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I  
 
 

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 Yuõs indigo seal. A small girl, ten or eleven 
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 didnõt know where she was.  
 

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.  
 

ôYour name is Gwibiwr?õ 
 

ôIt is Gwibiwr. But I am called Bibi.õ 
 

ôI offer you a choice,õ said Lady Nef, in Bibiõs own language. ôYou may join 
my husbandõs household, and become his concubine. Thatõs the way of the 
world, we canõt fight it. You will be kindly treated, as long as you are still a 
child. After that, itõs a competitive life, but a decent career for you, with the 
opportunity of gaining status. If you bear my husband a child, especially a 

child with desirable traits , even better.õ 
 

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

 
ôOr you may join my household. You will become a servant, and always 

remain so. The work will be hard, but I promise you neither my husband nor 
any other man will touch you.õ 

 
ôI will be your servant,õ said Bibi. 
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II  
 
 

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. Sheõd survived because sheõd been found hiding in a tunnel, 

still alive, after the ceasefire order. General Yuõs soldiers had had no qualms 

about the massacre. Far from home, faced with the bewildering, confident 

ferocity of these savages, theyõd become convinced that the rebels had a 

terrible secret weapon, and deserved no mercy. But theyõd been shocked at 

themselves afterwards, and incapable of killing a child in cold blood. Perhaps 

their superiors felt the same ð and so a life was spared. 
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 Lady Nefõs servants had reproduced, as best they could, in the south-

west quadrant of the camp, the same order and calm that the Lady expected 

at home. The bare-earth 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 servantsõ own quarters were set on three sides of a military-issue 

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 passage-tent, flanked by fish tanks and poultry houses, 

leading to Lady Nefõs own domain. The little girl, Gwibiwr, was brought to 

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 l, which she refused, in emphatic dumb -

show.  



6 

No one knew what to do. None of the servants spoke the childõs 

language, and though she seemed to understand English she didnõt speak. 

They offered her the veil, because the rebels had been Traditionalists 

(ironically, this was also the Generalõs own party). She showed no interest. 

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 she whimpered a little. At night sheõd cry out, 

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 soldiers whoõd brought Bibi out of the caves, 

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. 

ôYou must send for Lady Nef,õ he told Ogul. 

Ogul was amazed. ôFor the Lady? For this native? But why?õ 

ôBecause sheõs the only person who can call a lost soul back.õ  

 

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 choke-tunnel, 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 
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look-out, hugging his rifle. He didnõt know she was there, which gave Bibi 

great satisfaction. The older boys thought they were so wonderful, just 

because they had gunsñ  

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, daredevil 

friends wouldnõt return to brighten this prison. ôOh, Grandpapa,õ she 

whispered, joy bursting through every vein. Her grandfather, who had only 

one arm and was nearly blind, loved the swifts too. ôThe swifts! Theyõre back!õ  

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 Bibiõs father, and the fighting was in the caves. She lay curled 

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, 

niqab askew, lying in a trail of blood; to the deafening gunfire and her little 

brotherõs screams. She could not move; time didnõt pass. She was terrified that 

she was losing her mind, but unable to save herself. 

 Someone brought a light. Faces swam dimly 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. 
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 ôWe canõt rescue her from the mental injury that will ruin her young 

life, if not drive her ins ane,õ said one of them. ôWe can tear her screaming 

from her dead mother, we can force her to watch as her grandfather, her 

brothers, sisters, die in welter of blood, but we canõt violate her rightsñõ 

 ôIs that what happened?õ 

 ôOf course. I imagine she is watching the replay now.õ 

  ôWar is ugly: he does his best,õ murmured the second speaker, a voice 

Bibi felt she recognised. ôClear the room. Francois, you too. õ  

 Alone with the Generalõs wife, Bibi struggled respectfully to sit up, 

frightened by how weak  and dazed she felt. She was dying, and what if she 

died, and still it didnõt stopñ? 

 ôYou have refused trauma treatment, now why is that?õ 

 ôIf I take that medicine Iõll go to hell.õ 

 ôYou donõt care about that,õ said Lady Nef. ôTell the truth.õ 

 Bibi looked into the Ladyõs eyes, impressed. The truth was that she was 

frightened to go to hell, but sheõd often been told sheõd end up there. Love 

and grief, loyalty and honour were much stronger bonds.   

 ôI canõt,õ she whispered. ôI canõt leave them. They would be all alone.õ 

 ôI see.õ Lady Nef was silent for a moment. ôYou love your family?õ 

 ôYes.õ 

 ôDo you want them to live in your mind the way they are now? To hold 

them imprisoned in horror? You know that things of the mind are real.õ 

 This was technically heresy, but Bibiõs people believed it. 
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 ôNo! I donõt want them to suffer.õ 

 ôWell then. Will you let us drain the poison of those memories?õ 

 The child shook her head. The dark eyes that were eating her face grew 

even larger. Perhaps she was hoping for the decision 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. 

 ôThen you will have to take the hard way out of the place you are in,õ 

she said. ôYou must forbid the hateful images to possess you. Youõll have to 

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.õ The Generalõs wife took the little 

girlõs hands. ôBelieve me, this is the greatest secret I know. Rule your own 

mind, and you may rule the world. Far more important, you will be happy, no 

matter what comes. And happiness is all that matters, in the end.õ  

 Lady Nefõs words were simple, but they went straight to Bibiõs heart. 

The grip of the Ladyõs hands seemed to be drawing her out of a black, fanged 

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 Emperorõs immortals, she was not surprised.  

The Generalõs wife had someone bring a cup of warm milk, which Bibi 

drank; then she fell asleep. The next morning she asked for the clothes that 
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had been taken from her. Unfortunately theyõd been destroyed, but the girl 

was not dismayed by this news. She was seen searching around the vegetable 

garden (she was not allowed to leave the servantsõ square), making a small 

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 Lady Nefõs advice to heart. She would rule herself. 



11 

III  

 

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 journey as if sheõd always travelled that 

way. She was installed in the girlsõ dorm, Juniper Square. 

One afternoon Col Ben Phu and Drez Doyle ð two private soldiers 

from Orange Company whoõd befriended her in Cymru along with Sergeant 

Aswad ð arrived. Bibi was glad to see them. The servants whoõd been 

together on campaign had been dispersed. The only familiar face in Juniper 

was Ogul Merdov, proud possessor of a family name (although she had no 

actual family living),  and she had no time for the ôsavageõ. Col and Drez took 

Bibi off with them, ignoring the protests of Serenity, the Han woman who was 

warden of the girlsõ dorm: through squares and gardens, over bridges, past 

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 ancient di 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 windowpane. ôThatõs a boundary,õ she said. ôThat stuff. 

Itõs made of microbes or something, and itõs tech the Aleutians gave us, itõs 

around every city too. It doesnõt seem like much, but itõs going to keep you 

indoors, for ever. Now look. See whatõs outside your world.õ 

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 Bibiõs chest, and pointed around.  

ôThatõs our market town, where we spend our pay. Itõs grey-area, youõll 

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

because itõs hot as a star. Far away over that way, where you canõt see it, is 

Baykonur in Khazakh. Thatõs where you came in. Itõs where the suborbitals 

take off, and you can get the shuttle to the Elevator.õ 

ôKeep hold of her,õ warned Drez. ôShe might be desperate.õ 

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 glanced to and fro. They werenõt afraid 

of the ever-present surveillance. The Great House AI was forbearing: it 

wouldnõt turn you in for nothing much. But sentries could be officious. 

ôNow listen,õ said Col. ôOrange Companyõs been assigned to the Ladyõs 

service. The old man wants to keep us lot close to his chest, on account of 

services rendered: thatõs a good thing for you, because weõre your friends.õ  
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ôYouõll never get out,õ said Drez, earnestly. ôThatõs what you got to 

understand, Bibi. Say you got out, where are you going to go? The town 

belongs to the Great House. Youõd just be brought back, and youõd be in dead 

trouble.õ 

ôDonõt ever, ever try it,õ growled Col. ôPromise us. No matter how bad 

things get. Weõll be looking out for you, Drez, me anõ the Sarge. If someoneõs 

picking on you, you come to us. Weõll sort them out.õ 

ôDonõt fight it, kid,õ insisted Drez. ôYou were born free, but youõre 

going to live inside, youõll never be free again. Believe that.õ 

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: Col especially had a swagger that pleased Bibi. ôThe Sargeõ was 

a different character; he had a long chin, solemn eyes, a hooked nose: he could 

have been one of Bibiõs uncles.  

Bibiõs heart still held, sealed off and almost harmless, the poison 

memories. Sheõd first seen these 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 paradox with a childõs resignation.  
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ôItõs all right. I promise I wonõt try to escape.õ 

ôThatõs a good girlõ said 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 ð where 

Sergeant Aswad gravely offered her a sweet, and told her that she didnõt have 

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 Nefõs yearly exodus to the mountains, 

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 theyõd have a good chance of seeing the Family go by. Theyõd 

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-

leader Ogul had taken off her slippers and was bathing her bare feet. Bibiõs 

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 



15 

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.  

ôYouõll never be eligible, Bibi,õ said Honesty. ôSomeone with your 

background couldnõt get the security clearance. Thatõs very sad.õ  

Bibi didnõt think so. Sheõd liked seeing the mountains, when Col and 

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.  

ôI donõt mind.õ She leaned down, perilously, to feel the cool breath of 

the water on her face. ôI like the heat. It makes coolness sweeter.õ 

ôWhat are you doing? Youõre going to fall in, you baby.õ 

ôNo Iõm not . . . Iõm looking for tadpoles.õ  

Honesty bit her thread, and selected another shade of peach for the 

fruit she was stitching. ôMaybe she wants to eat them. Sheõs such a savage.õ 

ôTown people eat grasshoppersõ said Nightingale. ôCookõs assistant 

Chu told me. You can buy strings  of them, fried. So why not tadpoles?õ 

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 
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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 -

in-law and General Yuõs middle-aged sisters, the formidable Ladies 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 

correcting the over-enthusiastic, whoõd fallen to their knees and started 

banging their heads on the ground. 

ôUp! Up! No bottoms in the air! Behave naturally!õ  

Bibi was not one of those offenders ð but she was transfixed. She had 

suddenly remembered the stark military tent, the horror from which sheõd 

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 

flowing from the Ladyõs hands, drawing her up into safety. In that moment, 

she fully realised, for the first time, what she owed her mistress. Reverence 

and gratitude pierced her through ñ  

I live only to serve you, she vowed, in her passionate heart. 

The steward smacked her on the back of the head. ôSALUTE, stupid 

girl! òBehave naturallyó does not mean showing the Family no respect!õ 

 

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 

Squareõs treasures, the silver-chased Salt-Horn and the brass 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 Houseõs microclimate met the freezing air in a cascade of 

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 -area town. Thereõs the 

world I will never see, thought Bibi, as she passed. I 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 ð a wild -cattle horn in a silver cradle, hundreds of 

years old ð 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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Bibiõs people had been rebels. She set the treasures down, each exactly on its 

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 unclear. Maybe heõd retired, maybe heõd abdicated. 

 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. Followers of the ôYoung Emperorõ, the leader 

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

Emperorõs campaigns were making the tattered unity of the World State a fact 

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

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

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

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

She didnõt want to think that Lady Nef was disloyal, and besides, she knew 

what happens to rebels ð always, in the end. 

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

in scarlet. One day, one of those names might be Lady Nefõs, and then sheõd 

live for ever. Some people in the Great House ôdidnõt believe inõ Imperial 

Immortality ð a scepticism Bibi found puzzling. Sheõd been told, when she 

arrived here, that Lady Nef was a Senior. The lady sheõd taken to be about 

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 immortality didnõt 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 if she was out there sheõd be looking after the interests 

of the Blue Planet (as Earth was known in the Diaspora) ð instead of letti ng 

aliens run the show, the way the Republicans did.  

Others said that Lady Nefõs marriage had been her big mistake. 

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, Blue Planet, ôthe Hegemonyõ were empty words 

to Bibi, but she felt that everyone was wrong. Immortal-designate was exactly 

the rank her mistress should hold, and the life sheõd chosen, on campaign and 

in Kirgiz, was the best life possible. Great souls donõt lust for power. They 

serve and guide, they are not the slaves of ambition. 

 ôThose others donõt know,õ murmured Bibi. ôBut I do.õ 

 

In the spring the General came to visit, after a busy wint er 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 ð 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, as a compliment to his wifeõs 

household ð 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 devious when he felt heõd been outmanoeuvred. Bibi was about 

thirteen years old: her body had begun to change. Since this was a liberal 

household, without a menstrual hormone mix in the air, she would not ôsee 

bloodõ ð but by 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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Bibi was woken very late in the evening by the warden of the girlsõ dorm, the 

snappish Han woman inappropriately named Serenity. 

 ôYouõre to get dressed and go to the Dining Hall.õ 

 ôBut why? I thought we were supposed to stay in our dorms.õ 

 ôHow should I know? I was told I was going to get reinforcements, 

knowing what you girls are like. Instead I have two soldiers  from the General 

at my gates, asking for you in particular. Get dressed quickly. Youõd better go 

and see what he wants.õ 

 ôI donõt want to go.õ 

 ôItõs not for me to refuse him,õ snapped Serenity. ôThis is what comes of 

being a foreigner. You must have brought it on yourself. Hurry up.õ 

 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 -coloured little eyes glinting cheerily from a craggy face. Sheõd expected 

him to be better looking, but she didnõt care. She was terrified. 

 ôNo thank you, please, sir. I donõt drink wine.õ 

 ôCome and sit by me, in any case.õ 

 Bibi didnõt have the slightest right to refuse him. She didnõt have a 

weapon either. She scanned the tablecloth for a knife, but then had a better 

idea. Much better. One canõt hope to stab a General and get away with it. 
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ôYes, sir, Iõm coming.õ 

She walked carefully, with timid glances and small steps, to one of the 

Dining Roomõs carved pillars. Sheõd almost reached it when General Yu burst 

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.  

ôYou little monkey!õ roared the General. ôDo you think I canõt climb!õ 

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 wouldnõt be able to follow. Would he? She closed her eyes, and 

prayed for the House AI to do something, give the General an electric shock, 

save her, somehowñ 

The double doors of the Hall opened. A slim figure entered, his curious 

face ð glimmering, pale -skinned, dark at the centre ð alight with amusement.  

ôGeneral!õ exclaimed the Aleutian. ôAre you admiring our carvings?õ 

ôTheyõre very fine,õ growled the General, backing off from the pillar. 

ôBut we canõt have this!õ Francois advanced, and slipped his arm into 

the crook of General Yuõs handsomely clad elbow. ôYouõre all alone. Come 

along to my humble abode, I have some of your friends there, wondering 

where you areñõ 
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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 sheõd preserved her virtue by her antics (and 

thought this was hilarious). Most thought she couldnõt have done ð the 

General always got his way. Nobody had much sympathy.  

 ôYou could take the veil,õ suggested Ogul. ôIt isnõt forbidden in Kirgiz, 

it just means you canõt ever be a citizen. But with you, noble born, wellñõ 

 Less forthright than Honesty, who would have explained exactly why 

Bibi neednõt worry, the team leader shook her head with a smile of syrupy 

pity. She laid the dark folds of her suggestion on Bibiõs mat and crept away, 

with dainty, girlish steps.  

Bibi drew up her knees to her chin, and brooded.  

 The term ônoble bornõ grated. It was what the other girls called her 

when they really wanted to be annoying. The chieftainõs daughter, that was 

another: favoured by people like Ogul, who hated Bibi for no reason . . . Sheõd 

been brought up five hundred years in the past, but sheõd never been stupid 

and she was no longer ignorant. She knew that sheõd been karyotyped, at 

White Rock, when they let her live. She didnõt remember anything about it, 

but sheõd seen the results on her personal record. She owed her life not only 

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 without intervention. That wasnõt 

why the General wanted her: he was just a habitual girl -chaser. But it was 
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surely why heõd remembered her. It was also, Bibi reasoned, without rancour, 

probably why sheõd been offered an alternative to concubinage by the 

Generalõs principal wife. Even Lady Nef was only human.  

The veil would not protect her hono ur. On the contrary, it would make 

her more vulnerable, more of an outsider, in this modern, liberal Traditionalist 

household, where nobody else covered up.  

She decided sheõd better watch out for Ogul.  

 ôI must not be afraid,õ she muttered. ôI must rule myself.õ 

 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 ð a vice the cadets were obliged to practise in 

preparation for their field training. When Francois arrived, however, 

everything digital had to be cut off. Aleutians despised ônon-livingõ 

technology. Sometimes he took them for drill, and he was a demon. Other 

times heõd dismiss their teacher, a retired Khazakh sergeant major called 

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 duckõs waddle.  

Some cadets were terrified of the alien. Others thought Francois was a 

joke. They copied his mannerisms, and laughed ôbehind his backõ. Bibi 

thought both parties were idiots. The important thing was that the Aleutian 

was Lady Nefõs eyes and ears ð obviously. 

 ôNow then. Cast your minds back to the Gender Wars.õ  

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 like that, or they didnõt speak at all). He spoke Khazakh 

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 ð 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 coul d be lecturing them by telepathy, 

and only pretending to speak. The teenagers stared, trying to keep their minds 

perfectly blankñ 

ôLet us consider the last battle of all, the small affair that turned out to 

be the coup de grâce . . . Here are our enemies, securing their position, having 



26 

conceded a ceasefire. Communications lost ð satellites were ephemera in 

those wars, as youõll recall, always getting shot down by the rail guns. All 

theyõre thinking of is this chance to lick their wounds and fight another day. 

When suddenly, without warning ñõ The Aleutian turned to admire the 

coloured arrows, contour lines and cross-hatching proliferating across the 

smartboard. He wasnõt fanatical about his anti-tech rules. He spun around, 

nosehole flaring: ôFate throws a knife at you, with deadly aim. How are you 

going to catch it, children?õ  

 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.  

 ôAh, Bibi! I perceive that you have something to say. Forget your 

natural loyalties, you are the Reformer General. Or Speaker for the Tactical 

Committee, since they eschewed hierarchical rank at that time. Bon, dis-moi?õ 

 ôBy the blade, sir. I would catch General Connellyõs knife by the blade.õ 

 ôHm! That is in fact what happened: the Reformers stood and fought, 

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

better course of action. Explain yourself. Please stand up.õ  

 Bibi stood, trembling, hot colour risen in her face. ôWhen fate throws a 

deadly knife at you, sometimes you deserve it,õ she explained. ôThe way my 

people in Cymru deserved it. You must c -correct your ideas or . . . or if itõs too 
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late you must not flinch from the consequence. If you donõt deserve it, you 

still shouldnõt flinch. A terrible misfortune that you donõt deserve is tragic, 

and we ought to embrace tragedy.õ 

 ôWhy?õ 

 ôF-for honour? Because tragedy is beautiful?õ  

 ôSelf preserve me ever from having the honour to serve in your army, 

child. I asked you to tell me what the Reformer s should have done. Was there 

a means of retreat? How about a dignified surrender?õ 

 ôB-but they knew they were done for, sir. Hardly anyone survived 

being taken prisoner by the Traditionalists, we didnõt believe inñõ 

 ôAre you arguing with 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 learn to control those traits.õ 

 ôYes, sir.õ 

ôYou may sit down.õ 

 Until this incident Bibi had felt safe. She didnõt want to join the army, 

but sheõd put herself out of the Generalõs reach. After the Aleutianõs cruel 

comments she was frightened again. What sheõd said was simply true, but 

that only made things worse. How can you correct your errors if you donõt 

know what you did wrong?  

ôItõll be all right,õ said Nightingale, whose talent for cryptography 

made her an exception to the rule about female cadet entry. At her career 
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assessment sheõd been advised to prepare for military college. ôHe picks on 

people when he likes them. Iõve noticed that.õ 

But when the end-of-term Lists went up, Bibiõs fears were confirmed. 

Against her name she saw the dreaded words recommended for reappraisal.  

The Young Emperorõs conquests had come to a halt for a while, and 

Orange Company was still serving Lady Nef. Bibi turned to her friends in the 

guardroom. Col and Drez hadnõt wanted her to join the army, but theyõd 

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

wouldnõt rape a soldier, but he was a persistent bugger once heõd noticed a 

housemaid. And Bibi wasnõt the kind to take it lying down, so to speak.  

ôTalk to him,õ suggested Drez. ôHeõs all right, for an alien. Ask him how 

you can improve. You ask for help, he has to help. Itõs in the book.õ 

 ôNah, you donõt want to do that,õ advised Col. ôYouõre not supposed to 

know heõs made the decision, are you? Anõ donõt ask Sepuldevry either. Forget 

the book, itõs bad luck thinking like that. Donõt attract attention, that was your 

wrong move. Keep your head down, score average at everything for a bit.õ 

 ôI didnõt attract attention. He noticed me, I donõt know why. I canõt talk 

to him. Iõd say the wrong things again, I know I would.õ 

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

 Both soldiers looked gloomy.  

 ôThey donõt forget,õ mused Drez, with uneasy respect. ôNot the noseless. 

They can pull up things that happened hundreds of years ago.õ 
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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, thereõd been other, peaceable alien visitors. But the 

noseless, ironically, were the ones whoõd earned a kind of affection, a place in 

human folklore. Col scowled at him. ôYeah, but their heads get so stuffed they 

lose half the files for what they did yesterday. Donõt fñ donõt worry the kid.õ 

 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 ôDear Sirõ.  

 From my earliest childhood I have been deeply interested in the art of war. 

 Conscious of the great debt I owe, it is my dearest wish to serve my 

Benefactors courageously on the field of battle, as a private soldier. If I should be 

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

or clerical corps . . .  

A few days before the new term began, she was sent to the Menõs Side 

with a housekeeping trolley. This wouldnõt have happened before the roof-

beam incident, but now it didnõt matter what she said: in Serenityõs eyes, 

sheõd become one of those young women ð still under the Lady Nefõs 

protection ð who could be sent into the danger zone; who tolerated or 

welcomed male advances. Bibi had found out the Aleutianõs address. She 

added it to the trolleyõs itinerary and followed it to Porphyry, one of the 

Greater Squares immediately flanking the Inner House. His door, in a hallway 
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clad in magnificent purple -veined natural stone, opened to the trolleyõs ping, 

which proved the secretary was not around. It trundled over the threshold. 

Bibi was scared, but at 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 ð and hit an invisible, clinging barrier. 

She blundered through it and stood brushing at herself, startled and 

disgusted: gossamer shreds clung to her skin, her nostrils, her mouth. Sheõd 

known that the glimmer over the Aleutianõs face and hands was quarantine 

film ð which he had to wear, for their protection, when he was in human 

company. She hadnõt known that it could be used the opposite way!  

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 like a fly in a spiderõs web and call for Francois to deal with the intruder?  

Too late to worry about that now, thought 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 

sheõd been too grovelling. She decided sheõd better read it again, and was just 

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 flatscreen.  

One day that will crack, thought Nef, placidly. Like the House AIs 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 ð unrecorded, as was their habit in here ð an accumulation of 

routine files: gossiping comfortably as they worked, about the General, about 

Baykonur society and other current topics.  

ôHe shouldnõt allow himself be patronised by women,õ declared 

Francois. ôItõs the grave mistake I made when I was 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 fro m 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 ñõ 

Aleutians, whose reproductive system made reincarnation a matter of 

fact, had once believed they could be reborn as humans. It was nonsense, but 

the romantic legend persisted. Nef wasnõt sure what Francois actually believed, 

but he treasured his cultivated ômemoriesõ of past lives on Earth. He liked to 
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tell the cadets that heõd seen battlefields where the cavalry charged on 

horseback, and ôcommensurate weaponryõ meant cold steelñ 

ôTalent is a debatable term. And may I remind you, women have equal 

rights in the World State, Francois.õ 

 ôEqual and separate development, of course. But Traditionalist 

concubines, dear Nef, are a little more separate than equal!õ 

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 enemies ôScolariõs favourite weaponõ. She was 

trouble, and Yu wouldnõt believe itñ 

But they had come to the Cadet Lists.  

ôYouõve decided you canõt make a soldier out of the White Rock child?õ  

The Aleutian pursed his nasal, the dark expressive cavity that made his 

face so fascinating to Nef. ôPoor Bibi. Iõm afraid she has flat feet.õ 

ôShe does not. Speak frankly, please.õ 

ôVery well . . . She might make a good officer, if by chance she survived 

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 enemyõs guns. She is intelligent, active, and she has common 

sense, which is above rubies.õ He shook his head. ôI cannot, in all conscience, 

recommend her as a private soldier. She wouldnõt last a day as cannon 

fodder: and as we know, the current òPeaceó is not going to last.õ 

Lady Nef set down her tablet, frowning. ôThis is unfortunate.õ 
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ôYes.õ 

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 ôvirginsõ . . . Now she found she had made a promise 

she couldnõt keep, which rankled: and there was no use blaming the General. 

She imagined a chunky yellow -eyed tomcat, staring at her in amazement over 

the body of a mangled songbird.  

What? What the hell did I 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 safeñ 

ôThere are three soldiers in Orange Company who are planning to bust 

the child out of here,õ remarked Francois. ôTheyõve arranged to establish her 

in a brothel in town, where, if she has to work on her back, she can at least 

earn her freedom in a few yearsñõ 

Lady Nef didnõt enquire into the source of his information. Francoisõs 

methods were inscrutable, but he was rarely wrong.  

ôSome kind of outcaste, grey-area freedom. Poor girl.õ  

ôBibi would never taste the dubious privilege. If the good soldiersõ plan 

succeeds sheõll kill herself, as a matter of course ð after trying very hard to kill 

the first man who violates her.õ 

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

ôA nasty little scandal could arise,õ said Nef. 
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ôBecause we saved her life.õ The Aleutian reached inside his shirt, 

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 

couldnõt read the freight of biochemical information in his ôwandering cellsõ.  

ôOur good deed is being punished.õ  

ôGood deeds usually are. One does not calculate when moved by 

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

could marry her.õ 

Nef laughed. ôThat wonõt do! You are an alien ð it would be illegal for 

her to enter such a mesalliance. No, Iõve been thinking it over, and I have a 

better solution. Iõm going to make her a candidate for citizenship.õ 

The Aleutianõs chair dropped to the floor. ôParbleu! Can you do that?õ 

ôCertainly I can. She has recanted: sheõs no longer a rebel, so thereõs no 

primary obstacle. Iõll tell Yu, heõll understand he has to give up the pursuit. I 

may have to add a sweetener, but Iõll think of something.õ 

The Aleutian gazed at her in silent admiration. ôCould you make me a 

candidate?õ 

ôNo!õ  

They moved on to other issues: the Peace that could not last, the 

Republican Governmentõs frustrating indecision, the influence of Speranza . . .  

Years ago, more than a lifetime ago for unaugmented humanity, these 

two and their ally, General Yu, had become 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.  

ôWeõll have to make sure Yu has left no òpaper trailó,õ said Francois, 

softly. ôIf we should find ourselves on the losing side, one day, then, well . . . I 

hate going to jail for things I didnõt even agree to do.õ 

ôYou wouldnõt go to jail. Youõd be repatriated.õ  

ôA worse fate! The Big Pebble is so dull just now. No, I take it back: jail 

would be sweet, if you and I could share some corner of the common cell.õ 

 

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 stranger objects: 

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

coins? She had a feeling she was in Francoisõs private chapel. The spirituality 

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 couldnõt imagine Francois at prayer. At last the trolley tracked 

her down. She climbed inside it and left the secretaryõs rooms hidden in the 

folds of his dirty washing.  
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She spent the next hours, and days, in a state of controlled terror. 

When nothing happened, she knew that the House AI had protected her. It 

understood that she hadnõt been eavesdropping on purpose.  

It didnõt occur to her until long afterwards that the House AI had been 

barred from those rooms.  

 

Sheõd understood nothing of that elliptical, adult conversation, except for the 

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 

wasnõt a man . . . She hadnõt seen them touch, but sheõd heard their softened 

voices, sheõd heard them move and sigh: she couldnõt be mistaken. It was a 

shock. But Bibiõs natural pragmatism asserted itself. She quickly saw that the 

affair was discreet, tolerated, had been going on 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 

that sheõd have done the same herself, if her fate had been different. If Bibi (as 
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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, sheõd have respected her husband in 

every way. Obeyed him, kept his house, given him children; accepted his 

faults. And sheõd have taken a lover ð if sheõd had the chance, if sheõd been 

sure she wouldnõt be punished. Why not? 

 But it was the end of her friendship with the soldiers. The thought that 

theyõd planned to sell her to a brothel (for 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 wouldnõt see them. She couldnõt stand to 

look at them or speak to them, ever again. 
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IV  
 
 

 

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 how sheõd felt the first time. She didnõt 

have a single memory of the journey from Cymru.  

She was coming home, but not to Kirgiz, or the Great House. Lady 

Nefõs life had changed; she and the General needed to live in the city now. 

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.  

She had no luggage except her cabin-bag. 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 sides ð and listening 

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

the great hall handled so precisely. Of course it didnõt come. In the queue for 

the shimmer of the Citizensõ Gate ð neurochemical identity check made 

visible ð she trembled (as maybe everybody trembles). It did not reject her. 

She passed from the soothing-yet-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 grasshoppersñ 

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 ð where an AI voice gently asked her to 

state her business. ôIõm Bibi,õ she explained, confused. From the shadows on 

the other side a figure emerged. It was Ogul Merdov, in a clerical blue and 

red uniform: on concierge -assistant duty.  

ôWhat are you doing here? Youõre late and youõre not supposed to use 

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

link at the last interchange, like you were supposed to. Thereõs a proper gate 

to the service hall, and itõs downstairs, what were you thinking!õ 

 ôIõm sorry, AI,õ said Bibi, with a slight bow to the empty air. ôI came by 

bus, I didnõt read the instructions properly. Iõll remember in future.õ  

ôMake sure you do. Welcome home, Bibi.õ  

The gate opened. Ogul sniffed and stomped away. Bibi found a bank of 

service elevators and reached her rooms ð rooms! ð 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 shoulder. ôCalm down,õ murmured Bibi, keenly satisfied at the 

thought of having rooms; wishing she hadnõt been insolent to Ogul. Never 

make enemies. Enemies will ômakeõ you, no need to help them outñ 

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 Bibiõs attention: The Thoughts of Youth. 

She sat on the bed, drinking in her domain. A door that sheõd assumed 

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 thick bangs and 

round ôAleutianõ eyes, showing hardly any white. 

Bibi stared, thunderstruck.  

ôThe pictureõs a gateway,õ said Honesty, the girl whoõd slept by Bibiõs 

side in Juniper dorm, suddenly grown up. ôYou have your own access to the 

datasphere. Thereõs hundreds of menus, and live shows from all over the 

world. You can change the image any time you like.õ 

ôHonesty! Oh, are we sharing these rooms? Thatõs wonderful!õ 

ôNot exactly sharing. Iõm your maid.õ 
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Bibi didnõt know what to say. Theyõd all been foundlings in Juniper 

dorm (except for Ogul with that prized family name); though nobody else had 

had a past as lurid as Bibiõs. She had loved Honesty dearly, not heard from 

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. ôI was wrong when I said youõd reached 

your plateau, wasnõt I, Savage?õ She set the towels on the dressing table and 

jumped onto Bibiõs bed. ôI sleep next door, through your bathroom. I have a 

bed-with -legs like this, too. I donõt like it. I canõt sleep!õ  

ôWe had beds with legs in college,õ said Bibi. ôYou get used to it.õ 

Simultaneously, they burst into giggles. ôGive me your iface, mistress,õ 

ordered Honesty. ôIõll show you how to use the gateway. Itõs terrific.õ 

 

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 ð 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 hairñ 

ôLet me do that,õ said Honesty, and Bibi consented to sit in front of the 

mirror, but remained on edge, shivering like a nervous machine.  

ôIõll be late.õ 
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ôYou wonõt.õ Honesty wound up the thick black braid, looked into her 

mistressõs eyes in the glass and smiled maliciously. ôIs there someone, Bibi?õ 

ôOf course not. What are you talking about?õ 

ôIõm talking about the someone-shaped hole in everything you told me 

last night about how wonderful college was. Youõve met someone, oh Virgin 

of the Roof-Beam, and youõre expecting to meet the same someone here in 

Baykonur, lucky you. Is it a boy or a girl? Or are you not sure yet?õ 

ôItõs a friend,õ said Bibi, nettled and blushing. ôI have a friend.õ 

A boy, thought Honesty. This wa s a step forward, at least. As far as you 

could tell, with someone so ridiculously pure, Bibi didnõt have the slightest 

sexual interest in girls, never mind the undecided . . . But she detected an 

intriguing hesitation. A boy, but not a boy, now what could  that imply? Heõd 

better be a suitable suitor. 

ôThere. Fit for the New Year Review. Fit to catch a prince, and lead him 

home helpless as a kitten. Get going, Officer Bibi!õ 

 

The secondment interview went well, Bibi thought. Her supervisor was Han, 

like Honesty. Her name was Verity Tan, she preferred the ôWesternõ style, and 

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 a challenge to a new graduate. ôDonõt expect your clients to behave 

like training bots,õ she said. ôTreat them with respect, but donõt be fooled, 

never turn your back on them. Do you understand me?õ 
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 ôI think so,õ said Bibi. ôEr, Verity.õ 

Bibiõs rebel background wasnõt an issue. Baykonur was awash with 

difficult pasts just now. High -ranking officials were humbled; ôbad elementsõ, 

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 comingñ 

ôI have a question for you, Bibi,õ said Verity, level-eyed. ôYou should 

know the answer. What is the difference between a rebel and a Reformer?õ 

ôRebels are just attention-seekers,õ answered Bibi. ôTheir aim is self-

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.õ 

Her supervisor didnõt smile but she nodded, looking mollified. ôYou 

may go. Think about getting a socõ. It would be a great help to you.õ 

 Bibi sped away, full of energy, scorning the elevator tubes, flying 

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

Verity Tanõs test question, adding the conclusion sheõd tactfully withheld. 

And therefore rebels, who can easily be paid off, are harmless or even useful to 

the State: although sometimes they have to be destroyed, as youõd rid a dog of fleas. 
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Whereas Reformers are truly dangerous fanatics, high-minded enemies of order, 

reason and humanityñ 

Bibi had no qualms about dilemmas of this kind. Everybody says your 

superiors will appreciate candour, but they wonõt. Everybody says you 

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 human rights ð and everybodyõs just trying to get ahead. But that 

doesnõt mean you donõt 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 Lady Nefõs service. But she would 

play fair. She meant to do well by Verity Tan, and for thos e tricky clientsñ 

Since she didnõt have an eye-socket gadget, she had to return to her 

assigned cubicle to download the client files from the ephemer Verity had 

given her. She hoped she wouldnõt have to get a socõ. She hated the idea of 

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, speed-marching past the DONõT RUN 

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. Bibi looked up. She could not read the inscription above the 
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breathtaking statues ð ôcarvedõ by First Empire nanotech, four hundred years 

ago, but she knew the text. It had dominated her life for six years.  

The Good of Others Is All We Know of Heavenñ 

She was late. 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, because it wasnõt an Open Day. A young 

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-AI 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 

lower level of Dragon Terrace was where theyõd met in the virtual version of 

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.  

ôMahmood?õ 

The young man was no taller than Bibi, but more stocky and muscular. 

He had a brown, oval face, hazel eyes, and dark 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.  

ôYou look very well,õ said Mahmood. 
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ôSo do you. Hello, Enemyñõ 

ôHello, Savageñõ 

They looked around them and sighed in satisfaction. The Palace of 

Social Practice faced the Palace of Social Knowledge across Baykonurõs central 

thoroughfare, one of the most spectacular views in this city of architectural 

spectacle, and here they were, together. 

ôIõm sorry Iõm late. I got lost. Real Practice is such a treasure huntñõ 

ôSo is Real Knowledge, I get lost all the time. You should come over 

and visit, see my hutch.õ 

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

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

officers. But in Traditionalist dogma ôknowledgeõ of the social good was 

assumed to be menõs business, and ôpracticeõ was assumed to be womenõs. 

Crossing the Bridge, therefore, meant going over to the Menõs Side. Six years 

of virtual co -education had not dented Bibiõs prejudices, although she knew 

that many of Mahmoodõs superiors were either women or undecided; and 

vice versa. He changed the subject. 

 ôHow did your secondment interview go?õ 

 ôVery well, although sheõs a Reformer. Luckily I had no trouble 

spotting that sheõs feminine.õ Bibi grinned. ôShe doesnõt wear a moustache.õ 

Mahmood touched his masculine adornment tenderly. ôYou have no 

respect     . . . It wonõt do you any harm that you belong to Lady Nefõs House?õ 

ôOf course not! Lady Nef is an immortal-designate.õ 
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ôMm.õ 

At White Rock, Bibiõs knowledge of world history had been gleaned 

from her grandfatherõs stories ð and the old warrior had made no distinction 

between outright fiction, ancient newscasts and his own memories. Sheõd 

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 listened to him, because she was interested in 

knowing the Reformer version, there were issues on which she wouldnõt 

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 their 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 real, even in a public 

place, he knew how much that meant. There would be a crisis, a moment of 

truth he dreaded: but they didnõt have to face it yet.  

ôHave you eaten?õ 

ôAlready,õ lied Bibi. She couldnõt sit down and eat with him.  
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ôSo have I,õ lied Mahmood. His stomach was tied in knots anyway. 

ôWeõre both free this afternoon. How were you planning to spend the time?õ 

ôI think Iõll look at my ward, itõs not far from here, vertically. I want to 

walk around down there: get a feel for the condi tions.õ 

Mahmood clasped his hands behind his back, and bowed from the 

waist. ôMay I accompany you?õ 

ôYes.õ 

 

A lot of things had changed, in the six years that Bibi had been away. Formal 

ôChinese gownsõ no longer fastened on the side, fashionable women wore full 

skirts over their trousers, slippers were worn instead of riding boots. Military 

uniforms were rarely seen, except on the backs of destitute ex-soldiers who 

had no other clothes to wear. The economic fortunes of the ôYoung Emperorõ 

cities, including Baykonur, had taken a sharp downturn; the old ôAleutianõ 

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 Generalõs assets had been confiscated, but their great properties had been 

held in his wifeõs name, and Lady Nef was untouchable. They were under 

(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 Aleutian had elected to share his mistressõs fate, but it was 

General Yu who escorted her in society and played host at the Town House. 

Slightly miffed at the relegation, heõd sealed a set of rooms and rarely 

emerged. Every day or two Bibi would find a note on her iface, inviting her to 

ôdrop byõ. She breathed the fuzzy, populated air ð which would do her no 

harm in small doses ð and watched the odd creatures that crept around, 

swarming over the furniture, nuzzling the upho lstery, 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 grew them from his 

own cells. Aleutians did this, when they were alone. Heõd been barred from 

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 ôSignifiersõ, and was always surrounded by a crowd of silent 

domestics, ministering to his every need. Or so Francois told itñ 

She wondered how the creatures grew, and did they have a purpose? 
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She wondered how it felt to have hips and knees that could bend either 

way, and what  did he look like four -footed in his ôrunning-gait modeõ? 

She wondered why Lady Nefõs secretary needed a junior-grade spy in 

the Palaces. 

ôSocial Care,õ intoned Francois, ôa multifarious organisation, of ancient 

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 subtlety, the 

sabre and the drum for blind force. You should have been a soldier, Bibiñõ 

Except that I could never have been an officer, she thought. Candidate 

status had changed her life: but some things were forever out of reach. 

ôI donõt understand òsymbiotic waróñõ  

Francois lifted his shoulders, in the alien equivalent of a superior smile. 

ôNor did we: until we met human beings! Itõs the most bizarre idea I ever met. 

Where I come from war is not an amiable competitive sport, war is permanent 

death: there is no compromise, once the weapons are out.õ 

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, blood-filled lice. Its ôfaceõ 

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 in these dusky rooms ð 

Francois preferred a low light ð that led, by discreet passageways, straight to 

Lady Nefõs bedroom. Bibi kept thinking about that door, and what it meant, 

and finally was emboldened to ask a direct question.  

 ôFrancois, are we still in trouble? Is Lady Nef going to be all right?õ 

 The Aleutian gave her a sharp look, and laughed: a human trait he had 

mastered perfectly. ôAt last, the child raises her nasal. Bibi, you are so self-

absorbed, and so brutishly flexible in your opinions, that o ne is astonished 

when one glimpses your passions. Your master and mistress could have been 

in trouble. They might have found themselves on trial for war crimes, in spite 

of the amnesty, over incidents such as that massacre at White Rockñõ 

 Bibi held her br eath. What adults donõt understand, she thought, is that 

thereõs nothing I can do about White Rock. Or the Young Emperorõs fall, or Lady Nef 

being under house arrest. Itõs not that I donõt care.  

 It was the same as in the Cypress Drill-Hall. You could wai t him out, 

and heõd stop tormenting you.  

Francois sighed. ôThe danger has passed . . . You see, Bibi, before the Aleutian 

Departure, the so-called World Government at Xiõan blithely anticipated that 

the Empire ð destroyed by the Gender Wars, may I say, more than by the 

Aleutian presence ð would spontaneously recombine. En effect, swayed by the 

ideals of the òHuman Renaissanceó, liberté egalité amitié, the World State 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 amitié soon  vanished. The Empire, now calling itself the 

òRepublicó, resumed its repressive, corrupt and feudal course: and therefore 

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

the title of òEmperoró, despite his popular nicknameñõ 

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.  

ôOur hero lost patience, forced Xiõan to take arms against him, and it all 

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

who goes squealing to the Hegemony in that unsporting way. But Hakuõs 

moderately expansionist, forward -thinking manifesto remains justly popular . 

No relaxation of the Enclosures, but hope for the masses . . . Itõs the platform 

everyone significant supports. Therefore the former Young Emperorõs allies 

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

and myself see no difficulty in becoming devout Republicans once more. 

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

whether in retirement or in the grave, we have nothing to fear.õ 

The slug fell to the carpet, covertly dislodged: but Bibiõs eyes had 

started to water. She suppressed a sneeze. 

 ôI try to educate you in your benighted planetõs parochial affairs, and I 

donõt know why I waste my time: I discern the liquid of human boredom. 

Your eyes have glazed over, Bibi.õ 

 ôNo they havenõt, theyõre just a bit weepy. I was listening . . . I have a 

friend who says I was brought up like an Aleutian, in the Great House. That 
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Iõm steeped in subliminal post-colonialism. Having òtraditionaló sexes, and 

human servants instead of machines. Not playing immersion ga mes, dancing 

every evening. He says the Enclosures were an Aleutian idea, too.õ 

 ôHeõs quite right.õ Francois could get sarcastic about flattery, but often 

it appeased him. ôOur legacy, and not a bad one. A Household that dances in 

step, changes in step. And what the devil would you do with your teeming 

masses, if the bulk of them didnõt belong to the Households of the more 

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 

donõt come here when you have a cold. Iõm vulnerable to human viral 

infection. It makes my teeth itch.õ 

 She thought of suggesting that she could use quarantine film, but she 

didnõt dare. Sheõd rather endure the snuffles, and continue to be of use. She 

guessed that the questions he asked were not as bland as they seemed. Or else 

he was reading her mind, picking out things she didnõt know she knew. She 

would have liked to be better trusted: but accepted she was probably safer, 

and more useful, as an ignorant pawn. 
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V 

 

General Yuõs army had been disbanded, re-enlistment in the Peopleõs Army at 

the Republicõs discretion. Nightingale, whoõd seen no active service, had 

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 long-distance 

contact, had a million questions. Did Nightingale really get a medal for her 

college results? Did she have it with her? Was the so-called Golden Barracks 

really a nest of 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 hotplateñ?  

The only escape from ôthe Magnetõsõ curiosity was to distract her, so 

they spent a happy half -hour trying to activate Bibiõs prize gadget, without 

success. ôItõs all right,õ said Bibi. ôNobody ever sends me 3D mail anyway.õ  

On the warm rush mats Honesty had finessed from Housekeeping, 

they sat sipping green tea from the corridorõs distributeur: all of them thinking 

of the Great House, the beloved home theyõd probably never see againñ  

ôIõve been amazingly, fantastically luckyñõ confessed Nightingale.  

ôI heard it was merit, not luck,õ said Bibi. 
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ôYou heard wrong.õ Nightingale shook her head: eyes lowered, black 

lashes lying thick and soft on her glowing cheeksñ 

ôLady Nef fixed everything for you, of course,õ Honesty put it bluntly. 

ôBut you deserved it, and now we all have dazzling futures ahead. Bibi will be 

a Social Care Superintendent, Nightingale will be a general. And Iõm going to 

have a million sexy lovers, rise to be a steward and become incredibly rich by 

skimming the household accountsñõ 

The Thoughts of Youth looked 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.  

ôI donõt know why she loves that picture so much,õ grumbled Honesty. 

ôAbsolutely all that happens is that the girlõs  hair gets blown about, and the 

clouds keep changing, but whatõs the use in that? I try to get her to explain, 

but sheõs still the Savage. She hasnõt learned to express herself.õ 

ôItõs because you canõt see the girlõs face,õ said Nightingale, wisely. 

ôYes I can,õ protested Bibi. ôI mean, I can see what her face means.õ 

The other two jeered happily at this typical Savagism.  

ôYouõve been spending too much time with that Aleutian, mistressñõ  

ôOh, is Francois here? I never thought. But of course, he must beñõ  

The Thoughts of Youth vanished. In its place appeared a view of the 

corridor outside Bibiõs door, embellished by the apparition of Ogul Merdov, 

her sour face framed by a clerical cap.  
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ôMistress!õ exclaimed Honesty. ôIõm having a beautiful dream. Is that 

the great Ogul Merdov at our door?õ  

ôI can hear you, Honesty,õ said Ogul, peering officiously around the 

room; evidently hoping to spot something contraband. It was annoying, but 

Ogul could look all she liked: she had seniority, and a legitimate errand. ôIõm 

here to take Miss Officer Ni ghtingale to the Lady. I should put your stuck -up 

mistress on report for delaying her.õ  

 ôCaller acknowledged,õ said Bibi, belatedly. ôThank you.õ 

 The artscreen returned. ôIõd better go,õ said Nightingale. ôI mustnõt 

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

 

ôLook at you,õ said Honesty, bracingly. ôNightingale is beautiful and talented, 

and her father was a war hero. You were nothing, a dirty little refugee, a rebel. 

Now youõre a candidate-citizen. Itõs unearned privilege, and youõre bound to 

have enemies. Donõt let her get to you, just be careful.õ 

 Bibi straightened her tunic, feeling dishevelled and grubby, as always 

after an Ogul encounter. ôThank you for your warm support . . . Magnet, was 

there a òsomeoneó-shaped hole in Nightingaleõs life story? Or was that my 

imagination?õ 

 ôThereõs a boyfriend,õ Honesty nodded. ôA lover, Iõm afraid.õ  

ôIsnõt that good? I thought regular sex was the answer to everything.õ  

ôSex is all right. Love, well, that depends on the circumstances.õ  
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Honesty had investigated Mahmood ð having extracted his name by sheer 

bullying ð and executed a search that was not within her rights, but it was 

within Bibiõs, so whatõs the difference? Mahmood Al-Farzi MacBride proved 

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.  

Sheõd also found out that he favoured the Syr Darya Prospect for his 

morning exercise ð 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. Honestyõs own sex life was varied, opportunist and 

uncomplicated, but she knew that slow movers like Bibi and Mahmood 

needed a venue, or theyõd never make any progress.  

The Syr Darya was one of the North Bankõs best-known ôStreet-Levelõ 

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 



58 

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. 

 ôThe riverõs like you, Bibi,õ said Mahmood. ôIt wasnõt born under a roof, 

it comes to our feuds and gripes innocent, bringing strength and freshnessñõ 

 ôI was brought up in a cave. Do you know, I hardly heard the words 

òTraditionalistó or òReformeró when I was a child? My people didnõt think 

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

 ôThat means you could change your allegiance. Birth cultures, as we 

know, are almost impossible to eradicate.õ 

ôFar less malleable than genetic difference,õ agreed Bibi (this was Social 

Care dogma). She stared at the Recoveries, and cleared her throat. ôAs a moral 

being my allegiance is to my Family, not to a political theor y I donõt even 

understand. But itõs like Social Practice: itõs not the theory, itõs more that Iõm 

part of the organism. I donõt want to be a Traditionalist: I just am one.õ 

 ôIs organic connection more binding than morality?õ 

 ôI think so.õ 

 ôNo wonder they call you the Savage.õ 

They had stilted conversations: thrilling to each otherõs physical 

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 breakfast group immediately pulled up, divided into twos 
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and threes and headed off for second choices. Palace officers, known as 

yellowjackets ð boring hive -insects of some kind ð invariably took second place 

to the cadets, known as gallahs for their impudence and noise. But Bibi 

immediately had a call on her iface. Nightingale came racing after them, 

almost overtaking her message.  

ôBibi, Honesty! I hoped Iõd find you!õ She examined the Reformer, half-

smiling, half -challenging. ôExcuse me, sir, but are you the wonderful 

Mahmood? As in Mahmood says? As in I have a friend who knowsñ?õ 

ôIõm Mahmood.õ 

ôDonõt tease him,õ said Honesty: pleased to see Nightingale, but put out 

at the interruption ð Syr Darya was supposed to be for Bibi. ôWhy didnõt you 

say youõd be here? We could have missed each other.õ 

Nightingale blushed, and grabbed her friendsõ hands. ôI want you to 

meet someone. Wait, wait there. Excuse me again, Mahmoodñõ  

She returned with another cadet in tow, a young man. ôThis is Caspian 

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, youõll find out. Sheõs not uncivilised, 

just unpredictable. And this is Mahmood, whom Iõve just metñõ 

Mahmood, Bibi and Honesty were speechless. They knew Konoe-

Hosokawa from the society pages. He was a prince, even if it was only 

Japanese royalty. His family was also (more importantly, in Baykonur) 
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staggeringly, filthy  rich. They were KonoeðOlofact, the scent people. They 

created moodscapes and ambiences for half the worldñ  

ôCall me òCaspianó,õ suggested the prince, with a dejected smile, like 

someone who knows heõs branded on the forehead. ôItõs my òWesternó name, 

not very original, but I prefer it.õ  

Touched by his woeful tone, Honesty recovered first, frankly offering 

her hand. ôPleased to meet you, Caspian. Wonõt you join us?õ  

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 

suddenly as self-effacing, deferential, expert as if theyõd been trained in the 

Great House. 

 ôIõm so sorry about this,õ murmured Caspian, slipping his arm around 

Nightingaleõs shoulders. ôI know itõs an intrusion. It wonõt happen again.õ 

They thought he meant the embarrassing profusion of food. Later, 

comparing notes, they realised theyõd been scanned by Konoeõs bodyguard. 

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.  

ôOh dear,õ muttered Honesty, shaking her head. ôNot good! Well, thatõs 

what happens at cadet school.õ  

ôHe may be serious,õ protested Bibi. ôSheõs a born citizen. Why not?õ 
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ôIõm sure heõs serious.õ Honesty rolled her eyes. ôFrom the way looked at 

her, the way he behaved, Iõm sure heõs madly in love. But he wouldnõt put his 

arm around his fiancée like that, out on the street, I can tell you. Poor kid. I 

always knew that face of hers was a poisoned treasure.õ 

ôShut up, Honesty. Give him a chance. You donõt know.õ 

ôHuh. I just hope it doesnõt last, and blight her career.õ 

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; feeling that sheõd become her child-self again, Bibi 

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

approved, but that wasnõt why she did it; or not the whole reason.  

Bibi knew the domesticated poor, and their problems. The Great House 

had supported plenty of ôservantsõ who ð for one reason or another ð were 

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 ñ  

 At the Great House sheõd been Francoisõs best pupil, in her year group, 

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

language. ôSilentõ speech was not telepathy, not in the sense that people 

imagined it. The Aleutians themselves, with the added dimension of their 
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ôwandering cellsõ, couldnõt truly read each othersõ minds. But Bibiõs skill was 

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 ñ 

  She saw some strange things. The illegal human whores who plied 

their trade around the steps of the Monument to Sputnik ð 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 confirmed theyõd been scanned, and didnõt possess a 

trace of ôclairvoyanceõ. The cavernous Church of Self Club, where the half-

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 lifted it from a Recovery conduit. Bibi wasnõt the 

police, and it wasnõt much of a crime. She was about to look the other way 

when she saw that their uniforms bore traces of General Yuõs insignia, and 

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 -upñ 

 ôCol? Drez Doyle? Is it you?õ 
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 ôFunx me!õ exclaimed the larger of the two wrecks. ôItõs our Bibi!õ 

 Drez had let his ringlets grow; Col Ben Phu had some crudely done 

new tats. Theyõd both lost muscle, and looked twenty years older, not seven. 

She sat down with them on the steps of the fountain, told her story and heard 

theirs. The breaking of General Yuõs army. The way theyõd been allowed to 

re-enlist, and then treated like dirt. The anger and resentment at the loss of 

their Active Field Bonuses, nothing to show for all those campaigns. The 

disrespect, the fighting and thieving, the dishonourable discharge.  

 ôWeõd have been on half-pay, see,õ said Col, ônow thereõs peace, if 

theyõd kept us on the active list. So they fired us, it was cheaper. The order 

came from above, and that bastard NCO, she saw we were prime targets.õ 

 Drez was more realistic. ôWe did wrong, Bibi. Canõt deny it. But they 

pushed us beyond what we could bear.õ 

 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. 

 ôWhat about Sergeant Aswad? What happened to him?õ 

 They looked at each other.  

ôSarge is in the dreamtime,õ said Col.  

 ôOh, shit.õ 

 The soldiers had never heard Bibi use an expletive before. They were 

pleased, they became visibly relaxed. ôItõs a bugger,õ agreed Drez. ôWe fell on 

hard times. It was different for the Sarge. He got himself in trouble.õ 
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ôYeah. Just by being loyal to the cause.õ 

 ôIs he . . . Is the Sarge ever going to get out?õ 

 Drez grimaced.  

ôThatõs a maybe,õ said Col, darkly. ôDepends. Depends on how the 

runes fall in the end, know what I mean?õ 

 She did not know, but she remembered that Francois had used the 

same odd expressionñ 

 ôThereõs a billion, billion stars with planets out there!õ Drez burst out, 

staring at her wildly. ôHundreds of thousands of empty worlds, waiting for 

us. We donõt have to live locked up no more, Bibiñõ 

 ôNot a billion billion . . .õ Col liked numbers, it annoyed her to hear 

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 remainedñ  

ôYeah, Einstein, well plenty. We funxing invented the Buonarotti 

Device, didnõt we? Why arenõt we out there, colonising? Because the rich hate 

the idea of the masses getting their freedom, thatõs why. Thatõs why they 

destroyed Haku. He was for the Expansion of the Human Raceñ õ 

Col scowled. ôStupid bastard screwed himself, Drez.õ 

ôThey hounded him till he destroyed himself in despair.õ 

ôIõd better go.õ Bibi stood up, digging in her pockets for cash, the 

currency of the poor. ôIõm making you look like informers. Take care of 

yourselves. Iõll be around, this is my wardñõ 

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. Whatõs more, the Buonarotti Instantaneous 

Transit was incredibly dangerous. Even on the ôstronger pathwaysõ between 

the Hegemony Worlds and Speranza you could arrive at your destination 

inside out, or physically intac t but criminally insane. Even if all went well you 

were mentally scarred for life after a few trips. The diplomats and the spies and 

the banished criminals can keep it, thought Bibiñ  

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 ð 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 didnõt know how to introduce the 

subject. She wasnõt supposed to know that she was being interrogated, when 

he summoned her to his rooms for those little chats.  

Later, when sheõd calmed down, she felt guilty, and knew sheõd 

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, 

long ago. Theyõd probably have had to provide a ôdowryõ out of their hard-

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 Winter, and the cityõs climate mildly reflected the bitter 

cold outside. Thereõd be no snow indoors, but on the Syr Darya the trees were 

bare, and there was often a slick of frost on the morning pavement. A festive 

mood filled the city. For the rich, Baykonurõs winter was an endless round of 

parties, and to an extent everyone joined in. Prince Caspian ð who had 

confounded Honesty by making a persistent effort to befriend Nightingaleõs 

friends ð 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 mulled apple wine at the ôFishermanõ food stalls. They sang and 

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 

belief was 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 ð at lunchtime but not for lunch ð in their special place. They 

arrived on the Dragon Terrace almost together: Bibi first, for a change, and 

Mahmood coming smiling towards her ñ   

 ôI wonõt be here for the New Year,õ she blurted, as soon as theyõd 

shaken hands. ôIõm on the Winter Lists, I saw my name this morning. Iõm 

going with the Family to Kushan resort.õ 
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 ôI wonõt be here either,õ confessed Mahmood, keeping hold of her hand, 

a blush rising. ôSame reason. Iõve been putting off telling you.õ 

 ôI didnõt know Reformers had Winter Lists.õ 

  ôWe donõt. But we have rich relations . . . Iõve been invited to the Major 

Clanõs dacha. Itõs an honour, I have to be there. Canõt say no.õ 

 ôOh well,õ said Bibi. ôAs long as itõs the same for both of us.õ 

 They looked into each otherõs eyes, and quickly looked away. New 

Year was the time for wedding plans. Neither of them had said a word, not a 

word, to the  other: but theyõd been open about their friendship in self-

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.  

 ôThe dachaõs not at Kushan,õ said Mahmood, his throat so constricted 

he could hardly get the words out. ôBut itõs almost next door ð in the forest. 

We might see each other, up there.õ 

 Bibi nodded. ôI hope so. I must go now.õ 

 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 everythingñ 
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The Winter Lists turned out to be a mixed privilege for a Grade Five with no 

special duties. The Familyõs personal servants had their share of the fun, but 

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 -li ghts in the trees destroyed all 

illusion of wilderness . . . She wondered if the ôListsõ had always been like 

this, the boredom a well -kept secret. Or had it been far different in the old 

days, in Lady Nefõs own winter house, or the Generalõs hunting lodge?  

On the sixth night of the New Year there was a party thrown by Lady 

Nefõs son Amal, which became raucous after the General and the ladies 

retired. Amal, formerly one of his fatherõs staff officers, now a ôCommanderõ 

in the Peopleõs Army, without hope of a command, had invited a group of 

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 middle age, clinging to ôyouthõ in a way 

that showed heõd given up on lifeñ 

 The rooms on Bibiõs floor were not soundproofed. At five a.m. she gave 

up trying to sleep, dressed and took a quilt out onto the balcony that r an 

around the building. There was a light enclosure, so she wasnõt too cold. 

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 soonñ  

 ôBibi!õ 

 She had dozed off. Was she dreaming? Mahmood stood in the 

compound looking up, a blurred figure in snowlight dusk.  

 ôMahmood, are you real? What are you doing here?õ  

Their hopes had been disappointed. He was ônext doorõ, but theyõd 

barely been able to have a conversation, between Mahmoodõs social 

obligations and the low priority of Grade Five messaging.  

ôI thought Iõd never get away, but here I am.õ He stooped to tug at the 

clips of his skis. ôI donõt have to be back until brunch. Can you come down?õ  

 ôWait there!õ 

 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. ôLetõs go for a walk.õ  

Kushan was wide awake: party -lights spangling the dawn. Snomos 

were carrying incapable guests to their lodges; horse-drawn sleighs flew 

jingling along the slick white streets. Someone was playing a piano on an icy 

terrace all alone, the pianistõs hands and the dark shape of the instrument 

outlined in rosy fire; what extr avagance, a personal heat-ex boundary.  

ôHave you been out of the resort?õ 

ôNo,õ said Bibi, ôI didnõt feel like it, on my own.õ 
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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.  

ôThereõs no AI watching over us here,õ said Mahmood. ôThe satellites 

donõt care. There is no boundary above us. We are adrift and alone.õ 

Bibi smiled, and shook her head. ôThereõs never no surveillance.õ She 

reached up to touch his brow with a gloved finger.  

ôOf course, youõre right. The World State watches from within. It will 

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

ôAnd all we may ever know,õ Bibi completed the text, beautiful in its 

ambiguity, looking at him gravely. ôI believe in it. Donõt you?õ  

ôYes . . . But you were born a rebel, Bibi. The wild must call to you, on 

some level. You must want to escape.õ 

ôNo, Mahmood. Iõve seen where that kind of thing leads.õ 

They were hopeful young social servants, determined to get ahead, 

sincere in their ideals. Mahmood thought of everything heõd be giving up. 

The multiple partners natural to his culture, the feminine side of his sexuality: 

which he might have to suppress, with lifelong medication. He wasnõt an 

undecided, he was male and looked it (although the moustache was cosmetic, 

the follicles painted on). But he wasnõt fully adult: he could still change. It 
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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.   

 ôListen!õ said Bibi. ôLookñ!õ 

 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 

kept ice-free for the resortõs hunters. They gazed, heads tipped back, in a kind 

of ecstasy, piercing and melancholy. Kushan forest was the shrine of their 

commitment to each other, and to the beauty of the living world.  

 ôThis is why we must stay Enclosed,õ breathed Mahmood. ôFor ever.õ 

 ôI believe in that, too.õ 

 ôBibi, will you marry me?õ 

 ôIf our Families approve, I shall be very glad to marry you.õ 

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

Mahmood threw his arms around her. ôIõm not man enough for you, Bibi, but 

Iõll try. Heaven knows Iõll try.õ 

 

Amalõs party, in its death throes, was spilling out of every orifice of the lodge 

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

two Grade Fives slipping through the open gates. ôIõll see you to your door,õ 

said Mahmood, p roudly protective. He delivered her to her room, with one 

more tender kiss, and strode on into the main building: he could not sneak out 

of a servantsõ exit, not now. He felt like a prince as he clattered down the 

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, stunned by the life choice heõd just madeñ 

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 sick into a cadetõs pillbox cap. One of the bots lay 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 Mahmoodõs eye, ruefully apologetic, and put a finger 

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 pursued him. ôMahmood? Mahmood? It 

is Mahmood, isnõt it?õ Prince Caspian lunged for the support of the concierge 

desk and swayed there, clutching his breeches. ôItõs you. It is you. What 

tõfunx? You here?õ 

 ôI came to see Bibi.õ 

 ôOh. She here? Oh, please . . . Please donõ, donõ tell Nightingaleñõ 

 ôTell her what?õ growled Mahmood. ôItõs none of my business.õ 

 ôYou donõ unerstanõ. Youõve got to unerstanõ. I LOVE herñõ 

 Mahmood boiled with rage. Konoeõs features were suffused, ruined by 

the nightõs fun, but he could still glimpse the polished, unnatural beauty of 

the aristocrat. The World State had laws against cosmetic and longevity work 
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on unborn children, which the rich routinely flouted. The princeõs ôpromotionõ 

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, but all the freedoms heõd never 

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 furiousñ 

ôYouõre right. I donõt understand. Which of them is it you love so much? 

Is it Nightingale, or the bot?õ 

ôPlease,õ gasped the prince, shocked sober. ôIt would hurt her so much.õ 

 ôOf course I wonõt tell her.õ 

 Outside the lodge gates he realised heõd left his skis under Bibiõs 

window. He couldnõt stand to go back and ask for them. It was a long forced 

march to the MacBride dacha, driven by the poor relationõs imperative: he 

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 Special Envoy of the Standing Committee, here in the flesh from Xiõan. 

Progress was slow; she had plenty of time to observe her hostess. Not at her 

best, thought Pepper, with satisfaction. The mighty Lady Nef has reached the age 

where a womanõs inner elderliness defeats her, no matter how exclusive her 

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

didnõt suit the old warhorse, either.  

The dear old lady always smells of the steppes, however carefully she scents 

her roomsñ 

 If the ôimmortal-designateõ were raised to glory in a while, would she 

take her arrogant ageing with her? Pepper, though a staunch Traditionalist, 

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

She knew for a fact that ôimmortal-designateõ simply meant that the lady was 

untouchable, because she knew awful secrets about the Xiõan government. 

But Nef as a sagging crone, for all eternity: it was a pleasing imageñ 

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 

manõs concubine. In consolation, Pepperõs host and hostess greeted her 

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 the subtle-

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 Nefõs parties always general, no private sound clubs 

allowed) blended r ichly with the scented air. Antique mirrors, a renowned 

feature of this Town House, gave back Pepper Lilyõs sinuous curves with a 

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 

free-thinking poets, scientists, artists, whoõd been her courtiers when she was 

the hostess here, were dangerous now. Peopleõs Army officers, charming even 

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 steppesñ 

It should have been me, it should have been me . . . How cruel and  

unjust life is. Pepper Lily didnõt believe in immortality, but she believed in 

Seniority. There were no more than ten thousand Commoners who held that 

rank in the whole of Eurasia, including China, 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 husbandõs longevity status. It had all been taken care of, all 
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settled, and sheõd have been out of reach of stupid political changes. It might 

still have happened, if N ef had not come to the cityñ  

 By the Feather Fountain, an exquisite First Empire ôwater feature 

without waterõ from the Great Drought era, she joined a group watching a 

squeeze-ball match on a floating screen ð simply to escape from the torture of 

grovell ing to bores. A crude grip settled on her hip, alcoholic breath at her 

ear.  

 ôSee anything you fancy?õ  

 It was Ehsan Lukoil, one of her husbandõs associates, a vile man she 

always tried to avoid. She slipped away from the hand, adroitly: making it 

seem she only moved so she could turn and smile. ôCaspian plays with style. 

Heõs a darling, isnõt he? So full of life, so well bred, he hardly seems Japanese 

at all. What do you think of the latest news from Speranza, Ehsan?õ 

 Ehsanõs crude manners didnõt trouble Pepper. (She had nothing to fear 

from him, sexually!) She hated him because of something cold and superior 

that watched ð from behind the eyes of the slack buffoon. It woke and stared at 

her now. What had she said? It was just a line, it was just the sort of question one 

asks. For a moment, horrified, she thought that something gossipworthy had 

happened on Speranza, and she didnõt know, she had lost her touchñ 

 ôIõll discuss current affairs with your master, my beauty. With you, Iõd 

rather discuss Caspian Konoeõs gorgeous arseñõ 

 ôMy husband,õ she corrected him, still smiling. 
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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 dazzling woman of affairs, the ôConcubineõsõ future is not in doubtñ 

ôFunx that, Pepper. Your gameõs up. Hang on to what youõve got, while 

you can.õ Lukoil took hold of her behind again, and chuckled as he squeezed. 

ôNo arse is as gorgeous as yours, sweetheart!õ 

 

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. 

Sheõd worn it as a funx you to all the society 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 Baykonurõs most exclusive circles. The world had 

changed, the Young Emperor days were over, she looked fashionable like a 

whore . . . It was such a lie! Such a lie! She had been the Generalõs sponsor, his 

fianc®e in waiting, graciously ôstanding inõ for a neglectful wife.  

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 ôSimianõ features, his abrupt laugh, his energy. His lusty 

eagerness, so endearing. She had a violent need to rush up to Lady Nef and 

hiss in her face: Youõll be sorry, Iõll make you pay. But Pepper was tougher than 
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that. She contained herself and became a huntress, choosing her prey with 

care ð in search of information, bedroom talk, the kind of whisper tha tõs hard 

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 weakness, after all. 
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VII  

 

Bibi spent her morning online with a casework team, sorting out help for the 

dependents of an illicit pig farmer ð 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, rabbits, cats, rats provided ôreal meatõ for the lower 

cityõs more affluent outcastes, whose self-esteem was important ð and 

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. A half -caste known as ôBusterõ had collapsed and died, in the miserable 

partition where he was being entertained by an illegal human whore known 

as ôLooty Looõ. The nuns at the Settlement were allowing Looty ð who had 

been fond of ôherõ client ð to use one of their meeting rooms for a send-off.  

The guests were a sad collection, mostly half-castes themselves, with 

an admixture of the particular kind of whore who catered to that persecuted 

community ð like ôLooty Looõ. Bibi walked about, 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, rarely naturally fertile, required their 

offspring to be perfect. The rejects were not culled, they were ôfosteredõ in the 

lower city: a cash crop, like those unfortunate pigs. Settlement nuns reclaimed 

them, and gave them an education. This was illegal, since all the baby-farmers 

were licensed . . . But the Palaces didnõt make trouble for the Settlements. 

Whatever she thought she heard, she didnõt have to investigate.  

The House stood on a slope of green rooftops earthed over for potagers, 

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 basket-weave of braided towers, spiral skyways, storied bridges. 

Aleutian -developed ôbambuõ, Eurasiaõs chief building material, shone like 

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 creeping around Francoisõs rooms, 

wearing glimpses of the Aleutianõs own face. 

 

In Verityõs office, afterwards, she was startled, and alarmed, to learn that 

sheõd been involved in a murder inquiry. ôAccording to the police medical 

examinerõs report, òBusteró died from internal bleeding,õ said Verity. ôIt seems 

heõd been beaten up, two or three days before he died in Lootyõs armsñõ 
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Bibi nodded. ôHeõd had some body-mod, er, I mean gene therapy, that 

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

he had no visible injuries, he probably didnõt even know he was in trouble, 

heõd just been filling up with blood inside. Would that be murder?õ 

ôItõs not my job to speculate, Bibi. You didnõt pick up any further 

details? These are half-castes, and you are fluent in the òCommon Tongueó.õ  

On Verityõs deskscreen the certified record of the event was running. 

Busterõs shabby mourners milled about, avoiding each otherõs eyes. 

 ôI probably wouldnõt have understood,õ said Bibi, evasively. ôCommon 

Tongue is highly contextual. Even users whoõve grown up together can have 

opposite ideas about whatõs been said in a òSilentó conversation, and those 

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 speak aloud at allñõ 

ôA refuge for endless ambiguity, trust the Aleutians. Can you discern 

anything more on review? Any comments you can translate for me?õ 

Bibi shook her head. ôIõm sorry. Half-castes can be silent, in the Silent 

speech, if you see what I mean, better than most people. Nobody was being 

very communicative: I suppose they were shocked, after a sudden death.õ 

Verity gave Bibi one of the level looks that presaged a bombshell. ôA 

suspicious death may have suspicious connections. If you had been able to tell 

me anything, I would have been obliged to pass it on to another authority.õ 

ôOh.õ Another authority generally meant the secret police. 
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ôYes, it seems the half-castes are up to something again . . .õ Verity 

shrugged. ôBut since you can tell me nothing, our involvement ends here.õ  

Bibi nodded, straight -faced. 

ôHm. Are you able to read secrets in my little facial tics and gestures?õ 

ôOh no. Not at all. It really doesnõt work like that.õ 

 

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 

left the office feeling that sheõd had a lucky escape, and grateful to Verity for 

guiding her to t he correct answers. You donõt have to be an Aleutian to know 

when your boss is quietly telling you to stay out of trouble . . .  

 Mahmood was waiting in the Palacesõ RT concourse. They flew to each 

other through the crush, practically colliding with Superi ntendent Natouri, 

the chief of Bibiõs section, as they embraced. ôIõll pretend I didnõt see that, 

Bibi,õ remarked Natouri, almost smiling, as s/he stepped onto a Horizontal 

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

blushing.  

ôNatouri knows your name!õ said Mahmood. ôIõm impressed.õ 

 ôIt was probably you s/he recognised. So it had to be me, by default, 

unless you have a string of fianc®es.õ Superintendent Natouri is still wearing a 

side-fastening gown, thought Bibi, and wondered  if this was important. 

Francois hadnõt interrogated her for a while.  
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Now all they had to do was get through ôTraining for a Life Togetherõ, 

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 a t 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 was safe, as her Grade 

Seven credit line didnõt even register at a place like the Luna B. 

 ôThereõs a simple solution,õ Mahmood remarked, as they waited under 

the eye of the ôbouncerõ, a sculpted ancient spaceman with a haughty black 

faceplate. ôWe stop worrying and let him pay for everything. Heõs absurdly 

wealthy, weõre poor, he likes our company, why not?õ 

ôThat wonõt do, Mahmood. I donõt mind freeloading ð much ð but how 

can we be friends when itõs as if heõs paying us to chaperone her?õ 

ôWhich is, in fact, whatõs happening.õ 

 ôHe really loves her.õ 

 ôAs Honesty would say, Iõm sure youõre right!õ 

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 



84 

existence was never once acknowledged), she must know Konoe had not 

given up the vices of his caste. And after all, to be honest, itõs something to 

have a prince in your debtñ 

Gagarin Circle, far above the ôGagarinõ of the branded fortune-tellers, 

was one of Baykonurõs great set pieces. Public buildings and showcase virtual 

installations vied in the grandeur of their effects; the spectacular floating 

globes of the gaming arenas rose above trees and lawns. The Starry 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.  

ôWhatõs taking her so long?õ muttered Bibi. 

ôSheõs betrayed us, sheõs eating cake.õ 

A semi-AI Limo, gold -skinned with a ôchromeõ trim, emerged from the 

Government Hall underpass. Bibi notic ed at once that it was a Family car, 

though it had no insignia.  

ôOh, look. Itõs General Yuñõ 

 ôThatõs a sign of the times. Your General is on the way up again.õ 

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 

into the Limoõs offside wing. There was a small explosion, a burst of smoke 
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and flame. The semi-AI reared up, and fell on its side with a shrieking 

groanñ 

 The Cruiser disengaged, reversed and sped away.  

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

shop. ôWhat was thatñ?õ demanded Konoe, as sirens began to wail. 

 ôGeneral Yuñ!õ cried Bibi.  

She ran and the others followed, infected by her urgency. When they 

reached the scene, two black-visored motorcycle cops from Government Hall 

had taken charge. The General and the aide-de-camp with him were 

uninjured. They were watching their driver, who was testing the wreck of the 

Limoõs forward ganglion. One cop was calling for a disposal unit, while the 

other intimidated a small crowd, drawn into being by the collision.  

 ôOfficer!õ Bibi elbowed her way to the front. ôWe saw everything! Weõll 

give you a statement! That was not an accident!õ 

 ôWitness claims a hit-and-run,õ intoned the cop, scanning Bibi and 

finding her to be respectable. ôYou could identify the perp, or its driver, Miss 

Officer?õ Sex workers and contact-level law enforcement were the two areas 

exempted, for humanitarian reasons, from the World Stateõs ban on embodied 

AIs. The robocops, notoriously, did not challenge the Intelligence barrier ñ  

ôSable Brown Cruiser,õ reported Nightingale. ôA cab, but no licence or 

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

the driver was a half -casteñõ 
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General Yuõs chauffeur got to his feet and announced that the gold 

Limo had to be put down. Front ganglion gone, extensive collateral damage, 

itõs like it had a massive stroke. There was a murmur of instant sentiment, 

from the instant crowd: ah, the noble vehicle, it died protecting its master ñ 

 ôPoor brute.õ The General ran a hand through his vigorous chestnut 

hair. ôI was fond of that car. See to it.õ He didnõt seem to recognise Honesty or 

Bibi. There was no reason why he should ð it was a long time since the Virgin 

of the Roof-Beam. ôNow then, Officer, what do you need from me?õ 

ôA disposal facility is on its way, General: and we have a witness, 

General, sir. The young lady cadet here saysñõ 

ôAll  of us,õ broke in Honesty, who didnõt want to be involved but 

couldnõt desert Nightingale and Bibi. ôWe saw the whole thing.õ 

ôThese young people are all willing to testify, sir.õ 

ôAnd one of them is me!õ added Caspian, not to be outdone by a 

domestic. 

ôAnd one of them is Caspian Konoe, Sir . . .õ The robocop, having 

relayed this information, bowed deeply. ôExcuse me, Your Majesty, didnõt see 

you there.õ 

ôYou do me too much honour, officer. Your Royal Highness is sufficient, 

thank you.õ 

ôNonsense,õ said General Yu, addressing himself to the prince. ôIõm 

sorry, Caspian, but I think Iõd know. The driver of that cab, probably new to 

the job, didnõt know the city, lost his way in the rings and panicked when he 
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found himself shooting out onto Gagarin. It wasnõt an assassination attempt, 

for heavenõs sake. If you think you saw anything else, well, the lightõs very 

confusing, this time of day.õ He dusted off his gloved hands. ôCancel the 

knackersõ cart, Officer, my own people will be here shortly. Iõd prefer they 

took him home. Whereõs that fresh car?õ 

 Another Limo arrived, from the Hall of Governmentõs pool. The 

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 

Mahmoodõs full-sensorium avatars didnõt get past the training simulation. 

Caspian and Bibi did better (Bibi had beginnerõs luck; the prince had taken a 

course and was averagely competent). Nightingale was astonishing. The rest 

of them retired to the spectatorsõ lounge, and just watched her.  

By the time they emerged it was midnight, but they were fired with the 

energy of the arenaõs adjuvant mix. It was still winter, still party time. They 

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 the Fishermanõs protective arms ð a tiny guardian, 
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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. 

 ôAt least we have one adept,õ began Caspian. ôIf ever the Blue Planetõs 

armies are called to battle in outer space, which Heaven forbidñõ 

 ôWhat dõyou think was going on?õ asked Bibi, chin on hand.  

 Of course, she meant the accident. If anything remotely concerning 

General Yu or Lady Nef came up, it was impossible to distract her ñ 

Honesty shrugged. ôOne of the perks of being a General and a Senior, 

thatõs all. If youõre knocked down in the street by a mad cabbie, it gets wiped 

to save you from embarrassment.õ  

ôWe donõt know it was wiped. Was there an explosion? Or did I 

imagine that?õ  

ôIt could have been just the crash,õ said Mahmood, ôsetting fire to 

something in the Limoõs innardsñõ 

ôThere was an explosion.õ Nightingale stared ahead of her, checking the 

footage on her eye socõs working record. ôA small one, hardly dangerous. 

Unless it misfired, maybe. You werenõt captõing, Mahmood?õ 

 Mahmood used his eye socõ for work and study: not when he had to 

pay the tariff himself. ôNo, I wasnõt . . . But I did think the General behaved 

strangely. Why didnõt he kick up more of a fuss? He could have been killed.õ  
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 Nightingale grinned. ôMaybe heõs kicking up a fuss right now, at a 

dignified level. He just didnõt want to waste his time with the robocops.õ 

ôHe probably has gambling debts.õ Honesty chopped her sausage, and 

scooped mustard. ôThat was his bookie, giving him a heavy hint.õ 

 Caspian Konoe frowned, and moved his chair backñ 

 Bibiõs expression had become speculative, and determined. ôGenius? 

Could you use your skills to fi nd out what happened to my statement?õ 

 Nightingale had been ôthe Geniusõ when Bibi was the Savage and 

Honesty was the Magnet, back in Juniper Square. ôNo skill involved, dear 

Savage. It should be on the public incident sheet by now.õ She communed 

with her  socõ. ôVehicle collision, Gagarin and HoG, 17.07.39. Oh, itõs not there. 

It must be down as a civil recovery. No, itõs not thereñõ 

 ôTold you,õ smirked Honesty. ôWiped out of history.õ 

 ôMaybe you got the time wrong?õ 

 ôWell, thatõs the time of the collision on my socõ and itõs telling the right 

time now.õ Nightingale blinked, returning to the material world. ôThatõs me 

cleaned out. Iõm not going to poke around in secured police data for you.õ 

ôBut you captured it all on your socõ. You thought the Cruiser was 

disguised ð could you strip the mask out? Could you trace its licence? And 

you said something about the driver, the driver was a half-casteñ?õ 

Honesty rolled her eyes. ôWhatõs the use in that? Nightingaleõs socõ 

isnõt evidence, Bibi.õ Eye-socket records 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 prosecutionñ  

ôWeõre not in court,õ Mahmood pointed out. ôWeõre just curious.õ 

ôLet me see.õ Nightingaleõs gloved fingertips moved swiftly, under the  

tabletop. Her lips parted in a dreamy little smile; it was her coding face. ôHm, 

well. The Cruiser was masked, but not deeply. I can recover the licence plate 

and put it through the city for you . . . Oooh, now, this is  funny!õ 

 ôWhatõs funny?õ demanded Honesty. 

 ôThe cab that viciously attacked General Yuõs Limo belongs to a 

company thatõs listed as one of the holdings of August Councillor Scolariñõ 

 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 State, had callously enjoyed Pepper Lilyõs fall ð 

and the Generalõs discomfiture at her poor-taste attempts to win him back. 

Even Bibi grinned, although she hated scandalñ  

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

Nightingaleõs shoulder. ôYouõre getting chilled, sweetheart. Letõs have another 

whirl, and leave Honesty to keep the yellowjackets out of trouble. Sheõs a 

sensible girl.õ He signalled for the waiter to bring another round.  

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

glances, just enough for the accept gesture to pass between them.  
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Two beefy individuals, rather old for cadet uniform, left a nearby table 

and followed the handsome couple. Nightingale, after that one glance, didnõt 

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 cloud on the glory of Bibiõs future was the fear, amounting to 

certainty, that her beautiful, brilliant friend was doomed to cruel 

unhappiness. A prince could be ômadly in loveõ and get over it in a day or 

two. Nightingale had a different kind of heart. ôOh, I hope they donõt go for 

the temporary marriage. That really would blight her career.õ  

 ôHe wonõt do it,õ said Honesty. ôNo fear. Not even for a weekend. Why 

should he? Heõs got what he wants, and very nice, for as long as he wants her. 

What a hateful trap sheõs fallen into, poor girl. Oh, itõs rotten luck for one of us 

to be born looking like a princess. It only ends one way.õ 

Mahmood had never accepted a socõ download from a beautiful girl 

before. He felt mysteriously shaken: it was as if sheõd touched him, intimately, 

somewhere he couldnõt quite locate. He cleared his throat. 

ôKonoe was right to take himself off. The bodyguards and the society 

pages are no account, they clip us out and dump us. But heõs bound to have a 

police trace on him, heõs a foreigner after all ð and thatõs something else. 

Nightingale too, by now, poor kid. Dõyou want to hear what Iõve got?õ 

Potentially, theoretically, the least flick of an eyelash in the darkest 

alley could  be recovered from the cityõs surveillance. Without ôprobable causeõ 
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the vast majority of Baykonurõs inhabitants ð mere residents, Palace officers, 

household servants, or citizens of the Empire ð 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? wondered Bibi. As if he knows 

something we donõt, as if weõre children in his eyesñ 

ôWell, Iõve got the whole incident, and the company search, and it looks 

as if the driver was a half-caste. The Cruiser was masked, but he wasnõt.õ 

ôWhy a half-caste? Thatõs so randomñõ 

ôNo it isnõt, Bibi,õ said Mahmood, glad to air his knowledge. ôItõs a 

historical fact  that the Aleutians have super-powers over biotech. Thatõs how 

they conquered us, I mean, apart from us conquering ourselves by starting the 

Gender Wars. Half-castes can have strange abilities too. I donõt know how it 

adds up, but youõll find them working at every racing stable in the world. 

You see, it would have been very hard for any normal driver to force that cab 

to attack a semi-AI. I mean, if it wasnõt an accidentñõ 

Bibi and Honesty knew nothing whatever about cars.  

ôGo on,õ said Bibi, feeling a prickle of adrenalin.  

 ôEr . . . Thatõs about all, really.õ  

But ôabout allõ was thrilling enough. A half-caste, with something like 

occult powers, using a masked vehicle for an attack on General Yuõs Limoñ 

 ôI donõt believe itõs anything to do with Pepper Lily,õ said Honesty. ôIn 

her masterõs own car? Thatõs ridiculous. She canõt be that stupid.õ  
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  Mahmood had lost interest in the famous concubine. ôWhere are we 

going with this? Are we taking it to the police?õ  

 ôIõm not sureñõ said Bibi.  

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 Familyõs name, to shield General Yu from unpleasantness. They 

were idiots, and yet he wished he felt so close to his Clan Superiorsñ 

ôThere might be something going on that Lady Nef needs to know 

about,õ muttered Honesty. ôShould we report to her, mistress?õ 

ôNot yet,õ said Bibi, slowly. ôFirst we should investigate.õ 

ôHow?õ 

ôWell, coincidentally, my supervisor asked me, just today, if Iõd noticed 

anything suspicious going on in the half -caste communityñõ 

This was not precisely true, but near enough.  

ôAm I allowed to come in on this? Or is it Traditionalists only?õ 

Honesty whispered audibly into Bibiõs ear. ôWe should have him along. 

Reformers, theyõre all crazy, enemies of the State. When we get caught and 

dressed down, we can blame him for everything ñõ 

ôI agree. If we have to mix with lowlifes, heõll be good cover.õ 
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VIII  

 

Bibi returned to the Settlement House, to ask if she could be put in touch with 

Looty Loo ð or with his sponsor, a cab driver named Aqeel. The nun who 

received her, in the small office they called their ôparlourõ, didnõt give her a 

warm welcome. The womanõs bare head was cropped and grey, her uniform 

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

Liberté, Egalité, Amitié . . . Bibi remembered that this had once been Lady Nefõs 

creed, and felt a little guilty. But she wasnõt going to cause the Settlement any 

troubleñ  

ôYouõre the Common Tongue expert, arenõt you?õ 

ôNot really,õ said Bibi, taken aback.  

ôI thought you were,õ said the nun, dryly. ôWe were told that an SP 

Officer with experience in reading hal f-castes would attend Busterõs wake, 

and you turned up. Well, whatever you say: Iõm sure the Palaces know what 

theyõre doing . . . Looty and Aqeelõs registered domiciles are in the police file. 

I donõt know what more I can do for you.õ  

ôYou see, Iõd rather meet them informally, somewhere neutral. This 

isnõt a police matter. Itõs just that Looty Loo seemed very distressed.õ  

ôBuster was one of her regulars, they were close. They donõt have 

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

does not make the loss easier to bear.õ  
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 ôI was brought up in a Great House,õ Bibi answered, with dignity, ôas a 

foundling. As far as Iõm concerned, my patch is my Household, and Looty 

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

We have bereavement treatment, or maybe heõd just like to talk?õ 

 ôYouõre the one who walks everywhere. And you have no eye-socket 

gadget. Isnõt that awkward, in your work?õ 

ôI donõt like the idea,õ explained Bibi. ôMy iõs good enough for me.õ 

The nun almost smiled. The Sisters of the Human Renaissance liked 

non-compliance, and independence of mind; especially in a young woman.  

ôWhy donõt you try the Church of Self? Looty can often be found there. 

And Iõve heard that cab drivers frequent the canteens in that neighbourhood, 

Aqeel could be among them . . . You might find it better not to go in uniform.õ 

ôThank you very much.õ 

ôJust one more thing. Donõt call Looty òheó. She doesnõt like it.õ 

 

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

tempted her to linger: but it wouldnõt be tactful to hang around, where she 

had been identified as an informer. Thanks for nothing, she thought. It wasnõt 

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 expert ð 

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 send a ôCommon Tongueõ expert 

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 ð like the SP ð to protect themselves?  

The nun had been on her guard, but the words Bibi had ôheard in her 

headõ as she quit the office had been very clear: If you are as innocent as you 

seem, child, then stay out of this. Run away, get awayñ .She 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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IX  

 

 The Xiõan Governmentõs Baykonur Residence was an old Town House on 

Arbat, metaphorically and physically far away from the majestic shopfront of 

Gagarin ð a snub that wasnõt lost on the locals. Leaders of fashion affected to 

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 Nefõs mission, when she arrived for a private interview 

with His Excellency. But Xue was an old friend, old sparring partner, so they 

came to the point gradually.  

He was wait ing 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. 

 ôYou donõt change, Snow.õ 

 The Envoy passed a rueful palm over his depleted crown. ôNor do you, 

Beauty, and I can say that without flattery ñõ 

 ôMy mirror canõt. But thank you.õ 

 The cast of their features betrayed a shared ancestry in the north-east of 

Africa, though Xueõs complexion was darker. Their approach to ageing 

belonged to the generation of the Departure, when those few whoõd earned 

the right to an extended lifespan disdained cosmetic ôyouthfulnessõ. Neither 
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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 

thatõs the price you pay for becoming a Senior. You donõt just outlive your 

own drama, you live to see the effects of your treasured ideals on the next 

generation, and the nextñ 

 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 

House ran cold ð a self-defeating austerity in the Upper Cityõs self-generated 

heat, but symbolically important. The Envoy wore a round silk cap and a 

long, padd ed, crimson Chinese gown over his trousers, fastened with 

frogging down the centre. Nef had dressed warmly, anticipating the chill: but 

she hadnõt anticipated the front fastening. Yarrow stalks tumble. The dice roll 

to a standstill. Click follows clack as the gears engageñ  

 ôTell me all about you,õ he ordered, expansively. ôAnd all about me, 

too, of course.õ 

 Nef folded her hands. ôWell. Iõm worried about my sonñõ 

 ôHeõll find himself.õ 

 ôMaybe, maybe not. Talent often skips a generation, and Iõm afraid Yu 

has left Amal too much to his own devices. Iõm very happy that my daughters 

are both settled, and that neither of them chose an ambitious husband, itõs so 

refreshingñõ 

 ôNothing about Beauty herself.õ 
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 ôIõm saving my conversation for our social meetings, and telling you 

the things that would cause an awkward silence. There are no hopes of 

grandchildren, which I very much regret: but I accept my fate, and shall not 

leave the narrow path that the people tread without any choice.õ 

 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 his head, smiling sadly. ôAnd 

what about me?õ 

 ôYouõre a boring old skinflint.õ 

 ôExcellent!õ 

 ôNo one would cross a walkway to get invited to this house.õ 

 ôThatõs the way I like it.õ 

 ôBut they find they love you anyway. Dazzling society beauties are 

plotting as we speak to draw you out, and shower you with attentions.õ  

 ôSounds expensive . . . Is one of the dazzlers Scolariõs concubine?õ 

 ôIõm afraid so. I hope she succeeds in pleasing you. Sheõs so angry with 

the General, itõs getting on my nerves.õ 

 ôWell, well.õ The Envoy grinned. ôDoes she always dress like that?õ 

 ôExcept when she wears less.õ 

 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 woman, whom heõd known 
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since the world was young, had been putting her affairs in order, auditing her 

soul. 

 ôAre you sure that you want this post for him?õ 

 ôIõm certain. My òswimmeró and I need a new direction.õ 

 ôLest he sink beneath the waves?õ 

 ôWe need to grow. I look forward to my old age, Snow. I fully intend to 

end my days peacefully in the Great House, in Kirgiz. But that doesnõt mean I 

want to spend the second half of my career waiting for the holidays to start.õ 

 ôHave you thought of adopting? Grandchildren, I mean.õ 

 Nef laughed. ôOld friend, I am not looking for a diplomatic commission 

for my husband because I have no babies to play with! Iõm surrounded by 

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

careers with great pleasure.õ 

 ôAh, the past tense.õ He sighed. ôItõs yours. His, I mean, of course.õ 

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

 ôThank you.õ 

ôYou could leave in about six weeks. Is that far too soon?õ 

ôItõs very soonñõ said Nef, doubtfully.  

He raised his hands to forestall her. ôItõs immaterial ð if you need six 

months, a year, you can have it. Youõll want to talk it all over with Yu and 

Francois, anyway. Oh, I assume Francois will be travelling with you?õ 

ôOf course.õ 
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Another silence. Xue Pao reached 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 ñ 

ôWe shouldnõt talk about it, but I believe you really met her, once: the 

Mother Queen of the West . . . What did she say to you?õ 

Lady Nef looked at the Tibetan bowl, admiring the deep lustre of its 

inner surface. ôShe said that anyone who desires immortality is unfit for it, 

and the promise is better if itõs never kept. She said that I hold an empty title, 

Snow, but it would be useful for mystification.õ 

The doors of the room opened. A very pretty maid appeared, with a 

tray of wine and cakes. She was a robot, which told her role in the Envoyõs 

life, and another old friend. She set the tray down, and bowed ñ 

ôLetõs have some wine,õ exclaimed Xue. ôLetõs enjoy the meagre 

refreshments those skinflints in Xiõan allow me to provide, and the three of us 

can talk about old times.õ  

And try forget, he added, to himself, that I shall never see you again.  

Lady Nef took her wine cup from Sea -Roseõs porcelain-perfect hands, 

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 thatõs done, she thought. Thatõs settled. 

Next, to tackle the new mess that had been uncovered, blessedly and 

quite fortuitously, by Pepper Lilyõs idiotic malice. 

Six weeks was not too soon. It was hardly soon enough. 
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X 

 

The Church of Self was called a ôclubõ because, strictly speaking, half-castes 

had no right of religious assembly. The Republic did not persecute the living 

fossils of an alien regime, but it didnõt encourage them. It stood, a big domed 

cube of rusty brown with vaulted extensions on each of the four faces, on one 

of the most dismal squares in Bibiõs patch. Bedraggled shrubs struggled 

around it; a Recovery conduit shuddered overhead ð almost grazing the 

dome, almost blocking the distant light from above. On the steps and 

forecourt t he lowest of human whores plied their trade. In the canteens round 

about the cab drivers ð some of them half-castes, most of them police 

informers, pimps, receivers of stolen goods ð closed shady deals.  

The building had been destroyed several times, but there was 

supposed to have been a ôChurch of Selfõ on the site for hundreds of years, 

almost from the birth of this strange sect. Most of the half -castes in Baykonur 

lived close by, many of them in great poverty ð which didnõt prevent their 

ônormalõ human neighbours from regarding them as sinister criminals, always 

the first to be suspected in any kind of trouble.  

Mahmood and Honesty surveyed the grimy monument uneasily. 

ôWhatõs our story again?õ wondered Mahmood.  

 ôWeõre yellowjackets, partners looking for an elusive client,õ said Bibi. 

ôWhat could be more ordinary?õ The nun had advised Bibi to leave her 
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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.  

ôWhat about me?õ Honesty had never been down so far before. She 

preferred not to know about places like this. ôWhatõs my cover?õ 

ôYouõre our chaperone, of course. Come on, letõs go.õ 

They moved around the square, politely accosting the illegal sex-

workers ð presenting as women, but actually male: for some reason this was 

the arrangement that half-castes preferred. Bibi and Honesty kept making the 

ôheõ mistake, they couldnõt help it. Mahmood never did. None of the whores 

admitted to knowing Looty, or recognising ôherõ mugshot. But that meant 

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

they should check inside the Church itself.  

Honesty didnõt like the idea. ôWonõt the critters mind?õ  

ôNot at all. Iõve often been inside.õ  

ôBut why would he, er, she be in a church?õ  

ôWell, itõs where her customers are. And itõs dark, should they be shy.õ 

ôEech.õ  

Bibi was stung by her friendsõ reaction to her favourite monstrosity. 

ôItõs an interesting, historical place. You ought to see it once. Weõll do the 

same as out here, show the image, try to make contact. Itõs better if we split 

up, so we donõt look too intrusive. If you get a response, and itõs òSilentó, you 

can fetch me. Oh, but remember, donõt speak aloud unless they speak to you 

first.õ 
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The rotting metal doors hadnõt been opened for a long time. Bibi lifted 

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.  

ôTheyõve never met our Francois,õ muttered Honesty.  

Bibi set her finger across her lips. Honesty rolled her eyes and grinned.  

The body of the church, so cave-like i t seemed excavated rather than 

built, was divided by two rows of thick, rugged columns. Mahmood pointed 

at the floor, mugging, Meet back here? The 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 nõs 

character shrine. She hadnõt known what it was, at the time (or sheõd have 

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 recognition ð the reincarnation of mind, when they 

awoke, remembered, became themselves again. There were ôpriestsõ who 

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 real records of their own past lives, of course. They crouched, 

indifferently, in front of newsreels, famous fiction, ancient CCTV archives 

from before the Enclosures ð 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 ñ 

 

Mahmood realised that someone was following him, and the hairs rose on the 

back of his neck. A monster that had once been human was 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. Donõt be the first to speak, he remembered. He pointed 

at the dollõs body parts, mugging puzzlement.  

What does it mean? 

ôYouõre a part,õ said the half-caste, in a voice as thin and rusty as if it 

hadnõt been used for centuries. ôIõm apart. Weõre ghosts, see. Layers of ghosts, 

all touching, all throughout space. Iõm Top Layer, Iõm an illusion.õ 

ôTop Layerõ wore ragged overalls the colour of mud, open to the waist 

over a bare, ropy-muscled chest about the same hue; so you could see heõd 

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.  

ôTalk to the hand.õ 

Mahmood relaxed. Stupid indeed to be afraid. ôSo, um, Top Layer. 

Who were you? Have you ever been anyone famous?õ  

He knew that in the old days they always used to bel ieve theyõd been 

famous in previous incarnations: Elvis, Mahatma Gandhi, Braemar Wilson. 

Superman or Fiorinda, fact or fiction, they didnõt care. 
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The half-caste chuckled. ôWho are you? And what are you doing here?õ 

He, it, took a step backwards and immediately vanished. Instinctively 

Mahmood gave chase. He hurried up and down, blundering into echoey, 

interconnecting side chapels ð getting thoroughly bewildered, while trying to 

stay respectful in a place of worship. There was no sign of his quarry.  

Bibi and Honesty were waiting at the back of the church. ôOne of them 

spoke to me!õ he hissed, far too loud. ôBut then he vanished!õ  

The silver letters sprang out again, indignant.  

SILENCE! 

Bibi took his arm, and pointed to the postern. Outside on the steps he 

described the encounter. ôI didnõt get to, Do you know Looty Loo, didnõt have a 

chance. But he followed me, spoke to me, inside the Church of Self, right after 

weõd been asking for her outside. Thatõs got to mean somethingñõ 

ôLetõs find a canteen full of shifty cab drivers,õ suggested Bibi, after a 

pause for thought. ôAnd regroup.õ 

 

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

drink were free, and unadulterated. But if you really couldnõt stand living on 

the cityõs welfare, you could come to a place like 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 a recent brush with the police) hurt peopleõs 

eyes. The investigators chose food from the moving band, paid in cash and 
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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 flecked with an oozy ochre yellow. ôWhatõs in this, dõyou think?õ  

ôAbout seven per cent poor-quality insect protein,õ Mahmood offered, 

promptly. ôNinety-two per cent water, air and sterilised human excrement. 

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

did a survey.õ He tucked in.  

The Han girl pushed her plate away, and watched with respect. ôLook 

at him, he has no fear. Heõs a real Social Warrior.õ 

ôKilled shit wonõt hurt you, as long as you donõt eat it too oftenñõ 

ôLet me tell you what happened at the Settlement,õ said Bibi, stirring 

her bowl of green noodles and scummy broth. The smell was oddly authentic, 

detergent and sour kasha, like Francoisõs food parcelsñ  

ôWhen you went back there?õ 

ôNo, the first time. It was a . . . a kind of murder inquiry, disguised 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 wouldnõt talk.õ 

Mahmood uncapped his beer and peered down the neck of the bottle. 

100% insect protein in there, in the shape of a long-dead fly. ôCould they 

speak? Arenõt there some who literally canõt?õ 
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ôThere used to be half-castes who had their tongues cut out, or even 

had their speech centres fried. But they must all be dead by now. No, I mean 

they werenõt talking at all. I realise now they were too frightened.õ 

ôOf course they were scared,õ said Honesty. ôAnything to do with the 

policeñõ 

Mahmood set down his fork. ôWait a moment. I thought you told 

Verity Tan you couldnõt understand a word?õ  

ôI did,õ said Bibi. ôShe as good as ordered me to say that. When she told 

me sheõd have had to pass on any information to òanother authorityó, I was 

very glad Iõd got the messageñõ  

ôThe Starry Arrow,õ murmured Honesty. ôOooh.õ 

Not all of Baykonurõs police were good-natured bulky toys.  

ôYou have to let me explain. I told Verity the truth: I told her Iõd 

nothing much to add to the transcript. But when I went back, and the nun 

said, òYouõre the Common Tongue expert,ó I realised that any of the guests at 

the wake could have known of me as the SP officer who òspeaks a bit of 

Common Tongueó and that changes the context. Often, even if people are 

spilling their guts, you only understand a Silent conversation afterwards, when 

you have contextñõ 

ôUnless youõre a real Aleutian,õ put in Honesty.  

ôWell, yes, I suppose. So now I can tell you, I did òhearó a few 

fragments. There was something big, and a sick friend, far away ð that could have 
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been Buster, being dead. And Looty Loo was into something frightening. I 

suppose that could have meant trying to find out how his friend got killed ñõ  

Honesty jumped in. ôWhatõs all this got to do with the General?õ  

ôNothing.õ Mahmood ate another mouthful of caterpillar roll; it wasnõt 

too bad. ôItõs an excuse to hang around half-castes, and ask questions.õ 

ôNothing,õ agreed Bibi, quickly. ôI hope, butñõ 

ôOh, if thereõs trouble, heõs in it,õ growled Honesty. ôI can smell him, 

getting into something rank as this shit roll ñõ 

These are murky waters, thought Mahmood. ôLook,õ he began, ôcan we 

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 maybe the mad way sheõs been behaving 

has got even him jealousñõ 

 Bibi and Honesty recoiled, deeply affronted. Pepper Lily was a leader 

of society. Concubine was a legal status, a respectable career, although not 

one theyõd have chosen. Mistress meant something completely different. They 

felt that both Pepper and their lady were insulted by this insensitive Reformer 

languageñ 

 ôWhat did I say? Iõm sorry, whatever it was. Look, how about trying 

the racing stables? Maybe the Church of Self idea is a false trail, the wrong 

way forward ñõ He stopped, his mouth dropping open. 

ôWhatõs the matter?õ asked Bibi. ôAre you feeling sick?õ 
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ôDonõt look now,õ breathed Mahmood, electrified, ôbut Top Layer just 

sneaked in by the side door, behind you two. Heõs sitting with someone, looks 

li ke a rendezvous. I think itõs the driver of the Cruiser.õ 

ôYouõre kidding!õ yelped Honesty, and put her hand over her mouth. 

Mahmood pulled up the collision footage, aligned the best headshot, 

on Nightingaleõs capture of the accident, with the profile across the room, and 

blinked again. ôItõs him: no question. Donõt look round, Honesty ñõ  

ôIõm not!õ 

Bibiõs dark eyes were black with excitement. ôCan òTop Layeró see us? 

Has he seen you?õ  

ôI donõt think so. Heõs keeping his head down, I donõt think he likes the 

white light. Oh . . . heõs given the driver something. Now heõs leavingñõ 

ôWe should follow him,õ hissed Honesty. ôFind out what heõs up to.õ 

ôExcept heõs already spotted me, and warned me off. Hereõs an idea. Iõll 

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

question him in here.õ 

ôSure you can do it without the client knowing?õ asked Bibi, briskly. 

ôSure.õ 

Mahmood strolled to the counter and strolled back, making a slight 

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

oversized greatcoat, staring into a beaker of broth. He didnõt look inhuman, 

this one. He looked like a tired little man whose creased, defeated face had 
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been in a knife fight; or whoõd been punished, long ago, for some squalid, 

shameful crime.  

He sat down again, giving Bibi a wink. Honesty was scandalised and 

impressed. ôYou two carry tags around with you? What for?õ 

ôYouõd be surprised.õ Bibi grinned. ôCaseworkers often have to chase 

people. Our clients need help, but they donõt always want itñõ 

ôIt was a required course at college: location and pursuit.õ 

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 ifacesñ  

ôGot him,õ murmured Mahmood. 

ôMe too. Give him another minute, and letõs go.õ 

It was dusk by now up above, almost full dark in this shadowy realm. 

Glims of light showed the whoresõ pitches around the Church of Self; furtive 

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 ñ 

ôYou ought to go home, Honesty.õ 

ôWhy?õ 
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ôBecause weõre yellowjackets, invisible, but you look like what you are, 

incredibly out of place. It was all right in daylight, but ñõ 

ôMy tunic has a grey lining. Iõll turn it inside out.õ The Magnet pulled 

her tunic over her head, revealing a very pretty and low -cut chemise, and 

neatly reversed it.  

ôWeõd better hurry,õ said Mahmood, blushing (she hadnõt given him a 

chance to look away), ôor weõll lose him.õ 

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 cash would 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 Officers and their maid (the reversed tunic didnõt disguise Honesty 

much). Yellowjackets on some charitable errand were a familiar sight, the 

only invaders from above who were accepted; even welcomeñ  

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 wake ð and the 

little man was gone. They approached the gate, cautiously. 
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Honesty recoiled. ôGaggh. Whatõs that smell?õ 

The lower city had powerful, gamey and challenging perfumes. This 

one surpassed the lot: silage and rotting flesh, with a soupçon of foul gas. 

 ôItõs a breakerõs yard,õ said Mahmood, whoõd been spooling through 

the Palace Ward directory on his socõ. ôOr it was, fairly recently. Smells like 

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 roadñõ 

ôThe Cruiser!õ exclaimed Bibi. ôThe hit-and-run car. It was injured, they  

had to hide it somewhere! I bet heõs come here with a killcard, so the police 

canõt question it! I bet thatõs what òTop Layeró was fixing up!õ 

Semi-AI 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 Generalõs Limo had a CNS that could be burned out at a 

keystroke, leaving nothing but inanimate carbon, ceramic and crystal. A ca b 

was grown from Aleutian cell culture. Its limited sentience, working memory, 

might be recovered to some extent from a handful of bodywork.  

The breakerõs yard was contained in an envelope of hygienic 

membrane, which didnõt contain the stink but made it impossible for them to 

get inside except through the gate: which was guarded by a stun-beam box 

with a faded Danger of Death warning. Mahmood and Bibi considered their 

options. They couldnõt contemplate backing off now. 
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ôIõll switch off my eye socõ,õ said Mahmood, carefully. ôI canõt afford to 

record every living minute.õ 

ôGood idea. Can you get us in? The air of neglect may be deceptive.õ 

ôIõll see what I can do.õ Mahmood walked up and down in the dark, 

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

Knowledge.  

ôWhatõs he doing?õ whispered Honesty. 

ôGetting an override key to the stun-beam. We can usually do that, 

without special authority, if the securityõs private and low grade.õ 

ôSo you can burglarize, as well as tag people! I think Iõll change my 

career plan.õ  

ôThereõs not a lot of money in social work,õ Bibi warned her. 

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.  

ôDisgusting,õ muttered Mahmood. ôFuse the parts from different brutes, 

patch up the operating systems with blobs of brain from fera l cats, which will 

wake up in agony and go mad when the idiot who bought the melange is 

trapped insideñõ 

ôComing to a shiny-looking Scolari dealership near you,õ agreed 

Honesty. ôItõs horrible what happens in this city.õ 



116 

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, half-in 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: Hush, hush, thereõs my good lass, you lie quiet, soon be better now . . .  

ôWhat if we play innocent?õ hissed Mahmood. ôWalk up and ask him 

what heõs up to? If the carõs worth killing, that proves it knows something. 

We stop him from destroying the evidence. He runs for it, we report thi s place 

to the police, they do the restñõ  

 ôOh, hm, the policeñ?õ Bibi felt there was a breakdown in 

communication. She and Honesty wanted to report to Lady Nef.  

Honesty grabbed Bibiõs arm. ôLook!õ 

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 half-caste looked over 

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

penetrating acid smell. The little manõs silhouette squeezed through the tear 

heõd made, the shadows followed him and were suddenly gone: the whole 

drama vanished. Bibi raced to the Cruiser. The driverõs door hung open. The 
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dashboard casing had started to liquefy, the killcard itse lf a spreading stain, 

inextricably mingled with the machineõs tissue, leaching all life from itñ 

ôDamn! Too late, itõs gone.õ  

ôForensics can probably still prove it was the hit-and-run car.õ 

ôBut we need to know why he got attacked.õ  

ôLetõs get away from here,õ suggested Honesty. ôI donõt want to meet 

those, those black ninjas. I wonder who they wereñõ 

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. 

ôI think theyõve killed himñõ 

The half-caste stirred and gripped her wrist.  

ôYellowjackets . . . Real?õ 

ôYes. Who are you? Who were those masked people?õ 

ôTell him. Tell him I succeeded! Ah. Long live the Republic!õ 

 The cabbie smiled, pride and life went out of his eyes, a shudder 

passed over his mutilated face. ôIõve still got the trace,õ cried Mahmood, his 

voice breaking with bewilderment and shock. ôI still have the trace!õ  

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 
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implacable, sly malevolence. A half-caste, another half -caste, holding a light 

under his face, the cabbieõs greatcoat bundled under his armñ 

ôAfter him!õ cried Mahmood.  

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 of perpetual illumination, the 

cityõs oldest lighting system. Long-dead indoor trees, espaliered along broken 

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

Withered tendrils reached from overhead. Bibi guessed theyõd joined a 

traverse, one of the old secret ways to cross the city, 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 ñ 

ôLet us pass, let us passñõ 

ôWeõre not the police, weõre the SP, that personõs a clientñ!õ 

ôHe needs help!õ 

ôOh, itõs Bibi,õ A heavy-jowled toad of a man with a red face and a gold 

chain flicked the guns aside. ôLet her go. Bibiõs all right.õ 

ôThank you, thank you, Nazratñõ 

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 they couldnõt lose it, but they 

couldnõt catch the fugitiveñ 

ôDõyou know where we are, Bibi?õ 

Mahmoodõs breath was close in the utter dark.  

ôIõve a feeling weõre back on my patch. And Iõve lost the traceñõ 

ôMe too . . . I think we may actually be underground.õ 

ôLetõs have some light. Canõt do any harm if weõve lost him.õ 

Breathless, they held up their ifaces and peered around, murmuring in 

amazement at what they saw. 

ôWhat a lot of bones. Are they human bones?õ 

ôLooks like it, Honesty.õ Bibi let her frail white glow rest on a stack of 

black-eyed skulls, all lacking the lower jaw.  

ôHence the expressionðõ Mahmood had spotted a plaque with incised 

Roman lettering ôðOssuary. That means a human boneyard.õ 

ôIn what language?õ demanded Honesty. ôYouõre making that up.õ 

ôWe might be under the Church of Self,õ said Bibi. ôItõs the only place I 

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 Aleutians do.õ 

ôEech. But how did we get in? And how are we going to get out?õ 

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 into the dark. Thatõs not right, thought Bibi. Half-castes donõt do that . . 
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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.  

ôMahmood? Come here.õ 

Mahmood made the same bewildering discovery. ôWhat are these 

things? What are they doing here? Any ideas?õ 

The context that sheõd been lacking descended on Bibi like 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 complicitñ  

Her world fell apart.  

She had no future.  

The ossuary was suddenly flooded with light. The ninjasõ bodymasks 

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 head-masks: a dragon, a 

demon, a white tiger, a glaring eagle with two eyes in front. She didnõt know 

the others, but she was horrified to know she recognised the dragon, all gold 

and crimson feelers ð 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 shouldersñ  

The half-caste whoõd led them into the trap was there too: malicious, 

satisfied.  
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ôYou wonõt get anything out of this,õ said Bibi to that person. ôThey 

donõt care about your people. Theyõre just using you, whatever theyõve 

promisedñõ 

ôYou must die,õ boomed the white tiger, pompous even through the 

distortion on his voic e. ôYour young bodies will be found, victims of bitter 

underclass discontent, how sad, how shocking, what a proof of our cause. But 

you donõt have to suffer.õ 

ôSurrender quietly,õ warned the eagle, his vocal identity equally 

mangled. ôDupes of an evil regime. Or it will be slow and ugly ñõ 

ôThe tombs are Buonarotti couches!õ shouted Bibi. ôTheyõre expecting 

someone! RUN for it, get out if you can. Long live the Republic ñ!õ 

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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ñcouldnõt tell if the monster had spoken aloud, or if the snarled, 

inhuman order was in her mind.  
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XI  
 
 
 

There was an item of 3D mail waiting when Bibi finally got to her rooms. It 

must have arrived after sheõd gone out to work, the day before. She made the 

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 -maroon . . . So that was a warning: Caspian wouldnõt lie 

with scent or colour.  

Maybe something horrible had happened to Nightingale.  

Bibi didnõt like psychoactive media; she didnõt even like taking the 

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, China, like Japan, has striven to keep the military away from power. Even the 

First Emperor disarmed her Generals as soon as she had established her reign. Thatõs 

why our battles are fought with frail flesh, not invincible robotics. It isnõt just to keep 

the underclass numbers down!  

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

intensely earnest, trying to get her to understand something.  
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General Yu is involved in something that has been discovered and is about to 

explode, destroying all who touch it. I know what loyalty means to you, but donõt let 

him drag you down with him, stay out of this, please, Bibiñ 

 

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 ð modestly refurbished for house arrest ð her fate 

was being decided: among other topics of discussion. General Yu, a little out 

of place in his wifeõs suite, a little dishevelled, his uniform tunic open over a 

white shirt that wasnõt fresh, restlessly occupied a wide armchair. He grasped 

the boot propped on his right knee by the ankle, and rocked to and fro.  

 ôI looked up and there your girl was. Unbelievable bad luck . . . Pepperõs 

smart idea, you see, was that the Limo would be impounded for CNS 

disposal, theyõd find the contraband and I would be disgraced. She really is 

the stupidest little tart alive ñõ 

 ôPlease donõt insult her,õ said Lady Nef. ôYou embarrass me.õ 
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 The General looked at his wife: and grimaced, ruefully. ôAll right. Iõm 

sorry, point taken, I wonõt mention her name.õ 

 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 of their culture. When heõd persisted in 

finding other women, whose principal attraction was that Nef had not chosen 

them, sheõd withdrawn from their sexual relationship ð and allowed him to 

discover, over time, without a murmur of confrontation, that the breach was 

permanent. And Yu had accepted her decision, without a murmur.  

Every young Traditionalist woman who marries for love thinks sheõll 

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 General Yuõs ADC. Francois and Nef had believed that their ally was free 

and clear of involvement in the doomed conspiracy. Of course, being Yu, he 

had not warned them about this ôlast favourõ that Scolari had extracted, until 

heõd run into troubleñ  

 ôUnbelievable bad luck,õ muttered the General again. 

His wife and her secretary exchanged a wry glance. On the contrary, 

Pepperõs hit-and-run had been a piece of unbelievable good luck. 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 traceable to Scolariõs holdings 

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

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

Francois, was a Xiõan Government agent. Pepper Lily was the enemy, and 

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, 

rubbed a clawed fist against the rim of his nasal. ôWhat about the fellow who 

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

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

know of him?õ  

ôOnly that you should have killed the bastard. õ 

 ôI disagree. I felt more disposed to break up that charming party, 

without further casualties or revelations . . . What about his real name?õ 

 ôHis real name!õ Yu writhed around to face the speaker, glaring. ôYou 

know as well as I do, thatõs a meaningless question! James Bond. Genghis 

Khan. All right? Are you satisfied?õ 

ôThere is a great deal of difference between James Bond and Genghis 

Khan. If you could settle on one of those, it would tell me much.õ 

ôFor Godõs sake! Whatõs your name, Francois?õ 
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ôOh, Iõm Top Layer. Iõm an illusion.õ Francois groaned and stretched: he 

wasnõt used to running gait, all his muscles seemed in spasm this morning. 

ôAh, what a coil. If I had spoken to Bibi in the Church she would have known 

me at once, obeyed me implicitly and never gone near that accursed place 

again. Instead, wary of discovery, I cunningly accosted the Reformer boy, 

made sure he was in the dark, and calmly proceeded to my rendezvous ð 

right over the young peopleõs nasals, completely unaware that I had aroused 

the suspicions of a trio of detectives. And then I quit the scene. My Self, if I 

had not become uneasy, and decided to retrace my steps  . . .õ  

He reached a hand to the General, palm open in contrition. ôForgive 

my amertume, I am responsible for the death of someone who trusted me: itõs 

never easy, though he died very well. Itõs been a long night.õ 

 The General grunted acknowledgement, and folded his arms across his 

chest. ôThe vital thing is to save Amal. Not that heõs guilty of anything beyond 

flirting with dangerous ideas, but one has to worry.õ 

ôAmal wonõt be touched,õ said Nef. ôThat is taken care of.õ 

ôHm. And Bibi, exactly what does she know?õ 

They turned to the screen in a First Empire frame on the wall, which 

was at present a window into Bibiõs pair. The girl sat on her bed, her right 

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 painfully dark against her dazed 
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pallor . . . They felt no compunction at invading the childõs privacy like this. 

They were her Gods, she knew they were always watching.  

ôToo much,õ said Francois. ôCertainly enough to put her in danger.õ 

ôWhat did she say to you?õ 

ôVery little, sheõs a wise child.õ 

 ôShe will have to come with us,õ said Lady Nef. ôHonesty too.õ  

 ôWhat about the Reformer boy?õ wondered the General, shifty-eyed. 

 Nef had never been convinced by Mahmood Al -Farzi as a suitor. He 

was a decent, fairly 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 couldnõt see him as an equal match for that passionate, secret soul. She 

had discounted these feelings, she always hated to let one of her protégées go: 

it hadnõt occurred to her to withhold her consent. And now? A very long 

engagement, at best.  

 ôMahmood is safe. His clan will protect him, if need be.õ 

 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 his throat and tugged at his rumpled tunic. ôWell, I 

think Iõll leave you. Iõll be in my study. I have to . . . to sort out a few things.õ 
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Francois and Nef continued to gaze at Bibi ð who had slipped down to kneel 

on the floor, the beloved uniform coat still hudd led around her ð 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 Youth, sky and 

sea, seemed to hold her rapt attentionñ  

 ôI knew she would adore that picture,õ murmured the Aleutian. 

 Lady Nef watched him, watching the black -eyed girl; and smiled. She 

was old enough to have learned how to love and be wise ð in Francoisõs case, 

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.  

 ôShall we go on monitoring his calls?õ asked Francois, softly. 

 ôYes. But let him know weõre doing it.õ  
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XII  

 

Honesty scratched on the bathroom door, crept into Bibiõs room and sat on 

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. 

 ôHow did you know they were Buonarotti couches?õ 

 Bibi got up from the floor and sat back against the bedhead, rubbing 

the heel of her left hand across her brow. Sheõd been given a painkiller, but 

her head still throbbed. ôWe did a course at college, in second year. It was part 

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. I didnõt, but . . . It was very spooky, not something to forget.õ 

 ôYouõre amazing, what a memory.õ 

 ôItõs because I donõt stick gadgets behind my eye. Partly it was that, and 

partly it was putting things together. Remember I said, the Common Tongue 

sometimes only comes clear afterwardsñ?õ 

Donõt talk about Him, donõt even think . . . 

Mahmood and Honesty had found the tunnel theyõd come in by 

unguarded, and escaped while Bibi was taking on the army. Theyõd called the 

police, and immediately, scarily, theyõd been picked up by a pair of gracile 

robots disguised in plainclothes: taken to the nearest station, and told that the 

affair of the Church of Self was in police hands, no cause for alarm . . . Theyõd 



131 

been terrified for Bibi, unable to convince the bots that their friend was in 

desperate danger; theyõd had to submit to being escorted to their homes. You 

canõt talk to robocops, canõt get past them unless you have the right keyword. 

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

Lady Nefõs secretary. 

ôHow did you escape, Bibi? What happened?õ 

ôI donõt think I should talk about it.õ 

ôWe were meddling where we shouldnõt. Why did we? And now 

thereõs no way back.õ Honesty, the all-powerful  Magnet, began to cry. ôBibi, I 

donõt want to know anything youõre not supposed to tell me, but have we 

done something really terrible? Will the Family be struck by scandal?õ 

ôThe Family will be all right. Nothing will happen to them.õ  

Because Lady Nef is an immortal designate, she thought, her head aching 

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

Superintendent Natouri is still wearing a side-fastening gownñ  

Honesty trembled and trembled. ôBut, but weõll be interrogated.õ 

ôNo, we wonõt. Itõs taken care of.õ 

ôBut we must be! And theyõll take our minds apart!õ 

Bibi looked up at The Thoughts of Youth. ôFrancois told me something I 

am allowed to tell you. Itõll be announced in a few days. Lady Nef has secured 

a Diplomatic Commis sion for the General. From the Hegemony.õ 

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

ôYes,õ said Bibi. ôYes.õ 
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XIII  

 

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

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

Bibiõs arm was still strapped up. The General, Lady Nef and Mahmoodõs Birth 

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 

low. They werenõt sure if he was really there. He could be in Xiõan, and just 

appearing here. He could be anywhere. 

ôYour behaviour has been exemplary,õ said the small man, in a small, 

dry voice. ôYou must not regard the consequence of your actions in defence of 

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 Bibiõs informed consent, for all threeñõ  

Mahmood didnõt move a muscle, but the blood drained from his face. 

His Birth Sponsors had known this was coming, but they didnõt like the fact 

that Mahmood was being singled out, and they protested, with deference ñ 

ôSocial Practice Officer Grade Five Gwibiwr and Domestic Servant 

Grade Seven Honesty are exempted, as they are assigned to the staff of 
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General Yuõs Diplomatic Mission, which will shortly be leaving for Speranza. 

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

mental health.õ The grey man smiled, paternally: an eerie effect. ôI trust, Bibi 

and Honesty, that you are willing to affirm Mahmoodõs statement?õ 

ôYes, sir.õ 

ôYes, sir.õ 

 

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 

get himself to bed; heõd even slept. Heõd woken in the night, drenched in 

sweat, his heart pounding, fully realizing what had happened, and what lay 

ahead. And here it was. He was going to be interrogated. You canõt lie to 

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.  

ôYou have nothing to fear, if youõre innocent,õ said the orderly in the 

evidence room, a robocop several powers above the bulky black-visored dolls 

on the street. Which was not reassuring, because who is there who never had a 

thought the Starry Arrow might find guilty? His bowels were water, he 

prayed they wouldnõt betray him; he prayed he wouldnõt wet himself. 
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Although he knew, heõd been told, that in this chair there was no shame in 

letting go.  

He felt an intimate touch, the breath of a mothõs wing, like the time 

heõd accepted that download from Nightingaleñ 

 ôSee,õ said the cop. ôNothing to it. Youõre a brave little gang, you and 

those young women. But leave the police work to us in future, eh?õ  

 

The courier known as ôJingõ had been a highly qualified cypher clerk at the 

Elevator Base Station. Heõd arrived in Baykonur on a legitimate errand, with a 

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 

General Yuõs Limo (the bluff, unsuspecting General, in all innocence, having 

been targeted for this purpose by the conspirators). It was believed that ôJingõ 

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 smuggled to ôPrisoner Hakuõ had been 

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 ñ? The police reported only a 
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successful intervention, and the death of ôJingõ. If arrests had been made, at 

the Church of Self or elsewhere, no information on that topic was released.  

Accusations proliferated, questions were asked in the World Stateõs 

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

called ôYoung Emperorõ still occupying high places in Baykonur? Why had 

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

liked to dress up, meet in noisome cellars and toast their ôsick friend far awayõ 

ð 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 orchestrated media attack on the ôinnocenceõ 

of the Xiõan government. The Starry Arrow continued to ôsift evidenceõ and 

ôweigh blame against blameõ, assuring the public that further arrests and 

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

engulfed Baykonurõs whole upper casteñ 

 

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

him to meet Bibi, usual time, usual place. He decided that he wouldnõt go, 

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 leapt from the chasm. ôCome with me,õ she said.  

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 

Palaces Wardõs most charming Love Hotel, Street Level but expensive. They 
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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 ôJapanese styleõ, which in Baykonur was considered elegantly 

erotic. Bibi took off her coat and cap.  

ôI want to give you my body. I owe you this.õ 

 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 f lat. 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. 

 ôPlease, Mahmood.õ 

 ôI canõt. Weõre not married. It would ruin you.õ  

There was a burning, pulsating sensation in his chest, his head was 

swimming. ôAuuhau,õ he howled, like a baby in pain, throwing himself on her 

clothes, beating them and rolling around. ôAuagh! Auagh!õ Bibi lay still.  

Mahmood stopped howling when his throat w as sore. She sat up, and 

groped for his hand. ôItõs a great honour,õ croaked Mahmood. ôGoing to 

Speranza. Iõm p-proud of you.õ 

 ôIõm p-proud of you. You gave evidence for us.õ 

 ôNothing to it. It was my stupid fault, Bibi. If I hadnõt said, òTag the 

half-caste.ó If I hadnõt said, òAfter him!óñõ  

 ôIt was not your fault,õ said Bibi. And that was all. 
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XIV  

 

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! Didnõt we say so? Didnõt we always say this would 

happen? Ogul Merdov read Honestyõs name among the domestics with 

indifference, but with foreboding. She looked for Bibiõs name and found it; 

bile rose burning in her throat.  

 Mahmood had come to see Bibi. Heõd announced himself to the AI 

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.  

 ôIõm sorry,õ he said. ôIõm sorry for howling like a stuck pig and carrying 

on the way I did, the other day.õ 

 ôIõm sorry for what I did,õ said Bibi. ôI went a bit crazy.õ 

 ôIõm going away, too. My folks are sending me on a trip, for my health. 

Until itõs all over, until the arrests have been made and everything. I have 

leave of absence. So I think this is goodbye, Bibi. Until we meet again.õ 

 She nodded. Five years. It would be five years, not for ever. 

 ôIõll be here.õ Mahmood attempted to be cheerful. ôWorking away. 

Youõll send a note to my desk. Weõll meet on the Dragon Terrace.õ 
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 ôYes,õ said Bibi, fervently. ôYes.õ 

 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, 

ôAleutianõ style. ôOff she goes to glory,õ she said, with a mocking smile. ôOur 

high-born girl. Leaving us all behind.õ 

ôDo I know you?õ 

 ôNo, but I know you! Youõre Mahmood. Iõm one of the Savageõs oldest 

friends. Iõve known her since she was a destitute refugee.õ 

 

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 crescent 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 tôn arni hiñ 

 
Now I am going away again, she thought, when sheõd sung all the words 

she could remember. Far, far away. Her 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 her heart. Iõm young. Iõll see other worlds, and 

then he will be waiting for me, on the Dragon Terraceñ 

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 nakedness. She hadnõt seen 

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. She knew she weighed maybe half what sheõd weighed on Earth 

(gravity was expensive), but she couldnõt feel the difference. The games arena 

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.  

ôItõs a case of whether or not you want a blindfold when you face the 

firing squad,õ Honesty had said, grimly. ôI do, you donõt.õ 

 ôDoes everyone have to do this, every time?õ 

 The doctor was a dark-skinned woman in  reassuring lab whites. ôThe 

physical? Yes, but we streamline it except for newbies. Youõll get a thorough 

medical scan every transit: itõll take seconds and you wonõt feel a thing.õ 

 ôWhat about the brain scan for staying awake?õ 

 ôSame thing. This assessment happens once, but youõll always have a 

health check. The couches themselves are cognitive scanners, you know.õ 
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 ôThank you, er, Doctorñ?õ  

 ôI have no name, Iõm a bot. Iõm a facet of the Small Torus System.õ 

 Bibi felt a shock. A doctor couldnõt be a bot! It was only whores and 

robocops . . . She looked around wildly: when had she entered the virtual, 

why didnõt she remember?  

The bot laughed. ôNo, Bibi, this is the still the material world. The 

Torus Station is 4-Spaced, therefore I can be visible to you. Speranza is the 

same.õ She passed her hand through a piece of shiny desk furniture. ôAnd itõs 

legal. See, Iõm not an embodied!õ  

 ôNow I feel like a country bumpkin.õ 

 ôThatõs because you are one.õ The facet of Small Torus smiled, with the 

cool, amused kindness that belonged to her kind: as Bibi would come to 

know. ôDonõt worry, itõll pass. Youõre going to Speranza now.õ 

 They went through a bland questionnaire, patently designed to calm 

the victim, then she lay down on the scanner bed. ôYou know too much, donõt 

you?õ said the doctor. Bibi froze, bug-eyed in panic. ôAbout the Buonarotti 

process, child. Thatõs why you want to make the crossing awake?õ 

 ôY-yes.õ 

 ôWell, letõs talk through it. What do you know?õ 

ôThe couch will use the forbidden powers of the void to break down 

my body, and, and my mind, into information space code, the 0s and 1s that 

are the building blocks of being. The code òmeó will be t-torn in two, and the 

two halves will be thrown into a collider, a kind of particle accelerator calle d 
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the Torus. When they collide I 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 universe.õ 

ôThatõs nice and clear,õ said the bot. ôAnd over five years old, I see. You 

have a retentive memory, Bibi. One correction: you are not òtorn in twoó. A 

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

them, without diminution of the source; but I believe humans donõt like to 

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

speaking, as both are original, of course ð 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 thereõs a trained crew on board to 

do all the work. One more correction. You do not òcease to existó at any point. 

You exist, throughout, as much as you ever did.õ 

 ôHow do people have ònightmaresó, if the transit takes no time?õ 

 ôTime is not what the embodied think it is,õ said the bot. ôFusion with 

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 Speranza you probably wonõt 

feel a thing, as there is now a consensus that it is òa short hopó out to the 
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Kuiper Belt. Some people, for reasons we donõt yet understand, make transit 

after transit òawakeó and never experience durationñõ 

 Bibi had been waiting for the cogni tive scan to begin, but sheõd been 

lulled by the botõs calm voice. She only realised that an ephemeral shell had 

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 

loved. Bibi thought of Nightingaleõs coding face.  

ôYes . . .õ she said. Her attention returned to Bibi. ôI see youõve never 

had an eye socõ, thatõs good.õ 

 ôI donõt like them.õ 

 ôNor do we. Well, Bibi, you may join the Active Complement. In fact, 

whenever you transit, you should join the Active Complement.õ 

 ôThank you.õ  

 She didnõt like the ôshouldõ, but she didnõt dare to ask what it meant. 

 ôYouõd be a welcome addition to any crew.õ 

 

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 

peopleõs brains give them false-duration dreamlike experiences is at the 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 

like a catõs, stood there, in a fine-looking uniform of a pattern sheõd never 

seen before.  

 ôWelcome to Speranza,õ 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 body-mods. 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.  

 Sheõd had no dreams but she felt, as if waking from a vivid dream, that 

everything behind her had just vanished. She was in the real world  now. 
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At induction they were given something called an ôaura tagõ, which was their 

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

couldnõt see anything in a mirror, but they were told that to anyone who had 

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

General Yu and Lady Nefõs Commission, the Mission to Sigurtõs World.  

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 was a 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 ôshaky psychological platformõ effect. She would learn that 

this was not a solved problem. People got used to it, blanked it out; or gave 

up making transits.  

 

She could not sleep, so she read the briefing on Speranzaõs history. Long ago, 

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 ð ôProspectorsõ without any choice in the matter. When 

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 

Planetõs year had been adopted as the Hegemonyõs standard measure) a 

minimal space habitat had expanded; had inflated, suddenly, like a new 

universe, to become the Speranza of today.  

The Large Torus, the Starship Crewsñ  

Long, technical entries that she skipped. 

The design of the original construct had been retained, for heritage 

reasons. Speranza was an asymmetric dumb-bell, spinning in a void strewn 

with spinning rocks, in the outermost reaches of the Blue Planetõs system. Left 

Speranza, the big end of the dumb-bell, was now a captured, hollowed 

asteroid, like the Aleutia. Leftõs gravity was about three-quarters Blue, except 

in non-standard sections. These were the facilities for detention, and refuges 

for failed colonists and others (restricted access). ôRightõ was all restricted 

access: it housed Speranzaõs military capability. The whole dumb-bell was 4-

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, seamlessly woven with the virtual AI 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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On their first Speranza ôdayõ, Honesty arrived at Bibiõs door ômid-afternoonõ, 

almost bent double, her arms cradling an awful pregnant tumour under her 

tunic. She crab-walked in, and emptied herself onto Bibiõs bunk. A flood of 

glowing, vivid, gravid globules  rolled and bouncedñ 

ôOranges! Are they real?õ 

ôReal as real, and piled up lying there for free on the breakfast bar in 

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, and buffalo yoghurt, 

and cakes, and bread, until youõre sick, and no one minds.õ 

ôI wonõt test that,õ said Bibi. ôIs there alien food, too?õ 

ôMaybe. When I run out of things I love, and Iõve never had nearly 

enough ofðõ Honesty dug her nails into a fire-gold ball, spraying the whole 

cabin with the zing and sting of sweet citrus ôðthen Iõll start on weird things. 

Come and be greedy with me, mistress. You need to come and be greedy. If 

you sit in here brooding, youõll never get over your embodiment nausea.õ 

ôIõm not nauseous. You want to eat, I want to think.õ 

ôYouõll make yourself ill. Itõs in the briefing. It says do not try to think 

about whatõs happened to you, donõt brood, or youõll probably go insane. Did 

you know, nobody knows where the Aleutiansõ real home planet is? Except 

the Aleutians, I mean. The place we call òAleutiaó is just an asteroid that the 

ones who deal with the rest of us use as a habitat.õ 
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ôYes, I did know that.õ 

ôI think itõs antisocial . . . Everyone knows where we live, of course. 

And the  Balas/Shet, and the Ki/An, and Sigurtõs World, where weõre going. 

Oh, mistress, we have struck it lucky. This is the life. This is where we belong. 

I keep thinking we did this. Speranza is in our system, the Buonarotti Transit 

was invented by one of us. And my brain just soars.õ 

 She tossed the peel in the recovery slot, reached for a paper plate from 

Bibiõs dispenser, deftly split the orange into a petalled star and presented the 

delicacy with a beaming smile. ôEnjoy, mistress . . . Did you know all the 

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 

long ago there isnõt a single trace of it? Itõs called the Diaspora.õ 

ôItõs a theory. Thereõs different versions. Strong Theory says weõre all 

descended from an ancient Blue hominid spacefaring species that vanished 

without a trace, and I donõt think it makes sense. Weak says all numinal 

bipeds are alike due to convergent evolution. I donõt think that makes a lot of 

sense either . . . We learned about it at college.õ 

ôAll these things you knew, and you never told me!õ 

ôYou wouldnõt have been interested,õ said Bibi, after a voluptuous 

pause, sweet juice running down her chin. ôIt was nothing to do with us.õ  
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They had no duties, other than morning drill ð which they performed 

assiduously, because if they didnõt, theyõd never be able to stand Earth 

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 Missionõs staff. They missed Nightingale. But if sheõd 

been here sheõd have been locked up in the Sensitive Visitors Facility with the 

Household Guard. The only military allowed to roam loose on Sper anza were 

the Diaspora Parliamentõs own Green Belts. 

 

The ôHegemonyõ was the official name for the league of five sovereign, 

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 theatres, the concert 

halls, the fashionable concourses; the shopping (but one thing they didnõt 

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 

best show, iron ically, was transmitted live from Chicago, in North America. 
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To the girlsõ astonishment, it seemed there were places on Earth where the 

forbidden powers of the void were in everyday use . . . It was The Sleeping 

Beauty. The ballet was at the end of its run, so they had VIP direct-cortical 

seats, which was like nothing theyõd ever known. They were children, 

engulfed by the make-believe. They were great dancers, in the power and 

sweat of their perfect bodies; their superb artistry. Thoroughly intoxicated, 

gri nning like maniacs, high as kites, they staggered around the concourse of 

the fabulous Nebula Immersion Theatre for hours afterwards ñ  

Honesty kept grabbing onto Bibi and gasping, saucer-eyed . . . Oh, 

Carabosse, Oh, that wicked, wicked fairy. Sheõs going to get her vengeance! Wasnõt 

she great! I LOVE her!  

 

Bibi thought it was strange that the new, babbling, buoyant Honesty didnõt 

seem like a stranger: then she realised that Honesty hadnõt changed. She was 

still saying exactly what she thought, with unhesi tating candour. Sheõd just 

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 less conscious, less real, because they didnõt have 

material form, because they didnõt have the illusion of autonomy?  
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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 

sheõd carried with her since she first left the Great House. The pincushion 

Honesty had made for her, the New Year they were twelve; which sheõd 

never used because she didnõt sew. A tiny red jade pony from Nightingale. A 

Vlab 3D image of a sprig of pine, from Kushan resort. These homely things 

had travelled to Speranza intact, as part of Bibiõs information-self. If they were 

still real objects, it made you wonder what ôrealõ meant.  

 

The iface was useless, its software wrecked by the crossing. She could have 

got a new card for it, but there was no point: it would only get wrecked again 

on the voyage out.  

 

Sigurtõs World was getting a new Buonarotti facility, to replace the Old Port, 

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 ð representing the Diaspora Parliament in the ancient capital of a 

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

but they didnõt bother. The briefing docs, which came with the aura tag, had 

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

ôTime enough to find out about òSigurtõs Worldó if we make it,õ said Honesty. 

When you were on Speranza, you quickly grasped that no transit ôoutwardõ 

was guaranteed a safe landfall. And it didnõt worry you. Much.  
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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. (Bibi was down as Assistant to Lady Nefõs Secretary, a big 

promotion, but she wasnõt proud of it: she knew the real reason why she was 

here). The Mission staff roster told her nothing. The Household Guard troops 

were in the same file, and one of the private soldiers was a D. Doyle. So then 

she found Phu, C. B. and R. Aswad, Sgt. There 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, serious fixing! Her powers were 

awesome indeed. 
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At the single reception theyõd attended, Bibi and Honesty had seen their 

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

who belonged here. This had reassured them. But it was Francois whoõd 

really come into his own. He was nobodyõs secretary here. He was an 

adventurer, freshly returned from a long voyage among the barbarians. Heõd 

shed his cutaway coat, and those close-grained, pale pantaloons. He wore a 

second-skin pressure suit, called a ôsqueeze-suitõ, under dun-coloured 

Aleutian overalls, casually as if heõd always been a spacer; and he didnõt mix 

with Blues (except maybe, in private, with La dy Nef).  

But Left Speranza was a small world. On the morning when theyõd 

been summoned to the Mission Suite and told that their ôstarshipõ was 

ôcleared for departureõ, they saw him having breakfast at La Tartine, a coffee 

kiosk on the great concourse outside the Parliament Building. They wouldnõt 

have dared to approach but he called them over, and asked them how theyõd 

liked Speranza. 

ôVery much,õ said Honesty. ôHow did all the meetings go?õ  

ôI have no idea. I saw no need to bore myself to tears. Let me introduce 

my friend, Goraksañõ 

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 hiñ 
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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 

heõd even been with the party who made First Contact. Overwhelmed by so 

much history, she bowed deeply.  

ôI . . . Iõm honoured to meet you, er, noble sir.õ 

The yellow bear raised his capacious nasal, and gave his opinion in the 

Common Tongue. <You canõt be honoured, kid. Have some self-respect. Iõm 

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

time, by the way. A very tasty world.>  

Bibi recoiled; the bear was astonished. Francois laughed, and gently 

punched Goraksaõs shoulder. ôCareful,õ he said aloud. ôI brought her up.õ  

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 lesser members of the Diaspora. ôAnd this gentleman?õ She was 

blanked out by a black stare that didnõt recognise her right to exist. 

 ôThat person doesnõt have a name, not as you would understand it.õ 

Francois stood up. ôNames are for undignified tourists. And he doesnõt talk. 

Come with us, Bibi, Honesty. I want to show you something.õ 

 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 low ôskyõ, desultory plantings of low-gravity -tolerant shrubs. Off in the 

distance, aimless figures were hanging around the plinth of an ugly corporate 
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sculpture. This looks like the place where the clients live, thought Bibi, intrigued, 

and wondered if she would find the old city around here: the shifty canteens, 

the seedy markets, the fried grasshopper stalls. 

ôWeõre taking you across the Umbilical,õ announced Goraksa, speaking 

aloud this time. ôYouõll have to suit-up on the other side. You know how to do 

that, I hope? You wonõt panic, in a hard vacuum?õ 

 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 esñ  

ôAre they in case we have to abandon ship?õ asked Honesty. 

ôNah,õ said the yellow bear. ôTheyõre for techies, security, particle 

cannon gunners, fighter pilots, if they ever come this way. Usually they donõt, 

they come around the outside. In an emergency, civilians would leave by the 

transit. Or more likely not at all. õ 

 ôWe donõt need overcoats,õ said Francois, giving Goraksa a quelling 

look, ôweõre not going outdoors. But you should get dressed, children, or weõll 

never finesse you past the nanny routines.õ 
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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 cityñ 

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 race, after all, and feared 

permanent death no more than a bot didñ  

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 ð 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? wondered Bibi, wheeling over ominous sleek 

shadows, ranked ôbelowõ, then suddenly ôaboveõ. Are we going to die?  
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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 Bibiõs faceplate. 

ôOpen up, we have air and pressure. What do you think?õ 

Far ôbelowõ the platform, a single sleek and gleaming pod floated loose 

in a mist of light. Bibi had lost perspective; it could have been big as a city 

tower, small as a toy. 

ôItõs a beautiful ship. Is it alive?õ 

ôHeõs called The Spirit of Eighty-Nine.õ Francois sighed in proud 

affection, not bothering to answer the absurd question.  ôHeõs coming to 

Sigurtõs World with us. Heõs transit capable, but heõll travel in the hold.õ 

ôSafer that way,õ remarked Goraksa, ôsince you canõt navigate.õ 

Honesty finally got her faceplate to open, and gasped like a fish. ôIs she 

yours, Francois? You must be incredibly rich!õ 

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 ôstarflightõ that helped Buonarotti travellers to stay sane. 

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 yellow bear and the nameless one found Honestyõs naµve 

deduction hilarious, and expressed this crudely (hampered by their suits) in 

the Common Tongue.  

ôServices rendered to the mighty,õ explained Francois. ôIgnore them, 

Honesty, they are boors.õ 

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

shining pod until the air ran out. ôYou should call him The Failed Renaissance,õ 

remarked Goraksa at last, aloud. ôOr Darkness at Dawn. Call a spade a spade.õ 

He turned to the girls. ôAre you two looking forward to your trip?õ  

ôI wish people wouldnõt keep telling me how cultured and cultivated 

the, er, Sigurtians are,õ said Honesty, darkly. ôIt makes me suspicious.õ 

ôHa ha ha.õ The yellow bear probably hadnõt used his human laughter 

for a life or two, it was rusty. ôYouõre not alone, little one, methinks. Did you 

notice how your drill is mostly weapons training?õ 

ôWeapons training is good for the soul,õ said Francois.  

ôSure it is . . . What dõyou think of Nikty, kids?õ 

Practically every ôalienõ Honesty and Bibi had encountered ð aside 

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

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

Theyõd had no idea that Baykonur, the great city, gateway to the stars, was 

such a dull, repressive dump . . . Theyõd glimpsed the Sigurtian attached to 

their Mission once. Heõd looked just like the ones in the induction simulation: 

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 theyõd only seen him from the back. 

ôWe werenõt introduced,õ said Bibi, ruefully. ôWeõre very junior.õ 

ôWeõve hardly met anyone but Blues and bots.õ It was Honestyõs big 

disappointment. ôOther numinals here are likely to be high-grades, crews or 

government, arenõt they? We see them passing, on their way to places we 

canõt go. Oh well, two new Aleutians today. Thatõs better than nothing.õ 

<Youõre welcome!> said the nameless one, with a graceful, ironic 

gesture. 

ôTimeõs up,õ announced Francois. ôLet us return to the fakery.õ 

 

The pod hung in darkness in Bibiõs dreams. She was ôon boardõ the Rajath, the 

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 

stumbled around trying to find the connecting door that sheõd left behind in 

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.  

Nothing is real, time isnõt what we think it is. Twenty-six thousand light 

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

 

ôSigrõt.õ 

 ôSigrõt.õ 

 ôSig-rõt . . . No, I canõt. Why can you do it, when I canõt?õ 

 ôNamibian ethnic origin,õ said Tõzi, the Navigator: who had befriended 

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

Complement and the dreamers. ôBut I canõt echo-locate.õ 

ôCan they?õ 

ôApparently so . . . Donõt you want to check that bag?õ 

 ôIt always travels with me,õ said Bibi, locking her fingers tighter round 

the cabin-bagõs pull-bar. ôItõs alive, you know. Itõd be frightened.õ 

 The navigator knew who would be frightened. ôDõaccor, well, thereõs a 

locker at the foot of your couch, just like coming from Earth, you put it in 

there, keep it in mind, it shou ld be with us when we arrive.õ 

 If you get your calculations right, she thought. She wanted to ask about 

the Aleutian podship in the ôholdõ. Wouldnõt it be an impossible burden for 

him, even if he did have special, extra, virtual neuronal architecture ñ 

 Whatever that meant. 

ôWill I see you on the voyage?õ 

ôPeople cross differently. You may be able to spot me.õ 

False duration is what happens at the point of death. If you die outside 

time, she thought, you could go on dying for everñ 
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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. ôThatõs the first thing we must tackle,õ said 

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.  

ôThis is our house,õ said Bibi. 

ôWe know how to keep house,õ said Nef. ôYou and I.õ 

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 

left. The lodge was called Haruõom; he was just one room, with a sleeping 

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, looking after Haruõom, while he looked 

after everyone. ôThis is real life, Bibi,õ said Lady Nef.  

ôBaykonur was a bad dream,õ agreed Yu, the Swimmer. ôItõs over.õ 
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The salt-horn in its silver cradle stood beside the brass pepper mill, 

with its pattern of acanthus leaves, in the middle of Haruõomõs long table, 

where everyone came to eat and talk, safe from the storm outside.  

ôEverything is as it should be,õ said Nef. ôEverything is new.õ 

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 the Rajath was clad in silvery -green, traditional starship décor: 

with extru ded furniture of the same colour and material, in the old Left 

Speranza style. The salt-horn 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, 

ôdown belowõ, the engineers and their couriers, the soldiers and the Mission 

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 where you wouldnõt be forced into 

the most intimate contact with at least one person who drove you crazy. But 
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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 heõd never have allowed himself on 

Earth . . . Navigator Tõzi, Reformer by birth and conviction, explained the 

validity of the undecided gender to Lady Nef ð who had always thought there 

must be a better term. 

 ôYou want to call us a third sex,õ said Tõzi. ôBut Undecided means what 

it says: fluctuation, drift, a mosaic sexuality that never òsettlesó. It is the will 

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 ñõ 

 His dark hands flashed, in emphat ic 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 woundsñ  

 ôThe erosion of sexual difference was self-evidently caused by pre-

Aleutian and wartime pollution, õ said Lady Nef. ôIt was a phase we went 

through, a problem that can now be solved.õ 

 ôI take that as a compliment! Itõs good to be a problem, a cause of 

thought, a nexus of development.õ  

 General Yu got into an argument with the Payload Officer, about 

Strong Diaspora Theory versus Weak Diaspora Theory: something heõd been 

warned and warned that he must not do. He was charming, old ôSimianõ Yu, 
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and Lili Hellier, the honeypot (thereõs always a honeypot) was enjoying the 

combat, but Strong Diaspora is something crews wonõt have questionedñ 

 ôNot a single fossilised silicon chipñ?õ 

 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. 

 ôThe òShelter and Stormó scenario is common,õ said Viv Khan, Medical 

Officer, who wore the captainõs armband on this trip. ôAlso òClimbing 

Impossible Heightsó, and òBreaking into the Invincible Fortressó. Believe me, 

this is a good crossing. When we go into fugue, we have a consensus. Iõve 

known flights where that doesnõt happen, and itõs bedlam.õ 

   

There was a hairline crack in the willow -coloured wall. Frozen air squeezed 

through, like puffs and rods of crispy white smoke. Bibi wanted to say, Thereõs 

a chink in the wall, we need to go out and stuff the logs with moss, but she 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. Sheõs gone cold on me for a while, I thought. Sheõll get 
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over it. But she never came back. Oh, Bibi, it was the end of meñ When he 

saw that he had her attention he gave her hands a little shake.  

 ôYouõre a good girl,õ he said. ôA very good girl. Iõll take over now.õ 

 

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 a gape like a sharkõs. Theyõd brought down the Medical Officer 

in mistake for a deer, they were skinning her and she was howling ñ 

 The Spirit of Eighty-Nine screamed in his sleep. 

  

ôThe closing phase is always hell,õ said Roscoe, Chief Engineer, who was 

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 grandfatherõs knee, but none of them looked the way sheõd 

imagined. ôThe Navigator makes a slip, and in the country of no duration it 

seems like a knot in the wood of a table, a wounding remark, an awkward 

confession, but when you come to the closing phase thereõs a transcription 

error, and itõs too lateñ 

 ôWe donõt know this, 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.  

 ôThis is actually a very calm crossing.õ 
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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.  

 ôWhose card is it, Francois?õ whispered Nef.   
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OO 

 

It was the Navigator who opened Bibiõs couch. She sat up, unable to speak for 

the tumult of things, the rich, sweet adventure she was trying to remember. 

Tõziõs seamed face, familiar and beloved (but why? I only just met him . . .) 

split into a grin. ôDonõt try. Itõs gone. Welcome to Sigurtõs World Old Port.õ  

 ôYou were our house,õ she said. ôYour name was Haruõom.õ 

 ôWas I?õ said the Navigator, the grin fading, so she knew sheõd stepped 

on a void-sailorõs superstition. ôI donõt remember.õ 

 ôWhere are the others? I must say goodbye. Whereõs Lili, whereõs 

Roscoe, whereõs Viv?õ 

 Tõzi shook his head. ôStill on board. The Port is nothing to look at. We 

donõt bother to go planetside much, itõs the bureaucracyñõ  

 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 there, crying, ôBibi! We made it!õ She scrambled out of the couch. 

They hugged each other, frantically relieved, and when they  broke out of the 

hug, Tõzi was gone. A party of Sigurtians in fancy uniforms had arrived to 

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 
 
 

 

Nikty, the Sigurtõs World attach®, gave Bibi and Honesty vocabulary lessons 

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 hear a Sigurtian 

language. They lacked the necessary cranial and brain-structure organs. But 

there were phrases they could attempt, for politenessõs sake: 

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 male, as they had assumed, but unlike the whores around 

the Church of Self, she was not insulted by the ôheõ mistake. ôWe are male and 

female, approximately like you,õ she said: ôbut with us it has no effect on 

status.õ The language she was teaching them was called Myot, but she was a 

Neuendan, a native of the First Contact state, which had until now been the 

only ôSigurtianõ culture to deal with the Hegemony. 

ôThat has to change,õ she said. ôOther voices must have a say.õ 

Bibi had a transit hangover. Sheõd made the crossing in a world built of 

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, because she could tell that the Sigurtian ôwordsõ 

had no congruence with the English ômeaningsõ. She could not map from one 

to the other, it was impossible, and the void was in her head.  

She clung to vital fragments of protectionñ 

A card house 

An apron, what a strange device for empowerment and contr ol 

ñand tried to behave normally, while the Missionõs first days, scents, 

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 gõtõz. The other common unit, a half -moon, 

ten days, was nõgõtcz . . . The play between the two moons was holy, and 

made the Sigurtian calendar beautifully complex, but the terms ôdayõ and 

ôhalf-monthõ were adequate for aliens; for politenessõs sakeñ  

 

Bibiõs perceptions calmed, and she realised why the crews tried not to 

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 couldnõt remember why. She was left with a 

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 ôChipshopõ Crater, in the temperate zone of the 

south-west continent of the planet called Sigurtõs World.  

In this unease, as the gõtõz and nõgõtcz went by, she was not alone. 

Neuendan, seat of Planetary Government, birthplace of the famous Sigurt 

himself ð where theyõd have met and mixed with people whoõd dealt with 

Speranza agents before ð was far away, and telecoms were not secure. The 

Mission was considerably mor e isolated than had been expected.  
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XVI  

 

ôWhatõs sex like?õ 

 ôYou mean, with another person?õ 

 Bibi shrugged. Honesty continued to smooth out her mistressõs fall of 

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 discloseñ 

 ôIõve heard you donõt miss it if you leave off, after a while. The lust for 

it fades. Me, I take it when I can.õ She paused in the brushing, and made an 

impish face at Bibi in the mirror. ôIf you like, I could show you. Why donõt 

we? Just as friends? It might be very nice.õ 

 ôThanks but no.õ  

 ôAh well.õ Honesty fantasised that she would travel home in the Active 

Complement (if that were possible, if she could be brain -scanned at the Port); 

and in the ôfugue experienceõ there would be a dream sequence where she 

and her mistress shared an erotic encounterñ 

 She braided Bibiõs hair and fastened it for the night.  
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ôI wish you had long hair,õ said Bibi, ôso I could return the favour, itõs 

so soothing.õ 

 ôYou may get your wish. I badly need a haircut right now, and I donõt 

trust Rashit, I donõt think she likes me.õ 

 Rashit was Lady Nefõs personal maid, and the only hairdresser in the 

company. The Mission was designed to be self-sufficient 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 

officersõ hair . . .? The dislike, as far as Bibi knew, was purely imaginary: petty 

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. All the 

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 ð 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, ir regular 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 promotion wasnõt real.) It looked towards the crater wall, which 

towered immediately beyond the Manor grounds: fissured with black 

crevasses and yellow-green forest clefts, through which plunged jets of 

purplish water, with aquamarine spume ð 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 ð 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. Theyõd been given a Sigurtian entertainment 

centre, which would play the leisure records that had been couriered from 
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Speranza on the Rajath; some of which were their own requests. But they 

didnõt bother with it much. Theyõd rather gaze; and talk.  

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 3.5? And how many ôoddõ moons had there been, with the extra days? 

There were Moon Tables, but they only made things worse. And then the 

Myotian ôyearõ, unlike the Neuendan Standard ôyearõ, had a great gap in the 

middle of it, because they hadnõt modernised their liturgical calendarñ  

 ôOh, I give up. Iõll never get it. How long have we been here, Bibi?õ 

 The Savage, most untypically, hadnõt managed to memorise any of the 

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.  

 ôSix months.õ 

 ôHm . . .õ Six months is a worrying chunk out of a five-year project, 

when the project has yet to begin to get off the ground. 

 ôThe Human Renaissance made Buonarotti transits from the surface of 

Earth,õ said Bibi, ôfrom a gaming arena in Europe, before the Departure.õ 

 ôIt wasnõt hideously dangerous, back then?õ 

 ôIt was as dangerous as it is now, I suppose. The Human Renaissance 

people didnõt care, they were striking a blow against the colonial power. And 

nothing terrible happened ð I mean, weõre still here.õ Bibi drew up her knees, 
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wriggled her bare toes on the cool stone, and pondered. ôBut thereõve been 

horrific transit disasters, I mean besides òshipsó simply disappearing. Spookily 

horrific. Neurophysics isnõt called the forbidden science for nothing; 

transiting interferes with the whole fabric of reality, nobody can deny that.õ  

Honesty pulled a face. ôSo on Earth, where we invented the ideas, we 

donõt use them. We rely on Aleutian biotech, which lines pockets in Xiõan and 

keeps us all dependent. I think when we built the Torus out in space, far away 

as we could, thatõs when we got left behind. Thatõs when everything moved to 

Speranza.õ 

If you had transited awake, thought Bibi, you wouldnõt be so cynical about 

the spookiness, or the fear. But she kept that to herself.  

ôMm.õ 

 Flying things danced against their window, some of them big enough 

to be annoying. Bibi made the go away gesture (in some respects, Sigurtõs 

World was familiar: there were effective gestures, much easier than the 

clicking language). The night fizzed and returned, swept free of pests.  

 ôBut the Torus!õ exclaimed Honesty, suddenly realising. ôHow did they 

have a Torus inside a gaming arena? Thatõs impossible, that doesnõt make 

senseñõ 

 ôThe Torus doesnõt have to be in the same room as the couches.õ 

 ôI know, I know, but how could there be a Buonarotti Torus in the 

middle of a city . . . Oh, I suppose it was in a city?õ 
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 ôI think it was underground. 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, before the Aleutians came.õ  

 Honesty imagined, thrilled by her Blueness, a vast fairground wheel, 

tall as Baykonurõs towers, laid out flat . . . ôAnd we knew nothing, you and I. 

Nothing about our former glory. At the Great House we were brought up to be 

Aleutian -lovers.õ 

Bibi felt this to be a criticism of Lady Nef. ôWe were taught non-living 

science, a bit, Iõm sure we were . . . But what good would it have done for us 

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. Nobody thought weõd end up on a Diplomatic Mission to another planet. õ  

Honesty rubbed her brow, displacing the fringe that badly needed 

cutting. ôIõm going to take my nail clippers to this . . . Weõre looking at our 

world from the outside, arenõt we, Bibi? Thatõs something we never did 

before.õ Civic pride asserted itself. ôDõaccor, Baykonur wasnõt paradise, and 

maybe we were in a cage we couldnõt see, but I bet other Blue cities were as 

bad, and didnõt have our fantastic architecture, or the cosmodrome. Or hot 

apple wine. Legal body -mods arenõt everything.õ 

 ôIõm sure Speranza has its horrible problems,õ said Bibi.  

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  

never return. That canõt be, she thought. My life is there, waiting to begin.  
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ôI wish there were more seasons,õ she said, ôso we could count them 

off.õ 

 ôHuh. Youõll get enough of a season when the winter comes. I hope 

they move us to into the city centre well before then.õ  

 The Chipshop Craterõs present climate would have been called semi-

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 ð and all the Sigurtian flyers, large and small, which they saw 

crossing their daytime sky, would be grounded.  

 There were no surface roads in the ôparklandsõ, the outer reaches of the 

vast crater. The Myot aristocrats who lived here, in their historic manors and 

castles, didnõt think that way. When the flying season ended they packed up 

and moved into the city ð 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 ônightcapõ, a strengthening drink to help the young ladies 

through the dark. When theyõd discovered that this salty infusion was based 

on dried blood they had decided (before they knew where the blood came 

from) that theyõd do without. But some kind of supper would have been 

welcome. The meals the company took together were difficult to eat ð if you 
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fol lowed Sigurtian manners, as they were obliged to do ð and meagre, even 

by Baykonur standards. They wished theyõd thought of packing rations. ôA 

yearõs supply of Speranza-crafted Swiss chocolate,õ said Bibi.  

ôOranges,õ said Honesty, with passion.  

They discussed the idea of informational oranges. If you bring them as 

personal possessions, do they still have calories? The window-embrasure 

talks were perfect for topics of this kind: questions that were too silly to ask, 

comments on a situation they werenõt supposed to have noticedñ 

 ôSo,õ said Honesty, after a drift into silence that meant they were both 

ready for sleep, ôthe first planetary nation to have a Buonarotti facility on the 

surface could be cutting the crap. Especially now that we can transit material 

goods. Theyõd be ahead of the game.õ 

 ôOr opening a back door to invasion.õ 

 Bibi had spoken without thinking. The couches in the crypt, the topic 

they could never discuss: 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 interrogation; and couldnõt meet each otherõs eyes.  

 ôIõm going to bed,õ announced Bibi. 

 ôMe too.õ 

 

Honesty lay ensconced in alien bedding, planning her future. Iõll work for my 

Grade Six exam. And if she passed, why not college? Business studies, Iõll be an 

interplanetary entrepreneur. Meanwhile (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 

everyoneõs old except us, so thatõs not worth worrying about. He smiles at me, I know 

heõs interested. 

Or longer term plans, why not? Still got four-and-a-half years to kill.  




