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PART ONE

was born in a house with a million rooms, built on a small, airless world on
the edge of an empire of light and commerce that the adults called the
Golden Hour, for a reason | did not yet grasp.

| was a girl then, a single individual called Abigail Gentian.

During the thirty years of my childhood, | only saw a fraction of that
vast, rambling, ever-changing mansion. Even as | grew older, and gained
the authority to wander where it suited me, | doubt that | ever explored more
than a hundredth of it. | was intimidated by the long, forbidding corridors of
mirror and glass, the corkscrewing staircases rising from dark cellars and
vaults where even the adults never went, the rooms and parlours that —
although the adults and housekeepers never said as much in my presence
— were alleged to be haunted, or in some way not convivial to anything other
than transitory occupation. The elevators and dumb waiters alarmed me
when they moved without apparent instruction, obeying some inscrutable
whim of the house’s governing persona. It was a mansion of ghosts and
monsters, with ghouls in the shadows and demons scuttling behind the
wainscotting.

| had one true friend, although | cannot now remember his name. He
arrived occasionally, but only ever for short visits. | would be allowed to



watch the approach and docking of his private shuttle, viewing it from the
airtight vantage of a glass-windowed belvedere perched above the
mansion’s highest tower. | was always pleased when Madame Kleinfelter
allowed me up to the belvedere, and not just because such an occurrence
signalled the arrival of my only true companion. From there | could see the
entirety of the house, and much of the world on which it was built. The
house curved away in all directions until it met the sharp bend of the
planetoid’s jagged horizon, a thin margin of rock marking the limit of my
home.

It was a strange building, although for a long time | had nothing to
compare it with. There was no organised plan to it, no hint of symmetry or
harmony — or if there ever had been, that underlying order had been lost
beneath countless additions and alterations — work that was still ongoing.
Though the planetoid had no atmosphere, and therefore no weather, the
house was designed as if it belonged on a world where it rained and
snowed. Every distinct part of it, every wing and tower, was surmounted by
a steep-sided, blue-tiled roof. There were thousands of roofs, meeting
each other at odd, unsettling angles. Chimneys and turrets, belvederes and
clock towers punctuated the haphazard, dinosaur-backed roofline. Some
parts of the house were only one or two storeys high; others had twenty or
more levels, with the tallest parts rising like mountains from the foothills of
surrounding structures. Windowed bridges spanned the gaps between
towers, a silent, distant figure occasionally stealing behind their illuminated
portholes. It was less a house than a city in which you could walk from one
side to the other without ever stepping outside.

Later in life | would learn the reason for my home being the way it
was, the reason why the building work never ceased, but as a child | simply
accepted it unquestioningly. | knew the house was different from the ones |
saw in books and story-cubes, but then nothing in those books or cubes
resembled any significant aspect of my life. Even before | could read, |
knew that we were rich, and it had been impressed on me that there were
only a handful of other families whose wealth could be compared to our
own.

‘You're a very special young lady, Abigail Gentian,” was what my
mother told me on one of the many occasions when her ageless face
addressed me from one of the house’s panes. ‘You're going to do great
things with your life.’

She had no idea.

It did not take me long to realise that the little boy must also be the



child of a rich family. He came on his own ship, not one of the
company-owned liners that occasionally conveyed lesser mortals to and
from our planetoid. | would watch it arrive from deep space, slowing down
on a spike of cobalt flame before stopping above the outer wings of the
house, pirouetting into a landing configuration, flinging out skeletal landing
legs and lowering with elegant precision onto the designated touchdown
pad. Our family’s symbol was a black cinquefoil; his was a pair of
intermeshing cogs, the emblem painted on the ship’s sleek, flanged hull.

As soon as the shuttle was down | would rush from the belvedere,
almost tumbling down the tightly wound spiral stairs threading the tower.
Whichever clone nanny was looking after me that day would take me to one
of the elevators and we would travel up, down and sideways until we
reached the docking wing. We usually got there just as the little boy was
coming out, taking hesitant steps down the long, carpeted ramp from his
ship, with two robots gliding alongside him.

The robots scared me. They were hulking things of dull, weatherworn
silver, with heads, torsos and arms, but only a single huge wheel in place of
legs. Their faces consisted of a single vertical line, like an arrow slit in a
castle wall, at the leading edge of a fierce wedge-shaped skull. They had
no eyes, no mouth. Their arms were segmented and ended in three-clawed
hands, good for nothing except crunching flesh and bone. In my
imagination, the robots were keeping the little boy prisoner when he was not
visiting me, doing horrible things to him — so horrible that he could never
quite speak of them even when we were alone. It was only when | was older
that | grasped that they were his bodyguards, that deep within the dim
architecture of their minds was something perilously close to love.

The robots only came to the bottom of the carpet, never rolling off it
onto the wooden reception floor. The boy would hesitate, then step off,
shiny black shoes clicking on the varnished blocks. His clothes were black
except for white cuffs and a wide lacework collar. He wore a little backpack,
and his black hair was glued back from his brow with strong-smelling
lacquer. His face was pale and slightly pudgy, with round, dark eyes of
indeterminate colour.

‘Your eyes are funny,’ he always told me. ‘One blue and one green.
Why didn’t they fix that when you were born?’

The robots would spin around at the waist and reverse back into the
shuttle, where they would wait until it was time for the boy to leave.

‘It's hard to walk here,’ the boy always said, his footsteps unsteady.



‘Everything'’s too hard.’
‘It feels normal to me,’ | said.

It was a long time before | realised that the boy came from a place in
the Golden Hour where the local gravity had been fixed at half-standard,
which meant he found it difficult to move around when visiting the planetoid.

‘Father says it's dangerous,’ the boy said as we made our way to the
playroom, two nannies trailing behind.

‘What’s dangerous?’
‘The thing inside your world. Or has no one told you about that yet?’

‘There’s nothing inside the world but rock. | know — | looked it up in
the story-cube, after you told me there were snakes living in the caves
under the house.’

‘The story-cube was lying to you. They do that when they think you
need to be protected from the truth.’

‘They don't lie.’

‘Then ask your parents about the black hole. It's under your house
right now.’

He must have known that my father was dead, and that | could only
ask my mother something when her face appeared on one of the panes.

‘What's a black hole?’

The boy thought about this for a moment. ‘It's a kind of monster. Like
a giant black spider, hanging in an invisible web. Anything that comes too
close, it grabs them and stings them and then eats them alive. And there’s
a very big one under your house.’

Thinking | was being clever, | said, ‘So what happened to the snakes?
Did it eat them?’

‘| lied about the snakes,’ the boy said insouciantly. ‘But this is real —
ask the story-cube about black holes if you don’t believe me. Your family
had it put under the house to make everything heavier — if it wasn’t there,
we’d be floating now.’



‘How can a spider make things heavier?’

‘| said it’s like a spider, not that it really is one.” He gave me a pitying
look. ‘It's a sucking, hungry mouth that you can’t ever fill. That's why it pulls
everything in towards it, making us feel heavier. But it's also why it's
dangerous.’

‘Because your father said so?’

‘It's not just Father. The story-cube will tell you everything, if you ask it
the right questions. You can'’t just come at it headlong — you have to go in
sideways, like a cat stalking a mouse. Then you can fool it into telling you
things it isn’t meant to. A black hole swallowed up a whole planetoid once —
bigger than this one. It swallowed up the planetoid and everyone living on it.
They all went down the plug, like water after a bath. Glug, glug, glug.’

‘That won't happen here.’
‘If you say so.’

‘I don’t believe you anyway. If you weren't telling the truth about the
snakes, why should | listen to you now?’

Quite suddenly, the malice vanished from his face. | felt as if my
friend had only just arrived — the teasing, spiteful boy who had
accompanied me until now had just been an impostor.

‘Have you got any new toys, Abigail?’

‘I've always got new toys.’

‘I mean, anything special.’

‘There is something,’ | said. ‘I was looking forward to showing it to
you. It's a kind of doll's house.’

‘Doll’'s houses are for girls.’

| shrugged. ‘Then | won't show it to you.” Echoing the words he had
spoken to me earlier, | announced, ‘l said it's a kind of doll’'s house, not that
it really is one. It's called Palatial; it's like a castle you control, with its own
empire. It's a pity; | think you would have liked it. But there are other games
we can play. We can play in the mood maze, or the flying room.’



| could be manipulative as well, and | had already gained some dark
insights into the boy’s mind — | knew that he would feign indifference for at
least part of the afternoon, while his curiosity to see the doll's house was
burning a hole right through him. And he was right to be curious, for the
doll's house was the toy | was most eager to show off.

With the nannies in tow, | brought the little boy to the playroom. In the
dark-shuttered, gloomily lit room I rolled out boxes and trunks and
unpacked some of the things we had played with on his last visit. The boy
shrugged off his backpack, undid the top flap and pulled out some of his
own favourite toys. There were things | remembered from his last visit: a
scaly-winged dragon that flew around the room, spitting pink fire before
landing on his arm and coiling its tail several times around it; a soldier who
would hide himself somewhere in the room when we closed our eyes — it
had taken us hours to find him the last time. There were marbles, little glass
balls cored with whirls of colour, which rolled on the floor and organised
themselves into shapes and figures according to shouted commands, or
formed shapes which we then had to guess at before they were complete.
There was a puzzle board and a lovely machine ballerina who would dance
on anything, even the tip of a finger.

We played with these things, and eventually the nannies brought us
lemonade and biscuits on a floating trolley. Somewhere in the house a
long-case clock chimed.

‘I want to see the doll's house now,’ the boy said.

‘| thought you didn’t want to see it.’

‘I do. Really.’

So | showed him Palatial, taking him into the room-within-a-room
where it was kept, and although | revealed only a fraction of its capabilities,
he was fascinated by it, and | knew even then that he was jealous, and that

Palatial would be the first thing he would want to see on his next visit.

It was the first time | had felt him in my power. | decided that | liked
the feeling very much.

* k% % %

CHAPTER ONE



| lifted the glass of wine, already drunk on the scenery before a drop had
touched my lips.

“To the future security of your civilisation and solar system, Mister
Nebuly.’

“To your civilisation,’” Purslane said, from the other side of the table.
‘Thank you,’ said Mister Nebuly.

We were sitting by the beach, enjoying wine on a warm evening. Night
on the Centaurs’ world was not the same as on most planets. Since the
world orbited a star heavy in ultraviolet radiation, Scapers had thrown a
protective bubble around the atmosphere — a transparent shield that the
Centaurs tolerated, as opposed to the armoured shell that would have been
necessary if the House of Moths had moved their solar system. By day the
bubble served only to screen out the rays and take the edge off that
scalding blue brilliance. By night, it amplified the faintest star or gas cloud
until the hues were intense enough to trigger the colour receptors in the
human eye. The Milky Way was a luminous, many-boned spine arcing from
horizon to horizon. A nearby supernova remnant was a smear of ruby red,
dulling to sable at its curdled edges. The pulsar at its heart was a ticking
lighthouse. An open cluster of blue stars, no more than a few hundred lights
away, spangled like a clutch of electric gems. The dwarf stars within a few
lights of this system were warm ambers and golds, promising life and
sanctuary and the ten-billion-year stability of a slow fusion cycle. Even the
Absence was visible: that thumb-sized smudge of starless, galaxyless
darkness in the direction where Andromeda used to lie.

The sky was beautiful, as luscious as a drug-induced vision, but | did
not care to be reminded of the Absence. It brought to mind my promise to
Doctor Meninx, the promise | had so far failed to keep and which now hung
by the slimmest of threads.

My only hope was that the Centaurs would come through.
‘And you’re absolutely certain the stardam won't give us any cause for
concern in the future, shatterling Campion?’ asked the four-legged being

standing at our table.

‘You can rest easy, Mister Nebuly. Your civilisation is safe again.’



‘Not that it was ever in grave danger,’ Purslane said, swirling the wine
in her glass. ‘Let’'s be clear about that.’

| smiled. ‘A leaking stardam’s not something you can ignore, but the
fault is repaired. We installed it; we’ll fix it if it goes wrong. That's how we do
things in Gentian Line.’

‘You can understand why we’re concerned. When the other survival
options were presented to us, it was emphasised that repairing the stardam
involved the minimum of risk.’

‘And it did,’ | said.

One and a half million years ago, a supermassive star within eleven
lights of the Centaurs’ world had grown unstable. Rebirthers had attempted
to siphon matter from the star’s core using wormhole taps, but the fierce
densities and temperatures had thwarted the throat-stabilising devices that
held the wormholes open. Scaper intervention could not protect the
Centaurs’ biosphere. That left only two other options, apart from evacuation
of the system. Mellicta Line, the House of Moths, were experts in the
movement of stars. They offered to relocate either the star or the system,
promising to accomplish either task for free provided they received
exclusive trading rights with the Centaurs for the next two million years.
Neither option was without risk. The point of moving a star was to eject it out
of the galactic disc before it had a chance to explode, but the very act of
movement had occasionally led to premature detonation. And while the
Centaurs’ system could be moved, their planet would need to be
encapsulated against interstellar radiation and debris for the duration of the
voyage. This was deemed unacceptable by the Centaurs, who had a horror
of claustrophobia.

At this point Gentian Line, the House of Flowers, had made the
Centaurs’ acquaintance. Seeking prestige within the Commonality, we
offered them the option of remaining where they were and being protected
from the ailing star. A stardam would be erected around the supergiant.
When the star blew up, its energies would be contained within the dam,
trapped for ever inside a screen of perfect mirrors.

The Centaurs were naturally sceptical. But Gentian Line could point to
some experience in this matter. If it had any specialisation within the
Commonality, it was in stardams. We had been making them for dozens of
circuits — millions of years.

At the time of the Centaur negotiations, no Gentian stardam had ever



collapsed.

We could only take so much credit for this, of course. We made the
dams, but all we really did was put together the ready-made components
left behind by the Priors. They had done all the hard work. They forged
ringworlds in their millions, large and small, then threw them like hoops
around stars. Then they abandoned them and became extinct.

A billion or so years later, we began to collect them. We scour space
for the occluding signatures of orphaned, starless ringworlds. We fix
pushers to their dark sides and launch them across the galaxy at miserable,
snail-like fractions of light. It must be done with care, lest the structures
shatter into a trillion twinkling fragments. Ringworlds are immensely strong,
but they are not indestructible. What they are is shiny. In fact, there is
nothing shinier in the known universe. That mirrored inner surface reflects
everything, including neutrinos that would happily sail through fifty
light-years of solid lead.

To dam a star, to enclose it completely, would require the
construction of a Dyson shell. Humans can shroud a star with a swarm of
bodies, a Dyson cloud, but we cannot forge a sphere. Instead we
approximate one by surrounding a star with thousands of ringworlds, all of
similar size but with no two having exactly the same diameter. We make a
discus and then start tilting, until each ringworld is encircling the star at a
unique angle. The light of the star rams through the narrowing gaps as the
ringworlds tighten into their final orientation. Shutters close on a fierce,
deadly lantern.

Then suddenly there is no star, just a dark sphere. Inside that shell,
the energies of the dying star are held in reflected fury, allowed to bounce
back and forth between those flawless reflecting surfaces until, photon by
photon, they gradually leak out into space at a harmless intensity.

It takes an unthinkably long time. Should the stardam collapse before
most of that pent-up energy has been allowed to dissipate, the results
would be more disastrous than the explosion the dam was designed to
contain.

| had exaggerated when | said that we had saved the local civilisation,
but that was not to say there had not been a problem with the stardam. One
of its pushers — the engines that keep the ringworlds in check — had begun
to fail. An eye-shaped gap had opened in the dam, allowing furious light to
burn through.



| had been sent to repair it. A new pusher had followed Dalliance
from the last reunion, tailing my ship like a loyal puppy. In my hold was the
string of linked brass spheres called a single-use opener, a device keyed
to that specific stardam which permitted limited adjustment of its nested
mechanisms. Before visiting the Centaurs | had deployed the opener — it
had shattered into glittery dust after emitting its graviton pulse — and
installed the new pusher. Over the course of several days the eye had
closed, the dam sealing over again.

Our work here was done. Purslane thought the decent, honourable
thing would have been to leave without contacting the Centaurs, without
soliciting their gratitude.

She was right, beyond any measure of doubit.

‘You were right to pick the stardam,’ Purslane said, doubtless aware
that she was talking to the distant descendant of one of the creatures the
Line had first done business with. ‘But you’re also right to express
disappointment that the fault arose in the first place. You expected better of
us.’

Mister Nebuly scuffed a hoof against the ground. ‘No great harm
came of it.’

‘Regardless, you have the Line’s apology, and our assurance that
nothing like this will ever be permitted to happen again.’ Purslane was
making no secret of her being a Gentian shatterling as well. Though the
Line frowned on the practice of consorting during circuits, our hosts had a
well-earned reputation for discretion. ‘In the meantime,’ she continued, ‘if
there’s anything else Gentian Line can do for your civilisation, I'll be glad to
raise the matter at the next reunion. You’ve been gracious hosts — beyond
anything we deserve. The arrangements you've made for our guest, Doctor
Meninx—'

‘Speak of the devil,” | said, lifting a pair of antique binoculars from the
table.

‘Is that him now?’ asked Mister Nebuly.
‘One and the same.’

‘He’s travelling in a most curious contraption. What are those circular
things along the side, turning round?’



‘Wheels,’ said Purslane.
‘It's his bathing machine,’ | said.

The bathing machine was a rust-streaked black rhomboid mounted on
four sets of independent undercarriage. It had emerged from the hold of
my ship, descended the loading ramp and made its ponderous, plodding,
smoke-belching way from the landing area, through the low, shuttered
buildings of the sleepy seaside town, to the cracked concrete of the ancient
revetments above the beach. Negotiating a steep slipway, it had crossed
the sands and entered the water, continuing until the machine was
submerged up to the depth of its wheels. At the front, a single door folded
up onto the roof of the machine and allowed seawater to slosh inside.

The sea was the midnight blue of ink, awash with shimmering
microorganisms. The waves foamed pink and cerise when they dashed
against the chrome-white sands. | levelled the binoculars at the seaward
end of the bathing machine, hoping for a clear glimpse of Doctor Meninx as
he emerged into the sea. Disappointed, all | saw was a barnacled form
slipping away from the machine, vanishing beneath the surface before |
could make out more than the rudimentary details. The door closed and the
bathing machine crept back out of the water.

‘Might | ask how you came by such an unusual specimen, shatterling?
It's been a very long time since we saw the likes of Doctor Meninx — several
hundred thousand years, at the very least.’

‘| can't take any credit for him. He was foisted on me.’

‘You make it sound like a punishment.’

‘It was. The rest of my Line felt it would give me ample opportunity to
demonstrate that | could shoulder responsibility, and put up with a difficult
guest.’

Purslane said, ‘It was Campion’s bad luck, Mister Nebuly. Gromwell
-another shatterling — showed up at our last reunion with Doctor Meninx as a
guest. By then, Gromwell was looking for any excuse to fob him off onto
someone else. That was around the time that Campion threaded a strand
that happened to include a visit to the Vigilance.’

‘You know all about the Vigilance,’ | said.

Mister Nebuly looked to the sky, in the approximate direction of the



Absence. He wore a tight-fitting pinstripe suit that reached down to the point
where his human torso merged seamlessly with the groomed chestnut of
his horse body. ‘This and that, shatterling. Which is not to say we’ve ever
had direct contact with them.’

Purslane sipped her wine. ‘The thing is, it turned out that Doctor
Meninx’s ultimate goal was to reach the Vigilance. Apart from being a
staunch Disavower, he fancies himself a scholar of remote history.’

‘Which is how Campion came to be burdened with the doctor’s
presence,’” Mister Nebuly said.

‘In addition to monitoring the stardam, | was told to ferry Doctor
Meninx to the Vigilance and use my contacts there to secure him privileged
scholar status — unrestricted access to the deep archives, that kind of thing.
They don’t much like Disavowers, and they definitely don’t like aquatics, but
it was assumed I'd be able to talk them around.’

Mister Nebuly flexed his torso to look out to sea again, a thoughtful
expression appearing on his face. ‘One can only conclude that you were
not entirely successful in that venture, shatterling?’

‘No, everything’s still on track,’ | said. ‘Since this was the doctor’s last
chance for a swim before the Vigilance, he jumped at it. | second
Purslane’s thanks for making the necessary arrangements, by the way.’

The Centaur waved a dismissive hand at the twinkling barrier on the
horizon, beyond which Purslane’s hovering ship — much too large for the
landing area — rose like a tarnished silver moon. ‘It was nothing. There are
no large predators in this ocean, but for your guest’s peace of mind it was a
simple matter to establish the impasse across the bay. | just hope we
adjusted the salinity to his tastes.’

The conversation lulled. Mister Nebuly had not come up to our table
to pass the time of day. He was here to tell me what value he placed on the
items | had offered for sale. Much depended on his offer, though | was
doing my utmost not to let him know it.

‘It was good of you to open your trove for examination,” Mister Nebuly
said.

| nodded encouragingly, while Purslane maintained a tense,
diplomatic smile. ‘I hope you found something of interest in it.’



‘| found much of interest in it. You have travelled far, traded
intelligence with other starfarers and amassed a great deal of knowledge,
much of it of considerable rarity. It was a privilege to sift through your data.’

‘And did you find anything in there that you might like to purchase?’

Mister Nebuly shifted on his iron-shod hooves. ‘I did find several
things, shatterling, but | must confess that much of what you have to offer is
not of direct value to me, despite its rarity. If you had arrived twenty
kilo-years ago, things might have been different. But it is only eleven since
we were visited by a shatterling of Gentian Line, and only two since a
Marcellin was in our airspace.’

‘Those Marcellins get everywhere,” Purslane said, through tight lips.
‘The items that did interest you ...’

‘I have a breakdown here,’ the Centaur said, reaching into a pocket of
his business suit to remove a handkerchief-sized square of material. He
flicked it open and it enlarged to the width of our tabletop. He let it hang in
the air, where it hovered against the breeze. It was series of tabulated
columns, in the written variant of Tongue.

The Centaurs had been known to Gentian Line for more than eight
circuits. They were the thirteenth form of human to live in this system,
having emerged from the post-civilisational ruins of the last culture. They
owned this system and the handful of scaped worlds inside it, but had
never ventured further than their cometary halo. Their main world was a
panthalassic, a superoceanic planet smothered in water, with a thick, blue
atmosphere containing photo-disassociated oxygen. Scapers had thinned
out that atmosphere and made it less corrosive, dropped floating
landmasses onto the world-enveloping sea and scattered a multitude of
hardy pelagic organisms into that sterile ocean. The planet’s gravity had
never been adjusted, which was why the Centaurs had attained their
present, sure-footed form. They had a dim recollection of where they had
come from, which was more than could be said for all postemergents.
According to the statistical forecast of the Universal Actuary, they stood an
excellent chance of persisting for at least another one or two million years,
provided their ambitions remained modest. In the long run, the best
strategy for cultural longevity was either to sit tight in a single system, or
become like the Lines, entirely unshackled from planetary life.
Expansionism worked for a while, but was ultimately futile. Not that that
stopped new emergents from trying, even when they had six million years
of sobering history to mull over.



We called it turnover: the endless, grinding procession of empires.
The Centaurs had done well not to climb onto that wheel.

‘As you can see,’ Mister Nebuly said, ‘our offers are not
unreasonable.’

‘No, your terms are very generous,’ | said. ‘I was just hoping you'd bid
for some of the larger items in the trove.’

‘| wish that were possible. Unfortunately there would be little sense in
bidding for data we already possess.’

‘Are you absolutely certain we can’t find some middle ground?’

‘We are inclined to generosity, shatterling, but there have to be limits.
We feel that these terms are fair. It's a shame that your trove does not
contain more of value to us, but that does not preclude you from visiting us
again, when you have something new to offer.” The Centaur paused, three
of his hooves in full contact with the ground, the rear left touching only by its
tip. ‘Would you like a moment alone, to discuss our offer?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

‘| shall return shortly. Would you like some more wine?’

‘We're fine,’ | said, raising a hand.

Mister Nebuly turned and trotted away along the curving road that lay
on this side of the revetments. In the distance stood two other Centaurs,
dressed in red uniforms and carrying the pennanted staffs of some civic
guild.

Mister Nebuly joined his compatriots and watched us patiently.

‘We’re doomed,’ | said, not really caring if my words were
intercepted.

Purslane finished off her wine. ‘Could be worse. He’s prepared to
offer you something.’

‘Not enough to make a difference.” Parked in orbit around the
Centaurs’ world was an assortment of second-hand ships, most of which
were up for sale. If Nebuly had liked enough of the data in my trove, he



could have made me an offer sufficient to buy one of those vehicles. With a
faster ship, | could have kept my promise to Doctor Meninx and made it
back to the reunion only slightly later than anticipated. ‘I suppose | could
hold out, see if he changes his mind.’

‘He’d have to change it a lot. He could double his offer and it wouldn’t
buy you a quarter of one of those ships. The best thing we can do now is
take Mister Nebuly’s money. You can't replace Dalliance, but you can still
upgrade some of her systems.’

‘It won't make her faster.’

‘I'd settle for safer, if | were you. If you turn him down, we might as
well never have come here. We could have gone straight to the Vigilance
and got fish-face off our backs.’

It was as if Doctor Meninx had heard Purslane, for as she spoke the
bathing machine bellowed its engine and began to labour back into the sea,
clouds of filthy smoke emerging from slats in its rear. | watched as the door
swung up and water sluiced in. | half-considered raising the binoculars
again, but my curiosity had dissipated. The barnacled form crested the
waves momentarily and vanished back into the bathing machine. The door
clammed down and the machine began to crawl back onto dry land.

‘There’s another possibility,’ | said quietly.

Purslane looked at me with practised scepticism. ‘There always is,
where you’re concerned.’

‘Before we landed | had a look at the nearby systems, just in case
Mister Nebuly wasn’t as forthcoming as I'd hoped. Less than a hundred
lights from here, and more or less on our way home, is a place called
Nelumbium. According to the trove—

“According to the trove.” Where have | heard that before?’

‘Hear me out. There’s supposed to be an entity, a posthuman, called
Ateshga. He’s supposed to have ships, a lot more than Nebuly, and he’s
unlikely to charge as steeply.’

‘Why didn’t we go there first?’

‘The trove entry isn’t as up to date as I'd like, so there’s an element of
uncertainty.’



‘An element. I've heard that before as well.’

‘Also, it would have taken us even further from the Vigilance — if we'd
gone straight to Nelumbium, there’d have been no possibility of dropping
off Doctor Meninx.’

‘If the trove isn’t up to date, what's to say Ateshga’s there at all?’
‘| ran the Actuary — the prognosis looked good.’

Purslane leaned back in her wickerwork seat, measuring me with
those mismatched Gentian eyes. ‘So what you’re proposing is, you limp to
the Vigilance, deliver the doctor, then continue to Ateshga.’

‘Actually ... no. What I'm proposing is, | skip the Vigilance completely.’
The hard notch of a frown ate into her brow. ‘Leave him here?’

‘The choice’ll be his. If he wants, I'll take him all the way back to the
reunion world.’

‘He won't like it.’
‘He doesn’t like anything — haven’t you noticed?’

A thin figure was stalking across the sand from the direction of the
bathing machine. As the walker neared, climbing the crumbling steps up to
the road, it revealed itself to be a paper cut-out of a harlequin, inked in
watery diamonds. The two-dimensional figure — which resisted the breeze
just as effectively as Mister Nebuly’s hanging sheet — was a humanoid
avatar of Doctor Meninx. At the same time as the avatar approached,
Nebuly left the red-suited centaurs and started trotting back in our direction.
He arrived first, the avatar still a good hundred metres away.

‘Might | assume that you’ve reached a decision, honoured
shatterling?’ he asked.

‘I'm afraid I'm going to have to turn you down,’ | said. ‘I'm not saying
your terms aren’t generous, but | have to be realistic. | think | can get a
better deal for my trove somewhere else.’

‘If you are thinking of Ateshga, I'd caution against it. He has a very
bad reputation.’



| scratched sand from my eyes. ‘Ateshga — who’s he?’

‘Merely a warning, shatterling — it's up to you whether you heed it." He
brushed his hands against the breast of his pinstripe suit. ‘Well, | am sorry
we could not close a deal, but it won’t stop us parting as friends. We are
very happy that you visited our world, and | trust your stay here has been
rewarding.’

‘It has,” Purslane said. ‘You've been excellent hosts, Mister Nebuly; Ill
be sure to put in a good word for you with the rest of the Line.’

‘That is very kind of you.” He turned around to greet the approaching
avatar, bowing slightly from the point where his human torso joined his
horse body. ‘You finished your swim very quickly, Doctor: | trust all was
satisfactory?’

‘No,’” the avatar said in his high-pitched, piping voice. ‘The swim was
very far from satisfactory, which is why | aborted it at the earliest
opportunity. There were things in the water — dark, moving things that my
sonar could not easily resolve — and the temperature and salinity were not
at all to my tastes.” The paper face bent in my direction. ‘l was given to
understand that you had communicated my needs to the relevant
authorities, Campion.’

| shifted on my seat. | had told the Centaurs what the doctor needed,
and | had no doubt that they had done their best to meet his requirements.
Nothing was ever good enough for Doctor Meninx, though; no effort ever
sufficient.

‘I'm sorry,’ | said. ‘I must have mixed up the figures. All my fault, I'm
afraid.’

‘| shall lay the blame where | choose to lay it,’ the avatar said. ‘And |
was so looking forward to my swim. But what's done is done; shortly | shall
take my leave of this dreary world and continue my odyssey to the
Vigilance. Perhaps they will know the fit way to treat a guest.’

‘I'm sure Mister Nebuly did his best,’ | said.

‘Yes, he probably did,” the avatar said, as if our host was not present.

The moment, the one | had been dreading since Mister Nebuly had
delivered his verdict on my trove, was now upon me. | could postpone it no



longer, though at that instant there was nothing | would rather have done
than walk into the sea and swim all the way to that twinkling horizon, where,
depending on the effectiveness of its setting, the impasse would have
dissuaded, rebuffed, stunned, wounded or simply annihilated me.

‘Doctor Meninx,’ | said, after drawing a deep, invigorating breath,
‘there’s something we need to discuss.’

* k% % %

CHAPTER TWO

It would be a mistake to say that Campion was lazy, laziness being a trait
that Abigail went out of her way to scrub from our personalities. But
Campion was certainly a masterful prevaricator. He did not just put things
off until tomorrow; he put them off for tens of kilo-years, until his delays and
evasions consumed significant chunks of an entire circuit. His motto might
have been Why do today what you can still do in a quarter of a million
years?

He had got away with it for thirty-one circuits, too. But now this
business with Doctor Meninx was going to make up for that glorious streak
of good luck. Campion joked about censure and excommunication, as if to
immunise himself from those outcomes. But the Line’s tolerance of his
antics had been wearing perilously thin for several circuits, which is why he
had been saddled with Doctor Meninx in the first place. He should have
discharged that obligation as urgently as possible, instead of dilly-dallying
from star to star with the doctor still aboard.

It was a short hop from the Centaurs’ system to Nelumbium — barely
ninety years of flight by planetary time — but it was still necessary to enter
some form of abeyance. Campion preferred stasis; | — much to his
incomprehension — preferred to be frozen and thawed. As soon as the
cryophagus released me, | called up the information from Silver Wings’
sensors, and apart from a whisper of residual energies — which might mean
only that a ship had passed through this system in recent centuries — there
was no evidence at all of human habitation.

No Ateshga, no ships.

Once | had digested Silver Wings’ analysis, | whisked over to
Dalliance, then up-ship to the bridge, where Campion and Doctor Meninx



were already waiting for me. Campion was seated, reclining back in one of
the couches, while the avatar stood close to him. They were both facing the
enormous, illuminated wall of the displayer. Although | could not make out
their words, the acoustics of the bridge were such that | could tell they were
lost in quiet, slightly strained conversation, a petulant or defensive note
rising every now and then.

| did not need to be told what they were talking about.

Most of the displayer was filled with a plan-view of the Milky Way,
based on the trove’s knowledge of real conditions. The spirals were traced
with wispy filaments of white and yellow, ochre and tan and dulling, fire-brick
orange, with the individual stars too countless to separate, discernible only
by their groupings into associations, streams and clusters. The only stars
one saw as distinct entities were the very brightest: end-phase supergiants
burning their way to supernova, or Tauri-phase youngsters, glaring out of
that barred spiral in hot blues and venomous reds.

The main disc, excluding the outer band of the Monoceros Ring, was
ninety thousand lights across. Settled worlds spread from the core to the
outermost extremities of the spiral arms, but the highest density of human
habitation was in the thick band of the Comfort Zone, the region where
planets required the least adaptation to make them liveable. Provided it
stayed within the Zone, a ship could circumnavigate the galaxy in two
hundred kilo-years and still have time to stop off at a hundred systems en
route. That was a circuit, the two-hundred-kilo-year interval between Gentian
reunions.

The last reunion world had been a planet on the coreward extremity of
the Norma Spiral Arm. Since then we had travelled clockwise, looping out to
cross the Local Spur, passing within a thousand lights of the Old Place,
then diving back through the Sagittarius, Scutum-Crux and Perseus Arms,
before returning to the other side of the Scutum-Crux Arm. A wavery red
line traced our progress. The Centaurs’ panthalassic had been in
Scutum-Crux, and the distance we had travelled since then was barely a
scratch against the scale of the spiral, not even enough to take us out of the
arm. Marked in dashed red was the distance we still had to travel to make it
to the reunion; it was less than a thousand lights in the direction of the
Sagittarius Arm.

In circuit terms, we were nearly home. Yet as far as our punctuality
was concerned, it may as well have been ten thousand lights, or ninety
thousand.



We were going to be late, very late, and that was very much not the
done thing.

‘Ah, here comes the lovely Purslane,” said Doctor Meninx, his voice
rising to a note of shrill indignation. ‘She will lend a sympathetic ear to my
complaints even if you choose not to, Campion. Is that not so, Purslane?’

‘I don't know, Doctor Meninx. What exactly are you complaining
about?’

‘Need | explain?’ the avatar said, raising a limp origami arm in the
direction of the displayer. ‘Once again Campion has let me down! Not only
did he fail to deliver me to the Vigilance, not only did he attempt to fob me
off on those stinking, ill-mannered horse-people with their revolting bodily
habits, not only did he stand by as | nearly drowned in their horrid,
flotsam-infested bay, but now he has the temerity to tell me that | will not
even return to the reunion in time to be entrusted to someone else’s better
carel’

‘| didn’t say that,” Campion replied, sounding like a man drained of
argument. ‘All | said was that we might be just a tiny bit late.’

‘And this reunion of yours — they will delay starting it until you have
arrived?’ The avatar’s tone was needling. ‘Is that what you are telling me?’

‘I can’t make any guarantees. If Ateshga’s here, and if he agrees to
replace my ship, we might not be very late at all.’

| walked across the narrow tongue that connected the main part of the
bridge to the circular platform where Campion and Doctor Meninx were
waiting.

‘So where do you think he is?’

‘I don’t know, hiding or something,” Campion said.

Doctor Meninx pounced. ‘Oh, yes — hiding — that well-known business
model, embraced by profit-conscious traders the galaxy over.’

| smiled. ‘At least the view’s nice.’
Ateshga’s world — shown beneath the map of the galaxy — was an

outrageous confection of a planet: a striped marshmallow giant with a
necklace of sugary rings, combed and braided by the resonant forces of a



dozen glazed and candied moons. We were crossing the ecliptic, so the
rings were slowly tilting to a steeper angle, revealing more of their
loveliness. There was no doubt that it was one of the most glorious worlds |
had ever seen, and | had seen quite a few.

But we had not come here to gawp at a picturesque planet, even if it
was a spectacular exemplar of the form.

‘Did you get anything | missed?’ Campion asked.

| kissed Campion, then took one of the unoccupied couches. ‘There
were some hints of technological activity, but nothing you’d bet your life on.
Maybe a ship came through with a noisy drive, or perhaps I'm just seeing
some leakage from the private network of another Line. We don’t appear to
have a functioning node in this system.’

‘I'll make sure we leave one. It might be the kind of thing that will
placate Fescue.’

‘I'm afraid it'll take rather more than that.’
‘I notice it’s all right when he’s late.’

| pressed a finger to my brow, feeling a throbbing between my eyes.
‘Don’t start on about Fescue again.’

‘We all had to wait in abeyance until he deigned to arrive. How long
was it? Seven, eight kilo-years easily. | didn’t see him getting censured.’

‘That’s because Fescue had been invited by the Rebirthers to withess
a Kindling. He couldn’t leave until it was finished, as you well know. Your
situation is very different.’

‘Go on, kick a man when he’s down.’

‘Perhaps | should entrust myself to Purslane instead,” Doctor Meninx
said. ‘That way | might at least get back to the reunion before it finishes.’

‘You know, that’s not such a bad idea. Why don’t both of you leave
now, and I'll catch up when I'm able?’

‘As if I'd ever do that,’ | said, shooting an apologetic glance at the
avatar. ‘Sorry, Doctor Meninx, but | can’t abandon Campion here.’



‘There’ll be repercussions.’
‘And you're still my guest,” Campion said.
‘More’s the pity.’

‘Indeed. And wouldn't it be a tragedy if something happened to you
between now and the reunion? Something obscure and undocumented, like
a sudden breakdown of tank chemistry? Can’t be too careful, you know: that
apparatus already looks as if it belongs back in some museum of horrors
from the Golden Hour. It's just begging for something to go wrong with it.’

The paper figure’s face creased in anger. ‘Are you threatening me,
shattering?’

‘No, just indulging in a little wishful thinking.’

Things might have taken a turn for the worse at that point had
Dalliance not chosen to interrupt with a report. Someone — something —
was signalling our two ships. A vehicle had emerged from the atmosphere
of the giant, near its lusciously banded equator: a vehicle that had been
completely hidden until that moment, but which was now keen to announce
its existence.

‘And to think you doubted me,” Campion said.

The other vessel was reassuringly old-fashioned: a solid, reliable
example of Eleventh Intercessionary shipbuilding. It was all severe angles
and dark, lustrous facets, like a mountain-sized lump of coal chiselled into
the shape of an arrowhead. It had continued to signal us since its
emergence, sending a single repeating transmission in Tongue. There had
been no need to respond; the message had simply instructed us to
decelerate from our trans-ecliptic trajectory and await further instructions.

The vessel curved past the ring system without penetrating it and
came to a dead stop in the local reference frame denned by Dalliance and
Silver Wings of Morning. The three ships formed an approximate
equilateral triangle, with only a thousand kilometres between their centres of
mass. Campion’s ship was an Art Deco rhomboid; mine a headless chrome
swan with wings curved and raised as if in courtship.

‘Now what?’ | asked.



‘We wait and see. Ateshga — whoever he is — probably hasn’t had
much company lately. | don’t think he’s going to be particularly bothered
about keeping us waiting a bit longer.’

| touched a finger against the side of my head. | had felt a shivery,
someone-walking-over-my-grave sensation. ‘Silver Wings has just been
scanned with deep-penetration sensors.’

‘Attack him now,’ shrilled Doctor Meninx. ‘Why are you waiting? Attack
him immediately!”

‘Dalliance is requesting permission to realise an imago,” Campion
said.

‘Nothing ventured,’ | said.

A hooded figure resolved into existence before us, rendered with just
enough translucence and artificial flicker to affirm that this was a projection,
not a physical presence. The voice — slow and deep and sonorous — was
modulated to sound as if it had passed through a primitive transmitting
apparatus.

‘State your business here, Dalliance and Silver Wings of Morning.’
The figure spoke a variant of Tongue, the only thing approaching a
universal language for star-travellers.

‘I'm looking for someone called Ateshga,” Campion said, using Trans,
the private language of the Commonality of Lines, trusting Dalliance to
translate his outgoing message into Tongue. He could speak Tongue as
well as | could, but preferred to let the ship do the hard work.

‘| ask again: what is your business here? Why have you arrived in this
system?’

‘I need a new ship,” Campion answered. ‘| was led to believe | might
find one here.’

The figure hovering before us wore a hooded gown of dark-red
material, patterned with fine chrome wires in the branching forms of ancient
circuitry. His hands were clasped, but otherwise hidden under voluminous
sleeves. Of his face, nothing was visible under that dark, sagging hood.

‘A ship?’ he asked, as if it was the last thing in the world Campion



might have been looking for. ‘Why would you want a ship, traveller?’
‘Mine’s getting a bit worn out.’

| had the sense of something staring at me from under the hood,
something with superhuman acumen.

‘Do you see many ships here, traveller?’
‘They're not exactly leaping out at me, no.’

‘In which case it would appear that you have come to the wrong place,
would it not?’

‘Except my trove says otherwise,” Campion said. ‘Now, if you hadn’t
popped out of that Jovian | might have put it down to faulty data, but your
arrival is a coincidence too far. | am speaking to Ateshga, aren’t 1?’

‘What would your trove have to say about this Ateshga?’

‘Very little. His prices are said to be fair, and apparently he has a large
assortment of used vessels. But if he sells ships, that’s really all | need to
know.’

The sleeves fell back to reveal thin white wrists and even thinner white
fingers, curiously jointed and tipped with obsidian nails. The hands reached
up to throw back the hood. Ateshga’s face was a ghoulish mask: gauzy
white skin papered over a hollow-cheeked skull. His eyes were set deep
into shadowed sockets. His teeth were jagged chips of blood-red glass,
pushed into his gums at irregular angles.

‘I might have some ships.’
Campion looked at me before answering. ‘Can we see them?’
‘Follow me. | will show you what is on offer.’

‘I do not trust this man,’ said Doctor Meninx. ‘I insist that we leave
immediately.’

My thoughts flicked back to the warning Mister Nebuly had given us. It
was like touching a raw nerve.

‘Campion,’ | said, ‘maybe we ought to think—’



Ateshga’s ship wheeled around and accelerated back towards the
gas giant. Exotic particles twinkled into existence in its wake as tortured,
addled spacetime relaxed back towards its normal tension. Stars and one
edge of the ring system blurred as if seen through moiled water.

‘We’re going in,” Campion said.

* k% *

CHAPTER THREE

At the last possible instant, Ateshga’s ship threw an impasse around itself
as armour against the atmosphere as it plunged into the cloud deck.
Dalliance’s impassor was less effective and we experienced moderate
buffeting as the aerodynamic forces increased. Purslane grimaced and
muttered something about how we should have gone in her ship instead.
Silver Wings was standing watch in orbit, monitoring our descent.

Ateshga took us one hundred kilometres into the clouds, disengaging
his parametric engine and using sequenced field rippling to swim through
the air. That was a trick Dalliance had not been capable of for about ten
thousand years. | switched from pseudo- to real-thrust.

Above us, the sky had lightened by degrees to a pastel azure,
streaked with horsetails of fine white cirrus. A couple of moons were visible
as delicate crescents, but the shadowed rings were hidden. Below us,
billowing ochre thunderheads elbowed their way through a
mustard-coloured smog, rent here and there to reveal plunging vistas of
cloud and chemistry, reaching down into dizzy, canyon-like depths
hundreds of kilometres beneath us.

‘| think Ateshga could be taking us for a ride,” Purslane said.
‘Let’s wait and see what he has to show us.’

Ateshga took us deeper. Dalliance protested against the increase in
pressure — her impassors straining to support the bubble — but | had
subjected her to worse conditions and | had every confidence that she
would hold. Purslane had eased into the chair next to mine, buckled in
against the stomach-churning surges caused by Dalliance’s lagging
acceleration damper.



We nosed through those ochre thunderheads, our abrupt passage
triggering a chain of electrical storms behind us. For a few moments we
were in the mustard smog, losing all sense of onward motion. Then we cut
through into a pocket of clear air, suffused with the silvery gloom of the
sunlight that made it through the overlying cloud layers.

That was when we saw the collection of ships Ateshga had for sale.
‘Please tell me I'm not seeing what | think I'm seeing,” Purslane said.
‘I wish | could.”’

‘There were more ships around the Centaurs’ world.’

‘I warned you not to trust this man,” Doctor Meninx said. ‘It was clear
from the outset that we were dealing with a charlatan, with nothing to offer
but second-hand junk.’

There were twelve ships.

They were suspended in the atmosphere, each floating in a neutrally
buoyant impasse bubble. The ships varied in dimension from the same
size as Dalliance, five or six kilometres in length, to vessels in the same
medium-size class as Silver Wings of Morning, twenty or thirty kilometres
from end to end. One dagger of a ship was a full fifty kilometres long; its
red and white dazzle markings identified it as a Redeemer needle-craft. It
looked impressive, but most of that ship would have been taken up with
propulsion and field-generating equipment, with only a few cubic metres of
living space somewhere near its middle.

Nearly as large, and much more impressive, was the densely
patterned golden sphere of a Second imperium moonship. It was hollow,
with openings at either pole. There was room within a moonship for a city of
a billion souls, or the treasure of a thousand worlds. But moonships were
enticing targets for less scrupulous travellers and it suited me not to have to
keep looking over my shoulder.

Very much at the other end of the scale, Ateshga’s smallest ship was
a twenty-two-hundred-metre-long fluted cylinder seemingly hewn from
turquoise-veined marble, its sombre lines and unornamented hull
establishing it as a Margravine artefact. Such a ship, assuming it was in
good order, would have both excellent acceleration and a very high cruising
velocity. But the mental modifications | would have to endure just to survive
aboard it, let alone operate it, were of the kind expressly forbidden by the



rules of the Line.

That left nine other ships, but most of them could be dismissed at a
glance. Too slow, too ancient, too vulnerable, too difficult to obtain the
spares when some non-regenerative component broke down. A Rimrunner
vehicle looked to have some possibilities — faster than Dalliance, easily —
but then | noticed the telltale fuzziness at the boundary of her flotation
bubble, indicating that her impassors were approaching life-expiration. A
five-kilometre-long skullcraft of the Canopus Sodality was also briefly
tempting, until | remembered how those ships had a well-earned reputation
for murdering their occupants. A trimaran of the Perpetual Commonwealth
had novelty value, but the field spars linking the three hulls together
iImposed a very low acceleration ceiling on the ship. Getting anywhere
quickly had not been a priority for the citizens of the Perpetual
Commonwealth, who had fondly imagined that their empire would endure
unchanging for millions of years.

That, unfortunately, was the extent of Ateshga'’s collection. Twelve
relics, not one of which came anywhere near what | wanted.

‘Take your time,” Ateshga’s imago told me. ‘Feel free to examine the
offerings at your leisure. If one might be so bold ... how much are you
hoping to spend?’

‘It doesn’t matter, Ateshga. I'm afraid I'm just not interested in any of
these ships.’

‘Let us not be so hasty, traveller. There is much we can discuss. |
don’t even know which civilisation sent you, and we’re already about to say
our farewells.” Then he raised his head, cocking it to one side as if an idea
had just occurred to him. ‘If none of these ships take your fancy, might it not
still be possible to come to a mutually agreeable arrangement? An
upgrade, perhaps? | can sell you a replacement engine or field generator, a
new suite of weapons or sensors.’

‘Stripped from one of these clapped-out derelicts?’

‘Not at all. | maintain a modest collection of spare parts inside the
moonship. All are of impeccable quality.” He linked his hands together
again, bowing slightly. The white face shaped an inviting grin. ‘Why don’t
you tell me what you have for sale, and then we’ll take a look at the wares?’

Purslane leaned over to whisper, ‘I'm not sure about this. You came
looking for a new ship, not spare parts. Shouldn’t you stick to the plan?’



‘Let’'s see what he has,’ | said. ‘Maybe we can salvage something
from this after all.’

‘Traveller?’

‘I'm not going to open my trove until we know there’s something worth
haggling over,’ | told the imago. ‘But | can give you an idea of what'’s in
there. Sensorium epics from the War of the Local Bubble, none of which
are in general circulation. Technical documents and appendices from the
Machine People. Seven logically consistent explanations for the Absence.
My account of a trip to the Vigilance, and the time | spent inside the
digestive system of one of the curators. A map of the Emporium Worlds,
before the forced migration. Any of that tickle your fancy?’

‘Most definitely,” Ateshga said. ‘Please, come inside the moonship — |
am sure you will find it most interesting. Are you familiar with the relics of
the Second imperium?’

‘This and that.’

‘Then you must not let this opportunity slip. Come, let us see what
trinkets await you.’

Ateshga’s ship touched and then penetrated the impasse of the
moonship, a widening circle of blue-white energy delineating the interface
of the two fields. Once within the impasse, he doused his own generator
and moved to a position above the northern pole. The richly patterned skin
of the moonship curved down into the pole, suggesting that those patterns
flowed onto the inner surface. | did not know; | had never been this close to
a moonship.

Ateshga’s ship would barely fit into the northern hole. There could
only have been a few hundred metres of clearance on either side of the
ten-kilometre-wide aperture as his vehicle passed inside. | followed him
without incident and came to a halt just to the rear of his faceted black ship.
Golden light bathed us from all directions. A vast number of objects of
various sizes and forms floated all around us, soaked in that opulent
radiance.

‘See anything you like?’ Ateshga asked. ‘Over there, to your left, we
have the engine of a Forger cloud-shepherd. To your right, Sycorax
armouring modules. Seen some use, but still as good as the day they were
made.’



| had begun to answer him — to say that | needed time to look around,
but that | was optimistic of finding something — when his ship vanished.

‘This always looked like a bad idea,” Purslane said.

Ateshga’s imago had vanished as well: we were alone on the bridge. |
urged Dalliance forward, but as soon as my ship tried to move she
reported unacceptable stress levels and went into an emergency drive
shutdown.

‘We're trapped.’
‘I noticed,’ Purslane said.

| looked at her with an exaggeratedly sweet smile. ‘Any constructive
suggestions, beyond saying we wouldn’t be in this mess if we'd used your
ship?’

‘I this is how Gentian Line takes care of its guests, | should hate to
be its prisoner,’ said Doctor Meninx.

‘What we do to prisoners,’ | said, ‘you don’t want to know. Hold on,
both of you. I'm taking her to the wall.’

The engine got louder, and then louder still. It screamed at us, even
though the engine was in fact silent, even at maximum output. It was all
down to ancient recordings, piped through to the bridge. Purslane had
never quite approved of that melodramatic touch, but | think even she was
grateful for the indication that the engine was doing its utmost.

It was not good enough. The ship began to shake, the console
warning me that the engine was about to punch its way right through the hull
and out the other side.

| instructed the ship to abandon her efforts. The drive note died back
down to a purr and then to a sullen, reproachful silence.

After a long silence | said, ‘Ateshga? Are you listening?’

‘He won't answer,’ Purslane said. ‘He’s already got what he wants:
your ship, and everything in it.’

‘I demand that you shoot our way out,” Doctor Meninx said.



Purslane turned to him. ‘We’re in a moonship, held in place by a force
field. | suggest you give some thought to the likely consequences of using
weapons in this situation.’

The avatar said nothing, but stared at her with peevish resentment, as
if she was somehow responsible for the objection she had raised.

‘Mind if | have a word with him?’ Purslane asked.
‘Be my guest, if you think he’ll answer.’

She pulled the console closer. ‘Ateshga? This is Purslane, the owner
of Silver Wings of Morning. | hope you're listening, because what I'm
about to tell you is of great importance. | had my doubts about your little
operation from the moment you popped out of the atmosphere. Big enough
doubts that the last thing | did, before allowing Campion to carry me into
this trap, was to send an order to my ship. If she doesn’t hear from me
within a period of time I've no intention of disclosing, Silver Wings is to
head away from this system at emergency acceleration.’

| looked at her with an expression that said | sincerely hoped she was
telling the truth. Knowing Purslane, it was quite likely.

‘Shall | tell you about the other order | gave my ship, Ateshga?’ she
went on. ‘She is to pulse a detailed message into the private network of
Gentian Line. Yes, Campion and | are both shatterlings. That didn’t even
cross your mind, did it? If it had, you wouldn’t have wondered which
civilisation we were from.’

After a moment, Ateshga’s figure reappeared. ‘Anyone could make
this claim.’

‘But | am making it, and | am Gentian. You should have been more
alert, Ateshga. You saw two ships and thought: they can’t be shatterlings,
because shatterlings always travel alone. Most of the time you’d be right,
too. But Campion and | are not your normal run-of-the-mill shatterlings. We
consort. That means we travel as a pair, and it means you are in
unimaginably deep trouble.’

‘You have given me no reason to believe you are Gentian.’

‘I'm about to. In the meantime, | want you to think about what it means
to make an enemy of as. There may not be a thousand of us any more, but



there are still eight hundred and eighty, not including the two of us. That's
eight hundred and eighty enemies you don’t want to make. Enemies who
not only know the location of your system, but who also have access to
some of the fiercest weapons ever invented.’

‘Threats mean nothing without proof.’

‘I know, and that’s why the Line has taken pains to enable any
member to establish his or her authenticity. | know from the data in
Campion’s trove that a Gentian shatterling visited this system only a few
hundred thousand years ago. That shatterling — her name was Mimulus —
revealed herself to you with a password left by a previous member of the
Line. Upon her departure, Mimulus left you with another password, a word
of her own choosing, which she then registered with the private network.
Since no shatterling has visited you in the meantime, that password remains

valid.” Purslane took a theatrically deep breath. ‘The word is “passacaglia”.

There was a silence. The gowned figure hovered before us, its face
frozen in a deeply inscrutable expression. This was just the form he chose
to adopt for the purposes of entrapment. He might have looked similar, or
he might have been embodied as a city-sized intellect floating just above
the liquid hydrogen ocean that lay beneath the lowest clouds.

‘You could have learned that password,” he said. ‘You could have
intercepted and interrogated a Gentian shatterling, or broken into their
private network.’

‘Or we could be exactly who we say we are,” Purslane said.

At last a flicker of doubt crossed the mask. ‘Perhaps there has been a
degree of misunderstanding.’

‘More than a degree, Ateshga. The question is: what are you going to
do about it?’

Dalliance lurched slightly as the field relinquished its hold. Cautiously
| applied power, half-expecting to be pinned down again, but we were free
to move. | cleared the southern pole of the moonship, emerging back into
the vacuum bubble surrounding the vast spacecraft, and then reactivated
my own impassor before slipping back into the crush of the Jovian’s
atmosphere.

‘We're waiting,” Purslane said.



‘Might we soothe matters with a generous discount?’
‘It'll take more than a discount. The gift of a ship might begin to cut it.’
‘But there aren’t any—' | started to say.

Purslane shushed me. ‘Then we’ll talk about the people, crews and
passengers of the other ships.’

‘The people?’ Ateshga asked vaguely.

‘Let’'s get something straight. If | even begin to sense that you're not
telling me the whole truth, I'll send an order to my ship telling it to alert the
Line immediately.’

He shot back a hasty smile. ‘Just seeking clarification, shatterling.’

‘Then let’s be clear. There were people in those ships. You might
have killed them, but I'm guessing you opted to keep them alive, or at least
in abeyance. It wouldn’t have cost you anything, and you'd always have the
option of selling them on down the line. Civilisations will pay a lot for minds
stuffed full of ancient memories.’

‘How many are we looking at?’ | asked.

‘| took good care of them,” Ateshga said.

‘You can prove that by showing them to us,’ Purslane told him. ‘Bring
them out, as many as you can.’

‘That will take a little while.’

‘No one’s going anywhere in a hurry. When you're done with the
people, we can discuss the other ships.’

‘The other ships?’

‘That thing | was saying to you just now, about not keeping anything
from me ...’

‘Of course. The other ships. | was going to get to those.’

| whispered, ‘What other ships?’



‘Wait and see,’ Purslane hissed back.

It took a while, as Purslane must have known it would, but | do not
think Ateshga could have arranged matters any faster if he had wanted to.
The people were stored in ones, twos, clusters of three or more, and much
larger aggregations. Each unit — whether it held one or a hundred
individuals — consisted of an armoured, independently powered shell
equipped with abeyance mechanisms and a small impassor; not large
enough to swallow a ship but sufficient to protect a sleeping capsule.

Floating in the atmosphere after being liberated from the belly of the
moonship, the units were a cloud of glassy baubles, each with a differently
coloured and shaped trinket at the heart. Some of the units were very
ancient, while others were of a design and antiquity completely unfamiliar to
me.

They reminded me of the marbles in the playroom, in the family
house in the Golden Hour.

‘Are there any Line members here?’ | asked.
‘Gentian Line, honoured shatterling? Insofar as one is aware, no.’
‘And other Lines? Did you dupe anyone else?’

‘| believe there may be some members of other Lines — Chancellor,
Tremaine, Parison and Zoril amongst them — although one cannot of
course vouch for their provenance.’

| shivered, realising what a startling bounty | was about to receive.
The liberation of members of other Lines — shatterlings who might already
have been presumed to be victims of attrition — would inflate the prestige of
the Gentians by a huge margin.

‘Have the Line members — and anyone you think might be a Line
member — moved into the hold of my ship. There’ll be room if the
impassors are turned off as soon as they enter Dalliance’s own bubble.’

‘And the others?’ Purslane cut in. ‘What are we dealing with?
Nascents? Lost starfarers from turnover cultures, | presume?’

Ateshga’s voice quavered on the edge of some perilous truth. ‘For
the most part.’



‘Here is what you’ll do,’ | said. “Take whichever ship is large enough to
hold all the subliminals. Pack them inside, with enough support machinery
to keep them in abeyance until they get somewhere. Then send that ship
away, programmed to stop in promising systems until they all find
somewhere to live. We’'ll be keeping an eye on that ship.’

‘Of course, of course,’” Ateshga replied, as if this was all perfectly
reasonable.

‘Now let’s see the other ships,’ | said.

Purslane raised a finger. ‘Wait a second. Who haven’t we accounted
for, Ateshga? If we've cleared out the Lines and the turnovers, who does
that leave behind? And remember what | said about the consequences of
holding anything back.’

| sensed vast hesitation in his voice. ‘There is one. He has been in my
care for some considerable while.’

‘We're listening.’
‘His name is Hesperus. He's an emissary of the Machine People.’

| shook my head in astonishment. ‘You trapped and imprisoned a
member of the Machine People, and you're still alive?’

‘It was a simple mistake. Hesperus was posing as a biological
traveller, so that he might journey unobtrusively. Had | known his true nature,
| would never have detained him. Needless to say, once | had announced
my intentions, | had no choice but to follow through. | could not let
Hesperus return home.’

‘Because you fear the Machine People even more than you fear the
Lines,” Purslane said. ‘And rightly so. You wouldn’t want us as enemies, but
getting on the wrong side of the Machine People ... that doesn’t bear
thinking about.’

‘You've been playing with fire,” | said. ‘Now give us Hesperus, before
you make things any worse for yourself.’

* k% % %

CHAPTER FOUR



While we were waiting for the necessary arrangements to be made, Doctor
Meninx stole over to my console and bent down to whisper in my ear.

His voice was a rustle of ghost-stirred leaves. ‘I cannot impress on
you strongly enough the mistake you will be making if you let that thing
aboard. You must reason with Campion.’

‘Reason with him yourself.’

‘He will not listen to me. He knows what | am — a Disavower. | am
expected not to approve of the robot. But you are different. If you raise an
objection, he will give it due consideration.’

‘And if | don’t have an objection?’

‘You must! the avatar hiss-rustled. ‘Let that thing aboard and no good
will come of it!’

‘He’s not a thing. He’s an envoy of the Machine People, lost and a
long way from home.’

‘It may well be a trick of Ateshga’s — just some robot weapon he’s
trying to smuggle aboard your ship so he can hijack it and claim it back.’

‘Do make your mind up, Doctor: are you against Hesperus because
of your Disavower principles, or because you think he’s not really a Machine
Person at all?’

‘l am against it on as many counts as | can think of.’

‘The Machine People are more civilised than most human societies.
Hesperus will just be another guest.’

‘A wind-up toy that walks and talks.” The avatar’s harlequin face
creased into an expression of abject disgust. ‘Haunted clockwork!

‘You won'’t have to associate with him if you don’t want to. And if it
really bothers you, you can always go into abeyance until the voyage is
over.’

‘The automatic assumption being that | should be the one to go into
abeyance, and not the robot? Nice to know where | stand in the pecking



order, at last! Relegated by a box full of mindless algorithms!’

‘Doctor Meninx,’ | said, as forcibly as | could manage, ‘Hesperus is
coming aboard. That's final. As shatterlings of Gentian Line, we could not
possibly refuse to assist him.’

‘It will not see me. You will tell it nothing of my origins, nothing of my
physical existence, nothing of my beliefs.’

‘Then | suggest you keep a very low profile,’ | said. ‘If Hesperus
catches one of your avatars wandering around, he’s likely to wonder who'’s
operating it, isn't he?’

‘You will tell it only that | am a scholar. It does not need to know any
more than that. And | will not have it anywhere near my tank.’

‘Why would he have the slightest interest in your tank?’

‘Because,’ the avatar said, ‘when it learns who | am — as | am sure it
will — it will make every effort to kill me.’

* k% % %

| pushed my hand into the open slot of the maker and closed my fingers
around the sculpted handle of the energy-pistol. The newly minted weapon
had the peculiar heft of something crammed with intricate machinery at
abnormal densities. Levators allowed me to hold it, but it still had the mass
of a small boulder. The adepts who made use of these weapons normally
donned power-armour to overcome that residual inertia, but | did not wish to
greet my guest looking like another robot.

| kept telling myself not to be so nervous, but as soon as | chased
one fear away, another circled into place. No Machine Person had ever
harmed a human being, so the weapon might have been regarded as both
superfluous and insulting. But | was about to release a prisoner who not
only possessed superhuman speed and strength, but who might have been
rendered half-deranged by the time he had spent in Ateshga’s care.

| just hoped that the weapon would leave more than a dent on that
golden armour, if it came to that.

‘We’re sure about this?’ Campion asked.

‘No,’ | said. ‘Not remotely. But | think we’ve still got to do it.’



| palmed the control then stepped back briskly from the upright
chassis of his cage.

The restraining field loosened its hold on him gradually, so that
Hesperus lowered to the ground in dreamlike slow motion. His feet
contacted the decking and his arms descended to his sides. He remained
standing, but for several moments there was no indication that he was
actually alive, rather than just balancing in that position. Then his golden
face, averted until that moment, lifted to look me in the eyes.

Hesperus was a gorgeous machine.

He resembled a man in a suit of close-fitting armour, though he was
too slender for a man to have fitted inside that skin. His skull was all elegant
planes and gleaming curves. The Machine Person was both coldly robotic
and searingly human, like an exaggerated and stylised caricature of some
stunningly handsome man from the fables of antiquity, rendered in gold and
chrome. His eyes were densely faceted mechanisms, shifting from opal to
turquoise depending on the precise elevation of his gaze. He had a broad
cleft chin. His cheekbones were parallel flanges of chrome, pushing
through his skin as if to serve as cooling elements. He had a nose, which
appeared to serve no other function than to complement the proportions of
his face. His mouth was thick-lipped, the golden lips parted to a narrow slot,
with the chromed complexities of his speech-generating systems lurking
behind. His skull was gold save for two coloured-glass panels on either
side, just above the streamlined representations of his ears. The panels
were fretted with a fine webwork of chrome. Behind the facets whirled
traceries of pastel light.

The rest of him was no less beautiful; there was almost no part of him
that was not aesthetically balanced with the whole. He had a sculpted
chest-plate, a lean chrome abdomen, thin hips and long, muscular limbs.
The only oddity about him, the only thing that did not look quite in balance,
was his left arm: it was thicker below the elbow than his right, and his left
hand was heavier, as if he wore a metal gauntlet over the gauntlet of his
own hand.

It was the only part of him that jarred; everything else was
harmonious. Machine People manifest as men and women, sometimes as
children and occasionally as sexless, luminously metallic beings.
Hesperus’s face and build left me in no doubt that he had chosen to
manifest as a man. He even had a suggestion of genitals, moulded in
tasteful gold relief. But there was nothing crass or threatening about his



appearance. Hesperus was exquisite, a thing to be admired and coveted.

But he was also alive. Also powerful and quick and — potentially — the
most lethal and clever thing that had ever walked on Dalliance.

‘Who are you?’ he asked, his lips moving even though his face had
appeared to be a stiff golden mask until that moment. His voice was a
trilling, liquid susurration of birdsong, orchestrated into human speech
sounds. It was the loveliest thing | had ever heard.

‘I am Purslane, a shatterling of Gentian Line, part of the Commonality.’
| indicated my companion. ‘This is Campion, a co-shatterling of the same
Line. You're aboard his ship now. You were being kept prisoner by an entity
calling itself Ateshga. | have just negotiated your release.’

‘Do you fear me, shatterlings?’
‘Perhaps,’ | said.

‘You have no cause to. | would put that weapon away, if | were you.
My intelligence is distributed throughout my body, so it would take more
than one shot to kill me. You could hurt me eventually, but not before
redirected energies had done a considerable amount of damage to your
surroundings.’ He looked around slowly, his neck pivoting with the eerie
smoothness of a gun-turret. Shifting effortlessly to Trans, he said, ‘Would it
help matters if | spoke the language of the Commonality? | do not think it
will pose me any insurmountable difficulties.’

We Gentians liked to think that no one else understood Trans quite as
well as we did. Yet with one sentence Hesperus had demolished all my
certainties.

‘He’s good,” Campion whispered. ‘He’s very good.’

‘You speak Trans very well,’ | said.

‘For a machine.’

‘For anyone not born to it. Please — no offence was intended.’

He regarded me with those glinting opal eyes. He tilted his head
microscopically and they flared turquoise light. ‘Nor was any taken,

shatterling. Would you be so kind as to explain my predicament? You have
mentioned someone called Ateshga, and the name means something to



me, but | am still at a loss to understand how | came here.’
‘Then you don’t remember being caught?’

‘I remember details, but not the whole. | recall that | was travelling.” He
turned a palm to his chest, fingers stiffened. ‘Unfortunately, something
happened to my ship — a technical fault.’

‘| can probably guess the rest. You dug into your vessel’s trove and
learned of the existence of a dealer in ships located in this system.
Ateshga lured you in and then decided he could make more credits by
stealing your ship than by taking your money.’

‘Is that what happened to you?’
‘Ateshga didn’t realise he’d netted a pair of Gentians. We explained
to him that if he didn’t let us go, he could expect retaliation from the rest of

the Line.’

‘A formidable threat,” Hesperus said. ‘How did you persuade him to let
me go?’

‘He had no choice once we were free: he'd have been in even hotter
water if it became known that he was imprisoning a Machine Person.’

‘In which case | owe you my gratitude. | am still sorry that you felt the
need to bring a weapon.’

‘I was worried that you might be disorientated.’

‘Then your concern was understandable. My memory is damaged.
Might | enquire as to the present date?’

‘Six zero three three, four eighty-five, Crab standard time. You're in
the Scutum-Crux Arm, in the Nelumbium System.’

‘I was Ateshga’s prisoner for a considerable number of years. The
last clear date | recall — in the human system — began with a five.’

| glanced at the cage. He was still standing inside it, albeit free to walk
out. ‘Did Ateshga do something to your memory?’

‘The errors | am experiencing are symptomatic of crude
electromagnetic interference. He must have been trying to force amnesia



on me, so that he could let me go without fear of the consequences.’ He
looked down at his arm, the one that was larger than the other, and then
back at me. ‘I am sorry, shatterlings. It must be quite unsettling to find me
like this. Might | ask what you intend to do with me, now that | am in your
care?’

‘Our next stop — once we've left Ateshga — will be our reunion system.
If it's anything like the last couple of get-togethers, there’ll be other Machine
People along as guests. If you wish, we’ll take you to them. Otherwise, you
can stay aboard our ships as long as you like.” | paused, mindful of the
delicate matter | was about to broach. ‘Of course, if you were to consent to
visit the reunion, it would not hurt my standing in the Line.’

‘Something can probably be arranged. Have we already left Ateshga
behind?’

‘There’s still a little business we have to conclude before we leave.’ |
offered a hand, inviting him to step forward. ‘You don’t have to stay in that
thing if you don’t want to.’

He formed a smile. There was something stiffly theatrical about it, the
mask too perfectly symmetrical to show human emotions with complete
authenticity. But it was still a smile.

‘Thank you, shatterling.’
‘Call me Purslane.’

‘Very well, Purslane.’ He took a cautious step out of the cage, as if
expecting the containment field to snap on again. He stretched his arms,
turning to the left and the right as if to admire them. | thought of two things:
the hunting cat | had once owned in Palatial, and the replica of
Michelangelo’s David which stood in one of the great hallways of the old
household. ‘It is good to move again, Purslane. | cannot express how
unpleasant it has been to be Ateshga’s prisoner. If | were inclined to
revenge ..." He trailed off.

‘Are you, Hesperus?’ Campion asked.

‘No,” he answered. ‘Revenge is for biologicals. We do things
differently.’

* k k%



Doctor Meninx said nothing when he was introduced to Hesperus, but there
was a world of calculating suspicion in his paper face.

‘Ateshga and | were just discussing the other ships,’ | said. ‘Weren’t
we, Ateshga?’

‘But you have seen all my ships,’ the imago answered.

Hesperus moved into the imago’s line of sight and said, ‘I know what
you did to my memory, Ateshga. You were sensible to wipe what you did.’

‘| could have killed you,” Ateshga said.

‘That will be taken into consideration when | return to my people and
explain where | have been. In the meantime, in the interests of ameliorating
your situation, | suggest that you do everything in your power to comply with

the shatterling’s requests. If she wishes to see more ships, show them to
her.’

Ateshga said nothing. His ship slammed out of the atmosphere,
carving a pillar of vacuum in its wake.

‘Where’s he gone?’ Campion asked.

‘Orbit,” | said.

‘There were no ships in orbit,” Doctor Meninx said. ‘We should have
seen them even if they had the benefit of camouflaging screens. Nothing is
that invisible.’

‘We did see them,’ | said. ‘We just didn’t see them.’

Campion settled into his couch and tugged his hovering console
down until it was within easy reach. He punched commands and took
Dalliance up and out. By the time we had cleared the atmosphere, Silver
Wings was racing to meet us. We were above the equatorial plane of the
Jovian, looking down on a sunlit face.

‘I do not understand,” Doctor Meninx said.

‘Me neither,” said Campion, staring at the planet. ‘All I'm seeing is—'

‘“The ring system,’ | finished for him. ‘Show them, Ateshga. Campion



and the Doctor are having one of their slow days.’
‘Show us what?’ Campion asked.

That was when the wave of change began spreading through the
rings. Something awesome was happening down there. The very texture
and brightness of the rings was transmuting, beginning in a perfectly
straight line that then swept slowly around, moving with the eerie steadiness
of a clock hand. Where the line had passed, the rings were darker and
somehow more tenuous in appearance. Where before they had cut through
the face of the planet like swathes of silver-white ribbon, now they
resembled ribbons of smoke.

‘That’s where he hid them,’ | said. ‘Most of the particles are still chips
of water ice, but the ships are much bigger. He tuned their impassors so
that the bubbles had the same reflectivity as the rest of the particles. Now
he’s turning them off, so there’s not so much light being thrown back at us.’

| had seen larger constructs; we all had. But beyond a certain scale,
vast was simply vast, whether it was the hovering majesty of the jade
cathedral on Lutetium, a Second imperium moonship or the awesome
bones of the Prior machinery near Sagittarius A.

There was room in those rings for a lot of ships.

‘How many?’ | asked, hardly daring to.

‘Sixty thousand, give or take,” Ateshga said. ‘I've been collecting for a
very long time.’

‘Take your pick,’ | told Campion. ‘If you can’t find the ship you're
looking for here, you may as well give up. | bet he’s got at least one of
everything.’

‘I'm not sure now,” Campion said, with an abashed smile.

‘Not sure about what?’

‘That | actually want to get rid of Dalliance. So what if she’'s made me
late for a few appointments? It's not as if she didn’'t get me there in the end,

in one piece.’

‘You have an excellent point, honoured shatterling,” said Ateshga.
‘Why dispose of something when it has served you well? Of course, once



you have specified your requirements, it will still take a little while to
complete the refurbishment. The components must be sourced, and
integrated into your ship ... | believe we are looking at months, if not years,
of work. Do you wish to enter abeyance until matters are completed?’

‘Nice try,’ | said. ‘I have a nagging feeling we’'d never wake up if we
put ourselves asleep.’

‘We'll just have to take turns,” Campion said.

‘That may not be necessary,’ said Hesperus in his beautiful trill of a
voice. ‘| have no need of abeyance as you understand it. | am willing to
supervise matters while the two of you sleep. | believe | can hold Ateshga
to his guarantees.’

Campion and | looked at each other. | suppose we were both thinking
the same thing. We had no evidence that Hesperus was an authentic envoy
of the Machine People. Given Ateshga’s demonstrated treachery,
Hesperus might very well be a plant, a last-ditch stratagem for regaining
control of us.

‘You can trust me,’ he said, as if reading our thoughts. ‘Now and for
ever.’

‘We can'’t be certain of this creature’s intentions,” Doctor Meninx said.

Angrily | turned on the paper harlequin. ‘Are you volunteering to stay
awake, in that case?’

‘That is not what | meant—’

‘I do not blame any of you for harbouring suspicions,’” Hesperus said.
‘| also have suspicions. Do you really intend to return me to my people, or
are you simply lying to gain my compliance? Were you complicit in my
imprisonment?’

‘We weren't,’ | said.
Hesperus raised a calming hand. ‘The point is, these doubts cannot
be settled instantly. It will take time. For now, let me prove my

trustworthiness by guarding you while Ateshga honours his obligations.’

‘Could you take care of my ship as well, and make sure Ateshga
doesn’t cut any corners?’ Campion asked.



His eyes gleamed turquoise as he turned to face the imago.
‘Corner-cutting will not be an option, | assure you.’
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CHAPTER FIVE

Purslane and Hesperus were facing each other, seated on opposite sides
of a low gaming table. Tiny spectral armies stalked a shadowy landscape
wreathed in a cloak of mist and gunpowder. The two gamers were
commanding their battalions with subtle hand gestures, like expert
puppeteers.

‘Any sign of Doctor Meninx?’ | asked, having just whisked up-ship
from the propulsion chamber.

‘Still asleep, or whatever he gets up to in that tank of his,” Purslane
said.

‘That's a shame.’

‘Isn’'tit.’

Hesperus made a series of complex gestures, breaking his battalion
into countless little divisions. Purslane pouted as they overran her forces,
swarming amongst her men like rampaging insects. A little flag waved from
a smoke-girdled summit. | thought of Count Mordax’s Ghost Soldiers,
storming the Kingdom on their pale, bony horses.

‘Looks like he’s beaten you again,’ | said.

‘He always does,’ Purslane said, leaning away from the table. ‘| asked
him to play down to my level, but he won't.’

‘I would rather defeat you than insult you,” Hesperus said. ‘Besides,
the game is good practice for my memory. | have improved my short-term
faculties since we last spoke, Campion.’

‘That’s good.’

Purslane rose and stroked a finger against the side of my cheek.



‘That's enough fun and games for me, anyway. You and | have work to do.’
‘The strands,’ | said, with as little enthusiasm as | could muster.

‘We can’t put it off much longer. | really ought to whisk back to Silver
Wings and start work on my side of the story.’

Putting it off for as long as possible was exactly what | had hoped to
do. We were two days out from Ateshga; two hundred and two days after
he had bowed to our requests. Thanks to Hesperus, the work had been
completed more than satisfactorily. Dalliance was humming along at a
whisker below the speed of light.

‘| shall not detain you from whatever business you must attend to,’
Hesperus said. ‘But might | ask a question, Campion?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘It concerns your guest.’

‘I've got a lot of guests, thanks to Ateshga.’

‘I am referring to Doctor Meninx.’

‘| thought you might be. Is there a problem with him?’

‘I do not think Doctor Meninx cares for my presence on this ship. Is
that a fair assessment of his feelings?’

| tried to shrug off his question. ‘I can’'t say what's going on his head.’

‘If | did not know better, | would say that he is a Disavower. That is
one of the things | do remember. The Disavowers do not believe that
machines have any right to be considered sentient. In their most extreme
manifestation, they would seek to eradicate machine intelligence from the
galaxy’

‘I don’t think Doctor Meninx is quite that far down the road.’

‘Give him time,’ Purslane murmured.

‘But he is a Disavower?’ Hesperus asked.



‘I don’t think he’s really serious about it,’ | evaded. ‘The Lines don’t
have much truck with Disavowers. Gromwell wouldn’t have brought the
doctor to our reunion if he suspected Meninx was a paid-up machine-hater.’

‘Given the manner in which he has been delayed, one suspects that
Doctor Meninx has decided that Gentian policy is no concern of his. Might
he now be allowing his mask to slip?’

‘The doctor had some misgivings about letting you aboard. They
weren't specifically to do with you being a Machine Person, rather that you
were an unknown quantity.’

‘| see,’ Hesperus said, as if my answer had told him a great deal more
than | had intended.

‘Really, it’s not that big a deal. You don’t have to see each other if you
don’t want to. It's not as if he poses you any kind of threat.’

‘That is not my fear. | merely wish to establish cordial relations with
your guest, in the hope that talking to him might shed light on some corner
of my memory as yet unilluminated. Purslane told me that the doctor is a
scholar, on his way to an engagement. That struck a chord with me, as if our
trajectories might be similar.’

‘The doctor was on his way to the Vigilance,’ | said.

‘The Vigilance,” Hesperus echoed, as if testing the sound of the word.
‘I know of this, although | cannot say why. What became of his
engagement?’

‘Nothing. It wasn’t possible to deliver him to them without throwing me
off-schedule for the reunion.’ | forced a half-smile. ‘Look on the bright side,
though: if | hadn’t let down Meninx, I'd never have met you.’

‘And | would still be a prisoner of Ateshga.’

‘Precisely.’

‘Then Doctor Meninx’s misfortune is my great good luck, | suppose. |
should like to know more of this Vigilance, Campion: now that the word has
been spoken, it feels like a key to unlocking more of my buried memories. |

am even more anxious to discuss my predicament with the doctor.’

‘| can tell you all about the Vigilance,’ | said. ‘I was there. Would you



like to see my trove?’

‘That would be very kind indeed,” Hesperus said.
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Seen from outside, as | braked down from interstellar speed, the Vigilance
was a hole punched in the pale shimmer of the Milky Way, where it
transected the Norma and Cygnus Arms. In infrared it was the hottest thing
for a thousand lights, blazing out like a beacon. Visible light photons from
the star at the heart of the Vigilance had been downgraded to heat, seeping
out in all directions. Somewhere in between, they had given up much of
their energy to the Vigilance’s ceaseless information-gathering and
archiving activities. The star was the engine in the basement of the library, a
machine for turning hydrogen into data.

The Vigilance exists around a solar-type star with about a billion years
left on the Main Sequence, or until a wormhole must be sunk into its core
for refuelling. Once upon a time, that star almost certainly had a full arsenal
of planets, moons, asteroids and comets, but none now remain. Every
useful atom in the system has been reorganised into the component
bodies of a Dyson swarm, numbering about ten billion in total. The Priors
knew how to smash worlds and reforge their remains into the unbroken
shell of a true Dyson sphere. Humans can do the smashing part, but all
efforts to construct a shell of the necessary rigidity have failed. The best we
can do is to englobe a star in a swarm of bodies moving on independent
orbits, like flies buzzing around a lantern.

At fifty hours from the outer boundary, | transmitted an approach
request and identified myself as Gentian. There was no response. | slowed
down to system speed and made a further series of approach requests. |
was doing everything by the book, following the wise counsel of the trove.
The distance narrowed to a handful of hours. | slowed again, to the point
where it would take me a year of flight to cross the remaining distance.
Save for brief catnaps, | stayed awake and alert for the entire time, not even
allowing myself a dose of Synchromesh. Slowly that black sphere enlarged
until it was swallowing half my sky, its horizon so flat it felt as if | had
reached the wall at the end of the universe. At three light-seconds, the
Vigilance deigned to notice me.

It was, technically speaking, an attack. The scalding energies that
twinkled against Dalliance were enough to ablate metres of her hull before
the impasse rose to full effectiveness. | had not run with the impasse raised
because that would be construed as an approach with hostile intentions. As



far as the Vigilance was concerned, this was no more than a polite
challenge. They were simply testing my seriousness, determining whether
or not | was someone it was worth doing business with.

It should have been enough that | had survived the challenge, but the
Vigilance saw fit to up its entry criteria several times before | reached the
swarm’s surface. Escalating energies rained against my shields, stressing
them to their limit. Those concentrated defence systems could have
destroyed me many times over were | judged a real threat. | had been
toyed with, teased, no more than that.

Presently a door opened. The orbits of thousands of the outer bodies
had been adjusted so that a dark tunnel formed in the swarm, arrowing
deep into its heart. My nervousness peaked. As the door sealed behind
me, | was vulnerable to attack from all angles. As | fell deeper, the bodies
of the swarm blocked off any view of open space. Dalliance reported that
the space around us was crackling with information flow. The main beams
were being routed around us, but occasionally a photon or two would
ricochet off a stray grain of dust into Dalliance’s sensors.

The spheres were artificial worlds, the largest of them tens of
kilometres across and the smallest not much larger than Dalliance. Each
was dark and smooth, their surfaces uninterrupted save for the circular
apertures of signalling antennas. According to the trove, the spheres held
concentric levels of processing machinery, wrapped around a fist-sized
kernel of quark matter. Levators toiled to keep each node from crumpling in
on itself. Data was organised in the layers according to reliability and
access-frequency. Data of high provenance, or which seldom needed
amending, was concentrated in the safe, stable depths of the quark
kernels. It was troublesome to read in and out, but immune from accidental
change or deletion, and safe against even a local supernova. Suspect or
volatile data was kept in the intermediate and outer shells, occasionally
shuffling higher or lower as it was reclassified. New data was fed in from
the outside under the painstaking supervision of the Vigilance’s curators.
Very few living souls had ever seen one of those strange, slow creatures. It
was presumed that there were at least as many curators as there were
bodies in the swarm, but since the curators hardly ever needed to travel
either within the swarm or beyond it, their true number could not be
ascertained.

| had consulted the troves, but all they had told me was that there
were many theories about the curators, and that few of the accounts could
be reconciled with each other. The Vigilance thrived on collating
information, but by the same token it seemed mischievously keen to spread



misinformation about itself.

| was thinking about that, wondering what chip of dubious value |
would add to the mosaic, when fields snared Dalliance and brought her to
a halt relative to one of the larger bodies in the swarm. We had fallen about
halfway into the shell: the light of the star was beginning to bleed through
the ‘floor’ of swarm bodies below me, its yellow-white brilliance diminished
to a deep, brooding scarlet.

A voice, more ancient than old-growth civilisations, deeper than time,
slower than glaciers, boomed across the bridge in Trans. ‘State the
purpose of your visit, shatterling.’

| had rehearsed my answer countless times. ‘| have nothing to offer
that is worthy of the Vigilance. | am here only to open my troves for your
inspection, worthless though they are, and to pass on the goodwill and
blessings of Gentian Line, the House of Flowers.’

‘Do you wish to access our archives?’

‘Yes,’ | said, for one never lied to the Vigilance. ‘But | do not expect
that access to be provided. As | said, | am here on a goodwill basis.’

‘Please wait,” the voice rumbled, sounding like a distant landslide.
‘Your case is under referral.’

| waited.

| waited a week. Then a month. Then half a year. Then six and a half
years. All the while, Dalliance was pinned in place, going nowhere.

| was asleep when the voice boomed again, but | had taken
precautions to have myself roused to full consciousness the instant
anything happened.

‘You will be admitted into the node. No further action is required on
your part at present.’

One of the circular apertures in the swarm body revealed itself to be
an irising door, wide enough for Dalliance to fit through. The fields cajoled
my ship inside, prodded her down a narrowing shaft, then left her floating at
the centre of a spherical holding bay. According to Dalliance’s inertial
measurements — far from foolproof — we were still some distance from the



centre of the swarm body. The walls around us were dimpled with smooth,
perfectly round craters, the rims of which glowed arterial red. The fields had
released their hold, but with the door closed behind me, there was nothing
to do but wait.

So | waited. Eleven and a half years this time.

It may sound as if, to a shatterling, accustomed to crossing the galaxy
in circuits lasting hundreds of thousands of years, eleven years is nothing.
But our minds are not wired that way. Those eleven and a half years
consumed lifetimes.

But at the end of it all, | was joined by another presence. One of the
craters irised open and a vehicle began to intrude into the holding bay. It
was bulbous, with a dome-shaped prow connected to an ovoid hull, and
various smaller ovoids branching off the hull. It was about six times smaller
than Dalliance — seven or eight hundred metres from end to end. The
technology was more primitive-looking than | had been expecting. The
brassy brown hull had a corroded look to it in places, mottled and scarred in
others, and there were crude mechanical connections running between the
ovoid sections suggestive of the docking collars on primitive spacecraft. As
it cleared the door, the ship began to tilt, turning its long axis through ninety
degrees. It did this with great ponderousness, as if it moved to a different,
slower physics than Dalliance. Some change occurred to the domed part
of the hull, the opaque plating becoming milky and then translucent, as if
smoke was clearing from behind a window. Behind the translucence
loomed a complicated structure, some kind of leathery, biologically derived
machinery ...

The machinery was a face, looking out at me through the glass of a
helmet. It was not human, but | could tell that it had been human, a long time
ago. It was as if a face had been carved in a cliff and then subjected to
aeons of weather, until the features were no more than residual traces. The
eyes alone were ten metres across; the face ten times as wide. The mouth
was a dark and immobile crevasse in the granite texture of the creature’s
grey-tinged flesh. The nose, the ears, were no more than worn-away
mounds on the side of a hill. The head swelled at the neck and vanished
into a huge body concealed by the connecting ring around the base of the
domed helmet.

The eyes blinked. It was less a blink than the playing out of an
astronomical event, like the eclipse of a short-period binary. It took minutes
for the lids to close; minutes again for them to ooze open. The eyes were
looking at me, but there was no focus in them, no hint of animation.



The figure drifted closer. From one side of the hull, a string of jointed
ovoids became a grasping arm with fingers at the end. The fingers were as
large as trees. They closed around Dalliance, and | felt their tips clang
against the hull. The ship, sensing my mood, was wise enough not to take
retaliatory action.

It turned out that the curator was only interested in touch. Over the
course of several hours, he ran his hand along Dalliance, cupping and
stroking her, as if he needed reassurance that she was not a phantasm.
Then he slowly pulled back.

The voice, which | had not heard for more than eleven years, boomed
again. It was as if no time at all had passed for the curator. ‘There is just the
one of you, shatterling. You have come alone.’

‘It's the way we travel, except when we have guests. Thank you for
letting me come this far.’

The giant being’s face registered no change when | was being
spoken to, but | had no doubt that | was being addressed by the curator.
Whatever functions that mouthed served, the creation of language was not
one of them.

The creature floated where it was, perfectly still save for the
occasional blink of those monstrous, pond-like eyes. It blinked about once
an hour.

‘You have been very patient, shatterling.’

‘It was told that patience would be necessary, curator.” Aware of how
easily the Vigilance could be angered, | felt as if each word | uttered was a
grenade about to be thrown back in my face. ‘Is that the right term of
address?’ | asked.

‘For you,’ the curator answered. ‘Do you have a name, other than
Gentian shatterling?’

‘I am Campion,’ | told it.
‘Tell me about yourself, Campion.’

| gave it my potted life story. ‘I was born six million years ago, one of
a thousand male and female clones of Abigail Gentian. My earliest



memories are of being a little girl in a huge, frightening house. It was the
thirty-first century, in the Golden Hour.’

‘You have come a long way. You have outlived almost all the sentient
beings who have ever existed, including the Priors.’

‘I've been very, very lucky. Lucky to have been born into Gentian Line,
lucky to have been able to live through so much time without experiencing
more than a fraction of it.’

“To live through deep time would be considered unfortunate?’

‘| didn’t mean that, rather that I'm carrying a brain not so very different
from the ones humans had when we were still hunter-gatherers. There are
some modifications that help me process memories and the strands of my
fellow shatterlings, but Abigail never touched the deep architecture. Our
minds just aren’t engineered to experience that much time in the raw.’

‘You would go mad.’

‘I'd need help.’

‘You must wonder how we have coped. It is known that curators are
very old, very long-lived. Unlike you, unlike the late Rimrunners, we do not
have the luxury of time-dilation to make the centuries fly past.’

‘You appear to be managing well enough.’

‘You would presume to know?’

‘The mere continued existence of the Vigilance is evidence that you
have overcome the difficulties of extreme longevity. No other stellar-based
culture has endured as long.’

‘There would be no point in the Vigilance if it was ephemeral. Our
watch is a long and lonely one. We always knew it would require great
patience; a willingness to take the long view.’

‘Are you as old as the Vigilance?’

‘That would make me more than five million years old, shatterling.’

‘I'm nearly six.’



‘Except you aren't, really. You were born that long ago, but | doubt you
have experienced more than a few tens of thousands of years of subjective
time. You are a bookworm who has tunnelled through the pages of history.
Is that not so?’

‘That’'s an apt analogy, curator.’

‘For me to be as old as the Vigilance, | would need to have endured
all those years. That would make me one of the most ancient organisms in
the galaxy.’

‘For all | know, you may be.’

‘I am not the oldest curator, but | am still growing. All of us are. In the
dawn of our kind we found a pathway to biological immortality that depends
on continued growth. There are other pathways, but this is the one we
settled upon.’

‘Are there curators larger than you?’

‘Absolutely. You will not see them, though. They inhabit the largest
nodes, with the most important kernels. Most of them are too large to leave
now. Their heads would fill this chamber. They are beings of awesome
wisdom, but they are also very slow. Nothing can be done about that,
though: when synaptic signals have to cross distances of hundreds of
metres, even the simplest thought may take several minutes to formulate.
We find dealing with them ... taxing. But I'm sure you understand. From your
perspective ... well, we’ll say no more about that, shall we?’

| was not really surprised to be dealing with a giant, though it had
taken me a moment or two to appreciate the true nature of my host. Many of
the accounts in the trove spoke of the enormous size of the curators,
although the details varied too widely to be of much use. When | left the
Vigilance, | would add my contribution to that confusing picture. The next
visitor might encounter something completely, bewilderingly different.

‘Do you always live in that suit?’ | asked.

‘Not always. We breathe fluid, not air, although you could not be
expected to know that. There are spaces where we may discard our suits
and still survive, but it would be much too difficult to equip all the nodes with
pressure-filled chambers. Eventually, we outgrow our suits. Then we must
move to one that has recently been discarded by an even older curator. |
have been in this suit for more than a hundred thousand years, and | still



have some room for growth. Before me this suit held many other
occupants. It must look old to you, but it is constructed very robustly. Many
more will wear it after | have moved on.’

‘My ship is considered old by the rest of my Line. But it works for me.’
‘That’s the important thing, shatterling.’

‘Would you like to inspect the contents of my trove, curator? You
won't find anything of interest in there, but as a courtesy it's the least | can
do.’

‘Is your trove portable? Clearly, | am much too large to fit inside your
ship.’

‘| can bring the trove outside.’

‘That would be satisfactory. Emerge from your ship when you are
ready. Take your time: we don’t rush things around here.’

Half-suspecting | might need one, | had already instructed the maker
to fashion me a suit. It was strange to feel myself encased by the
claustrophobic, faintly masochistic contraption. Whisking is a million times
easier.

The suit did its best to make me comfortable. | slipped through
Dalliance’s long-forgotten dorsal lock, inspecting the bruise-raw,
weapons-scarred hull as | pushed away into the vacuum of the node’s
holding chamber. Hexagonal repair platelets were already oozing from
various points in Dalliance’s skin, linking together to form the lacy scaffold
of a bright new epidermis. The trove was a faceted purple-black cylinder
clutched in my right hand, with a gold interface collar around its midsection,
where it normally plugged into the ship. It felt as if | was dragging a small
neutron star around with me. The trove was brimming with data, knowledge
and wisdom.

‘Will that suit keep you alive for a long while, shatterling?’
‘Long enough, | hope.’

‘Then tell your ship to await your return. It can take care of itself while
you are absent?’

‘It's already done.’



‘Then hold still. I will take care of you.’

The curator’'s hand moved towards me, the fingers splaying wide and
then closing slowly, tenderly, around my tiny, squashable form. The suit
creaked as the fingers took hold and began to drag me and the trove in the
direction of the face. | had not noticed it until then, but there was a
nozzle-like aperture in the ring connecting the curator’'s helmet to the rest of
his body. A door opened in the nozzle and | was popped inside, into a
weightless chamber the size of a small cargo hold. The door sealed and
briny pink fluid erupted in, boiling at first before it had squeezed the vacuum
out of the room. My suit pondered the ambient chemistry. The liquid was a
soup, thick with long-chain molecules.

A second door opened and | drifted out with the tidal flow of the
liquid. | paddled to recover my orientation. | was in the helmet, floating in
the liquid space between the curator’s chin and the glass. The curator
breathed so slowly that it was like the ebb and flow of water at a lazy
shoreline. | continued my drift until | was level with the awesome gash of
the mouth, stretching away to either side of me, the lips curved like
sandstone carved by underground rivers.

‘Is this distressing for you, shatterling? You must tell me if it is
distressing.’

‘I'm fine.’

‘Not everyone has been as comfortable as you, in this situation.’

‘I don’t think you mean to hurt me. You could have done that already.’

‘| could mean to eat you. Have you considered that possibility?’

‘Now that you mention it...’

‘I don’t mean to eat you — not in the sense we are both imagining. But
it is necessary for me to swallow you. You'll see why in a few moments. Be
reassured that no harm shall come to you, and that your stay inside me will
be temporary.’

‘Then | shall take your reassurance.’ The mouth widened by degrees,
until there was room for me to pass between the lips. ‘Curator,’ | said, as |

fell into that bottomless trench, ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what
guarantees do you have that I'm not going to do you harm, once I'm inside



you?’

‘Even if you destroyed this entire node, you would barely scratch the
sum total of the data in our possession, and nothing valuable would be lost.’

‘I might have tried.’

‘You have been examined more thoroughly than you probably realise.
We have a good understanding of the capabilities of your ship. It has
weapons, but it is not warlike. And your suit contains nothing harmful at all.’

‘And me?’

‘We have looked inside you. We found only meat and bones, and a
salting of harmless machines. The trove might be a bomb, of course, but
that is a chance we shall take. No act of knowledge acquisition is entirely
without risk.’

| was being carried down the curator’s throat by the flow of swallowed
fluid. Ahead of me, picked out in lurid pinks and mauves by the suit’s lamps,
the spongy door of an epiglottis hinged shut just as | was about go through
it. | was going into the stomach, not the lungs.

| rode peristalsis all the way down, the walls of the curator’s gullet
squeezing and opening to propel the sac of fluid in which | floated.
Eventually the narrowing shaft deposited me in a warm, liquid-filled
compartment. | guessed that | was somewhere deep in his torso, probably
in the lower abdominal region, but | had no idea in which organ, or
compartment of an organ, | had arrived. The curator’s internal anatomy
might not bear much resemblance to that of a baseline human, even if one
allowed for the differences in scale.

The peculiarities of the curator’s digestive tract became apparent as |
took in more of my surroundings. The chamber was more or less
hemispherical, with the entry point near the pole of the half-sphere. The
walls of the hemisphere were ribbed with stiff, glistening struts, radiating out
from the door — some kind of bone or cartilage. The ribs flexed and eased
on a very slow cycle, as if the curator’s balloon-sized lungs were expanding
and contracting somewhere above us, behind metres of abdominal wall and
pleural cavity.

What was unusual about the chamber, what made me think it had no
counterpart in my own body, was the floor — or wall — opposing the domed
part. It was a sea of waving, undulating arms, like a grove of anemones.



The arms were two or three times longer than me and they pulsed with
hypnotic colours, flickering and strobing as they brushed against each
other. Some of the arms were bent back on themselves, their tips vanishing
into the luminous mass. | paddled closer and saw dark objects lodged in
the gaps between the arms, pressed deep into the fleshy base in which the
arms were rooted. The objects were cylinders, cubes and ovoids, and the
arms that were bent over were attached to them, fixed by their sucker-like
tips to the shells of the boxes or plunging into them via holes or gaps in
their casings.

| was still carrying the trove. Without being told what to do, | gave it a
shove in the direction of the waving arms and let it drift. A dozen or so arms
flexed towards it, stretching to their fullest extent and puckering their tips
like animals hungry for the teat. The trove fell within reach and the arms
wrestled with it, squabbling over which of them should have possession.

‘Welcome to my gut,’ the curator said. ‘This is an interface to my
nervous system. There are others inside me, but this will suffice for our
purposes.’

‘Those other objects — they’re also troves, aren’t they?’

‘“Troves, or things very like troves. In most cases they were donated
by their owners. | will not expect the same of you, but | am still curious
about the contents of your trove.’

One of the arms fastened itself to the middle of the trove, contacting
the gold interface ring. The arm shivered with colour, vibrant pulses racing
from the tip to the fleshy root.

‘Are you reading it now?’

‘The process has begun, shatterling. It will take a while, but these
things must be done properly. The data is not going any further than my
head. | am a buffer between your trove and the rest of the Vigilance, for
now. We have long been wary of data contamination.’

While | was distracted, three of the arms had reached out and made
contact with my suit. | was being hauled in slyly, as if they did not want me
to realise what was happening. | flinched and jerked myself free.

‘May | ask some questions, curator?’

‘There is never any harm in asking.’



But there was, | thought. There was potential harm in the most
innocent act of data acquisition, as even the curator had acknowledged.

‘There’s quite a lot about the Vigilance we don’t know.’

‘Many of your kind have been here already. Did they not satisfy your
curiosity?’

‘There are still some pieces missing from the picture.’
‘And you think you will make a difference?’
‘It's my duty to try. My duty to the Line and the Commonality.’

‘Then far be it from me to stand in the way of your enquiries,
shatterling.’

| felt as if | was standing tiptoe on the edge of something
treacherous. | had done well so far, if only because | was still breathing. |
had been allowed entry into the swarm, into one of the swarm'’s processing
nodes, and | had been given an audience with a curator. Very few envoys
had got this far — at least not the ones who ever reported back.

‘We’ve long understood that the Vigilance gathers information from
across the galaxy, from the entirety of the meta-civilisation. On the face of
it, this process looks omnivorous — you don’t appear to favour one line of
investigation over another.’

‘Such an impression would be understandable.’

‘But on deeper inspection, we've found hints of structured enquiry.
Those travellers who have made it in and out of the Vigilance, both intact
and insane, have found certain data sets prized over others. You value
certain forms of information more than others, at least when your
transactions are examined over deep time, across countless examples.’

‘And the nature of this bias?’

‘Andromeda,’ | said. ‘Specifically, the Absence. Taking the long view,
the Vigilance can be seen as having a single, all-consuming purpose —
even though that purpose is sometimes obscure. You're organised to
gather every known snippet of data concerning the disappearance of the
Andromeda galaxy and anything connected with that event.’



‘Many civilisations are fixated on the Absence. It would be difficult for
a galactic society not to be.’

| dared to shake my head, though | had no idea if the gesture was
visible. ‘Everyone thinks about the Absence, that’s true. Everyone worries
about what it means. But even the Commonality hasn’t gone much further
than that. A few observations, a few theories, but that’s it. Mostly, we've
learned just to get on with life. That might seem blinkered, shortsighted, a
kind of denial, even, but what else can we do? Whatever’s happened to
Andromeda, it's bigger than anything in our experience. Even if we
understood what had happened, we couldn’t begin to do anything to stop it
happening here. It's symptomatic of something so far beyond our
conception it might as well be an act of God.’

‘Perhaps that’s exactly what it is.’

‘God snatches a galaxy out of existence, as a warning against human
hubris?’

‘Even if it is the work of God — a hypothesis our data does very little to
support — it would be inaccurate to describe the Absence in those terms.
Andromeda may not be visible any more, but there is still something there.
There are even some stars left over, caught outside the Absence when it
formed. In truth, it would be better to call it the Occlusion.’

‘The name’s stuck, I'm afraid.” But | thought on what the curator had
said and reminded myself that he was correct. The Commonality’s own
observations concurred: Andromeda had not so much gone as been
blacked out. Just as the Vigilance’s Dyson swarm blocked out the light of
the Milky Way, so Andromeda continued to mask the glow of the rest of the
universe, all the way back to the fierce simmer of the cosmic microwave
background. But the thing that was sitting where Andromeda used to be
was not precisely a galaxy, either. It was more like a squat, black toad, a fat
blob of darkness with the razor-sharp edge of an event horizon. But it was
not a black hole. As the curator had mentioned, there were stars and
globular clusters still circling beyond the fringe of the blob, and their orbits
were not what one would have expected if they were travelling so close to a
black hole’s surface, where frame-dragging would have played a role.
Those outlying bodies moved as if nothing had changed; as if Andromeda
was still there.

No one had an inkling as to what that black toad really signified. But
one thing was clear, ominously so: Andromeda was a galaxy much like our



own. Life could have arisen there, as it had in the Milky Way. It was even
possible that life had still been going on there until the moment of the
Absence. The fear was that what had happened to Andromeda might
happen to us, if we were not careful.

‘Some of us think it's a protective measure,’ | said. ‘It's the
Andromedans building a wall around themselves, to keep us out. They've
watched us spread through our own galaxy and they don’t like what they
see.’

‘A wall is also a prison. Would that not be somewhat self-defeating?’
‘It's only a theory. | don’t doubt that the Vigilance has better ones.’

‘Oh, we do. Many, many of them. How could a wall have been
constructed so quickly? It would have required synchronised activity on a
galactic scale, beyond anything we can conceive of. How could we possibly
be a threat to any civilisation capable of that degree of coordination?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Is it the Absence that interests you most, shatterling? Is that why you
came here?’

‘I came here to bring the blessings and goodwill of Gentian Line.
Anything else is a bonus.’

When the curator spoke again, there was a warning note in his voice.
‘You haven’t answered my question.’

Sweat dappled my brow. ‘I'm interested in the Absence, but only as a
key to finding out more about you. Like | said, the Commonality prefers not
to dwell on the Absence — there’s no great hunger for new data, new
theories, amongst the Lines. They don’t want to think about it too much — it's
like worrying about death, when you can’t do anything about it.’

‘Why are we so fascinating?’

‘Because you're old, | suppose. In the Lines we speak of “turnover”.
We look down on galactic society and see civilisations cresting and falling
like waves. We’'ve grown used to the idea of being the only permanent
fixture around here. Then we started paying attention to the Vigilance, and
realised that wasn't the case.’



‘We’ve been around a long time. It's not as if you've only just noticed
our existence.’

‘No, but for circuits we had you down as an anomalous curiosity,
nothing more. We were wrong, obviously. The Vigilance isn't just a stellar
culture that has beaten the odds of extinction. Everything about you points
to a society that knew it was going to be around for ever and ever, and was
going to do all in its power to make that happen. I've seen other Dyson
swarms, but nothing approaching the single-minded efficiency of this one.
You've been ruthless. You haven't left a pebble unchanged. And you, the
curators — you're part of it as well. You've been prepared to alter yourselves
beyond all recognition, to take massive steps away from the baseline
humans you used to be.’

‘You've seen stranger things than me.’

‘I've seen things that ended up strange, like the Rimrunners. But they
got that way as a consequence of near-random changes across millions of
years. They didn’t have a plan. | think you knew exactly how you were going
to end up from the moment you started. You were going to become huge,
slow giants, and you were never going to stop growing. And that’s
interesting to me, because it implies that the purpose of the Vigilance was
set in stone long before the Absence happened. It caught everyone else
unawares, but — unless I'm wrong — you were waiting for it.’

‘We were as startled by the Absence as anyone. Nothing in our
observations had anticipated it.’

‘You were looking at Andromeda, though. You may not have been
expecting the Absence, but you had a reason to keep your eyes on that
galaxy.’

‘It is our nearest neighbour of any size, therefore bound to merit
attention.’

‘There are other galaxies in the local group, some of which could be
considered potentially viable for life. You showed some interest in those,
but Andromeda has always been your main focus.’

‘Then that is indeed a puzzle, shatterling.’
‘We think that you found evidence of Prior activity — stellar

engineering, Dyson englobements, that kind of thing. They weren’t sending
us intentional signals, but they were still giving away their existence. We



would have been spacefaring for two and a half million years before they
even knew we existed, so it's entirely possible that they used to think they
had the Local Group to themselves. They’d have arrived too late on the
scene to witness the activities of the Milky Way Priors, or else they were
assumed safely extinct. Either way, our emergence must have been a
cause for concern. The Commonality thinks that the Vigilance was
instigated to monitor Andromeda, to keep tabs on the Andromeda Priors
and determine whether they were a threat or a blessing. If it took millions of
years to make that decision, so be it. You can’t gauge the success of a
galaxy-wide civilisation on a timescale much less than that. It could be that
you were tasked to gather data over five or six million years, and then
decide a course of action — up to and including a pre-emptive strike, an
opening salvo in an intergalactic macro-war.’ | smiled, more to calm myself
than reassure the curator. ‘Am | hot or cold, curator?’

‘You have a theory that fits the evidence.’

‘Well, almost. But if all you were supposed to do was monitor the
Andromeda Priors, why the secrecy?’

‘We are being very open with each other now.’

‘I know — but there’s no reason to think you won't tinker with my
memory before | leave. Thing is, if the Priors were the issue, there’d be no
need to be coy about it. They'd be a problem we all needed to know about
— Lines and turnover civilisations included.’

‘Secrecy might be more important than you realise,’ the curator said.
‘It wouldn’t do for a single culture to take unilateral action, yet that could
easily have happened if knowledge of the Andromeda Priors was
widespread.’

‘We could have stopped them, if it came to that.’

‘Not necessarily. If a civilisation built a fleet and launched it towards
Andromeda, there’s no guarantee that the Lines would have been able to
neutralise it before it arrived. And even if the turnover civilisation perished,
the fleet would still be on its way, protected by time-dilation. Nothing would
have been able to catch up with it, if it was moving sufficiently close to light.’

‘Fine, so there’s a case for secrecy. But turnover civilisations aren’t
stupid. Some of them would have made their own observations of
Andromeda, and seen the same evidence of Prior manipulation.’



‘“The signs might have been subtle enough that it took the
observational resources of the Vigilance to recognise them. In any case,
turnover civilisations tend to be more interested in their immediate
neighbours in the galactic disc than with what might be happening two and
half million lights away.’

The curator had not denied an official interest in Andromeda. It might
not mean anything, but it was at least a crumb of intelligence to take with me
back to the Line. It would add little to what was already known, but it would
at least bolster the existing lines of argument, adding credibility to the
Commonality’s pet theory.

‘Thank you for discussing these matters,’ | said, sensing that | had
pushed about as far as was wise.

‘It's our pleasure. We have always had great respect for the Lines,
and value their confidentiality.’

‘I will report every detail of my experiences here.’

‘I would expect nothing less.” Above me, the ceiling heaved
tremendously, like the sail of a ship catching the wind — it was as if the
curator had given a titanic sigh. ‘But now to business, so to speak. | have
completed the preliminary examination of the contents of your trove.’

‘I hope you didn’t find the contents too disappointing.’

‘You understate the value of your trove. There is data in it of at least
partial interest to us.’

‘I'm pleased not to have wasted your time. Feel free to copy anything
that is of the slightest use to you.’

‘And your fee for this service?’

‘There is none. | was given licence to gift you with any data you desire
as a token of the gratitude and friendship of Gentian Line, in the hope of
continued good relations.’

‘That hardly seems fair, shatterling.’

‘It hardly seems fair to make you pay for data we know to be stale.’

‘All data is stale. The photons reaching your eyes are stale. They tell



you that you are looking at something real, but you have no information that
the objects before you still exist. They may have vanished into oblivion the
instant those photons took wing.’

‘| take your point, but we still won’t charge.’

‘Then it is up to the Vigilance to make a reciprocal gesture. You have
come here as an envoy, but you doubtless wouldn’t turn down the chance
to wander our archives.’

‘No,’ | said, as cautiously as | dared — fearful that the offer might be
snatched away if | clawed at it too eagerly. ‘| wouldn’t turn it down.’

‘I have been in consultation with my fellow curators. Provided your
data passes certain rudimentary validation tests, we see no difficulty in
granting you a temporary access permit. You would be at liberty to consult
and record data in our top-level archives. You would be able to consult, but
not record, data in the secondary levels. You would be permitted to commit
data to memory, but only using normal mnemonic capture modules.
Third-level and deep-kernel data files will not be accessible to you.’

‘I would consider any offer to be above and beyond our expectations.
What you propose is most generous, and | would be flattered to accept.’

‘Very good, shatterling. With your permission, the trove will remain in
my gut until it has been subjected to a comprehensive examination.’

‘That’'s acceptable.’

‘Good. You may leave via my lower digestive tract — the exit is
opening now.’ As | watched, the fronds parted near the middle of the floor
to reveal a glistening shaft that had been hidden until then. “You will not have
to return to the faceplate once you have emerged from my rectum,’ the
curator went on. ‘There is a waste-release spigot in my posterior armour.’

‘That's ... very helpful,’ | said.

‘It might be unwise to jJump to conclusions, but on the assumption that
your trove passes validation, there should be no obstacles to issuing you
with an immediate access permit. If you have no need to return to your ship,
you can begin examining the archive immediately.’

‘Thank you,’ | said. “You mentioned that the permit will be temporary.
Can you give me an idea of when it will expire?’



‘This is your first visit to us, shatterling. Our relationship has got off to
a good start, but we must take things gradually. Will two hundred years be
sufficient, just to begin with?’

* k% % %

CHAPTER SIX

| raised my drink to Hesperus, his gold face splintering into disorganised
facets through the wine glass. He was sitting on the other side of the table,
with Doctor Meninx to his right and my fellow shatterling to his left.

‘To you, Hesperus,’ | said. ‘“To the safe recovery of your memories, to
your reunion with the Machine People, to the future and to the good things
we may accomplish as allies.’

‘To Hesperus,” Campion said, emptying half his glass in a single swig.

Hesperus raised his own glass and nodded. He took a sip of the
wine, enough to make it clear that he had really drunk it rather than just
swilled it around in his mouth for appearance’s sake.

‘Thank you. It is very good to feel that | am amongst friends. You have
been most gracious hosts.’

‘All the same — if there’s anything you need, anything we can do to
make you more comfortable—'

‘There really is nothing,” he told Campion. ‘Save for the damage
inflicted by Ateshga, | am in excellent working order. | am even beginning to
recover some sense of my past.’

‘I's coming back?’ | asked.

‘Slowly. The damage is great, but my repair routines are efficient and
well evolved.’

‘While we’re on the subject of damage,’” Doctor Meninx’s avatar said,
‘| can’t help noticing that arm of yours.’

‘My arm, Doctor?’



‘Yes — the left one. The one that’'s conspicuously larger than the other.
Or had that somehow escaped your attention?’

Hesperus shifted awkwardly, glancing at Campion and me in turn.
‘Does it trouble you, Doctor?’

The harlequin flexed back in his seat. ‘Why should it trouble me?’
‘Because you raised the matter.’
‘Only out of profound concern for your wellbeing.’

‘It is most kind of you to show that concern, but | assure you there is
no reason for alarm. | have detected no abnormalities in my functioning.’

We were in Campion’s dining room, a few hundred metres aft of
Dalliance’s bridge. Fake windows made it appear as if we were in a kind of
gondola suspended under the gentle curve of her hull. Campion had even
turned on the fake stars, creating the illusion that we were flying through a
blizzard of suns, with stars slamming by on either side of the dining room,
occasionally accompanied by little whirling orreries of planets.

‘All the same, it is rather ... odd,” Doctor Meninx persisted. ‘But we
shall make no more of it. | have no wish to draw attention to your flaws: | am
sure they are difficult enough to bear as it is.’

‘That is very considerate of you,’ said our robot guest.

After an uncomfortable silence, Campion said, ‘I'm sure we’re all very
curious to know what you’'ve remembered, Hesperus. Did you get anything
from the trove entry on the Vigilance?’

Doctor Meninx’s avatar leaned in Hesperus’s direction, creasing at the
waist like a bent playing card. ‘What possible interest would you have in the
Vigilance?’

‘He’s got just as much right to be interested in it as you have,’ | said.

‘| shall bow to the doctor’s superior wisdom in this matter,” Hesperus
answered, acknowledging Meninx with a microscopic nod. ‘All that | know of
the Vigilance with any certainty is what | have gleaned from Campion’s
trove. That has been a most rewarding exercise, but I still cannot shake the
sense that | had some prior interest in the matter.’



‘Could that have been the nature of your mission?’ asked Campion.

‘What mission?’ | queried, before Doctor Meninx could get a word in
edgeways.

‘That may be the case,” Hesperus answered, with a certain diffidence.
| noticed that he was scratching the tip of his thumb against the glass of the
wine goblet, the thumb blurring up and down almost too quickly to see, as if
Hesperus was unaware of the gesture. ‘All that | can say for certain is that,
beneath the scrambled chaos of my memories, | feel a driving imperative, a
sense of some vital task that | must complete, and which has not yet
reached cessation. But | could be completely mistaken. Perhaps | was
simply a tourist, ambling his way from sight to sight with no greater goal than
to accumulate memories and experience — much like yourselves, in fact.’

‘But if you do feel that driving imperative... maybe there’s something
to it,” | said.

‘I cannot deny a sense of restlessness, as if | have delayed long
enough.” He ceased scratching the glass with his thumb and tilted it gently,
swilling the wine inside it, mesmerised for a few moments by the play of
light and fluid, as if it was the single most fascinating thing in the universe.
‘One can only trust that being reunited with my fellows will help quieten my
concerns. In the meantime, your hospitality is the finest | could hope for.’
He raised the glass. ‘Another toast, | think. To the prosperity and longevity
of Gentian Line. Long may it endure.’

Campion and | reciprocated with our glasses, chinking them together
above the table. | looked sternly at Doctor Meninx until he followed suit.

‘I hope you'll enjoy the Thousand Nights,’ | said. ‘I don't know how this
reunion will compare with others we’ve held, but | can more or less
guarantee that you won't find a better one hosted by any other Line. We've
always thrown the best parties.’

‘Will you enter abeyance shortly?’ Hesperus asked.

‘Campion and | have a little groundwork to cover before we can
sleep.’

‘They have stories to fabricate,” Doctor Meninx said, with unconcealed
delight. ‘Strands to edit, memories to delete, others to falsify, all to play
down the extent to which they have consorted. Of course, | know the full



and sordid truth, rendering the exercise rather pointless.’

‘And we know you're a Disavower,’ | said. ‘Keep that in mind before
you start blabbing to the rest of our Line — you might find the reception turns
a bit frosty when everyone gets wind of what a nasty, bigoted specimen you
really are.’

‘The doctor makes it sound worse than it is,” Campion said, smiling
fiercely. ‘We’re not trying to create false alibis here. We're just moving
some facts around. It's probably a pointless exercise, but if we can keep it
down to one or two brief encounters, maybe we’ll get away with the Line’s
equivalent of a large slap on the wrists.’

‘Does this not create risks?’
‘Absolutely,” Campion said, ‘but what choice do we have?’

‘When you delete a memory from a strand — from the public record,
SO to speak — what happens to the memory you retain in your head? Must it
also be deleted?’

‘No,’ | said, ignoring the awkward look Campion was sending me. ‘We
don’t delete those memories, although we certainly could if we wanted —
the process is easy enough. As a matter of fact, Campion thinks we would
be on safer ground if we did.’

‘I am sorry,” Hesperus said. ‘I did not wish to steer the conversation in
an uncomfortable direction.’

‘It's all right,’ | replied, sighing. ‘Look, Campion and | agree on
ninety-nine things out of a hundred. But the one thing we don’t agree on —
all right, one of the several things — is what we do with those memories that
don't fit the story. | say we keep them. Campion says delete them, so that
we never give Fescue or Betony or any of the others anything to use
against us. And, damn it, | see his point. However, | just don’t think that an
experience is worth anything unless you can remember it afterwards.’ |
gazed down into the bottom of my glass, empty now. ‘To see something
marvellous with your own eyes — that's wonderful enough. But when two of
you see it, two of you together, holding hands, holding each other close,
knowing that you’ll both have that memory for the rest of your lives, but that
each of you will only ever hold an incomplete half of it, and that it won’t ever
really exist as a whole until you're together, talking or thinking about that
moment... that's worth more than one plus one. It's worth four, or eight, or
some number so large we can’t even imagine it. | think I'd rather die than



lose those memories.’

‘| find your convictions admirable. | did not know the value of memory
until I lost mine.’

‘| think | need to adjust my tank chemistry,’” said Doctor Meninx. ‘All of
a sudden | feel nauseous.’

‘I would be more than happy to come down and adjust your tank
chemistry,” Hesperus said.

‘He threatened me!’ shrieked the paper cut-out. ‘Did you both hear
that? He threatened me!’

Hesperus moved to stand up. ‘I think it would be better if | retired. It is
clear that Doctor Meninx cannot see beyond the ghoulish figments of his
imagination. It is a shame, since | have found this conversation to be most
stimulating.’

‘Really?’ | asked.

‘Very much so. Only a little while ago — while we were discussing the
origin of my people, and the hypothetical nature of my mission — something
popped quite unbidden into my head. | cannot help but feel it is a memory
of more than average significance. | hope you will not mind what | have
done.’

‘Mind what?’ | asked.

Hesperus held up his goblet and rotated it slowly, so that the side that
had been facing him came into clear view. Engraved into the glass was a
tiny, densely detailed design. Even across the table, the intricacy of the
picture was astonishing, its lines as bright and thin as laser-burns. | thought
back to the way he had been scratching the tip of his thumb against the
goblet; as | replayed the memory, | thought | could see him rotating the
glass very slowly and precisely with the other fingers, using the thumb to
scratch out a two-dimensional image in a series of precise vertical raster
lines. While he had been doing that, we had appeared to have his full and
undivided attention.

‘Would it inconvenience you awfully if | kept the glass?’ Hesperus
asked.

* k% *



CHAPTER SEVEN

| climbed the iron ladder up to the top of Doctor Meninx’s immersion tank.
Beneath my feet, the grilled decking throbbed with the ceaseless labour of
pumps and filtration systems. Under the grillework was bottle-green glass,
thick enough to afford only murky glimpses of the floating occupant. |
moved forward to the front of the tank and knelt down. | unfastened toggles
and folded back a section of decking on squealing hinges until it lay flat
against another part, revealing an access cover in the top of the tank.
Steadying myself so as not to topple over the side, | gave the cover a hefty
anticlockwise twist. After several rotations | was able to swing it open away
from me.

Under the cover was a circular hole bored clean through the glass,
which was as thick as my hand, and under the glass was dark, bubbling
liquid. I adjusted my position until | could put my face into the hole and into
the water. It was not actually water, | knew, but rather a blood-warm
chemical concoction that not only supported Doctor Meninx against gravity
and allowed him to breathe, but also provided him with various nutrient
functions, absorbed through his skin and those internal membranes with
which it came into contact.

My poorly focused eyes peered into that nutrient soup and made out
something: a large, dark form, barnacled in places, tapering at the front,
with the suggestive gleam of eyes set into trenches along the side of what |
chose to think of as the head. They might not have been eyes at all, but
rather some other highly specialised sensory organ, or maybe even just a
functionless growth of some kind. I think | saw a limb or flipper emerging
from his flanks, but since | was looking into even deeper darkness at that
point, | could not be sure.

With my face submerged to the ears, | said, ‘I'm here. What is it you
so badly needed to tell me in person, Doctor?’

‘It concerns Hesperus.’ His voice was a gurgling rumble that | could
just about understand. ‘What else?’

| pulled my face out and sneezed, then pushed it back into the broth
again. ‘What’s he done to annoy you now?’

‘| found out something about him. It was by accident, but my



intentions were good. | wished to discuss something with him, to soothe the
troubled waters between us—'

‘| can just see you soothing troubled waters, Doctor.’

‘Believe what you will. | know only that | wished to establish some
common ground, so that we could at least be civil to each other during the
rest of the journey. | made my way to the cabin you've given him. Have you
ever visited him in his cabin, Campion?’

‘Now and then. Why?’

‘Have you announced your intention before arriving? Have you told
him to expect a visit?’

| had to sneeze and pinch my nose again before | could answer. |
kept my eyes shut now as his fluid was starting to irritate them.

‘Can’t say | remember either way.’

‘If you were to attempt to surprise him, | don’t think you’d succeed.
His senses are more acute than we give him credit for. I'm sure he knows
when you’re on your way, by the cues you give off — the electrical field of
your body, the noises you can’t help making, the chemical signature of
those forty thousand skin cells flaking off you every second you breathe.’

‘Your point being?’

‘I don’t give off those signals. | mean, my avatar doesn't. It's a
machine, but not like him. | don’t think he feels it even when it's near. He
certainly doesn’t hear it coming.’

It was true: the avatar was silent as a ghost, except when it spoke.
Even then there was something whispery and spectral about it.

‘So you surprised him. What happened?’

‘When | came through the door — which was not locked — he was
seated at a table, preoccupied with something. It was strange to see him
like that, but | suppose tables are as useful to robots as they are to humans
— especially if those robots take pains to make themselves look like men.’
The water gurgled suddenly, as if Doctor Meninx had drawn an especially
deep breath. ‘I could not see what he was doing, except that he had both
arms on the table, and there were pieces of gold metal around them —



curved parts, like the plates that make up his armour.’
| had an uncomfortable feeling now. ‘Go on.’

‘I announced my arrival, as politeness dictated. It was only then that
he noticed | was there. Have you ever seen a machine startled, Campion? |
advise you to experience it once for yourself. It's a very singular thing to
witness.’

| had to take my head out for several seconds now, wiping green
scum from my cheeks, pushing lank hair back from my eyes. ‘I'd be startled
if you crept up on me,’ | said when | had returned to the fluid.

‘But would you have something you didn’t want me to see? Hesperus
did. In the instant he became aware of my presence, his arms moved with
astonishing speed. They became a blur of gold. The metal pieces that
were on the table vanished as if they had not existed. We both know what
happened to them, of course.’

‘Do we?’

‘They were part of his armour — the casing for the left arm, | believe.
The arm that is thicker than the other one, as if there is something under it,
something he is hiding.’

‘He’s a robot. What could he possibly want to hide from us? That he’s
got machines and things under all that armour? Weapons? He is a weapon,
Doctor Meninx. If he wanted to do something nasty to us, he could have
done it already.’

‘He was hiding something. | saw it.’
‘You saw what he was hiding?’

‘| saw that he was hiding something. What the thing was ... | did not
get a good look.’

| knew he was lying, or unwilling to admit the truth to himself. He had
seen something. He just did not wish to look foolish by saying it aloud.

‘Look,’ | said, trying to strike a reasonable note, ‘it wouldn’t make any
sense for him to be hiding something inside that arm, would it? If he had
something to conceal, he wouldn’t draw attention to it by making one arm
thicker than the other. He’d have made both arms the same size — that way,



we wouldn’t have noticed anything odd about him.’
‘But you admit it is peculiar.’

‘I admit there’s a puzzle, nothing more. For all we know, he was
damaged and had to swap his old arm for one from a different robot, which
Is why they don’t match.’

‘They aren’t robots in that sense, Campion. He's a machine at least as
sophisticated as any ship you've ever seen. They can be any shape they
wish. If he damaged part of himself, he could easily repair it so that it
matched seamlessly with the rest of him. If he was forced to incorporate
external parts, he could adapt those as well.’

‘So perhaps we caught him halfway through a transformation. He got
damaged, had to graft a new arm on, and now he’s making it fit in better with
the rest of him. That’s what you caught him doing: tinkering with his arm.’

‘Why would that startle him?’

‘Because it's private? Neither of us has any idea what goes on in his
head.’

‘I do. Nothing at all is what goes in there. Just dumb computation, the
endless shuffling of symbols.’

‘In which case he can’'t very well have been startled, can he?’

‘I'm not telling you this for my health, you know. He may not be
conscious, but he can plot and scheme like a fox. He may just be following
a program laid down thousands of years ago. But if that program instructs
him to do something devious, something against your best interests ... are
you just going to pretend it can't happen?’

‘What are you suggesting | should do?’

‘Confront him, before it's too late. Find out what he really has under
that armour.’

‘You make it sound as if you're expecting to find a bomb.’
‘| didn’t see a bomb.’

‘So what did you see, Doctor?’



‘Skin,” he said. ‘Human skin, as | live and breathe.’
‘That just isn’t possible.’

‘I know what | saw, Campion. Your guest is not what he claims to be.
The only remaining question is: what are you going to do about it?’

* k% % %

CHAPTER EIGHT

Campion whisked over to Silver Wings of Morning and told me what he
had just learned from the aquatic. | had my doubts about the doctor’s
reliability as a witness, but | knew that we would have no choice but to
challenge Hesperus. My heart was rising in my throat as we whisked back
to Dalliance, thinking of the confrontation ahead of us.

As it happened, Hesperus spared us the worst of it. He was waiting
when we emerged from the whisking chamber, as if we had always had this
appointment.

‘Were you on your way over to see me?’ | asked, trying to sound as
natural as possible.

‘I would have crossed over if you had not come.’ He stood at the
door, his arms hanging at his sides. ‘I hope you would not have minded.’

‘Of course not,’ | said.

‘There is something | feel | must bring to your attention.” Hesperus
looked at Campion and me in turn. ‘I should have disclosed it sooner, but |
confess | did not know quite what to make of the matter. | hope you will not
be distressed.’

‘Distressed, Hesperus? Why?’ | asked.

Campion coughed lightly. ‘Actually, there’s something we wanted to
discuss with you—'

‘Is it my arm?’



Campion glanced at me, as if | was expected to be taking the lead
even though it was him who had come to me with this information.

‘Tell him,” | whispered.
‘We were wondering—' Campion began.

‘I presume Doctor Meninx brought it to your attention?’ Though neither
of us spoke, or gave any visible reaction | was aware of, Hesperus still
nodded as if we had answered in the affirmative. ‘| feared as much. | could
not be certain that he had seen enough to raise suspicions, but | realise
now that he must have. | do not blame him for talking to you. In his shoes, |
would have had similar fears. He could have spoken to me directly, of
course.’

‘Doctor Meninx was a bit taken aback,” Campion said.
‘What did you want to tell us?’ | asked.
‘The same thing you wish to know: what is the matter with my arm?’

Campion said, ‘Doctor Meninx saw you examining something, but he
couldn’t tell what it was.’

‘It must have been rather distressing for him, as it was for me,’
Hesperus replied.

‘For you?’ | asked.

‘I was as surprised by my discovery as Doctor Meninx. Even now, |
do not quite know what to make of it.” The metal mask of his face had
composed itself into a calm, watchful expression, as if Hesperus had
already surrendered to his fate. ‘Would you like to see what lies under the
skin of my arm? The plating is only loosely attached.’ Before waiting to hear
what Campion and | might have to say in reply, Hesperus bent his left arm
at the elbow and took hold of a section of plating with his right hand. It came
loose and clattered to the floor. He removed another piece, and another,
until only the hand remained covered. Then he took hold of the hand and
tugged the jointed gauntlet away, as if he had removed a glove.

From the elbow to the tips of his fingers, his forearm appeared to be
completely human. It was muscular and masculine, covered in dark skin
and a lustre of sweat. The skin on his palm and on the underside of his
fingers was slightly paler. As he rotated the arm for our inspection, flexing



the fingers, | could see the hairs on the back of his hand, the cuticles of his
fingernails, the veins under the skin.

‘It is as real as it appears,’ Hesperus said, while we said nothing at all.
‘It is human skin, over human musculature.’” Slowly and deliberately, he
scratched the thumb of his right hand against the wrist of his organic arm,
drawing a bead of blood. ‘It bleeds. And heals, too. That is what | was
ascertaining when | was disturbed by Doctor Meninx. | had scratched it a
day earlier and was intent on gauging the degree to which the wound had
repaired itself.’

Campion was the first to say anything. ‘You talk as if you don’t know
what that thing is.’

‘Did | not tell you that | was surprised by my discovery?’
‘How could you not know why that arm’s the way it is?’

‘| already told you that | know next to nothing about myself. It is a
miracle | even remember my name. Do you imagine | was intent on
concealing this from you?’

‘But you did conceal it, Campion said.

‘Only because | wished to understand it before | brought it to your
attention. From the moment | regained movement, | was troubled by the
mismatch between my arms. | tried to peer through the plating, but I am
opague to my own sensors. Eventually | steeled myself to remove some of
that plating, so that | might glimpse the mystery for myself. At first | could
not believe ...’ It was the first time | had heard him falter. ‘I hope you will not
be offended when | say that | was disgusted at what had been done to me.
Not because | am repelled by the organic, but because the organic has no
place inside me. You, | think, would be rightly repelled were you to wake up
and scratch your own skin and find the gleam of metal beneath it. Yet |
convinced myself that there must be a rational explanation for it, one that
would satisfy you as well.” Hesperus lowered the arm slowly. ‘But there is
none. | can offer no explanation for the arm’s presence.’

‘Could you have been damaged?’ | asked. ‘Maybe you lost the
original arm, and the only replacement available was from a human cadaver.
You grafted it on until you could be repaired properly, and then forgot about
the accident.’

‘We would never have cause to do such a thing. Were | to lose my



arm, | could repair myself in short order provided | was given access to the
necessary raw materials — metals, plastics, aspic-of-machines. If raw
materials were not in abundance, | could allocate enough of my existing
mass to effect the repair with little impairment to my functioning. | would not
need to grub around cadavers.’

‘So Ateshga did it, not you,” Campion said. ‘He damaged you and
then fixed you up with an organic part, not knowing you could repair
yourself.’

‘| wish that could be the explanation, but unfortunately | know it cannot.
The arm is an integral part of me. Once the casing was removed, | was able
to peer deeper into the structure. | established that beneath the flesh and
muscle is essentially the same mechanical skeleton you would find inside
my other arm.” He flexed his fingers again. ‘I could still do great harm, if that
was my intention. True, the skeleton has been modified to mimic the
architecture of human bone and form a support matrix for the organic
outgrowth. It has also been augmented with devices whose function |
cannot elucidate, but which appear to supply the organic components with
the chemicals they need to stay alive.’

‘What are you saying?’ | asked. ‘That the arm was grown deliberately,
from the inside out?’

‘| see no other explanation, Purslane. | have already told you that | am
capable of repairing myself. It is also true that it would be within my
capabilities to grow this arm.’

‘Why would you have done that?’ | asked.

Hesperus looked sad. ‘Now we enter the realm of speculation, | am
afraid. If | could give you an honest and unambiguous answer, | would not
hesitate to do so. But | can only draw the same conclusions as you.’

‘Could someone have forced this transformation on you?’ Campion
asked. ‘Coerced you to do it, for some reason or another?’

‘One struggles to imagine why. One also struggles to imagine any
circumstances under which | might be coerced to do anything.’

‘You can understand why I'd much prefer it if you had been coerced.’

‘Because if coercion was not involved, then the transformation can be
presumed to have taken place voluntarily? Yes, that alternative had not



escaped me.’ Hesperus looked with what appeared to be renewed
revulsion at his arm. ‘I should like it if | might be permitted to replace the
metal casing.’

‘You're as upset by it as the rest of us,’ | said, wonderingly.
‘Doctor Meninx was right to be disturbed.’

‘You can hide it, if you want,’ | replied, ‘but I'm not upset by it. It's just
another part of you. If it exists, it exists for a reason — even if we can'’t see it
yet.’

Campion shot me a speak for yourself look.

Hesperus slipped the glove back over his fingers, then knelt to
recover the discarded gold plates. He snapped them into place with
astonishing speed, as if anxious to rid himself of the view of that arm as
quickly as possible. The arm soon looked as it had before, but now that |
knew what was underneath it | could only think of that skin and muscle trying
to force their way through the metal.

‘What now?’ Campion asked quietly.

‘Hesperus and Doctor Meninx still need to clear the air between
them.’ | looked around watrily, just in case one of the doctor’s papery
avatars had crept up on us while we were preoccupied. Seeing that we
were alone, | smiled awkwardly. ‘Campion can speak to him first, Hesperus.
Then | suggest that Meninx pays a visit to your cabin and gets the story
from the horse’s mouth.’

‘Except there is no story,” Hesperus said.
“Tell him what you've told us and he’ll have no grounds for complaint.
You came to us on your own, after all. That counts in your favour, as far as

I'm concerned.’

‘If my presence is no longer desirable, | would be glad to return to the
cage.’

‘No, that won'’t be necessary.’
Slowly Campion held up a hand. ‘Wait — let’'s not rush ahead of

ourselves. We may not suspect Hesperus of any conscious wrongdoing,
but that arm’s still a cause for concern. Until Hesperus can explain it, until he



can rationalise it, I'm not sure I’'m exactly thrilled by the idea of him walking
around. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea for him to go back into the
cage, on a voluntary basis—’

‘I have no more intention of hurting you now than | did before |
learned about the arm,” Hesperus said.

‘I know — | believe you. But what if the arm has other ideas?’

| shook my head disappointedly. ‘It's a lump of meat, Campion — it
can’t act independently of Hesperus. Just because you’re unnerved by it
doesn’t mean it's going to creep into your room and strangle you at night.
He isn’t going back into the cage. If you don’t want him on Dalliance, he’s
more than welcome aboard Silver Wings.’

‘I didn’'t mean that.’

‘That’'s what it sounded like. He’s our guest and we agreed to help him
piece together the puzzle of his past. The arm’s just another clue, that’s all.’

‘I have no wish to cause a rift between you,” Hesperus said.

‘Oh, this isn't a rift,” | said haughtily. ‘This is barely a tiff. Not even on
the radar. Campion and | are agreed — you’ll stay out of the cage. But since
we're all going to be entering abeyance shortly anyway, the point is pretty
much moot. You can switch yourself off, or whatever it is you do, can’t you?’

‘| can shut down my core functions, although housekeeping tasks will
remain active.’ He cast a sidelong glance at his now-sheathed arm. ‘It is
apparent to me now that | must keep the arm alive, which would not be
possible were | to go into total shutdown. Starved of oxygen, it would begin
to decay.’

| nodded emphatically, trying to rid my mind of the idea of that arm
turning into a rotten, gangrenous mass while it was still attached to him.

‘No, the arm has to stay alive — it's the only way we’ll ever find out
anything about it — or you, for that matter.’

‘| also suspect that the arm is a key to my true identity, or the true
nature of my mission,” Hesperus said. ‘What | cannot grasp is why | made
no effort to conceal the transformation by retaining perfect symmetry
between my left and right sides. It is almost as if | had no need for
subterfuge. The armour that encases the skin could almost be viewed as a



barrier, to protect it during growth.’

‘We’ll get to the bottom of it,” | said, with more assurance than | really
felt. If my years as a shatterling had taught me anything, it was that not all
guestions had answers. Societies had reduced themselves to radioactive
dust because they could not accept that single unpalatable truth.

Shatterlings were supposed to be a bit cleverer than that.

* k% % %

CHAPTER NINE

‘It's not good,’ | said, after | had run every possibility through Dalliance’s
course plotter.

‘How not good?’ Purslane asked, leaning against a floating console,
one foot tucked behind the other.

‘Fifty-five years. That's how late we’re going to be. Even if you were to
push Silver Wings to the limit and leave me to make my own way there, you
still wouldn’t shave more than a year off that figure.’

‘Fifty-five years does not sound so excessive when it has already
been two hundred thousand years since your last reunion,” Hesperus said,
staring up at the huge map of the galaxy painted on my displayer, marked
with the winding red line that showed our progress to date. The details of
this final part of our circuit — our stopover around the Centaurs’ world, our
detour to Ateshga and now the last sprint to the reunion — had been
enlarged below the main image, since a few hundred lights was barely a
scratch against the vast territory we had already crossed. ‘Or am |
mistaken?’

‘No, you're not mistaken,’ | said. ‘In any other situation, we wouldn’t
lose a wink of sleep over fifty years, or even a hundred. But you're not
supposed to be this late for a reunion. No one ever shows up precisely at
the agreed time, but most of the Line members will have arrived within a
year or two. There’ll be a handful of stragglers who come in somewhere
inside the first five years, and one or two who get there inside ten, but they’'ll
be looked on sternly. Anyone showing up later than that will either have had
prior dispensation to be late, or they'd better have a cast-iron excuse.’



‘Which we don'’t,” Purslane said.

‘You could not have been expected to anticipate Ateshga’s treachery,’
said Hesperus.

‘No, but Ateshga didn’t end up costing us all that much time. The
mistake was placing too much faith in the Centaurs.’ Purslane was giving
me a dark look as she said this.

| held up my hands in mock surrender. ‘I admit it, all right? The horses
were a bad idea. The point isn’t to pick over my mistakes but to see how we
can make the best of a bad situation. I'll get the Doctor Meninx business out
of the way first: let Fescue and the others have their pound of flesh. Then
I'll wheel on Hesperus and show them what a good, industrious Gentian I've
been.’

‘And me?’ Purslane asked. ‘Do | get to share in any of your glory?’

‘Only if you're prepared to admit we consorted. Otherwise it could get
a little tricky.’

‘They’ll work out we consorted when we both show up late. No point
even thinking of hiding that.’

‘| suppose you've got a point there.’

Purslane crossed her arms. ‘Yes, | do. So we’ll both be taking credit
for Hesperus.’

‘For my part,” Hesperus said, ‘I will speak well of you, and of
everything you have done for me.’

‘You'll have your work cut out by the time I've finished stating my
manifold grievances,’ said Doctor Meninx.

‘You'll only have a thousand days and nights,’ | said, ‘so I'd get an
early start if | were you.’

The avatar’s expression turned furious. ‘You would do well not to
mock me, shatterling.’

‘Mocking you was the furthest thing from my mind, Doctor.’ | clapped
my hands cheerily. ‘Now: the practical arrangements. Purslane and | will be
entering abeyance as soon as we've finished editing our strands, which



shouldn’t require more than a day or so. Doctor Meninx: | presume you'll be
putting yourself asleep until we reach the reunion system?’

‘What | do in my tank is my own business.’

‘All I was going to ask was, is there anything you would like Hesperus
to keep his eye on while the rest of us are under?’

‘Keep his eye on?’ the avatar asked, with instant suspicion.

‘I will not be entering abeyance,’ our golden guest informed the
avatar. ‘I have already volunteered to assist Campion by monitoring his
other sleepers, ensuring that nothing untoward happens to them. | would be
happy to extend the same courtesy to you, Doctor Meninx.’

‘You will do no such thing!” The avatar looked at Campion with a
mixture of indignation and real fear. ‘He must not come near my equipment,
shatterling! He has designs on itV

‘I have no designs on you or your equipment,” Hesperus said. ‘If |
wished you harm, Doctor Meninx, you would already know it. | was only
offering a kindness.’

| raised a calming hand. ‘Easy, Hesperus — | know you meant well, but
from the doctor’s point of view it would probably be better if you didn’t
interfere.’

‘As you wish.’

‘You're being very stupid,’ Purslane told the avatar.

‘The stupidity lay in entrusting myself to Gentian Line. Everyone told
me I'd be better off with the Marcellins.’

Hesperus suddenly looked interested. ‘What exactly was it you
wanted with the Vigilance?’

‘Many and various things, none of which are of the slightest concern
to you.’

‘There’s no reason not to tell us,’ | said.

‘You have never asked me before — why now?’



‘I don’t know. Because Hesperus is curious. Because | never thought
to ask you before. I'd had enough of the Vigilance on my last circuit — all |
wanted to do was drop you off and get away from those giants as quickly as
possible.’

‘We shouldn’t press Doctor Meninx,” Purslane said. ‘He’s a scholar
and entitled to his privacy.” She was using reverse psychology, knowing that
our intellectually vain guest would not be able to resist the bait.

‘Well, if you insist on knowing,’ the avatar said, waiting a beat until it
was certain it had our undivided attention, ‘the principle focus of my
enquiries is the Andromeda Priors. In common with the Vigilance, | hold
that the Absence is the result of organised activity by alien sentients.
Intentionally or otherwise, they have caused something to happen to their
galaxy. As a sentient, resident in a similar spiral galaxy, | naturally have at
least a passing curiosity concerning the event in question. If the
Andromeda Priors did something foolish, then it is in our interests not to
repeat that mistake. It is my strenuous conviction that the Vigilance has
become too engrossed with the acquisition and cataloguing of data to take
a step back and see what that data actually reveals. A lone scholar,
dedicated to his task, might be able to see patterns, inferences, that the
Vigilance has failed to detect. That was my hope. That is still my hope, in
the unlikely event of my ever reaching my destination.’

‘| share your concerns,” Hesperus said.

‘Really?’ the avatar asked, sounding bored.

‘Really. | cannot deny that | felt a flicker of recognition from the
moment the Vigilance was first mentioned. My conviction has only grown
stronger since then. Could it be that | was sent to this sector on a quest
similar to your own?’

‘To gather information on the Priors?’ Purslane asked.

‘Possibly. Or to learn something else known to the Vigilance.’
Hesperus paused. ‘Might | ask you something, Doctor Meninx, from one
lost scholar to another?’

‘Ask away,’ the avatar said idly.

‘Does the phrase “House of Suns” mean anything to you?’

Something passed across the paper face, as quickly as the shadow



of a cloud on a sunny day. ‘And if it did?’ the figure asked.
‘I would ask what those words mean to you.’

‘The words mean nothing. If they had some significance, | would have
heard of them.’

‘Where did you hear of the House of Suns?’ Purslane asked. ‘It
sounds like a Line, like the House of Flowers or the House of Moths. But
there’s no such Line as the House of Suns.’

The golden face turned to address her. ‘It must have meant
something to me once, but now | cannot say. All | am certain of is that the
phrase is in some way related to the Vigilance: the two chime against each
other, as if they once shared some obvious connection.’

‘What did the trove say?’ | said.

‘Nothing. Which is to say, that phrase has occurred a great many
times, in a great many societies, but none of the instances appear to be the
thing | am looking for. | think | would know it if it were; there would be a
sense of rediscovery.’

‘The phrase means nothing,” Doctor Meninx said.
‘Just because you haven't heard of it?’ Purslane asked.

‘It's immaterial. The Vigilance would never have entertained him
anyway. They won't deal with machines. Machines bring the diseases of
machines: the infections and parasites that infiltrate and corrupt archives,
intentionally or otherwise. That is why Machine People have always been
forced to utilise human proxies in their affairs with the Vigilance. Is that not
so, Hesperus?’

‘Exactly so, Doctor Meninx.’

‘Then | need hardly point out that your quest would have been futile.
They would never have admitted one such as you into their data sanctums.
You would have been better off staying in the Monoceros Ring.’

‘Unless this objection was already anticipated,” Hesperus said, as if a
thought was taking shape as he spoke. ‘Could it be, Doctor, that the
Machine People required direct access to the Vigilance, without the
intercession of human proxies? Could it be that my mission was so



sensitive that only | could view the archives?’
‘You would still have been turned away — or dismantled.’

‘Perhaps not.” Hesperus lifted up his left arm and removed the golden
plating, exposing the organic forearm that had already caused Meninx so
much distress. ‘It may be that you have solved the mystery, Doctor. When |
left the Monoceros Ring, my precise objective could not have been known
to me — any more than you knew exactly what you would be doing when you
originally left your homeworld. Later on, it must have become clear that it
was necessary to consult the Vigilance. That was why | began to disguise
myself, to assume the form of a biological human. | must have begun with
this one limb as a proving exercise, to ensure that the work could be
completed satisfactorily, before proceeding with the complete
transformation.’

‘Convenient supposition,” Doctor Meninx said, but he did not sound
completely sure of himself.

‘Makes a kind of sense to me,’ | said. ‘Hesperus did the one arm, then
got waylaid by Ateshga before he could change the rest of himself. He
wasn'’t disguising himself to blend in with the rest of humanity, but just to get
past the Vigilance and through to their archives. Do you reckon it would
have worked, Hesperus?’

‘| suppose | must have been confident of success.’

‘But there’s so much of you you’d have had to conceal,” Purslane
said. “You might have been able to look human, but | don’'t see how you’'d
have been able to pass any kind of examination.’

Hesperus put the plating back on his forearm. ‘I can only speculate
that | had already given thought to this problem. Clearly, much of my
existing cognitive volume would have been given over to biological
componentry — muscle and sinew — requiring that | compress or discard
certain faculties for the duration. My skeleton would have been mechanical,
and dense with processors, but it could also have been embedded with
various devices capable of tricking scanning systems into thinking they
were seeing bone and marrow. All the same, | would have been intensely
vulnerable to both injury and detection. The risk would not have been taken
unless it was imperative to access that information.’

‘If they’d found you out,” Purslane said, ‘there’s no way the Vigilance
would ever have dealt with machines again — even via human proxies. You



would have known that, and yet still considered it worth the risk.’

‘It must have been something very, very important,” Hesperus said,
sounding amazed and doubtful at the same time, as if he did not quite
believe he could ever have embarked on something so perilous.

‘You're playing into his hands,” Doctor Meninx said. ‘Can’t you see?
He’s latched onto the Vigilance because it allows him to explain away that
arm — there’s no other reason.’

‘If I did not have an interest in the Vigilance,” Hesperus answered
patiently, ‘what was | doing in that region of the Scutum-Crux Arm?’

‘He’s got a point there,’ | said.

‘I've heard enough,’ the avatar said, turning on its heels with a papery
scuff. “You are being manipulated, shatterlings — manipulated and lied to.
The sanest thing you could do now is to compel it back into its cage. Give
Hesperus free roam of this ship and | very much doubt that any of us will
ever emerge from abeyance. | shall certainly not rate my chances very
highly.’

When the avatar had stalked away, Hesperus said, ‘I am sorry to be
the cause of so much disharmony. Perhaps the doctor is correct: a great
many things would be simpler if | were to return to the cage.’

‘You’re doing no such thing,’ | said.

‘Absolutely not,” Purslane agreed. ‘Meninx can rot in his tank, for all |
care. I'm beginning to wish the Centaurs had let a few predators slip
through their impasse when he went for that swim.’

* k% %

Two days later Purslane and | made love, then parted. She whisked back
over to Silver Wings of Morning, flashing across space in a heartbeat. She
entered her cryophagus, while | entered my stasis cabinet, set the
time-compression dial and administered two eye-drops of Synchromesh.
She would dream as the machine cooled her body down to the edge of
death; | would skip over the years in a few instants of subjective thought.

My mind was searingly calm. We had forged our threads, creating two
self-consistent narratives. We were going to be fifty-five years late, but we
had survived another circuit and we had a guest who was going to make



everything all right for us.

| thought of Purslane lying against me, wishing she was still there.
Making love was a game of echoes. We had shared memories so many
times that when | made love to her, | knew exactly how it felt to be Purslane.
| could taste and feel her other lovers and she could taste and feel mine,
each experience reaching away like a reflection in a hall of mirrors,
diminishing into a kind of carnal background radiation, a sea of sensuous
experience. | had been a girl once, then a thousand men and women and
all their lovers.

The stasis field locked on. The Synchromesh took hold. | hurtled into
my own future, while my ship ate space and time.

* Kk k%



PART TWO

O

ne day the little boy came again. | went up to the belvedere and watched his
shuttle arrive. This time | knew that we would spend the whole of the
afternoon in Palatial; that no other toys mattered now. The anticipation
induced a warm, glittery tingle in my belly. It was nearly a year since | had
shown him into that secret world for the first time and in the intervening
visits it had come to dominate our imaginations like nothing else.

By then | knew a little more about the boy, and where he came from.
Like mine, his family had prospered in the Conflagration, which was the
name the adults gave the brief, sharp war that had encompassed the
Golden Hour in the eleventh year of the new century. It had happened
nearly thirty years earlier, but because my childhood had been dragged out
across three decades by developmental inhibitors, | had some memory of
it. | had been much too young to understand the nature of the thing itself,
but | recalled a time when the adults talked in unusually low and strained
voices, and when they could often be found walking in the halls with
story-cubes, cradling them like the skulls of dead friends, anxious for the
latest scintilla of news or rumour.

My family’s specialisation was biology, with a particular aptitude for



the subtleties of human cloning. Cloning is a technology like making paper:
it is not difficult if one knows how to do it, but extraordinarily tricky to invent
from scratch, and fraught with pitfalls that may only be circumvented by a
Byzantine arsenal of tricks and stratagems, many of which resemble the
shamanic rituals of folk medicine. The art was a thousand years old, but
there were still only a handful of practitioners who really understood it, and
my family was one of them. Before the Conflagration, when the opposed
forces were re-arming, we made armies of soldiers, squadrons of pilots.
Our clones were famed for their loyalty, but also for their tactical intelligence
and independent thought. They could function as autonomous units, lying
low on the edge of the battle zone, activating as needed without direct
control from the central authority. After the war, many of the survivors had
been granted full citizenship rights.

The little boy’s family had supplied the armies and squadrons of the
other side, but with machines, not organic beings. Sometimes they were
controlled by human minds, but as often as not they had been given
enough intelligence to function on their own. There were other heavy
manufacturing concerns making battle machines, just as there were other
cloning specialists. But we were the best at what we did, and his family was
the best at making engines of war. Though there were tribunals, inquiries
and sanctions in the years following the Conflagration, both families came
through them relatively unscathed and remained in business. The wheeled
robots that came down the ramp with the little boy were not just his
bodyguards, but were made by his own family. Their machines were
everywhere now, more prevalent than they ever had been before the war.

My family, having allied itself on the other side of the ideological
schism between the organic and the mechanical, retained a healthy distrust
of machines. As | have mentioned, for all its rambling vastness, there were
few in the house. Most of the robots present were there to assist with the
constant enlargement and reshaping of the house’s basic architecture.
Almost everything else was done by human servants, or cloned nannies.

‘I know why it's called the Golden Hour now,’ | said to the little boy as
we made our way through the house to the playroom, and the waiting
enchantment of Palatial.

‘Everyone knows that.’

‘I bet you don’t.” Because he said nothing, | took that as licence to
continue. ‘It's because of light. Nothing can go any faster than it, including
any messages we send. That's all very well if you’re on a planet, or a moon.
But after we moved into space, we got further and further apart. You



couldn’t have normal conversations any more — it took too long for the
words to get there and back. That's why you and | can’'t have a conversation
unless we’re together, in the same house. Your home’s on the other side of
the Sun right now — if | said “hello”, I'd have to wait hours before you said
“hello” back. Eventually, people realised that they didn’t like being so far
apart from each other — it made them feel lonely and cut-off. They wanted
to live in space because that meant they could do anything they wanted, but
not be so spread out that it took hours to talk to each other. So they came
up with the Golden Hour, which is where most of us live. The story-cube
says it's a torus around the Sun, like a doughnut. It's an hour wide, as the
speed of light goes. There are planets in it, and some moons, but also
millions of Lesser Worlds, just like this one. If you're in the Golden Hour,
the longest you'll usually have to wait for a reply will be two hours, and often
it's a lot less than that. The story-cube says it took nearly ten centuries for
human civilisation to settle into this configuration’ — | liked long words,
especially ones that the story-cube had taught me — ‘but that now we’ve
found it, it'll be good for thousands of years, perhaps even tens of
thousands. Don’t you feel excited to be part of that? We could be friends
for ever and ever!’

‘I don’t think so,’ the boy said dismissively. ‘Father says it won't last.’
‘What won't last?’

‘The Golden Hour, of course. He says it's temporary. He says we’ll
eventually get bored with it and have another war, or find a way to go faster
than light. Either way, it won’'t matter any more.’

| felt | was ahead of him there. ‘We won't leave. The story-cube says
there’d be no point. There’s nothing beyond the solar system that we don’t
already know about, so what would be the sense in going there? We
already have planets and moons to live on, and enough Lesser Worlds for
everyone.’ | strived to sound earnest, even though | was reciting an
argument that had been spoon-fed to me, rather than one | had worked out
for myself. ‘Interstellar travel would be pointless, even if we could do it. And
we can't.’

‘It's been done,’ the boy pointed out. ‘People have already gone to
Epsilon Indi, and come back.’

‘That was just a stunt — it wasn’t sustainable. And the people who did
that went mad when they came back home. They couldn’t adapt to the
changes that had happened since they left.’



‘Then they didn’t go fast enough. But we can. Sooner or later we’ll
even go faster than light. Father says it's just a matter of time, with all the
research that's going on.’

‘| rather doubt that.’

‘Read something else in the story-cube, have you, Abigail?’
‘You can’t go faster than light — it's just not possible.’
‘Because you say s0?’

| answered huffily, ‘Because the story-cube says so, and the
story-cube’s always right.’

‘Like it was right about the black hole under the house? You did look
that up in the end, didn’t you?’

‘It's nothing to be frightened of.’

‘Glug, glug, glug.’

The problem was, although | was as certain as | could be that | was
right, | could offer nothing to bolster my arguments. | had read in the
story-cube that the speed of light was a universal limit; that in a thousand
years of experimentation — despite any number of false dawns — no one
had ever managed to circumvent it. This had made me feel hemmed in and
claustrophobic — it was like being told | must never run or skip down the
long, dreary corridors of the house, but must walk instead, with my neck
straight and my hands held behind my back. | felt affronted, as if the speed
of light was a personal assault on my liberty. Why should | not go as fast as
| pleased? Why should I not skip and run? But | could no more explain why
the speed limit existed than | could explain why two and two did not make
five. It was simply the way things were, one of those rules — like the edict
not to visit certain parts of the house — that were not to be questioned.

But | sensed this was not an argument that would wash with the boy.
‘I'll tell you why things can’t go faster than light,” he said, taking an
impish delight in knowing more about the subject than I did. ‘Causality,

that's why.’

It was not a word | knew. | filed it away for later enquiry.



‘Then you believe it as well,” | said, hoping | would not be pressed.

‘Father doesn’t think so. He says causality’s just a temporary
stumbling block. It's the reason faster-than-light travel is difficult, not the
reason it's impossible. One day we’ll find a way around it — and then we’ll
leave everyone else behind. They can keep their Golden Hour — it isn’t
going to be enough for the rest of us.’

Even though he was not being nice, even though he was teasing me,
he was still my only true friend, the only one I really liked playing games
with. The cloned companions the household sometimes sent me were too
docile, too compliant, ever to compare with a real boy. When | won against
them, | always knew it was because they had capitulated. It was never like
that with my friend from the other side of the Golden Hour — when | beat
him, it was because | was better.

Typically, he would become friendlier to me, less argumentative, the
closer we got to the playroom. That was because his mind was shifting onto
the matter of Palatial. Without my consent, we could not enter it. He would
tell me | looked pretty, that he liked the black ribbons in my hair.

Palatial lived in a room of its own, inside the larger bounds of the
playroom. It had been delivered and installed by green-overalled
technicians. Now and then one of them would arrive to check on it again,
usually bringing a box full of glistening, maze-like panels which he slid in
and out of slots in the side of Palatial’'s casing. By then | knew that | was not
the only girl in the world with this gift, but that it was one of a number of
prototypes. | had been told that there were still teething problems with the
game, which was why — despite it having been given to me a year earlier —
Palatial had still not been authorised for mass-production.

It was nearly as large as the room it filled. On the outside it was a
green cube, covered in mouldings depicting castles and palaces, knights
and princesses, ponies and dragons and sea-serpents. In one side was a
doorway, leading through the thick-walled cube into its interior, where there
was another room. The first time | had gone through that door, | had felt
dizzy, and for a hallucinatory moment my thoughts had chased each other in
epicycles of déja vu. It was not as bad the second time, and by the third
time | felt nothing as | passed through the aperture. Later | learned that the
thick walls were dense with brain-scanning machinery, combing through my
skull with invisible fingers. The boy experienced it the first time as well — |
watched with a sadistic delight as the strangeness hit him — but he was also
affected less and less with each subsequent visit. That was because
Palatial kept a map of our minds in its memory, and refined its scanning



patterns accordingly.

The room was empty, but it was also crammed with wonders and
miracles. Appearing in the middle of the green-walled space — woven there
by direct manipulation of our minds — was a palace. It was perched on the
top of an impossibly steep mountain, with a treacherous path winding its
way up the mountain’s sides, crossing gorges on bridges, spiralling through
tunnels, leaning out from the cliff on outrageous ledges, before finally
entering the palace by means of a glittering drawbridge. The palace
climbed almost into the clouds, pale pink and pale blue like the icing on a
birthday cake, sprouting turrets and towers, spires and keeps. It was the
fabulous vertical counterpart to my own house, and from the instant | had
seen it, | longed to know what was inside.

Palatial made that possible. In fact, there was no escaping it. There
were figures moving around behind the windows, on the ledges and turrets.
Each was exquisitely real-looking, while glowing with a luminous,
stained-glass intensity, as if they were coloured drawings in a book with the
light of day shining through the pages. | had seen animated figures in the
story-cube, but Palatial made even the best of those appear muddy and flat
and dead. The little people in the palace were alive; they moved as if they
had lives to be getting on with.

On my first visit | had noticed the princess, sitting on her own on the
highest ledge, wearing a dress of blue fabric peppered with yellow stars,
combing her long golden hair. Later — as | found her today — she was
working with needle and thread on something in her lap. Even though she
was no larger than a fingernail, and so far away from me that if she had
been a picture in a book | would not have been able to read her expression,
every detail on her face was clear to me. There was something very sad in
her demeanour, some inexpressible longing, and yet | could not
understand how anyone could live in a palace like that and not be radiantly
happy. Palatial must have sensed this, must have sensed my interest in her,
for all of a sudden | found that | had become the princess. | was sitting on
the balcony, wearing her dress, working with needle and thread, looking out
across a fairy-tale landscape. It was not simply that my perceptions had
been remapped to correspond to that tiny, seated figure. | was actually
inside her head, thinking her thoughts. In an instant, like the moment before
waking when we confabulate an entire dream, | had access to all the
memories of her life, back to when she was born in one of the highest,
brightest rooms of the palace, on an early spring day when geese were
crossing the sky from the north. | understood the history of her kingdom,
the society into which she had been born, the difficult path she was about to
tread upon ascension to the throne. | understood that her father, the king,



had been killed during a battle with the neighbouring province. Although |
had not noticed it until that moment, | spied on the horizon a dark
counterpart to this palace, many leagues distant, wreathed in the shifting
emanations of abnormal magic.

| had become the princess, slipped into her world, but | was still
Abigail Gentian, looking in from outside. | carried her memories, but my
own were still present and correct. Shifting between the two, choosing to be
the princess or Abigail, was a matter of adjusting mental focus. Palatial
must have been helping me, because it soon became as easy as blinking.

There was a knock on the door: gloved fist on heavy oak. | had been
sewing the corner of an embroidered picture, my treasured sewing kit
spread open on my lap. | put down the work and looked around. One of the
palace guards entered, snapped his spurred heels against the stone floor
and saluted. ‘Begging your pardon, milady, but a communication has
arrived. The chamberlain said | should bring it you directly.’

‘Very good, Lanius,’ | said. ‘Give it to me. | shall read it on the
balcony; it is yet daylight.’

| had felt a compulsion to reply, as if | had been forced onstage in the
middle of a drama and did not wish to let the audience down. Yet it was
difficult to tell whether the words that came out of my mouth had been
decided by me, or shaped by Palatial. | had known the man’s name without
hesitating; | even had the vague sense that we had shared an adventure in
the past, though not one that we cared to speak of now.

| took the handwritten note, broke the wax seal and opened it wide. It
was from my stepbrother, Count Mordax, in the Black Castle. My hands
trembled as | read the devastating news. A raiding party of Mordax’s had
taken my lady-in-waiting prisoner; he was holding her even now in the
Dungeon of Screams. In return for her release, he desired that | should
reveal the identity of my uncle, the imperial wizard Calidris, who, having
renounced sorcery, was now living as an ordinary man, a simple farrier, in
one of the outlying hamlets of the Kingdom.

‘He wishes to use Calidris’s magic for his own foul ends,’ | declared.
‘The very same magic that, even though wielded by a man of good heart,
nearly tore our Kingdom in two. | shall not give up my uncle’s identity. Or do
you think | must, for the sake of my lady-in-waiting?’

As | spoke, | closed the sewing kit. | had used all but one of the
needles in my embroidering. Only the smallest one, the blood-bound one,



remained in its pocket.

‘I beg your lady’s indulgence, but the master-at-arms has requested
permission to ride out tonight, into the very heart of the count’s territory.
There is a detachment of Prince Araneus’s men said to be camped in a
clearing of the Forest of Shadows. With the help of those men, there is
every chance of conquering the Black Castle.’

‘Prince Araneus’s men will want nothing of our squabble with Mordax.
The prince has troubles of his own.’

‘He remembers the good deed we did him in the Battle of the Seven
Marches. If the prince has forgotten, his men will not have.’

‘This has the stench of a trap, Lanius. Or am | the only one who thinks
s0?’

‘It is right to be cautious. But if we are to act, it must be swiftly. The
master-at-arms said he must reach the Forest of Shadows by sundown, or
else his men will fall afoul of the Enchantress at the Serpent Gate.’

‘| suppose | must speak to Cirlus.’

‘He is with his men, preparing their armour. Shall | summon him,
milady?’

‘No, | shall not interrupt his preparations unnecessarily. You will escort
me to the armouring room, Lanius. Have Daubenton summoned. On the
way, we shall speak more of Count Mordax. No one is better equipped to
understand my stepbrother’s mind than you, | fear.’

Although | had become the princess, although | felt fully immersed in
her life, | still remembered who | really was. It was like being in a lucid
dream, with the consolation that | could wake up whenever | wanted to.
Because of this, although there was excitement and jeopardy, there was no
actual anxiety. | knew that it was just a game, and that nothing that
happened in that green cube could really hurt me.

The little boy had taken an immediate liking to it. By the time |
revealed Palatial to him, | had become very comfortable in the princess’s
slippers. | could have slipped into the personality of any of the palace’s
protagonists, but | felt a loyalty to my flaxen-haired sister.

‘I'm her,’” | said, pointing to the figurines. ‘You can be anyone else, but



not the princess.’
‘Why would | want to be the princess anyway?’
‘I'm just saying.’

‘Can you change to someone else, once you’'ve become one of
them?’

| nodded. ‘You just need to concentrate on it hard, willing yourself into
the other person’s head. But they have to be in the same room. If you're in
a dungeon, you can’t just become one of the guards outside and make
them open the door.” | had hopped from head to head, testing Palatial’s
rules, until returning to the mind of the princess. ‘And you can’t keep
changing all the time — you have to stick with each person until the game
decides you've had enough.’

‘What is that other castle, in the distance?’

‘The Black Castle, where Count Mordax lives. He’s my stepbrother, in
Palatial.’

‘I want to be him.”’
‘You can’t. You can only be someone in the Palace of Clouds.’
‘How do you know?’

‘You have to see someone to be them. Count Mordax is always too
far away.’

Despite several attempts, the master-at-arms’s men had never
succeeded in reaching the Black Castle. On that first night, the men
camped in the Forest of Shadows had turned out to be soldiers from Count
Mordax, dressed in the uniforms of Prince Araneus’s army. They had
ambushed our men and slain many of them. Master-at-Arms Cirlus had
retreated, his attacking force in ruins. Though he had made two more
attempts to storm the castle and liberate my lady-in-waiting, he had twice
been repelled, with great losses to men and horses. Meanwhile, the agents
of Count Mordax were scouring the hamlets and villages for the hidden
sorcerer, Calidris. Soon Calidris would have to use magic just to conceal
himself.

‘There must be a way for me to become Count Mordax,’ the boy said.



‘He’s the baddie,’ | said, puzzled. ‘Why would you want to become
him?’

‘He’s the baddie to you. But | bet he doesn’t think of himself that way.’

‘He kidnapped my lady-in-waiting. He won't let her go until he finds out
where Calidris is.’

He asked me what | had done to free the lady-in-waiting. | told him
about Calidris and the futile attempts to take the Black Castle.

‘Then you need to try something different. If | became Mordax, |
could set her free, couldn’t I?’

| tried to tell him how Palatial would twist his mind once he was in it, to
make him think and feel like Mordax, but it was difficult to explain. In any
case, he waved aside my point with feigned indifference.

‘| still want to be him.’

‘You can’t — he won't come near the Palace of Clouds, and he won't
let any of us near the Black Castle.’

‘What about a messenger?’
‘He’ll kill you.’

‘| shall ride as a spy and claim to have knowledge of the sorcerer. He
won't kill me then, at least not until he’s spoken to me. Then | can become
him.’

‘He might not see you in person.’
‘Then I'll become his interrogator, and work my way to him gradually.’

‘I don’t know,’ | said doubtfully. So far, Palatial had been mine, and no
one else’s. When | played with it, the only other mind shaping the flow of
events had been the dim but cunning intellect of the machine itself, working
its way through endless schemata. If the little boy entered the game and
took on the persona of Count Mordax, the landscape of my imagination
would have changed. There would be another human mind affecting the
outcome. It was one thing to be beaten by a machine, but | was not sure
how | would take being beaten by another child.



But | did so want him to share my secret world.

‘We can go into it now,’ | said, ‘but everything takes a long time in
Palatial. There won't be time for you to ride out to the Black Castle before
you have to leave.’

‘| can still look around,’ the little boy said. ‘I can still make plans, can’t
[?’

‘Of course,’ | said. ‘Make all the plans you like. But it won’t make a
blind bit of difference in the end.’

‘Why not?’

‘I'm still going to win.’

* k% % %

CHAPTER TEN

Campion was doing a bad job of masking his fear. It was in the tightness of
the muscles around his mouth, in the set of his jaw, leaking through his
eyes and pores.

‘What’s wrong?’ | said, slurred as a drunkard. ‘I was going to whisk
over to you, not the other way round ...’

But before he had a chance to answer, Silver Wings told me herself,
whispering information into my head: our two ships had run into the Gentian
emergency signal, an event sufficiently ominous that both vehicles had
taken the decision to awaken their occupants. We were still travelling at
maximum speed, still more than a dozen years from our destination.

‘I came out first,” Campion said. ‘The advantage of just being in
stasis.’

‘I don’t like stasis,’ | said testily, although of course he knew this.
He helped me out of the upright box of my cryophagus casket and

gathered me in his strong, warm arms. | felt cold and fragile, like a flower
that had been dipped in liquid nitrogen: something that might shatter into



colourful brittle pieces at the least provocation.

‘How are you feeling?’ Campion whispered into my ear, nuzzling his
face against mine.

‘As if | want to go back to sleep again. As if I'd really prefer it if this
was just a bad dream.’

‘Silver Wings pulled you out fast because of the emergency. You're
going to be a bit groggy.’

| pulled myself tighter against him. He felt fixed and solid, an anchor |
could tie myself to.

Hesperus, who was standing behind Campion, said, ‘You have been
apart for some time. If you wish to copulate, | can retire to another part of
the ship or simply disable my attentive faculties for an agreed interval.’

| did not want to copulate; | just wanted to hold Campion tightly and let
life seep back into my bones and muscles and nerve fibres.

But Silver Wings was still speaking into my skull. ‘The embedded
content,’ | asked. ‘What did it say?’

Campion pulled back a twitch. ‘What embedded content?’
‘You didn’t look?’

‘It's a distress code, that’s all. There isn’'t meant to be any embedded
content.’

‘Silver Wings says there is. Maybe Dalliance didn’t pick up on that,
but it's there.’

‘That’s not protocol. We're supposed to connect to the private
network, find out what the storm’s all about.’

‘Something’s obviously changed.” More exasperated than cross, |
said, ‘I can’'t believe you missed the content, Campion: what would have
happened if | hadn’t been around?’ Then | grimaced. ‘Ilgnore me — it's just
brain chemistry.’

‘Shall | retire while you examine the message?’ Hesperus asked
tactfully.



| shook my head. ‘Whatever this is, we're all in it now — including our
guests. You'd better brace yourself for some bad news. Whatever this is
about, it could mean a delay in reuniting you with your friends.’

‘Thank you for thinking of my welfare when you must have so much
else on your minds. With your permission, | would consider it a privilege to
be privy to the embedded content. May we examine it here?’

‘| think | need a drink first,” Campion said, eyeing me guardedly. | felt
the same, torn between wanting to know the news, however bad it might be,
and at the same time wanting to do anything to delay the moment of
revelation.

‘We’ll take it on the bridge,’ | said, closing the door of my casket.

‘There’s something else you need to know,” Campion said to me
quietly, while we were on our way to the nearest whisking point.

| squeezed his hand and asked, ‘What?’
‘We're down a passenger.’

My brain was still mush. ‘One of the sleepers we picked up from
Ateshga?’

‘No — it's Doctor Meninx. We won’t be having the pleasure of his
company again.’

‘What?’ | asked again, aware of Hesperus only a few paces behind.

‘He died. His casket broke down. Hesperus says he tried to fix it when
he saw something was going wrong, but Doctor Meninx had put in too many
safeguards.” Campion had put emphasis on that ‘says’, letting me know he
only had our guest’s word concerning what had really happened.

‘My God.’

‘Any other time, it would be the only thing on my mind. But now that
this has happened as well...” Campion trailed off.

‘I can’t say I'm going to miss the old bigot, but—'

‘You'd still rather he hadn't died. Yes, that's sort of how | feel. They're



going to lap this up, aren’t they?’

‘Give them half a chance. But if it wasn’t really your fault ...” Some
impulse caused me to glance back at Hesperus, though | was doing all in
my power not to act awkwardly.

‘He says he didn’t do it,” Campion said under his breath. ‘For now I've
decided to take him at his word.’

As we whisked through-ship to Silver Wings’ bridge, my thoughts
veered between anxious anticipation of the embedded content and dark
speculation as to Hesperus’s innocence. | was still prickly and tense when
the bridge lit up in welcome as we entered. Anticipating our arrival, the ship
had arranged three seats around the plinthed glass hemisphere that was
the main displayer. Although Silver Wings could have swallowed
Campion’s little ship fifty times over, what passed for a bridge on my own
ship was about a twentieth the size of his, with configurable walls that were
always set to a dull pewter, a low, dimpled ceiling gridded with lights and
only the very minimum in terms of visible instrumentation and control
interfaces.

‘| presume you were serious about that drink,’ | said, pausing at the
bridge’s maker while it fashioned and filled two glasses. Campion’s was
alcoholic; mine a cocktail of neural restoratives, to assist my recovery from
the cryophagus.

Campion took the glass. ‘Thank you.’

| indicated to Hesperus that he should take the sturdiest seat, while
Campion and | lowered ourselves into the other two. ‘No point in delaying
this any longer, is there?’ | asked, with a nervous catch in my voice. ‘State
the nature of the embedded content, Silver — for everyone’s benefit.’

The ship spoke aloud. “The embedded content is a non-interactive
audio-visual recording with a playback time of one hundred and thirty-five
seconds. If there are deeper content layers, | cannot detect them.’

‘Can we assume it's safe?’

‘I have scrutinised the message to the limit of my abilities and found
no dangerous patterns.’

| ran my tongue along the dry edge of my lip. “You'd better run it then.
Ready, everyone?’



‘As I'll ever be,” Campion said. He chose that moment to reach
around for my hand, our fingertips only just touching.

The upper half of a man appeared in the hemisphere, rendered
life-size. It only took me a moment to recognise him as a fellow shatterling
of Gentian Line and to put a name to the face.

‘Fescue,’ | said softly.

‘What would he want—?’ Campion began, before Fescue spoke over
his words.

‘If you are in receipt of this message, then I’'m assuming that you are
latecomers for the reunion. Ordinarily you would deserve the sternest
censure ... but these are not ordinary times. Now you deserve our blessing,
our thanks, and above all our heartfelt wishes for your own continued
survival. You may be all that is left of Gentian Line.” The imaged figure
nodded gravely, leaving us in no doubt that we had understood his words.

It was definitely Fescue, but not as we usually knew him. The haughty,
supercilious demeanour was only visible as a ghost of itself. His face was
drawn, his hair dishevelled, clinging to his forehead in damp curls, his eyes
weary, frightened slits. There was even something on his cheek that looked
like a burn or bruise or a smudge of oily dirt.

‘We were ambushed,” he continued, prolonging the syllables of the
word with lingering distaste. ‘The Thousand Nights were yet to begin — a
dozen or so ships were still to arrive, even though we had already been
waiting more than fifteen years. Hundreds had already come, of course —
more than eight hundred in orbit. Most of us were already on the world,
awake in the carnival cities or waiting in abeyance for the celebrations to
commence. When the weapons opened fire, we had no practical defence:
the world’s impassors were too feeble to counter the assault, and our ships
were annihilated before they could aggregate into an effective
counter-force. They used Homunculus weapons against us: horrors we
hardly dare speak of, exhumed from the deepest, most pathological vaults
of history. After they had reduced our ships to clouds of ionised gas, even
the largest and strongest of them, they turned on the reunion world and
pumped energy into it for a hundred hours. It was a business of minutes, a
mere preamble, to boil away the atmosphere and oceans and render that
world as sterile as it had been before our arrival. But the attackers didn’t
stop there. They continued to pour energy into the planet, melting first the
crust and then the mantle ... turning the entire world into a molten ball that



glowed first orange and then furious gold, until it began to break up, its own
gravity insufficient to hold it together. Over four and a half days, the energy
output of those weapons exceeded even that of the sun the world orbited.
And when they were done, nothing remained. That was eight years ago, by
my reckoning — still more time will have passed when you intercept this
signal. Concentrate your sensors on the target system and you will soon
see not a sun and its family of worlds, but a new nebula, a roiling dark cloud
of rubble and dust and tortured gas, now bound only by the gravity well of
the star itself. It will endure for centuries, thousands of years, significant
fractions of a circuit. Planets and moons plough through that cloud, but not
the world we hoped to make our temporary home. It's gone, and so has
most of the Line.’

Fescue paused and stroked a finger against a puffiness under one of
his slitted eyes. It occurred to me then, as it had not before, that he might
very well be blind: at no point had | sensed his attention focused in any
particular direction.

‘Some got out,” he said. ‘Those with the fastest ships, the best
camouflage or countermeasures ... but few were so fortunate. It will come
as no surprise to hear that | have initiated the Belladonna protocol. You
must deviate immediately from your present heading. Under no
circumstances attempt to enter or approach the reunion system, for even
now — eight years after the ambush — the aggressive elements are still
loitering, waiting to pick off latecomers. Even once you have obeyed the
Belladonna protocol, you must be watchful for pursuers: complete your turn
stealthily, and use misdirection as appropriate. If you sense you are being
followed, you must sacrifice yourselves rather than lead the attackers to the
Belladonna fallback.’

Again Fescue fell silent, looking to one side as if he had seen — or
perhaps heard — something that merited his attention. When he resumed
speaking, it was with a renewed haste.

‘I chose to embed this message because it was too risky to convey
this information via the private network: the nature of the ambush implies
that our security is not as tight as we had imagined, and any attempt to tap
into the network may be detected and acted upon by those who would seek
to exterminate our Line. Concerning the nature of our attackers, and their
reasons for doing this ... | regret to tell you that | have no information.’
Fescue shook his head forcefully. ‘Nothing: not even the tiniest flicker of
intelligence. But | know this. Unless one has arisen in the last circuit, no
galactic civilisation — not even the Rebirthers or the Machine People — is
known to possess the sophistry in vacuum manipulation necessary to



duplicate Homunculus-level technology. Those weapons must therefore be
the original instruments, despite the fact that Marcellin Line was charged
with their disposal four and a half million years ago. The question therefore
begs itself: did Marcellin Line betray their promise to the Commonality and
conceal those weapons when they should have decommissioned them? |
cannot believe they would have done so ... but then neither can | believe
that Gentian Line has enemies who would wish this upon us. Therefore
tread carefully, for if the Marcellins cannot necessarily be trusted, then
neither can any other Line in the Commonality. After thirty-two circuits and
six million years, we may finally have run out of friends.’

Fescue halted, and for a moment it appeared that he was done. Then
he raised his chin, striking a defiant pose, and said, ‘l wish | knew how many
of you were out there. | would like to think that there are still latecomers on
their way home, but for all | know attrition may already have taken every last
one of you. | will say this, though, in the vain hope that it reaches some
remnants of the Line. Now you and a handful of survivors carry the candle
that Abigalil set aflame. That is a singular responsibility: a greater burden
than you have ever been required to shoulder. You must not let the rest of
us down.’

Fescue bowed his head. The image froze and then flicked back to its
starting position, ready for the speech to be replayed.

We watched it again, in case there was some nuance that had
escaped us the first time.

When our messenger was done, Campion said, ‘This can’t be real.
Someone’s faked it. Someone’s figured out how to send an emergency
signal, impersonating Fescue.’

‘Why would anyone do that?’ | asked. There was a coldness growing
inside me, a realisation that our future had just become stranger and more
frightening than it had appeared only a few minutes ago, but for now | was
still capable of reasoned thought.

“To get at us, of course! To give us a reason to skip the reunion
completely. God knows we’ve got enough enemies, enough people who’d
love to see us miss the boat.’

‘They wouldn’t dare use Fescue’s hame unless they had his authority.
He sent this message, or delegated it to someone he trusted.’

‘Fescue hates us! He’s got every reason in the world to trick us with



something like this.’

‘And risk excommunication? If he sent this signal via omni-directional
broadcast, then it'll have been intercepted by every shatterling who hadn’t
yet made it to the reunion. Fescue might have an axe to grind against us,
but he’s not vindictive, and he definitely isn’t stupid.’ | cleared my throat.
‘I've been thinking all this through as well, you know. I'd love to believe this
Is a hoax, aimed solely at us. But that's not how it looks to me. I think this is
real. | think something horrible has happened and we’re being warned to
get as far away from the reunion as we can.’

‘That would also be my conclusion,” Hesperus said.
‘Did anyone ask you?’ Campion snapped.
‘My apologies. | should not have spoken.’

‘No,’ | said, ‘you should have, because you're right. This is real, and
we have to take it seriously. Listen to Hesperus, Campion. He has every
reason to want to make it to that reunion: it's where we’ve promised him he’ll
find other Machine People. And now that message is saying the party’s off,
and Hesperus still believes it. Doesn’t that tell you something?’

Campion spread his hands before his face, as if he wished to bury it
in them.

‘| can’t deal with this. It's got to be some kind of mistake, something
blown out of all proportion.’

‘Or it’s exactly what Fescue said it was: an actual ambush, with huge
losses. We'll know soon enough, in any case. Now that we’ve a reason to,
we can concentrate our sensors on the system ahead. With two ships, we
can establish an observational baseline wide enough to resolve the nebula
—if it's really there.’

‘It may be easier than that,” Hesperus said. ‘If the system is now
dust-cloaked, the spectral properties of the star will be modified. It will
appear redder, and contain the absorption lines characteristic of the
elements making up the planet.’

‘Silver,” | said hesitantly, because | knew | was on the verge of having
a harrowing possibility confirmed, ‘tell me if there’s anything unusual about
the target star, compared against the trove.’



It did not take long. Silver Wings informed us that the star was indeed
redder than expected, and that its atmosphere contained unusually strong
spectral signatures of nickel and iron, proving that the sun was shrouded in
the rubble that had once been our reunion world. Furthermore, even at our
present distance of thirteen lights, there was clear evidence of the nebula: a
warm, glowing ellipse like a thumbprint pressed over the hard point of the
star.

That was when we knew for sure that we were not being hoaxed, and
that everything was going to be different from now on. The first six million
years had been all fun and games.

Now we were growing up.

‘What if there are survivors still hiding out in the cloud?’ Campion
asked. ‘Don’t we owe it to them to have a closer look?”’

‘Fescue said it was already eight years since the attack when he
made the transmission. Add another thirteen years for the signal to reach
us: that's twenty-one years. Add another thirteen before we arrive — that’s
thirty-four years.’

‘Fescue survived for eight years or he wouldn’t have been able to
send that signal.’

‘He didn’t say he was still there. The message’s apparent point of
origin tells us nothing. It could have been relayed from a ship on its way to
the fallback.’

‘Read between the lines. He was hurt. If he was anywhere else other
than inside the system, he’d have been able to get himself fixed. His ship
must have been damaged, and chances are it was still inside the cloud.
Fescue must have been hiding there ever since the attack. That means we
have to consider the possibility of other survivors.’ His voice notched
higher. ‘If we were down in that system, crippled but still alive, we'd be
counting on outside help as well.’

‘The survival of the Line outweighs the survival of individual
shatterlings.’

‘Ask yourself what Fescue would have done,” Campion said quietly.

‘What?’



‘Put yourself in Fescue’s shoes — as if he was the one running into
this transmission, not us. As if we sent it, and he was the one who had to
decide how to act. Fescue was right to warn us, but he knew damned well
we wouldn't listen. | may not care for that arrogant, hypocritical arsehole, but
do you think he’d have been very likely to listen? | don’t even know if I'm
proposing the right thing, or something worse than stupid, but | know we
can’t just dismiss it out of hand. These are our brothers and sisters, our
fellow shatterlings. They’re pieces of us, pieces of what we are, pieces of
what make us human. If we abandon them, we may as well forget about the
Line. We won’t have any right to call ourselves Gentian any more.’

* k% *

We went to see the doctor.

The tank was as dark as ever, but now there was something bulging
against the glass from within, revealed in flattened pale islands interrupted
by rivers and inlets of random shadow. | looked at it for a few numb
moments, trying to work out how that pale, doughy mass could have been
introduced into the tank without Doctor Meninx becoming aware of it. Then |
made out the flattened, ruptured oval of something that had once been an
eye, and it dawned on me, slowly and then with increasing conviction, that
the pale mass was Doctor Meninx, and that he had bloated to at least twice
his previous volume, until he could expand no more.

| scrambled up the ladder to the top of the tank. | folded back the
hinged section of walkway and began to twist the circular hatchway. | spun it
free and began to lever it back, but | had only opened it a crack when | was
assaulted by a noxious, vinegary stench.

| slammed the hatch back down.

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘| cannot say,’ Hesperus replied.

My hands trembling, | lowered myself down the side of the tank, back
onto the safety of the floor. | had never really liked Doctor Meninx, and | had
liked him less and less as his true prejudices bubbled to the surface. But
he had been a fellow starfarer, a being who had travelled far, swum in
oceans of memory and experience, and now all that memory and

experience were gone.

The anger hit me with the cold force of a supernova Shockwave.



‘What do you mean, you cannot say? You were fucking awake,
Hesperus. You were the only one he had anything to fear from. The only
one he thought might want to kill him. And now he’s dead.’

Hesperus stood at the entrance to the chamber, his arms at his sides,
his head lowered slightly, like a schoolboy summoned for punishment.

‘I understand your reaction, Purslane, but as | have already explained
to Campion, this was not my doing.’

‘Why didn’t you try to help him?’ Campion asked.

‘| did, despite your request that | keep away from him. When |
detected signs that Doctor Meninx’s tank chemistry was amiss — signs that |
stress were by no means compellingly obvious — | attempted to adjust the
equipment in such a way as to remedy the perceived imbalance. | soon
discovered that the equipment was not amenable to outside interference.’

| was still not ready to let go of my suspicion, but | wanted to hear the
rest of his defence. ‘And?’

‘| discovered that by merely tampering with the equipment | had
raised Doctor Meninx from his drug-induced slumber. Upon his return to
partial consciousness, | attempted to explain the nature of his predicament.
Unfortunately, Doctor Meninx refused to believe that my intentions were
anything other than improper. He urged me to desist tampering with his tank
at the earliest opportunity’

‘Did you?’

‘Of course not: | persisted, despite Doctor Meninx’s far from lucid
protestations. Yet as | attempted assist him, the doctor succeeded in
activating certain devices built into his tank, the purpose of which was deter
outside interference. These countermeasures, though posing no serious
threat to my own existence, nonetheless made it prohibitively difficult for
me to access the very mechanisms | sought to examine and adjust. With
regret, | was forced to abandon my efforts. | could not save the doctor, but
merely witness his inevitable decline. It was at this point that | attempted to
raise you from abeyance, without success.’

‘And then?’

‘I made a number of subsequent attempts both to reason with the



doctor and to repair the chemical imbalance, but on all such occasions |
was forced to retreat. Eventually there came a day when the doctor
appeared insensate, and shortly afterwards | concluded that he was dead.
Other than monitoring the integrity of the tank, in case it should rupture and
spill the contents into your ship, | have had nothing more to do with the
personage.’

‘Open and shut, in other words,” Campion said.

‘| can only speak the truth,” Hesperus replied.

* k% *

He was with us when we ran the Belladonna algorithm. We were looking at a
portion of the Milky Way, writ large on Campion’s displayer. The view had
already zoomed in on Dalliance’s position, with only a thousand lights or so
visible in any direction — about the thickness of the disc itself. The red line
that marked Dalliance’s future course was arrowing out towards the
extremities of the galaxy. A cone projected ahead of the ship, indicating the
algorithm’s search volume.

‘It requires us to search in the direction of the galactic anti-centre,’ |
said. ‘We look along a radial line extending away from the core that passes
through the position of the reunion system. As it happens, that’s pretty
close to our present heading.’

‘The volume will encompass the system you were already
approaching,” said Hesperus. ‘Will that not lead to an ambiguity?’

‘Belladonna explicitly instructs us to ignore the reunion system, and
any suitable systems lying closer to the galactic centre,’ | said. ‘It obliges us
to look beyond, until we find a star of the right spectral type and with the
right formation of planets. It must lie at least fifty years from the designated
reunion world to give us a chance of getting there without being tracked —
any closer and we could be followed too easily. There has to be a rocky
world in a circular orbit at a suitable distance from the star.’

‘The world must be life-supporting?’

‘Not necessarily, but it shouldn’t be so inhospitable that it could never
be scaped. We could easily spend several thousand years in the vicinity of
the fallback. That's long enough to modify a climate, even to shift a
borderline case to true habitability.’



‘And if the world is already occupied?’

‘Then we’ll be guests of whoever owns the place. Most civilisations
know enough about the Lines not to turn them down in their hour of need.’

‘And if they should turn you down?’
‘It's not something you do twice.’
After a moment Campion said, ‘Looks like we have a candidate.’

The image zoomed in again, dizzyingly, on a solitary yellow star. It
was ninety lights beyond the reunion system — practically on its doorstep in
galactic terms, but safely beyond the proscribed margin of fifty lights.
Provided we did not head there directly, but went off in a false direction
before steering back towards it once we were out of detection range, we
would be able to reach the system without being followed.

| digested the trove data scrolling down next to the star. The summary
was in all likelihood no more than the last layer of virgin ice on a mountain of
data known to Gentian Line. Given the perceptual bottlenecks of the human
central nervous system, there might be more ‘known’ about this world than
could ever be absorbed in a normal lifetime.

‘Neume,’ said Campion, stroking his chin. ‘Rings a bell — although |
suppose there are thousands of Neumes out there.’

‘No — I'm getting it as well, and I think the memory’s specific to this
sector. One of us must have been there. Not you or I, or it would come
through stronger. It must have been quite a few circuits ago — enough for
the place to have changed a bit.’

According to the trove, the planet had seen many native civilisations.
No one was listed as living there now, but that was no guarantee that we
would find the world unoccupied. The trove’s last update on the matter was
twelve kilo-years stale.

‘The world touches a chord of familiarity with me as well,” Hesperus
said.

‘You've been to Neume?’ | asked.

‘Not been, | think. Nothing in my bones tells me | have walked that
soil. But | may have intended to go there, as part of my wider explorations.’



‘There’s something on Neume called the Spirit of the Air,” Campion
said, reading a few lines further down the summary. ‘Some kind of
posthuman machine intelligence, | think, although it's all a bit vague. Any
chance you were interested in that?’

‘You mean as one machine to another?’

‘You tell me.’

Campion was still suspicious of Hesperus, even though we had
agreed to give him the benefit of the doubt where Doctor Meninx was
concerned.

‘It is certainly possible. It is also possible that | am quite mistaken
about Neume. As you say, there may be other worlds with that name.’

‘I guess you’ll know when we get there,’ | said.
‘One can but hope,” Hesperus said. ‘Of course, there is the small

matter of the ambush to deal with first. | wonder if | might be of assistance
in that regard?’

* k% %

‘We can't trust him,” Campion said, lying against me. ‘Even if we wanted to
trust him, it'd be the wrong thing to do.’

‘He’s offered to help us. I've told him I'll let him pick a ship from my
cargo bay, something he can use.’

‘Could be a ruse.’

‘You mean, he’s going to take the ship and never come back?’

‘It's a distinct possibility.’

‘Yes, and so is the possibility that he’s telling us the truth.” | propped
myself up on one elbow. ‘So what if he does leave us? We’ll have lost a
guest and a ship | probably don’t even remember acquiring. Hardly the

worst thing we’re going to have to deal with.’

‘I'll remind you of that when he turns his guns on us.’



‘He’s a rational sentient, Campion — not a vengeance-crazed
psychopath.’ | ran a finger though the fine hair of his chest, across his belly
and down to his sleeping penis. We had been lying together in a warm
post-coital haze, until | made the mistake of starting a conversation. ‘The
mad one was Doctor Meninx. Hesperus just happened to be in the wrong
place at the wrong time.’

‘So he says.’
‘Do you actually believe he murdered Meninx?’

Campion struggled with his reply. ‘No,’ he said eventually. ‘I think the
doctor just took one short cut too many with his equipment. But | have to act
as if I'm taking the matter seriously. | can’t appear negligent where the
death of a guest is concerned.’

‘Even when the other guest has volunteered to put his life on the line
to help us?’

‘Don’t make this any harder than it already is. I'm just saying,
Hesperus has some ground to make up. He has to earn my trust again.
Earn our trust.’

| caressed him until he began to show faint signs of life. ‘He’s earned
mine already. You're the one who needs to catch up, Campion.’

* k k%

Hesperus ran a golden hand along the golden flank of the little spacecraft
he had found tucked in one corner of the enormous room. It was scarcely
larger than a whale, more a trinket than a ship.

‘It's called Vespertine,’ | said. ‘That’s about all | remember. | think
someone may have given it to me as a gift. | can’t recall the last time | had
to use a shuttle to move between vessels, rather than just whisking over.
Been a while since | dealt with an entry-level civilisation.’

‘This is more than a shuttle,” Hesperus said, still stroking the little
ship’s skin.

‘What are we dealing with, then?’

‘A true interstellar vehicle, Purslane. | believe that the lateral bulge
conceals part of a small parametric engine, or something employing similar



principles.’

| shrugged. ‘Doesn’t change much. There are other interstellar ships
in here. | keep them for trade.’

We were in Silver Wings’ main storage/cargo bay, in the aft third of
my ship. The bay was a rectangular pressurised space eight kilometres
long, three across and nearly two in height. We had entered through the
cliff-like edifice of the forward wall and followed a series of suspended
walkways through the chamber, winding between the many ships and
ship-sized artefacts that formed my private collection. They loomed huge,
most of them cloaked in shadow or darkness except for the odd clean or
ragged edge, a smooth or imbricated surface, limned by the cold blue
radiance of the distant ceiling-mounted spotlights.

Lately | spent as little time as possible in the main bay. The clutter of
the place, the disordered collection of ships and artefacts, was an
uncomfortable reminder of the disorder in my head. My skull was a
pressure cooker, crammed with too much history. They both needed
sorting out, but the longer | put off either task, the less enthusiasm | had.

Campion had always been less sentimental than me. He could ditch
ancient treasure, or submit to memory consolidation, without a moment’s
hesitation. He moved through life with less baggage, less to weigh him
down, less to anchor him to his own history. | had always admired him for
that willingness to discard his own past, while knowing it was one of the
things that made us distinct, a bridge | could never cross if | wished to
remain Purslane.

And | did, of course.

Sometimes | thought of Abigail making clay dolls of us, the way a girl
might pass a rainy afternoon, with no thought for what would become of
those dolls when she sent them into the world. How trivial it must have been
for her to adjust the parameters of her personality before pouring a
measure of it into each of her shatterlings. Did it cross her mind, even for
an instant, that there might be less than joyous consequences? That on
some unthinkably distant day one of her shatterlings would be standing in a
vast room halfway across the galaxy, weighed down with the melancholic
sense of being an unwilling curator in some dusty, little-visited museum of
her own existence?

Hesperus was looking at me, waiting for me to continue.



‘Shatterlings tend to be hoarders, as you may have noticed. I've never
had much use for half the stuff in here, but | can’t bring myself to get rid of
it. I'd be too worried about throwing away something really vital, without
realising it.’

‘| quite understand. But this ship may yet have possibilities. | should
like permission to go aboard, if it will not inconvenience you.’

Vespertine floated in a weightless cradle just beyond the gravity
bubble encompassing the walkway. Hesperus had to lean over the railing to
reach its skin. It was ridged with a Byzantine design, mazes and chevrons
and interlocked flower-like forms, vanishing down to a fractal haze of
microscopic detail that made the edges appear out of focus. | presumed
the design served some arcane field-modifying effect, much as the
roughened skin of a shark assisted it in swimming.

‘Is there something in particular about this ship that interests you?’

‘| should like to see if it is functional, and whether it will accept me as
a pilot.’

‘I don’t blame you for wanting to leave us, Hesperus.’

‘Not my intention. | am considering how | may be of practical
assistance during the forthcoming encounter.’

‘But this is just a tiny little minnow.’

‘Size may well be the issue here, but not in the sense you are
implying. A ship as small as this one would be limited in its agility not by the
power output of its engine, but by the strength of its dampening field. But |
am not human. Unbalanced forces that would reduce you to red jelly — I am
sorry to be so graphic, but it is necessary to make my point — would register
with me only as a mild impediment to free movement.’

‘Being able to move fast isn’t going to protect you from everything that
might be hiding in that cloud.’

‘My mission must have been evaluated as a high-risk enterprise from
the moment | left Machine Space. | would have gone into it knowing that
there would be moments of crisis and uncertainty. In that respect, nothing
has changed.’

‘Did Campion show you the structures?’



‘Yes, he did.’

As she had refined her observations of the reunion system, Silver
Wings had detected bright objects embedded in the cloud. They were
huge glowing structures of irregular shape, branching into jagged fingers
like frozen lightning bolts. They were shrouded in dust now, difficult to
examine, but we would see them up close when we slammed through the
cloud.

We had no idea what they were — deep trove searches were
continuing — but their presence did nothing to lighten our mood.

‘They don’t worry you?’

‘They are certainly puzzling. | may even know what they are, on a level
of memory | cannot presently access. | also have every confidence that |
can steer around them without coming to harm.’

Despite everything that had happened, the weight of knowledge
bearing down on me, his bravery stirred me. ‘What | said earlier still applies.
If you want to leave, you can take any of these ships. | won't hold it against
you, and neither will Campion.’

‘I am still in your debt. | have no intention of leaving until that is settled.
Now, may | be permitted to examine the ship? If | am to make the best use
of it, | may wish to modify some of her control systems. | know there is still
time, but the sooner | start the better.’

‘Campion and | will be going into abeyance shortly. We’ll come out
when we’re closer, about to begin slowdown.’

| told Silver Wings to release the security binding on the golden ship,
allowing Hesperus to board it. Part of the handrail vanished and a portion of
the flooring bulged outwards to connect with a baroque doorway that had
just formed in the side of the ship. Soft blue light emanated from the
interior, highlighting the chromed flanges on the sides of Hesperus'’s face.
He stepped through the blue-lit doorway, one gold machine entering
another. After a moment the doorway rendered itself impassable — it was
as if a pane had frosted over with gold leaf — and then vanished back into
the baroque patterning of the hull, leaving no trace of its former existence.
The railing remade itself. A breeze, caused by a shift in the miniature
weather system that inhabited this bay, flicked a hair across my brow. | had
not been there for so long that my entrance had disturbed the equilibrium of



the captured atmosphere.

* k k%

There are times when you go into abeyance with the weight of the world on
your shoulders, and come out with all your problems suddenly diminished —
still there, still meriting your attention, but no longer having the looming
stature that they did before.

This was not one of those times. | came out of the casket with the
same dread feeling that | had had going in.

We braked hard and braked sudden, pushing our engines to the limit.
Until the moment when we began slowdown and dug claws into spacetime
like cats sliding down a wall, there would have been little or no warning of
our imminent arrival.

Two per cent of the speed of light was almost not moving at all by the
standards of Gentian Line — a speed so imperceptibly slow that it was best
measured in kilometres per second, a unit more usually associated with
travel in a planetary atmosphere. But it was still much faster than the orbital
motion of any of the bodies making up the system, whether they were the
remaining planets and moons or the dust, grit and tumbling boulders of the
shattered planet. Campion had already pulled away to a distance of two
minutes — thirty-six million kilometres — beginning his separation many
hours ago. Now our two ships were moving along parallel trajectories, like
bullets shot from a double-barrelled rifle, and would remain so as we
slipped through the cloud, piercing it more or less at its widest point, and
passing either side of the sun. Both ships would be peering into the
surrounding volume, looking for indications of technological activity.
Allowing for the effectiveness of our sensors, we should be able to sweep
twenty per cent of the cloud with a sensitivity high enough to detect typical
ship signatures. There were places to hide: warm knots and eddies in the
cloud caused by the to-and-fro influence of the remaining worlds. A ship
could hide itself, masked to eyes that worked on gravity and heat.

All the while we would be doing our best not to be seen. That meant
no communications unless absolutely necessary: by the time we were deep
inside the cloud there would be too great a chance of a tight-beam being
scattered in all directions by intervening debris, rendering our private
communications at least detectable by foreign parties, if not decipherable.
It also meant using our engines as infrequently as possible, and not raising
our impassors to full effectiveness until a collision was imminent. Running
dark, in other words: coasting without screens, and relying solely on



passive sensor methods.

| watched Hesperus leave. Before he entered Vespertine we touched
hands. His was very cold, very metallic, but somehow pliant in the way it
yielded to my touch. He slipped out of my grasp and retreated through the
blue-lit doorway of the golden ship. The doorway formed over and vanished
back into the blurred surface of the hull. A humming note rose and
stabilised. A few seconds later, the hull blurring intensified, as if | was
seeing the golden craft through a veil of tears. Vespertine moved away
from the catwalk, slipping free of its force cradle. The railing reformed. |
clutched it, watching Hesperus navigate between the much larger and
darker vessels filling my hold. Gradually it dwindled to a tiny, fuzzy mote of
self-illuminated gold. The bay door had opened wide. Hesperus penetrated
the atmosphere curtain and entered open space. He hovered outside for a
few seconds before engaging the engine, appearing to blink out of
existence as the massive acceleration snatched him away.

| watched the door close and then whisked back to the bridge.
‘Vespertine is loose,’ | told Campion.

His reply came back four minutes later. ‘I didn’t see a thing, and | was
watching very closely. | hope that bodes well, if and when we run into
trouble.’

His image was based on Silver Wings’ own memories of Campion,
not any visual information arriving over the talk-beam. It would have been
pointless and dangerous to send more data than was strictly necessary, so
our exchange consisted only of the words we spoke, accompanied by a
few cues for gesture, emphasis and inflection, rendered back into a
convincing simulacrum of speech.

An hour passed, and then my ship had something to tell me.

‘My trove’s turned something up,’ | reported to Campion. ‘The bright
structures in the cloud — | think they may confirm another part of Fescue’s
story. The trove thinks they may be lesions — a kind of residue left over
from the use of Homunculus weapons. That's not good news, obviously.
Not only would it mean we are dealing with H-guns — after all this time — but
it also means someone’s used them more recently than thirty-four years
ago. Lesions have a decay half-life, even in hard vacuum. They wouldn’t
last long in this kind of environment.’



Campion came back, ‘Agreed — it's not good news. But at least it
means someone had a reason to fire those weapons relatively recently.
Unless they were just firing them for the hell of it, it could mean they were
trying to eliminate survivors still hiding out in the cloud.’

‘Or shoot down latecomers who had the chrome-plated balls to come
through anyway, despite Fescue’s warning.’

Campion smiled grimly. ‘There’s that as well.” Then he glanced aside
at a read-out. ‘Dust is starting to thicken, for me at least. I'm going to have
to notch up my impassor effectiveness before it gets any worse. Suggest
you do likewise.’

| sent the necessary command to Silver Wings. ‘Raised. Can you still
hear me?’

The image flickered, criss-crossed with pink and white static lines.
‘Yes,” Campion said, his voice throaty. ‘You're coming through. | can see
your bubble, though — you’re beginning to scintillate. It helps that | know
exactly where to look, but you’'re more visible than you were a minute ago.’

He meant a minute by his reckoning — it was still taking two minutes
for light to creep between us.

| could see Dalliance’s impasse flickering on and off as it interdicted
incoming matter, though the effort taxed my sensors to the limit. | had
sometimes chastised him for using such a small ship, but now his size gave
him a clear edge over me. The surface area of his bubble was a hundred
and twenty times less than that enveloping Silver Wings, making it much
less likely that he would run into any given piece of debris.

Two hours in, and | could feel the effect of those collisions as well.
As the ambient dust thickened — as we pushed deeper and deeper into the
cloud of planetary ashes — so Silver Wings registered each impact with a
tangible jolt as the impassor soaked up the momentum of the incoming
particle and then transferred that impulse to the ship via the generators. The
dampeners were doing their best to cancel out any shifts in the local gravity,
but because they had little warning they had to cut in sharply, with a
perceptible lag between effect and response.

| felt like the captain of an ocean-going ship grinding against an
iceberg, each jolt the twang of a hull plate being ripped away.



‘It's rougher than | expected,” Campion told me, the scratchiness of
his image and the metallic timbre of his voice Silver Wings’ way of telling
me that the data transfer was becoming problematic. ‘It'll smooth out,
though, once the impacts start coming in close together enough.’

That took another hour. Silver Wings was now driving hard into a sleet
of debris and the momentum transfer had become first a drum roll and then
a rumble, and now little more than a faint, ever-present vibration. The
downside was that the collisions were sapping my speed: | had to engage
the engine just to maintain two per cent of light, and | could only run the
engine in the instants when the impassor was down. Occasionally there was
still a large, barely dampened jolt as we ran into something an order of
magnitude bigger than the usual particles, but my nerves had already been
shredded about as thoroughly as they could be.

Three and half hours in, we got our first close view of the nearest
lesion. It emerged from its cloak of dust like a sliver of bright landscape
seen through breaking fog. It was irregular in shape, flattened and straight
at one end, curving in the middle, splaying into vast curved fingers at the
other. It was aglow with a soft, milky luminescence.

It scared the hell out of me.

| tightened my grip on the metal of the bridge banister, half-expecting
that my ship would be forced to swerve violently at any moment.

The lesion was orbiting with the general motion of the cloud, obeying
the gravitational influence of the star, but there were countless specks of
dust moving on their own courses, with their own velocities. Sooner or later
one of those impacts was going to liberate enough energy to send a wave
of transformation slamming through the lesion. It was anyone’s guess as to
what would happen then. The lesion might just vanish, all the energy
embodied in it being sucked harmlessly back into the marrow of spacetime
from whence it had come — or it might explode, liberating in an instant
enough destructive force to rip the crust off a planet.

The safest thing was not to be anywhere near a lesion.
‘We should go dark from now on,” Campion said. “Too much chance
of scatter. I'll signal you when we’ve passed the sun and the local cloud

density has dropped to a safe level again.’

Another five or six hours — it felt like half my lifetime stretching ahead
of me. | was a shatterling, mentally programmed to tolerate immense



stretches of solitude. But that mental programming had begun to run amok
a long time ago.

Now | needed another human being close to me just to feel human
myself.

| could not see Hesperus, but | knew his intended trajectory. He had
not been in contact since leaving Silver Wings, but that was no cause for
concern. He would pass the lesion before either of us, but his small, fleet
ship seemed unlikely to trigger any undesirable changes in the abnormal
structure. | was more concerned about my own passage: | would give the
lesion a wider berth, but my field effects would reach further than
Vespertine’s. Was hundreds of thousands of kilometres of clear space
enough to insulate the lesion from the influence of my impassor and
engine?

The trove offered no reassurance.

| do not think | breathed until | was clear, and the last of those curling
fingers was falling behind my ship. | had survived, but there were still other
lesions ahead of me, lurking deeper in the cloud. | remained tense, still
conscious that my survival depended entirely on the safe functioning of my
bubble; were it to fail, Silver Wings would be ripped apart in a blinding
moment, and | would probably know nothing of it. Every now and then a
larger impact served as a reminder that | was running into pebbles and
boulders, not merely grains of dust.

The second lesion was larger than the first, but further away, and
none of our intended trajectories came within six hundred thousand
kilometres of it. It was similar to the first, but with a bifurcation halfway along
its curving, spavined length. Its grasping fingers were knobby and
broken-nailed. The more familiar | became with the lesions, the more they
began to remind me of antlers, broken off in some titanic contest between
animals large enough to bestride a solar system.

Six hours in, | reached my closest approach to the dust-shrouded
sun. On the other side, Silver Wings began to register a slow and gradual
decline in the density of the cloud.

It would be some time yet before | could risk signalling Campion. |
had just resigned myself to a long wait when he reappeared.

‘I'm getting something,” he said, sounding unsure of himself. ‘It's a



very weak signal, but it's moving independently of the rest of this junk.
Could be a ship, | think.’

‘Is it Gentian?’
‘Doesn’t look like it so far. The protocols are pretty old.’

‘Then we don’t go after it. We're looking for Line survivors, not anyone
else stupid enough to blunder into this.’

‘Agreed,” Campion said. ‘But for all we know there are Gentian
survivors who don’t have the means to send the right kind of signal. If their
ship’s damaged, or they had to hide out aboard another one—’

‘I wish you weren’t so good at coming up with get-out clauses,
Campion.’

Silver Wings was still seeing nothing, but then Dalliance might have
been close enough to sniff out a signal just below my detection threshold.
As his ship exchanged data with mine, | confirmed that this was the case.
The object — whatever it was — would pass just within Campion’s effective
sensor envelope, but slip past mine completely.

‘All right — | agree that this is worth looking at, but please be careful.
We ignored one warning from Fescue; now we’re taking a risk we would
have considered unacceptable a few hours ago.’

‘We're flexible,” Campion said. ‘It's the price we pay for being
sentient. I'm veering; see you in a while.’

Hesperus was the next to get in touch. ‘Il see Campion moving now,
Purslane. He is strobing his bubble to effect a course change. Has
something happened?’

It bothered me that Campion’s actions were so visible, but nothing
could be done about that. ‘He’s picked up something — he thinks it could be
a signal, maybe from survivors.’

‘It could also be something a great deal less welcome.’

‘Yes,’ | said tersely. ‘He’s aware of that. He still feels obliged to
investigate.’

‘If you have no objections, | shall strive to follow Campion and locate



the same signal. It will mean sacrificing a degree of stealth, but anyone
monitoring this system is surely aware of our arrival by now.’

‘Take care, please.’

‘| shall. If you are able, would you be so kind as to inform Campion of
my intentions? | would not wish to startle him.’

‘I'll do that, Hesperus. And thank you. | didn’t mean to snap just now.’
‘Under the circumstances, | think you may be forgiven.’

He closed the link and left me alone. | called Campion, telling him that
Hesperus was on his way but that he should not acknowledge my
transmission. The last thing | wanted was to feel alone, but the less we
talked the better.

| had been scared before — too many times to remember. But there
had always been a mitigating factor to take the edge off my fears. | had
always been able to console myself with the thought that if | survived, |
would have an astonishing adventure to braid into my strand, something that
would guarantee a day or two of dreamy celebrity even if | had no interest
whatsoever in winning the Thousand Nights. And even if | should die in
such a way that my strand never reached the Line, | would still be
commemorated. When the fact of my death was certain, plans would be
laid for a commemoration of my life, something to weigh against six million
years of existence. They might etch my face across the surface of a planet,
or blow an image of me into the gas of a nebula, or even shape a
supernova remnant into my likeness. It had all been done before. And at
the next reunion, and the one after that — all the way down the line until
attrition wore us down to the last living shatterling, the last pale memory of
Abigail Gentian, there would be an evening during the Thousand Nights
when | would be honoured as if | still walked amongst the living. | would be
dreamed into life again, if only until morning.

But now there would be no more Thousand Nights, never another
reunion. Some of us might have survived, those of us who had arrived late,
but we would never feel safe enough to stage another gathering. The best
that we could do, to safeguard the memories we already carried, would be
to go off in different directions and find somewhere to hide, living like
hermits until time wore our enemies to dust.

The fact was, in this hour when | most had need of that consolation, it
offered me nothing.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

When the attack came, | do not suppose | was entirely surprised. We had
been aware of the possibility of ambush before we even entered this
system, and even as | raced towards it, | had my doubts about the
legitimacy of the distress signal. But there was still no warning when the
weapons opened fire.

Fortune smiled on me, however, for | had just disengaged the engine,
using friction from the debris cloud to effect my final slowdown into the rest
frame of the signal. Had | still been making the course change, | would
have been fatally weakened during those instants when the field was
diminished. Instead of incinerating Dalliance in a few moments, the assault
merely tested her defences to the limit. More energy was pumped into the
bubble in a second than it had absorbed through all the collisions it had
sustained since entering the veil. Emergency measures snhapped into
immediate effect, before | could even think of giving an order. Throughout
the ship, impassors created secondary bubbles to encase vital systems
and cargo, including myself. Even if the main bubble collapsed and the ship
was ripped apart, some of those interior bubbles might still survive. It would
be like a fish spilling eggs from its gut, even as it was torn asunder.

| had a few numb seconds during which to wonder how long the main
bubble could hold before collapsing. On the console floating over me, a
red line was creeping inexorably to the right. If the beam maintained its
strength, Dalliance would not survive more than another thirty seconds. My
every instinct screamed for me to steer out of the beam’s reach, but that
was impossible.

Then it ended, and | was still alive. | could only presume that the
weapon had exhausted itself and was now either recharging or standing
down while another was readied to continue the assault. An order formed in
my head, but Dalliance had already anticipated it. While her bubble was still
raised, hatches in her hull opened to release several dozen lampreys:
small, autonomous vehicles equipped with weapons and limited-range
skein-drives. The lampreys grouped into squadrons and raced to the limit
of the bubble. The bubble’s hardness was tuned down sufficiently for the
lampreys to slip through into open space, and then restored to full
effectiveness. Debris slipped inside the bubble during that interval of



permeability, drumming against the hull like the claws of a thousand
witches.

The lampreys served two functions. Three squadrons of four apiece
remained near the bubble, while keeping the horizon of the bubble between
themselves and the computed origin of the beam. The other six squadrons
sped away from Dalliance in all directions, skein-drives at maximum output.
Each lamprey was carving a furrow for itself in the debris field, using
gamma-rays to ionise the particles into a plasma that could be diverted
electrostatically. It made the lampreys hideously visible, but that was hardly
a concern now.

The lampreys grouped around the bubble applied force to the
hardened field and, with their drives synchronised, pushed Dalliance onto a
different heading. After a few seconds they altered course, denying the
enemy any hope of predicting my movements. The combined effect of the
lampreys could never be as powerful as the main engine, but the
acceleration was still violent enough that | was at the mercy of the
dampening field.

Then the weapon found me again. The bubble had barely had time to
recover from the last onslaught, and now that red line was beginning to
creep to the right again. On another part of the console | withessed the
demise of two of the nearby lampreys, caught by energy re-radiating from
the surface of the bubble. The remaining ten were still capable of pushing
Dalliance, but my evasive swerves and feints would be more sluggish than
before.

By then, the other twenty-four units had begun to fire at the source of
the beam, using the same gamma-cannons that had cleared their paths
through the debris cloud. On the main screen, the one that occupied the
entire width of the bridge, | could even see their beams, etched bright by
scattered and downshifted light as they gouged their way through the cloud.
They formed a pattern like the spokes of a wheel, converging on my hidden
assailant. | stared at the advancing red line on the console, conscious that
the swerves were doing little to hamper the enemy. He was close enough
that light-speed timelag could be easily accounted for, or perhaps ignored
altogether, in his weapon’s targeting calculations.

Abruptly the beam flicked off me and concentrated its attention on the
twenty-four lampreys, picking three of them off in close succession. The
wheel was now missing three spokes. In the instant before the beam
returned, | had Dalliance tune down her bubble and fling out another four



lampreys, exhausting her entire arsenal until more could be manufactured.
The beam found me again, as | had known it would, but the red line had
crept perceptibly back to the left as some of that energy was dissipated.

Two of the lampreys remained with Dalliance, assisting the other
tugs, while the other pair sprinted out in opposite directions to augment
those already arranged in the wheel formation. The beam remained fixated
on me most of the time, only occasionally snapping off to eliminate one or
two elements of the wheel. There was only one weapon out there, which
was a blessing. Had there been two, | doubt that Dalliance would have
survived for so long. | would either be dead, or adrift in a bubble, with every
expectation of dying soon after.

| was down to eight lampreys, divided equally between those serving
as tugs and those returning fire against the enemy, when the weapon
exploded. It blew a moon-sized hole in the debris cloud, a hole that was
snatched away by our mutual velocity. When the seconds dragged on and
the attack failed to resume, | allowed myself a flicker of gratification. All the
same | recognised that | was still in no position to drop my guard.

| ordered the eight remaining lampreys to group ahead of Dalliance,
then engaged the engine. This time | permitted the bubble to drop
completely, so that the drive could operate at maximum efficiency. | chose
to trade speed for armour, to put as much distance between myself and the
enemy as | could. | had destroyed their weapon, but the ghost signal was
still there.

That was when Hesperus called through.

‘Campion,’ he said, his image flickering into grainy unreality before
me, ‘it appears that you have been attacked. Have you sustained damage?
Are you debilitated?’

‘I'm still here,’ | said, having to raise my voice. | was pushing the
engine harder than it liked. The noise was like some infernal threshing
machine about to strip its gears. Surges of unchecked acceleration
signalled the dampeners struggling to compensate. ‘Thanks for asking,’ |
went on. ‘It looks as if the signal was a lure. | should have known better than
to go after it, when it wasn'’t purely Gentian.’

Hesperus had closed to within a minute of me.

‘But you are quite uninjured?’



‘Intact. So’s my ship. But | think the point has been proved — Fescue
was right to warn us away from this system. It's a nest of snakes. The
sooner we're out of here the better.’

‘I have an obstructed line of sight to Purslane. | shall inform her of
your narrow escape. In the meantime, may | offer assistance?’

‘I'll be fine once I've cleared the cloud. Concentrate your efforts on
making sure you and Purslane get clear. Tell her to ignore all signals.’

‘You are certain there are no survivors?’

‘Look at this place, Hesperus. It was wishful thinking all along.’

But even as | was answering him, there was a chime from my
console. | glared at the read-out, in no mood to deal with another piece of
news.

Dalliance had just detected another signal. It was coming from a
different location than the last one. It was stronger: powerful enough to
suggest someone was tracking us and aiming a signalling device.

It was also unambiguously Gentian.

My hand hovered before the console. Reason compelled me to
ignore this new signal, especially given what | had just told Hesperus. But |
could not bring myself to dismiss it.

‘Campion?’

‘There’s a new signal. It's Gentian, using the most recent protocols.’

‘A distress code?”’

‘Yes.’

‘If an ambush happened here, it might not be unreasonable to
assume that distress signals would have been sent from many ships. Can
you be sure that the enemy did not intercept such a signal and is now
simply duplicating it?’

‘If they could do that, why didn’t they start with a true Gentian signal?’

‘I have no answer for that,” Hesperus said quietly. ‘But | would still



urge caution. Should | inform Purslane of developments?’

‘Wait,” | said, my hand still hovering before the console. Dalliance
was now telling me that she had detected a second layer of embedded
content in the signal: not merely a distress code, but a modulation on that
transmission that could be interpreted as an audio-visual message.

My hand still hovered. If | opened the message, it might be
persuasive.

I might not wish to be persuaded.

| could turn around now and argue that all | had done was ignore a
second lure, albeit one constructed with more care than the first. Perhaps
the enemy had only switched to a Gentian format when they concluded that
| was likely to be a shatterling of that Line.

‘Campion,’ Hesperus said, ‘forgive me for taking this liberty, but |
decided to inform Purslane of the message.’

| was more bewildered than angry. ‘I told you not to.’

‘| felt that the information was too important not to disseminate.
Purslane now knows that there is an agency in this system capable of
imitating Gentian signals. That agency may be Gentian, but equally it may
not be. Now she has that information, and it may help her even if we are
destroyed.’

| did not have the energy to argue with Hesperus, especially when a
begrudging part of me knew he was right.

‘Did she say anything?’

‘Purslane was of the opinion that it would be wise to ignore the
message. She argued this point most strenuously.’

| smiled — | had no doubt that Hesperus was understating the matter.
At the same time | ordered Dalliance to play the audio-visual transmission,
projecting it into the air onto a flat surface just beyond the circular disc of
the control platform.

A face appeared.

| knew her. Her name was Mezereon. She was one of us.



‘I hope I'm talking to Campion,’ she said. ‘I think | must be. That ship
of yours — I'd recognise it anywhere. | must have told you to get rid of it a
dozen times, but I'm so glad now that you didn’t. I'm sorry you were
attacked, but | didn’t notice you until then. Please don’t respond just yet; not
until we're closer. | could see you from half the system away now, but I'm
still camouflaged, and | hope no one is listening in on this beam.” Mezereon
licked her dry, colourless lips, as if she was thirsty. She was a plain woman,
by the standards of the Line. The most attractive Gentian attributes: the
cheekbones, the mismatched eyes, the shape of the mouth — had been
toned down almost as far as they could go without vanishing altogether. Her
hair was tied back in simple fashion, pulling the skin on her forehead drum
tight. She wore a purple dress or blouse that left one shoulder bare, and the
read-out-crammed wall behind her told me she was speaking to me from
inside a ship. ‘I guess you know something about the ambush by now,’ she
said. ‘l was in abeyance, primed to be woken if anything went off. When
they opened fire with the Spitting Cobra, | knew someone must have
arrived.” A sudden, savage anger transformed her features. ‘They didn’t get
us all. There are other shatterlings with me, a handful | managed to pick up
while all hell was breaking loose, and I'm sure there are more hiding out
around the system. And there are our prisoners. But we can’t move. We
can’t leave. | don’'t have an engine any more. | could crawl out of this cloud,
but they’d catch up with me sooner or later.’

| mouthed a question, half-whispered, ‘What do you want me to do
about it?’

Mezereon breathed in heavily. “Time’s running out for us. We're out of
Synchromesh and I've already used up nine lives in the stasis cabinet. My
ship’s dying. It can’t repair itself any more, and the impassor’s about the last
thing still working.” She looked at me with a probing intensity, as if our eyes
were meeting and she was daring me to look away. ‘Let me know you've
received this message — even if you choose not to act on it. Alter your
course just enough to send me a signal. | want to know that someone got it.
Because there’s something you need to know, something you need to get
to the rest of Line even if you leave us here to die. | told you about the
prisoners. Fescue didn’'t know about them, so | don’t think there’s any way
you can know about them either. We got something out of one of them. His
name’s Grilse — he’s a rogue shatterling of Marcellin Line. That's how they
got hold of the H-guns. But don’t blame the Marcellins just yet — we think
Grilse and his friends were acting alone. If this is Campion I'm speaking to,
| don’t know how you’re going to take this — but Grilse told us that this was
somehow your fault.” Mezereon shook her head in frustration. ‘No, | don’t
mean fault. | mean somehow something you did, innocently enough, led to



this. You were the catalyst. You triggered the ambush — whether you knew it
or not.’

‘How could | have triggered it?’ | asked, stunned. ‘How could | have
triggered it when | wasn’'t even here?’

| relayed Mezereon’s message to Purslane so that she could hear the
part about the Marcellins and my supposed involvement in the ambush. |
did not wait for her answer before beginning my turn. A few moments later,
Hesperus shadowed my course change, powering hard to position his ship
ahead of mine. He must have been notching close to five thousand gees,
far beyond the capabilities of any dampening field | had ever heard of.

Mezereon was not long in responding. ‘Thank you, Campion. | hoped
you might turn, but | didn’t dare count on it. Whatever happens ... you have
my undying gratitude. | know bad things have been said about you...
including things said by people like me, who should have known better. You
didn’'t deserve any of that. You're a jewel in the Line, someone we can all
be proud of.’

‘Wait until I've rescued you,’ | said.

‘I'm sending you our position now,” Mezereon said. ‘It's not precise,
but | can’t determine it any more accurately than that. When you get close,
you should be able to sniff us out from our bubble spillage. I'll do what | can
to talk you in, of course. | still think it would be unwise for you to signal me
directly.’

Numbers appeared on the console. On the main screen, an icon
popped into existence against the brown smear of the cloud. Mezereon lay
about fifteen degrees north of the original signal, a little deeper inside the
veil. At my present acceleration, | would arrive at her position inside the
hour. | stared intently into the fog of pulverised planet, in the absurd hope
that my eyes might pick out some buried threat before the infinitely more
acute sensors of my ship.

Hesperus, who was still able to talk, said, ‘She mentioned a Spitting
Cobra. | confess my memory is silent on the matter.’

‘Do you know much about wormholes, Hesperus?’
‘A little. The Rebirthers use them for rejuvenating stars.’

‘That's because there’s not much else you can use them for. They're



a joke from God. Maybe the Priors found a way to send ships and
information down them, but if they did, we don’t have a clue how it's done.
The best we can do is squeeze matter down them. Fine for siphoning fuel
from one star to another, but not much use for anything else. Maybe the
Machine People have figured out a way to embed information into that
matter flow, but we’ve never managed it. Modulate the flow at one end, the
signal is still smeared out by the time the matter emerges.’

‘We encountered the same difficulty,” Hesperus said.

‘Well, luckily for us you can use wormholes to kill things. You take a
Rebirther wormhole, but you only anchor one end in a star. You let the fuel
spew out of the other end into naked space. Surround the throat with
machinery to open and close the flow of matter, and to aim it at whatever
you want to Kill. It's a flame-thrower, basically.’

‘Would the other end be in this system?’

‘Doesn’t have to be. Could be hundreds of years away. One star
might have multiple taps, leading to multiple throats.’

‘Do you think there was more than one of them here?’

‘No way of telling, I'm afraid. We might not even have damaged the
one we hit. Disabled the throat mechanisms, maybe, but | doubt we did
anything that can’t be fixed, given time.’

‘Why would they use that weapon, and not the H-guns?’

‘Range, basically. A Spitting Cobra’s got a longer reach, even if it isn’t
as destructive. Someone had to get close in with those Homunculus
weapons. If the ambushers took out the reunion world, they would have
needed to be nearby before they did it.’

‘Could the H-guns have been concealed?’

‘Only inside ships.’

‘The ships would be seen,” Hesperus said.

‘But no one would suspect anything if they were ships of the Line,
arriving with Gentian recognition signals.’

Hesperus did not respond at first. | do not think he was shocked by



my suggestion, but more that he wished to accord it a respectful silence.
Given the evidence, | had little doubt that he had drawn a similar conclusion
himself.

The ambush could not have happened without Gentian collaboration.

The console chimed to inform me that Mezereon was signalling me
again. Her message was brief, simply a string of coordinates. Dalliance
adjusted her course minutely and gave me an ETA for the rendezvous.
Allowing for deceleration, we would be on Mezereon'’s position in twelve
minutes.

‘Campion,’ Hesperus said, after a while, ‘I do not wish to alarm you,
but | am seeing something beyond Mezereon. It was not there a few
moments ago. Whatever it is is large, and it is moving towards us.’

Dalliance pushed her faculties to the limit, lowering her detection
thresholds now that | had independent evidence that something else was
lurking in the cloud. In a few moments, something appeared in the displayer
— a hazy blob, framed in a box and accompanied by the exceedingly sparse
data my ship had managed to extract. The object was well camouflaged but
large — five or six kilometres wide — and Hesperus had been right about it
coming nearer.

‘It could be a big ship, or a big ship carrying a Homunculus weapon,
or just one of the weapons on its own,’ | said.

‘| see smaller signals grouped around it — other ships, perhaps.’

At that moment Mezereon returned. We were close enough now that
she was able to send an imago without risk of interception. The figure
appeared before me, to the right of Hesperus. She was trying to be firm,
but there was a crack in her voice that she could not quite conceal.

‘You have to turn back now, Campion. They’re moving one of the
H-guns onto you. If you turn tail and go to maximum power, you may stay
out of range. They’ll still chase you, but maybe you can keep ahead of
them.’

This time Mezereon’s message protocol permitted me to answer her.

‘They must have been counting on killing me with the Spitting Cobra,
but | damaged it.’



‘Good for you,’ she said, a gleam of admiration in her eyes. ‘It won't
stop them, but at least you showed them there’s still fire in the Line.’

‘I hope so.’

“Turn around now. You've done your best, Campion, but there’s no
sense in dying to make a point. I've told you what | can. | wish | could have
given you the prisoners, but—’

‘I'm still coming in,’ | said.

‘If you are committed to this rescue,” Hesperus said, ‘then | will do
what | can to draw the fire of the Homunculus weapon. | will pass
Mezereon’s position at speed and increase my visibility.’

‘Are you certain about doing this?’

‘Already committed. | will make my closest approach to Mezereon’s
position in three minutes. Then | will adjust my impasse emissions and
engine signature to lure the Homunculus weapon. Even if it can still see
you, | doubt that it will be able to resist a closer target.’

‘Whatever happens, Hesperus ... I'm grateful.’

‘I am going silent now. | shall see you in interstellar space, when we
have put this unfortunate place behind us.’

His imago rippled and vanished, leaving me alone with Mezereon.

‘You were just talking to a Machine Person, weren’t you? How in
God’s name did you pull that off?’

‘I'm full of surprises.’

The next three minutes passed like an age as | watched Hesperus
streak forward and then slam past Mezereon’s position, missing her by
barely half a million kilometres. By then, my view of the approaching object
and its escort of ships had improved substantially. That it was a
Homunculus weapon was beyond argument: | was seeing it from a
foreshortened perspective, but Dalliance was able to extrapolate its true
form, and the delicate, slender-stalked flower-like shape, its maw a coronet
of diaphanous petals, veined like dragonfly wings, was an uncanny match
against data in the trove. It must have arrived hidden in the belly of one of
our ships, but there was no need to conceal it now; the slender form might



have looked vulnerable, but that fragility was deceptive. The
field-reinforced, field-armoured weapon was being propelled by tugs much
like my own lampreys: they were clamped onto the stem like thorns and had
sharp skein-drive signatures.

Once he had passed Mezereon, Hesperus began to tune his hull to
make himself more conspicuous. He fired his own weapons against the
Homunculus device and its escort vehicles, not with any obvious
expectation of doing harm, but in the hope of goading it into a response.
His drive emissions became noisier: Hesperus could have been tracked
from across the system by now. Purslane would have been aware of his
actions even if she did not grasp their full significance.

A minute later, | began my own slowdown. Dalliance forwent all her
usual safeguards. The engine screamed in my ears, the dampeners
warning that they could not guarantee to neutralise the thousands of
gee-forces trying to keep me moving in a straight line.

| grimaced and sank deeper into my seat, hands clasping at the
armrests, as if that would make the slightest difference if the dampeners
failed.

As the distance between Dalliance and Mezereon’s ship dwindled to
thousands of kilometres, and then hundreds, | got my first clear look at the
vessel | had come to rescue. Mezereon had done everything she could to
camouflage herself, but she had not been able to work miracles. Her ship
was a wreck, damaged beyond obvious repair. It was a lozenge-shaped
hull just less than a kilometre from end to end, and about a fifth of kilometre
across the beam. Where her engine had been was a perfectly spherical
hole, as if a giant had taken a crunching bite out of the ship. At the forward
end of the ship, the nose was split open like a ruptured seed pod. Evidence
of smaller weapon or collision impacts peppered the hull with silvery
craters, stark chrome flowers against the midnight black of the intact parts.

But Mezereon had been inventive. She still had a working impassor,
and she had gathered several million tonnes of rubble inside the bubble
with her ship, dressing it around the wreck to form a gauzy screen that
would offer some concealment if the bubble failed. Beyond the bubble,
several larger chunks of rock had been arranged to provide secondary
camouflage. Seen in close-up, it looked unnatural — big boulders apparently
coalescing into a baby asteroid, with a glassy marble at the heart of that
swarm of rubble — but she must have been counting on never coming under
direct scrutiny.



‘I'm very near you now,’ | said. ‘Cargo bay’s already open — there’s
enough room for you inside. But you’ll have to drop the bubble and lose
your camouflaging screen.’

‘I'm scared. They’re close enough now that if | do drop my bubble,
they’ll have no trouble finding me again.’

‘You told me your bubble was about to give up the ghost anyway.
You've nothing to lose.’

As | completed the final phase of my approach, my deceleration
dropping down to mere gees of slowdown, my attention flicked back to
Hesperus. He had begun to steer, while still maintaining a steady assault
against the Homunculus weapon. He must have had some effect, for two of
the escort vehicles had begun to peel off to close in on him. But the
weapon itself was showing no inclination to follow his bait. The two escort
craft were accelerating hard as they made their turn, nearly as hard as
Hesperus himself.

Dalliance came to a halt just beyond Mezereon’s last layer of
camouflaging boulders. Her bubble flicked off and her ship began to inch
forward on impellors, nosing clear of the rubble that had been trapped
within the bubble. The boulders carved silvery gouges in her hull as they
knocked against her, splintering and pulverising in the process. The
impellors began to glow a vivid pink, signifying some worrying ailment deep
inside their mechanisms. Never mind: all they had to do was get her another
few hundred metres, and then they could be scrapped.

| assigned two of the lampreys to rearrange the rubble into a
makeshift screen between us and the Homunculus weapon. With enough
intelligence not to need direct supervision, they set to work in a blur of
furious motion, zipping back and forth too quickly for the eye to track.

While the lampreys were busy, | spun Dalliance around to bring the
bay into alignment and dropped my own field. The lampreys buzzed around
me like busy fireflies, doing their best to shepherd away the larger rocks
that had been disturbed by Mezereon’s emergence. All of a sudden, even
the wreck of her ship looked too big to fit, as if | had misjudged the capacity
of my cargo bay.

‘Disengage your impellors,’ | told Mezereon. ‘You have enough
momentum now. I'll take care of the rest.’

At that moment it was as if half the sky had been clawed back to



reveal a blinding whiteness beyond it, as if the black of night was just an
eggshell-thin layer masking an unimaginably cruel brightness. On the
console hovering above me, Dalliance recorded a litany of complaint:
moderate damage sustained across a large acreage of the hull, one of the
fireflies out of action.

Mezereon’s imago flickered and reformed.
‘They just used it.’
| nodded: | had guessed as much for myself. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘I think the rubble took the brunt of it. We're still outside its effective
kill-range. Did you take a hit?’

‘Nothing that can’t be fixed, and nothing that’ll stop us getting away.’

| did not care to think about what would happen when that weapon
came closer. Technically, it had not even touched us. My hands trembling, |
watched as Mezereon'’s ruined ship began to drift into my cargo bay, with
what appeared to be no more than angstroms of clearance in any direction.
Dalliance clanged as something knocked against her. But the slow drift
continued. Switching to an internal view, | saw the wreck force its way into
the bay as if some obscene creature was striving to raid the snug burrow of
another animal. Bits of Mezereon'’s ship, especially around the existing
damage spots, were ripping away.

The sky beyond the sky whitened again, brighter this time, turning the
bay and the ship into pink-edged silhouettes, and Dalliance let me know
that she had sustained more damage. One of the boulders tumbled away
from the screen that the lampreys had erected, and it was glowing red on
the side that had been facing the weapon.

Then Mezereon was clear of the doors.

Grapples moved in to lock her ship into position. | reinstated my
bubble and gave the command to move. With fewer lampreys to push her
along, Dalliance could not sustain her former rate of acceleration. |
decided | would risk stuttering the bubble, allowing the engine to contribute
to the effort. At a thousand gees, the wall of boulders dropped away behind
me with disarming swiftness. It was tempting to think that | had already put
sufficient safe distance between myself and the Homunculus weapon, but
that was not the case.



When | relocated Vespertine, | saw Hesperus was taking her towards
the weapon, having executed a hairpin turn that would have crushed most
ships, let alone their human occupants.

‘Hesperus,’ | whispered, ‘don’t do this. We’re getting away all right.’

As if he could have heard me, or would have listened even if he
could.

The weapon fired again. This time there was a jagged and
asymmetric quality to the wash of light as it branched across the sky. When
it abated, something brachiform and luminous remained. The weapon had
made a lesion: they must have been pushing it to its limit in their
determination to kill me.

There was nothing more | could do to improve my chances.
Dalliance was giving her all to get away as quickly as possible, and my
fretting would make no difference whatsoever.

Yet | could not turn away until | had seen what would become of
Hesperus.

* k k%

CHAPTER TWELVE

‘Did you see him die?’ | asked.
‘Yes,” Campion said.
‘I'm sorry. For you and for him.’

We were aboard Dalliance, lying together. We had cleared the cloud
and were now in interstellar space, returning to cruise speed. | had whisked
over as soon as Campion’s ship was in range of mine. We had embraced,
holding each other so tightly that it was as if our coming back together was
only provisional, a state of affairs that might be rescinded at any moment if
the universe changed its mind.

We had kissed, and then our kissing had become an exercise in
frenzied exploration, as if the hours that we had been apart had been long



enough to dull our memories of each other. We lost our clothes and made
love, dozing into half-sleep before starting anew, until we both fell into
blissful unconsciousness, weary but glad to have survived. Now we were
awake again, holding on to each other like two exhausted swimmers, each
using the other for support.

‘| should introduce you to the new guests,” Campion said, after a long
silence during which | had almost fallen back into dream.

‘Are they all right?’

‘I checked on them, obviously. Only Aconite and Mezereon are awake
at the moment. But | thought I'd save the big welcome until you could share
in it. | suggested they wait in the gardens until you were ready.’

‘What about the prisoner — or prisoners? Did you find out anything
more?’

‘Nothing beyond what Mezereon already told me — that this was all
somehow caused by me.’

‘For all we know Mezereon got the wrong end of the stick, or the
prisoner was feeding her a lie.’

‘A lie that just happened to include me as a detail?’
| had no answer for that.

We washed, clothed ourselves, then whisked through-ship to
Dalliance’s gardens. | did my best to hide my concerns from him, but all
the while my mind was spinning through the possibilities. How could the
ambush have had anything to do with Campion, if he had been so
conspicuously late for the reunion?

It made no sense unless the ‘cause’ of it was something that had
happened during the last reunion. Something in Campion’s thread, in other
words. But if that was the case then we were dealing with an agency that
thought nothing of plotting our demise across a timescale of an entire
circuit, longer than the lifespan of some planetary civilisations.

Someone, in other words, prepared to be as patient as a snake.

‘Everything goes back to the Vigilance,’ | said.



Campion opened the door in the stone wall that encircled the
gardens.

‘What does the Vigilance have to do with anything?’

‘Think about it for a moment. If you hadn’t visited the Vigilance in your
previous circuit, you wouldn’t have been saddled with delivering Doctor
Meninx to them. If you hadn’t had to deliver Doctor Meninx, we'd never have
been back to that sector of the Scutum-Crux Arm. No Centaurs, no Ateshga
— and more than likely no being late for the reunion.’

‘And no Hesperus, either — he’d still be Ateshga’s prisoner.’
‘See what I'm getting at?’
‘I'm still not sure what all that has to do with what Mezereon said.’

‘Maybe nothing — but if all those occurrences hung on your visit to the
Vigilance, how do we know something else didn’t? It formed the central part
of your strand, a circuit ago. What if there was a detail in your memories,
something to do with the Vigilance, that someone didn’t like?’

‘What kind of detail?’

Campion could be almost superhumanly exasperating. ‘No idea. But
in the absence of anything better, shouldn’t we at least consider the
possibility?’

‘That would mean going back over my thread,” Campion said, as if
that was somehow an insurmountable obstacle. ‘Maybe we should see what
the prisoners have to say first.’

Of all the spaces in Campion’s ship, | liked the gardens the best. We
had emerged through a gate in a tall ivy-clad stone wall. From the gate we
had followed a winding pathway down a gently sloping meadow set with
sculptures, sundials, water clocks, wind-chimes, elegant moving statuary
and foaming iron fountains, into a bower enclosed by trees. At the centre of
the bower was a small summer house, a round wooden building with a
conical roof, surrounded by a moat of water which in turn connected to a
larger pond, the moat spanned by a red-painted bridge of Chinese design.

The visible sky was the cloudless enamel-blue of a hundred thousand
worlds. The layout of the gardens, the agreeable climate of that eternal
sunny afternoon, never varied. There were stars in the sky that had not



existed when the soil in these gardens was first laid down. There were stars
that had shone then that were now veils of dead gas, rushing into darkness.
Civilisations beyond number had risen from obscurity, considering
themselves masters of all creation, before fading back into the footnotes of
history.

Mezereon and Aconite were waiting in the summer house, sitting on
one of the benches with food and wine on a tray between them. ‘Hello,
Purslane,” they said in near-unison as | ducked into the shadowed interior,
with Campion just behind me.

‘I'm glad you both made it,’ | said.

‘We are making it, aren’t we?’ Mezereon asked, directing her question
at Campion. She had short blonde hair the colour of sun-dried straw and
pale, almost translucent skin, with a delicate mottling of honey-coloured
freckles across her cheeks.

“Too soon to tell, I'm afraid,” Campion said. ‘We're putting distance
between us and the enemy, but | won’t feel truly safe until this system is just
a bad memory.’

‘I meant to ask,” Aconite said, pausing to sip from the goblet he held.
He was muscular and dark-skinned, with a black beard raffishly flecked with
silver and a mass of jangling rings hanging from one earlobe. ‘Did you hear
from anyone else? We knew we were all right, obviously, but we couldn’t
risk broadcasting our presence to the rest of the cloud.’

‘If there was anyone else there,” Campion said, ‘I didn’t hear from
them. Sorry — wish the news was better.’

‘Not your fault, old man.’

‘The only other survivor we know about is Fescue,’ | said, taking a
place on the opposite bench, kicking off my shoes and hugging my legs,
my arms encircling my shins. ‘We ran into his transmission. He tried to talk
us out of entering the cloud, but we decided to take a shot at it.’

Mezereon looked sharply at Aconite, then me. ‘Then | guess you
don’t know about Fescue.’

‘He’s dead,’” Aconite said. ‘He stayed behind when most of the
survivors had already managed to get out of the system. That transmission
must have been one of his last acts.’



The news hit me hard. | had taken it for granted that Fescue was one
of the living — how else would he have been in a position to send his
warning, if he had not made it through the ambush?

‘What happened?’ | asked. ‘Engine trouble?’

Mezereon shook her small, pale head wearily. ‘Fescue was trying to
create a distraction, to keep the ambushers occupied so that a few of us
could get away. He could have escaped if he’d chosen to, but he was
thinking of the Line.’

‘I misjudged him,’ | said.

‘You weren’t the only one,” Campion said, looking down
shamefacedly.

‘Let’s not get maudlin,” Aconite said. ‘It's enough that we have
survived to commemorate him. Burnish his name, and all that stuff. We’ll do
the old bastard proud.” He gave Campion an encouraging punch. ‘Right, old
man?’

‘Right,” Campion said.

Mezereon poured herself some more wine while Aconite chewed the
end off a loaf of bread. Outside, birds twittered and breezes stirred the
reeds around the summer house’s little moat.

‘Are there just the two of you?’ | asked.

‘We're the only ones up and awake,” Aconite said. ‘There are three
others in abeyance: Lucerne, Melilot and Valerian — and the prisoners, of
course.’

Campion leaned over to take a grape from the platter. ‘Is there
anything else you need in the meanwhile? Medical attention — anything like
that?’

Our two new guests looked at each other momentarily before
Mezereon answered for them both. ‘We’re fine. It's been stressful, but the
ship’s looked after us well. If there’d been a problem with rations, or life
support, one or more of us would have gone into permanent abeyance.
Thankfully, it never came to that.’



‘Have you been awake ever since the ambush?’ | asked.

‘We’d have gone mad from the tension if we hadn’'t had abeyance,’
Mezereon said. ‘We took turns. The ship was instructed to bring one or two
of us out if she detected something anomalous. It could have been
Lucerne or one of the other two, but it was our turn.’

‘This may not be the best time to talk about it,” Campion said, ‘but it
would have been difficult to get one of those weapons close to the reunion
planet unless it was hidden.’

‘Inside one of our ships?’ Aconite asked.
‘| hate to think it, but—’

‘You're right. There were three of those weapons, and the Spitting
Cobra, in the ships of Saffron, Scabious and Tare. But they weren’t
involved. Their ships must have been captured, the Line protocols
cracked.” Aconite kept looking at Campion as if there could be no other
explanation; that to think otherwise was a kind of heresy. ‘They couldn’t
have been complicit, if that's what you're thinking.’

‘At this point we shouldn’t rule anything out,” Campion said.

Mezereon sighed through her nose. ‘It's about time we faced up to
Line involvement, Aconite. Even Fescue had his suspicions. He couldn’t
understand how the private network had been broken into, unless one of us
was complicit.’

‘Involvement doesn’t necessarily mean willing involvement,” Aconite
said. Then he raised his big hands defensively. ‘Let’s not fall out over this.
There’ll be time to ask the unpleasant questions when we make it to the
fallback. | won't flinch from asking them if the evidence points that way.’

| took a piece of bread for myself. ‘Nor will 1.’

* k% %

Mezereon brushed a hand against the iron-grey casing of Melilot’s
cryophagus. ‘We should wake them up. It's what we agreed we’d do if there
was a change in our situation.’

‘Be kinder not to,” Aconite said. ‘At least until we know we’re definitely
in the clear.’



‘We can move them into Dalliance, at least,” Campion said. ‘I've got
plenty of sleepers aboard her already, so a few more won’t hurt. It's easier
to keep an eye on them when they’re all together.’

‘Didn’t have you down as the guest-carrying sort,” Mezereon said, with
an amused smile.

‘Just the way things worked out,” Campion said.

The prisoners were in a different room from the Gentian shatterlings.
Mezereon strode to the first cabinet, worked the heavy clasp and flung wide
the patterned brass doors. Inside lay a scaffold of ancient machinery, a
framework supporting an array of impassors energising a containment
bubble. The bubble’s near-transparency made it resemble a globe of blown
glass, large enough to swallow a throne. Inside the bubble floated another
kind of framework, this one supporting time-compression mechanisms.
They created a secondary bubble, scarlet-tinged as if the glass had been
stained. Inside the bubble hovered a chair, edges curved to fit inside the
confines of the field. Inside the high-backed throne, secured against
involuntary movements, was a human figure. The figure had the deathly
stillness of a hologram, but it was neither dead nor holographic.

‘Is this Grilse?’ | asked, remembering what Mezereon had already
told Campion.

‘As far as we know,’ she said. ‘There was a Grilse in the Marcellin
Line, circuits ago. And of course, the Marcellins were given responsibility
for the H-guns. But until we can get into his skull, we won’t know for sure.’

‘How did you catch them?’ Campion asked.

‘Some shatterlings had broken cover and were making a run for
interstellar space,” Mezereon said. ‘The ambushers tried to stop them —
they really didn’t want any of us ever to leave that system. Fescue
intercepted one of the ambushers’ ships and damaged it badly, and the
other Gentians were able to make their escape. | don’t think Fescue ever
found out that there were survivors still aboard the ambusher ship — he was
dead by the time we pulled them in.’

Campion frowned. ‘What do you mean?”’

‘The damaged ambusher drifted within range of my ship. On the
chance that it might contain weapons or supplies we could use, we decided



to risk dropping the impassor and sending out a shuttle. It was a risk — don’t
think we didn’t argue about it.” She looked steadily at Aconite. ‘I didn’t
approve; I'll admit that. But in the end it was the right thing to do. There
wasn’t much we could use aboard the wreck, but we got the four prisoners.’
She sneered. ‘Cowards: if they'd had a fucking atom of courage they’'d
have killed themselves rather than run the chance of falling into our hands.’

‘We put them into stasis almost immediately,” Aconite said. ‘The
cabinets are old, but they were all we had. If we'd left them in shiptime
there’d have been a chance of them escaping, alerting the other
ambushers or finding a way to commit suicide.’

‘And before you locked them away?’ | asked.

‘We interrogated them as best we could,” he said. ‘Didn’t get anything
useful, though.’

‘Except from Grilse,’ | said.

‘That was after he went into the casket.” Mezereon touched part of the
casket to the left of the doors, causing a hidden panel to reveal itself. It was
set with heavy brass controls, ornately engraved dials and clocks. The main
control was a lever running in a graduated quadrant from left to right. At the
moment the lever was pushed four-fifths of the way to the right, at a setting
of one hundred thousand. That was enough to ensure that a second of time
as experienced in the stasis cabinet equalled a day as measured beyond it.
The logarithmic control could be pushed all the way to the right, giving a
time ratio of one million, but even with the best equipment that was a setting
to be used under emergency conditions only. ‘He’s safe enough now,’
Mezereon said, with one eye on the Marcellin, ‘but when we dialled him
back down we started to see signs of unstable field collapse. We held him
low enough to reach with Synchromesh, so we could talk in person, but we
didn’t want to push our luck.’

‘I don’t blame you,’ | said. ‘And the others?’

‘Just as risky, if not more so. Grilse’s cabinet is the best of the four —
the other three are in even worse repair.” Mezereon closed the control
panel, then swung shut the patterned doors. ‘I wouldn’'t recommend
attempting to bring him out until we reach the Belladonna world. At least
there we’ll be able to call on the technical assistance of the rest of the Line.’

‘What's left of it,’ | said.



‘There’ll be more of us at the fallback,” Mezereon said. ‘Call that an act
of faith, if you will. But if | didn’t believe that ... I'd end myself. Voluntary
attrition.’

‘We all feel that way,” Campion said.

Aconite turned to him. ‘Did you tell Purslane what Grilse told us?’

‘She knows.’

‘And what do you both make of it?’

‘I'd love to ask Grilse in person,” Campion said.

Aconite’s smile was grim. ‘“You'll get your chance, don’t worry about
that.’

‘| believe Grilse,’ | said. ‘It's not comfortable, but why would he invent
a detail like that unless it had some substance? It doesn’'t make Campion
complicit in any of this.’

‘And Doctor Meninx — what does he have to say?’ Mezereon asked.

‘Not a lot lately,” Campion said.

‘He died,’ | said. ‘Tank failure.’

Aconite winced. ‘Spectacular timing, old man.’

Campion raised his hands defensively. ‘It wasn’t my fault! | was under
strict instructions not to touch his tank, and | didn’t.’

Aconite clapped him on the back in a comradely fashion. ‘If it makes
you feel any better, I'll take a look at the tank. But | can already tell you what
I'll find, based on all the aquatics I've known: some rusting piece of junk
with nothing inside it newer than a million years old, just begging to go
wrong.’

‘Thank you,” Campion said, sounding taken aback.
‘See, he does have his uses,’ Mezereon said.

That was when Silver Wings whispered into my brain, telling me there
was something vital | needed to know.
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The image was a rectangular volume, divided into cubic cells by a scaffold
of fine green lines. At one end of the volume was a representation of our
two ships, close enough together that they almost resembled a single
vessel. At the other end lay a halo of smeared light indicating the
heliopause of the system we had just departed; the boundary where the
star’s influence became negligible and beyond which we could consider
ourselves to be in true interstellar space. Halfway along the rectangle was a
trio of icons representing the three ships that had been pursuing Campion
ever since he rescued Mezereon and the others.

‘We already knew about the three ships,” Aconite said. ‘Maybe I'm
being dim, but | don’t quite see what all the fuss is about.’

We had whisked over to my ship. The four of us were standing on
Silver Wings’ bridge, grouped around the central displayer. ‘One of the
three ships is making headway on the other two,’ | said. ‘That's what the
fuss is about.’

Aconite scratched at his chin. ‘Now you mention it — that is a bit odd.’

The trio of icons formed an elongated triangle, with the lone ship at
the apex. We were all accelerating hard; it was only necessary to look at the
image for a few minutes to spot the oozing motion of the grid from left to
right, with the magnetopause slowly disappearing from the frame.

‘If they had power in reserve, they'd have used it already,’ | said.
‘There’s only one explanation. | know you thought you saw her being
destroyed, Campion, but that third ship can only be Vespertine. She must
have survived the attack after all.’

‘A direct hit from an H-gun?’ Campion asked.

‘I'm not saying she’s in one piece.’

‘But there’s been no direct contact from Hesperus himself?’
Mezereon asked.

‘Nothing — only the agreed distress code he installed in the ship.
Hesperus is the only one who's supposed to be able to transmit that signal.’

‘Could someone have got aboard and cracked the safeguards?’



Aconite asked.

‘Theoretically, yes — but they’d have to be very clever and very quick,
and for some reason Hesperus must not have destroyed the signalling
apparatus even though he would have known he was being boarded.’

‘So it could be him — but you can’t be sure,” Mezereon said.

‘No way to know for certain until we open up Vespertine and peer
inside.’

Aconite looked concerned. ‘In other words, let him catch up with us
and see what happens?’

‘He can’t. We're outrunning him, and short of engine failure we’ll keep
on doing so. He may have some pseudo-thrust in reserve, but given the
circumstances | rather doubt it.’

Mezereon bit her lip. ‘So it's a lost cause.’
‘Unless we go back for him,” Campion said.

| nodded. ‘He’s sending that signal because he wants our help. He
helped Gentian Line in our moment of need. We can’t turn our backs on
him now.’

‘I'm probably missing something,” Aconite said, ‘but if we turn around
now, or even just slow down, won’t we be in danger of falling back in range
of the killers?’

‘There are other options,’ | said. ‘I've got a lot of ships in my hold.
Some of them can sustain a much higher rate of acceleration than either
Dalliance or Silver Wings. Not for ever — but long enough to get to
Hesperus and back.’

Mezereon still did not look convinced. ‘Can this really be done? |
mean, the idea is nice in theory ... but you're going to be cutting things very
close.’

‘It can be done,’ | said. | had already primed the displayer; now it
showed an icon leaving Silver Wings and racing back towards Vespertine.
| had overlaid ovoid volumes that indicated the likely range of the enemy’s
weapons, assuming they were carrying nothing on the scale of the
Homunculus device or the Spitting Cobra. ‘If Hesperus holds his current



rate,” | continued, ‘we can reach him without ever falling in range of their
guns. Then we speed back to Silver Wings and notch back up to maximum
acceleration. We’'ll still lose them, and we’ll still be able to make the turn to
the fallback without being traced.’

‘There’s an element of risk, though,” said Mezereon.
| shrugged. ‘There’s an element of risk in breathing.’

‘It's not that I'm against rescuing him,” Aconite said, ‘but from now on
every action we take has to be measured against the future existence of the
Line. There simply isn’t room for brave gestures any more.’

‘| feel the same way,’ | answered, ‘but | also know that if we don’t do
this for Hesperus, we’ve got no right to call ourselves Gentian.’

‘In any case, the Line — such as it is — won't be threatened,” Campion
said, nodding at the other two. ‘Purslane and | are in agreement: you'll stay
aboard Dalliance while Purslane and | take one of the ships in Silver
Wings’ hold. Silver Wings will have to notch down a bit to allow the other
ship to catch up, but she can make up the ground again when we’re back
aboard.’

‘And you’ll both ride that ship back to Hesperus?’ Mezereon asked.

‘We've talked about it. Neither of us much likes the idea of continuing
without the other, so it makes perfect sense.’

‘There’s another way,” Aconite said, as if the idea was forming even
as he spoke the words. ‘If this Hesperus has done as much for the Line as
you say he has ... then his preservation becomes our responsibility as well,
not just yours. | should take that ship.’

‘Unthinkable,” Campion said.

‘After everything you've done for us? | don’t think so, old man.’ |
started to say something, but he held his hand up firmly. ‘It's no good,
Purslane: I've made my mind up.’

‘Are you sure?’ Mezereon asked quietly.

‘Resolute.” He nodded forcefully. ‘I mean it. What kind of ship do you
have in mind, Purslane?’



‘I've got a Rimrunner scow.’
‘Very tasty.’

‘It hasn’t been switched on for about three million years, planetary.
You all right with that?’

‘They built them to last. Just show me how to work the music.’
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He reappeared as swiftly as he had disappeared. One moment | was in the
bay looking at an iron-black sky peppered with doppler-squeezed starlight,
the next there was a chrome and black Rimrunner scow making final
approach, as if it had just popped into existence in my wake. Campion,
Mezereon and | were aboard almost before the retaining field had clamped
the ship into place.

That was when we learned what had become of Hesperus.

‘He was alive when | got to him,” Aconite said. ‘He moved slightly. He
was aware of me.’

But if Hesperus was aware of anything now, there was no evidence of
it. His head did not move, nor did his facial expression change. His eyes,
which had twinkled between turquoise and jade, were now devoid of
intelligence. The only hint that Hesperus was still alive, in some arcane
sense, was the continued movement of lights in the fretted windows of his
skull. But those lights moved slowly, and their colours were muted, like the
last embers of a fire.

Yet it must have taken some volition to send that distress
transmission.

The paucity of life was not the most disturbing thing about Hesperus,
however: even if the lights had been dead, | could have convinced myself
that he had placed himself into the machine equivalent of a deep coma, the
better to preserve his deep functions while he awaited rescue. But we were
not even looking at all of Hesperus. His left side was almost entirely gone,
or rather was concealed or absorbed within a misshapen ingot of black and
gold metal that appeared to be partly an extension of him and partly an
eruption of the fabric of his ship, which had infiltrated and combined with
Hesperus’s own body. The ship was gone, but we could see the clean
silvery surfaces where Aconite must have sliced through the mass to free



Hesperus.

‘There wasn’t time to think it through,’ he said, as if his actions needed
explaining. ‘I barely had time to free him.’

‘Was there any change?’ | asked.

‘The lights got a bit dimmer, | think, but they weren’t bright to start with.
| don’t know if that mass was keeping him alive, or killing him slowly.’

‘When the ship was damaged,” Campion said, ‘its repair systems
must have gone haywire. | think Hesperus must have been caught in that —
it looks as if the ship was trying to reconstitute him back into its own matrix,
mistaking him for some broken component.’

‘Then it was a mistake to separate him from the ship.’

‘Hesperus sent that signal for a reason,’ | said. ‘He probably knew he
couldn’t stay ahead of them for much longer. Whatever happens, you gave
him a better chance than he had.’

‘I hope so.’

‘I don’t know how we’re going to get him out of that, though,” Campion
said, standing with his hands on his hips, like a gardener surveying a plot of
soil.

‘As far as I'm concerned,’ | said, ‘the best thing we can do is put him
into abeyance and get him into the care of other Machine People as quickly
as possible.’

‘I'm not even sure we have a stasis chamber big enough,” Campion
said. ‘And we can’t very well start hacking bits off him until he fits inside.’

| looked at the slow crawl of the muted lights. ‘We can'’t just leave him
like this.’

‘We’re not going to,” Campion said. ‘We’ll scan him, like you said, and
if there’s something obvious we can do, something that we can be certain
won’t hurt him, we will. But if we can’t, he’ll have to wait until we get to
Belladonna. We'll just have to keep our fingers crossed another Machine
Person shows up — a guest of someone who survived — and that they’ll
know what to do.’



‘And if they don’t show up?’

‘We’re not miracle workers,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll have done the best
we can. That'’s all anyone can hope for.’
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The scans brought no better news. The structures under that fused black
and gold exterior were complex and intertwined, with parts of Hesperus
extending deep into the mass and vice versa. Of his left side, including the
living arm, little or nothing appeared to have retained anatomical integrity.
There was activity within the combined growth, the arterial flow of energy
and matter that indicated ongoing processes. Aconite had been fortunate
not to sever any of those conduits when he freed Hesperus, but it was
distinctly possible that attempting to free him further would do more harm
than good.

But there was something still thinking inside him, and he did find a way
to communicate with us, albeit briefly. It was not long after we had made the
turn to Neume, the Belladonna fallback, confident that the pursuing ships
had now fallen too far behind to track our movements. | was the one who
noticed it, during one of my periodic and increasingly despondent attempts
to coax some evidence of recognition from him. | was looking into his eyes
and the fretted windows when my attention was snared by a tremor at the
edge of my vision. | looked down and saw that the thumb of his right hand —
the only visible hand — was quivering from the highest joint, as if a palsy
afflicted that digit while the rest of him was paralysed into total immobility.

The thumb had not been moving before.

| stared at in puzzled astonishment for several seconds before |
remembered what Hesperus had done with the wine goblet. With the
prickling sense that this might be temporary, a window of lucid
communication that could close at any moment, | dashed out of the room to
the nearest maker and had it spin another goblet into existence. | pressed it
into his hand so that the thumb lay against the glass, as if that was going to
be all that | needed to do. But the thumb merely scratched a vertical white
line into the glass, deepening the cut with each vertical movement.

| looked into his face, hoping for a clue, some nuance of expression
that would make it all clear. Then | recalled the way he had rotated the
goblet in his fingers as his thumb worked up and down, carving out a picture
line by line in the manner of a scanning beam. Delicately | took hold of the
glass, his thumb still moving, and started turning it, as slowly and smoothly



as | was able, and something began to take form, not a line but a rectangle
of impressions that was too pale and scratchy for me to make out until he
was done.

| knew when he was finished because the thumb stopped moving;
when | took the glass from his hand and touched the digit, it was as stiff and
dead as the rest of him. But the evidence that it had moved was in my
hands, scribed indelibly onto the goblet. | held it up to the light and
squinted, but at first the array of scratches made no sense at all and |
wondered if what | had seen was no more than a reflex quiver. | was afraid
that | so desperately wanted Hesperus to come back to us that | had
clutched at the meaningless twitch of a carcass.

But there was something in those scratches. It was almost impossibly
faint, nearly lost in the noise, but Hesperus had engraved a design into the
glass. It was a circular motif, a rim with spokes — like a wagon wheel with a
thick hub.

‘I don’t know if you can hear me,’ | said, addressing the mute form,
‘but whatever this is, whatever you're trying to tell me, I’'m going to find out
and act upon it. | promise you that.’

| had expected no reaction, and there was none.
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PART THREE

O

ne day | learned the true and dire secret of my mother, and why our house
was the way it was. It was after another of the little boy’s visits. | had come
to both cherish and detest him, like a dark part of my own psyche. It had
been a year and a half at least, maybe more, since | had inducted him into
the mysteries of Palatial.

He had become Count Mordax. It had required negotiating a series of
mental stepping stones, each of which took up at least one afternoon’s
session of the game. First he had inserted himself into the mind of a palace
rider, who became a spy claiming to have knowledge of where the sorcerer
Calidris was in hiding. The rider reached the Black Castle, where he was
challenged but allowed entry because he was unarmed and in possession
(so he claimed) of vital intelligence. He was seen by Count Mordax, but
found that he could not effect the transfer into his mind. The game’s rules
were Byzantine, and we had to work them out through trial and error. One
rule, which had only gradually become apparent, was that one could only
move into another character’s head if the move did not involve too big a
jump in social status. A peasant could not swap into the head of a king,
even if the king knelt down to kiss the peasant. But the peasant could get



there by jumping into the head of a blacksmith, and then an armourer, and
then an officer in the king’s guard, and so on — working their way up by
discrete steps. Sometimes it would not be possible to change character
between one session and the next, but that was all part of the game’s richly
involving texture. It was difficult and slow, but because at each step one
had access to the memories and personality of the inhabited character, it
was seldom boring. More often than not, the superimposed personality was
so dominant that one had to concentrate to maintain a plan that might have
been sketched out three or four characters down the chain. For myself, |
only occasionally ventured from the mind of the princess: hopping from
time to time into the minds of her courtiers to make sure none of them was
plotting against her. When | had discovered a potential traitor — a maid
whose brother had been caught poaching on palace grounds and executed
— | had her put to questioning by my master interrogator. She had perished
before admitting her intention to kill me, but | remained certain of her guilt.

By now, it was becoming clear that Palatial would never be authorised
for mass production. The dozen or so prototypes, of which mine was one,
would be all that ever existed. Although the details were sketchy, and
reported to me mostly by the little boy, it was said that the games had
begun to have an adverse and lingering effect on the mental states of the
children who played them. Children were carrying over some of the
memories and personality traits of their characters into the real world
outside the green cube — even though the machine was supposed to erase
these transient neural states as the players passed back through the portal.
That was true for me — in Palatial the princess was as real as anyone | had
ever known — more real, in some respects, since | had become her — but
the moment | passed back into the wider volume of the playroom, she
seemed to wither away, becoming no more animated than a drawing in a
book. Her memories, which had been mine to sift through when | was in the
game, melted away like a dream whose details | could not recapture upon
wakening. | remembered the pleasures and frustrations of the game, |
remembered the objectives and the status of play, but outside the green
room it might as well have been a simple doll's house.

The combine was protected from lawsuits associated with the
prototype versions of Palatial — the families had all signed waivers before
being permitted to take part in the trials — but there would be no such
protection if the game was mass produced and released into millions of
homes in the Golden Hour. Even if only a fraction of the children suffered
delusional episodes, the combine would be ruined.

And so the game’s development was abandoned. The combine tried
to take back the prototypes, but they were only partially successful. The



children who had been exposed to them were now obsessed with Palatial,
unwilling to surrender their right of entry into that fantasy land. A few families
let the technicians dismantle the prototypes, but most of them — aided by
the fact that the combine had no desire to court publicity — managed to hold
on to their copies of the game.

‘They made it for war,’ the little boy told me as we stepped out of the
green portal, back into the playroom. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

‘They made what for war?’

‘The game — Palatial.” He still had something of Count Mordax about
him — there was a haughty disregard in his voice, above and beyond his
usual predilection for teasing. ‘It was for soldiers, the same ones your
family helped to clone. They went inside Palatial and got memories of
being in the war, even though they'd only just been grown. By the time they
went into battle, they had as much experience and knowledge as if they’d
been fighting for years.’

| did not know much about the Conflagration — it was one of the
subjects about which the story-cube was less than expansive — but | knew
enough to be certain that sorcerers and ladies-in-waiting had not played a
very significant role.

‘The Conflagration happened in space,’ | said. ‘There were no
castles, or palaces.’

The boy rolled his eyes. ‘That's nothing, just details they put in at the
end. Palatial wasn’t called Palatial when the soldiers were using it. When
they went inside, they were in the solar system, in the Golden Hour, with
ships and Lesser Worlds. All that fairy-tale stuff is what they turned the
simulator into after the war, so they could still make money out of it. It didn’t
work properly, they say — the soldiers kept forgetting who they were in the
real world, getting stuck inside the game. | suppose they fixed that.’

‘I don’t believe you. The war was a horrible thing. That's why no one
talks about it.’

‘They don't