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INTRODUCTION: WINTER DID COME.
THE EARLY WEEKS of 1982 were significant in the UK, bringing some of the heaviest snows seen in a generation. People still talk about it, just as those with longer memories still talk about the winters of 1963 or 1947. Schools were closed and much of the country effectively paralysed. Because the cold spell came in suddenly, my sister and I ended up marooned about twenty miles from home, confined with our maternal grandmother in the Welsh seaside town of Barry. I was fifteen; my sister a year and a bit younger.
There were worse places to be marooned. Being off school was certainly no hardship. Despite the bitter cold, our grandmother’s house was always warm and cosy. Grandmother—Nanna to us—plied us with tea and biscuits and ensured we were clean and well-fed. There were Reader’s Digest magazines to keep us occupied and the luxury of three whole channels on the television.
For me, importantly, there was a near limitless supply of lined paper and pens. Nanna had the most wonderful wooden bureau, stocked with stationery supplies—heaven for a quiet, bookish boy with a love of writing and drawing.
So I wrote a short story.
This was by no means the first story I had written, because prior to then there had been any number of school exercises: stories written on demand, to fit an assignment. This was a different thing altogether. I wrote the story only for myself, and was therefore at liberty to make it about anything I wanted, and to be as long or short as the form demanded. At this point I can’t say what the story was about, except that it was almost certainly a pale imitation of whatever science fiction writer or series I was excited about at the time.
More importantly, I was starting to have an inkling that I wanted to write science fiction at a professional level. And although I had little understanding of the mechanics of publication, I knew enough to grasp that short stories were often a part of the process: stepping stones along a process that lead to novels.
By the end of the year I was teaching myself to type, and I had begun, in a very tentative way, to research the magazine market. Mostly that meant reading the story notes in paperback collections and learning that there were magazines with names like Omni, Analog and Asimov’s. Actually obtaining these magazines was going to take a bit more work—quite a bit more, as it happened—but at least I knew that they existed.
Over the next three or four years I kept writing short stories, still in longhand for the most part, because I was too error-prone to type efficiently. By the mid-eighties I still hadn’t seen a single copy of any of the digest-format American magazines I had been reading about. By lucky chance, though, I became aware of Interzone, at the time the only British science fiction magazine of any standing. I concentrated my efforts on submitting my stories to Interzone.
The editorial board took a chance on a story of mine in 1989, although it wasn’t published until the following year. My first piece was a near-future, Earth-bound story involving Inuit communities and strange messages sent across time. My second piece, published not long after, took place on a plague-ridden starship travelling between alien solar systems. My third piece for Interzone was another Earth-bound story, this time about sentient weapon systems in the aftermath of a nuclear war. I’d go on to publish one or two more Earth-centric stories before returning to a space-themed setting.
Not to put too fine a point on it, but that early template of switching between the near and distant future, between the local and the distant, hasn’t served me too badly across the ensuing thirty years. Perhaps this collection will bear me out. The bulk of the work here stems from the last decade, but my abiding concerns—and indeed my methods—are much the same as they were at the start of my career. You’ll find plenty of starships and far-off worlds in these pieces, as well as sentient machines and alien plagues. But there are also no small amount of stories set much closer to home, and one or two that inhabit almost contemporaneous versions of the present day. Although my novels have tended to be set in remote or unrecognisably transformed solar systems, centuries or even millions of years from now, I prefer neither mode over the other.
I spoke of stepping stones earlier. Some writers do indeed break into novels and then largely stop writing short fiction (and some by-pass the short story completely) but I’ve never really stopped. While the writing of novels can at times bring stress as well as joy, I’ve very rarely found writing short fiction to be anything other than a delight. Certainly, one gets a repeated buzz from finishing things, far more frequently than with novels. One gets to try new things, as well. And the turnaround from completion to publication is often quicker, meaning that stories can feel like bulletins, rather than distant reports from one or two years ago.
I have had great fortune to be able to sell these pieces, and I’m indebted to the editors and anthologists who took a chance on them. Even more so, though, I’m indebted to my Nanna and the memorably cold winter of 1982.



     


BELLADONNA NIGHTS
I HAD BEEN THINKING about Campion long before I caught him leaving the flowers at my door.
It was the custom of Mimosa Line to admit witnesses to our reunions. Across the thousand nights of our celebration, a few dozen guests would mingle with us, sharing in the uploading of our consensus memories: the individual experiences gathered during our two-hundred-thousand-year circuits of the galaxy.
They had arrived from deepest space, their ships sharing the same crowded orbits as our own nine hundred and ninety-nine vessels. Some were members of other Lines—there were Jurtinas, Marcellins and Torquatas—while others were representatives of some of the more established planetary and stellar cultures. There were ambassadors of the Centaurs, Redeemers and the Canopus Sodality. There were also Machine People, delegates from the Monoceros Ring, ours being one of the few Lines that maintained cordial ties with the robots.
And there was Campion, sole representative of Gentian Line, one of the oldest in the Commonality. Gentian Line went all the way back to the Golden Hour, back to the first thousand years of the human spacefaring era.
Campion was a popular guest, always on someone or other’s arm. It helped that he was naturally at ease among strangers, with a ready smile and an easy, affable manner—full of his own stories, but equally willing to lean back and listen to ours, nodding and laughing in all the right places. He had adopted a slight, unassuming anatomy, with an open, friendly face and a head of tight curls that lent him a guileless, boyish appearance. His clothes and tastes were never ostentatious, and he mingled as effortlessly with the other guests as he did with the members of our Line. He seemed infinitely approachable, ready to talk to anyone.
Except me.
It had been nothing to dwell over in the early days of the reunion; there had been far too many distractions for that. To begin with there was the matter of the locale. Phecda, who had won the prize for best strand at the Thousandth Night of our last reunion, had been tasked with preparing this world for our arrival. There had been some mumurs of discontent initially, but everyone now agreed that Phecda had done a splendid job of it.
She had arrived early, about a century in advance of any of the rest of us. Tierce, the world we had selected for our reunion, had a solitary central landmass surrounded by a single vast ocean. Three skull-faced moons stirred lazy tides in this great green primordial sea. Disdaining land, Phecda had constructed the locale far from shore, using scaper technology to raise a formation of enormous finger-like towers from the seabed.
These rocky columns soared kilometres into the sky, with their upper reaches hollowed out into numerous chambers and galleries, providing ample space for our accommodation and celebrations. Bridges linked some of the towers, while from their upper levels we whisked between more distant towers or our orbiting ships. Beyond that, Phecda had sculpted some of the towers according to her own idiosyncracies. Music had played a part in her winning strand, so one of the towers was surmounted by a ship-sized violin, which we called the Fiddlehead tower. Another had the face of an owl, a third was a melted candle, while the grandest of them all terminated in a clocktower, whose stern black hands marked the progression of the thousand nights.
Phecda had done well. It was our twenty-second reunion, and few of us could remember a more fitting locale in which to celebrate the achievements of our collective circuits. Whoever won this time was going to have quite an act to follow.
It wouldn’t be me. I had done well enough in my circuit, but there were others who had already threaded better strands than I could ever assemble from my own experiences. Still, I was content with that. If we maintained our numbers, then one day it might end up being my turn. Until that distant event, though, I was happy enough just to be part of our larger enterprise.
Fifty or more nights must have passed before I started being quietly bothered by the business of Campion. My misgivings had been innocuous to start with. Everyone wanted a piece of our Gentian guest, and it was hardly surprising that some of us had to wait our turn. But gradually I had the sense that Campion was going out of his way to shun me, moving away from a gathering just when I arrived, taking his leave from the morning tables when I dared to sit within earshot.
I told myself that it was silly to think that he was singling me out for this cold-shoulder treatment, when I was just one of hundreds of Mimosa shatterlings who had yet to speak to him personally. But the feeling persisted. And when I sensed that Campion was sometimes looking at me, directing a glance when he thought I might not notice, my confusion only deepened. I had done nothing to offend him or any member of his Line—had I?
The business with the flowers did not start immediately. It was around the hundredth night when they appeared, left in a simple white vase just outside my room in the Owlhead tower. I examined them with only mild interest. They were bulb-headed flowers of a lavish dark purple colour, shading almost to black unless I took them out onto the balcony.
I asked around as to who might have left the flowers, and what their meaning might have been. No one else had received a similar puzzle. After days had passed, and still no one had come forward, I forced myself to put the flowers from mind. It was not uncommon for shatterlings to exchange teasing messages and gifts, or for the locale itself to play the odd game with its guests.
Fifty or sixty nights later, they reappeared. The others had withered by this time, but now I took the opportunity to whisk up to my ship and run the flowers through Sarabande’s analyser, just in case there was something I was missing.
The flowers were Deadly Nightshade, or Belladonna. Poisonous, according to the ship, but only in a romantic, theoretical sense. None of us were immortal, but if we were going to die it would take a lot more than a biochemical toxin to do it. A weapon, a stasis malfunction, a violent accident involving unforgiving physics of matter and energy. But not something cobbled together by hamfisted nature.
Still I had no idea what they meant.
Somewhere around the two hundredth night the flowers were back, and this time I swore I was nearly in time to see a figure disappearing around the curve in the corridor. It couldn’t have been Campion, I told myself. But I had seen someone of about the right build, dressed as Campion dressed, with the same head of short curls.
After that, I stationed an eye near my door. It was a mild violation of Line rules—we were not supposed to monitor or record any goings-on in the public spaces—but in view of the mystery I felt that I was entitled to take the odd liberty.
For a long time the flowers never returned. I wondered if I had discouraged my silent visitor with that near-glimpse. But then, around the three hundred and twentieth night, the flowers were there again. And this time my eye had caught Campion in the act of placing them.
I caught his eye a few times after. He knew, and I knew, that there was something going on. But I decided not to press him on the mystery. Not just yet. Because on the three hundred and seventieth night, he would not be able to ignore me. That was the night of my threading, and for one night only I would be the unavoidable focus of attention.
Like it or not, Campion would have to endure my presence.
   
“I suppose you think us timid,” I said.
He smiled at me. It was the first time we had looked at each other for more than an awkward moment, before snatching our glances away.
“I don’t know. Why should I?”
“Gentian Line has suffered attrition. There aren’t nine hundred and ninety-nine of you now, and there’ll be fewer of you each circuit. How many is it, exactly?”
He made a show of not quite remembering, although I found it difficult to believe that the number wasn’t etched into his brain. “Oh, around nine hundred and seven, I think. Nine hundred and six if we assume Betony’s not coming back, and no one’s heard anything from him in half a million years.”
“That’s a tenth of your Line. Nearly a hundred of your fellow shatterlings lost.”
“It’s a dangerous business, sightseeing. It’s Shaula, isn’t it?”
“You know my name perfectly well.”
He grinned. “If you say so.”
He was giving me flip, off-the-cuff answers as if there was a layer of seriousness I was not meant to reach. Smiling and twinkling his eyes at me, yet there was something false about it all, a stiffness he could not quite mask. It was the morning before the night of my threading, and while the day wasn’t entirely mine—Nunki, who had threaded last night, was also being congratulated and feted—as the hours wore on the anticipation would start to shift to my threading, and already I was feeling more at the centre of things than I had since arriving. Tonight my memories would seep into the heads of the rest of us, and when we rose tomorrow it would be my experiences that were being dissected, critiqued and celebrated. For these two days, at least, Campion would be obliged to listen to me—and to answer my questions.
We stood at a high balcony in the Candlehead tower, warm blue tiles under our feet, sea air sharp in our noses.
“How does it work, Campion, when there are so many of you dead? Do your reunions last less than our own?”
“No, it’s still a thousand nights. But there are obviously gaps where new memories can’t be threaded. On those nights we honour the memories of the dead. The threading apparatus replays their earlier strands, or makes new permutations from old memories. Sometimes, we bring back the dead as physical imagos, letting them walk and talk among us, just as if they were still alive. It’s considered distasteful by some, but I don’t see the harm in it, if it helps us celebrate good lives well lived.”
“We don’t have that problem,” I said.
“No,” he answered carefully, as if wary of giving offence. “You don’t.”
“Some would say, to have come this far, without losing a single one of us, speaks of an innate lack of adventure.”
He shrugged. “Or maybe you just choose the right adventures. There’s no shame in caution, Shaula. You were shattered from a single individual so that you could go out and experience the universe, not so that you could find new ways of dying.”
“Then you don’t find us contemptible?”
“I wouldn’t be here—I wouldn’t keep coming here—if I felt that way. Would I?”
His answer satisfied me on that one point, because it seemed so sincerely offered. It was only later, as I was mulling over our conversation, that I wondered why he had spoken as if he had been our guest on more than one occasion.
He was wrong, though. This was our twenty-second reunion, and Campion had never joined us before.
So why had he spoken as if he had?
   
I felt foolish. We had communicated, and it had been too easy, too normal, as if there had never been any strange distance between us. And that was strange and troubling in and of itself.
The day was not yet done, nor the evening, so I knew that there would be more chances to speak. But I had to have all my questions ready, and not be put off by that easy-going front of his. If he wanted something of me, I was damned well going to find out what it was.
The flowers meant something, I was sure, and at the back of my mind was the niggling trace of half an answer. It was something about Belladonna, some barely-remembered fact or association. Nothing came to mind, though, and as the morning eased into afternoon I was mostly preoccupied with making last-minute alterations to my strand. I’d had hundreds of days to edit down my memories, of course, but for some reason it was always a rush to distil them into an acceptable form. I could perform some of the memory editing in my room in the Owlhead tower, but there were larger chunks of unconsolidated memory still aboard my ship, and I knew it would be quicker and simpler to make some of the alterations from orbit.
I climbed the spiral stairs to the roof of the Owlhead and whisked up my ship. For all the charms of Phecda’s locale, it was good to be back on my own turf. I walked to the bridge of Sarabande and settled into my throne, calling up displays and instrument banks. My eyes swept the glowing readouts. All was well with the ship, I was reassured to note. In six hundred and thirty days we would all be leaving Tierce, and I would call on Sarabande’s parametric engine to push her to within a sliver of the speed of light. Already I could feel my thoughts slipping ahead to my next circuit, and the countless systems and worlds I would visit.
Beyond Sarabande, visible through the broad sweep of her bridge window, there were at least a hundred other ships close enough to see. I took in their varied shapes and sizes, marvelling at the range of designs adopted by my fellow shatterlings. The only thing the ships needed to have in common was speed and reliability. There were also a handful of vehicles belonging to our guests, including Campion’s own modest Dalliance, dwarfed by almost every other craft orbiting Tierce.
I worked through my memory segments. It didn’t take long, but when I was done something compelled me to remain on the bridge.
“Ship,” I said aloud. “Give me referents for Belladonna.”
“There are numerous referents,” Sarabande informed me. “Given your current neural processing bottleneck, you would need eighteen thousand years to view them all. Do you wish to apply a search filter?”
“I suppose I’d better. Narrow the search to referents with a direct connection to the Lines or the Commonality.” It was a hunch, but something was nagging at me.
“Very well. There are still more than eleven hundred referents. But the most strongly indicated record relates to Gentian Line.”
I leaned forward in my throne. “Go on.”
“The Belladonna Protocol is an emergency response measure devised by Gentian Line to ensure Line prolongation in the event of extreme attrition, by means of accident or hostile action.”
“Clarify.”
“The Belladonna Protocol, or simply Belladonna, is an agreed set of actions for abandoning one reunion locale and converging on another. No pre-arranged target is necessary. Belladonna functions as a decision-branch algorithm which will identify a unique fallback destination, given the application of simple search and rejection criteria.”
A shiver of disquiet passed through me. “Has Gentian Line initiated Belladonna?”
“No, Shaula. It has never been necessary. But the Belladonna Protocol has been adopted by a number of other Lines, including Mimosa Line.”
“And have we…” But I cut off my own words before they made me foolish. “No, of course not. I’d know if we’d ever initiated Belladonna. And we certainly haven’t suffered extreme attrition. We haven’t suffered any attrition at all.”
We’re too timid for that, I thought to myself. Much too timid.
Weren’t we?
   
I whisked back to Tierce. Campion was lounging in the afternoon sunlight on the upper gallery of the Candlehead, all charm and modesty as he fielded questions about the capabilities of his ship. “Yes, I’ve picked up a trinket or two over the years—who hasn’t? But no, nothing like that, and certainly no Homunculus weapons. Space battles? One or two. As a guiding rule I try to steer clear of them, but now and again you can’t avoid running into trouble. There was the time I shattered the moon of Arghul, in the Terzet Salient, but that was only to give myself a covering screen. There wasn’t anyone living on Arghul when I did it. At least, I don’t think there was. Oh, and the time I ran into a fleet of the Eleventh Intercessionary, out near the Carnelian Bight…”
“Campion,” I said, his audience tolerating my interruption, as well they had to on my threading day. “Could we talk? Somewhere quieter, if possible?”
“By all means, Shaula. Just as long as you don’t drop any spoilers about your coming strand.”
“It isn’t about my strand.”
He rose from his chair, brushing bread crumbs from his clothes, waved absent-mindedly to his admirers, and joined me as we walked to a shadowed area of the gallery.
“What’s troubling you, Shaula—last minute nerves?”
“You know exactly what’s troubling me.” I kept my voice low, unthreatening, even though nothing would have pleased me more than to wrap my hands around his scrawny throat and squeeze the truth out of him. “This game you’re playing with me…playing on me, I should say.”
“Game?” he answered, in a quiet but guarded tone.
“The flowers. I had a suspicion it was you before I left the eye, and then there wasn’t any doubt. But you still wouldn’t look me in the face. And this morning, pretending that you weren’t even sure of my name. All easy answers and dismissive smiles, as if there’s nothing strange about what you’ve been doing. But I’ve had enough. I want a clear head before I commit my strand to the threading apparatus, and you’re going to give it to me. Starting with some answers.”
“Answers,” he repeated.
“There was never any doubt about my name, was there?”
He glanced aside for an instant. Something had changed in his face when he looked back at me, though. There was a resignation in it—a kind of welcome surrender. “No, there wasn’t any doubt. Of all of you, yours was the one name I wasn’t very likely to forget.”
“You’re talking as if we’ve already met.”
“We have.”
I shook my head. “I’d remember if I’d ever crossed circuits with a Gentian.”
“It didn’t happen during one of our circuits. We met here, on Tierce.”
This time the shake of my head was more emphatic. “No, that’s even less likely. You ignored me from the moment I arrived. I couldn’t get near you, and if I did, you always had some excuse to be going somewhere else. Which makes the business with the flowers all the more irritating, because if you wanted to talk to me…”
“I did,” he said. “All the time. And we did meet before, and it was on Tierce. I know what you’re going to say. It’s impossible, because Mimosa Line never came to Tierce before, and these towers aren’t more than a century old. But it’s true. We’ve been here before, both of us.”
“I don’t understand.”
“This isn’t the first time,” Campion answered. Then he looked down at the patterned tiles of the floor, all cold indigo shades in the shadowed light. “This day always comes. It’s just a little earlier this time. Either I’m getting less subtle with the flowers, or you’re retaining some memory of it between cycles.”
“What do you mean?” I reached out and touched his forearm, not firmly, but enough to know I was ready to stop being mocked with half-truths and riddles. “I asked my ship about the flowers, you know. Sarabande told me about the Belladonna Protocol. It was there at the back of my mind somewhere, I know—but who’d bother caring about such a thing, when we haven’t even lost a single shatterling? And why do you leave the flowers, instead of just coming out with whatever it is you need to share?”
“Because you made me promise it,” Campion said. “The flowers were your idea. A test for yourself, so to speak. Nothing too obvious, but nothing too cryptic, either. If you made the connection, so be it. If you didn’t, you got to see out these thousand nights in blissful ignorance.”
“They weren’t my idea. And blissful ignorance of what?”
I sensed it was almost more than he could bear to tell me. “What became of Mimosa Line.”
   
He took me to the highest lookout of the Clockhead tower. We were under a domed ceiling, painted pastel blue with gold stars, with open, stone-fretted windows around us. It surprised me to have the place to ourselves. We could look down at the other shatterlings on the galleries and promenades of the other towers, but at this late afternoon hour the Clockhead was unusually silent. So were we, for long moments. Campion held the upper hand but for now he seemed unsure what to do with it.
“Phecda did well, don’t you think,” I said, to fill the emptiness.
“You told me you returned to your ship.”
“I did.” I nodded to the painted ceiling, to the actual sky beyond it. “It’s a fine sight to see them all from Tierce, but you don’t really get a proper sense of them until you’re in orbit. I go back now and then whether I need to or not. Sarabande’s been my companion for dozens of circuits, and I feel cut off from her if I’m on a world for too long.”
“I understand that. I feel similarly about Dalliance. Purslane says she’s a joke, but that ship’s been pretty good to me.”
“Purslane?”
Something tightened in his face. “Do you mind if I show you something, Shaula? The locale is applying fairly heavy perceptual filters, but I can remove them simply enough, provided you give me consent.”
I frowned. “Phecda never said anything about filters.”
“She wouldn’t have.” Campion closed his eyes for an instant, sending some command somewhere. “Let me take away this ceiling. It’s real enough—these towers really were grown out of the seabed—but it gets in the way of the point I need to make.” He swept up a hand and the painted ceiling and its gold stars dissolved into the hard blue sky beyond it. “Now let me bring in the ships, as if it were night and you could see them in orbit. I’ll swell them a bit, if you don’t mind.”
“Do whatever you need.”
The ships burst into that blueness like a hundred opening flowers, in all the colours and geometries of their hulls and fields. They were arcing overhead in a raggedy chain, sliding slowly from one horizon to the other, daggers and wedges and spheres, blocks and cylinders and delicate lattices, some more sea-dragon than machine, and for the hundred that I presently saw there had to be nine hundred and more still to tick into view, hidden around the curve of the world. It was such a simple, lovely perceptual tweak that I wondered why I had never thought to apply it for myself.
Then Campion said: “Most of them aren’t real.”
“I’m sorry?”
“The bulk of those ships don’t exist. They’re phantoms, conjured into existence by the locale. The truth is that there are only a handful of actual ships orbiting Tierce.”
One by one the coloured ships faded from the sky, opening up holes in the chain. The process continued. One in ten gone, then two in ten, three in ten…
I looked at him, trying to judge his mood. His face was set in stone, as impassive as a surgeon administering some terrible, lacerating cure, sensing the patient’s discomfort but knowing he must continue.
Now only one in ten of the ships remained. Then one in twenty, one in thirty…
“Mine is real,” he said eventually. “And three vehicles of Mimosa Line. None of the others were present, including all the ships you thought belonged to your guests.”
“Then how did they get here?”
“They didn’t. There are no guests, except me. The other Line members, the Centaurs, the Machine People…none of them came. They were just another illusion of the locale.” He touched a hand to his breast. “I’m your only guest. I came here because no one else could stand to. I’ve been coming here longer than you realise.” And he raised his hand, opened his fist, and made one of the ships swell until it was larger than any of Tierce’s moons.
It was a wreck. It had been a ship once, I could tell, but that must have been countless aeons ago. Now the hull was a gutted shell, open to space, pocked by holes that went all the way through from one side to the other. It was as eyeless and forbidding as a skull stripped clean of meat, and it drifted along its orbit at an ungainly angle, its attitude control long abandoned. Yet for all that I still recognised its shape.
Sarabande.
My ship.
“You all died,” Campion said softly. “You were wrong about being timid, Shaula. It was quite the opposite. You were too bold, too brave, too adventuresome. Mimosa Line took the risks that the rest of us were too cowardly to face. You saw and did wondrous things. But you paid a dire price for that courage. Attrition hit you harder than it had any Line before you, and your numbers thinned out very rapidly. Late in the day, when your surviving members realised the severity of your predicament, you initiated Belladonna.” He swallowed and licked his tongue across his lips. “But it was too late. A few ships limped their way to Tierce, your Belladonna fallback. But by then all of you were dead, the ships simply following automatic control. Half of those ships have burned up in the atmosphere since then.”
“No,” I stated. “Not all of us, obviously…”
But his nod was wise and sad and sympathetic. “All of you. All that’s left is this. Your ships created a locale, and set about staging the Thousand Nights. But there were none of you left to dream it. You asked about Gentian Line, and how we commemorated our dead? I told you we used imagos, allowing our fallen to walk again. With you, there are only imagos. Nine hundred and ninety-nine of them, conjured out of the patterns stored in your threading apparatus, from the memories and recordings of the original Mimosa shatterlings. Including Shaula, who was always one of the best and brightest of you.”
I forced out an empty, disbelieving laugh.
“You’re saying I’m dead?”
“I’m saying all of you are dead. You’ve been dead for much longer than a circuit. All that’s left is the locale. It sustains itself, waits patiently, across two hundred thousand years, and then for a thousand nights it haunts itself with your ghosts.”
I wanted to dismiss his story, to chide him for such an outlandish and distasteful lie, but now that he had voiced it I found it chimed with some deep, sad suspicion I had long harboured within myself.
“How long?”
The breeze flicked at the short tight curls of his hair. “Do you really want to know?”
“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.” But that was a lie of my own, and we both knew it for the untruth it was. Still, his reluctance was almost sufficient answer in its own right
“You’ve been on Tierce for one million, two hundred and five thousand years. This is your seventh reunion in this locale, the seventh time that you’ve walked these towers, but all that happens each time is that you dream the same dead dreams.”
“And you’ve been coming along to watch us.”
“Just the last five, including this one. I was at the wrong end of the Scutum-Crux arm when you had your first, after you initiated the Belladonna Protocol, and by the time I learned about your second—where there was no one present but your own residuals—it was too late to alter my plans. But I made sure I was present at the next.” His face was in profile, edged in golden tones by the lowering sun, and I sensed that he had difficulty looking me straight in the eyes. “No one wanted to come, Shaula. Not because they hated Mimosa Line, or were envious of any of your achievements, but because you rattled their deepest fears. What had happened to you, your adventures and achievements, had already passed into the safekeeping of the Commonality. None could ignore it. And no Line wants to think too deeply about attrition, and especially not the way it must always end, given enough time.”
“But the dice haven’t fallen yet—for you.”
“The day will come.” At last he turned to face me again, his face both young and old, as full of humour as it was sadness. “I know it, Shaula. But it doesn’t stop me enjoying the ride, while I’m able. It’s still a wonderful universe. Still a blessed thing to be alive, to be a thing with a mind and a memory and the five human senses to drink it all in. The stories I’ve yet to share with you. I took a slingshot around the Whipping Star…” But he settled his mouth into an accepting smile and shook his head. “Next time, I suppose. You’ll still be here, and so will this world. The locale will regenerate itself, and along the way wipe away any trace of there ever being a prior reunion.”
“Including my memories of ever having met you.”
“That’s how it has to be. A trace of a memory persists, I suppose, but mostly you’ll remember none of it.”
“But I’ll ask you to pass a message forward, won’t I. Ask you to leave flowers at my door. And you’ll agree and you’ll be kind and dutiful and you’ll come back to us, and on some other evening, two hundred thousand years from now, give or take a few centuries, we’ll be in this same lookout having much the same conversation and I won’t have aged a second, and you’ll be older and sadder and I won’t know why, to begin with. And then you’ll show me the phantom ships and I’ll remember, just a bit, just like I’ve always remembered, and then I’ll start asking you about the next reunion, another two hundred thousand years in the future. It’s happened, hasn’t it?”
Campion gave a nod. “Do you think it would have been better if I’d never come?”
“At least you had the nerve to face us. At least you weren’t afraid to be reminded of death. And we lived again, in you. The other Lines won’t forget us, will they? And tell me you passed on some of our stories to the other Gentians, during your own Thousand Nights?”
“I did,” he said, some wry remembrance crinkling the corners of his eyes. “And they believed about half of them. But that was your fault for having the audacity to live a little. We could learn a lot.”
“Just don’t take our lessons too deeply to heart.”
“We wouldn’t have the nerve.”
The sun had almost set now, and there was a chill in the air. It would soon be time to descend from the Clockhead tower, in readiness for the empty revelry of the evening. Ghosts dancing with ghosts, driven like clockwork marionettes.
Ghosts dreaming the hollow dreams of other ghosts, and thinking themselves alive, for the span of a night. The imago of a shatterling who once called herself Shaula, daring to hold a conscious thought, daring to believe she was still alive.
“Why me, Campion? Out of all the others, why is it me you feel the need to do this to?”
“Because you half know it already,” he answered, after a hesitation. “I’ve seen it in your eyes, Shaula. Whatever fools the others, it doesn’t escape you. And you’re wrong, you know. You do change. You might not age a second between one reunion and the next, but I’ve seen that sadness in you build and build. You feel it in every breath, and you pick up on the flowers a little sooner each time. And if there was one thing I could do about it…”
“There is,” I said sharply, while I had the courage.
His expression was grave but understanding. “I’ll bring you flowers again.”
“No. Not flowers. Not next time.” And I swallowed before speaking, because I knew the words would be difficult to get out once I had started. “You’ll end this, Campion. You have the means, I know. There are only wrecks left in orbit, and they wouldn’t stand a chance against your own weapons. You’ll shatter those wrecks like you shattered the moon of Arghul, and when you’re done you’ll turn the same weapons onto these towers. Melt them to lava. Flush them back into the sea, leaving no trace. And turn the machines to ash, so that they can’t ever rebuild the towers or us. And then leave Tierce and never return to this place.”
He stared at me for a long moment, his face so frozen and masklike it was as if he had been struck across the cheeks.
“You’d be asking me to murder a Line.”
“No,” I said patiently. “The Line is gone, and you’ve already honoured us. All I’m asking for is one last kindness. This wasn’t ever the way it was meant to be.” I reached for him then, settling my hand on his wrist, and then sliding my fingers down until I held his in my own. “You think you lack the courage to commit grand acts. I don’t believe a word of it. And even if you did, here’s your chance to do something about it. To be courageous and wise and selfless. We’re dead. We’ve been dead for a million years. Now let us sleep.”
“Shaula…” he began.
“You’ll consider it,” I said. “You’ll evaluate the options, weigh the risks and the capacity for failure. And you’ll reach a conclusion, and set yourself on one course or another. But we’ll speak no more of it. If you mean to end us, you’ll wait until the end of the Thousandth Night, but you’ll give me no word of a clue.”
“I’m not very good at keeping secrets.”
“You won’t need to. This is my threading, Campion. My night of nights. It means I have special dispensation to adjust and suppress my own memories, so that my strand has the optimum artistic impact. And I still have the chance to undo some memories, including this entire conversation. I won’t remember the phantoms, or the Belladonna Protocol, or what I’ve just asked of you.”
“My Line frowned on that kind of thing.”
“But you got away with it, all the same. It’s a small deletion, hardly worth worrying about. No one will ever notice.”
“But I’d know we’d had this conversation. And I’d still be thinking of what you’d asked of me.”
“That’s true. And unless I’ve judged you very wrongly, you’ll keep that knowledge to yourself. We’ll have many more conversations between now and Thousandth Night, I’m sure. But no matter how much I press you—and I will, because there’ll be something in your eyes as well—you’ll keep to your word. If I ask you about the flowers, or the other guests, or any part of this, you’ll look at me blankly and that will be an end to it. Sooner or later I’ll convince myself you really are as shallow as you pretend.”
Campion’s expression tightened. “I’ll do my best. Are you sure there’s no other way?”
“There isn’t. And you know it as well. I think you’ll honour my wish, when you’ve thought it over.” Then I made to turn from him. “I’m going back to the Owlhead tower to undo this memory. Give me a little while, then call me back to the Clockhead. We’ll speak, and I’ll be a little foggy, and I’ll probably ask you odd questions. But you’ll deflect them gently, and after a while you’ll tell me it’s time to go to the threading. And we’ll walk down the stairs as if nothing had changed.”
“But everything will have,” Campion said.
“You’ll know it. I won’t. All you’ll have to do is play the dashing consort. Smile and dance and say sweet things and congratulate me on the brilliance of my circuit. I think you can rise to the challenge, can’t you?”
“I suppose.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
I left him and returned to my parlour.
   
Later we danced on the Fiddlehead rock. I had the sense that some unpleasantness had happened earlier between us, some passing cloudy thing that I could not bring to mind, but it could not have been too serious because Campion was the perfect companion, attentive and courteous and generous with wit and praise and warmth. It thrilled me that I had finally broken the silence between us; thrilled me still further that the Thousand Nights had so far to run—the iron hands of the Clockhead tower still to complete their sweep of their face.
I thought of all the evenings stretching ahead of us, all the bright strands we had still to dream, all the marvels and adventures yet to play out, and I thought of how wonderful it was to be alive, to be a thing with a mind and a memory and the five human senses to drink it all in.



     


DIFFERENT SEAS
TWELVE HOURS out from Valparaíso Lilith saw her first and only Aurora Australis. Spokes of pastel colour came wafting out of the south, like the light spillage from some vast, silent carnival going on over the horizon.
Pretty good way to end the voyage, Lilith thought, crawling into her bunk on the Dolores.
She opened up her pad to send a message back to her sister.
Hey, Gabriela. Nearly done with this gig. Still sorry you didn’t make it to Montevideo in time, but—and don’t take this the wrong way—it hasn’t been as bad being on my own as I thought it would. The ship starts feeling like a home, and after a while you get used to its sounds and moods. You see some beautiful things. Sunsets, sunrises, flying fish, pods of dolphins racing alongside us, oh, and tonight’s light show of course. And it’s so quiet, with just the slap of the waves, the rippling of the sails, the occasional hum as she spools in a sail or adjusts her trim. I know it’s only been a few weeks but I think I’m going to have a hard time sleeping on dry land, especially in a busy, noisy city like Valparaíso. Guess I’ll find out tomorrow. Won’t be there long, though. I’ll close up the paperwork with Gladius, make sure the money’s in my account, then book myself onto the Pan-Pacific slev. Tourist class, admittedly. Do you still think you’ll be able to meet me in Quito? It would be good to see a friendly face before I go under the—
A window popped up to block her message—something about an all-sector weather advisory. Lilith closed it without reading. She had studied the meteorological conditions before she came off deck, seeing only clear skies and calm seas, nothing that was going to cause her any difficulties between now and port. There was just enough of a breeze to help the clipper along.
But later that night—long after she’d completed and sent the message to her sister—something jolted her awake. Her first thought was that—improbable as it seemed—they’d somehow crashed into something. But it wasn’t quite that kind of bump. Different—but no less ominous.
More like a door, suddenly slamming in an empty house.
The jolt had startled her so badly she had banged her forehead against the coving over her bunk. A nice bruise by tomorrow, she thought, dabbing at the tender area. It felt damp. Maybe she’d even cut the skin, drawn a little blood. Might need disinfecting. Somewhere on this ship there had to be a first-aid kit. That could wait, though.
Why was the room tilting?
She went up on deck, wondering—dreading—the possibility that they might have been holed, that the clipper was taking in water. But as she looked along the length of the hull, she decided that the problem had to lie somewhere else. The rudder was hard over—she could see the actuator rams, pushed to their maximum limits. Hard to…she had to think for a second. Long after she’d memorised the names of the masts and yards and sails, the mizzens and jibs and sprits, the stupid business of left and right—or the nautical equivalents—was still foxing her. Starboard. That was it. Actuator hard to starboard as if the ship was making a sharp starboard turn. But no such instruction had been given, and there had been nothing about a course change in the overnight schedule.
Ok, she thought. Emergency course-change, for whatever reason. Such things happened.
But it wasn’t that, either.
The sails were fighting the rudder, trying to hold the clipper on something like its original course. That was the reason she was crabbing so badly, with a tilt to the deck. Like a lame dog dragging itself along the sidewalk.
But the sails were only able to correct part of the problem. The clipper was still veering, nosing away from Valparaíso and in the general direction of…
Lilith swore.
Not good. Not good at all.
The auroral show was done. Full dark to the south, a scattering of stars overhead, faint intimations of dawn to the west. To the north-east, where she was now headed, a series of rectangular black shapes sat so still and heavy in the water that they might have been parts of a reef.
Lilith went back down to the cabin, fumbled on the microphone and headset, wincing as she brushed the sore spot on her forehead. “Gladius,” she said. “Come in, Gladius.”
“Gladius Mercantile,” came the reply. “We read you, Lilith. What’s your status?”
“My status is… I’m not too sure. I think something’s gone wrong with the ship. The rudder’s jammed over. We should be on a direct course for Valparaíso, keeping well clear of the offshore raft, but it looks as if we’re steering right into it.”
There was a pause—long enough to make her uncomfortable. “Affirmative, Lilith. We have a diagnostic update. You no longer have rudder authority. The solar weather event may have caused a voltage spike in your power bus.”
She fingered her bruise, wincing as she picked away a strand of hair that was sticking to it.
“The what event?”
“The solar weather event. Biggest in a hundred years, they’re saying. Power blackouts where the grid hasn’t been hardened, comms and navigation dropouts, satellites off-line, spacecraft damaged, the works. Not the end of the world, but it’s going to take a day or two to get everything back up and running.”
Lilith’s perspectives underwent a slow, humbling readjustment, like a picture zooming out from a close-up. Dented forehead aside, her problem was evidently small and local compared to that patchwork of screw-ups.
Grinning—not out of humour, but sheer exasperation—she looked up and down the long length of the tilting deck, taking in the masts, the winches, the salt-lashed control machinery, the lading hatches, the absolute absence of another human being. Beyond the deck, the tilt of the horizon, and—closer now, she swore—the black presence of the Valparaíso Offshore Raft Farm.
“That…advisory…must have come in after I hit the sack.” Lilith swallowed hard.
“There wouldn’t have been much you could have done other than ride it out, anyway. The Dolores is one of the older clippers in the fleet—doesn’t have all the latest redundancies. If you have a rudder impairment, sail control will default to a safe condition. You may have to sit tight for a few more hours before we can get a repair team to you. May get a little queasy, riding the swell, but at least you’re not going to crash into anything.”
“When you say sail control…”
“Upon detection of a fault condition the sails will spool-in automatically. You needn’t worry about that.”
“They’re not,” Lilith answered. She checked again, just to make sure her own eyes weren’t playing games. “The sails are all run-out. Mains, gallants, royals, spritsails. Nothing’s spooling in. Other than this tilt to the deck, and the rudder being jammed, we’re still sailing hard. And it looks to me as if we’re running straight into the raft.”
Now the voice had gone from harried but friendly to slightly concerned and trying to hide it.
“Sails all still deployed, you say?”
“I’m not making this up, Gladius. We’re at full sail.”
There was a silence.
“Just a moment, Lilith.”
The moment became a minute, then two, then a third, while whoever was on the other end consulted with somebody, who—she guessed—had to consult with someone else, up and up the chain. It was not a pleasant feeling, suddenly feeling herself coming to the attention of people to whom she had previously meant nothing, just an anonymous caretaker contractee on a single-trip voyage.
“Um, Lilith?”
“Hello.”
“We confirm your situation. You have a cascade failure across a whole level of sail-control systems. They can’t be spooled in, not without a patch repair. We also confirm your present trajectory.”
“Then—politely—what you’re saying is, I’m pretty screwed?”
“We are coordinating a response, Lilith. If we can regain rudder control, then at least you can steer.”
“Good. You’d better get that repair team out here faster than you were planning.”
“There’s no way we can get anyone warm to you in time, I’m afraid—not with things stretched the way they are. But we have the next best thing.”
   
She unlatched the bright yellow plastic suitcase from its stowage rack, then lowered it down on the cabin floor until it was horizontal and she could break the foil anti-tamper seals and flip open the lid.
Steadying herself on a handrail, she stepped back.
The proxy gave a twitch and began to extract itself from its foam matrix in the case, unbending and elongating like a clever puzzle. It stepped out of the case, rising to its full height. It was adult-humanoid in its general size and proportions, with two legs, two arms, a torso and a blank curving mask instead of a face.
The face glowed blue, with a tumbling egg-timer. “Please stand by,” the proxy said. “Global Workspace is establishing a telepresence link to this unit.”
She stood by. The blue mask brightened to flesh tones. A young woman’s face appeared, distorted as if she had her nose pressed against glass.
“Hi,” the proxy said, in a higher, perkier voice. “I’m Kyleen. They tell me you’ve got something wrong with your boat?”
“It’s a clipper, not a boat.”
“My bad. Job came in and I figured it was something I could bid on, without looking too closely at the details. Wasn’t in the mood to be too picky. Are you part of the crew?”
“I am the crew,” Lilith said. “Caretaker assignment. The Dolores mostly runs itself.”
“Kyleen Chalecki.” The proxy extended a hand, its fingers arranged in a perfectly human configuration. “And you’d be…?”
“Lilith Morisette.” Ignoring the invitation, she turned to leave the cabin where she had opened the suitcase. She figured the young woman driving the proxy was twenty, twenty-one at most. Thinking: spoilt brat, gap year, daddy probably ponied-up for the neural mesh. She glanced back: “How much they tell you?”
“Getting a briefing update. Looks like you got some EMP burnout in your power bus. That was one hell of an auroral shitstorm last night. I saw a big one over Kagoshima once, but…” The proxy followed her up a steep, ladder-like staircase, out onto the grip-coated deck. Then looked around, head swivelling. “Hey, this is a neat ship. Bigger than I thought. Sails and all. What did you say her name was?”
“Dolores.” Lilith eyed the angle of the deck, the sea condition, the distant but looming presence of the raft. “It’s a cyber-clipper, Gladius Mercantile.”
“Carrying what—a boatload of dumb-ass tourists?”
“No, the only dumb-ass tourist is me.” Lilith let that remark sit there for a few seconds. “This is a cargo run. High-value, low-bulk commodities.”
“Who the hell sends cargo by sailing ship?”
“The economics work. Anything that isn’t perishable, that won’t go through a pipeline, and which can’t be fabbed or printed locally, this is the cheapest way.”
“And what are we hauling today, mon Capitaine?”
Lilith had examined the manifest, although the goods themselves were boxed and crated down in the holds. “Artisan stuff. High-end handmade goods. Nice fabrics. Pottery, wine, oils, carpets.”
“Got any crazy old clocks?”
Lilith cocked an eye back at the proxy. “What?”
“Nothing, just some article I read during downtime once.”
“You have downtime? Lucky you.”
They went aft and looked up at the shoebox-sized control module, ten metres up the fine carbon spar of the mizzenmast. It wasn’t sparking now, but it was visibly scorched. “OK,” Kyleen said, with a doubtful edge to her voice. “That’s our boy. Fix that, and you’ve got your rudder back. Even if the sails don’t spool back in, at least you’ve got some control.”
“And fixing it requires what, exactly?”
“Nothing hard. Something in that box is toast, and needs to be swapped out. Snag is one of us is going to have to monkey up there and change it.”
“You’re the expendable one.”
“True, but there’s another snag. Once that rudder comes back, it’s going to default to its neutral position, changing the whole balance of the boat…ship…clipper thing.”
“The Dolores will handle that.”
“Not fast enough, according to this. Whole situation is outside of its normal control envelope. But I can run a manual override—start bringing the sails around just before you make the swap. Should go smoothly, if we time things right.”
“Why don’t I do the sail part?” Lilith asked.
Kyleen made the proxy give a very humanlike shrug. “I’m no expert, but that’s three sets of big flappy sails that would need to be adjusted simultaneously. How many sails are there on each of those sticky-up things?”
“And you think you’ve got what it takes?”
“Don’t need to. They’re patching the necessary routines right through to the proxy. All I have to do is be at the control station and coordinate with you.” The proxy looked around. “Now, would that be at the sharp end or the blunt end?”
   
They went to a spares compartment where Kyleen identified the replacement part that Lilith was meant to swap into the control box. It was a fuse-like thing about the size of a thumb, with electrical contacts at either end. “Some sick joke putting that thing ten metres up in the air, but I guess they had their reasons. Seen worse design flaws on spacecraft. Here, take two, just in case you fumble one.”
“I’m not fumbling anything.”
But Lilith took two anyway, inserting them into different pockets just to be safe. She dug out a pair of insulated gloves. Then she found the safety harness and buckled it on, double-checking that the clips and wires were all shipshape, before stationing herself at the base of the mizzenmast. She looked up, forcing herself to think only of what needed to be done at the box, rather than the height she needed to climb or the increasingly drunken tilt of the mast. Wasn’t so far, she told herself.
“Those black things…” Kyleen said, turning the curve of her face out to sea.
“Old supercarriers. Hundreds of them, lashed together and turned into a floating farm. Holds made into protein vats. Mostly a big mass of dumb metal we don’t want to run into.”
“I think I saw it from space. Or maybe it was some other one. Lot of coastlines to remember.”
“Been into space, have you?”
“Once or twice.”
“Good for you.” Lilith’s answer was laced with sarcasm. “Can we get on with this, instead of dropping hints about how fabulously well-travelled we are?”
“I guess you haven’t been into space, then.”
“No,” Lilith said.
The mast had safety tie-ins every couple of metres all the way up. There were two clips on the harness, so she need never be completely unsecured. There were also handholds jutting out of the mast on either side, alternating as they rose, which would double as footrests once she was off the deck.
The proxy stood at the sail-control pedestal, looking up as Lilith clipped on and commenced her climb. Hand on grip, hand onto next grip, feet onto the grip-coated footholds. Off the deck and rising, trying to ignore the fact that her belly was squirming and her thigh muscles already felt like jelly. She stretched to clip on the second safety line, went one rung higher and then unclipped the second one. Still safe. But it was surprising how far down the deck already looked. How far down and how narrow, like a target it would be easy to miss.
“You’re doing good,” the proxy called up.
“I know what I’m doing,” Lilith answered, gritting her teeth. But she needed some sort of distraction to take her mind off the vertigo. “Why did you ask me about a crazy clock?”
“Oh, because of that article. Must be a decade back, when I read it. About some ship that went down in the Mediterranean.”
“Ten years ago?” Lilith asked, wondering what sort of age Kyleen had to be if she had been on “downtime” that many years back. Downtime implied employment, employment implied experience…age, as well she knew.
“Not the ship, no. This was thousands of years back. Wine-dark seas and all that. The stuff they found on it, when they went down with divers. Some old clock computer thing, half turned to stone, that was the main thing, but also jars of oil and wine and rope. Pottery. A lot of pottery. Just like now. You ever sailed in the Med?”
“This isn’t what I do,” Lilith said. “I’m just nursing the Dolores on this one trip. Once we get into Valparaíso, I’m out of contract.”
“Pity. Seems like a cool sort of gig to me.”
“It’s not a ‘gig’,” Lilith said, stubbing out the flicker of guilt she felt when she remembered her letter to Gabriela. “No one does this for fun. I don’t get to bid on jobs in Global Workspace, the way you just did. I’m not meshed. I take the few crumbs offered to me, and this was one of them.”
“Why aren’t you meshed?”
“Not everyone in the world gets to be meshed.” But feeling that she owed Kyleen at least a shred of clarification, she went on: “I have cerebral palsy. Mild enough that you won’t notice, most of the time, just some fuzziness in my motor control and coordination. Enough to stop me being meshed, not so bad that I don’t have to pay my own way in the world.” Adding, under her breath: “Not that you’d know about that, I guess.”
“The thing that’s in your head—there’s a cure for it, right?”
“Cure for anything, you’ve got deep enough pockets.” Keen to get this over with, Lilith stretched for a higher handhold than was wise. She slipped. The safety line caught her before she dropped more than a metre, but the jolt was still hard enough to rattle her. Catching her breath, trembling in all her limbs, she hugged her body against the mast.
“You all right?”
Lilith kept her eyes fixed on the control box, still a few metres above her present position.
She forced her breathing to something like a normal rhythm.
“Yeah.”
Pushing aside all other thoughts, refusing to think of falling or drowning, she completed the climb to the control box. It was still a reach, but with the crossjack yard of the mizzen topsail only just overhead, she had no inclination to go any higher.
Using gloved fingers, she flipped open the weatherproof access hatch on the shoe-box sized unit. Inside was a bewildering mass of electronics, with clear signs of heat damage around the modular unit she was meant to replace.
“You ready?” Kyleen called.
Lilith grunted back her acknowledgement.
“Do your stuff.”
“I’m starting to move the sails. On my mark, make the swap.”
On the deck below, servos hummed and winches alternately tightened and slackened sail-control lines. Above Lilith, the sails began to move, ruffling in the wind, the shift in forces already making the tilt of the deck and masts worse than it had been.
“Now,” Kyleen said.
Lilith wrapped the fingers of her insulated glove around the blown component and snapped it out of its ceramic housing. No fine motor control needed for that. It tumbled away, falling out of her line of sight. She had to hold on even tighter now, her own weight wanting to pull her away from the mast. She reached for the spare part, got a good, firm grip on it, not wanting to have to fall back on the second spare, and stretched to fix it into the control box. The contact clips were tight. Grunting with the effort of straining and stretching, she pushed hard. With a solid “clunk” the component locked home. Instantly, a flicker of lights signified that something new was going on in the box.
She shouted down: “It’s in!”
Half a second later she felt the rudder return to its neutral position. The jolt made its way through the entire flexing fabric of the clipper. The ship seemed to squirm, eel-like, a shivery twist or torque running through the hull, the mast quivering under the abrupt shift in load.
The sails were still moving—trying to compensate for the rudder’s action—but not quickly enough. The mast was tilting in the other direction now, Lilith like an ant clinging to a clockhand as it ticked through high noon. The mast had been leaning out over her before, then for a moment it was vertical, and now it was angling gradually away from the zenith. Perched on the top of this flattening boom, Lilith ought to have felt less precarious, but the sight of that rising bank of sea tied a fresh knot in her guts.
“Hold on,” Kyleen called. “I’m correcting!”
As if there was any thought in her head but holding on. The mast was more than forty five degrees from vertical now, tilting inexorably to the horizontal. Spray lashed at her. The waves were running fast, pink-topped as stripes of dawn banded the eastern horizon. She could almost reach down and touch the sea.
But the tilt reached a limit and held. Lilith waited, eyes on the horizon, hardly daring to breath. The mast began to press up from below. By slow, majestic degrees the clipper was starting to right itself. Something eased in the Dolores, a crabbing stiffness falling away. Lilith stayed quite still, feeling bound to some lively animal that was freeing itself from lameness, stretching its limbs and muscles, eager to sprint. From one breath to the next the clipper was rediscovering itself, marrying iself to the wind, threading the sea.
Lilith climbed down from the mizzenmast, planting her feet wide on the rumbling deck. The wavetops beat a sharp fast tattoo against the hull. The sails thundered as they snapped tight. The rigging sang its own song. Kyleen was just stepping back from the sail controls, arms spread with a sort of cautious wariness, like a conjuror surprised that a trick had gone as well as it had.
“You did it,” Kyleen said.
Lilith laughed, grinning with the sudden release of tension. “I guess I did. We did.”
   
“You know this ship,” Kyleen said. “Will she be all right now?”
“I think so.” Lilith looked to the bow. “She’s steering around the raft now, the way she was meant to. She’ll get us to port.” She nodded at the other woman, feeling more charitable to her now that they were out of harm. “You had to move fast with those sails. Was that all automatic?”
“No,” Kyleen said, sounding out of breath. “We were a little off-script back there. Had to…improvise.”
“You did all right. Better than all right, I guess.”
“Like I said, it’s not too unfamiliar. Winches…rigging.” She paused, coughing lightly. “Different ships, different seas.”
“Different weather, too.” Lilith looked carefully at the other woman, the face pressed behind the proxy’s mask, seeing something in the face she had not noticed before, or which had not been present. A strain, a tiredness, sweat on the brow and a redness in the eyes. “You all right, Kyleen? You sound like you need to sit down, catch your breath. Don’t blame you; it was intense back there. Or are they going to switch you onto another contract any minute now?”
“No…this is my last gig of the day.” Kyleen’s breathing was audibly heavy now, as if she had been running up a hill. “I’ve asked them to hold the telepresence link for now. They’ve…obliged.” She coughed and turned the cough into a hacking laugh. “ Big deal. Really fucking generous of them.”
Lilith nodded. She had not needed the proxy until now, and she supposed it would put itself back into the box once the link was de-established, becoming just a folded pile of metal parts until the next time it was activated.
“I’m glad you took the gig.”
The face looked at her. “Really?”
“I know I didn’t come across that way. But I’m not meshed, and sometimes that makes me feel like a second-class citizen. Third class, maybe. When you came in…all eager…” Lilith looked down at her hands, avoiding the other woman’s eyes. “I can’t have what you’ve got. Not yet. Not until I’ve earned enough to get my head fixed, and once that’s done I’ll have to start over, saving up all over again for the mesh. From Valparaíso I was going to skimp and save and work my way north. Find some cheap clinic in Quito. Then, when I’m meshed, ride the thread. The up and out.”
“You’d do well in space. But it isn’t all roses up here.” She gave a cough and a wheeze. “Just so you know.”
“I don’t need to be told that, Kyleen.” A small part of her resentment flared up again. “Isn’t all roses down here, either.”
“You mind if we sit and watch the lights for a bit?”
“Your call.”
They moved to the side of the deck, sitting down with their legs dangling under the railings, side by side, the warm woman and the robot proxy.
“Something you probably ought to know,” Kyleen said eventually. “I’m dying up here.” She gave out another coughing, wheezing approximation of laughter. “I don’t mean it metaphorically. We got hit pretty bad by that solar weather event. We were on a cargo haul, making a close-approach loop around Earth, swinging by on our way to Venus. Deep System Bulk Carrier Ulysses.”
“You mean…you’re in space?”
“Told you I’d been once or twice, didn’t I? Guess there was a little understatement there. Anyway, we’re screwed. Unlike you, we had the multiple redundant systems. Our numbers still came up. Fried one thing, then the next—all the way down. Steering control, life-support, all knocked for six.” She paused, breathing heavily, but Lilith said nothing, waiting for the other woman to find her breath again. “Minor emergency under ordinary circumstances, just like your stuck rudder. Send out a rescue tug, whatever it takes. But they can’t help us this time. Too many other deserving cases, not enough spare hands to go around.” She gave a sigh, somewhere between fatigue and acceptance. “And that’s fine, I knew the score. And I can’t complain. I’ve seen some sights, Lilith. Some grand old sights. I’ve set foot on Mars. I mean, really stood on Mars—not just by proxy. Seen the rings of Saturn close enough that I felt I could scoop them up, a fistful of fairy glitter. Punched a ship right through a volcano on Io. Swam in Europan seas. Meshed, that time, but it felt no different to being there. And it’s all good. It was all worth it. I’m not going to bitch and moan because my number came up today.”
After a silence, Lilith said: “Are you serious?”
“Never been more serious, mon Capitaine. We’re on reserve air now, and it’s running thin. Fingertips already turning blue. Crazy thing is, comms have stayed viable the whole time, so we can talk to whoever we like. Messages home, fond farewells. Some of the rest of us…well, they’ve got their own way of coping. Can’t say I judge ’em. But I figured, six hours…maybe less…within telepresence range…why not do something good, something useful?”
“Don’t you have messages to send?”
“Not really,” Kyleen said. “Always been a loner, I guess. My friends are on this ship. As for family ties…”
The sky was paling now, shading by the minute from a deep blue to a translucent rose, lights on the headland over Valparaíso coming on in neat-bordered swatches, as power flooded back to whole districts of the city. Civilisation fighting its way back out of the darkness. Homes, people, families, friends and lovers, kitchen smells, warm bread, roasting coffee, busy plans for another day.
“Why me?” Lilith asked.
“I looked through a bunch of jobs. Needed something that matched my skillset.” She wheezed, coughed. “Also something that wasn’t going to take all day. Saw your predicament bob up the list and thought…why not?”
“You never said.”
“Figured your rudder had priority.” The proxy elevated its hand, rested it on Lilith’s wrist. “Look, we did it. Got you out of trouble. Saved your skin, and probably this ship as well. That’s a good result for the both of us.”
Lilith watched the lights flicker on across another area of the city. “They’re getting things straight. Can’t they do something for now?”
“Not a chance. Believe me, we’ve looked at the options. But we’re already going too fast.” The hand moved onto Lilith’s fingers. “You serious, about doing the up and out?”
“I was,” Lilith reflected.
“Then go for it. Get to Quito. Get your head straightened out. Get meshed. It doesn’t hurt, and you can always have it reversed if you don’t like it. But I think you will.” The hand squeezed, gently. “Earth’s not so bad. A view like this, the sea air, a clear morning, that city ahead of us? I’d take that. But there’s plenty more to see out there.”
“I believe you,” Lilith said. “And I’ll do it. Try, at least. I think I ought to get a bonus for not losing this cargo, and when we…” She stopped, sensing—perhaps subliminally—some change in the deportment of the proxy. “Kyleen?”
The face turned to her—blue again, with nothing of Kyleen behind the curving mask. “Please stand by,” the default voice said. “Global Workspace has suspended the telepresence link to this unit due to haptic lag. We are attempting to find a more efficient routing.”
“Don’t bother,” Lilith said quietly. “She’s too far out.”
Or gone, she supposed. Out of air, out of consciousness, or snapped from the link because the comms on the Ulysses had finally given out, along with the other systems.
Then, to herself, but also to the sea, and the sky, and the lights of Valparaíso: “Thank you, Kyleen. I won’t forget.”
Something was rising over the headland, slowly and smoothly enough that it seemed to be following its own invisible groove. It brightened as it climbed. She watched the ascending star, debating the likelihood that it might be Kyleen’s ship, the Deep System Bulk Carrier Ulysses hair-pinning around the Earth on its way to Venus. It would have been satisfying to think that was the case, poetic at least, but Lilith knew better.
All the same, she followed the spark to the zenith, and overhead, until with no great fanfare it dropped into the Earth’s shadow, and was gone.



     


FOR THE AGES
IT’S a terrible and beautiful thing I’ve done.
I suppose I already had it in mind, when the last uplink came in. Not that I’d come close to voicing the possibility to myself. If I’d been honest about the course I was on, I might well have requested immediate committal to stasis.
The right thing to do, in hindsight. And maybe we’d be on our way home now, back to the gratitude of a thousand worlds. Our house would have crumbled into the sea by the time we got back. But we could have always have built a new one, a little further from the headland.
Let me tell you something about myself, while there’s still time. These words are being recorded. Even as I speak, my suit’s mouse-sized repair robot is engraving them onto the suit’s exterior armour. Isolated in this cavern, the suit should be buffeted against the worst excesses of cosmic ray and micro-particle damage. Whether the inscriptions will remain legible, however, or whether in some sense you’ve already read them, I won’t begin to speculate. There’s been enough of that already, and I’m a little burned out by it all. Deep futurity, billions of years—the ultimate futility of any action, any deed, enduring for the smallest fraction of eternity—it’s enough to shrivel the soul. Vashka could handle that kind of thing, but I’m made of less sterner stuff.
I am—let’s be honest, was—a human being, a woman named Nysa. I was born on Pellucid, a world of the Commonwealth. After a happy childhood, I had dreams of being a dancer or choreographer. In my teens, however, I showed a striking aptitude for physics. Not many people have the right mental architecture to fully understand momentum trading, but I grasped the slippery fundamentals with a quick, intuitive ease. Rapidly it was made clear to me that I had a duty, an obligation, to the Commonwealth. The encouragement to study propulsion physics was fierce, and I duly submitted.
In truth, it wasn’t a hard decision. I would have been one dancer among thousands, struggling for recognition. But as a physicist I was already a singular, bright-burning talent.
It was at the academy that I fell into Vashka’s orbit, and eventually in love. Like me, she’d been plucked from obscurity on the basis of a talent. Vashka’s brilliance lay in nothing so mundane as the mechanics of space travel, though. She was drawn to the grandest and oldest of the physical disciplines: the study of the origin, structure and destiny of our universe. This project, this entire mission—sponsored by the economies of hundreds of planets, across dozens of solar systems, was her brainchild.
I think of Vashka now, when her hate for me had reached its bitter zenith. We were in Sculptor’s conference room, all twelve of the vivified crew, debating the impact of the latest uplink. Through the upsweeping radiation-proof glass of the windows, the pulsar’s optical pulses strobe-lit the glittering face of Pebble five times a second. Each pulse sapped angular momentum from the pulsar’s rotation. In ten billion years, that little city-sized nugget of degenerate matter would have exhausted its capacity to pulse at all. But it would still be out here, a softly radiating neutron star. In a hundred billion years, much the same would still be true.
“It’s not a question of whether we do this,” Vashka said, looking at each of us in turn, with that peculiar steely gaze of hers. “We have no choice in the matter. It’s what we were sent out here to accomplish; what the entire Commonwealth is depending on us to get done. If we turn back now, we may as well not have bothered.”
“Even allowing for this latest uplink,” Captain Reusel said carefully, “the majority of the symbol chains won’t need significant modification. There’ll be a few mistakes, a few incorrect assertions. But the overall picture won’t be drastically different.” Reusel spoke with judicial equanimity, committing herself to neither side until she’d heard all the arguments and had time to weigh them.
“If we knowingly leave errors in the Pebble engravings,” Vashka replied, “we’ll be doing more harm than if we’d never started.”
I coughed by way of interjection. “That’s an exaggeration. Our cosmological descendants—the downstream aliens, whoever they are—will be at least as smart as us, if not more so. They’ll be aware that we weren’t infallible, and they’ll be alert to mistakes. We don’t have to get this absolutely, one hundred percent correct. We just have to give them a shove in the right direction.”
Vashka couldn’t mask her disgust. “Or they may be so inflexible in their thinking that they tie themselves in knots trying to reconcile our errors, or decide to throw Pebble away as a lost cause. The point is we don’t have to take a chance either way. All we have to do is get this right, before we leave. Then we can go home with a clear conscience.”
In the run-up to the decision about the latest draft the tension had opened a cleft neither of us was willing to bridge. Vashka, rightly, saw me as the one thing standing between her and the satisfactory completion of the project. In my instinct to caution, my willingness to accept compromise over perfection, I’d shifted from ally to adversary.
We’d stopped sleeping together, restricting our interactions to acrimonious exchanges in the conference room. Beyond that, we had nothing worth saying.
“You won’t have a conscience to keep clear, if the cores go critical,” I said.
Vashka shot back a look of unbridled spite. “Now who’s exaggerating, Nysa?”
Reusel sighed. She hated bickering among her crew, and I knew ours caused her particular hurt. “Estimated time to engrave the new modifications, Loimaa?” The question was directed at the willowly senior technician in matters of planetary sculpture.
“Based on the last round of modifications,” Loimaa said, glancing down at hidden numbers, “with both grasers at maximum output…thirty thousand orbits, give or take. Around a thousand days.”
“Forget it,” I said. “That’ll take us much too far into the red. I’m already uncomfortable with the existing overstay.”
“Home wouldn’t have uplinked the modifications if they didn’t mean us to implement them,” Vashka said.
“Home don’t have realtime data on our engine stability,” I countered. “If they did, they’d know that we can’t delay our return much longer.”
“Things are that critical?” Reusel asked, skepticism and suspicion mingling in her narrowed eyes. “If they were, I trust you’d have let me know by now…”
“Of course,” I said. “And for the moment things are nominal. We’re probably good for another hundred days. But a thousand…that’s completely out of the question.”
By accident or design, Sculptor’s starboard engine pod was visible through the conference room windows. I didn’t have to ask any of the others to glance at it—their attention was drawn anyway. I imagined what they were thinking. The light spilling from the radiator grids—was it hotter, whiter, than it had been a week ago, a month?
Of course. It couldn’t be otherwise, with the momentum debt we’d incurred reaching Pebble. A debt that the universe sought to claw back like a grubby-fingered pawnbroker.
It would, too: one way or the other.
“We could begin the resculpting,” Loimaa proposed, looking hestitantly at Vashka for affirmation. “Stop it the moment Nysa gave the word. It wouldn’t take more than a few days to clear up shop and begin our return home.”
“A few days might still be too much, if the instabilities begin to mount,” I said.
“Abandoning the work half-unfinished isn’t an option either,” Vashka declared. “The corrections are too complex and inter-dependent. We either implement them fully, or not at all.”
“I see your point,” Reusel said. “At the moment, the Pebble engravings embody errors, incorrect premises and false deductions. But at least there’s a degree of internal consistency, however flawed it might be. The sense of an argument, with a beginning, middle and end.”
Vashka’s nod was cautious. “That’s correct. It offends me that we might leave these errors in place, but it’s still better than tearing up half the logic chains and leaving before we’ve restored a coherent narrative.”
“Then it’s simple,” I said, trying hard not to let my satisfaction break through. “The lesser of two evils. Better to leave now, knowing we’ve left something self-consistent in place, than be forced to bail out halfway through the next draft.”
The captain was thoughtful. Her heavy-lidded eyes suggested a fight against profound weariness. “But it would be unfortunate,” she said, “to let our sponsors down, if there was a fighting chance of completing this work. Never mind the downstreamers.” Alertness snapped into her again. Her attention was on me. “Nysa: I can’t take this decision without a comprehesive overview of our engine status. I want to know how the real odds lie.” She paused. “We all accepted risks when we volunteered for this mission. Sculptor has brought us thousands of light years from home, thousands of years of travel from the friends and loved ones we left behind on our homeworlds.”
We nodded. We’d all heard this speech before—it was nothing we didn’t know for ourselves—but sometimes the captain felt the need to drill it into us again. As if reminding herself of what we’d already sacrificed.
“Even if we were to commence our return mission now,” she went on, “At this moment, it would be to homes, worlds, most of us won’t recognise. Yes, they’ll reward our return. Yes, they’ll do all that they can to make us feel welcome and appreciated. But it will still be a kind of death, for most of us. And we knew that before we stepped aboard.” She knitted her fingers together on the table’s mirror-black surface. “What I mean to say is, we have already taken the hardest decision, and here we are, still alive, chasing a neutron star out of the galaxy, falling further from the Commonwealth with every passing second. Any decisions we make now must be seen in that light. And I think we must be ready to shoulder further risks.”
“Then you’ve already made up your mind?” I asked, dismayed.
“No, I still want that report. But if the odds are no worse than ninety percent in our favour, we will stay. We will stay and finish Vashka’s work. And then we will go home with heads high, knowing we did not shirk this burden.”
I nodded. She would have her report. And I hoped very much that the numbers would persuade her against staying.
   
The neighborhood of a pulsar, a whirling magnetic neutron star, is no place for anything as fragile as a human being. We should have sent robots, I thought, as I went out for a visual inspection in one of our ridiculously armoured suits. Robots could have completed this work and then self-destructed, instead of worrying about getting back home again. But once Vashka had implanted the idea in their minds, the collective leaders of the Commonwealth had demanded that this grand gesture, this preposterous stab at posterity, be shaped under the guidance of human minds, in close proximity. Ultimately, the Pebble structures might be the last imprint that the human species left on the cosmos. The last forensic trace that we ever existed.
But even this wouldn’t last forever.
Why had we come?
It was simple, really. We knew something, a single cosmic truth, one that we had discovered through patient scientific observation. It was one of the oldest pieces of information known to the species, something so elementary, so easily grasped, so familiar to any child, that it seemed self-evidential.
Before the Commonwealth, before our emergence into space, our ancestors had peered into the night sky. They mapped the starry whirlpools of other galaxies, at first mistaking them for nearby nebulae, formations of spiralling gas. Later, their instruments had shown them that galaxies were in fact very distant assemblages of stars, countless billions of them. And these galaxies were located far beyond our own Milky Way, out to the horizon of observations, out to the very edge of the visible universe. They were also receeding. Their light was shifted into red, evidence of a universal cosmic expansion.
Backtracking this expansion, our ancestors deduced that the universe must have emerged from a single dimensionless point of spacetime, less than fourteen billion years ago. With a singular absence of poetry they labelled this birth event the Big Bang.
Quite a lot has happened since that discovery. We have settled interstellar space and spread our influence through a wide swathe of the galaxy. Our science is vastly more sophisticated. We don’t think of the birth event as a “bang” at all, or even an “event” in the accepted sense. But we continue to preserve the notion that our universe was once infinitely small, infinitely dense, infinitely hot, and that there is no sense in which anything can be said to have happened “before” this eyeblink epoch.
Our Earthbound ancestors made this discovery using telescopes of glass and metal, recording spectral light onto silvery plates activated by crude photochemistry. That they were able to do it at all is a kind of miracle. Of course, it’s much, much simpler now. A child, with the right demands, could reveal the truth of cosmic expansion to itself in a single lazy afternoon. The night sky is still aspray with galaxies, and each and every one of them still feels that tug of cosmic expansion.
There’s a catch, though. The galaxies aren’t just rushing away from each other, like the blasted fragments of a bomb. If they were, then their mutual self-gravity would eventually retard the expansion, perhaps even bring the galaxies crashing in on each other again.
Instead, they’re speeding up. Eight billion years into the universe’s life, something began to accelerate its expansion. Our ancestors called this influence “dark energy”. They measured it long before they had even the sketchiest understanding of what might be motivating it. Our understanding of the underlying physics would be unrecognisable to them, but we still honour their name. And dark energy changes everything. It’s the reason we came to this miserable and desolate point in space, around a dense dead star that will soon leave the galaxy altogether.
It’s the reason we came to leave Vashka’s message, engraved into the crust of a world made of star-fired diamonds.
I circled Sculptor, taking care to keep away from the banks of gamma-ray lasers that were even now etching Vashka’s patterns. The ship’s orange-peel orbit brought it over every part of Pebble eventually, the lasers sweeping like spotlights, and when we were done there would be no part of the planet’s surface that hadn’t been touched. The lasers took the raw diamond of her crust, melting and incinerating it to leave elegant chains of symbolic reasoning, scribed from the sky in canyon-wide lines. The chains of argument formed a winding spiral, quite distinct from the surface track of our orbit. That spiral converged on a single spot on the planetary surface, the entry point to a cavern where the entire statement had been duplicated for safekeeping.
In truth we were finished; had been so for many orbital cycles. What Sculptor was doing now was completing the tidying-up exercise after another uplink from home. We were finishing off the ninth draft, and now home wanted us to begin again on the tenth.
We’d left the Commonwealth with what appeared to be a complete, self-consistent statement of physics and cosmology, encoded in terms that ought to be decipherable by any starfaring intelligence. But by the time Sculptor arrived, the eager minds back home had had second thoughts. A tweak here, an edit there. The first and second drafts had been simple enough, and there’d been no cause for concern. But by the time we were on the fifth and sixth edits, some of us were having qualms. The changes were progressively more sweeping. We’d had to begin almost completely from scratch—lasering the planet back to a blank canvas before starting over, changing our story. As fluent with physics as I was, the level of encoding had long ago slipped beyond my ready comprehension. I had to take Vashka’s word that this was all worthwhile. She seemed to think it was.
But then she would, wouldn’t she? This entire project was Vashka’s idea. Always a perfectionist, she wasn’t going to settle for second best.
The problem was that we couldn’t stay here forever. Which was where my own narrow expertise came in.
For thousands of years we’ve been crossing interstellar space using momentum-exchange drives—long enough that it’s easy to think that the technology is routine and safe. For the most part, that’s exactly what it is. Give or take a few tens of kilometres per second, the stars and planets of the Commonwealth are all co-moving in the same spiral arm, travelling at the same speed with respect to the galactic core. Interstellar transits proceed without incident. We steal momentum from the universe, but we give it back before the universe gets irritated. The net momentum deficit between a ship starting its journey around one star, and the same ship ending its journey around another, is close enough to zero to make no difference. Momentum—and by extension kinetic energy—has neither been created nor destroyed.
But that’s not true here. Because the Pebble and its pulsar are hurtling away from the galaxy at twelve thousand kilometres per second, we haven’t actually stopped. We started off at zero relative to the Commonwealth, and we’re still travelling at a good clip away from it.
Which means that a momentum debt is still waiting to be repaid.
The engines were a dull red when we arrived, but with each day that we delay paying that debt, they glow a little more intensely. That’s the universe reminding us, in an accumulation of microscopic thermal fluctuations, that we owe it something.
Leave it long enough, and the antimomentum cores will undergo catastrophic implosion.
But that wasn’t going to happen today, or tomorrow, or for months in the future. As much as I’d hoped to find some problem or trend that could be used to justify our early departure, nothing was amiss. The cores were progressing according to expectations. Loimaa’s thousand days might be a stretch too far, but I had to admit that we were good for at least the next two or three hundred. And if and when the cores started deviating, I’d be able to give Captain Reusel plenty of warning.
That didn’t mean I felt easy about it.
Yet I’d turned things over in my head long enough, and knew that twisting the facts, over-stressing the hazards, wasn’t an option. Reusel would see through that in a flash.
As would Vashka.
My suit picked up a proximity signal. I used the thrusters to spin around, in time to see another suit looping out from behind Sculptor. Like mine, it was an upright armoured bottle with manipulators and steering gear. The ident tag told me exactly who it was.
“Come to talk me into lying?” I asked.
“Not at all. I know you better than that, Nysa. You’d never lie, or read anything into the data that wasn’t really there. That would take…” Vashka seemed to trail off, as if her thoughts had carried her in a direction she now regretted.
“Imagination?”
“I was going to say, a streak of unprofessionalism that you don’t have.”
“Yes. I always was the diligent plodder, while you made the wild, intuitive leaps.”
“I didn’t mean it that way.”
“But it’s not too far off the mark. Oh, don’t worry. I’m not offended. It’s basically the truth, after all. I’m very good with fixing engines and making them work a bit better. That’s a rare skill, one worth cherishing. But it can’t be compared with what you’ve done, what you’ve brought into being. No one had ever thought of anything like this before you did, Vashka. It’s all yours.”
“It was a shared enterprise, Nysa.”
“Which wouldn’t have happened without your force of will, your imagination.”
Vashka took her time in answering. “Until it’s done, and we’re on our way home, there are more important things to think about than credit and glory.”
“Well, I’ve good news for you. My report will conclude that proceeding with the tenth draft is an acceptable risk. And you’re right. It never occurred to me to bend the facts.”
“I’m…happy,” Vashka said, as if she feared a trap in my words.
“It won’t be perfection,” I added. “It’ll be a step in that direction. But don’t delude yourself that this is the end. As soon as we’re back on Pellucid, you’ll be wishing you changed this or deleted that. It’s human nature. Or yours, anyway.”
“Then perhaps I’ll program my stasis berth so that I never wake up.”
It was a flip response, something that—had it come from anyone else—I’d have been more than willing to dismiss as bravado. But with Vashka, I was prepared to believe quite the opposite. She would easily choose death over living with the knowledge of irreversible failure.
Always and forever.
“I’d best get back inside,” I told her.
   
The day she first explained it to me, we were in our old house, the one we bought together during our time at the academy, the one that overlooked the bay, with the ground floor patio windows flung open to salt-tang sea breezes and hazy morning sunshine. I was doing dance exercises, going through the old motions of stretching and limbering, but still listening to what she said. I’d made the mistake of only half-listening before, nodding in the right places, but from bitter experience I knew that Vashka would always catch me out.
It wasn’t that I didn’t care. But I had my area of obsession and she had hers, and it was increasingly clear that the two only slightly intersected.
“Dark energy is the killer,” she said. “Right now we hardly feel it. It’s making all the galaxies accelerate away from each other, but the effect is small enough that people argued over it for a long time before convincing themselves it was real.” Vashka was standing at the door, doing stretching exercises of her own. Whereas mine were in the service of art, hers served no higher purpose other than the toning of her body, a maintenance routine to keep the machine in working order.
I knew enough about cosmology to ask the easy questions. “The Milky Way’s just one galaxy in the Local Group. Won’t the gravitational pull of nearby galaxies always outweigh the repulsion caused by dark energy?”
Her nod was businesslike, as if this objection was no more than she’d anticipated. “That’s true enough, and most galaxies are also bound into small groups and clusters. But the gravitational pull between groups and clusters is much too weak to resist dark energy over cosmological time. At the moment we can see galaxies and galaxy clusters all the way out to the redshift horizon, but dark energy will keep pushing them over that edge. They’ll be redshifted out of our range of view. Nothing in physics can stop that, and there’s nothing we can ever do to observe them, once they’ve passed over the horizon.”
“Which won’t happen for a hundred billion years.”
“So what? That only seems like a long time if you’re not thinking cosmologically. The universe is already thirteen billion years old, and there are stars now shining that will still be burning nuclear fuel in a hundred billion years.”
“Not ours.”
“We don’t matter. What does is the message we leave to our descendants.”
She didn’t mean descendants of humanity. She meant the alien beings who would one day supplant us, in whatever remained of the galaxy that far downstream. Carriers of the flame of sentience, if that doesn’t sound insufferably pompous.
“Fine,” I said. “The dark energy pushes all those galaxies out of sight. But the local group galaxies are still bound.”
“That’s irrelevant. For a start, they can’t be used to detect the expansion of the universe, for the same reason that dark energy doesn’t disrupt them—their short-range attraction predominates over long-range cosmological effects. But it’s worse than that. In six or seven billion years, the local group galaxies will have merged with each other, pulled together by gravity. There’ll just be a single super-galaxy, where once there was the Milky Way, Andromeda, the Clouds of Magellan, all the other galaxies in our group. This isn’t speculation. We’ve seen galactic mergers across all epochs. We know that this is our fate, and we know that the mixing process will erase the prior histories of all the involved galaxies.”
“I accept this,” I said. “But if aliens arise in that super-galaxy, tens of billions years from now, they’ll have billions of years to consider their situation. Our technological science is a few thousand years old. Isn’t it presumptuous of us to assume that they won’t be capable of making the same discoveries, given time?”
“Physics says otherwise. There’ll be no observable galaxies, other than the one they’re inside. They may not even retain the concept of a galaxy. All they’ll see around their own island universe will be a perfect starless black. And there won’t be any easy way for them to measure the expansion of spacetime by other means. The cosmic microwave background will have been redshifted far into the radio frequency, and it’ll be a trillion times fainter than it is now. They could send out probes, to gauge the effects of expansion, if it even occurred to them, but it would take billions more years for those probes to get far enough out to feel measurable effects.” Vashka paused in her workout. “It’s an unpalatable truth, but truth is what it is. We happen to exist inside a window, a brief moment in the universe’s history, in which intelligent creatures have the means to determine that the universe was born, that it has a finite age, that it is expanding. To not know these things is to not know the universe at all. And yet the downstreamers will be unable to determine these absolute fundamentals! That is why it is our duty, our moral imperative, to send a message from our epoch to theirs.”
“This monument you’ve been talking about.”
“I’ve submitted my ideas to the Legislation. And it’ll have to be more than a monument. We can’t leave a message on Pellucid, or any other planet orbiting a solar-type star: it’ll be incinerated when the star goes red giant. And even if that didn’t happen, the galactic merger event will play havoc with stellar dynamics. The best place would be around a star bound to the local group, but on an orbit that will take it far enough out to avoid the convulsions. A bystander. I think I might even have found a candidate.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself, if you’ve only just submitted that proposal.”
“There’s no point counting on failure, Nysa. If I’m going to see this through to completion, I might as well start working on the details. It’s a pulsar, with a planetary companion, on a high-velocity trajectory that will take it far from the Milky Way.”
I hardly dared ask the next question. “If we were to go out there, how long would it take to get home again?”
Vashka looked out through the open patio windows, to the headland and the wide sweep of the bay. “If we left now? The fastest ship could get us home again in just under five thousand years. Four, if we could get a little closer to the speed of light. To do that, though—and to make rendezvous with such a fast-moving object—we’d need a number of radical breakthroughs in engine design.” She shrugged, now that she’d delivered her lure, the hook that would sink its way into me. “Whatever happens, this house will have crumbled into the sea by then. We’ll just have to get a new one.”
“We?” I asked.
“You’d come with me, Nysa.” Vashka closed her eyes, resumed her stretching. “You know you would.”
   
Sculptor swung around Pebble in its endless winding orange-peel. Loimaa’s gamma-ray lasers were scribing constantly. They scissored and whisked like knitting needles. From the inspection cupola we’d watch their furious industry, mesmerised as the landscape was reshaped to our lastest whim. It wasn’t simply a question of ablation, boiling diamond away in plumes of atomised carbon. Loimaa’s methods were so skilled that she could literally move mountains—slicing chunks of diamond here, pushing them there—and then allowing their interlattice bonds to reform again. She could melt diamond and use shockwaves to compress it back to solidity, in a dozen different allotropes. She was carving a world with light.
Days passed. Sculptor completed hundreds of orbits. The engines glowed a little hotter from day to day, but the thermal progression was entirely within expectations. To her credit, Captain Reusel still demanded a constant supply of updates, keeping a nervous eye on our status. The ritual was always the same. I’d tell her that nothing untoward had happened, but that I was still uncomfortable with the overstay.
“Objection duly noted,” Reusel would say. “But until we’ve something better to go on than your natural tendency toward pessimism, Nysa, then we keep cutting. You have my word that we’ll break orbit the moment things change.”
“I hope we have sufficient warning, in that case.”
“I’m sorry, Nysa. But we’re doing this for the ages. We can’t leave it as a botched job, not when there’s a chance of getting it right. No one’s going to come out here again and correct our mistakes.”
I accepted this. I might have not liked it, but I wasn’t so self-centered that I couldn’t see things from Reusel’s viewpoint. She’d been a good and kind-mannered captain and I knew she wasn’t one to make snap decisions. In her shoes, I’d probably have done exactly the same thing.
Things thawed between me and Vashka.
Now that she’d got her way, Reusel on her side, she admitted that she’d always understood my position, sympathised with my professional concern for the engines, but felt she had an equally pressing duty to fight her corner over the engravings.
I feigned understanding and forgiveness. It was almost like old times.
“I didn’t mean it to turn so bitter,” Vashka told me, the last time we slept together. “But you know how it is. We’ve both given up so much to make it here. It’s worth spilling some blood, if that’s the difference between perfection and good enough.”
“I just wish some of that blood hadn’t been mine.”
“You know I still love you.” She stroked the side of my face with a tenderness that snapped me back to our first days together on Pellucid. “Besides, it’s all water under the bridge now. We’re well into the tenth draft. It’ll be done before you know it.”
“Unless another update arrives.”
“They wouldn’t dare.” Vashka declared this with the flat certainty of a believer, not a scientist. “I’ve studied this iteration, and it really is beautifully self-consistent. There’s no scope for improvement. If they sent another draft…I’d reject it.”
I smiled, although I didn’t really believe her.
“Daring of you.”
“This one is right. I know it’s right. I know when I’m right.”
“It’s always good to have self-belief. I wish I had more of it myself. Perhaps I should have stayed a dancer.”
“As a dancer, you died a thousand years ago,” Vashka said. “Forgotten and obscure, just another middlingly talented artist on a little blue planet in the Commonwealth. As you, as Nysa the engineer, you’re still alive. Still out here. Doing something magnificent. Participating in an act of altruism that will endure across cosmological time.”
At that moment I found Captain Reusel’s choice of words springing to mind. “For the ages.”
“Precisely,” Vashka said, pulling me closer, as if everything was and always would be all right. “For the ages.”
And for a while it was right, too. Until it hit me what I needed to do.
   
I’d been outside, making another engine inspection. After dispensing with my suit, I travelled through Sculptor to what we still referred to as the “engine room”, a name that conjured an archaic, sweating furnace of boilers and pistons, but which was in fact merely a cool, calm control node, isolated far from the fearsome, transgressive physics of the engines themselves. The room was empty when I arrived, as I had expected it to be.
My hands summoned the control interfaces. They sprang into obliging solidity under my touch. My fingers danced, caressing rainbow-coloured keys and sliders. Around me, status graphics swelled for attention. To anyone not schooled in momentum-trading, these squirming, intertwining, multi-dimensional figures would have seemed as strange and unfathomable as deep-sea organisms, engaged in courtship and combat. To my eyes, they signalled chains of branching probability, tangled meshes of counter-intuitive cause and effect. Thermal-kinetic tradeoff matrices, momentum-event spinors, clustered braids of twistor-impulse covariance. Lucid to my eyes, but only just. It still took tremendous concentration to make sense of the entirety. That I could do it at all was the wonder.
Sweat prickled my skin, drying instantly in the room’s cool. A necessary wrong was still a wrong. For a moment, I quailed. Perhaps Vashka really was right, and we should see this through.
But no.
There was a mode, a faculty, to push the engines out of their stable operating regime. It was a test function, nothing more. It was meant to be used only in those rare instances when we might want reassurance that the automated safety cut-ins were functioning normally.
The mode could be misused.
I meant only to nudge the engines, to push them a little more into the danger regime. Not enough to endanger us, but enough to be able to demonstrate the glitch to Reusel, to make her think that we were better off cutting our losses now. “Look at that spike,” I might say, all plausibility and professional concern. “It’s a warning sign. I thought we could hold back the debt longer than this, but the stochastic coupling’s evidently running away from us. There was always a chance…”
“It’s understood,” she might say, with a regretful nod, trusting my professional judgement implicitly. “Prep Sculptor for immediate departure.”
I’d echo the same grave nod. “It’s a pity,” I’d say, “that Vashka’s work won’t be finished.”
“Vashka will just have to live with imperfection, like the rest of us.”
That’s not the way it happened, though.
I knew my error as soon as I’d made it. There are no simple mistakes in momentum-trading, but I’d come as close as possible to making one. A slip of inattention, a failure to consider all repercussions. We were in one stability mode, and I’d neglected to remember that the test function would, by default, assume a slightly different one. Much earlier, as part of another, entirely innocent test exercise, I had disabled the safety overrides that would have prevented this mismatch. I could have corrected matters, had I remembered, and still perpetrated my lie. But by the time I did, it was far too late to do anything about it.
Sculptor was going to die. It was going to give back to the universe all the energy it had stolen to get here. The antimomentum cores would surrender their debt in a lightless eruption of transient exotics, imparting a barely measurable kink into the local dark energy distribution. An obligation discharged.
But just as the inward collapse of a degenerated stellar core results in an outward pulse of energy and matter—a supernova—so the failure of the antimomentum cores would have a vastly more visible effect on the rest of Sculptor and its contents.
When panic hit me, it was as novel and unanticipated as the kiss from a new lover. All the exercises, all the simulations, had failed to prepare me for this moment. My routines deserted me. As much as it shames me to admit it, I had no instinct other than my immediate self-preservation.
I still had enough presence of mind to warn the other crew. “Engine overload” I shouted, pushing my voice throughout Sculptor, using emergency privelege to override any other business, even that of the captain. “Repeat, engine overload! Abandon ship! This is not a drill!”
Even as I knew it wouldn’t do any of them the slightest good.
It was different for me. I’d just come back in from outside, and I didn’t have far to go to reach the suit I’d only recently vacated. The suit was still warm, and it welcomed me back into its armoured embrace.
Then I left.
With the suit’s thrusters on maximum power, I aimed myself at Pebble. With the criticality event in progress, Sculptor had automatically shut down its scribing operations, so I didn’t have to worry about falling into the path of the gamma-ray lasers. Not, of course, that that would have been a bad way to go. Instantaneous annihilation, as painless as non-existence. A kiss from eternity, then nothing.
But then I wouldn’t be here, thinking these thoughts, leaving this testimony.
To survive the death of Sculptor—the momentary energy pulse would exceed the neutron star’s emissions by a factor of a thousand—I’d need a lot of shielding between me and the ship. There wasn’t time to get around the other side of Pebble, to use the planet itself as cover. But there was time to reach the cavern.
I knew even then it wasn’t to save me—just buy me enough time for self-reflection. The panic didn’t care, though. All that mattered to the panic was the next five minutes.
I followed the spiralling logic-chain to its dark epicentre. With a tap of thruster controls I fell into the hole in the world’s crust. Down through the glittering, symbol-lined throat, until the shaft widened and I could finally bring the suit to rest. I aligned myself with the local vertical, and settled down to the floor, taking care that my arrival should not damage any of our finely graven inscriptions. This was our backup policy: a reiteration of the entire external statement, on a much smaller scale. If some unforeseen cosmic process scrubbed Pebble’s crust back to a blank canvas, there was still a chance that the engravings in this chamber might endure. Here, in duplicate, was Vashka’s cosmological statement. It began near the top of the cavern and wound its way around and down in gorgeous glittering intricacy. Squandering suit power, I drenched it in artificial radiance.
I had to admit that it was quite an achievement. And it would last, too. I didn’t doubt that. Whether anyone would ever find it…well, that was a different question.
Sometimes, though, you just had to take a gamble.
   
I’ve said nearly all that needs to be said, I think. I’ve been truthful with you, or as truthful as I can be with myself. We came here to do something glorious, and it would be unfair to say that we failed. The ninth draft is complete, after all. You, whoever you might be—however far downstream you may be from us, a hundred or a thousand billion years—will, I’m confident, be able to make absolute sense of our primitive cave-wall scribblings. Because (I’m certain) you’ll have been around for a very, very long time, and by the time you stumble on this little diamond cinder, spinning through the dark galactic void, you’ll be infinitely cleverer than us. The mistakes we fret about, the errors and inconsistences, won’t trip you up at all. You’ll have the wisdom to grasp the shining truth behind our fumblings, and in doing so you’ll look on us with a sublime combination of gratitude and pity. Gratitude that we committed this deed, in order to reveal unto you this one cosmological truth that lies forever beyond the reach of even your science.
Pity because you’ll see us for what we truly were. Dragonflies who lived and died in the first few heartbeats of creation, leaving no more than a scratch on time.
Vashka’s gone now, along with everyone else. But I think she can rest easy. As much as it would have pained her to think that we left the project riddled with mistakes, it was still sufficient for its intended purpose. Vashka was just too close to her work. She always had been, from the moment we met. Always reaching for the unattainable. Me, I’m much more of a pragmatist.
That doesn’t mean I’m not open to possibilities, though.
This suit was never designed to keep me alive this long, so I can’t be sure that what I’m about to say isn’t the result of some gradual neurodegenerative breakdown, caused by the starvation of oxygen to my brain. But the mere fact that I’m able to frame that doubt…doesn’t that speak to my higher faculties still being more or less intact?
I don’t know.
But I can be certain of this much: since I’ve been in this place, in the chamber, surrounded by Vashka’s symbols, I’ve felt something. Not all the time. Just occasionally. Like a searchlight sweeping through me. A sense of presence, of the numinous. I don’t believe in God, so that’s not the answer. But I’m prepared to believe in you.
Downstream, however many billions of years that might be, you find this place. You find this cavern, and you find what’s left of me, bottled in my suit. A creature you don’t recognise, dead so long that generations of stars have come and gone since my demise. I doubt that there’s much of me left. Unlike diamond, I’m prone to decay.
On the other hand, I’ll be in vacuum, in the cold between the galaxies. So who knows.
These moments of presence, these numinous interludes…a skin-crawling sensation of being watched, studied, scrutinised…could it really be you, at the end of time? Running some kind of scan, for want of a better word, on the relics you find? And the effects of that scan, rippling back in time to me, here, in my suit?
And how do you feel about me, exactly?
I can’t imagine that you’ll have had much difficulty unravelling the symbols scribed on my suit, and then stitching them into language you understand. Allowing for the gulf of species and time separating us, I’m certain you’ll have been able to comprehend the shape of my account. Why we came here, what happened when we arrived. The sordid outline of my crime.
I hope you won’t judge me too harshly. I acted out of fear, not malice. I had our best intentions at heart. I just got things slightly wrong, that’s all.
The point is, if I’m the only one of us you ever find, please don’t taint us all with the flaws that were mine alone. I’ll take responsibility for what I was, what I did.
But then the thought occurs.
Why would you need to know at all? These markings aren’t indelible. My little mouse-sized robot still has power, and while I’m under no illusions that I’ll be dead soon enough, for now I still have some air and life-support, and presumably sufficient intact brain cells to maintain some kind of lucidity.
I wonder if there’s time to change my story?



     


VISITING HOURS
CASSIE ETTINGER HAD ALWAYS LIKED to climb. It had started with trees when she was small, then progressed to boulders and indoor training walls. In her teens she was already out-climbing adults twice her age. By the time she was hitting her twenties, struggling to motivate herself through a degree in architectural engineering, every available weekend was spent on rock. Each summer she pushed herself further than the last, scraping and begging her way onto climbing teams, slumming her way around the world in the last golden days of mass intercontinental travel. After she forged new routes up Rohlilahla and Bimbaluna, a measure of fame started coming her way. Sponsorship began to flow in from clothing and equipment suppliers. She got her face in the climbing magazines and the extreme sports documentaries.
Then came the fall.
When the long rehabilitation was over, and she had begun to move on with the next phase of her life—the architectural career that had always played second fiddle to climbing—it was a fear of heights that stayed with her the longest. She had never really had it before the accident, except in the intellectual understanding that there was risk in being high, in trusting her life to fingertips and slender bits of metal. But she had never felt it in her guts, the way other people did.
It was different now.
As she climbed her way to the top of the stack, casting a critical eye over the work already done, the cuts and welds, the new windows and doors, the waiting stairwells and elevator shafts, each level gained brought an acute new appreciation for how far she was from the ground. She had to do it, though, just she had to risk the occasional glance down to the dust and dirt of the construction site around the foundations. Her Geckoflex shoes and gloves gripped well on the curving alloy sections of the airframes. Cassie had Geckoflex kneepads as well, for the moments when she needed a little extra leverage. Geckoflex had been good to her in the sponsorship days.
Mostly, though, she tried to avoid using her knees.
The New Ofir Framestack was a mixed-utility construction project on the outskirts of Ofir, northern Portugal. Half residential, half business. From a distance, as it neared completion, it resembled a chrome scribble rising into the air, a dense cross-hatched grid of interlocking tubes. Or a pile of fat metal knitting needles, her critics said.
What they missed—or chose to miss—was that none of her Framestacks were random, or the product of haphazard design. Cassie took great pains in both conception and execution. Every angle, every slant, was critical. People had to live and work in these things, after all, and not get sick of them after a few months. The projects had to look good from all angles, inside and out, under all lighting conditions. Sunshine had to fall through their interstices in clean shafts, bringing illumination to gardens and vert-farms. Air had to circulate freely. Rain had to run off in effortless curtains, not accumulate in nooks and crannies. And the New Ofir Framestack had to endure a century’s worth of projected Atlantic hurricanes, with ample margins of error.
For all that the height bothered her, it was still good to get to the top. She pushed up, standing tall with her hands on her hips. For a moment or two she even felt she had to catch her breath. Her feet were planted either side of the curved ridgeline formed by the back of a Qatar Airlines Boeing Dreamliner, the faint traces of its former ownership still showing along the sides.
Dreamliners were good. Carrie liked working with them.
In fact, there was another one coming in right now.
She had been watching the cargo airships as she climbed, wondering which was hers. They drank hydrogen from the sea-hazed towers of the offshore OTEC plants, filling their bellies with fuel. Airships were everywhere lately, but their schedules were slow and maddeningly prone to weather disruption. If you were working on a complex, time-critical project, you soon grew obsessed with the tiny droning specks of distant airships.
Cassie lifted a hand to her brow, visoring out the sun. The airship laboured in, its many ducted engines swivelling in accordance with some arcane attitude-control algorithm. Lowering down from its cargo gondola was the “new” airframe, already reduced to a pruned-back tube, with just the stumps showing where the wings and fin had once been mounted. There wasn’t much “new” about it, of course. Twenty-five years of commercial air service, then the downturn, then the slump that never bottomed out, then the total grinding collapse of the entire global market for mass transportation. But it was new to her. Not an airliner now, but a major structural sub-assembly. Most of the wiring would have already been stripped out, along with the seats, floors and luggage compartments. Gutted back to bare metal, there was a surprising amount of space in an airframe—and surprising strength.
Cassie waved the airship to come in closer. The airframe was already prepared for, a pair of welded saddles waiting to mate it to the existing stack. The airship began to pivot around to orientate the ’frame in the correct sense. Cassie wiggled her fingers and the winch spooled out, bringing the ’frame to within a few metres of the saddles. It loomed over her, ponderous and heavy where only a moment ago it had seemed airy and cloud-like.
Maintaining her balance, Cassie synched control of her tallest construction robot. The robot was a striding orange behemoth, somewhere between a tower crane and a Dali giraffe. Its neck rose high over the stack. The robot attached its own lines to the Dreamliner, allowing the airship to begin slackening off. Still synched to the robot, Cassie worked her way along to the saddle. The ’frame lowered down, wind whistling around its curves and singing in the winch lines. The final attachment, “Frame to saddle, was always the tricky part.
A face loomed in Cassie’s upper right visual field.
Incoming call, said the accompanying text. Doctor Martin Abbate.
“Not a good time,” Cassie mouthed to herself.
But Doctor Abbate was nothing if not persistent, and there had to be a limit to how many times she could keep giving him the slip. It wasn’t even the case that she disliked him, just that he was pressing her on something she would sooner keep pushing to the back of her mind. Not a bad man at all, and yes, he did sometimes have a point…
She bit down on her irritation and took the call. Better to get him off her back now than have him pestering her for the rest of the week.
“I’m afraid I can only give you a moment, Martin.”
“That’s all I need, Cassie. You’ve been a very hard woman to track down lately. Work is going well, I take it?”
“Never better.”
“That’s good. I am so pleased that you have thrown yourself into this vocation. It has been very good for you.”
The airframe’s shadow deepened across her. “I said only a moment, Martin. I don’t mean to be rude, but…”
“That’s all right, Cassie—I understand. But I must insist that you find time in your busy schedule for a visit to the clinic. At the earliest opportunity, too. There’s been a development—a very significant one—and it affects the terms of the provision of care. I think it would be of great interest to you…”
“I don’t need to see her again,” Cassie said. “Not now, not ever.”
“I would request that you reconsider,” Doctor Abbate said, with the mildest touch of sternness. “And sooner rather than later.”
It was a million-to-one chance that one of the winch lines would sever at that precise moment, but that was what they had said about the rope, the one that had failed on her at precisely the moment she needed it most. The line snapped. The crane buckled back and the airship pitched. In the same instant the Dreamliner descended sharply at its tail-end, angling down like one end of a guillotine. A cold assessment of her predicament told Cassie that she had precisely no chance of avoiding its fall.
But she still flinched as it came down, raising a protective arm to shield her face.
It was true what they said. Old habits died hard.
   
Doctor Martin Abbate had a permanent stoop and a friendly, liver-spotted face. He had a tonsure of white hair and a pair of spectacles that she had never once seen him move from their fixed position above his forehead, where they studied her like an extra pair of eyes. She had known him since the accident and he had seemed old even at the start of their acquaintance.
“I am glad that you finally agreed to my request,” he told Cassie. “Even if it took you a little longer than I might have hoped.”
“I had work to finish in Portugal,” she said. “We were already running a little late on topping-out and I didn’t want to give my client any more ammunition.”
“But all was well, in the end?”
She thought of the crashing Dreamliner, the sorry state of its buckled fuselage, the frustration of having to restart the procurement cycle again, bidding on another ’frame, waiting for another airship to haul it in. “Nothing we weren’t used to,” she said.
“You like this work, I see.”
“There are clouds on the horizon,” she admitted. “You wouldn’t believe it, but the cost of those old airframes is starting to go up again. All of a sudden people are waking up to the fact that there’s some value in them.”
“We had Peak Oil,” Doctor Abbate said, with a nostalgic smile. “You have Peak Airframe. But I wouldn’t worry too much. You are very adaptable, I think.”
“I’d better be. Look, I’m sorry to sound impatient, but there’s still a lot I need to do…”
He beckoned at the doorway she had been dreading. “Go through, Cassie. She’s where she’s always been.”
She lingered before going in. The receptors in her nose registered the smell of disinfectant and powerful cleaning solutions. The photon-counting arrays in her plastic eyes registered sunlight coming through half-angled blinds, throwing a neat pattern of stripes across primrose walls, across racks of life-support machines and clean sheets, across the unmoving woman resting on the bed with her own blank eyes to the ceiling.
“Is there a problem?” Cassie asked.
“Not exactly. An opportunity, I would call it.” Doctor Abbate beckoned her to join him by the motionless, bed-bound form. “The field of motor neuroprosthetics has come a long way in ten years. When we put your subcranial array in, it demanded difficult, invasive microsurgery. The risk was worth it, though, and we opened a channel into your functioning mind. We were able to ask you questions, to establish your degree of consciousness, your recall of past events, whether or not you were free of pain. It was a great comfort to your loved ones, to know that you were not in distress.”
She recalled the grey texture of that awakening. It had been a regression to a child’s sense of time, with endless minutes, endless hours, but no sense of days or weeks. Gradually there had come a kind of surfacing, rising back into something like normal alertness from a sea of confusion. Even now she had no recollection of the accident itself, nor of the days leading up to it.
She hadn’t been in distress, no. Not in physical pain, at least. But slowly she had gained an understanding of her situation, and that had been at least as traumatic as any discomfort. Completely paralysed, completely reliant on machines and around-the-clock medical care. Her spine shattered, her nervous system mangled beyond repair.
No kind of existence at all for someone who had lived to pushed herself to the brink.
“There was despair, to start with,” Doctor Abbate went on. “But gradually you understood that there was still hope. The array was tuning itself, learning the secret language of your brain. Two-way communication was the first step. Then movement. Not of your own body, but of remote devices. A robot arm, to begin with. You fed yourself. Then a full-body total-immersion exo. What would have been prohibitively expensive a decade or two earlier was now affordable. Good for the telepresence companies, not so good for the makers of airliners! I still remember the day you were able to walk out of this room.” His smile hardened. “But you didn’t, not really. You controlled a walking, talking robot, but your mind was still in that body, still lying on that bed.”
“Is there a point to this, Martin?”
He reached to the bedside and came up with a tablet. Through its translucency Cassie watched as his fingers tapped across a bank of glowing controls. “I said that what was difficult is now routine. The new arrays don’t involve any kind of surgery. They grow in place from a microscopic subdermal seed, programmed to embed itself and establish the necessary neural connections. Self-learning, self-organizing. How else are tens of millions of people able to hop from one remote body to another, as it were commonplace?”
“And?”
“Raise your right arm, please.”
She made to question him, but his tone had been so effortlessly commanding that she did it anyway, elevating her arm until her hand was level with her elbow. Silently, in exact synchrony, the figure on the bed raised her own right arm. The hand remained limp, but the gesture was an uncanny echo of the motion Cassie had just made.
“The array is detecting activity in your right procedural gyrus,” Doctor Abbate said. “A few weeks ago we implanted a self-replicating electromyographic network into the arm, bypassing your own damaged nervous system. The network has grown and adapted. It’s very responsive, isn’t it?”
Cassie lowered her exo arm, and observed the figure on the bed mirror the movement. There seemed no lag between one and the other, no sense that one was the master, one the puppet.
“Why are you showing me this?”
“Because the arm need only be the start of it. The electromyographic network can restore full-body movement. You could rise from that bed and walk out of here, and you would feel as fully present in your real body as you now feel in the exo.”
Cassie flushed under the scrutiny of Doctor Abbate, the weight of his well-meant expectations. She knew that she was already in that body; that in ten years no real part of her had ever left it. She was a paralysed woman confined to a single room in a private medical clinic that offered the best care that money could buy.
“Ten years ago,” she started to say.
“Yes?”
“If you’d offered me this, the chance to walk again…to be myself, fully back in my own body. I’d have wept for joy.”
The faintest inkling of disquiet crossed his face. “And now?”
“She isn’t me. I’m somewhere else. I can’t bear the idea of going back inside her.”
“You’d adjust, given time.”
Her tone was purposefully cold. “I’m sure I would. But I don’t want to.” Speaking to him harshly, this kind man who had worked so selflessly, this man who only wanted the best for her, drew a cold line of sweat down her back. Of course there was nothing real about the sweat. Her exo body was an expensive, custom-engineered neuroprosthetic robot, made of plastic and alloys and warm, yielding composites. Parts of it were more like flesh than flesh. It had hair and pores but the one thing it did not run to was a sweat response. But her brain believed it should, and it had supplied the appropriate illusion.
“I died yesterday,” Cassie continued. “There was another accident, just when you called me. The airframe came loose, and it crushed me. Destroyed my exo beyond any repair. For a few minutes I didn’t have a body to go back into. They can’t always assign you one at short notice, you see, no matter how good your plan is, but mostly we don’t notice because we only make the switch when it’s scheduled. But it wasn’t scheduled, and I remembered what it was like to be back in her, back in that body.”
Doctor Abbate’s jaw tightened. “But it wouldn’t be the same, not when you can move, walk…you’d be free again. Free to live and breathe, to feel the sun on your skin…”
“Free to be hurt,” she answered, still with that same steely indifference to his feelings. “Free to be injured, free to be killed.”
“You wouldn’t be giving anything up,” he persisted, his eyes pleading, like someone trying to foist a gift onto an unwilling recipient. “You’d still be able to ride an exo, just as you are now.”
“But I’d know. In ten years I’ve forgotten what I’m really made of, how easily I can be damaged. And I don’t want to be reminded of it.” She smiled, trying to soften the blow of her words, to make him realise that she appreciated all he had done, all he meant to do, but that he was wrong.
“At least give the matter some consideration.”
“I’m sorry, Martin. You’re a good man. A good, kind doctor. But there’s nothing to consider.” She turned from the body on the bed, hating her own callousness, but knowing they would both be the better for it. “Even if the flesh is willing, I’m not.”
   
Later, when they were close to completion, the replacement airframe lowered into place, she found a ragged part of herself jammed in a crevice near one of the welded saddles. It was a hand and forearm, ripped off at the elbow, something they had missed during the initial clean-up.
She gave it a good kick, then watched as it tumbled down to the dust and dirt of the foundations.



     


HOLDFAST
1
WE WERE in trouble before we hit their screens. What was left of our squadron had been decelerating hard, braking down from interstellar cruise. Three hundred gravities was a stiff test for any ship, but my vessels already bore grave scars from the maggot engagement around Howling Mouth. A small skirmish, against the larger picture of our war—it would be lucky if my squadron warranted a mention in the Great Dispatches.
But nonetheless it had bloodied us well. Weapons were exhausted, engines overloaded, hulls fatigued. We felt the cost of it now. Every once in a while one of my ships would vanish from the formation, ripped apart, or snatched ahead of the main pack.
I mourned my offspring for a few bitter instants. It was all I could give them.
“Hold the formation,” I said, speaking from the fluid-filled cocoon of my immersion tank. “All will be well, my children. Your Battle-Mother will guide you to safety, provided you do not falter.”
An age-old invocation from the dawn of war. Hold the line.
But I doubted myself.
From deep space this nameless system had looked like the wisest target. Our strategic files showed no trace of maggot infestation. Better, the system harboured a rich clutch of worlds, from fat giants to rocky terrestrials. A juicy superjovian, ripe with moons. Gases and metals in abundance, and plenty of cover. We could establish a temporary holdfast: hide here and lick our wounds.
That was my plan. But there is an old saying about plans and war.
I would have done well to heed it.
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The last wave of decoys erupted from my armour. An umbrella of scalding blue light above. Pressure shock jamming down like a vice. My knees buckled. The ground under me seemed to dip, like a boat in a swell. My faceplate blacked over, then cleared itself.
“Count.”
“Sixth deployment,” my suit answered. “Assuming an Eight-Warrior configuration, the adversary will have used its last suit-launched missile.”
“I hope.”
But if there had been more missiles, the maggot would have fired them soon after. Minutes passed, an iron stillness returning to the atmosphere, the ground under my feet once more feeling as secure as bedrock.
Then another bracket flashed onto my faceplate.
Optical fix. Visual acquisition of enemy.
The maggot leapt into blurry view, magnified and enhanced.
It was an odd, unsettling moment. We were still twenty kilometres apart, but for adversaries that had engaged each other across battlefronts spanning light-years, in campaigns that lasted centuries, it might as well have been spitting distance. Very few of us were gifted with close sight of a maggot, and our weapons tended not to leave much in the way of corpses.
Neither did theirs.
We stood on two rugged summits, with a series of smaller peaks between us. Black mountains, rising from a black fog, under a searing black ceiling. So deep into the atmosphere of the superjovian that no light now reached us, beyond a few struggling photons.
The maggot was quite brazen about presenting itself.
It must have known that I had used up my stock of missiles as well. The enemy knew our armaments, our capabilities.
I wondered if the maggot felt the same sting of loss and shame that I did. From a fully intact squadron, to a few ships, to just my command vessel, and finally just me in a suit, with the buckled, imploded remains of my ship—along with my children, still in their immersion tanks—falling into the deeper atmosphere.
Loss and shame? I doubted it.
The alien was a silver-grey form crouching on too many legs. It had come to the edge of its rock, poised above a sheer cliff. I counted the legs carefully, not wanting to make a mistake. From this angle a Ten-Carrier or a Six-Strategist looked almost alike. The difference could be critical. A Ten-Carrier would be rugged and determined, but also ponderous and lightly armed. They were shaped for moving logistics, munitions and artillery. A Six-Strategist, or a Four-Planner, could be viciously armed and clever. But they were averse to close combat, all too aware of their high tactical value.
In my heart, though, I’d already known what I was dealing with. Only an Eight-Warrior would have pursued me so relentlessly, so mechanically.
And an Eight-Warrior was going to be very hard to kill.
The alien squatted lower, compressing its legs like springs, hugging its segmented body close to the rock. Then leapt off from the summit, a squirt of thrust from its suit aiding its flight, sailing out over the cliff, beginning to fall along a gentle parabola. I watched it wordlessly. Terminal velocity was very low in seven hundred atmospheres, so the alien seemed to float downwards more than fall, descending until it had passed out of view behind the furthest intervening summit.
I stood my ground, certain of the maggot’s plan, but needing confirmation before I acted. A minute passed, then five. After ten a metallic glint appeared over the crest of the summit, a mere seventeen kilometres away. The maggot had leapt off one rock, touched down on some ledge or outcropping of next, climbed all the way to the top.
With my suit-missiles depleted I only had one effective asset at my disposal. I unshipped the mine from its stowage point under my chestplate. It was a self-burrowing cylinder, angled to a point at one end so that it could be driven into the ground. Multimode selector dials: variable yield, fuse delay timer, remote trigger.
Being ahead of the maggot was my one advantage. I hefted the mine, wondering if this was the place to embed it, setting a trap for the alien. At full yield it would shatter the top of this mountain, so the maggot wouldn’t need to be following in my exact footsteps. But we were only at seven hundred atmospheres now. Such a pressure was well within the tolerance factor for my suit, and doubtless the same was true for the maggot. If it caught the edge of the blast, it might survive.
But if I led the maggot deeper, pushed both our suits to the limit of crush depth…
Well, it was another plan.
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I reached the next mountain and climbed to its summit, then made my way over the crest and down a gentle slope. Nine hundred and fifty atmospheres—well into the danger margin.
Good.
I paused and for the second time unshipped the mine. This time I entered its settings, armed it, knelt to the ground—my suit lights created a circle of illumination around me—and pushed its burrowing end into the terrain. The mine jerked from my glove, almost as it were eager to get on with destroying itself. In a few seconds it had buried itself completely, invisible save for a faint red pulse which soon faded into darkness. I checked my suit trace, confirming that it was still reading the mine, ready to send a detonation signal as soon as I gave the order. I had locked the yield at its maximum setting, deciding to take no chances.
Having done all I could, I rose to my feet and set off. The maggot could not be far behind now, and I imagined its quick metal scuttling, the hateful single-mindedness of its thoughts as it closed in on its quarry. I had timed things so that the alien would be ascending the far face of the nearest mountain as I laid the mine, screened from a direct line of sight, but that meant cutting my advantage to a very narrow margin. Everything depended on the next few minutes.
I scrambled my way down to my next jump-off point. Beyond the void was another, smaller mountain, and I was confident I could reach its upper flanks with the remaining propellant in my tank. It was lower than this one, though, and the increase in pressure would push my suit close to its limits. Once there, I would feign slowness, encouraging the maggot to cross ground more hastily.
Perhaps I would not need to feign it.
My suit was already beginning to warn of low power thresholds. Locomotion and life-support would be the last to go, but in the meantime I could help matters by shutting down as many non-essential systems as I dared. I blanked down my faceplate readouts, then dimmed my suit lights, the darkness rushing in from all sides. My suit already knew where I wanted to jump; being able to see where I was going would serve no purpose until I was nearly at the other mountain.
I had known many kinds of darkness in my military career. There is the darkness of deep space, between systems. But even then there are stars, cold and distant as they may be. There is the darkness of the immersion tank, as the lid clamps down and the surge gel floods in. But even then there are faint glows from the inspection ports and medical monitors. There is the darkness of the birthing vats, before we are assigned our living roles. But since we have known nothing but darkness until that instant of awakening, it is light that sparks our first understanding of fear.
This was not the same kind of darkness. When the last of my lights had faded the blackness that surrounded me was as total and unremitting as if I had been encased in ebony. Worse, I knew that this darkness was indeed a solid, crushing thing. It was the unthinkable pressure of all the layers of atmosphere above me, still more below. Air becoming liquid, then a kind of metal, denser and hotter than anything in my experience.
Slowly my eyes adapted—or tried to adapt. I did not expect them to see anything.
I was wrong.
There was a glow coming out of the ground. It was so faint that I had stood no chance of seeing it until this moment, and even now it was much harder to make out by looking directly at it, than by catching it in my peripheral vision. Nor was it continuous. The source of the glow was a loose tracery of yellow-green threads, branching and rejoining in a kind of ragged net. It was either growing on the surface, or shining through from a layer just a little below it.
I was careful not to assume too much from this one glimpse. It might be a living organism, and that would have been worth an annotation or two in any report I ever managed to file back to my superiors. But it could also have been the result of some mineralogical process, owing nothing to metabolic chemistry. Interesting either way, but only a footnote, albeit a curious one.
I committed to my jump and sailed off into the void.
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In darkness I watched the maggot crawl into my trap. We were a mountain apart, but within each other’s line of sight. I was labouring up a slope, hardly needing to fake the slow failure of my suit’s locomotive systems. Thermal overload warnings sounded in my ears, forcing me to halt for long minutes, allowing the systems to cool down to some acceptable threshold. It gave me all the time I needed to track the maggot. I had removed all my faceplate notifications apart from a marker showing the mine’s location, and a dim pulsing bracket signifying the alien’s moving position. Everything else—the larger mass of the mountain, the shape of its summit and plunging flanks—I trusted to memory.
Now the maggot had surmounted the summit and was now working down to the same area where I had implanted the mine. Moving quickly, too—even for an Eight-Warrior. I wondered what it made of my painful, halting deliberations. Confusion or some faint flicker of alien contempt? Both our suits must be struggling now, though, even though the maggot had a temporary advantage. I was at one thousand and sixteen atmospheres, already over the thousand-atmosphere design limit for this type of suit.
“Come on…” I breathed, urging it forward.
I had been still for some while. Even with the symbols in my faceplate, I became aware that there was a tracery of yellow-green threads around my position. They seemed brighter and thicker than before, more apparent to my eyes, and as I leaned back from the slope I could trace their extent much more readily. The threads wormed away in all directions, forming a kind of contour mesh which gave shape and form to the mountain.
It was not a mountain, of course. Mountains have foot slopes and bedrock. They are anchored to continents. This was a floating mass, suspended in the air. In our hurried race for shelter, there had been little time for theorising. But since I was obliged to pause, I allowed my mind to skim over the possibilities.
Nothing like this could ever have formed as a single entity, intact and whole. Nor could the mountain have fallen from space and somehow bobbed down to an equilibrium position in the atmosphere. It would have burned into ash at the first kiss of air, and if a few boulder-sized fragments made their way into the depths, they would have been moving far too fast to ever settle at these levels.
More likely, I thought, that the mountain had grown into this form by a slow process of accretion. Tiny particles, dust or pollen sized, might be borne in the atmosphere by normal circulation patterns. If those grains stuck together, they might begin to form larger floating structures. Provided the density of the accretion was less than the volume of atmosphere they displaced, they would not sink. But floating at a fixed altitude demanded some delicate regulatory process. If living material infested the whole of the mountain, not just its visible crust, then perhaps what I stood on was better thought of as a creature or colony of creatures that had incorporated inanimate matter into its matrix. Biological processes—the ingestion and expulsion of gases, organic molecules, other airborne organisms, could easily provide the means to regulate the mountain’s altitude.
So: perhaps more than a footnote. But it would be of only distant interest to my superiors. Simple organisms often did complex things, but that did not make them militarily useful. If a discovery could not be weaponised, or in some way turned to our advantage, it would be filed away under a low priority tag. A useful tactical data point, no more than that.
My suit had cooled down enough. I turned sharply back to the rock, and in that instant of turning a pulse of animation flowed through the glowing threads, racing away in all directions.
I had not imagined it.
The network had responded to my presence. I froze again, watching as the tracery returned to its former quiescence, and then moved again. Ripples of brightness raced through the threads, surging and rebounding. And even as I watched, new veins and branches seemed to press out from the ground. Perhaps they had been there all along, but were only now being activated, but it was impossible to avoid the sense that I had stimulated a spurt of growth, a spurt of interest.
It was aware of me.
My heart raced. Much more than a footnote, now. A reactive organism, capable of some low-level of information processing. And completely unknown, too. Had the maggot fleet not decimated ours, not forced our flight to this system, had their pursuit phalanx not chased us into this atmosphere, not whittled our fleet down to a few crippled survivors, and then just the one ailing ship…
Slowly my gaze returned to the mountain beyond this one. I should have seen nothing of it, across the void of darkness. But there was a faint glowing presence, something I could not possibly have missed earlier. The surge of activity in this living network had drawn an echo from that in the other mountain.
Call and response. Communication.
The maggot was as close to the mine as it was going to get. This was my chance, my only chance, to destroy the maggot. All I had to do was voice the detonation command.
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We regarded each other.
The alien’s head was a hidden inside a flanged metal helmet that had no faceplate or visible sensors, but still I felt the pressure of its attention, the slow tracking of its gaze as it studied me at close range. Even now, our theorists assured us, the maggots knew a lot more about our armour and weapons than they did about what was inside our suits. We had been careful not to give them the luxury of prisoners, or too many intact bodies. But exactly what they knew—the hard limits of their knowledge and ignorance—no one could be sure of that, except the maggots themselves.
But now something scratched across my faceplate. It was a flash of colourless light, emanating from a point just under the Eight-Warrior’s head. I squinted, but the flash was much too dim to be a weapon discharge. And it was organising itself, forming into a pattern of symbols that my brain could not help but imprint with meaning.
Why?
“Why what?” I mouthed back, almost without thinking.
Why did you not kill?
“You weren’t worth the cost of a mine.” Then I blinked in irritation and confusion. “Wait. Are you understanding any of this?”
You create sounds. I read the sounds through your glass. I know your tongue. All Eight-Warriors know your tongue. You call us Eight-Warriors.
“Yes,” I answered. “But you’re not meant to understand us. No one said you could do that.”
It is not an advantage we advertise.
It was just words, spraying across my faceplate. But it was impossible not to read a kind of sardonic understatement into the maggot’s reply.
“No, you wouldn’t, I suppose. Just as we wouldn’t want you to know if we could read your comms. You’d change your encryption methods and we’d have to…I don’t know, learn a new language or something. But you shouldn’t have told me, should you? Now I know.”
You know but you cannot report. Your signals will not penetrate this atmosphere, and even if they did there is nothing out there to hear them. Your fleet is dust. You will not see your kind again. Nor I mine. So there need be no secrets between us.
“You might be planning to die here, maggot. I’ve got other plans.”
Have you? I should like to hear them. Your squadron was destroyed. You are the last survivor of the last ship—as I am the last of my pursuit phalanx. We are alone now, and our suits are both failing us. We have no weapons, no means of harming each other. We cannot go deeper, and we cannot ascend. Our only fate is to die here.
“So what, maggot? You were made to die.”
And you were not?
“I was born. I have a name, a family. I am Battle-Mother…” But whatever I had hoped to say beyond that point died somewhere between my brain and my mouth. I had a name, I knew. I had been given one. But it was so long ago it was like some ancient blemish that had almost faded from sight. “I am Battle-Mother,” I repeated, with all the conviction I could find, as if that were indeed my name. “Battle-Mother. At least I have that. What are you, but an Eight-Warrior?”
I am Greymouth. And you are right, Battle-Mother. I was made for war. But then which of us was not?
“We’re not the same.”
Perhaps. But you have still not answered my question—at least not to my satisfaction. You set the mine. I found it, of course, but by then it would have been much too late for me had you detonated it remotely. The blast would have destroyed me. So: why did you not kill?
“You know why.”
You learned of the native organisms. You realised that destroying me would damage them. But it was just one of these floating mountains. No great harm would have been done to the rest of the ecology.
“I couldn’t be sure.”
And if you had been sure, Battle-Mother? Would that have changed things?
“Of course. I’d have taken you out. I’d been trying to kill you all along. Why would I have stopped?”
Because we are all capable of changing our minds.
“I’m not. We’re not alike, you and I. We’re different, Greymouth. I’d kill you now, if there was a way. After all the things the maggots have done to us, I wouldn’t hesitate.”
Crimes of war.
“Yes.”
We know well of those, Battle-Mother. Very well indeed.
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We had been silent for a while. When Greymouth asked me if I had noticed the changes I took my time answering, not wanting the maggot to think I was in any hurry for conversation. But the question nagged at me, because I had been making my own observations and a part of me had been wondering when I was going to get around to asking something similar of the alien.
“The glowing threads have developed. They seem to be concentrating around us, growing and branching near our bodies. Near us, I mean.”
Speak of bodies, Battle-Mother. It will soon be the truth. But I am glad we agree about the threads. I have been monitoring them, as best as I am able. They are definitely responding to our presence. We have made a discovery, then—the two of us.
“Have we?”
I think so. This is a more complex organism than we initially suspected.
“Speak for yourself.” But my answer was peevish and I forced myself to admit that the maggot was not entirely wrong. “Fine; there’s more to it than just some glowing infestation. It’s reactive, and obviously capable of fast growth when the need arises.”
Whatever the need might be.
After an interval I asked: “Have you encountered anything like this before, Greymouth?”
They do not tell Eight-Warriors everything, Battle-Mother. We learn only what we need. Doubtless it is different for you.
“Yes,” I answered, reflexively. But I hesitated. “What I mean is, we’re educated. We have to be, all the responsibility given to us. But I don’t know that much about planetary ecologies. If I could get back to my ship, my fleet, I could submit a query to…”
Yes, I could ask questions as well. To a Four-Planner or a Three-Tactician, or even a Two-Thinker, if my question were deemed vital enough. But like you I would need to return to my ship, and therein lies a slight difficulty.
“Neither of us is going anywhere,” I said.
No. That we are not.
Yellow light licked at the edge of my attention. I rotated my head, to the extent that I was able. My suit was stiffening up as its power levels faded. Around me the threads were branching and cross-weaving in a steadily thickening density, forming a sort of clotted, blurred outline of my form. The organisms’ glow throbbed with strange rhythms, the colour shifting from green to yellow, yellow to green. The same process was happening to the maggot, with fine threads beginning to creep up the sides of Greymouth’s armour, concentrating around the seams and joints, almost as if they were looking for a way to get inside…
“You spoke of crimes,” I said, pushing aside the thought that the same process of infiltration must be going on with my own suit. “I won’t pretend that we haven’t hit you hard. But let’s not pretend that we chose this war. It was a maggot offensive, pushing into our space, broadcasting your militaristic intentions ahead of your fleets. If you’d kept to your sector there’d have been no war, no crimes of war…”
Even though I had altered the angle of my head, the maggot’s light was still able to splash across my faceplate.
We were pushed out of our homeworlds, Battle-Mother. Usurped by an adversary stronger than either of us. We fought back as best we could, but soon it became clear that we would have to move just to survive. But we did not wish for war, and we knew that our encroachment into your sector might appear provocative. Ahead of our evacuation fleets, we transmitted what we hoped would be recognised as justifications. We showed recordings of how valiantly we had struggled against the adversary, proving that we had done our utmost to avoid this encroachment. We thought that the nature of our entreaties would be plain to any civilised species: that we sought assistance, shelter, mutual cooperation. Slowly, though, we learned that our transmissions had been wrongly interpreted. You saw them as threats, rather than justifications. We attempted to make amends—modified our negotiating tactics. But by then the damage was done. Our evacuation fleets were already encountering armed opposition. Merely to survive, we had to shift to a counter-offensive posture. Even then our intention was to hold you at bay long enough for our peaceful intentions to become apparent. But they never did.
“You can say that again.”
We were pushed from our homeworlds…
“It’s a figure of speech, Greymouth. It means that I’m concurring with your words, while emphasizing that there’s a degree of understatement in what you say.”
Then you do agree. That is something, is it not?
“You’ve been told one story, one version of events. Maybe it’s true, maybe it isn’t. Obviously I don’t hold you personally responsible for the things your side did to mine…”
That is a relief.
“I’m serious.”
Then I will extend you the same courtesy, Battle-Mother. I do not hold you personally responsible. There. All our differences settled in one stroke. Who could have thought it could be so simple?
“It’s simple because we don’t matter.”
If we have ever mattered. I am not so much. For every Eight-Warrior that falls, a billion more are waiting. I suppose you were much more important to your war effort.
“My children looked up to me. That’s the point of a Battle-Mother.” I brooded before continuing. “But there were always more above me. Layers of command. Superior officers. They gave me a squadron…but it was just one squadron.”
Which you lost.
“Which you took from me.”
We have both suffered much. We have both known sadness. Shall we agree on that?
“What does a maggot know of sadness?”
A warning icon sprang up on my helmet. I turned my eyes to it with dull expectation. Hermetic breech, the icon said. Foreign presence detected in suit.
I thought of the glowing tendrils. They had pushed their way through my suit’s weak points. But the crush and heat of the superjovian’s atmosphere was still being held outside, or else I would be dead by now. The organism, whatever it was, had overcome my suit’s defences without compromising its basic ability to keep me alive and conscious.
Battle-Mother?
“Yes.”
There is something inside my suit now.
“I’m the same.”
What do you think it means to do with us?
“I don’t know. Taste us. Digest us. Whatever superjovian rock creatures do when they’re bored. We’ll find out in a little while. What’s wrong, Greymouth? You’re not frightened, are you?”
I have never been very good at being frightened. But you are wrong about us, Battle-Mother. A maggot can know a great deal of sadness.
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Before long it was in my suit, glowing and growing. It had burst through in a dozen places, infiltrating and branching, exploring me with a touch that was both gentle and absent of thought. A blind, mindless probing. The yellow-green glow was both inside and outside now, and I knew that it must be the same for Greymouth. For all our differences, all the many ways in which we were not alike, we had this much in common. The superjovian had bested us. Our suits were not made for these depths, nor for keeping out this determined, pervasive alien presence.
Us, I thought to myself. That was how my perception had shifted now. The maggot was no longer as alien to me as this thing that was fighting its way into both of us. The maggot was Greymouth, a soldier just as I was. An Eight-Warrior and a Battle-Mother. Both of us lost now, both of us doomed. All that was left was to bear witness, and then to die.
The glow had washed out any chance of reading Greymouth’s words. I knew it was out there, almost close enough to touch, that the threads surrounding our two bodies were probably cross-mingled, interconnected. I wondered if it was still trying to communicate with me. Could it still understand my voice, even if there was no way of responding in kind?
“Greymouth,” I said. “Listen to me. I don’t think you can answer me now, but if you’re still out there, still hearing me…I’m sorry for the things that happened. I can’t know if any part of that was true, what you said about the evacuation fleets, about the messages being misinterpreted. But I choose to believe that it happened the way you said. A terrible mistake. But there’s hope, isn’t there? Not for either of us, I know. But for our two species. One day they’ll realise the mistake, and…” I trailed off, repulsed by the shallow platitudes of my words. “No. Who am I kidding. They’ll just go on making more of us. More Battle-Mothers. More Eight-Warriors. More fleets, more phalanxes, more holdfasts. More warfronts. They’ll run out of worlds to shatter and then they’ll turn to stars, and nothing that happened here will ever have mattered. I’m sorry, Greymouth. So sorry.”
There was no answer, but then again I had expected none. We had been distant enemies, then closer enemies, and for a short time we had been something other than enemies, although I suppose it would be stretching a point to say that we had become friends. Allies in adversity, perhaps. Two unwilling souls pitched into the same crushing predicament.
I thought about fear, and wondered how it was for Greymouth. Fear was a strange thing. You might think that a fearless soldier would be the best soldier of all, willing to accept any hazard, even the likelihood of certain death. But a fearless soldier knows no restraint. A fearless soldier will throw themselves into the fray without a moment’s consideration, even when their actions are militarily valueless. A fearless soldier is a weapon without a safety lock.
No. Our leaders—our Battle-Queens and Two-Minds—must surely have come to the same independent conclusion. Fear is useful. More than useful: necessary. Spice your soldiers with a little fear and they make fewer mistakes.
Greymouth felt it. So did I.
“Yes.”
It was the soundless expression of an idea, but it was not at all like the inner voice of my head. The word had bloomed sharp and bright as if a small mine had just gone off inside my skull, lighting it up from within.
“Greymouth?” I asked.
“I think we sense each other, Battle-Mother. How odd it is to have your thoughts flowering inside me.”
“How is this possible?”
“I do not know. But if the native organism has penetrated both our suits, both our bodies, and formed a connective network between our nervous systems…” Greymouth’s chain of thoughts quenched out.
“It’s all right. I don’t have a better theory. And I think you must be right. But if that’s the case then the network must be doing a lot more than simply wiring our minds together. It must be processing, translating idiosyncratic representations from one internal schema to another. Bridging vast gulfs of mental representation. How is it doing that? More to the point, why? What possible evolutionary pressure could ever have selected for this capability?”
“It is happening, Battle-Mother. Perhaps the wisest thing would be to accept it. Unless, of course, you are merely a figment of my own terrified imagination.”
“I don’t feel like a figment. Do you?”
“Not really.”
“I was thinking about being alone,” I went on. I was speaking, for now, but I had the sense that before very long even speaking would be superfluous, as the network extended its consolidation of us. “I didn’t like it. It was better when we were able to talk.”
“Then it is very fortunate indeed,” Greymouth said, “that one of us did not kill the other.”
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My faceplate displays were nearly all dimmed-out, locomotive and life-support power nearly drained. In a very short while the struggling refrigeration system would fail and the atmosphere’s heat would lance its way through to me.
I hoped it would be fast.
“We will die here,” Greymouth said, his thoughts bursting into my head like a chain of novae, each flare stained with a distinct emotional hue. Acceptance, regret, sadness, a kind of shivering awe. To die was a strange enough thing, even for a soldier. To die like this, in the black crush of a superjovian, on a tomb of floating rock, one enemy bound to the next by a glowing tracery of living matter: that was a strangeness beyond anything we had been prepared for.
“Maybe they’ll find us some day.”
“Maybe they will not.” But after a silence that could have been minutes or hours, for all that I had any clear grasp on time’s passing, Greymouth added: “I hope that they will. I hope that they will find us together here and think of what became of us. Your side or mine, I do not think it will matter. They will see us and realise that we chose not to kill. We chose not to destroy. That we chose this better path.”
“Do you think that’ll change their minds?”
The nova flare conveyed a prickle of emerald green, what I had begun to think was wry amusement, or bitter irony. “If minds are capable of changing.”
“Do you think they are?”
“Ours have changed.”
“Yes,” I said softly. “They have.”
“Then there is hope, Battle-Mother. Not much, but more than we had any right to expect.”
“Greymouth,” I said. “Can you still move? Just a little?”
“Not much of me. And any movement will only draw power from my central reserve.”
“I know. It’s the same here. I’m down to my last few drops. We’re very different, aren’t we? But put two soft-bodied creatures inside metal armour and drop them into a thousand atmospheres, and we’re more alike than we knew.”
“I do not see how moving will be of much benefit to either of us,” Greymouth said.
More systems faded from my faceplate. What remained was a litany of dire warnings, and even those were faint and flickering. It seemed warmer than only a few moments before. Had the thermal regulation already failed?
“It won’t be of any benefit to us,” I said. “Not at all. But I’m thinking of those who come after us—those who’ll find us.”
“If they find us.”
“They will. I believe it. Call it an act of faith, whatever you wish. But this system’s too useful for either side to be left alone for long. They’ll come, and they’ll probe this atmosphere again, and they’ll find the floating mountains, and they’ll find traces that don’t belong. Metallic echoes, technological signatures. Two bodies. Greymouth and Battle-Mother.”
“Next to each other. Dead and gone. They will know nothing of our thoughts, nothing of what has passed between us.”
“They won’t need to.”
I moved my arm. It was sluggish, my suit barely responsive. I felt as if I was using all my own strength to fight the metal prison in which I lay. Only a few faint symbols remained on my faceplate. An ominous silence now filled my suit, where before there had been the labouring of the overloaded life-support system. It was done, expired. Each breath I took would be staler and warmer than the last.
Still I reached. I stretched.
“Greymouth,” I breathed.
“I am reaching. It is hard, Battle-Mother. So hard.”
“I know. But do it anyway. For both of us.”
“They will wonder why we did this.”
“Let them.”
I had almost nothing left to give. I have almost nothing. For a few moments I can still hold the chain of events in my head, can still remember what it was that brought me to this moment. The war, the battle, the flight, the shield, the decimation, the loss of my squadron, my ship, my crew, all my glorious children. I think that if I hold these things with enough clarity, some trace of them may escape me, some part of Greymouth’s story as well, and between us we might leave some imprint of our memories in the living glow of the rock.
But I cannot be sure, only that it is better to die with a good thought in one’s head than a bad one.
That is what I am thinking when Greymouth touches my hand, and my fingers close.
And we holdfast.



     


THE LOBBY
WHATEVER WE’D FOUND on the homeless guy was doing sick things to my brain. That was why Rabbit was the first to see the building. He was up and ready to go, doing ollies and kickflips in the dirt, shielding his eyes as the sun rose over the wooden fence around the parking lot.
“Go and skate,” I said, appalled at his resilience. “I need to get my head together.”
“Pussy,” Rabbit told me, grinning through his beard.
“Whatever.”
Some days I could take Rabbit, some days I couldn’t. Whether he was stronger than me, or just had to make it seem that way, I could never tell. But I was sure that those pink pills had got to him. Even now, on the comedown, everything seemed different. Like walking around with movie goggles, only instead of making a film look three-dimensional, they were making the world look four-dimensional. The parking lot, the office blocks and tower cranes rising beyond the fence—everything seemed to have been flat-packed until now. The sky was solid quivering blue gel. My shadow wanted to suck me in like a sci-fi wormhole.
Rabbit was gone an hour. By the time he came back, stooping through the gap in the fence with his board tucked under an arm, I was starting to feel better. Rabbit didn’t look better, though.
“Thought you’d be longer,” I said, affecting maximum nonchalance.
“You need to see this, Cooper.” His eyes were wild and spooked, his hand clutching his board like it was his last link to sanity. “You need to see this and tell me I’m not going batshit.”
I hauled myself from the ground, scraping gravel from my jeans. “I’m still feeling a little wired.”
“Not that,” Rabbit said. “The skatepark.”
“What about it?”
“It’s gone, man. The park is gone.”
“We were there yesterday evening. It can’t be ‘gone’. You mean it’s boarded off, padlocked.”
“I mean it’s gone,” Rabbit said. He nodded down at my backpack. “Grab your shit.”
I followed him through the gap in the fence, chewing over the possibilities. Rabbit was not a practical joker, so there was little or no chance that he was yanking my chain. Even if that had been his style, he was too bad an actor to have faked that crazy-eyed look. So what else was there? If Rabbit wasn’t overstating the simple fact of the skatepark being boarded off—maybe building contractors or city workmen could work that fast, although it seemed unlikely—then the only other explanation was that he’d somehow got disorientated, thinking he was in one part of the city while he was somewhere else. I knew Rabbit, though, and that didn’t seem likely. And if his sense of direction had been that scrambled, how had he ever found his way back to the parking lot?
As I followed him, I kept waiting for the moment when he’d take a wrong turn. But he stayed on course, the landmarks familiar. “It was yesterday, wasn’t it?” he asked, turning back to look at me. “Tell me I’m not imagining it.”
“We were there.”
Calling it a skatepark was a stretch, and we both knew it. It was a square of undeveloped land, squeezed between office blocks on the edge of the business district. It was closed off behind high metal railings, but the gate wasn’t normally locked until sunset. Inside were some plywood and concrete ramps and quarter pipes, some rails, benches and a crumbling graffiti wall. The place looked semi-derelict, with weeds and trash and drug apparatus in abundance. The park’s status was unclear, and there’d long been street buzz about it being bulldozed and redeveloped. Cops were always sniffing around, but mostly they seemed to accept that if kids were hanging out at the skatepark, they weren’t getting up to trouble elsewhere.
I guess neither Rabbit nor I would have been too surprised if we’d gone away for a week and then come back to find the place hidden behind high wooden screens. But to skate there one evening, and then come back the following morning and find the park gone…that most definitely wasn’t on our radar.
Rabbit was right, though. The park wasn’t there.
It wasn’t just gone…it was gone. As if it had never existed.
Next to the park was a twenty-story office block with mirrored windows and a savings and loan bank at street level, with a set of ATMs set into the wall next to the door.
That was normal. That was always there.
On the other side of the park, rising nearly as high as the bank building, was a white corporate slab with ranks of thin black windows and a basement parking garage with barriers that were always going up and down as cars came and went.
That was always there as well. It was normal. It fitted.
Between these two buildings, though, was something that didn’t.
It was another office block, a similar size to its neighbours, give or take a floor. It was a dark glossy grey, almost black. From the outside, you couldn’t tell if it had windows or not. It was just a rising slab of identical square panels, all the way to the top. There was an entrance at ground level—a revolving door, leading to what must have been the lobby—and that was it. No signage, no advertisements, no hint as to who owned the place. And it was sitting right where the skate part should have been.
I stared at it for a good thirty seconds before I was able to speak. We were standing on the other side of the street, boards under our arms, stupefied.
“This is fucked.”
“I agree,” Rabbit said.
“It’s not possible. There can’t be a building there. Buildings don’t just appear. It takes months, years.” I was saying this aloud as if there was someone I needed to convince.
“I thought maybe…I’ve made a mistake,” Rabbit said. “First time. Like, taken a wrong turn. And somehow there’s a part of town where every other building looks exactly like one we know, down to the last detail.”
“Down to the Starbucks across the street?”
“I know, Cooper.”
“Then we’re either insane, or…the world is insane. Take your pick.”
The thing that bothered me the most, other than the fact of the building being where it shouldn’t be, was that no one else seemed bothered. It was only me and Rabbit who were staring. Other people were just going about their usual business, as if the building had always been there. Stopping to use the ATMs next door. Cars coming and going from the underground garage. Men and women coming out of Starbucks with coffee and muffins, not giving the new building a glance.
“We need to scope this out,” Rabbit said, as if he had some grand masterplan in mind. He nodded at the Starbucks and dug into a pocket. “Scored enough change for a few coffees last night. You want anything with it?”
I still felt off-kilter, unwilling to face food. “Just get me a latte.”
Rabbit pushed through the glass-fronted door, handed me his board and indicated that I should take one of the bar stools along the window rail. I dumped the boards and my backpack on the floor and eased into the seat. A guy reading his newspaper two seats to my right eyed me and lifted the corner of the paper so I couldn’t catch a sneaky read.
“Fucking asshole,” I mouthed under my breath.
While Rabbit was at the counter, I studied the building across the street. People were coming and going through the revolving door as if there was nothing strange about it. I rubbed my forehead, squinting as if through the blur of a radical hangover. I counted the grey-black panels on either side of the revolving door, trying to estimate their size.
When Rabbit set the two lattes down on the rail, I said: “It’s more fucked than we realise.”
“Nothing’s more fucked than a building appearing overnight,” Rabbit told me, pouring five sachets of sugar into his cup. He said this with the quiet authority of someone who’d had a lot of experience with this sort of thing.
“It’s too wide.” I waited for him to say something, but Rabbit just sat there, stirring his coffee. “The…space…between the two buildings on either side,” I said falteringly. “It wasn’t this big. The skatepark was never this big. There was never room for that building.”
I waited for Rabbit to contradict me, but all I saw was puzzlement and doubt. “They can’t have moved the buildings either side. If they did, they’d have had to move all the buildings down the block.” He paused. “But you’re right. Look how wide that thing is.” He was thinking of pipes and ramps, how sick the skatepark could have been if it had been as wide as the building.
“Something’s really wrong.” I took a sip from my latte. “Gotta be that shit we took last night.”
“Making us see something that isn’t there?”
“No.” We were both keeping our voices low. “The building is there; I’m pretty sure of that. But I think it’s only us who see that it doesn’t belong.”
Rabbit had flecks of coffee froth in his beard. “Because of what we took?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s like everyone is accepting that thing as normal, but we’ve been immunized.” I shook my head, grinning at how bugfuck I sounded, even to myself. “In the parking lot this morning…everything looked different. I think that drug did something to the way we see stuff. Distances, dimensions. That…building…is messing with people’s heads, making them accept that it belongs there, that there’s room for it where we know there isn’t. But it’s not affecting us the same way.”
“We still see it.”
Rabbit had seemed to accept that the building fit into the space more readily than I had. “It’s wearing off, maybe,” I said, thinking of how he had been up on his feet a lot more speedily than I had. Ready to skate, when all I wanted to do was curl up and puke.
“There’s something else,” I said after a while.
“What?”
“I’ve been looking at the people coming and going through the revolving door.” I nodded. “Look at that guy, in the FedEx outfit.” The courier was fat, with a white cardboard package under his arm. We watched him slip into the revolving door and disappear into the building. A few minutes later a cute goth babe with purple hair followed him inside, then a skinny black woman in a hooded top with tight blue shorts and neon yellow running shoes. Every now and then someone would come out of the revolving door, onto the street.
“You see?” I asked.
“People coming, people going. That’s what happens with doors.”
“Every single person who’s come out,” I said, “is wearing a suit. I’ve seen suits go in, and normal people. Men and women. But I’ve only seen suits come out.”
It only took a few more minutes of observation to confirm what I’d noticed. The men all wore suits; the women all wore business outfits, the same silvery grey as the suits. “I think it’s the same people coming in and out,” I continued, when Rabbit had nothing to say. “There’s the FedEx guy now. But he’s in a suit. That’s what happens. It’s like they’re being converted.”
Rabbit sat there for a while. We didn’t have much money on us and needed to make our coffees last. Mine was stone cold by the time I slurped it down to the froth. That was when Rabbit pulled out a thumb-sized strip of silver plastic, with three pink pills still on it. He put it down by his drink, screening it from the rest of the coffee shop with his body.
“What do you think, buddy?” He popped two of the bubbles and spilled the pills onto the rail, before sliding one pill along to me. “You know we need to know what’s inside that building.”
“No, we don’t.”
“You said it yourself. That shit is wearing off fast. I’m already starting to feel that that thing belongs here, like it’s always been there.”
“I thought it was just me.”
“It isn’t. We got lucky, had enough immunisation not to get sucked in by that thing right away, like everyone else. But it’s not going to go on forever.” He started to say something, then caught himself.
“What?”
“I’m trying to remember the skatepark. How it was laid out, how big everything was. Where the graffiti wall went. But it’s getting harder. It’s like something’s moving the pieces around in my head, trying to confuse me.”
“You think the building’s doing that?”
“Something is.”
I didn’t want to agree with him, but I felt it as well. My memories of the skatepark had been crystal sharp this morning. But now it was getting harder to hold them in focus; harder to be sure that the skatepark really had been here at all.
Maybe we were wrong about that. What was more likely, after all: that a building had interposed itself into a space where it didn’t fit, distorting the city around it, or that two stoned out skaters had finally burned out their sense of spatial orientation?
I put a hand on the pill. “We could just leave. Get out of town.”
“It’ll still be there.”
“Maybe we’ll forget about it, once we’re far enough away. Then it stops being our problem.”
“You hope,” Rabbit said.
I looked out the window again. The building gave every impression of having always been there. Why shouldn’t it, I wondered? I watched people coming and going through the revolving door. Nothing about that bothered me. It was what people did.
Why the fuck were we sitting in Starbucks, staring at an office block?
I lifted my hand from the pink pill. For a moment, concentrating hard, I could still hold onto the fucked-up nature of the building. But it took more and more effort to do so. A part of me just wanted to give in and accept the normality of it all. It would be so easy…
Rabbit popped his pill. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed it down. “I’m going in, buddy. Need to know what’s inside that fucker.”
“Don’t,” I said.
“It’s a revolving door. I won’t even go into the lobby.” The drug hit fast. He closed his eyes as it took hold, clutching the edge of the rail as if he was on a roller-coaster. “You coming?”
“There’s no need,” I said, gripped by a stone-cold certainty. “It’s just a building.”
“Always said you were a pussy.” Before I could react, he’d scooped up my pill as well. He swallowed it and tightened his grip on the rail as the double-dose took effect.
I tried to remember where the pills had come from, but it was hard. All I could be sure of was that I didn’t want Rabbit to go into the revolving door. Even as I felt drawn toward it myself, compelled to enter the clean and welcoming lobby that I knew had to lie on the other side. I felt dirty in the clothes I’d slept in overnight. Just by going into the lobby, I would feel better. There would be black marble flooring, wall murals, desks with glass security gates, elevators with gold trim and full-height mirrors. Washrooms and dark carpets.
“Look after my things,” Rabbit said.
He pushed through the glass door, out onto the street. I watched him cross the road between traffic. Someone stood at the ATM, fishing for the right card. The barrier swung up to let a Prius out of the underground garage.
Rabbit turned back to look at me, squinting as if he couldn’t quite see me through the coffee shop’s frontage. He worked his shoulders, as if warming up to do a handstand, and went into the revolving door.
I waited for him to come out.
And waited.
After a while I realised that I was sitting alone in Starbucks and I didn’t know why. There were two empty coffee cups in front of me, a silver strip with a pink pill inside a clear bubble, and two skateboards and a backpack on the floor at my feet.
I grabbed the stuff and left the shop. I thought I remembered sitting with Rabbit, until he got up and went into that building, the one between the bank and the office block. What did Rabbit want with that place? On the other side of the street I caught my reflection in the moving panes of the revolving door. Multiple copies of me, zoned out and with two skateboards under my arms. I froze, for a moment, hit by the memory of something. I dropped Rabbit’s board and dug into my pocket, until I found the hard edge of a strip of embossed plastic. I took out the strip and popped the last pink pill. It seemed necessary to do it, although I couldn’t say why.
I waited a moment, then knelt down to grab the board. A black woman came out of the revolving door and for a moment I thought I recognised her from somewhere. Our eyes met, and I waited for some kind of reaction from her, some hint as to how we knew each other. But she was looking right through me, looking right through everything. Her stare cut through the city, out to the suburbs.
I went through the revolving door.
It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the toned-down lighting. It was just a normal lobby. The floor was dark red marble, not black, and instead of murals there were pink and scarlet abstract paintings on the walls. Other than that it seemed to fit my preconceptions. There was a rank of security desks with waist-height glass barriers between them, and beyond the security desks were elevator doors. Lots of people were waiting by the elevator doors, standing in ones and twos. I could even see Rabbit, with a visitor’s pass clipped to his collar. I waved at him, trying to get his attention, but he wasn’t looking in the right direction. I wanted to shout, but it didn’t seem right. Everything was so hushed and calm and clean.
I moved toward the desks. I didn’t have any business in the building but they’d be able to call Rabbit for me, before the elevator arrived.
I stopped in my tracks. My head felt wrong. I dropped the skateboards and fell to my knees. Distantly, I remembered swallowing something. Whatever it was was kicking in now. I closed my eyes, trying to push the dizziness away. The floor felt like it was dropping away at a million miles an hour. I steadied myself with the palm of my hand, but instead of cold hard marble it felt soft and warm. I realised then that when I’d dropped the skateboards they hadn’t made much noise.
I forced my eyes open again. My head was still swimming, my stomach felt as if it was doing kickflips, but I needed to see.
I wasn’t in a lobby now.
The red marble floor was a mattress of veined flesh. It curved up into the walls, knobby with gristle and fatty deposits. They climbed high, much too high. There was no ceiling to the lobby. It went all the way up, as if the inside of the building was totally hollow.
Not empty, though. There was something up there, some huge purple-pink mass like a stomach or bladder, suspended hundreds of feet overhead. It was breathing in and out, very slowly. It filled the upper level of the building, anchored into place by thick pink glutinous tubes, like windpipes or intestines.
The stomach-thing trailed dozens of tendrils, reaching all the way down to the red-veined floor. They were stretching and contracting, carrying stuff up and down from the stomach. At the end of each tendril was a kind of fleshy hand big enough to close around someone’s head and upper body. Beyond the security desks, which were not really security desks, there were no elevators. But there were people waiting. The tendrils were collecting them, picking them up like chess pieces. The people didn’t fight or resist, or show any visible fear. They just let the stomach pull them up into it, their arms hanging limply by their sides as they were drawn aloft. In its billowing, sagging underside was a sphincter wide enough to swallow a car. The tendrils were popping people into the stomach. Now and then, they’d reach in and pull out a person in a suit, lowering them gently back to the floor. The suits were covered in a pink mucus.
Where the security desks had been was a wall of head-high fronds, like something you’d see in an aquarium. When the suits came through the wall, the fronds caressed them, sucking away the mucus until the suits looked dry. Then they walked past me, out of the building. The only part of it that hadn’t changed was the revolving door.
Ahead of me, a visitor reached the row of fronds. They stood still and allowed the fronds to stroke them, to probe their face, to linger over their eyes. Then the visitor went through, toward the groups waiting to be lifted into the stomach.
I vomited. It was a dry retch, not much coming up. The half-digested pill landed on the floor, smothered in a mouthful of puked-up coffee. I stared at it numbly, wondering why it mattered so much.
After a few moments my head began to clear. Suddenly self-conscious, I used my sleeve to smear away the mess I’d made. I collected the skateboards, mine and Rabbit’s, and pushed against the cold red marble, until I was back on my knees.
I’d had a weird turn, but it had passed as quickly as it came.
Rabbit was still waiting by the elevators. I went to the nearest security desk and smiled at the hot chick behind it. “I need to reach my friend,” I told her, conscious of my scuzzy clothes, the skateboards tucked under my arms. “Could I get a visitor pass?”
“Not a problem, sir,” she said, hitting me with a diamond smile. “Just go on through.”



     


A MAP OF MERCURY
WHEN AT LAST his ship had escaped Mercury’s gravitational pull and aligned itself for the long cruise back to Jupiter space, Oleg unstrapped from his launch couch and floated through the cabin until he reached the aft stowage rack where he had slotted the artwork. It had been a fight against temptation, not opening the box until now, but he had promised himself that he would not do so until he had reached space. Perhaps it was unwise to open it at all, and certainly before he surrended it to his Jovian masters. But he had been given no special instructions in the matter.
The box was light, almost too light, as if it contained no more than air or packing. Was it a last trick on the world, he wondered? An empty container? A box full of high-grade vacuum?
He would have to open it to know.
The container was an unprepossessing object. It was a plain white in colour. Its upper third was hinged and secured by a simple metal clasp. It was the kind of thing, he reflected, in which one might receive a hat or perhaps a new space helmet.
The clasp released easily under his fingers. He hinged open the top of the box. Immediately beneath the lid lay, as anticipated, a wadding of packaging. He plucked the cottony material away, until a harder form began to reveal itself. It was the upper part of a rough-textured sphere. It was beautifully shaded and coloured—a warm grey, relieved by blue and gold mottling and the circles and sprays of fine white cratering. The polar region glittered with tiny embedded diamonds, signifying motherlodes of frozen water, locked in shadowed craters for mindless aeons.
Well, of course. It was a globe. The clue had been there in the title all along.
A Map of Mercury.
   
He had come in with high expectations—unrealistically high, perhaps.
The artists kept the place clean. Being cyborgs they could tolerate both the lit and unlit faces of the slow-turning world, but they moved anyway—camping and then travelling on, endlessly. Except for their artforms, littering the crust like Ozymandis heads, they left no trace of themselves. On airless Mercury the shadows of these things clawed out to the limit of the world’s curvature.
From orbit he had locked onto their moving caravan. It had only been a little distance ahead of the terminator, the dividing margin between day and night.
“Hello,” he declared cheerfully. “I have come from Jupiter. I would like permission to land and speak with Rhawn.”
“This is the Cyborg Artistic Collective,” came back the reply. “Thank you for your interest, but your request to speak with Rhawn is declined.”
Oleg smiled, for this was nothing more or less than he had anticipated. “I’d still like to land. Is that possible?”
“Do you have tradeable goods?”
“Yes, and I’d also like to barter for fuel. I can set my ship down a little ahead of your caravan and cross the remaining ground on foot.”
“That is acceptable,” the voice said eventually. “One of us will meet you. Bring your tradeables.”
He lowered on thrust until his little ship pinned itself to the face of Mercury like a brooch. Once down, it flicked a parasol across itself and began to cool down.
Oleg emerged from an airlock in a bulky spacesuit patterned with active mirror facets and fanlike cooling vanes. He went around to the back of the ship and unpacked two scuttling chrome spiders. The robots helped him unload the tradeable goods from the ship’s belly hatch. Then he orientated himself and set off for the caravan, with the spiders following.
Here the Mercurean terrain was as flat as a salt lake. The caravan was a huge, raggedy thing composed of many travelling elements. Some as small as a person—some, indeed, were cyborgs jogging next to the procession—while others were as big as mansions or beached spacecraft. The larger structures were made up of a bits of scavenged vehicle, fuel tank and pressure module, cut-and-shut into rococo dwellings. Sails, banners and penants whipped high into the airless black. On one platform travelled the huge, lacy outline of a two-hundred-metre-high stallion. Inside the horse’s geodesic chest cavity, tiny figures worked with nova-bright welding torches. Another form, equally tall, was a naked human woman balancing on one leg. She had her arms cantilevered out for balance, one ahead and one behind. Jammed into her torso at odd, disruptive angles were repurposed cargo modules.
One of the cyborgs broke from the pack and jogged out to meet him. Beneath its knees, the cyborg’s legs were springy prosthetics that sent it metres into the sky with each stride.
“Welcome, Oleg,” said a synthetic voice. “We spoke earlier. I am Gris. Have you been to Mercury before?”
“No, this is my first time. Thank you for allowing me to land.”
“That is a very impressive suit,” Gris said. “I imagine it could keep you alive for quite a while?”
“Not as long as yours, I’d wager,” Oleg said.
“Ah, but we don’t think of our suits as suits.” Gris touched a fist to its chest, in a kind of salute. “This is my skin, now and forever. I’m wired into it on a profound sensory level—full haptic and proprioceptive integration. I don’t just live in it—it’s part of me. I trust that doesn’t unsettle you?”
“If it did, I’d be the wrong person to come to Mercury. And definitely the wrong person to speak to the Cyborg Artistic Collective.”
Gris’s suit—or skin, if that was the proper way to think of it—was a mechanical integument giving little hint of the organic contents within. The armour was multicoloured and baroquely patterned. Gris’s helmet had become a beak-faced gargoyle, with multiple cameras wedged into its eye-sockets. There was no glass or visor.
“I know you’ve come a long away,” Gris said. “But you mustn’t take Rhawn’s disinterest personally.”
They walked under the Sun. In Oleg’s view it had no business being that big or that bright. The intensity of its illumination, averaged over an orbit, was a hundred times stronger than he was normally used to. That bloated inflamed Sun was an affront to his sensibilities. It would be very good to be on his way from Mercury, back to the civilised polities of Jovian Space.
But not without the thing he had come for.
“Rhawn’s star has risen,” he observed.
“It makes no difference to her. Mercury is her home now. The sooner people accept that, the happier everyone will be. Are those your tradeables?”
“It’s not much, I know. But there are some rare alloys and composites in there, which you may find of value.”
When they were at the caravan cyborgs were waiting to pick through his offerings. A value would be placed on the items, which Oleg was free to accept or decline.
“You can come aboard,” Gris said casually. “We have provision for guests, if you wish to get out of the suit. It will take a little while to give you a value for your goods, so you may as well.”
“Thank you,” Oleg agreed.
Gris brought him to one of the sliding, sledge-like platforms. They vaulted up onto a catwalk, then found an airlock leading into the side of a chequered structure made from an old fuel tank. Oleg satisfied himself by just removing the helmet and gloves, placing them next to him on a kind of combination sofa and padded mattress. Gris, squatting on the other side of a table, had removed no part of its suit except the spring extensions of its legs, presently racked by the door. Now it busied itself pouring herbal infusions into little alloy cups.
“Were you an artist before you came here?” Oleg asked, to be making conversation.
“Not at all. In fact I came to trade, just like you. My spaceship needed some repairs, so my stay turned from days into weeks. I had no intention of becoming part of the Collective.”
“Were you…like this?”
“Cyborgized, you mean? No, not at all. A few simple implants, but they don’t really count.” The goggled face was inscrutable, even as it decanted tea into a little receptacle on the end of its beaklike mandible. “It was a difficult decision to stay, but one that in hindsight was almost inevitable. There’s nowhere like this anywhere else in the system, Oleg—nowhere as simultaneously lawless and civilised. Around Jupiter, you’re bound up in rigid hierarchies of wealth and power. Here we have no money, no legal apparatus, no government.”
“But to become what you are now…that can’t have been something you took lightly.”
“There’s no going back,” Gris admitted. “The crossing—that’s what we call it—is far too thorough for that. I sold my skin to the flesh banks around Venus! But the benefits are incalculable. On Mars, they’re remaking the world to fit people. Here, we’re doing something much nobler: remaking ourselves to fit Mercury.”
“And was Rhawn already here, when you were transformed?”
“Ah,” Gris said, with a miff of disappointment. “Back to that now, are we?”
“I’ve been sent to make contact. My masters will be very disappointed in me if I fail.”
“Masters,” Gris dismissed. “Why would you ever work for someone, if you had a choice?”
“I had no choice.”
“Then I am afraid you had best prepare to disappoint your masters.”
Oleg smiled and sipped at his tea. It was quite sweet, although not as warm as he would have liked. He presumed that Gris still had enough of a digestive tract to process fluids. “Rhawn’s early work, what she did before she came here, was just too original and unsettling to fit into anyone’s existing critical framework. They wanted her to be something she was not—more like the artists they already valued. In time, of course, they began to realise her worth. Her stock began to rise. But by then Rhawn had joined your Collective.”
“None of this is disputed, Oleg. But Rhawn has had her crossing—become one of us. She has no interest in your world of investors and speculators, of critics and reputations.”
“Nonetheless, my masters have a final offer. I would be remiss if I did not try everything in my power to bring it to Rhawn’s attention.”
“Forget dangling money before her.”
“It isn’t money.” Oleg, knowing he had the momentary advantage, continued to sip his tea. “They know that wouldn’t work. What they are offering, what they have secured, is something money almost couldn’t buy—not without all the right connections, anyway. A private moon, a place of her own—the space to work unobstructed, with limitless resources. More than that, she’ll have the attentions of the system’s best surgeons. Their retro-transformative capabilities are easily sufficient to undo her crossing, if that’s what she desires.”
“I assure you it would not be.”
“When she completed the crossing,” Oleg said patiently, “she would have surrendered to the total impossibility of ever undoing that work. But the landscape has changed! The economics of her reputation now allow what was forbidden. She must be informed of this.”
“She’ll say no.”
“Then let her! All I request—all my masters ask of me—is that Rhawn gives me her answer in person. Will you allow me that, Gris? Will you let me meet with Rhawn, just the once?”
Gris took its time answering. Oleg speculated that some dialogue might be taking place beyond his immediate ken, Gris communing with its fellow artists, perhaps even Rhawn herself. Perhaps they were working out the best way to give him a brush-off. The Collective needed to trade with outsiders, so they would not want to be too brusque. Equally, they were obviously very protective of their most feted member.
But at length Gris said: “There is a difficulty.”
Oleg stirred on his mattress. The suit was starting to chafe—it was not built for lounging around in. “What sort? I’m here, aren’t I? Why can’t I have a moment with Rhawn? Is she unwell?”
“No,” Gris answered carefully. “Rhawn is perfectly well. But she is not here.”
“I don’t understand. She can’t have left Mercury—no one would have missed that. And the Collective is all there is. Has she gone off on her own?”
“Not exactly. But you are wrong in one matter. The Collective is not all that there is. Or at least, it isn’t any more. There has been…” And now Oleg had the sense that Gris was choosing its words with particular care, and not a small measure of distaste, as if it found the whole business painful. “A division within our ranks. The formation of a second caravan. A breakaway movement, springing from within the Collective.”
Oleg listened intently. His masters either knew nothing of this, or they had failed to brief him adequately. “When, what, how?”
“It would probably be easier if I showed you,” Gris said.
   
Soon the caravan had fallen behind them, receding over the horizon until even the stallion and the balancing woman were lost. Their shadows, Oleg noticed, were slowly lengthening, stretching ahead of the fast little surface vehicle Gris had commandeered. Mercury was a small world and they were covering ground very rapidly, pushing the Sun toward the horizon. Beyond, but closer by the moment, was the transition zone of the terminator and the extreme cold of the unlit face. He thought of his delicate little ship, how far he was from it now, how totally at the mercy of his cyborg host.
“Tell me about Rhawn.”
“There’s not much to say. She was always restless—in her art and her soul. It’s what brought her to Mercury. She found contentment with us, for a while. But always there was that need to push against her own limits, to break out of existing formalisms. It was only a matter of time before she attached herself to the Totalists.”
“The breakaway movement?”
“Of course.”
“You said they’d formed a second caravan. Do they move around Mercury, the same way you do?”
“Most of the time. They’re camped now.”
“What’s so special about them, that Rhawn had to leave the rest of you? Aren’t you radical enough?”
“They are purists. Extremists, if you will. We have accepted extensive physiological alteration to adapt to life on the Playa. It enables us to work almost without restriction, to submit ourselves to the act of artistic creation. But even we have limits.”
“Really?”
“Our bodies and minds are still hampered by the design compromises of biology. In the Totalists’ view, that makes us inefficient and in need of radical improvement.”
“What could be more efficient than you?” Oleg asked.
“Robots,” Gris said.
At length they traversed the terminator and entered the starlit nightside of Mercury. In his suit Oleg felt nothing of the precipitous temperature drop, seven hundred awesome kelvins of it, but the faceplate markers recorded the transition from appalling heat to appalling cold clearly enough, and now the suit was having to work just as competently to keep him from freezing to death. He supposed that Gris’s life-support mechanisms were coping with a similar shift in demands.
“They keep away from us, mostly,” Gris said. “We aren’t enemies, as such. We are obliged to conduct a certain amount of business, and of course the Totalists have no contact with the outside world at all. On the rare occasions when they need something, they have to rely on our cooperation. But I would not say our relationship is an easy one. There have been…acts of artistic sabotage. Denied, of course. But it’s no secret that the Totalists view our work as decadent, corrupted, mired in a state of creative exhaustion.”
“I suppose it was inevitable,” Oleg said. “There can’t have been an artistic movement in history that hasn’t eventually fractured into two or more creative poles. If it’s any consolation, they’ll have their own splitters sooner or later!”
“No,” Gris said. “It’s no consolation at all. We made something beautiful here, Oleg. There’s no reason in the world it had to break up like this.”
   
As they approached the Totalists’ encampment, Oleg was struck by how profoundly the scene resembled an exact negative image of the dayside caravan. The sky was a nearly faultless black, its perfection only marred (or improved upon, perhaps) by a sprinkling of stars and planets, the great glittery arch of the Milky Way and the faint dust haze of the solar system’s zodiacal light.
Whereas the caravan had moved under the full blaze of day, here the only lights were those provided by the Totalists themselves. The encampment was smaller than the caravan, but the essentials were similar: it was a cluster of things which could be dragged or self-propelled across Mercury, when the time came to move. They also had sails and pennants, except that these were picked out in edges of colourful neon: reds and yellows, blues and greens, purples and oranges. The figures moving around the camp’s periphery were also outlined in bright hues. Oleg had been expecting something austere, but the proliferation of colours and shapes elevated his spirits.
“It’s marvellous!” he said.
Rising from the illuminated camp was what Oleg took to be a piece of large-scale art in the same spirit as the stallion and the balancing woman. It was a cluster of spires, or perhaps a single main spire attended by a large number of smaller ones, linked by a connecting tissue of arches and flying buttresses. The pale structure had a knobby, rough-cast haphazardness about it. It might almost have been glued together from millions of seashells, or fossils.
“The Bone Cathedral,” Gris said, with a hint of dismissiveness.
“Do they move that around with them? It looks much too fragile.”
“No, it stays fixed to this spot. They’ve been building it for several years now. The day and night cycles don’t seem to do it any harm. When it is time for a new Totalist to complete their crossing, the caravan circles the Bone Cathedral.” Gris applied the brakes and brought the vehicle to a halt. They were still a decent kilometre from the Totalist encampment. “You’d best go the rest of the way yourself.”
“What do I do?”
“You need do nothing. They will either talk to you or ignore you. They already know that you are here.”
He disembarked from the vehicle. He looked up at the goggle-faced creature that had become his companion, fully aware that if Gris abandoned him here—and the Totalists disdained to help—he would be in a great deal of trouble. They had come much too far for the range of his suit.
“I would not be too long about it,” Gris warned.
So Oleg wandered across the black Playa. His suit projected a terrain overlay. It was still functioning properly. He kept looking back, making sure the vehicle and the cyborg still waited. But Gris remained. And as the Totalist camp loomed larger, so one of the neon forms broke away from the blaze of colour and came loping over to meet him.
The thing had arms and legs, a body and a head in roughly the right proportions, but there was no possibility that it was anything but a robot. There was no room in it for anything human. The thing’s chassis was an open exoskeleton, offering an easy view of its internal mechanisms. Oleg saw lots of machinery in there, much of it lit up and flashing in pretty colours, but there was nothing that looked biological. Its head was a cage that he could see all the way through, only loosely stuffed with instruments and modules.
“I’d like to speak to Rhawn,” Oleg said confidently.
“Who are you, and why have you come?” The robot’s voice, picked up by his helmet, was lighter in tone than that of Gris.
“I am Oleg. I’ve come from Jupiter to offer Rhawn a moon of her own and the chance at reverse cyborgisation—to become fully human again.”
The robot emitted a noise like fading static. It took Oleg a moment to realise he was being laughed at.
“Go home, meat boy. Be on your merry way.”
“I realise that my offer’s likely to be rejected. But my masters won’t be satisfied until I have the answer from Rhawn herself. She’s here, isn’t she? I won’t take more than a few minutes of her time.”
“Your timing,” the robot said, “Is either very fortuitious or very poor.”
“My timing is sheer luck,” Oleg said. “Until just now I didn’t even know that Rhawn had joined the Totalists.”
“She hasn’t.”
“I was told…”
“Rhawn has commenced her second crossing. But until it is complete, she will not be one of us. It will happen soon, though. We are confident in the force of her conviction. It is certainly much too late for reversal.”
“Can I at least talk to her?”
Again Oleg had the sense that matters were being discussed. Lights flickered and strobed in the cage-like enclosure of the robot’s head. Oleg risked a glance back, satisfying himself that the vehicle and its driver were still there.
“Rhawn is…receptive,” the robot said. “You will have your audience. But it will be brief. Rhawn has readied herself for the final phase of the crossing. She will not be detained.”
“I only need an answer.”
The robot brought him into the encampment. Up close, he saw that it was not as similar to the caravan as he had first assumed. There were hardly any enclosed spaces—just a few sealed modules which may or may not have been airtight. The remainder of the structures—most of them wheeled or skid-mounted, even as they were now parked around the Bone Cathedral—were for the most part skeletal frames. Their roofs were parasols and solar-collectors, their walls either absent or no more than concertina-hinged magnetic screens which could be drawn across when required. Gathered around and inside these treehouse-like forms were many similar-looking robots, lounging or reclining like overfed monkeys. They were plugged into bits of architecture via their abdomens—recharging from stored power, Oleg supposed, or perhaps pushing energy back into the community. There seemed little in the way of artistic creation going on. But perhaps the robots had been furiously preoccupied before his arrival.
“Is one Rhawn one of these?”
“They are what Rhawn will become. It will not be long now.”
“You all look the same.”
“You all look like tinned meat.”
Through the thicket of skeletal structures Oleg was at last brought to an upright green block the size of a small house. It was a round-ended cylinder that might once have been a fuel tank or reactor chamber, before being anchored to a moving platform and gristled over with access ladders, catwalks and power conduits. In contrast to its surroundings this dumpy, windowless flask seemed entirely enclosed. Oleg’s robot host spidered up a ladder and looked down as Oleg completed his clumsy ascent. The robot opened a door in the side of the chamber, then stood aside to allow Oleg to pass through first.
It was not an airlock, for the interior of the green flask was still depressurised. Oleg had emerged onto a platform running around the circumference of the interior, with a circular gap in the middle. Supported in the chamber’s middle, with a large part of it beneath the level of the platform, was a hefty piece of biomedical machinery. Many cables and pipes ran into the upright, wasp-shaped assemblage. Three robots, much like his host, were stationed around the machinery at what Oleg took to be control pedestals. They were not moving, but the robots had plugged in to the pedestals via their abdomens. Oleg presumed that they were directing whatever complicated procedure was going on inside the machine.
The wasp-shaped machine culminated in a glass dome. Inside the glass was a beaked and goggled head much like that of Gris, except that it was encased within a bulky surgical clamp. Beneath the head, enclosing the neck, was a tight metal collar separating it from the rest of the machine.
Oleg surveyed the beaked and goggled face with deep dread and apprehension.
“Rhawn will speak to you now,” the robot said.
“Thank you, Rhawn, for agreeing to listen to me,” Oleg said hastily. “I have come from Jupiter, with…”
“I know where you came from, you spineless little shit.”
Oleg bristled. He had listened to enough recordings to recognise the voice as belonging to Rhawn, despite a deliberate machinelike filtering.
“I…” he began.
“Stop cowering. What are you, a piece of bacteria? A vegetable? The Totalists horrify you, but you are the puppet, the thing with no free will.”
“I only need an answer.”
“I studied your background, when I knew you were approaching. Oleg the failed artist. Oleg the supine instrument of market forces. Oleg the pliable little turd, shat out by Jupiter. Why do you imagine your insolent little piss streak of an offer would be of the remotest interest to me? Why should I not have your suit drilled through now?”
“My masters thought…” His throat was as parched as the sunlit Playa itself. “They didn’t know that you’d left the Collective. They thought there might still be a possibility to…”
“To do what? To make me normal again? To bring me back to the condition of meat?”
“To undo what has been done.”
“As if it were a mistake, that I now regretted?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“But your masters did. Did it never occur to question this mission? To doubt its idiotic purpose? To show the slightest sign of independent thought?”
One of the robots at the control plinths turned its head slowly in his direction.
“Things have changed since you came to Mercury,” Oleg persisted, refusing to waver under the robot’s eyeless regard. “No one knew what to make of your art, when you joined the Collective. It was too different, too hard to assess.”
“If they were idiots then, they are idiots now.”
“But idiots with money and influence. Do you understand the terms of the offer, Rhawn?”
“My understanding is irrelevant. I can no more be “undone” than an egg can be unsmashed, or meat uncooked. Let me demonstrate. Have you a strong stomach?”
“I…”
But Oleg had barely begun to give his answer. The surgical clamp around Rhawn’s cyborg head was reconfiguring itself, pulling away to separate the tight-fitting segments of her armour. Oleg thought back to what he had learned from Gris, of how the cyborg exoskeleton had become its living skin. This was how it must have been for Rhawn, before she exiled herself to the Totalists. There was a human head under the metal plates, but it was a head already skinned back to an anatomical core of muscle and sinew and nervous system. She had been blind, without the cameras. She had no nose or mouth or ears, for she did not need to breathe or speak or hear. Her cyborg senses were wired directly into deep brain structure, bypassing the crude telemetry of ancient nerve channels. Machinery was plumbed directly into her heart and lungs.
“Are you horrified? You should not be. This is the state of being that Mercury demands of us. There is no pain, no discomfort, in being what we are. Far from it. We revel in our new strength, our bold new senses—our resilience. To each other, we have become beautiful. We drink in the sustenance of the dayside Sun and glory in the stellar cold of the Mercurean night. But why come this far, and not go all the way?”
“They tell me that your crossing is nearly done.”
“It’s true.” And for the moment her spite seemed to move off him. “There is almost nothing left of my old self now—the old vehicle in which I moved. What use are lungs and a heart, on Mercury? What use is a digestive system? What use is meat? These things are simply waiting to go wrong, waiting for their moment to fail us. To undermine us in our absolute, unblinking dedication to art. So we gladly discard that which the Collective fears to surrender. The flesh. Every organic part of ourselves. We donate our bones to the Bone Cathedral! The Playa was made for robots, Oleg—not ‘mere mortals’, or their half-way cousins. We are the true heirs of Mercury—we the Totalists!”
Something in him snapped in that moment. “You’re committing suicide, in other words. Being taken apart, until there’s nothing left of you. You can’t become a robot, any more than you can become air, or sunlight!”
“What is this—a glimmer of contradiction? The faintest signs of a spine? Keep at it—there may be hope for you yet.”
“This isn’t about me. This is about you, throwing yourself away—wasting what you are.”
“How little you understand of us. What would be the last thing I clung to, do you think? The last, most sacrosanct piece of myself?”
“Your mind,” he stated firmly. “You do not reside in your heart and lungs, but without your brain, there is no Rhawn.”
“What you mean is, without the encoding of my personality implied by my detailed idiosyncratic brain structure, there is no Rhawn. How could there be? But that encoding doesn’t care about the terms of its own embodiment.”
“I would,” Oleg said, with fierce certainty.
“Weeks ago, at the commencement of my second crossing, small volumes of my brain structure were duplicated by artifical connective structures located outside my body. Machine circuits, in other words. When neural signals passed through the interfaces of these brain volumes, my Totalist peers had the freedom to choose whether those signals continued to pass through my existing anatomy, or were instead shunted through the exosomatic structures. The change was made, and then switched back—and made again, over and over! The key thing is that I felt no change in my perception of self, regardless of whether my thoughts were running inside my head, or in the exterior circuitry! Electricity doesn’t mind which route it takes, as long as it gets to the same destination! And so, step by step, volumes of my own brain were switched out—supplanted and discarded! This continued. Over the weeks, fifty, sixty, seventy percent of my old architecture was supplanted by exosomatic machinery. And now you arrive. I stand now on the cusp of absolute machinehood—ready to make the final transition to Totality. Only the last ten percent of my mind is still inside my head. You see now why it is far, far too late to reverse what I have become?”
“There’s still active brain tissue inside you?” he asked. “Still some meat, inside the head I’m looking at?”
“What is left of me, you could squeeze between your fingers, like a handful of wet grey sand.”
“Then where is the rest of you? Executing inside one of these machines? Already in a robot, waiting for you to take control?”
“You misunderstand. Ninety percent of me has already completed the transition. And one hundred percent of me is already in control. My robot body is not “waiting” for me. I am already mostly in it. And we have already met.”
He turned from the globed head, conscious that the robot that had brought him in from outside was still there. He looked with renewed fascination at the symphony of flickering coloured lights.
“I should have guessed. You never did give me your name.”
“And you never asked,” the robot said, nodding. “But here I am. This is me. I am Rhawn. That thing that you have been talking to, that is just the place where I used to live.”
“You could have given me your answer outside.”
“I thought it would help if you understood. I am ready now, you see. But that last ten percent of me—I won’t pretend that there has not been hesitation. I could have completed the transition days ago. On the brink, I quailed! Foolishly, I could not quite bring myself to submit to Totality. The meat’s pathetic last twitch! But you have been the spur I needed. For that alone, Oleg, you have my undying gratitude.”
“I’ve done nothing!”
“You have come, and now you may observe. Suffer one useful moment in your miserable existence. Are you prepared?”
“For what?”
“To bear witness. To document my becoming. In a moment, the last traces of my living neural tissue will cease to serve any useful function. And I will have transcended myself.” But when he thought she might be done, Rhawn added: “You may thank your masters, Oleg, for their kind offer. I spit it back at them, all the same. They were much too late, of course, but it would have made no difference if they had sent you years ago. I have been on this path for much too long for that. I have always felt the pull of Totality, even before I knew it in my self. The more I move from the meat, the more the meat repulses me.”
“And one day,” Oleg said, “You’ll feel the need to go beyond this as well. It’s in your nature.”
“What could possibly lie beyond the perfection of robotic embodiment?”
“The greater perfection of non-embodiment. The flawless condition of non-existence.”
“You mean that I would kill myself.”
“I’m sure you will. You can’t ever accept what you are, Rhawn. It’s just not in your nature.”
A new light came on in the robot’s head. It was a pale green, rising and falling in brightness without ever quite dimming completely. Oleg was quite sure it had not been activated earlier on.
“Even now?” she asked.
“Even now.”
“Well, you’re mistaken. But then, you are only human. And now that I have completed my second crossing, I feel my conviction more forcefully than ever before. We shall have to see who is wrong, won’t we? I hope you have a great deal of patience, not to mention a solid medical plan. You are a bag of cells with an expiration date. Parts of you are already starting to rot. It will take me centuries to begin to exhaust the possibilities of Totality.”
“You’ll burn through then quickly enough. And then what?”
“Something beyond this. But not death. There is no art in death, Oleg. Only art’s supreme negation.”
He smiled thinly. “The world will await your next masterpiece with interest, Rhawn. Even if it never leaves Mercury.”
“Well, something shall. Does this surprise you? And you shall be its custodian.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It is…traditional…among the Totalists. At the time of our second crossing, we concieve of a new piece. A celebration of transition, if you will. The work is initiated before the crossing’s start, and not fully completed until the crossing is done. I have…planned such a work. I call it A Map of Mercury. It is a minor piece, in the scheme of things. Almost beneath me. But since you have gone to such pains to find me, I should consider it fitting if it should fall upon you, the great and glorious Oleg, to bring the work to public attention.”
“A new piece by Rhawn?”
“Exactly that,” she said proudly. “A new piece by Rhawn. And, as far as the outside world is concerned, the last. No, I shan’t be abandoning art. But the realms into which I expect to push…these will shortly lie beyond your conceptual horizon. You would not only fail to recognise my art as art, you would fail to recognise that it was anything at all. But this last piece will be my gift to you—and your meat cousins. You will find it comprehensible. Take it to your masters. Fight over it like dogs. I will enjoy watching the overheated spasms of your Jovian economy.”
“It’s not what they asked for,” Oleg said.
“But they won’t be displeased with you?”
“No,” he supposed. “I came for you, but never with much expectation that you’d agree to the offer. They’ll hand that moon over to someone else, I suppose. But to return with a new piece by Rhawn…that was never in my plans. They’ll be pleased, I think.”
“And will their pleasure be of benefit to you? Will you also profit from this?”
“I should imagine.”
“Then we are all satisfied. You will return to the Collective? Delay your departure by a couple of days, and the work will be packaged and delivered to you. It really is a trifling little thing.”
   
She had not been exaggerating, Oleg reflected.
He tugged more of the packaging away. The upper quarter of A Map of Mercury was now visible. But everything below that was concealed by a thin layer of protective material with a circular hole cut into it. He dug his fingers around the layer until it began to come free. He grew incautious. If he damaged the material, he could always say it had been that way when he found it.
Besides, he was starting to suspect that his masters would think very little of this offering no matter the condition in which it had arrived. It wasn’t the sort of thing they had been hoping for at all. Yes, it was a late Rhawn. But a globe? A Map of Mercury?
Something that literal?
The layer came free. He could see more of the globe now. There was in fact something a bit odd about it. Instead of continuing with the shape of the sphere he had been expecting, the object began to bulge in some directions and turn inwards in others. There was more packaging material to be discarded. He tugged it away with increasing urgency. There were two cavities opening up in one side of the no longer very spherical thing. Above the cavities was the fine swell of a brow ridge. Beneath the cavities—the eye-sockets—was the slitted absence where her nose would have been, and beneath that, the toothy crescent of the upper jaw. There was no lower part.
He pulled the whole thing from its box. The colours of the top part, the emulation of the planet’s surface features and texturing, continued across every part of it. There were ochres and tangerines and hues of jade and turquoise. It had a fine metallic lustre, sprinkled with a billion glints of stardust. It was simultaneously lovely and horrible.
A Map of Mercury.
That was exactly what it was. She had not lied. Nor would this piece—this piece of her—dent Rhawn’s reputation in the slightest. No wonder she had needed a couple of days to make it ready. At the start of their conversation, ten percent of her had still been inside this skull.
Oleg had to smile. It was not exactly what he had come for, and not exactly what his masters had been after either. But what was art without an audience? She had made him her witness, and she had made art of herself, and she was still there, down on Mercury, having crossed twice.
Clever, clever Rhawn.
But then a peculiar and impish impulse overcame Oleg. He thought back to their conversation again. It was true, much of what she had said about him. He had been supine. He had tried and failed at art, and allowed himself to become the servant of powers to whom he was no more than an instrument. He had become spineless. He did what they told him—just as he was now executing Rhawn’s wishes.
A tool. An instrument.
A machine made of meat.
A little while later a little door opened in the side of Oleg’s spacecraft. It was a disposal hatch, the kind he used for waste dumps. A small grey nebula coughed out into vacuum. The nebula, for an instant, glittered with hints of reflectivity and colours that were not entirely grey.
Then it dispersed, and the ship continued on its merry way.



     


MAGIC BONE WOMAN
THEY PUT her down in the only open ground in the area. She had a plastic-wrapped map, night-vision goggles and a military-spec GPS receiver that was supposed to function even with deep tree cover. More than that, she had knowledge. She had spent years of her life living with the indigenous societies in this part of the Amazon basin, studying language and culture.
The Tapurucuara people, the Urucara, the Cucui.
Now the organisation wanted her to speak to the Manacapuru. They knew her; she knew them. Thirty months with them, over four years.
Magic Bone Woman, the chief had called her.
She reached them without difficulty. One moment she had felt herself to be alone, surrounded only by trees and plants and whatever animals had not fled at her approach. Then her immediate surroundings had undergone an emerald shiver, disclosing four Manacapuru hunters. They were alike only in their bowl-shaped haircuts, body ornamentation, weapons, and such clothing as they wore. Two were brothers, the third a slightly older man, the fourth a teenager she had studied during his rite of passage, two years ago.
The child-sized men all carried bows and blowpipes.
Two of the blowpipes were aimed at her.
“I’m Magic Bone Woman,” she said, speaking the Manacapuru dialect and reinforcing her statement by touching the charm that had given her that name, worn around her neck. “You know me. I was here five big rains ago. Take me to Icana.”
There was a strained moment. Something was muttered between one of the brothers and the older man. The teenager spat a green wad onto the ground. Somewhere in the distance, a monkey whooped.
The blowpipes were raised to the canopy.
“Follow us,” the older man said.
She was drenched in sweat by the time they arrived. Out of condition, stumbling where the Manacapuru made effortless progress. As if she had never done this before.
Beyond a couple of new huts, the village hadn’t changed in her absence. She recognised faces as she was led through the outlying buildings, past the “village hall” and the stone-cordoned circle where the elders told their stories and the witch doctor did his dances. There were women and children in the village, of course. The children had grown in her absence but she could still put names to the oldest. She recognised scraps of coloured plastic jewellery on some of the boys and girls, and a soiled pink t-shirt with an animated, dancing Japanese cartoon character printed on it, being worn by a toddler.
She heard her name over and over. Magic Bone Woman. Magic Bone Woman.
She felt no hostility. They were a friendly, welcoming people, the Manacapuru. Even so, there was something. Maybe the fact that she wasn’t struggling under a massive backpack stuffed with clothes, provisions and medicine was the giveaway.
Like she wasn’t planning to stay.
Icana had his own hut, which he shared with three wives. It was a little grander than the other dwellings, raised a bit higher, but not ostentatiously so. Da Silva was ushered in, offered the customary drink, a kind of lukewarm peppery green infusion, and then found herself sitting on the floor, in Icana’s presence. He was sitting cross-legged as well, on a kind of mattress formed from layers of woven grass, so that they were approximately level with each other. Icana wore red football shorts and a great assortment of totems and charms around his neck: bones, beads, jewels, bits of metal and plastic. A fifty year old digital watch on one wrist, the LCD cracked and useless. He was wiry and smooth and entirely hairless except for his black bowl-cut.
“You have returned to us, Magic Bone Woman,” he said, after giving her due consideration. “There will be celebration tonight.”
“Thank you, chief,” she said. “But I am afraid I do not come with good news.”
“This I feared, when I learned of your coming.”
“What do you know?”
She had to work hard with the language, mental gears rusty with disuse.
“My people trade with the Urucara, and the Urucara trade with the Aripuana.” He shifted on his mat. “The Aripuana do not always speak the truth, and they have made war with their neighbours. But I do not think they are lying now.”
Da Silva sipped at the infusion, trying not to snort it out back through her nose. “What have they said?”
“That the machines are coming again,” Icana said. “But that they are bigger this time, and moving more quickly. And that they will not stop for anything.”
“The Aripuana are right. That’s why I’ve come back to the village. To tell you that you must move.” She produced the plastic-wrapped map and spread it at her feet, before them. “Remember this?”
He studied it then gave her a hesitant nod, a gesture he had picked up from their time together.
She moved her finger across the map, tracing a monstrous rectangular swathe. “This…area…is what is scheduled to be cleared. Your village is here, in the middle of it. If you can get here, beyond the edge of the clearance zone, you may be safe, for now.”
“For now,” Icana echoed.
“I’d rather not promise something I can’t keep.”
“Promises have already been broken,” the chief said sharply. “We were told that the machines would never come back. Was that a lie?”
“These aren’t the same machines. In the old days, outsiders—people like me—ripped down the forest so that they could make more money, with roads and farmland. It was done of out greed and ignorance. But that’s not what’s happening now. The people that have sent these machines…they have no choice. It has to be done.”
“Why?”
“It’s…a long story.” She paused. “Something’s been lost. Something very, very important.”
“Tell me,” Icana commanded.
“We talked about the stars once, you and I. We spoke of the planets and the moons. Well, there’s something out there.” She held up her fist. “It’s a rock. A very big rock. Big enough that if it fell on the village of the Manacapuru people, it would also fall on the Urucara and Aripuana.” She did not wait to see if he believed her that a rock could be that large, this man who had never seen a sizable boulder, let alone a mountain. “And it’s going to fall out of the sky, onto the Earth.”
Icana examined her shrewdly. “That is why we are being moved? So that the rock does not fall on us?”
“No…” she said slowly. “Where it falls…doesn’t matter. Not when it’s this large. There will be great fires, and then great darkness. Or great waves, and then great floods. Either way…it’s the end of the world.”
“You have seen this rock?”
“Men have. They saw it four big rains ago. It will fall from the sky before the next big rain.”
Icana was a long time in responding. “You have never lied to me, Magic Bone Woman. So I do not think you are lying now. What I do not understand…why would you tell me this thing, if nothing can be done?”
“There is something. Or there was.” She hesitated, struggling to formulate her thoughts. “Men knew that this was going to happen one day. Not this rock exactly, but one like it. They’ve known that for years. So they created this thing, to safeguard all of us. A kind of spear.”
He nodded, following her. “A weapon, to smash the rock.”
“Exactly. A spear in the sky, hovering above us. It has the power to shatter the rock, or at least to push the rock away from us, so that it doesn’t hit.” Holding up her fist again, she stabbed the finger of her other hand against it.
Icana narrowed his eyes, as if he was missing something. “Then…use this spear, if you have made it.”
“We can’t. That’s the problem, the reason the machines are coming. The spear was a powerful weapon, capable doing great harm as well as great good. If that energy was turned against us, for whatever reason…it would have been just as bad as if the rock hit us. So a decision was taken. The spear was…” She faltered. “They used a kind of magic on it, so that it would only allow three great warriors to command its use. Three strong men, in three parts of the world.” She tapped the thing around her neck. “This charm? The reason you call me Magic Bone Woman?”
“Yes,” he said patiently.
“These three men had their own charms, their own magic bones. But we called them ‘memory sticks’. There was something inside the bones, a kind of incantation, made of numbers.”
“Numbers?”
The chief’s people counted one, two, three, many.
“Many, many numbers, too many to guess,” she added. “The point being that the spear would only allow itself to be used by these three men, and no one else. One of them would have to go to a place by the sea, a place we call Guyana, and…put their magic bone into a kind of box.” She swallowed. “Only then would the spear allow itself be used.”
“Then these men must be summoned,” the chief deduced.
“They were. And they tried to come. But there were other people who didn’t want them to succeed.”
“I do not understand.”
“People who believed that the rock was a judgement on us, because we had angered the gods. Or the god. It doesn’t really matter. They’re nuts. But they managed to get to two of the three men before they arrived in French Guyana. They killed them and destroyed their bones.”
“And the third man?”
She drew a deep breath. “They got to him as well. But he got closer than any of the other three. He was nearly in Guyana when they set off the bomb—made a great fire—aboard his aeroplance.”
“I know of aeroplanes,” Icana said. “I have seen the scars they scratch against the sky.”
“His aeroplane broke up, high over the Amazon basin. Debris was scattered over a very wide area.” She forced herself to sip more of the salty infusion. “Simulations showed…wise men looked at what had happened and decided there was a chance, a good chance, that the magic bone had survived the blast.” She tapped the map still spread between them. “They worked out that if it had survived at all, it was somewhere in this area…the clearance zone. That is what the machines are doing. They’re tearing down the forest, looking for that magic bone. That’s all that they’re doing. And they haven’t found it yet, and two thirds of the clearance zone has already been swept.”
Turned to sawdust, she thought. Planed flat and windswept, like an instant Gobi desert. Along with anyone and anything that happened to be in the way when the vast threshing engines arrived. Trees, animals, people. Threshed and sifted, passed along conveyor belts, graded into finer and finer sample sizes, subjected to magnetic and X-ray imaging, looking for that one thumb-sized node of metal and plastic and semiconductors…
“And if the bone isn’t found?”
“The spear will destroy itself, if anyone tries to make it work without the correct command code…the correct incantation. And the rock will still come.”
After a while, Icana said: “Why did you not give more men these bones?”
“We didn’t trust ourselves. If one of the bones got into the wrong hands…a terrorist group, a rogue state.” She trailed off. “We thought this was the best way.”
“And now the world ends, because of your foolishness?”
“We didn’t make the rock,” Da Silva said defensively. “The rock was coming anyway. But if we can find the memory stick…the bone…the spear can be activated.”
“So your world is saved. But my world will be gone, whatever happens.”
“I wish there was some other way.”
He beckoned over her shoulder, through the way she had come into his hut. “My people have never known anything but this village. Some of them will not wish to move. They will face your machines, stand loyal with the trees and birds.” The thought seemed to move him. “Perhaps that would be the best thing for all of us.”
“Don’t say that, chief.”
“Do you really care what happens to us?”
“Of course I do. I spent months with you. And I came back, didn’t I?”
“You came back because you were made to. Who else understands our tongue? Who else would we listen to?”
“Someone had to do it,” she said.
“I see sadness in your eyes, Magic Bone Woman. It was there when you first came to stay with us, but slowly it went away. Now it is back again, but much stronger.”
Da Silva thought of her outsider existence, its dreary rhythms, the grinding disappointments of her academic career. How different she had felt in the rainforest, subsumed into its emerald magnificance. How humanly alive.
“I can’t,” she said. “I have my work, my life…” She fingered her memory stick. Papers to finish. Grant applications to complete. Absurd that she was still thinking of these things, with the end of the world hanging over them all. But everyone else was playing the same denial games.
“You must leave us now,” Icana said gravely. “I will speak to the elders, and I will tell them of the rock and the machines. There will be much disagreement, I think. Bad words will come out. It would be best if there was no outsider present.”
“My helicopter isn’t due back until tomorrow.”
He shrugged, another learned gesture, her travel arrangements were of no possible concern to him now. Then: “The hunters will take care of you.”
“I’ll find you again,” she promised.
“If we wish to be found,” Icana said, with surprising coldness. “Perhaps we will not. Has it helped us to know of this rock, these machines? I am not sure.”
“I’d want us to part as friends, as we did before.”
The chief considered this, measuring her with his ageless eyes. “The world will not end with a rock,” he said eventually. “But if you wish to believe such a thing so be it.” Then he paused. “You say you were always honest with me.”
She stuffed the map into her pocket. “I never lied.”
“Your…charm.” He pointed at the memory stick. “When our children asked why you carried it with you at all times, you said your power was contained in it. Your power of flight, your power of seeing in darkness, your power of speaking across the ocean.”
Well, she thought: indirectly that was sort of true, wasn’t it? The memory stick carried her research notes, years of months and sweat. And without the publications that flowed from that work, there would be no more field work. No travel allowance. No helicopters into the basin. No technology budget, for her GPS device, her satlink telephone, her Zeiss infrared goggles.
“It…makes me what I am,” she offered lamely.
“And if I would have that power, instead of you? If I would have my own magic bone? Would I be able to fly? Would I be able to see in the dark, and speak to the dead?”
She closed her eyes. “It doesn’t work like that.”
“I know.” Icana reached into the mass of trinkets and charms around his neck, fishing through the beaded cords until he found what it was he sought.
With care he removed one of the amulets, lifting it over his head.
“My hunters found this,” he explained, holding it in his palmed hand. “Many days walk from here, before the last rains. They recognised it immediately, of course. Another magic bone.” And he closed his fist on it, then reopened it slowly.
Da Silva stared in wonderment. The stick was a dull silver, cased in impact and heat-resistant alloy. It was scorched in one place, scratched in another. But it did not appear badly damaged.
She could not be sure. No one could be sure until it was taken back to the compound, treated like a holy relic. There had been three false positives already; this might be the fourth. And even if it was the right one, it might not be readable.
But still…
“I think I know what that is,” she said.
“We will swap charms,” the chief declared. “They will be our parting gifts, to each other. We will not see each other again; too much will have happened for that. But we will not part as enemies.”
Da Silva reached around her own neck, and lifted free her own memory stick. There was nothing on it she needed now, nothing that really mattered any more.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Do not thank me,” the chief warned. “That bone has brought me nothing but bad luck. I may not be doing you a favour.”



     


PROVIDENCE
THEY THREW petals into the capsule before sealing me in. Pastor Selestat hammered the door, the final signal for departure. I nodded, read his lips:
Goodbye, Goodwoman Marudi.
I braced. The ejection sequence shot me out of the hull, into interstellar space.
The capsule wheeled, trimming its orientation. I had my first good view of the Dandelion since being packed aboard with the other pilgrims, before they showed us to the dormitories.
Ten kilometres long, whale-bellied, speckled with ten thousand tiny windows. And at the far end, where there should have been the swelling of its Inflator Drive, a scorched and mangled stump.
   
“This doesn’t have to be the end,” I said, voice trembling as I took in the desperation of my fellow crewmembers. “We can still make something of the expedition.”
“Maybe you haven’t been paying attention,” said Selestat, falling into the sarcasm that had served him well since the faultlines appeared. “We have no engine. Not since you and your technician friends decided to run a systems test without adequate…”
“Don’t blame Marudi,” said Goodman Atrato, one of the propulsion clerics. “Whatever decisions were taken, she wasn’t part of them. And she’s right to look at ways in which we can salvage something. We have an obligation—a moral prerogative.”
“Don’t talk to us about morals…” started Goodwoman Revda, open and closing her fist.
Before someone lashed out, I strode to a wall and brought up a schematic I’d pre-loaded. It had a drunken, sketchy look to it, my coordination still sluggish.
“Say we’re here,” I said, jabbing at a point two-thirds of the way along the line that connected Earth and Providence. “Doesn’t have to be exact.” A smudge-like representation of the Dandelion appeared under my fingertip, skewered by that line. “Given the engine damage, there’s no way for us to slow down now. Any sort of settlement of the target system is out of the question.”
“Tell us something we don’t know,” Selestat said.
“But we can still redeem ourselves,” I said, tapping at the wall again, making the ship zip along the line. “When we reach the target system we’ll sail through it in only a few days. We can use that time to gather information.”
“No use to us,” Revda said.
“No,” I agreed. “But one day Earth will send out another ship. We’ll be able to give them the data we didn’t have. Maps, surface conditions…weather systems, atmospheric and oceanic chemistry, detailed biomarkers…they’ll be able to shape the expedition much more efficiently.” I swallowed, knowing that the truth needed to be stated, however unpalatable. “We’ll die. That’s inevitable. But we can do this one good thing for the pilgrims to come.”
“One chance,” Atrato said, looking grim. “Better make sure we get it right.”
I touched the wall again, making the ship spring back to its earlier position. “No. Two chances. We commit the Dandelion to one approach. Most of our eggs in that basket, yes. But if we launch a service capsule now, it can give us a second pair of eyes, an observational baseline.”
A slanting line peeled away from the ship. As the ship moved, a dot diverged along the line. That was the capsule, putting more and more distance between itself and the mother vessel.
“Just one snag,” Revda said. “The service capsules don’t run themselves. Some fool would need to be inside that thing the whole time. Or did you forget that?”
I met her scorn with a smile. “I didn’t, no.”
   
I watched the Dandelion diminish, fading to a dim grey speck.
Ahead was a red star only a little brighter than any of the others. Still much too far for the naked eye to make out its accompaniment of planets, much less any useful details. But that would change by the time I emerged from hibernation.
As I readied the capsule for the long sleep, Selestat asked me how I was doing.
“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I’ve got a job to do, something useful. That’s enough for me. Just make sure you get a good set of observations from your end of the baseline, and we’ll give Earth something to really make them grateful.”
“It’s a good thing you’re doing, Goodwoman.”
“Duty,” I answered, moving my hand to close the communication link. “That’s all.”
   
I opened my eyes to silence and loneliness. And squinted them shut just as quickly.
A sun’s brightness flooded the capsule. I raised my palm to the window glass, trying to catch some of that life-giving warmth. That was the light we had been promised, the light that should have been giving us sustenance as we made a home on Providence, establishing a human foothold around another star.
But this distant warmth, conveyed to my skin through glass, was the closest I would get to feel that star’s nourishment. Providence would never be ours. The best we could do now was turn our long-range instruments onto that planet, imagining the breezes we would never feel, the shorelines we would never touch. But do so dutifully, pouring our souls into that work, making the best observations we could, and committing our findings back to Earth, so that a second expedition might begin their journey with a huge advantage compared to our own.
My own part in this endeavour was trivially small. I was under no illusions about that. At best, I’d be filling in a few unimportant gaps in our coverage.
What mattered was the symbolism of my journey. By proposing the idea of the capsule, and then volunteering to crew it, I had provided a unifying focus for the crew. Selestat, Atrato and the others had pulled back from the brink. My sacrifice was visible, unarguable. It had inspired cooperation and reconciliation across the divisions. The ship’s destiny remained unchanged, but at least now we had found a purpose, a common dignity.
I felt a quiet contentment. I had done the right thing. We had done the right thing.
A comms squirt came in from the Dandelion.
“Thought you’d appreciate these images of Providence,” Selestat said, after some awkward preliminaries. “We’ve been weeping over them for hours, so it’s only fair to share of some of our sorrow. It’s more beautiful than we ever imagined, Goodwoman Marudi. Pristine, untamed—an Eden. It’ll make a lovely world for some other pilgrim.”
“But not us,” I whispered.
He was right. The images were gorgeous, heart-breaking. Azure seas, gold-fringed coasts, green forests, windswept savannahs, diamond-bright mountain ranges. A world we could have lived on, with little modification. A world that could have been ours.
I swallowed down my sadness. It was wrong to be envious of those who would come after us, those who would actually know the airs of their world, its fragrances and evening moods. Better to do something that would guide their passage, something that would help them. They would be grateful, I was sure. They would build monuments to our generosity.
Something caught my eye.
It was from the capsule’s own sensor summary, nothing to do with the images Selestat had sent.
The capsule had picked up something on the unlit face of Providence. It was on an area of that world which would never be visible from the main ship, one of the blindspots I was supposed to fill in for the sake of completeness.
A thermal signature.
I stared at it, waiting for some some transient fault to clear itself. But the signature remained. If anything, it was growing brighter, more distinct against background darkness.
I told the capsule to concentrate its sensors on that area, while it was still in view.
The image sharpened.
The thermal smudge was on a coastal inlet, exactly where we might have chosen to place a settlement. It was a harbour city, with spidering lines radiating out to more distant communities. These too were warming, beginning to glow against darkness. Lava-lines of communication and travel and energy-distribution. Hot moving sparks of vehicles, returning to the sky.
I understood.
They had dimmed their lights, turned off their power, during the period when they would have been a risk of detection, even when they were out of direct sight of the main ship. But now they thought they were safe. They were bringing their city and its surroundings out of dormancy, restarting generators, resuming normal patterns of life.
I felt puzzlement at first.
Then suspicion.
Finally a slow rising fury.
Earth had already got here. By some unguessable means they had come up with something faster than our Inflator Drive. While we were sleeping, they had reached Providence and settled it.
Our efforts were pointless, our noble intentions irrelevant. The people on Providence knew of our existence. They were aware of our survival, aware of our plight, and still they wished to hide their presence from us.
Not because we were a threat to them, or of any larger consequence.
I think we were an embarrassment.
We were like shabby old relatives stumbling out of the night, bringing unwanted gifts and favours. Our existence made them uncomfortable. They wanted us to go away. So they damped their fires, battened their doors, shuttered their windows and kept very, very still, pretending no one was at home.
All of which would have been theirs to know, their secret to hold, their shame to live with, except for one thing.
They had not known of me.
   
So, something of a dilemma.
My fury hasn’t gone away. It boils in me like a hot tide, demanding release. I want to send this news back to the Dandelion, so that they can share in my righteous anger. That would be the proper, dutiful thing. My fellow pilgrims do not deserve to remain in ignorance about this callous, calculated act of deception.
They should learn, and know, and decide in their own time how to communicate the fact of that knowing back to Providence.
What a bitter astonishment it would be for those people on that world, to learn that their cleverness had not been sufficient. To learn that we had seen through their lie, and exposed their shame and furtiveness for what it was.
It would change no part of my fate, and make no ultimate difference to the people on the main ship. But there would be some minor solace for me in the sharing of my discovery, unburdening myself of some fraction of the anger I now carried.
So, yes, I thought long and hard about that.
   
In a corner of the capsule I find a dried petal.
The people on the Dandelion still think that they’ve done a good and noble thing, and I won’t rob them of that. Let them continue thinking that Providence is unsettled, that their observations will wing their way back to a grateful Earth, moved to tears by their selflessness. Let them have the contentment of knowing that their information will pave the way for another expedition, that their kindness will ring down the centuries.
Let them have that.
The only snag is, I don’t trust myself.
I can’t let this knowledge find its way back to them. And even if rescue isn’t feasible—and it probably isn’t—I can’t trust myself not to crack. It would be too easy to send a signal back to the Dandelion. At the moment my resolve feels total, unwavering. I believe I can hold a secret until my last breath.
But what I believe now, and what I’ll feel when the air is guttering out, are two different things.
I’m just human, and the one thing we’re not very good at is taking secrets to the grave.
I flip down the emergency panel over the pressure vent release. I settle my hand on the heavy red lever, ignoring the increasingly strident tones of the automatic warning message. I allow myself one last thought: this is also a sort of kindness, albeit not quite the one I had in mind.
And pull.



     


WRECKING PARTY
WE CAUGHT him wrecking the horseless carriage on Main Street a little after two in the morning. It was a hard rain that night, the kind that keeps most folk indoors. Hardly ever rains in Arizona, but when it does, it comes down like something Biblical. Our wrecker must have thought he had the town to himself. But Doctor Hudson was abroad, returning late from attending a birth at the ranch in Bitter Springs. Doctor Hudson had already attempted to remonstrate with the wrecker. This had earned him a powerful swing from an iron bar, the kind gangers use to lever up railroad tracks. The Doctor had dodged the bar, and after scrambling up out of the mud he had come to my office, where Tommy Benedict and I were sipping lukewarm coffee and wondering if the roof would hold against the rain.
I buckled on my holster and revolver, leaving Benedict in charge of the office.
“You recognise this man, Doctor Hudson?”
“Haven’t seen him before, Bill. Looks like a wild man, come down from the hills. Smells like he’s got half a gin house inside of him, too. He’s riled up about something.”
It didn’t take us long to find the wrecker still at work, in front of Quail’s saloon. The horseless carriage was already in a sorry state. Under the violence of the bar, the machine clanged like a cracked bell. Pieces of it were already in the mud. One of its lamps had buckled, turning it squinty-eyed. I couldn’t help think of a dog being beaten, cowering against the next blow. It was stupid because the horseless carriage was just a thing, made by men from metal and rubber and leather. It didn’t have a soul or a mind. But it looked pathetic and whimpering all the same.
“Be careful,” Hudson warned, as I neared the scene.
Mindful of what had nearly befallen the Doctor, I drew my revolver and held it up to the sky, the barrel catching the rain like a chimney spout. “This is the Town Marshal!” I shouted. “Stop what you’re doing!”
But he didn’t stop, not even when I’d fired a warning shot. The man just kept swinging away at the machine, seemingly more enraged with each strike. One of the mudguards had come off now.
I told Hudson to go back to the office and summon Tommy Benedict. I circled around the wrecker, peering through the rain as it curtained off the brim of my hat like Niagara Falls itself. It was a fool thing of Parker Quail to leave his horseless carriage out there like that, in the mud and rain, letting everyone know he was rich enough to own that fancy German toy. But that did not excuse the wrecker’s actions.
I kept a wary on both the wrecker and the saloon. I didn’t want Parker Quail or his men getting mixed up in this. Chances were good they were all sound asleep after a heavy evening of drinking and carding. But I watched the windows all the same.
If I could just time things, get that bar off him. But I wasn’t quick on my feet these days. Even more so on a cold wet night, when the bullet in me started wriggling around. I took a lurch for the bar and missed. My leg buckled under me, and I went down in the mud. Lightning flashed, lighting everything up in black and white. The wrecker really did look like a wild man, all rags and beard and crazy long hair. Enraged by my attempt to spoil his fun, he lunged at me with the rod. Thinking fast, Doctor Hudson grabbed my shoulder and tugged me sharply out of harm’s way, my posterior skidding on the mud.
“That wound playing up again, Bill?”
I pushed myself to my feet, now just as muddy as the Doctor. “You did the best you could for me. Dig any deeper, you’d have come out the other side of my leg.”
Hudson nodded: we both knew I was lucky to have kept that leg at all, after that Union bullet went into me in ’62. Better men than me were walking around on pegs. But on a damp night that Yankee shot sure did like to remind me it was there.
Thankfully, Benedict was quicker than either the Doctor or me. Before he signed on as deputy, he wrangled cattle. He’d come with his rope and had it around the wrecker on the first try, like they were both part of the same circus act. Hudson seized the chance to scoop up the iron bar. Benedict and I got hold the wrecker and hauled him like a sack of horse oats back to the office. He put up a struggle all the way back, and Benedict and I lost our footing more than once. By then it really didn’t matter how much more mud we had on us.
I thanked the Doctor and told him to go and get some shut-eye.
“Why’d you do it?” I asked the wild man, when we were indoors and Benedict was fetching the keys to open the cell. “What has Parker Quail done to you?”
“Never heard of no Quail,” mumbled our man. Inside the office, the fight had gone out of him. He was slumped down in the chair we’d pushed him into. He seemed more worn out than angry now, all his rage gone from one moment to the next, the way it often did with drunks. He gave off a stench like a barrel of vinegar.
“You were smashing private property,” Benedict said evenly, opening the cell. “That horseless carriage belongs to Parker Quail, as if you didn’t know.”
“Doesn’t matter who it belongs to,” the man said resignedly. “Had to smash it. That’s what you do. You smash ’em. Smash ’em to pieces, so they can’t move, can’t do nothing’. Smash them before they smash us. It’s just another kind of war, just like the one between the States.”
I tried to gauge the man’s years. “You fought?”
“Sure I fought. Did you?”
I nodded. “Eighteenth Georgia, under Hood’s Brigade. My war only lasted ’til Antietam, though. Guess I was lucky to get out of it with just a limp.”
“You were in the Eighteenth?”
“What I said.”
“I was Eighteenth as well.”
I looked at him skeptically. “This far west, that’s some coincidence.”
He truly did look like a wild man come down from the hills. Hair so long and straggly it fell all the way down his face, so you couldn’t tell where hair ended and beard began. No hat, and clothes that were halfway to shreds. Boots that were hanging off his feet. Smelled like he hadn’t been near any kind of water, warm or otherwise, in years. Hard to guess his age, too. The grey hair made him look old, but the eyes that looked through the hair, where it allowed, were sharp and attentive. They were clear, too. If he had been in the Eighteenth, he couldn’t be much younger than me. But the war between the States was thirty years gone.
All of a sudden, I felt a shiver of recognition.
“You got a name?” I asked, with a tingling feeling going right through me.
“You know who I am, Bill. Didn’t realise it was you, ’til you mentioned the Eighteenth. But what are the odds of two Georgia sons fighting in the same infantry unit, windin’ up in the same one-horse town in the Arizona Territory? Unless we came here together?”
“Abel,” I said quietly, almost as if I didn’t want Benedict to hear me. “Abel McCreedy.”
“Been a while, Bill.”
Benedict sauntered over. He had splashed his face in the basin and washed most of the mud off. “You two acquainted, Bill? Thought you didn’t recognise him.”
“I didn’t, at first. But it’s been—what—twenty odd years?” For Tommy Benedict’s sake I added: “Abel and I shipped west after the war was done. Tried to make a living as bounty hunters. When that didn’t work out, we signed on with the Pinkertons. Later, I ended up deputising for a marshal in Eloy. Abel stayed with the Pinks…least, that was the last thing I heard.”
“Worked out for a while,” Abel said philosophically. “But you know how it is. Always been better on my own. Tried to go freelance.”
“And?”
“Got myself into some trouble, Bill. Big trouble.” He raised his filth-caked hand slowly, and pushed the hair away from his face. He still had the beard, but there was no doubt now. I was looking at my old partner.
Big trouble. I guess it had to be.
“You’re in a whole heap more of it now,” I said.
“I got carried away out there,” Abel said. “But I had my reasons, Bill. I’m as sane as the day we parted.”
“What brought you into town now, after all this time?”
“Things built up. I guess I was kind of hopin’ our paths would cross, Bill—figured you’d help out an old friend. But then I saw that man’s horseless carriage and it all boiled up inside me and I couldn’t stop myself!”
Benedict was watching us, arms folded. Abel’s story about not recognising me was obviously a lie, if he’d been looking for me from the outset. “Want to lock him up yet?”
“Hear me out,” Abel said. “Then do what the hell you want.”
I nodded to Benedict. “Stroll over to Quail’s saloon. If no one’s awake, leave it that way. Otherwise, do what you can to placate ’em.”
“And if Quail decides to send some of his friends over to have a word with the man who smashed up his horseless carriage?”
“They’ll be breaking the law.”
“Ain’t stopped them in the past, Bill.”
“McCreedy’s in custody now. That’s all Parker Quail needs to know. Any problems with that, he can take them up with me.”
I waited until Benedict was out of the office. Parker Quail was a constant thorn in our sides. He had made a lot of money from his gambling and whoring businesses, money that he liked to flaunt as often as possible—the horseless carriage was a prime example. He also had a streak of mean in him that would have made a pit viper timid. On two occasions, Quail’s men had broken into the Town Marshal’s office and busted men out of jail. Once to free an associate, another time to enact brutal justice on man who had crossed Quail. Neither of those things had been during my time as marshal, and I was not going to let it happen a third time.
Still, I cast a wary glance at our new fortifications, the improved locks and reinforced window bars. Could someone get in?
“For your sake, Abel, you might be better off in the cell. At least until tempers have died down.”
“I don’t care about…what’d you say the man was?”
“Parker Quail,” I said slowly. “You mean this really wasn’t about getting back at him?”
“Told you, Bill. It was about the machine, not the man. It’s always about the machines. They’re all that matter now.”
   
This is what Abel McCreedy told me, while he was still in custody.
I’ve never been sure of how much to believe, even allowing for what happened with Tommy Benedict later that night. Or of what happened to Abel, come to think of it—what put him in the county asylum. None of it, maybe. Perhaps just a little. But in all our time in the Eighteenth, in all the years we bountied together, in our time under the Pinks, I never knew Abel McCreedy to tell a lie or bend a truth. He just wasn’t the lying or exaggerating type. Never thought of him as having too much in the way of imagination.
“It started with the wreckin’ parties, Bill.”
“The wrecking parties,” I said, as if this was meant to mean something.
“The train wrecks. The ones they put on, for the show. Started as a fad, like it was going to come and go, way these things generally do. But there was money behind it. Money and power. Too much to stop, even when people started gettin’ maimed and dyin’ over it.”
I knew about the train wrecks, although it had taken Abel’s prompt to jolt my memory.
It was a lunatic thing to do, when you thought about it. Started in Texas, maybe Ohio—someone getting it into their head that there could be profit in staging train wrecks, before a paying audience. They laid out maybe four miles of railroad track, straighter than an Apache arrow, and near the middle, where the two trains were due to collide, nature had seen fit to provide a natural amphitheatre from which several tens of thousands of paying customers could view proceedings. They laid out more tracks to bring people in to watch, put in a new depot and telegraph station just to cope with the number of spectators. They put in a grandstand for VIPs, only two hundred yards from the rails, and a press box for photographers half as close again. Mister Edison even came with his new motion picture camera. There were medicine shows, hucksters, a bandstand, even a purpose-built jail. They hitched up cars behind the two locomotives and sold advertising space on the sides of them. They promoted the thing for months.
It was a grand success, and also a disaster.
They brought the trains together, then backed them off until they were two miles apart. Their engineers started them going then jumped off before they had got up too much speed. Soon the locomotives and their trains were rolling faster than a man could run. Then there was no force on Earth capable of stopping things.
During my time in the Eighteenth, shortly before that shot at Antietam put me out of things, I saw a Union munitions dump go up. I was a mile away and I have never heard, nor care to hear, a louder thing. They say there was twenty tons of explosive in that munitions dump. When the locomotives ran into each other, it was as if that dump contained fifty tons, maybe more. Their boilers were not meant to explode, but they did anyway. Pieces of metal landed half a mile away. People died. Not many, it was true, out of all who came to watch, but enough that there was an outcry. They sacked the promoter. There was a move to ban organised train wrecks.
“But someone didn’t want ’em banned,” Abel said. “A Utah Congressman tried to push through the necessary legislation. They found him dead. His brother tried to find out what had happened. He disappeared. Then the brother’s wife hired me to dig a little deeper.” Through his beard I made out the cockeyed smile of a man able to look back at his own mistakes with some detachment. “I shouldn’t have taken the case. I learned things, Bill. Things that you can’t never unlearn. Things that brought me here.”
“You’re not making much sense, Abel. What does train wrecking have to do with Parker Quail’s horseless carriage?”
“It’s machines, Bill—don’t you get it? It’s all just machines. They’re comin’, rollin’ toward us like those locomotives. There’s nothing we can do to stop them.”
“Still not making sense, sorry.”
Abel closed his eyes. I could almost feel him trying to organise the crazy clutter of his mind. “I followed the money. What you always do, right? I wanted to know who was willin’ to murder and intimidate government officials to keep these wrecks happenin’. And I followed it almost all the way. That’s when I met her.”
“Her.”
“The woman. Said her name was Miss Dolores C. Steel. Ten years and I can see her like she’s standin’ in front of me now. Dressed all in black, like a widow. Black silk gloves, black veil on her hat, always carried a black parasol.” Seeing the mental picture he must have thought he was painting, he added: “But she wasn’t old and dowdy, like one of them war widows. I’d have said she wasn’t no older ‘n thirty. Still a very comely woman, dressed in the latest Boston styles. Had a very particular way of speakin’, too. Had me wondering if she wasn’t from our shores.”
“Where did you meet?”
“At a wreck in Idaho. But I’d seen her more than once before, at other wrecks. She was obviously close to the money. At first I thought that was because she was involved. Then I found out she was like me, tryin’ to get close to it.”
I nodded. “I’m guessing the woman—this Miss Steel—was connected to one of the victims. Either someone who died at one of the wrecks, or someone who got in the way of the next one happening.”
“What I thought as well. But it wasn’t like that.” Abel hesitated in his narrative, as if debating how much he dared tell me. “You knew me well in the old days, Bill. Would you say I had a level head?”
“None leveller.”
“Then make of this what you will. The day we met properly, before we’d even spoken, I followed Miss Steel into a huckster’s tent. I meant to speak to her quietly, to warn her that she was getting close to dangerous men. But she’d tricked me. The tent was empty—she’d been meaning for me to follow her! As soon as I’m inside, she spins round like a cornered cat. I start to raise my hands, let her know I mean her no harm. But I can’t! I’m totally frozen! I want to move but nothin’ happens. And I don’t mind telling you, Bill. I felt the fear of the good Lord run through me.” Again there came that hesitation. “I knew I was in the presence of something that wasn’t natural. That woman wasn’t a woman at all. Ten years ago and it feels like yesterday. You ever had that feeling before a thunderstorm, Bill? As if the air itself is all charged up and crackly?”
“Once or twice.”
“That was how I felt around Miss Steel. And it was comin’ off her. She lifted her veil, let me see her face properly. And then she did the thing I’ll never forget, not so long as I have another breath to draw.”
“Which was?”
“She took off her face.”
I repeated his words, in the hope they might make more sense coming out of my mouth than his. “She took off her face.”
Before Abel could answer there was a loud bang as Benedict came back through the door, flinging it wide open. I’d seen that determined look on his face and I knew it meant a particular breed of trouble.
“Something up, Deputy?” I asked, tearing myself from Abel’s crazy narrative.
“Exactly what you feared, Bill: Quail’s men up out of bed and spoiling for a fight.” Benedict went straight to the armory and took out his favorite Winchester shotgun, which he kept loaded and ready for occasions such as this. He strode back out with the Winchester held like a staff, barrel to the sky. My revolver still holstered from the earlier business, I followed him outside. It was still raining like Noah himself would have needed a second ark.
Benedict and I stood on the wooden platform, head and shoulders above the men who had followed Benedict back to the office.
“We know you’ve got him, Bill!”
I nodded at the man who had spoken. “Go back to your bed, Parker. All of you.”
Normally Parker Quail dressed like an East Coast businessman, with his pin-striped suit and bowler hat—the very model of civic respectability. Tonight, dragged from his slumbers by news of the vandalism wrought on his horseless carriage, he had slipped a heavy coat on over a striped nightgown and jammed his trouserless legs into a pair of boots. His hair was all uncombed and greasy.
I didn’t much care for Quail—never had. He knew that, too. He’d made his money through every form of skullduggery and intimidation known to man. His men were thugs, only now they were well-dressed thugs with friends in the right places.
“Word is your prisoner’s a friend,” Quail said. “Folk saw him drinking before he started off on his wrecking spree. Overheard him boasting about being in the Eighteenth. Now who else do we know who fought in the Eighteenth?”
I shrugged, still keeping my hand on my holster. “Friend or no friend, he’ll get the same treatment everyone gets.”
Quail spat into the mud. “What’s to say he won’t be gone by sun-up, spirited away so he won’t have to face justice?”
“My word as marshal.”
“Maybe your word isn’t worth as much as you think. McCreedy made a pretty mess of my auto-mobile.” I had never heard that expression and it did not sound as if it came naturally to Quail, more that he was trying it on for size, like a new style of hat.
“It’s just a machine, Parker. They’ll make you a new one. Now get back home!”
“Give us McCreedy, we’ll give it some consideration!” Quail said.
I glanced at Benedict. Benedict nodded and let off the shotgun, aiming it into the sky. Now none of these men were strangers to gunfire, or easily impressed. But when a lawman lets off a powerful firearm like that, a lawman that you know has the right and authority to employ that weapon within the city limits, it carries a certain conviction. Quail’s mob, yellow-bellies to a man, began to disperse.
“This ain’t over!” Quail called back to me, smearing a hand through his hair.
“Go home, sober up,” I said quietly.
I hoped it was over. Experience told me it probably wasn’t. Quail and his men would retire to their saloon and drink until their rage and thirst for retribution overcame what little good sense they possessed. It was a pattern Benedict and I were already more than familiar with.
I closed the door, told Benedict not to bother racking the shotgun for now.
“Feeling we’ve got a long night ahead of us.” I examined the cold contents of my tin mug. “You want to set some fresh coffee on, Deputy?”
Abel McCreedy was still in his chair. “Heard you give ’em both barrels, son,” he said, nodding appreciatively at Benedict, as the younger man went to light the stove.
“I doubt it made much difference,” I answered “You really could have picked someone else to make an enemy of, Abel.”
“Told you, it wasn’t nothin’ to do with Parker Quail.”
“Right,” I said, trying to pick up the thread of what we’d been discussion. The woman in the huckster’s tent, that was it. “So tell me about the lady without a face,” I said, thinking it would pass the time to daybreak, if nothing else.
Benedict looked over his shoulder. “Lady without a face?”
“Never you mind,” I growled.
Abel waited until I gave a nod for him to continue. “She reached up and pulled it away, like it was a paper mask. Only it wasn’t no paper. There was no join there, no line around her face, and yet it just came away in one piece. Mouth, nose, eyes—and the worst part of it was, the mouth and eyes were still movin’ even as she took her face off, holdin’ it in her fingers all dainty and lady-like, like this was the proper thing, like takin’ off your hat in church.”
“And what was under the mask?”
“Nothin’. That was the worst, I think. I was lookin’ down a kind of tunnel, the same shape as her face. Went on and on, like a rifle barrel, stretchin’ too far into the distance. It should have come out the back of her head, but it didn’t! And there were things around the walls of this barrel, all movin’ and tickin’ like gears and levers…but the way they was doin’ what they was doin’, I could only look at them for a second before my eyes started hurtin’. I wanted to look away. Lord knows I tried. But my head wouldn’t move. Even my eyes wouldn’t move! God have mercy, she put her face back on. Makes a squelch like a boot in mud. Just pushed it back into place, and there’s no line, no gap, where it joined back up. And she says: ‘I find it helps to get to the point, Mister McCreedy.’”
“She knew your name.”
“I don’t know how. Then she says: ‘We have been taking an uncommon interest in each other. I understand your concern for me.’” Abel spoke these words slowly and clearly, like he was making a special effort. “‘But I must warn you that the concern should be for your own well-being. You are meddling in forces beyond your narrow comprehension.’ Then she allows me to speak. I feel as if she’s reached into my head and pulled a lever, like in the cab of a locomotive. I say: ‘Who are you?’ And she answers: ‘What are you would be more appropriate, sir. I am a machine intelligence, Mister McCreedy. A mechanical woman. Think of me as a kind of clockwork automaton, if that helps you.’”
I smiled. Like it or not, he was painting a strange picture in my mind. “Did it?”
“What do you think? She had me doubting my sanity, Bill. Even now, I know how this has to sound. But ask yourself: does a mad man ever fess up to doubting his own sanity?”
“Not in my limited experience.”
Benedict came over with three tin mugs of coffee, done the way we usually took it: black as night and strong as a mule’s kick. “Seems quieter out there now,” he said, “but reckon I’ll keep a watch on things just in case.”
“Good idea,” I said, accepting my mug and offering the second to Abel.
Benedict went out the door, not taking the shotgun this time, just his holstered revolver and a mug of coffee. I didn’t doubt that we’d have more trouble from Parker Quail before sun-up, but an armed and alert deputy is a fair deterrent for most kinds.
“Miss Steel told me she was here to put things right,” Abel said. “‘The rule of law is being broken,’ she said, ‘and I have come to enforce it. Unfortunately I travel alone, and my resources are extremely limited.’”
“Did you ask her where she came from?”
Abel let out a little laugh. “She told me she came from the Moon.”
“And you believed her?”
He shifted. “Not exactly. Thing is, she wasn’t made of no clockwork, either. Something else, something stranger.” He took a cautious sip from his coffee. “Reckon she was sugarin’ the pill for me, Bill.”
“So the truth was something stranger than her coming from the Moon?”
“Now you put it like that…”
“Guess it’s no madder than a woman who can take her face off and calls herself a machine intelligence. This ‘rule of law’ she came to enforce. What in blazes did it have to do with the wrecks?”
“That’s where it gets weirder. She said there were others like her, other machine intelligences, only these other ones had come down from the Moon or wherever, to do something bad, something that was against their law. Like gamblin’, or whorin’ is against ours. And this woman…thing…this Miss Dolores C. Steel…was a kind of agent, like a Pinkerton, operatin’ for her government, trying to track these outlaws down, only she was on her own and she needed to disguise herself up so she could walk around and sneak up on them, because they were tricked out like she was, made to look like ord’nary men and women.”
“She was happy to tell you all this?”
“Said it didn’t matter to her one way or the other whether I believed a dang word of it. Just that it was better for me if I kept out of things. She said she didn’t want people like me gettin’ hurt because of their differences.”
“And these differences…what these clockwork Moon people were falling out over…they somehow centered on train wrecks?”
“Machines, Bill—like I said right there at the start. According to Dolores C. Steel that’s all there is out there. Just machines. Clockwork folk like Miss Steel herself. Machine intelligences. Folks like you and me, made of flesh and blood, we’re a creek that don’t run nowhere. She said it’s like that on all the planets, wherever you go. Life starts out all creepy-crawly, with birds and bees and flowers, and monkeys and rattlesnakes and men and women. Then folks get lazy and start fashionin’ themselves all kinds of tools and accouterments—fancy ploughs and waterwheels, then steam hammers and riverboats, then locomotives and telegraphs and horseless carriages. Get so lazy they can’t even walk to see a spectacle, so they settle for lookin’ at photographs and Mister Edison’s vitascope instead. And it don’t stop with horseless carriages, neither. Miss Steel says that’s just the start of things—the first word on the first page! Before long there are flyin’ machines and talkin’ machines and machines makin’ more machines! And once that happens, it’s like setting the throttle on a steam locomotive, and jumpin’ off while she’s still movin’! You can’t stop it! Can’t slow it down! It’s techno-logical progress, Bill. Starts off seemin’ like a good thing, but it ends with machines taking over. Ain’t room for two kinds of folk, and the clockwork kind always win. Kill us, squeeze us out, just plain outlive us—don’t matter in the long run.”
“You still haven’t got to the wrecking.”
“That’s easy—or at least Miss Steel made it seem that way. She says there are good machines and bad machines out there. The bad ones, they’re always lookin’ out for a world like ours. Got to come at the right time. We’re like an apple that’s just turnin’ red and juicy—ripe for picking. They see our machines and see what they used to be—all steam and pistons and oil and smoke. To them it’s like animals, or little children.”
“I still don’t…”
“Bill, it’s like this. There are men who’ll pay to see bears and dogs fight each other to the death. Men who’ll pay to see terrible things done to other people, too—pay to see people do things to people, if it comes to that. All kinds of violence and depravity, things that’ll make any godfearing soul sick to the pit of their stomach, there’s someone out there who’ll pay for it. Well, it’s no different for the machines. But they have their own laws and civilisation, too. And places where the law don’t stick. Like here.”
“So the wrecks…that’s like cockfighting, or bear-baiting, to these people?”
“Near as Miss Steel could make me understand it. And she said that violence being done by one machine to another was the worst thing she could imagine, and that it was important to track down the machine intelligences who were behind all this, yankin’ our chains to keep the wrecks happenin’, because if she didn’t, they’d only go on to worse things.”
“Worse things,” I repeated.
“It’s like a disease. Sign of somethin’ not right in their heads. Miss Steel’s here to catch ’em, take ’em back home. Back to their own justice.”
“But our machines…they’re just metal and rivets and bolts. They move because of steam and fire and men pulling levers. There’s no mind inside of them.”
“I asked Miss Steel that. She said I was lookin’ at things from a ‘biological perspective’. To them, there ain’t no line in the dirt ’twixt one machine and another. A woman that talks and takes off her face, a telegraph machine, a Colt revolver, an iron bar, it’s all just a question of degrees. They don’t see themselves as standin’ apart from all the other sorts of machines. They’re all kinfolk. And when they see a holy abomination bein’ done to one of their kind, it makes ’em full of righteous indignation!”
That made no sense to me, that a machine could see all other machines as being kin, but then I thought back to the wrecking of the horseless carriage, how it had looked pathetic to me, like a dog being beaten.
“Then I truly don’t understand, Abel. She told you all this, and yet I still found you smashing up Parker Quail’s machine?”
“She made me believe it, Bill, but that don’t mean I had to like any of it. I believe in the Devil—don’t mean I dance to his tune, neither. Miss Steel told me that the machines will always triumph, sooner or later. Gonna happen here, too—and men with their horseless carriages, they’re only hurryin’ it on!”
“So you wrecked Quail’s carriage to stop the machines taking over?”
“Knew it wouldn’t make no difference, Bill, but if everyone did the same thing, then maybe it would…or least ways slow it down some. Why d’we have to stampede into this? Ain’t the future coming fast enough as it is, without giddyin’ it along like the Pony Express?”
I thought about the changes I’d seen, just since the war between the States. You owned the world when you were a young man, felt it like it was fashioned to fit your hands. You could do anything with it you wanted to. But the world kept changing, and sooner or later there came a day when it didn’t feel like you were the one the world was interested in any more.
“That’s just old age talking, Abel.”
“Maybe it is. I’ll tell you this, though, Bill. Whatever you think of me, I didn’t imagine Miss Dolores C. Steel. I was talkin’ to her plain as I’m talkin’ to you now. Told you that was ten long years ago. Ain’t been a day since then when I haven’t ruminated on her words. She put things in my head, made it hard for me to feel at home around decent folk. Won’t say I didn’t seek solace in the bottle, either. But even liquor couldn’t wash away what she’d made me believe. I didn’t mean no harm by Parker Quail. But when I saw that horseless carriage, something in me snapped. I had to do my part, Bill. I had to slow things down.”
“If you’re right, it won’t make a shred of difference. Not in the long run. But then, I suppose, what does?”
“You gotta help me, Bill. I know I did a rash thing out there. But it ain’t Parker Quail or his men I’m worried about.”
“Who?”
“They’re still out there. The machines Miss Steel was tryin’ to find.” He shook his head ruefully. “Should’ve listened to that woman. She told me not to go pokin’ my nose into what I didn’t understand, but I thought I knew better…I couldn’t help myself, Bill. I had to know if what I’d seen in that tent was real. So I kept on, tryin’ to get close to the men at the heart of things…and I got too close. They know about me, know what I know…and I know one day they’ll find me.”
“Maybe you should’ve stayed out of harm’s way, instead of making a public spectacle of yourself.”
My words seemed to wash through him. “You can get me out of here, Bill. Over the state line. I’ll make it to Mexico. You won’t never hear of me again.”
I thought of what Parker Quail had said, of how I’d look after my friend. “I can’t do that, Bill. We both know that. But you’ll be safe here. What you’ve done ain’t exactly a swinging crime.”
“Help me, Bill.”
I made to answer when something crashed against the window, as if it had been hurled from the street. The glass shattered, but the iron bars prevented the object from going any further.
“Don’t go anywhere,” I said, placing down my coffee mug. I wasn’t surprised that someone had hurled something at the office, but I was annoyed and puzzled that there’d been no reaction from Benedict, no shout or warning shot.
Something compelled me to fetch the shotgun. I cocked it, opened the door and stepped onto the platform. A fist-sized pebble lay at my feet. Two shadowy figures were slipping away, ducking down the narrow alley between the land office and Kimball’s hardware store. It was still raining like the ocean itself was over our heads, draining out through the clouds.
“Benedict!” I shouted. “Where in heck are you?”
“Over here, boss!”
Benedict was running down the street, coming back from the wrong direction. He had his revolver drawn. “Thought I had ’em!”
“Must’ve been more than two of them,” I said, figuring that they’d meant to draw Benedict in the wrong direction. I was cross, but I couldn’t hold it against my deputy. It was hard to see much on a night like this, and Parker Quail’s men were sly and numerous enough to give us the runaround if they so wished. “Guess I didn’t make my point strongly enough.” I began to negotiate the steps down from the platform.
“Where you going, boss?”
“Quail’s saloon. See if I can talk some sense into that snake-mean sonofabitch.”
Benedict paused halfway up the platform, the light from our window catching the gleam of his boots.
“You want backup?”
I shook my head. “Keep an eye on Abel McCreedy until I’m back. All this over a horseless goddamn carriage!”
“My mammy always said no good’ll come of such things,” Benedict said, slipping past me.
I didn’t know what kind of a deal I was going to have to make with Parker Quail to keep the peace, but just the thought of it was already leaving a taste in my mouth like I’d sucked snake venom. I’d made my promise to Abel, though. I couldn’t shield him from the law, but I could shield him from lynch mobs.
But I was halfway to Quail’s saloon when it felt like a little lever had just clicked in my head.
Something wrong about Benedict.
Not the fact that he’d mentioned his mammy, which was unusual. But his boots. Gleaming in the window light. There hadn’t been one damned speck of mud on them, as he came up those steps. Almost as if the mud didn’t want to be on them, like it had better places to be hanging around.
He’d looked dry, too. Even though it was still bucketing down. I was already soaked clean through.
Feeling a deep foreboding, I turned around and headed straight back to the office. It couldn’t have been more than two minutes since I’d stepped off the platform. The door was ajar, a crack of light spilling out onto the platform. I readied myself, prepared to use that shotgun, and kicked the door wide.
McCreedy was still there. Nothing had happened to him. He was still sitting in the chair, facing me with a kind of slack-jawed look about him, as if it was odd for a man to come busting through a door with a Winchester shotgun, which I suppose was a fair reaction.
“I thought…” I started. Then: “Where’s Benedict? Did you see Benedict return?”
Abel didn’t answer. He was still looking at me, but nothing on his face had changed. His mouth was still open. A long line of drool began to ooze its way out between his lips, down into the unchartered territory of his beard.
“Abel?” I asked. “Abel? What in hell’s gotten into you?”
He made a sound. It was a series of dry clicks, made with the back of the throat, the kind that people make in their sleep when they’re halfway to snoring.
I set down the shotgun and rushed to Abel. I knew then that something was wrong with him, something beyond the capability of any doctor or surgeon to remedy, but I didn’t want to believe it. He was still alive, still breathing, and I couldn’t see a scratch or bruise on him that hadn’t been there before. But someone or something had got to him, I was sure of that.
“Abel, talk to me,” I said, holding his head in my hands.
He just kept up that clicking. His eyes were looking into mine with a powerful fear, as if he knew just as well as I did that there was something terribly wrong. But there was nothing he or I could do.
Behind me, the door opened.
“Boss!”
It was Benedict, as muddy and soaked as his earlier apparition should have been.
I still had my hands on Abel’s head. “Where’ve you been?”
“Heard a commotion around the back, went to look. Wasn’t no one there, so I came back. Why are looking at me that way?”
Benedict didn’t need to know what I’d seen only a few minutes earlier. It didn’t help a man to know his double might be walking around. “Something’s happened to Abel.”
“You mean someone got in?” He was standing in the doorway, half in, half out. “How could they, boss? One of us would’ve been here.”
“Something happened,” I said. “That’s all I know.”
Benedict took off his hat, shook the rain off it.
   
I don’t suppose the dry facts add up to much. Abel McCreedy, a man of my acquaintance, was caught wrecking someone else’s property. The man was detained and found in possession of an outlandish story, unquestionably the product of a mind losing its hold on things. Threats were made against the man, and my deputy and I took pains to assert our authority against an organised lynch mob under the influence of Parker Quail, owner of the damaged property. In the course of events, on a dark and rainy night, there was a momentary confusion of identities. Someone may or may not have gained entrance to the Town Marshal’s office by posing as my deputy Tommy Benedict. If they did, they left no trace of their presence save a man turned mute and fear-struck. Of course, when a man has spent ten years of his life staring down a bottle, that sort of thing can happen to him without outside assistance.
Doctor Hudson certified that Abel McCreedy had suffered damage to his wits, damage that was serious and irrevocable enough to render him totally unfit for trial. Unfit for anything, in fact. Abel McCreedy, son of Georgia, soldier, bounty hunter, Pinkerton, private detective—and good friend of mine—was sent to end his days in the county asylum. He remains there today. I have it on excellent authority that he has never utterered an intelligible word, although he is said to be given to screaming in his sleep.
Mostly, I have tried not to think about Abel, or of his story of machine intelligences. It has not been too hard. There is always more work for me and my deputies. Each year seems busier than the last, and each year goes quicker, too. None of us get any younger. At times it is almost too much. One learns to snatch the quiet hours when they come. Tommy Benedict has long since moved on, but I soon taught my new deputy the way I take my coffee. When there is a chance, I like to read the newspaper. They have photographs in them now, and advertisements for automobiles. No one calls them horseless carriages anymore.
I am reading about some brothers in North Carolina, bicycle makers, when there is a knock at the door. A woman enters, dressed all in black, and there is something electric in the air, like the premonition of a thunderstorm.
“Miss Dolores C. Steel,” I say.
“You know my name.”
“I heard about you from Abel McCreedy. He told me you met in a huckster’s tent.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“But you don’t look any older than the way he described you. I shouldn’t be surprised, should I?” I fold my newspaper carefully. “Have you come to turn me mute as well?”
“That wasn’t my doing, Marshal. I wanted the best for your friend, but he wouldn’t listen. Unfortunately he came to the attention of the wrong sort of people. I don’t know how they found him so quickly. They must have been waiting…knowing he would seek your assistance sooner or later. I would have liked to help, but I was…elsewhere. I’m truly sorry about what happened.”
“Can you make Abel better?”
“No, that’s not within my gift. But I understand you did your best that night.”
“It wasn’t much.”
“Have you had cause to ponder on the things Abel told you? The other things, I mean.”
“How do you know he said anything at all?”
“Intuition, Marshal. And the way you’re looking at me now.” She raises a hand. “I’ve not come to do you harm. Far from it. I just wanted to put your mind at ease. The people who did that to Abel…they needn’t concern you now. They’ve been brought to account.”
“Here, or on the Moon?”
The tiniest smile cracks the masklike perfection of her face. “A little further than the Moon. But they won’t be back here. And I’m sorry for the trouble that was caused.”
“To me?”
“To your planet. There’ll be no more…interference.”
I nod at this, but my qualms won’t settle that easily. “But what Abel told me, it all still holds? The triumph of the machines? That’s all still going to happen?”
“I’ve seen it on a thousand worlds. I wish I could say otherwise.”
“You almost sound sympathetic, Miss Steel.”
“Perhaps I am. I’ve spent a lot of time around the organic. It’s hard not to form attachments.” She pauses and extends her hand. The fist is closed, but it opens slowly. “The thing that was troubling you, since the war between the States? I took the liberty of removing it. I hope you won’t consider that an impertinence.”
She leans forward and places the little black pellet on my desk. It’s impossibly tiny. How can a thing that small have given me so much unpleasantness? It doesn’t seem fair.
“When did you remove it?”
“A few moments ago. I needed only to be in this room. The rest was…well, I’ll spare you the details.” She cocks her head in an oddly clockwork manner. “I could put it back, if you’d like.”
“No,” I say. “Please don’t.”
“I’ll be leaving soon. I just wanted to make your acquaintance…”
“Thank you, Miss Steel.”
“See me to the street, Marshal?”
I stand, and for the first time since that bullet went into me, I don’t feel the slightest twinge. I wonder if it’s a trick, a kind of hypnosis. That little black thing on my desk could be anything, just some grit she found out on the road. I won’t know for certain that she is what she says she is, until she does that thing with her face. But I can’t very well ask that of a lady.
Even in these times of automobiles and flying machines, there are limits.



     


SIXTEEN QUESTIONS FOR KAMALA CHATTERJEE
What first drew you to the problem?
SHE SMILES, looking down at her lap.
She is ready for this. On the day of her thesis defence she has risen early after a good night’s sleep, her mind as clean and clear as the blue skies over Ueno Park. She has taken the electric train to Keisei-Ueno station and then walked the rest of the way to the university campus. The weather is pleasantly warm for April, and she has worn a skirt for this first time all year. The time is hanami—the shifting, transient festival of the cherry blossom blooms. Strolling under the trees, along the shadow-dappled paths, families and tourists already gathering, she has tried to think of every possible thing she be might asked.
“I like things that don’t quite fit,” she begins. “Problems that have been sitting around nearly but not quite solved for a long time. Not the big, obvious ones. Keep away from those. But the ones everyone else forgets about because they’re not quite glamorous enough. Like the solar p-mode oscillations. I read about them in my undergraduate studies in Mumbai.”
She is sitting with her hands clenched together over her skirt, knees tight together, wondering why she felt obliged to dress up for this occasion when her examiners have come to work wearing exactly the same casual outfits as usual. Two she knows well: her supervisor, and another departmental bigwig. The third, the external examiner, arrived in Tokyo from Nagoya University, but even this one is familiar enough from the corridors. They all know each other better than they know her. Her supervisor and the external advisor must have booked a game of tennis for later. They both have sports bags with racket handles sticking out the side.
That’s what they’re mainly thinking about, she decides. Not her defence, not her thesis, not three years of work, but who will do best at tennis. Old grudges, old rivalries, boiling to the surface like the endless upwelling of solar convection cells.
“Yes,” she says, feeling the need to repeat herself. “Things that don’t fit. That’s where I come in.”
Then she sits back brightly and waits for the next question.
When you touched the Chatterjee Anomaly, the object that bore your name, the birth name you were given so many centuries ago, what did you feel?
Fear. Exhilaration. Wonder and terror at how far we’d come. How far I’d come. What it had taken to bring me to this point. We’d made one kind of bridge, between the surface of the Sun and the Anomaly, and that was difficult enough. I’d seen every step of it—borne witness to the entire thing, from the moment Kuroshio dropped her sliver of hafnium alloy on my desk. Before that, even, when I glimpsed the thing in the residuals. But what I hadn’t realised—not properly—was that I’d become another kind of bridge, just as strange as the one we drilled down into the photosphere. I’d borne witness to myself, so I ought not to have been so surprised. But I was, and just then it hit me like a tidal wave. From the moment they offered me the prolongation I’d allowed myself to become something I couldn’t explain, something that had its inception far in the past, in a place called Mumbai, and which reached all the way to the present, anchored to this instant, this point in space and time, inside this blazing white furnace. In that moment I don’t think there was anything capable of surprising me more than what I’d turned into. But then I touched the object, and it whispered to me, and I knew I’d been wrong. I still had a capacity for astonishment.
That in itself was astonishing.
It was only later that I realised how much trouble we were in.
Can you express the problem for your doctoral research project in simple terms—reduce it to its basics?
“It’s a bit like earthquakes,” she says, trying to make it seem as if she is groping for a suitable analogy. “Ripples in the Earth’s crust. The way those ripples spread, the timing and shape of their propagation as they bounce around inside the crust, there’s information in those patterns that the seismologists can use. They can start mapping things they wouldn’t ordinarily be able to see, like deep faults—like the To-kai fault, out beyond Tokyo Bay. It’s the same with the Sun. For about sixty years people have been measuring optical oscillations in the surface of the Sun, then comparing them against mathematical models. Helioseismology—mapping the solar interior using what you can deduce from the surface. Glimpsing hidden structure, density changes, reflective surfaces and so on. It’s the only way we can see what’s going on.”
You mentioned Kuroshio. We have records of an individual with that name. She was an academic scientist at the same institution as you, in the same nation state. This was long before Prometheus Station. Was Kuroshio the first to speculate about the project’s ultimate feasibility?
Kuroshio was a colleague—a friend. We played football together, in the women’s squad. Do you know what football was? No, of course you wouldn’t. My friend was a solid-state physicist, specialising in metallurgy. I knew her a little when I was preparing my thesis, but it was only after I resubmitted it that we got to know each other really well. She showed me around her lab—they had a diamond anvil in there, a tool for producing extremely high pressures, for making materials that didn’t exist on Earth, like super-dense hydrogen.
One morning she comes into my office. She had to share one with three postdocs herself, so she envied me having a whole office to myself. I think she’s come to talk about training, but instead Kuroshio drops a handkerchief-sized scrap of paper onto my desk, like it’s a gift, and invites me to examine the contents. Is any of this making sense to you?
Never mind. All I can see is a tiny sliver of metal, a sort of dirty silver in colour. I ask Kuroshio to explain and she says it’s a sample of a new alloy, a blend of hafnium, carbon and nitrogen, cooked up in the solid-state physics lab. Like I’m supposed to be impressed. But actually I am, once she starts giving me the background. This is a theoretical material: a substance dreamed up in a computer before anyone worked out how to synthesize it. And the startling thing is, this material could endure two-thirds of the surface temperature of the Sun without melting.
“You know what this means, don’t you?” she asked me. “This is only a beginning. We can think about reaching that crazy alien thing you discovered. We can think about drilling a shaft into the Sun.”
I laughed at her, but I really shouldn’t have.
Kuroshio was right.
What makes you think you might be a suitable candidate for doctoral work? Select one or more answers from the options below. Leave blank if you feel none of the options apply.
I am diligent student. I have studied hard for my degree and always completed my coursework on time.

I believe that I have a capacity for independent research. I do not need constant supervision or direction to guide my activities. In fact, I work better alone than in a crowd.

I look forward to the day when I can call myself “doctor”. I will enjoy the prestige that comes from the title.
You felt that the solar heliospheric oscillations would be a fruitful area to explore?
No, an inward voice answers sarcastically. I thought that it would be an excellent way to waste three years. But she straightens in her chair and tries to make her hands stop wrestling with each other. It’s sweaty and close in this too-small office. The blinds are drawn, but not perfectly, and sunlight is fighting its way through the gaps. Bars of light illuminate dust in the air, dead flies on the window sill, the spines of textbooks on the wall behind the main desk.
“Before I left Mumbai I’d spent a summer working with Sun Dragon, a graphics house working on really tough rendering problems. Light-tracing, real physics, for shoot ’em up games and superhero movies. I took one look at what those guys were already doing, compared it to the models everyone else was using to simulate the solar oscillations, and realised that the graphics stuff was way ahead. So that’s where I knew I had an edge, because I’d soaked up all that knowledge and no one in astrophysics had a clue how far behind they were. That gave me a huge head start. I still had to build my simulation, of course, and gather the data, and it was a whole year before I was even close to testing the simulation against observations. Then there was a lot of fine-tuning, debugging…”
They look at graphs and tables, chewing over numbers and interpretation. The coloured images of the solar models are very beautiful, with their oddly geometric oscillation modes, like carpets or tapestries wrapped around the Sun.
“P-mode oscillations are the dominant terms,” she says, meaning the pressure waves. “G-mode oscillations show up in the models, but they’re not nearly as significant.”
P for pressure.
G for gravity.
The road to Prometheus Station was arduous. Few of us have direct memories of those early days. But the prolongation has given you an unusual, not to say unique perspective. Do you remember the difficulties?
Difficulty was all we knew. We breathed it like air. Every step was monumental. New materials, new cooling methods, each increment bringing us closer and closer to the photosphere. Our probes skimmed and hovered, dancing closer to that blazing edge. They endured for hours, minutes. Sometimes seconds. But we pushed closer. Decades of constant endeavour. A century gone, then another. Finally the first fixed bridgehead, the first physical outpost on the surface of the Sun. Prometheus Station. A continent-sized raft of black water-lilies, floating on a breath of plasma, riding the surge and plunge of cellular convection patterns. Not even a speck on the face of the Sun, but a start, a promise. The lilies existed only to support each other, most of their physical structure dedicated to cooling—threaded with refrigeration channels, pumps as fierce as rocket engines, great vanes and grids turned to space…each a floating machine the size of a city, and we had to keep building the entire network and throwing it away, whenever there was a storm, a mass ejection, or a granulation supercell too big for our engineering to ride out. We got better at everything, slowly. Learned to read the solar weather, to adjust Prometheus Station’s position, dancing around the prominences. Decades and decades of failure and frustration, until we managed to survive two complete turns of the sunspot cycle. Slowly the outpost’s complexity increased. To begin with, the only thing we required of it was to endure. That was challenge enough! Then we began to add functionality. Instruments, probes. We drilled down from its underside, pushed feelers into thickening plasma. Down a hundred kilometres, then a thousand. No thought of people ever living on it—that was still considered absurd.
The alignment between your models and the p-mode data is impressive—groundbreaking. It will be of great benefit to those working to gain a better understanding of the energy transport mechanisms inside the Sun. Indeed, you go further than that, speculating that a thorough program of modelling and mapping, extended to a real-time project, could give us vital advance warning of adverse solar weather effects, by linking emergent patterns in the deep convection layers with magnetic reconnection and mass ejection episodes. That seems a bold statement for a doctoral candidate. Do you wish to qualify it?
“No.”
But people came, didn’t they? Or what we might call people?
Call them what you will. All I know is that we’d got better at stability. Fifty years without losing Prometheus Station, then a century. I’d have lived to see none of it if they hadn’t offered me the prolongation, but by then I was too vital to the project to be allowed the kindness of dying. And I’m not sorry, really, at least not of those early stages. It was marvellous, what we learned to do. I wish Kuroshio had seen it all—I wish they’d been as generous to her as they were to me. I wish she’d been there when the machines constructed a station, a habitable volume on one of the central lilies. Heat wasn’t the central problem by then—we could cool any arbitrary part of the station down as low as we liked, provided we accepted a thermal spike elsewhere. Thermodynamics, that’s all. Gravity turned out to be the real enemy. Twenty-seven gees! No unaugmented person could survive such a thing for more than a few seconds. So they shaped the first occupants. Rebuilt their bodies, their bones and muscles, their circulatory systems. They were slow, lumbering creatures—more like trees or elephants than people. But they could live on the Sun, and to the Sunwalkers it was the rest of us who were strange, ephemeral, easily broken. Pitiable, if you want the truth of it. Of course, I had to become one of them. I don’t remember who had the idea first, me or them, but I embraced the transformation like a second birth. They sucked out my soul and poured it back into a better, stronger body. Gave me eyes that could stare into the photosphere without blinking—eyes that could discriminate heat and density and patterns of magnetic force. We strode that bright new world like gods. It’s exactly what we were, for a little time. It was glorious.
No, better than that. We were glorious.
Let’s turn now to your concluding remarks. You summarise your mathematical principles underpinning your simulations, discuss the complexities involved in comparing the computer model to the observed p-mode data, and highlight the excellent agreement seen across all the comparisons. Or almost all of them. What are we to make of the discrepancies, slight as they are?
“They’re just residuals,” she says, not wanting to be drawn on this point, but also not wanting to make it too obvious that she would rather be moving into safer waters. The Sun’s angle behind the blinds has shifted during the conversation and now a spike of brightness is hitting her dead in the eye, making her squint. There’s a migraine pressure swelling up somewhere behind her forehead.
“The worrying thing would be if the model and the data were in too close an agreement, because then you’d conclude that one or the other had been fudged.” She squints at them expectantly, hoping for the agreement that never comes. “Besides, the only way to resolve that discrepancy—small as it is—would be to introduce an unrealistic assumption.”
What attracts you to the idea of working in Tokyo? Select one or more answers from the options below. Leave blank if you feel none of the options apply.
Tokyo is a bustling city with vibrant nightlife. I plan to throw myself into it with abandon. I will never be short of things to do in Tokyo.
I have always had a romantic attachment to the idea of living in Japan. I have seen many films and read many comic strips. I am certain that I will not be disappointed by the reality of life in Tokyo.
Beyond the university, the city is irrelevant to me. Provided I have somewhere affordable to sleep, and access to colleagues, funds and research equipment, I could live anywhere. I expect to spend most of time in air-conditioned rooms, staring at computer screens. I could be in Mumbai or Pasadena or Cairo for all the difference it will make.
But to go deeper…you must have quailed at the challenge ahead of you?
We did, but we also knew no one was better equipped to face it. Slowly we extended our downward reach. Ten thousand kilometres, eventually—feelers tipped with little bubbles of air and cold, in which we could survive. The deep photosphere pressing in like a vice made of light, seeking out the tiniest flaw, the slightest weakness. Beneath three hundred kilometres, you couldn’t see the sky any more. Just that furious white furnace, above and below.
But clever alloys and cooling systems had taken us as far as they were capable. Electron-degenerate matter was our next advance—the same material white dwarf stars are made out of. A century before we got anywhere with that. Hard enough to crush matter down to the necessary densities; even harder to coax it into some sort of stability. Only the fact of the Anomaly kept us going. It provided a sort of existence theorem for our enterprise. An alien machine survives inside the Sun, deeper than any layer we’ve reached. If it can do that, so can we.
Hubris? Perhaps.
But the truth is we might as well have been starting science from scratch. It was like reinventing fire, reinventing basic metallurgy.
We did it, all the same. We sent sounding probes ahead of the main shaft, self-contained machines constructed from shells of sacrificial degenerate matter. Layers of themselves boiled away until all that was left was a hard nugget of cognitive machinery, with just enough processing power to swim around, make observations and signal back to us. They forged a path, tested our new materials and methods. Another century. We pushed our physical presence down to thirty thousand kilometres—a borehole drilled halfway to the prize. Conditions were tough—fully murderous. We could send machines to the bottom of the shaft, but not Sunwalkers. So we shaped new explorers, discarding our old attachment to arms and legs, heads and hearts. Sunsprites. Sun Dragons, I called us. A brain, a nervous system, and then nothing else you’d ever recognise as human. Quick, strong, luminous creatures—mermaids of light and fire. I became one, when they asked. There was never the slightest hesitation. I revelled in what they’d made of me. We could swim beyond the shaft, for a little while—layers of sacrificial armour flaking away from us like old skins. But even the degenerate matter was only a step along the way. Our keenest minds were already anticipating the next phase, when we had to learn the brutal alchemy of nuclear degenerate matter. Another two centuries! Creating tools and materials from neutron-star material made our games with white dwarf matter look like child’s play. Which it was, from our perspective. We’d come a long way. Too far, some said.
But still we kept going. What else were we going to do?
What do you mean by unrealistic?
“Look,” she says, really feeling that migraine pressure now, her squinting eyes watering at the striped brightness coming through the blinds, a brightness with her name on it. “Everyone knows the Sun is round. A child will tell you that. Your flag says the same thing. But actually the Sun is really quite unreasonably round. It’s so round that it’s practically impossible to measure any difference between the diameter at the poles and the diameter at the equator. And if a thing’s round on the outside, that’s a fairly large hint that it’s symmetric all the way through to the middle. You could explain away the residuals by adding an asymmetric term into the solar interior, but it really wouldn’t make any sense to do so.”
And nor, she thinks, would it make sense to introduce that term anyway, then run many simulations springing from it, then compare them against the data, over and over, hoping that the complication—like the cherry blossoms—will fall away at the first strong breeze, a transient business, soon to be forgotten.
They stare at her with a sort of polite anticipation, as if there is something more she ought to have said, something that would clear the air and allow them to proceed. They are concerned for her, she thinks—or at least puzzled. Her gaze slips past theirs, drawn to the pattern behind the blinds, the play of dust and light and shadow, as if there’s some encouraging or discouraging signal buried in that information, hers for the reading.
But instead they ask to see a graph of the residuals.
Can you be certain of our fate?
Yes, as I’m sure of it as anyone can be. Obviously there are difficulties of translation. After all the centuries, after all the adaptive changes wrought on me, my mind is very far from that of a baseline human. Having said that, I am still much, much closer to you than I am to the Anomaly. And no matter what you may make of me—no matter how strange you now find me, this being that can swim inside a star, this Sun Dragon of degenerate matter who could crush your ships and stations as easily as she blinks, you must know that I feel a kinship.
I am still human. I am still Kamala Chatterjee, and I remember what I once used to be. I remember Mumbai, I remember my parents, I remember their kindness in helping me follow my education. I remember grazing my shins in football. I remember the burn of grass on my palm. I remember sun-dappled paths, paper lanterns and evening airs. I remember Kuroshio, although you do not. And I call myself one of you, and hope that my account of things is accurate. And if I am correct—and I have no reason to think otherwise—then I am afraid there is very little ambiguity about our fate.
When I touched the Anomaly, I suddenly knew its purpose. It’s been waiting for us, primed to respond. Sitting inside the Sun like a bomb. An alien timebomb. Oh, you needn’t worry about that. The Sun won’t explode, and tongues of fire won’t lash out against Earth and the other worlds. Nothing so melodramatic.
No; what will happen—what is happening—is far subtler. Kinder, you might say. You and I live in the moment. We have come to this point in our history, encountered the Anomaly, and now we ponder the consequences of that event. But the Anomaly’s perception isn’t like that. Its view of us is atemporal. We’re more like a family tree than a species. It sees us as decision-branch structure frozen in time—a set of histories, radiating out from critical points. An entity that has grown into a particular complex shape, interacted with the Anomaly across multiple contact points, and which must now be pruned. Cut back. Stripped of its petals as the summer winds strip a cherry blossom.
I can feel it happening. I think some of it rubbed off on me, and now I’m a little bit spread out, a little bit smeared, across some of these histories, some of these branches. Becoming atemporal. And I can feel those branches growing thinner, withering back from their point of contact, as if they’ve touched a poison. Can you feel it too?
No, I didn’t think so.
If you were offered a placement, when do you think you would be able to start your research? Select one or more answers from the options below. Leave blank if you feel none of the options apply.
I would be able to start within a few months, once I have settled my affairs in my home country.
I would like to start immediately. I am eager to begin my doctoral work.
I would like time to consider the offer.
We feel that the thesis cannot be considered complete without a thorough treatment of the residual terms. A proper characterisation of these terms will lead to a clearer picture of the “anomaly” that seems to be implied by the current analysis. This will entail several more months of work. Are you prepared to accept this commitment?
A moment grows longer, becomes awkward in its attenuation. She feels their eyes on her, willing her to break the silence. But it has already gone on long enough. There can be no way to speak now that will not cast a strange, eccentric light on her behaviour. That light coming through the window feels unbearably full of meaning, demanding total commitment to the act of observation.
Her throat moves. She swallows, feeling herself pinned to this moving instant in space and time, paralysed by it. Her migraine feels less like a migraine and more like a window opening inside her head, letting in futures. Vast possibilities unfold from this moment. Terrifying futures, branching away faster and more numerous than thoughts can track. There is a weight on her that she never asked for, never invited. A pressure, sharpening down to a point like the tip of a diamond anvil.
There’s a version of her that did something magnificent and terrible. She traces the contingent branches back in time, until they converge on this office, this moment, this choice.
Agree to their request. Or fail.
She gathers her notes and rises to leave. She smoothes her skirt. They watch her without question, faces blank—her actions so far outside the usual parameters that her interrogators have no frame of reference.
“I have to go to the park again,” she says, as if that ought to be answer enough, all that was required of her. “It’s still hanami. There’s still time.”
They watch as Kamala Chatterjee closes the door behind her. She goes to Ueno Park, wanders the cherry blossom paths, remaining there until the lantern lighters come and an evening cool touches the air.



     


DEATH’S DOOR
SAKURA BECAME aware that he had an audience. He dipped his brushes in liquid ammonia and set them down on the easel, turning from his canvas and the landscape beyond it.
“Still dabbling?” asked the figure that had been watching him paint.
“Everyone needs a hobby, Tristan.”
“I sat down at a piano recently,” the figure answered, after a moment’s reflection. “Not in this anatomy, obviously. But my hands moved to the keys and I stumbled my way through a late Rachmaninov. Until then I barely remembered that I could play.”
“That’s procedural memory for you. Other than smell, there’s not much that gets into our brains quite that deeply.” Sakura extracted his brushes from the ammonia solvent, sniffing at them before beginning to dry them on a rag. He wondered why ammonia always made him feel melancholic, burdened by something he could not quite identify.
“You don’t have to stop on my account,” Tristan said, as he picked his way nearer. Like Sakura he had adopted centaur anatomy, by far the most practical option for coping with Titan’s combination of high gravity and treacherous footing.
“I’m done,” Sakura said with a sigh of resignation, stepping back from the easel. “It wasn’t going very well, anyway. Is there any reason why you’ve come here, Tristan?”
“No law against looking up old friends, is there?”
“If only it were that.”
“We’ve both come,” said a second voice, higher and more fluting than the first. A transparent sphere bobbed down from a low escarpment of frozen methane, with a winged angel floating within it.
“Gedda,” Sakura said, with only mild surprise. “I should have guessed Tristan only ever came as part of a double act.”
“If your friends can’t intervene in a time of need, what good are they?” Gedda’s sphere touched down next to Tristan. They were indeed old friends; he had known both for at least four hundred years, through adventures, wild times, joys and sorrows and more anatomies than any of them could count. Somewhere in his winnowings he had lost the specifics of how they had met, but it hardly mattered to him now; it was enough that the three liked each other (while occasionally testing the limits of that union) and had many shared experiences.
Gedda was examining the canvas, shaking her head slowly. Her skull was small and sleek, bird-light in its cranial architecture. Her body form was diaphanous, with her core nervous system embedded within layers of translucent anatomy, with her veined and colour-tinted wings folded back on themselves.
“Is that your idea of composition, Sakura? That mountain’s all wrong. You’ve got it much too far over.”
“Clearly no one ever told him about the rule of thirds,” Tristan said confidentially, cupping a hand to the side of his mouth.
“It’s a methane berg, not a mountain. Look, I appreciate seeing both of you—I really do. But you can forget any ideas about talking me out of my decision.”
Gedda rolled closer to the canvas. “I see you’ve put her in the picture again?”
“Her?” Tristan asked.
“His nameless watcher. The woman he shoves into every one of his landscapes, as if he can’t bear to let the composition stand on its own merits.”
Tristan cocked his head, reappraising the canvas. “I suppose the colours aren’t too bad. We shouldn’t be too hard on him. It can’t be that easy getting paint to work in this ball-freezing cold.”
Sakura began to unloosen the screws holding up the easel. “Now that the art critics have had their say, can we agree that the door threshold is my business alone?”
“It’s too low,” Tristan said.
“One in a thousand? Don’t be such a hypocrite. You face worse odds than that when you go prancing around on cliff-faces. Same with Gedda with her flying.”
“That’s different,” Gedda said. “Tristan chooses his sports, just as I chose to fly. There’s a risk which we’ve both done our best to minimise, and that’s the price we pay for having fun. But you’ve instructed the door to kill you.”
“Did you argue with Sartorio this way, when he set his threshold ten times lower than mine?”
“No,” Tristan said. “But we should have. There isn’t a day when I don’t miss him.”
“Me as well,” Gedda said. “And we’re not going to make the same mistake twice.”
“She’s right,” Tristan said, moving to help him pack away the painting equipment. “Undo the setting, Sakura. This is just a phase. You’ll get over it soon enough, and realise that there’s still plenty to live for.”
“And if I don’t?”
“You’re not really committed,” Gedda said. “You wouldn’t be painting if you didn’t think there was a reason to go on.”
“You don’t understand,” Sakura said.
“Damn right we don’t,” Tristan answered.
“I’m older than either of you. That’s plain just from the memories that came through my winnowings. I remember bits of history you two have only read about. The argosies. Cities on Venus. The Change Wizards and the Great Dominions. The fact is that I’ve seen and done more than either of you, and I’ve started to sense the limits.” Sakura finished boxing the canvas, protecting the still-wet paint. “There are only so many permutations of experience a human nervous system can process. I don’t ever want to be bored. I’m not bored just yet, but I can feel boredom stalking me, and I’m not going to give it a chance of catching up.”
“We have to argue him out of this,” Gedda said urgently, rolling forward. “My flying tournament on Jupiter is in six months—it’s the reason I’m locking-in this anatomy for the time being, so that I can get an edge over Malec. But between now and then we can show Sakura the sights again—shake him out of his rut.”
“It’s more than a rut.”
“We’ll see about that,” Tristan said, clapping his hands. “You just need to let your friends take care of you. It’s settled, old man—you’re ours until Jupiter!”
“Nothing’s settled!” Sakura exclaimed, but with the exasperated good humour of someone well aware that they were on the losing side of an argument.
His friends looked each other. Tristan hoofed at the ground. Gedda flexed her beautiful wings, facets of pastel colour splintering out of them. “We’ll turn you,” she said, with a fierce conviction. “Come with us, and you’ll remember that life’s worth living, until the last bitter drop.”
   
Gedda extended a hand through the membrane of her excursion bubble, touching the destination panel on the left side of the door. At her touch, coloured motifs and symbols glowed against the door’s black surface, becoming a blur as she sped through branching menus. Worlds, dwarf planets, moons, minor bodies, flickered by in an ever-accelerating shuffle.
Sakura, standing a few paces behind, politely averted his gaze. He had agreed to indulge his friends.
“There,” Gedda said, withdrawing her arm and rolling back. “It’s locked in for the next three transits.”
“Do you know where we’re going?” Sakura asked Tristan.
“My idea, this one, actually—the timing was too good to resist. But Gedda approved, and she gets to choose the next one.” Tristan settled a confiding arm on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, old man—I won’t inflict anything too weird on you.”
Gedda went through first. Her excursion bubble contracted by about a third, allowing her to roll into the doorframe, through the yielding grey surface, until it puckered tight. Tristan and Sakura stepped back from the upright cylinder of the door, looking up at the glass column that stretched from the top of the column into the lowering clouds. A few seconds passed and then a bright bolt shot up the column and away, gathering tremendous speed in the few instants that it was visible.
Sakura waited a few heartbeats. She would already be beyond the atmosphere, her nervous system buffered against the acceleration, speeding to some other place in the system.
The doorway chimed and pulsed to indicate readiness for the next transit, with Gedda’s settings still holding.
“Go,” Tristan said.
“After you, I think,” Sakura answered. “Trust me—I’m not going to back out this early in the game.”
Tristan accepted this pledge and walked through the surface. After a few moments he also shot up the tube and away into space, close on Gedda’s metaphorical heels. Knitters would already be dismantling and reforging Tristan’s anatomy, remodelling neural connections so that the transition from one body form to another felt entirely seamless.
Sakura, alone now, had the door to himself. It was just him, the door, the raised area of ground on which it had been constructed, the winding staircase leading up to it, a landscape of low hills and lakes stretching away into misty, sepia-stained distance, a little drizzle touching his skin from the east.
The rain was composed of long-chain hydrocarbons; the atmosphere was cold and poisonous, the thick clouds reducing the daylight to a sullen orange. To Sakura’s senses, though, the rain was invigorating, the temperature pleasant, and the quality of light restful, suggestive of morning mists in the hills of Honshu or Tuscany.
There had been a time when Sakura had resisted these adaptive tweaks, regarding them as somehow false or counterfeit, but in recent centuries his views had softened. No alien organisms had evolved on Titan—or anywhere in the Adaptasporic Realm besides Earth—but if they had, and over time had gained senses and minds, then surely they would have ended up apprehending Titan in distinctly similar terms, enjoying its gentle rains, soothing airs and mellow light.
Sartorio had been a purist, Sakura reflected, and would not have approved. In Sartorio’s view, you either met the solar system on human terms, with all its beauty and ugliness unfiltered, or you were indulging in tragic self-deception.
“Why not make the sky blue, and be done with it?” Sartorio would ask, mockingly.
Sakura was thinking of his old friend—their old, mutual friend—as he stepped through the door.
There was the usual instant of disconnection, an abeyance in his thought processes that was both briefer than sleep and oceanically deeper, and then he was elsewhere, in another body, knitted for him during the transit.
He stepped out into darkness. He felt rocky ground under his soles. Two legs this time, ending in feet rather than hooves. His friends were present, although it took a few seconds for his eyes to adapt to the darkness. Gedda was unchanged, still a winged angel in an excursion bubble. Tristan was bipedal, reverting to something close to baseline anatomy. He was a glassy stick-figure, echoing Gedda’s core anatomy, with layers of translucence shrouding their central nervous systems.
Sakura inspected his own forearm, seeing the same translucence: skin, muscle, bones and nerve turned gel-like, with a tinting of different hues.
Overhead was a bowl of stars. Nothing to smell or taste, just vacuum beyond the synthetic membrane of his skin and an invigorating coldness when he tried to draw in a breath.
“All right, do I get twenty guesses? Somewhere rocky, not ice-dominated. Callisto, maybe, but since we’re going to Jupiter soon enough I don’t think you’d bring me there immediately. And is that Mars overhead? I think we must be quite a bit closer to the Sun. Ceres, maybe, except that horizon looks a little too far away—assuming you haven’t shrunk me down to a doll. Earth’s moon, then, or just possibly…” Sakura bent down and scooped up a loose pebble, watching it drop back to the ground. “Mercury, if I had to stake my life on it.”
Gedda pouted. “You’re no fun.”
“Don’t blame me for being good with worlds—I’ve seen enough of them.”
“We’re near the terminator,” Tristan said. “The Sun will be rising very shortly, and we don’t want to miss it.”
Gedda raced ahead, rolling and bouncing from one low ridge to another. Tristan strode on, and Sakura followed. After a few minutes of gradual ascent they reached an overlook, with a series of ledges poised over a near-vertical cliff face, and far below them a flat black plain stretching all the way to the horizon.
“Sit down here,” Tristan said, picking his way to one of the ledges, precariously close to the sheer drop of the cliff. He squatted with his legs dangling over the edge, and Gedda rolled to a halt with her bubble just fitting in the available space.
Sakura settled down between his friends.
“I hate to break it to you, but this won’t be my first Sunrise.”
“Sunrise is the end of the show, not the start of it,” Gedda said, in a gently chiding tone. “For now, just sit still and wait. Keep your eyes at the default amplification level, too—you’ll thank me for it later.”
“All right.” Sakura forced patience upon himself. “About your tournament, by the way. Is winning against Malec really the only thing that’s driving you?”
“Malec thinks he’s better, and he hasn’t been shy about advertising his opinion. Mouthing off at every chance. At Jupiter I get the chance to even the record.”
“Until the time after that. Sooner or later he’ll beat you in some other tournament and you’ll be back where you started. Where’s the end to it, Gedda?”
She examined him with a puzzled look. “Does there need to be an end?”
“She enjoys her flying,” Tristan said. “Better to indulge in an activity which was already pointless from the start, like competitive flying, rather than one which only turned out to be pointless much later on, like figuring out your Null Model.”
“And what keeps you going, exactly?”
“Insulting my friends. Making new ones, to compensate for the ones I already insulted just a bit too much. You’d be surprised how much work those activities demand of me—it’s practically a full-time occupation.”
“In fairness, you’re getting very good at it.”
Tristan tensed, leaning forward. “It’s starting, Gedda.”
“Yes,” she answered. “Very definitely.”
“What, exactly?” Sakura asked.
“Just look,” Tristan said.
It began incredibly faintly, with a barely perceptible blue-green glow playing on the arc of the horizon. Slowly it pushed fingers of light toward them, extending across the dark plain. They were not straight, like radial spokes, but rather approached in a series of angular, dog-legged progressions, like the trail left by a lightning strike in an atmosphere. The blue-green fingers faded. But almost immediately, a ruby-pink aura was forming on the horizon again, and beginning to extend itself across the plain.
“What are they?” Sakura asked.
“The entire plain’s riddled with primordial lava tubes,” Tristan said. “Very old, for the most part—billions of years, probably as far back as the Late Heavy Bombardment. There’s glass in some of these tubes, shock-formed silica, and in places the veins are thick enough, and extensive enough, to function as natural light-pipes. The Sun pumps light into them over the horizon, and it leaks around the curve of Mercury and reaches us ahead of the Sunrise itself. Where the tubes are broken, or the glass veins lie very close to the surface, the light escapes back into space. You’d never get an effect like this on a planet with an atmosphere, since the airglow would smother it long before the Sun pushed above the horizon. That’s half the mystery. What no one really understands—yet—is why the colours vary, or why the show’s never the same from one ’rise to the next.”
The ruby-pink fingers had reached nearly all the way to the base of the cliff under them, and still more colours were brewing on the horizon. Emeralds, this time, and as his eyes became better accustomed Sakura began to pick out branches and forks of other hues, chasing away from the main display.
“Isn’t it lovely?” Gedda asked. “Strange and unpredictable. How wonderful to have something we don’t fully understand, this late in the day.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Sakura said. “Just because we haven’t figured out how something works, doesn’t mean that we couldn’t. I could take a stab at it right now. Those glassy veins are probably doped with impurities, filtering the light to varying degrees. As for the unpredictability—well, it’s Mercury, it’s still seismically active, so there are bound to be ever-changing stress patterns in that plain, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the light has to take a different path from one cycle to the next, never mind the fact that the Sun angle will change due to the axial tilt…”
“Spoken like a true Null Theorist, crushing the joy out of life,” Gedda said.
“I never said it wasn’t beautiful,” Sakura replied, putting on an affronted look. “It is. I didn’t expect this.”
“They found it about a thousand years ago,” Tristan said, standing up. “During one of the early exploration missions, I think. Then it was forgotten, when they built cities across half of Mercury.”
Sakura nodded, remembering—dimly—a time when the inner worlds, from Mercury to Mars, had been dense with human settlement. The vogue had shifted, though. Over the last few centuries there had been a move to return these places to something closer to their pristine conditions. There was room for trillions of people further out, with no need to swelter so close to the Sun.
“Where are you going?” Gedda asked, as Tristan began to climb up and off the ledge.
“Over to that finger,” Tristan said, pointing to a spur of rock jutting out from the cliff at right angles, a couple of hundred metres to the right. “I think I can get to it without too much difficulty.”
“Watch your step,” Gedda said.
While the play of colours continued, and with Tristan picking his way to the finger, Gedda moved her excursion bubble next to his crouched form. “We go back quite some way, Sakura,” she said, dropping her voice so that the conversation would be local. “Not as far as some, I know. But long enough for me to think I had some sense of what made you tick.”
“You do. I’m a very simple soul.”
“Do you remember a talk we had once? It would have been on Oberon, I think, or maybe Nereid. I was the one feeling listless and you told me you’d never have that problem, not while you had the great edifice of the Null Model to drive you on.”
Sakura tucked his knees tighter to his chest. “I don’t remember that conversation.”
“I’m offended. It meant a great deal to me.”
“If it happened at all, I must have lost it in one of my winnowings. Don’t blame me for that: I know you’ve had your share.”
“Perhaps winnowings are the solution, then. Instead of setting that door threshold so low, and rolling the dice on death each time you step through, you could just submit to a harsher degree of winnowing.”
“And lose myself in a series of little deaths, rather than one big one?”
“At least we’d still have you.”
After a silence he replied: “I was wrong about the Null Model—I just didn’t see it at the time. None of us did. We were so hung-up on constructing our perfect system of knowledge that none of us stopped to think what we’d do when we were finished.”
Gedda flicked her attention to Tristan, who was working his way along a very narrow traverse to reach the finger.
“Do you know for sure that you’re done?”
Sakura shook his head slowly, smiling. “I could take apart that plain and work out what makes it behave as it does, why it varies from cycle and cycle, and I’d stake my life and yours that there isn’t anything in it that contradicts the Null Model.”
“But then there wouldn’t be a plain anymore.”
“There’s that,” Sakura admitted.
Tristan had reached the finger. They could only just make out his translucent form as he monkeyed out from the cliffside.
“Don’t fall!” Gedda called out.
“I think I’m just in time,” Tristan answered, arms spread wide for balance. The finger narrowed along its length, and he had to step gingerly for the last few paces.
“Exactly how old are you, Sakura?” Gedda asked.
“I don’t remember. I lost track in one of my early winnowings, and I never bothered running a self-audit. Does it matter?”
“I’d like to know why you keep putting that watcher in your paintings. Then maybe we’d know you a bit better.”
“And know what to fix?”
“Watch this!” Tristan called out.
A fiery yellow glow swept in across the plain, following a jagged, branching path. It was brighter than any of the patterns they had seen before and Sakura guessed that the Sun must be close to the horizon, pumping more and more light into the glass channels, but also close to overwhelming the display with its own intensity. Now Tristan arched his back and threw back his head, and between one instant and the next he became consumed by the same fiery yellow. It was glowing out of him, turning him into an exultant human star.
“What’s he doing?” Sakura asked, amused and intrigued.
“He must be standing in the path of a light beam, coming up from the plain,” Gedda said. “We can’t see it until it
touches him, then it bounces through his body in a million directions and lights him up like an ornament.”
“Like a flashy, cheap ornament.”
“But you have to give him credit for the timing. He must have done his homework for once. I bet that light beam doesn’t hit that finger every time the Sun comes up, or even one in a hundred times.”
“All right, Tristan,” Sakura called. “You’ve impressed me. You can climb down, now. You’re making me nervous just watching you.”
“Show’s over, anyway,” Tristan said, starting to fade, as if a battery inside him were losing charge. “Here comes the Sun, anyway spoiling everything.”
“Without the Sun you wouldn’t have been able to show off!”
“You have a point, old man.” Tristan was starting to backtrack, reversing his steps back to the relative safety of the cliff and its ledges.
“Admit it,” Gedda said. “We surprised you with his phenomenon. You didn’t know about it, and you’d certainly never seen it.”
Sakura made to contradict her, some faint nagging memory insisting otherwise, but he was wise enough to nod gracefully. Tristan had gone to some trouble to make this work, and it would have been churlish to ruin the moment.
“It was lovely.”
“Good. But we’re not done with you. Not by a long margin.”
   
They went to Venus next. Sakura guessed where they were without too much trouble: not many worlds had rocky surfaces, gravity similar to Earth, and atmospheres hot, dense and corrosive enough to test even the sturdiest anatomy. Tristan and Sakura waddled around like upright lobsters, knitted into armoured skin, while Gedda accompanied them in her excursion bubble, breaking off only to put in some flying practise in the high atmosphere, where the pressure and wind forces approximated those at the Jupiter tournament. They were there to visit an artist friend of Gedda’s, a personage called Ossian who was curating a menagerie of strange mechanical sculptures, huge walking and ambulating constructions driven only by the wind. No one knew who had made these ungainly, scuttling entities, nor their purpose, but Ossian had set her mind to rebuilding the broken ones, and after a century and a half of painstaking effort, she had overseen the rehabilitation of twenty-two of the shambling artefacts. Many more remained to be fixed, though, and before they could be restored to life they needed to be organised, their parts separated and categorised into bone-like piles, spread out on a level plateau near Ossian’s dwelling. Gedda, knowing that Sakura had a tinkerer’s mindset, had decided that it would be therapeutic for them all to spend a few weeks helping Ossian, and so it proved.
Venus was a backwater place now, with fewer than a million permanent inhabitants, most of whom lived far from Ossian’s place on the northern foot slopes of Ra Patera. There had been billions once. People had come to the sky first of all, dwelling in floating cities dozens of kilometres above the sulphurous, heat-haze crush of the surface. Eventually the cities, straining with over-population, had pushed anchoring taproots down to the surface, and those taproots had become the seeds for the rampant conurbations of the second wave. Finally, there had been efforts at localised terraforming—first with domes, and then with glass-walled cylinders whose open tops projected beyond the upper atmosphere, so that the jewel-hulled argosies of the third wave could come and go with ease. The argosies were no more, though, and those paltry terraforming projects were now regarded as the quaint vanities of an earlier age. The governing philosophy of the Adaptasporic Realm was minimum local intervention. Worlds could be colonised, but it was people who had to be shaped to the environment, not vice versa. Humility and coexistence, rather than arrogance and dominance.
Ossian was a good host, and by the time they left her—and discarded their lobster-bodies—Sakura and his friends had helped resurrect three more sculptures, and Sakura expressed his sincere intention to return and continue the work. Deep down, though, he knew that he had made a thousand similar promises, and rarely held himself to them. He had never been good with promises.
From Venus, Tristan took them to Mars, where they spent two weeks rambling around a network of Pre-Adapt ruins, marvelling at the glory and hubris of those ancient days. Their anatomies (Gedda excepted, of course) were striding, giraffe-like forms, perfect for picking their way through the dust mounds that had nearly consumed the old settlements. After the busy work of Venus, it was a lazier time, and Sakura was glad to find moments where he could drag out his canvas and paints, held by the doors until he summoned them. Tristan pranced around reciting Shelley, obscurely pleased to have memorised “Ozymandias.”
It was Gedda’s turn again after that, and since she needed some atmospheres to play in, they spent a month around Uranus—Sakura and Tristan visiting the moons, while Gedda dipped in and out of the cloud decks. Then onto Neptune, and finally Pluto and its environs, where there were salty oceans and Sakura and Tristan adopted various aquatic or amphibian body plans, depending on local preferences and customs.
Sakura hardly dared voice it, but somewhere in the fourth month, somewhere between Charon and the lakes of Nyx, he felt a turning in himself. It was a small thing, like the tiniest shift of light on an overcast day, but he registered its change all the same.
Registered it, noted it, and yet forced himself to hold the door’s threshold at the level he had locked in before Titan.
It was not time to change it—not yet. But he was at least opening himself to the possibility. Perhaps his friends had been right after all.
   
In the fifth month, not long before they would have to turn back to Jupiter, Tristan pulled strings to get them a close-up view of the Luminal Minds.
They came out into vacuum and weightlessness, three friends in close-formation excursion bubbles. A dusky radiance lit their bodies, all that remained of the Sun’s glare by the time it had struggled its way out to the frosty, vault-like margins of Trans-Neptunian space. It was a cold yellow eye, still brighter than any star but becoming unquestionably starlike.
“I don’t see anything,” Gedda said, swivelling around.
“You won’t—not until we’re much nearer. The Luminals are very dark, despite their name. Crank up your eyes a few logarithmic steps.”
Tristan had played a minor role in negotiations with the Luminals, helping to draw up a treaty that barred the opening of any more doors between ten and twenty light hours from the Sun, for at least the next thousand years. In return for the peace and quiet offered by this gesture, the Luminals agreed to run theoretical simulations of Null Model consequences and also conduct high-redshift observations of early galaxies and proto-galaxies, for clients in the warmer parts of the Adaptasporic Realm still clinging to the idea that there was life beyond the solar system.
They powered into darkness. Sakura and Gedda adjusted their visual sensitivity, taking pains not to look back at the Sun. There were no bright worlds beyond this point, just ice and darkness and then the unthinking void between the edge of the system and the next star, a gulf which had been crossed by a few machines but no living organisms larger than bacteria.
Gradually, though, something emerged.
There was a cluster of them—three Luminal Minds in close proximity. Each was fifty thousand kilometres across, and the space between them was about twenty times as great.
They were spheres made up mostly of nothing. Hundreds of billions of tiny elements organised into a shoal or cloud of distributed processors, with no physical binding. There was a dark, purplish flickering from the Luminal Minds—subliminal straylight from their private cognition.
Or perhaps a gentle welcome or warning.
“They have names,” Tristan said. “But if I were to start naming them, we’d be here to the middle of next week. I called them Indigo, Violet and Ultramarine, but that was just my private shorthand. We’re heading into Indigo.”
Sakura’s eyes strained at the limit of their detection threshold, swarming with photon noise and cosmic ray hits.
“Is Indigo friendly?”
“Oh, they’re all friendly. Up to a point. Just don’t say anything rude. Oh, and don’t think anything rude either.”
“They can read our minds?”
“I’d rather not find out.”
Indigo loomed, planet-sized and silent. Stars shone through the vast interstices between its mainly invisible processors. On the glass wall of the excursion bubble, a thickening network of yellow lines showed guestimated structures and avoidance points. The bubble steered itself obligingly.
Music began to play.
“What’s that?” Gedda asked.
“Rachmaninov,” Tristan answered. “I thought you could use a little accompaniment to settle your jitters.”
“We’re entitled to be a little edgy,” Sakura said.
“No need, old man. Indigo’s just a baby—barely a hundred years old, which is nothing in Luminal terms. They start really small. To begin with, their nervous systems are fully human, just as complicated and compact as our own. Then they open themselves up, like galaxies spreading apart on a surf of dark energy. The knitters dismantle and convert their biological neurones one by one, making them self-sufficient and vacuum-hardy. Instead of electrochemical signals, they bounce their thoughts around with photons. Gradually the space between the neurones opens wider. At the same time, they’re adding more and more processing capability, transforming raw matter into additional neurones. Most of these Luminals needed to tear a few comets apart just to get the building materials.”
“They get more powerful,” Sakura said. “But also slower.”
“It’s a trade-off they’re willing to make. Luminals are really only interested in talking to other Luminals, so it doesn’t really bother them that they’re thinking at a different rate to the rest of us.”
“We’re just a nuisance,” Gedda said. “A fast, scurrying nuisance—rats in the basement.”
“So long as we respect their needs, give them room to think and grow, we can easily coexist—even benefit from each other. I formed quite an attachment to Indigo.”
A blue flash washed over Sakura.
“What was that?”
Tristan laughed. “I think we just ran into a thought! I was trying to avoid getting in their way, but there are so many connection pathways that it’s all but impossible not to intercept the odd transmission. I wouldn’t worry, though. Indigo won’t miss it. If the thought was critical, it’ll wait and re-send once we’ve unblocked the pathway. Probably wasn’t a complete thought anyway, just a constituent process.”
“Are you sure you got permission for this?” Gedda asked, nerves pushing through her usual sanguinity. “It feels wrong to be inside another person’s mind. I wouldn’t want some tiny organism drifting through my brain, crashing into my thoughts.”
“They’re used to it,” Tristan said breezily. “The largest and oldest of the Luminals are already more than a light-second across, easily big enough to swallow Earth and its Moon. On that scale, you can’t really legislate against trespassers. Bits of rock and ice are sailing through them all the time.”
“Exactly how big do they intend to get?” Sakura asked.
“There’s no danger of them rubbing shoulders just yet, old man. There’s a lot of space out here—a lot of room. Even if the Luminals confine themselves to the space between ten and twenty light hours from the Sun, there’s room for trillions of them—more than all the human beings that have ever lived. They’ll run out of building materials long before they run out of elbow-room.”
“Let’s hope they don’t turn their eyes to the gas giants,” Gedda said.
“Or the Sun,” Sakura said. “They barely need the Sun at all, do they, other than something to orbit?”
“You two are such worriers,” Tristan said, shaking his head. “They’re already hitting the limits, anyway. The largest of them have to deal with non-negligible self-gravitation. They start to collapse, under their own mass. The only way around that is to use their own thoughts as light-pressure, counteracting the inward pull.”
“Like stars,” Sakura said. “Thought-pressure, instead of fusion-pressure. Actually, that’s rather lovely. Your own thoughts, keeping you alive. Never stop thinking, never stop dreaming, or you start to die.”
“Too weird for me,” Gedda said, giving a theatrical shiver inside her excursion bubble.
Tristan pushed them further and further into the depths of Indigo. He had some diplomatic business that still needed fine-tuning, some small but necessary closure of detail, and Indigo was the designated ambassador, tasked to speak back into the world of normal humanity. Presently, their excursion bubbles were surrounded by a swarm of macroscopic knitters, congealing closer and exchanging a constant flicker of purple transmissions. Tristan urged calm: these knitters were merely the means by which Luminal Minds such as Indigo gathered additional raw material, harvesting primordial objects as they drifted between the neurones.
The knitters engulfed the excursion bubbles, blocking out any view of the Sun, the worlds, the stars or the rest of Indigo. Sakura was tense, but he set his faith in Tristan’s reassurance. Tristan might take insane risks with his own survival in the pursuit of thrills, but he would never jeopardise his friends’.
Colours flooded the bubble. Symbols and images jostled against the glass sphere, projected from outside. In places, the bubble began to buckle inward, as if resisting some titanic external pressure.
“It’s all right,” Tristan called, sounding very distant. “Indigo’s just taking a polite interest in my friends.”
“Tell Indigo to take a bit less of a polite interest,” Gedda said.
Structures penetrated the bubble. They burst through without breeching vacuum: radial spikes of self-knitting matter, projecting inward like stalactites. Sakura stiffened, but he had no choice but to surrender and accept his own powerlessness in the face of Indigo’s scrutiny. The spiked structures closed in until they were almost touching his skin, leaving only a Sakura-shaped void between their tips. Then they jabbed, and he felt an instant of cold contact that was too brief and strange to be pain, and in the very next instant Indigo withdrew. The spikes dismantled themselves, retreating back through the bubble, and the bubble’s membrane healed itself without fuss.
“That was…” Sakura started saying, simultaneously affronted and exulted, that he had been the object of such close attention. But he trailed off, lost in wonder at the images now playing across the outside of his bubble. Worlds, cities, bodies—a torrent of experience. Scenes from a life.
His own.
   
At last it was time for the tournament.
Sakura, Tristan and a dozen or so close friends were gathered on the observation deck of one of Jupiter’s floating cities, keeping close to the railings and looking down into the turbulent depths far below. Through many flavours of vision they tracked the glittering specks of moving fliers, sculling over the billowing, wind-torn peaks of mountainous cloud formations, six sheer kilometres beneath the city’s keel.
“Go, girl,” Tristan exclaimed, pumping a fist—he and Sakura had both reverted to baseline anatomy—as Gedda hairpinned one of the aerial marker buoys, executing a very tight and skilful turn.
“She cuts it fine,” Sakura said, with a knot of apprehension in his stomach.
“Just fine enough. She’s done well to keep that anatomy locked-in; she knows the limit of her wings better than anyone else in the contest. You can’t pick up that sort of thing in just a few days—you’ve got to live and breathe a body to really know it.”
“I don’t know what drives her.”
“At least she’s driven by something. Isn’t that enough, just to have something that pushes you on, even if it’s just some petty rivalry with another flier? You watch Malec now.” Tristan leaned over, pointing down to the flier just behind Gedda. “He’s all bluster, but when it comes to putting his neck on the line he hasn’t got the nerve. He won’t dare swing in so close to that marker, and he’ll lose about a second on the return because of it. All Gedda has to do is keep making those tight loops and she’ll gain half a circuit on him over the next dozen laps.” He passed a glass to Sakura. “Hold my drink, old man. I’m going to up my wager.”
“Haven’t you bet enough?”
“Are you kidding? I’m just getting started.”
Tristan swaggered off to increase his stake, leaving Sakura alone for a few moments. Looking down at the fliers, tracking their looping circuits, he held one arm outstretched with the thumb and forefinger at right angles, forming half a rectangle. He tilted it around, trying to find a pleasing composition. The colours and formations of the cloud structures were impressive enough, but there was no land down there to anchor the view. Besides, he would not have known where to place his signature watcher.
Sakura took a sip of Tristan’s drink. He swallowed it into his mouth and throat, detecting a distinct smokiness, followed by an immediate neural buzz. It could not be anything as simple as alcohol, Sakura felt certain, but whatever was in it had been tailored to fool the receptors in his throat, and his brain was quite willing to be dragged along for the ride, a co-conspirator in the age-old ritual of deliberate intoxication.
For a second he saw himself from outside, like the figure in his paintings, lost in a vaster landscape. His body looked and felt humanoid, but the only authentic part of him was his nervous system, and even that was adulterated. When was the last time he had been biologically human, he wondered? He could take a trip to Earth some time, and have the door knit him a body that was flesh and blood all the way out to the skin. It would be good for old time’s sake. The Himalayas, maybe.
He allowed himself a smile. It was a small plan, no more than a vague, ill-formed intention, but it was the first time in six months that he had entertained a desire of his own, rather than being led along by his friends. He had something to look forward to: a reason to hope that the doors would treat him kindly. Perhaps that was all that it had taken: to be jolted out of his routines, forced to see the miracle of his own existence afresh.
He made a quiet pledge with himself. The next time he went through a door he would raise the threshold a little, just to balance the odds a little more in his favour.
“Where is she?” Tristan said, returning.
Sakura had taken his eye off the tournament. Feeling a giddy sort of elation, he handed Tristan back his glass and began to sweep the clouds, looking for the tell-tale glints of the fast-moving fliers. “I don’t know. Maybe they finished that heat.”
“No, they still had fifteen circuits left when I went indoors. Something’s off—they aren’t competing.” Tristan gave him a warning look, as if to say that he had trusted him with one thing, to keep watching the race, and Sakura had not even accomplished that one task. “Maybe they’re gathered at the far marker.”
They crossed to the other side of the observation deck, something of Sakura’s good humour already dissipating. Most of their friends and associates were already there, a carnival of anatomies pressing against the railings. Centaurs, sphinxes, seahorses (in liquid-filled excursion bubbles), winged angels, a person like a baby elephant with six legs, another like a large crab or spider, two lime-green mantises with cocktail glasses, a trio of severely minimalist geometric forms who relied on force-effectors for traction and manipulation. All were peering—or directing batteries of sensors—into the underlying cloudscape.
“They’re regrouping,” Sakura said, spotting a cloud of bustling, gyring glints near the other marker.
“I see Malec, but not Gedda.”
One of the geometric forms swivelled around with a stonelike grinding sound. A human face pushed out from a flat facet. “Gedda clipped the marker, Tristan. She buckled a wing and dropped hard. That’s not Malec, either.”
“Malec’s gone deep,” chirred one of the mantises. “He’s trying to reach Gedda. But it gets thick and hot quickly down there.”
Tristan swallowed. “She’ll be all right.”
Footsteps thundered behind then. Sakura and Tristan turned in time to see a phalanx of black-skinned fliers dash to the railing, pouring over it like a tide. They dropped like arrows, keeping their wings tight to their bodies. Sakura tracked them until they had dropped below the level of the tournament, into denser clouds.
“Malec will reach her,” Tristan said, very softly. “And if he doesn’t, the rescue fliers will.”
“Why weren’t they already at altitude, ready for this?”
“Tournament rules,” said the seahorse. “High purse, but high risk too. It was one of the stipulations.”
“We should rebody, go after her,” Sakura said.
Tristan shook his head. “Have you any idea how long it takes to knit a pair of wings? We have to trust in Malec and the rescuers. There’s no other way.”
They waited. The clouds boiled below. A few of the other competitors went in pursuit of Gedda, but before very long they had returned to the tournament level, exhausted by the descent. Their bodies were highly optimised for flight at a particular altitude, and to go much deeper was a strain on their muscles and cardiovascular systems. They had to land on the buoys to recuperate, draped over them like a mass of weary bats.
The black-skinned rescuers came up soon after. They had gone a few kilometres deeper than any of the competitors, but they had also hit their limits, wing movements growing sluggish and uncoordinated. Tristan proposed calling for an excursion bubble, so that one or both of them could venture after Gedda. Before any arrangements could be made, though, Malec was already signalling back from the depths. He had turned back at six kilometres beneath the tournament level, far further than anyone else had made it.
“I saw her,” he reported, breathless and dispirited. “She was dropping much too quickly, three or four kilometres under me. It looked like she’d torn a whole wing off. I couldn’t get to her. I had to turn around just to make it back to the shallows.”
Nothing more needed to be added. Given the limits of her physiology, Gedda would have been dead by the time Malec gave up on her rescue.
Somewhere below she was still falling, approaching some dark equilibrium. But she could not be saved; she could not be restored.
   
A week after her death, Sakura and Tristan were at a door in Europa. They had doored once since Jupiter, and only as far as this nearby moon and its lulling ocean. It had been at Sakura’s insistence. He could no longer tolerate the sight of those swallowing clouds.
There were many doors in Europa, but the majority were built into castles of spiralling ice, daggering down from the ocean crust. Sakura and Tristan had picked one of the more out-of-the-way doors for their farewell.
“You only have to stay another six months,” Tristan chirped, steadying himself with a flick of his tail. “Is that so hard? You don’t even have to go through another body. We can attend the memorial in excursion bubbles.”
In the event of her death, Gedda had stipulated a six month delay between the time of her passing and any memorial service that her friends might care to arrange. It was a custom among competitive fliers, one that gave sufficient time for interested parties to converge from across the Adaptasporic Realm, as well as permitting the rescheduling of other tournaments. Such arrangements were not uncommon—no more so than death itself, at least—and Sakura knew that he had probably lodged a similar condition with his own executor at some point. But like so much else, the exact details had been lost in one of his winnowings.
“I have to go,” he said, repeating the elements of a conversation they had been through a dozen times in that week. “I don’t trust myself, Tristan. If I stay here, with you—with our other friends—I’ll lose the nerve.”
“You really mean to go through with this?”
“I’m settled in my choice.”
Tristan cast a dispirited look at the door. “We were better off not interfering. If Gedda and I hadn’t tried to shake you out of that rut…damn it all, Sakura. I thought one in a thousand was bad enough. How far have you taken it now?”
“One in ten. The lowest threshold the door will accept.”
“I’ll knit you a pistol with a revolving chamber and a bullet. At least you’d be honest about what you’re doing to yourself.”
“I am honest. But don’t blame yourselves. If it’s any consolation, you had begun to change my mind.”
Tristan chirped a mirthless laugh. “Begun.”
“But then Gedda changed it back. She didn’t mean to, of course, but there’s nothing like a stupid, accidental death to remind you of the supreme futility of everything.”
Tristan extended a flipper, touching the limit of Sakura’s own. “I’ve lost one good friend this week. Don’t leave me all on my own. I’m begging you, Sakura. For me, if not for yourself. Leave that threshold at one in a thousand if you must, but not this low.”
“I’ll door twice between now and the ceremony. Odds are that I’ll still be around.”
Sakura flicked his tail, preparing to swim into the door.
“No,” Tristan said, with a sudden forcefulness. “No. Not this time. You’ll hate me for this, but I have to do it.”
“Do what?”
“Naomi Cheng.”
Sakura was silent. They were words that connected together to make a name, a human name, and they struck within him like some huge, soundless submarine gong.
Memories were loosening, unspooling. Things that he had forgotten—things he had forgotten he had ever known—were uncoiling into daylight.
“What have you done to me?” Sakura asked.
“A terrible thing,” Tristan said. “Something a friend would never do to another friend. But you’ve pushed me to it, Sakura. If it was the only way to save you, it needed to be done. You’d never run an audit on yourself, and I could never do it for you. But Indigo could. It’s why I took you to the Luminal Minds—that ambassadorial stuff was just a ruse. So that Indigo could crack you open like an egg, and sift through the memories you don’t even know are still in your head. That’s how winnowing works, you know. It severs the connections to memories, but the structures are still in place. And sometimes all it takes is a name, a single name, to unlock them.”
Sakura was still awestruck. Awestruck, gong-struck, horror-struck.
“Who was she?”
“You know, my friend. You’ve known all along. She’s the one in your paintings. The watcher.”
“That doesn’t answer…”
“There were two of you,” Tristan answered, with a desperate calm, as if Sakura had a knife to his throat. “On a ship. A very primitive ship, sent out only a couple of hundred years into the spacefaring era. It crashed on Mercury.”
Some faint thing prickled his nose. Flashes of memory. A buckled hull, the feeling of life-support modules under his hand, the prickle of sweat on his skin.
“The smell of my brushes. The solvent I had to use on Titan.”
“Liquid ammonia,” Tristan said. “Leaking out of the refrigeration circuit of your crashed ship.”
Sakura closed his eyes, permitting himself a moment of introspection. He thought of the smell, the charge of sadness it had carried with it. Sadness and something else, he now understood. The burden of a solemn promise, carried across centuries, but which he had allowed himself to neglect.
“What did I do?”
“You lived. It’s that simple. Only one of you stood any sort of chance of surviving long enough for rescue, and you drew straws. Naomi administered an overdose from the medical rations, killing herself so that you might survive. You’d have done exactly the same thing, but that doesn’t alter the fact that you were the one who got to live, and that you made a commitment to Naomi. Do you remember it?”
The ship, the smells, the memory of her body, welled back into him. Naomi Cheng, lying on her side, black hair sprayed out around the base of her neck, her face to the fogged oval of a window, the blaze of Mercury beyond.
“I said I’d live for the two of us,” Sakura answered. “I said I’d carry her life within my own, that I’d see and do all the things she couldn’t. That I’d never stop living, never stop remembering, never stop being grateful for the gift she gave.”
“And yet you let it slip.”
“I never meant to. There were just too many centuries, too many memories. Somewhere along the way I dropped the thread. I forgot Naomi.”
“You didn’t,” Tristan said, moving to drift him away from the door. “Not really. You carried her inside you, and you lived up to that vow. Now all you have to do is hold to it.” He paused. “I shouldn’t have done it, Sakura. Violating the sanctity of another person’s memories goes beyond any bond of friendship. I expect you to hate me for it, and in truth I don’t blame you. But if that’s what it takes for you to reconsider, I consider it a price worth paying.”
Sakura freed himself from Tristan’s gentle embrace. “You’d lose a friendship, rather than lose me?”
“If I’d thought there was any other way.” Tristan averted his eyes. “I’m going now. I’ll let you go through that door on your own, and I won’t wait to see if you change the threshold. But in six months I’ll be back to honour our friend, and if her life meant anything to you—and I know it did—then I expect to see you there.” He dipped his beak. “Hope, I should say. I hope to see you there.”
Tristan swung around and began to swim off into the blue murk of the Europan ocean. His tail left a backwash which quickly faded into stillness. Stillness and silence. Sakura waited a decent interval, alone in his palace of ice, and then turned back the door, his mind made up.



     


A MURMURATION
THE “HUT” is a couple of insulated portable cabins, with a few smaller sheds containing generators, fuel, wind turbine parts and so on. There is a chemical toilet, a wash basin, basic cooking facilities. Two or three of us can share the hut at a time, but there is not normally a need for more than one to keep an eye on the equipment. Resources being tight, lately we tend to come out on our own.
In all honesty, I prefer it this way. Birds draw out the solitude in us. They repay patience and silence—long hours of a kind of alert, anticipatory stillness. The days begin to blur into each other; weekends and weekdays becoming arbitrary distinctions. I find myself easily losing track of the calendar, birds and weather my only temporal markers. I watch the migration patterns, record their altering plumage, study the changeful skies. I could not be happier.
There is just one thing to spoil my contentment, but even that, I am confident, will soon be behind me.
I will finish the paper.
   
It sounds easy, put like that. A vow. A recommitment, a redoubling of my own efforts. One last push.
But I have been here before.
It started easily enough—the usual set of objections, no real hint of the trouble to come. Very few papers ever go through without some amendments, so none of us were bothered that there were a few issues that needed addressing.
But when we had fixed those, the anonymous referee came back with requests for more changes.
We took care of those. Hoped that the paper would now be judged fit for publication. But still the referee wanted more of us. This kept going on. Just when we think we have addressed all possible doubts, the referee somehow manages to find something new to quibble with. I do my best to be stoic, reminding myself that the anonymous referee is just another scientist doing their job, that they too are under similar pressures, and that I should not feel under any personal attack.
But I only have to glance at their comments.
The authors are inconsistent in their handling of the normalisation terms for the correlation function of the velocity modulus. I am not convinced that their treatment of the smoothed Dirac delta-function is rigorous across the quoted integral.
My blood boils. I entertain a momentary fantasy of meeting the referee out here, on some lonely strip of marshland, of swerving violently and running them into a ditch.
Asking, as I watch them gag on muddy water: “Rigorous enough for you now?”
   
The basis of our experiment is a ring of twenty tripods, arranged in a two kilometre circle. The hut is on one side of the circle, the wind turbine the other. During the day I check all the tripods, picking the least waterlogged path in the 4WD.
Each unit carries a pair of stereometric digital cameras. The lenses need to keep clean, the power and electronic connections verified. The cameras should be aimed into the middle of the perimeter, and elevated sufficiently to stand a good chance of catching the murmuration’s epicentre. The cameras are meant to be steerable, but not all of the motors work properly now.
Beneath each camera is a heavy grey digital control box. The boxes contain microprocessor boards, emergency batteries, and the blue plastic rectangles of their internal ethernet modules, flickering with yellow and red LEDS. The boxes are supposedly weatherproof but the rain usually finds a way into them. Like the motors, there have been some failures of the circuit board, and our spares supplies are running low.
About one in five of the stations have more equipment. On these units we also included laser/radar rangefinders and Doppler velocity recorders. These in turn require extra processors and batteries in the control boxes, which is yet more to go wrong.
The effort is worth it, though.
The equipment allows us to track the instantaneous vectors of anything up to two hundred and fifty thousand birds, perhaps even half a million, in a single compact formation. Our spatial/temporal resolution is sufficient to determine wing movements down to the level of specific feather groups. At the same time we also gather data on the attentional shifts implied by eye and head tracking of individual birds.
The human eye sees a blurring of identities, birds becoming the indistinguishable, amorphous elements of some larger whole. The cameras and computers see through all of that. I know the science, I know the algorithms, I know our data-carrying capacity. All the same, I am still quietly astonished that we can do this.
When the cameras are checked, which can take anywhere between three and six hours, I have one final inspection to perform. I drive to the wind turbine, and make a visual inspection of the high grey tower and the swooping blades. More often than not there is nothing to be done. The blades turn, the power flows, our electrical and computer systems work as they are meant to.
The rest is down to the birds.
   
It’s odd, really, but there are times when I find even the hut a little too closed-in and oppressive for my tastes. Sometimes I just stop the 4WD out here, wind the window down, and watch the light change over the marsh. I like it best when the day is overcast, the clouds sagging low over the trees and bushes of the marsh, their greyness relieved only by a bold supercilial swipe of pale yellow above the horizon. Birds and come go, and but it’s too early for the roosting. I watch herons, curlew, reed warblers—sometimes even the slow, methodical patrol of our resident marsh harrier, quartering the ground with the ruthless precision of a surveillance drone.
Beyond the birds, the only constancy is the regular swoosh of the turbine blades.
It’s a good time to catch up on work or reading.
I pull laser-printed pages from the unruly nest of the glove compartment, along with tissues, cough sweets, empty medicine packets, a scuffed CD without a case. I rest a stiff-backed road atlas on the steering wheel, so that I can write on the pages.
I’ve already marked up certain problematic passages in yellow highlighter. Now I use a finer pen to scribble more detailed notes in the margins. Eventually I’ll condense these notes into a short email to the journal editor. In turn they’ll forward them on to the author of the paper I am refereeing.
This is how it works. I’m engaged in a struggle with my own anonymous referee, half-convinced that they’ve got it in for me, while at the same time trying to be just as nit-picking and difficult for this other author. Doubtless they feel just as irritated by me, as I am irritated with my own referee. But from my end, I know that there’s nothing personal in it. I just want the work to be as good as it can be, the arguments as lucid, the analysis as rigorous. So what if I know the lead author, and don’t particularly care for her? I can rise above that.
I hold one of the sheets up to the yellowing sky, so that the band of light pushes through the highlit yellow passages. I read back my own scrawl in the margins:
Sloppy handling of the synthetic correlation function—doesn’t inspire confidence in rest of analysis.
Am I being too harsh with them?
Perhaps. But the we’ve all been through this mill.
   
Starlings gather, arriving from all directions, concentrating in the air above the copse of trees and bushes near the middle of the study area. They come in small numbers, as individuals or in flocks of a few dozen, before falling into the greater mass. There is no exact threshold at which the concentration of birds becomes a recognisable murmuration, but it needs at least a few thousand before the form begins to emerge as a distinct phenomenon in its own right, with its swooping, gyring, folding cohesiveness—a kind of living membrane in the sky.
Meanwhile, our instruments record. One hundred parametric data points per bird per millisecond, on average, or upwards of fifty gigabytes of data for the whole murmuration. Since the murmuration may persist for several tens of minutes, our total data cube for the whole observation may contain more than thirty terabytes of data, and a petabyte is not exceptional. We use some of the same data-handling and compression routines as the particle physicists in CERN, with their need to track millions of microscopic interaction events. They are tracking tiny bundles of energy, mass, spin and charge. We are tracking warm, feathery bodies with hearts and wings and twitchy central nervous systems!
All of it is physics, though, whether you are studying starlings or quarks.
On my workstation I sift through slices of the data with tracker-wheels and mouse glides.
I graph up a diagram of the murmuration at a moment in time, from an arbitrary viewing angle. It is a smear-shaped mass of tiny dots, like a pixelated thumbprint. On the edges of the murmuration the birds are easily distinguishable. Closer to the core the dots crowd over each other, forming gradients of increasing concentration, the birds packing together with an almost Escher-like density. Confronted with those black folds and ridges, it is hard not to think of the birds as blending together, clotting into a suspended, gravity-defying whole.
I mouse click and each dot becomes a line. Now the smear is a bristly mass, like the pattern formed by iron filings in the presence of a magnetic field. These are the instantaneous vectors for each bird—the direction and speed in which they are moving.
We know from previous studies that each starling has a direct influence—and is in turn influenced by—about seven neighbours. We can verify this with the vector plots, tracking the change in direction of a particular bird, and then noting the immediate response of its neighbours. But if that were the limit of the bird’s influence, the murmuration would be sluggish to respond to an outside factor, such as the arrival of a sparrowhawk.
In fact, the entity responds as a whole, dividing and twisting to outfox the intruder. It turns out the there is a correlation distance much greater than the separation between immediate neighbours. Indeed, that correlation between distant birds may be as wide as the entire murmuration. It is as if they are bound together by invisible threads, each feeling the tug of the other—a kind of rubbery net, stretching and compressing.
In fact, the murmuration may contain several distinct “domains” of influence, where the flight patterns of groups of birds are highly correlated. In the plot on my workstation, these show up as sub-smears of strongly aligned vectors. They come and go as the murmuration proceeds, blending and dissipating—crowds within the larger crowd.
This is where the focus of our recent research lies. What causes these domains to form? What causes them to break up? Can we trace correlation patterns between the domains, or are they causally distinct? How sharp are the boundaries—how permeable?
This paper, the one that is bouncing back and forth between us and the referee, was only intended to set out the elements of our methodology—demonstrating that we had the physical and mathematical tools to study the murmuration at any granularity we chose. Beyond that, we had plans for a series of papers which would build on this preliminary work with increasingly complex experiments. So far, we have been no more than passive observers. But if we have any claim to understand the murmuration, then we should be able to predict its response to an external stimulus.
I am starting to sense an impasse. Can we honestly go through this all over again with our next publication, and the one after? The thought of that leaves me drained. We have the tools for the next phase of our work, so why not push ahead with the follow-up study, and fold the results of that back into the present paper? Steal a march on our competitors, and dazzle our referee with the sheer effortless audacity of our work?
I think so.
   
The next day I set up the sparrowhawk.
I need hardly add that it is not a real sparrowhawk. Designed for us by our colleagues at the robotics laboratory, it is a clever, swift-moving drone. It has wings and a tail and its flight characteristics are similar to those of a real bird. It has synthetic feathers, a plastic bill, large glassy eyes containing swivel-mounted cameras. To the human eye, it looks a little crude and toylike—surely too caricatured to pass muster. But the sparrowhawk’s visual cues have been exaggerated very carefully. From a starling’s point of view, it is maximally effective, maximally terrifying. It lights up all the right fear responses.
Come the roost, I set down a folding deck chair, balance the laptop in my lap, stub my gloved fingers onto the scuffed old keyboard, with half the letters worn away, and I watch the spectacle. The sparrowhawk whirrs from the roof of the 4WD, soars into the air, darts forward almost too quickly for my own eyes to track.
It picks a spot in the murmuration and arcs in like a guided missile.
The murmuration cleaves, twists, recombines.
The sparrowhawk executes a hairpin turn and returns for the attack. It skewers through the core of the flock, jackknifes its scissor wings, zigzags back. It makes a low electric hum. Some birds scatter from the periphery, but the murmuration as a whole turns out to be doggedly persistent, recognising on some collective level that the sparrowhawk cannot do it any real damage, only picking off its individual units in trifling numbers.
The sparrowhawk maintains its bloodless attack. The murmuration pulses, distends, contracts, its fluctuations on the edge of chaos, like a fibrillating heart. I think of the sparrowhawk as a surgeon, drawing a scalpel through a vital organ, but the tissue healing faster than the blade can cut.
Never mind—the point is not to do harm, but to study the threat response. And by the time the sparrowhawk’s batteries start to fade, I know that our data haul will be prodigious.
I can barely sleep with anticipation.
   
But overnight, there’s a power-outage. The computers crash, the data crunching fails. We run on the emergency generator for a little while, then the batteries. Come morning I drive out in the 4WD, open the little door at the base of the tower, and climb the clattery metal ladder up the inside. Inside there are battery-operated lights, but no windows in the tower itself. The ladder goes up through platforms, each a little landing, before swapping over to the other side. Heights are not my thing, but it’s just about within my capabilities to go all the way to the top without getting seriously sweaty palms or stomach butterflies.
At the top, I come out inside the housing of the turbine. It’s a rectangular enclosure about the size of our generator shed. I can just about stand up in it, moving around the heavy electrical machinery occupying most of the interior space. At one end, a thick shaft goes out through the housing to connect to the blades.
The turbine is complicated, but fortunately only a few things tend to go wrong with it. There are electrical components, similar to fuses, which tend to burn out more often than they should. We keep a supply of them up in the housing, knowing how likely it is that they will need swapping out. I am actually slightly glad to see that it is one of the fuses that has gone, because at least there is no mystery about what needs to be done. I have fixed them so many times, I could do it in my sleep.
I open the spares box. Only three left in it, and I take one of them out now. I swap the fuse, then reset the safety switches. After a few moments, the blades unlock and begin to grind back into motion. The electrical gauges twitch, showing that power is being sent back to our equipment. Not much wind today, but we only need a few kilowatts.
Job done.
I think of starting down, but having overcome my qualms to get this high, I cannot resist the opportunity to poke my head out of the top. At the back of the electrical gear is a small ladder which leads to an access hatch in the roof of the housing.
I go up the short steps of the ladder, undo the catches, and heave open the access hatch.
My knees wobble a bit. I push my head through the hatch, like a tank commander. I look around. There’s a rubberised walkway on top, and a set of low handrails, so in theory I could go all the way out and stand on top of the housing. But I’ve never done that, and I doubt that I would ever have the nerve.
Still with only my heading jutting out, I look back at the hut, a huddle of pale rectangles. The perimeter circle is hard to trace from this elevation, but eventually I glimpse the spaced-out sentinels of the tripods, with the scratchy traces of my own wheel tracks between them. Then I pivot around and try to pick out the causeway. But it’s harder to follow than I expect, seeming to abandon itself in a confusion of marsh and bog. I squint to the horizon, looking for a trace of its continuation.
Strange how some things are clearer to the eye at ground level, than they are from the air.
Birds must know this in their bones.
   
The next day, the computers running again, I squeeze our data until it bleeds science. With the vector tracking, we can trace the response to the sparrowhawk across all possible interaction lengths. Remarkable to see how effectively the “news” of the sparrowhawk’s arrival is disseminated through that vast assemblage of birds.
Because there is no centralised order, the murmuration is best considered as a scale-free network. The internet is like that, and so is the human brain. Scale-free networks are robust against directed attacks. There is no single hub which is critical to the function of the whole, but rather a tangle of distributed pathways, no one of which is indispensible. On the other hand, the scale-free paradigm does not preclude the existence of those vector domains I mentioned earlier. Just as the internet has its top-level domains, so the brain has its hierarchies, its functional modules.
Would it be a leap too far to start thinking of the murmuration as hosting some level of modular organisation?
I jot down some speculative notes. No harm in sleeping on them. In the meantime, though, I write up the sparrowhawk results in as dry and unexciting manner as I can manage, downplaying any of the intellectual thrill I feel. Passive voice all the way. The sparrowhawk was prepared for remote control. Standard reduction methods were used in the data analysis. The murmuration was observed from twenty spatially separated viewing positions—see Fig. 3.
The way to do science is never to sound excited by it, never to sound involved, never to sound as if this is something done by people, with lives and loves and all the usual hopes and fears.
I send the latest version of the paper back to the journal, and cross my fingers.
   
I open the glove compartment and take out the latest version of the paper. I skim it quickly, then go back through some of the more problematic passages with the yellow highlighter, before adding more detailed notes in the margin. My initial optimism quickly turns to dismay. Why in hell have they opened up this whole other can of worms? I squint at an entire new section of the paper, hardly believing my eyes.
Sparrowhawks? Robot sparrowhawks? And pages of graphs and histograms and paragraphs of analysis, all springing from work which was not even foreshadowed in the original paper?
What are they thinking?
I’m furious at this. Furious with the journal editor, for not spotting this late addition before it was forwarded to me. Furious with the authors, for adding to our mutual workload. Furious for their presumption, that I will presumably be sufficiently distracted by this to overlook the existing flaws—like a magpie distracted by something shiny? (Except that’s a myth; corvids are not attracted to shiny things at all.)
Furious above all else that they are prepared to squander this good and original science, to slip it into this paper like a lazy afterthought, as a kind of intellectual bribe.
No, this must not stand.
I put the 4WD back into gear. I must settle my thoughts before firing back an intemperate response. But really, I’m enraged. I bet they think they know who I am. I imagine encountering them out here, running them down, feeling the bounce of my wheels over their bodies. I’d stop the 4WD, get out, walk slowly back. Savour the squelch of my boots on the marshy ground.
Their whimpering, their broken-boned pleas.
“You think this is how we do science, do you?” I’d ask them, entirely rhetorically. “You think it is a kind of game, a kind of bluff? Well, the joke’s on you. I am recommending your paper be rejected.”
And then I would walk away, ignoring their noises, get back into the 4WD, drive off. At night their cries would still come in across the marsh, but I would not let myself be troubled. After all, they brought this on themselves.
But that sparrowhawk, I’ll admit, was beautiful.
   
I go out to the walk-in traps and collect the overnight haul. There are almost always some birds in the snares, and almost always some starlings. It is how we ring them, bring them in for study, assess their overall genetic fitness. Generally they are none the worse for having been caught up in the nets overnight.
I collect ten adult specimens, let the others go, and take the ten back to the hut.
A firm in Germany has made the digital polarising masks for us. They are elegant little contraptions, similar in design to the hoods fitted around captive birds of prey. These are smaller, though, optimised to be worn by starlings, and to offer no significant resistance to normal flight. Each hood is actually a marvel of miniaure electronic engineering. Bulging out from either side are two glassy hemispheres.
In its neutral mode, the bird has an unrestricted view of its surroundings. Each hemisphere, though, is divided into digitally-controlled facets. These can be selectively darkened via wireless computer signals, effectively blocking out an area of the starling’s vision.
The consequence of this—the point of the masks—is that we can control the birds’ collision-avoidance response remotely. By making a given bird think it is about to be struck by another bird, we can cause it to fly in any direction we choose.
Again, it is asking too much of human reflexes to control a bird at such a level. But the computers can do it elegantly and repeatably. Each of our ten hooded starlings then becomes a remote-controlled agent, under our direct operation. Like the robot sparrowhawk, we can steer our agents into the murmuration. The distinction is that the hooded starlings do not trigger a threat response from their seven neighbours; they are absorbed into the whole, accepted and assimilated.
But they can influence the other birds. And by careful control of our hooded agents, we can initiate global changes in the entire murmuration. We can instigate domains, break them up, make them coalesce. Anything that happens under the influence of natural factors, we can now bring about at our will.
By we, of course, I mean I.
Old habits die hard. Science is always done in the “we”, even when the work is borne on a single pair of shoulders. But frankly, I am starting to doubt the commitment of my fellow researchers. There is always a division of labour in any collaborative enterprise, and sometimes that division can seem unfair. If the brunt of the work is my responsibility, though, I fail to see why I should not receive the lion’s share of the credit.
As I wait for the murmuration to form, I make some deft amendments to the list of the authors, striking out a name here, a name there.
Feathers will fly, of course.
   
Ten birds might not seem much but these birds are like precision instruments, guided with digital finesse. To begin with, we—I—restrict myself to only minor interventions.
I make the murmuration split into two distinct elements, then recombine.
Suitably encouraged, I quarter it like a flag. I pull it apart into four rippling sheets of birds, with arcs of clear air between them. The edges are improbably straight, as if the birds are glassed-in, boxed by invisible planes. But that is the power of incredibly delicate control processes, of stimulus and feedback operations happening much too swiftly for human perception. If an edge starts losing coherence, the computer makes a tiny adjustment to one or more of the control starlings and the order is reestablished. This happens many times a second, at the speed of avian reactions.
They have always lived in a faster world than us. They live a hundred days in one of our hours. To them we are slow, lumbering, ogrelike beings, pinned to the ground by the stonelike mass of our bodies. We envy them; they pity us.
I push forward. I carve geometries out of the murmuration. I fold it into a torus, then a ribbon, then a Moebius strip. I do not need to know how to make these shapes, only to instruct the laptop in my desires. It works out the rest, and becomes more adept as it goes along.
I make the murmuration spell out letters, then I coax those letters into lumpy, smeared-out words. I spell my name in birds. They banner around me like the slogans towed by light aircraft. I laugh even as I feel that I have crossed some line, some invisible threshold between pristine science and sordid exploitation.
But I carry on anyway. I am starting to think about those domains, those hints of modular organisation.
How far could I push this, if I were so determined?
   
Angry exchanges of emails. Editor not happy with this latest change of direction. Much to-ing and fro-ing. Questions over the change in the listed authors—deemed most unorthodox. Accusations of unprofessionalism. If we were in a room together, the three of us, we might get somewhere. Or we might end up throwing textbooks.
Is this a travesty of the way science ought to be done, or is it science at its shining best—as loaded with passion and conviction as any other human enterprise? No one would doubt that poets squabble, that a work of great literature might take some toll on its creator, that art forges enemies as readily as allies. Why do we hold science to a colder, more emotionless set of standards? If we care at all about the truth, should we not celebrate this anger, this clashing of viewpoints?
It means that something vital is at stake.
Hard in the spitting crucible of all this to remember that every one of us was drawn to this discipline because of a love of birds.
But that is science.
   
My proposition is simple. The domains are controllable. I can cause them to form, contain the shape and extent of their boundaries, determine the interaction of their vector groups with the surrounding elements. I can move the domains around with the flock. I can blend one domain into another, merging them like a pair of colliding galaxies. Depending on their vector properties, I can choose whether that act results in the destruction of both domains or the formation of a larger one.
I sense the possibility of being able to execute a kind of Boolean algebra.
If the domains behave in a controllable and repeatable way, and I can determine their states—their aggregate vector sums—then I can treat them as inputs in a series of logic operations.
The thought thrills me. I cannot wait for the coming of dusk.
With the laptop reprogrammed, I quickly satisfy myself that the elements of my Boolean experiment are indeed workable. I create the simplest class of logic gate, an AND gate. I classify the input domain states as either being 0 or 1, and after some trials I achieve a reliable “truth table” of outputs, with my gate only spitting out a “1” if the two inputs share that value.
I push on. I create OR and NOT gates, a “not AND” or NAND gate, a NOR gate, an XOR and XNOR gate. Each is trickier than the last, each requires defter control of the domains and vector states. To make things easier—at the burden of a high computational load on the computer and the ethernet network—I retrieve more birds from the snares, fitting them with additional digital hoods.
Now I can create finer domains, stringing them together like the modules in an electrical circuit.
I begin to “wire up” the flock. I assign gates to peform logical operations, but also to store data. Again, I need only tell the computer what I want it to do—it takes care of the computational heavy-lifting. All I know is what my eyes tell me. The murmuration has grown knotted and clotted, dense with domain boundaries and threaded with the thick synapses of internal data corridors. It swoops and billows over me, a circuit of birds.
The astonishing thing is that on the level of individual starlings, they sense no strangeness—no inkling that they are participating in anything but a normal murmuration. The complexity is emergent, operating on a scale that the birds simply cannot sense, cannot share. They are cells in a larger organism.
I lash together a Perl script, a simple text to logic program on the laptop, enabling me to send natural language queries to the flock.
IS ONE AND ONE TWO?
There is a process of calculation. The circuit shuffles. I glean the flow of information along its processing channels—the physical movement of birds and their larger domain boundaries.
The answer returns. The laptop takes the Boolean configuration and converts it back into natural language.
>>YES.
I try another query.
IS ONE AND ZERO ZERO?
A swoop, a billow, a constant busy shuffling of birds.
>>NO.
I smile. Maybe a fluke.
IS ONE AND ZERO ONE?
>>YES.
I am elated.
Over the next thirty minutes, I run through question after question. The birds answer unfailingly. They are computing, and doing so with the utmost machinelike reliability.
>>YES YES NO YES YES NO NO NO.
I am doing algebra with starlings.
But as the gloom gathers, as the dusk deepens, something troubles me.
In all my interventions to date, one thing has remained true. The murmuration eventually dissipates. The roosting instinct overpowers the flocking instinct, and the birds cascade down into the trees. It happens very quickly, a kind of runaway escalation. Whenever I have witnessed it, I am always saddened, for it is the end of the show, but I am also amazed by what is another demonstration of marvellous collective action.
And then the skies are clear again, until the birds lift at dawn. This is what should happen.
But now the murmuration will not break up.
Some birds leave it, maybe a third, but a core remains. I hammer at the laptop—more puzzled than worried at first. I try to disrupt the logic flow, randomise the data, dismantle the knotty Boolean architecture. But the pattern remains obstinately present. The sky darkens, until only the cameras and rangefinders are able to track the birds, and then with difficulty.
But I can still hear them up there—a warm but unseen presence, like a clot of dark matter hovering over me.
   
I think it’s time to recuse myself from refereeing this paper.
After all the time and work I’ve invested in the process, it’s hardly a decision I take lightly. But there is a difference between acting as a gatekeeper and a psychiatrist. I’m afraid that recent developments have given me cause for concern.
We all work under some degree of stress. Science is not a carefree playground. It’s an arena where reputations can crash as readily as they soar. Commit some error of analysis, read too much into noise, claim a premature discovery, and you may as well tie your own academic noose. Forget those keynote lectures. Forget those expenses-paid conference invitations. You’ll be tarnished—dead in the water.
I’ve felt the pressure myself. I know what solitude and overwork can do to your objectivity. All the same, there are limits. I should have sensed that things were not going well long before they reached this latest development.
I explain to the journal editor that I’m no longer in a position to offer a balanced opinion on the worth of this work. Frankly, I’m not even sure it still qualifies as science.
I’m stuffing the paper back into the glove compartment when it meets some obstruction, some object lodged at the back. I push my fingers into the mess and meet a stiff, sharp-edged rectangle about the size of a credit card.
Fore a moment there’s a tingle of recognition.
I pull out the offending object, study it under the 4WD’s dome light. It’s a piece of grey foil printed with the name and logo of a pharmaceutical company. The foil contains six blisters. All but one of the blisters have been popped and emptied of their contents.
The sixth still holds a small yellow pill.
I wonder what it does?
   
I sleep badly, but dare to hope that the murmuration will have gone by morning—broken up or drifted away elsewhere. But when I wake, I find it still present.
If anything, it has grown. I run a number count and find that it has been absorbing birds, sucking them into itself. More than half a million now. Enslaved to the murmuration, the individual birds will eventually exhaust themselves and drop out of the sky. But the whole does not care, any more than I concern myself with the loss of a few skin cells. As long as there are fresh starlings to be fed into the machine, it will persist.
I drive the 4WD out again, set up the laptop, try increasingly desperate and random measures to make the pattern terminate itself.
Nothing works.
But the supply of new birds is not inexhaustible. Sooner or later, if they keep coming, it will churn its way through all the starlings in the country. Long before that happens, though, the wrongness of this thing will have become known to others beside myself. They will know that I had something to do with it. They will admire me at first, for my cleverness. After that, they will start blaming me.
I want it to end. Here. Now.
So.
Desperate measures. The wind is stiff today, the bushes and trees buckling over. Even the birds struggle to hold their formation, although the will of the murmuration forces itself through.
I make it move. I can still do that.
I steer the murmuration in the direction of the wind turbine. The blades swoop around at the limit of their speed: if it were any windier, the automatic brakes would lock the turbine into immobility. The edge of the flock begins to enter the meat slicer. I hear its helicopter whoosh, the cyclic chop of its great rotors. The blades knock the birds out of the sky in their hundreds, an instant bludgeoning execution. They tumble out of formation, dead before they hit the ground.
This is merciful, I tell myself. Better than being trapped in the murmuration.
But my control slackens. The domains are resisting, slipping out of my grip. The ensemble won’t allow itself to be destroyed by the wind turbine.
It knows what I have tried to do.
It knows that I am trying to murder it.
On my laptop the Perl script says:
>>NO. NO. NO.
   
The pill leaves a bitter but familiar aftertaste. With a clarity of mind I haven’t known—or don’t remember knowing—in quite some time, I make my way once more to the top of the turbine tower. It’s odd that I feel this compulsion, since my fear of heights hasn’t abated, and for once there’s nothing wrong with the turbine, beyond some fresh dark smears on the still-turning blades.
In the housing, I ease around the humming core of the generator and its whirring shaft. The dials are all still registering power—enough for my needs, at any rate. We’re still down to those last few replacement fuses, but there’s no need to swap one of them at the moment.
I climb the little ladder and poke my head out through the roof hatch.
Steeling myself, pushing my fear aside, I put my elbows on the rim and lever my body up through the hatch. Finally I’m sitting on the rim, with my legs and feet still dangling back into the housing. The wind is hard and cold up here, a relentless solid force, but with the enclosing handrails there’s no real chance of me falling. All the same, it takes my last reserves of determination to rise from the hatch, pushing myself up until I am standing on the rubberised decking. The handrails seem too low now, and the gaps between the uprights too widely spaced. With each swoop of the blades, the housing moves under me. My knees wobble. My stomach flutters and sweat pools in the palms of my gloved hands.
But I will not fall. That’s not why I’ve come to the top of the turbine.
Once more I survey my little world from this lofty vantage. The hut, the instruments, the parked vehicle. The low sky. The boggy tracks of my daily routine.
The harder gleam of the causeway, arrowing away.
But it never gets anywhere. The causeway vanishes into bog and then the bog opens up into the silver mirror of a larger expanse of open water. I squint, trying to pick up the causeway’s continuation beyond the flooded area. There, maybe. A scratch of iron-grey, arrowing on toward the horizon. But dark shapes bordering that scratch. Cars, vans—all stopped. Some of them tipped over or emptied like skulls. Burnt out.
I might be imagining it.
Beyond the marsh, beyond the enclosing water, nothing that hints at civilisation.
I realise now that I’ve been here a lot longer than weeks. I know also that I don’t need to worry about being a scientist any more. That’s the least of anyone’s concerns. Being a scientist is just something I used to do, a long time ago.
I wish I could hold onto this. I wish I could remember that the paper doesn’t matter, that the journal doesn’t matter, that nothing matters. That the only thing left to worry about is holding on, keeping things at bay. But unless I’m mistaken that was the last of my medication.
Finally the wind and the swaying overcome my will. I start down the tower, back to the ground.
At the 4WD I stand and watch the birds. That clarity hasn’t completely left me, that knowledge of what I am and what has become of me. I can feel it slipping, draining out of my head as if there are holes in the base of my skull. For the moment, though, there’s still enough of it there. I know what happened.
But the murmuration still contains troubling structure—sharp edges, block knots of density, shifting domains and restless connections. Did I cause all of that to come into being, or is this now the way of things? Is it a kind of equivalence, order emerging in the natural world, while order is eclipsed in ours? Have I been trying to communicate with the murmuration, or is it the other way around? Which of us is the observer, which the phenomenon?
If I tried to kill it, will it find it in itself to forgive me?
I try to hold onto these questions. They seem hugely important to me now. But one pill was never going to hold the dusk at bay.
   
In the morning I feel much better about things now. Finally, I think I can see a way through—a fresh approach, a new chance of publication. It will mean going back to the start of the process, but sometimes you have no choice—you just have to end things before they get any worse.
I draft a letter to the editor. Although it pains me to do it, I feel that we have no option but to request a new referee. Things have gone on long enough with this old one. Frankly the whole exchange was in danger of getting too personal. We all know that the anonymous part counts for very little these days, and in all honesty professional feelings were starting to get in the way. I had a suspicion about their identity, and of course mine was all to visible to them. We had history. Too much bad blood, too much accumulated recrimination and mistrust. At least this way we will be off to a clean start again.
I read it over, make a few alterations, then send the letter. It might be misplaced optimism, but this time I am quietly confident of success. I look forward to hearing from the editor.



     


OPEN AND SHUT
NOT MANY MONTHS after the Aurora crisis, Dreyfus was summoned by Jane Aumonier. She was in a room of her own in the medical section, lying on a sloping platform with her head and upper body fixed into an alloy framework. Around her the walls churned with images and status summaries, display facets swelling and shrinking in restless succession.
Dreyfus walked to her side.
“You asked for me, Supreme Prefect.”
A quilt of mirrors floated above Aumonier’s face, forming an adaptive network trained to respond to intentional cues. With a smooth flutter of coordinated motion the mirrors angled themselves so that her eyes were brought into line with his own.
“I read your report on the Chertoff case,” Aumonier said, her lips moving while the rest of her remained still. “Terse and to the point, Tom, as I expect from you.”
“I filed that report weeks ago,” Dreyfus said, biting into the apple he had collected on his way to the medical section. “Was there a problem with it?”
“Do you think there might have been?”
Dreyfus had returned to Panoply after a routine polling core inspection in one of the habitats orbiting near the edge of the Glitter Band. Tired, he loosened his belt and removed his whiphound and holster. He set them down on a nearby medical cabinet, glad to be rid of the dragging weight around his paunch.
He took another bite.
“I thought it was a simple open-and-shut. That’s how I treated it in my report. If you want waffle and obfuscation, other prefects are available.”
“You’ve been active since Chertoff. Twenty-three days of uninterrupted duty, with no more than thirteen hours between any two assignments, and several taken consecutively.” The mirrors fluttered again, redirecting Aumonier’s gaze to an area of a breakdown of schedules and rosters scrolling down a wall. “You’ve failed to take your normal rest intervals, and you’ve rushed to fill in for other prefects whenever there was a risk that you might have time on your hands.”
“I enjoy my work.”
“Sparver says you’ve been showing signs of stress and irritability since Chertoff. Thalia said the same thing, although it was harder to get it out of her.”
“Anything else you’d like to ask my team while I’m not around?”
“I asked them both direct questions, and gave them no choice but to answer me. Is that understood?”
He bit into the apple again.
“Perfectly.”
“Then we’ll get to the crux of the matter. Something rattled you during the Chertoff case. I don’t doubt that your report is entirely factual. But my unavoidable conclusion is that you’ve been burying yourself in your duties ever since, because something broke through that usually implacable facade.” The mirrors fluttered again, bringing their eyes back into alignment. “I reviewed your service history. Not because I have the slightest doubt about your competence, but because I wondered if this was your first open-and-shut.”
“I’ve served my share of lockdowns.”
“But, until now, never had to deal with the direct consequences of that action.”
“I fail to see the significance.”
“Then it’s fortunate that one of us is able to. Would you please stop eating that apple? It’s bad enough lying here listening to myself breathe, without your crunching.”
Dreyfus dropped the half-eaten apple to the floor, where it was quickly absorbed into the quickmatter substrate under his feet.
“You spent eleven years locked in a room with no possibility of human contact. I would have thought a few months here was a breeze.”
“Are you telling me to stop complaining?”
“Put bluntly.”
A faint smile played across her lips. “And I thought Demikhov’s bedside manner needed work.”
“He’s an excellent physician. But he isn’t one of your oldest colleagues and friends.”
“Fetch me a glass of water, will you? Demikhov says it’s safe for me to swallow.”
Dreyfus went to the wall, conjured a glass of water and brought it back to the bedside as Aumonier mouthed a command and the platform beneath her increased its tilt, until she rested at about thirty degrees to the horizontal. Dreyfus brought the glass to her lips, letting her sip a small amount at a time.
“Demikhov must be pleased with your progress.”
“He puts on a brave face, but he thinks I should be regaining peripheral motor control by now—able to move my hands and fingers at least.”
Dreyfus’s gaze slipped to the pale line around her neck, the barely visible trace of the surgery that had reattached Jane Aumonier’s head to her own body. The operation and the circumstances surrounding it had been entirely unprecedented. No one, least of all Demikhov, had been willing to make specific predictions about the course of her recovery. Yet there was now an unavoidable sense that only the more pessimistic range of outcomes remained, though Dreyfus still hoped for the best.
“There’s no rush,” he said.
“That’s what I try to tell myself.” She licked the last drop of water from her lips. “Thank you—that’s enough. You’re not off the hook, though. Remind me of the circumstances of the original lockdown order.”
Dreyfus sighed. He had no desire to rake over this old ground. Equally, she was correct that the Chertoff case had been playing on his mind, driving him into a familiar pattern of overwork, as if he sought to revalidate his own professional credentials. Not just those, he reflected, but the entire ethical basis of Panoply and its methods. Overwork, fatigue, shortness with his colleagues and peers, then a gradual loss of effectiveness in his own decision-making. It was a self-reinforcing spiral that he recognised all too well, yet seemed unable to avoid.
“It was a forty-year lockdown,” he said, speaking slowly and carefully. “I was only a few months into Field Two when Albert Dusollier sent me to investigate a polling anomaly in House Chertoff. Looking back, I was as green as they come. But I felt confident—ready for anything.”
“Dusollier wouldn’t have sent you in if he had anything less than total faith in your abilities. He’d also have had a shrewd idea that the polling glitch might be grounds for lockdown, and that you were fully competent to make that call on the spot. What were the essentials?”
Dreyfus’s eyes wandered to the wall, to the constant shuffling play of summaries. The majority of the locales were unfamiliar to him. There were ten thousand orbiting habitats under Panoply’s care, and Dreyfus doubted he could name more than one in ten of them, even after thirty years of service. But that was only because most habitats never came to Panoply’s direct notice.
That did not mean that the citizens in them were all saints, or that serious crimes went uncommitted. But Panoply’s remit was highly specific. The organisation—with its tiny cadre of prefects—was dedicated to ensuring that the machinery of democratic participation ran flawlessly throughout the habitats. The hundred million citizens of the Glitter Band lived with embedded neural connections, implants that enabled mass participation in a real-time voting process, as well as theoretical access to many layers of abstraction. Whether they lived in an abundant utopia, a rustic pre-industrial throwback or a Voluntary Tyranny, each citizen was guaranteed their right to vote.
Panoply protected that right with surgical force, and punished infringements with a merciless impartiality. Sometimes those punishments were directed at individuals, but very occasionally an entire habitat was implicated in some aspect of vote rigging.
In such instances the consequences were particularly severe.
“Chertoff is—was—a small habitat, with less than five thousand permanent residents at the time I visited. I didn’t have to dig very deeply to find evidence of high-level collusion in a vote-tampering.”
“What was the loophole?”
“Pietr Chertoff had identified a tiny flaw in our error-handling routines. Once in a while a legitimate vote would suffer packet corruption and be discarded. The system would prompt a vote resend. Chertoff had found a way to fool the apparatus into accepting both the corrupted and the duplicate packet, effectively amplifying his voting influence.”
“Grounds for action against Chertoff, certainly, but there’d be a limit to the damage he could have done, or the personal benefits he could have accrued.”
“Chertoff had allies. He stuffed the habitat with friends, and they shared the vote-spoofing scheme. There were at least two hundred of them in on it, and when they voted in a coordinated fashion, in marginal polls, they had enough cumulative influence to shift results. They needed to be very careful about it, to avoid garnering suspicion, and for several years they were. But our pattern filters eventually picked up the anomaly, and Dusollier instigated a full traceback which identified Chertoff and his associates.”
“What was in it for them?”
“Cash for votes, as banal as it sounds. Chertoff feathered his nest with wealthy clients who needed those marginals to swing one way or another. We got them all eventually—lone fish for the most part. But Chertoff and his friends constituted an organised syndicate operating at the highest levels of House Chertoff’s local administration. It was grounds for immediate lockdown.”
“How did they take it?”
“As well as they ever do. Outrage, indignation, fear and panic.” Dreyfus laced his fingers, conscious that his palms were damp with sweat, feeling as if he had been asked to account for himself. “They had the usual six-hundred-second margin before the lockdown became binding. Time to send messages to loved ones, before we imposed the total communications blackout. Time for a very lucky few to make it to docked spacecraft and get away from the habitat, before we sealed the locks and enforced an exclusion volume. I think about a hundred got out—maybe fewer. There was some rioting near the shuttle docks, as they tried to squeeze aboard.”
“Did it cross your mind that some of those citizens about to be locked inside House Chertoff for forty years were innocent of any wrongdoing?”
He shrugged.
“Of course.”
“And you still instigated the lockdown, even with that knowledge?”
“There is a thing called due diligence,” Dreyfus said, after a moment’s consideration. “Many of those citizens had no direct complicity in Pietr Chertoff’s crime. But they should have been suspicious of him. I saw what the place was like. The whole habitat was a palace, with Chertoff on the throne, his friends in high office and everyone else living the life of pampered courtiers. Gold everywhere. Molten rivers of it flowing in channels through the palace grounds. They even had fountains spraying liquid gold into the air. Anything that wasn’t gold was jewelled. There wasn’t a square centimetre of the place that didn’t scream of obscene concentrations of money and power. All real, as well. Nothing holographic or virtual. No plumage or abstraction layers, because Chertoff wanted you to know that this was the real thing, wealth you could reach out and touch. No one who lived there could have failed to wonder where all this wealth came from. Yet they silenced their qualms, turned a blind eye, and enjoyed the fruits of Chertoff’s vote rigging. They took a gamble, and they lost.”
“Some of them,” Aumonier said. “Those who at least had the foresight to consider that there might be something rotten at the core of House Chertoff. But what of those citizens who were simply naive, or excessively trusting?”
“I regret that they were caught by the lockdown. But there can’t be any half-measures. Besides, forty years is not the longest such sentence we’ve ever imposed.”
“Were you confident that House Chertoff had the internal resources to keep its citizens alive for that span of time, with no outside assistance?”
“No,” Dreyfus said. “But again, the citizens knew the risk and had ample time to satisfy themselves that the arrangements were sufficient. If they doubted House Chertoff’s capability to sustain itself through a lockdown, they should have relocated.”
“You take a very unforgiving line.”
“I’m employed to.” Dreyfus unlaced his hands, drying his palms against his trousers, which immediately absorbed and reprocessed the sweat. “We aren’t without a conscience. That’s why we have the open-and-shuts. Dusollier ordered a mid-term inspection, twenty years into the lockdown. If I’d found anything untoward…anything that warranted a suspension of the punishment…”
“And did you?”
“You read the report.”
“As I said, terse. Just the dry facts, and a recommendation that the lockdown continue until its scheduled expiration. No colour, no emotional context. Despite the fact that it’s playing on your mind three weeks later. What did you see in there, Tom?”
Dreyfus settled his hands behind his back, breathed in deeply through his nose. Through the play of mirrors her eyes met his own, a little too intently this time. He glanced away, then despised himself for that moment of weakness.
“It’s not meant to be an easy ticket.”
“Were you seen?”
“Not to begin with. I went in covertly, as we always aim to do. Dock silently, and open a lock without detection. Send in a whiphound or two as an advance scout, then conduct a field survey. It doesn’t have to be exhaustive—just enough to satisfy the basic criteria. If we’d found that these had degenerated beyond some threshold…if things had got too bad…”
“Had they?”
“Not quite.” Dreyfus swallowed, clearing a tightness in his throat. “Not quite enough. Chertoff and most of his circle were dead, probably at the hands of aggrieved citizens who had no one else to blame when the lockdown took hold. The palace’s inner sanctum had been stormed and taken over. The ornaments and prizes looted and smashed. Clearly there’d been a period of violent anarchy, then a gradual stabilisation to a new social order. The habitat’s life-support infrastructure was still just about operable. It maintained breathable air and recycled the waste products efficiently enough to provide food and water, albeit at a much reduced level. The citizens had to make do with daily rations, just enough to sustain them, and some very low-level medical provision. Most of them needed to work, just to keep the life-support system from breaking down. It was very cold, and the power budget only allowed for twilight illumination.” He studied Aumonier’s face, wondering how well his own words were painting a picture. “Imagine a permanent, shivering gloom, and never a moment without hunger, thirst and exhaustion. Imagine the constant fear of suffering illness or injury.”
“You’ve just described nine-tenths of human history.”
“Perhaps. I’ve seen worse, too, in the VTs. But this was enforced on those citizens, not adopted by them as a conscious lifestyle. Even so, it didn’t meet our thresholds for lockdown suspension.”
“If we intervened to revoke lockdown as soon as conditions turned a little trying,” Aumonier replied, “we might as well not have lockdown at all.”
Dreyfus thought on her reply for a few moments before continuing.
“I met a man, hobbling over a garbage mound of broken gold. He had lost a leg below the knee. His clothes were rags. He had a stick, and there was a crude bandage over his stump. He smelled very badly. I think he may have been looking for food scraps, or something to barter with.”
“What did he make of you?”
“Surprised to see me, of course, and suspicious and hopeful at the same time. If he recognised me, he showed no sign of it. I explained that I was there to review the situation, that I would appreciate his cooperation, and that it would be much better for both of us if I avoided drawing further attention.”
“And was he willing?”
“Yes. He took me further into the habitat, choosing a route that would keep us away from too many prying eyes. He began to ask questions, and slowly it dawned on me that he had no idea how long he had been inside the habitat. He thought I was here to end the lockdown.”
“He thought forty years had passed, not twenty?”
“It seems incredible, but once I’d seen the state of the place I found it much easier to accept. No clear distinction between one day and the next, in that endless twilight, and no means of checking. The days and months must have slipped into one endless drudge of misery and squalor. But in me he saw hope. He thought that the time of punishment was nearly over, and the more assistance he gave me, the quicker that end would come.”
“Did you…correct him?”
“I never lied,” Dreyfus answered. “At the same time, I thought he would be more useful to me if I had his cooperation, so I sidestepped his questions. When I was ready to leave, he still had a flicker of hope in his eyes. I thought at the time that telling the truth would have been far crueller than allowing him that hope, if only for the few hours it took to realise we weren’t coming back. But I was wrong.”
“I understand why you might have felt that way,” Aumonier said. “And why it might have gnawed at you since. But you needn’t be too harsh in reviewing what you did or didn’t say to him. For all you know, he could have been one of Chertoff’s closest allies.”
“Perhaps. I’m fairly sure he wasn’t Chertoff himself.”
“Your whiphound ran an ident?”
“It didn’t need to,” Dreyfus answered. “He took me to see Chertoff.”
“You said he was murdered.”
“I’m sure he was, and that it happened in the immediate aftermath of the lockdown. It was in one of the formal gardens of the palace, just about recognisable after twenty years. The place would have been busier, but that was about the time when the habitat was releasing the latest allocation of food and water rations, and most of the survivors were gathering in the dispensary area. The man led me to Chertoff’s corpse.”
“They hadn’t disposed of him?”
“There was no need. He wasn’t a disease risk. They had thrown him into one of his rivers of gold. Judging by the posture in which I saw him, and the expression on his face, he was still alive when they did it. The gold was in the process of cooling, becoming solid metal—whatever machine kept the gold molten and flowing must have been broken—and had encased him like a molten cast. He was caught in that hardening river like a drowning man, thrashing with his last breath. They’d left him like that. I don’t imagine he’d have lasted long if any of the survivors had any use for gold.”
“No, I doubt that they would have. And in twenty years we’ll have the great pleasure of deciding what to do with that corpse.” Aumonier’s expression turned rueful. “Although I rather suspect that will be my successor’s problem, not mine.”
“I hope we can count on your leadership for just a little longer.”
“That will depend on…many factors.” The quilt of mirrors fluttered, as if Aumonier were trying to stare down the length of her own body. “We’ll see. Perhaps it will be your little headache in twenty years, who knows. I take it you’re ready to put this behind you now?” She did not wait for his answer. “You won’t stop remembering that ragged man, nor the hope in his eyes. And you being you, you won’t stop questioning your own judgement in that regard. I’d expect nothing less. But you’ll draw a line under it now, take at least two days immediate rest, and consider your conduct to have been judged fully satisfactory.”
Dreyfus sighed, some portion of the recent days’ tension leaving him at last. He still carried his share of it, and that would leave him slowly if at all, but he realised it had been an error not to share this experience sooner. He had been impaired, his work had been impaired, and by extension so had the work of his immediate colleagues Thalia and Sparver. Panoply was a small but very tightly-knit mechanism, and it only functioned properly when all its components were operating smoothly.
He ought to have seen that sooner, instead of waiting for this peptalk…
“Thank you,” he said, beginning to reach for his whiphound.
“Two more things. The first is that you’re not the only one to have served a lockdown and then followed through with the open-and-shut. I have, too, and I had just as much trouble dealing with the consequences.”
Dreyfus cocked his head, surprised that his old friend still had the capacity to surprise him. “You’ve never mentioned this, and I thought I had a reasonably good idea of your service history.”
“Back in the day, my reports were as terse and to the point as your own. If not more so. It was a similar set-up. I was green when I served the lockdown, and about twenty years less green when I revisited. What I found was…similarly challenging.” A tightness crept into her face. “It was the Carter-Suff Spindle habitat. Three thousand citizens at the time of lockdown, and every expectation that most of them would still be alive when I went back in again.”
“And?” Dreyfus asked.
“They took a grave exception to my decision. Things had turned a little harder than anticipated, as well. It got very bad, very quickly. Famine had set in, then cannibalism, and they ate themselves into oblivion—first the newly dead, then the old and the weak, then the less old, the less weak. By the time I got there, all that remained were a few gangs of feral children.”
Dreyfus shook his head in wonder and horror. “It must have crossed our thresholds.”
“Of course. Immediate revocation of the lockdown, followed by rapid humanitarian intervention. But by then it was much too late. The few living children were beyond conventional rehabilitation. We sent the best of them to the Mendicants. There was very little we could do for the others, except keep them from sharp objects and other human beings. Can I tell you the worst of it, though?”
“You may as well.”
“They made a bone pile for me. A sort of statue, in my honour. A figure of me, made from corpses, or what was left of them. It must have been one of their last acts before the final generation, before they forgot language, writing, or any sense of why they were there. And I still remember it. There isn’t a day when it doesn’t push itself into my thoughts. Even those eleven years when I couldn’t sleep…it was always there. And it was a blessing, in a way, because it was a part of me that the Clockmaker couldn’t touch. Something worse.”
After a silence Dreyfus said: “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there’s always something worse.”
“Yes. Odd that that should be what keeps us going, but there it is. We take our comforts where we may.”
“We do.”
“There were two things. Demikhov will be back shortly, but I’d rather you were the first to know.”
Dreyfus smiled through his misgivings. “What is it?”
“Touch my fingers.”
He reached down and placed his hand in contact with her own. “Can you feel anything?”
“Yes—it’s faint, but not so faint as it was a week ago. A little better all the time, I think. This harness is starting to bother me below the neck, too, and that must be a good thing, because at least I can feel it. There’s something else, though. I did it for the first time this morning, but I want to be sure it isn’t my mind playing tricks. The mirrors can’t give me a good enough view to be certain.”
“Certain of what?”
“This, Tom.” She drew a breath, relaxed her fingers, then closed them slowly around his own. “Open and shut.”



     


PLAGUE MUSIC
A VOLANTOR DESCENDED through the airs of Chasm City.
The flying machine navigated a tricky, winding path through the thickening tangle of diseased buildings. Searchlights stabbed out from its belly, scissoring through rain, fog and smoke, glancing off the nearing obstructions. There seemed no end to the city’s descending levels; no end to the profusion of entanglements and mutated architecture.
A sudden vertigo gripped the nervous young man who had his face pressed to the volantor’s side-window. Merignac had never been good with heights. It was why he had chosen this line of work, above the other possibilities offered him. He had been assured that the sterilisation crews mostly worked the lowest levels.
Had they lied to him?
At last, something like a floor appeared in the down-pointing searchlights. It was a ledge, buttressed off from one of the buildings, rather than the true base of the city. Ramps and bridges fed away to other ledges and plazas, suspended at about the same height. There were still levels beneath this one, dark and mist-wreathed. Not many blocks away was the nearest edge of the swallowing emptiness of the Chasm itself, the natural abyss around which the city had accreted. Merignac’s stomach churned at the idea of the depths still under him. But if they kept to the plazas, away from the edges of things, he imagined it would not be too hard to forget about the empty spaces underneath.
“Shit,” Molloy said, clicking her fingers impatiently. “Your papers. Nearly forgot.”
Greer looked up from the breather mask he was adjusting. “You left it until now to check his papers?”
“My neck on the line, not yours,” Molloy muttered.
Merignac fished out his documents, the ones he had brought down from orbit after his arrival. Molloy uncreased them. Her fingers were bare, her heavy fireproof gloves still in her lap. She was team leader, Greer the next most experienced.
They had not told him what had happened to the one he replaced.
“In from Sky’s Edge,” Molloy said.
“Yes,” he answered guardedly.
Her nails were chewed to the quick. She tapped one against the paper. “Says here you were a soldier.”
He shrugged easily. “Not too many other lines of work.”
“Why’d you leave?”
He studied Molloy’s head, her close-shaven, scarless scalp. “The opportunity arose, so I took it.”
“You swapped a warzone for a plague-ridden shithole. Good move?”
“At least the plague isn’t trying to kill anyone because they were born at the wrong end of a peninsula.”
Molloy nodded slowly, seemingly accepting the logic of his answer. Anything, indeed, had to be better than a soldier’s life. “Well, he’s clean. Welcome to the squad, Skyboy. Don’t fuck up, and you might just fit in.” She began to slip on the gloves. “Greer, you got the schedule?”
“Mm-mm. Pretty light, all told. Three to sweep, all in the same sector.”
On her with breather mask, crunching it down onto her scalp. Her voice came through muffled, and she said a word that was unfamiliar to Merignac.
“Sprokers?”
“Maybe one or two. Actually almost certainly two.”
“Thought you said it was pretty light.”
“Neither should be a problem.” Greer tapped a fireproofed pouch on his overalls. “I have the association test for the first, the one we’ll find in the second location. That’ll ease in Skyboy nicely.”
“And the one after?”
“Building three. Inactive, according to the last squad through. Should be an easy burn.”
“I still hate sprokers. Shit, they give us two on the same shift, and a newbie? My day just gets better.” She gestured at her shoulder. “Check my supply valves, will you? Right one feels slack.”
Greer began to fiddle with the armoured oxygen hoses feeding around from Molloy’s backpack to her breather mask.
Merignac asked: “What’s a sproker?”
The other two laughed: Greer with an easy-going sympathy, Molloy with contempt.
   
They helped him with his protective gear, then the three of them trudged down the volantor’s belly ramp. Each had a sled’s worth of equipment to drag behind them. When they were down on the ground Molloy signalled the volantor to pull back into the air. Quickly it lost itself in the higher levels.
They fussed around the sleds for a minute or two, making sure the gear was tied down and properly balanced. They had explained none of it to Merignac. Not that it mattered: a child could have figured out most of it. There was cutting and demolition equipment, ranging from mallets and axes to high-powered drills and plastic explosives. There were propellant tanks for the incinerators, and the incinerators themselves—long, rugged, rifle-like implements that could be carried slung over a shoulder but which were now racked onto the sleds, until they were needed. They looked easy to use: just a simple trigger and regulator. Merignac’s sled had the tools, tanks and incinerators, but also a top-heavy stack of electrical instruments and cables, protected from the rain under a makeshift awning.
Merignac realised that he had not yet breathed the open air of Chasm City. While Greer and Molloy were examining a rain-proof map, plotting the route to the first building, he shrugged back his hood and lifted off his breather mask.
He took a cautious breath, but as soon as it was in his lungs he wanted to cough it out. The city was diseased, its atmosphere foul. The rain was no improvement. It stung his eyes and left an abrasive, rust-coloured residue on his gloves.
He spat into the goggles, settled the breather mask back over his face, taking care with the skin-tight seals.
“Follow,” Molloy said, already leaning into her sled.
   
The first stop on their schedule was almost routine.
They got to it after about forty minutes of hard hauling, up and down ramps and bridges, veering close to the crumbling edges of things but never to the point where Merignac felt real vertigo. Sweat pooled around his goggles, and his muscles and bones already felt strained to their limits. The awkwardly-laden sled was hard work on the rough, sodden ground. His protective garments, stiffened with heavy fireproofing, seemed to wilfully resist his efforts.
At the base of the building, Molloy and Greer halted their sleds and looked back to him as he caught up. Molloy’s eyes swam behind her goggles. They were the only part of her face Merignac could see.
“You struggling already, Skyboy?”
He raised a glove. “I’m fine. Just finding my feet.”
“I thought a soldier would be fitter.”
“I’m only a few days out of reefersleep.” He forced grit into his voice. “I’ll manage.”
“You’d better. No room for slip-ups here. Be throwing fire around soon enough.”
He looked back at the distance they had come.
“Why didn’t they set us down nearer?”
“Only stable ground was that ledge,” Greer answered. “Things get a little sketchy this close to the Chasm. When we’ve cleaned this zone, the surveyors’ll move in and see what can be reinforced, what needs to be knocked down and remade. Only sure thing is that someone will make money off of it, whatever happens.”
He looked up at the flank of the building, as much as he could see of it before its higher levels were lost in mist. It was treelike, with swelling, rootlike footings. There were lightless windows in the bark, scattered along queasy alignments. Merignac guessed that they had been neatly ranked once, but distorted by the building’s mutation, the way the symmetry of a human face could be pulled apart by disease.
Greer swept a torch into the cleft between two of the major roots. A wide, glass-paned door nestled in the darkness, battened over. Next to the door was a scrawl of reflective colour, sprayed directly onto the building’s surface.
“See that?” Molloy asked.
“I do.”
“Gang tag, Skyboy. You’ll be needing to read these, to be any use to us.”
Merignac’s eyes made no sense of the swooping, tangled scrawl. It almost looked like writing, but in some alphabet not quite known to him.
“What does it say?”
“The idiot’s version?”
“Please.”
Molloy sighed, as if to answer his question required herculean reserves of strength and fortitude.
“The building’s been swept by Bizley’s squad. They’ve certified it for sterilisation. It also says that the only reason they didn’t finish the job was that they ran low on incinerant. So we—the next team along—get to have the pleasure of burning.”
Merignac raised his eyes to the edifice. “We’re meant to burn this whole thing to the ground?”
Molloy turned her mask to Greer and sniggered. “He really did come to us green.”
Greer chuckled quietly, but with some glimmer of tolerance for the newcomer. “We don’t burn down the whole building, no. That’d need a lot more than these incinerators and burner tanks. What we do is make it safe for the surveyors and heavy demolition crews, just by burning away any last traces of plague. Bizley’s tag says they finished the interior cleansing, and the higher levels need specialist access. All we’re required to do is sterilise the lowest part, on the outside.”
“Then it’s…helpful, to be told that,” Merignac ventured.
“When you’ve learned to read the tags,” Molloy said, before correcting herself. “If you learn…you’ll understand that there’s a fuck of a lot more to it. It’s not just what’s written, it’s how it’s written. The way Bizley’s left it…there’s a tone to it. A cockiness. Doesn’t just say ‘this is what you need to do’. It says ‘look what we’ve left for you to finish off, pussies. Hope it’s not too much for you. Fuckers.’”
“There’s a healthy rivalry between gangs,” Greer said. “Helps productivity. And it has to be said that we give as good as we get. Don’t we, Moll?”
“We’ve earned it,” Molloy said gruffly. “Earned it several times over. Bizley’s gang hasn’t.”
She strode to her sled and unhitched her incinerator, Greer following suit. Merignac watched and copied their actions with a fierce attentiveness. Checking the armoured fuel lines, opening safety valves, working the spring-loaded trigger and fuel-mixture regulators to make sure nothing was going to jam on them, especially when the incinerant was in full flow and ignited. Something in Molloy and Greer’s methodical deliberations suggested to him that there had recently been some slip or omission that had cost them badly.
“Light your pilot like this,” Greer said, showing Merignac how to turn on the permanent little flame at the tip of the incinerator. “Then open her up slowly, and watch for wind deflection. Don’t want that fire curling round back at you.”
They pointed the incinerators to the sky. The main flame was blue, a very particular blue, shading to a dark purple near the core, which in turn cusped a curious dancing black. Greer showed the optimum regulator setting, then how to open the trigger to increase the flow. The flame licked out metre by metre, until it was a searing blue banner ten or twelve metres in extent.
The rain sparked through it, and the breezes made the flame’s furthest extent buckle and quiver unpredictably, as if it was a snake that he held by the tail alone.
The flames cleared some of the mist around and above them, revealing more of the building’s flanks.
“See those silver filaments?” Molloy said, dabbing her flame in the direction of the building’s wall. “Veins of plague matter, risen to the surface. Concentrate your burn around those nodes where it’s thickest. Once the flame takes hold, it’ll burn along those filaments by itself. Don’t go dousing it around where it won’t help. I don’t want us running dry like Bizley.”
They let Merignac take the first stab at it, a test of sorts. He lowered the burner until the flame was nearly horizontal, and then eased back the trigger to reduce the flame to a controllable eight or nine metres. He advanced pace by pace, and brought the blue fire into contact with the one of the nerve-like nodes where the silver filaments tangled together. He held his position, waiting until the flame brought the plague matter up to combustion temperature. It took suddenly, the silver flashing to a river of blue, and the blue began to thread out along the filaments, advancing slowly but steadily.
Merignac stepped back, selected another tangle and continued the burn. Molloy and Greer watched him without comment. After a minute, they lowered their own burners and began to join in the work, striking at the nodes scattered some way from those he had already torched.
He supposed by their wordlessness that he had passed the test, or at least not failed it.
With the burning complete, Molloy unclipped a selection of coloured aerosols and daubed her own message across the tag left by the previous gang. The tag she left was distinct from the first, but recognisably formed from the same elements of coded grammar. Not much was left visible of the tag beneath it.
“Fuck you, Bizley,” he heard her say. “Piss on our patch again, and…”
Greer checked the map, turning it this way and that until he had the right orientation. They leaned into their sleds and set out for the next building.
“So,” Greer said, as if they were all old friends by now. “What did you do during the war, Merignac?”
“Tell me a little about sprokers,” he answered. “And I’ll tell you a little about Sky’s Edge.”
   
The story he told them was sparse in its details, but sufficient. He was glad when they kept their questions (most of which came from Greer) to generalities.
He had been a soldier in the Northern Coalition, he said. The last surviving son of a family decimated by incursions from the forces of the Southland Militia.
“I was in Kessler’s brigade, for a while. But I soon got out of it. I’m proud to have been a patriot, but even I knew that Kessler’s methods were too extreme.”
“I guess you were conscripted,” Molloy said, making it sound like a character judgement.
“No, I volunteered. The Southers killed my brothers, and then took my father. I was too young to join up when my mother became a widow, but from that point on I was counting the days until they’d have me.”
“Did your mother agree with that?” Greer asked.
“No, as you can imagine.” Merignac grunted his sled on, catching his breath between exertions. “But she respected my decision to honour the family. It was even more significant because by the time my father died, I was given automatic exemption from conscription. I didn’t have to do what I did.” He grunted again, countering a tendency of the sled to begin toppling over, as its rails scraped over buckled ground. “I went to see his body. They’d tried to fix him up in one of the private hospital compounds, but his injuries were too severe. They were keeping him alive, in the medical sense, so that some of his organs could be harvested and sent back out to the field clinics. You had to be pretty badly injured on Sky’s Edge before you got a ticket home, or even away from the front-line.”
“I can see why coming to Chasm City might not be such a jolt after all,” Greer said.
“As I said, I was lucky to get a chance to leave. There was a lottery for conscripted and voluntary soldiers, something to pin our hopes onto. Once in a while one of us got offered a slot on an outbound ship, to some better world.”
“Guess you’d rather be back home now,” Molloy said.
“No,” he said. “Not in the slightest. Nothing for me there, by the end. Mother had died, and the graves marking my brothers turned to rubble. I’d done my part for the North. When I saw my name on that reefersleep slot, I took it.”
“Sorry about your mother,” Greer offered.
Molloy scoffed but said nothing.
“It wasn’t the war that got her in the end,” Merignac said. “Just disease. But I suppose disease was a side-effect of the war, too. She’d have been happy that I made it out, I think. Even if it meant coming here.”
Greer asked: “You think about her much?”
“Not so much about the times after father died. But when I was smaller, and she had to break the news to me that I’d lost a brother…she used to sing me to sleep, and tell me that everything would be all right in the end.” Merignac laboured his sled over a black fissure wide enough to fall into. “She sang very beautifully, and I won’t forget that.” Then, consciously breaking the spell of his own words: “That’s my part. Tell me about sprokers.”
   
Blue torches aloft, they emerged into what had once been a high-ceilinged lobby, but which now had something of the oppressive damp gloom of a hothouse. It was a dense, tangled volume, criss-crossed at all levels by branch-like projections that had grown out of the main walls. They went up and up, growing ever more interconnected and impenetrable. There was no power or light left in the building, but some grey radiance filtered down from far above. Rain penetrated the interior, too. The branches were dripping, and a glossy moss-like growth had taken hold on many of them.
“We have to go up there?” he asked, trying to make the question sound matter-of-fact.
“You volunteering?” Molloy asked.
“Actually I think I’d rather stay down here.”
They dragged their sleds further into the lobby, stooping under the lowest of the branches. The lobby’s floor had collapsed into a shallow bowl, taking them ankle-deep into grey water. Merignac kept an eye on the instruments on the sled, making sure they stayed out of the water. His goggles were starting to fog over again, but he thought better of taking off his mask. He wanted to look as if he was keeping up, fitting in.
He jumped as something moved in the grey water, a sinuous swimming shape just beneath the surface. Merignac dipped his burner, ready to incinerate. For a second all he could think of were the lethal serpentine creatures of Sky’s Edge.
“Easy,” Molloy said, with a mocking undertone. “Just a rat. They’ve grown bigger lately. But they aren’t our problem.”
They ducked beneath a thick, low-hanging spar, wading deeper into the water. Then up a gradually rising slope, until the water was again only ankle-deep, surely too shallow for swimming horrors.
Something snagged his foot. He staggered into the fall, letting out a sharp surprised gasp. His boot had caught on some cabling that must have been left by one of the earlier teams. He extricated himself, found his balance, continued forward without a further word.
It was almost a relief to come to the objective. Molloy had brought them through the chaos and water to the back wall of the building, roughly opposite their point of entry. Here the light was even more attenuated than before. The rain worked its way down not in drips but in continuous forceful rivulets, more than seemed reasonable to Merignac. The rain splashed off every surface, airborne drops transfigured to blue glories in the radiance of their pilot flames.
“Wakey-wakey,” Molloy called out.
The sproker was a man, half buried in the wall. He seemed to have been trying to claw his way out of it, as if the wall were a perpendicular sea, the man a drowning swimmer. Only the upper part of his body was visible at all: his chest, his flailing arms, his head caught in a neck-straining fight for one last breath, before the building consumed him. It had not succeeded, not entirely, but the process had been sufficient to leave the man embedded, petrified, incapable of gesture or reaction, turned into this half-formed sculptural tableau.
He seemed to be cast from some pewter-like metal. His face was an alloy mask; his eyes blank surfaces, his mouth a shallow concavity. Where the edges of his flesh and clothes met the wall, silvery curlicues suggested an extension of the man into the architecture, a diffusion of his nervous system into the building’s own network of sense and reaction.
They came nearer, blue flames aloft, so that all the highlights and shadows of the sproker appeared to move, evoking a sense that the man was flinching away, trying to flatten himself or perhaps sink entirely into the wall.
“He wasn’t going down without a struggle,” Greer said.
“Don’t they all struggle?” Merignac asked.
“You’d think. With some there’s a look of resignation or surrender. They know what’s coming and they don’t resist. Others…seems they went willingly. Eagerly, even, as if it’s a kind of bliss. Mostly, we’ll never know what was going on in their heads.”
“Mostly we don’t want to,” Molloy said, curtailing this line of discussion. “Stow your burner, Merignac. You can help me with the test lines. Clean out the inputs, where they’ve begun to close up.”
He fixed the burner back onto the sled, but with the blue pilot still licking from its end. Molloy did the same, then began to spool out lengths of coiled electrical cable. Merignac unloaded his drill. It was a heavy, rugged item worked by a manually-operated handle on a gear wheel.
An earlier team had already drilled input points into the sproker. Five whitish craters showed where they had gone in: one in the cranium, two in the chest, another two in the forearms. The active Melding Plague still present in the sproker had begun to heal up those drill points. Now they needed to be re-bored so that Molloy could drop in the test probes.
Merignac presented the drill, braced himself and began to turn the handle. Coils of silver spun out of the slow-turning bit. Rather than anything that resembled human tissue, the sproker seemed to be made up of soft glistening clay. The plague had infiltrated his anatomy to an extreme level, so that what remained was more like a fossil than a corpse. Merignac found it almost easy to forget that he was drilling into a human body.
He completed his work and stepped back.
Molloy made a sniffing examination of the input holes, but seemed unable to find obvious fault. One by one she plugged each hole with a tight-fitting probe, with five cables running back to the equipment on the sled Merignac had been dragging. She began to work switches and knobs, watching as dark-coloured screens lit up with fuzzy, wavering traces. Despite the awning, the rain had still found its way onto the equipment. Sparks flickered across poor connections; hums and crackles came out of grilles. Some of the plugs and cables had been crudely repaired after damage, bandaged in insulating tape. Molloy cuffed the side of a screen when it kept blanking out, as if reprimanding a child.
Molloy tipped back her hood and settled on a pair of battered-looking headphones. She had very short hair, cropped tight against a scarless skull.
Merignac felt his own scalp prickle.
“Mother,” Molloy said, raising her voice. “Father. Child. Home. School.”
Greer was observing the glowing traces. “Nothing.”
Molloy continued. “Work. Society. Capital. Prestige.”
“Still just noise.”
“Admiration. Esteem. The City. The Glitter Band.”
“No change.”
Molloy tried the same test phrases in a few different languages besides Canasian. Greer reported no alteration in the potentials. Molloy switched to specific association phrases.
“Victorine, Gladius, Nerval-Lermontov, Overwatch Heights, the Third District Bastion and the Outer Peripherique. Summer Falls and the White Regard. The Impartial Knife. The Quicksilver Delegation and a meeting with the Tropic Sisters.”
“Nothing,” Greer said, but with the tiniest trace of doubt. “All right. Maybe a flicker on Nerval-Lermontov. Run it again.”
“Sybil, Victorine, Gladius, Nerval-Lermontov, Overwatch…”
Greer shook his head.
“Nothing that time.”
Molloy tapped her headphones. “Just getting wind and static here. Think we’re ready to unplug.”
She took off the phones, slipped her hood back over her head, disconnected the test lines and reeled them back onto the sled. She powered down the humming equipment, then unhooked her burner, with its pilot still wavering. She raised the incinerator, seemed on the point of dousing its fire over the sproker, then turned to Merignac. “Go ahead: treat yourself.”
He retrieved his incinerator.
“We’re sure?”
“We’re sure.”
Molloy and Greer stepped back, their incinerators held aloft like the torches of some arcane initiation ceremony. Merignac moved nearer, tightening his grip, opening the valve, extending the flame, dousing the sproker. The fire took an immediate, consuming hold, much faster than with the filaments. Tongues of it wreathed the sproker and began to lick away from the margins, where the human form emerged from the wall.
Merignac made sure that the job was well done. Fire warmed his mask and goggles, prickling through to his skin. The raindrops became beautiful in the flames’ light, a dance of cobalt gems. The sproker was melting away, parts of it breaking free, no longer a human form but an indistinct, flame-wreathed nub, losing definition by the second.
Eventually a heavily-gloved hand touched his shoulder.
“Good enough,” Molloy said. “Plenty more to come.”
   
“Have you ever made a mistake?” Merignac asked, while they were on their way to the third building.
Molloy’s tone was one of immediate suspicion. “Such as?”
“I don’t know. Those tests you did with the sproker: the word associations. Are they always reliable?”
“In what sense?” Greer probed.
“You were testing for sentience, for some trace of the sproker’s past consciousness. Suppose there was sentience going on, but you just didn’t hit on the right trigger words, or the instruments weren’t sensitive enough to pick up the response.”
“If the instruments don’t pick it up, it’s not there,” Greer said.
Merignac thought about the way the equipment had sparked and shorted in the rain; how badly maintained it had looked, how no part of it looked as if it belonged to any other part.
“Then no one’s ever missed a trace of sentience?” he asked, trying to generalise his question so that it sounded as if he was referring to the gangs as a whole, rather than add offence to Molloy and Greer. Then, answering himself: “Although I suppose it would be difficult to tell, if the building’s been burned.”
“Look at it a different way,” Molloy said. “If you were one of those poor souls trapped in a building, and part of you was still living…but you couldn’t say or do anything, couldn’t communicate in any way with the outside world? What the fuck kind of life is that? Wouldn’t you rather be burned?”
“I think I would want it to be my choice,” Merignac replied thoughtfully.
“Choice was a luxury,” Greer said. “We’re past all that.”
   
They went inside the third building, through a short, low-ceilinged passage and into the main atrium. They halted their sleds and played their torches around.
It was dry inside this time, with no rain dripping down from the high, vaulted ceiling, and no build-up of water on the floor. Merignac heard the rain’s patter somewhere above, but it was distant and muted. In place of the rain’s usual sound, in fact, was a low, shifting moan, coming not just from above and below but all around. Merignac did not remember there being much of a breeze when they had been outside, but clearly whatever movement of air existed was in some way channelled and amplified by the ducts and passages still threading the building, producing an almost musical ululation.
The open space of the atrium made the sproker easier to find than the first, almost as if she were a work of art given an uncluttered setting of her own: a whole room for a single masterpiece. Like the first, she was located at the entrance level, and was also in a state of partial fusion with the wall behind her.
There the similarities ended.
Merignac was the first to reach her, the first to illuminate her form with his torch and the blue flicker of his pilot. He stopped, halted in his tracks.
He was transfixed, locked in a perfect rapture of paralysis.
It was not merely that she was beautiful, even in death. It was that he did not think he had ever seen someone more beautiful, nor ever imagined that such beauty were possible.
Simply to blink, simply to think of averting his eyes—even for one instant—was beyond all consideration, a crime against nature.
If the first sproker had been caught in an instant of desperate struggle, thrashing to escape the consuming surface of the wall, the repose of this woman suggested something entirely different. She had not resisted any part of it. More than mere acceptance, in her expression and posture Merignac detected a languorous, ecstatic submission, a willingness that shaded beyond enthusiasm into something nearer to lust.
She had not just come to terms with the transformation, she had been embracing it with all the fervour and avidity of a drowsy lover. There was, Merignac supposed, no reason why the last signals reaching this woman’s dying mind should not have been messengers of pleasure and delight, rather than torment and fear.
About two-thirds of her form was visible, caught not so much in the act of escaping the wall, as backing into it, as if the wall were some fragrant waterfall and she wished to prolong the delicious coolness of its first tingling contact upon her flesh, savouring to the fullest degree each nuance of its balming touch. The plague had turned her to an iridescent green (or perhaps she had always been green) and about her form, cloaking nearly all of it but her head and neck, lay an abundance foliage and fruit: shimmering green leaves, vines and bunches of grapes, all of it gleaming with the same metallic lustre as the rest of her. Her face was serene, her smile patient, the direction of her gaze not quite his to fathom, but seemingly averted from him no matter how he varied the angle of his scrutiny.
He stared and kept staring. The initial shock of her beauty was abating, but it still left him reeling, wondering what strange alchemy of light and form could do this to him, and so easily. He had never been as moved by a living form so thoroughly as he was by this corpse.
If she were indeed a corpse.
“Skyboy’s in love,” Molloy said.
Something in him snapped. He spun around, raising his fist as if to strike Molloy’s mask from her face. But at the last instant he recovered himself, opening his hand in a feeble attempt to disguise his intentions. “The drill,” he said, flustered. “Give me the drill, damn it. You’re the one saying we haven’t got all day.”
Molloy regarded him, and perhaps in her eyes there was some recognition of what he had been about to do, or at least about to attempt. Not some new-found respect, but a grudging understanding that she might have overstepped some mark, and would need to be more careful around him in future.
“Sure,” she said, speaking slowly and deliberately. “The drill. All yours.”
She passed it to him, and he closed his fingers around it and twisted it out of her grip.
If the sproker had been drilled before, the bores had healed up invisibly. He did not want to be the one who now violated that perfect form. Equally, he could not stand by and let either Molloy or Greer do it instead, which was exactly what would happen if he refused. So like a surgeon forced to perform some agonising procedure on the person he was most desirous of not harming, Merignac commenced his work. He selected his drill sites, none of them close to the flawless, alluring mask of her face, boring a pair through the shroud of leaves and grapes beneath her neck and another pair above her forehead, where the metallic foliage formed a towering wimpled crown. He put another bore into her wrist, where her arm emerged from the foliage in a gesture of beckoning enchantment, as if it were her will that he followed her back into the wall. Five drilling sites in all, just as with the first sproker: if it had been sufficient then, he reasoned, it ought to be sufficient now.
“Over to you,” he said to Molloy, lowering the drill.
She gave his handiwork a doubtful glance before turning her attention to the equipment on the sled. She reeled out five listening probes and sunk one each into the holes Merignac had bored, tapping them down gently until they reached their limits. She flicked power switches, screens and dials lighting up as before. When one flickered, she wiggled a connection in and out until the instrument stopped crackling and the dial gave off a steady illumination.
Molloy put on her headphones again, and stood close to the sproker.
“Mother. Father. Child. Home. School.”
Next to the sled, Greer squinted at the readouts. “Nothing.”
“Work. Society. Capital. Prestige.”
“Nothing.”
“Admiration. Esteem. The City. The Glitter Band.”
“Still nothing.”
Molloy wrenched off the headphones. “Nothing also. All right, let’s burn.”
“Wait,” Merignac said, surprised by the speed of the diagnosis. “The first one, you ran a lot more tests. There were keywords, much more specific than those general associations you just tried.”
“We don’t have those for every sproker,” Greer said. “Mostly we don’t know who these people were, what they did or who they knew. The plague took out ninety-nine percent of all civic records for this sector. That last sproker was one of the rare cases we had some biographical leads.”
“But you’ve got to try something,” Merignac pleaded. “We can’t just condemn her because there wasn’t a reaction to that first set of keywords.”
“There’s no ‘her’ to condemn,” Molloy said, already stepping past him to drag the listening probes out of their bores. But as her fingers reached out, she hesitated. “Although if you really want to go the extra mile, Skyboy, no one’s stopping you. Drop a bore straight into her cortex, right between the eyes.”
He glanced back at her. “I don’t want to.”
“Yeah, we noticed. But you’re the one saying you want this done properly.” She made to reach for his drill. “Happy to do it for you, if you don’t think you’ve got the nerve.”
Merignac jabbed the drill at the ceiling, holding it high and upright like a duellist’s pistol. “No. I’ll do it. Not you.”
Molloy stepped back, offering her palms in surrender. “Be my guest. Make it good and deep, though, if you want this to be definitive. Make sure you reach whatever’s left rotting in there.”
While Greer looked on, seemingly content to let Molloy and Merignac settle this one between themselves, Merignac steeled himself for the sacrilegious act he must now perform. He presented himself before the face, kneeling slightly because of its averted gaze, and for the first time looked at it square-on. Her beauty stalled his breath: if anything it assailed him harder than before, as if to make the next deed even more difficult than he had imagined. And yet, even with the face aligned with his, her sightless green gaze seemed to slip past him, as if she dared not meet his eyes.
Fighting a tremble in his hands, he elevated the drill until its cutting tip was positioned just above her nose. He squeezed the trigger and made the drill whirr. He advanced it into contact, telling himself that the damage he was about to do to the face was localised, symmetric and need be no more disfiguring than an ash-mark.
The drill skidded, gouging a glittering cleft across the woman’s brow. Startled and horrified, Merignac pulled it away.
Molloy made a snickering sound behind her mask.
Greer coughed and said: “Start again, slower this time. Keep the pressure on, but not too much. Let the drill do the work.”
He had damaged her, but not ruined her beauty. Did the glittering wound in some way throw the rest of her into even more perfect contrast: adding the necessary imperfection she had been lacking until this moment?
“In your own time, Skyboy.”
He steadied his hand, heeded Molloy’s advice, and recommenced. This time there was no error, and after a few moments he felt the drill beginning to bite, gaining traction. Flakes and coils of shimmering green wisped away from the drill, and the cutting tip advanced further into her brow. He kept it slow and steady, and did not make the mistake of backing out before he was deep enough to reach critical brain structures, if any trace of them now remained.
He stopped the drill, withdrew it, and snapped his hand at Molloy.
“Probe.”
“Yes, sir.”
Molloy unreeled a sixth line from her equipment and jammed the end of it into Merignac’s palm. Merignac took the listening probe and tapped it into position. He glanced back at the equipment on the sled, at the dials and traces.
“Try again.”
Molloy put on her headphones and mumbled her way through the test words, almost slurring them into each other.
“Mother, father, child, home, school… Still nothing. Greer? I got nothing.” She barely paused. “Good, then we’re done.”
“There was a flicker on ‘father’,” Greer said doubtfully. “Try again, from the beginning.”
“Seriously?”
“We’re just being thorough. Good for the kid to see we don’t take this lightly.”
“Do it,” Merignac insisted.
“All right, just this once. Mother. Father. Child. Home. School. And again. Mother. Father. Child. Home. School. Work. Society. Capital. Prestige. You getting anything, Greer? Just noise through these phones.”
Greer sighed. “No, there’s nothing. Must’ve been a glitch, first time around. We can go again, you want to be doubly sure…”
Molloy began to extract the listening probes. “No, we’ve gone the extra mile here, for Skyboy’s sake. She’s a pretty one, to be sure. But pretty doesn’t get this city back up and running.”
“I can hear her,” Merignac said.
   
I can hear her.
The others froze, regarding him silently. The moment stretched: Molloy with one hand on her headphones, Greer monitoring the glowing traces, all of which were steady and flat. The tableau remained like that for several seconds, Merignac feeling as if he had violated some grave dictum of professional etiquette, a boundary that until then he had had no idea even existed.
“I said I can hear her,” he repeated. “It started when you said the words the second time.”
Molloy had the listening probes bunched in her hand. She spooled them back into the equipment. Greer flicked power switches, turning off the humming modules until the sled was dark.
“Neither of us heard anything,” Greer said quietly.
“You’re not listening. It’s not coming through Molloy’s phones, or the equipment on the sled. It’s all around. The building’s singing.” Merignac frowned behind his mask. “You can hear it. It’s not loud, but it’s there. It’s there and it’s growing. It’s singing. A woman’s voice, coming through. There aren’t any words, just the sounds she’s making…you hear it now, don’t you?”
Greer said softly. “There’s nothing, kid. Just some rain in the high levels, some wind whistling through ducts…it’s only the same sounds that were here when we arrived.”
“It’s singing.” He nodded to the green woman. “She’s singing. It’s coming from her, out of her and into the fabric of the building.” His tone turned fiercer. “She’s singing! You can’t tell me you don’t hear it. It’s just as beautiful as she is. More beautiful. She reminds me of…”
“Greer, check his pressure lines, see he hasn’t mixed them up. Thinking Skyboy might be breathing fumes.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my lines, or my head. I feel fine, and I know what I’m hearing. You can stop pretending you don’t hear it now. She’s communicating to us, the only way she can.”
Merignac did not need to lie about the music. If he had doubted his senses at the very onset of it, when it first began to rise above the sounds of rain and wind, now it filled his soul. The woman’s voice sang a long, closely recurring phrase that climbed with each iteration, spiralling like a staircase into ever more vertiginous heights of outward expression. It was heartache and ecstasy, desperation and fulfilment, hope and hope’s annihilation, each extreme of emotion buttressing the other, and just when Merignac swore that the progression must have reached its soaring limit, that his sanity could take no more, so it kept going. It was a kind of torment, but one he would have gladly endured for the rest of eternity.
In its purest distillation beauty had always been merciless.
“There’s no music,” Molloy said, and for once it was concern, rather than mockery, that he heard in her voice. “Nothing’s coming through, Merignac. Whatever you think you’re hearing…”
He had to force himself to speak, for fear of shattering the spell. “I know what I’m hearing.”
In a low voice Greer said: “Maybe he is hearing something, in his own head. Revival psychosis. Could be that they thawed him out too fast. I hear things were getting backed up there in orbit when the last few ships came in, too many to process, corners being cut.”
Molloy unhitched one of the incinerators. “It’s possible. It’s also possible that corners got cut in another way.” She thrust the tip of the incinerator in his direction, its flame not yet lit. “That what happened, Skyboy? Those papers that said you were clean?”
“What’re you saying?” Greer asked solicitously.
“That maybe he came to us with something still inside his skull. Some tricky little implant that should’ve been scooped out before he came down from orbit.”
Greer sounded appalled. “Oh, Merignac. Not that. Tell me that’s not how it happened. Tell me you’re not still walking around with that stuff in your skull, in a plague zone!”
Merignac did not care to see Molloy with the incinerator, when he was unarmed. Before she or Greer could stop him, he ducked to the side of the sled and unhitched his own unit.
“I’d only be a danger to myself, so what would it matter?”
“Little shit’s admitting it!” Molloy declared excitedly.
“I’m not admitting anything. It isn’t true, anyway. I’m as clean as I say I am. You can’t bribe those people up in orbit…” Merignac activated his pilot flame, the dancing blue imp at the end of the incinerator. Then, on a falling note. “They can’t be bribed.”
“Which I guess you’d only know if you’d tried,” Molloy said.
“I didn’t.” He jabbed the incinerator. “Now get back. You too, Greer. We’re done here. She doesn’t burn. We go outside and you spray one of those signs on the outside, a message that says this building has to stay the way it is, now and forever.”
“There’s no such instruction,” Greer said deliberately, reaching to unclip his own incinerator.
“Then you’ll make something up.”
“It’s over, Merignac. Put down the incinerator.” Greer was speaking very slowly, holding his own incinerator by one hand while he gestured with the other, palm lowering. “What happened here, that can stay between us. Molloy and me, we can get you fixed up with one of the other teams.”
Merignac nearly laughed. “One of your rivals, you mean?”
“Whatever it takes. Our paths don’t have to cross again. No hard feelings. There are teams all over the city…you’d never have to come near this sector again.”
“That’s all very good, Greer. But what if I never wanted to leave this sector? The music reaches me now. But I’ve no guarantee that I’ll hear it when I’m half way across Chasm City.”
Merignac stopped himself, his focus drawn back to the green woman. Her ghost was leaving her body. At least, that was how it looked to him. A green phantom detached itself from her form, rising into the air until she hovered above Merignac, looking down on him with the same face, the same radiant loveliness, as her mortal remains, except undamaged by the work of the drill. The leaves and grapes clad her, but diaphanously, veils of green that parted and sheared in teasing glimpses.
She spread her arms and paddled herself higher, regarding him with a serene but distant fondness. The structure of the ceiling loomed through her translucence.
Another phantom slipped out of the body, then a third. They were equally lovely, equally bewitching as they rose into the air and began to swoop and circle above him. Greer and Molloy must have noticed the tracking of his gaze, but that did not concern him. Now the music seemed to emanate from the moving forms rather than the sproker, and if anything it tightened its clutch on him, becoming even more wondrous.
“Kid’s gone,” he heard Greer say to Molloy.
“Merignac,” Molloy snapped with a sudden finality. “Get clear of the sproker. We’ve work to do here.” Molloy elongated her incinerator’s flame, reaching halfway to Merignac: her last warning.
Merignac opened his incinerator as far as it would go and swung the flame into Molloy. The blue fire curdled around her for an instant, gloving her from head to foot. For a moment, it was if Molloy and the flame were to be symbiotic partners, neither encroaching on the other. But the flame’s greed was not to be sated. It found its way into her incinerator, touching the unlit fuel, and Molloy became a thrashing horror, screaming, flailing out, stumbling to her knees. All that in a few moments, during which time Merignac also torched Greer. Greer had not been as bad to him as Molloy, but once he struck out against his principle tormenter, it would only have been a matter of time before Greer responded. Greer therefore had to burn as well.
Merignac shut down his own incinerator as soon as Molloy and Greer were ablaze. No sense in wasting fuel. Molloy was on the floor: a blue-wreathed, hummock-like form no longer easily recognisable as a person. She had stopped making sounds.
Greer was on his way to the same fate, but lagging by a few seconds.
Merignac watched with diminishing concern, quickly satisfied that there was no immediate risk of either localised conflagration spreading to the sproker. The floor under them, and any part of the building’s nearby fabric, did not seem to be taking to the flame. But to be sure, Merignac walked around the burning pyres to the sleds, and uncoupled the remaining lines and cables linking them to Molloy and Greer. Then he dragged the sleds one at a time back to the entrance, so that there was no chance of a stray spark catching the remaining incinerant tanks.
He went back to the theatre of his work.
Molloy and Greer were two slumped beacons of spectral blue, Greer now as still and silent as his partner. He wondered if they gave off a smell, burning like that. Perhaps it was for the best that he kept his mask and goggles on.
There would be repercussions of this deed, Merignac knew. Difficult repercussions, which would need all his wits to negotiate. He would come up with a story, some plausible account of an accident, a terrible thing, Molloy and Greer so kind to him, new on the job. Had they been cutting corners, horsing around? Well, how was he to say? He was new to burning.
For now, such concerns could be set aside. The main thing was that the music had not been silenced. It was still as beautiful as when it had first touched him: all the more so, now that he was its sole audience. The green phantoms were above, still circling, the ceiling above them, gently re-radiating the blue glow of the fires beneath.
“I’ll do whatever it takes,” he said, raising his voice with confidence. “You have my word. You can sing and dance like this forever, and I’ll make sure no one ever stops you.”
A change happened to the music. The ever-soaring motif, the uplifting swell that had borne his soul with it, ceased its ascent. It was only the tiniest shift in register, but now there was something pensive about the singing, a crack of doubt where before there had been glorious self-assurance. The circling phantoms slowed their orbiting, and began to spiral inward and downward, slowly converging over the two sets of human remains. The incinerant had nearly exhausted itself, with only a few smouldering wisps of blue flame still clinging to the combusted forms. The phantoms seemed drawn to the burned bodies, but as they stretched out their arms to skim the ashen mounds, their curiosity switched to something else. They flinched back, surprised or repulsed, and their circling became flighty and agitated. The music, meanwhile, moved from diffidence to slumping collapse. The singing faltered and faded, and as its last notes played across him, they were strident rather than harmonious: the wail of banshees rather than the chorusing of angels.
The phantoms accelerated into a circle of green, and then the circle snapped itself back into the sproker, and Merignac was quite alone, in silence and stillness.
He walked back to the sproker. He bent down, as he had done before, to present his face to hers. Still her gaze seemed to slip past him, as if constrained by entirely different geometries than those that held firm in reality. He saw that her brow was now unmarred, with no trace of the drill site or the mark he had gouged on his first attempt. Nor was there any trace of the other places where she had been drilled.
Something in her countenance had shifted, he judged. Where before there had been a coquettish aversion of her gaze, now her expression was troubled. The change was subtle, like that first shift in the music’s register, but it was equally impossible to ignore.
There was judgement in that expression: disappointment; condemnation; perhaps even revulsion.
“No,” Merignac said, holding the face two-handed, trying to force it to look at him, trying to bend its features into the form he preferred. “No—you can’t make the music stop. Not after what I did for you.” It was unnecessary to nod to the handiwork still smouldering behind him. “Not after this.” Then his discontent became pleading. “Sing again. Make them come out of you. I want to hear the singing, and see their faces. Once wasn’t enough!”
Nothing happened. For all that fires had lately burned in this space, the sproker was as cold and immutable as iron. He felt as if was begging forgiveness from a boulder.
His pleading became rage. He began to pound his fists at the green woman, breaking away brittle shards and bunches of the grapes and foliage which encased her. The more he damaged her, the more her expression seemed to harden.
“You tricked me,” he cried, voice breaking on his anguish. “You tricked me! They burned for you!”
   
When there came a point where his rage had subsided to a slow-burning despair, and his fists could take no more of the revenge he wished to bestow on her, Merignac stumbled past the corpses of Molloy and Greer and out beyond the sleds, to the entrance, and out into the eternal night of Chasm City.
He wrenched his mask and goggles off and lifted his face to the night and the rain. The higher fog had broken apart. The rising murk of twisted and disfigured buildings dragged his focus all the way to the uppermost heights of the inhabited city. Lights still glimmered up there: a lacy, spit-like suspension of civilisation strung beneath the canopy’s ceiling. He thought of the clean-up gangs that must still be up there, toiling day and night to scrub the panels clean, or merely cleaner.
Perhaps that might have been the better vocation for him.
Voices sounded out of the night. He turned his gaze from the canopy, back to the level where he stood. About a hundred metres away, moving between shadow and half-light, was a small party of hooded and goggled figures, picking their way across the jumbled and deceptive ground. He counted five of them. They had torches, beams scissoring out into the rain. They were dressed just like a burner squad, but they moved without sleds or heavy equipment.
One of the torch beams glanced across him. He ducked, trying not to be seen as the beam returned.
“Molloy, is that you?”
“It’s Greer,” he called back, realising he had no chance of not being seen. “Greer,” he emphasized.
“Everything all right, Greer?”
“Who is it?”
“Farkas. We got word that…” Farkas broke off as a piece of masonry crumbled beneath the party, forcing them to scramble for firm ground before the city swallowed them whole. Farkas caught his breath, wheezing audibly. “We got word…is Merignac still in there, Greer?”
“Yes, Merignac’s still in there, with Molloy. They’re just…finishing up. We’re good here.”
Farkas and his party only had about thirty metres to cover before they were at the entrance. Merignac was considering his options, surveying the possible escape routes and trying to decide which if any of them were the least treacherous.
“Greer,” said one of two people at the rear of the squad. “There’s a problem with your recruit.”
“What sort of problem?” he asked innocently, squinting against the torch glare.
A woman’s voice said: “My name’s Kolax. I’m a constable, just down from orbit. I’m here with…another sleeper, another incomer thawed off the same ship your recruit came in on. Came here as fast as I could, then got Farkas and his team to lead me down to you.”
“Why?”
“Your man Merignac…he’s not who he claims. He’s here on falsified papers. All of it, his whole identity. A colleague of mine nearly died because of him.”
“I don’t understand.”
“He’s not clean,” Kolax went on. “Residual structures in his head. Plague susceptible. My colleague was the one who should have scanned him and stopped him getting anywhere near Chasm City, at least until he had those implants scooped out. But your recruit obviously didn’t like the idea of that. He attacked my colleague, left him for dead and forged his own clearance documents.”
“We checked his papers,” he said.
“Not well enough, it seems.”
“Well, you can’t blame him for not wanting the kind of back-room surgery they’d have offered him in orbit, fresh off the ship. Never mind the cost that would have been his to bear, when he was already fresh out of reefersleep without a single credit to his name.”
“Greer…” Farkas said doubtfully. “You sure everything’s all right with your squad?”
“Yes, everything’s absolutely fine. We’re done with this building.” He twisted around to look back it, as if with fondness. “It was…a good burn.”
He heard Kolax utter: “It’s him.”
Whether she knew it, or was guessing, no longer mattered.
He had to leave.
He darted without warning, selecting the least problematic of his possible directions of escape. The ground was still laden with hazards, but without a sled behind him he moved more easily than before, and with a sort of desperate, fear-driven confidence, leaping between areas of level ground, stumbling on loose scree then recovering his gait. The others were trying to follow—he could hear their excited cries, the crunch of rubble under their feet—but he had the element of surprise and quickly turned a corner of the building, blocking him from their sight. By the time they rounded the same corner, he would be lost down any number of possible routes.
If he had the remnant of a plan, after murdering the others, now his only thought was to buy time and distance. There would be no explaining away what had happened in the building, not now that Kolax had exposed his earlier crime. But that did not mean he was done. The city was huge and dark and mostly lawless, and if he kept going he could soon lose himself in it. Granted, he would need to adapt very quickly to the life of the fugitive. But as he had already demonstrated to himself, a lack of adaptability was not one of his shortcomings. If the ferals could live in the city’s underbelly, so could he. But unlike them, he would not settle for that existence.
He rounded another corner, ducked under an overpass, and caught himself just before he planted his foot onto an impaling spike, ramming up out of the ground. His breathed hard. The rain was the dominant sound, sluicing down in continuous greasy veils from a higher overhang of the building. He strained for indications of pursuit: their cries and footfalls. Perhaps there was something, just at the limit of his hearing, but the more he concentrated on it the more it seemed to be receding, as if they had indeed misjudged his direction of flight.
He calmed himself.
He could afford to be more cautious now. All he needed to do was make methodical progress, putting a sector or two behind him. If he moved slowly and quietly, there was no need to give himself away. If they were really serious about catching him, they would have sent more than just this one hapless constable. He supposed that the death of a minor functionary—the unhelpful official he had murdered—was not really worth the trouble of an organised manhunt. What was the point of putting right one crime, when there was a whole city gone to chaos and madness?
He slipped through dark alleys between buildings, unchallenged. Now and then he spotted the sprayed tags of burner teams, the prideful boasts glowing faintly against shadow and grime, and he wondered at the work that had been done in them, the dreaming sprokers that had been roused to a parody of consciousness. If the dials twitched, they might live. If not, quick blue fire was their exorcism.
His shadow leapt ahead of him. All around was light. Merignac froze, pinned into a circle of brilliance. He looked up, into the howling downdraught of a volantor, lowering out of the rain.
They had found him after all.
An amplified voice said: “Stop, Merignac—if that’s what you’re calling yourself. There’s nowhere for you to go.”
He looked around. Where there had been darkness—sanctuary—there was now only a blinding confusion of light and shadow, moving and squirming as if to trick his perceptions. Spectral figures emerged from the glare. For an instant his eyes made green angels out of them, until the forms coalesced into Farkas, Kolax and the three other pursuers.
Kolax shouted over the volantor’s roar: “Give up now, Merignac. This is the best chance you get.”
He laughed. “The best chance for what?”
“To avoid the worst. My prosecutors will look at mitigating circumstances. You weren’t long out of reefersleep. That’ll count in your favour. This man here…he’s a soldier, another incomer from Sky’s Edge.”
“I’m Merignac,” said the fifth one, in an accent that immediately identified him as a citizen of the Northern Coalition. “You took my identity, took my memories. You were never a soldier. Your family ran a private hospital, making money out of the war. When I was in there, badly injured, you ran an illegal memory trawl. Took what you needed from me, including my own past. Just enough to pass yourself off as me and take a slot on that ship. You thought I’d die, and no one would be any the wiser. But I survived. I made it out. And when we learned what you’d done, another soldier volunteered his slot on the ship, just so that I could follow you.” He paused, breathing heavily. “But not to punish you. Just to…have back, what you took. My name. My past.”
“It’s a lie,” he called back.
But Kolax answered calmly: “No, it’s not. He’s really Merignac. But you left his memories shredded. Done too quickly, no safeguards. But what you know, you can give back to him.”
“Trawl me, you mean?”
“No—we can’t do that very easily now. But Merignac just wants the pieces filled in. You can talk to him. Tell him what you remember, and that’ll help him with the missing parts, the holes you left him in with. Just talk.”
“Why would he not want to punish me?”
The real Merignac called back: “Because I’ve seen too much of that. I just want to remember her again. That’s all I ask.”
“Her?”
“My mother, and how she sang to me.”
Kolax spoke up: “It’s not too late. There’s nothing that can’t be forgiven here. You made errors, but they’re understandable. The traumas of war…you didn’t need to be on the front-line to be touched by them. And my colleague’s hurt, but he’ll be all right. So will Merignac, if you help him. Nobody’s died here. We’ll look at therapeutic rehabilitation. Believe it or not, we need people alive more than we need them dead. This city’s broken. It’s going to take a lot of hands to put it right.”
He took off his mask and goggles so that he could address her properly. They were not far apart now.
“You said nobody’s died.”
Kolax cocked her head.
“What’s so funny?”
“It’s just that you wouldn’t have said that if you already knew about Molloy and Greer.” He stared at her wonderingly. “But you don’t, do you? You haven’t had time to go back into that building. You don’t know what I did to them.”
“Did what?” Farkas asked.
“They wanted to stop the music,” he explained. “I couldn’t allow that. So I burned them both.”
“Don’t run!” Merignac called. “I need you! I need her!”
So he ran.
It was impossible, and he knew it, but he had to run anyway. The volantor followed him with an almost leisurely interest, like the kind of predator that had already injected its venom, needing only to wait for its quarry to succumb. Somewhere behind, he did not doubt that Farkas, Kolax and the real Merignac were following, guided by the light.
He came to the edge of something. Beyond the moving circle of light, the city fell away into void. Buildings teetered on the edge, top-heavy galleons circling a black-bottomed whirlpool. The absence was so wide and vast that he could not see the other side of it, nor gauge any trace of its depth. But he knew full well what he had reached. It was the lip of the Chasm.
He could not go back, and any way to his left and right would soon be blocked. But a thin thread of masonry arced out into the void. It was a bridge, narrow as a footpath, bordered by hip-high railings of buckled metal. The light lingered on the bridge’s nearest end, encouraging him to step onto it.
“Don’t do it,” Kolax called. “It’s a dead-end. The bridge goes nowhere.”
“Listen to her!” Merignac called, with a rising desperation in his voice. “I was ready to forgive—I’m still ready!”
He stepped onto the structure. Perhaps it went somewhere; perhaps it did not, but there was certainly no future for him at the Chasm’s edge. Their noble ideas of rehabilitating him would wither at the first glimpse of those smouldering bone-piles. Then they would want to burn him as well. Better to be running, no matter where running took him.
Under his feet the bridge felt firm, but only to begin with. The further he got from the edge, the more he felt the bridge swaying, with the amplitude of its motion seeming to increase with each thud of his boots. He looked back, expecting to see Kolax and the others—even poor motherless Merignac—beginning to follow him. But they had come no nearer, content to observe him from the relative safety of the Chasm’s edge. Even the volantor had given up the pursuit, hovering just above the party.
He ran until the shaking of the bridge made it impossible, and then he slowed into a lope, gripping the buckled rail for support. The bridge quivered violently, sickening him with its undulations. He had no choice but to walk now, spreading his legs for stability. But the railing’s support was already betraying him. The metal felt loose, only tenuously connected to the structure it was meant to be protecting. Far from the volantor’s illumination, and the torches of the party, he could make out very little of the bridge’s extent; how far it extended across the void.
With a shudder the railing flapped away in a continuous arc, leaving him with nothing to hold onto. He gasped and dropped to his knees, gripped by a monstrous dread of falling.
A green angel swooped out of the night. It came very close to him, hovering momentarily so that he was exposed to the full and dreadful spectacle of its beauty. Then it sped off again, circling high above him. A second came, then a third. They dived past him, arcing beneath the bridge and then back up and around. The three fell into their gyring dance, the one he had seen already. Their coiling motion began to converge on him, tightening and lowering.
There was an aspect to their faces he had not seen before.
They were not happy with him.
He flinched and twisted as they swept ever nearer. He felt the cold turbulence of their passing. Their displeasure was hardening now, becoming a green-eyed rage.
“They wanted to stop the music,” he pleaded again, but this time to a different audience. “But I needed to hear you sing.”
The green angels became green furies of vengeance and punishment. Their skin was ablating away to bone and sinew. He screamed as he tried to bat them away. He thrashed and moaned and lost his fragile balance on the bridge.
He fell.
He paddled the air, helplessly. He screamed into the uprising mist. The three green furies swooped around him, forming an escort, and at last they began to sing.
It was a different song this time, one that no mother had ever sung to her last living son.



     


NIGHT PASSAGE
IF YOU WERE REALLY BORN on Fand then you will know the old saying we had on that world.
Shame is a mask that becomes the face.
The implication being that if you wear the mask long enough, it grafts itself to your skin, becomes an indelible part of you—even a kind of comfort.
Shall I tell you what I was doing before you called? Standing at my window, looking out across Chasm City as it slid into dusk. My reflection loomed against the distant buildings beyond my own, my face chiselled out of cruel highlights and pitiless, light-sucking shadows. When my father held me under the night sky above Burnheim Bay, pointing out the named colonies, the worlds and systems bound by ships, he told me that I was a very beautiful girl, and that he could see a million stars reflected in the dark pools of my eyes. I told him that I didn’t care about any of that, but that I did want to be a starship captain.
Father laughed. He held me tighter. I do not know if he believed me or not, but I think it scared him, that I might mean exactly what I said.
   
And now you come.
You recognise me, as he would not have done, but only because you knew me as an adult. You and I never spoke, and our sole meeting consisted of a single smile, a single friendly glance as I welcomed the passengers onto my ship, all nineteen thousand of them streaming through the embarkation lock—twenty if you include the Conjoiners.
Try as I might, I can’t picture you.
But you say you were one of them, and for a moment at least I’m inclined to give you the time of day. You say that you were one of the few thousand who came back on the ship, and that’s possible—I could check your name against the Equinoctial’s passenger manifest, eventually—and that you were one of the still fewer who did not suffer irreversible damage due to the prolonged nature of our crossing. But you say that even then it was difficult. When they brought you out of reefersleep, you barely had a personality, let alone a functioning set of memories.
How did I do so well, when the others did not? Luck was part of it. But when it was decreed that I should survive, every measure was taken to protect me against the side-effects of such a long exposure to sleep. The servitors intervened many times, to correct malfunctions and give me the best chance of coming through. More than once I was warmed to partial life, then submitted to the auto-surgeon, just to correct incipient frost damage. I remember none of that, but obviously it succeeded. That effort could never have been spread across the entire manifest, though. The rest of you had to take your chances—in more ways than one.
Come with me to the window for a moment. I like this time of day. This is my home now, Chasm City. I’ll never see Fand again, and it’s rare for me to leave these rooms. But it’s not such a bad place, Yellowstone, once you get used to the poison skies, the starless nights.
Do you see the lights coming on? A million windows, a million other lives. The lights remain, most of the time, but still they remind me of the glints against the Shroud, the way they sparked, one after the other. I remember standing there with Magadis and Doctor Grellet, finally understanding what it was they were showing me—and what it meant. Beautiful little synaptic flashes, like thoughts sparking across the galactic darkness of the mind.
But you saw none of that.
   
Let me tell you how it started. You’ll hear other accounts, other theories, but this is how it was for me.
To begin with no one needed to tell me that something was wrong. All the indications were there as soon as I opened my eyes, groping my way to alertness. Red walls, red lights, a soft pulsing alarm tone, the air too cold for comfort. The Equinoctial was supposed to warm itself prior to the mass revival sequence, when we reached Yellowstone. It would only be this chilly if I had been brought out of hibernation at emergency speed.
“Rauma,” a voice said. “Captain Bernsdottir. Can you understand me?”
It was my second-in-command, leaning in over my half-open reefersleep casket. He was blurred out, looming swollen and pale.
“Struma.” My mouth was dry, my tongue and lips uncooperative. “What’s happened? Where are we?”
“Mid-crossing, and in a bad way.”
“Give me the worst.”
“We’ve stopped. Engines damaged, no control. We’ve got a slow drift, a few kilometres per second against the local rest frame.”
“No,” I said flatly, as if I was having to explain something to a child. “That doesn’t happen. Ships don’t just stop.”
“They do if it’s deliberate action.” Struma bent down and helped me struggle out of the casket, every articulation of bone and muscle sending a fresh spike of pain to my brain. Reefersleep revival was never pleasant, but rapid revival came with its own litany of discomforts. “It’s sabotage, Captain.”
“What?”
“The Spiders…” He corrected himself. “The Conjoiners woke up mid-flight and took control of the ship. Broke out of their area, commandeered the controls. Flipped us around, slowed us down to just a crawl.”
He helped me hobble to a chair and a table. He had prepared a bowl of pink gelatinous pap, designed to restore my metabolic balance.
“How…” I had too many questions and they were tripping over themselves trying to get out of my head. But a good captain jumped to the immediate priorities, then backtracked. “Status of the ship. Tell me.”
“Damaged. No main drive or thruster authority. Comms lost.” He swallowed, like he had more to say.
I spooned the bad-tasting pink pap into myself. “Tell me we can repair this damage, and get going again.”
“It can all be fixed—given time. We’re looking at the repair schedules now.”
“We?”
“Six of your executive officers, including me. The ship brought us out first. That’s standard procedure: only wake the captain under dire circumstances. There are six more passengers coming out of freeze, under the same emergency protocol.”
Struma was slowly swimming into focus. My second-in-command had been with me on two crossings, but he still looked far too young and eager to my eyes. Strong, boyish features, an easy smile, arched eyebrows, short dark curls neatly combed even in a crisis.
“And the…” I frowned, trying to wish away the unwelcome news he had already told me. “The Conjoiners. What about them. If you’re speaking to me, the takeover can’t have been successful.”
“No, it wasn’t. They knew the ship pretty well, but not all of the security procedures. We woke up in time to contain and isolate the takeover.” He set his jaw. “It was brutal, though. They’re fast and sly, and of course they outnumbered us a hundred to one. But we had weapons, and most of the security systems were dumb enough to keep on our side, not theirs.”
“Where are they now?”
“Contained, what’s left of them. Maybe eight hundred still frozen. Two hundred or so in the breakout party—we don’t have exact numbers. But we ate into them. By my estimate there can’t be more than about sixty still warm, and we’ve got them isolated behind heavy bulkheads and electrostatic shields.”
“How did the ship get so torn up?”
“It was desperate. They were prepared to go down fighting. That’s when most of the damage was done. Normal pacification measures were never going to hold them. We had to break out the heavy excimers, and they’ll put a hole right through the hull, out to space and anything that gets in the way—including drive and navigation systems.”
“We were carrying excimers?”
“Standard procedure, Captain. We’ve just never needed them before.”
“I can’t believe this. A century of peaceful cooperation. Mutual advancement through shared science and technology. Why would they throw it all away now, and on my watch?”
“I’ll show you why,” Struma said.
Supporting my unsteady frame he walked me to an observation port and opened the radiation shutters. Then he turned off the red emergency lighting so that my eyes had a better chance of adjusting to the outside view.
I saw stars. They were moving slowly from left to right, not because the ship was moving as a whole but because we were now on centrifugal gravity and our part of the Equinoctial was rotating. The stars were scattered into loose associations and constellations, some of them changed almost beyond recognition, but others—made up of more distant stars—not too different than those I remembered from my childhood.
“They’re just stars,” I told Struma, unsurprised by the view. “I don’t…”
“Wait.”
A black wall slid into view. Its boundary was a definite edge, beyond which there were no stars at all. The more we rotated, the more blackness came into our line of sight. It wasn’t just an absence of nearby stars. The Milky Way, that hobbled spine of galactic light, made up of tens of millions of stars, many thousand of light years away, came arcing across the normal part of the sky then reached an abrupt termination, just as if I were looking out at the horizon above a sunless black sea.
For a few seconds all I could do was stare, unable to process what I was seeing, or what it meant. My training had prepared me for many operational contingencies—almost everything that could ever go wrong on an interstellar crossing. But not this.
Half the sky was gone.
“What the hell is it?”
Struma looked at me. There was a long silence. “Good question.”
   
You were not one of the six passenger-delegates. That would be too neat, too unlikely, given the odds. And I would have remembered your face as soon as you came to my door.
I met them in one of the mass revival areas. It was similar to the crew facilities, but much larger and more luxurious in its furnishings. Here, at the end of our voyage, passengers would have been thawed out in groups of a few hundred at a time, expecting to find themselves in a new solar system, at the start of a new phase in their lives.
The six were going through the same process of adjustment I had experienced only a few hours earlier. Discomfort, confusion—and a generous helping of resentment, that the crossing had not gone as smoothly as the brochures had promised.
“Here’s what I know,” I said, addressing the gathering as they sat around a hexagonal table, eating and drinking restoratives. “At some point after we left Fand there was an attempted takeover by the Conjoiners. From what we can gather one or two hundred of them broke out of reefersleep while the rest of us were frozen. They commandeered the drive systems and brought the ship to a standstill. We’re near an object or phenomenon of unknown origin. It’s a black sphere about the same size as a star, and we’re only fifty thousand kilometres from its surface.” I raised a hand before the obvious questions started raining in. “It’s not a black hole. A black hole this large would be of galactic mass, and there’s no way we’d have missed something like that in our immediate neighbourhood. Besides, it’s not pulling at us. It’s just sitting there, with no gravitational attraction that our instruments can register. Right up to its edge we can see that the stars aren’t suffering any aberration or redshift…yes?”
One of the passengers had also raised a hand. The gesture was so polite, so civil, that it stopped me in my tracks.
“This can’t have been an accident, can it?”
“Might I know your name, sir?”
He was a small man, mostly bald, with a high voice and perceptive, piercing eyes.
“Grellet. Doctor Grellet. I’m a physician.”
“That’s lucky,” I said. “We might well end up needing a doctor.”
“Luck’s got nothing to do with it, Captain Bernsdottir. The protocol always ensures that there’s a physician among the emergency revival cohort.”
I had no doubt that he was right, but it was a minor point of procedure and I felt I could be forgiven for forgetting it.
“I’ll still be glad of your expertise, if we have difficulties.”
He looked back at me, something in his mild, undemonstrative manner beginning to grate on me. “Are we expecting difficulties?”
“That’ll depend. But to go back to your question, it doesn’t seem likely that the Conjoiners just stumbled on this object, artefact, whatever we want to call it. They must have known of its location, then put a plan in place to gain control of the ship.”
“To what end?” Doctor Grellet asked.
I decided truthfulness was the best policy. “I don’t know. Some form of intelligence gathering, I suppose. Maybe a unilateral first contact attempt, against the terms of the Europa Accords. Whatever the plan was, it’s been thwarted. But that’s not been without a cost. The ship is damaged. The Equinoctial’s own repair systems will put things right, but they’ll need time for that.”
“Then we sit and wait,” said another passenger, a woman this time. “That’s all we have to do, isn’t it? Then we can be on our way again.”
“There’s a bit more to it than that,” I answered, looking at them all in turn. “We have a residual drift toward the object. Ordinarily it wouldn’t be a problem—we’d just use the main engines or steering thrusters to neutralise the motion. But we have no means of controlling the engines, and we won’t get it until the repair schedule is well advanced.”
“How long?” Doctor Grellet asked.
“To regain the use of the engines? My executive officers say four weeks at the bare minimum. Even if we shaved a week off that, though, it wouldn’t help us. At our present rate of drift we’ll reach the surface of the object in twelve days.”
There was a silence. It echoed my own, when Struma had first informed me of our predicament.
“What will happen?” another passenger asked.
“We don’t know. We don’t even know what that surface is made of, whether it’s a solid wall or some kind of screen or discontinuity. All we do know is that it blocks all radiation at an immeasurably high efficiency, and that its temperature is exactly the same as the cosmic microwave background. If it’s a Dyson sphere…or something similar…we’d expect to see it pumping out in the infrared. But it doesn’t. It just sits there being almost invisible. If you wanted to hide something, to conceal yourself in interstellar space…impossibly hard to detect, until you’re almost on top of it…this would be the thing. It’s like camouflage, a cloak, or…”
“A shroud,” Doctor Grellet said.
“Someone else will get the pleasure of naming it,” I said. “Our concern is what it will do. I’ve ordered the launch of a small instrument package, aimed straight at the object. It’s nothing too scientific—we’re not equipped for that. Just a redundant spacesuit with some sensors. But it will give us an idea what to expect.”
“When will it arrive?”
“In a little under twenty-six hours.”
“You should have consulted with the revival party before taking this action, captain,” Doctor Grellet said.
“Why?”
“You’ve fired a missile at an object of unknown origin. You know it isn’t a missile, and so do we. But the object?”
“We don’t know that it has a mind,” I responded.
“Yet,” Doctor Grellet said.
   
I spent the next six hours with Struma, reviewing the condition of the ship at first hand. We travelled up and down the length of the hull, inside and out, cataloguing the damage and making sure there were no additional surprises. Inside was bearable. But while we were outside, travelling in single-person inspection pods, I had that black wall at my back the whole time.
“Are you sure there weren’t easier ways of containing them, other than peppering the ship with blast holes?”
“Have you had a lot of experience with Conjoiner uprisings, Captain?”
“Not especially.”
“I studied the tactics they used on Mars, back at the start of the last century. They’re ruthless, unafraid of death, and totally uninterested in surrender.”
“Mars was ancient history, Struma.”
“Lessons can still be drawn. You can’t treat them as a rational adversary, willing to accept a negotiated settlement. They’re more like a nerve gas, trying to reach you by any means. Our objective was to push them back into an area of the ship that we could seal and vent if needed. We succeeded—but at a cost to the ship.” From the other inspection pod, cruising parallel to mine, his face regarded me with a stern and stoic resolve. “It had to be done. I didn’t like any part of it. But I also knew the ship was fully capable of repairing itself.”
“It’s just a shame you didn’t allow for that,” I said, cocking my own head at the black surface. At our present rate of drift it was three kilometres nearer for every minute that passed.
“What would you have had me do?” Struma asked. “Allow them to complete their takeover, and butcher the rest of us?”
“You don’t know that that was their intention.”
“I do,” Struma said. “Because Magadis told me.”
I let him enjoy his moment before replying.
“Who is Magadis?”
“The one we captured. I wouldn’t call her a leader. They don’t have leaders, as such. But they do have command echelons, figures trusted with a higher level of intelligence processing and decision-making. She’s one of them.”
“You didn’t mention this until now?”
“You asked for priorities, Captain. I gave you priorities. Anyway, Magadis got knocked around when she was captured. She’s been in and out of consciousness ever since, not always lucid. She has no value as a hostage, so her ultimate usefulness to us isn’t clear. Perhaps we should just kill her now and be done with it.”
“I want to see her.”
“I thought you might,” Struma said.
Our pods steered for the open aperture of a docking bay.
   
By the time I got to Magadis she was awake and responsive. Struma and the other officers had secured her in a room at the far end of the ship from the other Conjoiners, and then arranged an improvised cage of electrostatic baffles around the room’s walls, to screen out any possible neural traffic between Magadis and the other Conjoiners.
They had her strapped into a couch, taking no chances with that. She was shackled at the waist, the upper torso, the wrists, ankles and neck. Stepping into that room, I still felt unnerved by her close proximity. I had never distrusted Conjoiners before, but Struma’s mention of Mars had unlocked a head’s worth of rumour and memory. Bad things had been done to them, but they had not been shy in returning the favour. They were human, too, but only at the extreme edge of the definition. Human physiology, but boosted for a high tolerance of adverse environments. Human brain structure, but infiltrated with a cobweb of neural enhancements, far beyond anything carried by Demarchists. Their minds were cross-linked, their sense of identity blurred across the glassy boundaries of skulls and bodies.
That was why Magadis was useless as a hostage. Only part of her was present to begin with, and that part—the body, the portion of her mind within it—would be deemed expendable. Some other part of Magadis was still back with the other Conjoiners.
I approached her. She was thin, all angles and edges. Her limbs, what I could see of them beyond the shackles, were like folded blades, ready to flick out and wound. Her head was hairless, with a distinct cranial ridge. She was bruised and cut, one eye so badly swollen and slitted that I could not tell if it had been gouged out or still remained.
But the other eye fixed me well enough.
“Captain.” She formed the word carefully, but there was blood on her lips and when she opened them I saw she had lost several teeth and her tongue was badly swollen.
“Magadis. I’m told that’s your name. My officers tell me you attempted to take over my ship. Is that true?”
My question seemed to amuse and disappoint her in equal measure.
“Why ask?”
“I’d like to know before we all die.”
Behind me, one of the officers had an excimer rifle pointed straight at Magadis’s head.
“We distrusted your ability to conduct an efficient examination of the artefact,” she said.
“Then you knew of it in advance.”
“Of course.” She nodded demurely, despite the shackle around her throat. “But only the barest details. A stellar-size object, clearly artificial, clearly of alien origin. It demanded our interest. But the present arrangements limited our ability to conduct intelligence gathering under our preferred terms.”
“We have an arrangement. Had, I should say. More than a century of peaceful cooperation. Why have you endangered everything?”
“Because this changes everything.”
“You don’t even know what it is.”
“We have gathered and transmitted information back to our mother nests. They will analyse the findings accordingly, when the signals reach them. But let us not delude ourselves, Captain. This is an alien technology—a demonstration of physics beyond either of our present conceptual horizons. Whichever human faction understands even a fraction of this new science will leave the others in the dust of history. Our alliance with the Demarchists has served us well, as it has been of benefit to you. But all things must end.”
“You’d risk war, just for a strategic advantage?”
She squinted from her one good eye, looking puzzled. “What other sort of advantage is there?”
“I could—should—kill you now, Magadis. And the rest of your Conjoiners. You’ve done enough to give me the right.”
She lifted her head. “Then do so.”
“No. Not until I’m certain you’ve exhausted your usefulness to me. In five and a half days we hit the object. If you want my clemency, start thinking of ways we might stop that happening.”
“I’ve considered the situation,” Magadis said. “There are no grounds for hope, Captain. You may as well execute me. But save a shot for yourself, won’t you? You may come to appreciate it.”
   
We spent the remainder of that first day confirming what we already knew. The ship was crippled, committed to its slow but deadly drift in the direction of the object.
Being a passenger-carrying vessel, supposed to fly between two settled, civilised solar systems, the Equinoctial carried no shuttles or large extravehicular craft. There were no lifeboats or tugs, nothing that could nudge us onto a different course or reverse our drift. Even our freight inventory was low for this crossing. I know, because I studied the cargo manifest, looking for some magic solution to our problem: a crate full of rocket motors, or something similar.
But the momentum of a million-tonne starship, even drifting at a mere fifty metres a second, is still immense. It would take more than a spare limpet motor or steering jet to make a difference to our fate.
Exactly what our fate was, of course, remained something of an open question.
Soon we would know.
   
An hour before the suit’s arrival at the surface I gathered Struma, Doctor Grellet, the other officers and passenger delegates in the bridge. Our improvised probe had continued transmitting information back to us for the entire duration of its day-long crossing. Throughout that time there had been little significant variation in the parameters, and no hint of a response from the object.
It remained black, cold and resolutely starless. Even as it fell within the last ten thousand kilometres, the suit was detecting no trace radiation beyond that faint microwave sizzle. It was pinging sensor pulses into the surface and picking up no hint of echo or backscatter. The gravitational field remained as flat as any other part of interstellar space, with no suggestion that the black sphere exerted any pull on its surroundings. It had to be made of something, but even if there had been only a moon’s mass distributed throughout that volume, let alone a planet or a star, the suit would have picked up the gradient.
So it was a non-physical surface—an energy barrier or discontinuity. But even an energy field ought to have produced a measurable curvature, a measurable alteration in the suit’s motion.
Something else, then. Something—as Magadis had implied—that lay entirely outside the framework of our physics. A kink or fracture in spacetime, artfully engineered. There might be little point in attempting to build a conceptual bridge between what we knew and what the object represented. Little point for baseline humans, at least. But I thought of what a loom of cross-linked, genius-level intelligences might make of it. The Conjoiners had already developed weapons and drive systems that were beyond our narrow models, even as they occasionally drip-fed us hints and glimpses of their “adjunct physics”, as if to reassure their allies that they were only a step or two behind.
The suit was within eight thousand kilometres of the surface when its readings began to turn odd. It was small things to start with, almost possible to put down to individual sensor malfunctions. But as the readings turned stranger, and more numerous, the unlikelihood of these breakdowns happening all at once became too great to dismiss.
Dry-mouthed, I stared at the numbers and graphs.
“What?” asked Chajari, one of the female passengers.
“We’ll need to look at these readings in more detail…” Struma began.
“No,” I said, cutting him off. “What they’re telling us is clear enough as it is. The suit’s accelerometers are going haywire. It feels as if it’s being pulled in a hundred directions at once. Pulled and pushed, like a piece of putty being squashed and stretched in someone’s hand. And it’s getting worse…”
I had been blunt, but there was no sense in sugaring things for the sake of the passengers. They had been woken to share in our decision-making processes, and for that reason alone they needed to know exactly how bad our predicament was.
The suit was still transmitting information when it hit the seven thousand kilometre mark, as near as we could judge. It only lasted a few minutes after that, though. The accelerational stresses built and built, until whole blocks of sensors began to black out. Soon after that the suit reported a major loss of its own integrity, as if its extremities had been ripped or crushed by the rising forces. By then it was tumbling, sending back only intermittent chirps of scrambled data.
Then it was gone.
I allowed myself a moment of calm before proceeding.
“Even when the suit was still sending to us,” I said, “It was being buffeted by forces far beyond the structural limits of the ship. We’d have broken up not long after the eight thousand mark—and it would have been unpleasant quite a bit sooner than that.” I paused and swallowed. “It’s not a black hole. We know that. But there’s something very odd about the spacetime near the surface. And if we drift too close we’ll be shredded, just as the suit was.”
It reached us then. The ship groaned, and we all felt a stomach-heaving twist pass through our bodies. The emergency tone sounded, and the red warning lights began to flash.
Had we been a ship at sea, it was as if we had been afloat on calm waters, until a single great wave rolled under us, followed by a series of diminishing after-ripples.
The disturbance, whatever it had been, gradually abated.
Doctor Grellet was the first to speak. “We still don’t know if the thing has a mind or not,” he said, in the high, piping voice that I was starting to hate. “But I think we can be reasonably sure of one thing, Captain Bernsdottir.”
“Which would be?” I asked.
“You’ve discovered how to provoke it.”
   
Just when I needed some good news, Struma brought it to me.
“It’s marginal,” he said, apologising before he had even started. “But given our present circumstances…”
“Go on.”
He showed me a flowchart of various repair schedules, a complex knotted thing like a many-armed octopus, and next to it a graph of our location, compared to the sphere.
“Here’s our present position, thirty-five thousand kilometres from the surface.”
“The surface may not even be our worst problem now,” I pointed out.
“Then we’ll assume we only have twenty-five thousand kilometres before things get difficult—a bit less than six days. But it may be enough. I’ve been running through the priority assignments in the repair schedule, and I think we can squeeze a solution out of this.”
I tried not to cling to false hope. “You can?”
“As I said, it’s marginal, but…”
“Spare me the qualifications, Struma. Just tell me what we have or haven’t got.”
“Normally the ship prioritises primary drive repairs over anything else. It makes sense. If you’re trying to slow down from lightspeed, and something goes wrong with the main engines at a high level of time-compression…well, you want that fixed above all else, unless you plan on over-shooting your target system by several light years, or worse.” He drew a significant pause. “But we’re not in that situation. We need auxiliary control now, enough to correct the drift. If takes a year or ten to regain relativistic capability, we’ll still be alive. We can wait it out in reefersleep.”
“Good…” I allowed.
“If we override all default schedules, and force the repair processes to ignore the main engines—and anything we don’t need to stay alive for the next six days—then the simulations say we may have a chance of recovering auxiliary steering and attitude control before we hit the ten thousand kilometre mark. Neutralise the drift, and reverse it enough to get away from this monster. Then worry about getting back home. And even if we can’t get the main engines running again, we can eventually transmit a request for assistance, then just sit here.”
“They’d have to answer us,” I said.
“Of course.”
“Have you…initiated this change in the schedule?”
He nodded earnestly. “Yes. Given how slim the margins are, I felt it best to make the change immediately.”
“It was the right thing to do, Struma. You’ve given us a chance. We’ll take it to the passenger-representatives. Maybe they’ll forgive me for what happened with the suit.”
“You couldn’t have guessed, Captain. But this lifeline…it’s just a chance, that’s all. The repair schedules are estimates, not hard guarantees.”
“I know,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “And I’ll take what them for what they are.”
   
I went to interview Magadis again, deciding for the moment to withhold the news Struma had given me. The Conjoiner woman was still under armed guard, still bound to the chair. I took my seat in the electrostatic cage, facing her.
“We’re going to die,” I said.
“This is not news,” Magadis answered.
“I mean, not in the way we expected. A clean collision with the surface—fast and painless. I’m not happy about that, but I’ll gladly take it over the alternative.”
“Which is?”
“Slow torture. I fired an instrument probe at the object—a suit stuffed full of sensors.”
“Was that wise?”
“Perhaps not. But it’s told me what we can expect. Spacetime around the sphere is…curdled, fractal, I don’t know what. Restructured. Responsive. It didn’t like the suit. Pulled it apart like a rag doll. It’ll do the same to the ship, and us inside it. Only we’re made of skin and bone, not hardware. It’ll be worse for us, and slower, because the suit was travelling quickly when it hit the altered spacetime. We’ll take our time, and it’ll build and build over hours.”
“I could teach you a few things about pain management,” Magadis said. “You might find them useful.”
I slapped her across the face, drawing blood from her already swollen lip.
“You were prepared to meet this object. You knew of its prior existence. That means you must have had a strategy, a plan.”
“I did, until our plan met your resistance.” She made a mangled smile, a wicked, teasing gleam in her one good eye. I made to slap her again, but some cooler part of me stilled my hand, knowing how pointless it was to inflict pain on a Conjoiner. Or to imagine that the prospect of pain, even drawn out over hours, would have any impact on her thinking.
“Give me something, Magadis. You’re smart, even disconnected from the others. You tried to commandeer the ship. Your people designed and manufactured some of its key systems. You must be able to suggest something that can help our chances.”
“We have gathered our intelligence,” she told me. “Nothing else matters now. I was always going to die. The means don’t concern me.”
I nodded at that, letting her believe it was no more or less than I had expected.
But I had more to say.
“You put us here, Magadis—you and your people. Maybe the others will see things the same way you do—ready and willing to accept death. Do you think they will change their view if I start killing them now?”
I waited for her answer, but Magadis just looked at me, nothing in her expression changing.
Someone spoke my title and name. I turned from the prisoner to find Struma, waiting beyond the electrostatic cage.
“I was in the middle of something.”
“Before it failed, the suit picked up an echo. We’ve only just teased it out of the garbage it was sending back in the last few moments.”
“An echo of what?” I asked.
Struma drew breath. He started to answer, then looked at Magadis and changed his mind.
   
It was another ship. Shaped like our own—a tapering, conic hull, a sharp end and a blunter end, two engines on outriggers jutting from the widest point—but smaller, sleeker, darker. We could see that it was damaged to some degree, but it occurred to me that it could still be of use to us.
The ship floated eight thousand kilometres from the surface of the object. Not orbiting, since there was nothing to hold it on a circular course, but just stopped, becalmed.
Struma and I exchanged thoughts as we waited for the others to re-convene.
“That’s a Conjoiner drive layout,” he said, sketching a finger across one of the blurred enhancements. “It means they made it, they sent it here—all without anyone’s knowledge, in flagrant violation of the Europe Accords. And it’s no coincidence that we just found it. The object’s the size of a star, and we’re only able to scan a tiny area of it from our present position. Unless there are floating wrecks dotted all around this thing, we must have been brought close to it deliberately.”
“It explains how they knew of the object,” I mused. “An earlier expedition. Obviously it failed, but they must have managed to transmit some data back to one of their nests—enough to make them determined to get a closer look. I suppose the idea was to rendezvous and recover any survivors, or additional knowledge captured by that wreck.” My fingers tensed, ready to form a fist. “I should ask Magadis.”
“I’d give up, if I were you. She’s not going to give us anything useful.”
“That’s because she’s resigned to death. I didn’t tell her about the revised repair schedule.”
“That’s still our best hope of survival.”
“Perhaps. But I’d be remiss if I didn’t explore all other possibilities, just in case the repair schedule doesn’t work. That ship’s too useful a prize for me to ignore. It’s an exploratory craft, obviously. Unlike us, it may have a shuttle, something we can use as a tug. Or we can use the ship itself to nudge the Equinoctial.”
Struma scratched at his chin. “Nice in theory, but it’s floating well inside the point where the suit started picking up strange readings. And even if we considered it wise to go there, we don’t have a shuttle of our own to make the crossing.”
“It’s not wise,” I admitted. “Not even sane. But we have the inspection pods, and one of them ought to be able to make the crossing. I’m ready to try, Struma. It’s better than sitting here thinking of ways to hurt Magadis, just to take my mind off the worse pain ahead for the rest of us.”
He considered this, then gave a grave, dutiful nod. “Under the circumstances, I think you’re right. But I wouldn’t allow you to go out there on your own.”
“A Captain’s prerogative…” I started.
“Is to accept the assistance of her second-in-command.”
   
Although I was set on my plan, I still had to present it to the other officers and passenger-representatives. They sat and listened without question, as I explained the discovery of the other ship and my intention of scavenging it for our own ends.
“You already know that we may be able to reverse the drift. I’m still optimistic about that, but at the same time I was always told to have a back-up plan. Even if that other ship doesn’t have anything aboard it than we can use, they may have gathered some data or analysis that can be of benefit to us.”
Doctor Grellet let out a dry, hopeless laugh. “Whatever it was, it was certainly of benefit to them.”
“A slender hope’s better than none at all,” I said, biting back on my irritation. “Besides, it won’t make your chances any worse. Even if Struma and I don’t make it back from the Conjoiner ship, my other officers are fully capable of navigating the ship, once we regain auxiliary control.”
“The suit drew a response from the object,” Grellet said. “How can you know what will happen if you approach it in the pods?”
“I can’t,” I said. “But we’ll stop before we get as deep as the suit did. It’s the best we can do, Doctor.” I turned my face to the other passenger-representatives, seeking their tacit approval. “Nothing’s without risk. You accepted risk when you consigned yourselves into the care of your reefersleep caskets. As it stands, we have a reasonable chance of repairing the ship before we get too close to the object. That’s not good enough for me. I swore an oath of duty when I took on this role. You are all precious to me. But also I have twenty thousand other passengers to consider.”
“You mean nineteen thousand,” corrected Chajari diplomatically. “The Conjoiners don’t count any more—sleeping or otherwise.”
“They’re still my passengers,” I told her.
   
No plan was ever as simple as it seemed in the first light of conception. The inspection pods had the range and fuel to reach the drifter, but under normal operation it would take much too long to get there. If there were something useful on the Conjoiner wreck I wanted time to examine it, time to bring it back, time to make use of it. I also did not want to have to depend on some hypothetical shuttle or tractor to get us back. That meant retaining some reserve fuel in the pods for a return trip to the Equinoctial. Privately, if my ship was going down then I wanted to be aboard when it happened.
There was a solution, but it was hardly a comfortable one.
Running the length of the Equinoctial was a magnetic freight launcher, designed for ship-to-ship cargo transfer. We had rarely used it on previous voyages and since we were travelling with only a low cargo manifest I had nearly forgotten it was there at all. Fortunately, the inspection pods were easily small enough to be attached to the launcher. By being boosted out of the ship on magnetic power, they could complete the crossing in a shorter time and save some fuel for the round-trip.
There were two downsides. The first was that it would take time to prepare the pods for an extended mission. The second was that the launcher demanded a punishing initial acceleration. That was fine for bulk cargo, less good for people. Eventually we agreed on a risky compromise: fifty gees, sustained for four seconds, would give us a final boost of zero point two kilometres per second. Hardly any speed at all, but it was all we could safely endure if we were going to be any use at the other end of the crossing. We would be unconscious during the launch phase and much of the subsequent crossing, both to conserve resources and spare us the discomfort of the boost.
Slowly the Equinoctial was rotated and stabilised, aiming itself like a gun at the Conjoiner wreck. Lacking engine power, we did this with gyroscopes and controlled pressure venting. Even this took a day. Thankfully the aim didn’t need to be perfect, since we could correct for any small errors during the crossing itself.
Six days had now passed since my revival, halving our distance to the surface. It would take another three days to reach the Conjoiner ship, by which time we would have rather less than three days to make any use of its contents. Everything was now coming down to critical margins of hours, rather than days.
I went to see Magadis before preparing myself for the departure.
“I’m telling you my plans just in case you have something useful to contribute. We’ve found the drifter you were obviously so keen on locating. You’ve been going behind our backs all this time, despite all the assurances, all the wise platitudes. I hope you’ve learned a thing or two from the object, because you’re going to need all the help you can find.”
“War was only ever a question of time, Captain Bernsdottir.”
“You think you’ll win?”
“I think we’ll prevail. But the outcome won’t be my concern.”
“This is your last chance to make a difference. I’d take you with me if I thought I could trust you, if I thought you wouldn’t turn the systems of that wreck against me just for the spite. But if there’s something you can tell me, something that will help all our chances…”
“Yes,” she answered, drawing in me a little glimmer of hope, instantly crushed. “There’s something. Kill yourselves now, while you have the means to do it painlessly. You’ll thank me for it later.”
I stepped out of the cage, realising that Doctor Grellet had been observing this brief exchange from a safe distance, his hands folded before him, his expression one of lingering disapproval.
“It was fruitless, I suppose?”
“Were you expecting something more?”
“I am not the moral compass of this ship, Captain Bernsdottir. If you think hurting this prisoner will serve your ends, that is your decision.”
“I didn’t do that to her. She was bruised and bloodied when she got here.”
He studied me carefully. “Then you never laid a hand on her, not even once?”
I made to answer, intending to deny his accusation, then stopped before I disgraced myself with an obvious lie. Instead I met his eyes, demanding understanding rather than forgiveness. “It was a violent, organised insurrection, Doctor. They were trying to kill us all. They’d have succeeded, as well, if my officers and I hadn’t used extreme measures.”
“In which case it was a good job you were equipped with the tools needed to suppress that insurrection.”
“I don’t understand.”
He nodded at the officer still aiming the excimer rifle at Magadis. It was a heavy, dual-gripped laser weapon—more suited to field combat than shipboard pacification. “I am not much of a historian, Captain. But I took the time to study a little of what happened on Mars. Nevil Clavain, Sandra Voi, Galiana, the Great Wall and the orbital blockade of the first nest…”
I cut him off. “Is this relevant, Doctor Grellet?”
“That would depend. My recollection from those history lessons is that the Coalition for Neural Purity discovered that it was very difficult to take Conjoiners prisoner. They could turn almost any weapon against its user. Keeping them alive long enough to be interrogated was even harder. They could kill themselves quite easily. And the one thing you learned never to do was point a sophisticated weapon at a Conjoiner prisoner.”
   
For the second time in nine days I surfaced to brutal, bruising consciousness through layers of confusion and discomfort. It was not the emergence from reefersleep this time, but a much shallower state of sedation. I was alone, pressed into acceleration padding, a harness webbed across my chest. I moved aching arms and released the catch. The cushioning against my spine eased. I was weightless, but still barely able to move. The inspection pod was only just large for a suited human form.
I was alive, and that was something. It meant that I had survived the boost from the Equinoctial. I eyed the chronometer, confirming that I had been asleep for sixty-six hours, and then I checked the short-range tracker, gratified to find that Struma’s pod was flying close to mine. Although we had been launched in separate boosts, there had been time for the pods to zero-in on each other without eating into our fuel budgets too badly.
“Struma?” I asked across the link.
“I’m here, Captain. How do you feel?”
“About as bad as you, I’m guessing. But we’re intact, and right now I’ll take all the good news I can get. I’m a realist, Struma: I don’t expect much to come of this. But I couldn’t sit back and do nothing, just hoping for the best.”
“I understood the risks,” he replied. “And I agree with you. We had to take this chance.”
Our pods had maintained a signals lock with the Equinoctial. They were pleased to hear from us. We spent a few minutes transmitting back and forth, confirming that we were healthy and that our pods had a homing fix on the drifter. The Conjoiner ship was extremely dark, extremely well-camouflaged, but it stood no chance of hiding itself against the perfect blackness of the surface.
I hardly dared ask how the repair schedule had been progressing. But the news was favourable. Struma’s plan to divert the resources had worked well, and all indications were that the ship would regain some control within thirteen hours. That was cutting it exceedingly fine: Equinoctial was now only three days’ drift from the surface, and only a day from the point where the suit’s readings had begun to deviate from normal spacetime. We had done what we could, though—given ourselves a couple of slim hopes where previously there had been none.
Struma and I reviewed our pod systems one more time, then began to burn fuel, slowing down for our rendezvous with the drifter. We could see each other by then, spaced by a couple of kilometres but still easily distinguished from the background stars, pushing glowing tails of plasma thrust ahead of us.
We passed the ten thousand kilometre mark without incident. I felt sore, groggy and dry-mouthed, but that was to be expected after the acceleration boost and the forced sleep of the cruise phase. In all other respects I felt normal, save for the perfectly sensible apprehension anyone would have felt in our position. The pod’s instruments were working properly, the sensors and readouts making sense.
At nine thousand kilometres I started feeling the change.
To begin with it was small things. I had to squint to make sense of the displays, as if I was seeing them underwater. I put it down to fatigue, initially. Then the comms link with the Equinoctial began to turn thready, broken up with static and drop-outs.
“Struma…” I asked. “Are you getting this?”
When his answer came back, he sounded as if he was just as far away as the ship. Yet I could see his pod with my own eyes, twinkling to port.
“Whatever the suit picked up, it’s starting sooner.”
“The surface hasn’t changed diameter.”
“No, but whatever it’s doing to the space around it may have stepped up a notch.” There was no recrimination in his statement, but I understood the implicit connection. The suit had provoked a definite change, that ripple that passed through the Equinoctial. Perhaps it had signified a permanent alteration to the environment around the surface, like a fortification strengthening its defences after the first strike.
“We go on, Struma. We knew things might get sticky—it’s just a bit earlier than we were counting on.”
“I agree,” he answered, his voice coming through as if thinned-out and Doppler-stretched, as if we were signalling each other from halfway across the universe.
At least the pods kept operating. We passed the eight thousand five hundred mark, still slowing, still homing in on the Conjoiner ship. Although it was only a quarter of the size of the Equinoctial, it was also the only physical object between us and the surface, and our exhaust light washed over it enough to make it shimmer into visibility, a little flake of starship suspended over a sea of black.
There would be war, I thought, when the news of this treachery reached our governments. Our peace with the Conjoiners had never been less than tense, but such infringements that had happened to date had been minor diplomatic scuffles compared to this. Not just the construction and operation of a secret expedition, in violation of the terms of mutual cooperation, but the subsequent treachery of Magadis’s attempted takeover, with such a cold disregard for the lives of the other nineteen thousand passengers. They had always thought themselves better than the rest of us, Conjoiners, and by certain measures they were probably correct in that assessment. Cleverer, faster, and certainly more willing to be ruthless. We had gained from our partnership, and perhaps they had found some narrow benefits in their association with us. But I saw now that it had never been more than a front, a cynical expediency. Behind our backs they had been plotting, trying to leverage an advantage from first contact with this alien presence.
But the first war had pushed them nearly to extinction, I thought. And in the century since they had shared many of their technologies with us—allowing for a risky normalisation in our capabilities. Given that the partnership had worked for so long, why would they risk everything now, for such uncertain stakes?
My thoughts flashed back to Doctor Grellet’s parting words about our prisoner. My knowledge of history was nowhere near as comprehensive as his own, but I had no reason to doubt his recollection of those events. It was surely true, what he said about Conjoiner prisoners. So why had Magadis tolerated that weapon being pointed at her, when she could have reached into its systems and made it blow her head off?
Unless she wanted to stay alive?
“Struma…” I began to say.
But whatever words I had meant to say died unvoiced. I felt wrong. I had experienced weightlessness and gee-loads, but this was something completely new to me. Invisible claws were reaching through my skin, tugging at my insides—but in all directions.
“It’s starting,” I said, tightening my harness again, for all the good it would do.
The pod felt the alteration as well. The readouts began to indicate anomalous stresses, outside the framework of the pod’s extremely limited grasp of normal conditions. I could still see the Conjoiner ship, and the beyond the surface’s black horizon the stars remained at a fixed orientation. But the pod thought it was starting to tumble. Thrusters began to pop, and that only made things worse.
“Go to manual,” Struma said, his voice garbled one instant, inside my skull the next. “We’re close enough now.”
Two hundred kilometres to the ship, then one hundred and fifty, then one hundred, slowing to only a couple of hundred metres per second now. The pod was still functioning, still maintaining life-support, but I’d had to disengage all of its high-level navigation and steering systems, trusting to my own ragged instincts. The signal lock from the Equinoctial was completely gone, and when I twisted round to peer through the rear dome, the stars seemed to swim behind thick, mottled glass. My guts churned, my bones ached as if they had been shot through with a million tiny fractures. A slow growing pressure sat behind my eyes. The only thing that kept me pushing on was knowing that the rest of the ship would be enduring worse than this, if we did not reverse the drift.
Finally the Conjoiner ship seemed to float out of some distorting medium, becoming clearer, its lines sharper. Fifty kilometres, then ten. Our pods slowed to a crawl for the final approach.
And we saw what we had not seen before.
Distance, the altered space, and the limitations of our own sensors and eyes had played a terrible trick on us. The state of decay was far worse than we had thought from those long-range scans. The ship was a frail wreck, only its bare outline surviving. The hull, engines, connecting spars were present…but they had turned fibrous, gutted open, ripped or peeled apart in some places, reduced to lacy insubstantiality in others. The ship looked ready to break apart, ready to become dust, like some fragile fossil removed from its preserving matrix.
For long minutes Struma and I could only stare, our pods hovering a few hundred metres beyond the carcass. All the earlier discomforts were still present, including the nausea. My thoughts were turning sluggish, like a hardening tar. But as I stared at the Conjoiner wreck, nothing of that mattered.
“It’s been here too long,” I said.
“We don’t know.”
“Decades…longer, even. Look at it, Struma. That’s an old, old ship. Maybe it’s even older than the Europa Accords.”
“Meaning what, Captain?”
“If it was sent here before the agreement, no treaty violation ever happened.”
“But Magadis…”
“We don’t know what orders Magadis was obeying. If any.” I swallowed hard, forcing myself to state the bleak and obvious truth. “It’s useless to us, anyway. Too far gone for there to be anything we could use, even if trusted myself to go inside. We’ve come all this way for nothing.”
“There could still be technical data inside that ship. Readings, measurements of the object. We have to see.”
“No,” I said. “Nothing would have survived. You can see that, can’t you? It’s a husk. Even Magadis wouldn’t be able to get anything out of that now.” My heart was starting to race. Besides the nausea, and the discomfort, there was now a quiet, rising terror. I knew I was in a place where simple, thinking organisms such as myself did not belong. “We failed, Struma. It was the right thing to attempt, but there’s no sense deluding ourselves. Now we have to pray that the ship can slow itself down without any outside help.”
“Let’s not give up without taking a closer look, Captain. You said it yourself—we’ve come this far.”
Without waiting for my assent he powered his pod for the wreck. The Conjoiner ship was much smaller than the Equinoctial, but still his pod diminished to a tiny bright point against its size. I cursed, knowing that he was right, and applied manual thrust control to steer after him. He was heading for a wide void in the side of the hull, the skin peeled back around it like a flower’s petals. He slowed with a pulse of thrust, then drifted inside.
I made one last attempt to get a signal lock from the main ship, then followed Struma.
Maybe he was right, I thought—thinking as hard and furiously as I could, so as to squeeze the fear out of my head. There might still be something inside, however unlikely it looked. A shuttle, protected from the worst of the damage. A spare engine, with its control interface miraculously intact.
Once I was inside, though, I knew that such hopes were forlorn. The interior decay was just as bad, if not worse. The ship had rotted from within, held together by only the flimsiest traces of connective tissue. With my pod’s worklights beaming out at full power, I drifted through a dark, enchanted forest made of broken and buckled struts, severed floors and walls, shattered and mangled machinery.
I was just starting to accept the absolute futility of our expedition when something else occurred to me. There was no sign of Struma’s pod. He had only been a few hundred metres ahead of me when he passed out of sight, and if nothing else I should have picked up the reflections from his worklights and thrusters, even if I had no direct view of his pod.
But when I dimmed my own lights, and eased off on the thruster pod, I fell into total darkness.
“Struma,” I said. “I’ve lost you. Please respond.”
Silence.
“Struma. This is Rauma. Where are you? Flash your lights or thrusters if you can read me.”
Silence and darkness.
I stopped my drift. I must have been halfway into the innards of the Conjoiner ship, and that was far enough. I turned around, rationalising his silence. He must have gone all the way through, come out the other side, and the physical remains of the ship must be blocking our communications.
I fired a thruster pulse, heading out the way I had come in. The ruined forms threw back milky light. Ahead was a flower-shaped patch of stars, swelling larger. Not home, not sanctuary, but still something to aim for, something better than remaining inside the wreck.
I saw him coming just before he hit. He must have used a thruster pulse, just enough to move out of whatever concealment he had found. When he rammed my pod the closing speed could not have been more than five or six metres per second, but it was still enough to jolt the breath from me and send my own pod tumbling. I gasped for air, fighting against the thickening heaviness of my thoughts to retain some clarity of mind. I crashed into something, collision alarms sounding. A pod was sturdy enough to survive the launch boost, but it was not built to withstand an intentional, sustained attack.
I jabbed at the thruster controls, loosened myself. Struma’s pod was coming back around, lit in the strobe-flashes of our thrusters. Each flash lit up a static tableau, pods frozen in mid-space, but from one flash to the next our positions shifted.
I wondered if there was any point reasoning with him.
“Struma. You don’t have to do this. Whatever you think you’re going to achieve…” But then a vast and calm understanding settled over me. It was almost a blessing, to see things so clearly. “This was staged, somehow. This whole takeover attempt. Magadis…the others…it wasn’t them breaking the terms of the Accord, was it?”
His voice took on a pleading, reasoning tone.
“We needed this intelligence, Rauma. More than we needed them, and certainly more than we needed peace.”
Our pods clanged together. We had no weapons beyond mass and speed, no defences beyond thin armour and glass.
“Who, Struma? Who do you speak for?”
“Those who have our better interests in mind, Rauma. That’s all you need to know. All you will know, shortly. I’m sorry you’ve got to die. Sorry about the others, too. It wasn’t meant to be this bad.”
“No government would consent to this, Struma. You’ve been misled. Lied to.”
He came in again, harder than before, keeping thruster control going until the moment of impact. I blacked out for a second or ten, then came around as I drifted to a halt against a thicket of internal spars. Brittle as glass, they snapped into drifting, tumbling whiskers, making a dull music as they clanged and tinkled against my hull.
A fissure showed in my forward dome, pushing out little micro-fractures.
“They’d have found out about the wreck sooner or later, Rauma—just as we did. And they’d have found a way to get here, no matter the costs.”
“No,” I said. “They wouldn’t. Maybe once, they’d have been that ruthless—as would we. But we’ve learned to work together, learned to build a better world.”
“Console yourself. When I make my report, I’ll ensure you get all the credit for the discovery. They’ll name the object after you. Bernsdottir’s Object. Bernsdottir’s Shroud. Which would you prefer?”
“I’d prefer to be alive.” I had to raise my voice over the damage alarm. “By the way, how do you expect to make a report, if we never get home?”
“It’s been taken care of,” Struma said. “They’ll accept my version of events, when I return to the Equinoctial. I’ll say you were trapped in here, and I couldn’t help you. I’ll make it sound suitably heroic.”
“Don’t go to any trouble on my account.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t. But the more they focus on you, the less they’ll focus on me.”
He rammed me one more time, and I was about to try and dive around him when I let my hands drift from the thruster controls. My pod sailed on, careening into deepening thickets of ruined ship. I bounced against something solid, then tumbled on.
“You’d better hope that they manage to stop the drift.”
“Perhaps they will, perhaps they won’t. I don’t need the ship, though. There’s a plan—a contingency—if all else were to fail. I abandon the ship. Catapult myself out of harm’s way in a reefersleep casket. I’ll put a long-range homing trace on it. Out between the stars, the casket will have no trouble keeping me cold. Eventually they’ll send another ship to find me.”
More thruster flashes, but not from me. For an instant the sharp, jagged architecture of this place was laid stark. Perhaps I saw a body somewhere in that chaos, stirred from rest by our rude intrusion, tumbling like a doll, a fleshless, sharp-crested skull turning its blank eyes to mine.
“I’m glad you trust your masters that well.”
“Oh, I do.”
“Who are they, Struma? A faction within the Demarchists? One of the non-aligned powers?”
“Just people, Rauma. Just good, wise people with our long-term interests in mind.”
Struma came in again, lining up for a final ram. He must have heard that damage alarm, I thought, and took my helpless tumble as evidence that I had suffered some final loss of thruster control.
I let him fall closer. He picked up speed, his face seeming to swell until it filled his dome. His expression was one of stony resolve, filled more with regret than anger. Our eyes must have met in those last strobe-lit instants, and perhaps he saw something in my own face, some betrayal of my intentions.
By then, though, it would have been much too late.
I jammed my hands back onto the controls, thrusting sideways, giving him no time to change his course. His pod slid into the space where mine had been only an instant earlier, and then onward, onto the impaling spike of a severed spar. It drove through armour, into Struma’s chest, and in the flicker of my own thrusters I watched his body undergo a single violent convulsion, even as the air and life raced from his lungs.
Under better circumstances, I would have found a way to remove his body from that wreck. Whatever he had done, whatever his sins, no one deserved to be left in that place.
But these were not better circumstances, and I left him there.
   
Of the rest, there isn’t much more I need to tell you. Few things in life are entirely black and white, and so it was with the repair schedule. It completed on time, and Equinoctial regained control. I was on my way back, using what remained of my fuel, when they began to test the auxiliary engines. Since they were shining in my direction, I had no difficulty making out the brightening star that was my ship. Not much was being asked of it, I told myself. Surely now it would be possible to undo the drift, even reverse it, and begin putting some comfortable distance between the Equinoctial and the object.
As my pod cleared the immediate influence of the surface, I regained a stable signal and ranging fix on the main ship. Hardly daring to breathe, I watched as her drift was reduced by a factor of five. At ten metres per second a human could have outpaced her. It was nearly enough—tantalising close to zero.
Then something went wrong. I watched the motors flicker and fade. I waited for them to restart, but the moment never came. Through the link I learned that some fragile power coupling had overloaded, strained beyond its limits. Like everything else, it could be repaired—but only given time that we did not have. The Equinoctial’s rate of drift had been reduced, but not neutralised. Our pods had detected changes at nine thousand kilometres from the surface. At its present speed, the ship would pass that point in four days.
We did not have time.
I had burned almost all my fuel on the way back from the wreck, leaving only the barest margin to rendezvous with the ship. Unfortunately that margin proved insufficient. My course was off, and by the time I corrected it, I did not have quite enough fuel to complete my rendezvous. I was due to sail past the ship, carrying on into interstellar space. The pod’s resources would keep me alive for a few more days, but not enough for anyone to come to my rescue, and eventually I would freeze or suffocate, depending on which got me first. Neither option struck me as very appealing. But at least I would be spared the rending forces of the surface.
That was not how it happened, of course.
My remaining crew, and the passenger-representatives, had decreed that I should return to the ship. And so the Equinoctial’s alignment was trimmed very carefully, using such steering control as the ship now retained, and I slid back into the maw of the cargo launcher. It was a bumpy procedure, reversing the process that had boosted me out of the ship in the first place, and I suffered concussion as the pod was recaptured by the launch cradle and brought to a punishing halt.
But I was alive.
Doctor Grellet was the first face I saw when I returned to awareness, lying on a revival couch, sore around the temples, but fully cognizant of what had happened.
My first question was a natural one.
“Where are we?”
“Two days from the point where your pods began to pick up the altered spacetime.” He spoke softly, in the best bedside manner. “Our instruments haven’t picked up anything odd just yet, but I’m sure that will change as we near the boundary.”
I absorbed his news, oddly resentful that I had not been allowed to die. But I forced a captain-like composure upon myself. “It took until now to revive me?”
“There were complications. We had to put you into the auto-surgeon, to remove a bleed on the brain. There were difficulties getting the surgeon to function properly. I had to perform a manual override of some of its tasks.”
No one else was in the room with me. I wondered where the rest of my executive staff were. Perhaps they were busy preparing the ship for its last few days, closing logs and committing messages and farewells to the void, for all the hope they had of reaching anyone.
“It’s going to be bad, Doctor Grellet. Struma and I got a taste of it, and we were still a long way from the surface. If there’s nothing we can do, then no one need be conscious for it.”
“They won’t be,” Doctor Grellet said. “Only a few of us are awake now. The rest have gone back into reefersleep. They understand that it’s a death sentence, but at least it’s painless, and some sedatives can ease the transition into sleep.”
“You should join them.”
“I shall. But I wanted to tell you about Magadis first. I think you will find it interesting.”
When I was ready to move Doctor Grellet and I made our way to the interrogation cell. Magadis was sitting in her chair, still bound. Her head swivelled to track me as I entered the electrostatic cage. In the time since I had last seen her the swelling around her bad eye had begun to reduce, and she could look at me with both eyes.
“I told the guard to stand down,” Doctor Grellet said. “He was achieving nothing, anyway.”
“You told me about the prisoners on Mars.”
He gave a thin smile. “I’m glad some of that sunk in. I didn’t really know what to make of it at the time. Why hadn’t Magadis turned that weapon on herself, or simply reached inside her own skull to commit suicide? It ought to have been well within her means.”
“Why didn’t you?” I asked her.
Magadis levelled her gaze at Doctor Grellet. Although she was still my prisoner, her poise was one of serene control and dominance. “Tell her what you found, Doctor.”
“It was the auto-surgeon,” Grellet said. “I mentioned that there were problems getting it to work properly. No one had expected that it would need to be used again, I think, and so they had taken no great pains to clear its executive memory of the earlier workflow.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“The auto-surgeon had been programmed to perform an unusual surgical task, something far outside its normal repertoire. Magadis was brought out of reefersleep, but held beneath consciousness. She was put into the auto-surgeon. A coercive device was installed inside her.”
“It was a military device,” Magadis said, as detached as if she were recounting something that had happened to someone else entirely, long ago and far away. “An illegal relic of the first war. A Tharsis Lash, they called it. Designed to override our voluntary functions, and permit us to be interrogated and serve as counter-propaganda mouthpieces. While the device was installed in me, I had no volition. I could only do and say what was required of me.”
“By Struma,” I said, deciding that was the only answer that made any sense.
“He was obliged to act alone,” Magadis answered, still with that same icy calm. “It was made to look like an attempted takeover of your ship, but no such thing was ever attempted. But we had to die, all of us. No knowledge of the object could be allowed to reach our mother nests.”
“I removed the coercive device,” Doctor Grellet said. “Of course, there was resistance from your loyal officers. But they were made to understand what had happened. Struma must have woken up first, then completed the work on Magadis. Struma then laid the evidence for an attempted takeover of the ship. More Conjoiners were brought out of reefersleep, and either killed on the spot or implanted with cruder versions of the coercive devices, so that they were seen to put up a convincing fight. The other officers were revived, and perceived that the ship was under imminent threat. In the heat of the emergency they had no reason to doubt Struma.”
“Nor did I,” I whispered.
“It was vital that the Conjoiners be eliminated. Their cooperation was required for the existence and operation of this ship, but they could not be party to the discovery and exploration of the object.”
“What about the rest of us?” I asked. “We were all part of it. We’d have spoken, when we got back home.”
“You would have accepted Struma’s account of the Conjoiner takeover, as you very nearly did. As I did. But it was a mistake to put her under armed guard, and another mistake to allow me a close look at that auto-surgeon. I suppose we can’t blame Struma for a few slips. He had enough to be concentrating on.”
“You were worried about war,” Magadis said evenly. “Now it may still happen. But the terms of provocation will be different. A faction inside one of your own planetary governments engineered this takeover bid.” She held her silence for a few moments. “But I do not want war. Do you believe in clemency, Rauma Bernsdottir?”
“I hope so.”
“Good.” And Magadis stood from her chair, her bindings falling away where they had clearly never been properly fastened. She took a step nearer to me, and in a single whiplash motion brought her arm up to my chin. Her hand closed around my jaw. She held me with a vicelike force, squeezing so hard that I felt my bones would shatter. “I believe in clemency as well. But it takes two to make it work. You struck me, when you thought I was your prisoner.”
I stumbled back, crashing against the useless grid of the electrostatic cage. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you, Captain?”
“Yes.” It was hard to speak, hard to think, with the pain she was inflicting. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have hit you.”
“In your defence,” Magadis said, “you only did it the once. And although I was under the control of the device, I saw something in your eyes. Doubt. Shame.” She relinquished her hold on me. I drew quick breaths, fully aware of how easily she could still break me. “I’m minded to think you regretted your impulse.”
“I did.”
“Good. Because someone has to live, and it may as well be you.”
I reached up and nursed the skin around my jaw. “No. We’re finished—all of us. All that’s left is reefersleep. We’ll die, but at least we’ll be under when it happens.”
“The ship can be saved,” Magadis answered. “And a small number of its passengers. This will happen. Now that knowledge of the object has been gathered, it must reach civilisation. You will be the vector of that knowledge.”
“The ship can’t be saved. There just isn’t time.”
Magadis turned to Doctor Grellet. “Perhaps we should show her, Doctor. Then she would understand.”
   
They took me to one of the forward viewports. Since the ship was still aimed at the object all that was presently visible was a wall of darkness, stretching to the limit of vision in all directions. I stared into that nothingness, wondering if I might catch a glimpse of the Conjoiner wreck, now that we were so much closer. They had asked me very little of what happened to Struma, as if my safe return was answer enough.
Then something flashed. It was a brief, bright scintillation, there and gone almost before it had time to register on my retinae. Wondering if it might have been a trick of the imagination, I stayed at the port until I saw another of the flashes. A little later came a third. They were not happening in the same spot, but clustered near enough to each other not to be accidental.
“You saved us,” Doctor Grellet said, speaking quietly, as if he might break some sacred spell. “Or at least, showed us the way. When you and Struma used the cargo launcher to accelerate your pods, there was an effect on the rest of the ship. A tiny but measurable recoil, reducing some of her speed.”
“It’s no help to us,” I said, taking a certain bleak pleasure in pointing out the error in his thinking. “If we had a full cargo manifest, tens of thousands of tonnes, then maybe we could shoot enough of it ahead of the ship to reverse the drift. But we haven’t. We’re barely carrying any cargo at all.”
Another flash twinkled against the surface.
“It’s not cargo,” Magadis said.
I suppose I understood even then. Some part of me, at least. But not the part that was willing to face the truth.
“What, then?”
“Caskets,” Doctor Grellet said. “Reefersleep caskets. Each about as large and heavy as your inspection pod, each still containing a sleeping passenger.”
“No.” My answer was one of flat denial, even as I knew there was no reason for either of them to lie.
“There are uncertainties,” Magadis said. “The launcher is under strain, and its efficiency may not remain optimal. But it seems likely that the ship can be saved with the loss of only half the passenger manifest.” Some distant, alien sympathy glimmered in her eyes. “I understand that this is difficult for you, Rauma. But there is no other way to save the ship. Some must die, so that some must live. And you in particular must be one of the living.”
The flashes continued. Now that I was attuned to their rhythm, I picked up an almost subliminal nudge in the fabric of the ship, happening at about the same frequency as the impacts. Each nudge was the cargo launcher firing another casket away, the ship’s motion reducing by a tiny value. It produced a negligibly small effect. But put several thousand negligibly small things together and they can add up to something useful.
“I won’t sanction this,” I said. “Not for the sake of the ship. Not murder, not suicide, not self-sacrifice. Nothing’s worth this.”
“Everything is worth it,” Magadis said. “Firstly, knowledge of the artefact—the object—must reach civilisation, and it must then be disseminated. It cannot remain the secretive preserve of one faction or arm of government. It must be universal knowledge. Perhaps there are more of these objects. If there are, they must be mapped and investigated, their natures probed. Secondly, you must speak of peace. If this ship were lost, if no trace of it were ever to return home, there would always be speculation. You must guard against that.”
“But you…”
She carried on speaking. “They would accept your testimony more readily than mine. But do not think this is suicide, for any of us. It has been agreed, Rauma—by a quorum of the living, both baseline and Conjoiner. A larger subset of the sleeping passengers was brought to the edge of consciousness, so that they could be polled, their opinions weighed. I will not say that the verdict was unanimous…but it carried, and with a healthy majority. We each take our chances. The automated systems of the ship will continue ejecting caskets until the drift has been safely reversed, with a comfortable margin of error. Perhaps it will take ten thousand sleepers, or fifteen thousand. Until that point has been reached, the selection is entirely random. We return to reefersleep knowing only that we have a better than zero chance of surviving.”
“It’s enough,” Doctor Grellet said. “As Magadis says, better that one of us survives than none of us.”
“It would have suited Struma if you butchered us all,” Magadis said. “But you didn’t. And even when there was a hope that the repairs could be completed, you risked your life to investigate the wreck. The crew and passengers evaluated this action. They found it meritorious.”
“Struma just wanted a good way to kill me.”
“The decision was yours, not Struma’s. And our decision is final.” Magadis’s tone was stern, but not without some bleak edge of compassion. “Doctor Grellet and I will return to reefersleep now. Our staying awake was only ever temporary, and we must also submit our lives to chance.”
“No,” I said again. “Stay with me. Not everyone has to die—you said it yourselves.”
“We accepted our fate,” Doctor Grellet said. “Now, Captain Bernsdottir, you must accept yours.”
   
And I did.
I believed that we had a better than even chance. I thought that if one of us survived, thousands more would also make it back. And that among those sleepers, once they were woken, would be witnesses willing to corroborate my version of events.
I was wrong.
The ship did repair itself, and I did make it back to Yellowstone. As I have mentioned, great pains were taken to protect me from the long exposure to reefersleep. When they brought me back to life, my complications were minimal. I remembered almost all of it from the first day.
But the others—the few thousand who were spared—they were not so fortunate. One by one they were brought out of hibernation, and one by one they were found to have suffered various deficits of memory and personality. The most lucid among them, those who had come through with the least damage, could not verify my account with the reliability demanded by public opinion. Some recalled being raised to minimal consciousness, polled as to the decision to sacrifice some of the passengers—a majority, as it turned out—but their recollections were vague and sometimes contradictory. Under other circumstances such things would have been put down to revival amnesia, and there would have been no blemish on my name. But this was different. How could I have survived, out of all of them?
You think I didn’t argue my case? I tried. For years, I recounted exactly what had happened, sparing nothing. I turned to the ship’s own records, defending their veracity. It was difficult, for Struma’s family back on Fand. Word reached them eventually. I wept for what they had to bear, with the knowledge of his betrayal. The irony is that they never doubted my account, even as it burned them.
But that saying we had on Fand—the one I spoke of earlier. Shame is a mask that becomes the face. I mentioned its corollary, too—of how that mask can become so well-adapted to its wearer that it no longer feels ill-fitting or alien. Becomes, in fact, something to hide behind—a shield and a comfort.
I have come to be very comfortable with my shame.
True, it chafed against me, in the early days. I resisted it, resented the new and contorting shape it forced upon my life. But with time the mask became something I could endure. By turns I became less and less aware of its presence, and then one day I stopped noticing it was there at all. Either it had changed, or I had. Or perhaps we had both moved toward some odd accommodation, each accepting the other.
Whatever the case, to discard it now would feel like ripping away my own living flesh.
I know this surprises you—shocks you, even. That even with your clarity of mind, even with your clear recollection of being polled, even with your watertight corroboration, I would not jump at the chance for forgiveness. But you misjudge me if you think otherwise.
Look out at the city now.
Tower after tower, like the dust columns of stellar nurseries, receding into the haze of night, twinkling with a billion lights, a billion implicated lives.
The truth is, they don’t deserve it. They put this on me. I spoke truthfully all those years ago, and my words steered us from the brink of a second war with the Conjoiners. A few who mattered—those who had influence—they took my words at face value. But many more did not. I ask you this now: why should I offer them the solace of seeing me vindicated?
They can sleep with their guilt when I’m dead.
I hear your disbelief. Understand it, even. You’ve gone to this trouble, come to me with this generous, selfless intention—hoping to ease these final years with some shift in the public view of me. It’s a kindness, and I thank you for it.
But there’s another saying we used to have on Fand. You’ll know it well, I think.
A late gift is worse than no gift at all.
Would you mind leaving me now?



     


STORY NOTES
BELLADONNA NIGHTS

I had always intended to return to the universe of my 2008 novel House of Suns, but it took an unusual impetus to make it happen. I was approached by the fine people at Subterranean Press (without whom this collection would not exist) to see if I was interested in writing a story based on a particular artistic cue. The artist Dave McKean had produced a portfolio of stimulating, unearthly images, and various writers were invited to page through the pictures and see if anything provided the germ for a story. I had already been a fan of McKean’s work but I went into the process with minimal expectations, and no prior sense of what type of inspiration I might be looking for. One picture snagged my imagination, though. It was a photo-realistic image of strange semi-sculptural forms rising from water. It immediately called to mind one of the motifs in House of Suns and its predecessor story “Thousandth Night”.
Quite soon I had the outline of a story, one that took Campion, one of the protagonists of the novel, and braided him into the history of another family of clones besides his own. It’s a melancholy piece saturated in evening gloom, hopefully capturing something of the ominous atmosphere I found in the original picture.

Different Seas

As I’ve alluded to in the introduction, there’s a strand of my writing which focuses on the down-to-earth possibilities of the relatively near future. Often as not, that’s my choice when I set out to write. Sometimes, as with this story, it’s a given: MIT press, who commissioned the piece, wanted fiction set only a few decades from now, grounded in plausible speculation about the likely sociological and technological changes ahead of us.
My story examines a just-around-the-corner future of brain implants, immersive telepresence and a highly networked global economy. There’s space travel, but it’s mostly offstage. The main setting is an automated sailing ship trying to reach safe harbour in Chile, with just a lone human caretaker aboard. I like sailing ships, so they crop up in my work with some regularity.

For the Ages

Back into the distant-ish future for this one, written for the editor and anthologist Ian Whates: the tale of a grand and possibly hubristic project to send a message into deep, cosmological time.
Cosmology is a fascinating subject, but I confess that I’ve always found it difficult to map its grand ideas and scales onto fiction. Now and then, though, something seems to mesh. This piece came about after reading an article in Scientific American by the physicist Lawrence Krauss. The article struck me as fascinating and chilling in equal measure, conveying the idea that we may live at a uniquely privileged point in the history of the universe, one that allows us to make measurements (and draw conclusions) that may be impossible later in the galaxy’s lifetime. From that, I could see my way to a story.

Visiting Hours

The prompt for this story (written for The Economist) was to imagine a near-future scenario that played with one or more emerging ideas in real science and medicine. As with “Different Seas”, I took the chance to explore another facet of immersive telepresence, but this time with an angle on the medical possibilities. The story had to be told within a relatively brief frame, which I think helped me focus on the narrative essentials. If I’d had more words, I think I’d have been tempted to over-complicate the story, but sometimes less really is more.

Holdfast

The estimable editor Nick Gevers commissioned this story for an anthology about exoplanets. It sounds like the sort of brief that ought to be easy pickings: after all, there’s barely an issue of New Scientist or Scientific American that doesn’t feature some new observation concerning worlds beyond our solar system.
Instead, I found it very difficult to get started. Thus stuck, I did what I normally do at such times. I dig through the files on my hard drive to see if there’s a half-finished story, or a stab at one, or a set of notes, which might just be capable of being retrofitted into the requirements for the new piece. And there was a piece, sort of. I’d started making notes for a short story in the Revelation Space universe—“Felka’s Cathedrals”—which hadn’t quite gelled into anything significant. But the central motif of that story—large, mountain-like masses suspended within the atmosphere of a gas giant—seemed good enough to run with, and so I ended up with this piece.

The Lobby

The central idea of this urban horror story had been gnawing at me for some years before I found the plot and characters to tell it. In my initial conception, the nature of the object was explicit: some kind of alien spacecraft or artefact which disguises itself and seems to pass without comment to all but a few, who are genuinely freaked-out. By the time I got around to writing the story, I decided to leave the object’s nature and function deliberately ambiguous, and my instinct is that it works better that way.
Incidentally, of the hundred-odd stories that I’ve published, this is without question the one that had the least impact, even including the first handful I had in Interzone. I have never seen it listed, mentioned, reviewed, or met anyone who was prepared to admit reading it. Perhaps because of that I have a perverse affection for this story.

A Map of Mercury

This piece was written for an anthology of stories commissioned by the “Pornokitsch” people. The idea was to do a book in which each story was about one of the planets of the solar system. Apparently no one was very keen to do Mercury so, wisely or not, I took that as a challenge. I tried to find an artistic virtue in what I presumed was most off-putting about Mercury as subject matter: its dull, airless, inhospitable surface, lacking any sort of weather or interesting chemistry. Thinking about arid, sun-baked vistas brought to mind an article I’d read about the Burning Man festival in the Western United States, and I wondered how the anarchic spirit of Burning Man might translate onto Mercury. It also occurred to me that cyborgs would be able to modify their bodies and senses to find any environment comfortable and beautiful.

Magic Bone Woman

This piece was written to a very specific set of requests. A bank wished to increase the awareness of data security issues within their staff, and it was decided that the best way to do this was to sugar the medicine within a set of stories, poems, cartoons and so on, bound into a slim book and circulated internally within the organisation.
I was given a number of cues to work with, and the one that grabbed me was the consequences of misplacing sensitive information, say by the loss or theft of a memory stick. Coincidentally, around the same time I’d read a short article about the protocols in place for restarting the entire internet in the event of a catastrophic shut down. It turned out (and doubtless I’m over-simplifying, and things may well have changed by now) that a small number of trusted individuals were carrying around memory sticks that essentially contained the start-up codes for the internet. The story, then, became about an insanely ambitious operation to find a single lost memory stick—but with the stakes raised to another level.

Providence

Here’s another short story with a very particular brief: this time to write a piece that was in some way “Arthur C. Clarkean” and to do it in precisely 2001 words. As with “For the Ages”, the commissioning editor was Ian Whates.
Ian can be persuasive, but that’s no good if the ideas won’t come. Fortunately, I had a notion on the backburner that I felt could be justified within the brief and which also seemed amenable to being told in a relatively concise frame.
The central set-up of this story is an old one in science fiction, going back at least as far as “Far Centaurus”. It’s the idea that any “slow” expedition to another solar system risks being overtaken by a faster ship once technology advances somewhat. That’s the premise, and it’s one I assume that the majority of readers will be at least passingly familiar with. Indeed, it isn’t even the first time I’ve taken this premise as a starting point for a piece of fiction. What counts with a story like this—indeed what counts in any science fiction story—is where the idea gets taken. I felt I had a mildly original take on the concept and this story is the consequence.

Wrecking Party

I’ve loved westerns since I was tiny. The two TV shows that I most connected with as a child—playing in Cornwall on our little black and white set around 1970–1971—were Star Trek and The Virginian. Although I went into space science and became a science fiction writer, there’s another part of my personality that owes a deep debt to The Virginian, High Chapparal, Bonanza, and all the other westerns and cowboy films I watched over the years with my dad.
None of which qualifies me to be able to inhabit a form that is as uniquely American as they come. This attempt at a science-fiction-tinged western (written for a similarly-themed anthology edited by John Joseph Adams) probably strikes all sorts of egregious false notes, for which I apologise. Perhaps give it the benefit of the doubt, though, because if nothing else it was written out of genuine, life-long affection for the form.
And the deliberately staged locomotive smashes that are mentioned in the story? They were indeed a thing.

Sixteen Questions for Kamala Chatterjee

Jonathan Strahan’s Infinity series of original anthologies have provided some of the most stimulating stories of recent years, and I’m very lucky to have shared company with them. This piece appeared in Bridging Infinity, the loose theme of which was grand engineering projects. In my story, the scheme in question is an audacious, centuries-long attempt to drill down into the Sun.
I told my story unconventionally, in the form of a series of questions directed at the main character over the course of her career, but scrambled in time. In one set of questions, she’s being asked about her suitability for embarking on doctoral research. In the second, she’s having to defend her thesis (nearly always a formality in university circles, but still nerve-racking), and in the third set of questions she’s having to account for the consequences of her actions.
Part of my own physics degree involved writing an essay on the solar oscillation modes, and this fascinating corner of stellar astrophysics has always stayed with me.

Death’s Door

Here’s another piece done for the Infinity series, this time for the closing volume, Infinity’s End. The premise here was that the solar system ought to be space enough to tell almost any kind of story, and so I ran with it, imagining a broadly utopian transhuman future in which the environs of the various worlds and moons remain largely unaltered, but in which the characters themselves undergo radical, albeit temporary, biological or cybernetic adaptation. Despite its title, it’s actually rather an optimistic, life-affirming piece, I think. I had a great deal of fun trying to out-imagine myself at every step, and I hope some of that exuberance comes through.

A Murmuration

Birds fascinate me. I want to know what’s going on inside their heads. I’ve had interations with birds—most notably corvids—which convince me that there’s a bright, quizzical mind looking back out through those beautiful frost-blue eyes, a mind that on some level has a theory of mind of me as well. I’m also interested by the sort of spooky emergent intelligence that seems to play out in the flocking behaviour of certain species, when the mass of birds seems to act with a beguiling will and purpose of its own. Hence, I’d been long thinking about this story, an itch that needed scratching. But I couldn’t get going on it until I could convince myself that the central idea could be made believable for the span of the story—and for that I needed the smoke and mirrors of scientific jargon, distilled from actual research on avian flocking behaviour.
When it was done the story satisfied me, but more than that, it allowed me to shed some light on the contentious business of peer-reviewing, one of the murkier insider traditions of the scientific publishing world. I was also happy to see it appear in Interzone, the magazine that had taken my first story. A quarter of a century earlier.

Open and Shut

The last three pieces in this book are all situated within the Revelation Space universe. It’s a common setting I’ve been exploring and developing for more than thirty years, beginning with my second published story. However, there was certainly no grand plan in place back then, and the series only really developed an identity around the time of my first novel.
“Open and Shut” is something of a short piece. I wrote it as a sort of festive giveaway, published online, and to serve as a warm-up for the novel I had coming out a few weeks later. This book was to be the second featuring a sort of detective protagonist within the universe, Prefect Dreyfus. Because it was such a long time since the first book had come out, I felt that a little story would be a useful bridge between the two novels. In this heartwarming story, Dreyfus pays a kindly visit to his boss, Jane Aumonier, as she recuperates after her travails in the preceding novel.

Plague Music

After that unabashed cheeriness, I think this might be a contender for one of the darkest stories in my catalogue. This was another itch that just had to be scratched, no matter how lengthy the gestation. It takes a close-up look at the immediate aftereffects of the Melding Plague, a cybernetic contagion affecting people, technology and architecture equally, one of the central historical events in the RS universe, and around which a lot of stories and plot points revolve. In this story, we follow a small group of workers tasked with eradicating any traces of plague still embedded in the buildings of Chasm City.

Night Passage

Bryan Thomas Schmidt commissioned this final piece for the Infinite Stars anthology. In truth, the piece had been simmering on the back burner long before I was invited to write a story set in the Revelation Space universe. It digs back into an episode that had been alluded to elsewhere, but never explored in detail. Because I had said so little about the incident itself, I had the freedom to write this twisty tale of peril, betrayal, alien artefacts and the costs borne by those who survive. I’m not one for filling in every blank corner of a future history, by the way—I think some things are better left to the reader’s imagination—but this episode had long been one I wanted to visit, and I was glad to nail it down.
The title, incidentally, came from an instrumental piece by the jazz-rock pioneers Weather Report. Why? Well, I just liked it at the time and it seemed to fit the mood of the story.
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