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PART ONE



The tent held a camp bed, with a single olive blanket folded on it. Daylight
streamed through clear bands in the grey-green walls; the slick floor bore the
imprint of muddy, boo ted feet. A stack of unopened camp furniture packs
stood to one side, bearing General Yud0s 1in
years old, sat on the bed where the soldiers had left her, looking around her
vaguely; listening to the tramp and bustle of a great military camp. Through
the clear bands she could glimpse rocky slopes and distant crags that seemed
familiar in a general way, but she didn
The tent door was opened, and a troop of different soldiers appeared. They
stood to attention as a woman with stars on the shoulders of her uniform
came in. This was Lady Nef, the wife of the General: someone of considerable
rank in her own right. The captive, obeying instinct, quickly got down, knelt
on the floor and pressed her forehead to the groundsheet. Lady Nef was a tall
woman, dark -haired and still beautiful in middle age. She knelt and raised the
girl up, so that she could see her face.

The woman and the child looked at each other.

6Your name i s Gwi bi wr ?690

olt is Gwami wall Bdt Bl bi . 6

d, and become his cor

n
wor | , e candot fig it. You wil/ be Kkinc

chid. After that, iIitdés a competitive I|Iife, bu

opportunity of gaining status. If you bear my husband a child, especially a
child with desirable traits ,even better . d

e, 0 said Lady Nef, in
I
t

Lady Nef paused for a response. She was not sure if the girlwas taking in
anything that was said to her.

60r you may join my household. You wil/ b
remain so. The work will be hard, but | promise you neither my husband nor
any other man will touch you. d

61  wi l |l be youb. servant, 6 said B



The rebels had used the White Rock caves as a refuge from time immemorial,
the core families sometimes retreating there for decades to sit out a prolonged
police action. They believed they were invincible in their mountain fastness.
They were not: it was just that digging them out had never been worth the
trouble, the loss of life; the inevitable human rights violations. Then one day,
in the tumultuous years of the Young Emperor, General Yu arrived. He
offered surrender terms. The rebels, who had lost all sight of the bigger
picture, proudly refused: so the General moved in and destroyed them, by the
book. His soldiers used no bombing raids and only commensurate weaponry.
They relied on discipline, superior intelligence and an overwhelming force o f
numbers. Resistance burned fiercely as a straw fire, but in a few weeks it was
all over. The caves were penetrated, and almost every man, woman and child
was either killed in action or put to death.
The little girl, Gwibiwr, was believed to have been t he daughter of one
of the chieftains. Shedd survived because
still alive, after the ceasefire order. Ge:
about the massacre. Far from home, faced with the bewildering, confident
feroci ty of these savages, theydd become conv
terrible secret weapon, and deserved no me]
themselves afterwards, and incapable of killing a child in cold blood. Perhaps

their superiors felt the same d and so a life was spared.



Lady Nefdés servants had reproduced, as |
west quadrant of the camp, the same order and calm that the Lady expected
at home. The bareearth alleys and squares were swept and raked. The
household troops, housed separately from the domestic staff now that the
action was over, had a spruce parade ground for their daily drill; the admin
tents were hives of brisk activity. Corralled satellite dishes shone, their great
silver faces turned up to the sky; the sleek, mettlesome armoured cars were
groomed and exercised every morning.
The servants®d own quarters wassue set on -
potager a flourishing vegetable garden which had been brought to the
mountains dehydrated and flat -packed, and would leave the same way. The
fourth side was a passagetent, flanked by fish tanks and poultry houses,
| eading to Lady Nefds own domain. The | ittt/
this small world, where she was given a place to sleep, a quilt and a headrest;
two uniforms, underclothes and shoes. She cried when they took her battered
and bloodstained native clothes away from her, but otherwise showed no
marked signs of distress.
The servants had been told to give her a chance to settle in, and then
find her some light duties. In effect this meant that she was left completely
alone. After a few days the team leader of the junior domestics, Ogul Merdov,
realised that the little girl was neither eating nor sleeping. At this point
Gwibiwr was offered trauma remova |, which she refused, in emphatic dumb -

show.



No one knew what to do. None of the ser:’
| anguage, and though she seemed to under st
They offered her the veil, because the rebels had been Traditionalists
(roni cally, this was also the General ds own
Soon she stopped responding to anything. She lay curled on her mat, dark
eyes wide open and seeming to grow larger by the hour, eating away at her
small, pale face. During the day shewh i mpered a | ittle. At ni g
loudly and painfully, at random intervals, as if somebody was hitting her. It
got everyone down. On the seventh day Rohan Aswad, a sergeant from
Orange Company, one of the sol davesr s whodéd |
remembered the orphan and came to see what had happened to her. He was
horrified to find the child sunk in a coma, and more than half -dead.

6You must send for Lady Nef,d he told O

Ogul was anteta@. F6FOothis native? But wh

6Besausheds the only person who can call

The caves were squalid, warm and crowded. There were too many children;
their noise got on top of Bibi and stopped her from thinking. Whenever she
could she escaped up the choketunnel, a ventilati on shaft that a child could
use as a secret passage. She was in the mouth of the shaft, clinging like a bat,
looking out on a vista of crag and scree and rock. The morning sun bathed her
bare face, and flashed on the silvery granite that gave the refuge its name. To

her left and below she had a perfect view of the Ledge and the teenage boy on



look-out , hugging his rifle. He didndt know s
great satisfaction. The older boys thought they were so wonderful, just
because they had gursii
She had no sense of danger, although she knew there was trouble
going on. The men would deal with it. She saw a handful of dots high in the
sky, coming up the Rift, and thought it was the swifts. It was a moment she
waited for every year: always afraid that her shrilling, dashing, daredeuvil
friends wouldndt return to brighten this p!
whispered, joy bursting through every vein. Her grandfather, who had only
one arm and was nearly blind, | obadktde sw
She saw the boy below scramble to his feet. His jaw fell slack, as if he
was struggling to believe something forbidden by nature.
Bibi remembered nothing between. It was as if she scrabbled and fell
down the choke-tunnel straight into the last h our: when the men were back,
although not Bibids father, and the fighti
up, a burning tremor that never reached her outer flesh running through her,
thrown again and again from that moment of light to the sight of her mot her,
nigab askew, lying in a trail of blood; to the deafening gunfire and her little
brotheroés screams. She could not move; tim
she was losing her mind, but unable to save herself.
Someone brought a light. Faces swam dmly between her and the
dreadful images, something wrong with one of them. Maybe it was a dead

person, come to fetch her to hell. She heard voices, distantly.



OWe candt rescue her from the mental i n]
life, if notdrive herinsane, 6 said one of them. O0We can
from her dead mother, we can force her to watch as her grandfather, her
brothers, sisters, die in welteid of bl ood,

6ls that what happened?d

00f course. wait mhginge t hieeriepl ay now. 0
6War is wugly: he does his best,d mur mur
Bibi felt she recognised. 06Clear the room.
Al one with the General dés wife, Bibi str
frightened by how weak and dazed she felt. She was dying, and what if she
died, and stnPl it didndt stop
0You have refused trauma treatment, now
61l f |1 take that medicine 108l go to hel

6You donoét care about that,d said Lady
Bibilook ed i nto the Ladyds eyes, i mpressed.
frightened to go to hell, but shedd often |

and grief, loyalty and honour were much stronger bonds.

6tandt she whispered. 061 cheaodoall eavenée he:

6l see.0® Lady Nef was silent for a mome]

60Yes. 0

6Do you want them to |Iive in your mind
them i mprisoned in horror? You know that t|

This was technicallyher esy, but Bibi ds peopl e belie



ONo! [ donot want them to suffer.

OWell then. W Il you |l et us drain

The child shook her head. The dark eyes that were eating her face grew
even larger. Perhaps she was hoping for thedecision to be taken out of her
hands, but she would not consent. Lady Nef saw the fragile creature
struggling to be born, rising from the obdurate matrix of suffering, and was

moved by a sense of kinship.

0

t he

p

60Then you wil/ have t ohe apklea den ey dchua rar ew ai

she said. 6You must forbid the hatef

take control of your own mind, Bibi. We all have the ability to do that,

without any outside aid, but few have the need or the courage to achieve the

task. One must have a compelling reason.

girl s hands. o0Believe me, this is t

mind, and you may rule the world. Far more important, you will be happyno

matter what comes. And happinessi s al |l that matter s,

Lady Nefds words were simple, but

The grip of the Ladyds hands seemed
pit that had almost swallowed her. In her light -headed state she thought
something genuinely supernatural was happening: a belief that would never
quite leave her. Later, when she heard that Lady Nef was destined to be one

of the Emperords i mmortals, she was

The General 0s wife had s onkenhioheBibib r i

drank; then she fell asleep. The next morning she asked for the clothes that

ul
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not
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had been taken from her. Unfortunately the:
was not dismayed by this news. She was seen searching around the vegetable

garden (shewasnot all owed to | eave the servants®o
collection of pebbles. Gwibiwr named these fragments of her native land after

the family members she had lost, dug a little grave and buried them lovingly.

She had taken Ladyt Shevodldrulahérsei,ce t o hear
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When the time came for them all to return to the Great House in Kirgiziya,
her fellow servants feared for Bibi. How would the little savage cope with that
journey, or with the final loss of her homeland? But the girl showed no
regrets, and accepted the suborbital journ
way. She was installed in the girlsdé dor m,
One afternoon Col Ben Phu and Drez Doyle & two private soldiers
from Orange Company who 0daldngWith $Semeadted her i |
Aswad darri ved. Bibi was glad to see them. Th
together on campaign had been dispersed. The only familiar face in Juniper
was Ogul Merdoy, proud possessor of a family name (although she had no
actual family living), and she had no time for the 6sava
Bibi off with them, ignoring the protests of Serenity, the Han woman who was
warden of the girlsd dorm: through squares
many handsome buildings to a guardhouse in the perimeter wall. Sergeant
Aswad looked the other way while they smuggled her up to the walkway.
The ancientdi underfoot glowed indigo and stirred with movement, as
if the stone were made of millions of little living snakes. A glittering
disturbance in the air (which Bibi had thought was a natural feature of the sky
in Kirgiziya) came down to meet the battlements. She realised for the first
time that the Great House was enclosed: she was living inside a huge

transparent tent. Col lifted the little girl by t he armpits and sat her on the
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parapet. She wiped a hand across the shimmer, like someone clearing

condensation from a heundgad/odw psahnee .s adi Tdh.a t 60Tsh aat

|l tds made of microbes or something, and it
around every city too. It doesndt seem | i ke
indoors f or ever. Now | ook. See whatdos outsi d

Bibi saw the golden-green plain, the silver streams, the birchwoods, the

distant ragged line of rust -red mountains. Col kept a tight hold, her muscular

arm a band of warm steel across Bibids che
0That 6s our mar ket town, wheaermrmrea,wey cpdlnld

never go there. The white flame is the Plasma Plant, you can see it in daylight

becausei t 6s hot as a star. Far away over ‘that
Baykonur in Khazakh. Thatés where you c¢ame
take off, and you can get the shuttle to t|

60Keep hold of her, 06 warnetde.Dr ez. 06She m

Bibi nodded, wondering if there would be swifts here.
The brief window closed by itself. Drez took her from Col and set her
on the pavement again. The soldiers gl ance
of the ever-present surveillance. The Great HouseAl was forbearing: it
woul dndt turn you in for nothing much. But
6Now | isten,d said Col. 60Orange Company .
service. The old man wants to keep us lot close to his chest, on account of

servicesrendered: t hat ds a good thing for you, bec
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OYowméverdet out, &6 said Drez, earnestly. 0T
understand, Bibi. Say you got out, where are you going to go? The town
bel ongs to the Great Houkg.awdupwdupdsbebien!

~

troubl e. 0

6Dompvertevert ry i1 t,d growled Col. OPromise wu
things get. Wed6ll be | ooking out for you,
picking on you, you come to us. Wedll sort
60Dondot fTdgbtinsj sked Drez. O6You were bo
going to |ive inside,Befeoadulodtl. ever be free

Col was a muscular, sturdy, sallow -skinned woman with a cropped
skull and a lot of tattoos. Drez Doyle had grey eyes, very bright in his da rk
face; darker freckles just visible across his cheeks and nose, and a topknot of
reddish-black ringlets, which only appeared on feast-days: on duty he kept
them stuck down under a little round skullcap. They always looked cheerful
and confident: Colespeci al |l y had a swagger that please
a different character; he had a long chin, solemn eyes, a hooked nose: he could
have been one of Bibids uncl es.
Bi bi s heart still held, sealed off and
me mor i e s . stsedn¢hésd three faces distorted in battle. Drez and Col
and Sergeant Aswad had been among the soldiers who had killed her mother,
her sisters, her little brother, her grandfather. It was Col Ben Phu who had
dragged her from the choke-tunnel. Yet they w ere now her best friends, and

truly wished her well. She accepted the pa

13



60l tdés all right. | promise | wondt try
0That s a good girl 6 sai d Drez.
The soldiers hugged her, their arms hard and greasy, their warm skin

smelling of sweat and anise, and took her back to the guardroom & where

Sergeant Aswad gravely offered her a sweet

to be a servant. When she was old enough, she should apply to be a soldier.

It was close to two years before Bibi saw Lady Nef again, in person. It was the
fifth month, Yang Calendar; or Maytime, as Bibi the child would have known
it. The House was preparing for Lady Nef ds
and for the Summer Lists, the prelude to that great adventure. Even Juniper
Square had been rife with speculation and competition. On the day of the
Lists all juniors who were not eligible were released, after schoolroom and
drill, for a half -holiday. Bibi went with her friends to the water garden on East
Avenue, where theydd have a good chance of
just been issued with their summer uniforms, which made a delicious change
because the weather was already very warm.
The youngest children ran around chasing the doves, between huge
glazed pots of pomegranate and peach in bloom. Bibi was with some older
girls from Juniper, clustered along the rim of one of the water basins. Team-
| eader Ogul had taken off her slippers and
friends, Honesty and Night ingale, the Han Chinese who slept on either side

of her, had brought their work with them. The Han were never idle. Honesty
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had her embroidery; Nightingale, a promising student, had extra coding

homework on a tablet. Bibi lay on her stomach and stared into the water,

where the stems of the pink lotus flowers took on unlikely angles.
6Youodl I never be eligible, Bibi,0 said

background coul dndét get the security clear.
Bi bi didndt t hiseeikghsmountafds)wh@rdCollandk e d

Drez had smuggled her up to the top of the Wall. She had a sense, deeper

than memory, that all proper horizons should have that ragged trim, like a

brushstroke seeping upward into the pale fibre of the sky. But she never

wanted to be among them again.
6l dondét mind.d She | eaned down, peril o

the water on her face. 061 I|ike the heat. |
6What are you doing? Youdre going to fal
O6No I dm not . tadpadldens.l®@oking for
Honesty bit her thread, and selected another shade of peach for the

fruit she was stitching. O6Maybe she wants
6Town people eat grasshoppersod6 said Nig

Chu told me. You can buy stringsof t hem, fried. So why not
Nobody answered her, because the Family had been spotted. The

children abandoned their games of chase mid-flight; the teenagers stood to

attention. Lady Nef, familiar to them as a distant figure in uniform on the

Assembly Hall screens, was far more beautiful and awe -inspiring in the flesh.

In a green and white gown over green trousers, she strolled down the central

15



walk, talking to her secretary, Francois the Aleutian (never far from her side),
surrounded by her son, her daughters, her two sons-in-law, her two brothers -
inl aw and Gener adged srste’,gshe formidable leadies Yu.
Young hands swept up in salute, in a complex wave that rippled through the
flowery grove. A steward, hurrying ahead of the Family, da rted about
correctingtheover-e nt husi astic, whodd fallen to thei
banging their heads on the ground.
6Up! Up! No bottoms in the air! Behave |
Bibi was not one of those offenders d but she was transfixed. She had
suddenlyremember ed the stark military tent, the
been rescued. The pit opened again in all its fanged despair, and the sunlight
and flowers, the affection of her friends, seemed like ropes of liquid gold
fl owing from the L aduyponto sdietynrdtisat momhenta wi ng her
she fully realised, for the first time, what she owed her mistress. Reverence
and gratitude pierced her through i
| live only to serve yaushe vowed, in her passionate heart.
The steward smacked her on the back ofthehead 6 SALUTE, stupi d

girl! o0Behave naturallyo6 does not mean sho

At the next New Year Honours Bibi was promoted to Grade Seven with a
Commendation, and told she could prepare for her career assessment. She
was still a minor apprent ice in the myriad tasks of the Household, but it was

an important step up. The service squares of the Great House were full of
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people who would reach Grade Seven just before they retired; or who would
never have a chance of attaining that first rung on the ladder of success.

Inevitably, Honesty told her she had probably reached her plateau.

After Evening Dance she was given the honour of taking Juniper
Squar eds tr e a-shasedkSaltHorn dancthediads Pepper Mill, to
the scullery to be replenished. She took her time on the return, not from
laziness but from a sense of ceremony. It was February, by her old calendar.
Above the Perimeter Walkway, where the soldiers had once taken her, the
boundary of the Houseds mi cracasdadenfat e
heat-exchange diamonds. Along the corridors of Juniper, landscape screens
showed the gold-green plain lost in snow; the Plasma Plant flaring blue in
frosty night; a cluster of tiny stars that marked the grey -areatown. Th er e 0 s
world I will never segthought Bibi, as she passed. shall live and die within these
walls, and why not?

The Dining Hall was empty and already chill: Autonomous Systems
had shifted the warmth elsewhere. She carried the Salt and Pepper to the
lacquered stand under the Imperial Shrine, set down the Peacock Tray and
reverently replaced the Salt d a wild -cattle horn in a silver cradle, hundreds of
years old d on its proper shelf. The Pepper Mill had been made in Istanbul,
before the Aleutian Invasion; it had a band of acanthus leaves chased around
its fat belly. Bibi never thought about her childhood, but at moments like this
perhaps she felt a link with the White Rock, a world left behind by time. The

Great House was old, too. It had stood, here in Kirgiziya, almost as long as
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Bi bi 6s people had been rebels. She set the

accustomed spot, stood back and bowed three times to the cartouche that held

a portrait of the First Emperor: forever young, forever beautiful. Below Li

Xifeng, in dipty ch, were portraits of the shadowy Second Emperor, who had

never attained immortality; and of the Third Emperor, whose present status

was uncl ear . Maybe hedd retired, maybe heod
The World State had been a Republic since the Aleutians left, but

veneration of the Emperors was not a crime: it was encouraged. They

represented the proud past. Foll owers of t

Lady Nef and General Yu served, were on more delicate ground. The Young

Emperords campai gns wanitgof tmaWorldState afact t at t er

rather than a pious fiction & but if the Republican Government accepted him

as Head of State (as it seemed they might), then what about the Third

Emperor? Where did hefit in, if the Empire was restored? This was a question

that worried Bibi sometimes, when she heard the older servants gossiping.

She didndt want t o tdisloyal and besides, shelkndwy Nef was

what happens to rebels d always, in the end.

Below the portraits was a row of eight much smaller tablets, inscribed

i n scarl et . One day, one of those names mi
|l ive for ever. Some people in the Great Ho
Immortality da scepticism Bibi found puzzling. Sh
arrived here,thatLady Nef was a Senior. The | ady she

thirty -five years old, in Cymru, was closer to a hundred and forty. She had
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been a young woman when the Aleutians left. If that sort of thing was
possible (and nobody seemed to doubt it), actual immortal i ty di dndét sound
like much of a stretch to the child of White Rock.

The disbelievers said that the rank was simply a trap. Immortals -
designate could hold no public or private office: Lady Nef had been sidelined,
prevented from rising, by jealousy and spi te. She should be on Speranza,
holding high office in the Hegemony, instead of trailing around after the
Young Emperor. And i f she was out there sh
of the Blue Planet (as Earth was known in the Diaspora) d instead of letting
aliens run the show, the way the Republicans did.

Ot hers said that Lady Nefds marriage ha:
Married for love, and disappointed, she stuck by her handsome, philandering
soldier out of the kindness of her heart, forever rescuing him from his
mediocre plots. It was a shame.

Buonarotti, Speranza, Bl ue Pl anet, ©o6the
to Bibi, but she felt that everyone was wrong. Immortaldesignatevas exactly
the rank her mistress shoul d hpagadand and t he
i n Kirgiz, was the best | ife possible. Gre:
serve and guide, they are not the slaves of ambition.

6Those othhevw 6 honmur ed Bi bi . O6But [ do. |

In the spring the General came to visit, after a busy winter season politicking

in the city. He was feeling slighted because Lady Nef had declined to play his
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hostess in Baykonur, but their relationship remained on its usual calm and
affectionate terms. He filled his wing of the Great House with friends and
useful contacts @ all of them either men, or else Reformers of the masculine or
the undecided gender. Wives were not invited; the few female servants in the
party were elderly. His needs were accommodated, but he never brought
women to Kirgiz: it was a point of honour.

There were hunting expeditions, there were banquets. There were
concerts, archery meets, a soccer tournament. The General declared that he
would dine at each of the Squares in turn,
household & which caused a flurry of excitement. A Topaz Square chef was
hospitalized, vomiting blood, from pure anxiety. The Cypress vs Juniper
tournament match was abandoned after a general fight broke out over a
slighting remark about a sauce glacé... Only Lady Nef and her secretary had
any inkling of what was behind this tour, and stood ready to intervene.

General Yu had never once asked after the survivor of White Rock, or
shown a hint of interest in her progress. But he could be stubborn, and he
could be devi ou sbesnlb@manodewred Ridi vwas dbeud d
thirteen years old: her body had begun to change. Since this was a liberal
household, without a menstrual hor mone mi X
b I o @ kubby many standards she was a nubile young woman.

On the night that the General and his friends honoured Juniper Square

the juniors were sent to bed early, with strict instructions to stay out of sight.
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Bi bi was woken very | ate in the evening by
snappish Han woman inappropriately named Serenity.
60Youdre to get dressed and go to the Di
60But why? | thought we were supposed to
O0How should I know? | was told | was goi
knowing what you girls are like. Instead | have two soldiers from the General
at my gates, askingforyoui n parti cul ar. Get dressed qui
and see what he wants. 0
6l dondot want to go. o
0l tds not for me to refuse him,8 snappe
being a foreigner. You musthavebrought it on yoursel f. Hurry
When Bibi reached the Hall the General was alone. He dismissed her
escort and suggested that she join him for a nightcap, a cup of warm wine for
a chilly spring evening. His intentions could not have been more plain. Bibi

had never seen the General in the flesh before. She kept her eyes lowered, and

hardly saw him now: a glimpse of a broad chest, thick curling hair and beard,

light-c ol oured I ittle eyes glinting cheerily f

him to be betterlook i ng, but she didndt care. She was
6No thank you, please, sir. | dondt dri
6Come and sit by me, in any case. d

Bi bi didndt have the slightest right to
weapon either. She scanned the tablecloth for a knife but then had a better

i dea. Much better. One candt hope to stab
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0Yes, sir, 1 0m coming. 0
She walked carefully, with timid glances and small steps, to one of the
Dining Roomb6s carved pill ar s.erabubuisd al most
out laughing and leapt to his feet. He pounced like a tiger, but Bibi was faster.
She shot up into the polished foliage, leaving one of her slippers and a
fragment of trouser hem in his grip.
60You | ittle monkey!d rbankdl tban&enel ainl
Bibi had swarmed up to the cross-beams. It was dark up there, and she
was afraid of spiders. In the corners of the great room the roof timbers came
down like mighty basket -weave. If she could squeeze between them into the
air cavity, he woul dndét be able to follow. Would h
prayed for the House Al to do somethinggive the General an electric shock,
save her, somehow
The double doors of the Hall opened. A slim figure entered, his curious
face d glimmering, pale -skinned, dark at the centre d alight with amusement.

6General!® excl ai med the Al euti an. 6 Ar e

(@}

Theydre very fine,d growled the Gener al

But we canot have this!d Fmaimacoi s adva

(@)}

the crook of General Yuds handsomely cl ad
along to my humble abode, | have some of your friends there, wondering

where you aref 0
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Bibi spent the night on her roof -beam. She crawled down at dawn, frozen stiff
and covered with dust. Of course everyone knew what had happened. Some
of her fellow servants believed shedd pres
thought this was hilarious). Mtheset thought
General always got his way. Nobody had much sympathy.
6You could take the veil,d suggested Og!
it just means you candt ever beid® citizen.
Less forthright than Honesty, who would have explained exactly why
Bi bi needndtmbwader shpok het heaa with @ amile of syrupy
pity. She |l aid the dark folds of her sugge:
with dainty, girlish steps.
Bibi drew up her knees to her chin, and brooded.
The term 6nobl e bornd ggrlstabedher I't was wh.

when they really wanted to be annoying. The c¢chi ef t , dghatwass daught er

another: favoured by people | ike Ogul, who
been brought wup five hundred years in the |
andshewas no | onger ignorant. She knew that s
White Rock, when they |l et her | ive. She di

but shedd seen the results on her personal
to mercy, but to an accident of the genes. Bibi was rather pretty for her caste, a

dangerous fate; worse still, she was a high-functioning natural XX. She could

be expected to conceive and bear children

why the General wanted her: he was just a habitual girl -chaser. But it was
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sur el y wdmemberetdérdit was also, Bibi reasoned, without rancour,

probably why shedd been offered an alterna

General ds principal wife. Even Lady Nef wa:
The veil would not protect her hono ur. On the contrary, it would make

her morevulnerable, moreof an outsider, in this modern, liberal Traditionalist

household, where nobody else covered up.
She decided shedd better watch out for
6l must not be afraid,nbyssehlef . nbuttered. 0
It was Evening Dance time. Serenity would soon be along to shoo her

out of the dorm. But that was all right, as she had few choices to ponder. The

next day she enrolled herself for army cadet class.

Francois the Aleutian took a close interest in the Great House cadets. He often
visited them, in Cypress Drill -Hall, the only hall in the Great House adapted
for immersion gaming & a vice the cadets were obliged to practise in
preparation for their field training. When Francois arrived, however,
everyt hi ng digital had to be e€eutviofgfd. Al euti a
technology. Sometimes he took them for drill, and he was a demon Other
times hedd dismiss their teacher, a retire
Sohrab Sepuldevry, and lecture them on the great battles.
The cadets sat in rows on the slick floor, eyes front. Most of them were
boys. There were plenty of female private soldiers, like Col Ben Phu, recruited

from the dregs of society, but few respectable girls chose a career in the armed
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forces. The Aleutian paced up and down, in his favourite costume, tailored
for a bygone age of the Earth: a grey cutaway coat, a white shirt with a soft
neckcloth, pale brown pantaloons, sleek and flexible as skin. His clawed,
thick -knuckled Aleutian hands were cl asped in the small of his back; his
lumpy hip -joints rolled, giving him a gait somewhere between the sway of a
dancing girl and a duckds waddl e.
Some cadets were terrified of the alien. Others thought Francois was a
joke. They copied his mannerisms,andlaughed Oo6behind his backd.
thought both parties were idiots. The important thing was that the Aleutian
was Lady Nef 0 Dobwigusys and ear s
6Now then. Cast your minds back to the
Francois had a hole lined with stiff dark hairs wher e his nose should
be, and a cleft lip, but he had the phenomenal Aleutian talent for languages
(they were either |Ii ke that, or they didnod"
with the Khazakhs, Kyrgyz with the Kyrgyz, Russian with the Rus, Common
Tongue with t he favoured few under his tuition, Putonghua and English with
everyone d and Ancient French when he wanted to confuse people (at least,
he said it was Ancient French). But you could not be completely sure, with an
Aleutian. They had strange powers. He could be lecturing them by telepathy,
and only pretendingto speak. The teenagers stared, trying to keep their minds
perfectly blank fi
06Let us consider the |l ast battle of all

be the coup de gréace. . Here are our enemiessecuring their position, having
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conceded a ceasefire. Communications lostd satellites were ephemera in
those wars, as youdll recall, always getti
theydre thinking of is this chanag to | ick
When suddenly withoutwarning id The Al eutian turned to ad
coloured arrows, contour lines and cross-hatching proliferating across the
smartboard. He wasn?ot-techalesaHeispumdrourmlb out hi s
nosehol e f I ar i n dfeatyok waith deadly@im.ddovsareayouk n
going to catch it, children?2
The cadets had no idea what Francois was talking about. The Gender
Wars had decided the fate of Old Earth and created the world they lived in,
but he might as well have asked them to visualise the War of the Spanish
Succession. He prowled, staring into stolid faces, and pounced on the girl
with the passionate eyes, the only pupil for whom his stories were real.
6 Ah, Bi bi! | perceive that you have som
natural loyalties, you are the Reformer General. Or Speaker for the Tactical
Committee, since they eschewed hierarchical rank at that time. Bon, dismoi?
6By the bl ade, sir. I would catch Gener.
6HmM! That i s i n dfhaReformerkstobd ahdfqughe n e

and died to a person. The purpose of the exercise, however, is to suggest a

betterc our se of acti on. Explain yourself. Pl e a
Bi bi stood, trembling, hot colour risen

deadlykni f e at you, sometimes you deserve it,d

people in Cymru deserved it. Youmustc-c or r ect your ideas or
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| ate you must not flinch from the conseque]
stil |l shoul dmdte fmiisd oh.t uAk eesrlesitragig,ou donot

and we ought to embrace tragedy. o

0fF or honour? Because tragedy is beautif
0Sel f preserve me henoueto serferinoyourdmmayy i ng t he
child. I asked you to tell me what the Reformer s shouldhave done. Was there
a means of retreat? How about a dignified
0 But they knew they were done for, sir. Hardly anyone survived
being taken prisoner by the MWmHaditionalist:
0 Ar e arguingwith me? Your ancestry, Bibi, is Pakistani and Welsh.
On both counts you are thin-skinned, hot-tempered, oversensitive and
absurdly intolerant of any slight. If you really want to be a soldier you had
better I earn to control those traits.d
60Yes, sir. o
6You may sit down. 0
Unt il this incident Biwanttojointheafmy,l t saf e.
but shedédd put herself out of the General &8s
comments she was frightened again. What sh
that only made things worse. Howcan you correct your errors
know what you did wrong?

61 toll be all right,d said Nightingal e,

made her an exception to the rule about female cadet entry. At her career
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assessment shedd been ladvairsye dc otld epgree p adrHe fp
peopl e when he | i kes them. | 6ve noticed t h
But whentheend-oft er m Li sts went up, Bibids ffea
Against her name she saw the dreaded words recommendefbr reappraisal
The Young Emper or 0s toabalt {puaevkile,asndh ad ¢ o me
Orange Company was still serving Lady Nef. Bibi turned to her friends in the

guardroom. Col and Drez hadndot wanted her

known it was for the best, after the General Yu incident. The old man

woul danpe a sol dier, but he was a persistent
housemai d. And Bibi wasndt the kind to tak:

6Talk to him,d suggested Drez. OHeds al |
you can improve. You ask for help, hehasto hel p. ltds in the boo

6Nah, you dondt want to do that, & advi s
know hemdadde the decision, are you? And donot
the book, 1tdéds bad | uck thinking obur ke that
wWr ong move. Keep your head down, score ave.l

61l didndot attnodacedneattedobndéh. KHew why. I
to him. | 6d say the wrong things again, [

Bibi was afraid of the Aleutian. He could read minds.

Both soldiers looked gloomy.

0 Thegynfdtrget , 8 mused Drez, with uneasy r

They can pull up things that happened hund
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The Aleutians had made First Contact, and gone on to rule most of

Earth for three hundred years. Since their Departure, and the development of

the Buonarotti Device, theredd been other,
nosel ess, ironically, were the ones whodd
human folklore. Col scowled athim. 6 Yeah, but their heads get
| ose half the files for fiwhanot hwyr dy dt lye sk i

Bibi decided to write Francois a letter. She composed her plea with
care, copied it out on calligraphy paper in snatched moments of privacy, and
kept it inside her tunic until she had a chance to deliver it.
Dear Sir . . . Dear Mr Francois the Aleutian . . . Your Excellency . . .
She had settled on 6Dear Sirod.
From my earliest childhood | have been deeply interested in the at. of w
Conscious of the great debt | owe, it is my dearest wish to serve my
Benefactors courageously on the field of battle, as a private soldier. If | should be

judged unfit for that proud duty, then | would love to exercise my mind in a technical

or clerial corps.. . .

A few days before the new term began, s
with a housekeeping trolley. This-wouldnot
beam incident, but now it didndt matter wh.
shedd becomseyoonywomerfdstth d | under the Lady Ne

protection d who could be sent into the danger zone; who tolerated or
wel comed mal e advances. Bi bi had found out
added it to the trolleyds itinerary and f o

Greater Squares immediately flanking the Inner House. His door, in a hallway

29



clad in magnificentpurple -vei ned natural stonepngopened t
which proved the secretary was not around. It trundled over the threshold.
Bibi was scared, butat any moment a gentleman might come by and see her
here alone: she steeled herself and darted after.
The light was dim. The trolley bustled about, deeper within. There
were no doors leading off the entrance hall, only doorways. She saw the
furnishings of a study, took the plunge & and hit an invisible, clinging barrier.
She blundered through it and stood brushing at herself, startled and
di sgusted: gossamer shreds clung to her sk
known that the gl i mmface and haeds was fluarantne e ut i and s
film & which he had to wear, for their protection, when he was in human
company. She hadndédt known that it could be
The barrier had re-formed behind her. She could see it now that she
knew it was there. The air in here was fuzzy, full of particles of alien life.
What would it do to her? Would it eat her from the inside? Would it wrap her
up |i ke a fly in a spiderds web and call f
Too late to worry about that ngwhought Bibi.
The study was furnished with fine antiques. She took out her letter,
meaning to place it on the leather-covered desk: but second thoughts are often
best. Maybe a handwritten letter from an inferior was an insult. Or maybe
shedd been itnogo. gShoevedeci ded shedd better re
unfolding it when she heard footsteps. She stuffed the paper back into her

tunic and dived into a screened and curtained alcove.
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Francois arrived, with Lady Nef.

He dropped into his usual chair b ehind the desk: loosened the ribbon
that tied the slick, black kelp -strands of his hair, slipped off the built -up shoes
that he believed gave him a human style of walking and set the nubs of his
heel-spurs, ankles crossed, on a priceless, antique flatscree.

One day that will crackthought Nef, placidly. Like the House Als she
had designed, she was forbearing: tolerant of the little rubs of the world that
are best left undisturbed. She took her own accustomed place, and they began
to review 0 unrecorded, as was their habit in here d an accumulation of
routine files: gossiping comfortably as they worked, about the General, about
Baykonur society and other current topics.

6He shoul dnoét all ow himself be patroni s
Francoi s. veniistaked maddvehend wag a statesman in Europe,
long ago. It arouses the resentment of rivals who are incapable of charming
the ladies; and they will punish you, vindictively. Et plus, these women of
Traditional society, brilliant hostesses, barred from using their talents for their
own advancement, are a weapon that will turn in the hand. They may not
mean to, but they will surely do you harm i &

Aleutians, whose reproductive system made reincarnation a matter of
fact, had once believed they could be relorn as humans. It was nonsense, but
the romantic | egend persisted. Kedidvedwa s n 6 t

but he treasured his cultivated O6memori eso
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tell the cadets that hedod shargedonbattl efi el d:

horseback, and O6commensur atie weaponryd meal
0Talent is a debatable term. And may I

rights in the World State, Francois. o
0Equal and separate development, of cou

concubines,dearNef , are a | ittle more separate the

All last winter General Yu had been buzzing around the Principal
Concubine of State Councillor Scolari. She was a dazzling beauty; her friends
called her Pepper Lily, her enewases 0Scol a
trouble, and Yu w o u | lehegetiti
But they had come to the Cadet Lists.
60Youdbve decided you candt make a sol di el
The Aleutian pursed his nasal, the dark expressive cavity that made his
face so fascionat iBinigbit.o INbenfi .aforPai d she has f

6She does not. Speak frankly, pl ease. d

(@}

Very wel | . . . S he ifimyicgahce shemsukvieed a g o o d
long enough to grasp that the object of the exercise, contrary to popular belief,

is to stay alive and that low casualties are as much a measure of victory as the

capture of the enemyds guns. She is intell
sense, which is above rubies.d He shook hi
recommend her as a private soldier. Ser woul dndt | ast a day as
fodder: and as we know, the current oPeace

Lady Nef set down her tablet, frowning.
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0Yes. O

Nef had offered Bibi a place in her household because she knew what
forced concubinage would mean to a daughter of White Rock. The rebels
called their fortresses O6virginsd . . . No
she couldndét keep, which rankled: and ther
She imagined a chunky yellow -eyed tomcat, staring at her in amazement over
the body of a mangled songbird.

What?What the hell did | do wrong???

The idea was funny, and disquieting. The General would try again,
and again. If Bibi stayed in domestic service she would never be safdi

060Ther e ar e sinlOrame Compahydvhoere planning to bust
the child out of here,d remarked Francoi s.
in a brothel in town, where, if she has to work on her back, she can at least
earn her freedom in a few yearsfi 0

Lady Nef diédnidbntenglheé source of his inf
methods were inscrutable, but he was rarely wrong.

6Some kind of-ameacas¢eedomr eJoor girl . d

6Bi bi would never taste the dubious pri:
succeeds s lelg aslamattlrioficbursdd aftergrying very hard to Kill

the first man who violates her. o

They were both silent, thinking of the yellow -eyed tomcat.

(@]
(7]

60A nasty Ilittle scandal could ari se,
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0Because we saved her | i f aisshirt, The Al eut i .
brought out a tiny red squirming bolus from his throat -glands, and offered it.
Nef accepted the intimacy, although she could only swallow; her body

couldnoét read the freight of Dbiochemical i

(@}

Our goosd bdeeiendg ipuni shed. 0
60Good deeds wuswually are. One does not c.

compassion, and so one blunders. Perhaps | should offer her my protection. |

could marry her. 0

Nef | aughed. O6That wodnt@duldbedlegal¥oou ar e an
her to enter such amesalliance N o , | 6ve been thinking it o
better solution. 1 dm going to make her a c:

The Al eutiands chai Parbeu'@gm eydo u od d hteh & tl D8

6Certainly | can. Shenbes Bmaecahetkbd: sehtl
primary obstacl e. Il 611 tell Yu, hedll unde
may have to add a sweetener, but 106l thin!
The Al eutian gazed at her i n ma@al ent adm

(@]

candi date?
ONO!
They moved on to other issues: the Peace that could not last, the

Republican Governmentds frustrating indeci
Years ago, more than a lifetime ago for unaugmented humanity, these

two and their ally, General Yu, had be come disillusioned with the Republic

and aligned themselves with the man of the hour. They still believed that the
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Young Emperor offered the best future for the World State: but the
uncertainty dragged on, and they must be prepared for an unfavourable

outcome. General Yu had been indiscreet, last winter.

O0Weodl I have to make sure Yu has |l eft no
softly. oO0If we should find ourselves on th
hate going to jail fotrotdhon@s | didnodot eve

oouwoul dndt go to jail. Youdd be repatri

0A worse fate! The Big Pebble is so dul |
would be sweet, I f you and | could share s

Lady Nef and the Aleutian went into another ro om. Bibi stayed in her alcove,

staring at an ancient, bulbous screen on a pedestal (or maybe it was alien, not

ancient). It was blank at present. On the table under the pedestal were

scattered tablets, sticks, scrolls, bubble packs of ephemer, and strangeobjects:

thin disks of shining material, with holes in the middle. Maybe large ancient

coins? She had a feeling she was in Franco
of the Great House was material, a love of right action, a reverence for

ceremony: but Bibi knew about belief in the supernatural. What did Aleutians

worship? She coul dndt i magine Francois at |
her down. She climbed inside it and |l eft t

folds of his dirty washing.
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She spentthe next hours, and days, in a state of controlled terror.
When nothing happened, she knew that the House Al had protected her. It
understood that she hadndt been eavesdropp
l't didndét occur to her wuntil beemg after:

barred from those rooms.

Shedd understood nothing of that elliptical
part that applied to herself. When she felt safe she began to realise her good
fortune, the dazzling future that opened before her. General Yu would not
rape her. She would not have to kill him, or kill herself. (It gave her a shudder
to know that Francois had been right. She had been near to death.) She was
going to be a candidate-citizen of the Republic.
She had not the slightest doubt that this would happen.
Some nights later, as she lay under her quilt, flanked by the quiet
breathing of Honesty and Nightingale, she realised something else. Lady Nef

and her secretary were lovers. Whatever that meant, when the Aleutian

wasnod6t a nhaand n.é6t. s.eeshshet hem touch, but sheod
voices, sheo6d heard them move and sigh: sh:
shock. But Bibids natur al pragmati sm asser’

affair was discreet, tolerated, had been goingon for a long time; and that she
ought to accept it the way everybody else did.
If anything, her reverence for Lady Nef was increased. She decided

t hat shedd have done the same hersel f, i f |
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was fairly likely) had be en married off to some horrible old man, or some

(@}

stupid boy for whom she felt nothing, sheo
every way. Obeyed him, kept his house, given him children; accepted his
faults. And sheddi haskeddkleendaitfh esvheeh@d cb e e n
sure she wouldndt be punished. Why not?

But it was the end of her friendship with the soldiers. The thought that
t heydd p kel mentealbrothéfor this was what Bibi had heard, though
the truth was rather different) filled her with horror beyond reason. When Col

and Drez next came to Juniper she wouldnot

look at them or speak to them, ever again.
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Bibi returned from college in Hanoi travelling alone: a newly qualified Social
Practice Officer, sober and contained in her long grey uniform coat, lucky to
have secured a window seat in the packed third-class cabin of the suborbital.
The cabin was too warm. She looked down, through canyon rifts in a
continent of sunset cloud, at the steppes of Khazakh and the winding river,
darkening in twilight, and wondered
have a single memory of the journey from Cymru.

She was coming home, but not to Kirgiz, or the Great House. Lady
Nef ds | i fe had c heaanagneated todive e tha citdnow. h e
The vessel reached its allotted mooring and was made safe. Bibi put on her
grey uniform cap with the yellow piping; the third -class passengers collected
possessions and shuffled, row by row, to the drop capsules.

Shehad no luggage except her cabinbag. In the arrivals hall she said
goodbye to her friends of the long flight and set off across the concourse,
keeping tight hold of its pull -bar, for reassurance on both sidesd and listening

for her own name (as everybody listens) in the clamour of earbead traffic that

the great hal/l handl ed so precisely.

t he shimmer of ©reerocii®mital idestity sheck Gade e
visible 0 she trembled (as maybe everybody trembles). Itdid not reject her.
She passed from the soothingyet-invigorating moodscape of travel security

into a different air . . .
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From Krainiy Interchange she took a bus into the city centre: resisting
the temptation to press her nose against another window, tryi ng hard to look
as if she did this all the time. Baykonur.One of the greatest cities of Earth.
Gateway to the Elevator; to Speranza; to the stars. She wondered if there was
a market, somewhere in this huge, black and glittering maze, where you
could buy strings of fried grasshoppersii
The Town House was absurdly small in area compared to the Great
House, but the entrance tested her nerves. She was glad it was late and dark,
and there was nobody about to see her uncertainty. Guidelines, woken by her
arrival, led her to a gate in the foyer d where an Al voice gently asked her to
state her business. 061 dm Bibi,d she explai
the other side a figure emerged. It was Ogul Merdov, in a clerical blue and
red uniform: on concierge -assigant duty.
0 Whatyorwdlroe ng here? Youdre | ate and youdr

this way. Go back to the street, take the RT and change trains to the dedicated

l ink at the | ast interchange, | i ke you wer.

tothe serviceha | | , dawdstarsvbat were you thinking!d
61l dm sorry, Al , 0 said Bibi, with a slig

bus, | didndt read the instructions proper|
6Make sure you do. Welcome home, Bibi.d

The gate opened Ogul sniffed and stomped away. Bibi found a bank of
service elevators and reached her roomsd rooms!d on the eighteenth without

any trouble. She was on an outside corridor, and that was nice. Her bag
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bumped at her shoul der . 0 Ganlysatisfied atthe 8 mur mu |
thought of having rooms wi shi ng she hadndt been i nsol e
make enemies. Enemi es wil/ Omdaked you, no |
The outer room of her pair held an empty desk, empty shelves and an
array of thrilling office g adgets including a hotplate scanner for 3D mail. The
inner room held a bed, a dressing table with a stool, a clothes closet and an
armc. The floor was utilitarian grey ceramic, like the walls. Above the bed
hung an artscreen: it showed a girl in a blue dress sitting on a clifftop, the
wind stirring her hair, arms wrapped around her knees, gazing out at a wide
blue vista of sea and sky. The title appeared along the base as the screen
detected Bi @dhedtoughts aof ¥outh. i on :
She satonthe bed,drink ng i n her domain. A door t h:
led to another closet opened: a young woman stood there with an armful of
fresh towels. She wore the blue-green tunic and trousers of a Juniper
domestic; she had a rosy face, level brows, black hair cut in thickbangs and
round O6Al eutiand eyes, showing hardly any
Bibi stared, thunderstruck.
60The pictureds a gateway, d said Honesty

side in Juniper dorm, suddenly grown up. ©6

dat as p h e r bundredsbf enenasfamnd live shows from all over the

worl d. You can change the i mage any ti me vy
6Honesty! Oh, are we sharing these room
6Not exactly sharing. |l &m your mai d. o
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Bi bi didndt know what t o gsimlyniperTheydd al
dorm (except for Ogul with that prized family name); though nobody else had
had a past as lurid as Bibids. She had | ov.
her for six years: now the gulf between Grade Seven and Grade Five was

immense, and what was Bibi doing on the wrong side of it?

Honesty grinned, unabashed. 61 was wr on
your plateau, wasnodot |, Savage?0 She set t
jumped onto Bibids bed. 61l sl eepveaext door
bed-with-l egs | i ke this, too. I dondot | ike it.

OWe had beds with | egs in college, 8 sai

Si mul taneously, they burst into giggles
ordered Honesty. o061 06lel gaheewaywyau Ihdw tteerugd

Bibi had to wear dress uniform the next day, for her secondment interview.
The formal kit, which had been waiting in her closet, was like her ordinary
uniform & but made of finer cloth, with more piping at the cuffs and around
the collar. She was immensely proud of it. Gwibiwr of White Rock had grown
rather tall, with a good slim figure. The severe tailoring suited her: but she
was hard to satisfy. She examined herself from all angles, put on her cap and
took it off again; she bit her lips, she unpinned her hair fi
6Let me do that,d said Honesty, and Bi bl
mirror, but remained on edge, shivering like a nervous machine.

61 ol | be | ate. 0
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0You wonodot.d Honesty wound up ehe thick

mi stressds eyes in the ¢t heseasdmsemnkedBma
60f course not. What are you talking ab:
601 dm t al ki someorashapad holetintewerything you told me

|l ast night about how wonder f ond ohdigginl ege was
oftheRoof-Beam, and youdre expeaaneinderint o meet th
Baykonur, |l ucky you. l s it a boy or a girl
0l tds a friend,d said Bibi, nettled and
A boy, thought Honesty. This wa s a step forward, at least. As far as you
could tell, with someone so ridiculously p
sexual interest in girls, never mind the undecided . . . But she detected an
intriguing hesitation. A boy, but not a boy, now whatcould t hat i mpl y? Hedd
better be a suitable suitor.
0Ther e. Fit for the New Year Revi ew. Fi

home helpless as a kitten. Get going, Offi.

The secondment interview went well, Bibi thought. Her supervisor was Han,
like Hone st vy . Her name was Verity Tan, she pref
she preferred to be addressed by her given name. She had assigned Bibi to a

ward of the lower city that had pockets of extreme and vicious poverty: which

would be achallengetoanewgraduat e. ©6Dond6t expect your ¢
|l i ke training bots,d she said. 6Treat them
never turn your back on them. Do you under.
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0l think so,d said Bibi. OETr , Verity. o
Bi bi 6s rebel b a c k g Baykomudwaswesavasimwiith an | ssue
difficult pasts just now. High -r anki ng of ficials were humbl e
blacklisted for years, suddenly in office. But some disputes never go out of
style. Verity was a Reformer, and Citizen-Candidate Bibi was a protégé of the
great Traditionalist, still -mighty Lady Nef. Through the chemical ambience
(friendly efficiency) that Verity chose for her office space, Bibi detected edgier
emotion. She stood to salute at the end of the interview, knowing something

was comingi

60l lhawaestion for you,epPethi  dYscsaishdoveld
know the answer. What is the difference be"
O0Rebel s are-sjeekterat btemmnisaver ed -Bi bi . 6Th

aggrandisement through destructive tactics; they are parasites on the system,

offering no genuine opposition. Reformers are sincere. They believe they can

change the world, for the good of others, and will always work for that end,

even at great cost to themselves. d
Her supervisor dndddéedsmibekbog mbokel i fi

may go. Think about getting a socbo. Il t wou!
Bibi sped away, full of energy, scorning the elevator tubes, flying

down the abyssal, plunging stairwells: mentally completing her response to

Verty Tands t est question, adding the concl usi c
And therefore rebels, who can easily be paid off, are harmless or even useful to

the State: although someti mes they have to
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Whereas Reformers arely dangerous fanatics, higiminded enemies of order,
reason and humanity

Bibi had no qualms about dilemmas of this kind. Everybody says your
superiors wil/|l appreciate candour, but the"
should never lie in Self-Criticism, and ev erybody does it . . . except lunatics
and geniuses. Everybody says they joined Social Care out of compassion and
respect for humanrights dand everybodyods just trying to
doesndt mean you donodét do a decent job.

The familiar slogans, the ingrained shabbiness of the décor greeted her
with affection. This secondment was something she had to get through, an
obstacle on the way to her real career in
play fair. She meant to do well by Verity Tan, and for thos e tricky clientsii

Since she di dsocketgadgetyshe hadto retyrneto her
assigned cubicle to download the client files from the ephemer Verity had
given her. She hopedshewou |l davé to get a socd. She hat
poking anything int o the back of her eye. At least, since she was a
Traditionalist, nobody would ask her to have a surgical implant. And off
again, racing when the coast was clear, speedmar c hi ng past t he DONS
ON MOVING BAND signs when it was not. She got lost, she foun d her way
again several times over, and at last reached Dragon Terrace, oldest and most
beautiful of the bridges that linked Social Practice and Social Knowledge,
across Luna Boulevard. Smiling giants performing helpful actions flanked the

great arch. Bibilooked up. She could not read the inscription above the
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breathtaking statuesd6 car vedd by First Empire nanotec|
ago, but she knew the text. It had dominated her life for six years.
The Good of Others Is All We Know of Heaven
She waslate. On the lower level, where brilliant marble dragons,
bringing good fortune, leapt out of the chasm and grinned along the waist -
high parapet, the lunch tables were empty. There were no tourists strolling
under the tailored, citified trees, becauseitwas ndét an Open Day. A y.
man, in a uniform almost the same as her own, stood alone, looking out at the
Boulevard, the streaming walkways, the bulky cabs nosing the crowds, the
occasional splendour of a private Semi-Al car.
A dangerous fanatic, an enemy of humanity?
She felt that she always wanted to be late. To run, to fly, breathless,
and find him waiting to catch her safe in his arms. Every day of her life. The
| ower | evel of Dragon Terrace was where th
the Two Palaces, on the college system. It was their special place. It was the
same, and fearfully different, to be here with him in the flesh.
6 Mahmood?d
The young man was no taller than Bibi, but more stocky and muscular.
He had a brown, oval face, hazel eyes, and dak curly hair that he tried in
vain to straighten, worn long and tied back. He cultivated (a recent
development) a small, crisp moustache. They shook hands with awkward
gravity and radiant grins.

~

6You | ook very well, 6 said Mahmood.
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60So do you. fiBel |l o, Enemy

O0Hel | o,idSavage

They looked around them and sighed in satisfaction. The Palace of
Soci al Practice faced the Palace of Soci al
thoroughfare, one of the most spectacular views in this city of architectural

spectacle, ard here they were, together.

0l dm sorry 1 0m | ate. | got | os@. Real P
0So i s Real Knowl edge, | get |l ost all t|
and visit, see my hutch.

She blushed, and shook her head. The Palaces were identicah design,

and nearly identical in function; particularly in the work assigned to junior

of ficers. But in Traditionali st dogma O06kno:
assumed to be mends business, and O6practic
Crossing the Bridge,th er ef or e, meant going over to the

ofvitualco-educati on had not dented Bibids prej.t
t hat many of Mahmoodds superiors were eith:
vice versa. He changed the subject.

O6How did rydomentseicrot er vi ew go?0d

(@)}

Very well, although sheds a Refor mer. |
spotting that shefds feminine.® Bibi grinne

Mahmood touched his masculine ador nment
respect you. anyl hawoondhattoyou belong to

60f course not! LadgsNghate. an i mmort al
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~

0 Mm. 0
At White Rock, Bibids knowledge of worl
from her gr an difardthh @dwarsior Isad rmade ne distinction
between outright fiction, ancient newscasts
been very surprised to learn, at school in the Great House, that the island
nation of Japan was a real place that still existed, having survived the
cataclysm that destroyed half its land mass at the end of the Christian Era.
Whereas some of her most revered historical figures were actually fictional
characters . . . Mahmood had attempted to continue her education in the real
facts of life. But though she listenedto him, because she was mterested in
knowing the Reformer version, there were i
budge. Immortality was one of them. They smiled, and let it go.
They never quarrelled. The gulf between them, which neither could
forget, had sweetened and strengthened thar friendship: it made squabbling
over trifles an absurd waste of time.
Mahmood wanted to ask her a hundred things. He wanted to take her
hand again, to feel the touch of her skin. He was acutely conscious of what
this meeting implied to Bibi. Alone with a man, in the rea) even in a public
place, he knew how much that meant. There would be a crisis, a moment of

truth he dreaded: but they didndét have to

(@)}

Have you eaten?9f

(@)}

Al ready, 0 da weldidd@ritand.eat \8ith leim.
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0So hatelied Mahmood. Hi s stomach was t|
OWedre both free this afternoon. How were
6l think 1611 |l ook at my ward, i1itds not

walk around down there: get a feel for the condit i ons . 0
Mahmood clasped his hands behind his back, and bowed from the
wai st. OMay | accompany you?d

6Yes. O

A lot of things had changed, in the six years that Bibi had been away. Formal
60Chinese gownsd no | onger fastenefdl on the
skirts over their trousers, slippers were worn instead of riding boots. Military
uniforms were rarely seen, except on the backs of destitute exsoldiers who
had no other clothes to wear. The economic
cities,includng Bay konur, had taken a sharp downtur
centres of the tropics were on the rise. The Young Emperor himself, now
better known as Prisoner Haku, had finally pushed the Republic too hard. His
struggle was now called a failed rebellion, and he, having lost his nerve, had
given himself up to the Hegemony. He was living on Speranza, in dignified
captivity a long way from home.

Lady Nef and General Yu had escaped without serious damage, so far.
The General 6s assets ha dreabpeopentiesthadrbden scat ed,
held in his wifed&s name, and Lady Nef was

(mild) house arrest in Baykonur, where Lady Nef was busy making friends
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with old enemies. In a year or two, with some fancy footwork, they should
have recovered the lost ground.
Francois the Al eutian had el ected to sh.
General Yu who escorted her in society and played host at the Town House.
SIlightly miffed at the relegation, hedd se.
emerged. Every day or two Bibi would find a note on her iface, inviting her to
6drop byd. She br eat heddvhidghiwvauldflohernoy, popul at
harm in small doses 8 and watched the odd creatures that crept around,
swarming over the furniture, nuzzling the upho Istery, licking at the carpets;
while Francois sat in a wide armchair with his joints reversed, and asked
innocuous questions about her day.
Do you think Verity Tan has a lover?
Does her Superintendent still wear a side-fastening gown?
Has anybody changed the artscreens in your shabby labyrinth?
Some of the creatures were like single, glistening tentacles; or complex
floating things like magnified diatoms. Others were four -limbed, with distinct
heads, muzzles, ears and eyes: like naked rats or cats. He gw them from his
own cells. Aleutians did this, when they w
growing any followers at Kirgiz, but the city had different laws.
In Aleutia he would never be alone. He belonged to the élite caste
known as 0Si g nalwayssurreaudded by ancdowdnrohsient
domestics, ministering to his every need. Or so Francois told it

She wondered how the creatures grew, and did they have a purpose?

49



She wondered how it felt to have hips and knees that could bend either
way, and what did he look like four -f oot ed i n -gast OmaodaedfAg
She wondered why Lady Nef é&grmdesgyinr et ary n
the Palaces.
60Social Care,® intoned Francois, 06a mul"
evolution, has been locked in symbiotic war with the Military for aeons. The
armed forces, as always on Earth, are marginally ruled by Traditionalists, the
Social marginally controlled by Reformers. These are the perennial rouge et
noir of Blue Planet society, the roads to greatness: the cloth for abtlety, the
sabre and the drum for blind force. Youshould have been a soldier, Bibiii &
Except that | could never have been an offsfee thought. Candidate
status had changed her life: but some things were forever out of reach.
6l dondt wundiesgtsitcddwarogy mb
Francois lifted his shoulders, in the alien equivalent of a superior smile.
6Nor did we: until we met human beings! 11t
Where | come from war is not an amiable competitive sport, war is permanent
death:there i s no compromi se, once the weapons ¢
One of the naked things, somewhere between a rat and an amoeba,
crawled into his lap and nuzzled at the open neck of his shirt, seeking the red,
mobile cell-colonies that he secreted: like legless, bloodfilled | i c e . l'ts oO6fac
had a disquieting resemblance to Francois himself. Bibi averted her eyes and
nibbled at a tube of imported snack-paste, which she was attempting to eat.

Aleutian hospitality was hard going.
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There was supposed to be a door somewhere inthese dusky rooms o
Francois preferred a low light d that led, by discreet passageways, straight to
Lady Nefds bedroom. Bi bi kept thinking abo
and finally was emboldened to ask a direct question.
O0Francoi s, tamreulwlee 3tlidlLadcdy Nef going tc
The Aleutian gave her a sharp look, and laughed: a human trait he had
mastered perfectly. O0At | ast, the child ra
absorbed, and so brutishly flexible in your opinions, that o ne is astonished
when one glimpses your passions. Your master and mistresscouldhave been
in trouble. They might have found themselves on trial for war crimes, in spite
of the amnesty, over incidents such asthat massacre at White Ratlo
Bibi held her breath. Wh at adul t s dshetboughtuigitithe r st and
thereds nothing | can do about White Rock.
being under house arrest. ltds not that |
It was the same as in the Cypress Drill-Hall. You could wai t him out,
and hedd stop tormenting you.
Francois sighed. 06The danger has passed
Departure,thesocal | ed Worl d Government at Xidan b
the Empire 0 destroyed by the Gender Wars, may | say, mare than by the
Aleutian presence d would spontaneously recombine. En effectswayed by the
i deal s of t he 0H liberge egalReeamitdhesVEoddnState was
refounded as a Republic, and the Third Emperor politely encouraged to step

down. But t he blithe imperialists were right, Bibi. They are always right.
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Liberté egalité amiéisoon vanished. The Empire, now calling itself the

ORepublicdé, resumed its repressive, corrup

many of us threw in our lot with a leader we believed would never assume

the title of OEmperor 6, nddespite his popul a
Bibi waited patiently for him to get to the point, while keeping an eye

on the slug-creature that was crawling up her left boot.
60ur hero | ost p aotakeanrt against hint, an@idall Xi d an t

ended at Vijaya. | have no further use for him: one cannot support a leader

who goes squealing to the Hegemony in that

moderately expansionist, forward -thinking manifestaemains justly popular .

No relaxation of the Enclosures, but hope -

everyone significant supports. Therefore he f or mer Young Emper or ¢

will return to the tribune, after a decent delay o while your Lady, her General

and myself see nodifficulty in becoming devout Republicans once more.

Read the runes, child. As long as the Third Emperor remains dormant,

whet her in retirement or in the grave, we |
The slug fell to the carpet, covertly di

started to water. She suppressed a sheeze.

6l try to educate you in your benighted
dondt know why | waste my ti me: | di scern
Your eyes have glazed over, Bi bi . o

6No t hey hav e abittweepyt Ilwasyisienieg . j. uhave a

friend who says | was brought up like an Aleutian, in the Great House. That
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| dm steeped i nccoluddiianiinarm. pWawi ng otraditic
human servants instead of machines. Not playing immersion ga mes, dancing
every evening. He says the Enclosures were
O0Heds quite right. o Francois could get
it appeased him. 06Our | egacy, and not a ba:
step, changes in step. Axd what the devil would you do with your teeming
masses, I f the bulk of them didndét bel ong
fortunate? Mulch them down for cab -feed?Your problems, Bibi, at that Palace
on Luna Boulevard, would be appalling. Are you catching a cold? Please
dondt come here when you have a col d. l 6m
i nfection. It makes my teeth itch. d
She thought of suggesting that she could use quarantine film, but she
didndt dare. Shedd rather enduuseShehe snuf f
guessed that the questions he asked were not as bland as they seemed. Or else
he was reading her mind, picking out thing:
would have liked to be better trusted: but accepted she was probably safer,

and more useful, as an ignorant pawn.
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Gener al Yuds army hadhlbeaseéemecitshanddeadde, Peopl
the Republicds discretion. Nightingale, wh
come off better than most. She arrived in Baykonur in the tenth month of that
year, resplendent in the olive and scarlet of an officer cadet, to take up a place
at the illustrious Cadet Reserve Barracks. The friends had a reunion, the day
she came to pay her respects to the Family.
Bibi and Nightingale had kept in touch, as best they could. Honesty,
who had minimal access, and a Grade Seven indifference to longdistance
contact, had a million questions. Did Nightingale really get a medal for her
college results? Did she have it with her? Was the secalled Golden Barracks
really a nest d dazzling luxury? What were her officers like? How many
uniforms did she have? What did she get to eat? Did she have influential
friends? Did she know how to use a hotplatefi ?
The only escape from 6the Magnet 6s6 cur
they spenta happy half-hour trying to activate Bibi ds g
success. ©O6ltds all right,d said Bibi. O0Nob:
On the warm rush mats Honesty had finessed from Housekeeping,
they sat sipping gr e distribiteuraall 6f themthinkilge cor r i d
of the Great House, the belovedAihome t heyo
6l 6ve been amazingfhd,cdrmafndasdedd cMil dlyt il nge

A

ol hearnderiti tnatasl uck, 8 said Bi bi
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60You heard wr ong. 0erNeaq éyeésilowaged lblack s hook h
lashes lying thick and soft on her glowing cheeksfi

6Lady Nef fixed everything for you, of
@ut you deserved it, and now we all have dazzling futures ahead. Bibi will be
a Social Care Superintence nt , Nightingale will be a gene
have a million sexy lovers, rise to be a steward and become incredibly rich by
skimming the household accountsii 6

The Thoughts of Youtlooked down, white clouds drifting across the
blue. Bibi felt that t he girl on the clifftop was not making career plans. She

was looking for something far beyond the horizon.

6l dondot know why she | oves that pictur.
0 Absol utely all that happens is that the g
clouds keep changing, but whatoés the use i
but sheds still the Savage. She hasnot | ea
6l tds because you candét see the girl ds -

(@}
<
D

s | can, 0 pr oltas set whdt hdd fadeneans @ | me an,
The other two jeered happily at this typical Savagism.
6Youdbve been spending too muchoti me wit |
6 Oh Francaishere? | never thought. But of course, he must béi &
The Thoughts of Youthanished. In its place appeared a view of the
corridor outside Bibids door, embellished

her sour face framed by a clerical cap.
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OMi stress!d exclaimed Honesty. ©6106m havi
the great Ogul Merdovat our door ? 0
6l can hear you, Honesty,d said Ogul, p:
room; evidently hoping to spot something contraband. It was annoying, but
Ogul could | ook alll she | i ked: she had seni
here to take Miss Officer Nightingale to the Lady. | should put your stuck -up
mistresson report for del aying her. o

6Call er acknowledged, 8 said Bibi, belat

The artscreen returned. 06106d better go,

keep her Ladyship waiting. And Lady N ef probably has a full diary, too fi &

6Look at you,d said Honesty, bracingly. O6N
and her father was a war hero. You were nothing, a dirty little refugee, a rebel.
Now youdre -ai tamdndateds andayoedr prbouhdg:
have enemies. Dondt | et her get to you, | u:
Bibi straightened her tunic, feeling dishevelled and grubby, as always
after an Ogul encounter. O6Thank you for yo
t here a oshapedbéaten @0 Ni ghti ngal eds | ife story?
i magination??90
6Thereds a boyfriend,d Honesty nodded.

|l sndt that good? | thought regul ar sex

(@)}

Sex is all right. Love, weelsl., 08 that dep:

(@)}
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Honesty had investigated Mahmood & having extracted his name by sheer
bullying d and executed a search that was not within her rights, but it was
within Bibids, so what 0 sFarziMacBrde pfofedr ence? M.
to be very suitable, aside from the trifling problem of his party. A background
of modest means and decent mid-grades, in a minor branch of an illustrious
Khazakh Reformer clan: just what Bibi needed to offset her irregular status.
Shedd also found out t hatospaceforhimvoured t
morning exercise d and had swiftly set to work convincing Bibi that they
ought to do their drill in the open air. It was so much healthier, and perfectly
respectable nowadays. Honestyds own sex | i~
uncomplicated, but she knew that slow movers like Bibi and Mahmood
neededavenue or theyd®6d never make any progress.
The Syr Darya was one -konfownh e6LSstoreeteit Ba n k
open spaces. Precipitous towers drew back, like a rampart of cliffs, from the
gardens and paved promenades beside the river; the glitter of the boundary
seemed as far away as an open sky. There were coffee and cake stalls under
the trees; half-tame squirrels marauded for scraps, bright-coloured parakeets
and gallahs chattered; young men and women of both parties (mostly junior
officers from the Palaces) mingled freely after their exercise. Honesty the
irresistible had drawn together a noisy breakfast group that gave shelter to
the lovers: allowing them to slip away, without Bibi feeling unchaperoned.
They walked by the thick grey snake of the river, in its pen of storm -

walls, sipping good coffee in cardboard cups. On the farther bank the
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Recoveries floated, discreetly veiled in an illusion of distance. In a city the size
of Baykonur, th e best of Aleutian recycling-tech still left plenty of dirty work
to be done.
0The riveroés | i ke you, Bibi,d said Mahm
it comes to our feuds and gripes innocent, bringing strength and freshnessi 6
61 was br ouwgehDhoyaw gnow, hhardly heaad the words

OTraditionalistdé or OReformerd when | was

like that. It was just an endless war of independence, us and themfi 6

6That means you could change your all eg!
know, are al most i mpossible to eradicate. 0

60Far | ess malleable than genetic differ.
Care dogma). She stared at the Recoveries,
being my allegiance is to my Family, not to a politicaltheory |1 dondt even
understand. But i1itds | ike Soci al Practice:

part of t he owagttibaasTraditionalistdl gust @amo ne . o
6l s organic connection more binding tha
6l think so. 20
O6No wongdecatheyou the Savage. 0
They had stilted conversations: thrilli:

nearness, testing the deep waters that held them apart.

One morning they emerged from drill to find their favourite stall besieged by

Officer Cadets. The breakfastgroup immediately pulled up, divided into twos
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and threes and headed off for second choices. Palace officers, known as
yellowjacket®) boring hive -insects of some kind d invariably took second place
to the cadets, known asgallahsfor their impudence and noise. But Bibi
immediately had a call on her iface. Nightingale came racing after them,
almost overtaking her message.
6Bi bi, Honesty! | hoped I 6d find you!d
smiling, half-c hal | engi ng. OExcuse mexful sir, but ar
Mahmood? As in Mahmood say&As in | have a friend who knows? o
0l dm Mahmood. o
6Dondt tease him,06 said Honesty: please:
at the interruption 0Syr Darya was supposed to be for
say youod keuher @davWe mi ssed each other . d
Ni ghtingale blushed, and grabbed her fr
meet someone. Wait, wait there. Excuse me again, Mahmoodi &
She returned with another cadet in tow,
Konoe-Hosokawa. Konoe, these are my friends from long ago, the Savage and
the Magnet. We call her the Magnet because everybody is irresistibly drawn
to do what she says. The Savage, well, you:
just unpredictable. And ttmedidi s Mahmood, w
Mahmood, Bibi and Honesty were speechless. They knew Konoe-
Hosokawa from the society pages. He was aprince even if it was only

Japanese royalty. His family was also (more importantly, in Baykonur)
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staggeringly, filthy rich. They were KonoedOlofact, the scent people. They
created moodscapes and ambiences for half the worldh
6Call me o0Caspiandé,d suggested the prin
someone who knows heds branded on the fore
not very original, but | prefer i t . 0
Touched by his woeful tone, Honesty recovered first, frankly offering
her hand. OPleased to meet you, Caspian. W
They looked for a table, and saw that one of the most coveted, right by
the river, was empty. A big, tall gallah came over and had a quiet word with
the prince, while trays of coffee, steamed milk, cold milk, powdered
chocolate, pastries, rolls, syrups, yoghurts swiftly arrived: the food -stall staff
suddenlyasself-e f f aci ng, deferential , entheert as i f
Great House.
61l dm so sorry about this,d murmured Cas
Ni ghtingal eds shoul ders. 0l know i tds an i
They thought he meant the embarrassing profusion of food. Later,
comparing notes, theyreal i sed t heydd been scanned by Ko
Which was against the law, technically: but not something to protest about.
At last the gallahs rose in a chattering, brilliant flock and flew away,
carrying Konoe and Nightingale with them.
60h deaer &dd mdanesty, shaking her head. ¢
what happens at cadet school . d

6He may be serious, 6 protested Bibi. 6SI
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0l Om s sarius Geblsnesty rolled her eyes. OF
her, the way he behaved,| 6 m sure heds madly in | ove. Bu
arm around his fiancée like that, out on the street, | can tell you. Poor kid. |
al ways knew that face of hers was a poison

60Shut wup, Honesty. Giviowhdm a chance. Y.

OHuhstl hjope it doesndt | ast, and bl ight

Mahmood pretended not to hear any of this.

Bibi made a point of walking around her ward: talking to strangers, sharing

the air of the dispossessed;-seffagan Blbong t hat

in the choke-tunnel, watching the world unseen. She knew that Verity Tan

approved, but that wasndt why she did it;
Bibi knew the domesticated poor, and their problems. The Great House

had supported pl endforonefeasénoreanothardwesed wh o

incapable of supporting themselves. Their lives were not placid. But down

among the roots of the great towers and the Town Houses, in the charcoal

darkness of bare-earth alleys, she found a wild kind of poverty that fascinated

her. A people who had evaded protection, who had chosen to escape from

every safety net, who found order and security intolerable fi
At the Great House shedd been Francoi s&:

in the art of the Common Tongue, the Aleutian skill of r eading physical

| anguage. 06Silentd& speech was not telepath

imagined it. The Aleutians themselves, with the added dimension of their
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owandering cellsd, couldndt truly read eac
enough to make her an expert eavesdropper on her clients: their criminal
muttering, their cries of anguish, the secrets and fears unknowingly
whispered by the lonely i

She saw some strange things. The illegal human whores who plied
their trade around the steps of the Monument to Sputnik & wearing digital
masks (which was also illegal) to make themselves look like bots. The fortune-
tellers and dream-readers on Gagarin: whose licence to practise was the brand
on their foreheads that confindmegosbegd8dab
trace of o6clairvoyance®6. The cavernous Chul
castes gathered to watch their flickering screens; in turn carefully watched by
the police.

She never found the market where you could buy fried grasshoppers.
But one day she walked into a tiny, gloomy square, and saw a pair of ex-
soldiers going through a Palaces Ward refuse sack, on the steps of a drinking
fountain. They must have I|lifted it from a
police, and it waShewasaboulto look thé othar wayr i me
when she saw that their uniforms bore trac:
realised that the rag-pickers were Col Ben Phu and Drez Doyle.

A shock of furious panic went through her: as if her former friends
were liabl e to grab her, stuff her in that sack and take her off and sell her on
Sputnik. However, she was now a grown -upfi

&ol?’Dr ez Doyl e? 1Is it you?b
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OFunx me! 6 exclaimed the | arger of the -
Drez had let his ringlets grow; Col Ben Phu had some crudely done
new tats. Theyodd both | ost muscle, and | oo
She sat down with them on the steps of the fountain, told her story and heard
theirs. The breaking of General Yubs ar my.
re-enlist, and then treated like dirt. The anger and resentment at the loss of
their Active Field Bonuses, nothingto show for all those campaigns. The
disrespect, the fighting and thieving, the dishonourable discharge.

OWedd have -pagn oedelC®ll§adnow thereds pe

theydd kept us on the active I|ist. So they
came from above, and that bastard NCO, she
Drez was more realistic. o6We did wrong,

pushed us beyond what we could bear. o
Bibi tried to think of something she could do: ex -soldiers were the

worst, notoriously impossible to reclaim. But she saw that Col and Drez

expected nothing from her, except maybe a casual handout.
60What aboutswed?eVdmat Ahappened to him?d
They looked at each other.

Sarge is in the dreamtime, 6 said Col

(@)}

60h, shit. o
The soldiers had never heard Bibi use an expletive before. They were
pl eased, they became visibly rWefehoned. o611t -

hard ti mes. It was different for the Sarge
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60Yeah. Just by being | oyal to the cause
6l s he . : : Il s the Sarge ever going to
Drez grimaced.
0Thatds a maybe,d said Col, darkly. 0De|]
runes f al | in the end, know what | mean?ao
She did not know, but she remembered that Francois had used the
same odd expressiom

0Ther edshillondtidrds omi,t h pl anets out there!

staring at her wil dly. 0 Huondsmwaitthgforof t housa
us. We dondt have to |Iii&@e | ocked up no mor
6Not abibonl |l iond Col |l i ked numbers, it at

them abused. She had been the kind of soldier who collects skills. Her skull
was full of patches: inactive now, of course, but the shadows remainedfi

6Yeah, Ei nst eWefunxingvievented tpel Beamdrogti.
Device, didndot we? Why arendt we out there
the idea of the masses gefThawhithdagyhei r freed:
destroyed Haku. He was for the Expansion of the Human Racefi 6

Col scowled. ©6Stubpmsdlf bsear@d screwed

(@)}

They hounded him til!]l he destroyed him

61 6d better go.d Bibi stocastitheup, di ggi ng

(@)}

currency ofthepoor . |l dm making you |l ook | ike inf
your sel ves. I 61 | beAndar ound, this is my war

She walked away, very quickly.
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There were no empty worlds. The tiny number of truly habitable
planets so far discovered were already thoroughly inhabited, by the other
members of the Hegemony. Whatds more, the |
Transit was incredibly dangerous. Even on =
the Hegemony Worlds and Speranza you could arrive at your destination
inside out, or physically intac t but criminally insane. Even if all went wellou
were mentally scarred for life after a few trips. The diplomats and the spies and
the banished criminals can keeptlitought Bibi i

But there was worse. What would happen to the Enclosures, to
everything if people started getting the idea that the Earth was not enough?
The freedom of the stars was a pernicious delusion d which the Young
Emperor had rejected, whilst unable to prevent some of his followers from
using it as a rabble-rouser. Bibi was really scared. She wondered if she should
report the sedition to Francois, before she found a police message on her iface,
summoning her for interrogation. But she d
subject. She wasndt supposed t awlenow t hat
he summoned her to his rooms for those little chats.

Later, when shed6d cal med down, she felt
overreacted. She understood by now that, for a poor girl, a place in a decent
brothel is not such a bad thing. Her soldier friends had meant her no harm,
|l ong ago. Theydd probably have had to prov
earned pay. She spent days looking for Col and Drez, hoping to help them

somehow. But she never saw them again.
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Autumn turned to Wi nt emildlyreflecttdthetbigerci t yds cl
cold outside. Theredd be no snow indoors, |
bare, and there was often a slick of frost on the morning pavement. A festive
mood filled the city. For the roundbf, Baykon:
parties, and to an extent everyone joined in. Prince Caspiand who had
confounded Honesty by making a persistent
friends & took them skating at the Old Airport, on a field flooded and frozen
every holiday season by one of his wealthy friends. They ate hot sausage and
drank mull ed apple wine at the O6Fi sher manbo
danced, at open cabarets where differences of grade were forgotten, under a
midnight boundary sparkling with heat -ex diamonds.

The General and Lady Nef had been given permission to take a lodge
at Kushan resort for the New Year. Just after the Eastern Christmas (religious
beliefwas a minority taste, but Baykonur was omnivorous when it came to
festivals), Bibi found her name on the Wi nter Lists. Torn between joy at the
achievement and distress because she had to tell Mahmood, she arranged to
meet him & at lunchtime but not for lunch d in their special place. They
arrived on the Dragon Terrace almost together: Bibi first, for a change, and
Mahmood coming smiling towards her i

6l wondét be here for the New Year, d& she

shaken hands. 601l 6m on the Wi nter Lists, I

going with the Family to Kushan resort. o
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60l wondot be h eeddMaheoot, ke=ping boldofdmer haads

a blush rising. 6Same reason. | 6ve been pu
0l didndét know Reformers had Wi nter Li s
OWe donodt But we have rich relations

Clands dacha.l Ihédeeanohlbb@eouhere. Candt say
60h well , 6 said Bibi. O06As | ong as itds
They |l ooked into each otherodos eyes, and

Year was the time for wedding plans. Neither of them had said a word, not a
word,tothe ot her : but theydd been open about t he
assessment sessions, and in the routine progress reports they filed at home.
Each of them knew this, because of hints that had come back to them. Verity
had recently remarked to Bibi that life -partnerships across the divide were not
at all frowned upon.
It was all inference, but it was everything.

6The dachads not at Kushan, © sai d Mahmo

he could hardly get the wor disthedarest. 6 But it
Wemi ght see each other, up there. o
Bi bi nodded. oI hope so. Il must go now.

She hurried away, offering up silent thanks to Lady Nef. So this was
why she was on the Lists! So that she could be with Mahmood, in the winter
forest, at New Year. It was inconceivable to Bibi that her mistress had let this

happen by accident. Lady Nef knew everythingi
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The Winter Lists turned out to be a mixed privilege for a Grade Five with no
speci al duties. The Familyds personal ser v
Bibi had no friends with her, and she was too shy to try and find any. She
spent her time lurking in her room, or taking dull walks alone: wishing
Honesty was with her, or Nightingale. The Kushan snow could have been
blown from cannons in a city park, the fairy -lights in the trees destroyed all
il lTusion of wilderness . . . She wondered
this, the boredom a well-kept secret. Or had it been far different in the old
days, in Lady Nefds own winter house, or t
On the sixth night of the New Year there was a party thrown by Lady
Nef s son Amal, which became raucous after
retired. Amal, formerly one of his fatherd:
i n the Peopl eds Anmooymandy had invitada gréupgfi e o f
entertainers from the Kushan Games of Adult Happiness. They arrived after
midnight, a host of drunken revellers in attendance, and the noise intensified.
Amal, who knew he was likely to be grey -haired before he was made a
Senior, was sinking into premature middl e
t hat showed hedid given up on | ife
The rooms on Bibids floor were not soun:
up trying to sleep, dressed and took a quilt out onto the balcony that r an
around the building. There was a | ight enc

Giggling partygoers appeared at random, slipping and falling as they crossed
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the snowy compound, seeking their sleighs and snomobiles. Maybe everyone
would be quiet soonii
0 Bidbi !
She had dozed off. Was she dreaming? Mahmood stood in the
compound looking up, a blurred figure in snowlight dusk.
O0Mahmood, are you real? What are you do
Their hopes had been disappointed. He w
barely beenabletohave a conversati on, bet ween Mahmo
obligations and the low priority of Grade Five messaging.
6l thought 186d never get away, but here
clips of his skis. 06l dondt have to be bac
OWait there!d
She ran to her room, pulled on her boots and cap, and flew down the
back stairs. In a few moments she was standing beside him.
Mahmood took her hand. ©6Letds go for a -
Kushan was wide awake: party -lights spangling the dawn. Snomos
were carrying incapable guests to their lodges; horsedrawn sleighs flew
jingling along the slick white streets. Someone was playing a piano on an icy
terrace all alone, the pianistds hands and
outlined in rosy fire; what extr avagance, a personal heatex boundary.

6Have you been out of the resort?d

O6No, 6 said Bibi, ol di dnot f eel l i ke it
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They walked side by side along a forest path. Fresh snow had fallen: soon
there were no tracks but their own, and they seemed lost in the wild. The
white world bathed them in the scent of frost and pine. At the brink of a slope
too steep for trees there was a viewpoint, a half-smothered rustic bench, and
the sky opened ahead, starry at the zenith, peachbloomed in the east.
60Thé&s eno Al watching over us here, d saic
dondét care. There is no boundary above us.
Bi bi smiled, and shook her head. O6Ther e:
reached up to touch his brow with a gloved finger.
60 course, youodre right. The World Stat

never let us go. The good of others is all we know of hedven.

And all we may ever kngwd Bi bi compl eted the text, |
ambiguity, |l ooking at hombgrpeoe?P®. o061 bel i

6Yes . . . But you were born a rebel, B |
some | evel. You must want to escape. 0

60No, Ma h mood. | ve seen where that kind

They were hopeful young social servants, determined to get ahead,
sincerein t heir ideals. Mahmood thought of ever
The multiple partners natural to his culture, the feminine side of his sexuality:
which he might have to suppress, with [|ifel
undecided, he was male and looked it (although the moustache was cosmetic,

the follicles painted on). But he wasndot f
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made no difference. Traditionalist marriage was the only way for Bibi. And
she would be his for ever; and he loved her with all his heart.
OLi sten! OookKidd d Bi bi . 0
A rhythmic creaking filled the air. A flight of geese swept over them,
high in the sky, in a long, ragged V, heading for one of the lakes that were
keptice-f r ee f or the resortodés hunterakind They ga:z:
of ecstasy, piercing and melancholy. Kushan forest was the shrine of their
commitment to each other, and to the beauty of the living world.
Orhisi s why we must stay Enclosed, 0 breath
6l believe in that, too. d
60Bi bi puwmbhlrry me?5d
6l f our Families approve, I shall be vel

They faced each other and touched lips, solemnly: it was their first kiss.

Mahmood threw his arms around her. 61 6&6dm no
611 try. Hemayed knows 1811 t
Amal 6s party, in its death throes, was spil

when they got back. Fortunately, the drunks were too preoccupied to notice

t wo Grade Fives slipping through the open
said Mahmood, proudly protective. He delivered her to her room, with one

more tender kiss, and strode on into the main building: he could notsneak out

of a servantsdé exit, not now. He felt 1ike

sweeping wooden stairway to the reception hall, through a litter of bottles,
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glasses, poppers, spilled liquor, discarded wraps, a single high-heeled golden

slipper: but he was strung tight ,Ai stunned |
Bodies, human and licensed robotics from Adult Happiness, were

sprawled about, some of them disguised by fancy-dress masks. A little striped

cat was dragging off a piece of soft cheese, with staggering steps, from the

rifled buffet. As Mahmood appeared it gave up the effort, and began being

heartily si cplboxcap. ®neafthe bots &ay spreadeagled, tinsel

skirts rucked around her waist, on a sofa facing the main entrance. Between

her legs a cadet struggled, slim muscular buttocks heaving, to reach his

climax. The bot caught Madtenand pubadingery e, ruef

to her lips. The cadet was Caspian Konoe.

Mahmood walked on by, but he must have let out some kind of sound.

He heard a groan. Staggering noises pursue:
isMahmood, i sndt 1 t?06 Pr isuppodof Deaonriergen | unged
desk and swayed there, clutching his breec

t0funx? You here?b9

6l came to see Bibi.d

6 Oh She here? Oh, please . f0. Pl ease

6Tel | her what?d groevlefd mahmooidne 3 t @ s

6You don® unerstandéd. Youdowé& got to uner

Mahmood boiled with rage. Konoeds featu
the nightoés fun, but he could still gli mps:

the aristocrat. The World State had laws against cosmetic and longevity work
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on unborn children, which the rich routine
to Seniority would be a total formality. He would be beautiful and useless
when Mahmood was dead of old age. Not that Mahmood care d. Not that he
wanted anything to do with sexbots, either
possess came pounding into his head, with all the meagre joys he had just
surrendered, and somehow his anger was turned against Bibi, which shamed
him and made him even more furious ii
0Youodr edo udgdrstand. Which of them is it you love so much?

Il s it Nightingale, or the bot?50

Please &6 gasped the prince, shocked sober.

00f course | wonot tell her. o

Outside the lodge gateshere al i sed hedd | eft his skis
wi ndow. He coul dndt stand to go back and a:
march to the MacBride dacha, driven by the

must not offend his hosts.
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Vi

Pepper Lily stood in line, a step behind her husband, waiting to be introduced
to the Speci al Envoy of the Standing
Progress was slow; she had plenty of time to observe her hostessNot at her
best thought Pepper, with satisfaction. The mighty lady Nef has reached the age
wher e a woekdariméss defeatser, no matter how exclusive her

treatments, or how carefully she updates her opinidhs.new, softer body shape

di dnot sui t the old warhorse, ei ther.

The dear old lady always smedlsthe steppes, however carefully she scents
her rooma

I f t he daiemma@gmtadled were raised to
take her arrogant ageing with her? Pepper, though a staunch Traditionalist,

was cynical about the legends of fantastic pre-Aleutian human achievements.

She knew for a fdeaecsti gtnhaate 66 ismmmprityalmeant t ha

untouchabl e, because she knew awf ul

But Nef as a sagging crone, for all eternity: it was a pleasing imagefi
Councillor Scolari, massive and shamelessly balding, bowed to the

Envoy: who bowed in return and graciously exchanged a few words. Old -

fashioned in his manners, he barely acknowledged the existence of the other

Commi

gl ory

mands concubi ne. I n consol sgteetalher Pepper 6s

particularly kindly, which was hard to bear. At least the General had the
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grace to look uncomfortable. But with Yu, that probably only meant his dress
shoes were pinching . . .
She abandoned Scolari as soon as possible, breathed deep of thaubtle-
yet-daring psychoactive mix in the air, and tried hard to enjoy herself. The
crowd, instantly replayed for its own entertainment on floating screens, was
splendid. The music (at Nef ds parties al wa
allowed) blended r ichly with the scented air. Antique mirrors, a renowned
feature of this Town House, gave back Pepp:
romantic depth and shimmer. The pepper -red gown, spangled with silver,
was a triumph. But Pepper was not untouchable, so she had to take care. The
freet hi nking poets, scientists, ashdwassts, who:
the hostess here, were dangerous now. Peop
in their civvies, must be avoided. She must chat with dull, unspeakable
government officials, while fear and heartache gnawed her breast.
No one to whom she could say, Lady Nef still smells of the stepfies
It should have been me, it should have been me . . . How cruel and
unjust lifeissPepper Lily didndt Hutsheibdievedini n i mmor t a
Seniority. There were no more than ten thousand Commoners who held that
rank in the whole of Eurasia, including Ching and Pepper Lily had been on her
way to joining them. General Yu, a Senior himself, would have divorced Nef,
taken Pepper as his concubine and raised her to be his Principal Wife: certain

to be awarded her husbandds | ongevity stat!
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settled, and shedd have been out of reach
still have happened N ef had not come to the cityii
By the Feather Fountain, an exquisite F]I
wi thout waterd® from the Great Drought er a,
squeezeball match on a floating screen @ simply to escape from the torture of
grovelling to bores. A crude grip settled on her hip, alcoholic breath at her
ear.
6See anything you fancy?59o
't was Ehsan Lukoil, one of her husband
always tried to avoid. She slipped away from the hand, adroitly: making it
secemre only moved so she could turn and smil
Heds a darling, i1isndt he? So full of | ife,
at all. What do you think of the | atest ne:
Ehsands crude ma = Peppes (Sheihatmdihing to feas u b |
from him, sexually!) She hated him because of something cold and superior
that watchedd from behind the eyes of the slack buffoon. It woke and stared at
her now. What had she saidPwas just a line, it was just the sot of question one
asks For a moment, horrified, she thought that something gossipworthy had
happened on Speranza, and she #@8idndt know,
616l discuss current affairs with your

rather discuss CaspianKonoeds gofigeous ar se

6 Mfiusband 6 she corrected him, still smilin
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She thought of Scolari as her husband: everybody did. When the

Principal Wife is an ageing invalid, and the Principal Concubine is a brilliant

and dazzIling womamcafoi afeoaidr $ uttiime @& Go not

O0Funx that, Pepper. Your gameds up. Han
you can. 0 Lukoil took hold of her behind a:
ONo arse i s as gorgeous as yours, sweethea

The red gown had a deep décolletage and a high waist, above draperies that
clung to her shapely legs, and to the round belly that was newly in fashion.
Shedd wo funxyouto alktre soaiety women (including Nef) who still
thought big skirts were the latest idea. No one else at the party wore anything
so extreme. The mirrors showed her a desperate woman, trying to use sex to
bludgeon her way into Baykonurds most excl
changed, the Young Emperor days were over, she looked fashionable like a
whore . . . It was such a | ie! Sucsponsmrhisi e! She
fianc®e in waiting, graciously O6standing i
How could people forget that?
There is no pain, for a queen of society, like social humiliation
compounded by emotional distress. Pepper Lily had not only lost her chance
of joining the elect, she had lost General Yu: whom she truly loved. General
Yu and his wily 6Simiand features, his abr
eagerness, so endearing. She had a violent ned to rush up to Lady Nef and

hiss in her face:zYo u 6 | | be s or r ButPeppériwas tonphds thany ou pay .
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that. She contained herself and became a huntress, choosing her prey with

caredin search of information, bedroom talk, the kind of whispertha t 6 s har d
to trace. Some source more pliable than Ehsan Lukoil, and for Pepper that left

a wide field. Maybe she was just a concubine, a crushed butterfly, and nobody

cared: but she knew how to make the great Lady Nef suffer.

They shared the same weaknessatfter all.
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VI

Bibi spent her morning online with a casework team, sorting out help for the
dependents of an illicit pig farmer & whose disgusting public health hazard of
an operation had been closed, and the villain sent to dreamland.
A lot of Social Practice work, she had discovered, came down to
handling the fallout after a police action: but everyone knew the score, so
relations between police, criminals and social workers were not unpleasant.
Crowded pens of pigs, r abnbeiattsd, fcoart st,h er atoswe
cityds more affl ue resteem wds onpostanedsand whose sel f
supplied organic brain tissue for the living -machine industry. Crackdowns

were merely meant to keep things within bounds.

In the afternoon she had to attend a wake at the Settlement House on her
patch. Ahalf-cast e known as O6Busterd® had coll apse:
partition where he was being entertained by an illegal human whore known
as OLooty Lood. The nuns at tOwhemhadett| ement
been f ond odtousehoae obtheic meetmgirboms for a send-off.
The guests were a sad collection, mostly halfcastes themselves, with
an admixture of the particular kind of whore who catered to that persecuted
community 6l i ke 6 L oBibtwalkedl abou§ trying to look dignified:

uneasy about her role, and wishing she knew exactly what her role was
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Somewhere close by, inside the Settlement House, children ran: pattering and
singing down a corridor.
The rich of the Enclosed Cities, rardy naturally fertile, required their
of fspring to be perfect. The rejects were
lower city: a cash crop, like those unfortunate pigs. Settlement nuns reclaimed
them, and gave them an education. This was illegal, sinceall the baby-farmers
were | icensed . . . But the Palaces didnodt
Whatever she thought she heard, she didnodt
The House stood on a slope of green rooftops earthed over forpotagers
an enclave of the Lower Levels perched among the towers. Through the
window bands, beyond rows of cabbage, she could admire a rare vista: a vast
cosmic basketweave of braided towers, spiral skyways, storied bridges.
Aleutan-d evel oped O6bambubd, Eur aad, shang@bke c hi ef bui
gold in the winter sunlight. Baykonur was a toy for an Emperor: an elegant,
intricate, inextricable mass of light and shade.
She thought of the little creatures <cre

wearing glimpses of the Al eutiands own f ac

Il n Verityds office, afterwards, she was st
shedd been involved in a murder inquiry. 06
examinerd6s report, oOoOBusterdé died from inte

hedd been boeadrent hurpge tdways bef ormé he died i
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Bi bi nodded. 0 H edadl, ety landan gemenrtieerapy ottthty

went wrong: gave him skin like treebark and impaired his sense of pain. But

he had no visible injuries, hietrogpe,bobably di
hedd just been filling up muidéerrhd bl ood i nsi d

6ltds not my job to specul at e, Bi bi. Yo
details? These arehalic ast es, and you are fluent in th

On Verityos d etieldl ®oond ef thaeventwas runeing.

Busterds shabby mourners milled about, avol
6l probably wouldndt have understood, o
Tongue is highly contextual. Even users wh
opposi t e i deas about whatds been said in a 0:¢

people were strangers to me. Emotions come over better than facts, unless
somebody collapses the wave and speaks aloud, and nobody was doing that.
Really devout half -castes hardly speakaloud at allii 6
060A refuge for endless ambiguity, trust
anything more on review? Any comments you
Bi bi shook her h ecastes camdbk lent, ia the Silent. Hal f
speech, if you see what | mean,better than most people. Nobody was being
very communicati ve: |l suppose they were sh
Verity gave Bibi one of the | evel | ooks
suspicious death may have suspicious connections. If youhadbeen ableto tell
me anything, I would have been obliged to |

6 O hAndiher authoritygenerally meant the secret police.
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0Yes, it seaswmses hardalp to something ag:
shrugged. O6But si ncnreg,y oouurc ainnvtoellvlie nmeen tn oetnhd s

Bibi nodded, straight -faced.

OHm. Are you abl ewyltiot trleea df assceicalettsi d: ano

00h no. Not at all . l't really doesndt w

It was the second month. Bibi and Mahmood were engaged. Their Families
had approved the match; their karyotypes had been declared compatible by a
Traditionalist matchmaker, and acceptable by the Reformer Health Board. She
|l eft the office feeling that shedd had a |
guidinghertothe correct answers. You dondt have 1
when your boss is quietly telling you to stay out of trouble . . .

Mahmood was waiting in the Palacesd RT
other through the crush, practically colliding with Superi ntendent Natouri,
the chief of Bibids section, as they embr a:
Bi bi, 6 r e ma alhkastdmiliNgaas s/hestepped onto a Horizontal

and sailed away. The lovers pushed into a crowded Ascent, laughing and

blushing.
Natour i knows your name! d said Mahmood.
6lt was probably you s/ he recognised. S
unl ess you have aSuperinteridengNatoufiis §till veearioggae s . 0
sidefastening gownthought Bibi, and wondered if this was important.
Francois hadndét interrogated her for a whi |
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Now all they had to do was get through
the pre-partnership course mandatory for Palace officers. A third of entrants
failed, terrifying thought: but ever y sign was hopeful. Natouri, with hir well -
known negative views on permanent partners, and either/or sexuality, had
seen them hugging in public: and had almost smiled!
They met Honesty at Gagarin. Caspian and Nightingale, it transpired,
had arrived early at the rendezvous and were ensconced in one of the most
fashionable coffee shops in this very upmarket part of town. Honesty was
despatched to fetch them. The SP Officers would be stung for a punishing
cover charge if they crossed the threshold: Honesty wassafe, as her Grade
Seven credit |ine didndt even register at .
060Thereds a simple solution,d Mahmood r e
the eye of the O6bouncerdé6, a scul pted anci e
facepl ate. G6Weg satnadp Ilvedr rhy m pay for everyth
weal thy, wedre poor, he | ikes our company,
060That wondt do, Mahmood.dmichdbattn@vt mi nd f
can we befriendswhen i tds as i f heds paying us to c
O6Which i,s ,whiant 6fsachtappeni ng. o
6He really |l oves her. o
60As Honesty would say, |l &m sure youdre |
Mahmood had not told tales about the sexbot, though the rancour of
that encounter was still burning inside him somewhere. What good would it

do? If Nightingale so much as glanced at the society pages (where her
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existence was never once acknowledged), she must know Konoe had not
given up the vices of his caste. And after
have a prince in your debtfi
Gagarin Circleagtarnabotet hbtelbré &nded f o
was one of Baykonurds great set pieces. Pu
installations vied in the grandeur of their effects; the spectacular floating
globes of the gaming arenas rose above trees and lawns. Thé&tarry Arrow of
Police HQ presided over the hub. All vehicle traffic, except for VIP access,
was removed to arabesques of skyway that swept around the platter, light -
catching rings around a spinning planet. It was a place of State ceremony,
designed for mass events. In the winter dusk it felt vast, sad and eerily quiet.
O60What 6s taking her so |l ong?d muttered BI
6Sheds betrayed us, sheds eating cake. 0
A semi-AlLimo,gold-s ki nned with a 6chromed trim,
Government Hall underpass. Bibi notic ed at once that it was a Family car,
though it had no insignia.
00h, | ook. Nt6ds General Yu
6Thatds a sign of the times. Your Gener .
Suddenly a much more plebeian vehicle, a dark-coloured Cruiser,
lunged into view, bursting out of a narrow downchute to the left of the
underpass. It slalomed through the police barriers at speed and rammed itself

i nto the Limodés offside wing. There was a
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and flame. The semi-Al reared up, and fell on its side with a shrieking
groanii
The Cruiser disengaged, reversed and sped away.

Nightingale, Honesty and the prince had just emerged from the coffee

s h o whatwasthatit 76 demanded Konoe, as sirens

0Genermmdld Yui ed Bi bi

She ran and the others bllowed, infected by her urgency. When they
reached the scene, two blackvisored motorcycle cops from Government Hall
had taken charge. The General and the aidede-camp with him were
uninjured. They were watching their driver, who was testing the wreck of the
Li mobébs forward ganglion. One cop was
other intimidated a small crowd, drawn into being by the collision.

60f ficer! & Bibi el bowed her way t
give you a statement! Thatwasnotan acci dent! 0

OWi t ness eahdariumms, 6a ihnittoned t he cop,
finding her to be respectable. 06You
Of ficer?0 Sex w-eveklavresforcanmedt weretimettwe aréas
exempted, forhumani t ari an reasons, from the

Als. The robocops, notoriously, did not challenge the Intelligence barrier fi

c al

t he

scann

coul

Wo r |

d

beg

T

6Sabl e Brown Cruiser,® reported Nightin

number visible, it has to be injured and | think i t was masked. Oh, and | think

the driver was a half -castdi 0
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Gener al Yuds chauffeur got to his feet
Limo had to be put down. Front ganglion gone, extensive collateral damage,
I tds | i ke it had a massiofiestastsentiongnge. Ther e w,
from the instant crowd: ah, the noble vehicle, it died protecting its master fi

0Poor brute.d The Gener al ran a hand th
hair. 61 was fond of that car. See to it.od
Bibi. There was no reason why he should d it was a long time since the Virgin
ofthe Roo-fBeam. O6Now then, Officer, what do you

60A disposal facility is on its way, Gen:

General, sir. The young lady cadet here say$ 0

Allof wus,® broke in Honesty, who didndot v
coul dndot desert Nightingale and Bibi. 06We

60These young people are all willing to -

60And one md 0t melmheids Caspi an, not to be o
domestic.

60 Ah one of them is Caspian Konoe, Sir
relayed this information, bowed deeply. OE:

(@)}
<
o
c
o
o

me t oo mu ¥olr Rbyal Mighmess suffidient,i c e r .

thank you. 0

o
2
o
S
n
@
S

se,efd adaiYdu,Gaarddr essing himself to
sorry, Caspian, but | think I 6d know. The

the job, didnét know the city, |l ost his wa:
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found himself shooti ng o assassnatibnoatte@pt,gar i n. |
for heavendos sake. I f you think you saw an
confusing, this time of day. 6 He dusted of"
knackersoé6 cart, Officer, my own people wil/|
took him home. Whereds that fresh car?0
Another Limo arrived, from the Hal/l of
General and his ADC were driven away, the passers-by dispersed. The cop
Bibi had accosted took a statement, as his basic programming obliged him to
do: but it was obvious that he considered the incident closed.
They went flying, after that, at the micro -gravity arena, where
Nightingale had guest passes earned as tournament prizes. Honesty and
Ma h mood ésse nfswlrli um avatars di dmbldionget past t
Caspian and Bibi did better (Bibi had begi
course and was averagely competent). Nightingale was astonishing. The rest
of them retired to the spectatorsd | ounge,
By the time they emerged it was midnight, but they were fired with the
energy of the arenads adjuvant mi x. It was
took the RT out to the cabarets at the Old Airport. The dancing was fast and
furious, the crowd ebullient: but Bibi was preoccupied, and she (without
knowing it) was the one who held this disparate group together. Soon they

left the floor, ordered sausage with hot apple wine, and vodka chasers, and

found a good table under t @eatinyjguasdiarer mands p
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monstrously overwhelmed by the galaxies of Krainiy Ward, one of the few
traces left of what the original Baykonur had been.
When they were with Konoe they invariably found a good table. The
process was invisible: no fuss, no ceremony, it just happened.
0 At | ehaasvte wene adept, 06 began Caspian. 0]l
armies are called to battle in outer space, which Heaven forbidii 6
60What doyou think was going on?6 asked
Of course, she meant the accident. If anything remotely concerning
General Yu or Lady Nef came up, it was impossible to distract her fii
Honesty shrugged. 060One of the perks of
thatds al |l . I f youdre knocked down in the

to save you from embarrassment. 0

(@}

We tkoawdt was wiped. Wasthere an explosion? Or did |
i magine that?680
6lt could have been just the crash, d sali
something in the& Limods innards
60Theranwasgspl osion. d® Nightingale stared
footageonher eye socbés working record. ©6A small
Unl ess it misfired, maybe. You wereno6t cap
Mahmood used his eye socdé for work and
pay the tariff himself. &No, Illbehawads not

strangely. Why didnoét he kick up more of a
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Ni ghtingale grinned. O6Maybe heds kickin:
dignified | evel. He just didndt want to wa

O0He probably dedds sga@amiHoinregty chopped her
scooped mustard. o6That was his bookie, giv

Caspian Konoe frowned, and moved his chair backii

Bi bi 6s expression had become specul ati v
Could you use your skilstofind out what happened to my st

Ni ghtingale had been 06the Geniusd® when

Honesty was the Magnet, back in Juniper Sq
Savage. It should be on the public inciden
withhersocd. o6Vehicle collision, Gagarin and |
It must be down as a ci Vol recovery. No, i
6Told you,® smirked Honesty. OWi ped out
6Maybe you got the time wrong??®o
O0Wel Il , thatds tihoen toinmemyo fs otchbe acnodl liitsd s t
ti me now.d Nightingale blinked, returning °
cleaned out. |l &m not going to poke around
@Buty ou captured it all on youwms socd6. You

disguised 9 could you strip the mask out? Could you trace its licence? And
you said something about the driver, the driver was a half-casté ? &
Honesty rolled her eyes. O6Whatds the us:

i sndt eBiibdie-sdéckeErgcerds rated poorly as legal testimony: they
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could be faked, they could be contaminated by the brain, they were regularly
torn apart by defence or prosecutionfi
OWedre not in court,® Mahmood pointed ol
O0Let me see. & Nifimggérttps nmoged $wetly, sindegy the v e d
tabl etop. Her | ips parted in a dreamy | itt]|
well. The Cruiser wasmasked, but not deeply. | can recover the licence plate
and put it through the city for you . . . Oooh, now, thisis f unny ! &
O0What 6s funny?d demanded Honesty.
60The cab that viciously attacked Gener a
company thatds | isted as one of tilbe hol di n
Honesty choked, and had to be thumped between the shoulders.
Mahmood t ook a second or two to get the joke, and snorted in delighted
disbelief. Everyone knew about General Yu and the concubine. The whole
city, if not the whole World Stateae, had ca
and the General 6s d-astcattempts to wimhemback. her poor
Even Bibi grinned, although she hated scandalf

Konoe finished his chaser and stood up, a proprietorial hand on

Ni ghtingal eds shoul der. ©6Youdre getting chi
whirl, and leave Honestytokeept he yel |l owjackets out of tr«
sensible girl.d He signalled for the waite

Nightingale rose to her feet, smiling: Mahmood caught the briefest of

glances, just enough for the accepgesture to pass between them.
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Two beefy individuals, rather old for cadet uniform, left a nearby table
and foll owed the handsome coupl e. Ni ghti ng:
look back. The prince turned, before he vanished into the crowd, to give the
friends his odd, dejected smile.

Nobody spoke until the waiter had come and gone.

The only c¢cloud on the glory of Bibids f
certainty, that her beautiful, brilliant friend was doomed to cruel
unhappiness. A prince could bedapamnadl y i n |
t wo. Ni ghtingale had a different kind of h
the temporary marriage. Thatreally wouldb | i ght her career. 0

6He wonoét do it, 0 said Honesty. ONo f ea
should he? Heds g dverywideafdr ashoag astee want her.a n
What a hateful trap s he 0 sottehlack foreome ofiumt o, p ool
to be born |l ooking |ike a princess. 't onl"

Mahmood had never accepted a socd downl

before . He felt mysteriously shaken: it was a
somewhere he couldndét quite | ocate. He cl e
6 Konoe was right to take himself off. T

pages are no account, they clipus outand dumpus.But heds bound to h

police trace on hi m,damedd ¢ haa tfésr esiogmed rh i anfgt ee

Nightingale too, by now, poor ki d. Doyou w.
Potentially, theoretically, the least flick of an eyelash in the darkest

alleycoudbe recovered from the cityods surveil/l
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the vast majority ofdm&argsidents, Palateofficershabi t ant
household servants, or citizens of the Empire d could rely on being ignored.

They could say what they liked, where they liked; and they did. The girls

nodded eagerly, grabbed their second chasers and knocked them back.

What did he mean by smiling at us like that®ndered Bibi. As if he knows

somet hing we donot, as i f wedre children i
60 Wel | , tHe@hole ingdent, and the company search, and it looks
as if the driver wasa halfcast e. The Cruiser was masked,

O0Why ac ahsatlef? Thatfdds so random

6No it isndét, Bibi,®6 said Mahmood, gl ad
historical fact that the Aleutians have super-power s over biotech. Th
they conquered us, | mean, apart from us conquering ourselves by starting the
Gender Wars.Half-cast es can have strange abilities
adds up, but y ou 0 lalevefyiranirdy stable e the wodd. ki n g
You see, it would have been very hard for any normal driver to force that cab
to attack a semiA | . Il mean, i f HADOD wasndt an acciden

Bibi and Honesty knew nothing whatever about cars.

6Go on, 6 sai d cBeobadrenalh.eel i ng a pri

6Er . . . Thatds about all, really. d

Butbodald was thril |l i rapte,evithasamgthinglikk hal f
occult power s, using a masked vehAcle for

6l dondt believe itods ianyytdhisnagi dt oH odnoe swiy

her masterds own car ? Thhatts@ supriiddibcul ous. S|
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Mahmood had | ost interest in the famous
going with this? Are we taking it to the p
601 dm nf& ssauirce Bi bi
The young women looked at each other, frowning, and Mahmood
realised, with a twinge of envy, that for them this was personal. It was all
about honour: that absurd, Traditionalist obsession. Bibi and Honesty had to
protect the Familyds name, atgaomneshihegl d Gener .
were idiots, and yet he wished he felt so close to his Clan Superiorgi

0There might be something going on that

about, d muttered Honesty. 06Should we repor:
ONgdt, 6 sai d Bibi, sldwlwvedFimgat ewd sho
O0How?®
O6Well, coincidentally, my supervisor as

anything suspicious going on in the half -caste communityfii &

This was not precisely true, but near enough.

60Am | all owed to come nal osatshosPRPy®d i s
Honesty whispered audibly into Bibids e
Ref ormers, theyore all crazy, enemies of t

dressed down, we can blame him for everything i &

61 agree. I f we havebtogmioxd wiotvverl édwl i f
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Bibi returned to the Settlement House, to ask if she could be put in touch with

Looty Loo & or with his sponsor, a cab driver named Ageel. The nun who

received her, in the small office they call
warm wel come. The womands bare head was cr

nondescript: the only flourish a gold bar fastened to the breast, inscribed

Liberté, Egalité, Amite . . Bi bi remembered that this h
creed, and felt a little guil t y . But she wasndt going to ca
trouble i

6Youdre the Common Tongue expert, areno:

6Not really,d said Bibi, taken aback.

6l thought you were,® said the nun, dryl

Officer with experience inreadinghalf-cast es woul d attend Buste

and you turned up. Well, whatever you say:
theydre doing . . Looty and Aqeel ds regi
|l dondédt know what more | can do for you.d

60 You s e e rmeetihdm imfanmallyesomewhere neutral. This
i snd6t a police matter. l tds just that Loot:
6Buster was one of her regulars, they w:

much, people like Looty. Losing a friend hits hard, and pointless ha rassment

does not make the | oss easier to bear. o
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6l was brought wup i n a Great House, 0 Bi
foundling. As far as I 6m concerned, my pat:

Loo is family, as if we were in service together. | want to o ffer what help | can.

We have bereavement treatment, or maybe he:
0Youdre the one who wal ks ewvsedket where. A
gadget . |l snét that awkward, in your work?®o
0l dondot | i ke the idea, 0 ekxpt amaed Bi bi

The nun almostsmiled. The Sisters of the Human Renaissance liked
non-compliance, and independence of mind; especially in a young woman.

60Why dondét you try the Church of Self?
And |1 dve hear d t heatthe castdens dhithatweghb®urhfoad,e g u
Ageel could be among them . . . You might

6Thank you very much. 8

(@}

Just one more thing. Dondét call Looty

The raw freshness of the vegetable gardens reninded Bibi of Kirgiz and

tempted her to linger: but it wouldndt be
had been identified as an informer. Thanks fornothing s he t hought. It w
news that a whore who specialised in half-castes might be found working

around the Church of Self. . . Still, it was an idea. The Common Tongue expért

she would have to get rid of that reputation; she hoped she could trust Verity

Tan to help her. Who had ordered the SP to

to the wake? And why had t he nuns allowed their House (full of illicit
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children) to be used for a suspicious gathering in the first place? Were they
cooperating 0 like the SPd to protect themselves?
The nun had been on her guard, but the
head© aaisthe®fiice had been very clear: If you are as innocent as you
seem, child, then stay out of this. Run away, get @iwaghe had no idea what
was going on, but she knew she was brushing against the fringes of
something big and dangerous. All the more re ason to find out what was

behind that Limo incident.
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The Xidan Governmentodds Baykonur Residence
Arbat, metaphorically and physically far away from the majestic shopfront of
Gagarinda snub that was n 0 tadetsoffsashiomaffectechte | oc al s.
find Arbat receptions tedious, cheapskate affairs . . . They were having to
change their tune this time, however. The problems that made wealthy
stockbrokers irritable at breakfast were trickling down into real life. The
Gateway City urgently needed to win favours from Central Government:
which was exactly Nefds mission, when she .
with His Excellency. But Xue was an old friend, old sparring partner, so they
came to the point gradually.

He was waiting for her when she was shown to his rooms: still slim as
a blade, his hair still black, though sadly thinning, his lined, aquiline features
as vivid as they had ever been.

6You dondét change, Snow. d

The Envoy passed a rueful palm over his depleted cronon. & Nor do you,
Beauty, and | can say that without flattery i &

6My mirror candt. But thank you. o

The cast of their features betrayed a shared ancestry in the northeast of

Africa, though Xueds complexion was darker
belongedtothege ner ati on of the Departure, when t
the right to an extended | ifespan disdai ne:
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of them liked the backlash that they had lived to see: the fervid, furtive
pursuit of perfect babies, the cruel shedding of substandard offspring. But
thatds the price you pay for becoming a Se:
own drama, you live to see the effects of your treasured ideals on the next
generation, and the nextf
Xue kissed her hands and led her into the room; they settled on two
throne-like chairs that were more comfortable than they looked. The Arbat
Houserancold daselfd ef eat i ng austerity-geaneratedhe Upper
heat, but symbolically important. The Envoy wore a round silk cap and a
long, padded, crimson Chinese gown over his trousers, fastened with
frogging down the centre. Nef had dressed warmly, anticipating the chill: but
she hadndét anticipated the front fastening

to a standstill. Click follows clack as the gears engagéi

60Tel | me all about you,d he ordered, ex|
too, of course. 0

Nef folded her hands. 0 Wdildl . l dm worri e

O0Hed6l |l find himself . ®

(@)}
D
>
o
—
—
Q
(¢
>
—
o
—
—
D

Maybe, may b n skips a
has | eft Amal too much to his own devices.
are both settled,andt hat nei ther of them chose an amb
refreshingfi 6

~

6Not hi ng about Beauty herself . ®
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0l dm saving my conver s atandaellingflyair our soc|
the things that would cause an awkward silence. There are no hopes of
grandchildren, which | very much regret: but | accept my fate, and shall not
| eave the narrow path that the people trea
The collapse of (natural) human fertility would right itself, soon: all
scientific opinion was agreed on that. Soon, but not yet.
Xue was childless himself. He inclined

what about me ? 0

0Youdre a boring old skinflint.d

OExcell ent!d

O0No one woulad warlkway to get invited to

6Thatds the way | |like it.d

6But they find they | ove you anyway. Da.
plotting as we speak to draw you out, and

6Sounds expensive lLLers .Sdasl amiedofcdrmaeu i

61l dm afraid so. | hope she succeeds i n
the General, i1itds getting on my nerves. o

OWell, well .d The Envoydrgersisnnedk.e &Dhaae s? o

O0Except when she wears | ess. 0

One of the awkward silences descended. A Dutch clock, older than
First Contact, sang out from the mantel above a fine enamelled stove:Ting!
Ting! Ting! The Envoy pressed the ball of his right thumb to his lips, where

his smile had stalled in regret. He felt that this wo man, whom hedd known
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since the world was young, had been putting her affairs in order, auditing her

soul.
O0Areswephat you want this post for him?0
6l dm certain. My Oswi mmer o6 and | need a
OLest he sink beneath the waves?0
0 We editeegrow. | look forward to my old age, Snow. | fully intend to

end my days peacefully in the Great House,

want to spend the second half of my career
6Have you thoughtanalfchadapteinng? @Gean. 0
Nef | aughed. 06notlodking foria diplochatic domnaission

for my husband because | have no babies to

young people, many of whom are dear to me, and | have followed their

careers withgreatpl easur e. 8

60Ah, the past tense. 0 He sighed. O611tds

Nef had known this the moment she walked into the room.

6Thank you. ©
6You could | eave in about si x weeks. | s
01 vefysooni 6 sai d Nef, doubtfully.

Her ai sed his hands to f oifgsneedlsik her . 061
mont hs, a year, you can have it. Youdl !l wa
Francois, anyway. Oh, | assume Francoi s wi

6 Of course. 0
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Another silence. Xue Paoreached to the carved table that stood by his
chair, and ran a wooden wand around the rim of a small bronze bowl. A
singing tone welled up, a simple, complex lotos flower of sound fi
OWe shouldndot talk about it, but | beli:
Mot her Queen of the West . : . What did she
Lady Nef looked at the Tibetan bowl, admiring the deep lustre of its
i nner surface. ©6She said that anyone who d
and the promise is bettthatlholdanentpty tlee never ke
Snow, but it would be useful for mystifica
The doors of the room opened. A very pretty maid appeared, with a
tray of wine and cakes. She was a robot, wl
life, and another old friend. She set the tray down, and bowed i
OLetds have some wine, 0 exclaimed Xue.
refreshments those skinflints in Xidan al |l
can talk about old times. o
And try forget, he added, to himself, that | shall never see you again.
Lady Nef took her wine cup from Sea-Ro s e 6 s pperfec leahds,i n
and prepared to be good company for at least another hour or so: while deep
inside, the Nef of the awkward silences allowed herself a mental pose of
trembling, exhausted relief. So t h a,tslieshoughb. Meat 6 s sett !l ed.
Next, to tackle the new mess that had been uncovered, blessedly and
qguite fortuitously, by Pepper Lilyds idiot

Six weeks was not too soon. It was hardly soon enough.
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The Church of Selfwascd | ed a O6cl ubd® becausastes strictly
had no right of religious assembly. The Republic did not persecutehe living
fossils of an alien regi me, but it didnot
cube of rusty brown with vaulted extensions on each of the four faces, on one
of the most dismal squares in Bibids patch
around it; a Recovery conduit shuddered overhead 0 almost grazing the
dome, almost blocking the distant light from above. On the steps and
forecourt the lowest of human whores plied their trade. In the canteens round
about the cab drivers d some of them half-castes, most of them police
informers, pimps, receivers of stolen goods & closed shady deals.

The building had been destroyed several times, but there was
supposed to have been a 06Church of Selfd o
almost from the birth of this strange sect. Most of the half -castes in Baykonur
lived close by, many of them in great poverty dwhi ch di dndt prevent
6nor mal 0 eighboorafrom regarding them as sinister criminals, always
the first to be suspected in any kind of trouble.

Mahmood and Honesty surveyed the grimy monument uneasily.

(@)}

What ds our story again?6& wondered Mahmood

OWedre yell owjacketsanpatusevse kbokhnng o

(@)}

What could be more ordinary?d The nun had
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uniform at home, but that would have been a big mistake. In plain clothes,

even Bibi would have become a threatening stranger around here.

O0What aBRoéuHomesty had never been down
preferred not to know abmyoovetades | i ke
60Youdbre our chaperone, of course. Come
They moved around the square, politely accosting the illegal sex-
workers 0 presenting as women, but actually male: for some reason this was
the arrangement that half-castes preferred. Bibi and Honesty kept making the
O0hed mistake, they couldndt help it. Mahmo
admitted to knowing LootshatButhatmeamtogni si ng

nothing. It was still daylight up above: maybe it was too early. Bibi decided

they should check inside the Church itself.

you

speal

Honesty didndt | i ke the idea. O0Wonot

O60Not at all. | ve often been inside. d

6But whyhewoulrd she be in a church?®

OWell, itds where her customers are.

O0Eech. ©

Bi bi was stung by her friendsd react.
6l tds an interesting, historicathe pl ace.
same as out here, show the image, try o]
up, so we dondt | ook too intrusive. | f
can fetch me. Oh, but remember, dondt
first. o
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Therott i ng met al doors hadndt been opened
the latch on a postern of recovered plastic, which itself looked very old. In the
dark space they entered she covered her face, briefly. Mahmood and Honesty
copied the gesture. A sign appeared in the air, triggered by their arrival: big
silver Roman capitals admonishing SILENCE.
060Theydve never met our Francois,® mutt el
Bibi set her finger across her lips. Honesty rolled her eyes and grinned.
The body of the church, so cavelike it seemed excavated rather than
built, was divided by two rows of thick, rugged columns. Mahmood pointed
at the floor, mugging, Meet back herePhe young women nodded: Mahmood

took the left aisle, Honesty took the right.

Bibi walked into the dark, using th e brightness of her iface as a torch. There
were no windows. No provision for lighting, no light except the glimmer of
the screens. Every column was a shrine. Most were open, displaying place
holder footage from the lives of half -caste martyrs and heroes.Some were
occupied. Hunched bodies stirred as she approached: mutilated human faces
turned, blotted black in the centre. Saw the familiar yellowjacket and resumed
their worship, indifferent.
Bibi had once spent a terrifying half -hour trapped in an Aleutia n 6 s
character shrine. She hadndt known what it
been even more scared). She was better informed now. Aleutian children,

physically reincarnated, were set to study the records of their former lives,
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waiting for the moment of ecognitiond the reincarnation of mind, when they
awoke, remembered, became themselves again
helped people to make more records, every life, to add to the store. Character
study for Aleutians was as necessary as learning to walk; mystical if you
wanted it to be.

The Self is God.

But what did the half -castes believe? A hundred years after the aliens
had left, why did human beings still mutilate themselves, still choose to
become outcasts? Nobody outside the community really understood. They
had no realrecords of their own past lives, of course. They crouched,
indifferently, in front of newsreels, famous fiction, ancient CCTV archives
from before the Enclosuresd as if only the act of gazing mattered. As if any
face in the teeming human past might become a pathway to True Self. Bibi
thought of the flowery courtyards of the Great House, the forest of Kushan,
wild geese in a dawn sky. The fried grasshoppers she had never found, all the
fascinating and disturbing sights of the lower ci ty.

Loyalty, honour, obligation fi

Mahmood realised that someone was following him, and the hairs rose on the
back of his neck. A monster that had once been humanwas creeping up on

him in the dark. The shrines on either side were empty, screens buzzing grey,
maybe out of service. He stepped into one, and the light of his iface caught a

wriggle of movement. A string of tiny human limbs had been hung above the
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screen, a little leg kicking, a miniature hand fumbling the air. Broken toys,

nothing more: but wha t did it mean? He heard the beastlike footfalls, and

spun around to find it right behind him: peering, with altered eyes that

showed no whites at all, through a tangle of lank seaweed hair. It was

ridiculous to be afraid. Don dt be t hleeremémberdd. He pointedb e a k

at the doll s body parts, mugging puzzl eme
What does it mean?

OYou@rag tg 60 s east, intalvace &s #hin &ind rusty as if it

hadndt been used for centuries. 61l dm apart
all touching, all throughout space. |1 dm Top Layer
60Top Layerd wore ragged overalls the col

overabare,ropy-muscl ed chest about the same hue;

rys

had his nipples removed. His nasal wound, rough -edged and mucus-crusted,
made a skull of the ravaged face: the upper lip was crudely split, drawn back
from naked, yellowed baboon fangs. Half -castes rejected human gender. They
were neither male, female nor undecided, but this one felt masculine to the
Reformer. It, he, raised a crooked paw, palm outwards, in front of his face.
0Tal k to the hand. 0
Mahmood relaxed. Stupid indeed to be af
Who were you? Have you ever been anyone f al
He knew that in the old days they always usedtobeli eve t heydd been
famous in previous incarnations: Elvis, Mahatma Gandhi, Braemar Wilson.

Superman or Fiorinda, fact or fiction, the"
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Thehalf-caste chuckly®@Ando Whhoataraee e you doing
He, it, took a step backwards and immediately vanished. Instinctively
Mahmood gave chase. He hurried up and down, blundering into echoey,
interconnecting side chapels d getting thoroughly bewildered, while trying to
stay respectful in a place of worship. There was no sign of his quarry.
BibiandHonesty were waiting at the back of
spoke to me!d he hissedanshédad t oo | oud. O6Bu:
The silver letters sprang out again, indignant.
SILENCE!
Bibi took his arm, and pointed to the postern. Outside on the steps he
descri bed t he encouboyeurknow bobty Ldyo ddni &dtn dgte th atvoe, a
chance. But he followed me, spokdo me, inside the Church of Self, right after
wedd been asking for her out éiidbde. Thatds g:
O0Letds find afdantceadn dfrulvlersf, 6stsiuggest e

pause for thought. ©6And regroup. d

There were a couple of soup kitchen distributeursnearby, where the food and

drink were free, and unadulterated. But if
t he ci tyds coudedorheaaaglace ke The Aleutia, on the corner of

Church of Self Square, and get yourself poisoned instead. Nobody looked up

when the yellowjackets and their maid walked into the canteen. Maybe the

stark white lighting (sure sign of arecentbrush wi t h t he pol i ce) hurt

eyes. The investigators chose food from the moving band, paid in cashand
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took their pasteboard trays to a niche between roof supports; where they

could watch both doorways. Honesty wrinkled her nose at a caterpillar roll,

grey fl ecked with an ooiztyhiox,hrdedwaed |Itolw.n kbWh

0 About seven-guerl idegnti nseaocrt protein, d Ma

prompt | y -two@eéd centevatey, air and sterilised human excrement.

Plus approved flavourings, vitamins and tra ce elements. Social Knowledge

did a survey.d He tucked in.
The Han girl pushed her plate away, and
at him, he hasa%wocif ®larWarHreidsr .ad
60Killed shit wondt hurt you,i@s | ong as
O0Lee tmell you what happened at the Sett|l
her bowl of green noodles and scummy broth. The smell was oddly authentic,
detergent and sour kashai | i ke Francoi so0s
60When you went back there?d
6No, the f i r s takindofmeurderinquirywdisguised as a
wake. The friends and contacts of the deceased had come along, maybe they
were scared to stay away, and Looty Loo was asking them if they knew
anything. But they wouldndt tal k. d
Mahmood uncapped his beer and peered down the neck of the bottle.
100% insect protein in there, in the shape of alongd e a d Codldyhey 6
speak? Arendt there some who I|iterally can
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0 Ther e us e-chstas wholhad thairadndgues cut out, or even
had their speech centres fried.But they must all be dead by now. No, | mean
they werenot talking at all. I realise now
600f course they were scared, 0 sai d Hone:
policei ©
Mahmood set doMabanmoment. |thought you téld

Verity Tan you couldndot wunderstand a word?:

6l did, 06 said Bibi. 6She as good as ord:
me shedd have had to pass on any informati
very glad I d8digot the message

6The Starry ArHowe#dt ywur m@oeld. &

Not all of Baykonunatiredbpkytoysce wer e good

6You have to | et me explain. I told Ver |

nothing much to add to the transcript. But when | went back, and the nun
said, OoOYoudre the Coommo nr eTaol nigsueed etxhpaetr tany o
the wake could have known of me as the SP
Common Tongued and that changes the contex:
spilling their guts, you only understand a Silent conversation afterwardswhen
you have contextii &
6Unl ess youdre a real Aleutian, & put in
o6Wel |l , yes, | suppose. So now | <can tel

fragments. There was something bigand a sick friendfar awayd that could have
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been Buster, being dead. And Looty Loo was into something frightening. |
suppose that could have meant trying to find out how his friend got killed f &
Honesty jumped in. OWhatos all this got

ONot hing.d Mahmood ate another mouthf ul

too bad. O61tds an e x ecuasset etso, haanndg aasrko ugnude shtail of
ONot hing, 6 agrebogeb@®i ®i , quickly. 0l
00h, if thereds troubl e, mmmasmin it,d g

getting into something rank as this shitroll i &
These are murkywaters t hought Mahmood. O6Look, & he
recap? Someone tried to run the General down, Pepper Lily seems implicated.
Or else Scolari himself. Everyone knows the wily old brute uses his trophy
mistress to ensnare fools like Yu, but maybethe madway sheds been beha
has got even him jealousi &
Bibi and Honesty recoiled, deeply affronted. Pepper Lily was a leader
of society. Concubine was a legal status, a respectable career, although not
one t heydd Mistressmeanhsoreething completely different. They
felt that both Pepper and their lady were insulted by this insensitive Reformer
languagen
6What d?lddm ssoaryr y, whatever it was. Look
the racing stables? Maybe the Church of Self idea is a false trail, the wrong
way foowmardi @ He st opped, his mouth dropping ope

60What 6s the matter ?86 asked Bibi. O06Are vy
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0Dbondt | ook now,d breathed Mahmood, el e
sneaked in by the side door, behind you tw
like a rendezvous.lthinki t s t he driover of the Cruiser.

0Youdre kidding!d yelped Honesty, and p

Mahmood pulled up the collision footage, aligned the best headshot,
on Nightingal eds capture of sdtheeocormandi dent ,
blinked agai n. 0 IDtiotnkioklinouna,:Honesty iguest i on.

61l dm not! ®

Bi bi 6s dark eyes were black with excite!

Has he seenyou? 6

6l dondt think so. Heds keepindehis heai
white |light. Oh . . . heds givemd the drive
6We should follow him,d hissed Honesty.
0Except hebds already spotted me, and wa

get another beer and tag the driver. We can follow him. Better than trying to

guestion him in here. o
6Sure you can do it without the client |
6Sure. o
Mahmood strolled to the counter and strolled back, making a slight

detour to pass the table where the half-caste cad driver sat huddled, in an

oversized greatcoat, staring into a beaker

this one. He looked like a tired little man whose creased, defeated face had
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been in a knife fight; or whodod been puni s|
shameful crime.
He sat down again, giving Bibi a wink. Honesty was scandalised and
| mpressed. Otagsar ¢ wod cwirtly you? What for ?06
0Youdd be surprised.® Bibi grinned. 0Ca:
people. Our clients need help, buttheydondt al wayis want it
60lt was a required course at coll ege: |
The tired little man with no nose kept them waiting for another five
minutes. At last he crumpled his beaker, stuffed it in the recovery slot and
shuffled out of The Aleutia. Mahmood and Bibi consulted the tracking
function on their ifaces
0Got him,d mur mured Mahmood.
OMe too. Give him another minute, and |
It was dusk by now up above, almost full dark in this shadowy realm.
Gl ims of 1 ight s howaraundtthe €EhunehhobSele fairive pi t c hes
couples drifted across the square, melted into the shrubbery, slipped out of
the Church or into it. The tired little man, however, had not lingered. He was
out of sight already. Bibi paused for thought. She and Mahmood ha d signed
themselves out for an afternoon of home study. No one would be looking for
them. No one would be looking for Honesty, either. But still fi
6You ought to go home, Honesty. d

AWVhy?0
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0Because webOre yell owjackets, ieqvisible
incredibly out of place. It was all right in daylight, but i &
OMy twunic has a grey Ilining. 106l turn
her tunic over her head, revealing a very pretty and low -cut chemise, and
neatly reversed it.
OWedd bettar Malhmoy,dd $diushing (she hadn
chance to |l ook away), ©o6or wedol |l | ose him. 0
There were no moving walkways, no escalators, no elevators in the
lower city. Maintenance had proved too difficult. The natives tended to view
transport mechanisms as handy weapons for murder or intimidation. A nest
of alleys, broken paving and mud: footpath -width, but clearly used by
determined vehicles. A small market of open booths, in pools of dim light,
selling live rats and rabbits, old clothes, toys, broken curios: all the random
oddments that only cashwould buy. In ways it was an ideal Baykonur they
traversed, a minimum -energy, closed-cycle city where everyone was out on
the street, keeping an eye on everyone else. But nobody challenged the Social
Care Officersanrd t heir maid (the reversed tunic di
much). Yellowjackets on some charitable errand were a familiar sight, the
only invaders from above who were accepted; even welcomefi
At last the trace came to a standstill. They peered round a corner. the
driver was standing at the entrance to a gated yard. A thundering high -speed
stream of lights passed overhead, shedding blackness in its waked and the

little man was gone. They approached the gate, cautiously.
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Honesty recoiled. snelB®dggh. Whatds that

The lower city had powerful, gamey and challenging perfumes. This
one surpassed the lot: silage and rotting flesh, with a soupgon of foul gas.

6l tds a breakerds yard,d said Mahmood,
the Palace Ward doOecitorwa®sn haisrlkypycBecent |
the kind of dump where they pretend to recycle, and really they patch up the
crashes with bits of animal tissue, put them back on the roadfi 6

O TiCmiiser 8 excl ai me dandBrunkzar..It was infured, they t
had to hide it somewhere! | bet heds come
candt question it! 1 bet thatds what o0Top

Semt-Al vehicles were expensive, few and strictly regulated, cradle to
cradle: the World State feared their emergent consciousness. The ubiquitous
Cruisers, Sedans, Coupes, Jazzes were, ironically, much more difficult to
render inert. The General s Limo had a CNS
keystroke, leaving nothing but inanimate carbon, ceramic and crystal. A cab
was grown from Aleutian cell culture. Its limited sentience, working memory,
might be recovered to some extent from a handful of bodywork.

The breakerods yard was contained i n an
membr ane, which didndt c onpossiblerortheméo st i nk b
get inside except through the gate: which was guarded by a stun-beam box
with a faded Danger of Deathvarning. Mahmood and Bibi considered their

options. They couldndét contemplate backing
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01l o6l l switch of fahmooaye caced,ud |yyai dlMca

record every |living minute.d
60Good idea. Can you get wus in? The air
60l 6ll see what | can do.d Mahmood wal ke

found a sweet-spot and used his iface to call the night desk at Social

Knowledge.
O0What 6s he doing?dd whispered Honesty.
60Getting an ovVver-baard. Ve kap ysuallyaothah e st un

without speci al authority, 1 f the security.

(@}

S o vy dwrglacize as well as tag people! | thinkl 6 | | change my
career plan. d
60Thereds not a | ot of money in social w
They passed safely through, into a fog of stench. Mahmood restored
the beam. Faint, raw methane flares lit a graveyard of dead and dying cars:
bodywork collapsed i nto bags of leathery skin, coloured hide defaulted to
grey; great patient, suffering, lidless eyes that watched them go by.
6Di sgusting,® muttered Mahmood. OFuse t
patch up the operating systems with blobs of brain from fera | cats, which will
wake up in agony and go mad when the idiot who bought the melange is
trapped inside il 6
6Comi ng t-looakishd n§col ari deal ership near

Honesty. O61tds horrible what happens in th
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Bibi shrugged. In the Great House, too, the grotesque, and even the
wicked side of life had not been stifled. Baykonur was just bigger. The Palace
officers took a grip on their stun batons. Honesty walked between them. They
spotted the little half -caste near the back: on his knees, halin and half-out of
a hulk that might once have been a Sable Brown Cruiser.
They crouched as near as they dared, between two elephantine
corpses. They could hear the little man talking to the dying cab, in a crooning
singsong:Hus h, hush, t hyoule duset, sagn bgbetterchowl a s s
6What if we play innocent?d hissed Mahm
what heds up to? I f the cards worth killin
We stop him from destroying the evidence. He runs for it, we report thi s place
to the police, they do the restii 6
6 Oh, hm, ndt?hde Bp dbdlii cfeel t t here was a break
communication. She and Honesty wanted to report to Lady Nef.
Honesty gr abbéakbBi bi s ar m. 0
They were no longer alone. Black shadows, moving fast, had appeared
from nowhere and were flowing through the yard: bodymasks, bent double,
noiseless, glimpsed as they crossed between rows. The haltaste looked over

his shoulder, jumped up and ran for the perimeter. A stab of white, a

penetrating acidsmell. The | i ttl e mands sil houette squee
hedd made, the shadows foll owed him and we.]
drama vani shed. Bi bi raced to the Cruiser.
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dashboard casing had started to liquefy, the killcard itse If a spreading stain,
Il nextricably mingled with the mé@chineds ti:
®amn!'Too | ate, itds gone. O

Forensics can pr obabltapd-rsutni Iclarprébove it

(@}

~

But we newlyheéoganowttacked. 0

(@}

O0Letds getheawagyy fsruggmested Honesty. o661 d
those, those black ninjas. | wonder who they werefi 6
They left the way they had come in. The RT way, far above, was quiet;
it was very dark. No sign of any ninjas, but as they crossed the alley, heading
back to the lighted streets, Bibi stumbled over a yielding obstacle.
It was the tired little cabbie. He lay with one arm across his face, in a
spreading, sticky puddle that gleamed black as she turned up her iface. She
squatted, coat tucked out of the way of the blood, and felt for a pulse.
61 think theiygdve killed him
The half-caste stirred and gripped her wrist.
Orellowjackets . . . Red?
6Yes. Who are you? Who were those maske:
arell him. Tell him | succeeded! Ah. Long live the Repuiblic!
The cabbie smiled, pride and life went out of his eyes, a shudder
passed over his mutilated face. 61 06ve stil!
voice breaking with bewil derment and shock
Then they saw, as if painted on the dark, a white face with a blot at the

centre, looking back at them from along the alley: an expression of

117



implacable, sly malevolence. A half-caste,anotherhalf-caste, holding a light
under his face, the cabbiedfs greatcoat
OAfter hMahhadd.cri ed
The face vanished. When they reached the spot they found an open
door, at the foot of a lightless, precipitous flight of steps. They pelted upwards
and along a level passage, in the greenish glow ofperpetual illumination the
cityds omhgdysten. Lohg-dgak indoor trees, espaliered along broken

mirrored walls, reflected their iface lights in white dashes as they ran.

bun

Wi thered tendrils reached from over head.

traverse one of the old secret ways to cross the ciy, from one great Town
House to another: used now only by the underworld. Another flight of steps,
plunging down, flung them out into a tiny brilliant square full of lights,
tables, white linen. The diners, well dressed in a certain style, were on their
feet, several with guns in their hands, blocking the pursuit i

6Let us padgidH, | et wus pass

O0Wedre not the police, wefdr@ the SP,

6He needs hel p! d

6 Oh, i t 6 s Bowlbdtqadof aAmah with & rgd face and a gold

t

chain flickedthe guns asi de. o6Let her go. Bi bi &8s

0 T h a n kthagkoay Nazratii 6
A squirm of ragged children, huddled together for the night. An open
footbridge crossing the smell of grass and water; by and gone. A roofless

hangar where a crowd of people danced in silence, each in a separate trance
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of music. They never lost the trace, it seemed theyc o u | laka if) lhut they

couldndt catich the fugitive
60Ddyou know where we are, Bibi ?0
Mahmoodds breath was close in the utter

0l 6ve a feeloinngnywp@ane hba®?dkdid dve | ost t
OMe too . . . |1 think we may actwually b
OLetds have some |ight. Candt do any ha
Breathless, they held up their ifaces and peered around, murmuring in

amazement at what they saw.
Ohatalotofbones Ar e they human bones?6®o
0Looks Ilike it, Honesty.d Bibi l|let her

black-eyed skulls, all lacking the lower jaw.

O60Hence t heddeMahmhenpoidomad spotted a pl aqu

Roman | edOssgaryiTihg@t 6 means a human boneyard. 0
6l n what | anguage?06 demanded Honesty. 06
6We might be under the Church of Self, [ 0

can think of where there are big structures under the original ground level.

And they u sed to preserve their dead, like, like dried meat. They thought it

was what Al eutians do. 8
6Eech. But how did we get in? And how al
There were tombs among the bones. Mouldering stone boxes, carved

and lettered, stood around on the dank earth floor: one, two, five or six, more:

vanishing intothedark. That 8 s ,thaught Bibi. gdif-t ast es dondét do t
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. Puzzled, obscurely attracted she approached one and touched it. The stone
was not stone: it was a mask. Holding up her i in one hand, she ran the other
palm over the outline of a glassy-smooth, man-sized sarcophagus.
O0Mahmood? Come here. o
Mahmood made the same bewiarktlleser i ng di sc o
things? What are they doing here? Any i dea
The context t kkngdescénded dn Bibidike a falling
banner. She could not understand the hit-and-run, but she knew why the
nuns at the Settlement had been scared, why Buster had died, why the police
were on the alert, maybe why the half-castes had been complicifi
Her world fell apart.
She had no future.
The ossuary was suddenly flooded with ||
looked like black paper cut-outs against the yellowed bones and clay-
coloured earth walls. They stood aside, in two rows, like a troop of soldiers
making way for their officers. The men, if they were men, who came forward
were also in black, but wore vivid fancy -dress headmasks: a dragon, a
demon, a white tiger, a glaring eagle with
the others, but she was horrified to know she recognisedhe dragon, all gold
and crimson feelers 8 by the presence she had been trained to read, as a
student of the Silence. By the way he stood, by the set of his shouldersi
Thehalf-caste whodd | ed them intooud he trap

satisfied.
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60You wonod6t get anything out of this, d s.
dondt care about yousingypeaqplwdh.atelvey d e ejydsite
promisedfi 0

60You must die,d boomed the white tiger,
distortionon hisvoice. O6Your young bodies wild@ be fou
underclass discontent, how sad, how shocking, what a proof of our cause. But

you dondt have to suffer. o

6Surrender quietly,® warned the eagl e,
mangl ed. 0 Du p e me. Orfit wihbe slenwandluglyr fiedg i
0The tombs are Buonarotti expactnpes! d sho

someone! RUN for it, get out if you can. Long live the Republicfi ! &

She launched herself at the tiger, using her stun baton like a club: saw
Mahmood crash through the cordon of black masks, Honesty dropping and
rolling, then lost sight of both. She was grabbed, smacked around the head,
punched in the mouth, her arms dragged behind her back. She pulled up her
feet, kicking out high, and flung her weight back wards. Her assailant went
down. Bibi landed free but was immediately crushed, percussive toecap
blows raining on her ribs, her belly. She was dragged to her feet again, she
fought so that something cold slicing across her throat missed its target but
got her shoulder: and then something else an animal, a monster, came like a
whirlwind on clawed feet. It tore her away from the knife, threw her aside
and leapt back into the fray.

Fool! Get the hell out of here!
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Acoul dndt tell I f t huwel, omfdhe snarled, had spoke!

inhuman order was in her mind.
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Xl

There was an item of 3D mail waiting when Bibi finally got to her rooms. It
must have arrived after shedd gone out to
accept gesture with her left hand, and watched a small dark blue envelope
materialise. It was from Caspian Konoe. She picked it up, transferred it
awkwardly to her right hand, which was held against the opposite shoulder
by the sling the First Aid room had applied, and tipped the contents out ont o
her palm. No letter. Just a paper flower, acrid-scented, storm-cloud blue
striated with bruise -mar oon . : : So that was a warni ni
with scent or colour.

Maybe something horrible had happened to Nightingale.

Bi bi didnodtctliivkee npesdyicahhboashe di dndt even
adjuvants in a games arena. But she tossed the wafer into her mouth and went
through into the bedroom.

All in a blank daze.

Someone was speaking to her, in a low, rapid voice . . .Throughout all
history, Chirg, like Japan, has striven to keep the military away from power. Even the
First Emperor disarmed her Generals as soon as she had established hErhreagh. 6 s
whyour battles are fought with frail fIl esh,
the underclass numbers down!

Caspian was sitting beside her, in his scarlet and olive uniform:

intensely earnest, trying to get her to understand something.

123



General Yu is involved in something that has been discovered and is about to
explode, destroyingallwo t ouch i t. I know what | oyalty

him drag you down with him, stay out of thislease, Bibii

The room in her mind, ephemeral construct where the message could not be
intercepted, and outside of which the message did not exist, became her room
in the external world again. Caspian had gone. Her gashed shoulder was
hurting, her ribs ached, her bruised face felt twice its size. She wondered if
Nightingale had helped him with the encryption.

Too late. Old news. And what now?

In another part of the house, in a drawing room clad in the grand, austere
style of the First Empire d modestly refurbished for house arrest d her fate
was being decided: among other topics of discussion. General Yu, a little out
of pl ace i n hilitledishevelle,dis unoum tunie gpenaver a
white shirt that wasnot fresh, restlessly .
the boot propped on his right knee by the ankle, and rocked to and fro.

6l | ooked up and Unbelevaeldaydo ulrucgki r.lI .was.Pep
smart idea, you see, was that the Limo would be impounded for CNS
di sposal, theydd find the contraband and I
the stupidestlittle tart alive i &

6Pl ease dondét insult her sdmeaidd Lady Ne:
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The General | ooked at his wife: and gri
sorry, point taken, |l wondt mention her na
When she had realised, a year or two into their marriage, that Yu
would always be unfaithful, Nef had chosen concubines for him: as was her
right, in the archaic, resurrected terms o
finding other women, whose principal attraction was that Nef had not chosen
them, shedd withdrawn fr 8andadldwedihimtosexual r e
discover, over time, without a murmur of confrontation, that the breach was
permanent. And Yu had accepted her decision, without a murmur.
Every young Traditionali st woman who mal
have the man to herself, and every one of them is disappointed. But time
forges stronger bonds than jealousy, passion or affection, or even mutual
respect. Time and a common cause, and the habit of perils shared.
The contraband had been hidden in the head of the young man posing
as Gener al Yuds Adbiad bellevedthat tbeir ally veas ftee N
and clear of involvement in the doomed conspiracy. Of course, being Yu, he
had not warned them about this 06l ast favoul
hedd run iinto troubl e
dJnbelievabldo ad | uc k, 0de Generatagaine d t h
His wife and her secretary exchanged a wry glance. On the contrary,
P e p p e r-and-runhhadtbeen a piece of unbelievablegooduck. They had
gone to work immediately: repairing the damage in bold strokes, quietly

chasing loose ends. The limo had been disposed of, with impeccable
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certification. The cab driver recruited by Pepper had been traced, along with

his vehicle, and had turned out to be a loyal patriot of the Republic. (The fact

that this driver had worked for a company traceableto Scol ar i 0 s

hol di

seemed to have been pure coincidence. Or else proof that Pepper reallywas

the stupidest tart alive . . .) Francois had convinced the trusting soul that he,

Francois, was a Xiod6an Government
General Yu was a good guy. The injured cab must wiped with a killcard, in
case it held memories that might be useful to the forces of evil.

But General Yu had not mentioned Bibi.

Francois, ironically looking the neatest and most rested of the three,
rubbedaclawe d f i st against the rim of

led our young friends to the crypt? | believe it was our old friend Looty Loo,

agent .

ngs

Pe

hi s nasal

masked. He turns up too often, which strikes me as dangerous: what do you

know of hi m?0

(@}

(@}

without further casualties or rev

Only that aweu ksihloluddd thhe bastard. &

| di sagree. I felt more disposed to

br

el ati ons

6 Hirealname Wu wr it hed around to face the

knowaswellas| do, thatds a meaningl ess

S p e

guestion

Khan. Al right? Are you satisfied?®

60There i s a great d dankesBorfdnd&Genfhiser enc e

Khan |l f you could settle on one of

6 For Godos ywuahkame, FraNtoeRtdo s
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00h, I dm Top Layer. l &m an il lusion. d F|
wasndét used to running gait, all/l his muscl
60 Ah, what a coil . I f 1 had spoken to Bibi
me at once,obeyed me implicitly and never gone near that accursed place
again. Instead, wary of discovery, | cunningly accosted the Reformer boy,
made sure he was in the dark, and calmly proceeded to my rendezvous o
right over the young peawakthdlshadradsed s, ¢ omp!
the suspicions of a trio of detectives. And then I quit the scene. My Self, if |
had not become uneasy, and decided to retr.
He reached a hand to the General, palm
my amertumelamr esponsi bl e for the death of someo
never easy, though he died very well. | t &8s

The General grunted acknowledgement, and folded his arms across his

chest. 6The wvital thing i s tngthigheyod Amal . N
flirting with dangerous ideas, but one has
0 Amal wondt be touched,d said Nef. 06Tha
6HmMm. And Bibi, exactly what does she kn.

They turned to the screen in a First Empire frame on the wall, which
was atpresenta wi ndow i nto Bibidés pair. The gir/l
arm supported by a sling, her uniform coat over her shoulders, grey skirts
spread on the coverlet. The cut on her shoulder had been deep, but not

dangerous. The bruises on her face stood out panfully dark against her dazed
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pall or . ) . They felt no compunction at i |
They were her Gods, she knew they were always watching.
0Too much,d said Francois. 0Certainly e

O0What di do syhoeu ?sbay t

(@}

Very little, sheds a wise child. o

She wil!l have to come with us, o said L.

(@}

60What about the Reformer boy&ydd. wonder ed
Nef had never been convincedby Mahmood Al -Farzi as a suitor. He
was a decent, firly intelligent young man, the fact that he was infertile was
no obstacle, but she could not believe he was the one to conquer the fortress.
She coul dndt see him as an equal match for
had discounted these feelings, she &vays hated to let one of her protégées go:
it hadndt occurred to her to withhold her
engagement, at best.
6 Mahmood is safe. Hi s clan wil/ protect
There was a silence, not so much awkward as complicit. These rooms
did not have diplomatic immunity. Frankness was advisable, so that the
Town House record, should it be taken in evidence, would not seem
incomplete. But there were questions that must not be asked: or answered.
The General stood, cleared histhroda and tugged at his rumpl e

think 10611 |l eave you. I 61 | be in my study.
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Francois and Nef continued to gaze at Bibi d who had slipped down to kneel

on the floor, the beloved uniform coat still hudd led around her 9 as if she

were some soothing, anodyne form of entertainment. She tugged on an empty

sleeve, wiped tears from her cheeks with a yellow-piped cuff and laid her

head on her good arm, on the green bedspread.The Thoughts of Youtlsky and

sea,seemed to hold her rapt attentionii

6l knew she would adore that picture, o
Lady Nef watched him, watching the black -eyed girl; and smiled. She

was old enough to have learned how to love and bewisedi n Fr ancoi s6s ca

at least. And now, the flurry of that last -minute panic over, she realised how

profoundly glad she would be to leave Baykonur, this city of false glitter and

frantic hearts: with all its conspiracies, its vicious, petty plots, its scandals and

betrayals. Her life in Kirgiz had meant something to her, but never this place.

A new beginning is a blessed thing. She wondered what Yu would be doing

in his study. Staring into space? Destroying evidence? Planning further

idiocy? But she would not spy on him: she never opened that window. The

yellow -eyed tomcat had been straight with her, in his own way. The

conspiracy, well . . . The three of them had always been inveterate gamblers.

He had not understood the odds, this time: that was all.

6Shall we go onl m@di askedgFhascoabk, sof

6Yes. But | et him know wedre doing it. o
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Xl

Honesty scratched on the bathroom door, cr
the end of the bed. She was wearing a clean uniform, the only mark of their
adventure a glistening strip of fresh skin over a cut on one cheek; but she
looked utterly unlike herself: shrinking, timid, desolate -eyed.
60How did you know they were Buonarott:i |
Bibi got up from the floor and sat back against the bedhead, rubbing
the heel of herlefthandacr oss her brow. Shedd been gi ve
her head still throbbed. o6We did a course
of The Welfare of the Insane: because criminal insanity can be triggered by a

Buonarotti Transit. We got a tour of a virt ual Transit Lounge. You could lie

down in a couch. | veys plon@k y, buat .somet hitngvat
6Youdre amazing, what a memory. o
6l tds because | dondét stick gadgets beh]

partly it was putting things together. Remember | said, the Common Tongue
sometimes only comes clear afterwardsi ? 6
Dondt talk about Him, dondt even think
Mahmood and Honesty had found the tunne
unguarded, and escaped whil e Bidilaedthewas t aki
police, and i mmediately, scarily, theydd b
robots disguised in plainclothes: taken to the nearest station, and told that the

affair of the Church of Self was in police
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beenterrified for Bibi, unable to convince the bots that their friend was in

desperate danger; theydd had to submit to

~

candt talk to robocops, candt get past the

But then Bibi had been safeback at the Town House: getting debriefed by

Lady Nefds secretary.

O0How did you escape, Bi bi ? What happene

(@}

(@}

[ donot thi nk | should talk about

It. o

We were meddling wWHhedideve?vhednevhoul dndt .

thereds no way bapowerfd Mdgmedst y betglaen dlol cry.

dondt want to know anything youdre not sup

done something really terrible? W Il the F
60The Family wil/ be al/l right. Not hi ng
Because Lady Nef & immortal designateshe thought, her head aching

fit to burst with all the things she knew and guessed. And maybe because

Superintendent Natouri is still wearing a sidastening gowii
Honesty trembled and trembled. 6But, bu:
No, we wonot. I|Itdés taken care of. 0
6But we must be! And theydoll take our mi
Bibi looked up at The Thoughts of Youth 6 Fr ancoi s tol d me so

amal | owed to tell you. It &1l | be announced i

a Diplomatic Commissi on f or the General . From t he He

Honesty stared at her friend, her tears stopped, mouth open.

6Yes, 0 said Bibi. O0Yes. 0O
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XIll

Mahmood, Bibi and Honesty came to their Starry Arrow appointment in

dress uniform, with scraped clean, shining faces. The bruises were gone, but

Bi bi 6s arm was still strapped up. The Gene:
Sponsors (a Reformer term meaning approximately his parents) were also

present. The room was large and airy, with landscape screens instead of

windows; it could have been anywhere. They did not look at each other. They

knew that the small, grey-haired, withered being behind the big desk, cloaked

in the purple uniform of justice, was looking at them but they kept their eyes

| ow. They werenéal surehefeheHwasoul d be in

appearing here. He could be anywhere.

6Your behaviour has been exemplary, d sa
dry voice. O6You must not regard the conseq
the Republic in any way as punishment or censure: but evidence must be
taken. Social Knowledge Officer Grade Five Mahmood Al -Farzi MacBride will
bear witness, with Honesty and iABi bi 6s i nf o
Mahmood didnét move a muscle, but the b

His Birth Sponsors had known this was comi:
that Mahmood was being singled out, and they protested, with deference fi
6Soci al Practice Officer Grade Five Gwi |

Grade Seven Honesty are exempted, as theyare assigned to the staff of
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Gener al Yuds Diplomatic Mission, which wil|

A deposition interview, so close to the transit, would present a danger to their

ment al heal th.dd The grey man drusiBbed, pater
and Honesty, that you are willing to affir
60Yes, sir. o
6Yes, sir. o

Mahmood had been taken home from the Church of Self. He had obeyed the
police orders: say nothing to anyone. He had managed to behave normally, to
gethi msel f to bed; hedd even sl ept. Hedd wok
sweat, his heart pounding, fully realizing what had happened, and what lay
ahead. And here it was. He was going to be
them. On the morning of his deposition he woke strangely calm. He wore his
dress uniform again, he thought of Bibi. By that time rumours were beginning
to circulate: a shocking discovery, a terrorist network penetrating the highest
circles, arrests imminent. But nobody knew about Mahmood Al -Farzi, and
what he must do for friendship. For love.
6You have nothing to fear, if youdre in
evidence room, a robocop several powers above the bulky blackvisored dolls
on the street. Which was not reassuring, because who isthere who neverhad a
thought the Starry Arrow might find guilty? His bowels were water, he

prayed they woul dndét betray hi m; he prayed
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Al t hough he knew, hedd been told, that in -
letting go.
Hefetan i nti mate touch, the breath of a m
hedd accepted that dofiwnl oad from Nightingal
0See, 0 said the cop. ONothing to it. Yo

those young women. But | eave the police wo

Theoouri er known as 06Jingd had been a highly
El evator Base Station. Heo6d arrived in Bay|
head full of very sensitive, stolen, virtual materiel. He had escaped from the
secure accommodation where visiting Elevator staff were routinely confined,
assumed a well-prepared false identity and left the Hall of Government in
Gener al Yuds Limo (the bluff, unsuspecting
been targeted for this purpose by the conspirators). twas bel i eved that ¢
had died the same night: due to complications during the download process.
Clandestine couriering was a hazardous occupation.

The Republic had never been in serious danger. The plot had been
discovered at an early stage. Messages muggl ed t o O6Prisoner Hak
intercepted, and events had been allowed to take their course, in the hope of
rounding up the whole cabal. The virtual materiel had been missing vital
components, and the couches hidden in the crypt of the Church of Self had
been useless shells. But who were the ringleaders of this appalling conspiracy

to bring Buonarotti Transit Devices to Earth i ? The police reported only a
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successful intervention, and the death of

the Church of Self or elsewhere, no information on that topic was released.
Accusations proliferated, questions wer

news pages, and in the Diaspora parliament. Why were supporters of the so-

call ed 6Young Emperor & s taykodur?wkydhadpyi ng hi g

Councillors and financiers d known sympathisers with the lost cause, who

|l i ked to dress up, meet in noisome cellars

0 not been under surveillance? Big names were named, and tossed into the

rumour mill . Councillor Javed Scolari made dignified statements. Ehsan

Lukoil, the financier, directed an orchest

of the Xidan government. The Starry Arrow

oOwei gh bl ame agai nspublibthahfonbed arrestssarslur i ng t he

interrogations were imminent. Some thought the scandal would grow until it

engul fed Baykonur 6is whol e upper caste

For Mahmood time passed in a daze, until there was a note on his desk asking

him to meet Bibi, usual time, us u a | pl ace. He decided that h

then realised that he must He must behave normally. He waited for her and

she came towards him, with a radiant, tender smile, on the terrace where the

dragons | eapt from the chasm. 6Come with m
They walked hand in hand, in silence. It was one of those days when

winter suddenly, deceptively, gives way to spring. She had a keycard for the

Pal aces Wardds most charming Love Hotel, S

135



left their shoes in the narrow hall, Bib i chose an option and they stepped into

a tiled courtyard where a willow tree with catkins grew in a pot. Above them

floated a convincing blue sky, white clouds. The tiny private room was

furnished 6Japanese styled, whilgh in Bayko:

erotic. Bibi took off her coat and cap.
6l want to give you my body. |l owe you
She removed her grey tunic, took off her trousers, her socks, and set

them neatly aside: unpinned her long black braid, took off her chemise and

pants and lay down flat. She was like a snowfield with two rosy peaks, a

dimple of a dewy pool at her navel; and one black, rich hollow. Her eyes

stared up at him, wells of despair, eyes of a suicide.
0Pl ease, Mahmood. o
6l cand6t. Wedre not married. It would r
There was a burning, pulsating sensation in his chest, his head was

swimming. O6Auuhau, d he howl ed, l i ke a baby

cl ot hes, beating them and rolling around.
Mahmood stopped howling when his throat w as sore. She sat up, and

groped for his hand. ©6ltds a great honour,

Speranzg.r olu@mopg you.d

61 O6-prougof you You gave evidence for wus. 0

6Not hing to it. It was my stupid fault,
half-caste. 6 I f | hadm®t said, O0OAfter him!é

6lt was not your fault,d said Bibi. And
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XV

In the Great Concourse that Bibi had invaded, fearless and bewildered, on her
first night in Baykonur, the Diplomatic Mission Lists had been posted. The
hubbub around the Boards was tremendous: wild excitement, a great relief

that could never be spoken of, an outburst of Family pride. A Mission to

Speranza, and beyond! Didndét we say so? Di
happen? Ogul Mer d ov amoagdhe dbmestcswith 6 s n a me
i ndi fference, but with foreboding. She | oo
bile rose burning in her throat.
Mahmood had come to see Bibi. Hedd anno
concierge and been permitted to enter. He found her standing on the edge of
the crowd, with Honesty. Honesty, who had not seen him since that terrifying
interview, grabbed his hand, pumped it without a word: and slipped off.
61 dm sorry,d he said 61l 6m sorry for ho
onthewayl di d, the other day. 0
61l dm sorry for what | did,d said Bibi
61l dm going away, too. My fol ks are send
Until itds all over, wuntil the arrests hav
leave of absence.S¢ t hi nk this is goodbye, Bi bi Un
She nodded. Five years. It would be five years, not for ever.
610l I be here.d Mahmood attempted to be
Youdll send a note to my desk. Wedl |l me et
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O0Yesagiod Bi bi Yesb er vently. 0
She turned and left him. As he headed for the street doors another
young woman came up, boldly. She was rounded and neat, with sleek hair

and very pretty make -up: she had reddened the cleft above her upper lip,

O0Al eutiean®@Odtfylshe goes to glory,d she said

high-born girl . Leaving us all behind. d
6Do | know you??d
6No, but I know you! Youdre Mahmood.
friends. | ve known her since she was a

As Bibi hung up her dress uniform for the last time, it turned, in her hands,
into the bloodstained rags that had been taken from her in Cymru, when she
was a child. The illusion was gone in a moment, but it woke memories. The
bare crags, the swifts, on crescat wings . . . She shut the closet, sealed it,
made the recycle gesture and sat on the floor, her arms around her knees.

Cariwch medd Dafydd fy nhelyn i mi
Ceisiaf cyn marw roi ton arni fi

Now | am goingawayagain s he t hought, whwaordssheod
she could remember. Far, far awayHer cabin-bag was packed. It nudged
against her, its hide shivering; picking up on her mood. It was an alien thing,
grown from Aleutian cells, and now she was going there, where the aliens
came from. Elation suddenly filled herheart. | d m young. I 611 see
then he will be waiting for me, on the Dragon Terface

Catch the knife by the blade, with joy.
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INTERMISSION

GLIMPSES OF A TRANSIT
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Bibi sat in the neuro-suite at Small Torus Station, wearing nothing but a paper
exam gown, vulnerable and docile in her na
anything tropical at the Elevator Base, not a glimpse of a mangrove swamp or
a palm tree: now there was nothing to tell her that she was already in outer
space. Shekneew s he weighed maybe half what shedd
(gravity was expensive), but she couldndot -
at Gagarin Circle had been more convincing.
Honesty had elected to make the transit to Speranza in dreamtime. Bibi
wanted to be awake. That was why she was here, having passed the physical
that everyone had to take. She was terrified of the Buonarotti process, but the
idea that she would be having a fake experience, which was like being in
prison, while her real mind and body were taken apart, scared her even more.

6ltds a case of whether or not you want

firing squad, &8 Honesty had said, grimly. 6
6Does everyone have to do this, every t|
The doctor was a dark-skinned womaninr eassuring | ab whit es

physical ? Yes, but we streamline it except

medi cal scan every transit: 1td6ll take sec:
6What about the brain scan for staying .
6 Same t hi ngmenlthihsa papsesness sonce, but youdl |
heal th check. The couches themselves are c:
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0Thank youf?ér, Doctor
60l have no name, | dm a bot. |1 0m a facet
Bi bi felt a shock.botAitwdsonltwhoresanul dndt be
robocops . . . She looked around wildly: when had she entered the virtual,
why didndét she remember?
The bot | aughed. O6No, Bibi, this is the
Torus Station is 4-Spaced, therefore | can be visible toyou. Speranza is the
same. 0 She passed her hand through a piece
| egal . See, 1 d8m not an embodied!
ONow | feel |l i ke a country bumpkin. d
60That 0s because you are one. 0 The facet
cool, amused kindness that belonged to her kind: as Bibi would come to
know. ©6Dondt worry, itoll pass. Youdre goi

They went through a bland questionnaire, patently designed to calm

the victim, then she | ay down waoht hedos@tann:

(@]

you? sai d the doecyteodd .i mBipbainifcr.ozoéeAb obuutg t he

process, child. Thatds why you want to mak:

(@)}
X
D
(72)
o

(@)}
=
(¢

|l etds talk through it. What do vy

(@)}

The couch wil/l us e thehveid td boeakodowhd en power
my body, and, and my mind, into information space code, the Os and 1s that
are the building bl ocks oftornbnedwomagdtheThe code

two halves will be thrown into a collider, a kind of particle accelerator calle d
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the Torus. When they collide | cease to exist. All that I am will be written into

the code of a different place. Another couch will make a body for me there,

out of the ambient chemistry of the univer:
0That 0s nice and cl e diveyéarsold |sde.Yome bot .

have a retentive memory, Bi bi. One correct

facet of your informational self is generated. There could be any number of

them, without diminution of the source; bu

think about that. When the facet collides with the original d a manner of

speaking, as both are original, of coursed at very high energies, you achieve

fusion, and make the crossing. In the old days you had to know the 4-Space

coordinates of your destinatio n, and became embodied there by an act of will:

which gave the traveller a very shaky, demanding psychological platform.

Nowadays everything is programmed, and the

do all the work. One more comstéctatomnNnyY@uwi

You exist, throughout, as much as you ever

(@}

How do people have onightmareso, i f th
0Ti me is not what the embodied think it

the simultaneity, although at several removes in the Buonarotti process, is an

intense experience. Your consciousness may process the intensity as duration,

just as brain activity in certain kinds of sleep is perceived as dream, with false

duration. But context is everything. Crossing to Speranzayouprobabl y wondt

feel a thing, as there i s now a consensus
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Kui per Belt. Some people, for reason

after tr ans ineveréexpewende dubatioain @l

Bibi had been waiting for the cognit i ve scan to begin,

|l ull ed by the botds calm voice. She
formed, a half-dome over her head and body, like the reader for a virtual

avatar, in the moment that it dissolved. The bot stood by the couch, looking

up and sideways: smiling, warmth in her eyes, as if listening to a voice she

| oved. Bi bi thought of Nightingal eds

O6Yes . ) .0 she sai dd. Her attenti

(@]}

had an eye soc6, thatods good.
61 dondtem.idk e

ONor do we. Wel | , Bi bi , you may |

whenever you transit, you shouldf oi n t he Active Compl ement .

6Thank you. ©
She didnot |l i ke the 6shoul do, but

6Youdd be a wetloc oamey acdrdeiw.ido n

The Transit Lounge was a leveller: it did not separate grades and ranks. Bibi
walked into it blind to her surroundings, blind to the knowledge that Lady

Nef and the General, Honesty and Francois, everyone else on the Mission List,
plus the soldiers who would act as their Household Guard, were all with her,
lying down with her, on this departure. She was telling herself (a simple trick

that had been recommended to first-timers) that this was a simulation, a
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practice run, no need to be anxious. She was thinking, another time when
peopl eds br ai n-duragon dreamlikehegperierices lis sitehe point
of death. She was wishing she did not know that . . . and was not aware of
having shut her eyes when the lid of the couch was opened. A young man
with vertical pupils to his golden eyes, and sleek -furred ears that stood up
| i ke a cat ds, sltooookdi ntgh eurnei,f oirnm aoff ianepatt er n
seen before.
O0Wel come to Speranza,® he said.
Bibi covered herself with confusion by trying to put her hand through
his arm. He was not a bot; he was a sentient biped from the Blue Planet who
happened to have some cosmetic bodymods. He was just like Bibi, a member
of the community of numinally intelligent species, five of them so far, who
were able to use instantaneous transit: who had the freedom of the stars.
This was their capital city, their native home.
Shedd had no dreams but she felt, as if

everything behind her had just vanished. She was in the real world now.
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At induction they were given something cal

proof of identity, and denoted their status in the Speranza System. They

coul dndot see anything in a mirror, but the

clearance it looked like rays of coloured light. The colours were code for

Gener al Yu and Lady Nefds Commi ssion, the |
Their berths were two very small rooms, furnished in pared -down

luxury, lined with yielding grey -green ceramic fibre, in one of the newer

Standard Accommodation sectors. It was night, on Left Speranza. They were

told to rest, and let the adjuvants in the air adjust their body clocks.

The air on Speranza smelled of nothing.

There was no connecting door. In fact the rooms were not adjacent, but Bibi

kept thinking there wasa door, becoming so convinced that she had to get up

and search for it, in a designer-bathroom smaller than a shower stall. The

confusion was a O6shaky psychol ogi cal pl atf
this was not a solved problem. People got used to it, blanked it out; or gave

up making transits.

She could not sl eep, so she read the brief]

before the Aleutians arrived on Earth, there had been plans for a city in space,
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out here. The core habitat had served the asteroid miners of the Conventional
Space Age, during Aleutian Colonial times, and had become the jumping -off
point for exploration in the perilous early stages of Buonarotti Transit
Development. At one time it had brie fly become a transit camp for
condemned criminals 86 Pr ospectorsd without any choi ce
three more inhabited planets had been discovered, the Hegemony, the Group
of Five, had been founded, with the Diaspora Parliament as its executive. The
Kuiper Belt base had become its capital city. In less than sixty years (the Blue
Pl anetds year had been adopted as the Hege
minimal space habitat had expanded; had inflated, suddenly, like a new
universe, to become the Speranza dtoday.

The Large Torus, the Starship Crewdi

Long, technical entries that she skipped.

The design of the original construct had been retained, for heritage
reasons. Speranza was an asymmetric dumbbell, spinning in a void strewn
with spinningrocks,in t he out er most reaches of the Bl u
Speranza, the big end of the dumb-bell, was now a captured, hollowed
asteroid, |Iike the Al eut i-guartercBldetedicept gr avi ty
in non-standard sections. These were the facilities for detention, and refuges
for failed colonists and others (restricte:
access: it housed Speranzads +mllivasd-ary capal
Space mapped, and everybody was written into the code. Speranza System

knew where you were, who you were with, what you were saying and doing,
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at any moment: but there were privacy protocols so nobody else did, unless
they had clearance.

It was a turned -inside-out planet, with a protective shell of rock instead
of gases, sealessly woven with the virtual Al systems that supported it. A
material world where sentient software entities could walk and talk, and
human beings were made of code. It was a tiny room, hardly bigger than a

coffin, speeding through eternal night.
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Ont heir first Speranza 06day®o6, -aH dnree sntoyo nadr,r i v
almost bent double, her arms cradling an awful pregnant tumour under her
tunic. Shecrabwal ked i n, and emptied herself onto
glowing, vivid, gravid globules rolled and bounced i

®ranges!Ar e they real ?0

OReal as real, and piled up lying there
our lounge, which is in the Mission Suite, in Parliament Building. We can go

there any time we like. You can eat oranges, and honey, andbuffalo yoghurt,

and cakes,andbread until youdre sick, and no one m
6l wonodot test that, 0 said Bibi. 06Ils the
6Maybe. When | run out of things | | ove

enoughofdd Honesty dug h-galdballaspraysigtherwhote a f i r e
cabin with the zing éatnhdenstlidnlgl osft asrwte eotn cweti

Come and be greedy with me, mistress. Youneedto come and be greedy. If

you sit in here brooding, youol|l never get

60l dmt nauseous. You want to eat, I want

6Youdl I make yoursel f idohottrytbothidks i n t he |
about whatds happened to you, dondt brood,
you know, nobody knows wh @planetishExcel eut i ans
t he Al euti ans, Il mean. The place we call 0.
ones who deal with the rest of us use as a
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0Yes, I did know that. o
60l think 1 tds anti sociwelve,ofcaurse. Everyone
AndtheBal as/ Shet, and the Ki/An, and Sigurt 0:s
Oh, mistress, we have struck it lucky. This is the life. This is where we belong.
| keep thinking we did this Speranza is inour systemthe Buonarotti Transit
was invented by oneofusAnd my brain just soars. o
She tossed the peel in the recovery slot, reached for a paper plate from
Bi bi 6s di spenser, deftly split the orange |
delicacy with a beaming smil ealtieEnj oy, mi s
numinal biped species are supposed to have come from Earth? All descended
from the same hominid, that had a huge civilisation, millions of years ago? So
|l ong ago there isndt a single trace of it?
60l tds a theor yverTshieanesd.s Sitirfdnreg elniteor y s a
descended from an ancient Blue hominid spacefaring species that vanished

wi thout a trace, and | donot think it mak e

bi peds are ali ke due to cothatmakesalotbf evol ut i

sense either . : . We | earned about it at
60AI'l these things you knew, and you nev:
6You woul dndt have been interested, d sal

pause, sweet juice running down her chin.
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They had no duties, other than morning drill & which they performed

assiduously, because i f they didndt, theyd
gravity again. They were not required to attend the meetings, briefings,

receptions that occupied their superior s; and they had no companions of their

own age among the Missionds staff. They mi
been here shedd have been | ocked up in the
Household Guard. The only military allowed to roam loose on Sper anza were

the Diaspora Parliamentds own Green Belts.

The O6Hegemonyd was the official name for t|
planetary nations (Balas/Shet counted as one nation). It was all people talked
about on Earth. On Speranza it meant pretty much nothing. The Diaspora

Parliament was the thing.

Having been trained from birth to subsist mainly on low -grade protein, they

gorged on carbohydrates: made themselves ill, and recovered. They found the

parks, the orchards, the museums, the games arenas, the teatres, the concert

hall s, the fashionable concourses; the sho,
have was money). They discovered (Honesty discovered) that the aura tag

gave them free, first-class entry to an abundance of shows and games. The

bestshow, ironically, was transmitted live from Chicago, in North America.
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To the girlsdé astoni shment, it seemed ther.
forbidden powers of the void were in everyday use . . . [t was The Sleeping
Beauty The ballet was at the end of its run, so they had VIP direct-cortical
seats, which was |i ke nothing theyod ever
engulfed by the make-believe. They were great dancers, in the power and
sweat of their perfect bodies; their superb artistry. Thoroughly intoxicated,
grinning like maniacs, high as kites, they staggered around the concourse of
the fabulous Nebula Immersion Theatre for hours afterwards fi
Honesty kept grabbing onto Bibi and gasping, saucer-eyed . . .Oh,
Carabosse, Oh, that witckeglet wherk edernfcgaarce!

she great! | LOVE her!

Bi bi thought it was strange that the new, |
seem | i ke a stranger: then she realised th
still saying exactly what she thought, withunhesit at i ng candour . Sheadq

never had any reason to be buoyant before.

Transit had made her look differently at the bots, who were everywhere. Bibi
was like them now, part of a huge system, borrowing a local appearance from
the ambient code. Were bots les conscious, lesgeal because they di dni¢

material form, because they didndt have th
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It made her look differently at her own possessions too. Her cabin-bag, her

few non-uniform clothes, her iface. Little souvenirs of lasting meaning that

shedd carried with her since she first | ef"
Honesty had made for her, the New Year t he:
never used because she didndt sew. A tiny
Vlab 3D image of a sprig of pine, from Kushan resort. These homely things

had travelled to Speranza i dfdftheyweras par't

still real objects, it made you wonder wha:

The iface was useless, its software wrecked by the crossingShe could have
got a new card for it, but there was no point: it would only get wrecked again

on the voyage out.

Sigurtdéds World was getting a new Buonarott|
which was out of date. DP engineers would be building the Tor us and the

new station, out in space. General Yu, Lady Nef and their staff would be on

the ground 0 representing the Diaspora Parliament in the ancient capital of a

rich and fascinating culture. Bibi and Honesty could have found out more,

but t h e yother.iTherbr@eting docs, which came with the aura tag, had

to be accessed by talking to Speranza System in your head: it was too spooky.

6Ti me enough to find out about 0Sigurtds W
When you were on Speranza, you quickly grasped thatnot r ansi t ©6out war d¢

was guaranteed a safe | andfall. And it did:
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Bibi knew she had to put what had happened, what she knew and what she
guessed, out of her mind, for ever But without telling Honesty, she had a look
at the lists of names. (BibiwasdownasAssi st ant to Labigg Nef 0s S
promotion, but she wasnod6t proud of it: she
here). The Mission staff roster told her nothing. The Household Guard troops
were in the same file, and one of the private soldiers was aD. Doyle So then
she found Phuy, C. B. and R. Aswad, SgtThere was no mention of
dishonourable discharge, or dreamtime.
Orange Company. . . She thought of the ragged miscreants by that
drinking fountain, talking awful se dition, and chills went down her spine.
Lady Nef must have had to do some serious, seriousfixing! Her powers were

awesome indeed.
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At the single reception theydd attended, B

mistress treated like somebodpy the DP high-ups: like an important person

who belonged here. This had reassured them
really come into his own. He was nobodyds
adventurer, freshly returned from a | ong v

shed his cutaway coat, and those closegrained, pale pantaloons. He wore a
secondbs ki n pressure subsujtodoal bcaldieech dsqueeze
Al eutian overalls, casually as if hedd al w
with Blues (except maybe, in private, with La dy Nef).
But Left Speranza was a small worl d. On

been summoned to the Mission Suite and tol

6cleared for departured, they saw him havi
kiosk on the great concourseouts de t he Parl i ament Buil ding.
have dared to approach but he called them

liked Speranza.

(@)}

Very much, d said Honesty. OHow did al/l
6l have no idea. I saw no netoducd o bore
my friend, Goraksafi &
An Aleutian built like a bear, at least two metres tall, with a dusky
yellow complexion, gave the two human girls a shrug and a tucked -in chin,

the gesture for yes or hif
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Bibi knew that the Sanskrit name meant that this person had lived on

Earth during the Expedition, as the Aleutians had called their empire. Maybe

hedd even been with the party who made Fir:

much history, she bowed deeply.

0l . . . I &m honoured to meet you, er,
The yellow bear raised his capacious nasal, and gave his opinion in the

Common Tongue. honouregkict ldanedsomelgedf-r e spect . | d m

one of the pirates who raped and pillaged your planet. And | had a great

time, by the way. A very tasty world.>
Bibi recoiled; the bear was astonished. Francois laughed, and gently

punched Goraksads shoulder. ©6Careful, 0 he
Honesty covered the awkward moment by looking politely to the other

alien, raising her eyebrows. She loved being a Blue,and having the right to

patronise the | esser members of the Diaspo

bl anked out by a black stare that didnodét r
6That person doesndét have a name, not a

Francoisstoodup. O Names are for undignified touri:

Come with wus, Bibi, Honesty. |l want to sho
The Aleutians had a better class of clearance. In their company Bibi and

Honesty were allowed onto the Horizontal RT: which they rode a long way

out. When they disembarked they were in a different Speranza: a grey space,

a |l ow 6sky®d, de s uligtaaty-tplergnt shrubs. Offigtse o f | ow

distance, aimless figures were hanging around the plinth of an ugly corporate
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sculpture. Thislooks like the place where the clients lilieught Bibi, intrigued,
and wondered if she would find the old city around here: the shifty canteens,
the seedy markets, the fried grasshopper stalls.
OWedre taking you across thepedkimpbi |l ical ,
aloud this ti me.-up@rytoewthdr $ide.lYaukmow how toslas i t
that, | hope? You wonodé6t panic, in a hard v
They assured him that they would not.
Left Speranza was a great city, warm by day, cool by night; where it
just happened that you never caught a glimpse of the boundary, through the
appearance of mellow sunshine or soft dark. The Umbilical was a shocking
challenge to that illusion. Suddenly they were bouncing off the concertina
walls of an interminable, freezing -cold passageway, in nakedly artificial white
light; and perilously close to the void. There was a massive lock to pass
through at the other end, then a chamber where programmable suits were

tethered in rows, like rank on rank of drifting, swollen, faceless corps esi

060Are they in case we have to abandon sh
6Nah,d said the yell ow bear. ©6Theyodre f.
cannon gunners, fighter pilots, I f they ev

they come around the outside. In an emergency, civilians would leave by the
transit. Or more I|ikely not at all . &

O0We dondt need overcoats,d said Francoi
| ook, O6wedre not going outdoor s. But you s

never finesse you pastthe nannyrout i nes . 0
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Bibi had enough simulation experience to pretend she was confident.
She felt the embrace of the suit (strangely, unexpectedly), like a return to solid
existence, to the world the transit had taken away. Cold, blackness, vacuum,
danger of death. Ah, she thought, this is where they keep the old éity

She knew that Francois was smiling.

At first the suit store refused to open its onward lock, because the
Aleutians had merely picked up facemasks and airpacks. It read them a
terrifying list of Right S peranza Hazards for the Embodied. Radiation Peaks,
Space Debris Impacts, Hull Fractures, Pressure Loss, Unpredictable Torus
Effects and other no-exit situations. But they argued with it, and in the end it
let them pass. They were members of the elder raceafter all, and feared
permanent death no more than a bot did i

Goraksa in the lead, the person who had no name bringing up the rear,
they floated across a vast, girder-braced cavern, tethered together. It was very
dark, the sense of cold and void intense.The murmur of the Torus, which
haunted Left Speranza like a half-heard whisper, had become a subliminal
thunder that throbbed in their bones. Bibi and Honesty tumbled, grabbing at
anything solid with their gecko -palms and bootsoles. The Aleutians tugged
them like ballast towards a pattern of winking green and red lights d that
became, as they approached, the telltales on a row of ports, each about three
metres in diameter, on the complex inner face of this huge dome. Are they

taking us outside after all® ondered Bibi, wheeling over ominous sleek

shadows, ranked O6bel owhArewetgtingtodis2Zuddenl! y
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Goraksa entered code, manually. There was a short delay, then he led
them through onto a caged platform, with barely enough space for the five o f
them to set their boots, and sealed the lock behind them. Francois pulled off
his mask, and rapped on Bibids facepl at e.
600Open up, we have air and pressure. Wha:
Far O6bel owd the platform, a single sl ee!
in a mist of light. Bibi had lost perspective; it could have been big as a city
tower, small as a toy.
60l tds a beautiful ship. Is it alive?d
0 He 0 s TbeaSpitit ef &ightyNine. 6 Fr ancoi s sighed in pr

affection, not bothering to answer the absurd question. 6 Heds comi ng to

Sigurtdéds World with us. Heds transit capab!
6Safer that way, 06 remarked Goraksa, O0si
Honesty finally got her faceplate to op

yours, Francois? Youmws t be incredibly rich!2d

Every departure from Speranza was called a ship, and the ships had
names and crews, they had payload capacity that varied. It was a tradition of
the young history of &é6starflighto that hel
In reality only the Aleutians, with their information -cell technology, had
developed instantaneous transit ships They were top secret, inordinately
difficult to grow and unstable in performance (Bibi had seen this somewhere);
dangerous playthings except in the hands of skilled military pilots. Maybe it

was different if you were an Aleutian.
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The yell ow bear and the nameless one fo
deduction hilarious, and expressed this crudely (hampered by their suits) in
the Common Tongue.

0Servi creesd rtemdtehe mi ghty, 6 explained Fr s
Honesty, they are boors. o

There was a long silence. The Aleutians seemed prepared to gaze at the

shining pod until the ai Mhefaled Renaidgsancéd You s h.
remarked Goraksa atlast al o Ddrknesé@bawn Cal |l a spade a s|
He turned to the girls. O0Are you two | ooki
6l wish people wouldnot keep telling me
the, er, Sigurtians are,d saidi dlonedty, dal
6Ha ha ha.® The yell ow bear probably ha:
for a |ife or two, it was rusty. O6Youdre n:
notice how your dril |l i's mostly weapons tr .
6Weapons training i sFramed for the soul ,
@urei t 1 s . . . What ddédyou think of Nikty
Practically every O6aliend MKasdesty and B

from the Balas/Shet Green Belt officers on duty at the Mission Suite 6 had

turned out to be a Blue Planet biped, with body -mods. It was embarrassing.

Theydd had Bagkonuidhe great chiyagateway to the stars, was

such a dull, repressive dump . . . Theydd
their Mission once. Hedd | ooked just | ike -

slender, less than human height, wearing a metallic jumper with gleaming
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soft folds between arm and flank. A dark velvet on his head, running down

the back of his neck, prick ears . . . But
OWe werenot i mBtirbaoduocedkfduldai.d OWedre ver
O0We dve haanydridyutmeBl ues and bots.d It was
di sappointment. 0Ot her numigradges,strewse@r e are |
government, arenodot they? We see them passi
canbt go. Oh well, two new Al eutians today.

<Youdre welcome! > said the namel ess one
gesture.

60Ti meds up,d announced Francois. OLet u:

The pod hung in dar knesas i6ro nB ibRajatl tdedd rt ehaems .
imaginary vessel that was carrying them through the formless ocean of
information space. Something more fundamental than air and pressure had
failed, she was being torn apart, the void was in her. She woke, shaking, and
stumbl ed around trying to find the connecti ng
the Town House in Baykonur: until the sensible part of her brain got scared
that she would find it, and she returned to her bunk.
Not hing is real, ti metyisisthoGsandightat we t hi

years will separate me from my home, how can | bear that?

160



OO0

@i grodt
0Srgt . . No, |l candot. Why can you do it
ONami bi an ethnic origin,d said Tdzi, th

Bibi as they waited to be couched, all together, crew and Mission, the Active

Compl ement and the dr elaoneatse. ®But | candot
6Can they?5d
0Apparently so . . . Dondt you want to

6lt always travels with me, 0 rawr@di d Bi bi,
thecabinrbag 6 sbgru.l 161 tds alive, you know. I tod
The navigator knew wh®owagueloae | de ftrhieg letdes
locker at the foot of your couch, just like coming from Earth, you put it in
there, keep itin mind, itshoul d be with us when we arrive.
If you get your calculations righshe thought. She wanted to ask about
the Al eutian podship in the 6hol ddé. Woul dn:
him, even if he did have special, extra, virtual neuronal architecture fi

Wh atever that meant.

o Wi I | | see you on the voyage?5d

(@)}

People cross differently. You may be a
False duration is what happens at the point of death. If you die outside

time, she thought, you could go on dying for evier
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The lodge stood among fir trees, its outline blurred by a white smoke of

driven snow. It was as cold inside as outside, and everything was covered in

dust and grime. The stove was out. O0Thatods
Nef. She took an apron from a hook on the wall of roughly shaped,

overlapping planks: handed it to Bibi and took another for herself. They

wrapped themselves in their aprons, and immediately felt strong and

confident.
60This is our house, 0 said Bibi
0 Wenowhow to keep house,d said Nef. ©6You

They set to work, with Francois and the General: lighting the fire,
heating water, bringing in logs. The hunters came and went, stamping their
boots as they entered, bending their heads and shouldering the wind as they
|l eft. The | odge wawssjustaneloend with a sleegng m; h e
gallery up above. The elbowed timbers of the roof, which reached right down
to the floor, must have come from some mighty trees. Nef and Bibi cleaned
and scrubbed him, aided by their willing cohorts, and kept his every su rface
glowing. The four of them talked about all kinds of things, sharing the
housework, wrapped in their aprons, | ookin
after everyone. 06This is real i f e, Bi bi, o

6Baykonur was a bad dwientamme,rd adg rtedesd oWue,r
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The salthorn in its silver cradle stood beside the brass pepper mill,
with its pattern of acanthus | eaves, i n t h
where everyone came to eat and talk, safe from the storm outside.
O0Everyt hisnhgouilsd abse,iot sai d Nef . OEverythi
But Bibi kept the sprig of pine from Kushan safe in her pocket, so that

Mahmood would still be with her when she arrived.

The mess of theRajathwas clad in silvery -green, traditional starship décor:
with extru ded furniture of the same colour and material, in the old Left
Speranza style. The salthorn and the pepper mill were an incongruous touch
on the mess table, but the crew were pleased to have them there. The fragility
of every crossing made Buonarotti adepts as superstitious as old-time sailors
on the water-oceans of the Blue. Every lucky charm was welcome. In the hold,
6down bel owd, the engineers and their cour
staff lay in their couches: Honesty among them. The Aleutian schooner, The
Spirit of Eighty-Nine, was dreaming too, in its own compartment.
The crew came and went; they had their duties in other sections. The
Navigator was rarely seen. The wakeful passengers spent their time talking to
the off-duty officers; providi ng vital incident and novelty. Starship crews, the
wetware of the Buonarotti process, were a rare breed. Everyone knew
everyone else; it was hard to find a ship

the most intimate contact with at least one person who drove you crazy. But

163



they did not fight, because they had learned forbearance; and because they
knew there was hell to pay.

The Chief Engineer lost another game of gin rummy to Francois, who
showed his fangs in triumph, a gesture heo:
Earth . . . Navigator To6zi, Reformer by bi
validity of the undecided gender to Lady Nef & who had always thought there
must be a better term.

60You want to calll us a third sex, 06 said
itsays: fluctuation, drift, a mosaic sexual.|
of God: in time all Blues will pass beyond the either/or. A process which the
Fundamentalists of your party are trying to reverse by force ii &

His dark hands flashed, in emphatic gesture. His timbers bent to the
storm, elbows and knuckles standing out. Knots in timber are hard but weak,

they can be dislodged, leaving open woundsii

060The erosion of s e xeuidehtly chusédfoyepree nce was s

Aleutian and wartime pollution, 8 sai d Lady Nef. o661t was a p
through, a problem that can now be sol ved.

6l take that as a compli ment!! ltdéds good
thought, a nexus of devel opment. 0

General Yu got into an argument with the Payload Officer, about
Sr ong Diaspora Theory versus Weak Diaspor a

warned and warned that he mustnotdo He was charming, old 6S
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and Lil. Hellier, the honeypot (thereds al:
combat, but Strong Diasporaissomethh ng c¢cr ews wondoti have ques
ONot a single faddilised silicon chip
Bibi thought that Francois looked like a werewolf in a squeeze -suit. He
was giving her the shivers. And the Sigurtian in the hold, the matt -black
mask, the loose cut of that silvery jumper, were his eyes open in the dark? She

was frightened, but nobody else seemed to notice the rising tensions.

6The O0Shelter and Stormdé scenari o i s coOl
Of ficer, who wore the captainds armband on
| mpossi ble Heightso6é, and oBreaking into th
thisisagoodcr ossi ng. When we go into fugue, we
known flights where t haoaedladdesndt happen, a

There was a hairline crack in the willow -coloured wall. Frozen air squeezed
through, like puffs and rods of crispy white smoke. Bibi wantedtosay, Ther e 6 s
a chink in the wall, we need to go out and stuff the logs with rhosshe knew
that not even the hunters could go outside now. She laid her head on her
arms, and concentrated on matching the pattern, almost in a trance. A one for
a nought, a nought for a one, a one for a nought, a one for a nought. How
could simplicity be so complex? Interminable, and very tiring.
General Yu sat facing her,holding her hands. She never came back, he

said, without speaking. Sheds gone cold on
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over it. But she never came back. Oh, Bibi, it was the end of m& When he
saw that he had her attention he gave her hands a little shake.

6Youdbre a good girl , 6 he said. O0A very

The hunters came in, stamping snow from their boots. Lady Nef was blood to

her elbows. The Aleutian in running gait crouched beside her, a naked

baboon with agape likeashakk 6s. Theydd brought down t he
in mistake for a deer, they were skinning her and she was howling i

TheSpirit of Eighty-Nine screamed in his sleep.

60The closing phase is always hell , 38 said R
building a card hou se with the gin rummy cards. The pack belonged to
General Yu; it was very old. The face cards were characters Bibi had heard
about at her grandfatherds knee, but none
i magined. O6The Navigator ma kedsratanits!|l i p, and
seems like a knot in the wood of a table, a wounding remark, an awkward
confessi on, but when you come to the closi
error, andi itdés too | ate
6 We dkaawthis, you understand. Usually nobody lives to tell the
tale. There are no lifeboats on starships. We only know that ships are lost, and
that voyages are fraught with strange little dramas.

6This is actually a very calm crossing.
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Everyone watched the cards. An errant Jack fell towards the floor. The
Acti ve Complement watched it drift, frozen in horror. The Aleutian leaned
forward, very slowly, and took the slip of antique pasteboard from the air.
The back was all interlinked circles; he turned it so only he could see the face.

OWhose cardsi?® wh, spreamrdoiNef .
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| t was the Nav

OO0

il gator who opened Bibi 0s

the tumult of things, the rich, sweet adventure she was trying to remember.

Tozi 6s seamed
split into a g
6You were o

6Was | 2706 s a

f ace,

rin.

ur house, ® she

familiar

6Donot t

and )bel ove

I tds gon

id the Navigator, the gri

onavoid-sai |l ords supeemembeond

OWhere are

donot bot her t

0 go

pl anetfsd

0l

donot r

must say go

de

on board.

(@]

mu ¢ h, it

Then Bibi saw that she was surrounded by people climbing from their

tombs, people standing around dazed like the newly resurrected dead; and

Honesty was th

er e,

crying,

0Bi

bi! We ma

They hugged each other, frantically relieved, and when they broke out of the

hug, To6zi was

gone.

A party

of

Sigurtia

greet the Mission, looking like the induction simulation but prouder, full of

ceremony. General Yu glanced over his shoulder, across the drab Arrivals

Hall: spotted Bibi, and winked. A flash of memory burst on her from the void,

from the country of no duration.
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PART TWO
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XV

Ni kty, the Sigurtds World attach®, gave Bi |
in a dark hall, half -underground, where light and air came plunging in broad
lances from above. She spoke English, the language of Hegemony diplomacy,
very well. They could never truly learn either to speak or to heara Sigurtian
language. They lacked the necessary cranial and brainstructure organs. But
there were phrases they could attempt, for pc
Please
Thank you
Good night
Good morning
Dinner is served (literally, an arm is offered)
The light bulbs need replenishing
Please switch on the windowscreens, there are flying things
She was not mak, as they had assumed, but unlike the whores around
the Church of Self, she was not insulted b
femal e, approximately |l ike you, 6 she said:
status. & The | anguage caltedMyotabsitsitesvasahi ng t he
Neuendan, a native of the First Contact state, which had until now been the
only &6Sigurtiand culture to deal with the
6That has to change, & she said. 060ther
Bi bi had a tr ansidethdcaossm@ivaworld biitoe 6 d ma

intensity; now everything was overcharged with meaning. A room could be
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an emotion, a piece of furniture a metaphor. The phrases she was being
taught to mimic terrified her, bedadse she
had no congruence with the English &édmeanin:
to the other, it was impossible, and the void was in her head.

She clung to vital fragments of protection ii

A card house

An apron, what a strange device for empowerment and contr ol

Afand tried to behave normally, while th:
sounds, landscapes, swam in and out of focus. Nikty was pretty and grave,
and gently condescending: with a gleam of soldierly courage in her black -
masked, diamond-rimmed eyes. (But why did Bibi think of soldiers?) A day
(including the dark hours) was a g 6 tTBezother common unit, a half-moon,

ten days, wasn 6 g 6.t The play between the two moons was holy, and

made the Sigurtian calendar beaandi fully co
60 halofnt hd were adequate foriA aliens; for pol
Bi bi 6s perceptions cal med, amatoshe reali se

remember. She decided not to ask if her feelings were normal. If she

complained of shaky psychological platform effec ts, they might say she had to

travel home in the dreamtime, and Bibi was already addicted to the country

of no duration, although she couldndt r eme
lingering conviction that there was something spooky, something haunted

about the beautiful house where the Mission was accommodated, close under
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the towering wall of the O0Chipshop6 Crater

south-west continent of the planet called Si gl
In this unease, as the @ t aldzn & g Wenttby, she was not alone.

Neuendan, seat of Planetary Government, birthplace of the famous Sigurt

himself owher e t heydd have met and mixed with p

Speranza agents befored was far away, and telecoms were not secure. The

Mission was considerably mor e isolated than had been expected.
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XVI

OWhat o6s sex | i ke?0
6You mean, with another person?a
Bi bi shrugged. Honesty continued to s mo:

black hair, with long strokes of the brush. It was hard to be sure, because the
Savage was the kind likely to hold out for very private moments, but she had
a suspicion that Bibi did not masturbate. She was a real, real true virgin. How
had this happened? Honesty would probably never know; probably the
reason was long buried. Looking back, maybe all of the foundling children
raised in the Great House had had past experiences, horrors of babyhood,

hunger and shame, that they would never, ever discloseii

6l 6ve heard you dondét miss it 1 f you | e,
itfades. Me,Itake it when | can.® She paused in th
i mpi sh face at Bi bi in the mirror. o6I1f you
we? Just as friends? It might be very nice

060Thanks but no. d

6 Ah well .® Honesty fant ameinthedActiveh at s he
Complement (if that were possible, if she could be brain-scanned at the Port);
and in the 6fugue experienced there would
and her mistress shared an erotic encountef

She braided Bibi 6srtheaight and fastened it
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6l wish you had | ong hair, o said
so soothing. o
6You may get your wi sh. Il badly

trust Rashit, [ donot think she 1| iKk

Rashit was Lady Nendiheonlprdesser mmthe mai d,

company. The Mission was designed to be seltsufficient and to present a
stylish shopfront, elegance being prized by their hosts, but they were starting
to notice, as time went by, awkward gaps of this kind. Who cuts the juni or
of ficersd hair . . . ? The disli ke,
slights and rivalries thrive on boredom.

They moved to their window embrasure and hopped up onto the
cushioned stone benches, on opposite sides of a small stone table. Athe
furniture, the doorsills, the windows, the steps of Underwall Manor required
a little hop The Sigurtians were not tall; nor were they really, in any scientific
sense, related to bats, but they had a way of entering a room, taking a seat,
mounting a staircase, that involved a distinct upward lift and fall, like a flying
creature alighting. The sanitary arrangements, and just moving around the
place, had taken some getting used to: with the amused assistance of the local
domestics. Bibi turned down th e lamp by passing her hand over the mouth of
the clear flask. The bioluminescent bulb at the bottom of it responded crudely
to the warmth of a palm; or precisely (if you were fluent) to the right click.

The manor was, in Sigurtian terms, a romantic, mediaeval, fortified

house. It did not have mains lighting. Or bathrooms en suite 6 except for the
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apartment occupied by Lady Nef and the General. There was no connecting
door to rouse puzzling memories in the middle of the night: only the
challenge of dark, irregular corridors, with more often than not a spectacular
stumble along the way.

The assistant secretary and her maid shared a guest chamber intended
for the juniors of a noble household. (They had to keep reminding themselves
this huge pr oeab)itloaked towads thédaterwall, which
towered immediately beyond the Manor grounds: fissured with black
crevasses and yellowgreen forest clefts, through which plunged jets of
purplish water, with aquamarine spume 0 very picturesque, but a little too
close. It was floodlit at night. Off to their left, where the wall dipped at the site
of a crevasse that had once been very significant, they could see the feudal
castle of their sponsor, Lord Hongfu: spidery and forbidding against the
violet sky. The royal family still lived there & although they spent half the year
in the city, Myotis, which sprawled over the centre of the crater floor.

Above the lights, and a layer of haze, stars began to shine. The small,
smooth moon was up, half-full, the big lump y one just emerging. This was
their best time. During the day they were kept fully occupied, and the
strangeness was lost in routine. The naked, starry sky, the riot of compelling
night -scents that drifted through their windowscreens, made them feel they
really were on an alien planet. Theydd been

centre, which would play the leisure records that had been couriered from
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Speranza on theRajath some of which were their own requests. But they
di dndt bot her wirathergaze,amtatkh. Theyod
Honesty counted on her fingers. Twenty Sigurtian days, two half -
months, should make one month. But then you had to do the big moon/little
moon calculation ... Was it add 7.5 and divide by 3? Or divide by 7.25 and
add 35?2 Andhowmany 6o0oddd moons had there been, w

There were Moon Tables, but they only made things worse. And then the

Myotian O6yeard, unli ke the Neuendan Standai
mi ddl e of iit, because t heggaldalendlaxidt moder ni s
6 Oh, I give up. | &1 | never get it. How
The Savage, most wuntypically, hadndét ma

polite phrases. She was relying entirely on a Neuendan-made translation aid:
and sticking to Blue time. She intended to keep this up for the whole Mission,
which Honesty thought was rude.
0Si x months. o
Hm..8 Si x months i s a woryeayprojegd, chunk out
when the project has yet to begin to get off the ground.

6 The Human RmdedBuosasotti iransts from the surface of

Earth,®& said Bibi, 6from a gaming arena in
6l't wasnd6t hideously dangerous, back t h.
6lt was as dangerous as it is now, | su

peopl e di denwete stikang aeblow aghinst the colonial power. And

nothing terrible happened 81 mean, wedre stil]l here. d Bib
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wriggled her bare toes on the cool stone, .

horrific transit di d9gstberss mpll ym&makiglpexiad a ,

horrific. Neurophysics isndét called the f ol
transiting interferes with the whole fabri:
Honesty pulled a face. 6So on Earth, wh

dondt wuse them. We rely on Al eutian biotech
keeps us all dependent. I think when we built the Torus out in space, far away
as we could,t h avthénsve got left behind. T h a wh@&rseverything moved to
Speranza. o

If you had tansited awakehought Bibi, y ou woul dndét be so cyn
the spookiness, or the feBut she kept that to herself.

O0Mm. 0O

Flying things danced against their window, some of them big enough
to be annoying. Bibi made the go awaygesture (insomeresp ct s, Si gurt ds
World was familiar: there were effective gestures, much easier than the
clicking language). The night fizzed and returned, swept free of pests.

60ButTotushh & excl ai med Honesty, suddenly re

have aTorusinside agamng aren® T himpogsible t hat doesndt make

sensdi 0
6The Torus doesnot have to be in the sa
ol know, I know, but how could there be

middle of a city . . . Oh, | supposeitwasi n a ci ty?2o
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01 t hwasukderground. Colliders used to be laid down flat, and
buried underground. They had a particle collider that was 26.67 kilometres in
circumference buried somewhere in Europe,
Honesty imagined, thrilled by her Blueness, a vast fairground wheel,
tall as Baykonurds towers, | aid out fl at
Nothing about our former glory. At the Great House we were brought up to be
Aleutian-l over s. 0
Bibi felt this to be a cri nmondvingm of Lad:
science, a bit, I'dm sure we were . . . But
to have our heads filled with confusing ideas that would lead nowhere? We
were educated according to our station, which sounds bad, but it was our best
bet Nobodythought wedd end up on a Diplomatic Mi
Honesty rubbed her brow, displacing the fringe that badly needed
cutting. ©61&dm going to take my nail <clippe
world from the out si dsomethengweméver dieve |, Bi bi ? T
before. 6 Civic pDOoadcec @syslkearterd waasded tf . p &r adi
maybe we were in a cage we couldndt see, b
bad, and didndt have our fantastic archite
apple wine. Legalbody-mods arendt everything. o
0l OmSpgetamzénas its horrible problems, d sai
But she noted the past tense. It disturbed her that Honesy, the unerring
realist, had begun to see Baykonur as an outgrown shell, to which they could

neverreturn. T h at ¢ shetbBoughtbMy life is there, waiting to begin.
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ol wi sh there were more seasons, 0 she s

of f. o

OHuh. Youdl |l get enough of a season whe:
they move us to into the city centre we | | before then. o

The Chipshop Craterods present eli mate w

tropical on Earth, but there was a plunge into much lower temperatures and
stormy weather coming. All the lurid, rampant foliage, the vivid pollen -
mounded flowers in t he Manor gardens, would vanish. The wind would
whistle (the young women imagined) icy -cold, along those dark, trap-filled
corridors & and all the Sigurtian flyers, large and small, which they saw
crossing their daytime sky, would be grounded.
Therewereno surface roads in the o6parkl ands
vast crater. The Myot aristocrats who lived here, in their historic manors and
castles, didndét think that way. When the f
and moved into the city d and moved back out again as soon as the skies

opened again in the spring.

In the early days at Underwall, a local servant had come to them at bedtime

with the customary o6nightcapd, a strengthe
through the dar k. Wihatthis sallyenfusioth wak baseddov er e d

on dried blood they had decided (before they knew where the blood came

from) that theydd do without . But some ki ni

welcome. The meals the company took together were difficult to eat o if you
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followed Sigurtian manners, as they were obliged to do d and meagre, even
by Baykonur standards. They wished theydd -
yearodos suppl-gr offt Sp e¥wingsa chocol ate, 6 said
@ranges 6 sai d Honesty, with passion.
They discussed the idea of informational oranges. If you bring them as
personal possessions, do they still have calories? The windowembrasure
talks were perfect for topics of this kind: questions that were too silly to ask,
comments on a si t uppobsedbtmhave haticediwer endt su
6So, 06 said Honesty, after a drift into
ready for sl eep, O6the first planetary nati.
surface could be cutting the crap. Especially now that we can transit material
goods. Theydd be ahead of the game. 0
60r opening a back door to invasion. 0
Bibi had spoken without thinking. The couches in the crypt, the topic
they could neverdiscuss: the reason why they were here, enjoying this life of
exotic privilege, came looming up from the depths. Briefly, they thought of

the Starry Arrow, criminal i nterrogation; .‘

(@)}

| &m going to bed,d announced Bi bi

Me too. O

(@)}

Honesty lay ensconced in alien bedding, planning her future. 1 6 1 | wor k f or m
Grade Six examAnd if she passed, why not college?Busi ness studi es, I

interplanetary entrepreneuMeanwhile (sleep drifting in), she had short -term
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plans for that nice, curly -headed Grade Five attaché.He has to be past forty: but
everyadne&seplt us, so thatds not worth worr
heds interested.

Or longer term plans, why not? Still got four-and-a-half years to Kkill.
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