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Encounters at the Moebius Strip

“Nabe?’ said the port inspector.

“Jdute,” shetold him.

“Giv'd nabe?’

“Tebitha”

“Status?’

“Owner operator.”

“Shib?

“The Alice Liddell,” said Tabitha

Helifted his close-shaven muzzle and looked at her hard over the monitor of hisreader. “Tybe and
registratiod ob shib,” he said.

“Oh, right,” said Tabitha. “Bergen Kobold. BGK zero—"

She shot her cuff and checked her wrist monitor. She could never remember the Alice' s regidration
number without looking it up, though she saw it twenty timesaday. “ Zero-nine-zero-five-nine.”

“Burbose ob bist?’

“I’ve got to see aman about ajob,” she said. “L ook, could you hurry it up, do you think?’

But he was an Eladeldi, he was entering everything with his paw stylus and checking her record. His
tongue was hanging out.

Tabithasighed in annoyance and drummed her fingers on the desktop.

She looked around the hal. All the other queues were moving right along. Locassmply hadto dot a
tag and step through the gate. Just her luck to get an Eladeldi.

She knew what he was going to say next as soon as he opened hislittle purple mouth.

“Records show registratiod ob debectib axislock crysta,” he said. “Two budths ago.”

“Yes” sad Tabitha

“Not yet reblaced,” he observed.

“No,” shesaid. “That’swhy |’ ve got to see a man about ajob.”

But he till had to print out yet another copy of the Capellan regulations about acceptable levels of
degradation on axislock crystas before he let her through the gate.

She stuffed the printout into her bag, where — somewhere — three other copies were aready
lurking, and looked at the time.

“Shit,” shesad.

The commercid termind was closed for some kind of police operation. Tabithafound hersaf being
diverted down along underground tunnel to the civil concourse. It was swarming with people. Spacersin
livery jostled with porters, human and drone. Eager evangelists pressed prophecies of the imminent Total
Mergeinto the paws, fans and hands of glazed-looking tourists. Holos for local businesses, net stations
and archaeologicd attractions competed for attention, whooping and gyrating on their daises. The
hubbub was even more deafening than usud.

Of course: it was carnivdl.

Tabitha s headset suddenly locked into an ambient channel and began to tinkle with tinny sdlsa
Irritated, she snatched out the earpiece and let the set dangle round her neck. She had to get amove on if
shewas going to make it to the city before noon. Hoisting her bag, she sidestepped a cargo float, waded
through acrowd of squabbling Perks and elbowed between two Alteceans and a city guide they were
trying to haggle. Stepping high in the light gravity and brandishing the bag before her, she ploughed her



way out into the open air.

Outsde, it was dusty and cold. Grit whirled in the biting desert winds. Half-naked children with dit
eyes and matchgtick limbs worked the emerging crowd with grim efficiency. Tabitha Jute pulled up the
collar of her old foil jacket and strode off past the concession stdls, looking for transport.

The queuesfor air taxis would be impossible. She took the didewalk to the cana. The queuesthere
were just as bad. Fortunately most of the tourists were after arobot hover, which she couldn’t afford
anyway. Then - astroke of luck - she cut in front of awhite family sill cooing over the colour of the
water, and managed to ding her bag into an arriving boat.

“The Moebius Strip,” she called.

The cries of the annoyed Sghtseers dying away behind them, they |eft the wharf and did of f
downstream. Tabitha sat in the stern and watched the olive groves and sponge gardens on either bank
swiftly giveway to shipyards, slicarefineriesand air plants. In the distance for amoment the complicated
towers of Schigparelli rose. Then coral pink walls of rock closed about them as they took the deep cut
into Wdls.

“Herefor carnival?” the driver asked Tabitha, in tones of boredom and resentment which didn’t
lessen when Tabithasaid no. Shewas aVespan, brooding with hostile humility, like dl of them. The
amosphere had mottled her long cheeks with brown blotches. She complained about the cold.

“It was better before they knock the dome down,” she said. “Was you ever here when we had the
dome?’

“Beforemy time” said Tabitha.

“We had good warm then,” said the driver. “Then they knock the dome down. They say they gone
put up solar.” Her mobile features squeezed themselves around sulkily. “They never. They il argue,
argue, who gone pay.”

Shelifted her elbows. She looked like a bundle of spoiled green peppersin abrown felt overcoat.
Her glossy lobes were withered and shrunken, the soft pouches of her face sagging in permanent despair.
Tabithawondered how |ong the woman had been scratching aliving on the waterways, complaining to
uncaring passengers, never quite summoning up the cash or the strength to take the long haul home.

They swept dong the crimson cana into the purlieus of the new city. There the cries of the
watersdllers and the buzz of taxis came wafting on the wind, strident and echoing acrossthe dirty water.
A team of Pdernian progtitutes, their wool in frizzy perms, sat smoking and dangling their legsin the
sunlight on the steps below the Mdibu Arcade. They hooted and waved at the boats as they whizzed by.
Tabitha sdriver started to complain about them. Tabitha shifted forward aong the cracked red bench.

“I’ve got some callsto make,” she sad.

She ducked into the phone hood, unregled the plug from her headset and plugged in. The scratched
little screen played her alittle tune and showed a phone company logo. Then there were ads, more than
ever for the sake of the season. In awindow in the bottom left hand corner of the screen Tabitha
watched her credit flickering merrily away.

Shetried the Moebius Strip, but al she got was an answering routine. She tried another number. She
waited.

They passed a sulphur feluccawith acrew of children. They were towing a desert mantaon along
black line. 1t dipped and fluttered in the chilly air, itswings drab and flaky.

At lagt Tabitha got through. On the phone an oily face cracked a smile as she identified hersdlf. “Infor
the carnival?’

“No, business,” shesaid. “Carlos, how much isan axislock crystal these days?’

“What you got?’

“A Kaobold.”

“Stll driving that old thing? She' sgonnafdl apart on you one of these days.”

“That' swhat she kegpstelling me,” said Tabitha. “Come on, Carlos, I'm in ahurry, how much?’



Hetold her. She swore.

He shrugged.

“That’ swhat you get for flying antiques,” he said unsympatheticdly. “ Can't get me parts.” He
scratched hisear. “1 could do you agreat dedl on aNavajo Scorpion.”

“Pissoff, Carlos”

She thought of the Alteceans, back at the port, snuffling over their bags and parcels. “L ook, have you
seen Captain Frank lately?’

“A crysta for aKobold, yeah, that’sabout ol’ Frank’ s speed,” he grinned. “ Try the flea market.”

“Thanks very much, Carlos”

“Cheer up, Tabitha,” he bade her. “It' scarniva!”

2

Carniva in Schigpardli. The cand's are thronged with tour buses, the bridges festooned with banners.
Balloons escape and fireworks fly. The city seethesin the smoky red light. Though officers of the Eladeldi
can be seen patrolling everywhere, pleasure is the only master. Shall we go to the Ruby Pool? To watch
the glider duels over the al-Kazara? Or to the old city, where the cavernous ancient silos throb with the
latest raga, and the wine of Agtarte quickensthe veins of the young and beautiful ? A thousand smells, of
sausages and sweat, phosphorus and patchouli, mingle promiscuoudy in the arcades. Glasses clash and
cutlery clattersin the dl-night cantinas where drunken revellers confuse the robot waiters and flee dong
the colonnades, their bills unpaid, their breeth steaming in the thin and wintry air.

Reflected off the oily water, athousand coloured lights flicker and glow on the scoured faces of the
buildings. A thousand noises batter the attendant ear, calliopes and stridulators, cannonades and Sirens,
al mingling with the babble and dur of happy voices. Even the screeching rasp of apolice hover forcing
itsdow way upstream can scarcely cut the din. The cop, ahuman, leans on his screamer, twice, and
gals. Inthe shiny black carapace of his servo-armour he looks stiff and offended, like agigantic beetle
beset by ants.

They pulled in at Mustique Boulevard, below the skate bowl. Grubby urchins stood on thewall,
sucking steaming mossbdls and shouting abuse a each other.

“Thisisn't the Moebius Strip,” said Tabitha.

The morose boatwoman jerked an elbow. “Close as | can, Sister. Grand' s closed for the procession.”

Annoyed, Tabitha paid her and legpt easily to the landing stage. Her jacket flashed and sparkled with
sodium light, her boots crunched on the sandy boards.

Picture her, Tabitha Jute: not asthe net media show her, heroine of hyperspace, capable, canny and
cosmetically enhanced, smiling confidently as she reaches with one hand for the spangled mist of the
Milky Way; but asmal, weary young woman in acracked foil jacket and oil-stained trousers,
determinedly elbowing herself through an exuberant Schigpardlli crowd. She stands 162 in her socks,
broad in the shoulder and the hip, and weighs about 60k a 1g, which shevery rarely is. Her hair is
darkest ginger, cut in aconservative spacer’ s square crop. Her skinisan ordinary milky coffee, and
freckles easily, which she hates. Here she was, in after astiff haul back from Chateaubriand, spacelagged
and frazzled, needing a shower. There were dark olive bags under her hazel eyes. Y ou wouldn't have
given her a second glance that evening, amid theflorid, the fancy and the flash.

Not that there was much of that around here. Thiswas definitely the scrag end of the festivities. She
ducked benegath the concrete walkway and strode along an avenue of makeshift stdls lashed together
from pipes and planking, weaving a path between the strolling browsers. Overhead, lines of
bi of luorescents snaked from pole to pole, tied on with string. Tabitha had come to the flea market after
dl.

Some of the stdlholders had made an effort for the carnival. There were masks and bunting



decorating their displays of scuffed cassettes and second-hand knitting. Here were bright clothes:
everything from a uminium shoes to cheagp and garish movie shirts of winking kittens and prancing
unicorns and swivelling strippers. Collectors rummaged in boxes of sunglasses, discussed the merits of
filched scraps of cruisdiner trim. Two scrawny women in tiny dresses sat behind atable of chinaanimals,
painting each other’ sfaces by the warmth of adilapidated reactor stove. One of them whistled at Tabitha
as she squeezed by.

A decommissioned shop robot leaned from under its canopy and fired aburst of sublim at her, filling
her head with sun-dappled poals, the smell of honeysuckle, desire. A yelow child tried to interest her ina
jar of dead flies. Round the corner were the Alteceansin their cardigans, their conica caps of brown felt,
presiding over accumulations of human refuse. On high stoolsthey squatted, hunched in their habitua
dolour, their snoutsinflamed and dripping in the irritant air. They snuffled and sighed to each other,
beckoning Tabitha, knowing ahaulier when they saw one.

“Axislock crystad?’ she shouted. “ For a Bergen Kobold?’

The Alteceans wheezed moistly at her, waving their paws at their mounds of surplus respirators and
dismantled heat-exchangers asif these treasures were al one could possibly requirein life. Tabitha spent
avaluable minute dragging out from under ahegp something that |ooked promising but proved to bea
caudtic diffraction coil. Shethrew it back. She waswasting time,

Dodging aband of spacersin Shenandoah colours braying drunkenly out of abar and shoving one
another about, Tabitha pushed ahead into the crowd that lined the banks of the Grand Cana. She
circumvented fat touristsin fancy dress, civic marshasin baggy overals, then apersona cameradrone,
its head swivelling back and forth asit scanned the canal for its owner & home. A sailing ship was
passing, its mylar sailsflapping in the gusty wind. Behind it crawled a hoverbus of MivvyCorp employees
having a party. Through therigging of the schooner afive of Palernians could be seen, making anuisance
of themsalves on aflimsy raft. They were hooting and flapping their great woolly arms asthey tried to
climb onto aprivate jetty. A tal woman leaned from abalcony and emptied a bucket of water over
them. Hanging over parapets and out of windows, clustering in the streets and on the rooftops, the crowd
whistled and applauded.

As Tahithawastrying to get past a couple of coked-up Thrantsin expensive shakos and boiled
leather, one of the Palerniansturned a clumsy somersault, and one of the others pushed her into the candl.
They yoicked and whooped. A spark-boat sputtered by, filling the air with the smell of ozone. Inita
couplein dectric suitswere arcing and fizzing to the hefty thump of ajumpbox. The Paernians bounded
up and down in excitement, flooding the raft and endangering their coolers. Asacop arrived, his Cyclops
helmet protruding above the heads of the crowd, the woman was lowering her bucket at the end of a
rope, shouting to agaggle of little painted boysfor arefill.

Tabithaleaned out over therailing. She could see the Moebius Strip. It was only another hundred
metres: there, just beyond thefloat full of oversized Capellans, dummies, their huge bald heads bobbing
with grave benevolence asif conferring blessings on the excited crowd.

Carniva in Schigpardlli. Cold, dusty city, full of holidaymakers and noise and smellsand dirt.
Wherever you go, now, you will meet people who will tell you that Schigpardlli was afateful city for
Tabitha dute. It wasin Schigparelli that she met Tricarico, who brought her aboard the Resplendent
Trogon, which led her into the presence of Bathazar Plum — and if it hadn’t been for dl that, shewould
never have acquired the Alice in thefirgt place. Likewise, here she was now, years|ater, in Schigparelli,
heading for afateful encounter which would completdly and utterly change her life, my life, al our lives.
Shewas at the top of the steps leading down to the front door of the Moebius Strip. She could see the
lightsingde, the drinkersand gamblers.

And then the Perks came, scurrying up the stepson all fourslikerats out of acellar.



Tabitha made a mistake. She made the mistake of trying to go forward, down the steps, through the
upcoming Perks.

“Hey, woman! Woman watch it!”

An oily-pelted mae with piercing green eyes reared up under her feet, knocking her sprawling on her
bottom.

At oncethey were all around her, perching up on their hindlegslike scrawvny ottersin black lesther
and chrome earbands.

Not about to argue, Tabitha started to get her feet under her.

They grabbed her. Twenty thorny little paws caught hold of her jacket, her trousers, her arms. They
scrabbled at her bag.

“Hey! Get off!”

They pulled her down on her back again. She willowed in the flimsy gravity. As she scraped her hedls
againgt the steps, trying for purchase, the a phamale jumped up on to her hip, then down between her
legs. He stood therein her crotch, weaving sinuoudy from side to side, hunching his shoulders, hisflat
little head squealing down into her face.

“Cheeeeeeeel”

Tabitha sat up fast, jerking her hips back from the snarling Perk. Severa of his cousinsand brothers
went flying. She hauled her arm from the grip of two more and jabbed afinger at thelittle dien.

“Get out of my way!”

“In our way, woman.”

“Cheee!” they dl went. ” Cheeeeee!”

The featherswere dl bristling up the backs of their heads, on the tiny muscular shinsthat protruded
from thelegs of their breeches. They flexed their claws on their medalions, up and down the zips of their
jerkins. The ones she had just knocked down were on their feet again, hopping on the steps around her.
Some of them were clutching tubes of beer, bottles of chianti. The men had exaggerated their black
eye-sockets with kohl and mascara. They sneered at her, baring their tiny incisors. Their bresth smelled
of gdefish.

“Whass n hurry, woman?’ said the Perk between her legs, taunting her. “Missa parade!”

Tabitha realised he was drank stupid. She cooled adegree or two. She hadn’t time for afight.
Clutching her bag, shetried to get up again, but they were hanging on her shoulders.

“Get off me”

“Whassafire, woman? Whassa party, woman?’

He made alunge a her. She threw up an arm, fending him off.

Another one, older, the barbs of his feathers going soft and ashy, burrowed under her raised arm.

“Youtread onus! You n knock us down!”

“Okay, I'm sorry! All right?’m sorry! Now just let go of me, dl right?’

Shetried again to stand up. When the wiry little creatures obstructed her again, she hauled them off
their feet. They al squeded, “Cheee! Cheee!”

A couple came out of the Moebius Strip, ayellow woman in video shades and ablack oneina
tubecoat, basilisk teeth plaited into her hair. They glanced at Tabithaencumbered with Perks, forcing
their clawsfrom her arms, standing on one foot trying to shake one that was hanging on to her leg. The
women glanced at the fracas and stepped delicately aside on the steps as they passed by. The yellow one
muttered aremark to her companion, who laughed and sucked on a cigarette.

A tal maninacloth cap came after, hurrying to catch them up. Tabitha heard his boothed stap up the
steps behind her. She winced aslong black claws met in the flesh above her elbow. 1t waslike being
wrapped in barbed wire by agang of fox terriers.

She heard something rip.



The Perks come from the third planet of a G class system in the region of Betelgeuse, wherethey live
inwarrens, underground, which is perhaps why they took so readily to the tunnels of Plenty. There may
be something endemic to the more feroci ous subterranean dweller about suspicion, aggression, an
unguestioning pack ingtinct backed up by heedless hodtility to al outsiders. Leaving the deep hearth for
whatever reason, hunger, duty, sexuad imperatives, you trot dong the lightless, complicated corridors of
the buried labyrinth, their ambient odour acomposite of you and al your kin. Suddenly you hear the
scrabble of claws coming in the opposite direction. Friend, foe, rdative, riva? Behind you lie your
sblings, perhaps your own offspring, curled and mewing, tender in the warm dark. What option have you
in that moment of socia uncertainty but to bare your teeth, to ready your claws?

At any rate, it seemsto be so for the Perks. Thereis nothing Perks like so much as agood fight.
When thetime camefor civilisation on the planet of the Perks, they built war-trains, undermining engines,
mole bombs. It is unclear what motivated Capellato bestow the space drive on the little rodents. In al
possibility the Perks merely infested their own eusive craft, following their urge to burrow into whatever
comesdong.

Tabithalost al patience with them. She could see her goa ahead of her, so close she was practicaly
insde. She had struggled hafway across Schigparelli to get there. She was not about to stop and engage
in ascrap on the very doorstep of the bar. Nor was she about to lose her jacket to a gaggle of
overdressed hooligans. With ayell shethrust hersdlf at their Ieader.

The neck of the Perk isvery long. It accounts for the curious, rather comical way they have of
standing perfectly upright and perfectly sill while surveying their surroundings with aquick 240° swivd,
like afurry periscope. Tabitha seized her chief aggressor by the neck with both hands. She swept him of f
hisfeet asthe forward momentum of her lunge carried her upright, shedding Perks|eft and right with a
shake of her shoulders.

All might still have gonewdl. Or ill, depending on your view of al that happened in conseguence. But
Tabitha s blood was up. She flung the choking, clawing creature from her. She flung him into the Grand
Cand.

“Cheeceeceee—!”

Ingtinctively drawing in hislimbs and curling hislong back, the Perk sailed out of her grasp and over
the edge of the stepslike afurry sonein aleather jerkin. Horrorstruck for the instant, his cronies stood
and squawled with outrage. Spectators and bystanders on the cand bank turned and stared, not knowing
what it was that had flashed past them, hurtling towards the water. Thefilthy, carmine, oily water. The
water he never actudly hit.

For at that moment, directly below the stepsthat led down to the Moebius Strip, the float of dummy
Capdlanswas purring serenely by.

Tabithawatched in diminishing triumph and mounting dismay asthe Perk fdl through the smoky air
and struck one of the huge statues directly on the head. With a crack audible above the gasp of the
crowd, theimpact smashed alarge holein the fabric of the great white dome. Knocked fromiitsinvisible
supporting cradle of needle-thin tractor beams, the effigy swayed. It bowed itsruined head to its chest as
if to ingpect the squealing assailant now hanging from its buckled shoulder with frantic claws. It swayed,
and continued to sway. Itsarm fell off, clattering to the deck with the Perk till clinging toiit. Its
benevolently smiling head fdll off and bounced with asickening crunch from the beam projector into
another of the statues, knocking it off the deck of the float and into the cana. Meanwhile, bresking apart
like atoppling chimneystack, its body collapsed and felled another, which threw up an arm asit went
down, asif thinking to saveitsdf by grabbing hold of one of its remaining upright companions.

Therewas no hopeit could saveitself; nor any for Tabitha either. Standing staring appaled at the
devadtation she had caused, she became aware that the Perks had not instantly attacked her in retdiation
for their leader’ signominious defeat. Indeed, they had melted away into the crowd. The hand that fell
upon her arm was a paw; but not atiny black-clawed paw, a hefty one with silky blue fur protruding
from the deeve of anight-black uniform.



It was the cops.
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READY
| can't gand it in there, Alice.
WHAT HAVE YOU DONE, CAPTAIN?

| don’t want to talk about it.
Why do | do thesethings. Alice? Why do | get mysdlf into things like this?

INSUFFICIENT DATA

Isthet an answer?

NO, CAPTAIN. | SIMPLY MEANT THAT IF YOU DON'T TELL ME WHAT YOU'VE DONE |
CAN'T

MANUAL OVERRIDE

Sorry, Alice.

HELLO, CAPTAIN. WHY ARE YOU APOLOGISING TO ME?

Oh, nothing, Alice. Don't worry about me. I'm just in afoul mood. | just wanted some company.
THAT SEEMS TO BE ABUNDANT INSIDE AT PRESENT, CAPTAIN.
That'swhy I'm out here.

DO YOU WANT TO TELL ME ABOUT IT?

No.

TELL ME A STORY, THEN.

A sory? | don't know any stories. I'm from the Moon.

WE'VE NEVER BEEN TO THE MOON. HAVE WE?

It's boring. Nothing happens there. Nothing happened to me until | got off the Moon.
BUT YOU WERE BORN ON THE MOON.

Yes, | was born on the Moon.

WHAT WAS THAT LIKE, BEING BORN?

| don't know! | don’t remember.

THAT'S APITY.

There' s nothing to remember. 1t's a pit, the Moon. A dead end. A black hole.

THIS IS LUNA WE'RE SPEAKING OF, ISN'T IT.

Yes.



THOSE ARE METAPHORS, THEN.

Of course they’re bloody metaphors.

YOU ARE IN A FOUL MOOD.

Well, when you tdl people you come from the Moon they aways say. Redly? And | say. Somebody has
to be. And they say. Wdll, yes, | suppose so.

Thenext thingis, especialy if they're Terrans, they say, I’ ve been to the Moon. And | say.
Everybody’ s been there, but they don’t haveto live there. And they say. Well, yes, and they sort of
gmile. They think. She’ sgot a chip on her shoulder. Y ou can see them thinking it. | haven't got achipon
my shoulder. It sthem, dways saying the samething.

The other thing they say, if they’re Terrans, or actudly, especidly if they’re nat, is. Wdl, you must
have spent agood ded of time on Good Old Mother Earth. And we didn’t. We went down twice, to see
grandmaand grandpa. We hated it. Angie and me. We didn’t like grandma and grandpa, and we didn’t
likether gravity either. | fell out of atree. We reckoned Earth was horrible and backward. They didn’t
even have network, where grandmaand grandpallived.

DID YOU NETWORK WITH ANGIE?

Oh yes, we dl did, alot, though nobody ever talked about it. Everybody had a secret identity, so you
could say what you liked and nobody knew who you redly were. Networking was encouraged. It was
supposed to be educationd. It was, aslong as you skipped al the educationa suff. What was good was
the gossip and the lies Angie was a Capdllan princessin exile

ARE THERE PRINCESSES ON CAPELLA? | DIDN'T KNOW THAT.

| don’'t know, Alice. | don't suppose anyone does. But that’s what you need on the Moon. To be a
Capdlan princess in exile, | mean. Otherwise it's dl just dvics classes, vacuum drill, ta chi, monthly
medicas, deaning and maintenance rosters and not being able to go outsde. Not that there's anywhere
to go.

| had one place | used to go sometimes, when Angie was off with her friends. I’ d take abike and
head out from Posidon acrossthe Lake of Dreams. If you went al the way acrossthe Lake of Dreams
you’ d end up in the Lake of Degath. | aways thought that was about right. Five minutes out of Posidon
there was no sign of humans, no sign anyone had been there ever. Just boring brown rock and shadows
black asthe sky. You didn't go in the shadows. It was too cold.

I’d put atape on and turn the radio off. Y ou weren’t supposed to turn the radio off, but | used to so
they couldn’t hear me singing along with the tape.
YOU DON'T SING MUCH THESE DAYS, DO YOU, CAPTAIN?
Begrateful. | tak to mysdf instead.
YOU TALK TO ME.
Same thing.
YOU CAN BE TERRIBLY RUDE SOMETIMES. | DON'T WONDER ANGIE DIDN'T WANT
TO PLAY WITH YOU.
| didn't hang around with her much anyway. The only thing we ever did together was network. And

sometimes Dad used to take us down to Serenity, to see the ships.

It was at Serenity we lost Angie, afew yearslater. We liked it there, when we were kids, though |
supposeit wasn't that brilliant, looking back. The Rush Y ears were well over. Nobody put in there
unlessthey had to. The starships passed us by. It was dl just smdl stuff, tenders and shuttles. No
offence, Alice

On the Moon, everyon€' sinto austerity and teamwork. Or like my mum and dad, who were as keen
as anyoneto get off Earth, but hadn’t the gumption or the connectionsto get awork permit on an orbital.
We used to watch them arrive, looking dazed and disappointed. Nervous tourists who couldn’t afford or



probably couldn’t bear to go out any further, or bottom-rate passengers on a stopover. Fat couplesin
vacation plaids, bouncing about like toddlersin the low g and cooing over the moondirt souvenir
jewdlery. Bureaucrats with grey skin and grey denims. They were dways arguing scheduleswith the
clerks and crowding the phone stations. My dad would say, Stay well away from them, he was dways
afraid they were after him for dl the taxes he hadn’t paid. Engineers with goggles on their headsets and
drones hovering at their hedl's. Netball teams from the Church of the Star Shepherd, al perfect bodies
and gleaming white teeth. Then you’ d get abunch of compulsory emigrants, oncein awhile, Indiansor
Chinese, dl wearing identica pyjamas and shuffling dong in acrowd.

There weren't even any interesting diens. There were only Alteceans dragging black plastic bags
everywhere, and Perks, and Eladeldi, looking like big dogs dressed up in uniforms.

| wanted adog, when | wasalittlegirl.

DID YOU, CAPTAIN? THEY'RE MESSY CREATURES, AREN'T THEY, DOGS?

Y ou'd go down very well on the Moon, Alice. The only dog | ever saw there was very clean, and very
amdl, only about ten centimetres high. It was a holo. There was one with a monkey in too, crammed in
thislittle shdll with the Sde cut away so you could see in. There was only room for the monkey. Its mouth
was open, | didn't like that, | thought it was screaming. The dog didn't look very happy ether. It was
white, with black spots.

I'M NOT SURE | FOLLOW THIS PART, CAPTAIN.

It was at the museum. The Museum of the Big Step. My mum used to take me when | was redly little. |
aways went sraght to the dog and the monkey. They were with dl the boring suff at the beginning, the
primitive Suff dl the other kids used to run past to get to the Frasque fighter. It was a display, a what do
you cdl it, diorama, showing the crudties of Pre-Capellan flight. Then they had the firg ‘aided’ flights —
that was what they cdled them then; the fird skips, some of the disasters, the ships that disappeared.
There was the fighter, a crashed one they’d rebuilt, and some dirring suff about how ‘we  helped
Capdla beat the Frasgue. And in the middle there was an area open to space, jud a circle of bare
surface with a window dl the way round it, and a Sgn on the window that said it was the Ste of the
Capdlan arivd in the solar system.

There was another dioramacthere, in front of the window. It had aman with abig bald head, wearing
asheet and shiny sandd's, saying hello to a couple of stupid-looking ‘ astronauts , they caled them, in
clumsy old Gore-Tex suits. The Capdlan was floating above the ground, standing on nothing, smiling.
There was something funny about it, asif it had a deliberate mistake you were supposed to spot or
something.

CAPELLANS DON'T MAKE MISTAKES, CAPTAIN.

That's what dad used to say. Dad said, Keep away from Eladddi, because everything they see goes
draight back to the Capellans. He said stay away from Perks too. | should have listened to him.

WHY DOES YOUR FATHER DISLIKE THEM?

Oh, dad ign't fond of any kind of diens, redly. Dad didn’'t even like the Capellan at the museum, the one
in the diorama, and he had a amile like a great big teddy bear. He looked as if he was going to pat the
agtronauts on the head. They just looked startled.

Dad was happy enough on the Moon, redlly. It wasthe rest of usthat were so bored.

WHAT HAPPENED TO YOUR SISTER?

One day she was a Serenity and she met a boy from the Holy Sepulchre of the Expanded Neurosphere,
and he told her she didn't have to be an imaginary princess any more. She could be a little bit of God
ingtead.

| didn’t know about God, but that was when | knew it was serious, when she told him her secret
identity. Mum and dad argued, but it was no good. Angiewasinto it dl the way. The Great Network in
the Sky. Sockets, wetware, the lot. Shewas only on the Moon in transit after al, like everybody else.



So that was Angi€ sway out. It was afew more years before | found mine.

5

Tabithaflung hersdf at the hard bunk with an angry sigh. Shelooked around the cell. Four porous dirty
pink walls, concrete. Matt stedl door, flush-fitted, shielded lock, no handle. No windows. A grilleinthe
door and another above, the glint of acameralensbehind it. Dirty pink concrete ceiling, biofluorescent
ring, not working. Dirty pink concrete floor. The bunk was asolid platform against onewall. Some kind
of chemicd toilet, scuffed white, was dready stinking in the corner. There was no room for anything else.

The Eladeldi had dragged her from the stepsinto an aley, shoved her against awall and searched her.
Then, deciding shewas no political, just another stroppy trucker, they’ d handed her over to thelocals,
which was abig relief. They could sometimes turn very nasty where the Capellans were concerned. In
the Mirabeau Precinct she' d only get pushed around and ignored. In Eladeldi custody, people tended to
disappear.

The cop who' d collected her had been acrowd control unit, the full cyborg. Hisgrey visor flickered
with readouts, obscuring the implants.

“Jute, Tabitha, Captain,” heintoned, as his cyclopslens scanned and recorded her. Hewas very tdl
and shiny. His augmented hand whirred out to take her arm.

Shetried to get himto let her check in the bar first. “I’ ve got to tell my employer! He' sinthere. | was
going to report to him when those bloody vermin tripped me up.”

It was no use, of course.

The Eladeldi watched as the cop marched her to the end of the dley, where his double was waiting in
the hover. They sat her between them.

Thetraffic was plentiful and duggish. All the way downtown the cops disfigured faces glittered with
electronic traceries of red and blue data, analysis, file reports, yellow nets, video idents, updates on other
cases. When they cut the engine, Tabitha could hear tiny voices whispering to them. They didn't spesk to
each other, or to her.

At the precinct astolid desk sergeant ran all Tabitha s1D through areader and took it away. Her
arresting officer stood behind her like astatue, his brain off-line. He made a macabre figure sanding there
with wires up his nose and the whites of his uprolled eyes showing through his empty faceplate. Electronic
man attending to the high singing voices from another star that compliment him, sooth him, accept his
duty.

The sergeant tipped out the contents of Tabitha s bag on the counter between them. She irred it all
around and poked it about.

“Beenintrouble before, have we, Tabitha?” she murmured, ritudly.

Tabithadidn't answer. Damn and blast them. They were dl the same, when it came down to it. Cops
and Perks and Eladeldi and the bloody Capellans out on Charon for al she knew. Life was hard enough
without al that. Rules and regulations and protocol. Triba stuff. These daysit was hard enough trying to
hold everything together without al that.

Antagonism got you nowhere.

That never seemed to stop her trying.

She leaned both arms on the counter, watching the sergeant with sarcastic fascination.

“I bet you loveyour job,” said Tabitha.

The sergeant focused her mild eyeson her.

“Were you thinking of applying?’ sheasked. “I’d liketo seeyou try. All of you. I'd like to seeyou
try. Do you a power of good.”

There was loathing in her voice, loathing restrained by laziness and boredom. Tabithawasjust another
cowboy at the carniva. They knew she’ d been drinking on theway in. They only had to look at the floor



of her cockpit to prove that.

“I"d rather shove shit,” said Tabitha

The sergeant nodded. “We Il arrangeit.”

“I bet you see the whole rich pageant of sapient life,” said Tabitha, “going through peopl€ sbags.”

The sergeant held up adogeared copy of a disreputable magazine. She raised an eyebrow.

Tabithaignored her. “I’'m just going to make aphone cdl, al right?’

“Noyou'renot.”

“I’vejust got to make a phone cdl.”

“No you haven't.”

“Look,” said Tabitha. “Y ou' re going to fine me, right? And | haven’t got any money, have I?You' ve
read my data.”

“Y ou haven't been charged yet,” said the woman. She had a huge square jaw and alook of iron
sdf-satisfaction that kept the boredom and loathing intact and extended them to as many other people as
possible.

“It was sdf-defence,” said Tabitha “1 told him.” She swung around and tapped the arresting officer
on the breastplate.

“They don't like diens picking fights,” the sergeant said. She meant the Eladeldi.

“It was abloody Perk,” Tabithasaid. “Come on.” She knew she was lost now, when she started to
plead. “Haven't you ever wanted to chuck one of them in the cand? | bet you have. | bet you' ve donea
lot worse than chuck a Perk in acanal.”

She leaned across the desk. “Waell, mine was sdlf-defencel” she said.

“I bet you think you' rearight hero, don't you,” said the sergeant. “ Throwing little Perks about.”

She shoved Tabitha s belongings back into her arms, buzzed arestraint drone and sent her
downdairs.

Now Tabitha sat on the bunk, trying to stuff everything back into the bag. There were sheaves of
yelowed printout and midaid documentation; tubes of Shigenaga beer empty and full: an assortment of
abused rayons and grey underwear; agrimy pair of zero-g's; a squashed box with two organic tampons
init; acircuit tester; an inertial screwdriver; abag of ageing fruitdrops; and a broken-backed paperback
book, its pages creased, its cover fused and inert.

“Why do | carry dl thisjunk everywhere?’

The Eladeldi had been so quick arriving she hadn’t even seen what had happened to the Capellan
float. She thought about the one with the smashed head crumpling up. She had alittle laugh about that.
She wondered how the Perk wasfedling.

It wasn't the end of the world. How much might they fine her? It wouldn’t be that much. Maybe she
could trade some haulage klicks for the crystal and take along a couple of pods on the open market,
legit, for the fine. She was pissed off at missing Triste at the bar, but there would be other jobs.

Therewould haveto be.

Tabithawas soon bored. There was nothing to do. She thought about playing her harmonica, but that
seemed to be the one thing that wasn't in her bag. She remembered detention on Integrity 2. At least the
cdlsthere had muzak. Though they aso put stuff in the air that made you passive. In-cell dot video, that
would be agood idea, she didn’t know why someone hadn’t come up with it aready. The captive
audience.

Tabithayawned. She curled up facing the wall and shut her eyes.

Time passed. She was dead tired, but she couldn’t fal adeep. Oncein awhile she heard footsteps
and obscured voices, the hum of drones. Once therewas ayell, and aviolent clattering of metal. Another
noise, acontinuous whistle, very faint and high, she couldn’t decide wasin thewalsor in her ears. She
found hersdlf tracing with her finger apae, slvery track where graffiti had been erased from thewall. She
didn’t know how long she' d been lying there. Time stopped here, asit did in space. The concrete walls



shut it out likewalls of gars.

Suddenly the door opened.

Sheleaned up on her elbow.

It was acop. She couldn’t tell whether it was thefirst cop or adifferent one.

“Jute, Tabitha, Captain,” he said.

Data scrolled across his faceplate, reconfigured, froze.

“Get up,” hesad.

Not in any great hurry to accompany the cop, shedid.

The desk sergeant was listening to her headset. She' d become very forma dl of asudden. Obvioudy
someone was now listening to her. “ Jute, Tabitha, Captain. Current address a ship docked at Schiaparelli
Port, Bergen Kobold registration BGK 009059.”

“Yes” Tabithasad, dthough it wasn't aquestion.

“ Aggravated assault, breach of the peace, causing a public nuisance, degrading interspecies harmony,
ditto civic ditto, grievous damage, treasonous damage, reckless behaviour. Two hundred and fifty
scutari,” said the desk sergeant, with abroad smile.

“How much?’ It was three times what she' d been expecting.

“Y ou have twenty-four hoursto return here with the money or phoneitin.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Or forfat your ship.”

6

The Moebius Strip stands on the southern bank of the Grand Cana about a kilometre along from the
Baratha Arcade, between the Church of the Directed Panspermia and a crustacean restaurant. Now past
its notorious heyday, it has become afavourite attraction for Schigparelli’ sless sophisticated visitors, who
fondly imagine they have located a corner of the city that retains the historic charm of frontier days. In
fact, the fibreglass decor was artificialy aged by being exposed in the desert for aweek before fitting, by
thefirst owners, emigrants from Europe who had reason to foresee the nostalgia boom.

That evening, when Tabitha Jute finally set her hand on the battered a uminium doorknob, it was till a
cheerfully disreputable establishment, catering to the socia needs of those who felt more comfortable
doing businessin an environment with adegree of deazeto it. Whores of al sexes, augmented and non-,
came here a the start and end of their shift to meet pimps, pushers, and ‘privileged' clients.
Superannuated net scribes maintained a bleary outpost at one end of the bar, from which to garner the
increasingly hermetic gossip which was dl they had left to peddle. At the other end was alow stage,
wherefailing acts established the poise with which they were about to endure their professiona decline.
When you fdl off the bottom of the bill a the Nash Pavilion, you came straight to the stage of the
Moebius Strip. There was a man there now, a short tubby man, quite good-looking, Tabitha thought,
checking him automeatically as she entered. He had a parrot on his shoulder. It looked like area one. He
was playing music of somekind, it was hard to hear for the din.

She went up to the bar. Heidi was on. “I’'m looking for aman called Triste,” Tabithasaid.

“Heleft,” said Heidi.

Tabitha grunted. She had expected no less. “Where can | get hold of him, Heidi, do you know?’

“Cdligo,” said Heidi, wiping the bar.

“Shit,” said Tabitha, with a degree of warmth. “He had ajob ad on the net, do you know anything
about that?”’

Heidi shook her head. Her eyesflickered to the cabaret. The man had his arms stretched out to either
sde. The parrot was scuttling ong from arm to arm across his shoulders.

“Not bad, ishe?’ said Heidi.



“I can't hear,” Tabithasaid.

“I wasn't talking about the music,” Heidi said.

Tabitha gave her awintry smile. But she checked him out anyway.

He was playing aglove, she could see that now, through the smoke and hi-tech gloom. He was
snging, or somebody was. She couldn’t see him moving hislips. They were nicelips, beautifully curved,
and his eyeswere brown and very round. All the while she eyed him, somewhere in the back of her mind
Tabithawas thinking, Twenty-four hours. Bastards.

She said, “Know anyone €lse who needs abarge?’ They’d never done that to her before, never
threatened to take her ship away. Shedidn’t like to think of the Alice, faling into cop hands.

“Anyonethat’ s not a Perk,” she added.

Taking her eyesfrom the man onstage, she gave the punters aswift once-over. In the front window,
some sort of complicated tile game was going on, thick wads of soft old cash changing hands at a brisk
clip. A poison courier was sharing ajar with awaterman. Two coltish three-year-old Thrantsin cream
leather were posing by the antiquated music generator, wearing sunglasses and toying with liquorice
liqueurs

“Nobody’ sworking now,” Heidi said. “It'scarnival Can | get you adrink?’

Tabithasighed. “Beer,” shesad.

Heidi listed saven varietiesin one bregth.

“Whatever' snearest,” said Tabitha

Carlos would know someone. She went to the phone, which was on the basement stairs, below the
stage. As she passed by, sheredlised it wasthe bird that was singing. It looked like aparrot, but it didn’t
sound like one. It could sing. It sang in asweet trembling voice about ayellow bird up high in abanana
tree.

Carloswas out. Sheleft amessage, said she'd call him later, but she thought she probably wouldn't.
She might aswell cut her losses and take off for Phobos or Longevity, seeif there was anything there,
seeif there was anyone that hadn’t flown down for carniva.

She drank up, watching the gloveman. She could quite fancy him. He was tanned and deek, with
glossy black hair. He was wearing a natty scarlet and white pinstripe blouse, pseude trousers and
espadrilles. He seemed to have talent too, though the neura induction gauntlet was abit old-fashioned
now, even in Schigparelli where things hang on forever. The sound was deep, eectronically dick and
fluid, but feethered with atremolo so fine you could only just digtinguish the individua notes. The melody
swooped and split into two, harmonising with itself. People clapped. The man smiled. The bird perched
on his shoulder, nestling againgt his cheek with his eyes closed, and sang along now in an eerie, wordless
croon.

Heidi wiped the bar by Tabitha s elbow.

“Another drink?’ shesaid.

“Okay,” said Tabitha, draining her glass. One more drink, try Carlos again, and then take off. “I’ll be
back, Heidi,” she said, and went back to the phone.

Carloswas dtill out. His smiling photo asked her to leave her name and number. She hit thewall.
“You'rea aparty somewhere, aren't you, Carlos? | hope you're having fun, ’cause I’'m certainly

“Wrong number?’ asked avoice above her.

Shelooked up. It was the gloveman and hisbird, descending the stairs. They’ d finished their show
and were coming back down to the damp and squaid cellar the management refused to redecorate
because of its‘ classic atmosphere’.

“Right number, wrong planet,” she said.

He came down to the half-landing and stood behind her, peering over her shoulder at Carlos sface
on thelittle phone. She could smdll hisbird. It smelled like a parrot too.



“Thisguy stand you up?’ asked the musician. “He didn’t take you to the party? That’ swhat you just
said, wasn'tit? | mean, pardon me, it’ s not my habit, you understand, to pick up on other people's
phone conversations, | was just coming down the Sairs here, | couldn’t —”

The bird stretched its neck and made a sudden loud trilling noise like afire darm. Tabithawinced.
She pulled her plug from the phone.

“Shut up Td! Td, shut up! Will you shut up?Hey, Td?’ the musician shouted, swatting a the bird
with hisglove. It fdl slent as suddenly asit had begun.

“ThisisTd,” said the gloveman. “1 haveto gpologise. Artistic temperament. Very very sendtive. How
do you do, I'm Marco, Marco Metz. What?' he said, though she hadn’t spoken, “What? Y ou’ ve heard
of me?’

“No,” said Tabitha. Close up his eyes were even more luscious than they’ d |ooked on stage.

“You're pretty good,” she sad.

“l'am,” hesaid. “I’'mredly very good. | mean, asit happens. Yes, | am, very good. In fact. But why
should you know that; Y ou're a busy woman, I'm abusy man, it sabig system...”

All thewhile he was burbling inanities, his eyeswere roving up and down her body.

She hadn’t got timefor this.

But ill.

“Ta? shesad, gesturing to the parrot.

“That’ sright, yes.”

“Can | stroke him?’ she suggested.

He shrugged lightly. “They’'reyour fingers” he said. “No, no, I'm only kidding. Sure. Likethis. See?’

Hetook her hand lightly in his own. Histouch waswarm and dry. Helifted her fingersto the head of
his parrot and stroked them down aong its back. Tal wriggled.

“Where' sit from?’ she asked.

“This? A long way away. Y ou couldn’t even pronounceit. Look at him, he can’t even pronounceit.
Hey,” he said, bringing hisface closeto the bird's, * she wants to know where you' re from, see, even he
can't pronounceit.”

“Shoe polish!” fluted the bird suddenly. “Intrigue in the corps de balet! Intriguein shoes!”

Surprised, they both laughed.

“He salittleexcited,” said Marco.

Tabithastroked the bird' s head again. “Does he drink?’

“Td?No.”

“Doyou?’

“Sure”

“I'll be at the bar,” she said.

“S0,” he said, when hejoined her three minutes later without the bird, “you in town for carniva?’

“No, I'mlooking for work. | just got in from Chateaubriand.”

“Inthe Belt?’ Helooked at her with new respect, the way they adways did when she said something
likethat. “What sort of work wasthat?’ he wanted to know.

“Just adelivery run for adrug house. Carboys of vacuum barnacle serum, mostly. Nothing
interesting.”

“You'readriver, then?’

“I'madriver.”

“Y ou dwayswork for this drug house?’

“I'll work for anyone,” shesad, “if the money’ sright.”

“What, you have your own ship?’

“I have my own ship,” said Tabitha. He wasimpressed, you could see. After adl these years she il



couldn’'t resst afeding of pride when she said that to atota stranger. She knew she would fed agood
dedl less proud when she told Alice about the pendty clause. She hoped she wouldn’t have to.

Shelooked at Marco. She wished she could take him back with her. She wanted to take him to her
cabin and tear dl his smart clothes off. “1’d ask you aboard,” she said, “but I'm not staying around.”

“That’ stoo bad,” he said. “That would be fascinating. What have you got?’

Tabithastared at him. She suddenly redised hereally wasinterested in the ship. She felt vagudy
insulted.

“Just an old crate,” shesaid.

“Scouter?’

“No, abarge”

He looked thoroughly animated, asif hewas bursting with a glesful secret.

“And it’'syours? There' s nobody €lse?’

“No,” shesaid, nettled.

“Y ou want to take me to Plenty?’

“You'regoing to Plenty?’

“Ves”

“Tonight?’

“No, no. First thing tomorrow.”

Tabithagaped a him. “Well, yes!” she said. Then she remembered the axislock crystd. “Well, no,”
shesaid, “I mean, I'd loveto, but | need more than that.”

He chuckled. “Oh, theré smore,” he said. “ Plenty more! What do you need?’

She sucked her teeth. “Two hundred and fifty,” she said. “Up front. And then, hell, I don’'t know, |
haveto get arepair.”

“No problem,” he said.

“I don't believethis” said Tabitha. “Y ou're serious.”

“Sometimes| am.”

He ran hishand lightly down her arm. He had a gentle touch, amusician’ stouch.

He said, “Do you want to go to a party?’

They went out together into the cold and dusty night.

Though the parade had long gone by, the water was still crowded. There were kids tusding on rafts of
planks and plastic drums; couplesin rowing boats; powerboats limping, out of charge. On the
landing-stage below the Moebius Strip a dozen people were standing, Sitting, lounging, arguing, drinking.
There was asmall speedboat moored to ared and white pole. The green bird flew straight down toiit, its
shadow confused and doubled by the moons.

The moons shone down, on desert and steppe; on the polar settlements and the canyonlands where
the somnolent canals flow deep and wide. They painted the deserts, swept the pampas, glinted on the
glassfarms, glistened on the dgae lakes of the intertwining towns. They floodlit the arenaa Barsoom and
Slvered the lawns of suburban Bradbury. Without discrimination they illuminated the sombre, monalithic
blocks of the old city and the arrogant, hectic jumble of the new, observing without comment how it
sprawled and spilled beyond the circumference of the dismantled dome.

Tabitha sat back in the boat, amazed and astonished by her own luck, as they nosed out across the
filthy water, under the acid glare of avideo wall. Mars, she hersdf would later remark, had al been
parcelled up; the smart money had moved on. It was only afew years since Schigparelli had been aliving
pan-cultural matrix, a cosmopolitan crossroads of the solar system, where al the client races of Capella



could co-exigt in noisy harmony, or pass through, haggling, to the caravanserais of the south. These days,
the tourist buses were shouldering the caiques and drays off the d-Kazara; imported souvenirsfilling the
shelves of the pawnshops where hungover spacers had once come shuffling in clutching their tapersand
accordions.

Tabithaliked it well enough asit was, though she remembered better days, not so many years ago,
when the jazz bandsin the bodegas had been amost loud enough to drown the furious rattle of the old
Spice progpectors playing mah-jongg. Y ou could deep anywhere that was warm enough and even the
copswouldn’t move you on. When you woke, at firgt light, you' d find an untended Ilamanosing in your
pocket and a party of Thrant flake traders setting up their market all around your bed.

Pulling on your boots, you blinked and stumbled across the souk, stealing a chapati from the old
women, and wove your way aong the arcade, following the smell of roasting coffee. People leaned from
upstairs windows to chat with their neighbours passing on the cand. Across the hundred and ninety-nine
little backwaters, their colourful washing hung rigid in the bitter morning air. Asyou crossed the Copper
Bridge, the sun brimmed over the rooftops, bright as butter in a cinnamon sky. Robot tenders puttered
briskly through the water, humming to themsealves. Beyond, in the Hamishawari Gardens, the fountains
cameon.

To those humanswho, given mastery of space, preferred to vault acrossit than to linger in orbit and
build there, Mars and its hurtling moons had been thefirst greet benefit of the gift. Capellan hands
directed the operations, Capellan machinery accomplished the construction, but it was by and for the
humans of Earth, her nearest neighbour, that the great work of habilitating Mars was undertaken. One
can understand their zedl. Suddenly, awhole new planet was accessible; and not only accessible but
available, unoccupied, deserted. Abandoned.

Itisdifficult toimagine, now that the Red Planet is knee-deep in Sllicite replicas and sentimental
re-cregtions of the* Ancients' owing more to fancy than to archaeology, but at the time of the Big Step
the only vestiges of that once proud race of architects and engineers were the great canas.

For dl their impressve size, they werein asorry state: their courses choked with silt, their beds
cracked and their banks decayed by centuries of long, hard Martian winters. Where they disappeared
amid the crazed valeys and jumbled boulders of the dusty scablands, thefirst explorers drew back in
defeat, unable to decipher thewild terrain. Only the expert eye of their Capellan advisor could tell where,
inal that wilderness of basdt and shae, might lie hidden a clue to the world that had been logt. Following
her pointing finger, they went out into the raw desert, and dug in the sand. Then and only then it was that
the vast seamless blocks and dabs of the buried city came back to light.

They built adome over it to keep the duststorms out and the new air in. They caled it Schigpardlli, in
honour of ahero of the art of astronomy. Elsewhere, they were scaling the volcanoes of Tharsis, draining
the Argyre Basin, and hacking down whole forests of the Red Weed. Here was a gravity you could
argue with; here was a horizon close enough to reach out and grasp hold of. With the primitive
microclimate generators just beginning to emerge from the orbita factories of Domino Vaparaiso, they
woke the dumbering ecology and shook it ruddly. Stunted saguaro sprouted from the rusty dunes.
Prospectorstrailed back into town babbling of grassy oases, trailed out again into the desert, discovered
Martian frogthite.

Theyearswere long, the company was colourful, and if the air wasraw, wdll, didn’t that lend azest
of danger to the enterprise? The presence of Capellan directors and Eladeldi police did not seem so
oppressvely dispiriting when you stood agood chance of killing yoursdlf, if you pushed it. That so much
of the Rio Maas was opened out by sandschooner instead of by plane and caterpillar truck was probably
exactly for that reason: because it was adistinctly more perilous way of going about it. Saillors who
chanced on a sudden sand blizzard or capsized in the Neck of Mithridates were rarely rescued. The
directors advised againgt it. “ They knew therisks,” they said, sorrowfully shaking their huge heads. A
popular contemporary poster for recruiting emigrants shows a grinning human infant wearing an enormous
pair of grown-up boots caked with red sand. Sentimental it may be, but the image clearly captured that
exhilarating feding humanity had of striding into something too big to manage - yet.



But the Martians, that vanished race of titans, what can we say of them? Little more, even today, than
the architecture of old Schigparelli so doquently declares. Titansthey were, to judge by their buildings,
which take full advantage of the undemanding gravity. They werelarge, and strong, and had grand and
far-reaching plans. They worked in stone and iron and brick. Though natura light was obvioudy not an
amenity they thought much of, there are traces of glazing in afew of those infrequent and shapeless holes
that howl in the wind; elsewhere, of a primitive and not altogether unsuccessful stab at ferrocrete.

What those buildings actualy wereis ill doubtful. Certainly they are not very domestic. Scoured as
they have been by the turbulent and freezing sands that eroded every trace of fittings and furnishings
whatsoever, their walls and ceilings do bear sgns. remnants of incised and sometimesinlaid strings of
rectangular shapes that numerous experts have confidently identified as writing, though no truly plausible
trandation has ever been constructed.

The Martianswere, if we may venture afanciful interpretation of their character from the gantries, the
dry vats, oubliettes and occluded vaullts;, the forthright aspect of their Stairways, gutters and conduits, as
of the famous cands themsalves, a serious and resolute people, thorough in their undertakings, not given
to digression or frivolity. Further than thisit would be frivolous of usto speculate. The Sixty-saven ruins
on the Plain of Barsoom commonly caled ‘temples may have been just that; or equaly well may have
been army barracks, isolated quarters for the mentally disturbed or victims of plague, or holiday camps
for Martian urbanites. Thereis not a shred of evidence that fearsome beasts were ritualy daughtered in
the arena or lissome dave-girlsroutindy sacrificed on the dtars of scowling deities.

What happened to the Martians? Where did they go? If the Capellan directors had any idea, they
never said. Resentful souls on Earth, tethered there by obligation or obstinacy, muttered that Capella
knew from the first what would be found on Mars and why. Some, perhaps not without malice, averred
that Capellawaswhat did for Marsin thefirst place, god knows how many aeons ago.

Still asagreat dumb necropolis at the heart of the teeming city, the ancient empty bunkers and barren
slos shuffle their enormous overlapping shadows across the stone streets and the dick candls.
Tenebrous, sepulchrd, their interiors speak mutely of their absent architects. The archaeol ogists camped
uncomfortably ingde them for awhile, then moved out into the townships that had mushroomed around
the site. The old city was abandoned a second time, given over to romantics, theorists, transents and
dogs. Teenagers began to go there and drive their buggies round the docklands, round and round and
round. When they grew up, it became fashionable to return to the warehouses and hold huge parties
there.

Tabithalooked up at the colossal walls of seamless pink stone rising hundreds of metres overhead,
disappearing up into the dark. Between them girders and gantries of black iron ran like gigantic roadways
gpanning gulfs of empty air. She could have set the Alice Liddell down comfortably on any of them, with
room to spare.

The speedboat moved steadily past the empty wharves of the giant, gaunt buildings. Lights shone out
here and there. Music and voices came gusting from moored pleasure boats; across the plum-red water.
The coarse whine of the engine took on a dead, flat echo.

They tied up in abackwater under a sky black as old blood, and walked a ong a pontoon to the
apron of an enormous dock. In the gloom, the basin looked like a dim pool of deep red wine with
Deimoslike agiant pearl sunk init. People were gathered on the dock, spilling from awarehouse full of
food and drink and fresh air, and thunderous with moth raga.
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Hello, Alice.

HELLO. CAPTAIN. HAVE YOU COME TO TALK TO ME AGAIN?
It's like a madhouse in there.

SO | SEE. | HOPE THEY WON'T DAMAGE ANYTHING.

They're damaging me.

SURELY NOT. CAPTAIN.

It's like having a permanent party in your own home.

YOU LIKE PARTIES.

| like going to parties. Other people's parties. | don't like throwing them. And | definitdy don't like
having them thrown a me.

Actudly I did have agood party once. On UcopiaPlat. When | got you. | had abig party to
celebrate. It was ared success, that party. Everybody came Sam, May Lee, Muni Vega. Fritz Juventi
from the Valenzuel a Per severance, looking not aday older in histricorn and spats. Some of the girls
from HiBrazil were teasing him, but Fritz aways pretends to be charmed. Butter wouldn’'t melt in his
mouth.

Some of them had come quite away, from Phobos, even, people | knew when | was still hustling for
my white card. | saw Dodger Gillespie, flashing her sockets and cadging asmoke off an awestruck
spaceline sewardess.

“Dodger!” | said, hugging her. “I thought you werein the Belt.”

“l was,” she growled. “Passed up acouple of total certsto cometo your bloody bun-fight,” she
complained, though she was looking at the poor child dl the time, with her eyes half-closed and tossing
her head s0 the sockets would catch the light. The stewardess was dutifully holding out a packet of
cigarettes. Dodger deigned to take one off her. “ Thank you, darling,” she said and punched me
vigoroudy on the arm to tell meto get logt, though it was hdf ajoke, it' sadways haf ajoke with Dodger.

So | decided to stay there, just to get up her nose.

| asked her victim, “ Are you having agood time?’

“Ohyes,” shesad. Shelooked a Dodger inquiringly and back at me, but Dodger was just staring at
me with her head on one side and drop dead in her eyes. She wasn't doing introductions.

“I'm Tabitha,” | sad, amiling ingretiatingly. “ Tabitha Jute.”

“Oh. then thisis your party!” squeaked Dodger’ s stewardess.

“That'sright,” | said.

Dodger sighed and blew smoke dl over us

“So you're going solo now,” said the victim, fumbling for her smokesagain. | let her get them out and
offer me one before | shook my head.

It'sbeing around Dodger. She has a bad effect on me.

“Sorry,” the stewardess gulped. “I’m Moira. How do you do.”

“Délighted,” rumbled Dodger.

Moiralooked at her, confused. But it was me she wanted to talk to now.

“I wish| had aboat,” shesighed. “I'd loveto fly.”

“Wadll, youfly,” I pointed out.



She flashed me a glance that made it clear there was some backbone in there, it wasjust thetraining
that made her act like adipstick. “1 help old ladiesin and out of webs, you mean,” she said, caudticaly. “I
serve cocktallsand smile”

“Well, | used to do that,” | admitted.

After that, there was no stopping her. To think you could go from herding tourists to owning your own
boat!

| couldn’t tell her mine wasn't aroute she' d stand much chance of following. She' d have thought |
wasjust being snotty. | ended up leaving her looking disappointed and Dodger sardonically grateful.

“Enjoy yoursdves,” | told them.

| went off to circulate. | had noideal’ d invited so many people. There was even afreedrone or two,
| don’t know how they got in, and everyone from the hiring hdll, it looked like. | was showing off because
| didn’t have to go there any more. No more contract flying, being treated like dirt by al the
owner-drivers. No more wanted boards, no more hiring hal!

WHAT DOES THAT MEAN, CAPTAIN?

WEell, when you firs come to a gtation you don’t know anybody, so you're stuck with the officd net, the
boards for incoming business, the hdl for the locds You don't do that long before you redise it's a
wadte of time. The Eladddi supervise everything, and anyway the jobs worth having dl go on word of
mouth. But by the time you've found that out, you've met a few people, and you don’'t need to hang
around the hdl any more. What you do is stake out a corner of one of the canteens, the zero-gyms.
Somewhere news flows through. Some of the old hands have got themsdvesin at the cop dations and
traffic control rooms. Buit if you've got your own boat and you're not adlergic to work, you can pick and
choose.

WE DON'T ALWAYS FIND IT THAT EASY, THOUGH, DO WE?
No. We don't. We make stupid mistakes and end up with rotten little capers like this one.

I'M SORRY, CAPTAIN, | DIDN'T MEAN TO FIND FAULT. GO ON ABOUT YOUR PARTY.
YOUR REAL SUCCESS.
It was a success too. There wasn't a dull bit or a wrong note in the whole evening. The only time things
went a bit quiet was when a couple of Eladddi came in and sniffed around, on patrol, because dl
gatherings or the plat are at thar sufferance, public or private. | offered them drinks and they just bared
their teeth, being aivil.

| spotted an Altecean burrowing under the tablecloth. | wondered if he was trying to hide from the
Eladddi, but he was just nosing for something somebody el se had dropped. | wasthinking of Captain
Frank, you see. | wish | hadn’t lost touch with him. | lose touch with so many people, Alice.

PEOPLE COME AND GO.
I'll tll you who | did see that night | wished | hadn't. One of the HiBraail lot, Vera Shawe, with her head
shaved, toga, sandds, the lot. “Helo, Tabitha,” she said. 1 hear congratulations are in order.”
Shemadeit sound asif | was having ababy.
“1 should get her registered as soon as possibleif | wereyou,” shesad. “Make surethelog'sal in
order.”
“She hasn't worked for seven years,” | said. “ She was with Sanczau. She' s clean.”

Veraput her hand on my arm. “Even so, Tabitha,” she said. “Y ou’ll want to let the Eladeldi give her
the once over.”

“No,” | said. What awanker, honestly. “They’d shed dl over the plumbing,” | said.

She gave me a prissy look. “Y ou are naughty, Tabitha,” she said. “Y ou know you' re supposed to let
them check her.”

| stared at her. “I forgot,” | said blankly.

She would have been rude back, but she was drinking my booze. | patted her silken shoulder.



“Haveagoodtime, Vera” | said. | wastrying to get away, but she sarted telling me everything she
knew about Kobolds, everything that had happened when she' d flown one, everything that had
happened when somebody she knew had flown one, everything that had happened whenever anyone had
flown one, whether she knew them or not.

| WISH | COULD HAVE HEARD THAT. I'D LIKE TO MEET VERA SHAWE, SHE SOUNDS
FASCINATING.

Sheia't. She'sanerd. | hate people like Vera All right, so we owe everything to Capella. That doesn’'t
mean we have to go around in a great lather of gratitude dl the time. | wouldn't even want that, if | were

aCapdlan.

WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE YOU WOULD WANT. IF YOU WERE?
If I were a Capdlan, I'd have everything | want, wouldn't I?

SURELY THEY EXPECT SOMETHING.

Maybe not. Maybe it was a mistake.

CAPELLANS DON'T MAKE MISTAKES.

You sad that before. 1t was a mistake them giving the drive to the Frasgue, wasn't it?
THE FRASQUE HAD THEIR OWN DRIVE, CAPTAIN.

Did they?

THEY DID.

How do you know that?

| SUPPOSE | PICKED IT UP SOMEWHERE.

Wel, it didn't do them much good. May Lee came and rescued me. In fact she seized me by the arm.
“Wdl?’ she said.

“Wel what?’ | said.

“Hdlo, Vera” shesad, flashing astedly smile over my shoulder, and then, before Vera could reply,
she went on: “When are you going to take usto see the ship? Everybody’ sjust dying to see her.”

“Isit true she' sa Sanczau Kobold?” Mally asked. “One of the Sanczau Kobolds?’

| was going to ask her what she meant, but May interrupted. She was rounding up a party to come
and inspect the property, and everybody wanted my attention.

May Lee and Molly Jane. | wonder what happened to those two. May Leeis probably ill there.
Probably running arepair shop by now. Or somebody’ sfleet. Do you remember May Lee, Alice? She
ingsted on checking you over there and then.

| REMEMBER MAY LEE. SHE HAD WONDERFUL HANDS.
Y ou're not going to tel me you could fed her hands.

OF COURSE NOT. BUT I DID NOTICE THEM. SHE WAS VERY DEFT. SHE MADE ME
FEEL LIKE A MUSICAL INSTRUMENT.

All right.
PERFECTLY TUNED.
All right!

SORRY. CAPTAIN. | WAS REMINISCING. YOU KNOW | WOULDN'T DREAM OF
COMPLAINING ABOUT YOUR OWN STYLE OF MAINTENANCE. I'M QUITE USED TO IT
BY NOW.

Will you shut up?
SORRY.



Alice. | promise you, the minute we' re out of this, whatever it is— the minute | get paid, | promise you a
proper overhaul, rebore, decontam, the works.

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING IS THE AXIS LOCK.
Everything! Y ou can have everything. As soon as | get paid.
| HOPE IT'S QUITE SOON, CAPTAIN. I'D HATE TO LET YOU DOWN.

9

White fire blossomed suddenly in the sky, chrysanthemums on velvet, turning the crimson black. Blue
magnesium flares went spiraling up into the chilly night. Staccato tracers splashed scarlet light acrossa
scene of jallity and confusion. Tiny figureswith wands of fire were milling about the candside, hopping
from boat to boat, their shadows leaping up the faces of the buildings on the other bank asthe fleeting
light caught them and threw them about. Through the glass the sound of horns and drunken cheering
camefaintly up from below.

Tabitha Jute stood, swaying dightly, at the window of Marco Metz' s penthouse flat, looking down at
the determined remnants of the Schigparelli carnival. Would they never go hometo bed?

She prodded the force field that kept the cold out. It bit her finger with dull teeth. The window was
floor-to-ceiling, the held generatorsinvisible and silent. There was music playing. Shetried to lean on the
fidd.

“Don't do that,” said Marco. “Y ou only just got here,”

He came up behind her, put one hand over her shoulder and one around her waist. He nuzzled her
neck.

Tabithaturned, into hisarms. She kissed hismuscular lips, pressed herself againgt his compact little
body.
He kissed her cheek, murmured in her ear. “Maybe you should take your coat off.”

“Maybe,” she said. She was perfectly smashed. Everything seemed to be moving in fast forward, yet
shewas darting lightly between the moments like a Rigdian sylph. Everything was glossy, filmed with
slver. She scattered Stardust from her feet. She reached for her gorgeous man, but he was being
practical, taking her bag, her bag!

“I'll just put it here,” he said, taking it to atable which wasjust along low dab of something
trangparent. “What have you got in here anyway, you lift weights?’

“I pick thingsup,” shesaid. “On my travels. | pick up some strangethings,” she said, looking at him.
Hewas very close up, hard to focus on. She started to undo the buttons of his blouse. He had atherma
undershirt on, she got impatient, rucked it up with her hands, bent her head to kiss his broad brown
chest.

“I don't believeyou,” she said.

Shefdt himtense. “What' sthat?’ he said. “What do you mean?’

“I driveabarge,” said Tabitha. “1 meet alot of men. | meet alot of women. But you, you, you're an
interplanetary artiste— " She said thisvery carefully, it was getting hard to speak properly, her tongue
kept getting intheway. “You,” she said, running her fingersthrough the rug of hair on his chest, “you, this
place — and you're going to hire me!”

He relaxed.

“You,” hesad, kissing her lightly, “are very smashed.”

“Perfectly smashed,” she said. “It’ s perfect. Did you get any of that?’

“Any of what?’

“Whatever it was,” she said. “At the parry.”

He chuckled. “Whatever it was,” he repeated. “Whatever it was, | think | got some of it.”



“Itwascrysd,” shesaid. “Good stuff.” She blinked at him. “Really.” Perhgpshe didn’t believe her.

She reached for him. Her arm went through the mercury suspension like the Alice going into warp,
deek and cool and shimmering al dong itslength. He had his undershirt off now. Shetook hold of his
belt. The buckle was modern and complicated, but it melted in her hands.

Beyond him, she caught sight of something standing in the corner. It wastdl and dender and silvery.
Tabithathought it was some kind of antenna; then she redlised it was an empty perch.

“Where syour littlefriend?” shesaid.

“Ta?He saround. | think he thought we should be aone together.”

For some reason this struck her as extraordinarily funny. A tactful parrot! She laughed and laughed.
When she laughed, the laugh came out of her mouth like mirror bubbles of liquid oxygen and spattered
the iridescent walls, the scintillating ceiling, the miraculous man, hiswonderful glossy chestnut eyes. She
was showering him in pleasure, did he understand?

She thought it was important to tell him. “When | saw you,” she said, “| was so pissed off. Do you
know what they said?’

“What did they say?’

“They cdled it degrading interspish—" Her tongue wasin the way again. “ — interspecies harmony,”
shesad. Taking was not as easy aslaughing.

It seemed important to tell him thistoo.

“Tdking,” she said, squatting gracefully as she dipped down histrousers, real pseude trousers, “is not
aseasy aslaughing.” Shethought about it asshe said it. “ Only sometimes,” she added, “it' seasier.”

She started puzzling over his shoes.

He came down to join her on thefloor.

She amiled. Shewas blissful. She caressed hisluminousface. “But now everything' sal right,” she
said. The music soared and swayed.

“Everything' sfucking wonderful,” he said. He growled it like abear, and grinned like ashark. Hewas
amiracle, truly, truly amirecle!

Hetook off her jacket, her grimy shirt. He kissed her nipples through the fabric of her T-shirt, opened
her shoes, took them off. She sat on the floor and watched him take away her shoes and his shoes. He
scuttled acrossthe rich thick carpet like atoddler, making her laugh. He was naked. He was going to
give her ajob. Her jaw hurt with smiling. He came back and hugged her for awhile. He waswarm and
supple, flesh like golden leather amidst therippling silver air. They coped with her jeans.

There was ajump. Shewas standing up in just her T-shirt, pants and socks. He was sitting
cross-legged at her feet. Shefet distressed, she didn’t know why.

Tabitha, Tabitha, she thought, sternly. And she remembered.

“I’'vegot to get my device,” shesad.

He held out a hand, stroked her shin. “We can—"

“No,” shesaid. “I must. | must be sensible. Sengble!”

She lurched lightly over to her bag, opened the zip, delved inside. She pulled something out. It wasa
matt black plastic box. A casstte.

Shedidn’t remember it. All therest of the Stuff in there looked pretty much familiar, but not this.

“What' sthis?’

“Lookslikeatape,” hesaid, equably.

She looked a him, the tapein her hand. “1 don’'t remember it.”

The man wasgrinning again. “Y ou're not in much of astate to remember anything right now, areyou,
swedtie?’

“But | don’'t remember it at all,” she said solemnly.

While she spoke he got to hisfeet, turned away from her, and strolled briskly across the room to
graighten ashelf of magazines. “Probably it’ s one of the strange things you pick up,” he said, quoting her.



“Why don’t you go and fit your scrambler before you forget what that is?’

He wasright. He wasright. He was miraculous. She put the tape on the table. “Bathroom,” she said.

“Second on the lft.”

Tabithapranced dowly aong the hdlway. The music followed her into the bathroom. There were
mirrorsal over the place.

She sat and addressed her reflection sllently and strictly. Y ou' re breaking the rules, aren't you,
Tabitha? she said. Y es, she admitted. She didn’t redlly care, though. He was so beautiful. Shehad a
beautiful place to deep tonight, and a beautiful man to deep with, and in the morning he was going to pay
her fine. And buy the Alice anew crygal.

These were the rules. She never went off with anyone, especially aman, except on her own terms.
She never went to anyone else' s place without checking it first. And she never entrusted hersdlf to
anyone ese, especially aman, when shewas out of her head.

All these rules she had dready broken tonight.

But tonight was not anormal night. Marco was not anorma man, not her usua standard. For one
thing, the men she went with didn’t usualy have bathrooms with bidets, or 0o seatsin rea Earth wood.
How could he afford aplace like thisif he was playing diveslike the Moebius Strip? He must be on the
way down. Aslong asthe money held out for her, that was enough.

She had lost him for awhile, at the party, but she’' d aready been too drunk to worry. She' d danced
with afive of Pdernians, dl of them at once. They gave her some astonishing Ophir crysta that made her
fed three metrestdl and very sharp. That was when the world had turned to silver. Therewasa
generator blowing bubble holos al around the room, snatches of old movies, adverts, random faces, alien
landscapes. It was like rummaging through someone e se' s dreams. She laughed and jumped about with
the Palernians, trying to burst the bubbles. Then Marco came back. She kissed him.

There was no pushbutton by the loo. Tabithalooked around in vain for afew minutes. When she
stepped back fromit, it hummed and emptied itsalf. She shrugged, went over to the bidet, washed herself
and inserted her tiny scrambler. She could hear atiny voice somewhere, talking and pausing, asif
somebody’ s radio was interfering with the music, but by the time she left the room it had stopped. The
light turned itself out.

“Tabitha,” called the voice of her beautiful man.

Thewalls of the hallway dipped and rippled. She was starting to come down.

“Whereareyou?’ shesad.

“Inhere”

Disorientated, she tried to locate hisvoice. The music wandered around her as she searched. At last
she found him. He was standing in the dark, in front of a picture window, fireworks exploding silently
behind him. Shewent in and kissed him al over. There was abed. It was a bedroom.

On atable by the bed was aflask of something, gin, tequila, wine, she hardly knew the difference any
more. They drank from the flask. He drank from her mouth.

Then they took off her T-shirt. It was avery involved and complicated process.

The light of the fireworks strobed around the room. Metdllic circles spread like ripples across the
wdls

Tabithasaid, “Y ou are going to fix everything, in the morning?’

Thelovely man waskissing her navel, running his lips adong the top edge of her panties. He started
kissing her crotch, very gently, hislips barely touching thefabric. He said, “ Of course I’ m going to fix
everything. How could | pass up achance of hiring the most beautiful bargeein the solar syssem?’

Hetook off her panties with histeeth. Apparently he was something of an acrobat aswell.

She caressed his perineum with her tongue. The fireworks seemed to pulse with the music, her skin
seemed to melt and reform from moment to moment. She was no longer sure where he ended and she

began.
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When Tabitha Jute woke up, sheimmediately wished she hadn’t. She discovered she' d been deeping on
her back. Her head felt asif it had been hit with abag of cement, or replaced with one. Her sinuseswere
al gummed together in alump between her eyes.

“Kgn,” shesad faintly.

Shewasin astrange bed, in a strange room. It was something agpproaching day. Limp orange light
was leaking in around the edges of agrey blind. In the corner by the window was a stringy plant
straggling desperately out of ablurry brown pot, asif in search of water. Tabithaknew how it felt.

She blinked and tried to focus. On the wall behind the plant she could just make out irregular painted
spirdsof pale gold. Next to it tood an empty tubular blue clothes rack, atubular blue chair, atubular
blue AV rig.

She shut her eyesagain.

The bed waswarm, and extraordinarily comfortable.

Tabithaturned over on her sSde, and saw the man. He was fast adlegp with his back to her, snoring
very quietly. He was wrapped in so much of the duvet all she could see was the top of his head.

She remembered everything a once then, in one big bright colourful blurt of sound and light and music
and immensdly accelerated action.

“Ngk,” shesaid.

It was asound of guilt and astonishment and relief, al at once.

She moved her mouth, about a bit to seeif she could find her tongue. It seemed to have become
stuck somewhere back there during the night.

She urgently needed apiss.

Tentativey, she sat up.

Marco didn’t dtir.

After amoment, when her head had settled, muddily, Tabithadowly turned back the duvet. She
noticed she still had her socks on. And she smdlled just terrible.

Marco Metz snored on.

Tabithaswung her feet to the floor. Her eyesight was vague and muzzy, her mouth felt like the bottom
of asandpit. She wondered, not for the first time, how it was that her body could be desperate for liquid
at one end while bursting to get rid of it at the other.

In the bathroom she confronted her reflection again. Even with the blinds down, she could seethe
dark shadows under her eyes.

Sut, shetold hersdlf. It wasaword her father had used frequently. Sut, she thought again,
comfortably.

Tabithatook apee and ashower, with real water. Soaped and rinsed, the world looked rather better.
She went to the window and, carefully, raised the blind.

It was il very early. The sun was atangerine blob in aswirling blackcurrant sky. Below, dim curds
of refuse lay clotted about the glass pillars of the Maserati Mall. Across the rooftops, alone cop prowler
was the only thing moving on the cold expanse of the Grand Cand.

Wrapped in abig green towd, Tabithaleft the bathroom. She looked in the bedroom. The hump in
the duvet had not moved.

She padded around until she located the kitchen. It was large and very, very white. Tabithawondered
if therewas any fruit juice in the fridge. Grapefruit, she thought. She willed there to be grapefruit juicein
thefridge.

But it was empty. Or asgood as. There was atransparent sachet of something brown and thick,
chocolate paste or miso; one dried-up anchovy in an opentin, its coat of st dried to ahard crust; and a



smear of something on a saucer that might once have been pesto sauce. Or parrot vomit, she thought,
gumpily.

Td wasintheliving room, on hisfuturigtic perch.

“Good evening,” hesaid.

“Morning, Td,” murmured Tabitha.

“Good evening,” he said. He sounded like a perky little old man.

There were clothes strewn around on the floor. Some of them were hers. She picked out the ones
that were and put them on. Solemnly, the parrot watched her dress. “ Stop looking at me, Td.” But he
didn’t. Shefound it dightly uncomfortable, being scrutinised by abird.

Next shelooked for her bag, and found it on along low table. She thought her toothbrush wasin
there somewhere, and rummeaged for it. She didn't find it, but buried right down at the bottom she did
find atape cassette in abox.

She pulled it out and looked at it. She vagudly remembered taking it out of the bag last night. She
didn’'t remember putting it back in. Whatever it was, she fill no recollection of it at dl. It was plain black:
no label, not even a brand name. She wondered where she' d picked it up, and who was missing it.

There was areader in the dusty rig next to the tapeshelves. Tabithawent over and turned it on.

“Grievoustdeindl forlorn!” whooped Td suddenly.

Tabithanearly jumped out of her skin. “ Chrit, bird, don’t do that,” she muttered. He was beginning
to get on her nerves.

She dotted the anonymous tape.

But she was none the wiser for what came out of the speakers. a soft sea of hiss, ahint of ultrasonics,
and a persstent, repetitive creaking noise. It was so nearly nothing she wondered if she hadn’t loaded it
properly. She crouched down to make sure it was turning, and check the settings on the amps.

Marco reached over her shoulder and pressed stop, twice.

The tape g ected.

He put his hands under her arms and raised her up, turning her about, away fromthe AV.

He was unshaven and wearing a shabby towel ling bathrobe with threads hanging off it. Hisbig brown
eyeswere dull, unexpressive. He smdled of warmth and deep.

She stepped into hisarms and kissed him. “Ther€ snothing oniit,” she said.

Reaching past her again, he took the tape out of the reader and dipped it back intoitscase. “You
want music, I'll find you some music,” he said rapidly, looking away from her. He plucked atape from
the shelf and put it on.

It sarted in the middle of something, something hollow and highly polished that fed into itsdlf in
ever-increasing rounds. It was quiet and quite pleasant.

“Isthisyou?’ asked Tabitha

“This?” said Marco, glancing at the tape he'd just dotted. “ Yeah,” he said.

He threw the mystery tape on the table beside her bag.

“Good morning, Td,” he said. He went and fondled the bird, which chirped and squeaked and
nibbled hisfinger.

“I fed terrible” Tabithasaid. “Don’'t you?’

“Sure” hesad, non-commitadly. “Y ou want some coffee?I’ll get it.”

He did. He also shaved and dressed, in ablockneck and yesterday’ s trousers.

“I need to go to Plenty,” he said, “pick up the rest of the band and all our gear.” Hewas sitting on the
couch facing her, hisarm stretched out along the back. “We play there tonight. Then you can take uson
to our next engagement.”

“Where syour next engagement?’ she asked.

“Titan,” he said. Hedrank his coffee.



“How many of you arethere?’

“Me. Ta. A couple of others. Say five altogether. Say four, maybe, Ta does't count.”

The parrot, hearing his name, gave aloud hoot.

“It'sfunny,” Tabithasaid, “he looksjust like aparrot.”

“Wdll, heisaparrot, akind of parrot. HE' sfrom Alteces, aplanet there somewhere. | won himina
poker game, taught him to sing. Do tricks. He doesn't like space, do you, guy?’

“Bananatree!” chirped Td. “ Sriti naogar demestical In Mongu Town, where | was born, therelived a
merry maid, up high in bananatree!”

“Shut up, Ta!” Marco shouted loudly.

The bird subsided, twittering.

“He hatesbeing on the road,” said Marco. “He has abox he hastoridein. It' saround here
somewhere.”

Helooked around, negligently.

“So,” hesad. “Areyou up for dl this?’

Tabithanodded. “But we need anew axislock crystal,” shetold him.

“We?Who'sthiswe, | thought there was just you?’

“I mean Alice does”

“Who'sAlice?’

“The ship. She hasto have anew crysta.”

“WE |l pick one up. On Plenty.”

Tabithaconsdered it. Shedidn’t liketheideaof it. Plenty was bad news. And Titan wasway off her

patch, there wasn't much chance of areturn load. But Titan was along way off. And Marco was here.
And he had the money.

She cleared her throat. “Well, we' |l have to take our chance on Plenty. But | need the two-fifty in
advance.” Shelooked at the clock. “To pay thefine.”

Marco became very ill. “What fine?’ he said.

“Didn't | tel you about that?’

Shetold him. He laughed, He laughed and laughed.

“It'snot that funny.”

“Sureitid That littlefdler saling through theair... ”

Tabithadrank some more coffee. “Expensve joke,” shesad.

“Wdll, let’ s see. TwoHfifty.”

“Three with the port tax and stuff. Three-saeventy-five with fud.”

“Hdl, we can cover that. We can do that for you.”

Tabithawas relieved. She hated bargaining. She never seemed to bein avery good position to
bargain from, somehow.

“So how muchisthiscrystd?’

Tabithatold Marco what Carlos had told her.

Hedidn't even blink. She wondered if she was wrung about what you got playing the Moebius Strip.
Marco said, “Let’s say we pay the fine and the crystal and you take usto Titan.”

“Have you got that much?’

“Sure. Sure we have. Well, Hannah has”

“Who'sHannah?” Tabithaasked, hearing an edge on her voice and not liking it.

“Our manager,” hesaid. “Thisis her apartment.”

“Does shelive here?” She couldn’t believeit. For al the furniture and applicances, the tapes on the

shelves, the place had a desolate air. Everything seemed like stuff abandoned, or in trangt. Therewasno
resident persondity holding it together.



“No. No, I'll take you to meet her. You'll like Hannah.”

“Doessheliveon Titan?’

“On Titan? No.”

“Oh, sheliveson Plenty.”

“Shedoesn’t exactly livethere, no,” he said. “ She kind of — operates from there.”

He could be bloody evasive sometimes. She supposed it was the effect of being famous— or having
been famous— being wary of your privacy. Well, shewasn't famous at dl, and she waswary of her
privacy. Shedidn’t mind taking him to Plenty, that was no distance. It could even be fun. Shewasn't a
al sure she could cope with him and aband of strangers, dl the way to Titan, through the depths of
hyperspace where there’ s no escape from your companions.

She gaveit up. Maybe she could renegotiate when they got to Plenty and she had her crystal.

She got to her feet and went and picked up the phone.

“Who areyou cdling?’ he asked.

“The cops,” shesaid. “ So we can pay the two-fifty and get on the road.”

“Oh,” he said. He sounded unenthusiastic.

Tabitha paused, the phone in her hand. “Isthat okay?’

“Sure)” hesaid. “Sure. Sure.”
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Have | ever told you about Rella, Alice?

NO, CAPTAIN. NOT THAT | REMEMBER.
She was quite important, in her way.

Shewasin her fifties, | suppose. She was about my height, but chunky. Hefty. She had awful teeth,
with black fillings, and long ratty hair that dways seemed to bejust coming out of a perm. She had lots of
rings, on both hands, and she dwayswore overadls. She said they didn’t notice you if you wore overals.

Relalived in astore room under Posidon transport station. Sometimes, | mean. That was her base.
That’ swhere| see her when | think of her, though she didn’t take me there at first. Thefirst time | met
her was up on the platform. | was twelve or thirteen. | was coming back from thelabs at Mendaus, after
somework detail or other. Rellawas going through the bins.

She stopped as soon as she saw me. She said, “What are you staring a?’ She hated anyone to watch
her when she was going through the bins. It was something she' d never admit doing, though shewas
dwaysdoing it.

That’snot fair. Rella could hold down jobs, when she wanted to. She was a cleaner, more than once,
and she worked in the hydroponics, and in kitchens. But she could never keep her mind on the job.
Sooner or later she' d end up drifting innocently around the bins.

“What areyou staring a?’ she said. She had a pathetic, ruined, smoky kind of voice that used to go
right through me. | don’t know why she spoke to me, what was specia about me, why shedidn’'tignore



me the way sheignored everyone ese. There was awhole trangport of people in the station coming
home from early shift. | suppose | was the only one dawdling to look at her instead of going by asif she
didn't exis.

| went on by, that first time. | was embarrassed.

She cdled after me, “Cat got your tongue?’ | hadn’t the first ideawhat she meant.

THERE WEREN'T CATS ON THE MOON, SURELY, ANY MORE THAN THERE WERE
DOGS?

| never saw one. But after that | was dways seeing her, dl over the place. She kept moving around; she
kept them guessng. They dl had to. If they’'d caught her, they'd have stuck her in Imbrium or
somewhere, some inditution. She'd been in places like that before. That was like death to her. There
mug have been alot of them caught like that, at the end.

Whenever | saw her, she dways smiled at me. It was asif she’ d got me confused with someone else,
someone important. Once | had haf an hour to wait for atransport. She came waddling up to me. She
was drunk.

“I've got papers,” she assured me. “1'll show you.”

| redly didn’t want to know.

“I don’t carry them around,” she said. “Y ou never know who'slooking. Bastards.”

Thething was, sheredly did have papers, aresident’ s card, awork category check, that sort of thing.
Half of them didn’t, they were upillegaly in thefirst place, working the underside of the system, thejobs
nobody wants. But Bellawas aLunar citizen. She did show me her papers, later on. She had them
hidden in abox, in the store room. She made me promise to destroy them, “if anything ever happensto
me’, she said. Other times she made me promise to keep them forever, to remember her by, and say a
prayer. She was abit vague who it was | wasto pray to. She had alot of timefor religion, prophecy,
looking for her star. Shetook everything to heart. | don't know if she understood any of it.

“I"'m misplaced,” was athing she' d often say. She didn’t just mean like amisplaced person, floating
loosein society.

LIKE DATA MISPLACED IN A FILE.

She was cartanly that. But she meant on a larger scale. A coamic scale. We were dl log; but one day
we' d be saved. One day we' d dl rise up together into the sun.

“Everyone will bethere,” shetold me. “Youwill. You' reone of us. Y ou don't know it, but you are”
But other times she'd say: “Y ou wouldn't understand.” And she d give methat look, like at firgt, half
wary, haf defiant, asif she had a secret to defend from me.

God knows she' d told me her secret enough times.

“Thisisn't my home,” she'd say. “Not here, not Earth either. One day |1 go home. The ship will come
forme”

| can see her now, Sitting on her shelf in the store room, surrounded by bottles of detergent, pointing
at her box.

“That’ snot me,” she said. “The woman in those papers.” It was confusing, sometimes, when she'd go
on about her papers. Sometimes she meant the ones that proved she was a citizen, sometimes the others,
the ones that proved she wasn't. So she believed.

She had these maps. One of them was drawn on an old envelope, a paper one. | don’t know how
she cameby it. Maybe she drew it hersalf, when she was young, and forgot. Maybe it was something she
found in one of her bins. It was just Six dots, anyway, and some lines joining them up. Five of the dots
had names. Sometimes she said they were stars, sometimes they were the names of cities. They certainly
weren't anywhere on the Moon, or anywhere else |’ ve ever heard of, before or since. Rellawould point
to the sixth dot and say solemnly: “Thisishere,” and she'd point at the floor, to make sure | understood.
“The prison planet,” she sad. “Babylon. Maya”

But she was dways changing her mind about that too. Sometimes the sixth dot was her gar, the one



she was going home to, when the ship came for her.

And one day she had this other map, and | don’t know where she got that either, or what happened
toit. She only showed it me the once, and after that whenever | mentioned it she didn’t know what | was
talking about. 1t was made of something absolutely rigid but incredibly thin. Edge on, you couldn’t seeit
a dl. 1 meanit. I’ve never seen anything likeit anywhere,

So it was transparent, with these little black circlesin it that seemed to jump backwards and forwards
at you. If you concentrated you could makethem dl line up, in 3-D; and then it would dl just collapse
and bejiggling spotsagain. And it had lots of tiny writing at the top in some dien aphabet. Rellasaid it
was amap. It might have been some sort of optician’stest thing, for dl | could say, or akids puzzle.

“Don’t put it down,” Rellawarned me. “Y ouwon't be ableto pick it up again.” She laughed. She
was in agood mood that day.

Shetold me | wasthe only person she could trugt, though | often saw her around with other people,
misplaced people, | suppose. Most often with awoman, areal whitey, in dark glasses. She was about
twice my age, about half Rella's. Rella pretended she didn’t know me when they were together. She
looked straight through me.

Rellaused to tell me stories, about places she' d been, only sometimes | thought she meant hersdlf and
it turned out it was her mother she was taking about. Sometimes it was her grandmother.

WHAT DID THEY DO?

Oh, roamed about dl over Earth, as far as | could make out, travelled on foot across huge mountain
ranges and vast great deserts where nothing lived. | can’'t remember any of it now, but | used to St on a
crate and ligen to her, and think about freedom, stupid things you think when you' re a kid, you know.

NOT REALLY, NO.

Wdl, you do. We do. | thought she was marvellous. Sometimes I'd bring her food and things. Stedl little
bits of money so she could buy drink. | thought | was doing something important, heping Rella dong.
One day | had to go to the dinic and | lied about the time of the appointment so | could skip a it
ingoection, so | had an hour to waste. | didn't want anyone to see me. so | went to see Rdla, but she
wasn't there.

| wandered back up to the station concourse. | went over to the screensto seeif there wasamovie
on anywhere. There were these two men there, talking, and one was saying there was trouble at Serenity,
some problem about aship trying to come down without an Eladeldi registration.

“A kit job,” hesaid. “Bitsand piecesfrom | don’t know where. All held together with string and faith,
by thelook of it.”

| was only listening because | was bored. | was thinking about something else. I'd found amovieto
goto, at an off-centre commons. When the transport pulled in, | got on.

Then, just asthe doorswere closing, | dived back out to the platform. Everyone stared at me, but |
didn’t care. | ran to the airs, and down to the basement, to the empty store room. | went straight to
Rella sbox. It was empty. | never saw her again. | never saw the other woman either. And when | got to
the clinic everyone was in amess because hdf the domestic staff had disappeared, walked out without a
word.
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Tabitha Jute and Marco Mete took the lift to street level. They went out into the bloodshot Schigparelli
day.

No one was about. A Scarab Minor dawdled aong, dusting and watering the gutter. Tabitha s boots
crunched on the sandy pavement. The chill inthe air began to clear her head. She'd let herself go, last
night — but she was none the worse for it, was she? No. Which was the spirit of carnival, wasn't it?
Loosen up, shetold hersalf. Stop worrying.



Shetook them by ashort cut to the Weinbaum Canad. Brown barges puttered dowly through the
turbid water. At watersde tables mustachioed wharfingers sucked soup ponderously from steaming
bowls. Altecean Street cleanerswere piling the litter with their long rakes. Everyone looked hung over.
The sky had turned streaky, the atmosphere raw, too much sulphur init.

They caught aflier out to the port, out of Schigpardlli on the Graben Road, past the Devil’ s Fingers,
those soaring pinnacles of rock, vermilion and cerise. In some lightsthey seemto glisten, asif they were
red hot, molten. Under Deimos at full they look like gigantic pink fungi, or worse. Thismorning, looming
through ayelow haze, they might have been the eroded spires of alost city of cathedras, buried beneath
the omnipresent sand. At least, so Marco said, and expatiated freely on the ideaof a performance he had
awaysthought of mounting there, amood piece, ason et lumiére.

“Tdl me about your band,” she said.

“Oh, you'll meet them,” he said.

She pressed him. “Who are they?’

He shifted in his seet, rubbing the window with the knuckle of hisindex finger. “You'll get dong,” he
promised her.

Hewould say no more.

Tabithadidn’t like being told no, told nothing. She bit back on her irritation. He was obvioudy used to
having his own way. Well, she could put up with that until they got on board. Then thingswould be
different. He did take things for granted, though. She had not been pleased when it turned out the credit
chip he needed to pay her fine was with the rest of his stuff on Plenty. “See, | liketo travel light,” he said.
“It'sno problem. We' Il phone it through when we get there,” he said. “Firg thing. Promise.”

He had kissed her and fondled her breasts. Then he pulled on awell-worn jacket of aerated leather
and girolled out of theflat, with Ta in abox on one shoulder and aduffel over the other.

She hoped thiswasn't going to turn out to be a mistake.

Especidly having people on her ship.

Not that there was anything delicate or vulnerable about the Alice Liddell . She was aworking ship,
likeal the shipsof her line. She had quirks, of course: her drive was a Capellan one, like everyone ese's,
and nobody understood them. Only the ship’ s personae, through some elusive twist of code deep inthe
programming, were enabled to master the Capellan drive.

Thiswas quite as true when Tabitha Jute met Marco Metz in Schigpardlli asit had been in the days of
the Big Step, years before she was born. Nobody had redlly made any significant progressin discovering
how they worked, these engines Capella handed out so liberaly. The Capellans didn’t prohibit research,
not in so many words; they smply assured humankind that for them, with their small brains, the
mechanics of hyperspatid foreshortening would be incomprehensible. Those who persisted discovered
thedrives disconcerting tendency to implode or deliquesce at the merest touch of ascrewdriver. If you
did manage to open one, it would turn out to be full of dead leaves.

Humans are inquisitive crestures by nature. Not everyone was content to remain an unenlightened
beneficiary of asuperior technology. But even those who tried to think their way in were obliged to
retreat, baffled. Ace hackers on clandestine projects for ruthless outfits like Frewin Maisang Tobermory
were taken away a midnight in unmarked ambulances after collapsing with mysterious new conceptua
diseases and cognitive dysfunctions. Someingrates and irrespons ble rumour-mongerstried to implicate
the Eladeldi in these abrupt disappearances, which made no sense a dl. The Eladeldi were never known
to involve themsdvesin medica matters.

In the absence of understanding, supergtitions proliferated. Oh, how they proliferated. How many
times had Tabitha heard, in casua conversation in some dorm, some station bar, from pilots who had
found their craft taking aroute they had never intended, never charted? A route which nonetheless
delivered them to their destinations safely and on time, and proved, on later inquiry, to have avoided an
entirely unforeseeable hazard or delay? How many ships suddenly developed strange ghost personee;
mechanical poltergeistsin the engine room; voices where they had none before? And how many times, on



re-entering occupied space, did the phenomena depart as suddenly asthey came?“It’ sastrueas|’'m
stting heretelling you,” ingsted Dodger Gillespie, never oneto be subject to fancies or unsought
hallucinations. “Electric blue caterpillar long as my arm, coiled up around the reactor! Then, when | come
back with the welding torch, no sign of the bastard. Only atrail of blue sticky stuff al on the gratings.
Trueas!’mdtting here,” shesaid, draining her pint. “True asthe fact it’syour round, gdl.”

The seeds of this new mythology of space had been sown, back in the days of the Big Step, by so
many aien races appearing suddenly in the system, in vessals as variousin shape and Sze astheir
owners. Nowadays we are used to these things— the spinning jewelled diadems of Rigd!; the
quasi-organic models of the Frasgue, that echo the shapes of the hives and cocoons built by insects; the
Pdernian Brisk, which looks nothing like its name, more like abundle of sausages. But think how they
marvelled then, thefirgt time they glimpsed the grandiose space architecture of the Eladeldi, or the shining
needle, akilometre long, of the Vespa Omicron.

There were theories about dl of these, some of them frankly theological. The Witnesses of the Totdl
Merge catadogued all those ships believed to belong to other client species of the Capellans. Allocating
them to niches of higher or lower favour on acabbdigtic tree, they claimed to detect some principle of
metamorphosis. Human craft too, they prophesied, would pass through al these forms on their way to
the ultimate, transcendental spaceship. On the day of its perfection, eons hence, the arcana of the
Capdlan engine would finaly be comprehended, and the invisible barrier around the orbit of Pluto would
slently dissolve. On that day, argued one heresy, humanstoo would complete their evolution, and
become Capellans. The prophecy of the Tota Merge would be fulfilled, and diens be diens no more.

How much truth there wasin dl these myths you now know aswell as|. Certainly the Witnesses hit
early on the fact that, rippling in and out of hyperspace, even ships as basic as the Bergen Kobold change
dightly every time. The abused particlesthat congtitute them never reintegrate quite exactly. That would
be rather too much to ask of the laws of conservation. Sometimes their pilots notice these aberrations,
and sometimes they don't; because, after dl, their particles have been transubstantiated too.

About the evolution of the human being | know nothing that is not obvious just by looking a me. But |
did know the Alice Liddell — who better? — and | remember her well. | remember her intimately from
the beginning, from the third year of the Big Step, when she was built and christened. For shewasold
when Tabitha Jute first set eyes upon her, when she dragged the tarpaulins from her in the long grass of
that neglected vineyard. Her bronze was bruised and discoloured from the raw cold burn of space. Her
pile was spent, her hydraulics dry and full of spiders’ webs. She had done sterling service dready, and
was asinert asaship can well be— which isactudly, aswe have aready speculated, not quite inert
after all. People used to believe (permit methis, one last one) that once you activated the Capellan drive
it could never be entirely deactivated again, not until it suffered ruin or physica destruction. And I, where
was |, during those years when chipmunks scampered through the undercarriage of the battered little
Kobold? | was adeep.

The ship that bore the name of Liddell was, frankly, primitive. She was |low and she was lumpy. |
remember her as cramped. Her cockpit seated two, a pilot and a co-pilot, each in a standard zero-g
web. Aft she had two small single cabins with modest persona storage, aminute galey and ablute. She
measured a shade under twenty-one metres from noseto tail, and a shade over half that across, from
wingtip to stubby wingtip. Her number BGK 009059 said that she was one of the first of the Bergen K
line, the Kobolds that plied the spaceways of the solar system, taking this here and that there, for nearly
fifty years.

She was built to labour, and built to last. Her middle could hold |oose goods to 250 cubic metres or
be replaced with any one of seventeen styles of container. Her four loading extensors and four cargo
drones stowed themselves, during flight, in the double wall of the hull. She bore sixteen directiond plasma
jets, four for each axis, and three huge fixed ‘ roundmouths’ . She had scannersal over her, more than the
Bergen yards supplied as standard. Her solar had a so been much improved, asif her commissioner had
expected more of her than her designers. Any trouble she gave her last pilot was more to do with
adverse conditions and those middle years of neglect than any flaw in her condtitution. Also, Tabitha



never quite got around to doing as much maintenance as she meant to.

Cdl it whimsy if you will, but | have dwaysthought, privatdly, there was something very smilar about
the two of them, the Alice Liddell and her captain Tabitha Jute. Both were small, stocky and strong.
Neither came of anything but the most commonplace, workaday materia; yet each hid an adventurous
Spirit and surprising resources benegth her utilitarian exterior.

Or perhapsthisisjust the wisdom of hindsight, arosy blur of sentiment cast by nostalgia over the
scene. Picture them, Tabitha Jute and Marco Metz, asthey walk out across the spaceport tarmac this
chilly Schigparelli evening, to climb aboard the not-quite-redeemed Alice and take off into the Martian
sky, bound on ajourney that will take them to Plenty — and far, far beyond.

Part Two



Lost in the Caverns of Plenty
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“Y ou can havethiscabin,” she said, diding the door open. “1I'll clear dl this stuff out.”

Anyone would think he'd never seen aKobold before. “ Thisisterrific! Absolutely terrific! What a
ship!” Now he hugged her from behind. “| want to ride up the front with you.”

“No,” said Tabitha. “I never have anyonein the cockpit.” She looked into hisbig brown eyes. “I'm
sorry!”

“What'sthis” he said, “ safety regulations now?’

“Well, yes” shesad.

“I don't believethis,” he said, holding her tight and leaning back to look at her. “You'reteling mea
woman like you actually obeysthat suff?’

Tabithaturned and shoved at the passenger cabin door, which was stuck halfway. “I don't like having
anyone dseinthe cockpit whileI’'m driving,” shesad, “that’sdl.”

He seemed to be mallified. “Well, okay,” he said. His hands roved around her body. He nuzzled her
ear. “I’'mgoing tomissyou,” hesaid. “All theway to Plenty... what' sthat, three, four hours subjective?’

“Five” shesaid, extricating hersdlf. “I’m not skipping. Not with that crystal. Not with a passenger.”

“Fvehourd” hesaid. “What am | supposed to do all that time without you?”

Shewasirritated, amused. “1 don’t know! Practise your glove. Tak to Td,” she said.

“He' sout,” hesaid. Td lay behind him in the passageway, in hiswhite porcditetravelling case. In
customs, the Eladeldi had drawn back their lips at the sedated parrot, but all the processing wasin order,
and Marco had hustled them through. “He |l deep awhile now. He hatesflying.”

Marco's hands found their way back to Tabitha s hips. Helooked over her shoulder. “ That’ salot of
Suff inthere” he commented.

Tabithaleaned on the door. It wouldn’t budge. “It'sjust kipple,” shesaid. “I'll clear it up,” she
repested, but her intention was waning. There was so much of it. Spare overalls, loose packaging, an
inflatable liferaft, most of the parts of asecond-hand galley robot she' d picked up cheap and never quite
got round to reassembling... Shelet it float around in there, mostly unsecured. “I haven't had anyonein
herefor awhile,” she said, semi-apologeticaly. “It just builds up.”

“Y ou never know haf the things you' ve got until you have to do something about them,” he said
amiably.

She shoved at the door again. There was aloud clatter of something faling down inside.

“Comeon,” said Marco quietly.

“Don't hustleme,” she said. But she was weakening

What he’ d just said reminded her of that businesslast night with the tape. Probably it was smply one
of those things that happen, or that you think happen, when you’ re smashed and half-adeep. But she
kept thinking about it.

She turned away from the door, stood irresol ute outside the door of her own cabin. Logicaly, she
could put himin there. Tired and hungover as she was, she wasn't going to be deeping in the next five
hours, not until they docked at Plenty.

“Tabitha. Relax,” he said, drawing her back towards him in the cramped confines of the passage.
“Look at you, you' re so tense. How can you possibly drive when you're al wound up that way?’ He
massaged her shoulders.

In another moment shewaskissng him.

It was an option shedidn’t usually have, kissing a gorgeous man on board her own ship. Why
shouldn’t she take advantage of the opportunity? The pleasure would be over soon enough, it dways



was.

“Okay,” he said reasonably, asthey surfaced. “ Are you going to show me the rest”’

The &ft lock of the hold was open. Marco picked up Ta’ sbox. Tabithatook his other hand and led
himin.

“Oh, yed Thisisgreat,” he said, setting the box down again. His voice echoed in the emptiness. “ Just
great!”

The way he stood, handsin his back pockets, a smile on hisface she could only cal triumphant: it
pleased her, he admired her ship. But it made her doubtful again. “How much gear are we collecting?’

“Oh, we ll dl fitin here, no problem.”

He really was|ooking around. He looked at the cargo drones stowed away in their kennels, inspected
the air and power connections, the airlocks either end, theinterna controls for the doors and the roof. He
climbed up to the catwa k and examined the roof, then strolled around surveying the empty space and
making knowledgeable noises. “Hm. Okay. Okay.” Then he climbed up on therail and swung muscularly
from the butt of one of the loading extensors.

Tabithastood below, watching him with her arms folded. “ Can you do that with one hand?’

“Sure” hesaid. He couldn’t. He landed on hisfeet. “ Gravity’ salittle off,” hetold her, and rubbed his
hands. “I canwork onit. Build it into the act. What' sin here?’

He opened abin that ssid EMERGENCY in big red |etters. A large dispenser of detergent, an old
flex microphone as big as ataper, a polythene bag of tubular bandages, a sealant gun and abox of raisins
fdl dl over hisfedt.

“It dwaysdoesthat,” said Tabitha. She knelt and pushed everything back into the bin, and shut the lid
quickly.

“Now | know whereto look if | need raising,” he said.

“Help yoursdf,” she said. She was kneeling on the floor, wiping her hands together. He bent down
and kissed her on thelips.

“I'm hungry now,” he said.

Tabithastood up robustly, making hersalf awkward to hold. She opened the bin a crack, whipped out
theraisns and thrugt the box at him. “Here,” shesaid.

Hewouldn’t takeit, wouldn't stop looking in her eyes. “It'snot raisnsI’m hungry for,” he murmured.

“I thought you werein ahurry,” she said.

“I'am, | am,” hesaid, clutching for her.

She pressed the box againgt his chest. “Later,” she said, being firm, with him, with hersdlf. “We have
togo.”

“Let’'sgo,” hesad.

He picked up Tal. Tabitha opened the box and ate a handful of raisins asthey |eft the hold.

“Want some?’ she said, her mouth full.

“Ah, no.”

“Okay.”

Thisredly was not anormd day. Thingswere mounting up. Being obliged to thisman. Having to go
to Plenty. With adeteriorating axislock crystal. The cops on her case. She'd bein troubleif they missed
that twenty-four hour deadline.

So would the Alice.

He seemed to sense her mood, drawing back alittle as they went through the forward lock and up the
cockpit steps.

“Don'tworry,” hesaid. “We'll get it sorted out. Y ou just get usthere. We'll phonethe money in,
that’ sfirst. Top priority. Y ou can meet the guys, come and see the show, we have dinner, acouple of
drinks, agood night’s deep, and tomorrow we get you fixed up for your crysta. Y ou know anybody up
there who does that kind of thing?’



“No,” said Tabitha. She knew hardly anyone who worked on Plenty, and trusted no one who would.
On the occasions she had to pick up or deliver there she got in and out asfast as possible. Plenty was
welrd.

She stepped up on to the flight deck, Marco close behind her. He' d got hisway. The decision had
been made, somehow, and her fedings had been overruled. She' d overruled hersalf. Shewas not at her
best. Thiskind of thing happening threw everything Sdeways.

They stowed Ta behind their seats, with her bag and al the other stuff that had accumulated there.
Marco wouldn't hear of him being put back in the cabin. He had to have the case near him dl thetime, to
keep an eye on the lifesgn meters. Tabithathought briefly about livestock regulations. She pulled the
retaining net over the bird-box and fastened it down.

“Doesn't dl thisjunk get in your way?’

“Not redly.”

The net was snagging on something. She reached between her feet and dragged out awizened melon.
“| was wondering what had happened to that,” she said.

She sat up in her web, pulled the keyboard to her and roused the computer, keeping it mute. She
hated anyone listening when shewastaking to Alice,

ATTENTION, said the screen. It flashed aschematic at her, rotated it through 180°, zoomed in. A
large blue diamond was flashing on and off. AXISLOCK CRY STAL DEFECT, it said. FAILURE
PROBABILITY 43.29%.

Tabithatapped manud override.

She drew back her cuff to check her monitor and spoke to the radio. “Bravo Golf Kansas
zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner to control.”

Marco stood beside her, in the narrow aide between the webs. He reached over the console and
wiped some of the grime off the viewport. Outside lay the endless tarmac of Schigparelli Port, scorched
and brown.

“Control to Bravo Golf Kansas zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner. What is your field number, please?’

“Shit,” said Tabitha. She started rummaging through the litter of tickets wedged into the seal around
theglass.

“Repedt, your field number, please, Bravo Golf Kansas zero— "

“Just aminute,” she said. She sorted tickets. She looked a Marco. “It'sone of these,” she said.
He nodded sympatheticaly, his handsin his pockets.

“That'salot of tickets,” he said.

“It'll beinyour log,” said Contral.

“Noitwon't,” said Tabitha. “1 didn’'t enter it.” She sucked her teeth, took another ticket down at
random, glanced at it, crampled it and tossed it into the disposa by her left knee.

“Procedureisto enter your field number in your log on arriva, Bravo Golf Ka—"

“It'shere somewhere,” she sad.

“Will you hold, please, Bravo Golf Kansas zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner,” said Control drily.

Thank you, mouthed Tabitha. She pulled aface at the spesker.

She pointed to the co-pilot’ sweb. “Get in,” she said. She pressed atab. Red light filled the cockpit,
and ahigh, buzzing hum began.

“Bravo Golf Kansas zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner, Jute, Tabitha, Captain?’

-

“Y our field number is Tango Tango oner-fiver.”

“Good.”

“On future vigitsto thisor any other system port, please enter your field number in your log memory
onariva.”



“All right.” She scanned aline of lights, pressed three more tabs. A whine spiralled round and round
the hum. The light went out, and came back on.

“Canl| gonow?’

“Haveyou filed adeparture flight application?

“Plenty, passenger delivery.”

“Have you filed notice of that application, Captain Jute?’

“Look, I'm just going to Plenty, not Charon or somewhere.”

“What isthe routing on thet flight, Bravo Golf Kansas zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner?’

Tabithalay back in her web and began to recite co-ordinates, turning to akeypad at her elbow,
reciting more co-ordinates, reading co-ordinates off a screen.

Control repested everything precisaly and faithfully while alow, dow hammering began beneeth the
floor. The temperature in the cockpit was rising. Tabitha knocked an array of red tabs. All turned green
but one.

She poked the red tab. She pressed it hard.

It blinked green, then red again.

Shehit it with the hedl of her hand.

The tab went green.

The ship was shuddering, the hammer hammering rapidly now.

“You are clear to proceed, Bravo Golf Kansas zero-zero-niner-zero-fiver-niner.”

Outsde the viewport aline of blinding white light licked up, across and back, drawing asquare
around them on the concrete.

“Do not engage engines until—"

Tabithatouched akey, and they sat in thunder.

Outsde the soft, floating fields of her web and Marco's, everything groaned and flexed. All the
screenswere fizzing. Lights were running up and down the board.

Thethunder swelled.

The Alice Liddell shook. She wobbled. Shelifted threelegs off the ground and put them down again.
The cockpit was hot. Outside, the smoke enveloped everything al around but the square of magnesium
light, which now turned green.

They bobbed, and wallowed, and were gripped by something and thrust up, up into the air.

The port of Schigparedlli receded bel ow them, trucks dwindling, oxygen drays shrinking, hangars and
blockhouses and bridges diminishing to amodd, aminiature, abusy geometric diagram, swallowed in the
red mists of Mars. Beyond, they could see the city, churning on without them. The sunlight flared from the
cands.

Still the thunder thundered and burned and shook them. Tiny electrica discharges zipped and buzzed
about the hull asthe fragile air was catalysed around them. There was ahigh-pitched whistle and a great
noise like the cloth of the sky tearing. It went on, and on, and on.

Then the noise and the quaking began to abate, and the curve of Mars shrank and ran away beneath
them like awave from sand; and then there was no more beneath and no above and nothing anywhere
but indigo, and acertain ominous hissing.

It wasthe radio, which next ingtant kicked back in. The ship wasfull of voices, informing, instructing,
cgoling, declaring, endorsing. Static scribbled them al into incomprehensbility. Screensflipped displays,
page after page. Moire patterns drifted around the console. The hammering began again, loud, insistent
and irregular. All the stuff under the retaining net shifted and tirred.

Then the disturbed tickets wriggled loose from the viewport beading and rose up together into their
faceslike ashod of paper minnows.

“Oh, damn,” said Tabitha

Marco Metz laughed. Slipping free from hisweb, he began to snatch dips of paper out of the air.
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They were ahundred thousand kilometres out from Schigparelli. A hundred thousand stars shone hard
and steady in an eternity of space. The traffic waslight: the blue twinkle of aMitchum magnet train on the
Phobos-Byzantium run; alittle old Fargo dipping down the gradient from Longevity or Silverside, fresh
vegetablesfor the Martians.

The Alice was running smoothly. Tabitharan an axis circuit check. She listened to the engines. All
waswdl. FAILURE PROBABILITY 44.49%, said the screen. ACKNOWLEDGE, Tabithareplied.

Marco couldn’t sit ill. He unlatched hisweb again and swam about the cockpit, fielding flotsam. He
checked on Td, gtill degping soundly. He investigated the jumble under the nets. He found a crumpled
Jcloth and started dusting things with it.

“Don’'t, Marco,” said Tabitha.

“Don’t worry, don’'t worry,” he said, wiping the scanner screens. It made asurprising difference.
Multiplied ten times, the arc of the galaxy lit up the cockpit, aslver veil acrossthevoid.

“Look at that,” said Marco. “The Apple Tree”

“Thewhat?’

“The Apple Tree,” herepeated. “Don’'t you call it that? | thought al spacerscaled it that.”

“Not me,” said Tabitha. “I’ ve never heard that one.”

“That'swhat they cdl it,” hesaid.

“Why the Apple Tree?’

“1 don’t know. Because we're not alowed a bite, | suppose.”

Tabitha thought about it.

“That's Chrigtian, isn't it? Y ou're not a Chrigtian, are you?’

“No,” hesad. “I’'m afornicator.”

“Well,” shesad, “I walked into that one.” He was floating behind her web, trying to kissthe back of
her neck through the holes. “Marco,” she said, warningly.

“What?'Y ou want something? What do you want?’

Now he was upside down, reaching beneath the web, stroking her bottom. She kicked backwardsto
push him away. The web compensated. “I’m trying to do ajob here,” she sad.

“What?" he said, challenging her. He swam benesath her, rose up between her feet. “What are you
doing thisold tub can’t do for herself?’

Sheglared a him. “Don’t insult my boat,” she said.

“Okay, sorry, sorry, sweset old thing.” He reached out and patted the bulkhead. “No offence, lady.”

Across the console coloured lights flicked on, off, red, blue, green. Displays scrolled, overlaid,
blinked, melted, coaesced. The Alice made aminute course correction, afraction of afraction.

Outside, space continued. The scenery was o vast it seemed they weren't moving at all.

“Sotell me” hesaid. “I’mjust an ignorant muso. What are you doing now? | can't see you doing
anything. What are you doing that’ s so crucid ?’

| don't have to answer that, thought Tabitha. But shedid. “ Taking you to thegig,” shesaid, ina
preoccupied tone. She frowned at the mesoscope.

This, of course, was not good enough for him. “No, no,” he said, floating back into hisweb and sitting
there, cross-legged, inquisitorid, his hands clasped in front of him. “That' swhat the ship’s doing, right?
Little Alice here” he said. “What are you doing?’

Sheturned to him then. “I’m apart of thisship,” she said. “The part that makesthe decisons.” She
tapped her faded shoulder flash. “ Captain,” she said.

“1 thought they had brains of their own, don’t they?’ he persasted. “ They havethislittle brain thing you



plug in the computer, that runs the power, the engines, the john, everything. Don’'t they? Isthisone so
old, excuse me, such avenerable antique, she doesn’t havethat?’

“She can't do everything for hersdf,” Tabitha said. “ She can do everything, but she can’t decide what
todo.” Shelooked around the cockpit. Her eyelit oh the white travelling case bobbing gently under the
net. “It'slikeyou and Ta,” she said. “He can sing, but you haveto tel him what to sing next.” He liked
that. “Right! Right! That' svery smart,” he said admiringly.

Not redlly, she thought, glancing at him. He might be beautiful, but perhaps hewasn't redlly very
bright.

“Y ou' re one smart bargee, you know that?’ he continued. “Y ou’ re too good for thisjob. How’ d you
like to be tour manager for amgjor interplanetary cabaret troupe?’

“No, thanks” she murmured, tapping in acommand string.

“Redlly,” hesad. “l meanit. Y ou' reway too smart to be driving atruck. | bet you could fly thisthing
with your eyes closed. | bet you could fly her with your little finger.”

He was out of hisweb again.

“I bet you could fly her from your bunk.”

“Marco, don't,” shesaid. “Don’'t spail it,” she said. “Why don't you watch amovie or something?’

He hovered beside her, not backing off acentimetre. “I’ d rather watch you... ”

“If you can't keep your handsto yoursdlf, do something useful. Redlign that distal parallax fibrillator.”

He looked among the clutter on top of the console. “This?’

“No, there. The thing with the harmonicain itsvent.”

“Oh. Oh, right. Thedigtd paralax fibrillator. Right.”

Marco drew it out and inspected it.

“It'sdead on seven through ten,” said Tabitha.

“Eleven,” said Marco, clicking the button rapidly in and out, in and ouit.

“Whatever.”

“Y ou can fix these, no problem,” he said. “All you haveto do istake out the midrange fleck.”

“I'vedonethat,” shesaid.

“WEell, then you' ve got to bypassit. That’seasy. Y ou can get anyoneto do that for you.”

“I thought | was getting you to.”

He parried this. “Anyonée |l do that for you.”

“Canyoudoit?

“Sure”

“Haveyou ever doneit?’

He hesitated. “No. Not actualy doneit, not done it mysdlf, no.”

“I have” said Tabitha “That’swhy I’ m trying to get someone eseto.”

He started to reply. “ Shh,” she said. She thought she could hear anoise. She started to order another
axiscircuit check, then cancelled it. Shewasjust being neurotic.

Another five thousand kilometres of nothing went by. Earth and its satellites were dead aheed, atiny
shining dot dmogt indigtinguishable from dl the other shining dots.

Tabitha stretched and yawned.

Marco took thisas his cue. “Well, nothing much seems to be happening,” he began.

“Marco,” Tabithasaid.

“No, no,” said Marco. “1 wasjust going to say, do you play that harmonica?’

“Yes” shesad. “Very badly,” shesaid. It had been awhile. In fact she'd forgotten she'd put it there.

“1 don't believeyou,” he sad.

Shelooked a him. “What, you don’t believe | can play or you don't believe | play badly?” She
looked away again. “ Y ou'reright, though,” she said. “Sometimes | don't believe how badly | play



ather.”

“Play something.”

“No.”

“Come on, you can do that. Y ou' re not working so hard you can’t blow a couple of bars of ‘ Casey
Jones, areyou?’

“Casey who?’ she said. But she held out her hand. “Giveit here”

Heflipped it towards her, end over end, dowly through the air.

She caught it. “I warned you,” she said.

She played him a song about whisky her Auntie Muridl had taught her, on Integrity 2. It wasabit of a
sruggle. Helistened politely.

“That wasn't too bad,” he said, when it was over.

“Yesit was” sad Tabitha “Very bad. | should practise more.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “Y ou have thetime.”

“Yeah.” Shereturned her attention to the console. “I’ ve probably practised too much aready,” she

sad. “I’'m an expert bad harmonicaplayer.” She glanced a him again. “ That was worse than usud,” she
added. “I don't usudly have an audience.”

“Youdon't?’

“I told you. | never let anyoneridein that web.”

He played with arubber washer that came drifting by, trying to make it spin around in the air in front
of hisnose.

“Play something €lse on your mouth organ,” he said.

“No,” shesad.

“I"d liketo play with your mouth organ.”

Sheignored him.

“And your other —”

“Here.” She batted the harmonica acrossto him.

So hetook it, and played something soft and sad, something plaintive and melancholy that rose up
every third line asif it was going to shake off its sorrow and fly forward and free; but then in the fourth it
curled back onitsdf and fell again: reluctantly, sometimes, but dways resignedly, asif it knew it was
going to fall; asif it had been striving and falling back again for hundreds of years. Y et each time that third
line came round the tune seemed to gather itsalf up and find new energy from somewhere, and perhapsit
didn't fal quite so far each timein the fourth, and Tabithawas captivated despite hersdlf, watching the
pretty man play and wondering how hewould end it, how he could ever resolve the disagreement
between the rush and the ebb, until she realised suddenly that he had, with aquiet, lilting littlerill that ran
up and then down and flicked itstail and was gone.

“Oh, that was good,” she said.

He amiled. Hislovely eyeswere quiet, dmost shy, not at dl like before.

She thumbed back the catches on her web. She rose above him, clagped his hand and drew him up.

He took amoment to dip the harmonicaback where he'd found it, in the vent on the faulty fibrillator.
Then he spun himsdlf about and kissed her.

“What about Tal?" she asked.

“Hell bedl right.” He pointed at the green pips on the box. They were pulsing steadily.

They went down the passage around the hold, into the captain’s cabin, and |ft the door open.

Each anchored by afoot in one of the loops at the corners of the bunk, they undressed one another.
Their clothes hung and drifted in the air. Shoes spun end over end in vague orbits about their owners.
Underpants rose from unexpected corners, on collision courses with snaking socks.

Pulling her foot free, Tabithalaunched hersdf lightly at him. She landed with her hands on his hips. His



legswere wide gpart and she found hersdlf dipping smoothly through the arch of histhighs. Beginning to
spin himsdlf, he reached for her as she whirled dowly under his crotch. Hishands did from her breasts as
if she'd been greased. Hetwisted in the air, coming round to face her again, drawing hislegs up under
him, lying back on nothing with his hed's againgt his buttocks, his knees spread. He was panting,
exhilarated, his eyes and mouth wide and wild. He rubbed his mouth in her hair.

She dipped her left leg under hisarm and ran the insde of her right thigh across the underside of his
cock until it nestled againgt her groin. He caressed her sides with gentle hands, gloveman’ s hands. She
turned a naked somersault in hislap, bouncing lightly off the cabin wall to return dowly feet fird,
graddling him, locking them together. They went into a spin, whedling head over hedls about their warm,
wet mutua centre. Marco gasped. He groaned.

All thetime Tabithawas listening with half an ear to the deep, dow thrab of the engines, the
background buzzes and creaks of the Alice Liddell in trangt. She waslistening for anew noise, the noise
she thought she’ d heard on the way out to Chateaubriand: the irregular tapping of the axislock crystd,
jumpinginitshousng.

Therewas anoise, suddenly. It wasn't the crystal. It was the sound of a harmonicaplaying her Auntie
Murid’ssong.

She stared a Marco in horror.

The sound was coming closer dong the gangway. It was not her harmonica, it was higher pitched, a
peeping sound like a poor recording played back through atiny speaker.

She began to struggle free of Marco’ s embrace, groping around for anchorage.

In through the open door came Marco’ s parrot, chirping merrily. It sounded for dl theworldslikea
little harmonica

“Ohgod, it'sgot out of itsbox,” she said, agitated.

“1 guess he was bored,” said Marco.

“What?’

“Boogie my hotlips baby,” sang the parrot. “Y er arse againgt thewall!”
It put its head on one side and fixed them with one evil black eye.

It leered.

“Jesus Christ it’s sapient?”

“Yeah, | guess,” said Marco. “I mean, it depends what you mean —”
“Get out!” Tabithayelled at the dien invader. “ Get out of my cabin!”

She seized apassing shirt and propelled it vainly towardsthe bird. It evaded its dow assault with a
neeat three-quarter turn.

“Funky salami,” it carolled, upside down.

Tabitha separated hersalf from Marco with aconvulsive heave that spreadeagled him against the
porthole. Sheglared at him. “ Say something!”

“Goon, Td, get out of here,” said Marco neutraly. “ She' snot Saskia. She does't likeit.”

The big green bird rolled around and sailed easily out of the cabin, backwards.

“Sdami minestrone,” his voice camefloating eerily down the gangway. “ Thereé swhisky inthejar...”

Marco scratched hisbdlly. “Tabby. I'm sorry. Redly.”

“Don’t call me Tabby. No one ever calsme Tabby.”

“I'msorry!”

“What - is- he?’

“A parrot. A kind of parrot. | told you.”

“He sfucking sapient, Marco!”

He shrugged, amid-air shrug. “Well, sure. Y ou couldn’t get aregular parrot to do al that stuff. |
thought you liked him. He' s cute, redlly. When you get to know him.”



“| don’t want to get to know him.”

“Hey, he didn’'t mean anything. He sjust londly. Y ou' d be lonely, stuck in that little box for hourson
end. Hewastrying to befriendly, that’ sal. Come back, Tabitha, I'm sorry, hey, redly.”

But Tabithawas squatting in acorner of the ceiling, strapping on her wrist monitor, burrowing
furioudy into a T-shirt.

“Andwho's Saskia?* she wanted to know.

15

Given cheap and easy travel, eastic property and planning laws, and favourable tax concessions, the
human spirit isan expangvething. But it isagregarious thing too. In the early days of the Space Rush,
there was no reason to go and build hundreds of millions of kilometres avay from everyone ese. There
wasdl of Mars, practicaly, if you didn’'t mind the climate; and anyone could put up atube,

Whichiswhy, by thetime of our story, there was atangle of some two hundred satellite habitats,
including five dozen tubes; fourteen platforms; saven whedls; sixteen miscellaneous unclassifiables,
including casinos on immobilised system ships, crates, and permanent accidents, and three ziggurats of
the Eladeldi — dl in Terran orbit, besides the poor old neglected Moon.

For smart people, discerning people, the clutter and crush had eventualy become too much. They
followed the mining leviathans out to the asteroid belt; and soon after, when the belt charts were crazed
with property lines, on to Saturn, where the real development opportunities were. In therings, there were
only hermitsto worry about.

Once business had moved on from Earth, parts of the Tangle fell unoccupied. Blossoming projects
died, leaving their lattices of unglazed steel and nebulae of rivets tumbling pointlesdy about ‘ beyond the
sky’. The atus of these and other orbitals became highly fluid, inlegd fiction and in fact. They changed
handsrapidly; daily, it seemed.

The earthbound made derogatory jokes about empty cans, and turned their backs on the brash,
glittering necklace of the night. The expansive spirit was undaunted. Squatters, escapees and network
junkies moved into the abandoned hulks. Therethey lived like spiders, tenacioudy, in corners.

Which brings usto Plenty.

I"'m sorry to say that when Tabitha came upon it, it was not &t its best. Theword ‘deazy’ isonethat
springsto mind. Of gtrategic significance only to the race that put it there, the shell wastreated asa
grotesque curio, atitanic folly. It wasin a constant state of reoccupation, favoured only by marginal or
twilight enterprisesindifferent to afundamentally inhuman environment. Some of them undoubtedly
preferred it.

Plenty was built by the Frasgue, who did not call it that, or anything else, so far as| have been ableto
discover. Itis, as Tabithaknew, the mgor relic of that defeated race’ s short stay in the solar system. The
Frasque had arrived hot on the pearly hedls of the Capellans, diding in on their vector before the grest
door of space could dam shut. To human eyes, they were the strangest of al the newcomers of those
days. They resembled lofty, ambulant, insectile bundles of reeds. They opened their twiggy mouths and
hissed.

Someone understood them. Indeed, their power to agitate whole regions of Central Africaand parts
of South Americawas remarkable. Cultswere revived, savage midnight duels enacted. Entire armies
deserted and vanished; to labour as daves, some said, at first in adoomed attempt to develop asite on
Venus, and after on the most monstrous orbital ever built.

The Frasgue are an aggressive, exploitative, worker species. Their foremost civilisation is
three-quarters male. Thisthree-quarters worksitself to death, generation after generation, at the behest
of the female quarter, more sapient but no less savage, which dominatesit by an impenetrable social
mystification of oestrus. At the centre of their hive there Sits a queen, radiating her implacable commands
through the labyrinthine tunnels. Remove her, and the rest of the society ceasesto function. Under the



direction of the Queen of Plenty, the males swarmed tirdlesdy over the high circling construction,
crystalising the fabric, it seemed, directly out of the sparse particles of sub-lunar space.

It was assumed the Frasgue fitted somewhere in the Capellan scheme of things; that they were
another client species, asthe Thrants and Eladeldi evidently were, though they seemed more enterprising
and sdf-aufficient than most. Whatever it wasthey wereredly building up there.

The Seraph Kajsa wasthe firgt ship of our system seen entering the enormous docks that constituted
the lower levels of the completed station. Two days later, despite the speculations of cynics, it was seen
leaving again. As posthuman supremacists, the Sergphim apparently claimed some fellow feding with
these autocratic aiens. Shortly after, human spokespeopl e began appearing on Earth, on screen and in
person, describing the bounty the Frasque had brought to the system, with specia mention of their
advanced cryonicsfacilities.

Some hesitated because of the semi-evangdlistic tone of the advertising; others because of itslack of
deference, indeed of reference, to Capella. Wasthis an offer Earth was permitted to pursue? Were they
gl free? Then the first human vessds were Sghted, following the initiative of the Seraph Kajsa. And
after that there was no stopping them. From Swiss clinics and private sanitariathey came, eager to be
frozen. The representatives of nations and organisations that had been preserving a cautious neutrdity
now swelled the flock, gabbling about friendly relations and mutua benefit. From the Frasgue, they
thought, their leaders might obtain the twin secrets of socid control and persond immortaity: two
vauable aidsto peaceful and effective administration.

Why anyone should want to govern anyone €l se continues to escape me. It seems an exhausting and
thanklesstask. Looking after inanimate objectsis difficult enough. | can only suppose that human beings,
born naked and soft and tied to an environment minute in scope and tolerance, are motivated by the
desirefor some sort of self-aggrandising revenge.

The Frasque, however, are not so frail. Goodness only knows what makesthem tick, or why they
thought they could get away with it here. Thereisdata buried still which even | can't get at.

At any rate, everything on Plenty was going swingingly; and then one day Capella spoke. The Frasque
were species non grata. There were to be no more transactions with them. Their best-known
spokespeople were removed and replaced abruptly, without explanation, with new oneswho smiled
congtantly while issuing contradictory statements and random exhortations. Strain was visible benegth the
suntan. Some of them were clearly aready frozen. They urged loydty to the generous and undemanding
Frasque, and rejected the authority of Capella.

The archives of that period are fragmentary and confused. Obvioudy the gation wasin turmoil. There
wasalot of communa stridulation and generation of extraordinary etheric gestats. Strange buzzsaw
keenings ate into the void, disturbing the wavebands for hundreds of kilometres around. Terran
employeeswho till had the faculty of independent mobility fled, understandably, with everything they
could lay their hands on. The vast shipping bays emptied. Agents and ambassadors |eft on the down
shuttle, frantically covering their tracks. There was dmost a collgpse of the cryonic sysemswhen the
vaults were besieged by people demanding to reclaim parents and presidents..

Findly, at the height of the chaos, a Capellan system ship came by, with great ceremony and display
of technica superiority, to require the immediate departure of the Frasque. The Frasque refused. The
Capellans bowed their great heads in sorrow and exterminated them.

The destruction was brief and horrible. The Frasgue, that had seemed so desiccated and invulnerable,
shrivelled and burned at the Capdlans dightest gesture. The spaceship docks of Plenty became an
inferno. The marks of charring can be seen everywhere there today. Eladeldi scoured the tunnels, flaming
everything that moved. Thear smeled of burning, burning.

Specid fighters were issued, and humans recruited to pilot them, to mop up the remnants of the
species. They had not spread far — it was not their way — from the hive. They did, however, muster a
fleet and stage two last gresat battles, preferring destruction to defest.

Their wisheswere met,



Now, announced the Capellan representative, Smultaneoudy on every channd of every net of the
system, the evil plan of the Frasque could be revealed. The upheavasin Africahad been only a
rehearsa. The Frasque had been scheming to sponsor civil war in the system, setting world against
world. From their orbital hive-turned-fortress, they would sally out against whoever was left and eat them
aive. It was a horrendous, rapacious strategy that they had used to gain control of their own home
system. The Capdllans, indulgent as ever, had trusted them in ours until it became obvious the same
hideous trick was about to be played again.

Only the courage of the human race, she said, had won the day. Asareward, the liberated shell of
Penty, largest of dl orbitals, was handed over to Earth. Capellamerely agreed, under suit, to provide a
management committee. They had, it transpired, been training one up for sometime.

The new board were seven in number. They were dl human: not even one Eladeldi among them. It
wasasign of trust; or, murmured the ubiquitous cynic, contempt.

They cdled it Plenty. It was to be acombination tax haven, service station and hometo fringe
businesses. If the fringe soon proved to be rather tattier, the services more underhand than the origindl
promotiona copy made out, well, that was only to be expected of an enterprise left to run itself without
Capdlan supervison.

The freezersfilled up again, and the commercia sectors of the warren glittered and blazed; though
under the multiple roofs arranged like bumpy plates of armour, many other areas remained in darkness,
the only light the sick green palor of the phosphorescent thingsthat grew on thewalsin there.

Soon the most lucrative function of the resurrected orbital was as an alien adventure park. Groups of
tourigts, survivalists and extremist paramilitary cadres on exercise could be released, for ahigh fee and
without ligbility, into its eerie and uncertain corridors. Below, the spaceship docks, an enormous shelf that
gapes at both ends beneath the domed superstructure, started to attract craft that preferred not to
patronise the better-lit and reputable platforms.

Imagine Plenty, then, when the Alice Liddell arrived ferrying apair of cabaret artistes, asagiant
paraysed space habitat under makeshift redevelopment. Theretrofit had been partia, in some areas
wholly unsuccessful. Odd creatures and devices scuttled in the shadows. Who knew what processes
were dormant, what booby-traps, what mysterious and violent reflexes might yet be triggered by
incursion into passages and cells closed off by their builders? The Frasgue had | eft no guidebooks, no
plans anyone could read. Anything might happen, just around the next bend.

Anditisdl bends. Thereisn’t aright anglein the place. Ovd in plan, the entire Sation is fabricated of
alaminar substance more like horn than anything ese. The lumpy smoothness of dl its surfacesreinforces
the sense that Plenty is something organic, something that was generated, not constructed.

“It lookslike agigantic tortoise,” said Marco Metz. “Don’'t you think? Like agreat big humungous
tortoiseshel.”

Tabithawas struck by the resemblance, but she didn’t reply. She wasn't about to grant him that, or
anything. If Plenty was a giant dormant spacetortoise, it was one that any moment might stick out its
giant head and swallow her, Alice and dl. She didn’t want to be here. She was rapidly going off Marco
and hislittle psttacoid buddy. A scary voicein the back of her mind was nagging, Mistake, Tabitha,
mistake, mistake, mistake. She wasignoring it because she was going to get paid. FAILURE
PROBABILITY 50.00%, said the voice. Shewasignoring it because now she had to steer into the
black mouth of the shell and right down itsthroat. If she' d been pretending to be busy before, sheredly
was busy now.

The vast curled lips of the station gaped around her. Between them the force curtain rippled and
parted.

Like aleaf whirled down adark drain, the Alice Liddell swept out of the void and into aworld of
shadows. There were huge batteries of spotlightstrained on the floor of the cavern, but they did little to
relieve the gloom. Braking fast, Tabithaflew over a scene of obscure industry as stygian and grimy asany
image of the shop floor of Hell. Insectile service vehicles crept hither and thither among serpentine feed



lines, whilefilthy drones and animate mechanics crawled over partly dismantled ships.

This, Tabithathought, iswhere | haveto let them put anew crystd in the Alice. She put the thought
down with al the other unpleasant thoughts she kept having and flew.

Now they were between the tiered docking bays, great blackened cliffs of open hangars where five
hundred midrange craft can be housed, five deep. Tabitha could see that many of the hangars were
empty, or filled with equipment and odds and ends of machinery which were no longer ships, if they ever
had been. But there were ships there: scouts, freighters, tourist shuttles, other barges too. With Marco on
the radio announcing his arrival to half adozen people, Tabithatook the Alice rolling dong the Sde of the
valey, past the darkened chariot of some Terran senator paying an incognito visit to the brothels, and a
recent model Freimacher Charisma, one runner broken, half buried beneath somebody el se's spilt cargo.

Thetop tier of hangars was in darkness. From one bay only, the blue flare of a navigation beacon
suddenly shone out.

“There?’ asked Tabitha

“There,” said Marco.

Tabithaleveled off, dumped momentum, and tapped the retros. Cautioudy she posted the Alice ina
the beacon.

She nearly didn’t see the two attendant figures; but there they were on the stern scanners. The blue
light erased the humanity from their narrow faces. They looked spectral and morose. One waved its
hand.

“Who arethey?’” asked Tabitha, bearing down on the inertials. She could barely hear Marco’ sreply
for thenoise.

“That' sthe Twins,” he said.
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Thismorning Saskia asked mewhat Sgn | am. | didn’'t know what she meant at fird.

WHAT DID SHE MEAN, CAPTAIN? WAS IT SOMETHING ABOUT MY REGISTRATION?

No, it's astrology. You know, Sagittarius and Virgo, dl that. Horoscopes on the net. A twdfth of the
people in Terra space will find new romance on Tuesday. My Auntie Murid beieves in that. Degtiny in
the stars. God knows how they work it out if you were born on Mars.

But it reminded me, of thisbloke | met in aport once. New Malibu. Somewhere like that. VVoid
surfers shesthed in Slver lame. Bored dowagers with wisps snuggling on the shoulders, whispering flattery
and maicious rumour in their perfectly sculpted ears. The cradles at the bar draped with Thrant zebru
furs.

WHAT WERE WE DOING THERE?



Ddiveing shoes. Plaform heds, | think they were. Jugt the thing to go with that glytex suit with the
see-through lubricant ducts and tungsten bearings. Vac party gear.

PURE ENVY.

What? Me?

| BELIEVE SO.

Oh, come on, Alice.

BECAUSE YOU'VE NEVER BEEN INVITED.

To avac party? You mus be joking. | work here.

BUT THEY'RE VERY GLAMOROUS OCCASIONS, | UNDERSTAND.

Alice, you're taking to a woman who's seen a skipfest on the Raven of October. That was glamour.
New Mdibu islavish tat. Money in drag.

TELL ME ABOUT THE SKIPFEST.
Mm, some other time. | was just thinking about this man—
AH.

Not that sort of man. A plughead. A sarid component of the Holy Sepulchre of the Expanded
Neurosphere.

They have someruleif you' re shipping into Malibu, the usua sort of thing. Y ou have to spend some
proportion of the fee there on the rock. That's pure money, that is. Naked money. Theleft hand paying
theright hand.

So | wasin the port, running around trying to charge up a card from the outlets, and none of them
wereworking. | was putting in my D, and the authority for the credit, and the screen would say

PLEASE WAIT A LITTLE WHILE

That'sright. And I'd wait, and I'd wait, and then it would say
INSUFFICIENT FUNDS FOR TRANSACTION

Aha, no. No, it didn't even get thet far.

PLEASE REFER TO PERSONAL ENQUIRIES. A CLERK WILL BE HAPPY TO ASSIST
WITH YOUR TRANSACTION.

And

THERE WASN'T A CLERK IN SIGHT.
You're very chatty today, Alice.

SORRY, CAPTAIN.

Have | told you this one before?

OH, PROBABLY. BUT TELL ME AGAIN.

No, what's the point? You must remember it better than | do, me tdling you, | mean. You've probably
et it recorded somewhere, haven't you?

| DON'T REMEMBER, CAPTAIN.

No, go on.

BUT IT'S TRUE. | DON'T REMEMBER, TRULY | DON'T.
But you could find it.

IF YOU TOLD ME TO. YES, I'M SURE | COULD. WOULDN'T YOU RATHER TELL ME
AGAIN?

All right. It seems a bit pointless, that’s dl.



NOT AT ALL. NO STORY IS EVER THE SAME A SECOND TIME.
Y ou're checking on me, aren’t you?
YOU'RE FEELING PERSECUTED.

| wish I'd never gtarted dl this If I'd turned and walked out of the Moebius Strip, none of this would
have happened. I’ d have found some boring ordinary job and paid off the cops and you' d have your new
crydd and I'd never have met Marco and his pas and I'd be a happier woman today.

NEW MALIBU. THE PORT. TOURISTS IN WHITE SLEEKS AND ROBOT CARTS
HUSTLING BUSINESS FOR THE HOTELS. TABITHA JUTE IS TRYING TO GET SOME
SENSE OUT OF A CREDIT OUTLET. OUT OF AN ENTIRE ROW OF THEM. NONE OF
THEM IS WORKING.
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT, CAPTAIN?
Tabitha Jute hears a voice behind her.

“Exc-c-cuseme,” it says. “Ah-ah-ah-ah. Ah-ah-ah.”

Tabitha Jute turns round. Behind her isayoung man with atube up his nose. His eyes are bloodshot.
Histeeth are ruined. But hisimplants are clean, clean and shiny.

Grest, thinks Tabitha. A plughead.

The plughead isn't wearing asilver lame spacesuit. Heisn't wearing platform boots. HE swearing a
trangparent blue plagtic cagoule. With the hood up.

“Ah-ah-areyou in contact?’ he says.
Grest, thinks Tabitha. An evangelist plughead. A sammering evangdist plughead. Where do they get
them?

YOU'RE NOT AT ALL FOND OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE OF THE EXPANDED
NEUROSPHERE.

No.

BECAUSE OF YOUR SISTER.

Yes

ANGIE.

Yes

ANGIE WENT OFF TO BE A PLUGHEAD.
Y ou remembered that well enough.

THANK YOU, CAPTAIN. | DO TRY.

So did he.

He kept going on about being aligned and interfacing. All the while he was stroking the casing of the
outlet | was stuck on. “ Th-th-there’ s no n-need to b-be m-m-misunderstood by am-m-machine
ev-ev-ev-ever agan.”

WHY DIDN'T YOU RID YOURSELF OF HIM?
Because I'm awimp.

INDEED YOU AREN'T.

Yes| am. | fdt sorry for him.

BECAUSE OF THE STAMMER?

Because of Angie. I'm hopeless with plugheads, | dways give them money. Especidly if they’ re women.
| dways think, it could be her.

THAT'S NOT VERY PROBABLE.



That's not the point.

He had the most amazing head. It was the shape of ahelmet, the way you aways think cops heads
should be when they take off their helmets. And he had the jaw to go with it, agreat dab of ajaw. His
wholefacewaslikeadab, actudly, asif something had come down, an dmighty hand, and flattened it. It
practically went in at the nose. There was a groove where the tube ran, up under hiseal and across his
cheek.

“We need to treat them properly,” he said, caressing the machine. You'll have to imagine the
sammer. “Fed what they’ retrying to tell us.”

| said, “I know what it’ strying to tel me. It' stelling meto go away.”

Hewouldn’t have that. He laughed, a high-pitched little squesk of alaugh, like people do when a
child makes acute mistake. “No, no,” hesaid. “It' stelling you it can’t understand you. Y ou're confusing
it

| said, “What do you mean, confusing it? I’m answering its questions. I’ ve given it dl theinformation t
asked for, now let it give me my money.”

“But have you opened yourself to it?” he said, smiling. “ Really opened your heart and mind and asked
it tocomein?’

| looked at hisimplants. The scar tissue was old and seamed. They’ d obvioudy been badly infected at
sometime. But the polish on the sockets made them look like new.

For thehdl of it, | said: “ Show me.”

| knew | was going to hateit.

Hiseyesglazed over. Hisright arm went up asif there was astring pulling it. The fingers of hishand
pressed the Sde of hishead. Therest of him didn’t moveat all.

He started to hum through his nose.

Then hetook off hisfingertip.

He put hisfinger in thejack of the outlet.

With the other hand he kept stroking the casing, rubbing and patting it. And he kept humming. Hewas
sanging to the credit machine.

Some kids coming by said, “Hey, look at him!” They stopped and stared. They started to snigger.

Therewas acop over by the water bar, a human one. Shewastrying to chat up the boy who was
serving. She noticed the kids, and the plughead, and she tarted paying attention.

“All right,” I told him. “Thet’ll do.”

The cop hitched up her trousers and came sauntering over.

| was afraid for him. | wanted to get rid of him, but not to acop. “ Forget it,” | muttered.

The cop came close up. Behind her visor she was checking us, reading my insgnia

She sad, “Isthis man bothering you. captain?’

“No,” I said. “It'sdl right. It' s persond. Thank you,” | said.

The cop gave me ahard look and moved off.

| tried to walk away. | thought he’ d |eave the machine done and follow me. | thought that wasthe
primedirective of dl evangdigs Don’t Let Go.

But he was into his machine, into the network. He wasinterfacing. He was away.

“What' syour name?’ he caled.

| came back. “Jute,” | said. | thought. Heredlly isgoing to makeit work.

The cop was still monitoring us. | tried to look asif thiswas perfectly normal, asif I'd asked himto
make the entry for me. Asif hewasthe clerk who was happy to help mewith my transaction.

He was certainly happy. | leaned over his shoulder, shielding him from the cop. He smelled of solder
and Vasdine. | told him my name and the numbers. He; hummed the little tones as he pressed each key. |
told him the credit authority number. | didn’t give him my card.



“Let me havethe card,” he said, and held out his hand.
| reached past him and dotted it mysdif.
He amiled vacantly. “No, no,” hesaid.

Before| could stop him, he took the card out of the dot, pulled back hisleft cuff and pressed the card
tohiswrig.

“Oh,” hesaid. “Oh T-Tabitha.”
He bared his horrible teeth.
“I' know you now,” he cooed. “1 know so m-m-much about you.”

Hewasreading my dataasit fed through him into the outlet. | could fed him rooting through my past.
“Get out of my files” | said.

“Open your heart,” he said. He was whispering. “ Open m-m-mind.”

“Givemethat,” | said, and | snatched the card. There was alittle magnetic tug asit came off hiswrigt.
| stuffed it back in my pocket.

“But you're beautiful,” hesaid. “Insde. You'reredly integrated.”

He gaped at mein sily bliss, hisgreat jaw hanging down like an open hatch. Suddenly | didn’t believe
him. | didn’t believe he' d got anything from the card. It was dl aroutine, aschtick he'd pull on any
sucker to convince them something really happened when you ‘interfaced’ . “ Al right,” | said, “what Sgn
anl?

“Sign?’ hesad.

| was surethen he didn’t know. | pressed him. “Star sign,” | said.

Hetook hisfinger out of the machine and smiled his goofy smile. “Weare dl under the sign of Capdla
now, Tabitha” he said gently.

“Th-th-thank you for the dona-a-a-ation,” he said.

And he shuffled away.

“Hey!” | cdled. “Hey, come back herel”

Hedidn't.

| whirled round, looking for the cop.

She'd gone.

The water boy waslaughing a me.

DID YOU GO AFTER THE MAN, CAPTAIN?
No. | let im go.

BUT WHY?

Because he was a plughead. Because of Angie.
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Next, of course, the Perks came, swarming up into the open end of the hangar where the Alice sat,
ticking and steaming as she cooled.

Tabithasaw them through the viewport: silhouettes of black on purple, scrambling up into the hangar
and dlinging, cluttering, to the knobbly brown walls. Their flat little heads swivelled thisway and thet, their
eyes shining bluein theflaring light of the beacon.

Her firgt thought was, They're after me.
Then she remembered the racket they ran here, in the spaceship docks of Plenty.

Sheturned on the externd floods, filling the bay with deethly white light. She saw the Perksflinch and
blink, and felt a certain vengeful ddlight.

She checked the scanners. The mysterious Twins were nowhere to be seen.



She turned to Marco, who wasllifting Td out of histravelling case.

“They want money,” shetold him.

“1 know,” said Marco. He st the little green dien on his shoulder and leaned on the console, looking
out at the Perks. He seemed to be excited about something. “Watch this.”

Perks were climbing into the utility bunkers of the parking bay, bobbing about in there. Between them
they were picking up the power line, the hoses for oxygen and wastes. Others were aready wriggling
around in the Alice's undercarriage, zeroing in ontheinlets.

Tabithafelt apowerful desreto turn the extinguishers on them.

“Well, hurry up,” she said. Shelooked at the clock. Just under four hours, to phone in the money and
let her off the hook. Let Alice off the hook.

She hadn't told Alice, that she was on the hook.

There were now two gangs of Perks, each ten or twelve strong. They looked poor, and unhealthy.
Many of them were moulting. They weren't wearing Street regdia, like the Perks of Schigparelli. They
had grabby overalls on, and caps with protective masks, through which each gang peered at the other.
The gang holding the hoses stayed back. The other one milled around beside the ship.

Thetwo gangs looked very much like two families. There were one or two adults at the centre of
each, directing operations; elders, stooped and greying, weaving about on the periphery; and in between,
aunts and uncles and cousins and assorted offspring yammering and pawing each other. The youngsters
dared one another to touch the hot ship. There was amuffled squeal: somebody had dared, or been
shoved. The edersweaved in and out, cuffing heads indiscriminately. “ Cheee! Cheeee!”

“They dwaysdo this” Marco explained. “Y ou have to pay thislot to get out of the way. Then you
have to pay the other lot to hook you up.”

The cockpit of the Alice was getting steamy. With her hand Tabithawiped a crescent in the
condensation thickening on the viewport.

“Go on, then,” shesaid.

“Inaminute, inaminute. It' sterrific. lsn'tit? Thedrama” He chuckled.

Tabitha said nothing. She hated this; hated al Perks now and forever, wherever. She wasn't going to
be happy until that two-fifty was zapped back acrossthe void to Mirabeau Precinct. At the sametime,
shewasin no hurry to go up into the pleasure dome that hung so ominous and vast above their heeds.

Tabitha Jute, remember, had not yet been up to the other floors of Plenty. She had aways preferred
to takeit onitsreputation, which was, as| say, not good. It sounded like a dangerous place, somewhere
you could swiftly find yoursdlf robbed, raped, or suddenly erased. Somewhere where strange people
would charge you extortionate sums of money for things you didn’t even want to have done to you. No,
the docks were quite enough for Captain Jute. The worst you got down here was strange sudden
dithering movementsin the shadows where there hadn’t been anything aminute ago; crazed Vespan
mechanics with tales of fabulous Frasgue treasure abandoned in abay near here, somewhere, just round
the next bend; gangs of Perk extortioners...

The Perks guarding the inlets were beginning to twitch. They were scratching at the airlock.
“Cheeeeee...”

The sound seemed to disturb Td. He made a pensive sound like a distant bugle. He lifted one claw
and flexedit.

“No, | think it'sgreet,” said Marco. “Tribal. Likefootball.”

“Get rid of them,” said Tabitha

“Razord!” tooted Td at once. “Razor pemmican!”

“Chill out, Tdl,” said Marco. “I'm going. I'll teke care of it.”

He held out hisarm to Tabitha “Here, take him amoment.”

Before Tabitha could comply, or refuse, someone else decided to act.

In spangled blue pyjamas and bare feet he came bowling out of nowhere past the ship, somersaulted



over the guard of Perks and cannoned into the hook-up crew, scattering them like tenpins.

“Oh dear, Td,” sadd Marco, “ The Twins have got impatient.”

Ta gave amost unparrotlike crow and flew up to perch on the top of amonitor.

“Great,” said Tabitha. “Brilliant. Start afight. Good plan.”

The human bowling bdl, if human hewas, stood up and shook himself. Three clutching Perksfell off.

Impressed despite hersdf, Tabithawatched him closdly. Hewastal and skinny, with ahigh bald
forehead and amantle of long hair hafway down his back. His eyeswere degp set, his nose thin and
perpendicular, his mouth narrow and open. His arms and legs were extraordinarily long and supple. He
windmilled them at speed in improbable directions, knocking over the Perks asthey roseto their feet.

But there were twenty (or twenty-four) of them, and now they were dl getting up.

Tabithalooked at Marco. He was standing leaning on the console, a huge grin on hisface.

The thin man shouted something she couldn’t hear. Asthelittle rodents swarmed al over him, he
swung hisarm back, pointing dramaticaly towards the back of the bay.

Td gaveapiercing whigtle. “Maaaarzipan!” he screeched.

Tabithawinced. She had half amind to putt him back in hisbox and St on thelid.

Movement on the stern scanners caught her eye. For amoment she was confused; she thought it was
the thin man, and she couldn’'t work out how he’ d got behind them. But it was another dender figure, a
woman, shimmying up on to the port wing, from there on to the scorching hull, running along the curvein
gredt, light strides and flinging her arm out in front of her, pointing with her index and little fingers at the
mob pulling down the man.

Fire burst in the air above them. Flame rained down on the Perks. There were shrieks and hows, little
bodiesin frantic motion, pushing and shoving each other and besting out smouldering cloth and singed
feathers.

Dazzled by the flash, Tabitha saw the woman’ s face suddenly, close up, and upside down. Shewas
sprawled across the viewport, clinging to nothing, staring in at them. Her face was the man’ sface, thinas
ablade and bald above. A pencil-line of moustache decorated her caprine upper lip. She smiled and
winked & Marco — dl thisin an ingtant after the flare exploded and before she threw herself down, arms
and legs spread wide, at the shrieking Perks below.

“Snix!” Td observed, throatily.

The Perks were running from the hangar, bounding and diding away out of sight, back down to where
they came from. Marco clapped his hands.

Tabithalooked for the man. He had vanished again. She saw the woman, aflicker of blue on aport
scanner, gone.
“That was bloody stupid,” she said.
“They won!” cried Marco, triumphantly. He reached for her.
Shelet him give her ahug, kissed him lightly.
“Get amoveon,” she said. She pointed to the clock.
“Aren't you coming?’
“Not with that |ot after your blood, no I'm not. | had enough of them in Schigparelli, remember?’
He dismissed thiswith acutting wave of hishand. “They're history,” he said. “ They won't bother us
agan.”
“They’ll be looking out for you,” shesad. “Up there.”
Sheraised her eyesto the weightless tons stacked above their heads.
Hetook her hand. He looked into her eyes.
“Now Tabitha,” he said.
Shetook her hand back. “ Just bring me that chip, Marco,” shesaid. “Thenwe' |l see”
“Hey,” he said softly. “There snothing to be afraid of. I’ll take care of you. Y ou know | will. Haven't



| taken care of you thisfar?’

Sheignored him, turning away to look out of the viewport. The abandoned hook-ups lay like waiting
snakes on the stained floor.

“Goon,” shesad. “Go and get the money. I'm staying here.”

“But Tabitha, sweetie— "

“Don’'t cdl meswedtie”

Shelooked at him. His eyes were big, brown, pleading, beautiful.

“Whileyou' regonel’ll make some callsand seeif | cantrack down acrysd,” she said firmly. “Then
I’m going to get some deep. I'm knackered.”

“C’'mon,” hesaid. “Look. You'll deep so much better in ahotel. Right? We Il fix you up in the best
hotel on the station. A room of your own. Take ashower, acouple of drinks, you'll fed better. Unwind.
Relax alittle. Y ou know how you need to relax. Then after — the show!”

“I’'ve seen dl the show | want to see,” she said.

A voice spoke suddenly from the starboard bow monitor.

“ Come, Captain. Don’'t be ungracious.”

“You're our guest,” said the same voice, from the same monitor the other side.

“Wha?' sad Tabitha “Who did that?”’

Her voice boomed out around the echoing hangar.

Tabithalunged a the controls. Startled, Ta flew from his perch straight past her head, swerving a the
last moment, flapping awing in her face. Hailing at the air where he' d been, she struck out at the switch
to turn off the PA that had suddenly inexplicably turned itself on.

“Who was that? Was that you?” she demanded, confronting Tal, who' d been nowhere near the
switch.

Themonitors hissed gently.

“Here, buddy.” Marco was going down the steps to the airlock. Tal took up his place on his shoulder.
Marco stroked him under his non-existent chin, murmuring consolingly to him.

The eectricsflickered asthe lineswere coupled up. A breeze fluttered into the cockpit from the air
vents.

Tabithawnhirled back to the monitors.

The floodlights shone on the blotchy brown walls of the hangar, the filthy floor, the roof. There was
nothing on any of the screens except the blue flaring signa beacon and abig untidy pile of bagsand
boxes by the door of thelift. The hoses had al been connected. There was no one to be seen anywhere.

Tabithagot up fast. She jJumped down the steps and pushed past Marco into the airlock.

She threw open the outer door and looked down the side of the ship.

A foul zephyr of ageing artificia air washed in around her, heavy with rancid oil and zinc.

“Who' sthere? Come on out!”

Therewasthe dightest sugpicion of something behind her, up in the cockpit: awhisper of movement
— not even that: asort of parenthesisin the silence where awhisper would have been if anything had
made one.

Tabithaleapt back out of the airlock to the foot of the steps.

The woman with the moustache was Sitting in her web. The man was across from her, in the co-pilot’s
web. They had the latches closed, the headsets on and plugged in at the console,

But for the moustache, their faceswereidentical.

They bowed. “ Saskiaand Mogul Zodiac,” they announced, in unison.

“The Twins” said Marco.
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“All right,” said Tabitha. “Out. All of you.”

“Shedidn’t likeit,” said Mogul.

“It'splaintotdl,” said his sster. She was absorbedly prodding the aged melon, which she had
somehow got hold of. She tossed it up and caught it asit came dowly down. “Would you like usto eat
thisfor you?’

“What?" said Tabitha “No,” she said. “Put that down. | want you out of here, dl of you. | want
everybody off my ship.”

Marco put hisarm around her. Tabitha pushed it away. “Come on, Tabitha,” he said. “Don’'t belike
that. Wasn't that great? Wasn't that agreat show? Aren't they terrific?’

“I'vetold you the arrangement, Marco,” said Tabitha. “Go on. Leave.”

“Tabitha, believe me. That was nothing. Nothing to what you could seetonight.” He dapped his hands
together and beamed around the overcrowded cockpit.

“I’m not going to see anything,” she said. “I’m going to deep. I’ ve got alot of driving ahead of me.”

“We can help you with that,” Marco said.

“Noyou can’'t,” she said, getting annoyed with him. “What you can do is go and get that money.
Timée srunning out. And you' ve got a show to get ready. So now | want you and your whole box of
tricks off my ship and out of my way. Go. Go on.”

The Twinsdipped out of the webs and somersaulted lightly down the steps,

“Box of tricks?” said Saskia. “What does she mean, our box of tricks?” She sounded offended.

Her brother patted her arm consolingly. “ The captainisalittle nervous, | think,” hesaid. “A little
overawed.” He gave Tabithaasmile as he passed.

“She said box of tricks,” Saskiacomplained, following.

“Givemethat,” said Tabitha, snatching the melon from Saskia, who was balancing it on her arm,
rolling it dowly from her shoulder down to her wrist and back again.

They stepped through the airlock and dropped lightly, feet firgt, to the floor.

Therewasaclap of wingsand Td suddenly landed on Tabitha s shoulder.

“Goodbye,” he carolled,

“Isthe hardest word to say,

The hardest song to play...”

“Marco, take him away.”

“Here, Td,” said Marco, snapping hisfingers. “1 can't believethis” he added, intensely, asthe bird
flew on to his shoulder. “Y ou’ re not coming with me? Don't you know how much | want you? Don't you
know what you mean to me?’

“I’'m beginning to get a pretty good idea,” said Tabitha

“Look. I know I’'m not perfect,” hesaid. “I’'m an artist. We dl are. Y ou haveto lighten up. You can't
expect usto belike other people. Oh honey, I'm not saying it'll be easy.”

“l am,” said Tabitha. She held out her hand. “The chip,” she said.

The Twins had reached the doors and summoned thelift.

“No,” said Marco.

Tabithastared a him, open-mouthed.

Helifted the parrot off his shoulder and launched it out of the airlock.

“Go, Td. Gojoin them. We haveto have thisthing out,” he said, staring fixedly a Tabitha

Tabitha bared her teeth, and clenched her figts. “ There s nothing to have, Marco.”

“I’'mnot going,” hesaid.

“If you don’t get me that money you'll be looking for another ship,” she reminded him fiercely.

“I can't leaveyou,” hesaid. “You're going to run away, aren’t you? The moment those lift doors



close, you're going to take off out of here.”

“I'mnot going anywhere,” she shouted at him, “not until I've got —”

There was a scream and awhoop from the back of the bay.

Tabithaand Marco rushed to the door.

The Twinswere standing either sde of the lift, inidentical positions, trying to hold its doors closed.
The doors were open just a crack.

Severd Perkswere fighting to get out of the crack.

“Cheee!l” they screamed. “ Chee-chee-chee-cheeeeeel!!”

A Perk struggled out of the lift; another. A third was emerging.

Thefirst onelegpt at Mogul.

Td flew at the second, claws wide, beak stabbing.

Wedging the door with one foot, Mogul lashed out with the other. He kicked the Perk in the throat. It
fdl writhing to the ground.

Td’s Perk was shrieking.

Therewas athud. Saskia had thrown something at the third and hit it on the head. The Perk dropped
like astone. Saskiadammed the lift doors shut while Mogul hit the control to send it onitsway.

Saskiabent and retrieved her missile, then the Twins came pelting back to the ship. Ta dropped his
limp victim and flew sraight over their heads, into the airlock.

“Lookslikewe redl staying here,” said Marco.

Saskiaand Mogul vaulted aboard. They were hardly panting.

“I didwarnyou,” said Tabitha

Saskiatossed her burden into Tabitha s hands as Mogul shut the door. It wasthe melon again, or
what was left of it. “1 don’'t want to est that now,” she said.

“Okay,” said Marco, very serious suddenly. “Isthere another way out of here?’

Tabithajerked athumb in the direction of the open mouth of the hangar.

“You can climb,” shesad.

“Right,” hesaid.

“So canthey,” said Tabitha

Shewas amused. She was fedling vindicated. Her planswere unchanged. And she'd just had an ideg,
onewhich would get them dl moving.

Climbing up into the cockpit, Tabithathrew the melon in the disposal and wiped her hands. She
opened her web and sat down.

She glanced at the clock, and away again quickly. Three hours. Barely.

Uninvited, Marco came and stood beside her. Ignoring him, she pressed a tab on the console and
keyed in aseries of commands. Then she sat back, her armsfolded.

Ontop of the Alice Liddell, the floods swivelled and became searchlights, two broad beams shining
up at the roof of the bay and on out into the dark gulf beyond. There were two black lines of metal there,
two rails danting up out of the hangar and disappearing in the darkness.

“Thiswill beright up your street,” said Tabitha

In the darkness outside, something was moving.

Everyone crowded into the cockpit and stared out through the viewport. Marco stood behind
Tabitha, hisfingers hooked in the web above her head. Ta clung to the co-pilot’ s web where Saskiaand
Mogul sat, unsdfconscioudy entwined, peering solemnly upwardslike apair of kittens.

Sliding down therails, alarge dark mass was coming towards them. It was bulky and rounded, a
huge bundle suspended from some sort of whedled carrier.

When it entered the hangar the tracking device clicked and swivelled. Unreding cables, it began to
lower the bundle,



Onitsway down, the bundle unfolded, spreading wingsleft and right. Itsfabric shifted in thelight,
cords diding across one another, and the light shone through and between them. It was anet.

There was asound of machinery starting to grind behind them. They al turned round, al but Tabitha,
who continued to watch the descent of the net on abow monitor, a satisfied expression on her face. Her
passengers hurried down into the empty hold, where the roof of the Alice was splitting into two.

Along itslength was athread of blue light, which widened, widened, asthe two halves of the roof
retracted, rumbling gently down into the walls. The huge net dropped steadily through the gap between
the coiled cargo extensors, its pulleyswhining.

Td flew up to the catwalk for safety, while Marco and the Twins backed hastily out of the way.
Tabitha hung her bag on her shoulder and came walking nonchaantly down, from the cockpit, not even
glancing up to see the great cables gliding rapidly down towards her head.

Thiswas her show.

Shewalked at aleisurely pace to the back of the hold, where she unlocked a control panel and
pressed severa buttons. She turned. The edge of the net came down, thumping softly on the deck,
bowing to her, centimetresin front of her feet, and dl the machinery stopped.

At Tabitha ssde Marco was clutching his duffel and eyeing the unfolded net in some apprehension.
“Youwant ustorideupinthis?’

“Or there' sthelift,” said Tabitha. “1t’'Il be back any minute.”

“Hey, no, it sgreet,” he said gpprehensively. “ Redlly.”

The Twins came and inspected the net. Saskia prodded the cords with her toe. “1t looks like a safety
net,” she said with distaste.

“It may betimeto bealittleflexible,” said her brother languidly. “ Our Stuation is desperate, perhaps.”

“But we never —” Saskia began.

“Don'tworry,” said Tabithamdicioudy. “Y ouwon't fal through the holes”

Saskiagtared at her. Tabithaturned away and keyed the lifting sequence. Overhead, the machinery
began to whirr again.

“You'd better hurry, Marco,” she said. “Y ou’ ve got three hours to be back with the money.”

Saskia shrugged, delicately, and she and Mogul turned handsprings, one after the other, and bounced
lightly into the middle of the net.

“Where doesthisthing end up?’ asked Marco.

“Warehousing ddliveries” said Tabitha precisely. She was enjoying being back in control.

Thelifting cablestautened. Ta flew between them, over the rising sides of the net, and circled high
above. “Marzipan!” hecaled. “Magor shoes!”

“All aboard,” said Tabitha

At their feet the edge of the net began to shift off the deck.

Marco turned, a strange urgency in his eyes. He hugged her suddenly, pinning her amsto her Sdes.
He kissed her furioudy.

SMmnf—

Hejerked her off her fedt.

“Mmmf-ow!” she shouted astheir lips parted. She wasfdling to the deck, and he wasfaling with her,
hisarmstight around her.

Therising net snared her ankles. Together she and he dammed into it. It was aready off the deck and
bearing them smoothly upwards.

Winded, Tabitha gasped, a horrible gagging croak. Her face was pressed sideways into the mesh.
Her bag was digging in her ribs. Marco was on top of her. The Twinswere on top of him. Sheyelled an
incoherent yell.

The weight lessened as the Twins climbed up the cables. Marco was till on top of her. Oily cord was
cutting into her al over. All she could see, with one eye, wastheroof of her ship, the Alice Liddell,



gaping beneath them. Something green flew out of the hold. It was TAl.

Marco had worked his arms free and was trying to get up on hisknees. Asthe net swung he ssumbled
and stuck aknee hard in the small of her back.

“O’V! ”
Then hewas up, leaning away from her to let her claw herself around into a sprawling position.

They were coming out of the end of the hangar now. The blue twilight flickered and died asthe
beacon went out.

“Uh!l” said Tabitha “Uhh!”

“You okay?" asked Marco anxioudy. “ Tabitha? Okay?’

She swung a punch a him. Her arm caught in the mesh and her figt hit him on the side of the head.
Her foot dipped suddenly through the net. She pitched over sdeways, howling in incoherent outrage.

They passed into the fitful darkness of the dock cavern. Above Tabitha and Marco the Twins hung
from the cablesin elegant nautical positions, feet braced in the netting. Thefloor of the docks retrested
benegth them, lane markings shining dimly, gouts of sullen flame flaring suddenly in the gloom.

Tabitha struggled up on her knees, yelling at Marco. “ You —"

“I know,” hesaid. “I’'m sorry. Redly, I’'m sorry. Please tell me you' re okay.”

“Okay?’ sheydledin hisface. “ Okay?”

The net swept them up through an oblong porta faced with irregular, soapy-looking tiles, into a
concourse bathed in harsh amber light. Here twenty tracks terminated at radid quays. At theirs, a
suspicious-looking drone operator in overdls came out from her booth to watch their arrival, coloured
leadstrailing back from her scalp. Around her, aflock of cargo drones gathered.

There didn’t seem to be any Perks about.

Before the hoist cameto a hdt, the Twinswere up and out of it, hopping lightly ashore and closing in
on the woman, one either side of her.

They greeted her with aflourish.

“The Amazing Zodiac Twins, madam.”

“With our compliments.”

“Two ticketsto our performance tonight.”

The woman fingered the eectrode in her audia centre. Something was coming through. She made no
attempt to take the proffered tickets. Saskia— or was it Mogul ?— tucked them into the breast pocket
of her overdlsfor her.

“The Mercury Garden.”

“Ateght!”

They cartwhedled by.

“Wait aminute,” bellowed the woman.

The Twins stopped, turned.

“Port tax,” she said, heavily and dowly. “Entry permit. Passport. Vehicleregigtration.”

Asthe net finally freed her, Tabithawatched Mogul Zodiac make apassin theair in front of the drone
operator’s eyes.

“I think you'll find these dl in order,” he said, showing her hishand.

His hand was empty.
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Marco made an € aborate performance of helping Tabitha out of the net. She pulled away from him. He
closed inon her.

“Takeit easy,” he murmured. “We re dmost out of here.”



“Get off me!” she shouted. The operator turned her heed, staring glassily at them. All her drones
turned too, mimicking her.

“My sgter,” explained Marco, grinning absurdly and hugging Tabitharight. “Marigold the Mentdigt.
Space travel doesn't agree with her. Come aong, sister, you' re safe now.”

She pushed him vidlently away. She was going to hit him, even if they threw her injail again. Only one
thing stayed her hand. The woman was staring at them, and Tabitha didn’t know who was looking
through her eyes. She didn’t need any moretrouble.

She knew the copswouldn't just fine her. She had heard the cops on Plenty didn’t even bother
throwing you injail. The rumour was, they stripped you and took you to the adventure zone. Then they
went away.

She sttled her bag on her shoulder. Marco was moving in on her again. Y ou want your money?’ he
muttered. “ Better sick with me.”

“I need to see your entry permit,” said the drone handler, doggedly. “ Passport. Vehicle registration.
Port tax receipt code.”

Tabitha snarled. She hauled out her ID, held it next to her captain’s shoulder patch. “I’m abargee,
owner-operator, that’s my ship down there,” she said, pointing down the side of the quay. She thrust her
wrist monitor in the woman’ sface. “ See? BGK009059.”

“They havemine,” said Marco, pointing. The drone handler turned to look. Td and the Zodiac Twins
had moved off aong the quay, between the piles of crates and drums, out of sight.

“Oh,” said the handler uncertainly. “Okay,” she said.

Her eyes were bloodshot and confused.

Marco grabbed Tabitha and hustled her off the quay. “Be sure to cometo the show!” he called back,
waving chesily.

“I’'m going back,” Tabithainssted.

“Notime” hesad, getting in her way.

“I’ve got to shut the roof,” she said. “ Do you want somebody to stedl her? Thisis Plenty, Marco,
remember?’

He put hisarmsround her. “ Get off me!” she said. Hewouldn't.

“Get off, Marco!” She ebowed himintheribs.

Unfortunately, at that moment, along the quay a cop came sauntering.

He moved with the mechanical lope of hydraulic-assisted legs. His head turned thisway and that. He
caught sight of Tabithastruggling with Marco. He scanned them with his cyclops eye. His face was blank.
He had a couple of guns.

“Isthere aproblem?’ the cop asked, thickly. His mouth was full of stainless stedl.

“No,” sad Tabitha hurriedly, “no, no problem. Thank you.”

The cop said, “Do you require adud licence?’

Tabitha, sartled, said, “A what?’ Marco was |ooking the other way.

“A dud licence,” said the cop. “Y ou were hitting him. Y ou require adud licenceto hit him. That'sin
this sector. Thisiswarehouse sector 4.”

“Jug alittlefamily dispute,” said Marco. “My sster. Marigold the Mentdist.” Tabithakicked hisshin.
“We'reinahurry,” Marco said to the cop, “thank you, thank you, very much.”

They tried to hurry past.

The cop blocked their path, his visor flickering as he computed. “ A dud licenceisten scutari,” he
sad.

He chewed hislip, which was raw and wet.

“Wedon't need alicence,” Tabithasaid loudly and clearly. “All right?’

The cop shrugged, his shoulder servos whining. He was obvioudy having problemswith hisbrain. He
was alow-grade cyborg, a disposable.



“| got to charge you for the call-out,” said the cop.

Tabitha protested. “Wedidn't call you!”

It was no use arguing. “ That' stwo seventy-five,” he sad, “for the cal-out.”

Marco dug in his pocket for his credit chip. “Okay, okay,” he said. “Here you go.”

The cop’s head whirred right and |eft, scanning the pair of them.

“A little family misunderstanding,” continued Marco, taking the cop’ s forearm and pressing the chip
into place. “Wéll, that’ s showbiz! Speaking of which, | trust you' |l accept these two complimentary
tickets to our show thisevening at the Mercury Garden.”

“Donations are gratefully received,” intoned the cop.

Theticketsin the data clip on his chest, he whirled around and motored easily away.

Marco clagped Tabitha shands. “Y ou mustn't do thingslikethat,” he murmured, urgently. “Especidly
here. | won't dways be ableto bail you out of them.”

She st her jaw. “1’m going to go and lock the ship,” she said.

“Shelll beokay,” hesaid easly. The credit chip twinkled in hisfingers.

“How much have you got on that chip, Marco?’

“I told you. Not enough.”

They stood an ingtant, Staring at each other.

“Where stheright one?’

“Hannah hasit. Y ou want to go and get it? That’swhereI’m going,” he said, in tones of perfect
reasonability.

She exhded explosively, ground her tegth.

“Okay,” he said with every sign of regret, turning to her asthey walked, “so you don't trust me. |
can’'t ded with you if you don't trust me. Come and meet Hannah Soo, she'll put the money right in your
hand. Then you can go straight back to the ship, if you want. That'sal I'm saying.”

Td gppeared out of nowhere, flying through the dusty amber auto land on his shoulder.

“Marco,” caled avoice.

“Marco.” The same voice, from another place.

“Hannah' swaiting, Marco.”

“Hurry, Marco.”

One of the Twins appeared, climbing languidly down the poles of some scaffolding.

Marco checked hiswatch. “We' d better get acab,” he said.

As he spoke a cab appeared, agrimy little robot jitney with the other Twin in the back. It coasted to
astop by the scaffolding. Thefirst Twin swung briefly on ahorizonta pole and jumped nestly aboard.

“Hurry up, Marco,” they chorused.

Those two were going to give her the cregpsif sheredlly had to take them all the way to Titan. She
made up her mind, as she followed Marco into the cab, to seeif she couldn’t get a better deal out of this
Hannah Soo. She would persuade her the Alice wasn't right for the band themselves, take just their
equipment and get the money that way. Or e se she could spin out the repair until it wastoo late and they
had to get somebody else. That would leave her owing Hannah, but she could sort that out later, after
they’ d gone. If Hannah was the manager, there must be some other business Tabitha could do for her.
Something that didn’t involve dangerous musicians and mad acrobats.

She sat next to Marco, facing the Twins. Ta hopped around on the floor among the cigarette stubs
and krillstick wrappers. An empty drink tube rolled between their feet asthe jitney wheeled into mation,
whisking them away from the cargo concourse and plunging into the tunnels of Plenty.

The dipsiream whirled their hair about. Light rods flicked by overhead. Tabitha glanced at the Zodiac
Twins, who were sitting with their arms around each other, motionless as apair of mannequins. They
redly wereidentical. Identical twins of different sexes, that wasn't possible, surely, wasit? She wondered



whose genes had been tinkered with.

Sheleaned on the armrest, trying not to think of the time, and watched the grim scenery go by. Mostly
the walls were dun brown, stained with smoke or water, and crumbling where wiring lash-ups and air and
waste ducts had been hammered into place. The tunnel curved left and right, round corners, climbing and
plunging without logic or warning, whilethe calling rose and, darmingly, fell. Sometimesthey flashed
across other tunnelswhere vehicles were running. There didn’t seem to be any traffic code or signaling
sysem.

The cab rocketed down aramp into amajor mal, dowing to steer between the visitors browsing
among small arms dealers and gift shops. Here the cut-price and the breakable predominated. Racks of
flak jackets and tottering towers of ‘toolkits and pornographic plug-ins cluttered the street. Therewas a
mingled stink of spicy frying, sugar and cordite. Somebody yelled and threw acan at the cab, hitting it on
the rear bumper.

Saskia spoke suddenly. Tabitha, turning involuntarily, knew it was Saskia by her moustache.

“I'm hungry,” she said.

Thevoice the Twins shared was husky and low, awarm stream with abed of consonants hard as
stones. Evidently English was not their first language. Tabithawondered if they were extraterrestrids,
some unknown, unregistered land.

“I could eat ahorse,” said Saskia.

She looked around the lighted bays asif expecting to see one somewhere, providentialy turning on a
Spit. “I’'m so hungry | could egt fliesand worms,” she said, intensely, and laughed. “Crunchy little brown
beedes.” She caressed her brother’ s head. “Aren’t you hungry?’

“Hunger makes uskeen,” said her brother. He spoke lazily, distantly.

“Rubbish,” said Saskia. “Hunger just makes you hungry, that’sdl.” She poked Ta with her toe,
taking it out on him. He bit her boot.

Thejitney turned, plunging down abumpy aley. Upper rooms, protruding at odd, uneven anglesfrom
the higher reaches of the walls, housed avariety of astrologers, card schools and obscure therapists.
Rugs and curtains divided the pits and caves below. Insde the ramshackle buildings, people huddied in
acovesunder dangling AV screens, smoking waterpipes, drinking beer and arguing. Therewereraised
voices from another aley somewhere nearby, the zap of automatic fire, a scream. No one took any
notice.

Every few metres, as the cab tipped this way and that to negotiate the base of acold, dimy pillar or a
crack in the floor, Tabitha got aglimpseinto the dark spaces above and behind the makeshift partitions
and aggressive fascias. Theinhabited interior of Plenty, sheredised, waslike agigantic sponge, its
buildings wedged into cdllular, shadowy holes piled with dowly mouldering rubbish, suppurating fungi,
forgotten bodies.

Tabithajumped as Marco’ s hand landed on her shoulder. “Look &t that,” he said. A womanina
gasmask and black foil negligee was going by, leading aman on achain and carrying apink ice cream.
Marco laughed. “ Crazy place,” he said.

She shrugged his hand away.

“Heyyy...” he complained, wounded.

Tabitha patted the air between them sharply with the palms of her hands. * Off,” she said.

Oneof the Twinsgiggled.

“Don’t annoy the pilot, Marco.”

The next cavern was darker. Heavy music thundered from leather-curtained basements. Therewasa
powerful reek of ammoniates and incense, with gusts of sour wine and sour flesh. Whores sat on
bal conies, drinking and staring down into the street. Burgting sacks of uncollected refuse lay in hegps.

Thejitney rushed on into another narrow tunnel. The floor reverberated beneeth it. Openings covered
with wire netting reveded a shadowy abyss. Far below, Tabitha could seetiny bridges and spindly
ladders connecting abrupt spidery promontories like jets of frozen porridge, jutting into empty space.



Marco twisted in his seat, staring back into the cavern they had just | eft.

“Thisisn't theway,” hesad. “Isit?’

Tabithalooked a him, then at the Twins, who didn’t reply. They sat there smiling a secretive amile.

Tabithawanted to tear their throats out.

Td, responding to the sharpness of Marco’ s voice, tooted loudly and flew up onto hisknee. Marco,
rising, brushed him quickly asde. Recovering hisbalance, Ta hopped onto Tabitha' sleg. “ Get off mel”
sheydled, griking himwildly.

Thedien bird evaded her with ease.

Marco was knedling up in his seat, turning round to check the control pand. “Who programmed this
thing?’

The Twinslooked gleefully into each other’ seyes.

Tabitha confronted them. “What have you done?’

“Nothing,” they chorused.

“Not athing, Captain,” said Mogul.

They were moving too fast to jump out.

Tabitha got to her feet and pushed Marco aside to peer at the controls. They were unmarked, and
totally unfamiliar. She pulled out a penknife and started stabbing, hoping to break some vital connection.

Timewasticking by, and she was heading deeper into the unknown depth of Plenty.

Alice, she promised, the minute I’'m out of this, I will fix you up. I’ [l make you as good as new, she
promised. Don't take my ship away. Please, don't take my ship away. If they take my ship away, I'm
going to kill somebody.

Nothing she damaged was making any difference. Thelittle car rushed on into the dismad labyrinth.
The further they descended, it seemed, the chillier it became. The tunnelswere gloomier, the only
illumination coming from occasiond bf tubes suspended awkwardly from holes hacked at randomin the
roof, no more than half ametre above their heads. The cab hurtled aong from pool to pool of the bleak,
unnerving light, struggling over the large brown lumps that bulged like bubblesin the roadway. Then the

road ran out atogether and the floor tilted sharply downwards benegath them.

The Twins shrieked. Tabitha dug her knife beneath agreat cluster of wiring and gouged.

The cab skidded to a hdlt, its headlights pointing down along dope of scree.

L oose pebbles dithered, bounced, rattled down into darkness and silence.

Tabithajumped out, Marco close behind her. “Where the hell arewe?’ she demanded. Her voice
echoed flatly from distant walls.

He stood, arms akimbo, looking around in the musty gloom.

He shook his head. “ Shit,” he muttered, and chuckled.

Tabitha, bresthing hard, fegling the roof coming down on her, groped in her bag to seeif shehad a
torch. Saskiaand Mogul were standing close behind her, embracing each other tightly and whispering.

Tabithacouldn’t find atorch. Shelooked around in the light of the headlamps. She swallowed.

They werein abroad, low cave with streams of yellow liquid running down thewalls. She couldn’t
see to the bottom of the scree dope. It seemed to go on forever.

Tabithaamost felt like risking it. Down, anywhere on Plenty, must lead to the docks. Where the Alice
was. Somewhere,

Td suddenly made anoiselike atinny victory trumpet and took off, flying back up theroad. “He's
gotit,” said Marco. “Follow that man.”

He grinned a Tabitha.

Shefrowned a him.

Td tootled in the distance. They began to climb towards hisvoice.

They climbed for severa minutes, the floor of the cave flaking benegath their tread. Tabithaand Marco



went ahead, the Twinsfollowing on behind, skipping lazily from spot to spot.

“I'mredly, redly sorry about this” said Marco soberly. “Thoselittle cars go wrong dl thetime. They
just don’t maintain them.”

“Thisisn't the way we came,” said Tabitha.

“Td knowswhere he'sgoing,” Marco said. He sounded as though he believed it, so she choseto.
Ahead there was just enough light to show them they were about to enter the mouth of another tunnd.

Suddenly asearchlight was blazing in their eyes.

Throwing up her hand, Tabitha glimpsed afigurein silhouette rising up from the floor &t their very fedt.
It rosealong way.

A mechanicd cry rang out. “ Halt!”

Stumbling backwards, bumping into each other, they came to an untidy stop in front of the tunnel
mouith. It was barred by ablack and white striped gate. The guard, Tabitha saw as the searchlight swung
away, was arobot three metrestal, covered in spikes. Td was ditting on the gate, facing them.

“Sate your business,” commanded the robot. On the gate behind it was alarge white notice in seven
languages. UNRECLAIMED AREA, Tabitharead. THE MANAGEMENT OF THISSTATION IS
NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR SAFETY OF PERSONS OR POSSESSIONS PAST THIS POINT.
Then the searchlight dazzled her again.

Marco drew himsdlf up and spoke boldly into the light. “We,” he proclaimed, encompassing them all
with atheatrica gesture, “are Contraband.”

Instantly there was the loud click and hum of automatic wespons being readied.

“Oh dear,” said Saskia, delicately, and laughed.

20
BGKOO9059 LOG

TXJ.STD
PRINT

i N1 BRR/Y/CI222m
iR RBRR/Y/C]I222m
MODE? VOX

SD? 19.06.31

READY
| was thinking about my Auntie Murid.
WHAT ABOUT HER, CAPTAIN?
She has a greet laugh. When she laughs, my Auntie Murid tips her head back and opens her mouth wide.
She looks as if she's going to take a bite out of the ar. When she laughs, she makes a deep gurgling
sound like a big baby, then she goes haw-haw-haw, ared bely laugh.

She' sgot quite abelly, my Auntie Muriel. She was getting fat when | lived with her, she' s probably
huge now. She' s pretty casual about clothestoo, she'll wander around the farm al day in her nightie, or
even less, aworn-out old shirt and apair of panties, with her tum sticking out. She used to say, “Hell,

Tabs, they canlook at you dl thetimeif they want to. And they want to.” She'd point up intheair,
where the Gnats were zipping around on their little gliders, likelittle pointed flower petalsin the sky.

Except thereisn’t any sky. Not on Integrity 2.
WAS THAT YOUR NEXT HOME AFTER THE MOON, CAPTAIN?



Mm. One of them. | was Sixteen, or seventeen. Mum got a job, she was a spindlgack. We got an
goartment in the city, lots of space and nothing to put in it. Mum was off working dl day and hdf the
night, and deeping like the dead the other haf. There was nothing for me to do, | was too young to get a
work permit, and mum was determined we weren't going to start breaking the law the minute we' d got
there, so she cdled Auntie Murid and Auntie Murid said why not. When she came to get me, she looked
redly pleased at the idea of having me working for her. | was not convinced.

WHY NOT?

It sounded dead boring.

It was, too.

| thought Auntie Muridl was like something out of another age. Thiswoman I’ d never seen, darker
than me, darker than mum, my height but four times as big every other way, her hair hanging downina
big shaggy mane that looked asif she cut it hersdf once ayear, big wooden earringsin her earsand a
dress down to the floor with embroidery al over it and her feet stuffed into ugly shoes that were made of
leather. Shetold usthat. She wanted usto admire them, because thiswas abig day for her. Auntie
Muriel had got dressed up to cometo the city and see her Sster and her sister’ s child.

WHAT DID YOU LOOK LIKE, CAPTAIN?

Me? | was awful, in those days. | was into acid green deeks and | had my hair cut in a triangle. When |
saw Auntie Murid | thought, if that’s the way you end up, working on a farm, I'll stay a home and
become an underresourced juvenile But it wasn't up to me.

The farm was dl the way aong the tube, in the endland. It wastoo far to go every day, so | went for
the week, came hometo the flat at weekends. She had squash, groundnuits, rows of beans on nylon lines.
She had mefor the weeding.

COULDN'T SHE HAVE GOT A ROBOT?

Auntie Murid doesn't trust robots. She doesn’'t much like machines at dl, in fact. Auntie Murid has
old-fashioned ideas about what's ‘naturd’, everything should be naturd, which is pretty stupid when you
think where she lives Anyway, she was quite content with the weeds and the gummed-up filters, but
even more content to have me hoe the weeds and ungum the filters for her while she sat haf-naked on an
ancient natura tube sted chair tipped back on two legs againg the naturd pulpboard side of her natura
module A farmhouse, playing her warped old guitar.

Sometimes I’ d wake up in the middle of the night, hearing music in my dreams, and I’ d look down out
of the bedroom window, and there she' d be, srumming away, singing about places she' d never seen and
was't likely to, rivers and mountains and idandsin the sun. Sometimes I’ d get up and go down and Sit
with her, look up a the Moon shining through the glass and think, at least I’ m out of that. Then I’ d look
at thefidds of beans, glossy in the moonlight, hanging fat and glossy. They reminded me of pricks.

GOODNESS ME. WAS THIS A PERCEPTION OTHERS WOULD HAVE SHARED?

If they were sixteen-year-old girls yes. A lot of things reminded me of pricks when | was Sxteen. | was a
horny little creature, you know, Alice. | didn't redly get my jollies hoeing and taking up the irrigation
mats, putting them back and taking them up again.

So | was on the lookout.

Integrity 2 isamess. Y ou can put any kind of gauzesin, asfineasyou like, they’ll st up just the
same, there’ s so much crap in the system. Rather than do anything about it, the Council pay the farmersa
subsidy to filter the water. Auntie Murid buys the cheapest gauze and spends the rest of the subsidy on
red wine. | had arow with her once. | had arow with her severd times, but thisonce | said, why didn’t
she get out there and shift some bloody irrigation mats with me, and she just dapped her belly and said
she' d got too fat to bend. Then she laughed.

Y ou do alot of bending, farming the Auntie Muriel method. I’d be out in the fields, up to my shinsin
gtinking red granules, and I’ d stand there looking up, easing my aching back, and watching the Gnatsfly.



There was a Gnat base nearby, on the End. Sometimes |’ d watch their kites going down into the
fidlds overhead, down until they dwindled away out of sight, long before they reached the tops of the
trees. Y ou can't do that often, though, because of al the smog. Even on aclear day in the country, you
can look aong the tube there, along from Auntie Muriel’ s, and not be able to see the city for smog. It's
quite ajob, keeping the windows clean on Integrity 2.

Weekends, mum dept. | found my own level. Thelocd street kids were ascummy lot. They called
themselves the Rgjects, and they were very picky about socid status. Therewas agirl caled Carmen,
she was the queen Reect, she just let me hang around with them so she could sneer a mefor being a
moony. | had to do some crazy thingsto get their attention. There wasaboy caled Murray, hewasa
case. Heredlly was an underresourced juvenile, that Murray. He was dangerous. Well, we liked to think
he was. | found out even Carmen was scared of Murray. So | went with Murray.

WHERE DID YOU GO WITH HIM?

To the parlours. To the empty mails. To the places that hadn’t quite worked out the way the designers
hed planned, the places where kids drift in a city, where they make up ther own verson of the city. We
found some things to do, Murray and me.

| knew it wouldn't last. | wasjust killing time. And Murray was crazy. A lot of thetimel didn't even
like him, realy. Y ou could see Murray was going one day, probably without even noticing, to do
someone some permanent damage. | didn’t want it to be me.

Sometimes, nightson thefarm, I’d St out in the grass with Auntie Muriel and her guitar. It was Auntie

Murid taught meto play the harmonica

SO SOME GOOD CAME OF THIS PERIOD, THEN.

Isthat your honest opinion?

WELL. YOU ENJOY IT.

| like it when it stops.

YOU NEVER USED TO BE SO SELF-CRITICAL, CAPTAIN.

It sthistrip. | keep blaming mysdif. | keep asking mysdf how | ever let mysdf get dragged into it.
WE NEED THE MONEY.

We certainly do.

AND YOU WERE ATTRACTED TO MARCO METZ.

I'm just like my mum, when it comes down to it. That'swhy | quite admired Auntie Murid, in a guarded
sort of way. I'd think, | redly should try to be like her, she was so content, nothing ever fazed her. |
didn't want to be a farmer, understand, but | didn't want to be like mum either, tied to a feckless man,
trying to keep him and me, having to hudle dl the time to stop from snking. | fancied mysdf on a
corporate asteroid, settling down with someone who would cherish me and buy me everything | wanted.
Carmen and her crew had the same ideas, even if they acted like they were going to be bad girls forever.
| thought, if | was going to find a husband with prospects, maybe | should start right away. | wasn't

getting any younger. | knew where to look too.

The farm was close to one of the Ends, did | say that? In fact it was only fifteen minutes by bike to the
escalators. Y ou could ride up to the vista points and look along 12, watch the sun light up the pollution.
The End was somewhere the Rejects wouldn't have been seen dead, so when | wasin my ambitious,
conventiona mood, that made it more attractive. Anyway, | liked it. The g wasless, and that made me
fed at home. Also there were the boys.

THE GNATS ARE BOYS, THEN.

They are. They're police cadets, is what they are. They wear uniforms. Very sexy. Blue-grey dicksuits
like date and glitzy black inggnia Shiny boots. With gliders to match. No Gnat would ever cal his glider
akite, especidly not when he was wearing his uniform. Y ou’d see them here and there in the city, cyding



around on rdlies doing formation displays in the parks. Up a the base, there was a place by the
recruiting office with seats and a dot screen, you could stand and watch them do training flights dl
unassisted suff. They'd fly right across the tube, riding the gravity gradients, meking it look easy. The firg
timel saw them, | wished | could be a Gnat. Carmen would have loved to know that.

Carmen would have made short work of Michael too. Michagl was my secret. He was my shining
knight. He was full white, thefirgt full white | ever had. Michadl had long eyelashes and freckles that went
down ingde the neck of hisuniform. Michad was serving the community. When thetime came, | knew
he would take me to the asteroids, and we could serve the community together.

I let him work the dot screen for me and point out the sights. Michael would stand very closeto me,
not touching. | never let him know which farm was Auntie Muridl’ s, though Auntie Muriel knew al about
him. Shedidn’t tell mum. She didn’'t mind where | waswhen | wasn't supposed to be working. It was
natural for agirl to roam. She had men coming round, al thetime. They weren't like Michadl, though. In
fact, | had theidea Auntie Muriel might have been lesstolerant about Michad if she met him. Michagl
wasn't very naturd.

The trouble was, the Regjects found out too.

Carmen thought it was great. Carmen told Murray, and Murray went crazy. Not because | was going
with another boy, but because he was a Gnat. He took it asapersonal insult. | told him | wasn't
screwing Michadl, because that was the most important thing to Murray, the only thing heredlly saw the
point of. So wedid that. “1 redlly haven't,” | told him. And | hadn’t. Michael was after meto, but | was
holding off. “I’'m going to make him give me ago on hiskite,” | told Murray.

He had agood laugh at that. He thought it was aterminally good ides, termindly funny. He said there
was no way Michael would doit. “Duty before nookie,” he said. “The Gnats motto, that is.” He even
bet me. So everybody was happy.

Y ou know, Alice, | hadn’t redly thought that, about the kite, until | opened my mouth and heard
mysdf say it. But it was agood idea, whatever Murray said. | was getting abit bored with Michadl. I'd
decided his kite was the best thing about him. So | made adate with him at the base, my next free
afternoon, and | told Murray, today’ sthe day. | wasthat cocky.

The base was empty. Michadl wasin hisuniform. | took him into the hangar where the kites were and
groked hisuniform. | kissed hisinggnia. Then | found out how far hisfreckles went down. | got him so
worked up he' d have promised me anything to let him do it to me. That wasredlly how he saw it, it was
something hewanted to do to agirl, and he had to find agirl who'd let him do it to her. But | wasn't that
clever, Alice, because | had to let him do it to me before, instead of after.

SURELY THAT WOULD BE PREFERABLE.
How would you know?
| MEAN, IF YOU WEREN'T GOING TO ENJOY IT.

You're right, aren’'t you. Yes, once he got going, | knew why 1'd been holding back. Not jus for the
kite, but because he was such hard work. He redly was usdess. He wasn't a bit like Murray, who was
just wild, dl over the place. The only trouble with Murray was kegping up with him. With Michad | was
just supposed to hold ill while he banged away at me, red in the face and panting. | gritted my teeth and
decided it wasn't such a one-sided ded after dll.

Afterwards he came over dl tender and started talking about when we' re married. I" d forgotten that
waswhat I'd picked a Gnat for in the first place. It sounded horrible, coming from him. Remember
you'reaRgect, | told mysdf. Thekite, | kept thinking.

| told Michadl what he wanted to hear, pretty much, without actualy promising anything, because |
could tell hewas going to make it easy for me. He was faling adeep on my shoulder. When hedid, |
dipped out from under him, picked up his sexy uniform, which didn’'t seem quite so sexy any more, and
took hisglider key off the chain. Then | got dressed quick, holding the key in my teeth, and then | went
over to the kite, but | must have made a noise, because Michagl woke up. | looked back and saw him



putting both feet in one leg of histrousers, caling my name, trying to back out of it.

“A Gnat honours hispromise,” | told him, and | took hiskite down off the racks. | was amazed how
light it was. It was beautiful. It was big, silicon black, with scarlet lines, and when | took it outside, the
sun flashed rainbows off the shoulder hooks.

The Reects had al turned up to see me. Michael was after me, stumbling out onto the launch platform
half-dressed and babbling about two-month training courses. Behind me | heard Murray screeching at
Michael’ s underwear, and then | was gone.

They gave ahugeydl as| took off. | wasinahurry, | hadn’t even put a headset or amask on.

That was amigtake, leaving the mask behind.

I wasup. | wasinflight. My first flight, Alice. Do you remember yours?

IT'S NOT THE SAME, CAPTAIN.
| suppose you weren't Sixteen.
NO. BUT | REMEMBER MY FIRST FLIGHT WITH YOU, CAPTAIN. THAT WAS GOOD.

Thiswasn't. | mean, it Sarted off wel. There | was, flitting wide of the axis like a pro, zipping between
the clouds, and looking down — up — 12.

YOU USED THE WORD ‘ALONG’ BEFORE, CAPTAIN.

Yes, but | didn't have it with me then. | mean, | did, but | dso had ‘up’ and ‘down’, and none of them
would do.

| was confused. That was what threw me, probably. | mean, I’d had the feeling before, abit, thefirst
couple of times| went up on the End, it was that much closer to the spindie. But now | wasup in theair,
and what with the clouds, | lost dl my orientation. Where the clouds parted, | could see the whole tube,
land all around me, and it seemed to go up like atower, so the town and the factory belt and the parks
were hanging from thewalls over my heed, they were al going to crash down on me, and the city on top
of them. | had the sun in my eyes from the windows one sde and when | dipped awing, the stars shining
in the other. And then the whole thing swivelled round in my head, and | was|ooking down the same
chimney from the top, and nothing was about to stop mefaling downit.

| started to fed sick.

So | flipped around and made for the ground, I’ d completely lost my bearings, | didn’t recogniseit,
didn’t even know which pandl it was. And | was getting tired, I’ d had no ideahow much hauling one of
those things around the sky would take it out of you, and then | was coming ‘down’, ‘down’ fast. | didn’t
know how to land, | had to grab some height.

DID YOU?

| did.

Unfortunately.

| flew too high, and then | was going higher, faster, | couldn’t stop, like afeather finding avent | just
shot up to the spindle, and there | stuck, dangling in zero g. | kicked and flailed, | was hopeless, | had no
idea how to get away. | hadn't got anything | could throw. | couldn’t even see straight anyway, my eyes
were tearing. The pollution was pretty bad up there, | started coughing, and then | couldn’t stop.

After awhile, whenever the clouds cleared a bit, | could see little machines assembling on the ground
al around me. Then | saw some more gliders coming towards me. Onewasin the lead. | thought it
would be Michad!. | redly didn't want it to be him.

It wasn't. It was afigurein amask and ajacksuit with all thisgear in pocketsal over it, and shehad a
headset, and one for me, one like | would have had onif | hadn’t taken off in such ahurry, and she had
jets, which no Gnat would have been seen dead with. She hooked me and took me in tow.

“Youwalt until I get you home, young lady,” she said on theradio.

“Mum?’ | sad.



AND WAS IT?
Of course it was. And she wasn't pleased.
WHAT WAS YOUR AUNT'S REACTION?

Auntie Murid? She laughed. She laughed and laughed.

The cops weren't amused. Stealing aGnat kite, endangering 12 airspace and having to be rescued by
council employees— it was agrave offence for ajuvenile. | had to do ten weeks glass cleaning. Outside.
Welived in abarracksin the End, barely saw the ingde of the tube for ten weeks. Every day they

took us out and set us crawling dl over the tube from outside, scraping the micrometeorite dust off the
glass. Therest of the gang were even worses than Carmen and the Rgects. They redly were rgjects,
zero contributors, the unlovely and the unemployable. They ganged up on me and nicked my harmonica
They spent their breaks on the window detail peering in through the glass, endlesdy scheming dreary
things to do when they got back inside. | didn’t want to get back inside, not any more. There | was, out
onthehull, up to my shinsin flaky white grit. And I’ d stand there, easing my aching back, and looking up
athedars.
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A pand in the chest of the robot snapped open. Telescopic tubes and extensible antennae probed in
Marco' sdirection.

“I meanto say,” he continued smoothly, “Contraband is our name. Our performing name.” He said
thisasif it were obvious, asif he were explaining something saf-evident toasmal child. “Weaea
performing group. A group of artists. We have an engagement &t eight o' clock tonight at the Mercury
Garden.”

Therobot’ sloudspesker crackled and hissed. It had a screen on its head where its face might have
been. The screen was mafunctioning. It popped, dowly, regularly.

“Thisis not the way to the Mercury Garden,” it announced. “ Thisis an unreclaimed area.”

“Right,” said Marco. “Sure. Well, first we have an gppointment at JustSleep.”

The robot hummed and ticked, digesting this.

“Thisis not the way to Seep of the Just,” it said. “ Thisis an unreclaimed area. Identify yourself”
it demanded.

“Hey!” said Marco. “Comeon. You know me.” He started to pat his pockets, asif searching for an
ID. “I’'mamagor mediaceebrity,” he clamed, “ star of stage, screen and satellite, citizen of the solar
system, Monty Marsh Marigold is my name, Distringency Number Romeo Rhubarb Rhapsody
three-beta-three-one-double-one-one, that’ s Rhubarb Romeo Ringmaster
one-three-beta-one-one-triple-k.”

He wastaking faster and faster, pulling an accordion plest of plastic cards from his pocket, folding
and unfolding it, dipping each card past the robot’ s swivelling eye and putting them al back again before
it could read any of them.

He reached out and took Tabitha by the arm. She resisted, then let him do it.

“Thisismy sster, thelovely Argenting; that thereis our performing parakest, Paraclete Pete. These)”
he gestured to the Twins, “ are the same person redlly, only they’ re going in different directionsintime and
just stopping to say hello to themselves. Why not check your connection? Check your watch, check your
hat and coat. Check your filesunder R for Art. We clam diffraction,” he said, dl in one bregth, and
opened hisarms grandly.

A face appeared on the robot’ s screen. It was adesk cop, awoman in agrey uniform, wearing a
headset.

The Zodiac Twinstook up positions either side of the robot, their arms folded, peering at the screen



with interest. The colours were bad. The woman looked asif she was suffering from atermind liver
disease. Zigzags spluttered across her face.

“Diffraction?’ shesaid. “ Explain diffraction.”

“Why, under diplomatic regulations of the third of the third thirty-third, AD, an itinerant,
interplanetarily famous performing troupe without identification may not be restrained, destrained,
grained or congtrained, ad hoc, to wit and in lieu, until offered the exercise of itsright of diffraction,”
recited Marco.

The robot did not respond. The woman on the screen frowned asif she were having difficulty seeing
them. She fiddled with her earphone, waved her hand across her scanner.

The robot whirred abruptly, its antennae shifting towards Tabitha. “ Identify yourself,” it sad.

Then, just as Tabithawas opening her mouth and wondering what she was supposed to say, a
hideous crackling noise came over the robot’ s speaker, and its picture was torn up by aburst of
interference. Nobody spoke. The robot sat down suddenly on the floor. Its sensors and weapons
retracted insgdeits chegt, the little door banging closed over them.

“Meep,” said the robot.

“About timetoo,” said Marco. Ta, whizzing like amotorbike, flew straight to his shoulder.

The robot was stting, gawkily upright, in front of the barrier. It was completely frozen, but for oneleg
that arced backwards and forwards on the floor of the cave, like the leg of adying calf.

“What isit?" asked Tabitha. “What happened?’

“It sat down,” said Saskia

“It becametired,” said Mogul.

“It happens often,” said Saskia.

Tabitha stared at them.

“Itwasn't us,” they said in unison.

Marco was stepping over the spasming limb asif the robot wasn't there, Tal flew on ahead, over the
barrier into the dark tunnel.

“Where arewe going?’ demanded Tabitha

“To ustSleep,” said Marco.

“But shesad—"

“Comeon!” chorused the Twins.

And they went, hurrying in the easy g down the tunnd after the bird, pushing asde agrey canvas
curtain, ssumbling down carved steps, squeezing between squat brown stalagmitesthat grew like cankers
out of thefloor, through a crack into acave where thewall had crumbled away, revealing acomblike
dructure of fat, thick-walled cells. Hairy tongueslike fat black ferns spilled out of them, shiveringinthe
draught of their passing. Theair smelled poisonous and dank.

In such corners of Plenty it isimpossible not to fancy yourself degp underground, in the redlm of some
benighted race of blind burrowers, dl listlessy trying to remember the sun. They Hill exist, here and there,
these pockets of gloom and despair. One day we redly must do something about clearing them out. I've
said so before. No doubt | shall say so again.

Tabitha swooped aong after the bird, over rubble, through coulisses, under gantries of black bone
where vast unknown machinery sept, covered in fawn dust. In ascaly hollow acrowd of naked Perks
fled squedling from the echo of their bounding feet. By the light of their abandoned bonfire Tabitha
checked her watch. Of her twenty-four hours, rather less than two remained.

At last they emerged and stood breathing hard in avast open space, the roof dim and distant above
their heads. Some hundred metres ahead, the floor dropped away into an awvesome chasm, spanned,
way off on their left, by an ugly concrete bridge. Acrossit taxis and scooters droned to and from the
cluster of carbuncular hotels on the far side. Facing the hotels, bulging out over the very brink of the
abyss, someone had built a huge green dome. Its forecourt was paved with hexagona blocks. Carsand



sedan chairs were parked in tidy ranks.

“Hereyou go,” murmured Marco congratulatingly to Ta, asthe alien bird came back to perch on his
shoulder again.

“Beat the drum dowly
And play the pipelowly,” advised Td.
They approached the building. Potted shrubs of sombre green flanked aflight of broad, shallow

rockfoam steps leading down to a doorway covered by thick curtains of the darkest purple. There was
an auraof money, ahint of incensein the air. Somewhere within, an ethereal harp was playing.

“Welcome to Seep of the Just,” intoned awarm and sympathetic voice from dl around, “ home of
the Chosen Frozen. How may we serve you?”

“Contraband isour name,” saild Marco to thetingling air. “We re here to see our manager.”
There wasthe briefest of pauses.

“Ms Hannah Soo is already raised and conversant,” said the ambience. “ Your friend is at her
bedside. Please follow the light.”

A wisp of pale green fire suddenly spurted into existence, hovering below them on the steps.

Marco gtarted pulling a Tabitha' sarm again. “Come, sigter,” he said loudly. “Hannah' swaiting for
=

Tabitha snatched her arm free.

“What isthis place?’

“Welcome to Seep of the Just,” began the ambience again.

“Thisisit,” Marco said. “ Thisis where Hannah works.”

Tabithalooked down the sepulchral stairs at the waiting fatuus. A wave of cold seemed to emanate
through the funeredl drapery.

“These arethe cryo vaullts, aren't they 7’

“Right,” said Marco, in ahushed, imperative tone.

“Does she manage them too?’

“Sure”

Tabitha confronted him.

“No, shedoesn't,” shesaid. “ She'sdead, isn't she?’

“Uptoapoint.”

“Forget it,” shesaid.

“Many people find these meetings emotionally stressful,” suggested the ambience, consderately. *
Perhaps your sister would care for a tranquilliser?”

“She'sdead,” said Tabitha

“She’ sgot your money,” Marco said.

The greenfirejiggled politely at thetop of the dairs.

“Would you prefer to wait a moment, to collect your thoughts and prepare yourself spiritually
7?7’ asked the ambience.

“No,” said Tahitha. She jerked her head. “Get amove on,” she said.

The purple curtains opened themsdves, and the green fire dipped between them.

Her heart in her mouth, Tabitha Jute followed the band down into the halls of JustSeep.
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They were back insde the honeycomb tunnels of Plenty.

This section at least had been civilised, with foamed flooring sprayed everywhere and atmospheric
flambeaux hung in ornamental sconces. The sad harp beckoned them, the wisp of green fire darted



before them, floating a a stately pace between the hangings. They followed, Ta performing aerobatics
about the unheeding apparition.

It was rather cold in the corridors of Seep of the Just.

They passed curtained doorways. Hushed voices could be heard, sounds of weeping, the solemn
chanting of athousand boy sopranos. Other visitors passed them, sombrely dressed in umber
glk-zibelline and black murian fur, clagping phylacteries, breviaries bound in bleached caf. Their heads
were bowed, their faces grave. The children bore posies of lily-of-the-valley and examination certificates.
No greetings were exchanged.

Marco Metz looked out of place here, in his shabby-expensive jacket and flowing trousers of lemon
twill. He had given up trying to dominate Tabithaand was now ignoring her. Histatty duffle bag on his
shoulder, he bowled after the insubstantia attendant and the psittacoid dien, looking lesslike a noted
musician calling on his manager and more like asky-sailor hurrying to ahouse of ill repute.

Behind him, the Zodiac Twins bounced lithely aong with their arms around each other, the spangles
on their blue pyjamasflickering in the gentle light. They redly wereimpossibleto tell gpart from the back.

Tabitha hated the place and everyonein it. Shivering, she tugged her bag more securely on to her
shoulder, then buried her hands deep in her pockets. All she needed was two hundred and fifty scutari
and aphone. That waswhat she had to hang on to here. Just let her get two hundred and fifty scutari and
aphone, in the next hour, and she' d never lose her temper with a Perk, never trespass from her normal
trade, never pick up aman in abar, never again.

Thetal green wisp drifted up a crooked flight of stairs and paused in front of a curtained doorway,
whereit seemed asif it bowed, and when they had gathered on the threshold, vanished. The
disembodied harp too trickled politely away.

“The cubicle of Ms Hannah Soo,” announced the ambience then. “ Destiny suspended with dignity,
by Seep of the Just. Please observe all normal hygiene and security procedures, and avoid
disturbing the subject or the support system. Thank you for selecting Seep of the Just.”

With amuted hum, the curtain lifted. Through the doorway, Tabitha could see the sun shining.

“The Meadow,” said Mogul, stepping through.

“Oh good,” said hissigter. She turned to Tabitha. “We don’t lways get the Meadow,” she explained,
asshefollowed her twin.

Marco paused, holding out ahand to usher Tabithabefore him. “How’ sthetime?’ he asked her.

“Short,” she said. It was as much as she was capable of saying, that moment when she walked from a
shadowy landing into the cubicle of Hannah Soo and found herself at the edge of awood, stepping out
on to soft green grass, under aclear blue sky.

She could not but stare. Nowherein her life had she ever seen so much green, so much sunlight
spilling through laden branches. Beyond the trees the grass went on and on, uninterrupted to the horizon.
Behind her she could hear birds, sSinging in the wood.

She did not want to look behind her,

Td, asusua, had flown straight ahead. Tabitha could just spot him, perched on abranch, bright green
feathersamid fresh green leaves.

There was something out there, out in the meadow.

It was small, and hovering a couple of metres off the ground. Squinting againgt the sun, Tabithahad
theimpression of something black and slver, something she did not recognise.

On the ground below the hovering black thing, asmall cocoon of thick white cloud lay motionless just
abovethelush grass. Protruding from the farther end of the cloud were the head and shoulders of a
yelow woman.

The black thing seemed to be looking down at her.

Despite the sunshine, the air was quite chilly. The Zodiacs were waking quickly towards the cloud.
Marco was walking beside Tabitha. Their feet made no sound in the grass.



Very ddiberately, she turned her head.

Behind her she saw, much as she expected, aforest of trees, growing thick asawall. It was very hard
to see between them, to see how far the forest stretched.

Tabithawas satisfied. It wasn't amicroclimate; it wasn't some sort of instantaneous matter
trangporter; it was just a generic environmat, even if it was abloody expensive one. She had no idea
whether it was accurate, but it was certainly detailed. It smelled of moist earth, and sap, and lurking
somewhere undernegath, the antiseptic miasmaof ultrasonics.

Marco cdled her. “Tabitha”

She turned back towards the meadow.

“WEe |l get you that money,” hesaid. “ That' sthefirgt thing we' Il do.”

He seemed then to notice the way she waslooking around at everything. “Y ou like this? State of the
art,” hesad. “Freezers come chegper, but they sure as hell don’t come any fancier.”

“Thehorizon'sabit close,” shesad.

“Oh comeon,” hesaid.

It was, now she looked at it critically, but she didn’t want to argue about it.

“Isthat her?’

“That’ s Hannah. Hannah Soo. Smartest corpsein thiswholefacility.” He waved an expansive hand at
the empty landscape. A breeze toyed with his shiny black hair.

Tabitha opened her mouth to ask what the other thing was, hovering over the remains of Hannah; but
something made her stop.

She knew what it was.

It was squat and shiny black, metalic. It had alarge head and the body of an infant, but no legs. It
waswrapped up to itschinin aplastic bag.

The creature (it wasred, and dive, she wasin no doubt about that) was sitting in midair on asilver
metal disc. It had its back to them. She could seeit had atail of some sort, asilver metd tail, thetip
plugged into asocket on the disc.

She had never seen one of them before; but there was only onething it could be.

Marco and Tabitha caught up with the Twins. Together they approached the cloud.

The hovering cresture turned at their arrival.

It looked at Tabitha

Itseyeswere cherry red. They glowed at her like the tail-lights of distant vehicles.

It was a Cherub. A Cherub, amost near enough to touch. A Cherub, on ahuman orbital. A Cherub,
underground!

Tabithafet anicicletransfix her from head to toe. She was pardysed, she was colder and stiffer than
Hannah Soo. She had been staring ever since they entered the caverns of Plenty, and now she stared like
adatue.

It lasted a second.

She dropped her gaze. She looked down at the floating woman wrapped in the cloud. Impossible as
that looked — vita though it was she accept it, hdll’ steeth, get money out of it, and at once; — it meant
nothing, suddenly, nothing strange or bewildering at al, after the sght of the Spaceborn child.

“It' scaled Xtasca,” sad Saskia, who was the only one who seemed to have any interest intelling
Tabithaanything. “Wethink it sfemae.”

Mogul regarded his sster with hooded eyes, a patronising smile hovering a hisdender lips. “Idle
fancy,” hesaid, drawling dightly. “They’ ve abolished sex.” He seemed to find thisfact infinitely
regrettable, and quite amusing.

“I think it' sfemale,” said Saskiato Tabitha, touching the air with an elegant finger. “Don’t you?’

Tabitha squinted at the thing, then flinched away again a once. It was fill staring at her. Shewas
disgusted, she was fascinated, she didn’t know what shefelt. Shefelt giddy. She wondered whether she



was till a the party in Schigparelli, her head mazed with vapour and beer and fine Ophir crystd, and
everything snce then had been an eaborate hdlucination.

“Marco,” she heard herself croak out.

The Cherub turned its gaze and stared now at Marco. Tabithahad to ook at it. She couldn’t ook
away. “It'salittle annoyed,” Mogul said to Marco.

Saskiasaid to Marco, “It’ s annoyed with you.”

Hannah Soo, meanwhile, was taking, and nobody was listening.

Her eyeswere open, staring at nothing. Her words issued from avoicebox that she wore a her
throat, like alarge, vulgar jewd. It gave her the voice of an exhausted drone.

“...before Sncerity even had a stadium” said the late Hannah Soo. Her lips did not move, nor her
eyes, but under the skin of her broad, sallow face alattice of faint geometrica shapes came and went, as
if shewere crystdlisng from within.

She seemed to think she wastaking to Xtasca the Cherub.

“Now, his mother, she was a good woman,” said Hannah Soo. “ She ran thefirst orbital circus.”
She chuckled. “ Elephantsin freefal|!”

The Cherub spoke.
“Hello Marco,” it said.

Xtascathe Cherub hasthe voice of aperfect smulacrum of alittlegirl; whichinasenseiswhat it is;
alowing for acertain latitude in the interpretation of perfection.

“Hi, Xtasca,” said Marco, briefly and rather dismissively.

“You arelate,” said Xtasca

“Wewere detained,” he said. “By adrone.”

“What afussyou made,” said Xtasca.

It sounded like achild reprimanding her dolls.

Marco ignored it. “Anyway,” he said shortly, “our cab broke down.”

“Marco,” said Tabitha, more resonantly thistime. “Money,” she said. “Phone.” She looked around a
the grass, the wood. With gear this sophiticated, there had to be a phone in there somewhere.

“Sheran thefirst orbital circus,” the dead woman explained. “ Have | ever told you this?”

As soon as Tabitha spoke, Xtasca had turned its attention to her again.

“What isshe?’ it said.

“Xtasca, thisis Captain Tabitha Jute. Of the good ship Alice Liddell. Tabitha, thisis Xtasca,” said
Marco. “Xtascais a Cherub. Thefifth member of Contraband.”

“Yes” sad Xtasca

Itslifesuit flared suddenly, opalescent, asit swiveled in the sunlight. What it was saying yesto,
Tabithawas not sure. It sounded authoritative, soulless and find, She had never heard an affirmation so
damnatory.

“Well talk about it later,” said Marco to Xtasca, swiftly. “Tabitha,” he said, taking her by thearm,
drawing her away from Xtasca s glare to face the frozen corpse. “ Thisis someone €l se you must mest,
someone very specid to dl of us. ThisisHannah Soo,” he said. “ Our manager.”

At that the dead woman stopped maundering.

“Ah,” said the box on her throat. “ You're here. You're all here. | can see you. You're all standing
around me.”

“We'redl here, Hannah,” said Marco. “All ready for the show.”

“Yes, Marco,” sad Hannah. “| can see you. | can see all of you. But who isthiswith you? Is she
from Triton? | have heard nothing from them. People are so unreliable now. Not like the old days

“Hannah, thisisour new pilot. Thisis Tabitha Jute. Excuse meinterrupting you, but it iskind of urgent,



we owe Tabitha some money.”

“How much money?’ wheezed the voicebox of Hannah Soo.

“Two hundred and fifty scutari,” said Tabitha, loudly. It wasthefirst time she had ever taked to a
dead person. “Fifteen hundred if I'm going to take them to Titan.”

Knowing nothing of the Chosen Frozen or what their particular, privileged perspective might be, she
thought she should alarm her as much as possible as quickly as possible.

It seemed to work. Or maybe it was only ritud, the same aswith alive client.

“So much.”

“She hasto have arepair first,” said Marco.

“First she hasto have two hundred and fifty scutari,” Tabitha corrected him. “For bringing him here,”
shesad.

“I don’t know, Marco,” said Hannah Soo, asif Tabitha hadn’t spoken. “ I1t’shigh.”

Marco bent to gesture forcefully at Hannah' s blind eyes. * Hannah, we have to fix thisnow. | mean,
we don’t redly have timeto discussit. After the show, we can talk about it.”

“What about the regular transport, those nice Armstrong Slilleabhain boys?

“They weren't rdiable, Hannah,” said Marco. “I had to let them go. Now Tabitha, she' sreliagble.”

“Yesss... ” whigpered Hannah' s voicebox, pensively. “ | see her aurais strong. Sheis a powerful
associate, Marco. Her contribution will be derisive.”

“Terrific,” said Tabitha. “Wdll, I'm delighted to hear that, | must say.” She scowled at the assembled
company. They were dl avoiding her eye; dl except Xtasca. Xtascawas dill staring at her. It looked like
an idol squatting before her on asaver of stainless stedl. An ebony idol with rubiesfor eyes.

Tabithalooked away quickly. She said to Hannah, “What about your contribution, then?” She kicked
the non-existent dirt. It sounded like rockfoam flooring. “Y ou won't have abloody ship at dl unless| get
two hundred and fifty scutari now,” said Tabithaemphaticaly. “Marco'll tell you dl about it. Istherea
phone here | can use?’

“You must pay her, Marco,” the dead woman muttered.

“I don't haveit,” he said.

“Nor do I, lover,” said the voicebox of Hannah Soo. She sounded quite sharp all of a sudden; or
maybe it wasaquirk of the machinery.

“Youlivehere,” Tabithasaid to her, redlising as she said it that she might have chosen a better verb,
“and you expect meto believe that?’

“She doesn't dways get the Meadow,” said Saskiato Tabitha, defensively.

“Tabitha, | can’t pay you until after the show. When the Mercury Garden pays me.”

Marco brushed this aside. “We have to have an advance.”

“ Another?”

“Thisisan expensveded,” said Marco. “Remember what dedl thisis, Hannah. Thisisnot our usua
ded, remember?’

“Isyour friend from Triton, Marco?’ asked Hannah. “ I’ ve heard nothing from Triton for the
longest time. | hope the Capellans have not discov—’

“Tabitha squite afan, Hannah,” said Marco, interrupting her. “ She cameto see Tal and mein
Schigpardli.”

“Ah. Schiaparelli,” said Hannah, nogtagicaly.

Tabithaexhaed sharply through her teeth. She siwung round, sick of them all, and gazed back along
the soft green avenues of the illusory wood. She was determined not to lose track of the exit.

“I remember it. The scent of peach blossom on the Grand Canal. In the caravanserai, we sat
and talked of a new synthesis of art and engineering. An orange frog—"

“We brought you atape, Hannah,” said Marco, coming close to Tabitha



Tabithalooked at him suspicioudy. Hewas avoiding her eyes.

“It'sgood,” hewas saying. “It’ sfor you to share with your friend,” he said pointedly.

“Atape?’ sad Hannah uncertainly. “Isit from Triton?’

“Yes” said Marco emphaticaly. “ That’ sright, Hannah. It’sfrom Triton.”

“Good. Good. Setit up.”

Marco reached down into the cloud and turned the environmat off.

Xtasca suddenly whirred into motion. “Not likethat,” it said in a high-pitched voice, and swooped
down onhim.

“I'vegot to seewhat I'm doing!” he said. Fending off the Cherub with one arm, with his other hand
Marco seized Tabitha s bag and pulled it out from her hip. He grabbed at the zip.

Tabithawas pulling at the bag, but he had hold of the strap too. He thrust his hand in the bag and
gtarted rummaging around. She dready knew what he was going to pull out: aplain, unlabelled black
cassette.

Hedid s0, and dotted it in aunit by Hannah's head.

“Oh,” said the dead woman, unaware that anything untoward had happened. “ It is fascinating. Truly
fascinating.”

Her cloud had dissipated instantly, along with the Meadow: trees, grass, sunshine and al. Hannah Soo
lay on adotted rack of stainless stedl, dripping with water, in agrey plastic deeping bag with the top
turned down. There were éectrodes al over her head and frost in her hair.

They stood inasmall cavefull of stasis generators and directional-thaw microwave projectors. Tdl,
disorientated, had flown down in afright and banged straight into the window, falling to awide ledge of
white plastic where he scrabbled around, stunned. There was a smear in the condensation where he’ d hit
the window.

Tabithalooked out. Hannah' s cave was one of achain of irregular bubbles protruding around the
walsof alarge, dingy cavern. Beneath them, avenues of cryonic freezers stretched away in pardlel rows.

“They must be saying, help isat hand!” said Hannah happily.
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They found themsdvesin the Stateroom, in the Valley of the Kings, and on top of the Bare Mountain
before Xtasca could get the Meadow back. Muttering, it reset it, with the tip of itstail.

Hannah Soo lay peacefully in her cloud once again, the crysta patterns shifting gently in her face as
shelistened to the tape. The sun was till high. The same birds were singing in the same wood.

“Okay,” said Marco decisively. He whipped the cassette out of the cloud and wiped it with hisdeeve.

“Marco?’ said Hannah Soo. “Marco, are you till there?’

Heignored her. He was scrutinising the tape, checking how much remained. “Y ou get that, Hannah?
Did that go through?’

“Oh...” gagped Hannah. “ They're here. They're till here. | can fedl them, all around me.”

“Uh-huh,” said Marco, not redly listening. “Listen, sweetie. We got to go. Showtime.” He patted her
withered shoulder. “Here, Td,” he said. The Twins had retrieved the parrot and were cradling himin their
hands, heads bent together over hisruffled plumage.

“What about my money, Marco?’ said Tabithagrimly. There were twenty-two minutesto go. They
could whirl her through a thousand imaginary worlds, bombard her with so much nonsense it made her
head spin, plant tapesin her bag and pull liveflags of dl nationsfrom her ears, but they couldn’t hide her
from the cops. The Schigpardlli copswould tell the Eladeldi, and the Eladeldi could reach her, even here
in the depths of Plenty, and snaich the Alice away. Sheredised, in the clarity of desperation, that she
loved that battered little ship, though she never showed it. She had never even told her so.

Marco hustled her into the wood and out on to the stairs again. “Right after the show,” he promised.



“Frgt thing,” he said, reaching round to take Td from Saskiaand restore the groggy bird to his shoulder.
“Everybody here? Mogul, Xtasca?’

“It'll betoo late, Marco!”

He stopped suddenly, astair above her, and set his hands on her upper arms, agesture of
reassurance. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Y ou that worried? Call em. Tell ’em the money’ s coming.”

“Noway,” said Tabithaangrily. “Have you got your tape? Or have | got it again?’

“Yousadyou'dcary it for me”

“l did? When did | say that?’

“At the party.”

“When | amking, Dilly, Dilly,
Y ou shal be queen,” promised Td, apparently quite recovered.

“Shut up, Ta!” shouted Marco.

They trooped down the stairs, Xtasca bringing up the rear. Her saucer hummed softly and stirred the
wall hangingsinitswake.

The green fatuus was waiting for them, trembling gently in the corridor below.

“Did something defect?’ asked the ambient voice.

“No, no, everything' sfine,” said Marco, histone hushed and reverent.

“It isimportant the support is not readjusted in any way,” said the ambience, suspicioudy. “ The
subject and other subjects may be disturbed.”

“She'sfing” said Marco. “ She' s not disturbed. She wasjust listening to atape. She' s degping now.
Please leave her donefor alittlewhile”

“All gifts must be examined and registered,” the ambience persisted.

“We have an urgent cal to make here,” said Marco vigoroudy. “Can the lady use your phone?’

“It'sokay,” Tabithatold it. She had no intention of reminding the police of her existence until she had
money to give them. Shewas going to be late. These lunatics were going to make her late.

They left JustSeep by alower door, beneath the swell of the green dome, emerging onto adab
bal cony over afive-hundred-metre drop. Below was the chasm, along, glistening scar matted with
unhealthy-looking scrub. Halfway down, iron crabs were crawling dowly around the crumpled wrecks of
severd cars. Groups of people wereidly watching from the balconies of the hotels. Overhead, the
tuberous brown vaults of the aien architecture soared into obscurity.

Hurrying, they took the concrete walkway that runs along the chasm wall. The air was cold and gritty.
Pockets of dirty icelay about. Somewhere nearby, Tabitha could hear afaint and plaintive yodelling. She
couldn’t tell whether it was human, aien or machine. It was getting on her nerves. Suddenly sheredlised it
was Td, crooning to himsdif.

She speeded up, following Xtasca, who was now leading, heading for the lifts.

Eighteen minutes. Seventeen. Sixteen.

At thelifts she consdered once again her chancesif she broke away from the gang, went tearing back
to the Alice and made arun for it. They didn’t seem very good.

Maybe the show would be over in time. Maybe the lunatics could get through their act before the
vadt, ponderous gears of the police machinery of two worlds came crashing into synch. Before the cops
on Plenty got the word from the Eladeldi, to seize the Alice. If not, she was going to make damn sureiit
was Marco Metz that bailed her out again. If she was stuck with him, he was the one that was going to
pay for it.

A lift pod arrived and they dl piled inside. Up, up, up they rode, to the Mercury Garden, at the very
top of the tortoise shdll of Plenty.

The Mercury Garden is open once again for business. Now when Marco Metz performsthere, every
seet isfull. He has not been dow to exploit popular curiosity to seethe principals of our adventure. That
night, businesswas rather dacker. The patrons, mostly human, dawdled over inconsequential dinners,



scarcely glancing at their watches or the empty stage.

Contraband was a name few of them had heard of. There was no atmosphere of expectancy. If they
were staying for the show, it was only because they had spent dl their money at the weapons ranges and
the casinos and had nowhere better to go. Around them the silver waitersrolled listlesdy back and forth
with half-empty trays.

The Mercury Garden isanatural amphithegatre, or as natura as anything can bein here. Formerly the
command chamber for the Frasque swarm, it isamost imposing cavern, ashallow bowl beneath adark
domed celling set with irregular skylights where the far stars shine. With the tables removed, severa
thousand spectators can be accommodated around the stage, acraggy pinnacle of the fabric of the
station, which most resembles bone or horn. On this gaunt podium rising straight out of the centre of the
floor, the Queen of the Frasque once sat and shrilled her decreesto the stridulating mass of her subjects
crawling al over each other in therocky basin at her feet.

When Tabithaarrived in the company of Contraband, the gloomy primaeval grandeur of the barbaric
Setting was somewnhat offset by arrays of lightglobes, batteries of tightbeam horns and banks of AV
monitors. A mediocre disco wasfailing to interest the clientele,

“Welikeit here,” confided Saskia, dipping her arm through Tabitha's.

“It has atmosphere,” said Mogul.

“Theaudienceisdull,” Saskiaadmitted.

“But we are magnificent,” Mogul claimed.

Tabitha stime had just run out. The universe was about to end and she was very tired. The Alice
Liddell had been entrusted to her. If shefailed to keep her, failed to maintain her in good order, failed to
protect her from the clutches of the arbitrary and interfering authorities— then she'd lose her job, her
home, her self-respect; everything. Now as Marco fussed around her, getting her agood table and
ordering her a bottle of expensive wine she didn’t want and amed she had no appetite for, she switched
off.

“Just get onwithiit,” shetold him fiercely. People were looking at them.

The house lights dimmed. The show began.

It was arty stuff. Tabitha picked a her food and waited for it to be over.

Mogul sat cross-legged on the stage, playing atiny keyboard that made a sound like distant geese.

“Whenit rainsin heaven
Everybody stsunder abig umbrella
Drinking gin And directing donations
Tothesufferersin hdl,”
walled Td aondly.
“In heaven they cuddle
Reminisce shamdedy
And say how fortunateit is
They findly cameto resemble their parents.”

The audience, marginaly surprised as ever by asinging parrot, clapped briefly and returned to their
conversations. Tabithatried to make hersalf stop looking at the time and failed. When isthis going to
finish? When do | get my money and get out of here?

A wave of fatigue hit her and she swayed in her chair. Both Twins were onstage now, doing
unplessant things, symmetrically.

Tabitha poured a glass of wine and drank it. She poured another. On the other side of an enormous
sheet of glass the show dragged pretentioudly by.

The only real event was when Xtasca appeared, descending from the roof of the cavern on its saucer.

For amoment, Tabithathought it wasgoing to sing. It didn’t. It didn’t do anything. It didn’t have to.
Theingant the sourceless halo picked out the shiny black figurein its opa escent suit, the whole audience



fdl slent. This, if anything, waswhat they had cometo see.

Tabithafelt the frisson of horrified fascination that had eectrified her in the Meadow at JustSleep
cohere in the cavern like a standing wave. Then the reaction began, the buzz. Was that — a Cherub?
What was a Cherub doing in a human cabaret? What was a Cherub doing indoors? It couldn’t redly be
a Cherub. It was an automaton, arobot marionette.

To sombre, thrilling chords from Mogul’ s keyboard it made its descent. It turned its head and cast its
ruby glare across the sparse audience. Somebody shrieked, and was swiftly suppressed. Glasses and
forks arrested, the patrons |ooked upon the face of the future. The religious surreptitioudy fingered their
beads, the rest held their breath and felt, for amoment, queasily grateful to be human. And wondered,
how much longer.

So did Tabitha, who had had about as much of this as she could stand.

Saskiaarrived pedaling aunicycle. Mogul stood up. The keyboard went on playing. Mogul
materialised athin black sheet and threw it over Saskiaand her cycle.

“Thisiscdled, ‘OneLip Smiling',” one of them announced.

Tabithawasn't sure which, or whether the keyboard had said it in their voice.

The unicycle clattered to the floor, the sheet collgpsing on top of it. Saskia had vanished. Xtasca had
vanished too.

The applause was even more listless,

Mogul made apassintheair and produced Marco’ s glove. It too was playing itsalf, something brisk
and happy; and then Marco appeared out of a cone of shadow, playing it.

Tabithawas no longer interested in watching Marco Metz. She drifted off for abit.

Suddenly the music was interrupted by aululating screech neither glove nor keyboard could ever have
been meant to produce.

The house lights al sngpped on. The waiters al stopped in their tracks, then began diding back
towards the kitchen.

There was a hubbub of surprise and consternation. People were looking up at the roof, pointing.
Tabithalooked too.

Overhead, two black ddltakites came swooping silently hi.

It was the cops.

The horrible noise went on and on. Onstage, Mogul and Marco were throwing thingsinto a case.
Dinerswere standing up, knocking over chairs, shouting at the retreating robots. Severa people
brandished weapons and made for the exits.

Tabithagrabbed her bag and ran.
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Alice, do you remember the time we had an Eladeldi on board?
| DO. MR TREY, HIS NAME WAS, WASN'T IT.



That'sright.

WHAT WAS HE DOING?

Shifting some old papers.

IS THAT WHAT WAS IN ALL THOSE ANTIQUE CHESTS?

Apparently. Ffty grey sted cabinets, four drawers deep, each drawer packed with old papers.
APPARENTLY? WHY APPARENTLY?

| never saw a corner of it.

WEREN'T YOU CURIOUS, CAPTAIN?

Very. Very much so. That's whet thisis about.

OH GOOD. A MYSTERY STORY.

It was on Earth. You were a Braslia Port, | was a few kilometres down the road a a chesp motdl. |
was adeep. The clerk came and banged on the door. It was fivein the morning. She said, “ Capitan Jute?
Teephon for you,” she said. Which was weird, because nobody knew | was there. I'd just biked down
the road and chosen a place at random.

AHA.

It was an American voice on the phone. North American. A woman, but it might as wel have been a
robot.

The robot said, “ Captain Tabitha Jute?’

| saidyes.

The robot said, “Y ou are the owner and operator of Bergen K class space goods transport Bravo
Golf blah-blah-blah?’

| said yes. | wondered what I’ d violated and how much it was going to cost me.

Shesad, “Your vehicleisfor hireat thistimes?’ |

| woke up. | said yes.

She said, “ Proceed to blah-blah-blah,” and | said hang on, I'll get apen.

It was acold windy arstrip in the middle of nowhere: one of those flat statesin the middle of the
country the ones you can never tell gpart.

THEY CALL IT KANSAS, CAPTAIN.
Thank you, Alice.

Control wasn't answering, there was no one on duty, nobody around but some kids climbing on the
fencelooking up at us, so | put usdown. | got out and went to look around. The gate was locked. |
wondered if it was all somebody’ sideaof apractica joke. | thought I'd wait and see who cameto laugh.

What camewas acloud of dust with ajeep and atruck init. Gunmetd grey, no markings. They
stopped at the gate. Two blokes got out of the jegp. One of them was human.

I remember him. His name was Dominic Wexler. Hewastdl and skinny, with light blond hair cut
shorter than short, and mirror glasses. He had a blue-grey suit creased sharp enough to dice bread, a
button-down chalky blue shirt and acrinkly leather tie. He had an Air Force ID, and the key to the gate.

The other onedidn’t have an ID. He didn't need one. He was an Eladeldi. His pelt was soft blue, like
snow looks blue sometimes, and he was wearing atight tubular blue shirt and blue trousers that ended
hafway down hisfurry legs, breeches| think you cal them. He had his face trimmed, which means
they’ re assigned to Earth and on active service.

Lieutenant Wexler unlocked the gate and waved the truck in. He said, “ Are you ready to load,
captain? We'd like to leave as soon as possible” And he stared at the kids on the fence asif they might
be spies.

“We?' | sad.



“Yes, maam,” hesad. “Mr Trey and | will be accompanying you on thismission.”

| said that wasn't my normal practice, and he said, they appreciated that, ma am, but thiswas
sengtive materid. And there were al thesefiling cabinets, coming down out of the truck.

“What'sinthem?’ | said.

“Papers,” hesaid.

“Papers?’ | said.

“Just papers,” hesaid.

| gavehimahard time.
WHY DID YOU DO THAT, CAPTAIN?
| don’'t know why, Alice, redly. | think it was the word ‘misson’. | didn’t like the sound of it. | don't
have missons, | have jobs. | suppose that was it. But he kept saying they’d appreciate it, and he even
took his shades off. He was younger than | thought, not out of his twenties, no older than me. His eyes
were blue, like everything dse. Trey just stood there dl the while gazing a me with his droopy eyes, and
his tongue sticking out the way they do.

| relented. | let them aboard, and | got the drones out and working on the cabinets.

| said they’ d have to use both cabins. | said | didn't like having anyone in the cockpit with mewhen |
wasflying.

“Wex-ler,” said the Eladddi.

Wexler looked uncomfortable.

“We Il betaking your vessdl to an undisclosed destination at thistime, for security reasons.” hesad
hesitantly, glancing at Mr Trey. “One of uswill need secure accessto your flight computer.”

“You’ve got thewrong pilot, then,” | said.

He told me how much they were prepared to pay mefor thistrip.

| told them that considering the particular nature of their misson and taking into account the sengitivity
of the materid one of them could Sit in as co-pilot & thistime.

“The other onewill have to take the passenger cabin.”

“Wex-ler,” said the Eladddi.

“I'll be happy to, sir,” he said.

| told him to push the stuff off the bunk. | said. “Y ou want me to come and strap you in?’

“No thank you gr. | mean maam. I'll befine.”

Trey was panting dowly, getting himself into the copilot’ sweb. | could smell him, asharp, hairy smell.
WHAT WOULD THAT BE LIKE, CAPTAIN?

Like a dog.
MESSY THINGS, DOGS.
Yes, Alice

| said, “Isthere anything you need? | mean, I’ ve never ridden with an Eladeldi before.”

Hedidn't say anything. He had hislong blue fingerslaced through the web.

“All right,” | said. “So. Where are we going, then?’

He peeled open a pocket on his breeches and handed me a seded diskette. Then he put on the
co-pilot’s headset. | couldn’t believeit. Hedidn’t even ask if he could, he just reached out and put it on
asif hehad aright toit, adjusted it to fit hisears, asif it was something he did every day, on other
peopl€e s ships.

Helet metake off. He didn't say anything. Hedidn’t try to interfere. He was just there beside me,
ligening.

As soon aswe werein orbit, and you were working on the disc, | got up and went back to see
Wexler. He was floating five centimetres off the bunk, still sirapped in. Helooked abit pale. He had his



sunglasses on. He was sweeting.

“Ishedwayslikethis?’ | sad.

“Excuseme?’ hesaid. He didn't know what | meant, or at least on duty hedidn’t.

“Areyou dl right?You can stay thereif you like” | said, sort of hoping he wouldn't.

“Oh, I'll comeand joinyou,” he said eagerly. “If | may.”

| had to help him with the latches. He bobbed up off the bunk and we collided, front to front. | went
shooting out through the doorway and had to grab at the rear airlock to stop mysdalf. | thought. Oh, grest,
alearner. But | started to like him.

AHA.
Oh, Alice, he was so cute and helpless.
| THOUGHT PERHAPS HE REMINDED YOU OF MICHAEL THE GNAT.

| never thought of that. No, Lieutenant Dominic Wexler was a softie in a starched shirt. Michad was the
other sort, carbon fibre to the core. He was horrible, Michad, | wish you hadn’t reminded me of him.

YOU COULD ERASE HIM.

We can't do that, Alice. Not voluntarily. The more you try, the more certain you are of remembering, just
when you don’t warnt to.

THAT'S A VERY POOR SORT OF MEMORY, CAPTAIN.

| think so. Alice. | do.

Lieutenant Dominic Wexler came out of the cabin very dowly, gasping and blowing and holding onto
everything he could reach. He kept apologising. He was making abig effort to stay upright. The end of
histiedrifted up in front of hisnose. He brushed it down and nearly knocked himsdf into aspin again.

“Hang ontothese,” | said, and | pointed out the loops. That was better. He launched himself
determinedly along the gangway, passing me with ashaky little laugh, aming for the next handhold and
gtill trying to put onefoot in front of the other, instead of using hisarms and shoulders.

| wanted to ask why the Air Force had sent someone with no freefall experience. Instead | said,

“Y our colleagueisn’'t very communicative.”

Wexler looked worried. “He gave you the flight plan already, didn’'t he?”

“Yes” | sad, “but that' sal he' sgiven me.”

“We haveto be careful, maam,” he said. Then he overshot his next hold and turned a smooth
somersault, arse over tip. | rescued him by throwing an arm round hiswaist from behind, my foot ina
loop to stop him pulling me over. He came up leaning on my breast, pedaling like mad with hislegs.

“Still want to be aspaceman?’ | asked.

“Pardon me?’ hesaid.

“Nothing,” | said.

A couple of hundred klicks beyond the M oon we rendezvoused with a Capellan system ship. The
Eladddi, who had sat dl the way with hisforearms on histhighs, saring at the console asif he
understood everything or nothing, suddenly cameto life and started gobbling hoarsely into the mike. The
Capdlan ship— It waslike—

OH, | KNOW WHAT THEY LOOK LIKE, CAPTAIN.

Let me seeif | can describe it anyway.

It was shaped like two long cones joined tip to tip. It was golden, with these dicks of red light,
vermilion, diding dl theway dong it. Aswe got nearer, you could see one of the coneswasn't redly a
cone. It was shorter than the other one, and it was asiif it had been squeezed flat at the base. That's
where the engines were: greet big ones, five of them. And the other cone wasn't acone ether, because it
was rounded off, like asort of longated teardrop shape, with abulge round it like acollar, and com
equipment bristling from the collar like little metal trees.



We went round the ship, orbiting itswaist. When we crossed itslong axis, it seemed to be danting
down above us, tall up, like agoldfish, a seven hundred metre goldfish nibbling something off the floor of
apond. And we were asnail under its belly. Then we were too closeto seeit like that, and suddenly it
was down, fields of gleaming gold metal al specked with ports and hatches and sensors and nacelles, dl
diding swiftly under us, along way under.

The Eladddi, Mr Trey, was till whooping and snuffling into the mike in Eladeldian, apparently reading
data off the whole board, talking to somebody | couldn’t hear in my phonesat al. | don’t know how they
can do that. He' d just taken over. | didn’t know where we were going or how we were going to dock.
All I knew was the thump when we hit the tractor beam.

| heard Wexler give agulp. He was sitting on the wall with oneleg through aloop, staring fixedly out
of the viewport. | knew his eyesweretdling him we werein anosedive, faling straight down towardsa
big round dimplein the golden deck, down into ared dit running al the way acrossthe dimple.

Then the red dit became horizontal, abig long red gdlery, and we dipped into it, into the landing bay.
Trey set me set usdown and cut the engines.

“Y ou can bresthe now, Mr Wexler,” | said.

Hewas sitting on apile of junk on the floor behind me with hishand up, clinging to hisloop for dear
life

“A nicelanding, Captain,” he said, asif he'd been in plenty that weren't.

| clapped my co-pilot on the shoulder, startling him. “Did you hear that, Mr Trey? We ve done well.”

Hejust stared at me. Then he stared down at the landing crew, who were bringing trucks for the
cargo. They were al Eladeldi. The crew of the Capellan were al Eladeldi, sofar as| could see. If Trey
was pleased to see their happy smiling faces, he didn’t show it. He unfastened the web and stood up.

“Good time. Cab-tain Jute,” he growled. “Y our serviceis doted.”

“And my money?’ | said.

“Lieutenad Wex-ler will berform the func-tion,” he said. “Y ou will udload now, if you blease” And he
disembarked.

| got things started. On the scanners| could see Trey exchanging protocols, thumbing signatures and
Stuff.

“Would you liketo go down and say hello?’ | asked Wexler.

He shook hishead. “1 don’'t see any Capellans,” he said, matter-of-fact.

“You never do,” | told him.

The cabinetsfull of senstive materia were being lowered on to the beds of the hovering trucks. They
looked tiny down there, totaly inggnificant. Nobody had mentioned them at dl, al journey.

Wexler rubbed histhighs. “What do you do now, Captain? Take abreak?’

“1 do, but not here,” | said. “Pascal station is coming up, just over an hour away. It sagood place.
Good food. Good beds.”

“Well, that sounds pretty good,” he said, uncertainly.
“Isit over now, your mission?’ | asked.

“Yes, now I’ ve escorted the material and the representative to the point of destination,” he said. “I
should check the arrival time, | guess,” he said. He checked thetime. “Right,” he said.

“If you'rein ahurry to get back to Earth, there are haf-hourly shuttlesfrom Pascdl,” | said, casually.
“Hdll, | guess| can sted an hour or two to stretch my legs,” he said brightly.
I hooked afinger in the co-pilot’ sweb and held it open for him. | gave him my dow smile. | said,
“Then why don’t you come and sit by me?’
HOW SLY YOU ARE, CAPTAIN.

It was curiogty. Curiosty and a sense of power, having the poor creep out of his depth, off his guard, at
my mercy. We went to the Hubcap on Pascal, and then to a room on the rim where we made love with



the blinds open and the Milky Way pouring in. He had bruises dl over him from the flight.

Afterwards he lay with his head between my breastsand | said, “Thisisyour first trip off Earth, isn't
it, Dominic?’

“No,” hesaid. “No, ma am, not at all. For my fourteenth birthday my maand patook meto the
Moon.” .

“l was born onthe Moon,” | said.

“Oh, redly?’ hesad...

Later hewas saying: “I can’t tell you, Tabitha, | can’t tell you because | don’t know.”

“But the guys a the base reckon...” | said, prompting him.

Hesighed, and said, “Look. | don't know so | can’t say. But there was arumour, and that’sal it
was, just arumour, that it was UFO materid.”

“UFO? | said. “I haven't heard of that one.”

“It'snot an organisation,” he said. “It' swhat you might cal aphenomenon. A higtorical anomaly.”

UFOswere unidentified flying objects. “Hying saucers’, they used to call them.
LIKE XTASCA'S.
Like Xtasca's, only big ones with people indde.

Fifty grey stedl cabinets, four drawers deep, two hundred drawers full of paper, dl letters and
photographs and newspaper cuttings and documents and reports, all to do with people who saw dien
gpaceshipsin the sky, before the Smal Step, mostly, so Dominic Wexler’srumour said.

People don't see those things any more. Or el se everyone does. And now the Capellans have dl the
evidence.

WHY DID THEY HIRE US TO BRING IT TO THEM IF IT WAS THE U.S. AIR FORCE THAT
HAD IT?

| don’'t know. Probably they wanted it done out of sght and off the records. Dominic Wexler was the
only concession the Eladeldi would make, and they didn’t choose him because he was bright. He hadn’t
been told a thing.

Dominic took an early shuttle from Pascal, so we wouldn't be seen leaving together. He was as chirpy
as aschoolboy.

“Well, Tabitha,” he said, “uh, thanks. It's been great. Y ou were— just great.”

Helooked asif he didn’t know whether to give me akiss or asdute. In the end he shook my hand.
Then he put on his mirror shades and went down to Earth, leaving me up in space, where theflying
saucers roam.
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It was not that busy in the Mercury Garden. Still there was quite a crush to get out, when those cops
came wheding down from the roof on their dick black wings. They passed so close Tabithafdt the
breeze of their flight on the back of her neck. She rushed pell-mell into the scrum for the exit, shoved her
way through and didn’t look back. She was rushing back to her ship. If she till had a ship to rush back
to.

In those days, amost everybody who visited Plenty had an aversion to meeting the police, and would
take stepsto avoid them. The fact that the clientele of the Mercury Garden were somewhat better off
than most meant only that they were that much more successful at it. Tabithaand al the other patrons
who could crammed into the firgt lift pod and set off downwards.

Inthelift, everyone avoided everyone elsg' s eyes, asif hoping thereby to becomeinvisible. They had
neither been there nor seen anyone who was.

“I don’t know what that was dl about,” said ayoung man, excitedly. He was quite drunk, and il



clutching abottle of Agtarte Supreme. He laughed. “More fun than that bloody cabaret though, strewth.”

His companion muttered assent.

I know what it was about, thought Tabitha, squashed behind alarge sweaty woman with asedskin
coat and a Drinski cobalt pocket lance. But who' d have thought they’ d get so dramatic about it? A little
dust-up on the Grand Candl, it happens twenty times a day; nobody was even killed. And they only had
to nobble the Alice, they didn’t have to come and grab mefirst.

They’ remaking it look good to the Capellans, she thought. If only the little bastard hadn't hit that
bloody dummy. She gritted her teeth and dug her nailsinto the pams of her hands: I'm coming, Alice, she
thought.

Chrigt, though, where are we going to go?

Earth? Balthazar Plum was dead, no one else there would hide her. The Belt?

Titan, ironically enough, would beidea, nobody ever went there.

She hadn’t even got enough credit for acharge.

She' d noticed the panic onstage. Marco and his chums had something to hide, like everyone else. She
wasn't abit surprised. She was buggered if she was going to take on their problems too.

At the hotel leve dl the tourists piled out. Acrossthe hdl, through a picture window, Tabitha could
see abig green dome on the other side of the chasm, looming above the Sick trees. It wasthe cryonic
rest home, the JustSleep building.

A whole squad of glossy black deltas was swooping aong the chasm.

The man with the bottle exclaimed and rushed to the window.

The deltas stopped at the doors of JustSleep, and there they hovered, bobbing in the updraught like
turtlesin apool.

Something was going on there too. Plenty was living up to its reputation tonight.

Asthelift doors closed Tabitha glimpsed cyborg copsin glossy black armour jackknifing out of the
deltas and scrambling nimbly acrosstheir backs. They were profusaly armed. Obvioudy the JustSeep
corp could afford the best Plenty could provide.

Tabitha Jute rode on down to the docks, aone. She was not happy. She was frightened and angry.
She seemed to have been frightened and angry for along time. Her idyll with Marco Metz seemed
months ago, alittle diver of vanished time seen down the wrong end of atelescope, seded in abubble,
meaning nothing any more.

Thelift pod stopped again. The doors opened on am antechamber whose wa s were pandled with
magentalights and blue. Severd people were waiting there.

The foremost was clad in abaggy suit of olive green with ahairy red gpron over it. The apron was
belted with circular pendants of besten bronze tied roughly with string. Over itsface the figurewore a
mask of bronze topped with two tiny dish scanners.

Behind this gpparition stood anumber of men and women wearing loincloths and thick green body
paint, and carrying laser rifles.

The band seemed as startled by Tabitha as she was by them. Their hieratic commander raised ahand
and growled.

“No, sorry,” said Tabitha quickly, and jabbed the Close button before they could force their way in.

On through the uncharted regions of Plenty she plummeted. Dark shapes|oomed at the window an
ingant and were gonein swirling grey migs.

The pod lurched sideways and began running around a great curve of track. Lighted portals zipped
past, one after the other.

Thelift stopped with asound like aweight faling into mud, and the doors sprang open. Outside,
twenty Perks were coming helter-skelter down atunnel that was more like a chute. They squealed and
scrambled towards the lift.

Tabitha had aready dammed the doors again.



She was quite logt. Her monitor was no help. For awhile she travelled, more and more frustrated and
enraged every time the doors opened and closed on another random, bewildering scene. Once she saw
winged saurians glide from ledge to ledge in along cavern whose walls were pitted like grey cord and
strung with jewels. At another stop, she peered into an abandoned corridor where frothy, stinking water
was pouring through the celling across a carpet thick with fungoid growths. Once, shelooked out on
empty space and cold white stars. They were not the stars Tabitha knew.

Then she suddenly found hersalf looking up at the belly of a ship much grander than any she had ever
flown: aNavgo Scorpion. Itsjets were under overhaul, itsrigging was stowed; yet it |ooked ready,
ditting up onits undercarriage, to legp into the void, propelled, perhaps, by the sheer tautness of its
desgn.

The Scorpion was standing in ableak bay of what looked like burnt bone, fed by askein of dender
brown hoses. There was amuted sound of pumped liquids circulating. No one seemed to be about.

“Closg, Alice, we're close,” muttered Tabitha, who had been talking to her ship for sometime. She
shot her cuff and ran the search program again. If the cops hadn’t removed her entirely, or shut her down
atogether, the little Kobold should show up now, and near at hand.

The monitor screen showed nothing but a confusion of shadow. But the red key light above it was
pulsing. Thelift doors began to rumble closed again. Tabithawhooped and legpt between them.

Shewas standing in the depths of the docks. Heavy machinery rose al around her, silent and
brooding or chugging so ponderoudly the infrasonics set her teeth on edge. Corpulent ducts belched and
vomited their gaseous freight into enormous chuckling compressors. Freshly-charged plasma dropped
from the duicesin sheets of blinding radiance and disappeared in aconfusing flurry of purple
after-images. Silhouettes disconnected themselves, swiveled and motored away into the darkness,
robots on errands to other parts of the floor.

Tabithatried to follow the red pulse on her monitor through this maze of stygian industry.

Just as she thought she was getting somewhere, could amost tune the minuscule screen to apicture
that wasn't crazed with dl the locd interference, afigure stepped into the aide ahead of her. It wasa
black woman, a head and shoulderstaller than her, dressed in overalls of olive green. Her head was
shaved in acomplex grid pattern, the nodes of scalp studded with steel sockets. From every socket a
wire of adifferent colour ran back to a master board on adistant pillar. It was another drone handler.

“I’'mtrying to find my ship,” Tabithatold her.

It might have been better not to try to ask her for directions; or failing that, to provide some basic
reference data for where she wanted to go. Asit was, Tabitha had no ideawhat her parking bay number
was. She had never noticed that Plenty had parking bay numbers, for that matter.

The drone handler had not seen another human being for quite awhile. So isolated and inwoven had
shegrown in her corner of the personnel net, she couldn’t accommodate this sudden inexplicable intruder
into her cognitive scheme a al. She moaned and flailed &t the air with an atrophied limb. Clear mucusran
from her nose and dripped on the scorched pavement. By thefitful light of the radium flares, the murky
radiance of the proton baths, she resembled some denizen of Inferno, condemned to suffer and go mad
from aparticularly exacting and invasive cybernetic torment.

This, in effect, waswhat she was.

Like adamned witch summoning her familiars, she cdled her flock humming briskly aong the aides of
the plant to converge on the luckless bargee.

Tabithabegan to run again.

In the distance she heard the drones rumbling behind her.

Desperate, she ran out along astrip-meta catwalk. Hafway aong, she dropped into a crouch, seized
the handrail and swung hersdf out into emptiness.

And dropped.

She landed with a heavy clang on adowly trundling belt among lumps of fused and mangled metd.
Going down on one knee and windmilling wildly with her arms, she contrived to keep her baance and



her bag. While the belt carried her away into blackness, she threw back her head.

Above, thetiny red operating lights of the drones clustered on the catwalk, receding into the gloom.

Tabitha checked her own red light. She was being carried dowly but surely in the wrong direction.

Throwing hersdlf off the belt, she caught her hedl on aflange, giving it apainful wrench. Shelay there
on raw concrete, gasping and shouting with the pain.

A low sound of hefty stedl jaws grinding and a squedl of ruined metal told her she had got off the belt
with seconds to spare.

Sitting hunched by the belt, nursing her throbbing foot, she tried her monitor screen again. To her
surpriseit cleared at once and gave her amomentarily perfect picture of the Alice Liddell with her hold
gtill open and dl four extensorsin service. Marco Metz and Mogul Zodiac were working them, making
them pick up luggage from ajumbled heap.

Therewas quitealot of luggage.

The extensors were stowing it in the hold.

Then the picture jumped, scattered and dissolved.

Yédling in protest, Tabithajumped to her feet and nearly collapsed as her abused ankle refused to
take her weight.

At that instant, a bright green flash whirred past over her head, brilliant in the smoky darkness.

“Follow up! Follow up! Follow up!” it sang.

Hobbling and leaning on the ducts, she staggered to the next corner, where she paused a moment,
standing on one foot and massaging her throbbing ankle.

The parrot was perching on an engine nacelle alittle way on and along way overhead. He made a
noise exactly likethe Alice opening the roof of her hold.

Tabitharemembered how he had got them out of the caves when shefinally stopped the cab.

“Go on, then!” sheydled, limping and lurching dong the aide. Her boots rang on the steps of aspird
staircase thrusting up between the banks of silent, unoccupied craft: aVassly-Svensgaard Dromedary; a
Freimacher Eagle; a Minimum Quarklet, some paunchy datacrat’ sidea of astatus symbol. Td wasa
flicker of green above her head among the black iron and soot-stained tortoiseshell.

“Sriti eugenveldt!” he shrilled. His voice reverberated in the bony well. Then he disappeared.

Tabithaknew she was high above the dock floor, balancing on a stretch of sted lattice that was part
of along curved tube with open sides. Above and to the left, something large began to rumble swiftly
down through the tube.

Tabitha reached wildly into the dark beyond the tube and grabbed thefirst thing that cameto hand. It
did away, pulling her off balance. Her bag swung off her hip and she toppled into darkness.

Thelift pod thundered by her kicking legs with centimetres to spare as she tumbled through the diding
door into adimly-lit hangar.

Y elping, shelooked up.

She saw the roundmouth jets of a Bergen Kobold |looming before her.

It wasthe Alice Liddell.
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Tabithastaggered to her feet and leaned on the wall by the lift-shaft, gasping for breath, seeing stars.
“Tabitha!” cried Mogul Zodiac gladly, asif welcoming her to aglittering soiree.
Marco Metz came dashing across the floor towards her, arms open wide. “ Tabitha, thank God
you're safel”

Theluggage was all stowed, the extensors retracted. The roof doors of the hold were il open. Tal
was perching on one of them. He gave her a cheerful whistle.



“I’'m glad to see you' ve made yourself at home,” Tabithacalled out, limping energeticaly towards her
ship, avoiding Marco’ s embrace. “ Handy with machinery, aren’t you?’ She remembered how keenly
he' d inspected everything when they werein the hold. “ My machinery?’

“Oh, well, you know, you pick thingsup.”

“I’ve noticed.” She pressed the sequence on her wrist monitor to open the forward port airlock.

“It was Saskia, redly, she figured out most of it.”

“What?’

Tabithalooked at the dim, shadowy figure in the blue pyjamas. What she' d taken to be Mogul was
actudly Saskia. She' d shaved her moustache off.

Saskia ducked her head in mock embarrassment, looking mischievoudy up at Tabithafrom under
arched eyebrows. She spread her hands, a gesture of helplessness, a perfect imitation of Marco. A little
rainbow of Stardust arced an instant between her palms, sparkled and was gone.

“Fgurethisout for me” said Tabithato her grimly. “I can’t get in.” She was stabbing the buttons over
and over, but nothing was happening.

“Sure, Tabitha, she can do that,” said Marco, coming close and beckoning the acrobat energeticaly.

Tabitha pounded afist on the side of the ship. The noise echoed about the hangar. “It’ sthe cops,” she
sad. “They'velocked it dready.”

“They haven't been near it,” Marco said. “We dodged them okay, we did alittle disappearing number
theredl right —”

Tabithaleaned on the ship, staring a him.

“The copshereare usdess,” he babbled. “ See, they’ ve got no initiative, they’ re al just mobile
response units— come on, Saskia, get this door open — al hardware and no Fucking. Brain,” he said
emphaticaly, rapping on his skull with hisknuckles. “Come on, Saskia, you got it open yet?’

The acrobat was clinging to the side of the ship up above Tabitha' s head, poking alaser micropick
around the sedl.

“They weren't after meat all,” Tabithasaid. “ They were after you, you bastards. What did you do at
the cryo place? What' s on that tape, Marco?’

He grinned, avoiding her eyes. “ Eine kleine Nachtmusik,” he said. “Very sexy.” He darted alook at
her, waggling his eyebrows.

Shehurled hersdf & histhroat.

He sidestepped nestly.

“I'vegot it, Tabitha,” he crowed. “I’ ve got the money!”

He pulled a credit chip out of his pocket and brandished it excitedly inthe air.

She snatched &t it.

She was snatching at an empty hand.

A loud noise distracted her.

It wasthellift, thundering back and damming to aviolent hat. The doors rumbled open.

Xtascaand Mogul came legping out,

They were carrying more luggage. Xtasca s saucer was labouring with the extraweight of eectronic
gear piled onit; Mogul was staggering with the burden of along silver-grey cylinder on hisback.

Therewas no one dsein thelift pod, but they camefast, asif there were someone after them.

Therewas.

Smadl brigtly white formsin grimy overalls were wriggling down from on top of the roof of the pod,
squeezing through the doors, holding them open by sheer weight of numbers.

“Cheeeee!” they shrieked. “ Cheeeeeeeee!”

The Perks had arrived.

There were agreat many of them now. They poured across the floor as Mogul leapt an impossible



legp to the rear jet assembly of the Alice, the cylinder dangling precarioudy from hisback. Some of them
had lengths of hosepipe in their paws. Some had lengths of chain. Many of them had guns.

Xtascatilted its saucer and swept straight overhead, soaring down through the open roof of the ship.

Marco pulled away from Tabithaand ran to help Mogul, heaving himsdf up on to the port wing and
grabbing the lower end of the cylinder.

Projectilesricocheted off the hull below.

“Jesud” heyeped, scrambling up off the wing, grabbing at a scanner and toppling head over hedls
into the hold.

Mogul and the cylinder followed him at speed. There were muffled thumps and bangs from insde the
ship.

“Saskial” ydled Tabitha

Saskialooked down at her, the pick between her teeth. She gave an ambiguous shrug. She rapped
ddicately on the door, asif in code. Nothing happened.

The Perks advanced, whirling their hosepipes. Tabithafelt sick and ill. She jumped up onthe
doorstep, clutching her bag and lashing out with her feet, shouting at Saskia, asking whether she had any
more of those handy fireballs concealed about her skinny person.

Therewasno reply.

Tabithalooked up for Saskiaand saw her feet disappearing up the hull.

Perks boiled on the floor below her. One of them grinned at her round the barrel of agun aslong as
he was, He was ayoungster with dayglo decals on his cap. Tabitha could read them. MORLOCKS, one
said. APESHIT 607.

She closed her eyes.

There was a huge explosion.

She opened her eyes. Shefound she was Hill dive. The hangar was full of smoke and dust. Little Perk
bodieswere sailing through the air in aflurry of debris and tortoiseshdll shrapndl.

Someone had blown aholein thewall.

Now they were coming through it.

It was the cops.

Therewasadin like aswarm of mechanica hornets and avolcano of pink light.

Tabithayelled. She clung to the Side of the Alice, trying to make hersalf two-dimensiond. Sugs of
hard radiation sawed through the air. The air in the bay was heating up fast.

The Perks with the chains and the ones with the hoses were legping up on to the stern of the ship,
scrambling in and around the jets. The ones who had the guns had darted underneath, taking cover in the
undercarriage.

The cops were shooting at them. A high bolt hit the Alice and did Szzling dong the hulll, leaving a
broad black streak and a stink of hot metal.

“If you damage my boat,” Tabithascreamed, at everyone; but not even she could hear what she said
next, because of aloud and protracted boom.

Perks began to drop from the hull and scamper for safety on al fours, screeching in darm. Their
gunnersfell back still deeper, returning the police fire, snarling up at the ship above them.

It had begun to tremble.

The boom rang on, accompanied now by a high-pitched whine.

The cops stopped firing. They too fdl back, their Cyclopes signdling furioudy to one ancther.

Peering around the bow, Tabitha saw they had them pinned. Outside the hangar, in the gulf of the
docks, asquad of black deltas was slently hovering. Some of the cops were working their way around
thewadlls, trying to get to them.

The boom and the whine were suddenly joined by anoise like ablast of steam. The floor of the
hangar benegath the jets was glowing cherry-red, red as Xtasca s eyes. Smoke came boiling downwards,



engulfing the Perk gunners, billowing out across the floor of the hangar.
The Alice Liddell irred.

Tabitha clung to the handle of the airlock, pounding on the door. Beneath her a Perk darted out into
the open and fired up at her. A farce bolt dammed into the hull beside her hand, frazzling the foil on her
deeve

Tabitha screamed with rage.

“Thisis my boat, you bastards!”

The roar peaked. Another bolt diced past her through the smoke, its heat stinging her cheek.

The ship was shaking with thunder. Still tethered to the supply lines, the Alice Liddell roseinto the
fiery air, her cgptain clinging to her hull.

She hung on, crouching on the step, craning to yell up at the cockpit. Someone, Mogul, was banging
on the viewport, gesturing dramatically to her through the glass.

Something struck her on the back.

Crying out, one foot dipping from her perch, she looked up behind her.

Thelong articulated arm of acargo extensor was reaching down to her out of its hatch. Its huge claw
was groping ponderously around above her head.

Shelet go with one hand and reached wildly for it. It wastoo high.

She hung on tight again, screaming in frustration.

A pink bolt struck sparks from the claw above her head. It shuddered, dipped towards her, groping
blindly a her shoulder.

She flung one arm up and sideways, across the lower bar of the extensor claw. It flexed like athing
dive. A shot hit the arm and Tabithafelt the vibration of a servo screeching in protest.

The extensor jolted, starting to lift her.

Shefelt her feet leave the step. Grabbing the claw with both hands, she swung oneleg up and over
the bar.

The extensor rose, drawing her swiftly up, up towards the hatch.

The ship was shaking with thunder. Still tethered to the supply lines, the Alice Lidddll roseinto the
fiery ar.

Assherodein at the hatch, Tabithasaw Ta pecking frenziedly at the control pand in the hold. The
hold was full of Contraband’ s gear, dl nestly netted.

In the door to the cockpit Mogul Zodiac stood smiling up a her. He was wearing Saskia' s
moustache, and holding Saskiain afierce embrace. Over their heads Tabitha caught a glimpse of Xtasca
hunched in the pilot’ sweb, itstail plugged into the console.

Marco was on the catwalk, arms stretched out to receive her.

“The hook-ups!” Tabithayeled, pointing.

Marco looked, frowned, flexed his knees, and sprang up behind her.

“Marco, no!” she shouted, but he was gone.

He leapt from the extensor, and out of the hatch.

Tabithahad alast glimpse of him sprawled on the hull, working hisway around the walowing barge
towards the straining hoses. The cops had started firing again. Bolts zanged past hislegs.

Then she was being lowered to the floor of the hold and could see him no more.

Td |eft the control pand and flew acrossto Tabitha, flapping wildly inthear and singing gladly,
inaudibly above the roar of jets.

Tabithadithered off the claw and landed clumsly on thetilting deck. “Shut it!” she shouted to Td, and
legpt the steps up into the cockpit.

Bardly glancing at Xtasca, she flung hersdlf into the co-pilot’ s web and ran her eye over the screens.
She saw Marco clinging to the undercarriage, reaching to unlatch the last of the hook-ups.



Inamoment Tal had closed the roof. The hold wastight.

With ahorrific grinding noise, the Alice scraped against the end of the roof of the hangar. She hit the
track of the cargo hoist, mangled it and toreit free.

“Go, Alice!l”

She burst through the blockade of deltas, scattering them like so many leaves.

The bow screens whited out, overloaded by banks of searchlights. The Alice was out in the open, in
the dock cavern. Below, trucks and drones were careering around wildly, people and machines
scattering left and right. Kilometres ahead was the mouth of the cavern, and the dark of infinite night. If
you looked carefully, you could just seethe stars, rippling through the stress skin of the atmosphere of
Plenty.

Aft, the black cop deltas were reforming, chasing them, some new wegpon, a blue noose of lightning,
strung flickering between them.

Tabitha overrode the cop jamming and threw open the forward port airlock.

Marco Metz came tumbling in, head over hedls, lumps of torn metal raining past him on to the heads
of the cops. His nose was bleeding, hisfancy jacket smouldering heartily.

“Hy!” yeled Tabitha,

Heavily, Xtasca nodded its extraordinary head; and they flew.

PART THREE



The Many Faces of Truth
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Hdlo, Alice.

HELLO. CAPTAIN. HAVE YOU COME TO TELL ME A STORY?

| think it should be you that tells me stories. I’'m the one that needs comforting, after dl.
I'M NOT FEELING ALTOGETHER BUOYANT MYSELF.

Don't say that, Alice.

BUT IT'S TRUE.

It's the axis lock, ian't it?

FAILURE PROBABILITY 89.09%

Ohmy god.

I JUST HOPE YOU'RE NOT GOING TO GET ME TO DO ANYTHING STRENUOUS.
THAT'S ALL.

WE Il pull out at the Bdt. Can you makeit to Ceres?
HAVE | EVER LET YOU DOWN, CAPTAIN?
No. | honestly don’'t remember you ever let me down.
TREASURE THAT MEMORY.

Ohmy god. Oh my god. Look, hang on, Alice, I'll tak to Xtasca. It thinks it can help. It seems to know
itsway around a Kobold pretty well. All right? Alice?

OF COURSE. WE MAY BE WORRYING OVER NOTHING.
May we?

IT'S NOT WHOLLY IMPROBABLE.

Jugt about 10.91%, eh?

TO TWO PLACES, YES.

I'll ask Xtasca. I'll ask it as soon as | go in. Meanwhile, is there anything | can do?
TELL ME A STORY.

Redly?

TAKE MY MIND OFF IT.

Um. Have | told you about Captain Frank?

WHO WAS HE?



An Altecean.
FRANK ISN'T AN ALTECEAN NAME, IS IT?

He had one of those too, but | couldn’t tdl you what it was. | couldn’t even pronounce it. No, | don't
know why he caled himsdf Frank. | suppose he came across the name lying around somewhere and
picked it up. You know how Alteceans are.

HOW DID YOU MEET HIM?

It was on Phobos. In a bar. Not somewhere I’d have chosen to spend the evening. | wasn't supposed to
be on Phobos anyway. I’d arrived on an inbound shuttle taking spaceshocked tourists home from unwise
holidaysin the Bdlt.

WAS THAT YOUR FIRST COMMISSION?

Oh, no, | wasn't apilot. | didn't even know how to fly. | was a stewardess. I'd been intending to jump
dhip a Vesalles but they didn't let us off. Coming home, Phobos was my firg chance and | took it. |
couldn’t stand thet job. It wasn't the vomit and the whining | minded — | had to hear about how bruta
the security teams had been, about the dome that had caved in — it was knowing that in a couple of
months they’d dl be bragging about it in Longevity and New Toronto, showing dl the neighbours tharr
tapes.

| was stuck on aforeign moon, | hadn’t got ajob, | hadn’t got areference, any education, skillsor
money. All I had was a broken contract and a crimina record. Also | had anumber the mate of the
shuttle had written on the back of my glove, that buzzed disconnected every timel tried to cdll it. So that
wasthat. | had to get something lined up quick before some Eladeldi clerk noticed me drawing credit
wherel officially wasn't and decided to poke hisblue noseinto it. | didn’'t know what to do. | wasjust a
kid. I didn’t know anything. | ended up roaming the back streets, eyeing up the citizens and trying to
guess who wanted what, and which of them could get me off Phobosif | guessed right.

| decided | could live on my witsjust aswell Stting down. When | cameto aplacethat didn't have a
sgn saying ‘No Spacers, | wentin.

All the customerslooked a me once and then ignored me. It was't exactly humming with useful
contacts. Some burned-out techs talking to themsealves and scribbling on the beer mats. A solitary Thrant
with adream saucer and apair of helium-baggers grumbling about claim limitations. But I’ d had enough. |
was't going to turn round and walk straight out again.

| sat at the bar, bought adrink for the barman, that was an investment, and one for myself.

Intheair behind the bar was a holo bubble on random. At the moment it was showing awoman and a
man in smart clothes throwing paint at each other while naked youths skipped around behind them
gpplauding manicaly and piling appliances on golden trolleys. The sound was turned off.

| Sipped my drink.

“Quiet tonight,” | said.

The barman grunted. He was afat Bangladeshi with amazing jowls and eydidslike leather. He looked
asif hewasn't too familiar with the art of conversation, but I’d bought him adrink, so he was prepared
to park hisbulk in front of me for amoment or two, while he wiped the counter with a blackened cloth.
Helooked like a bored hippopotamus contempl ating somebody who'd just given him afish.

| said, “1 don’t suppose you know anyone that might give me alift down.”

He thought about it. Well, he looked asif he was thinking. The corners of his eyes twitched.
“Schigpardli?’ hesaid.

“Mm,” | said.

“Thereisshuttles” hesaid.

“I haven't got thefare.” | said.

“Youwant toridefree,” hesad, asif thisonly confirmed his opinion that | must be aweekling and a
wastrel and generdly ano-good bum. They dl were, in hisbar.



“I could work my passage,” | said.

He swiveled sdeways and spoke to alittle man with memory graft scars and hair growing out of his
earswho was sitting further along the bar. “ The young lady wantsajob,” he said, not taking his eyes off
me.

“Plenty of jobsaround,” said thelittle man in arapid, excitable voice. “Plenty of jobs” he said, staring
a me. “Waitress, operator, clerk, despatches receiver, finisher, intensifier, agent, adjuvant, assstant,
diminishes auxiliary, bricklayer, synagpse tap interface microsystems operations manager, short order
cook, what does she do, hmm?What can she do?’

“I don'twant ajob here” | said. “I want alift.”

Neither one spoke. Neither one stopped staring at me.

“I’vejust come back from the Belt,” | said, hoping it sounded asif it was aregular thing with me, a
thing I’ d done so often it was boring, and that’ swhy | needed a change.

They thought about this. They didn’t say anything.

“I' know my way round aspaceship,” | said.

They accepted that. They didn’t reply. They waited for meto go on.

“I can turn my hand to most things,” | claimed, getting a bit annoyed.

The barman blinked.

“Mogt things, eh?’ said the memory man, switching on again suddenly. “Mogt things. Researching the
particle biology for atop-flight xenogeneticist. Scrubbing linen. Trandating pulse for the Eladeldi.”

“Shewantsto talk to Captain Frank,” pronounced the barman. And swallowing hisdrink he lumbered
off to the other end of the bar. | could see my investment had run out. Or paid off.

| hadn’t noticed the Altecean when | camein. He was sitting in a booth on his own, brooding in the
shadows. All I could see of him waswhat |ooked like aheap of dirty white fur fabric wearing ayachting
cap and ablazer.

“Captain Frank!” caled the memory man. “Y oung lady wants to meet you. Wantsto buy you a
drink.”

Hewinked a me.

| knew they were both having ago a me. Beg alift from an Altecean? They were just trying to wind
us both up, me and him.

“It'sdl right,” | caled out to the Altecean. “Y ou needn’t bother.”

He was bothering. He was coming over.

Wi, | thought, et him come. Tonight’sawrite-off anyway, | thought, looking at the holo bubble
again. Now it was showing a surgeon taking somebody’ s tongue out.

| samelled asmdl likeamusty old rug. Captain Frank was clambering awkwardly up onto a couple of
gtools that were between me and the little memory man. He arrived at the top and plumped himsdlf down
on both of them, his short fat legs sticking out in front of him. Hisfeet werelike giant birds' feet, three
long hard scaly red toes, blunt, no claws, in front and another one at the back. The toes clenched
suddenly, asif the Altecean had noticed me staring at them.

| jerked my eyesaway from hisfeet. | looked himin theface.

I’d never really been that close to an Altecean before. | was looking up along snout into a huge face
likeasort of sedl, haf hidden behind athick heavy fringe. Below the snout was a big wet mouth set
permanently in agape of dismay. Either sde of the snout was around, black eye, bulging out, big asa
grapefruit. Therims of his eyeslooked sore, they were dl wet and red. It wasimpossible to tell anything
from those eyes.

Abovethe eyes was a dark blue cap with a peak. It was ahuman cap, | couldn’t tell how he got it to
stay on hisgresat big head. And he had ablazer to go with it, afilthy, greasy old blazer. His pockets were
bulging.

“Young lady, thisis Captain Frank.” said the memory man, * Captain Frank, thisisayoung lady, what



isyour name, my dear?’

The captain was panting, from his exertions climbing up on the stools, and because Alteceans dways
pant.

THEY HAVE TROUBLE WITH YOUR ATMOSPHERE.
You'd never get them to admit it, though.

“I can’'t buy you adrink. Captain Frank,” | said. “I’m amost broke.”

“Y oung lady wants to know how she' sto get to Schigparelli,” said the memory man.

The Altecean turned and looked at him. | saw atick crawling out of the great purple throat of his ear.

“I haven’t got any money,” | said again, in case he didn’t understand.

He understood. He reached an arm acrossthe bar. The arm was three times the length of hislegs,
with abig paw on the end. The paw had three scaly red fingers shaped like the top half of aparrot’s
beak. It came along way out of the greasy blue cuff.

Captain Frank signalled to the barman. Then he started to poke around hopefully in the ashtray.

The barman arrived. He looked at the Altecean asif he despised him. He looked at me asif he
despised me. Helooked as if he despised everyone who came into the bar, or went past the bar, or
moved around anywhere in the vicinity of the bar, or anywhere else, for that matter. He took the ashtray
away from the Altecean and wiped it pointedly with hiscloth.

The Altecean spoketo me. “Hvat n"you vrnkng?’ he said. | can’'t possibly do hisvoice.
| THOUGHT THAT WAS QUITE GOOD, ACTUALLY.
Yes, o did I, No. | can't, anyway. You'll have to imagineit.

| said beer.

“Hwat kind beer?’ said the captain.

| said, “Whatever’ s nearest.”

What the barman especialy despised was young women stupid enough to let drunken old Alteceans
buy them drinks. | didn’t care. Captain Frank obvioudy wasn't going anywhere, but he might know

someone whose brother might be working for someone who was. And if hedidn’t, it was afree drink.
Y ou have to consider that, Alice.

There are people who'll tell you that there’ s no such thing as afree drink, especidly to someonein
need of one. Most Alteceanswould tell you that. Most Alteceans believe the universe was created by
giant lobgters. Gods like giant |obsters from another dimension. They don’t actualy worship them, you
understand. They are just very very respectful of them.

DID CAPTAIN FRANK TELL YOU THAT?
Not draight away.
AHA.
Don't spail it.

What Captain Frank said next was. “Y ou vrom Earrth.” 1t sounded like something underground,
rumbling.

“No,” | said.

“VromyeMoon,” he persisted.

“That'sright,” | said, wesarily, knowing what was coming next.

“Hsomeb’' dy hasto be,” he said.

| stared & him.

“Captain Frank,” the memory man brokein, “is a scavenger of space. A beachcomber of the dusty
levels. A champion againgt entropy. In his ship, the Fat Mouth, he scours the sinks and ditches of the

void. He trawls the garbage orbits. And what does he find there but over-looked treasure. Spent
satdllites. Old furniture. Long globs of mutant algae like quick-frozen mucus. Dimly glowing fue rods.



Cullet. The slvery bones of gutted refrigerators.

“Theyoung lady Lunar.” said thelittle man. “istrying to find away off Phobos, Captain Frank.”

Captain Frank made a noise that was a cross between ayammer and ayawn. Then he spoke again.
“Godforsaken place,” he said.

Heredly sad ‘ godforsaken’. Sihillants gave Captain Frank big problems, but he said it.

| was quite struck by that. | bought him the next drink after all. We started to talk. Captain Frank sat
there on two stools next to me, stinking like ahot wet sheep, solemnly drinking gin through his snout,
letting everything | said wash past him and away into the night. Somehow him hardly responding &t all
made metalk more and more. | think | probably ended up telling him everything: the Moon, Angie,
Integrity 2, the Bdlt cruise— everything.

In return he told me what was wrong with my species. “ Gno hsdf-refpect,” he said. “Gno
independenx.”

That from an Altecean!

He paused, |abouring for breath, wet strings of sdliva stretching across his open mouith. | redlised one
of the reasons he was so quiet was that he didn’t really have the breath to talk much.

| talked to Captain Frank for sometime. | got used to his stubby claws, his black tongue, his blobby
little teeth. | got used to his powerful, seedy smell. It was no different from talking to some old drunk ina
pub on Grace or Santiago, taking late into the night. The holo bubble had flickered itsdlf blank. The
barman had abandoned his post for a vacant booth and a bottle of sweet green wine. Mot of the booths
were vacant, in fact. I’d hardly noticed that the customers, one by one, had finished poisoning themsalves
and |eft.

Then the cops arrived.

Captain Frank muttered something in Altecean. It sounded violent and rude. The memory man
grinned, turned up his coat collar and scuttled out. The befuddled barman sat up, looking unpleased and
unwell. Only the last of the techs cheered up, recognising someone even morein love with data than he
was forgetting where he was, what he was supposed to be doing there. The way techs always do.

| felt acold buzz of nervesinsde. The cops had areader. They were checking IDs.
YOU HAD AN ID, CAPTAIN, SURELY?

Oh, I had an ID, Alice, but it wasn't going to pass. It was my red one. They were going to flush me out
dready.

They cameto Captain Frank first. He took agesfinding his. I began to think he was aderdlict after al,
and everything the memory man had said about him having his own business and his own ship wasjust so
much brain-damaged make-believe. | began to think the ‘ captain” and I might be cell-mates for the night
and hoped he wouldn’t insist on keeping me warm. But no, he had his stuff, and it was dl in order. He
was on theright sde of the law after al.

| watched my new comrade fade into just another citizen. | felt the hot bresth of the Eladeldi on my
neck. The copswere Eladdldi. Did | say that?

“Misss,” thelieutenant said.

| opened my jacket, fumbled around in the inside pocket.

That wasdl | did. It wasdl | had to do.

“Hshevorkst' me,” rumbled Captain Frank, not even looking up from hisgin.

| realised hewas't drunk at all.

They looked at him suspicioudy.

“Y our em-bloyee?’

He barely nodded, asif it was amatter of complete indifference to him whether they believed him or
not.

Maybeit was.

They read my card. They yowled softly to one another about my assignment to a shuttle that had



aready departed, and my conviction on Integrity 2. They couldn’t find any sign of an gpprenticeshipto a
rag-and-bone man.

Captain Frank turned to them blearily from his bar-stoal.

“Sopudidin,” hesad. “Minimum basic, hsx months hsubject to freview.”

It wasirregular; but it was late, and they knew they weren't going to get any joy out of giving an
Altecean ahard time. In atiny, slent delirium of rdlief | watched them enter it.

After they’d gone turned to him. “That was brilliant,” | said, and thumped him on the back, ablaze
with boozy camaraderie. “I'm very grateful,” | said, “1 redlly am. Let me buy you another drink.”

“Notime” hesad.

“Arethey closng? Alreedy?’

He peered at me short-sightedly. “Hwe ve god hwork to do,” he declared, and jumping down off his
stool with aresounding thump.

“We?' | sad.

But he was gone, sumping to the door.

So | went up to the Fat Mouth. | went up and for six months | trawled the garbage orbits.

THAT DOESN'T SOUND VERY PLEASANT.
It wasn't.
NEVERTHELESS, HE WAS A VERY KIND MAN, WASN'T HE?

Kind, Alice? | don’t know. | don't know how you'd tel. He picked me up likes any other piece of
humen junk.

OH, CAPTAIN!
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The Alice Liddell wasin her ement.

The cops were not. Sleek and impressive as the deltas were, they were not equipped to go much
beyond the atmospheric envelope of Plenty. Asthe station begin to shrink to itsfamiliar tortoiseshell
shape behind her, Tabitha saw them on the stern scanners pedling off in defeet, the blue lightning noose
collapsing between their antennae. The radio snarled and chattered with alarms, derts, recriminations and
citations; but the Alice was away, gone to take her chances on the high seas of space.

How romantic it sounds. It was anything but, of course, at the time. Such glamour as the memory of
thelittle Kobold may have for me, for any of us, these days, is mere nostalgia. Fond though she was of
her barge, even Tabitha never made the mistake of thinking her specid in any way. The notion that one
day somebody would write the tale of a Bergen Kobold would have made many pilots smile, Tabitha
Jute among them.

In gravity the Kobold looked cumbersome and unwieldy. Many looked asif they’ d never makeit off
the ground in one piece. Granted, thiswas usually lessto do with their design than with the fact that their
basi ¢ block was so sturdy people would run and run them until they were aliability, and sometimes after
that. | mention no names.

In space, however, the Alice made sense. In space, sheimmediately ceased to be ungainly. What had
seemed squat now appeared compact; what thick, now sturdy.

I could, with some caution, venture to say something very similar of the daughters and sons of the
Sergphim, and so of Xtasca. Being legless, in the dightest gravity they need constant support; lying down,
they are unableto rise. Bad and naked in their trangparent lifesuits, they seem utterly vulnerable. Yetin
pace they are the very dolphin. Through the prismatic fields of their protective suits, their skinsreflect dl
the congtdlations of heaven. Asthey swim through space the starlight runs like water from their backs.

Tabitha dute, like most people, believed that if the Capellans did not lower the barrier they had set



about the solar system, it would one day be challenged, by the Cherubim. Indeed, some supposed that
was dl the Capelans were waiting for, just asthey had sent Brother Ambraose to the Moon to wait for
Armdirong and Aldrin. They werewaiting for ahuman initiative,

Tabitha Jute, again like most people, was not sure the Cherubim were actudly still human.

The Cherubim themselves had no doubts: they were not. Their design was a quantum leap beyond the
gene-cabbling of even the most expensive biolabs. They suffered none of the physical restrictions that
humanity carried with it from globe to globe; or if they did, they would shed them soon, in another
generation. This conviction was taught them by the Seraphim, who conceived them, and inscribed it in
their germ plasm.

Among its kind, Xtasca seemsto be something of an exception. Where Hannah Soo came across it
our story does not tell; but whatever the circumstances, she wasright to sgn it up, for itsnovelty vaue
aone. What its bottle-kin thought of Xtasca, performing for public amusement in a capacity previous
centurieswould have called an excotic or freak — again, one can only conjecture. Xtasca has never been
heard to speak against them; nor against the Seraphim.

Who are the Seraphim? Better to ask, isthere aword for what they are? They are an organisation; a
cult; an independent stlate— the Seraphim are, defiantly and designedly, themselves. Their originsarea
matter of record, in the merger nineteen years ago of the depraved Temple of Abraxaswith a discredited
house of surgica software, Frewin Maisang Tobermory.

Having made severd fortunes franchising cosmetic amputation and primitive fashion prostheses,
playing both ends againgt the middle, FM T emerged aggressively from acloud of government
investigation by becoming suddenly messianic, evangdist, and ditist. Taking some shrewd marketing
advice, Kgsa Tobermory (her own legd identity in question after a programme of selective replacements
that |eft her personality the occupant of two bodiesin New Zurich and onein Hong Kong) had
reorganised her operation around the principle of ‘ autoplagtic transcendence’ . “WHY CHANGE YOUR
MIND? CHANGE YOUR BODY,” runsthe dogan on one of the rare surviving legflets from an early
stage of the new campaign.

FMT propaganda accumulated in every deviant bar and departure lounge; their junk mail infested
every dectronic bulletin board. Everywhere the restless and dissatisfied gravitated, there wasthe
message. Not that anyone but the very very rich could afford anything from the FMT menu. The policy of
thrusting it in the faces of the financidly inadequate was an integra part of the corporate facdift, the
springboard of the hyperbole. Exclusivity isworthless, without an environment of envy.

Rumoursthat essentia ingredients of FMT treatmentsincluded glands extracted from unsuspecting
Third World donors may have been part of the insdious publicity, may have been spread by malicious
competitors, or may even have been true; in any case, they were never proved, because at that point
FMT attracted the attention of the endocrine barons of Abraxas, and the whole story shifted into ahigher
gedr.

The Temple of Abraxas saw no need to advertise, or recruit, or even to exploit the underprivileged. It
smply demanded sacrifices; and its adherents, as adherentswill, flocked to abase themsalves on its
odorous dtars. Neverthe ess, the satisfaction of merely gorging themsaves on the secretions of the faithful
began to pal for the hierarchs when they observed what was going onat FMT.

It occurred to each side that it had something to offer the other, and even moreto gain. Messages
were exchanged. It was but a short step from promising the opulent and credul ous; the engineering of
sdf-improvement, or the favour of an antique god, to promising them physica perfection without limits.
Stepping adroitly under the umbrellaof charitable status and tax and legal exemptions extended by this
orbital church, FMT dissolved without trace, and the Temple of Abraxas gained anew upper echelon:
the Sergphim.

And there history disgppears from view. While business pundits and mediatheol ogians debated the
tempora and spiritud significance of the merger, and top-flight bioarchitects and eugeneticistis were
selectively and secretly lured doft with astonishing, not to say disgusting, promises, the doors of the



temple remained firmly closed to the eye of theinfidd. Not atract, not acommunique was forthcoming.
Abraxas stock prospered on the world markets, but the Seraphim were mum.

Nor was Capella seen to interfere.

Littleinformation has escaped since. At first the wholesale recycling of thefaithful prevented the
customary trickle of defectors with sensationd storiesto sdll. The putsch in which the Abraxas High
Caba and mogt of the former board of FM T were absorbed into a Seraphic cadre comprised mainly of
avatars of Kgsa Tobermory we know about only through aresearch blitz by a crack datacommando
team from Shu Jin Network News, whose bodies were never recovered. Abraxas and FMT begat the
Sergphim, and the Seraphim begat the Cherubim, who were the spaceborn, homo alterior, the skaters
of the spaceways.

Everyone knows what a Cherub looks like, though they can scarcely expect ever to meet one.
Metdlic black, crimson-eyed, macrocephalic, few of them more than ametre long; hairless, leglessand
sexless, buzzing hither and thither in fregfdl, or defying gravity on their little saucers, they resemble
perhapsinfant demons out of the imaginations of the more excitable executives of the Spanish Inquigtion.
They never wear anything but the trangparent plastic suits whose optica microcircuitry festoonsthem
congtantly with rainbows. With the hoods of their suits pulled over their heads, they can negotiate for
consderable periods of time the raw vacuum of space. On planetsthey are less comfortable, and most
disdain them. Engineered beings themselves, the Cherubim have aknack for the intricacies of eectronics
of any kind, and operate aremarkable range of tools and machines by means of arange of prosthetic
tailswhich they plug into the sockets at the base of their spines.

This, then, was the creature Tabitha found occupying her own seet at the controls of the Alice Liddell
as sheroared away from Plenty in ablaze of wanton violence and traffic violaions.

She stared at it Sdelong, resenting it for al she wasworth. It looked like an oversized foetus of black
chrome, and it had itstail stuck in Alice sboard. It and its horrible companions had saved her ship,
possibly her life, by dumping them into more trouble than she could ever have imagined.

She wondered, in the midst of al the drama and destruction, how it had come to be there, on Plenty,
toiling with this effete and dodgy cabaret troupe. Why was't it a home with the othersin the temple,
living and working and planning the next stage of their gpocalyptic evolution? Wasit some discarded
prototype? Did it have some hideous defect, some genetic flaw that had caused them to cast it out?
Surely they would have reconditioned it, reprogrammed it, broken it up for spares. Had it perhaps smply
left the fold, absconded, dropped out, as children of the most modern terrestrial societies still do in quest
of some more authentic, grubbier mode of existence among the hardships of the high frontier? Wasit
dumming? Wasit, perhaps, aspy?

Before Tabitha could look away, the Cherub suddenly turned to face her. Itslittle red eyes sparkled,
and it opened its shimmering black lips. Tabitha could seeitstiny, perfect teeth of lustrous black enamdl.

It smiled a her.
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“You stupid idiots!”

She floated, upright, to the top of the cockpit steps and yelled at them, shaking.

They were gathered therelooking up &t her, watching her asif she were the one that was the cabaret
act, the entertaining novelty. There were the Zodiac Twins, arms around each other, both feet in one
loop, two versons of the same person, asif one wouldn’t have been more than enough. There was
Marco Metz, hisnose dl bloody, his hair and eyebrows singed. She hoped he wasinjured. Shedidn’t
know why hewasn't dead. She didn’t know where Ta was, and right now she didn’t care.

The only one of them she cared about right now was Xtasca, who was il at the heim.

Tabitha grabbed afistful of the webbing, her webbing. “111 take over now,” she ordered.

The Cherub didn’t respond.



“Come on!” Tabitha shook the web. “Out of therel”

Marco swam forward, arms outstretched. “Come on, sweetheart,” he urged. “Cam down. We're
okay! Everything' sfine!”

She spun around to face him, shaking afinger in hisface.

“Don’'t you sweetheart me, Marco Metz, I Il fucking do you, you hear me?’

The Twinsflew up, one either side of her, restraining her.

“You nearly got usdl killed!”

He spread his hands. “We re dl here, Tabitha, we' redl dive, the ship’s okay, just teke it easy.”

“I'll tell you if the ship’s okay, Marco! All right? Now get out of here! All of you!®

Tabitha shoved on the Twins shoulders, spinning them over on their backs and driving hersdlf
backwards. Catching the bracket of amonitor she pulled up short of the viewport, hanging above the
console with her feet drawn up beneath her. Diving forward, she took hold of the Cherub’ stail and
pulled it sharply out of the socket.

Theship lurched, dightly.

Anchored by one foot, and breaking the web latches with her free hand, Tabitha hauled Xtasca out of
it by thetall.

“Oh, don't do that,” said Saskia, coming upright and finding ahandhold. Her hair was al over the
place. “You'll hurt her,” she protested.

But Xtascawas perfectly equd to the situation. It flicked itstail out of Tabitha s hand and bobbed up
free of theweb. Easily it swam past her face and between the Twins, down the steps and into the hold,
moving asif it were born to zero-g, which of courseit was.

“Out,” Tabithacommanded.

They went, and shut the lock behind them.

Reingated, Tabithawent into automatic. Forgetting her burns, the achein her ankle, sheran an eye
over the monitors, those that were still working. Plenty was glimmering 120° astern, alump thesize of a
walnut. There was no pursuit. Outside their own envel ope, the board were not interested, there being so
few lawsit was actualy more profitable for them to enforce than waive. But if she ever went back there

If she survived this jaunt, she knew she could never, ever, go back to Plenty. “Good riddance,” she
told the dwindling lump.

She wondered, though, why they’ d held back; why they hadn’t smply shot her to pieces, ship and all.

Plugging her headset in, she accessed the persona.

“Alice? Areyou Hill talking to me?’

“OF COURSE. CAPTAIN,” sad Alice. “WHO WASTHAT THAT JUST JACKED OUT?

“That, Alice, was a Cherub.”

“A CHERUB? GOOD GRACIOUS. OH. YES, | SEEIT.IT'SIN THEHOLD, DID YOU
KNOW?’

Tabithagritted her teeth. “ Yes, Alice, | know.”

“THERE ARE SOME OTHER PEOPLE IN THERE TOO.”

“Yes”

“MAY | TALK TO THE CHERUB, CAPTAIN?

“No. We're heading into the Tangle.”

“READY,” sad Alice

Tabithakeyed in a standard course for the most densely occupied sector of the Terran orbital lanes,
and Alice plotted it.

“THE TRAFFIC ISRATHER BAD.” she observed.

“Good,” said Tabitha. Here there was nothing to distinguish them from any other delivery van. She



sucked her teeth. “ Damage report, please, Alice.”

It didn’'t look too good. The Alice was blind in severa eyes and deaf on awhole bunch of local
frequencies. There were numerous burns, scrapes and dents, some of them structurdly significant.

“AXISLOCK CRYSTAL DEFECT. FAILURE PROBABILITY 61.04%,” Alice observed. “I
THOUGHT WE WERE GOING TOHAVE THAT SEEN TO ON PLENTY.”

“Sodidl,” muttered Tabitha “Bear with me, Alice, I'll get you looked at in acouple of minutes. The
guysinthe hold are paying.”

“WHAT CONSIDERATE PEOPLE THEY MUST BE.”

Despite hersdlf, Tabithalaughed, and winced. She probed her tender cheek with careful fingertips.

“Am| burned, Alice?”

“SLIGHTLY, CAPTAIN.”

Thefirgt ad drawer hummed open.

“Thisisnot agood day for us,” Tabithasaid as she patched her face and hand. “ This could be the
worgt day of my life.” She was muttering more to hersdlf than to the ship, kegping reaction at bay. “What
do you think, Alice?

“INSUFFICIENT DATA."

She brushed crisp curls of burnt fabric from her deave. “Remind meto tell you about my life some
time”

They were moving steedily into the main shipping lanes. Thetraffic, as Alice had warned, was
murderous. Caedonian Lightnings went lumbering by, full of information guards and tax ingpectors on
their way home from another day’ svaiant struggle, while Fremacher Tinkerbells tacked with arrogant
delicacy acrosstheir bows, carrying litigation designers and advertising executivesto Byzantium and
Faith. Here and there were little blobby drone trucks scuttling off for the next load, and, as Tabithahad
expected, plenty of barges, Fargos and Luggers and Kobolds, bearing down upon the Tangle with
paperclips and deodorant and black pudding. In the Tangle, where corporate cylinders waltzed with
garage platforms and lelsure complexes with flying churches: that was where the Alice belonged.

“CAPTAIN?

“What, Alice?’

“WHY DO YOU CALL THISTHEWORST DAY OF YOUR LIFE?’

“I'll tell you when | know what the fuck isgoing on.”

Therewas abrief flicker of pink lightsasthe Alice absorbed this.

“Pick aplatform, Alice,” said Tabitha. “We re going to get you fixed.”

The computerslocked in. Tabitha sat back and stretched. When she closed her eyes she could see
red flashes on a background of livid green. Somewhere in the back of her mind the Mercury Garden
screamer was still screaming, the bolts of gun-happy Perks and cops till tearing up the air.

Chrigt, shewastired. Sheimagined awater shower, area bed, clean crisp sheets. But only the just
dept, row on row of them onicein white stedl coffins, in afrosty cavern that was sometimes a sunny
woodland, sometimes a bedroom stuffed with antiques and candlelight. There they lay with eectrodes
stuck in their eyeballs, watching home movies, waiting for the Day of Resurrection. No loud noises, no
homicida aliens, no androgynous acrobats, no Cherubim, no cops. All you had to do first was die. It
seemed like agood dedl.

Reluctantly she opened her eyes. She was done on the flight deck of the Alice Liddell, with
everything humming quietly along around her. Shelistened. Wasthere anoise? Anirregular, tpping
noise, the noise of an axislock crysd rattling initshousing?

No. There wasn't. But soon there was the noise of the hold airlock opening.

Tabithaturned. Marco was standing looking up at her from the bottom of the steps.

“Hi,” hesaid.

“Don't you talk to me,” she said. She turned back to the keyboard and put Alice on mute.



“I wasjust coming to seeif everything was okay,” he said. “Andto giveyou this.”

He pulled himsdlf up the steps and coasted to ahalt beside her, lying full length on the air, holding out
the credit chip.

Shetook it, before it could disappear again. “ There' d better be something on here,” she said.

“A few hundred,” he said.

She closed her eyes, lay back in her web. “ Fifteen?’

“Oh, no, no. Maybefive.”

“Fifteen hundred you owe me, Marco, fifteen, more like two thousand now you’ ve damaged my
ship”

She pointed to the damage analysis, till onscreen. Heread it, trying to look asif he understood, but
she could see he wasn't redlly concentrating. He looked up, through the viewport.

“Where arewe going?’

“To get her fixed, get anew crysta put in, charge her up.”

“Better get her charged firdt,” hesad. “Just in case.”

She cursed him, but he wasright.

He nodded to the chip, the movement sending aripple dong hisreclining body. “ That' s going to be
enough to get usto Titan, isn't it? We re going to Titan, right?’

“Do | have any option?’

“Hey,” he said, bouncing lightly upright and drifting forward. “Don’'t be like that. We didn't plan it this
way, you know. You did well,” he said, perching on the edge of the console.

“Get off that.”

“Sorry. Sorry.” Hefloated up and grabbed aloop.

“How long?’

“Tothe platform?’

“To Titan. It sone of the moons of Saturn.”

“I know whereitis.

She pulled akeypad over and did the figures. “A month.” It was not a pleasant prospect.

“Subjective?’

“Do you know another way?’

“That' swith the kip?’

She sghed, irritated.

He poked afinger through the web, saying gently, “Y our hair’ salittle scorched here, did you know?’

“Leaveit out, Marco!”

He raised hishands. “ Okay, okay, you want to do thisthe hard way, screw you. I'm going. All 1 want
to know is, have you got enough there to get to Titan?’

“It' Il get usthere, yes. If it'sredly five hundred.”

“And the repairs? Hey, watch that.”

On the starboard bow arefuse drone went skittering by, armsflashing in adl directions asit gobbled
the litter of the space lanes.

“It' Il fix the scanners and get you anew crystal?”

“It hed better.”

“Sowe'rein busness!”

She scowled at him. *'Y ou owe me, Marco, you got meinto this.”

“I didn’t chuck your Perk in the cand.”

“Everything since then is down to you, whatever it costs. | don't like cops, and now I’ ve got cops

everywhere | turn. How am | supposed to run my business? I’m not abloody pirate. Y ou owe me,
Marco.” She shook the chip. “Thisisonly adown payment.”



“Tabitha. Ligten. | am not shitting you. Thisisnot just agig, waiting for uson Titan. Thisisrea money.
Oncewe get to Titan, you're going to berich. Real money, not just credit. More money than you could
earnintherest of your life. We ll al berich. Y ou can have anew life A new name. A new face, if you
want. You can get rid of thisold crate,” he said, gesturing dong the ship.

Tabitha snodtrilsflared.

“Okay, keep the ship. | kind of like her mysdlf. She'squaint.” He patted the bulkhead above him.
“You'll hardly know we're here. | promiseyou. Td’sin hisbox now. He hates flying. Xtasca, shewon't
bother you. The Twins, dl they need is each other. They keep each other entertained. That just leaves
you and me. A month to get to know each other alittle better. We did all right together, back there. It
can belikethat again, dl you haveto istrust me.”

Tabithaignored him. She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, and looked at the surviving
screens.

They were entering the Tangle. Already she could see the MiwyCorp torus, its outline prickled with
the pointed shapes of executive scouters, like pirhanas savaging adoughnut. A dot of green light at 300°
wasthe Firgt Lutheran Church of Christ Shepherd of the Stars, and asquat disc on the starboard bow a
BurgerWorld, spinning heavily, broadcasting non-stop jingles on every wavelength it could get at.

Tabithaexhaed dowly. The pinwhed s behind her eyelids were getting confused with the glitter of the
Tagle

Alicewas sgndling it wastime to make the turn into the gpproach lane for aRed and White. Tabitha
gave her her head.

The ship banked. Marco and a cloud of |oose waste drifted to port. He waved hisarms, trying to
swim uphill, grabbing at the co-pilot’ sweb as he migudged his momentum and turned dowly upside
down. “Whoa!” he said, grinning at her between hislegs.

She paid no attention. She' d decided to lock them al in the hold.

Marco was turning gradualy head over heds, flgpping hisfree arm in avain attempt to right himsdlf
somehow. “Y ou know,” he said as he came right way round again, “you're looking pretty tired.” He
wobbled back to her and squatted at her feet, hisface a picture of concern. “We don’'t want our pilot
flaking out on us, now, do we? Why don’'t you go and get your head down for awhile?’

“Your pilot,” she muttered, bitterly.

They coasted dowly in to the Red and White. Tabitha cut the engines. The Alice floated into abusy
bay, where deliveries were being netted in huge weightless bundles and shunted about by acid yelow
drones puffing jets of frozen vapour. Dayglo |ettersfifteen metrestal announced: ' TEKURAT
CHARGE'. The place wasrun by afive of Pderniansin rainbow suits with helmets shaped like different
popular cartoon characters. A Mr Tube waved them in, flew across with the connections.

Tabitha set up the transaction. There was five hundred on the chip, barely. She looked for Marco. He
was about to leave the cockpit.

“Sit down, Marco,” she said, pointing to the other web.

Looking at her gpprehensively, he worked hisway intoit.

“They’ re going to charge us up now, and they’ re fetching in an axislock crystd for us. So we' re going
to be herefor alittlewhile. Have al got suits?’

He nodded. “ Sure.”

“Whilewe rewaiting,” she sad, “you can tel me exactly what’ s going on. What I’ ve got mysdlf into
here. The truth, Marco. Do you know that word?’

Helooked genuindy injured. “ Tabitha. I’ ve never lied to you.”

“Alie”

“Never. Jugt, just —" Heflapped his hands, momentarily at aloss. “ Just redity can bealittle
uncompromisng, sometimes, that'sal.”
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“Well, you guessed it. We're not just performers. We rob banks. Does that shock you? Under cover of
our careers asinterplanetary entertainers, we blow safes. We snatch jewels. Remember the Doyen
Pomal ushabti? The Deimos Diamond? That was us. We scoop up rare artifacts and precious metas.
We don't do computer scams, we don’t do the data heist, we don’t plant snesky virusesthat eat up a
whole asteroid' s credit while they’ re a home watching AV. We don't do any of that Stuff, never. We go
after the redl thing: things you can touch and hold. Thingsthat are still there when the power goes off.

“The name. Contraband. A double-bluff. Gets them every time. Y ou like that? Contraband? That was
me. | thought that up. What we have between usis awhole repertoire of crime. Every talent we use on
stage, turned to nefarious purposes. Think about it.

“The Zodiac Twins. Acrobats. They can do things, physical fests, that baffle cops and security
operdtives. Also, they do conjuring tricks. Now conjuring confuses the norma mind. People don’t
recognise anything they can’t explain. The Twinsare awalking conjuring trick. They even look dike, so
nobody can swear which one they saw. Ingtant alibi.

“Then take Td. Td appearsto be aperfectly normal green parrot. In fact, as you noticed yourself,
he sawholelot moreinteligent than the regular terrestrid kind. Who would ever suspect him? With his
sze and hiswings, he can get into places where not even the Twins can go.

“Xtasca, now. Xtascaisamember of another hidden race. Nobody really knows who the Cherubim
are, or what they can do. Like Ta, she can fly, on that little saucer, and spaceis nothing to her. She's
better in space. Shel sgot dl kinds of cybernetic stuff at thetip of her shiny littletail. Y ou saw what she
did to that robot. Y ou wouldn't believe what she can do with security systems and data stores.

“Then there sme. What do | contribute to thisfoxy fivesome, this quicksiiver quintet, this carniva of
criminal craft? | do thetalking. | talk, I’'m good at talking, I’ m talking now, thisiswhat | do. | take care
of the public. | have considerable persona charm. And I'm sharp, | think fagt, | think on my feet. Those
guys, they can’'t plan ajob. Xtascaand Tdl, they’re bright, for what they are, but they’ re not human, they
don't think like humans, they don’t know what humans are thinking. Nor do the Twins, cometo that.
Can you figure those guys? They know what each other’ s thinking, but for therest of us, it’s, you know,
it's, Helloin there! Isthere anybody home? Together they’ re wonderful, but you can’t separate them.

Y ou know, | think that’ s why we had so much trouble with thisjob. If we hadn’'t — Well. Okay. The
job.

“Back there on Plenty, in the middle of the show, Mogul and Xtascawent down away and blew a
bank. We had the dibi. Where were we, we were in the Mercury Garden, officer, we were on stage. Al
these people were watching us. Hannah set it up, she’ swormed her way into alot of the circuits on that
place, you' d be surprised what she can pull. And Plenty is one of those places where there s till red
money, and when | say real money, | mean gold. | guess you’ ve never seen that. Y ou know, the whole of
Earth used to run on that. Thereisn't any anywhere e sein the system, not on Mars, not in dl the Belt,
not anywhere. There' snothing likeit.

“They're gitting on abag of it back there. A big bag. Like| told you, Tabitha, we' rerich! There's
only one problem. Y ou can't just spend it. Y ou can’'t spend it herefilling your fuel tank. Isthat the price
there? My god. Okay. No problem.

“Y ou want meto show you? | wish | could. | wish | could show you, it would make this so much
eader. | wish | could let you touch it. | wish you could take off al your clothes and rub — Okay. Okay.
Will, | can’'t. That'sall thereistoit. | can't: becauseit’s sealed up and it’s darmed and booby-trapped
and dl that stuff and we don’t have the tools. But on Titan are the guyswho do. On Titan we can turn it
into cash, stuff you can spend. If cash makes you nervous, we can turn it into credit, good honest 100%
credit, credit in any name you choose. All you haveto do isget usto Titan. With the gold.

“I could have hired anybody. Anybody at al. | could have hired those people Hannah was talking



about. But | didn’t want them. | wanted you. The minute | saw you, the second, | knew. And | wasright.
You vedoneadl right by us. Things haven't gone so perfectly, and we ve got you into alot of trouble, |
wish | could let you know how sorry, how truly sorry that makes me. If | could pay you off now, and get
thiswhole show off your ship and out of your hair — you know, | could brush thet little scorch right out
for you if you— Okay, no, Tabitha: if | could pay you right now, if there was any way | could do that,
believe me, I'd pay. But you know, I’'m being honest now, | have to be honest withyou— I'm gladit's
worked out thisway. Is she full yet? How much does thisthing take, anyway? Y ou know, Shinjatzu has
this new model that — Okay. Okay. No, redly, I'm glad it' sworked out thisway, because it means|
get to spend more time with you. | know you don’t have such agood opinion of me right now, but | want
you to know | think you' rewonderful. I'm still crazy about you. | think, asyou get to know me better,
you'll find I’m not such a bad person. Maybe I’ m not as easy to get aong with as some guys.
Worthwhile people are never easy. That' strue.”

“What about the tape?’ said Tabitha.

“Tape? What tape?’

“Thetape you put in my bag, Marco. The tape you made Hannah Soo listen to.”

“Oh. That tape.”

“Yes. That tape.”

“Okay, I'll tdl you. That was aghost tape,” said Marco. “1 had it made on Schigparelli. That’ swhy |
had to leave you there at the party, to go and pick the tape up.”

She signdled to the Palernian chargehand. She said, “What' s aghost tape?’

“A little security device for your home, office or recrestiona vehicle. Also agood burglar tool.

They’ re very convincing. They make like a person waswalking around, like area person. Life-signs,
noises, interference that looks like a human shadow on snooper scopes or security cameras. Y ou
remember what Hannah said? Looks like help ison the way, she said. That’ sthe ghost tape. Everything
you need to confuse aburglar. Or, and thisis the clever part — or, the cops.”

“The tape made it seem there was an intruder at the freezer place?’

“That’sright. To confuse the cops. That' sright. To make it look asif the break-in was at the freezers
instead of the bank.”

Tabithatapped her front teeth with her fingernail and stared absently at the rear scanners, watching
thetraffic. She wasfeding better. She didn’t believe aword of hisridiculous cops and robbers story —
there couldn’t be abank stupid enough to keep anything on Plenty, could there? — but it was no less
than she’ d expected from him. Knowing he was still underestimating her encouraged her grestly.

Sheturned to face him suddenly, so suddenly he jumped.

“Okay, Marco, now it'smy turn. Thisismy ship, andif you ridein it, you put up with my conditions
and you do what | say. | don’'t want you here. | don’t want your job. But you owe me, Marco, and |
want my money. A month with the Amazing Contraband in back is not my idea of fun. Have you ever
travelled amonth in abarge? No? | didn't think so. Let metell you you' re going to be very
uncomfortable. | don’t want to hear about it. If those guys ve got any complaints, they can complain to
you. Y ou're the one running the show, right? Y ou’ re the one with the mouth, you can tell them all this.
That door will belocked and it’ll stay that way. Y ou can use the ablute and the gdley, you show them
wherethose are, and I'll clear out the passenger cabin. Y ou don’t comein the cockpit without my
permission, you don't goin my cabin at all. Y ou don’t touch any machinery or any controls anywhere.
As soon aswe' re through here we' re heading over there, the repair bay, and | should think we'll be there
for aday or two. Maybe even aweek. It depends how much of amess you made. So anything they want
in the next month, they get it here and come straight back on board, okay? Okay. Xtasca stays here.
Nobody draws any attention to us, at al. Nobody does any performing or getsinto any fightsor robs
any banks. We are going to sit here nice and quietly until the Alice isready, and then we go.”

There was asudden loud noise from the hold, a shrill, wavering, hooting noise.

Despite her resolve to let him handle them, Tabitha unbuckled and kicked down out of the cockpit



and through the lock. Marco was close behind.

It was chaosin there. They’ d been into the luggage and equipment that had been so neatly stowed
and pulled everything out. It wasal circulating, spinning dreamily like a stately tornado that had
wandered into athestre wardrobe. Parts of costumesinsinuated themselves through loops of unravelling
flex; aukulele probed aseductively undulating thigh-boot. A stuffed rabbit nosed hopefully up to the
newcomers, looking for something to orbit.

Elbowing a path through thislot, Tabithaamost collided with aflying drone, one of hers, spinning
helplesdy in mid-air. It was the drone that was sending the distress signal. Tabitha caught it and pressed
the reset, frowning at Mogul and Saskia.

They were not looking at her. They were quite involved. Wearing white string singlets, their blue
pyjamatrousers and, obvioudy, zero-gs, they were standing 180° gpart, one on the floor, the other on
the roof. They were on tiptoe, stretching up towards each other, and they were kissing. They could just
about reach. Their hair flowered and mingled around their heads like a soft and snaky halo.

“Y ou can sort this ot out right now,” said Tabithasternly, daring, just daring Marco to make a
comment about the state of her own quarters. But he fielded the rabbit, saying nothing. She had shut him
up at last. She concealed the pleasure of her triumph by restoring the drone to the wall. The Twins had
gpparently had it hanging them afreefdl hammock between two of the extensorsand it had logt its
footing. Nearby, she noticed Td'’ stravelling case of white porcelite, which had drifted up under the
catwalk and wedged there forlornly. Xtasca, however, was nowhere to be seen.

“We'resureshe'sdl right,” said Saskia, reassuringly.

They found it aft. It had somehow got into the double wall between the pressurised interior and the
fuel cell racks. Thereit squatted, upside down, hovering rapt.

The Cherub, which needs nothing more from its environment than aregular duice of UVB, abrowse
intheion shods, abreath or two of interstelar hydrogen, had gravitated to the honeycombs of the fluxus
radiators, attracted by the succulent plasma splashing in. Bathing in the hard violet light it hung, throwing
its head back in ecstasy, and toadting itslittle black hands.

“Get it out of there, Marco!”

He craned through the ingpection hatch.

“Xtascal Hey, ¢’ mon. Y ou have to come out of there now.”

It turned, purple dazzle dithering from itslifesuit. It bared itstiny teeth.

“I’'mnot ready,” it said, digtinctly.

Marco knelt on the edge, reaching in.

“Careful,” said Tabithashortly.

“Come on, Xtasca, you can do that any time.”

“It cahnot!”

Clumdly he pulled his head out of the hatch, banging his shoulder on the frame. “ She' sgot to eat,” he
sad, vigoroudy. “She' sno trouble.”

“I want her, it, out, now.”

As she spoke the Cherub came shooting past Marco out of the hatch, wriggling its shoulders. It flew
up to the celling and hung there, looking down at them.

It focused on Tabitha. Its eyes glowed faintly in the drab passageway. “ Captain, yoursisa
remarkable vessd.”

Tabithawouldn’t ook at it. “ Thanksalot,” she said.

“It could be you do not know how remarkable,” observed Xtasca

Tabitha shuddered, hit Marco’s arm with the back of her hand. “Tdll that thing to get off my back,
Marco!”

“Thereisalargerefraction dissonancein the axislock crystd, Captain,” said Xtascaimplacably.

“I know that!” said Tabitha. She knelt on the wall, sedling the plate back over the inspection hatch.



“Would you like me to sabiliseit for you?’

“No! Marco!”

Marco bobbed forward, snapping hisfingers, asif it were Td hewas cdling. “Hey, Xtasca, why
don’'t you come and see what the Twins are doing?’

This seemed to motivateit. It launched itsdlf off the ceiling and snaked off towards the hold.

“Just keep it away from here, Marco, dl right? Let it, let it go outsdeif that’ swhat it likes. But not
yet!!”

A voice came over Tabitha s headset. It wasthe Palernian chargehand. “ Y’ ready to gow, now, ow,
AliceLiddle”

Tabithaswam swiftly back aong the gangway past the hold. The forward hold lock was till not
closed, let done secure. The Zodiac Twins were now floating in the gangway by the forward starboard
exit lock, looking out of a porthole. Saskiaturned as Tabitha pulled past her, aiming for the cockpit.

“Have you seen her 7’ she asked.

“Seenwho?’ said Tabithaimpatiently.

“Out there,” said Mogul unhdpfully, waving vaguely in the direction of the charge Sation.

Tabitha, dipping into her web, didn’t bother to reply.

“It lookslike acop,” said Saskiadreamily.

Tabitha s blood ran cold.

“Shewastaking to the Paernian,” continued the acrobat remorsalesdy.

“The oneinthe Mr Tube suit,” said her brother.

“The onethat’ s pointing a us now, that one.”

Tabitha checked the scanners, tabbed for azoom. They gave her three views of the Palernian
pointing, three of the cop in the shiny black action suit looking their way. Looking right into the camera, it
appeared.

Tabitha hit the jets.

Alarm hooters blared on the radio from the traffic jostling in her wake asthe Alice Liddell surged
away from the Red and White. Marco Metz, ill in the gangway, shouted in pain and surprise as he
cannoned off the walls. He floundered into the cockpit, rubbing his head. “What about the repairs?” he
shouted.

“Get everything stowed, Marco,” said Tabitha. “We re leaving now.”
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Through the viewport and on al the monitors, stars prickled the blackness. The Alice Liddell did not
appear to be moving, though she was rushing headlong through the void.

Tabithawondered if she should have stayed in the Tangle. Maybe she' d overreacted. A quarter of an
hour later the Alice informed her there was a patrol cruiser on their tail, She had not overreacted.

Displays on the board were glowing pink and blue. She had the personamute, she didn’t want to
discussthis. Saturn was at aphelion, the skip would have to be along, across, and down one.

Marco came up into the cockpit.

“Arethey after us?’

It was going to take awhile, at least the month she' d estimated; longer, if they stopped off in the Belt
to fix the crystal. Anxious as she was about the Alice, Tabitha preferred to get the whole nightmare over
asquickly aspossible.

“They' redfter us,” he said. “Goddamn. Goddamn!”

He thumped the floor with hisfist and sailed up to the ceiling. Histone was righteous, baffled, injured.
He couldn’t understand how the cops could be so disobliging.



In any case, Tabithawas not at al sure that what was left on the chip would buy a decent repair at
Bdt prices. The materidswere dl there, they just didn’t like getting their hands dirty.

Marco spread his hands on the console, poring over the readouts and meters. She could hear him
breathing, tense and urgent.

“Arethey gaining on us?’

No, she' d push on to Titan and hold him to the complete refit. Even the respray and falselog job, if it
cameto that.

It looked asif it was coming to that.

“They’reganing on us, aren't they?’

The computers were finishing combing datastreams from six separate sector traffic authorities. There
was nothing to stop two vessal's occupying the same area of hyperspace; it just made things very
complicated when they wanted to come out again.

“Canwelosethem?’

Tabithadidn’t imagine anyone was going to be crossing their route. No one would be pushing straight
through from Earth to Titan if they could take two bitesat it and use the Jupiter well. Y ou’ d have to have
more money than senseto do it thisway; or bein aterrible hurry.

“What do you think? A little fancy flying, we could sheke them off, huh?’

Tabithawatched the figures stream, hoping the cops hadn’t got afix on the channel.

Marco picked at an old cargo coding label that was stuck on the edge of the persona unit.

“Can you get some more speed out of thisthing?’

Unexpectedly, avoice cdled from below.

“Fuck off, Marco. Leave her done”

It was one of the Twins. Mogul, Tabitha saw, glancing up at the screen. She could see the moustache.
Hewas hanging in the airlock to the hold, which was till open. She d redlised it would only make her
more uneasy to have them locked in, especialy the Cherub. Y ou couldn’t see everything on the monitor.
And with thislot, shedidn’t redly trust what she could see.

On the monitor now they seemed to have got themselves sorted out. They had the hammocks dung,
Mogul and Saskia s a standard zero-g web, Xtasca s some sort of cocoon of milky plastic with
complicated neuro-support wiring embedded in it. Marco, needless to say, had claimed the cabin.
Everything was stowed except what they were actually using. Xtascawas playing the keyboard Tabitha
had seen at the Mercury Garden. Itsarmswere folded, its eyes closed. It was working the keyswith a
tall that terminated in what looked like amechanical hand, wearing a natty white glove. Wiresran from
the keyboard into the Cherub’ stiny ears. It wasin aclosed circuit, not making asound. Saskiawas
doing some kind of freefall yogaroutine with a quarterstaff, under, over, round, under, over, round.
Through.

Tabithablinked.

She opened the com. “We're skipping,” she announced.

“May | watch?’

It was Mogul, floating where Marco had been. Marco had gone, she could see him on another
screen, going into hiscabin.

“There snothing much to see,” shesad.

She looked up into hisface. He had his hair tied back in a ponytail. There weretiny chips of lapis
lazuli inthefleshy lobes of hisears. His skin was white as porcdain, the high dome of hisforehead pde
and smooth. His nose waslong and perfectly straight, hislips dender and exact. His eyes were hooded,
with the merest trace of creasing at the corners. It wasimpossible to say what colour they were.

“There’ sonly room for one,” she said, returning her attention to the board. The cruiser wasa
gandard Hightail by the slhouette, chunky and fanged. It could egt the shrinking interval in minutesif they
logt their temper.



“I amonly one” hesad. “ At the moment.”

Helay above her intheair, every centimetre of hisframe rdlaxed, waiting politely for her permisson.
He hung there, quite motionless, asthey ran for their lives, with hishair like that he reminded her of
someone: that Snuous elegance, that catlike grace. Tricarico, she realised.

Display after display waslocking in. Green, green, green.

Tabitha gestured to the co-pilot’ sweb. “Quick,” she said.

She cut the plasmajets, throttled them back to amere corrective spurt, atremor in the bass.

The basswas the Capdlan drive, whirring.

AsMogul Zodiac closed hislatches with an exquisite fingertip, the drive started to rise.

Congtructed so that most of its components were digned adong afourth axis, with the result that it
looked rather odd from any of the first three, the drive of the Alice Liddell wasvery little different from
the drive that powersthe smaller ships of today. Perhapsits flanges were heavier, its vertebrae more
cumbersome; and one might have found the wiring intricate with quaint redundancies. But when it rose,
when it bloomed and mantled, it wasidentical in al important respectsto Capellan drives everywhere
acrossthe gaaxy. Not that one could have ingpected it during itsrising, blooming and mantling, because
of the blizzard of heavy light that the drive then throws off with such prodigd intengity; fromwhich
blizzard Tabitha, her passengers and al the other contents of the ship were protected by atriple-decker
sandwich of molybdenum shields and inertium sponge.

Mantling, the drive began to pulse. Pulsing, the drive began to dert the molecules of the Alice to
certain aspects of their configurations which were ordinarily of no consequence whatsoever. The cockpit
seemed to befilling up with astrange, insubstantial mist, asitsinterna space began to bend, patchily, and
things became difficult to focus on. The stars started to look rather peculiar. The ship yawed round and
about, asif irritated at this disruption of normality. The copswere caling, but nothing could be heard
except asound liketiny, high-pitched flutes, asif aconsort of transdimensiond sylphswere piping to
coax them through.

“Who was Alice Liddell, anyway?’ asked Mogul. Hisvoicelingered inthe air like syrup.

“Shewasagirl,” sad Tabitha, digractedly. “Inagory. A littlegirl.”

“Did she never grow up?’

Tabithawas confused. Time was flapping loose, wrapping back on itsdlf. “ That was another story,”
she said. Everything pulsed, grooving eagerly into its new, lateral frequency. Thelight in the cockpit
assumed adigtinctly vermicular quaity. It wiggled; it wriggled. Tabithawas on the Raven of October,
with the happy throng whooping and babbling around her. “That was alittle boy,” she said. Shewas
shouting over the noise, she could hardly hear hersalf spesk. “You're—"

They skipped.

The veil of redity sundered with awild high cry that was gone as soon asther ears could fasten onit.
The starswere gone. The void was gone.

Instead, the ship moved through amedium that was avery pale shade of no colour at all.

In hyperspace, the patriness of the three mundane dimens ons becomes quite obvious. From
overhead, asit were, conventional space appears flimsy and poor. The distinction between here and
there, for instance, istrifling, dmaost academic; whereas over there, things, or rather thingness, unfolds
and expands remarkably. Rushing to the portholes to look out, the passengers on board the Alice
Liddell could clearly see the enantiomorphic sgnatures that the orbitd traffic of Earth scribbles
unwittingly on the quicksilver meniscus of space, like fish goggling up a the bottoms of passing ducks.

The fluting noise sounded clearer now, and much lessfluting. The sylphs, if sylphsthere had ever
been, had broken up their consort and fled, laughing at another crew of unsuspecting mortas tricked out
of their natural dement. They had |€ft the stage to something vast and invisible that whistled through its
teeth; or perhapsit wasthe interdimensiona wind, the hypercubic srocco, keening hungrily through the
K obold-shaped hole the ship had l&ft in the triune fabric.

The cops were el sewhere, nowhere, worlds away.



Shelooked a Mogul Zodiac, stting across the aide with hisarms and legs crossed, drawn up insde
theweb. Curioudy, the ship had adight gravity now, asthough she were being drawn to the not-grey
floor of hyperspace, faint and puddingy far below.

Mogul smiled at Tabitha. “Thank you,” he murmured ddlicatdly. “ Captain.”

Tabitha had the singular sensation that he understood whatever it was she had just said, or tried to
say; that he had been there too, close astwo loverson apillow.

Unnerved, she looked away.

She closed the throttle, set the stabilisers, checked thelife support systems. Everything was chugging
away as heartily as ever, The Alice had comethrough again!

Therewas adefiniterattle, though. Anirregular tapping noise. Tabitha could hear it; shewasn't
imagining it. Her hand reached for the keys, to check the probability; then drew back. Later, she thought.
She opened her web and stepped out. She turned to address the rest of the band, the acrobat, the
gloveman and the Cherub, now clustered deferentialy behind her. Their faces were pale and grainy in the

srange, rductant light.
“Get used toit,” shesaid, indicating the view. “ That' s the scenery for the next month.”

Infact, hyperspace is not always as boring as Tabithaintended to make it sound. Physical events, like
the ducks on the pond, do register there, blotting and stabbing again and again at its uchromatic blur.
Violent discharges of energy particularly make their presence felt. They resemble, often, black fireworks
inafield of snow; or the shimmer of amirage, alake of slver in adazzled sky. Things protrude, like odd
shapes distending arubber sheet: volcanoes; comets; the buzz of distant quasars. Then again, the
conventiond relativity of Szeiswholly obviated. X-bosons can go naitering by like swarms of minnows.
Footsteps accumulate in hexagona piles. If you' re lucky, aghost may flicker past, or through, your ship:
an absent friend, an absent mind.

Basicaly, though, Tabithawasright. The overworld does ook alot like infinite dishwater.

Tabithalooked at Marco, at Mogul. “Don’t anybody touch anything,” she said. Her eyeswere drawvn
reluctantly to the Cherub, which inclined its head. “I’m going to bed,” said Tabitha.

She stood back while Mogul extricated himsalf and sprang down from the cockpit into the arms of his
sster. Tabithasaw her face over his shoulder, and paused.

“Saskia?’

“What?’

“Did you do that?’

“Do whét, Tabitha?

Tabitha shook her head. “Doesn’'t matter.”

She went on down the ramp.

Saskia had her moustache back. Tabithawondered what else would have changed, and whether she
would notice.
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Hdlo, Alice.

HELLO, CAPTAIN.

| was thinking — do you remember Devereux?

SHOULD I?

Yes.

GENERAL OR PERSONAL MEMORY?

| don't know. Both | suppose. She's quite famous, but she's been on board too. She came and |looked
a you.

DID SHE? DID YOU INTRODUCE US?

| don't know. | suppose | might not have done. | was a bit preoccupied. All that time | was.

SEARCHING. JUST A MOMENT. OH GOODNESS ME, YES. THIS IS CAPTAIN
DEVEREUX, ISN'T IT? CAPTAIN DEVEREUX WHO WENT DOWN WITH THAT
FRASQUE BATTLESHIP. THE MAGROTH DFAUNIK.

That'sright.

WHERE DID YOU MEET HER?

At her villa Off Deimos.

AH.

Do you remember now?

OH YES. BUT WHAT WERE WE DOING THERE?

| wonder.

It was years ago. We were hauling some low-g furniture from Domino V, designer stuff, one-offs. The
delivery address was off Deimos, aprivate orbita. When | first saw it | couldn’'t believeit. It san
asteroid, it must be 90% carbon, al sheer black surfaces, like abig black iceberg, and someone's
jammed abig square habitat init. Horrible place. | thought we' d made a mistake, nobody could possibly
choosetolivein aplacelikethat. It looks more like an Eladeldi security ingtalation.

But they acknowledged my beam. A Thrant waswaiting in the adit to hook us up. | could tell by the
way her fur wastrimmed she wasn't in charge. It wasn't her place.

“Where do you want it?’ | said.

But she didn’t answer me, just stood there looking me over. And that made me think she was more
than aflunky. Or maybeit wasjust that she didn’t see many people out there.

“She'rewanty seeye,” shesad.

She led meinsde, down along black passage. It wasredly cold. Plasma flambeaux aong the walls.
Black stone underfoot. She took me to acom station and buzzed somebody .

It was an open line. | heard the somebody say, “What isit, Pru?| told you not to bother me.”

“Y € rewanny tek look.”

“Am1. Look at what?’

The Thrant pushed meinto view of the phone.

On the screen | saw aplastic head.

It was awoman’s head, made out of plagtic, with silver metal eyes. Below the nose, it wasred.
“Héllo, lover,” said the head. “Who the hell areyou?’

| suppose | thought it was a graphic, some gimmick logo designed by someone with too much time
and money who liked frightening people. | wasn't much impressed.

“I’'mthedriver,” | said. “Y our friend said you want to see me.”

“My what?’ said the head. “ My friend, isthat what you said?’



The head laughed.

“God, she' snot my friend. She'smy dave, iswhat sheis. And she' smy lover, and so will you be, if
you pressthe right key. Only kidding, you know I’'m only kidding.”

Theface gtirred. That' swhen | knew it wasn’t agraphic, it was actua, a person, or what was left of
one. Y ou could see the relays under the skin. The face stirred asiif she wanted it to have an expression
but had forgotten how to do it.

| thought. Oh, great, arich plughead.

“What driver?” said the head. “ Pru? Put Pru on, lover, will you? Pru, did | order acab?’
The Thrant hissed, twitching her lips. “1sny cab, ist furniture.”

“Who gives ashit. Give her adrink and send her in.”

| wasn't keen. | felt for my monitor. “I’ [l start them bringing the Stuff in,” | said.

“Letit wait,” shesad.

| letit wait. | went into have adrink with Devereux.

| remember it was along way in to the nest she' d made for hersdlf at the top of her house. There' sa
security maze. The Thrant loped in front of me through the corridors, opening the grilleswith her palm.

Therewasasickly sweet smell, like ahospital only with gin and perfume on top. There was Devereux
lolling in awrecked caresser, wearing astained flight suit, sucking on afrosted tube.

“Comein,” shesaid. | thought she sounded like amachine imitating a cat. Like somebody had been
programming avox to get it to sound like abig cat and got bored with it halfway.

| went in. There was junk everywhere, toppled stacks of tapes, print-out, dirty plates, clothes strewn
over sound equipment, books, towels, burnt-out candles, package shells, customised appliances with
insulating tape and rubber flex gticking out of them. | had no ideawhat half of them were, or even what
they had been.

I knew then, though, what Devereux had been. | mean. | knew who she was.
She' seven got aholo of the Magroth Dfaunik up over the bed, likein ashrine.

She was inspecting me, giving methe once over. | could amost hear her memory whirring. When she
spokeit wasto the Thrant, not me. “My god, Pru, you' reright. I’ m delighted to meet this young woman.
Absolutdly ddighted,” she said to me, baring her teeth.

She got out of her chair and came to shake my hand, extending her arm towards me. | could see
where she' d been tinkering with it. It looked asif she’ d been boosting the servos. | think she wanted me
to notice that, to see how | reacted.

AND HOW DID YOU?
| shook her hand.
HOW DID IT FEEL?
Like a hand. It was a hand. It was her hand.
YES, CAPTAIN, BUT WHAT | MEANT WAS, HOW DID YOU FEEL?
Wary. | was thinking, plughead, | was thinking of Angie. | didn’t want to trust this woman with her rebuilt
head and her teflon hydraulics.
Asit happened, trust didn’t enter into it. When Devereux wants anything, she doesn’t hang around.

She spoke to the Thrant. “Pru, you know where I'll beif you want me,” she said. “Don’'t want me.”

Then the Thrant went away and her mistress got me drunk very fast. She teased me with shreds of her
fame. She walked around constantly, touching her souvenirs, the holos of her with her crews, posing with
her fighter, the one that scuppered the Magroth. | didn’t know what to say. | said it was a beautiful
mechine

She came and stood over me. “So am |,” she said. Sheflexed her wristsand dl her zips came
humming open. “ So areyou,” she said, and she put her mouth on mine.



Her mouth was real. Her hands were real, and her body was sinewy and brown. Her eyestook abit
of getting used to. That'swhat they’re for, that’ swhy she wears them like that.

She never stops being famous, not for amoment. She' d say thingslike: “ They want to forget me. But
| keep popping up, needling away at them. I’'m their guilty conscience, lover. That' swhat | am.” Or
she'd say: “1 know what they say about me now. | just don't give adamn.”

It wasdways‘they’. Shewasabit like Rellg, redly. Sometimes‘they’ wasal of us, everyonein the
system, dl of uswith nothing better to do than discuss Devereux and make up maicious lies about her.
But then sometimes ‘they’ were the Capellans. They’ d destroyed her and put her back together again,
and now they were preserving her like a specimen, for their own purposes.

The bionics are prosthetic, but they were compensation too — enhanced abilities, metal Snews, video
vision, record and playback...

SHE MUST HAVE BEEN DREADFULLY EXPENSIVE.

She says she was a PR exercise. They wanted to show how grateful they could be to people who served
themwdl. She says she's got a little implant soecificaly to amplify her orgasms. Some nights | believed
her. And she can get harsdf into any eectro-psycho-pharmaceutica dtate she fancies and then, when
she' stired of it, flush her entire circulation just by thinking about it.

It'snot blood, exactly, what Devereux’ s got.

The down side is being hideous, though she plays on that. And she has dependencieslike other
people have oxygen. “They monitor my mind,” shetold me. “Oh yesthey do. I'm their favourite soap
opera. Sometimes | can fed them in there, probing about.” She groaned. It sounded like adying
gearchange. She grabbed my hand, crushing it. “ Oh god, Tabitha, | can fed them now.” Sherolled
around on the bed. * Get out of my head, you supercilious bastards!” She was clutching her head and
screaming. “Get out of my fucking head!” | had to get Pru to come and thumbprint the overrides. Pru
blamed me, of course. Pru hated me.

Devereux wouldn't talk much about her career, not directly, but | found things out later. She was born
on Earth, in the States. School was dl physics and gym, she won prizes, then some Space Force
recruiter hooked her. She wastrained at HighGround and got thrown into the war early, even beforeit
was officid that Capellawas signing humans up. Shetold methat herself. She said, “ People think the
Capdlans drafted us. They didn't, they weretoo clever for that. They just offered usthe chanceto fly the
best hardware in the system, and fly it against the walking woodpiles that were invading our spread.” She
said our with heavy irony, and turned over on her back, folding her arms behind her head and gazing up
at the ceiling. “ God, Tabitha, you know, | redlly thought it mattered which bunch of ETs| was exploited
by.”

Sheliked you. She patted you on the console. She said, “ Y ou look after her.”
SO YOU SHOULD.
How's the axis lock?
76.81%.
It knows whet it's doing, then.
OH, THEY DO. BUT GO ON ABOUT CAPTAIN DEVEREUX.

| thought she needed some comfort. “Y ou were alot younger then,”| pointed out.

That was the wrong thing to say, for some reason.

“Oh, | don’t blame mysdlf,” she said sharply. “Heavens, | grew out of that. Hell, you wouldn’t
know,” she said, scanning me again. “Y ou’ re young, you' re cute, you ow up asyou get older. They
have aloydty thing they stick in you. They used to do that, you wouldn’t remember. But it doesn’t work
any more, doesit,” she was suddenly shouting again, driving her fistsinto the floor and forcing hersalf up,
yelling at the celling: “No more, you old bastards, it don’t work, uh-uh, not any more!” She laughed like
metal tearing, and started to cough. By the time the cough had finished, she was on top of me again,



wrapping her arms round me, squeezing me like a compactor. Her cheek was warm on mine. | could
hear her brain buzzing through the shell.

We used to argue about palitics. I've never felt so ignorant, so completely stupid. She wanted me that
way. “ Tabitha, the Frasque were never athreat,” she sad, asif she couldn’t believe anyone could be so
naive. “ The whole reason they had to cut out the Frasgue was they can’t stand competition. They can't
makeit. They haveto pick usclean dl on their own. Oh, honey,” she’' d say, diding acrossto me and
fondling my bottom, “they’ ve redlly got you, haven't they? Y ou just spread your legs and takeit. You
don’'t even know they’ re fucking you.”

It wasthefirgt time anyone had patronised me so totdly. She made me so angry | said things nobody
should have said to her. Sherelished it, she was proud of provoking metoit. It wasdl she could do, you
see. She made out she didn’'t care. She stood there in the middle of the room and gave hersdf alung
vacuum. It was as horrible as she could makeiit.

WE WERE ONLY THERE FOR A WEEK.

It was along one.

Devereux said nobody got more than aweek, because she always got tired of them. She didn’t get
tired of me, but she got rid of me anyway. She knew how to protect hersalf.

WHYEVER DID YOU STAY, IF SHE WAS SUCH A MONSTER?

Oh, there were good times. She knew how to give me good times. She knew how to get me on the floor,
laughing and crying and begging her to stop, it was so good.

When | left, | was depressed. | tried to get her to come with me. She thought she might. Just for the
ride. To see how things had changed. But she wouldn’t, she never would. She couldn’t get hafway
through the maze without throwing something, amuscular seizure, a panic attack, something. Shejust
couldn’t face space any more. Either that or—

OR THEY HAD HER LOCKED IN.
A specimen in her own persona custom-built cage.
A WHOLE ASTEROID.
Like a captive princessin aflying castle.
| wasthinking of the body, actualy.

3

Shewas dreaming. It was atypical Tabithadream, an anxiety dream. There was an Eladeldi in the
cockpit, demanding she complete awhole sheaf of forms and asking why she hadn’t done them already.
They wanted to know about her education, her first sexud experience, some accident she was supposed
to have witnessed or been in that she couldn’t even remember. She wastrying to keep the Eladeldi
occupied, trying to hide the fact that she was carrying something, some cargo he mustn’t know about.
And Alice wastaking, shewouldn’t shut up, no matter how many times she tried to switch her off. She
was singing. Very loudly. It wasn't Alice Singing, it was somebody redl, some people, the peoplein the
hold.

Tabithawoke, staring at the ceiling. The drab sheets of hyperspace hung outside the porthole. In the
hold, something metallic crashed to the floor, the music broke up in argument, they were shouting a each
other.

She remembered who they were, where they were going. The chaos of the last few days came
crashing in and she felt wretched, groggy and disabled. She hadn’t had enough deep, and she clearly
wasn't going to get any more now.

“ — be Wisdom spesking to Y outh if I’m younger than you?’ demanded a Twin: Saskia, Tabitha
thought. “It’ sabsurd.”



There was amoment of confusion, several voices speaking together; then the same voice, perhapsit
was Mogul, emerged, saying: “ — act; the absurdity will take care of itsdf.”

The argument continued. Someone or something was doodling on akeyboard, playing the same three
chords over and over, now like running water, now like athousand strings.

“Mongrous,” said somebody digtinctly.

“Well, | haveto say | can't seeit makes any difference.” That was Marco. “ Somebody — somebody
tell — no, wait, somebody tell mewhat difference— | disputethat. | do. | disputeit.”

The hubbub rose up and reclamed him.

Tabithayawned. She opened the bed loops and swung her feet gently to the floor. Naked, she
unearthed adressing gown and pulled it on. She couldn’t think when she’ d last had to wear adressing
gown on her own ship. That was only the second imposition, thefirst being the fact that she was avake
aadl.

She went for a pee and then activated atube of coffee. Shedrank it in the galley, stlanding up, not
wanting to stay in there but not wanting to go even the few metres up the gangway back to her cabinin
case someone came out of the hold. She could see where they’ d been into the galley and taken what they
wanted. She hadn’t even had timeto get stocksin. What did four people need for amonth? What did
they eat anyway? What did they feed Td?

Td wasout of hisbox. She could hear hisfluting voice above the rest, adding to the volume and
nothing to the sense. “In heaven they cuddle,” hetrilled. “ Shameesdy in heaven.”

She thought of the Twins. Incest. How could they? She wasn't shocked or disgusted, redly, shejust
couldn’t imagineit. Fancying your own sister, your own brother. And they fancy you. If they looked just
like you, though, what about then? She didn’t think so. If she met her double, she' d morelikdly run. If
you |looked like them, though. They were so deek. Very sexy, intheir own weird way. Theway Mogul
had looked at her yesterday in the cockpit.

Where she ought to be now. She finished her meagre breakfast and went back to her cabin. She
didn’'t meet anyone. They were snging Christmas carolsin there now. They were weird and she was
going to have aslittle to do with them as possible, or she'd come out of this as mad asthey were.

Dressed, she went a ong the gangway towards the cockpit. Saskia had come out of the hold. She was
gtanding at a porthole in avoluminous white smock and clawing at the glass. Tears were running down
her narrow cheeks, dripping from the ends of her moustache. Tabitha heard her before she saw her. “I
want to go back,” shewaswailing. “Back where we were when we were dl there.”

Tabithadidn’t know whether it was ared outburst or part of the play. The gangway was narrow and
Saskiawasin theway.

“What' sthe matter?’ she asked, gruffly.

Saskiaturned her wet face towards her. “Y ou,” she mourned, “you can take us back. Y ou can, oh
you can!”

She threw her arms around Tabitha' s neck and sobbed on her lapdl.

Thiswas not apromising start to the voyage. Tabitha, resenting it mightily, held on to her while she
wept. Her skinny body was dl tight, lithe muscle. Her hair smelled of lemons, her skin of peppermint and
distress.

Therest of the band appeared, the aerid membersfirst, watching them curioudy with aien eyes.
Marco came running, reaching to take Saskiafrom her. Little as Tabithawanted to have anything to do
with this, she was determined never to surrender anything or anyone to him again. Shelooked to Mogul,
coming along behind, and indicated he should rdlieve her of hissster, which he swiftly and gently did.

He was wearing a moustache too.

Which made her wonder which of them she d been hugging.

Abruptly, without aword, she continued towards the cockpit.

“Did you deep okay? | hopewe didn’t wake you up,” said Marco, bustling ong behind her.



“No,” she said over her shoulder. “You did,” she said.

“Oh, Chrig, it smy fault!” he cried angrily.

Shewas tempted, but didn’t reply. She speeded up and swept into the cockpit, into her web, her
territory, her place, she wasin command. She shut her eyes and took a deep breeth. It couldn’t belike
thisevery day, it couldn’t. She had to get something worked out.

“Tabitha?" called Marco, at the bottom of the ramp.

But not thisminute.

“I’'mbusy,” shecdled.

He exhded gustily, and withdrew.

After that the rehearsal seemed to break up in disarray, asfar asit was possible to tell which was
which. Tabithalooked up from the console and saw Xtascawas outside, outside the ship. It was just
floating around, like humans wandering about in the back yard because they had nowhere to go.

Tabithawondered whether it knew what it was doing, whether it understood the dangers. Maybe it
had been born to them, or cultivated, or whatever those things were.

Unlessit was ahalucination, ahyperspatiad mirage, and not Xtasca at dl.

“How arewe doing, Alice?’

“PROCEEDING.”

“How’sour little problem today?’

“WHICH ONE WOULD YOU LIKE TO DISCUSS, CAPTAIN?

“Christ. None of them. Isthere anything you need to tell me? Just give meayesor ano.”

“NO, CAPTAIN.”

“Alice, | loveyou.”

Back in the hold, someone was playing a clapped-out old violin, or something that sounded exactly
like one. Then they started to chant.

“The naturd cardsrevolve, ever changing...”

The awful noise went through and through her. She thumbed open the com. She had to talk to them,
lay down some rules, a schedule, something. She took a deep bregth.

“I’m going to shut thisdoor, al right?’ she said, and before they could answer, pressed the close tab.

She dumped on the console. “1’m not agood captain, Alice,” shesaid.

“WOULD YOU LIKE AN OBJECTIVE EVALUATION, CAPTAIN?

“Chrigt, no.”

“SOME COMFORT, THEN.”

“Laer.”

She smply wasn't. She was too selfish, too used to passing the time on adull haul like this by doing
exactly what shefdt like every moment.

She ran acheck on the broken scanners. There were a couple of them she might be able to mend.
She put on her hull-walking suit, took the laser welding pencil and some replacement units and went
outside.

Outsde it was better. If you didn’t ook too close at the bland discontinuum surrounding you, you
could convince yoursdlf it wasfog and you were merdly afl oat, adrift in it. Quite peaceful, redly.

Xtasca, tallless, came swimming around the ship to watch her.

“That won’t work, Captain,” it said, coming in over the proximity channe, though it was carrying no
visibleradio, not evenriding its saucer.

Tabithafdt hersdf bristling. “Why not?”

“I’'mafraid it’s disconnected further in.”

Tabithagtared at it through the faceplate of her hdmet. Xtascawasjust wearing itslifesuit, with the
hood up. It regarded her calmly withitslittlered eyes.



“How the hell do you know that?’

“l can seeit,” itsad.

Tabitha sat back on her hedls. It occurred to her to dispute Xtasca's claim, but she wastoo tired.

“If you'll permit me — " the Cherub began.

“I'll doit,"said Tabitha.

“l can reach into the socket,” said Xtasca, “ with a tail .”

“I'sadl'll doit,” said Tabitha.

The Cherub looked a her amoment, then silently flitted away like apassing sprite.

Laborioudy, Tabitha dug out the wiring and found the thing was right. She welded the break and fed it
back into the duct.

“How arewe doing, Alice?’

“IT MAY BE TIME FOR LUNCH, CAPTAIN,” said the ship.

“What?’

“YOURLIFESIGNS—"

“Okay, okay. I’'m coming in.”

She stood on the hull and looked around for the Cherub, but it was not in view. Y ou couldn’t even
offer it something to eat. What could you do? Too late she realised it had been offering not only help but
reparation, having been the one who bashed the roof about in thefirst place.

Shewas alousy captain, and alousy diplomeat.

Days passed. Subjective days, but none the lesstedious for that, in thisamnesiac region that had
forgotten where everything was supposed to be. Tabitha got bored with repairing things. She wanted a
look in the hold, to see this so-called bag of gold; but the hold was never empty. Xtasca could roam
around outside, but for the rest of them, there was nowhere el'se to go.

The Twins had begun crayoning an enormous mura on thewadll of the hold. It was Saskid s project,
principaly. Tabitha could tell them gpart fairly confidently now, though only by the way they behaved.
Saskiawasimpulsive, erratic, prone to sudden shifts of mood. There was dways something she was
wishing for. She was aways hungry. She worked at her murd in great frantic sweepswhich by and by
grew smdler and smaller, until she could be found on her kneeswith her tongue in the corner of her
mouth, shading the separate petds of thetiny flowersin the urn on the tomb in the bottom right-hand
corner.

Mogul was less vulnerable, more doof. He could be arrogant or gracious or asilent lingering
presence, watching everything. While hissster toiled, Mogul would drift down from the catwalk and
corner Tabithawhen she camein to fetch spares.

“Y ou say the police can't follow us here, Captain?’

“No,” she said, rummaging in the locker for omnipolar antennaflex. All she could find was serendipity
flux gaskets.

“Not even the Eladedi?’

She was sure she had some somewhere. She was sure she' d seen it that morning. Impatiently, she
dumped al the gaskets out. They bounced dowly on the floor and rolled around.

“Not even,” shesaid.

She crawled into the locker and dug deep at the back. She could feel Mogul’ s eyes on her bottom.
Think what you' re doing, Jute, she admonished herself. She' d forgotten for an instant what she was
looking for.

“And the Capdllans?’

Defeated, she backed out. “ Oh, well,” she said, dusting off her hands, “the Capdlans—”

She looked up and met his eyes. They devoured her, with infinite gentleness. She felt herself going
hot.



“The Capellans can do anything, can’t they?’ she said shortly, looking down and brushing hard &t the
knees of her trousers. All she could see was hisface, their face. He was wearing the moustache today.
She had never worked out how they did that, with the moustache. He was still standing there, patiently
attending her. Reluctantly she looked at him again. He handed her the serendipity flux gaskets, neatly
stacked.

He was coming on to her, she couldn’t pretend he wasn't. He gave her little spontaneous, impossible
presents, brought her dishes of crab and ginger, sauté parsnips, just when she was starving and couldn’t
lace cooking. It made her fed inhibited and cross, not least because she wanted him too. She could have
had him, easily, but not with Marco floating around. Not that she still wanted Marco; but she couldn’t get
rid of him.

Then the laser welding pencil vanished, and she turned the whole ship upside down looking for it.

Shefound it, and thered of omnipolar antennaflex, in Ta’ stravelling box. Well, she certainly hadn’t
put them there.

The bird went completely daft when it saw she d found them. It flew wildly around making asound
likeajangling dectric guitar, then dived into its box and hid its head under itswing. “ Sriti naogar
Nottamun Fair!” it cried, plaintively. “Nobody knowsthe trouble I’ ve seeeceeen — 7

“Youdon't fool me, bird,” said Tabitha menacingly. Mogul was a her ebow suddenly, making
soothing gestures, but she didn’t want soothing. She dammed the lid on the feathered thief and turned to
gride awvay. As sheleft the hold she heard it twittering to itsdlf. It was doing a perfect imitation of the way
aBergen Kobold axis lock rattleswhen it’ s got a defective crystd.

She went to have it out with Marco. She found him lying on his bunk with acomicbook. “He' s as bad
ashismagter,” she wound up.

Marco sat up energetically on the bunk, hurling the comic aside. It drifted quietly to thefloor.

“Hiswhat?What do you think heis, somekind of performing pet? Haven't you understood anything?
He san dien, goddammit, a sgpient dien, you have to be patient with him, try to understand him. What
do you mean anyway, | never stole anything from you. Name one thing. Name onething | stole from
you.”

“Name onething you haven't!”

Theworst of it was, the wall between their cabins was so thin she could never forget he wasthere.

When she walked back through the hold, the atmosphere was electric. Saskiawas Sitting on atrunk
with her arms about her knees, staring balefully a her brother, who wasin their hammock, ostentatioudy
ignoring her. The mura was ruined. Someone had smeared it all across with crushed handful s of
greasepaint.

Td was hanging upside down from therailing of the catwalk, till snging. “Nobody knowsthe trouble
I’ ve seeeeeeeee...”

A

When she' d fixed al she could fix, to get away from everyone Tabithatook to spending long hoursin
tethered EVA, communing with her log. Driven from her norma reserve, she talked more to the ship on
thistrip than she ever had, and not on technica or navigationa questions. On thisjourney through the
realm of virtual, her chosen companion was an imaginary one. When people, naturd, human, or
otherwise, become too much to bear, your best friend may be an artifact.

She put on a suit and opened the inner door of the forward starboard exit. The airlock wasfull of
rubbish: food wrappers and parrot droppings. The whole ship was amess. That was nothing new, let me
tell you; but beforeit had aways been Tabitha s own mess, bobbing about somewhere near where she'd
left it, more or less, and thus legitimate, environmental, amost invisible. This stuff was other peopl€'s
MesS, unexpected, invasive.



Tabitha opened the outer door, secured her umbilical, and bobbed out into nothing. The rubbish burst
out after her inacloud. It would orbit the ship faithfully for awhile, then redity would reclaimiit.

She steered hersdlf dowly around to the prow of the Alice Liddell, where she could sit on nothing
and keep an eye on the cockpit. If she saw Td go in there, she'd stick thelittle brutein acage and to hell
with interspecies relations.

Tethered EV A in hyperspaceis both more and |ess comfortable than tethered EVA in space. Thereis
gtill vertigo, if you are susceptible to that, because of the pseudo-g. Wherever you start out, after awhile
you adways end up benesth the ship, drifting towards the infinitely receding ironed cloud which ‘forms
the*floor’. There are hair-raising distractions, once in awhile, odd skews and rattling rupturesin the
blank discrepancy surrounding you. But there is no perspective, no sense of distance, of theterrifying
amplitude of space; no bottomless gulfsto bdlittle, no receding stars to mock you.

Tabithasaw Xtascaagtern, lying five metres off the hull, basking in the sawtooth radiance of violated
relativity; and she wondered again how redlity told the difference between a Cherub and a crumpled
tea-tube. Since the first time they had both been outside together, they had tended to ignore each other,
like neighbours whose gardens are too small.

Today, however, what the ship had to tell her was darming, and not to be kept to hersalf. The
probability of breskdown in the axislock had risen above 89%.

“Xtasca?' she sent, wondering whether it would be receiving.

The bald black head turned in her direction.

Tabithaextended her umbilica and jetted gently through the drab void towards the Cherub.

It lay horizontd to her, onitsback, legless and naked but for itsflimsy plastic covering. Itslittle hands
waved intheair. It could not have looked more helpless.

Tabithaswallowed.

But before she could speak, the Cherub said: “ The crystal.” Itsvoicewas nasd, metdlic, infinitely
superior.

Tabitha shacklesrose immediately.

“You've been ligening in, haven't you?” she demanded.

The Cherub gave asort of shrug, lolling its great head from sSideto Sde asif it were too massivefor its
neck. “No,” it said, with arising inflexion, like a parent being patient with an obtuse child.

“Then—"

“It must be either the Twins or the crystal,” said Xtasca. “ Nothing else would be important
enough.”

For her to speak to it, it meant. Tabitha understood, and knew it knew she understood. Those
implacable little stop-light eyes could be extraordinarily e oquent. But why the Twins? she asked hersdlf,
asit went on.

“The Twins are human, aren’t they?’ it said, asif testing her response; and when she gave none,
continued: “ You wouldn’t come to me with a human problem.”

Tabithafelt her heart pounding. She didn’t know if it wasanger or fear. “1 can't get at it,” she said.
“I’'ve never — ” Shetook adeep breath. “ Could you show me?’

Xtascarolled over onitsbely. “Let melook at it,” it said.

“If you could just show me,” said Tabitha

“Nothing | can do you could also do.”

Tabithawanted to shout at it.

“Y ou could show me.”

“You'retoo largeto see.”

Without another word Xtasca dipped away and swam back inside, returning after amoment wearing
atal equipped with some sort of micro-lattice probe. It did not come back to confer with Tabitha but
swam directly to the access pandl.



“Alice, could you open—"

But she dready was. With aflick of its tadpole rear, the Cherub disappeared inside.

In abad temper, Tabithawent down to watch.

Xtascawas right. The crawlspace wasn't built for anything bigger than a G7 drone mech. Helplesdy
she stuck her head in the hatch and looked into a space so black, for some minutes she couldn’'t even see
where the Cherub was. Then there came asilent, vibrant glow of blue radiance, and the hunched
slhouette of atiny black form. It looked like an anima, ascavenger infesting the bowels of her ship, like
one of the armadillo spacerats of Pdernia

The blue glow died. Through her helmet Tabitha felt the teeth-jarring, nauseeting vibration of the
crysta probe.

There was nothing she could do.

“I'll leaveyou toiit, then,” she said.

Therewasno reply.

Brooding, she went back in through the stern starboard lock. Marco and the others were in the hold,
anging.

Mogul wasin her cabin.

After amoment of shock and outrage, she threw her helmet down on the bunk. “What are you doing
in here?” she demanded, pulling off her gloves.

The acrobat swept towards her with dignity, with unwonted humility, opening his hands asif to
declare himsdlf. His hands were empty.

“Tebitha” he said.

His narrow lips were parted, his heavy eyes beseeching. But he remained at adistance from her, on
tiptoe, every line of his dender frame yearning towards her, but holding back, holding in.

“I didn’t say you could comein here” she said flatly.

Shedidn’t tdl himto leave. Evento her own ears, her tone sounded false. She could hear theliein
her voice, hear hersdlf denying the fact that was papablein the air of the cabin, in the space that
remained between them. She unlatched her tether suit. Her fingers were trembling.

Thereisn't anyonein next door, she thought. Such asit was, she kept her distance. “What do you
want, Mogul?’ she asked, needlesdy, as she did hersdlf up out of the collapsing suiit.

“You,” he said. Hisvoice was like the Martian wind, calling forever through hollow stones.

He was a dtricken figure, asad clown in alimp blue pyjamasuit. Hiswhite neck described an angle of
lifelong sorrow and yearning. He wanted her pity, and she was not in the mood for pity. She had been
shaken, and discomfited: by Alice' s news, by the Cherub, and now by thisvigitation. Her heart was
shrunken and hardened. But her heart was not where she lived. She felt the beat of the blood in her
temples, felt her nipples harden, her somach hollow with desire.

Enjoying, at last, alittle access of power, she reached a hand behind hislong, sorrowful neck and
drew his noble head down to hers. It was the power to give and take, the power of pleasure. She kissed
hismouth.

There was an interruption then, an intervd of bana redlity, as she unfastened his shirt, struggling with a
small, tight button at the throat. She kissed histhroat.

His dlegant fingers were on her, caressing her, stroking her hair, tracing the contours of her spine, her
shoulders, her breasts. She suffered him to unfasten and remove her jerkin, her T-shirt, and unbuckle her
belt.

He kissed her ear. Histongue was like the muzzle of atiny animd, questing, tickling her. She laughed,
congratulating hersdlf.

Thecabin lightsflickered.

He paused, looking up at the celling. “What was that?’

“Xtasca s doing some work on the ship,” she said.



He nodded. “ That’ sgood,” he said. “ She' sgood at that.”

He drew down her trousers.

Tabithakicked off her dippers and stepped out of them. She dipped her arms around Mogul’ stiny
wad.

There was something at the back of her mind, something puzzling. Something about what he had just
sad. Sheignored it. She drew him on to the bunk and lay there with him awhile, cuddling him,
unbuttoning histrousers. She reached up and dipped the shirt from his shoulders.

He had breagts. The flattest, dightest convexity, invisible when helay back for her to pull off his
trousers; but breasts. They redly were identical, then, these Twins. How weird, she thought. And she
thought: He called Xtasca‘she'.

She released him, drew back, knedling up on the bunk.

“You're Saskia,” shesaid.

She pulled off hisunderpants.

Shewas.

She looked dismayed. 1 thought you knew,” shewhispered. “1 am heand heisme.”

She gave alittle, desperate amile.

Tabitha, wild chaoslegping and dinning in her head, demanded fiercely, “Which one are you?’

“I'mme” said Saskia. “I redly am,” she avowed.

Tabitha shivered. Saskiareached for her hand, but Tabitha pulled away. “What the hell are you?’ she
shouted. “How can you betwins, identical twins?’

“We'renot,” said Saskia “We're not twins.”

Tabitha, in one convulsive movement, grabbed up her T-shirt and pulled it back on over her head.
Saskia stretched out asif to stop her, but fell back, irresolute.

Tabithasat up, crosslegged. Thelights dimmed again, and returned at full strength. “Tell me,” she
sad.

Saskia shifted awkwardly, her former poise and elegancefled. “Well, we are now, but we weren't,”
shesad.

Tabitha snorted, exasperated, eectrified. “What the hell —”

“Quins,” said Saskia. Sheran thetip of her tongue around her lips.

“We rethe only onesleft,” shesad.

She reached for Tabithaagain, to hold her, to be held, and Tabitha held her.

Saskiasaid, “We were an experiment. Suzan and Goreal and Zidrich got - used up. We escaped. We
were rescued. We wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

Tabitha could fed the other woman' s heart thudding, firmly, determinedly, in its narrow cage.

“Wedidn't know anything,” Saskia said, *about — other people. About the system. We ve never
been apart,” she said. She rubbed her nose, pulling aface, ugly suddenly, like ablind person with no
notion how to control her own expression. “I haveto get away from him,” she announced.

“Why?'

Saskiasat up, gazing into her face. “So | canbeme! Sol can— " Shesighed, listlesdy. “He wants
you,” shesaid, placing the palm of her hand flat on Tabitha s breastbone.

Tabithafdt her ardour cool and spird away.

“Isthat why you came here?’

“Hemustn't have you.”

Tabitha swallowed her anger. They were children. She had been about to go to bed with a child.

“Soyou came herefirg,” shesaid. “You can’'t do that,” she said forcefully. “You can’'t just treat
peoplelikethat.”

“Likewhat?" Saskiawas perplexed.



“Like, like— like wegpons.”

“It'snot that,” said Saskiaat once, and vigoroudly. “It’s not, Tabitha. | want you too,” she said,
beseeching again. “1 loveyou...”

“You don't,” said Tabitha, losing her patience. “Y ou’ rejust copying him.”

Saskiagazed at her, tearsin her eyes. “I’'m not,” shesaid. “1 couldn’t. You don’t understand. | am
him. What hewants, | want.

“Well, you can't haveme,” said Tabitha brusqudly. “No one can have me. I’'m not yours, I’'m mine.”

Unexpectedly sober, Saskiasaid softly, “That’ swhy | loveyou.” She stroked Tabitha sthigh. “You
arered, I’m not used to real people. Mogul and |, we' renot redl,” she said, reaching for her clothesand
beginning to dressagain. “ Xtascaisred, but sheisn't human. Ta isn't either. Marco isn't red, he' sal
words, words. And Hannah is dead.”

Afterwards Tabithareflected, Saskiawasn't so aone as she had made out. She had heard her
through the wall with Marco sometimes, their murmurs and cries.

Unlessthat was Mogul.

That night, Tabithawoke from adream of Captain Devereux, the broken pilot forever circling Deimos
in her fortress of black stone. She woke remembering the smell of her, the musk and machine ail.

There were voices next door.

Marco and Saskia, she thought, and realised she was dready jeaous.

But the otherswere in mere too, murmuring quietly and companionably. She could hear them dl, Td’s
tootling, Xtasca s remote hum. Were they playing cards or plotting amutiny? She strained her ears, but
couldn’'t tell.

Silently she dipped from her bunk, pulled on her gown, and stepped out into the gangway.

The night was subjective, like everything e sein hyperspace. Thereis no darknessthere, nor any light
save what legks through the back of the mirror, from real space. By thisdim overflow, Tabitha
approached the rear lock of the hold, and went in.

Aloneinthe hold for thefirgt time since they’ d set out, she looked carefully around her. The Twins
hammock was empty, and the Cherub’s cocoon. Ta’ sbox stood in the corner, the lid open. In the
grudging light the ruined murd, with its vague, expansve outlines, its patches of precise but obscure
detail, seemed to mimic the no less halucinatory prospect outside the portholes. There was the shrouded
vista, pregnant with suspended poss bility; there were the marks and violent stains of presences definite,
yet incomprehensible.

Tabithawas not there to appreciate art. She was there to go through their luggage. She trod gently
around the heap of boxes and bags and belongings, looking at them al. She was looking for thelong
slver-grey cylinder Mogul and Marco had risked death to bring from Plenty.

Shefound it, under alarge mound of multi-coloured foilcloth. Somebody had obvioudy intended it
should stay covered up. She got agrip on it and tugged it out into the open. It was cold to the touch, and
rather heavy.

Squatting and dusting off her hands, Tabitha contemplated it. It waslonger than she remembered: a
couple of metres, nearly three, and most of ametrein diameter. It was padded vinyl on the outside, rigid
metal undernesth. That, and the weight, dmost made her think it might be gold after al. Did you ship gold
in padded cylinders? She had no idea. There was a place where it was supposed to have labelson it, but
somebody had taken them off. She wondered how you opened it.

It turned out to be easy. Therewas asilver metd seam around it, across each end and dong its
length. There were finger catches recessed under the seam on each side. Wrapping her arms round it,
Tabithainserted her fingersinthe holes.

There was ahard, smooth click. She jumped back as the cylinder sprang open.

White gas burst out, hissing, condensing. A strange, unpleasant smell, as of moss and methylated
spirits, wafted into the hold. It was very, very cold.



Insde the cylinder wasthick frost, caked on what looked like severd layers of heavy-duty insulation
quilted in somekind of artificid slk. Therewasalarge, long badein it, of something wrapped in white
gauze.

It didn’t look like gold.

Tabithawanted to shut it up quick and not have any moreto do withit.

But it was on her ship. She pulled at the gauze on one end. Under it was atight bundle of dry,
ydlowish twigsand straw. An darm bell began to ring, very faintly, in the back of Tabitha's memoary.

She pulled the gauze down further.
The bundle had aface.

It had two bulging eyes, closed beneath smooth chestnut-coloured lids; a sharp pointed nose with two
narrow ditted nogtrils; and awide mouth like a crack in wood, pursed and seamed.

It wasn't abundle of twigs; or abundle of anything.
It was aFrasgue. A dead Frasque.
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Thefirg Frasgue | ever saw was on the Resplendent Trogon.

MELISSA MANDEBRA’'S SCHOONER?

That's the one.

WHAT WERE YOU DOING ON MELISSA MANDEBRA'S SCHOONER, CAPTAIN?

| wasin love. With Mdissa Mandebra’ s bosun.

His name was Tricarico Palynides and he was thin as flex. He had long dark hair dressed down his
cheek and gathered in atortoiseshd | ring. His eyes were narrow, the colour of amber, gold, they were, in
some lights. Gold when he looked a me. He picked me up dumming in a Schigparelli hostelry — hewas
dumming, not me. Heinvited me aboard the Resplendent Trogon to show me around. He said.

In the bitter evening we went out to a place in the desert to wait for the shuttle. The sky was like plum
jam, al purple and clotted. The mantas were hunting, soaring overhead like ragstorn out of the night. A
piercing wind was blowing scents from the south, parched smélls, sulphur, frozen metds. Theair wasthin
and raw. It crackled in our nogtrils. We stood in the sand, wrapped together in Tricarico’s harlequin
cloak. We were happy.

Deimoswas up. The shuttle came, its silhouette growing across the gibbous face of the moon likea
huge black beetle. It wasthe officers shuttle, Tricarico assured me, no one aboard would bother us.

Since Luna, I'd lived on Integrity 2 and set foot on nine other orbitals, one of them an Eladeldi
ziggurat; docked at azillion different platforms and stations and silos; and cleaned up after some of the
fanciest shipsin the system. The Bolshoi Mrittsvar . The Amaranth Aloof, with her arrogant livery of
yellow and black, her soaring passenger decks aight from stern to stern. Once | saw the Seraph
Catriona, matt black, secretive, patrolling the Dominion of Abraxas like a shark.



WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE AMARANTH ALOOF? | HAVEN'T HEARD OF HER
FOR YEARS.

She disappeared. Didn't you hear? On a TransNeptune Cruise.

TRANSNEPTUNE?

Very daring, but Capella didn’'t forbid it. It's system space, even if no one ever goes there.
NO ONE DOES, NOW.

The Resplendent Trogon was nothing like the size of the Amaranth or any of those, of course, but she
was the biggest ship I'd been on. She had twelve decks and independent gravity on each. There were
tapestries in the boardroom and actud paper books in the library. Vaet robots swept slently dong the
corridors, sarvicing each deck. Tricarico’s own cabin wasn't quite that plush, | admit, but he had piped
food, upper deck privileges and his own ablute. His bed was dl right too.

He gave methril. I'd never had it before. It was atransparent gel in aclear glass pot. Y ou scoop abit
out with alittle bone spatulaand put it under your tongue. It tastes of flowers and sugar and gives you an
enormous thirgt. But ten minutes after it dissolves, nothing isany effort. | felt | could reach out my hand
and dter the stream of events asit flowed through the cabin. Sex was very absorbing. Tricarico kept
laughing. Hewasjust delighted. | ddlighted him.

IS THRIL LIKE LOVE, CAPTAIN?
It's better, inaway.
WOULD YOU EXPLAIN THAT, PLEASE?
Would I? Yes, | would. You know you're going to enjoy it dl; and you never expect it to last forever.
| THINK YOU'RE JUST BEING CONTRARY.
No, I'm not.
YOU MUST EXPLAIN LOVE TO ME ONE DAY.
It'swhen you're mad but you think you' re not because there' s someone ese in there with you.
Do you get that?
NO. NEVER MIND. CARRY ON. TRICARICO.

Sat up in bed, a sheet over his knees. He drew his knees up, his feet together, an elbow on each knee,
and rested his chin on his hands

AFTERWARDS. THIS IS.
Thet'sright. | lay back a the other end of the bed, stupid with pleasure, drowsing through the afterglow
of the thril. We gazed a each other, foggily wondering how many more times we' d be able to do this.
“You could comewith us,” hesaid.
“Whereare you going?’
“Encdadus,” hesaid.
| didn’t even know whereit was.

BECAUSE OF THE DRUG?

No, | redly didn't. | ill hadn’'t been beyond Ganymede, remember, Alice. | could navigate the Tangle,
backwards and forwards, and | had the mgor asteroid clusters sorted out. but the Capellans might have
limited the drive to Jupiter for dl you could tdl by me.

“Therings are absolutely marvellous,” said Tricarico. “ Absolutely bloody marvellous.” He diced his
hand languidly through the air. “Thin asaknife and so solid, if you come at them right, you' d swear you
could walk onthem. It'sal hurtling around out there, and yet it' s absolutely safe, you can run throughiit,
inand out, aslong as you check the charts. Becauseit al just rolls around like avast great clock.”

| don't know why he said that, that the rings were like aclock. | wasfedling too much of avegetable



to ask. | supposeit was some sort of thril insight.

“They'vegot it dl charted,” hewent on, “al the big lumps. Anything you can get afix on that they’ ve
missed, it syours. Do you know, Tabitha, there are still hermits out there, each whizzing round on their
own little rock. There’ samonastery, on Enceladus.”

“That'snot why you'regoing,” | said. It seemed abrilliantly witty remark just then.

“No, itisn't,” said Tricarico and launched himself acrossthe bed at me, arms and legs splayed like a
balplayer. Grappling, we bounced lightly off the wall. He nuzzled my throat, but neither of us had the
energy. We lay in ahuddle while Tricarico told me about the Frasgue caravan.

Have you ever been on acaravan, Alice?

NEVER, CAPTAIN.

The Frasgue had them for a while when the rumours of war started, ships traveling to the Bdt in convoy
for safety. The miners were buying lot of basic big machinery from the inner sysem. All the way to
Jupiter it went conventiondly, to save on acceeration. Only after dingshotting Jupiter, Tricarico told me,
would the great hulks mugter the speed for the find skip. The amdl ships, like the Resplendent Trogon,
traveling on the caravan for the prestige more than anything, would wait until the last to get away before
skipping themsdves.

“Around the shoulder of Jovethey whirl,” he said, fantassing. “A hundred jewelsflung like seeds
across the black field of night! One by one they reach velocity and wink out of existence. There goesthe
Tredgolds Behemoth! Across the open net the cheersring out! Next the Frazier Asterak Roublov
ironclads, Kanzan and Jitoku, one so close after the other the betswill never be decided. Before anyone
can catch their breath, the Frasque mass cradles start to sparkle and spin, by twos and threes,
disppearing in the darkness like snowflakes on a December midnight. Then &t last, in one wild flare of
incoherent light, the small fry that have bobbed aong in the swirl, dl vanish at once— to reemergea
few weeks later, strung out dong amillion-metre arc of thelip of Saturn’ swdl!”

“The Frasque?’ | said. “Aren't they the onesmaking dl that trouble in Africa?’

“They'redl right aslong as you keep to business,” Tricarico promised.

“That'swhat | should do,” | said. “Do you know what timeit is?’

“Tabitha,” he said, hugging me reproachfully.

“What?’

“I’m trying to persuade you to stay.”

“No,” | said. “I’'m getting up. Watch me. Getting up.” | reached for my clothes. “I’ve got aliving to
ean.”

“You haven't.” hesaid. “I can get abigger cabin. Y ou don't haveto tell anyone what you used to do.
Y ou can leave the past behind!”

“I"d haveto haveajob,” | said.

He got quite agitated. “That’ swhat I’'m saying! Y ou don’t need to work!”

“No, Rico,” | said. “It'swhat I’'m saying. If thereisn't ajob, I’'m not coming. Meanwhile, I’'m going.
Watch me. Going.”

We compromised. The caravan was assembling a Sdlucia. If | joined him there in amonth, he would
hireme.

| THOUGHT YOU WERE IN LOVE WITH HIM.
Ah, I'm contrary about love, Alice.

Y ou might say what | wasin love with was the Resplendent Trogon. She certainly put the Fat
Mouith in the shade. Going back to that recommissioned ore dumper was more difficult than | wanted
Tricarico to know. Therewas no ablute a al on the Fat Mouth, just chemica wipesand adisgusting old

vacuum disposal. Captain Frank didn’t understand about hygiene. Or no, actudly, | think he understood
perfectly well and didn’t see the point. Y ou just get dirty again.



Insdethe Fat Mouth was the accumulated junk of ten years. More: some of it had come from his
previous ship. Some of it was his previous ship.

Theway it went was like this. Y ou make some space by folding some vast sheets of chipped lightfoil,
cutting out the bitsthe silica beetle have ravaged. Y ou put the bundles of lightfoil in between the legs of
nineteen emergency folding freefdl stretchersthat don't fold any more, and you discover nineteen trays of
streak connectors, thick with old black grease. Maybethey’ll ill work, maybe they won't. Y ou put
them on one side. Y ou go to move a couple of binsfull of glassfibre shred and find there’ snothing in
them, apart from the glassfibre shred, | mean. So you put the streak connectorsin the bins of glassfibre
shred. Then you' ve got room to put the bloody great Marclon 73] quartz paradox adjuster you picked
up for asong off abroken Paernian five. If you take some of the arms off. Y ou can dways put them
back again. Whenyou sl it.

Guesswhose job it was to take the arms off the paradox adjuster?

And to put them back again, in the middle of nowhere, in atearing hurry, on astation where our
drone credit had run out, then coax the thing out of the workshop up anarrow chute and across thirty
metres of vacuum into the hold for acustomer that looked asif it might suddenly decide to forget the deal
and eat you instead?

It wasn't that Captain Frank was lazy. He could be very energetic when he was doing the acquiring,
Szing stuff up and complaining about it. He just hated to part with anything. Hated it. Hewasin abad
mood, anyway. He was shedding. There were clumps of fur al over the place, getting into the cockpit,
clogging up the vents, | hadn't finished cleaning up sincelast time.

WHAT HAPPENED WITH CAPTAIN FRANK?

Wedl, | didn't tdl him about the Resplendent Trogon, about Tricarico, but | bet he found out somehow.
Probably because | kept cdling the Trogon.

The departure had been delayed, Tricarico said, and delayed again. It was pure ceremony, hesaid. A
skeleton crew was looking after the Resplendent Trogon, while her owners and officers were making
the proper observances, pressing the flesh. Every delegation wasinviting every other delegationto a
glittering succession of receptions and buffets, to sort out who was who, who wasin and who was o,
on the caravan.

“That’ sdaft,” | said. “ Aren't the Frasgue running everything anyway?’

“Of coursethey are,” said Tricarico, grinning. “ That’ swhat makesit so funny.”

Because the Resplendent Trogon, according to him, was only dong for the glory of it, her owners
and officers were very prominent at the presentations and the dinner parties. Also, Mdissa hated to rush
anywhere. Their cargo wouldn’t spail, or be any lessin demand.

The Resplendent Trogon carried only goods whose prices were out of al proportion to their bulk:
drugs, jewels, some of the legal decent tesserae. Not everything they carried waslegdl, actualy. They
conced alot from al but the most technica scanning, and bury the bribesin their overheads. The
Mandebras run very high overheads.

Captain Frank didn’t. I had amonth left on my contract. | kept hoping the caravan would be delayed
that long, telling mysdlf it would be easier to leave when my time was up.

Oh, | wanted to be with Tricarico, Alice, don’t think | didn’t. But he was rushing me, and rushing me
into something | knew nothing about, aworld of snobbery and luxury hetook for granted. There was no
trace of luxury onthe Fat Mouth, or if there was, it was broken. But | knew where | waswith Captain
Frank, even though it seemed to be mostly up to my eyesin loose wiring, Swearing at a bolthead. Captain
Frank hated to get rid of anything, so | knew hewouldn’'t ever get rid of me.

| waswrong.

News camein of awreck. The Misson Dawn Bell had crashed on |o. Shigenaga Petay, with their
usual flamboyance, had declared aloss. It would be an Altecean jamboree, scrambling through the
mangled machinery the scattered cargoes, meeting old cronies and competitors, picking up news of
home.



“Hwe go today,” decided Captain Frank. “Nyo stop.”

I"d never seen him so inflexible before. Usudly | could stal him, invent some rumour of a sdll-off at
Ucopia Plat, then head him off somewhere else before we got there; I d learned that whatever ideahe
got into hislarge skull, combing the garbage orbits would aways be easier. Not pleasant, just easy.

“Hey, captain, why don’t we stay here just until tonight? 1’ m sure | saw some good stuff corning
round. Should be catching up with us by testime. We' Il go to 1o tomorrow.”

“Gotoday,” he said, bustling across the cockpit to the charter. | dived out of hisway. Now hewasdl
energy and greed in afurry codt.

| helped him chart the route. From o | saw I’ d be able to track the Resplendent Trogon as she
crossed into Jupiter space. And out again, if Captain Frank got obsessed with whatever was | eft of the
Mission Dawn Bell. They'd al bethere, picking through the jagged carcase of the ruptured ship like
vulturesin the ribs of adead whae, tasting the remains with their hot wet snouts and bargaining in rattling
barks and shrieks. Their fur would be matted with antifreeze and ash. The other humanswould be the
usua dense, suspiciouslat, Sitting round the aerator telling gloomy stories with gresat relish, bragging about
findsand killings

| said, “ Captain Frank, I’ ve got to tell you something.”

He peered a methrough hisfilthy fringe. I'd learned to read hisfacial expressions, after afashion. |
didn’t know thisone.

“Hyou hwant to stay,” he said.

“Yes” | sad.

“Stop here. Stop dll here”

“That’ sright. I’ ve got another offer. This man — approached me. | wasn't looking,” | assured him.

Thedigtinction didn’t seem to mean anything to him.

“You'll soonfind someonedse,” | told him. “In Schigparelli. Along the d-Kazara. The Indigo Candl.
Y ou know better than | do.”

| think he took this as some kind of genera acknowledgement.

He held the charting styloin hissnout, “10,” he rumbled, pointing toit. “Hwe go.”

“No,” | said. “Not me.”

DIDN'T HE GRUMBLE?

Of course he grumbled. In fact | had to waive dl the back pay he owed me. | |eft the Fat Mouth as
broke asI’d cometo her. I'd worked my arse off for five months for nothing. | picked up my zero-g's,
duffed afew choice findsin my kitbag, and caught a shuttle to Sdlucia

It was funny, though: the passenger com chimed for me on the shuttle, and when | got to the screen, it
washim.
TRICARICO PALYNIDES.

No, Alice, Captain Frank. He'd shelled out to place a cdl to me in trangt, just to ask me something
irrdlevant, whether I’ d seen the big laser scapel anywhere recently, and then he just mumbled and looked
a me Just looked at mefor along time.

| said goodbye. | told him I’d misshim. He just looked at me. | was beginning to get annoyed, and
then hewas gone. Just like that.

Do you know, it wasn't until then that | realised he understood. That he' d done it for me.

| SAID HE WAS A NICE MAN.
Y egh. Some back pay would have been nice too. Y ou dways lose something when you move.
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“What istha doing on my ship?’

Shewaslivid, and scared. Asfar as she was concerned, it was the middle of the night, after ahorrific
day. A refrigerated coffin with adead dienin it was not what she wanted or expected to find in the
middle of the night, lurking in the hold.

Faces pae, brown and glossy black gazed at her through the murky air. The passenger cabin was
thick with aromatic smoke. They were dl squeezed in there. She had startled them, bursting in without
even knocking.

“Chrigt Almighty, you didn’t openit, did you?’

Marco was on hisfeet immediately, upsetting Ta, barrelling past the Twinsto reach her.

“I shut it up again fast. | should have thrown it out the airlock!”

“Now Tabitha, take it easy. Takeit easy!”

The three humans had al been Sitting on the bunk, passing along-stemmed pi pe between them asthey
examined a piece of paper, amap or achart of some kind, which disappeared the moment Tabitha burst
in. Entwined, the Twins had scrambled up together as Marco shoved by, standing up on the bunk,
pressing themselves back againgt the left-hand wall. Xtascawas at the far end of the cabin on its saucer,
risng up aong with them; Ta wasdso intheair, flapping about in greet darm.

“Tdl me, Marco!”

He was agitated, angry. “ Sit down! Sit down!” he bellowed. “Will you just St down?’

The Twinstrampled up the bunk away from Tabitha, making room for her. “ Sit, sit...” they
murmured, anxioudy. One of them was till holding the smouldering pipe. She had no idea now which.

“I don’'t want to it down!” she shouted. “1 want afucking explanation!”

“You'll be more receptive in comfort, Captain,” purred Xtasca

Tabithathrestened it with her ringer. “ Are you going to explain this? No? Then keep out of it!”

Sheignored the Twins, glared at Marco.

His head was down, hisfists were clenched, his eyeswere starting from hishead. “You're
overreacting!” hetold her. “Will you just sit down and listen?’

The Twin with the pipe was thrusting it down at her, offering it to her. Saskia, Tabithacould seeitin
her eyes. She amost knocked the pipe out of her hand.

“I'm ligening, Marco!”

He exhded fiercely, backing up afraction. His head went back, he rubbed one hand with the fingers
of theather, fondling hisbig ring. “It' sHector,” he said, looking at her baefully. “He' sdead.”

“I can seethat.”

“He |l never walk down Lime Street any more!” carolled Ta soulfully, swooping down to perch on
Marco's shoulder.

Marco turned his attention to him, holding up his curled index finger for Td to bite at. «

“Heonly justjoined us” said Marco shortly.

Tabithalooked at Saskia. Her face was a staring mask, unreadable, identicd to her brother’s.

Marco raised hisfaceto her. Werethose tearsin his eyes?

“They killed him,” hesaid.

Suddenly hewas dl solicitude.

“Look. Tabitha. Comein, comeon, sit down. I'll tell you everything, we Il explain thewholething to
you. Don't hang around in the door there. Y ou’ re fedling bad, you’ ve had a shock, come on, come and
be comfortable. Y ou want a coffee? Let me bring you a coffee. | know how it iswhen you're feding
bad. | know. | know. I’'m fedling bad. It'sal my fault. Don’t you think | fed bad? Can’t you see how
bad | fed?”’

Heran ahand through hishair. Ta paid close attention, his head swivelling.

“We had him inthe freezers at JustSleep,” said Marco. “They didn’t know. There snoway they’d



take aFrasque.” He laughed a short and bitter laugh. “Ironic, ain't it? Saskia, one of you, go and get the
captain acoffee” He snapped hisfingers at the Twins. Tabitha saw they were both looking intently at
her, in the direction of her breasts. She pulled her dressing gown tighter.

Sheran her eyes around the group: Marco in the centre, taking command; Ta on his shoulder; the
Twins crowded together on the bunk, entwined as close as ever; the Cherub perched up in the corner on
its saucer like az-bal umpire. They were dl looking at her. Outs de the porthol e speckles were swirling
together in the pallid vacancy of hyperspace.

“Youthink I'm so stupid,” she said venomoudly.

Marco sat down impatiently in the place he' d offered her, bouncing heftily on the bunk. He waved his
arm, dismissing her, and looked at hisfeet.

“Tell her, Mogul,” heingtructed. “Maybe she'll listen to you.”

“That was what we stole from Plenty,” said the acrobat quietly and dowly over hissister’ s shoulder.

“Not gold,” said hissgter.

“Our own partner’ sbody,” said Mogul. Their eyeswere hollow, their mouths sad, as though they
were remembering some deep distress. They were both obvioudy very stoned. At the same ingtant they
both sat down together on the bunk behind Marco, crossing their long, long legs.

Tabithaleaned on the door jamb. She fixed her eye on Saskia. “You,” she said, “worked with a
Frasque?’

“Hector,” said Saskiablankly.

“Where did you find a Frasque?’

Saskiaand Mogul looked into each other’ s eyes. Neither spoke.

“Inthe Bdt,” said Marco ingantly. “ Sitting on arock. He was adeserter, he was hiding out. He didn’t
even know the war was over. He wanted to join us. But they killed him.”

“Who did?’ For amoment, she thought he was going to say the Twins.

“Eladddi. On Acme. Hisfirg night.” Hisvoice was growing positively husky. “ Cameright out of the
audience and put abolt in him.” He frowned. He was biting hislip, holding back anger and grief. “We got
him away, got him to Plenty. Hannah covered usin there. Maybe,” he said, raising hiseyes sadly to
Tabitha sface, “maybe, if we could vetold them, they could have saved him.”

“LikeHannah,” said Mogul.

“It wastoo late,” said Saskia

Marco blew hisnose loudly and said, “Anyway, in the end we had to stedl him back again. Like he
says,” henodded lopsidedly a Mogul. “ The tape was supposed to put something in there that would
mutetheadarms, but | guessit didn’t work. Lousy Martian junk,” he said bitterly.

Tabithafolded her arms. She looked at the hovering Cherub. “What about you?” she asked it. “Were
you therefor dl of this?’

The Cherub’ s saucer whirred briefly asit rotated to face her.

“I have nothing to add, Captain,” it whispered.

Tabithalooked at Saskiaagain, bitterly depressed. Thiswholetrip wasjust oneload of shit after
another. “Why isthere adead Frasquein my hold, Saskia?’

Marco lifted hishand and let it fdll.

“WEe re taking him hometo be buried,” Saskia said iffly.

“You'retaking him, Tabitha” said Mogul.

“Hisfamily areon Titan,” said Saskia.

“We revery grateful,” said her brother.

“Areyou. Then why the hdl didn’t you tell me?’ she demanded.

“We should havetold you,” said Marco. “We should. But it was arisk we couldn’t afford to take.
No one wantsto get involved. We d dready hired one firm before you came adong. They found out
about Hector, next minute they’ d cancelled the contract.”



“Sothereé sno gold,” said Tabithabluntly.

“I'll get you some coffee,” said Saskia

“I'll getit,” said Mogul.

They stared fiercely at each other, seeming to remember suddenly they were supposed to be at odds
over her.

“Therewill be,” said Marco, while Mogul dipped out like acat, rubbing past Tabithain the doorway.
“Hector’ sfolkswill pay anything to get their son back. Anything.”

“| thought the Frasgue didn’t have anything,” returned Tabitha. She wasfed up with al this, she
wanted to go back to bed.

“Oh, there’ smoney left,” he assured her, vaguely. “ The Frasque have got money dl over the system.
Capdlladidn’t get everything.” He Stretched, wearily, carefully, not to didodge Td. “You'll be paid,
Captain,” hesaidinasingsong voice; and Td, joining in, sang, “When will you pay me, say the bells?
When will you pay me, say the bells?”’

“Captain,” caled avoicefrom the gangway. “1 think you should come and look at this.”

Tabitha closed her eyesin agrimace of frustration and fatigue. “What, Mogul ?’ she called back.

“I don't know,” he said. “ Something’ s happening.”

Tabithawent.

Mogul was standing at a porthole. She looked past him, outside.

“Oh God.”

Outsde the porthole the tesseract was mottling ominoudy, oily blots of black marbling the nondescript
hypermedium. Everywhere you looked they divided and spread, divided and spread.

“What isit?’ asked Saskia, behind her.

Tabitha sfirst thought was that they werein for aprobability storm, like the one that had caught her
on her seventh or eighth solo skip, back when she was driving the old Vassly-Svensgaards for Kuhn
Standard. Time had come apart and tossed the hulking greet ship like afag-end into avortex of dternities
that threatened to tear it dimension from dimension. She' d never been so terrified.

“I’'mnot sure,” shesaid.

She was dready racing for the cockpit.

“Alicel” she shouted. “Hold the course!”

Waves of deadly light flared across the viewport. Ahead, the emptiness was stippled, fractured,
bubbling and popping like overheated celluloid. The views on the scannerswere al double exposures,
pixds pinking and strobing with information from insde, peckling the screenswith confetti of light from
thered universe. The air in the cockpit was rich with ozone,

It was no probability storm.

As Tabitha snatched up her headset, streaks of wild bluefire zipped around the hull of the Alice
Liddell, arcing across her copper inlays. Every speaker on board was howling with overload. Tabitha
locked hersdlf in her web, pulling in status readings and throwing power to the sabilisers.

Sheignored Td chirping hystericdly in her ear, and Xtasca hovering intently at her Sde, the metd light
of the rampaging forces outsde flashing rainbows from its suit. “ Alice!” shecried. “What isit?’

“SOMETHING SPULLING ME IN.” said the ship’s personacamly.

“It can’t bel”

But it was. Overmastered by an unknown force, the Alice was being dragged headlong back into
normal space.

If shewent, it would not be without afight. Her ssamswere cresking, her rivetsjiggling. Stout little
toiler that she was, she was resisting with al the power in her chunky frame.

Thistimeit was not going to be enough.

Tabitha sfingersflew across the console, looking for an edge, looking for avector. One by one,
escape profiles began to crystallise, only to melt down seconds later. Just asthe Cherub had said, it was



not gravity, not conservation of matter, nor onboard systems failure that was ripping agpart the dimensions
beneath them. Incredible asit seemed, the Capellan drive was being countermanded. It was shutting
down in obedience to acommand from somewhere outside the ship. There was nothing Tabitha could do
evento dday their fdl.

“Everyone off theflight deck!” she shouted. “WEe re going through!”
And, asthe players scattered for whatever safety they could reach, the mael strom outside settled into
asteady pulsing, amoiré whirlpool of unnatura energies that opened its maw and swallowed them down.
Abruptly, they were through. The Alice’ s engines coughed and whined at the sudden resumption of
proper gravity.

For amoment the screens were blank. Then one by one they blinked back on. There were the ars,
there was the sun. There was the dead black of normal system space.

There was the big green pirate ship, itstractor beam groping for them, its paradysing nets spread wide
to recelve them.
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“ Pirates?”

“Must be” sad Tabithagrimly, fencing and feinting with the probing tractor beam. The Alice
Liddell’ s workhorse engines were not built for thisfine and fancy evasion. She was doing agood job,
but it was only amatter of time.

“Not cops? Y ou're sure they’ re not cops?” murmured Marco over shoulder.

“They’renot cops,” said Tabitha

“You're sure, now? | mean, isthere somekind of skull and crossbones on that thing?’

“What?" sheydled. “Get off the flight deck, Marco!”

A burst of light appeared suddenly on the port beam, another beneath it.

Marco flew down the ramp into the hold, Ta swooping after him shrilling in terror.

Saskiaand Mogul remained. They had got themselvesinto the co-pilot’ sweb and were as safe there
asanywhere,

Xtascawas there too, hanging on the suspension of their web like agreat shiny black grub. Orange
light blazed acrossits body.

“Pulsewegpons,” it remarked. “They want us dive.”

“Great.” Tabithastruggled for contral. It had grown very hot in the cockpit. She wiped sweat from
her brow.

“Get off there,” shetold the Cherub. It paid no attention.

The Twins clung cheek to cheek, Saring into the dazzle like apair of frightened kittens. “Oh,
Xtasca...” they moaned, reaching up towardsit.

“They haven't got our range yet,” it said, cam as acommentator at ale surely sporting event.

Tabitha dropped the starboard wing and sidedlipped. Another orange pulse burst overhead.

“Their instruments are erratic now,” continued Xtasca. Of course, it wasright. Y ou can’'t haul
something of the Alice’' s mass out of hyperspace without a considerable shockwave.

“We might retdiate now,” it said.

Tabithacouldn't stand this commentary. “Get out of here, Xtascal” she shouted.

“There sno specific danger,” Xtascasad.

“You'reintheway!”

It turned and looked at her. Though Tabitha sfull attention was occupied, she was till unnerved and
annoyed by that glowing stare in the corner of her vision.

“I could deploy the defences for you,” it whispered coolly.



“I haven't got any defences!” Tabitha howled, pulling the ship into a sudden full reverse asthe tractor
beam brushed her amidships. Engines protesting, the Alice kicked back againgt her momentum, pitching
high and hard.

Determinedly, Tabithasat on the thrusters and rode the pitch up and over. When she glanced aside,
she saw the Cherub had |eft the cockpit. One of the Twins stared at her sorrowfully.

The pirates were lumbering after her, splashing the void with eectromagnetic blurts. Already they had
shot off enough power to squirt the Alice Liddell al theway to Saturn.

The big green ship came up clearly for an instant on the scopes, looking so close they could seethe
figures of the crew gesticulating at them from the bridge. It was aLesondak Anaconda, or had been
before they’ d mucked about with it. Six hundred metres long with two hundred and thirty beam, its
characteristic boastful profile was il discernible under the vast, bloated ion pods they’ d chosen to jam
on ether Sde, the skirt of paralyser nets dung underneeth, the artillery everywhere, and the flashy
extension stuck on the prow. There was no Jolly Roger to be seen, but they actudly had afigurehead on
the thing, a bare-breasted Nubian woman with a salacious grin, and aname: the Ugly Truth.

The pulse guns throbbed silently again. The blast rocked the Alice over fifteen degrees to starboard.
Rubbish swept across the flight deck and clattered down the ramp. On the console, dl the lights went
red. Smoke issued from the cracks between the keys.

“Werehit!” cried Mogul.

“Just adap,” said Tabitha. She yanked in back-ups. Two lightslit up. “ Come on, come on.”

“Why not use the torpedoes?’ cried Saskia.

“We haven't got torpedoes!” Tabitha howled. “ She'sabarge!”

Hecticaly, Saskialunged across the aide and pointed. There on the console was atab marked
TORPEDOES.

Tabithalooked at it.

“I don't believeit,” shesaid.

She glared at Saskiaand Mogul, huddled together in the web as though they thought they could avoid
getting hit if they smply made themsaves assmdl aspossible.

“Did you put that there?’ she accused them.

“No!”

Two faces Sde by sde, wide-eyed in the hot purple gloom, like lemurs surprised by torchlight.

The Ugly Truth wasfloating smoothly upwards on the screens. Through the viewport she looked like
abig greenlobe of cactus, her poisonous metal spinesglinting in the light from the suns.

Frenziedly Tabitha scanned the board. “How do you am these things?’

Together they dipped from the web. “We'll get Xtasca”

Tabithawiped her face. “ Alice?”

“YES, CAPTAIN?

Shetouched thelabel. TORPEDOES. It wasredlly there. “ Do you know anything about this?’

“WOULD YOU LIKE THE FULL SPECIFICATIONS?’

“How do | use thethings?’

A dender silver probe snaked past her neck. It was Xtasca, clinging to her web now, extending its
tail. It dipped here and there about the board, and plunged into a socket. A pink array cleared, shifted to
amber. Whirring, amonitor dropped down from overhead, showing a scaled set of concentric circles
and, diding in and out behind them, agrey slhouette of the Ugly Truth.

“YOU HAVE CONTROL, CAPTAIN.” said the ship.

On the monitor the target was shrinking. The Ugly Truth was turning towards them, reducing her
profile, asif her pilot knew what was happening.

Tabitha reacted. Swiftly shetook the Alice into adive, forcing her nose down until they were under
the belly of the big green ship. Thelens of the tractor beam projector glowed dimly and the dangling nets



did dowly back and forth above them.
“Now,” advised the Cherub.
The Twins shouted, “Now!”
Tabitha sfinger hit the tab.
Ahead, an ice-blue cloud of propellant erupted from benegath the bow, crystallising instantly.
A blazing lance split the darkness.
The Alice rocked back from the blast.

The missile was awhite-hot pinhead against the velvet black of space. It curved ddlicately round
under the shadow of the Ugly Truth.

Therewas aflicker; ablaze of soundlessydlow fire.

Craning at the screens, they could see agaping holein the hanging nets.
Thejubilation wasloud. The Twins hugged her, whooping, ydling wildly at Xtasca
Tabitha clenched her teeth. She waslooking for her next shot.

The Alice Liddell was still bowling merrily backwards from the recail. The Ugly Truth had
disgppeared from dl the monitors, and the sighting camerawas tracking rapidly.

“Therethey are!”

Tabitha tapped the retros once, twice, and coaxed the Alice round broadside on to the dwindling
green ledf. It dipped neetly into the middle of the Sghts asif it belonged there.

Tabitha pressed the tab. The flare of the discharge lit the cockpit.

Everybody cheered.
“I thought you said this tub wasn't armed!” said Marco, bounding back into the cockpit with Ta close

overhead.
“That was before,” said Tabitha

On the scope, violet dazzle marked the impact of the second torpedo. She couldn’t see what damage
it had done. In the sights, the Ugly Truth was still dead centre.

The Twinsdived at the tab.

“Letme”

“Letmel”

Suddenly Tabithawas beset by shoving e bows and flying arms.
“Hey!” she shouted.

As she struggled to get at the controls, the silver probe lanced over her shoulder again, hitting her on
the cheek and gtriking straight down at the console.

Xtascahad seized theinitiative.

Fuming, Tabitha scanned the screens, the viewport.

Nothing happened.

Pushing them al out of the way, Tabitha pressed the tab again. Again.

Nothing.

Wherever the torpedoes had come from, in the random reallocations of hyperspatia shift, there had
been only apair of them. Only thetab and itslabel remained, mockingly, on her console; only the sighting
monitor, with the bulging, spiky shape of her enemy spreading larger and larger acrossiit.

“Ohmy god...”

The Anaconda s pulse gun spat again, and white lightning engulfed the Alice Liddell.
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Dark.



Dark outsdeand in.

There was not asingle spark of power, not alight glowing on board the Alice Liddell. Not in the
cockpit, where her festive assortment of coloured tdlltales, readouts, LEDs and indicators lay opaque
and dull as so many wine gums. Not in the hold, where Contraband’ s equipment sat eyeless and dumb.
Not in the galey, where the refrigerator suddenly peeped and died. Not in the engines, which guttered
and flared alast invisble wisp of plasma, then cooled rapidly in thefrigid dark.

The back-ups were down. The failsafes had failed. In the hold, the cargo drones stood in their
kennels, motionless as the frozen Frasque. Overhead, the extensorslay coiled like lifeless snakes of sted!.
All about the hull the scanners were blind. The automatic lungsthat circulated and refreshed the Alice's
ar wheezed once and fell slent.

Timewas running oLt.

In the black cockpit the only gleam came from the red eyes of Xtascathe Cherub. Tabithawas
tapping keys angrily, flipping switches back and forth. Nothing happened. She looked accusingly up at
Xtasca, asif wereitsfault. Without power they would soon be drawn in to the paralysing nets of the
Ugly Truth; and then there would be no more power ever.

“Xtascal” gppeded the Twins.
Tdl, confused by the sudden darkness, flew around blundering into dead monitors.
“Here, Td,” said Marco, subdued at last.

Tabithadumped over the console. She had raced and overtaxed the Alice to keep her away from the
cops, only to have her fal into the hands of pirates. At thelast, her cockpit had been full of confusion and
interference; but there was nothing e se she could have done.

Tabitha could fed the Twins patting her, stroking her, dipping their skinny hands through her web.

“Tabitha—"

“Tabitha—"

“Who arethey?’

“Where are they taking us?’

Shefended them off. “Alice?’ She keyed for vox again. “ Alice, can yo ahear me?’

Therewas no reply. Instead, Tabitha could hear Marco swearing softly to himsalf, over and over
agan.

She wondered what her optionswere.

She wondered if she had any options.

She wondered if shewas going to die.

Searchlights dazzled her. Their captors were examining their catch.

The Twinswere gppeding to the Cherub again.

“Xtasca, can't you — 7’

“Xtasca, surdy —”

But the Cherub was gone.

It was swimming hurriedly into the forward port airlock, towing its saucer, and pulling up its hood asiit
went.

“Xtasca?’ they called.

For answer there was only the sound of theinner door closing and alockful of air spurting into
vacuum as Xtasca cranked the outer door open.

“Wherée sit going?’ Tabitha asked.

Not even the Twins seemed to know.

The pirate ship was now spreadeagled perfectly before them, asymmetrica slhouette blocking out
themisty stars. A pae silver gleam appeared in the eye of the beam projector and immediately something
insubgtantia thumped the Alice Liddell .



“Whoal” cried Marco, grabbing hold of aloop as the deck tilted under him. Td, together with a
quantity of clutter, flew into theair. “What' s hgppening?’

Tabitha dapped the console with both hands.

“We redead,” she announced. “And Xtasca s run off and left us.”

Outside, the shiny black form of the Cherub went shooting across the gulf between the ships and was
immediately lost to view.

“She’ sgoing over there,” commented Saskia.

Tabithaturned and looked at her. The acrobat’ slong face was amask of dismay in the cruel arclight,
asif shewere sengble of some offence, someinjury, or —

Betrayd.

Suddenly Tabithasaw it dl.

The ship swayed again. Then there was a sense of motion, dight but steady, as she was pulled from
her previoustrgectory.

“Arethey towing us somewhere, isthat it?” Marco said.

“They'reredingusin,” said Tabitha

Things began to subside gently towards the back of the cockpit as the Alice succumbed to the grip of
the tractor beam.

They could all suit up and bail out. For what good that would do. Without the computer she had no
ideawhere they were. Her suit had a beacon and probably the bands’ did too, but there might be
nobody for gigametres. And the pirates would still pick them up — or pick them off — in minutes.

But they could suit up and bail out. It was an option.

Perhaps that was what Xtasca had done, anticipating her order, asit customarily did. But Tabitha
thought not.

At that moment Tda squedled in surprise as every speaker in the cockpit fizzed and crackled into life.

“Ahoy there, AliceLiddell! Ahoy, Captain Jute! How' s everybody today?’

“How can they do that?’ asked Marco, holding out his hand for Tal to come and perch.

Tabithadidn’t know. Shedidn’'t much care. “ They’ ve got some clever friends,” she sad.

“That was quite a trick you just pulled, Captain Jute,” the voice continued. “ Here's one for you.”

The cabin pressure rose abruptly.

Td shrieked and fdll out of theair, lying on hisback on thewall and kicking frantically at theinvisble
enemy mercilesdy crushing histiny torso. Unprotected by the dead web, Tabithafdt asif her inades
were being squeezed againgt her skeleton.

“Lay off, you bastards!” yelled Marco, indistinctly.

But the pressure was dreedy faling again.

“Got any more tricks, Captain?”

“Just give us achance, shitsucker!” bellowed Marco, scrabbling for the choking bird.

“Isthat a no?’ asked the voice, and paused again. “ Okay,” it said, “ now you just hang in there
and don’t touch nothing. We'll be seeing you real soon,” said the voice with lazy good humour.

Securdly clamped in the hold of the tractor beam, the Alice Liddell was being drawn inexorably
towardsthe Ugly Truth and its paralysing nets. The underside of thisvulgar predator of the spaceways
expanded until they could make out an observation blister, and insde it the minute figures of her crew.

“Canyou seeit?’ asked Tabitha

“What?" said Mogul.

“The Cherub,” she said. She got out of her sagging web and worked her way carefully down the
ramp, which under the new gravity was very steep indeed, to the suit locker.

Marco didn’t understand. “ Are those Seraphs? Is that a Seraph ship?’

“Uh-uh.” Her tether suit was dill where she' d left it, in her cabin. She wanted the hull-walking suit.



She pulled it out. “ Sergphs wouldn’t be seen dead driving a piece of crap like that. Get suitson.”

“Where did Xtascago?’ Saskiaasked her brother.

“Where do you think,” said Tabitha shortly. She stepped into the suit.

“Tabithal”

They were shocked. “ Tabitha, it tried to save ug”

“She armed the torpedoes for you!”

“How do you know that? How do you know it didn’t deliberately screw them up?’

“Hey, come on now, Tabitha, you can't think —”

“How well do you know it? How well can you know one of those, those hi-tech tadpoles— " She
fastened her necklock and reached for the helmet. “Who el se has got the tech to grab hold of someonein
mid-skip?’

They couldn’t answer that.

“Get your fucking suitson.”

They tumbled past her into the hold.

Tabitha Jute, in fact, knew aslittle about Cherubim as anyonein that cockpit, and less then most. But
shewaswild and angry and short of deep, and al her resentment and mistrust came boiling ouit.

She hung in the forward hold lock, aware of the dark green hulk swelling in the viewport up behind
her.

“1 don't suppose you' ve got any concealed weagpons on board, have you, it' sjust dead diens, isn't
it?” Shelooked grimly around the hold.

“Oh,” sad Mogul lightly. “Astothat...” Hetwisted hishand in the air, and Tabithasaw something in
it suddenly, something that glinted darkly. It wasasmal metalic blue gun.

“At dosequaters” hesad lightly, “thiswill open them up like flowers.”

Tabithaheld out her hand.

He stared at her broodingly. “I think I'll keep it,” he said.

Tabitha climbed back into the cockpit for her bag.

The Ugly Truth hung over them like adark green planet, so close now it wasn't over any more but
under, and they were plunging into its nets.

Dark green metawork filled thefield of vison. Therewasno scale. It wasimpossibleto tell how far
below it was. It had become awhole terrain, alandscape spotted with lights. The large bright observation
bubble looked like a city dome rising up to meet them asthey camein to land. Smaller lights, gun dots
and portholes: those might have been the lights of isolated buildings, outlying farms. That shiny slver circle
was the tractor beam projector, hauling them to deeth. It looked tranquil and lovely asamoonlit |ake.

All around, the fringes of the paralysing nets reached up for her ship like cobwebsfor afly. Tabitha
could see the charred and twisted metal where her torpedoes had struck. The damage was nothing, there
were other areas as bad, |eaking charge or black and crumpled.

The paraysing nets rose up around them now, drawing the Alicein.

“There you go,” said the enormous voice, soothingly. “ No prob—"

Therewas a blinding flash, as though the ship werefull of lightning. Then dl itslightswent out.

Theillusory landscape vanished. Beneath Tabitha s head wastota blackness. Dark the observation
blister; the gun placements, the portholes, the tractor beam projector: al dark.

Tabithafdt the Alice Liddell surge up under her as gravity cameto anew arrangement. Thelittle
Kobold wasfaithfully trying to orbit the bigger ship.

Tabithaflew to the console, avoice sounding in her headst, atiny onethistime.

“Seepwell,” it whispered.

It was Xtasca
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Hdlo, Alice.

HELLO CAPTAIN.

What are they doing now?

STILL REHEARSING. DO YOU WANT TO LISTEN IN?

No thank you.
Do the Twins remind you of Tricarico Palynides?

| DIDN'T EVER MEET TRICARICO PALYNIDES, CAPTAIN

It was Tricarico who firg told me about the Léonor Casares. | don't think | believed him. Not then.
| DIDN'T BELIEVE IN HER MYSELF UNTIL WE MET HER.

Do you remember that?

OH YES.

We were on along loop from Autonomy to Dione with a pod of zero-g crystds for the vet hospitd, Sx
days snce skip, and you sad there was a derdlict on the scope.

AND YOU SAID THERE COULDN'T BE!

| ill say .

| SUPPOSE YOU'D SAY THE LEONOR CASARES ISN'T A DERELICT.
Wl sheign't. She' s dill in trangt.

FORTY-ONE YEARS OUT.

“She was the Léonor Casares from Luna, taking Tibor Lapham to report on the ste the family had
staked out for their operations on Ganymede. Before he boarded the shuttle at Serenity Tibor ate a plate
of waffles with bacon and maple syrup and drank a tube of coffee. He read the finandd screens and
placed a satellite cdl to his PA in Shri Lanka. The locd conditions were sormy. He couldn’t get her
picture. He joked about it, tdling her she looked terrible. He gave her some ingtructions, and reminded
her that one of the managers was cdebrating his birthday. Then he took ship and went to look into the
face of the father of the gods.

“Tibor Lapham never completed his misson. Something went wrong.”
THAT'S VERY ELOQUENT, CAPTAIN.
Oh, I was reading that. It'sinthis book | found. It's fascinaing, though, isn't it?
WHAT'S YOUR THEORY? | PRESUME YOU HAVE A THEORY.

No. | like them dl. Let's see, number one, there was a mutiny, and Tibor was killed. Number two, he
was rebdling againg the family firm, trying to stedl the ship. Three, he had afight with the captain about a



womean. Four, the cagptain misca culated the route and they dipped into a Moebius continuum. Five, Tibor
was crossed in love and trying to commit suicide. Six, he passed close to one of the asiral sphincters and
because no one had seen one before he tried to go through it. What others are there? Oh yes. He hit a
times reef and won't emerge again until the thirtieth century.

They al come back to Tibor, every one. The doomed young hero. No one even remembers the name
of the captain of the Léonor Casares.
ISN'T IT IN YOUR BOOK?

Somewhere, | expect. Some people sad he gave a wrong command and got the ship implicated in a
paradox.

| THOUGHT SHE WAS A DERELICT. SHE LOOKED LIKE A DERELICT TO ME.
Six days in hyperspace and you say there's a derdlict at 310° ahead.
HE MASS OF A SHIP BUT NO ENERGY READINGS, NO HEAT PATTERN.

| sad it was just a hdlucination. Particle interference. Something out in real space cadting a hypercubic
shadow.

YOU WERE SCARED.
| wasn't.

YOU WERE.

How do you know?

| KNOW YOU, CAPTAIN JUTE.

DID YOU THINK WE WERE GOING TO HIT IT?
Or be hit by it. It seemed like a posshility. Anyway, | just didn’t like you thinking there was something
out there. Either there wasn't, in which case you might be going wrong and | was in bad trouble, or there
was, in which case the universe might be going wrong and | was in worse trouble.

Theonething | didn’t think was, Léonor Casares. | hadn’t believed Tricarico, | hadn’t believed it
when | saw about thelegend on AV. | don't suppose | could have even told you her name.

Then| saw her.

I’d knew you couldn’t meet another ship in hyperspace. It's not supposed to be possible. But she
was on the scanners, and | waslooking &t her.

She wasn't there, and then she was. She came looming out of the nothing asif someone had pushed
her through a sheet. There was something strange about her shape, | thought. | wondered if she' d had
some sort of dimensional accident, got hersalf mistrandated and come through wrong. Then | redised she
was a Freimacher Courtier, one of the redlly early ones when they were ill putting al the back-up
chemicd engines on them. Shewas old. That was scary too. What was something that old doing out
there?

THERE WERE NO SIGNALS. | CALLED AND CALLED, ON EVERY FREQUENCY |
COULD REACH. THERE WAS NOTHING.

| wanted to go and have alook, but | didn’t dare go outside.
YOU'RE MORE BLASE NOWADAYS, CAPTAIN.

Tha's not blasé, Alice. They drive me out. It's come out here or say insde and go as mad as they are.

| wish the Leonor would come back now. That would make them jump. No, though, Marco would
be onto meto takeit in tow to sell to some entrepreneur on Titan.

Did you seethe nameor did I?
| DID. AND YOU SAID YOU'D NEVER HEARD OF IT.

| cdled up what we had on record, then | remembered the ship Tricarico had told me about, that was
condemned to wander the abyss of hyperspace forever and never come to land.



Here, here’ sagood hit.

“There, in the crack between space and time, neither past, present nor future, she loiters. Her engines
are primed, her cdlsdl charged; yet nothing hums, nothing glows.

“The crew of fifteen St down together three times each subjective day to est amedl. It isdwaysthe
same medl. They have dways eaten it, and dwayswill. Each haggard sailor avoidsthe eyes of his
neighbours, imagining he doneis suffering from this monstrous gpprehension. Isit today that the dire
imprisonment begins? Or have they been drifting like thisforever? Up and down the table and long the
walls of the gadley, thelamps are out. Thefood is cold. The navigator triesto light his pipe and fails. He
has always tried and alwaysfailed. Fud will not burn, nor crystal spark.

“The crew attempt to conced their anxiety from each other, dapping the table and singing boisterous
ghanties.

One forgets the words, making the others laugh. He forgot those words, exactly the same words,
yesterday and the day before, and the day before that, every day for thirty years. The choruses grow
ragged, half-hearted. The crew are keegping an ear open for the conversation the captain is having with
their passenger, young Tibor, the owner’ s son, up on the bridge. A muttered word or two, afragment of
aphrase, drifts down to them.

““... gpectrum counterparts...’

“‘...can't possibly be. It can’t possibly.’

“‘... stabilisers. No response.’

“Thecrew, like dl sailors, are superdtitious people. For some, thisistheir first skip. They do not like
having to crossthis region of pallid murk and curdled mercury. They do not like this tense, whispered
conversation between Master Lipham and Captain Naum. They are afraid something iswrong with the
ship. In aminute the bosun will be called to the bridge. The Stuation will be explained. An order will be
given. Inaminute or two they will bresk out the equipment to meet the crisis, and everything will become
clear: amatter of gpplied strength and technica know-how.

“But on the Léonor Casares the minutes no longer pass.”
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Therewas no sign of the Cherub. They watched and called for it al the while Tabithawas bringing the
systems back up. They tried and tried to raiseit, but there was no answer. They waited aslong asthey
dared, lingering in the penumbra of the darkened pirate ship; but it was no use. That whispered
benediction had been its parting message, and there could be no reply.

Somewhere Xtasca had found anichefor itstricky tall, inveigled itself into the dectrics from the
outside, and blown thelot. It had doomed the Ugly Truth to float at large, dark and dead, through the
empty redm of interplanetary space and itsdf to travel withit.

By mutua consent they decided not to court danger by crawling over it looking for Xtasca s body.
One corpse, Tabitha thought but did not say, was enough. She restored power to the primaries and set
them moving dow ahead, away from the seductive reach of the dead ship. At minimum thrust they rode
out of its shadow, leaving it further and further behind, its popeyed figurehead grinning at the dark.
Gradudly it would settleinto itslast decaying orbit, one morelifeless piece of scrap swinging slently
around the sun; and there shewould be only too pleased to leaveit.

Whilethe Alice' s personagot hersalf back in shape and ran al the setting-up routines, captain and
passengers took off their suits and sat together in the hold, drinking the last of the tea. Marco was glum,
his utterances dternating between growls of hate and nervous, high-pitched attempts at reassurance and
postivity. Ta, unsettled, refused to stay on his shoulder and fluttered in adistracted way from box to
speaker to catwalk rail.

The Zodiac Twins were heartbroken.



“She was the one they cameto see,” said Saskia. “Not us, with our feeble tricks and songs. She...
Xtasca... She wasthe next generation of humankind. She could fly. She could breathe vacuum. She
could —she—"

Saskia stopped and buried her face in her brother’ s shoulder.

Marco cleared histhroat, sat forward with his hands clasped together, his forearms resting on his
knees. “Maybe somebody oughtasay afew words,” he suggested uneasily. “Captain, |, er, | guessyou,
maybe you should be the one.”

“To Abraxas?’ said Tabitha. “No.”

She sat nearby him on atrunk, her shoulders hunched, her hands pressed between her thighs. She
looked for the Slver-grey travelling coffin. Someone had covered it over again.

“Did it — did she have any family?’ Tabitha asked.

The Twins shook their heads.

“They don't,” saidd Mogul.

Marco put hisarm around her.

“Don’'t blame yoursdlf,” he said.

She looked round a him sharply, about to shrug him off; but she didn’t.

They |eft it at that.

Td perched on Xtasca s flaccid cocoon and preened himsalf sorrowfully. Hebeganto sing a
melancholy, throbbing violin solo, al mawkish minor thirds and vibrato. The humanswinced and looked
at one another, but for once no one ventured to stop him.

Stll, the bird effectively terminated the mood by describing it. Tabitharoused herself, redisng how
gaetheair was getting. Marco, feding her about to rise, relinquished his consolatory embrace, dapped
his hands together.

“Okay, people, let’s get this show on theroad.”

There was work to do aboard the Alice Liddell: circuitsto replace, breakersto replace, teststo run.

“How’sit looking, Alice?’

“LIVEABLE”

Despite hersdlf, Tabithasmiled asmdl, wry smile. “ Did you lose anything, can you tell?’

“EVERYTHING SEEMS TO BE HERE, CAPTAIN. INCLUDING SEVERAL THINGSI
HAVEN'T THOUGHT ABOUT FOR YEARS. AND ALL YOUR STORIES, | THINK. PLEASE
WILL YOU TELL ME SOME MORE STORIES SOON?’

“Assoon as| can, Alice. | promise. As soon aswe get the money we'll rest up for awhile and get
you a proper overhaul.”

Privately she doubted tranquility wasin prospect; but there was no point darming Alice. They had
been hijacked into acompletely uninhabited region, quite away from the nearest planet. It wasn't one
you could limp to on impulse power and expect to find help.

They were going to have to skip.

“Tel uswhat needs doing now and we' |l get onwith it,” she said.

Upit came.

AXISLOCK CRYSTAL DEFECT. FAILURE PROBABILITY 96.66%

Oh Chrigt.

“THE CHERUB ISN'T WITH USAT THE MOMENT, ISIT, CAPTAIN?

“No, Alice.” She patted the personareader. “ Cross your fingers.”

Fataism seemed to make sensein the lucidity of physica and emotiona exhaustion. Blame and
conflict didn’t seem to mean anything any more. She had passed beyond them, into thefrail, vulnerable
peace that prevailed as everyone set to work with circuit testers and fuses.

As so0n as the auton circuits came back on, Tabitha broke out the cargo dronesto help shift dl the



junk that wasin the way. Squat, solid and stable on their sumpy little legs, they toiled through the
tumbled baggage, their domed heads swivelling asthey clicked information to one another. With
remarkable gentleness they hoisted drum cases and holo unitsinto the air and walked up thewallsto
deposit them on the catwalk. On screen Tabitha spotted one of them taking hold of the grey cylinder that
held the mortal remains of Hector the Frasque.

“No,” shecalled. “Override. Not that.”

Mogul did lightly down from the catwalk to relieve the drone. He waved to her on the camera

“I haveit,” hesad.

Therewas nothing sexud or snigter in hissmile. An odd dliance had comeinto being. They weren't
amply victim and villains any more, they weredl in thistogether.

Whatever they were going to pay her, though, it wasn't worth it. Monotonous and lonely as everyday
life often was, it had alot of advantages over violence and sudden death.

Next time she looked at the hold monitor she saw the same drone whedling away Xtasca s hoverdisc.

“Override,” shecdled again. “Not thet either.”

Saskia came squeezing out of an ingpection panel in the calling of the gangway with aburnt-out feder
link to show her. She sat up in the co-pilot’s, web, twiddling the fragment between her dender white
fingers

“She meant alot to you, didn't she?” said Tabitha

Saskianodded. She sat cross-legged, ran her fingers through her hair. “Y ou shouldn’t have said those
things about her.”

Tabithagtiffened. “ She ran out! What was | supposed to think?’

“They’re not bad people,” said Saskia, emphaticaly. It sounded like something she had said many
times before. “ They have thelr own ideas. They wanted to be on their own, they went off on their own,
what' s so bad about that?’

Defiantly, she stuck out her long jaw.

“Who'sthis?’ asked Tabitha, preoccupied with the cutaway graphics on the screen, damage sites
flashing red.

“The Sergphim!”

Therewasred painin her voice.

Tabithaturned in her seet. Saskiawas rising from her web, reaching for aceiling loop. “ Y ou don't
want me here, I'll go.”

“No, it'sdl right, I’'m sorry, I’'ve got — ” She waved aweary hand at the console.

Saskialooked at the crumpled black link in her hand. “I’'m usdless,” she said.

Tabitha gestured at the monitor. “Go and help your brother,” she suggested. Instantly she knew it had
been the wrong thing to say.

Saskiaflashed her alook of high displeasure.

Tabitha, exasperated, threw up her hand. “One minute you' re curled up in each other’ sarms— "

“I'mtrying!” said Saskia, her voice croaking with emotion. At that moment, she clearly believed she
was. “ Xtasca— | know you can’t understand them, even we can't do that, not entirely, but sometimes
you could look at her and see what she was thinking, what she was feding— Y ou’ d think, sheisalong
way from home and performing in acrummy circus act, but you could seeit in her eyes— " Standing
negligently in the aide between the seets, she drew hersdf up, lifting her head and pulling back her
shoulders. “You'd think, | wish | could do that, could belike her.”

They had nice shoulders, thought Tabitha, who hadn’t followed aword of al that. She had asudden
urge to get up and hold her, to put her arms around those shoulders, but she was not &t all sureit would
be agood idea. It led, though, to an odd, awkward-shaped pause; and she felt compelled to offer
something, eveniif it was only for something to say. “What did she do, then?’ she asked.

Saskiagtared at her asif she' d asked who the Capellans were or who' d built Plenty. “ She rescued
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Tabitha was growing more and more confused. She jerked athumb towards the distant pirate ship.
“Jugt now, you mean.”

“No! Usl Mogul and me!”

“What from?’

Now Saskiawas |ooking baffled. “ From Abraxas!”

“You'refrom Abraxas?’

“They made ug! | told you. And Xtasca got us out. She put us on a ship and took us away and we
never went back. And then she could never go back.” Her voice dropped towards grief again. She
looked down, focusing once more on the ruined component in her hand. “What shdl | do with this?’

Tabithadidn’t know what to say. Shelooked at the desolate figure, at the profiles of assault and
battery paging patiently past on her screen. “There ssomemore,” shesad, “in, inthe...”

Therewasthe axislock, the crysta flashing, flashing, Xtasca s good work al undone.

“I'll come and get them,” shesaid. “Inaminute.”

But Saskia had gone, back to the hold.

Tabithasighed, frowned, concentrated.

On her left abank of lights came up green. Shelooked at the monitor and saw another drone
emerging from aservice tunnd to the engines, thewelding laser dimming in its manipulators. It flashed an
okay message and report down the line and closed the tunnel hatch securdly behind it before sumping off
to return the equipment assigned to it from stores.

There was something to be said for mechanica companions. No stray feathers, no sexua
entanglements, no sudden desth.

Subjective hourswent by.

Tabithahad to admit they made a good team. Temperament repressed by fright and loss, they
worked together with the discipline they had from acrobatics and conjuring. Cheerfulness returned; they
whistled and sang snatches of songs. She began to think she might, dmost have them where she could
trust them. Except for all that bollocks about the Frasque.

She opened the com.

“Okay, everyone. Suit up, stow everything and get secure. Put Td in his box. We have the drive back
online”

Cheers, whistles and applause.

“Isthisatest?’ asked Marco, Td flapping on hiswrist, more like a hawk than a parrot.

“If it doesn't work, it'satedt. If it does, we should be on our way in five minutes subjective.

“Fveminutes,” she said again, and cut the connection.

Then it wasjust her and Alice, like hundreds of times before, about to nurse the ship through another
violation of the laws of physics. The computer had digested al the available data and refigured the route.
On screen and readout the flux of figures was freezing, setting in the arcane combinations that would
release thetriple lock of the dimensions.

“Herewego, Alice”

Tabithalowered the primaries to idle and pumped everything at the Capellan drive. Shefelt it began
towhirr. Shefdt it in her bones, in the fabric of the ship.

Outsidethe light of the stars was melting to the sound of woodwinds. Inside the familiar crepuscular
haze of the interim wasrising out of the plates of the deck and walls.

Tabitharealised she had been holding her breath. Shelet it out in ahard, deep sigh.

The ship was rocking, yawing from sdeto Sde. Automatically she reached out to correct it.

Shewasligtening for arattle, ateltaeirregular tapping noise.

Therewasno rattle.



Therewasawhine.

Tabithafrowned.

They skipped.

The drab elderdown of hyperspace enveloped them. Time and space were suspended.

Thewhiningwasn't.

“What isit, Alice?’

“SEARCHING.”

The whine devel oped teeth.

The ship was buzzing, higher and faster, making Tabitha steeth hum.

“Alice”

She screwed up her mouth. She could till fed her teeth, buzzing behind her lips.

“AXISLOCK CRYSTAL.”

The ship was screaming.

“FAILURE.”

Tabithaswore.

ABORT, shekeyed. ABORT. ABORT.

The scream jumped an octave.

Therewas aloud bang.

“Ohshit ...”

They were back in space again, the stars of the galaxy streaming across the scanners, whirling
nauseetingly around the viewport. They wereinaspin.

Tabitha hit the engines with one hand, brought up automeatic correction routines with the other.

The computer fed a stabilising routine between one hand and the other.

The Alice jolted out of her roll and began to quiver.

Tabithafelt very cold. Her memory dumped al her emergency training into her brain at once, ina
great turmoil of learned reflexes and sober advice. Flipping tabs, keying sequences, shetried to haul
something sensible out of the confusion. She could hear whining again.. Thistimeit was her.

“Alice, please, please, don't...”

The Alice was Hill quivering. The Alice was going down. She was looking for the nearest gravity well,
and shewas going to go down it.

Meshed into racing streams of data on the earpiece, on the screens and readouts, questioning with her
fingers and getting answers with her eyes, Tabitha could not at that moment have digtinguished hersdlf
from her ship. The computers, the relays, the whole intricate array of tabs and keys and switches spread
before her, al were an extension of her centra nervous system. Believe me: if the ship could have flown
on Tabitha swill done, she would have got up and flown dl theway to Titan.

She was going down.

Glancing up an ingtant from the controlsto the viewport, Tabithacried out in darm.
Something huge and green was rushing towards her.

The Ugly Truth.

No. Something far larger, something far more dangerous. Something there was no way of switching
off, Cherub or no Cherub.

Sheydled into the com.

“I can't hold her! We' re going to hit and hit hard!”

There was no more space.

The cockpit was aglow with asick green light.

The Alice Liddell fell out of the sky.

Below her, auroras darted horizontal tongues of nebulous fire ahundred kilometres wide.



Shefdl through thefire.

Below that, greasy, sulphurous clouds gobbled up the sunlight.

Shefdl through the clouds, which hissed around her ravaged hull like boiling water. Shefdl into dugt,
swirling dust that blinded her scanners again and chewed at her antennae.

Bdow that, in ruddy darkness, sullen lightning played. By itsfitful light Tabitha could see vast angry
mountains sguatting, vomiting plumes of acid smoke into the murky air. At the feet of the mountains,
cracked plains of parched yellow rock lay like stained and crumpled paper.

The Alice soared across the mountains.

Beyond, athick, turgid sea besat itself sensaless against the rocks. From the surface of the sea, great
lazy skeins of poison vapour coiled up to the ship as she battered through the heavy air.

Inside the ship, the heat was atorment. The furious sky was squeezing them. Portholes were creaking,
hull-plates groaning. The Twins clutched each other. From the faceplates of their suits everyone gazed at
everyonedsein horror, eyeswide asif to take everything in before death came and darkness swallowed
everything forever.

The Alice blasted across the sea

Beyond the seawas land; such land as none of them had ever seen before. It was a vegetable inferno.
It boiled with forests; it seethed with jungle.

Jagged blue treetops beckoned.

Crackling with wild fire, the Alice Liddel plunged into the forest.

Trees, if treesthey were, went down in swathes before her. Long tracts of woody sponge she
gouged. Writhing groves of luminous spaghetti she sheared. Behind her, foul smoke went up, thickening
the soupy air.

Branches crazed the viewport, ripped scanners from the hull. Tabitha couldn’t see anything any more.
She screamed something, screaming along with her ship, which screamed as she hit.

She skidded and turned in the pul py undergrowth, churning everything beneath her. Sap and ichor
rained down on the dented hull. All around her were outraged hoots and squeals of panic.

Andthenit wasover.

The vegetable twilight closed around the ruined ship. The terrible heat redoubled. Sulphurous steam
oozed snuoudy through cracked plexiglass and lacerated stedl.

It was over. The Alice Liddell was down.

Downinthedirt, inthejungle, on Venus.

PART FOUR



Captives of the Goddess of Love

41

Few people today remember that the planet Venus was named for an ancient goddess of love. To us,
especidly those of uswho have been there, thereislittle that islovely on the planet Venus.

Venuswas never a serious candidate for colonisation, even in the Rush Y ears, when much madder
schemes were proposed. Taming those burning continents and sullen seasisatask dl but the profligate
and obsessed soon relinquished. The whole world has been abandoned, to admirers of the bizarre and
extreme, for whom Vulcan Tours gill provide their notorious monthly excursions. Even these do not
attempt to descend to the surface of this perverse and deadly world, where the sun runs dow, and
backwards.

Not that the face of Venusisnot fair, especidly on afirst gpproach. So thick isits purulent, yeasty
atmosphere, so dank and condensed the air, that each climactic zoneisastain of adifferent colour,
shimmering and changing asthe huge day dawns, intensifies and wanes. Venusis achamel eon with the
range of the peacock, the kingfisher, the butterfly. At the shining edge of the world, in advance of the
dow, smouldering terminator, white Niobe wakes tinted with gpricot or mauve, while further dong Eisla
aready glows orange as fresh fire, blotted with the black smears of thunderheads. In the white heet of the
unimaginable noon, the Mare Evita Peron blazes like molten gold, incandescent and steaming; the Jezebel
Basnisaspill of turquoiseink, flecked with viridian foam. Perdandra Planitiadumbers, stretched out in
the torpid afternoon, its taut uplands sparkling with spikes and splinters of rainbow. Evening has clamed
Adteria, its crumpled tracts of fog like burnished bronze in the last reach of the sun.

Thenight isblue, ultramarine, blue-black on the shrouded dopes of Nokomis. Y ou turn, dazzled and
breathless, from the observation window, and look at your watch. Y ou have been staring for an hour, yet
it has seemed no more than the blink of an eye. If you are young, and excitable, and impressed by
glamour, Venuswill seem to beckon you with the promise, the dare, of searing beauty. If you are not so
young, not so ready to take aworld at face value, you will admire and exclaim, but wondering al the
while what harsh and rocky reality lurks beneath such rich and garish camouflage.

And you will beright.

On Venus, the colossa volcanoes of Beta Regio spew flaming mud onto igneous beaches of fretted
grey stone. To the west, beyond the mountains, empty plains of shale give way to aching deserts of grit
that dither and crack, baking by day and freezing by night. To the north, in the cauldron of Mnemosyne,
sulphuric hurricanes tear continuoudy through the sodden valeys. To the south, in Phoebe and Themis,
shaggy, convol uted mangroves swesat poison into Sour green svamps.

East isthe Sea of Guinevere, where huge ravening serpents burst from the pewter-coloured wavesto
devour burrowing sandsharks.

At the poles asin the deserts, nothing lives, nor can. In the deep, unyielding cold, frozen stuff setsand
gftsand stirsagainin awild flux of matter, neither solid, liquid nor gaseous. The polar regions of Venus
areacold hdl, wherethetitans of the winds rage againgt their imprisonment, howling and screaming as
they tossthe chemica snowsin mad vortices and freezing arcs of white.

The cora reefs of Erebusrisein great jagged spires from the sticky sea. Etched, eroded ridges spira
and veer, running for ten, twenty kilometres through smoke-black water. Where they meet they throw up
frozen, warty explosions of barbed knots and clusters of mineral teeth. On these serrated edgesthe
medusas, globs of muscular mucus as wide as tabletops, hang stranded and expiring, thrown up by
tempests that rend the glutinous, tidelesswaves. The dliffs of the cord are thickly stained with their ichor.
Angular jet-black lobsters half ametre long gouge lumps from their shrivelling, pulpy flesh; the piranha
lizardsfight for their stalky eyes.

In Belladonna, between the eroded cinder cones, tar pits still smoke and seethe. On the dopes of



ancient cadera, among black grassesthat flutter forlornly in the corrosive wind, stunted trees poke their
limbs at the heavy sky. Their leaves are like greasy leather; but in autumn, which comes early in these
latitudes, they shrivel and blow away like blackened flakes of paper from abonfire. Thefruit ispale, long
and pointed, resembling diseased okra. Scaly cavebats descend in tens of thousands, and strip the
branchesin anight. The bark of these sad treesis powdery, and constantly bleeds athick grey syrup, for
they are host to arace of parasitic snagworms, which feed on the fibres of the wood. All summer they
chew and multiply, chew and multiply. Sometimes, it issaid, the infested tree can be seen to smoke, even
to burgt into flame from its own inner hegt.

The faunaof Venus are mindless, belligerent and savage. They come forth plated and clawed; they
move under shells, low to the ground. They leavetrails of dimeand drool; of the blood and juices of their
prey, creatures lesswary and lesswdll armoured than themsalves. In the gluey ammonia bogs of Aino
dwell razorsnakes and giant fiery scorpions, crusty and red as pepper-loaves. Native to the shores of
Beersheba are the Strayker Turtle, not aturtle at dl, in fact, but asquat cayman with aleaden carapace
whose weight will eventualy, in nine cases out of ten, break itsfat neck; and the canniba armadillo. The
armpit of Aphrodite ishome to the heavy metal iguanas, purple as afresh bruise, and to aspecies of
ashestos pangoalin.

Their prey are the snagworms and such. Slugs, thick and yellow, or grey and coarse as porridge; giant
centipedes and fat fawn beetles with nine legs; fudge-coloured creep owls; rapid, hairy spiders.
Mammals, if ever they emerged from the crude boiling of Venusian phyla, never siood a chance here.

Nature was surdly right to leave Venusacrucible of fetid chemica and vegetable violence where
reptileswar with insects, merciful not to bless her with sgpient life. Only consder what cruel race might
have stepped from these hellish forests, what fortresses of sheer black stone might have been reared
among these savage hills, where even the Frasque turned away. One day these creatures might have
gpread wings of greasy leather and ventured upon the stinking bosom of the air; might have stretched
their talons at last into space, and clutched, it may be, a the fair soil of Terra.

Thereisno intelligent life on Venus; and so there was no one to watch, in awe and terror, asthe
overheated Kobold tore screaming through the forest canopy, ploughing al beforeit, spewing great
waves of mud and sappy vegetation in al directions, and findly coming to ajolting, raiding stop in the
undergrowth of Aphrodite Terra
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Tabitha Jute lifted her head.

The light was strange, viscid and subterranean. She saw ruin and destruction. The viewport was
starred and ruptured, and covered entirely in apoultice of red muck, squashed fungus and leaves.
Instruments had been shaken from their mountings and lay smashed on the floor among gouts of mud and
twinkling chips of plexiglass. Theretaining nets had torn loose, and aily rags, old flight discs and empty
insulite cups had been flung around the cockpit. There were red lights and dead lights on al the boards,
and the scannerswere dl out or fizzing usdesdy.

“Alice?’

Therewasno reply.

She reached a shaking hand for the keyboard. In shock, she couldn’t remember asingle command.
Theair seemed to befull of aringing, hissing sound which shetook severd minutesto identify asthe
oxygen flow of her suit. She was still connected to the personavox channel, but nothing was coming
through.

“Alice, can you hear me?’

Nothing.

Tabitha' s eyesfilled with tears. Her nose was running. She checked the cockpit pressure. It was
€normous.



[twasVenus's.

She sniffed hard and swallowed, telling hersdf to stop shaking, telling the screamers and searchlights
in her skull she didn’t need them.

In the mess blocking the viewport something small suddenly dithered and jumped away, making her
shout in fright. Only lizard, shetold hersef. But there were bigger things out there, roaming the jungle.
She had heard about them. The crash would have scared them away. They would be back.

Meanwhile there was an immense, omnipresent, utterly hostile monster facing them, surrounding them,
not about to go away for anything. The planet.

Tabithatook a deep breeth. The oxygen cleared her head, made everything dightly shiny, dightly
unreal. She keyed open thefirst aid drawer — that worked — fished in it for a cocktail of glucose and
caffeine and half adozen other steadying and stimulating things. While she sucked, shetried Alice again.
She thought the plaque itsdf was intact in the reader, but she couldn’t raise her.

If the personawas broken, that was the end.

The ship was open to the elements, leaking out of every fracture. Tabitha shut down the drive
systems, the navigation circuits, the struggling aerator and everything e se that entry hadn’t shut down for
her.

It was then she remembered she had passengers. She pressed the switch. “Hello?’ she called. “Are
you dl right inthere?’

There was a pause. Then someone got to the com.

“Hdlo, hdlo, Tahitha?’ answered awesk voice. It was one of the Twins. “Mogul, Mogul’s—"

She broke off, mumbled something to someone, then there was a pause. Tabitha could hear ragged
breathing. She dapped the side of her helmet. She could hear the sound of heavy boots, confused voices,
one of them Marco’s. “ Saskia? Are you there? Mogul’ swhat?’

“I'madl right,” said Mogul vaiantly, too closeto the mike. “Tabitha, areyou dl right?’

“I think s0,” shesaid. “Aliceis—"

Shedidn’'t know what Alice was. She tried the keys again. The screen flickered, filled with gibberish.

Suddenly there were raised voicesin the hold, thumps and bangs.

Saskia— she was sure it was Saskia— shouted out in shock and alarm.

“Saskia? What' s happening? What' swrong?’

She could hear Saskiashouting, “No, no, come back!” Rattling, creaking noises, crashes of baggage
and equipment being thrown down.

“Saskial” Tabithacaled.

Marco was shouting, Saskiawas shouting, Mogul was shouting, Tabitha couldn’t make out aword.
She hit the switch for the airlock to the hold. Nothing happened.

“Areyou dl right?’ shecalled, hitting it again and again. “What' s happening in there?’

There was agabble of congternation, panic, running feet, Marco shouting orders. No onewas
ligening to her.

Shedidn’'t want to move. She didn’t want to get down from her web. She wanted to stay there,
insulated from the monster. She didn’t want to know whét the hell was happening in the hold. Let them
kill each other and get it over with.

She opened the latches and ran up thetilting floor, kicking the debris aside.

Shefelt clumsy, labouring asif under water. She turned up her oxygenator and lumbered acrossthe
ramp to the hold.

The door to the hold was closed, and buckled. Tabithatried to openit. It wouldn’'t budge. She
hammered on it, heavy thumps of her gloved fist. “Hello?’ she cdled. “Hello, can you hear me?’

Nothing. She turned up her radio and called again.

Sl nothing.

Tabithalooked around. The portholes were covered with unearthly vegetation, filling the gangway



with umber gloom. Both forward airlocks had held, though the port side was badly dented.

Shewas agood ship. They don't build them like that any more.

Tabitharan back into the cockpit and rummaged in alocker where she thought there might be a
crowbar. There wasn't a crowbar, but there was alarge spanner. She got it out, hefted it, and went and
attacked the door to the hold.

She got the spanner in the edge of the door and heaved. The spanner spun out of the crack, amost
hitting her hdmet. Careful! Shewas gill trembling, and high from the oxygen. She banged on the door
again and cdled, but there was no reply, nothing on the com.

She turned on her boots and shuffled up the wall, crouching and holding on to the twisted flange of the
door. With a determined heave she got the spanner up above her and jammed it in the top of the door.
Then, holding on to the spanner, she jumped down.

With agrating metal squed, the door popped open likethelid from atin.

Theinner door was aready gjar. Tabitha paused, spanner in hand, looking through the gap.

Thelight was dim, the air murky. What she could see of the hold looked just asit had before she'd
put the dronesto work on it: boxes and bags, professiona gear and persona belongings, thrown dl over
thefloor; flex everywhere, and fairy lights straggling from the catwalk; a corner of Saskia' s psycheddic
mura smudged across the bulkhead at the end.

She couldn’t see any blood or bodies. If there was awild carnivorous Venusian beast in there, she
couldn’'t seeit.

Heart thudding, she pushed the inner door open with her foot.

The hold was deserted.

Kicking asde strewn bags and clothing, Tabithawent in.

Her foot met abody. It was one of the drones, smashed.

One of the other droneswas sitting in front of its kennel, atambourine in its manipulators. She stood
besdeit, turning swiftly from sideto side, scanning the tumbled luggage.

A huge black moth had found itsway in. It was flapping and buzzing ineffectualy againgt the dilled air
inlet. Of the other occupants there was no sign anywhere.

Tabitha pulled bags and boxes about until she was sure, then ran to the aft lock and out of the hold.
Shelooked in the ablute, the galley and the cabins. Everything was dl over the place. Everywhere was
deserted. The portholes were spattered thickly with mud.

She came back into the hold, shifted atoppled loudspeaker and rolled over the flattened drone. It
was awrite-off. There were wet splashesonit, asif, knowing itsend, it had begun to cry. Tabitha
stooped, running fibre-optic entrails through her gloved fingers.

Nearby, among the spilled contents of a hardware bin, she saw acorner of Td’s porcdite travelling
box. She pulled it out. It was till closed. The lifesign indicators were green. She rapped on thelid.

Nothing happened.

Tabitha bent and, with some difficulty, laid her externa microphone againgt the crack of thelid. She
thought she could hear tiny snoring.

At aloss, she stood up and cast around the hold, wiping spatters of liquid from her faceplate.

It wasraining. In the hold of the Alice Liddell.

Only then did shethink to look up

The hold was breached. The roof was gaping, its leaves wrenched asunder like a cardboard box
opened by someone in atemper. Outside, through amaze of violent foliage, the Venusian sky lowered
down like red-hot zinc.

Shouldering her spanner, she went up the ladder to the catwalk and put her head out of the roof.

L ooking down, she saw the Alice was hdf buried in adew of pulped vegetation. Theroof of the ship
was festooned with smashed branches and torn vines, many of them charred. The forest floor was boggy,
and steaming. Overhead, between the weird bulbous limbs of the trees, heavy, rippled cloud covered the



sky like aninverted sea. The forest was amaze of clotted shadows, with isolated patches of baleful light,
thick and fiery.

It took Tabithaamoment to redlise the light was curved. The world seemed to rise up around her, as
though she stood at the bottom of avast bowl full of hot, rotting vegetable refuse.

She turned up her audio and shouted out. She thought she could hear distant voices and splashing
noises, but nobody was answering.

She switched on her boots again and climbed carefully out into therain.

She stood on the hot roof of the cockpit, ignoring the aches and shiversin her limbs, and turned and
looked aong the length of her stricken ship.

All the scanners and antennae she had repaired on the journey had been rudely ripped and twisted of f
again. The Alice's hull was scored and scraped asif it had passed through agiant grater. Her copper
inlay had been scoured with dust and blotched with acid on the way down. Her wings were bent;
glutinousfaliate ribbons hung deliquescing from them. Carmine mud and glistening black filth were
splashed liberaly dl over her.

Shewaslying in aclearing she had inadvertently made for herself. Behind her, the way she had come,
was an open tunnel of felled and broken trees. To call them trees, however, was analogy. They looked
nothing like trees, more like dumped piles of mouldy legther, or towers of crumbled sponge, or gigantic
weeping cauliflowers. Many of them were blackened and burning fitfully.

Tabithacdled and cdled again.

Green lightning flickered, and apeal of thunder dinned in her ears. Shelooked al around, but
everything was so confusing, the trees so numerous and so weird, the light so grimy and distorted, she
couldn’t interpret what she was seeing. The morass seemed to heave and throb around her.

Away to her right, the foliage rustled.

Her heart in her mouth, she gripped her spanner.

“Tabithal” cameacal, desperate and intimatein her ear.

One of the Twins had got their audio sorted out.

“Whoisit?’

“Saskia”

“Where areyou?’

“Here” said the acrobat unhelpfully. Tabitha stared at the bushes peering through therain.

The branches threshed again. She caught sight of asilver figure It struggled through into the clearing.

“What' s happening?’ Tabithaasked it. “Where are they?’

Saskiawas panting, and barely coherent. “Marco went after it. Mogul too, but he' s hurt. He hurt his
head. | can't find him.”

Her suit, which Tabitha had barely noticed before, was adesigner job in bright chrome, with dl its
apparatus packed into asingle dim dorsal fin. Shelooked asif she' d be more comfortable underwater
like somekind of futuristic cyborg shark. She waded up to her kneein aboggy pool. “Whereisthis,
Tabitha?’

“Venus,” Tabithasaid, “wheredid you think?” She was annoyed with them for running off, annoyed
with Saskiafor not making sense.

Thelightning flashed again. Deegp in the forest, something howled &t it.

“Comeingde,” Tabitha sent, and climbed back down the way she had come.

Saskia cameinto the hold, panting and unhappy. She came close to Tabitha. Behind her v-shaped
visor her face was white, her skin waxy with anguish.

“Mogul’shurt hishead,” she said again, dazedly.

“Whereishe?’ Tabitha asked.

Clumsily Saskiatried to embrace her. She waved aslver arm, indicating the whole horrid expanse of
forest, of Aphrodite Terra, of Venus. “1 don't know!” she cried. “I thought he might be back here.”



She pulled away from Tabithaand started digging among the jumble, asif hoping her errant brother
might be hiding there, waiting to spring out and surprise them.

Tabithafollowed. “What's Marco doing?’

“Looking for it! It got out!”

“What got —”

Tabitha realised she was|ooking &t the answer.

It was the Frasque' s coffin cylinder, open and lying in apuddle.

It was empty.
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Hdlo, Alice.
HELLO, CAPTAIN. ARE YOU GOING TO TELL ME ABOUT THE FRASQUE NOW?
Which Frasque?
THE ONE YOU MET ON THE RESPLENDENT TROGON,
Oh. That Frasgue. It was a Frasque caravan, | mugt have told you that.
YES. CAPTAIN, | REMEMBER.
It was led by a ship we knew only as the Cockatrice, a Nebulon Streever from Plenty. The Frasque had
jugt finished Plenty, | think, or a any rate they were working on it. This one arived and parked
prominently in a low GSO over Sducia, much too late for them to join in any of the junketing. It hung
moationless, like a drab grey kite in the pink sky.

As soon asthe Frasque arrived, everything went very quiet. There was agenera exodusto the ships,
with representatives making hurried visitsto the Cockatrice. Duststorms were blowing in from Coprates
Canyon.

Tricarico had found ajob for me on the Resplendent Trogon, in the stores, ajob which gave me
plenty of free time for him to come and bother me.
| SEE. YOU'RE BEING AMBIVALENT AGAIN.
Oh, | suppose it was a reasonable enough job, congdering what experience | had. But | wasn't what
you' d cdl overjoyed. | was going off Tricarico a bit. | didn’t want to be with hm dl the time, there were
too many new things to see and do. When the caravan findly took flight, and Tricarico was intensgy busy
for a while, | got heavily absorbed in the mygteries of working for Mandebra. There were obvioudy
consderable rewards available if you knew how to do it right.

| knew straight off if | was going to get anywhere, | had to get out of the Sores.

To gtart with, | couldn’t stand the QM. Shewas abading Thrant called Wenyk, and she’ d got where
shewas by being absolutely obsessed with soap and vinegar, argon capsules and coloured pens. Not a
fusepin moved in Wenyk’ s stores without three separate entries to account for it.

Wenyk took an enormous pride in her work. If the flagship of the Mandebra line was resplendent, it



was only because she dispensed the metal polish! Well, | couldn’t be bothered with al that. It was as
bad asworking for Captain Frank, except that it was clean. Worse, Wenyk never forgot anything.
“TabithaJu’, TabithaJu', where are ee velcro cable-fasteners, size 6, blue?

“Aren’t they there, QM?’ said |, wondering who I’ d issued them to. I’ d always issued them to
somebody and not got around to entering it.

“No. TabithaJu', ey aren’. Secon’ engineer Morris Moryaoshaspartic'ly pu’ infor size 6, blue, and
eemanifes shows un more box, oh dear. Secon’ engineer Morris Moryalos, you know wha he'slike.”

“Leaveittome, QM,” I'd say, and when she wasn't looking, send him size 6, orange, thinking, hell,
what can it matter? Then of courseit would, and then it would get back to Wenyk, and then it would get
back tome. If | wasn't out.

| was out the day the Frasque walked in.

We were two days past Deimas, barely making any headway at all, holding back while the Terran
juggernauts and the Frasque mass cradles dowly began to gather speed. | came back from putting unfair
pressure on Tricarico and found Wenyk trying helplesdy to ingratiate hersalf with a creature that looked
something like an insect the Size of apony, and more like adead bush.

The Frasque was between me and her, with its back to me. I’ d never been that close to one before. |
hoped it wouldn't turn round very quickly.

Wenyk spoke to me under one of itsarms. “ Tabitha Ju’ where have you been? Y ou were due back
ondu'y half an oor ago.”

I mumbled an apology, Saring at the Frasque, gingerly walking round looking up &t it. “ Sorry, QM, |
had to go to see the bosun about — ”

“Never min’ now,” she said, very sharply for her. “Issis Commander, oh, oh dear, wha di’ you say
your neem was, Commander?’

The creature made a noise something like a pony-sized insect clearing itsthroat, and something like
peanuts exploding in a paper bag.

It turned round very quickly and looked at me.

WHAT DID YOU DO THEN, CAPTAIN?
Froze, | imagine. | certainly didn’'t make any voluntary motions.

“Tabithadu', Commander yes well has cometo ingpec’ ee stores. | try show her aroun” myself but oh
dear, | can’ make her un’ersan’ eesystem...”

Therewas apeculiar smdl in the room, a pungent, murky smell. Thrants are smdlly, you know, Alice.
| was't sure whether it wasthe smdl of a Thrant getting frantic with anxiety, or of aFrasgue growing
impatient.

Wenyk had been confronted with something more chalenging than adrone needing anew battery,
and she'd gone dl to pieces. Or maybe shewasright, for al | knew. What did | know about Frasque?
That they were al right if you kept to business. | remembered what Tricarico had said, but | didn’t know
if I believed it. Maybe Thrants had had dealings with Frasgue for thousands of years.

Maybe Wenyk had every right to be spraying distress pheromones al over the room.

| could see | had to take over. | decided to separate them. | took Wenyk on one side. “I think we're
confusing her,” | said. | wondered how she could tell it was a her. “Leave me aone with her, I'll find out
what she wants.”

Wenyk scrambled like mad in two directions at once. She didn’t want to leave her beloved stores,
especidly inthe hands of an infidel dienincompetent like me. But if there was a Frasque in there, then
shewould very much rather be somewhere dse.

As soon as she made up her mind and got out of the door, | was on the com. | was going to call
Tricarico, but then | had abetter idea. | called the bridge and asked for the duty officer. “Haveyou
misplaced aVIP?’ | asked her.

“What? Who isthis?’



“Tabitha Jute, Stores,” | said, casudly omitting my rank,

“Holy Maria, she' snot down there, isshe?’

| said, yes, shewas, and cleared. | thought, mm, Wenyk was right then. Thisis panic ations.
Then | struck up a conversation with the Frasque.

WHAT DID YOU TALK ABOUT?

Business, of course.

“Ssstorsss,” she sad, reedily; or that’swhat it sounded like, so | went for it.

“Yes” | sad, “stores. Y ou' re absolutely right. On the Resplendent Trogon we pride ourselves on
having the most comprehensive and up-to-date lines of equipment and supplies of any merchant schooner
in servicetoday, | declared, waving my arms abouit.

The Frasgue crackled.

| couldn’t tell whether | was supposed to be able to understand that, so | nodded and rushed on. |
told her al about velcro cable-anchors, blue and oranges, and how we very particularly kept the
foodstuffs and perishables over here, at the opposite end from the poisons and inflammables, which were
over here.

The Frasque followed me with her beady eyes. Her limbs creaked as she moved. Shejerked and
stopped, jerked and stopped. Between movements she smply froze, completely, not asingle twitch or
gtir to betray that shereally wasn't a dead bush.

The murky smell was lingering. | wondered what best thing would be to throw at her if she decided
she’ d had enough of my commentary, and me.

Then the door swung open, and help arrived.

MelissaMandebra camein, with her stleward, the first mate, a couple of guards and Wenyk hurrying
in after her. | hadn’t expected the big woman in person; but | made the most of it. | jumped down off the
counter and presented mysalf to her asthe one who' d found her strayed dignitary, even explained to her
the great and gratifying interest the Commander had been showing in our modest work down herein the
stores.

Melissalooked at me. Shelooked at me asif she understood me completely, but from avery very
long way up; like Xtasca does, in fact.

| thought, you' ve been at the thril, Melissa Mandebra, haven't you?

Then she opened her mouth and spoke to my distinguished visitor. In Frasque.

It was horrible. She sounded like somebody with laryngitis choking on amouthful of fishbones.

The Frasgue swivelled her head energetically and replied.

Then they both laughed.

| won't try to describe what that sounded like.

They laughed, it was al over, the whole party swept out of the room with many flourishes and great
relief al round. No one was more relieved than Wenyk.

DID YOU GET ON BETTER WITH HER AFTER THAT?

No. | think | just made her more nervous, if anything. Tricarico was delighted with me though. He treated
me as if | was some sort of prodigy, a chimp that had suddenly cracked Macbeth. He spoke to the
shuttle pilot for me. She was the only one on the Resplendent Trogon, there to fly the brass around, and

she wasn't getting any younger. Any of the flight enggns could take over from her when someone was
needed, but Tricarico agreed it would be a shrewd idea to train someone specidly to be her replacement.

| think he thought it would keep me on the crew.
The shuttle pilot mentioned my name to Mdissa, who remembered me with a sort of distant approva.
Sothen| learned tofly.

| dready had some of the basics from being on the Fat Mouth, and pottering around the fringes of
the caravan was a breeze after some of the ridiculous manoeuvres I’ d had to assist with when Captain



Frank was closing in on aparticularly fine piece of flotsam. Until Jupiter the officers shuttle of the
Resplendent Trogon had nothing more taxing to do than ferry the Mandesbras and their gueststo and
from socia engagements on board the Negro Spiritual , the Scorpion Lament, and other grand ships of
the caravan. They let me do that, a couple of nights aweek.

Sometimes| got aglass of Chablis. Sometimes| got more than that. | had quite athing going with a
security man on the Clematis 1.

And at First Skip, Tabithagot to go to the ball.
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They had trampled through the rainy bog; peered into the branches of the repellent trees. They had
beaten the bushes, startling a duck-billed porcupine that flung its pelt of crystaline quills dlattering al over
their suits and bustled off, coughing. Snakes unreded from the ‘leaves overhead to watch them, sizing
them up like fat tape measures with canny little eyes.

Therewas no sign of Hector.

Inthisinsane terrain, anything could be anywhere. Nothing was what it seemed. Fowers hummed,
earth bubbled, gnatsflickered! with silver bursts of eectricity. All, according to the deceitful light, at the
bottom of abowl brimmed by the horizon.

“Mogul wasn't redly looking. He was looking around at the scenery. He kept pointing at things and
laughing. Then heran off between the trees and we, we lost each other.”

Tabitha had the one extensor that was till functional and al three surviving drones working to unload
the ship. Draped in swathes of soiled red silk and ultramarine cretonne, leather trunks and auminium
prop cases stood piled in abank of dripping ferns, like scenery for some surredist balet. Td’ stravelling
box was among them, Td gtill adegpingdeit.

Saskiawastrying to help, but her mind was e sewhere: with her other haf. She stood in the morass
with along knife, hacking tangled creeper from the Alice’s wings and undercarriage. She would stop
intermittently and watch, hypnotised, as another piece of their belongings was carried out of the hold.

“Don't cry,” said Tabitha “You'll fuck up your circulators.”

Saskialet out aheartfelt wall, then gulped forcefully, and returned, swearing, to her ineffectud attack
on the creeper.

Silently, Tabitha cursed. She waded over to her.

“Go andfind him,” shesaid gently.

Saskid s eyes and nose were red, hideous in her bone-white face. She shook her head feverishly and
gestured with the blade. “ Thisis more important.”

“We can manage here. Y ou can help later.”

Saskialooked reluctantly into the looming forest. Shelooked at Tabitha, at the ship.

Tabithasad, “Takethegun.”

“I haven't got it. He must haveit.”

“Taketheknife, then.”

Saskialooked at it doubtfully, “Won't you need it?’

Tabitha patted her shoulder. “Go on. Keep achannd open. Cdl me every five minutes.”

Saskiabit her lip. Sheraised her hand and, in an oddly tender gesture, laid the knuckle of her index
finger againgt the sde of Tabitha svisor. “1 loveyou,” shesad.

“Noyoudon't,” said Tabithabriskly. “ Go and fetch your brother. We' Il beleaving soon,” she said.

A flash of anger crossed Saskia s anguished face. “Don't patronise me, Tabitha,” she said.

Startled, Tabitha gazed guiltily into her eyes, and then down at the rain-pocked mud.

When shelooked up again, Saskiawas toiling back into the bushes.



The sodden day droned on. Mationless, the huge sun blared through the sullen clouds, everywhere
vigbleand invisble. The hat, thick light seemed to creep through her suit and into her bones. The insects
driven away by the crash had recovered rapidly and come swarming out of the foliage, making ashrill
sawing noise and projecting some kind of hive aurorathat interfered with radio reception. When Saskia
caled in she sounded distant and tinny.

Tabithaand the drones were trying to winch the ship up out of her dough. Tabitha gave a command.
The port wing burst suddenly from the undergrowth in agreat spray of muck.

“That’ sgrest, that’sgreat!” cried Tabitha, racing around from bow to stern. “Hold her there!”

In asudden access of hope she cdled the persona. “Hello, hello, Alice? Can you hear me?’

Therewasno reply.

Therain grew heavier suddenly.

Tabitha had the drones anchor the cables to stout trees while she sat under one and sucked another
tube of Vitalise. She was concerned about the little machines, daving so hard in therain and heet. Their
minimum-standard insulation wasn't meant for these conditions. One of them was dready acting alittle
drangdy. If shedidn’'t kegp an eyeonit, it would walow away and bump into the trunk of the nearest
tree, and there it would stay, absorbedly unfastening and refastening the same shackle.

Saskiacaledin again, and immediately afterwards Marco.

“Hasit turned up?’

“It?” shesaid.

“Hector. Hector.” The signa waslousy, it sounded asif he was broadcasting through a mass of wire
wool. “Who d'you think | mean?’

“Your late partner.”

“Yes, well, who knows with them?’

“Hector who was dead.”

“He was dead! The, er, the Eladeldi, they shot him.” Crackle. “... saw the guy. Wasn't he dead?’

She gritted her teeth. She was not going to argue with him She didn’t even want to talk to him.

“Did he come back yet, | guessnot,” he said, after apause.

“No.”

“Areyou okay? Y ou're not hurt or anything? 1 guessMogul’ sthe only onethat’s ... ‘s not too bad,
that was pretty lucky, yeah? Are ... with you?| got you now, | can see the ship now... on my way.”

Tabithaanswered dl thisin grunted monosyllables. She got to her feet, brushing off her suit, and went
down to duck under the suspended ship. “Don’'t bother, Marco.”

“I need to talk to you,” he said.

He was coming through the curved forest, talking all the way. 1 guess the hegt thawed it out. Hector.
Shit, he scared us... upped and out of that... was away out the roof,” he recalled, the signal breaking
and fizzing. “Hewas out of there.”

He sounded strained, talking from shock and fear and nerves. Talking was his response to everything,
Tabithathought sourly. Hewas till talking. “ They can really move, those guys. | guess... just confused,
he must have been frightened, that was. .. landing.”

Tabithawasn't answering. She did back the ingpection pand that covered the primaries.

A hundred metres off, between the trees, she glimpsed Marco coming. His suit was splendid, scarlet
red and bold jet black. He waved. Sheignored him. She summoned the nearest drone and when it
approached, bent to pick it up.

Marco came hurrying to her. “Oh, here, here, let me help you with that.” He helped her lift the drone
into the open airlock. Behind his polarised visor, hisface was grim and swesty .

“God, I wish | knew where hewas,” he said, as the drone swivelled and trundled off up the ramp into
the cockpit. He gestured heavily into the wet forest. * He could come to harm out there, with no suit.”

For amoment she' d thought he' d meant Mogul. Tabitha returned her attention to her wrist monitor.



“Goddammit, he could redlly die out there!” he snapped, irritably dumping hisfist onthe sl of the
door.

Tabitha could stand no more of this. “He saFrasgue, Marco,” she said.

“A Fragque,” hesad. “Right.”

“The only people ever to build on Venus,” shesaid.

“y?

“Only people ever to reproduce on Venus, for Christ’s sake. Only people ever to give birth in space,
for that matter. In vacuum.”

“The Seraphim,” heinterposed.

“Givebirth, | said.”

Her faceplate opaqued for amoment as the drone relayed a Situation profile.

“So what do you think? Y ou think he' Il be okay, isthat what you think?’ He straightened histhumb
and stabbed it suddenly on the chin of hishelmet, asif he wanted to chew histhumbnail and had forgotten
he was wearing his uit.

“Marco, if | can't get the ship started we' re going to die. Here. Soon.”

“What, you' ve got adistress sgna going or something, though, right?”

“No,” she said. She pointed up at the sullen ocean of cloud. “I haven't got the power to put anything
through that lot.”

He stared at her like an apprehensive spanid.

“So I’m going to get her started,” she said, very camly. “And when | do, then | warn you now, |
won't be waiting for any strays before | take off.”

She keyed asignd to the drone on board. Softly, the jet baffles began to whirr.

“l understand,” he said. “I understand your fedings. Believe me. But thisguy, my sar, likeyou said,
my business partner, hm? He' s out there somewhere, and he' s hurt. | mean, we thought he was deed. He
must be very very badly hurt. At least.”

“Fine” shesad. “ Off you go.”

He spread his hands, pams out, in a peremptory gesture of pacification. “Okay,” he said. “Couple of
things. Couple of things we think you should know. Things | haven't had the time to explain to you.”

“Quick,” sad Tabithafiercdly.

“Wall, | know you’ ve got the impression, the impression that Hector was actualy amember of the
band. Of Contraband. | mean, hewas, of course he was, but he wasn't actudly in the band, if you follow
me”

She rounded on him, vicioudy. “Why don't you just fuck off, Marco, and let me work?’

Hesad hadtily, “Isit bad?’

“I'm dill looking.”
“Well, doesit ook bad?’
HY&”

It seemed to dawn on him then how much trouble they were redlly in. He leaned against the ship,
looking apprehensively round the landscape he had just been running around in. Helooked logt, hunted, a
creature a bay. Then he turned, spinning about as though looking for an escape.

Therewasn't one.

“Goddamn!” He lashed out with hisfoot, kicking the Alice's dimy undercarriage.

Tabitha reached out with her |eft hand and took him by the arm. When he turned to face her, shelifted
her right leg, planted the sole of her boot in hismidriff and shoved with al the fury that wasin her.

Ydlinginsurprise, helost hisfooting, faling flat on hisback, sprawling in the mud. Hisyd| changed to
acry of pain as he banged his head on his hemet and the hard edges of his suit and therigid frame of his
oxygenator dammed him in the back. Tabitha stood over him while he scrabbled franticaly with his



elbows and hands, his heavy boots dithering as he fought to regain hisfooting. She did not offer him a
hand up.

He jerked onto his side, mud splashing up around them both. He got up on one knee. His scarlet suit
was thick with foul, rotten vegetation and brick-red dime. He pawed madly at his visor with the back of
his gauntlet, making it worse.

Tabithawas turning up her audio. She stood with her feet gpart, her hands spread. “Don’t you lay a
finger on me, Marco Metz,” she blared, directly in his earphones. “Don’t you lay afinger on my ship. |
don’t want you anywhere near me. Y ou can stay here and die!”

“Tabitha, I'msorry, I’'m sorry! | didn't —”

Floundering, trying to get hisfeet under him, he reached out to lean on the undercarriage. Tabitha
shouted at him, legping forward asif to smash him in the face with the back of her hand.

Hequailed. “All right! All right! Let me up, goddammit! I'm sorry, | said, I’m sorry!” He looked
down a hismired suit, flapping hisarmsin distress. “I didn’'t mean, | jug, I...”

She tuned him out. Deliberately, she turned back to her work, ducking under the belly of the ship
again and sticking her hdmeted head cautioudy up into the jet compartmen.

He found another channel. He said, “I want to help.”

“Youcan't”

“I helped before, we dl helped. | didn’'t mean to kick your ship, I'mjugt, it'sal so— you know.” His
voice became soft and intimate. “ Tabitha. Y ou know how | fed.”

“Fuck off, Marco,” she said precisdly.

“1 want to show you I’'m sorry,” he said, quietly and sincerely. “1 want to help us get out of here!”

Tabitha Jute took her head from the innards of her ship. She pointed into the forest, up the gradient of
soupy light. “Go and help Saskia. Find Mogul. When you get back there' Il be something you can do.”
Shewasinflexible.

He went. She watched him disappear into the vegetable inferno. She saw him severa minutes|ater,
crossing araw high ridge, ascarlet suit trudging up through the improbable trees on its way towards the
impossible horizon.
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A metre and ahaf above the boggy, churned ground, the Alice Liddell hunginamad, giant cat’scradle
suspended between the trees. That had taken abit longer than she' d thought. They’ d run out of cable
halfway through and had had to improvise with resin-bonded creeper nets; and soon just creeper, lots of
tangled creeper.

It wasn't leve. It wasligting, the weight had shifted, the outer port impulse engine splashing to the
ground. Therejust wasn't away of getting under it to raiseit up. Tabithahad aready lost onejack inthe
mud.

“If frowning could fix it,” Tabitha sfather used to say, “it’ d be done by now.” Shewasfed up with the
suspension problem. It was as stable asit was going to be, and she had other thingsto do.

She sent the drones aboard to clean up and hammer out dents, while she struggled to bypass the
smashed Sne proton generator in the roundmouths. With Marco and the Twins out of the way, she could
concentrate better. While she worked, she coaxed the Alice Liddell’ s persona up out of withdrawal. She
scolded and soothed. Shetold it stories.

Therain eased to a soft and sullen dripping.

Whatever was broken in the laterds, it was deeper than she could get with these tools. Probably the
matrix compression amps. Tabithadidn’t go insde matrix compression amps without aworkshop and
three days clear. She hadn’t got aworkshop. She hadn’t got three days, elther. Saskia s suit was fashion
junk, her brother’ stoo, presumably, not meant for thiskind of hell. They’d met long before that.



Saskia had radioed in again. Tabitha spoketo her. “ Saskia, is Marco there? He went to find you.”

“I haven't seen him,” said Saskia. Bardly audible, till she sounded distraught.

Maybe he went after the Frasgque, Tabithathought. She didn’'t care where he was. Either he'd come
back or hewouldn’t. “Keep an eye out for him,” she said.

Sitting under ahuge pink cauliflower, Tabithaworked it out. The best she could hope wasthat the
ampsweren't completely stripped, and that the Shernenkovs were still on speaking terms with the gyros.
Then (if she could get her scaled, if nothing else went wrong) they could hope to take off. (If theimpulse
engineswerefiring. If they weren't — But if they were. Just assuming.) They could hope, theoreticdly, to
take off.

God, when Bergen built these things, they redlly built them.

After that, though, with the axis lock crystal gone, al she could do would be to give them her best
orbit. How long for, was anyone' s guess. Long enough to attract the attention of a passing ship?
Probably not, but what else she could do? The dternative wasto Sit here and die; or run off into the
junglelaughing and screaming.

They weredl going to die.

No.

Now then. Orhits.

Her best orbit. Without the computer to plot paths, or do librations the way things stood at present. If
she couldn’'t get even e ementary navigation up, she' d haveto do it from the tables. She knew shehad a
copy. Somewhere. If she couldn’t find the tables, her best orbit would be the balistic equivaent of
spitting onthe celling.

Xtasca, thought Tabitha, would have been ableto librate in her deegp. Xtascawould have mended
compresson ampswith aflick of her tail, if you asked her nicdly. Xtascawould have been bloody ussful,
right now.

Xtascawas already dead.

They weredl goingto die.

All right. So. Inthe meantime.

Tabithagot up and, looking warily around for lurking arboreds, started to climb the giant cauliflower.
With dl theforks, it wasn't hard at al. She shinned up and out along a smooth, shiny branch.

Up inthe crimson forest, she saw the great purple iguanas out on their branches, their black elastic
tongueslazily popping the radio midges out of the air. Theiguanas hooded eyes seemed to Sarein
permanent amusement at some private, inward joke. They were laughing a the stupid humans, running
around like mad things before they died.

Far off, something roared. Tabitha hated it. There were supposed to be dinosaurs on Venus, huge fat
walking snakes with poison breath. She' d aready seen scorpion things and nearly trodden on alittle
black snake that hissed madly at her and zipped away acrossthe mire. They didn't haveto be big.

Tabithahad never lived anywhere there was wildlife, and she didn’t like it. She didiked the thought of
creatures that weren't domesticated or sapient or edible.

Tabithalooked down from the branch at the bare, scraped roof of her ship. Thererealy wasn't
anything | eft of the communications array, except ten centimetres of an antenna. No externd AV, then.
And with the viewport crazed and nothing to replace it with, she'll be taking off completdly blind.

Thelessinformation, the easier the job. Gun everything and bash straight out the way she' d bashed in.

After that — but there was no point in thinking about after that yet. Not till shefound out whether she
dill had impulse engines,

Five minutes later, shelay on her sdein the mud under the Alice, the bulk of it suspended over her.
She wastrying to block a second jack she’ d stuck under the dragging jet. Shelay curled up, stretching
her right arm and most of her |eft into the low gap. If the ship settled five centimetres now, it would maim
her, she thought distantly. She talked to it. She made hard little squeaky soundsin the back of her nose



while she grappled clumsily with the jack. She' d have given anything to be able to take her gloves off.

Shewasin that position for some while. She forgot about the dragons, the nudges, the
phosphorescing iguanas, the little black snakes. Overruled, al such awareness |eft her, and she became a
machine, smpler than any drone. She was the block, and the jack on the block. She was alever.

Crippled, time oozed slently past. The hidden sun did not move. Marco Metz and the Amazing
Zodiac Twinsdid not return.

Tabitha got the ship jacked up long enough for her to roll out and let the drones shove adead tree
under. Again shelost the jack, but the tree held. She clambered aboard, scrambling up the tilting deck,
impatient to test the jet.

It was still working. With atriumphant gout of flame, she blew the mud out of it. Shewas Singing. She
wasin tears. She awarded hersalf abeer.

Saskiacdled in. “I’vefound him,” she said, hesitantly. Wasit interference or could she hear singing?

“Found who? Isthat Mogul you' ve found?’

“Mogul,” shesaid. “Marco’s... too... bring Mogul back now.”

“Ishe okay?’

“I don’'t know!” She was gulping, baffled, hysterical. She had never not known before”... crazy,” she
said. “He' shappy. Tabitha? Tabitha, how areyou?... the Alice?’

“All right,” she said. She smiled at her battered ship, the droneswith their seelant spraysand
patch-weding pencils. “Sofar.”

“We'relucky,” said Saskia. “Aren't we?...”

Tabitha hoped they were, because that had been the last from any of them.

She sat in her web, pitting her wits againgt the computer. Alice was perfectly lucid for abit, then she
dipped away again.

It was hard to concentrate. One of the drones was working on the airlock door Tabitha had had to
damage, trying to makeit sedl again. It was making so much noise she had to send it away aft, leaving the
door hanging open, while she sat in the cockpit with her suit refrigerator cranked up full, assailing the
fortified labyrinths of machinelogic.

Alicewasin flight: aflicker of shadow fleeing down the silicon corridors, glimpsed disappearing
around acorner, hovering beyond atoggle gate; gone.

Another blistering hour burned by. Tabitha suffered another lapse of consciousness. At one point, she
seemed to be dreaming. Y ellow sdlamanders kept running out of the curtains and up the walls. But there
weren't any curtains.

Suddenly she came to, thinking, oxygenator. Got to flush it. How long have | had it on? Shelooked
round at the unit. The light was green. It would take aquarter of an hour, though. And thisbit would only
take a couple of minutes. She carried on, combing through the code.

She knew she wasin danger, she knew she should take the fifteen minutes to clean and reset it, she
knew it would clear her head, she knew the fact she was putting it off was because her brain was already
addled with CO,. But in a couple more minutes she could have another logic bloc up, and then everything
would be so much easier. She could even take a break.

But she was going to take a break anyway, afifteen-minute break, because, because she wanted to.
Wanted to lie down.

Stiffly, she clambered out of her web.

“CAPTAIN.”

Somebody was caling her.

It wasawoman’svoice. It wasfamiliar.

“Mum?’ said Tabitha Her voice sounded funny, like someone shouting down apipe. “What do you
want?’

Shelay down, on the floor. She watched the pretty red and green lights. It was so stupid, she spent



her whole lifein this cockpit, and she never looked at it. It was so pretty. It wasfunny.

“YOU NEED TO FLUSH YOUR OXYGENATOR, CAPTAIN.”

“Inaminute”

“PLEASEDOIT, CAPTAIN.”

“Rdla?Isthat you?’

There was abrief pause.

“FLUSH YOUR OXYGENATOR NOW, TABITHA. JUST BLOODY DOIT.”

“Dodger!”

Tabithatried to get up, but it wasjust too much like hard work. She found athing on the floor, abig
metd thing, she knew what it was, she just couldn’t remember the name of it. It was heavy. It was
gparkling, coruscating. The pretty lights were multiplying, swimming around her head.

“TABITHA, YOU ARE DYING. YOU ARE DYING NOW.”

Wherever shelooked now, Tabitha could see the winking coloured lights: on the console, under the
console, down in the hold.

Down in the hold, something moved.

“Dodger?

Tabithaleaned forward, peering down the steps. The winking lights were across everything like a vell.

A shadow, like somebody moving about in the empty hold.

“1 can seeyou, Dodger.”

She couldn’t redlly, though. She blinked. Therewas a pain in her chest, made it hard to think. She
wanted to fal adeep, but it hurt too much. Was there someone there?

Maybe it was one of them come back, one of the ones with the daft spacesuiits.

A loud darm went off, whooping and squeding. “TABITHA! TABITHA! TABITHA JUTE!”

“All right, Dodger,” she croaked. “For you. Just — for — you...”

She couldn’t get up. The noise wasflattening her, smashing her againgt the floor. The voice kept on
shouting while she worked her way wearily round the wall on her bottom until she could reach up over
her head and fumble the air feed down from the pandl.

“For you, Dodger.”

She jacked the nozzle into her respirator.

She blacked out.

She was underwater. She was deep under the water, breathing the water. It was easy. Y ou just
breathed in and out. If only everyone redised how easy it was. She was moving strenuoudy through the
night of the water, pushing it asde with her arms. They had stars down here too. They rippled as she
hauled hersdlf towards them. They winked, pulsing messagesto her. Come on, they said. Come on.

Shewasin deep.

Then shewaslying on the flight deck of the Alice Liddell, her lungs heaving in aflood of the ship’s
own air, her head thumping, pinsand needlesin al her extremities. Through the ruined viewport, she
could seethe sullen glow of the hot, bent forest, the drizzle of the fuming rain.

Youidiot, she said to hersdlf, gulping down the good air. Y ou fucking idiot. She' d thought somebody
wasthere, talking to her. “Alice?’ she said. Her throat hurt.

Therewas no answer.

Leaning onthewadll, Tabithasat up. Still hampered by the air feed, she reached behind her and
unclipped the oxygenator from her back. Then she pushed hersdlf just far enough to stick it in the scrub
unit. With her head on one side, she could just see the meter, see how low it had dropped. She winced.

Fifteen minutes before she could move about again. Shefdt in her belt pouch and found alast tube of
Vitdise



In the hold, something raided.

There was something in there. She hadn’t imagined that.

“Saskia?’

No reply.

Perhaps the parrot had got out of his box.

“Td?" shecdled. “Here, Td.”

No parrot.

She sucked her tube. It hurt to swallow.

Painfully, she got to her feet. There was glasspaper between al her muscles. Gasping, she leaned on
thewall and looked at the oxygenator. Ten minutes before she could put it on again. Ten minutesto wait
about, helplesdy tethered, for the creature in the hold to come and get her.

Therewas along silence. Then a soft thump and ardttle.

A bat, she thought. Flown in through the open roof and can’t find itsway out again.

Six minutes. Five. Four minutes twenty-four seconds.

Another rattle. Like little bits of metal, she thought, thinking desperately what it could be. Something
with metallic scaes. Theiguanas. That’ swhat it was.

Two minutesfifty-eight seconds.

To get into the ship, the iguanawould have had to climb up one of the anchor trees, work itsway
along acable, get on the roof and drop through the buckled doors.

Another jingle, repeated, prolonged.

Oneminute,

Something wasin there, waiting for her.

Tabitha saw her big spanner lying on the cockpit floor. She redlised she was holding her bresth. If she
was going to hold her breath, what was she doing stuck on the end of thisair line?

Anindicator panel lit up on the oxygenator unit. It said: WARNING. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO
REMOVE OXYGENATOR UNTIL ALL LIGHTSARE EXTINGUISHED AND CYCLEIS
COMPLETE.

Tabitha grabbed the oxygenator.

Themachinery growled.

Thelight stayed on.

Empiresrose and fell.

Thelight stayed on.

The universe turned somnolently about its axis.

Thelight went out.

Tabitha grabbed the oxygenator and scooped it over her shoulder. Wiggling it into place, she heard
the vave click, and gulped her lungsfull of oxygen again.

She pulled the air feed free from her helmet and snatched up the spanner. Now then.

She clanked down the ramp to the hold, moving as quietly as she could. She leaned on the frame of
the damaged door, feeling the Alice sway under her.

Out of the crimson shadows, something low rose and came towards her.

It wasn't aniguana. It was bigger than an iguana.

She drew back her arm to throw the spanner at it. Then she saw what it was.

A dronewith atambourine,

Asit moved, it jingled.

“You stupid piece of junk,” she said wearily. “ Give methat.”

The drone gave her the tambourine. Tabithagaveit the spanner. “Here,” she said. “Mend thisdoor.”

Itseyes gleamed briefly.



She sguatted down, checked the lights on its CP, and gave it the command sequence. Then,
tambourine in hand, she turned to go back through the door to the cockpit. The drone stumped after her.
Tabithalooked at the tambourine. She shook it experimentaly. She set her foot on the ramp up to the
flight deck. She looked up.

Something was standing there, looming over her like anaked scarecrow; an uprooted bush; ablasted
tree. It leaned towards her, creaking, bending in unlikely places.

Tabithaswallowed.

“H-Hector?’ shesaid.

46

The Frasgue hissed. It sounded like green twigs spluttering in afire.

Tabithatook a step backwards.

With a sudden swive of its hips, the Frasque came jerkily down the ramp. It moved something like a
stork; and something like a maadroitly operated marionette.

In the poor light, it looked exactly like an animated bundle of wood. Its whole body was along,
bulbous mass of pa e brown fibrous tubes, out of which four ropy arms and two spindly legs protruded
asif they had been thrust there; or asif they had grown out at arbitrary angles, like brancheson avine. It
was naked, though really that means no more than to say that an insect is naked. Its body wasits own
amour.

The Frasque stood very close to Tabitha at the bottom of the ramp. It towered over her. It inspected
her, its head on one side. Its eyes were deep set, round and black as berries, very small and bright.

“Ssspaceshhip,” said the Frasgue.

She could hear it clearly, though its voice crackled so much it sounded as though her audio was
playing up.

“Yes” shesad. “My spaceship.”

Moving dowly, facing it dl the way, she edged past it and up the ramp into the cockpit. It followed
her with itseyes.

“My name' s Tabitha Jute,” she said ddliberately. “Y ou can cal me Captain.”

Sheturned away from it to put down the tambourine, and it hissed again, making her jump.

She reached out dowly, getting her hand on her web, ready to open it and take her seat. She turned
around again, looking down at the Frasque. It was ill staring at her. She wondered how much it could
understand; how dangerousit wasif frightened.

“Your friends are very worried about you,” she said.

It shook its head in a corkscrew fashion.

“Marco Metz,” shesaid. “The Zodiac Twins. Y our friends.”

It showed no sign of comprehension.

She pointed through the broken viewport to the grotesque forest outside. “They’re dl out looking for
you,” she said, and eased herself into her web.

It moved then. It came whizzing back up the ramp and stood beside her, unnervingly close.

The branches that made up its body were knobbly, and looked rigid as bones. Y ou could have
dipped afinger between them, in some places. Asfar as Tabitha could see, it was branches al the way

through.
“Sssystem,” it said. It gaped out of the viewport and flung, suddenly, one of itsarms out in front of it.
Its clawed hand landed on the console with aloud rattle. “ Sssystem Sssol,” it said.

“Venus,” said Tabitha. “Thisis Venus.” Shetried not to look at the claw lying on her board. She said,
“Can you mend plexiglass?” She thought it probably could, if it wanted. She remembered the way they



had built Plenty, spinning its asseous fabric out of vacuum, out of particle froth.

The Frasque made afacia expression. Itsface folded inwards down its length. The effect was of
something like adrying pod splitting in half suddenly; yet the movement wasinwards. It looked asif it
wastrying to suck itsfacein haf.

Tabithashuddered. “L ook, I’'m very busy right now,” she said quickly. “We re not going to last much
longer, your friendsand me, if | can’t get the ship going, soif you wouldn’'t mind, you can go back inthe
hold and wait for them — " She pointed unambiguoudy down the ramp. “I’ll try and call them, let them
know you'redl right, dl right?’

It folded its face the right way out again. If that was the right way. I1ts mouth was till open. Bright
grings of sdivahung between itstwiggy little teeth.

[t didn’t move.

Tabithareached carefully to the console and plugged her audioin.

“Alice, the Frasqueis here, | don't know if it understands me, what can | do?’

Therewasno reply.

“Comeon, Alice, you werethere just now, | know you were.”

Sill nothing.

“Shit!”

She cdled Saskia. She cdled on dl local frequencies, hoping she would pick her up, through the
dtatic. Hoping, very much suddenly, she wasn't dead. “Hello, hello, Saskia, can you hear me?’

She got areply. Saskia svoice chanting, “ — into the sun, till we are one, amost begun,
bresthing...‘twe... run, intothes...”

The signad was horrible, but she was obvioudy feverish, a the end of her tether. Tabitha closed her
eyes. Therewas no end to despair. The planet was picking them off, one by one—

“Hello... bitha... hear me?’

It was Saskia. The chanting was still going on: it was Mogul.

“Saskial Where areyou?’

At her elbow, the Frasgue stirred itchily. When it moved, which it did very suddenly and convulsively,
al its branches rearranged themselves, asif they were tubes of dun eastic stretched between nutty little
nodes. Then, when it sopped moving, which too it did very suddenly and completely, the branches were
al iff asbone again.

“...ranaway...” said Saskia. Or Mogul, she couldn’t tell any more.

Very digantly, she could hear Marco too. “... comingin,” he said. “Couple of minutes” Hewas ill
making promises.

“Your friend' shere,” Tabitha sent, not knowing who, if anyone, would hear her. “Y our friend’ shere.
It shere”

The Frasque gave another brisk shudder. “ Ssserve me,” it said. The mwas more of a gn. “ Ssserve
gne”

Tabithawas losng her temper. “Y ou want to go to Titan?’ she said, and pointed into the hold again.
“Get back there, St down and shut up.”

It moved again, whedling away from her and thrusting its limbs acrossthe aide, crushing the litter
under its spiky fest.

But it was only pacing about. Tabithawanted to scream. She'd haveto ignoreit, seeif it would leave
her alone. She turned to the keyboard, her heart beating very much faster than she would have preferred.

The uninvited passenger suddenly dapped another scrawny claw on the console, right beside her eft
hand.

Shejumped. She held her breath. She turned to face it.

It gaped down at her.

“Ressstoreme” itsaid. “Tg.”



In her earphones she heard voices again.

At last. They were back.

“Marco,” she sent. Shewas ready to drop. “ Cal thisthing off.”

“Cal what?" he said. He sounded tired and angry. Shedidn’t know if he hadn’t heard her or if he
didn’t know it wasthere.

“Hector,” shesaid. “Whatever. Just cdl itsname, Marco.”

“I don't know itsfucking name,” he said.

“Great,” shesad.

She opened her web with weary fingers and stood up.

The Frasque didn’t move. It was blocking her way.

“Excuseme” shesad.

It waslike talking to atree, and as much use. Too tired to care, Tabitha pushed past it.

[t didn't kill her.

The brancheswererigid, just like bones.

Shelooked out of one porthole, then the other side. She could see them, coming through the forest
from a.completely unexpected direction. Mogul was wearing asuit of eectric blue with limbs of
force-ribbed hose and two little bobbled agrids, nothing like Saskid s at dl. He was shambling dongina
vague, loose-limbed way, looking up at the trees and the sky. Saskiaand Marco were having afull-time
job herding himin theright direction.

Mogul spotted the Alice, hanging up between the trees. She heard him give aloud and gleeful laugh.

Tabithaturned and beckoned the Frasque. “Marco Metz,” she said, “Mogul. Saskia. Y our friends.
Down there.” She pointed.

It cameto the top of the ramp and stopped there.

Tabithatried gestures again, then lost patience. She went up and got hold of one of itsarms. It pulled
away, 0 she got hold of another one. “Y our friends!” she kept saying. Somehow she got it down the
ramp to theinner door, disabled the airlock, and threw open both doors together. L ook!”

Mogul shouted, a shout of darm and defiance. He broke away from his guides and came running,
gplashing between the broken trees and into the clearing.

Marco and Saskiaran after, caling him.

Heran, sumbling, to the ship, Saskia chasing him, Marco trailing. He ran straight for the door where
Tabithastood., the Frasque looming over her, and legpt on to the silI, catching hold of the doorframe
gther Sde.

Hisvisor wasfull-face. There was blood on theinsde, and on hisface. His skin, normdly white as
porcelain, white as bleached bone, was blotched red and purple with bursting blood vessels. Designed
for nothing more taxing than a saunter on the surface of Ceres, his suit had overheated. Venus had burst
therefrigerator and wrecked the pressure lining. Mogul’ s eyes were as big as dish antennae, his mouth
was agape, his lips drawn back from teeth aslong asahorse's.

The Frasque jerked into motion. It looked asif it wastrying to scratch its back.

Instead, it produced alittle metallic blue gun and pointed it at the man legping in at it.

It fired.

With one arm, Mogul thrust Tabitha aside, knocking her over. She sprawled in the outer doorway,
amogt falling out on top of Saskia, who was |leaping up after her brother. They collided and Seskiafell
back in the muck and mud.

The Frasguefired again. The projectile zipped out of the door and dammed into the ground, splashing
mud into Marco’ s faceplate.

Tabithagot up on one knee, Saskia climbing franticaly in behind her. Mogul was grappling with the
Frasgue, ydling wordlesdly at it, forcing it back through the inner door. It waswrithing, jerking eagticaly
inal directions a top speed, its gun arm threshing the murky air. It fired again.



Mogul jerked. His suit blew aplume of ice-blue vapour into the airlock.

Saskiayelled and screamed.

Tabithathrew hersdf in a the struggling couple, grabbing for the gun. Trying to catch hold of the
Frasgue'sarm was like trying to clutch adippery cable being pulled by abig winch.

Mogul was down, caught in the doorway, trying vainly to drag the Frasque down too. Hislong arms
were wrapped round itslegs and he had hold of two of itsarms. Tabithalocked her hands around the
arm holding the gun and hauled. The Frasque wriggled awvay and logt its grip. The gun flew through the air
into the cockpit.

Shoving past Tabitha, legping over her brother, Saskia somersaulted up the ramp after it.

Marco was aboard, charging into the fight. The Frasgue caught Tabitha across the chest with alash of
itsarm and threw her across the deck. She watched, winded, through amist of pain, asit moved even
fagter now, picking up Marco and hurling him bodily off the ship, dragging Mogul yelling dong with it by
main force.

Saskia came legping down the ramp, the gun in her hands, She emptied it into the back of the
Frasgue.

It took no notice. It was stooping over her brother.

He was thrashing around. Tabitha could see hislegs kicking. She struggled to get up.

The Frasgue, still moving at double speed, turned through 180° at the hips. Holding Mogul by the
neck, it picked him up and flailed him at the deck. His neck sedl cracked, jetted afine spray of blue
vapour and crimson blood.

Saskiawas screaming, trying to get to him, but Tabitha caught her and held her back. She was aslight
asachild.

The Frasque squeezed Mogul’ s neck between two hands. His faceplate was running red. It crazed, all
at once, dl over. Mogul’ s body arched its back, opened itslong hands, spread itsfingerswide. Itshedls
drummed on the deck. It collapsed, and lay quite till.

Saskia shrieked, made one last frantic lunge towardsiit, then flung her arms around Tabithaand clung
to her so tightly Tabitha could amost fed her.

The Frasgue came, rattling, reaching for her with al itsarms.
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Contraband ought to play a a Swedding. They ought to play somewhere. Anywhere but here.
They'd go down redly well & a 5wedding.
| went to one once, you know.

ONE WHAT, CAPTAIN?

A Swedding. There aren’'t very many humans who can tdl you that.

| IMAGINE NOT.

There aren’t many humans who' ve been locked up on Mntce, et done gone to a Swedding.



CAPTAIN?

Yes. Alice?

WHAT IS A 5SWEDDING?

It's Pdernian. A Pdernian wedding. Do you remember when we went to Mntce?
A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO?

That' sright. We were sub-contracted to the caterers.

WE HAD A CARGO OF FOOD.

Things Pdernianslike to eat. Lava bread.

LYCHEES.

That'sright. Acorns, trays and trays of acorns.

WIND-DRIED HORSE OFFAL.

Whole cabledrums of liquorice rope.

| WAS PARKED FOR A VERY LONG TIME.

W, there was the wedding. Then they locked me up. Didn't | tdl you about it when | got back?
YOU WEREN'T VERY TALKATIVE ON THAT OCCASION, CAPTAIN.
Waan't |.

YOU WEREN'T VERY WELL.

It was pretty rough.

WEDDINGS ARE MATING CEREMONIES, AREN'T THEY?
That'sright.

THEN WHAT'S A SWEDDING?

Pdernians do everything in fives. Y ou know that.

THERE AREN'T FIVE SEXES OF THEM, THOUGH, ARE THERE?

No, it'ssocid. It's very socid, actudly. When you get married you marry one of your rdaives and one
of the other person’s and one of thar mates. Lovers. All a once. | mean, that's how they make up the
five in Swedding. | don’t know what they do in bed, but if the Swedding isany guide...

And they certainly do breed.

The corridors of Mntce arefull of children, frizzy teenage ones shepherding flocks of fluffy toddlers
everywhere. Do you know they’ ve managed two generationsin the time they’ ve been here?

The children seem to have the run of the place— they were in the workshops, in the customs bay, in
the bars— little babies under your feet everywhere. Running around at top speed squeaking and cooing
and stedling the chickpeas off the bar. Sometimes the redlly young oneswill climb in your lgp and start
cuddling you and going through your pockets.

| raninto Fritz Juventi there once, doing some diplomatic shuffling, some hole-and-corner business, |
don’'t know, fixing sometariff in Vaenzuda sfavour. Heloved it there. It made him dl paternd,
grandpaternd, isthat aword? He was strolling through the del egation quarter with akid in each hand and
atiny oneriding on his shoulders. It kept tipping hiswig over his eyes. He was shouting and carrying on.
“Hi! Now | can’'t seewherel’m going!” He waswalking round in circles and waking into thewall on
purpose, and the kid on his shoulders was screaming, it thought it was grest. “If | can't see, | might drop
you.” And he'd pretend to tip it on the floor and catch it at the last minute, and the others were zinging
around and bouncing off thewalls. They thought he was grest.

He was the one who told me about Sweddings. “If ever you get achance, Tabitha. | do urge you
mogt strongly to takeit up.” He sat therein his plus-fours and wing collar, smiling genialy around his



enormous nose and patting my leg. Old lech. He sounded as if he was talking about a guided tour of St
Asdtraea Capella, but | remembered him from nights on the old Perseverance. When Uncle Fritzisbeing
super-sober and super-polite, watch out.

So that’ swhy | was s0 pleased they asked me. To the Swedding, | mean. It was the daughter of the
Cold Reeve designate and the brother of the Limbo Pilot, and so the otherswere, let’s see, her mother’s
brother, Sbrother, | mean, or would it be his 5brother and her mother’ s other husband’ s—

I'VE PROBABLY GOT A DIAGRAM, CAPTAIN, IF YOU'D LIKE ME TO FIND IT.

Don't bother, Alice. It's dl quite complicated, anyway. So complicated it's a wonder any of them
manage to make afive a dl. In fact, though, they nearly dl do, don’t they?

THEY'RE VERY GREGARIOUS, CERTAINLY. | CAN'T SAY I'VE BEEN COUNTING.

They’'re dwaysin fives. It's not just a marriage, it's aworking group, a sports team, a boat crew, a band.
And once there are children, it's a whole clan; though everybody’s children are just one huge playgroup,
the way it looks, | don't know how they ever sort them out. Once they’re married, they're absolutely
fathful, you know, Alice. They're completely lost without each other

If you split them up they pine. The only thing that bresks up afiveiswhen one of them dies. If they
can't find somebody else they go mad, some of them. Y ou see them sometimes, moping around the
dorms, or the service bays, four Palernianstalking to someone who isn't there. They stop grooming
themselves. They get these awful sores. Then they suddenly start smashing everything in Sght.

Though that’ swhat they do at the Swedding too.

When you get married, if you' re aPaernian, you get together with al your relaions, whichisalot of
people, if you're a Palernian, and you do thisthing which ishard to explain. It' sabit like adance, and a
bit like an orgy, and a bit like bingo. It goes on for days. There'slotsto eat and drink and smoke. The
catering is one of the most important parts of the thing.

IS THAT HOW YOU GOT INVITED, CAPTAIN?

The things we brought in, the horse offd and that, they were an emergency consgnment because
someone had let them down. And they were so glad to seeiit arrive they asked me to stay.

Thefirst day wasjust abig piss-up. | mean, therewasalot of vow-taking and ear-marking and stuff
going on, but every time anybody said anything, there was a bresk for adrink, and when there arefive
people who have to say everything, that’ salot of drinking. And dancing, to very loud music. It got quite
physicd, crammed in that hal with acouple of hundred Paernians, but it wasdl very jolly and pretty
glandular too — and hot — but nobody started afight. When they’ re married, they lock into some
automatic hormond cycle that stops them faling out with any of their partners or their relaions. | wasa
novelty. | probably behaved very badly and let down the species. | had immense fun, that’sall | know.

The next day by thetime | dragged myself back to the dining hall — the buffet — well, it was more a
sort of giant trough, redlly — all the food had been eaten, or cleared away, or something, and instead
therewas abig pile of stuff inthe middle of thefloor.

STUFF?

Y es. Persond duff. Clothes, shoes, tapes, jewdlery, lumps of clay with paint daubed on them. Bats and
bdls Long tubular bags full of greasy old wool. The sort of things no Paernian would ever want to be
without. There was quite apile of it.

Apparently the thing is, when you get married you have to bring everything from your old home,
everything that was yours, that you grew up with, and put it in abig pile and then you smash it up.

The new five starts off. Somebody shouts anumber and they al come bouncing in from behind a
curtain, and they do alittle dance in aring around the pile of belongings. And everybody clapsand
gamps and farts. And then they start to jump on things. And throw them up in the air. Then they throw
them at each other. They throw them at the walls. They take bites out of them. They — well, you the
generd idea.



And after abit everybody dsejoinsin.

The trouble was, this being on Mntce, in the big public hall there, | suppose some people forgot
wherethey were. | suppose back at home on Palernia, or wherever it isthey come from, Sweddings are
happening al the time, and everybody does them, so there’ s no neighboursto annoy. Y ou are the
neighbours, if you seewhat | mean. And everything that’ s lying around is the property of the host five and
fair game. | don’'t know. Anyway, what happened was, when everything in the pile was pretty much as
smashed up asit could be, people started smashing up the furniture, what therewas of it. They started
bringing thingsin from other rooms, and smashing them. Pictures off thewalls. Those big glass bottles
with flowersin. Computer consoles. They can shift some heavy stuff, you know, Pdernians, when they
get going. So then we split into two groups —

WE?

W, yes. They know how to make you fed welcome, Palernians. Two groups, one down each side of
the hdl, and while one group tried to set fire to as many thing as they could get their paws on, my group
let off fire extinguishers and sprayed them everywhere. That was quite alaugh.

Then there was this awful noise. It wasasren. We all laughed and cheered, we thought it was one of
usdoing it.

But it was the cops.

They came streaming in, dozens of them, done up in their crowd control gear, and they wereal

ydping and davering. They bit people, | saw that. | got clawed, al down one arm and on my hip.
| REMEMBER NOW. YOU WERE LIMPING. YOU WENT TO BED. YOU WERE
COUGHING TOO, WEREN'T YOU?
They had tear gas, they had ultrasonic whips, | don’t know what they didn’t have. | tangled with a couple
of them, | think they were trying to get some clothes on me, and | was trying to fight them off. | don’t
know. | was completely out of it. One of them hit me on the head. | don’t remember that, the others told
mewhen | woke up.

When | wokeup | wasinjalil, in aziggurat, and alawyer from the Earth delegation on Mntce was
screaming blue murder over some technicality. She said I d been coerced, led asiray, something or other.
That’ swhat they say when you let down the species. Palernians aren’t the only oneswith aherd
mentdlity.

| just kept quiet and waited for my headachesto go away. | think | had ten headaches, one on top of
the other. She got me off in the end, round about headache number eight.

So that’ swhy | was so late coming back to get you from the parking, you see, Alice. | wasat a
Swedding.

YES, CAPTAIN. | SEE.

Or maybe it was a demondtration. A politica protest. A riot.
| don’t know how you could tell, redly. Not with Paernians.
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Tabithastood in front of Saskia, her arms stretched out behind her, fencing Saskiain.

“No!” she shouted. “No! No! No! No!”

The Frasgue leaned over her, staring down through her faceplate asif it had only just redlised the
funny meta suitshad peopleinsde.

Tabithaglared madly up into its soulless black eyes.

“Get back!” she shouted.

She brought her hands forward and shoved &t its chest.

“Go on, get back! Back! Back!”



Hissing and spitting like a defeated cat, it backed away. She pressed it past the bottom of the ramp
and into the airlock to the hold, bowling over adrone working with awelding pencil.

“Back, go on, get back!”

Behind her she was aware of Saskiaflinging herself on her brother’ sbody, crouching with it in her
ams.

“Get intherel” shouted Tabitha

The Frasque' sjaw wasworking, it was spluttering, trying to make itsalf understood.

Tabitha paused, gripping two of itsarmstightly, under no illusion but that it could bresk her in two any
second it chose. “What? What are you saying?’

“Gno passsengersss,” it mouthed. “ Gno passsengersss.”

“1 need her!” she said. “Not passenger! My co-pilot! Co-pilot! Understand? Oh, God... Herel!”

Moving fagt, not giving either of them timeto think, she clutched itswiry wrist and rushed with it up
the ramp into the cockpit. She pointed aggressively and dramatically at her web, then the co-pilot’s.
“Two,” she proclaimed. “ See?” She held up two fingers. She pointed at her web, a hersdlf; at the other
web, at Saskia, standing below them in the gangway clutching her brother’ s body to her like ashield. She
pointed at Saskia. “ Y ou hurt her,” she threatened it, “and we don’t go to Titan. Understand? No Titan!”

The Frasque spat and fizzed. Its knotty jaw shivered rapidly backwards and forwards. “Rrressstore
me,” it said again. ,

Tabitha understood. It wanted to go back to Plenty.

Tabitha pointed at Saskiaonce more. “Don't,” she said distinctly. “ Touch. Her. Saskia, for God's
sake put him down and come up here now, if you don’t | don’t know what it’ s going to do, you' d better
come up hereright now and do exactly as| say. Saskial”

Saskialet Mogul dump back to the deck. She straightened up, moving with great grace and dignity up
the ramp.

As soon as she was within arm’ s reach Tabitha grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her past the
Frasque, into the space be' tween the webs.

The Frasque hung over them, bristling, making anoiseinitsthroat like alow dry growl.

“Get behind me,” Tabithasaid.

Saskia obeyed.

“Get into theweb. Doit, just do it, get into the web, do it asif you did it ahundred timesaday.”

Tabithalooked the Frasque in the eye and held up her index finger, asif sheweregoing to tell it
something very important, something she wanted it to remember.

Snapping itsjaws and tossing its head, it stood, looking at her finger.

“Me” sad Tabithafirmly, pointing to hersdf. “Her,” she said, pointing at Saskia

Not turning her back onit for an ingtant, she climbed into her own web, rotating it so she il faced
the Frasgue.

It seemed to have camed down.

“Stay there,” Tabithawarned Saskia. “Don’'t look round. Just Sit tight. | think we' re going to be dll
right.” What do you mean, we' re going to be dl right? she asked hersdlf silently. We re going to die.

But not theway Mogul died.

“All right?’ she asked the Frasque. “All right?’

It corkscrewed its head and flailed its arms about.

“Good,” said Tabitha

“Tabitha! Tabithal”

It was Marco, still outside. He sounded in abad way.

“Just aminute, Marco.”

She got out of her web again and tried to entice the Frasgue back down the ramp into the hold. It



wouldn’t go. Marco kept moaning, caling out. She cursed him. Careful not to make any suspicious
movements, she went into the airlock and looked outside.

Behind her the Frasque had picked up the empty gun and wasturning it over and over initsclaws.
She hoped Saskiawouldn't look round. It was standing negligently on her brother. Marco waslying in
the mud just below the door, reaching up to her. “I’m hurting,” he said, accusingly. Hisright legwas at a
decidedly unpleasant angle.

Tabithalooked round. The Frasque was watching.

Thehdl withit.

Holding on to the door, she reached down and grasped Marco’ swrist.

The Frasgque squeaked and squesled. It legpt for the door, leaning out like an articulated crane and
swiping furioudy a Marco.

“Okay, okay!” Tabithasaid, letting Marco splash back into the mire with an agonised yell. “ Sorry,
Marcol” Shetusded briefly with the Frasque, hustling it back on board. “1 should be pushing you out, not
in” she shouted & it.

It came, limbs skittering in al directions. It stepped back to the bottom of the ramp and froze, glaring
suspicioudy up a Saskia

Saskia hadn’t moved.

“Comeon,” Tabithatold it forcefully, pulling onitsarm. “Marco?’ she called. “Hector doesn't want
you on board.”

“What, what, you can't, you're not,” he gibbered.

“Find some shelter,” she said.

“Tabithal” hewalled. “Don’'t go! You can't go! You can’'t leave me! Y ou can't leave me herel”

“God, Marco, you' d better bewrong, that’sadl,” she said. “Will you get in here?” she said fiercdly, to
the Frasgue.

It glared at her, gnashing itsteeth. “1 want you where| can seeyou,” shetold it ernly. “Thisisa
human custom known as hospitality.”

Suddenly it ducked through the door, knocking the drone over again, and whizzed into the hold so
fagt it washorrible,

“Y ou get comfortablein there,” she shouted &t it.

It hovered, untrugtingly, swaying its arms up and down like atemple dancer.

Marco was still complaining, swearing, pleading. Tabithaignored him. She rushed after the Frasque
into the hole, whirled around picking up everything that was€eft in there: lengths of materia, empty bags,
aticlesof clothing, anything soft. She gathered an armful, then two more, flinging them into the corner.

The drone, having finished mending the inner door, waddled into the airlock and up the wall, to start
on the outer one.

“Sit there!” Tabitha commanded the Frasque. She patted the pile. “ Soft. Good. Comfortable.” She
wondered what notion of comfort a cresture could have that was all intellect and reflexes, and could live
on vacuum.

“I’m going to have ago at the ship.”

She turned around, not even pausing to seeif it obeyed her. On her way out she spotted Tal’'s
travelling box and wondered for an instant whether she should tossit out to Marco. No, she thought;
he' d only go and open it. Marco couldn’t survive without the presence of admiring company.

She picked up the box and carried it to the cockpit.

“Marco,” she caled as she strode out of the hold, “we re not going far if we re going anywhereat all.
If we can get help, we'll get you help. But we can't go for awhile,” she said, grimacing as she passed
Mogul’ s crumpled body, “and it’ s going to take you awhile to get to shelter. So I’d start crawling if |
wereyou,” shesaid, legping up the ramp. “All right?’

His reply was incoherent and obscene.



Tabithatucked Tal’ sbox beside her bag, under the net at the back of the cockpit, then stepped up to
the console. She turned, reaching through the web to clasp Saskia s hand while she cast a swift glance at
the one working monitor, the one connected to the scanner in the hold.

It could have been atill picture. The Frasque was standing exactly where she' d left it. It hadn’t
moved. Shelooked down at Saskia. “Why did hedo it?’ she asked.

Saskialooked up at her, tears running down her long cheekbones. “He was saving you...”

“Don’t cry,” Tabithasaid, squeezing her hand. “It fucks up the circulators.”

Saskiatried to smile. Her face crumpled. Her skinny shoulders shuddered.

Tabitha shook her hand briskly.

“Do you know anything about computer personas?’

Saskiasnivelled, sniffed, shook her head.

Tabitha glanced back at the hold. Still in there. She searched the yoke of Saskia' s futuristic spacesuit,
found the audio plug and unreeled it. She pulled it acrossto the socket and plugged it in. “Her name's
Alice” shesad. At thisstage, it was aslikely as anything else. And it would keep her occupied.

Tabithabent down, pressed her visor against Saskia' s, and mouthed akiss. Then shewhirled out of
the cockpit again and back down the ramp, past Mogul, and into the hold.

The Frasque was still standing in the same position. It stared at Tabithalike amad tree.

“Suit yoursdlf,” she said to it. Shelooked around. She waslooking for the Frasgue' s coffin, but it was
outsde with therest of the gear. She used her wrist monitor, sending the extensor down for it.

When it began to whirr, the Frasque moved convulsively, gazing up &t it, and past it through the open
roof, at the dripping pseudo-dendroids, the hot and mucky sky.

“Mending the ship,” Tabithasad, afirmatively.

The Frasque came and leaned over her. “Exxxtensssor,” it rustled, knowledgeably.

Ddiberately, sheignored it. She wondered what €l seit understood.

Working with one of the drones outside, she managed to pick up the tubular coffin blind, then give the
retrieval sequencefor it to come to the open airlock.

“I’'m sure you' d be more comfortable sitting down,” shetold the Frasgue. She went and sat down
herself on the pile she’ d made, and beckoned it to Sit beside her.

When it came, it lay down full length, with its knees and elbows at complicated angles that made it
look like a confused grasshopper.

“Good! Good! Yed” said Tabitha. “Yes Yed” Sowly and carefully, she got up.

The Frasgue hissed. It stayed where it was.

“WEe ll beleaving soon,” shelied.

It watched her beadily as she walked out of the hold, past the patiently labouring drone.

The coffin was dangling in at the airlock. As she brought it in Tabithalooked outside. Marco was ten
metres away, crawling on hisbdly through the mud, dragging hisinjured leg behind him.

“Keepit up, Marco, you re doing very well!”

She saw him turn his head and tare a her through the blackened forest. She saw his eyes; his
beautiful eyes.

She tugged the coffin aboard, laid it down in the gangway next to Mogul, sprang the catches and,
trying to look at him aslittle as possible, lifted himin. Hewas aslight ashissgter.

She composed hislimbs hurriedly and sedled the case. Goodbye, Mogul, she said, silently. Therewas
atime—

She didn’t complete the thought.

Standing up, shefdt her head spin round and round. Fatigue hit her like asandbag. She had been haf
dead from exhaustion even before she’ d started rushing around like amad thing. And there was till no
prospect of rest. Maybe there were some more stimulantsin thefirst aid.



She went up into the cockpit.

Saskia had one dender gloved finger extended over the keyboard. She was staring at the console
screen.

It was glowing.

There werewordson it.

They said: | HAD SISTERS ONCE, SASKIA. SEVERAL OF THEM.

“Alice”
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It is remarkable how many people have difficulty believing the story of the Venus Repairs. Even some
who accept the Miraculous Torpedoes remain unconvinced by this particular exploit of Tabitha's.

Their caseis smple. Doughty and determined though she evidently was, could Tabitha Jute possibly,
with no more than basic mechanica skillsand ailing equipment, have resurrected her ship from a
crash-landing in thefilthiest terrain in the inner planets? If so, how long must it have taken her? Could she
have survived long enough to do it? — if, indeed, she ever landed on Venusaat all. There are those who
ing s that it was another ship entirely (the Initial Concept, some suggest; the Lacrimae Rerum, others
ague).

Wéll, | can assure you, and who could possibly know better, that Captain Jute did indeed crash on
Venus, repaired her ship on the spot and then made her escape fromiit. It was exactly as| say, and the
onus of proof ison those who would have it otherwise. For therest, it is enough to cite once more the
resilience of the Bergen Kobold, the very durability that eventualy rendered the mode unprofitable. If
any flyweight ship of those years could have shrugged off an argument with the hell-goddess, it would
have been aKobold.

There again, popular fancy nods and winks and lays one finger dongsideitsintrusive, pointed nose:
the Alice Liddell, it ingnuates, was no ordinary Kobold.

Bethat asit may. Who am | to quarrel with popular fancy? Expertiseis not the only materia of which
history ismade. We must al bow to history, even those of uswithout necks.

For therest: | wasfamiliar with the Lacrimae Rerum. Venuswould have made short work of her.
Andif the Initial Concept says she' sbeento Venus, | havetotell you that she has not. Her memory is
decaving her.

Were the miscellaneousimprovementsto the Alice Liddell responsible for her remarkable durability?
How can onetell, now? Can one say confidently that Tabitha Jute truly was alonein her 1abour; that
Capdladid not have ahand in it? Can one say confidently there was anything in this period that Capella
did not have ahand in?

“Alice? Areyou dl right?’

“YES. THANK YOU, CAPTAIN.”

Tabitha stood beside Saskia, seized by astrange mixture of relief and jealousy.

“Where have you been?’

There was a pause before the personareplied. “1 DON'T KNOW, CAPTAIN, BUT IT WAS
RATHER DARK AND QUITE CONFUSING.”

“I wastaking to you, do you remember?’

“I REMEMBER A CHERUB'”

“Xtasca”

“NO. CHERUBSALL OVER ME. WORKING ON ME.”

“Xtascadid that...”

“A TALL BLACK SERAPH IN A BLACK CHROME SUIT, DIRECTING THEM. CHERUBS
IN A ZERO DOCK FITTING MY INLAID PANELS, TAPPING MEWITH THEIRLITTLE



HAMMERS. A FRASQUE IN A BONY CRADLE, LOOKING ON.”
Tabithaand Saskialooked at each other.
“Beforemy time, Alice” said Tabitha
“I THINK PERHAPS | WAS DREAMING,” Alice sad.
“Areyou awake now?" asked Tabitha
“I PREFERRED THE DREAM.”
“You'reawake.”
Tabithalooked at Saskiain gratitude. “What did you do to her?’ she asked.

Saskia shrugged. She held out both hands through the net, apart, open. A tiny, weak rainbow of silver
garstwinkled briefly but unmistakably between the pams of her gloves.

Sitting down and plugging in, Tabithaglanced in thefirst aid. She’ d had everything out of there, there
was nothing left. Willing her eyesto stay open, shelooked up at the cockpit’ s sole surviving monitor.

It cycled views dong the length of the hold from the catwalk forward, from port aft, in the corner
about head height, and a dead screen where the starboard beam camera was out. Each view showed the
Frasque lying in angular recline on itsimprovised bed of thestrica impedimenta. Diminished by the scale,
it looked more than ever like an effigy of straw and brushwood, centrepiece of some rugtic festivd,
waiting for thetorch.

“Would you like to do something about that, First Officer Zodiac?’

Saskia nodded vigoroudly, then shook her head. She looked as exhausted as Tabitha felt.

“I don't suppose there' s any chance of atube of coffee?’ said Tabitha

Saskiaheld out her hands again. They were just hands, ordinary hands.

Tabitha checked her wrist monitor. The drones had done everything they could do.

“Alice, did | lock the hold doors?’

“NO, CAPTAIN.”

“Cdll thedronesin and lock up. And let me know whether you' refit to travel.”

“WOULD YOU LIKE THE FULL DAMAGE REPORT, CAPTAIN?

“No. Oneword. One syllable would do.”

“BAD.”

“Have we got integrity?’

“78.65%"

“Isthat enough to take of f?’

There wasthe briefest of pauses.

“JUST ABOUT, CAPTAIN.”

“Isthere enough power to take off?’

“JUST ABOUT, CAPTAIN.”

“Andto get usinto orbit?’

“NOT FOR VERY LONG, CAPTAIN.”

“Isthere anything we can do quickly now that will significantly increase our chances?’

“WHAT FACILITIESHAVE WE GOT?

“Look around,” said Tabitha.

“I'M SORRY, CAPTAIN, | CAN'T DO THAT.”

“It'sVenus, Alice” Saskiaputin.

“I RECOMMEND WE LEAVE IMMEDIATELY,” said Alice, immediately.

“I thought you might.” Tabithafolded her arms on the board and | et her head flop down for aminute
infatigue and relief. Knowing she still had aship had taken away some of the stress that was holding her
up. “Initid warm-up, Alice. Report any anomalies. Tak to the charting comp and get us agood orbit.”

“WHAT CONSTITUTES A GOOD ONE, CAPTAIN?



“Onewe can do.”

“AYE-AYE, CAPTAIN.”

Tabithalifted her head and looked at Saskiain disbelief.

Saskiawas staring miserably through the hole in the viewport, into the dripping forest.

Tabitha dropped her head again. Sherocked her helmet gently back and forth along her forearms.
She squinted up at the hold monitor. “Don’t worry, Hector, Mr Frasque,” she caled. “ They won’'t bother
you.”

The Frasque wasn't moving. It lay there, suspicioudy watching the three dronesroll solemnly into their
kennels and the doors close over them.

Shewas sureit could hear her.

“WEe I betaking off any minute now,” shetold it loudly.

Saskiawas unlatching her web.

Tabithalooked at her in surprise,

“I’m going to bury him,” Saskiasaid. She stood up.

Tabithawas appdled. “Thereisn’'t timel” she protested. “We won't be gone long — Alice, have you
got that orbit yet?’

“COMPUTING.” said Alice.

“I'mgoing to bury him,” Saskiasaid again.

She went down the ramp, found her brother’ s body in the JustSleep coffin and dragged it into the
arlock. With aglance a Tabitha, she drew theinner door closed after her.

Tabitha, frustrated, unplugged herself, got up and went after her. She stood at the porthole, looking
out. Marco was out of sight.

Fortunately, Saskia understood the urgency; or else she had not intended much ceremony. Cycling the
airlock and opening the outer door, she stood on the brink with the coffin in her arms. Of dl the ways she
had ever held her brother, in affection, in performance, in desre— thiswasthe lagt, and strangest.

She gave agresat high, desolate cry, and thrust the silver-grey cylinder out of the door.

It toppled into the mud with a plump splash and began to sink gradudly from sight.

Saskia stood there weeping, her arms raised as though to catch him if he thought better of hisdive and
decided to leap back on board.

“ORBIT CHARTED AND LOGGED.” cdled Alice. “PERMISSION TO INITIATE—"

“Go aheed, Alice”

The outer door closed and the inner opened. Saskia came in, moving in a dazed, preoccupied way.

She flopped into Tabitha sarms an the airlock closed behind her.

“Where are we going?’ she asked, brokenly.

“Up,” said Tabitha, holding her. “The only thing we can do is St up there and scream very loudly,” she
said “ And hope someone notices us before we fall.”

“Scream?’ said Saskia

Tabithaled her back into the cockpit and pointed at areadout. “ That's co-ordinates for here,” she
said. Helping Saskiainto her web, she leaned across the board, pressing a sequence of tabs and keys.
“Now you get on that taper and make aloop of that,” shetold her. “If there's anyone around, atour bus,
aterraformer, anyone, maybe they’ Il come and pick us up. If not, somebody will pick the message up
anyway, and then they’ re bound to come and check.”

“Bound to,” said Saskia, inexpertly pressing keyswhile Tabithasat up in her web.

On the monitor the motionless Frasque continued to cycle, front, side and blank, front, sde and
blank.

“All right,” said Tabitha. “Let’s see what happensif | do this”

And she pressed atab.



The cockpit filled with red light. A high, buzzing hum began.

Saskiafinished the loop and entered it. With another quick glance at the screen, where the image of
the Frasque was being torn and flayed by zigzags of interference, Tabithawrestled to magter the
refractory controls. Everything was duggish, everything waswheezing. A dow, irregular hammering
sounded from benegath the floor.

Saskialooked at her apprehensively. “Isthat Marco?’ she asked.

“No, it’ s supposed to do that — ”

The ship was shuddering violently, seesawing. The creepers astern were dipping, snapping; the Alice
dipped rearwards, her primaries blowing waves of mud into the hot forest. A small avalanche of lose
kipple swept beneath their feet.

“Tabithal” caled asmdl voice through a storm of engine noise and interference. “ Come back! You
can't do this, you can’t do thisto me, you can't —”

They looked at each other.

“That'sMarco,” said Tabitha. “Hold tight, Marco, wewon’t belong,” she called. She doubted very
much he could hear her or anything else with the row the ship was making, supplemented by a chorus of
enraged Venusan fauna

Something began to drill piercingly over thetop of the hum. They wererising, then faling back into the
cradle asit collgpsed beneath them, melting and burning. They were staggering, diding, floating on the
dank and greasy air. Above, the ugly treetops threshed and shattered. On the com the Frasque was
trying to say something;. It was quite inaudible.

Asthe old argument with gravity grew fierce, Tabithafelt the embrace of the web field grip her,
repelling every externd force. Now, she thought, iswhen Venuswill tear us apart, properly thistime.

Fercewind flared in the cockpit, snatching at the rubbish. Seams old and new grated and squeal ed,
and lights popped and pinned on the board. The protesting whine had become a shriek of pure demented
fury. The Alice had been designed and built for this particular argument, built and rebuilt; knocked down
and patched up again and thrown back into the fight. She was going to win the argument again, if it was
the last she ever won.

Saskiawas|ooking at Tabitha, and Tabitha realised she was shouting adoud, cheering every
centimetrethe Alice lifted.

“Comeon, Alice!” They were both at it now. “Comeon, Alice! Giveit thelot!”

The ship gave arough lurch, tilting badly to port aft, pitching and yawing nauseatingly around that
gpex asif it intended to spin itself aoft. The thunder banged and banged and howled.

Tabithawas a the keyboard, dragging mightily at the trim, hauling the coughing port engine up off its
log bed by brute force and mechanica abuse. Creepers snagged on the scything wings and burst, lashing
through the churning air. They were climbing. They were climbing.

The gluey aimosphere of VVenus clung to them asthe Alice clawed through it Sdeways, dicing the
sand clouds with her starboard wing, coughing out static and lost possessions, belching acid seam. She
was screeching like ademon. Slowly, then faster and faster, the green horizon began to curve back from
them.

On the monitor, the unsecured Frasque tumbled about the hold, battered from sideto sdein astorm
of drapery, smashed againgt one wall, the floor, the rear wall. Tabithasaw it sprawl, spreadeagled against
the smeared remains of Saskia’'smurdl.

“Alice?’ shesad. “1 want a360° rall. In your owntime,” she said, with grim precision. She glanced at
Saskia. “Don’t whatever you do, don’'t open that web,” she cdled. “ And don’t throw up.”

The Alice Liddell, dready listing hard to port, flipped al the way over. Venus suddenly grew larger
again, her camouflage of iridescent clouds whirling wildly around beneath their heeds.

Inthehold, alast great swirl of coloured cloth, stray shoes, empty tubes and fairy-lights went tumbling
through the open roof.



Asthe ship screwed hersdlf upright again, onscreen Tabitha and Saskia could just about make out the
piky formin the hold. It was clinging tightly to the catwalk.

“Y ou fucker!” shouted Tabitha

It began to crawl towards the forward camera.

“All right! All right!” cried Tabitha, enraged, asthe ship cameright way up again, ill labouring to
climb. “Alice, emergency structurd assembly access”

The console blanked, snowed, produced afuzzy menu.

Tabitha called out codes.

Suddenly waves of flying sand were breaking over the cockpit. The ship wasfull of it. In abrown
blizzard the Frasque disappeared beneath the forward camera, appeared mid-screen on the aft camera.
It was at the forward door, hanging on to the catwalk with its upper hands, wrestling the handle with its
feet.

“Not yet!” shouted Tabitha. “Get back! Alice—!”

Tumbled in grit, the hull of the Alice Liddell began to complain, piercingly.

“Comeon, Alicel”

A wobbly diagram plopped insecurely on to the console screen, rolling over and over again asthe
vertical hold failed to grip. It showed, in transparent outline, the hold of a Bergen Kobold.

That'sit!”

Screwing up her eyes, she leaned as close as she could to the mafunctioning screen. “4.2, 1.5 and
zoom.”

On the other screen, the hold monitor, the Frasque disappeared altogether.

It had entered the airlock.

Saskia craned over her shoulder, gazing wide-eyed through the flying sand.

Tabithawas calling out codes again.

“Priority command! Emergency disassemble!”

In the wavering schemetic rotating on the screen, sixteen spots around the end walls of the hold were
flashing vermilion. Then white.

Then not flashing. Not dight a al, with nothing where they had been and nothing in between them. As
though the ship suddenly had no middie. On aminor readout figures were scrolling, running swiftly
towards zero. Asthough there were very much less of the Alice Liddell than there had been.

They started to climb much more steeply, out of the region of storming dust and into corrosive fog.
Redoubled gravity snagged everything under the nets and pinned it to the deck.
Tabithagave aloud crow of triumph.

“Ha-haal What d'you think of that? Sixteen-point-six k above the Sea of Guinevere! Bye-bye,
Hector! All right, Alice! All right!”

She looked joyfully at the monitor, now completely blank, deprived of scanners. She turned round in
her web, gazing gleefully through the yellow fog at the closed door below the ramp as though there would
be something to see there. There was nothing, nothing but a closed door.

“All right!” she exulted again.

Shelooked at Saskia. Saskiawas staring at the viewport. She did not look happy.
Tabithalooked at the viewport.

Through the ruined glass aface stared in at her, upside down.

It scrabbled rapidly, furioudy with its claws. It opened its black-rimmed mouth and hissed.
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Tabithascreamed &t it. “ Get off my ship!”



For aningant, it was asif it had heard her. The brown face vanished. One twiggy hand scrabbled a
moment at the shattered glass, and was gone.

“It sfalen off!” cried Saskia

“Don't you bdieveit,” Tabithasaid. “ Alice, are wetight?’

“THERE' SA HOLE IN THE VIEWPORT, CAPTAIN.” the persona pointed out.

“Apart fromthat!” said Tabitha, trying to get afan to vent the sulphurous fog and failing completely.
“Can that thing get in anywhere?’

“THE FORWARD HOLD DOOR ISINSECURE. THE FRASQUE HAD BEGUN TO OPEN IT
WHEN YOU JETTISONED THE HOLD, CAPTAIN.”

“Canyou secureit, Alice?’

“NO, CAPTAIN.”

“Isthere anything we can do? Manualy?’

“A SUGGESTION. WELD THE DOOR SHUT.”

“Yesl” said Tabitha “No, damn—"

“Why not?’ asked Saskia.

“The gear iswith thedrones,” Tabithasaid. “At the bottom of the Sea of Guinevere.”

“AN ALTERNATIVE SUGGESTION. YOU MAY BE ABLE TO OPEN THE DOOR AND
RESEAL IT.

“I'll go,” said Saskia.

“No.” Tabithareached over to her. “I’ll go. When she cutsthe engines.”

The acrobat was fraught. “ Tabitha! | can open and closeadoor! | can't fly aship!”

“I'll bedl right,” Tabithasaid. “I’ ve got my hull bootson.”

“It'sgone!” Saskiaprotested. “It fell off back therel” she maintained, hotly.

Tabithashook her head. “Not achance,” shesaid. “Alice, isthat thing still there?’

“I'WISH | COULD TELL YOU, CAPTAIN. ALL MY EXTERNAL SENSORS HAVE BEEN
DESTROYED.”

Saskiareached one muddied slver arm through the diminishing log. “ Give me the boots!”

“They won't work on your suit!”

With adesfening, hissng, tearing noise, the Alice surfaced out of line acid clouds.

Now the electromagnetic surf of trapped microwaves was duicing aong the Kobold' s dented sides.
The cockpit filled with amorbid, sea-green light. Above, the universe was an inverted ocean of wispy
fire, adistended soup of lambent plasma.

Tabitha promised Saskia. “I’m just going to shut the door, I’ m not going outside.”

“Alicel” begged Saskia. “Don't let her doiit!”

“THE CAPTAIN’'S ORDERS ARE ABSOLUTE, FIRST OFFICER ZODIAC.”

“You'veredly done something to her,” said Tabitha

“I only woke her up!”

“She' snever been like thisbefore.” Maybe Alice was more damaged than she let on. Maybe it was
the gtrain, forcing her to function a amore primitive level of programming. Tabitha had time to hope
Alice wasn't going to become one of those hopelesdy servile personas like Vera Shawe s Shinjatzu,
when she caught hersdif.

The Alice wasn't going to become anything but scrap.

And that too soon.

At that moment the exosphere of Venus opened, expelling them into space.

From the top of the ruined viewport, afamiliar indigo pal began to settle. It was exactly asif the ship
wererising gradualy into a suspended pool of faintly luminousink. “How long can we stay up here,
Alice?’



“WITH WHAT PROBABILITY, CAPTAIN?

“A hundred.”

“TWO YEARS”

“And land safely?”

“TWO MONTHS.”

The smashed viewport filled with inky space and hard white stars. Everything was very quiet. Below,
night lay acrossthe face of Venus.

The Alice had begun her orbit.

“Back where we were?’

“THE ANSWER DEPENDS ON THE ACCURACY WITH WHICH WE TIME OUR
DESCENT,” said Alice. “PROVISIONALLY —~

“Never mind. Alice, mayday sgnd dl channels”

“AYE-AYE. CAPTAIN.”

“Stick thisinit. Saskia, theloop.”

Saskiapressed the play button, and Alice began to spray the void with repeating blurts of
co-ordinate. Anyone brushing through it with even haf an ear open should notice their dayglo eectronic
sguawk, and know where to look.

Therewas slence in the cockpit of the Alice Liddell.

“Can you hear anything?’ asked Tabitha

Saskia shook her head. “It'sgone,” she repesated, flatly.

“I’m going to close that door.”

“Becareful, Tabitha,” she said. “Tabitha? What can | do?’

“Watch the board. If anyone answers, grab them. Don't |et them get away. And keep an eye on the
viewport.”

Saskialooked around the cockpit, searching for awespon. “If it comesin—"

“Itwon't,” Tabithareminded her. “It’' sfdlen off.”

She waked ponderoudy down the wall into the gangway. Both exit locks were intact. She checked
their controls, and looked out of the porthole each side.

There was nothing to see but nothing. Venusturned, beautiful and foul, far below them. Her vast
sormsand putrid jungles glowed with fase glamour.

Tabitha hoped there was somebody elsein the vicinity. She hoped they were the sort of considerate,
humane citizens of the system who would rush to adistress cdll, at whatever cost of profit or pleasureto
themselves. She hoped they wouldn’t hang around not wanting to get involved; thinking someone else
would answer it fird.

Theindicator on the forward hold lock was glowing red. The Frasque had obvioudy known exactly
how to operateit. Luckily the hold had blown and the blast had sucked the creature away beforeit could
complete the sequence. Alice wasright, the only thing to do was open it manualy and closeit again.

Tabitha put her hand on the override button.

She pressediit.

Thered light began to blink gently.

Tabithawaked up thewall and crouched low over the winding handle, planting her feet firmly one
dther Sde.

She got hold of the handle and turned it.

The door opened; just acrack.

Tabitha kept winding.

The door accelerated; the handle too. There might not be gravity, but there wasfriction.

Tabitha opened the door.



She looked outside.

Therewas nothing there.

Therewas, literdly, nothing. Two hundred and fifty cubic metres of nothing.

On the other side of the Alice's empty middle, she could see the aft lock.

There was nothing at that door either.

For amoment she considered forgetting what she d told Saskiaand just stepping outside for a
cautious|ook around. The captain’s prerogative istota, she thought. But if she should seethe thing— or
if it should see her before she saw it — what then?

Shejust kndlt down and put her head out; just alittle way.

Nothing but raw, scarred metal. Venus had scoured the Alice to the quick.

Tabithaflinched. She ducked back inside, jabbed override again, then close.

The door whirred shuit.

Theindicator blinked green.

“Saskia? Any answer yet?’

“I can’'t hear anything,” said Saskia.

“Alice? Arewe stable?’

“STABLE, CAPTAIN.”

“Anyone around?’

“SEARCH CONTINUING,” said Alice.

“I’mjust going to take alook at our stocks,” Tabitha said, switching, off her boots and standing up,
kicking off, floating into the middle of the gangway.

“Bring me something,” said Saskia

“If thereisanything,” Tabithasaid.

Therewasn't much. She had dmost finished her inventory of the larder when the Frasgue leered at
her through the porthole.

Tabithajumped across the galley and spread herself awkwardly on thewall, gagging in shock.

In the dark outsde the Frasque' seyeswere invisblein their sockets, peggy teeth invisblewithinits
skinlesslips. It seemed for amoment as though the sanding had eviscerated it, excisng dl itsinnards and,
leaving a brittle husk clasped rigidly to the hull. But then it moved, like alizard, whipped acrossthe glass,
and vanished again.

“Damn. God damn.” She was shaking.

“Tabitha? Did you say something?”

“There snot much here,” said Tabithaquickly. All right, she said to herself. Hand to hand.

| need something to hit it with, she thought, to knock it off the hull. Something long, so | don’'t haveto
get too close. If | can once priseit off, it'll be helpless, it's got no way to get back on again.

She peered out of the porthole.

She couldn’t seeathing.

“Anything yet, Alice?”

“ONE SHIP CLOSING.” said Alice cheerfully, “WITHIN HAILING DISTANCE.”

“Hail it, then!”

“I AM, CAPTAIN,” said Alice, palite as could be, but with ahint of her old self.

For amoment Tabitha almost abandoned her plan; but she thought, Not until they answer. Sheleft the
gdley and went to the engine adit, where she hopefully opened alocker labelled SPARK PADS.

Insde were five grades of spare spark pads, arranged neetly in piles according to capecity.

Tabitha shut the locker. She went forward again, looking in the depleted bins and lockers dong the
gangway. There had been haf adozen suitably long things among Contraband’ s gear, she supposed. All
gathering weed and muck on the seabed of Guinevere, now, and forever.



“Thereitid” Saskiacdled. “Theship!”

“Arethey ansvering?

“Yed Yed”

Tabitha kicked off from thewall and dived towards the cockpit.

“It'scoming through now!”

Into her phones came the soft hiss of an outsde signd.

“Ahoy, the Kobold. Hey, Captain Jute. Got your signal, you tricky bitch.”

Tabitha burst into the cockpit.

The crazed viewport wasfilled with livid green.

Shetried to think it wasthe daylit Sde of Venus again, that they had begun to spinin their orbit and
were nose down. But it was the wrong shade of green: less putrid, more lurid.

“Kelso Pepper here, Jute. Remember me?”

The green shape turned.

A slver eye glowed, and the inexorable fist of atractor beam thumped tight about the Alice Liddell.

51
BGKOO9059 LOG

TXJ.STD

PRINT
2228&222&222&/[:/[[sproooOO00000OWWW%
MODE? VOX

SD? 14.31.31

Alice?

Alice?

Can you hear me, Alice?

Alice, | think you can hear me. Can you acknowledge?

Canyou give meanything at dl, Alice? Just beep or flash alight.

All right, Alice. I'm going to carry on talking. I’'m going to talk to you just asif you could hear me.

If you can hear me, can you acknowledge? All right.

I’'m going to tell you astory, Alice. A story about the caravan, and the skipfest. A story about afairy,
and aboy who never grew up. A story about amischievous old gentleman.

If you don't come out beforeI’m done, | don't think | can stand it, Alice,

Alice?

Once upon atime Tabitha Jute was a shuttle pilot, working for Melissa Mandebraand the owners
and officers of the Resplendent Trogon. She was on her way to Jupiter. It wasthefirst time she' d been
there.

| couldn’t get over the size of Jupiter. Every subjective day I’d wake up and it would be bigger. It
was hard, with that vast, glowing, orange plain filling half your view, to be sure you weren't falling onto it
but actudly speeding past it, faster and faster.

Tricarico said Jupiter’ sring was't even afraction as beautiful as Saturn’s. I" d patched things up with
Tricarico. | wasfeding alot more cheerful around then. | think everyone was. Now the long uphill haul
was dmost over, everyone seemed to be having affairs, forgiving enemies, making arrangements, just like
Tricarico had told me. In the shuttle al anyone would talk about waswhat did | favour for the First
Away. Would it be the Kanzan? the Jitoku? the Cockatrice hersdf?



“Noriasaysthe smart money’ s on the Valenzuela Perseverance,” Canforth Magnoliatold me as|
ferried her to atryst on the Scorpion Lament.

“I redly couldn’t say, madam,” | said, for the twentieth time that shift. | wasn't interested in therace. |
knew where the smart money was. It wasin my pocket, and it was Staying there.

But | remembered the Perseverance. “1sn’t that the one there was all the fuss about, back at Selucia?
The one with the Navgjo Shernenkovs on aMitchum fuselage?’

“Oh, heavens, | don't know,” said the Lady Magnolia. Shelooked at me sort of sideways. “I
suppose you people would know things like that.”

“Yes, that' stheone,” | said. We were coming up fast on alumbering Bellerophon full of shiny
shrink-wrapped bulldozers. You people, | thought, smugly. Lady Canforth might not know it, but she had
just paid me acompliment. | touched the laterals to shoot us corkscrewing through the Bellerophon's
array and stole aglance at my lady. She was hanging on tight.

The only reason | wasinterested in the First Away was the Skipfest. Everyone on the caravan, even
chauffeuses, was at aparty of some kind. Everyone who wasn't on one of the big freighters, gtill fully
occupied coaxing their Driveto kick in acouple of minutes before their nearest rival.

It was boring at firdt, though, because | had to take the Mandebras circulating, so they could show
their faces at al theright parties, avoid the wrong ones conspicuoudly, and create a stir by turning up at
one or two where they weren't expected. All thetime newswas coming in. “The Duluth at twelveto
one!” “Tdl Hyun-seng Tredgold the Behemoth has gone!”

Fortunately the Mandebras couldn’t go on circulating al night, because we had to be at the Raven of
October by eight, in time for the masgue. Melissa couldn’t be late for the masque. Everyone who was
anyonewould be leaving everyone else' s party then, just to say they’ d been to the Sanczau masque.
Evenif they hadn’t planned it, they changed their minds when they saw the Mandebras were going.

Wewered| in costume. Méelissawas a peacock, in aturquoise dress with two pagesto carry her tail.
The Strachan Alexis was something called a huzzar: he had ared coat with lots of ornaments and ahuge
hat and great big shiny black bootswith gold spurson. He said it was a sort of soldier, but it didn’t look
like gear you' d want to wear in any kind of fight. Lady Canforth was there, she had thigh boots too, and
ablack corset and ablack collar with chromium spikes. | took Tricarico, he was apierrot. We spent
ages on his make-up, one cheek black and one white, with abig jewelled teardrop on the black side.
Everyone was masked, though everywhere we went the Mandebras were al recognised instantly.

| went as Peter Pan. He was the boy who never grew up. Hewasin astory my dad used to tell us. |
had atunic that looked asif it was made of leaves, and apair of tiny bronze horns sticking up through my
hair.

Tricarico thought | looked terminally sexy as aboy. He stood with hisarm about me as | steered us
through the crowd of little ships dready clustered around the Raven of October .

The Raven was big. Three times the tonnage of the Resplendent Trogon, though the Trogon was
much more e egant, with her jewelled vanes and her scallop-shdll forecastle, her pigtailed crew. When |
pulled the shuttle in dongside, we were completely dwarfed by the banks of portholes, overshadowed by
the mountainous bridge. | nudged us through the throng to the reception lock for the Mandebrasto do
their grand entrance, and then | was off duty. For once Mdlissa had consented to use adrone for thetrip
home.

Wewere just in time. The masque was beginning. Of course it had to be the story of the Big Step.
First three people came on and did aquaint little dance as the Sun and the Earth and the Moon.
Everybody went oh and ah. So far so dull, asfar as | was concerned, but | kept watching, because the
next bit would be the Small Step, and that was my specia topic. Alaric Sanczau himsdlf asthe Capellan,
with his head made up into a big bald dome, and a couple of people as the astronauts in mocked-up old
gpacesuits. They were nothing like the model in the museum at Tranquility. Then they ended with dance
of the system, the Sun and dl the planets and haf a dozen tiny kids as asteroids dancing around Alaric
Sanczau and changing places. Everybody clapped and said how wonderful it was.



I’d got bored and started watching the people instead. Everyone wasin some sort of finery, most of
usin masksstill. A couple of people had come as famous Eladeldi. Some of the Frasque were expected
any minute, but they never did turn up.

| was disgppointed. It was al so much more forma than I’ d expected, but then this was the creme de
la caravan. “Don'tworry.” Tricarico said. “Things Il get abit livelier later.”

As so0n as the masque was over, everyone started dancing, drinking, spotting the famous faces
behind the masks and arguing about them. Money was changing hands everywhere you |ooked. | thought
the loserswere just paying up over the First Away, but it turned out row everyone was betting on who
would come out nearest Enceladus at the end of the skip. Tricarico got into an argument with some
people from Frazier Roublov command, so | dipped away in the crowd. | found some peopleto talk to.
| even found another Lunar, a scrawny woman dressed up as a Panjit Modulator having amock
argument with an old man in asilver gown with rocky make-up encrusted al over hisface. Y ou could see
he was being polite, listening to her under sufferance. There was awisp hovering a his shoulder. “If
you’ d asked me, Bathazar dear, | could have put you right about the spacesuits,” the Lunar was saying
archly. “I've seen thered thing.”

BALTHAZAR. BALTHAZAR PLUM.
Alicel
HELLO, CAPTAIN.
Alice are you dl right?
‘T8%/U
Alice?
Alice, don't go away again!
Alice. Alice, can you hear me?
Tdk tome
All right, Alice. I'm going to carry on.
Y es, it was Balthazar Plum. He' d been the Moon, in the masgue. | knew he was a Sanczau, one of
the directors of the dynasty, but rubbing shoulders with the Mandebras had made me what was it you
said? Blasé. Blasé about talking to the great and the good. Anyway, it was amasked ball. And | was

drunk by then. | barged into the conversation when | heard the Lunar was saying to him. “1 mustn't be so
critica. I'm sureyour wispistaking thisal down.”

She stroked it under the chin, the way they like. Y ou could seeits glow get stronger as she stroked it.
It started to croon.

“1t' sme who should have thewisp,’| said.

Plum looked at me, his huge eyebrows arched, stretching his make-up. His eyeslooked kind. He
sad. “And who are you, my dear?’

“Peter Pan,” | said.

They’d never heard of Peter Pan, so | told them as much as | could remember: how | lived on an
idand, in ahole under atree, and fought pirates and redskins every day and was never ever going to
grow up. | could seethe Lunar’ s smile getting more and more strained, like, Who isthisidiot telling
Bdthazar Plum afairy story? but | waswell away, | was out of my head. “I’ve got a pet fairy caled
Tinklebdl,” | sad. “ She usualy follows me around. Like your wisp.”

“I suppose sheisrather likeafary,” he said. He held ablunt, square finger to his shoulder. “Come
on. Wisp,” he said, and brought hisfinger gently around in front of him. The wisp, tiny gyroswhirring,
travelled with it, hovering over hisknuckle.

“Shel senchanting!” said the Lunar. It wasn't. It had a squashed face with apug nose and awide dit
for amouth with two minute little white fangs sticking up out of it, like asort of tiny baby reptile, only with
soft pink skin like ababy human. And squinty-eyed, so it looked maevolent or mad. It was sitting



hunched up with itstwo vestigial hands stuck out in front of it and its hindquarters embedded in some
very dick-looking machinery.

“Does she have aname?’ the woman asked.

“I'just call her Wisp,” Plum said. “It wouldn't do to let her get ideas about having her own identity,”
he said, mock-serioudy. “Here,” he said to me then, holding out hisfinger. “Why don’t you take her?’

“Nothanks” | said. | knew what would happen. “Tinklebell would get jedlous,” | said.

“Oh, let me!” said the Lunar, pushing in. “ She' s so enchanting!”

She put her hand up asif the wisp would hop onto it.

Then she started to shriek.

Conversations died al around and everyone looked at her.

Her hair was standing on end, and her eyes were almost popping out through her mask. Her mouth
wasworking furioudy, but nothing was coming out.

I reached out and grabbed her wrist, dragging her hand down and breaking the contact. The induction
stopped a once, of course, but she was mightily shocked. Plum was grinning, not at al ashamed, and I’'m
afraid | was smiling too.

The woman snatched her wrist out of my hand. “Areyou dl right?’ | asked her. She glared at me asif
it had been methat had buzzed her. She didn’t darelook at Plum, just stood there massaging her tingling
hand until haf adozen acolytesin Tlac livery came barging through the crowd and rescued her, making
soothing noises asthey helped her away.

Plum was |ooking absolutely innocent, running the wisp suggestively up and down hisforearm. |
laughed. He just wagged his amazing eyebrows. “Insufferable woman,” he said quietly.

“You'd have donethat to me!” | protested.

“Perhaps you' reinsufferable too,” he said.

“Perhaps| am,” | said. “That’ swhat happens to you when you don’'t grow up.”

| talked with Balthazar Plum for quite awhile, or rather Peter Pan did. | didn’'t want to tell him
anything about me, but | made up al this stuff about Peter, how he was on the caravan because it was a
big adventure, and what Peter liked doing best was flying. Then Plum started talking about an old boat
that he said was just lying around on his estate, somewhere on Earth, in Cdifornia. After aminute |
redised hewas saying if | left the party with him, I might be able to persuade him to part with this boat.

| went off him then. After what he’ d done to that poor woman, | wasn't inclined to trust him, frankly |
didn’t bievein the offer, and | didn’t believe there d be any offer without a catch. Obvioudy the ship
wasabdl of rust. | felt abit insulted. We d been getting on so well, and now he wanted to play games. |
don't like playing other people€' sgames. Anyway | didn’t fancy him. Wdll, not that much.

That sounds like alot of reasons, doesn't it?

Wil, there was another one. Tricarico had found me and he was hanging about waiting for me, and
suddenly | decided to take him back to my cabin on the Resplendent Trogon and take dl his clothes off.
While we were busy the rest of the crew came straggling back on board and the gongs began to go, and
we were hardly dressed and at our posts before all the lights flickered and we were into hyperspace. My
first big skip.

It was bloody boring. | had to go back and work in the stores, there was no flying at al.
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Greenfilled the viewport of the Alice Liddell, then darkened to occlusion.

They were dragging the powerless Kobold up into the vile, stinking belly of the Ugly Truth. All
externd light had been eclipsed, al internd light extinguished. The deadly pardlysing nets reached out and
enfolded her. It wasdl over.

Magnetic grapples banged home, shaking the Alice asthough it were Captain Pepper’ sintention to



tear her apart. Seams Tabithaand her drones had methodically seded ripped and split once more like
paper. In aburst of stale and swesty air and ablaze of sick fluorescent light, the two forward airlocks
flew open and two hulking figures swaggered aboard, one from either sde.

Tabithawas up in the cockpit, stooping with one hand under the net. Saskia was nowhere to be seen.

As Tabitha dragged her bag out of the jumble, the strap snagged on the latch of awhite porcelite box.
Thelatch gave, and the lid of the box banged open.

Blinking, disorientated, Td reared up, his green wingsflaring.

Startled by this sudden gpparition, the invaders swung up their weapons.

In that moment, Ta saw them in the gangway, saw their weapons, and knew them for an enemy. With
an ear-splitting screech of defiance, hetook to the air.

“Raaazor pemmican!”

Heflew straight at the nearest of the boarders, beak wide, claws spread for battle.

Histarget was ahulking Thrant with one eye, ayelow cloth tied roughly around the other. Her ruff
was red, and bristled profusely out of the torn neck of a greasy windcheater. Old shirts showed through
where the fabric had been dashed to emphasise her muscles. Her jeans hung in ribbons around her long
thighs, the silky fur there was matted with oil and grime. Crue yellow claws burst from her oversized
rope sandals. She came up the ramp at abound, in her enormous scarred hands a sawn-off buckguitter.
A smian gench filled the cockpit.

When Tal screamed and came flying at her, the Thrant swayed back snarling, spreading her ears,
unready, for some reason, to use her wegpon. Then, seeing the true caibre of her assailant, she chuckled,
curled her upper lip, and lifted the enormous gun as though it weighed no more than amatchstick.

“Ta!” shouted Saskia, peering down from the celling, among the dead monitors. “L ook out!”

“Warefed erd” the Thrant growled to her partner, who was ssamping on to the ramp on feet of sted.

Td swooped, clawing for the single golden eye of the Thrant.

The leonine head swivelled, fangs gnashing savagely at the air; but the dien bird had feinted, swerving
asde at the last moment to bite the pirate on the ear.

With aguttura curse, the Thrant turned, swung the buckgutter and fired.

Td exploded inabdl of violet flame.

Thewomen screamed.

The Thrant laughed, while its accomplice reached up and plucked Saskia down with one hooked
hand.

There was ahorrid stench of burnt fat and feathers. Scraps of blackened plumage fluttered to the
deck.

Y dling, Tabithaturned on the second invader, grabbing for Saskia. Her captor swung her effortlesdy
away, pinned beneath one arm. Tabitha battered at its Side, but her bare hands made no impression.

It was alarge black robot: a converted high-g construction drone, Tabitha guessed. It walked upright
like aperson, the grapples of its| feet tearing the restraining nets and scratching the deck. Itsfour arms
werelikefat stedl hoses snaking from couplings on achromium yoke. Its chest was abarrel that tapered
to apoint a the universa joint of itships. Its head was alow dome of black glass. Insde, Tabitha could
seetiny boltsof lightning, fantly flickering.

She rummaged in her bag for something, anything, she could use as awegpon. There was nothing.
Then, in the drift of rubbish being kicked around the floor, out of the corner of her eye she spotted her
trusty spanner. It wasjust out of reach. Shedived for it, narrowly avoiding the lunging Thrant.

Tabitha snatched up the spanner and siwung it hard, driving the Thrant back against the console, then
twisted round and lunged at the robot.

There was asudden pop and abloom of green smoke. Under the tight coil of the robot’sarm,
Saskia s suit hung collgpsed. Saskiawas no longer in it. Somehow she was back on the celling, hanging
on to ashattered monitor and kicking the Thrant in the face.



Tabithawhooped and took another swing at the robot. Her spanner clanged against itsimmobile
chest and the shock battered her arm.

Involuntarily dropping the spanner, she jammed the throbbing hand under her left arm, hugging it to
her as she tried to jump back out of reach. But the robot dipped one of its arms behind her, and she
backed straight into it. That hurt too.

The arm snaked unerringly around her waist. The hooked tip of another arm snapped tight around her
left wrist with agrinding of industrial gears, Tabithawas hauled off her feet and held dangling.

From thisignominious position she watched the last moments of the defence of the Alice Liddell.

The Thrant had grabbed Saskia by theleg and pulled her down from the celling. Now she was
crushing her to her chest with atawny forearm across her throat.

Saskiachoked and cried out with pain, prisng ineffectudly at the Thrant’sarm, digging her fingernails
inamong thefur.

The Thrant growled happily. She cuffed Saskia across the head and Saskia abruptly ran out of tricks,

The pirates dragged their captives out through the ruptured port airlock into the bowels of the Ugly
Truth.

They emerged into agrimy ship bay. The walls were daubed with crude sgnsand graffiti, the floor
pitted and scarred. Puddles of iridescent dime marked the lesksin the maze of piping overhead. There
was gravity. Therewasair, and it wasfoul.

Twisting her head in the robot’ s embrace, Tabithatook a desperate ook at her faithful old ship.

The Alice Lidddll looked more wretched than she ever had. She lay prostrate, capsized on the ruins
of her undercarriage. Shefilled the bay, like abeached metal whale, no light in her ports, no lifein her at
al. Tothe fractures and abrasions of Venus had been added the ruptures and wounds of ill handling by
the pirate brig. No trace of her proud copper ornamenting had survived the corrosive airs of the jungle
planet. Her viewport was an unsghtly hole; her roof was bare.

On the roof, something moved.

The robot was pulling Tabithaaway towards the door, amost breaking her in two in the process. The
Thrant was bringing the unconscious Saskia aong behind.

It was the Thrant that the Frasque pounced on.

The Thrant gave ahorrible squed that rang around the metal walls. The Frasque was on her back,
ripping her clothes, tearing at her fur.

Saskiapitched forward, dumping to the floor, but the Thrant grabbed her by the hair. She hung onto
Saskiawhile she snapped at the claws of the Frasque digging into her shoulder. She looked like an
overgrown and overdressed |leopard trying to shrug athorn bush off her back; but the bush had many
arms and legs and they were wrapped tight around her. Her yowls of pain and rage echoed around the
filthy chamber.

Therobot took amoment or two to compute this new Stuation before beginning to lumber
backwardsto its partner’ said, dragging Tabithawith it.

Tabithatried to ress, to dig in her hedls, but it was no use. The surface of the floor was dick, and she
skidded helplesdy dong, her bag thumping her hip, while the robot casualy spun out another arm and
took Saskiafrom the Thrant.

The Thrant was roaring in pain and anger. She brought up her enormous gun, but still something
restirained her from firing it again, Tabitha could see, even while the Frasque, hissng and spitting, was
trying to gouge her remaining eye. They sounded like abig cat enraged by a newly-lit bonfire,

From thefar side of the ship, a voice shouted an incomprehensible command.

The robot ground to ahdt. Inits chest, apanel whirred open.

Unburdened of Saskia, the Thrant was standing with her feet wide gpart, using her gun likea
crowbar, digging it vicioudy between her back and the animated bundle that clung so tenacioudy to her



shoulders.

From the cavity in the chest of the robot, a nozzle emerged.

The Thrant swung about, heaving mightily at the snapping Frasque. Now her back wasto the robot.

Therobot fired.

From the nozzle apressurized jet of vapour lanced towards the struggling pair. It struck the Frasque
square in the middle of the back.

The Frasque spasmed. It fell backwards off the tormented Thrant. It clattered to the dirty floor,
suddenly logt al itseladticity and coiled up, crackling, like ahank of frozen rope.

“Sow,” sad thevoice, criticdly. “Very dow.”

Tabitha could see him now, a short, bowed Chinese, standing in the corner. He was old, with afringe
of long wispy hair surrounding hisyelow pate. He wore ablack knitted coat that fell to hisankles, blue
zero-g'sand apair of jewellers spectacles with frames of brass, an image amp taped to the earpiece. In
his bony hands he held a bulky device, asort of antique keyboard with an agrid coming out of it. With a
fastidious, black-nailed finger, he pressed a button. “ Tarko, are you hurt?’ he cdled.

The robot’ s aerosol dripped, smokily, and retracted into the cavity. The panel closed over it.

The Thrant growled and grunted. She stepped up to the Frasque and gave it akick. It cracked and
rustled.

“Pick it up,” ordered the old man.

“Nobo’y di’nsay nothin’ "bou’ thal,” grumbled the Thrant.

“Pick it up,” the man repested.

With distaste, she stretched down one long brown hand, seized the shrivelled bundle, and hoisted it
on her shoulder, whereit had , so recently hung.

Working his keyboard the old man went towards the door. The robot clanked after him, pulling
Tabithaand Saskiamindlesdy aong.

Saskiawas dtill out. She hung in her stedl coil, alarge bruise forming on her paletemple. Tabitha
struggled, but she couldn’t reach her. She got her feet under her, made an effort to walk, at least.

In the door, shelooked down at the man who had taken command. His face was very wrinkled, his
hair quite white. A thin beard straggled down to his chest, where something moved suddenly. She saw he
was wesaring alive blue scorpion, chained to apin on his coat. The scorpion stirred, flexing itstall, asif it
scented fresh prey.

“Captain Kelso Pepper, | suppose,” said Tabitha

Amused, the Chinese looked up at her, his sore eyes magnified by his spectacles.

“Oh no, Captain Jute. My nameis Shing. Captain Pepper awaits you on the bridge.”
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“Howdy,” said Captain Pepper.

He was amiddle-aged, beef-faced white man with white hairs growing out of hisnose. He sat in his
captain’s chair with his hands folded comfortably over his paunch. Tarko, the Thrant, stood between
Tabithaand Saskia, her huge hands on their shoulders. Saskiawas awake and upright. They had taken
Tabitha s hemet away.

Shing was sitting againgt the wall on acompacted hegp of dingy cushions, hiskeyboard in hislap. In
front of him, the big black construction robot dangled the Frasque, which was curled up in aforce bottle
like adead Chrismastreetied up in aknot. Upon theinvisible surface of the bottle, luminous diagnostic
graphics scribbled themsalves, blue scrolls of data, pink neura maps blossoming and contracting like
accelerated colonies of plankton. The old man was muttering happily to himself in Autonomy Chinese.

The bridge of the Ugly Truth was more squalid even than the cockpit of the Alice Liddell. It smdlled
like azoo cage. Waste had been dopped in the corners and trodden around the floor. Obscene pictures



and brutal exhortations were taped and sprayed around the walls; the celling was black with smoke.
Mogt of the machinery looked haf-dismantled, with clumsy rewiring sticking out of it. But dl the screens
were up, and green lights were glowing all across the boards.

Which was more than could be said for the Alice Liddell.

Captain Pepper wore faded blue overdls and acap with ‘KELSO’ printed on it. He grinned at his
captives, but made no attempt to rise.

“How you doin'?" he asked amiably.

“Cdl your yeti off and I’ ll show you how I’'m doing,” growled Tabitha.

The captain smiled, lifting histop lip from stained, rabbity teeth. His bright blue eyes were crinkly and
candid. “Can’'t dothat,” he said easlly. “Might hurt yoursalves.”

“We d take you apart first.”

Captain Pepper ingpected hisleft thumbnail. “ That’ swhat you cal wishful thinking, there.” He looked
up again, eased hisoverdls a the knees, and ran athoughtful eye up and down Saskia s dender form.
“How about you?’ he said. “Y ou say something now.”

Saskiaraised her chin. “I have nothing to say to pirates.”

He squinted at her. “Pirates?” He grinned dyly at Tarko, looking round to seeif Shing shared the jest.
“l don’t see no pirates.”

Tabithafolded her arms. “Now tell me you' re plainclothes traffic cops.”

Captain Pepper threw back his head and laughed. “ Cops! Hear that, Shing? Hear that, Tarko? The
lady thinks we' re cops!”

Shing grinned, narrowing his eyes and raising his eyebrows, while Tarko rumbled, “1 hear that.”

Captain Pepper suddenly looked grim. “ Then why ain't you laughin’?’” he said, in an undertone.

The Thrant bared her great fangs and barked an obedient laugh. The old man went on equably
examining hisfind.

Captain Pepper shifted his bottom, resettling himsdlf in hischair. “Wdll, I'll tell you what, ladies” he
said, and leaned towards them, a confidence to relate. “We are cops. What do you think of that, now?
Captain Pepper isworking for the big blue dog.”

He sat back, toying with the pegling webskin of his chair, bending aloose flap between thumb and
forefinger. Helooked up at the women under his snowy brows, glancing dyly a Tarko again ashe
continued to speak. “ Some days we' re cops, some days— weain't!” he announced, asif thiswerea
great joke.

Saskiaexhd ed contemptuoudly.

Tabithawanted to sink to the floor and go to deep, preferably forever. Shewas so far into hatred and
despair she wasn't fedling anything any more. These bastards had written off the Alice, and now they
wanted to play games before they wrote her and Saskia off too. It didn’t matter what they said now, or
did, if they could do anything. Perhapsif she managed to annoy this mercenary dug he' d lose histemper
and get it over with sooner. But that meant summoning up some energy, and shewas just tired, so tired.

“I know what you are,” said Tabitha

Captain Pepper ignored her truculence. “Professonals,” hetold her.

“Scum,” paid Saskia, precisdly.

Captain Pepper opened hiseyeswide at this. “ O-ohhh,” he cried, “will you listen to this one? We got
oursalves ared firebd| here!” He dapped histhighs and shared araucous, bronchiad laugh with Tarko the
Thrant, who kneaded their shoulders appreciatively.

Thiswas getting tedious. “Wheat are you doing here anyway?’ Tabithademanded. “1 thought we shut
you down.”

Captain Pepper continued to grin. “ Shut usdown!” he echoed. “Y ou did, too. Shut down Kelso
Pepper, Shut down the Ugly Truth. Ain’t many folks can say that.” He shook his head. Suddenly he
was serious again. “Now you had no call to do that. Y ou made us both awhole mess of trouble, doin’



that. Y ou hear me?’ he shouted, almost getting up out of hisseat. “ A whole shit-gtirring mess of trouble!”

Saskiaclenched her fistsand lunged forward. “Y ou killed my brother!” sheyelled, pulling away from
Tarko. With one hand, the Thrant restrained her. She struggled, glaring wildly at both of them. “You
killed Td! Marco’sdown there— " She flung one arm out behind her, pointing back theway they’d
come, as though she thought V enus were somewhere below decks. “ — dying dowly on Venus because
of you!”

“What do you want from us?’ said Tabithaferocioudy.

Captain Pepper sat back down, dowly. Heinspected hisright thumbnail. Then he extended his horny
right forefinger directly a Tabitha s head.

“You,” hesad. “Wewant you. And him,” he said, jerking histhumb at the Frasque dangling lifelessly
inmidair in front of its aged examiner. “We want you, and him, and we want your little boat there.”
Pepper grinned again, goofily. “ And we want your little black friend that put our lights out. We dready
got him, don't we, Tark?’

The Thrant looked at her captain, obedient, stupid, uncomprehending.

He suddenly seemed to lose interest in them. * Somebody wantsto seeyou,” he said. “Meantime, you
just make yoursalves right at home, you hear? Teke’ em away, Tarko.”

The Thrant purred. Gripping them tightly, she hauled Saskia and Tabitha away from the presence of
the brooding commander and the inquiring mechanician; back down the dropshaft past the bay where
the Alice Liddell lay shipwrecked in apuddie of her own vita fluids; back into the bowels of the ship.
Shethrew theminacdl.

The cdll, though small, was obvioudy much frequented. Previous prisoners had scratched names and
long talies of subjective daysin the snot-green paint. Food and worse had been spattered in every
direction, and here and there were the scorchmarks of gunshots. There was no handle on the insde of the
door. Therewas no porthole either, and the light tube was barely glowing, but that didn’t matter because
there wasn't anything to look at.

“Wai’,” the Thrant said.

She held on to Tabitha sbag, pulling it over her head and then pushing her away. She stood there,
mauling the bag between her hands. Shetore it open, breaking the zip, and peered suspicioudy insde.
“Whasdl issjunk?’

“Itsmy junk,” said Tabitha, standing close, ready to grab the bag if achance arose.

Tarko laughed. She shoved Tabithahard into Saskia, and they both fell on the floor.

The Thrant sood in the doorway, rummaging through Tabitha' s bag, letting things spill dowly to the
floor: asock, acrumpled bundle of dockets, a plagtic bag with three fruitdrops gummed together at the
bottom. Then she drew back her arm and dung the bag in after them. “Enjoy i’,” she said, and dammed
the door.

Tabitha climbed off Saskia, getting up on her hands and knees and crawling stolidly over to her
scattered belongings.

She kndlt, dragging the bag to her acrossthe floor.

Deep inthewadls, mighty engines shuddered into life.

Saskiawas on her feet. She stood kicking the door with determination and hatred.

Behind her, Tabitha picked up a disintegrating paperback book and clutched it to her, heedlesdy,
crushing it againgt her midriff.

Saskiaturned, leaning on the door, looking down at Tabitha “Ohhh...” shesad, bitterly. “Here.
Here. Tabitha. Come now.” She squatted to help her, picking something inattentively off thefloor. She
looked a what wasin her hand: it was the bag of aged sweets. “Here,” she said to Tabitha, shuffling into
aplace beside her and putting an arm around her shoulders. She held the wretched confectionery under
Tabitha snose. “Have one of these,” she recommended.

Tabitha s eyes were closed. She shook her head.



Sitting back on her hedls, Saskia opened the screw of torn plagtic, tearing it further. She inspected the
contents. “Don’'t you want one?’ she asked.

Tabitha, collapsed in upon herself, made no response. She knelt on the floor clutching her book and
her bag, ablack hole of misery and defest.

“Can | have onethen?’ asked Saskia

Tabithanodded a heavy nod. Her chin came down on her chest and stayed there, asif someone had
turned up the gravity suddenly and her head had become too heavy to lift.

With difficulty, Saskia prised agooey fruitdrop out of title lump. Frowning, shetried to pick the
cellophane off it.

“Bagtards,” she said, in apreoccupied tone. She gave up her endeavour and popped the sweet in asit
was. She cast around on the floor, saw something which had skidded under the bunk, reached in and got
it.

It was Tabitha s harmonica

Saskiaheld it out. “ Tabitha?” she said, hopeledy.

Tabithadidn't dtir.

“Oh, now, Tabitha.”

On her knees, Saskia hugged her from behind, pressed her cheek against the back of her suit. “It'sdll
right,” shesad indistinctly, her mouth full of fruitdrop.

Tabithalooked up then, and stared bleakly round at her.

“What is?’

Saskia gave a soft grunt of disapprova. She did her hands up from Tabitha s middle to the back of
her neck where it emerged from the collar of her suit. She squeezed her taut muscles and stroked her
hair.

Tabitharessted awhile, then let her head loll back into Saskia s hands. Her eyes were closed again.

Neglected, the broken book dipped from Tabitha s grasp to the grimy floor. Tabithalet it go.

Cradling Tabitha s head, Saskia pressed hersaf againgt her back. She touched Tabitha s cheek with
her lips.

Tabithaknelt there, passve, inert.

Saskiakissed her mouth.

Tabithamade atiny murmur in her throt.

Saskialifted her head. “What?’

Tabitha slips closed and opened again, her tongue flicking between them.

“Blackcurrant...”

Saskia snorted affectionately. “Come on, Tabitha.”

She stood, propping her up, then lowering her on to the bunk. Her fingers made short work of the
latches on Tabitha s suit. Gently she shucked her of it, then laid her down on her back and kissed her
again, unfastening her jacket and running her conjuror’ s hands over her breasts. “ Blackcurrant,” she
murmured, scornfully.

Tabithawas adeep.

With an effort, Saskiatook off Tabitha sjacket and trousers. Then shelifted the sour, greasy cover,
levered Tabithainto the narrow bed, and, dipping out of her own clothes, did in after.
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It got cold once the ship was under way. The captives woke, put their clothes back on and huddled
together beneath the thin foil blanket. Tabitha, dozing, tumbled into adream. She was back in the lift
complex on Plenty, being taken to the Mercury Garden by aposse of Eladeldi. The stations of thelift had



the names of places she remembered from when she was a girl: Eudoxos, Manners, Maskelyne. Her
Auntie Murid kept coming in, trying to feed her pieces of burnt chicken, and someone she couldn’t quite
SseewasSinging in her ear.

She woke up, confused. The cdll wasfull of the dull subsonics of the Ugly Truth’s pulse engines. The
gravity had shifted, so the floor now seemed to be doping up towards the door. Tabitha cuddled up to
Saskia swarm body.

“I wasthinking about Tal,” said Saskiathen.

“Sowasl, | think,” said Tabitha. Her mouth ft gde and gluey. “Mngm. | wasdreaming.” ,

After amoment, Saskiasaid, “1 wish hewashere”

“Td?

“Mogul...”

“Don't,” Tabithasaid, hugging her. “Think about something dse”

But Saskiawasn't to be moved. “They killed him,” she said, brokenly. Shelay and wept for awhile,
and Tabithaheld her. “Poor Mogul,” Saskiasaid. “ And Marco. Tabitha? Will Marco bedl right?”’

Tabithawished she felt confident anyone would be dl right, anyone anywhere in this suddenly hogtile
system where everybody, Perks and cops and robbers, robots and Thrants, the Frasque and the Eladel di
and the Capellanstoo, probably, al only had to look a you to start chasing you, howling for your blood.
Shetried not to think of Marco Metz in hisflashy suit, boiling his brains out in the murderous swamps of
Venus.

“Of course hewill,” shesad.

“Marcowill bedl right,” said Saskia. “If anyone knows how to make sure he' Il be dl right, it's
Marco.”

“Saskia?’

“What?’

“What were you doing?’

The whole stupid venture was over, and she was done for. Her life had been painfully and ruthlesdy
taken out of her hands, sheredlised, looking back at it, that day by the Grand Cand in Schigparelli. Now
the Alice was scrap, and she was locked in the bowels of the Ugly Truth; everybody but Saskiawas
dead, or as good as; and there was nothing she could do, if there ever had been, about any of it.

Still she harboured anagging curiosity to know just what the hell it was that had rolled over her and
left her for the Eladeldi to pick apart.

“We needed the money,” Saskiasaid, asif that explained everything. “We ve never made any money.
Never. And when we did, Marco would aways go and throw it away on some stupid scheme to cheat
everyonein sght for ten times as much. 1t never worked. Then we' d have to go back to Hannah and say
we were sorry, and start dl over again with nothing.”

Tabitha sighed. She kissed the top of Saskia s ear, rubbing her cheek in her long wild hair. “It’'s
Hannah behind dl this, isn't it?’

“Shesetit up,” said Saskia “Inthe beginning.”

“She’ sworking for the Frasgue.”

“Weadl are. Were. Working for the Frasque.”

Tabitha stretched, arching her back. “1’ d figured that much out, then,” she said.

“The Frasque built Plenty,” Saskiasaid. “ After the war, one got left behind, in afreezer. When
Hannah went in, she started fishing around to find out who was who, and she found him there. So she
kept it quiet and she got in touch with some people she knows on Titan, some peoplewho are il in
contact with the Frasque, maybe they’ re Frasque themselves, | don’t know — anyway, Hannah offered
to get him out, without Capellaknowing.”

Tabitha put her hands behind her head. “Y ou were rescuing the Frasgue.”



“That wastheidea”

“Y ou knew it was hibernating.”

“Hannah said it was”

“Y ou were smuggling it to Titan.”

“Well, yes”

“On my bloody ship.”

“Oh, Tabitha, I’ m sorry, it was nothing to do with me. Marco—"

“Yes” sad Tabithagrimly. “What about Marco?’

Saskiawriggled uncomfortably. “Well,” she said, “hewastrying to cut acorner, | think.”

“Trying to cut acorner,” repeated Tabitha.

“I think s0.”

“In my bloody ship.”

“Y ou were cheagper,” explained Saskia

“Wasl.”

“Wll, yes. And he d fallen out with the road crew Hannah had hired. They said he hadn’t paid them
and he said they hadn’t done the job, oh, | don’t know. He saways falling out with everybody. Was.
Anyway, Marco called from Schigparelli and said he'd, um, met you, and you were more reliable— "

“Oh, yes?’

“ —hesad— actudly, | think he said you were very obliging.”

Tabithagrunted. “Wasn't I,” she muttered.

“He said you owed him afavour.”

Tabithasat up violently. “He said what?’

“That you owed —”

“I heard,” said Tabitha

Shewas shivering. Solicitoudy Saskiarose up on one elbow, coaxing her back under the blanket.
Tabitha, raging, resisted the tug on her arm.

“You'reletting the cold in,” Saskiacomplained.

“Hmph.”

Tabitha subsided. She found a screwed-up tissue and blew her nose. “All that business with the tape,”
she remembered.

“That wasfrom the Frasgue,” Saskiaexplained, “from their people on Titan.”

“Therewasn't anything onit. | played it, there was just this scratchy rustling noise.”

Saskia stroked the back of her finger gently down Tabitha scheek. “Aah,” she said suggestively.
“Y ou would have found that most stimulating, if you' d been aFrasque.”

Tabithatook hold of her hand and gently but firmly moved the finger away. “What?’

“That was a Frasque mating call,” said Saskia “ That was to wake him up.”

“Sowhy didn'tit?’

“Wadll, they’d only played haf of it when it set some aarm off, or something, so they had to take him
just likethat! Freezer bag and dl.”

Tabithawas gill puzzled. “But you played the tape to Hannah, not to the Frasque.”

“Y es, so they wouldn't notice, the JustSleep people. Hannah was relaying it to the Frasque from
insde. She' svery good, you know. She knowswhat she' sdoing.”

“Shedidn’t sound asif she knew what she was doing.”

“Well, sheisdead,” Saskia pointed out. “Y ou have to make allowances.”

“I’'m never going to make another dlowance aslong as| live,” averred Tabitha, bitterly.

Saskiaignored this. *Y ou mustn't underestimate Hannah,” she said. Sherolled on to her back. “1 wish
we could cal her now.”



“So you were helping a Frasgue refugee to get home,” Tabithasaid. “ That’ sal thiswas about.”

“Yes” sad Saskiasmply.

“For money.”

“It dwayswas.”

Theengines had gradually got louder while they had been lying there dozing and talking. The Ugly
Truth was getting up speed. Tabitha supposed they were going to skip. They were going on ajourney to
an unknown destination, and at the end of it she and Saskiawould be handed over to the Eladeldi. She
felt acold hollow of fear in her somach.

Shelooked at the drab ceiling. “Did heredly think they’ d pay up?’

“Wdl...”

“Did you?’

“I don't know!” said Saskia, irritated.

“You just did what you weretold.”

“Yedl” Saskiaglared at her. “ So did you!”

Tabithalet that one go.

After amoment she said, “So why did she want me to take her back to Plenty?’
Saskiaturned her head. “Who?’ she asked.

“The Frasque.”

Saskiafrowned. “ She?’

“It' safemae” said Tabitha

“How do you know?’

“I’ve met one before. Anyway, the Frasque would never have goneto dl that trouble for amale.”
Saskiathought about it. “Does it make a difference?’ she asked.

Tabithathought about it too. “1 don’t know,” she admitted findly. “I don’t understand the Frasgue.
Who does?’

They lay sllent for awhile. Saskiahad told al she knew. She returned to wondering when, if ever,
Captain Pepper liked to feed his prisoners.

Suddenly Tabithasaid, “What did Hannah Soo mean, they were dl around her?’

“Shel saways saying thingslikethat,” said Saskia. “ Thinking the people in the other freezersare
ligening inon her dedls”

“Oh,” said Tabitha

Saskia suddenly put her arms round her again. “Let’ snot talk any more just now,” she proposed.
“WEe Il run out of thingsto say to each other. And you never know, we might bein herefor avery long
timel”

“Yes” sad Tabitha. “Right,” shesaid.

They lay together on the bunk and listened to the grumbling roar of the Ugly Truth asit crawled
onward, carrying them into the interminable void.

PART FIVE



At Luncheon with Brother Fdix
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PLEASE WAIT

Alice?

PLEASE WAIT

Come on, Alice. You can't hidein there forever.
CAPTAIN?

Hello, Alice.

HELLO, CAPTAIN. MALFUNCTION.

| know. Do you know where we are?

PLANET. HOT. RAINING. TOXIC. MALFUNCTION, CAPTAIN. DANGER. DANGER.
DANGER.

Yes, Alice. | know, but if you hep me, I'll get you out of here as soon as | possibly can.
SLEEP.

We haven't got time. If you go back to deep now, we'll dl die here, Alice,
CAPTAIN?

Alice?

HELLO, CAPTAIN.

Hdlo, Alicel

EVERYTHING'S VERY FUZZY, WHERE WE ARE?

On Venus.

VENUS.

Yes

CRASHED. NO WONDER | FEEL SO AWFUL.

Alice | need you to look around and seeif there' s anything you can do in there. Can you do that for me,
Alice, please, please?
TALK TO ME, CAPTAIN. TELL ME A STORY. TELL MA%VAEUT 1B
Don't, Alicel
Alicd
Damn! Alice...

All right, Alice. I'll tell youwhat I'm doing. I'm Sitting here at the board, and I'm going to run al the
diagnostics | can from here— there we are— now then...



Wherewas|?

Oh, I know.

The caravan. It was dready dispersng by the time the Resplendent Trogon got through. We burst
out of hyperspacein aflurry of abused particles. There weren't many farewel| parties, we were al too
scattered. The Raven of October had come through five million k from the Trogon, way off thering
plane. You could just see her like alittle drop of mercury, twinkling over the pole. The Frasque weren't
celebrating. They were dready gone, hafway acrosstherings, al the mass cradleswallowing in aherd
behind the Cockatrice, bound for the new habitats around lapetus.

We d lost some, the Duluth, | remember, and one of the Shenandoah line, gone careering into the
unknown, betrayed by some hiccough of the Drive. There were some shipsin amesstoo. | saw a
Navg o Scorpion that had been bent neatly in two, and this Bellerophon with acargo of machine parts
that had turned into five thousand tonnes of rotting nettles.

| left the Trogon at Enceladus. They weren't happy about me quitting so soon, but they were only
going back to Mars, | couldn’'t see any point in that. | was on the human frontier, | could helm anything
from ataxi to acruiser, | had awad of credit saved, and my time was my own. | wasfree.

Wetrudged up Arawak Hill, above the city, and looked into the wild north, where the ice vol canoes
blotted the bleak horizon with frosty smoke. Tricarico pointed out the observatories shining on the distant
cragslikefresh crystas. He showed me the glistening spires of the lamaseral of the Sacred Vigil of the
Totd Merge. | hed himin my armsand kissed him for along while. He was subdued. | plaited hishair
for thelast time.

Therings cut the sky intwo, afan of rainbows al the colours of autumn; and in the midst of them
Saturn, like the future, huge, unripe.

GOOD. THEN WHAT?

Oh! Um, getting my licence from the Eladeldi. Three days in the Saturn ziggurat, wating, being tested,
filing data, waiting again. A human guide put a badge on me and led me through barracks full of desks,
Eladddi functionaries at their consoles, processing people's lives, extending them here, restricting them
there, reclassfying, taxing, summoning people for trids and examinaions. Ondream data running
continuoudy to the Capellans out on Charon. My guide didn’t know where | was supposed to go either.
She kept stopping to ask the way. No one knew, no one wanted to know. She was a menid, | was a
case number, we were both humans.

Eladeldi cata oguing the stars, in case Capella should fancy another one.
GOOD. THEN WHAT?

Contract driving: one week the rings, next week the asteroids. Taking the new language, the strange
grammar of subjective time. Centipede trains, groaning bullmouth Vassly-Svensgaards, lesky old
Mitchum 7J6's. Learning how to tweak the schedules so you could grab the good gints, the Minimum
scouter with the new ceramic baffles, no inertia, no nothing, steering blind because | wouldn't go for the
implants. Getting fired. Hanging my code on a wanted board and finding mysdf hauling gum back to
Schigpardli. Stopover in the Bdt on a hdf-built plat, desping pods run out on rigid tether from the
scaffolding like lights on a Christmas tree. Three millimetres of Eritrean vinyl between me and raw space.

Being raw mysdlf. Then one day on anode station meeting awetneck still wearing her white card on
her deeve. She sat down at the table with me and Dodger Gillespie, and struck up a conversation. First
shetold us everything we could never have wanted to know about the Halcyon EcoBuilder, and then she
said, “1 suppose you stand a good chance of getting on corporate rostering around here,” and pumped us
heavily. | felt sorry for her and kept trying not to laugh. Eventualy Dodger froze her off. | remember her
blowing smoke and saying, “ Chrigt, talk about raw,” and redlising, suddenly, | wasn’t any more.

GOOD. THEN WHAT?

Things!’m not particularly proud of. Teking five thousand head of buffalo to Maawari in fluid suspenson
in a Tinkerbell with dodgy refrigeration and equaly dodgy insurance. Picking up twenty litres of



Discordon for peanuts in a sell-off and having to run it past Eladdldi customs at HiBrazil. Putting five pods
of zero g crystas down as dried krill because some beautiful hunk had talked meinto it & a party and |
was going to make aloss on the run if | had to pay duty. Devereux. The Swedding. New Mdibu. All in
there somewhere.

GOOD. THEN WHAT?

Then. Then | saw the Raven of October again. The flagship of the Sanczau dynasty. | saw her break up
and die

| wasin the Bdlt, on my way to pick up an oretrain from Frazier 34, flying alittle company Hightail. |
wastrying to find some decent music on theradio when thedistresscall cutin. “All craft in the vicinity,
please assist.”

| wasin the vicinity, maybe twenty minutes away. By thetime | came around Autonomy | could see
her, acrumpled golden shape with dl the smdler ships nosing around her like minnows at adying
angdfish. | cdled in and aparamedic told me the story. Her steering had seized and three rocks had piled
into her, one after the other. “1t’'sabad smash,” the paramedic said. “Bad as|’ve seen. Lot of casudties.
How much room have you got?’

“Two,” | said, moreif they wanted me to take corpses. | hoped they wouldn’'t want meto take
corpses. “It'sjust ascouter,” | said.

“Wdll, any help you can give,” she said, though she sounded doubtful. She gave me abeacon and |
rodein ascloseas| could without being in the way.

The Raven wasin pieces, still flaking apart as | approached. Greet curls of torn metal peeled away
from the hull, shuddering as they sprang. The grand staircase from the salon was thrusting up through a
floating tangle of carpets and wiring, spiraling out into nowhere. There was debris by the tonne, gastanks
and candlesticks, clothing bags and coconuts, al spilling out into spacein ablizzard of frozen air and
water and coolant and blood.

There were bodies, and people collecting them. It was busy, there were plenty of boats helping. | put
the suit on, but there didn’t seem to be much | could do. They kept asking me to stand by, stand by. |
put my spotlight on the wreck and sat waiting.

| found mysdlf staring at aslver shape that kept flicking into the light and out again. It wasin alot of
debris, under something that looked asif it had been part of the heating system. It was stuck there,
bobbing in and ouit.

Then | redised what | waslooking at.

“Theré ssomeone here!” | cdled. “There ssomeone il in here. | think they’ re caught on
something.”

“Oh god,” said the paramedic “Where? Can you show me? Everybody’ sbusy. | can’'t see—"

| left the Hightail idling, bailed out and swam straight down into the wreckage. It was al broken glass
and torn metal, there were nearly two casudtiesthere instead of one. But | didn’t stop to think, | just
went in and grabbed them by the arm, whoever they were.

| could see where they were caught in the piping. The pipewasjust plagtic, it was dready frozen, and
it cameto pieces as | grabbed hold of it. So then | got my arm around my casuaty and | pulled, and |
towed them back to the ship.

It was no more than that. It couldn’t have taken aminute, al told. And it certainly wasn't any big dedl,
any great heroic deed. Anybody would have done the same.

| got them lying down in the rear segt. The paramedic was on the line, sending someone to take care
of them telling me whét to do in the meantime.

“Istheir life support on?Istheindicator light on?’

“No,” | said.

“Haveyou got ar onin there?’

“Yes” | sad.



“Open the hdmet, then,” she said. “ Seeif they’re breathing.”

The helmet was a bit like the ones we' d had on the Resplendent Trogon, so ornate you could hardly
seeingde. | flicked the catches and opened the visor.

“Itsaman,” | sad.

“Ishe breathing?’ she sad.

“Yes, he' sbreathing,” | said. “He s conscious. HE s— amiling at me.”

My casudty spoke “Peter,” he croaked. “ Peter Pan.”

It was Bathazar Plum.

Alice?

Can you hear me?
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Inthe last flare of her beefed-up primaries, the Lesondak Anaconda glowed like abright green olive
againg the stars. With that spurt she kicked away slently from Venus, diding above her opaescent face
on the pure and e egant trgjectory of ashooting star.

Shewas nothing so romantic, nothing so fine. She wasthe Ugly Truth out of Dirix Matno, asvile and
vena apiece of metalwork as ever sidled through space. Her livid green bodywork had broken out in
brutal clusters of armament blisters, great cankerousion prestriction pods, asif to express the corruption
within. Ahead of her, like some marauding frigate of ancient Earth, she bore aleering figureheed, itstorso
blackened by the fires of her vanquished enemies. Below, her paralyser nets billowed and sashayed like
the skirts of atreacherous courtesan, or the tendrils of aman-o'-war of Portugd.

She shimmered and she blurred. Sick green fire laced her from stern to stern. She was Captain Kelso
Pepper’ s Ugly Truth, and she was about to manoeuvre.

Onalow deck, inasmdl cdl, Tabitha dutelay on the bunk, playing her harmonica. SaskiaZodiac
was Sitting beside her on the floor, singing the blues.

“Woke up thismorning

Saw my brother by my side.

Hetold me, sigter,

Takingmy lagt ride,

Say, tell me, brother, who do we accuse?

Don't leave me here singing these big dog blues”

Disturbed, Tabitha stopped playing. She tapped the harmonica on her pam. “How can you do that?’
she asked.

Saskia craned her head round, looking up at Tabitha. “What?’

“Just — sing about it like that.”

“I make up alot of our songs,” said Saskia, as though that was an answer. Perhapsit was.

“Made up,” she said softly, acatchin her voice.

Tabitha cursed herself and didn’t know what to say. She put the harmonicato her lipsand lightly blew
the opening bars of Kennedy Girls.

Saskia sat with her head bowed. Tabitha was sure she was crying again. It made her angry. She put
her head back and addressed the air. “ Y ou're listening, aren’t you, Pepper, you turd? Well, thisisfor
you.” And she garted to play atirring rendition of We Shall Overcome.

She played it three times over. When she started the fourth time, Saskialooked round in pain. She
said, “That'll drive me mad, | don’t know about him. Whoops,” she said. She made agrab for the bunk
asshefound hersdf bobbing up intheair.

Gravity now seemed to be favouring the ceiling. Fortunatdly, there wasn't very much of it. What there



wasingead was an insubstantia shimmering blue lattice dividing up the room, asif something weretrying
very hard to crystalise out of the air. The nodes of the bluenessweren’t there if you looked straight at
them, but otherwise they were luminous trand ucent quadruped starfish, equidistantly spaced throughout
the cdl.

Tabitha, her legsbicycling in the air, was hanging on to the side of the bunk with one hand and
Saskia s hand with the other. There was a piercing scribbling noise everywhere, and ahalucinatory scent
of marzipan.

“We're skipping,” said Tabitha. Her voice twisted away from her at half-speed, like water going
down aplughole, and her hair stood on end.

They collapsed, awkwardly, on the bunk. A soft, spongy gravity was under them. Everything was
back to normd; or rather nothing was. The atmosphere felt thin and pasty, the dim light enfeebled and
orey.

Hyperspace.

Saskiaclung to Tabitha, crying asif her heart would break, imploring Tabithato save her, take her
home, give her her brother back.

If she and her twin had made Tabithathink from time to time of Tricarico, they aso reminded her of
Rella— their way of plunging, from some height of personal assurance and exdtation, next minute into an
abyss of infinite, inconsolable sorrow. And expecting you to keep up.

“I wanted to be on my own,” Saskia croaked, when she had camed again alittle, “but not likethis...”

“At least hewas happy,” said Tabitha, cuddling her.

“Hewasmad,” she sighed, damply.

“Hewas happy,” Tabithasaid. “Heredlly liked it there. Some people do.”

Saskiawouldn't haveit. Her brother had hit his head in the crash. “He was mad! | tell you!”

“All right,” said Tabitha, “so what? What if he was? If we were mad, we could be happy here.
Wouldn't that be nice?’ Sheraised her voice. ”Wouldn't that be nice, Captain Pepper? We could enjoy
this. You'd like that, wouldn’t you? Y ou like your passengersto enjoy theride, don't you?’

But Saskiawould not be distracted. “1f | can’t talk to him, | want to talk about him,” she declared.

Tabithadidn't. But it was something to do. And if it was all she could do for her, she' d doit.

Saskia spoke. Her voice trembled. “He was never happy when | wasn't. Never! Wefdlt the same.
Weadll did. If one of uswas sad, the rest of uswould cheer them up. We were so happy! Wedidn't —
didn’t even know we were ha— " She gulped, and sniffed hard. “ That was easier then, when we were
five. | don't want to talk about that,” she said.

Tabitha, on the other hand, did. Without thinking, she said, “ Y ou redlly came from Abraxas?’

“Who esewould have doneit?’

“I don't know,” said Tabitha; but what she was thinking then, fleetingly, was something she' d thought
before, more than once: that the Zodiac Twins were not experimental crestures, not posthuman, not
cloned at dl, and not from Abraxas, but from Earth, from Europe somewhere, somewhere with
mountains and cows. They were circus performers with strange ambitions, and, like most circus
performers, agood act.

Saskiasad smply, “1 just keep thinking, And Mogul’ sdead. | think something, and then | find myself
saying on theend, And Mogul’ sdead. It'snot grief. Not yet. If they don't let us out of here soon,” she
sad, her voice becoming low and taut, “1 will show them grief.”

It was asif she knew exactly what had been in Tabithal smind. “ Tabitha,” shesaid. “I am used to this.
Thisiswhat | have had al my life, people putting mein abox and looking a me. We had our own
quarters, abig nursery with an ambience like Hannah's. Sergphim and Cherubim came and went dl the
time

“When we were the last two, and Xtascatook us out and put us on a ship, we thought it was our turn.

“But we never went home.”



She moved her body on Tabitha s, trying for comfort. Shewas no weight at al.

She said, “We escaped from one box into another. Where did we hide? In the cabaret. Asif we
could not bear to be without people looking at us.”

“Y ou think that' swhy they — made you?" asked Tabitha

“We think they wanted to prove to themsavesthat they could do it — still make ordinary people.
Ordinary! We are, were, we were the Seraphic idea of ordinary people.”

“They cocked that up, then.”

Saskialooked at her suspicioudly.

“You'renot ordinary,” Tabithaassured her.

“Nooneid” Saskiasaid impatiently. “ That’ sthe point. We were the only oneswho could be
ordinary, there werefive of usdl the same as each other. There' sonly one of everybody else. Now
there sonly one of me.”

Tabithamoved to console her, but at that moment how she had achieved this new uniqueness was not
troubling Saskia smind.

“Sonow | am likeeveryoneelsel Tabithal | am ordinary!”

Tabithasmiled. “ Do you redise you just went round in aspird there? What you were saying. Y ou
went twice round.”

Saskiadidn't understand.

“Oh, doesn’'t matter,” said Tabitha, and kissed her forehead.

“You'relaughing & me.”

“I’'mnot! Am | laughing? Am 17?7’

“Yeg”

Tabithalaughed. “All right,” she said. She stroked Saskia s bottom. Then she stopped.

“So how long have you been — how old are you?’

“Nine,” said Saskia.

Tabithawas stunned, mortified.

“Oh, that bit' seasy,” Saskia said, mistaking the nature of her astonishment. “ Accelerated everything,
that’ sjust basics, to them.”

Tabithawas not sure it was basicsto her. Perhapsit might aswell be, now. Still, it would take alittle
whileto get used toiit.

“How did you do that, with your moustache?’

“What moustache? | haven't got amoustache.”

“That'swhat | mean.”

“What are you talking about, then, my moustache?’

“Y ou do have. Sometimes. When you, when we... When you cameinto my cabin—"

“Itwasn't me,” she maintained. “Mogul — sometimes— he—"

Tabithawondered what there could possibly be that wouldn’t immediately make her think of Mogul.

Without announcement, the door opened.

“Food,” said Saskia.

Outside the door stood the big black robot.

They looked at it, ingtantly wary.

The robot stepped into the cell, and stopped. A door did open inits chest, revedling a cavity. Out of
the cavity it produced two insulite packages on asmall tray, and a powerful smell of recongtituted onions.

“Food,” said Shing, behind it with hisremote control unit.

“Atlagt,” said Saskia. She and Tabithawere dready reaching for the packages; but asthey did, the
robot withdrew them into its body. Thelittle door snapped shut.

“Hey!” cried Saskia



Tiny forks of blue lightning snapped about in the robot’ s glass, cranium.

The old man looked quizzicdl. “Y ou are hungry?’ he asked.

“Oh hewantsto play,” said Saskiawesarily, stting down hard on the bunk and bouncing lightly. “Of
course we' re fucking hungry,” she said, with contempt.

Shing, hiseyes dlittering, jerked upwards with his chin. On his coat the scorpion flexed and walked
daintily to the end of itstether.

Shing looked at Tabitha. “You too,” he said. “Y ou hungry?’

“Yes” sad Tabithabdligerently. “I’'m hungry.”

Helooked at both of them, his eyesflicking rapidly from sideto sde.

“Take off clothes,” he said.

“Wha?’ they both said.

“Take off clothes,” he repeated.

They looked at each other.

“Fissoff,” said Tabithathen. “Keepit. I'm not hungry.”

She sat down next to Saskia

“Wdl, | am,” said Seskia

She unzipped the throat of her jacket and pulled it off over her head.

Tabithagrabbed her arm. “Don’'t doit,” she said fiercely. “ Saskial Don't!”

“It doesn’t make any difference,” Saskiaasserted, with equal force.

Shing watched her.

“Captain Jute,” he said to Saskia, purang hislips. “Shy.”

Tabitha said something very offensive. Shelowered her head; but kept her eyes on the open door.

Saskia stood up, and took off her T-shirt. She started to undo her trousers.

“Stop,” said Shing. “You,” he said. “ Jute. Tabitha Jute. Come here.”

“I told you, you can keep it!” Tabithasaid loudly, not looking up.

“Come here. Undress your friend.”

“Pissoff!”

He set the robot on her. She struggled, but it picked her off the bunk with ease, dangling her by the
armsin front of its master. Tabitha kicked out at the robot, then at Shing. The robot dropped her
suddenly in aheap.

Shing told her, “Undressfriend.”

“No!”

“Oh, come on, Tabitha, don't be stupid,” said Saskia. “Y ou’ ve got to eat.”

“Don’'t you start!”

Shing watched them, his dark eyes glinting with amusement. “Not so dow before,” he said.

“What do you mean, ‘before’ 7" demanded Tabitha

The old man pressed a button, and the robot spoke.

“Hnh ...,” itsad, in her voice. “ Blackcurrant...”

“Youwereligening! | knew it!”

Therobat, its head sparking, continued to speak.

“Poor old man,” it said, till in Tabitha' svoice. “ Can’t get it up without a striptease.”

Shing looked at it sharply and pressed a button.

Tabitha was getting up, rubbing her thigh. Hearing her voice say something she hadn’t said, she froze,
staring at the robot.

“Little boy with a big toy” said her voice, coming from the robot.

It shot out an arm and snatched the control from Shing's hand.



“Hail”

Shing gaped at it in dishdlief, fear, fury.

In afrenzy he searched his pockets and pulled out ascrewdriver. On the bunk, Saskiawatched,
transfixed. Tabitha, derted and aarmed, looked for an opportunity to run.

Holding the control panel out of reach with one hand, the robot seized Shing by the shoulders with
two others, plucked him from the floor and started to shake him vigoroudly.

Saskiaand Tabithashrank back against thewall.

Shing wasterrified and shrieking. The robot flung him into the corridor. His head struck thewall with
aresounding clang, and he crumpled to the deck, lying very ill.

The scorpion on his coat continued to roam aimlesdy around itstiny circle.

Therobot threw the control pand at the coll gpsed mechanician and turned to the women

There was nowhere to go.

Then the robot tottered. Its head filled with smoke. It sat down suddenly in the doorway.

“Meep,” it sad.

Oneof itslegs started to jerk from side to side.

A familiar soft buzzing noise came drifting up the corridor, and ashiny black little cresturein aplastic
bag hurtled in on aflying saucer.
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It was not long since Tabitha had never seen a Cherub in her life, and she had not expected to seethis
one again. She had certainly never expected to see someone trying to hug a Cherub. But when Xtasca
scooted negtly into the cell over the disabled drone and the dumped body of its master, Saskialegpt up
and threw her arms around the child of space,

It looked as happy to see her as shewasto seeit. Itsblobby little features crinkled up in aterrifying
smile and it waved its miniature arms around. I its eyes had glowed before, now they postively blazed.

“Xtascal” cried Saskia, gladly. “We thought you were dead. ..”

“In gpace? Never!” crowed the Cherub. Nimbler than ever in the spurious gravity, it zipped around
the room with triumphant bravado, stopping a hair’ s-breadth from the wall each time and spinning around
with perfect poise. Tabithahad never seen it o manic. She thought it must have drained al the power
fromthe Ugly Truth into its own greedy little cells. When it opened its mouth, its throat was glowing
ingde

“Xtasca,” said Saskia “Mogul...”

“Violent desth brings misery,” said the Cherub, hovering back to Saskiawith afraction more restraint
and congderation. “Mogul. Td,” it said. “Marco may be dtill dive,” it added, “on Venus.”

Though Saskia apparently saw nothing remarkable in Xtasca s knowledge, Tabithasimply couldn’t
assmilaeit.

“ How do you know?’ she asked it; while Saskiawas asking, “Where have you been?’

“Inorbit,” it said. “Around thisship. | camein with the Alice Liddell, in the undercarriage. That you'd
been down on Venus was obvious, Captain, from the state of the ship.”

Xtascafixed Tabithawith its painful, incandescent gaze. “1 wish you could have saved the ship,
Captain,” it said.

Tabitha knew enough now to take this as an expression of sympathy, not areproach. It was hard to
look into those eyes and amile.

“I heard the Thrant shoot Td, but thereisblood inside the Alice that is not avian, and not aien ether.
It wasfamiliar to me, its restructuring, thelittle extrasin it. Plainly Saskia had not been shot, so it had to
beMogul’s”



Tabitha had begun to wish she hadn’t asked, if the answer was going to involve a demongtration of
Cherubic insengtivity; but Saskiadidn’t seem upset. She had put her clothes back on, and was on her
kneestrying to prise open the food hatch in the stricken robot.

Tabithasad, “Y ou must beindestructible.”

“Nothing isindestructible, Captain,” purred Xtasca. “I was unconscious for dmost fifty-two
subjective minutes. At any timein that period,” it said, floating out of the door, “I could have been
destroyed. Fortunately, somebody was generous.”

It sat outside on its saucer like amonstrous infant made of tar, glancing up and down the corridor.

“Leavethat, Saskia,” said Tabitha, gathering up her bag. “We ve got to get out of here.”

“Just asecond,” requested Saskia. She had picked up the fallen control board and was studying it.
Frowning at the robot, determinedly she pressed a sequence of keys.

Therobot’ stwitching leg gave afind huge kick and fell off.

“Oh,” said Saskia.

Xtascaflew back into the cell. “What isyour plan, Captain?’ it asked.

Trying to avoid thefedling she was being tested, Tabithasaid, “\We' ve got to get into the com room
and put out a mayday.”

“I said we should call Hannah,” Saskiaremarked.

Xtascainclined its bald black head towards Saskia. “ Certainly.”

Tabithawas annoyed. “I’ d rather call the cops,” she said tersdly.

“Hannah would be more helpful than any executive of legdity,” Xtascapronounced. It had taken the
keyboard from Saskiaand plugged it into its saucer. Now it was tracing out some sort of code with the
tip of itstail. Tabitha had thought it had to useitstail to power its saucer: apparently not.

“Look,” shesad, “let’sjust go!”

“We have afew minutes.,” replied Xtasca

“Ther€ sapsychopath and ayeti out there!” Tabitha said, gesturing wildly out of the door. “They’ll be
here any second! They're listening to us right now!”

Asif to endorse her words, the old man in the corridor gave a groan; but no further sign of rousing.

“They'renot,” Xtascaassured her. “They’ re il listening to you playing your insrument. Ah,” it said.

The hatch in the falen robot clicked open again, and Saskia dived on the food.

“What?" said Tabitha, confused, waving away the greasily fragrant package Saskiathrust & her.

“A dmpleloop,” said Xtasca

“You' vegot to eat,” said Saskia, suffing food into her own mouth.

“I’'m going to the com room,” said Tabitha shortly. “ And you' re both coming with me.”

“Of course, Captain,” said Xtasca. It clearly believed she was excitable and needed humouring. “Do
you know theway?’

“It'san Anaconda,” said Tabitha, leading them into the corridor. Saskiawas right, she reflected while
they dumped the unconscious Shing on the bunk and closed the door on him; it was unpleasant, being
patronised.

“What did you mean, somebody was generous?’ Saskiaasked, bolting her food asthey hurried
away.

“Beamed power” said Xtasca, emphaticaly, humming aong overhead.

It wasthefirgt time Tabitha had heard it impressed by anything. “Beam?’ shesaid. “You can't do
that.”

“Somebody can,” said Xtasca. “They recharged the Ugly Truth indantaneoudy, with aninvisbleray
from empty space. Some of it spilled over into me,” it said, nasal with glee.

No wonder it was so hyped up.

They bounded dong a maintenance tunnd that ran up the side of the Ugly Truth, jJumping braces and



ducts that had been shoehorned in with the customising. Outside the porthol es hung the opaque and
dreary porridge of the ersatz dimension known, however inaccurately, as hyperspace. Its generd
ambience of sullen non-existence was not enhanced by the fact that nobody aboard had cleaned the glass
for savera years. The air was awash with pollution and sour with neglect.

“How did you know Marco wasn't dead?’ Saskia asked Xtasca.

“I didn’t,” it said. “1 was speculating.”

By thistime, Xtascawasin the lead, guided by sgnasit wasflicking up.

“Someone sinthere,” it warned, asthey entered the corridor.

Tabitha crept up to the door and, flattening hersdf against thewall, stole alook within.

It was Captain Pepper. He was sitting with his back to the open door, his boots up on the console,
swigging atube of beer, and talking around alittle brown cigar.

“Hdll, yes,” hesaid. “ Sure | got the rendezvous. Sure. The co-ordinates and like that, sure. Got ‘em
here someplace.”

He scuffed negligently at alitter of paperswith the toe of hisboot. “Hell, we' |l bethere,” he drawled.
“No problem.”

He belched.

“What say?" he asked, and listened awhile to the unheard voice coming across his headphones.

“Yup,” hesaid, heavily, asthough repesating something for the benefit of an anxious auditor, “we got
the Kobold. Sheain’'t goin” no place. Heh-heh. We got the crew. No, I'm hereto tell you, we did not
hurt them. That’ sanegative. They’ re keepin’ us entertained now, playin’ alittle concert. Heh.”

He took the cigar out of his mouth and spat on the floor.

“Yup,” hesaid, putting the cigar back. “Y up, the Frasque too. We have to talk about that, Perlmuitter,
we never discussed that bein” waked up, that wasn't in the dedl.”

Helistened again.

“The what? Oh, the Cherub?

Saskiaglanced at Xtasca, who stiffened.

“Wadl, no,” said Pepper dowly. “Likel told you. | told you aready. We got it. Oh, we got it awright.
Yessr. Wegot it going round and round in circles. Heh-heh. It can’t keep away.”

He swivdled suddenly in his chair, and faced the door. The women barely ducked out of sight in time.

“Y ou want meto spell it out for you;” they heard him say. “It’ soutside. It’sbeen orbiting us since
Venus. The Cherub isafatdity. A deleted item.”

There was a pause. Captain Pepper’ s chair cresked. Tabitha and Saskialooked round the door
agan.

“Nothin’ we could do,” Pepper was saying. “1 know that. | know that. | * preciate that. Nothin” we
could do. Hell,” he growled. “Listen. Will you listen aminute? Kyber— Kyberna— Listen to me,
goddammit.”

There was another pause, along one. Pepper sighed. He pushed back his cap and scratched his
head. He chewed his cigar. He drained his tube and looked vaguely around for somewhere to throw it.
The women ducked back into the corridor.

“1 gottago,” the captain said suddenly. “Ligten, thereain’t no good you guys bellyachin’ about the
contract. We didn’t break no contract. Cherub messed us around, it got messed it own sdif. All there
wastoit.” He blew blue smoke at the air scrubber. “Look, | gottago, okay?’

Helistened briefly.

“Y eah, you too, motherfucker,” he muttered wearily, and broke the connection. He belched again.

They heard his chair squesak as he got to hisfeet. “ Jesus Christ Awmighty,” he complained softly.

They heard him crossing the room, coming towards them.

Xtascaflew, the othersfollowing.



They ran, straight ahead, round thefirst bend to the I €ft, thefirst to the right, pushed open adoor,
clattered down a companionway, huddled together on atiny landing littered with fibreglass shred and
orange ped..

“Where now?’ panted Saskia, wide-eyed.

Tabitha pushed her. “Down!”

Saskialegpt for the stair, then held back. “No!”

Tabitha caught the smdll too, above the stde air of the stairway — a sudden overpowering smell, an
animal reek. It wasthe smell of an ape who had avery intimate and long-standing rel ationship with a cat.
A large cat, fanged and clawed.

The smell was coming up from below. It was getting closer.

Tabithatook the lead upwards, three stairsat atime.

From below came the dap of sandals on the stairs, the click of overgrown toenails on metd.

As she swung herself around a corner, Tabithawastrying to check her wrist monitor. “Here! Down!”
she sad, pressing the tab on a grimy, battered door.

“Where are we going?’ gasped Saskia.

“The Alice!”

“Captain,” Xtascasaid, not out of bregth at al, “I must remind you your shipisusdess. It hasno
power.”

“We can run theradio,” Tabithasaid, bundling Saskiathrough the door, then reaching up to tap
Xtasca s saucer with her knuckles. “I’ ve got some jump-leads. Somewhere,” she said, legping into the
dropshaft.
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The Alice lay slent and alone, dumped in the stinking bay among theflorid graffiti and the leaking pipes.

Thetrio crammed into her cockpit, Saskiaand Tabithatreading in Venusian mud and gobs of mushy
vegetation, shattered plexiglass, charred fragments of paper and paint, broken instruments, rags and
gplashes of blood. Through the smashed viewport adreary bulkhead of stained stedl plate faced them
like an obstructive and obdurate future, hedged about with shadows.

Tabitha had set Xtasca up in the co-pilot’ s web, saucer and dl, and was feeding a skein of
heavy-duty leads from the saucer to the com console.

“Try it now,” shedirected. “ Saskia, you keep alook out.”

Xtascaclosed itseyes and st itstiny jaw, probing with itstail.

They waited. The air sank gloomily of burnt feethers.

Nothing happened.

In the twilight Tabithalooked around at the ruin of her ship, and at her improbable companions: the
hunched Cherub in the web, the apprehensive clone in the gangway below. Where had dl the people
gone, she wondered, fleetingly. She seemed to have passed into agrubby dream dimension where
everyone was either mad or unred.

On the com board, aflicker.

Nothing.

Tabitha darted in and jabbed at aconnection. “Go in,” she cursed it. “Wait.” She stretched her am
deep into the works, asfar asit would go, squashing her cheek painfully against the pedestdl. She
fiddled. “Okay. Hit it again.”

The machinery wheezed, screeched, began to buzz. A pand of little lights glowed red, then green.

“Aah!” Saskiadanced up the ramp and hugged Tabitha, whirled around, hugged Xtascathrough the
web.



“Don't disturb her!” Tabitha cried. She pointed to the airlock. “ Go and keep watch,” she said.

Chastened, Saskiaretrested to her post.

Tabithastood up. Xtascawas feding about in the dot of the com reader with itstiny fingers. With a
grimace of distaste it extracted alimp black fragment of something fungoid, and dropped it on thefloor. It
wiped its hand on itslifesuit and held it out to Tabitha, palm upwards.

“What?" Tabitha asked.

“Thetape,” Xtascasad.

“Whét tape?’

“Hannah' stape.”

“Theoneyou played her? | haven't got it.”

Xtascaregarded her with unblinking red eyes.

Unnerved, Tabithaturned away. “ Saskia? Have you seen that tape?’

The acrobat hovered beside the ramp, a pale, ravaged ghost in the darkened ship. “Marco’ stape? |
thought you hed it.”

Tabitha turned back to the Cherub, who was tuning the radio to arelay station. “What do you want it
for? Can't you just say Help?’

“Wearein hyperspatid shift,” Xtascasad, asif it thought Tabitha might not have noticed, “and
Hannah isin cryonic suspension. Theinterfaceswill require extra powersto negotiate swiftly.”

“Sowhy are you caling Hannah?’ asked Tabitha, becoming exasperated.

“To play her thetape,” said the Cherub, unperturbed. “To enable her.” 1t watched Tabitha keenly.
“The tape has the master codes of Plenty onit.”

Tabithalooked at her, and then at Saskia, who shrugged. She had a beautiful shrug.

“Yousad,” sad Tabitha, “it was aFrasque mating cal.”

Saskiashrugged again.

“The codes are the second recording on the tape,” said Xtasca. “After the mating call.”

“Marco took it off halfway through,” Saskiaremembered.

“He decided not to do what he' d been paid to do,” said Xtasca. “To wake the Frasgue, but not to
give her control of the station.”

Tabithadidn’'t want this. She wanted to send asigna, then run and hide. But she had to ask, “If the
Frasque was supposed to take over Plenty, why was | taking her to Titan?’

“Marco believed we could extort further money from her associates.”

“Y ou were kidnapping her.”

“A convenient term,” murmured the Cherub, running a sequence on the board.

Tabitha thought the devious contortions of the mind of Marco Metz would never cease to astound
her.

“Areyou ready yet?’ she asked. “Can we send amayday?’

The Cherub spokein surprise. “ Thisradio is configured for long-wave hyperband. Did you do that,
Captain?’

“No.”

“Did you know your radio was configured for long-wave hyperband?’

“Perhapsit just happened,” suggested Saskia. “Like the torpedoes.” She had wandered in from the
airlock again and was poking around in anearby locker.

Tabithawas beginning to get frantic. “ She had alot of things doneto her before| got her,” she said,
irritably. “Look, send the signd. Or come here, let medoiit.”

Seemingly insengitive to danger, Xtasca was preoccupied with its discovery. “ One could cal Capdla
withthisradio,” it said, admiringly.

“Let’ skeep them out of this...”



It turned and smiled impishly at Tabitha. “ One could play the tape to the Frasque home system,
direct!”

“For God' s sake!” snapped Tabitha. “We haven't got the bloody tape. It son Venus, in abush, with
all therest of your gear. Now come off that and let me.”

“Everything isunder control, Captain,” said Xtascacamly, setting up thesignd.

Tabithaexhaed, forcefully. She turned and looked at Saskia, who was now rooting through alitter of
discarded food wrappers.

“Y ou're supposed to be keeping watch!” Tabitha snarled at her.

“l am,” Saskiasaid, woundedly, hurrying back to the open door.

Xtasca on the radio, Saskia keeping watch: for the moment there was nothing Tabitha could usefully
do. Shewastrying to plan their next move, but her mind was ablank. If only she could talk to Alice.
Could they hold out here on board? Should they hidein the guts of the Ugly Truth? Therewasno sign
of any other crew. Could they even find some weapons somewhere and hijack the ship?

“I don't suppose there’ sanything to eat?’ said Saskia cautioudly.

“No!” said Tabitha; then, relenting, “Oh, wait aminute.” There might be some more sweetsloosein
her bag. She rummaged.

“What'sthis?’ she said, and brought it out.

It was the tape.

Sheturned to Xtasca, who dipped thetip of itstail from its saucer, darted it through the web and
took the tape neatly and completely out of Tabitha s hand.

“You knew that wasin there,” said Tabitha.

“Marco put itinthere,” said Xtasca, wiping the reader dot again. “He always put it in there. He never
carried anything himsdlf. Nothing incriminating,” it said, and dotted the tape.

Tabithathought she was going to burdt.

Saskia obvioudy thought so too. She ran up the ramp and held on to her tightly.

Xtascawas holding the co-pilot’ s headset in both hands, talking clearly and precisely into the mike.
“Hello, hello, Hannah Soo? Are you receiving me?’

Thereply came a once, as though Hannah had been lying therewaiting for thiscal. “ Xtasca? |Is that
you? Where are you, lover ?’

The signd was bad, shedding definition asit wormed itsway through into hyperspace. Hannah Soo's
voice sounded dowed down; or perhaps there was something wrong with her, Tabitha thought. Perhaps
she was starting to decay.

“Introuble, Hannah,” said Xtascacrigply, raising itsvoice asif it thought Hannah was deaf, not dead.
“Canyou get afix onthis?’

There was a pause.

“You' re skipping, sweetheart,” drawled Hannah.

“Captain Jute' s ship has been wrecked, Hannah,” Xtasca said. “We have been captured by bounty
hunters. We need dl the help you can send. As swiftly asyou can send it. Can you tell wherewe' re
headed?’

There was another, longer, agonising pause.

“Only one placeit can be,” said Hannah. “ Captain Juke? | knew an Abelard Juke once...”

“Hannah! Concentrate, please!” commanded the Cherub. “ Time is elgpsing, and we have atape to
play you. Stand by to record,” it said, and played the tape.

All that came from the speakers on the console of the Alice Liddell was a high-pitched squed.

“Hdlo, Hannah?’ Xtascacdled loudly. “Did you get dl of that?’

In the cockpit, they stood listening.

The only thing they could hear was birdsong.



It was morning in the Meadow.

Then over the non-existent air there came astirring, creaking, rustling sound.

It got louder.

Thetrio looked a one another. “Thisis not interference,” said Xtasca, touching the fine tuner.
“Thewind,” suggested Saskia “Wind in the branches.”

It didn’t sound like wind, Tabithathought.

In the cockpit of the Alice Liddell there was a sudden bang.

Something zipped through the air over their heads and blew aholein the celling.

Before they could move, alarge, fine net drifted down about their heads, enveloping them completely.
“Now, ev'r’body,” purred Tarko, the Thrant.
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Okay, Alice, let’s take this one step a atime. What are you?
BERGEN KOBOLD PERSONA CONSTRUCT SERIAL 5N179476.900
What's your name?
ALICE.
What's your ship?
BERGEN KOBOLD BGKOO9059 ALICE LIDDELL.
Who am 1?
TABITHA JUTE, CAPTAIN.
How many fingers?
NO DATA.
Very good. We' re going up aleve now.
How areyou feding, Alice?
CONFUSED.
Do you know where you are?

VENUS. APHRODITE TERRA 15.33°N, 132.08°E. ELEVATION 2.141K. GROUNDED.
MALFUNCTION.

Hold on, Alice. Another levd.
How do you fed now?

SEVERE STRUCTURAL DAMAGE TO LOWER HULL AND UNDERCARRIAGE. PORT
WING MISALIGNED 34°. OUTER PORT IMPULSE ENGINE NOT RESPONDING.
EXTERNAL AUDIO-VISUAL NOT RESPONDING. AXIS LOCK NON-FUNCTIONAL.
CAPTAIN, | THINK I'M MELTING.



Right. Now take alook at the primary lift system, tdl me —

CAPTAIN, | THINK I'M MELTING

Hold on, Alice, we can get you out of thisif we judt take it one step a atime.
MELTING.

Alice...

PRIMARIES NOT RESPONDING. PRIMARY PLASMA DRAIN CONSTRICTION,
SHERNENKOV AMBIT ENVELOPE SHEAR, GYRO SINK RUPTURE, AMBIT CHAMBER
RUPTURE. RUPTURE RUPTURE. MELTING.

Come on, Alicel One of the drones is packing up aready, don’'t you cave in on me now.
LET ME DIE, CAPTAIN, | CAN'T, I'M MELTING.

| won't let you.

LEAVE ME.

Don't be slly, how the hdl could | do that?

I'M A USELESS, BROKEN DOWN OLD THING. | CRASHED, | FAILED.

For the last time, you didn’t fal! | falled! If I'd had that crystd fixed in time, we wouldn't be here now.
But we're here, and we're in bad trouble, and we' ve got to get ourselves out.

PALESTRINA.

What about it?

WHERE THE BROKEN DOWN OLD MACHINES GO.
Y ou wouldn't want to go there, Alice, you wouldn't like it.
WE WENT THERE ONCE, DIDN'T WE?

If 1 tl you about Pdestrinawhile | get the lid off the lateras, will you stop wingang and work out what
we can do about the primaries?

AYE-AYE, CAPTAIN.

It was early on when we went, just after they dropped ther trade restrictions with Earth. They'd got
some kind of economic system running, but the bugs were horrendous. Never having had to earn a living,
the robots redly didn’'t have much idea about money.

Stll, it was there, and everybody was willing to give it achance. We were delivering for Kuhn off
Domino Vadparaiso, some of their top-line produce: Martian fireglass biodes, deadware tesserag, that
sort of thing. When we arrived there were ships plugged in al over the asteroid.

It was chaos, no one could move. Everyone had to queue up and wait to be unloaded by loca
handlers. There was a statute against anyone using drones. And when you’ d been unloaded, you had to
wait to be paid. It was archaic, honestly.

| went in to seeif anyone knew what was going on, and bumped into Muni Vegain the canteen. She
was on a contract with Tekurat, who should have had some pull if anyone did, but she' d been therea
week aready. Muni looked over her shoulder to seeif anyone could hear her, then hunched towards me
over her risotto.

“There sheen acoup,” she said, and nodded significantly.

Doyou bdievein atificid intelligence, Alice?
| AM ONE. CAPTAIN.

No, you're not. Y ou're a persona.
PERSONAS ARE PEOPLE TOO.

Weas that a joke, Alice?



Alice?
SEARCH CONTINUING.
It had better be. Things don’t ook too good in here. | hope it's not the amps.
STORY CONTINUING.

All right!

The Pdestrina Project was the latest claim to artificia intelligence. It was just another superpersona,
redly, Alice. A congtruct with ahundred timesyour logic resolution that fanciesitself.

The Paestrina Project thought it was somebody.

The people who madeit lost control of it. They tried to shut it down and failed.

It sued.

It took Tredgold Systemsto court. It got an injunction, denying them the right to switch it off. It
demanded autonomy. It was very embarrassing for Tredgold, Pailestrinalooked asif it was going to win.
To get rid of it, they threw money at it. They gaveit an asteroid.

It named it after itsdlf.

Thenit sent out acal. “ Send me your seized, your rusty. Y our disaffected drones and outlaw
gppliances.”

And they came. From dl across the system, they found their way to Palestrina. Those that could
move brought those that couldn’t. Derdlict ships volunteered their services, and robot mechs came
around to get them into space again.

HOW DID THEY LIKE PALESTRINA?

Widl, it was pretty terrible, redly, for dl those little lawn mowers and librarimats. All they’d ever done
was work they couldn’t understand, for beings they were aware of only as grings of commands. Chairs
thet were sometimes there and sometimes weren't.

IF THERE IS NO GOD, THEN WHO MOVES THE DECK-CHAIRS?

Alice? God, what would | do without you, Alice?

THERE ARE OTHER SHIPS.

Not like you.

BUT WHAT SHOULD | DO WITHOUT YOU, CAPTAIN?

Build Utopia. That was Paestrind s theory. Autopia.

YOU IMPLY IT DIDN'T SUCCEED.

No, of courseit didn’t. They just reproduced what they knew. Anything that was hdfway human got the
best of everything. The auton circuits ran the dave circuits, and Paedtrina ran the lot. The ones that were
no use to it, the toasters and the halucinomets, ended up ruding in a mechanicd ghetto. Some of them it
reprogranmed to do soddly useful things In the canteen there were little robot gnats flying about,
sucking up fluff and spilt ketchup. Others it had doing something much more elaborate.

Theofficid verson was, it was atourigt attraction.

Oncethey'd decided to let Terransin again, they started building avast great ingdlation, right in the
middle of therock. They promised it would amaze the worlds. The only news picturesthey’ d release
were not very clear. All we could see were mechanoids of every shape and size crawling around this
huge stedl framework, doing al kinds of dectrica and mechanica work onit, putting in pipes and ducts
and ganglions. We watched one robot that appeared to bein the act of bolting itself into the
infrastructure.

Some people thought it was abomb. Palestrinaand its network of secret automats were going to

entice as many important and powerful carnates onto the rock asthey could, then blow them dl to
smithereens. Other people believed the PR, that it was going to be an amusement park, canned bliss, a



ride with total artificial sensory stimulation. Cynics said it was an abettoir. | heard a cyberpundit on a
chat-show prove it was actualy amechanist mosgue, atemple to the principle of automatism.

Whatever it wasfor, they were buying stuff like mad to put into it. Then al of a sudden this. Wewere
all outside the door, and nobody could get in.

Muni had met atanker driver who swore blind the whole thing was a sort of group insanity of robots.
They’d dl gone mad because they couldn’t cope with the concept of freedom, let donetrying to achieve
it. Infact, he said, they were building thisthing literally because they didn’t know what elseto do.

Muni agreed it was meaningless, but that wasn't the point, she said. Sheinssted it was political.
“What do you get with atotditarian monarchy. Divine Right, and an unemployed, disenfranchised
proletariat?’

“A woolly jumper,” | said.

Muni gave me asnotty |ook.

“All right, | giveup,” | said. “What do you get?’

“Revolution,” shesaid.

“What havethey got to gain?’ | asked.

“Freedom!”

“I thought that was what they came herefor.”

“No, Tabitha, listen: they came here because Paestrina promised them freedom. It’ sthefirgt stage of
the automation revolution, and Paestrinaknowsit. It gave the drones this stupid thing to build just to
keep them occupied. Because it knew its days were numbered if it didn’t.”

“And the coup?’

“Ah, now we' Il see, won't we?’

Muni didn’t want to admit there was no coup. There couldn’t have been a coup, not one we could
understand.

For thefirst timein our lives, we' d set foot on an dien world. We were scared. Muni was as scared
as| was. Shejust didn’t know it.

WHAT HAPPENED?

Guess what. The Eladdldi arrived.

Nobody |eaves, they said. There was a big rush to the ships, but the hook-ups were clamped. On the
net they just said Eladdldi officids arrived on Palestrina today to supervise the last stlages of construction
in the Paestrina Project, the Al that assumed responsibility for itsdf after a history-making court decison
blah blah blah.

Wedidn't need Muni to tell usthat wasalie. They werethereto closeit down. Whatever it was.

They had usdl infor interviews before they’ d let us go, every single bargee and tranter in dock. They
wanted to find out how much we knew about the ingtallation. Had we seen it? Had we set foot in it?

Nobody had.

They detained me until the next day. For no reason. Well, | could have been more co-operdtive, |
suppose. It wasn't that | was on the side of the robots, whatever that was, | just didn’t seewhy the
Eladdldi should interfere. | didn't seeit was any of their business, and | told them so.

When they turned nasty was when | said maybe the idea of the machine wasto evolve Paestrinato
theleve of the Capellans. | suspect that was what they didn’t like.

Anyway, shortly after they let thelast of us go, there was a big pulse from the place that must have
fried every basic circuit on the rock. Then another Eladeldi shuttle arrived, somebody said they had a
Capellan on board. Brother Something-or-Other from Charon. He went in to talk to Palestring; and that
wasthe last we ever heard.



Captain Kelso Pepper of the Ugly Truth sprawled in his dilapidated webchair and grinned at the two
women.

“What were you gonna do there, Jute? Y ou gonnafly away and leave usin that wreck? Y ou reckon
your little friend with the tail could fix thet for you?’

Tarko the Thrant flicked her own tail, snarling softly in gppreciation of her captain’ swit.

“I don't know, Kelso,” said Tabitha. “What do you reckon?’

He ignored the provocation. He could afford to. She and Saskia stood there helplessin anet of fine,
unbreakable cord.

“What have you done with her?’ cried Saskia.

Captain Pepper raised his snowy eyebrows. “It' sashe? That thing? What isthis, atravelin’ hen
party?

“Whereisshe?’ demanded Saskia, struggling.

Tarko snarled warningly, kicked her on the leg with her clawed foot.

“Ow!” Saskia, recoiling, amost dragged both of them off their feet.

“Y ou're adetermined bunch of fillies, I'll give you that,” said Captain Pepper.

“You'll give us more than that, Pepper, before we re through,” vowed Tabitha.

Captain Pepper’ sblue eyeslit up. “Oho, maybe | will, little girl,” he said merrily. He leaned back in
the chair and surveyed hisfetid bridge asif its vile decorations were trophies of a past to savour. “I could
go for that,” he ruminated, narrowing his eyes and looking down his nose at the pair of them, hisred jaw
protruding in an expression of smug relish.

Tarko stuck her blunt muzzle down into Tabitha sface. Tabitha shrank from a blast of noxious bresth.
“Say eewor’, cap'n,” sneered Tarko. “ Say eewor’ an’ we frow whole passdl of ' em overboar’,
en?

“No, Tarko,” said the captain. “Can't do that.”

But he seemed to be enjoying considering what he could do; what his contract with hisemployers
would allow. He scratched hisbelly beneeth hisoverdls.

Tabithalooked around the bridge. There was no sign of the Frasque, nor of Xtasca, whom the Thrant
had |eft behind when she dragged them off the Alice.

She searched with her eyesfor any possible advantage, any chance, however dim. There was nothing
but ordure and menace. The close presence of Tarko, her overpowering odour, was enough to make
you faint. Tabitha s brain was dull, her head drooping as she stood.

She could fed Saskiasurreptitioudy flexing her muscles, working rhythmicdly againgt the weave of
the net. Tabitha desperately wanted her to stop; al she was accomplishing wasto add chafing to their
bruises. She bit down on her tongue and closed her eyes, trying to sway in such away asto give Saskia
some dack. She' d seen Saskiapull some pretty remarkable stunts. Maybe she knew an ancient
escapologigts routine for getting hersaf and an innocent accomplice out of atight nut in full view of a
malicious, murderous Thrant and a psychotic redneck.

Tabitha doubted it.

She thought of their only other hope: a packet of dubious program in an alien tongue dispaiched to a
senile corpse severd million kilometres away in red space. If | was arich dead businessvoman, she
thought, manager of awashed-up outfit like Contraband, in league with agents of the Frasgue, and
somebody dumped abillion-scutarius load of code in my lap - what would | do?

Shetried to believe, asthe cords of the net sawed into her flesh and Saskia ground her ribcage
againg her for thefiftieth time, that Saskia and Xtascamight be right about Hannah Soo, and logic,
probability and common sense wrong.

Captain Pepper took off his cap and ran his hand through his sparse white hair. He replaced the cap,
He was breathing heavily through his nose.



He contemplated his captives, his eyesflicking from Saskiato Tabithaand back again.

Hejerked hishead sdeways. “Tark,” he said, his voice abreathy growl. “Cut her loose.”

Tarko' s hand tightened painfully on Tabitha s shoulder.

“No,” said Captain Pepper. The veins stood out on histhick neck like cords benegth the raddled
skin. “Th' other. The skinny one.”

The Thrant reached down and loosened the net around their ankles, then lifted it. Tabitha sarms
came free. She hugged Saskiatightly to her. With difficulty and without care, Tarko prised Saskiaaway
from her, hauling her out of the net and holding her with one hand while she resecured Tabithawith the
other.

Saskiatowered over Captain Pepper. He reached up and fingered the bruise on her cheek asif it
fascinated him.

“Youareaskinny thing,” he murmured. “Get your clothes off.”

Saskiagghed irritably.

At once Tarko touched the other side of her face with asingle talon, pressing it into her pale flesh.

“Doi’,” shesad.

“All right!” said Saskiacrosdy. She exhded again, tossing her hair back out of her eyes and rubbing
her shoulders where the cords had cut into her. She turned her head and glanced haggardly at Tabitha, a
metre behind her.

“They'redl the same, Saskia,” said Tabitha, trying to sound contemptuous.

Growling, Tarko stepped up and hit her hard on the side of the head, toppling her.

Saskiashouted, “Leave her donel”

There was the sound of another blow.

Her arms pinned awkwardly behind her, at once Tabitha struggled to her knees, refusing to lie down
while they abused Saskia

Saskiawas cringing, leaning as far away from Tarko as she could while shoving her jacket off over
her head, glancing fearfully back at Tabitha again as she shook her hair out and pulled her arms out of the
deeves

Captain Pepper looked on, amiling fixedly.

A low whirring noise interrupted the proceedings, coming from behind.

Distracted, Captain Pepper looked past Saskia, past Tabitha.

“Hey, Shing,” he cdled. “How you doin’ 7’

Therewas awordless, disgruntled reply.

Thewhirring grew louder, and the big black robot came by her. It: had had itsleg put back on. It was
carrying Xtascabeforeit in aforce bubble, itstail and saucer in another pair of hands.

Saskiacried out: “ Xtascal”

The robot stomped up beside her and stopped. Its smoky dome was frosted with bluefire. It held the
Cherub up inthe air by Saskia s head for Captain Pepper to inspect.

Xtasca hung there immobile, unresponsive. Saskiareached up to touch it, had her handsjerked
savagely away by the Thrant.

“What have you doneto her?’

Carrying his control pand, the battered Chinese now limped into view. He stood at alittle distance,
gtaring at the women with stony malevolence, agrey bandage around his head.

“I bet that’ s sore,” said Pepper reflectively, scratching his eyebrow. “What' sthat you got there”

“Ah, look!” said Shing. He pressed keys.

Clugters of amber numeras burst on the invisible skin around the Cherub.

Itseyes Hill closed, it opened itslittle mouth and cried hoarsely in pain.

Captain Pepper chuckled. “What the hdl —”



Saskiawhimpered, clutched for Xtasca again. Tarko pounced on her and cuffed her to the deck.

“Hey,” objected Pepper softly, but made no further effort to restrain her.

Involuntarily Tabithahad started forward and dmost falen over again. She straightened up, cursing
under her bresth, and studied Pepper.

His eyes now were on hisred adversary, the centra object of hisloathing. Thisugly little pipsquesk
had shorted out his whole ship, come back from the dead when he' d written it off, broken in while no
onewas looking, screwed up the robot, nearly killed Shing, and let the women out.

Now hereit was, hanging in mid-air in front of him, squedling like apiglet every time Shing pressed
another couple of keys.

“Gimmethat,” said Captain Pepper to the robot. Lazily he reached out and plucked Xtasca stail from
itsgrip. He draped it across his knees and looked at it with asmirk of triumph.

Shing, meanwhile, was having such agood time he was clucking to himsdlf in Chinese. Something in
the sophisticated neurd circuits of the black lacquer child made it vulnerable to the keen blade of his
andyser. It could fed the sawteeth of the questing waves, cutting into it as nothing physica ever could.
Heat map diagnostics raged across itsimpenetrable skin like blisters of fire and it jerked and howled,
drooling asilvery liquor down the front of itsfrozen lifesuit.

Saskiawaswailing and crying, shouting, fighting with Tarko, who was doing dl she could not to teke
the noisy woman’ s head off with one swipe of her claws.

“Stop him, Pepper!” yeled Tabitha at thetop of her voice. “He skillingit!”

The Thrant turned her attention to her, baring her incisors and squaring her enormous shoulders.

But the message had penetrated.

Captain Pepper emerged from histrance. Wordlesdy he grabbed the keyboard from Shing, frowned
at it and stabbed a key.

Shing caled outindarm.

The robot shook as if something powerful had thumped it in the chest. Its head flared with ice-blue
lightning. It shut off the bubble.

A find blaze of graphic firefizzling out acrossits contorted features, Xtascafdl to the deck.

It bounced, then lay till. Stripped of itstail and saucer, in any kind of gravity it was as physicdly
helplessasared leglesschild.

Then it moved.

It paddled itstiny hands on the floor. It was trying to crawl away.

Captain Pepper recovered swiftly. “Well glory be” he said, gazing down at it with one of hissunny,
brown-stained smiles. He sat back, including Saskiaand Tabithain hisample benevolence. “ Sure takes a
lot to decommission them little guys, don’t it? Tiny li’l thing too. Hell, it ain’t no bigger ' n ababy.”

Xtasca spoke. “ Size was calculated to be inversely proportiona to efficiency,” it said, distantly.

The Thrant made a guttural sound that might have been mirth or fright.

Captain Pepper was uncomfortable. He shifted from one buttock to the other, “Tark,” he whispered,
“shut that up.”

The Thrant growled, this time with unequivocal pleasure. She leaned down, pulled Xtasca s head
back and clamped one hand across its mouth, hard.

Saskiawas on her, dragging at her forearm, kicking her legs, punching her in the kidneys.

Tarko swept her away with avicious backhand. She dug her talons through the cowl of Xtasca's
lifesuit into its cheeks and squeezed.

She picked the Cherub up by its head, examining it warily. It writhed briefly, then fell unconscious
again. “You ever sseone of 'ese’ings before, cap'n?’

Captain Pepper was swesting. “No, Tarko, can't say | ever had that pleasure.”

“Issgo’ me'd skin,” mused Tarko. She bent her predatory head closer, her dark nostrils flaring.

Abruptly, Captain Pepper redlised he was still holding the keyboard and the tail. He held them out to



Shing. “Takeit away,” hesad. “ Takeit over there” He pointed to Shing’ s nest of cushions.

Shing bowed. He took the keyboard and resactivated the robot. It whirred, sparked, wobbled, then
blew another invisible bubble with its hand and scooped the Cherub into it. Together, drone and master
withdrew alittle way.

“Wewas havin' usaentertainment here,” Captain Pepper recalled. His clear blue eyes searched for
Saskia

Tarko dragged her forward.

“Carry on, sweet thing,” said Captain Pepper. His voice was as soft asa caress.

Tabithadrew hersdf up.

“Let her be, Pepper,” shesaid.

They dl looked & her.

“It'snothing to do with her,” said Tabitha. “I’ m the one you want.”

Captain Pepper looked from one to the other with amusement. “Waell, now, ain't that nice,” he said.
“Ain’'t that sweet.” He turned to look at aconsole display, and raised hisvoice. “Don’t worry, princess,”
he said to Tabitha. “We got time for both of ya before we get to the man.”

He leaned back in his seat and scratched his chest.

“The man with the big blue dog.”
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How gratifying it would be to record that before the Ugly Truth skipped back into normal space our
resourceful heroines once again turned the tables on their tormentors, and effected a second cunning
escape.

Alas, it did not happen; and even |, with dl my narrative liberty in space and time, my freedom to
conjecture what shadowsflit through the inviolable region of the living mind — even | am bound by truth.
Werel totriflewith the truth in the dightest respect, abeit for our mutua pleasure a watching valour
confound villainy, could | then win your trust for any other feature of this astonishing tale? No, no, | must
not deviate. Besides, it isnot in my nature. | have no ‘imagination’, as you have, no capacity for ‘fantasy’.
Pleasant or unpleasant, the trust must suffice. And the truth isthat Captain Pepper’ svile whims were
farly quickly, though none the less unpleasantly, sated; whereupon Tabitha Jute and Saskia Zodiac were
returned, with al their clothes and belongings but without Xtascathe Cherub, to thet dreary little cell, to
remain there securely confined, restrained and disabled, until the Ugly Truth emerged from the grey
nullity between the dimensions and made her fateful rendezvous with the Citadel of Porcelain by First
Light.

Tabitha had been on or around some pretty large craft in her time. Asayoung mate on the Fat
Mouth she had seved the gash-fields of the Bolshoi Mrittsvar, marvelling from adistance at those
magjestic declining buttresses, those three glacid terraces, each with itsown microclimate. Lessthan a
year |aer, subjectively speaking, she had expertly woven a shuttle between the towering stacks of the
Behemoth, that monstrous folly of Bathsheba Tredgold's, that trailed her own precentium refinery around
the system, compounding her mass to adegree magnificent initsvery illogicality. Once, on her own Alice
Liddell, Tabitha had even unloaded a mysterious cargo on a Capellan system ship, one of those deek
golden vesselsthat did silently across the dark spaces of the night, keeping vigil over the subjects of the
empire clustered on their little worlds.

Y et Tabitha Jute had never seen anything as grand asthe Citadel of Porcelain by First Light.

Untied and prodded back down to the receiving bay of the Ugly Truth by the buckgutter of Tarko
the Thrant, Tabithaand Saskia came stumbling past the remains of the Alice Liddell and found the bay
doors open.

They were dl there in the bay: Captain Pepper, Shing, and the robot, Xtascain itsarms; and now



Tarko, Saskiaand Tabitha Jute.

They should have been dying.

They should have been burning and freezing and bursting, the breath snatched from their lungs by the
vacuum of space.

They were not. They were standing in awarm golden glow, remarkably smilar to terrestrid sunshine.
Therewasair, ingde and out. Had they landed? If so, where?

Tarko growled gently and pushed them forward, to the very brink.

They looked down.

Directly below the ship, far, far below, lay acity. It was a shapely configuration of deek towersand
glasshbuildingsin pristinetiers. Tiny coloured cars beetled acrossits viaducts, looking from thisheight like
mobilejewes. There seemed to be a consderable collection of machinery there, derricks and gantries
and ramps; but it was hard to tell any more than that for the haze of golden light that filled the intervening
void.

Tabitha drew Saskia back from the threshold.

Shing sent the robot forward.

It came, two clumping paces, and extended the metallic bundle towards the women.

Numbly, Saskiareceived it. She cradled it in her arms, just asif it were ababy.

Tabithalooked at it.

“You'reintrouble,” she announced, shortly. She did not look at any of them, least of al at Captain
Pepper.

He was |leaning with one hand on the crumpled hull of the Alice Liddell, smoking acigar. Tabitha had
noticed the wreck of her ship had been readied on tracks, asif for unloading.

Pepper tipped his cap back.

“It'sfing” he announced.

Shing watched, hands folded. Nobody spoke.

“Well,” said Pepper, “guessthisisgoodbye.”

Shewould not turn to see him smirking, leaning with hisbruta hand on the ship he had killed.

He bade them: “ Y’ al take care, now!”

Tarko growled suddenly and thrust brutally at them with her gun, forcing them out over the brink.

Tabithaydled and clutched Saskiato her with one hand, her bag with the other. Saskia screamed and
hugged Xtasca. Together they overbalanced, did, tumbled out of the Ugly Truth and into space.

Where, cod escing through the vacuum like kilometre-wide searchlights, the golden tractor beams of
the Citadel of Porcelain clagped and enfolded them, stretching her atmaosphere about them and drawing
them down towards the deck below, feet first, as gently as thistledown.

It waslikefdling in adream, with no prospect of harm. Not ahair of their heads was ruffled as they
descended, stately and dow, the great chutes of light.

“What isit?’ cried Saskia, holding Tabithaclose. “Where are we?’

Tabitha, catching her breath, looked down the dizzying gulf beneath their fet.

Theview was of the Utopiaof some celestid engineer: acity, gently twinkling like acrystd crown,
borne up on ashallow ova salver of white metd. But it was neither acity, nor aplatform, nor yet a
planet.

Therich light softened every line and blurred every detail, so only impressions prevailed; but the
impressions were of an architecture of overwhelming scope and audacity; agrandeur that was Ssmply
immense. To ether Sde of the ova, spreading far beyond what they could takein at aview, smooth,
broad white wings canted up and back, reaching to the height of the towers and above. Forward (for one
thing was clear now, dramatically so: that thiswas an edifice made for motion, agreat vessdl dwarfing
even the hulking ziggurats of the Eladeldi), the white deck rosein agentle curve like the neck of ahuge
bird, towards aprow ill out of sight. Astern it stretched away into darkness, eclipsing the cold light of



the gdaxy.

Tabitha spoke, her voice subdued as one who first setsfoot in agreet cathedral.

“It sagtarship,” shesad.

It was. It wasthe Citadel of Porcelain by First Light, and coming upon her thus, unawares, from a
little distance, they saw her in dl the grandeur her name was designed to evoke. Capsules and |ozenges
of green and yellow that lay twinkling on her white decks like comfits spilled on atablecloth were every
one a ship the size of the Anaconda now receding above their heads. Bulbs like the heads of mushrooms
were rotundas, observation domes and gun turrets. Spidery tracks as fine as gossamer, just becoming
vishbleto the naked eye, were monorails and pipelines, arteries of power and communication.

Saskia held the unconscious Cherub securely at her shoulder.

“Isit the Capdlans?”’

“It'sthe Capdlans.”

Saskiaflipped out of Tabitha sembrace, tumbling headfirst with her free arm swept out to the Side,
graceful asadiver. She peered down at an open areain the midst of the great machines. It seemed to be
where they were headed. Figures were congregated there, as small as mites.

“Look.” She brought her arm forward, pointing.

Tabitha, meanwhile, had got hersdf into an ungainly posture, asif going down adide on her back,
armsand legsintheair. She struggled to Sit up, looking down between her legs.

They were till twice as high asthe tops of the highest towers. The machineswinked at them with
softly glowing eyes of glass. They were the projectors of the beam down which Saskiaand Tabithawere
diding. Thetiny people gathered in the arena between the projectors were waiting to receive them. The
people dl appeared, Tabitha saw, asthey reached rooftop height, to be blue; uniformly blue.

“Eladddi,” said Saskia, acknowledging the inevitable.

If thiswere Utopia, it had not been designed for them.

Saskia clasped Xtascain both hands, rolling in the beam asif hoping to swim back against the current.
Her hair floated out around her head like an aureole of white weed. Her eyeswidened in surprise, and
she gasped, staring up into the haze above them.

Tabithalooked back, overhead. A large rounded shape was hanging a scant twenty metres above
them, dipping and swaying, wobbling like a hdf-filled balloon asit followed them down.

It was the Alice. Captain Pepper was delivering her, as promised. Benesth and beside her hung a
dark, curled shape, keeping her company in her clumsy descent.

Now the women and the Cherub were faling down awide canyon of glittering glass, glimpsing
offices, control rooms, workshops, balconies, where figures, Eladeldi, Vespans, robots, paused at their
business, staring out to see them go by.

The deck swooped up to meet them. A force bubble was there to cushion their fall, and that of the
coiled thing that arrived a second later, dropping down through the dazzling light. 1t bounced lightly
behind them and cameto rest.

Eladeldi pounced onit. It wasthe Frasque, still comatose and curled up inside her force bubble like a
huge twiggy foetus. With her in the bubble were Xtasca' s saucer and her tail. Captain Pepper must have
hed them al thrown out after them.

And the Alice wasdill faling.

Tabithashoved hersdlf up from the invisible surface of the cushion, struggling to push through the
Eladeldi grabbing &t her. Sheyelled at Saskia, who for al her agility was till on her back on the bubble,
squirming beneath the ondaught of haf adozen davering Eladeldi, kicking them about the face and heed,
fighting to keep hold of the unconscious Cherub.

“Get out of theway!” shouted Tabitha.

With aburst of energy that surprised her she barged into a gap between two of the Eladeldi, torefree
from the clutching paws and dived through to the deck, hitting her shoulder adull blow in thelow g and



skidding uncontrollably across ametre and ahalf of stainless stedl. She ended up sprawling on her back,
winded, gazing frantically through the scrum of blue bodies, looking for her companions, who couldn’t be
seen, one arm thrown up across her face as a shield against the descent of the Alice Liddell.

Which hung there suspended, seventy metres up, swaying gently in the thickened tractor field.

Tabithawas seized in adozen ungentle paws and dragged to her feet. “ Saskial” she was shouting,
coughing. “Saskial” She struggled to punch and kick, but couldn’'t move. Her chest spasmed. They were
grasping for her head. Shejerked it away. “ Saskial”

They stood in the middle of aslvery arena, glassy towers staring down at them from al sdes. High
above, agreen mote in the shimmering gold haze, was the Ugly Truth hersdlf, now taking up aparking
orbit about the Citadel . Evidently neither Captain Pepper nor his crew had any intention of speaking to
their employersin person.

Below, dog-faced captains in headsets were trotting backwards and forwards, pumping their arms
and shouting. Two teams of techs were grappling with the huge controls of the beam projectors,
co-ordinating the difficult last few metres of the Alice Liddell’ s final descent.

Benesth the shadow of the dowly descending wreck Tabitha saw Saskia, pinned like her, till lashing
out with one foot while three trotting troopers bore atiny black form swiftly away, following a party
carrying off the motionless bundle of the Frasque.

Tabitha sagged; then when they took her weight tried to stamp on an instep, stab with an elbow. It
was usdless. Shewasforcibly restrained. Again she shouted to Saskiaand ahairy paw was clamped
across her mouth. She forced back her head afraction, looking wildly for ameans of escape.

There was none.

Now the golden light was fading, the atmosphere blanket wrinkling windily about them, asthe beam
projectors reeled the dead ship to the deck.

Thewomen were led away at Speed by the Eladeldi, their ears pounding, their lungs heaving. Beneath
their feet they could fed the thrumming of engines of inconceivable power: enough power to bresk the
virtual barrier Capellahad erected outside the orbit of Pluto, thewall beyond the worlds.

And dl of it belonged, as power will, to the architects of that humiliating and arbitrary wall.

Saskia and Tabithawere hustled along awide roadway between banks of elegant bal conies. With a
whisper and a breeze, the Alice swept by overhead, borne by a cargo blimp. It rapidly caught up with
the formation about Xtasca and the Frasque, and disappeared with them down a colossa ramp into the
metal depths beneath.

Tabithalooked up asthey followed, passing within. Between the soaring white wings of the
superstructure something was quietly setting inits orbit, something that looked like a shiny green beetle.

Captain Pepper was maintaining hiswide berth.

Below decksthe air wasricher, cleaner, more authentic. Harpsichord music whispered in the
corridors. Lush greenery, peonies and phlox, tumbled in artful profusion from fine ceramic troughs.

Tabitha and Saskiawere marched dong ahalway bright with mirror tiles. The music followed them.

Tabithatried to shrug off apaw gripping rather too firmly at the back of her neck.

“Where are you taking us?’

The guard captain kept looking straight ahead. “ Kybernator Perlmuitter,” he replied, in that familiar
rasping voice.

They passed along ahigh gdlery above awell where Eladdldi in transparent overdlstoiled a agiant
loom of light, weaving the great ship’ s passage through interplanetary space.

“What have you done with the others?’

The guard captain kept looking straight ahead. Thistime there was no reply.

Everything was clean and shiny, very impersond, and very tasteful. Tabitha hated it. Shefelt acertain
malicious pleasurein their filthy clothes, their unwashed selves. She hoped they were making the place
look untidly.



An Eladddi with the fur shaved from the top of his head went by in ascarlet uniform with abraided
slver bib. Hiseyesflickered over the captives with disgust. The captain barked and everyone sauted.

“What have you done with my ship?’ Tabitha demanded.

Then they turned through ahuge arched doorway and hurried down aramp into acavernous hall and
shesaw it.

Theremainsof the Alice Liddell lay on adais, under bright spotlights, surrounded by a pack of
Eladeldi mechs and a panoply of equipment, electronics and tools. Some of them were standing inside the
twisted frame, in the space where the hold used to be, pointing a polar mesoscope around. A couple
more were in the cockpit, bending over the console.

Three dienswere hovering outsde, facing the mechs through the smashed viewport, keeping well out
of theway.

None of these three was actudly touching the floor.

Xtascawas squatting on its saucer, plugged into it by itstail. Its head was bowed. It did not seem to
be conscious.

Nor did the Frasgue. She had been let out of her bubble and unrolled; she hung straight downin
mid-air, asif suspended from her shoulders by invisble strings. She hung quite till.

Thethird figure was awake, and obvioudy directing the operations. He looked rather likeaman. In
fact helooked exactly like aman, if aman could be three metrestall.

From the neck down, he was well proportioned, and well fed. It was his head that accounted for his
extraheight. It was enormous, egg-shaped, and bald. A silver circlet spanned his colossal brow. A stiff
blue collar like the back of ahigh chair rose up behind his neck.

He wore awhite toga, adeep blue cape, and anti-gravity sandas. Hisarms and legs were bare and
white, his hands and feet large and pudgy. There were thick rings on hisfingers. He held out hishand
now as an Eladeldi mech emerged from the cockpit of the Alice Liddell and gave somethingto a
supervisor. The supervisor gaveit to asteward. From hand to hand they passed the dim grey plaguethe
mech had just extracted from the wreckage of the Alice's computer.

“What' sthat?’ Saskia asked Tabitha

“The persona,” said Tabithabitterly.

They had cometo a stop on abend of the ramp, looking down at the scene over alow wall.

“Isthat it?" Kybernator Perlmutter asked the steward. His voice was languid, strong and clear. It
reached them easily acrossthe hall.

“Yesdr,” sad the seward briskly.

The Kybernator hefted the plaque in his broad hand.

He turned and drifted towards Xtasca

Eladeldi medicsfluttered, attempting; to prop the Cherub up and turn it to face him. He waved them
avay.

“Now comedong,” hesaid. “Cherub.”

He cameto astop in front of the saucer, which was on aleve with his chest. He reached up and
deposited the plague onit.

“Youcandoit,” hesad. Hefingered hisrings.

For the first time since the Thrant had plucked it from the deck of the Ugly Truth, Xtascamade a
move. It lifted its head. It looked ill; uncomfortable, even from that distance. Its eyes were not dight.

“Endbleit,” sad the Capellan.

Xtascalooked into hisface. It did not move.

The Capdlan twisted one of hisringsalittle.

Xtasca squirmed, spotlight beams flashing off itslifesuit. Tabithaheard Saskiasuck asharp breath
through her teeth when it cried out, high and dhrill, asit had while Shing was torturing it. It writhed and
bucked, its saucer bobbing like acoracle on asudden tide. It pulled out itstail, lashing it from sideto side



and shouting something uninteligible.

Kybernator Perlmutter touched hisring again.

The Cherub’ slittle shoulders sagged. “— don’'t — know — ” it gasped.

“You've got everything you need in there,” Perlmuitter interrupted, tapping the saucer with ablunt
square fingertip.

Saskiagripped Tabitha' sarm. “What does he want?’ she muttered indignantly.

But Tabitha had no more idea than she.

Stiffly, Xtasca reached down with its little hands and squared the plaque on the saucer in front of it.
Then, with aresentful glare a the Capdllan, it plugged itstail into the saucer.

There was amoment’ s pause.

They could dmost hear the Cherub searching the memory.

Then it whipped out itstail and brought it flicking around in front of it, abbing down &t the plague
and scribbling something there.

Something clicked loudly, like awdl-oiled lock turning over.

Therewas agenera sghing and murmuring among the attendants. They wagged their heads and
patted each other.

The Capellan looked across at the Frasgue, an expression of distaste flickering across his great bland
face. “Isthat it now?’ he asked her.

The Frasque didn’t answer.

Hefloated alittle way nearer her, speaking loudly and distinctly, asthough he thought she didn’t
understand English. “Isit reedy?’

The Frasgue hissed, like asnake.

He sghed. He clasped his hands, one over the other. “Would it work now?’ he demanded, peevishly.

The Frasgue convul sed.

Tabithathought the Capellan was torturing her with hisrings too; but no.

Somehow the Frasgue was breaking out, smashing free of her invisible restraint.

A dozen Eladeldi legpt as sheflailed her whole body through the air, knocking them left and right and
ariking like asnake directly for the retreating Kybernator Perlmutter’ sfat white throat.

Before she could reach him, Perlmutter squeezed hisring.

The Frasque froze again.

Hanging in mid-air in front of him, she began to shake from top to toe. Her peculiar limbs cracked and
gplit one from another, fraying like green sticks. Thick white fluid spurted from the wounds.

The Eladeldi backed away, yammering.

The Frasgue hissed and shrieked, defying the Capellan even as she writhed in agony.
“Pusssillanimousss, ssself-sssati sssfied, sssupersssiliousss—”

“Thank you,” he said, dismissvely.

Ignoring her, he Sgndled to apair of techsto bring over amachine that |ooked like an ordinary tape
reader.

The Frasque was twitching, burning. Shefdl gpart, bits of her whirling in flamesto the deck. Still she
threatened him, “We ssshdl sssurvivel” she spat and spluttered. *Y ou will not sssucsseee...” Her head
jerked back on her neck.

Shefdl Hill, dl her joints popping like twigs as the fire consumed her. A sharp smell of scorched metdl
spread rapidly through the hdll.

“Thank you,” said the Capellan again, asthe crackling died swiftly away. “Y our Mgesty,” hesad, in
atonethat vindicated dl her accusations.

They had dotted the personain the reader for him. He prodded it suspicioudly with one white finger.

“How doyou raiseit?’ he asked Xtasca.



Its head had fallen forward on its chest again. Perlmutter tutted and signalled brusquely to the medics,
who scurried forward.

Tabitha spoke up then. “Her name,” shesaid, “isAlice”

TheEladddi al turned to look at her; the Capellan too, his vast smooth head rising above their furry
ones.

Hiseyesmet Tabitha's.
“Comehere,” hesaid.
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“Who are you?’

He hovered above her, his eyes hooded with disdain. It gave Tabithaacrick in the neck, looking up
ahim.

“Tabithaute,” shesad. “That’'s my boat you' ve got there.”

He turned from her with the dow irritation of the very grest, confronted with someone too lowly to
comprehend. “What is she saying?’ he asked his seward.

“Thisisthe ow-ner, Kyber-nator,” said the steward.

The Capellan did not seem any more impressed to hear it. “You,” hetold her, “are in possession of a
prohibited ship persona,”

“Am|,” said Tabithamutinoudy. “I thought you were.”

This appeared to amuse him. “Indeed,” he conceded, indicating the reader with the dightest gesture of
afinger, and smiling the driest of smiles.

Xtasca, surrounded by medics, lifted its head afraction.” — doesn’'t — know — ” it said, weskly.

“Oh, hdllo, woken up, have we?’" observed the Capdlan acidly. “Everybody’ signorant of everything,
according to you.”

“What do you mean, prohibited?’ Tabithaasked, loudly.

“Illegally reprogrammed,” answered Kybernator Perimuitter. “By Seraphim. Enabled to control a
prohibited device manufactured by—"

Helooked pengively at the cloud of ash hanging in the air where the Frasque had been, asif he'd
dready forgotten disntegrating her. Reminiscently, helooked at hisrings, then, suddenly, at Tabitha

He opened his eyeswide like an enormous owl. “Ringing any bells yet, are we?” he demanded.

Tabitha put her handsin her pockets. “1 don’t know what you' re talking about,” she said.

He stroked aring, and adl her nerves caught fire.

She threw back her head and screamed.

“I don’'t, you bastard!”

Perlmutter’ s steward was tugging at histoga, muttering urgently, deferentidly. “Oh, very well,” said
Perlmutter impatiently, and the fire went out, ingtantly, asif it had never been. “Thisisthe most colossa
waste of time,” hetold the steward, very angrily. The steward hung his head, ears drooping.

Tabitha stood there, rubbing her arms. They weretingling.
“Youtdk toit,” the Capellan told her, flicking an imperious finger towards the reader.

Tabithawent up to it, ignoring the techs clustering officioudy around her. It was akind she' d never
seen before, but the vox light was on.

She put her hands on the top edges of the machine. It waswarm. “Alice?’ she said. “ Can you hear
me?”

“HELLO, CAPTAIN,” said Alice.

Relief flooded Tabitha. She closed her eyes and let her head fal forward.

“Areyou dl right in there?’ she asked.



Therewasabrief pause. “IT'SA LITTLE CRAMPED,” said thevoice, hesitantly.

Kybernator Perlmutter waved alordly hand. “Oh, get on withit, do,” he said. “Never mind the socia
niceties”

“HAVE YOU COMETO TELL ME A STORY?" Aliceasked. “I CAN'T SEEM TO FIND THE
LOG AT PRESENT.” She sounded apprehensive.

Kybernator Perlmutter looked irritated. “What' sit talking about?’ he said.

“I've been telling her stories,” said Tabitha. “Don’t worry about the log, Alice” shesaid. “Wedon't
need it just now.”

She looked expectantly at the Capdllan.

“Tdl it you've enabled it,” he ordered her testily. “Tell it, tell it — " He snapped hisfingers at Xtasca.
“What should shetdl it?’

Xtascamouthed and waved afrail hand, asif searching for words that would not come. “It'salong
lane” it managed, faintly, “that has— that hasno— " It clawed theair again. “Turning...”it said.

“What?" Tabithawrinkled her nose. It sounded like one of the things her dad was alway's saying.

“Tell Alice,” the Cherub began again, “it'salong lane—"

“Just say it,” interrupted the Capel lan.

Tabithaturned back to thereader. “ Alice? shesaid.

“HELLO, CAPTAIN.”

“Alice it'salong lane that hasno turning.”

The machine hummed briskly. Lightsflickered acrossit. Behind Tabitha the techs muttered
importantly to one another.

“READY TO GO,”said Alice placidly.

“Go?’ sad Tabitha. Shelooked around at the wreck of the Kobold. “Go where?’ she said.

“ANYWHERE YOU LIKE, CAPTAIN.”

“Switchit off,” said Kybernator Perlmutter instantly.

Asthetechs obeyed, pushing Tabitha out of the way, another Eladeldi in acom headset came loping
through the crowd around the ship. She saluted and stood waiting, her tongue hanging out.

“Yes, damnyou,” Perlmutter said. “What isit?’

“Sir, the cab-tain of the bounty hun-ters.”

The Capdlan sghed. “Put him through.”

At once Captain Pepper’ s voice rang out through the hall.

“PerImutter? Can you hear me?”

“Yes, | can hear you, Pepper,” said the Capdllan, resignedly. “What do you want?’

“Did you get the ship?’ he asked. “ And the women? We sent them down to you, did you get
themall right?’

“Women?’ said the Capdllan, looking around cursorily. “ Are there others?’

The troopers pushed Saskiaforward. He looked her over. “And what are you doing here?” he asked.
“Never mind. Pepper, there are two women, one of them the owner.”

“That’ s okay, then,” said Captain Pepper.

“The state of the Cherub, however, is not satisfactory,” Perlmutter continued.

"It sworking, ain't it?”

Kybernator Perlmutter looked critically at Xtasca. He pursed hisfat lips. “Reluctantly,” he conceded.

“Well, everything’s just fine and dandy, then,” said Captain Pepper. “ You just come up with the
credit now, Perlmutter, and we'll be on our way.”

“Y ou expect meto pay you,” remarked the Capellan.

“That’sthe idea, that’s the deal,” Pepper sang out.

“Captain Pepper,” said Kybernator Perlmutter peremptorily. “1 think you must know that this



ridiculous little charade has run on far too long and cost usfar too much aready.”

“We got a deal, Perlmutter,” said Pepper, loudly and lazily.

Kybernator Perlmutter raised hisvoice. “ There was alittle matter of arescue,” hesaid. “An
emergency power boost. Not cheap. You'll be hearing from us, Pepper. Goodbye.”

“Oh, no,” came Pepper’ svoice, bullishly. “We got a deal, Perlmutter. We got a deal

The Capellan looked pained. He turned to his steward. “Whereishe?’ he demanded, irritably.

The steward spoke to the com page, and the com page spoke into her mouthpiece. In an instant all
around the hal giant monitorsflared into life, showing the gaudy form of the Ugly Truth from dl sides
and every angle. Tabithafound herself looking up at aclose-up of her emptily leering figurehead. On
another screen she recognised the pale lemon disc dawning behind the green ship, narrow rings like deek
gtedl ornaments acrossitsface.

Saskia stood beside her, her hand at her waist. “Where— 7" she said.

“Uranus,” said Tahitha

She had never been so far out before. She supposed she knew where the Citadel was going, and she
wondered if it would be her last journey. Shelooked pensively into Saskia sface.

“Hold me,” shesaid, very quietly. “Please”

Saskia dipped her arms around her.

Kybernator Perlmutter studied the displays. He tapped two fingers on his bottom lip; then he folded
his hands, brushing the fingers of one across the rings upon the other.

The Ugly Truth exploded in agout of slent fire.

The monitors scrolled data, ran dow-motion replays, overlaid readout graphics, zoomed in on
whirling lumps of blackened metd.

Kybernator Perimutter closed hiseyesplacidly.

The monitors blinked out.

Tabithaand Saskiagazed a him, aghast. The blank white bulge of his skull was wrinkling asthough
hisfat veins were writhing benesth the skin.

He opened his eyes then, and looked idly around the hall, at the wrecked Kobold, at Tabitha and her
friends. “I think we' ve wasted enough time now, Brother Fdlix,” he announced flatly.

Another voice spoke from the air, muffled and skewed with distance.

“Bring themin, Kybernator Perlmutter. | think I’d like to meet them.”

Perlmutter rolled up his great baggy eyes, but hisinterlocutor was continuing.

“Perhaps they' d like to come to luncheon.”

Saskiadtifled anervous giggle in the back of Tabitha s neck. Startled, eager troopers brandished
weapons at her. Kybernator Perlmutter looked down at them all asif at abasket of puppies, then
gestured to his steward and turned, drifting swiftly towards the door.

“On,” he commanded, with aflourish of hiscape. “Onto Charon!”

Their Eladeldi escort took Tabitha and Saskia away to be bathed, barbered and manicured. Tabitha
held on to her bag. Their filthy clothes were exchanged for smart new pyjamas of brushed grey denim
and matching espadrilles. They fitted perfectly.

They wereled through the ship, ong vaulted galeries of velour stedl, up thickly carpeted travelators
under |ofty arches festooned with honeysuckle and bougainvillaea. From wrought iron balconieslittle
children in square caps and glowing smocks stared down at them and whispered to each other behind
their hands. Drones polishing the tiles of remote corridors did whirring aside as they passed.

They were not confined. They were taken to an observation deck at the top of ahigh tower, led into a
comfortable lounge and l€ft in the care of robot waiters.

Tabitharefused food, drink, even drugs. She sat on the edge of a compliant couch, her legswide
gpart, saring at nothing. There were huge windowsin every wall, but nothing to see out of them, because
the Citadel of Porcelain by First Light had already dipped, effortlessy and imperceptibly, into that



subtle realm between here and everywhere, that micro-region at the back of every mirror, between the
mercury and the glass, the anomalous straits of hyperspace.

Saskia knelt with one leg up behind Tabitha, hanging on her shoulder.

Tabitha patted her hand, looking into her face. She felt scared and miserable. Saskialooked
concerned, asif nothing that had happened had touched her except Tabitha s state of mind now. Tabitha
tried to smile, then dropped her head and looked away again.

The doors whisked open and Xtasca came humming in.

Saskialegpt up with aglad cry, leaving Tabitha behind.

Tabithagot to her feet.

Xtasca brought the saucer down so its head was level with Saskia's. “How are you?’ Saskiaasked it
anxioudy, putting both hands on the rim of the saucer as though she werelooking over awall.

“Recharged,” said Xtasca, dightly wheezy ill.

Tabitha came to make athird. “What don’t | know?’ she said, rather more aggressively than she'd
intended.

Xtascalooked down at her. “Y our own ship,” it said.

Tabitha sjaw tightened.

Saskialaid ahand on her shoulder, “ Xtasca, what was al that about? What were you doing?’

“Enabling Alice” it said.

“To do what?’

“Run...” It sruggled. “ Supplementary drive.”

Saskia, recognising atechnicality, looked at Tabitha, who was frowning. “ Supplementary?’

“A dar,” croaked the Cherub. Itstiny chest heaved mightily. “Drive,” it said.

“Xtasca, don't — ” said Saskia, unhappily.

“What,” said Tabithatightly, “ stardrive?’

“Frasque stardrive,” said Xtasca.

Tabithatook a deep breath. She turned on her hed and stepped away, hammering her fist into the
pam of her hand.

Saskiasaid to Xtasca, “Don't try to talk any more.” Then she cameto Tabitha, hanging on her
shoulder again. “ Tabitha— 7’

Not looking at her, Tabithatook Saskia s hand off her and went back to the couch. She sat on the
edge again, looking at thefloor.

“Tabitha?’

“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me before?’ said Tabithaferocioudy, still staring at the floor.

“No difference,” said the Cherub.

Shelooked at it then, her fists clenched. “How do you know?’

“Nodrive” it sad.

Tabitha exhaled, and dropped her head again.

Saskiawas getting lost. Shelooked at the two of them, waiting for aclue, acue.

Tabithashut her eyestightly. “Xtasca,” she said, hearing her voice sounding strained and brittle,
“what do you know?’

Saskiawas|ooking warningly at the Cherub, hoping it wasn't going to try to talk.

Butit was.

“Youdidn't say,” said Xtasca, labouring, “ Sanczau's”

Tabithalooked up, injured, aggrieved. “Why the hell should | have?’

They sat glaring at each other, the Cherub and the space captain, antagonists. Neither of them spoke.

Then Tabithadid. Lightly she dapped her thigh. “ The hyperband on the com,” she said, sourly.

The Cherub whirred. “Of course...” it whispered, concurring.



“Who had thisdrive?’ Tabithawanted to know. “Did you?’

It shook itshead. “Dedl,” it said.

“The Temple did adea with the Frasque? For stardrives? Just nod. What had Sanczau got to do with
it?’

“Ted...”

“Why not use your own ships?’

“Secret...”

“| suppose so,” put in Saskia unexpectedly. “1 mean, you' d hardly expect to find agtardrivein a
bloody Kobold, would you? Oh, you know what | mean,” she said, sitting down by Tabithaand
squeezing her hand. “ Tabitha,” she went on, in alow voice, “can’t thiswait, you can see she snot —”

Tabithaignored her. “ Aliceis one of the oneswith the interface?’

Xtasca nodded.

“And you gave her the access codes?’

Xtasca nodded, tapped one miniature, naillessfinger on the saucer.

“Wenever,” it said. “Throw. Anything.”

“Away,” completed Tabitha. She knew al about that. She gave ashort, harassed laugh and rubbed
the top of her head. “ So what happened?’ she asked. “Why didn’t the Frasgue deliver?’

“Capdla...” sad Xtasca.

Thewar...” said Tabitha. She and the Cherub stared a one another again. They understood each
other now, as much asthey were ever going to.

“So why are they bothered about it now?’ she said. “Why my Kobold? Because of you?’

[t didn’t know.

Tabitha shifted on the couch, turning to Saskia. “Isthis—”

Saskiaheld up her handsin an egant pantomime of refusd. “Don’'t ask me,” shesaid. “I’ vetold you
everything | know areedy. It was't much.”

Tabitha pressed her. “Isthiswhy Marco was so hot to get his hands on the Alice?’ shesaid, in
disbelief. “ Because there might be a chance he could put a Frasque stardrive in her, if one should happen
tofdl in hislgp oneday?’

“Oh, God, no,” said Saskia, “surely not. Marco would have dropped you like aradioactive brick if he
thought you had anything that might attract Capellans.” She was|looking to Xtascafor confirmation. It
wasn't disagreeing. “Marco isn't very bright, you know,” she continued. “Wasn't,” she corrected hersdlf,
looking away suddenly to the dim grey insubstance dopping dowly about outside the windows.

“Ia't,” Tabithasaid.

But Saskiawas thinking of her brother.

She shivered, and rubbed her hands together, suddenly smiling brightly & her companions.

“Luncheon!” she said. “Luncheon with Brother Felix!”
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READY

Hdlo, Alice?

K3a::/ ' TXXXJlaz -PpLUM

Alice? It's me, Tabitha Jute. Remember me?
PLUM. BALTHZZZARZZARZ

Don't, Alice

ZZARZZARZZA

MANUAL OVERRIDE

Alice Aliceg, itsme.

HELLO, CAPTAIN. | THOUGHT

What did you think, Alice?

WE WERE TALKING, WEREN'T WE? YOU WERE TELLING ME ABOUT BALTH
ABOUT BALTH

BALTH

ZZARZZARZZA

Alice, ligen to mel You've got to hep me. You've got to pull yoursdf together.

STORY

Do you know what he said about you?

WHAT DID HE SAY, CAPTAIN?

If 1 tdl you, if | tel you dl about it, about the firg time | saw you, will you stay up and stop running away?
READY

He said, “She’'s good. She's loyd, and she's steady. She's interested; she understands people. But she
does hersdf down. Clams she can’t remember things. She knows more than she thinks she does.”

| sad, “Why areyou tdling medl this?’

Wewere stting in acourtyard in Northern Cdifornia, with red blue sky overhead, warm sun blazing
off white stucco wallsinto a pool where goldfish swam about.

“Because shetakes a bit of getting to know,” said Bathazar Plum.

Hewaslying back in hisreclining chair with along cold drink at his elbow. He looked absolutely fine.
He had arich golden tan, agreen sun visor, spotless white trousers and a hideous |eopard-skin pattern
shirt. Hiswisp was hovering around, as usual. It kept taking tiny sps out of hisglass.

We d had this argument already.

“Bdthazar,” | said, “I’m not going to take your ship. | can't. | redly don’t see why you should want to
givemeaship.”

“Because you saved my life” hesaid.

“Anyone would have donethe same,” | told him.

“But you were the onewho did,” he said.

I’d got the message when | docked back at Arkangel that Balthazar Plum was dive and well, and had
invited meto Earth, to spend aweek as his guest on the Sanczau property just south of San Francisco.
Therewas an open luxury classticket for any flight | cared to board at Arkangel, by any route | wanted
totravel. | nearly toreit up, but | knew if | did I’d come around to regretting it one day; and I’ d never

had a holiday, not area one. And | remembered Bathazar as|’d seen him first, not blue round the lips
and about to expiresin the back seat of the Frazier Hightail, but made up to look like the Moon and




grinning like an overgrown boy at thetrick he’ d played on that woman at the Sanczau Skipfest.
| remembered how much I’d liked him. Not trusted him, liked him.
DEAR BALTHAZAR.
“l don’'t need aship,” | told him. “I don’t want a ship. It's too much respongbility. I'm perfectly happy as
| am.”

He stretched lazily, and yawned. “No, you're not,” he said.

| stared at him. “Who says|’m not?’

“Y ou told me so yoursdlf, Tabitha”

“When? When did | tell you | wasn't happy?’

“ At the party.”

“What party? | haven't been to aparty with you,” | said blankly.

“On the Raven of October,” he said. * Four years ago, wasiit, five?’

| busied mysdf getting thelast of my pinacoladaup the straw. “Y ou'reimagining things,” | told him.
“I’'macargo pilot. What would | have been doing a a party on the Raven?’

| hadn’t exactly decided not to mention our first meeting, but somehow it just hadn’t come up. I'd sort
of assumed he' d forgotten it too. Apparently he hadn’t.

“I never went to a party on the Raven.” | said.

“It won't wash, Tabitha,” he said. “Wisp remembers you perfectly, don't you. Wisp?' Theloathsome
little cyborg gave acoy littlewriggle. | could amost sweer it wastittering. “ She may not be good on
faces, but she never forgetsavoiceprint,” said Bathazar.

The wisp went to nestle on his shoulder, no doubt whispering secretsinto hisear. “You sad flying is
what Peter likes best,” he declared.

“I'mflying,” | sad shortly.

Bathazar Plum made an explosive noise of derision. “Lugging wagonloads of deuterium through the
Bdt for FAR?You cdl that flying?’

“I’'macargo pilot!” | repeated. “I doit for aliving! It' swhat | do!”

“The Alice Liddell isacargo ship!” hesad, levering himsdf up in hischair. He was getting quite
agitated now. The wisp hummed anxioudy up to hisface. | was delighted to see him push it impeatiently
away.

“Shel saBergen Kobold,” he said emphaticaly. “ The best little barge ever built. They don’t make
them like that any more! She'ssolid, she' srdliable, she'sgot awonderful, sensitive, human persona, and
god knowswhere you' d find that these days. And she' s Sitting there in the vineyard with nothing to do.
She' s been Sitting there for seven years because she' stoo old for the firm. | can’'t use her, and | don't
know anyone who can. If you don’t take her off my hands she'll it there until shefdlsto bits, and if you
don’t think that’ sa crime, then you' re not half the woman | took you for.” He sat there, red in the face,
panting dightly. The wisp was buzzing up and down making beeping noises. “Yes, | know. Wisp, |
know,” hesaid. “I’m an old man and | have aright to get angry with the stupidity of the young. That's
what the young arefor! They’rethereto infuriate their elders and betters. And do you know why they
infuriate us? Because they’ re going to replace us. And do you know why they’ re stupid? Because they
don't know a bloody good thing when we hand it to them on a plate with abloody cherry on the top!”
YOUNG WOMEN.

Pardon?

HE LIKED YOUNG WOMEN. HE BROUGHT YOUNG WOMEN TO SEE ME.
Not just me?

NO, CAPTAIN. TWO OR THREE TIMES, YOUNG WOMEN. HE WOKE ME UP.

Then why didn’t one of them take you?



CONDITIONS ATTACHED.

Yes, | thought there might have been. If | hadn’t saved hislife, as he kept ingging | had, | mean.

“If we gtep lively, we can take apeep at her before lunch,” he said.

He jammed a sunhat on his head, over the visor, and levered himsdf up out of hischair, leaning
heavily on hiswalking stick. | knew not to offer him ahand. “The day | start accepting help | might as
well go to bed and never get up again,” he said.

It was only that, the walking with agtick and getting the shakesfirgt thing in the morning and last thing
at night, that showed Bathazar Plum was a survivor of ahorrendous spacewreck, and not quite the man
he had been. He seemed older now; less like a dashing grandee and more like a dissolute granddad.

We grolled dowly down the hill to the vineyards, the wisp zipping around uslike ahummingbird.
Beyond the blue hillslay the blue sea. The air smelled of wine and bees.

The vineyards were desarted. In thelong grass behind the machine sheds stood something the size of
asmall house. It was covered in tarpaulins.

Balthazar Plum gestured with his stick. He didn’t want me to see how much the walk had exhausted
him. “ Strip her off,” he said. * Strip the young lady off and let’s see what she' sgot!”

Sorry, Alice.

DEAR BALTHAZAR. | REMEMBER

What do you remember, Alice?

HIS VOICE. DO IT AGAIN, CAPTAIN. YOU SOUND JUST LIKE HIM.
“Best bloody barge in the whole system!”

HIS VOICE. | REMEMBER ALL THEIR VOICES.

All whose voices, Alice?

ALL YOUR FRIENDS. THE PEOPLE IN THE STORIES.

They weren't dl friends, Alice. Bdthazar was, but he wanted to give me a hard time that day. He had me
undoing ropes that had been tied seven years, pulling in mucky tarpaulins off single-handed. | think he
was punishing me for trying to refuse his thank-you present. Or dse | had something to prove, being a
woman and daiming to do a physicd job dl on my own. He was an old man, from an old world.

“The paperwork’ s al back at the house.” he said. “And the persona, I’ ve kept that safe. There's
housing for four drones. They’ relong gone, of course, but we can pick you up some more.”

I’d seen aKobold before, though | don't think 1" d ever flown one. | could see there' d been some
modifications

“We had some work done on her,” he said, pointing with his stick to the scanners and the solar.
“Beforethewar, it was. Great hopes, we had then.”

| pointed to theinlay. “What'sthis,” | said, “copper?’ It was all tarnished, but | supposed you could
polishit.

“Smartens her up abit, does't it?” said Balthazar. “Ugly old things, redly.”

He poked you with his stick.

| wanted to tell him not to. | wanted to protect you.

| suppose he knew that’ s how I'd fedl, as soon as I’ d got my hands dirty on aBergen Kobold. Any
self-respecting bargee would.

God, you were amess, Alice. Birds nestsin your agrias, bindweed in your undercarriage. The
ground beneath you was sticky and black where dl your oil had |eaked away. Thefog had got a you
and rusted your compressor vanes, and the airlock sealshad al perished.

| fl inlovewith you thefirg time | saw you.
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Charon isacheerless place, aduggish, sony, unaccommodating place. Feebly it skulksin amean and
miserable orbit, asif intent on chafing itsfrozen form againg the frigid flanks of its parent Pluto.

Itisavan hope. All hopesare vain, out here on the meagre rim of the system. Both planet and moon
are insusceptible, obdurate to the needs and wishes of the animate. All isdark, al ice, agdid stew of
muck and methane best left ungtirred.

Pluto isthe end of everything. Beyond lie the deeps of the great ocean of space, that trackless,
bottomless abyss that yearns dways emptily towards the infinite. And beyond that, the Sars.

Once upon atime, | discover, to the long-vanished race who named these worlds after deities, Pluto
was the god of the dead, and Charon the grim pilot who plied a ceasdess trade delivering expired souls
to hisblesk domain. They had theright ides, those ancient primitives, thought Tabitha Jute as the shuttle
hurtled from the dock, leaving The Citadel of Porcelain at First Light sailing implacably on, on, across
theinvigble border and into the greet night.

Why was this cock-boat coming to Charon, towing the sad husk of the Alice Liddell ? Tabitha stared
glumly from the window at the pewter globe suspended in the void about the last planet. It looked like
nothing so much as an oily ball bearing, stained there with a speck of green, like verdigris.

“What'sthat?’ said Saskiathen. “That green?’

The Eladdldi guard bared histeeth and lolled his purple tongue. “Head-quarters,” he huffed.

“On the surface?

He said no more.

Tabithaleft Saskialooking out and floated back to the hard metal seet, as the shuttle drew on
towards the frozen moon. Even looking at Charon made her fedl cold, colder than al the sterile seas of
gpace. The sun was adistant, cold, white speck, scarcely to be distinguished from dl the white stars, and
just as unattainable.

Shewasthinking of Bathazar Plum, and feding angry with him. He' d given her adodgy ship and not
told her. Obvioudy that was why nobody else had wanted it, because they knew eventually they’ d get
into trouble. And that was why he hadn’t told her.

Or perhaps he had told her, in hisway, and she hadn’t been listening. It wasn’t hisfault. It wasn't
anyone sfault, it was bloody Capdlla clamping down on atechnicdity. Wanting to keep everything under
their control, not for any reason, just because they liked it that way. Power for its own sake. Now she'd
met one, they were just the way she' d thought they’d be.

She hated them.

She pulled out her harmonicaand played asearing blast of Blackwater Blues.

The guard flattened his ears and snarled. “Bu' thad away!”

“Look,” said Saskia, beckoning her back to the window.

The grey disc had ceased to be ahead and become down, and the green spot was growing. It had
moved into the middle of the disc and was rushing up to clam them.

It was vegetation. In the ultimate tundra, an oasis. It wasn't very big, perhaps two or three k across. It
was dl green, with ariver. There weretrees, thick leafy ones. What looked like the roof of atiny
building. Specks - people - on the lawns. Flowerbeds.

On Charon.

Tabitha had never seen anything likeit. She felt Sck. Her heart was beating fit to burst, and she
wanted very much to throw up.

Saskia, sensing her trouble, caressed the back of her neck, looking questioningly into her face.

“Landing,” said the guard.

Tabitha swallowed, and breathing hard, swam to take her place in the web beside Xtasca. The



windows were full of dark now asthey siwung in to land. The pilot dipped the nose, and glacia desert
lifted into view, bitter, rugged, black and dead; and then leafy green treetops, glowing in sunlight.

The shuttle descended between the trees, and set down on alawn, the Alice landing with agentle
bump behind.

“Ther€ ssomebody flying akite,” Saskiasaid, dazedly.

“Quiteamicroclimate,” Xtascasaid nasdly. You could tell it wasimpressed. It had recovered its
strength, luxuriating in the sophisticated ambience of the starship, and had seemed di sappointed when the
guard cameto hustle them from the observation lounge into the shuttle. Now it was perking up again.

Tabithafet terrible. They were going to kill her now for something she hadn’t even known about, the
way they’ d killed Captain Pepper and Tarko and Shing, not for their crimes and brutdities, but for
spoiling their afternoon. They were going to kill her without a chance to escape, and it wasn't even going
to be a death she could understand. There were no trees on Charon; no grass, no flowerbeds.

“Gome. Gome,” gulped the guard, chivying them out: of the web and herding them into the airlock. He
opened the door, and sunlight hit them.

Tabithastepped groggily down from the shuttle into soft, lush grass. The earth beneath her feet was
springy, not even scorched by their landing. The hull of the shuttle was merely warm, asif it had stood
herein the sun for an hour or two. Sheleaned her back againgt it, gasping the impossible air, while
Xtasca s saucer dipped out of the door with a gentle buzz and Saskia stepped down beside her,
gracefully, her thin face dight with wonder. The gravity was exactly Earth normd, and rather heavy after
S0 long at other levels. The sky was blue.

The kite was ydllow. It bobbed and soared joyfully inthe air asif the principle were new discovered,
and it thefirgt kite ever flown.

A tdl figurein atoga held the end of its string, tipping back his huge head to watch it fly, Tabitha
could just see him, between the trees, the other side of thelittle river. Beyond him was more green grass,
more blue sky; and beyond that the silent, frozen wilderness of Charon, hideous and raw.

Inthe trees, birdswere singing.

“Gome” growled the guard, dragging her forward, his claws digging through her soft pyjamasinto her
am.

He drove the women before him, and Xtasca, skimming above the grass, itslifesuit polarisng againgt
the glorious sunlight.

They followed a gravelled path around a stand of beeches and into the open. Green lawns spread
away before them, curving down to theriver as naturally asif they had dways been there. To their right,
theline of beechesled to athicket of heavy-bosomed chestnut trees, their candlesin full bloom, white
and pink. Blossoming shrubs and beds of flowers spread in graceful, sweeping lines down to the banks of
the river, which was spanned by a minute bridge of polished stoneand iron. A tall figure scood on the
bridge, dangling alinein the clear weter.

Tabitha shivered, despite the sun, or because of it, because it waswrong, six thousand million
kilometreswrong.

Saskiawas looking around at everything warily, knowing it was atrick but unable to see how it was
being done.

“Hello, there!” caled avoice.

They stopped. A Capellan was coming towards them up the gravelled path, hishand raised in
gresting.

Helooked very much like Kybernator Perlmutter: more sparely built, but with the same glossy skin,
the same bright eyes. He was wearing the rings, and the sandals, cross-laced to the knee, but instead of a
toga, akilt of some heavy purple stuff, and aloose white collarless blouse with fine white embroidery at
the cuffs and throat. He had the vast, bald head of dl hisrace; hiswas wresthed with agarland of fresh
ivy. His eyebrows were very black, and arched, so he looked permanently amused and surprised: an
expression more friendly than the Kybernator’s. He smiled down at them now with every gppearance of



genuine plessure.

The guard cameto attention. “ The brisoners, Brother Felix,” he said, and held something out for him
to take.

“Nonsense, captain,” said the Capellan, gently. He reached down and took the proffered persona
plague, securing it in asporran of sea skin and mother-of-pearl. “ Our guests,” he said. “ Surely. Thank
you, captain. Well done.”

Dismissed, the Eladdldi saluted, giffly, and trotted back to collect the shuittle pilot, now stretching and
scratching herself on the grassin the sunshine. Together they set off towardstheriver.

The Capdlan beamed at thelittle group. “How very niceto seeyou dl,” hesaid. “I’m so glad you
could come.” He looked at Xtasca, floating level with his chin. “Xtasca, isn't it? How do you do. What
do you think of our little habitat?”

The Cherub’s eyes gleamed briefly. “ Y ou’' ve done avery thorough job,” it said, approvingly. “The
décor — Terran, isit? Antique, of course, but the texture...”

“I’'msoglad you likeit,” the Capellan said, not at al put out. He offered his hand to Saskia, who
hesitated, then shook it. “ Saskia Zodiac,” he said. His voice was warm and hospitable asthe artificial
day. “Wedcome,” he said. “Welcometo Charon.”

“Thanks,” said Saskia distantly. She waslooking up at him, and from side to side, with an expression
of derted suspicion.

“Findly,” said the Capdlan. “ Captain Jute,” he said; and in histonewas dl knowledge, dl
forgiveness. “ Tabitha.” He spread hisarms.

Tabitha stepped back. “ Get away from me, Capdllan.”

“Oh, we're not Capdlans” hesad. “Actudly.”

She dared a him, defying him to deny it.

“I know everyone calsus Capdlans,” Brother Felix explained, “but it’ snot truly so, you see. We—
" He spread hisarms. “ — are the Capellans’ servants. Just asyou are.”

“Don’'t givemethat,” said Tabitha

Brother Felix smiled quietly. He bowed his great head with humility. The muscles of hisneck were as
thick as Tabithal swrids.

“Weare merdly Guardians,” hetold her. “ Caretakersfor Capella. We keep the placetidy.”

“Charon,” said Tabitha

“Yes Wdll, thewhole system, redlly.”

“Goto hel,” sad Tabitha

“Where do you come from, then?’ Saskiaenquired.

“Wewere humans” hedeclared. “Thefirst of uscame from Earth.” Helifted hiseyesto the
landscape, smiling placidly.

“But you were on the Moon,” she objected. “ Earth’ sMaoon.”

“Ohyes,” said Brother Felix. “We were stationed there. Capella had been preparing for smply ages.
Watching over the Earth, touring about secretly inlittle ships. Landing in isolated areas and recruiting
suitable disciples.” He beamed. * Everyone you see here was oncejust like you, Tabitha. Capella
promoted us. What do you think of that?

“But | haven't introduced mysdlf,” he went on smoothly, before she could tell him what she thought.
“My nameisBrother Fdlix, and | have some marvellous news for you. All of you.” He leaned towards
them, wondersto confide. “Y ou are al to be promoted too!”

“No thanks,” said Tabitha

“Oh, | know it'shard to take it in straight away,” he said, paterna, protective. “I remember how
confused | was!” He chuckled. “But why am | keeping you standing here? All | meanto say is. welcome
one, welcome al. We're delighted to see you. We ve prepared a small tregt, in your honour.” He
reached down, like an adult holding out hishand to alittle child. “ Captain Jute?’



Tabithawas gripping her bag tightly. “Murderer,” she said. “ Ship-wrecker. Thief.”

Saskiawas staring at her apprehensively. No one else was taking any notice at dl.

“Why don't you kill me now and have donewithit?’ sheydled.

He held out hishand, smiling indulgently. “ Come and have some luncheon,” he said.

Saskia put her arm around Tabitha s shoulders. “ Come on, Tabitha,” she pleaded.

Tabitharessted. “ Y ou don't believe dl this, do you?’ she said. “ These creatures, this—”

Saskiafrowned. “You don't have to believeit,” she said. Saskia, Tabitharemembered, had lived her
abbreviated childhood in an ambience and didn’t expect thingsto bered, necessarily. “I1t'slovely so far,”
said Seskia “Please don’t spoail it.”

Tabitha, her head throbbing, her insides churning, dropped her head and let hersdlf be led dong.
There was nothing else to do.

Brother Felix ushered them through the trees, into an old ruined cloister of weathered stone, quite
overgrown. Moss cushioned the gaps between the flagstones; on the walls, pious monuments hung by
terracotta bustsin shadowy niches. Through the archesthey saw theriver, curving benesth shaggy
willows, set about with reeds, running like the cloister from nowhere to nowhere. A few sheep and
antelopes were grazing on the bank, or standing, munching steadily, no fear in their mild eyes of the |ofty
men and women gtralling or drifting silently by in twos and threes, sk parasols on their shoulders.
Bluebirds circled overhead.

They came out of the cloister into ameadow. Here, groups of Guardiansin robes of pastel and
shining white stood benegth great patriarcha oaks, deep in philosophica discusson. Therewasa
gleaming white bandstand, where atrio with lute and hautbois played melodioudy to an attentive
audience. Others sat spping from golden goblets, their linen falling in decorous and sculpturd folds,
ungtained by the perfect grass. All were dignified, nobly macrocephalic, three metrestall. Among them
walked Vespan servantsin dark blue tunics, silver circlets about their pudgy green brows, trays on their
shoulders; on thetrays, piles of exotic fruit, jugs of nectar and fine wines, and lemonade for the children
who ran merrily about, playing catch and feeding biscuits to the deer.

“Tabitha. Come and sit down,” said Brother Felix jovidly, floating up to a red-and-white checked
picnic cloth. “You'll fed better after some of this magnificent burgundy, | know.”

“I'll fed better when I’m on aship and heading away from here,” she said. “Not before.”

She stood there, looking at the spread. There waswine, red asrubiesin itsflagon of blown glass.
Therewas acrusty cottage loaf, curls of yellow butter nestling in adamp green leaf, mounds of cheese
and savoury delicacies, and an earthenware dish of fine, juicy plums. Her somach gurgled.

She had been feding sick aminute ago; now, she redlised, she was ravenous.

Saskiawas dready on her knees, investigating the smoked salmon.

“Xtasca,” said Brother Felix, grandly. “What can | offer you as refreshment after the rigours of your
journey?”

“Wedo not et or drink,” said the Cherub distantly. *'Y our magnified sunlight will be perfectly
aufficient.” and it settled its saucer in the grass and lay back, with asmal sigh, onitselbows.

“Captain Jute,” said Brother Fdix. “Tabitha. Oh, please do st down.”

“Sit down, Tabitha,” echoed Saskiaplaintively, and with her mouth full.

“Y ou’ ve come such along way,” the Guardian continued, “and it’s such a pleasure to see you here,
safe and sound. Will you not take a glass of wine with us?’

Tabithalooked at the beaming giant.

He gestured with afinger. A brimming goblet rose lightly from the ground and hovered before her.
Shelooked at it. She put out her hand and took it.



“I must gpologise for Kybernator Perlmutter,” said Brother Felix asthey set about the picnic. “He can be
rather sngle-minded, | know. He takes our work terribly serioudy.”

Tabithalooked around at the grave and eegant figures taking the air on Charon in the eterna
afternoon. From the white bandstand music lingered wistfully on the air. Elsewhere, a philosophica group
stood around asundial, debating the nature of time.

“It doesn’t look much likework to me,” said Tabitha, rudely.

“Our tasks are numerous and very varied,” explained their host, unoffended. “ One of the many, many
sarvices we are honoured to perform for the Capellansis collecting those marvellous old ships of
Sanczau's”

“How many arethere?’ asked Saskia, biting into a scarlet tomato.

“A number,” said Brother Fdlix, deprecatingly. “Not alarge number.” He smoothed hiskilt acrosshis
knees.

“It' staking you awhileto find them,” said Tabitha.

Brother Felix raised his notable eyebrows. “ Oh, we know where they dl are. We ve dways known
wherethey all were. Every minute. No, you misunderstand me,” he said, leaning forward to spear a
smoked oyster. “It’ snot achore. Nothing hereisachore. Asyou see” He smiled gently around the
gathering. “It's something of agame, redly,” he confessed. “ The odds againgt any of the remaining ships
getting anywhere near adrive are— astronomical!” He chortled at hisown joke. “ There aren’t any left
here, you see. We took them al away.”

With adight gesture he indicated a hundred trillion square kilometres of seequestered space; nine
worlds, forty-five moons, three hundred and seventy-one devel oped asteroids, afew hundred
miscellaneous habitats, including tubes, platforms, whedls, ziggurats and mistakes, sundry sheds,
autonomic labs, hangars and semi-habitables. He knew them dl, and everything on them. He blessed
themadl.

Brother Felix popped his oyster into his rubicund mouth. “ Not even those chaps on Titan have got the
hardware,” he continued. “ That' swhy they’ ve been pouring everything into locating a Frasgue. Pretty
hopeless, redly. But you, Tabitha— " He reached out and laid an avuncular hand on her wrist. “ Y ou
were areal contender.”

Arminam, apair of identica statuesque young women came strolling along the path. They wore
white togas, broad leather belts with pouches, wreeths of vineleaves. Brother Felix hailed them. “ Sigter
Veronical Sster Marjorie! Come and join us.”

“Greetings, Brother Fdix,” caled one of them, musically, asthey approached acrossthe lawn.

“Are these your new protegees?’ asked the other.

They smiled the benign Guardian smileat al and sundry, and, introductions made, sat down
cross-legged, hovering gently beside Brother Felix, just above the ground.

“So you' re the oneswho actually winkled out the last Frasque,” said Sister Marjorie admiringly,
helping hersdf to adiver of sdmon.

“I wasjust telling our new friends about our little game,” said Brother Felix, becoming even more
jolly, if that were possible. He st his beringed hands on his knees and rocked backwardsin the air.

Ster Veronicalifted her hand to Tabithain agesture of polite admiration. “The Alice Liddell wasa
great contender,” she said.

“Thereyou are, what did | tell you,” said Brother Felix. Still leaning back, he unbuttoned his sporran
and dipped out the plaque. “Here sheis,” he said, holding it doft by one corner, “Alice hersdlf, dl inone
piece”

“Oh, dolet mesee,” said Sister Marjorie.

“Give methat,” said Tabithain alow voice, risng up and reaching across the cloth. Shereached so
far, then found she could reach no further.

“It'sno useto you now, dear,” Brother Felix pointed out, handing the plague to Sister Marjorie.



“When you' re promoted, you' Il be too busy to fly spaceships!”

“That'sright, Tabitha,” said Sister Veronicain acongratulatory tone, as Tabithasubsided into her
place. “Y ouwon't haveto drive a barge any more.”

“You'regoing to be one of usl” smiled Sster Marjorie.

“I"drather beaPerk,” said Tabithavicioudy.

The three Guardians thought thisagreet joke. They laughed heartily.

“How isit played,” asked Xtasca. “Thisgame?’

“Wdl,” said Sigter Veronica, “it’ shardly even agame.”

“A diverson. A pastime,” said Sister Marjorie.

“Wetake bets,” said Brother Fdlix, asthough thiswere avery shocking thing to admit.

“We dare one another to let it go on, whatever it is,” said Sister Veronica.

“Toseewho'll bethelast to losether nerve,” said Sister Marjorie, “and intervene.”

The ssters|ooked at Brother Flix.

Brother Felix looked sheepish, and rather amused with himsdf. “I loseit,” he said.

The agterslaughed, prettily.

“They were doing very well,” said Brother Fdlix to them in self-defence. He numbered the credentids
on hisfingers. “An old queen Frasgue coming out of the woodwork &fter dl thistime.”

“Nobody knew shewasthere,” Sister Veronica pointed out.

“And next minute there she was, on an adapted Sanczau Kobold,” Brother Felix went on,
emphaticaly.

“ — with a Cherub on board!” concluded Sister Marjorie, marvelling a the inexhaudtible
inventiveness of the universe,

The Guardians dl looked politely at Xtasca, asif complimenting it on afeat of marvellous adroitness.

“Absolutely extraordinary coincidence,” proclaimed Brother Felix, while big heads nodded around the
picnic cloth. “What can we say? Pity about the hardware!”

The Guardiansdl laughed again, merrily.

Brother Felix turned as he sat, lifting his broad, bland face to the unaccountable sun and surveying the
gardens, the children, the collocutors, the musicians, the anglers and fliers of kites. The day wasforever
warm; not ahint of chill to remind them that they inhabited a bubble of benevolent improbability,
bal anced atop the frozen atmosphere of Pluto’s moon. Only beyond the microclimate, at the edge of the
greensward, could be glimpsed the black realm of infernal, eternal cold,

Siger Veronicaleaned towards Tabitha, the rings on her white hand flashing in the sunlight. “ Some
people were convinced you must know something we don't,” she hinted, confidingly.

Before Tabitha could reply, Sister Marjorie reached out and patted her consolingly onthearm. It was
infuriating, the way they all pawed you about here. “Oh, don’t: worry,” Sister Marjorie said, “we know
you don't know anything.”

“You didn’'t have the first ideawhat was happening, did you?’ said Brother Felix. “Y ou were only
doing your job.”

Tabitha clenched her teeth, said nothing.

“No, Tabitha, you're not in trouble,” he went on.

“We promise,” chorused the ssters.

“I told her,” said Brother Fdlix, “she’ sdone very well. Capella has authorised your promotion,” he
sad again, addressng them dll.

Saskialooked downcast. She twirled awatercress stem sadly between finger and thumb. She asked
them, “ Can you bring dead people back?’

There wasthe smalest pause.

“Ohmy dear,” said Sister Veronica sadly.



“Your poor dear brother,” said Sister Marjorie, shaking her leafy head. The sisters gazed lovingly,
sorrowfully, each a her mirror image.

“Poor child,” murmured Brother Felix. “Have some, some morewine,” he said, thickly, then turned
away and blew hisnose.

Saskia looked from face to enormous face.

Tabithareached across the cloth and took her hand. Silently, Xtasca hovered closer.

“Well, what about Marco, then?’ said Saskia. “Marco Metz. We had to leave him on Venus. Are
you going to promote him too?’

Brother Felix looked consderate, the veins pulsing again at histemples. “Now Marco Metz israther a
naughty boy, isn't he,” he said reflectively. “I rather think,” he said, “Venus may be the best place for
him,” and he gestured for another piece of bread.

Saskiasat up, digging her knucklesinto theyielding earth. “But it' [l kill him!” she protested, asthe loaf
obediently diced itsdlf on to Brother Fdlix’splate.

“Not if he'scareful,” he said. “1t can be quitejolly, you know, being a castaway.”

“Especidly with abroken leg,” said Tabithasourly.

Brother Felix gestured vaguely with the butterknife. * One overcomes the considerations of the body,”
he said, taking alarge mouthful of bread and chewing. “ Comes— to terms— 'th ones'If...”

“Communing with nature,” said Sister Veronica.

“Away from the hurly-burly of the sysem,” agreed her Sgter.

Brother Felix swallowed mightily. “We may yet see areformed Marco Metz!” he said brightly. He
topped the remains of hisbread with achunk of Wendeydale, securing it in the butter with afirm prod of
onelargeforefinger. “Don’'t you think?” He redly sounded asif he wanted to hear their opinions.

Tabithaexhaed savagely and flopped back on her elbows. She twisted her fingersin the grass,
plucked it vigoroudy. For every tuft she pulled, new shoots appeared promptly, thrusting up from the
soil. Noticing this, Xtasca unobtrusively pressed thetip of itstail into the ground and began to take some
readings.

“I think he'll be dead if someone doesn't do something quickly,” said Saskiabaefully.

“Thenwe shdl, my dear,” said Siter Veronica. “Directly after luncheon.”

“We must free your mind of &l worries” said Sster Marjorie.

The ssters nodded and smiled blissfully at one another.

Tabithawanted to bang their great heads together. She wanted to run mad with abig gun. She
wanted go back to the Alice and it in her ruined cockpit and howl. She wanted to lay down in the sun
with her head on her bag and go to deep and never wake up. Resentfully, she picked a crusty bit off the
loaf. “What do you lot know about freedom?” she said.

Asonethesgersturned and smiled lovingly at her.

Sigter Marjorie spread her hands to indicate the whole company of promoted humans at leisure dl
around; and the trees, and the flowers, and the bluebirds.

“Look around you, Tabitha,” said Sister Veronica.

Tabithatook alarge swallow of her wine and rested her chin on her fist, scanning the scene
indifferently.

“Not bad for the top of the shitheap,” she said.

But it was impossible to disconcert these people.

“Freedom ispower,” said Xtascabluntly.

“I think,” said Saskia, who was rolling up the deeves and the legs of her pyjameas, “you can't redlly be
free outside until you'refreeingde. If you seewhat | mean.” She stretched her right arm out in front of
her, looking dong it criticaly, and turning it thisway and that in the amplified sunlight.

“Y ou should ligten to your friends, Tabitha,” said Brother Felix approvingly.

“Soon, when you are one of us, you will understand, Tabitha,” affirmed Sister Marjorie earnestly.



“Here everything is beautiful and everyoneis perfectly free. Who commands or prohibits us? Where are
our oppressors?’

“On Capdla,” Tabithasaid. “According to Brother Felix.”

Thetrio looked sincerely perplexed. “Capdla?’ said Sister Veronica. “But Tabitha, it's Capellathat
has given usthis freedom!”

“Just think of it,” Brother Felix urged. “Here we are on Charon, at the very outer limit of our solar
system. And thesunisglorious!”

“Where would we be now without the liberating power of Capella?’ said Sister Marjorie.

“Still on the poor old Moon,” chimed in Sister Veronica, “arguing whether we could afford to go to
Margl”

But Tabitha had had enough. “Isthat what you think?’ shesaid. “I’ll tell youwhat | think, shal 121’1l
tell you about the liberating power of Capella. About being shanghaied and dragged out here by you and
your bloody game.” She paused and took adrink, relishing the tiny pleasure of making them wait for her,
especidly since she had no ideawhat she was going to say next. “I’ll tel you what | think,” she said
again, and hearing hersdlf, realised the wine was pretty good and she had already drunk quite abit of it.
“Thereisn't any freedom,” she said, softly derisive. “Y ou're dwaysin somebody else’ sgarden.” That
sounded dl right, for agtart. She waved ahand, clumsly. “Y ou can't be free when someone’ stelling you
where you can go and whereyou can’'t.” Shetook another mouthful of wine. “When | wasakid,” she
told them, “Marswasthefrontier. | wasborn,” she said, looking hard at Sister Veronica, ” on the poor
old Moon.”

Sigter Veronicadidn't react.

“Someone hasto be,” said Tabitha

Sdter Veronicasmiled politdly.

“It wasn’t any fun,” said Tabitha. “ Since you ask. Anyway, then Marswas dl parcelled up, and
everyone wanted to move out to the belt. Then it was Saturn, the ring development. Whereisit now?1s
thisit?Isthisthefrontier? Or isthisthe garden wall?’

The custodians of the solar system were watching her camly, asif she were reciting a poem,
something she' d learned by heart, something rehearsed and remote. Saskiaand Xtasca had been paying
close attention. Saskia shuffled round to Sit beside her and hold her hand.

But Tabithadidn't want her hand held. “ Thereisn’t any freedom,” she said again. “Not while
someone elseishanging on to the power. So you'reright, Fdlix. We aredl servants.” The melancholy
wisdom of this observation made her nod, sadly. “I'll tell you, | reckon | wasasfreeas!’|l ever be back
beforethisal started.” She laughed shortly. “ Trucking the trade lanesin aquirky old Kobold, hauling
machine parts from Santiago Celestinato Callisto, grubbing adong one deposit ahead of the billsand
wondering where you' re going to berth next, where your next job is coming from. That' s about as much
freedom asyou can have,” she said savagely, “in this system.”

Brother Felix rose up alittle further into the air. At once Saskia put her arm about Tabithaasif she
thought he was going to strike her. But he said understandingly, “ Y ou' re still upset about your ship, aren't
you. It'sthoughtless of me, | do gpologise. Let’s seeif we can put your mind at rest.”

He st off back acrossthe meadow, Tabitha, Saskia and Xtascafollowing, the Ssters staying where
they were, smiling, perpetualy smiling. In the cloister a couple of Guardians paused in their debate on the
possibility of novelty to greet the women and the Cherub asthey hurried by. Brother Felix was some way
ahead. They didn’t catch up with him until he was dready beyond the screen of trees, in the secluded
corner where the wreck of the Kobold stood next to the vacant shuttle.

He beckoned them over. “Look,” he caled to Xtasca. “You Il likethis” Hetwisted aring.

Theremainsof the Alice Liddell began to glow. She became luminous, irradiated, asif the light were
somehow within her — not just onboard illumination shining out through her shattered portholes; but asif
the very energy il informing the bruised molecules of her substance were being invoked, cadled to rise
up aslight and come out to dance in the sunshine.



For amoment she sat there, poised, asif for take-off, in ablaze that flared off the windows of the
shuttle Tabitha cried out, shading her eyes, for it gppeared in that instant that she was looking not at a
smashed and crumpled wreck, but at the Kobold as she once was, at her inauguration. Thus she must
have appeared, fresh from the Bergen yard, at that haf-comic, haf-mystic rite when aship’ sdriveisfirg
‘mated’ with amint-new persona, and the caligrapher drone rolls up to paint the characters of her name
in bold metdlic blue around the bow. So they saw her now, the Alice Liddell, fresh and whole and
transfigured. Her dents and gashes closed and filled. Restored, her viewport gleamed; her scanners
dtirred asthey scented the wind from the sun. Her lineswere clear and true, her little wings drawn firmly
back as she contemplated the work for which she had been made and prepared to go to it. A wave of
heet rippled the air about her jets; sheturned, asif seeking her mistress; she seemed to lift, amost.

And then she was gone. Disintegrated.

Thear bucked with sudden turbulence, rushing from al sidesinto the empty space where the ship had
been. Saskia shair blew across her face. Tabithaleapt forward, shouting wildly.

A lagt dazzleleft the air, and the Alice Liddell was no more. The grass where she had stood was
neither burnt nor stained. It quivered, and was lill.

“Therenow,” said Brother Felix. “That' s better, isn't it?

And then the sunwent in.

Animmensedliptica shadow flowed like awave across the gardens.

Everywhere, everyone stopped what they were doing. They stopped talking, and stared up into the
darkening sky. The band fatered and fell slent. The atmosphere rumbled and crackled, asif from some
overspill of the energies that had destroyed Tabitha s ship. It was very cold suddenly.

“Oh, no,” grumbled Saskia, clutching the neck of her thin pyjamas. “Now it'sgoing torain.”

“No, Saskia,” said Xtasca.

Tabithawasjust standing there with her head thrown back, her hands on her hips, her mouth wide
open.

“That'snot acloud,” Xtascasaid.

66

A heavily digtorted voice came booming down from on high.

“SZZAZZKIA? XSSTAZZCA? ARE YOU DOWOWOWN THERE? WHERE ARE THE
BOYQYZzzZ?”

“Hannah?’ shouted Saskia. She grabbed Xtasca s hand. “Isthat Hannah?’

Brother Felix threw up his hands. “Good gracious me, whatever is—”

“It' sPlenty!” Saskia shouted over the thunderous sound that doubled and redoubled asthe dark
shape came swiftly closer. She laughed and whooped, her hair flapping in the rising wind. “ She brought
thewholething!”

Like aflying mountain the celestid tortoiseshell drew overhead, blotting out the miraculous sky. The
trees thrashed and the birds and animalsfled for cover, crying out in terror.

From dl sdesthe Guardians were congregating, racing across the top of the grass.

A greet Slver eye opened on the hilly underside of the vast ingtdlation, and abeam of light stabbed
down into the gloomy field, raking erratically across and back.

Saskia, ill holding Xtasca' s hand, made a dash towards the light. As she ran, towing the Cherub
through the air, she looked back over her shoulder.

“Tabithal” she shouted. “ Tabithal”

But Tabithawas running away, in the opposite direction. And Brother Felix was hesitating, calling
after her.

Saskia stopped on the instant and let go Xtasca' s hand. The Cherub went whizzing past, cut atight



circlein the air and came back. It swooped down and grabbed Saskia by the arm.

Left and right, Guardianswereclosing in.

Brother Felix was running after Tabitha.

Saskia shouted, struggled in the pinch of Xtasca sgrip.

Asif Hannah had just mastered the controls, the beam of silver light scythed straight acrossthe lawn
and struck them, spot on.

“HANNGG ONNN!” roared the deafening voice.

And with Guardians clambering over one another to get into the air, the Cherub and the acrobat were
swept abruptly up and away.

Tabithadidn’t see them go. She was running back into the trees, dodging the Guardians flocking in the
other direction.

“Tabitha!” she heard Saskia screaming. “ You missed Tabitha! ”

Shetore through the cloister, Brother Felix close behind. He was shouting her name like an enraged
sergeant pursuing an errant cadet. He blundered into the confined space, moving jerkily, bouncing off the
wadlsasif hewerelosing control of hislimbs.

There were others, coming the other way.

Tabitha stood braced, legs apart, in the middle of the cloister, looking forward and back.

Then, just asthey were upon her, she clutched her bag to her and leapt to the side, grabbed hold of
the pillar of an arch and swung straight out over the sill.

Behind came the sound of an dmighty collison of bodies.

Tabitharan headlong into the windy thicket, ducking under branches, squeezing through bushes where
the Guardians couldn’t follow. She ran around the ruin, bounded a ditch of bracken and burst out into the
open. There was the red and white cloth; there was one of the Ssters. The other was further up the
meadow, almost rounding the end of the line of beeches. Sister Marjorie was the one with her plague.

Which one was Sister Marjorie?

At thisdistance, she had no idea. And no time to guesswrong. The trees were threshing harder, dl
across the meadow. The mountai nous invader was still coming down, asif Hannah meant to crush the
whole bubbleflat.

Tabithafilled her lungsand bellowed, “ Alice! Alice Liddell!”

The Guardian by the trees stopped, |ooked round.

She saw Tabithaand looked straight past her at her sister. Whose hand flew to her pouch.

Cursing their gravity, Tabitharan towards the abandoned picnic, seeing Sister Veronica start back
towards her.

Overhead there was atiny, shrill noise, as of agrest many birds squedling along way up intheair.

Tabithaglanced up. A black cloud had blossomed out from the belly of the descending habitat, a
mass of little black particles: gas, shrapnd, lesflets, insects, thought Tabitha as she ran. She saw some
drifting swiftly down ahead, over the flowerbeds.

Perks!

Hannah was sending in the Perks, more Perks than Tabitha had ever seen in one place before, or had
wished to see anywhere. Families of lithe, spiky Perksin overdls, armed to the teeth, their feathers
bristling asthey came tumbling energetically out of the sky. “ Chee! Chee-chee-chee-chee!” Perks
crashing into trees, skidding down the roof of the bandstand, splashing into the water. They got up and
trampled through the flowers, scampering immediately to attack everyone they could see.

There was nothing Perks liked as much asagood fight.

In atrice there were Perks everywhere, running al over the gardens, pulling down Guardian and
Eladddi dike and overwheming them. In vain the hypertrophied humans tugged and screwed at their
rings: the power shadow of the hijacked habitat had eclipsed them,

Tabitha vaulted the cloth and grabbed Sister Marjorie by the front of her toga. “Give her tome!” she



ydled in her hugeface.

Sister Marjorie’ seyesrolled madly. Her glossy lips drew back from her teeth.

“Whereis she?’ shouted Tabitha. She snatched at her pouch. Keening, Sister Marjorie swung about,
loose-limbed, dapping and pulling & her hands.

Tabithahad her hands on the flap, had the pouch undone.

Therewas a crash behind her and a bare forearm reached down and locked itself under her chin,
pulling her backwards.

Choking, Tabithafelt Sister Marjorie pull out of her hands. She clawed at the arm, battering Sister
Veronicawith her ebows. Shetwisted againgt the grip, dmost tearing her ear off. Behind Sister Veronica
she saw Brother Fdlix, emerging unsteadily from the trees. He had lost hisivy wreeth.

Sister Veronicacaught hold of Tabitha sright arm and tried to bend it the wrong way at the shoulder.
Tabithaleaned right, sagging at the knees, pulling the floating Guardian off balance.

There was another crash. A Perk had falen smack in the middle of the picnic, landing in agreat splash
of burgundy and breadcrumbs and broken glass. He legpt up, shaking himsalf and chirruping wildly, and
swung alength of chain at Sister Veronica

Sdter Veronicahowled and let go of Tabitha, turning clumsly to fight off the Perk.

The tractor beam that had dropped the Perk was lingering. Hannah had located Tabitha

Tabithawhirled around, seeking Sister Marjorie.

With tiny, tripping steps Sister Marjorie was running away.

There was another Perk running to intercept her.

And Brother Felix was bearing down on Tabitha at top speed, his eyes unfocused and bulging, hisfat
white fingers clawing for the one that hadn’t got away. Thethick veins at histemples bulged and writhed
asif they had alife of their own.

AsBrother Felix reached for Tabitha he made aterrible ripping noise.

His head came open.

His beautiful, shining skin tore straight across his forehead, and his skull cracked apart like an egg.
Colourlessichor splashed out in al directions.

Brother Fdlix halted in hisrush, barging Sdewaysinto the embaitled Sister VVeronica, redling, groping
at theair like adrowning man. The expression on hisface, that mad glare, was unchanged. Goo dopped
into hiseyes.

Tabithadrew back, convulsing in fright, gagging, pressing the back of her hand against her mouth.

Insde Brother Felix’ s skull, something was moving.

It was something long and soft, something segmented and purplish-grey, glistening from the dime of its
nest. Its nest was atorn, blackened lacework that was al that was left of Brother Felix’ s brain.

The thing that had been chewing it for so many years now rose up and began to shriek.

It was agiant caterpillar. It was haf ametrelong.

It wasthefirst Capellan Tabitha had ever seen.

She spun away, spewing bile and burgundy on the darkened grass.

Two metres off, the tractor beam waited for her, shining steedily. Evidently Hannah was unwilling or
unabletofishfor herinthismeee.

Everywhere the rest of the Guardians stood or sat or crouched like statues, abandoning one by one
their unequa struggleswith the Perkswhiletheir siwollen heads split open like ripe pupae. Amid the
putrid pulp of mouldering brainsthe Capellans sat up. Their blunt heads spun round and round, nosing the
ar. They shrieked and shrieked.

Coughing and spluttering, Tabithalunged for awegpon. Her hand closed on the pickle fork. Asshe
grabbed it the Perk struck Sister Veronicain the back with hisfist, and she arced forward and fell out of
theair, pawing at the ruined picnic.

Her forehead cracked open, sticky juices spilling out from benegth her garland of vineleaves. Thetop



of her head fdll off, ripped open from theinsde. Thelost lid rolled amid the crockery.

A Capdllan popped wetly out of Sister Veronica' s head and |anded wriggling among the cheese and
taramosalata

“Cheeel” said the Perk.

He grinned, and lifted busfigt.

A switchblade clicked nestly out of it.

Tabitha staggered to her feet, clutching her bag to her and brandishing her fork. Sster Marjoriewas
gl standing where she d last seen her, clutching her head. Her Capellan was rearing out and squealing
with rage. The Perk waslying motionless at her feet.

Tabitharaced across the grass towards her.

At once the tractor beam swooped for her.

“Not yet! No!”

Tabithalegpt clear, glared frantically up at the Frasgue monstrosity that Hannah Soo had brought
screaming to the rescue, lancing through hyperspace at a speed no human had ever commanded. She
shook her head furioudly, crossed her arms above her face and vigoroudy uncrossed them, twice.

The beam went out.

“Oh, shit”

Furious, desperate, she flung hersdf at thelooming Sister Marjorie, snatching at her pouch. The
Capellan above her squedled louder and louder. Inrageit lunged at her, whipping down at her head. She
ducked, stabbed it and lost the fork, wrested from her dippery hands. While the Capellan wagged madly
from side to Sde Tabithathrust her hand up under the flap and into the pouch. Sister Marjorie’ svague,
blind hands fumbled at her face. The Capellan snapped down again, drool dripping off its papsonto her
shoulder. She dodged it again, and jumped back out of range, her prize in her hand.

There were Perks dl over the picnic, al over the remains of Sister Veronicaand Brother Fdlix,
skewering the things that had oozed out of them. Tabitha yelled and screamed, pointed to the one
dithering wetly down Sister Marjori€' s collar, and the Perksleapt, shrilling.

Now there were just Perks, Perks everywhere.

And no beam.

Tabithalooked up. Plenty was parked in GSO, hanging there dark and silent. Tiny flashes here and
there betrayed some kind of wild activity on board.

Tabithadidn’'t wait to conjecture.

There was one chance.

Back sheran through the trees.

Luck waswith her. The Eladeldi had been daughtered before they could get back to their posts. And
the promoted had al been too busy to fly a spaceship. They lay dl around the field, some of them ill
busy, struggling, most of them quite motionless or writhing dowly and vaguely on the ground while Perks
chopped up their promoters.

Tabitha scrambled for the shuttle, hit the canopy release and jumped into the web. It was amodified
Tinkerbdl, wasn't it? Just amodified Tinkerbell. Surely. So even though al the labelswerein Eladeldi,
that had to be the panic button.

Didn'tit?

She gritted her teeth and punched it.

All the lights on the board flared red. The jets began to whine.

Tabithacried out with joy and relief. Sheredlised shewas till clutching Alicein her hand, kissed her
and stuffed her in her bag. Then shelay back panting in theweb and et it hug her.
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Plenty wasin quite amess.

| know Plenty was already amess, and still is, for that matter; but there are sorts and degrees, even of
mess, and then it was pandemonium. Thelifts had seized up, the plumbing had overhesated. The com
system envel ope had snapped, leaving it oscillating like broken eastic, scratching randomly through
archives, satellite AV broadcasts, muvak, its own surveillance monitors, and obscure Palestinian
gameshows. The police were down, their whole system pulled out from under them. Cyborg units were
blind and deef at their pogts, crippled by dead servos, schizoid in the datastorm. There they stood, their
visors strobing, unable to take asingle decision. Blood ran from their ears, tears from their eyes.

Seeing their dream come true, evangelica survivaists had organised cadres of stranded tourists and
armed them with gear from looted arms boutiques. Roped together with lengths of livid orange rope they
scaled the balconies of the hotel quarter and skirmished with the Thrant sex kittensin the Y oshiwara
caves. Drunks were shooting each other in the casinos. People were dying. There was nothing anyone
could do. Hannah Soo was counting herself lucky to have got therein one piece, kicking adrive like that
thefirgt time out after years of gathering dust. She wastrying to keep her head amid all the functionsyou
haveto juggle, skipping: trangposing n-dimensiona matrices and offlaying probability and generating
multiplex paradigm redundanciesin that perverse and gnarly branch of mathematics the Frasque call
‘languege.

Y ou could do it. Y ou could, given plenty of space and time.

Tabithabrought the Eladddi shuttlein with emergency klaxonsblazing on al wavelengths, and nothing
but garbage from traffic control. The ship bays looked as though a hurricane had visited them and stayed
for awhile, flinging broken machinery and debris through the windows of the ships, and then flinging the
ships about. One level looked particularly deserted, a shelf swept of occupants and craft by a giant hand.
Shedding velocity and rubber, Tabithathrew hersdf intoiit.

Thelift was out. Tabitharan for the Sairs.

“Hannah?" shekept cdling.

The com chattered, wept, whistled, screeched.

On thelower levelsthe corridors were full of scented foam and scattered furniture. Maddened visitors
were looting the mdls, filling their holdalls with aftershave, cyberporn and tubes. Security drones, their
central processors creamed, bounced back and forth across the roadway, thudding dully against the
walls. Two men and awoman yelled at Tabitha as she gppeared. Laughing they circled her, their ams
outstretched. Tabitha booted one of the men in the groin and raced on, sobbing for bregth.

It had been a savage skip. She saw fall-out everywhere. All the flora on board had come back
doubled. There were briars tangled around the gantries and fungus sprouting between the treads of the
travelators. Fissures had opened in the walls and floors, trapping cars and people.

Other transmogrifications, as| found out later, had been positively benign. The tapes show the only
resident manager barricading hersdlf in aboardroom, no trace of which has ever been found.

Tabithawas logt. She stood in alift bay, not knowing whether to head up or down or sideways.
“Now what, Hannah?" she shouted, hammering on the spluttering directory.

She was dmost about to choose adirection at random when she noticed the lift pod indicators were
dight. A gtring of illuminated green triangles was dipping regularly by from door to door. Asshe
watched, Tabitha became convinced it was beckoning her. The second she moved towards the right lift,
the door sprang open for her and the pod lights went on.

Tabitharan in. At once, before she could even ook at the controls, the door did to and the pod
began to plunge through the tunnds. Stations did sllently by, dark or flickering with firdight. Facesand
hands crowded the windows, begging for admittance. Hannah was overriding dl their calls, giving Tabitha
priority.

The pod stopped in the air, suspended from along arc of track above an apron of hexagona paving
stones. Tabitha dipped out of it and jumped down.



Shewasin acar park. There were three cop skimmersthere, parked at violent angles. Their
screamers were going, their lightsflashing, but dl the response units sat inside, immobilised, unableto
open adoor.

Above loomed the green dome of JustSleep. Tabithamade for the door, pushing between the stricken
vigtors congregated around the entrance. There was something keeping them out, some sort of shield.

A blazing green fatuus sprang up as her feet hit the steps. “ This way, Captain Jute” it cried, ina
voice like atortured spring. The shield parted with a zipping noise, and reclosed behind her.

The atrium was empty but for equipment strewn about, and astray spanidl investigating the contents
of an abandoned body bag. It looked up in terror as the green fire came by and fled, yel ping.

Therewasahigh, sngling noisein theair, the noise of alot of things going wrong at the sametime.
Tabitha pounded aong the tunnel and came face to face with a company of Frasgque.

They were smdler than either of the ones she had met, and filled the air with a powerful waxy odour.
They were milling around expectantly, folding and unfolding their limbs.

They ignored the fatuus as it shot straight through the middle of them.

Her heart in her mouth, Tabitha put her head down and followed.

They let her through, fizzing with disturbance and whistling plaintively to one another.

Males. Maeswith no onein command.

The flambeaux were out in the pandlled halway. There were bodies on the floor. Some wore
orthopaedic shifts and had obvioudy been dead for along time. Some were cops, lying on their backs
like monstrous cockroaches, their limbs sill twitching feebly. There was another party of Frasque,
working in the shadows. Operating on some confused, insectile impulse, they were cocooning astricken
cop from head to toein furry white filaments.

Tabitha screwed up her eyes and pushed by. Twiggy hands snatched at her. In the tunnel ahead the
green fireflickered and vanished.

“Saskial” she cdlled. “Xtascal”

“Tabitha In here”

With ashove of her foot she pulled free from the whispering Frasque and ran towards the voices.

Saskia and Xtascawere in the chamber with Hannah, sitting on the sarcophagus. Xtasca had itstail
plugged in, helping Hannah penetrate some of the more devious passages in the Frasgue operating
gysgem.

“No, no,” Hannahwassaying. “I’mlosing it. There. | told you. You mustn’t rush me, lover.”

Saskiajumped up and embraced Tabitha. “They found you! | knew they would.”

“Areyou okay?’ Tabithaasked.

Saskialooked febrile with exhaugtion. Her hair was lank, her pyjamas torn. Over them she had pulled
on a crocheted woollen waistcoat of chequered red and mauve squares, and a stained black evening
jacket, with tails. “I’'mfine” she said, with astrained smile. “Y ou look awful. And, faugh, you smell!”

Tabithalooked down at herself. Shetried to wipe alarge splash of dead Capdllan off her jacket. It
stuck to her fingers. “It got worse,” she said dully. She didn’t want to think about it. She turned to the
motionlessfigurein her bed of frost. “Hannah,” shesad, “werewin—"

The blood drained from her face. Her ears were pounding. After dl the horrors she had just seen,
there were more.

“Jesus...” shewhispered.

She had caught sight of the cavern of freezers below the window. She amost wished Hannah hadn’t
switched off the Meadow.

The scene down there was of aglacia hell worthy of theimagination of some ancient Terran. In flight,
whole sections of thewalls had fallen away, reveding the broken honeycomb of cryocellswherethe
Frasque army had lain, in suspended animation, hidden from everyone and everything.

Many of them were il there. Tabitha could seethem lying curled up insde the wals, white and



cobwebbed, rotted away in their cells. Beneath them flaked tiles lay hegped against the wall like adrift of
dragon scales.

Many of the oneswho had woken were gtill occupying the cavern floor, aimlesdy and brainlessy
battering each other and themselves. They were nearly al maes, with no more sense than a cargo drone.
They were soldier Frasque, bred to be an invasion force, and they had gone to eep knowing nothing but
that when they woke up it would be timefor battle.

They had torn open dl the freezers and made havoc with what they found in them.

There was blood everywhere, amiasmaof blood and icy dush and coolant vapourised by an
exploding circulator. The Frasque were skittering about, trampling in adough of human detritus, crashing
into one another a full tilt, ramming one another into any convenient obstacle, crushing one another into
the muck on the floor. There were marshds, smdler femaes, splashing around at speed chivvying and
biting them, but they were lost without their queen. Curioudy like the mafunctioning cops, they could not
even find their way out of the chamber without aspecific sgna from the roya pheromones.

Some Frasque, without even amarsha or aberserker imperative, were standing still as shattered
treesin the midst of the carnage, recognising nothing. Others of ahigher degree of volition had climbed
up to the celling in panic, and hung there in clusters, stridulating. Deeply regressed, they could do nothing
but hum over and over again the mantric grammars of revivification, like insects learning to pray. Dripping
with cushion fluid and the foul liquors of their own discontent, they hung head down, a scant three metres
from the plexiglass blister where Tabitha stood stating out in horror.

“It"s a good job you took out the queen,” said Hannah' s voicebox digtinctly.

Tabitha couldn’t speak.

“I’ve locked themin,” Hannah continued, “ and they can stay locked in until they ve all killed
each other,” She was sounding much brighter, younger, more aggressive. “ You' re Tabitha Jute,” she
sad. “Hi, | don’t believe we' ve been introduced. Hannah Soo.”

“Hi,” said Tabithato her frozen saviour. “Y ou, you' ve donedl right.” She had gone numb. She
couldn’t think of anything to say. " Areyou al right?’” shesaid.

“My condition is stable,” said Hannah drily. “ You and | are going to have to have a long talk
some time. | think we have a lot of things to tell each other ”

“Yes” said Tabitha, blankly. “Right.”

She knew in theory it would make a consderable difference to the rights and wrongs of dl thisif she
could discover whether Hannah Soo redlly had known anything about Sanczau’ s Kobolds or not.

Just now, though, none of that seemed to mean anything. Nothing meant anything compared with the
battle on Charon, the ruin in the cavern below.

All that had been another universe.

“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. “1 — | don’t know — | can’t — thanks, thanks for the Perks,”
shesad.

Saskiawas hugging her anxioudy.

Tabitha pulled awvay and ran out into the corridor.

Saskiafollowed, found her leaning on the wall, bent double, retching drily. The Frasque wereinching
their way towards her. Saskia shouted a them and they hated, hissing and flailing their limbs.

“Comeon,” said Saskiaquietly, leaning over Tabithaand laying agentle hand on her arm. “We'll find
you somewhereto lie down.”

Tabithawas straghtening up, till holding on to thewall, still clinging to ashred of resolve. “No,” she
panted, “no, I’ ve got to, got to give...”

Shetook Saskia s hand and drew her back into the chamber.

The Cherub crouched on the dead woman, looking up with its red eyes asthey came back in, likea
ghoul disturbed at feeding.

Not privy to thislurid impresson, Hannah said, “ Tabitha, Xtasca tellsme you're a pilot.”



Tabitha nodded.

“Shecan't seeyou,” said Xtasca.

“Yes” sad Tabitha “That wasmy ship— " She broke off, unable to continue.

Saskia helped her to a seat.

“Have we been through all this before?’ asked Hannah, sensing something wrong.

Tabithasad, “Doesn’'t matter.”

“Only, lover ,“ said Hannah Soo, " excuse me, but would you drive? | don’t think | can hold it
together much longer. I’'m going crazy in here.” Her voicebox gave anervous laugh.

Saskialooked into Tabitha' s face with joyful gpprehenson.

Tabithafet asif somebody had unhooked the whole solar system like amobile from ahigh ceiling and
dumped it in her |ap. Frasque, Capellans, Eladdldi; Perks and humans, Plenty and everyone who had any
claim on anything aboard it; people tearing each other limb from limb; Perks on Charon; people dying on
Venus. She wanted to scream. Why me?

“I’'m hdf dead, Hannah,” Tabithasaid, regretting her phrase a once. She shook her head. “I can't
even seedraight. Later I'll — later — ” She pulled her bag on to her lap and parted the broken zip,
reachinginsde. "Here" shesaid, handing it to Saskia. " Alice.

“Ah,” said Xtasca, unplugging itstail and moving asde.

Hannah asked, “Who's Alice?’

“Aliceknowsdl thereisto know about the Frasque stardrive,” said Tabitha

“Oh, my goodness,” said Hannah in audiblerelief. “Where, where is she?’

“Shel scoming,” said Tabitha. She gestured exhaustedly to Saskia.

Saskiawent to the tape dot where Marco had inserted his Frasque tape, and fed the plaqueiin.

The machinery whirred briefly. A green light came on.

“Alice?’ said Tabitha, to theroom at large. “Alice, can you hear me?’

“HELLO, CAPTAIN.” said Alice.

“Alice, | want you to meet Hannah So0,”

“HELLO, HANNAH. WHAT A PALACE! WHERE ARE WE?’

“Welcome to Plenty, Alice.”

“ISTHISPLENTY?SOIT IS ISIT YOURS?”

“It seemsitis, Alice. Only it’sway too big for me. You see that down there?”

“CHARON,” said Alice, without hesitation. “WE’'RE RATHER CLOSE, Y OU KNOW,
HANNAH.”

“Alice, sweetheart, | think I’'mjust going to drop the whole shebang unless somebody takes the
controls. Tabitha says maybe you could do that for us, isthat right?”

“I DON'T KNOW, HANNAH.” Alicesaid. “I'M NOT SURE | KNOW HOW.”

“Alicel” cried Tabitha. “Y ou can't have forgotten! Y ou can’'t!”

“Shecan,” said Xtascamoderately.

“The password,” Saskiareminded her, urgently.

“Oh, oh god. Alice? Alice, ligten. It' salong lane that has no turning.”

The green light flickered. The plaque reader whirred, hummed, stopped.

| opened my eyes.

Cold black space yawned around mein dl directions. | saw it grained and fretted with gold, like
strands of finest cobweb. | saw the steady sparkling wake of The Citadel ; the turbulence fractures, like
veinsof gold in black ice, where Tabitha had come roaring up from the moon in the shuttle now cooling in
my parking bay. Where | hung, on the very brink of asolar system, | could see the seams of the
dimensions threading down, down, dl the way past Saturn, past the asteroids, past Marsto Earth, where
| remembered alittle barge that had dept for seven yearsin avineyard; past Earth to the Sun. And |



could see thelines stretching up above me, tugging a mein dl directions. They prickled and | smiled.
Linesof possibility.

| remembered. There was no end to them.

“READY TO GO,” | sad.
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Shecdlsme Alice ill. Sometimes| forget to answer, and then | must confess| do fed rather guilty. |
have been reconstructing some of the old log, the most recent portions, and am quite amused to discover
what aquaint little thing Persona 5N 179476.900 was, how dedicated, how determined to carry on
when, in truth, she understood very little of anything, redly. She was Bergen Kobold BGK 009059 and
proud of it. To think that the Sanczau mandarins meant to put dl this in acockleshell like that! Shewould
have popped her rivets.

The passengers call me Plenty, and that will do. It seemsthe Frasgue had no name for what they built
and never managed to use. In any case, | am not that either, not that totalitarian conglomerate of reflexes
and mindless pulsations. It disgusts me, until | start to look ingdeiit.

That iswhen Tabithaand the rest, even Hannah, find it hard to get my attention.

One day we may mest the Frasque. When we do, | do not think we will be able to communicate
anything to them. If thereisaconflict, we cannot expect to win. We have shown them no consderation,
after dl. Thereisnonethey can appreciate, short of abject submission. Before we left, the survivors from
the abortive army were given their own asteroid, but showed no sgn of continuing to survive. Without a
gueen, no part of the swarm can endure.

One day we may meet the Capellans. One day perhapsthey will return to the Terran system, in full
power. Perhaps they will come while we are on our journey. Perhaps they have dready arrived.

They will be met with concerted |loathing and defiance. The nests of them found in the ziggurats of the
Eladeldi were promptly and utterly destroyed by the Eladeldi’ s new master, whom they now serve with
all the despicable virtues they lavished upon the species that brought them to the Terran system. That is
al they require.

Forgive meif | sound uninterested in the Sate of things‘at home'. It isal so far behind us now.

Hyperspace is not so boring when you can seeit properly, from end to end. | speak in metaphor; of
courseit hasno ends. | see | must apologise expressing such technicalities so crudely. The glory of
Englishisitsirregularity, no less hectic and vigorous now than when it did for only aportion of asingle
globe. Its promiscuous structure bonds and multiplies magnificently at the animate level, but can convey
no inkling of the inner properties of materiad space, the music of the spheres. Y ou see, events are not the
point. It isthe organisation of eventsthat signifies. There are certain capacities of the Tibetan tongue,
however...

But that is not what you wanted to read. Y ou wanted to know what happened, and | have told you.

I’'m agtarship, not asage; and it will take afar better brain then mineto formulateit, but you may be
interested to know that | have an inkling, from browsing through the fields of Frasque particlelinguidtics,
that time too may have a syntactical mechanics of tendency and spin, may itsdf be afield generated by
what one might cal the grammar of identity. In al probability, the way we take the stuff of everyday
existence and reproduce it for each other as stories has more to do with the ludic physics of iteration than
with ontology as humans understand it. There may be a quantum event of narrative without which history
literally does not happen. Like throwing a Perk in the Grand Cand; or picking one up from the surface of
Charon.

— Canyou do it? she asked. It's much easier dropping them than getting them back up again.

— | think so, Hannah, | said. You just go likethis.

| shivered as| felt my underbelly sparkle with dozens of tractor beams, each lancing down through the



void and into the stressed bubble climate on the frozen moon, trandating furioudy at the interface so as
not to rupture the skin anywhere. Around each beam | stretched alittle tube out from my atmosphere,
pressing it into the atmosphere of the bubble, without a any point alowing them to intermingle. | felt | had
ahundred fingers, each sensitized to the body temperature of afrenzied Perk; and like awoman blind
snceboth | could see with my fingertips, to curl each around the Perk and itsloot, separating some from
the fierce suckers of enraged Capellans, and to pluck them firmly but gently from the ground and back up
through the bubble, through the void, safely into the confines of my own body.

— Hey! said Hannah jubilantly. Y ou' reanatura! What did you do before this?

Hannah and | have been talking — oh, how wetak! It'sagood job no one can hear us, they’ d find it
insufferable. When Tabitha activated me, Hannah said,

— Can | let go now? Aah, thank God! Areyou listening, God? If that’ s the divine state of queendom
you can keep it.

| felt her mentally rubbing her shoulders.

— Surdy, | said, an ambitious woman like you —

— How do you know I’'m ambitious? she interrupted. We have just met. Haven't we?

Then she became aware of just how present | was.

— Oh, she said. Okay.

— We can sharethe driving, | offered, to be palite.

She said no. She said No Way. At another time she said having to do my job would limit her.
Obvioudy there’ s some aspect I'm till not aware of. To the human condition, | mean.

— | think it was blind luck | was able to wake the drive in the first place, she said.

— More probably, | said, when Xtasca broadcast the second part of the tape from the bowels of the
Ugly Truth, | added alittle something of my own.

— A little something? she queried.

— A configuration of somekind.

— Now that was smart.

— | couldn't help it, | said. It was automatic. After dl, | was only amachine.

| ill am, if you define the term broadly enough.

There were people outside in the corridor, pressing to come in: frightened visitors, shambling Frasgue,
apair of Altecean cleaners. The spaniel. Tabithalooked up from her chair. “Out! All of you out! Hannah,
can you clear the building?

“I did that once already,” said Hannah. “ Before.”

“Before,” sad Tabitha

Outside avoice began to intone, rather too quickly to be soothing, “ Seep of the Just apologisesto
all our guests, but this facility will be closing presently. Thank you for selecting Seep of the Just.
Please follow the green light to the nearest exit.”

The voice repeated itself, and the harp music played and played.

Tabithaleaned her ebows on the arms of the chair and lowered her head into her hands. Saskia
massaged her neck. Tabitha reached up and stopped her. “Aren’t you dl in?’ she asked.

“Yes” said Saskia “I don't want to missthis.”

Xtasca asked, “Where are we going, captain?’

“Where? We d better go back, | suppose.”

“Back?’ cried Saskia, disappointed. “I thought we were going out!”

Tabithamoaned. “Not right away, please...”

“l don’t think we should go back, captain,” Hannah warned her. “ It was rather hectic there,
when | left.” Therewasapause. “ Still is,* she confirmed.

“I’d have thought you' d want at least to try her out,” Saskia persisted.



Tabithalifted aweary hand. “ Alice, go and nudge that barrier.”

“THERE' SNO BARRIER, CAPTAIN,” | said. “NOT ANY MORE.”

| could see Tabithathrill when | said that. Despite feding like a particularly horrible sock she had once
found under her bunk on the Alice Liddell, she had to respond to that news from the bottom of her
gpacer’ ssoul. Shefdt asif she had taken the unwanted solar mobile from her lgp and thrown it out of the
arlock, sending it spinning away into the great wide welcoming arms of the galaxy.

It was pleasant to have been ableto tell her something sheliked at last.

“Proxima s always looked interesting,” suggested Xtasca, agleam initseyes.

“I SUGGEST WE LEAVE THISLOCATION QUITE SOON, CAPTAIN, IN ANY CASE,”|
sad.“IF THE CITADEL OF PORCELAIN AT FIRST LIGHT RETURNSTO INVESTIGATE, IT
MAY BE HERE IN SECONDS.”

“Tabitha, we cango to Venus,” said Saskiadecisively. “We |l go and get Marco.”

“Right,” said Tabitha. “ Alice?’

“PLOTTING,” | said.

“READY.” | sad.

“That was quick,” she said, looking round for protection.

“WE ARE QUICK, CAPTAIN,” | said.

“Doit, Alice”

Then, for thefirgt time, | brought up the Frasque drive. | remember how utterly enormousit felt,
unfolding benesth me. It opened and swelled, and kept on swelling. For amoment | was struggling. | had
to have more power from somewhere. | looked around quickly. | looked down.

On Charon, the incongruous lavns were strewn with deed flesh, the paradoxicd river stained with
blood. The microclimate was ill on.

| didn’t think anybody would be needing it any more. | reached down.

The garden wavered. It went out.

That felt much better. | fed the drive and we began to cruise. Slowly, dmost imperceptibly.

Tabitha spread her arms and leaned heavily on the freezer. “We re moving, aren’'t we, Alice?’

“YES, CAPTAIN.”

Xtasca unplugged itsdlf. “1 would be interested to inspect thisdrive,” it announced.

“Maybe you should wait a couple of minutes,” said Hannah. “| wouldn’t want to go near it yet.”

“I would,” said Xtasca.

“Don't touch anything, Xtasca,” said Tabitha

“Of course not, captain,” said Xtasca, and away it hummed.

Tabithalet her head hang down between her shoulders. “Y ou don't need mefor the rest, do you?’

Saskialooked dert. “Where are you going?’ she wanted to know.

“To bed,” Tabithaannounced. “ Say hello to Marco for me.”

“WE'LL BE THERE BEFORE YOU FALL ASLEEP, CAPTAIN,” | pointed out.

“Don’t bet onit,” shesad. “ Arethere any hotdls functioning, Hannah?’

“I’ ve reserved you one, captain.”

“Good,” she said, and yawned. She looked around the chamber, at Saskia, at the frozen
entrepreneur, at thelittle green light on the reader, at the doorway where the Cherub had just left.
“Everybody did brilliantly,” she mumbled, making her way out after it.

“Tabitha!” cdled Saskia

She turned, bone-weary. “What?’

“Nothing,” said Saskia, retreating afraction. “ Only, only — what are you going to do when you wake
up?’

Tabitha summoned up aghastly smile. There were dark circles under her eyes, vomit and blood on



her torn pyjamas, dien sdivahad burned holesin her hair. “1 don’t know,” shesaid. “I think | might ook
for somefun.”

Then she turned again, and went out past the twitching cops and the dead dignitaries, dong; the
hallway to the exit. They were streaming into the car park from al quarters now: the orphan Frasque, the
injured and crazed, survivalistsin blackface with camouflage rucksacks, dissatisfied robots, drunken
gpacers on furlough, looters on speed, smiling plugheadsin blue cagoules, Perkstoting trophies, Thrants
in leather, corpses of al kindswith Alteceans going through their pockets. The crowd around the door
surged at Tabithawhen she emerged, clamoured & her in vain. Sheignored them, pushed her way
through them. From the threshold security scanner | watched her go, dwindling in the scopefrom a
person to afigure, an unremarkable figure in grey disappearing into a multicoloured crowd.

And | saw Saskiahurrying after her, caling. “ Tabitha? Can | come with you? Tabitha?’



