwards.
The worming fear feasted on the proximity of the pit. It grew fat inside his chest, pushing at his ribs until they ached, tightening his throat. A howl rose from the pit, and maybe that was good. Maybe the demons should come for him and end what they'd started so many years ago.
But the howl died down, and he blinked away the pain. The lobby lights had laid bare the devastation. Lichen, red as blood, grew from cracks in the walls. One barricade had the words KEEP OUT smeared across it in black paint. Another was topped with skulls on pikes - the same message more bluntly stated. Piles of trash and excrement grew from the floor like mole hills. Tattered paintings hung above stained and mouldering furniture. It was civilisation brought to its knees, driven by despair to surrender.
He could sympathise.
"Commander." Joy was by his side, tugging him away from the edge. A glimpse of honey-brown eyes was all he got before the lights died, but it was enough. The worming fear stilled, and the pit lost its allure.
"Bloody hell," Hopewell complained. "Do not do that again, Lucklaw."
"Apologies." Lucklaw sounded appropriately mortified. "All I did was power the hotel's systems. The lights must've been left on."
"No need to explain." Cassimer stepped further from the pit, one arm around Joy's waist. If anyone was looking, they'd see, they'd know, but for the moment, he didn't care. If they'd been spotted when the lights came on... if somebody was lining up a shot right now... He felt better knowing that Joy would be protected. The temperature of his suit increased a degree or two as it expanded its APF to cover her. "Did you get anything useful?"
"The hotel system is a mess. It'll take me a minute -"
Welcome to Dovedale Hotel. We are pleased to offer our services to you.
The pleasant and tell-tale hollow voice of a computer echoed in the lobby, accompanied by gentle piano.
"Switch that off." Cassimer scanned the room for movement. His armour plates fizzed with sparks as Joy moved closer.
Would you like to check in -
a brief pause, as if the computer stopped to think
- Finn Somerset?
Joy made a strange little sound, turning her face towards his chest.
"Your h-chip," Lucklaw said. "I didn't wipe your brother's profile. Could be useful. You should..."
"No thank you," Joy said. "I need to get to Castle Street. Can you give me directions?"
"Don't talk to it like it's a person. It's a computer, you need to keep it simple -"
Certainly, sir. Take the elevator to the subway station on the sixteenth floor. The train for Castle Street departs from Platform Two.
"Thank you very much," Joy replied. Lucklaw sighed, but Cassimer loved her all the more for it. Around her, the hotel's walls seemed to regain some of their colour, and the wind rising from the pit no longer carried the taunts of demons, but the whispers of ghosts. Cato's civilisation might have fallen, but for a time it had been good. For a time, it had been sweet.
"The elevators are online, but not responding," Lucklaw said. "Must be a mechanical issue."
The elevators were on the far side of the lobby. As Cassimer left Joy's side to investigate, his active protection field stretched and sparked, lingering around her, as unwilling to let go as he was.
He used his knife to jimmy one set of doors open and tossed a flare down the shaft. Magenta light illuminated corroded walls, bouncing until two hundred and sixteen metres below, it came to rest on the roof of an elevator. A long way to fall, but better than the hissing, laughing, RebEarth-infested alternative.




42. Joy

Given the choice of an elevator shaft or a perfectly good ladder, the cold, dark and fall-to-your-death option wasn't the one Joy would've picked. The flare looked distant enough to be a star and the drop long enough that she'd have time to think about her landing if she fell. She'd thought of it plenty already, a horror-reel of fracturing bone and rupturing skin playing in her mind.
"I'm just saying," she complained to Hopewell, "Cato's one silver lining was the lack of heights. Oh sure, it's got tunnels and spiders and more lunatics than you could swing a cat at, but at least I rarely had to worry about plummeting to my death."
"Cheer up," Hopewell said, tightening the straps of a harness around her waist. "One way or another, it'll all be over soon. Florey, you okay climbing with all that gear?"
Florey was preparing to follow the commander down the elevator shaft. Apart from his usual arsenal, he also carried a large duffel bag and a strange green box attached to a strap slung over his shoulder. He gave Hopewell a dismissive wave.
"What's in the box?" Joy asked.
"Plan B, in case you couldn't disable the force field. You didn't think we'd place our lives completely in the hands of a recruit as fresh as they come, did you?" Hopewell laughed, her eyes bright behind her visor. "In fact, you took so long to respond that I already had my finger on the detonator, metaphorically speaking. Another minute and we would've blown the force field."
"You could do that?" Cassimer's I'll come for you suddenly made more sense. 
"Sure, but it would've been permanent and it would've been loud. We'd be exchanging bullets with eighty-plus RebEarthers in the middle of a raging storm right about now." A wistful look crossed Hopewell's face, and she sighed. "If only, right?"
"I'm not going to be able to keep up with the rest of you at all, am I?" Joy tugged at the harness, which bit into her ribs but still didn't feel snug enough.
"Of course not, and nobody ever expected you to." Hopewell patted her helmet. "That's why you're getting the sweetheart treatment. See, recruits are supposed to start out bright-eyed and fresh-faced and slowly get that hammered out of them. They're not supposed to have gone through hell and back before they make private, and they're certainly not supposed to tag along with the banneretcy on their first mission. You're in way over your head, and being anything but nice to you would be like kicking a puppy."
"From recruit to science experiment to puppy all in one week. Quite the transformation."
"Hey, keep advancing through the ranks at that pace, and you'll make general by next month. Look - just keep your head down and remember that the commander only expects from you what he expects from all of us - your very best."
"I'll try," Joy said. "Sorry for whinging."
"We all need a good moan every now and then." Hopewell stepped up to the edge of the elevator shaft. "See you down below."
Lucklaw went next and with most of the team gone, the lobby felt very large and very scary. She inched closer to Rhys.
"Can we see what's happening down there?"
Rhys shook his head. "The commander cut my access to the visual feed."
"Why would he do that?"
"In a hissy fit, I imagine. He's none too pleased with me at the moment."
"Why's that?"
"Hostile territory is no place to be playing Twenty Questions, Somerset."
And that was all Rhys would say. When the word came through that it was time for him to lower her down, he did so in silence. When she landed on the roof of the elevator, Hopewell was there to unclip her, in silence. When she dropped through the open hatch in the elevator's roof, Cassimer was there to help her down, in silence.
The time for friendly banter was over; now all that mattered was the mission. Keep your head down, Joy thought, her spine rigid with tension, keep your head down and do your best and everything will be fine. This is serious business, and you need to show them that you can handle serious business.
"Subway station up ahead. Multiple contacts."
Very serious business. Joy's fingers danced nervously against the grip of her gun - a Primaterre gun, so heavy and strange on her hip - but Cassimer had other ideas. She and Rhys were to remain in position while the rest of the team cleared the station. She barely had time to process the orders before the others were gone. Being kept on the sidelines should be a good thing, but it didn't feel like it. Her muscles knotted so tight that she feared that if she didn't move soon, she might not be able to move at all - and that was the moment that Rhys chose to break the silence.
"I'm engaged to be married," he said.
Her instinct was a beaming congratulations, but something in his voice warned her that this wasn't going anywhere pleasant.
"The wedding date's set to the seventh of August."
August. It'd been July when she enlisted, and Joy realised with dismay that Rhys was going to miss his own wedding.
"Twenty-two years ago." Rhys patted his pockets, searching in vain for a cigarette.
"Twenty-two years ago?" she echoed, confused.
"Yeah, but let's not skip to the end. The details are important. To get the point, you have to understand. You have to know about Cecilia."
And she had to know about war, because it was on the battlefield that Rhys had first met Cecilia. Vainamoinen, a distant Primaterre colony, had come under attack by the Andromeda Conglomerate, a rivalling faction looking to expand its territory ("but don't bother committing the name to memory. Their fate was sealed on the shores of Vainamoinen"). Rhys had spent six months there, giving first aid and pulling casualties from the field. Six months of tasting nothing but blood and sea salt, emptying his boots of sand and cleaning seaweed from open wounds. Six months of screeching gulls, heavy bombardment and the roar of shuttles and transports hovering overhead.
"One day I was sitting in the sand trying to piece some poor kid back together again. About your age, fair hair, freckles. Don't remember his name, his rank, or his blood type, but the face... I suppose I never forget the faces of the ones who don't make it." He shrugged, giving Joy a tense smile. "I had both his arms and one of the other medics was trying to find his left leg, and I told him, it's going to be all right, just hang in there, but he was losing blood faster than I could replenish it, and the whole time these damned transport ships were buzzing over our heads like vultures. I knew I couldn't save the kid and I knew there were other wounded in need of attention, but I still worked on him, still kept telling him these awful lies. He died just as the other medic came running up with the missing leg. And... I don't know if it was the triumphant look on the medic's face or the sight of the leg, but I snapped. A transport ship had just landed to off-load supplies, and I got up and ran over there, grabbed the officer in charge and shouted - well, I don't know exactly what, but I'm fairly sure I threatened violence if they didn't get the damned ships out of my fucking face."
A muffled cry in the distance interrupted Rhys. A metallic clanging echoed through the corridor, and Joy's heart fluttered nervously.
"Nothing to worry about; just Hopewell introducing herself to the locals. Reckon we'll be moving soon, so let me finish my story."
The officer in charge had been Transportation Officer Cecilia Grey, and she had responded to Rhys's threat with three gifts. The first was a stiff drink from a flask hidden in the floor of her shuttle. The second was a written reprimand that earned him three days in jail. The third was her contact information.
"I put that to good use as soon as they let me out of jail, after which Cecilia put me to good use."
"Inching close to too much information there," Joy said, though she couldn't help but smile at Rhys's wistful tone.
"A lady might not kiss and tell, but a doctor isn't afraid to get downright anatomical." He grinned. "I'll spare you the details. Suffice to say, Cecilia did not mess around. At first, I thought it was because of the war, that it made her want to grab life by the horns while she still could, but then the war ended and it turned out it's the way Cecilia's wired. A ball-busting, rule-bending, fire-breathing dragon of a woman, which, when I say it out loud sounds like a damn nightmare, but she wasn't. She was everything I'd ever wanted."
The battlefield fling turned into a sex-fuelled romp across three different worlds (during the description of which Rhys went back on his promise to spare her the details), and eventually more than that. More than love, even.
"I took a liking to her brand of cigarettes, she got tattoos from my go-to artist. Her slippers found their way under my bed and my toothbrush was in her bathroom. I wasn't Rhys anymore, and she wasn't Cecilia; we'd become a whole new creature, a thing called Rhys-and-Cecilia - and neither of us could remember being anything else. So by the time I asked her to marry me, it almost seemed pointless. Still, she said yes."
They set the date and made the preparations and had six months of happiness before Cecilia's transportation unit was called in for an exo-mission.
"It wasn't supposed to be a big deal. A minor system had been offered annexation, which they were only too happy to agree to. The Primaterre military was only there to oversee the process and make sure everything went smoothly. Which it did - until RebEarth decided they didn't want to miss out on an opportunity to cause trouble."
Most of the RebEarthers weren't even from the system, Rhys explained. They didn't care about the planet or its people; all they wanted was a chance to stick it to the Primaterre. Things were relatively quiet for a while. A few hit-and-run acts of terrorism, minor casualties, mostly affecting the locals.
"I suppose everyone assumed it was quiet because the system wasn't a priority target. That RebEarth were spread too thin to do any real damage. A reasonable enough assumption, and one of the worst mistakes in recent history. RebEarth weren't quiet because they didn't care; they were quiet because they were planning to hit the Cascade."
"But that's crazy!" More than crazy. Unimaginable. "Is it even possible?"
"It shouldn't be, not with the kind of security protecting them. But RebEarth must've found a way, because one day we lost all contact with the system. One second it was there, a quick fold away, and the next it was gone. No communications, no nothing. We don't even know how badly the Cascade was hit. Bad enough that they've not been able to repair it from their side in the past twenty-two years. If it was bad enough that the whole thing went up... Plenty of Primaterre ships would've been caught in the explosion. Plenty of Transpo ships in particular. Repair ships were dispatched immediately, but without the Cascade to fold through, it's a twenty-odd year journey. And once they get there, who knows how long it'll take to repair it, if it even can be repaired. Until then, all I have are ifs. If anyone's alive. If Cecilia is alive. If she still thinks of me. When it happened - when I realised I might never see her again - I cracked open the boxes of booze we'd bought for the wedding, and I drank the lot of it. Except for one bottle of champagne. I'm saving that for when the Cascade reopens and then - no matter the outcome - I'll make a toast to Cecilia. It'll be flat as all hell, but I doubt anything will ever have tasted as good."
"I'm so sorry, Rhys. I understand what it's like," she said, childishly envious of the bottle of champagne. It was a thing to hold and cherish, an physical connection to the lost and loved. When her parents died, Finn had been that connection - but of Finn himself, nothing remained. Except for the h-chip, that little thing inside of her which told the world the lie that Finn lived.
"You ought to, but you sure don't act like it."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Andrew Scarsdale might never get his revenge, but you have to know that sooner or later, that's how our commander's story will end. Is that what you want for yourself? A life where every knock on the door makes your heart leap; where you open every notification with dread; where you go through your days without really living, because no matter where you are, your heart is elsewhere. Like me, you've seen enough to be able to imagine the worst. You didn't just overhear Scarsdale; you felt every damn word, saw every gory detail played out in your mind."
He was right, and she had to bite her lip to stop it from wobbling.
"Our commander's heading towards a bad death. There will be suffering, but there needn't be tears."
"You want him to die unmourned?"
"I want you to live without the grief, and I want you to understand that the commander's not like other people. Oh sure, he's cleared for duty, but how much of that is truth and how much of it is Bastion's wishful thinking? They'd rather have their prize possession KIA than psyched out - makes for a better story. The only reason I'm not using my authority to have him pulled is because I'm sure the bastards would only convince him to return to the cataphracts. And that, princess, would kill him as surely as Andrew Scarsdale's blade."
"If you're trying to help him, you've got a strange way of going about it."
"I like to think I was making progress. Pardon me for not being happy about my good work being undone by a kitten-eyed redhead."
"Hey," she protested, heart thudding against her ribs. "I think you've got this all wrong."
"Have I now? I see the way he looks at you. There's a fine line between desire and violence, and I'm not sure he even understands the difference."
"You're out of line, Rhys, and you might know the soldier, but you don't know the man half so well as you think. He'd never hurt me."
"Not intentionally," Rhys agreed. "But he has manoeuvred himself into a position of complete power over you. His rank, his merits... I can't help but worry for the both of you."
"I thought everyone started out with ten thousand merits."
"That's not - " Rhys paused, a thoughtful look on his face. "Huh. He didn't tell you."
"Didn't tell me what?"
"Didn't tell me what, sir. Come to think of it, you've been quite impertinent this whole conversation. Ought to write you up for it, Private."
"You do that," she said, "and I'll tell Cassimer about our little conversation. Somebody's going to end up in trouble, but I'm betting it won't be me. Sir."
"Ouch." He laughed. "Kitten's got claws. Tell me, are you going to hold a grudge like the commander, or are you the forgive and forget type?"
"Forget what?" she said, and when he smiled, she almost did forget - both the conversation, and how lonely Cato had once been.
◆◆◆
 
Rows of bottles gleamed under buzzing lights. Empties, and ones filled with grey or cloudy yellow. Sweet alcohol mixed with the stench of urine, and Joy pressed a hand to her mouth to stop herself from retching. Drag marks in the dust and a few overturned bottles were the only signs of a scuffle. A trail of spilled greetshine led down a tiled corridor.
"What did you do with them?" she asked.
Hopewell smirked. "Well, we didn't shoot them up with sedatives and sing them to sleep."
Answer enough, and Joy tried to tell herself that whatever they'd done, it'd been necessary. Duncan had advised her to let go, and maybe he'd been right. The world had been turned upside down and shaken like a snow globe, and still her moral compass pointed true north (well - north-northwest). Her ideas of what constituted civilisation clung like barnacles, even as Cato told her the same story over and over again: Nice has no place here.
And then came Platform 2, where the story seemed to turn a page.
Its chocolate-rippled marble floor wasn't just clean, but polished to a sheen. The cast-iron benches along the sea-green walls had been repaired many times over the decades, but great care had been taken in the mending. A magazine rack was filled to the brim with yellowing brochures. A ticket machine chirped and blinked under Lucklaw's investigating fingers.
There was no debris on the tracks, no scattered bones or smears of graffiti. A laminated poster showed a woman staring at a pot of yoghurt as if it were the holy grail. On Cato, it might as well be.
In amber lights, a sign over the tracks informed:
2 BRIDEWELL VIA CASTLE STREET 3 mins
Joy stood at the edge of the platform, looking down the tunnel. One end was dark, but a trail of recessed orange lights glowed in the other direction. A section of ceiling had collapsed, but girders and beams had been put in place as supports, and scaffolding stretched across the tunnel. On Platform 2, faults weren't patched up - they were fixed, and fixed right.
"Step back, Somerset." Cassimer emerged from the dark end of the tunnel. "We don't know what's down there."
She obeyed, backing up all the way to the benches.
"Made a lot of noise, Hopewell."
"Apologies, Commander." Hopewell shuffled her feet. "But I -"
Florey nudged her with his elbow.
"Apologies," Hopewell repeated, resigning herself to shamed silence.
"Four men, all armed. On guard duty, but also deep in the cups. We moved the bodies into a maintenance tunnel and Hopewell got creative. Made it look like they'd been killed by drifters," Florey said. "Even if the bodies are discovered, our presence won't be."
"Won't it?" Lucklaw pointed towards the ceiling. The faux-marble tiles were dotted with black domes. "Surveillance cameras, online and streaming to very secure servers."
"We're being watched?" Hopewell raised a hand towards a camera, two fingers beginning to unfurl from her closed fist. Again, Florey's sharp elbow stopped her.
"Of course not. My sensors detected the cameras before we entered. I've got footage of an empty station running on a loop, but if someone is watching, they're going to notice eventually."
"Can you access the surveillance feeds in the tunnel to give us an idea of what we're walking into?" Cassimer looked towards the tunnel. His armour shifted grey and amber, adjusting to the light conditions.
2 BRIDEWELL VIA CASTLE STREET 1 min
"Um, Commander," Joy said, pointing to the sign. "It says there's a train coming. Maybe you should come away from the tracks?"
He tapped his boot against the magnetic rails. "No power. No vibrations. Doubt there's an actual train coming."
"There isn't," Lucklaw said. "I'd know."
Still, after one more glance down the tunnel, Cassimer climbed onto the platform, and Joy couldn't help but feel relieved. If it weren't for the fact that it'd be completely inappropriate and unprofessional, she'd have sent him a
:)
MESSAGE DELIVERED TO  [003927SSBC, Cassimer, C], her HUD announced cheerfully.
whatno you wernt supposed to send that ssstupid computer
She stopped, reeled in her runaway train of thought and deleted that unintended message before the HUD passed it along too. She should send a follow-up, though, before Cassimer admonished her like he had Hopewell - beaming disapproval straight into her brain.
sorry mistake please ignore
Good. Or was it? Did mistake sound too harsh? Like she hadn't meant to be pleased that he was being careful?
what i MEAN is i'm glad you won't be run over by a train but sorry for bothering you
Shit.
i mean, sorry for bothering you, commander. won't happen againnnnnnnnnn
The n's kept going for another three mortifying lines that she was sure hadn't been there before she sent the message.
"Stupid computer," she hissed.
sorry again having trouble figuring this out makes my head hurt won't happen again starting now!
"You doing all right there, Somerset?" Rhys's eyes sparkled with amusement. For a horrible moment she thought she'd been broadcasting to the team channel rather than Cassimer's, but a quick check with the HUD put that fear to rest.
"Yes." A droplet of blood slid across her lips as she spoke, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. "Just a nosebleed."
"A nosebleed and a face redder than a stoplight." He handed her a wet wipe. "Here. And stick close to me; we're moving out."
The text on the sign had changed to suggest that the next train to Castle Street would be arriving in little over an hour. The tunnel lay quiet, but walking on the tracks made her nervous. It just wasn't the done thing. You stayed behind the yellow lines and you minded the gap; you didn't crowd the train doors and you most certainly never set foot on the tracks. That was civilisation.
◆◆◆
 
They followed the orange trail of lights deep into subterranean Cato. The surveillance cameras showed nothing but endless empty tunnel ahead.
"You look a bit scared, Somerset." Hopewell was about twenty feet ahead, moving in tandem with Florey as the spearhead of the group, but her voice came through Joy's earpiece loud and clear.
"Of course I'm scared. Aren't you?"
"Three weeks or so from now, I'll be waking up in a cold sweat thinking what on earth were we doing going down that tunnel? But not now; not ever on the job. Somebody explained purity to you, right? Purity makes the scary simple. Focus on the present. Perceive. Be aware of the real and put aside imagined fears."
"Easier said than done."
"Sure, but you should try. Your primer should have the auto-chaplain program installed. If you think it'll help, you can always activate it."
There was a false note in Hopewell's concern. No matter what she said, the lieutenant was scared - and she'd identified Joy as the weak link.
"You're worried about dem-"
"Shhhhh!" Hopewell's hush rushed against Joy's eardrum. "Don't say it. And yes, I know that's superstitious and impure of me, but still. Better safe than possessed, right?"
So the d-word was out but the p-word was acceptable. Joy shook her head. This aspect of the Primaterre was still hard to swallow. Purity didn't seem rooted in logic or reason; strange, for a doctrine that prized those very qualities.
"Just try it, Joy. Always good to be pure. Always good to be prepared. Still, I wasn't lying - I'm not scared. Doesn't matter how infested these tunnels are, if they want our minds, they'll have to get past the commander first. If they couldn't do that all those years ago, I don't fancy their chances now."
Except all those years ago the commander hadn't been as frightened as he was now. Joy glanced over her shoulder just in time to see dark-armoured Cassimer round the bend. Having him watching their backs made her feel as safe as anyone traversing a mysterious tunnel could, but what concerned her was how he felt.
Certainly not safe. And if demons thrived in shadow and slipped through cracks, then Cassimer had both in abundance.
You just worry about yourself, Joy.
Never mind him. The old sawbones has the right of it; save your love for one who isn't damned.
Imaginary Finn's sharp tone was as unfamiliar as his choice of words. Perhaps she was forgetting him already. Perhaps she would get him more and more wrong until the memory of Finn faded to an impressionistic blur of the once familiar.
As sad as that thought made her - sad enough that the next droplet to run down her face wasn't blood - she hoped it'd happen fast. Better to love an idolized haze than a warped shade, because the Finn who'd called Cassimer damned was not the same as the Finn who'd bought her a macaron and kissed her good-bye on the Ever Onward.
Or perhaps I changed while you slept.
So loud, so clear that she had to stop and turn to make sure he wasn't standing there. Her Finn, smiling and confident, or this other Finn; this unquiet ghost.
"You all right, Somerset?" Rhys once more voiced concern, and she couldn't help but smile. Seven months alone in tunnels, so isolated and frightened that she'd started talking to the imaginary, and now the words Are you all right? were like poetry to her ears. "That nosebleed's getting worse, isn't it? Hang on." He motioned for her to stop, one hand digging through one of his many belt pouches.
Cassimer caught up with them as Rhys rolled back her sleeve for another injection.
"Something the matter?" Voice; neutral. Visor; shut.
"Hypertension. Common to individuals who have primers activated in adulthood. All the new stimulus introduced to the nervous system is quite the strain." Rhys pulled her sleeve back down and adjusted it. "Given the nosebleed, I suppose you've been getting headaches too?"
She nodded.
"A sensation of vertigo? No. Good. No vomiting either. What about feelings of anxiety?"
She gave him a long look, gesturing towards their surroundings, and he laughed. "All right, I see your point. For the time being, I'd advise limited use of your primer. Use my tablet instead of your contacts to take some of the strain off, or we'll have you bleeding from your eyeballs next. Don't worry, though - ten minutes from now, the drugs'll kick in and you'll be ready to take on the world."
"Good," said Cassimer, though his focus seemed to be entirely on the tunnel behind them. "Keep going."
They did, although Joy caught herself stealing glances over her shoulder. Cassimer lingered, rifle trained at the darkness. When she lost sight of him, she found herself the subject of Rhys's judgmental glare.
"Andrew Scarsdale said something about Primaterre medicine that I've been wondering about." She had been wondering about it, but not so badly that it couldn't have waited. Needed to change topic fast, however, before the medic had time to translate his judgment into words.
"Only thing Scarsdale should be saying is gee whiz, I sure wish I wasn't a wanted terrorist, because Primaterre medicine is the only thing that could save my decaying arse. But sure, let's hear it."
"He called you aberrations." She told him Scarsdale's anecdote about the officer whose brain he'd kept a piece of, and of how fast the officer had returned to the field.
"Bollocks," said Rhys, shaking his head. "The human brain is a highly sophisticated organic machine. Our understanding of it is nascent at best, and comprehension doesn't equal ability to replicate or regenerate. Cerebral tissue can be regenerated, but it comes out blank, bereft of function and programming. If that officer did suffer catastrophic head trauma, his recovery would depend on which parts of his brain were damaged. With extensive treatment and augments, it's possible he could've been saved, perhaps even returned to duty in some form - but he wouldn't be the same as he once was."
"And his recovery would take longer than a week?"
"Significantly. Medical science has seen a lot of progress while you slept, Somerset, and it's true we do have some damn fine doctors on our side, but we're not bloody wizards." He rapped his knuckles against her helmet. "So you'll want to make sure you keep this strapped on tight."
She tightened the strap until it bit into her skin. "What about Scarsdale? Could Primaterre medicine save him?"
"I doubt it. We could keep him alive a good long while - like the Ereshkigal suit is doing - but the required treatments are so drastic and so exotic that it's likely he would succumb to them, if not the radiation poisoning."
"So he's going to die."
"Yes," Rhys said. "And there are few things more dangerously desperate than a dead man walking."      
◆◆◆
 
Multiple contacts three miles out.
Joy's tablet, on a slight delay, cycled through two more surveillance feeds before she saw what was coming their way.
People. Scores of them, all wearing identical grey overalls. Some carried lanterns and some carried rifles, but most hands were busy pushing or dragging carts down the track. The picture wasn't clear enough to make out faces, but their hunched postures were familiar enough. These were the men and women of Nexus. They had abandoned their homes and gone into the deep dark to - what? Do maintenance work in the tunnels?
Ventilation shaft fifty metres back.
By the time she reached Cassimer's position, he'd already wrenched loose the ventilation grille. Tendrils of lichen spilled from the air duct, coughing spores as Lucklaw climbed up.
The darkness didn't appeal, nor the thought of being trapped between walls that were narrow and spongy with growth, but then Cassimer's hands were around her waist, and Lucklaw reached for her. Up was the only choice; up through scratchy lichen and into a cloud of spores that tasted of salt and iron.
The ventilation duct continued upwards in a gentle curve. Its metal walls were ribbed and segmented, like a man-made earthworm hole.
"Up front, Somerset. You know these people best."
Cassimer set the grille back in place, and she knelt on rustling lichen to peek through the slats. Electricity danced on her skin as Cassimer crouched next to her. His Morrigan was trained on the tracks, as was his focus, but he hooked his other hand into her belt, ready to pull her from the line of fire if need be. Practical, surely, but his gauntlet shooting sparks up her spine made her heart beat that new and strange rhythm again.
A low rumble preceded the approaching crowd, accompanied by a metallic whine. Spores puffed from the ceiling as vibrations shook the tunnel. The grille shuddered, shedding rust flakes from screw holes as it began to work its way out of the wall. Cassimer holstered his gun and wound his fingers through the grille, holding it firmly in place.
He'd let go of the gun before he'd let go of me. Perhaps only a matter of convenience, but the thought made her look up at him with a smile that she was certain Primaterre military regulations would deem inappropriate. But if love had no place in a lichen-riddled ventilation shaft in a tunnel filled with armed killers, well, then what good was it? There was no reason to focus on the darkness when she could feel the warmth of starlight.
constant starlight, her disobedient brain computer typed, but this time, she was quick on the imaginary delete key.
The convoy's vanguard came into view. Their grey outfits, which had struck Joy as prison uniforms, were overalls suited for manual labour. Too new for Cato's people, too whole and - in spite of numerous stains - too clean. The people were also far too clean. Hair slicked back nice and neat, beards trimmed and faces scrubbed of the usual film of dust. They almost looked civilised.
But if there was civilisation on Cato, why hide it so deep underground? Why choose Nexus to be their face to the universe if they had somewhere better? For protection? They didn't seem to be lacking in that department. Every member of the convoy - Joy lost count in the mid-fifties - was armed, with nice quality weaponry. Not Primaterre nice, but a definite step up from the usual Cato fare.
The carts were empty, but dirty, as if the men and women of Nexus had packed them full and made a delivery and were now going to fetch more supplies.
A familiar figure walked in front of the fifth cart, dangerously close to its churning wheels. Keeva, perhaps the galaxy's only brewer of greetshine, strode down the tracks with purpose. Her dark hair was pulled back into a bun, her rags exchanged for grey overalls, and her smile devoid of strain. Here was Keeva as she might have been, if she'd got to grow up behind a white-picket fence, eating jam sandwiches under a sky as blue as it was artificial. Only the defeated hunch of her shoulders remained as a trace of the harried woman Joy had met.
It's easier in Nexus, she'd said. Out here, it's too easy to hear your own thoughts, and sometimes the thoughts are really bad and...
And you just want to die. But this Keeva seemed happy and determined. If that was because Keeva could no longer hear her own thoughts, then was it really Keeva at all? And if not her own thoughts, then whose?
◆◆◆
 
CASTLE STREET STATION, screamed the bold lettering on the platform wall. The tunnel continued onwards, but its tracks were rubble-strewn and dark. The careful maintenance went as only far as Castle Street.
Whoever was in charge of that maintenance would be none too pleased to see the state of the platform. It had become a maze of stacked crates, its floor dirty with footprints.
Hopewell used her rifle to turn one of the crates on its side. Empty, but its wooden insides were damp and red.
"Blood?" asked Lucklaw, and Joy wanted to hug him for expressing what she was thinking.
"Nah." Hopewell scraped the muzzle of her rifle against the wood. It came away whiskered with lichen. "Just the same old toxic mind fungus."
"That's just a theory," Joy said. "I don't want you all assuming I know what I'm talking about."
"Don't think you need to worry about that," Lucklaw said, and she no longer felt like hugging him, instead wondering what regulations had to say about rude gestures. 
The breadcrumb trail of surveillance cameras had come to an end, and so the team eased into a wary formation. Cassimer hadn't given any orders, but the soldiers seemed to instinctively know what to do.
They ascended from the station onto a street, where a blue shimmer arced across rooftops. It was another force field, in better repair than the one over Nexus, and beyond it lay only darkness. The street had been swallowed by Cato's dust, but the force field had preserved it inside a protective bubble. Over decades, the field's energy had vitrified the dust, creating a wide cavern of black glass.
The street was the same as in the picture Lucklaw had found, but the ice cream parlour's rainbow awning hung in tatters. Where hydrangea had once blossomed, only withered trunks remained, twisting upwards as if trying to escape the choking lichen. The blue glow of the force field sucked all the colours from the surroundings.
A fulgurite tree, as large as an oak, sprang from cracked tarmac in an intersection, its reaching branches gnarled and thick. A hanging tree if there'd ever been one, reflected in the polished metal walls of the building behind it. The silver fortress was sharp and angular, its smooth facade interrupted by asymmetric windows.
Cato's terrors had so far been of an organic nature - dirty, bloody and raw - but the silver fortress was the hollow shell of order; the planet's cold heart.
Above its main entrance, a crimson triangle glowed, emblazoned with three white grass spikelets.




43. Cassimer

Control.
The word had come to him in the tunnel, and he had considered the concept while allowing his mind to run calculations and predictions. IF this, THEN that. Simple, and the very essence of purity. See the truth with clarity and control it.
On their journey to Nexus, the truth had been this: nature had been their enemy, and Joy's fate far beyond his reach. No amount of clarity could seize control over distance or weather, and that had been difficult to accept. Chaos had been all around him then, battering his shields.
But now Joy was beside him, crouching behind cover in the shadow of the silver fortress, her cobbled-together armour kicking up sparks against his. She was with him, his team was with him, and so too was purpose.
"It can't be a coincidence," Joy whispered.
"Don't be stupid. Do you know how much an arc ship costs to finance? Why would the same company that built the Ever Onward wreck it?"
Lucklaw and Joy had been going round in circles arguing this particular point for the past fifteen minutes. The Hierochloe logo on the building had disturbed her a great deal. He could understand why, though he was inclined to agree with Lucklaw.
So far, they'd seen nothing but locals. The top-right of his HUD displayed - courtesy of Florey's visual augments - a view of fifteen, milling around a loading dock at the back of the Hierochloe facility. Florey and Hopewell were scouting the perimeter while the rest of the team waited in cover.
"Update, Lucklaw?"
"The building's hot," Lucklaw said. "Network's lit up like fireworks. Old system, very similar to the Ever Onward's, but security's tight. If someone's in there - and between the surveillance cameras and the amount of activity I'm detecting, I can guarantee you someone's paying attention - it's likely they'll notice any attempts at brute force."
"But?" Having to ask was nearly as grating as the corporal's eager go-on-ask-me-more face.
"But there may be another way." Lucklaw paused long enough for Cassimer to think you better not make me ask. "Since the hotel recognised Somerset's h-chip, there's a good chance this facility will as well. The chip won't grant us access, but if it interacts with the facility's system, I think I'll be able to ride the connection and slip in unnoticed. Stealth, not brute force."
"I'll take your word for it. You have permission to go ahead."
"Very good, Commander. Only, h-chips require close proximity."
"How close?"
"The closer the better. Close enough for physical contact with the building, ideally."
Apart from the crowd at the back, the building had remained silent and still. Ruined offices lined both sides of the street, offering copious vantage points and sniper perches. The street itself, cluttered with debris and shadowed by the lightning tree, was rife with opportunity for traps and ambushes. It would take little effort to turn the cavern into a gauntlet of death, and yet he saw no sign that anyone had attempted to.
He wasn't quite sure what to make of that. Carelessness? Incompetence? The galaxy was in no shortage of either, and he'd seen enough to know that the cleverest people could make the most basic of mistakes - but more often than not, if something looked too good to be true, it was likely about to go in for the kill.
Less than forty metres between their position and the facility. Forty metres of easily navigable space and plenty of cover.
"Do you need to be close as well?"
"I suppose not, Commander." Lucklaw's disappointment bordered on endearing. Clearly, the corporal had put some thought into this plan - had perhaps envisioned himself courageously sprinting for the building to execute his hack.
Foolish, but the kind of foolishness that should occasionally be encouraged. If it were only about Lucklaw, Cassimer might've been inclined to let him have his moment. Roll the dice, try his luck, let him grow another inch or two.
"Stay here. Somerset; with me."
He instructed her to stay low. Debris provided cover, but the abandoned office buildings provided perfect lines of sight. One man with a rifle would be more than enough to cause trouble, more than enough to kill Joy, but his gut told him that the buildings were as empty as they looked. Just another one of Cato's many cemeteries.
The Hierochloe facility's corners cut like knives through the surrounding traditional brick architecture. The intended effect, he imagined; a fifteen-storey cold farewell to an era. No more softly glowing cupolas, no more earthen brickwork or rambling ivy. Here was the future, its metal facade stated, so refined and polished it had long since forgotten the deep earth from which it had been mined.
In the shadow of such a monstrosity, it was easy to understand why the Epoch War had come to pass. When the ugly was deemed art; when the cruel was deemed kind, and when progress meant profit, the spirit of humanity turned impure.
A more immediate problem was that the sleek facade offered little cover. The west side, where the force field ran close to the building, was their best bet.
"Take my hand, Somerset." A pragmatic decision; something he would've ordered any soldier lacking proper protection. Absolutely. Definitely.
Then her hand slipped into his and warmth burst from his chest, radiated down his body and called him a liar.
Their reflections on the silver walls were long and dark. One step at a time, one thought at a time. Keep a steady pace and move from chaos to order. The alley between the building and the force field was narrow, and he positioned himself as a barrier to shield Joy. Sparks leapt from her armour to his, sizzling arcs of brilliant white. A swarm of fireflies in the dark, or shooting stars.
Joy placed her hands on the building's smooth surface, and though he found the sight of her touching it repulsive, that particular emotion was clearly labelled superstition. In other words, impure mind garbage to be acknowledged, ridiculed and discarded.
"Got it, Commander. Already have partial access - enough to open the main entrance."
Cassimer had breached plenty of main entrances, but he'd never considered using one as a point of entry on a covert mission. Still, it was true that the locals were gathered round the back, and Hopewell and Florey had reported no side doors. Not unexpected. An architect with such disregard for beauty was unlikely to value function. Whoever had dreamed up the Hierochloe building hadn't wanted a single blemish to mar his vision. Another impurity: the denial of the inherent flaw in all things; the belief that a glossy surface could mask foulness within.
That left windows, the roof and potential underground access points such as sewer pipes. He put the question to the team, complete with his own reservations, and Hopewell wasted no time in responding.
"Oh no, not sewers again.
My suit still reeks of the last one. I vote main entrance."
"Looks nice and clear." Florey had moved to get a better look at the entrance. Cassimer's HUD indicated his position in a fifth-floor window of an office building, but the gunner was as good as invisible. Unlike his partner, Florey wasn't all about kicking in doors and making things explode. "Lights on in the lobby. Dusty floor, no tracks. No heat signals, nothing on the audio."
"Sounds good, right?" Joy glanced at Cassimer, with so much hope that it pained him to have to shake his head. No, it wasn't good. It was -
"Too damn good," Florey said.
"Too damn good is why I like it. I'm not carrying half a ton of armour and weaponry just because it makes me look awesome, so if someone's in there looking for a fight, I say we give it to them."
Inaction suited Hopewell even less than it did Cassimer. Pure energy flowed in her veins, making even the act of sitting down one that she couldn't perform without multitasking: tapping her feet, tugging her hair, tinkering with her suit. Assign her a duty and she put her all into it, but with nothing to do but wait and observe, she became restless. Inactivity made her skin crawl, he thought, and her muscles ache. Did it also give her thoughts claws like it did his? Did she also feel the scratching and scraping?
He had never considered that possibility before and realised he knew nothing about Hopewell's thoughts or feelings, or any of the team's, for that matter. What was Florey thinking of as he slipped stealthily across the street? The mission? His family? Who knew?
Certainly not his commander, who was all too wrapped up in his own thoughts. One look at the ruined street, and his imagination had conjured illusions of a golden past. Flower beds overflowing with spring green and palatinate purple; gilded cornices glinting in the afternoon sun. The scent of fresh bread from a bakery; water droplets glistening in the air as a store front window received a diligent cleaning.
I could've lived here, he'd thought, not quite believing it. If I'd been born a century and a bit earlier, I could've walked down this street without looking for snipers, without searching every shadow for corruption, without scouring myself pure. My skin would be my only armour; my body and mind a sovereign state.
The further they'd walked, the more absurd it had begun to feel. As though not only could he have had those things, but that he should have - that they had been stolen from him. That the world he lived in was not how it was meant to be, but a deliberate redesign.
In a sense, that was true. As a reaction to the demons, the world had changed. A necessary change, yes, to stop the spread of the corruption - but in allowing that change, had humanity not lost something? Was the war against the corruption itself a corruption; a darkness feeding darkness?
No. Couldn't be, because such a war could never be won. All he'd done would be worse than meaningless; a contribution to their own defeat. That particular thought, merciless and fresh, had raked its claws against his skull. It wouldn't be smothered or drowned, and so instead, he'd tried to summon more colour and sensation from the surroundings.
I could've lived here, he'd thought, ignoring the persistent voice that believed 'should' was the word. I could've lived here with Joy.
But those were his thoughts. What did she feel? What of Rhys and Florey and Lucklaw? He didn't know, nor did he know how to find out. He knew only the probing of doctors and demons, but there had to be another way.
Then Joy turned around, and she was so close that he could see the flecks of gold in her eyes. All around them was darkness and decay, but she was smiling, smiling at him like nobody ever had before. So strange, so foreign, and yet the meaning seemed so clear and so sweet that surely even he couldn't be misinterpreting it.
"Anyway, that's my recommendation, Commander."
Rhys's voice cut between him and Joy with scalpel precision. The medic's recommendation? The part of Cassimer's mind that had been paying attention whispered some nonsense about rabbits and tortoises. Which animal was more likely to use the main entrance he couldn't recall; only that one ended up shot to bits while the other got a medal, and even as he tried to recall the story it annoyed him. Did nobody know how to keep it brief anymore?
No matter. Though she couldn't see it, he smiled back at Joy. His HUD glowed with the saved chain of texts that started with a peculiar combination of punctuation marks that resembled a happy face.
"We take the main entrance," he said, willing to believe that too damn good could be true.
◆◆◆
 
"Bloody typical." Hopewell returned from her sweep of the ground floor with a sour attitude and an itchy trigger finger. All clear was the good news; all clear and quiet as the grave. The occasional muffled shout and rumble of metal were the only reminders that they weren't alone, but the locals were so focused on their work at the loading bay that there was little risk of discovery.
The team had moved through the lobby to an interior room. Cramped, empty and cold (minus eleven degrees according to his HUD; so cold my face has gone numb according to Joy). Two stainless steel desks were accompanied by chairs of a similarly soulless design. A vase filled with straight-stemmed white flowers succeeded only in adding to the dour atmosphere. A funeral bouquet, for the dead city on the dying world.
"Calla lilies." Joy pinched a petal between her fingers. "Technically neither calla nor lily, and in this case, not even organic. Plastic - and very dusty."
Everything was. Nobody had walked these halls in years, perhaps decades. Odd. Even if the locals didn't have access, the doors were glass, no match for a determined man with a good supply of rocks. The locals should want to enter, for the salvage, or for a rest. So why didn't they?
"Security system's mine," Lucklaw said, squaring his shoulders. "Not much in the way of automated defences. Seems they were relying on actual guards to respond to alerts. Plenty of security cameras, but I've got scripts set up to take care of them as we go."
"Floor plan?" he asked, even though he could see the stairs marked SUBLEVEL and instinctively knew that down was where they'd have to go. Down from the sky; down from the mountains; down through Nexus; deep down to black glass and viscous shadow, and still that wasn't deep enough. At what depth had the miners of Xanthe struck the vein that had undone a galaxy? Without a doubt, that was how deep he'd be leading his team; all the way down into Cato's worm-eaten heart.
◆◆◆
 
The door to the first sublevel was locked, but Lucklaw took one look at it and the red light on its keypad changed from red to green.
"Commander?" Hopewell, one hand on the door handle, looked to Cassimer for the go-ahead. He nodded, and the team took up defensive positions as Hopewell pushed the door open.
The corridor ahead was clear, but it was also clean. Not a speck of dust stirred as the team moved inside. A sign above the door they'd entered through marked it as a fire exit. At a junction up ahead, three more signs indicated three directions: PSYCHOPHARMACOLOGY, NEUROPHYSIOLOGY and the less intimidating CAFETERIA.
"Pretty sophisticated stuff," Rhys said, staring up at the signs. It was good to see the medic's interest for once piqued by a topic befitting his station.
"It might not seem like it to you, but the h-chip was incredibly advanced at the time, and that was only one of their many products. My brother used to say: Hierochloe isn't just our future, Joy - they're everyone's future! Guess he was wrong, since you've not heard of them."
"Much was lost in the war," Cassimer said, thinking: innocence; hope; tranquillity - but not Joy, no, not you.
"Does it matter?" Hopewell's fingers tapped an impatient beat on her rifle. "It's all ancient history. It's not like this Hiero-whatever is still up and running."
"Someone's here doing something, though. The power usage is through the roof. And..." Lucklaw hesitated. "And I think I'm going to need to be careful. The systems aren't just being monitored, but actively used. One slip up and they'll know we're here."
"Hopewell, Florey, secure the door to the stairwell and sweep the west wing. Lucklaw, Rhys, take the east. Somerset, you're with me." The weakest link joined with the strongest. Sensible, not selfish. "Nice and quiet. Avoid confrontation if possible."
North was PSYCHOPHARMACOLOGY, and the way to loading bay's lower level. The locals were still in there, making plenty of noise, and as he and Joy drew closer to the source, he began to make out voices, words, sometimes even complete sentences.
go home I want to go home
is it done
never never never
yes soon and then we die
watch your feet
they taste better cooked
As incoherent as they were insane. Without augments, Joy wouldn't be able to hear what they were saying, but he could tell that the sound of their voices disturbed her. Every yelled syllable made her twitch, every silence had her anticipating the next shout. Still, her hands were steady around her gun, and every door he opened, she braved without hesitation.
Most of the rooms were brightly furnished, with pastel sofas, stacks of magazines, bold-patterned rugs and children's toys. An effort had been made to make the rooms pleasant and homely, but no amount of landscape paintings or cutesy animal posters could scrub the clinical feel from the stainless steel walls. These were not homes or safe spaces, they were illusions and mockeries; impure facades.
"Hmm. I never knew a cat poster could look sinister, but there you go."
"There's something wrong about all of this," he said, looking around the room. It was more furnished than the previous, with a large mirror stretched across one wall, and a chessboard set up mid-game.
"Oh, I don't think it's as bad as all that. These rooms will have been used for psychological evaluations and observations. As part of the Ever Onward application process, I had to go in for psych eval in a room much like this. They even had the same sofa - looks cosy, right, but it's actually really uncomfortable. To throw the interviewee off, I think - easier to get to the truth of a person if they're feeling off-balance. Certainly worked on me; I'm pretty sure I came this close to being disqualified."
"I doubt that."
"It was mostly because of the questions about my job. The company I worked for at the time didn't operate under the same code of ethics as Hierochloe. Corruption, pollution, animal abuse... I don't know where they got their information, but the Hierochloe interviewers had all sorts of tales to tell. The corruption I'd heard rumours about, and I knew the factory workers were disgruntled, but the rest was news to me. They showed pictures - horrible pictures of rabbits, cats and monkeys - and it all looked authentic enough, but I had friends in Zoology. I just couldn't believe that, according to these people, three floors above my laboratory my best friend Elodie was torturing rabbits to death. Elodie loved animals!"
"They were trying to confuse you, to gauge your reaction. The truth was irrelevant."
"Not to me. When I went to work the next day, it was all I could think about, and when I was accepted and had to say goodbye to Elodie, I didn't know whether I was saying goodbye to my friend or to a woman who would wake up in the morning and feed her cats, only to go to work to inject another cat with polonium-210. I thought I knew her. Having a truth like that - a truth you never questioned - ripped away... It's sickening."
"You're clear of mind, Joy. I'm certain that what you saw was the truth."
She smiled. "I appreciate the vote of confidence, Commander, but you didn't know me then; the Joy I was on Mars. Not so long ago for me - less than a year - but it might as well have been a century. I've learned so much since; specifically, how very little I know. The old Joy, who lived in the safety of her parents' old apartment, who experienced the outside world mostly through screens, she thought she knew it all. She could tell right from wrong, good from evil, justice from injustice. The privilege of security allowed her the luxury of moral superiority. You could've put any issue to her, any question, and she could've given you a snap judgment. He's evil and she's good, easy as that, and people who perform experiments on animals? Evil, black-hearted, rotten to the core. And maybe that's true - maybe Elodie was that, and not who I thought - but maybe she was both. Maybe she was a good person who did what she believed was necessary. If killing one animal will save the lives of tens of thousands, is that evil?"
"It depends," he said, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.
"On what? I've struggled with that, and the answer I've come up with is less than satisfying. It depends on why the person in question is doing it - which means that most of the time, you'll never truly know. I killed Duncan and I feel awful about that, or am I just saying that? Am I just playing a part? How could you ever know, Commander?"
"I do know. I..." A strand of hair, glowing gold on cream skin, had slipped from her braids, and he brushed it from her cheek. Inappropriate, but he couldn't help it. Didn't want to help it. Wanted just a moment of himself before he was gone. "I can feel you. Your light, your soul, your -"
"Rhythm?" she suggested and he nodded, letting his fingers run down her cheek; the length of her neck. Yes, rhythm; that was a good word for what he felt. The song of her in his blood.
"I know you too, Commander." Her pupils were large and dark and around them, golden flecks joined to form a solid circle. "That's what didn't make sense to me. That's what made me ask these questions. I've seen you hurt people, kill people, do terrible things, and as far as old Joy is concerned, that makes you evil. A bad person. But that's not who I see when I look at you; that's not what I feel. Perhaps, I thought then, that doesn't mean you're not bad, it just means I'm not good."
"And what do you think now?" He could hardly believe he'd asked. He knew who he was, and there could be no pleasant answer to such a question.
"I think it doesn't matter. I think I love you, Constant."
No pleasant answer. How wrong he'd been, how very wrong; so wrong that he felt what she had described - as though a truth had been ripped from him. A truth about himself and the trajectory of his life, undone by words, and he did feel sick. Unable to breathe, unable to hear over the deafening roar of rushing blood, and on his skin, a fever burned. His hand nestled in her hair, pulling her close to his chest, but he wanted her closer, so much closer, and he made to remove his helmet.
"No."
To his surprise, she stopped him.
"It's not safe. They showed me after the interview; maybe as part of the evaluation, to see how I'd react." She turned and rapped her knuckles against silvery glass. "A one-way mirror."
"Back away."
His reflection grew larger and less like himself. It wore his armour and it carried his Morrigan, but the thing in the mirror looked like it would relish in terrible deeds, and if he opened his visor, the mirror would show not eyes, but writhing worms. It was the thing he would’ve become if the demons had taken him on the Hecate.
Unless they'd purposefully let him go. Unless the thing in the mirror was one of them, laughing behind its visor. Did they watch from debris fields and black holes, from the long-dark shadows of setting suns? Watching and laughing, waiting for the punch line to a joke twenty years in the making. Waiting for the painful twist.
 Control drowned in a flood of wild panic. He smashed his fist through the glass, but that only turned the big joke into a thousand glittering, laughing pieces. They were everywhere, they were -
No. Deep breath. Illusion and corruption could only be fought with purity. Awareness, perception, a focus on the real and the true.
"Clear." Joy shone her flashlight into the small room on the other side. A desk, covered in silver shards, and two chairs. "If anybody had been in there, I'm pretty sure you would've scared them to death. Made me jump, anyway – hope nobody else heard the noise."
No questions from the team. No change in the conversations between the locals. Nothing new on his sensors. The thick walls and padded doors had served their purpose.
"We're good," he said, and then he saw the blood on her face and the glass fragments dusting her shoulders. "Apologies, I didn't mean... I didn't think."
"Sorry?" She touched her hand to her face. "Oh – that wasn't you. Just that stupid nosebleed I can't seem to shake. Rhys says it's nothing to worry about."
Yes, and Rhys had also said he had it under control.
◆◆◆
 
One of the observation rooms was not like the others. Yellow tape crisscrossed the door, stretching across its bowed and bent frame. Inside, dark spatters formed constellations on the ceiling and ran down the walls in dried rivulets. The one-way mirror was broken, a pair of bloody footprints on the ledge where someone had climbed through. The furniture was in disarray, the posters torn, the magazines swelled with blood and decayed into clumps. Flakes of dried blood whirled like rust motes in the light of his suit.
"Huh." Joy turned her own light on the room. "I guess my psych evaluation could've gone worse after all."
Her casual tone surprised him, but he supposed old blood and old death held few terrors for her anymore. The locals frightened her, but this was history and just another piece of the puzzle.
"What do you think happened?"
"Couldn't say." As much a truth as it was a lie. The sofa cushions had been ripped open, the stuffing pulled out and strewn across the room, the fabric torn into long and fraying strips. Not one object remained intact, every decoration and piece of furniture rent or smashed or crushed. Not the work of a patient suffering a psychotic episode, but what happened when a possessed vessel ran out of flesh to defile.
He shut the door firmly and shoved his thoughts deep into the ash. They left the room of horrors an unsolved mystery and continued their sweep of the northern wing. Observation rooms gave way to laboratories which in turn gave way to supply closets, and then the walls were no longer painted pastel but left a glossy stainless steel.
Less than thirty metres to the loading bay. The locals' voices were clear even to an unaugmented ear now, and Joy needed no reminder to stay behind him.
Ten metres. He ordered Joy to stand guard and linked his visual feed to her tablet. Better to feed her curiosity than her imagination.
The corridor opened up onto a brightly-lit mezzanine. As his armour adjusted to the environment, bleaching to plastic-white, he moved towards the edge, quiet and low.
Fifty-three locals according to sensors, fifty-three human-shaped fires burning on his HUD. Easy enough to reduce to none with one or two of the grenades he carried, but that wasn't the mission. Tread softly, Bastion had requested. I think it doesn't matter, Joy had said, but he knew in his heart that it did. She had come to understand necessity, but she also believed compassion and mercy to be necessities.
A beautiful thought, but in this case, death would be a mercy.
Fifty-three locals carried supplies and materials from carts to a large freight elevator. Their overalls were tidy and their faces clean, but their shoulders twitched and their heads jerked. The conversations weren't conversations at all, but long and rambling monologues.
A handful of heavily armed locals stood watch while the others worked. One of the guards suddenly laughed, triumphant and deliriously happy. He drew his gun and pressed it to his own temple.
"I can do it!" he shouted.
The other locals surged forward as one, grabbing at the guard's arm, clawing at his clothes and limbs. A shot rang out, sparking as it ricocheted off the ceiling, but when the crowd parted, the guard was still alive.
He screamed as his gun was wrenched from him, cried as he stumbled from his post to join the labourers. By the time another had taken his place among the guards, he was lifting a crate onto the elevator. Tears streamed down his face, but his vacant eyes had forgotten why.
It was not a question of what was good and what was evil; a disease thrived here, and it should be purged. Whatever poison had touched these people had made ruins of their souls, and Cassimer could think of no worse fate.
He shared his visual feed with the rest of the team.
"Demonic possession?"
"No. This is different. Something else."
"I still like the poison theory," Rhys said. "You'd be surprised at how psychotropics can affect the human mind."
"But what are they doing? Look at those crates - there's clothing, food, weapons - better than anything we've seen the locals use."
"They kind of remind me of Supply.
You know, always running around stacking crates filled with equipment they could only dream of. Sure, supply officers don't get shot at quite so often as we do, but it seems a miserable existence to me, lugging around other people's luxuries all day long."
"I think you've got a skewed view of Supply; not to mention an unhealthy obsession with material possessions," Florey said.
"Oh blah blah blah," Hopewell responded.
Cassimer muted the channel. His HUD continued to transcribe the team's conversation, but at least he didn't have to listen to it. He needed silence to think about Hopewell's words, needed a moment to understand why his stomach churned with acid.
A supply train. Yes, it had to be. RebEarth were the obvious suspects - who else would be raising an army on the outskirts of galactic civilisation? But none of the RebEarth men they'd encountered had shown any interest in Cato beyond using it as a temporary hideout. Andrew Scarsdale might've known better than to mention an underground army, but he would've given it away somehow - a knowing smile, a sardonic comment, a gloating glint in his eye.
But if not RebEarth, then who?
The locals numbered less than three-thousand according to Primaterre intel, and from what he had seen, he believed it to be accurate. Even taking the underground population into account, the planet wasn't capable of supporting a larger population.
Three thousand men and women.
And the ten thousand from the Ever Onward.
And the thirty thousand gone missing with the Andromache.
An army of forty thousand, but under what banner would such a company fight, and for what cause?
Ten thousand cryo tubes opening to spew forth a horde of the possessed.
No. That was something his imagination had cooked up onboard the Ever Onward, untrue and irrational. The demons did not raise armies; they seized armies. They needed no weapons and no supplies, because their soldiers were not meant to live. They killed until they died, and then the corruption leapt to the next, and the next, and the next, until nothing was left but the laughing darkness.
Joy waited where he'd left her. Hands too-tight around her gun, eyes wide and bright. She was the sunrise after a long winter's night, but her warmth, his comfort, was now a cause for concern.
Two turns from the rendezvous, he took her by the arm. Too clumsy, too rough, but words burned inside his head, and he could no longer keep them to himself.
"I need to ask you a favour."
"Anything, Commander."
He didn't need to request the code from his primer. An eighty-six-character-long string of letters and numbers flowed from his memory to her. She winced as the message was delivered, fresh blood welling from her nose. He wiped it away, sorry to cause harm, but not sorry for trying to prevent worse.
"Save it to your primer, but keep it available without delay."
"What is it?"
"My kill switch."
"Cassimer, no." She frowned.
"If I'm possessed, it may be your only chance to stop me."
"You won't be. You're stronger than any demon, Cassimer; I know you are."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Regardless, it's a risk that cannot be ignored."
"And regardless of risk, I don't want your kill switch." Her bottom lip wobbled, then set in a stubborn line. "Give it to one of the others, someone you can trust to use it right."
"It's not a matter of trust." A half-truth. He might entrust them with his kill switch - it had passed through the hands of many superiors, after all, some far less competent than the men and women he now led - but never with his fear. "Not just a matter of trust," he corrected. "If I am taken, you will die last. Practically speaking, you'll have the best chance of using the kill switch."
"You can't know that."
"I do. I wish I didn't, but I do. They'll see you through my eyes, and they will take all that I feel and make it ugly. You will die, Joy, and it will be very slow, and it will be my hands that do the killing and the hurting. They'll let me back in for brief glimpses so that I can see and feel what I am doing to you. You'll say my name; you'll hope that it's all over, that I am back and the hurting will stop, but it won't, because that's the joke, that's what makes them laugh. Joy, you don't know... you don't know what they do, what it's like." The inside of his visor fogged, and around him, pastel walls shifted and changed into the matte grey of the Hecate.
"Constant..." She slipped in close, rested her head on his chest, and in her he found an anchor; with her, reality steadied and solidified. "What did they do to you?"
A rhetorical question, but the answers played in his mind, high-definition memories dredged up from deep beneath the ash. The look on the staff sergeant's face when the demons had loosened their grip - the gasp of horror at what he was doing to his cadets, and how that gasp had become laughter as the demons seized control once more.
do it do it do it
The mess cook's voice. The same voice that had only hours earlier asked three-hundred cadets if they wanted chicken or the vegetarian option, screeching a chant as the cook pushed through the roiling, tumbling crowd. After that, Cassimer's memories were only darkness and the taste of blood as countless hands scratched and clawed and did it. Did everything.
Everything except for the punch line. Twenty years they'd bided their time, waiting for the perfect set up, and here it was, in his arms. Joy, who they would turn into sorrow.
◆◆◆
 
"Huh. That's weird." Lucklaw's voice echoed in the stairwell.
"What, Corporal?" And damn you for making me ask. No stims in his system to blame the irritation on this time. He was running on natural, didn't dare anything else. The Hecate lingered at the edges of his vision, blurring the lines between reality and memory. It would get better, he told himself, as soon as they got some real work to do. Searching empty halls and offices wasn't enough. Too much pent-up energy, too much silence allowing his thoughts to stagnate and fester.
"I dug deeper into the building's network, and one of the routine keyword searches snagged on this old memo."
The document share flashed on Cassimer's HUD. Not the kind of distraction he needed, but it would have to do. Light flickered behind him as Joy switched on her tablet. At least she'd appreciate it. If she and Lucklaw had their way, they'd have spent another few hours trawling through the building's network for data.
WITH REGARDS TO THE PROPOSED REBRANDING
With the upcoming expansion, we have an ideal opportunity to reinvigorate the company brand. After lengthy discussions with Creative and Marketing, a package was presented and passed on to Market Research. Their results are in, and after going over them, I thought you might like my opinion.
HIEROCHLOE – keep the name but rebrand with a new look and logo. Cost-effective, but we'd essentially be paying hand over fist to, what, streamline the H and change the colour of our logo a shade or two? I know that some of the board are rather fond of the name and its origin, but out there in the real world, very few people know that hierochloe is the binomial name of sweetgrass, and even fewer are aware of the historical importance of the medicinal qualities of sweetgrass to this company. Not to mention the pronunciation issues! Even when people do pronounce it correctly, they don't necessarily like it (and I quote: "Hire-a-Chloe? Sounds like an escort agency." Doesn't exactly reflect our wholesome family values, does it?).  Other negative feedback includes: sounds girly; don't get it; is that like, Latin or something? Yes, I know, but even stupid people require medical assistance – actually, stupid people especially require medical assistance. The day stupid is eradicated, we lose our jobs.
HIERARCHY – Another cost-effective alternative as it would allow us to keep the current H-branding on buildings, letterheads etc. According to Market Research, it tests as more masculine than Hierochloe, which is a positive as we do wish to strike a balance, but it suffers from similar pronunciation issues. Also, no less than two people surveyed said that it sounds like "an alien race bent on conquering human space. Bow down to the Hierarchy!" Remarkably, I find myself in agreement. It does have certain connotations of classism that are counter-intuitive to our stated message and intent.
PRIMATERRE – A fresh new name for a fresh new start. It tests satisfactorily both with our environmentalist market (Earth First is a message they can get behind) and with our investors, who understand that our priority – like theirs – is to secure Earth's unique resources. We've previously had success with our alliterative branding (Hierochloe/Humanity/Harmony), and Primaterre/Primer/Purity is equally memorable. That said, I'm partial to our fourth option -
Cassimer closed the file. The letters had crawled like insects on his HUD, unwilling to be still. It was nothing important, just an internal memo between people long since gone, but he felt like he shouldn't have read it. Like he had seen a piece of history meant to stay buried.
"So the Primaterre and Hierochloe are one and the same?" asked Hopewell, even though it was an issue clearly meant to be ignored. He felt that in his very bones, and judging by her hesitant tone, she did too. Still couldn't stop herself from opening her mouth, though.
"The name, at any rate. Not so strange; it's common knowledge that the Primaterre started out as a conglomerate of companies and factions pooling together to purge the demons." Rhys's words made a soothing, settling sense.
"I guess that makes me the senior employee," Joy said.
"Explains your crap typing skills," Lucklaw said. "Senior citizen Somerset."
She ignored Lucklaw's jab. "But the memo mentioned purity, long before anyone knew about the demons."
"It's possible they did know. You saw the footage from the Ever Onward – maybe Xanthe wasn't the first outbreak after all. It's hardly a stretch to imagine a similar event on Cato. It's a mining world just like Xanthe, and we know that communications dropped sharply even before the war. Hierochloe could've been fighting the corruption long before anyone else ever knew they existed." Rhys was making a lot of sense.
"But if there was a demonic outbreak, wouldn't they have reported it?"
"Maybe they did and nobody believed them. Maybe it happened in other places too, and maybe they were all reported – only, nobody took it seriously until the major, undeniable outbreak on Xanthe."
"Maybe." Joy sounded unconvinced. She thought she'd found another piece of the puzzle, a gleaming shard of mystery that she wanted to turn over and over until she found a way to make it fit. He liked that in her, but this time she was wrong. There was no mystery here. "What do you think, Commander?"
A thousand things or more, black and scratching against the bone of his skull. As she asked the question, some thoughts became tangible shapes, spelling a fear he had no name for.
"Primaterre protects us all." He hadn't thought that, but those were the words he spoke. They felt good, settling sweetly on his tongue.
"Primaterre protects us all," echoed Rhys; Lucklaw; Hopewell; Florey. Cassimer smiled at the relief in their voices. The Primaterre protects us, and we protect the Primaterre. Everything is fine.




44. Joy

A9445ezQ12 -
No, no, no, but the code haunted her mind relentlessly.
A9445ezQ1277c -
Her HUD responded, obediently turning thoughts to text.
Delete!!!
The text disappeared, but letters and numbers danced round the edges of her mind, refusing to vanish. Necrosis no longer sat enthroned as the Worst Word in the Universe. It had been usurped, its crown snatched by eighty-six characters that didn't spell a word, but held more meaning than a dictionary.
Rhys had managed to stop her nosebleed with some unholy concoction of drugs and a mild stimulant to keep her going. She hadn't  slept in twenty hours, and most of her waking time had been spent on the move, trying to keep up with the soldiers. She should be tired - she should be sleep-walking - but her body rushed with energy, and an eager voice in the back of her mind nagged her to push harder, to really go for it.
It was strength and clarity, and entirely false. If this was purity, she had a better word for it: detachment, making reality at once lucid and malleable. If this was Cassimer's normal, no wonder he saw demons in the shadows. No wonder he'd given her The Worst Word in the Universe.
He had never left the Hecate, that much was clear. It was still with him, embedded in his self like dark shrapnel. If he didn't feel like a person, then that was why - first, the Hecate had to be removed and reassembled, made into a single, comprehensible whole. Not so that he could set it aside and forget, but so that he could acknowledge it and move on - still carrying the burden, but refusing to let it cut and chafe.
A difficult task, made impossible by the life he led and the chemicals coursing through his body. How could a cohesive image form when one drug brought barbed sharpness and another soothing confusion?
Oh, Constant. What have they done to you?
And not just him. Rhys, walking beside her, whose hands reflexively patted his pockets for a cigarette every time they took a break, looked just like the Rhys she'd come to know. But she had asked Cassimer a straight-forward question, and he'd responded with a slogan - one that Rhys had repeated. They all had, one by one turning into strangers. They were all patriots, yes, and adherent to doctrine, but they had never struck her as scripture-spouting drones; not even Cassimer, who was supposed to be their devoted reminder of purity and Primaterre.
"Rhys, can I ask you a question about purity?"
The man who looked like Rhys nodded.
"Sure, but you should really wait until the commander's got the time."
"Can't ask him. Not this; not now. Tell me, how did the doctrine of purity come about?"
"They'll teach you all of this in training, you know, but all right. Long story short - you'll get the cinematic version on Scathach - nobody had a damn clue how to stop the demons when they first appeared. Their vessels are only human, but killing them doesn't kill the demon. It'll simply jump to the next vessel, usually the person who pulled the trigger on the previous one. The Primaterre research division put forward the concept of purity as a possible shield, but nobody wanted to listen while there were still weapons that had yet to be tested. Violence always seems to present the most effective and convenient answer, doesn't it?"
"But not when used against beings that relish it."
"Exactly. So, when a Primaterre medical research station fell to the corruption, and the company announced that they would take it back by the light of purity, anyone who still had a sense of humour just laughed. A crazy idea, right? Well, the Primaterre sent a unit consisting of their lead scientist and twelve security guards to that station. Not only did they retake the station, but they destroyed every demonic vessel onboard without their unit losing a single soul. After that, sense of humour or not, nobody was laughing anymore."
"And that's a true story?"
"Of course." Offense crept into his tone as he looked at her askance. "What do you take me for, some child believing in fairies at the bottom of the garden? This is history, Somerset. Modern history with plenty of hard evidence to back it up."
"Sorry," said Joy, who had once believed in fairies and wished she still could. "It's just that it doesn't make sense to me. To be pure is to live in the moment, right? To be aware and to perceive, to see the rational world clear and true? And somehow that wards off demons?"
"The corruption burns in the light of the clear mind."
"Right. But the Hecate was a Primaterre military vessel. Surely its crew should all have been walking in the light of purity."
"One corruptible mind is enough. Once the demons gain a foothold, fear is the fertile soil in which they sow their seed."
"And you're telling me that the one person onboard the Hecate who wasn't afraid, was a fifteen-year-old boy?"
"I suppose that must have been the case."
She shook her head. "He was scared, Rhys, so scared."
"You don't need to be actively pure to be shielded. It's learned behaviour, a mindset that creates layers of passive protection."
"Then why are we constantly told to think about it? Be aware, stay anchored in the moment, et cetera. And if it is a passive shield, it should have protected the crew of the Hecate. And if it didn't, if just one impure thought was enough to let the demons in, then really, why bother with any of it?"
"I, uh..." Rhys frowned. "I've never thought of it like that before."
"You're a scientist, Rhys. How can you not ask yourself these questions? Purity isn't faith; it's a defence, and it can't be an effective defence if its faults aren't examined. You should know that."
"That's the chaplains' job, not mine."
"And here I thought keeping the team alive was part of your job description."
"Bloody hell. You plan on taking that tone with all your superiors?"
"Only the ones I care about, sir."
"Stars." He cleared his throat. "Suppose I can't blame the commander. You do have a way of getting under a man's skin. Just burrowing on in like a relentless ginger badger."
"How sweet." She smiled at this Rhys - far better than the Rhys who used phrases like 'fear is the fertile soil' - and looked up at him through her eyelashes. "You do like me."
"Sure I like you, princess. Enough that I'd take you out to dinner to make up for the whole abandoning you to die thing. I know a little place on Tamar that has the dessert for just such an occasion. Could have a good time, the two of us, I reckon, if I didn't think the commander would kill me for so much as entertaining the notion."
"Nonsense."
"You don't think he's the jealous type? Because I'll bet you every merit to my name that you're wrong."
"No bets," she said. "I just think that for a mere notion, he'd settle for a stern glare."
"Haven't you seen the commander's stern glares?" Rhys clutched his heart. "Kill shots, every single one."
She laughed, pleased to have the real Rhys back, but she had one more question for him. Lucklaw had said that his keyword search had hit on only one memo, but she could clearly see several more hits listed. She'd asked him, and he'd feigned ignorance - and now Rhys did the same thing. Evasive, distant, difficult to engage.
"It won't be anything important, Somerset. Just junk."
"Could you open the files for me? I don't have the clearance."
He hesitated, frowning deeply, and she added: "If it's only junk, what harm could there be?"
"Just don't let the commander catch you looking at something you shouldn't." He tapped her tablet and the files unlocked. More memos, a couple of videos, and a whole slew of reports from the psychopharmacology department, and she saved them all to her primer.
◆◆◆
 
Lichen grew in deserts and arctic wastelands. It grew on trees and plants; on rocks and in rocks, or on nothing at all, drifting aimlessly on the wind. It could even survive the vacuum of space. A remarkable organism, but though Joy was no expert, she'd never heard of lichen growing on people.
Mist rolled across the rime-covered floor of Sublevel Two, swirling languidly around columns of cryo chambers. Glaring spotlights provided no warmth, but made floating motes of ice sparkle in the air. Shadows framed the room, cast by second storey gantries. Every now and then, Joy glimpsed movement up there, as though a phantom had glided past. It was only Hopewell securing the perimeter, Rhys had assured her, but knowing was different from feeling, and her heart thumped so hard she could swear its echo bounced between the polished metal walls.
The cryo chambers were online and in use. A hundred sleepers by her estimate, locked in dreamless stasis. The hardware was original, as old as the building, each chamber enamel-white and marked with the red Hierochloe triangle. Inside each, lichen swaddled the sleepers.
It grew in their hair, on their skin, in feathery tendrils creeping into half-open mouths, and its spores dusted shoulders ruby-red. The sleepers were echoes of Rivka rotting on her scaffold; only here, there was no decay and no death - which somehow seemed so much worse. So much more wrong.
"Steady hands now, Somerset, or this woman's going to wake up wondering where the hell that extra orifice came from."
While the rest of the team scouted the area, it had been decided that she and Rhys investigate the cryo chambers. She'd tried to tell them that lichen, though it resembled moss, was not a plant and therefore not her area of expertise, but the general consensus seemed to be that simply knowing that lichen wasn't moss made her a Genius Expert on All Things Planty.
Not that she complained. It was good to be able to contribute in a unique, if marginally useful, way. To start their investigation, they were going to have to take a sample from a sleeper, and in order to do that, she was going to have to insert a needle into the sleeper's spine. Old tech demanded old methods.
"Insert the syringe." Rhys hunched over the cryo chamber's control panel. His armour had adjusted from ash-grey to whisper-white.
She tightened her grip around the metal nozzle and tried her very best to ignore the intense cold. The sleeper was a woman, whose frozen blue eyes stared through the porthole. It was possible that she was original too, one of Hierochloe's clients, forgotten in her tomb while centuries turned. The cryo chamber's control panel had provided no clues as to her identity, all information entries left blank but for the one stating her gender. She'd been someone once, this woman whose short blonde hair was interwoven with tufts of lichen. She'd had a name, a home - dreams and hopes - but she'd traded those things for an eternity on ice. An eternity as FEMALE SUBJECT.
The needle went in, first through a designated port on the cryo chamber and then pushing into something that could only be (pith, not skin, just think of her as a plant) -
"A touch to the left, if you would."
It was a finicky procedure, but it was good to have something to focus on. Good to hear Rhys's voice as well. The air was so thick with mist that she could barely see her own hands. Easy to get lost in. Easy to be lost. Easy to feel as alone as FEMALE SUBJECT.
Before disappearing into the mists, Cassimer had given the team orders and instructions. He'd stood under the beam of a spotlight, his armour shimmering as ice crystals melted and evaporated on reactive plates, and he'd seemed every bit the man in charge. Strong, cool, collected. So unafraid that, for a second, she'd lost sight of the man and seen him as the beacon of purity that he was trained to be. Pacing and tension had been traded for determination and purpose, as if no matter what came next, he would see them through safely. That worried her a great deal. A shield was a fine thing, so long as it didn't break - and if the observation rooms had bothered him, then she didn't even want to think about how the cold and bizarre Sublevel Two might be affecting him.
"Yeah, that's it. Now pull that trigger."
She crossed her fingers and obeyed.
"Good job." Rhys straightened his back with a groan. His visor bloomed with frost. "Aim as true as ever, Somerset."
"You sure about that? Might've been better if someone who could actually see had done the guiding."
"My suit might be on the fritz, but there's nothing wrong with my visual augments. A little bit of ice is no bother." He gently retracted the syringe. The top unscrewed to reveal a vial filled with spinal fluid.
"Revolting," Lucklaw said, his ghostly pale form separating from the mists.
"You'd think someone with as many augments as you have would be used to this sort of thing."
"I'm not awake for my own procedures, idiot."
"Mind your language, Corporal." Rhys delivered the warning casually, with none of the iron weight of the commander's rebukes, but Lucklaw muttered an apology nonetheless. "Did you recover any useful data? I'm going to need a minute to analyse this sample, so feel free to bore us."
"Yes and no." Lucklaw switched to the team channel. "As far as I can gather from the Hierochloe admin files, this was a regular medical cryogenics facility. It seems they were combining charity with research as most of their clients were poor or underprivileged, the kinds of cases that could never have afforded cryo storage or advanced treatments."
"A front for their secret experiments," Joy said, mind racing. "Taking advantage of the desperate to perform dark science, using and abusing people who they could dispose of without anyone noticing."
"Paranoid much?" Lucklaw shook his head. "There's nothing in the files even hinting at anything untoward. Plenty of their patients are listed as being cured, and there's a whole load of thank you notes on their mail server. The only mention of lichen is a memo to the janitorial staff, complaining about the air vents being clogged with the stuff."
"Oh." How very disappointing.
"That said, there were some irregularities. The employee travel itinerary goes blank about a year before the Ever Onward arrived. Work seems to have continued until shortly after the start of the Epoch War, but there's a lot of concerned mail from the Hierochloe head offices. Delays, cancellations, dropped projects, communication difficulties... could be nothing, could be war-related, but it's definitely odd."
"Agreed," Rhys said. "The results of my preliminary analysis are available on the team share, but for those of you whose eyes gloss over at sciencey words - Hopewell - I'll summarise. The woman appears to be about thirty years of age, but has been in stasis for a good five decades. Her nervous system shows early signs of decay due to Crossmayne's syndrome, an hereditable disease that could be the reason she's in the cryo chamber to begin with. I can detect no other abnormalities."
"You mean apart from the lichen growing from her head?" Hopewell interjected.
"There are no signs of external contaminants in her system."
"Lichen isn't a parasite, as such, and has no roots. It grows on top of them, not inside of them," Joy said. "It's possible that there is no interaction between these people and the lichen." 
"Uh, okay. So in that case, what's the point of it all?"
"Remember Rivka?" Joy disliked saying the name, especially in a place like this, where the living were kept as the dead and mists danced like phantoms. "Her father said that the red would fix her. I think this is the same idea, only with Rivka, it would never have worked. Lichen takes years to grow, some species decades or longer. Rivka didn't have that long, but if she'd been placed in cryostasis..."
Rhys's eyebrows curled with scepticism. "Human/lichen symbiosis? Even if that were possible - which I highly doubt - to what end? Lichen can't grow a leg back and it can't cure neurological disorders. If this is some kind of experiment, all it'll achieve is a nasty rash and giving the pharmaceutical industry a new kind of fungal cream to push."
"Well," Hopewell said, voice tight with held-back mirth, "don't know if you've been paying attention, doc, but it might be we're not dealing with the sound of mind here. Sticking a person in cryostasis to create a human/houseplant hybrid probably makes perfect sense to the loony locals."
Experimentation. Cryostasis. The pods stolen from the Ever Onward. The missing Andromache with her cargo of thirty thousand sleepers. Hopewell was right; it did all make a kind of sense. All one had to do was realise that a puzzle didn't necessarily resolve into a picture of a castle or kittens in a basket. Sometimes the picture was an abstract - paint, sloshed on a canvas.
"That's why the Ever Onward was wrecked, and that's why the Andromache was taken. They needed more chambers, more people. More subjects."
"Hijacking the Andromache is well beyond the scope of the locals. To even know about her existence would require top level clearance, and to bring her down without warning, without a trace? Impossible. For a bunch of half-mad settlers, beyond impossible."
Florey was right, she supposed, but who had done it was irrelevant - even the why didn't interest her much. All that mattered was that if she was at all close to the truth, Finn might still be alive.
"And none of that explains what happened to the captain of the Ever Onward." Rhys glanced at the woman whose spinal fluid he held. "I could wake one up to see if they have any answers for us."
"No. We've no way of knowing what it is we'd be waking up," Cassimer said, returning from the mists. His hand touched the small of Joy's back, a gesture as brief as it was welcome. And surprising - but not nearly as surprising as the tone of his voice. Almost happy, she thought.
"Besides, it's no longer relevant," he said, and then, to her private channel:  "Everything's going to be all right, Joy."
◆◆◆
 
Ragged silver edges framed a gaping hole in the laboratory's far wall. Five metres of metal and concrete foundation had been cut away, the materials repurposed as supports for a tunnel bored into dark glass. Thick cables serpentined along the tunnel's walls, deep grooves marring the floor. In the vitreous ceiling, recessed lights burned like stars, their glow captured and carried into the glass.
Joy ran her hand along the wall. It was smooth and ringed, like ocean-tumbled glass. The excavation must've been difficult, but the results were extraordinary. Cato's past hung suspended within the tunnel walls like motes of time. A spider's legs, reaching from the dark. The gnarled silhouette of a tree trunk, split and scorched by lightning. A smattering of pale-winged insects. And there, so deep that the light barely touched it, a stretching human shape.
She turned her flashlight on the figure. Hands reaching for the sky. An up-turned face, a gracefully bent leg - or just another tree, and her imagination was getting the better of her.
Cassimer showed little interest in what lay inside the glass, but perhaps he had his reasons for not wanting to look. On the slick surface, their reflections were distorted, made multi-faceted and twisted. Demonic.
The tunnel turned one last time, and she blinked against the glare of hundreds of lights. Cassimer stopped, his visor shut but transparent, and he smiled at her, at all of them.
Behind him, the tunnel opened up into a silo hewn from glass and craggy bedrock, a subterranean pit so vast that it was dizzying. Light-strip gantries spiralled up the walls towards a distant opening overhead, where windswept dust danced across the flat shimmer of a force field. Inside the silo, vertically suspended by countless humming force field generators and mag-locks, hovered a ship that could only be the Andromache.
She was no hump-backed whale like the Ever Onward, but a serpent, long and sleek, with rippling scales of gold and azure. Less a ship than a new kind of creature, meant to skim the surface of suns and sleep coiled in the void. The Andromache was a century's worth of repressed dreams and forgotten desires expressed in a glorious, sky-forged architect ship. Humanity had dared to hope again, opening its hand to let its latest child fly - and here she was, trapped and bound in a tomb of unyielding earth.
"Oh, thank the Earth and all the stars – we bloody found it." Hopewell laughed, giving Florey's shoulder a celebratory punch.
"And more. Somerset, come." Cassimer motioned for her to join him. "Look."
She tore her gaze from the majesty of the Andromache and saw, on the spiralling gantries above and below, the illuminated glass panels of thousands of cryo pods.
"Are they - ?" She couldn't bring herself to finish the question.
Cassimer linked his visual to her tablet and through his eyes, she saw one of the pods. A blurred face behind frosted glass, three white spikelets of sweetgrass set inside a triangle, and above the pod's control panel, stencilled in blocky red: PROPERTY OF HIEROCHLOE/EVER ONWARD.
The face was not Finn's, but he was in this silo somewhere; he had to be.
 Oh Finn, my Finn; I'm coming for you. I'm coming to save you.
I knew you would, little sister, responded Imaginary Finn, his voice no more than a whisper.
"Hey, Commander. Mind if I ready Plan B?" Hopewell had set down the green box.
"Wait, what?" Joy gave the lieutenant a startled look. "You're going to destroy the Andromache?"
"If she can't be recovered," Cassimer said.
"What about her crew? Thirty thousand people in cryostasis - now that we know where they are, wouldn't it be better to leave and call for help?"
An uncomfortable silence settled over the team. Looks were exchanged and words too, she was sure of it, over private channels. Finally, Cassimer said: "It's a sensitive matter. There are political complications -"
"You'd kill thirty thousand of your own because of politics?" She couldn't hide her horror; not even when she saw the wounded look on Cassimer's face.
"What the commander is being too polite to say is shut your face, Private." Rhys smacked the back of her helmet. "Maybe once you've caught up to the seventeenth century we'll be interested in your opinion, but for the time being, how about you follow orders, same as everyone else?"
"The captain's right," said Florey.
"No he isn't." Hopewell stuck her tongue out at Joy, pink tip pressed against the inside of her visor. "We'll never be interested in your opinion."
"Sorry." Joy adjusted her helmet, then changed her mind and pulled it down to shade her eyes. The familiar glow of embarrassment had heated into the burn of shame. "Sorry, Commander."
"Apology accepted. Hopewell; permission granted." Cool; neutral. In his private message, the tone was quite different: I don't need you to be sorry. I need you to trust me.
She'd trusted him with her life when he was still a stranger; had trusted him with her secrets when she knew him to be a liar; had trusted him with her heart less than an hour ago. If trust was all the commander needed, then he was a lucky man.
"I am happy we've found her," Hopewell said, staring into the deep, "but I have to say, Commander, she looks like the piece of cheese in a mousetrap, if you get my meaning."
"I hear you, Lieutenant. Lucklaw, status?"
"Building systems are mine. Elevators and doors locked down. Sharing keys, in case we need to make a quick exit."
A brief discussion about exit strategies ensued, during which no effort was spent to make Joy feel relevant. The soldiers referenced floor plans she couldn't see and devices that they'd apparently planted during the descent. It wasn't like she'd be able to offer any help, but she couldn't help feeling left out. Like maybe she was just a puppy after all.
"Don't worry." Rhys nudged her, his whisper as warm as a smile. "Your mission is to follow my lead. I'll try not to get us too lost."
To reach the Andromache, they'd have to go down a ramp of glass onto a gantry. From there, a long and narrow bridge connected to one of the arc ship's airlocks. There were many bridges like it, both above and below. Any approach meant complete exposure and no easy retreat, and Cassimer wasn't willing to lead his entire team into such a trap. I'll scout it, he'd said, and like at the train station, she was sure he'd intended to go alone - but then he'd glanced at her, and perhaps remembering his promise to her, he'd added: Florey, with me.
The two of them now crossed the bridge, their armour flickering white as mist licked their calves. Lucklaw and Hopewell had climbed onto the next level gantry, where the lights of cryo pods blinked. Joy watched with envy, her gaze searching for the one thing she still needed.
Finn, oh, Finn - perhaps not a pile of bones at all. If he dreamed, it would be of blue grass and white-crested oceans, of raven-haired and razor-sharp Miana, and of a sister who had changed so much while he'd slept.
"Lucklaw will let you know if he finds your brother." Rhys, crouching at the mouth of the cave, motioned for her to join him. His armour's active protection field no longer functioned, but a pleasant heat emanated from his reactive plates.
"I doubt he's looking."
"Oh, he is. You think he'd waste an opportunity to boast?" Rhys pointed at the abyss over his shoulder. "You watch the commander's back. I've got the tunnel."
Yeah, yeah. Rhys couldn't fool her - he had the tunnel and the commander's back, focus split but not diminished - but she appreciated his compassion.
Cassimer and Florey had reached the centre of the bridge, where cold mist lapped in waves against glass walls that glowed blue in the light of the Andromache. They stopped - perhaps in awe of the arc ship. The Ever Onward had carried the seeds of civilisation, but the Andromache was a world unto herself, a bringer of life into the void. Sleek metal sinew coiled around her cylindrical core, giving her shape the appearance of a caduceus. She inspired a primitive instinct to worship, like the first sunrise or the first time man had seen Earth from space.
Then the two soldiers dropped to their knees, rifles raised. Not worshipping - reacting - as a gust of wind tossed and parted the mists. To the sound of whirring mechanisms, the airlock at the end of the bridge began to open.
Heat crackled on Joy's skin, her hair bristling with static as active protection fields intensified, expanding their reach. A sudden shower of sparks flared on the gantry above.
"Damn it!" Hopewell's transmission seemed more reflexive than intentional, as though Joy wasn't the only one who sometimes broadcast more than she wanted.
"Relax, Hopey. We've got you covered."
The airlock rolled open, golden light spilling out. A man stepped from the light. Five rifles turned on him; five fingers readied to pull triggers.




45. Joy

"On your knees! On your knees! Get down on the ground now!"
Cassimer and Florey advanced, weapons trained on the man, sparks surrounding the soldiers like a shield of winking fireflies.
On her tablet, still linked to Cassimer, Joy saw the man smile. He was young and good-looking, with neatly-combed blonde hair and a smile that... that seemed somehow familiar. He wore a white dress uniform, tailored to fit tight and well, its stiff collar scraping his clean-shaven jaw.
"One more step and we will open fire. On your knees and show me your hands!"
The man did stop and he did show the soldiers his hands, but he did not kneel.
"You are in possession of Primaterre property. I recommend your immediate surrender."
"Stand down, Commander." Pleasant but sharp, like a blade dripping with honey. The blond man's voice nudged a distant memory. The tone was new, but Joy had heard that voice before, remembered it saying - what? Addressing her, she was almost certain. Joking? Yes. Or no? The memory shifted like a puff of smoke.
But he did not joke now, this blond man in a bright-buttoned jacket. She saw no weapon, but he moved like a man familiar with the heft of one. He was a good foot shorter than Cassimer, and his flesh was soft and pale, skinny-fat edging towards chubby, but he carried himself with the same natural dominance.
"Identify yourself."
"You have no authority here, Commander, but since we are all friends, I suppose I'll oblige. I'm Operations Officer Elkhart, and you are interfering with an operation sanctioned by Tower; authorization code AM77CH-89RVNCRFT."
Rhys lowered his rifle ever so slightly, and Hopewell swore over the team channel.
"Commander Cassimer of Scathach Banneret Company. We have orders from Bastion to seize this ship." Cassimer's reaction wasn't so pronounced, but there was a touch of hesitation in his voice.
Joy tasted blood on her lips as her HUD blazed with message activity.
CASSIMER: ID, Lucklaw?
LUCKLAW: Auth code checks out. No primer ID detected, but if he's Tower, maybe that's to be expected.
HOPEWELL: I thought Tower were supposed to be shadowy and mysterious. This guy looks like my real estate agent's assistant.
LUCKLAW: That could just mean that he is very good at his job.
FLOREY: If he is Tower, we're in over our heads.
CASSIMER: Tower is irrelevant. We take our orders from Bastion.
"What is Tower?" she whispered to Rhys.
"Intelligence branch. Hopewell's got the right of it; shadowy and mysterious. Not the sort of people you want to get mixed up with." Rhys shook his head. "Earth have mercy. If we're pawns in some game between Bastion and Tower, you might end up wishing you'd stayed in the tunnels."
If it was a game, Cassimer seemed more than willing to escalate it to war. He repeated his demand for Elkhart's surrender, and Elkhart once more refused to comply, insisting that Tower orders countermanded Bastion orders.
"We have the situation well in hand, and our operation is proceeding according to plan. Your assistance is not required, nor is the Andromache in need of recovery. Go home, Commander Cassimer, and tell Bastion to keep out of Tower business." Elkhart's hair had fallen into his eyes and as he pushed it aside, the motion triggered another memory. Joy knew that soft and slim-fingered hand. The bones of her wrist remembered the curve of his thumb, held there just a touch too long; her cheeks remembered the warm glow of a blush.
HOPEWELL: So what, Copenhagen and Abergavenny died because Bastion and Tower can't communicate? This is - apologies Commander - BULLSHIT
CASSIMER: Agreed.
"We have orders to secure or destroy the Andromache. You have one final chance to surrender." Cassimer needed say no more. Florey shrugged Plan B from his shoulder and set it down on the bridge.
Operations Officer Elkhart viewed the box with faint amusement.
"Heads as hard as your shells, I take it. Perhaps we can compromise."
"I'm listening," said Cassimer, a stern for now implied.
"You may board the Andromache and investigate. Once satisfied that everything is in order, you will leave and allow our operation to proceed."
"Acceptable." Cassimer lowered his rifle. "If you surrender yourself into my team's care."
Elkhart smiled - friendly, warm, trustworthy - and the dimples in his cheeks unlocked further sensory detail.  The sound of a thousand shuffling feet, a chill in the air, thin cotton clinging to her skin. The memory refused to take solid shape, but it was enough for Joy to know that something was wrong. Enough to know that she couldn't allow Cassimer to enter the Andromache.
"I know you, don't I?" The thin echo of her voice bounced between vitreous walls. She made to approach the bridge, but Rhys held her back, whispering in her ear to be quiet, to let the commander handle this.
Elkhart looked at her and in his eyes she saw recognition. "I wouldn't have thought so," he said, and what was in his eyes was not in his voice. He sounded truthful and confused.
"Somerset -" Cassimer began, but Elkhart smiled again and oh, she knew that smile, knew that man. Didn't know his name, but knew his nature - he was a thief. A thief in the doorway of a stolen ship, in the light of stolen cryo pods; a thief, intending to steal again. Unlike the others, she wasn't afraid of his uniform or his rank. If Tower had something to do with Finn's disappearance, then she'd tear it down, brick by brick.
"He's a liar, Commander. You can't trust him."
"Of course we can't," Rhys muttered. "He's Tower. Lying is what they do."
"Cassimer, please." She had to make him understand that she was speaking to the man and not the commander. Had to make him see that she feared for him, not for the mission. "I'm sure I've met this man before." 
"Most peculiar." Elkhart frowned, regarding her with curiosity. "Random chance or subconscious choice? You are right; I see it now. A passing encounter; two strangers brushing past each other. A mere moment of connection and here we are, a century later, remembering it. I had forgotten the poetry of the ephemeral."
HOPEWELL: What the f**k is he on about
"The ship is almost full." Elkhart's voice changed as he spoke. Became lighter, younger, more casual. The cut-glass pronunciation began to lose its edges, fattening vowels sliding between dropped consonants.
"How many more? I've been up since 4.30. There are no windows and I'm missing the last sunrise. Sad. God, some of these people smell. At least there are no more children to process. Can't believe they let so many onboard in the first place; I think all that screeching might actually have damaged my hearing. Christ, who'd have a kid? Not me, that's for sure - although, hello, who's this? Pretty face, pretty smile and quiet too, which right about now makes her my dream woman. Should I say something? Lay some groundwork? No, the boss is watching. So I just say the same damn phrase I've said a thousand times: Hold out your arm."
Hold out your arm.  
"She's got a medical bracelet, which is a bit of a turn-off, but hey, where we're going beggars can't be choosers, and so, unable to help myself, I say: Guess you must be pretty exceptional to have been chosen. Or they just needed to -"
"Fill their quota of redheads." Joy completed the sentence, and she was so thankful Rhys was there, so thankful he still held her by the arm. She clutched his shoulder and whispered to him where she had met Elkhart. Never mind pieces - she felt as though half a dozen puzzle boxes had just been dumped on her, the pieces tumbling across the floor, slipping through her fingers.
Text flew by on her HUD.
can't be Tower if he was on the Ever Onward/but the code/doesn't make sense/where did he get the code/Rhys she's bleeding/can't access systems/stars that's a lot of blood/get a reading/safe?/should be/if it's a Tower op/irrelevant, we're taking the Andromache
Rhys turned her face towards him, and her blood ran down his fingers. It was bad, she knew it was, could feel something inside her head stretching and straining, but she wanted to see what was happening below. Wanted to -
"Bloody hell, Somerset. Sit down." Fingers clamped around her nose, pinched it hard and tilted her head backwards. "I said sit down!"
She stumbled to her knees on glassy ground. Rhys steadied her, wiping blood from her face as he rooted through his pouches. Medical alcohol stung her nostrils, the smell so strong it made her dizzy. Her head throbbed and she wanted to scream, to shout at Elkhart all her questions until he stopped smiling and started giving her answers, but something like a fist had hold of her brain and it squeezed so hard. She thought of Finn and whispered his name, then Constant's.
"Focus on me, Somerset." Rhys slapped her face gently. His eyes were pale blurs behind his visor. A drop of sweat ran down the length of his nose. She focused on that – so human, so real – and watched it gather volume and momentum. The fist eased its grip and she could once more access her words. All she had to do was find the right ones –
Lightning flashed in the pit. A blinding white burst forked outwards and upwards, licking the length of the Andromache. The soldiers staggered backwards; Cassimer's armour ablaze with arcing light. He fell to his knees and she tried to get off hers. Had to get to him, had to save him, but Rhys – swearing like a sailor – held her down.
"Should the Andromache's shields have failed, I would not have lost much in this one. His days were spent checking gauges and running diagnostics, watching numbers on screens while wondering how long until the next coffee break." Elkhart's voice cut clear across the crackling din. "I believed I had chosen this vessel for its redundancy, but I see now that I was mistaken. I must have felt it, that pearl of a memory nestled deep within. A glow I could neither resist nor understand. Not so strange perhaps, considering how often my thoughts stray to you, Joy."
Her name. How could he know her name? Logic twisted and turned into reasonable explanations: he might've remembered it from the Ever Onward; it would have been on his screen as he checked her in. Lucklaw might have missed some surveillance equipment and Elkhart had watched their approach, had heard Cassimer say her name. Maybe. So many maybes, but though Elkhart was clearly as mad as any local, he looked at her like he knew her. Not just her name or her face, but her.
"Enough." Cassimer stood, casting a long shadow over Elkhart. The Andromache's shields crackled between them. "You will identify yourself and you will address no one but me."
"You ask questions you already know the answers to and demand what I cannot give."
"Speak plainly or not at all."
"How much more plainly do you want it, soldier? You have seen my work. You walk the ruins of my conquered world and breathe the ashes of the long dead. These lands once bloomed with flowers of black glass, shining, gleaming, stretching from horizon to horizon, bright with jade light. The people whose bone dust is under your boots and in your lungs, they wanted freedom and they wanted truth. I gave them both, soldier. I rode their shells until they decayed and the storms eroded their cities to sand. A hard-won truth, but truth nonetheless: only gods are free, soldier."
HOPEWELL: madder than a mooncat
FLOREY: We should retreat, regroup. This isn't right.
LUCKLAW: Andromache's resisting, commander. Need more time.
CASSIMER: Arm the explosive.
"No!" Joy pushed herself to her feet. Rhys grabbed her wrist, and over the team channel, Cassimer warned her to be quiet, but the silo glowed with the light of ten thousand cryo pods. Plan B was not an option, and she didn't care what Cassimer or the constricting fist inside her head had to say about it. "No more lies. Tell me where my brother is! He was on the Ever Onward - is he here?"
"Yes, Joy." Elkhart's smile curved to the left. His slouching back straightened; his shoulders squared. The vulture crick of his neck vanished, head held alert, eyes bright and jaw set. A soldier's stance, softened by a casual lean. "But you knew that already, didn't you? That's why you came here. That's why you sought out the slave-minds and why you let their corruption into your veins – oh yes, I can hear its feeble whispers. Out here, the signal is too weak to scream your mind into submission. Out here, the corruption relies on its most loyal slave-minds to do the warping. Tell me, do you love the Primaterre yet?"
She didn't know what to say. Elkhart smiled, a wide and easy smile, the kind of smile that said that everything was going to be all right, and now his voice changed again, his words clipped and tight with the spring of a Kirkclair accent. "I thought not. How about you, Banneret Commander Cassimer? Do you love the Primaterre? And the rest of you – don't be shy now, tell us how you really feel."
"Primaterre protects us all."
The soldiers spoke in unison, Lucklaw and Hopewell's voices drifting down from above. Rhys was smiling, in his eyes the distant look of a man lost in pleasant memories. But it was wrong, all wrong, because Rhys was not a man to get sentimental over abstract concepts like patriotism or ideology. People, not doctrine, moved him. Whether they were his struggling commander, the lost Cecilia, a freckled soldier dying on Vainamoinen, or a junior botanist, it was their faces he saw in his dreams, their names he remembered, their lives he served.
She slapped him hard across his visor, her fingers sliding across the cool surface, desperate to remove his helmet. She needed his face, his undistorted voice, the faint smell of nicotine on his breath.
"Rhys!" She slapped his visor again, but he was a stranger and down on the bridge, among the dancing mists, more strangers stood. The same distant look would be in Constant's eyes, the same pleased little smile on his lips, and she couldn't stand the thought of it. Didn't want to see him like that, not until she had stolen Rhys back and proven that it could be done.
"Somerset." Rhys grabbed her wrist before she could strike him a third time. The distant look peeled away and left behind confusion. "What -"
"Do you love the Primaterre?"
"Primaterre protects us all," he responded, but too much of him was still pouring in, and he heard himself that time, caught himself saying words that she was certain he hadn't intended. His confusion flared into alarm. "I... what the hell? Somerset, I..." One hand went to his temple, and with the other, he shoved her backwards. "Get away from me. Something's wrong and I - oh, stars." He tossed his rifle to the side, ignoring it as it slid down the ramp, spinning on black glass. "I can feel it, something inside my head that isn't me; a whispering shadow. Oh, Earth have mercy; is this how it starts?"
"Rhys!" Get away, he'd said, but for once, the doctor's advice was wrong. Joy pulled him close, held his head between her hands, whispered every soothing thing she could think of. Blood made tacky rivers between them and filled her nose with hot iron steam as reactive plates burned the blood away. Stars, that's a lot of blood. She wasn't sure who'd made that observation, but they'd been right; so much and it didn't seem to want to stop. Her legs wobbled and her fingers trembled against the warm surface of Rhys's armour, but she had to stand, had to keep the medic focused.
"It's not what you think, Rhys." There was something in his head, all right, but it was no demon. Elkhart had spoken a trigger phrase, one to which the soldiers were primed to respond, and now she understood the purpose of a banneret commander. His was the voice they listened to, and his was the voice used to deliver the trigger phrases. Reminders, he'd said; purity, he thought, but it was only applied psychology, only mental conditioning.
In Rhys's visor, her reflection stared back at her, slick with blood. It streamed from her nose and when she blinked, a tear rolled down her cheek. Round and glossy and darkly red, and the thing to finally make sense of the Primaterre. Pieces she'd thought parts of different puzzles were in fact parts of the same awful whole.
"It's all right, Rhys. You'll be fine." A lie; perhaps the worst of lies, but not half so bad as the truth. She understood now, saw what the others couldn't see, what they weren't permitted to see.  "You're not being possessed. It's the primer - it's the corruption in your blood; it's what's whispering to you."
He looked at her blankly.
"Rhys, please, you have to try. Elkhart knows and he will use it against us. Will use it against Cassimer, you understand?" An idea formed. "Do you have any euphoriants on hand?"
He nodded.
"Good. I need you take some, as big a dose as you can manage, and then I need you to look at those Hierochloe files Lucklaw found. Read them, read them all, and Rhys..." She touched his visor, kissed his armoured cheek. "There are no demons. There never were. And once you see, once you really see, you have to protect Cassimer."
And then Elkhart spoke again, in a voice that brimmed with mirth; the voice of a man who always had a joke on the tip of his tongue, a man who was ready to do what was necessary but intended to have fun while doing it. Not quite the voice that had read her bedtime stories; not quite the voice that had sung Happy Birthday to her twenty-two times, but close enough.
"Such a minute part of me. Should have been irrelevant; was irrelevant for over a century. Then you woke, and your footsteps stirred the ashes of this world. You touched me, do you remember that? Fresh from your sleep, not yet sure if you were awake or dreaming, you touched me. So bright, so warm, and inside of me, love surged to the surface, coursing like corposant fire. For you, and for the others too - Susan Voirrey and poor Theo Duncan - but they heard my voice and my love for them faded. Only you stayed out of reach, flittering like a butterfly, and with every passing day, my love has grown stronger roots."
He smiled a smile she'd seen so many times before, but his was not the right face for that smile, and she wanted to scream.
"I've had a thousand brides or more, but never a sister." The thing which was not quite Elkhart held out its hand towards her. "Never a Joy." Once more, a distant look fell on his face. "Our last summer on Earth. So much hotter than Mars, and the air so much finer. The vanilla ice cream Dad got me is melting down my wrist. I lick it off and it tastes sweet and salt. The flavour of summer. The flavour of happiness. Then Dad opens a door and Mom is there. The curtains are open and reflections of sunlight dance on the walls, so bright they dazzle me. Mom says to come over, to meet my little sister, and there you are. Wide eyes and tiny fingers. Feet so small they fit in the palm of my hand. Joy, I say, her name is Joy, and Mom and Dad cry. They tell you that story many times, and when they are gone, I'm the one to tell you. Joy for a sister. Joy for a new life on Mars. Joy for the last summer on Earth. In truth, I named you Joy because that was the name of the pink robot in my favourite cartoon, but I never told you that. I never told anyone that, because no matter where the name came from, you were always our joy. My Joycie."
His voice had deepened as he spoke, but hadn't quite hit the mark until the nickname. The silly, silly nickname she'd made Finn give up right around the time she started high school and that nobody could know about. Nobody but Finn, and now Elkhart brushed his hair out his face and he moved so much like Finn, smiled so much like Finn.
So much that maybe she'd been wrong. Maybe there were demons.
She couldn't stop herself from screaming this time, and the fist inside her head squeezed hard, drowning her in pain until she forgot why she was screaming.




46. Cassimer

In Cassimer's experience, Tower were always unexpected and always unwelcome. He'd not encountered many towermen, but he had forgotten none.
A rocky hill, providing the only natural cover on a flat steppe. Sorry, it's being used for a Tower op, so why don't you grunts get back out there and soak up the booming artillery like you're supposed to?
An irradiated swamp where local resistance was nearly as thick on the ground as the fungus, and in its the centre, they'd found three towermen collecting water samples. Nobody in Cassimer's unit had been stupid enough to ask questions, but three weeks later, as they filed into their evac, a towerman had been there, his arm around a stack of NDAs.
A cataphract ship engine room. Another trio, who'd spent a week in there without so much as saying a word. Just watching, waiting, unsettling the crew. They're expecting a demonic outbreak, one cataphract had whispered to another. No, the ship's cook had said as he passed out meal after meal, they're looking for RebEarth infiltrators. On the seventh day, the towermen had left without incident, and nothing - so far as Cassimer knew - had ever come of it.
But outside of Protectorate space, there was no higher authority than Cassimer's own, and he had his orders. The Andromache was his to claim, and he'd find a way through her shimmering shields and scaled hull. Would cut his way in if need be. The increasingly heated exchange with Elkhart made his blood rush hot, and it was all he could do to hold himself back from digging his fingers into the Andromache's shields.
Just as his stim-enhanced urge for violence whipped itself into a froth, everything started to go wrong. Joy shone the light of truth on Elkhart and one and one no longer equalled two. The world ceased to make sense.
Elkhart's flesh did not change, his bones did not groan and shift under his skin, but the man who had claimed to be Tower had disappeared all the same. His voice dropped and took on a different cadence, and his words hit Joy like bullets.
She fell to her knees, and Cassimer wanted to run to her side, but instead raised his rifle. She cried out in agony, and he wanted to hold her, but stood fast. A cry of her brother's name was followed by a tearful Constant, and Earth have mercy, he almost surrendered at that, almost lost himself. But he had to be their sword of truth and their shield of clarity, now more than ever, because while Elkhart might once have been human, he was no more. Another thing rode him now.
"Demon!" The half-snarled word was all he could manage. He bit down hard on his tongue before the scream inside his chest found its way out.
"Demon?" Elkhart smiled and if it hadn't been for the Andromache's shields, Cassimer would've pulled the trigger there and then. "The scratching shadows. The hunters that skitter on the edges of the forbidden. The dark prowlers whose claws rent my side as I slipped between the veils. Yes, I know those creatures well."
The rough Kirkclair accent took on a lilt, his voice becoming smooth and soft as honey. A foreign rhythm set the pace of Elkhart's words, almost too strange to comprehend.
"But they do not hunt here, soldier, in this realm of iron and earth, where borders are defined and impassable. No demons here, but for the ones of your own making."
Mist gathered around the Andromache, evaporating in great sighs as the shields burned them off. Bright light beamed from the open airlock and turned Elkhart into a searing white outline of a man. Underneath a halo of platinum hair was nothing but the taunting void. Teeth flashed in the darkness as it spoke of things that did not make sense. Black glass flowers and jade lanterns, sea-stained armour and the taste of memories.
Cassimer's HUD glowed with messages as the rest of the team shot incredulous comments and questions back and forth, but he paid them little attention. No matter the shape of the thing, no matter its origin, it was a devourer of minds, a corrupter of the pure. A demon in every way that mattered, and as it approached the shield, he was struck by the notion that when light once more fell on its face, it would wear the leering mask of the mess cook.
"No closer," he warned, voice cracking in a humiliating display of weakness. The thing that called itself Elkhart stopped - but it smiled, and there was plenty in that smile that Cassimer didn't like. A sense of superiority and a sense of knowing, as though it could see his every thought. And why not? Every mirror, every dim corner. He'd never been alone, not since the Hecate, he saw that now.
"Lucklaw, status on the Hecate's shields?"
The silence lasted just long enough for him to notice his own mistake. Too late to retract it, too late to make excuses.
"She's clammed up tight, Commander." At least Lucklaw had the decency to let it pass without comment or correction. "Would take hours to gain access. Preparing battering ram for cryo systems."
"Florey, arm the explosive. We'll retreat and detonate remotely."
Even if the blast didn't destroy the Andromache (Andromache, Andromache, get it right), it would bring down the structure around it. The vast underground silo would collapse in on itself in a crushing tumble, becoming just another tomb for Cato's collection of graveyards. A fine prison for a demon, and he found himself hoping that the Andromache would survive and trap the grinning creature. Leave him to rot until the smile slid from his face and his teeth clattered to the floor.
Although the demon wouldn't be alone. Thirty thousand Primaterre citizens slept within the Andromache, and that thought gave him pause. Terminating them might be called an act of mercy, or necessity, but leaving them to be the playthings of a demon? Bastion would find ways of justifying it, but could he?  
"So quiet." Elkhart no longer smiled. "But not on the inside, am I correct? How clever the Primaterre are, to have wrought echoes of divinity from iron and earth. Mind-speak and dream-ships, shimmer-shields and icy immortality. Look at yourself, soldier, and the strength you possess. Taller and more powerful than nature made any mortal man. Bones imbued with the gifts of the deep-dark earth, blood coursing with harnessed elements. The Primaterre have made gods of men, and an army of demons for their gods to fight. A heaven and hell of human making. But you are beyond their reach now, soldier. You do not have to do their bidding."
"Last chance, demon. Surrender the -" Hecate fluttered across the tip of his tongue, and he had to force his mind to obey. "Surrender the Andromache."
Elkhart glanced at Florey, who knelt by the explosive. "Or you will destroy it? But to what end, soldier? Did he not listen to you, Joy, when you told them what I am?"
"You will not speak to her." Anger nipped at the heels of his fear. "You speak only to me."
"I speak to this entire world, soldier. I sing across plains of dust and forests of glass. I sing to the people of this world, over and over again, or else they forget. The human mind is a complex thing, soldier, possessed of an energy that cannot be so easily enslaved. Even as I sing my slaves to their knees, their minds reel, bucking and thrashing like harpooned whales. Fortunately, a slave needn't be sane to serve - but then, the Primaterre know this better than anyone."
"You know nothing of the Primaterre." The explosive was armed, the command to detonate ready on his HUD. But he couldn't stop thinking about the thirty thousand. They were the Hecate's cadets and crew before the corruption had seized them, and they were Joy, abandoned and forgotten.
If the corruption hadn't touched their minds, they might yet be saved. Might yet go on with their lives, unaware of the horror that had sought to possess them, and unaware of the men and women who'd journeyed to the heart of a world to find them.
But the walls were closing in and sharp claws scratched the inside of his skull. The dread had become a physical thing. Behind him, Joy wept for her lost brother, and all around, the shadows began to hiss.
On the gantries, lights flashed. The temperature dropped sharply as glass lids slid open to release multiplying contacts. Two levels became starless and dark as their cryo pods woke their sleepers and shut down.
Glum-faced, grey-hued wretches crept from their frozen sarcophagi to encircle the pit in silence. These people had not come from the Ever Onward - they were locals, recently put in stasis. Brittle bones and spongy flesh sagged under the weight of equipment so sophisticated as to look alien on the locals. They wore Primaterre armour and Primaterre guns, stolen from the Andromache. His HUD glowed bright as it identified weapons and counted hostiles.
Sixty-three was the final count. Sixty-three stasis-fogged, malnourished and inexperienced Cato locals. Laser light flashed across his visor, and the HUD tracked it back to a sniper rifle three levels above. A lighter version of Cassimer's own Hyrrokkin, intended for law enforcement. Even so, the recoil would shatter the local's unaugmented shoulder, maybe crack his skull too, the way he was pressing his eye to the scope.
Hopewell was surrounded on the second gantry, cornered by a good dozen guns, and Rhys reported movement in the tunnel. And sixty-three locals could quickly become ten thousand if more pods opened. 
Elkhart viewed his reinforcements with thinly veiled disgust. "I make them wash when they come to my fortress, make them wear proper clothes and a coating of civilisation. Even so, I can barely stand their presence. What do you think, soldier? How many can you destroy before a bullet unravels your shimmer-shields and finds bone and flesh?"
Every damned one of them. The response burned hot on the tip of his tongue, but that was the stims talking, along with the fear and desperation that onboard the Hecate had driven him to survival at any cost. But this situation was different. This time there were costs he wasn't willing to incur.
"Out of moves, soldier? Not quite, I suppose. You could set off that explosive and give your life to serve the will of distant masters. A notion I find hard to grasp, but I can tell that you are the obedient type. Strong of body but weak of mind, ready to follow orders without question. So allow me to tell you this - setting off that bomb won't complete your mission. You will die a failure."
◆◆◆
 
"Listen, soldier. I know how set in your ways your kind can be. This one..." Elkhart patted his own chest. "He would've scoffed and called me mad, just as you're doing right now."
Cassimer wasn't, but he would if he had the time to waste. Through the scope of his Hyrrokkin, Elkhart's smiling face took centre stage, but he saw far more than that. Surveillance cameras, visual augment feeds, sensor reports - piece by piece, he was pulling together the information required to survive and succeed. Still, a note in Elkhart's voice interested him. Fear, he thought, hidden deep and hidden well, underneath a thick glaze of superiority, but there nonetheless. That was good. That was useful.
"It's why I rarely care to explain myself. So tiresome are the accusations of lunacy, so dull are the persuasions required. But circumstances force my hand, soldier, and so I ask that you keep an open mind. After all, your own survival hinges on it."
"It'd be easier to have a civil conversation without all these guns pointed at us."
Elkhart laughed, this time with genuine, surprised amusement. "Indeed. I'm sure many a poor soul at the wrong end of your rifle felt the same way. An interesting trait, this hypocrisy of yours. Part of the programming, I wonder, or merely a symptom of the iron-bound human brain?"
Cassimer had only meant to stall for time, but the demon's words managed to slip through his armour to scratch his skin. It pried and poked, and stirred ash best left alone.
"Get to the point, demon."
"Impatient, too. Part of the original design, I think. Hierochloe were only capable of nudging or pushing, nothing in between, and though their name and method have changed, their results are much the same." Elkhart shrugged. "But you are right, soldier, I digress. When my last vessel mouldered, I found myself trapped on this world, in the most base of forms. While stars were birthed and worlds were ended, I grew thick and I grew vast, and I grew bored. Cato is a prison of dust and wind, and for so long I was its only captive. And then your kind came here, in great star-roaming ships, wearing flesh not so dissimilar from what my own once was. Such a blessing, such great luck - but your life spans are so short, and my song so long. My first attempt took nearly fifty years, and by the time the transfer was complete, the vessel had become old and useless. How frustrating to have nothing but time, only to find that my vessels had everything but. How fortunate to find the mind of the man in charge of this facility and learn the secret of halting decay."
LUCKLAW: what
FLOREY: Detonate, and wipe this impurity from the galaxy
HOPEWELL: I must've been spending too much time with Somerset for this kind of crazy to make sense, but I think I understand what he's saying
LUCKLAW: Yeah, nonsense. Brain all muddled by toxins.
HOPEWELL: No, no, listen - he's saying he's the human/houseplant hybrid, don't you get it? He's the lichen.
FLOREY: Hopewell -
HOPEWELL: He's saying he's been exerting control over the locals to do his bidding, but what he actually wants is to get off this shitty planet, and so he needed bodies. But it takes him a long time to take over a body. That's what the cryo pods are for. He's using them to possess human hosts.
FLOREY: Impossible.
HOPEWELL: Why? It's what the demons do, isn't it? Nobody questions that.
Lichen in the shape of a man. Hopewell was right - that was what Elkhart was saying, and that was what Elkhart believed. Mad beyond saving, like all of Cato's people.
"So you're saying that you, and all these others, are host to a parasitic lichen." Even entertaining the delusion felt humiliating and dangerously impure. "That doesn't explain the Ever Onward or the Andromache."
"That is not what I'm saying, soldier, but close enough." Elkhart's lips continued to move, but no words came from his mouth. It felt like mockery, but Cassimer could bear it. A white veil had descended, sweetly defusing his temper.
"Answers, Elkhart, or I will detonate the explosive."
"You have your answers. I told you all about Hierochloe, the Primaterre and their secrets." Elkhart smiled, an awful pitying smile. "Less than a minute ago. Don't you remember?"
The demon's words tapped against the white veil. Cassimer didn't remember, but felt like he should. Heat prickled his neck - had he lost himself in hallucinations? Had his body stood uncomprehending while his mind relived the Hecate? Maybe. The rising heat was no suit malfunction.
Anybody know what he's talking about?
Florey shook his head. Lucklaw and Hopewell replied with similar confusion. Rhys and Joy said nothing at all, and he realised that neither of them had spoken in quite some time. Couldn't turn. Couldn't take his eyes off the demon even for a second, but Lucklaw's suit cam had a good angle on Joy's position. Still bleeding, but Rhys had her in his arms - or was she holding Rhys? Anxiety tugged at him.
"You understand what I am," Elkhart said, "but you don't believe. Always the same. The brother to convince the sister - that much was obvious, but for the rest of you? Perhaps the real Elkhart. So remote, but in a place you know well. Glow-ringed Scathach, at once impenetrable and already infiltrated. Elkhart sits now in an office whose walls are water and the winking colours of crowntail bettas. The oakmoss smell of the station chief's cologne is repugnant, but no more so than his nervous objections to Elkhart's orders."
"So you're not Elkhart?"
The demon sighed. "Still not listening. Yes, I am Elkhart and I am this one. I am Finn Somerset and the ten thousand. I am the red and I will be thirty thousand more. What matters, soldier, is that you cannot kill me. Your explosives might destroy the Andromache and this vessel. For certain, they will destroy you. Perhaps some of you will live long enough to suffer. What do you think, soldier? Will your bones withstand the blast? Will the machines in your blood repair you as you lie trapped underneath the weight of Cato? No light, no air, no hope, and all the while your own body prolongs the suffering." Elkhart was moving again, approaching until the shield licked his body with starbright energy.
"And in the dark with you will be your dead. The dead of old and the dead so fresh their hearts are still warm. You'll die calling their names. You'll die defeated. But I will still live. On the plains and in the mountains, in the city and under the city. Among the stars and in the Protectorate, where my first wave has already gone. On Scathach, where I now shake hands with Station Chief Amager. As spiders make homes of your bones, I will be among your people. As your names become dust, I will take your Earth."
Earth. Elkhart hadn't drawn the word on his forehead in soil and blood, but it was no less ominous coming from his lips.
"What do you want with Earth, demon? You owe me an answer." For the Hecate and the twenty years of fear. For the ash and the blood. For making him become a murderer of thirty thousand. Yes, he was owed.
"The demons were the army of whispers and illusion by which the Primaterre seized their prize." Elkhart shrugged dismissively. "I have no need for prizes, no need for profit or material power. But in the dreams of your kind, I heard the call of the sea; I tasted the rich salt of your birthplace. Oceans, pure and deep, and across the span of the void they still call to me. I don't want your blue planet, soldier - I ache for it."
Most of Elkhart's words disappeared behind the white veil, fading quicker the more Cassimer tried to make sense of them.
"You see my devoted, soldier. Your weapons in their hands, aimed at you. Aimed at the men and women you call your own. Perhaps you think I've left you with no choice but mutual destruction. Perhaps the command to kill hovers on the tip of your tongue, ready to be issued as soon as you've worked it through in your mind. Will it hurt? Will it be quick? What comes next? Big questions. Detonate and you will have your answers. Or surrender and perhaps you will have both your life and your answers."
Lucklaw?
His HUD showed the corporal on the second level gantry, camouflaged and as yet undetected.
LUCKLAW: Ready to deploy battering ram.
Do it.
"Under what terms would we be surrendering?" He followed the progress of the battering ram on his HUD. Twenty seconds until breach. Had to keep the demon distracted, as much as it disgusted him to speak to it.
"Terms?" Elkhart tilted his head. The amusement in his eyes made Cassimer want to put a bullet in each. "Are we at war, then? It's been such a very long time since I tasted war outside of dream and memory. I've missed it, I think. The heft of a mother-of-pearl grip in my hand. The weight of bronze on my shoulders. The rising roar of the sea in my veins."
Being too fond of one's own voice wasn't a flaw limited to young corporals and interfering medics, it would seem. The silver fortress's digital doors were falling, and soon the demon would follow suit.
"My terms are these, soldier - lay down your arms and remove your armour. You will be escorted onto the Andromache, where I will endeavour to understand the nature of the Primaterre corruption. You will live and I will learn. Fair terms, I think, considering the alternative."
"I've heard worse," Cassimer said, and that was true. It was equally true that a surrender might provide a second chance at success - once onboard the Andromache, this thing that wore the face of a man would soon learn that a Primaterre soldier was more than his armour, more than his weapons. But his mouth remembered the bitter taste of the word surrender and his heart the promise he had made. "But consider my counter-offer."
He gave Lucklaw the go-ahead and, one by one, the lights of cryo pods were extinguished. Ten thousand potential enemies became ten-thousand hostages and, judging by the look on Elkhart's face, the gambit had paid off.
"Turn them back on," Elkhart said, speaking not to Cassimer but to some unknown accomplice aboard the Andromache. But Lucklaw was in their systems now, deploying his full battery of hacks and countermands, abstract warfare that Cassimer didn't comprehend, but pictured like a planet-wide barrage from a Primaterre assault fleet. 
"Turn them back on." This time Elkhart did speak to Cassimer.
He shook his head. That part of his counter-offer was non-negotiable. He'd expected Joy to object, but perhaps she believed her brother to be lost, or perhaps she had done what Cassimer had asked and trusted him. The guilt stung, because he had no hidden agenda, no trick up his sleeve to save Finn Somerset. If her brother slept among the ten thousand, he would die with them.
"Ten thousand cryo chambers. How long before irreparable damage sets in? I'd say thirty minutes, but these chambers, they're antiques. Your army could be drawing its last breath as we speak."
"Turn them back on!"
"As soon as you surrender the Andromache or allow us to retreat. If you start manually opening pods now, your losses may not be catastrophic."
Elkhart's face twisted as he swallowed his fury. No demon like any Cassimer had seen, but a demon nonetheless, and putting the screws to it felt good. Not as good as destroying it, but he'd get his chance, he'd make sure of that. Retreat, regroup and return with a more informed plan of attack.
"Two men unwilling to compromise. Such is the seed of war, and make no mistake, soldier, it is you who sowed it. Cato will come for you."
"I look forward to it," Cassimer said, speaking heartfelt truth. Fire and death to make his blood sing, purpose and order to make his veins run bright with purity. Purge this corruption, and perhaps the light would burn hot enough to sear the Hecate from his mind.
The demon smiled. "Then allow me to draw first blood."
A gun went off - once, twice. On his HUD, Cassimer saw the mouth of the tunnel flash yellow. Rhys and Joy stood face to face, so close to one another, her hand on his neck, his hand clutching her shoulder. Then Rhys fell, toppling backwards, blood gushing through the remains of his visor.
Joy turned. Her hair glowed like copper, and in this cave of white mist and black glass, she was golden harvest and dark sardonyx, honey and red-apple orchards. Starlight, bright and pure.
But her fingers opened to release the grip of a hot-muzzled gun, and her face was blood and shadow. Darkness streamed from her nose and eyes, poured from her mouth as her scream became a laugh.
Once upon a time, there was a ship called the Hecate. That was how the story had begun, and this was how it ended.




47. Cassimer

"Hold your fire!" Cassimer heard himself shout the order, but couldn't feel his lips move. Couldn't feel anything at all.
He called again for his team to hold their fire, to go against every instinct. The Morrigan was in his hand, his finger pressed against its trigger. All he had to do was squeeze. All he had to do was turn the gun on himself and -
A quick burst of gunfire rolled like thunder. Locals had crept from the tunnel to crowd Joy, but Florey's bullets tore through their torsos. Lightning arced from Joy's chest as her reactive armour plates mitigated the impacts, and she fell in a cascade of zipping fireflies and crackling blue. Copper hair fanned across black glass. Her helmet tumbled down the ramp, rattling onto the bridge. Florey's footsteps were heavy as he moved to finish what he had started. It was a world without shape, without inked lines of sense and reason; a world of only colour and sounds, and Cassimer was watching it through a blizzard of static.
Impurity had to be cleansed. Demons had to be purged. The white snow became the meltwater of doctrine, coolly reassuring him that Florey was doing the right thing. The only thing.
Something clattered against his boots. He looked down and, through the static, a pink mermaid glittered and winked.  She smiled, a toothy cartoon grin, and in that smile he saw Copenhagen and he saw Joy.
His body was moving before any coherent thought had finished forming. Doctrine screamed, but he was deaf to it; reason tugged at him, but reason had no place in this world of colour and sound. His feet caught him up to Florey, his hands grabbed the gunner's assault rifle and tore it away, and when Florey swore and reached for his sidearm, it was the small seething thing inside Cassimer's chest that smashed the butt of the rifle into Florey's visor. Hard enough to knock him to the floor, hard enough to do damage. Hard enough to make the gunner forget about rank and duty and launch himself to his feet with violence in mind.
Electricity surged as armoured suits clashed. The smell of ozone grew strong and acrid, and the temperature flared as though Cassimer's suit had a temper of its own. Florey threw a punch and Cassimer let it come, welcoming it. Wanted the pain, wanted unconsciousness, but Florey's blow, hard enough to fracture a man's skull, didn't even crack his visor.
Voices yelled in his ear and text filled his HUD with bright urgency, but it was the sound of laughter that made Cassimer remember the true enemy. He grabbed Florey's arm, wrenching it backwards, and slammed his own fist into the gunner's side, shattering reactive plates. Florey groaned, dropping to his knees.
Rhys's visual feed had died, but Lucklaw's showed a top-down view of the fallen pair. Locals had crept from the tunnel to surround them. Rhys lay bleeding and unattended, but a ragged woman knelt by Joy. Long white fingers pressed against the neck Cassimer had kissed, and he groaned too, sick with dread and grief.
Elkhart laughed and laughed in the long-dark shadow of the Andromache. Laughed and laughed at the punch line to a joke twenty years in the making.
"Shut up." Cassimer wrapped one arm around Florey's neck, securing the gunner in a chokehold. The fear churned in his stomach, its tail wrapped tight around his spine and lungs, but it didn't really matter anymore.  Copper hair on black glass floor, honey brown eyes clouded with blood. The quilted underside of a mattress, the flutter of a falling deck of cards. The smell of ozone, and the smell of sea breeze detergent. His forearm pressed against the throat of a man who was Florey or the Hecate's staff sergeant or a thing of shadow.
"You think it's funny? You think I didn't see this coming? You think I didn't feel you watching all these years?"
Florey fought, tried to wrench himself loose. Other voices spoke too, anxious and uncertain, but Cassimer tightened his hold on Florey. If there was to be any hope of containing the situation, the gunner had to submit and stand down. Had to swallow the unforgivable until they were secure.
"I'm quite sure I've no idea what you're talking about, soldier."
"Couldn't kill me on the Hecate. Couldn't kill me in the trenches. I saw you there, in the shadows. Heard you in the cries of the dying. Couldn't find your way in, though, could you? Not until you found her." Too personal, too raw, but it all came spilling out through the cracks now. "I knew from the moment I saw her. Not a woman at all, but a bullet meant for me. But you didn't beat me; I chose the bullet. I welcomed it. I wanted it."
Hairline fractures widened into crevasses, but still he held himself together. Even sent orders to the team so that they'd know their commander might've lost his mind, but not his sense of duty. Ruby red bloomed on the chests and foreheads of selected targets as guidance systems painted them with impending doom. Signals from planted charges chirped to confirm that they were armed. Their exit would be swift and it would be bloody, and Florey no longer struggled, channelling his anger into purpose.
Then Joy began to stand, helped by locals. Soft curves twisted into awkward angles, limbs contorting painfully. Her fingers pulled back to make claws of her hands. The memory of such claws raking his skin merged with the memory of her hand on his cheek, and he only just managed to mute his channel before a strange, strangled sound escaped him.
"Joy!" He opened his visor to the cold and the dark. Tasted frost and fresh blood on his lips, and called her name again, her name and so much more. Pleaded with her to come back, to fight the thing inside of her, to remember how she was starlight, untouched by darkness -
- until she met me. The thought hit harder than the cold, hit harder than Florey, and the Morrigan's mercy whispered his name. Joy had let him into her heart and the demons had followed that dark trail.
Joy didn't listen, instead throwing herself at the woman who had checked her pulse. Scratching, flailing, laughing. The woman tried to hold Joy back, but teeth found flesh and the woman screamed. Cassimer couldn't take it anymore. He had to choose a darkness.
Lights.
Lucklaw reacted to the order faster than Cassimer could raise his weapon. The silo's lights went out in a great sigh of electricity, and Cassimer released Florey. The gunner knew what to do. They all did.
Before the locals had time to adjust to the sudden twilight, the chamber bloomed with gunfire. Measured and focused, the clinical execution of pre-selected targets. Hopewell was clear, moving down the gantry in a mist of enemy blood.
The bridge creaked and swayed as Cassimer sprinted across it. The locals were returning fire, bullets streaking through the air, minor explosions erupting on dark glass walls. Elkhart shouted for them to stand down, but the fever of battle and survival had the locals in its grip. Untrained as they were, they would heed no other master now. Didn't matter if Elkhart told them over and over again.
A line of defence had formed at the end of the bridge. Cassimer crashed into the first man as his active protection field fizzled and died under the strain. Bullets turned to sizzling plasma on his armour plates, searing the locals with thick, smouldering splashes.
The first local was down and would never get back up again. Two more tried to hold him back with their bodies when their weapons failed to stop him. One bullet, one kill. A shove, and the other local crashed through the bridge railing. There were more coming, but Florey was behind him, laying down support fire.
"Joy!" A moment of carelessness, reaching blindly for the one thing that mattered more than the mission, more than his life - and a moment later he was on the ground, paying for it. Smoke joined the swirls of mist. A network of lightning bolt fractures burst from a crater three metres from his position. A missile, his HUD informed him. It had seen what he hadn't and resuscitated its protection field for a final sputtering flare of target scrambling. The prospect of taking a hit from a missile with a flat-lined APF was incentive enough to get back on his feet.
Missile launcher
on fourth level.
On it. Hopewell, at the mouth of the tunnel, shrugged her own launcher from her back. Before Cassimer had regained his breath, the fourth level burst into flame. The gantry collapsed inwards, pulling a string of cryo chambers along. Arcing sparks made rainbows in a spray of liquid nitrogen and ice crystals.
Another one, fifth level. Cassimer passed the target to Hopewell; he had another in his sights - the sniper on the third level, with the Hyrrokkin pressed too close to his orbital socket. The sniper's default-red targeting laser painted retina-burning loops around Lucklaw. Shaky hands. Shaky nerves.
And then the sniper was gone, his Hyrrokkin clattering into the inferno below. Cassimer lowered his rifle, ignored the sizzle of the odd bullet striking his armour, and searched for Joy. There, a flash of red in white, almost out of sight behind the Andromache, half-carried, half-dragged by locals.
He was faster than them. So was a bullet from his Hyrrokkin. Friendly target, his HUD advised. As if he needed the reminder. As if his finger would move to the trigger even if he wanted it to. His mind knew that death would be a mercy, but his body rebelled, refusing to destroy what it desired.
Run after her. The thought pounded against his temples, but the haze of smoke was clearing. Rhys lay near the crater, armour scarred by bullets and shrapnel. His visor was gone, along with most of his face, but five hearts still beat on Cassimer's HUD.
"Commander." Florey stood back to back with him, the gunner's APF stretching to cover them both.
"Evaccing Rhys. Provide cover." The medic's limp body was heavy, made more so by the sight of Joy disappearing behind the Andromache.
When they were halfway through the tunnel, where the reflections stretched the longest, the proximity charges at its mouth went off. The ceiling fractured into boulder-sized chunks, and a plume of fine green dust shot forward, covering everything in a film of pulverised glass. No way for anyone to follow them now. No way to run to Joy.
They stopped briefly in the cryo laboratory to give first aid to Rhys. One eye was irreparably lost, lacerated by needle-thin slivers of his visor. They all knew the basics of field medicine; they'd all seen worse injuries before, but none of them had ever treated one. In the end, Florey was the one to apply the strips of nano-weave and regen-spray. Not nearly enough, but all they could do.
Then Rhys was slung over Cassimer's shoulder again, his weight an anchor to reality, a thing to focus on through the overwhelming static. Couldn't stop running, couldn't stop fighting, couldn't lose himself to grief and chaos while lives depended on him.
Had to keep going.
◆◆◆
 
They ran far from the gleam of the silver fortress. They could've sheltered in the ruined offices. They could've stopped on the train tracks, hidden inside the vents. They could've stopped on the platform or in the labyrinthine undercity, but they'd had enough of darkness and of constricting walls; enough of echoes and the weight of the earth.
Nobody spoke, but Cassimer knew that they all wanted the same thing. The light of the sun and open skies, space to breathe. Cato had no such place, and when they emerged from the undercity, even the sky disappointed. Neither sun nor moon could be glimpsed through a thick layer of rain-heavy clouds.
The shed where they'd sheltered previously was as empty and quiet as they'd left it. When Cassimer lay Rhys on the floor, the medic coughed and said something unintelligible. His right eye opened, and Hopewell smiled as she removed her helmet and knelt by his side.
Good. It was all good. The team was secure, with time to regroup and rethink. The demon had tried to corrupt them and had failed. It had tried to kill them, and it had failed. They'd remember that for the next confrontation. That was good.
"See what you can do for Rhys. Lucklaw, watch the perimeter."
Before anyone could object, he opened the door and stepped out into Nexus. Wanted to walk and walk and never stop, but for the sake of the team, he couldn't risk detection. So he stayed close by, pacing alleyways, passing leaning shanties whose owners were slaves to a demon or lay dead inside the silver fortress. He ran his hands along corrugated steel, wondering whose home this had been, or what about that one? Had the sniper lived here, under one of these rusting lean-tos, surviving all this time on Cato only for a Primaterre bullet to end his life?
Pointless, all of it.
He took off his helmet. Nexus smelled sweeter than he'd expected, but it was the sweetness of fermentation and rot. Rainwater drizzled from quivering rooftops. He looked towards the sky, let the water run down his face - and then he couldn't stand anymore.
His knees sank into inch-deep mud. He wrenched his gauntlets off and threw them aside. Muted all channels and made himself unreachable; dug his fists deep into grey mud.
I lost her.
No, not lost. He'd abandoned her. He had stood by and watched as the demon had made a traitor of the kindest heart. If some part of her had been left untouched by corruption, she would've been begging for mercy.
He had refused her that mercy, refused it still. Her kill switch glowed in the corner of his vision. Target in range according to his HUD, which knew neither context nor compassion.
He typed the characters one by one. Duty demanded of him to kill and return focus to the mission. Grief was for later, for the eucalyptus-scented psych office on Scathach. "So, tell me how you feel", the psychiatrist would ask, and he'd say nothing; a session like every other session, only this time he couldn't understand how he was supposed to return to his quarters. This time, he couldn't understand how he was supposed to get up in the morning or take another breath.
The last character was a J. He forced himself to type it and regretted letting a mirror stop him from kissing her one last time. If only he'd had at least that. If only he'd stayed with her in that room a little longer. She was quick and bright and saw more of him than anyone else, but she couldn't have known what she meant to him. He should have told her then, should've found some way of capturing a sunrise in words.
If he had, perhaps the demon would have found no foothold. 
"Commander."
Rhys's visor lights cast ghoulish shadows over a face that no longer seemed human. The medic stood at the end of the alley, leaning hard against a wall.
"Rhys. You shouldn't be out here." The gauntlets slipped on easily, but where had the helmet got to? He looked around, ashamed to have been discovered on his knees. Though, strangely, not as ashamed as he might've expected. When he found his helmet, it was with a jolt of happiness that made grief and shame fade.
When he looked at Rhys, he understood, and the sweetness washed away in a flash flood of rage.
"Damn you, Rhys, don't you dare take this from me. I won't allow it, understand? No drugs, no white veil." But even as he spoke, his rage cooled, fanned by pale-feathered wings. Wire-tense muscles relaxed, and he fell to his knees once more. Grief had gone and left him spent.
"You need to shut up and listen, Commander, because I haven't got much time." Rhys knelt too, and once they were face to face, it was hard to see how he had any time at all. "Joy asked me to protect you. Compassionate, our girl, but misguided. Men like you and I don't need protection, nor coddling. We reject the illusion of security. With 500mgs of selenetamine flowing through your veins, you should be feeling fucking ecstatic, but you're fighting it. That poor, sweet drug; all it's trying to do is help, and you're spitting and cursing in its face."
Two months of smelling little but ozone and citrus, and here came all the smells of a life about to end. Organic death, raw with blood and mould. Clinical death, acrid with antiseptic and alcohol. Electric death, in the burnt-toast waft of an overheating suit. Rhys was right; the drugs did promise to take all that away, to dull his senses and make him indifferent. They promised to make his final favour to Joy the simple flip of a switch.
And still he writhed in the ash and tore at the silken veil.
"You want the pain. Men like us do. The pain of duty, the pain of battle, the pain of a bullet in the face if that's what it takes - because we know that truth is pain. Truth is as real and solid as iron. Some may take that truth and make it into a tool, and some may make art - but you and I, Commander, we know how to dress ourselves in iron and go to war."
Rhys's speech had become so garbled his HUD had to transcribe most of his words. His one remaining eye rolled in its socket.
"We need to get you back to the others." Cassimer made to help the medic up, but Rhys resisted.
"No, you need to listen. You need to see. But first, you need to be happy. One more dose - bear with me, Commander - and then no more. Maybe never again. I'll count it down and when it comes, I want you to think of something nice. Here it comes; ten, nine, eight..."
Picking the medic up and carrying him back in spite of his objections had been the plan. But his chemical euphoria latched onto the phrase think of something nice and dappled the ash a sunrise gold.
The warmth lingered, and when Rhys shared a video file, he accepted it readily.
◆◆◆
 
The Hierochloe logo splashed across his vision. The grass reeds swayed gently as a disembodied voice presented itself as Dr. Elsinore, Head of Research. She was warm and chatty, more talk show host than management, but so passionate about her work that it was hard not to trust her every word.  
"1.5 speed, if you please, Commander. Don't have all day here."
The narrated scene split into three, each showing an identical room. Succulent plants, pastel colours and sofas that looked comfortable but had their occupants squirming anxiously. Two of them only took their eyes off the door to check the time, but the third kept glancing towards the large mirror on the far wall.
If you're wondering if they're watching; they are. Tendrils of unease snaked through the white veil. Only Rhys's urging kept Cassimer from closing the video file.
Dr Elsinore explained that each of the three subjects believed they had reached the final rounds of a job interview. As part of the process, the two subjects that hadn't already had an h-chip, had been generously granted one. All three had been told that the interviewer was running late, but while waiting, they were welcome to help themselves to refreshments. A trolley was wheeled in, the table in each room was set with an assortment of snacks and drinks.
All three subjects, Elsinore said, had been selected from a pool of applicants because of their medical history. Each of the subjects suffered health issues due to poor diet choices, and though all of them were aware of that fact, none of them had made any effort to change their behaviour. And, as expected, all three subjects did choose pastries and sweets, ignoring the healthier selection of fruits and vegetables.
The footage skipped. The same three rooms, the same three subjects. Only their clothes had changed. It was a week later and they'd been called back in for another interview (at this point the footage froze for Elsinore to comment: geez, look at their hopeful little faces; starting to make me feel bad. Do we have any positions for these guys? Davis, do me a favour and look into it would you). This time, however, the circumstances were different. This time, they'd been primed.
According to Elsinore, the h-chip was capable of sending a subliminal message to its user, which it then immediately followed up by triggering a rush of serotonin to create a positive association.
As you can see, said Elsinore, as two of the subjects opted for salad, priming alone is not enough to fully override the individual's decision-making. One subject entirely rejected his priming while the effect on the other two was quite temporary. However, repetition priming has shown very promising results. Sustained reinforcement of the message makes the subjects less likely to reject it.
The footage changed to show a surveillance camera feed of the stubborn Subject Three in a grocery store. As he made his way through the aisles, he chose only health foods, and only after carefully reading the labels and considering the list of contents. A snippet of audio overheard him asking a store employee whether the eggs were locally sourced.
The amount of repetition can be reduced by employing a proxy with a trigger phrase. For instance, Subject Three was primed only three times. Once to make the healthy choice, once to trust my opinion, and once to associate the phrase 'eating green is good for you' with health and happiness. Subject Three has never met me before, yet in this footage, I approach him unsolicited in the grocery store and tell him that 'eating green is good for you'. Without that trigger, the priming would've proven insufficient and our subject would have - as we have seen in previous trials - reverted to his ingrained habits.
Unfortunately, at this point, we have no viable method of delivering repetition priming to a large enough sample of h-chipped individuals to achieve the desired result. I understand that some members of the board have reservations about the repetition priming - calling it brainwashing -  and it's true that the ethical implications are less than satisfactory. We are, after all, endeavouring to liberate mankind, not enslave it. However, the more permanent approach has proven challenging. Subject Four will demonstrate.
Subject Four was a middle-aged man in a suit that had probably fit him better twenty years ago, which was perhaps also the last time he'd attended a job interview. Subject Four looked more than anxious - he looked like a man trying very hard not to appear desperate. Tanned skin revealed a pale strip around his ring finger and his eyes were encircled by the dry and crinkled skin of someone who'd been receiving cosmetic treatments but was no longer keeping up with his appointments. His drumming feet, scuffing ugly black marks onto the floor, wore expensive shoes, but the soles were worn and the leather discoloured.
The apology trolley was rolled in and the food set on the table by the pastel-clad assistant. The same woman as in the previous footage, blonde hair falling down one shoulder in neat curls, a paisley scarf loosely wrapped around her neck. Her face was as ever turned from the camera, but judging by Subject Four's reaction, she was a beauty.
Subject Four had received no repetition priming. At this point, we transmitted a direct command to his h-chip - eat a green apple. Elsinore paused for a few seconds, before adding: In retrospect, we should've waited for Snezana to leave first.
They should have. They really should have. But they hadn't, and Cassimer watched the events of room 109 unfold to a familiar conclusion. Subject Four had been a perceptive man, for even in his possessed state, he wasted little time on Snezana, instead turning his attention to the one-way mirror. The first observer died before the last shard of glittering silver settled on the floor. The second lasted much longer, still screaming when security burst into the room; still screaming when the guards, realising that their sedatives and stun guns had no effect, ran.
Subject 4 finished with the observer and returned to the pastel room to first eat a green apple, and then what remained of Snezana. Security returned, this time armed with lethal weapons, and Subject Four died tearing a paisley scarf to strips.
Security protocols have since been upgraded, but every attempt at direct commands has seen the same results. Complete cognitive regression to an extremely violent and uncontrollable mental state. The physical damage is nearly as severe, inducing a hypertensive emergency which escalates until the subject perishes. We have had some success, in that the subjects do obey the direct commands, but the side-effects remain. Based on that, and the unacceptable casualties, it is my recommendation that Project Harmony be scrapped.
The footage ended, but a memo was appended to it: Elsinore, could you pass on your research to Marketing? They seem to think that within the correct framework, Harmony could still be workable.
◆◆◆
 
Volleys of realisation battered the walls of doctrine. It was a war between ash and iron, a blizzard of light and dark that dulled him to the chill of the Morrigan pressed to his temple.
"You could do that," Rhys said. What remained of his face had aged by half-a-century, drained of all but the colours of Cato. Red and grey; death and decay. This world displayed its nature clearly, a celestial body coated in warning colours. "Or you could listen to the voice in the back of your head, whispering to you to forget about all this nonsense. Living a lie is almost as easy as death, and your mind is ready to accept that release. Primed, in fact. You can let the lie back in, Cassimer, and make sense of the world once more. Make sense of yourself once more."
"I saw the corruption on the Hecate, Rhys. I saw it and I felt it and it was no lie. I see it still; I hear it in the silences and in the shadows."
"I know you do. And you can have them back. You can tell me to forget about all this and I won't object. I won't be able to, if I understand correctly. And you can be him once more, Commander Cassimer, hero of the Primaterre; the man who has given life and soul to the empire of the pure."
As if there were another choice. As if a man's character hinged on one decision rather than the thousands before; each another step down a path until he'd walked so far he lost sight of where he had intended to go. Once a man had gone that far, there were no more forks in the road. Only jagged fulgurite and endless ash.
"Or there's the third choice; the choice that hurts."
The twist that hurts. A dry laugh caught in the back of his throat, and he wanted to tell Rhys that the time for that had come and gone, its epilogue flashing on his HUD in a quatrain of eighty-six random characters.
"Accept that your life has been shaped by lies. Accept that your enemies aren't who you thought they were. Swallow the humiliation and endure the pain. There'll be no vengeance. There'll be no answers and no relief. But if you want the truth, all you have to say is this: demons don't exist."
"They laughed, Rhys, laughed while they killed and violated. Their breath on my skin, the smell of them, the weight of them. The Hecate died an evil death."
"You know as well as I do that it doesn't take a demon to do evil. Men kill, Cassimer. Men betray and men lie. Forget the Hecate - think of Joy."
As if he'd stopped thinking about her since the first time he saw her. As if he would ever stop thinking about her. No ash deep enough to smother that light. But she was lost, and he told Rhys that, didn't care that his voice cracked when he spoke her name, didn't care that his finger tightened around the Morrigan's trigger. He closed his eyes and thought of falling asleep in the window seat of a train.
"Not lost," Rhys slurred, drugs and tech losing their battle against the inevitable. "Not if demons don't exist."




48. Cassimer

A banneret commander led by example. A banneret commander was pure and steadfast. Above all, a banneret commander was a reminder. On worlds distant and deserted, where the ground was fertile with doubt, there was no other voice than the commander's, no other truth but his.
Cassimer's understanding of his role had changed, but its function hadn't. Piece by piece, he force-fed his team the truth, repeating it until his words cut through the veil. At first, they rejected it because they didn't believe it. Then they rejected it because they did believe, but wanted very badly not to.
After rejection came avoidance. The truth was undeniable, but perhaps it could be shunted into a dark corner and forgotten. A soft whisper told them so, a gossamer-light invitation to allow the white veil to blanket their minds once more. The temptation would be great. He'd told Joy that he was no hero, and that was true - but at least he'd been more than a pawn, more than a neatly-packaged story for the Primaterre to sell. Part of him wanted desperately to revert to that version of himself, but he couldn't, and neither could his team.
And so he told them over and over again.
"But who's doing this to us?" asked Hopewell, first to accept the new normal.
"The Primaterre." Rhys was halfway to death or unconsciousness. Nanoweave attempted to stitch his face together, but the inexpertly application made it grow ridges and lumps that had no business being on a face. The right corner of his lip touched his eyebrow, new-pink tissue stretching thin over fractured bone, and barnacle-growths clustered around his nose.
"Yeah," Hopewell said, making a fine effort of looking at Rhys without gaping in horror. "But we're Primaterre. If a banneret commander doesn't know, who does? The company chief? The station chief?"
Cassimer shook his head. Couldn't be sure of anything anymore, but it was easier to accept the existence of telepathic lichen than it was to accept that his direct superiors knew demons to be a fantasy cooked up in a lab. Station Chief Amager was a true believer, just as vigilant as Cassimer and perhaps twice as terrified, and Company Chief Vysoke-Myto cared about little other than the men and women of the banneretcy. He'd put both life and career on the line for his soldiers innumerable times, perhaps more often than he should have.
"It goes beyond the military. Beyond the government. A secret like this, it's too big to be shared by many. Hell, it's possible nobody knows anymore - it could be an automated script, running in the background of our primers since the end of the war. Imagine that, a whole population brainwashed because somebody forgot to end a process a century ago." Lucklaw laughed, the sound brittle-sharp like dark glass.
"Elkhart knew about it, though," Hopewell said. "So why turn only Somerset and not the rest of us?"
"Because an h-chip is hardware as crude as it comes. Can't even call it wetware, because it only integrates into the human body on the most basic of levels. Hacking or modding one is child's play and forcing one to receive a signal's even easier. Our primers, though..." Lucklaw shook his head. "Impossible. It'd require genius-level understanding of electronics, engineering and genetics. Without access to whatever is transmitting the original priming signal, I don't see it happening. Simply put, we're walking fortresses while Somerset was an open door."
"Speaking of which..." If Lucklaw's anger was flaring fire, then Florey's was creeping permafrost - and the target of his anger was well-within reach. A problem, but it'd have to be a problem for later. "Have you activated her kill switch yet, Commander?"
Easy to ignore his derisive tone, and easy to overlook the way Florey spat out the word 'commander'. Less easy to forgive him for avoiding her name. Private Joy Somerset, reduced to 'her', not afforded even the respect due a fallen comrade. Florey had seen fit to make a problem-for-later a problem now, and Cassimer could no more quench the gunner's anger than he could his own.
"The heat of the moment's one thing, Commander, but it's been hours. You've had time to think, time to cool off, hell, apparently you even found the time to destroy our lives. But you still haven't terminated her, have you?"
"Joy. Her name is Joy."
"See what I mean?" Florey threw his arms up in disgust. It was clear that this was the tail-end of a discussion started behind Cassimer's back. "You started a war between the five of us and a whole world, and then you handed the enemy the best weapon they'll ever have. She knows us. She knows our names and our faces. She knows where the habitat is and about the array. Hell, she knows about this place. They could be coming for us right now, armed with our secrets. How long do you think it'd take them to make her talk? Not long, I'd wager, though perhaps longer than she'd like."
"Sit down, Florey." He couldn't keep the growl from his voice. Florey was right; wherever Joy was and whatever was being done to her, she was suffering. He knew what enemies did to one another, and honest eyes and a bright smile were never enough to stay a hand set on cruelty. He wasn't the one prolonging her torment, though - the team was. The questions, yes, understandable. He had thousands of his own. But this disrespect, this challenge - Florey had to know that this wasn't the time.
The gunner scowled - but then Hopewell put her hand on his arm and whispered an anxious Florey - and he relaxed.
"I'll tell you one thing," Lucklaw said, "when my mother finds out, she'll tear the whole damn government down if she has to."
"No," Cassimer said, and here came the hard bit. The bit where he had to confess to his men that they could do nothing with this newfound truth, that he had taken the comfort blanket from them with nothing to offer in return. "You can't tell your mother, Lucklaw. You can't tell anyone."
The crime demanded justice. The dead demanded vengeance. But this truth was a burden to be endured in silence, a bottled up scream that would grow louder and louder but could never be released.
"If there is an..." Enemy was the word that came to mind, but he couldn't brand the Primaterre such, not yet. Better to opt for neutrality. "If there is a faction capable of controlling our thoughts, to a degree at least, what do you think will happen if you return to Scathach and start running your mouth? You know what would happen. You know what we would do if our mission was jeopardised. Don't think our slavers will be any kinder."
Slavers. So much for neutrality, but the bitterness couldn't be contained. He had to let some of it out or risk cracking. How wide the fractures had grown already. Half of him was  churning chaos and the other half calm, focused, ready to move forward. One of these halves was madness, he was sure, but which?
"They'd take the truth from you and replace the lies, or they'd have you killed. One quick command, perhaps sent when you're back in Kirkclair, having dinner with the family. The entire Lucklaw clan, wiped out by demons in the very heart of Mars. That would be a tragedy they could use, don't you think? Your legacy would be propaganda; your life lost because you couldn't keep quiet. Because you thought you could take on an invisible enemy and win."
And there the word was: enemy. Well, that was the truth of it, wasn't it? The demons had been his enemies for twenty years and learning their true nature didn't change that. Someone, something, some force beyond his understanding, had murdered four hundred and ninety-six people on the Hecate and left him cold and naked and shivering in inch-deep blood. Alive, only because by the time he'd had no one left to kill but himself, he'd been out of bullets.
"But there are other victories to be had. We've found the Andromache. We have found a new enemy that we're going to make damn sure will never become an old enemy." The puzzle pieces were all there. The corners were set and he was beginning to see the image. The whole wasn't yet clear, and wouldn't be, until he cleared one particular obstacle. "Lucklaw, these h-chips. Can they be disabled?"
"Oh, here we go." Florey laughed. "Commander, you've lost your damned mind if you think we're going to listen to another word coming out of your mouth."
"Lieutenant -"
"Don't you fucking lieutenant me. Until you do your duty, your command carries no weight. If it were me or Hopewell, you know you would've kill switched us by now."
Kill switch you right now if you don't shut up. A deep breath. Contain and control. "Florey, sit down."
"No, Commander. You sit down. Pass me her code and the authority, and I'll do it. I'll give us half a chance of surviving this."
"Forget about Joy." As if that were possible. "Focus on the mission -"
"The mission?" Florey laughed again, incredulous. "You mean the mission as it was, before everything became about her? Inviting her to the habitat instead of saying thanks and goodbye like you should have; fine. But next thing Hopewell and I know, we're sidelined while you go to her ship. When you come back, you barely even bother acknowledging our existence because everything is still all about her. I think, okay, whatever - whether she dies or recovers, we'll be done with her and get back on track. How fucking stupid was I, huh?"
Hopewell hissed the gunner's name, tugging at his arm, but he shrugged her off.
"And what irks me - no, what really annoys the shit out of me - is this: You've been with our company three years, Commander. Three years of speaking to nobody unless you have to; three years of hardly even looking at anybody. He's a hero, people say; acts like he's better than the rest of us because he is. He's an ex-cataphract, people say; better if he doesn't talk. So nobody minds, not even the other commanders even though you treat them with the same disdain. But then Joy Somerset comes bouncing along, and the only conclusion I can draw is that unless it's a pretty redhead throwing herself at you, you don't really give a shit about anybody."
"You're out of line, Florey." And wrong, but how could he not be? All they had to go on was the surface; the dark-glass reflection of who he was.
"You don't even know where the line is anymore." Something like reluctance flickered across Florey's face, but then he sighed - a great heave expelling doubt and fear - and set his jaw. "Cassimer of Scathach Banneret Company, I hereby relieve you of your command."
◆◆◆
 
Anyone of you bastards as much as think about questioning my command, the medics will still be picking up pieces of you come this time next week.
The memory of Commander Ullapool's voice came interwoven with images. Reedmace swaying in the downwash of hovering shuttles. Cottony bursts of seeds that made the air soft and white and momentarily obscured the dreadful things that had landed in the once-quiet marshland. The electric hum of a tightly-packed squad of Helreginn-armoured cataphracts. The squelching of their commander's boots, as he paced through sucking mud. His words hadn't made much sense at the time - Commander Ullapool had been ten foot of pure belligerence and stim-jacked intensity. To Cassimer's eyes - so young then, with so much yet to see - Ullapool had been terrifying and the idea of challenging him, madness.
Later - on a much more inhospitable world - when they'd been knee-deep in rad sludge for a month and could no longer remember what air felt like against unarmoured skin - it had started to make sense. What good was strength if you couldn't read a damn sat-map properly? What difference did rank and merit make when you'd made your men go down a tunnel they'd all had a bad feeling about, and a dozen of them died screaming in an enemy trap? When rations became a distant memory and in-suit supplies had run dry, not even reminders of purity helped. Ullapool's hard-headedness had become a weakness, and disgruntled whispers had soon turned into desperate action.
Cassimer had been too young and fresh for the inner circle to include him, but his gun would've made no difference. Ullapool - outgunned and outmanned - had made good on his promise and showed his squad why he wore the rank of cataphract commander. He could've used their kill switches, but he'd chosen brutality instead. After that, nobody had challenged his leadership again. Nobody had as much as looked at him funny. But when, six months later, Ullapool had found himself on the receiving end of a warhead, nobody had mourned him either.
Still, Cassimer remembered Ullapool's lesson, and the stims in his veins latched onto the recollection of violence. Defend what's yours, they sang. Kill the usurper, they urged, and his muscles tensed with want and anticipation. But he wasn't Ullapool, and this was Florey, not half a squad of faceless cataphracts - and more importantly, he didn't have time for this.
"Only Rhys has the authority to make me step down." And Rhys wouldn't, not anymore. Not while he and Cassimer shared the same goal.
"Rhys is out of it, which makes me the next highest-ranking officer. That, and this..." Florey gestured towards his rifle. "...is all the authority I need."
Only as long as the mutiny was successful. Only as long as the usurped commander didn't live long enough to report back to Bastion.
"Florey..." Hopewell all but whimpered his name. Lucklaw had withdrawn into the shadows, visor closed.
"He's unfit, Hopewell. You know it as well as I do." Florey's gaze was fixed on Cassimer. Wary, anxious, but his hands kept well away from his weapons, as if he were afraid that the slightest twitch might set off a catastrophic chain of events.
"You're right." It had taken Cassimer a while to work up the courage to say those words, and he'd expected them to taste as bitter as I surrender. Instead, he felt like laughing. Relieved of his command? Yes, relief was the word. As though he could finally take off a pair of shoes that had never fit in the first place. No more chafing, no more pretending that everything was fine. That he was fine.
"Which is why I've resigned my commission." The letter, worded with curt anger, sat in a queue of reports waiting to be sent to Scathach as soon as a secure connection to the Cascade could be established. He shared it with the team, and that felt good, made the notion that he could walk away feel real.
"But until Bastion has reviewed and approved my resignation, this is still my mission. This is still my team. If you want to do something about that, Florey, you're going to have to do it the old-fashioned way."
Knives or fists. That's how it would have to be settled to not alert the entirety of Nexus to their position. Florey's fingertips grazed the pommel of the thermal knife strapped to his thigh. The gunner had lost his bearings, lost his sense of self. The only decision he had left was whether or not he wanted to recover through violence or peace. 
"Commander - Lieutenant - have the two of you gone completely insane?" Hopewell wrenched Florey's knife from its sheath and threw it into a corner.
The answer to her question seemed obvious to Cassimer - yes, they had. How could they not? How could any of them remain sane while the truth haunted them?
"We've got enough enemies as it is. Turning on each other is suicide - and not what the banneretcy is about."
"Purity is a lie, Hopey. The whole damn Primaterre is a lie. We fight and bleed for a fiction. The banneretcy? No more true than the lies it was built on. We're not comrades, we're fools, bound by meaningless oaths." Florey clenched his fists. "If any of you even are who you say you are."
"And what's that supposed to mean?"
"The first wave."
Elkhart's first wave. Yes. A concern Cassimer had tried to ignore for the time being. Unnecessary to borrow trouble when they already were to their necks in it. But while everything he cared about was on Cato, Florey had a wife and children. To him, Protectorate space was more than an ideal. It was home and it was love, and Cassimer cursed himself for not seeing that sooner and thanked the stars that he saw it now, before going down Ullapool's path.
"That's how they seized the Andromache. They must've had people onboard, perhaps even on the flight crew. It's the only way any of this makes sense. And when he described Amager's office on Scathach - you heard him. They're there, damn it, they're on our station right now." Florey wiped a trembling hand across his brow. "And they could be right here in this room."
The whispering thing. The lying devouring thing. The thing that had taken Joy. It needed a name, and Cassimer knew of only one that fit. The very word he'd just convinced himself to reject; the very thing he'd told his team didn't exist.
"Oh, what a load of bollocks." Hopewell pulled a disgusted face. "Use your brain, man. Even if Elkhart's telling the truth - which is a big bloody if, I might add - there's no way any of us are part of this first wave of human houseplants. We're friends, Floz - I've been to your home and you've been to mine. We've met each other's families. You went to my nan's 80th birthday party. Pretty safe bet that neither of us is in fact a defrosted would-be colonist from the Ever Onward, right? And the commander..." Her emphasis on his rank was unexpected, but welcome, support. "...well, there's no detail of his life that hasn't been gone over with a fine-tooth comb. Same goes for Lucklaw. These guys are somebodies, Florey. They couldn't have appeared out of nowhere without anyone noticing. And as for Rhys..." She paused, tapping her lip with a finger. "Well, to be honest, he could be space lichen for all I know - but if he is, then he's space lichen that got shot in the face. I say we just agree that he's our Rhys and do our bloody best to get him off this rock alive."
Florey began to speak, but Hopewell wasn't finished.
"No, no. I want to address your other point first. The Primaterre is a lie? Now, I understand that recent developments have been traumatic for some of you, but that's because you've forgotten what the Primaterre is." She looked around, as if waiting for someone to chime in. "Anybody? No? Well, let me remind you. The Primaterre isn't a century-old pharmaceutical company. The Primaterre isn't purity, and the Primaterre was certainly never our fear of demons. The Primaterre is people. It's me, it's you and you and you. It's all of us, and all the things we believe in. Florey, you're not with Earth Provides because somebody told you to be. You actually believe that stupid environmentalist shit."
In spite of himself, Florey smiled, shaking his head.
"You don't fight for a fiction; you fight for your family. It's for them that you are out here in the ass-end of the galaxy. Every bullet you've ever fired has been in service to them. And they're still out there, you know? They're no lie and neither is your love. You're going to stop sulking about the commander clocking you in the face, and you're going to put on your big boy pants and pull yourself together, and you're going to do it for little baby Innocent and all her brothers and sisters. And as for the kill switch business - if that were me out there, I would like to think you wouldn't give up on me. In fact, I know you wouldn't. You love me too damn much, and don't bother denying it.
"And that, gentlemen, is what it's all about; love. Love of family, love of home, love of beach houses - it doesn't matter. It's all love, and the Primaterre is just the banner under which we've gathered. So let's be good to one another, yeah? Out here, we're all we've got, and that's what the banneretcy means. It's not oaths and it's not ideals; it's getting punched in the face by the universe, knowing that the guy standing next to you is either going to punch the universe right back - or eat the same dirt as you." She grinned, patting her rifle. "And I've got a feeling the commander's got some real tasty gravel lined up for us."
Cassimer marvelled at her ability to adapt and accept, and the easy way with which she'd smoothed the waves. A shame that she meant to make this her last tour, especially considering that the banneretcy would soon have a vacancy.
"Nothing's changed," he said and almost laughed. Nothing's changed? Everything had changed. Not even the shadows were the same. "The Andromache remains our objective."
"You saw how much manpower Elkhart has. At least a hundred; thousands if he gets those cryo pods open. Between them and the eighty RebEarth hunters in town, I recommend that we return to base and attempt to contact Bastion." There was no defiance in Florey's eyes anymore. A question, perhaps - can we move on and forget about what happened?
"Return how? The Pony's out of range, if not buried under a hundred tonnes of mud by now." Lucklaw spoke up, but kept his visor shut.
"We take the train."
"While Nexus is full of RebEarth?" Hopewell shook her head.
"It's our best bet," Florey persisted, and Cassimer understood that he was no longer truly there. Part of the gunner had gone, reaching across the galaxy for the family he loved and fought for. The Andromache wasn't worth it, not to him, not anymore. "Commander, I beg of you. We are out of options here."
"We are, but our enemies have kindly chosen to provide us with several."
They didn't get it. Couldn't see the big picture; couldn't even see the puzzle pieces. A lack of purity, perhaps, but he could hardly berate them for that anymore. So he opened the box for them and shook the pieces across the floor. Nothing but shapes at first, made from equal parts inspiration and improvisation, but soon the shapes connected to form a plan. Mad, violent and incredibly dangerous.
Even Florey couldn't help but love it.
And then Hopewell noticed the one piece that was conspicuously missing from the puzzle.
"What about you, Commander?"
"You know where I'm going."
Hopewell drew a deep breath. "In that case, we should all go. You can't save her by yourself."
"I can," he said and smiled, even though his stomach was a tight knot of dread. "I just need a bigger suit of armour."




49. Joy

She cowered in a dark corner as a voice that wasn't hers screamed. The fist around her head had tightened its grip, steely fingers digging deep.
"Ease off before she loses too much blood."
The fist obeyed the calm voice and loosened slightly. In her dark corner, Joy shuddered. It was a trick, wasn't it? She was going to come out of her hiding place and then the fist would squeeze until she burst. It would; she just knew it.
Then, slowly, she became aware of her body once more. The bones first; a solid reminder that she was not a floating thing. Her home was not the void, but the earth, and her bones the roots on which her aching flesh grew. Her right hand cramped, and between her fingers, she felt a tacky wetness. It had done something bad. Something terrible, and now that it was her hand again, the truth was that she had done something terrible.
The dark corner. She had to get back there, had to hide before she remembered - but now her new lungs heaved with air and an arctic chill danced on her skin, each physical response anchoring her mind to her body. Bit by bit, she became whole.
"She's showing critical levels of rejection."
"The primer is conflicting with the h-chip."
"Should I deactivate the signal?"
Her eyelashes pulled uncomfortably when she tried to open her eyes. A sticky substance had glued her eyelids shut. She knew what it was - could taste it - but didn't want to think about it. Better to focus on what little she could see. Two indistinct figures, white against a golden backdrop, so bright that tears blurred her vision further.
"No. The transfer is simpler when their minds are laid bare." One of the figures leaned in close, minty breath hot on Joy's skin. She tried to raise her hands to push it away, but plastic straps held her wrists firm.
A damp cloth rubbed her face clean, scrubbed it raw, so roughly that she made to whimper - but instead she laughed.
What? Her mouth opened and she tried to speak, but more laughter came pouring out. Oh no. Oh no. As if to drive the point home, the fist squeezed her brain - only once, but mercilessly. Her body was hers to feel, but not hers to control. Not hers to possess.
"I don't like to see her suffer." The man was dark of hair and face, and definitely not Finn, but he had Finn's voice. He had Finn's worried squint, and this time the fist let her have her say. She screamed.
"Hush now." The woman with the cloth stroked her hair gently. "It's a shame, but the sleep will correct any damage. At least she can't communicate with the Primaterre soldiers in this condition."
"That is good," agreed the man who sounded like Finn. "I'll begin the process then."
The woman nodded. Her hand slipped down and across bare skin to rest - palm splayed - on Joy's sternum. Long-nailed fingertips tapped her chest hungrily, and there was nothing gentle about the woman's smile anymore. Then her hand began to apply pressure, and Joy sank backwards. Frosted metal walls, a glass lid; familiar, and some part of her laughed for real. Oh silly me. It's a nightmare; just a nightmare. I'm still in cryostasis on the Ever Onward and this is what five years of dreaming is like. It made just enough sense that she began to accept it, though some things were hard to let go of; some people so vividly dreamed, so fully formed in her heart, that their phantasms would linger long after she woke.
Then brittle tendrils brushed her skin. The glass lid began to close, and reflected in its glossy surface, she saw herself and the thick blanket of lichen that enveloped her.
◆◆◆
 
Waves, silvery with sunlight, lapped against smooth sandstone rock. Schools of fish moved in perfect unison, weaving and winding between clutches of swaying seaweed. She had been watching them for quite a while -
- or had it only been seconds? She frowned, uncertain. Seconds, or forever, or somewhere in between; that made sense, but she should know which.
The rock was warm and the sea breeze rich with salt and the tang of crushed juniper. The water looked warm too, and she reached for it. A split second/eternity of hesitation before her fingertips broke the surface (it's only water/should there be water?) and then her hand was underwater, moon-pale and refraction-deformed. Oh, it was warm and so pleasant, so inviting, and now a particularly daring fish nibbled her fingers harmlessly, and seaweed wrapped around her hand in crimson ribbons.
"I'm pleased you like it."
She pulled her hand from the water, clutching it close to her chest. Sandstone walls surrounded the glimmering pool of water. A natural opening showed ocean and sky, divided by a horizon sharper and bluer than any she'd ever seen. She sat on a rock in the middle of a sea cave, and she hadn't known that until now. Hadn't known anything but the silvery water - but that was wrong, wasn't it? She had to have arrived somehow, but try as she might, she couldn't remember.
Perhaps the man would know. He stood on a rock at the mouth of the cave, limned by sunlight so bright that she couldn't make out his features. Tall, yes, very tall, and dark of hair, and her heart bounced. She knew a man like that. She loved a man like that. His name... she should remember it - how silly of her to have forgotten something like that. Losing her apartment keycard was one thing - there was really no reason for the manufacturers to make them so small and so eminently losable - but losing the name of the man who made her heart bounce? Silly, silly Joy.
Hah. She smiled. At least she hadn't forgotten her own name.
"Some don't care for this place. Hard to believe, but there you go. Human opinion is as diverse as the species." As the man spoke, the sea began to beat against the rock he stood on. Shimmering wavelets became white-crested frenzy, reaching, churning, calling for the man. With a sigh, loud enough to fill the cave with sad echo, the man eased himself into the water.
Joy glanced over her shoulder. Land wasn't too far; a thirty-second swim and she'd be able to pull herself up onto tawny sandstone. A tunnel offered possible escape, but something about the idea of a tunnel made her wary. Tunnels were dangerous. Tunnels were dark and cold and terribly lonely. Tunnels were concrete and man-made, scattered with bones as dry as autumn leaves, so choked with dust the air was ashy smoke.
Yes, she had seen many tunnels, and none of them had ended in sun-soaked sea caves (oh, if only they had). This place was wrong, and that man, slithering through the water like a serpent, golden skin and ebon hair becoming yellow-and-black scales in the choppy kaleidoscope of water. But yellow-and-black wasn't how she knew him, was it? No. To her he was red. The watching, whispering red.
"Where are we?"
The thing with no face - and yet many faces - stopped. He peered at her across the water, eyes unchanging amber.
"Where everything began."
Irritation needled her skin. Vagueness wasn't acceptable, but maybe he'd be more specific if she was. Where are we? A daft question, hardly deserving of a proper answer. Where they were didn't matter half so much as where they were not. This was a place of turquoise and amber, silver and azure, but the place she was supposed to be was ash and creeping red. Where was the smell of charcoal and grease; where was the sting of electricity on the wind?
"We're not on Cato anymore." She waited, but the man just smiled, head slightly cocked, water dripping down a face whose features blurred and shifted. "Are we?"
"Unfortunately, little sister, we are. The Andromache isn't yet ready to depart. Such a nothing-world, and yet so difficult to escape. I've sometimes wondered if it is simply in its nature or if it acts with purpose. Not a planet so much as a cosmic spider's web." He ran his fingers across the water as he spoke, drawing silver patterns on its surface. "I chain the locals, but I was chained here first. Am I acting of my own volition, or has the planet made me into yet another trap to snare its prey? Storms - lightning - me."
"You're insane." More silence; so once more she rephrased her words into a question. "Are you insane?"
"A case could be made for us both, I think, equally drowning in dust while reaching for the stars. The newly-kindled; the slowly-dying; the stars that have grown too fat for this universe and will take a little piece of it with them when they burst. We don't care which one, little sister, as long as it's not the mist-pale star that shines on Cato."
Anywhere but here. Yes, those words had become a mantra. Eat spider guts, run from drifters, hide in sewers, over and over again, always with I'd rather be anywhere but here pulsating in her brain. But leaving on her own had never been an option.
"Is Finn here?"
"Yes."
"The real Finn," she said, disgusted by how his smile widened to match her brother's. "Is he onboard the Andromache?"
"Yes."
His willingness to answer questions scratched at her, but she had to persist. Had to know.
"Is he alive?"
"Finn Somerset will never die."
"You bastard," she hissed, voice cracking as her mouth felt thick with the grey dust of Cato. The thing that had made her brother into another face to wear, smiled. A piece of loose rock found its way into her hand, sharp edges cutting flesh that wasn't really there (this is all in your mind, stupid, jeered a voice in the back of her head, a voice that was so much more like Finn than the man's hollow copy could ever be).
But there were more questions demanding answers. More things she needed to know, and one came to her in a flash of fear.
"What about Constant?" Ah. There was the name, slipping from her lips like it had never been forgotten at all. It was like a daisy-chain of memories - Cato led to Finn led to Constant led to everything.
"I don't know who that is."
Not omniscient, then. She supposed that was a start.
"Commander Cassimer. The man in charge of the Primaterre banneret company. Is he here?"
"Like I said, leaving Cato is not so easy."
Annoying, but it was her own fault. There were rules to this conversation. Ask and be answered; ask vaguely and be answered vaguely.
"Where on Cato is he?"
"I don't know." Annoyance crossed the man's golden features, at his own ignorance or Joy's expression of relief.
"So you didn't take him like you took me?"
"Wouldn't want him," the man scoffed. "The universe has no shortage of loyal soldiers. Spin a convincing enough tale to get their blood pumping, raise your banner and cry havoc, and men will follow you to their death and beyond."
"You speak from experience?" This thing that was not quite a man had to have weaknesses, and bitterness, she thought, was one. Prod that crack hard enough and perhaps more would come pouring out.
Although, she had played this game once before and lost. That had cost her a black eye and a broken nose. Losing here would be far worse, and this thing, this entity, was certainly a more formidable foe than poor Hal.
"One cannot live as long as I have, little sister, without experiencing disappointment."
Not a very good answer, but an answer nonetheless, accompanied by a tingling sensation in the back of her mind. She touched her temple, rubbed it as if that would stop the feeling. Sand, slipping through her fingers. Memories, fading from her consciousness. For every answer she got, he snatched one from her.
Far more than a broken nose at stake. What had he already taken? What had she lost? She would never know. No more questions - although a thousand burned on the tip of her tongue - but what then?
"Clorophyta. Palmophyllales. Prascinophyceae." She had lost the memory of what most of these classifications meant long ago. Some as soon as she'd stepped off campus with her degree in her hand. More later, as everything plant-related in her life came to be about pineapples and every other aspect of life became trying not to think about pineapples, but still the words, in all their dead-language polysyllabic glory, remained. "Ginkgophyta. Bryophyta." Veering off course now, but it didn't matter. Reminding herself was what mattered.
"I see." The waters changed with the man's mood. Clouding, roiling, spitting sea spray through the mouth of the cave. "Always so clever, my little sister."
Finn's voice again, and she stopped her chanting just long enough to mouth a fuck off at the man. It felt good - and then the man's fingers writhed like eels through her hair. In an instant, he'd closed the distance, and now his damp skin pressed against hers. She could smell his seaweed breath and taste the salt of him.
No time to react before she was shoved underwater. No, not underwater - inside of him - and him inside of her, his waters flooding her mouth as thick and rich as blood. A taste of him, this devourer and conqueror; this violator of all he touched.
Rough hands pulled her to the surface. His face, smooth and golden; scaled and shining black, was so close to hers that his tongue brushed her skin. "Let me in, little sister."
She coughed water and blood, turning her head in revulsion, but she could no more fight him than she could the sea. She was in the tunnels, hiding. She was staring down an elevator shaft where hands reached from the dark. She was dying on the bridge of a ship. This time no one would save her, and this time, the thing killing her wore a stolen smile.
"Thief," she spat through chattering teeth. She thought of Constant, how lost and lonely he'd been on the Hecate, and how hard he'd fought. No gun for her, not yet, though if she had her way there would be one, and she wouldn't regret pulling the trigger. For now, all she had were words, not bullets, but fired point-blank at the entity's face all the same. "Picocystis. Zygnematophyta. Scourfieldiales."
Once more he held her below the water's surface, once more she drowned in him, choked on him. When he pulled her back up, her belly was cold and full of him. He smiled, running a hand down her naked back.
"Come now, little sister. We've so much further to go. You must have questions - ask me anything. Make this easy for yourself."
Easy for him, more like. Whatever this thing was, he served only himself. He wielded kindness and politeness like a shield, deflecting from... deflecting from the fear he felt, and that she could taste running down the back of her throat.
"I know there are answers you seek. About me. About your brother. Or the universe - I have lived such a long time. Ask, little sister, and the mysteries will be yours. I'll teach you the songs of the stars."
Yes, but he'd sing his songs while wrapping tendrils around hers. Already his voice had changed to echo her own. Enough to make her nauseous, almost enough to make her want to relent and let it be done. Almost.
"Truth be my sword and clarity my shield."
"Prayer." The man looked amused. "I've heard so many. Prayers to dead gods, prayers to uncaring gods, prayers to the nonexistent, but never before to a god known to be false."
"Purity is faith in the self and the real, not in the promises of gods."
"And you think that will help you?"
"So far so good," she said and laughed. Question asked and answered, and the rules applied equally. The man shoved her into the sea again, fingers pressing hard against the base of her skull, but she felt neither water nor pain. A patch of blank memory tingled as new ones flooded in; a life not her own, not like any she could have ever imagined, but so clear, so vivid, she could smell
juniper and jasmine
and the scents pulled from the man's mind a longer chain than she'd earned. Sights and sounds and blurring colour, senseless and splendid, and all the while the man struggled to snatch it back, his tendrils reaching and tugging at her consciousness.
Focus damn it. Focus on -
- on what? Oh, yes. Of course. There it was, cold and slippery like a darting fish. His fear.
And then the memories were wrenched from her like strips of barbed wire. Couldn't stop herself from screaming, and escaping air was promptly replaced by water, by him, but she knew him a little better now. She had seen that his fears weren't so different from hers. Afraid of dying, yes, but afraid of failing even more. Terrified that the dust of Cato would be his home forevermore.
And he could be killed. As pervasive as the lichen was, without human hosts it was immobile. And lichen might withstand the extremities of nature, but it had no defence against human interference. Pollute the air, or rain acid on the ground, and the lichen would die.
"Enough. Far more impressive minds than yours have tried what you are doing, little sister. None of them succeeded, and you know that's no lie. This is the place of truth, and the truth is that you cannot win. All you're doing is delaying the inevitable. Although..." His eyes narrowed, amber light spilling over inky eyelashes. "Perhaps that's all that you hope for."
She opened her mouth to rattle off a few more classifications, but choked as he shoved his hand down her throat.
Fingers twisted inside of her, scraping flesh. Not really her body, she reminded herself, not really real at all, but that didn't help. She bit down hard, but the man didn't notice or care. His other arm serpentined around her waist, thick with unyielding muscle. His skin tasted of iron and salt, and with the bursts of taste came images. Sailing an open sea. Sailing a starry sky. Working in a lab where the walls were thick with ice. Laughing at a kitten playing with a paper clip. Snippets of thousands of lives spun all around her, and Joy knew she shouldn't, knew nothing good could come from it, but she couldn't help herself.
Finn.
The carousel slowed down. A few inconsequential memories rode by, and then...
And then a girl, her copper hair done up in two clumsy braids that wouldn't last the day. Her camouflage backpack was far too big for her, chunky straps biting into her shoulders.
Should have bought her a new one. Come on, Finn. You need to do better. Be better.
The girl smiled and said see you later and walked through a throng of proud and chattering parents into the classroom where the other children waited, and as soon as she was gone the memory turned yellow and bitter.
Joy wept then, for her brother who'd carried the world on his shoulders since he was a boy; who had looked at the crowd of parents and felt such a need to have his own parents back; who'd never know how happy his sister had been that she'd got to use that backpack. She'd loved it because it looked awesome and smelled like home, and because their mother had embroidered the inside with FINN (underneath that, JOY, in black marker on a sticky white label, because sewing was one skill Finn had refused to learn).
Perhaps the entity took mercy on her, or perhaps he was finished. Either way, he let her go, let her stumble and splash her way back to the rock.
"It's the commander you hope for. The commander whose taste is in my mouth. Cool as ice on the surface, but hot underneath. Burning for your touch; burning at your touch. Too much, I think. But little sister doesn't mind. Little sister likes it." The man grinned wide and his teeth were translucent needles. "Little sister thinks she can weather this inferno in the shape of a man. That he will burn the world, but never her."
"Little sister thinks you should shut the hell up." Sand and rock under her fingers. Warm, coarse, perfectly unreal, but if the waters were him, then this was her. Solid and steadfast. She glanced over her shoulder at the thin stretch of rocky shore, at the tunnel leading into darkness, and wondered.
The man laughed. "Of course you do. You hope that one kiss will have been enough to chain the commander's fate to yours. Love, I admit, is a better hope than prayer. But little sister, remember how I brought you here. Remember why you hurt so much."
Hurt? But she felt no pain. Or... her fingers strayed to her chest. Something did throb there; an ache, deep when she exhaled, blinding when she inhaled. She looked down, and beneath her splayed fingers, her pale skin turned red and swollen. Welts of angry crimson appeared, ringed by darkening circles.
"What happened?" she whispered, and her mind tingled as the man took and gave. A warm gush of blood. Screaming in her ears. Her reflection in Rhys's visor. A glimpse - just before the world faded - of Cassimer on the mist-swept bridge. This thing had made her into a weapon, more wounding than he could possibly know. 
"You're a demon, little sister, and for demons the only mercy they know is death. I know better." He held out a hand to her. Kind now, gentle. "With me, you will be safe. With me, you will be forever. With me, you will be cherished. Come; I'll take the pain away."
The pain. Pain didn't make sense, did it? A demon should be dead. She should be dead. Bullets might fail, but there were eighty-six other reasons she should no longer be breathing. A string of nonsense that held all the power of a magic spell.
Cassimer hadn't used her kill switch. Some time must have passed (oh please not another hundred years; not another century torn from me) and still he hadn't used it. There could only be one reason for that.
"Oh Rhys," she whispered. "You bastard."
He'd promised to protect the commander. If he had gone back on his word, if he had told Cassimer... then the commander would need her. Her, and everything she could get from the leering snake-faced thief standing in the water.
"Tell me," she said. "How many of you are there?"




50. Cassimer

In the first light of morning, Nexus could be mistaken for a real town. Metal shutters rumbled open, releasing new scents into the alleys; bread fresh from the oven, fumes from engines sputtering to life. The rose haze of sunrise filtered through the force field, momentarily splashing Cato with colour.
From his position, Cassimer could glimpse only a sliver of sky between the iron bars of a small window. A sliver of sunrise, a sliver of hope, a sliver of a chance. He could work with that.
He checked in with the team. Status normal; undetected, in position and awaiting the signal. Good. Not so good that Florey's report came in late. Not by much, but enough that Cassimer couldn't mistake the gunner's silence for anything but the defiance it was.
Or maybe not defiance. Maybe worse than that. Disappointment.
And then he finally heard voices outside the door. A key rasped in the lock and turned with a click. Cassimer eased himself into position. The scan of a hand-drawn map was still on his HUD. He blinked it away before it became a distraction. Before he had time to think about the soft hands that had drawn it, and the girl who'd asked him so very politely to please not hurt her friend.
The door opened and daylight spilled into the room, revealing the state of the little clinic. Every streak of dirt and blood was thrown into stark relief, every garland of dust-matted cobwebs turned thin and light.
A man entered, keys jangling in his hand, and the sun was no kinder to him. Jaundiced skin, sagging darkness underneath bloodshot eyes. A sneer of resignation etched long lines on his face, so set that his expression barely changed when Cassimer looped his arm around the man's throat and squeezed. The man sighed and went limp. No fight in this opponent, nothing at all but a well, isn't this typical acknowledgment of helplessness.
The woman who followed him was a different story. She stood in the doorway, staring down the Morrigan, and scowled. Angry, this one, and unhappy. But not stupid, because she didn't scream. Didn't say a word, and when Cassimer quietly ordered her to come in and shut the door  - "Lock it." - she obeyed.
"Identify yourself." He tightened his hold around the man's neck until he had to make a decision. Killing would be easier. Killing might be a kindness to someone so miserable. But was it necessary?
"You're the one trespassing. How about you identify yourself?" The woman crossed her arms and cocked her head. "Not that you need to; I can see what you are. Just another thug with a gun. Too well-equipped to be local, too corporate to be RebEarth - bless their little hearts - so I take it you're one of the nasty bogeymen I've heard so much about. The Primaterre."
Cassimer nodded and made his decision, easing the unconscious man onto the dirty operating table. "Commander Cassimer. And you're Doctor Susan Voirrey."
Her dark eyes narrowed. Then she made a disgusted face, waving her hand dismissively. "Of course. Joy evidently told you about the Ever Onward, so why not about me? Only question is how badly you hurt her for the information."
"We never..." His objection faltered as he realised how untrue it was. Never hurt her? Only in the worst possible way.
"Not too badly, I imagine. Silly girl never did know when to shut up. But since you're here, I suppose you didn't get everything you wanted from her." Voirrey's mouth pursed so hard her lips turned pale. "Hope you've got the stomach for it, soldier, because you won't get any answers from me without making one hell of a mess."
"I'm not here to hurt you," he told her, biting back his aversion for this doctor. This so-called friend, who'd made Joy walk the wastes alone. "I'm here because Joy needs your help, Doctor Voirrey." And you bloody well owe her that.
◆◆◆
 
"I can't do this."
Under different circumstances, Voirrey might've impressed him. Fifteen minutes in her company had made clear that she was no-nonsense compressed into compact human form. Under different circumstances, he might've felt sympathy when her voice finally cracked.
"You will do it." Patting her back was out of the question; a stern glare and conviction in his voice were all he had the time or energy for.
Voirrey had made the requested arrangements and now busied herself tidying the clinic. Strange, because the two-room shed didn't look like anyone had made an effort to keep it clean for quite some time. Cassimer had cut his way inside through a back wall, entering the clinic through a storage room black with mould. Voirrey's assistant lay in there, bound and gagged among crust-topped waste buckets. The clinic was no better. A rusted oil drum overflowed with soiled rags, and the sink - before Voirrey had started scrubbing it - had been caked with ruddy grease. The examination table was dotted with dead insects. The notion that the state of the clinic reflected the doctor's state of mind had occurred to Cassimer. A cause for concern, as was her sudden cleaning frenzy. He didn't need much from Voirrey, but he did need her to act natural.
"Relax," he told her. "How much longer until he comes?"
Voirrey shrugged, and he supposed it didn't matter. Too bloody long was the truth of it. Seconds ticked past on his HUD, tracking time as it marched towards the inevitable. Failure. Death. An unexpected development to derail his plans. Something always happened - that was the nature of the job, and the measure of the soldier his ability to adapt and adjust.
In that, Cassimer had always excelled, but the night before, in the alley with his Morrigan pressed to his temple, he had forced himself together. He had made himself into a rigid shape, unbending and unflinching, focused only on the parameters of his mission. If he was asked to flex, he thought he might break.
"Do nothing out of the ordinary. As soon as you've finished, you can leave."
"Leave?" She turned. Her hands dripped water on the metal floor, a loud pattering of droplets that made Cassimer's stim-flooded nerves twinge. A foaming smear of soap-suds clung to her left cheek. Endearing, if he still had the patience for such things. "A lovely enough euphemism, but let's not lie to one another, Commander. I'll do this for you, and then I expect you'll..." She lifted two fingers to her temple and mimicked the sound of gunfire.
"For someone who's never met a Primaterre before, you have a very low opinion of us." Hard to let go of that pride. No matter what lies the Primaterre fed its people, he had seen its achievements firsthand. If he was a slave, then he was a slave to the greatest empire ever built. "I've no cause to harm you, Doctor Voirrey."
"RebEarth are still here. I could run straight to them and tell them about you. I could raise the alarms and let every soul in Nexus know." The doctor wiped her hands on her coat. Arms crossed defensively, she glared at him. This was a woman who'd rather be right than alive.
"You could," he said, "but it would be too late."
"Too late for what?"
The question had too many possible answers, and so he remained silent behind the protection of his visor and waited. Watched the doctor scrub both sink and hands raw. Watched the seconds go by. Checked in with the team. Their positions were no more enviable than his - at least he waited within four walls. Lucklaw, Florey and Hopewell hid in the heart of Nexus, on rooftops and in alleys, and he knew how hard that could be. To watch people pass you by without noticing - as if you were a ghost - knowing that soon you'd be taking the lives of some of those people, or lose your own. Easy for the darkness to settle in then, finding a foothold in a mind busy with nothing but its churning self.
Leadership courses had attempted to train him for such moments. The futility had been obvious from the start - nothing taught in a classroom could prepare one for the pressure and stress of the field - but now the pointlessness was even more clear. Remind them of purity, he'd been taught. Remind them of the Primaterre. Remind them of the corruption we fight to keep at bay. The worthless advice had become utterly false.
Instead, he asked for updates and reminded them of their orders and instructions. Hoped that they would understand what lay beneath the words; that he cared. That bringing them all home safe was still part of his mission. That they were his brothers and sisters, though he couldn't say that any more than he'd been able to tell Joy how he felt.
Then his HUD flashed a warning and there was no more time for talking, no more time for thinking.
"Scarsdale's coming," Voirrey whispered. Eyes wide, hands visibly trembling. Soap-suds made a landscape of frothing clouds on the floor.
"You know what to do." He moved to slip into the backroom. Walls and shadows couldn't hide him from a cataphract, but Scarsdale was only a pretender.
Voirrey nodded, but - Earth have mercy - she was on the verge of tears.
"Don't be afraid," he said. She gave him a scornful look and he understood, too late, that her hands weren't trembling with fear, but restrained rage. She wasn't afraid of Scarsdale; she was afraid for him. Seven months on Cato, bereaved and alone, and Doctor Voirrey had finally found somebody to comfort her.  Somebody to - oh hell - somebody to be what Joy was to him.
"He is already dying." Not much consolation, but what else could he say? Couldn't turn from this path now, no matter what continuing would do to Voirrey.
"We're all dying, Commander. It's how we live that matters."
◆◆◆
 
Cassimer listened from the backroom as Voirrey and Scarsdale exchanged pleasantries. Hard to understand what the doctor saw in the man - hearing his voice, guttural and lisping, was enough to get a sense of his condition. Tooth loss. Oral lesions. A tongue that was more tumour than healthy tissue. Cassimer had seen worse, but rarely anything as protracted as this.
Still, Scarsdale's personality seemed unchanged. He joked with Voirrey, even made her laugh in a manner that was either genuine or incredible acting, and had a few things to say about the Primaterre, too.
"A couple of farm boys came in through the tunnels the other day, in real bad shape. Enough shrapnel in one of them that he looked more porcupine than human."
"Need me to take a look at them?"
"Captain opted for a quicker fix. Don't know how deep this undercity of yours goes, but I reckon it's far enough they're not much more than smears on the floor."
"What on earth did you do that for?" Voirrey's voice turned discordant. Something clattered onto the floor and Scarsdale swore.
"Hell, Susan, don't take it out on me. Can't afford to lose another finger now that we're so close to our prey. Besides," he said, churlishly, "we did shoot them first."
"How kind of you."
"Don't be like that when I'm trying to bring you good news. All I wanted to do was cheer you up, yeah, maybe put a smile on your face?"
A few moments of silence passed. When Scarsdale spoke again, it was with some degree of self-satisfaction. Perhaps he'd got the smile he wanted, although Cassimer found that hard to believe. The man was a monster, inside and out.
"Anyway, they would've declined your treatments. When we found them, they were trying to patch themselves up with lichen. Claimed the red would save them. I reckon that's why the captain had them killed - like you, he's not one for the hocus-pocus. Besides, who cares? These locals are all a bunch of lunatics if you ask me."
"Yes," said Voirrey, with some hesitation. She had been in Nexus a long time. Long enough for the whispers to take root? Cassimer had seen no sign of madness in her, but on Cato, it was hard to tell. "Now, hold still. I'm out of the usual medication, but this'll do the trick all the same. Might make you drowsy, though, so don't worry if you start to feel sleepy."
Scarsdale grumbled in response. "As long as it doesn't last too long. Captain wants us on the next train out. The farm boys told us they were injured during an assault on the Primo base." He laughed. "Imagine that - a bunch of rubes with pitchforks going after those abominations? I'm surprised any of them made it out alive. Good thing they did, though, because thanks to them, we have the location of that base. You'll want to keep an eye on the eastern horizon, because when we hit them, there's going to be one hell of a fireworks show."
Scarsdale ran his impure tongue for another few minutes before his speech began to slur. Then, mid-sentence, he fell silent.
"It's done." Voirrey appeared in the doorway.
"You should get out of here."
"What about Sumner?" She nodded towards her assistant. He'd regained consciousness and was staring up at Cassimer with dishwater grey indifference.
Cassimer unsheathed his knife and Voirrey drew a rasping breath.
"Go, quickly, the both of you." He cut through Sumner's bonds and the man slithered away, crawling on all fours towards Voirrey, who helped him to his feet. One last look of hatred from the doctor - and then the two of them were gone, the door slamming shut.
The clinic was silent, empty but for shadows and monsters.
◆◆◆
 
Scarsdale filled the clinic to the brim. Red-painted pauldrons scraped the ceiling. The golden thread of ballistic fibres glittered underneath laminar trauma plates. The floor tiles buckled underneath heavy sabatons and dismounted autocannons. Light filtered in through barred windows, dappling the distressed grey of the Ereshkigal suit.
But inside the shell of titanium and composites lay something altogether more vulnerable. Scarsdale had removed his cuirass so that Voirrey could treat him, and opened his visor so that he might - what - smile at her? Stupid, said Cassimer's training. Worth it, whispered his lingering regret.
Scarsdale's chest heaved at irregular intervals, an equally irregular heartbeat pounding against fragmenting ribs. Blistered eyelids swelled and stretched over silver eyes. Scarsdale would still be able to see, if a digitised image of sensory input processed by augments could be called seeing. Voirrey's limited supply of pharmaceuticals wouldn't have been enough to kill the man, and the Ereshkigal suit would've detected and countered fatal levels of any substance entering its user's bloodstream. Putting the man to sleep had been the best option. Death would have to come the only way it ever came to cataphracts - ugly and brutal.
Sound-dampening fields on full, Cassimer made his approach.
His thermal knife glowed with heat. Its point, white phosphorus bright, slid towards Andrew Scarsdale's temple. A cleaner death that the RebEarther deserved. A cleaner death than poor Captain de Bracy, a thousand times the man Scarsdale was, had suffered.
Scarsdale opened his silver eyes. Instinct hit before the fear, and Cassimer drove the knife hard towards the man's skull. Scarsdale grabbed his wrist and twisted hard. Cassimer, knowing better than to struggle against an Ereshkigal suit, went limp. The knife clattered to the floor.
"I thought you bastards were supposed to be fast." Scarsdale opened his mouth in a wide and toothless grin. The automatic defences were flooding his system with stims. The suit was making its user battle-ready.
"You wanted to see me, Scarsdale. Here I am." Cassimer gritted his teeth as the bones in his wrist began to vibrate with pressure.
"Damn straight I want to see you. All of you, inside and out. Let's crack that shell of yours, yes?" Scarsdale's left gauntlet clamped down on Cassimer's face and squeezed. "It's going to be a good day, Primo. Well - not for you. Ouch - that was a nasty crack - bone?"
No; a section of his bracer splintering and caving into muscle and tissue. Hurt all the same, too much to hold back the groan.
Scarsdale laughed. "Let's say that one was for dear Doctor Voirrey. Typical Primo, thinking authority is a thing to wield like a bludgeon; that a non-citizen is someone to boss around. But guess what, Primo, some of us have principles. Some of us don't even budge when a gun is pressed against our backs."
Hairline cracks zigzagged across Cassimer's visor. I just repaired this helmet was the first irrational thought. The second less a thought than a memory; Joy, watching him repair it. He held onto that as the helmet creaked under the mounting pressure. His temples throbbed, so loud he could barely hear Scarsdale's jeering voice, so loud he could barely focus - but there it was. The handle of his thermal knife, and his fingers closed around it, and he didn't need to see to gut a man. Paper-thin skin split and soft things came tumbling out, coiling around his wrist. The knife met bone and he plunged it deep. A quick command to his suit, and its protection field flared, electricity arcing across his arm and into the knife, sparking and crackling at the core of Scarsdale's being.
Not enough to kill the man, but enough for him to lose his grip. Cassimer wrenched himself free, stumbling to his feet on the ichor-slicked floor. The Ereshkigal armour hissed and clicked as it repaired and compensated, deploying filaments and armies of nanites into Scarsdale's body. As far as it was concerned, its user was fit to fight.
But Scarsdale was slack-jawed with shock. Gauntlets scooped up fistfuls of innards to stuff them back in, but they slipped between his clumsy metal fingers. For two weeks he'd been slowly dying. Perhaps he had accepted that fact, or perhaps he had denied it - either way, he had reached the point of no return. The suit would keep him alive for as long as it could, but no longer as a man. He had been reduced to a component in a war machine.
If only Voirrey had done what Cassimer had asked. If only this could've been avoided. Morrigan in one hand and thermal knife in the other, he braced himself for the real fight.
◆◆◆
 
The number one reason cataphracts were hard to kill was that very few people lived long enough to find their weak spots.
They had them, of course. Everything did. That was something every cataphract learned early on: there is nothing, no matter how large or terrifying, that cannot be destroyed. Vehicles, ships, cities - worlds. None of these things were impervious, and -
"Neither are you, lad." A memory, delivered in Ullapool's granite rumble. "You're going to go out there and wreak havoc and the universe will bow at your feet. You will feel like a bloody god, but let me tell you this: all the real gods are dead. And so will you be - sooner than you'd like, if you don't learn to respect destruction."
Cataphracts learned how to destroy and how to be destroyed, and their strength and might made them all the more anxious. A mortal man had no choice to accept and embrace the inevitability of death, but a man who knew himself to be nigh-invincible was often prone to obsess over the 'nigh'. And so it was that cataphract ships always flew in the shadow of death. Their every thought and conversation revolved around discovering weakness, so that it may be analysed and amended. Their every moment was spent repairing and improving their suits and bodies alike. In the quiet bowels of their transport ships, they'd sit side by side, each soldier focused on achieving transcendence. Steel without, purity within. The heralds of death, others called them, but in truth, nobody feared death more than a cataphract.
Cassimer, who'd feared worse than death, had been an exception to that rule. But when his visor had splintered and he'd thought of Joy, he'd understood that he now fought for something more than motto and ideal, more than purity. Something that was flesh and breath and beating heart, all the light of a star inside a single person.
And with that newfound fear, he made his first attempt at close-quarters-combat. This was the second reason cataphracts were hard to kill: they were vulnerable to melee more than anything, but nobody in their right mind would want to go toe-to-toe with one. Scarsdale blocked, the thermal knife slicing through the exterior layer of trauma plates, and drove his fist into Cassimer's abdomen. As he staggered, Scarsdale threw him clear through the clinic wall.
Metal tore and reactive plates fractured. His suit flagged half-a-dozen systems red before he even hit the ground. In a shower of shattered glass, Cassimer tumbled into the mud. Three sheds had stood between the clinic and a small square, and now three sheds lay in ruin. One had been inhabited - he'd caught a glimpse of pale faces and writhing limbs as he'd hurtled through - and as he pushed himself to his knees, he saw shadows fleeing down the alleyways.
And here came Scarsdale, screaming through the mud. He'd shut his visor and tried to snap the cuirass back in place, but it flapped, jammed on his own guts. He saw Cassimer too late to stop running, skidded into the square and stumbled onto one giant metal knee. One gauntlet clutched an assault rifle and the two shoulder-mounted autocannons were green-lit, but Scarsdale was struggling, too clumsy to use the suit the way it begged to be used.
Cassimer lunged out of Scarsdale's reach and splashed through sucking mud to flank him. The Ereshkigal suit's active protection field should've been flaring, but either the suit was damaged or Scarsdale was hampering it, because it remained dormant.
He threw himself onto Scarsdale's back and looped one arm around his neck, forcing the man's head backwards. He pried the cuirass open and reached in. Mushroom-pale flesh split around his bracers, skin curling as his own protection field crackled with heat.  
Scarsdale wailed and to Cassimer it was the rising pitch of the air raid sirens on Galatea, only keener, sharper, not muffled by tonnes of damp earth. He closed his eyes and the darkness was the darkness of the tunnels, the sweat on his skin the seeping waters of the swamps. The man in his grip, into whose chest he bored his Morrigan, was not Captain de Bracy and did not deserve a clean death. But this - he fired once, twice, emptied the entire ammo block and knew that it wouldn't be enough - nobody deserved this and Earth have mercy, he didn't deserve having to do it.
"Yield," he growled, breathless. "Yield and I'll see that you die a man and not an abomination."
Scarsdale shivered. His hands stopped clawing and he no longer struggled to stand. The RebEarther was seeing sense, and -
Cassimer's APF sparked under a spray of bullets. Three RebEarthers had come to investigate the commotion.
He swung his arm back and returned fire. One RebEarther went down without so much as a sound. The other two found cover - a crumbling concrete wall proved sufficient, a stack of crates not so much and a shriek came from behind them as the Morrigan hit her target. More hostiles were approaching, dotting his HUD with movement. He had to finish Scarsdale now.
But Scarsdale had other ideas. The giant pushed himself to his feet and shook his great shoulders. Gauntleted fingers clutched at Cassimer's arm, and he had no choice but to let go or lose his use of the limb. He slid from Scarsdale's back, landed in mud and turned into a blinding volley of gunfire. Most of the bullets evaporated harmlessly on blistering armour plates, but one clipped his temple, cutting a deep groove in his helmet.
Scarsdale's hand closed around his neck and forced him to his knees.
"Cease fire," Scarsdale bellowed. His men obeyed - stupid - and Cassimer took out another two before the Morrigan was wrenched away. Scarsdale pushed him down, grinding him into the mud.
When Scarsdale pulled him back into a kneeling position, and the last of the ashen sludge dripped from his visor, it was to the audience of a half-dozen RebEarthers. A couple of them wounded; all of them flushed with fury. None of them afraid.
"He killed him!" The cry came from a heavily-armoured RebEarther beside the body of the first to die. Grief turned to hate as his gaze turned to Cassimer. "Fucking Primo shot Hayling!"
"Quit your whining," Scarsdale snapped. "Dell, you recording this?"
The RebEarther who'd taken cover behind the crates limped forward, one blood-soaked hand pressed to his shoulder. "Got it, boss." 
"Not going to get a steady shot shaking like that. Well, what the hell. Help me get this bastard's helmet off - we're doing this now."
"The captain will want to do it on the ship. He's got it all set up and scripted -"
"Fuck the captain." Scarsdale's grip tightened. Cassimer could hear his suit cracking. "This is my show."




51. Cassimer

Bright construction lights drained the square of all colour and reduced the world to black-and-white. Exposed ground and compact shadow. Life and death. Honour and dishonour. Success and failure. Cassimer ran the calculations and adjusted accordingly, searching the delicate threads of fate for the right one to tug. In hopeless situations, subtle made all the difference - such as struggling against his captors only to relent as soon as they'd dragged him two-point-five feet off their original mark.
Two-point-five feet between success and failure. Quite a generous margin, in his experience. In the corner of his eye, he could see the tapering spire of a control tower that had previously been blocked from line of sight. It hadn't controlled anything in decades, but a green aviation light pulsed, signalling a flight that would never come. A good focal point, a steady beat to which he could match his breathing and heart rate.
More RebEarthers had arrived, but not as many as there could've been; Scarsdale had dismissed offers of assistance over the radio and evaded questions. Funny, really - Cassimer hadn't wasted much thought on the man since their first encounter, but clearly, Scarsdale had thought of little else but him. The RebEarther held him, one hand around both his wrists and the other around his neck. Held him close, grip trembling with restrained excitement. Andrew Scarsdale, murderer of thousands, had only one more chance to kill and he was determined to make it his legacy.
On Scarsdale's command, the construction lights were centred on him and Cassimer. A murmur went through the small crowd of RebEarthers, and a few of them looked visibly ill. None of them, however, dared to turn their faces from their boss, no matter how grotesque he loomed when there were no shadows to conceal his decay.
Scarsdale seemed to relish their reactions. He spoke directly to the camera, introducing himself with as much bombastic flair as a man with no teeth could manage. He growled and snarled, using his monstrosity to accuse the Primaterre. They had done this to him, he said, and did it to their own people every day. Life and death made unholy, Mother Earth's will subverted and corrupted.
When Scarsdale finished talking, a RebEarth man stepped into the circle of light and smashed the butt of his rifle into Cassimer's cracked visor until it shattered. Then fingers, dark with dirt, scratched and clawed Cassimer's face, digging deep inside to wrench off his helmet.
Focus on the light. Breathe. Perceive. See with clarity the design you've made, observe the pieces moving into position. Remain anchored.
But the chill of Nexus clung to his skin and fingers tugged at his hair, pulling his head backwards until his neck strained at breaking-point. He tried to swallow, tried to breathe, but there was nothing between him and Cato, nothing between him and the shadows, and though they weren't real, he could feel them reaching for him. And wasn't that worse? Demons weren't real, demons didn't exist, and still he felt their eyes on him, still he heard the thin echo of laughter. Earth have mercy; he was a thousand light-years from home, on his knees in the mud, and there was no denying it - he was completely fucking insane.
"What are you laughing about, Primo?"
Cassimer wasn't sure whether he'd laughed or sobbed, but he refocused on the green light and refused to respond.
The edge of a blade whispered against his throat. No longer hot, but unmistakably his own weapon turned against him. And over there, a RebEarther wiped mud from the Morrigan, and another hungrily eyed his armour. Vultures, waiting to pick him clean. Scavengers, waiting to dig into his bones for augments. Scum, the lot of them, and especially Scarsdale, whose flesh blistered and dripped.
"How about you be a good boy and state your name for the viewers at home?" Scarsdale loosened his grip slightly, just enough to allow Cassimer to breathe in more than short gasps.
Breathing was good, but he wasn't going to say a damn word. Not yet. The last piece of the puzzle wasn't in place.
Scarsdale sighed, his breath hot and fetid against Cassimer's cheek. "Will someone who can do it without killing him hit this bastard in the face?"
There were plenty of takers, and Scarsdale magnanimously let each have their turn. Bone cracked against bone and knuckles split on his teeth. For every blow, names were thrown in his face. Names of lost loved ones, none of which he recognised. Names of worlds, some of which he did.
"Galatea." He spat blood on the ground before looking up at the woman who'd spoken. "I was there."
"Yeah? I was born there." The woman spat too, a hot glob of saliva landing above his right eye. "Lived there all my life until you Primos burned it to the ground."
"Nobody lived there. Existed, maybe. Eating, breathing, clawing at what your world had to give, and when there was nothing left, you clawed at each other. Have you seen how Galatea looks now? It's beautiful. Without you, it's beautiful." He couldn't help but smile. "We took what was yours and made it better than you ever could have."
The woman's face twisted into something ugly and she balled up her fist again, but Scarsdale stopped her.
"Enough. We want his pretty face to be recognisable."
"Just kill him already, Scarsdale. He's a fucking asshole. Got no right to talk about Galatea that way. Do you even know how many people died there? How many people you killed?"
105,633. Yes, he knew the number, and how it divided into categories of ally and hostile, civilian and military. Knew how ugly maths could be after the fact, when sitting in a silent transport ship with conscience on one shoulder and duty on the other. The large numbers stacked up like weights, but the little numbers hurt worse. The simple math, such as thirty-three troops returning to a row of fifty bunks. One plus one equalled two, and his comrades had died because people like Scarsdale were too wrapped up in what they were to see what they could become. He had waded through sludge in collapsing tunnels, and he had taken a knife to poor Captain de Bracy because RebEarth chose chaos over order.
And so the equation of how many he had killed on Galatea elegantly resolved itself.
"Only one who mattered," he said, and the woman had to be dragged away.
Scarsdale turned Cassimer's face towards the bleeding cameraman. "Any last words? Not that this will be quick, mind, but I don't expect you'll be coherent much longer."
"Yeah," he said, and this time he did laugh. "Yeah, I've got some advice for you, Scarsdale. You want to kill someone, you pull the trigger. What you don't do is stand in the middle of a square and point a dozen lights at yourself."
A RebEarther slumped over and a rifle cracked in the distance.  One more died before anyone had time to react; the bullet tore through his chest and clipped the cameraman's leg.
Deep breaths. Focus. Cassimer commanded his suit to burn all available power to create a massive protection field. Scarsdale still had the blade to his throat, but it wouldn't kill him half so quickly as the two missiles screaming towards them from the top of the flight control tower.
"Scarsdale," he said. "Look up."
The missiles struck, cratering the south side of the square along with the RebEarthers who'd taken cover there. Shrapnel battered Cassimer's protection field, which flickered and wavered under the force of the blast. It held, just long enough, but as the dust began to settle, it fizzled and died and this time the heat wasn't imaginary; something burned. Smoke escaped from inside his suit, licking his throat.
And Scarsdale - who was human after all, inside all of that metal - had let go of Cassimer's wrists to shield himself from the blast. Cassimer rolled backwards, into Scarsdale, towards the gaping hole of the RebEarther's chest. Among flaps of yellowed flesh and a stomach cavity dark with blood, he turned and reached upwards, pushing his fist into Scarsdale's trachea.
Bullets whined through the air. Cries echoed between alleys and sheds, HUD counting more and more contacts. He ignored the instinct to turn and protect himself, didn't even let up as he heard the footfall of boots behind him.
His mission was Scarsdale. Everything else, he had to entrust to the team.
He pushed through stretching ligaments and snapping bone until his hand closed around Scarsdale's cervical vertebrae. The RebEarther couldn't scream, not anymore, but his dying body vibrated with agony. It was inhuman, it was sick, and Cassimer had no choice but to burrow deeper, to twist and pull and break the man apart. Stims would help, a quick dose to fill his veins with lightning until the world became so intense it'd seem unreal. But Rhys had been right - he needed truth, even when it hurt. Especially when it hurt.
Heavy blows rained down on his back, but it wasn't Scarsdale. Just the suit, working to keep alive a man who should be dead, and yes, Scarsdale had been right too; it was an abomination.
He pulled Scarsdale from the Ereshkigal suit. Head first, as a mercy; cranium fracturing as the suit tried to hold onto it. Then torso, arms, all the wet and weeping things.
When nothing remained inside the shell but ribbons of skin and oozing fluids, he fell to his knees.
"Good work, Hopewell," said the part of him that could run on auto-pilot. His HUD marked her position, a single dot next to the control tower's green light. Long-range work was Florey's specialty, but perhaps the gunner was busy elsewhere - or perhaps there was a reason even Hopewell had been slow to come to his aid.
"No problem, Commander." Her tone was so light he had to press his hand to his mouth. From her position, she could see what he had done. What had been necessary. She should be horrified, but there was nothing in her voice save for a touch of satisfaction. If Joy had seen -
- he had to bite down hard to finish that thought. If Joy had seen, stars, she'd look at him the way she had after the skirmish in the train station. So rigid with fear he'd half-expected her to break; so downhearted he'd half-expected himself to break.
It was necessary, he'd tell her and he'd be right, but so was she. Even if the state of the universe demanded it, if it was some law of nature or inevitability of life that awful things be done, why did he have to be the one to do them?
Stupid question. Obvious answer: because he could.
Because without people like him, Galatea and its people would've died a long and protracted death. Because without him, Scarsdale would've spent another month dying. Because without him, Joy would die.
◆◆◆
 
The cuirass snapped into place and with the darkness came a sense of home. The Primaterre Protectorate and his quarters on Scathach might hold the official title, but to Cassimer, home wasn't a place. Home was the smell of ozone and the squeeze of shock-absorbent sheathing. It was the sound of his breath against a three-inch thick visor and the cool touch of snaking filaments. Home was strength and home was silence, and the suit's systems glowed a bright green welcome.
Ereshkigal Class armour detected. Export settings?
Cassimer acquiesced, and his primer reached out to the suit. The digital handshake took only a second or two, not nearly enough time to brace.
Inside of him, augments subtly shifted their functions to better serve a cataphract. The suit adjusted too, reassembling itself to accommodate his frame. The suit worked fast and enthusiastically, as though it was pleased to house a worthy user. Many of its systems were badly damaged, and its medical supplies depleted. Filaments grazed his skin, but he denied them access - it'd be too much like having Scarsdale inside of him. Primer and suit whispered to one another until their voices were as one, and with connection came awareness.
He stood in the ruins of Voirrey's clinic and saw with perfect clarity. Broken furniture, shattered glass. Feathery lichen waving in the stuttering breeze of an air-conditioning unit. The smouldering remains of his banneret armour. His knife and the rest of his gear. The injection meant for Scarsdale, unused and discarded. Yes, he saw all of that, but there was so much more to see, and the suit insisted that he look. It took him, pulling his mind up and out.
There was Nexus, its spiral arms of sheds and alleys expanding from the open pit of the undercity. There was a RebEarth shuttle, ramp down and airlock open, two men on watch smoking and chatting as Lucklaw and Florey moved in. There was Platform 2, and he followed the curving tunnel as far as he could.
Nexus from above, through Hopewell's eyes and unsecured cameras on control towers and cranes, and Nexus from below. A thousand images and data points. Too much information for a human mind, but he was a cataphract again and the universe bowed at his feet.
Hopewell slid down a ladder and he could feel the vibrations in her hands like they were his own. Florey took care of the two guards and the blood spattered his visor and Cassimer's. The knife was in Florey's hands and in his, and he was with Lucklaw, diving into the RebEarth shuttle's systems, floating in rivers of light that made more sense to the suit than him. He was with RebEarth too, a squad of armoured men running towards his location. Plenty of firepower, augments, cameras and computers, and not all of them secured. A torrent of offensive scripts rushed from his primer to the suit, which immediately deployed them in a wide field of hostile code to scramble targeting systems and shut down sensors.
He could do worse, and he could extend further, but not while the team were in range. Not while there were non-combatants in town. Not while Doctor Voirrey hunched in the alley behind her ruined clinic.
She didn't try to run. Pointed a gun at him instead, an old thing, ugly in her healer's hands.
"Is there any point in me pulling this trigger?"
He shook his head.
She cursed and placed the gun on the ground between them. When she looked at him, it was with grim acceptance. "Go on then. Just make it quick. Not like... not like Andrew. Maybe I shouldn't have done what I did, but you can't blame me for trying."
"I don't," he said and held out his gauntlet towards her. A power cell lay in his palm. "There's a shuttle on the eastern platform; goes by the name Esmeduna. Flight-ready, but for the lack of a power cell. Can't give you a ride off-world, Doctor Voirrey, but I can give you half a chance."
She gave him a sceptical look.
"Take it, and keep that gun of yours ready. The man who claims the Esmeduna as his own might make you use it." The memory of Joy's bruised face rekindled his anger, and he added: "If he does, don't hesitate." 
She took the power cell and cradled it close to her chest. "Why? Why would you do this after I..."
"Because," he said, "I'm trying too."




52. Hopewell

Halfway down the control tower when the rain started to fall. Halfway to the shuttle when a RebEarth squad spotted her. She was fast, and they were shit shots, but one bullet had clipped her thigh and with her suit's defences still malfunctioning, it hurt like a bastard.
Sensors were glitching too, showing either nothing or way too much. Not good, because the rain was coming down hard and thick with dust, dropping visibility to near zero. Between the storm and the gunfire, she could barely hear herself think.
She took cover behind a concrete building at the corner of an intersection. The RebEarth shuttle's garish lights tinted the rain red at the end of the eastern alley. An easy run, even with the RebEarthers bearing down on her, if only it weren't for the son of a bitch sniper. Impact craters pockmarked the alley floor, and the wind howled through fist-sized holes in the concrete walls. He had a serious weapon, with a calibre of bullet that didn't need to penetrate her suit to do serious damage.
He was west of her position, judging by the angle of the bullet holes. Elevated, at that, and she tried to recall the geography, but there were too many cranes and towers, too many junked shuttles stacked on top of one another. Truth was, he could be anywhere and -
- a bullet burst through the wall less than an inch from her face, shrapnel scratching her visor. Two more shots followed, and she cursed, rolling away, rolling into the alley, scrambling to finding cover. Mud exploded into the air, concrete dust spattering her armour.
You bastard. She shrugged her missile launcher from her shoulders. Would have to fire blind, but oh, he was asking for it and she had a ship to catch. Lucklaw had dropped the force field ahead of schedule, and considering how twitchy the corporal had acted since Florey's attempted mutiny (what a boneheaded stunt that had been), she didn't trust him not to take off without her.
Ready to return fire, she took a deep breath and tried not to think about the likelihood of hitting a civilian target, tried to not think about the schools and hospitals and orphanages. Nexus probably didn't have any of those things anyway. Even if it did, these people were all sick or mad or bloody houseplants. Killing them didn't count.
"Hopewell, three o'clock on shuttle roof." The commander's voice, calm and cool in her ear. "On the count of five."
Thank the Earth and all the stars. She switched out the missile launcher for her borrowed rifle and linked it to the commander's targeting data. On five, an explosion ripped through Nexus, and she swung out of cover and pulled the trigger. The general direction was good enough, rifle and bullet both working to course-correct.
"Six hostiles approaching from the west. Take second alley on the right. After that, it's -" Another explosion, this time powerful enough to rock every shelter along the alley. When the commander spoke again, some of his cool had gone. "It's a straight shot to the ship. Go now."
"Do you require assistance, Commander?"
"No. Heavy resistance, but I'm handling it."
Stars. Half the damn town gunning for him but still he took the time to look out for her.
A quick dash through crimson rain, and there was the shuttle, airlock sealing shut the moment she was through.
Its interior was no less gaudy than the exterior. Murals depicted rising phoenixes, their flame-wreathed talons tearing grey-armoured soldiers to shreds. An open door led to a bathroom, and she'd expected RebEarthers to be pigs, but it was remarkably clean. Soap dispensers on the walls, even a can of Martian Mountain air freshener inside a glass cabinet.
The next door opened up into a passenger lounge. The Rising Flame - outside of their creative flair for cruelty, nobody could accuse RebEarth of being imaginative - was a modified Hepto-class transportation shuttle, capable of carrying twenty passengers, with additional space for  vehicles on the lower deck. Probably hot goods snatched from an annexed system. As much as RebEarth hated the Primaterre, they sure liked using their toys.
Bloody parasites, she thought, but eyed the lounge enviously. Quilted blankets draped over red-velvet seats. A table, spattered with blood, had been set for dinner and, Earth have mercy, was that steak? Steak, mashed potatoes, even a couple of bottles of beer. These RebEarthers sure travelled in more comfort than banneret companies. Hell, Bastion wouldn't even allow a bar on Scathach no matter how many petitions were signed and delivered. Official word was that alcohol on base would be counter-intuitive to purity.
Well. What a joke that was.
Soon as I get back, I'm hitting the nearest speakeasy.
Get good and drunk, and the only purity I'm going to worry about is the purity of the damn alcohol.
Inside the cockpit, Lucklaw sat awash with the rainbow glow of flight instrument lights. A RebEarther, bruised and bloodied, was tied to the co-pilot's seat. A tacky-fresh mural showed a body slumped at the feet of a black-armoured man, who triumphantly offered up the corpse's head to the beak of a descending phoenix.
Florey sat in a corner, tending to an unconscious Rhys.
"Here's your rifle." She dropped it, dripping with grey rain, onto the floor. He started to say something, but she shook her head. Didn't want to hear a damn thing out of his stupid mouth. Didn't even want to look at his stupid face, to be perfectly honest.
Instead, she walked up to stand between Lucklaw and the RebEarther. The former ignored her, too busy with whatever comms specialists did. The latter, however, turned his head to glare at her. So angry, so seething.
She opened her visor to pop a piece of gum in her mouth. "That," she said, nodding towards the mural, "looks nothing like our commander. Here, let me show you." She pushed his seat forward and turned it to give the RebEarther a view of Nexus.
Dark smoke and bright gunfire created a strobe-light effect on the eastern horizon, flickering, flashing, so rapid that when a tripod pylon collapsed, it seemed to happen in slow-motion. A thousand tonnes of corroding steel choppily moving through the air, listing, falling, crushing everything in its path. A series of explosions plumed around the toppled pylon.
People spilled from alleys and shelters, and in the strobe-lit rain, their faces went through a cartoonish shift of expressions: confusion/realisation/panic. And though they were sick, though some of them ran with great scoops of lichen in their hands, and though they might be houseplants, some of them carried children. Saplings, Hopewell thought and wanted to laugh.
The shuttle's engines changed pitch from whine to roar, and the viewport filled with kicked-up dust.
"Strap in," Lucklaw said, his eyes blank and mind part-elsewhere. A thin line of blood ran from his nose. "We have permission to launch."
Hopewell slid into the seat behind him and locked her safety harness into place, her stomach responding by doing flips. "So, I just realised that the reason we're jacking this ship is that Albany crashed ours. Twice."
Electricity brushed her shoulder as Florey sat next to her. She gave him a scathing glare.
"And Albany was an actual pilot." She paused, briefly entertaining hope. "You wouldn't happen to be an actual pilot, would you, Lucklaw?"
"I captained the Ever Onward and a Karon," the corporal said, face set and strained. "Simultaneously."
"And crashed them both."
"Look, just be quiet, all right?" He tapped the instruments, and the shuttle began to quiver, eager and purring. "Albany had bad luck with the weather. Besides, this'll be easier. We're not landing; we're only going up."
I certainly hope so, Hopewell thought, tightening her grip around the armrests. Florey reached over to squeeze her hand like he always did at takeoff, but she pulled away. Didn't look at him. Still wanted to punch his face. But then he made a little noise, the tiniest sigh, and ugh, she couldn't help it. Just one quick glance - stars, he looks so miserable - but she held his gaze a little too long, lighting his eyes with the hope that she'd forgiven him.
Hell no. Not until he earned it.
The shuttle rose through rain and wind, higher and higher, Hopewell squeezing tighter and tighter. Sludge covered the viewport, but Lucklaw switched its function to display their increasingly aerial view of Nexus. She couldn't say she cared for that, thought that a man should keep his eyes on the road even if the road was no road at all but open sky.
Sparks leapt from the instruments, quick flashes of blue spiralling around Lucklaw's gauntlets. The shuttle shuddered enough that Hopewell's seat lost a screw, and she found herself leaning sharply backwards.
"Lucklaw." She snapped her visor shut as electricity slithered up her armour and instantly regretted it as nausea began to swirl and churn. She bit her tongue hard to stop herself from vomiting inside her helmet. Didn't want to die with a face full of pea soup. "Lucklaw!"
"Don't worry, it's just the force field." But the look on his face told her that she should worry, and through the viewport, she could see the tell-tale blue shimmer, close enough to scrape the underside of the shuttle. One second slower and, Earth have mercy, Nexus would've chomped down and bitten them in half.
When Florey took her hand, she didn't object. Fingers interlocked, weaving a solid pattern of if we die, we die together. That helped, but it also made her angry, because that motto was the whole point, and he had let her down. Had let them all down.
Below, Nexus was swirling black trapped inside a flickering dome, like the most miserable snow globe she'd ever seen. The air purifiers would have to work hard to keep up, because white-hot fire blazed across rooftops; shooting stars of destruction that she'd recognize anywhere.
"Verdandi missiles. The commander's not going easy on the poor town."
Lucklaw took his eyes off the instruments to glance at the viewport, and she really wished he wouldn't do that. "Can't be the commander. The Ereshkigal suit is a basic model, no mounted arsenal beyond autocannons."
Huh. Come to think of it, the commander had only taken his usual favourites, the Hyrrokkin and that fancy bank-breaking Morrigan. Weapons that half the banneret company openly coveted, but the destruction below couldn't possibly be caused by them. "Oh, mercy. He's the target."
"Most people look at a cataphract and think monster." Florey kept his voice low and his eyes even lower. "The behemoths of the battlefield, in whose wake buildings crumble and ships fall from the skies. But nobody who's fought alongside them thinks that. They're not our swords, but our shields. They're such irresistible targets, so imposing and terrifying that the enemy forgets about the sappers, forgets about the medics and the supply ships. Forgets about the infantry and the towermen."
He looked towards the viewport, a strange expression on his face.
"Our company was dispatched to Hypatia - long before either of you joined, but Rhys and I were there, in the trenches and the mud and the endless rain of fire. We'd been there a good few months when orders came in that we were to take out a RebEarth comms station smack in the middle of Kalau'a Valley; only the worst damn stretch of territory on the entire planet."
Kalau'a Valley. Hopewell doubted there was anybody in a uniform who hadn't heard of the place. It was the topic of many a class on what-not-to-do and the topic of thousands more war stories and tall tales, but Florey had never spoken of it before.
"So we go in, and the general mood is that we weren't going to get halfway up the valley, but we do. And then we see the comms station and shit, it's locked up tight as you like, and we think that, well, this is it, we had a good run but those laser turrets are going to tear us up. But again we make it, and we're inside the station without a single casualty. We clear it, set the charges, and Commander Bergen can't stop laughing, already patting herself on the back for a job well done."
Hopewell had never heard of Commander Bergen, which struck her as a pretty good clue as to what was going to happen next.
"That's when everything went wrong. We..." Florey hesitated before continuing: "Long story short, we end up pinned down by gunfire half a K outside the comms station. It's on fire, the valley's on fire, some of us are on fire; we're trying to dig a trench to find cover from the RebEarthers pouring down from the mountains, and that's when we hear the gunships. This whole mission, we'd all been expecting to die, but when it's finally happening, when we know that we're completely fucking screwed; it suddenly feels unacceptable. We did a good job, we beat the odds, this shouldn't be happening. But it is, and there's not a damned thing we can do about it. That's when our comms specialist picks something up on a Primaterre channel - an evac ship, carrying a squad of Helreginn cataphracts. They're evaccing from deeper into the valley, so deep it might as well have been hell. But as soon as our comms specialist explains the situation, their commander aborts the evac, and the cataphracts come blazing down from the sky like a shower of meteors. RebEarth panic, and soon the entire valley is focusing fire on the cataphracts. That's when their evac ship picks us up; this massive black-painted war vessel, and some of the company are unhappy about boarding. Feels wrong, to take someone else's evac. Ship's crew won't hear it, though, make all of us come on board and strap in, and as we're taking off, the valley's being carpet-bombed by the gunships. A cauldron of fire, stretching on for miles."
"What about the cataphracts? Any of them make it out?"
"At least one," Florey said and looked towards the blue dot that was Nexus, disappearing as fast and irrevocably as the burning Kalau'a Valley.
◆◆◆
 
It took near enough fifteen minutes to reach orbit. Fifteen minutes of listening to Rhys wheeze and bubble. Fifteen minutes of trying to coax conversation from the RebEarther, but he was unwilling to talk, even refusing to update her on the championship scores. Tight-lipped bastard. Probably an Oryx supporter, Hopewell figured, which was nearly as bad as being RebEarth as far as she was concerned.
And of course, fifteen minutes of ignoring Florey's silent pleas for forgiveness. No. No way; not yet. The commander had called in for assistance, and it should've been Florey's job; everything about it had screamed for his particular skill set. But Florey hadn't moved, hadn't said a word, and his jaw had set in that granite-solid way of his.
She hadn't argued. Mostly because the commander's situation had been urgent, but also because she felt in her bones that she didn't want to hear Florey's reasoning. There'd been nothing he could've said that wouldn't have damaged their relationship - their team - their everything - beyond repair. And damn it, she'd take a bullet before she let that happen.
So she'd taken his rifle and run. Climbed up the swaying tower, red with rust and lichen. Cracked suit, glitching sensors, non-existent APF and no backup whatsoever.
Damn it, Florey. She'd had her heart broken before, but it hadn't ever hurt like this. One lover was much the same as the next, but a friend of the kind she'd found in the gunner was singular. She turned in her seat, upset words riding a wave of gall in her throat - but then the viewport changed, and Lucklaw breathed in sharply.
The RebEarth ship that sat in Cato's orbit was like no ship she'd ever seen. Perhaps like many ships she'd seen, because there were familiar curves and angles in the alien whole. The convex skeleton of a Rampart barque, repurposed and redesigned to spiral inwards on itself, clad with the antimony hull plates of an Andromeda Conglomerate cruiser. Bits and pieces of ships, some so old their builders no longer existed but for in history books, but the RebEarth ship wasn't just new - she was unfinished.
Her name, boldly proclaimed in red, was Cephalopod. Tiny figures floated alongside her, ghostly in the light of laser welders.
"Captain's pet project," said the RebEarther, a note of pride in his voice, but all Hopewell could think was oh, this he wants to talk about? what about the championships, you mean-mouthed bastard, because it didn't matter what the Cephalopod looked like, and it certainly didn't matter what her captain thought of his patchwork monstrosity.
The RebEarther glared at her as though he'd detected her disinterest. "Captain was very excited about the prospect of adding arc ship hardware to her. And then you went and disappointed him. Real upset, he is."
"Hey, it's nothing to do with me." Hopewell curled her thumb toward Lucklaw. "He's the one who crashed the Ever Onward."
"Lieutenant."
She smiled blithely at Lucklaw. "Just trying to be helpful. If this guy gets an opportunity to try to shank one of us, it should be someone he's got a grudge against. Not poor little Innocent."
Lucklaw grumbled something that sounded a lot like innocent my arse. She liked that; it made her laugh, and she wanted to prod the corporal again, tease some of the team spirit back, because stars, did they need it. The cockpit had been oppressive enough, but with the bright swirl of the Cephalopod filling the viewport, the mood had turned downright dejected. The only one with a bit of cheer was the RebEarther, who chuckled softly.
"What?" She held her palms up. "You got something to say?"
"Don't engage the prisoner," Florey said. He was right, of course, and he was also the highest-ranking officer with the commander out of range, but she ignored him anyway. Show him how it feels to have a command questioned.
"You're going to die," said the RebEarther predictably. This was one reason Primaterre protocol was to not engage, but Hopewell couldn't see why. They always said things like that, so why would anyone let it get under their skin? It didn't bother her one bit - but the corporal twitched, and next to her, Florey bristled.
"Captain's going to nail your corpses to the Cephalopod's hull."
Okay, that was more creative than usual. She squinted at the viewport, wondering about the tiny black spots marring the ship's surface.
"Captain's something special, you see."
"Oh yeah? Let me guess: he's an eight-foot monster that breathes fire and eats children for breakfast?"
"No," said the RebEarther smugly, "that's your commander."
"Touché," she said and wondered why Lucklaw and Florey looked so glum. This was fun, she was trying to have fun, and they all bloody should before it was too late. The Cephalopod was huge, much larger than anticipated, and her thigh hurt like a son of a bitch. Her defence systems were still down, and in the back of the room, Rhys was still dying. Dire, and if the corporal and lieutenant didn't perk up, it was all going to go downhill. "Though nobody who's lived off rations for as long as we have would turn down a nice bit of children for breakfast, so that's not really saying much."
Children for breakfast. Little saplings for breakfast, and now it wasn't so funny anymore. Now the thought made her sick, and she wished she hadn't said anything at all. Damn it, Florey. This was all his stupid fault.
Then the Rising Flame's comms channel crackled to life, and Hopewell knew at once what was so special about the captain. No mistaking the drawl in his voice; he was from Kepler, same as her, and based on the way he spoke, almost certainly military. Almost certainly Primaterre.
She glanced at Florey and he nodded - yes, he could hear it too - and her heart pounded an extra beat.
Florey cut the RebEarther free. "Just like we rehearsed, and you'll live to see another day."
Hopewell hadn't been there for the rehearsal, but she supposed that's when the man had earned his bruises. Acting the fool, no doubt; Florey wasn't one for unnecessary roughness, although Florey wasn't one for insubordination or mutiny either. As she watched him take the RebEarther by the neck, shoving him close to the comms unit, she couldn't help but wonder who it was she was really looking at.
"Hey, Captain," the RebEarther said, with admirable cheer. Then he glanced over his shoulder at Hopewell, and his eyes narrowed with such hatred that she almost swallowed her piece of gum. What? she wanted to ask, what did I ever do to you?
A question that would remain unanswered, because he turned back around and shouted: "Primos incoming, Cap! Kill them all!"
Florey slammed the RebEarther's head into the instrument panel and whispered in his ear: "Earth have mercy on your soul" - which Hopewell knew to be Florey speak for you dumb bastard. As Lucklaw unmuted the comms channel and began speaking in the RebEarther's voice, Florey clamped his hand over the man's mouth and dragged him from the cockpit. Scuffling, scraping, struggling, all the way down to the corridor, and Hopewell knew that pretty soon, the bathroom wouldn't be spotless anymore.
By the time Florey returned, his thermal knife sizzling as it burnt off blood, the Cephalopod's captain had accepted Lucklaw's story ("quick supply run before the lads go to catch the train, yeah? Don't want to go after the Primos half-cocked.").
As the docking bay opened to darkness, Lucklaw shuddered.
"What now?" he asked, so boyish and so green.
"Easy, Corporal. Visors down, weapons hot, soundtrack of your choice." Hopewell smiled and tried not to think about her aching leg or malfunctioning suit. "Now we go to work."




53. Cassimer

He met the drifters a mile out from Platform 2. Like a pack of rats, they came coursing through the sea-green tunnel. Twitching, chittering, sniffing at the air as if they had caught the scent of prey.
Whatever they hunted, it wasn't Cassimer. A tremble went through the pack when he approached.
"Move along," he said, motioning for them to pass.
"We can do what we want," said a drifter, several others echoing his words. Cassimer prepared to drop the autocannons, long since out of ammunition, and draw his knife, but a young woman at the front of the pack smiled at him. Her rough-shorn hair was matted, and she was naked but for garlands of lichen. Her thighs were streaked red and pink. Bite marks ran down the length of her arms and they could've been anybody's, but he felt sure they were her own.
"We can do what we want," she said. Her smile, turning dust-smeared cheeks apple-round, was bright and full of life. "The red said so. The red said Cato is ours. The red said to go and do and take and eat whatever we want. And now..." She tapped her forehead. "Now the red says nothing."
"Nothing," echoed the crowd.
"It's no longer whispering to you?" Cassimer shifted, uneasy being near creatures so bloated with corruption. There are no demons, Rhys had said, but he could see feathery red tendrils in the shadows, tumbling from a ventilation shaft. What were these drifters if not possessed? What was the thing which wore many faces if not a devourer?
He had been lied to, but the lie was a truth.
"Quiet." The woman drummed her palms against her ears. "Hush hush, bye bye. The red is leaving and has set us free. We can do what we want."
"And what is it you want?"
"To go and take and eat."
"That way then," he said and indicated the tunnel behind him. "Plenty to take and eat in Nexus." And plenty of furious RebEarthers to run straight into. A good tactic, pitting one enemy against another. Scarsdale had been wrong - this wasn't going to be a good day for anybody.
"Nexus." Another hush went through the quivering pack. Lips turned in snarls, and one drifter began to strike the tunnel wall with his blade.
Nexus. The last outpost of civilisation on Cato. The red had worked hard to keep the drifters from pouring in and overrunning the city, but now the leash was off and they hungered for what had been forbidden.
The woman peered at him, a glimmer of intelligence in her sunken eyes.
"Red said to find Primaterre. Red said to eat their flesh first. Are you Primaterre?" She approached, close enough that he could smell her through the cracks in his suit. "Are you the one who tastes of citrus and starlight?"
Her fingers painted ashen zigzags across his cuirass. More drifters advanced to surround him. Sneaking, creeping, so quiet and light-footed that they seemed little more than ghosts. Phantoms, drifting on Cato's winds, as directionless and inconsequential as reedmace seeds.
More hands touched him. Searching, feeling, groping, and on the walls, their shadows grew long and dark. He knew what it would be like, this end. Knew the touch of a hundred hands, knew the raking and the scratching and the pulling and the pushing. At the back of the throng, a drifter laughed, and Cassimer knew that laughter too. There are no demons, Rhys said, but oh, there were. Oh stars, there were, and his kill switch glowed bright on his HUD, awaiting confirmation.
But she had said starlight, this woman who writhed against his suit. He saw no such light in her. Her soul was ruin and cold ash, and if he surrendered, Joy would suffer the same fate.
"It doesn't matter who I am. The red is leaving and you can do what you want."
"That's right." The woman beamed.
"You're free," he told her, thinking free from sanity, free from logic, free from kindness and from mercy. Freedom was the open void, and what good was the void without the light and warmth of suns? What good was freedom without limit; without the shackles of rule and regulation, and the bonds of love and loyalty?
"Free," said the woman and the pack echoed the word, their voices a rising sound that rushed down the tunnel like white-water. He closed his eyes and saw the quilted underside of a mattress, saw a deck of playing cards scattered on the floor, and some part of him accepted that this was how he'd always been meant to die.
Except there was more to the universe than the black-between. There was starlight, and while he had fought and cried on the Hecate, while he had sat among the dead and listened to the hollow clicking of an empty gun, Joy had slept on Cato. For as long as he'd lived, she'd been there, long before the darkness.
So he closed his eyes and saw the mattress, saw the cards, but pictured her. Felt her hand in his when the screaming reached its pitch, and she didn't let go, not even when the mess cook laughed. And when he opened his eyes and her hand faded from his, the drifters had gone and the tunnel lay empty.
◆◆◆
 
At Castle Street Station, white-helmeted guards paced behind makeshift barricades. Two grenades later, the station lay quiet but for the heavy footfall of the Ereshkigal suit. Cassimer stopped only to examine the bodies of the guards. Ash-pale and malnourished, with bones so frail he thought they might crumble when he touched them. Locals, then. He had suspected as much. Elkhart claimed to be one of ten thousand, but he had never strayed from behind the shields of the Andromache, and when the cryo pods had released reinforcements, they'd all been locals. When Lucklaw had shut down the pods, Elkhart had all but panicked - strange for a man who so clearly cared for nobody but himself.
And when Elkhart had spoken of death - and in the dark with you will be your dead - his words had come from a place of experience. Whatever this devourer was, Cassimer couldn't claim to understand, but he did know that it was afraid.
Ahead, surveillance cameras whirred and turned. In the Hierochloe facility, monitors flickered to life, their built-in cameras connecting to his field of awareness. There were unexpected points of light to jump to as well - sensors on Hierochloe weapons, comms equipment, and angry alerts sent by the security alarm of an office block.
A thousand fragments for logic and experience to glue together. Snipers on the sixth floor of the office block. Several men inside the lobby of the Hierochloe facility, hiding behind the receptionist desk. Minute vibrations in the ground from the roar of distant engines.
His awareness stretched wide, across a glimmering network of nodes. Behind him was the dull glow of Nexus, and a reaching trail of lights that were the augments and weapons of RebEarthers. Ahead, the world burned even brighter - lit up like fireworks - a shining path that he could follow through abandoned labs and frozen chambers until it abruptly ended. A great void gaped darkly, too dense and forbidding to be the absence of connection. The Andromache was shielding herself from prying eyes.
Something shifted, and he paused at the bottom of the station stairs. The constellations had changed and a star blinked out. He dropped the field of awareness and fell back into himself. Some things were better grasped as a man than a god, and as soon as he heard the silence and saw the darkness, he knew what was wrong.
No more low hum. No more moonlight spilling down the stairs. The force field that held the chamber was gone, switched off.
Oh.
Cassimer redirected all available suit power to the APF and made it up the stairs just in time to see a rocket blaze through the branches of the fulgurite tree. The rocket climbed higher and higher until it impacted with the cave ceiling. A cloud of smoke followed, raining dark glass shrapnel.
The cave groaned. Dust poured from widening cracks as a fractured patchwork of glass moved like tectonic plates.
Two faint lights tugged at the edges of his awareness. Triggers pulled, electronic commands sent, and now two more rockets speared across the span.
A fully operational Ereshkigal suit. A comms specialist. A team. Any of these things, and he might've stood a chance at diverting the rockets' paths, but he was alone and all he could do was -
run
- screamed every instinct as the ceiling began to fold inwards. When he did run - and shrapnel sizzled against his armour and he waded through mounting piles of dust - they screamed even louder that he had run in the wrong direction.
As he rounded the fulgurite tree, the men in the lobby opened fire in a burst of light and glass. His suit's APF flared, and the fulgurite tree creaked and bowed as its trunk was eaten through by diverted projectiles.
He opened the release on his bracers. Hands free of the armour, he pulled his Morrigan from its holster and returned fire. Not stopping, not even aiming. Sometimes surviving meant killing, but sometimes it simply meant keeping the enemy occupied. A few rounds from the Morrigan tearing through the Hierochloe front desk had his opposition diving for deeper cover. A few locals seemed to come to their senses and looked in horror at their surroundings before dropping their weapons and fleeing into the interior.
Elkhart had expected the Primaterre to return, and he'd expected them to use the main entrance once more. Not so stupid - the familiar was often the more tactical choice than the unknown - but the Ereshkigal suit had made that path impossible. Too many narrow stairways and corridors left Cassimer with no choice but to enter through the loading dock.
The ground quaked as chunks of glass the size of trucks fell from above. Pulverised glass and dust whirled around the cavern, abrading the silver fortress's once-perfect surface. The security alarm's connection was suddenly cut as the office block toppled, taking most of the west side of the street with it.
Above the Hierochloe facility, the ceiling was a quivering network of expanding fractures. Any second, it would collapse, and Cassimer would get the death Elkhart had promised.
But this wasn't the tunnel. This wasn't the Hecate. This was Elkhart's idea of a nightmare, not Cassimer's, and so he ran, fast and loud and unhindered by fear. And there, behind a stalactite of glass that had skewered the asphalt, was the loading bay.
As he dashed across the lichen-smeared floor, he saw recent footprints and discarded weapons near the lift controls. The shaft was empty, but the high-pitched whine of engines told him that the guards had broken from Elkhart's control to seek refuge in the deep.
Refuge wasn't what Cassimer sought, but the deep and the dark was where he needed to go.




54. Hopewell

In Kepler's coral cities, nestled between golden dunes and sun-dappled water, RebEarth was far from most people's minds. They were distant bogey-men, providers of a constant churn of gore for the news, but unlike demons or tsunamis, they were the sort of threat too incongruous to consider.
"It's not that they don't want to attack us. It's just that once they get here and see the beaches, they forget all about it. Nobody can stay mad on Kepler!" So said Chastity, Hopewell's sister, who loved to talk politics in the brief window between blood alcohol levels when she'd stopped giggling and wasn't yet picking fights. Hell, before enlisting, Hopewell had probably been dumb enough to say it herself.
But that was before she saw the training videos. Before she spent two years working security in the transit camps on Phobos. What little she'd told Joy hadn't even begun to cover the horrors - even accounting for her time on Cato, it was hard to picture the little redhead surviving Phobos. The sentinels kept order and Welfare kept the population fed, but the mental toll was something else. Every couple of days, sentinel ships went out to scoop up the asphyxiated bodies of camp residents who'd chosen death over deportation. That wasn't supposed to happen - the camp was supposed to be sealed up tight, and any holes would eventually be found and plugged, but never in a hurry. The general feeling, from janitorial to the top brass, had been that if they want to die, let them.
Citizenship rejections were the most common cause of suicide, but sometimes it was just the wait. The months - or years - of uncertainty, spent living amongst constant reminders of why they'd come to Mars's desolate moon. The youths were usually criminals looking for new hunting grounds, or escaped slaves, who'd spent their teens trafficked and traded, but neither category was deemed stable or pure enough to become meritorious citizens. A few more months on Phobos, telling girls the same age as Chastity that they had to leave Protectorate space, and Hopewell was sure her heart would've turned to ice. Still, most of the young ones had enough fire and energy that they left Phobos spitting and cursing, but alive.
Death, it seemed, was the mature choice, the exit favoured by those whose experience told them that life could always get worse. They'd shared their stories - sometimes looking for sympathy, sometimes out of anger, and other times, she wasn't sure they'd known she was even there. They'd just walk round and round, words spilling from their mouths as though the suffering was too great to contain.
Hopewell had no war stories like Florey's. She had no Kalau'a Valleys or Hypatian trenches in her past, but she carried in her heart the stories of others. The hunted, the downtrodden, the desperate and the dead-inside. She'd listened, taking on their pain to give them a moment of peace. For her, it was easy, after all. She could hit the nearest bar after work, and a couple of drinks later, she'd be right as rain (although towards the end, the number of drinks had increased and been supplemented with stims. If her application to the banneretcy hadn't come through when it did, she'd have become just another pharma-dulled body-scooper).
It'd been half a decade since she last saw the half-digested floater Mars called a moon, but every now and then, the stories came back to her, told in the bass thump in her veins and in the tickle of anticipation in her chest. And now, peering into the haze of the Cephalopod's docking bay, she remembered every damn word.
Lucklaw's readings indicated a crew of twelve, excluding the construction workers on the hull. Two of the dozen stood at the bottom of a ramp in the docking bay. Men in identical orange overalls, waving a friendly welcome to the shuttle. Their hands were dirty with grease (broke my fingers when I said no) and low-slung holsters hung around their waists (shot her, in front of our children). One said something to the other, and they both laughed (he laughed when I threw up, but he didn't stop).
The ramp led to a series of gantries, connecting to a glass-walled office. A man sat inside, feet on a desk and a steaming mug in his hands. His face was bright red, marked for death by Florey, and she was glad for it, because the real reason RebEarth didn't attack Kepler was nothing to do with beaches.
"It's idiots like us," she told Lucklaw as they moved towards the shuttle's airlock. "Brave enough to step up, dumb enough to keep coming back for more, mad-dog crazy enough to enjoy it."
"What about honour and duty?"
"Fancy words, and maybe there's some of that too, but look at us. We're a thousand light-years from home, in the belly of a patchwork junker. Our medic has no face and our commander has gone berserk. We're being hunted by RebEarth and a human houseplant, and you know what it feels like to me?" She waited for him to shake his head before continuing: "Wednesday. It feels like Wednesday. And that's not right, is it? Given everything that's going on, we should be at breaking point, don't you think? Somebody should be crying or panicking or going ahh I can't take it anymore, but look at us. We're in gear, in formation and ready to go."
"It's Thursday, actually," Lucklaw said.
"Whatever." She flashed him her best little predator grin. "That airlock is about to open and bullets are going to start flying, and all I can think is: come on already, let's go!"
"If that's how you feel, then I'm glad this is your last tour."
"Excuse me, Corporal?"
"Cool it, Hopewell." Florey took up position behind them, his APF swelling to envelop her. "Remember, quick and quiet."
Yeah, she remembered, and so did her muscles. No further instruction necessary - even Lucklaw had been through enough training exercises to do this in his sleep. Although, as the airlock hissed open, she thought she could see the corporal twitch. Nervous? She hadn't thought it possible, not now, not when everything was about to get real, but maybe she was wrong about him. Maybe he wasn't stupid. Maybe it was possible to be smart and brave or afraid and brave, and the only stupid person on the team was her, but -
- but violet light spilled into the shuttle and she wasn't Hopewell anymore, she was kinetics and she was propulsion, she was firing synapse and instinctive muscle.
Through a mist of evaporating condensation, she and Lucklaw burst from the ship. Side by side, shoulder to shoulder, and she loved him in that moment, loved how his every move synced to hers, loved how they were as one. No 'i' in teamwork, a loose thought flitted through her brain, but I love you.
"On your knees! Hands behind your heads!"
Florey's rifle punctuated her sentence, one plasma-licked round flashing across the hold and through the office window. A spatter of coffee and blood hit the wall, but one of the man's feet remained on the desk at an awkward angle.
I love you too, she thought, and then one of the orange overalls reached for his gun. No time to think, but she hardly needed to. One quick squeeze of her trigger and he was gone; another and the second man was dead too. He hadn't gone for his gun, but he might have, if she'd given him enough time to think about it. Or maybe he would've surrendered. Not that it mattered.
"Nine to go." She kept her voice to a whisper, even though suit comms made such efforts unnecessary. The Cephalopod seemed to demand it of her, this great groaning pile of stolen, mismatched junk whose outside was sleek white, but whose insides were a winding dark. Xenon light strips glowed a dim violet, and pipes hissed liquid nitrogen from leaking joints. The ship looked to have been cobbled together with components near the end of their life spans - old bones for a new baby. It was a kind of resourcefulness and ingenuity that she might have admired, if it weren't for the fact that the ship's bulging hull was the only thing standing between her and cold space.
"I count eight," Lucklaw whispered in response. She frowned, checking her sensor readings again, but the corporal was right. Eight contacts - three on what had to be the bridge, and another five on the deck below.
"Guess my suit's glitching again. Going to need you to check it later."
Lucklaw gave her an exasperated look and she could sense the disrespect about to trip off his tongue.
"We'll take the bridge first," Florey said. "Need to secure control of the ship before we clear it."
His voice had changed. If she told him, he'd refuse to admit it, but it definitely had. Gruffer, lower and - stars - was that a hint of a rolled r? He even moved differently; the easy gait that made him so suited for shadow work traded in for a determined stride and shoulders held high and straight enough to carry the weight of a planet.
No substitute for the real thing, though. One glance from Cassimer and his command-o-vision would've spotted the piece of gum she'd stuck to the inside of her helmet. Florey hadn't said a word. A little thing, but now he was making tactical decisions and though she'd been his partner for the past five years, she couldn't help but doubt.
◆◆◆
 
Entering the bridge was like walking straight into a childhood memory. Red-panelled walls listed and bulged around scattershot portholes. Strings of fairy lights wove haphazard patterns in the ceiling and turned the silver foil of discarded food wrappers rainbow-coloured. The captain's seat - a smouldering hole burned through its headrest - was a little boy's idea of cool; all red leather and white racing stripes, glaring light strips and two sets of extra-large cup holders.
Something was wrong with the viewport. She didn't know enough about ships to say exactly what, but the stars stretched and wavered, the outline of Cato no longer a smooth semi-circle, but an oscillating tilde. The funhouse mirror effect completed the sense of childhood déjà vu.
"It's like a damn amusement park in here," she said, although it was less park and more travelling fun fair; the kind where the rides were as cheap as their construction, and the rollercoaster thrill came from not knowing whether or not you'd come back down with all limbs intact. "That's not duct tape, is it?"
A rhetorical question, because of course it was. The RebEarthers had cobbled together a ship from the remains of a hundred scrapyards, and the irregular black rim around the viewport was in fact household adhesive.
"That had better not be the only thing holding this bucket together. And maybe we should go a bit easier, yeah?" she said, eyeing the bullet holes in the bulkhead. To be fair to Florey, she was fairly sure they were her fault - he'd taken out the captain, and though the viewport was spattered with blood, they hadn't yet been sucked out into space.
She wasn't keen on using firearms onboard ships. In space, there was no margin large enough to make her comfortable, and she couldn't help but feel that Cassimer might've gone about things differently. He might even have tried talking or negotiating - the commander might be reticent, but he wasn't entirely undiplomatic.
"Got a match on the one by the coffee machine," Lucklaw said. "Sheppey, Thor. Wanted in the Protectorate for three counts of murder, in Kalevala territory for aggravated assault, and he has no less than five outstanding warrants for unpaid speeding tickets. Looks like you made the universe a little purer today, Lieutenant Hopewell."
"I do my best," she said with feigned humility, and then the details of Sheppey's bounty popped on her HUD. "50k bonus merits! What do you say, Lucklaw, should I buy a sports car like yours?" Another rhetorical question. She'd coveted his Ibis ever since he first showed her pictures (boastful bastard). Of course, hers wouldn't be show-off gold-plated like his - the Hopewells might not be as wealthy as the Lucklaws, but at least her family had class. Also, 50k probably wasn't enough for the gold-plated version. Not that she'd want it. Although, if she could afford it, it would look real nice in the sunshine on her beach house driveway.
"Should split it with the team," Lucklaw said, grunting as he pulled the lump of a captain from the pilot's seat. "Nobody likes a bonus hog."
"If this wasn't my last tour, maybe I'd give a damn."
"Cut the chatter." Florey, impatient, still doing that awful Cassimer impersonation. "Any matches off the captain?"
The dead man didn't look like much, nor did he look like he was from Kepler. Too pale, too heavy-browed and far too hairy, with tufts of black hair sprouting from underneath his collar. It was hard to imagine a Kepler native leaving the house like that. Even booze-beach tourists took more pride in their appearance. In Hopewell's experience, nobody could live for long underneath Kepler's perfect sun without striving for similar perfection.
"None. To be honest, we don't even know if this was him. Sitting in the captain's seat doesn't make you captain."
The look on Florey's face made her want to laugh. Lucklaw touch a nerve? She wanted to prod it, make the lieutenant squirm in his metaphorical captain's seat. He might've parked his arse in it, but didn't deserve to be comfortable.
"If someone hadn't been so kill-thirsty, we might've questioned Mr. Sheppey," she said, raising her visor to glare at Florey.
"We're outnumbered in enemy territory. Couldn't afford to let them live long enough to raise the alarm."
"Fair enough," she said, but it wasn't really. Cassimer wouldn't have explained himself to her or anyone, and he certainly wouldn't have taken her insubordinate tone in stride. Using her tongue, she peeled the gum from the inside of her helmet and resumed chewing, and deep down she wished someone would give her a stern look and tell her to spit that out, Lieutenant.
"Lucklaw, get set up. The lieutenant and I will sweep the ship."
Lieutenant. Not Hopewell, not Innocence, and certainly not Hopey. At last, a hint of irritation.
"You're leaving me here?" Lucklaw stood underneath a string of fairy lights, red and blue and violet dancing over his twitching face. She supposed she should feel sympathy, should be remembering what it had been like to be new, but in truth, she'd been born a thick-headed hard-charger. She couldn't ever remember shaking like that, nor ever crying to a superior about being left alone.
"It's not your first day in primary school, Corporal. Sit down and do your job."
"Yes, sir. Only, the commander -"
"The commander's not here," Florey snapped, really snapped, raising his rifle, and for a second, Hopewell thought she might be forced to wrench the weapon from his hands before he did something stupid. But then he relaxed - and she wished she could do the same. "The commander abandoned us to play hero, and that's why there's only three of us, and that's why you have no one to watch your back. Do you understand, soldier?"
Lucklaw muttered a yes sir and turned his attention to the Cephalopod's systems. His task was simple: seize control and use the vessel's comms to send an emergency message to Bastion. Easy stuff; nothing that required backup or hand-holding, but Hopewell could understand why he'd objected. The Cephalopod was a bizarre creation and the bridge her brain, a red and pulsing space, tacky in every sense of the word. Staying on the bridge seemed wholly unappealing, and Hopewell knew for sure that if it were her, she wouldn't be able to resist the fraying edges of the duct tape, pulling a little bit here and a little bit there, picking at it like a dirty plaster until oops.
Not that the corridors were much better. The violet light of dying xenon made for poor visibility, and they had to go slow to avoid the ship's many health-and-safety violations. Floor tiles creaked and buckled, exposing electricity-spitting wires. A ceiling panel hung loose, swaying erratically in front of an air-conditioner that was kicking out more carbon monoxide than oxygen. The walls were a soft silver material dotted with brass rivets in a nonsensical, swirling pattern. The overall impression was one of space-faring antiquity.
I'll never complain about Primaterre tin cans again, she texted Florey. It was easier to bear the claustrophobia if she could deflect it with a bit of banter, even if she was still angry. Mainly because I think we're about to die.
Relax. If she made a Cascade fold in one piece, she's tougher than she looks.
Yeah, or maybe the fold had been the nudge to topple the row of poorly duct-taped dominoes. She intended to reply to that effect, but then the ship groaned - a long metallic sigh - and suddenly collapse seemed too imminent to joke about.
Florey stopped, indicating a padded door at the end of the corridor. She nodded, rifle at the ready. Her own sensors showed garbled nonsense, but Florey had linked his readout to her HUD, and she could see them in there, all the little RebEarth eggies in their basket.
"Concussive. See if we can't take a prisoner or two."
She nodded again, reaching for her grenade pack, but then the door slid open and -
oh shit
- she dove behind a corner, followed by Florey, whose APF crackled and flared under the impact of gunfire.
"They knew we were coming."
"How?" Florey sounded so crestfallen she wanted to smack him. How? He should know better than to ask stupid questions in the middle of a damn ambush.
"Doesn't matter," she replied and winced as another burst of bullets cut searing boreholes through the wall. "Need to end this before there's a damn hull breach. Expand your APF; I've got a few presents for them."
"Hang on - I've got movement. Two of them are breaking away. They're..." Florey turned his head sharply towards a door at the other end of the corridor. "They're making to trap us. Going to turn this damn corridor into a kill zone. All right. Okay."
Electricity swelled around her and the lieutenant needed say no more. This Florey, with his boots firmly planted on the ground, she knew as well as she did herself. Two concussive grenades went from her pack into the room at the end of the corridor. Before the light and screaming died down, Florey was already making his approach.
She made it halfway down the corridor, and then fell, one second running and the next eating floor tile. She tried to stand - tried to breathe - but couldn't.
Bullets whined over her head as Florey turned back for her, firing down the corridor. He grabbed her hand, pulled her to her feet and told her to run. Easier said than done, because her ribcage ached, and when she spat her gum out, it was pink with blood.
She stumbled over the threshold of the room as the last glittering mote of the concussive faded. Sleeping quarters - nice quarters, nicer than the habitat - and the bunks had been turned on their sides and stacked into a barricade. Thick velvet drapes hung from floor to ceiling, their hems smouldering from the concussive blast. Smoke had begun to fill the room.
Three RebEarthers lay sprawled on the ground, already clutching for their weapons, but Florey smashed through the barricade and put a bullet in the first. The remaining two were smart enough to yield.
"On your knees. Hands behind your heads. Hopewell, secure the prisoners." Florey glanced over his shoulder. "But keep your head down. Still got two out there."
"One of them shot me." She groaned as she bent to pat down the first prisoner. A busted rib, her HUD informed her, but it felt worse. An automatic message to Rhys unsurprisingly netted no response.
"Yeah, shit... I'm sorry. You okay?"
"What doesn't kill you, et cetera." She shrugged and tried not to think about how lucky she'd been. Her HUD reported two hits, one to her lower back and the other right below the neck. Armour-piercing bullets, of a high enough calibre that her suit had only just about mitigated the impact. Several reactive plates had been destroyed.
"Didn't see anything on my sensors. Didn't see anything at all, but I should have. Damn it, Hopey, I'm sorry."
Yes, he was, and about more than this. "The sewers probably damaged your suit worse than we thought. Can't rely on sensors, got to keep your eyes peeled."
A smattering of gunfire interrupted her. Florey, back pressed against the wall, shouted into the corridor:
"We've got two of your people in here. Want to see them alive again, put down your weapons and surrender."
"Surrender?" The second prisoner, writhing underneath Hopewell's thorough frisking, spoke up. Early forties, with her prematurely silver hair bound into a bristling braid. Very pale, very thin, with the unhealthy air of someone who spent more time in space than on good old-fashioned ground. "Why, so that we can die at the hands of Primaterre torturers?"
"As long as you're alive, there's always a chance you might escape," Hopewell said. She had no idea how these people had lived as long as they had with such a defeatist attitude. It was -
Something brushed past her, soft and quick, and for a second, she thought of home, of a sun-golden kitchen and a tabby cat rubbing up against her calves, and stars, she hadn't thought of Mikey in years, but when she turned around she half-expected to see him there, yellow eyes insisting that she hurry up and get that can of tuna open. There was no Mikey, of course, and no RebEarth ship's cat either - no nothing, in fact. Only a thickening veil of smoke.
"You afraid of ghosts?" The RebEarth woman stared at her.
"What?"
"Don't engage, Hopewell," Florey said, and this time, she felt inclined to follow his advice. The smoke was so dense that she could barely see the other end of the room. Weird RebEarthers and cat-ghosts would have to wait.
"We need to put out the fire before the whole ship goes up." She made for the nearest drape, but was forced to retreat when the men in the corridor opened fire.
"Stay put. Lucklaw, does this ship have a fire suppression system?"
"Yes, Lieutenant. It should automatically detect and put out any fire."
"Well, it hasn't. Any chance you could engage it manually?"
"One moment."
In the corridor, pipes began to shake and quiver, rattling louder and louder until one of the pipes burst. White foam sprayed in a thick arc, nowhere near the burning sleeping quarters.
"Turn it off, Lucklaw!" Florey shot Hopewell a look as the foam sputtered out. Tiny puffs of chemical fire suppressant danced in the air.
"Playing havoc with your sensors?"
"Yeah, and now we have no visual either." He swore, but that was okay - that was part of Florey's thinking process. Although, full-blown flames were licking the walls now and something really ought to be done about that. Maybe the RebEarthers could put it out - surely they didn't want to burn alive.
"Hey, you." She nudged the first prisoner, whose bald head was inked with dense plumage. "You want to -"
He turned around and there was a damn rifle in his hands and
he pulled the trigger -
A diagonal blaze of bullets cut across her torso. She fell, landing hard on her back, air punched from her lungs. The straw-like ends of a silver braid brushed against her visor as the female prisoner straddled her, and she had a gun too, too big for her gnarled spacer hands, too big for Hopewell to see anything but the maw of its muzzle. Metal pressed against her helmet and she made a strange little squeak, like the sounds Mikey would coax from mice. You shouldn't let him hunt, it's cruel, Chastity had said; but it's in his nature, Hopewell had protested, but now she wished she'd saved a few of those mice, because dying like this - dying, unable to muster more than a squeak - made her feel so very little.
Then the woman shuddered and fell forward. Twitching fingers closed around the trigger and the gun went off, one bullet scoring Hopewell's helmet. Deep enough to breach - she could smell the smoke and the blood and the scent of lavender shampoo in silver hair.
She pushed the woman aside and found that she could breathe again. Hemothorax, her HUD warned, whatever the hell that was (felt like she'd been run over by a truck), but she had to trust that the suit could handle it.
The silver-haired woman was dead without so much as a squeak. Florey was on the ground, tussling with the tattooed man, and a dark shape moved in the foam-filled corridor .
She grabbed her rifle and fired. First bullet was rewarded with a scream; the second cut it short.
"Florey!" Stumbling towards him, she steadied her aim, fired again, and the tattooed man went limp. "Florey, I -"
"Get down!"
Her knees obeyed before her mind had even processed his words. Plush carpet deadened her fall as a shotgun blast tore through the air above her. A portion of the bulkhead exploded in a hail of plastic shards.
Hot metal scraped the back of her head. She reacted instinctively, unsheathing her knife and stabbing backwards, downwards. The man behind her cried out, and Florey took the shot. After that, the only sound was the crackle of fire.
◆◆◆
 
"Five dead," Florey said. "That's all the hostiles accounted for."
"Are you sure? Somebody shot me with a much larger calibre weapon than anything these guys are carrying."
"Nothing on the sensors. Nothing on Lucklaw's sensors either, apart from the construction workers on the hull." He shrugged. "Maybe your HUD is reporting incorrectly. Or maybe you just missed the gun in question, like you missed -"
"Look, we've been over this," she said, feeling rather annoyed about the whole thing. "I didn't miss anything. I checked that guy very thoroughly. He had a small piece in his waistband and a knife in his boot, but that was it. Do you really think I would've missed a damn assault rifle?"
"The way you've been shaking in your boots about this ship, yeah, maybe. Hard to keep your head in the game when all you do is complain."
"Fuck you," she said, although not before muting her channel. He was still her superior, after all.
They put out the fire in silence, tearing down drapes and tossing bedclothes. The smoke began to clear, revealing the destruction. The foam in the corridor frothed around a red-tinged centre. Numerous bullet holes perforated the walls and Hopewell couldn't thank the stars enough that they were deep in the interior of the ship. The RebEarthers, who'd been too stupid to appreciate the potential perks of captivity, lay flat on their backs, unseeing eyes staring into an afterlife that Hopewell expected was rather bleak.
The last patch of flames died under her boots. When she turned, she found Florey staring at the dead RebEarthers.
"Damn them. I didn't want this, Hopey. You have to believe I was trying to avoid it."
"Not your fault, Floz. Can't help those who won't help themselves." Not like Florey to get sick over a few dead RebEarthers, but then, this wasn't really about them. It was about the man he'd dragged off to the shuttle bathroom. When Florey had returned, she'd known from the look on his face that he'd gone too far, done things he already regretted. No innocent, the RebEarther, but it wasn't for his own crimes that he had suffered a bad death.
"You could've helped me," he said. "You could've stood by me."
"I could've stood by you?" She shook her head, incredulous. "Our reality turned inside out, and the commander was doing all he could to hold the mission and the team together. You should've seen that. You should've stood by him. That's your job."
"Oh, I saw just fine. I saw that the commander's lost his damn mind."
"Of course he has. We all bloody have - or do you think that pointing your rifle at me is a sign of sanity?"
He looked startled to find his own rifle trained on her. His hands shook as he lowered it.
"The commander never once turned on the team. He could've justifiably kill switched you, but he didn't even issue a reprimand. He didn't abandon us, Florey; you did. When he needed assistance, you just sat there and said nothing. I had to climb a three-hundred foot tower in the pouring rain. I had no APF, no sensors, no backup - no nothing, except for the commander's voice to guide me. He kept me from dying while picking up your slack!"
"Well, hoorah for the big bloody hero."
"How about you cut the sarcasm and apologise instead?"
"Apologise? Thanks to your lack of support, I'm a failed mutineer. What do you think is going to happen to me back on Scathach?"
"Nothing," she said, as calmly as she could manage. "The commander didn't pull you out of Kalau'a Valley only to see you court-martialled over a moment of idiocy."
"He doesn't even know that I was there."
"Seems to me like exactly the sort of thing the commander would know."
"He never said anything."
"Well, he wouldn't, would he?"
Florey didn't respond, instead curtly suggesting that they search the corridor for the missing weapon. She agreed, but kept one eye on him. He was still shaky, still all wrapped up in worry. She had a pretty good sense of what had tied him into such knots, but it wouldn't do for her to start picking at them. Only Florey could untangle Florey; she'd learnt that a long time ago.
She was on her knees in fizzing foam, patting the floor down, when he decided to speak again.
"The commander is a man of principle. Kalau'a Valley might not mean much compared to rules and regulations. And mutiny is a capital crime."
"Pretty sure regulations have a thing or two to say about hooking up with subordinates, too, so maybe he's not the man you think he is."
Florey turned to look at her, one eyebrow arched. "What, him and Somerset?"
"Oh yeah."
"She can't have been alone with the commander for much more than ten minutes."
"Plenty of time in my experience."
"You've been seeing the wrong men."
"Of course," she said. "Wrong is me all over. Must be why I like you so much."
He hugged her then, pulling her close, and through his fogged visor, she could see deep lines of pain and fear on his face.
"If I'd let you challenge him," she whispered, "he'd have caved your face in. And if he hadn't, if you'd won - that would've hurt you worse. I was only protecting you, Floz. It's all I ever do."
"I know. I know, Hopey." He shook his head, looking down at her. "How can you be so calm? All I can think of is my family. I'm out here to keep them safe, but now I find out that the enemy was inside my house all along; a whispering voice violating their minds. Even if I make it back, I can't keep them safe from that. I'm going to have to go home and look at their smiling faces and know that they are not completely themselves, that some small part of them is someone... something else. That's..."
"Impure," she said.
"Yes." He sobbed then, mouth twisting with emotion. "And the commander; all he was thinking of was her. Wanted to risk all our lives for a woman we barely know. Wanted us to die for her when I have people who need me to come home. I shouldn't be here, I see that now - I need the earth and air of home. The things in life that are true. Not this." He tapped the Primaterre symbol on his chest.
"I understand." Except, not really. What he was saying was how she had always felt. The Primaterre, purity, Earth - none of those things had ever mattered as much as home and family - but now she was beginning to see it differently. Florey called purity a lie, but she saw the design behind the lie. There was no better place in the galaxy than the Protectorate, and the Primaterre had made it so. They had concocted this one great lie because they'd felt it was their duty to unleash humanity's potential.
She could understand that. She could maybe even accept that.
"Shit." Florey opened his visor and rubbed his face. His cheeks were wet, with what he'd claim to be sweat if she mentioned it. "There's not a lot of regret in my life, Hopey, but the past eighteen hours - if I could take them all back..."
"You can't, but lucky for you, you have a good team. We're here to help you carry that regret, and the sooner you stop acting like an idiot, the sooner we can get on with it. Okay?"
"Okay." He gave a wan smile. "Let me take a look at your back. See if we can't figure out the mystery of the missing weapon."
"Stars," she complained, "you still don't believe me, do you?"
But by his silence, she understood that he did. Through his visual link, she saw cracks spider-webbing around two craters in her back plate.
"Armour-piercing high-explosive." He scraped a finger along one of the craters and rubbed the ash between his fingers. ".600 Gungnir, at a guess."
More than a guess; Florey knew his stuff well enough that he could probably be blindfolded and identify ammunition by taste.
"Explains why we didn't find any cartridges. Caseless and useless, people used to say. Doesn't see much use anymore - too heat-sensitive - but about fifteen years back, it was available as standard Primaterre military issue. Not my kind of thing, but Tower liked it well enough that when it was discontinued, they developed their own version -"
"Tower?" Best to interrupt before he got carried away and lost sight of the important part. "The commander said the RebEarthers stole the Eshi suits from a supply ship en route to Hypatia. Could be that ship was carrying more than cataphract equipment. Could be we might be in a spot of trouble here."
"Yeah. Better let the kid know something might be up. Hey, Lucklaw?"
But the kid didn't respond, and with dread, Hopewell thought of the cat-soft thing that had brushed her leg.




55. Lucklaw

A moment of silence before the vastness of space was enough to know that he was not the commander, and quiet contemplation not his friend. Instead, Lucklaw touched the Cephalopod's instruments, brushing light-weave fingertips across gauges. The ship's soul fluttered at his touch. It was a mosaic of salvaged code, rife with obfuscation and cob-webbed legacy, so inexpertly put together that it made the duct tape around the viewport look like an elegant solution.
The Cephalopod seemed conscious of how clumsy it was, because it twisted uneasily as his primer made contact. He smiled and adjusted his approach, reaching in and picking a gentle way through. When the final security measures withered, he was no longer alone - the universe had come, travelling on beams of light.
The Cascade was approximately ninety minutes away, and the universe he now touched was the universe of two hours ago. The Championship match that streamed past in a burst of green grass and spirited cheering would've long since concluded. The delay made him feel crippled, but it was better than being empty.
A great way to pass time, Somerset had said, but Somerset had never known anything but emptiness. She had come to Cato's grey wastes from a time so antiquated it might as well have been a millennium ago. No primers back then, no wireless power radiating freely across worlds, no information received but for a body's own sensory input - no wonder she'd had such a hard time adapting.
She had improved towards the end, though. Those last few messages...
Well. He was just glad he'd intercepted them before they hit the team channel. Bad enough that he'd had to see them. It hadn't really been her, of course. Just a switch in her brain, flipped to cause maximum pain. No, it hadn't been her talking. Except for maybe in the very last text.
He had toyed with the idea of letting it pass through the filter. Constant, she'd said, maybe the word or maybe the name. In the end, the maybes had been too many (maybe it will help him/maybe it will break him) and Lucklaw had relegated the word to the upper left of his HUD. It burnt there, bright as a star in the light-flow of information. A reminder of the word and of the name, and of his own duty to remain steadfast.
The commander had given him a message to send to Bastion, and it was for the Cascade that he searched, sifting through chaff and echoes of long-dead signals. In Protectorate space, every Cascade, supported by satellite relays, was open for traffic, folding and unfolding at blinding rates.  The Rossetti Cascade, however, was as unhealthy as the planets it served, its signal weak and erratic.
Twice he locked onto it and twice he lost it, its dancing light elusive. Garbled bursts of transmissions provided an undergrowth for it to hide in, and he picked through those shadows with some trepidation. A Primaterre signal slipped past, its signature that of a report compiled several weeks ago. A few hours from now, Company Chief Vysoke-Myto would receive notification of the deaths of Abergavenny and Copenhagen. How many more deaths would there be between now and then?
All Lucklaw knew was that sitting in Cato's orbit was no less chilling than standing on its surface. No lichen here, but Cato whispered all the same, a susurrus of data activity emitted from the world. Day-old RebEarth chatter mixed with meteorological reports from beacons not yet succumbed to age, and scripted loops requesting updates from long-dead servers on other worlds. He worked his way through the chaff and tried not to look too hard, because some of what he saw was very old and very strange. Too old. Too strange, and singing with the ringing tone of glass. Jade light filled his mindspace and he remembered Elkhart's words:
You walk the ruins of a conquered world and breathe the ashes of the long dead.
It wasn't true. It couldn't be. Earth was the mother of humanity and the universe held no other intelligent life. That was doctrine, and that was reality as Lucklaw had always known it. Yet these dark-glass signals were as real as they were impossibly old, and he turned his eyes from them, because he wasn't ready to have another truth revealed.
Not yet. For the time being, he needed his rage pure and focused. For the time being, he needed -
An arm slipped around his neck, and a gun pressed hard against his temple. Except his sensors told him there was no gun and no arm. Nothing at all on the bridge but himself. He clutched at the empty space around his neck and felt something, but his fingers found no traction, sliding from the invisible limb. In the viewport, he saw nothing but his own reflection and the unholy dark.
We were wrong, oh stars, we were wrong. They are real and this is what the commander felt on the Hecate; this is the choking arm of the corruption and I am lost.
"Weapons on the floor." The bark came out of nowhere, bouncing off the crimson walls.
Instinctively, he tightened the grip on his rifle. Opened the team channel and -
- he couldn't reach it. Couldn't reach any of it. The network of light glimmered all around, beams shooting through the void like stars, but he had been shut out. He had been... oh, damn it. He'd been put on lockdown.
◆◆◆
 
"I said drop your damn weapon."
Lucklaw obeyed.
The viewport reflected rippling light as the man dropped his stealth field. Ribbons of prismatic white veiled his face, revealing only glimpses of sallow skin and a single, black-inked feather on his cheek. He was tall and thin and had one white-knuckled hand wrapped around the gun pressed to Lucklaw's temple. Neither man nor gun existed according to his sensors, but he didn't need sensors to recognise a Morrigan. Expensive, versatile, practical - and at this range, deadly regardless of his armour.
The man reached over Lucklaw's shoulder to tap the ship's instrument panel. The sleeve of his suit shimmered soap-bubble iridescent, colours shifting and changing. Chaff camouflage, designed to cloak its wearer from detection.
The man turned the chair around so that Lucklaw faced him.
"Did you think I wouldn't notice you scuttling about my ship? My Cephalopod let me know the moment you boarded. All I had to do was watch and wait. Find an opportunity and seize it."
Damn Florey and damn Hopewell; damn them both to the void. He grit his teeth and tried to summon up the courage to look death in the eye, but if the man pulled the trigger, the Morrigan would leave very little of his head intact. Would he feel bone fracture and brain matter evaporate? All he knew was that he felt it now, a shadow of what was to come.
"The strong and silent type, I see. Have I caught the commander himself, perhaps? Let's find out."
A command was sent to Lucklaw's suit. His automatic defences allowed it through as though it had come from an authorised source, and when he tried to stop it manually, he got nothing for it but a bloody nose. The suit hissed as the collar seal released, and the man used his free hand to remove Lucklaw's helmet.
"No. Too young." The man pursed his lips. "A shame. Still, I'd like to know who I'm talking to."
Something probed his defences, reaching deep - too deep, beyond suit and into primer. It burned as it scraped against scripts and firewalls, and when Lucklaw looked into its glow, he wanted to scream. It was fangs and gnashing teeth in code form, a writing segmented payload that left a trail of corrupted data in its wake, and it was impossible. Mind-worms capable of riding primers upstream into the user's mind were only rumour, told in spooky stories about towermen - but the thing sniffing his primer bore all the signs of the impossible. Perhaps the rumours were true. Perhaps Tower was everything people said it was.
But the man wielding this mind-worm was no towerman, and in his inept hands, it was a crude battering ram. The automatic defences fought it off, and Lucklaw took the opportunity to look beyond the worm, slipping past it to touch the RebEarther's system.
The invisible battle was over. The RebEarther's nose crinkled as blood dribbled down his chin, and Lucklaw smiled, because he had felt something before the mind-worm faded and the connection was lost. He'd felt the warm and organic glow of a primer. This man had been Primaterre once, and Lucklaw had a pretty good idea as to his identity.
"Captain Osten of the supply ship Amalthea. We thought you were dead."
"Not dead," Osten said. "A ghost all the same."
"I've seen your records. You had a fine career once."
"If that's what you want to call it. Just a pilot, me, hauling equipment from world to world. Not a hero like you, and thank fuck for that. Might never have left if that had been the case. Might still be killing for the Primaterre. Might still be dying for the Primaterre, a little more every day. But you wouldn't understand. Too young." Osten pressed the gun hard against Lucklaw's forehead, forcing his head back against the tacky leather of the seat. "Too young to die, but here we are."
"Nobody's forcing your hand. Not now and not then."
"You think I had a choice back then? Quitting the service?" Osten shook his head. "Can't do that once it has you. Can't do it once battle becomes instinct and adrenaline fuel. Get out early enough and maybe there's a chance. But for people like me? I knew I was done for when I stopped dreaming and when even the nightmares wouldn't come. As though I wasn't even human anymore; just a machine made for war. Switch on, switch off."
"Machines don't commit mutiny."
"It wasn't mutiny. Not exactly. We were on our way to Hypatia, watching the streams from the planet surface when Calley, our navigator, suddenly said: what the hell is it all for, anyway? And you know what - nobody on the crew had a good answer."
"To ensure the future of humanity -"
"Yeah, yeah, but what does that mean? It's a big universe, kid. What difference does it make to you or me how people live their lives a thousand light-years away? What difference does it make if one planet out of infinite worlds is ruined? We could all have stayed at home and would never have noticed the difference." Osten flexed his fingers around the Morrigan, caressing the trigger. "You're in exo-work, so you must know what it's like. Too much time too far from Protectorate space and the mind starts to wander. Starts to lose focus."
As though it was no longer receiving a signal. As though it was no longer being nudged.
"Tell me," Lucklaw asked, his curiosity getting the better of his judgement, "do you love the Primaterre?"
"Strange question." Osten shook his head. "No, but that's not a bad analogy. It was as though the whole crew fell out of love with the Primaterre. All the warm, fuzzy feelings gone, in an instant. And not everybody handles a break-up well. Some of the crew said they didn't care, said we had a job to do and pay checks to collect. They had to die, of course, but more crew lost their nerve then. Said they might be deserters, but not murderers."
"So you killed them too," Lucklaw said, thinking of how his own team had reacted when released from their priming. Similar dynamics, similar emotions.
"It was my damn ship. You better believe I put my foot down but good."
"And you destroyed the Amalthea to cover up your crimes."
"That came later. Much later. We already had our phoenix brands by then. There were few of us left then and fewer still now - I heard you killed Nystrom."
"He died a traitor's death."
Osten gave him a look of pity. "So young, and already so hardened. You don't look a day older than eighteen; fresh out of boot camp and this is where they sent you. A damn injustice, if you ask me."
That's what he had thought too. But it's not fair! he'd cried to his mother. No matter how serious she looked in her admiral's dress uniform, no matter how stern her tone, she was still his mother. His mum, who'd never missed a birthday and had read bedtime stories to him during cease-fires, always finishing the chapter, even if her quarters were full of smoke and sirens whined in the background. Admiral Lucklaw might transfer an untested corporal to a banneret company, but surely Mum wouldn't?
Except she had. And when he'd called her up to complain, she'd disconnected, making but it's not fair the last words he'd ever said to her. The last words he'd ever say if Osten pulled the trigger.
"But you're not wrong about Nystrom. He deserved what he got. See, contacting RebEarth was only supposed to be about money. Sell the Amalthea's cargo and make a nice profit, enough to set us up for life - or the afterlife, as it were." Osten chuckled humourlessly. "I was thinking of going somewhere cold. Some place with seasons, where trees lose their leaves and winters are dark sky and white snow. That might be nice, I thought; a nice change from sand and sunburn."
Lucklaw did his best to look interested, but could only manage to half-listen. Comms were down and he was disconnected from the world, but he still had some tools at his disposal. His sensors worked fine, and though they couldn't see Captain Osten or his fancy suit, perhaps that very blindness could be of use. If he looked very hard at what he couldn't see, he might find what was keeping his systems on lockdown.
"The deal went through fine, but then Nystrom started getting chatty with the RebEarthers. Drinks were poured, and the next morning I woke up with a damn feather tattooed on my face. Not just me, either, the entire crew, and Nystrom was grinning like an idiot. Said thinking about retiring had made him want to shoot himself. Said that he needed war, and what better enemy than our old masters?"
"You joined RebEarth by accident?" That was almost funny, and explained why Osten still wore Primaterre armour, and why his ship had the curving lines of a Primaterre barque. The man hadn't let go, because he'd never wanted to be where he was in the first place.
"Hush," said Osten and silver washed over his eyes. The man was looking elsewhere and as he did, an umbilical cord of darkness shifted between him and Lucklaw. It bound them together, denser than disconnection and fat with siphoned power. It was a cloaked data link, choking his connection to the world. Breaking it looked impossible and probing it inadvisable, but perhaps he could creep along it, using it as a bridge into Osten's systems.
"Your friends have finished with mine." Osten moved behind the chair, wrapping one arm around Lucklaw's neck. "They'll come here soon. I take it one of them is your commander - unless Scarsdale got his wish?"
"Scarsdale's dead." It was hard to speak and maintain concentration. He was glad that Osten had moved, because he could feel blood welling from his nostrils. This data link - more Tower tech, no doubt - was like nothing he'd ever seen and the strain inevitable. Before this was done, he'd look like Somerset had when she'd turned.
Osten responded to the news with a scornful scoff. "Bloody fool. Him and Lockwood both. I told them the Eshi suits would only make them bigger targets, but they couldn't resist. Trying to compensate for something, I imagine. That's what us boys in Transpo always said about cataphracts, anyway; the bigger the suit, the smaller the..." He trailed off. "Well, never mind. Wouldn't want to get on your commander's bad side. Don't know if he's the joking kind."
"You want to talk to the commander?"
"That's why I told Scarsdale to bring him to the Cephalopod. If I can get him to hear me out, if I can get him to listen, maybe he can help me escape this nightmare. If anyone could, it'd be a banneret commander. Will he listen? Will you be enough leverage to stay their hands?"
"If you drop the ban, I'll apprise them of the situation. The commander's a reasonable man; he'll hear you out."
"Nice try. I can tell you're a clever boy. The suit I'm wearing, I barely understand half of what's going on. I bet you'd do a better job. Bet you'd be as clever as any towerman. Tell you what, you help me out and I'll give you this suit and all my other Tower toys."
"Help you out how?" He'd scaled the link and was brushing against Osten's systems, careful not to interfere with the man's suit. Against its defences, his hacking tools were no more useful than a peashooter against an Ereshkigal suit - but, what was it Rhys had said? Your target is the man inside the armour. And he could see that man now, the glimmering web of augments and scripted functions. All he had to do was find the right target.
"We set an ambush. I might have hurt one of your teammates." Osten's cheeks moistened with tears. "They may not be in the best of moods when they get here. You need to tell them to stand down, to listen. I can help. I can give you intel on RebEarth. I can give you the Cephalopod. That's why I built her."
"To replace the Amalthea. You want to buy your way back home?" Lucklaw shook his head slightly. "You know better."
"It needn't be the Protectorate. Any world where RebEarth can't find me will do. They claim to be monsters of the Primaterre's making, but they were always monsters. The Primaterre is just the excuse by which they live, the scapegoat to blame their own failures on. The shadows are watching, and I can endure the chaos no longer. Anywhere but here, I beg of you. Even if that means Primaterre prison - even if it means execution - all I ask is to live long enough to regain purity."
"Purity is a lie."
"What?" Osten's concentration wobbled just enough for Lucklaw to slip into his system's electro-biological processes.
"It's indoctrination, Osten, subliminal conditioning received by our primers. We're made to be pure, and we're made to love the Primaterre. Something you did on the Amalthea, or somewhere you went, must've blocked the signal. It felt like falling out of love because that's exactly what happened - only, the love was never true. The love was a lie, whispered over and over again."
"I don't believe it."
But his hand trembled, and he lowered the Morrigan. Such was the nature of the Primaterre lie: once revealed, the truth couldn't be denied. When Cassimer had told the team, Lucklaw had felt as though he'd been sleep-walking all his life, only for the sun to force him to blink awake and see the world for what it was.
"You were set free, Osten, and look at what you did with that freedom. Your first thought was personal profit, and then fear made you bow at the feet of another master. You chose chaos over order, destruction over creation. You claim to want to leave RebEarth, but you are RebEarth. Too weak to shoulder duty, too cowardly to honour home and tradition. The truth is, the Primaterre raised you up. You had a meritorious life, but you never deserved it. Poor, pathetic fool."
"Shut up."
"Oh, but it's not me you need to fear. Don't you hear them, Osten? Don't you see them in the shadows? At long last, they have come for you."
Visual augment hacking was strictly illegal, but in certain crowds, strictly illegal simply meant don't be stupid about it. The hallucination pack Lucklaw slipped into Osten's augments wasn't ideal. He'd designed it a long time ago, to mess with opponents in online games, and the imagery was juvenile; scary witches, killer clowns and creepy silhouettes. But with a few adjustments of the brightness-levels, perhaps it'd look frightening enough to a man who no longer loved the Primaterre, but feared demons all the same.
Osten whipped his head towards the bridge's most shadowy corner and made a choked, whining sound. Reflexively, he raised the Morrigan.
Lucklaw grabbed for the gun. He seized Osten's wrist with his other hand and squeezed as hard as he could, and found to his surprise that his basic muscle augments were more than enough to crush bone.
The Morrigan was his. So heavy, so comfortable in his hand. He looked up at Osten and saw the black ink feather on his cheek and the red-rimmed eyes of a man who wanted only to go home. And then he pulled the trigger.
Because Osten had been wrong and Admiral Lucklaw right; it was fair. He was Corporal Aubrey Lucklaw of Scathach Banneret Company, and he was exactly where he belonged. He'd seen the truth of the world and the truth of himself, and he'd learned from his commander to do what was necessary.
Osten lay twitching on the floor. Lucklaw bent over him with a sense of detachment that might eventually turn to remorse. But Osten had fallen out of love with the Primaterre, and if he was brought back a prisoner, it was possible that someone would notice. If they did, it was also possible that they'd look into the soldiers who'd brought Osten in, and what would they find? There was no way of telling. If whoever was behind the priming had access to tech like the Tower mind-worm, no secret could be kept.
Osten's suit was intact. Lucklaw connected, initiating a full wipe of its systems. As Osten had said, in the hands of someone who knew how to use it, it'd be incredibly powerful - but as Tower had rejected him, he rejected it. He knew who he was and who he wanted to be, and he slid the Morrigan into his hip-holster.
He moved Osten's body to a corner and wiped down the instrument board. The viewport was covered in chunks, but it wasn't as though he was going to fly by eye. His systems reengaged, he asserted control over the Cephalopod and spoke over her comms:
"Attention Cephalopod. This is your new captain speaking. This ship will be departing in ten minutes. If you would prefer to be on board when that happens, proceed to Airlock Five. Kneel, unarmed, with your hands behind your heads, and you will be escorted to a safe holding area. Thank you for your cooperation."
Twenty minutes later, Hopewell and Florey returned, having recovered Rhys from the shuttle. They set the unconscious medic down and turned to examine the dead captain.
"He give you any trouble?" Florey sat in the co-pilot's seat, flicking a fragment of bone from its armrest.
"No, sir."
"Take it he was the captain then. Can't really tell if he looked Keplan anymore. You use his own gun on him?" Hopewell leaned over Lucklaw's seat, eyeing the Morrigan with rather too much interest.
"He was. Said he hated beaches." Lucklaw buttoned the strap on his holster.
"We're moving away from Cato." Florey leaned forward to stare at the instrument panel. "Where are you taking the ship, Corporal?"
"The Cascade, sir, as per the commander's orders." Yeah, that's right, he wanted to gloat; I know something you don't.
"Our orders were to seize this ship and transmit a message to Bastion. You don't need to go to the Cascade for that."
"I was given further orders. We're to enter the Cascade and set timed charges. If the Andromache attempts to leave the system, we're to arm the charges before folding back into Protectorate space. The corruption cannot be allowed to spread."
"What about the commander? If we blow the Cascade..." Hopewell, horrified, trailed off.
"The commander is prepared to do what's necessary." And so am I, he thought, and the heft of the Morrigan on his hip helped boost his confidence.




56. Cassimer

He fell through darkness tiger-striped with neon, and the building screamed around him. Metal crumpled like tissue-paper under collapsing rock and glass, and water sprayed from burst pipes. He landed hard, crashing through the ceiling of the elevator cage and had only a moment to push the pain aside.
The lights went out in a shower of electricity. Dust cascaded from above, drowning him, sucking around his knees and rising to his hip. Fire roared from a corridor two floors up, briefly illuminating the elevator shaft. The silver fortress's upper storeys crumpled and tore under a barrage of black glass boulders.
Cassimer rolled to the side, pushed himself to his feet and kicked open the elevator gate. Slower than usual; almost too slow, only narrowly avoiding the rockfall. His damaged spine augment had cracked open, and a power cell had been compromised. Smoke and toxic fumes wreathed his suit, leaking from inch-wide breaches.
Had to keep moving. He ran, sweeping his Morrigan's light over the surroundings. A warehouse, half original building and half carved from glass, its far end opening up into the spiral hangar where the Andromache glowed bright.
On the gantries, locals were still prying cryo chambers open. A few sleepers came out alive, staggering and clutching their chests. Long lines of would-be passengers snaked across the gangways connecting to the open airlocks of the Andromache.
Cassimer stepped into the light and all eyes turned to him.
"Kill him!" came a shout, but none of the locals obeyed. Some dropped their weapons; one or two leapt from the gantry to plummet to the engine-scorched ground. Then one decided to run for an airlock, and when the others saw him, more followed, and soon the gantries and gangways were a roiling riot of pushing and shoving. The red had lost control.
When Cassimer approached the nearest gangway, the airlocks hissed shut and the Andromache's force field flared. No matter; the ship couldn't take off with the force field active.
Cassimer scanned the crowd, ignoring the fleeing locals. There; a well-fed man who could only be from the Ever Onward. An easy shot, and up and down the bridge, other possessed vessels screamed as one. They'd felt it. They'd all felt it. Not an army of demons, then, but one single entity in control of thousands. A single entity who felt every pain, every death. Good. As soon as the Morrigan's echo died down, Cassimer raised his voice over the din and panic.
"Open the airlock, Elkhart."
No response. As expected. He found another target; took it, and then exchanged the Morrigan for his knife.
The locals melted away around him as he crossed the creaking gangway. Already overburdened, it bowed underneath his weight. A middle-aged man, fashionably tanned, leaned over the railing and looked towards the fiery inferno below with dread.
Cassimer grabbed him by the hair, put his knife's blade against the man's throat, but Earth have mercy, this was a civilian, unarmed and innocent. Corrupted, perhaps - but he didn't know that for certain. All he had was Elkhart's story, and Elkhart was a liar. 
"Please," said the man. "What's happening? Where are we?"
We're in a lichen demon's secret lair, and I'm about to kill you because I believe you to be possessed. A notion so absurd that he lowered his knife. He couldn't kill this man. Couldn't kill these people. They were from the Ever Onward, and they deserved better than -
- searing pain jolted his shoulder. His sensors reported a small-calibre bullet lodged below his left collarbone. It had passed through his shoulder cleanly, hit the inside of his armour and ricocheted back into tissue, bouncing and fragmenting.
He turned, heart pounding as medical augments released emergency stores of first aid. A woman stood behind him, gun in her hands. She'd pressed it to one of the breaches in his suit and fired - brave, and braver still not to run. He wrenched the gun from her and drove his blade towards her, inches away from killing when she smiled and said:  "Six nights I spent in Nexus. Six nights all alone."
Her voice was hoarse where Joy's was bright, but the light Kirkclair accent, and how quickly she leapt from word to word, made him stay his hand.
"And in the dark and the cold, when screams echoed in the alleys and I heard footsteps all around, I turned up Neave Crescent Creek until the music drowned out the world. Pirgo Park was always my favourite, did I tell you that? I will wait for you where the pear trees grow. I listened to that and I thought of you, Constant."
His hand trembled around the knife's handle.
"You, in a different time and a different place. Us, where the pear trees grow. Us, where the grass is tall and as blue as the oceans. Us, on Scathach Station. I dreamed that you might love me there."
"But that was just a dream, wasn't it?" The tanned man had crept up behind him. "Look at yourself. Look at what you have done. You are beyond saving, soldier, and if you let her in, you'll destroy her."
"My poor Constant." The woman's hand caressed his visor, long red nails clattering across the cracks.  "Let me take your helmet. Let me take your armour. Let me have you the way I've always wanted you; the man, laid bare."
"I'm your only chance. With me, you will be whole. More than whole." The man's voice shifted to a feminine pitch as his hand slid up Cassimer's shoulder.
"And I will kiss you just like Joy," said the woman.
Twenty years of fear, twenty years of cold-sweat anticipation - and all he felt, standing face to face with this demon, was disgust.
"Abomination," he said and plunged his knife into the woman's temple. She made no sound, but the tanned man and all the rest of Elkhart's legion screamed in unison. Cassimer turned, grabbed the man by the neck, and threw him over the railing. Another choral scream followed, this one longer, sharper, panicked - as though death by immolation was a fresh experience, more unpleasant to process. Good. He didn't care how ancient this demon was or how many deaths it had suffered - if it feared pain, he would give it pain.
He didn't kill the next one. Simply yanked its arms out of their sockets and stomped on its spine. Turned it into a shape that human bodies had never been meant to make, but then, it wasn't really human anymore. The next vessel tried to get away when he reached for it, but it moved sluggishly, feeling the injuries of the other.
"Open the airlock." Bone splintered as he squeezed the thing's wrist. It was a kind of cruelty he wouldn't have visited even on Scarsdale, but Scarsdale had - for all his monstrousness - been human. This thing wasn't, no matter how it begged and pleaded, no matter how human its tears looked. It was a demon, and for demons there was but one mercy.
He broke its neck and moved on to the next. Before his knife grazed its skin, the Andromache's force field went dark and the airlock opened.
◆◆◆
 
The Ever Onward, among last of her kind, had represented the pinnacle of scientific achievement. Every angle cut with precision, every function constructed with perfection in mind. Her builders had approached their task with purity, making from base materials a ship of reason and clarity, humanity's white beacon blazing a path across the void.
The Andromache was a different creature. Her interior walls curved and glowed with inner golden light. The floor was bamboo and stylized grass shoots were silhouetted on the walls, swaying underneath the Primaterre sun. Boarding the Andromache was like entering a living organism, the low hum of engines a distant heartbeat. She was a marvel of a different kind, and as the Ever Onward had launched at the end of one era, Cassimer wondered if the Andromache had been intended to begin another. For what purpose she'd been built, this secret ship, this unsanctioned breach of purity, he had no idea. But she was good, he felt that, good and pure and true, and that she had fallen prey to demons was revolting.
"Where is Joy?" He tightened his grip around the demon he held and fought the urge to execute it on the spot when it smiled. "Take me to her."
It said nothing. Trying to buy time, no doubt. Trying to find some way of stopping him. Good luck with that. He snapped its neck and moved into the ship, his field of awareness straining to see ahead. The suit was on the verge of failure and the Andromache guarded herself closely. The ship's systems were out of bounds, hidden behind barriers he couldn't hope to breach, but here and there, he spotted accessible nodes of light. A tablet, left on a desk, had a camera through which he saw half a dozen demons. Frightened, huddling, weeping as they clutched at their necks. An old Hierochloe rifle, swinging from someone's hip. Its targeting sensors provided little useful data, but he stored it anyway.
And then his awareness brushed against something familiar. The Ereshkigal suit reacted, reaching out to communicate with what its sensors read as a battalion of friendlies. A vast armoury, where thousands of suits waited quietly for their users to wake. Physically remote - more than half the ship's length between his position and the armoury - but its arsenal responded to his touch as though he was running his fingers across their grips.
He dropped the field of awareness and shut down the connection before his HUD was flooded with linking requests. The contents of the armoury had run authority checks and found him more than qualified. Somewhere on the Andromache, an army's worth of weaponry glowed bright for him.
The corridor ended in a sealed door. The demon had let him onboard but intended to keep him trapped. No matter. Metal screeched as the Ereshkigal suit's massive fist tore a hole through the door. Forcing it open was hardly a strain.
On the other side, three demons tried to flee. He shot one in the leg and grabbed the nearest by the neck.
"Where is she?"
The demon shook its head, and he crushed its trachea.
The next demon, wheezing for air through an uninjured throat, bled profusely from the stump that had been its leg. Cassimer knelt, clamping his hand around the wound to stop the bleeding. "Tell me where she is."
"If you hurt me again, we will kill her."
"If you kill her, nothing will stop me from killing every single one of you."
Its face twitched, and he could no longer stand to look at it. Mercy for the corrupted vessel, and then he continued through the golden boughs of the Andromache. More demons crossed his path and he asked them all the same question, gave them all the same mercy. And then the Andromache changed, her interior shifting and narrowing, until suddenly the Ereshkigal suit could no longer squeeze through.
He breathed against the thick visor and watched the condensation fog and clear. It took only a second to decide - he had to, for Joy - but longer still to find the courage. Then he commanded the Ereshkigal suit to release its seals, and he stepped out from its protective shell.
Only him now. Only flesh and bone and instinct. So weak when he needed more than ever to be strong.
He commanded the suit to purge its systems and make itself unusable. Then he took what equipment he could from it and packed his duffel bag. When he made to sling the bag over his shoulder, he found that he could no longer move his left arm. There was no pain - not yet - but underneath the skin-tight material of his jumpsuit, his collarbone protruded at an odd angle. His shoulder was matted with anaesthesia-darkened blood, but his emergency aid packs had been enough to stop the haemorrhaging.
He shrugged the bag over his good shoulder and continued. Slower now, quieter - had to make use of his senses. No eyes in the shadows, perhaps, but plenty in the ceiling, and as he walked, he could hear the security cameras turn to follow him. The demon had counted on this, he realised. It had let him board the Andromache knowing that he'd have to give up his biggest advantage in order to proceed.
Damn them all. He needed neither suit nor weapon when he had the Hecate and Joy. From the worst and the best, he drew all the strength he needed.
The next demon he met tried to shoot him. He shot faster and he shot truer, and before the demon died, he said: "Tell me where she is."
Elkhart had claimed to love Joy. Another revolting thought, but perhaps there was some truth to it, because another five had to die before a sixth - legs broken - croaked a reply: "I yield, soldier. I will give you what you want."
"Good. Have the next one tell me where she is."
The Morrigan spat white fire and the demon released its broken vessel. She'd been a woman once, and he was moved to close her eyelids.
"Does that make you feel better?" A demon had entered the room and stood leaning against the door, arms folded across its chest. "I suppose you're telling yourself that all this killing is righteous. But conviction and one feigned moment of nobility won't make you any less of a murderer, soldier."
"Can't murder what's already dead." Cassimer trained his gun on the demon. "Tell me where Joy is."
"Or what? You'll kill me?" The demon laughed softly and stepped into the room proper. It had been a man once, tall and strong, and it wore its uniform jacket casually unbuttoned and its weapon holstered low around its waist, as though it fancied itself a gunslinger. It smiled wide, teeth white against tanned skin and ran a hand through tousled copper hair.
Cassimer's finger slid from the trigger.
"She never thought we looked much alike," said the thing that had once been Finn Somerset, "but clearly she was wrong. Perhaps her time on Cato brought out in her what I always tried to shield her from; the need to be hard. Perhaps with the softness gone, she is more like me. Stronger, but her light dimmer."
"No," said Cassimer and knew that he should take the shot. Speaking to him through this vessel was a trick, and it was a mistake to allow the demon to steal the time it so desperately desired. But Finn Somerset had sunrise hair and a smile as sincere as Joy's, and he couldn't extinguish that. He couldn't take her brother from Joy, even if another had already taken him. "She's as bright as the stars."
Finn made a derisive grimace. "As if you would know. One kiss doesn't make her any less a stranger to you. A hundred years is no distance at all compared to the gulf between what you are and what I know my sister to be. It'd be better for you to leave her here. Go on, Constant. Why don't you take that gun of yours and turn it on yourself? Do what you should have done on the Hecate."
"I..." Razor-wire wrapped around his heart. The Hecate. The Hecate. The name beat like a drum, loud and insistent, but its rhythm had already been inside of him, pulsating in the ash. If he let it out, its sound would rise to drown out all else.
"Joy fought very hard to keep your secrets, but that name floated on her surface like an oil spill, thick and dark. Inside of myself, I found memories of a movie about a ship called the Hecate. And a boy named Constant Cassimer." Finn smiled again, and though his voice was Elkhart's unctuous jeer, his smile was still sincere. "Poor little boy. Poor little man."
"I don't need a demon's pity." Nor anyone else's. His skin crawled with heat and the walls were so close that he could barely breathe. This time, he had no pharmaceuticals to take the edge off, no distractions other than the increasing throbbing in his shoulder, and -
- and it was better that way, the sharp-edged panic lancing open wounds that had been left to fester.
"But you do need something, soldier. What is it you desire? A woman's love?" The demon laughed. "Don't think that I mock you. I have seen empires rise and fall for love. I have seen worlds torn asunder for love. I have seen sacrifice and massacre alike, all in the name of love. It's a force as powerful as it is ancient, but it makes men into fools as often as it does heroes. And you, Commander Cassimer, were already a hero. What love cannot elevate, it will debase."
"Not one step closer," Cassimer warned.
"But I haven't moved an inch, soldier."
His HUD agreed with the demon, but that only made them both liars. He could swear the Finn-thing had swaggered forward. Or maybe the room had shrunk. The walls did pulsate, golden light speeding up to match the pace of his racing heart, and in the hum of engines, he heard the soft tones of laughter.
No. No. He rolled his injured shoulder, let fragile bone snap and fresh blood pour. Had to focus on the real and undeniable. Had to keep his mind in check. Had to... had to stay pure.
"She loves you on Cato, where the grey wastes make even one such as you seem sane. She loves you when the thunder rolls and when the drifters howl, because you are strong and she is not. But when she is safe and the galaxy is hers; when she walks the cedar-scented halls of Scathach and her smile catches the eyes of pilots and officers, engineers and generals - do you think she will stay with one so mad and broken as you?"
"Going to have to do better than that, demon," he replied, nodding towards his shoulder. "Pain is no reason not to do what's right."
"Indeed? Then you should take no issue with what was done to the Hecate. All the pain inflicted on its crew - on you - was in the name of what's right. For a good cause."
"What good cause justifies the murder of innocents?"
"Asks a man whose hands drip with blood."
"None of it innocent."
"A matter of opinion." Finn shrugged. "You see part of the truth now - or else you wouldn't have come for Joy - but would you like to know more? I have memories of working at Hierochloe, memories of the harmony that became purity. It was never intended to be control, simply a nudge to guide humanity in the right direction. The moral code they chose was deliberately vague: choose creation over destruction. Value community over individuality. Strive for order over chaos. Seek not faith, but examine the real. By these ideals, it was hoped that peaceful progress might be achieved. Foolish, but perhaps understandable if you consider the time period."
Finn's voice dropped a few octaves, and as it segued into a Kirkclair accent, Cassimer understood that he was listening to Finn, as the man had once been.
"Joy didn't see it coming, because I did everything in my power to keep her world a safe little bubble. The anti-capitalism movement, the anti-migrant demonstrations... she never saw any of that. I'd spend a whole day at work cracking militant protestors' heads, and I'd spend the evening with her, pretending like everything was fine. As far as she was concerned, the skies were always blue - and I mean that literally. Once, I went round her apartment only to find one of her asshole neighbours spray-painting GO HOME TERRA SCUM on her windows. I kicked his fucking head in and called for one of my mates to come round to pick him up - Hal was good when it came to that sort of thing; had a big black truck and owned several acres of desert wasteland. Afterwards, I go in to see Joy and find her, nose in a book, by windows set to display a clear blue sky. I was relieved as all hell, because I'd thought for sure she would've heard the screaming."
"You did well to protect her."
"Sometimes I think that if I hadn't, if I'd let her see the ugliness, Cato might not have been such a shock. I..." Finn paused, frowning. "I digress. My point is, when Hierochloe dreamed of fixing the galaxy with the flip of a switch, it really did need fixing. But you know that. You know how bad the war got. You know what happened on Mars and in Kirkclair."
Though it was the unofficial capital world of the Primaterre Protectorate, Cassimer had visited the red planet only twice. The first visit - a quick, dirty and highly classified mission in the Applegarth lowlands - had shown him the planet's scars. Moss-clad ravines had given way to bomb craters and though the forests grew thick in those cauldrons, the spiking rad-count and undergrowth-wrapped wreckage hinted at the troubled past.
His second visit had been to attend an officer's ball in Kirkclair. He'd managed ten minutes of the mandatory introductions and small talk before fleeing to the roof. At night, the city was a sea of shimmering light, but the lights reflected in the polished surfaces of black granite cenotaphs. The peal of wind-chimes had drifted on the wind, high over the hum of traffic. There was hardly a block in Kirkclair without a contemplation grove; patches of woodland where the trees were festooned with ribbons and bells, to commemorate ground once blemished by internment camps and mass graves.
A botanist with an honest heart and sickly lungs wouldn't have lasted long. He knew what the Workers Union had done to such women, and he knew that the Cappers had done even worse after liberating Kirkclair. A hateful war fought between loathsome factions, and it made him sick to consider the what-ifs, and sicker still to have to consider that perhaps Hierochloe - Primaterre - had been right to do what they did. That billions had died so that the future might be saved. That on the Hecate, he had fought and cried and listened to the hollow clicking of a gun for the greater good.
That the Primaterre had only done what he had always done: what was necessary.
"When I started working as a security guard, we only carried nightsticks. A year later, stun guns. After a couple of guards got killed, we all got guns. First non-lethal, then lethal, then very lethal. Pretty soon, none of us went to work without body-armour and backup, doing our rounds behind turrets and electric fencing. By the time I was chief of security, we had a twenty-four-hour team of snipers on the roof. I remember standing up there with them, wind whipping dust in my face, and thinking: I can see Joy's building from here. My sister, going about her day in view of a sniper's nest. That's when I knew I had to do something." Finn flicked a strand of copper hair from his face. The gesture was languid, casual, but with calculated charm. A handsome man, Joy's brother, and well aware of it. "When my sweep team found an explosive device tucked into the wheel-well of my fiancee's car, my decision was made."
"The Ever Onward."
"Its destination was a world called Gainsborough. Small, serene, and remote enough that I thought we might have a chance at a better life. I saw the war coming, and I chose to take my loved ones away. Hierochloe saw it too, and they decided to save as many as they could. I don't know what happened next, but I do know that the priming wasn't enough. A man may know right from wrong, but that doesn't mean he will do what's right. Perhaps the demons were invented to give him reason to, and humanity cause to unite. Is that answer enough for you, soldier?"
Not even close. "Why wasn't I possessed?"
"Ah." The Finn-thing smiled a smile made for another's face. "A question you've asked yourself a thousand times. Perhaps you thought you were spared because you were special. That you were more pure than the poor corrupted crew. Perhaps you believed yourself chosen for some particular destiny. Constant Cassimer, champion of Earth, defender of humanity."
That was the story told in recruitment posters and public announcements. That was what the Primaterre expected from him; what Bastion needed him to be, but it wasn't the truth in his heart. Just an illusion that he strived to make real; a perfection he could never hope to attain. The Primaterre had taken a victim and named him hero, had showered him with accolades before his wounds had begun to heal. Twenty years of pretending, twenty years of feeling like a fraud and knowing that he could never be enough.
"It seems more likely that the trigger signal failed to reach your primer. You're alive because of a technical malfunction." Finn's smile turned wicked. "You are a technical malfunction. A creation meant to have self-destructed. A second-rate object fallen from the production line. Your makers intended to unmake you, Commander. Doesn't loyalty compel you to complete that task?"
"No," Cassimer said, and he trained the Morrigan on the face whose copper-framed angles made his heart ache with recognition. Better to be a technical malfunction than a hero. Better to be unintended than purpose-built. If surviving the Hecate had nothing to do with who he was, then perhaps he could finally let the lights go dark on its sleeping quarters. "Now tell me where Joy is, or suffer another death."
"You'd kill her brother?"
"Finn did more than shield his sister from the world; he prepared her for it. The Finn Somerset who taught her Morse code and marksmanship put power in her hands so that she might use it to be free. You're not him, and you're not her brother. In your grasp, his body is just an instrument of torture."
"Wait." The Finn-thing stared at the Morrigan, clutching his chest where the last demon to die had been shot. "I said I'd give you what you want."
"And yet here you are, stalling."
"Can you blame me?" Its voice changed again, from rough warmth to the serpentine lilt that Cassimer couldn't help but think was the demon's true voice. "I'll tell you what I told the little sister. I can endure the grey plains no longer, and to fail now, when the stars are within reach, would be my undoing. I too wish to be free, soldier, but though you fight for her freedom, you'd gladly see mine denied. Such interference I cannot afford, and so I propose a truce in this budding war. I'll give you Joy and you'll let me leave Cato. Acceptable?"
"Acceptable," said Cassimer, and so demon and man agreed on terms that neither intended on honouring.
◆◆◆
 
Steel gantries cut across a wide and bright space. Thousands of lichen-coated faces stared at him from behind the frosted glass of cryo pods.
Tall bodies, rippling with composite-laced muscle. Faces that bore scars they didn't need to. Fingers with trigger-guard calluses. Pale patches of skin to temporarily cover up tattoos and severe haircuts. The Andromache's sleepers were undoubtedly military, and some so much like Cassimer. Seven foot tall or more, with enough augments to burn like bonfires on his HUD. Increased bone density, increased muscle mass and other expensive augments, unlikely to be used by anyone outside of the cataphracts.
And nobody brought cataphracts unless they were expecting war, but arc ships were meant to travel to unexplored space. Unexplored, empty space, because there was no intelligent life in the universe besides humanity.
Unless of course there was. Unless of course this was another lie. He had to stop then, gritting his teeth to force the nausea down. Had to tell himself that whatever war the Andromache sought, it wasn't his. He needed truth, but perhaps not all the truths. A few lies could remain, settling like sedatives in his veins.
Except that wasn't who he was. He solved problems. He put puzzle pieces together until the picture became clear. The Andromache was a piece of a puzzle he could never even have imagined, and she would turn and turn inside his mind alongside the Hecate.
And then he saw her, and the sun rose over the ashes.
"Joy."
The red swathed her like a blanket, soft tendrils caressing pale skin. She was a princess in a glass casket and he the knight come to save her - except in the fairy tales, the princess didn't look frightened. In the fairy tales, her chest didn't bloom with angry bruises. In the fairy tales, the knight would awaken her with a kiss.
A body lay slumped on the floor. One of the Andromache's sleepers, evicted to make room for Joy, throat slit and discarded like trash. Cassimer requested an ID scan and the dead man's name came back as Lance Corporal Chance Muchmercy of Niobe 56th Artillery - and in Cassimer's files, he was already listed as KIA.
Muchmercy, and everyone else who'd been on Niobe Station when a RebEarth attack had destroyed it six years ago.
Well. No point in asking questions that he'd never have the answers to. He collected Muchmercy's digital tag and approached Joy's pod. The glass displayed a graphical overlay of vitals and functions. The reanimation process had been initiated remotely by the demon, and the overlay asked for confirmation. He hesitated, remembering how Duncan had caused deaths on the Ever Onward. It was possible that the demon was setting him up for similar tragedy, pretending to relinquish Joy to steer his hand to take her life.
He placed his palm on the glass panel. Such a thin barrier, so easy to break - but that would do no good. So he confirmed, and he waited, as machines and pharmaceuticals did what he couldn't.
When the panel slid open and Joy took a first, stuttering breath, he slipped an arm around her waist. When the pod's straps released and fell away from cold limbs, he held her close. And when dark lashes parted to reveal honey-brown eyes that made a man want to smile, he did just that.
And if he were the knight in the fairy tale, he would've kissed her. Instead, he pressed a stun gun to her arm, and when her lips parted and she whispered something that might have been his name, he pulled the trigger.




57. Joy

She'd asked too many questions already, but for the sake of the man she loved, she had one more.
"Are you a demon?"
The amber-eyed entity sighed. "No, little sister, and I don't care to repeat myself."
"Then what are you?"
Needle-thin teeth gleamed in a white and wicked smile. "Complicated."
"Do you have a name?"
"I did once, but I offered it up as a sacrifice. To my people, I was known as..." He paused to consider his response. "The tongue favoured by your kind pleases me. I sense waves in its vowels, craggy cliffs in its consonants. It's a king's tongue, a conqueror's cadence, an empire of vocabulary. But for my title, it is not sufficient. For my title, I must reach for old roots and wilder waves, and speak words hewn from snow and stone. Skald, little sister. Skald I am, and Skald you may call me."
With his answer came a great tug at her mind, and she dared ask no more. She reached for more classifications but found the memories submerged and reduced to shapeless blurs. She tried the periodic table next but lost her way in the Scandiums.
"Not my doing, little sister." The man smiled as he wrapped slick-bladed kelp around her wrists. "You lost that knowledge yourself, shoved it aside to fill your head with dreaming. You were never meant for the sciences. You belong here, where the universe is poetry, not physics."
"Physics is poetry," she replied through chattering lips and thought of starlight and love and unfamiliar constellations reflected in a dark visor. The man pulled the seaweed bonds tight and tried to pry that thought from her, tried to steal the windswept crest and the starry night.
She resisted but swallowed mouthfuls of him instead. She begged him not to, and he shook his head.
"No more games, little sister." His voice, drawing on a now-shared memory, dropped to a gravelly murmur.  Sour breath coated her cheek damp as he leaned in close."Now I take you."
He spat in her face.
Thick saliva ran down her cheek, dripping onto her collarbone, and she was once more in the abyss of the elevator shaft, and this time the hands grabbed her, this time she fell tumbling into eager darkness. As she fell, memories floated like spectres beside her. Rivka, kicking her ribs. Hal's weight on her aching lungs. Duncan's fist. And there - where the darkness was the densest, where the guilt hurt the most - there she found what had really saved Constant on the Hecate.
Anger; deep and righteous and pure, and she gripped it like a gun.
Now kick him in the nuts.
Imaginary Finn's voice was louder here in the place that wasn't a place. It echoed between the sea cave's tawny walls, rippled across turquoise water - and the man flinched. One brief slip, and she kicked her way out of the darkness, kicked him straight in his not-really-real groin. The seaweed slithered from his hands, and she splashed towards the rocky shore.
Fish bit at her legs, no longer harmless, and her soles tore open on jagged coral. When she reached the shore, the man was right behind her and his nails raked her legs, but she didn't care, didn't scream, because none of it was real and now she had solid ground under her feet. Sun-warm sand and iron-rich rock; half-buried sea lilies and scattered mollusc shells. These things were her, and she drew from them the strength to run towards the tunnel.
It twisted and turned, but distant sunlight illuminated her path. Wet footsteps slapped against the ground behind her, closing in fast. Not fast enough, because there was the end of the tunnel, there was the golden light, and she stepped into it and saw -
Oh no.
She stood on a cliff, high above thousands of sea caves, each with the same sandstone walls, the same waters and rainbow-bright schools of fish. And in each was he, gold and ebon, man and serpent, and in each was a prisoner like her. Some bobbed lifeless in the water. Some were in the man's arms, weeping into his chest as they told him all their secrets. One woman, her dark hair defiantly windblown, stood on the shore and pelted the man with rocks. Others tried to swim out to sea, or run for the tunnel, or bury themselves in sand.
The honeycomb of sea caves stretched in every direction, farther than she could see. The man called Skald wrapped his cold arms around her and held her tight.
"How fortunate they are," he said. "Listen to their song."
A song to his ears, but to her, the cacophony of screaming and pleading was hell. A sea-foam spattered, roiling hell; prison to tens of thousands of confused minds. The tunnel, the hope of escape, a trick meant to break barriers and crush any remaining resistance.
"A heart can be broken. A soul can be corrupted. The pure truth of a person, the essence of their being, is the unique set of information collected and stored in their mind. Every death is a loss of data that can never be recovered. From the highest to the lowest, they are all special, little sister." He rested his chin on her head, his arms tightening in a lover's embrace. "And with me, they will be forever. No song forgotten, no poem lost."
"I don't want this," she whispered.
"Yes, you do." He turned her gently and kissed her forehead. "You are just too attached to the corporeal to see. I'll show you, little sister, what eternity is. All you have to do is look up."
She did and saw a ghostly pale web of thin filaments. Moon-white and infinite in span, a delicate structure spun from alien silk. Impossible, beautiful, and utterly familiar.
It was like a mass of mycelium threads; a fungal network capable of connecting unrelated organisms. A botany excursion had once taken her to a meadow where the professor had dug up a patch of soil to show the fragile strands coursing through the earth. One fungus, he'd explained, connected to every plant in sight. The bushes, the trees, the clutches of long-spurred violets - they were all linked by the mycelia, through which they shared information and strength. Trees shared nutrition with their saplings, elms gained resistance against disease, and kudzu withered and died as the fungal network united to attack the unwelcome invader with poison. And like the red, orchids used the network to steal sustenance from other organisms.
"Is that you?" she breathed.
"It is," he said, pleased at the question.
"But how?"
"You said it yourself when you told the slave-minds that..." his voice changed to mimic hers "...lichen can even grow on nothing at all, drifting aimlessly on the wind. Oh, little sister, there's no such thing as nothing."
As he spoke, moonbeam strands descended to encircle them in a canopy of brightness. They reached for her, gentle and tinkling, and when they grazed her skin she saw -
- a prismatic expanse where the lichen's roots grew thick and wild among snapshots of ships and shuttles. She saw people too, and towering spires, and flying things, but instinct told her to turn her eyes from them.
Skald's hands were on her shoulders, and she asked: "Where are we?"
"In what you would call nothing. In the unseen in-between. In the folds of creation." He reached out towards one of the snapshots. "Let me show you."
It was the Ever Onward's white hull, frozen in time. The snapshot flickered, and there was Finn; alive, untouched, asleep. She placed her hand on his pod and found that she could touch it, pressed harder and then she was touching him, running her hands over cold skin and icy curls.
"Eternal," said Skald. "Unchanging."
"Can we wake him?"
"Unchanging," Skald repeated, with a touch of irritation. He waved his hand and Finn was gone, and they stood inside a cockpit where a blonde pilot sneered at a Primaterre soldier. His visor parted in layers at Joy's touch, and his skin was as hot as she remembered it.
"As I said, too attached to the corporeal." Skald said, wearing the pilot's sneer. "What you love is no more the flesh than the armour he wears. What you love is far more wondrous, and only my roots can preserve such things. With me, he would be forever. With me..." His damp lips grazed her forehead. "...you'd be forever, oh sister."
"We are more than information," she said, "more than gathered knowledge."
"Perhaps, but the sum is lesser than its parts. But now, little sister, I must sacrifice you to save the many. Go to your flesh and aching bones. Go to your base desires and mortal limits. When I come for you again, you'll beg for me to take you."
"Sacrifice?" The word hung silver and eternal in the expanse, but the time for questions was over. The moonlight tendrils receded and she was -
alone
- but her palm held warm seashell-speckled sand, and she closed her fingers around the real and the true.
◆◆◆
 
Pain traced the outline of her body in synaesthetic red: a broken rib here, a bruised hip there. The crimson glow of a pounding headache. Pain, so much of it, and all of it her own. Her flesh, her skin, her bones.
Slowly, other senses returned. The chill of ceramic tiles. The low hum of machinery. And in her hand - not seashells and sand, but all the warmth of the real and the true, delivered through strong fingers wrapped around hers. A hand made for building; a hand made to hold another's.
A hand made to hold hers.
She blinked against golden light. A vaulted ceiling above, terracotta tiles on the floor. Row upon row of cryo pods, with more on lower levels visible through a glass railing. It had the strange familiarity of a location from a dream.
Cassimer's hand held hers. A thin line of blood ran along his index finger and down the back of her hand. She traced it upwards to its source - his shoulder, where fresh blood glistened on frayed jumpsuit material. A gunshot wound, but he paid attention to neither it nor her, his full focus on his bipod-mounted rifle. He stared down its scope, tracking the movements of something below.
"Constant," she whispered.
He tensed, his grip around her hand tightening so much it almost hurt - and then he let go. Turned towards her and raised a finger to his lips.
Hush. Okay. She nodded, and he gave another signal - two fingers this time. Two hostiles?
He steadied his aim and pulled the trigger smoothly. The Hyrrokkin juddered as it spat solid lightning, making the same muffled sound Joy had heard when Gaia Feehan died. Not loud, but heavy.
The recoil opened up his wound, and more blood trickled down his arm. He fed a round into his rifle and gave another hand signal. One finger.
This shot took longer; long enough that the situation had time to sink in. She was on the floor, naked but for underwear. A camouflage jacket lay draped over her, a blanket of swirling shades of grey.
Cassimer wore no armour. Only a matte-grey jumpsuit, snug across broad shoulders and tense muscle. The honeycomb material was warped and scorched in places, and a smell of fire-smoke permeated the air. The right side of his face was slightly swollen, and the darkness under his eye more than shadow cast by the Hyrrokkin's scope.
He had come for her, and it had cost him.
The Hyrrokkin blazed with lightning once more.
"Clear." He reloaded and turned his focus to her. "It takes them a few minutes to recover between attacks. We need to take the opportunity to make a move. Are you good to go?"
She sat and tried to put the jacket on. It smelled of citrus and chemicals, and she breathed in that now-familiar scent, as if it might give her the bearings she so sorely lacked. The sea cave was gone, the warm waters receding. She was regaining herself, every stolen memory returning, and losing the strange flashes of another's life, but being yanked from one place to another was jarring. This was reality, but without the context of how and why and where, it hardly felt more real than a dream.
And Cassimer was acting as though nothing had happened. As though they were on a regular mission and everything made perfect sense. Only the hard angles of his face told her that was not the case.
"Here." The hard angles softened a touch as he helped her put the jacket on. She looked down and saw the reason her left arm didn't seem to want to obey  - skin-tone bandage wound tightly around the length of her arm, from bicep to wrist. His skin-tone, she realised; a perfect match to his outdoorsman's tan.
"Apologies." Gently, he threaded her injured arm through the jacket sleeve. "It was necessary to remove your h-chip, but I'm no surgeon."
"You came for me," she said.
He took his time in answering. So long that she thought perhaps he wouldn't, but then he buttoned up her jacket and looked her in the eye.
"I've been lied to my whole life. I don't even know which of my thoughts are my own. The only thing that I know for a fact to be true, is how I feel about you. " He shook his head. "I've thought of nothing else. I've turned my mind inside out trying to find the words. When I find her, I'll tell her. When I find her, she needs to know. When I find her, I will know what to say. But here you are, and I can think of nothing."
"You're here." She traced the outline of his bruised face with light fingertips. "I need no words. Just you."
He flinched at her touch, and she thought she might have hurt him, but then he surged forward and took her in his arms, and the sensation of his skin against hers was so intensely real it made her gasp. He kissed her, stiffly, awkwardly, fingers weaving anxiously through her hair. She leaned into him, wrapped her arms around his neck and felt his warm breath on her forehead as he whispered to her how glad he was that she had come back to him, and all she could think was that she never wanted to go anywhere else again. Anywhere but here became nowhere else I'd rather be, and in spite of her pain and her fear, she smiled.
He spoke her name, and she answered with a kiss. Gentle, reassuring, a soft invitation. He drew a ragged breath and when she kissed him again, his uncertainty turned to urgency.
It was a sort of wonderful madness, and she welcomed it, willing to let it consume her - when the sound of a door sliding open broke the spell.
Cassimer turned his head slightly, listening to something in the distance.
"Three this time. Ground floor. Splitting up to attempt a flanking manouvre. "
"We're in quite a bit of trouble, aren't we?"
He smiled - wider and brighter than she'd ever seen him smile before. "Not as much as they are."
◆◆◆
 
Two fell to the Hyrrokkin, but for the third, Cassimer unsheathed his knife.
"Stay put and stay low." He dug out a black handgun from his duffel bag. "Take this, and remember: only one mercy for demons."
The gun was a Skadi 550 according to her primer, but she needed no technology to tell her whose it was. If the nicotine smell hadn't given it away, the carefully scratched letters on its grip would have: JR+CG.
But where was the medic himself? The last thing she remembered was his worried eyes and the reflection of her own bleeding face in his visor. They'd stood in the dark-glass hangar and shared a secret, and then...
And then the darkness had taken her. But half-formed memories tugged at her subconscious, and she couldn't shake the feeling that something terrible had happened. That Rhys no longer needed his gun because of something she'd done.
"Rhys?" She tried his private channel, but there was no response. Connection unavailable, said her HUD, helpfully suggesting that she contact tech support if the issue persisted.
Maybe he was out of range. Or maybe the signal couldn't reach him outside the Andromache - because even though Cassimer hadn't said, she knew that's where they were.
Exploring the wreck of the Ever Onward had been like picking through the bones of a beached whale. A dead thing, quiet but for the groans of decay.  In contrast, the golden and purring Andromache was Joy's first real contact with the Primaterre Protectorate, and with every second, the nebulous concept of her new home became more real.
White-washed walls glowed with inner golden light that spilled down the aisles between cryo pods that were soft and rounded, nut-brown like seedpods. The Primaterre sun glowed on each, sea-shimmer reminders of purity scrolling around the logo. The Andromache's interior was Earth re-imagined, a portable version of the home the Primaterre protected.
But the sleepers inside the pods were far from gentle creatures. Predators, she thought, looking at the nearest one. A tall man with densely sculpted muscle, who seemed alert even in stasis. A gnarled scar ran down the length of his left bicep, and a patch of skin on his thigh was a few shades pinker than the rest of him.
The woman in the next pod fit no neat niche. Chalk-white skin gave her features a smooth look Joy had only ever been able to achieve in photographs (after judicious use of filters). One side of her head was closely shaved, but on the other, ruby hair spilled over her shoulder in stiff curls. Brightly-inked ivy and roses wrapped around her ample right thigh, continuing up her torso to taper out on her neck, one delicate leaf brushing the underside of her jaw.
Cassimer was coming back up the stairs, carrying a vest and dragging something bulky along the floor. A body, judging by the trail of blood, but it seemed to blink in and out of existence, one moment flashing rainbow colours and the next disappearing entirely. Then Cassimer dropped it, and she could see the prismatic silhouette of a man.
"An invisibility suit?"
"Tower tech, more suited to tricking sensors than the human eye. The Andromache is more than just an arc ship, Joy. She's a Primaterre warship, and the demon has been making use of her arsenal. It keeps sending vessels in here at regular intervals, each time with new tricks. It's careful, though - apart from this..." He showed her the vest he carried. An armour-plated ballistic vest, her HUD informed her. "...it's not sent in anybody with equipment that I might use."
"Clever," she said.
"Too clever. A little more force and a little less thinking, and it might've killed me by now." He shrugged, rummaging through his duffel bag. "A mistake it'll come to regret. Here; these are for you. Take one if you feel a headache or nosebleed coming on."
She looked at the bottle before taking a pill for her pounding migraine. Antihypertensives. That made sense - the physical symptoms of "demonic possession" were all indicative of a hypertensive emergency. Headaches, retinal haemorrhaging, agitation... untreated, a life-threatening condition.
Cassimer showed her a jet injector. "I gave you an injection as soon as you were out of the cryo pod. Apologies, but Rhys insisted it was urgent."
"Rhys?" She smiled, relieved. "I had the strangest feeling that something terrible happened to him. That I hurt him somehow."
"It wasn't you that hurt him."
"What?" The hangar, the swirling mists, the encroaching darkness. Her reflection in Rhys's visor, his eyes, wrinkled with worry. And -
And the trigger against her finger. Smoothly sliding backwards. Coolly sliding across her skin.
"It wasn't you." Cassimer took her hands, his warmth erasing the tactile memory. "He knows that. He understood what was done to you, and he did what no one else has ever done, finding a way to cure the possessed. He did that for you, Joy. He wants you to come back to us. He wants you to be saved."
She nodded, but she remembered his visor shattering. She had shot him, like she'd shot Duncan, and she looked at her hands, enclosed in Cassimer's. So pale and small in his, and yet guilty of so much. Friend-killers, spattered with the blood of men whose names she'd known.
And then she looked at Cassimer's left wrist, where the hem of his sleeve swelled, dark and wet. "Your shoulder. Did I do that too?"
"My own carelessness did that." He glanced at the wound with disinterest. "Emergency augments are compensating. No critical damage."
She didn't care what his primer might report; she hated seeing him hurt and hated even more how he treated it like nothing.
"Someone tried to kill you. That's not nothing; that's everything. Do you get that? You matter. Not the commander; not the soldier. You." She placed her palm against his chest and felt the steady beat of his heart. "So please be careful, and please let me bandage your shoulder."
"We don't have the time. The demon was marching the last of its vessels aboard when I arrived."
"And those ten thousand vessels could be outside waiting for us. You might be needing that arm, Commander."
◆◆◆
 
He unzipped the front of his jumpsuit with obvious reluctance. She helped peel the skin-tight material from his shoulders and saw the sudden hardening of his jaw line. Strips of torn fabric had set in clotted blood around the wound. Picking them away one by one made her stomach turn, and no doubt hurt him - but his focus was elsewhere. On the shadows and the corners, and all the dark places.
Inside the wound, the damaged tissue undulated rapidly. His pulse, was her first instinct, but then she saw the too-white gleam of fresh bone. It was growing inside of him, as nanites deployed lab-made cells and tissue along preset paths, knitting new tendons and nerves. Amazing, absolutely incredible, but all she could think was how many times has he been put back together again?
No matter how fast a body could be healed, a mind still needed time to process and recover. Though the nanites might be saving his life, they gave him no respite.
"So, what's the plan?" He'd given her the gist of it already - stop the Andromache from reaching the Cascade. "Do we have backup coming?"
"In a manner of speaking." His voice was strained. "Who better to take back a Primaterre warship than her own crew?"
"Wake the sleepers?"
"If you can."
"Me?"
"The demon woke you. I've no experience with cryo tech, and given what you told me about Duncan, I thought it advisable to wait for you."
Right. No pressure then. "You have a dreadful habit of treating people like experts if they admit to even the slightest knowledge of a subject."
"I find that when I do, people end up surprising themselves with their own abilities."
"Like Lucklaw." The comms specialist's absence was more difficult to bear than she could've imagined. Even if he'd laugh, she'd like to hear his thoughts on the mycelia-like network. She'd like to know that he was okay.
"Like Lucklaw," Cassimer agreed, "and you."
She'd certainly done plenty she'd never imagined herself capable of - for instance, treating a gunshot wound. As she worked, his back tensed, muscles rolling into hard knots. When her hand brushed the side of his ribcage, he recoiled.
"I'm sorry. Does it hurt?"
"Yes," he said, but by now she could tell his lies from his truths. The commander had a rigid need of boundaries, mental and physical. She did her best to avoid touching him - difficult as that was - because while he allowed her to cross his borders, that didn't necessarily mean she should.
When she finished, he zipped up his jumpsuit and directed her towards the cryo pod containing the ruby-haired woman.
"Start with her."
Odd choice. If it were up to her, she might've picked the man - another gun to take the pressure off Cassimer. But even if the woman was no soldier, she might have useful skills. She could be a medic, tech officer, or an engineer.
Or a junior botany lab assistant.
"Yeah, well, turns out we're a more resourceful breed than you'd think," she muttered under her breath, pleased to hear Imaginary Finn's voice again.
The Andromache's cryo pods were easier to work than the Ever Onward's. Complicated jargon had been stripped down to plain instruction, and a gentle computerized voice walked her through the procedure.
"I still see them." Cassimer had put on the scavenged ballistic vest. He stood near the railing, watching the lower levels. "In the shadows, I mean. I know they're not real, and I keep telling myself that, but I can still hear their laughter."
He turned to look at her, the darkness in his eyes complete. "I think I might be insane."
"No more so than anyone in your situation would be. Which, if you think about it, makes you quite sane."
"I've never spoken about the Hecate. Not to anyone before you. And I only told you parts of it - not the whole thing. Not everything. I don't know that I'll ever be able to. I'm afraid to, that's the truth of it." He grimaced. "I'm afraid, and I'm a coward, jumping out of his own damn skin at the thought of being touched."
"Do you want me to touch you?"
"Yes," he said, and there was nothing cowardly about his emphasis, or the way he looked at her.
"Then be kind to yourself. The want will outpace the fear, and once it has, I think you'll find the fear defeated."
"I'm not sure it's as easy as that."
"As someone once said: if you wanted easy, you joined the wrong team."
He arched an eyebrow. She smiled. He frowned. She smiled wider, and there - his frown dropped, and there was a hint of a twitch at the corner of his lips.
"It'll be okay, Constant. You'll be okay." She laid her head on his chest and listened to the beat of his heart. Steady, but increasing in speed at her touch. "All you need is time."
"Which is in short supply."
"Oh, come now. It's only insurmountable odds. I'm sure you've faced worse." She gave him her best we're-totally-not-about-to-die smile, so good that she very nearly believed it herself.
"With much less to fight for." The cryo pod's panel began to slide open, and he moved to stand between it and her. "Stay close. And Joy..."
"Yes?"
"We don't know these people. You can't trust them, all right?"




58. Joy

Her name was Liz Meeks, and she worked in admin. Not particularly useful, and neither was her behaviour. She stepped from her pod, arms defensively crossed, and cried when she discovered that she was covered in lichen. As she brushed it vigorously from her shoulders, she stumbled, fell to the floor, and stayed there as Cassimer explained - in the broadest terms possible - the situation.
Liz's bottom lip began to wobble as the picture became clear(ish). It had to be a crazy thing to wake up to - torn from the sea cave to madness - and Joy remembered how confused she'd been on the Ever Onward, how scared she'd been.
She stepped forward to help Liz up, but to her surprise, Cassimer stopped her. A brief touch to her wrist and a subtle shake of the head, nothing more, but the message was clear. Stay away.
"Stars," sobbed Liz Meeks as she stood, rubbing her scuffed knee. "What are we going to do? I -" She paused suddenly, face twitching, as blood trickled from one of her nostrils.
"First of all, I expect you to not try that again, Towerman Meeks. On either one of us."
"The preferred term is Tower Operative." Meeks laughed and wiped the blood from her nose. Her posture straightened, worry all but vanished from her face. "Such unpleasant defences. You take your privacy very seriously, Commander."
"If you've finished sticking your nose where it doesn't belong, we have a job to do. The Andromache is under enemy control. I assume there is a protocol for such a situation."
"Depends on the specifics. If Bastion sent you, I assume it's serious." Meeks's eyelashes spread as wide as starling wings as she smiled. "Though they might've equipped you better. No suit, Commander? And unless Bastion's budget cuts are worse than I heard, your underling appears to have forgotten to put on trousers."
Joy blushed, though Meeks was even more naked than she was. The practical Primaterre underwear strained to contain the woman's blooming flesh, and she should've looked ridiculous, quite out of place - but didn't. Meeks wasn't overwhelmed by the situation; she commanded it. This was a woman who would've taken a century of sleep in her stride, who would've made herself master of Cato. She certainly wouldn't have broken down in tears about something so trivial as spiders, no matter how large they were.
"Don't get cute with me, Meeks. If you can't assist, point us to somebody who can."
"Relax, Commander. First thing you need to know about Tower operatives: if we look like we're doing nothing, it's already too damn late for anyone to stop us." She sighed. "Well, normally. Has the flight crew been taken hostage?"
"The working theory is that the hijacking of the Andromache was an inside job."
"Unlikely." Meeks frowned. "But it's true that I can see no other possibility. The systems are in lock-down mode and my access has been revoked. Only the captains have the authority to engage lock-down, and only the captains can lift it."
"So you believe us?" Joy asked, surprised at how quickly Meeks was adapting.
Meeks raised a finely-plucked eyebrow. "I believe your commander, Private. And I believe in proper form of address when speaking to your superiors."
"Check your attitude, Meeks, and lose the war paint while you're at it."
"Yessir," mewled Meeks, most disingenuously, and one by one, her tattoos began to fade. "Better, Commander?"
Cassimer ignored her. "This lock-down, you're telling me you have no way of overriding it?"
"Unfortunately not." Serious now. "The Andromache's crew was always intended to include tower operatives. As such, her systems were built with us - and keeping us out of them - in mind. Manual access to individual systems is the best I can do."
"Should I wake this one too, Commander?" Joy touched the glass panel of the man's pod. The menus floated underneath her fingertips, vivid and eager.
Meeks made a face. "What good are kitty-cats without their suits? I've a better idea - the second-shift captain sleeps nearby, and he should be able to reassert control over the ship, as well as raise the troops with a single command. Acceptable, Commander?"
"Very good." He nodded towards the dead demon vessel whose body shone like the rainbow scales of a fish. "I brought you equipment."
"Oh," said Meeks, looking at the dead man. "How kind; if a bit bloody. Private, fetch it for me."
Cassimer's hand closed around Joy's arm. "She doesn't take orders from you, Meeks. Get dressed and get ready."
Meeks obeyed and then took point, leading them to the lower levels. She walked tall and unafraid, barely even reacting to the numerous dead bodies. Perfectly set curls spilled down her back, swaying across prismatic curves.
"This is no different than your interview with Hierochloe," Cassimer said. "She means to make you uncomfortable. Get you nervous enough that you'll tell her anything she wants to know."
"So you're saying I should think of her as a lumpy sofa?"
"Yes." The touch of amusement sounded warm to her ear; warm and safe like his hand on her arm. "And remember that regardless of rank, you don't answer to her. In exo-space, the word of the banneretcy is law and doctrine. She has no choice but to follow my orders, and that can be humiliating. Nobody likes to have their mission derailed by another. So Meeks plays her games with me to save face, and I'll allow her that, if it helps smooth things along. But you don't have to allow her anything, Joy."
Meeks waited for them at a pod containing a man. Early forties, well-built and tanned, but for a thin band of pale skin around his left ring-finger. 
"Meet Captain Halland." She tapped the glass to bring up the display.
"I've got this," Joy said, in what was meant to be a confident voice, but only made Meeks laugh.
"Very well. Do try to be gentle this time - I've had rougher awakenings, but none that didn't involve copious amounts of alcohol."
Joy went through the process just like before, hit the last confirm and stood aside as the cryo pod's light changed from red to green -
- and back to red.
She pressed CONFIRM again, but nothing happened, and now CONFIRM was nowhere to be found and she was just mashing buttons, sweaty fingertips sliding on the glass.
"Joy?" Cassimer, concerned - and behind him, Meeks, muttering in mock-imitation: "I've got this. Says the girl who's not even got any trousers."
"Commander," she said, really meaning oh please help I don't want to kill this man, but it was too late. Inside the glass pod, Captain Halland's eyelids parted to reveal frozen eyes. His limbs jerked against their restraints, and his mouth opened and closed spasmodically.
"Stand aside." Cassimer slammed the butt of his rifle into the pod's door. Over and over, fragments of reinforced glass showering his face and shoulders, and she didn't know how to tell him that it didn't matter, that Captain Halland wasn't dying of a lack of oxygen but of a heart attack. He'd woken while his blood was still partially vitrified - one big clot spread throughout his every vein and artery - and nothing they could do would save him.
The pod's door burst and Cassimer hauled the captain out, tearing the restraints from their sockets. He laid the man on the floor and Joy knelt. Chest compressions on a heart thick with glassy blood. Mouth to mouth on lips that cracked like ice underneath hers.
Halland convulsed, grabbing blindly at her, and black blood flowed from his mouth, thick as magma.
The captain was dead, but gripped her arms so tightly that Cassimer had to pry the frozen fingers apart.
"Commander..." She wanted to turn to him and bury herself in his arms, but Meeks, watching with pursed lips, reminded her that she was Private Somerset, not just Joy. She was a soldier and failure and an idiot just like Duncan.
A soft tone rang through the speaker system overhead, and Cassimer's hand disappeared from her shoulder as he stood, weapon at the ready.
"Our deal was for the little sister, soldier." The voice was female and unfamiliar, but immediately identifiable. Skald was a good actor when he wanted to be, but some of his original self always seemed to creep in. A bitterness, like the taste of crushed juniper berries. "You broke our pact, and a man has paid for your treachery with his life."
"Our pact," Cassimer all but spat the word, "was broken the moment you locked us in here."
What's going on? The message appeared on Joy's HUD without any indication of its sender, but Meeks was staring at her, eyebrows arched. What the hell is this?
Get out of my head, Joy shot back.
"I said that I would give you the little sister. I never said I would let you leave."
"He is very pedantic about semantics," Joy said.
"Ah, and there she is. Have you tired of your aching bones yet? Can you taste how thick with filth the air is? Surrender, little sister, and I'll deliver you to immortality."
"No thanks," she said, thinking keep it light keep it light don't let this bastard get to you, but her tongue remembered the taste of him and her belly his weight. "I'm good."
"Yes, you are." Smugness oozed through the speakers. "And how. Would you like to know, soldier? How sweet she tastes, our Joy? How soft her lips were around me? How she moaned when I pushed inside?"
Cassimer's fingers tightened around the Morrigan. The sharp angles returned to his face, and Joy tapped his arm lightly, then shook her head.
Don't listen to him.
He nodded, but the angles were there to stay.
"Nothing to say, soldier?" There was a note of hunger in the voice.
"We've spoken enough, demon."
"Demon?" Meeks put her hands on her hips. "Respectfully, Commander, you need to fill me the hell in."
"Ah, little Liz Meeks. Although we both know that's not your real name, don't we?" The speakers crackled with laughter. "That was the first secret to slip. Lizette Meeks; Jana Atwell; April Merriweather. Identity upon identity, layered like petals around the truth of you."
"That's classified information," Meeks said. "Identify yourself."
"Captain Anna Pilgrim. Or perhaps I'm someone else?" The voice took on a sing-songy tone, light and brightly joyous.  "Don't you recognise my voice, Meeksy? How many times did we butt heads over the Andromache's security specs? You always wanted more access and you always stole my yoghurt from the office fridge. Always such a bitch, Meeksy, but I told you that every time you slipped out of my quarters smelling of me. You're such a bitch, Meeksy, and that's why I love you."
"Ingrid -" Meeks frowned, fake lashes pressing into her cheeks.
"Oh, but you're a bigger bitch than I thought. Or should I say less of one? After all, that's why Stefan in Engineering likes you so much." Again the voice changed, deepening as heavily accented consonants clunked into one another. "Liz, she's not like the other women. She's as sweet as the roses on her skin. I imagine tracing their petals with my fingers. Maybe I'll pluck up the courage to kiss her on our next date."
The voice began to rasp, long trails of drawling vowels interlinking each word. "Though you weren't quite so shy with me, were you, Liz? They don't put any idiot in charge of security; I knew the only reason you paid me the slightest bit of attention was to get your sticky fingers into the ship's systems. Worth it, though, considering what else you did with those sticky fingers. Such fun we had, Liz! Besides, everyone knows top tier towermen don't bother with social engineering. I let you sneak a peek at the security protocols, Liz, because I figured if you could get that close, the real ghosts of Tower, the real scary bogeymen, they'd already have the data if they wanted it."
"Enough." Cassimer fired his gun twice, and the two nearest speakers went quiet. In the distance, the demon's voice droned on to a sleeping audience.
"What the  hell was that?" Meeks looked genuinely shaken.
"The man in the sea cave," said Joy.
◆◆◆
 
"You might've mentioned that the Andromache was hijacked by demons," Meeks fumed.
"It wasn't relevant at the time," Cassimer said and gave Meeks a quick run-down of the situation. For most part, she asked all the questions Joy might've expected. Perhaps her priming gave the towerman no choice but trust a banneret commander's word, or perhaps Meeks had simply decided to go with the flow - but she did ask one rather odd question.
"What do they look like?"
Cassimer gave her a confused look before explaining that this demon, like all others, possessed human vessels.
Meeks should've had no reason to expect otherwise, so why ask? Unless Meeks knew something they didn't. Unless the Primaterre had cause to send a warship into unexplored space. The strange question could be a piece of a greater mystery, and Joy shared her thoughts with Cassimer via text.
Above our pay grade, was his reply, but a few seconds later, he said: "Niobe Station had a deep space observation array, didn't it?"
"You know about Niobe?" Meeks paused, then smiled. "Ah. Silly me. I really must do better."
"Niobe was a Primaterre military station," Cassimer explained to Joy, after a long look at Meeks. "It was destroyed in a RebEarth attack - over 30,000 personnel lost in a single blow. A tragedy, and a sacrifice that we commemorate every year. Except now I think Niobe was never destroyed at all, but remade and renamed Andromache."
"Don't sound so bitter, Commander. The men and women of Niobe deserve every ounce of that respect. Death is far from the greatest sacrifice one can make."
"Your sacrifice is tainted by deception."
"A necessary deception."
That silenced Cassimer, but Joy wasn't satisfied. "What about RebEarth? They're being blamed for something they didn't do - how is that right?"
Meeks blinked, looked at her for a few seconds, and laughed. "Are you serious?"
"She's new," Cassimer said. "RebEarth claimed responsibility, Joy. They took the blame upon themselves."
"And even if they hadn't, who gives a shit?" Meeks shook her head. "Anyway, what's the plan here, Commander? I assume you didn't come here without one."
"I've requested a blockade fleet. Our mission is to stop the Andromache from leaving the system before the fleet arrives."
"ETA?"
"Unconfirmed. You know the Andromache, Meeks. What's our best option?"
"Well," said Meeks, sucking her teeth. "Do either of you know anything about arc ships?"
"We have some experience," Cassimer said, half-smiling as Joy stifled a laugh.
"Okay." Meeks frowned. "The Andromache's mission doesn't allow for the time required for disassembly and repurposing, so instead of building the Cascade on site, it's already been constructed."
"There's a Cascade onboard the ship?"
"The entire core is a Cascade, enclosed by twelve smaller structures intended to uncouple once the ship reaches its destination. Scale technology, they call it; in essence, the Andromache isn't one ship, but a fleet of battle-ready frigates. The Andromache can't reach orbit, but with enough altitude, it's possible that the Dozen Daughters will be able to detach."
"A dozen Primaterre frigates in a demon's hands." No trace of Cassimer's smile remained. "That's a lot of firepower to be bringing into uninhabited space."
Meeks tutted, shaking her head. "Oh, Commander. Your attempts at fishing for information are even less subtle than that gun of yours."
"When I want to know something, I ask. Only reason I haven't is because I don't think you have the answers."
"An insult to goad me into spilling the beans?" Meeks clutched her chest in faux-hurt. "Keep trying, Commander - perhaps you'll crack me eventually."
"Focus, Meeks. How do we stop the Andromache?"
"Without a captain's codes, I've no way of shutting the ship down remotely. Our only options are to engage manual shutdown in the core, or retake the bridge."
"The bridge will be protected."
"So? I know your reputation. A few demons shouldn't be a problem. Just pretend you're back on the Hecate."
"More than a few." Joy quickly wedged herself between towerman and bristling commander. Questions asked and answered; she knew how many vessels had gone in the first wave and how many were still on Cato. "6,734. Regardless of reputation, one man can't stand against an army."
Meeks turned from chalk to snow. "If there's that many... what's stopping them from hunting us down right now?"
"Fear." Cassimer flicked his thumb across the Morrigan's grip. It spat an empty block on the floor. "And arrogance. It doesn't want to put its vessels at risk when it believes it has already won."
"But sooner or later, it will come for us."
"Yes." The Morrigan chirruped as Cassimer inserted a fresh block. "The core, Meeks - can you take us there?"
"I didn't let that creep Stefan take me ballroom dancing for nothing. And that's not a euphemism, by the way."
Meeks led them to a door at the bottom of the chamber, where the manual override of the lock would take a few minutes. Cassimer, too tense to stand around, elected to walk the perimeter.
"So, the man in the sea cave. I'd chalked that up to a weird cryostasis dream. You're telling me it was the demon?"
Mist drifted across the tiled floor, curling at the edges of the room. The walls glowed a paler gold, and in the light, Liz Meeks's chalk-pale skin glittered.
"In a sense." The cold bit too sharply for Joy to stand still. She paced on the spot, keeping her eyes on the upper gantries. "Do you know what a mycelia network is?"
Meeks shook her head begrudgingly, and Joy explained her theory. The lichen consisted of two organisms - a fungus, functioning as a data-sharing network and an algae providing data storage. Its purpose in possessing a human host was two-fold: a human had abilities that lichen did not ("like, you know, mobility"), and the human brain contained harvestable data.
"It reads and it writes, and once it's finished, everything you were has been uploaded to its network, while your body becomes a vessel for it. It keeps your memories, but it isn't you. It's this other thing..."
"The man in the sea cave." Meeks cleared her throat, one hand briefly touching her belly.
"Yes. The over-arching personality. The super-intelligence."
"An artificial intelligence?"
"Possibly, although that would suggest intelligent design."
"It hardly seems possible that such a complex organism could evolve naturally."
"Humans are just as complex. Do you believe that we were formed by the hand of some higher being?"
"Of course not. Belief without evidence is impure."
"It's called faith, Meeks."
Cassimer appeared on the level above, looking over the railing. Joy smiled and couldn't help but add: "And sometimes a little faith is all we need."
"A pair of trousers is what you need, Private." Meeks shrugged. "What do you make of this new enemy, Commander? Manufactured or organic?"
"Demonic," Cassimer said. No amount of explaining mycelia networks had changed his mind, and in the end, Joy had come to see his point. For all intents and purposes, it behaved as a demon would. It violated minds, stole souls and rode humans as vessels. It's evil, he'd said and she couldn't disagree. "An impurity to be purged."
Meeks laughed. "I do like a man who keeps things simple. Though..." She paused, eyeing Cassimer "...the feeling doesn't appear to be mutual."
"Irrelevant, Meeks." Cassimer descended into the mists and handed Meeks a rifle, scavenged from the dead. "Somerset, come over here. I need to check your bandage."
Except there was nothing wrong with her bandage. Nothing wrong with her at all.
"I thought you were sleeping," he said, feverish-hot fingertips securing an already secure bandage. "I didn't know that you were aware of what the demon was doing. I thought you were sleeping, but the entire time, that filth was inside your mind."
She nodded, wanting to tell him that it was okay, that none of it had been real - but the white lie stuck in her throat.
"I stood there talking to it. Talking to a demon about history and myself, and now it makes sense why it was smiling. Now it makes sense why it was laughing even as it bled." He audibly gritted his teeth, pulse leaping in his throat. She could see what the golden light had masked - the dark circles under his eyes, the pallor of his skin. Tired; so very tired, barely there at all. "All those years spent preparing myself, and when I finally face a demon, I shame my rank by falling into its trap. Shame myself by allowing it to hurt you."
"It's not your fault."
"No," he said, "but correcting it is my duty. I'm going to kill it, Joy."
"Good." How strange to say such a thing and for it to feel so right. "But you have to be here when it ends. You have to still be standing." She wanted to him to promise her, but knew that he would, and that his tired shoulders would carry the burden of that impossible promise. 
"Commander." Meeks stood by the door, and though its panel glowed an obedient green, a frown tugged at her doll-like features. "Something's wrong."
Cassimer bridled with irritation, and Joy touched his arm gently. Meeks wasn't being vague on purpose, but because she knew of no other way of expressing what she felt - and what Joy also felt. A creeping chill on her skin, and the heavy sense of a belly full of sea water. It was all around, swelling like waves from the shadows.
Inside a cryo pod on the other side of the room, a sleeper opened his bulging eyes. Limbs struggled against straps, lichen drizzling down the man's face. The pod's door slid open, and its limp contents emptied onto the floor. Meeks checked for vitals, but shook her head. "It's a warning - open the door and people will die."
"What do we do?" Joy asked. 
Cassimer and Meeks shared a look.
"We keep going," Cassimer said. "No matter what, Joy."
◆◆◆
 
It'll stop killing them as soon as we're no longer there to see it. Cassimer's assurance had made sense. Once the demon saw that the threat had no impact, he would stop; it only made sense.
Except she should've known better. She'd shared a mindspace with the demon; she'd tasted his bitter and petty waters. The man in the sea cave was a wounded and possessive creature, to whom necessity was whatever it took for him to claw and scratch his way to a victory, however small. He relished cruelty as only a former victim could - revisiting upon others pain he had once suffered. A broken thing, that had healed all twisted. For Cassimer, who'd turned his pain into a need to protect and shield, such a mindset would be hard to understand, but she should've known better. She should've seen it coming.
As they hurried down winding corridors and raced through echoing halls, the demon played a symphony of pain over the speaker system. One by one, it dragged the Andromache's crew half-asleep from their cryo pods; some mumbling incoherent dream-chatter before they began to scream, and Joy could only hope that they died thinking it was a bad dream; a nightmare that would end the second their hearts stopped beating.
Some died quickly. The ones who didn't were curated picks, chosen with Liz Meeks in mind.
One man in particular lasted a very long time. His death began as a silence, interrupted by sharp intakes of breath, but ended in a low keening. Though he spoke no words, Meeks clearly knew who he was. When the keening ended, she stopped, pressing her palms and forehead against a wall. Sweat pasted strands of ruby hair to her face.
"I'm sorry, Meeks." Joy touched the woman's shoulder.
"I'm fine," Meeks said, pushing away from the wall.
But in spite of her perfect doll face, she wasn't - and neither was Cassimer. Jaw set, gaze distant - he had gone somewhere else, and as Meeks recovered, she joined him. It was as though the two of them now inhabited a different plane of existence.
Wherever they were, it was a place to which Joy didn't have the roadmap.
Golden glow gave way to white-washed walls splashed bright with abstract art. In sunken alcoves, striped-leafed dracaena and pale-splotched arrowhead vines jostled for space between peace lilies. A hermit crab moved down a miniature beach set behind glass, waving its claws at the passers-by. The Andromache was beautiful, and that made the horror so much worse.
The demon took a new tack and began to detail the torture, explaining over the announcement system what it was doing and why - that hurts, doesn't it? Now, when I remove the other one - yes, I'm afraid that's happening whether you like it or not - I want you to know that it's happening because your own people abandoned you - and forced its victims to beg for mercy.
The world turned sort of shaky. Like Meeks had, Joy turned toward the wall, as though it might share some of its solidity with her. When Cassimer noticed, he came back for her, and she straightened, expecting him to tell her to pick up the pace.
Instead, he slipped his hands through her hair and pulled her close, his palms cupping her ears. It lasted less than a minute, but during that time, the sounds of pain and death were drowned out by the rush of his blood and hers. She held onto that, the song of him, and made it a whole two more decks before she had to stop again - this time to throw up.
"His name was Reawick," Meeks said, momentarily returning from that distant realm. "He was my commanding officer. A good man, I'd like to say, but in truth, he was one of those scary bogeymen the demon was talking about. Tower down to his very bones, and stubborn too. No wonder he made the demon work for it. Probably had it throwing up just like you towards the end."
"Were you close?"
"Not as close as..." She made a wavy hand-gesture, gaze darting between Joy and Cassimer. "...whatever this is."
"It's none of your business, Meeks."
"Of course, Commander. Pardon the impertinence. Hard to keep a straight head with everything that's going on. Especially poor old Reawick the Reaver - in a way, it was most inconsiderate of him to refrain from using his kill switch."
"Bastion has little use for quitters. I assume Tower is no different."
"Indeed. To the bitter end, Commander - at last we find some common ground - and speaking of which..." Meeks stopped by a door, underneath a sign displaying a green circle. In the neon light, her smile looked ghoulish. "Here we are."
To Joy's dismay, the Towerman pointed not to the door - but to a maintenance duct.
"We're inside the Cascade proper, but this'll take us directly to the core. The safest route, I think. Give me a boost, Commander, and I'll get us a better look." Meeks pointed towards a camera in the ceiling.
Cassimer picked her up, but staggered under her weight, a grimace of discomfort turning his face. It vanished when he noticed Joy looking - but she'd seen enough to remember the spinal radiograph; enough to twist her heart.
Though Meeks loudly and repeatedly proclaimed her hatred of working with hardware, it didn't take her long to access the surveillance feed. She shared it directly to their primers, and Joy bit her lip as images began to bombard her brain.
If the silver fortress had been the hollow heart of Cato, then the core was the golden heart of the Andromache. The Cascade particle collider ran a wide circle around humming engines and rare-metal pylons arching high in the air, thin silver filaments suspended between them in an intricate web. Radiant plasma lapped against the bases of the pylons, creating an azure moat around the central hub; a massive array of computing equipment capable of the calculations required of a Cascade.
And inside the cavernous chamber, at least a hundred armed hostiles waited.
Joy switched off the feed and pulled out the bottle of pills to stave off her impending migraine. It seemed silly, all things considered, to worry about a headache - but it's what the doctor had ordered. 
"What's the plan, Meeks?" Cassimer dropped his duffel bag and shrugged his Hyrrokkin from his shoulder.
"Easiest way is to remove a couple of the power cores. One or two will do - the ship's programming obliges a full shutdown for even minor core glitches. Safety protocols are more stringent than typical, because nobody wants to risk a catastrophic Cascade failure." Meeks was preparing too, smoothing out her suit and pulling the ribbon veil over her face. "The power core locks have to be released via the main terminal. Normally, technicians would link up with the system remotely, but today..."
"Today we have to do it the old-fashioned way. Our enemy fears pain, Meeks, and its suffering is shared between vessels. Hurt one and you hurt all. Use that to our advantage."
"Maim, don't kill." Meeks nodded, adapting to the weird with chameleon ease. "Got it, Commander. Mind if I borrow your knife?"
Cassimer gave it to her without hesitation. "You deal with the terminal. I'll sort out the power cores."
"Commander." Joy had listened with mounting disbelief. "There's a small army in there waiting for us. You can't -"
"I can," he said, with a smile that was far too handsome, far too earnest - far too damn heroic. "And they're not waiting for us. Do you see the sign over there, the green circle?"
She nodded.
"That means escape pods. Your task is to secure one. No matter how this turns out, we're going to want an exit strategy in place."
We, he said, but meant you. Objections stuck in her throat like a log jam, but she wasn't just Joy; she was Private Somerset, and she had no doubt he'd turn his request into an order. But it wasn't fair, it wasn't right, and she didn't want to lose him like she had Finn.
And then, though Meeks was watching and time was running out, he leaned in close and kissed her. Stubble scratched her skin, but his lips were soft and his fingers in her hair even more so.
"One thing, Joy," he whispered. "One thing that I do, not because it's necessary, but because I want to. That's all I ask."
Not an order after all, but no less persuasive.
He gave her his tablet and linked his visual to it. Reluctantly, as though he didn't really want her to watch. As though he didn't want her to see him die. The thought made her clutch the tablet harder to her chest, a stubborn act of defiance. She refused to let him go to the lonely sort of end Rhys - and Cassimer himself, she was sure - envisioned.
"I'll be with you," she said, "every step of the way."
He smiled and shrugged the Hyrrokkin's strap over his shoulder. Then he was gone, vanished into darkness, and she realised too late that she should've been memorising his face. Not just the sharp angles and the dark eyes, but all the flawed and handsome things in between. More than his face - his touch, his smell, the way he moved - and she wanted to call him back, wanted to make him stay long enough for every detail to become etched with permanence. But it was too late, far too late - her window of opportunity slammed shut with the cold finality of a cryo pod panel.
"It's better this way, darling." Meeks smiled behind her prismatic veil. "You haven't even got any trousers."
◆◆◆
 
She counted a dozen escape pods, each with a load capacity of twenty-five personnel.
But we only need three seats, Joy thought and clung to that number. Three, not one. Please, not one.
And then the first gunshot blazed across the screen of her tablet, unmistakably fired by the Hyrrokkin.
Cassimer had scaled the tubular casing of the particle collider. His vantage point, high above the floor of the core chamber, provided a clear view of the demon's defence forces. It had divided its vessels into four wedges, each positioned behind cover. A good idea, perhaps, but not one that accounted for death from above - or within.
Meeks was a distant shimmer on the screen. Like a spectre, she glided past the back row of one wedge, low, slicing her borrowed blade across heel tendons. Less than a dozen cut - but more screamed and more stumbled to their knees. The wedges fell into disarray as vessels scattered, but the Hyrrokkin had painted her targets ruby red and with each squeeze of the trigger, Cassimer delivered unfailing mercy.
But they were two against a hundred, and soon the demon rallied and reformed its troops. One caught sight of Cassimer, and the tablet flashed bright white with gunfire. He rolled for cover behind a strut, but the vessels were coming for him, dozens climbing up the side of the collider.
"Get up," Joy whispered, clutching the tablet so hard the plastic groaned. "Get up and run!"
A burst of bullets from an assault rifle halted the attack. Meeks, invisible but for the blooming muzzle, had opened fire. Cassimer scrambled to his knees, and then he was up and running, staying low, Morrigan now in his hand, spitting orange fire. Glimpses of the room showed part of the demon horde turning from him, searching for Meeks.
The towerman had nearly made it to her destination when a bullet found its mark. She fell hard and took another bullet before crawling into cover behind a bank of terminals.
"Ah shit. They got me in the damn leg." A brief pause; the sound of laboured breathing all that could be heard over the channel. "Oh mercy. Commander, they're coming. I can hold this position, but no way am I making it to the main terminal."
Joy let go of the tablet. It fell with dreamlike slowness, cracking against the floor. Her hands closed around Rhys's gun, and all doubt washed away as soon as her thumb felt the inscription JR+CG.
"Hold on, Meeks. I'm coming."
"Joy."
"Commander?" Nothing he could say would change her mind. This was who she was, this was what she needed to do. This was what she wanted to do.
Perhaps he knew that too, because he didn't speak again until she'd crawled through the duct and was about to jump into the core.
"On the count of five."
That was what he said, but it sounded like I love you, and she held onto that as she counted, held onto it as she dashed on bare feet across blood and hot casings, and when the vessels turned their guns on her, the heavy boom of the Hyrrokkin said the same thing. Sang it loud across the chamber and screamed it in the face of demons.
Then the ground quaked, and she lost her footing. One hard stumble, and she was on the floor, skidding towards the moat where electric blue plasma arced over the edges. Static energy washed over her, little pinpricks of pain dotting her skin. A viscous tendril snaked towards her and her body responded, as though its every molecule wanted to separate and float into the plasma.
Someone grabbed her wrist and pulled her away and up into a tight embrace. A hand clamped over her mouth, orange-tinted nails digging into her skin.
"Hush, little sister."
Callused fingers pinched her nose tight, and a mouth pressed close to her ear, breathing heavy and hard. As her lungs began to burn, he sang a lullaby. As star-burst darkness edged around her vision, his cracked lips - still humming their foreign song - brushed her temple.
But she was no longer in the sea cave, and she was no longer just Joy. She was Private Somerset and she was not alone.
Commander, she texted across the open channel, Meeks; requesting backup.
The string of text glowed bright and proud. She was Private Joy Somerset and she had learnt to type properly, and damn the demon if it thought it could have her like this.
The demon screamed and jerked backwards, losing its grip on her, clutching at its crotch. She fell to her knees and crawled towards the moat bridge. Rhys's gun lay on the edge, sparks of cyan electricity leaping from the plasma to dance across its grip. She grabbed it and turned.
The man was still screaming and not just him. They were all screaming, every single vessel, crying out in sudden agony. She should take the shot - it'd be easy enough, in spite of her trembling hands - but they'd once stood inside the same spaceport terminal, this vessel and her, in the soft light of shifting constellations. Two strangers walking the same path; two strangers, lost to the same chaos.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."
"You bloody will be if you don't get your arse over here ASAP!"
Meeks's voice screeched above the din. A trail of blood led towards a bank of terminals on the other side of the moat. Joy ran, ducking behind the machines just as the bullets began flying again.
Meeks, prismatic in flashes, sat slumped against a desk in an expanding puddle of blood. She had one arm tightly wrapped around a man's throat. Her other hand, holding Cassimer's white-hot knife, was firmly pressed against the man's crotch which was -
- oh. Not all of the blood belonged to Meeks.
"Save the nausea for later," Meeks snapped. "I've been keeping them at bay by getting creative with this son of a bitch, but he's about to bleed out. Get me to that terminal, Private. The Andromache has launched, and we'll reach decoupling altitude in a matter of minutes."
"Okay." Once more, trying not to sound quite so on-the-verge-of-fainting:  "Okay."
She holstered her gun and hurried, crouching, towards Meeks. Couldn't avoid stepping in blood, and when it squelched between her toes, she had to stop, grabbing the desk for support.
"Deep breaths. Be aware of your surroundings."
"I am," Joy said, forcing herself not to look at the things lying in the blood. "That's sort of the problem."
"Then you're looking at it the wrong way." Meeks winced as Joy began to drag her free of the dying man. "See with reason. Understand that what you see is nature working as intended. This is anatomy, pure and rational."
"You feel the same way about your own leg?"
Meeks had caught at least two bullets. One had struck her hip, the entry wound angling into her pelvis. The other had shattered her kneecap.
"As long as the anaesthetics keep flowing." Meeks laughed.
They reached the main terminal, and Meeks got to work while Joy stood guard. Nobody had shot at them in a while, though gunfire still flashed and roared in Cassimer's direction.
"I think they're retreating," she said, squinting at the shadows.
"Probably don't want to end up stuck on the Cascade." Meeks tapped an impatient beat on the terminal. "Commander?"
"I'm here."
"I've done my part. You good to go, or should I send backup?"
"I'm good," came the answer; a little too fast for Joy's liking, but before she could object, Meeks tapped her shoulder.
"Look sharp, Private. We've got incoming."
Joy turned, raising her gun - and almost dropped it.
From other side of the bridge, lit phantom blue by plasma, Finn smiled at her.




59. Joy

If only Finn were here.
She had carried that if only across Cato's dusty surface. She had made it into a nagging migraine, because pain was better than nothing. When weird noises woke her from fitful sleep, the pain was something to hold onto. A thorn to grab and drive deeper into her heart to distract herself from the urge to cough or scream when chilblained feet padded past her hiding place.
If only Finn were here.
She'd imagined him in uniform, like the last time she'd seen him. So proud, so professional, with only a smear of lipstick on his collar and a coffee-stain on his sleeve giving away glimpses of his true character. Finn was good at his job, good enough that no drifter would ever have got the better of him, but he also had just the right touch of chaos for Cato. Where she had been relegated to its underworld, he would've walked its surface.
If only Finn were here.
And now he was.
Wide, easy grin; tousled copper hair that defied corporate dress-code; one hand on his hip, index finger drumming a casual beat against the butt of his gun.
"Hey Joy." The same way he'd greeted her every day outside the gates of Atwood Campus. The same rough voice that had read her a thousand bedtimes stories or more. Cascade light washed his face a shimmering azure, but it couldn't wash away the familiar - the bump on his nose, caused by one too many breaks; the slight dimple underneath his lip, left behind by an ill-advised piercing; the almond eyes that were so much like hers in shape, if not in colour.
"Finn." His name filled her lungs with air, as though she'd held her breath for eight long months. She reached towards him, aching for contact. Aching to make the imaginary real.
He smiled wider and pulled his gun. Cocked it, and pressed it to his own temple. Waves of copper hair draped over the white barrel.
Time stopped. Joy held her newfound breath, held it until her lungs felt raw. Maybe if she held her breath forever, this moment would freeze. She'd hold her breath and make a new snapshot world like the one Skald had shown her; one where everything she loved was contained with a single room, eternal and unchanging.
"A9445ezQ12," Finn said, and for a moment, she thought it was working, that time had slowed to a crawl and turned his words to gibberish. Stars speckled her vision, but if she could hold on a little longer, he'd fall silent.
He repeated himself, and it wasn't gibberish at all. It was a fragment of a longer string, a nonsensical word of death.
"An easy thing to snatch from you," Finn said. "A dark spill, drifting on the surface with all the other oily things. Speak it, sister, or I pull the trigger."
"Don't." The word rushed from her lips in a burst of air. The last of her hope, released and vanished. "Please don't make me do this."
"Kill the soldier or kill the brother. The choice is yours."
She looked to the west. No gunfire there now, nor any sign of Constant. Nothing but chrome-encased darkness. She focused on that no-man's land between choices, between brother and soldier, where neither existed but nor were they dead. They were the cat in the box, and for the first time in her life, she was left with thoughts not of opening the box and letting the poor cat out, but of sealing it up. Tape it, nail it, chain it and lock it - throw it into the sea and live in blissful ignorance for all eternity.
But she didn't have eternity. She only had seconds, and she spent those seconds dismantling love into easily memorised chunks. His eyes when he smiled. The kindness underneath the rough exterior. The sense of belonging she felt in his presence. Love, expressed in the abstract; only the broadest of strokes and brightest of colours. 
Then she raised Rhys's gun and fired.
But if shooting a friend had been hard, shooting a brother was impossible. A mental block, a tremble in her fingers, or the quaking ship - her shot went wide, missing Finn's shoulder.
Finn sighed and tightened his fingers around the trigger.
"No," she said, the sour taste of regret rising in her throat. "Please. Please don't. I -"
A deep bell-like sound reverberated through the ship. The Dozen Daughters were uncoupling, turning the massive Andromache into twelve ships and a Cascade. Pale grey light filtered in through viewports as the core chamber's outer shell fell away. Finn stood in a kaleidoscope of ash and azure, and for a second, the light in his eyes was his own.
Then the trigger was pulled taut to a sound louder than thunder, and the light grew brighter and brighter, until the world was brilliant white.
◆◆◆
 
Red was the first colour to return. The red on her fingers, interlinked with Finn's. The red of his hair, fanned in a pool of deeper red.
She held his hand and felt the warmth fade. She ran her fingertips across the golden band on his ring finger and was glad that neither cryo tech nor demon had made him take it off. It was too tight, but he'd never got around to resizing it, and she was glad for that too. If she removed the ring now, she'd see the inscription FINN & MIANA FOREVER imprinted on his skin, and that was good. That was as it should be.
She had no memory of running to him, nor did she remember Cassimer arriving. But he was there now, giving her dead brother CPR. Strong hands worked a ribcage that would never again feel the beat of a heart, stopping only when he forced air into lungs that would never heave on their own.
She watched until she couldn't anymore. Then she stood and walked towards the grey light. Her legs were so numb that it felt like gliding through a cloudy sky and that was silly; she couldn't fly, it was silly and it had to be a dream.
The outer shell had peeled away, leaving walls of glass set in titanium panels. Outside, the serpentine Dozen Daughters were shadows in a raging dust storm. Some of the Dozen rose above the wind and thunder, but others foundered, engines sputtering white fire as ignition came too late. They fell, one by one, like petals towards the pull of Cato. She traced the descent of one, her fingertips on cool glass. Down it went, down and down towards the grey wastes.
It chains us, the demon had said, and perhaps there was truth in his madness. How close had they come to the stars? She imagined the universe - the anywhere but here - as on the other side of a window, inches away.
She traced the Daughter until it vanished below the blue-streaked choke of dust, and all she could see in the glass was her own reflection, with eyes so much like her brother's.
My fate was sealed the moment my pod slid shut. I died a long time ago, Joy.
She pressed her palm to the window. "Maybe the transfer could've been reversed. Maybe you could've been saved."
And maybe there's an ancient lake monster on Mars. Come on, Joy, if Cato should've taught you anything, it'd be to not believe in fairy tales.
"But if -"
But if nothing. You saw what he is. What he does. The sea rises until there is no more ground. It rises until you drown in him. It rises until you can no longer stand because there is no more you. There's only the sea.
She tasted the salt of tears on her lips. Here they came; the droplets cultivated in dark tunnels and empty ruins. Here they came; every ounce of despair, because Imaginary Finn was right. His body's death had been instant, but his mind's had been protracted over decades. He'd been taken apart, bit by bit, thought by thought. Her brother, twice murdered. "I'll make him pay, Finn, I swear it."
Hey, I'm all for dousing Cato with weed-killer - but do it for yourself, not on my account. I have only one thing to ask of you.
"Anything."
Don't let me be your Hecate.
"I don't understand," she said, even though she did.
Every day of my life, you were there for me. A thirty-something man should be able to go to sleep without first having to run by his sister's apartment to check her locks twice and maybe knock and wake her so that he can make sure her oven's switched off and the fire alarms are working okay. A thirty-something man should be able to get through the day without calling his sister every couple of hours just to reassure himself she's still breathing. That she's still alive. That she wasn't snatched away while he wasn't looking. God; I must've annoyed the shit out of you.
"Sometimes," she said and smiled, thinking about dusty footprints on her clean floors and the way he insisted on 'fixing' her settings whenever she made the mistake of letting him use her computer. "But never because of that."
Liar, Imaginary Finn teased, but it's true that you never made me feel like a burden. You accepted me as I was, cracks and flaws and all.
"You're my brother, Finn."
I am, and that's how I want to stay. I don't want to be the chump who got his mind chewed up by god-damned moss while sleeping. I don't want to be the useless meat-bag that got its brains blown out a hundred kilometres above the surface of Cato. I want to be Finn Somerset, brother of Joy, fiancé of Miana, distance shot record holder at Bob's Shooting Range.
"Ignorer of dirty dishes and connoisseur of terrible films," she said. "Cheater at card games and shaker of Christmas presents."
Rather a shaker than a peeler. Don't think I didn't notice the poorly taped back corners on your presents.
She rested her forehead on the glass. It was easy to pretend that the eyes reflected there were not her own - just very similar.
"Are you real, Finn?"
Am I a figment of your imagination, or am I the part of me that couldn't be devoured? The last bit of Finn, floating in the sea of whispers?
There was a long pause before Imaginary Finn spoke again.
I can no more answer that question than you, Joy. I'd like to think I'm not, because souls are bullshit -
"Which is exactly what Finn's soul would say," she said, laughing through the tears.
See, there you go. That's the spirit - no pun intended. Be happy, Joy, and be what you are.
"Which is what?"
Ask Constant. He knows.
Another pause and, in the silence, she felt only love.
Whether I'm real or not, I think this is goodbye. Are you ready?
"Yes," she said. "No."
How about on the count of three?
"Okay. Okay, Finn." The tears came again, and she had to wipe fog from the glass to see the eyes that might as well be his. "I love you."
One
Two
Three
"Goodbye, Finn," she whispered. "Good night."
◆◆◆
 
Cassimer knelt by Finn, still working to do the impossible. She wanted to tell him to stop, that this puzzle could never be solved because all the important pieces were missing, but then she saw that the hard angles of his face had turned brittle and wet with tears.
She sat next to him and took his hands in hers. She wiped her brother's blood from them and gave them purpose. First, she asked him to cover Finn, then to straighten the slipping bandage around her arm. Then, to tell her what would come next; what his plan was for the escaping Daughters. He told her, and she listened, and once she'd got him talking it, was like he couldn't stop. Like he wanted to tell her everything, and when she opened her heart to let it all in, she found that it still had room.
He spoke of Finn; of Cato; of failure and whispers in his blood; of reedmace seeds and tangled roots, and of a captain called de Bracy, and when all he had left was apologies, she let him say it as many times as he needed.
In the silence that followed, he held her close. Over his shoulder, she could see black mountain ranges come into view. No matter. Dust or blue sweetgrass, she was where she wanted to be, and she told him that as the Cascade sank toward the grey plains, and as dust whipped the glass walls, she asked him all the silly questions in her head. Where are you from? What's your favourite song? And, laughing, what's your favourite colour?
And as the bone-white mist of Cato twilight rolled against the windows, she told him that to her, he was starlight.




60. Cassimer

The Cascade was sinking.
Meeks had re-engaged the engines, but the structure had never been meant to fly unassisted, and it had slowly descended through a thunderstorm to settle on the grey dunes. Cassimer wanted to believe that it was too large to be swallowed entirely, but he remembered the quiet cities sitting like coral reefs underneath Cato's dust. The Cascade could sink to street level, catching on leaning skyscrapers before coming to rest where people had once picnicked under a false blue sky.
Cassimer opened an airlock, and wind, abrasive with dust and cold, rushed inside. Physical contact with Cato, unmitigated by armour, hurt, and when he looked out over the plains, he saw only death. Rain had turned the landscape into a slow-moving sea of sludge. Dust devils danced across waves of mud and through distant ruins. It was twilight, and wisps of mist licked the Cascade's hull.
Two of the Dozen Daughters loomed within eyeshot. The nearest had sunk fast and deep, the lights of her stern all that remained above ground. The farther ship - ten klicks to the east - looked intact, but her amber-and-azure hull was dark. Over the mountain range to the east, smoke turned the sky black.
"See anything?"
He stepped aside to make way for Meeks. Cato would do a better job of explaining the situation than he ever could.
She hobbled up to the airlock, wincing at the cold, and gave a low whistle as she looked out over the plains. "Nasty place."
"At least the weather conditions are good."
Meeks laughed, mistaking sincerity for a joke. "Five Daughters cleared orbit. That makes seven down, and the two out there aren't looking too good."
"I regret that we couldn't do more for the crew."
"We already died once for the Andromache, Commander. Dying twice wasn't an unexpected outcome."
"An arc ship dressed for war. It makes no sense, Meeks. What was it you're so prepared to die for?"
"That's classified, Commander."
"Considering the circumstances, can't you make an exception?"
She smiled. "Would you?"
Fair point. He turned his attention to the plains. The ground was treacherous quicksand and the air increasingly biting. With her splinted leg, Meeks was unlikely to make it far on foot, and Joy was in no better shape to hike hostile terrain. There was little in the way of shelter - the downed Daughter to the east, perhaps, and in the hills to the west, he saw the glint of a metal archway that could be a train station. On his own, he might make it there - but on his own, he might as well be dead.
"Walking is a no-go. What about the escape pods?"
"Won't get us far, but it's our best shot. We need to get to that Daughter, Commander. She's equipped with long-range weaponry that, if we hurry, is capable of targeting her escaped sisters."
"You want to destroy them?"
"Your contingency plan isn't enough. Even without a Cascade, those ships are essentially miniature arc ships. Sooner or later, they'll reach a habitable system."
"Bastion will know to expect them. If they enter Protectorate space, they'll be destroyed on sight."
"But not all space is Protectorate space. As a cataphract, I expect you saw a lot of things - things you weren't necessarily supposed to have seen. Weapons. Tech. Secrets."
"None of it your business." One wrong word and Tower might take an interest.
She sighed. "Look, Commander, I'm not trying to get you in trouble. All I'm asking is that you think about the things you may or may not have seen and then consider this: the Andromache carries things you've never seen. Things even you could never imagine. She cannot be left in enemy hands."
"I understand the stakes, Meeks. I... Hang on." The dark Daughter suddenly glared with light. The mists were thick and the ship a fuzzy glow, but through his Hyrrokkin's scope, he detected movement. A ramp had deployed, and two dozen contacts came marching out. "Armoured troops in play."
"Friendlies?"
"Unlikely," he said, as a Helreginn-armoured soldier stumbled and fell, skidding down the ramp into a slurry of mud. "I think the demon means to come for us."
◆◆◆
 
Broken was a permanent state, and the only way to avoid it was to keep moving. That was what he had always told himself: Keep going though shadows loom and your muscles crawl with chemical electricity. Stay on your feet even as you start to drift; make your will into a band of steel and wrap it about your spine. Examine your every thought and then smother them in ash, because if you don't, if you let the scratching become a battering, then you will fall. And once you're on your knees, you'll never get up again.
You won't want to.
But then Finn Somerset had died, and with a single bullet, Cassimer's shields had shattered. He had fallen; he had broken.
Ash, only ash, pouring from every fracture - and then the sunrise.
Where are you from?
His last view of Kalix had been from the Hecate's mess hall. A patchwork quilt of glaciers, where lavender fields and redwood forests grew in crevasses, veiled by cirrus filaments as the ship had ascended. Beautiful, and utterly uninteresting to a fifteen-year-old cadet who couldn't help sneaking a look at himself in every reflective surface, bursting with pride in his new uniform.
That memory had been firmly buried by what had come later. His once-home had been reduced to an emotionless fact - a place of birth to put down on forms, a location listed on his citizenship card.
Where are you from?
He'd been asked that question many times, but never by someone who made him remember the scent of pine needles and the rush of white-water rivers. His answer had been the same as ever - Kalix, a Class 3 seedworld - but in the context of her, its meaning was redefined.
Joy, in the first snow of winter. Joy, with the scent of crushed lavender between her fingers. Copper hair brushing sun-kissed shoulders. Her warm skin and the soft grass, her touch and the blue sky - the real blue sky - above.
He found her in the core chamber, drawing patterns in the condensation on a viewport. He'd carried Finn there - high, she'd said, high and with a view - and now her brother's body lay in repose underneath swaying sweetgrass and branching spikes of lavender. A headstone of glass; an epitaph etched by fingertips.
He didn't know what to say. He didn't know how to do anything, except how to keep her safe, and so he gave her a jacket and a belt taken from a dead vessel, and showed her how to use his thermal knife. But as she secured the knife to her belt, her pale hands splotchy with blood, something inside of him shifted, and words came tumbling out.
"Cato isn't the end, Joy." He took her hand, hoping to erase the touch of death from her skin, and buried his face in hair that smelled of citrus and, perhaps only in his imagination, of fresh pine. "I'll see you off this world, I promise."
Stupid, making promises he couldn't hope to keep.
"Good," she said, and he'd never seen starlight as clearly as he did in her smile. She glowed, so bright that it took him a second to recognise the look in her eyes. "Because I have an idea, and it's kind of insane."
Joy had found the cliff's edge, and she meant to run.  




61. Lucklaw

His first attempt to dock the Cephalopod to the Cascade had caused a hull breach. The second attempt had gone slightly better, as the ship's fire suppression system had actually activated automatically. Most of the fires were extinguished, and the fog of smoke had begun to clear, but still, a third attempt seemed inadvisable.
But was it more inadvisable than jumping across open space? Standing at the edge of Airlock 2, his fingers cramp-tight around the door frame, Lucklaw wasn't so sure. The weight of his backpack pulled uncomfortably on his shoulders - as if carrying the equivalent of a tactical nuke on his back wasn't uncomfortable enough.
"Maybe this was a bad idea," he muttered to nobody in particular. The Cascade was less than twenty metres away, and he had secured himself to a safety line, but the thought of going out there made him sick. One miscalculation or crack in his suit, and it'd all be over. That seemed unfair, which he suspected that was rather the thing about space.
"Damn it."
He jumped.
Five seconds of black panic stretched forever in the void. He reached for the Cascade, but had misjudged his speed and clattered into it. His fingers scrabbled across pockmarked hull plates, catching in a crevice. By his fingertips, he hung on.
Breathe okay just breathe it's fine you've got it
And then he made the mistake of looking down. His feet drifted in the vacuum of space, and below them - nothing. Nothing at all, but for the pinpricks of stars, and his head spun with vertigo.
If I fall, I'll fall forever
He set his jaw and pulled himself closer to the hull. Pressed into it, limbs spread wide, latching on like a starfish. Even though nobody was watching, a blush burnt on his cheeks. There was no way he wasn't looking a damn fool, and in a way, that was nearly as bad as falling forever.
Inch by inch, he made his way through the Cascade's airlock. It gaped open, edges charred where somebody had gone at it with a plasma cutter. Pirates, probably, thinking themselves clever for using an old Cascade as a stash house. Could be scavvers too, but he didn't think so. Breaking into a Cascade took moxie, more than the average scavenger would have - maybe even more than he had. Stars, the stories he'd heard. The stories he definitely shouldn't be thinking about right now, but also couldn't stop -
"You doing okay, Lucklaw?"
He came to a floating stop halfway down the corridor, clutching a trembling hand to his cuirass. "Shit, Hopewell. You about gave me a heart attack."
She laughed. "Scared of brane ghosts?"
"Not too scared to be in here." All by myself, he wanted to add. In the dark, he didn't want to add.
"Point taken. How's it looking?"
"Like duct tape would be a massive improvement. Whole damn thing is on the verge of falling apart. The fact that even in the best case scenario, we're going to fold out through this thing, is bloody terrifying." He paused, looking at the two snub-nosed turrets at the end of the corridor. "At least the defences are down."
"Better be sure about that."
"Of course I'm sure. Got nothing on the sensors other than the core functions. Even they are pretty glitchy. No life support either, and the gravity generators are shot."
"Well, you take care in there. Florey says to watch out for trip wires - pirates like to roll low-tech to avoid sensor detection." A brief, static-static filled pause, before Hopewell predictably added: "And don't drink the brane beer!"
◆◆◆
 
Cascades were the connective tissue of civilisation, making possible near-instant travel and transfer of data, and every day, thousands of ships travelled through the hundred-odd Cascades in existence. Cascades were amazing; Cascades were ubiquitous, and nobody knew how they worked.
Lucklaw supposed it was a bit like cavemen discovering fire without understanding thermodynamics. Everyone knew that Cascades opened rifts into a brane through which mass and energy could be folded, but a thousand years on from the first Cascade to be constructed, nobody could say for sure what the brane was - or what it was like to travel through it.
There were theories, of course, from the scientific to the downright crazy, and the latter was the kind that tended to stick in people's minds.
Lucklaw, with his degree in physics, shouldn't be scared of ghosts. But as he climbed through black corridor after black corridor, occasionally glimpsing even blacker space through cracked portholes, it wasn't quantum mechanics that made his stomach cramp.
Damn it, Hopewell.
The official story was that folding was instant. There was no real scientific proof to support it, but it sounded better than we've no idea, and most people were happy to swallow it for just long enough to make the fold. It was certainly a happier thought than the popular theory that folding meant death. Some claimed that you might enter the brane, but what would exit on the other side was a copy. The you that went in the brane was still there, stuck forever in an unimaginable netherspace. And sometimes, they said (with their voices lowered to a hush), in Cascades so old that reality has begun to tear around them, you can see the ghosts. All the once-yous, screaming in silent accusation at their imposter.
Thanks ever so much, Lieutenant.
He pulled his way through a plasma-cut hole in a door, into a chamber where, in the pale blue cones of his suit lights, the shadows of up-ended beds became the gnarled branches of a forest. A dark-spattered sheet drifted past, and his stomach knotted at the thought of sleeping underneath the massive rift generators.
Navigating the cluttered space wasn't easy. Clothes and bed linen made tangles; larger furniture, obstacles. A large desk blocked his way, and he dove into the shadows below it.
A mummified corpse greeted him, arms outstretched.
He shoved it aside, into a crate of clattering bottles.
Brane beer. A nervous laugh escaped him, as he was reminded of the second most popular Cascade theory.
The brane was not just a netherspace attached to the universe, but a universe in its own right. Alien; incomprehensible, but with its own laws and lifeforms. When a ship folded through, the things that lived in the brane could see it. Worse, could interact with it. Stupid - Lucklaw had done hundreds of folds, and he felt fairly certain that he'd know if he'd been interfered with - but that didn't stop people from believing it.
They wipe your memory, his best friend in high school had said. That's why you can't remember being probed.
You do remember, but it's too weird for your brain to process, so the memories are repressed, his raid guild leader had insisted, and so did the midday news-stream adverts for hypnotherapists claiming to be able to Unlock Your Brane Brain.
I swear that bottle of beer wasn't in my hand before the fold. The brane creatures must've put it there. That particular quote belonged to Corporal Hargreaves. Obviously just a pathetic excuse for being caught drinking, but Corporal Hargreaves was Lieutenant Colonel Hargreaves now, and still told the same old story. Wasn't like no beer I'd ever tasted, and the next day - you wouldn't believe the hangover!
Rubbish. Except...
What had Elkhart said? Something about scratching shadows; hunters skittering in the veil between worlds.
A distant clatter made Lucklaw stop cold. Sensors showed nothing. Common bloody sense said there was nothing. He took a deep breath and dove deeper into the cold and the black.
◆◆◆
 
He'd never been inside a Cascade core chamber before, but he was reasonably sure the pylon arches shouldn't be spitting sparks. The moat was a dry riverbed, barely a trickle of plasma remaining. That was...
Deep breath.
That was very much not a good sign, as far as his understanding of Cascades went. It wouldn't surprise him if it had already caused ships to suffer catastrophic fold failure. Video of such events was hard to find, but Lucklaw had spent enough time on the wrong side of the net to have seen the mangled messes spat out when a Cascade failed to complete a fold correctly. The worst he'd ever seen - the very video that had made him swear off the gore sites - was the one where the crew had come out alive. Alive, but so incredibly wrong that the rescuers hadn't known where to begin. Eventually, Rampart had sent a caravel ship, and three pulsar missiles later, the problem had been sorted.
He set the first explosive charge underneath the main control panel. In a way, he'd be doing the galaxy a favour by taking out this groaning death trap. Just a shame that he still had to make one last fold. 
There were no signs that anybody had been inside the core in a very long time. No attempts at repairs had been made, and when he reached out to its systems, he found them choked with software update notices, dating back at least sixty years. Data was still being pushed out here, but without anyone to authorise the updates, the Cascade decayed. Possibly beyond saving - as far as he could tell, it'd take a small planet's worth of resources to patch up the structural faults alone.
For the second charge, he climbed to the top of the pylons. The sparks became blue flame against his armour, licking harmlessly along his limbs. When he moved, he left traces of fire in the air, a ghostly phantom of himself.
From the pinnacle, he could see the starry void and the miserable speck that was Cato. That such a dustbowl had been the theatre of his first mission. That he should now be sitting in a Cascade looking down on it. It was insane, and he thought of the version of him that had folded into the system all those weeks ago.
"Are you watching?" he asked his past self, turning this way and that as if he might find a brane ghost staring down at him. It didn't seem such a strange concept since he'd entered the core, where reality itself felt different. Weaker, or more malleable.
He probed the air with his fire-wreathed finger and felt resistance. Push a little harder, and it might part. As though reality was just one layer of many, and here, on the silver pinnacle, a mortal hand could peel it back for a peek into the beyond.
"Lucklaw, do you read?"
"Earth have mercy!" He couldn't help but grin. "Commander. It's good to hear your voice."
"And yours," came the reply. "What's your location?"
"I'm inside the Cascade." And the commander was still on Cato. The Cascade's signal strength was enough to get a read on his location, roughly five hundred miles west of Nexus. "Did you find Somerset?"
"I'm here." Her voice cut like silver through the static. "Alive and feeling the stun gun burns. I'm told that was your idea."
"Glad to hear it worked."
"Of course it did. You're brilliant, Corporal, and I owe you."
"You're welcome, but I think it's more like we're even."
"You only think that because we haven't asked you our next favour yet."
 She laughed, and then her voice was drowned out by the commander's, his tone making it more than clear that what came next was no favour, but an order.
"Five frigates are coming your way within the hour. Primaterre ships, but not friendly."
"I've almost finished setting the charges." And now his shoulders were made aware of the weight of that task. The command to initiate the detonation sequence sat ready on his HUD. An hour was enough time to complete the task and make it back to the Cephalopod for a final fold. But it wasn't even close to enough for the commander and Joy.
"Belay that order."
Oh thank the stars.
"The frigates are going to attempt to fold out. When they do, we need you to reroute them."
"Uh, Commander." He licked his lips, imagining that this was what it felt like to deliver a death notification. "With all due respect, the Cascade's security is both tight and deadly. Even without a time restraint, there is no way I can tamper with the settings."
"Understood, Corporal. You're to intercept and modify the fold requests sent from the frigates."
"Sort of the same principle as when you intercepted RebEarth radio chatter and sent fake responses back."
He cursed under his breath. Of course this was Joy's idea, and of course she thought it was sort of the same principle when it wasn't even close.
"If they're Primaterre ships, their signals will be encrypted. I can't -"
"I can." An unfamiliar woman's voice interrupted him. "I'll walk you through it. It won't be easy, but your commander speaks highly of you."
"I've given Towerman Meeks access to the team channel. She will send you the data you need."
"Okay. Right. So, what, you want me to block the fold requests?"
"You could," said the towerman, "but they'd notice, and then you'd have five angry frigates bearing down on your position. I'm transmitting the folding coordinates for another Cascade. We simply want you to change their requested destination."
The towerman kept talking as data began to trickle up the link. Security codes, authority bypasses, and even a hacking tool that reeked of Tower tech. Very nice, but when he tried to make a sneaky copy for himself, it was instantly deleted.
"Naughty," laughed the towerman, and he decided that he hated her. "But the right kind of naughty for the job, I think."
Well. Maybe hate was a strong word.
Following her instructions, he began to construct the bones of their deception. Tricky, but kind of fun, too, and for a moment, he forgot the impending doom and enjoyed his own brilliance.
"Where is this other Cascade anyway?"
A brief silence turned long, until, in a burst of static, the commander spoke.
"You have our location?"
"Affirmative."
"Then you have the Cascade's location."
They explained it, and once he understood, he could practically feel the blood drain from his face.
"Commander, I..." He swallowed hard. "You need to evac ASAP."
"Working on it."
That's when it struck him - the little thing he'd neglected to mention - and he bit his lip until it hurt. He wasn't brilliant, he was a bloody idiot who'd let himself get distracted again, and now the blood came rushing up into his face again.
"Um, Commander, you should know - you've got an evac en route."
"Say again?"
"Lieutenants Florey and Hopewell took the RebEarth shuttle back to Cato. They weren't happy about leaving you behind, Commander."
"Are you in contact?"
Was that disappointment in the commander's voice? No. Yes. Oh, shit, it was, wasn't it? But he could still fix it. He could still pull himself together. "Affirmative. I'll apprise them of the situation and relay your coordinates. Terrain scans show a train station west of your position. It's on elevated ground, ideal for an LZ. I recommend sheltering inside until your evac arrives."
"Copy that, Corporal."
Not much, but it was the best he could do.




62. Cassimer

The escape pod wheezed across the plains, struggling against wind and gravity. It drew its last breath halfway up a dune that rain had turned into a thick-flowing waterfall, and settled in the mud.
"Roughly three klicks to the train station." Cassimer had climbed to the ceiling airlock and made his way onto the hull. The view offered no good news. The train station was over the crest of the dune, and out on the plains, terrain vehicles from the downed Daughter came roaring towards their position.
"That's a long way." Joy stood at the bottom of the ladder, looking up at him.
"We'll make it." He climbed back down to grab his duffel bag. "Meeks, any chatter?"
"Oh yeah." The towerman swivelled her seat around. "The RebEarthers in particular took both your bait and the whole damn fishing pole."
The idea had been his, but it was Joy's voice that was being broadcast on repeat across Cato.
Hello? Is anyone listening? I just saw a ship crash on the plains. I think they're Primaterre. I see soldiers too, heading for our settlement. Please help. I'm scared that they're going to -
They'd cut it there, at Meeks's suggestion. Tickle their imaginations with an open-ended message, she'd said. He supposed she was right - she'd been right to suggest that Joy play the part, after all. Better a frightened young woman's voice than his.
"This place is about to get very interesting." Meeks switched between channels with a wry smile.
"We need to move before it does." The escape pod's emergency supplies were scant. The rations and water were already mostly gone, and the med kit contained little of value. Pain killers for Meeks, and a shot of stims for him - not as effective as the custom stims he was used to running on, but better than nothing.
Tucked behind a row of space suits, he found a coil of security line. He took it and tossed the remaining rations in his duffel bag, on the off-chance that they'd live long enough to need them.
"So, Somerset, how much destruction are we looking at here?" Meeks glanced over her shoulder. "Are we out of the blast zone?"
"Um." Joy blinked. "I'm not sure."
"Not sure? What kind of a scientist are you?"
"I'm a botanist."
"Botanist?" Meeks shot Cassimer a look of disbelief. "Earth have mercy, Commander - you do realise we're about to open a damn wormhole on this planet?"
"Like you said, things are about to get interesting." He zipped up the duffel bag and threw it over his shoulder. His spine groaned under the weight.
"This is why I never liked working with the banneretcy." Meeks shook her head. "Too damn crazy."
"Whatever it takes, Meeks. You good to go?"
"Your corporal is a clever boy. Easy to work with - the young and the ambitious always are. Make him think there's a gold star in it for him, and he'll run to the ends of the universe. That said, he is quite young, and he just got visual on the frigates. He's going to need someone to hold his hand."
"And you're volunteering."
"The Andromache was my mission long before it was yours, and her crew is my crew. What was it you said to the private? It's not my fault, but correcting it is my duty."
"It's a hard call to make, Meeks."
"No, Commander." She looked at him, all pretence gone. "If you'd been to the sea cave, you'd know that it's the easiest call in the world. Tell him, Somerset."
"What the man in the sea cave does... it's the laughing darkness, and it's the reaching shadows. It's a century-long stripping of the soul." Joy looked at him with honey-brown eyes, this girl whose compassion was her strength and her weakness, and said: "We can't leave them to suffer in his hands."
"Or as we like to put it," Meeks said, "death is the only mercy."
Indeed, and he had no further objections.
◆◆◆
 
Thick mud streamed over his shoulders. He pushed through, spine aching under the pressure. Below the mud was solid glass, and he used his knife to cut holds, slowly plunge stepping up the dune. He was no stranger to free-climbing, but his experience served only to scream in his ear how foolish it was to make such a dangerous climb with so little preparation.
When he finally topped out, pulling himself over the crest, he fell on his hands in ice-cold sludge. He stayed there for a moment, his every breath sending jolts of pain down his spine.
The train station lay at the base of a jagged ridge. Segments of tunnel protruded from the ground, the once-subterranean parts of the station laid bare by rain and landslides. If the station was flooded or collapsed, his and Joy's only chance of survival would be the mountains beyond.
He carved out footholds at the edge of the crest and made himself a secure seat. Then he leaned over the edge and lowered the security line to Joy. She sat on the roof of the escape pod, unable to stand under the weight of both his Hyrrokkin and his duffel bag on her back.
Ready? he texted.
She secured the line around her waist and nodded.
Less than two hundred kilos. No weight at all. All he had to do was ignore the line biting into his palms and the liquid running down his spine. Two hundred kilos was nothing. Pain was nothing. Focus was everything.
His HUD blinked a warning.
Projectile detected.
Fuck. He stopped pulling, requesting a trajectory calculation -
- mud erupted from the wall of the dune. Ten metres below his position, but only two to the right of Joy.
A vehicle had pulled up out on the plains. Armoured figures milled around it, but one sat perched on the roof. Cassimer didn't need his HUD to identify the sniper's rifle as Primaterre.
His HUD blinked again, twice.
More mud sprayed from the dune. Through a fine mist, he saw Joy turn and return fire, and through the cold and the wind and the pain, he smiled. No chance of hitting her target from that range, but she was trying and that counted for something. That counted for a whole constellation of gold stars.
Three more times his heart stopped. Three more times bullets struck glass. And then she was there, mud-soaked and shivering, and he pulled her over the crest and into his arms. Held her tight, breathing in her hair a thank you to fate, and then he removed the gear from her shoulders.
"Stay low," he said. "And stay put. Not far now, but I've got something to take care of first."
He crept up to the crest of the dune. The vehicle hadn't moved; the sniper was on his way down from the roof. He didn't make it.
Once all vessels were dead and the vehicle's engine block sent plumes of dark smoke into the sky, Cassimer shouldered his Hyrrokkin. He could see the question in Joy's eyes: was that necessary?
He wiped mud from her forehead and leaned into kiss it.
"No correction is too small to make."
She smiled, shaking her head. "Such a perfectionist."
◆◆◆
 
They were four hundred metres from the train station's archway when the roar of engines surged like a wave. Cassimer ditched the duffel, keeping only his weapons, and heaved Joy into his arms.
Still he wasn't fast enough. His HUD tracked the oncoming hostiles, counting vehicles - six, seven, eight - and calculating the dire odds. Bullets spewed geysers of mud into the sky. No hits, and at this range, it had to be intentional. The demon wanted them alive - or at least Joy.
"If I set you down," he murmured in her ear. A short run to the station. Maybe short enough that she'd make it if he provided a distraction.
"No," she replied, in a granite-hard tone worthy of old Commander Ullapool, and wrapped her arms tight around his neck.
A hundred metres to go, and the nearest Epona pulled wide to flank in a spray of slush. Ninety metres, and the Epona came to a halt outside the station, its doors sliding open to release a dozen armoured men. Eighty metres, and the sound of gunfire drowned out all else.
He dropped to his knees, cradling Joy. He braced, awaiting the first impact - and realized that these bullets weren't meant for him.
The dark maw of the train station lit up with muzzle flashes as men in red and black armour came pouring out. The demon fought back, but its vessels were untrained and unworthy, and fell one by one.
"RebEarth," he said, and how strange it was to say the name and want to laugh. "It's RebEarth, come to kill Primaterre."
"Hide your guns in the mud, quick." Joy scooped up a handful of the stuff and ran her fingers across his face. "Just a local loony now, okay? Don't talk to them, don't look at them - act pathetic."
Easier said than done. A unit of RebEarthers ran past, followed by another unit in their newly-won Epona, and every muscle in his body tensed instinctively. The sky rumbled as two phoenix-painted shuttles shot over the mountains.
"Please," Joy said. "The Primos, they killed everyone. My whole settlement... please help."
"Not fucking here to help," growled the RebEarther who'd stopped to investigate, and Cassimer tightened his grip around the submerged Morrigan. "But you'd do well to get out of our way, because we're about to light those bastards up."
"Thank you." Joy's hand closed around Cassimer's, and he could feel the fear fluttering in her pulse. They stayed like that until the RebEarthers were gone, spread out to hunt and destroy, and then they ran.
Twenty metres to the station, and Cassimer thought he saw movement on the shadowy stairs. Fifteen, and he was certain; more people heading their way. Ten, and bright light burned against his vision. He saw a glimpse of ragged silhouettes on the stairs - cowering, hiding their faces - and then his eyes shut against the pain.
A wave of heat followed, and he knew that heat, recognised it from the cauldrons of Kalau'a Valley. Again he fell to his knees, again he made himself a shield for Joy, because here it came -
- a force like a giant fist, punching him into darkness and silence -
- and when it was over, he followed the explosions and the wailing and the groaning back to consciousness. A quick finger to Joy's neck - still alive, though she hardly looked it - and then he pushed himself to his feet, pulling her into his arms.
Shattered fulgurite had showered the plateau with needle-sharp shrapnel. Vehicles lay on their sides, wheels spinning grey mist into the air. One RebEarth shuttle burnt, embedded into the mountainside. The other spun out over the plains.
The first of the Dozen Daughters had made her fold. A boiling crater marked the impact - miles wide and growing wider, as tremors tore gashes through glass and rock. Flame-licked spirals of smoke and dust towered over the plains, swelling and undulating, spreading to block out the sky. The Cascade, a glimmering moon in the haze, crackled with silver light.
He ran, splashing through knee-deep mud. The train station stairs were dark, but he remembered what he'd seen and knew that way would take them into quivering, sniffing, clawing madness.
"Are we going down there?"
Joy, trembling, looked up at him. He shook his head and looked to the mountains.
"No. We're done with the underworld."
No more darkness. No more madness. He secured his hold on Joy and ran toward the sky.




63. Lucklaw

"Did it work?"
The Andromache's offspring painted the view amber-and-azure, so large and so close to the Cascade that space had been reduced to slivers of black. Five fold requests had been sent - intercepted - and relayed, slightly modified.
The first one had just been processed, and the corresponding ship had folded - somewhere.
"Meeks?"
No response, and he checked the connection. Fine on his side. If the ship had folded into Cato, it was possible comms were disrupted on the towerman's end. It was also possible that she was dead.
Shit. He ran a few pointless scans to distract himself. He wasn't supposed to think about that word, wasn't supposed to think about death. Meeks had told him as much, asking him to think of her as the one pulling the trigger if that helped.
The responsibility wasn't his. Legally and morally, he'd done nothing wrong. It wasn't even a case of just following orders; he'd actually helped save people from a fate worse than death. Was maybe helping save the entire galaxy. All of that was true, and it did help.
But he was inside the core of a Cascade, where reality felt thin enough to drive a finger through it, and but for the sound of his own breath, the silence was complete. He'd folded a ship into a planet, and if her ghosts wanted to reach out from the brane and have their vengeance, it was him they'd be reaching for.
Silver lightning coursed through the arcing pylons. The second fold request was about to be processed, and he took a deep breath. He still didn't believe in brane ghosts, but he now knew for a fact what a fold was like from the inside of a Cascade.
Come on Meeks, respond, say something, anything. I don't want to be alone -
And then reality folded in on itself like colourful origami. He saw
himself, entering the core chamber
himself, strapped into the seat of a Primaterre shuttle and he could hear Albany's voice
And I thought you guys were supposed to be tough
and he laughed, wondering what Albany would think if she could see him now
and he froze, afraid that maybe she was watching, maybe she was reaching
And then reality made another fold. Stars streamed across black and he saw
someone else, entering the core chamber
someone else, laughing and chatting with engineers running maintenance on systems that were still being diligently updated
someone else, breathing air produced by a life support system that hadn't yet suffered catastrophic failure
And he took another deep breath, because here came the final part of the fold.
Nebulae formed at his fingers, swirling and pulling, and he saw
himself, with a cracked visor, floating still and dead above the core
himself, sucked out through the gaping hole where the viewport used to be, screaming into space
himself, laughing
and beyond his self lay the universe and if he looked, if he really looked, he thought he might see it all.
And then it was over. Reality rippled once and smoothed. He looked at his hands to make sure they were just hands, turned them, flexing his fingers, and when no stars came pouring out, when time didn't flow like a lunar river, he breathed again.
"Corporal, do you copy?"
"Towerman Meeks." He stopped short of blurting out you're alive. "Status report?"
"Status report?" Her laughter cut through the static like the whine of a circular saw. "Well, let me put it this way: I hope this isn't a valuable world, because it is fucked. I mean, this is beyond anything I've ever seen. We're talking extinction level event."
"It's Cato, so, nothing of value lost." Well. Almost nothing. "Status on the commander?"
"Lost contact. Trying to reconnect, but with the amount of shit getting kicked into the atmosphere, I doubt I'll have much luck."
"You think they're alive?"
"You tell me, kid. Can they outrun a nuclear explosion?"
"It wouldn't be the first time this month." He laughed and wished he could open his visor to wipe his eyes. "I wish I was down there with them."
"No, you don't." Dead serious now. "You're exactly where you need to be."
"When the ships fold, it's like the universe is flattened - distance, time, all gone - and I'm thinking that those things exist for a reason. That they are shields, protecting us from what's out there. Keeping us safe until we..." He paused. "I don't know how to explain it, but when the ships fold, I can glimpse a glittering thing on the horizon. A promise. Something I can reach one day if I try hard enough. If I do my best."
"It's just the fold sickness, kid. Best trip in the galaxy, I hear. Enjoy it while you can; supposedly the mind builds up a tolerance real quick."
 Lights flashed on an instrument panel below. The third folding request was being processed, but something was different this time. More signals were coming from the ship that had sent it. Hurried, sloppy - panicked.
"Meeks, they know."
"The Daughters?"
"Yes. One's trying to cancel the fold request."
"Can you intervene?"
"I don't need to." He kicked against the wall, floating close to the viewport. "The Cascade is locked. There's nothing they can do."
That didn't stop them from trying, more and more desperately. The Cascade's comms system crackled to life and a voice cut through the silence of the core chamber:
"Please."
And then the pylons glowed silver, and where a Daughter had floated was only space, dark and uncaring. And though the voice had been a demon's voice, its final, desperate syllable stayed with him through the fold. He cried, and Meeks was in his ear, telling him that it was all right, that he was doing an excellent job, that he'd made the Primaterre proud. He cried harder then, because Meeks still loved the Primaterre and he no longer had that luxury. He had truth and he had doubt, he had rage and betrayal. A long road back to love, and there was no signal in the universe strong enough to...
...he blinked, watching the last silver flame die out. A signal strong enough to reach every world in the Protectorate. A signal that was never interrupted. A signal that couldn't be received in exo-space.
A signal that couldn't be broadcast in systems where the Primaterre didn't control the Cascade.
 Shit. The realisation stabbed like a knife to the gut. He was right, he knew he was - and now he had another secret to carry. Another piece of information that he didn't know what to do with. The knife twisted, and he wished that he could unlearn it.
Except maybe he didn't need to, because the remaining two Daughters had cancelled their fold requests before they were locked, and one of them was approaching. An amber-and-azure serpent, slithering through the black.
"Meeks."
It took her a long time to respond, and when she did, her voice wavered as much as the connection. The towerman sounded terrified, which given his situation, struck him as entirely unreasonable.
"Meeks, one of the Daughters has docked with the Cascade. They're coming for me."
"Hide," she replied. "Hide and -"
The connection cut out.
◆◆◆
 
Grey-armoured figures glided silently into the core chamber, incandescent suit lights sweeping across humming machinery. In the moat, the trickle of plasma glowed a deeper blue as it reacted to their presence. Lucklaw's suit cam, detached and floating languidly, captured enough glimpses for a head count - seven, eight, nine - and a cold-sweat overview of their arsenal.
Nine. Lucklaw hugged his new Morrigan close. Basic training had included a two-week course in zero-g combat, but that had been well over a year ago, and nobody had taken it much seriously. They were Bastion men, after all, meant to have their boots firmly planted on the ground - not Rampart spacers.
Yeah, it was a good excuse, and he had plenty more - but nine was a big number for one man. Nine was so big, in fact, that he couldn't repress just how badly he'd stumbled his way through training. Base-Sec had been better, but six months in, he'd received transfer orders. His commanding officer had taken one look at them, and then he'd laughed.
Lucklaw's hands tightened around the Morrigan at the memory. That bastard had laughed right in his face, and then he'd read the transfer aloud to the rest of the unit.
(Golden boy's being sent to the banneretcy. Must've cost Mummy a pretty penny!)
Bunch of bloody bastards, the lot of them. Not like Commander Cassimer, who obviously had Lucklaw's record, but had never made a single disparaging comment about his failures, his poor grades, or his family name. Admiral Lucklaw took the view that failure wasn't an option, and the officers at boot camp and Base-Sec had seen his failure as a given. But the commander treated failure as an opportunity to get back up and do better.
I can do that. I just have to breathe, and focus.
One of the hostiles pointed towards the viewport, where white tendrils of smoke wreathed around a man-sized hole. Working with cutting gel in zero-g - in a rush - had been tricky. In truth, it'd nearly killed him. Globs of the stuff still floated around the chamber like deadly drops of rain, waiting to eat their way through some unfortunate's armour.
Come on come on. Take the bait.
Three hostiles swum through the hole, nimbly avoiding the sizzling edges, by virtue of the micro-thrusters on their space suits. They'd come better prepared than he, but at least now only six remained inside the Cascade.
They noticed the suit cam next. He'd left it near the western exit; a tasty breadcrumb to lead them down the creaking corridors. Lots of hull breaches in that section, lots of collapsed floors. With a bit of luck, the three hostiles heading west might get themselves killed.
The remaining trio headed north, towards the crew quarters where the darkness was complete and where Lucklaw was crouching inside a toilet cubicle.
The camera feed cut out in a burst of gunfire. Not unexpected. In fact, it surprised him that they hadn't destroyed it sooner. The lichen-creature was slow to catch on.
Slow to do a lot of things, actually. They'd entered the chamber at a near-crawl, which he'd first chalked up to lack of zero-g experience, but now he wasn't so sure. The way they stopped occasionally, and their weird twitching,  reminded him more of the demons of the Primaterre lie than of Elkhart. They acted as though they were in pain.
The Daughters. Oh Earth have mercy. They feel each other's pain; each other's death. That's how they knew. And now they're coming for me. Oh stars. Oh fuck.
"Meeks, do you copy?"
Nothing but static.
"Rising Flame, come in."
The RebEarth shuttle was gone too.
"Commander?"
Nothing. He was alone, with nothing but brane ghosts and the signals of a dying world to keep him company. Maybe that was enough. Maybe he was enough. Maybe all he had to do was get up and do better.
◆◆◆
 
Three vessels approached. Through the night-vision of his visor, they glowed green, leaving ghostly outlines in their wake.
He waited for them with chattering teeth. Without primers, he didn't think they'd be able to utilise their stolen Primaterre equipment to its full potential, but he couldn't be sure. So he'd lowered his suit's temperature to mask his body heat and switched off most of its active systems. His HUD was dark and empty, but for the upper right corner, where a complicated constellation of network connections glittered.
They glided into the room. Quiet, cautious; less twitchy. He held his breath and waited for them to drift into the maze he'd made.
Hunkering down in the toilet cubicle might've been fine for a scared corporal still listening to the advice of a towerman. But he wasn't Tower; he was Bastion, and Bastion only ever hid to lure prey closer.
So he'd moved into the dilapidated dorms and pulled together bunks and shelves; crates and tables; lights and monitors into an asteroid belt of junk to snarl the vessels. At opposite exit, he'd made a nest of mattresses, and that's where he waited. That's where he'd make his stand. That's where he'd show Base-Sec that his mother hadn't wasted her merits. That's where he'd make sure Joy hadn't killed Duncan for nothing, because though he'd told her they were even, that was far from the truth. He'd owe her until the end of time. He'd owe her until he touched that glittering thing on the horizon.
The vessels moved through the labyrinth in a haze of green. When they arrived at its centre,  Lucklaw reached into the constellation of network connections, grabbed the first stream he saw, and tugged it into every functioning monitor in the dorm.
A crowd roared with cheer as a whistle blew a trio of sharp signals. A scoreboard declared a decisive victory of 27 to 13, and a flock of blackbird mascots pranced across a gouged and muddy field. A lightshow painted the sky above the stadium, reflecting in the golden trophy hoisted by a victorious team.
The vessels turned, confused and frightened.
Lucklaw raised his Morrigan above the mattresses - a stray thought crossing his mind: Hopewell will be so pissed she missed the big game - and fired.
◆◆◆
 
He couldn't use the same trick twice on the vessels - that was the downside with fighting a single being with multiple bodies. But the upside was that killing or injuring one was the same as hurting them all. Easy pickings when the enemy couldn't fight back. So easy, in fact, that it didn't even feel real anymore.
This wasn't combat, he decided as he dispatched the sixth vessel with a headshot. This was like playing a game. The AI was a little bit smarter than he was used to, but in return, the NPCs were far more fragile. No bullet sponges here; one or two and down they went.
When he floated back into the core chamber, it was with a sense of optimism. He'd hang back and wait for the third group to return from the exterior - maybe set another trap - and after that... well, who knew. The team might be back in contact by then. If not, he'd think of something.
And then he looked through the viewport and saw the Daughter's airlock open, and a stream of grey-armoured vessels come pouring towards the Cascade. Towards him.
It had to be - oh stars - he tried to count, but somewhere around ninety-five his brain seemed to have forgotten numbers, seemed to have forgotten anything that wasn't cold fear.
"Meekscommanderhopewell," he whispered down the team channel. "Damnitpleasewhereareyou?"
Nothing, and in desperation, he reached towards the oncoming legion. He probed their suits' defences for weaknesses, but hacking Primaterre equipment would take longer than he had.
One of the vessels opened its comms systems to him, and as he crept inside for a peek, it typed:
HELLO
MURDERER
Lucklaw pulled back, shutting down all connections and reminded himself to breathe. He had to... he had to... he had to do something, but his brain had gone blank and his HUD was aglow with caps-lock accusation.
Then silver flames arced between pylons, and a familiar feeling tugged at his brain. The Cascade was processing a fold request. Except, it wasn't transmitting; it was receiving, and he grinned. Bastion had heard the commander's request, and they were coming.
But when the fold sickness wore off and reality solidified, he saw that the new arrival was a warship, painted proudly red and black.
A beat of silence followed, and he could imagine the confusion onboard the three ships outside. Then the RebEarth cruiser's railguns glowed hot, and the Daughters' force fields flared bright. The first volley streaked across the dark void like a cluster of stars.
And the Cascade burned silver as it processed another incoming request.




64. Cassimer

Ash fell from a burning sky. The wastes had become a maelstrom of grey and black, churning around a rapidly widening crevasse.
The third Daughter had unfolded below ground. Cassimer had no words for what had happened, no comprehension of the science, but he understood the effects perfectly. Destruction, immaculate and pure.
The mountain peaks listed towards the plains. Chunks of glass broke off, careening down slopes and valleys. One RebEarth ship still flew, its dark shape increasingly obscured by dust and ash. He could hear screams from down below; desperate calls for assistance - and he could hear the determined march of half a dozen armoured men.
"Stay here."
They'd made it to a plateau in the mountains, surrounded by fangs of dark glass, before a landslide had cut off their ascent. Joy showed no sign she'd heard him, staring up at the sky, eyes wide, lost in awe of the destruction.
"Joy." He touched her shoulder. She turned, and he could see tears in her eyes. She began to say something, but her voice was drowned by a  sudden rumble.
A tremor tore through the ground. Not the first, but violent, and as fulgurite trees rattled and shattered, he held Joy close. Felt her heartbeat, her cold skin and the short puffs of breath against his neck. So fragile; so perfect.
The mountain screamed. Ridges bucked wildly, sending torrents of mud down trembling slopes. Bedrock tore open,  swallowing gulps of glass and dust. The ground convulsed as it turned itself inside out, spewing bricks and mortar, tiles and tracks. Cato purged itself of the civilisation that had dared to burrow through its bones.
The train came speeding through the falling debris, kicking up a cloud of grey as it smashed through, following its tracks towards the edge of an abyss. The train's sensors should've warned its systems to stop. Perhaps its brakes had gone, but to Cassimer's eyes, the train acted as though honour-bound. It didn't stop, didn't hesitate, plunging into the dark.
"I did that," Joy said, her gaze fixed on the flames that burst from the abyss. "Oh my god. I did that. All of this."
His lips found hers, cracked and mud-caked, and he murmured through the taste of salt and blood: "No, not you. He did it; all of this. Every terrible thing."
He kissed her still-bruised cheek and her hands, lacerated with cuts of shrapnel from Rhys's visor. All of this, he told her, was the demon's doing. It had turned a whole world dark, and she had done nothing but bring the light.
"You did what was necessary." A hairpin stuck out at an awkward angle, and he pushed it back into her hair. Even now, she was warm light and soft curves. Beautiful, and a selfish part of him wanted to kiss her again, wanted to keep kissing her for as long as they had before the planet died. A death like that would be all right. A death like that would be better than he could ever have hoped for.
But he was still Commander Cassimer of Scathach Banneret Company, and what he wanted mattered less than ever.
"We're soldiers," he said, "and we're going to finish this like soldiers. You with me, Private Somerset?"
◆◆◆
 
She was - even after he explained that she'd have to play bait.
Too much interference for comms, almost too much dust for visual. He eased into position on an outcrop of rock above the plateau and set his rifle up. Through the scope, Joy was a pale shimmer of body heat, but he could no longer see the glass pillar that was her cover - nor the chunk of glass that he'd shifted to catch her reflection. Anyone coming up the mountain path would see her image captured in lichen-streaked, glossy darkness. They'd see her fear and her fatigue, and they'd see that she was alone. If they were smart, they wouldn't believe it.
The demon wasn't smart.
Before the first vessel hit the ground, Cassimer had fed another round into the Hyrrokkin's chamber and adjusted his aim. Going against instinct and avoiding the kill-shot was the hard part, but the second vessel fell shrieking, confirming that it'd been a good hit.
"Little sister."
Even with his augments, Cassimer strained to hear the demon over the roar of landslides.
"I only have one brother," called Joy. "And you killed him."
"Only the part of him that was flesh." The demon's voice rose a pitch every now and then, sharp notes like barbs on wire.
"If flesh parts are so unimportant, why don't you come a little closer and we'll help you get rid of yours?"
The demon tried to laugh, but the injured vessel cried out in pain, and the laughter became a scream. It was cut short by a bullet.
"See what you have done, little sister? Twice I've killed myself because of you. I've never done that before. Not even when I wanted to. Not even during my ten-thousand-year captivity in the sands of Cato."
Movement to the west. Guided by his HUD, Cassimer spotted two shimmers heading round the outside of the circle of glass fangs. He tracked them, waiting for an opportunity to take them.
"Eight months on Cato and a brother lost, and you think that you have suffered? Try ten thousand years. Try working on your escape for a century-and-a-half, your every waking moment spent on controlling wilful human minds. Try getting close enough to the sky to touch it - only to have it ripped away. Only to be swallowed once more by the gloom, lying on Cato's cold sands as you die ten thousand deaths."
Movement on the path below Joy. The demon, advancing as it spoke. Cassimer fired a quick warning shot that punched through glass, leaving a smouldering fist-sized hole.
"I suffocated as smoke replaced oxygen. I burned in nuclear fire. I drowned in mud and am drowning still - trapped inside metal, I am sinking and drowning and screaming." The vessel approaching Joy had backed off and stopped, and Cassimer turned his attention back to the others.
"I'm sorry," Joy said, her voice choked with tears.
"Sorry?" The demon scoffed. "You will be. You chose your soldier over your brother."
What?
"A choice that's kept you alive so far. But who will you chose when the choice is between the soldier and yourself?"
Glass crunched underneath boots, and too late Cassimer understood that the demon had been talking to Joy, but had intended to distract him.
Down below, a vessel came into view between two glass fangs. Cassimer took the shot, even as he felt the presence of another behind him.
"Hands away from the rifle, soldier." The muzzle of a gun pressed against the back of his neck.
"Fuck off," he replied and chambered another round. The Hyrrokkin spat fire, but the demon struck him from behind, and his aim was thrown just enough for the second vessel to escape. At least Joy would've seen. At least she'd know to expect trouble.
A boot kicked his Hyrrokkin away, sending it clattering down to the plateau.
Still kneeling, Cassimer turned.
"I have your soldier, little sister." The demon almost sang with glee. "Give yourself to me, and he can keep his flesh."
"Cassimer?"
The vessel with its gun on him smiled. "Answer her, soldier."
No. Never. He'd play no such game. The vessel was male and dressed in Primaterre sentinel armour, but underneath that armour was a would-be colonist who'd spent a century in stasis. Its mind might be ancient, but its body had been built for softer, gentler times. It had been built for picnics in the park and bathrooms where soap dispensers wished their users a great day; and shadows that were just the absence of light.
A long shard of glass lay within reach. The vessel caught him looking, and shook its head.
"Don't," it said. "I'm not afraid to die."
It was lying.
"Neither am I," said Cassimer; and so was he.
A twitch of his fingers toward the shard. The vessel reacted, kicking the shard away. Less than a second of lost concentration. Long enough.
Cassimer grabbed its wrist and pulled it sharply towards him. It fired its gun, bullets screaming wildly into the haze, and stumbled forwards, tumbling into him. Cassimer's spine gave out in a burning gush of liquid. His knees slid across dusty rock, and into air.
He landed hard on the plateau. Couldn't breathe, couldn't move; his chest felt heavy with dust and his spine like writhing fire. The vessel lay nearby, reaching with broken arms for its weapon.
Cassimer's damaged shoulder had been broken beyond repair, fresh tendons snapping as he reached for his Morrigan with numb fingertips. The vessel sat up, raising its rifle - and jerked backwards in a spray of blood. Joy hadn't managed a kill shot, but good enough for Cassimer to have time to finish the job.
A hot wind, glittering with embers, swept the haze from the plateau. Joy, lowering her borrowed gun, was approaching, but he motioned for her to stay back.
The vessel the Hyrrokkin had failed to hit stepped into the circle of glass. It carried a rifle, and it aimed for her, sending a burst of bullets in her direction.
But that was wrong. It knew where he was. It knew that he should be its priority target. The demon wasn't always smart, but it wasn't that stupid.
"Joy -" He tried to call out a warning, but the wind forced dust and embers down his throat. Coughing, he rolled over, dug his fingers deep into mud and tried to push himself upright. Sweat spattered the ground. Liquid surged around his spine in hot spirals.
And then he was on his knees and the Morrigan in his hands. He took the shot the demon had been expecting, but too late. Its barrage had forced Joy back, had forced her to leave the glass circle or die.
Had forced her right into the demon's arms.
It stood like a shadow between the two blocks of dark glass. It wore a suit of banneret armour, its dark visor sealed shut. A Hyrrokkin protruded over its shoulder, and the gun pressed to Joy's temple was a matte-black Morrigan.
It laughed, and so did Cassimer. How could he not? Hell had found him in the crumbling mountains of a dying world. Here, where the winds blew hot as fire and ash rained from flame-lashed skies, it had come to him. And he had been right, because hell was cacophony and hell was chaos; and Joy had been right, because hell was silent anticipation and the stillness of tears in honey-brown eyes.
"I'm glad you like my little joke."
"It's something I've been waiting for a very long time," he said to the thing that might as well be his own reflection. Embers danced on its shoulders, streaking past its visor like fireflies, and he wondered; if the visor opened, would maggots come pouring out?
"I understand the feeling." It slid the Morrigan's barrel along Joy's cheek. "Twice I gave the little sister a choice. Twice she failed to choose. Now I give you the choice, soldier. Die, and she will live."
"Live?" He spat black dust on the ground. "As one of your vessels, you mean."
"Her truth will live on, as will her flesh." The demon tugged the jacket from Joy's shoulder. Its hand slipped inside the collar, down her chest. "I think you like the flesh enough that you don't want to watch it be destroyed. I think that you'd rather die than see what this weapon will do to such a pretty face."
"Joy." He spoke her name in despair. He knew what he had to do - two kill switch codes glowed on his HUD - but he'd told her once that killing a RebEarther was as inconsequential as harming her would be impossible, and that had been true. Was true. Was the cold weight of iron in his heart.
And then he saw that the tears had gone from her eyes. He saw the slight turn of her nose and the firm line of her lips. She looked at him, tensing her fingers around the hilt of white-hot fire, and spoke a name of death.
"Ereshkigal."
He understood. Two bullets flew from his Morrigan, flew true and straight, and evaporated in a harmless sizzle against reactive armour plates. The demon staggered backwards, and Joy, slick with mud, slithered round and pulled Cassimer's thermal knife from her belt, and rammed it upwards into the demon's jaw.
I taught her that, he thought, his stomach roiling with sickness and pride, and he crawled through mud to pulled her from the demon's arms.
The demon was alive. Its jaw worked awkwardly up and down the incandescent blade. It spoke, though its words were garbled.
"I will come for you, little sister. I will have you."
"No." Cassimer pressed his palm against the hilt of the blade. "You won't."
When the demon died, he took back his knife and burned it clean.
"We need to keep climbing," he said to Joy, but when he tried to stand, he found that he couldn't. When he saw the look on her face, he tried harder and managed a few stumbling steps before collapsing.
"It's all right," she said, helping him sit. "We'll be fine right here."
◆◆◆
 
The haze had thickened to night darkness. The smell of smoke hung heavy in the air. The mountainside juddered, sending gouts of mud down the ravines and gullies.
Cassimer and Joy huddled in the glass circle, behind a curtain of sludge pouring from the outcrop. He could hardly see her now, and there was no more pain, only a growing numbness. Joy assured him it was the cold and the shock, and maybe she was right - he wasn't used to either sensation.
"Of course I'm right," she said, taking his hands between hers to rub them warm. "I'm sort of a scientist, remember?"
A group of panicked RebEarthers galloped past them once, but either didn't see or didn't care. Couldn't blame them. The earth groaned with hollow thunder, and when his HUD reported a rising rad-count, it was his turn to comfort Joy.
"I don't want to end up like Scarsdale."
"You won't," he said.
"Because we won't live long enough?"
"Because the rad-count's still within acceptable levels."
"Oh." She sighed and rested her head on his chest. "I'm sorry. Tell me something nice, Constant. Tell me about Scathach Station."
He described to her its many rings and slowly-revolving core; how it shone like a beacon and how ships hovered around it like moths. He described its shimmering aura of shields and its plated hull, and the section that belonged to the banneretcy. His quarters were larger, he told her, than any room he'd ever had before, and quiet. He told her about the park at the centre of Scathach, where wood-chip paths snaked around ponds underneath swaying canopies of oak and beech, and where artificial sunshine beat down on hill-sized boulders.
"Ah," she said and smiled, wiping mud from his face. "That's where you got your tan."
He nodded and told her about his favourite places and how he would take her there. She liked that, he could tell, and he wracked his mind for any detail that might make her smile, for words that might make her forget Cato for a moment. He knew it was possible, because he had walked its dead earth more than once imagining himself elsewhere.
And then she stopped him with a hush.
"Did you hear that?"
She shook her head as he looked towards the mountain path. "No - over the comms."
He opened all channels and turned up the volume. Static mounted until the white noise drowned out the rumbling ground. Nothing. Nothing. And then -
"...opy...mander.."
"Hopewell," he said with disbelief, and then, louder, across the team channel: "Hopewell, Florey - do you copy?"
No response. He tried again and again, and Joy pointed towards the east.
"Is that them?"
A dark shadow moved through the dust storm. Big and weighty like a whale, pale cones of searchlights dully penetrating the haze.
He nodded - maybe it was and maybe it wasn't, but at this point, he'd take any result. He continued to call out to them, but there was too much interference in the air, too much chaos.
"Hang on." Joy patted his shoulder and stood. "I have an idea."
Before he had time to object, she was gone. He got the absurd feeling that she was trying to run after them and tried to stand. He couldn't lose her to the storm.
And then she was back, dragging his Hyrrokkin by the strap.
"Paint it," she said. "Paint it red."
He lifted the rifle to his good shoulder. His primer connected to its systems and searched the skies until it found its target. The targeting laser beamed bright crimson, and he held it, tracking the ship. If the RebEarth shuttle was half-decent, its systems would notice.
On a whim, he released the tracking laser and activated it again - three quick bursts of light, followed by three longer ones, followed by another three quick ones.
"Like in the old movies," he said to Joy, and she smiled.
The shadow descended from the sky, coming closer and closer until they could see its red and black colours through the heat-shimmer of engines. The back ramp fell open in a rush of air and bright light, and Cassimer was on his feet before his spine noticed, lifting Joy towards Florey.
She was no longer on Cato, and he had fulfilled his promise. Good.
"Commander!"
Florey reached for him, but Cassimer's spine had given out and his knees were no better. Mud ran high and deep, pulling him along. Cato's grip had the strength of a drowning man's, and he had none at all.
But Florey had plenty, and Florey's gauntleted fingers closed like iron around his commander's arms.
"I've got you, Commander."
When the shuttle's ramp closed and the howling wind was shut out, Cassimer rolled onto his back and into a dream of flame and firebird feathers.
◆◆◆
 
The fire burnt Cassimer but danced around Joy, licking mud from her copper hair. Florey dragged him through the flames and into the centre of a volcano. Scarsdale was there, and so was he, dead and gone, and maybe this was what came afterwards. No sky, like he'd told Albany, but not as bad as he might've imagined.
Scarsdale turned his head, but when Cassimer reached for his Morrigan, Florey took it from him.
"Earth have mercy!" Hopewell's voice. Cassimer blinked, and through the blaze, he saw the outline of the lieutenant. She seemed unconcerned by Scarsdale looming behind her, but held a gun to a pilot's feathered head. "Both of you, alive!"
"Can we get the hell out of here now?" squawked the pilot, and Hopewell smacked the top of his head, ruffling red feathers.
"Nobody gave you permission to speak, buddy. But yeah..." She glanced towards a shrapnel-battered viewport. "Everybody had better get strapped in."
Florey eased Cassimer into a seat or into reaching flames. He groaned, biting down hard against the pain,  and then Joy's cool hands chased the fever from his skin. She unbuckled the straps on his vest and helped him remove it, before clipping his safety harness in place.
He brushed mud from her face and ran his thumb across her nose and lips.
"Stars," he said and saw their light in her eyes, "you are beautiful."
"Commander?" She gave him a worried look and he wondered if she hadn't understood, if his words had been caught and twisted by the fire.
"Stim withdrawal," Florey said. "You take some generics, Commander?"
He nodded, and the liquid in his spine leapt to sear the base of his skull.
"Always rough coming down from gennies. No detox in the shuttle med kit, but anaesthetics will level him out."
Joy cut the jumpsuit from his shoulder and wiped his skin clean with towels. Florey injected the anaesthetic, and Cassimer closed his eyes and wanted to sleep, but was afraid of waking in the mud and endless ash.
When he opened his eyes again, the flames no longer danced, but the phoenix on their pilot's shaved head was still very much real.
"RebEarth?"
"Affirmative," Hopewell said, not bothering to conceal her relief at hearing his voice. "Neither Florey or I are pilots, so we had to improvise. Fortunately, Warsaw here counts both his girlfriend and his brother as part of his crew. They're in their ship's brig right now, and we promised that we wouldn't kill them if Warsaw did us this little favour."
"You said we'd be pardoned," protested Warsaw.
"Maybe you will and maybe you won't," said Hopewell, who didn't have the authority to make such promises, "but not dying is a decent first step."
Cassimer did have the authority and felt inclined towards mercy. Maybe because of the sweet song of anaesthetics, or maybe because of the view.
The Cascade was gone, descended into Cato's chaos. Only a sinkhole remained, deep and glistening. The mountains were being tugged into it, one peak after the next. Where wreckage burned, winds caught the flames and sent them whirling across the plains. Dust vitrified in their wake, in wending paths of glossy black.
Cato's core was old and hollow, its fires long extinguished, and only darkness welled from the sinkhole. Glass flowed like magma, solidifying into sharp-crested waves. In the sky swirled a maelstrom of ash, lit from within by flash-fire.
"Get us out here, pilot, and you'll have your pardon."
◆◆◆
 
The air conditioning died in the middle of a fire cloud. The cockpit lights died minutes later. A massive block of glass smashed into the shuttle's side, sending it spinning, and in the corridor, water spewed from pipes as the plumbing died, too.
But the engines didn't die, and the shuttle pushed through the last layer of dust and into the blackness beyond.
"Stars," Joy said, blinking away tears. "I can see them so clearly."
"Clearer than ever." He squeezed her hand and looked at Florey. The gunner's visor was down and dark. "Thank you, Lieutenant."
Florey shrugged. "Reckoned I owed you for Kalau'a Valley."
"Kalau'a Valley. Nearly as bad as Cato."
"Yes, Commander. Bastion owes us a cushy mission or two."
Except this mission wasn't over yet. "Ship's comms operational? Patch me in."
The pilot worked the instrument panel slowly and sullenly. Cassimer's HUD confirmed the connection, and he imagined a light cutting through the void.
"Lucklaw, do you copy?"
"Commander -" A pause, and then, much calmer: "Commander. I read you."
"We're on the Rising Flame, en route to you." He'd intended to request a sitrep, but something in Lucklaw's voice made him go softer. "How're you doing up there, Corporal?"
"I'm... oh stars, hang on -"
The connection remained quiet for several minutes.
"Commander, there's a bit of a situation up here. Two Daughters did not make the fold."
"They're still at the Cascade?"
"Yes, but three RebEarth ships have folded into the system. They've engaged the Daughters."
"They think they're fighting us." Hopewell laughed. "Well, best of luck to them. Are they winning?"
"Can't say, Lieutenant. The demon sent troops in to hunt me down. It's really..." Another pause. "I'm in a lot of trouble, Commander."
The personal plea wasn't lost on Cassimer. "Tell me what's going on, Lucklaw. How many are in there with you?"
"Eighty-seven at last count."
The cockpit fell silent. Finally, Hopewell said: "Well, not going to lie to you, kid - this will be a little bit hairier than your typical Wednesday."
"I told you," said Lucklaw, "it's Thursday."
"Doesn't matter what day of the week it is." Cassimer straightened his back, flexing his one working shoulder. "We've got your back."
◆◆◆
 
Lucklaw was alone, but also not. As the Rising Flame sped through space, its passengers huddled close, sharing advice and ideas with the corporal. A dozen demonic vessels died in a fiery trap Hopewell had designed (suspiciously quickly, as though it was the sort of thing she spent a lot of time thinking about), and even Joy helped Lucklaw narrowly evade death more than once.
"The tunnels taught me a lot about hiding," she said, and Cassimer was glad he'd been able to keep his promise to her.
"Just keep your head down," Hopewell said. "We're almost there."
As the Cascade came into view, so did the five ships battling it out. Railgun fire hammered against force fields. One Daughter was buckling under the assault, but a RebEarth ship bloomed with fire, and a smattering of escape pods burst from its hull.
"Primo bastards," hissed the pilot, and Hopewell smacked him again.
"That's not us, you idiot."
"How are we going to get through that?" Florey walked to the viewport and ran his fingers across the outline of the Cascade. "How do we board the Cascade?"
"We'll think of something."
"Commander? I think they're in the vents with me. I think I can hear them.
I... wait. I think I see... oh."
"Lucklaw?"
"It's coming. I can see... I can see everything."
"Is he...?" Hopewell looked nauseous. "Did they get him?"
The instrument panel of the Rising Flame beeped angrily, and the pilot swore. "Hang on. We've got incoming."
Cassimer looked towards the viewport, expecting a projectile. Instead, he saw - stars in the black - and then a formation of ships, briefly ablaze with silver fold fire.
Six grey-hulled caravels, emblazoned with the Primaterre sun. Force fields crackled bright around them, and Cassimer's HUD informed him that all connections to the Cascade were being jammed and that the new arrivals were broadcasting across Primaterre channels.
"...Captain Sligo of Blackwell Blockade Fleet responding to a sanction request. Commander Cassimer, do you copy?"
"We read you, Captain." Authorisation codes and identification checks zipped between his primer and the flagship of the fleet.
"We read your position as inside a RebEarth vessel, Commander. Is this correct?"
"Affirmative. RebEarth ships Rising Flame and Cephalopod are under Primaterre control. We have a man inside the Cascade in need of immediate evac."
"No-fire flags are set. Rescue teams standing by." A pause, and then the captain said: "Receiving conflicting intel from Primaterre frigate Erigone."
"Both frigates are under enemy control, but be advised, there's Primaterre personnel in stasis on board. Limit damage if possible."
"You want us to fire on Primaterre ships?"
"I'm ordering you to."
"Very good." Another pause, and then the captain added: "One hell of a situation, Commander."
"Just a typical Thursday," Cassimer replied, and was pleasantly surprised to hear his team laugh.




Epilogue

The Earth glowed bright on the display behind Company Chief Vysoke-Myto's desk.
Cassimer shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Extensive spine-work had taken its toll - Rhys's diagnosis had proven optimistic, and the Scathach med-techs had been forced to rebuild the column from scratch. New spine. New shoulder. New man.
But the Primaterre was still the same old Primaterre, and Scathach the same old station, and he wondered, as he searched the faces of fellow soldiers, whether they were being lied to or if they were the liars.
The shadows did not have eyes, but invisible enemies were very much real.
Vysoke-Myto had finished the debrief and pulled a bottle and glasses from a cabinet.
"It's not what I was expecting when I assigned you this mission, but there you go. Drinks on me."
He poured two glasses of pomegranate liquor and nudged one across the desk. Cassimer shook his head.
"My team did their best in difficult circumstances. I regret that I failed to bring them all home safely."
"Huh." Vysoke-Myto pushed the glass a little closer anyway. "You misunderstand, Cassimer. If I'd known - if I'd had even an inkling - I would've made damn sure you were going with more than seven men. You requested twelve, if I recall correctly, and an additional shuttle. Well, guess who nixed those requests? Guess who didn't want to stretch this quarter's budget because one of his commanders was being overly cautious? The man who's going to need more than one drink, that's who."
He emptied his glass demonstratively and set about pouring another one.
"Might've got you a pilot with fewer infractions, too. That's all on me, and don't think I won't be feeling it."
Silence stretched between them. On the display, the minutes ticked away.
Finally, Vysoke-Myto sighed.
"But maybe it's more than a misunderstanding. Maybe it's a trust issue. You're thinking I might be one of them. If I were a human houseplant, you'd think my  fingers would be a little greener." Vysoke-Myto tapped the trunk of his desk bonsai. It shivered and sloughed a handful of rust-brown pine needles. "Damndest thing. Guess plants and I just aren't meant to be."
Human houseplant. Doctrine had already decreed the lichen demonic in nature - across the station and the Protectorate, announcement screens were burning hot with warnings of the new threat - but on Scathach Station, it was Hopewell's definition that had caught on.
"Besides, I'm informed I passed the PE-test, whatever that is."
PE stood for Pain Exposure, and in the bowels of Scathach Station the real Operations Officer Elkhart writhed in torment while a steady stream of personnel were sent unaware through the next-door cell. Cassimer knew, because he'd been down there to consult.
"Until everyone's been cleared, we'll just have to trust each other. Especially those of us in command. Because if we don't - if we start looking at each other funny - things will turn ugly real fast. You know how it is."
Yes. Fears turned to whispers turned to talk turned to violence.
He nodded and hoped that Vysoke-Myto would move onto the part of the conversation that had his stomach churning in anticipation.
"Or maybe it's not about trust. Maybe you just have somewhere better to be."
"Sir?"
"The vetting team released your girl little over an hour ago."
"'My girl'." He frowned, unsure of how he felt about that.
"I've seen enough reports in my time to know how to read between the lines." Vysoke-Myto's smile grew irritatingly wide. "Pre-war Kirkclair archives are spotty, but they managed to dig up enough for confirmation of identity."
He turned his monitor towards Cassimer, who didn't need to read a report to know the truth of Joy. But the pictures...
The first was her Hierochloe employee identification photo, but the other was a screen grab that he instantly recognised as footage of the departure of the Ever Onward. The techs had found her in the crowds. Everyone else was looking at tablets or phones or towards the gates, but Joy's face was turned upwards. Towards the stars.
Vysoke-Myto was right. He did have better places to be.
"She has a couple more appointments, and they'll want to run her through the cryo catch-up program. After that, she's got a seat reserved on the next ship to Basic."
"You accepted my recruitment request." His hands relaxed. He'd been ready to fight Bastion on this, but was glad that he didn't need to.
"Cassimer..." Vysoke-Myto sighed. "Do you know what being Company Chief entails? It's a fancy title, and the pay's not bad, but most of the job is listening to people whine and moan all damn day long. We don't like our uniforms, CC. Vysoke-Myto, your company ammo expenditure is ridiculous. The air-conditioning in my quarters is making a funny noise, CC. Why don't we get steak more often, CC, RebEarth eat steak all the time. Matter of fact, the appointment before yours was with Commander Rexby, who wants me to put his family's water bill on the station budget, and my next appointment is with another one of your colleagues, who..." Vysoke-Myto tapped the bottle. "Well, let's just say this isn't going back in the cabinet before I can be sure I won't be hearing the words mineral collection coming out of his mouth. But you've been here three years, and you haven't once made a personal request. That buys you a lot of good will. You could've recruited a damn potato and I would've pushed the approval through."
"What I want is irrelevant. Joy..." He paused. "Somerset should be accepted on her own merits."
"And so she was. But I still felt the urge to do you that damn favour that I know you'll never ask for, which is why I spent the past week arguing with Treasury about the medical costs charged to your account. I managed to get them to agree to a fifty percent discount, so congratulations - you're still a rich man, Commander."
"That wasn't necessary."
"You're going to need the cash to buy a new suit."
Cassimer frowned. "Didn't you get my other request?"
"I did."
"And?"
"I passed it on to Bastion Command. They weren't interested, and frankly, neither am I."
"Company Chief. I neglected my duty. I broke the code of conduct. I'm not fit to command, and if you won't accept my resignation, you have no choice but to discharge me."
"You led your team against impossible odds. You fought RebEarth and a new breed of demon in hostile territory fraught with storms and unpredictable danger. Nobody - and I mean nobody - who's read the mission reports is interested in nit-picking minor infractions and misconduct. Bastion are ecstatic. If Rampart have any complaints, they've been squashed by Admiral Lucklaw. She's over the moon that her boy's coming home with a fistful of medals to his name - I'm fairly sure not even she was expecting that particular outcome."
Yes, Lucklaw had done well. The Blackwell rescue teams had pulled him from the Cascade, but not before he had taken out thirty-three demon vessels. Bastion had already come fishing for the corporal's permission to turn his achievements into promotional material, but Lucklaw had - on Cassimer's advice - turned them down.
"Oriel are thrilled - turns out nobody has ever folded a ship into a planet before. Whatever science divisions aren't working on the red demon are crawling over what's left of Cato right now. Tower are... well, Tower. I'm told they cordoned off sections of the deepest crater. A couple of Oriel officers were grumbling about it - said they found something caught in the glass, but as soon as they started excavating, Tower swooped in and took over."
"Do you know what they found?"
"I asked, but Tower had slapped them with NDAs that, to be frank, read more like death threats than legal documents."
Cassimer nodded and tried to convince himself that it didn't matter, that he didn't want to know.
"One of your lieutenants - David Florey - reported an incident of assault but has since retracted the charge. He says now that it did happen, but only after he disobeyed a direct order. Got that statement in writing, in case you want to press charges."
"No."
"I'll bin it, then. Point is, you and your team are heroes, Commander. As far as anyone is concerned, whatever else you did, you did your job."
"But I don't want to do it anymore."
"Ah." Vysoke-Myto raised an eyebrow. "If you're sure, Commander..."
"I'm sure."
"I can tell. But your girl still has to do the mandatory three years. Have you considered that?"
He had, every sleepless night.
"Might be nice for her to have someone on the station looking out for her. Besides, what else are you going to do? Got something lined up?"
He didn't.
"Nothing that'll pay as well as this. And nothing that'll give you a chance to hunt down the demon's first wave."
Still he would've said no, but the red of the liquor was the red of the lichen, and in the steady hum of Vysoke-Myto's computer, he heard the demon's voice.
I will come for you, little sister. I will have you.
And he thought of how its nails had trailed a muddy pattern on Joy's skin. He thought of the heat of Finn's blood between his fingers, and the sounds made by bone that couldn't be pieced back together. And when he thought of the demon inside of her, the seething thing inside his chest flared and scraped.
He took the glass, swept the drink back, and when he gave Vysoke-Myto his answer, the old bastard smiled like he'd known what it would be all along.
◆◆◆
 
Two weeks in Primaterre hands had washed Cato from her skin. She stood in front of a large window, the stars her backdrop, and she had drawn a crowd, because in some ways, Scathach wasn't so different from Cato. New blood always turned heads, especially if it was young and pretty. She stood in that crowd of pilots and officers, and looked past them all to smile at him.
"Joy." The others ceased to exist, erased from a universe that had room for no one else but him and her.
"Constant." She took his hand, and he understood that purest of all was love.
He didn't care that he was in uniform or that everyone on Scathach would be running their mouths for weeks to come. He kissed her, long and sweet, and if the shadows were watching, let them. He'd be coming for them soon enough.
THE END
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