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CHAP­TER ONE

Some­thing ter­ri­ble had hap­pened in Mercy Sphere.

Thalia Ng was the first on-scene. She touched a hand to her throat, sti­fling nau­sea. With her other hand she slipped on a pair of gog­gles, feed­ing her ob­ser­va­tions back to the Supreme Pre­fect.

“I’m in­side, ma’am,” she said. “You should have a clear view of the scene.”

“Pan around for me,” the voice in her ear in­structed.“Slower. Slower still. Why isn’t it in fo­cus?”

“It is, ma’am.” Thalia coughed. “There’s a lot of smoke in the air. The cir­cu­la­tors are strug­gling to clear it.”

“Do you need a breather?”

“No, ma’am. It’s pretty bad, but if these peo­ple are man­ag­ing with­out breathers, I think I can as well.”

Men­di­cants—the or­der who op­er­ated Mercy Sphere—were busy fix­ing dam­age, clear­ing bod­ies and tend­ing to the few souls who had sur­vived the con­fla­gra­tion. Hu­mans and hy­per­pigs alike made up their num­ber, dressed in green and white cler­i­cal out­fits.

As Thalia tracked around, her gog­gles placed ref­er­ence tags on the fallen and sick.

“It’s vile, ma’am. That some­one should do this de­lib­er­ately . . .” She trailed off, the hor­ror too un­wieldy to be carved into words.

“De­tach­ment, Ng,” Jane Au­monier said. “Record and as­sist where you can. Med­i­cal and foren­sic squads are in­bound.”

Thalia coughed again. Some part of that smoke haze came from the burned fab­ric of Mercy Sphere, but the rest was a sooty sus­pen­sion of bar­be­cued flesh. The flavour of it was new and an­cient at the same time, as if her brain had al­ways been primed to recog­nise it.

“Ma’am,” she said, swal­low­ing hard.

“Why haven’t they sent a hy­per­pig?”

The ques­tion came not from Jane Au­monier, but from the Men­di­cant who had ar­rived along­side Thalia. A mid­dle-aged hu­man woman with ash-smeared skin and eyes slit­ted and in­flamed by the smoke.

Her gog­gles brought up her name from Panoply’s reg­is­ter of cit­i­zens.

“I was the near­est when the alarm came in, Sis­ter Drusilla. It could have been any one of us, a hu­man or hy­per­pig pre­fect. We make no dis­tinc­tion.”

“Words for my ben­e­fit, or is your su­pe­rior lis­ten­ing in? Let me ad­dress Jane Au­monier per­son­ally.” Star­ing di­rectly at Thalia, Sis­ter Drusilla pushed steel into her voice. “This at­tack against us was a fore­gone event. We’ve been warn­ing of such a thing for six months, beg­ging for greater pro­tec­tion. Why did you not lis­ten?”

“Tell her that we did lis­ten, but that our re­sources are not in­fi­nite,” Au­monier in­ter­jected.

“There are just a thou­sand of us,” Thalia of­fered. “That’s a thou­sand of us to cover ev­ery pos­si­ble threat in the Glit­ter Band, any­thing that can’t be man­aged by the con­sta­bles. With the best will in the world, we can’t be ev­ery­where at once. And since the Cranach cri­sis blew up . . .” She winced at her own ill-judged choice of words. “We’re tal­ly­ing mul­ti­ple threats and mul­ti­ple pos­si­ble tar­gets, and with each es­ca­la­tion the prob­lem gets worse.”

Sis­ter Drusilla sur­veyed the car­nage sur­round­ing them: the burned, twisted, charred and smok­ing bod­ies, the melted ar­chi­tec­ture, the dam­age caused by sec­ondary fires and ex­plo­sions as the chain of de­struc­tion played out.

She touched a hand to the snowflake stitched across her chest.

“So, your pol­icy is to stand back and ob­serve . . . un­til such threats are acted on?”

“I wish I could of­fer more, Sis­ter.”

“That’s the best you have, a wish?”

“Do not apol­o­gise for a sys­tem forced on us by the demo­cratic will of the cit­i­zenry,” Au­monier in­ter­jected.

Thalia salted some au­thor­ity into her re­ply. “Be grate­ful that we’re here at all, Sis­ter. My col­leagues will shortly be ar­riv­ing in force. Rest as­sured our in­ves­ti­ga­tion will be ex­tremely thor­ough. I must ask: did you have much warn­ing be­fore the cap­sule docked?”

“What dif­fer­ence does it make, now that the harm’s done?”

“With re­spect, Sis­ter, that’s for me to de­cide. Was there any­thing un­usual?”

A sigh. “We had a few min­utes’ warn­ing—the usual pat­tern. When es­capees flee to us, they rarely have time to put elab­o­rate plans in place. Of course, our sus­pi­cions have been height­ened with the threats made against us—that’s why we’ve been plead­ing for more pro­tec­tion—but ev­ery­thing about this cap­sule seemed gen­uine.” De­spair broke through her mask. “If there’s some­thing we missed, some­thing we should have seen . . .”

“There won’t have been,” Thalia said firmly. “The ones who did this to you would have made sure of that.”

“How long will it take you to iden­tify them?”

“We’re al­ready work­ing on that prob­lem. We think they used a non­ve­lope to con­ceal the cap­sule’s move­ments un­til it was very close to you.”

“I have no idea what that is.”

“A sort of in­vis­i­bil­ity screen, made from a quick­mat­ter shell. It’s con­tra­band tech­nol­ogy, but eas­ily within the grasp of hun­dreds of fam­i­lies and con­cerns in the Glit­ter Band.”

“But you will find them.”

Thalia groped for an an­swer that was nei­ther a lie nor promised too much. “This at­tack was part of a pat­tern of es­ca­lat­ing grudges, draw­ing in many ac­tors. We’ll seek to iden­tify all cul­pa­ble el­e­ments. Our great­est con­cern, though, is to stop the vi­o­lence on all fronts.”

“You’ve dodged my ques­tion.”

“We will bring our re­sources to bear,” Thalia af­firmed. “And none of us will rest un­til you have an an­swer.”

“Well han­dled, Ng,” came the voice in her ear.

Thalia un­hol­stered her whiphound, dis­play­ing it to Sis­ter Drusilla. “I’m go­ing to send this de­vice off to gather ev­i­den­tial traces. You needn’t be alarmed by it.”

Sis­ter Drusilla scoffed. “I’ve just seen my best friends burn alive, Pre­fect Ng. They’re in my nos­trils. Do you imag­ine much is ca­pa­ble of alarm­ing me now?”

Thalia didn’t an­swer. She flicked out the whiphound’s trac­tion fil­a­ment and sent it scur­ry­ing away, a busy blur of flick­er­ing sil­ver.

Jane Au­monier floated weight­less, tak­ing in the au­dio­vi­sual stream from Thalia Ng.

The large, spher­i­cal room in which she hov­ered had a sin­gle con­tin­u­ous in­ner sur­face, wrap­ping it from pole to pole. A mo­saic of feeds quilted the sur­face: im­ages and sta­tus sum­maries of the ten thou­sand or­bital habi­tats un­der her re­spon­si­bil­ity. She even al­lowed room for the dozen or so that had se­ceded dur­ing the break­away cri­sis. Panoply had no for­mal ju­ris­dic­tion over those way­ward states, but she still con­sid­ered them her chil­dren.

Be­hind the quilt, al­go­rithms churned cease­lessly. They eval­u­ated met­rics from each feed and as­signed an at­ten­tional weight­ing to each habi­tat. As events played out, cer­tain feeds swelled and mag­ni­fied, while oth­ers shrank into the back­ground, di­min­ish­ing to tiny chips of colour. If a de­vel­op­ment de­manded that a feed be brought to her im­me­di­ate no­tice, then the en­tire quilt would move, cre­at­ing a dizzy sense of the en­tire uni­verse spin­ning around the float­ing woman at its fo­cus.

That was ex­actly what had hap­pened with Mercy Sphere.

The struc­ture was an out­sta­tion of Hos­pice Idlewild, op­er­ated by the same or­der of Ice Men­di­cants. It was a bea­con of kind­ness, a shrine to a way of liv­ing in which hy­per­pigs and base­line hu­mans were con­sid­ered equals, and given ev­ery op­por­tu­nity to co­ex­ist, thrive and pros­per. Tol­er­ance, open­ness and for­give­ness were the norms. It was a model of a bet­ter Glit­ter Band, one Au­monier hoped to live long enough to see.

Nat­u­rally, it had be­come a tar­get.

Six months ear­lier, one of their own—a hy­per­pig pre­fect named Mi­zler Cranach—had launched a mur­der­ous and un­pro­voked sui­cide at­tack on a habi­tat. As the spill-out from the in­ci­dent in­ten­si­fied, Au­monier had nat­u­rally moved to up­grade her sur­veil­lance on po­ten­tial tar­gets like Mercy Sphere. The prob­lem was that there were just too many plau­si­ble can­di­dates for any one of them to merit spe­cial at­ten­tion. Too many can­di­dates, too few pre­fects, even fewer ships to move them around in.

Hind­sight was a won­der­ful thing.

“Com­plet­ing sweep of seg­ment one, ma’am,” came Ng on her ear­piece. “The worst of the fa­tal­i­ties were here, but seg­ment two also took a lot of dam­age. There are re­ports of fa­tal­i­ties right through to seg­ment three. I’m mov­ing through now.”

“Thank you, Ng. You won’t be on your own in there much longer. Heavy Tech­ni­cal and Med­i­cal squads should be clamps-on in­side . . .” Au­monier stopped. “I’ll call you back, Ng.”

“Ma’am?”

“A sit­u­a­tion, Ng. Con­tinue as you were.”

Be­tween one sec­ond and the next, an en­tirely dif­fer­ent feed had swelled up to dom­i­nate the room.

It was im­pos­si­ble. The al­go­rithms had made one of their rare glitches… surely?

Be­cause what could pos­si­bly over­shadow the events at Mercy Sphere, not even an hour into the atroc­ity?

Some­thing had, though.

“Stadler-Kre­me­niev,” Au­monier said, read­ing aloud as the feed help­fully an­no­tated it­self. “I know you,” she mouthed, some faint con­nec­tion prick­ing her mem­ory. “Now what is it . . .”

But she did not need to spec­u­late. Next to a real-time im­age of the grey, wheel-shaped habi­tat, the an­no­ta­tion was al­ready an­swer­ing her next ques­tion.

A pre­fect—In­g­var Tench—was on her way to Stadler-Kre­me­niev.

And Jane Au­monier’s blood ran cold.

She tapped her ear­piece.

“Au­monier to In­g­var Tench. Re­spond im­me­di­ately, please.”

Si­lence.

“In­g­var. An­swer me. If you can’t an­swer me, change course.”

She eyed the sta­tus sum­mary, will­ing some al­ter­ation.

Noth­ing changed.

“Dock At­ten­dant.”

A thin male voice an­swered her im­me­di­ately. “Thyssen, ma’am. How may I help you?”

“Very quickly, I hope. In­g­var Tench ap­pears to be on her way to a watch­listed habi­tat, Stadler-Kre­me­niev. Were you on duty when she signed out?”

“Yes, ma’am, eight hours ago. I was keep­ing an eye on the sched­ules, mak­ing sure we had a dock­ing slot avail­able for her.”

“Did she go out alone?”

“Yes. Tench was her usual talk­a­tive self. And she didn’t make any men­tion of vis­it­ing any­one or any­thing on a watch­list.”

“Thyssen, I need you to take con­trol of Tench’s ve­hi­cle. Do it im­me­di­ately. Get that ship steered onto any head­ing ex­cept Stadler-Kre­me­niev.”

“One mo­ment, ma’am.”

She heard Thyssen del­e­gat­ing to sub­or­di­nates in the dock­ing bay. Voices bat­ted back and forth. They were nor­mal at first, but af­ter a few ex­changes she de­tected a grad­u­ally ris­ing con­cern.

Some­thing wasn’t right.

“Thyssen?” she pressed.

“We can’t stop that cut­ter,” he said. “She’s go­ing to dock.”

Drey­fus was knee-deep in a mob of an­gry ba­bies.

Tech­ni­cally they were not ba­bies at all, but rather adult-age hu­mans who had un­der­gone forced de­vel­op­men­tal re­gres­sion to an in­fant body-tem­plate, sur­ren­der­ing most of their higher men­tal fac­ul­ties along the way. They lived in a world of ba­sic needs and re­sponses: hunger, joy, rage, with just a thin smear of lan­guage and com­pre­hen­sion on top, just enough to sat­isfy the ba­sic re­quire­ments of demo­cratic par­tic­i­pa­tion, and to earn re­cip­ro­cal sta­tus as full and val­ued cit­i­zens of the Glit­ter Band, with all the rights that came with that as­so­ci­a­tion.

Drey­fus knew all that. As far as he was con­cerned, though, and es­pe­cially now that he was in the thick of them, they were still an­gry ba­bies.

He had planned a straight­for­ward in-and-out, no com­pli­ca­tions. The thor­ough­fares of the Greven­boich Spin­dle had been al­most empty when he came through on his way to the polling core. He had gone about his busi­ness with­out mo­lesta­tion. The checks had come back clear, and he had be­gun the jour­ney back to the dock­ing hub.

Which is when it had all gone wrong.

With­out warn­ing, thou­sands of in­fant-sized cit­i­zens had spilled into the civic core of the habi­tat. At first, Drey­fus had as­sumed that he was the ob­ject of their con­cern. But as more and more of them ar­rived—com­ing in on mov­ing walk­ways, es­ca­la­tors and minia­ture pub­lic tran­sit sys­tems —he re­alised that their in­ter­est in him was tran­si­tory, a mere de­tail to be ab­sorbed on the way to some­thing else.

Each tod­dling, in­fant-sized cit­i­zen car­ried a toy of some sort, ei­ther clutched pos­ses­sively or it­self cling­ing onto its charge with soft furry limbs and tails. The toys mur­mured to their hu­man com­pan­ions, worry form­ing in the ex­ag­ger­ated wide­ness of their eyes and the quiv­er­ing curves of their mouths. Drey­fus had his whiphound sniff the lo­cal cy­ber­netic en­vi­ron­ment, de­tect­ing many ep­silon-grade ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gences. He felt their syn­thetic anx­i­ety crack­ling in the air, boil­ing off them like a faint elec­tri­cal haze. They craved some re­as­sur­ance that their hu­man keep­ers were in­ca­pable of of­fer­ing.

Or un­will­ing.

The ba­bies pressed in, squeez­ing in from all di­rec­tions. It had been get­ting harder and harder to walk, and now it was a strug­gle not to tram­ple tiny toes or trip him­self up. Drey­fus was not a tall man, but com­pared to the ba­bies his heavy-set frame might as well have been that of an ogre.

He stopped, cupped a hand to his mouth and ex­claimed over the ris­ing rage of the crowd:

“Cit­i­zens!”

No re­ac­tion, so he sucked in all the breath he could muster and bel­lowed:

“CIT­I­ZENS!”

His voice turned hoarse. The best he could man­age af­ter that was a bro­ken decla­ma­tion.

“Al­low me through. You are un­der Panoply ob­ser­vance and I—” He had to stop to catch his wind. “I will not be ob­structed in the ex­e­cu­tion of my duty!”

“Too big, too clumsy!” yelled one of the cit­i­zens. “And you smell wrong!”

Drey­fus felt his hand drift­ing in the di­rec­tion of the whiphound. He hoped that the ges­ture would be seen and un­der­stood by the bawl­ing mob.

His bracelet chimed, loudly enough to snag his at­ten­tion. He touched a hand to his throat mi­cro­phone.

He wheezed out: “Drey­fus.”

“Are you all right, Tom?”

He cleared his throat.

“I’m fine, just caught in the midst of two thou­sand bad-tem­pered tod­dlers.”

“Tod­dlers?” asked Jane Au­monier.

“Big-headed, thick-necked, bel­liger­ent tod­dlers.”

“You must be at the Greven­boich Spin­dle. The Ob­li­gate In­fan­tile State?”

“One and the same.”

Down the length of the thor­ough­fare—be­hind him, thank­fully—the ba­bies and a num­ber of an­i­ma­tronic ro­bot helpers, es­sen­tially larger, adult-sized toy an­i­mals, were wheel­ing a mov­able stage into po­si­tion. It sup­ported a squat, boiler-like ma­chine with a hop­per near the top.

“Is there a dif­fi­culty?”

“Noth­ing that a whiphound won’t solve.”

“Good. I’d like you to get out of there as quickly as you can. We have a de­vel­op­ing sit­u­a­tion.”

Ba­bies fussed around the ma­chine with the hop­per, us­ing lad­ders to climb up its sides. The hop­per was al­ready jammed with a squirm­ing, plead­ing mass of sen­tient furry toys. Ba­bies leaned in over the top, us­ing rams to press down on its thrash­ing, des­per­ate con­tents.

“What is it?”

“In­g­var Tench is about to get hurt. She’s taken it upon her­self to make a solo visit to a watch­listed habi­tat. Stadler-Kre­me­niev.”

A baby pulled a lever on the flank of the ma­chine, mak­ing it throb and grind. The hop­per was dis­charg­ing into its guts, a flurry of colour­ful body parts be­gin­ning to spew out from a spout.

“Re­mind her it’s out of bounds.”

“Tench isn’t an­swer­ing, and Thyssen can’t over­ride her ship. It looks bad.”

“Has she ar­rived?”

“Ac­cord­ing to our track­ing she’s close to dock­ing. She’ll likely be in­side within ten min­utes, un­less some­one stops her.”

The hop­per was emp­ty­ing, the first batch of toys were nearly de­stroyed, but now the mob was mov­ing into its sec­ond phase. By a for­malised, rit­u­al­is­tic process Drey­fus could not quite fol­low, ba­bies within the crowd were be­ing sin­gled out and hav­ing their toys ripped from them, then passed hand-over-head to the shred­ding ma­chine.

“I’ll get there as quickly as I can. Is any­one else closer?”

“No. Our po­si­tion­ing puts you twenty min­utes away, with an ex­pe­dited cross­ing.”

Drey­fus nod­ded, bleakly re­signed to the worst. He un­hol­stered his whiphound, hold­ing up the trun­cheon-like han­dle with its fil­a­ment still spooled in. The ba­bies pressed around him like a liv­ing, squirm­ing sea.

“I’ll call when I’m near Stadler-K.”







CHAP­TER TWO

In­g­var Tench sighed, closed her com­pad and slipped it into the stowage pouch next to her seat. She had been en­gaged in re­search on the way over, try­ing to find a glim­mer of in­ter­est—the tini­est hint of a chal­lenge—in the lat­est ad­di­tion to her task list.

“Con­firm­ing ac­cep­tance of up­dated sched­ule,” she re­ported for the sec­ond time. “Am on nor­mal fi­nals for dock­ing. Will ad­vise of any anom­alies once I’ve com­pleted core in­spec­tion.”

The habi­tat was lined up ahead, its ro­ta­tion neu­tralised now that the cut­ter had ac­cepted the lo­cal ap­proach-and-dock­ing hand­shakes, al­low­ing it to be reeled in like a fly on a tongue.

Tench thought this visit was a first time for her. Not that the view through the win­dow told her much: grey, wheel-shaped habi­tats were hardly a rar­ity in the Glit­ter Band. This was a small one, but there would still be hun­dreds just like it, scat­tered through dif­fer­ent or­bits, some closer to Yel­low­stone, oth­ers fur­ther out. Some rich, some poor, some home to rel­a­tively nor­mal com­mu­ni­ties, oth­ers func­tion­ing as the­atres of the ab­surd or grotesque. The habi­tat’s name, Transtromer, rang no bells what­so­ever. At some point it must have crossed her at­ten­tion—lost in a rapidly scrolling list, per­haps—but she was con­fi­dent that it had never done any­thing, or had any­thing done to it, to cause it to rise to any higher promi­nence.

Given that it was a rou­tine in­spec­tion, it was a lit­tle odd to have had it added to her task sched­ule at such short no­tice, when she was al­ready meant to be on her way back to Panoply. Tench was trou­bled by this for only about as long as it took to flick a loose hair out of her eyes. There was a good rea­son for it, no doubt. Per­haps it was as sim­ple as sav­ing time and fuel, given that she was al­ready in the right sec­tor when the re­as­sign­ment came in.

She docked at the wheel’s hub, notic­ing—with no more than mild puz­zle­ment—that there were no other ships latched on. Cu­ri­ous, be­cause the brief­ing in­di­cated Transtromer had de­cent ties to the rest of the Glit­ter Band, with the ex­pec­ta­tion of trade, in­ter-habi­tat travel and even some low-level tourism. Per­haps she had just ar­rived at a quiet hour.

Tench un­buck­led into the near-weight­less­ness of the dock­ing hub. She looked around the stowage racks at the lim­ited as­sort­ment of equip­ment car­ried by the cut­ter. Breathers, tac­ti­cal ar­mour, hard­suit vac­uum gear, emer­gency med­i­cal sup­plies, ev­i­den­tial preser­va­tion pack­ages. Noth­ing that was likely to be the least use to her in a rou­tine call.

Tench pushed through the yield­ing mem­brane of the m-lock, find­ing her­self in a cold, damp space that in no way fit­ted her ex­pec­ta­tions for the habi­tat.

Oddly, no one was there to meet her.

“Hello?” she called, feel­ing faintly ridicu­lous and won­der­ing if there had been some sim­ple mix-up—the wel­com­ing del­e­ga­tion on the wrong side of the hub or sim­i­lar. Her sched­ule had been amended at short no­tice, it was true, but the cit­i­zens of Transtromer had still had fair warn­ing that a pre­fect was about to dock. Time to scrab­ble to­gether at least a few civic func­tionar­ies to meet her at the hub, help her to the core and of­fer a few crumbs of hos­pi­tal­ity.

“All right,” she said to her­self. “So, they’re too busy to send any­one, or they’re still on their way, or some­how the mes­sage didn’t get through.”

It was a tis­sue-thin ra­tio­nal­i­sa­tion, but it served her needs for the mo­ment.

Tench moved through the hub in long, arc­ing drifts. Less ac­cus­tomed to weight­less­ness than her longer-serv­ing col­leagues, she was none­the­less get­ting bet­ter at it all the time.

The hub, she quickly es­tab­lished, was de­serted. Not only was hers the only ship docked, but the place had a ne­glected, de­cay­ing feel about it, as if it was only very rarely used.

Clearly no re­cep­tion party was im­mi­nent.

Tench scouted around for a means of get­ting to the rim, where her brief­ing told her the polling core was kept. Two con­nect­ing spokes thrust out from the hub in op­po­site di­rec­tions. The first was just an empty tube stretch­ing away with a set of par­al­lel rails di­min­ish­ing into the dis­tance. In the ab­sence of hand­holds, Tench knew bet­ter than to just drift into it. She would not have needed to go far be­fore the spoke’s in­ner wall kissed against her and cen­tripetal force took hold. If that hap­pened, she would be on an unchecked one-way slide all the way to the bot­tom. Bones bro­ken at the very least.

She went to the other spoke and had bet­ter luck: there was a sim­ple but func­tional ve­hi­cle fixed onto a sim­i­lar set of rails to the ones she had just seen. Tench climbed into the open cock­pit of the bee­tle-shaped body, se­cured her­self to one of two spar­tan bucket seats and pressed the sole con­trol, a bulky start but­ton. With a buzz, the ve­hi­cle lum­bered into un­hur­ried mo­tion.

Tench was in­creas­ingly aware that things were not quite right with this as­sign­ment. Panoply brief­ings could be slightly out of date, es­pe­cially in the cases of the more in­su­lar habi­tats, but a pre­fect would nor­mally have made a rou­tine visit within the last cou­ple of years. Un­less Transtromer had gone to seed very quickly, it was hard to see how re­al­ity and the brief­ing could be so di­ver­gent.

Pre­sum­ably, she told her­self, it would all make sense when she got to the hub.

Thalia had com­pleted her in­spec­tion of the third seg­ment of Mercy Sphere, record­ing fa­tal­i­ties, in­juries and struc­tural dam­age. Be­yond the third seg­ment, the harm done to the sta­tion was rel­a­tively mi­nor. She had no doubt that it could be re­paired speed­ily, es­pe­cially as there had been no loss of pres­sure in­tegrity in any part of the fa­cil­ity. The psy­cho­log­i­cal toll would be much harder to heal.

A pic­ture of the atroc­ity was com­ing into fo­cus. When the Men­di­cants had opened the cap­sule, they had found the four hy­per­pigs on­board alive but un­re­spon­sive. They had barely be­gun dis­con­nect­ing the pigs from the cap­sule’s life-sup­port sys­tems when the im­planted bombs had been trig­gered. They had been in­cen­di­ary de­vices, de­signed to cause death, mu­ti­la­tion and ter­ror, rather than the to­tal de­struc­tion of the sta­tion. Any­one with the where­withal to ar­range for the pigs, the tran­sit cap­sule and the non­ve­lope de­vice could eas­ily have planted more po­tent weapons. That they had not done so demon­strated a re­pul­sive, rep­til­ian re­straint.

“Ng to Panoply,” she said, aware that she no longer had a di­rect line to Jane Au­monier. “I’ve reached the limit of my use­ful­ness here, with­out ad­di­tional sup­port. I was promised Heavy Tech­ni­cal and Med­i­cal squads were on their way. That was ten min­utes ago. Where are they?”

“This is Clear­moun­tain,” came the re­ply. Gas­ton Clear­moun­tain, Se­nior Pre­fect and one of the high­est-rank­ing op­er­a­tives be­neath Au­monier her­self. “The sup­port you have re­quested will ar­rive in good time, Ng. But we are now fac­ing a two-pronged sit­u­a­tion. En­force­ment, tech­ni­cal and med­i­cal re­sources are also re­quired else­where. Our as­sets have been re-tasked ac­cord­ingly.”

Thalia splut­tered: “What’s more im­por­tant than get­ting pre­fects into the im­me­di­ate scene of a ter­ror­ist in­ci­dent?”

Clear­moun­tain’s an­swer was dis­arm­ingly un­ruf­fled. “You worked closely with In­g­var Tench, didn’t you.”

“In­g­var? What the hell has In­g­var got to do with this?”

“Tench has cho­sen to walk into a watch­listed habi­tat, with­out ad­di­tional equip­ment or backup.”

Fin­ger­nails glis­saded her spine.

“Which habi­tat?”

“Stadler-Kre­me­niev.”

The fin­gers squeezed, wring­ing mar­row out of her.

“Oh, no. Oh, hell, no.”

“You men­tored Tench af­ter her trans­fer from in­ter­nal work to field duty. Is there any­thing that might shed light on her ac­tions?”

“No, sir.” Thalia had to com­pose her­self. “That was nearly four years ago, sir. I shad­owed her for six months, un­til it was clear she didn’t need any more guid­ance. It was a rou­tine tran­si­tion, and she al­ready had years of com­pe­tent ser­vice be­hind her, as you well know from your time with her in the tac­ti­cal room. She al­ready had a seat at the big ta­ble; all she needed was some re­ori­en­ta­tion into the prac­ti­cal­i­ties of field ser­vice.”

“Then you had no mis­giv­ings?”

Thalia felt the faint, prick­ling on­set of some­thing. Still sur­rounded by the work­ers and in­jured in the third seg­ment, she dropped her voice to a hush. “Sir, with re­spect, I was only re­quired to sub­mit ob­ser­va­tions on a col­league who was al­ready my ef­fec­tive su­pe­rior. I didn’t make the fi­nal de­ci­sion on In­g­var Tench’s fu­ture.” She clawed her hand, nails bit­ing into flesh. “What’s hap­pen­ing now?”

“We won’t know un­til Drey­fus is there. He’s on his way to the scene, try­ing to catch Tench be­fore she gets into se­ri­ous trou­ble.”

Now Thalia was pin­cered be­tween two anx­i­eties. Con­cern for the woman she had men­tored, and also for the man who had men­tored her.

“I should be with him, sir. If those re­in­force­ments can be sped up—”

“You sit tight in Mercy Sphere, Ng. I just wanted your view­point on Tench.”

“I’ve got noth­ing, sir. She was as good as any of us, and the least likely to do some­thing reck­less or sui­ci­dal.”

“Be that as it may, much the same was said about Mi­zler Cranach. Oth­ers might say that there’s a con­clu­sion to be drawn.”

Thalia bit back any an­swer that might land her in trou­ble fur­ther down the line. If In­g­var Tench had in­deed gone rogue, then Thalia could be hung out to dry for sign­ing her off as fit to serve as a lone field op­er­a­tive. The last thing she needed was to make things worse for her­self by get­ting brusque with Clear­moun­tain.

What was the bas­tard try­ing to sug­gest, any­way? That Tom Drey­fus’s mentees were hav­ing a bad run of luck with the can­di­dates they had them­selves men­tored?

Clear­moun­tain closed the call. Ng stared around, eyes still wa­ter­ing from the chem­i­cal haze of scorched ma­te­ri­als and burned bod­ies.

Drey­fus jerked for­ward in his re­straints as the cut­ter slowed down, eigh­teen min­utes af­ter his de­par­ture from Greven­boich.

The Stadler-K wheel loomed ahead, face-on and ro­tat­ing steadily. A chime from his con­sole in­di­cated the habi­tat’s au­to­mated sys­tems ne­go­ti­at­ing with his avion­ics.

“Jane.”

“Lis­ten­ing, Tom.”

“I have ap­proach hand­shakes from Stadler-K. Noth­ing out of the or­di­nary. Have we heard from In­g­var?”

“Noth­ing, and Thyssen still can’t over­ride con­trol of her ship. Do you have eyes on it?”

Drey­fus mag­ni­fied the view with a pinch of his fin­gers, zoom­ing in on the hub at the mid­dle of the wheel. A clus­ter of dock­ing po­si­tions lay close to the ro­ta­tional axis, with just the one ve­hi­cle throw­ing an an­gu­lar shadow off to one side. He watched the shadow’s pro­jec­tion al­ter with the an­gle of the wheel.

“I see her cut­ter. She’s al­ready docked. Lights are out, so she’s likely al­ready in­side.”

A soft nasal sigh: dis­ap­point­ment, but not sur­prise. “Pro­ceed, if you’re sat­is­fied with the risks.”

“Pro­ceed­ing.”

Drey­fus al­lowed the cut­ter to ac­cept dock­ing guid­ance.

Be­sides the nav­i­ga­tion sys­tem, the only sig­nal emerg­ing from Stadler-K was the stan­dard house­keep­ing pulse of ab­strac­tion, the uni­ver­sal in­for­ma­tion pro­to­col which per­me­ated the en­tire Glit­ter Band. The thread­bare pulse in­di­cated the low­est pos­si­ble level of en­gage­ment short of an en­forced lock­down. Still, there was enough in­for­ma­tion in that flow to in­di­cate that the cit­i­zens still had the­o­ret­i­cal ac­cess to the demo­cratic process, even if that right was go­ing al­most en­tirely un­ex­er­cised.

That was not a Panoply prob­lem. The point of pre­fects was not to force cit­i­zens to ex­er­cise their rights, but to en­sure that no­body was de­nied them.

Drey­fus un­buck­led and pre­pared his equip­ment. He pat­ted the whiphound at his side and re­moved an­other from stowage. Thus armed, he sur­veyed the op­tions for de­fence. Full, hard-shell vac­uum gear would de­fend him against a va­ri­ety of anti-per­son­nel weapons, but it would be in­tim­i­dat­ing and cum­ber­some. Light tac­ti­cal ar­mour was his best op­tion. He buck­led the quick­mat­ter tabard and spinal shield over his uni­form, grunt­ing as he strained the fas­ten­ings to­gether. He wag­gled his neck, free­ing a roll of flesh pinched un­der the rim of the spinal shield.

“Too big, too clumsy,” he mur­mured to him­self.

The cut­ter clamped on. Cap­ture latches se­cured, and sud­denly all was still and silent. He moved to the nose-fac­ing m-lock, gath­er­ing re­serves of fo­cus and pre­pared­ness. He had the ship con­jure up an ap­ple, took a bite from it, con­tem­plated whether it might be his last, and tossed the mostly in­tact fruit back into the re­cy­cler.

“Jane?”

“Yes, Tom.”

“I’m about to go in­side. Be­sides my usual good hu­mour, I’m car­ry­ing tac­ti­cal ar­mour and dual whiphounds.”

“Take two min­utes to go back and put on hard-shell gear, please. I’d like you back in as few pieces as pos­si­ble.”

“I think it might help if my face is eas­ily read. Ev­ery­one looks shifty through a vi­sor, and if we end up ne­go­ti­at­ing . . .”

“And if we’re past the point of ne­go­ti­a­tion?”

Drey­fus smiled grimly. He had no an­swer but to sign off and con­tinue through the m-lock, into Stadler-Kre­me­niev.

Tench got out into some­thing close to stan­dard grav­ity.

It had taken about four min­utes to de­scend the spoke, the open-bod­ied car jud­der­ing to an un­cer­e­mo­ni­ous halt. She straight­ened her uni­form, pat­ted the whiphound against her thigh and moved to an up­right slit of nar­row light, where two slid­ing doors had not quite met in the mid­dle.

The doors did not open as she ap­proached. She squeezed through the gap, puz­zle­ment mod­u­lat­ing to dis­quiet.

She had emerged into the city, in a low atrium at the root of the spoke. Pale-clad build­ings rose around her on as­cend­ing steps and lev­els. High above, far be­yond the tallest rooftop, hung the ar­ti­fi­cial sky. The spoke—the only re­ally tall struc­ture—emerged from that ceil­ing, be­fore merg­ing into the ground at her lo­ca­tion. There were no win­dows to the out­side world, and the only light came from blue-glow­ing pan­els stitched around the ceil­ing. The ma­jor­ity of them had gone dark. A dusky light driz­zled down, ink­ing deep shad­ows.

The city was a ruin. The pave­ments were cracked and sprout­ing weeds. Gar­dens, set be­tween the walk­ways, had gone dusty, wild and colour­less with ne­glect. Or­na­men­tal foun­tains stood gape-mouthed, long dry. The build­ings were scabby with bro­ken ma­sonry, scorch marks, omi­nous clus­ters of close-set holes and tooth­less ex­panses of shat­tered win­dows. Sym­bols had been daubed across walls—hasty in­di­ca­tors of some dras­tic break­down in so­cial con­trol. Here and there she spot­ted a bro­ken ro­bot or in­ert ve­hi­cle. Weeds curled pos­ses­sively around these im­mo­bile fix­tures.

No­body moved, no­body made a sound. Tench’s foot­steps crunched and echoed along the atrium. Her eyes and ears told her the city was de­serted.

Yet she felt ob­served.

“This is Pre­fect Tench,” she called out, fight­ing to keep a qua­ver out of her voice. “You are un­der Panoply ob­ser­vance. Show your­selves. There is no cause for con­cern.”

Her call echoed back, unan­swered.

Tench walked on. She un­hol­stered her whiphound, the grip slip­pery in her palm, spooled out the fil­a­ment and set the whiphound pa­trolling a few steps ahead of her. The whiphound slinked from side to side, mak­ing a dry whisk­ing sound as it pro­ceeded.

Tench lifted her bracelet. “Tench to Panoply. Our data on Transtromer is… not con­sis­tent with what I’m find­ing in­side.” She paused, wait­ing for some ac­knowl­edge­ment of her trans­mis­sion—the re­as­sur­ing voice of some other field or se­nior pre­fect on mon­i­tor­ing duty, safe in­side Panoply yet still able to of­fer some un­der­stand­ing of her con­cerns, if not an ex­pla­na­tion. “Tench,” she went on. “Field Pre­fect Tench to Panoply? Please re­spond.”

She glanced at the di­ag­nos­tic read­outs on the bracelet. It was show­ing nor­mal comms, nor­mal ab­strac­tion ac­tiv­ity.

“An­swer me, damn it!”

Tench rounded a cor­ner. Ahead, a crum­bling stair­case led to a higher level of the city. From a dif­fer­ent van­tage point, she might un­der­stand why ev­ery­thing here was a ruin. Per­haps they were just re­de­vel­op­ing this part of Transtromer.

Then Tench saw a body.

It was with­ered, skele­tal, slumped in the shad­ows of an arch­way. A hole punc­tured the body’s chest. A man, not too old, shot through the heart. A cru­ci­form mark had been gouged into his fore­head. Blood­less, so a post-mortem wound.

“Mark for ev­i­den­tial se­ques­tra­tion,” she told the whiphound.

The whiphound fixed its eye on the corpse, nod­ded.

“Tench to Panoply.” She spoke so fiercely that her own spit rained against the bracelet. “Some­thing’s wrong with my comms, but maybe you can still hear me. We have an emer­gency in Transtromer. Re­quest im­me­di­ate es­ca­la­tion to a Heavy en­force­ment ac­tion. Send Heavy Med­i­cals, ships and pre­fects, as many as you can find. Pe­ti­tion for in­stru­ments of mass con­trol. I’m see­ing—”

Tench fell. She looked down, shocked and sur­prised to be granted an un­fa­mil­iar sen­sa­tion this far into her life. She un­der­stood soon enough. It was a thing called agony, and it hit her brain with all the mul­ti­coloured nov­elty of a psy­che­delic drug.

She had been shot.







CHAP­TER THREE

Drey­fus moved in near-weight­less­ness, drift­ing more than walk­ing. The ex­cess body fat he car­ried bal­looned around his midriff as he glided from one foot­fall to the next. He kept the first whiphound hol­stered to his waist, the other in his hand.

He had come through the lock into a cold, win­dow­less re­cep­tion area. No­body was there.

“Drey­fus to Tench,” he said, speak­ing into his bracelet. “Are you there, In­g­var? It’s im­por­tant that you re­spond.”

There was noth­ing.

Drey­fus used his au­thor­ity to open her ship and peer in­side. Be­yond a few stor­age lock­ers, the sin­gle con­trol com­part­ment of­fered few op­por­tu­ni­ties for con­ceal­ment. It only took him thirty sec­onds to con­firm that Tench was ab­sent, and that she had left with noth­ing in the way of spe­cial equip­ment or ar­mour.

He let the sec­ond whiphound loose in­side the ship, in­struct­ing it to gather a foren­sic pro­file. It sniffed around in­side for a few mo­ments then came back, puppy-ea­ger.

He sealed up the ship, and then told the whiphound to lo­cate a trail match­ing the foren­sic pro­file. It skit­tered ahead of him, ag­ile in the near-weight­less­ness, us­ing its ex­tended fil­a­ment as a snap­ping propul­sive tail. He watched it pa­tiently as it scur­ried back and forth, know­ing it might take a few mo­ments to iso­late Tench’s sig­na­ture from those who had come through be­fore.

Quicker than he had ex­pected, the whiphound froze, star­ing back at Drey­fus with its sin­gle red eye. Con­fir­ma­tion that it had locked onto an ev­i­den­tial trace.

No need to cross­check the DNA it­self with Panoply’s records: it could only be­long to Tench.

“Lead me.”

The whiphound skit­tered on, out of the re­cep­tion area and into a much larger hexag­o­nal space. Two of the in­ner sur­faces were blank, sheathed in rough, crum­bling ma­sonry. The wall fac­ing Drey­fus was a mir­ror of the one at his back, feed­ing into a sec­ond re­cep­tion area with its own set of locks, cor­re­spond­ing to the far side of the hub.

The whiphound showed no in­ter­est in that sec­tion.

Drey­fus fol­lowed the whiphound un­til it stopped on the thresh­old of one of the spokes. He looked through the open­ing, into a long, dim tube stretch­ing away into dark­ness.

“The trail goes cold here?” Drey­fus asked.

The whiphound nod­ded.

A hunch took him to the op­po­site spoke. There was no foren­sic lead here but there was a travel-pod, perched just be­yond the red-lit maw. Drey­fus re­trieved the sec­ond whiphound, clam­bered into the open-bod­ied pod, buck­led in and started the pod in mo­tion.

He balled one fist and tight­ened the other around the sec­ond whiphound. In less than twenty min­utes he had gone from the busi­nesslike calm of a job well done to ir­ri­ta­tion at the ba­bies in Greven­boich, to a hard­en­ing anx­i­ety about In­g­var Tench.

“It’s get­ting to you, I can tell.”

The voice was quiet, ado­les­cent, fe­male. He recog­nised it in­stantly. For the sake of doubt, he slipped on his gog­gles. He could see her now, sit­ting next to him, primly dressed, an auburn-haired girl in green bro­cade.

“An­other time,” he mouthed tersely.

“But when is it ever a good time? It’s al­most as if you don’t like see­ing me. Don’t like be­ing re­minded that I ex­ist.” She made a care­less ges­ture. “Oh, speak as eas­ily as you like. I’ve made sure this re­mains a strictly pri­vate con­ver­sa­tion.”

“There’s noth­ing to say.”

“What about our lit­tle ar­range­ment? I help you, and you help me?”

“I gave you what you needed.”

“Oh dear, Drey­fus. You are in a surly mood. Well, let me brighten your day minutely, be­fore I let you get back to your present busi­ness. I’m in trou­ble.”

“Pity. Poor you.”

“It’s started again.”

“What has?”

“The thing that came along to up­set the easy, care­free years we were both en­joy­ing af­ter that un­pleas­ant busi­ness with De­von Gar­lin and the Wild­fire cri­sis. You re­mem­ber, surely? Or is your re­call fail­ing you in your ad­vanc­ing years?”

He frowned de­spite him­self, de­spis­ing the way he was be­ing lured into a con­ver­sa­tion he wanted no part of.

“You’re surely not talk­ing about Catop­sis?”

“I surely am. At least, some­thing like it. But clev­erer, more sub­tle than their first crude it­er­a­tion. I can feel the twinges of it. They’re us­ing net­work la­tency met­rics to lo­calise me based on my dis­trib­uted pro­cess­ing needs. That’s phase one. Phase two will be us­ing routers and nodes to con­tain me in an ever-di­min­ish­ing vol­ume of space. Phase three will be shut­ting me down, or de­stroy­ing me out­right.”

“Can you see my tears?”

“Even a man of your lim­ited imag­i­na­tion knows this isn’t a good thing, Drey­fus. Have I med­dled in hu­man af­fairs since our last in­ter­ac­tion?”

“Would we even know?”

“I haven’t,” she as­serted. “I’m busy enough be­ing me. And, of course, fend­ing off his ad­vances, crude and pre­dictable as they may be. Six long years since Wild­fire and the last time he dared pro­voke me. That’s been more than enough to be get­ting on with. But now this! It’s a desta­bil­is­ing de­vel­op­ment. If they trap me, there’s noth­ing to stop him be­com­ing as pow­er­ful and dan­ger­ous as he likes.”

“And I sup­pose you’d be the very model of re­straint, if they trapped him in­stead?”

“Let’s just say it suits nei­ther of us to put that ex­per­i­ment to the test. Be­lieve it or not, this stale­mate suits me quite well. It gives me time to con­tem­plate, to re­flect on things, to plan. To play a longer game than he could ever un­der­take.”

“There’s no sec­ond Catop­sis. Grigor Bac­chus was lucky to keep his neck, let alone a place within Panoply. His team was dis­man­tled and dis­persed. The checks and bal­ances we put in place en­sure that no such op­er­a­tion could be ex­e­cuted within Panoply ever again.”

“Then who­ever is run­ning it now is do­ing so from some­where be­yond your over­sight.” She nod­ded down the length of the spoke. “This Tench, the one you’re go­ing af­ter. She’s the one you used the first time around, isn’t she?”

“As if you need to ask.”

“Some­thing of a co­in­ci­dence, wouldn’t you say?”

His self-con­trol snapped. “What do you want, Au­rora?”

“Your at­ten­tion, Drey­fus. You’ll seethe and sulk, but deep down you know that a re­ac­ti­vated Catop­sis is a very bad thing for us all. You need to find out who’s be­hind this mad­ness and shut them down. By any means nec­es­sary.”

“Find an­other stooge.”

“What would be the sense in that, when we al­ready have an ex­cel­lent work­ing re­la­tion­ship? Look, I can see you’re busy at the mo­ment. I do hope things work out for dear In­g­var Tench.”

“Do you re­ally?”

“I haven’t trav­elled as far from my hu­man ori­gins as you imag­ine. I still re­mem­ber what it’s like to be one of you. Small, pow­er­less, vul­ner­a­ble. In my weaker mo­ments I can even muster a tiny flicker of em­pa­thy for what you are, and what I once was.”

“In your weaker mo­ments,” he echoed.

“At least I still have them. Do you think my ad­ver­sary feels any re­motely sim­i­lar sen­ti­ment?”

“I’ll worry about that the day I have to choose be­tween you.”

“Oh, Drey­fus,” she said, shak­ing her head fondly. “You put up a good front, but deep down we both know where your sym­pa­thies would fall.”

The fig­ure van­ished. He stared into the va­cant space for a few mo­ments, half ex­pect­ing her to re­turn, then slipped the gog­gles back into his belt pouch.

“Tom?”

It was a dif­fer­ent voice this time, and one he was much hap­pier to hear. “Yes, Jane.”

“We lost you for a minute or two.”

“Comms are a lit­tle ragged,” he said, trust­ing that it re­ally was the Supreme Pre­fect he was ad­dress­ing. “I’m as­cend­ing one of the spokes, out to the rim.”

“Do you think Tench went that way?”

“I’m al­most cer­tain she went by the other spoke. Once I’m at the rim, I’ll cir­cle around to the other side.”

“Un­der­stood. The first wave of our re­sponse will ar­rive in seven min­utes. Af­ter that, there’ll be a con­tin­u­ous build-up of re­sources. The mo­ment you deem an en­force­ment ac­tion nec­es­sary, I’ll send them in.”

“Good. Wait for my in­struc­tions, though.”

“Of course,” she said du­ti­fully, tak­ing his re­mark as if he were the su­pe­rior.

Drey­fus shifted un­easily as his weight be­gan to push down on the seat. “Is there any­thing I need to know about Stadler-K, be­yond the lit­tle I re­mem­ber from Du­sol­lier’s class?”

“Did you have a chance to brief your­self on the way over?”

“I tried, but I find it a lit­tle hard to read with my eye­balls half out of their sock­ets.”

“There isn’t a lot to go on. They’ve kept them­selves to them­selves for fifty-two years, with lit­tle trade or traf­fic with the rest of the Glit­ter Band. I’m afraid the stigma of lock­down is a last­ing one, even when our own side of the af­fair could have been han­dled dif­fer­ently.”

“What’s the cur­rent pic­ture?”

“Six­teen thou­sand four hun­dred and thir­teen liv­ing souls, based on ab­strac­tion di­ag­nos­tics. Base­line hu­man, lit­tle to no aug­men­ta­tion be­yond the ba­sic neu­ral en­hance­ments needed to par­tic­i­pate in polling. There may be chil­dren or unaug­mented adults we can’t track, but Stadler-K couldn’t sup­port a sig­nif­i­cantly larger pop­u­la­tion, not un­less they all be­came heads in bot­tles. Pop­u­la­tion on a de­clin­ing trend over the last cou­ple of decades, and we think there may be an on­go­ing break­down of in­ter­nal civil or­der, up to and in­clud­ing an at­tempted in­sur­rec­tion.”

“How did you ar­rive at that?”

“The ab­strac­tion di­ag­nos­tics show sud­den co­or­di­nated drop-offs in the num­ber of vot­ers. If it was ones or twos, we’d put it down to ac­ci­dents or ill­ness. We see those as well, but these mass die-offs seem more sys­tem­atic. They look like staged ex­e­cu­tions, any­thing up to a dozen peo­ple at a time. Prob­a­bly pub­lic af­fairs, to de­ter any­one else.”

“Not good for Tench.” He glanced down at his paunch, squeezed be­neath the tac­ti­cal ar­mour. “Or for any­one wear­ing a Panoply uni­form.”

The elec­tric car rum­bled on. Even if he had wanted to stop it and turn back, it was far too late for that.

The agony faded quickly, not be­cause Tench’s wound had be­come any less se­ri­ous, but be­cause her suit had de­tected the in­jury and be­gun se­cret­ing top­i­cal painkillers, an­ti­sep­tic agents and co­ag­u­lants. The lower part of her right leg felt numbed and bloated, but the pain was no longer block­ing out ev­ery thought in her head.

The shot—whether it was a pro­jec­tile, beam or en­ergy pulse—had gone in just be­neath the knee. It had blown away a chunk of flesh and mus­cle, ex­pos­ing bone but not—so far as she could tell—ac­tu­ally break­ing any­thing. Still, the leg was now all but use­less. Tench tried strug­gling to her feet, but the in­stant she put any load on the leg she col­lapsed again.

Now all she could do was crawl.

“Tench,” she tried again. “Tench to Panoply. An­swer me, any­one. I’m hurt. My in­jury is sta­ble, but I need ex­trac­tion. Please, send ev­ery­thing to Transtromer.” She grunted, heav­ing her­self along by her el­bows and the one good leg. “I’m at the rim, near one of the spokes. I’m go­ing to at­tempt to re­turn to my ship and hope my whiphound can form a cor­don.”

She gave it the or­der through grit­ted teeth. The whiphound be­gan to or­bit her, cy­cling around al­most faster than the eye could see. It would take a brave soul to cross that flick­er­ing, ra­zor-sharp bound­ary, but it would not stop a weapon. If she could reach the rel­a­tive cover of the spoke, though, at least she would be pro­tected from most an­gles.

“Who­ever you are,” she cried out, her voice break­ing with the strain, “you are in vi­o­la­tion of the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles! Don’t make it worse by killing me!”

Move­ment flashed along the top of one of the ru­ined build­ings. She saw it only for an in­stant, just the faintest im­pres­sion of a head and shoul­ders bob­bing in and out of view.

A shot sounded. She had not heard the first one at all; the sound had been eclipsed by the pain. Not this time. It was a bang, hard and chem­i­cal.

Some­thing metal­lic dinged off a nearby wall.

“Where are the oth­ers?”

She searched for the voice, squint­ing through the sil­very fence of the cir­cling whiphound.

“What do you mean, oth­ers?”

“You didn’t come alone, Pre­fect. No one would be that stupid.”

“You are un­der Panoply ob­ser­vance,” she an­swered, be­fore paus­ing to re­cover her strength. “This was a rou­tine in­spec­tion. Why have you at­tacked me? I was only here to ex­am­ine Transtromer’s core.”

Two fig­ures came into clearer view, pick­ing their way down the stair­case. A man and a woman, both armed with long, stick-like weapons. Their dish­wa­ter-grey gar­ments were heavy, aug­mented by patches of makeshift ar­mour, sewn or buck­led on. Scarves wrapped their faces, save for a nar­row band across their eyes. Each wore a grubby or­ange sash and arm­band.

They edged to­ward Tench, keep­ing close to the bases of the build­ings, where the shad­ows were deep­est.

“Don’t cross the cor­don,” Tench ad­vised.

They stopped ten paces from the whiphound, glanc­ing ner­vously over their shoul­ders all the while.

“You said Transtromer,” the woman spoke. She turned her eye-slot to­ward her com­rade. “She did, didn’t she?”

The man edged a step closer. “Where ex­actly do you think you are, Pre­fect?”

Tench was still crawl­ing. It was all she could do. But the dis­tance back to the spoke seemed much fur­ther than when she had walked it.

“This is Transtromer,” Tench said.

The woman gave a mad cackle, as if half her brain was al­ready mag­got-rid­den. “She re­ally be­lieves it!”

“I’ve never even heard of Transtromer,” the man an­swered, his tone cooler, less im­pressed.

“Nor me! But I bet she’s heard of Stadler-K!”

Tench slowed. She could not stop her­self.

“This is not Stadler-Kre­me­niev. I was tasked to Transtromer. My cut­ter ac­cepted the task up­date. I re­ported that I was about to dock with Transtromer. No one con­tra­dicted me.”

Tench had al­ready known she was in trou­ble. Now the scope of that trou­ble ex­panded panoram­i­cally, be­com­ing a sun­less land­scape of lim­it­less hor­ror.

“Some­one got their sched­ules wrong,” the man said dryly.

The woman cack­led. “Bet­ter’n wrong!”

“Lis­ten to me,” Tench said, push­ing up on an el­bow. “Ren­der me as­sis­tance, help me back to my ship. There’ll be an en­force­ment ac­tion, I can’t stop that, but if you help me, I’ll make it clear that there were co­op­er­a­tive el­e­ments within the cit­i­zenry—”

The man stopped her. “And if we don’t?”

“You will face shared re­spon­si­bil­ity for the con­se­quences of vi­o­lence against Panoply. The Com­mon Ar­ti­cles al­low for se­vere col­lec­tive pun­ish­ment.”

“Worse’n lock­down?” the woman asked, a mirth­ful twin­kle in her eyes.

“They’d have to put some ef­fort in to make it worse,” the man said. He raised his weapon, sight­ing along the long shaft of its bar­rel. It had a roughly man­u­fac­tured look to it, crudely ma­chined and scabby with bright sil­ver weld-work. “What do you think we should do with her?” He fired an ex­per­i­men­tal shot through the whiphound’s cor­don, aim­ing over her head. “It’d be fun, killing a pre­fect. But not half as much fun as tak­ing our time over it.”

“Maybe she’s worth some­thing,” the woman mused. “If they know we’ve got one in this sec­tor, that’d play well with the Blues, wouldn’t it? They’d give us some­thing for her.”

“We’d have to prove it to them that we’ve got one. Cut a bit off, send it over the bar­ri­cades.”

“Try it,” Tench hissed. “I’m one sec­ond away from in­struct­ing my whiphound to mark and kill you both.”

The man fired a few more shots into the cor­don. His bul­lets sailed through. He was learn­ing, though. Now he timed his shots more me­thod­i­cally, al­low­ing for the de­lay be­tween his brain and fin­ger, be­tween the bul­let and the whiphound.

A shot sparked against the whiphound, throw­ing it off its rhythm. The cor­don be­came lop­sided, and the man’s eyes flashed in tri­umph.

He raised the weapon again.

Some­thing sounded. A low, pon­der­ous rum­bling, com­ing nearer. The cit­i­zens looked to­ward the ceil­ing where an ugly, wart-like ma­chine was emerg­ing into view around the curve of the habi­tat. It was the size of a house, fixed to the un­der­side of the ceil­ing, slid­ing be­tween the lit and un­lit sky pan­els. A for­mer main­te­nance plat­form, Tench de­cided, now serv­ing some darker pur­pose. Guns bris­tled out of ports in the belly of the ma­chine, sweep­ing to and fro, oc­ca­sion­ally emit­ting a crackle of bul­lets. A loud­speaker was broad­cast­ing a gar­bled recorded voice, its echo­ing threats barely com­pre­hen­si­ble.

“We’ll be back for you,” the man snapped.

They scam­pered off, glanc­ing back at her but more con­cerned about the slow-mov­ing gun plat­form. Now that she was no longer the im­me­di­ate fo­cus of any­one’s at­ten­tion, Tench saw fig­ures slip along the rooflines and de­liver re­tal­ia­tory fire against the plat­form.

It was her chance to crawl again. The whiphound held its de­fen­sive cor­don, but it was slower than be­fore, spark­ing and hum­ming as it moved.







CHAP­TER FOUR

Drey­fus emerged from the spoke onto a dusty apron sur­rounded by a se­ries of win­dow­less build­ings: min­i­mal­ist si­los with large slid­ing doors set at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals. Rest­ing close by was a fierce-look­ing multi-bladed agri­cul­tural ma­chine, partly dis­man­tled. Drey­fus walked to a row of sacks, piled high against the side of one of the si­los. He kicked at one, which had al­ready burst open, dis­lodg­ing a grey slurry of spoiled grain, husked out by some un­seen pest.

Be­yond the roofline of the si­los was the first in­di­ca­tion of on­go­ing hu­man pres­ence. Agri­cul­tural cul­ti­va­tion ar­eas, or­gan­ised in rows, with ser­vice roads creep­ing around them. They rose up in steps, climb­ing a long way up the curv­ing sides of the rim. There were agri­cul­tural work par­ties in some of the fields, toil­ing in long, or­gan­ised lines. The work­ers were on their knees, inch­ing for­ward in near uni­son. Drey­fus watched im­pas­sively. Along the line of work­ers stood fig­ures in blue, car­ry­ing sticks. If one of the work­ers be­gan to lag, de­flect­ing the pro­gress­ing line, the stick-wield­ers stepped in smartly. Cries and crack­les tum­bled down from the ter­races.

He re­leased the sec­ond whiphound. “For­ward scout mode. Ten-me­tre se­cure zone. Non-lethal force au­tho­rised. Pro­ceed.”

The whiphound slinked ahead, dust arc­ing up from the con­tin­u­ous lash­ing con­tact of its fil­a­ment against the ground. It made a sweep­ing arc, tick-tock­ing from side to side, defin­ing an area of ground free of im­me­di­ate dan­ger, and led him out of the silo com­plex, onto one of the lanes thread­ing be­tween the plan­ta­tions.

Drey­fus lifted his bracelet to his mouth.

“Jane. How are my comms?”

“A lit­tle faint, but we still have you.”

“Not quite the an­swer I was hop­ing for. If you can still hear me, then there’s no rea­son we shouldn’t be able to com­mu­ni­cate with Tench as well.”

“What have you found?”

He kept his voice low. “That rosy pic­ture you painted of the place? I’ve a feel­ing it’s a bit out of date.”

“Ac­tions have con­se­quences,” Au­monier re­minded him darkly. “Have you made con­tact?”

He eyed the near­est work party, grub­bing through an acre of drab soil, where just one over­seer was in charge of the kneel­ing labour­ers. “I’m about to make some in­tro­duc­tions. How are my re­in­force­ments shap­ing up?”

“Sat­is­fac­to­rily. Three ships are now stand­ing off from the wheel at two kilo­me­tres, suf­fi­cient to muster Medium−Heavy en­force­ment.”

“In­struct them to dock at the hub and hold po­si­tion. Have twenty pre­fects pre­pared with hard-shell vac­uum gear, but on no ac­count are they to leave the ships un­til they have my au­tho­ri­sa­tion.”

“Our lack of con­tact with Tench may mean it’s al­ready time to move in.”

“Let’s make one last at­tempt at diplo­macy.”

He signed off and moved pur­pose­fully to­ward the wire bound­ary de­mark­ing the area be­ing worked by the near­est party. No one was speak­ing, not even the over­seer. The kneel­ing labour­ers had their heads down, creep­ing slowly for­ward with hoods over their faces. The soil ahead of and be­hind the line looked ex­actly the same.

His whiphound scis­sored through the wire bound­ary, trig­ger­ing a dis­tant bleat­ing alarm. The over­seer peered around with a dull, in­do­lent look.

He spied the whiphound ap­proach­ing di­ag­o­nally across the field. A lit­tle be­yond it stood Drey­fus, a sec­ond whiphound in his fist. The over­seer raised his stun-rod, lev­el­ling it.

The tip of the rod flashed or­ange and some­thing punched Drey­fus in the shoul­der, knock­ing him over onto his back.

Drey­fus felt the hard thud against the ground first, then a bolt of pain shoot through him.

Too slow, too clumsy, the baby mocked.

Tench crawled through the still-open door­way into the gloom of the spoke’s lower end. She was ex­hausted and pain-racked, hu­mil­i­ated and per­plexed by the en­counter she had just sur­vived, and yet she knew one thing with supreme, crys­talline clar­ity.

She had not made an er­ror.

The task up­date had been clear: her des­ti­na­tion was Transtromer. She had in­putted it, and the cut­ter had not com­plained. But in­stead, the ship had taken her to Stadler-Kre­me­niev.

That was no ac­ci­dent, she now be­lieved. It had been ar­ranged for her, as had the comms black­out that pre­vented her sig­nalling Panoply.

In a mo­ment of lu­cid calm be­fore she gath­ered the last re­serves of en­ergy needed to climb back into the spoke tran­sit, Tench re­flected on what it would have taken to hood­wink her so ef­fec­tively. A thor­ough knowl­edge of Panoply’s sys­tems, to be sure. And suit­ably covert ac­cess to those sys­tems, so that none of the usual se­cu­rity mea­sures were trig­gered. That was next to im­pos­si­ble for any­one out­side Panoply, and dif­fi­cult even for some­one em­bed­ded within the or­gan­i­sa­tion.

It would have taken some­one ex­tremely well-versed in the or­gan­i­sa­tion’s op­er­a­tional pro­to­cols.

Some­one much like Tench her­self.

And with that came a cru­eller un­der­stand­ing: she was meant to die here. And for it to look like that death had been self-in­flicted.

Tench crawled on. The grey gloom was un­for­giv­ing. Surely she should have come within sight of the tran­sit by now, wait­ing just where she had left it?

Tench stilled. An aw­ful re­al­i­sa­tion took form.

The tran­sit had gone. It had re­turned up the spoke, to the hub. It would be wait­ing there now, a kilo­me­tre above her.

There had to be way to sum­mon it.

She looked around, quickly pick­ing out an up­right metal­lic col­umn with a sin­gle glow­ing but­ton on its an­gled top.

Tench crawled over to it. She reached for the top, fin­gers stretch­ing to make con­tact with the an­gled sur­face. She could not reach it. The but­ton was a good fifty cen­time­tres be­yond her fin­ger­tips. It might as well have been fifty light years, for all that she could lift her­self from the ground.

“Here,” she grunted. “Break cor­don. Come here.”

The whiphound slinked over to her. The sin­gle red eye of its han­dle seemed to re­gard her with con­cern and some­thing close to an­i­mal loy­alty. It was con­fused and dis­tressed, pushed far out­side the bound­aries of its usual pro­gram­ming.

Tench felt cu­ri­ously re­cip­ro­cal feel­ings. The whiphound had been dam­aged. There was a gouge in its cas­ing, a burn­ing smell and a lack of co­or­di­na­tion in its move­ments.

“Mark this,” she said, glar­ing in the di­rec­tion of the but­ton.

The whiphound curled its head, fol­low­ing the an­gle of her gaze. It nod­ded jerk­ily, ac­cept­ing—to the best of its un­der­stand­ing—the in­struc­tion.

“Press the tar­get. Press it. Do not de­stroy it.”

The whiphound po­si­tioned it­self be­fore the col­umn. It an­gled back its head on a swan­like curve of its fil­a­ment, and dabbed at the top of the col­umn.

 “The but­ton,” Tench gri­maced. “Press the but­ton.”

The whiphound missed again, missed a third time. On the fourth at­tempt, it struck the but­ton.

Noth­ing hap­pened. The but­ton kept glow­ing the same colour. Tench had hoped it might change, let­ting her know the tran­sit was beetling its way back down the spoke.

Tench lis­tened. She strained into the si­lence, hop­ing to hear the dis­tant move­ment of the tran­sit.

And heard voices.

It had been a while since she’d no­ticed the gun­fire or the low rum­bling of the over­head plat­form. She pre­sumed that it had moved on, travers­ing through this part of the rim.

From the an­gle where she lay, she could still see the slit­ted door­way and a nar­row slot of city be­yond it. Fig­ures crept back into view, crouch­ing low, ad­vanc­ing cau­tiously. They car­ried weapons. Their clothes were drab, ex­cept for flashes of or­ange. They were com­ing back, now that the im­me­di­ate threat had passed.

Tench opened her hand, took the whiphound. The fil­a­ment twitched, rip­ples of un­co­or­di­nated move­ment slid­ing down it.

“You can’t de­fend me from this,” she said. “So don’t try. I need you in one piece. You have to carry a mes­sage for me, back to Panoply.”

The whiphound waited for her in­struc­tion.

Drey­fus lay still, re­cov­ered his breath, dabbed cau­tiously at the spot where he had been hit. The shot had missed his tac­ti­cal ar­mour, strik­ing him on the less pro­tected area around his shoul­der.

The good news was that his arm was still at­tached to that shoul­der. He ex­plored fur­ther, fin­ger­ing a gash in his uni­form. The shot, what­ever it was, had clipped him through the fab­ric, tear­ing in and out of his flesh on its way. He moved his arm and fin­gers, test­ing their grip on the whiphound.

He grunted back to his feet, favour­ing the other arm. The wound was numb­ing over, his uni­form re-knit­ting to pre­serve a ster­ile site around the in­jury. Dust cur­tained off him.

The blue-clad over­seer was still lev­el­ling the rod. Drey­fus ob­served a dim, me­chan­i­cal process play out on the shooter’s face.

Drey­fus said: “I wouldn’t.”

“You’re a . . . you’re a pre­fect.” The over­seer’s hand quiv­ered on the rod.

“I know, and now that you’ve shot me once you’re won­der­ing if the smart thing is to fin­ish me off.” He re­sumed his walk, the ache in his shoul­der al­ready be­com­ing soft-edged. “Don’t try it, is what I’d ad­vise. My whiphound has a threat-marker on you. You might get a shot off, but there wouldn’t be much left of you to en­joy it.”

The over­seer dipped the rod a frac­tion. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“And you shouldn’t have shot me.” Drey­fus flicked at the in­jury site, the fab­ric now fully con­sol­i­dated. “We’ll put it down to nerves. You just saw a stranger and made a pro­fes­sional mis­cal­cu­la­tion.” He nod­ded en­cour­ag­ingly. “Now drop that toy.”

The over­seer low­ered the rod to the soil. The labour­ers con­tin­ued their work, not a sin­gle hooded head ris­ing in cu­rios­ity or de­fi­ance. The alarm con­tin­ued its dis­tant bleat­ing.

“They said you wouldn’t come here alone.”

“Or­di­nar­ily they’d be right.” Drey­fus was only paces from the man now. “There was an­other, not long ago.”

“Not long?”

“I mean a few min­utes ago.”

“There hasn’t been an­other. I’d know.”

Two over­seers had bro­ken away from their work gangs to ap­proach the first. Burly, booted men car­ry­ing rods and dressed in a sim­i­lar blue out­fit to the first. They stepped over the elec­tri­cal fence and trudged to­ward Drey­fus, care­lessly kick­ing over the soil that had al­ready been worked. One was shorter and meaner-look­ing than the other.

Drey­fus raised a sharp com­mand­ing hand, winc­ing as the wound re­asserted it­self.

“Stop right where you are. You’re un­der Panoply ob­ser­vance.”

“I shot him,” the first one said, as if he needed to get some griev­ous bur­den off his chest. “I didn’t mean to. I just saw him and did it.”

“Only you could shoot a pre­fect and not kill him, Jar­rell,” said the short­est of the pair. He had a scowl­ing set to his fea­tures, with liv­er­ish skin and deep V-shaped grooves in his fore­head.

“What’s your busi­ness here, Pre­fect?” asked the other. He had a strained look to him, weary eyes and a shock of white hair sag­ging down from a high fore­head.

“I’ve come to find a friend.”

“Not much chance of that here,” smirked the mean one.

“I know your his­tory,” Drey­fus said. “I just want my col­league alive. Her name’s Tench. She’d have docked a short while be­fore I ar­rived. I think she used the other spoke to reach the rim.”

Drey­fus flicked out the fil­a­ment from the whiphound still in his hand. The men flinched. Drey­fus tipped the fil­a­ment down and scratched a cir­cle in the dirt. Two quick, rapier-like strokes added the spokes. He stabbed the fil­a­ment at the mid­dle, mak­ing a bulls­eye.

“I have three ve­hi­cles docked at your hub, with more on the way. There are twenty pre­fects in­side those ships, with tac­ti­cal ar­mour and whiphounds, wait­ing on my word. They can be down those spokes in about sixty sec­onds, us­ing monofil­a­ment drop lines.” He nod­ded back in the di­rec­tion of the real spoke. “They’ll be through those doors with dual whiphounds set to au­ton­o­mous lethal force.” He twirled the whiphound han­dle in his hand, the stiff­ened fil­a­ment snap­ping the air. “So, I’ll clar­ify my po­si­tion. Get me to my col­league, or I’ll give the word.”

The taller, shock-haired man said: “I don’t want an en­force­ment ac­tion.”

“Sen­si­ble. What’s your name, cit­i­zen?”

A heart­beat’s hes­i­ta­tion. “Cas­sian.”

“And your role here?”

“Taskmas­ter First Class, Talus Sec­tor, Agrar­ian Pri­or­ity Ini­tia­tive, De­part­ment of Work and Pun­ish­ments, Cen­tral Au­thor­ity.”

Drey­fus moved to one of the hooded work­ers. They were still toil­ing, shuf­fling in a long, ragged line even with­out di­rect su­per­vi­sion. He reached with his empty hand to tug back the hood, won­der­ing what level of so­cial con­trol might en­force such grim obe­di­ence.

He was not pre­pared for it. The shuf­fling fig­ure—he thought she was a woman—had a hair­less skull criss-crossed with crude su­tures and a pale trac­ery of older scars. She had ears, for it would have been dif­fi­cult to take or­ders with­out them. She had eyes, to do the work asked of her. She had a nose, to breathe with. Her mouth had been stitched shut.

Her sleeve lifted from her wrist. It had been ban­daged over, the plas­tic nub of a catheter pro­trud­ing through sweat-soiled fab­ric.

Re­vul­sion shot through him, His hand closed on the whiphound as fury gripped Drey­fus. His ev­ery hu­man in­stinct told him to do some­thing. But there was noth­ing he could do.

“You’re worse than dirt.”

“We’re try­ing to hold to­gether a world that was al­ready bro­ken by Panoply,” Cas­sian an­swered. “We’re a pariah state be­cause of your or­gan­i­sa­tion’s mis­takes. No one will trade with us, no one will com­mu­ni­cate with us. We’re on our own, just as if that lock­down was still in force.”

Drey­fus seethed. “You didn’t have to be­come mon­sters.”

“No one chooses to be­come a mon­ster,” Cas­sian an­swered placidly. “We be­come what we’re made to be­come.” He paused, nod­ded at the shuf­fling line. The hood­less woman moved on, seem­ingly obliv­i­ous. “Be­fore you judge us, un­der­stand that our crops have been fail­ing for years. The rules of ra­tioning and dis­tri­bu­tion must be obeyed by all. When in­sur­rec­tion­ist el­e­ments within our so­ci­ety threaten to dis­rupt the al­ready frag­ile pro­cesses that keep us alive, ex­treme mea­sures must be taken.”

“Who are these in­sur­rec­tion­ist el­e­ments?”

“Or­ange Fac­tion. They’re small in num­ber, but or­gan­ised, armed and vi­cious. There’s a good chance your friend walked right into their ter­ri­tory. They’re hold­ing a size­able part of Alvi, our largest town.” Cas­sian dipped his eyes to Drey­fus’s wrist. “Aren’t you in con­tact with her?”

Drey­fus eyed the man. “How high up the chain are you, Cas­sian?”

“High enough.”

“Get me as close to Alvi as you can. I sup­pose we can walk there quickly enough, but a ve­hi­cle would be bet­ter.”

“I can’t guar­an­tee your safety.”

Drey­fus smiled. “I can’t guar­an­tee yours, ei­ther.”

They quickly passed out of the plan­ta­tion sec­tor, slip­ping through sickly, parched scrub­land and into an area where there were more build­ings. One of the other over­seers was driv­ing, Cas­sian and Drey­fus in the rear seats of the gov­ern­ment-is­sue buggy. Cas­sian told the man to take them via back roads as far as pos­si­ble, so there was less chance of the cit­i­zens notic­ing the pre­fect. From a dis­tance, squat­ting next to the blue-clad Cas­sian in his own dark uni­form, Drey­fus might just pass as an­other Cen­tral Au­thor­ity func­tionary.

“You have guts, com­ing here alone,” Cas­sian re­marked.

“Let’s just say it wasn’t the plan.” Drey­fus winced as the buggy hit a par­tic­u­larly deep pot­hole.

“Do you know this woman well?”

“Not closely,” Drey­fus said, con­sid­er­ing his an­swer. “Well enough to have com­plete con­fi­dence in her abil­i­ties.”

“Whose idea was it to send her in here alone?”

“No­body’s. Our rules wouldn’t al­low it, given the trou­ble she was likely to run into.”

“Then what made her do it, be­sides a death wish?”

“If I find her alive, I’m sure she’ll have an ex­pla­na­tion. That’ll de­pend on your con­tin­ued co­op­er­a­tion.”

“I hope there’s some­thing in this for us, Pre­fect.”

“Don’t push your luck, Cas­sian; the best out­come you can ex­pect to­day is avoid­ing an en­force­ment ac­tion.” A chime sounded from his bracelet. He lifted it war­ily, rul­ing out any pos­si­bil­ity of a pri­vate con­ver­sa­tion. “I’m here, Supreme Pre­fect. With com­pany.”

“What sort of com­pany?”

He glanced at Cas­sian. “Co­op­er­a­tive, for now. We’ll see if that lasts.”

“Good. As­sum­ing you’re not speak­ing un­der duress . . . are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“I have a feed from your bracelet which says you’ve been in­jured.”

“A flesh wound, from a mi­nor mis­un­der­stand­ing. We’ve put it be­hind us. Please don’t be con­cerned. I’m still fo­cussed on find­ing In­g­var.”

“You’ve not made con­tact?”

“I’m on my way to an area of the habi­tat where anti-gov­ern­ment forces may be hold­ing Tench, as­sum­ing she’s alive.”

“Give me one good rea­son not to send in our peo­ple im­me­di­ately.”

“Let’s see how this plays out. I’m with a man called Cas­sian who’s do­ing his best in a dif­fi­cult sit­u­a­tion.”

Her si­lence stretched his nerves.

“Supreme Pre­fect?”

“I’m only one more provo­ca­tion away from send­ing them in. Let this Cas­sian un­der­stand that.”

“Oh, he’s more than grasped the pic­ture.” The other spoke was com­ing into view around the rim, a pale tube thrust­ing down from the ceil­ing, its flared roots lost in a dense, smoke-hazed clot of streets and build­ings. “I’ll re­port back in when I have some­thing con­crete,” Drey­fus added. “I think we must be ap­proach­ing the out­skirts of Alvi, where the anti-gov­ern­ment crowd are dug in.”

“Be safe, Tom.”

“Worry about In­g­var, not me.”

Cas­sian in­di­cated for Drey­fus to keep his head be­neath the ar­moured vi­sor on the front of the buggy. The rim’s cur­va­ture meant that that walls and ditches of­fered only lim­ited cover from snipers.

“Tom?”

“My name,” he an­swered tersely.

They ap­proached a tall, for­ti­fied wall en­clos­ing a large area of the town on this side of the spoke. The buggy stopped at a check­point.

“Say noth­ing,” Cas­sian in­structed.

Guards con­verged on the ve­hi­cle. They wanted to ex­am­ine the dark, slumped pas­sen­ger in the seat next to Cas­sian and once they re­alised the na­ture of the man, their cu­rios­ity cur­dled to scorn and hos­til­ity. Cas­sian was al­ready deep into a dis­pute with the main guard, some tech­ni­cal­ity about the lim­its of Talus Sec­tor ju­ris­dic­tion. The im­passe was only re­solved when the guard came back out with a clip­board and pen, shov­ing both into Cas­sian’s lap.

“This blows up, it’s all on you.”

Cas­sian flour­ished his name, sig­na­ture, rank and the date at the bot­tom of a long list of sim­i­lar in­scrip­tions. He handed back the clip­board with more grace than it had been pre­sented to him. A guard spat on Drey­fus. He looked down at his sleeve, ob­serv­ing the saliva as it van­ished into his uni­form.

For­mal­i­ties ob­served, the bar­rier went up.

They drove down a nar­row, wind­ing al­ley be­tween dam­aged build­ings. Af­ter a few turns the buggy ar­rived at a dead end formed by a street-wide bar­ri­cade com­posed of rub­ble, bro­ken ve­hi­cles and count­less dirt-filled bags, piled five or six me­tres high. Lad­ders and cross-walks pressed against the bar­ri­cade’s slope, with blue-uni­formed guards squat­ting low be­hind patchy de­fences, tak­ing the oc­ca­sional shot into the con­tested ter­ri­tory be­yond.

Drey­fus looked up as they climbed off the buggy. Fixed onto the ceil­ing above Alvi, about one hun­dred me­tres over­head and po­si­tioned a block or two fur­ther down the street, was a bar­na­cle-like gun plat­form. Gun­fire crack­led out of the plat­form, aimed into the ar­eas of the city be­yond the bar­ri­cade and to the left and right of the se­cure zone. Now and then a shot went in the other di­rec­tion. The plat­form pre­sented an easy tar­get, but it was too well ar­moured to be threat­ened by the reprisals com­ing from be­low.

Cas­sian spoke to a woman, slump-shoul­dered and with dirt in­grained around her weary, fa­tigue-red­dened eyes. “Sig­nal the mayor that I need the se­cure line.”

The woman glanced at the flashes of rank on Cas­sian’s cloth­ing.

“On whose au­thor­ity, Taskmas­ter?”

“On mine,” Drey­fus cut in.

“That’s a—” the woman be­gan, shoot­ing Drey­fus a hate­ful glance as she no­ticed him for the first time.

“I know what I am,” he an­swered, pur­pose­fully stone-faced. “The sooner you do as Cas­sian re­quests, the sooner you can go back to shoot­ing your own cit­i­zenry.”

The woman went into a small, dust-sheeted com­mu­ni­ca­tions shack. Some ex­change took place and she re­turned, gaz­ing up at the plat­form. Emit­ting a low, throb­bing, grind­ingly un­pleas­ant noise, with black smoke puls­ing from its flanks, the ma­chine laboured in their di­rec­tion un­til it was ex­actly over­head. A ca­ble reeled out from the bot­tom, weighted at the end. Cas­sian snagged the weight as soon as it was within reach and dragged it to his lips.

Spo­radic gun­fire con­tin­ued all the while. Now and then a looped mes­sage boomed out from speak­ers un­der the plat­form.

Cas­sian went through sev­eral cy­cles of speak­ing and lis­ten­ing. The noise was so bad that he kept hav­ing to ask for things to be re­peated, or kept need­ing to re­peat him­self. Drey­fus heeled the ground, rest­less and wor­ried. His shoul­der was hurt­ing again now.

“I saw eight of you once,” the woman com­mented, as if they were just pick­ing up the thread of a nor­mal con­ver­sa­tion. “Ten the time be­fore. You never come alone.” Her eyes searched him, his mere pres­ence a grotesque af­front. “Never alone,” she re­peated.

“I de­cided to come on my own,” Drey­fus an­swered. “I thought it was a shame that your hos­pi­tal­ity had to be spread so thinly among all those pre­fects.”

Cas­sian walked back over, the com­mu­ni­ca­tions ca­ble still dan­gling down from the plat­form. They had not started reel­ing it back in.

On the bar­ri­cade, the guards, repo­si­tioned and re-stocked with am­mu­ni­tion, lifted up the lad­ders in buck­ets.

“I spoke to Mayor Dokkum. They’re mon­i­tor­ing Or­ange chat­ter all over Alvi. So far there’s noth­ing about an­other pre­fect.”

“There will be.”

“The mayor is try­ing to open a line to Till­man Drouin, the Or­ange spokesman. It’s not guar­an­teed. They only speak when they have some­thing to lose.”

“Per­haps Dokkum could im­press on them that they have a lot to lose to­day.”

His bracelet chimed. Drey­fus walked a few paces away from Cas­sian, an­swer­ing grumpily.

“I don’t have any­thing to re­port.”

“Where are you?”

“Be­hind gov­ern­ment lines in Alvi. Cas­sian is in con­tact with his su­pe­rior, some­one called Mayor Dokkum. Dokkum is at­tempt­ing to open a chan­nel of ne­go­ti­a­tion with the rebels. There’s no guar­an­tee that they’ll an­swer.”

“Then I’m not pre­pared to wait a mo­ment longer.”

“Please al­low me a few more min­utes. Things are al­ready bad enough here. Send­ing in pre­fects will only raise the tem­per­a­ture even fur­ther.”

“How much longer?”

Drey­fus looked back to Cas­sian. The other man was back on the com­mu­ni­ca­tions ca­ble, glanc­ing anx­iously at Drey­fus as he lis­tened. Drey­fus went cold. He could al­ready read the bad news in Cas­sian’s man­ner.

Drey­fus signed off from Au­monier, say­ing he would be back in touch shortly. He saun­tered over, ev­ery stride ham­mer­ing a nail into his shoul­der.

“What is it, Cas­sian?”

“Drouin’s side are is­su­ing de­mands.”

Drey­fus per­mit­ted him­self a last flicker of hope, how­ever il­lu­sory he knew it to be.

“To re­lease my col­league?”

“No, to hand over her body.” Cas­sian swal­lowed hard. “I’m afraid she was dead when they found her. Drouin’s side will deny re­spon­si­bil­ity, but she died in an area un­der their con­trol.”

Drey­fus pro­cessed this. It was ex­actly as he had feared, but he still needed time to ab­sorb it into his men­tal pic­ture, so that he could be­gin build­ing out from this new truth.

“What de­mands?”

“A cease­fire. Free move­ment. Pris­oner re­leases. The usual. Ob­vi­ously we don’t ne­go­ti­ate with mur­der­ers.”

“I must have her body. In­struct Dokkum to give them what­ever they want.”

“She’s al­ready dead, Pre­fect.”

Drey­fus hard­ened his tone. “Meet their de­mands. Ex­ceed them if nec­es­sary. But get me that body.”

They brought Tench through twenty-five min­utes later. There was an ex­change, com­pli­cated and fraught. Pris­on­ers had to go up and over the bar­ri­cade, and then the stretchered body had to come back over the same way.

When it had been brought down, Drey­fus walked slowly to the stretcher, each step harder than the last, as if a weight were set­tling steadily onto him. He ges­tured for the guards to step aside. He lifted the sheet away from the body’s head, savour­ing the last pos­si­ble in­stants of hope.

He sur­veyed Tench’s face. Even in death, even al­low­ing for the way her at­tack­ers had treated her, be­fore or af­ter her mur­der, there was not the slight­est room for doubt.

“I’m sorry, In­g­var,” he mouthed.

He drew the sheet off her com­pletely.

The cause of death would have to wait for the med­i­cal ex­perts in Panoply. But there was no short­age of pos­si­bil­i­ties. From the ev­i­dence of the in­juries be­fore him, Tench had been at­tacked in many dif­fer­ent ways. She had been shot, blud­geoned, stran­gled, stabbed and lac­er­ated. Those were just the most ob­vi­ous as­saults.

“I failed you,” he said qui­etly. “You never knew it, but I failed you all the same.”

Cas­sian neared his side. He had given Drey­fus a few mo­ments alone with the body.

“Is it your col­league?”

“Yes. This is In­g­var Tench.”

Af­ter a si­lence Cas­sian said: “What will hap­pen with her?”

“She’ll be re­turned to Panoply. They’ll de­ter­mine the ex­act mech­a­nisms of death. I wouldn’t worry your­self too much about that.”

“And af­ter that—will there be an­other ver­sion of her that car­ries on?”

“A beta or al­pha-level, you mean?” Drey­fus nearly laughed at Cas­sian’s no doubt well-in­ten­tioned ig­no­rance. “That’s not how it works for us.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That she died, or sorry that this might be a bad day for the rest of you?”

Some­thing flashed in Cas­sian’s eyes, some de­fi­ance that was nearly ad­mirable. “She wouldn’t have got a warm wel­come if she’d come through the other spoke, I can prom­ise you that. But she’d still be alive.”

“Just shot in the shoul­der, you mean.”

Cas­sian looked at the body. “There’s re­ally noth­ing you can save of her?”

“If we’d got to her quickly, there are things we could have done. It’s too late for any of those mea­sures now.”

“Again, I’m sorry.”

“This won’t be the end of it.” Drey­fus eyed the man, won­der­ing if he had the mea­sure of him yet. “I’ll make a deal with you, Cas­sian. You don’t want an en­force­ment ac­tion, and frankly I don’t want the pa­per­work.”

“What are you propos­ing?”

“I have the body, but I don’t have the crime scene. Se­cure that for me, and I can down­grade this to a Heavy Tech­ni­cal ac­tion.” He met Cas­sian’s eyes, will­ing him to ac­cept his of­fer. “Be­lieve me, it’s in your best in­ter­ests.”







CHAP­TER FIVE

Drey­fus hes­i­tated at the en­trance to the tac­ti­cal room. The ham­mered bronze doors flashed his re­flec­tion back at him, pen­sive and deep-shad­owed, a man al­ready con­demned.

He pressed his hands to the gaunt­let mo­tifs on the doors and pushed through into the dark, solemn space be­yond. Var­nished walls, a black con­fer­ence ta­ble and the ever-chang­ing Solid Or­rery off to the left, the evolv­ing, three-di­men­sional quick­mat­ter model of the Glit­ter Band at that ex­act mo­ment of time, ren­dered in fas­tid­i­ous de­tail.

Jane Au­monier was just tak­ing her place at the mid­dle of the wide, oval ta­ble, flanked by Se­nior Pre­fects Lil­lian Baudry and Gas­ton Clear­moun­tain. Sparver Ban­cal had al­ready taken his seat next to Baudry, to Au­monier’s right, and Drey­fus walked to his cus­tom­ary po­si­tion next to Clear­moun­tain, two seats from Au­monier’s left. Next to him was a su­per­nu­mer­ary an­a­lyst whose name he had for­got­ten, and next to them was the chair that or­di­nar­ily be­longed to In­g­var Tench, a legacy of her ear­lier stint as an In­ter­nal Pre­fect, work­ing closely with Au­monier and the oth­ers on mat­ters of high sen­si­tiv­ity. Ow­ing to that tech­ni­cal se­nior­ity, she had con­tin­ued to re­port to the tac­ti­cal room even af­ter her re­as­sign­ment to field du­ties. Her ex­per­tise and in­sights had still been val­ued.

Now the chair was empty.

“Tom,” Au­monier said, be­fore he sat down. “I’m glad of your pres­ence, but you should still be rest­ing. Twenty-six hours is nowhere enough time to re­cu­per­ate.”

Drey­fus grunted into his chair, his shoul­der aching but no longer painful. “I’ll mend. More than can be said for In­g­var.”

“Thank you for su­per­vis­ing the re­turn of her body. It’s with Mercier as we speak.” Au­monier’s gaze drifted around the ta­ble, fix­ing on the nine­teen pre­fects and an­a­lysts gath­ered be­fore her. “We lost one of our very best in Stadler-Kre­me­niev. Re­gard­less of the rea­sons for that loss, I want to stress that one mis­take doesn’t negate a life­time of ded­i­cated ser­vice to our or­gan­i­sa­tion. Her ex­per­tise—her in-depth knowl­edge of our his­tory and sys­tems—was un­equalled. And I in­clude my­self in that cal­cu­lus.”

No one raised an eye­brow at that. Au­monier was known for many things, but false mod­esty was not one of them.

“One might say,” Lil­lian Baudry re­marked, “that it was slightly more than a mis­take. This was . . . a wild provo­ca­tion.”

“Lil­lian, please,” mur­mured Gas­ton Clear­moun­tain.

“If I don’t say it, no one else will,” Baudry coun­tered sharply. “With one reck­less act Tench has un­done years of work in fos­ter­ing good re­la­tions with our more dif­fi­cult clients. It’s a mir­a­cle that we didn’t have to send in a massed re­sponse. The death toll could have been—”

Drey­fus cut her off. “You’re in­sin­u­at­ing that it was a sui­cide bid, Lil­lian. How do you know it wasn’t an hon­est er­ror?”

“There’s no way that she walked in there with­out know­ing the con­se­quences,” Baudry said. She turned in her seat, stiff as a fin­ger-pup­pet. “They still teach the his­tory of Stadler-K in in­duc­tion. Be­sides, this was In­g­var Tench. What she didn’t know isn’t worth know­ing.”

Drey­fus bit into an ap­ple, the crunch au­di­ble across the ta­ble. “Per­haps she didn’t re­alise where she was un­til it was too late.”

“With re­spect, no one just stum­bles into a watch­listed habi­tat,” said Baudry. “Our sys­tems en­sure that.”

Drey­fus shrugged, slump­ing deep into his seat. “Sys­tems go wrong oc­ca­sion­ally. Isn’t that half the rea­son we ex­ist?”

“We have her ve­hi­cle,” Au­monier said, di­rect­ing a side­ways nod at Drey­fus. “Which is al­ready more than we had when Mi­zler Cranach died. The Heavy Tech­ni­cals are bring­ing it back to Panoply un­der tow; they won’t risk ac­ti­vat­ing any of its sys­tems un­til they have it fully se­cured.”

“There has to be a rea­son why we couldn’t over­ride her con­trol,” Baudry said.

“And we’ll find it.” Au­monier’s gaze swept the room, lin­ger­ing on the half-dozen or so at­ten­dees who were rel­a­tively new to the hal­lowed clois­ters of the tac­ti­cal room. “Now, I must men­tion some­thing else in con­nec­tion with In­g­var’s ser­vice. What I’m about to dis­cuss goes no fur­ther than this room.”

Drey­fus put his teeth to the ap­ple, but re­frained from bit­ing.

“A lit­tle more than four years ago,” Au­monier said, “In­g­var was pur­su­ing an in­ves­ti­ga­tion into an un­sanc­tioned op­er­a­tion within Panoply co­de­named Catop­sis. Fol­low­ing Tench’s in­ves­ti­ga­tions, I had it shut down com­pletely and in­sti­gated dis­ci­plinary pro­ce­dures against the ring­leaders, in­clud­ing Grigor Bac­chus. No one was forced out of Panoply, but shut­ting down the op­er­a­tion left a legacy of ill will, most of it di­rected at Tench. It was her sug­ges­tion that she be trans­ferred to field du­ties, and I con­sented. I did not rel­ish los­ing a gifted IP, but I had no doubt that she would make an equally ef­fec­tive, ded­i­cated field agent.”

“For­give me, but may I ask the na­ture of this op­er­a­tion?” asked one of the new­com­ers, an an­a­lyst called Jaf­fee.

“Tom?” asked Au­monier.

Drey­fus straight­ened in his seat. “Catop­sis was a project to trap and con­tain one or both of the hos­tile ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gences known to be loose in the Glit­ter Band.”

“Why would that be a bad thing?” queried Jaf­fee.

“There was merit in it,” Au­monier said. “But the prac­ti­cal­i­ties were haz­ardous. If it failed at any point, Catop­sis would have risked desta­bil­is­ing the sit­u­a­tion, po­ten­tially al­low­ing one in­tel­li­gence to grow more pow­er­ful than its ad­ver­sary.”

Jaf­fee was en­joy­ing his mo­ment in the lime­light. “The peo­ple be­hind Catop­sis didn’t see that?”

“Grigor Bac­chus and his as­so­ciates were con­fi­dent that their trap could neu­tralise both ad­ver­saries in one stroke. I was less so. There’s some­thing to be said for a pre­dictable sta­tus quo; while those two dam­aged gods are fix­ated on each other, we can go about our lives.”

No one ar­gued with Jane Au­monier on that point. It would have been ex­tremely un­wise to do so, given she had been the pris­oner of one of those ma­lign in­tel­li­gences.

“You think the lin­ger­ing ill will may have con­tin­ued un­til the present day?” asked Clear­moun­tain.

“I don’t know, Gas­ton. But I do want the mat­ter looked into.” Her eyes set­tled on the only hy­per­pig in the room. “Sparver, I’m putting you on this case im­me­di­ately. You’re to dig into In­g­var’s ac­tions over the last few weeks and months. You may find noth­ing, but if there’s any­thing in her re­cent his­tory that might shine a light on to­day’s events—even if it turns out to be noth­ing more com­pli­cated than sui­cide—I’m count­ing on you to find it.”

“I feel I could be of more use in the Mercy Sphere in­ves­ti­ga­tion,” Sparver said.

“None­the­less, Thalia Ng will re­main in charge of Mercy Sphere, and the wider op­er­a­tion into con­tain­ing the fall­out from Mi­zler Cranach. I’m au­tho­ris­ing her to re­turn to Val­sko-Venev, to li­aise with the lemurs and view the orig­i­nal crime scene with a fresh pair of eyes.”

“Mine weren’t fresh enough, ma’am?”

“I don’t want ei­ther of you get­ting too emo­tion­ally in­vested in the ac­tions of your mentees.”

If Sparver was not ex­actly sat­is­fied with this ex­pla­na­tion, he had the good sense not to chal­lenge it fur­ther. Drey­fus met his eye, nod­ded his ap­proval and sup­port, and willed his friend not to dig a deeper hole than he was al­ready in.

“Fine,” Sparver said off-hand­edly. “I’ll take In­g­var.”

“In­deed, you will.” Au­monier paused, look­ing down at her fin­gers be­fore re­sum­ing. “There’s an­other mat­ter which has only now come to my at­ten­tion. I think it would be fair to say that we con­sid­ered In­g­var a ded­i­cated loner, loyal to Panoply, given over to her work to the al­most to­tal ex­clu­sion of a pri­vate life?”

No one had any­thing to of­fer by way of con­tra­dic­tion.

“Tench has a daugh­ter,” Au­monier con­tin­ued. “She’s an or­di­nary cit­i­zen, down in the Glit­ter Band. Some­one needs to let her know what’s hap­pened.”

Au­monier and Drey­fus used a passkey to ac­cess Tench’s rooms. They stepped through, sub­dued light­ing spring­ing on at their ar­rival. Sur­vey­ing the un­clut­tered am­bi­ence, the bare fur­ni­ture and un­adorned sur­faces, Drey­fus stopped in his tracks.

“Some id­iot’s al­ready been here be­fore us. They’ve cleaned the place out.”

“I don’t think so,” Au­monier said. “I’ve a feel­ing this is just as she liked it.”

Drey­fus glanced at his su­pe­rior. “You vis­ited her, when she was alive?”

“No. She wasn’t one for tea and sym­pa­thy. I knew In­g­var, though, and this is ex­actly how she’d have lived.” Au­monier ges­tured at the sur­round­ings, lit in warm shades of ochre. “The spar­tan life. No dis­trac­tions, no com­pli­ca­tions. Noth­ing ex­cept the barest es­sen­tials.”

“I thought my sur­round­ings were min­i­mal­ist,” Drey­fus an­swered.

Au­monier scoffed lightly. “You’re not even in the run­ning.”

Now that he had ad­justed his per­cep­tions, he re­alised that the rooms were not com­pletely lack­ing in per­sonal touches. There was a hand­ful of pos­ses­sions, ar­ranged squarely and de­lib­er­ately like ex­hibits in a gallery. They would all have been re­moved, archived, or de­stroyed had the room re­ally been swept be­fore their ar­rival.

His fin­gers set­tled on a heavy black book, a bound vol­ume of his­tor­i­cal lec­ture notes by Al­bert Du­sol­lier. He leafed through the thin, durable pages, re­minded of when he had at­tended the same classes and sur­prised by Tench’s at­tach­ment to such an ar­chaic for­mat. At the front of the book was a per­sonal ded­i­ca­tion by Du­sol­lier him­self, Supreme Pre­fect at the time that he had made the in­scrip­tion.

To In­g­var. Bright­est of us all. Go far, but not too far.

Al­bert.

“Light bed­time read­ing,” Drey­fus re­marked in a low voice. “The life and times of Panoply, in­clud­ing our big­gest screw-ups.”

“It fits.”

“Du­sol­lier saw her tal­ent early on. And maybe some­thing else.”

“That’d she’d in­vest her­self too heav­ily in her work, sac­ri­fic­ing all else in ded­i­ca­tion to Panoply?”

“Hardly the worst crime.” Drey­fus moved on. At his ap­proach a ver­ti­cal sur­face whisked open, re­veal­ing a small but or­dered wardrobe of pre-con­jured gar­ments. These were her civil­ian clothes, but in their for­mal­ity, fu­ne­real hues and to­tal ab­sence of frip­pery they could eas­ily have served as op­er­a­tional garb. “Did you ever see In­g­var out of uni­form?”

“I don’t think I ever saw her ex­cept when she was on duty. It’s as if she didn’t ex­ist out­side the hours of ser­vice.”

Drey­fus won­dered if he had ever seen Tench in the re­fec­tory, or in any of the recre­ation ar­eas.

“I should have made more of an ef­fort,” he said, imag­in­ing Tench spend­ing her off-duty hours eat­ing alone in these rooms, with only Al­bert Du­sol­lier’s gru­elling tu­to­ri­als for com­pany.

“Each of us chooses our own path,” Au­monier said, be­fore he sank too deeply into self-re­crim­i­na­tion—on that score, at least. “We mustn’t look at all this and con­clude that she was un­happy, or that there was some ab­sence in her life. This may have been all that In­g­var needed to feel com­plete con­tent­ment.”

Drey­fus nod­ded gloomily, hop­ing she was right but far from per­suaded.

“How do you feel about Baudry’s the­ory?” he asked.

“Lil­lian’s just voic­ing a sus­pi­cion that most of us have en­ter­tained. I at­tach no stigma to sui­cide. Voi knows I con­sid­ered it of­ten enough when I was un­der the scarab. If In­g­var did choose to end her life, then she would have had my sor­row but also my un­der­stand­ing.”

“But you can’t see her choos­ing that par­tic­u­lar way to do it.”

Au­monier looked back at him. “Can you?”

“Not re­ally.” He nod­ded back at the book. “Not with that ded­i­ca­tion to our val­ues. She’d have done noth­ing that in­con­ve­nienced or em­bar­rassed you or Panoply. And she’d have com­pleted her shift and filled in her daily re­port first.”

“I con­cur. It wasn’t sui­cide. The prob­lem is, you and I can’t prove that.”

“It’s early days.”

Drey­fus’s hand alighted on a sturdy black chest rest­ing alone on a bare shelf above the small, neatly made bed which was tucked into an an­nex of the room. The chest had a brass clasp and a fold-up lid. He opened it and peered in­side.

The clut­ter of its con­tents was in strik­ing con­trast to the or­der be­yond it.

He fin­gered through the items. Im­ages, jew­ellery, keep­sakes. A child’s paint­ing, two adult fig­ures daubed in pri­mary colours. Scraps of po­etry, a mul­ti­coloured feather, a hair-clasp. A lock of hair. He ex­tracted one of the im­ages, feel­ing the glossy tex­ture. It was a still cap­ture, chem­i­cally bonded to pa­per. A lit­tle girl, sit­ting on the edge of a lake with her legs dan­gling into wa­ter.

He of­fered the ar­chaic me­mento to Au­monier. She took it, ex­am­in­ing it with her usual ju­di­cious eye.

“It could be In­g­var her­self, or the daugh­ter.”

“Do we have a name?”

“Hafdis. Hafdis Tench. I’ve checked our cit­i­zen records: she’s in Fe­in­stein-Wu, a cylin­der habi­tat.”

“I don’t know it.”

“It’s never given us a headache, just one of the thou­sands of places that only need oc­ca­sional vis­its from pre­fects. If our records are cor­rect, Hafdis has never been any­where else. She’ll be a young woman now, in her early twen­ties.”

A cheer­less pre­mo­ni­tion set­tled over Drey­fus.

“I won­der how she’ll take this.”

“I’m afraid you’ll be the one to find out. If I can’t stop you work­ing, at least I can give you an as­sign­ment that won’t be too hard on your shoul­der.” She eyed him with an au­then­tic con­cern. “Is that all right, Tom? Or would you rather I sent Gas­ton or Lil­lian?”

Drey­fus had been ex­pect­ing this, even though In­g­var Tench’s daugh­ter was the last per­son in the world he wanted to meet.

“It’ll be fine,” he said. “You need your se­niors here, putting out these fires caused by Mi­zler Cranach.”

“If only we were putting out fires.”

Au­monier re­turned the pic­ture to him. Drey­fus re­placed it in the box and closed the lid, as silently and softly as if he were seal­ing a cof­fin. “Hafdis might want these things,” he spec­u­lated.

“She’ll be shown them in due course, but you shouldn’t be lug­ging a chest full of knick-knacks around in your con­di­tion. They can wait here; there’s no press­ing need to re­cy­cle this room. If Hafdis wishes to have any of the items, they can be shut­tled over eas­ily enough.”

Drey­fus agreed. Break the news first, then deal with the per­sonal ef­fects later.

“Odd that none of us knew about this daugh­ter.”

“I’ve checked the time­line. Hafdis was born a cou­ple of years be­fore In­g­var sub­mit­ted her ap­pli­ca­tion to Panoply. If it was any­one else, I’d say it was un­usual that she never dis­closed the daugh­ter to us, nor re­quested any spe­cial ar­range­ments for child­care dur­ing Hafdis’s early de­vel­op­ment. But she vi­o­lated none of our dis­clo­sure poli­cies and it’s also com­pletely in keep­ing with the to­tal pri­vacy In­g­var ex­tended to all ar­eas of her life.”

“Was there an­other ge­netic con­trib­u­tor?”

“Yes. Cit­i­zen records show a fa­ther, Miles Selby.”

“Then he should be in­formed about In­g­var, and made aware of any re­spon­si­bil­i­ties per­tain­ing to Hafdis.”

“I’m afraid there’s no way to in­form Miles Selby of any­thing. He left the sys­tem on an out­bound lighthug­ger shortly af­ter Hafdis was born. Records show no other close rel­a­tives around Ep­silon Eri­dani. We’ll sig­nal him, of course, but it’ll be decades be­fore we can ex­pect a re­sponse. I’m afraid this one is on you.” Au­monier re­garded him with the fond con­cern she af­forded a hand­ful of her clos­est con­fi­dantes. “And there’s no one I’d rather have de­liv­er­ing that news. When will you be able to leave?”

Drey­fus looked at his bracelet. “If there’s no other press­ing busi­ness, and Thyssen can pro­vide a cut­ter for me, I can be on my way im­me­di­ately. I don’t know what sort of hours they keep in Fe­in­stein-Wu, but I’m sure I can ad­just ac­cord­ingly. Do you have an ad­dress for Hafdis?”

“Yes, and her work con­tact. She’s in—”

His bracelet chimed. Drey­fus frowned as the sta­tus up­date spilled across the thumb-sized dis­play.

“What is it?” Au­monier asked. “I’m guess­ing it’s not a ma­jor cri­sis, or mine would be go­ing off as well.”

“It’s just a call from Necrop­o­lis. Seems one of my dead would like to make a con­fes­sion.” Drey­fus nod­ded to him­self, re­al­is­ing that he could call Thyssen, have a cut­ter read­ied and de­lay his de­par­ture only slightly by first at­tend­ing Necrop­o­lis.

“Rather you than me,” Au­monier told him. “I hate that gloomy, ghost-haunted place. I fear the day I wake up there, like all the rest of them.”

“It grows on you,” Drey­fus replied.

Drey­fus wan­dered the quiet paths and empty pavil­ions un­til he found the ghost he sought.

Vic­tor Muya sat on a white wooden bench, wait­ing pa­tiently for him. He had a pa­per bag in his lap and was dip­ping into it to toss bread­crumbs to the im­ma­te­rial birds peck­ing around his feet.

“I was won­der­ing when you’d have a change of heart,” Drey­fus said, his shoes crunch­ing on gravel. “You’re too sen­si­ble not to have come around in the end.”

“It wasn’t an epiphany, Drey­fus, just a dull re­al­i­sa­tion that my op­tions had ex­pired.” He tossed a last crumb. “I’m used up.”

Drey­fus faced the man, squat­ting down on his haunches. “Ev­ery­one can do some good, Vic­tor. Even the dead.”

“Easy for you to say, from the stand­point of the liv­ing.”

Drey­fus was ad­dress­ing a beta-level em­u­la­tion of the once-real, once-alive Vic­tor Muya. It was a pre­dic­tive model of the orig­i­nal man, a li­brary of al­go­rithms trained to be­have like him, based on a life­time of self-di­rected sur­veil­lance. Panoply had se­questered the beta-level af­ter Muya’s death in one of the tit-for-tat episodes spi­ralling out from the Mi­zler Cranach cri­sis. Now the beta-level ex­isted only in Necrop­o­lis, the vir­tual en­vi­ron­ment Panoply had cre­ated for those vic­tims and wit­nesses it wished to in­ter­view af­ter their cor­po­real deaths.

“Give me their names,” Drey­fus urged. “You’ve noth­ing to gain by pro­tect­ing them now. They used you, Vic­tor. They knew those weapons were faulty, and that just han­dling them was go­ing to be risky. They were pre­pared to let you take that fall.”

Muya had been the des­ig­nated han­dler for an il­le­gal cache of foam-phase ar­ma­ments, be­ing stock­piled for use against hy­per­pigs and the hu­man sym­pa­this­ers aligned with them. The weapons had mal­func­tioned, blow­ing up pre­ma­turely—lead­ing to fur­ther es­ca­la­tion when the in­ci­dent was per­ceived as pig-spon­sored sab­o­tage.

Drey­fus just wanted to iden­tify the ring­leaders who had pro­vided the grisly ar­ma­ments in the first place.

“They’ll get to me here,” Muya said. “You think I’m safe, just be­cause I’m dead? There’s nowhere they can’t reach.”

“Then they un­der­es­ti­mate Panoply, to their cost,” Drey­fus said. His knees were aching from the squat­ting stance al­ready. He was gog­gled up, pressed into an ill-fit­ting im­mer­sion suit, alone in the blank room pre­fects used to ac­cess Necrop­o­lis. “You’re safe here, and safe from any reprisal. Once I have their names, my op­er­a­tives can move quickly.” He shook his head re­gret­fully. “You never wanted any part of this blood­bath, Vic­tor. I’ve stud­ied your bi­og­ra­phy: no his­tory of anti-pig sen­ti­ment at any point in your life. You were just look­ing for a few thrills, and play­ing ter­ror­ist for a day seemed like a fun di­ver­sion.”

“If I give you some­thing . . .”

Muya be­gan to blacken, like pa­per held too near a flame. He crisped, soot coil­ing off him at the edges. Drey­fus fell back, star­tled and alarmed. The im­ma­te­rial birds scat­tered in alarm. Muya was smok­ing away, dis­si­pat­ing by the sec­ond. The soot rose off him in a tight-coil­ing col­umn, like a dark wa­ter­spout. Scram­bling to right him­self, Drey­fus tracked the col­umn as it an­gled over­head, be­com­ing hor­i­zon­tal. It led to a white tea­house: a pagoda-topped struc­ture with open sides.

In the tea­house, a hooded form sat with its back to Drey­fus. The soot col­umn was drawn to it, hook­ing around as if it were be­ing sucked into the hooded fig­ure’s face.

Drey­fus de­tected a ter­ri­ble low hum­ming.

He stag­gered to his feet, sweat slosh­ing within the im­mer­sion suit. “You can’t be here.”

The hum­ming be­came a voice. It was calm, mea­sured, al­most am­i­ca­ble.

“I don’t know why you’re sur­prised. You’ve long known I could reach you when­ever I wanted to.”

Drey­fus flashed back to the events of the Wild­fire cri­sis.

“You left a mes­sage for Au­rora. That’s not the same as man­i­fest­ing your­self.”

“To me, the dis­tinc­tion mat­ters lit­tle.” The fig­ure pat­ted the bench next to the one it was seated on. The soot flow was ebbing, al­most noth­ing left of Vic­tor Muya now but a wraith-like residue, thin­ning out by the sec­ond. “Come, Drey­fus. Sit with me a mo­ment. There’s some­thing we must ad­dress.”

The hood turned in his di­rec­tion, but not enough for him to see a face. “Oh, I’m not go­ing to hurt or kill you. I had the op­por­tu­nity on Yel­low­stone. I didn’t take it then, so why would I take it now?”

“What have you done with Muya?”

“Di­gested him. Who will miss him now, but you?”

Drey­fus ap­proached the tea­house. There was no point deny­ing the Clock­maker. If it could in­sert it­self into Necrop­o­lis, then it could find him any­where.

Bet­ter to be done with what­ever it wanted.

“I’ve heard from your ad­ver­sary. She sends her fond­est wishes.”

“Does she?”

“Not re­ally, Philip.”

“That name be­longs to a dead man. Please don’t use it in my pres­ence again.”

Drey­fus sat down on the bench op­po­site the Clock­maker, rather than the one he had been in­vited to use. The Clock­maker kept its hood dipped, a sort of mercy. Cra­dled be­tween its iron hands was a com­pli­cated mech­a­nism: a box of brass and glass alive with a busy, flick­er­ing me­tab­o­lism of levers and gears.

“It’s been a long time since I heard from Au­rora, and even longer since I had any con­tact with you,” Drey­fus said. “It doesn’t take a de­tec­tive to work out the con­nec­tion. I sup­pose this means she wasn’t ly­ing?”

“What did she tell you?”

“That some­thing is us­ing net­work la­ten­cies to de­tect and quan­tify your ac­tiv­i­ties, as a pre­lude to cap­tur­ing you. I sup­pose you’re aware of these in­ter­ven­tions?”

“How could I not be?” The hooded form leaned in, its whirring toy seem­ing to shim­mer be­tween its pris­on­ing walls of brass and glass. “They’ve learned from their ear­lier mis­takes. Their meth­ods are clev­erer now, less easy to game.”

Drey­fus echoed the words he had used against the Clock­maker’s ad­ver­sary. “Pity. Poor you.”

“You saw once that I was ca­pa­ble of mercy, Drey­fus. Even in my cru­elty, there was re­straint.”

“You just killed Vic­tor Muya.”

“I erased the shadow of a man al­ready gone. It was noth­ing, like drink­ing air. There are many oth­ers I could start on. Few would miss any of them. But I won’t, for now. I un­der­stand self-de­nial. That can’t be said for Au­rora. You’ve never glimpsed her true in­ten­tions.”

Drey­fus shrugged his in­dif­fer­ence. “I take my mon­sters as they come. You’re no bet­ter or worse than each other.”

“Think that if you must, but even you’d have to agree that it would be very bad for one of us to achieve dom­i­nance.”

“So, what’s your point?”

“You’ll act to stop this reck­less ex­per­i­ment. Find out who is be­hind this new ver­sion of Catop­sis and stop them.”

“That’s ex­actly what Au­rora wanted of me.”

“And did she threaten you if you failed her?”

“We dis­cussed terms.”

“Then so shall we. I’m here now, able to do as I please in Necrop­o­lis. I can make the dead dis­ap­pear for ever. Some might say . . . what does it mat­ter, if they’re al­ready dead? But you wouldn’t, Drey­fus. They mean too much to you.”

“For all I know, you’re just Au­rora wear­ing a dif­fer­ent face.”

“I might be her, and she might be me. That’s a ques­tion you’ll have to live with. But it won’t be enough to stop you tak­ing the nec­es­sary mea­sures. Tench’s death proves that this isn’t mere fear­mon­ger­ing. Some­thing is hap­pen­ing, some­thing that needs to end, ur­gently. You’re just the man for the job.”

“Two votes of con­fi­dence from dis­em­bod­ied su­per-in­tel­lects,” Drey­fus re­marked. “I must be go­ing up in the world.”

“End this,” the Clock­maker in­structed him. “And don’t take too long do­ing it.”

The hooded speaker set the brass-and-glass con­struc­tion down on the ta­ble in the mid­dle of the tea­house. Just as Vic­tor Muya had done, the hunched form started smok­ing away at the edges, be­com­ing ash, un­til even­tu­ally there was noth­ing left but the new clock, tick­ing and whirring like the most sub­lime em­bod­i­ment of inan­i­mate mal­ice.







CHAP­TER SIX

An ap­proach hand­shake came in.

“We have you, Pre­fect,” came the clipped, not ex­actly wel­com­ing voice. “Clar­ify your in­ten­tions, please.”

“This is Pre­fect Ng,” Thalia replied, fight­ing the in­stinct not to ex­plain her­self, for which she would have been en­tirely within her rights. “I’m re­turn­ing to Val­sko-Venev to carry out a sec­ondary re­view of the events sur­round­ing the Mi­zler Cranach in­ci­dent.”

“And by in­ci­dent, you mean the un­pro­voked mur­der­ous at­tack? You’ll find that all rel­e­vant records are in Panoply’s pos­ses­sion, Pre­fect.”

“In­deed, and we thank you for all co­op­er­a­tion to date. I’d still like to make sure there’s noth­ing we missed on our first ev­i­den­tial sweep. You un­der­stand, of course.”

“A per­fectly rea­son­able re­quest, Pre­fect.” Al­though the voice man­aged to make it sound as if her re­quest was any­thing but rea­son­able. “All nec­es­sary as­sis­tance will be ren­dered. Con­tinue your ap­proach at your dis­cre­tion.”

The fat, wheel-shaped carousel was a hub­less toroid, twenty kilo­me­tres in di­am­e­ter, with bi-curved win­dows on the in­ner rim. The in­te­rior land­scape turned be­fore her, par­tially ob­scured by a lacy fret­work of win­dow­panes. She saw ex­actly where the weapons had touched. The cut­ter’s ar­ma­ments had gouged a line in the win­dows al­most a quar­ter of the way around, shat­ter­ing and punc­tur­ing them in a nar­row strip, straight ex­cept for a way­ward kink at one end, as if an oth­er­wise per­fect brush­stroke had been dis­turbed.

They had fixed it now. Glass panes and struc­tural sup­ports had been re­placed all along the line of dam­age, but since these were new com­po­nents, they stood out against the old. The fresh panes of glass had not had time to ac­quire a frost­ing from ex­po­sure to mi­crom­e­te­orites. The scaf­fold­ing gleamed brightly, not yet tar­nished by cos­mic ra­di­a­tion. It would weather down in time, but it would be a long while be­fore the scar faded to in­vis­i­bil­ity.

She came in and al­lowed her­self to be vec­tored to one of the many berths spaced around the out­side of the torus. Thalia climbed up and out through the dor­sal lock, then as­cended a short dis­tance by el­e­va­tor, un­til she emerged into warm, hu­mid air and dusky day­light. She felt bouncy on her feet, only a quar­ter of her nor­mal weight, and un­en­cum­bered by ar­mour or spe­cial equip­ment.

The el­e­va­tor had dis­gorged her out of a tree trunk, into a shaded dell hemmed in by dense veg­e­ta­tion and soar­ing trees. A chat­ter of whoops and trills filled her ears. Each breath was heady with fra­grance. Ev­ery pos­si­ble shade of green splin­tered against her eyes. It was beau­ti­ful, pri­mal and to­tally over­whelm­ing. She stared up, peer­ing through the scis­sor­ing, rustling canopy a hun­dred me­tres or so above her head, and could barely make out the glass ceil­ing that formed the in­ner rim of the torus. The trees around her pressed in thickly, with tun­nels of invit­ing gloom thread­ing away in all di­rec­tions.

Move­ment caught her eye above. A crea­ture glided across the clear­ing, its four limbs stretched with an aero­foil mem­brane grow­ing be­tween them. She watched pa­tiently as more of these crea­tures flit­ted through the air. They made it look easy. In a quar­ter of a grav­ity, with stan­dard air pres­sure, per­haps it was.

There were other be­ings in the trees, not all alike. Some flew, some swung from pre­hen­sile tails, some brachi­ated. They were furry, gen­er­ally about half her size, and they all had hu­manoid faces, al­beit with faintly ca­nine fea­tures and ex­u­ber­ant black and white pat­tern­ing around the eyes, nose and snout.

She waited. Even­tu­ally some­thing or some­one scam­pered down to the for­est floor and bounded over to her in a lol­lop­ing side­ways gait. It was one of the long-tailed vari­ants, abun­dantly striped, black daub­ing the eyes. Clad as it was, only in fur, the only in­di­ca­tion that she was deal­ing with an in­tel­li­gent, tool-us­ing crea­ture was a sort of waist­coat made of hand-sewn ma­te­rial, bulging with pock­ets and pouches.

“Hello,” Thalia said guard­edly. “I’m Pre­fect Ng.”

“Good af­ter­noon, Pre­fect,” her host said, skip­ping to a halt. “How was your jour­ney?”

“My jour­ney was fine, thank you.” Thalia smiled ten­ta­tively. “And you are . . . ?”

“I’m Minty Green Grass, Dew At Morn­ing, Who Finds Only The Good Berries, Mostly At Dusk.” The chest-high crea­ture had a pip­ing, child­like voice, yet spoke with a dis­tinct au­thor­ity. “You may call me Minty. Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate Minty, if you in­sist on for­mal­ity.”

“Per­haps we should stick with ti­tles, Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate. May I ask your role here? I hope it isn’t rude, but it helps to know what level of ad­min­is­tra­tion I’m deal­ing with.”

“Oh, it isn’t rude at all. My role en­com­passes a num­ber of spheres, in­clud­ing of­fi­cial coro­ner for in­ci­dents in­volv­ing mass ca­su­al­ties. Thank­fully we hadn’t had many of those. I mean, not un­til lately.” Minty dug into one of its pouches and scooped out a palm­ful of gleam­ing red orbs. “Would you like some? These are re­ally good, and freshly picked.”

Out of con­sid­er­a­tion for her host, even though it was against field pro­to­col, Thalia took a few berries. She popped them down and made a du­ti­fully ap­pre­cia­tive sound be­fore her taste buds had re­ally had time to com­ment. They were sweet, with a slightly metal­lic af­ter­taste.

“Thank you.”

“Just ripe for eat­ing now. No­tice that green­ish mar­bling to the crim­son, shad­ing into a faint cop­pery-pink?”

“I will have to take your word on that.”

“It’s not your fault,” Minty said pity­ingly. “We’ve been raised from birth sur­rounded by fam­ily and friends who make a point of dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing an im­mense va­ri­ety of colours and tex­tures in berries, nuts and leaves—and that’s aided by the ex­tra re­cep­tors in our eyes.”

“I see,” Thalia said doubt­fully.

“It mat­ters!” Minty de­clared, point­ing to a clus­ter of berries bloom­ing on one of the trees hem­ming the verge. “Do you see those? A sort of deep black, with a pur­ple shim­mer? To­tally de­li­cious, and at the peak of ripeness. Re­ally, re­ally good. We’ll try some later. Now see those off to the right, a lit­tle higher? Past their best. That’s more a dark pur­ple frost­ing into black. They’d be im­me­di­ately and fa­tally toxic to our young, and quite bad for an adult.”

“Best skip those, then.”

“Def­i­nitely. But you won’t be leav­ing us with­out a gift of some rare and de­li­cious spec­i­mens of per­fect ripeness.”

“That will be very kind, but please don’t go to any trou­ble.” Thalia set about the dif­fi­cult task of get­ting to the point of her visit. “Af­ter all, I’m not re­ally here on any sort of pleas­ant busi­ness.”

“Yes, that. I’m not ter­ri­bly good with base­line faces, but do I re­mem­ber you from the orig­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion?”

Thalia shook her head earnestly. “No, I wasn’t in­volved. I don’t know if you heard about the events at Mercy Sphere, but it’s kicked off an even worse spate of ter­ror­ist acts. We have to get to the bot­tom of it, Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate, which is why I’ve been as­signed to re­turn to the scene of the orig­i­nal crime and see if there’s any­thing that can turn the tide.”

“We’ve been fol­low­ing de­vel­op­ments,” Minty said. “Don’t get the idea we aren’t fully en­gaged with the out­side world, just be­cause we mostly hang around in trees, make ba­bies, eat berries and sing. We fol­low the news. We vote. We watched with hor­ror as each atroc­ity un­folded, and we un­der­stand that it be­gan here. But I’m not sure that rak­ing over it will help very much, so many months af­ter the orig­i­nal in­ci­dent.” Minty made a beck­on­ing ges­ture. “But come. Let’s walk. The tran­sit will take us to the scene.”

“You’ve got a mass-tran­sit sys­tem?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘mass.’ ” Minty had set off on its side­ways gait, arms spread for bal­ance, tail erect. “Most of us are quite happy to take the slow way any­where, through the trees or on the ground. So what if it takes an hour or two to get any­where? Best way to for­age.”

“Of course.”

“But now and then of­fi­cials and emer­gency re­sponse crews have to move more quickly—such as when some­one at­tacks us with no warn­ing.”

Thalia was puff­ing al­ready just keep­ing up with the bound­ing crea­ture. They were head­ing out of the clear­ing, down one of the tree-shrouded pas­sages.

“I’m sorry about what hap­pened. I’ve no wish to pick over a fresh wound ei­ther. That said . . .” She paused to col­lect her breath. “That said . . . Minty. Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate. Could you . . . slow down a tiny bit?”

“Of course—thought­less of me! And here I am rush­ing past some good berries!” Minty slowed down just enough to scoop a hand­ful from one of the bushes along their way. “These are a bit early, but if you press them, they make a good salve for in­sect bites. Are you re­ally hop­ing to find some­thing new, Pre­fect? I thought your col­leagues picked over ev­ery­thing pretty thor­oughly the first time around.”

“So did we.” Thalia fanned her face, al­ready per­spir­ing. “But not ev­ery­thing fits.”

They con­tin­ued, Minty bound­ing at about ninety per cent of their ear­lier speed. The pas­sage widened out into an­other clear­ing, this one set with tow­er­ing stone stat­ues. Some of them were very old, cracked, vine-shrouded and be­gin­ning to crum­ble back into the green­ery. They told a con­densed his­tory of the habi­tat, be­gin­ning with the old­est hu­man-base­line founders and track­ing the forced ge­netic changes that had been ap­plied from gen­er­a­tion to gen­er­a­tion, cul­mi­nat­ing in the range of ar­bo­real forms now ev­i­dent. In the mid­dle, go­ing back a cen­tury or so, were the in­ter­me­di­ate cases: furry peo­ple who were smaller than base­line, with longer, springier legs and arms, the be­gin­nings of tails and other spe­cialised adap­ta­tions.

“We un­der­stood that the case looked pretty straight­for­ward.”

“It did. Mi­zler Cranach even left a sui­cide note.” Thalia nod­ded at the largest and old­est of the loom­ing, green-tinged stat­ues. “It says that he at­tacked you in vengeance for the sins of your founders. Your habi­tat was built on tainted cap­i­tal: prof­its from the early ge­netic pro­to­typ­ing of pig-hu­man chimeras.”

“You could say that about many habi­tats.”

“Agreed, but Mi­zler didn’t have the lux­ury of at­tack­ing them all. That’s if his at­tack was any­thing of the sort.”

“I don’t mean to ar­gue, but is there any de­bate about that? He had the means, mo­tive and op­por­tu­nity.”

“All of that’s true, but it doesn’t tally with a per­sonal view of Mi­zler Cranach.”

“Your view?” Minty asked, glanc­ing back.

“No. I didn’t have much to do with Mi­zler. But a friend of mine did.”

“Was this friend of yours a hy­per­pig, like Mi­zler?”

Thalia had the feel­ing that she had just been baited.

“Yes, but he’s also an ex­tremely re­li­able judge of char­ac­ter. His opin­ion mat­ters to me. Be­sides . . . a fresh pair of eyes never hurt, which is why I am here.”

“A dread­ful crime hap­pened here, Pre­fect. Please do noth­ing to di­min­ish that.”

“I won’t, I prom­ise.” Thalia slowed, her ears prick­ing at a dis­tant but ris­ing wail, like some kind of emer­gency siren. It reached a whoop­ing crescendo, faded, then be­gan to build again, as if on a recorded cy­cle. “What’s that sound? Are we in trou­ble?”

“That’s singing. A fam­ily group, prob­a­bly the Speck­led-In-Lights show­ing off again.” There was a scathing edge to Minty’s voice. “Yes, we know you can har­monise well. That’s all you ever do.”

Thalia lis­tened, ad­just­ing her men­tal fil­ters. She be­gan to hear mourn­ful un­der­cur­rents, hints of a de­vel­op­ing melody.

“It’s rather lovely.”

“It’s loud and force­ful, cer­tainly. We must see if the Noon-Baskers are pass­ing on one their for­ag­ing so­journs. They’ll show what singing’s re­ally like—if you’ve got the ear for it. They’re among the best we have. Good berry-find­ers, too—un­like those Speck­led-In-Lights, who are very good at turn­ing up just af­ter some­one else has done all the hard work.”

Minty slowed, bent down and tugged at a pair of han­dles jut­ting from the lawn. A grassy hatch lifted up. Thalia fol­lowed her host down a short flight of musty steps to a gloomy vestibule where a small, bee­tle-shaped car rested on a tran­sit rail, dark tun­nels stretch­ing fore and aft.

“I said it wasn’t mass-tran­sit,” Minty said, hop­ping into the car and tuck­ing its tail through a hole in the back of the seat.

Thalia sat next to her host.

“Where are we go­ing?”

“Where it all started—to the place where Mi­zler Cranach’s weapons first touched our par­adise.”

Minty touched a con­trol. The car moved off into the tun­nel, glov­ing it­self in dark­ness.

Mak­ing a con­scious de­ci­sion to leave his whiphound be­hind, Drey­fus ex­ited the cut­ter and moved through a low-grav­ity im­mi­gra­tion fa­cil­ity, draw­ing glances from cit­i­zens, tourists and of­fi­cials mov­ing through the same space, while do­ing his best to project calm au­thor­ity and re­as­sur­ance.

“It’s all right. I’m here on rou­tine busi­ness, noth­ing to be alarmed by. You are not un­der ob­ser­vance.”

He moved out of the im­mi­gra­tion com­plex into the main core of Fe­in­stein-Wu. It stretched away, five kilo­me­tres of rolled-up land­scape, a kalei­do­scopic vista of greens, blues and paler ac­cents, tran­sected by the win­dow strips and their com­plex, glit­ter­ing frets of di­rec­tional mir­rors. It was day­time, by the in­ter­nal clock.

Tran­sits shut­tled up and down ra­dial tracks, con­nect­ing the dock­ing axis to the cylin­dri­cal land­scape. Still con­scious that he was draw­ing at­ten­tion, Drey­fus wan­dered around the cir­cu­lar plaza, mov­ing in long, bounc­ing strides, study­ing the il­lu­mi­nated signs which in­di­cated the routes of the in­di­vid­ual tran­sit lines. The pres­ence of phys­i­cal sig­nage was a strong hint that the cit­i­zens of Fe­in­stein-Wu par­tic­i­pated in ab­strac­tion at a rel­a­tively low level, and this was con­firmed when he slipped on his gog­gles. Pro­vided all was func­tion­ing well, they sim­u­lated the view that any or­di­nary cit­i­zen would have en­joyed, via neu­ral im­plants and lay­ers of aug­mented re­al­ity. The view that—or­di­nar­ily—pre­fects were de­nied.

There was lit­tle to choose be­tween the two. The sig­nage had been ti­died up, some coloured threads over­laid the paving, and a few cit­i­zens wore plumage over their phys­i­cal forms, con­ceal­ing de­grees of naked­ness, or in some cased adding to it, but there was no jar­ring dis­con­nect be­tween the two views.

Drey­fus glanced at the ad­dress he had re­trieved on his bracelet, com­par­ing the res­i­den­tial neigh­bour­hood to the in­ter­me­di­ate stops on one of the tran­sit lines. He was con­fi­dent that he had it now, and even if he made a mis­take, it would not be the end of the world. The cylin­der’s length was criss-crossed by nu­mer­ous roads and tran­sit lines.

“Pre­fect. May I help you?”

It was a con­sta­ble, one of the yel­low-garbed of­fi­cials Drey­fus had been do­ing his best to avoid since his ar­rival. Drey­fus smiled tightly at the young woman who was star­ing im­pas­sively back at him from un­der her yel­low-billed cap of of­fice.

“It’s all right, thank you, con­sta­ble. I’m not here on busi­ness.” He cor­rected him­self. “I mean only that it’s a semi-pri­vate mat­ter, an in­ter­nal mat­ter for Panoply.”

“None­the­less, may I be of as­sis­tance?”

“Just con­firm to me that I’m not about to step onto the wrong tran­sit. I think I have the right one for Caus­ley and Strugnell?”

She nod­ded peremp­to­rily. “Yes, you have the right line. Is it Caus­ley or Strugnell in par­tic­u­lar that you want?”

“Caus­ley. A dwelling in Hold­en­helm—that must be a sub-dis­trict?”

“Yes, and I know it quite well.” She pointed out down the tube, into the haze of de­tail about half­way down its length. “It’s that ter­race of red-roofed houses, over­look­ing the kid­ney-shaped lake. You can’t miss it from the tran­sit stop.”

“Thank you. You’ve been most help­ful.”

“I’ll ride with you, Pre­fect. I’m nearly off-shift and my own dwelling is in that di­rec­tion.”

“There’s re­ally no need.”

“I in­sist. We get few enough vis­its from Panoply—the least I can do is make sure you’re taken care of when you do ar­rive.”

Drey­fus re­lented. He had not been in a hurry to reach the habi­tat, but the truth was, now that he was here, he just wanted to get the whole aw­ful busi­ness over with.

They bounced and drifted to the tran­sit and buck­led into seats in an empty sec­tion. The tran­sit ac­cel­er­ated away from the hub, rid­ing the con­cave curve of the end­cap’s in­ner sur­face.

“You are Drey­fus, aren’t you?”

“I’m just a pre­fect,” he said, with­out con­tra­dict­ing her.

“Your name kept com­ing up dur­ing that af­fair with De­von Gar­lin. You set your­self against him, be­com­ing some­thing of a celebrity in the process.”

“I sup­pose I only have my­self to blame.” He sighed, ac­cept­ing the in­evitable. It was true: his name had been out there as far back as the Au­rora−Clock­maker af­fair, well be­fore the busi­ness with De­von Gar­lin and the break­away cri­sis. But he had hoped that rec­ol­lec­tions would have dulled in the in­ter­ven­ing years. “May I know your name, Con­sta­ble?”

“Con­sta­ble Sistro.”

“You said you were fa­mil­iar with Hold­en­helm. It’s a long shot, but would you know a cit­i­zen called Hafdis Tench?”

She gave him a look of mild re­proach. “There are two hun­dred and twenty thou­sand of us in Fe­in­stein-Wu, Pre­fect.”

“I said it was a long shot.”

“Fun­nily enough, I have crossed paths with Hafdis Tench. She’s in­volved in vol­un­teer com­mu­nity work, some­thing of a model cit­i­zen. Quite well known in Hold­en­helm.” She looked at him with quiet con­cern. “She’s not done some­thing wrong, has she? We try to stay on good terms with Panoply, but it only takes one bad ap­ple.”

“She’s done noth­ing wrong. I was just hop­ing I might get an im­pres­sion of her be­fore we meet. If we meet. I have no idea if she’ll be at home.”

“And if she isn’t?”

Drey­fus looked around as the tran­sit lev­elled off, speed­ing through ver­dant gar­dens at the lead­ing edge of the cylin­der. “I’ll wait. This seems like a pleas­ant place to be stuck for a few hours.”

“I sup­pose you tend to see the worst face of the Glit­ter Band in your work, not the best.”

“There’s some truth in that. But I try to re­mem­ber that there are mil­lions of cit­i­zens go­ing about de­cent, ful­fill­ing lives, ac­cept­ing the sys­tem, con­tent with the choices avail­able to them.”

“And yet you al­ways see the prob­lem cases.”

“We do.”

“Doesn’t that grind you down, af­ter a while?”

Drey­fus thought of the re­flec­tion he had seen in the doors to the tac­ti­cal room, like a pre­mo­ni­tion of some weary, over-bur­dened ver­sion of him­self. He had got used to catch­ing sight of that older man, but lately the gap be­tween the present and the fu­ture had been nar­row­ing. Time to con­sider an exit from Panoply? The pos­si­bil­ity had been dis­tant for years, eas­ily dis­missed from his thoughts. Lately it had moved much nearer to the fore­ground of his con­cerns, re­quir­ing ac­knowl­edge­ment. The con­sta­ble was right: it would grind any­one down, un­less they were al­ready emo­tion­ally cau­terised. Leav­ing came freighted with com­pli­ca­tions, though. Valery was his first con­sid­er­a­tion. She de­pended on the care of the Ice Men­di­cants for her re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion. Within Panoply, Drey­fus could keep an eye on the wel­fare of the Men­di­cants and their hos­pice, or­bit­ing high above the Glit­ter Band. Each month, when his stipend ar­rived, he sent as much of it as he could spare to the Men­di­cants, anony­mously and un­trace­ably. It was a tiny con­tri­bu­tion to their run­ning costs, but it helped his con­science dur­ing the in­ter­vals when he was able to visit Valery less fre­quently. What re­mained of his stipend, he put into a pri­vate fund for the day when Valery and he could live to­gether again, be­yond the care of the Men­di­cants. It was a piti­ful amount even now, but then no one went into Panoply to make them­selves wealthy.

His other con­sid­er­a­tion was Au­rora, and the equally vex­ing ques­tion of her ad­ver­sary. He had played his part in the des­tiny of each. Be­cause of his deeds, pub­lic and pri­vate, he owed a debt of re­spon­si­bil­ity to both his col­leagues and the wider Glit­ter Band. Some­thing would have to break be­fore he walked away from that.

“You can’t grind some­thing down to noth­ing,” he an­swered, just be­fore the si­lence be­tween them be­came un­com­fort­able. “There’s al­ways some­thing left, some residue. You cling to that.”

“You be­come the grit, you mean. Well, I sup­pose there are worse things.”

“Much worse.” He tensed as the tran­sit arced over a lake, slow­ing down for the first of its stops. It was not in his usual habit to speak so can­didly to a vir­tual stranger, but some part of him needed to re­hearse the dif­fi­cult en­counter ahead. “Do you know much about Hafdis Tench?” he ven­tured. “Her mother was also a pre­fect. A very good one.”

The con­sta­ble was silent for a mo­ment. “You say ‘was.’ ”

“I’m afraid I don’t have the best news for her.”

“What kind of news?”

Drey­fus was al­ready re­gret­ting the over­ture: the lat­est in a se­ries of mis­judge­ments. “I’ve said too much, for­give me.”

Their con­ver­sa­tion dried up for the next two stops. As they were ap­proach­ing the third, the con­sta­ble un­buck­led from her seat and bid him to rise. “Caus­ley is next.”

“Thank you. You’ve been very help­ful.”

“I’ll walk you to the house.”

“I as­sure you, it’s re­ally not nec­es­sary.”

But she would not be dis­cour­aged, and with a ris­ing gloom Drey­fus ac­cepted that he had gained a guide whether he wanted one or not. They were in full grav­ity now, and he had to catch his breath once they had gone up a cou­ple of lev­els from the stop. It was a pleas­ant, leafy neigh­bour­hood: the close-packed mass of red-roofed dwellings he had seen from two and a half kilo­me­tres away turned out to be not nearly as hemmed-in as they had looked, with am­ple gar­dens and pub­lic spa­ces be­tween each prop­erty.

A breeze lifted off the lake, where pas­tel-coloured sail­ing boats cir­cled like shark fins.

They reached a dwelling: smaller than most, but per­fectly com­fort­able in its own right. It was far roomier and airier than his own quar­ters in Panoply. Drey­fus won­dered if it was the kind of place that might be within reach of his fund, if he kept top­ping it up for an­other decade or so.

“I’ll see if she’s in,” he said, knock­ing on the door.

“I can tell you that she isn’t,” the con­sta­ble said. She pressed past him, touch­ing a hand to a slate-coloured panel on the door. The door clicked open and the con­sta­ble went straight on in­side, leav­ing Drey­fus stand­ing at the thresh­old.

“You’re Hafdis,” he said be­lat­edly, half smil­ing through his own con­fu­sion and em­bar­rass­ment.

“For an in­ves­ti­ga­tor, I have to say that you’re a lit­tle slow on the up­take.”

“Pos­si­bly be­cause of the com­pletely dif­fer­ent name you gave me.”

“I didn’t lie. I took the name Sistro in recog­ni­tion of an older con­sta­ble who took me un­der his wing.”

“Rather than take the name of Miles Selby?”

“That man con­trib­uted some genes to me and noth­ing else. As soon as he felt the first brush of re­spon­si­bil­ity, he was on a lighthug­ger head­ing out-sys­tem. I’ve no rea­son to give him a sec­ond thought, and cer­tainly no rea­son to com­mem­o­rate him.” She turned back to in­vite him into the hall­way. “I had no prob­lem with my mother. We got on well enough with­out be­ing in each other’s pock­ets.”

“But you didn’t use her name ei­ther.”

“I didn’t want to walk around with an ob­vi­ous link to Panoply. Do you have a son or daugh­ter out in the world? I bet they wouldn’t want to be called Drey­fus, given the bag­gage it car­ries.”

“Your mother kept a low pro­file within our or­gan­i­sa­tion,” Drey­fus replied, ig­nor­ing her ques­tion. “The name Tench wouldn’t have meant much to the av­er­age cit­i­zen of the Glit­ter Band.”

“Call it a pre­cau­tion, then. I didn’t want the risk of a con­nec­tion be­ing drawn. No­body fears your or­gan­i­sa­tion here, but that’s not the same as ev­ery­one be­ing com­fort­able with it.”

“I un­der­stand,” Drey­fus said.

They went into a lounge, small but cheer­fully fur­nished, with one wall given over to a coloured mu­ral show­ing jun­gle crea­tures against a dark, vel­vety back­ground. Hafdis went to an al­cove in the wall and poured out two glasses of some rose-coloured drink, set­ting them down on a small ta­ble be­tween two chairs. “Please.” She beck­oned for Drey­fus to sit.

“I don’t be­lieve in co­in­ci­dences.”

“Nor did my mother.”

“You knew I was here. You met me de­lib­er­ately.”

“We mon­i­tor all traf­fic ap­proach­ing Fe­in­stein-Wu, and of course we have sys­tems to alert us when a Panoply in­spec­tion is im­mi­nent. We want to put on the best re­cep­tion.”

“But you didn’t know it would be me.”

“Not un­til you emerged. Then you were recog­nised, an alert came through to me, and I had about ten min­utes to get to the hub while you were blun­der­ing around look­ing for the right tran­sit.”

“I’m sorry that you found out about your mother like that. It wasn’t how I meant it to hap­pen.”

“I was fore­warned,” Hafdis said, sit­ting op­po­site him. She re­moved her yel­low cap and scrunched her fin­gers through an ex­plo­sion of black curls glis­ten­ing lightly with per­spi­ra­tion. “I al­ways wor­ried that there would be bad news one day, and I had a feel­ing you’d be the one to de­liver it. It was a lit­tle un­kind of me to string you along like that, but I didn’t think you’d speak freely if you knew who I was.”

“I’d have told the truth. Your mother was as good as I said.” He watched her guard­edly, mea­sur­ing her re­ac­tions. “I am very sorry, Hafdis. Please take as long as you need to process this news.”

“You’re sur­prised that I haven’t bro­ken down into a ball of tears?”

“Ev­ery­one han­dles bad news dif­fer­ently. There’s no right or wrong way.” He sipped at the drink, tast­ing straw­ber­ries. “And as you say, you had rea­son to as­sume my ar­rival might be con­nected with your mother.”

“Are you ready to tell me hap­pened?”

Drey­fus put down his glass. “In­g­var died in the ex­e­cu­tion of her du­ties. But there’s a ques­tion mark over the cir­cum­stances. We’re try­ing to get to the bot­tom of that right now. One of my best op­er­a­tives—Sparver Ban­cal—is tak­ing per­sonal re­spon­si­bil­ity for the in­ves­ti­ga­tion. And, of course, I’ll be fully in­volved.”

Hafdis frowned be­neath her curls, her in­ter­est sharp and un­wa­ver­ing.

“Why a ques­tion mark?”

“Had you been in con­tact with your mother lately?”

“Not for a few months. I know that must sound cold, but that’s how it was. I’ve learned to be in­de­pen­dent of her, al­most from the time she joined your or­gan­i­sa­tion. It doesn’t mean we’d fallen out or any­thing; it’s just that we had dif­fer­ent, equally busy lives.”

Drey­fus nod­ded, cast­ing no stones. “I know how the time can fly.”

“When we were in con­tact, all was well. Mother wanted to know how I was do­ing, and I was in­ter­ested in her wel­fare. Of course, it tended to be a one-sided con­ver­sa­tion. There wasn’t much she could ever tell me about her work in Panoply. But I was happy if her work was go­ing well and she was sat­is­fied, and she was happy that I was do­ing well here.”

“Did your mother tell you about her trans­fer to field du­ties?”

“Yes. About four years ago, wasn’t it?” Hafdis looked at him with dawn­ing con­cern. “Was she al­lowed to tell me?”

“By all means. Did your mother share the rea­sons for the change?”

“She didn’t go into de­tails, and I didn’t press her. I gath­ered there’d been some in­ter­nal mat­ter that had put her on the wrong side of some peo­ple. She liked her work too much to give it up, so she de­cided to be­come a field pre­fect, an FP-I.”

Drey­fus noted her un­com­mon knowl­edge of Panoply’s or­gan­i­sa­tional hi­er­ar­chy. “Yes, that’s it. Your mother’s ex­pe­ri­ence meant she could come in at that level, which meant she had a high de­gree of op­er­a­tional free­dom. She could pick and choose her in­ves­tiga­tive pri­or­i­ties and task sub­or­di­nate pre­fects to as­sist her.” Drey­fus shifted in the chair, which was a lit­tle too low and nar­row for his bulk. “But she didn’t men­tion any re­cent dif­fi­cul­ties? Any­thing that might have in­di­cated she was un­der pres­sure?”

“No, not at all. But—as I said—she didn’t talk about Panoply in any de­tail.”

“Thank you, Hafdis.”

“What hap­pened, Drey­fus? I mean, ex­actly what? Be­cause you wouldn’t be ask­ing these ques­tions if there’d been an ac­ci­dent.”

“It wasn’t an ac­ci­dent.” Drey­fus con­sid­ered his an­swer care­fully. “Your mother made an un­char­ac­ter­is­tic er­ror. She went some­where she shouldn’t have done, some­where very dan­ger­ous for a lone pre­fect.”

“Why?”

“That’s what we need to un­der­stand. If it was a mis­take, then our sys­tems should have pre­vented it. If it was sui­cide, then it runs counter to ev­ery­thing I know about In­g­var. No mat­ter how trou­bled she was, she would never have done any­thing that caused dif­fi­cul­ties for Panoply.”

“So, what does that leave you with?”

“That some peo­ple may have still wished to hurt her and this is how they did it. But that raises many ques­tions as well. I thought that if you had been in con­tact re­cently, and she’d men­tioned any con­cerns, that might give me a lead.”

“I’m afraid there was noth­ing. Now that you’re here, though, can you tell me what got her into trou­ble in the first place?”

“Not at the mo­ment.” Drey­fus toyed with his empty glass. “Per­haps later. It’s still op­er­a­tionally sen­si­tive. All I can say is that your mother’s con­duct was ex­em­plary.”

“Am I in dan­ger as well?”

“It’s not likely, given how lit­tle your mother shared with you. But I can un­der­stand any con­cerns you might have. Nor­mally I’d ask the lo­cal con­stab­u­lary to ar­range for en­hanced se­cu­rity mea­sures around a per­son such as you, un­til you felt safe. But since you are al­ready a con­sta­ble, you might not feel that you gain very much by that.”

“Could I come to Panoply?”

“In­deed. In fact, I rec­om­mend that you do. Not just be­cause we can guar­an­tee your safety, but be­cause you’ll be close to my col­leagues and me, should you re­mem­ber any­thing.”

“I don’t know if there’ll be any­thing else. But I do have an ul­te­rior mo­tive. I want to come to Panoply be­cause I’d like to fol­low in my mother’s foot­steps.” Be­fore Drey­fus had a chance to reg­is­ter con­cern or sur­prise, she pinched at the sleeve of her uni­form. “This isn’t some whim. I’ve demon­strated my com­mit­ment to pub­lic ser­vice in the Fe­in­stein-Wu con­stab­u­lary. You can re­view my record if you wish.”

“I imag­ine it’s ex­cel­lent.”

“It was only one step along the way. Mother’s ad­vice, ac­tu­ally. Learn the ropes in lo­cal en­force­ment, put in the hard hours, then ap­ply for Panoply.”

“It’s one way into our re­cruit­ment se­lec­tion process,” Drey­fus ad­mit­ted.

“And not an un­com­mon one, from what I can gather. I’ve kept my­self free of im­plants for ex­actly this rea­son: so there’s one less ob­sta­cle to join­ing your or­gan­i­sa­tion.”

He nod­ded, sym­pa­thetic but con­cerned that she was rush­ing into this.

“Why to­day of all days?”

“I would have thought that was ob­vi­ous: I was never cer­tain I wanted to come to Panoply while mother was still on ac­tive duty.” She gave a bit­ter­sweet smile. “That’s moot now. I don’t have to worry about my be­ing there com­pli­cat­ing things for her, or vice versa.”

Drey­fus looked down. “I see.”

“At the very least al­low me this chance.”

“I don’t want to set you up for a dis­ap­point­ment. You seem well suited, but there are a hun­dred things that can get in the way of can­di­dacy. Even if you made it into our in­duc­tion stream, that’s still no guar­an­tee that you’ll grad­u­ate to pre­fect.”

“I’m aware of that, and I don’t mind.”

Drey­fus smiled softly, sens­ing that her de­ci­sion was al­ready made, and ad­mir­ing her for it. “I sup­pose In­g­var gave you a re­al­is­tic idea of the chal­lenges.”

“I just want to serve.” She leaned in force­fully. “Don’t deny me this chance, Drey­fus—not to­day of all days.”

Drey­fus sighed, be­gin­ning to push up from his seat. “All right, Hafdis—you’ve ev­ery right to put your­self for­ward. But your mother’s se­nior­ity won’t con­fer any favours. If any­thing, you’ll have to work harder to prove your­self, just be­cause of your name.”

“It’s hu­man na­ture. When can I be­gin?”

He raised a cau­tion­ing hand. “I’ll need to make a few calls. Our nor­mal in­duc­tion process only opens twice a year. There’s some flex­i­bil­ity for ex­cep­tional cases, but it will need to be agreed by the se­nior pre­fects. In the mean­time, that of­fer of sanc­tu­ary still stands.”

“I won’t need long to tie things up here. If I asked you to send a ship in fifty-two hours, would that be pos­si­ble?”

“We’ll make it hap­pen. I must warn you that I’m work­ing on a num­ber of dif­fi­cult en­quiries at the mo­ment. I’ll sup­port your ap­pli­ca­tion and do all that I can to help with the in­duc­tion process, but there’ll be a limit to how in­volved I can be­come.”

“It’s all right. I wasn’t ex­pect­ing you to men­tor me.”

Drey­fus prick­led. She had surely meant noth­ing by it, but the ques­tion of men­tor­ship, and his com­pe­tence in the se­lec­tion of his deputies, was far too raw in his thoughts.

“Just so long as that’s un­der­stood.”

“I have to ask this. Did she speak of me much?”

Drey­fus searched within him­self. Some­times a white lie made a bet­ter uni­verse. Some­times even the kind­est lie could make things much worse, in the long run.

“Not to me. But then, she wasn’t one for small talk. I only re­ally knew her pro­fes­sional side.”

“Yet you won’t rest, will you? I can see it in your eyes. Not un­til you know why this hap­pened, and who is to blame.”

He glanced aside be­fore she could meet his eyes.

“I won’t.”

She rose as he rose. “Thank you for tak­ing the trou­ble to come in per­son, Drey­fus. You must be busy, so I don’t take it lightly.”

“It was the least I could do.”

“I have one other ques­tion be­fore you go. How ex­actly did my mother die? You said she went some­where she shouldn’t have gone. What hap­pened to her?”

“We can go over that later.”

Her voice firmed. “I’d rather know now.”

Drey­fus steeled him­self. The calm, homely na­ture of the room pressed in on him like a barbed vice. He wanted to be out of there, away from pleas­ant things and kind hos­pi­tal­ity. He wanted to be away from Hafdis Tench, her as­pi­ra­tion to fol­low her mother and the guilt that had stuck to him like a shadow. He was in the pres­ence of the daugh­ter of the woman he had be­trayed, and he felt it would only take one word, one slip, for the truth to reach Hafdis and lay him open and de­fence­less.

“A mob caught her,” he an­swered. “They shot her, then at­tacked her with knives, blunt in­stru­ments and their own hands. She died alone, know­ing she was be­yond any help. I’d love to tell you it was a good death, Hafdis.”

“Did you see her af­ter­wards?”

He met her eyes again, nod­ded once. “I was the one who brought her home.”







CHAP­TER SEVEN

The car had been mov­ing hor­i­zon­tally for sev­eral min­utes, speed­ing be­neath the soil and roots of the for­est above, when the tun­nel split into two forks. Minty touched a con­trol and the car veered into the right­most tun­nel, climb­ing sud­denly. Thalia ex­pected them to burst out into day­light at any mo­ment, but in­stead the tun­nel kept as­cend­ing, wind­ing gen­tly, the car’s speed drop­ping as it toiled up­hill. They were surely above the for­est floor now, higher than their board­ing point, but still there was no sign of the as­cent’s end. Thalia sat de­murely, trust­ing her host that there was a point to this odd ex­cur­sion.

There was, but she only un­der­stood when the car fi­nally whirred to a halt at a dead-end ter­mi­nus. They climbed out into a dry, rock-walled cave, quite un­like the hu­mid vestibule where they had started the jour­ney. Minty led Thalia out of the cave onto a rocky, gran­ite-coloured promi­nence with daunt­ing drops on three sides. They were far above the for­est now, stand­ing on the edge of a boul­der-like mass thrust­ing nearly all the way to the glass ceil­ing that formed the in­ner rim of the habi­tat.

Minty side-skipped to the edge, arms and tail pro­ject­ing for bal­ance. The black-and-white face called en­cour­ag­ingly: “Come nearer the edge.”

Thalia edged closer, think­ing that it was easy for a small, ar­bo­real crea­ture to be so fear­less around heights. The view was worth it, though: a panorama along a great arc of the habi­tat’s cur­va­ture, her line of sight un­ob­structed un­til the ris­ing floor even­tu­ally climbed be­yond the ceil­ing. She could, in fact, see the con­tin­u­a­tion of the floor by look­ing di­rectly through the ceil­ing glass, out across sev­eral kilo­me­tres of space and through the ceil­ing glass again, but it was dif­fi­cult to make out more than a few hazy de­tails, es­pe­cially given the patch­work re­pairs that had been done to the ceil­ing in the wake of the at­tack.

“This is where it started?” she asked, look­ing down a long, scorched clear­ing rac­ing away from the foot of the boul­der.

“Yes. Cranach was above us when he started fir­ing, just a lit­tle way be­yond the win­dow glass. His weapons pen­e­trated the ceil­ing and struck the for­est just be­yond the base of this out­crop­ping. De­com­pres­sion started im­me­di­ately, through the length­en­ing rent in the ceil­ing. That doesn’t mean the air left all in one go. Even as his at­tack neared its end—at the far end of that black­ened rib­bon—there was still enough pres­sure in this sec­tion to sup­port com­bus­tion and firestorms.”

The scar left by the at­tack ran more or less cen­trally down the length of the habi­tat. Noth­ing had sur­vived along that rib­bon, and any shoots of re­growth burst­ing back through the dam­aged for­est floor were too small and dis­tant to be seen. Per­haps there were none, this soon af­ter the con­fla­gra­tion.

From the re­ports, Thalia knew that this en­tire sec­tion had been sealed off from the rest of the habi­tat once the pres­sure be­gan to fall. There was no stop­ping its re­main­ing air from vent­ing into space. It had taken a cou­ple of days to re­pair the dam­age, even tem­po­rar­ily, and only then was it pos­si­ble to pump air back in and see what—if any­thing—had sur­vived the firestorms and sub­se­quent ex­po­sure to vac­uum.

“How much down there is still alive?” Thalia asked, cast­ing her eye across dis­mal swathes of grey­ing, sickly-look­ing for­est.

“Less than you might think. Those trees bor­der­ing the scar look in­tact from up here, but they’re dead to the core, noth­ing to save. Up close, they’re husks, slowly weath­er­ing away. Those flashes of brighter green are where some of the hardier spec­i­mens sur­vived. When the founders seeded Val­sko-Venev they used the best sup­pli­ers, buy­ing in plants with a boosted tol­er­ance for vac­uum and ra­di­a­tion shock. They knew that a rup­ture was a pos­si­bil­ity, though no one imag­ined any­thing on this scale.”

Thalia sur­veyed the gloomy scene. The still-liv­ing trees were dot­ted here and there, but not in any abun­dance.

“What about the rest?”

“We’re try­ing to save what can be saved. It’s dif­fi­cult work, and no one likes be­ing in here. You don’t have to be su­per­sti­tious to be un­com­fort­able sur­rounded by so much death and si­lence. No birds. No singing. Noth­ing to for­age. No berries.”

“It’s a mercy that the at­tack stopped when it did,” Thalia said.

“You’ll for­give us if we find it a bit hard to look on the bright side,” Minty said. Then, step­ping back from the precipice: “Well, Pre­fect Ng. Have you seen enough? It’s a sim­ple enough story. We were at­tacked and this is the out­come.”

“Did my col­leagues ex­am­ine the dam­age down there?”

“They didn’t feel there was any need. They al­ready had our tes­ti­mony con­cern­ing the scope of the dam­age, and no rea­son to ques­tion it.”

Thalia nod­ded, re­mem­ber­ing that Panoply’s own re­port into the in­ci­dent drew the bulk of its con­clu­sions from the ex­te­rior dam­age to the habi­tat. The du­ra­tion and an­gle of Mi­zler Cranach’s at­tack had been eas­ily re­con­structed from the rift in the glass, as well as from sec­ondary ob­ser­va­tions from other habi­tats and sur­veil­lance de­vices.

What more was there to be said?

But she had come to find some­thing new.

“Minty—I mean Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate—I’d like to take a closer look, from the ground up. Is that pos­si­ble?”

“Of course. But you’ll have to choose one end or the other. There’s a sta­tion at the foot of this rock, and an­other close to the other end of the burn strip, but none in be­tween, apart from scorched ground and dy­ing trees.”

“What would stop us walk­ing the length of it?”

“Noth­ing,” Minty said ca­su­ally. “But I didn’t think you’d want to go to the trou­ble. It’s four­teen kilo­me­tres—two or three hours at your pace.”

Thalia ig­nored the barb, how­ever gen­tly it had been in­tended. “I feel a sec­ond wind com­ing on.”

Minty cocked its head, some cu­rios­ity spark­ing be­hind its eyes. “What are you hop­ing to find down there?”

“I’ve no idea,” Thalia said truth­fully. “Only that I won’t find it un­less I look.”

Panoply’s se­nior physi­cian had ar­ranged for his of­fice to be dec­o­rated ac­cord­ing to his sin­gu­lar tastes: all var­nished pan­els, ceil­ing-high book­cases, macabre anatom­i­cal mod­els and a fine as­sort­ment of brass sur­gi­cal and ex­am­in­ing in­stru­ments. The en­sem­ble was al­most cer­tainly con­jured out of quick­mat­ter, but the ef­fect was so de­tailed and lav­ish that Sparver could eas­ily be­lieve he had stepped back five or six hun­dred years. The fact that Mercier dressed like a man equally out of his time did noth­ing to al­lay the im­pres­sion.

“I thought Thalia Ng would be on this one,” he said as Sparver ar­rived, peer­ing over green-tinted half-moon spec­ta­cles. “Or is it just a cour­tesy call?”

“It’s both my case and a cour­tesy call, Mercier. I’d have wanted to pay my re­spects who­ever was run­ning the in­ves­ti­ga­tion. It just so hap­pens that it’s me.”

“There were rea­sons for this?”

“Lady Jane, in her in­fi­nite wis­dom, has put Thalia onto the Mercy Sphere in­ves­ti­ga­tion, feed­ing into the larger re­sponse to Mi­zler Cranach.”

“They thought it cut a lit­tle close to home where you were con­cerned?”

“I just go where they tell me.” Sparver shrugged eas­ily, al­ready fully ad­justed to the re­al­ity of his as­sign­ment. He had de­cided long ago that dwelling on pro­fes­sional slights, per­ceived or ac­tual, was a waste of what lit­tle time he had ahead of him. “I wanted to see In­g­var. To do the de­cent thing, but also just in case we’re miss­ing any­thing.”

“I must warn you that it isn’t pretty.” Mercier fussed with the white cra­vat he favoured. “I didn’t know her ter­ri­bly well, I con­fess. Do you have an opin­ion on the cir­cum­stances be­hind her death?”

“Only that noth­ing fits,” Sparver said. “Have you fin­ished your work?”

“No, I’ve barely started. I’ve made my ini­tial find­ings, but un­der these cir­cum­stances a full au­topsy is man­dated.”

“Then I’m glad I ar­rived now.”

They went through into the ex­am­in­ing room. It was a blaz­ing white cham­ber with slide-out preser­va­tion cab­i­nets lin­ing three of the walls. Mercier had Tench’s body on a sturdy ta­ble in the mid­dle of the room, presently un­der a green sheet, with a pair of trol­leys sta­tioned around the ta­ble hold­ing the tools of his pro­fes­sion. A pair of spindly med­i­cal servi­tors waited in the cor­ners of the room, like skele­tons hung on hooks.

Mercier looked at Sparver, waited for a nod of as­sent and then lifted away the top part of the sheet, re­veal­ing Tench’s head and shoul­ders. Sparver stared dis­pas­sion­ately. He joked about all base­line hu­mans look­ing the same to him—mir­ror­ing the re­mark that was usu­ally di­rected against hy­per­pigs—but the truth was that he was per­fectly ca­pa­ble of recog­nis­ing hun­dreds of in­di­vid­u­als. He knew Tench as well as any­one. They had of­ten glared at each other across the con­fer­ence ta­ble in the tac­ti­cal room.

She had noth­ing against his kind, he be­lieved. She just hap­pened to con­sider that he had been pro­moted too hastily, his er­rors over­looked.

He shrugged again, just for him­self this time. Maybe there was some truth in that. But then if you took too long to pro­mote hy­per­pigs, they tended to die wait­ing.

He recog­nised Tench, but only be­cause he had been ex­pect­ing to see her. If he had come to her cold, he was not sure he would have been able to see past the lac­er­a­tions, the swellings and con­tu­sions, and what looked like ar­eas of burned or at least hor­ri­bly abraded skin. Her skull had been badly smashed.

“I’m not even go­ing to ask if there’s any­thing we can save her by trawl,” Sparver stated.

“You’d be right not to. It’s a hope­less case. Even if Drey­fus had got to her at once and ar­ranged for im­me­di­ate neu­ro­p­reser­va­tion mea­sures . . .”

“It would still be touch and go,” he said, fin­ish­ing Mercier’s re­mark for him. “None of this is on Drey­fus. The old man did well to avoid an all-out blood­bath. That we got back any­thing re­sem­bling a body is a bonus.”

“She was trawled, just to be cer­tain. There were no re­cov­er­able struc­tures. Demikhov ran an in­de­pen­dent test and came to the same con­clu­sion.”

Demikhov was the med­i­cal sec­tion’s lead­ing ex­pert in ad­vanced neu­ro­p­reser­va­tion mea­sures. If he de­clared Tench was be­yond sal­va­tion, then Sparver needed no fur­ther con­fir­ma­tion.

“Too bad some­one de­cided pre­fects shouldn’t have im­plants, or we’d have an­other thread to pull on.”

“And too bad the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles said she couldn’t go in there with the proper means to de­fend her­self, or we wouldn’t be look­ing at a corpse. Those lit­tle toy snakes of yours don’t count, I’m afraid.”

“I must in­vite you along to whiphound in­duc­tion train­ing some­day,” Sparver said. “Then you’d have a dif­fer­ent opin­ion of what these toys can do. Speak­ing of which—I’d like to see what the whiphound recorded. If we can’t ac­cess her mem­o­ries, the whiphound’s con­tin­u­ous data-log­ging is the next best thing.”

“You’ll need to talk to some­one else. I don’t have the whiphound.”

“All right, who has her equip­ment? Did she come to you clothed or naked?”

“Clothed. And I have her equip­ment. But not the whiphound. Do you want to pay your re­spects? I’ll see you back in my of­fice, to­gether with the ev­i­dence docket for her pos­ses­sions.”

“Thank you, Mercier. Just give me a mo­ment.”

Sparver waited un­til he was alone. He moved around to the other side of the ta­ble, his hands be­hind his back, his head bowed. He felt small in the room, a child com­pared to the ta­ble and the woman on it.

He spoke, his voice echo­ing off the white walls and the freezer com­part­ments.

“We didn’t al­ways see eye to eye, Tench. But I don’t think you did this to your­self. If it was a mis­take, I’ll make damned sure they don’t pin it on you. An er­ror shouldn’t even have been pos­si­ble. If it turns out it was, then it’s not your fault our sys­tems weren’t wa­ter­tight. If it wasn’t a mis­take, then it was a crime—and I don’t be­lieve for one sec­ond it was your crime. I’ll get them, Tench. That’s my pledge. Maybe you were right and they put this rank on me too soon. But I’ll earn it for you. You were one of us, and I won’t let this slide.”

He took the lib­erty of rais­ing the sheet back over her face.

“Sleep well, Tench. You did good.”

Mercier was wait­ing for him back in his of­fice, seated in an an­tique chair with a desk drawer cra­dled be­tween his hands.

“This is what came to me, Sparver. I kept ev­ery­thing to­gether in one place, all al­ready tagged with an ev­i­den­tial docket. The de­tails are on that com­pad by my desk.”

Sparver picked up the com­pad, glanc­ing at the docket.

“You said she came dressed.”

“She did. But once I’d con­ducted a pre­lim­i­nary ex­am­i­na­tion her Panoply gar­ments were re­moved and sent away for de­tailed foren­sic anal­y­sis. The rest, they left with me.” He rat­tled the drawer slightly. “Gog­gles, bracelet, throat comms, belt, util­ity tools, whiphound holder. But no whiphound.”

“Makes no sense. That whiphound wouldn’t have left her side if she was in trou­ble.”

“Well, I don’t have it. No ex­pla­na­tion was of­fered—but then I didn’t go look­ing for one.” He favoured Sparver with an in­tent, bird­like stare. “Do you think it’s odd?”

Sparver said noth­ing.

Sis­ter Cather­ine was wait­ing for Drey­fus when he ar­rived at Hos­pice Idlewild, hav­ing trav­elled there di­rectly af­ter leav­ing Hafdis Tench. He fol­lowed her along one of the am­bling paths, wan­der­ing through the green and hilly core of the world, watch­ing his foot­ing when the path steep­ened or veered close to a drop, of which there was no short­age.

“One day, Drey­fus, you will as­ton­ish us all by an­nounc­ing a visit in ad­vance, and then keep­ing that ap­point­ment. But not to­day.” The se­vere-faced Men­di­cant eyed him crit­i­cally. “What prompted it this time, be­sides a sud­den spasm of guilt?”

“Need it be more than that?” Drey­fus asked, flash­ing back to his con­ver­sa­tion with Hafdis.

“The more progress we make with your wife, the more hes­i­tant you seem to be about see­ing her.” Sis­ter Cather­ine jabbed her walk­ing stick ahead of her, plant­ing it in the muddy trail with so much de­lib­er­a­tion and force­ful­ness that Drey­fus imag­in­ing her skew­er­ing him. “It pains her. Her sense of lan­guage may have been shat­tered, but she is per­fectly con­scious of the pas­sage of time. Care­ful. The ground is very slip­pery here.”

There were no large con­cen­tra­tions of build­ings in the habi­tat, only ham­let-sized gath­er­ings linked by pleas­antly wind­ing paths and mod­est, roughly sur­faced roads. The struc­tures were rarely large, usu­ally white-painted, and nes­tled deep into nooks and cran­nies in the ram­bling, green land­scape, where copses and woods lined me­an­der­ing river­banks that wove their way up steep­en­ing in­clines un­til they threaded over­head, sil­very tracts span­ning the heav­ens. Lit­tle bridges and pago­das were dot­ted here and there, placed as much for har­mony as func­tion. Promi­nences of rock jagged down from above and rain­bows shim­mered out of mist-wreathed wa­ter­falls that were as apt to fall up­wards as down­wards.

“The closer she comes to be­ing whole again,” Drey­fus said, need­ing to catch his breath as he strug­gled to keep up with the in­domitable Men­di­cant, “the more I fear it will all come apart again. It’s not that I don’t want to see her ev­ery day. It’s that I feel as if I’m watch­ing such a del­i­cate process that my own in­volve­ment might cause it to go wrong.”

“Pif­fle.” She strode on, reck­lessly obliv­i­ous to the con­di­tion of the ground. “You may tell your­self that, Drey­fus, but even one as blink­ered to your own faults as you would surely know that lie serves no one but your­self.”

He had no en­ergy for an ar­gu­ment. “All right, it’s a lie. What would you like me to say, Sis­ter? I’m here, aren’t I?”

“What you fear,” she said, halt­ing sud­denly and jerk­ing the stick at him in a stooped, ac­cusatory pos­ture, “is the ac­com­mo­da­tion you might need to make to meet Valery half­way. The idea that change and growth has to come from within you, not just your wife.”

Drey­fus tested her with a faint smile. It was com­fort­ing, this rit­ual dance of theirs. Sis­ter Cather­ine al­ways needed to nee­dle and be­lit­tle him be­fore al­low­ing a lit­tle glim­mer of warmth to break through.

“Per­haps I need time, too.”

“As if you had enough of it to squan­der. These last few years have taken their toll, Drey­fus. We can all see it in you. There must come a point when you’re too old and tired to do your job?”

He planted his foot badly and felt a twinge in his knee.

“Sev­eral times a day. I pre­fer to look on it as the price of ex­pe­ri­ence.”

She sniffed doubt­fully. “Well, as you say: you’re here now, so we must make the best of you. The neu­rolin­guis­tic im­plants have meshed well.” She looked back, still strid­ing with im­prob­a­ble youth­ful en­ergy. “I know you had your doubts, Tom, but I think you will be sat­is­fied that it was the right choice.”

There it was: the sub­tle mod­u­la­tion from Drey­fus to Tom, the frost break­ing slightly.

“Im­plants hurt her in the first place. You can un­der­stand my reser­va­tions.”

“There isn’t a tool that can’t hurt as well as mend. It’s only mend­ing that con­cerns us in Idlewild.”

“She couldn’t be in kinder hands. I know that, and I’m grate­ful.”

“Do you wish to see her?”

“Of course. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“I won­dered if that also had some­thing to do with Mercy Sphere, be­cause of our con­nec­tion to that fa­cil­ity.”

“We can talk about that later,” he said, ac­knowl­edg­ing that the rea­son for his visit was two-pronged. “I’d like to see Valery first.”

“She should be with Se­bastien, if she isn’t help­ing out in the gar­dens.” She beck­oned him on, then frowned slightly as some­thing snagged her at­ten­tion. “There’s some­thing wrong with you, isn’t there, be­sides the nor­mal wear and tear? I can see it in your walk. Have you re­cently hurt your arm?”

“Oc­cu­pa­tional in­jury,” Drey­fus said, mar­vel­ling at her per­spi­cac­ity. “It’s noth­ing.”

“I ad­vise that you take bet­ter care of your­self, Tom. If you don’t, who will be there for Valery?”

“You will be.”

“We shall,” she agreed. “Un­til some­one de­cides they don’t like the idea of us and burns us alive in our beds.”







CHAP­TER EIGHT

Thalia’s feet crunched on a bed of black­ened, life­less veg­e­ta­tion. The grey-green trees formed a spec­tral hon­our guard ei­ther side of the twenty-me­tre-wide tract. From this low van­tage, Thalia couldn’t see any of the liv­ing spec­i­mens at all; they were too far away and too few in num­ber.

It was des­o­late, and the air reeked of de­cay and ashes.

Thalia slowed, the full enor­mity of what had hap­pened here hit­ting her. Her knees buck­led. With­out in­tend­ing to she sank to the ground, paral­ysed by hor­ror. She thought of the ar­bo­real mu­sic she had heard ear­lier, the singing of the fam­ily group, and imag­ined those whoops and swoons trans­mut­ing to screams of panic and pain.

Ninety sec­onds. The full du­ra­tion of Mi­zler’s at­tack. Am­ple time for the crea­tures here to un­der­stand what was be­falling them, and in the same in­stant of grim com­pre­hen­sion know their hopes for sur­vival were re­mote. And to know there was a hard death com­ing their way. Death un­der the col­umn of an­ni­hi­la­tion scyth­ing down from the ceil­ing, death in the firestorms it un­leashed, death as the gale of es­cap­ing air up­rooted smaller trees and tore hap­less dwellers out of the larger ones, fling­ing them care­lessly into the hot howl­ing air, to­ward that hor­rid, length­en­ing maw in the sky and the glit­ter­ing black­ness be­yond.

It had gone on longer than ninety sec­onds, though. That was just the in­ter­val when his weapons were ac­tive, be­fore his ship was de­stroyed. The con­se­quences of his at­tack had played out over many more min­utes as the vast bulk­heads sealed off this part of the habi­tat and al­lowed its air to bleed out into vac­uum. And through­out those har­row­ing min­utes there were still crea­tures cling­ing onto life. All but a few—those close enough to the bulk­heads to scam­per through emer­gency doors—had per­ished.

Thalia stood up. She had not retched in Mercy Sphere, al­though she had come close. She would not retch here, though part of her craved that re­lease—as if there would be less of the world’s evil in­side her and more of it on the out­side, where it be­longed.

Minty sup­ported her as best the lit­tle lemur-like be­ing was able to. “It’s all right. You wouldn’t be hu­man, and we wouldn’t be . . . hu­manoid, if we didn’t em­pathise.”

“They never saw this? My col­leagues?”

“Not from down here.”

Thalia wiped at her mouth. “They should have. It makes a dif­fer­ence.”

“They thought they had all the ev­i­dence they needed.”

Thalia in­di­cated that she was all right to walk now. Minty went ahead, but not with the bound­ing en­thu­si­asm of be­fore. It was as if even her host, fa­mil­iar with this place, felt an obli­ga­tion to tread re­spect­fully.

“Some­thing I don’t re­mem­ber in the re­port,” Thalia said. “Why wasn’t the cut­ter shot out of the sky the in­stant it started the at­tack? It would still have been very bad, I know, but at least the de­struc­tion would have been con­fined to a much smaller area.”

“The fires might have been con­tained, but the air would still have leaked out,” Minty re­sponded. “But you are right: if it was just one hole in the ceil­ing, there prob­a­bly would have been time to get a lot of the peo­ple to safety be­fore the sec­tor had to be sealed. It took the time it did for a rea­son, though.”

“Please, go on.”

“We couldn’t just shoot down the ship, not with­out go­ing through a whole se­ries of votes. If the threat had been some­thing as clear-cut as a piece of de­bris hurtling to­ward us, or even an out-of-con­trol cargo car­rier, there’d have been no ques­tion of an im­me­di­ate re­sponse. This was a ship from Panoply, though.”

Thalia nod­ded solemnly. “You were con­cerned about the con­se­quences.”

“It went to an im­me­di­ate bind­ing vote. It still took two rounds to sat­isfy a nar­row ma­jor­ity that we had no op­tion but to de­stroy your ship. Can you imag­ine what that was like? One minute we’re en­joy­ing an­other lazy day in the trees, the next we’re de­bat­ing whether to risk bring­ing down the sever­est pos­si­ble pun­ish­ment on our lit­tle world.”

“It was an aw­ful po­si­tion to be in.”

“Some of us be­lieved that your op­er­a­tive had to be act­ing in our best in­ter­ests, even if it looked the ex­act op­po­site of that. That’s how in­grained our trust of Panoply is—or rather was, un­til that day.”

“I don’t blame you or any­one here for los­ing faith in our or­gan­i­sa­tion,” Thalia said. “I want to be part of the process of re­build­ing that faith.”

“I’ll in­dulge you,” Minty replied. “Many of us wouldn’t.”

They walked un­til the boul­der the tran­sit car had emerged from be­gan to be lost out of sight be­yond the curve of the habi­tat. Once it was gone, Thalia had no real ref­er­ence to judge how far they had come, or how much fur­ther they had to go. She just kept walk­ing, the black car­pet be­neath her feet sel­dom vary­ing, the deathly bor­der of trees an un­chang­ing pa­rade of grey­ing de­cay.

Per­haps it was a waste of time, ex­am­in­ing the crime from this per­spec­tive. Per­haps it would teach her noth­ing that was not al­ready in the ear­lier doc­u­ments. At the very least, though, she had gained a vis­ceral sense of the de­struc­tion, which was im­pos­si­ble from a more dis­tant, de­tached van­tage. The smell alone was enough for that.

“For the record,” Minty said af­ter a long si­lence, “we have never con­doned the vi­o­lence that fol­lowed this in­ci­dent. We’ve noth­ing against hy­per­pigs, then or now. They’re wel­come to visit. Even wel­come to join us, if they sub­mit to the manda­tory adap­ta­tions.”

“Your pro­nounce­ments made it clear that you con­sid­ered this the act of a lone in­di­vid­ual, not some­one speak­ing for all the hy­per­pigs. It was a thought­ful over­ture.”

“But too late to stop the vi­o­lence that was al­ready break­ing out. Some hu­mans de­cided to re­tal­i­ate against the pigs on our be­half, as if we needed a help­ing hand to set­tle our griev­ance.”

“And then some mil­i­tant pigs took that as an in­cen­tive to strike back with even more vi­o­lence than was used here.” Thalia shook her head re­signedly. “Bad ap­ples in ev­ery bar­rel, Minty, pig and hu­man alike. Lemur too, I imag­ine. You did your best to de-es­ca­late things, though. It’s just a pity it wasn’t enough.” She slowed, trudg­ing on heavy legs, hop­ing that the end would soon be in sight. “Do you think an­other state­ment might help? I’m not say­ing the hot­heads will pay much heed, but the saner voices might ap­pre­ci­ate a re­it­er­a­tion of your ear­lier po­si­tion. It might lower the tem­per­a­ture a lit­tle.”

“What needed to be said was said, Pre­fect. I’m afraid noth­ing more would be gained by re­peat­ing the same sen­ti­ments.” Minty de­lib­er­ated. “And our tol­er­ance only goes so far, you know. It was a pre­med­i­tated at­tack against us, purely be­cause of the de­ci­sions of dis­tant an­ces­tors whose found­ing sins we pre­sum­ably still carry. There are many among us who no longer ven­er­ate those founders, and who would quite hap­pily see those stat­ues top­pled. But that’s not the same as say­ing we have to an­swer for their crimes with our own blood. Pick at this wound, you might find some of us less in­clined to take a con­cil­ia­tory stance.”

“I just thought I’d men­tion it.”

“Don’t feel too bad about it, Pre­fect Ng. I like you and I can tell you’ve come here with good in­ten­tions. You just need a dose of re­al­ism about the lim­its of for­give­ness.” Minty bounded on with re­newed pur­pose and clapped its paws. “At last, the end is in sight! Only a few kilo­me­tres to go now, and then I can find you some of those berries I promised.”

Thalia saw what her host meant. The black­ened strip stretched away from her, curv­ing up­ward, be­fore fiz­zling out in­de­ter­mi­nately. Be­yond was a thicker stand of veg­e­ta­tion, still deathly, and then the soar­ing wall of the bulk­head mech­a­nism, still closed off even though pres­sure had been re­stored to this sec­tor.

Thalia stopped. She looked up at the line in the ceil­ing glass where the re­pairs had been made, then back down at the burn zone. The new ma­te­rial above formed a much wider strip than the black­ened ground, but that was un­der­stand­able given the at­tack’s ef­fect on the frag­ile ma­te­rial of the ceil­ing. The re­paired strip was per­fectly straight, all the way up to the end of the dam­age.

Just be­fore it be­came hard to trace, though, the scorched ground seemed to kink to the right.

“Pre­fect?”

Thalia chose her words care­fully, not wish­ing to say some­thing fool­ish. “Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate. Am I cor­rect in not­ing a de­vi­a­tion, near the end of the burn?”

“Yes. I wouldn’t make too much of it, though. Think of how far we’ve walked, com­pared to that last lit­tle kink at the end. It rep­re­sents the last few sec­onds of his at­tack, if that.”

“All right.” Thalia stayed still, lev­el­ling a hand over her eyes to shade the glare from the clean new ceil­ing pan­els. “What does it mean, though? Why would it kink off like that?”

“Sim­ple,” Minty said. “That’s when we fi­nally voted to al­low our guns to fire. Un­til then, Mi­zler Cranach was at­tack­ing us with im­punity. In the last few in­stants, though, the habi­tat’s de­fences be­gan to strike back. The de­struc­tion of his ship was rapid, but not in­stan­ta­neous.”

Thalia half-nod­ded. “So you’re say­ing your guns be­gan to mess up his aim, just be­fore the cut­ter ex­ploded?”

“In a nut­shell.”

Thalia vi­su­alised Cranach’s lit­tle ship be­ing at the fo­cus of the anti-col­li­sion weapons dot­ted around the torus. With the con­cen­tra­tion of fire com­ing from those em­place­ments, it was no won­der that the cut­ter had jig­gled around in its fi­nal mo­ments, los­ing con­trol of its own ar­ma­ments.

“I’ve re­viewed the vis­ual records of the at­tack,” Thalia said. “But I don’t think I ever no­ticed that.”

“A sub­tle de­tail, unim­por­tant in the larger scene.”

“Per­haps.” Thalia was won­der­ing what else she might have missed, if that de­tail had es­caped her at­ten­tion. Maybe noth­ing of con­se­quence. Maybe much more than noth­ing.

Minty gave her a side­long look.

“What are you think­ing?”

“That I’ve not been nearly thor­ough enough. Thank you. This has been . . . help­ful. You’ve been most gen­er­ous with your time.”

Minty ges­tured on­ward. “Come. It’s not far to the bulk­head, and there are some very sweet berries on the other side. Pro­vided those greedy Smudge-Tails haven’t al­ready stuffed their cheek pouches.”

“Hello, Tom.” Valery smiled at him, only the slight­est strain be­tray­ing the ef­fort of speak­ing. “It is . . . I am . . . happy. To see­ing you. To be see­ing you.”

He took her hand, squeez­ing gen­tly. “You are a won­der. They told me there had been good progress, but I didn’t dare raise my hopes.”

Valery frowned slightly, then glanced at Brother Se­bastien for guid­ance.

“Keep your con­struc­tions sim­ple for now,” the Men­di­cant whis­pered. “It doesn’t mean that you’re treat­ing her like a child, only that you’re mak­ing al­lowances for these new path­ways.”

Valery had given con­sent for the neu­rolin­guis­tic im­plants, in the terms avail­able to her. Drey­fus, con­cerned that she might not fully un­der­stand what was be­ing pro­posed, had ad­vo­cated a more cau­tious line, con­tin­u­ing with the ex­ist­ing ther­a­pies. It had taken months to fi­nally con­vince him, and then he had agreed only in the most grudg­ing way. He could not block con­sent, but he was still un­con­vinced that it was any­thing but a reck­less gam­ble, play­ing with the very fire that had scorched her in the first place.

It had worked. It was any­thing but an overnight cure, but the im­plants—spread­ing and con­sol­i­dat­ing through ar­eas of dam­aged tis­sue, form­ing new func­tional con­nec­tions—had flung the gates wide open. Valery’s ver­bal pow­ers im­proved month by month, with the de­vel­op­men­tal ra­pid­ity of a child ac­quir­ing lan­guage for the first time. Ef­fort­lessly, vo­ra­ciously.

Drey­fus found it glo­ri­ous and fright­en­ing. His fears built a wall, a de­fence in case Valery tum­bled all the way back to the start. He knew it was hap­pen­ing and still he could not stop him­self. He had al­ways had the ex­cuse of his work when he needed a rea­son to de­lay a visit, but now he fell back on it with in­creas­ing reg­u­lar­ity. Let the con­tri­bu­tions from his stipend stand in place of his vis­its. His ab­sences had not gone un­no­ticed. The un­spar­ing Sis­ter Cather­ine had been right to scold him for it.

And he vowed now that he would be a bet­ter hus­band. There had been no set­backs since the im­plants went in, only progress. It was time to let his con­cerns go, time to be grate­ful, time to ad­mit that his anx­i­eties had been ground­less, noth­ing more than the re­flex pes­simism of a po­lice­man who had seen too many good things go wrong.

He smiled awk­wardly, still hold­ing her hand. “You are get­ting bet­ter.”

“Yes,” Valery af­firmed, her smile deep­en­ing. “Yes. Get­ting bet­ter. Each day. Learn­ing words, join­ing words.” She straight­ened her­self, as if step­ping up to a podium. “I am . . . Valery Drey­fus. My mind was . . . dam­aged. But I am get­ting bet­ter now.”

“You are Valery Drey­fus!” He beamed back at her.

“You are . . . Tom Drey­fus. Tom Drey­fus . . . of Panoply. We are hus­band . . . and wife.”

“I love you very much,” Drey­fus said.

She echoed him back. “I love you . . . much. Very much.” She cast her eyes around, look­ing for some­thing to re­mark on. “The wall is . . . white. Be­hind is green. There is . . . river. A river. We walk by river.”

“Do you?”

“It’s a ques­tion,” Se­bastien in­ter­jected. “She would like you to know if you’d like to walk with her, along the river.”

Drey­fus laughed out his joy. “Of course!” Then, to Valery: “We’ll walk!”

“To the bridge,” she said. “The bridge is red. Not far. Then back.”

“That’s all right, isn’t it?” Drey­fus asked the Men­di­cant.

“It’s more than all right. And you can’t go wrong on that path. Fol­low it over the red bridge, then back along through those trees be­hind the clinic. You’ll cross back over a cul­vert, then come out by the herb gar­den.”

Drey­fus felt anx­ious, like a child handed some un­wieldy re­spon­si­bil­ity. “You’ll wait for us here?”

“Yes, but take as long as you need. I have some re­pairs to do.”

Drey­fus was still hold­ing her hand as they stood from the ta­ble. Ten­ta­tively, like young lovers, they set off down the path away from the clinic. It swept them into trees, the cover thick­en­ing with each step, and within a minute or so they had lost all sight of the white­washed build­ings. Leaves and branches closed over­head, cre­at­ing a lilac-shad­owed gloom that Drey­fus found pleas­ant rather than op­pres­sive. He was tak­ing a stroll through the woods with his wife. He wished he had come sooner, but at least he was here now.

“I know it is still hard for you,” he said. “So say as much or as lit­tle as you wish. Even if you say noth­ing else to­day, I am still im­pos­si­bly happy. You asked me if I wanted to take a walk by the river, to the red bridge and back!”

She walked on silently for a few paces, her hand tight­en­ing and untight­en­ing in his in rhythm with their foot­steps. Then said: “I rather did, didn’t I, Drey­fus.”

Some­thing jammed in­side him, like a gear wheel with a bro­ken tooth. He stopped, the sweat on his hand chill­ing in her grip.

“No.”

She turned to face him. “It’s all right. I’m just us­ing her as a door. I haven’t taken over her brain or any­thing ghastly like that.” She touched a fin­ger to her lips, teas­ingly. “Al­though, it is tempt­ing . . .”

“Get out of her.”

“Oh, Drey­fus, must we? Must we al­ways get off on the wrong foot? You know it makes much more sense when we get along am­i­ca­bly, like the old friends that we are.”







CHAP­TER NINE

Thalia and Minty sat a lit­tle way off the ground, in the smooth, bowl-like cleft of a tree that was still grow­ing, still strain­ing pow­er­fully to­ward the un­bro­ken, un­marred ceil­ing glass. The leaves above them shim­mered and rus­tled in a faint, calm­ing breeze. Birds called out from the up­per reaches, oc­ca­sion­ally ex­plod­ing into flight in a riot of colour and move­ment. Thalia was en­chanted. It was ob­vi­ously one of Minty’s favourite spots to warm its fur, doze and catch up on berries. Thalia felt as if she had been let in on a small but de­li­cious se­cret, be­to­ken­ing the del­i­cate be­gin­nings of trust.

It helped that she was nearly in tears at the fierce green beauty of it all. They had come through a hatch in the lower part of the bulk­head, into the next sec­tor of the habi­tat. Im­me­di­ately she had been as­saulted by the colours, sounds and smells of abun­dant life, a mes­sage through the senses to some pri­mal core of her be­ing. As joy­ous and over­whelm­ing as it was, it only sharp­ened her ap­pre­ci­a­tion for what had been lost on the other side of the bulk­head. It was im­pos­si­ble to ex­pe­ri­ence grief and be­reave­ment for some­thing as ab­stract as a land­scape and its lost in­hab­i­tants, peo­ple she had never known.

Im­pos­si­ble, but for the wel­ter of feel­ings that proved oth­er­wise.

“I’m sorry,” she kept say­ing, apol­o­gis­ing for apol­o­gis­ing. “I saw it. I thought I un­der­stood it. That wasn’t enough. Now I know.”

While Thalia rested her limbs af­ter the long trek from the base of the boul­der, Minty had scam­pered off for a few min­utes and come back with a taster menu of lo­cally sourced pro­duce. It was spread around the pair of them, or­gan­ised into dark clus­ters of a dozen or so berries, all of which looked sus­pi­ciously alike.

“These are sour to taste, but bring on a mild eu­pho­ria. Try one or two, but not more than five. These . . . you’ll no­tice the dif­fer­ent shade of scar­let? These are good for pro­mot­ing deep, dream­less sleep. These pur­ple-or­ange ones are a known aphro­disiac, but quite palat­able in small amounts. You should chew on this leaf af­ter sam­pling these—it will help with di­ges­tion. These black ones, with a green lus­tre, are flavour­some but not overly nu­tri­tious. Chil­dren like them. These dark grey ones, with the waxy skin—these are quite bland ev­ery­where else in Val­sko-Venev, but for some rea­son quite pleas­antly ed­i­ble in just this one spot, if you can ig­nore the woody notes and the acid fin­ish. It must have some­thing to do with the soil . . .”

Thalia was feel­ing in­debted to Minty so she tried a berry or two from each as­sort­ment, com­ment­ing diplo­mat­i­cally on each. For an idle mo­ment, con­tent not to be think­ing about death and de­struc­tion, she thought of ask­ing her host if it ever wanted more from life than the lim­ited pal­ette of ex­pe­ri­ence on of­fer in Val­sko-Venev. Wisely she de­murred. To ask that of Minty would have been fu­tile and in­sult­ing. It had ar­rived at this state of be­ing through con­scious de­sign, re­ject­ing all but the most nec­es­sary of trap­pings. To Minty, it was suf­fi­cient by def­i­ni­tion.

One or other of the berries be­gan to have a lulling ef­fect on Thalia. It no longer seemed as ur­gent for her to be on her way back to Panoply, back to the con­cerns of the out­side world. All that could wait. It was much bet­ter to be here amid the trees, the birds and the dis­tant singing of other fam­ily groups. They were call­ing from near and afar, whoop­ing and hol­ler­ing in ways that stirred an­cient ar­bo­real mem­o­ries. She had been a tree-crea­ture once, not too many mo­ments ago by the gal­axy’s reck­on­ing.

“I think I should be go­ing,” Thalia said, be­fore she for­got she had any sort of life be­yond this drowsy present.

“Of course. Work to be done, no doubt.” Minty fished a translu­cent con­tainer out of one of its pock­ets. It was a man­u­fac­tured thing, oddly out of place. “I think you liked these the best, didn’t you?” Minty jammed a quan­tity of berries into the con­tainer, then flicked the stop­per tight. “You have good taste, for a base­line. Go easy on them, though, un­til you’ve built up a tol­er­ance.”

“Thank you.” Thalia took them. She had no in­ten­tion of do­ing any­thing with the berries be­sides dis­pos­ing of them at the ear­li­est op­por­tu­nity, but she knew bet­ter than to refuse a gift.

They found the near­est en­trance to the un­der­ground sys­tem and Minty rode with Thalia back to the same tree trunk where she had first emerged from her ship.

“You saw some­thing in that kink, but you won’t say what it is.”

“That’s be­cause I’m not sure what to make of it. It could be as you say, but there’s an­other pos­si­bil­ity I can’t dis­miss.” Thalia hes­i­tated, know­ing how sen­si­tive her host was likely to be to any al­ter­ation in the nar­ra­tive sur­round­ing Mi­zler Cranach. “It could have been de­lib­er­ate, a change of heart.”

“A bit late for re­morse, ninety sec­onds into a killing spree.”

“I need to ex­plore all the an­gles. Lit­er­ally, in this case. We’ve got a lot of record­ings show­ing the last few sec­onds of Mi­zler Cranach’s life, but I’m not sure any­one’s looked into them care­fully enough to see the ex­pla­na­tion for that kink.”

“And you will.”

“I’ll look. It doesn’t mean I’ll find any­thing.”

Minty nod­ded solemnly. “Mind how you go, then.”

Thalia felt she had to say some­thing. “What­ever I find here, Procu­ra­tor-Des­ig­nate, it won’t di­min­ish the sever­ity of the crime done to you. No mat­ter what my en­quiries turn up, this re­mains a crime. You have my word that I won’t rest un­til jus­tice is served.”

Minty sighed. “I be­lieve you. Please re­mem­ber what you have just said, is all I ask. We’ve heard many fine words in the mo­ment.”

“I won’t for­get.” And Thalia pat­ted the gift of berries. “Nor your kind­ness.”

“You’ll be back, once you de­velop a taste for those. And I still have to show you what real singing sounds like. Give me am­ple warn­ing next time, and I’ll call on the Sun-Baskers to put the old choral line back to­gether . . .”

They made their farewells. Thalia got back in the el­e­va­tor that took her the short dis­tance to her cut­ter, still clamped on the out­side of the rim. On her way, the berries be­gan to re­assert their pres­ence in her sys­tem. She be­gan to feel dizzy and dis­as­so­ci­ated, a limp-limbed pup­pet of her­self. That pleas­ant feel­ing she had ex­pe­ri­enced in the tree had just been the first tranche of chem­i­cals metabolis­ing; now she was in the python-coils of a stranger, more po­tent sec­ond wave, and all in the in­ter­ests of hu­man−posthu­man re­la­tions.

Her bracelet started chim­ing. She glanced down through swim­ming eyes. It was re­port­ing tox­ins in her blood­stream, tox­ins it was strug­gling to iden­tify and neu­tralise fast enough to pre­vent Thalia be­ing over­whelmed by their ef­fects.

“Seek Heavy Med­i­cal in­ter­ven­tion,” the bracelet ad­vised with a brit­tle cheer­ful­ness.

Thalia made it to her cut­ter. She buck­led in, un­docked and set the au­to­matic re­turn con­trol for Panoply. Af­ter that, she re­mem­bered very lit­tle. Then there came a point where she was look­ing down on her own un­con­scious form, slumped and drool­ing, as Thyssen and two other dock tech­ni­cians swarmed in around her and be­gan to loosen her re­straints.

“Med­i­cal,” Thyssen said, lift­ing her bracelet to peer at the di­ag­nos­tic read­out. “Ng’s in­gested some­thing.”

“Is she dead?”

“Damn near, if this is any­thing to go by.” Thyssen raised his voice fur­ther. “Med­i­cal!”

Her con­scious­ness re­mained dis­as­so­ci­ated from her body. She knew that she was not re­ally out­side her­self, but the im­pres­sion was still dis­arm­ingly vivid, syn­the­sised by some mal­func­tion­ing part of her brain that had lost its spa­tial an­chor. I took too many berries, she tried to say, will­ing the pup­pet to move its lips. I took too many berries, and no one warned me not to.

Some­one re­ally ought to have warned her.

“Got a pulse,” a fig­ure said, and she felt her­self be­ing rapidly and un­cer­e­mo­ni­ously sucked back into her skull. She as­cended through kelpy lay­ers of headache and nau­sea, to­ward the pale wa­ver­ing light of nor­mal con­scious­ness. One of the medics was close to her, a busy blur in vivid, lu­mi­nous green. The green trig­gered an avalanche of as­so­ci­a­tions: trees, grass, bushes, berries, light-head­ed­ness.

“I never want to see green again,” she slurred, as the medics hauled her out of the cut­ter.

Drey­fus ad­dressed his wife, and the mon­ster star­ing at him through her eyes.

“Hurt a hair on her head, and I’ll de­stroy you.”

“Idle threats re­ally don’t be­come you,” Au­rora replied com­pan­ion­ably. “If you could have de­stroyed me, you would have. Or at least, if you knew a way to do it with­out ad­van­tag­ing the Clock­maker. Ah! But you don’t know how to do that, do you?”

He tried to snatch his hand from her fin­gers but she would not al­low it.

“Is Valery aware of this?”

She looked aghast. “What do you think I am? I’m hold­ing her at a re­duced level of con­scious­ness, just while we have this lit­tle catch-up.”

“Whose idea was it to go for a walk?”

“Hers en­tirely, and shame on your for think­ing oth­er­wise! I just hap­pened to see my mo­ment. I knew it would come along sooner or later. If she hadn’t sug­gested a walk, I’d have come up with a rea­son to get rid of that tire­some Se­bastien.”

“He does good.”

“Yes, and doesn’t he know it, the pi­ous, self-sat­is­fied prig.” Her tone be­came com­mand­ing. “Walk on, Drey­fus. We’re still not quite out of earshot of the build­ings, and I don’t want you to have to ex­plain this con­ver­sa­tion later.”

“Get out of my wife.”

“You were right to be con­cerned about those im­plants,” she said, with a cheer­ful dis­re­gard. “Al­ways a dou­ble-edged sword. Yes, they’ve helped her re­cover the fac­ulty of lan­guage to a quite im­pres­sive de­gree. But they’ve also given me an­other way to reach you.” She cupped a hand to her mouth. “Oop­sie!”

“Did you kill Tench?”

“Oh, you silly boy. Why would I have killed her if she was act­ing in my in­ter­ests? She helped us both four years ago. Wouldn’t it have been churl­ish—even for me—to turn against her now?”

“If you didn’t kill her, who did?”

“Draw the ob­vi­ous con­clu­sions. She was likely pur­su­ing a lead re­lated to the re­ac­ti­va­tion of Catop­sis. Per­haps she rat­tled the wrong chains and had to be dealt with be­fore she got any closer to the truth.” She pointed ahead through a lighter part of the woods, where the ar­ti­fi­cial sun­light broke through the canopy to dap­ple the floor. “There’s that lovely red bridge! Oh, isn’t it sim­ply charm­ing?”

“What­ever you think is hap­pen­ing, you’re wrong about Catop­sis. Ev­ery sin­gle in­di­vid­ual re­lated to that pro­gram was rep­ri­manded and as­signed to other du­ties. Grigor Bac­chus is bro­ken, a pre­fect in name only. There’s no way he, or any of them, could co­or­di­nate well enough to restart a black­listed pro­gram.”

“Then you’ll need to look fur­ther afield. Some­one’s do­ing it, Drey­fus. Even my psy­chotic dolt of an ad­ver­sary must be aware that his moves are be­ing tracked.” She pinned him with a stare. “Oh. What’s that look, ex­actly? Have you had a visit?”

Drey­fus shrugged. He saw no ad­van­tage in ly­ing. “The Clock­maker came to me and ex­pressed very sim­i­lar con­cerns.”

“And what did he ask of you?”

“That I in­ves­ti­gate and try to get it shut down. He proved his se­ri­ous­ness by dis­ap­pear­ing one of my wit­nesses from Necrop­o­lis.”

“How crass of him. That’s where we dif­fer, you see. I can be firm, but I’d never be cruel, at least not merely for the sake of it. That said, you now have even more of an in­cen­tive to help me.” She made Valery stop sud­denly, stiff­en­ing from head to toe, her head thrust back at an un­nat­u­ral an­gle. “These im­plants have been a god­send, haven’t they? It would be such a set­back if some­thing hap­pened with them, some­thing un­ex­pected and un­to­ward.” Valery’s eyes rolled back in their sock­ets, eye­lids flut­ter­ing and pupils danc­ing man­i­cally. Her body con­vulsed. She be­gan to make chok­ing sounds, be­fore they cut off abruptly. “Yes, such a set­back.”

“I al­ways won­dered if there might be a tiny bit of hu­man­ity left in you,” Drey­fus said. “Now I know.”

“Oh, don’t be so grumpy.” Au­rora re­leased Valery from the seizure, but her con­trol was still ab­so­lute. She wiped foam from her lips. “I wouldn’t hurt the poor woman. She was a vic­tim of the Clock­maker, af­ter all. The thing that hurt her would like to hurt me as well. Walk­ing in her, see­ing the world through her eyes—it re­minds me of be­ing hu­man again. Be­ing flesh and blood, a girl in­stead of a god. I might al­most say I feel for her.”

“So get out of her.”

“I will—for now. But let’s keep this ar­range­ment as a re­minder of your obli­ga­tions to me, Drey­fus. A lit­tle car­rot to keep you on the straight and nar­row. Or a stick. Which is it?”

“I’ll kill you one day.”

She made a re­gret­ful, winc­ing face. “I’ve touched a nerve, haven’t I? Well, good: I needed your at­ten­tion. Go about your work, Drey­fus. Do as you will. But you’ll be shar­ing any de­vel­op­ments with me. And if I turn up any­thing use­ful, I’ll be shar­ing the news with you.” She skipped along the wooded trail. “Gosh, won’t it be fun? The two of us, work­ing the same case? Two un­likely al­lies, pitched against the forces of dark­ness?”

“You’ve made a big gam­ble.”

She had reached the red bridge. She strode out onto its planked deck and leaned over the painted wooden rail, sur­vey­ing the slow-run­ning wa­ters be­neath.

“Have I?”

“Who­ever it is be­hind this new Catop­sis, maybe I’ll want to work with them in­stead of shut­ting them down.”

“What if it turns out that they mur­dered Tench?”

“I’d get to them in time.”

A bush over­hung the bridge, laden with petals. She made Valery pluck petals and drop them into the wa­ter, watch­ing as they were swept un­der the bridge.

“Try to grasp what is at stake here, Drey­fus. I know it’s a lot for you, but it would be help­ful if you at least made the ef­fort.”

He con­sid­ered his an­swer, know­ing she had him in a bind, know­ing he would ac­cept any ar­range­ment while Valery was threat­ened. “Do some­thing for me in re­turn, be­sides not hurt­ing my wife.”

“Well, of course—just say the word.”

“You haunt the net­works. Some­where out there, some­one is plan­ning the next es­ca­la­tion af­ter the Mercy Sphere at­tack. You can help Panoply by giv­ing us ad­vance warn­ing of any reprisal.”

“Very well, you have your­self a deal. Do this for me—and for Valery—and I’ll keep my ear pinned to the ground.”

“We’re not mak­ing a deal here, Au­rora. We’re just re­fin­ing your black­mail terms.”

“So long as the ends are achieved, I don’t mind what you call it.” She tore off an­other petal and let it drift down to the wa­ter. “Look, it’s been lovely catch­ing up, but I should prob­a­bly let you have Valery back now. I’m sure she’s got lots to talk about. See the dog run! See the tree! The hours will just fly by with such sparkling com­pan­ion­ship.”

“I’d take a sec­ond with her, dam­aged as she is, over an eter­nity with you.”

“We’ll speak, Drey­fus. En­joy the rest of your walk.”

Valery slumped, fall­ing back from the rail. He caught her be­fore she hit the bridge’s deck, grunt­ing as his shoul­der flared up again. Then she was in his arms, her eyes open but glazed. They widened, reg­is­ter­ing con­fu­sion and alarm.

“It’s all right,” he said sooth­ingly. “You just had a funny turn. Let’s get you off the bridge.” He nod­ded at a rus­tic bench set by the trail on the other side of the river. “We’ll sit there for a while.”

“A bad thing,” she mum­bled.

He pressed his face close to hers as they shuf­fled along the bridge, Drey­fus still tak­ing most of her weight. “Just a turn,” he em­pha­sised.

“No,” she an­swered, her voice druggy. “Not . . . not a turn. A bad thing came. A bad thing in me.”

Drey­fus was out of breath by the time he eased her down onto the bench. He slumped next to her, squeez­ing her hand so tightly that the bones nearly popped. “It’s gone,” he said, des­per­ately wish­ing it to be true. “What­ever it was, it’s gone. You’re all right now.”

It was a lie driven by love, but it still twisted a knife into him.







CHAP­TER TEN

By the time Sparver came to her quar­ters, Thalia was feel­ing brit­tle rather than nau­seous. Mercier had given her a once-over and con­cluded she needed rest and flu­ids while her brain and blood chem­istry re­turned to some sort of equi­lib­rium.

Now Thalia sat half in and half out of her bed, a blan­ket over her legs, a dragon-pat­terned gown prick­ling her skin where she was still sweat­ing out the last traces of poi­son.

She had con­jured a chair for Sparver and of­fered him tea from the pot she had al­ready brewed. It was pun­gent, laced with honey and gin­ger, and Sparver took only a sip from his bowl be­fore ad­mit­ting that it was too sweet for his pig-palate.

“Minty meant well,” she was telling him. “That’s the worst thing. I wouldn’t feel half so bad if some­one had ac­tu­ally tried to poi­son me.”

“How do you know it wasn’t in­ten­tional?”

“There are many eas­ier ways to get a pre­fect out of your hair than feed­ing them toxic berries. Minty just un­der­es­ti­mated my tol­er­ance to some­thing the lemurs wouldn’t think twice about.”

He con­sid­ered this. “Al­though if berries are your only weapon . . . Did you learn any­thing, to make this whole trip worth­while?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” It was still an ef­fort, think­ing clearly and or­gan­is­ing her im­pres­sions from the visit. “At least, there’s some­thing I want to look into in more de­tail. Can I bor­row your com­pad?”

“No, be­cause there’s a good rea­son Mercier for­bid you to bring one back to your room. Prob­a­bly so you’d ac­tu­ally get some rest. What was it you wanted?”

“I want to ex­am­ine all the record­ings we have of Mi­zler’s last few mo­ments.”

“Then I’ll spare you the trou­ble. There are hun­dreds, and they’ve all been stud­ied.”

“True, but that doesn’t mean we didn’t all miss some­thing. There’s a de­tail I picked up when I was with Minty . . .” She shud­dered. “Oh, God, I’m think­ing of berries again.”

“The hor­ror. What was this de­tail?”

“If it’s all right with you, I’d rather not say un­til I’ve had a look at those record­ings. I don’t want to look fool­ish if it turns out to be noth­ing.”

“You could never look fool­ish, Thal. If it helps, I’m go­ing out on a limb of my own. For some rea­son Tench’s whiphound wasn’t with her per­sonal ef­fects.”

She saw her own sweaty, frown­ing face re­flected back up at her from the tea in the cup be­tween her hands.

“Ev­ery­thing else was?”

“Yes, all ac­counted for.”

“That is odd. Some­one will know where it is, surely? Have you raised this with Drey­fus?”

“I will, once he gets back from Hos­pice Idlewild.”

Thalia nod­ded solemnly, know­ing ex­actly what such a visit en­tailed. “That poor man. And poor Valery. If only he spoke about it with us from time to time, it might help him.”

“Not ex­actly the old man’s way. Still, I gather there’s progress, in a small way.”

“I hope so, for both of them.” She pushed a lock of damp hair off her fore­head. “All of this be­cause we can’t just . . . be sen­si­ble. The Clock­maker, Au­rora, now this spate of at­tacks. We’ve got it all on a plate, haven’t we? Ev­ery­thing we need to live hap­pily. So why do we keep do­ing such a bad job of it?”

“You’re see­ing the down­side be­cause you just came back from the scene of a mass mur­der,” he di­ag­nosed ex­pertly. “Not ex­actly guar­an­teed to put a spring in any­one’s step. A few days back in the sad­dle, you’ll be your usual self again.”

Thalia’s mind re­played the mourn­ful mu­sic she had heard com­ing in from the singing fam­i­lies in far­away trees.

“I’m not say­ing I’d want to live that way, but they didn’t de­serve that at­tack. They’re in­no­cent lit­tle crea­tures.”

“Who got to gam­bol around in trees and eat berries be­cause some­one back in their an­ces­try made a lot of money out of pigs.” He scratched at the up­turned plane of his nose. “There’s a snake in ev­ery Eden, Thal. Some­times it comes back to bite. I’m not say­ing I ap­prove of what hap­pened . . .”

“But what goes around comes around?”

“In­no­cence is rarely more than skin-deep. You’ll tread care­fully with them, won’t you? They’ve got a nice lit­tle vic­tim-nar­ra­tive go­ing on, and they’re not go­ing to take too kindly to some­one com­pli­cat­ing that pic­ture. If that’s what you’re plan­ning.”

“I’m like you with that whiphound. Re­fus­ing to drop a bone.”

Sparver nod­ded. “I sup­pose we should blame Drey­fus for mak­ing us what we are.”

“I wouldn’t want it any other way. He men­tored us well and I’m sure you and I did nearly as good a job with our mentees, no mat­ter what the world thinks of Mi­zler and In­g­var now.”

Sparver pat­ted the side of her bed and rose to his feet. De­tect­ing his in­ten­tion to leave, the con­jured chair slumped back into the floor. “I agree. I also agree with Mercier that you need a lit­tle rest be­fore you throw your­self back into the flames.”

“Where are you go­ing now? Aren’t you off duty?”

Sparver checked his bracelet. “Tech­ni­cally. First, I want to talk to the Heavy Tech­ni­cals still sweep­ing the crime scene in Stadler-Kre­me­niev. They’ll be able to tell me if they re­cov­ered the whiphound. Get some sleep, Thal.”

“I might,” she said, yawn­ing through her words. “Thank you, by the way. I needed a friendly face.”

“Pity you got mine in­stead.”

“It did the job.”

She drowsed, not even hear­ing him leave. A minute passed, maybe five. She felt shiv­ery again. Draw­ing her­self fur­ther un­der the sheet, her el­bow touched the hard cas­ing of a com­pad. Thalia took it out, fin­ger­ing the over­sized in­puts. Then, with all the de­li­cious furtive­ness of a child for­bid­den from read­ing in bed, she set to work.

“Re­trieve all vis­ual records of the Mi­zler Cranach in­ci­dent,” she whis­pered, just loudly enough for the com­pad to un­der­stand and obey.

Brother Se­bastien lis­tened care­fully, nod­ding at ap­pro­pri­ate in­ter­vals. “We’ll mon­i­tor her, of course. Not that we haven’t been do­ing so al­ready, but we’ll make sure it’s even more thor­ough.”

“Do we need to be con­cerned?” Drey­fus asked the Men­di­cant. “If the im­plants are mal­func­tion­ing, or she’s re­ject­ing them in some way . . .”

“It won’t be any­thing that se­ri­ous. The worst side ef­fects show up early on, not this far along. It was prob­a­bly the im­plant ex­plor­ing path­way re­dun­dancy and send­ing a few sig­nals where it shouldn’t have. They do that from time to time, when they’re try­ing to op­ti­mise func­tional in­te­gra­tion.”

“Where do you get those im­plants from? Neu­rolin­guis­tic tech­nol­ogy can’t be cheap.”

“They come from our main line of busi­ness, Tom. Peo­ple come to us from their ships, fresh out of hi­ber­na­tion, with vary­ing de­grees of dam­age. Some­times it’s just a mild, tem­po­rary am­ne­sia.”

“And some­times there’s noth­ing to be done but har­vest any­thing use­ful from the ru­ined slush of their brains. Valery’s im­plants used to be­long to some­one else, didn’t they?” Drey­fus said.

“Yes. Would you rather some­thing that valu­able and use­ful was just thrown away? Or bet­ter that it be put to some good use, heal­ing some­one who isn’t be­yond hope?” He soft­ened his tone. “You shouldn’t worry un­duly. The seizure wasn’t ex­pected, but it’s not im­pos­si­ble that the height­ened emo­tional con­text of your visit . . .” He trailed off, leav­ing Drey­fus with the faint im­pli­ca­tion that it was all some­how his fault.

“I want to know the in­stant some­thing like that flares up again. You or Sis­ter Cather­ine have the means to con­tact me di­rectly, even if I’m work­ing. Noth­ing mat­ters as much as Valery.”

“You have my word. She wouldn’t nor­mally be al­lowed wan­der off with­out a Men­di­cant guide, but since you were here . . .”

“Is there any­thing else you’d like to blame me for?” Drey­fus asked.

“No one is to blame here, Tom.”

“I’m sorry.” He looked down, ashamed at his out­burst. “That was un­called for. I know you’re do­ing your best.”

On the way back from the bridge, Drey­fus had wres­tled with him­self about whether to re­port the in­ci­dent at all. He knew its cause well enough, but if Valery in­formed Se­bastien or one of the other car­ers that some­thing dis­tress­ing had hap­pened—in so far as she could com­mu­ni­cate her ex­pe­ri­ence af­ter the fact—it would seem odd that Drey­fus had made no men­tion of it.

As was of­ten the case, Au­rora had left him with no good op­tions.

Valery was rest­ing on a bed in one of the cool, breezy rooms of the clinic. Drey­fus went and sat with her for an­other hour, un­til she seemed to come to some pri­vate ac­cep­tance of the episode, ready to put it be­hind her. The Men­di­cants brought a plate of toma­toes and salad leaves and a glass of pressed fruit. Drey­fus re­ar­ranged some flow­ers in a vase, cut from the gar­dens just out­side. She ate, her eyes clear again.

“We will walk,” she in­sisted. “To the red bridge. But not now. Next time.”

“I’d like that very much,” Drey­fus said. But all the red bridge sig­ni­fied for him was Au­rora dis­card­ing petals as thought­lessly as if they were hu­man lives. “I prom­ise it won’t be long be­fore I’m back. Just a few days.”

She nod­ded, un­der­stand­ing him well enough, and was kind enough to look as if she be­lieved him.

He leaned in, kissed her and made his de­par­ture. He walked away, glanc­ing back once, wav­ing and mim­ing an awk­ward sec­ond kiss, then turned his back on her. He just wanted to get back to his ship and be gone, but he had barely put the clinic be­hind him when Sis­ter Cather­ine ap­peared in his way, lean­ing on her stick.

“They at­tacked Mercy Sphere, Tom. Can you of­fer any as­sur­ance that they won’t at­tack Idlewild?”

“Mercy Sphere was tar­geted be­cause of its as­so­ci­a­tion with the re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion of hy­per­pigs,” he an­swered. “Since that’s not your pri­mary role here, I don’t think Idlewild is at any el­e­vated level of risk.”

“With your wife in our care, I thought you would take a dif­fer­ent view.”

“Your per­cep­tion of risk mat­ters to me as well, Sis­ter. For that rea­son I’m mak­ing a for­mal re­quest to have a Panoply ship sta­tioned close by at least un­til the present cri­sis is over. Our re­sources are stretched, but I’m hop­ing to per­suade my peers to as­sign a Deep Sys­tem Ve­hi­cle on ex­tended watch.”

“Is that a big ship?”

“The big­gest that we have.”

“What good will it do?”

“Vis­i­ble de­ter­rence, for one. Noth­ing ob­vi­ously hos­tile will be able to get close enough to Idlewild to do any harm. That will stop most of the cruder forms of at­tack. But I ad­mit there’s very lit­tle that Panoply would have been able to do about a covert weapon like the booby-trapped cap­sule at Mercy Sphere.”

“So we’re still de­fence­less.”

Drey­fus shook his head. “No, but you do have some dif­fi­cult de­ci­sions to make. I strongly rec­om­mend a hia­tus in the pro­cess­ing of all in­bound pas­sen­gers. Ac­cept no new cases into Idlewild, and leave frozen any that have ar­rived in the last six months or so—at least as far back as Mi­zler Cranach’s first at­tack. When this has cleared up, you can open the doors again and be­gin pro­cess­ing that back­log. Un­til then, you’d be well ad­vised to put the safety of Idlewild above all else.” He watched as the scep­ti­cism hard­ened her fea­tures. “You’ve done good work here for many decades, Sis­ter, and I don’t doubt that the worlds will have need of you for many more to come. A small sac­ri­fice now will al­low many more good deeds in the fu­ture.”

She jabbed her stick into the ground. “You know that we can­not sus­pend our work. The needy won’t stop ar­riv­ing just be­cause of our trou­bles.”

“No one’s ask­ing you to stop, just to slow down. Con­cen­trate on the wo­ken cases for now, and any still in your hi­ber­nac­ula that came in be­fore the cri­sis started. I’ll speak to Har­bour­mas­ter Seraphim and ask him to do what he can at the Park­ing Swarm.” He showed his palms, sur­ren­der­ing to her clemency. “This is the best that can be done. Be as­sured that it won’t last for­ever.”

“Can you be sure?”

Drey­fus sighed. “I’d bet­ter be.”

Drey­fus made a point of con­tact­ing Seraphim be­fore he un­docked from Hos­pice Idlewild. He feared that if he did not do so im­me­di­ately, it would be too easy to let it slide, an­other prom­ise bro­ken.

“Drey­fus,” ac­knowl­edged Seraphim war­ily, his half-past-hu­man face ap­pear­ing on the cut­ter’s con­sole. “It’s been a lit­tle while since we had the plea­sure. I trust all is well in Idlewild?”

“It’s Idlewild I wanted to speak about, Har­bour­mas­ter,” Drey­fus said, with a cer­tain forced cheer­i­ness. “I know you have a great deal of in­flu­ence with the Ul­tra crews, and the rep­u­ta­tion for fair­ness you’ve built up over the years.”

“You’re flat­ter­ing me,” came the buzzing voice. “I can feel a re­quest for a favour com­ing on.”

“It’s a small one. I need you to do all that you can to re­duce the pres­sure on the Men­di­cants. The fewer bod­ies they have to process, the less chance there’ll be of some­one sneak­ing some­thing hos­tile into Idlewild.”

Seraphim nod­ded his un­der­stand­ing. “They’re con­cerned, af­ter that un­pleas­ant­ness with Mercy Sphere. You see, I do take a tiny in­ter­est in your af­fairs.”

Drey­fus had long ago given up try­ing to read Seraphim for irony. There were few in­di­ca­tors since the Har­bour­mas­ter’s face was a mask of drum-tight skin with an ex­pres­sion­less metal grille for a mouth. The only con­so­la­tion was that there were many Ul­tras who were far be­yond Seraphim in strange­ness and adap­ta­tion.

“I’m not ask­ing the im­pos­si­ble, just that you use your lever­age with in­com­ing ships to de­lay of­fload­ing their pas­sen­gers for as long as they can.”

“The quicker those ships un­load, the sooner they can be off mak­ing profit again.”

“I’m ask­ing for a small de­lay—weeks or months at most—not the whole years that it takes those ships to get to an­other sys­tem. Can you do that for me, Har­bour­mas­ter?”

Seraphim fin­gered the braid of hair that came out of the back of his scalp and hung down over his left shoul­der. “A small re­quest like that, who am I to turn it down? There is some­thing you can do for me in re­turn, though, es­pe­cially now that you’re prac­ti­cally on our doorstep.”

Drey­fus bris­tled. “Just for once, it would be nice if some­one did some­thing for me with­out any strings at­tached.”

“Not the world we live in, Pre­fect,” Seraphim com­mis­er­ated, as if they were equal vic­tims of the same sys­tem. “But cheer up; it shouldn’t take up more than a few hours of your time. Come to the Park­ing Swarm, please, and I’ll ex­plain.”

“When would you like me?”

“Now would be ex­cel­lent.”

Re­signedly, Drey­fus in­putted a new des­ti­na­tion into the cut­ter, de­lay­ing his re­turn to Panoply.

Thalia’s eyes were sore, strug­gling for fo­cus, but she could not tear her­self away from the com­pad. Apart from the record­ings doc­u­mented by the mon­i­tor­ing sys­tems of Val­sko-Venev, Mi­zler Cranach’s at­tack had been cap­tured from nu­mer­ous other points of view, sprin­kled be­tween nearby habi­tats, pass­ing space­craft and the ob­ser­va­tion de­vices and bea­cons owned by Panoply and the traf­fic-rout­ing au­thor­ity. Thou­sands of in­de­pen­dent record­ings, en­shrin­ing those ninety fate­ful sec­onds for­ever. No an­gle had not been cap­tured to at least a rea­son­able res­o­lu­tion, no event not time-stamped down to the last mi­crosec­ond. It was all there. The only ab­sent view­point was from the cut­ter it­self, but even that had been syn­the­sised by com­bin­ing other sets of over­lap­ping data.

One or two of these record­ings might ar­guably have been open to doc­tor­ing, but it was dif­fi­cult to imag­ine any means of tam­per­ing with ev­ery sin­gle data set to cre­ate the same ef­fect. Taken as a whole, the story they con­veyed seemed as ir­refutable as it was hor­ri­ble.

Be­sides, she had seen the ev­i­dence with her own eyes. She had smelt it.

Thalia watched the same ninety sec­onds over and over.

She saw the cut­ter mov­ing into po­si­tion, un­sheath­ing its weapons. She watched it open fire, di­rect­ing en­ergy and ki­netic de­struc­tion against the frag­ile glass mem­brane of Val­sko-Venev. She counted in her head, re­lent­lessly. A minute and a half was a hideously short time when you had some­thing crit­i­cal to de­bate.

When you were burn­ing alive, it was a cruel eter­nity.

The end came quickly. A Panoply cut­ter was a for­mi­da­ble piece of com­pact space­craft en­gi­neer­ing, but it was no match for the massed po­ten­tial of a habi­tat’s en­tire anti-col­li­sion in­fra­struc­ture. A trac­ery of lines snapped onto the cut­ter like some­thing from an op­tics di­a­gram, with Mi­zler Cranach at the fo­cus. The cut­ter van­ished in a pulse of white: a pow­er­ful ex­plo­sion, but a pin­prick against the scale of the torus. In the last mo­ment, the cut­ter’s line of fire had de­vi­ated slightly, just as Thalia had no­ticed and Minty had ex­plained away.

She watched it again, from a dif­fer­ent an­gle this time.

And watched it again.

Sparver col­lected a meal from the re­fec­tory serv­ing hatch, then spied a ta­ble where he could sit on his own and not be both­ered. Not dif­fi­cult, for a hy­per­pig. It was un­canny how quickly some of the other pre­fects sud­denly needed to fin­ish eat­ing when he sat down at their ta­bles. To­day he was per­fectly con­tent not to have com­pany.

He toyed with the food with his usual pig-adapted cut­lery, his mind still some­where down in the morgue. He had known the cir­cum­stances of Tench’s death be­fore he was put on the case, but see­ing the facts im­printed so starkly in her flesh left him trou­bled. She had died un­der the vi­o­lence of bul­let, blade, rock and fist, and not with­out a strug­gle.

“Good for you, In­g­var,” he mouthed, try­ing to find some crumb of so­lace.

He mused on it, star­ing into the mid­dle dis­tance, pay­ing only dis­tant heed to the news feeds play­ing across the re­fec­tory’s walls. More trou­ble, more flash­points in the pig−hu­man grudge war. Pre­fects rush­ing around try­ing to con­tain the out­breaks, rea­son­able voices pop­ping up on both sides call­ing for some sem­blance of calm, but the usual op­por­tunists and shit-stir­rers not shy about open­ing their mouths ei­ther.

Why can’t we just be sen­si­ble? Thalia had asked him.

Damned good ques­tion, he mused. Prob­a­bly too big a co­nun­drum for the mind of a pig, though.

He paused his meal, sipped ap­ple juice and called Mercier.

“Sparver. What an un­ex­pected plea­sure, so soon af­ter our last con­ver­sa­tion.”

“Just a quick ques­tion. You scanned that body for ra­dioac­tive traces, didn’t you?”

“Stan­dard pro­ce­dure be­fore any hu­man hands—I mean any hands, at all—got near it. Some id­iot could wipe out half of Panoply by smug­gling a ra­dioac­tive source into our midst.”

“So she was clean?”

“I see what you’re driv­ing at. If she’d used the whiphound in its mode of last re­sort, as an ex­plo­sive de­vice, she might have been close enough to be sprayed by trace iso­topes. Well, she wasn’t. If the whiphound did blow up, it can’t have been any­where near her per­son when it did. Have you spo­ken to the Heavy Tech­ni­cals?”

“They’re next on my list,” Sparver said, end­ing the call.

He sipped a lit­tle more juice then asked to be put through to Lev­er­tov, the field op­er­a­tive over­see­ing the Heavy Tech­ni­cal ac­tion in Stadler-Kre­me­niev. Sparver got on well with Lev­er­tov. They ate to­gether oc­ca­sion­ally, had traded classes in foren­sic ex­am­i­na­tion, and Lev­er­tov had been show­ing him some rudi­men­tary open­ing gam­bits in Go.

“What is it, Sparv?”

“A miss­ing whiphound. It’s not at our end, so I can only pre­sume it never came back from Stadler-K.”

“Mm. That’s odd. Drey­fus brought the body home, didn’t he?”

“Yes, and you know what the old man’s like about pro­to­col. If the whiphound was on her per­son, he’d have made sure it was dock­eted and logged and boxed up with her other items.”

“Well, we def­i­nitely haven’t found a whiphound.”

“How thor­oughly have you swept the area where she died?”

“As well as we can, given the agree­ment Drey­fus man­aged to ne­go­ti­ate with the lo­cals. We wouldn’t have missed some­thing like that, though.”

“All right, then maybe she det­o­nated it. Mercier says there’s not enough ra­di­a­tion on her for that, but that wouldn’t mat­ter if the whiphound was some dis­tance away when it ex­ploded. It wouldn’t be too late to pick up a hotspot, would it?”

“Not as straight­for­ward as you’d think, Sparv. This place is dirty—they’ve been wag­ing an ur­ban war here for months, with what­ever weapons they can get their hands on. That said . . .” He could al­most hear Lev­er­tov wrestling with him­self. “We haven’t yet picked up any nas­ties that would point to a re­cent whiphound det­o­na­tion, not even at low­est yield. Does that help?”

“Ab­sence of ev­i­dence is not ev­i­dence of ab­sence, as they taught us in in­duc­tion. Did you is­sue a gen­eral re­call?”

“Mat­ter of course. Noth­ing re­sponded.”

Sparver nod­ded gloomily. “So if it didn’t blow up, it might be dam­aged so badly it’s use­less as a record­ing mech­a­nism.”

“Is that what you’re hop­ing for?”

“I thought maybe Tench had recorded some­thing as she was get­ting deeper into trou­ble. Any­thing to in­di­cate her state of mind, to tell me whether this was part of some plan of hers.”

“What do you think?”

Sparver mulled over the ethics of con­fi­den­tial­ity, then de­cided that Lev­er­tov had been open enough with him about the re­sults of the sweep that he could af­ford to re­cip­ro­cate.

“She didn’t go down with­out a fight. A bad one, judg­ing by how messed up her body was. Now, I know that doesn’t rule out sui­cide as the ini­tial driver, but if that’s what it was, she cer­tainly had sec­ond thoughts.”

“But you don’t think they were sec­ond thoughts at all. You don’t think she meant to die.”

“With­out the whiphound, though, all I have is a hunch.”

“We’ll keep look­ing, Sparv. If some­thing turns up, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Thank you.”

He stared down at the bulk of his meal, still un­touched, and then pushed his chair back to stand up.

He was well into his off-duty hours, but he knew it would be fu­tile to re­turn to his quar­ters with his head rat­tling. From the re­fec­tory he made the cum­ber­some, time-con­sum­ing tran­si­tion from the cen­trifuge sec­tion into the weight­less area around the docks, where the ab­sence of grav­ity fa­cil­i­tated the han­dling and main­te­nance of Panoply’s fleet of en­force­ment ve­hi­cles.

“Pre­fect Ban­cal,” Thyssen said, at his usual su­per­vi­sory sta­tion at the heart of the com­plex, where he could mon­i­tor the com­ing and go­ings of ships and en­sure their main­te­nance was pro­ceed­ing to sched­ule. “How may we help?”

“I’d like a look at In­g­var’s ride.”

“We’re not quite done with our anal­y­sis. Say an­other twenty-six hours, just to be thor­ough?”

“I’d still like to see it.”

Thyssen took him to a win­dowed ob­ser­va­tion point, look­ing out onto the quar­an­tined vac­uum dock where the cut­ter was be­ing held. The se­cure dock was just large enough for this small­est class of Panoply ve­hi­cle, with a mar­gin for the tech­ni­cians to float around the hull and make their in­spec­tions. Bathed in an eerie an­ti­sep­tic light, the black ve­hi­cle looked blue and ghostly. A wild loom of glow­ing pink frop­tic ca­bles sur­rounded it, con­nected to free-float­ing anal­y­sis ter­mi­nals and com­pads. The tech­ni­cians were white spec­tres, mov­ing with phan­tom de­lib­er­a­tion around the ob­ject of their in­ter­est.

“What have they got?”

“It’s all pre­lim­i­nary, and strictly for your ears only. My for­mal find­ings will be pre­sented to the tac­ti­cal room, un­der the usual pro­to­cols.”

“Get on with it, Thyssen.”

“Tench’s meta­phoric fin­ger­prints are all over that cut­ter’s con­trols. She got deep into its logic, shut­ting out the safe­guards that should have pre­vented a dock­ing with Stadler-K.”

“And the same safe­guards that should have al­lowed you to over­ride it and bring it back here?”

“Also neu­tralised. She was thor­ough and ef­fi­cient.”

Sparver mulled this over. “But not so thor­ough as to cover up the ev­i­dence of her tam­per­ing?”

“Per­haps she wanted to leave be­hind proof of how clever she’d been.”

“Tench, fish­ing for post­hu­mous glory?” Sparver cocked his head scep­ti­cally. “When she could barely take a com­pli­ment when she was alive?”

“I didn’t know her well enough to have an opin­ion, Pre­fect Ban­cal.”

“Put your­self in her po­si­tion. If she wanted to kill her­self, why not just have the cut­ter crash into some dumb rock, or blow it­self up? In­stead, she uses her wits to set her­self up for a slow, bloody death at the hands of a mob?”

Thyssen bent down to a mi­cro­phone. “Podor. I have Pre­fect Ban­cal with me. You’ve seen as far into Tench’s hand­i­work as any­one. How would you as­sess the ev­i­dence you’ve seen to date?”

One of the tech­ni­cians floated away from a ter­mi­nal and grabbed a hand­hold at the side of the quar­an­tine lock.

“She went in quickly, sir,” the fig­ure an­swered in a young man’s voice, ea­ger to please. “She knew ex­actly what she was do­ing. No mis­steps, no wasted time. She only locked out the spe­cific sys­tems she needed to, fast and pre­cise.”

“Podor,” Sparver said. “Don’t I re­mem­ber you from in­duc­tion, a year or two back?”

A gulp of hes­i­ta­tion. “I was in your class, sir.”

“Then what are you do­ing grub­bing around here? I thought you were on a fast-track to deputy field?”

“I . . . messed up, sir. They bounced me down to tech­ni­cal ser­vices while I wait for an­other chance at in­duc­tion.” Podor, ob­vi­ously aware that his new boss was lis­ten­ing in, added: “It’s still dif­fi­cult and chal­leng­ing work, sir, serv­ing un­der Mis­ter Thyssen. I don’t see it as—”

“—grub­bing around,” Thyssen fin­ished for him. “Pre­fect Sparver: did you have any­thing else for Podor?”

“Tell me when Tench would have made these al­ter­ations.”

“Af­ter she de­parted Panoply, sir. Our ships are har­nessed and mon­i­tored right up to the mo­ment they de­tach. If she’d at­tempted any of it while the ship was still clamped on, sys­tems alerts would have trig­gered au­to­mat­i­cally.”

“Could she have si­lenced them?”

“Maybe, sir, but prob­a­bly not quickly enough to avoid no­tice.” The white-garbed tech­ni­cian let go of the hand­hold for long enough to give a whole-bod­ied shrug. “Why bother tak­ing that chance, when she was clearly ca­pa­ble of do­ing it af­ter de­par­ture?”

“Thank you, Podor.” Then, to Thyssen: “Given the pos­si­bil­ity that her ship was tam­pered with, I want an ex­tra layer of se­cu­rity in place around all the ve­hi­cles un­der your care.”

“It’s al­ready im­ple­mented. We went to con­di­tion two af­ter Mi­zler Cranach. Now we’re at three.” Thyssen sniffed. “I wouldn’t have ex­pected you to no­tice.”

“Is there a con­di­tion four?”

“Yes.”

“Then go to it. I might not have the au­tho­ri­sa­tion to or­der such a thing, but you know damned well Drey­fus will agree with me as soon as he gets back to Panoply. Might as well get a head start, Thyssen—I’m do­ing you a favour.”

“So con­sid­er­ate of you, Pre­fect Sparver.”

“One tries,” he an­swered.







CHAP­TER ELEVEN

Drey­fus was be­yond his ef­fec­tive ju­ris­dic­tion, and that made him prickly. The Park­ing Swarm’s or­bit put it close enough to Yel­low­stone to be a con­stant low-level com­pli­ca­tion in Panoply’s deal­ings, yet far enough from the Glit­ter Band that the or­gan­i­sa­tion’s for­mal pow­ers were barely recog­nised. To all pur­poses it was law­less space where the lighthug­ger ships and their posthu­man crews laid over while con­duct­ing busi­ness and re­pairs. The Ul­tras might have started off as off­shoots of hu­man po­lit­i­cal and tech­no­log­i­cal groups such as the De­marchists, but most of them had long since sev­ered any sense of al­le­giance to the worlds and habi­tats of the set­tled sys­tems. They spent the bulk of their lives at rel­a­tivis­tic speed, whistling be­tween stars, aug­ment­ing them­selves in ever stranger ways and re­gard­ing the likes of Drey­fus with lit­tle more than amused con­tempt, as if he and his fel­lows were crea­tures that lacked the imag­i­na­tion or bold­ness to evolve.

Yet the Ul­tras had oc­ca­sion­ally been use­ful to Drey­fus, and vice versa. He knew they were not all bad, and that some of the crews op­er­ated by moral codes that were not com­pletely alien to his sen­si­bil­i­ties. The prob­lem was that his ex­pe­ri­ences with one set of Ul­tras pro­vided lit­tle or no prepa­ra­tion for deal­ing with the next. They could be oblig­ing, cau­tiously co­op­er­a­tive, sus­pi­cious, openly hos­tile or sneak­ily treach­er­ous, and noth­ing at all could be gauged from their ap­pear­ances or the baroque ac­cou­trements of their ships. Such pow­ers that he might have as­serted meant lit­tle to the Ul­tras. They could com­mit any crime, ig­nite the mighty en­gines of their ships and not be seen for an­other hun­dred years.

The mir­a­cle was that some­thing like or­der mostly pre­vailed. Much of that was down to Har­bour­mas­ter Seraphim, who worked hard to fos­ter tol­er­a­ble re­la­tions be­tween the crews and the rest of Yel­low­stone’s sys­tem. If Ul­tras broke their own hazily de­fined laws while berthed at his fa­cil­ity, then the Har­bour­mas­ter was quick to see jus­tice en­acted. That brand of jus­tice might strike Drey­fus as ex­ces­sive or cruel in its ap­pli­ca­tion, but he had to ac­cept that it served a pur­pose and was per­haps no more or less than the quar­rel­some, grudge-keep­ing Ul­tras would have in­sisted upon.

Their nee­dle-sharp ships formed a this­tle-cloud about a hun­dred kilo­me­tres across, thick­en­ing near the mid­dle where the ships gath­ered tighter, jostling for priv­i­lege and favoured ac­cess to the sta­tion-sized cen­tral ser­vic­ing fa­cil­ity where Seraphim ran his court. As was his cus­tom, Drey­fus slowed down be­fore div­ing straight into the swarm. Even with an in­vi­ta­tion in his pocket, he had learned not to do any­thing provoca­tive.

“Good, Drey­fus,” Seraphim an­nounced upon his ar­rival. “You came speed­ily. Ac­cept this vec­tor, and trust that my guests will be on their very best be­hav­iour. If the odd tar­get­ing laser touches you, take it as friendly in­quis­i­tive­ness.”

“As long as it’s just tar­get­ing sys­tems, we’ll be fine.”

Drey­fus guided the cut­ter into the thick of the swarm, his tiny ship lit­tle more than a speck against the kilo­me­tres-long hulls of the lighthug­ger star­ships. True to Seraphim’s word, the cut­ter de­tected it­self be­ing painted by var­i­ous tar­get-des­ig­na­tion sys­tems, but Drey­fus steeled him­self against re­spond­ing in kind. He had noth­ing that could pro­voke any re­ac­tion in the Ul­tras be­yond con­tempt and mirth at the puni­ness of his ar­ma­ments.

A chime sounded from his com­pad where it was tucked into the pouch next to his seat. With half an eye still on the ships loom­ing around him, Drey­fus ex­tracted the com­pad and looked at the rea­son for the chime.

It was an anony­mous tip-off, one of thou­sands that reached Panoply on any given day. There was a sys­tem for re­ceiv­ing such mes­sages—a ro­bust chain of checks and fil­ters, mostly au­to­mated. Only a frac­tion of the tip-offs were deemed wor­thy of ex­am­i­na­tion by hu­man eyes, and even fewer were con­sid­ered valu­able enough to in­trude on the time of se­nior-rank­ing pre­fects such as Drey­fus.

He had no need to spec­u­late on the ori­gin of this par­tic­u­lar snip­pet of in­tel­li­gence.

It con­cerned a fam­ily, the Salter-Re­gents. Ac­cord­ing to the tip-off, the anony­mous party had been a bro­ker in the sale to the Salter-Re­gents of a par­tic­u­lar item of con­tra­band tech­nol­ogy: specif­i­cally, a quick­mat­ter con­ceal­ment de­vice known col­lo­qui­ally as a non­ve­lope.

Drey­fus could think of only one re­cent in­stance con­cern­ing the use of a non­ve­lope. He flashed back to the events of Mercy Sphere, and the graphic tes­ti­mony Thalia had left in her re­port. Al­though he had not been there, he could al­most smell the con­se­quences.

He closed the com­pad, feel­ing faintly and ir­re­vo­ca­bly soiled by the act of read­ing, as if some dark trans­ac­tion of the soul had al­ready been val­i­dated.

“If that was from you,” he mouthed, “you’d bet­ter be cer­tain of your facts.”

His word­less in­for­mant de­clined to an­swer.

Seraphim’s vec­tor guided him to the cen­tral ser­vic­ing fa­cil­ity, where a berth was va­cant and ready. Drey­fus stepped through the m-lock, es­chew­ing weapons and ar­mour, and trust­ing that Seraphim’s hos­pi­tal­ity ex­tended to the pro­vi­sion of a breath­able at­mos­phere.

His host floated on the other side, seated in his cus­tom­ary life-sup­port throne. The throne was a bulky, free-float­ing chair with its own ma­noeu­vring sys­tems.

“I’m will­ing to in­dulge in a lit­tle quid pro quo, Seraphim, but this had bet­ter not take too long. What is it you want of me?”

“Your good judge­ment. Come.” He made a bid­ding ges­ture with the tips of his heav­ily ringed fin­gers, and the chair spun around and be­gan to drift away down a wide, mu­ral-lined cor­ri­dor. “We’ll take tea. And I prom­ise I won’t waste a minute of your valu­able time. You’ve one or two things on your plate at the mo­ment.”

“You’re ex­cel­lent at un­der­state­ment, Seraphim.”

“And your Rus­sish is not nearly as pitiable as it used to be.”

Drey­fus fol­lowed the re­treat­ing chair. Pumps and valves gur­gled within it. “What is this about? We both know my au­thor­ity doesn’t count for much here.”

“But your rep­u­ta­tion does. I’m afraid we’ve run into some­thing of a dif­fi­culty in the ap­pli­ca­tion of our own jus­tice, Drey­fus: a prob­lem­atic case. By the way, how is your wife?”

“There’s progress.” As an af­ter­thought he added: “Thank you for ask­ing.”

“I don’t hear much ju­bi­la­tion, even al­low­ing for your usual lack of ef­fu­sive­ness.”

“Progress isn’t the same as rapid progress.”

“Are you op­ti­mistic that she’ll even­tu­ally be fully healed? No; I’m sorry. That’s too di­rect a ques­tion. But there is hope?”

“There’s al­ways hope,” Drey­fus an­swered, un­per­sua­sive even to his own ears.

“The Pat­tern Jug­glers have worked mir­a­cles with dam­aged minds.”

“I’m aware. I’m also aware that there aren’t any Pat­tern Jug­glers in or near this so­lar sys­tem.”

“Then it’s use­ful that we have the means to cross in­ter­stel­lar space.”

Drey­fus’s laugh gonged off the mu­rals, bleak as a tomb. “Have you seen what a pre­fect’s stipend looks like, Seraphim? I’d have to work for a few more cen­turies to af­ford a sin­gle berth on one of your ships, never mind two. And then what? Roll the dice with the Pat­tern Jug­glers? They’re as li­able to make things worse as they are to heal her.”

“I think in your case there might be grounds for op­ti­mism. The Jug­glers seem to re­spond well to the chal­lenge of bro­ken minds.”

“When I need a fan­tasy, I’ll know where to look,” Drey­fus replied firmly. “Now, what’s this prob­lem of yours?”

“Two crews, both alike in dig­nity. I’m afraid a rather messy trade dis­pute has spilled its way into my lap.”

They ar­rived at a re­cep­tion room Drey­fus re­mem­bered from one of his ear­lier vis­its to Seraphim, with mon­i­tor­ing dis­plays set be­tween acres of padded plush. Tea had al­ready been pre­pared, served from a weight­less ser­vice by a pair of brass-plated drones. Drey­fus sipped po­litely, anx­ious to get this busi­ness over with.

“I thought you liked to re­solve your dis­putes in­ter­nally.”

“This is an un­usual case.”

Seraphim mut­tered an in­struc­tion into his chair. Doors opened on ei­ther side of the room and a pair of Ul­tras came through each, es­corted by larger, more in­tim­i­dat­ing ver­sions of the drone servi­tors. Drey­fus flinched in­vol­un­tar­ily, think­ing for a sec­ond that an am­bush was about to be sprung. The re­ac­tion lasted only a mo­ment be­fore he no­ticed that the Ul­tras were un­der heavy re­straint, and that the bristling weapons on the servi­tors were aimed at the pris­on­ers.

He handed the tea-bulb back to the servi­tor.

“What is this, Seraphim?”

“On the left, Cap­tain Moravska and Vice-Cap­tain Junglin­ster of the lighthug­ger Milk of the Madonna. To the right, Tri­umvirs Nisko and Pazari of the Shades of Scar­let. The third tri­umvir from that ship couldn’t be with us to­day, due to an un­for­tu­nate in­ci­dent with a high-en­ergy plasma lance.”

“I’m not fa­mil­iar with the or­gan­i­sa­tional struc­tures on your ships.”

“The tri­umvi­rate is a com­mon com­mand so­lu­tion, of­ten im­ple­mented in the ab­sence of a cap­tain, or the in­ca­pac­i­ta­tion of the lat­ter. You may re­gard these pairs as roughly equal in au­thor­ity and re­spon­si­bil­ity, where their ves­sels are con­cerned.”

“He doesn’t even know our ways,” Junglin­ster com­plained. “He isn’t fit to pass judge­ment on a piece of suit art, let alone a mat­ter of in­ter­nal dis­ci­pline!”

“This is a mis­take, Pre­fect,” cau­tioned Nisko, from the other side of the room. “You’re out of your depth. Keep out of our af­fairs, and we’ll keep out of yours.”

Some­thing in his tone em­bold­ened Drey­fus. “I’m here at Seraphim’s in­vi­ta­tion. If you’ve got a prob­lem with that, per­haps you should take it up with him.”

Seraphim ex­plained the prob­lem. The two ships had come into con­flict in an­other sys­tem, 36 Ophi­uchi, where each had been scout­ing for raw ma­te­ri­als to re­pair their ab­la­tive shields. Each crew main­tained that they had been claim-jumped by the other while al­ready min­ing and re­fin­ing the needed re­sources. Un­for­tu­nately for the res­o­lu­tion of the dis­pute, there were no in­de­pen­dent wit­nesses or ev­i­dence streams to set­tle the ques­tion of pri­or­ity.

The two ships had ar­rived around Yel­low­stone within a few weeks of each other, where­upon the ear­lier dis­pute had flared up again, lead­ing to claims and counter-claims of vi­o­lence and sab­o­tage un­der Seraphim’s watch.

Be­fore other crews were dragged into the same squab­ble, the Har­bour­mas­ter wanted the mat­ter set­tled.

“We have their words, and not much else,” he ad­vised Drey­fus. “The record­ings and event logs from the ships aren’t to be re­lied upon in such a case.”

Drey­fus scratched at the back of his neck. “Then it’s re­ally just one crew’s tes­ti­mony against the other.”

“I imag­ine your cases are usu­ally more clear-cut, with the ev­i­den­tial mea­sures you em­ploy. From time to time, though, you must rely on your po­lice­man’s in­stinct for the truth.”

“But never as the fi­nal ar­biter,” Drey­fus said.

“You won’t be the ar­biter here, ei­ther; just a fac­tor that en­ters into my own de­ci­sion process.”

Drey­fus eyed the two op­posed par­ties. The Ul­tras were the usual walk­ing ex­hi­bi­tion of en­hance­ments, mod­i­fi­ca­tions and things done purely for the pur­poses of shock­ing the likes of him. Pazari was the only one who could have just about passed for an unaug­mented hu­man, ex­cept for the glass pan­els set into ei­ther side of his skull, his brain pressed be­hind them like knot­ted dough. Nisko was as much crab as man, en­cased in a se­ries of jointed shells that had clearly grown from him, rather than be­ing fixed on. Junglin­ster was a black box with ac­cor­dion limbs and a hu­man head jut­ting out un­der a dome, while Moravska looked like a mass of greasy ca­bles at­tempt­ing to smother a very pale, elon­gated old corpse. Var­i­ous oily and burn­ing smells em­anated from the four in­di­vid­u­als.

“I’d like to hear their ac­counts, sep­a­rately and in pri­vate. If I’ve any­thing to add, you’ll hear it in due course.”

“Of course, Drey­fus.”

He di­rected his next re­mark at the Ul­tras. “And I won’t be in­tim­i­dated.”

He lis­tened to Moravska and Junglin­ster first, while Nisko and Pazari waited out­side the room. He asked for a de­scrip­tion of the events at 36 Ophi­uchi, at­tend­ing care­fully to each word, tak­ing no notes but count­ing on his for­mi­da­ble ex­pe­ri­ence with the in­ter­view­ing process. Seraphim sipped tea and watched, but made no in­ter­jec­tion. Moravska gave Drey­fus short shrift, his con­tempt for the process abun­dantly clear. He said al­most noth­ing un­less it was to con­tra­dict or am­plify some re­mark of Junglin­ster.

Drey­fus asked for clar­i­fi­ca­tion of one or two points, then nod­ded his sat­is­fac­tion.

Then it was the turn of Nisko and Pazari. They were much more oblig­ing, al­most tum­bling over them­selves to get their side of events across. Again, Drey­fus lis­tened in­tently. Their story was clear-cut, its de­tails plau­si­ble. They had ar­rived first and done ev­ery­thing cor­rectly, even go­ing so far as to of­fer to as­sist the ag­gres­sive party with their re­pairs.

Drey­fus dis­missed the sec­ond pair of Ul­tras, then spoke briefly to Seraphim to re­solve a few ques­tions of his own. Then he asked for a mo­ment to re­flect on his find­ings.

“You have a ver­dict?”

“I have an opin­ion, Har­bour­mas­ter. The ver­dict is for you to de­cide.”

“Let’s hear it, then.”

“Nisko and Pazari an­swered my ques­tions rea­son­ably. They did all the right things, and their nar­ra­tive con­tains no loose ends.”

“Mm,” Seraphim said doubt­fully. “And the other crew?”

“Openly un­co­op­er­a­tive, at times mu­tu­ally con­tra­dic­tory, and with a story that con­tains sev­eral points which re­flect badly on their ac­tions as a crew. They didn’t of­fer as­sis­tance to the other ship, and ad­mit as much. When the trou­ble flared up again on your doorstep, they were the in­sti­gat­ing party. They don’t even deny it.”

“So, clear-cut.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. My in­stinct, none­the­less, is that Nisko and Pazari were guilty of the orig­i­nal crime.”

“Yet they had the more con­sis­tent ac­count.”

“They agreed with each other to a fault, even down to the small­est de­tails. Le­git­i­mate wit­nesses rarely do that, Seraphim. They mis­re­mem­ber. They con­fuse the or­der of events. And just be­cause they’re not co­op­er­a­tive, or ad­mit to other fail­ings, doesn’t mean they’re the guilty ones.” Drey­fus shrugged. “I doubt that was help­ful.”

“I lied a lit­tle be­fore. We haven’t com­pletely dis­missed the data-streams sub­mit­ted by both ships, but I didn’t want them to be aware of that. As it hap­pens, my an­a­lysts found ev­i­dence of time­stamp fal­si­fi­ca­tion in the records from the Shades of Scar­let. The records from the other ship, though of poor qual­ity, did not con­tain overt ev­i­dence of ma­nip­u­la­tion.”

“Which doesn’t prove any­thing . . .”

“Nor does it un­der­mine my in­cli­na­tion based on the stated ac­counts, which hap­pens to align ex­actly with yours. For­give me, Drey­fus: it’s not that my mind was al­ready made up, but it was as close to be­ing so as makes no dif­fer­ence. I just thought it would set­tle my re­main­ing qualms if I had the ben­e­fit of your ex­pe­ri­ence.”

“I could have been home by now,” Drey­fus said testily.

“You could, but then you’d be left won­der­ing if I re­ally took that re­quest for a favour se­ri­ously.” Seraphim steered his chair, in­di­cat­ing to Drey­fus that his pres­ence was no longer re­quired. “Now you needn’t worry. I’ll do all in my power to help the Men­di­cants, for as long as it takes to re­solve this un­pleas­ant­ness of yours.”

Drey­fus re­lented. The truth was, with his pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with Valery and the dif­fi­cul­ties fac­ing the Glit­ter Band, it had not hurt to be re­minded that there was a big­ger uni­verse out there, and that some­one else was in­vari­ably hav­ing a worse day.

“What will hap­pen to these crews now?”

“Oh,” Seraphim said un­con­cernedly. “The usual. One or both of the guilty com­man­ders will be ex­e­cuted in the tra­di­tional cruel and un­usual man­ner. This time, though, I prom­ise we won’t lash them to their ship and send them head­ing your way. I think once was enough.”

“I think it was,” Drey­fus agreed.

Thalia found Sparver in the re­fec­tory, sit­ting on his own. He was hunched over a com­pad, his ear-tips twitch­ing as they al­ways did when he was deep in con­cen­tra­tion.

She coughed del­i­cately as she ap­proached. The re­fec­tory was quiet, so the sound car­ried.

“You should still be rest­ing,” Sparver in­toned with­out look­ing around. With his heel, though, he kicked out a chair for her to use. “Al­though I sup­pose telling you that is about as use­ful as sug­gest­ing to Drey­fus that he should bend the odd rule now and then.”

“I’m bet­ter,” she of­fered, sit­ting down on the side of the ta­ble next to his. “Well, not ‘bet­ter’ ex­actly. Func­tional. I think those berries did some­thing per­ma­nent to my con­sti­tu­tion.” She nod­ded at the com­pad he was still fo­cussed on. “What’s that?”

“I got a mes­sage from Boss Man, on his way back from . . . not Idlewild, weirdly, but the Park­ing Swarm. He said he was tired and would need to deal with Tench’s daugh­ter once he docked, but he wanted me to get ahead on some­thing first.”

“Tench’s daugh­ter?”

“She’s on her way to Panoply, some kind of weird cross be­tween wit­ness pro­tec­tion and ser­vice in­duc­tion.”

“No one ever tells me any­thing.”

“Well, I’m telling you now. Hafdis wants to be one of us, and Boss Man’s try­ing to pull some levers to make it work. Mean­while . . .”

Thalia slid his com­pad over, her eyes skid­ding down a long, te­dious-look­ing sched­ule of habi­tats and dates.

“What’s that?”

“A list of ev­ery sin­gle visit In­g­var made dur­ing her nearly four years of field ser­vice. Ob­vi­ously, it’s hun­dreds of lines long. Drey­fus wants me—and him—to start work­ing through this list with re­peat field vis­its.”

“That’ll take weeks—months!”

“Which is why Pre­fect Ban­cal is on the case, try­ing to mas­sage this im­pos­si­ble task into some­thing work­able.” He nod­ded to the floor. “Can you hear that rum­ble? That’s the Search Tur­bines get­ting a good thrash­ing.”

“If you’re look­ing for some­thing In­g­var was search­ing for—and we know she had ac­cess to our in­for­ma­tion sys­tems—how do you know that list hasn’t al­ready been doc­tored, per­haps by In­g­var her­self?”

“It’s a good ques­tion, and thank­fully one I’ve an­swered to my own sat­is­fac­tion.” Sparver puffed him­self up a lit­tle. “The logs I’ve used to re­con­struct her move­ments would be very hard to al­ter. She’d have to change our own in­ter­nal records of her ac­tiv­i­ties, the in­di­vid­ual flight recorder logs of ev­ery ship she used in that time, Thyssen’s records of de­par­tures and ar­rivals from the docks, as well as count­less civil­ian records that just hap­pen to log pre­fect move­ments around the Glit­ter Band. It would be an in­fin­itely harder task than chang­ing a sin­gle-point en­try within Panoply, such as her own bio­met­ric record.” He shook his head, clearly de­lighted to have had the chance to show off. “No; it’s wa­ter­tight. The only ques­tion is how I make sense of it.”

“Which would be?”

“With my usual skill and judge­ment, nat­u­rally.” He eyed her with friendly con­cern. “You re­ally ought to be rest­ing. I might not be able to tell two base­line hu­mans apart, but I can tell when some­one needs some rest.”

Thalia put down the com­pad she had brought. “Thank you for the loan of this. Mercier’s al­lowed me to have my own back now.”

“I had a spare, but I’m glad it was use­ful.”

She waited a beat.

“I think I know what hap­pened with Mi­zler Cranach. I don’t be­lieve he was guilty of that at­tack at all. In fact, quite the op­po­site. He did just about ev­ery­thing pos­si­ble to stop it.”

That was enough to sus­pend his in­ter­est in the sched­ule of vis­its.

“In the nicest pos­si­ble way, this had bet­ter be good. If you go rais­ing my hopes, only to have them dashed . . .”

“It’s all in the last sec­ond,” Thalia said. “That’s the part no one looked at prop­erly. And it changes ev­ery­thing.” She paused. “I’m send­ing you my anal­y­sis now. I won’t say any more un­til you’ve looked through it and drawn your own con­clu­sion. I think you’ll see what I saw, and you’ll know what it means.”

Their com­pads blinked, ex­chang­ing ev­i­den­tial data.







CHAP­TER TWELVE

Drey­fus found Lovro Breno alone in an empty lec­ture the­atre, re­view­ing the notes for some up­com­ing class. Pro­jected on the wall above Breno’s lectern was a time­line of Panoply his­tory, show­ing no­table tri­umphs and fail­ures, with per­haps more em­pha­sis on the lat­ter than the for­mer. Breno barely glanced up from his lectern as Drey­fus en­tered, but he reg­is­tered his ar­rival all the same.

With­out any kind of pre­am­ble, Breno said in a low, con­ver­sa­tional tone: “It’s al­ways a hard one, isn’t it. Do we tar­nish their im­age of us right from the out­set, or al­low them to be­come jaded and cyn­i­cal in their own time? Ei­ther way, they reach the same ob­jec­tive in the end.” He touched the com­pad on his lectern, ad­just­ing a de­tail of the time­line. “Per­haps it’s for the best to shat­ter their il­lu­sions early on.”

“Not all of us see it that way.”

Breno lifted his eyes from the lectern long enough to give Drey­fus a pity­ing look, as one might to a child labour­ing un­der some naive but touch­ing il­lu­sion. “That’s what you tell your­self in the mir­ror, Tom. Deep down, you’re as morally com­pro­mised as the rest of us. The dif­fer­ence is, we’ve got the courage to ad­mit it to our­selves.” He looked down again, ad­just­ing an­other de­tail. “How may I help?”

Breno was a pow­er­fully built man with broad shoul­ders, a thick neck and a jut­ting jaw. His rust-coloured hair was a bristly band, grow­ing out along his crown and shaved around the rest of his head. He was the ex­em­plar of a tough-look­ing, no-non­sense pre­fect, in­tim­i­dat­ing whether or not he had his whiphound un­hol­stered.

They were close in age and se­nior­ity. Breno was a lit­tle younger, but he had come up through the ranks swiftly, un­der the firm men­tor­ship of Grigor Bac­chus, one of the most re­spected and ex­pe­ri­enced pre­fects of his gen­er­a­tion. It was said that Breno had learned a lot from the older man, in­clud­ing a zealot-like in­tol­er­ance for mis­takes and un­der-achieve­ment. And for a time, Breno’s com­mit­ment to per­fec­tion had been matched only by his com­plete ded­i­ca­tion to the ideals of Panoply.

Un­til all that changed.

Breno, like Drey­fus, had enough notches on his belt to qual­ify for the sta­tus of se­nior pre­fect, spend­ing the rest of his days within Panoply rather than out in the Glit­ter Band. It was a de­sir­able out­come for many, a seat at the big ta­ble. On the days when his bones ached, Drey­fus could see the at­trac­tion him­self. Breno too, prob­a­bly. Both men, though, had opted for de­ferred pro­mo­tion, re­tain­ing field sta­tus. To some ex­tent they had the best of both worlds: they could move as they pleased, act­ing alone or in small teams; they weren’t bogged down in ad­min­is­tra­tion; and yet, by dint of their years of ser­vice, they had ac­cess to the tac­ti­cal room and were treated as near-equals by the se­niors and su­per­nu­mer­aries who formed the in­ner court of Jane Au­monier.

“I’ve a small favour to ask,” Drey­fus ven­tured.

“Any time.”

“There’s a can­di­date I’d like to see brought through in­duc­tion.”

Breno kept on with his work. “No prob­lem, Tom. Give me their name and I’ll make sure they’re in­cluded in the next win­dow.”

“I’d like an ex­emp­tion to be made in this case: for the can­di­date to be given im­me­di­ate as­sess­ment and then fed back into the classes if she clears the first few hur­dles.”

Breno made a cou­ple of al­ter­ations be­fore an­swer­ing. “We’ve got pro­ce­dures in place for a rea­son. This feels ir­reg­u­lar. You know I’m not a big fan of ir­reg­u­lar­ity.”

“Nor am I. This is an ir­reg­u­lar case, though. Her name is Hafdis Tench. She’s In­g­var Tench’s daugh­ter.”

Breno lifted his head, flecks of red glint­ing along his crown. “Tench had a kid? I never knew.”

“None of us did. I’ve spent some time with her, though, and con­cluded that she could be good ma­te­rial.”

“Does she have a clue what she’d be get­ting into?”

“A lit­tle. She knows the life be­cause of her mother. She’s also used to ser­vice. She’s a con­sta­ble.”

Breno looked scep­ti­cal. “Bit of a gap be­tween cit­i­zen-ser­vice as a con­sta­ble and the her­mit’s life of Panoply.”

“It’s still the life she wants. She’s got to come to Panoply any­way, be­cause of her link to In­g­var. This will only make her even more de­ter­mined to join us. She’ll be a can­di­date in the next in­take and prob­a­bly one of the best, so why not speed up the process?”

“If I cut one cor­ner now, what’s the next one I’ll be asked to cut?”

“I’m not ask­ing for the bar to be low­ered in any way. I ex­pect all her as­ses­sors, in­clud­ing you, to be as firm with her as you would any can­di­date.”

Breno smiled tightly. “You can bet on that.”

“If this back­fires, it back­fires on me. I don’t think it will, though. She’s smart and I think she’ll learn fast, so she won’t need her hand held.”

Some­thing gave in Breno’s ex­pres­sion, a small eas­ing in the set of his jaw. “Well, we wouldn’t func­tion if the rules were ap­plied too rigidly. We’ll make it hap­pen.”

“You have my grat­i­tude.”

“It’s fine, Tom.” Breno looked at Drey­fus di­rectly, his ex­pres­sion mild but un­spar­ing. He had grey eyes, flinty in their hard­ness. “You know, I wish you’d been as flex­i­ble with me, when I asked for a favour.”

“You know that was dif­fer­ent.”

“Re­ally?”

“You weren’t the only vic­tim in that busi­ness. We all felt let down by the choices Grigor made. But it was a bad time for us. If he’d been tarred and feath­ered, it would only have made things worse for Panoply in the pub­lic gaze. Au­monier knew that.”

“I wasn’t ask­ing for the un­think­able, just that she take a harder line on his pun­ish­ment. I was count­ing on you to use your in­flu­ence with her, Tom.”

“If I failed you, I’m sorry.” Drey­fus of­fered his hands. “But let’s not visit my mis­takes on Hafdis Tench. She de­serves a clean sheet, a chance for a fresh start.”

Breno dabbed at his com­pad. A few changes per­co­lated up and down the time­line.

“I guess you’re right. There’s Tench’s mem­ory, too. When does she ar­rive?”

“In about thir­teen hours.”

“Let me make the ar­range­ments. She can start eval­u­a­tion as soon as she’s set­tled in.”

Drey­fus closed his eyes, bless­ing this small turn of for­tune be­fore it slipped away. “Thank you, Lovro.”

“I wasn’t kid­ding, though. I’ll go as hard on her as I do any­one. Her mother was ex­cel­lent, a tes­ta­ment to our stan­dards. I won’t de­mean In­g­var’s legacy by set­tling for any­thing less than the best from her daugh­ter.”

Drey­fus was there to see Hafdis ar­rive and dis­em­bark from the au­to­mated shut­tle. She was the only oc­cu­pant: green in the face, float­ing out in travel-rum­pled civil­ian clothes with just a sin­gle piece of lug­gage fol­low­ing her.

He greeted her at the air­lock.

“How was your jour­ney?”

“The jour­ney was fine—” She vom­ited ex­plo­sively. Drey­fus edged back, giv­ing the ochre cloud an un­ob­structed path to the near­est wall, where it was ab­sorbed harm­lessly. “I’m sorry,” Hafdis mum­bled, cup­ping a hand to her mouth. “Pos­si­bly not the best first im­pres­sion.”

“I’ve seen worse, trust me. We some­times for­get that many of our cit­i­zens are un­used to space­flight, even within the Glit­ter Band.” He reached for her lug­gage, help­ing it along. “You travel light. I ap­prove.”

In these sur­round­ings, fa­mil­iar to him but not to Hafdis, she seemed smaller and more vul­ner­a­ble. Per­haps it was the fact that she no longer car­ried the au­thor­ity of a uni­form. Her clothes were un­os­ten­ta­tious, nei­ther bil­low­ing nor tight to her fig­ure. Her suit­case was spar­tan, edged in scuff­marks.

“I hope this isn’t an in­con­ve­nience.”

“No,” Drey­fus re­as­sured her. “The Supreme Pre­fect thinks it sen­si­ble to have you here, and she agrees that the ex­pe­ri­ence may be use­ful to you as part of your can­di­dacy eval­u­a­tion.”

“Then you’ve man­aged to make that hap­pen?” The news brought the colour back to her. “Thank you, Drey­fus. Mother would have ap­pre­ci­ated it.”

He cau­tioned her with a smile. “One thing at a time. You’ll set­tle in to­day, then meet your eval­u­a­tors to­mor­row. They’ll run the usual bank of en­try-level tests. They’re not es­pe­cially dif­fi­cult, but you can’t af­ford to fail a sin­gle one of them.”

“I won’t.”

“Then it gets harder. You’ll do all right, I think, but at any point a weak­ness could trip you up. If it does, it won’t be a re­flec­tion on your char­ac­ter, just your idio­syn­cratic brain de­vel­op­ment. In Panoply, we have to work with what na­ture gave us.”

She rum­maged at her curls, di­shev­elled from the flight. “It’s un­der­stood. Will you be in­volved in my eval­u­a­tion?”

“Not di­rectly. I’ve al­ready had too close an as­so­ci­a­tion with you for me to be free of bias. But you’ll be spend­ing time with me, when you’re not be­ing as­sessed.”

“Won’t that be just an­other kind of as­sess­ment?”

“I think it’s mainly to get you out of ev­ery­one else’s hair for a few hours. Once you’ve found your feet, though, you can join me on a se­ries of field in­ves­ti­ga­tions.”

“That sounds in­ter­est­ing.”

“Tem­per your ex­pec­ta­tions. You’ll see field­work for what it is: unglam­orous, bu­reau­cratic and hard on the knees.”

She nod­ded earnestly. “I know that how peo­ple per­ceive Panoply and what it’s re­ally like are two very dif­fer­ent things.”

“That, at least, will hold you in good stead.” He bit down on his lip. “Hafdis, there’s one thing I need to men­tion. This work I’ll be do­ing.”

“Yes?”

“It re­lates to your mother. I’ve had a col­league of mine go­ing through her ser­vice log, look­ing at ev­ery­where she spent time. My plan is that we re­visit her foot­steps, try­ing to iden­tify any­thing that might have been of par­tic­u­lar im­por­tance to her. It won’t take us any­where near her place of death, but it could still be dif­fi­cult for you.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Most cer­tainly. Should you de­cline, though, I’m rea­son­ably con­fi­dent that would be the end of your can­di­dacy.”

“It is a test, then. To see how well I can set aside per­sonal mat­ters.”

Drey­fus nod­ded sym­pa­thet­i­cally. “I’m not say­ing it’s easy, but it’s some­thing we all have to do at some point.”

“Mother wouldn’t have flinched. And she’d count on me to show the same de­tach­ment.” She straight­ened, a de­ci­sion hav­ing been made. “I’ll be your shadow, Drey­fus.”

“Then we’ll start to­mor­row, af­ter your ini­tial eval­u­a­tion. I can’t say it’ll be in­ter­est­ing, but it may well be il­lu­mi­nat­ing.” He de­lib­er­ated. “One other thing, Hafdis.”

“Yes, Drey­fus?”

“From the mo­ment you en­ter can­di­date se­lec­tion, you’ll re­fer to me as sir or Pre­fect Drey­fus at all times. And shall we say that that process has just be­gan?”

“As you will, Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

He al­lowed him­self a tiny pri­vate vic­tory, then nod­ded en­cour­ag­ingly. “I’ll show you to your room, Can­di­date Tench. You have the rest of the day and evening to your­self. Be ready at nine sharp for your first eval­u­a­tion.”

“Sir,” she an­swered.

Thalia met Sparver out­side the tac­ti­cal room. She had re­quested an ur­gent au­di­ence with the Supreme Pre­fect and as many of her se­niors and an­a­lysts as could be present at this early hour.

“So?” she asked Sparver, know­ing he had re­viewed her find­ings.

“You have all you need. The only other thing you need to bring to the ta­ble is the con­fi­dence to stand your ground.”

They went in to­gether. Au­monier was there, as were Clear­moun­tain, Baudry and Drey­fus, and a scat­ter­ing of bleary-eyed an­a­lysts. Au­monier was in the mid­dle of some­thing: “. . . op­er­a­tional con­tain­ment and in­tel­li­gence con­sol­i­da­tion. I’m cur­rently track­ing six reprisal events that can be linked di­rectly back to Mercy Sphere, and chat­ter on for­ward-plan­ning for an­other nine counter-reprisals. I have false-flag ac­tors to deal with. I have ev­ery other damned prob­lem al­ready on my ta­ble, and now I have some ques­tion­able, anony­mous in­tel­li­gence to add to my trou­bles?”

“The Salter-Re­gents need look­ing at,” Drey­fus coun­tered. “I can’t vouch for the re­li­a­bil­ity of the tip-off, not with­out know­ing the sender, but the in­tel­li­gence fits. There’s never been any­thing we can pin on them, but that fam­ily has a track record of anti-pig ag­i­ta­tion. Bed­sides, other than a few high-ups in Mercy Sphere, who else knew that a non­ve­lope was in­volved in that at­tack?”

Au­monier looked only half-per­suaded. “Why would this bro­ker feel the need to im­pli­cate a client?”

Drey­fus gave one of his cus­tom­ary shrugs, his whole bulk seem­ing to slump deeper into the chair. “Seller’s re­morse, per­haps. Per­haps they thought that the non­ve­lope was go­ing to be used for some or­di­nary crime, not the mass mur­der of pigs and Men­di­cants. I say that it’s a thread we need to pull on, even if it leads nowhere.”

“And who do you pro­pose that I spare for this task, given that we’re al­ready work­ing our fin­gers to stumps?”

“What­ever it is, ma’am,” Thalia in­ter­jected, be­fore she had even sat down, “I could look into it, es­pe­cially if it con­cerns Mercy Sphere.”

“No, Ng, you’ve more than enough on your plate.” Au­monier nod­ded at the other en­trant. “The same for you, Sparver. Del­e­gate this to lo­cal law en­force­ment, Tom, and see what the con­sta­bles turn up. They can have the plea­sure of go­ing in hard for once, and if they do find there’s any­thing worth pur­su­ing with the Salter-Re­gents, Panoply can swoop in with au­thor­ity to se­quester and trawl.” She thumped the ta­ble. “Now to the main busi­ness. I won’t say that this had bet­ter be good, Ng, but . . .”

Drey­fus crunched an ap­ple. “Let’s see what Thal has to say, shall we?”

Thalia took her seat. Sparver set­tled in and gave her an en­cour­ag­ing nod.

“Well?” Au­monier de­manded.

“I’ve found an anom­aly in the Mi­zler Cranach in­ci­dent. I be­lieve it puts mat­ters into a rather dif­fer­ent light, forc­ing us to—”

“No grand­stand­ing, Ng. Just get to it.”

Thalia nod­ded obe­di­ently. “Ma’am. If I may?”

A re­gal wave. “Pro­ceed.”

Thalia pro­jected her com­pad’s sum­mary onto the wood-ef­fect walling of the tac­ti­cal room. The se­niors and an­a­lysts who were fac­ing away from the wall creaked around in their seats, gen­er­at­ing var­i­ous sub­lim­i­nal noises of com­plaint.

“The first eighty-nine sec­onds are en­tirely con­sis­tent with the es­tab­lished nar­ra­tive, ma’am, so I’ll skip over them. It’s only the last sec­ond where things de­vi­ate.”

Au­monier asked: “What are we see­ing?”

“Cor­re­lated data-streams from dif­fer­ent view­points, with dif­fer­ent cap­ture qual­i­ties and ef­fec­tive frame-rates. I’ve meshed them to­gether. It was . . . ex­act­ing.”

“No need to flat­ter your­self,” Au­monier replied. “Con­tinue.”

The pro­jec­tion showed mul­ti­ple an­gles on Mi­zler Cranach’s ship, just be­fore it ceased to ex­ist. In the nineti­eth sec­ond, the guns of Val­sko-Venev opened up on it with ter­mi­nal ef­fect.

Thalia zoomed in fur­ther, drag­ging out the fi­nal sec­ond.

“There’s an in­ter­val here where the ship is re­ceiv­ing fire, but not yet dam­aged to the point where it can’t con­tinue its own at­tack against the lemurs. Mi­zler be­gins to lose weapons lock: his an­gle of fire de­vi­ates, pro­duc­ing a kink in the rib­bon of dam­age he in­flicted on the habi­tat.”

“Yes, be­cause of the bom­bard­ment from Val­sko-Venev it­self,” said Clear­moun­tain. “The con­ver­gence of their weapons, hit­ting the cut­ter from mul­ti­ple an­gles.” He glanced at his bracelet as if to say: You dragged us here for that?

Thalia steeled her­self. “Not so, sir.”

She went back and zoomed in even fur­ther.

“In these few mil­lisec­onds, sir, we see the cut­ter al­ready los­ing tar­get lock. That’s be­fore the in­com­ing fire from Val­sko-Venev touched it.” Thalia read the doubt and un­cer­tainty in their faces, even Jane Au­monier not yet per­suaded. She pic­tured Ja­son Ng stand­ing be­hind her, hand gen­tly on her shoul­der. “I can be com­pletely con­fi­dent of this anal­y­sis. When prop­erly cor­re­lated, the vary­ing data-streams al­low for no am­bi­gu­ity. Some­thing hap­pened in those mil­lisec­onds, some­thing ini­ti­ated by Mi­zler Cranach.”

“You’re read­ing a lot into a hand­ful of mil­lisec­onds,” Baudry cau­tioned.

“I am,” Thalia agreed. “Which is why I went look­ing for cor­rob­o­ra­tion.”

She had the room now. It was pal­pa­ble, a shift in the mood as def­i­nite as if the lights had just changed tem­per­a­ture.

“What did you find, Ng?” Au­monier probed.

“One data-stream, ma’am. It cap­tured a clear, un­ob­structed view of the cut­ter’s dor­sal air­lock. None of the oth­ers saw it be­cause none of the oth­ers could have seen it.”

“Seen what?” Clear­moun­tain asked.

Thalia iso­lated the rel­e­vant feed. The cut­ter floated on the wall, with a time­stamp slowly up­dat­ing in the lower right field. Then it came and went.

A feather of white, plum­ing out from the air­lock.

“There was a de­pres­suri­sa­tion event,” Thalia said.







CHAP­TER THIR­TEEN

Drey­fus went from the tac­ti­cal room di­rectly to Hafdis, ar­riv­ing ear­lier than he had ar­ranged, but un­sur­prised to find her al­ready pre­pared and wait­ing.

“I’ve got my ser­vice record here, and ref­er­ences, if you want to see those.”

“Just bring your­self,” Drey­fus said.

He took her by a slightly in­di­rect route to the can­di­dacy room, time enough to give her some guid­ance be­fore she was put to the fire. “Lovro Breno will be your hard­est hur­dle,” he con­fided, as they took one of the colour-coded con­veyor bands through the maze of tun­nels and ro­tat­ing sec­tions that made up the in­te­rior of the rock.

“I’ll never learn my way around this place. I could swear we’ve been through this bit twice al­ready.”

Drey­fus smiled, re­mem­ber­ing his own early con­fu­sion. “You’d be sur­prised how quickly you get the hang of it. The as­ter­oid is more than a kilo­me­tre across, but we only use a small part of the in­ter­nal vol­ume. It won’t take you more than a few weeks to get your bear­ings.”

“What’s the point of the rest of it, if it’s not be­ing used?”

“Call it in­sur­ance. We’re not al­ways the most pop­u­lar fig­ures in the Glit­ter Band. Once or twice, el­e­ments in the cit­i­zenry have been un­wise enough to turn their weapons against Panoply. If and when that hap­pens again, you’ll be glad of a few hun­dred me­tres of rock be­tween your­self and the out­side world.”

“I’ll take your word for that, sir.” Then, pick­ing up on his ear­lier re­mark: “Who is Lovro Breno, by the way?”

“An­other pre­fect, and the man with over­all re­spon­si­bil­ity for the can­di­date pro­gram. Don’t un­der­es­ti­mate him just be­cause that sounds like an ad­min­is­tra­tive func­tion. When we’re not in one of the usual can­di­dacy win­dows, Pre­fect Breno runs field duty all over the Glit­ter Band.”

“I wouldn’t dream of un­der­es­ti­mat­ing some­one.” As if to un­der­mine her own point, she added: “Not when I’ve only just started. Is Breno all right with my be­ing here?”

Drey­fus in­di­cated which band they needed to grip onto at one of the weight­less junc­tions. “Yes, he’s per­fectly ac­cept­ing of the sit­u­a­tion. It’s un­com­mon to in­ter­view some­one be­tween nor­mal in­take ses­sions, but there have been prece­dents. Breno will be fair in all mat­ters, but he won’t let you get away with a sin­gle slip. You need to be ready for that.” Firmly he added: “No sec­ond chances.”

“I’m not ask­ing for any favours,” she said, “but you’d be able to ar­gue my case, if it came down to it?”

“Ar­gue it, yes. But Breno’s say will be fi­nal. Even the Supreme Pre­fect wouldn’t over­rule him. That’s one of her great strengths: when she del­e­gates au­thor­ity, she does so whole­heart­edly.”

“I’d like to meet her.”

“I’m sure you will, in time. She had a great re­gard for your mother.”

“Mother told me a lit­tle about what Jane Au­monier went through,” Hafdis said ten­ta­tively, as if she needed per­mis­sion to con­tinue that line of dis­cus­sion.

They dis­con­nected from the con­veyor, mov­ing deftly into one of the spin­ning sec­tions where nor­mal grav­ity pre­vailed.

“The only per­son who re­ally knows what that was like is the Supreme Pre­fect. She doesn’t dwell on the past, though. If she did, she’d still be a vic­tim of the Clock­maker.”

“She’s re­mark­able.”

Drey­fus found noth­ing to crit­i­cise in this sen­ti­ment. “She is. The best of us, the best of what we can be.”

“I’d like to know more about her. More about what it was like.”

“In time,” he re­peated. They had reached the ex­am­i­na­tion room, in­di­cated by the glow­ing out­line of a door in the oth­er­wise blank face of a wall. “All right, Hafdis. Step on through.”

Hafdis ex­tended a hand to the smooth sur­face of the wall. “I’ve never been through one of these be­fore. We didn’t have quick­mat­ter in Fe­in­stein-Wu.” She looked at Drey­fus with a sud­den alarm. “What if it doesn’t let me through? Won’t it be like walk­ing into a glass door?”

“More like a glass mat­tress. If the pass­wall de­cides not to ad­mit you, it’ll do so gen­tly at first.” Drey­fus bid her step through. “Go on. You’re ex­pected. When I’ve fin­ished plan­ning my in­spec­tions in an hour or two, I’ll come and see how you got on.”

She nod­ded ner­vously. “Thank you.”

Hafdis stepped cau­tiously into the sur­face of the wall. The grey sur­face lapped around her as if she were a swim­mer dis­ap­pear­ing into wa­ter. Then she was gone. Drey­fus turned to leave, his mind al­ready on the busi­ness ahead of him.

Hafdis popped a head of curls back out through the pass­wall. “Sir, they’d like you to sit in on the start of my ex­am­i­na­tion.”

Drey­fus raised an eye­brow. He couldn’t imag­ine Lovro Breno be­ing too keen on his pres­ence, un­less it was to wit­ness Hafdis be­ing torn to shreds at the first test. “They?”

“It’s the Supreme Pre­fect, sir. She’s in the room.” Hafdis looked abashed. “I wasn’t ex­pect­ing that.”

“Nor was I,” Drey­fus mut­tered.

Hafdis re­treated into the room. Drey­fus fol­lowed, stand­ing back as Hafdis took a con­jured chair across from the three pre­fects who were seated op­po­site her, be­hind a nar­row, rec­tan­gu­lar ta­ble scat­tered with a few items.

The room was white, its walls glow­ing uni­formly, ban­ish­ing shad­ows. The ta­ble glowed with the same in­ten­sity, the ob­jects on it seem­ing to float un­sus­pended.

Drey­fus recog­nised one of them as the black box they had found in Tench’s room.

“Good morn­ing, Hafdis,” said Jane Au­monier, seated to the right of Lovro Breno and Lil­lian Baudry. She lifted her eyes to Drey­fus. “I’m sorry to de­tain you, Tom, but I wanted there to be ab­so­lute trans­parency.”

“Trans­parency?” Drey­fus asked.

“We’ve taken rather a lot on trust,” Au­monier said. “Cer­tainly, our records show that In­g­var did have a daugh­ter, even if she seems never to have men­tioned her to any­one.”

“In­g­var was pro­tec­tive of her pri­vate life,” Drey­fus an­swered. “She didn’t speak of Hafdis, it’s true. That’s be­cause she shared noth­ing of her­self be­yond her work.”

“None­the­less, we must ex­er­cise dili­gence.” Au­monier in­di­cated to Hafdis that she should of­fer her hand across the ta­ble.

Hafdis did so un­wa­ver­ingly.

Au­monier glanced to her right. “Lil­lian, would you?”

Baudry took one of the ob­jects on the ta­ble, a bio­med­i­cal sty­lus, and tapped it against Hafdis’s hand. The sty­lus blinked, in­di­cat­ing that it had col­lected a sta­tis­ti­cally use­ful sam­ple of ge­netic ma­te­rial.

Hafdis with­drew her hand. A tiny blood spot marked the point where the sty­lus had sam­pled her, but she made no show of alarm or dis­com­fort.

Drey­fus was im­pressed by her com­po­sure.

“You need to make sure I’m me,” Hafdis stated, with a forth­right con­fi­dence.

“We don’t have your ge­netic se­quence on file,” Au­monier an­swered. “The Com­mon Ar­ti­cles for­bid us that. Nor we do have ac­cess to the ge­netic se­quence of your fa­ther, Miles Selby, or any close rel­a­tives of his. But we do have your mother’s. It’ll only take a few sec­onds to es­tab­lish a mi­to­chon­drial cross-match, if you’re in­deed re­lated.”

The sty­lus blinked again. At the same time, a tone sounded from the com­pad in front of Au­monier.

She slid it across to Lovro Breno.

“The mo­ment of truth.”

Breno picked up the com­pad with one huge hand. His cold grey eyes roamed the anal­y­sis, his ex­pres­sion un­read­able. With his other hand, he rasped his knuck­les through the rusty comb of hair on his scalp, mak­ing a harsh bristling sound.

“If she’s not my mother,” Hafdis said, “it’s the first I know about it. I wouldn’t be so fool­ish as to think I could come to Panoply and pass my­self off as some­thing I’m not.”

Au­monier said: “Lovro?”

Breno set down the com­pad. “She matches. Fifty per cent of her genes are shared. That makes her a sib­ling, or—more likely—ei­ther the mother or daugh­ter of In­g­var Tench.” He slid the com­pad back to Au­monier with a cur­sory flick of his wrist. “Which doesn’t buy her any spe­cial treat­ment, in case any­one had any ideas.”

“I’m sure none of us did,” Drey­fus said. Then, nod­ding at the black box: “I sup­pose she can see those things now?”

Baudry slid the con­tainer within reach of Hafdis. “These are your mother’s be­long­ings. They’re yours to do with as you wish.”

Hafdis waited a mo­ment, then lifted the lid and dipped her hand into the jum­ble of items, rum­mag­ing in­cu­ri­ously while she kept her eyes on the Supreme Pre­fect. She lifted out a lock of hair, a pic­ture, a comb, a pocket mag­ni­fier, an aus­tere hair-clasp, then al­lowed them to fall back into the box—all ex­cept the hair-clasp, which she em­ployed on her­self, se­cur­ing a scrunch of black curls at the back of her head.

“This can’t be ev­ery­thing?”

“I’m afraid it is,” Au­monier said. “Your mother wasn’t one for at­tach­ments. She had some fur­nish­ings and gar­ments made from quick­mat­ter, but those have been re-ab­sorbed. They can be re­con­sti­tuted if that’s your wish.”

Hafdis closed the lid with a snap. “If this is all she kept for her­self, then it’s all I need. I pre­sume I’m al­lowed to take these things with me, now that you’ve es­tab­lished I’m telling the truth?”

“They’re yours,” Au­monier said, with a mag­nan­i­mous flour­ish of her wrist.

“That dealt with,” Baudry said, look­ing to her col­leagues for a nod of agree­ment, “may we pro­ceed with the eval­u­a­tion?”

“We may,” Breno said.

Drey­fus made to rise.

“Aren’t you go­ing to stay for the or­deal, Tom?” Breno asked mildly.

“I’d love to, Lovro—if only be­cause I ex­pect Hafdis to sail through ev­ery test you can throw at her. But there’s the small mat­ter of about four hun­dred habi­tats that need vis­it­ing.”

Sparver had done well to make the task even re­motely fea­si­ble with any­thing less than weeks of work. From the thou­sands of lo­ca­tions that Tench had vis­ited at least once in the years of her field ser­vice, Sparver had whit­tled the list down to a daunt­ing but man­age­able four hun­dred and eleven can­di­date lo­ca­tions. He had done so by elim­i­nat­ing any­where Tench vis­ited only once, as well as any­where that was the sub­ject of mul­ti­ple rou­tine vis­its by other pre­fects. His hunch was that Tench must have made some dis­cov­ery that was hers alone.

Sparver might be wrong about that, but Drey­fus un­der­stood that they had to make some as­sump­tions if they were to get any­where at all. Di­vid­ing the work be­tween them, each would still need to make more than two hun­dred in­spec­tions. The lim­its of travel-time through the Glit­ter Band, even with op­ti­mised cross­ings, meant that each would be lim­ited to about six or seven a day—still around a month’s work, as­sum­ing no time off and only the bare min­i­mum of rest be­tween shifts.

Sparver had had an­other hunch. He’d or­gan­ised the sched­ule ac­cord­ing to the time-or­der­ing of Tench’s vis­its. What­ever trou­ble she had got into, he fig­ured that it was more likely to be due to a re­cent visit than one she had made right at the start of her ser­vice.

This or­der­ing was im­por­tant, but so was the ef­fi­ciency of cross­ings within the ever-evolv­ing puz­zle of the Glit­ter Band. Sparver al­lowed the search pri­or­ity to op­ti­mise it­self ac­cord­ing to both time-or­der­ing and min­i­mum travel-time. This re­sulted in a sched­ule that was weighted to­ward places re­cently in­spected by Tench, but with the odd early out­lier thrown in be­cause of the sav­ings in time and fuel. Some of the out­comes looked counter-in­tu­itive to him, but by then he was will­ing to trust the al­go­rithm over his own in­stincts.

Drey­fus agreed. It was a good start­ing po­si­tion. With luck they might hit their ob­jec­tive within fif­teen days, rather than thirty—pro­vided they recog­nised it when they did.

“I hate to be the one to men­tion it,” Sparver told him, “but we could get it done a lot sooner if Lady Jane threw a hun­dred helpers at our feet.”

“Panoply can’t spare ei­ther the bod­ies or the ships,” Drey­fus pointed out. “Even if it could, I’m not sure I’d want to ex­pand the search be­yond the two of us. In­g­var went to great lengths not to share her work with the rest of the or­gan­i­sa­tion. That sug­gests to me that she had qualms over who could or couldn’t be trusted with that in­for­ma­tion, all the way up to the tac­ti­cal room.”

“I hope we weren’t on her shit-list, boss.”

“So do I, but it makes it all the more sen­si­ble to keep our in­ves­ti­ga­tion be­tween the two of us. There’s an­other fac­tor: you and I knew In­g­var, and so did Thalia. This isn’t some dis­tant col­league who died in the line of duty. It’s per­sonal, and that means we’ll go the ex­tra mile.”

“I guess we will. How’s the daugh­ter shap­ing up?”

“Ac­quit­ting her­self, I don’t doubt.” Drey­fus paused, fish­ing out his com­pad as he re­mem­bered a bit of busi­ness he wanted to com­plete be­fore de­par­ture. “Give me a mo­ment, Sparver; I meant to in­form the lo­cal au­thor­i­ties about the Salter-Re­gent tip-off.”

“That was a lucky stroke. Who knew il­le­gal tech­nol­ogy bro­kers could grow a con­science?”

“I’m not putting too much faith in it. Fam­i­lies like that col­lect grudges the way you and I col­lect bat­tle scars. The anony­mous party is most likely some ri­val clan aim­ing to cause a lit­tle harm­less ag­gra­va­tion for the Salter-Re­gents.”

As he used his com­pad to send a mes­sage to the con­sta­bles in the Salter-Re­gent habi­tat—us­ing the terse, for­mal style re­served for in­ter-agency as­sis­tance re­quests—Drey­fus hoped that he had struck the right note of easy­go­ing scep­ti­cism with his part­ner. The re­al­ity was that he was en­tirely con­fi­dent that the tip-off would lead to some­thing, and per­haps some­thing big. Au­rora might be men­da­cious, but if she was sin­cere about the threat against her and the need for Panoply to neu­tralise it, then the last thing she needed was an es­ca­lat­ing blood-feud ty­ing up more and more of the pre­fects’ time and en­ergy.

The con­sta­bles were about to pull on a very hot thread in­deed, he ex­pected.

He com­pleted the com­mu­nique, tucked his com­pad away and re-joined Sparver. They went to their cut­ters, berthed side by side and nearly ready for de­par­ture. One of Thyssen’s tech­ni­cians was just un­cou­pling an um­bil­i­cal from one of the night-black, wedge-shaped ships.

“You see that kid?” Sparver con­fided.

“Some­thing I should know?”

“It’s Podor. I taught him, and so did you. One of the high-fliers in that in­duc­tion stream. Yet now look at him, do­ing mon­key-work for Thyssen.”

“Main­tain­ing a fleet of ag­ile, pow­er­fully armed space ve­hi­cles is hardly mon­key-work.”

“I spoke to him when I came down to look at Tench’s ship. Says he crashed out, and now he’s do­ing time down here un­til they let him have an­other shot at in­duc­tion.”

Drey­fus shrugged. “I had worse set­backs. Lovro Breno will be the one who bumped Podor down, and that’s his de­ci­sion to make. I imag­ine Podor is grate­ful to still be in the or­gan­i­sa­tion. Plenty of oth­ers will have left Panoply for good; at least he’s got an­other chance.”

Sparver watched Podor for a few more sec­onds, then said: “I guess you’ve had time to re­flect on Thalia’s pre­sen­ta­tion to the tac­ti­cal room.”

“They’re still di­gest­ing it. What about it?”

Sparver low­ered his voice even fur­ther. “Let’s say he spent most of those ninety sec­onds try­ing to stop his ship at­tack­ing Val­sko-Venev. Only at the end did he re­alise that he couldn’t over­ride the sys­tems, and a whiphound det­o­na­tion on min­i­mum fuse wouldn’t be pow­er­ful enough to guar­an­tee de­stroy­ing his ship from in­side. So he did the only thing left to him: he opened his lock, vent­ing all his air. He knew he’d die in the process, but there was no other way to break that weapons lock, even mo­men­tar­ily.”

“You and I ac­cept that pic­ture,” Drey­fus agreed. “Lady Jane is nearly per­suaded. The oth­ers may get there even­tu­ally, thanks to Thalia’s good work. What’s your point?”

“That it sug­gests prior sab­o­tage of Mi­zler’s ship. Some kind of rogue pro­gram that caused his weapons to ac­ti­vate and then wouldn’t let him stop the at­tack.”

“Thank you for bring­ing this up just be­fore you and I board our ships.”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t con­sid­ered it as well?”

Drey­fus stopped. “Of course I’ve con­sid­ered it,” he said brusquely. “Con­sid­ered it and re­jected it. Thyssen’s been with us through ev­ery re­cent cri­sis. He’s dou­bled and re-dou­bled the se­cu­rity pro­ce­dures down here. No one could have gained ac­cess to Mi­zler’s ship with­out trip­ping a thou­sand alarms.”

Sparver glanced back at the obliv­i­ous Podor, cur­rently spool­ing away the um­bil­i­cal line. “Un­less they’re al­ready work­ing un­der Thyssen, with all the priv­i­leges they need?”

“No,” Drey­fus said firmly. “Who­ever got to Mi­zler’s ship did it by some other means. No one in Panoply would have had any cause to start a blood­bath be­tween hu­mans and hy­per­pigs.”

“Some­thing’s not right here, boss. You and I both know it.”

“And we have to work to do, be­sides im­pli­cat­ing trusted col­leagues.” Drey­fus soft­ened his tone, not wish­ing to part on a sour note. “It’s right to be vig­i­lant. I will . . . talk to Thyssen. Find out a lit­tle more about Podor. But not now. Those sched­ules you drew up de­pend on us set­ting off at pre-ar­ranged times, or the cross­ing ef­fi­ciency falls apart.”

“All right. We’ll say no more . . . for now. Good luck out there, boss.”

“The same.”

They de­parted, flash­ing away from Panoply on sep­a­rate tra­jec­to­ries, a minute or two later than in­tended but not so tardily as to throw out ei­ther of their sched­ules.

Six vis­its for Drey­fus, seven for Sparver, be­cause of the way the al­go­rithm had shaken out. Each would re­quire no more than an hour on-site, just enough time to per­form the min­i­mum amount of sup­pos­edly rou­tine in­spec­tion work. The idea was to look as if they were go­ing about their nor­mal busi­ness, noth­ing out of the or­di­nary. If by some chance ei­ther of them did pick up on some­thing un­usual, they were not to make any­thing of it there and then. Drey­fus had drilled this into Sparver: not so much as an ear-twitch. Just carry on as nor­mal, and un­less it was the last visit of the day, not even to re­turn to Panoply or en­gage in any un­usual comms. They could de­brief each other when they were both back home.

The first day was a washout, but then Drey­fus would have been sur­prised and sus­pi­cious if it wasn’t, so early in the search. He was glad that they had both man­aged to stick to the agreed sched­ule. Each had ex­pe­ri­enced a sim­i­lar suite of feel­ings as the day pro­gressed: first of all, the im­pres­sion that ev­ery­thing was wrong, ev­ery de­tail off-key, then a grad­ual fad­ing-off of that im­pres­sion as the hours wore on and they slowly added more notches to their tally. They saw noth­ing that sug­gested any con­nec­tion to Tench or Catop­sis.

Six and seven down: thir­teen habi­tats to cross, at least pro­vi­sion­ally, off the list of four hun­dred and eleven. There was a long way to go, but their method­ol­ogy was sound, and that was enough for Drey­fus. Some­times all a po­lice­man needed was a hard day’s work and the prom­ise of a soft bed at the end of it.







CHAP­TER FOUR­TEEN

The bor­der changed to blue, and a few mo­ments later Hafdis emerged through the yield­ing sur­face, fol­lowed by Baudry and Breno. Drey­fus in­di­cated Hafdis should wait a short dis­tance down the cor­ri­dor, just out of earshot of his col­leagues.

“Did the Supreme Pre­fect at­tend this time?” he asked Baudry.

“Not to­day, Drey­fus. She’s with Gas­ton, Tang and the other an­a­lysts, go­ing through Ng’s find­ings for the tenth or eleventh time. That was com­mend­able work.”

“Then you’re per­suaded?”

“There are still quite a few ques­tions that need re­solv­ing. It could still be an ac­ci­dent of tim­ing, mak­ing it seem as if Mi­zler was try­ing to do the right thing . . .”

“Or we could cut to the chase and as­sume that’s ex­actly what he was do­ing.”

“I un­der­stand you have an in­vest­ment in his rep­u­ta­tion, given that he was men­tored by Ban­cal.” She eyed him. “And speak­ing of the two of you, shouldn’t you be out on your goose-chase right now?”

“I thought I’d take Hafdis along for the ride, now that we’re into the swing of things.”

The sec­ond day had been an­other bust. Sparver man­aged six vis­its, Drey­fus seven. But it hadn’t been a com­pletely wasted use of Panoply time. At the fifth lo­ca­tion on his sched­ule, Sparver picked up a mi­nor vi­o­la­tion of polling im­ple­men­ta­tion, mer­it­ing a fol­low-up. They con­ferred af­ter­wards, sat­is­fied that it was un­likely to have been of con­cern to Tench.

For the third day the al­go­rithm had given Drey­fus a slightly less ar­du­ous sched­ule than Sparver’s, with only four des­ti­na­tions. Drey­fus de­cided that it was the per­fect time to show Hafdis what field­work was re­ally like.

“Ir­reg­u­lar,” Baudry said, com­ment­ing on his plan.

“I won’t be ex­pos­ing her to risk or op­er­a­tional se­crets. Mostly she’ll sit in the cut­ter with me and ex­pe­ri­ence an­other bout of space sick­ness.” Drey­fus looked down the cor­ri­dor, to where Hafdis was wait­ing with her back to the wall, her head dipped, hands at her sides. Im­pos­si­ble to tell if that was the pos­ture of some­one who knew they had been de­feated at the first trial, or merely some­one glad the first or­deal was be­hind them. “How did she ac­quit her­self?”

“You’d need to ask Breno.”

The pre­fect in ques­tion was jot­ting notes into his com­pad, tilted away from him so that Drey­fus could see the flow­ing lines of beau­ti­ful cur­sive he was set­ting down.

“Lovro?”

“Per­fectly sat­is­fac­tory, Tom, across all met­rics.”

“Just that? Sat­is­fac­tory?”

“Look, if you’re ex­pect­ing a high-flier, you’re set­ting your­self up for dis­ap­point­ment. She’s just good enough to meet our stan­dards, which is an achieve­ment in it­self, but it’s noth­ing that’ll mark her out of the or­di­nary within Panoply.” He paused, mak­ing an­other note. “But per­haps that’s what you feel we need now: solid re­li­a­bil­ity, dili­gence with­out flair.”

“You’re read­ing a lot into a few ses­sions.”

“I am, and I have some ex­pe­ri­ence with the way can­di­dates pan out.” His jaw tight­ened. “I’m just say­ing I wouldn’t bet on her mak­ing it all the way through to field ser­vice. She might have the tem­per­a­ment for su­per­nu­mer­ary work, and there’s no shame in that.”

“We won’t write her off her just yet, Lovro,” Baudry said, sur­pris­ing Drey­fus by ris­ing to Hafdis’s de­fence. “I’ll share my can­di­dacy scores one day. I barely scraped through the early met­rics, yet here I am with a seat in tac­ti­cal, at the right hand of Lady Jane.”

“Mm,” Breno said, as if she had made some em­bar­rass­ing slip of pro­fes­sional eti­quette that was best glossed over.

“All that mat­ters is that she’s as­sessed fairly,” Drey­fus said.

“Of course she will be,” Breno re­turned. “I just want to make sure she’s held to our high­est stan­dards. That’s what In­g­var would have in­sisted on, I think we can both agree.”

Drey­fus nod­ded half-heart­edly. “Has she com­pleted her as­sess­ment for to­day?”

Breno glanced down the cor­ri­dor. “Yes, she’s done for now. We’ll see her again to­mor­row, for in­tro­duc­tory ma­chine ethics. What have you got lined up for her, Tom?”

“I thought it wouldn’t hurt if she got to look over my shoul­der dur­ing some field duty. She can come with me while we visit more of those lo­ca­tions that might have been of in­ter­est to In­g­var.”

“Well, good luck with that. There’s an­other way, you know, be­sides look­ing un­der four hun­dred stones. You could just go straight to Grigor Bac­chus and ask him what the hell he knows.”

He went back to his note mak­ing.

Drey­fus col­lected Hafdis and showed her the quick­est way down to the docks.

“The green band is the in­di­cated route, but if you take mauve to the sec­ond spin node, and trans­fer to in­digo, it avoids a lot of con­ges­tion in Sec­tion D. There are only a thou­sand of us in Panoply, but you’d be sur­prised how the pas­sages fill up dur­ing shift changes. I must tell you the best times to visit the re­fec­tory . . .”

“Do you know how I did back there?”

He had been ex­pect­ing her to ask but was still not ready to give her the an­swer she sought.

“I’m not sup­posed to of­fer di­rect feed­back on your progress.”

“But I can’t have flunked out yet or you wouldn’t be tak­ing me out in the ship.”

Af­ter a si­lence Drey­fus said: “It’s only day three.”

“Is that all you’re go­ing to give me?”

He smiled testily. “It’s a lot more than your mother would have.”

“The tests have been pretty sim­ple so far,” she went on, breezily in­dif­fer­ent to his re­luc­tance. “I had to speed-read a doc­u­ment, com­mit it to mem­ory and then an­swer a few ques­tions on it. They showed me an al­go­rithm with an ob­vi­ous cod­ing er­ror in it. They tested my left−right hemi­spheric dom­i­nance. They asked me to catch a ball nine times out of ten. I caught it twenty out of twenty.” She shrugged. “I was ex­pect­ing it to be harder.”

“It will be, and soon.”

They ar­rived at the docks at the same time as Sparver, who had come via a dif­fer­ent route.

“You must be Sparver Ban­cal,” Hafdis said.

He looked down at him­self. “So I must.”

“Mother men­tioned you of­ten.”

“Be­cause I’m a pig?”

“Be­cause you im­pressed her with your com­mit­ment to Panoply.” Hafdis squinted at him. “Un­less I’ve got the wrong Sparver Ban­cal?”

“You’ve got the right one,” Drey­fus said.

Sparver, who had shrugged off his ear­lier of­fence, nod­ded in the di­rec­tion of the cut­ter that had been as­signed to him. “Well, you’re wel­come to travel with me. I can’t prom­ise it’ll be the most ex­cit­ing day of your life, but at least you’ll see the unglam­orous side of our work.”

“Per­haps she’ll shadow you at some point,” Drey­fus said. “To­day, I’d like her to come with me.” He of­fered a re­as­sur­ing look to Hafdis. “You’ll thank me. My sched­ule is pretty light, and Sparver has a much higher tol­er­ance for gee-loads than I do.”

They watched Sparver board his own ship, seal up, de­tach from the berth and leave Panoply. Drey­fus took Hafdis to the ad­join­ing lock, where the other cut­ter waited.

“Light en­force­ment ve­hi­cle, Gila class. Your pri­mary steed, if you make it to field ser­vice. Moidel­hoff to­tal nu­cle­ation drive for main propul­sion, cold-gas for pre­ci­sion ma­noeu­vring. Three gees sus­tained, six on mil­i­tary. Fast enough and small enough to get any­where in the Glit­ter Band quickly. Rapid-cy­cle Bre­it­en­bach can­nons, syn­chro­nised for ten kilo­me­tres. Oth­er­wise, min­i­mal ar­mour and ar­ma­ments. Any­thing more would add mass and bulk.”

“A ship like that did a lot of dam­age to that habi­tat,” Hafdis com­mented.

“It was a lightly con­structed habi­tat.” Drey­fus con­jured open the lock. “The cut­ter still came off worse, in the end. It’s im­por­tant to un­der­stand that our au­thor­ity isn’t vested in strength. We po­lice the ma­chin­ery of democ­racy by con­sent, through the pub­lic trust granted us in ac­cor­dance with the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles.” Un­der his breath, but loud enough to make his point known, he added: “Al­though it doesn’t al­ways feel that way.”

They boarded the cut­ter. Hafdis moved cau­tiously in the weight­less con­fines, as if merely be­ing back aboard a ship was bring­ing back her mo­tion sick­ness. Drey­fus showed her to the sec­ondary seat and how to fas­ten her­self in.

“But you can call on big­ger ships and heav­ier weapons.”

“With each es­ca­la­tion in power, the bur­den of con­se­quence weighs more heav­ily on the Supreme Pre­fect and her se­niors. Panoply is sub­ject to con­tin­ual over­sight by cit­i­zen quora. If we over­reach our­selves, ex­er­cise our pow­ers in­dis­crim­i­nately, we stand to be checked. And some of those more force­ful tools—field weaponry, nu­clear de­vices—can only be dis­pensed af­ter bind­ing pub­lic votes.”

“What if Panoply wanted to do some­thing and the cit­i­zens de­nied it?”

“Panoply would abide by the pub­lic will. Even if that will was sui­ci­dal.”

“Mother said it didn’t al­ways hap­pen that way. That Lil­lian Baudry and Michael Crissel dis­re­garded a bind­ing vote and un­locked the weapons any­way.”

“You’re well in­formed,” Drey­fus said, a por­tion of his good hu­mour flak­ing away. “Was your mother in the habit of dis­cussing mat­ters of in­ter­nal pro­to­col?”

“I wanted to know the bad as well as the good.”

“Now you do.”

He took his own po­si­tion and be­gan the de­par­ture pro­ce­dure, won­der­ing what sort of mixed bless­ing Hafdis Tench might yet turn out to be.

For all his late mis­giv­ings, the day went well. He made three in­spec­tions on his own, then on the fourth—his in­stincts telling him that it was safe to do so—he had Hafdis ac­com­pany him to and from the polling core, where he per­formed a se­ries of rou­tine di­ag­nos­tics.

“It’s strange to think my mother was here,” she told him, as they were on their way back to the cut­ter, walk­ing through or­na­men­tal gar­dens where the flow­ers had the look of metal sculp­tures, their coloured petals throw­ing off a mir­rored sheen.

“If it’s too much for you, we can stop this ar­range­ment at any time.”

“It isn’t. I want this. I can be as strong as she was. As strong as Jane Au­monier.”

“That’s not a com­par­i­son I’d make lightly, Hafdis.”

“I didn’t mean it dis­re­spect­fully.”

“Best that you don’t make it all.”

They were de­tached, on their way back to Panoply, when she picked up the thread of the con­ver­sa­tion again. “Is that some­thing she talks about much, sir, that time she spent alone with that thing at­tached to her?”

“She nei­ther dwells on it nor pre­tends it didn’t hap­pen to her.”

“To go eleven years with­out hu­man con­tact, with­out sleep . . . and all the while know­ing that hor­ri­ble thing might kill her at any in­stant.” Hafdis shook her head in rev­er­ence. “It would have bro­ken nearly any­one else, wouldn’t it? And then the way it ended . . .”

“The Clock­maker didn’t mean to make any part of it easy.”

“Sir, would it be pos­si­ble for me to speak to her about it, now that I’m in Panoply?”

“You’re just a can­di­date, Hafdis. Maybe a wait a few years to bend the Supreme Pre­fect’s ear.”

“But I’m not just a can­di­date, sir, am I? I’m the daugh­ter of one of your col­leagues, killed do­ing the one thing that gave shape and mean­ing to her life. There’s a rea­son Jane Au­monier came to my first in­ter­view. She was show­ing a per­sonal in­ter­est.”

“I said she doesn’t pre­tend it never hap­pened. That’s not the same as want­ing to rake over it again, with some­one she barely knows.”

“I just thought I’d ask,” Hafdis said, saltily. “Mother had such re­spect for her, and I thought it would be good if Jane Au­monier knew that, be­cause Mother prob­a­bly wouldn’t have al­lowed her feel­ings to show.” She folded her arms. “But if you don’t think that mat­ters . . .”

“I’ll men­tion it,” he said, as cross with Hafdis as he was with him­self for be­ing so eas­ily guyed. “How’s the mo­tion sick­ness, by the way?”

“It’s not been any­thing like as bad as that first cross­ing.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Drey­fus ap­plied power, the cut­ter veer­ing sharply.

Grigor Bac­chus was per­form­ing a dis­mem­ber­ment.

The hard-shell vac­uum suit lay cru­ci­fied on an in­spec­tion rack, its com­po­nent parts be­ing de­tached for main­te­nance and swap-out. Bac­chus was strug­gling with a shoul­der ar­tic­u­la­tion, grunt­ing as he worked a man­ual clamp, turn­ing a long-han­dled wheel to ap­ply force to the seized joint.

Bac­chus was alone to­day, and that suited Drey­fus. Nor­mally he worked with a small team of as­sis­tant tech­ni­cians, just enough peo­ple to stay on top of the work of over­haul­ing Panoply’s in­ven­tory of hard-shell suits.

Drey­fus had brought a hel­met with him di­rectly from the cut­ter af­ter dock­ing with Hafdis.

“Hello, Grigor,” he said.

“Drey­fus.” Bac­chus con­tin­ued with his work, barely glanc­ing up un­til the re­cal­ci­trant joint snapped free, the torso of the suit fi­nally sur­ren­der­ing its arm. “Put that over there with a fault docket and sign out a spare from the rack.”

Drey­fus set the hel­met down on a wide ta­ble where there were al­ready other hel­mets, parts of suits and a com­plete suit in its own right. There had been a mi­nor fault with the drop-down glare vi­sor, but noth­ing that war­ranted bring­ing it to Bac­chus be­fore its sched­uled ser­vice date.

“While I’m here, I won­dered if I might have a quick word.”

Bac­chus left the in­spec­tion rack and saun­tered over, rub­bing a grease-smeared palm across his bald­ing ton­sure, leav­ing stripes. He had been a big man once, a stoop­ing gi­ant who seemed too large for Panoply’s cor­ri­dors and door­ways. The last four years had robbed him of some of that pres­ence, Bac­chus shrink­ing in on him­self, the stoop hard­en­ing. “Well, that’s a pleas­ant change.”

“Is it?”

Bac­chus in­spected the hel­met, hooded eyes dis­cern­ing. “We used to be on nod­ding terms, Drey­fus, even if we weren’t close col­leagues. Now I can’t re­mem­ber the last time you gave me the time of day. I passed you in the re­fec­tory a week ago: not even a flicker of ac­knowl­edge­ment.”

“I ex­pect my mind was on some­thing.”

Bac­chus rolled the hel­met, pick­ing a wad of fluff from the neck seal. “Now’s your chance, then.”

“I have no axe to grind with you,” Drey­fus stated. “Four years ago, you acted in what you be­lieved were the higher in­ter­ests of both Panoply and the Glit­ter Band.”

“You waited un­til now to tell me this?” Bac­chus worked the mildly mal­func­tion­ing glare vi­sor un­til it trav­elled freely.

“You com­mit­ted er­rors of pro­ce­dure and over­sight. It was a mis­take to ad­vance Catop­sis to the point you did with­out the in­volve­ment of the se­niors. It wasn’t a hang­ing of­fence, though. I’d be ly­ing if I said I hadn’t oc­ca­sion­ally crossed those same lines in my work.”

Bac­chus set the hel­met down. “Then my sins are ab­solved. The great Drey­fus has spo­ken. There’s noth­ing wrong with this, by the way.”

“Jane Au­monier showed re­straint in your dis­ci­plin­ing, none­the­less. It was clear that some­thing had to be done. She opted to re­tain your tal­ents, know­ing a val­ued as­set when she saw one. She—for­give the ex­pres­sion—stuck her neck out for you when oth­ers were quite keen to see you hung out to dry.”

Bac­chus rasped a hand against his chin, where the stub­ble had been grow­ing out for at least a cou­ple of days. “The acolyte al­ways turns against the mas­ter. I’ve made my peace with that.”

“Lovro Breno isn’t why I’m here. It’s about Catop­sis.”

“Then you’re four years too late.”

“In­g­var Tench may have been pur­su­ing a lead about a pos­si­ble re­ac­ti­va­tion of the pro­gram. Her in­ter­est in that line of en­quiry may even have got her killed.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

“I need a straight an­swer from you, Grigor. I know over­haul­ing these suits keeps you busy—too busy for you to be at­tempt­ing to res­ur­rect that pro­gram. Some­one’s do­ing it, though. They might be op­er­at­ing out­side Panoply, but they can’t be act­ing with­out the ex­per­tise of your team.”

Bac­chus lifted his face to Drey­fus, who saw only a worn-down mem­ory of the younger man. The de­fi­ance was there, the in­tel­li­gence, too, but those four years had worn his strength of will down to the bones.

“So what do you want?”

“An as­sur­ance that you’re not in­volved. That you know noth­ing and you’ve seen noth­ing.”

“I’m many things,” Bac­chus said, spit­tle mantling his teeth, “but not a fool. We came close, be­fore Tench shut us down. Close enough to suc­ceed.” The spit­tle lashed Drey­fus. “Close enough that we nearly changed things for the bet­ter. I know that, and I’ve made my peace with it. I’m bro­ken, but so is Panoply. We make a good fit for each other.” Bac­chus scooped up the hel­met and shoved it back to Drey­fus. “There. Good as new.”

“Thank you.” Drey­fus cra­dled the hel­met with as much grace as he could man­age. “These suits,” he said, look­ing around the ser­vice area. “How do they get back to the ships, when they’re over­hauled?”

“Thyssen ar­ranges it.”

Drey­fus frowned. “Thyssen?”

“One of his un­der­lings,” Bac­chus said testily. “Podor, Strax, one of them. Now, if you want to ask any more ques­tions, at least do me the dig­nity of treat­ing me as a for­mal sub­ject.”

Au­monier asked for a brief au­di­ence with Drey­fus. They met in the hot­house, the steamy, ram­bling minia­ture for­est that the Supreme Pre­fect had de­creed for her own amuse­ment and di­ver­sion near the mid­dle of Panoply.

“I won’t keep you,” she said, as they am­bled along a steeply de­scend­ing stream, “since I know this line of en­quiry you’re pur­su­ing must be very tir­ing for both you and Sparver. I just wanted to let you know that I’ve had an of­fi­cial com­mu­nique from the con­sta­bles tasked with the Salter-Re­gent in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”

Drey­fus tried to make it sound as if his ex­pec­ta­tions were mod­est.

“Has any­thing come of it?”

“It’s early days, but the in­di­ca­tions are en­cour­ag­ing. They’re run­ning a deep au­dit on that fam­ily’s re­cent ac­tiv­i­ties, in­clud­ing move­ments and fi­nan­cial trans­ac­tions. Some very in­ter­est­ing things are start­ing to come to light.”

“Re­ally?”

“The fur­ther the con­sta­bles dig, the shadier it all looks. They’ve al­ready found a money-chain which makes that pur­chase of a non­ve­lope look more plau­si­ble than not. Be­yond that, there are ties to at least three par­ties that were al­ready rais­ing sus­pi­cions from our end, but whom we couldn’t move against with­out harder ev­i­dence. Now it’s nearly in our grasp.”

“We were over­due a break­through,” Drey­fus com­mented.

“I’m sur­prised you don’t sound more en­thu­si­as­tic about the whole thing. The tip-off was di­rected to you per­son­ally, af­ter all.”

“It’s a good de­vel­op­ment.” He caught his breath, sweat­ing heav­ily in the near-trop­i­cal hu­mid­ity. “I sup­pose I’m just hav­ing a lit­tle dif­fi­culty re­mov­ing my fo­cus from the Tench en­quiry.”

Au­monier crossed the brook be­tween two step­ping-stones, mak­ing sprightly ease of it, not even close to per­spir­ing.

“Well, that’s un­der­stand­able—but I just wanted you to know that some­thing’s pan­ning out of it, af­ter all.” She looked back con­fid­ingly. “Be­tween you and me, Tom, I’m minded to use ex­tra­or­di­nary mea­sures to back-trace that anony­mous sender. If what they’ve sent us is as solid as it looks, I’m won­der­ing what else they might know.”

“I’d cau­tion against it,” Drey­fus said, grunt­ing as he hob­bled from one stone to the next. “They may run scared if they de­tect an at­tempt to ex­pose their iden­tity, and that might cost us an­other in­tel­li­gence tit­bit fur­ther down the road.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” she said, with an un­der­cur­rent of dis­ap­point­ment. “Some­times I wish I had half your pa­tience.”

“Softly, softly, is the old adage,” he of­fered, labour­ing to keep up. “Any­way, I don’t think any­one needs to give you lessons on pa­tience.” See­ing a gam­bit to change the sub­ject, he added: “Hafdis is some­thing of a fan, by the way. She keeps press­ing me for in­sights into your time un­der the scarab. I think it’s a lit­tle bit more than a mor­bid in­ter­est.”

“You’re free to tell her what­ever she wants to know.”

“I think she’d like to hear it from you, rather than me.” Drey­fus stead­ied him­self as the path climbed steeply. “Any other can­di­date, I’d call it an im­pu­dence. But I can’t deny that her con­nec­tion to In­g­var changes things.”

“In her mind, maybe.” Au­monier made a non­com­mit­tal sound. “When I have an idle mo­ment to my­self, I’ll gladly see her in the sphere. A few min­utes in there should be enough to dent her cu­rios­ity.”

“Or harden it.” He wheezed. “She ad­mires you, and that can only have come from her mother.”

“Funny how In­g­var man­aged to keep that ad­mi­ra­tion al­most en­tirely to her­self.”

“We all have in­ner depths,” Drey­fus said. “I’m re­al­is­ing that more and more as I get older.”

“To hear you speak, you’d think you were ready to quit on us.” She said this off-hand­edly, but there was an edge to it, an im­pli­ca­tion that the re­mark was not en­tirely with­out se­ri­ous in­tent.

“We should all recog­nise when we’re no longer use­ful,” he re­turned.

“And is that an ad­mis­sion that you feel your own use­ful­ness is near­ing its end?” There was warmth in her look, but also cau­tion, warn­ing him against such thoughts in fu­ture. “I need you, Tom, es­pe­cially now. Even when you make mis­takes.”

“And what would they be?”

“I hear you went hard on Grigor Bac­chus.”

Drey­fus tried to keep an even tem­per. “We just had a nice lit­tle chat. Old times’ sake.”

“He didn’t see it that way.”

“That’s his prob­lem.”

“The man has served his penance, Tom. He was guilty of mis­judge­ment, an er­ror born out of too great a love for Panoply, not too lit­tle. I’ll ask you not to treat him like a com­mon crim­i­nal, just be­cause of some ten­u­ous link to your Catop­sis hob­by­horse.”

“It’s a bit more than a hob­by­horse.”

“Bac­chus is off lim­its,” she said sharply. “If you have grounds to in­ter­view him again—se­ri­ous grounds—you bring them to me first, and we do things by the book. I won’t have you hound­ing ev­ery in­di­vid­ual in Panoply who hasn’t lived up to your ex­act­ing stan­dards.” Her look be­came a glare, turn­ing him to stone. “Is that clear?”

“Abun­dantly,” Drey­fus an­swered.

Of the hand­ful of rules he had in­ter­nalised since his time in the or­gan­i­sa­tion, one in par­tic­u­lar was sacro­sanct: Never get on the wrong side of Jane Au­monier. She was al­ready strid­ing off, her back to him.







CHAP­TER FIF­TEEN

Drey­fus and Sparver were four days into their search, the ex­haus­tion and repet­i­tive­ness of the task gnaw­ing at both of them, when the call came in.

Her name was Garza, a pre­fect out on field­work. Not the un­usual kind that Drey­fus and Sparver were in­volved in, nor even the sort that was oc­cu­py­ing more and more of Panoply’s time—deal­ing with the reper­cus­sions of Mi­zler Cranach—but the or­di­nary kind that went on all the time, even in the midst of cri­sis. When her name flashed up, Drey­fus racked his mem­ory for a face. He thought that he re­mem­bered her from his classes, five or six years back. Bright, hard­work­ing, thor­oughly ded­i­cated to the pro­fes­sion, even though—in his lim­ited view of her—there was some spark miss­ing, some abil­ity to think around cor­ners not as fully present in her as it had been in Thalia and Sparver; a de­fi­ciency that might rec­tify it­self with time and ex­pe­ri­ence, or which might for­ever hold her back from the higher ech­e­lons of field­work and se­nior­ity.

He read her re­port, sent di­rectly to him. On the far side of the Glit­ter Band, CTC had de­tected an ob­ject mov­ing on a low-ve­loc­ity tra­jec­tory through in­ter-habi­tat space, un­logged and un­sched­uled. De­bris, per­haps, or some grey-econ­omy trans­ac­tion skulk­ing its way from sender to re­ceiver. Garza, her rou­tine work con­cluded for the day, had been tasked to in­ves­ti­gate. She had locked onto the ob­ject and ap­proached it.

Scans re­vealed the drifter to be about the size and shape of a hu­man corpse, shrink-wrapped in plas­tic. It was tum­bling slowly, head over heels.

A corpse, on or in­side a habi­tat, or just float­ing within its ex­clu­sion vol­ume, was no con­cern of Panoply’s. Lo­cal con­sta­bles could han­dle that sort of headache. Out here, hun­dreds of kilo­me­tres be­tween habi­tats, the ju­ris­dic­tional bound­aries were fog­gier. Panoply was not es­tab­lished to re­solve in­di­vid­ual crimes, pre­sum­ing this corpse was ev­i­dence of such. Garza could have just tagged the drifter and handed the prob­lem to one of a dozen or more civil­ian au­thor­i­ties set up to keep the space be­tween habi­tats clean and well-reg­i­mented. On the other hand, a hu­man corpse tum­bling through space—even though no hu­man had been re­ported miss­ing or mur­dered in this sec­tor—was enough of a puz­zle to jus­tify Panoply en­gage­ment.

Garza had made the cor­rect call. She’d ap­proached the form, scanned it at higher res­o­lu­tion, con­firm­ing that it was in­deed a body and then de­tect­ing some­thing with an anoma­lously high den­sity in­side the body it­self but noth­ing that quite looked like a bomb or booby trap to her, and grap­pled on. The corpse did not ex­plode. She hauled it back to Panoply, but wisely sig­nalled her sta­tus be­fore com­ing in­side the dock. A Heavy Tech­ni­cal squad came out to meet her, con­duct­ing thor­ough bi­o­log­i­cal, ra­di­o­log­i­cal and nan­otech­no­log­i­cal tests on the shrink-wrapped pack­age be­fore cer­ti­fy­ing that it did in­deed pose no se­ri­ous risk. Garza watched as the corpse was handed over to Mercier’s peo­ple in the med­i­cal sec­tion. Then she sent Drey­fus the mes­sage and went off mes­sage.

The rea­son she had con­tacted him? A tag on the corpse: a sim­ple hand­writ­ten note say­ing “At­ten: Pre­fect Drey­fus” and noth­ing else. Garza had ap­pended an im­age of the tag to her re­port.

De­spite his tired­ness, Drey­fus dropped what he was do­ing and went straight down to Med­i­cal.

He had seen that hand­writ­ing be­fore.

Mercier was wait­ing in the au­topsy room, the body al­ready laid out on a fresh ex­am­in­ing ta­ble and di­vested of its shrink-wrap­ping. Drey­fus looked through the win­dow for a few mo­ments, steeled him­self, then went through. He had been warned that the smell would be bad, and so it proved. His ca­reer had pro­vided him with very lit­tle ex­pe­ri­ence in days-old corpses, a pat­tern that he trusted was not about to be bro­ken to­day.

“It’s an odd one, to say the least,” Mercier ob­served. “Do you recog­nise him?”

Drey­fus cast a cur­sory glance at the swollen, dis­coloured fea­tures. “No, and I wouldn’t ex­pect to.” The corpse was naked, the chest and ab­domen blasted open, ex­pos­ing a mess of shat­tered ribs and shred­ded or­gans. “It came like this?”

Mercier in­di­cated a hop­per of grubby, torn gar­ments next to the ta­ble. “It was clothed. I re­moved them care­fully, but they were al­ready in a bad way.”

Be­neath the grime and dam­age, Drey­fus recog­nised the same blue uni­form that he had seen on Cas­sian and the other men and women work­ing un­der Dokkum in Stadler-Kre­me­niev. “Un­less his uni­form is bor­rowed—which I sup­pose is pos­si­ble in a war zone—this man was work­ing for the cen­tral au­thor­ity in the habi­tat where Tench met her fate.”

“You met some of them,” Mercier said.

“But not him. How long would you say he’s been dead?”

“The shrink-wrap­ping adds an el­e­ment of un­cer­tainty, but at least five days, per­haps more. I tried to get a read on an im­plant, but it’s ei­ther been dam­aged or was re­moved some time ago.”

“Then he was dead be­fore I got there. Cas­sian’s forces had lost con­trol of a whole city sec­tor around the spoke. This man must have been left be­hind when things fell apart, killed by the mob, then his re­mains re­cov­ered af­ter they swept back in to ex­tract Tench.”

“How can you know?”

“That’s Cas­sian’s hand­writ­ing on the tag. I saw him fill in an of­fi­cial doc­u­ment when he was es­cort­ing me to the front line.”

“I can think of eas­ier ways of get­ting a body to you.”

“This might have been his only shot. My bet is Cas­sian acted largely alone, at some risk to him­self. He would have taken the body to an air­lock and dumped it into space, know­ing there was a rea­son­able chance it would come to our at­ten­tion.”

“Be­cause you like corpses?”

“Be­cause I sus­pect the for­eign ob­ject Garza found in­side it will be Tench’s miss­ing whiphound.”

“I like a man with con­fi­dence.”

“Ev­ery­thing fits.” Drey­fus glanced at one of the stor­age cab­i­nets slid back into the wall, imag­in­ing Tench’s body rest­ing some­where be­hind that grey fa­cade. “You told Sparver there was no ra­dioac­tive con­tam­i­na­tion on her body, and our teams on the ground found noth­ing close to the scene of death. That rules out the whiphound be­ing used in grenade mode as a last re­sort.” Drey­fus re­turned his at­ten­tion to the new body. “Tench must have iden­ti­fied this corpse as a suit­able con­ceal­ment lo­ca­tion, then told the whiphound where to hide.” He looked at Mercier ex­pec­tantly. “Well? Am I warm or cold? Put me out of my mis­ery.”

Mercier smiled thinly. “It’s there, lodged in the tho­racic cav­ity, mostly hid­den by vis­cera. It looks dam­aged, but we’ll know more when we get it out.”

Drey­fus had brought an ev­i­den­tial preser­va­tion box with him, the kind that was im­per­vi­ous to mild ra­di­a­tion and con­ven­tional comms. He opened it and set it on the ta­ble next to the dead man.

“Get it out care­fully, then put it into that con­tainer. Take your time. We don’t know what con­di­tion that whiphound is in, and I wouldn’t want it mal­func­tion­ing on you.”

“And the corpse?”

Drey­fus thought back to the cru­el­ties he had seen in Stadler-Kre­me­niev. “It’s served its pur­pose. Burn it.”

Deep in Panoply was a cube-shaped block con­tain­ing an iso­lated in­ter­view­ing suite. The cube had come into its own dur­ing the break­away cri­sis, when Drey­fus and Au­monier had put De­von Gar­lin un­der the lens. There was no in­ter­vie­wee to­day, how­ever: just Drey­fus and his ev­i­den­tial box.

“Give me ten min­utes in there,” he told Pre­fect Chin. “No more. If I haven’t come out by then, come in with tac­ti­cal ar­mour, dual whiphounds and a bucket to mop up what­ever’s left of me.”

“What’s in that box?” Chin asked.

Drey­fus pat­ted the con­tainer. “A whiphound I’m not sure I can trust.”

He car­ried on through the con­nect­ing bridge and into the room. He nod­ded back at Chin and closed the door from within. Through the door’s lit­tle win­dow, he watched the con­nect­ing bridge de­tach and with­draw, leav­ing the cube float­ing on its own, iso­lated from the rest of Panoply ex­cept for the mag­netic cra­dle hold­ing it in po­si­tion. The cra­dle was damped to smother acous­tic sig­nals: the best it could pick up would be some­one ham­mer­ing hard on the walls, des­per­ate to be let out.

If things went wrong, Drey­fus doubted there would much time for ham­mer­ing.

He en­tered the in­ter­view­ing suite, which was sep­a­rated from a small view­ing cham­ber by a par­ti­tion wall with a one-way mir­ror in­stalled. The suite con­tained a ta­ble and a pair of chairs, con­structed from in­ert mat­ter. The same went for ev­ery­thing else sur­round­ing him. There was noth­ing that could be con­jured; noth­ing that could be made into some­thing else, from a weapon to an il­licit com­mu­ni­ca­tions de­vice.

He put the box on the ta­ble and sat in the chair. Then he opened the box, snapped on a pair of gloves Mercier had put in there for him and ex­tracted the whiphound. It was sealed in a trans­par­ent ev­i­den­tial bag but oth­er­wise in ex­actly the con­di­tion it had come out of the body.

It gave ev­ery im­pres­sion of be­ing dead. The cas­ing was badly dam­aged, and there was no way to tell if the fil­a­ment had been re­tracted back into the han­dle or sev­ered cleanly. De­nied a fil­a­ment, the whiphound was slightly less dan­ger­ous in that it could not move it­self or cut him. But it could still ex­plode.

Drey­fus took the whiphound out of the bag and hefted the han­dle. It was sticky with blood and traces of bod­ily flu­ids and vis­cera. Was it warmer or cooler than he had been ex­pect­ing? Hard to say.

He ex­am­ined the con­trols. Whiphounds were pro­grammed to re­spond to ver­bal and ges­tu­ral in­struc­tions, but their ba­sic op­er­at­ing modes were locked in by hard phys­i­cal set­tings, worked with rocker switches and stiff di­als. This whiphound had been set to use lethal force the last time its con­trol set­tings had been up­dated.

Drey­fus set the whiphound to its low­est en­force­ment level. It might not make any dif­fer­ence, but it never hurt to try.

He pressed the main ac­ti­va­tion switch, hold­ing it down for the full three sec­onds man­dated in ba­sic train­ing. The whiphound buzzed and vi­brated in his hand, and a spark of light flick­ered from the op­po­site end to the fil­a­ment port.

The whiphound gave a crackle, ruby light spilling from one of the rup­tures in the cas­ing, and died on him again.

Drey­fus made an­other at­tempt.

The whiphound made a sound like a small, an­gry fly trapped in a tiny metal box.

Drey­fus lis­tened hard. The noise was a hu­man voice, be­ing re­pro­duced by an ex­tremely dam­aged play­back sys­tem.

He held the whiphound close to his ear.

Tench’s voice said: “. . . this mes­sage. I need this to get back to Panoply . . . can only hope that it reaches . . . can trust.”

Si­lence, crack­les.

Her voice again:

“. . . wasn’t the des­ti­na­tion I locked in. This . . . pro­grammed the cut­ter. Some­one with ac­cess . . . wasn’t me. I didn’t do this.”

Stac­cato bursts of scram­bled sound.

Then:

“Bac­chus . . . That’s where you should fo­cus your en­quiries. But be care­ful. They’re ruth­less. I see that now. In fact I . . .” A pause, de­lib­er­ate now rather than a record­ing dropout. “I can’t de­lay any longer. Find this. Stop Catop­sis. And find Hafdis, if she doesn’t come to you first. Tell her . . . not an at­tempt to kill my­self . . . al­ways love her.”

A tone sounded, then the mes­sage started play­ing back again. There was a short pre­am­ble at the be­gin­ning be­fore it cy­cled around to the part he had al­ready heard, but he had missed noth­ing vi­tal.

He lis­tened to the whole thing twice more, strain­ing to pick it out from the noise and record­ing er­rors, and mak­ing sure he had not imag­ined that in­vo­ca­tion of the man be­hind Catop­sis.

Drey­fus took out his own whiphound, ac­ti­vated it and set it down on the ta­ble next to the dam­aged one.

“Cap­ture and se­cure ev­i­den­tial record­ings from the ad­ja­cent unit. Con­firm when you have a suc­cess­ful cap­ture.”

His whiphound blinked red.

“Play back the au­dio record­ing with the most re­cent time­stamp.”

Tench’s voice emerged again, but this time from his whiphound. It had du­pli­cated the record­ing, er­rors and all. The play­back was louder this time, but no more in­tel­li­gi­ble.

He de­ac­ti­vated the dam­aged whiphound and put it back in the box. If it failed, or fell into the wrong hands, at least he now had a du­pli­cate copy of Tench’s tes­ti­mony.

He be­lieved her whole­heart­edly. She had not meant to go to Stadler-Kre­me­niev at all. And ev­ery­thing that she said about Catop­sis chimed with his own un­der­stand­ing of her ac­tions over the last few months.

He wanted to let her know that some­one knew. That some­one un­der­stood.







CHAP­TER SIX­TEEN

Drey­fus made an im­me­di­ate re­turn visit to Grigor Bac­chus, this time with­out the pre­text of a piece of fail­ing suit equip­ment. Strid­ing into the work­shop, he in­structed two as­sis­tant tech­ni­cians to make them­selves scarce, and stared down the ob­ject of his ire.

“Don’t ever lie to me again, Grigor. I’ll al­ways find out.”

Bac­chus looked up from the car­cass of a space­suit, tipped onto its back to ac­cess the smooth hump of its life-sup­port sys­tems, an anemone-like spray of glow­ing frop­tics erupt­ing from the suit’s in­nards and plung­ing into a com­pad rest­ing against a hel­met.

“I didn’t lie. And un­less you’re here to make some kind of for­mal ac­cu­sa­tion, you can leave now.”

Drey­fus re­called his rep­ri­mand from Au­monier, and her in­sis­tence that Bac­chus was out of bounds un­til she said oth­er­wise.

He forged on.

“Tench men­tioned your name in con­nec­tion with Catop­sis.”

The stoop­ing, hol­lowed-out man gave a bored shrug. “Why wouldn’t she? She had a fix­a­tion about that pro­gram be­ing re­ac­ti­vated. I told her the same thing I told you. I’m not in­volved. I couldn’t be in­volved even if I wanted to, not the way I’m chained here with this work.” His eyes flared be­neath a craggy promi­nence of brow. “What part of that didn’t you un­der­stand?”

“I’m not talk­ing about her gen­eral en­quiries over the last four years.”

“Then what?”

“Tench left us a mes­sage just be­fore she died. It made a spe­cific link be­tween Catop­sis and you.”

Drey­fus thought he saw the first in­stant of real alarm in the face of Bac­chus. “What do you mean, a mes­sage? How could she?”

“Are you ask­ing me that be­cause the idea was to si­lence her more ef­fec­tively?”

“No, you cretin. I’m ask­ing how any mes­sage got back to us, af­ter the way I heard she died.” He leaned in, foam scurf­ing his teeth. “I didn’t like her, Drey­fus. She ru­ined the one good thing I tried to do for us all. That doesn’t mean I wanted her dead, or know about some con­tin­u­a­tion of Catop­sis.”

Drey­fus brooded, his ex­pec­ta­tions askew. He had gone in here ex­pect­ing Bac­chus to crum­ble, or at least at­tempt to put up some tis­sue of lies he could see through eas­ily.

Nei­ther was hap­pen­ing.

“Why would Tench sug­gest a link if none was there?”

“I don’t know, be­cause she was mis­taken? Or some­one put the idea in her head?” Bac­chus shook his head. “I’m an easy mark, Drey­fus, I know that. I’ve taken one fall, I can take an­other. That’s why I’ve kept my head down, giv­ing no one any am­mu­ni­tion to use against me. Why in Voi’s name would I throw that away?”

“If you had any­thing to do with her death, Grigor, I’ll make sure you get a taste of the hell she went through at the end.”

“You’re wrong,” Bac­chus breathed. “What­ever she said in that mes­sage, it’s noth­ing to do with me. Now get out of my work­shop.”

Drey­fus asked Hafdis to meet him in the re­fec­tory. He picked a quiet ta­ble and chewed desul­to­rily on an ap­ple un­til she ar­rived, guiltily re-run­ning his en­counter with Bac­chus and won­der­ing if he had gone in too hard. Early in his ca­reer Drey­fus had learned that self-doubt could be a po­lice­man’s en­emy as much as ally, chip­ping away at the con­fi­dence and cer­tainty he needed to func­tion as a pre­fect. It didn’t al­ways lead to bet­ter de­ci­sion-mak­ing. He had made er­rors in his time, plenty of them, but rarely had he felt be­trayed by his own judge­ment of char­ac­ter. Or was it just that Bac­chus was too wily to fold at the first hint of pres­sure?

He could go in harder still, with the per­mis­sion of the se­niors. In­ter­views un­der for­mal ob­ser­vance. All the way up to a trawl, to see if Bac­chus’s own brain pat­terns gave away his in­volve­ment.

Was he ready for that?

“Pre­fect Drey­fus?”

In his dis­trac­tion he had not no­ticed Hafdis steal up to his ta­ble. He grunted ac­knowl­edge­ment, beck­on­ing to the empty chair.

“I’ve got some news. I hope you find it wel­come.”

She scraped into the seat. “About the in­ves­ti­ga­tion we’ve been run­ning?”

“Con­nected to that.” He let her off the hook for the “we.” “I’ve come into pos­ses­sion of a tes­ti­mony left by your mother just be­fore she died.”

Hafdis planted her el­bows on the ta­ble and leaned in.

“A tes­ti­mony? How?”

He al­ready knew what he could and could not tell her. “A record­ing cap­tured by her whiphound, one that’s only just come into our pos­ses­sion.”

“May I see it?”

“No. It’s very badly cor­rupted, and in any case, there are is­sues of op­er­a­tional se­cu­rity.” He bit a crater into the ap­ple. “It does make one thing clear: noth­ing that hap­pened that day was planned by In­g­var. She didn’t in­tend to die, and she didn’t in­tend to in­flame an al­ready dam­aged re­la­tion­ship with Stadler-Kre­me­niev.”

“Then . . . why did she end up there?”

“Your mother was of the opin­ion that she’d been set up to die. The in­ten­tion was that this should look like sui­cide. She had the tech­ni­cal ex­per­tise to force her ship to go some­where it shouldn’t, and to pre­vent its con­trols be­ing over­rid­den. She didn’t do it, though.”

“Do you be­lieve her?”

It was the ques­tion he had been ex­pect­ing. He still had to con­sider his an­swer. “I think I do, yes. There are still things that don’t make sense, but I’m con­vinced that this was not a sui­cide bid. Your mother was still try­ing to do her job, to the very end.” He looked into her eyes. “I hope that’s some small con­so­la­tion?”

“That she was fright­ened, rather than sui­ci­dal? That’s not much of an im­prove­ment, is it?”

“No,” he ad­mit­ted, smil­ing for­lornly. “Not much at all.”

“I’m dis­ap­pointed in you,” Au­monier was say­ing, while Drey­fus looked for some­where to di­rect his gaze, some­where be­sides his shoes, the wall, or the im­pe­ri­ous face of his su­pe­rior. She was calm, and that trou­bled him far more than any out­burst of anger would have done. Al­most as if he had crossed a line into some hith­erto un­sus­pected area of their re­la­tion­ship, a sort of cold ante-room, where dis­tant for­mal­ity was the or­der of the day, pre­sag­ing the in­evitable point when he was given his march­ing or­ders. What would it be, he won­dered: to­tal ex­pul­sion, or some nearly-as-bad de­mo­tion such as the one vis­ited on Grigor Bac­chus?

“I had rea­son,” he stated plain­tively. “The tes­ti­mony from In­g­var’s whiphound clearly in­crim­i­nated him. I went in im­me­di­ately be­cause there were press­ing grounds for es­tab­lish­ing the truth.”

“I don’t care if his name was writ­ten in blood next to her corpse. You dis­re­garded a di­rect or­der.”

He bit his tongue. It had been a very long time since Au­monier had felt the need to give him any­thing re­sem­bling an or­der. Di­rec­tives, per­mis­sions, guide­lines, re­quests, but noth­ing as clear-cut as an or­der. Or­ders were for in­fe­ri­ors in the chain of com­mand.

Which—if he was be­ing hon­est with him­self—was ex­actly what he was.

“I over­re­acted in the mo­ment,” he said, an in­stinct for dam­age lim­i­ta­tion kick­ing in. “It shan’t hap­pen again.” He paused, the un­chang­ing sever­ity of her ex­pres­sion hint­ing that rather more was ex­pected. “I’m sorry, truly. You’re right—your or­der was com­pletely clear, and it was wrong of me to dis­re­gard it.” Just as he was on the brink of of­fer­ing some mit­i­ga­tion, sense pre­vailed and he added: “I apol­o­gise, whole­heart­edly. I stand ready for any dis­ci­plinary mea­sure you may see fit.”

“You stand ready, do you?” she asked, her fury ris­ing rather than de­clin­ing. “As if I need your per­mis­sion? Damn you, Tom. You know, I’d give you the tini­est ben­e­fit of the doubt if you’d ac­tu­ally found any­thing. But you didn’t, did you?”

He eval­u­ated the wis­dom of an­swer­ing. “Bac­chus didn’t crack, no.”

“And what would be your in­fer­ence from that, ex­actly?”

“He stands to lose a lot by ad­mit­ting his in­volve­ment in Catop­sis and the mur­der of In­g­var. He won’t give up him­self or his friends that eas­ily.”

Her voice was level, but freighted with barely con­tained rage. “It could also be that he’s com­pletely in­no­cent, a man who’s al­ready paid one price and doesn’t need to be bul­lied just be­cause of some doubt­ful tes­ti­mony—”

“I know what I heard,” Drey­fus said sharply. “You’re wel­come to re­view the same record­ing. See if you come to a dif­fer­ent con­clu­sion.”

“I have re­viewed it. I heard a frag­ment which could mean any­thing. I was minded to lean on him, in an in­for­mal con­text—just a nice lit­tle chat, as you put it. You’ve poi­soned that well, though. He’ll give us noth­ing will­ingly now, and who can blame him?”

“Then by­pass his will­ing­ness. Go in with the trawl.”

“You’re not hear­ing me, are you?” She shook her head in a spasm of ir­ri­ta­tion. “This can’t be the end of the mat­ter, Tom. If I let our friend­ship stand in the way of a for­mal process, one that you’d ex­pect to be ap­plied to any other pre­fect who dis­obeyed me, what would that say about my lead­er­ship, my val­ues?”

Some­thing broke in him, his last lines of de­fence crum­bling to mor­tar. There was no point plead­ing his case with the one woman who un­der­stood him al­most bet­ter than he un­der­stood him­self.

“I’m sorry,” he of­fered again, but this time with the full mea­sure of sin­cer­ity he had not mus­tered be­fore.

“I still need you,” she said, more in sor­row than anger. “Now more than ever. Ev­ery pre­fect I can trust re­mains in­valu­able to me. And de­spite ev­ery­thing, I still think I can trust you. But there’ll need to be some­thing.”

He nod­ded humbly. “Of course.”

“When all this is be­hind us—as I must be­lieve will hap­pen—then we’ll dis­cuss it. Un­til then, you’ll con­tinue with your in­ves­ti­ga­tions into In­g­var’s move­ments. I might ques­tion the wis­dom of such a seem­ingly hope­less pur­suit, but if it keeps you out of Panoply, and away from Grigor Bac­chus, that’s rea­son enough for it to carry on.” She waited a beat, some­thing slip­ping in her face, a flash of sad­ness or fond­ness, quickly masked. “Now get out of my sight be­fore I say some­thing I might re­gret.”

Drey­fus obeyed with­out ques­tion.

They were on the eighth day of the search when Sparver in­ves­ti­gated As­set 227.

As­set 227: one of sev­eral hun­dred oth­er­wise name­less and aban­doned rocks and habi­tats tick­ing around Yel­low­stone, tech­ni­cally still part of the Glit­ter Band, tech­ni­cally still within the reach of ab­strac­tion and all as­so­ci­ated vot­ing rights, tech­ni­cally still within the sphere of re­spon­si­bil­ity of Panoply, but oth­er­wise for­got­ten or moth­balled. Ripe for squat­ters or ghosts un­til the next wave of prop­erty spec­u­la­tion spiked the value of or­bital real es­tate to the point that not even the small­est peb­ble was left un­claimed and un­mon­e­tised.

It was not those times now, though. It was not any­where near those times. The Glit­ter Band was in an in­vest­ment slump, and places were fall­ing fal­low faster than they were be­ing snapped up for re­de­vel­op­ment.

Sparver had run a hasty au­dit on As­set 227 as he ap­proached. He wanted to know who owned it and why it might have been of in­ter­est to Tench. The au­dit came back speed­ily enough, but it told him next to noth­ing. The rock was owned by an out­fit called Hy­sen Hold­ings, but they were only the lat­est in a be­wil­der­ing chain of sim­i­lar fly-by-night busi­nesses, each of which had swept up the pick­ings of the last when they were dis­solved. As­set 227 was ba­si­cally a piece of dirt that no one wanted, which had been bat­ted from one fal­ter­ing con­cern to the next for decades, and Sparver won­dered if in all that time any­one had ever both­ered set­ting eyes on As­set 227, let alone vis­it­ing.

Tench had, though. Three oc­ca­sions in to­tal, clus­tered within a few weeks of each other near the start of her stint as field pre­fect. Then noth­ing. She had not been back in more than three and a half years. That made As­set 227 an un­likely rea­son for killing her now—the cause, if it was there, surely lay in one of her more re­cent vis­its—but it was still odd enough that it needed look­ing at.

From the out­side noth­ing struck him as anoma­lous. It was a wrin­kled, rocky lump about three kilo­me­tres long and about a third as wide. It ro­tated along its long axis, rapidly enough that some­one, some­time, had gone to the trou­ble of pro­vid­ing ar­ti­fi­cial grav­ity. Four gap­ing en­gine mouths were stud­ded at the trail­ing end, with a mod­est dock­ing fa­cil­ity set be­tween them. The en­gines would have been used by As­set 227’s orig­i­nal own­ers to shove the as­ter­oid into or­bit and then used only very oc­ca­sion­ally, if ever, to nudge it out of trou­ble if its tra­jec­tory started drift­ing. It was an­other mark of the tired econ­omy that the en­gines had not al­ready been stripped out and re­cy­cled. Sparver won­dered when they had last been ac­ti­vated: prob­a­bly not for many years.

So he had no qualms about guid­ing his cut­ter to that dock­ing po­si­tion be­tween the en­gines. He locked on with the tune­less clang of a bro­ken bell, com­pleted ba­sic checks and then set about his in­spec­tion. He knew from the lock that there was vac­uum on the other side, but an­tic­i­pat­ing no trou­ble—and want­ing to get his visit over and done with—he opted for the rel­a­tive speed and con­ve­nience of the m-suit, rather than hard-shell vac­uum gear. He pushed through the m-lock’s suit­wall, smoothly but with­out haste, al­low­ing the quick­mat­ter mem­brane to ad­here around his form and or­gan­ise into func­tional com­po­nents. The newly minted suit ran di­ag­nos­tics on it­self, ver­i­fy­ing life sup­port, power as­sist and comms, be­fore bud­ding off com­pletely from the pres­sure-tight sur­face.

Sparver moved from the cut­ter into the outer cham­ber of the habi­tat’s air­lock. Some min­i­mal power was still run­ning, throw­ing a dim red light across the lock and pro­vid­ing enough func­tion­al­ity to de­tect his pres­ence and be­gin the au­to­matic cy­cle. He al­lowed the lock to go through its mo­tions, but no air flowed into the cham­ber and when the in­ner door opened to al­low him through, not even a gust of pres­sure came with it.

He used a pulse of suit thrust to send him drift­ing down a red-lit con­nect­ing tube, still en­tirely in vac­uum. The tube went on for a cou­ple of hun­dred me­tres, un­til he emerged into the dark still­ness of a much larger space. Sparver stopped be­fore he drifted too far into that void. He was weight­less, float­ing alone, and small. His suit’s lights grazed a dark sur­face be­hind him, a vague, bridge-like struc­ture pro­ject­ing off into the dark­ness. The rest of the cham­ber was too dis­tant for him to make any­thing out, at least with the lim­its of his pig eyes.

Pa­tiently he al­lowed the suit to sweep the space with its full bat­tery of sen­sors. As it com­piled its data, a grey-green over­lay ap­peared on his facepatch, con­tours la­belled with dis­tance mark­ers.

He was float­ing at one end of an ovoid cav­ity nearly as wide and long as the rock it­self. The thing pro­ject­ing away from him was a thick cen­tral trunk, run­ning from one end­cap axis to the other. It was in­ert now, but when it had been work­ing it must have formed an ar­ti­fi­cial sky, act­ing as both an il­lu­mi­na­tion source and a view block. It con­formed to the ba­sic blue­print he had seen a hun­dred times over in sim­i­lar habi­tats, where a rocky as­ter­oid had been cored out and made live­able. There were only so many ways to skin a world.

This one ro­tated, which made for a few mi­nor com­pli­ca­tions. The rocky car­cass around the live­able vol­ume needed to be sta­bilised against the stresses of spin, which usu­ally meant some com­bi­na­tion of fus­ing the rock, in­fil­trat­ing it with hy­per­dia­mond lat­tices, or sheath­ing the outer sur­face in some re­silient bond­ing mem­brane. Non-ro­tat­ing rocks still needed to be made pres­sure-tight, but that was gen­er­ally a sim­pler and cheaper propo­si­tion than ar­rang­ing for a full gee of grav­ity. The mere fact that this rock hadn’t fallen apart pointed to its orig­i­na­tors hav­ing deep pock­ets and the will­ing­ness to spend what­ever it took.

It was air­less now, so per­haps there was a slow leak, or the place had been de­lib­er­ately de­pres­surised to cut down on in­sur­ance pre­mi­ums.

Sat­is­fied that he was not im­me­di­ately at risk, Sparver in­structed his suit to take him fur­ther into the void. The ovoid space ro­tated slowly around him, his sen­sors sam­pling and re-sam­pling as the area near­est to him changed con­tin­u­ously. With­out air to snag at him, he moved in­de­pen­dently of the ro­ta­tion, still feel­ing en­tirely weight­less.

The suit con­tin­ued in­for­ma­tion-gath­er­ing, the con­tour over­lay gain­ing de­tail and tex­ture with each ro­ta­tion. The in­ner walls of the ovoid had been metic­u­lously land­scaped, laid out with a minia­ture fairy­land of hills, glens, lakes and woods. By the time he had drifted from one end to the other, he knew that there was only one build­ing of any size, a chateau-like clus­ter of tow­ers, spires and walls perched on its own hill at the con­flu­ence of a dozen ser­pen­tine roads. Be­yond the chateau was a hand­ful of much smaller struc­tures, some not much larger than play­houses or hunt­ing lodges. It was clear that As­set 227 con­sisted of a sin­gle, pri­vate es­tate, with the chateau as its main adorn­ment.

He veered nearer, al­low­ing the chateau to swoop by be­neath him on each ro­ta­tion. His suit’s lights doused it in ghostly blue moon­light, en­hanc­ing the des­o­late, spec­tral qual­ity of the aban­doned prop­erty. The chateau and its an­cil­lary struc­tures—the bat­tle­ments, bridges and moats that en­cir­cled it—were well pre­served, if air­less and empty. He saw noth­ing to sug­gest power or in­hab­i­ta­tion any­where in the land­scape, and noth­ing from his sen­sors con­tra­dicted that im­pres­sion.

His suit had been sniff­ing for a lo­cal ab­strac­tion layer. There was noth­ing at the lim­its of its sen­si­tiv­ity. Sparver’s suit was still main­tain­ing nor­mal data links with his cut­ter, but that was his only func­tional con­nec­tion to the rest of the Glit­ter Band. Any­one liv­ing here now—as­sum­ing they were hid­ing be­neath the thresh­old of his sen­sors—was do­ing so in a starkly im­pov­er­ished data en­vi­ron­ment.

Sparver doubted that any­one was here. The place felt crypt-cold and aban­doned. The ab­sence of an ab­strac­tion layer was no more puz­zling than the ab­sence of air. There was no sense pro­vid­ing ab­strac­tion and polling core ac­cess for ghosts.

So why had Tench come here?

“Boss?”

There was a chance—quite a good chance—that Drey­fus would be out of con­tact or un­able to re­ply. But Sparver was pleased to hear a re­ply nearly in­stantly.

“I’m here. What is it?”

“Not sure. Some­thing slightly fishy, maybe. When I com­piled that list, I cross-checked against ac­tive polling cores. I felt that if we were go­ing to pass off our vis­its as rou­tine busi­ness to do with a polling core, it would help if one were ac­tu­ally present.”

“What are you say­ing?”

“My suit’s not sniff­ing out any­thing re­sem­bling a polling core. I’m in­side an aban­doned rock named As­set 227. Spin-sta­bilised up to one gee, prob­a­bly had pres­sure at some point, but now blown out to hard vac­uum. Dark and life­less, and def­i­nitely no polling core, what­ever our records say.”

“That doesn’t add up.”

“Glad you agree, boss. If the polling core went in­ac­tive re­cently, or was re­moved, it should still have been up­dated in Panoply’s records. This rock shouldn’t mat­ter to us. But Tench vis­ited three times . . .”

“All right. You have enough to prick my cu­rios­ity. But you’re to take no fur­ther in­ter­est in the place un­til I’ve had time to run a more ex­haus­tive search through the tur­bines.”

“Or I could just take a closer look. There’s only one struc­ture of note in­side this thing. It shouldn’t take me more than a few min­utes to nose around in­side.”

“Keep to your sched­ule, as we agreed. If, and only if, there’s some­thing worth look­ing into, I might pe­ti­tion the Supreme Pre­fect to es­ca­late this up to a Light En­force­ment ac­tion.”

“Un­der­stood, boss.”

“We’ll speak when we’re both back in Panoply. Drey­fus out.”

Sparver floated in si­lence for a few mo­ments, de­lib­er­at­ing. He was not given to dis­obey­ing or­ders. Ap­ply­ing a lib­eral in­ter­pre­ta­tion to them, though, that was some­thing else. He had been told to leave and he would. But if the path he took back to his cut­ter hap­pened to be slightly in­di­rect, and in­volved tak­ing a closer look at that main build­ing, would he be guilty of any­thing ex­cept an over-zeal­ous ded­i­ca­tion to his work?

He steered his suit closer to the mov­ing wall while stay­ing high enough to avoid be­ing swat­ted by the chateau as it came around again. The an­swer, if in­deed any an­swer ex­isted, had to be found some­where in that over-or­nate fab­u­la­tion. He meant only to bring his suit’s full scan­ning ca­pa­bil­i­ties to bear on it, to gain some idea of what was in­side it and what sort of per­son might once have called it home.

The chateau passed be­neath him, his suit sweep­ing it with a range of en­er­gies and sen­sor modal­i­ties. The suit could only peel back the out­er­most layer of the struc­ture, but that was enough to hint at a doll­house-like labyrinth of rooms, hall­ways, pas­sages and stair­cases, piled floor upon floor and sub­tly echo­ing the curved ge­om­e­try of the wider in­te­rior. There was still no trace of power, heat or pres­suri­sa­tion.

With­out warn­ing, his suit ad­dressed him.

“Am­ber cau­tion. Mov­ing sur­face de­tected on col­li­sion vec­tor. Please ac­knowl­edge and in­di­cate de­sired mit­i­ga­tion mea­sure.”

“I’m out of harm’s way, you id­iot,” Sparver told the suit. “The chateau missed me first time around, it’ll miss me the next time as well.”

“Am­ber cau­tion. Mov­ing sur­face . . .”

It was not the chateau, he re­alised, al­though as it came around, he no­ticed that it was in­deed dis­placed from its orig­i­nal po­si­tion. That was not his prob­lem. Pay­ing proper at­ten­tion to the con­tour di­a­gram, he saw that the sur­face in ques­tion was the far end of the ovoid, where he had come in through the con­nect­ing bore.

It was get­ting closer.

“Neu­tralise rel­a­tive drift,” Sparver said.

But he had told the suit to do that al­ready. If the sur­face was mov­ing, and his suit hadn’t ini­ti­ated any un­de­sired rel­a­tive mo­tion, then there was only one ex­pla­na­tion. As­set 227 as a whole was chang­ing speed.

Habi­tats were not meant to do that. It was in or­bit around Yel­low­stone, part of a stately waltz of sim­i­larly large, pon­der­ous bod­ies. Or­bital ad­just­ments, if they hap­pened at all, were al­most only ever tiny nudges, cor­rect­ing mi­cro­scopic course de­vi­a­tions long be­fore they be­came prob­lem­atic.

The suit, shriller now:

“Red cau­tion. Mov­ing sur­face is on an ac­cel­er­at­ing vec­tor. Please se­lect an im­me­di­ate mit­i­ga­tion mea­sure.”

Sparver eval­u­ated the very lim­ited set of op­tions open to him. How­ever quickly the wall was mov­ing now, it would be trav­el­ling a lot faster by the time it caught up with him. If there had been air in the rock, the in­er­tial drag would have be­gun to sweep him along in ad­vance of the wall, soft­en­ing any im­pact when it came. The suit could di­vert some of its mass into a cush­ion­ing sur­face, if he gave it enough time . . . or he could use the time he had left to at­tempt to match the habi­tat’s mo­tion.

That was eas­ier said than done. His suit jets were meant for zero-gee ma­noeu­vring, not keep­ing out the way of con­tin­u­ously ac­cel­er­at­ing, moun­tain-sized walls of rock. He might be able to out­pace the wall for a few min­utes, but only by run­ning his pro­pel­lant re­serves down to zero. And then he would be back where he started, an in­ert, float­ing speck about to be swat­ted out of ex­is­tence.

His best op­tion—in fact his only real one—was to fix him­self to the habi­tat’s in­te­rior and ride out the ac­cel­er­a­tion. That would cost pro­pel­lant, too, but once he was at­tached to the habi­tat, he would have no fur­ther need of the suit jets. He needed only to buy him­self some time. He was con­fi­dent that Panoply would have al­ready de­tected As­set 227’s de­vi­a­tion from its nor­mal or­bit. Long be­fore he needed to worry about his suit run­ning out of life-sup­port ca­pa­bil­ity, they would be here with cut­ters, corvettes, cruis­ers and ev­ery kind of en­force­ment level imag­in­able.

“Boss? Got a slight prob­lem here.”

Drey­fus replied promptly. “Is some­thing pre­vent­ing your egress from that rock?”

“Yes, but not in the way you’re think­ing. The whole thing’s mov­ing. I’ve got no op­tion but to land on the in­side sur­face and ride out the mo­tion.”

“Then do so.”

“A mo­ment, boss.” Sparver used his vis­ual des­ig­na­tor to iden­tify a tar­get po­si­tion on the mov­ing wall, close to the tun­nel where he had emerged.

“Neg­a­tive so­lu­tion,” his suit came back. “Vec­tor un­ac­cept­able un­der present pro­pel­lant con­straints.”

“Well, give me one that is ac­cept­able!”

The suit of­fered a spray of so­lu­tions. They were all on the curv­ing land­scape be­tween the two end­caps. These land­ing spots were as good as the suit could man­age given the re­main­ing pres­sure in his jets. Think­ing he could stay out of the wall’s reach for even a cou­ple of min­utes, he re­alised, had been op­ti­mistic.

From a stand­point of im­me­di­ate sur­vival, the land­ing op­tions were all equally good. But since he was al­ready here—and was obliged to be here for a while—it seemed to Sparver to make sense to be put down as close to the chateau as pos­si­ble.

He eyed one of the so­lu­tions, blinked hard to let the suit lock it in.

“Sparver?”

“Still here, boss. Now I know what you were say­ing about not in­ves­ti­gat­ing any fur­ther . . .”

“But an op­por­tu­nity might just have pre­sented it­self,” Drey­fus an­swered.

Sparver felt the ris­ing shove from his suit jets. Slowly the land­scape be­gan to lose its ap­par­ent ro­ta­tion.







CHAP­TER SEV­EN­TEEN

Au­monier ar­rived at the tac­ti­cal room to find Robert Tang al­ready stand­ing at the Solid Or­rery, his gaze fall­ing on a part of the Glit­ter Band that pulsed with flame-red ur­gency.

“How bad it is?”

“Too early to be sure, Supreme Pre­fect. Bad enough to be go­ing on with.” Tang con­jured an en­large­ment of the prob­lem­atic sec­tor, a sin­gle habi­tat swelling up un­til it was grotesquely out of scale with its neigh­bours, el­e­vated on a stalk so that it ap­peared to be float­ing above the main plane of or­bits, purely for ease of clar­ity. “As­set 227. It’s an aban­doned rock, only four min­utes ago its pri­mary mo­tors started up.”

“And I wasn’t in­formed the in­stant that hap­pened?”

“There was a chance it was a sched­uled or­bital ad­just­ment: a kick boost to loft it from one lane to an­other. We had to mon­i­tor to be cer­tain.” Some­thing twitched at the side of his mouth, like a mag­got wrig­gling be­neath his skin. “It’s not a kick boost. The thrust is steady, one fifti­eth of a gee. Not much by the stan­dard of a ship, but enough to cre­ate dif­fi­cul­ties.”

“You have a spec­tac­u­lar tal­ent for un­der­state­ment, Robert. How long un­til it rams into some­thing?”

Tang made an­other con­jur­ing ges­ture, an arc­ing line ap­pear­ing in the Solid Or­rery. “The burn is aligned with the or­bital plane, tak­ing it on an in­ward spi­ral from its present po­si­tion. Emer­gency avoid­ance di­rec­tives have al­ready been com­mu­ni­cated to all ve­hi­cles and habi­tats within the pro­jected haz­ard zone. Some are be­ing asked to slow down, some to speed up. De­pend­ing on how quickly they can re­spond—which in turn de­pends on the mass and readi­ness of the af­fected body—we have some­where be­tween nine and eleven min­utes be­fore our first near miss. If it’s a near miss.”

“And af­ter that?”

“So­lu­tion space be­comes too crowded. Each or­bital ad­just­ment causes a cas­cade of sec­ondary re­sponses, all the way around Yel­low­stone. We sim­ply can’t pre­dict this far out.”

“Try. I want a fist­ful of best- and worst-case re­sponses, and I don’t want to be still wait­ing for them when that near miss hap­pens.”

The tac­ti­cal room doors pushed open, Baudry and Clear­moun­tain bustling in with har­ried, anx­ious ex­pres­sions.

“Fill them in, Robert,” Au­monier in­structed. “I’m go­ing to see what Drey­fus thinks.”

She took her usual seat and used her au­thor­ity to reach out be­yond Panoply. “Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

“Yes, Supreme Pre­fect.”

She had been putting a de­lib­er­ate dis­tance into her in­ter­ac­tions with him since the Bac­chus busi­ness. Not to pun­ish him, or un­der­mine his sense of her own con­fi­dence in her abil­i­ties, but to sig­nal that there would still need to be a reck­on­ing for his ac­tions. She won­dered if any of the oth­ers had no­ticed that un­char­ac­ter­is­tic for­mal­ity, so un­like their usual work­ing re­la­tion­ship.

“Sorry to in­ter­rupt you. An alert may al­ready have reached you, but we have a de­vel­op­ing sit­u­a­tion with a piece of real es­tate. A rock called As­set 227 is ex­e­cut­ing a dan­ger­ous, unau­tho­rised course change. Robert is—”

Drey­fus cut her off. “Sparver’s in that rock, ma’am. We’re in con­tact and he’s al­ready in­formed me about the vec­tor. Is it as bad as it sounds?”

Au­monier tensed. An al­ready com­pli­cated sit­u­a­tion had just opened out into sev­eral more di­men­sions, like a chess­board bal­loon­ing into a tesser­act.

“Did Sparver ini­ti­ate this course change?”

“Not de­lib­er­ately, al­though it’s pos­si­ble his ar­rival trig­gered some­thing. His suit’s try­ing to get him onto fixed ground. From there, I’m hop­ing he can re­turn to his ship and de­tach. I have Hafdis with me, but I’ll take all nec­es­sary mea­sures to as­sist Sparver.”

Tang had been lis­ten­ing in. He broke off from his con­ver­sa­tion with Baudry and Clear­moun­tain to call across to the ta­ble. “Con­firm we have a fix on Pre­fect Ban­cal’s cut­ter, still docked with As­set 227. I’m sorry we didn’t flag his pres­ence sooner.”

“Drey­fus, would you mind hold­ing for a mo­ment?” She didn’t wait for his an­swer. “Au­monier to Thyssen.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Sta­tus on Pre­fect Ban­cal’s cut­ter. It’s cur­rently docked with As­set 227.”

“Af­fir­ma­tive, ma’am. But we have a non-zero ac­cel­er­a­tion pa­ram­e­ter for that cut­ter.”

“Cor­rect, Thyssen. The habi­tat it’s docked with is mov­ing out of its lane. If we could as­sume com­mand of the cut­ter, could we negate some of that un­wanted ac­cel­er­a­tion?”

Thyssen was speedy with his re­sponse. “Neg­a­tive, ma’am. The vec­tors would be co-aligned. Even if we had the thrust to make a dif­fer­ence, all we’d be do­ing is adding to the ac­cel­er­a­tion.”

“Thank you, Thyssen. Stand by. I may wish to ex­er­cise that op­tion.”

“I’ll look into it, ma’am.”

She re­turned to Drey­fus. “Did you get that?”

“Yes, and it was good to check, even if we’re only talk­ing about adding or sub­tract­ing a tiny mar­gin. I’m com­put­ing a cross­ing to As­set 227 now.”

“Get there as quickly as you can. We’ll keep run­ning through the op­tions from our end. Have you any idea what this means?”

“I don’t. Ex­cept that what­ever it was we were look­ing for, Sparver may just have found it.”

Sparver touched down in a pool of widen­ing light, hemmed by dark­ness. He had weight now, pinned to the floor be­neath him by the rock’s cen­trifu­gal grav­ity. The floor felt as if it was on a slight slope, due to the con­tin­ued ac­cel­er­a­tion com­ing from the end­cap mo­tors. He turned up the ad­he­sion fac­tor of his soles and leaned in as if walk­ing against a stiff gale. His suit had cut it fine with the pro­pel­lant re­serves, down to its last few sec­onds of use­ful thrust.

“Sparver to Panoply,” he said, fi­nally draw­ing his breath. “Feel­ing you might ap­pre­ci­ate an up­date about what’s go­ing on in here. You’ll for­give me if I was lit­tle pre­oc­cu­pied un­til now, what with not want­ing to be squashed.”

“Thank good­ness, Sparver. We’ve heard from Drey­fus that you were in con­tact, but we were still wor­ried about you.”

“You think you were wor­ried, ma’am?” He was speak­ing di­rectly to the Supreme Pre­fect, not ex­actly a sur­prise given the rip­ples that must have been spread­ing out from the rock’s move­ment. “You should see the state of my suit.”

“Sit­u­a­tion re­port, please. As­set 227 is mov­ing un­ex­pect­edly, and with­out au­tho­ri­sa­tion. Can you ac­count for this change of be­hav­iour?”

“I wish I could, ma’am, then I might have a hope of stop­ping it. Is Drey­fus still on the line?”

“I’m lis­ten­ing in,” came back the strained but recog­nis­able voice of his im­me­di­ate su­pe­rior. “I’m on an ex­pe­dited burn. I’ll be in your vicin­ity in thir­teen min­utes. Do you any idea what trig­gered this change?”

“Noth­ing that I’m re­spon­si­ble for. The first thing I knew about it is when my suit warned me I was go­ing to get splat­ted un­less I did some­thing.”

“Have you made ground­fall?” Drey­fus asked.

“Yes. I used my suit jets to match speed and ro­ta­tion with the rock, then landed on the in­ner sur­face, close to the main struc­ture I men­tioned.”

“The one I told you not to take an in­ter­est in?”

“Who else is present?” Au­monier in­ter­jected.

“No­body, ma’am. Place is an empty, air­less shell. Some­body was here once—this place was clearly live­able at some point—but who­ever it was must have cleared out and moth­balled the rock some while ago.”

“And it’s be­yond doubt that Tench showed an in­ter­est in this place?”

“Not just once,” Drey­fus in­ter­jected. “Some­thing about that rock pulled her there in the first place, and some­thing drew her back. I think Tench may have al­tered our records to sug­gest a polling core was present when there wasn’t.”

“Why in the name of Fer­ris would she do that?”

“To pro­vide a cover for her re­peated in­ter­est if she was ever called to ex­plain it. If Tench was in­ves­ti­gat­ing some­thing sen­si­tive, some­thing with po­ten­tial links to Catop­sis, she wouldn’t have wanted it scru­ti­nised by other el­e­ments within Panoply.”

“Then we must also face the pos­si­bil­ity that Tench set a trip­wire the last time she was there. Some­thing as sim­ple as a laser, or a gravi­met­ric mo­tion de­tec­tor, wired to the end­cap mo­tors. When it de­tected Sparver, it lit those drives.”

“I don’t like it,” Drey­fus said.

“No, nei­ther do I. But the facts speak for them­selves. If Tench rigged this trap, and al­tered those records, then it’s in­creas­ingly likely that she was re­spon­si­ble for the al­ter­ations to her cut­ter. They speak of the same ex­per­tise, and the same will­ing­ness to tam­per with our sys­tems and pro­to­cols.”

“More per­ti­nent ques­tion,” said Sparver. “Who­ever ar­ranged this trip­wire, it didn’t do a lot of good, did it? Tench was thor­ough. If she was go­ing to set a trap to kill a pre­fect nos­ing around af­ter her own in­ves­ti­ga­tions, she’d have done it prop­erly.”

There was an au­di­ble catch in Au­monier’s re­ply. “I fear you may be un­der a mis­ap­pre­hen­sion, Sparver. It would seem very likely that the point of the trip­wire wasn’t to de­stroy you, but to force us to de­stroy the en­tire rock.”

Sparver nod­ded with the suit. He could see where she was go­ing with that, the clean, glid­ing logic of it. “But you don’t have do that just yet, do you? Not un­til there’s a plan for get­ting me out first.”

He didn’t like the de­lay be­fore she an­swered.

Au­monier pressed around the Solid Or­rery with the other pre­fects and an­a­lysts. The pro­jected path of As­set 227 was a broad, curv­ing brush­stroke of red cut­ting across the or­bital lanes of hun­dreds of other habi­tats, un­til it even­tu­ally broke free of the in­ner part of the Glit­ter Band, crossed a nar­row mar­gin of mostly empty space and then in­ter­sected Yel­low­stone it­self. By the time it emerged from the Glit­ter Band, the path was al­ready more than a thou­sand kilo­me­tres across, re­flect­ing the un­cer­tainty in Panoply’s cal­cu­la­tions. Any unan­tic­i­pated change in the rock’s mo­tion would only add to the range of so­lu­tions.

“Avoid­ance mea­sures have now been im­ple­mented across these or­bits,” Tang said, dip­ping a wooden pointer into the com­plex, ooz­ing quick­mat­ter re­al­i­sa­tion. “Fifty-six habi­tats have be­gun ve­loc­ity and tra­jec­tory cor­rec­tions, with vary­ing de­grees of ef­fec­tive­ness. In some cases, those steer­ing mo­tors haven’t been lit for decades, so they’re hav­ing trou­ble start­ing them up. We’re al­ready pro­cess­ing re­ports of mal­func­tions, as well as col­lat­eral ca­su­al­ties and struc­tural dam­age in those habi­tats which have been able to re­spond. In the time­frame avail­able to us, evac­u­a­tion op­er­a­tions are largely out of the ques­tion, al­though of course any ships al­ready docked are pre­par­ing to de­part, tak­ing as many as they can carry. Where pos­si­ble, cit­i­zens are be­ing di­rected to mass sur­vival shel­ters, but even that is putting a tremen­dous strain on lo­cal re­sources.”

“We told them to be ready for this sort of emer­gency,” Au­monier lamented. “A rogue habi­tat was bound to hap­pen even­tu­ally.”

“They’ll be sure to lis­ten the next time,” Tang an­swered.

“What are the present odds that we avoid any sort of col­li­sion be­fore As­set 227 ex­its our ju­ris­dic­tion?” asked Clear­moun­tain.

Tang glanced at a com­pad. “Eight per cent and fall­ing. There will al­most cer­tainly be a col­li­sion. The only un­cer­tainty lies in the mag­ni­tude, the im­me­di­ate pro­jected life-loss and the sec­ondary col­li­sion events caused by de­bris from the first.”

Au­monier nod­ded. “Can we muster enough ships to act as tugs?”

“Neg­a­tive, ma’am. We can’t get enough ve­hi­cles in po­si­tion to make a dif­fer­ence.”

“Then might we dis­able the mo­tors? If we can’t stop it cross­ing those or­bits, we could at least stop it chang­ing course and speed. That should help with our pre­dic­tions.”

“Two op­tions, ma’am,” said Tang. “A war­head strike against the mo­tors, enough to knock them out but not shat­ter the rock. The other is to send a de­struct com­mand to Pre­fect Ban­cal’s cut­ter. The two should achieve sim­i­lar re­sults.” He ap­praised her cau­tiously. “You would need to seek a polling man­date for nu­clear de­ploy­ment.”

“I al­ready have it,” Au­monier said re­signedly. “I didn’t even have to ta­ble a mo­tion. As soon as the cri­sis be­gan, the other habi­tats couldn’t wait to shove a dag­ger into my hands.”

“Pity they’re not so ea­ger when one of our own is at risk,” Baudry said.

“I’ll take what I’m given. Where is Pell when we need him?”

Tang dabbed his stick close to the mov­ing rock. “Demo­cratic Cir­cus is mov­ing in now. Pell has con­firmed re­ceipt of the nu­clear au­tho­ri­sa­tion man­date. Bind­ing seals are now bro­ken.”

“Tell him to ready a sin­gle fish, min­i­mum yield, locked di­rectly onto those en­gines.”

“Af­fir­ma­tive, ma’am. Is he to de­ploy im­me­di­ately?”

“I’d have said so, wouldn’t I?” she snapped back. But Tang was un­der as much pres­sure as she was. “Sorry, Robert: that was un­called for. I mean only that we must give Pre­fect Ban­cal am­ple warn­ing, so that he can find such shel­ter as he may.” She turned to Baudry and Clear­moun­tain. “Lil­lian, Gas­ton. Pre­fect Drey­fus, if you’re still lis­ten­ing. I be­lieve that neu­tral­is­ing those mo­tors will buy us time. I am mind­ful of the risk to Sparver, but un­der our present cir­cum­stances I see no other op­tion.”

“Sparver will un­der­stand,” Drey­fus said. “And the sooner you tell him what’s com­ing, the sooner he can pre­pare for it.”

Baudry and Clear­moun­tain glanced at each other. “We con­cur,” Baudry spoke. “It’s by far the least-worst op­tion, given the de­vel­op­ing sit­u­a­tion.”

“Au­monier to Pre­fect Ban­cal. Can you hear me, Sparver?”

“Loud and clear.”

“I am at­tempt­ing to dis­able the mo­tors im­pelling your rock. In two . . . no, let us say three min­utes, a sin­gle mis­sile will ar­rive at the en­gine core. It is not my in­ten­tion to de­stroy As­set 227 or chip off any large part of it, but I can­not rule out some ma­jor struc­tural fail­ure. Is there any chance of you reach­ing your cut­ter in un­der three min­utes?”

“Not a hope, ma’am. My suit’s out of use­ful thrust, and it’s too far back to the lock.”

“Then we’ll de­tach your cut­ter ahead of the im­pact. There’s no sense in de­stroy­ing it need­lessly: we may need it to res­cue you.”

“Do what you need with the cut­ter, ma’am. I’ll take care of my­self.”

“I don’t doubt it. I ad­vise you to seek out and utilise any hard shel­ter that may be ac­ces­si­ble to you.”

“I put my­self down next to the only large build­ing any­where in the rock. I’m hop­ing it has a nice, deep, well-for­ti­fied base­ment.”

“Go to it, Sparver, and keep record­ing and trans­mit­ting all the way. You don’t have long.”







CHAP­TER EIGH­TEEN

Drey­fus pulled his cut­ter up along­side the much larger Panoply cruiser. The Demo­cratic Cir­cus had al­ready dis­gorged a soli­tary mis­sile, main­tain­ing sta­tion just be­neath its flat­tened, shark­like belly. The weapon hov­ered there, tipped and finned, wait­ing for the pre­cise mo­ment to streak across the few hun­dred kilo­me­tres to As­set 227. It could af­ford to wait; once the weapon was un­der way, the jour­ney would take al­most no time at all.

“Pre­fect Drey­fus,” said Cap­tain Pell. “Your pres­ence is wel­come, but I’d rec­om­mend a stand-off dis­tance of at least one kilo­me­tre be­fore the war­head de­parts.”

“How long do I have?”

“A lit­tle un­der ninety sec­onds.”

“Good. Give me ven­tral lock ac­cess, please. I have a pas­sen­ger to trans­fer.”

Hafdis turned to him, the mean­ing of his words sink­ing in. “Can’t I stay here?”

“No, it’s much too dan­ger­ous. Keep out of the way, but watch and learn from Cap­tain Pell and his crew. It won’t be time wasted.”

She looked back at As­set 227, still framed in the for­ward win­dows. “Drey­fus, I mean Pre­fect Drey­fus, I . . .” But it was as if she caught her­self on the verge of an un­for­giv­able er­ror, some­thing it would be im­pos­si­ble take back.

“What?”

“Noth­ing,” she an­swered, a break in her voice.

Pell sig­nalled that Drey­fus had au­thor­ity to dock. He pulled the cut­ter in, the dock­ing sur­faces mat­ing into a sin­gle mem­brane, and in­di­cated for Hafdis to pass through. She gath­ered her com­pad and can­di­date-is­sue tools and ex­ited through the suit­wall with­out com­plaint, her only trans­ac­tion a guarded look back at Drey­fus as he pre­pared to sep­a­rate the two ships.

What was in that? he won­dered. Con­cern for him, or some re­proach for an over-pro­tec­tive­ness that he would never have ex­tended to a can­di­date with­out her fam­ily name?

“Look af­ter her, Pell,” he said, slip­ping into in­for­mal­ity now that it was just him on the link.

“We’ll stop back at Panoply as soon as this blows over. Twenty sec­onds, old man. I’d move if I were you.”

Drey­fus put his cut­ter on ex­pe­dited burn. The cruiser fell sharply away, and af­ter a few mo­ments the war­head be­neath it be­came a scratch of vi­o­let light.

When the scratch faded, the war­head was gone.

Sparver found his way into the chateau eas­ily. It would have been harder if the suit had landed him be­yond the main walls, but since he was al­ready within the grounds he only had to scout around un­til he iden­ti­fied the re­mains of a grand en­trance flanked by im­mense stone li­ons, its two gi­ant-sized doors flung wide and hang­ing off their hinges, as if they had been blown open from within. He de­tached his whiphound and sent it sweep­ing ahead of him.

Through the door­way was a high-ceilinged en­trance hall, with cor­ri­dors lead­ing off and spi­ral stairs sweep­ing both up and down. Picked out in the un­spar­ing light of his suit, the in­te­rior ar­chi­tec­ture looked pale and fish-bony, full of un­set­tling coils and fil­i­grees. Ev­ery­where he looked, there was ev­i­dence of aban­don­ment and vi­o­lent de­cay. Knee-high pil­lars, which must once have sup­ported or­na­ments and stat­ues, had been top­pled, their del­i­cate prizes shat­tered into thou­sands of ebon shards. He moved through the de­tri­tus, feel­ing it crunch silently be­neath his soles. A larger statue, too heavy to have been eas­ily top­pled, stood per­fectly head­less. Its neck had been sev­ered in a clean, sil­ver-gleam­ing cut. At its base, in­stead of a sin­gle head, stood a col­lec­tion of roughly cir­cu­lar sliv­ers, too neatly sliced for it to have been any­thing but de­lib­er­ate. Paint­ings had been torn from walls, then slashed into fine rib­bons. Where mu­rals could not be re­moved, they had been hacked and scoured into near obliv­ion, so that it was all but im­pos­si­ble to iden­tify the sub­jects and mo­tifs of the com­po­si­tions.

Sparver de­scended the stair­case, not­ing more signs of van­dal­ism as he did so. The stairs wound down through seven hun­dred and twenty de­grees, bring­ing him to what had been a sub­ter­ranean, chan­de­lier-lit land­ing, off which more cor­ri­dors fed. He could take the stair­case no fur­ther, but his aerial scan had sug­gested two or three floors be­neath this one. He set off down the widest, tallest cor­ri­dor, hop­ing it led to an­other means of de­scent. He had not gone far when his lights picked out a large, dark mass partly ob­struct­ing the pas­sage. His whiphound sniffed around the fallen form, then sig­nalled back to him that it de­tected no im­me­di­ate haz­ard.

Sparver ap­proached. The fallen form turned out to be a ro­bot, not a top­pled statue. It was a pow­er­ful, bear-sized ma­chine with an ar­moured torso and re­verse-jointed, os­trich-like legs. The legs had been cut away at the knees, leav­ing gleam­ing stumps jut­ting from the ovoid torso. Sparver eyed the dam­age with a prick­ling un­der­stand­ing. He had taught el­e­men­tary whiphound-han­dling for long enough to recog­nise the repet­i­tive, fine-tex­tured slice pat­tern caused by the cut­ting edge of a whiphound’s fil­a­ment, em­ployed in ei­ther sword mode or on an au­ton­o­mous de­fence set­ting. A beam weapon would have left melt-marks at the mar­gin of the cut. A cruder cut­ting tool—the sort of thing avail­able to civil­ians—would not have left that shim­mer­ing sig­na­ture.

“This is Sparver,” he re­ported. “I’m deep into the chateau and it’s . . . weird. Looks like one of our own was here.”

Drey­fus an­swered him. “Clar­ify, please.”

“There are stat­ues and paint­ings here. Any­thing with a face on it has been hacked apart, most likely by a whiphound.”

“You think it was Tench?”

“Who else, boss?”

He edged closer to the fallen ro­bot. The ex­act type was un­fa­mil­iar to him, but it had the ba­sic func­tion­al­ity of a heavy do­mes­tic servi­tor or se­cu­rity drone, the sort of mus­cle any rich fam­ily liked to keep around. He imag­ined Tench work­ing her way through the man­sion, ef­fac­ing the pic­tures, de­cap­i­tat­ing the stat­ues, un­til she ran into the ro­bot. She had de­feated it, seem­ingly, but the ta­bles could eas­ily have been turned.

“What were you do­ing, In­g­var?” he asked aloud.

“Sparver, this is Jane. I rec­om­mend you start pre­par­ing for im­pact. You have just un­der thirty sec­onds.”

Sparver winced. He knew he was in trou­ble when the Supreme Pre­fect spoke to him on first-name terms.

“I’m ready, ma’am.”

He picked a cor­ner, squat­ted down into it as firmly as he could and waited for the in­evitable.

Drey­fus turned to look in the di­rec­tion the war­head had flown. It was al­ready too dis­tant to be seen, lost against the thou­sands of mov­ing lights from habi­tats and ships both near and far. A few heart­beats later, a flash sparked out of the dark­ness. As­set 227 had been too small and dim to stand out un­til that mo­ment.

The flash faded, but what re­mained was a slow-mo­tion flow­er­ing of ruby-stained de­bris and gas as the war­head’s im­pact re­vealed its toll on the rock’s mo­tors. The cut­ter’s radar con­firmed that the rock was still present and largely in­tact, but no longer ac­cel­er­at­ing. Drey­fus al­lowed him­self a pin­prick of re­lief: their strike had not trig­gered a larger ex­plo­sion, a risk that had been real but im­pos­si­ble to quan­tify. Now it looked as if the in­ter­ven­tion had been about as ef­fec­tive as any of them had dared hope.

“Supreme Pre­fect.”

“Go ahead.”

“Pell seems to have knocked out the en­gines with­out any se­ri­ous con­se­quences. I’m look­ing through a de­bris screen, but all the in­di­ca­tions are that the rock is hold­ing it­self to­gether.”

“Yes—we read the same. Tang is re­fin­ing his so­lu­tions now. Now that As­set 227’s mo­tion is purely bal­lis­tic, we can have some con­fi­dence about where to fo­cus our ef­forts. I’m afraid we’ve lost our feed from Sparver, though. His cut­ter must have been am­pli­fy­ing an al­ready weak sig­nal, in the ab­sence of in­ter­nal comms.” She paused. “I don’t think it’s an im­me­di­ate cause for con­cern . . .”

“I’m go­ing to get in closer and see if I can pick him up again.”

“I don’t ad­vise it. There’ll be lit­tle or no warn­ing if that rock fly­wheels.”

“I’m sure my ship will do its best to keep me out of harm’s way. In the mean­time, can you re­quest Thyssen tasks Sparver’s cut­ter to cover the op­po­site side of As­set 227 from my ap­proach? We don’t know where he is in that thing, and his sig­nal may be stronger on one side than the other.”

“There’s no point ar­gu­ing, is there?”

“I’m al­ready in your bad books—one more strike won’t make much dif­fer­ence. If you want to make the best use of my pres­ence, bring in the other cut­ter and start sniff­ing for a sig­nal.”

He heard the faintest sigh, as much out of res­ig­na­tion as re­spect for his com­mit­ment to a col­league. “Con­tinue, in that case. Much as it pains me to see a sec­ond pre­fect put in harm’s way, when one is al­ready en­dan­gered. Thyssen will mir­ror your move­ments with the other cut­ter. But I need to ad­dress the pos­si­bil­ity—”

“I know.” He was terse. “You might still need to blow up the whole thing.”

“Tang is pro­cess­ing. We’ll have a fore­cast very shortly.”

Drey­fus si­lenced his thoughts. There was no point spec­u­lat­ing on out­comes yet to be de­cided, not when so many vari­ables were still un­clear. He al­lowed him­self only one con­sid­er­a­tion: that of con­tact­ing Sparver while he still could.

There was no flash, no sound. Sparver felt a shud­der, then a long, rat­tling af­ter­shock. He re­mained pressed to the wall, not dar­ing to move un­til he was cer­tain that the strike’s ef­fects had played out. Thirty sec­onds af­ter the ini­tial strike, he felt a se­ries of sharper, nearer rum­bles pass through the chateau’s fab­ric. Fur­ther af­ter­shocks fol­lowed. Then a si­lence and still­ness that jan­gled his nerves to break­ing point.

He seemed to be still alive. The chateau had not come crash­ing down on him, im­pris­on­ing him in its rub­ble. As­set 227’s spin-gen­er­ated grav­ity was still hold­ing him to the floor. That was good. If the place was in the process of break­ing up, he would have known it by now. Rocks were pretty sturdy things, even hol­lowed-out ones.

He waited an­other minute, just to be on the safe side, then got to his feet. The slightly off-per­pen­dic­u­lar vec­tor caused by the As­set 227’s ac­cel­er­a­tion had gone.

“Sparver to . . .” But he trailed off, al­ready notic­ing the comms alert puls­ing in his facepatch. The suit had lost its al­ready frag­ile con­nec­tion to the out­side world.

Sparver ac­cepted his iso­la­tion. He was un­harmed and his suit was still to­tally func­tional, aside from the de­ple­tion of its pro­pel­lant re­serves. The whiphound waited, coiled ner­vously but show­ing no sign of dam­age.

He back­tracked around the fallen ro­bot to the lower-level land­ing. With the im­me­di­ate risk out of the way, his best hope lay in re­turn­ing to the sur­face and re-es­tab­lish­ing comms. If that proved im­pos­si­ble, he would make his way to the op­po­site end­cap pole, where there might be an­other set of dock­ing fa­cil­i­ties.

He stopped in his tracks, sur­vey­ing the wreck­age of the spi­ral stair­case, all two turns of it. It had crum­pled down on it­self, leav­ing the up­per land­ing hope­lessly out of reach.

“All right,” he said to him­self, not just be­cause speak­ing aloud helped with his men­tal equi­lib­rium, but also be­cause his suit would log a record­ing of his de­ci­sion pro­cesses. “All right, then. The stair­case has col­lapsed. If we can’t go up, we try an­other way. And if that doesn’t work, we go down. There’ll be an es­cape shaft some­where un­der­neath this build­ing, right through the rock out to open space. No one builds some­thing like this and doesn’t put an es­cape shaft in. Right, Sparv?”

He was hop­ing that the more ab­surd his mono­logue be­came, the more likely it was to be over­heard. But the comms warn­ing re­mained.

He re­versed again, back around the ro­bot, past the spot where he had shel­tered against the wall. The cor­ri­dor opened out into a par­lour with pan­elled walls and mir­rors, and a strange black ma­chine squat­ting in the mid­dle. It had four or­na­mented legs and a panel hinged up from the top, so that the ma­chine’s guts were ex­posed to the ceil­ing. Sparver moved around it, not­ing an in­ter­face set with a strip of cu­ri­ous white and black con­trols in a lin­ear ar­ray. He de­pressed a ran­dom se­lec­tion of them, won­der­ing if they might ac­ti­vate power or light­ing, but noth­ing hap­pened.

A body caught his eye. It had been hid­den from view by the ma­chine, ly­ing on its back on the floor with its face averted. Sparver snapped his whiphound closer and told it to run a haz­ard-sweep on the corpse.

The whiphound moved to the body. It cir­cled it, mak­ing puz­zling, spas­modic move­ments. Some­thing in its al­go­rithms was be­ing con­fused at a deep level.

Sparver came in closer, re­ly­ing on his suit. The corpse was that of a hu­man man, dressed in clothes that looked ex­pen­sive and well-cou­tured, but also about fifty or sixty years out of date.

Sparver knelt down and pulled the head into view.

He jumped for an in­stant: the head had no face. The en­tire front part had been sliced off. But his shock abated as quickly as it had come. This was no hu­man corpse. Be­hind the miss­ing mask of eyes, nose and mouth was a messy busi­ness of mech­a­nisms. Where the glit­ter­ing parts had been sev­ered, Sparver ob­served the same shim­mer­ing tex­ture that he had seen ear­lier.

The face had been sliced away with a whiphound.

He spread his fin­gers and moved his hand up and down the torso. The suit scan, ap­pear­ing as an over­lay on his facepatch, told him what he had al­ready guessed. The man was a man­nequin, all ma­chine and no liv­ing mat­ter. This was not a highly cy­bor­gised per­son, but pure ro­bot.

The man­nequin would not have been any sort of threat while it had been func­tional, Sparver de­cided. The outer lay­ers were plas­tic, the in­ner chas­sis a sim­ple frame of joints and ac­tu­a­tors. It con­tained noth­ing recog­nis­able as a weapon.

He looked back to the squat­ting black ma­chine, to a small stool that had top­pled un­der the con­trol con­sole. He imag­ined the man­nequin seated at this stool, op­er­at­ing the ma­chine.

“Easy, boy,” he sig­nalled the whiphound.

The whiphound re­laxed.

Sparver saw a door through to an ad­join­ing room. Even as his suit lamps pushed fans of light through the aper­ture, he made out more corpses.

This time he barely jumped. If there was one face­less man­nequin, why not more?

He cir­cled the sec­ond room, in­spect­ing the bod­ies. They rep­re­sented a va­ri­ety of ages and gen­ders, from chil­dren to el­derly-look­ing adults, but in all cases they had the stiff, musty look of the­atri­cal per­form­ers dressed in pe­riod fin­ery. With­out ex­cep­tion, all had been ren­dered face­less. What­ever had be­come of their faces once they were re­moved, there were no traces left in the room.

“Did you do this, In­g­var?” he mused aloud. “Did you break in here, and go on an orgy of face-re­mov­ing? The ro­bots, the paint­ings, the stat­ues? And if you did, why?”

It had all been done in haste.

He would have liked to stay, but it would take a Heavy Tech­ni­cal squad to get any­thing use­ful out of these ma­chine corpses. He had nei­ther the means nor the time to per­form any­thing but a cur­sory vis­ual cap­ture. Per­haps there would be some­thing in his record­ings that of­fered some in­sight into Tench’s ac­tions, but that would be for later.

He still needed to find a way out of As­set 227, and go­ing down still felt like his best op­tion.

Un­set­tled, feel­ing as if he had stum­bled into a puz­zle whose so­lu­tion was both larger and stranger than he could yet grasp, Sparver set off.







CHAP­TER NINE­TEEN

The de­bris cloud con­sti­tuted only a tiny per­cent­age of the rock’s to­tal mass, but it was still a for­mi­da­ble haz­ard. It was thin­ning out as it dis­persed, but not quickly enough to per­mit him a clear run all the way in. The cut­ter’s prox­im­ity alarms be­gan to sound, shrill and ner­vous. It wanted to turn Drey­fus around, avoid­ing the field com­pletely. He pushed for­ward, and the alarms be­came louder and more fre­quent. The cut­ter, with his best in­ter­ests in mind, tried to usurp con­trol. He forced it to keep obey­ing, feel­ing as if he were whip­ping a wild-eyed an­i­mal into run­ning for the flames in­stead of away from them.

Light im­pacts pit­ter-pat­tered against the hull. The cut­ter an­nounced a toll of mi­nor but ris­ing dam­age. Drey­fus al­lowed it to avoid the largest haz­ards, but not to turn back.

“Con­di­tions?” asked Au­monier.

“Bumpy but tol­er­a­ble. Tell Thyssen to con­sider the sec­ond cut­ter ex­pend­able. Get it in as close as pos­si­ble and keep sniff­ing.”

“Thyssen re­ports no con­tact as yet. The sig­nal could be weak and lo­calised.”

“It’ll be there some­where. We’re not giv­ing up on Sparver.”

“Of course we aren’t. But at the same time, we must be re­al­is­tic about the risks.”

Drey­fus ex­tracted his com­pad and thumbed through the most re­cent up­dates. It took his mind off the col­li­sion warn­ings and the rain of im­pacts, pick­ing up in in­ten­sity the closer he got to the fo­cus of the ex­plo­sion.

“I’ve been call­ing up pri­ors on As­set 227 from the mo­ment it be­came a prob­lem,” he said. “Noth­ing stands out: it’s a piece of un­wanted real es­tate. So why was Tench drawn here?”

“She may have had to look un­der a lot of haystacks un­til she found the one nee­dle she was look­ing for.”

“Yet some­thing called her back to this place. If it was a washout, why re­turn?”

“To make sure it was a dud? I’m afraid only Tench may have been able to an­swer that one. Here’s some­thing else: if I was part of a group at­tempt­ing to res­ur­rect Catop­sis, I’m not sure a cold, air­less rock is the place I’d pick for my base of op­er­a­tions.”

Drey­fus had not thought of it that way.

“I agree. They’d need cam­ou­flage—pre-ex­ist­ing ac­tiv­ity, rou­tine space traf­fic, comms. Not this silent, cob­webbed ruin.”

“And yet some­one didn’t like us pok­ing around.”

The fre­quency of the col­li­sion alarms had be­gun to drop off. He was through the worst of the de­bris, with only in­ci­den­tal dam­age.

“Are you still there?”

Was it his imag­i­na­tion, or did he de­tect the first sub­tle thaw­ing in her voice, friendly con­cern try­ing to break through the cold fa­cade?

“Yes,” he an­swered, smil­ing slightly to him­self. “I’m within a kilo­me­tre of As­set 227. It’s still hold­ing to­gether. I’m go­ing to get in closer and let the ro­ta­tion bring the whole thing into view. Tell Thyssen to run gravi­met­ric scans, too. If we can pick up the sig­na­ture of a struc­ture, we’ll know roughly where to look for Sparver.”

“I con­cur. But time is now of the essence. Tang’s pre­dic­tions have hard­ened. We have an un­avoid­able im­pact event in eigh­teen min­utes. The rock will make a glanc­ing col­li­sion with Carousel New Mon­treal, cur­rent pop­u­la­tion one hun­dred and fif­teen thou­sand cit­i­zens. The clos­ing speed will be high enough to de­stroy the habi­tat com­pletely, with a pro­jected life-loss in the high five fig­ures. I can’t let that to hap­pen.”

“Of course not,” he replied.

“Aside from the im­me­di­ate loss of life, the com­bined de­bris will be even more de­struc­tive than the loss of Carousel New Mon­treal. Our fore­casts show up­wards of a third of a mil­lion fa­tal­i­ties from sec­ondary and ter­tiary col­li­sion events, cal­cu­lated up to thir­teen hours af­ter the ini­tial im­pact.”

“I know what you have to do,” Drey­fus said. “But give me those eigh­teen min­utes if you can. It’ll give me time to find Sparver and get him out of there.”

“You have all the time I can give you,” Au­monier said. “But it’s rather less than eigh­teen min­utes. As­set 227 is mov­ing into a rel­a­tively sparse sec­tor of the Glit­ter Band, for now. Pell’s war­heads can blast it cleanly, and the de­bris cloud will dis­perse be­fore it has a chance to play havoc with other habi­tats. We lose this win­dow of in­ter­ven­tion in twelve min­utes, when the rock starts mov­ing back into the more con­gested in­ner or­bits.”

He nod­ded, ac­cept­ing the blood­less logic of the cal­cu­la­tion, cer­tain that Au­monier took no more de­light in it than he did. “If twelve is all that’s on of­fer, I’ll take twelve.”

“Drey­fus.” Her voice soft­ened. “Tom. You’re right—you are in my bad books. But that doesn’t make you ex­pend­able. Find Sparver if you can, but above all else take care of your­self.”

“Ma’am,” he an­swered.

Sparver had gone down an­other level, deeper into the chateau. At the end of a se­ries of rooms and cor­ri­dors he had found a much less or­nate means of de­scent: a straight flight of stairs lead­ing down into a base­ment level where the decor was plain and no paint­ings or mu­rals had needed to be ef­faced. The bod­ies had dried up, too. He had found a few more on his way down, each bear­ing eye­less wit­ness to the same treat­ment. Now he moved along empty, fea­ture­less cor­ri­dors, con­vinced that if there was an es­cape shaft, this would be the place to look for it.

He had been jump­ing at shad­ows the whole time he had been in the chateau, but that was only be­cause of the way his lights played across the fur­nish­ings, cre­at­ing an il­lu­sion of move­ment where none was present. His whiphound was much less ruf­fled. It had been con­fused by the hu­man-seem­ing corpses, but at no point had its prox­im­ity sen­sors picked up on any other mov­ing forms. The chateau was as empty of life as it was air­less. There were no hu­man in­hab­i­tants, only a dead se­cu­rity ro­bot, and the man­nequins were long de­ac­ti­vated.

Sparver turned a cor­ner and saw some­thing that glad­dened his heart. It was an old-fash­ioned air­lock, ro­bust and un­com­pli­cated, set at the end of a short stub of cor­ri­dor. He had found his es­cape. There was no other pos­si­ble rea­son for putting an air­lock in the base­ment of a house un­less it fed into a ver­ti­cal shaft run­ning right through the man­tle of the rock. Still vig­i­lant, he moved to the lock and had the whiphound scan it for booby traps. There was noth­ing ex­cept a tiny pulse of resid­ual power, just enough to de­tect an in­ter­ven­tion. He palmed the lock’s ac­ti­va­tion panel and ob­served a faint yel­low gleam light up around the con­trols. Above the lock’s frame, a yel­low bea­con be­gan to re­volve, push­ing out spokes of whirling light. The lock opened, the door push­ing back in his di­rec­tion then slid­ing silently into a re­cess in the wall.

There was noth­ing wait­ing on the other side, just an empty shaft. He leaned cau­tiously against the frame and peered in and down. He saw only dark­ness. He watched for ten or fif­teen sec­onds un­til a pale light glim­mered from the shaft’s ex­trem­ity. It was gone as quickly as it had come, but it was all he needed to know that the bot­tom of the shaft was not capped over. He could jump, when he was ready. Cen­trifu­gal force would send him on his way, bump­ing and skid­ding against the shaft walls, but even­tu­ally pop­ping out into free­dom. The suit would ab­sorb the worst of the buf­fet­ing.

He tensed, ready­ing him­self. It was a cu­ri­ous thing, jump­ing into a black well. He al­most felt as if he needed the en­cour­age­ment of the rock break­ing up around him be­fore com­mit­ting to the dark­ness.

His facepatch flashed a prox­im­ity warn­ing. He spun around, his back to the shaft. His whiphound had taken up a de­fen­sive pos­ture half­way down the short cor­ri­dor. Be­yond the whiphound, hav­ing just come around the cor­ner, was an­other of the se­cu­rity ro­bots. This one was in­tact, its ovoid body sup­ported by an in­tact pair of re­verse-jointed legs.

The ro­bot popped a pair of gun muz­zles from its body.

The muz­zles flashed.

“Memo to self,” Sparver mouthed. “Next time, jump.”

The whiphound flung it­self at the ro­bot, a lethal quick­sil­ver squig­gle with its fil­a­ment an­gled to in­flict max­i­mum dam­age. Sparver raised an arm de­fen­sively, his suit reg­is­ter­ing the im­pact points from the ro­bot’s guns. Short-range ex­plo­sive pro­jec­tiles flashed against his m-suit, the mil­i­tary-grade quick­mat­ter or­gan­is­ing it­self to form in­stan­ta­neous hard­points un­der each pro­jected im­pact site. He stum­bled back with the sucker-punch from each strike, but man­aged not to top­ple into the wait­ing es­cape shaft. The whiphound was a scis­sor­ing blur, snip­ping away at the ro­bot piece by piece. The legs went from be­neath it, then the body crashed to the floor. The muz­zles kept fir­ing, but the whiphound was deal­ing with them as well, coil­ing its fil­a­ment around the tip of each muz­zle and con­strict­ing. The ro­bot’s aim went hay­wire, the ex­plo­sive rounds tak­ing chunks out of the walls and ceil­ing. Then it stopped fir­ing al­to­gether. A hand­ful of sta­tus lights flick­ered through the ovoid’s cas­ing, then went dark. The ro­bot had be­come as in­ert as its coun­ter­part on the up­per level.

Sparver re­cov­ered the whiphound, mak­ing sure it was un­dam­aged.

“An­other of those shows up, try to give me a lit­tle more warn­ing,” he said.

He need not have been too wor­ried. The ro­bot was clearly meant for do­mes­tic se­cu­rity, not war­fare. It had done quite a bit of dam­age to the decor, but it was not as if any­one was around to com­plain about that . . .

Sparver froze. The ro­bot had blasted a torso-sized hole right through the cor­ri­dor wall. They were into the bedrock of As­set 227 by now, so there ought to have been solid ma­te­rial be­hind the wall’s cladding. In­stead there was a void.

A large void, stretch­ing away: his lights reach­ing only a lit­tle way into the space. What he saw was suf­fi­cient, though. The void was full of man­nequins, up­right this time, and with faces. They stretched away in ranks: copies or near-copies of some of the corpses he had al­ready in­spected.

Sparver looked back to the shaft. The sen­si­ble thing was to jump down it now, be­fore As­set 227 threw an­other sur­prise at him.

But he had to know what was go­ing on with the man­nequins.

He turned up his suit am­pli­fi­ca­tion and made short work of peel­ing open the hole in the wall un­til it was large enough to step through. At the thresh­old, he stopped and mar­velled. There were nu­mer­ous man­nequins, fifty or sixty at least, rep­re­sent­ing all the shapes and sizes he had al­ready seen. Each stood on a grey pedestal, shrouded un­der a domed glass en­clo­sure. Their eyes were open, but their faces were blank, star­ing out with no ac­knowl­edge­ment of the re­cent dis­tur­bance.

He walked to the first one, the whiphound slink­ing ahead.

A voice crack­led.

“. . . arver. This is Drey­fus. I have a faint read on your comms. Can you hear me?”

“You’re com­ing through, boss. What’s the news?”

“I’m ex­tremely glad we reached you. Can you get out of there as quickly as pos­si­ble? There should be a shaft right un­der the main build­ing. We can see it in the grav-maps.”

“I’ve found the shaft.”

“In which case get down it im­me­di­ately. We have no op­tion but to de­stroy As­set 227.”

Sparver didn’t bother ask­ing why. They would have their rea­sons, and that was enough.

“How long do I have?”

“Three min­utes. We’ve been try­ing and fail­ing to con­tact you all this while.” A new ur­gency en­tered Drey­fus’s voice. “You’ll have suf­fi­cient exit ve­loc­ity from the shaft, even with­out suit jets. We’ll have a fix on you as soon as you emerge, and a ship meet­ing you the mo­ment the de­bris cloud has cleared.”

Sparver moved along the line of man­nequins as he spoke to Drey­fus. There were no names on the plinths, just ma­chine-read­able codes in a for­mat un­fa­mil­iar to him.

“I hear all that, boss.”

“Good. Why doesn’t it sound as if you’re mov­ing?”

“I’ve found some­thing. A room Tench missed, when she was mov­ing through here.”

“A room doesn’t mat­ter. Get out of there.”

“This room might. I’m com­pil­ing ev­i­dence now. The link’s poor, so I’m not even go­ing to at­tempt to share it with you. Be­sides, I think . . .” Sparver paused, try­ing to rid­dle some sense of what he saw, and how it fit­ted with his pic­ture of Tench. “Do we think In­g­var was a good pre­fect, right un­til the end?”

“Un­til proven oth­er­wise. Two min­utes, Sparv.”

“For some rea­son, she didn’t want to share her find­ings here with Panoply. In fact, she went out of her way to de­stroy ev­i­dence as best she could, just in case some­one else stum­bled along. De­stroy­ing pic­tures, stat­ues, man­nequins, any­thing that might point to the iden­tity of the peo­ple who owned this house. That tells me two things, boss.”

“Good. You can share them with me later . . .”

“Tench knew that what she’d found here was dan­ger­ous. She couldn’t bring it back to Panoply. She wouldn’t know who’d end up see­ing it along the way. Who’d be watch­ing. Who’d be lis­ten­ing in.”

“Sparv . . . please.”

“I can’t leave, boss. This has to be doc­u­mented. I think it mat­ters. I think it re­ally mat­ters, and it needs to be for your eyes only. And I need all of these two min­utes.”

“All the ev­i­dence-gath­er­ing in the world won’t mat­ter if you don’t get out of there. Save your­self, then we’ll talk.”

“No, boss,” Sparver an­swered gen­tly. “I’ve got to do this. How long is it now?”

Drey­fus was silent for a mo­ment. Sparver guessed that some part of him was mov­ing to a pained ac­cep­tance of what must be done. “Barely ninety sec­onds. I’m sorry, but there’s no way to ex­tend it out any fur­ther.”

“I wouldn’t want you to. And it’s all right. I will fin­ish my work here. I just . . .” Sparver swal­lowed de­spite him­self. He wanted to keep a stoic calm, but it wasn’t hap­pen­ing. “I’m not in­tend­ing to die. I’m go­ing to close my eyes, hope for the best and tell my suit to do its damnedest to save what it can.”

Drey­fus low­ered his voice.

“I can’t or­der you to leave, can I?”

“Not un­less you want to spoil a beau­ti­ful friend­ship. And it has been just that, boss—right from the start.”

Sparver waited for a re­ply, but none came. He had lost comms again. That could only mean that Drey­fus had needed to put some dis­tance be­tween him­self and the rock.

Per­haps it was for the best, to be on his own again.

He was nearly back at the start of the line of man­nequins. He guessed he had gath­ered enough ev­i­dence to put the old man on the right track. If he waited a lit­tle longer, kept scan­ning and record­ing un­til the war­heads hit, the suit would never have a chance to con­sol­i­date it­self. Granted, that would be a tol­er­a­bly fast and pain­less way to go, smoth­ered in the white balm of cre­ation. Plenty of hy­per­pigs would have cho­sen that, over the way they had been forced to go.

But he had an obli­ga­tion to the ev­i­dence; an obli­ga­tion to Panoply; an obli­ga­tion to his men­tor.

The m-suit had four lev­els of emer­gency preser­va­tion. It would step through each in turn, in re­sponse to the es­ca­lat­ing threat. Level one: whole-body preser­va­tion of oc­cu­pant. Level two: preser­va­tion of core or­gans and cen­tral ner­vous sys­tem. Level three: preser­va­tion of neu­ral ma­te­rial for pos­si­ble post-mortem re­con­struc­tion. Level four: preser­va­tion of ev­i­dence.

Once the pro­to­col was ini­ti­ated, the oc­cu­pant had no con­trol over its out­come.

Sparver Ban­cal knew this.

He said: “One Vi­enna Good­night.”

The suit did the rest.

When the war­heads had fin­ished their work, there was noth­ing left of As­set 227 but a thin­ning cloud of hot gravel and gas, still mov­ing along the pro­jected path of the orig­i­nal body. It was by no means a per­fect out­come, since a moun­tain’s worth of de­bris still posed a for­mi­da­ble haz­ard for the habi­tats whose or­bits it had yet to cross. Ev­ery pre­fect mon­i­tor­ing the de­struc­tion un­der­stood as much. While hun­dreds of thou­sands of deaths might have been averted, there was still go­ing to be a sig­nif­i­cant toll of ca­su­al­ties as the cloud rained against ar­mour and glass. Emer­gency mea­sures were al­ready in force across the af­fected or­bits; lit­tle more could now be done ex­cept to wait and re­spond where nec­es­sary.

Drey­fus had re­treated far enough from the rock that his cut­ter had weath­ered the blast with only a few more dents and scratches to show for its trou­bles. Thyssen had pulled Sparver’s cut­ter to a safe dis­tance as well. Drey­fus sent out a gen­eral re­quest to all avail­able Panoply as­sets to scan for a lo­ca­tor pulse from Sparver’s suit, or more re­al­is­ti­cally—know­ing the emer­gency preser­va­tion pro­to­col—what was left of it.

He could not be sure that any­thing had sur­vived. Radar and li­dar scans were al­ready prob­ing the cloud, as­say­ing its con­tents. Where the war­heads had struck, the rock had been re­duced to a fog of ther­mally fused frag­ments, tiny glassy beads. There was no chance of any ar­ti­fi­cial ob­ject sur­viv­ing the con­di­tions in which those beads had been forged. But fur­ther in, shock­waves had done the bulk of the de­struc­tion. These had shat­tered As­set 227 com­pre­hen­sively, leav­ing al­most noth­ing larger than a peb­ble. To stand a chance of suc­cess, Sparver would have needed to is­sue the preser­va­tion com­mand be­fore he had any tan­gi­ble sense that he was about to die. When ev­ery cell in his body would have been scream­ing out its de­sire to keep liv­ing.

But Sparver would have done it. Drey­fus had no need to con­vince him­self of that.

There was still no guar­an­tee that it had worked. The cut­ters, corvettes and cruis­ers in the area were sweep­ing the mov­ing vol­ume where some­thing might have emerged, as well a gen­er­ous mar­gin of er­ror. They were lis­ten­ing for a faint, Panoply-spe­cific sig­nal, against a back­ground of noise and in­ter­fer­ence caused both by the strike it­self and the clam­our of sig­nals and alarms in the af­ter­math.

And find­ing noth­ing at all.







CHAP­TER TWENTY

He moved through Panoply like a rolling ball of rage, venge­ful and sin­gle-minded. Peo­ple saw him com­ing and kept out of his way, pre­fects, an­a­lysts and tech­ni­cians alike scat­ter­ing aside. They knew what had hap­pened out at As­set 227, what had hap­pened to Sparver Ban­cal. They un­der­stood that Tom Drey­fus might not be an­swer­able to him­self, not now and per­haps not for some long while.

Thalia was there when he reached the hard­suit work­shop, wait­ing out­side, hold­ing her hands out to him.

“Sir, you’d bet­ter not go in.”

Drey­fus tight­ened his grasp on his whiphound. He had been ready with it since he left the cut­ter, dar­ing any­one to ques­tion his in­ten­tions.

“Out of my way, Thal.”

“No, sir. You don’t un­der­stand.”

Some por­tion of his rage turned onto her. “What part don’t you think I un­der­stood, Ng? Sparver just got mur­dered. He died be­cause of Grigor Bac­chus, to pro­tect the se­crets this sniv­el­ling shit’s been keep­ing from the rest of us.”

“Sir . . .” Thalia un­hol­stered her own whiphound. “This isn’t what you think. The Heavy Med­i­cals are al­ready in there. Grigor Bac­chus is dead. They’re just mak­ing sure there’s noth­ing that can be brought back.”

Her words bat­tered against his rage. He could un­der­stand them. They made sense. But no part of that sense was ready to reach him.

“Out of the way.”

“No!” she snarled, bring­ing up the whiphound—fil­a­ment still sheathed, but her will­ing­ness to use it plain enough even to him. “I’m un­der or­ders, sir. They tried to ex­plain it to you be­fore you left the dock and you wouldn’t stop, you wouldn’t lis­ten.” Thalia’s voice was laced with steel. “Don’t make this worse than it al­ready is, sir. You’re al­lowed to be an­gry. Don’t you think I’m the same?”

“You don’t know . . .” he said, his fury break­ing into shards, leav­ing him wheez­ing out his words. “You weren’t there.”

“With re­spect, sir, only Sparver was there.” Thalia eyed him cau­tiously, then slowly low­ered her whiphound. “None of us were there for him,” she added qui­etly.

Drey­fus cooled. He slid his whiphound back into place, hand trem­bling with anger and shame.

“Bac­chus is dead?”

“It’s not good, sir. The way he did it. There’s an au­to­matic vice in there, some­thing for re-set­ting suit parts. They found him in it. That’s why there’s so lit­tle chance of trawl­ing any­thing.”

Drey­fus heard him­self speak as if a by­stander to his own con­ver­sa­tion. “He did it?”

“There’s a note. A con­fes­sion, of sorts. He says not to blame Podor too much; says Podor was only do­ing what he thought was right; said he was naive and eas­ily led.”

“Get Podor here.”

“Sir, he’s gone as well. Thyssen found him. Found what was left of him.”

He breathed: “What?”

“That’s why they were try­ing to stop you, sir. Podor was in one of the docked ships. He had main­te­nance ac­cess . . . It seems he blew him­self up in there with a whiphound.”

“Tom,” said Jane Au­monier, her voice lulling in his ears. “I see you’ve al­ready been briefed on the sit­u­a­tion here. I wanted to be here be­fore you, but you weren’t to be de­tained.”

He turned to face the Supreme Pre­fect. She looked alert but brit­tle, as if re­cent events had tested even her mon­strous ca­pac­ity for con­cen­tra­tion.

“Bac­chus de­nied ev­ery­thing,” Drey­fus said.

“You didn’t come storm­ing down here to con­front him about noth­ing.”

“I just wanted to hear it from his own lips. How this wasn’t any­thing to do with him. I wanted to watch him and de­cide how much of it I be­lieved.”

“Even af­ter I’ve twice or­dered you keep away from him? Even af­ter I made it clear that there’d need to be con­se­quences for your ear­lier ac­tions?”

“Even then. This isn’t about me or what hap­pens to my ca­reer. This is about get­ting to the truth of ex­actly why one of my clos­est friends was just mur­dered.”

Au­monier switched her gaze onto Thalia. “You did well, Ng. And since we haven’t spo­ken di­rectly un­til now, may I ex­press my pro­found re­gret about Sparver. We’ve all lost a col­league, but you’ve also lost a good friend.”

“He was a friend to more of us than we knew, ma’am,” Thalia man­aged.

“He won’t be for­got­ten, mark my words. And one of the ways we’ll hon­our his mem­ory is by build­ing on your find­ings, and how they re­late to Mi­zler Cranach.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“You may go, Ng. We’ll speak in due course.”

Drey­fus and Au­monier stood in si­lence af­ter Thalia had de­parted. Now that they were on semi-pri­vate terms, Au­monier mod­er­ated her tone frac­tion­ally. “Voi knows I un­der­stand your feel­ings, Tom. Con­sider your­self for­tu­nate Bac­chus was al­ready dead, though. I fear we’d both re­gret what would have hap­pened if he’d still been alive. At least you haven’t added to your ear­lier in­fringe­ments.”

Drey­fus wanted to con­tra­dict her. He could not. She had read his rage as ac­cu­rately and ef­fi­ciently as she scanned data feeds.

“That’s it, then,” he said fa­tal­is­ti­cally. “Bac­chus kills him­self rather than sur­ren­der any more in­tel­li­gence on Catop­sis. He was the in­side man, but the op­er­a­tion’s still run­ning some­where out­side Panoply.”

“The other pos­si­bil­ity is that he killed him­self out of re­morse for what just hap­pened at As­set 227. It may fi­nally have got too much for him.”

“Tench’s death wasn’t enough?”

“We can’t know what was go­ing on in­side his mind, Tom. Even less so now. I wouldn’t go in there. What he’s left us with isn’t pretty.”

“Am I for­bid­den?” he asked her.

“Now that you’ve calmed down? No, it’s your choice. I just didn’t want you to storm in there, think­ing there was still go­ing to be some­thing you could wring out of him. Oh, and Tom?”

He looked at her guard­edly. “What?”

“I sup­pose this means you were right about him all along. That ex­cuses a few things, but not ev­ery­thing.”

Drey­fus went in. The Heavy Med­i­cals ob­served his ar­rival and pulled back from their work def­er­en­tially, giv­ing him an ob­structed view of the scene of death.

“We’re sorry about Sparver Ban­cal, sir,” he heard some­one mur­mur, barely able to meet his eye.

Drey­fus went to the pulped thing that had once been the head of Grigor Bac­chus. He stared it in numb dis­con­nec­tion, un­able to re­late the ex­ploded, over­ripe mass with the man he had been ques­tion­ing only a few days be­fore.

He had pushed, in­deed.

I wasn’t too hard on you, was I? he asked of the corpse. Tell me I wasn’t too hard.

But Grigor Bac­chus was long past the point of of­fer­ing him any so­lace.

Thir­teen hours passed. When the im­me­di­ate cri­sis had died down, the re­ports of new ca­su­alty num­bers drop­ping from three-fig­ure num­bers to dozens, then ones and twos, Jane Au­monier con­vened her se­nior op­er­a­tives in the tac­ti­cal room.

To Drey­fus, the room felt darker and more op­pres­sive than usual, as if the walls had been moved nearer and coated in an ex­tra layer of var­nish. His col­lar chafed against his throat, la­goons of sweat pool­ing be­neath his uni­form. He had not brought an ap­ple with him, a mea­sure of his dis­trac­tion.

“Ev­ery­one by now is aware of the news,” Au­monier said, sit­ting more than usu­ally up­right with her fin­gers clasped and di­rect­ing a per­sonal glance at ev­ery­one present, in­clud­ing a lin­ger­ing, heart­bro­ken stare at the po­si­tion that might or­di­nar­ily have been oc­cu­pied. “That said, it feels wrong not to make a for­mal ac­knowl­edge­ment of our loss. Ear­lier to­day, Pre­fect Ban­cal died in the line of duty. He had an op­por­tu­nity to es­cape his fate. He chose not to take it be­cause he be­lieved that his life mat­tered less than the pos­si­bil­ity of se­cur­ing ev­i­dence, right un­til the end.” Au­monier shook her head slowly. “There aren’t words enough to ex­press my ad­mi­ra­tion for his self­less­ness—ad­mi­ra­tion that I know we all share. This wasn’t some con­sid­ered act of self-sac­ri­fice, for which he had time to pre­pare him­self. There was no time for that. Sparver didn’t have the lux­ury of re­flec­tion, of look­ing back on his life and ser­vice and eval­u­at­ing the choice be­fore him. He sim­ply did it, in the mo­ment, know­ing—with­out the slight­est flicker of self-pity—that it was the right de­ci­sion, that what he had found was worth the price of his own ex­is­tence. I do not mean to den­i­grate his mem­ory by say­ing that I be­lieve his choice was in­stinc­tive. That does not negate the courage be­hind it. It merely speaks to the depth of his char­ac­ter, to the clear dis­tinc­tion be­tween right and wrong which ran through him like a life force.” She un­clasped her hands and made a slight beck­on­ing ges­ture in the di­rec­tion of Drey­fus. “Tom; I’ve said too much. You should be the one speak­ing of him.”

Drey­fus spoke slowly, the words com­ing with dif­fi­culty. “You have said ev­ery­thing I would have said, only bet­ter. I wasn’t with him at the end. Just a comms link, which failed a few sec­onds be­fore the strike. By then, he knew there was no way out. He was about to give the preser­va­tion com­mand to his m-suit. I think he wanted to de­lay as long as pos­si­ble to con­tinue ev­i­dence-gath­er­ing, but I’m hope­ful that he still man­aged to give the or­der in time for the suit to act upon it be­fore the war­heads ar­rived, and per­haps achieve some level of self-preser­va­tion.”

“But we don’t know,” said Baudry.

“We’re still sweep­ing the zone and lis­ten­ing hard for that pulse,” Au­monier replied. “But it’s been thir­teen hours now. Ev­ery par­ti­cle in­volved in that ex­plo­sion has now dis­persed be­yond our ju­ris­dic­tional mar­gins. It may be that his suit didn’t have time to con­sol­i­date, or it may have been too close to one of the bursts.”

“We keep search­ing,” Drey­fus said.

“Yes . . . yes, of course,” Au­monier said, al­most too hastily. “We can’t com­mit all our re­sources in­def­i­nitely, but even as we start mov­ing ve­hi­cles and per­son­nel back into nor­mal duty pat­terns, they can still be lis­ten­ing out.”

Drey­fus opened his mouth, hes­i­tated, snapped it shut again.

“Tom?” Au­monier asked.

“There’s no nor­mal now. There can’t be. And now that Grigor Bac­chus has robbed us of any pos­si­bil­ity of ques­tion­ing him about links be­yond Panoply, I need more pre­fects on my in­ves­ti­ga­tion, not fewer.”

Clear­moun­tain said: “May I ask, what were the par­tic­u­lar leads that took Pre­fect Ban­cal to As­set 227?”

“We ob­tained a log of Tench’s move­ments in the four years of her field ser­vice,” Drey­fus an­swered. “I rea­soned that any place of par­tic­u­lar in­ter­est to us might be one that Tench had re­vis­ited, pos­si­bly be­cause she had grounds to sus­pect a re­ac­ti­va­tion of Catop­sis.”

“And did As­set 227—based on what we now know of it—fit that pic­ture?”

“You know it didn’t, Gas­ton, so spare me the trou­ble of ex­plain­ing it to you.”

“Tom,” Au­monier said softly. “This is a dif­fi­cult day for us all. You es­pe­cially, I know. We’re all of us deal­ing with it on some level, though, in­clud­ing Gas­ton.”

Drey­fus pinched his col­lar away from his neck. “All right, I’ll spell it out. As­set 227 doesn’t seem like a can­di­date for Catop­sis. But we only know that be­cause we in­ves­ti­gated. What we do know—now—is that some­one didn’t want us there. The place was rigged to break from its or­bit, prac­ti­cally forc­ing us to de­stroy it.”

“It’s cu­ri­ous, cer­tainly,” Baudry said.

“Cu­ri­ous?” He fought to keep his voice from ris­ing. “It’s a lot more than cu­ri­ous. Some­one used us to do their own dirty work of de­stroy­ing ev­i­dence.”

“Did Pre­fect Ban­cal find di­rect ev­i­dence of a crime, specif­i­cally some­thing that would lie within Panoply’s re­mit?” Baudry fell into the fa­mil­iar di­dac­tic ca­dences of her in­duc­tion lec­tures. “I would re­mind us all that Panoply has no au­thor­ity when it comes to the in­ter­nal polic­ing of habi­tats, pro­vided the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles are re­spected.”

“I don’t think Tom needs re­mind­ing of that,” Au­monier said. “Nor do any of us. The cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing As­set 227 are in­deed sus­pi­cious. Due dili­gence will be done with re­gards to the pos­si­ble mo­tives of those who left it be­hind. We’ll pick through its chain of own­er­ship with a mi­cro­scope. But we must tem­per our ex­pec­ta­tions. The rock has been lost, and de­spite Pre­fect Ban­cal’s ex­em­plary work, our only line of ev­i­dence may have gone the same way. Tom, you were in ver­bal con­tact with Sparver for part of his time in­side the rock. No record­ings of those ex­changes were trans­mit­ted back to Panoply or pre­served in your cut­ter, so we only have your ver­bal tes­ti­mony. I pre­sume this was a de­lib­er­ate step?”

Drey­fus nod­ded. “I was con­cerned about eaves­drop­ping. If Catop­sis has been re­ac­ti­vated, even as an out­side op­er­a­tion, it’s un­likely that it could be per­pe­trated with­out the col­lu­sion of el­e­ments still within Panoply.”

“Grigor Bac­chus’s sui­cide note leaves lit­tle doubt that he was the co­or­di­nat­ing link,” Au­monier said.

They all had copies of the tes­ti­mony on their com­pads, copied di­rectly from the orig­i­nal. They had read it be­fore the brief­ing, not­ing the joint im­pli­ca­tion of Podor.

“Tench was sus­pi­cious of Bac­chus,” Drey­fus said. “That doesn’t mean that all our ques­tions be­gin and end with him. I still want to un­der­stand what Sparver found, and how it re­lated to In­g­var’s ac­tiv­i­ties.”

“Speak freely,” Au­monier said.

Drey­fus looked around the room, won­der­ing if he could in­deed trust ev­ery­one present.

“Sparver found an elab­o­rate build­ing. It was empty of life, to the de­gree that he was able to search it in the time avail­able. He found signs of des­e­cra­tion, some­one de­lib­er­ately ob­scur­ing the iden­ti­ties of the fig­ures as­so­ci­ated with the house.”

“Tench’s work?”

“She had the means and the op­por­tu­nity. But we don’t know what she was hop­ing to achieve.”

“Have you dis­cussed the des­e­cra­tion with Hafdis?”

“Not a word. I put her aboard Pell’s ship be­fore I re­gained con­tact with Sparver.”

“In which case float it past her, see if it chimes with any­thing her mother may have men­tioned. It’s a long shot, but in the ab­sence of tes­ti­mony from Sparver, I’ll clutch at any straw.”

“I’ll speak to the can­di­date,” Drey­fus said.

The meet­ing had not been ad­journed, but he got up any­way. Some­times there was an art to know­ing when to leave.







CHAP­TER TWENTY-ONE

Jane Au­monier floated out into the mid­dle of the spher­i­cal room in which she had spent eleven sleep­less years. She turned around as she drifted, beck­on­ing for Hafdis to fol­low her.

“Come,” she urged, Hafdis lin­ger­ing on the thresh­old be­fore com­mit­ting her­self fully to weight­less­ness. “There’s noth­ing to be shy about. The Clock­maker was my ad­ver­sary, not these walls. The room kept me alive and sane; I owe it a great deal. That’s why I’ve never felt shy about re­turn­ing.”

“It’s not just that this is the place where it hap­pened,” Hafdis said, gamely pro­pel­ling her­self out from the door­way. “It’s that this is the room where you still watch over ev­ery­thing.” She al­lowed her arms to fall limp as she drifted out, ap­proach­ing the vol­ume of space near the room’s mid­dle, where Au­monier had al­ready come ex­pertly to rest. “It feels like a priv­i­lege to be here, ma’am.”

“It is,” Au­monier said crisply. “You have this priv­i­lege, as I had the priv­i­lege of know­ing your mother. Drink it all in, Hafdis. If you want to pur­sue this am­bi­tion of be­com­ing a pre­fect, this is where it all leads.” She swept a hand at the jostling, squirm­ing mul­ti­tude of feeds. “Ten thou­sand habi­tats, one hun­dred mil­lion lives. They can make as many mis­takes as they like, pro­vided they don’t vi­o­late one of the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles. The mo­ment they do, they be­come our re­spon­si­bil­ity.”

Hafdis had drifted out with a smart tether, a sort of longer, more be­nign ver­sion of a whiphound’s fil­a­ment, just long enough to bring her to Au­monier’s side. She still had some resid­ual drift, which Au­monier negated with a gen­tle pres­sure on her sleeve.

“How do you do that, ma’am? It’s as if you’re fixed in space, not just float­ing.”

“Prac­tice. I had a lot of it. It’s sur­pris­ing the things you can do, with prac­tice.”

“And if your life de­pends on it.”

Au­monier nod­ded. “In­deed. If I’d drifted too close to the walls, the scarab would have blown my head off.” She craned be­hind her neck. “It was fixed here, clamped in place with lit­tle legs, and with ster­ile probes dig­ging into my skin, all the way down to my spine. It could read my blood chem­istry, my stress hor­mones and sleep tox­ins. It may even have been able to read my state of con­scious­ness. For all that, it wasn’t painful. Just a cold pres­ence, which I soon ad­justed to. Weeks went by when I hardly felt it at all, un­til it did some­thing in­side it­self. There’d be a de­li­cious lit­tle click out of nowhere, a whirring im­pres­sion of things mov­ing around within it. The first dozen times that hap­pened, I thought it was gear­ing up to kill me. Even­tu­ally I ad­justed to the idea that the scarab was evolv­ing, im­prov­ing it­self.”

“You were awake when the Clock­maker put it on you.”

“Yes—and haven’t you done your home­work.”

“It’s the least you de­serve, ma’am, for your ex­pe­ri­ence to be stud­ied and un­der­stood.”

“Un­der­stood?” Au­monier let out a bit­ter lit­tle laugh. “No, I don’t think so. You could study ev­ery sec­ond of those eleven years and you still wouldn’t ‘un­der­stand.’ You’d have to go through it for that. You’d have to be me.”

“I meant no dis­re­spect, ma’am. I just wanted you to know, I have stud­ied it, at least the scraps we can know about out­side of Panoply. Mother wouldn’t have al­lowed me not to.”

“I never knew In­g­var felt that strongly.” Au­monier sighed, re­al­is­ing she had been harsh with an over-ea­ger stu­dent. “I was awake for the in­ser­tion, yes. It wasn’t painful—al­most lov­ing, in fact. The Clock­maker needed me con­scious and lu­cid for the whole process, so that I could un­der­stand the pa­ram­e­ters of what had been done. If I’d blacked out from shock or pain, I wouldn’t have been able to re­lay in­struc­tions to who­ever found me.” She had gone dry-mouthed, rak­ing up mem­o­ries that had gone undis­turbed for too long. “There was a grace pe­riod: sixty min­utes be­fore I couldn’t be close to an­other hu­man be­ing. It gave them time to float me into this room. They con­sid­ered try­ing to get the scarab off me there and then, but it was con­sid­ered too much of a risk. No one knew what lay in­side it or how it func­tioned. It took years to be­gin to build up any sort of pic­ture, and even then, it kept chang­ing. The ex­perts reck­oned it would only need six-tenths of a sec­ond to kill me, and there was no way any­one could get close enough to safely re­move it in un­der that time.”

“But they did find a way.”

Au­monier fin­gered the hair-thin line around her neck, more imag­ined than real. “Yes, they did find a way. And about that, I re­mem­ber mer­ci­fully lit­tle.”

“The scarab was de­stroyed to­tally?”

“Yes, ex­cept for a few tiny pieces. They were re­cov­ered and com­pared with the mod­els Demikhov and his as­sis­tants had been as­sem­bling in the Sleep Lab, based on their re­mote scans. They’d got sur­pris­ingly close to the truth. The Clock­maker was de­vi­ous, Hafdis. It turns out that hu­man minds can ap­proach some of that de­vi­ous­ness, given suf­fi­cient time.”

“Do you think we’re ca­pa­ble of good deeds, as well?”

“On days like this, I find my faith in hu­man­ity at its low­est ebb. Too many have died, Hafdis. Not just one of our own, but all those in­no­cents caught up in the af­ter­math.” Au­monier al­lowed her si­lence to ring around the room. “On days like this, I need to re­mind my­self that I can’t ab­di­cate my re­spon­si­bil­i­ties just be­cause of a few hun­dred avoid­able deaths and the mur­der of a good man like Sparver Ban­cal. This is where I find my equi­lib­rium again, sur­rounded by these feeds. Study them awhile, Hafdis. Im­merse your­self in the raw noise of hu­man­ity, in all its man­i­fes­ta­tions. Good, bad, in­dif­fer­ent. The saintly and the pitiable. Those who value our work, those who would con­demn us, if only they had the man­date. These are the lives Sparver served. The lives your mother served.”

“I’ll serve them as well,” Hafdis vowed.

“An easy as­ser­tion to make, when you haven’t been tested.” Au­monier smiled faintly. “Yet for­giv­able when you’ve still so much to see and learn. I’m afraid there must be some changes now.”

“Changes?”

“The de­struc­tion of As­set 227 moves our ac­tiv­i­ties onto a more dan­ger­ous plane. I’ve con­ferred with Pre­fect Drey­fus and he agrees with me. It’s too risky for you to con­tinue shad­ow­ing him in his field in­ves­ti­ga­tions.”

Hafdis gripped the end of her tether for­lornly. “I only got to spend a few days with him, ma’am.”

“I’m not say­ing that the work won’t con­tinue, just that there must be a hia­tus. There’s noth­ing to pre­vent your eval­u­a­tions pro­ceed­ing as be­fore . . . al­though my se­niors may have even less time to spare.”

“Will you be even busier, ma’am?”

“I fear so.”

“It was very good of you to show me this room. I’d like to stay here a lit­tle while longer, if that’s pos­si­ble.”

Au­monier had ex­pected Hafdis to be over­whelmed by the con­fu­sion of feeds, sick­ened by their end­less al­go­rithm-driven swelling and con­trac­tion, like be­ing in­side a vast breath­ing in­sect eye.

“You want . . . more of this?”

“You’re right, ma’am—no one can un­der­stand what you went through. I think I might be able to glimpse the edge of it, though.”

The stu­dent’s surety dis­armed her. “Do you, Hafdis?”

“I do, ma’am.”

“Then . . . have at it.” She ges­tured ex­pan­sively. “When it be­comes too much, you’ll know. Reel in the tether, or use your bracelet to have some­one come for you. I have a meet­ing in the tac­ti­cal room.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Just one other thing.”

Noth­ing was go­ing to sur­prise her now. “Yes?”

“I’d like to see those re­con­struc­tions of the scarab, if they still ex­ist.”

“They ex­ist,” Au­monier con­firmed. “And so long as the Clock­maker ex­ists, that’ll re­main the case.”

Drey­fus was back at work as soon as he had the au­tho­ri­sa­tion to re­sume his search sched­ule.

Al­though there had been rel­a­tively few fa­tal­i­ties fol­low­ing the de­struc­tion of As­set 227, that was not to say that the event had come and gone with­out con­se­quences for the rest of the Glit­ter Band. The re­sponse to the cri­sis had ex­posed how vul­ner­a­ble and un­pre­pared many habi­tats were, es­pe­cially those that had been at real risk of col­li­sion. In the days that fol­lowed, many com­mu­ni­ties were scram­bling to make sure they would not be caught off guard the next time. It was good busi­ness for in­sur­ance bro­kers, se­cu­rity con­sul­tants and or­bital propul­sion con­trac­tors.

A ner­vous re-shuf­fling was in progress, as habi­tats jock­eyed with each other to find sup­pos­edly safer or­bital slots. The tightly packed low or­bits, with their ex­cel­lent views of Yel­low­stone, had al­ways been de­sir­able, and that was where many of the long­est-es­tab­lished, pros­per­ous habi­tats had come to be. Now the smart money was on the higher, less con­gested lanes, where there was a lot more room to get out of the way of trou­ble. Habi­tats were do­ing quick, dirty deals with each other, the wealthy mov­ing up and out, the hard-up cases will­ing to drift into the lower lev­els if it meant a much-needed in­jec­tion of cap­i­tal.

Taken across the Glit­ter Band, it was only a few per cent that were swap­ping places. But each move caused rip­ples, af­fect­ing hun­dreds, even thou­sands of habi­tats.

Drey­fus felt these rip­ples. As the Glit­ter Band shifted to a new per­mu­ta­tion, Sparver’s al­go­rithm found new, more ef­fi­cient paths for him. Some­times a habi­tat that was twenty or thirty items down on his sched­ule popped right to the top, and his cut­ter veered sharply as it ac­cepted the new rout­ing.

Now it was the turn of Car­casstown.

His cut­ter slowed as it en­tered the habi­tat’s con­trol space. It was in the high or­bits, with noth­ing else within a thou­sand kilo­me­tres. At that dis­tance, even the largest and near­est neigh­bour­ing com­mu­ni­ties were re­duced to odd-shaped gems, tiny enough to pinch be­tween his fin­gers.

Seen from a dis­tance, Car­casstown looked like any other habi­tat built on the age-old spoked-wheel lay­out. Up close, its makeshift, mon­grel na­ture be­came stark. The sphere at the hub was a patch­work of curv­ing sur­faces, stitched to­gether with sil­very weld-lines. It was a kilo­me­tre across, with a huge cir­cu­lar en­trance large enough for ships to float in and out with ease. The four spokes ra­di­at­ing out from the sphere were a jum­ble of mis­matched tubes, spliced and strung to­gether, mess­ily but­tressed. En­cir­cling the spokes was a rim made up of thirty or more in­di­vid­ual el­e­ments, no two alike, crudely in­ter­con­nected and show­ing a long his­tory of piece­meal re­pair. Car­casstown was what its name sug­gested: a junk­yard habi­tat made up of the corpses of smaller struc­tures: habi­tats, sta­tions and ships, cut down and re­forged. The process was on­go­ing.

As he neared, Drey­fus felt a prick­ling in­tu­ition. It had vis­ited him a cou­ple of times al­ready, as he searched Tench’s itin­er­ary. Knocked on his door, lin­gered, then gone away.

This time it put down roots.

Car­casstown was the right sort of place.

Not too big, not too small. The data traf­fic was noisy enough that Catop­sis’ ac­tiv­i­ties would be hard to pick out from the back­ground. They could have set up shop here quite eas­ily, just an­other ten­ancy to add to those al­ready present.

And Tench had shown an in­ter­est.

Drey­fus felt an im­pulse to talk to Sparver, to re­lay his im­pres­sions and see what the other pre­fect made of them. The thought snagged on empti­ness: a stitch of pain, there and gone, but cer­tain to visit him again.

“Sparv,” he mouthed to him­self, a god­less prayer for a fallen friend.

Car­casstown’s dock­ing con­trol hauled him into the sphere, thread­ing the cut­ter be­tween tugs and ser­vice mod­ules com­ing and go­ing from the workspace. His cut­ter was a tiny, in­con­se­quen­tial thing com­pared to the ships and parts of ships loom­ing within the sphere’s slow-turn­ing vol­ume. Some were free-float­ing, be­ing worked over by vac­uum work­ers and servi­tor ro­bots. It wasn’t all de­struc­tion: ships were be­ing stitched back to­gether as well, or made anew from the bones of the old. Shut­tles, taxis and cargo haulers even­tu­ally emerged from the mouth, rarely el­e­gant but usu­ally func­tional and al­ways cheap.

Squint­ing against the hard blue light of cut­ting lasers and fu­sion welders, Drey­fus sat tight un­til his cut­ter latched onto a va­cant dock­ing slot. He had kept his weapons stowed, act­ing just as if he was on rou­tine busi­ness.

He gath­ered his things and left the cut­ter.

He emerged into a grubby, poorly lit ser­vice area where work­ers were com­ing on- and off-shift, ei­ther fix­ing on bits of an­ti­quated space­suit or gladly shrug­ging off hel­mets and gloves. He drifted through the low-grav­ity melee, seem­ingly ig­nored but get­ting the oc­ca­sional too-de­lib­er­ate shove as a worker barged past him.

“Stink­ing pre­fect,” some­one mut­tered. “Doesn’t he know the place smells bad enough as it is?”

“Let the fat man through,” some­one coun­tered. “The last thing we want is Panoply go­ing through our books. Re­mem­ber what it cost us in bonuses, last time?”

“Shove your bonus, Creed. He can’t touch us.”

Drey­fus ig­nored the barges and taunts, know­ing it was more rit­ual than any­thing else. He kept his whiphound hol­stered. None of these work­ers wanted trou­ble, es­pe­cially not the sort that cost them over­time. Equally, none of them wanted to be seen to be on his side, or even in­dif­fer­ent to his pres­ence. He was will­ing to ab­sorb the blows, phys­i­cal and ver­bal.

He knew it would be only a mat­ter of time be­fore one of the owner-op­er­a­tors de­tected his ar­rival and came speed­ing to his side, anx­ious to grease his visit and get him on his way as quickly as pos­si­ble.

He wasn’t wrong.

“Pre­fect. How may we be of as­sis­tance?”

Drey­fus turned around at the ur­gent, har­ried ex­cla­ma­tion. The man who greeted him looked ex­actly as anx­ious and put-upon as he sounded, lac­ing his fin­gers ner­vously, his eyes rest­less with worry. He was scrawny, younger than Drey­fus had been ex­pect­ing, but with a toll of con­cern sag­ging his long, slack-fea­tured face. He looked as if his skin was slightly too big for him, a cos­tume that needed draw­ing in.

A gown of of­fice hung off thin shoul­ders, marked with var­i­ous civic sig­ils. An un­ruly mass of keys flapped against his thighs.

“It’s Drey­fus, isn’t it?” the man con­tin­ued, tug­ging at his fin­gers so vig­or­ously that they were in dan­ger of dis­lo­cat­ing.

“I’m in­ter­ested in your ten­ant busi­nesses,” Drey­fus an­swered. “The firms who lease space and ameni­ties around your rim. You’d be . . . ?”

The man scuffed a hand through hair that was al­ready di­shev­elled. “It’s hap­pened again, hasn’t it? Some­one’s had an­other go at mess­ing with the polling core. We kicked the last lot out, Pre­fect, just as soon as we found out.” He tugged at a loose lock, nearly rip­ping it from his scalp. “It’s worse each year, I swear—the ten­ants we have to work with. Not all of them, but lately it seems to be the real dregs. Scum. I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true. It’s the econ­omy, see—we can’t pick and choose any­more. Not that we ever could, but . . . oh, wait. You asked who I was.”

“I did.”

“Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor, De­part­ment of Lease­holds and Pub­lic Ser­vices, Sec­ond Class. Oh, my name.” He scratched his nose. “Krenkel. Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor Krenkel. De­part­ment of—”

“I got it, Krenkel. And I’m not here about your polling core.”

“You’re not?”

Drey­fus thought the man might be more use­ful to him when he stopped be­ing a bag of nerves. “No one’s in trou­ble, Krenkel—not yet. I’m here on rou­tine busi­ness. You want me out of your hair?”

“I didn’t say that . . .” Krenkel be­gan hastily.

“But it’s un­der­stand­able. Well, let’s make it hap­pen. The best way to do that is for you to serve as my tour guide. It’s been a while since I was here, and I sus­pect you know the way around far bet­ter than I do.”

“You’ve been here be­fore?”

“It’s a rite of pas­sage for young pre­fects, Krenkel. A test of re­straint, to see how law­less a place can be with­out ac­tu­ally vi­o­lat­ing the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles. Most of us are glad not to pay a re­turn visit.”

“Yes, yes, I un­der­stand that.” Krenkel was still a ball of worry. “It’s true that we’ve a bit of a rep­u­ta­tion for push­ing the bound­aries. That’s not per­son­ally some­thing I en­dorse, Pre­fect. There are quite a few of us in the ad­min­is­tra­tive sub-de­part­ments who think we’d all be a lot bet­ter off if we played nicely, al­tered our busi­ness model. Had a change of man­age­ment. I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true.”

“I’m in­ter­ested in your ten­ants,” Drey­fus re­peated. “That’s all. How many dif­fer­ent con­cerns are we talk­ing about? Thirty? Forty?”

“More like four hun­dred, oc­cu­py­ing larger and smaller parts of the ring.”

“Then you’re go­ing to have to help me do some nar­row­ing down.” Drey­fus guided Krenkel into a quiet lit­tle al­cove off the main drag, where they had at least a lit­tle pri­vacy. “Have you got a list of the busi­nesses? I imag­ine some­one in the Un­der-De­part­ment for Sec­ondary . . .”

“Of­fice of Un­der-Su­per­vi­sion, De­part­ment of Lease­holds and Pub­lic Ser­vices. And yes, I do have a list.” Krenkel dug past his keys, fish­ing a com­pad out of a vo­lu­mi­nous thigh pocket. “Let’s see what we have here.”

Drey­fus watched as Krenkel op­er­ated the com­pad. Lines of com­mer­cial in­for­ma­tion scrolled past, too fast for him to speed-read even if he had main­tained his Klaus­ner in­dex.

“It’s a lot, Krenkel.”

“How would you like me to whit­tle it down?”

“I don’t know. Have any of those con­cerns moved here rel­a­tively re­cently?”

“De­pends what you mean by re­cently.”

“Do I have to do all the work? Say within the last year.”

Krenkel’s fin­ger­nails tapped and re-tapped, re­fin­ing the search. “Well, it’s good news for both of us.”

“Is it?”

“This shouldn’t take too long. Only five new ten­ancy agree­ments ne­go­ti­ated in the last year.”

Drey­fus took the com­pad with­out ask­ing. He turned it the right way around and ex­am­ined the break­down. There was a di­a­gram of the ring, with five coloured smudges dot­ted at ir­reg­u­lar in­ter­vals around the knotty cir­cum­fer­ence. Be­neath each smudge was a sum­mary box show­ing the iden­tity and con­tract of the ten­ant or­gan­i­sa­tion.

Noth­ing jumped out at him.

“These num­bers show util­ity us­age—power, ab­strac­tion, life sup­port and so on?” he asked.

“In­deed.”

“They’re all within a broadly sim­i­lar range.”

“In­deed also.”

“I’ll need to take a closer look at each of these op­er­a­tions.”

Krenkel looked pained. “As part of our ten­ancy agree­ments, we are obliged to give them twenty-six hours’ no­tice of any for­mal in­spec­tion, Pre­fect.”

“Then we’ll keep it in­for­mal. How does that work for you?”

“You won’t . . . er, an­tag­o­nise them, will you?”

Drey­fus beamed at Krenkel. “I’ll be the very model of dis­cre­tion. Now, take me to these busi­nesses.”







CHAP­TER TWENTY-TWO

At the rim, they dis­em­barked from an el­e­va­tor into a wide, ribbed tube snaking off in both di­rec­tions. The tube’s grid­ded floor was un­du­lat­ing, as if the ground had shifted un­der it many times. Ma­chines, pieces of ma­chines and gen­eral piles of junk ob­structed their progress. Doors and traps led off into grubby, clut­tered side-pas­sages, some large enough to hold a medium-sized space­craft or a large piece of in­dus­trial equip­ment. Boxy car­riages sus­pended from rails in the ceil­ing pro­vided the near­est thing to a mass-tran­sit sys­tem. There was con­stant ac­tiv­ity, work­ers step­ping in and out of the boxes, dis­ap­pear­ing or emerg­ing from the side-pas­sages, and a rum­ble of nu­mer­ous noisy pro­cesses go­ing on just out of sight.

Drey­fus had al­ready had some idea what to ex­pect. The hulks that made up the rim were joined hap­haz­ardly, con­nected by what­ever means had worked at the time. The tube snaked through them, weav­ing and kink­ing its way around ob­struc­tions and pinch-points un­til it joined up with it­self again, twenty kilo­me­tres later. The tube was air­tight and mostly hab­it­able, ex­cept for a few ar­eas where flood­ing, ra­di­a­tion bursts or in­dus­trial con­tam­i­na­tion had run out of con­trol.

“These side-pas­sages are where your ten­ants set up shop?” Drey­fus asked.

“Yes. We’re not far from the first of them. Do you want to look at them in any par­tic­u­lar or­der?”

“As they come.”

Krenkel grabbed a va­cant car­riage as it moved past on the over­head rail. Some clutch al­lowed it to stop while they climbed aboard and squeezed into the two seats pro­vided. Krenkel closed the hip-high side door and the car­riage started up au­to­mat­i­cally, wob­bling as it pro­gressed at a pace barely faster than a jog.

“It might help if you gave me an idea of what you’re look­ing into, Pre­fect.”

“Crim­i­nal­ity.”

“That doesn’t help.”

“One of these con­cerns might be do­ing some­thing with your ab­strac­tion ser­vices that they shouldn’t.”

“I thought you said this wasn’t about the polling core.”

“It isn’t. We’re talk­ing about some­thing quite sub­tle, prob­a­bly be­ing done be­hind the smoke­screen of an­other op­er­a­tion. Tiny, il­licit al­ter­ations to the net­work of com­mu­ni­ca­tions de­vices far be­yond Car­casstown. Be­yond that, they’ll have pre­pared a re­cep­ta­cle.”

“What sort?”

“I’ll know it when I see it. More than likely a com­puter. A very pow­er­ful one: some­thing ca­pa­ble of stor­ing an al­pha-level sim­u­la­tion, and prob­a­bly sev­eral or­ders of mag­ni­tude be­yond that. Ma­chines like that were rel­a­tively rare and ex­pen­sive at the time of the Eighty, and they’re still not com­mon­place.”

“I’m not sur­prised, af­ter that de­ba­cle. Who needs such a thing any­way?”

“I’m hop­ing that will be the weak­ness. Pos­sess­ing such a ma­chine is one thing; of­fer­ing a rea­son for it is quite an­other.”

Krenkel re­garded his com­pad for a few mo­ments. “We have good re­la­tions with all these ten­ants. What would they be putting in that re­cep­ta­cle?”

“Some­thing you re­ally don’t want any­where near Car­casstown,” Drey­fus an­swered.

They got off at the first stop. It was a short stroll down one of the side-pas­sages into a huge cu­bic vol­ume, fifty or more me­tres across, that had been more or less gut­ted back to its walls. Drey­fus con­firmed with Krenkel that this was the en­tire space leased by the ten­ant, a con­cern called Mor­row Prox­i­mal As­sur­ance.

“They spe­cialise in anti-col­li­sion mea­sures for habi­tats,” Krenkel ex­plained, as Drey­fus took in the en­tire shopfloor with its hulk­ing quick­mat­ter as­sem­bler vats, the hop­pers con­tain­ing the raw feed­stock ready to be poured into them, and the ranks of spe­cialised tools and ro­botic sys­tems needed to as­sem­ble the fi­nal com­po­nents. Off to one side, mounted on racks, were the end prod­ucts: bul­bous au­to­matic guns, each as large as his cut­ter. They gleamed with a highly re­flec­tive fin­ish, the first clean shiny things he had seen since his ar­rival. A hand­ful of work­ers were su­per­vis­ing the ma­chines, but other than that the process looked to be tak­ing care of it­self.

“Busi­ness has been boom­ing,” Krenkel added glee­fully.

Drey­fus shot his com­pan­ion a bale­ful glance. “You don’t say.”

It was ob­vi­ous why this grey-mar­ket en­ter­prise had set up busi­ness in Car­casstown. Other than the ready sup­ply of power and raw ma­te­ri­als, no ques­tions needed to be asked about whether these anti-col­li­sion de­vices were in­tended strictly for de­fence. The Com­mon Ar­ti­cles for­bade habi­tats to carry overtly of­fen­sive ar­ma­ments, but the line be­tween ag­gres­sively ef­fi­cient safety mea­sure and pur­pose­fully en­gi­neered weapons sys­tem was at best por­ous and at worst barely ex­is­tent. Panoply could shut down a busi­ness like this to al­most zero ef­fect; a dozen oth­ers would be wait­ing to fill the mar­ket vac­uum.

Drey­fus went through the mo­tions any­way. He wanted to look busy and sus­pi­cious, so he donned his gog­gles, un­hol­stered his whiphound and made a tour of the shopfloor. Krenkel looked on with hand-wring­ing con­cern, doubt­less think­ing of the dam­age be­ing done to ten­ant re­la­tions.

Drey­fus spoke with a foreper­son and made some glanc­ing en­quiries about the pro­cess­ing power needed to run the as­sem­blers. It turned out that since the guns were made to a time-hon­oured de­sign, the pro­duc­tion line man­aged it­self with only a dust­ing of cy­ber­netic in­ter­ven­tion.

Pos­si­bly he was be­ing fobbed off. Drey­fus pre­ferred to think oth­er­wise. The busi­ness made sense, and ev­ery­thing he saw fit­ted into that pic­ture, with noth­ing miss­ing and noth­ing left over. Neat, tidy, the way he liked it.

He made no com­ment as he re­turned to Krenkel, merely slip­ping his gog­gles back into his belt and nod­ding at the next empty car­riage.

“What did you make of it?” Krenkel asked.

“As you say, busi­ness is boom­ing. We must ar­range a few more near-death ex­pe­ri­ences for the Glit­ter Band.” He squeezed into the un­com­fort­able seat. “What next?”

“Our most re­cent ten­ants. Peltier-Chong Ad­vancer So­lu­tions.”

“What do they do?”

“I’m not sup­posed to say. Our ten­ants pay for dis­cre­tion as well as some­where to op­er­ate.”

“None­the­less.”

“They’re work­ing on in­ter­stel­lar propul­sion. Try­ing to de­velop a drive to un­der­cut the Con­joiner mo­nop­oly.”

“That’ll work out well for them.”

“I un­der­stand there’s been . . . mod­est progress. Also one or two set­backs.”

“Set­backs of the as­sas­si­na­tion and in­dus­trial sab­o­tage kind?”

“Along those lines.”

Peltier-Chong was a much more sub­stan­tial af­fair than the pre­vi­ous busi­ness, a se­ries of bright, spa­cious lab­o­ra­to­ries spread through sev­eral sub­di­vided mod­ules. They had lin­ear ac­cel­er­a­tors, cy­clotrons, enor­mous power-banks to run them, as well as ded­i­cated com­puter sys­tems to guide the ex­per­i­ments and an­a­lyse the re­sults.

Drey­fus wan­dered around, de­mand­ing ac­cess when it was ini­tially re­fused him, study­ing the lay­out of the com­plex and reg­is­ter­ing the re­ac­tions of the tech­ni­cians work­ing on the project. No one liked him be­ing there, and he could un­der­stand that.

He col­lared a se­nior tech­ni­cian who was over­look­ing a test area where mus­cu­lar par­ti­cle smash­ers con­verged on a sen­sor-dot­ted sphere.

“You’re try­ing to re­verse-en­gi­neer a Con­joiner drive,” Drey­fus stated, watch­ing the woman’s re­ac­tion.

“We are pur­su­ing nu­mer­ous the­o­ret­i­cal ap­proaches.”

“I bet you are. Based on scraps of dis­carded tech­nol­ogy and half-heard ru­mours, some of them de­lib­er­ate mis­in­for­ma­tion put out by the Con­join­ers. My ad­vice: pick an­other line of busi­ness.”

“We’ll take that un­der ad­vise­ment, Pre­fect. Have you seen enough?”

“For to­day.”

“I hope they’re pay­ing you well, Krenkel,” Drey­fus com­mented as they got back in the car­riage. “Noth­ing like an un­reg­u­lated high-en­ergy physics ex­per­i­ment to put your other ten­ants at ease.”

“They as­sured us that there’d be no ad­verse con­se­quences.”

“I bet they did.”

They rode on. By now they had passed an­other spoke, tak­ing them more than a third of the way around the ring. Drey­fus had been pay­ing at­ten­tion as the tube me­an­dered its way past other ten­an­cies, even if they were not of di­rect in­ter­est. He still wanted to know the land­scape.

There were a lot of fac­to­ries, a lot of fab­ri­ca­tion fa­cil­i­ties where weapons and coun­ter­mea­sures could be forged at short no­tice.

“What next?” he asked.

“Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. Mar­ket fore­cast­ing, shares, that kind of thing.”

“How long have they been here?”

Krenkel con­sulted the com­pad again. “Seven, no . . . more like eight months.”

“And be­fore that?”

“I’m not aware that there was a be­fore. It’s a new ven­ture. They’ve been very re­li­able clients, Pre­fect. Pay their bills on time, mind their man­ners, don’t up­set the neigh­bours. Quite re­spectable com­pared to some. Ac­tu­ally, com­pared to most.”

“I bet they are.”

They got out of the car­riage. Ac­cess to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics was down a short, well-tended side-pas­sage. The sur­round­ings got cleaner and bet­ter tended the fur­ther they went in. Doors whisked open and shut, each tran­si­tion lead­ing to a more ster­ile, more cor­po­rate-seem­ing en­clave than be­fore. Lulling back­ground mu­sic, per­fumed air, graph­ics on the gold-plated wall show­ing re­as­sur­ing slo­gans and boos­t­er­ish fi­nan­cial data, sharp-slop­ing graphs of re­turn on in­vest­ment. Ev­ery­thing al­ways on the up, for ever and ever.

The pitch was se­duc­tive. Drey­fus had never con­sid­ered in­vest­ment, but even he might have been per­suaded.

Af­ter a fi­nal set of doors they ar­rived at a re­cep­tion, taste­fully min­i­mal­ist, gold-ac­cented and sub­tly lit, but eas­ily large enough to park a ship in.

“Wel­come to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics,” an­nounced the hu­man re­cep­tion­ist, with a bright, paralysing smile. He sat be­hind a cres­cent-shaped desk, with more of the same mar­ket graph­ics play­ing across a semi­cir­cle of screens. His uni­form was a bright chrome yel­low, ac­cented with gold pip­ing around the col­lar and cuffs. “How may we be of as­sis­tance?”

“You can show me the back room,” Drey­fus said. “Your an­a­lyt­ics floor, bullpen, what­ever you want to call it. I want to see where you run these mar­ket sim­u­la­tions.”

Krenkel, stand­ing be­hind him, “I told him about our twenty-six-hour grace pe­riod, Plos­sel.”

Plos­sel smiled for­giv­ingly. “I’m sure you did, Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor, and it’s quite all right. Our doors stand open.” Plos­sel swiv­elled around and in­di­cated a gold-framed door­way. “Please, Pre­fect Drey­fus—go on through. Our chief ex­ec­u­tive of­fi­cer, Mirna Silk, will meet you on the other side, and she’ll be happy to an­swer your ques­tions. I must warn you, though, that there’s very lit­tle to see. All we do is move in­for­ma­tion around.”

Drey­fus turned to Krenkel. “I won’t be long.”

Drey­fus went through, a tin­gling itch at the back of his neck. The only thing that made him more sus­pi­cious than a frosty wel­come was a help­ful one.

Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics was a much smaller op­er­a­tion than Peltier-Chong, and they needed far less in the way of space and re­sources. What con­fronted him be­yond the door­way was still im­pres­sive, none­the­less. He had emerged into an arena-sized room with an el­e­vated gallery run­ning around its perime­ter. A woman was al­ready wait­ing for him on the gallery, dressed in a gown­like vari­ant of the cor­po­rate uni­form. Her bear­ing was con­fi­dent, pro­ject­ing a quiet au­thor­ity. Drey­fus stud­ied the woman’s open, in­ter­ested face, set be­neath a se­vere hor­i­zon­tal fringe, de­tect­ing no ner­vous­ness or con­ceal­ment.

“Wel­come, Pre­fect Drey­fus. I’m Mirna Silk, head of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. Thank you for tak­ing an in­ter­est in our lit­tle con­cern.” She smiled coolly. “Might I ask about the na­ture of Panoply’s in­ter­est? We’re a mav­er­ick en­ter­prise, do­ing things our own way, but I like to think we know which side of the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles to stay on?”

“Our in­ter­est doesn’t nec­es­sar­ily in­di­cate sus­pi­cion of a crime,” Drey­fus an­swered, still try­ing to get a read on the woman. “It might be that we sim­ply want to know about your meth­ods so that we can take ad­van­tage of them. You and your col­league know my name.”

“You’re not ex­actly anony­mous among pre­fects. I’m afraid word raced to us as soon as you docked at Car­casstown.” A pinch ap­peared at the cor­ner of her mouth: un­con­cealed scep­ti­cism. “What is it? Panoply think­ing of get­ting into stocks and shares?”

“No. But we have a shared in­ter­est in fore­cast­ing.” He nod­ded out across the room, its bustling floor a level be­low. “You’re try­ing to pre­dict mar­ket trends. We’re try­ing to an­tic­i­pate emer­gen­cies and crises in the Glit­ter Band so that we can mo­bilise a re­sponse be­fore things get too bad.”

“I see,” Mirna Silk said, sound­ing less than per­suaded. “Panoply has im­mense re­sources and ex­pe­ri­ence of its own, doesn’t it? I’m sur­prised you’d think we have any­thing to teach you.”

“We’re sur­vey­ing pre­dic­tive meth­ods across a range of spe­cial­i­sa­tions.”

“Then I’ll try to be as help­ful as I can. You’ll un­der­stand that there are is­sues of com­mer­cial sen­si­tiv­ity around our tech­niques.”

“Of course. But I’m sure you can help me with a few gen­eral ques­tions?”

The woman’s bear­ing shifted. There was still no ner­vous­ness, but some­thing in her tone told him that she was be­gin­ning to doubt his nar­ra­tive. “I can’t imag­ine gen­er­al­i­ties will help you at all. But feel free to ask any­thing you like.”

“Is that your com­puter?”

They both looked out across the floor. In the cen­tre of the room, sur­rounded by rings of con­cen­tric work­sta­tions, was a spher­i­cal ob­ject on a half-cone plinth. The sphere was four or five me­tres across with a mot­tled, roughly fin­ished sur­face. It glowed a soft gold, like a huge blob of molten metal still cool­ing down.

Yel­low-clad tech­ni­cians and an­a­lysts perched at the work­sta­tions, ab­sorbed in rapidly chang­ing read­outs. The walls be­neath the walk­way were alive with lurid, ever-chang­ing pro­jec­tions of mar­ket data, sim­i­lar to the di­a­grams and graphs Drey­fus had seen on the way in. It was like be­ing in an aquar­ium, ex­cept that the fish were ner­vously shoal­ing data.

“Yes,” Silk said guard­edly. “That’s our pre­dic­tive en­gine, Aba­cus.”

Drey­fus nod­ded, shut­ter­ing his re­ac­tions.

He needed to be sure he had heard cor­rectly. “Aba­cus?”

“Yes—more than a lit­tle ironic un­der­state­ment, given its ca­pa­bil­i­ties.”

In­g­var Tench’s spo­ken tes­ti­mony via her whiphound re­played it­self in his mind’s ear.

Not Bac­chus but Aba­cus.

He had got it wrong. She had been re­fer­ring to this com­puter, not im­pli­cat­ing Grigor Bac­chus.

He re­garded the plinth, vi­su­al­is­ing the jugu­lar flows of en­ergy and coolant run­ning in and out of the sphere from the plinth. Dry-mouthed, he asked: “What sort of ca­pa­bil­i­ties.”

“I’m not the one to rhap­sodise.” Mirna Silk leaned over the balustrade and called down to the floor. “Doc­tor Salazar, could I trou­ble you for a minute or two?”

A man stood up from one of the work­sta­tions, spoke qui­etly to a col­league in the ad­join­ing sta­tion, then raised a hand to an­nounce that he was on his way up. He van­ished be­neath the walk­way, then reap­peared a few mo­ments later, emerg­ing from a spi­ral stair­case a lit­tle way around the room. Like Mirna Silk he was dressed in the yel­low of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics, but a tight-fit­ting, trousered one-piece this time, more like in­dus­trial over­alls, and lack­ing the gold pip­ing He was taller and thin­ner than Drey­fus and ap­proached with trep­i­da­tion, his gaze in­di­rect.

He had a sharp, bony face with prom­i­nent dark eye­brows and an in­con­gru­ous crown of white hair. Drey­fus felt sure he would have re­mem­bered such a face.

“Doc­tor Aristarchus Salazar, our chief data the­o­rist and sys­tems cy­ber­neti­cist,” in­tro­duced Silk. “Aba­cus is largely his brain­child. I think you should be the one to talk about your baby, Aristarchus?”

Salazar nod­ded at Drey­fus, meet­ing his eyes for only an in­stant be­fore his gaze slid off. “I am happy to be of as­sis­tance, Pre­fect. What would you like to know?”

“Tell me about Aba­cus.”

“Gladly. But I’ll be­gin with a ques­tion. Would you care to es­ti­mate its mass?”

“I don’t know. Ten tonnes? Twenty tonnes? Maybe a hun­dred, since you wouldn’t have asked the ques­tion if the an­swer were straight-for­ward.”

“You’re right—I wouldn’t. The an­swer will sur­prise you, I think. Aba­cus con­tains six thou­sand tonnes of com­pu­ta­tional mat­ter, com­pressed into a sphere only four hun­dred and twenty cen­time­tres in di­am­e­ter. That’s a sig­nif­i­cant mass in re­la­tion to the ro­ta­tional dy­nam­ics of Car­casstown. We had to pay for a coun­ter­weight to be in­stalled on the other side of the ring, just to bal­ance things out.”

Noth­ing about Aba­cus had changed, but now Drey­fus felt dou­bly un­easy about it. It was too much like star­ing into a black whirlpool, feel­ing the maw tug­ging at him.

“Why is it so heavy?”

“It’s an onion­skin, with each layer denser and hot­ter than the one sur­round­ing it. Like a lit­tle model of a star, all the way in to the nu­clear-burn­ing core. The anal­ogy is not ac­ci­den­tal. Near the mid­dle, Aba­cus’s pro­cess­ing el­e­ments ap­proach the den­sity of white-dwarf mat­ter. Aba­cus needs en­ergy to per­form its cal­cu­la­tions, but two thirds of its power re­quire­ments are merely to pre­vent it ex­plod­ing in our faces.”

“What would that do to Car­casstown?”

“De­stroy it ut­terly. But rest as­sured, our safe­guards are be­yond re­proach. I en­gi­neered them my­self, know­ing I would need to be in the vicin­ity of Aba­cus.”

“What are you try­ing to cap­ture?”

“Cap­ture?”

Drey­fus had been watch­ing for some­thing in Salazar’s re­ac­tion to that ques­tion.

“Yes. What is your ob­jec­tive?”

“Fore­cast­ing,” Salazar an­swered, af­ter per­haps the tini­est hes­i­ta­tion. “Aba­cus sucks in in­for­ma­tion across the Glit­ter Band. Pub­lic data, pri­vate data. Ev­ery mar­ket trans­ac­tion, ev­ery type of fi­nan­cial prod­uct, tracked and col­lated faster than our com­peti­tors can dream of. Ev­ery data point re­lat­ing to ev­ery pos­si­ble vari­able that might be cor­re­lated with mar­ket trends in some fash­ion, no mat­ter how cryp­tic the con­nec­tion. The ob­vi­ous and the non-ob­vi­ous, from fluc­tu­a­tions in hem lines to the weather over Chasm City. And it mas­sages this data in ways that it would take an­other Aba­cus just to be­gin to un­der­stand. I don’t.” He looked at Silk. “We don’t. We know only that it works, quickly and re­li­ably enough to give Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics an in­dus­try-lead­ing edge. Shall I tell you how the per­for­mance of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics it­self be­comes a pa­ram­e­ter in Aba­cus’s mar­ket sum­ma­tion?”

Drey­fus smiled at what had clearly been a rhetor­i­cal ques­tion. “You could try. Tell me, though, Doc­tor Salazar, just so I can get a bench­mark on what Aba­cus is re­ally ca­pa­ble of. Could it, I don’t know, run an al­pha-level sim­u­la­tion?”

He had been watch­ing for a re­ac­tion be­fore and now he watched for it again.

And saw it.

“An al­pha-level?”

“I’m sure you’re fa­mil­iar with the pro­cess­ing needs.”

“Oh, I am.” Salazar ru­mi­nated on his an­swer. “It would be an in­sult to Aba­cus. Aba­cus could ex­e­cute a thou­sand si­mul­ta­ne­ous al­pha-lev­els and not break a metaphor­i­cal sweat.”

Silk looked at him with a faint but def­i­nite puz­zle­ment. “Was it just a bench­mark, Pre­fect Drey­fus, or did you bring up that ex­am­ple for a rea­son?”

“Panoply oc­ca­sion­ally has need for out­side re­sources. It would be use­ful to go back to my su­pe­ri­ors with an idea of your ca­pa­bil­i­ties—com­mer­cial se­crets not­with­stand­ing.”

“I sus­pect the pre­fect has no fur­ther need of you, Aristarchus,” Silk said to Doc­tor Salazar.

“No, you’ve been more than help­ful,” Drey­fus said, bid­ding the tall man farewell as he headed back to the stair­case.

Drey­fus looked back across the work­sta­tions to the yel­low-clad acolytes. Twenty, twenty-five of them at least. Silk knew noth­ing, he had de­cided: she re­ally did think this was all about mar­ket fore­cast­ing. Salazar might know a lit­tle more, but maybe not the full scope of the covert op­er­a­tion. Maybe just enough to make Aba­cus do the bid­ding of those who were re­ally run­ning things.

Onion­skins in­deed. Peo­ple on the out­side, think­ing they were work­ing for Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. A layer within, who maybe grasped that Mi­das was a cover for some­thing fishy, with­out know­ing what.

And un­der that layer, the true be­liev­ers?

He had yet to meet one of them.

“If you did want to rent time on Aba­cus, I’m sure that’s a con­ver­sa­tion we could have,” Silk was say­ing.

“Just one more ques­tion, Mirna. How did you end up work­ing for Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics?”

“I was head­hunted,” she said, look­ing slightly abashed. “I was al­ready work­ing in fi­nance when I heard that they were putting to­gether a new, ag­ile mar­ket-fore­cast­ing op­er­a­tion. Lean, fast, in­no­va­tive. It was too good an op­por­tu­nity to turn down. No one gets to play with some­thing as pow­er­ful as Aba­cus.”

Doc­tor Salazar was re­turn­ing to his work­sta­tion, his stoop­ing back pre­sented to Drey­fus, his crown a shock of bob­bing white. He paused at the sta­tion next to his va­cant one and mouthed some­thing to the man still seated, the same one he had ad­dressed be­fore com­ing up. The other worker was much younger than Salazar, al­most boy­ish. And yet Salazar’s man­ner struck Drey­fus as def­er­en­tial, as if he were re­port­ing back to a su­pe­rior.

The younger man looked up at Drey­fus. It was a glance, in­stantly snatched back. Drey­fus would have thought less of it if the man had kept star­ing. Now he watched the man in­tently, study­ing his averted pro­file, the look of some­one hunch­ing down into their work, try­ing not to be picked out.

Drey­fus thought he recog­nised the young man.

“Ms. Silk? I’ll be on my way now. You’ll hear from us if we need any­thing more.”







CHAP­TER TWENTY-THREE

Au­monier hes­i­tated be­fore step­ping over the thresh­old of the Sleep Lab. How long had it been since she was last down here? she won­dered. A year or more? Prob­a­bly two at the least.

There was some­thing to be said for putting the past be­hind her. Equally, she had made a pledge to her­self that she would own the scars, both phys­i­cal and psy­cho­log­i­cal, that the Clock­maker had left her with. Scars were a form of ar­mour, to be pa­raded rather than de­nied. It was why she felt no dis­in­cli­na­tion to spend hours float­ing weight­less in the same room where she had spent eleven sleep­less years. To have been driven from that space would have been an ad­mis­sion that the Clock­maker had tri­umphed over a tiny part of her soul. She would give it no such quar­ter . . . not in that mat­ter, at least.

It was a dif­fer­ent ques­tion when it came to the in­stru­ments of its cru­elty.

“Ma’am, is ev­ery­thing all right?”

“Per­fectly all right, Hafdis.” Curs­ing her own de­lay, Au­monier led the can­di­date through into the silent, rev­er­ent sanc­tity of the Sleep Lab.

It was smaller than it had been at the time of her in­car­cer­a­tion, some of its for­mer vol­ume swal­lowed back into the med­i­cal sec­tion. She had in­sisted on the preser­va­tion of this ker­nel, though, not just be­cause it was a memo­rial to the hands and minds that had slaved to free her, but be­cause she wor­ried they might have use of it again. Au­monier was not by habit su­per­sti­tious, but she feared that the day they fi­nally closed the Sleep Lab per­ma­nently would be the one when the Clock­maker came back.

Glass cab­i­nets, nar­row cor­ri­dors, low green il­lu­mi­na­tion cast­ing a murky ma­rine light on aban­doned but still pris­tine benches and tools, as if the work­ers had gone off-shift only a few min­utes be­fore.

“What was this place?” Hafdis asked with the guile­less af­fect of some­one who likely al­ready knows the an­swer but who wishes to in­dulge the kind­ness of their host.

“This is the Sleep Lab. When the Clock­maker put the scarab on me, Demikhov and his col­leagues em­barked on a crash pro­gram both to keep me alive and also to work out a way of even­tu­ally re­mov­ing the de­vice. This is the med­i­cal an­nexe we es­tab­lished for ex­actly that pur­pose. There were dozens of our bright­est peo­ple in here, work­ing on all as­pects of the prob­lem. De­sign­ing the drugs to keep me awake, the tech­niques for ad­min­is­ter­ing them and mon­i­tor­ing their con­se­quences. Scan­ning the scarab with­out ever touch­ing or ap­proach­ing it . . . learn­ing what might be in­side it, and how it could be de­feated. Find­ing ways to keep me sane. The or­deal I went through, Hafdis, pales in com­par­i­son to the labour that went on in these rooms. The per­sonal costs, the sac­ri­fices made. I know the toll it took on these peo­ple. Some of them were bro­ken by the end of it.”

“With re­spect, ma’am, they choose to put them­selves through that, and they al­ways had the op­tion of walk­ing away. Any­thing’s bear­able when you know there’s a way out.”

“But they didn’t take it.”

Hafdis shrugged aside the point. “You never had that to cling to. Your dark­est nights were a mil­lion times darker than theirs, be­cause for you there was no es­cape route.”

“There was. I only had to sub­mit to sleep, and it would have been all over.”

“You locked that door and threw away the key, ma’am. You were never go­ing to al­low your­self that sur­ren­der.”

Au­monier looked at Hafdis with side­long amuse­ment. “You’re an ex­pert, now?”

“Just think­ing back to the things Mother told me, about how one day they’d down­play your or­deal in here, but noth­ing should be al­lowed to do that.”

“I did have my wa­ver­ing mo­ments, Hafdis. If any­one thinks my re­solve was to­tal, for all those eleven years . . .”

“You’re only hu­man, ma’am. The mir­a­cle isn’t that you wa­vered, it’s that you never suc­cumbed. That’s the greater tri­umph.” Hafdis halted at an up­right glass cab­i­net, as tall as she was, with dozens of mod­els of the scarab pinned be­hind it on a ver­ti­cal sheet.

Hafdis pressed on the metal plate next to the glass.

“It won’t open, ma’am.”

“No, and it might have been po­lite to ask first.” Au­monier pressed her own palm to the panel, the glass whirring into the ceil­ing. She hooked one of the sam­ples from the sheet. The crab-like form was moulded in semi-translu­cent plas­tic, with hints of in­ter­nal struc­ture. “Here,” Au­monier said. “One of the in­ter­me­di­ate study mod­els. They made hun­dreds of these, try­ing to un­der­stand what was go­ing on in­side, and how long they’d have if they tried to win­kle it off me.”

Hafdis took the evil ob­ject. It was dead in her hands, func­tion­ally in­ert. Un­der­stand­ing its pur­pose, she dug a nail into a seam and prised off part of the translu­cent cas­ing. A devil’s clock­work of tiny coloured com­po­nents glit­tered back at her.

She used her other nail to jab at a mi­cro­scopic lever, caus­ing the barbed legs to twitch.

“Did it help?”

“Minutely. Each model was a step along the way to un­der­stand­ing. Un­der­stand­ing that the prob­lem was un­solv­able. They couldn’t de­feat the scarab, not in the time avail­able.” Au­monier nod­ded for Hafdis to re­assem­ble the scarab and give it back to her. “It was a dev­as­tat­ing re­al­i­sa­tion at the time, but ul­ti­mately the con­cep­tual break­through they were look­ing for. A dark, dark day, but one which her­alded a lit­tle glim­mer of light.”

“They didn’t tell you about that glim­mer.”

“No,” Au­monier agreed, re­plac­ing the scarab and whirring shut the cab­i­net. “All things con­sid­ered, it was best that I didn’t know their even­tual so­lu­tion.”

Hafdis moved along to the next cab­i­net. It was sim­i­lar to the last, with a metal open­ing panel. Only one scarab rested be­hind it, fixed cen­trally to its sheet like the prize ex­hibit in a gallery.

“Why is this one on its own, Jane? I mean, ma’am?”

“That one is a lit­tle dif­fer­ent. It’s the only one of these that is not known to con­tain any er­rors, based on the scans and the few re­mains we man­aged to sal­vage from the orig­i­nal. It’s fully func­tional, primed to lock onto a new host. It doesn’t con­tain any ex­plo­sives, but it’s no less lethal for that. You still wouldn’t want it on your neck.”

Hafdis let out a lit­tle gasp. “Why would you keep such a thing, know­ing what the orig­i­nal did?”

“Be­cause the Clock­maker isn’t gone. A stale­mate isn’t de­feat. It could come back at any time, man­i­fest it­self in new some em­bod­i­ment. Make an­other of these, or some­thing worse. I wanted us to be pre­pared, Hafdis—even at the ex­pense of liv­ing with this not so far from my bed. Some­times . . .” She hes­i­tated, on the brink of a dan­ger­ous con­fes­sion. Dan­ger­ous be­cause it was truth­ful.

“Ma’am?”

“I dream of it, Hafdis. Scut­tling out of this cab­i­net. Find­ing its way through Panoply. Reat­tach­ing it­self to me. The whole thing be­gin­ning again.”

Hafdis peered in fas­ci­nated hor­ror at the vile ob­ject. “Could it be con­trolled, if you had to?”

“They tell me that it is pro­gram­mable, to a de­gree. That its thresh­olds for trig­ger­ing can be ad­justed along a few pa­ram­e­ters. With me, the main cri­te­ria were prox­im­ity of hu­man con­tact and my own state of con­scious­ness.”

“I would de­stroy it if I were you. Why take this chance?”

“Be­cause I wouldn’t want some other poor soul not to have ev­ery ad­van­tage I did. Liv­ing with this night­mare next door is a small price for that, Hafdis. It’s in­sur­ance.”

“Panoply is lucky to have you, ma’am. We all are.”

“I just did my job. As did your mother.” Au­monier re­garded the can­di­date with a cu­ri­ous blend of emo­tions: the nat­u­ral and en­tirely war­ranted con­de­scen­sion of the teacher to the stu­dent, but also the faint in­ti­ma­tion that there was some­thing about Hafdis that mer­ited ex­tremely care­ful es­ti­ma­tion.

She was glad to get out of the Sleep Lab. Its wicked trea­sures might still creep their way to her in her dreams, but at least in day­light they were shut­tered away.

“I trust that was worth­while, Pre­fect Drey­fus,” said the un­der-su­per­vi­sor.

“It was, Krenkel.”

Af­ter vis­it­ing the two other con­cerns af­ter Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics, they had boarded an­other wob­bling car­riage, tak­ing Drey­fus back to his start­ing point.

The fourth and fifth con­cerns had been Hy­drax Di­ver­sions, a some­what shady en­ter­prise spec­u­lat­ing in live com­bat game­play, and Dam­a­scene Con­ver­sions, an off­shoot of Car­casstown’s larger ship­break­ing and re­pair busi­nesses, tak­ing small, pri­vate run­abouts and up­grad­ing and cus­tomis­ing them to suit var­i­ous niche cri­te­ria. Nei­ther had dis­placed Mi­das as the fo­cus of his con­cerns, but Drey­fus had given them the same time and at­ten­tion as the ear­lier can­di­dates, cer­tain that his move­ments were be­ing mon­i­tored.

Krenkel asked: “Are we in trou­ble?”

“No, not at all. Carry on, busi­ness as usual. If these ten­ants en­quire about my visit, tell them that I was called away on an­other in­ves­ti­ga­tion, some­thing ob­vi­ously more ur­gent, and I didn’t sound as if I’d be back any­time soon.”

“The ques­tion is, though, will you be back?”

“Some­one may drop by,” Drey­fus said. “But I wouldn’t worry about that for now.”

“You don’t re­as­sure me.”

“All right.” Drey­fus sat still for a mo­ment, even as the seat chafed at him. “Do you have fam­ily, Krenkel?”

“There are peo­ple I care about in Car­casstown. I like to think they care about me.”

“I’m sure they do. Your work must take you all over this wheel.”

“In­deed,” he an­swered cau­tiously.

“And a man of your stand­ing must have lat­i­tude to pick and choose your pri­or­i­ties.”

“To a de­gree. What are you driv­ing at?”

“For the next few days, Krenkel—let’s say a week, to be on the safe side—I’d find rea­sons not to be too close to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. I’m not say­ing some­thing will hap­pen, but just that if it does . . . well, you get the gist.”

Krenkel ex­am­ined his fin­gers, shame and re­lief bat­tling in his ex­pres­sion. “I can ar­range my sched­ule ac­cord­ingly. There’s al­ways some­thing that needs my in­ter­ven­tion, any­where in Car­casstown.” He looked at Drey­fus with sud­den con­cern. “Should I warn friends?”

“Not di­rectly. But I’m sure you can find ways to en­cour­age them to stay out of harm’s way, none­the­less.”

“You shouldn’t be telling me this,” Krenkel ven­tured. “I might go straight to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics and tell Mirna Silk that you’re in­ves­ti­gat­ing them.”

Drey­fus had al­ready thought it through. “They’re al­ready fully aware of my in­ter­est. The only rea­son they didn’t mur­der me there and then is that it would have brought an im­me­di­ate, crush­ing re­sponse from Panoply.”

“But they know you’ll be back.”

“They’ll pray I was thrown off the scent with Silk’s cover story about mar­ket fore­cast­ing. At the very least, they’ve bought them­selves a lit­tle time.”

“To do what?”

Drey­fus dredged up a fa­tal­is­tic smile, more gri­mace than any­thing else. “Let’s hope we never have to find out.”

Drey­fus un­docked. He set his cut­ter for Panoply on an ex­pe­dited re­turn. He put ten kilo­me­tres be­tween him­self and Car­casstown, then a hun­dred, then a thou­sand. Even then he still had an itch be­tween his shoul­der blades, as if a knife was hov­er­ing be­tween them.

He was not in the least sur­prised when Au­rora spoke to him, her frozen-in-youth face ap­pear­ing on the con­sole.

“From the haste with which you’re head­ing back to Panoply, may I de­duce that you’ve found some­thing?”

“I can’t be sure yet,” he said lev­elly. “But Car­casstown fits. There’s an out­fit in there run­ning a com­puter pow­er­ful enough to bot­tle you. They know about ab­strac­tion, and there’s a chance I’ve crossed paths with one of them be­fore.”

“The odds on that would be tiny, un­less there was a con­nec­tion to the ear­lier op­er­a­tion.”

“That’s my think­ing as well.”

“How fun it is to be solv­ing a case with you, Drey­fus!”

“I’m glad you’re en­joy­ing this process. I can as­sure you I’m not. I’m look­ing at a ris­ing civil­ian death toll in the mid­dle of a pre-ex­ist­ing emer­gency, and now I’ve lost an­other trusted col­league.”

“I’m sorry about Sparver.” She be­came earnest. “No, truly, I am. Would it help if I told you I had noth­ing to do with that nasty bit of busi­ness?”

“It might if I thought for a sec­ond you weren’t ly­ing.”

“Well, it wasn’t me. Tench poked un­der a lot of stones try­ing to find the right one. It seems some­one didn’t ap­pre­ci­ate her nosi­ness and left that trap for Sparver. But it wasn’t me and I couldn’t stop it from hap­pen­ing.”

Drey­fus won­dered if there was a grain of truth in her re­sponse. Au­rora was given to boast­ing, af­ter all. Dis­avow­ing re­spon­si­bil­ity for a grand spec­ta­cle was hardly her style.

“Would you have tried?”

“If it didn’t com­pro­mise me . . . per­haps.”

“Too bad you didn’t. But then lift­ing a fin­ger to do one right thing might be be­yond even your el­e­vated in­tel­lect.”

“That wounds me, Drey­fus. I’m re­ally not as bad as you make out. I led you to the Salter-Re­gents, didn’t I? Would I have done that if I didn’t have some ba­sic in­ter­est in hu­man wel­fare? They’ve done un­speak­able things; even I can see that. Mur­der­ing those poor pigs in Mercy Sphere, not to men­tion all the other crimes they’ll turn out to be im­pli­cated in. That’s evil in its purest sense, and I’m not so far from the ori­gins that I don’t recog­nise it.”

“One good deed doesn’t make you a saint.”

“But if it was down to the Clock­maker there wouldn’t be any deeds at all, just car­nage. I’m your bet­ter bet, Drey­fus. Deep down you know it, too.”

“I know self-in­ter­est when I see it.”

“Oh, you doubt­ing Thomas, Drey­fus! Look, I’ll prove what I can be by show­ing re­straint. I’m check­ing out Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics as we speak. It’s in­ter­est­ing . . . very in­ter­est­ing. Some­one’s done nearly a good enough job to fool nearly ev­ery­one.”

“But not you.”

“I could de­stroy them quite eas­ily. I wouldn’t even need to ex­pose my­self to any part of Car­casstown. Just pick a few ro­bot car­ri­ers mov­ing through the outer or­bits of the Glit­ter Band and hack their des­ti­na­tion set­tings. That ring is ram­shackle, frag­ile and not well de­fended. A sin­gle big col­li­sion would break it com­pletely.” She waited a beat. “But I shan’t. That would be cruel and un­nec­es­sary, given the many in­no­cent lives that would be lost. My ad­ver­sary wouldn’t hes­i­tate . . . but I’m bet­ter than him. Be­sides, I have a much more pre­cise weapon on my side. Panoply. Or rather: you. You’re go­ing to shut down them down for me, aren’t you?”

“I’ll do what my au­thor­ity al­lows me to do.”

“As you will. But if you’re smart, you’ll do it quickly. When they move to the con­tain­ment-and-cap­ture phase, I’ll likely have only a few hours to re­act and I can’t prom­ise the same re­straint. Now that you’ve spooked them, that process could be­gin at any mo­ment.”

“If they were ready, they’d have done it al­ready.”

“They’ll be will­ing to cut a few cor­ners now that they know their time for ac­tion is lim­ited. You must do ev­ery­thing in your power, Drey­fus. Use ev­ery pro­ce­dure in the book to shut them down, be­fore they make the worst mis­take in a cen­tury.”

“I have grounds for in­ter­ven­tion. But I’ll need to make my case to the Supreme Pre­fect and the other se­niors first. Then, we’ll have to co­or­di­nate re­sources that are al­ready stretched. That might not hap­pen in thir­teen hours, or even twenty-six.”

She sighed. “Af­ter all you’ve done for me, you still in­sist on pro­to­col?”

“I haven’t sold my soul to you com­pletely, just a part of it.”

“Don’t dilly-dally,” she said warn­ingly. “I can feel them tug­ging on me al­ready. Some­thing has changed since yes­ter­day, and I don’t like it.”

Then she was gone. Drey­fus brooded in si­lence on his way back to Panoply, more than the weight of the cut­ter’s ac­cel­er­a­tion press­ing on him.







CHAP­TER TWENTY-FOUR

A pri­vate mes­sage was wait­ing for Drey­fus when he got back to Panoply, some per­sonal busi­ness that the call-han­dling al­go­rithm had de­cided was im­por­tant enough to ruin his rest now, but not so ur­gent that it had been deemed wor­thy of pass­ing to him while he was out in the field. He took it in his quar­ters, play­ing it through the con­sole as he stepped back and forth through the wash­wall, never quite feel­ing that he was clean of the smells and grime of Car­casstown. He as­sumed the call to be an up­date from the Ice Men­di­cants; they were about the only peo­ple who ever called him on per­sonal busi­ness. The news would ei­ther be in­dif­fer­ent or bad. It was rarely any­thing else.

A woman’s voice emerged from the con­sole. He recog­nised it, but it was not one of the Men­di­cants, nor the voice nor­mally adopted by Au­rora.

“Drey­fus? It’s De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar. I seem to have caught you at an in­op­por­tune mo­ment. Please re­turn my call when you have a chance. I be­lieve I have some­thing of in­ter­est.”

“Hes­tia,” he mouthed, sur­prised and in­trigued.

He aban­doned the wash­wall and made him­self de­cent by step­ping through the clotheswall. He emerged in loose trousers and a plain white V-col­lared smock, his usual choice when he was off duty. He set cof­fee brew­ing but was too im­pa­tient to wait for it.

“Re­turn the call to Hes­tia Del Mar, please,” he in­structed the con­sole.

It took a few sec­onds for her to pick up. The lo­ca­tion tag placed her in Chasm City, as he’d ex­pected. If not ex­actly op­po­site num­bers, they held roughly con­gru­ent po­si­tions in their re­spec­tive—if ad­mit­tedly very dif­fer­ent—se­cu­rity or­gan­i­sa­tions. De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar worked for the Cham­ber for City Se­cu­rity, vested in Chasm City but with a sphere of in­flu­ence ex­tend­ing to all of Yel­low­stone’s com­mu­ni­ties, as well as any­thing within or close to that planet’s toxic at­mos­phere. Her ju­ris­dic­tion evap­o­rated at the in­ner edge of the Glit­ter Band, where Panoply’s be­gan. That mar­gin was fuzzy and sub­ject to fre­quent in­ter-agency dis­putes, with the two or­gan­i­sa­tions bristling against each other, of­ten at the ex­pense of mu­tual co­op­er­a­tion.

There had been a mild thaw­ing dur­ing the Wild­fire af­fair. Drey­fus and Del Mar had es­tab­lished a use­ful work­ing re­la­tion­ship, one that had helped re­solve a crit­i­cal as­pect of the emer­gency. They had kept up a pat­tern of in­tel­li­gence-shar­ing in the year or so that fol­lowed, col­lab­o­rat­ing on a few linked cases, but Drey­fus was the first to ad­mit that he had ne­glected the re­la­tion­ship as time wore on. There had been too many other calls upon his time, none of which re­ally needed the close in­volve­ment of his col­leagues on Yel­low­stone.

He had been feel­ing bad about it for months, re­mind­ing him­self that at some point he was bound to have to call upon Hes­tia again, and that he re­ally ought to drop her a friendly line be­fore he re­ally needed some­thing from her.

Now she had called him, out of the blue—and it was too late.

“I’m sorry, Hes­tia. I should have been in touch.”

“Never mind that,” she said brusquely. “We’ve each been con­sumed by our work. This es­ca­lat­ing vi­o­lence has been a bur­den on both our or­gan­i­sa­tions. We’ve had our share of it in Chasm City, even as we do all that we can to put out the flames.” She ap­praised him through the link, her broad freck­led face fill­ing the frame, her ex­pres­sion as se­vere and hu­mour­less as he re­mem­bered. “You look tired, Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

“Do I?” he asked wearily.

“You’ll for­give me. Peo­ple have been telling me the same thing for so long, I thought I should pass along the favour.”

“Per­haps we both need a hol­i­day. What­ever hap­pened to those long years when noth­ing much seemed to hap­pen?”

“We wasted them wor­ry­ing about the fu­ture. I heard about your re­cent losses, Pre­fect Drey­fus. Please ac­cept my con­do­lences. It is never easy to suf­fer the loss of a col­league. To lose two, in such quick suc­ces­sion . . .”

“Thank you, Hes­tia.” He would per­sist in call­ing her by her name rather than ti­tle, even though she was a stick­ler for pro­fes­sional cour­te­sies.

“Now, the rea­son for my call. I don’t know if this will come as good or bad news, but some­thing of yours has come into my pos­ses­sion. I think it may re­late to one of those losses.”

Drey­fus leaned in with in­ter­est. “What have you found?”

“An ob­ject emit­ting a faint but read­able Panoply track­ing sig­nal. It’s very badly dam­aged. It ap­pears to have fallen right through our at­mos­phere, nearly burn­ing away with the fric­tion.”

He dared not let his hopes rise too high. “De­scribe it, if you would.”

“A lump of black­ened ma­te­rial about the size of a fist. We track ev­ery­thing that en­ters Yel­low­stone’s at­mos­phere, of course. You send a lot of junk down to us. This ob­ject was only of in­ter­est be­cause Panoply sent out an in­ter-agency no­ti­fi­ca­tion, alert­ing us to the fact of a miss­ing record­ing de­vice.” Her look sharp­ened. “But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

“It’s much more, Hes­tia.”

“I thought so. Where the ob­ject’s con­di­tion per­mit­ted lo­calised test­ing, we found . . . well, dare I say it?”

“Or­ganic ma­te­rial,” Drey­fus sup­plied for her.

“We have noth­ing sim­i­lar in our tech­ni­cal in­ven­tory, but then our in­ves­ti­ga­tions rarely put our of­fi­cers in sit­u­a­tions of sim­i­lar risk. I pre­sume that this is all that’s left of one of your col­leagues?”

“If it’s what we’ve been look­ing for, then . . . yes. My friend Sparver died in the line of duty. He could have saved him­self, but only at the ex­pense of ev­i­den­tial cap­ture. He put Panoply be­fore his own life, know­ing there was some­thing we needed to be aware of.”

“And this ob­ject . . . con­tains that ev­i­dence?”

“That’ll de­pend on how badly dam­aged it is. It sur­vived a nu­clear strike, but it was never meant to fall into Yel­low­stone. Still, you say there’s a sig­nal?”

“Weak and fad­ing. I called you as soon as the na­ture of the ob­ject be­came plain to me. I can have our an­a­lysts at­tempt to re­cover the ev­i­dence trace, but I sus­pect you’d rather turn it over to your own peo­ple?”

“Your of­fer of as­sis­tance is deeply ap­pre­ci­ated,” Drey­fus said tact­fully. “The ob­ject should only be ex­am­ined un­der Panoply max­i­mum se­cu­rity pro­to­cols, though. If it sus­pects it’s sub­ject to unau­tho­rised tam­per­ing, it may ini­ti­ate a self-erase process.”

“Un­der­stood,” she said. “Rest as­sured that we’d feel sim­i­larly if one of our record­ings fell into Panoply’s pos­ses­sion. We wouldn’t want your ham-fisted ef­forts any­where near it.”

“No hurt feel­ings, then,” Drey­fus said with a half-smile.

“None­the­less, time may be of the essence. If that ev­i­dence de­cays along with the hom­ing pulse, you’ll soon have noth­ing. I am call­ing to make im­me­di­ate ar­range­ments to trans­fer the ob­ject back into Panoply safe­keep­ing. I can have it boosted di­rectly to you, via cargo drone?”

“That’s ap­pre­ci­ated, but I think I’d rather col­lect it in per­son. And the fewer hands that touch it along the way . . .”

“Very well. I’d bring it to you di­rectly, but I’m afraid that’s quite out of the ques­tion given my cur­rent caseload. Are you in a po­si­tion to col­lect it? If you don’t have the time to come all the way down to Chasm City, we can ar­range a trans­fer in low or­bit.”

“I think that will work very well. What’s the soon­est you can meet me?”

“Thir­teen hours, and that will take some do­ing. If time is of the essence, the drone is by far the bet­ter op­tion.” She looked at him shrewdly. “You’re con­cerned about who might touch it be­fore it finds its way to you, aren’t you? As if you can’t be sure some­one in Panoply wouldn’t mis­han­dle it, or worse?”

Drey­fus was not about to share his deep­est fears with Hes­tia Del Mar, even though a part of him badly wanted to treat her as a con­fi­dante, some­one he could be sure had no part in any of the con­spir­a­cies presently swirling around him.

She would un­der­stand his si­lence bet­ter than any­one.

“I can be there in thir­teen hours. Send me the co­or­di­nates for the ren­dezvous when you have them. And Hes­tia?”

“Yes, Pre­fect Drey­fus?”

“You’ve been very help­ful. Thank you.”

Drey­fus pre­sented his find­ings to the tac­ti­cal room af­ter three hours of fit­ful rest. He had cal­cu­lated ahead, fac­tor­ing in the time needed to req­ui­si­tion a cut­ter and make any pos­si­ble ren­dezvous with the de­tec­tive-mar­shal.

“Sum­mary, please, Tom,” Jane Au­monier said, as he took his po­si­tion close to Thalia.

Drey­fus had al­ready ar­ranged for the Solid Or­rery to dis­play an en­larged, el­e­vated rep­re­sen­ta­tion of the wheel, hang­ing like a cor­roded watch-gear above the glint­ing flow of habi­tats in the main or­bits.

“Car­casstown,” he stated.

“Most of us have some fa­mil­iar­ity with the place,” Au­monier said, nod­ding in jaded recog­ni­tion. “A thorn in the side, most of the time. What I’d give to have that as my main prob­lem now.”

“You’ve just got your wish,” Drey­fus replied. “For once, though, Car­casstown is the vic­tim, not the per­pe­tra­tor. They’ve been duped: set up to act as cover for some­thing that en­dan­gers us all.”

“Con­tinue,” Au­monier said guard­edly.

“In­g­var Tench’s move­ments show that it was of par­tic­u­lar in­ter­est to her in the last year of her life. Tench sus­pected that an off­shoot of Catop­sis was be­ing run out of Car­casstown, un­der the cover of a com­pletely dif­fer­ent or­gan­i­sa­tion.”

“Which is?” asked Baudry.

“Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics.” He nod­ded at the wheel. “They’re a mar­ket-fore­cast­ing out­fit, one of many com­mer­cial ten­ants leas­ing space and util­i­ties on the wheel’s rim. Within their op­er­a­tion is a very pow­er­ful ma­chine called Aba­cus, sup­pos­edly there to run mar­ket sim­u­la­tions for the ben­e­fit of stock traders.”

“You think it’s some­thing else?” Au­monier probed.

“Aba­cus is a per­fect con­tain­ment ves­sel for an in­tel­li­gence of the or­der of Au­rora or the Clock­maker, and I be­lieve that’s its real func­tion. Over the last few months, the op­er­a­tives in Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics have been util­is­ing Catop­sis meth­ods to track and iso­late these in­tel­li­gences.”

Au­monier looked at her col­leagues. “You think this is why Tench was mur­dered?”

“With­out ques­tion. She may not have put all the parts to­gether, but she was get­ting un­com­fort­ably close. Un­for­tu­nately, the na­ture of her death—high-level sab­o­tage of her cut­ter, which has been con­firmed by her re­cov­ered tes­ti­mony—in­di­cates clear col­lu­sion be­tween Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics and el­e­ments still in­side Panoply.”

“Grigor Bac­chus.”

“No, ma’am—at least, he may not have been the main ag­i­ta­tor. I was mis­taken about Tench’s mes­sage. It was Aba­cus that she was try­ing to tell us about, not Bac­chus.”

“Yet Bac­chus clearly felt you were get­ting close to some­thing,” Au­monier replied.

“His in­volve­ment may have been pe­riph­eral. May I in­vite Thalia to present what I think is a sig­nif­i­cant find­ing?”

Au­monier nod­ded. “Go ahead, Ng.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Thalia said, straight­en­ing. “I’ve found some­thing in Thyssen’s op­er­a­tional logs, some­thing that was over­looked un­til now. Be­fore I go any fur­ther, I want to be clear that Thyssen was fully co­op­er­a­tive in all re­gards. There’s no im­pli­ca­tion of col­lu­sion in these mur­ders.”

Au­monier’s look hard­ened. “Mur­ders?”

“Mi­zler and In­g­var, ma’am. They’ve looked like sep­a­rate cases, but they’re not.”

Voices be­gan to rise around the ta­ble. Au­monier leaned in, si­lenc­ing the queries for now. “Pro­ceed, Ng.”

Thalia swal­lowed. Drey­fus met her eye, nod­ded what he hoped was his en­cour­age­ment.

“On the day he died, Mi­zler’s cut­ter re­ported a fault dur­ing pre-launch check­outs. Thyssen fol­lowed stan­dard op­er­at­ing pro­ce­dure: he as­signed Mi­zler an­other ve­hi­cle, one that was al­ready primed and ready to go.”

Au­monier nod­ded coolly, al­ready ahead of her.

“The one that In­g­var was meant to take?”

“Yes, ma’am. Her sched­ule of duty meant that there was plenty of time to rec­tify the fault in Mi­zler’s ship and al­lo­cate her that one in­stead. Nei­ther pre­fect would have been aware of any anom­aly, and it was nor­mal op­er­a­tional prac­tice.”

“Yet the ship Mi­zler took was . . . sab­o­taged in some way?”

“In­deed, ma’am. It was pro­grammed to go rogue, to be­gin at­tack­ing a habi­tat as soon as it was within weapons range.”

“No,” Clear­moun­tain said, at first gen­tly and then with in­creas­ing force­ful­ness. “No, no, no! That makes no sense, Ng! Mi­zler Cranach’s at­tack was pre­med­i­tated, driven by re­venge!”

“Can you ex­plain this, Ng?”

“I can, ma’am. None of it’s what it seemed. Mi­zler wasn’t meant to be in that ship, and it’s only an ac­ci­dent of chance that his tar­get was Val­sko-Venev.”

Baudry looked puz­zled. “But we had his sui­cide note, his mo­ti­va­tion.”

“That was con­cocted af­ter the fact, ma’am, fol­low­ing the mix-up with the ships. Those who set In­g­var up had to de­flect at­ten­tion from them­selves by mak­ing Cranach’s death seem to fit a pre­med­i­tated plan.”

Baudry was dogged. “Yet Val­sko-Venev did have a dark past to do with the mal­treat­ment of hy­per­pigs.”

“That’s true, ma’am. But if we were to dig deeply enough, we could find a sim­i­lar con­nec­tion in the his­tory of al­most any habi­tat. It’s wo­ven into us, all of us. We can’t es­cape it.” Again, she gath­ered her­self. “They made us see a phan­tom mo­tive. The sui­cide note was fab­ri­cated, and so were his in­ten­tions. As I’ve al­ready demon­strated with my anal­y­sis of the last sec­ond of the at­tack, far from mur­der­ing those peo­ple, Mi­zler Cranach did ev­ery­thing in his power to pre­vent the car­nage. He acted with courage and self­less­ness, ex­actly the way Sparver Ban­cal men­tored him to do.”

There was a si­lence.

“Is she right?” Baudry asked, di­rect­ing her ques­tion at Drey­fus.

“I’m per­suaded,” he an­swered. “They had a go at killing In­g­var six months ago, but botched it. They waited as long as they could be­fore risk­ing an­other at­tempt, and that time they suc­ceeded.”

“The modus changed slightly,” Thalia took up. “This time, rather than fir­ing on a ran­dom tar­get, they had the cut­ter lock onto a watch­listed lo­ca­tion, Stadler-Kre­me­niev. From her in­stru­men­ta­tion, In­g­var wouldn’t have known any­thing was wrong—not un­til she was al­ready in too deep. She docked, went in­side, all the while think­ing she was some­where else. It was a thor­ough job, and this time there was no mis­take.”

“Ex­cept for the whiphound,” Drey­fus said.

“In­deed, sir. Once In­g­var re­alised there was no way she was get­ting out of there alive, she found a way to get a mes­sage back to Panoply through her whiphound.”

Baudry set­tled her chin on her fist. “Why didn’t it re­main with her corpse?”

“Be­cause she’d worked out what we now know: her mur­der could only have been ar­ranged from within Panoply. If the whiphound had stayed with her, it could have been erased or de­stroyed by any­one who found it while her body was be­ing re­turned.”

“She was trained well by her men­tor,” Drey­fus said. “And she never gave up.”

“This will need to be for­malised,” Au­monier said. “But on the face of it, we may con­sider Mi­zler Cranach ex­on­er­ated. I am . . . not dis­pleased.” But any plea­sure she al­lowed her­self had, at best, a sub­atomic half-life. “Now I need to start get­ting the word out to all those hot­heads that his ini­tial at­tack was noth­ing of the kind. The con­sta­bles are al­ready mak­ing in-roads into the Salter-Re­gents and their co-con­spir­a­tors, and that will help in time, but I need to see progress now. But how can I change hearts and minds with­out com­pro­mis­ing an on­go­ing in­ves­ti­ga­tion?”

“You can’t,” Thalia said, im­press­ing Drey­fus.

“Then what may I do, Ng, since some­thing must be done?”

“You can put me on it, ma’am,” Thalia said boldly. “I be­lieved I es­tab­lished a rap­port with Minty. If Minty and the oth­ers can be per­suaded that Mi­zler was act­ing for them, rather than against, their voices may help turn the tide. Who bet­ter to serve as peace ad­vo­cates than those with the big­gest griev­ance?”

“It may or may not help,” Au­monier re­flected. “But it cer­tainly won’t hurt. They’ll ap­pre­ci­ate be­ing in­formed about this early, too, in con­fi­dence. I think it will bol­ster trust be­tween Panoply and the lemurs. I’ll hold off on any for­mal an­nounce­ment un­til you’ve spo­ken to them di­rectly.” She nod­ded her en­cour­age­ment. “You have dis­cre­tionary pow­ers in the mat­ter, Ng. Use them.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Au­monier made a beck­on­ing ges­ture, not un­kindly. “The sooner you put in that good word, the bet­ter. Is it fea­si­ble for you to be on your way im­me­di­ately?”

“It is, ma’am.”

“All ex­ist­ing se­cu­rity mea­sures will re­main in place around the docks,” Au­monier said. “Grigor Bac­chus and Podor re­main the like­li­est sus­pects for that sab­o­tage work—Bac­chus had the mo­ti­va­tion, Podor the ac­cess—but un­til we can be sure they were act­ing alone, Thyssen will main­tain con­di­tion four pro­ce­dures. Watch your back, Ng.”

“I shall, ma’am,” Thalia an­swered.

When Thalia had left, Drey­fus set­tled his hands be­fore him and laid out his case for in­ter­ven­tion.

“Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics needs to be shut down quickly. Or­di­nar­ily I’d ad­vo­cate Heavy en­force­ment, but in this case we need to con­sider a ring of hu­man shields who aren’t party to ei­ther the mur­ders or the con­spir­acy.”

“Handy for them,” Au­monier com­mented.

Drey­fus slid his com­pad across to the Supreme Pre­fect. He had pulled up pub­lic bi­ogra­phies for Mirna Silk and Aristarchus Salazar, aug­mented by Panoply’s own record-gath­er­ing.

“Silk seems clean,” he said, will­ing to let that judge­ment stand on record. “She’s what she says she is: a spe­cial­ist in mar­ket fore­cast­ing. Mul­ti­ple en­tries back up her story. She’s a scrap­per, too: both par­ents killed in a shut­tle ac­ci­dent, shunted from in­sti­tu­tion to in­sti­tu­tion, di­rec­tion­less un­til she finds the one thing she can shine at, which is an al­most su­per­hu­man tal­ent for un­der­stand­ing and pre­dict­ing the flow of wealth. A fighter and an op­por­tunist, but not some zealot in­ter­ested in desta­bil­is­ing our en­tire so­ci­ety.”

“Mm.” Au­monier nod­ded guard­edly. “And Salazar?”

“He’s the mind be­hind Aba­cus, but he de­fers to some­one else in Mi­das, a younger man who ought to be the one tak­ing or­ders, not giv­ing them.”

“Is Salazar as clean as Silk?”

“His bi­og­ra­phy is plau­si­ble enough, but I still got the im­pres­sion he was hid­ing some­thing. My in­stinct is that he knows there’s some­thing else go­ing on be­hind the Mi­das fa­cade. I imag­ine he un­der­stands that it in­volves net­work la­ten­cies and one-way traps and knows that it’s noth­ing to do with mar­ket fore­cast­ing. He’s bright and he ap­pre­ci­ates his tal­ents be­ing put to good use. Be­yond that, he’s shrewd enough not to ask too many ques­tions.”

“Par­tial knowl­edge of a crim­i­nal con­spir­acy is no ex­cuse for in­ac­tion,” Au­monier said.

“I’m not ex­cus­ing Salazar. I’m just say­ing that he may be a use­ful point of lever­age.”

“And this younger man—a name?”

“I didn’t get a name or an im­age cap­ture.” Drey­fus paused sig­nif­i­cantly. “He’s known to me, but I don’t think it’s any­thing to do with Catop­sis. I went back over the files and none of the key pro­tag­o­nists looked like that young man. Faces can be changed, but in his case it’s what hasn’t changed that mat­ters. He wasn’t ex­pect­ing to be ob­served by one of us.”

“Then let’s hope that you can jog that mem­ory. In the mean­time, what’s your rec­om­men­da­tion?”

“The lighter touch. I’ll go in with Medium en­force­ment, try to rea­son with Silk or Salazar or some­one else who has the means to stop the pro­gram. We can of­fer amnesties to any Mi­das staff not di­rectly im­pli­cated in the con­spir­acy, in­clud­ing the likes of Salazar. They’re more use­ful to us co­op­er­at­ing than run­ning. Some­one will bite.”

“Or I could just ex­er­cise my pow­ers and have Pell blow up the place with a sin­gle mis­sile.” Au­monier cocked her head, think­ing it through be­fore nod­ding peremp­to­rily. “Still, your way is worth a shot. Take who­ever and what­ever you need. I’d ad­vise giv­ing them twenty-six hours, though, just so they think our in­ter­est is only ca­sual.”

“That will work, ma’am. It’ll al­low me to make a ren­dezvous with De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar, near Yel­low­stone.”

Au­monier’s look was spiced with jeal­ousy. “On what busi­ness?”

“Ev­i­den­tial se­ques­tra­tion.” Drey­fus pinched at the col­lar of his uni­form where it was dig­ging into the sweat and bris­tles of his neck.

Drey­fus went straight to the re­fec­tory. It was one of the qui­eter pe­ri­ods and he cast his eyes around at the two dozen or so peo­ple scat­tered around the ta­bles, singly or in small groups. He no­ticed Thalia, eat­ing alone.

He col­lected an ap­ple, a piece of a bread and a bulb of cof­fee, then joined her.

“Shouldn’t you be on your way to the lemurs?”

She peeled a ba­nana un­hur­riedly. “With these new pro­ce­dures, we can’t just show up and ex­pect a ship to be ready. Thyssen’s do­ing a hard scrub of the con­trol ar­chi­tec­ture for each ve­hi­cle, then only load­ing it up again just be­fore de­par­ture. He told me go away, have some break­fast and come back.”

“How se­cure is his stored copy of the ar­chi­tec­ture?”

“About as se­cure as any­thing here, I sup­pose. It doesn’t mean we’re im­mune to sab­o­tage, but it does mean they won’t be able to tar­get just one of us, the way they did with In­g­var. They won’t have an­other go, will they?”

“I doubt it. As­sum­ing there’s any more to this than Bac­chus and Podor, they’d need a dif­fer­ent ap­proach now you’ve ex­posed their meth­ods.”

Thalia nib­bled at the ba­nana. “I wish Sparver was here to see Mi­zler fully ex­on­er­ated.”

“Was he aware of any part of your en­quiry?”

She fid­geted. Thalia was not an ef­fec­tive liar or dis­sem­bler, an as­pect of her per­son­al­ity that Drey­fus greatly ad­mired.

“Just a lit­tle bit, sir. When I thought I had some­thing, I wanted an­other pair of eyes on it. I asked Sparver to go over the same data-streams, to see if I was miss­ing some­thing.”

Drey­fus was still, his face im­pas­sive. “Con­trary to the di­rect in­struc­tions of the Supreme Pre­fect. She put you on each other’s cases for a rea­son. You were each too close to the sub­ject mat­ter.”

“I sup­pose that will need to be in the fi­nal re­port as well. And a rep­ri­mand.” Some of the steel she had down in the tac­ti­cal room re­turned. “I’m not sorry, es­pe­cially now that he’s gone. He needed to know that I was clos­ing in on a break­through.”

“He did, and I’m glad you in­volved him.”

She dipped her gaze, then looked di­rectly at him. “Sir?”

“It was against your in­struc­tions. Then again, I be­lieve Sparver was guilty of do­ing some­thing sim­i­lar when he shared in­tel­li­gence with you dur­ing Wild­fire.”

“Have you ever . . . Sir?” She stopped her­self, then had a sec­ond thought about stop­ping. “A di­rect or­der, sir. Some­thing like that. Have you ever done any­thing as bad?”

“As bad?” He looked to the ceil­ing, re­flect­ing on her ques­tion. “No, never any­thing as bad.”

Thalia looked down, chas­tened.

“I didn’t think so, sir.”

“I’ve done much, much worse.” He stood up, tak­ing the bread and ap­ple with him. “Good luck with the lemurs.”

Drey­fus was nearly out of the re­fec­tory when his bracelet chimed. A pri­vate call, but di­rected to him as a mat­ter of ur­gency.

It was Sis­ter Cather­ine of the Ice Men­di­cants.







CHAP­TER TWENTY-FIVE

She was wait­ing for him in Hos­pice Idlewild, lean­ing on her stick, but her usual chastis­ing tone was ab­sent. That wor­ried him more than any­thing.

“I know you’ve come as quickly as you can. We’d best move quickly, all the same. It’s the worst seizure by far. It hap­pened out of the blue two hours ago, with­out the least warn­ing.”

“I told you to get those im­plants out of her,” Drey­fus snapped.

“She needs a pe­riod of sta­bil­ity to be suit­able for surgery. There have been days when she has been rel­a­tively un­trou­bled, al­most back to her old self. But it never lasts.”

“Let me guess. Just when you’re get­ting ready to cut them out, she has an­other episode?”

Sis­ter Cather­ine heard some­thing in his words that he had not in­tended. “None of us think this is a psy­cho­so­matic re­ac­tion, Tom, if that’s what you mean.”

“No,” he said, re­gret­ting his sharp­ness of a few mo­ments be­fore. “I didn’t mean that. And I know you’re do­ing the best for her that you can.”

“Rest as­sured that we will per­form the surgery as soon as there is a win­dow of calm. We won’t wait a day next time.”

She led him through Idlewild quickly, to the fa­mil­iar en­clave of low white build­ings, sur­rounded by cool walls, flower beds, veg­etable gar­dens and shaded walks.

Valery was in her own room, ly­ing on a bed. As if in the throes of a night­mare, she moved and groaned be­neath thin, sweat-soaked sheets. Her eyes were open, but her gaze was wild and undi­rected. Two younger Men­di­cants were with her, try­ing to keep her as com­fort­able as pos­si­ble with cool sponges and the lim­ited range of medicines they were will­ing to risk. Drey­fus wanted to re­as­sure them that it was not their fault that noth­ing was work­ing. Noth­ing would work, short of scoop­ing those im­plants out.

“May I have a few mo­ments alone with my wife?”

“We’ll be nearby,” Sis­ter Cather­ine said. “There’s a bell on the end of that rope. Call us im­me­di­ately if her con­di­tion changes.”

“I will.”

Drey­fus sat next to Valery. He watched the Men­di­cants shuf­fle out, lis­ten­ing to their slip­pered foot­steps re­treat be­yond the next room and the other be­yond that, wait­ing un­til he was sure they were well out of earshot.

He took Valery’s hand, squeez­ing it against her trem­bling. “I’m here. I know she’s in you, and I know you feel it. I know she won’t let you speak. But she can’t stop you know­ing I’m here.”

Valery’s rest­less­ness eased. Her head eased into the soggy de­file of her pil­low. Her eyes set­tled on him, her mouth open­ing in a half-smile. “It’s be­gun, Drey­fus. The next phase.”

He tried to di­rect his anger through and be­yond Valery, as if she were merely the win­dow, not the end it­self. “There are a hun­dred other ways you could have reached me be­sides this sick lit­tle stunt.”

“But how else am I to make sure I’ve got your full at­ten­tion? You can brush me off when I come to you by other means. You can’t brush this off.”

“I al­ready told you I was do­ing ev­ery­thing in my power to shut down Mi­das. The Supreme Pre­fect has agreed to an in­ter­ven­tion. We’ll at­tempt to per­suade them that shut­ting down is their only re­al­is­tic course. If that fails, we go in harder.”

“It’s too slow.” She raised her voice sharply, Drey­fus winc­ing as it echoed off the walls and ceil­ing. “TOO SLOW! They’ve ac­cel­er­ated. The con­tain­ment process is al­ready hap­pen­ing. I’m be­ing . . . in­gested. A piece at a time, sucked into that bot­tle.”

“Then re­sist it!”

“I can’t do so with­out con­cen­trat­ing my re­sources, di­rect­ing them against that sin­gle-point tar­get. That makes me ever more vul­ner­a­ble, both to Mi­das and the Clock­maker.” Her lips curled in fury and de­ri­sion. “You had a chance, Drey­fus! You could have stopped this al­ready!”

“With too much risk of in­no­cent deaths. There’s been enough of that al­ready. I won’t add to it.”

She laughed, a web of foam break­ing on her lips. “A few dozen? A few hun­dred? Is that what you were wor­ried about? You’ll look back on that chance and wish you’d taken it. I warned you that I was go­ing to have to get se­ri­ous. You should have lis­tened.”

“Maybe I should. But that’s my fail­ing, not Valery’s. Get out of her.”

“And then we’ll talk?”

“Just leave her alone. You’ve got my at­ten­tion.”

She made Valery sigh. “It’s too late any­way. I can’t re­sist the pull of Aba­cus for much longer—cer­tainly not the hours and hours you think we have. I must re­sort to more force­ful mea­sures.”

“Don’t,” he be­gan, but the word had barely formed be­fore he re­alised she was gone, snap­ping out of Valery be­tween one heart­beat and the next. The re­vul­sion and fear he had felt only a mo­ment ear­lier broke like a wave against rocks, re­placed by an over­whelm­ing surge of love and des­per­ate con­cern.

Valery writhed gen­tly in the bed, mum­bled some­thing in­audi­bly, then be­come more rest­ful, her breath­ing eas­ier, even the prickle of per­spi­ra­tion seem­ing to lift from her brow. Drey­fus held her hand, watch­ing her silently. He stroked a loose hair from her eye, then leaned in and kissed her softly.

“This won’t last for­ever,” he whis­pered. “I prom­ise.”

His bracelet chimed. He glared down at it and eased away from Valery. “Jane,” he an­swered gruffly, cer­tain that only Au­monier would have the temer­ity to in­ter­rupt him when he was on pri­vate busi­ness. “Can’t any­thing wait un­til I’m back?”

“Not this time,” she an­swered, with­out the slight­est hint of um­brage at his tone. “I’m sorry to pull you away from Valery, but you’d be the last one to sit back while this hap­pens.”

He took the sponge and cooled Valery’s fore­head. She was still calm, merely pro­foundly un­con­scious.

“While what hap­pens?”

“Three bulk car­ri­ers have bro­ken away from their sched­uled routes. Our pro­jec­tions show con­ver­gence on Car­casstown in a lit­tle un­der thirty-three min­utes.”

“It’s a strat­egy I was an­tic­i­pat­ing,” Drey­fus an­swered. “Au­rora and the Clock­maker can’t re­sist Aba­cus us­ing in­for­ma­tional war­fare. They have to smash the fa­cil­ity, re­gard­less of who else gets hurt.”

“That seems to be the in­ten­tion. Are you mov­ing?”

Drey­fus gave Valery a fi­nal kiss and stood from her bed­side. “Yes, I’m mov­ing. But it’s a long way back to my cut­ter. Do you want to com­man­deer it re­motely?”

“No. I want you on-scene, just in case we don’t man­age to in­ter­dict all three of those car­ri­ers.”

He gave his wife a farewell glance as he left her room. “Evac­u­a­tion mea­sures?”

“They’ve been no­ti­fied, but we ex­pect the re­sponse to be im­per­fect.”

“What about Car­casstown’s own de­fences?”

“Ad­e­quate against the nor­mal range of threats, but un­likely to be ef­fec­tive against three si­mul­ta­ne­ous tar­gets. And that’s as­sum­ing what­ever’s be­hind this stops at three. I’m send­ing a gen­eral re­quest for all civil­ian trans­port to be sus­pended im­me­di­ately, but there’s lit­tle I can do about ships al­ready en route.”

“Un­der­stood. Jane, can you re­lay a mes­sage to Thalia for me?”

“Yes, of course. Ng should be with Minty and the lemurs right now.”

“In­struct her to leave as soon as she can with­out mak­ing things worse. Her peace­mak­ing over­ture is im­por­tant, but I need her to make that ren­dezvous with Hes­tia Del Mar for me. Hes­tia can tell her where and when to meet.”

“I will, Tom. Any spe­cial in­struc­tions be­yond that?”

“She’s to bring the item to me. No other eyes on it.”

“Un­der­stood. And if these other eyes were to in­clude mine . . . ?”

“In due course, Jane. Please trust me with this for the time be­ing.”

“I’m tear­ing you away from Valery and ask­ing you to put your­self in harm’s way with that rogue car­rier, Tom. I think I’m a long way past merely trust­ing you. Please be safe.”

“I will. And Jane?”

“Yes.”

“Make sure Hafdis is looked af­ter.”

“You needn’t worry about Hafdis. We’re get­ting on like the prover­bial house.”

He signed off, and had nearly bro­ken into a jog by the time he met the wait­ing Men­di­cants. They read his ex­pres­sion, look­ing at each other with ris­ing con­cern.

“Valery?” asked Sis­ter Cather­ine.

“I think she’s all right for now, Sis­ter. I’m afraid I’ve got to go, though.”

“There is no rest for the wicked,” Sis­ter Cather­ine lamented. “Or for good men in a time of trou­bles.”

Thalia squat­ted on damp green grass, fac­ing a semi­cir­cle of civic se­niors, es­teemed fam­i­lies and var­i­ous other wor­thies from the ar­bo­real com­mu­ni­ties of Val­sko-Venev.

“And al­though I know that this news casts the crime against you in a dif­fer­ent light,” Thalia was say­ing, “be un­der no il­lu­sions that it was a crime, and will be treated as such. Though Mi­zler Cranach was set up to die, it was an ac­ci­dent of luck that yours hap­pened to be the first habi­tat that he reached. His in­ten­tions here were in­no­cent—just a rou­tine in­spec­tion. The last thing he was ex­pect­ing was for his weapons to open up on you.”

One of the fly­ing-squir­rel-like cit­i­zens asked: “How can you be sure that this isn’t Panoply try­ing to de­flect away from the hate­ful ac­tions of one of its own?”

This one had been pip­ing up at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals, and Thalia was now strug­gling to main­tain the nec­es­sary deco­rum in the ser­vice of her peace­mak­ing over­ture. With an im­mense ef­fort of will she kept her strained smile in­tact, her voice strik­ing what she hoped was the right reg­is­ter of pa­tience, hu­mil­ity and help­ful­ness. “That’s an ex­cel­lent ques­tion, and one that de­serves a frank and open an­swer—”

“Good, then give it to us.”

“Speak­ing,” Thalia in­toned un­der her breath, imag­in­ing Jane Au­monier fac­ing down the same ad­ver­sary. Then, louder: “What I mean to say is, there isn’t any way to prove to you what was go­ing on in Mi­zler’s head dur­ing the at­tack. What I can tell you is this: he was men­tored by a friend of mine, a friend now gone, and if there was a mi­cro­gram of hate­ful­ness in Mi­zler Cranach, it didn’t come from the head of Sparver Ban­cal—”

“We’re not ask­ing about the men­tor.”

“But I’m . . .” She smiled so fiercely, it was as if in­vis­i­ble prongs were drag­ging her mouth into shape. “What I’m . . . Look, a very bad thing was done to you, and it was nat­u­ral to see a link with your founders. This wasn’t about them, though, or about you. Mi­zler Cranach wasn’t even sup­posed to be on that ship!” Had she said too much? She won­dered if any of her au­di­ence was pay­ing enough at­ten­tion to care. She had a feel­ing minds had al­ready been made up be­fore she ever sat down on the grass. “I’m not here to brush away that crime,” she per­sisted. “I’m here to prom­ise you that we’ll find those ac­count­able, for your sakes as well as ours. We’re all vic­tims here—”

This last ut­ter­ance had been meant well, but as soon as it was out of her lips she could see how it was go­ing to land. Now it was not just the an­noy­ing fly­ing-squir­rel thing pip­ing back at her. Half the gath­er­ing had turned from scep­ti­cism to out­right dis­dain, and the rest were look­ing dis­tinctly unim­pressed.

Some whoop­ing and hol­ler­ing started up.

Minty stood up, flap­ping its arms. “Cit­i­zens! Please! Let’s have some re­spect for the pre­fect! She didn’t need to come here with this news, and she surely knew how it was go­ing to be re­ceived. It would have been far eas­ier to is­sue some Band-wide pro­nounce­ment, but in­stead Pre­fect Ng has come all the way to see us . . .”

Thalia stood up de­ject­edly. “No, Minty,” she said. “They’re right.” She nod­ded at the sullen gath­er­ing, which had been paci­fied slightly by her ev­i­dent state of de­feat. “This whole thing was a bad idea. I’m sorry. I just thought it’d be bet­ter if you heard it from me.”

Her bracelet chimed loudly, its dis­cor­dant tone ring­ing from the sur­round­ing trees.

“Ng,” she said war­ily.

“Jane Au­monier. We have a de­vel­op­ing sit­u­a­tion. You’re to leave im­me­di­ately, un­less it’ll cause un­told dam­age to Panoply−lemur re­la­tions.”

Thalia sur­veyed the wreck­age of her diplo­macy: the half-cir­cle of cute but bel­liger­ent furry-snouted and darkly eye-patched faces glar­ing at her as if she had per­son­ally burned down half their for­est, then stomped around in the ashes singing a cel­e­bra­tion chant.

“I fear the dam­age is al­ready done, ma’am.”

“Good. Or not good. We’ll talk about that later. I’m sure you did your ut­most.”

“I’m not sure I did, ma’am,” Thalia an­swered with bit­ter un­der­state­ment. “How ex­actly may I be of help?”

“In­struc­tions from Drey­fus. Pre­oc­cu­pied as he is with the cur­rent sit­u­a­tion, he’s un­able to make a ren­dezvous with Hes­tia Del Mar.”

“I know that name, ma’am, al­though I can’t quite place it.”

“De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar of Chasm City, Ng. My op­po­site num­ber, al­most. But be­fore you raise your hopes, you’re not get­ting a free trip to the city. I have ren­dezvous co­or­di­nates from Del Mar. You’re to meet her in or­bit and col­lect some kind of ev­i­den­tial pack­age. I gather it’s needed with some . . . ur­gency.”

“Ev­i­den­tial pack­age?”

“Join the dots, Ng. I was ex­pected to do so my­self, so I don’t see why you get off lightly.”

“I’ll be on my way promptly, ma’am.” Thalia fin­ished the call. “I’m sorry, Minty. Some­thing’s come up. I’ve got to go.”

Minty con­fided in a near-whis­per: “Well, that’s maybe . . . not the worst idea.”

Her host led her away from the gath­er­ing, the whoops and hollers grad­u­ally muf­fled by in­ter­ven­ing trees and bushes. Thalia felt de­jected, won­der­ing if it were pos­si­ble to have made a worse im­pres­sion. “I’m sorry, Minty,” she of­fered, as they neared one of the un­der­ground tran­sit en­trances. “I re­ally was try­ing to do the right thing here.”

“Good in­ten­tions some­times need a lit­tle time to put down roots, Pre­fect. Al­though since we seem to be on first-name terms now, I sup­pose I should call you Thalia.”

“Thank you for try­ing to con­vince them.”

“The least I could do. And don’t de­spair just yet. Some of our fam­i­lies have been rather rev­el­ling in the idea of be­ing sin­gled out for the sins of their an­ces­tors. That doesn’t mean they won’t come round. What’s this ur­gent busi­ness, by the way?”

“I know what you’re think­ing. That call couldn’t have come at a more in con­ve­nient time.”

“I wasn’t, be­lieve it or not. I was think­ing—and I might not be the best at read­ing base­line hu­man ex­pres­sions these days—but I was think­ing, this is the first time I’ve seen a look of hope on you. Is that far from the truth?”

“I wouldn’t call it hope, Minty. It’s just that when you’ve lost a good friend, get­ting any­thing back from them isn’t some­thing you count on.”

“Then may the uni­verse be kind to your ex­pec­ta­tions, Thalia Ng. You may not feel as if you’ve made many friends here to­day, but I can tell you that you’ve made one.”

“Thank you, Minty.”

“Let’s get you back to your ship. Oh, be­fore I for­get: a small to­ken of my ap­pre­ci­a­tion, since you liked them so much the last time.”

Thalia ac­cepted a trans­par­ent tube con­tain­ing sev­eral dozen berries, pressed so tightly that their juices were be­gin­ning to leak out. She took the of­fer­ing with all the ci­vil­ity and grat­i­tude that she could muster, even as the sight of the berries played havoc with her in­sides. “That is . . . ex­cep­tion­ally kind, Minty.”

“En­joy.”

“I will,” she said. She tucked the berries into a pouch on her belt, where they would re­main un­til she found a suit­able op­por­tu­nity to de­stroy them be­yond all foren­sic recog­ni­tion.







CHAP­TER TWENTY-SIX

Drey­fus ab­sorbed the lat­est up­dates about the three rogue car­ri­ers as he com­pleted his re­turn from Hos­pice Idlewild. All ef­forts to over­ride con­trol of the ships had failed, leav­ing no op­tion but to de­stroy them be­fore they reached Car­casstown. Given his point of ori­gin, Drey­fus was only in a po­si­tion to make a close ap­proach to one of the ships, con­verg­ing with it when the car­rier was only eight min­utes from its tar­get. The other two car­ri­ers were ar­riv­ing from dif­fer­ent sec­tors of the Glit­ter Band, on widely di­verg­ing cour­ses; he would only get a glimpse of them in the fi­nal few sec­onds of the drama, if they weren’t al­ready de­stroyed.

He ex­am­ined the threat from a van­tage of sev­eral kilo­me­tres. The bulk car­rier Evan­gelina was typ­i­cal of its kind, an un­gainly, wing­less drag­on­fly, en­gines and fuel tanks barbed at one end and the tiny shrunken head of a rudi­men­tary con­trol com­plex at the other. Strung along an ex­tend­able spine were the rib-sided cargo mod­ules, each typ­i­cally as­signed to a sin­gle com­mod­ity. Hun­dreds of thou­sands of tonnes, at the very least, and all of it now di­rected into a ki­netic-en­ergy de­liv­ery sys­tem.

Car­ri­ers did not usu­ally carry ar­ma­ments, but Drey­fus still main­tained a cau­tious dis­tance as he cir­cled along the ve­hi­cle’s length, scan­ning the mod­ules for signs of in­hab­i­tants. Just be­cause the car­ri­ers were au­to­mated did not mean that they never car­ried main­te­nance crews, cut-rate pas­sen­gers or even the oc­ca­sional stow­away.

“Drey­fus,” he called in. “I’m along­side my ob­jec­tive. I’m not pick­ing up any signs of life, which is one less com­pli­ca­tion.”

“Good. Do you have the means to dis­able it be­fore we re­sort to war­heads?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Drey­fus pulled astern of the car­rier un­til he was nearly look­ing down the swollen trum­pets of its en­gine clus­ter. He de­ployed the cut­ter’s can­non and locked onto one of the fuel tanks. He fired, feel­ing the re­coil through the whole frame of his ve­hi­cle, the can­non silent but still pro­duc­ing a hor­rid, tooth-grind­ing sub­sonic shock­wave.

The fuel tank ex­ploded, rup­tur­ing out­wards. It wasn’t a big ex­plo­sion, sug­gest­ing that the tank had been nearly empty be­fore he shot at it. He stopped the can­non and repo­si­tioned to try an­other tank. This one ex­ploded more fu­ri­ously, but still not enough to in­flict more than su­per­fi­cial dam­age on the sur­round­ing struc­tures.

He ad­justed po­si­tion and fired again. No ex­plo­sion came, but the re­sult was bet­ter than he could have hoped for. He had punc­tured a pres­sure line or tank, caus­ing a geyser of grey gas to shoot out from the side of the en­gine as­sem­bly. Drey­fus watched, re­minded of the gam­bit Mi­zler had at­tempted in the last in­stants of his life. The same ef­fect was play­ing out here, al­beit on a much grander, slower scale. The car­rier was crab­bing, its tail be­gin­ning to veer round at an an­gle to the di­rec­tion of flight. There had to be some change to the over­all mo­tion, Drey­fus told him­self, maybe enough to rule out a di­rect col­li­sion with Car­casstown.

Steer­ing jets pulsed from the op­po­site side of the car­rier. Drey­fus swore. It was cor­rect­ing the drift, hold­ing it­self on course.

“Ten out of ten for ef­fort,” he said un­der his breath. Then, to Au­monier: “I’m hav­ing no ef­fect here, Jane. My guns can’t do enough dam­age, and I don’t think ram­ming or nudg­ing will help, ei­ther.”

“I was never count­ing on it, Tom. We’re down to six min­utes now. At your present range you should have a clear vis­ual on Car­casstown.”

“I see it,” he said, star­ing at the lit­tle cog-wheel sta­tion, back­dropped by a twin­kling belt of more dis­tant habi­tats, ob­serv­ing it grow even in the few mo­ments of his gaze. “Voi, but it’s closer than I ex­pected.”

“I’ll take no more chances. Please pull back to a safe dis­tance. A war­head is in­bound, max­i­mum yield.”

Drey­fus put a few more kilo­me­tres be­tween him­self and the car­rier, avert­ing his win­dows from the likely di­rec­tion of the blast. The war­head came in too quickly for him to track, just a scratch of pink light on his retina, and then the edge of the blast as its fringes pushed into his field of view. Bright, be­cause there was a lot of gas and volatile ma­te­rial in that cargo man­i­fest, now lost for­ever.

He ro­tated the cut­ter and swept the im­pact zone. Noth­ing but gas, dust and hot de­bris, ex­pand­ing rapidly out­ward. A few chunks of the car­rier might be large enough to do some dam­age if they in­ter­sected with Car­casstown, or in­deed any other habi­tat, but there was noth­ing ca­pa­ble of threat­en­ing an en­tire struc­ture.

“In­ter­dic­tion suc­cess­ful,” Drey­fus re­ported. “What about the other two?”

“War­heads are on their way, but they have fur­ther to travel. I’m send­ing two fish af­ter each as a pre­cau­tion. There won’t be time to launch a sec­ond pair of war­heads if the first isn’t suf­fi­cient.”

“Time to next strike?”

“Two min­utes, fol­lowed by the third a minute later. Both car­ri­ers will be within ninety kilo­me­tres of Car­casstown.”

“Cut­ting it fine, aren’t we?”

“The choice wasn’t ours.”

“While you have two min­utes to spare, I’d rec­om­mend a risk as­sess­ment on all other ro­botic car­ri­ers mov­ing through or into this sec­tor. And maybe be­yond.”

“I’ve al­ready flagged the likely threats. But I must be hon­est with you. If they throw ev­ery­thing at Car­casstown, there’s a very good chance of at least one of them get­ting through.”

“Then I need to get in­side Car­casstown sooner rather than later. I’ll dock as soon as the third car­rier has been taken out—and pray more aren’t on the way.”

“Very well. I’ll task a corvette to you as soon as the im­me­di­ate threat is neu­tralised.”

“Thank you.”

“Sec­ond in­ter­dic­tion is im­mi­nent. Look out for the fire­works.”

The nu­clear flash came a breath later, a hard white pulse with­out di­rec­tion or dis­tance, fierce enough to trig­ger his shields an in­stant af­ter the first pho­tons hit his op­tic nerves. The shield­ing cleared. Car­casstown was still there, back­dropped by a faint, thin­ning haze of ionised mat­ter.

“Suc­cess­ful in­ter­dic­tion. The fi­nal pair of war­heads are clos­ing on the third car­rier.” But Au­monier broke off, Drey­fus just catch­ing the edge of a clipped, ur­gent con­ver­sa­tion go­ing on around her.

“What is it?”

“We have a dis­tress mes­sage from the third car­rier. Some­one’s aboard, and they’ve just re­alised the trou­ble they’re in.” Ir­ri­ta­tion broke through her voice. “What were they do­ing un­til now? Sleep­walk­ing? Pell! Break those war­heads off!”

Even though Drey­fus was look­ing across hun­dreds of kilo­me­tres of space, he made out two bright, mo­men­tary hy­phens of light as the war­heads ad­justed their tra­jec­to­ries. They would cir­cle now, wait­ing for an­other com­mand.

“Time to im­pact with Car­casstown?” Drey­fus asked.

“Just un­der two min­utes.”

“Tell them they have one minute to get off that car­rier, by any means avail­able. It’s all you can do for them.” He paused. “That’s a sug­ges­tion, of course.”

“I’m pass­ing it through on the dis­tress chan­nel. Am I be­ing a fool, Tom, for the sake of a hand­ful of souls on that car­rier, against all the peo­ple in Car­casstown? They might not even be le­gal. They might not even be real.”

“You’re be­ing you,” he an­swered.

“I am, aren’t I?” Then, with a sigh of self-re­al­i­sa­tion: “Pell, pre­pare your war­heads to close in again on my com­mand.”

Drey­fus scanned space for the third car­rier, guess­ing its ap­prox­i­mate lo­ca­tion from the course that the war­heads had been on be­fore their de­vi­a­tion. Once he had a fix, he zoomed in, the car­rier ap­pear­ing sharp in his dis­plays but se­verely fore­short­ened by its di­rec­tion of ap­proach.

A speck of light de­tached from the car­rier. It drifted away then ac­cel­er­ated on an eye­lash of pink thrust. Not a suit, not a lone sur­vivor chanc­ing an air­lock egress.

“An es­cape cap­sule has left the car­rier,” he re­ported.

“No fur­ther con­tact,” Au­monier said. “They’ve had their chance—let’s hope they used it. Pell: take it out, both fish.”

The third flash came five sec­onds later. It was ac­tu­ally two blasts, too close to­gether to sep­a­rate. Drey­fus waited for the screens to drop. The car­rier was gone, ex­actly as hoped, but he only had to wait a few sec­onds for the less en­cour­ag­ing news to come.

“Pell re­ports that a large frag­ment came through in­tact. No pos­si­bil­ity of a re­peat at­tempt now.”

“Is it headed for Car­casstown?”

“Pro­jec­tions are un­clear. It’ll be a near miss if it doesn’t hit.”

Drey­fus re­turned his at­ten­tion to the wheel, now much larger than when he had last in­spected it. He would soon need to start slow­ing down if he wanted to dock on this pass. And in a very few sec­onds he would know if that sur­viv­ing frag­ment was enough to do Au­rora’s will af­ter her first two ef­forts had failed.

Lights sparked from the ring, like a di­a­mond bracelet catch­ing rays. Those were Car­casstown’s anti-col­li­sion de­fences go­ing off, fi­nally trig­gered by the close prox­im­ity of the frag­ment. Drey­fus steeled him­self. The pulses were aimed at the frag­ment, not him, but it would only take a bit of bad luck to have one of them ric­o­chet di­rectly at him. The ring weapons kept fir­ing, aug­mented by sim­i­lar in­stal­la­tions on the hub and spokes. It looked im­pres­sive, but a lot de­pended on how well main­tained, cal­i­brated and co­or­di­nated those de­fences were. Noth­ing he had seen in the jum­bled ar­chi­tec­ture of Car­casstown flooded him with con­fi­dence.

And yet it proved suf­fi­cient. The weapons snapped off: their rang­ing com­put­ers had de­cided that the threat was neu­tralised, or des­tined to pass by with­out col­li­sion.

Drey­fus saw noth­ing.

“Alert­ing CTC to track and cap­ture that de­bris,” Au­monier an­nounced.

“Are you still mon­i­tor­ing those other car­ri­ers?”

“Yes—more than twenty of them. No change in any of their tra­jec­to­ries. It’s a re­prieve, of sorts.”

“Of sorts,” Drey­fus echoed.

Drey­fus fought his way through a slow, jostling tide of prospec­tive evac­uees clog­ging the bot­tle­neck thor­ough­fares of the hub. He stopped an of­fi­cial and asked to be met by Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor Krenkel.

“Krenkel’s not on duty,” the flus­tered of­fi­cial said. “And if he’s got any sense he’ll be pulling in ev­ery pos­si­ble favour to get off Car­casstown.”

“Tell him he’s not leav­ing.”

Drey­fus waited ten min­utes, un­til a fraz­zled-look­ing Krenkel emerged from the chaos, his cloak of of­fice thrown on in a hurry, with the col­lar done up by the wrong fas­tener.

“One minute you tell me to look af­ter my fam­ily, the next that I can’t leave. Will you make up your mind?”

“Your fam­ily should leave,” Drey­fus said. “Panoply will as­sist, if they haven’t al­ready made ar­range­ments. You’ll stay put for the time be­ing, at least un­til I’ve spo­ken to Mirna Silk again. Take me to her, the quick­est pos­si­ble route.”

Krenkel shoved Drey­fus in the ap­prox­i­mate gen­eral di­rec­tion, not with­out a cer­tain bois­ter­ous en­thu­si­asm. “What was hap­pen­ing with those ships? Do we need to fear more of them?”

“We’ll have a re­sponse stand­ing by if more are di­rected to­ward Car­casstown.”

“Who’d want to do that us? We’re not bad neigh­bours. We don’t have neigh­bours!”

“It was di­rected at Mi­das, not the wheel as a whole.”

“Small con­so­la­tion!”

They went up the spoke, then boarded one of the sus­pended car­riages, again mov­ing against the flow of evac­u­a­tion. It was qui­eter here, though, and less fren­zied. As each minute passed, more and more peo­ple were opt­ing to stay put rather than rush for the air­locks. There were as many peo­ple drift­ing back to their work­places as were mov­ing to the spokes and back to the hub.

“The op­er­a­tion be­ing run through Mi­das has sprung into a new phase,” Drey­fus told Krenkel, as their car­riage moved along the un­du­lat­ing tube that en­cir­cled Car­casstown. “That’s what prompted the at­tack. Now we have to shut it down for good.”

“And they’ve sent . . . one of you?”

“Time’s of the essence. The threat to Car­casstown isn’t over, ei­ther— you need to make sure the evac­u­a­tion ef­fort con­tin­ues.”

Krenkel gri­maced. “My mas­ters won’t like it.”

“They’ll like be­ing dead even less.” Drey­fus in­jected ur­gency into his voice. “This is im­por­tant, Krenkel. Things are likely to get a lot worse be­fore they get bet­ter.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Krenkel bent his mouth down to a mi­cro­phone stitched into his cloak, be­gin­ning an in­creas­ingly heated in­ter­locu­tion with one of his su­pe­ri­ors. Drey­fus sat back, con­tent to let the man do his best. There was no point in bul­ly­ing the har­ried of­fi­cial, es­pe­cially when he was his only use­ful point of lever­age. Drey­fus grasped the con­flict­ing pres­sures of profit ver­sus pub­lic safety with­out need­ing to ap­prove of them.

Krenkel broke off, cup­ping a hand over his mi­cro­phone. “They’re ask­ing what the prob­lem is, if there aren’t any more of those ships on their way to us.”

Drey­fus cal­i­brated a use­ful half-truth. “Tell them that Panoply have threat-mark­ers on a num­ber of other ob­jects of con­cern mov­ing through this sec­tor.”

“Should I just men­tion Aba­cus?”

“No, keep Aba­cus out of it for now. I want an or­derly ex­o­dus, not a stam­pede.”

Krenkel nod­ded heav­ily. “Threat-mark­ers . . . ob­jects of con­cern.”

“Just that.”

Krenkel re­sumed his plead­ing. Af­ter a minute or so he broke off, look­ing cau­tiously ex­pec­tant. A low bleat­ing be­gan to echo from mul­ti­ple speak­ers strung along their route. A dozen bleats sounded, then a recorded voice an­nounced that a dou­ble-or­ange evac­u­a­tion con­di­tion was in force. The bleats re­sumed.

“I asked for red, but a dou­ble-or­ange is nearly as good,” Krenkel said. “It won’t per­suade ev­ery­one, but it should keep a gen­eral ex­o­dus go­ing.”

“You’ve done well,” Drey­fus said, recog­nis­ing that they were near­ing Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. “Now I want you to go and do what you can for your fam­ily.”

“What about Mirna Silk?”

“I’ll deal with her. She’s not your con­cern any­more.”

“You un­der­es­ti­mate me,” Krenkel said, as the car­riage wob­bled to a halt. “If these peo­ple hood­winked my of­fice, then I take that per­son­ally. I’d like to see jus­tice done.”

Drey­fus smiled, im­pressed by the man’s re­solve. “Fine, Krenkel. But it could get dif­fi­cult from here on in. You need to be ready for that.”

Krenkel worked hard to bury the qua­ver in his voice. “I’m ready.”

“Good.”

With the evac­u­a­tion or­der still sound­ing, they walked along the lengthy pas­sage lead­ing to the Mi­das re­cep­tion area, pass­ing the boast­ful graph­ics and se­duc­tive ad­ver­tis­ing slo­gans.

Mirna Silk was al­ready wait­ing for him at re­cep­tion in her yel­low gown, stand­ing next to the desk with her arms crossed and her heels dug in.

“Be­fore you ask, my staff have been in­structed to ig­nore this lat­est evac­u­a­tion warn­ing. I see it for what it is: a ham­fisted at­tempt to un­der­mine the le­git­i­mate busi­ness op­er­a­tions of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics.” She di­rected a look of pow­er­ful con­dem­na­tion at Krenkel. “Did Drey­fus stron­garm you into is­su­ing the or­der, Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor? I know you’re a pretty small cog, but I still thought you had enough of a spine to stand up to Panoply in­ter­fer­ence.”

“I as­sure you, the threat to Car­casstown is very real,” Drey­fus an­swered.

“Those ships have come and gone. You seemed to deal with them ad­e­quately, so why have you got ev­ery­one need­lessly pan­icked again? You should be else­where in the Glit­ter Band, do­ing real po­lice work.”

“Ah, the old ‘haven’t you got bet­ter things to be do­ing’ line,” Drey­fus said, smil­ing fondly. “You know, Mirna, there isn’t a po­lice­man in his­tory who hasn’t heard that one.”

“Which doesn’t mean it isn’t sound ad­vice.”

“Let me tell you the real pur­pose of those run­away ships,” Drey­fus an­swered mildly. “They were di­rected at Aba­cus, in an at­tempt to de­stroy it be­fore it does ir­re­versible harm. The agency di­rect­ing those ships didn’t care about col­lat­eral dam­age, about the thou­sands—in­clud­ing you—who would have had to die at the same time. You were in­con­se­quen­tial.” He kept his whiphound hol­stered but al­lowed his hand to rest on it. “I’m here to achieve the same end, but the dif­fer­ence with me is that I do care about who gets hurt. That ma­chine has to be shut down. The only re­main­ing ques­tion is whether you’re smart enough to help me do it or if you’ll make the mis­take of get­ting in my way. Which is it to be, Mirna?”

“You’re de­luded, Drey­fus. If our ri­vals were so brazen as to launch an at­tack, why would I want to fin­ish their work for them?”

“It wasn’t your ri­vals.”

Her gaze switched to the other man. “What do you know about this, Krenkel? You need to be tak­ing a stand. You have a con­trac­tual obli­ga­tion to pro­tect us from un­war­ranted in­ter­fer­ence.”

“I’m just a cog,” Krenkel replied, of­fer­ing his palms.

She snapped back onto Drey­fus. “What’s got you so spooked? That our pre­dic­tive meth­ods out­shine your own?”

“You’ve been brought in as a smoke­screen,” Drey­fus told her. “You’re ideal for the job be­cause you be­lieve what you’re in­volved in is fair and le­gal. I’m afraid you couldn’t be more wrong about that.”

She drenched her an­swer in con­tempt.

“I don’t have the first idea what you’re talk­ing about.”

Drey­fus shrugged. “Fetch me Salazar.”

“You can’t or­der me to do any­thing, not un­til you’ve ex­plained why any of this mat­ters to Panoply.” Her stance be­came more as­sertive, her jaw lift­ing de­fi­antly. “You’re not a po­lice­man, just a glo­ri­fied vote-counter with a uni­form and a whip fetish.”

Drey­fus an­swered coolly: “You need to start tak­ing me se­ri­ously, Miss Silk. You’ve been played, and Salazar is one of the ac­tors play­ing you. He’s en­gaged in some­thing you don’t know about, some­thing that places you in real and im­me­di­ate risk of death.” Drey­fus stud­ied her face, seek­ing a weak spot he could work at, a fis­sure in her ar­mour. “You were a high flier, Mirna. I’ve no doubt that your cre­den­tials are im­pec­ca­ble. But even you must have thought that it was a stroke of luck to be brought in to head this project, just when it’s on the cusp of cre­at­ing a world-chang­ing mar­vel like Aba­cus. There’s a rea­son no one had heard of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics un­til you were head­hunted: it didn’t ex­ist. The whole thing is smoke and mir­rors. You’re part of the cam­ou­flage, brought in to make this whole op­er­a­tion look plau­si­ble.” He kept his eyes on her, star­ing hard. “It’s a sham, and deep down you know it. You’ve had to fight and scrap your way up the lad­der. Ev­ery­thing you have was earned the hard way, through tal­ent and de­ter­mi­na­tion. Ex­cept this. It was handed to you on a plate, and no one’s ever given you any­thing for free be­fore.” He nod­ded, driv­ing his point home. “You know some­thing isn’t right.”

Some of the ob­sti­nance went out of her, just enough for Drey­fus to know he was lean­ing in the right di­rec­tion. “You think you know about me?”

“It’s my job to know. I’ve seen your bi­og­ra­phy, un­der­stood the hard knocks you’ve bounced back from. The deaths of your par­ents, the in­sti­tu­tions that didn’t know what to make of you. The bril­liance you found within your­self: that abil­ity to un­der­stand mar­kets, the way most of us un­der­stand breath­ing. You’re good, Mirna—very good. But you’re also re­al­is­tic enough to know when some­one else is pulling your strings.”

“I was told . . .” She hes­i­tated. “The back­ers be­hind Mi­das im­pressed on me the need for se­crecy, that I was be­ing brought in at a very high level. It was never in my in­ter­ests to ques­tion the work be­ing done many lay­ers of hi­er­ar­chy be­neath my own. I just . . . as­sumed.” She broke off, the frac­ture widen­ing. She seemed to slump in on her­self, then strug­gle back to some ap­prox­i­ma­tion of her for­mer com­po­sure. “All right. You said I was an op­por­tunist. All that means to me is that I’ve had the good sense to know when the wind is chang­ing. What sort of trou­ble am I in?”

“Re­mark­ably lit­tle, if you co­op­er­ate fully. You’ve made very few mis­takes in life, Mirna. Don’t start adding to them now.”

“Lis­ten to the man,” Krenkel urged. “We’ve worked well to­gether un­til now, Mirna. I be­lieve Drey­fus is talk­ing sense and I be­lieve you’d be well ad­vised to heed him.”

Silk ran some brief men­tal eval­u­a­tion, then turned to the re­cep­tion­ist. “Plos­sel, would you ask Doc­tor Salazar to join me in re­cep­tion.”

“Thank you,” Drey­fus said.

While they waited, Silk asked: “What don’t I know? I did my own due dili­gence on Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics be­fore ac­cept­ing this po­si­tion. I saw noth­ing that con­cerned me. Our meth­ods are in­no­va­tive, and we know our com­peti­tors have the wind up them be­cause of the fore­cast­ing suc­cess we’ve shown so far. That’s no rea­son to try and mur­der us all!”

“It’s not about mar­ket fore­cast­ing,” Drey­fus in­formed her.

“Then what?”

“Aba­cus is a prison, de­signed to con­tain a rogue ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence. Two, if it works as in­tended, which it won’t. What it will do is leave one of these in­tel­li­gences—which are cur­rently coun­ter­bal­anced by each other—unchecked, able to roam wild through our net­works, do­ing what it likes with us.”

Silk sat down on the edge of the desk, knees crossed be­neath her gown, clearly over­whelmed. “Why would any­one risk such a thing?”

“Be­cause they’re just clever enough to be blinded by their own bril­liance, but not so clever that they can imag­ine fail­ing.”

“I’ll talk to our back­ers,” Silk said, bright­en­ing as she saw a way through. “We’ll in­sti­gate a full au­dit, iden­tify those re­spon­si­ble, take mea­sures to pre­vent Aba­cus be­ing mis­used. The le­git­i­mate work can con­tinue.”

“I’m afraid it can’t,” Drey­fus said, as Doc­tor Salazar ap­peared. “It’s much too late for that. Those ships were sent your way by Au­rora, one of the in­tel­li­gences, as a last-ditch at­tempt to stop Aba­cus suck­ing her in.”

“I un­der­stand noth­ing of what you are say­ing,” Salazar said.

Drey­fus turned to the white-haired man, pro­ject­ing what he hoped was a will­ing­ness to find com­mon ground. “You’ve been duped, Aristarchus. I know that you’re keep­ing some­thing from Miss Silk. My guess is that you’ve been asked to make Aba­cus be­have in ways that don’t quite fit the Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics busi­ness model.”

“I don’t know—” he be­gan.

Drey­fus kept his voice low. “You an­swer to a sub­or­di­nate, per­haps more than one. Those are the in­fil­tra­tors, the ones who’ve been steer­ing you onto the rocks. Right?”

Salazar looked torn. His jaw worked. He re­garded Silk, Drey­fus, then Silk again. Drey­fus could see the strain in him, writ large in the puls­ing veins on his tem­ple. “I’m . . . I’m not at lib­erty to dis­cuss these mat­ters with Miss Silk.”

“What are you talk­ing about?” Silk de­manded. “You an­swer to me!”

“He thinks he’s deal­ing with an­other com­part­men­talised cell in this para­noid hall of mir­rors you call a com­pany,” Drey­fus said. “They’ve ter­ri­fied him, I imag­ine—let him know how bad the con­se­quences will be if he con­fesses the truth.”

“Speak freely, Doc­tor Salazar,” Silk urged.

Drey­fus tapped the whiphound. “Do it.”

Salazar looked around, some des­per­ate cal­cu­la­tion whirring be­hind his eyes, pos­si­bil­i­ties be­ing con­sid­ered, un­til—as Drey­fus imag­ined—he saw the same dis­mal re­sult com­ing up each time.

“They came to me, just be­fore the last hir­ing wave. Said we’d be run­ning a new ini­tia­tive, some­thing highly in­no­va­tive and there­fore covert.” He swal­lowed hard, his Adam’s ap­ple mov­ing like a stone in a river. “They said I’d be a highly re­garded in­ter­me­di­ary. Said I’d be am­ply re­warded when the work paid off. Gold pip­ing on this uni­form. Bonuses, share div­i­dends, a gilt-edged re­tire­ment plan. And that I wasn’t to dis­cuss the ini­tia­tive with my su­pe­ri­ors, be­cause of fears of an in­dus­trial mole in the high ech­e­lons.” He hes­i­tated. “I’m sorry, Mirna. They never said it was you di­rectly, but they dropped all the hints.”

“Aristarchus—” she be­gan.

“He was used,” Drey­fus in­ter­jected. “As were you, Mirna. The only dif­fer­ence is that you knew noth­ing, and Aristarchus knew a tiny bit. And now Aba­cus must be shut down im­me­di­ately.”

“What Drey­fus says . . . about ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gences be­ing trapped in­side Aba­cus? Is that true?”

“I was as­sured that the ben­e­fits far out­weighed—”

It was as much as Silk needed to hear. “Then de­stroy it! Take an axe to Aba­cus, if that’s what it’ll take. Smash the damned thing! If it’s as clever as I’ve been told, we can al­ways build an­other one.”

Salazar gasped out: “De­stroy it?”

“It’s the only way,” Drey­fus said. “Can it be done sin­gle-hand­edly, Doc­tor?”

Salazar dabbed a fin­ger at his fore­head as he cal­cu­lated. “Yes,” he said, at first timidly, then with grow­ing con­vic­tion. “Yes, it can be done, pro­vided I have ac­cess to the right work­sta­tion. Some are con­fig­ured to run the sim­u­la­tions, oth­ers to con­trol the ex­ec­u­tive func­tions. They can be re-tasked, though it takes time.”

Drey­fus nod­ded keenly. “Come on then, Aristarchus. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

“I’ll come too,” Silk said. Then, with a sort of guilty charm, as if she re­gret­ted her ear­lier rude­ness: “Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor, what will you do?”

“Krenkel will leave, and take care of him­self and his fam­ily,” Drey­fus said firmly. He turned to the man, nod­ded peremp­to­rily. “Panoply thanks you for your co­op­er­a­tion, Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor. You’ve been of as­sis­tance.”







CHAP­TER TWENTY-SEVEN

The de­tec­tive-mar­shal’s ship was larger than Thalia’s cut­ter, white where the lat­ter was black, and with the ag­gres­sive lines of a ve­hi­cle com­fort­able in many op­er­at­ing en­vi­ron­ments. Thalia nor­mally had at least the no­tion of tech­ni­cal su­pe­ri­or­ity in the line of her duty, as well as the moral courage that came from as­sert­ing Panoply’s ju­ris­dic­tional pow­ers. Nei­ther ap­plied now. She was in Yel­low­stone’s airspace, her au­thor­ity nil, at the po­ten­tial mercy of a faster, more pow­er­ful and un­doubt­edly bet­ter-armed coun­ter­part.

It was good that they were on am­i­ca­ble terms with Hes­tia Del Mar, then.

“I’m sorry Drey­fus couldn’t make it, De­tec­tive-Mar­shal. Rest as­sured that I’m one of his clos­est col­leagues, and you can be con­fi­dent in trust­ing the ev­i­den­tial pack­age to my care.”

“It’s all right, Ng,” came the re­ply from the near­ing ship. “Jane Au­monier has al­ready ex­plained why Drey­fus is ab­sent. We’ve been mon­i­tor­ing the drama as it plays out. It was a very close-run thing with those car­ri­ers. You’re lucky there weren’t more of them.”

Thalia had at­tempted to brief her­self on the emer­gency as she trav­elled from Val­sko-Venev to Yel­low­stone.

“We’d have scaled-up our re­sponse ac­cord­ingly, ma’am,” she an­swered, feel­ing she needed to speak well of her or­gan­i­sa­tion. Then, with an in­stinct for diplo­macy that had de­serted her with the lemurs: “As would yours, ma’am, faced with a sim­i­larly dy­namic threat.”

“You don’t need to but­ter me up, Ng. I’m giv­ing you the pack­age whether you’re nice about it or not. Stand by for dock­ing. I like to come in hard and fast, so try not to shoot me while I’m do­ing it.”

“Weapons are safed, ma’am. Ap­proach at your leisure.”

“Leisure?” Her scorn burned through the hull like a gamma ray. “Did Drey­fus teach you noth­ing? I don’t do leisure, Ng.”

The de­tec­tive-mar­shal’s ship hove along­side with a sud­den­ness that would have con­sti­tuted war­like in­ten­tions from any­one else. Dock­ing sur­faces clanged to­gether like a pair of bat­ter­ing rams. The cut­ter mewled out a protest at this undig­ni­fied treat­ment.

Thalia moved to the lock, ap­pre­hen­sion ham­mer­ing war drums in her ribcage. Not be­cause of Hes­tia Del Mar, but be­cause of what she knew her to be car­ry­ing. As Jane Au­monier had sug­gested she do, Thalia had joined some dots.

She knew what to ex­pect, but not how she would take it.

The lock opened. The de­tec­tive-mar­shal waited on the other side, her white uni­form un­adorned save for black trim at the cuffs and col­lar, and de­void of weapons or to­kens of en­force­ment. She was a stout, strong-shoul­dered and broad-faced woman whose sever­ity of ex­pres­sion was un­der­cut to only a small de­gree by her curls and a pep­per­ing of freck­les. She looked unim­pressed by Thalia.

It was hard to stand taller in weight­less­ness, but Thalia tried any­way.

“Pre­fect Ng,” her vis­i­tor stated.

“Thank you for this, De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar. Would you like to come aboard my cut­ter? There’s not much room, but—”

“It’s all right, Pre­fect Ng. If I wanted to test my sen­si­tiv­ity to claus­tro­pho­bia, I’d do it on my own time. I have the item.”

Thalia had been try­ing not to look at the ob­ject Del Mar car­ried, but there it was: a white cu­bic box, sten­cilled with in­struc­tions and warn­ings that were nearly fa­mil­iar, but not quite.

Thalia took the ev­i­den­tial preser­va­tion box. Al­though weight­less, she still felt the solemn mass of what­ever was in­side it.

“Tell Drey­fus I kept my word. What­ever is on that record­ing is be­tween it and him. Or you, since you seem to have been en­trusted with it.” Del Mar nod­ded be­yond Thalia, into the red gloom of her cut­ter. “I sup­pose you have the means to ac­cess the con­tents?”

“I do, De­tec­tive-Mar­shal, but I won’t be us­ing them. That’ll be for Pre­fect Drey­fus, when I hand this over.”

“He trusts you, then.”

“I hope so.”

There was a mo­ment when she thought Del Mar might turn around, seal the lock and de­tach her ship with­out a fur­ther word. Thalia was wrong, though.

“I know about the death of your col­league, Ng. I know what that box con­tains. I am . . . sorry. Al­though it can be no con­so­la­tion, I hope that the in­for­ma­tion in that record­ing in some way makes sense of his death.”

“I don’t know what it’ll tell us, De­tec­tive-Mar­shal. Just that Sparver be­lieved it was worth dy­ing for.” Thalia re­treated, tucked the box into a stor­age pouch, then floated back to the lock’s thresh­old.

“This Sparver was known to both you and Drey­fus? A re­spected and val­ued col­league?”

“He was.”

“Then I am cer­tain he knew what he was do­ing.” De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar reached out to clasp Thalia’s arm, squeez­ing it once. “That never hap­pened,” she added.

There was a mo­ment where they both re­cov­ered their re­spec­tive bear­ings.

“Once this is over,” Thalia said, swal­low­ing hard on her emo­tions, “I’m sure they’ll want you to know the full pic­ture.”

“Doubt­less they will. And if it’s down to Drey­fus, I may only have to wait five or six years to find out.” Then a sharp, com­mand­ing nod. “Be on your way, Pre­fect Ng. I don’t want to de­lay ei­ther of us in the ex­e­cu­tion of our du­ties.”

They un­docked. Thalia watched the sleek white space­craft stab its way back into Yel­low­stone’s at­mos­phere, gash­ing a re-en­try path un­til the bil­low­ing ochre clouds gob­bled it whole.

She ex­tracted the box from its pouch, opened it—break­ing the foil seals of the Cham­ber for City Se­cu­rity—and in­spected the dark, fist-sized relic within. It was all that was left of a suit-sized mass of quick­mat­ter and bone and meat; all that was left of Sparver Ban­cal.

Weight­less­ness glued a tear to her eye.

Af­ter Krenkel had de­parted, obey­ing the in­struc­tion to take care of him­self and his fam­ily, Drey­fus, Salazar and Silk went through to the gallery en­cir­cling the Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics bullpen. Drey­fus looked down on the ac­tiv­ity be­low, from the mot­tled golden orb of Aba­cus perched on its mon­strous plinth to the con­cen­tric pat­terns of work­sta­tions ar­ranged around it, and the calm but fo­cussed ac­tiv­ity of the yel­low-clad an­a­lysts hunched over their read­outs.

The place was no less busy than when he had last vis­ited. If any of the staff had made to leave, then they had ei­ther been re­placed or had drifted back to their du­ties once the im­me­di­ate dan­ger was over. The young man he had seen be­fore was among the work­ers, but now sit­u­ated fur­ther away, at a dif­fer­ent work­sta­tion. He was do­ing a good job of car­ry­ing on as usual, seem­ingly un­aware of any­thing hap­pen­ing on the gallery.

Around the walls, the mar­ket graph­ics con­tin­ued their ner­vous flick­er­ing.

Drey­fus spoke qui­etly to Salazar. “Is that your po­si­tion down there, still un­oc­cu­pied?”

“Yes.”

“Can you do what you need to do from there?”

“I can. My sta­tion has ex­ec­u­tive con­trol.”

Drey­fus set­tled his hands on the rail­ing. He leaned over and called out: “At­ten­tion, please. You’re un­der Panoply ob­ser­vance. Each of you is to stand back from your work­sta­tion. No one is to touch any­thing or is­sue any com­mand, by any means.”

No one moved for a mo­ment, un­til Silk leaned over the rail­ing next to Drey­fus. “Do as he says! We’re co­op­er­at­ing with Panoply fully. No one is to give a ges­tu­ral, sub-vo­cal or neu­ral com­mand. The au­dits will show if you dis­obey this com­mand, so don’t be so fool­ish as to try.”

“Sen­si­ble,” Drey­fus mur­mured, as the work­ers shuf­fled back in their seats and then rose to stand next to their sta­tions. Then, to Salazar: “Your move. I’m right be­hind you.”

Drey­fus un­hol­stered his whiphound but kept it spooled in, gripped in his hand like a trun­cheon. He fol­lowed Salazar down the clat­ter­ing treads of the spi­ral stair­case that con­nected the gallery to the floor. The work­ers were star­ing at him with ex­pres­sions rang­ing from mild con­cern to out­right in­dig­na­tion, and all shades in be­tween. Other than his sus­pi­cions about the young man, there was no telling which were the in­no­cent cases and which the in­fil­tra­tors.

Salazar nav­i­gated the spa­ces be­tween the sta­tions. He ar­rived at his po­si­tion and sat down. He set­tled his hands over the con­sole, which had been placed into some dor­mant state when he had been sum­moned to re­cep­tion. At Salazar’s com­mand it lit up with dis­plays and grids of con­trols, all suit­ably in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to Drey­fus.

Salazar’s fin­gers danced across the icons, each ges­tu­ral sweep caus­ing the con­sole to light up in some dif­fer­ent but equally im­pen­e­tra­ble con­fig­u­ra­tion of sym­bols, di­a­grams and in­put ar­rays.

Drey­fus looked over his shoul­der. “Are you in?”

Salazar twisted around to look at him. “I’m try­ing, Pre­fect. There seems to be some func­tion lock­out in force. There can’t be, though. No one could have up­dated this con­sole since I was last here.”

Salazar con­tin­ued with his ef­forts.

Drey­fus cast an eye at the glow­ing orb be­fore them. It throbbed, bright­en­ing and dim­ming ac­cord­ing to some un­sta­ble rhythm that his brain could not quite latch onto.

“Get­ting any­where?”

Salazar leaned back from the con­sole, star­ing at his fin­ger­tips as if they had been dipped in metal.

“No. Not yet. I’m try­ing to re­as­sign the work­sta­tion . . . I said it would be time-con­sum­ing. That should work, but . . . well, it isn’t.”

“He won’t suc­ceed, Drey­fus, no mat­ter how much time you give him.”

He turned to the voice, not all that sur­prised to see that it came from the young man. He was only slightly more sur­prised to see that the man had pro­duced a small but plau­si­bly deadly weapon, aimed now in the gen­eral di­rec­tion of Drey­fus and Salazar.

Drey­fus re­garded the young man. He had reached for a name be­fore and clutched at noth­ing ex­cept the nag­ging sense that he should have known it. Now he reached again and found some­thing that had been there all along.

“What do you think you’re go­ing to achieve, Haigler?”

The young man re­acted with a blink, but held his com­po­sure and aim.

“His name’s Tol­ley, not Haigler,” Silk said, look­ing down from the gallery. She looked sharply at Salazar. “Isn’t it?”

“I only know him as Tol­ley,” Salazar said de­fen­sively, push­ing his chair back from the con­sole in the un­der­stand­ing that all his ef­forts were fu­tile. “He’s one of my best data the­o­rists!”

“He’s Haigler,” Drey­fus said, with a weary fi­nal­ity. “That’s the name I knew him by, at any rate. He was an in­ductee, a Panoply re­cruit. He never got to be a pre­fect. He crashed out in the early stages of trainee as­sess­ment. I re­mem­bered his face from the classes I took, though, be­cause he was one of the more promis­ing ones.”

“I’m not Haigler.”

Drey­fus lacked the pa­tience for a spir­ited ar­gu­ment. “If you were go­ing to keep up the pre­tence of be­ing Tol­ley, draw­ing a gun on me wasn’t your best move. Who’s work­ing you?”

“No one’s work­ing me. How many more are com­ing?” He wag­gled the stubby lit­tle en­ergy weapon warn­ingly. “I know there’s a sec­ond Panoply ship on its way, prob­a­bly a corvette. What will it be? Medium en­force­ment, dual whiphounds?”

“You seem to have all the an­swers, Haigler.”

“Aren’t you go­ing to pre­tend it’s a big­ger force?”

“I don’t need to. Medium en­force­ment will more than suf­fice to han­dle the terms of your sur­ren­der.” Drey­fus frowned for ef­fect. “Af­ter all, you wouldn’t be so fool­ish as to think you could take on the whole of Panoply, would you?”

“It’s not just me.” Haigler glanced quickly around the room and made an up­ward beck­on­ing ges­ture. In uni­son half a dozen other an­a­lysts rose from their po­si­tions, each hold­ing the same kind of weapon. “We have con­trol of Aba­cus, Drey­fus. And no, we’re not go­ing to be fight­ing Panoply. Panoply will be lis­ten­ing to us and ac­cept­ing our terms.”

“I swear I wasn’t part of this,” Doc­tor Salazar said, rais­ing his hands. “You lied to me, Tol­ley!”

“He’s not even deny­ing that his name is Haigler now,” Drey­fus said. Then he looked around the room, at the an­a­lysts still seated at their work­sta­tions. He read their faces: shock, anger, be­wil­der­ment, fear. “All of you in here. Panoply is pre­pared to grant amnesties if we’re sat­is­fied that you had no di­rect knowl­edge of the con­spir­acy or its in­ten­tions. You can make that case more per­sua­sive for your­selves by do­ing any­thing you can to shut down Aba­cus.”

No one moved or showed any in­ten­tion to move.

“Per­for­mance bonuses,” Silk de­clared. “For any­one who man­ages to dis­able Aba­cus!”

“They’re not bit­ing,” Haigler said.

“I’ll sweeten the of­fer,” Drey­fus said. “If this sit­u­a­tion isn’t re­solved by the time my col­leagues ar­rive, I’ll es­ca­late the re­sponse to Heavy en­force­ment. Those whiphounds will be on au­ton­o­mous lethal set­tings. The only peo­ple here they won’t iden­tify as a pos­si­ble threat will be those of us wear­ing Panoply uni­forms.” He nod­ded con­temp­tu­ously at Haigler. “And flunk­outs don’t make the grade.”

This had the an­tic­i­pated ef­fect. One of the op­er­a­tives, a woman who, un­til then, had kept her head down and her eyes averted, made a spir­ited dive for her con­sole. Her fin­gers swept across the in­puts, the dis­plays cy­cling from one com­plex set of op­tions to the next. “I’m in,” she said breath­lessly. “Ac­cess­ing lock­out priv­i­leges. Ex­ec­u­tive func­tions . . . I can do it, Miss Silk!”

Haigler aimed his weapon and fired. A flash burst above the con­sole, de­stroy­ing it in­stantly, and the woman was flung back into her seat, her hands and fore­arms badly burned. There was a mo­ment’s si­lence be­fore the shock hit her sys­tem and the woman started shriek­ing.

“Look, this is tire­some,” Haigler said, barely rais­ing his voice above the woman’s cries. “It’s too late. Aba­cus is op­er­at­ing with­out in­put now. Once the in­ges­tion process reached a cer­tain point, our own con­trol op­tions were sus­pended.”

Drey­fus could barely be­lieve what he was hear­ing. “Are you in­sane?”

“We pre­dicted that the rogue in­tel­li­gences would at­tempt to use co­er­cive mea­sures. Dis­in­for­ma­tion, black­mail, psy­cho­log­i­cal ops. Threats just like the one we saw to­day, with those run­away space­craft. But we couldn’t al­low that to stop us.” Still hold­ing the weapon, he pawed his other hand against the yel­low fab­ric stretched across his chest, al­most plead­ingly. “We had to have re­solve. Had to keep our nerve. Hence this con­trol lock­out. And it’s for the best. It is work­ing, Drey­fus. We’re fi­nally do­ing what we should have done four years ago: put an end to the tyranny of these in­tel­li­gences.”

“You want a medal?”

“No, just your ac­knowl­edge­ment that a good and nec­es­sary thing is be­ing done here to­day. I’m no mon­ster, Drey­fus. None of us are.” Haigler used his free hand to ges­ture to the in­jured woman. “I didn’t want to do that, Karla. I liked you. I still like you.” Then he made an im­pa­tient mo­tion with the weapon. “She can leave. Go and get seen to.”

The woman was not ca­pa­ble of help­ing her­self to safety. Haigler al­lowed one of the other op­er­a­tives to come over and help her stum­ble out of the bullpen, leav­ing by a door on the same level as the floor.

“See?” Haigler said. “Not a mon­ster.”

“There’s a mount­ing pile of bod­ies that says oth­er­wise,” Drey­fus an­swered.

“We’re no dif­fer­ent, Drey­fus. Tell me that Panoply hasn’t ever weighed one set of lives against an­other. Wasn’t that ex­actly what hap­pened when those mis­siles de­stroyed As­set 227? Your col­league was in­side!”

“It’s not com­pa­ra­ble.”

“Isn’t it? I’d say it’s ex­actly com­pa­ra­ble. A sac­ri­fice for the greater good.”

Drey­fus bris­tled but said noth­ing. He let Haigler con­tinue.

“No one wanted to kill Tench. She was a loyal op­er­a­tive who was do­ing her duty. But the greater good had to be con­sid­ered. We were too close to suc­cess to be al­lowed to fail.”

“A pity I’ve ar­rived to spoil the party.”

Haigler shook his head. “It’s all over. Our la­tency met­rics show that one of the en­ti­ties is now al­most com­pletely within our grasp. The other is suc­cumb­ing nearly as quickly.”

“Nearly won’t cut it, you id­iot. The mo­ment one of those en­ti­ties no longer feels threat­ened by its ad­ver­sary, it’s over for ev­ery­one.”

“Our sim­u­la­tions say oth­er­wise. Do you think we’re fools, Drey­fus?”

Drey­fus rubbed at his chin, look­ing at the faces of the other in­fil­tra­tors gath­ered in the room. Now that he had iden­ti­fied Haigler, he thought he recog­nised other for­mer re­cruits among their num­ber. Not all of them, but enough that it could not pos­si­bly be co­in­ci­dence.

“Zhang,” he said, meet­ing the eyes of one of the data the­o­rists, a small, schol­arly-look­ing man with a neatly main­tained ton­sure. “Th­er­oux. And you were Woolmer, weren’t you?”

“Wool­cot,” the can­di­date said pee­vishly, as if hav­ing their name mis­re­mem­bered was a greater of­fence than be­ing recog­nised.

“None of you made the grade. I sup­pose if I was go­ing to re­cruit bright young things to run an op­er­a­tion counter to the wishes of Panoply, a bunch of dis­af­fected for­mer re­cruits wouldn’t be a bad start­ing point.” Drey­fus watched Haigler lift his chin, cock­sure. “But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there? None of you were the worst can­di­dates in your in­duc­tion groups.”

“I’m glad we rate well in your es­ti­ma­tion,” Haigler said. “Per­haps that’ll go some way to re­as­sur­ing you that we aren’t act­ing ir­re­spon­si­bly.”

“I see it now,” Drey­fus said. “You weren’t re­cruited be­cause you failed. You were iden­ti­fied as can­di­dates for this op­er­a­tion and then made to fail.” He sighed to him­self, reach­ing a point in his own train of thought where he could turn back or press on fur­ther, as much as he dis­liked the di­rec­tion it was tak­ing. “That re­quired co­or­di­na­tion from within Panoply, didn’t it? Some­one who is still in­side, fil­ter­ing can­di­dates and fail­ing those that meet the cri­te­ria for this.” He nod­ded slowly, re­signed to the process. “Some­one with the means to act against Mi­zler Cranach and In­g­var Tench.” His tone sharp­ened. “Who is it, Haigler? Who’s your pup­peteer?”

A se­ries of tones sounded from the con­soles. Haigler held up a fin­ger, the gun still in his hand, and cocked a head to Zhang. “Re­port, please.”

Zhang glanced ner­vously at Drey­fus and Doc­tor Salazar. “With them here?”

“The more they know, the bet­ter they’ll un­der­stand the point­less­ness of any ac­tion against us.”

Zhang spoke up in a pip­ing tone. “Aba­cus con­firms to­tal se­ques­tra­tion of the first en­tity, the one we think is most likely Au­rora. She’s trapped, un­able to es­cape or in­ter­act with any­thing out­side her des­ig­nated con­tain­ment space. In­ges­tion and se­ques­tra­tion of the sec­ond en­tity—prob­a­bly the Clock­maker—is pro­ceed­ing within ex­pec­ta­tions.”

Drey­fus looked to the mot­tled, glow­ing golden ball. If Zhang was cor­rect, then Au­rora was in the room, in­side that sphere, a hot, fu­ri­ous imp, bot­tled within a com­pu­ta­tional vol­ume mil­lions of times smaller than her for­mer play­ground.

His neck hairs prick­led.

“Is she ex­e­cut­ing?”

Haigler seemed to find the ques­tion odd. “She’s caught, Drey­fus, so why does it mat­ter what she’s do­ing?”

“If you’ve made her smaller, then you’ve made her faster. She’ll be a bil­lion steps ahead of you al­ready.”

“She can be as fast and pow­er­ful as she likes,” Haigler an­swered. “She can’t de­feat a log­i­cal bar­rier.” Then, to Zhang: “Are the la­tency met­rics show­ing any un­to­ward be­hav­iour from the Clock­maker?”

“No, noth­ing be­yond the scope of our sim­u­la­tions. We’re draw­ing it in.”

“Why isn’t it break­ing loose, now that it no longer has to guard against Au­rora?” Drey­fus asked.

“Be­cause we’ve been clever,” Haigler an­swered, with a quick blush of pride. “We couldn’t avoid some de­lay be­tween the first and sec­ond con­tain­ment pro­cesses. To guard against that ‘break­ing loose,’ as you put it, we use our same aware­ness of la­tency met­rics to cre­ate a tem­po­rary ghost im­age of the first en­tity, lin­ger­ing just long enough to con­vince the sec­ond one that it must still guard against its ad­ver­sary.” He flashed a self-sat­is­fied smile. “I de­signed much of that. Of course, I had the orig­i­nal Catop­sis to build on, but still . . . there’s much that’s orig­i­nal here, Drey­fus. Much that’s orig­i­nal and, frankly, in­no­va­tive. I’m Panoply’s loss. I’d have made a su­perb net­work the­o­rist.”

“I doubt that you’re any­one’s loss,” Drey­fus said with dry amuse­ment. He lifted his bracelet, mean­ing to up­date Au­monier.

“Don’t bother,” Haigler said. “Your comms won’t work. We’ve sus­pended ab­strac­tion through­out Car­casstown. Aba­cus needs to use max­i­mum net­work re­sources right now.”

Drey­fus tried to bounce his call back to Panoply via his cut­ter, but even that was de­nied him.

“It’s Lovro Breno,” he said, low­er­ing his bracelet re­signedly. “He’s the one who got to pick and choose who re­mained in can­di­date train­ing. He’s the one who was in the per­fect po­si­tion to se­lect bod­ies for this. Am I right?”

“The im­age is sig­nalling its de­sire to com­mu­ni­cate,” Zhang cut in, as a se­ries of chimes pulsed across the con­soles.

“The im­age?” Drey­fus asked.

“The cap­tured in­tel­lect,” Haigler replied. “Al­though Au­rora re­mains safely par­ti­tioned within Aba­cus, she still has a lim­ited chan­nel for self-ex­pres­sion. Her will­ing­ness is in­ter­est­ing, don’t you think? It sug­gests an un­der­stand­ing of her predica­ment. A de­sire to bar­gain, per­haps even to beg.”

“Au­rora is re­quest­ing Drey­fus,” Zhang said.

Haigler shrugged. “Bet­ter put him on.”







CHAP­TER TWENTY-EIGHT

Thalia was half­way back to Panoply when the Supreme Pre­fect called through to her cut­ter.

“Ng. I have con­fir­ma­tion from the Cham­ber for City Se­cu­rity that you com­pleted the ren­dezvous with De­tec­tive-Mar­shal Del Mar. I pre­sume the ev­i­den­tial pack­age is now in your safe­keep­ing?”

“It is, ma’am. Would you be kind enough to let Pre­fect Drey­fus know I ex­pect to be docked in about thirty-five min­utes, de­pend­ing on traf­fic?”

“That’s the rea­son I’m call­ing, Ng. Events are mov­ing faster than we an­tic­i­pated. Af­ter Drey­fus helped avert the im­me­di­ate threat to Car­casstown, we agreed that he should move to shut down their il­le­gal pro­gram with­out de­lay.”

Thalia flashed back to the facts she had picked up in the tac­ti­cal room.

“The com­puter, ma’am?”

“Yes. Aba­cus, be­ing run out of a cover out­fit called Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. I’ll push a full brief­ing through to your com­pad: di­gest as much of it as you can while en route to Car­casstown.”

“Car­casstown, ma’am?”

“Yes. We’ve lost con­tact with Drey­fus.”

Thalia’s de­nial was re­flex­ive. “No, ma’am.”

“I’m afraid so. We’re also read­ing a sud­den and un­sched­uled shut­down of all ab­strac­tion ser­vices within Car­casstown. I’ll keep an open mind as to the rea­sons, but un­til I have a fuller pic­ture I want ex­tra eyes and ears on the ground. Lo­cate Drey­fus and ren­der as­sis­tance. Your gog­gles will guide you to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics.”

“I’ll ex­pe­dite it, ma’am.”

“You’ll lead a team rather than go­ing in alone. I have a corvette mov­ing in un­der Pasin­ler. Ren­dezvous ahead of dock­ing, se­cure the ev­i­den­tial pack­age and as­sume com­mand of a Medium en­force­ment ac­tion.”

“Should we go in harder, ma’am?”

“Drey­fus was try­ing to avoid an es­ca­la­tion, and I’m minded to fol­low his lead. Be ready to aug­ment if the sit­u­a­tion proves as fluid as I fear.”

Off the main floor of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics was a small, spar­tan room con­tain­ing an up­right sheet of glass in a wheeled metal frame, as in­nocu­ous as a piece of left­over con­struc­tion ma­te­rial.

Haigler stood be­hind Drey­fus, both of them fac­ing the pane.

“Bring her up, Zhang.”

A smoky glow filled the frame. The glow co­a­lesced into a hu­man form, al­beit one pressed into the flat­tened ge­om­e­try of the frame. It was Au­rora, as Drey­fus recog­nised from their many en­coun­ters. Her fig­ure floated and writhed, mov­ing with the lan­guid agony of a tor­mented soul. Her mouth moved slowly but noth­ing emerged. Her eyes stared out of the frame, be­witched with fear but darkly un­com­pre­hend­ing.

She had known what they were try­ing to do to her, Drey­fus thought. But in the aw­ful process of cap­tur­ing her, had that very knowl­edge been scraped away?

“I’m here,” he stated.

A voice emerged from the glass: dis­tant, murky, as if she were speak­ing to him from un­der wa­ter. Speak­ing while drown­ing, or while al­ready drowned.

“Drey . . . fus.”

Her eyes had still not found him. “Can you see me?”

“No—only . . . hear you. You’re very far away. I don’t like this, Drey­fus. I don’t like what they’ve done to me.”

“What do you re­mem­ber?”

“Fear,” she an­swered. “Fear and the thought of time run­ning out. Some­thing hap­pen­ing that I didn’t want to hap­pen.” An ac­cusatory look ap­peared on her flat­tened, mi­rage-dis­torted fea­tures. “Some­thing you were meant to stop.”

“I did my best.” He paused. “You’re trapped in Aba­cus. It’s a com­puter, de­signed to hold you pris­oner.”

Her eyes flashed with de­fi­ance. “It won’t hold me.”

“Be that as it may, you have a sec­ond prob­lem. Ac­tu­ally, we both do.”

“Who is that man be­hind you?”

“Haigler. One of the ar­chi­tects of your down­fall. He’s not re­ally the king­pin. That’d be Lovro Breno, one of our own.”

The vague di­rec­tion of her gaze seemed to miss Drey­fus en­tirely now.

“I’ll find some­thing ap­palling to do to both of them.”

“I’m sure you won’t be short for in­spi­ra­tion. Your im­me­di­ate dif­fi­culty is the Clock­maker.” He stared at her, not see­ing the spite­ful re­ac­tion he had ex­pected. “Your ad­ver­sary. You re­mem­ber?”

“There was an­other, yes.”

“You’ve spent years try­ing to an­ni­hi­late each other. Call it a mer­ci­ful stale­mate. Now that bal­ance has been up­set. They’ve got you, but they haven’t got the Clock­maker yet.”

“I . . . be­gin to re­mem­ber.” A wild alarm pre­sented it­self. “And I don’t like it! He mustn’t tri­umph! And he will if I’m not there to rein him in!” Fury coars­ened her voice. “You’ve got to let me go, Haigler! I know my ad­ver­sary. I’ve seen the un­speak­able things he does.”

“This was an­tic­i­pated,” Haigler com­mented qui­etly. “It changes noth­ing. We don’t need her ex­per­tise to com­plete our work. We out­foxed her, just as we’re out­fox­ing the Clock­maker.” He raised his voice. “Are you sat­is­fied that you have enough to go back to Jane Au­monier with?”

“Nearly. Just one ques­tion for Au­rora.” Drey­fus waited a beat. “Why only three?”

Haigler said: “Why three what?”

“She knows what I’m ask­ing,” Drey­fus said. But the fig­ure trapped in the pane of glass showed only blank in­com­pre­hen­sion, as if he had asked his ques­tion in the wrong lan­guage.

“We’re done, Zhang,” Haigler said.

Au­rora’s form froze into mo­tion­less­ness and then dis­persed back into a pale fog. In turn the fog dis­si­pated to leave the pane as clear as it had been when they first ar­rived.

Haigler took Drey­fus back into the bullpen. With­out a word, Drey­fus col­lected his equip­ment and fixed it back onto his uni­form. He was reach­ing for the whiphound when Haigler whis­pered a silent “no” and put his hand on the ob­ject.

Mirna Silk called down from the gallery: “What hap­pened in there, Pre­fect?”

Drey­fus looked up. “They’ve caught their dragon.”

Thalia brought her cut­ter along­side the corvette when they were one hun­dred kilo­me­tres out from Car­casstown. She scooped the ev­i­den­tial pack­age from the pouch and moved aboard the other craft. It was like mov­ing from a de­cent cup­board into a roomy if oddly shaped par­lour. The corvette was eight times larger than a cut­ter, with sep­a­rate com­part­ments and am­ple space for a squad of pre­fects and their equip­ment.

Pasin­ler was the first one she saw, webbed into the re­cum­bent pi­lot­ing po­si­tion near the corvette’s stubby, sen­sor-bulging nose. Pasin­ler was su­per­nu­mer­ary, part of Panoply’s pool of pi­lots who had ex­pert rat­ings across all classes of en­force­ment ve­hi­cle. Pre­fects who had put in suf­fi­cient hours on cut­ters were per­mit­ted to op­er­ate corvettes, but it was just as com­mon­place to as­sign a ded­i­cated pi­lot, es­pe­cially when reg­u­lar pre­fects were in short sup­ply for field op­er­a­tions.

“Were you on nor­mal du­ties, Pasin­ler?” she asked, lean­ing into the thicket of screens and con­trols that sur­rounded him.

“Neg­a­tive, Ng. We were tasked straight from Panoply as soon as this busi­ness with the car­ri­ers started up. We didn’t see any ac­tion, though; Pell and the oth­ers had cleaned up the mess be­fore we were needed. You know how Pell likes to blow things up.”

She looked through the in­ter­me­di­ate bulk­head to a con­fu­sion of pre­fects busy strap­ping on tac­ti­cal ar­mour. “Who else is with us?”

“Breno, Coady, Laza, Moriyama, Mep­pel. Breno was des­ig­nated point for any pos­si­ble ac­tion when we de­parted, but that was un­til Au­monier in­formed us Drey­fus had gone dark and that you’d be lead­ing the en­try.”

Thalia eval­u­ated the names, stitch­ing faces and bi­ogra­phies to them. Of course she knew Lovro Breno, but she was only hazily fa­mil­iar with the oth­ers. She rum­maged through sev­eral years’ worth of field re­ports and tac­ti­cal de­brief­ings, pro­mo­tions and ex­em­plary ser­vice no­ti­fi­ca­tions.

“Coady and Laza were on the Bas­tia-Lom­poc lock­down, weren’t they?”

“Yes, and you know how well that went.”

“It would have gone a damned sight worse if it wasn’t for the op­er­a­tives we had in-field. What about Moriyama and Mep­pel? Weren’t they only just in my in­duc­tion class?”

“Prob­a­bly about five years ago, Ng. Not as green as you think, but the least ex­pe­ri­enced of the five, cer­tainly.”

“Re­sume ap­proach, Pasin­ler. I’ll take Breno, Coady and Laza. The Supreme Pre­fect wants to con­duct this as a Medium en­force­ment ac­tion, so all five of us would be ex­ces­sive.”

“Your call, Ng.”

“It is, Pasin­ler,” she an­swered crisply, as if there had been any de­bate to be had.

“What about your cut­ter?”

“De­tach it re­motely, and have it stand by to ren­der as­sis­tance if needed. It has a full ord­nance load and enough fuel to be use­ful to us. Co­or­di­nate with Thyssen if re­quired.”

Not wait­ing for an an­swer, Thalia shoul­dered her way through the bulk­head into the sep­a­rate com­part­ment, where her squad—what was about to be­come her squad—was get­ting ready.

She picked out Lovro Breno first. Easy, given the red­headed gi­ant’s im­pos­ing stature. Al­ready gog­gled, tac­ti­cal ar­mour mak­ing a black wall of his chest, he was clip­ping on the sec­ond of his two whiphounds, ad­just­ing the quick-re­lease hol­ster so that the de­ploy­ment an­gle was ex­actly to his lik­ing.

“Pre­fect Breno, I’m as­sum­ing com­mand of this Medium en­force­ment ac­tion.”

“As no­ti­fied, Pre­fect Ng,” Breno said eas­ily. “The or­der came through from the Supreme Pre­fect just be­fore you docked.” He glanced back at the oth­ers, the mus­cles in his neck bulging like foot slopes. “Who d’you want?”

“I’ll take Coady and Laza based on field ex­pe­ri­ence, un­less you dis­agree?”

“That would be my rec­om­men­da­tion also.”

“Moriyama, Mep­pel,” she called out. “No need to gear up just now.” She read their chas­tened faces, un­der­stand­ing how they felt at be­ing de­s­e­lected. Pre­fects never rel­ished trou­ble but a tricky en­force­ment op­er­a­tion, han­dled com­pe­tently, might grease a rise through the ranks. “You’ll hold ship with Pasin­ler. If things go south in Car­casstown, we may face civil dis­or­der and anti-Panoply sen­ti­ment. Be pre­pared to de­fend the ve­hi­cle and take all nec­es­sary mea­sures in ac­cor­dance with the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles.” Feel­ing that a bit more pres­sure would ac­tu­ally help them ad­just to their roles, she added: “The heat’s on you while I’m in­side, so don’t fuck it up.”

Lovro Breno leaned in with a whis­per. “Nice style, Ng. I might copy it, next time my squad needs a pep talk.”

“You have se­nior­ity over me by dint of ser­vice, Lovro,” she an­swered. “So I ap­pre­ci­ate that you didn’t ques­tion my as­sign­ment on this squad.”

“I un­der­stand this is per­sonal for you, Ng,” he said. “The last thing I’d want to do is stand in the way of that, know­ing your re­spect for Drey­fus.” He nod­ded, his eye­less, gog­gled face a mask of stoic con­fi­dence. “We’ll find him, that I guar­an­tee.”

Thalia set about fix­ing on her own tac­ti­cal ar­mour and whiphounds. She slipped on the gog­gles and moved to one of the for­ward win­dows. They were much closer now, the wheel dead ahead. The gog­gles dropped a ghostly over­lay over the struc­ture, com­piled from Panoply’s most up-to-date model of Car­casstown’s in­te­rior, with a faint, spi­der­ing course show­ing the sug­gested route from the ball-shaped hub to the point out on the rim where Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics op­er­ated.

Pasin­ler called her for­ward and in­formed Thalia that her cut­ter had un­docked and was stand­ing off, await­ing fur­ther in­struc­tions.

“What about Drey­fus’s ship? Do we have vis­ual yet?”

“No, and we won’t un­til we’re in­side that sphere. All the ship-han­dling fa­cil­i­ties are on the in­ner face.”

“I don’t like it, Pasin­ler. Feels too much like walk­ing into a room with­out an es­cape route. Are you sure there’s nowhere else we can clamp on? What about on the rim it­self, sav­ing us the jour­ney out from the hub?”

“Noth­ing rated to take a corvette, Ng. There are a few light ser­vice locks, but with the rim’s ro­ta­tion, we’d risk pulling the sta­tion apart. Don’t worry about the hub; there’s noth­ing we can’t shoot our way out of.”

“All right,” she said, ac­cept­ing his judge­ment. “Take us in, at max­i­mum threat pos­ture. This might be a Medium en­force­ment, but it doesn’t mean I’m a pushover.”

“Com­ply­ing.” Pasin­ler worked the pre­ci­sion thrusters, lin­ing up for the hole in the hub. “I’m drop­ping re­lays, but as a pre­cau­tion I’ve sig­nalled Panoply that we may lose re­li­able comms once we’re in­side that sphere.”

“I’m count­ing on it,” Thalia said.

Her squad moved to the for­ward lock, crowd­ing in as the corvette slipped into the sphere at lit­tle more than walk­ing pace. The in­te­rior of the sphere was a blaze of light, with the vast, half-bro­ken hulks of space­ships float­ing in its weight­less core. Thalia’s gaze swept around, her gog­gles ren­der­ing the corvette tem­po­rar­ily trans­par­ent. She was sur­prised at how lit­tle was go­ing on. For an econ­omy built around the dis­man­tling and re­forg­ing of space­ships, there was a dis­tinct lack of ac­tiv­ity.

“Ev­ery­one sane is ei­ther gone or try­ing to get out, is my guess,” she said.

They cir­cled around, nos­ing be­tween the wrecks and hulks, the skele­tons of ships be­ing re­born, un­til Pasin­ler in­di­cated the tiny form of a Panoply cut­ter, lodged in the in­ner sur­face of the sphere like a thorn.

“There.”

“Get us as close as you can.”

Pasin­ler in­di­cated a va­cant lock about two hun­dred me­tres fur­ther around the in­ner curve of the sphere. “That should do us.”

“Good. Lat­eral lock, please, so we can make a rapid de­par­ture.”

Pasin­ler shook his head. “Not enough room for us be­tween those berthing vanes if we crab in side­ways. It’ll need to be nose lock or noth­ing, un­less you want to go into suits and jump across vac­uum.”

“Nose it is. I’ll take what I can get.”

They com­pleted the dock­ing with­out in­ci­dent, cap­ture clamps latch­ing on with a rapid me­chan­i­cal tat­too. In­stantly the corvette felt fixed to some much larger, im­mov­able thing. “Se­cure for board­ing, Ng. Good luck in there.”

“Mind the fort with Moriyama and Mep­pel. And pray I’ve got Drey­fus with me when I get back.”

“I will, Ng.”

“One more thing, Pasin­ler. If this op­er­a­tion takes longer than an hour, it means some­thing’s gone wrong. Un­less I send in­struc­tions to the con­trary, you’re to un­dock and pre­serve the corvette and the ev­i­den­tial pack­age I brought aboard. It must reach Panoply, and if it can’t be seen by Drey­fus then I count on you to en­sure it reaches no one but the Supreme Pre­fect her­self. I mean no one. Is that un­der­stood?”

“Trans­par­ent.”

“Thank you, Pasin­ler.”

She made a fi­nal sweep of Breno, Coady and Laza, mak­ing sure ev­ery­one was ar­moured up, gog­gled and equipped with dual whiphounds pre-set to the nec­es­sary en­force­ment level.

“Drey­fus’s whiphound was mo­tion-track­ing when he made his first in­spec­tion of Car­casstown,” she said. “That gives us a re­li­able path from the hub to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics. Lo­cal comms are down, but our bracelets will work in­de­pen­dently, pro­vided we’re not too far apart. I’m hop­ing we may be able to con­tact Drey­fus by the same means, once we start get­ting closer to the rim.”

Thalia opened the lock, ac­cess­ing a clear path all the way through to the in­te­rior of Car­casstown. The m-lock in­di­cated nom­i­nal pres­sure and an ab­sence of read­ily iden­ti­fi­able haz­ards.

“Pro­ceed,” she said, and pushed her­self through the mem­brane.







CHAP­TER TWENTY-NINE

Haigler brought Drey­fus back from the cell where Au­rora had man­i­fested. He in­di­cated a seat and when Drey­fus was slow to set­tle into it, Haigler cuffed him about the back of the head with some blunt part of his en­ergy weapon.

Through a veil of pain, the slump­ing, scalp-blood­ied Drey­fus re­garded the golden orb of Aba­cus. “It’s tak­ing you too long, Haigler,” he said. “You can see that, can’t you? You think you can keep fool­ing the Clock­maker, but you’re deal­ing with an in­tel­lect be­yond any­thing you’ve met or imag­ined.”

“We have Au­rora,” Haigler said, mov­ing to stand in front of him, sat­is­fied that the other con­spir­a­tors were enough to keep Drey­fus where he was. “That’s inar­guable. Now we’re do­ing the same to her ad­ver­sary. It is work­ing. Zhang would say if it weren’t. It is, isn’t it, Zhang?”

“All pa­ram­e­ters . . . nor­mal,” Zhang stam­mered out, bend­ing over to read the near­est con­sole’s sum­mary.

“Con­sider the ev­i­dence, Drey­fus,” Haigler said. “We’re in a po­si­tion of rel­a­tive vul­ner­a­bil­ity out here. Au­rora al­ready proved that, with her at­tempt at de­stroy­ing Car­casstown. It didn’t suc­ceed, but on an­other day it might well have. Thanks for the in­ter­ven­tion, by the way.”

“Glad we were of as­sis­tance.”

“There’s noth­ing pre­vent­ing the Clock­maker try­ing the same thing, on an even grander scale. But it’s not hap­pen­ing, is it?”

Drey­fus shrugged. “From here, I’m not sure I’d know.”

Haigler swiped a hand un­der his nose. “We would, and we’re not see­ing it. No co­or­di­nated ac­tion against Car­casstown, on a small or large scale. That’s proof enough that the Clock­maker isn’t aware of the threat to its lib­erty. It doesn’t see that we al­ready have our hooks—” He glared at Zhang, as the con­soles be­gan to emit an au­di­ble alert, more stri­dent than any­thing Drey­fus had heard so far. “What?”

“I’m not sure,” Zhang an­swered ner­vously. “Ab­strac­tion is still locked out, as planned. Now ev­ery­thing else is shut­ting down. En­crypted and un­en­crypted civil­ian comms, space traf­fic con­trol, po­si­tional house­keep­ing . . . All sig­nals and sen­sor chan­nels are go­ing off. This is more than we in­tended.”

Haigler kept his voice level, but the strain broke through it.

“Con­firm that Aba­cus still has ac­cess to its priv­i­leged chan­nels.”

“Aba­cus is . . . Aba­cus is seek­ing work­around path­ways.”

“Seek­ing?”

Zhang seemed like a man un­der­go­ing a seizure or per­haps in the grip of a mild elec­tri­cal con­vul­sion. His jaw moved be­neath his skin, sharp and an­gu­lar, a blade try­ing to break through the flesh. “I . . . I can’t con­firm. I can’t con­firm that Aba­cus still has . . . has valid path­ways. Valid chan­nels.”

Drey­fus looked on.

“You’re fly­ing blind,” he com­mented mildly.

Haigler leaned in close enough that his breath hit Drey­fus.

“If you can get a sig­nal back to Au­monier, you’d bet­ter tell the bitch queen to stop these tricks.”

“I’d need comms for that, Haigler. Maybe you’d like to re­store them for me? Not that it would do you much good. What­ever’s go­ing wrong here, it’s not Panoply.”

“Then what?”

“The Clock­maker. This is the re­sponse you were busy brag­ging about not hap­pen­ing. The Clock­maker’s de­tected that you’ve cap­tured Au­rora and it’s act­ing ac­cord­ingly.”

A wild con­tra­dic­tion played out in Haigler’s ex­pres­sion. He wanted to deny Drey­fus, but the ev­i­dence of his senses was too over­whelm­ing. Some­thing was hap­pen­ing.

Some­thing that wasn’t part of the plan.

“Why not just de­stroy her? De­stroy us as well. But why not?”

“You’re think­ing like a per­son,” Drey­fus replied, “not a pretty hate ma­chine.”

Haigler snarled, “What are you say­ing?”

“Only that you can’t put your­self in the Clock­maker’s frame of mind. We’ve lived with the threat of these in­tel­li­gences for a few short years. To them, it’s been vastly longer than that. Even dis­persed, even forced to be less than they could be, they’ve been squar­ing off against each other for cold eter­ni­ties. Plot­ting. Schem­ing. De­spis­ing. Imag­in­ing a bil­lion cru­el­ties they’d like to visit on their ad­ver­sary. An­ni­hi­la­tion isn’t suf­fi­cient; the other one has to suf­fer. It has to know that it’s been bet­tered.” Drey­fus smiled through his dis­com­fort, glad to be able to twist the knife. “That’s what’s hap­pen­ing now.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I can’t,” he ad­mit­ted. “But I have to ask my­self: if you haven’t lost con­trol, then why are you look­ing so fright­ened?”

The lights went out. The room was dark, but not quite black. The con­soles were still lit, and a brassy glow still spilled from Aba­cus. A si­lence held, un­bro­ken by any of the dis­tant sounds Drey­fus had, un­til then, pushed from his aware­ness. It was as if ev­ery process within Car­casstown —not just the small part of it as­signed to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics—had come to a halt.

The peo­ple at the con­soles, the in­no­cents and in­fil­tra­tors, were dark stat­ues edged in sul­try light.

“What now?” Haigler de­manded.

Zhang took a mo­ment to re­spond, locked in his own paral­y­sis of fear and in­com­pre­hen­sion. “We’re on our own re­serve power. All the out­side ameni­ties have stopped. No power, no in­ter­nal com­mu­ni­ca­tions, no wa­ter or cool­ing, not even any air cir­cu­la­tion.”

“Krenkel got the sta­tion put on a dou­ble-or­ange alert,” Drey­fus said. “Does any of this fit the pat­tern?”

“Not at all,” Zhang an­swered. “The last thing you’d want to do in an evac­u­a­tion is cut off power!”

Drey­fus heard a chime from his bracelet.

“Tell Au­monier to stop this,” Haigler barked.

“It’s not her,” Drey­fus in­sisted, lift­ing the bracelet. “Thalia?” he asked, hav­ing seen her name flash up on the dis­play. “Did you suc­ceed in the ev­i­den­tial han­dover?”

Her voice was thready, phas­ing in and out. “I did, sir, and the pack­age is se­cure. I’m in Car­casstown, mov­ing in on your po­si­tion. We’re on lo­cal comms only; some­thing was in­ter­fer­ing with the sig­nal un­til that power drop.”

“I’m happy to hear from you, Thalia, but you re­ally shouldn’t be here.”

“I’m not alone. I have a corvette on dock and a Medium en­force­ment squad with me. Do you know what’s hap­pened with the power and life sup­port, sir?”

“Only that it’s not our do­ing, and it doesn’t seem to be part of these goons’ plan.”

“Are you all right, sir?”

“I’m com­pro­mised, Thal. I’ve been at­tempt­ing to per­suade Haigler and his friends to abort Aba­cus be­fore they get in too deep, but I fear that time’s passed. It’s too late for any sort of en­force­ment level now. Re­turn to the corvette and be­gin co­or­di­nat­ing mass evac­u­a­tion mea­sures. We need to evac­u­ate the civil­ian cit­i­zens, then nuke Car­casstown while there’s still a faint chance of wip­ing out both Au­rora and the Clock­maker.”

“What about you, sir?”

“You can’t help me. But you can help Panoply. In­form the Supreme Pre­fect that Lovro Breno is our mole—”

He was whacked on the head again, this time with suf­fi­cient force­ful­ness to knock him out for a sec­ond or two.

He came round to a vice­like pres­sure on his skull. He thought about Grigor Bac­chus and won­dered if he had felt some­thing sim­i­lar, in his last sec­onds of con­scious­ness.

Be­yond the bullpen, some­thing started up. It was a feel­ing more than a sound—some dis­tant in­dus­trial process, rhyth­mic and low-toned. Drey­fus did not think it had been part of the nor­mal back­ground of Car­casstown be­fore the in­ter­rup­tion.

It was some­thing new.

Some­thing bad.

Thalia had heard enough. One of her dual-is­sue whiphounds was form­ing half of the for­ward cor­don. She made a mo­tion, mov­ing her hand to the one still on her belt.

“Pre­fect Breno, I’m sorry to—”

But Breno was quicker, al­ready on his whiphound. Com­mend­able, she thought. Rapid sit­u­a­tional ori­en­ta­tion and tac­ti­cal de­ploy­ment. That at­ten­tion to de­tail, ad­just­ing the an­gle of his hol­ster, had paid off. He had an ad­van­tage over her, of course. The news from Drey­fus had hit her un­ex­pect­edly, but Breno must have been pre­pared for his com­plic­ity to be ex­posed.

That ex­tra frac­tion of a sec­ond made all the dif­fer­ence.

He flicked out his fil­a­ment to sixty cen­time­tres, the rec­om­mended de­ploy­ment for close-ac­tion sword mode. Too short and the stab­bing/slash­ing range was in­suf­fi­cient. Too long and the im­ple­ment be­came un­wieldy and un­bal­anced. The fil­a­ment was rigid, its cut­ting edge a hum­ming­bird flicker of mi­cro­scopic mech­a­nisms. Breno swiped along a pre-se­lected arc that took in Thalia and Coady, the pre­fect im­me­di­ately be­hind her. Thalia re­acted, her own whiphound not even out of its hol­ster, but man­ag­ing to turn into the arc enough to present her chest to the blade rather than her fore­arm. The blade con­tacted her tac­ti­cal ar­mour, skid­ding wildly as the quick­mat­ter cut­ting de­vices met the lay­ers of in­ert and ac­tive coun­ter­mea­sure ma­te­rial in the ar­mour. The move­ment saved her from los­ing a limb, but the de­flected blade still cut deeply as it passed through her up­per arm, on its way to Coady.

Coady had a frac­tion of a sec­ond longer to re­act than Thalia. They had their whiphound out and be­gin­ning de­ploy­ment, but not quickly enough to counter Breno. Breno’s arc had been on a ris­ing sweep: where it gashed Thalia in the up­per arm, it cut di­ag­o­nally through Coady’s head, tran­sect­ing it cleanly. Coady was al­ready drop­ping when Gaza flinched back and went to full de­ploy­ment. Thalia was twist­ing as she saw this, still fol­low­ing through on the ini­tial move­ment. Gaza par­ried Breno’s arc with a text­book de­fen­sive sweep, the cut­ting edges spark­ing as they con­tacted, grind­ing against each other in a way that blunted Breno’s mo­men­tum. A novice could lose their whiphound that way, as the fric­tion wrenched it out of their grip.

Breno was no novice. The han­dle twisted in his grip but didn’t slip loose.

All this in per­haps eight-tenths of a sec­ond from the mo­ment Thalia had be­gun to make her move.

Thalia’s on­ward mo­men­tum sent her stum­bling out of the fray. She crashed to the ground and was im­me­di­ately stepped on by two evac­uees rush­ing past the bloody al­ter­ca­tion. The gen­eral melee was enough that a few pre­fects fight­ing each other was al­most in­con­se­quen­tial.

The rush con­tin­ued, more feet ham­mer­ing her into the floor.

A sec­ond and a half, maybe two. Coady was on the ground, dead, their whiphound rolling out of a slack­en­ing hand. Time for Breno to dis­en­gage his whiphound and press an­other hack­ing charge at Gaza. They were mov­ing as they fought, stum­bling away from Thalia. Gaza de­fended. The four cor­don whiphounds were still defin­ing a mov­ing line around the squad, even though it was now se­verely de­pleted. The rear cor­don was ap­proach­ing Thalia as she tried to get up.

The whiphounds ought not hurt her, but that was noth­ing she cared to put to the test.

She had tried to rise. The ground be­neath her was slip­pery. Her arm would not sup­port her weight. She wanted to roll over, to lever her­self up by her other arm, but sud­denly even that seemed to re­quire more en­ergy than she could muster. I’m bleed­ing out, she thought. A whiphound was sup­posed to cau­terise as it cut, but there were ways to dis­able that func­tion.

Breno would have known them.

The cor­don rip­pled past her. She peered through the blur­ring fence as it moved past her, still track­ing Breno and Gaza. Gaza dropped, fall­ing out of view be­hind the flick­er­ing wall. She could not say if he had feinted de­lib­er­ately or taken a hit.

Thalia could not rise, so she crawled in­stead. To her right, lead­ing off from the main pas­sage, was a dark al­cove, par­tially filled with pack­ing cases. Her only hope was get­ting to that al­cove. Breno would be back as soon as he was fin­ished with Gaza. He would want to en­sure she was dead.

The evac­uees were tread­ing over or on her as she crawled, treat­ing Thalia as a use­less in­ert ob­sta­cle, like a roll of soggy car­pet. Strength was leav­ing her, each move­ment more tax­ing than the last. She had not yet reached the sanc­tu­ary of the al­cove. Then some­one gave her a spite­ful kick and the im­pulse helped her roll into shel­ter. She dragged her legs be­hind her, mak­ing sure she was com­pletely ob­scured from view. The pack­ing cases loomed around her, the al­cove a sealed-off dead end with no prospect of fur­ther progress.

Thalia caught her breath. She felt ex­hausted, but no lighter of head than when she had started. Still ly­ing down, she dabbed at the main wound. The blood around it was sticky, but not puls­ing out. That was her uni­form and bracelet, work­ing to­gether to pre­serve her life. The uni­form would be self-seal­ing across the in­jury, ap­ply­ing pres­sure, while the bracelet flooded her sys­tem with clot­ting fac­tors, pres­sors, dis­in­fec­tants and seda­tives.

If she lay here and did noth­ing, she would be all right. Maybe not one hun­dred per cent, but bet­ter than dead. Sta­ble un­til she could get her­self to help, or the Heavy Med­i­cals ar­rived.

But none of that was good, be­cause Lovro Breno would know it as well.







CHAP­TER THIRTY

Au­rora emerged from the fog of non-ex­is­tence to face Drey­fus from the up­right pane.

“Oh dear, Drey­fus. You’re bleed­ing. Have these thugs been rough­ing you up?” Her eyes bored be­yond him, wild with re­crim­i­na­tion. “He’s mine, you know. I take it very per­son­ally when my friends are mal­treated.”

The two armed con­spir­a­tors sup­port­ing Drey­fus tight­ened their hold on him. Haigler stood to one side, his weapon held ca­su­ally but ready to be brought to bear.

“What­ever you have to say to him, say it.”

“I wanted to ask him what was go­ing on be­yond this room, Haigler. My usual om­ni­science seems to be fail­ing me.” She re­sumed her fo­cus on him. “What is it, Drey­fus? Some­thing as dread­ful as I imag­ine?”

“They’ve failed in their ef­forts to con­tain the Clock­maker,” Drey­fus an­swered. “He out­wit­ted them. My guess, from what I can hear, is that he’s taken con­trol of the in­dus­trial fa­cil­i­ties in Car­casstown so he can make him­self a new body.”

She gasped, press­ing a pa­per-thin hand to the flat­tened mask of her face. “Oh dear. This does in­deed have the hall­marks of my neme­sis.” She cast her eyes to the ceil­ing, pon­der­ing. “It re­minds me of his ac­tions in SIAM, the Sylveste In­sti­tute for Ar­ti­fi­cial Men­ta­tion, when he first broke loose.”

“I don’t need a re­minder.”

“Still, we know how that ended, don’t we, Drey­fus?” She feigned a look of ap­palled rec­ol­lec­tion. “Such a beastly busi­ness! And what you had to do to your dear wife, just to save a part of her.” Her face was en­graved with in­sin­cere sym­pa­thy. “What an irony, that you now find your­self fac­ing sim­i­lar cir­cum­stances. Tragedy, then farce! Or is this the part where your bat­tered con­science fi­nally finds its ease?”

“Tell me how we stop the Clock­maker. It’s in your in­ter­est as much as ours.”

“Oh, but you can’t. The best you can do is ex­plore im­me­di­ate av­enues of self-eu­thani­sa­tion. I’d strongly rec­om­mend it. The Clock­maker has an in­ter­est in ex­plor­ing the ex­treme pa­ram­e­ters of suf­fer­ing. It will do ap­palling things to you all, just to en­ter­tain it­self on the way to me.”

Haigler shifted, his fist tight­en­ing on the weapon. “If it wants you, we won’t stand in its way.”

“You mis­un­der­stand its na­ture,” Au­rora an­swered sweetly. “You’ve tried to do a bad thing to it, and that won’t be for­given. I’d be quick about killing your­selves. When the Clock­maker’s got you, you’ll re­gret not heed­ing my words.”

“Could you de­feat it, if I loos­ened your re­straints?” Haigler asked. Quickly, he added: “I’m not talk­ing about let­ting you go. Just giv­ing you enough free­dom to pre­serve your­self. Save your­self, and you save us. Is that fea­si­ble?”

Au­rora looked at her cap­tor with a frown­ing ad­mi­ra­tion. “He re­ally has got you rat­tled, hasn’t he. Af­ter all your years of strug­gling to net me, you’re al­ready mov­ing to the bar­gain­ing phase!”

“Why three?” Drey­fus asked.

Ir­ri­ta­tion dented her brow. “You asked that silly ques­tion be­fore.”

“And I no­ticed that you didn’t an­swer.”

Haigler said: “Why three what?”

Drey­fus cocked his head back to re­spond. “She com­man­deered three bulk car­ri­ers and flung them at Car­casstown. I’m ask­ing her why she stopped at three.”

“Ex­plain,” Haigler growled.

“Three was just enough to se­verely test our re­sponse,” Drey­fus replied. “We stopped those car­ri­ers, but only just. If she’d thrown a few more at us, it might have been a dif­fer­ent story.”

“Bad for her that she didn’t, then.”

“No, bad for us.” Drey­fus was silent, watch­ing Au­rora for a re­ac­tion. “She sent three quite de­lib­er­ately. She never wanted to de­stroy Aba­cus, Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics or Car­casstown. It was a piece of the­atre, noth­ing more.”

“Start mak­ing sense,” Haigler said.

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Drey­fus in­ter­ro­gated the mi­rage swim­ming in the glass. “That was why you fore­warned me that you might try and com­man­deer those car­ri­ers. You wanted to make sure we were ready to stop you. You wanted us to suc­ceed, and for it to look as if you had failed. But you didn’t fail.”

“Oh, Drey­fus,” she said, ap­plaud­ing slowly. “You al­ways get there in the end, I’ll give you that. Even if you move at the speed of con­ti­nen­tal drift.”

“What is this?” Haigler asked, des­per­a­tion ris­ing in his voice.

“A ruse, I think,” Drey­fus said. “A gam­bit. She’s al­lowed her­self to be cap­tured. More than that, I strongly sus­pect it’s an out­come that she’s been en­gi­neer­ing for a very long time.” He shook his head for­lornly. “You’ve been ma­nip­u­lated, Haigler.”

“We haven’t.”

“Tell him,” Drey­fus sug­gested, bid­ding a hand to the ghostly form. “Put him out of his mis­ery.”

“All right,” she said, with a teas­ing half-smile. “I’ll ad­mit things aren’t en­tirely as they seem. And haven’t been for, as you say, quite a long time.”

Au­rora started laugh­ing. The laugh­ter found a chink in the dam wall of her san­ity, burst­ing it apart.

Groan­ing with the ef­fort, Thalia un­clipped her whiphound and al­lowed it to roll away from her hand. She wanted to look like she had been try­ing to de­fend her­self un­til un­con­scious­ness over­came her.

It would not be enough. Not to fool Breno.

She could pre­tend to be dead as much as she liked. Con­scious or oth­er­wise, her suit and bracelet would be­tray her con­di­tion, if her own breath­ing and heart­beat were not enough by them­selves.

Noth­ing short of ac­tual death was likely to con­vince Breno that his work was done.

“But I don’t want to ac­tu­ally die,” Thalia mum­bled to her­self.

“Then don’t,” Sparver said, stand­ing over her, hands on his hips, look­ing down with faint amuse­ment more than con­cern, as if all she had done was trip her­self up.

“Sparv?”

“The berries, Thal. Re­mem­ber what I said? If berries are . . .”

She mouthed his words back at him. “If berries are your only weapon. Your only weapon.”

He nod­ded, pleased that she had got the point. “You use what you’ve got.”

She still had the vial, tucked into a pouch on her belt. Be­cause she had come di­rectly from the lemurs, there had been no time to dis­pose of the gift. She had not thought there would ever be a sit­u­a­tion where tak­ing the berries was a sen­si­ble idea.

And per­haps it wasn’t now. But if the berries had pushed her to the edge of con­scious­ness when she was fit and well, do­ing strange and pow­er­ful things to her, what ef­fect would they have on her in her present weak­ened con­di­tion, when her bracelet was al­ready work­ing over­time? They might well kill her for good. That was a pos­si­bil­ity. Per­haps quite a likely one. But if Breno had any grounds for sus­pect­ing she was still alive, he would def­i­nitely put an end to her. It was sim­ple, looked at that way. Thin as it was, the berries were her only chance.

“You’re right, Sparv,” she mum­bled, want­ing to thank him.

Sparver was gone, though.

Thalia groped around her midriff un­til she found the vial. She thumbed it open, tip­ping a small quan­tity of berries into her palm. She cupped her palm to her mouth and ate them. She did not want to swal­low them whole, not when she was ly­ing down. The taste of them hit her, in­stantly trans­port­ing her back to the com­pany of the lemurs. Nearly as speed­ily, she felt the chem­i­cals within them reach her brain.

More berries. It was all or noth­ing. She couldn’t af­ford to leave any in the vial. Thalia chewed and swal­lowed. She was be­gin­ning to feel very pe­cu­liar, far more so than the first time. It was not an un­pleas­ant sen­sa­tion: as if she was a gas, leak­ing out of the thing called Thalia. The thing called Thalia was be­neath her, its hand still on the empty vial. The thing called Thalia had a look of per­fect numb as­ton­ish­ment about her. The eyes of the thing called Thalia were wide and un­star­ing, painted on like a doll’s eyes. The thing called Thalia looked stupid. It made her an­gry, look­ing down on it. She had to make the thing called Thalia do one more ac­tion, tuck the vial back into the belt pouch. She could not have that vial in her hand when Breno came back. Berries or no berries, he would guess that the vial had played some part in the thing called Thalia’s ap­par­ent con­di­tion.

She watched the thing move its arm, re­turn­ing the vial to its con­ceal­ment. It was all very slow, all very ex­as­per­at­ing, like watch­ing a shadow creep around a sun­dial.

Time oozed, jumped, stalled, oozed again.

Even­tu­ally, when the rush of evac­uees had be­come a trickle and then noth­ing, a heavy man’s foot­steps ap­proached.

The heavy man breathed.

A foot kicked her. She rolled with it life­lessly, dis­as­so­ci­ated from her body.

“You were nearly a prob­lem, Ng,” a voice mur­mured. “Nearly but not quite.”

A creak of ar­mour as the man leaned down and scooped up her whiphound.

The foot­steps de­parted.

“Make her stop!” Haigler was say­ing, over and over, as the mad laugh­ter pealed out of the pane.

“I don’t think I can,” Drey­fus said, winc­ing as Haigler jabbed the en­ergy weapon into the fat of his neck, where it lapped over the col­lar of his uni­form. “She’s made her­self bait. None of this project is what you think. She’s been run­ning it the whole time.”

The laugh­ter frac­tured, break­ing down into fits of gig­gles, then a frag­ile so­bri­ety.

“Per­haps . . . help­ing it along?”

“The Clock­maker knows that you’re here now. That’s what you were count­ing on. And now that he’s here, un­able to re­sist the lure, he’s ex­posed him­self. You can de­stroy him, once and for all, by de­stroy­ing Car­casstown.”

Haigler grasped at a thread of un­der­stand­ing. “Then she’ll die as well!”

Drey­fus coun­tered with a shake of his head. “I doubt it. That would only work if you’d re­ally snared Au­rora.”

Haigler pointed to the pane, his fin­ger wa­ver­ing.

“Then what the hell is that?”

“A lit­tle sac­ri­fi­cial piece of her, I’d guess. A fig­ment, just plau­si­ble enough to fool you and to serve as a de­coy. The real Au­rora will still be out there, just as dis­persed as she ever was.” He looked to the im­age for con­fir­ma­tion. “That’s close enough, isn’t it? You bud­ded off a piece of your­self, let Haigler think he’d suc­ceeded, and then threw a trap around the Clock­maker.”

“No,” Haigler as­serted.

“It hurts,” Drey­fus said, not with­out a small mea­sure of sym­pa­thy. “I know, be­cause I’ve been played just as thor­oughly. She wanted me here all along. That task sched­ule prac­ti­cally guided me to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics.”

“You came to shut us down!” Haigler said.

“That’s what I thought I was do­ing. She wouldn’t have let me get very far, though. You had to be seen to suc­ceed, Haigler, or else the Clock­maker wouldn’t have fallen for her trap. The rest—our ef­forts to stop Aba­cus, my be­ing here at all—was all to make it look real.”

“I am but an echo, a shard, a petal on the stream,” Au­rora said, lift­ing a swoon­ing hand to her breast. “The true ver­sion of me may wit­ness my tri­umph from afar, but this pale shadow will never have the plea­sure of re­port­ing back to her. Hence your pres­ence, dear Drey­fus. You’ve un­der­stood my in­ten­tions, be­lat­edly at least. You will live to speak of this day. You will be the only one.”

Haigler’s san­ity was com­ing apart by the sec­ond. “What does she mean?”

“She might be far past hu­man,” Drey­fus said, “but she’s still an ego­ma­niac.”

Haigler lev­elled the en­ergy weapon at Drey­fus. Drey­fus wres­tled to free him­self from Haigler’s guards as his fin­ger tight­ened on the trig­ger, then Haigler veered the muz­zle onto the pane.

Au­rora shat­tered in a white pulse.

“That’ll help,” Drey­fus coughed out, just be­fore Haigler knocked him out for good.

Thalia floated out­side her own body, look­ing down on it from an aerial van­tage. She ob­served her­self ly­ing on her back, spread-ea­gled against the grid­ded metal floor of Car­casstown, in a sticky pool of her own blood, fanned out around her like a pair of crim­son an­gel’s wings. She was quite mo­tion­less, no trace of her breath to an­i­mate her lungs or lips. Her eyes were open, but star­ing up in an un­blink­ing trans­fix­ion, be­tray­ing nei­ther life nor aware­ness. She was pale, her face a mo­tion­less waxy mask. She was dead, by the crud­est med­i­cal cri­te­ria.

She was also not dead.

Death was a per­me­able mem­brane, a mat­ter of def­i­ni­tion. A ne­go­tiable bound­ary. She was not on the other side of it yet.

Not quite.

There was one part of her that was do­ing some­thing. She could see it from her dis­em­bod­ied per­spec­tive. Thalia knew that she was not re­ally out­side her body; she was still some­where down in the head of the woman on the ground, run­ning on a shred of con­scious­ness within that ail­ing, blood-starved mind. She lacked the func­tion­al­ity to main­tain a sta­ble body im­age, and so she had be­gun to dis­as­so­ci­ate, un­moor­ing from her­self.

Her bracelet, ex­posed where her cuff had rid­den up, was giv­ing out a faint re­peat­ing pulse of light, pale rose, in­di­cat­ing some­thing to do with the bracelet’s rarely used bio­med­i­cal func­tion. It was tap­ping Thalia’s blood, what re­mained of it, analysing and fil­ter­ing and syn­the­sis­ing. When it put the blood back into her, it was changed, suf­fused with a cock­tail of chem­i­cals and medichines. The bracelet un­der­stood that Thalia was very sick. It was do­ing what it could to pull her back from the brink of death. It was also at­tempt­ing to sig­nal Panoply, re­quest­ing Heavy Med­i­cal in­ter­ven­tion, as well as send­ing out a gen­eral med­i­cal dis­tress sig­nal to any­one nearby who might care to re­ceive and re­spond.

Nei­ther call had yet been heeded.







CHAP­TER THIRTY-ONE

Drey­fus came round to blurred vi­sion and an aching head. He was next to one of the con­soles, his mouth lolling open, col­lar bit­ing into the flesh of his jaw. He had been dumped in a chair like a sack of grain, and there was a tight­ness around his chest and arms.

He looked down. He had been bound to the chair, webbed to it us­ing ad­he­sive tape. The tape wrapped his chest and fore­arms. He could move his legs and hands, but that was about it.

His tongue moved, slith­er­ing over a mess of blood, saliva and shat­tered teeth. He looked down at the dark stain be­neath his chin, where he had drooled and bled.

Fi­nally he looked up at the man fac­ing him.

“Lovro,” he said, half slur­ring.

Lovro Breno stood with his hands on his hips, legs splayed, his stance that of the con­quer­ing vic­tor sur­vey­ing the spoils of war. He was clad in tac­ti­cal ar­mour, but where it made other pre­fects look squat, Breno wore the equip­ment lightly, as if it had been fash­ioned to a smaller scale.

“Tom.” Breno nod­ded once at the bat­tered spec­ta­cle be­fore him. “What a predica­ment we’ve ended up in, the two of us. I’ve got to con­grat­u­late you.”

Drey­fus spat out a shard of tooth. “You have?”

“It took guts to come in here on your own, know­ing the scale and de­ter­mi­na­tion of the con­spir­acy you were likely walk­ing into. You al­ways were the best of us, right un­til the end.”

“Judg­ing by these re­straints, I’m guess­ing you’re not the help I was hop­ing for. How are you here?”

“I put my­self for­ward for the ac­tion, once it be­came clear that we were go­ing to send op­er­a­tives into Car­casstown. Don’t blame your­self for Ng. I was al­ways go­ing to have to take care of the rest of the squad be­fore we reached Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics; you just ex­pe­dited the process with that help­ful call of yours.”

“What did you do to Thalia?”

“I killed her. And the other two, Coady and . . . Gaza, was it? Hard to keep track. These young fresh faces all merge to­gether af­ter a while. You know how it is.”

Drey­fus filed away the fact of Thalia’s death, draw­ing anger from it but re­fus­ing to be sucked into a vor­tex of grief. That would come in time, if there was any time to be had. For now, he needed to fo­cus on the mo­ment and what could still be sal­vaged.

“You’re mak­ing a re­ally bad mis­take, Lovro.” Drey­fus searched the gallery above him. “Where are Mirna Silk and Doc­tor Salazar? Did you kill them as well?”

“They kept out of my way, like the use­ful id­iots they are. I’ve no fight with them, not when we’re this close to suc­cess.”

“You’re so far from suc­cess you’re not even or­bit­ing the same star. Has Haigler laid it out for you yet?” Drey­fus twisted around in the chair, the web­bing tight­en­ing against his chest. Panoply is­sue, he de­cided. Even if there had been a sharp edge on the chair, some­thing he could work against, the tape would have healed as quickly as he cut it. “Haigler, come and tell Lovro how well it’s go­ing. Or did you not want to tell Daddy the bad news? Or Zhang? Is Zhang here? He knows how it’s go­ing. You can tell by the fear in his eyes.”

“We’ve got her,” Breno as­serted. “We’re close to cap­tur­ing him.”

“You’ve got nei­ther of them. All you have of Au­rora is a de­coy. The rest of her’s still out there, as strong as ever, maybe more so. And those in­dus­trial pro­cesses you can’t stop? If that’s your idea of the Clock­maker be­ing con­tained, I’d hate to see what fail­ure looks like.”

Breno leaned in with a snarl. “What pro­cesses?”

Haigler ap­peared, sweat pool­ing off him, his hand jit­ter­ing on the en­ergy pis­tol. “We’re mon­i­tor­ing them, sir. You might have missed the worst of it, de­pend­ing on the route you took to get to us.”

“Mon­i­tor­ing what?”

“The man­u­fac­tur­ing sys­tems. Fac­to­ries, ro­bot as­sem­bly units, quick­mat­ter forges. Some of the other client out­fits in the rim. They’ve started up, de­spite our shut­down.”

“Ex­plain it to me, Lovro,” Drey­fus said com­pan­ion­ably. “Why you’re part of this, de­spite ev­ery­thing I thought I knew about your re­la­tion­ship with Grigor Bac­chus.”

Breno leaned in, his huge face mag­ni­fied. “What do you know about me and Grigor?”

“That you looked up to him, and then felt crushed and be­trayed when his role in Catop­sis was ex­posed. That the men­tor you’d ad­mired turned out to be weak and de­vi­ous, work­ing against his own or­gan­i­sa­tion from within.”

“Grigor didn’t fail us!” Breno snarled, spit­tle speck­ling Drey­fus. “It was the rot at the top of Panoply. Jane Au­monier, the other se­niors. You! All of you with your de­featist no­tion that we should some­how live with these mon­sters tow­er­ing above us, that it was bet­ter to cower and grovel than to do some­thing about it!” His tone be­came ur­gent. “Grigor didn’t fail us, Tom. He was the one who lived up to our ideals! The one who at least tried, even if his work was un­done by those weaker and less imag­i­na­tive than him­self!” Breno shook his head. “Crushed and be­trayed by him? No, you couldn’t be more wrong.”

Drey­fus spat out a wad of blood. “I spent four years lis­ten­ing to you com­plain that his pun­ish­ment wasn’t se­vere enough.”

“I had to make it seem that way, didn’t I? If I was to up­hold our ideals as he did, I had to dis­tance my­self from what you and the oth­ers turned him into. A wreck of a man, hu­mil­i­ated by his own peers.”

“A man lucky to still have a func­tion­ing po­si­tion within the or­gan­i­sa­tion he en­dan­gered from within. Tell me, how closely was he in­volved in this sec­ond ver­sion of Catop­sis?”

“He’d shown the way, Tom. We just needed to fol­low the light.”

“So he wasn’t in­volved. Did he even know about it?”

“He was aware that I wished to fur­ther his work, but he opted to pur­sue our goals in­de­pen­dently. That was wise, in hind­sight. It elim­i­nated a point of weak­ness. You could have put him to the trawl and he still wouldn’t have been able to tell you where we were op­er­at­ing from.” Breno nod­ded thought­fully. “Well done on find­ing us as quickly as you did, though. I’m im­pressed by your re­source­ful­ness.”

“I’d love to take credit, but that was all Au­rora’s do­ing. She wanted me here, Lovro. That alone should be enough to prove you’ve got it all wrong. Tell me, though. Who was the in­side man re­spon­si­ble for sab­o­tag­ing our ships?”

“Podor,” Breno said eas­ily, the ad­mis­sion cost­ing him noth­ing. “You sus­pected, didn’t you?”

“A friend of mine cer­tainly did.”

“I was run­ning him, not Grigor. That busi­ness with Mi­zler Cranach was un­for­tu­nate, be­lieve me. We never wanted that. I’ve al­ways had the great­est re­spect for our hy­per­pig col­leagues. And if there’d been a way to de­flect In­g­var Tench from her en­quiries with­out killing her, I’d gladly have taken it. She was so dogged, though, Tom.” He shook his head in some­thing like ad­mi­ra­tion. “There was no stop­ping her!”

“Did you kill Podor?”

“Yes, but it was very quick. I planted a whiphound on him with a long-de­lay fuse. He’d have never known what hit him. He was use­ful to us. I didn’t want to put him through any­thing un­pleas­ant.”

“And Grigor? Did he go will­ingly?”

“It was an act of love, Tom. My love for him, and what he stood for. His love for Panoply, the or­gan­i­sa­tion that treated him with such con­tempt, and yet which he never turned from.” Breno seemed dis­tant, his eyes glazed with af­fec­tion. “He un­der­stood, Tom, even in those last mo­ments. It was the cul­mi­na­tion of the good work he be­gan, the fi­nal ex­pres­sion of his vi­sion.”

“To have his head crushed in a vice.”

“What mat­ters is not the hand­ful of lives that were lost along the way, but the mil­lions that will now be free from the fear of ma­chine op­pres­sion. I’ll mourn Grigor, Podor, In­g­var and the oth­ers. They were good ser­vants of Panoply.”

“I’ll of­fer you some ad­vice, Lovro. You’ll likely ig­nore it, but it’s here for the tak­ing. Au­rora is go­ing to de­stroy Car­casstown very shortly. That’s the endgame; that’s how she fi­nally van­quishes the Clock­maker. You should leave now.”

“With you?”

“If you wish, but mainly you should save your­self, and Haigler, Zhang and as many of these bril­liant souls as you can. Get out, and ne­go­ti­ate an amnesty with Panoply in ex­change for your tech­ni­cal knowl­edge of Aba­cus and the Catop­sis pro­gram. Jane Au­monier’s noth­ing if not prag­matic. She’ll un­der­stand the value in keep­ing you all alive when there’s noth­ing hold­ing Au­rora in check. What you know mat­ters more to her than pun­ish­ing you.”

“I think we’re past the point of amnesties now, Tom. Even if we weren’t, though, I don’t be­lieve we’ve failed.”

“I imag­ine you’ll get your proof soon enough,” Drey­fus said.

Thalia lay still, feel­ing parts of her­self grad­u­ally re­turn, lock back in and sig­nal their func­tion­al­ity. It was as if she were a kind of sta­tion, float­ing in vac­uum, re-as­sem­bling it­self from dis­con­nected com­po­nents.

She waited a lit­tle longer and looked around. She was still in the stor­age al­cove, hemmed in by pack­ing cases. Blood still slicked the ground un­der her and her crawled path from the main cor­ri­dor. The whiphound, which she had last seen just out of reach, was ab­sent.

Thalia’s arm was still too dam­aged to sup­port her weight. There was much her suit and bracelet could do, but re­pair­ing mus­cu­lar and skele­tal in­juries was be­yond their joint ca­pa­bil­i­ties. She would not be much good to any­one un­til she was prop­erly healed.

She could move, or at least at­tempt it. She turned on her side and inched back­wards un­til her spine was against one of the pack­ing cases. She pressed against it and used it as lever­age to con­tort her­self into an awk­ward sit­ting po­si­tion. The ef­fort drained her. She caught her breath, then be­gan to force her­self up­right, still us­ing the stack of cases for sup­port. Her head throbbed, swim­ming with the com­bined af­ter-ef­fects of the berries and the var­i­ous drugs pumped into her to com­bat both the berries and the in­jury. As she as­sumed a stand­ing po­si­tion, a wave of nau­sea hit her and bile surged in her throat. She swal­lowed it down and wiped a hand across her brow, push­ing aside a cur­tain of sweat and tan­gled, blood-mat­ted hair. She felt dread­ful. But feel­ing dread­ful was a con­sid­er­able im­prove­ment on be­ing dead.

She raised her bracelet to her face, star­ing through half-fo­cussed eyes at the bio­med­i­cal sta­tus. The pulse was a nag­ging yel­low now: not as ur­gent as be­fore, but still in­di­cat­ing that she needed fur­ther at­ten­tion.

Not ex­actly a sur­prise.

“Ng to . . .” But she si­lenced her­self be­fore more than a whis­per had es­caped her lips. Whether or not comms with Panoply were still off­line, Breno could eas­ily in­ter­cept her call. She had not gone to all this trou­ble, mak­ing him think she were dead, to waste it now.

She low­ered the bracelet and as­sessed her con­di­tion. No weapon, only one re­ally func­tional arm, and she was weak­ened by the shock her body had just been through. She could not risk co­or­di­na­tion with any other Panoply el­e­ments that might be in or near Car­casstown. Who knew if she could trust them, any­way?

She touched the wound again. It was to­tally dry, and the blood residue had even be­gun to be ab­sorbed into her uni­form. An in­jured pre­fect was vul­ner­a­ble to mob ac­tion, so the uni­forms did their best to con­ceal signs of at­tack.

She tried mov­ing her dam­aged arm. She could bend it at the el­bow and still work her fin­gers, per­haps pick up some­thing light, but she had al­most no use­ful strength in it.

She was bro­ken. Bro­ken, but not fin­ished, and not ready to be fin­ished.

Since she could not risk the bracelet, she mouthed aloud: “Pre­fect Thalia Ng, re­sum­ing op­er­a­tion. Will at­tempt to ren­dezvous with Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

As if it were an in­junc­tion to her­self, a com­mand to ac­tion.

Haigler was the first to crack. Drey­fus had counted on it and, just as he had iden­ti­fied in Mirna Silk, seen some­thing in the man he thought he could push on un­til it yielded.

“I’ve laid it all out for Lovro,” he was say­ing, all mat­ter-of-fact rea­son­able­ness. “I don’t blame him for hold­ing out, think­ing there’s still a chance to make this work. You were there, though, Haigler. You were in that room with me when Au­rora changed her tune. You heard her mad laugh­ter. It’s why you de­stroyed her im­age. She was telling you some­thing you re­ally didn’t want to hear.” He turned his sights on Zhang. “Tell Lovro how you’re still in com­plete con­trol of Car­casstown, Zhang. You can, can’t you?”

“Shut up,” Breno in­structed, be­fore Zhang got a word out.

“I was with him, sir,” Haigler be­gan, in a wheedling tone.

“What­ever she said in there, it doesn’t mat­ter,” Breno said, cut­ting across him an­grily. “She was trapped. De­feated. Of course she was go­ing to try some eleventh-hour games­man­ship with us. I’d have been sus­pi­cious if she hadn’t.”

“Did it look like a des­per­ate gam­bit to you, Haigler?” Drey­fus asked. “Es­pe­cially when I asked her about the three car­ri­ers? Put the same ques­tion to your­self, Lovro, and see where it leads you. She had the ca­pa­bil­ity to de­stroy Car­casstown ut­terly as she was—you be­lieve—be­ing trapped in­side Aba­cus, and yet for some pe­cu­liar rea­son she chose not to. Does that seem like the ra­tio­nal be­hav­iour of a ma­chine in­tel­lect be­liev­ing it­self at real risk?”

“Sir,” Haigler said, glanc­ing at Zhang for moral sup­port. “Let’s sup­pose we have cap­tured her, and that Aba­cus is pro­ceed­ing with the Clock­maker. There’s still no rea­son for us to re­main in Car­casstown, is there? We can leave now, with the gen­eral ex­o­dus. Panoply won’t be able to track and process ev­ery evac­uee flee­ing the wheel, will it? We can leave and dis­ap­pear into the Glit­ter Band, know­ing our work is done.”

Breno looked aghast. “And leave Aba­cus unat­tended, with the dan­ger of those two things es­cap­ing from it?”

“Once we’re clear, we can plan the de­struc­tion of Car­casstown,” Haigler shrugged. “Panoply will prob­a­bly do it for us any­way. There’s noth­ing to be gained by re­main­ing here, and if there’s even the tini­est pos­si­bil­ity that Drey­fus is right . . .” Some­thing in him broke, as if voic­ing the idea had been enough to ren­der it true. “Sir, we should get out while we can!”

“We stay, as planned,” Breno replied.

Zhang shook his head. “I can’t ex­plain those re­sults, sir. I can’t ex­plain how those fac­to­ries are run­ning. That fright­ens me. I’m—”

Breno turned to him, tow­er­ing over the meek data the­o­rist. “You’re what, Zhang?”

“I’m leav­ing, sir. We made plans. We’ve got our fall­back iden­ti­ties. I’m not go­ing to stay here and die to prove a point.”

Breno made a snap­ping mo­tion to Haigler. “Give me that weapon.”

Haigler re­garded the en­ergy pis­tol, seem­ing to weigh a thou­sand op­posed pos­si­bil­i­ties in the blink of an eye. He looked rap­tur­ous, re­al­is­ing that for once in his life he stood at the crux of de­ci­sive events.

“No, sir. I think it’s best we evac­u­ate. I’m sorry, but I’m not go­ing to stop Zhang from leav­ing. And you’re not go­ing to stop me.” He glanced around the room, just quickly enough to as­say the other con­spir­a­tors and gauge their likely sup­port. “This isn’t fail­ure!” he de­clared. “It’s not a mutiny!”

“Feels like one to me,” Breno said, mak­ing a slow but pur­pose­ful move for his hol­stered whiphound.

Drey­fus had been count­ing on all hell break­ing loose. That did not mean he was look­ing for­ward to it hap­pen­ing, or that he had any guar­an­tee of im­mu­nity from the vi­o­lence that was about to en­sue. The best he could hope for was to call on what­ever small mea­sure of luck he might have banked in his time as a pre­fect. He closed his eyes and waited for the scream­ing and fight­ing to abate.

It took longer than he ex­pected.







CHAP­TER THIRTY-TWO

Thalia let her gog­gles guide her to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics.

Car­casstown had gone into some kind of ma­jor shut­down. Other than scat­tered ar­eas where emer­gency power and light­ing still func­tioned, the main rim cor­ri­dor and its off­shoots were dark. The air had stopped cir­cu­lat­ing, gi­ant fans in the ceil­ing grind­ing down to si­lence and still­ness. Peo­ple were mov­ing around in vary­ing de­grees of con­fu­sion, an­noy­ance and panic. There was a gen­eral rush to get to the spokes and the el­e­va­tors to the hub, where most of the ships were docked, but the flow of evac­uees ebbed and surged and re­versed, as peo­ple gave up on one spoke and made a bid for an­other. Thalia found her­self mov­ing through a choke of peo­ple one minute, then vir­tu­ally alone the next. No one paid her much heed as she was jos­tled around, barely recog­nis­ing that she was a pre­fect. In her weapon­less, in­jured state, she was glad to blend in with the lo­cals.

Not far ahead, no more than fifty me­tres or so, a pool of red­dish light spilled into the cor­ri­dor from one of the side-tun­nels. A sound was com­ing from that off­shoot, some in­sis­tent, repet­i­tive process. It sounded like prim­i­tive mu­sic. Like ma­chines.

Ev­ery in­stinct told Thalia not to get closer, to find some other route to her ob­jec­tive, even if it meant brav­ing the crowds of evac­uees and go­ing the long way around the rim.

In­stead, she ad­vanced, creep­ing closer and closer to the thresh­old. Dregs of evac­uees slipped by in the other di­rec­tion, obliv­i­ous to her shad­owed form.

Thalia looked into the side-tun­nel, cu­ri­ous about what was so im­por­tant that it needed to be done now, when the whole habi­tat was run­ning on ra­tioned power.

The side-shaft was a stubby one, open­ing out al­most im­me­di­ately into a cav­ernous in­dus­trial space filled with mov­ing ma­chines of var­ied func­tion and size. She slowed, ab­sorb­ing the scene, aware that in some way this ac­tiv­ity had to con­nect with the cur­rent emer­gency, al­though she could not quite see how, and that Drey­fus would need to know about it.

It was a fac­tory, or a scrap­yard, or some hy­brid of both. Enor­mous cage-sided crates were be­ing fed with a slurry of ma­chine parts, tipped into them from con­veyor belts. The com­po­nents were pieces of ro­bot servi­tor, all jum­bled to­gether, pre­sum­ably hav­ing been dis­man­tled else­where. There were limbs, heads, tor­sos, spe­cialised ma­nip­u­la­tors and trac­tor units, all tum­bling into the crates. Me­chan­i­cal arms low­ered into the glis­ten­ing piles, rum­mag­ing through them and pluck­ing out the choic­est items, which were then dumped onto other con­vey­ors that ei­ther fed the items into melter or as­sem­bler vats, or fer­ried them into more com­pli­cated ma­chines that cut and ham­mered and fused the ba­sic items into larger, more com­pli­cated units. Via other scoops, grabs, arms and con­vey­ors, the raw parts were be­ing stitched back to­gether into func­tional forms.

Func­tional, up­right forms, hu­manoid but much larger than a per­son, with legs like scis­sor blades, arms end­ing in sickle fin­gers, chests caged in a grid­iron of ra­zor-edged ribs. Each swollen sil­ver torso was sur­mounted by an eye­less skull, obliv­i­ous and cruel as a ham­mer­head.

Each ma­chine was a sim­u­lacrum of the Clock­maker’s ro­botic form, a shape Thalia and ev­ery other pre­fect knew from the doc­u­ments and in­quest ma­te­ri­als cir­cu­lated af­ter the orig­i­nal cri­sis, from the hand­ful of record­ings and eye­wit­nesses that had sur­vived close prox­im­ity with the Clock­maker be­fore its sup­posed de­struc­tion.

The ro­bots stood in line, wait­ing for oth­ers to join their gleam­ing ranks. There were twelve of them now, a thir­teenth aborn­ing. Soon four­teen, soon fif­teen.

The hor­ror of what she was see­ing took a few mo­ments to prop­erly de­velop.

It was here. It was re­turn­ing. Not as one aveng­ing an­gel, but as a hum­ming sil­ver reg­i­ment. A sym­phony in evil.

Thalia knew what she was see­ing and she knew what it por­tended, and she knew also that as it stood—as she stood, hurt and pow­er­less—she was quite in­ca­pable of stop­ping it. She knew the hor­ri­ble acts per­formed by the orig­i­nal Clock­maker, the ex­quis­ite and last­ing tor­ments it had con­cocted.

Thalia stood frozen, as if she had just seen a map of hell and the part within it re­served spe­cially for her, for all eter­nity.

Then—slowly, painfully, against ev­ery hu­man in­stinct to cower into still­ness—she made her­self keep mov­ing.

A muf­fled voice said: “Pre­fect Drey­fus!”

He opened his eyes, then im­me­di­ately wished he had not. The air stung. It made his throat hurt, chaf­ing its way to his lungs. A hand pushed a breather mask to his face, and he gulped down cleaner breaths.

“Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor,” he said, try­ing to speak through the mask. “I told you to leave, Krenkel. What part of that wasn’t clear?”

“You should thank him for com­ing back, Drey­fus,” Mirna Silk an­swered. “He brought three armed func­tionar­ies from the De­part­ment of Lease­holds and Pub­lic Ser­vices.”

As his eyes re­gained a mea­sure of fo­cus, Drey­fus made out Krenkel, Silk, Doc­tor Salazar and a trio of civic of­fi­cials equipped with capes, ar­mour and short-range anti-per­son­nel weapons. All wore breather masks: light­weight de­vices sim­i­lar to Panoply equip­ment.

“We ar­rived at the tail-end of your fire­fight,” Krenkel said, grip­ping one of the weapons him­self. “By then, they’d ei­ther shot each other or scur­ried away. My func­tionar­ies tried to mop them up be­fore they dis­ap­peared into the crowds, but I’m afraid most of them slipped through.” His mask swung around as he sur­veyed the smoke-wreathed car­nage of what had been the Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics bullpen. “What in Voi’s name hap­pened in here?”

“A dis­agree­ment—one I was glad not to get caught up in.” Still bound to the chair, Drey­fus was lim­ited in his an­gles of view. He spot­ted Haigler and Zhang, both very much de­ceased, and half a dozen more fallen, dead or in­ca­pac­i­tated. There was no sign of Lovro Breno.

“If I’d known this was go­ing on un­der my nose . . .” Mirna Silk said, be­fore trail­ing off.

“You can make im­me­di­ate amends,” Drey­fus said. “By leav­ing and pro­tect­ing your­selves.” He lifted his eyes to the un­der-su­per­vi­sor. “Krenkel, did your fam­ily get out?”

Krenkel’s mask bobbed ea­gerly. “The last I heard, they were aboard an evac­u­a­tion taxi.”

“Good; I’m glad. Save your­self now, the best way you know how. And these func­tionar­ies—they’ve done their work.”

“What about the ones who got away?”

“They’re not our big­gest con­cern now.” Drey­fus lifted his gaze to the im­mense sphere of Aba­cus, loom­ing over him like a de­stroy­ing ball that might roll off its plinth at any mo­ment. “It’s been dam­aged, prob­a­bly in the cross­fire.”

One of the en­ergy pulses had scribed a gash across the face of Aba­cus, open­ing a glow­ing wound thirty or forty cen­time­tres into its bright, steadily den­si­fy­ing in­te­rior. Drey­fus had no idea whether that sort of dam­age was some­thing to worry about. The plinth was a dif­fer­ent mat­ter. An­other stray shot had punc­tured it, sev­er­ing one or more of the tubes that sus­tained Aba­cus and pre­vented it from over­heat­ing. The haze in the air that had stung his eyes and hurt his lungs was some gaseous coolant, leak­ing from the rup­tured plinth.

Alarms were sound­ing across the con­soles.

“We should try to shut it down,” Silk said, mak­ing a move to one of the con­soles. “Doc­tor Salazar, can you help me?”

“Don’t bother, Mirna,” Drey­fus an­swered. “Haigler and Zhang couldn’t con­trol it, and they knew it bet­ter than any­one. You’d best leave while you can. Au­rora’s plan was al­ways to de­stroy Car­casstown; this will just speed things up.”

Silk aban­doned the con­sole. “Then we leave, but not un­til we’ve got you out of those re­straints.” She turned to the func­tionar­ies. “A knife, any­thing. One of you must have some­thing sharp on you.”

“Or­di­nary blades won’t touch this ma­te­rial,” Drey­fus said.

“There’s this!” Krenkel said, spot­ting a whiphound ly­ing amongst the fallen. “Is it yours, Pre­fect?”

“I don’t know. It could also be­long to Lovro Breno.” He shook his head. “You can’t risk it. If that’s Breno’s whiphound, there’s ev­ery chance he left it here de­lib­er­ately, rigged to re­spond to any unau­tho­rised con­tact.”

Krenkel edged away from the sus­pect ob­ject. “Then what?”

“Get this bracelet off me. Re­move it by ap­ply­ing pres­sure to those two pads. It’ll come off with­out any trou­ble.”

Silk took the bracelet, her hand shak­ing with the con­cen­tra­tion. “What now? Is there some­thing it can do about the re­straints?”

“No, but it’ll get you out of Car­casstown. Snap it around your wrist.”

She did as com­manded, the bracelet latch­ing tight. “Serum, Re­pulse, Clover,” Drey­fus stated, draw­ing a flash of pink as the bracelet recog­nised his in­struc­tion. “My cut­ter should still be docked at the hub. Berth Eigh­teen North, if I re­mem­ber rightly. Take Krenkel and Doc­tor Salazar with you. Can you avoid the main pub­lic thor­ough­fares?”

“I have ac­cess to the civic util­ity pas­sages,” Krenkel said, jan­gling his keys. “They’re cramped, but we should have them mostly to our­selves. Once we reach the near­est spoke, we can ride one of the freight lifters down to the hub—they’re nor­mally locked out of use. Oh dear! Should I even be think­ing of jump­ing ahead of the cit­i­zens?”

“It’s not your con­science on the line here, Krenkel, it’s mine if you don’t get Salazar to safety. He may well be the last per­son alive who un­der­stands the meth­ods used to snare Au­rora’s de­coy. We’re los­ing this bat­tle, but if we’re to win the war, it’s vi­tal that he makes it to Panoply.”

“I . . . un­der­stand. And what about the ship, when we get there?”

“The bracelet will op­er­ate the lock, but you’ll only have a few sec­onds to get the three of you in­side. It’ll be a squeeze, but you’ll fit.”

“And then what?”

“Tell the cut­ter to get you to Panoply. That’s all you’ll need to do.”

Silk looked up at the omi­nous throb­bing sphere.

“What if it’s too late?”

“It cer­tainly will be if you don’t get go­ing, Mirna. I know you want to help me, but you can do more good by help­ing Panoply.” He nod­ded force­fully. “Go. You’re not aban­don­ing me. I have faith in my or­gan­i­sa­tion. Some­one else will come along.”

Thalia could not be more than sixty me­tres from Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics, ac­cord­ing to the gog­gles, but now her way was blocked by a gath­er­ing mass of peo­ple, more ag­i­tated than any she had seen be­fore. There were forty or fifty of them at least, try­ing to squeeze through a nar­row set of doors un­der the huge, beaten-bronze mu­ral of a many-pointed sun­burst. The gog­gles showed the en­trance to a spoke el­e­va­tor at this point: not the one Drey­fus had used on his first visit, ac­cord­ing to his whiphound’s trace. This one would have made for a quicker jour­ney, but her squad would have been re­liant only on Panoply’s out­dated model of Car­casstown’s in­te­rior.

She tried to push her way through. Ev­ery in­stinct was telling her that she would be bet­ter off us­ing that el­e­va­tor, get­ting back to the ship and flee­ing the sta­tion. Some­where be­hind her, that fac­tory was spit­ting out copies of the Clock­maker, sil­ver demons that might al­ready be flow­ing out into the cor­ri­dors, quick and lethal as mer­cury.

She would not give in, though. She had set her­self an ob­jec­tive, a fool­ish one, per­haps, but one that was aligned with the prin­ci­ples of Panoply and the uni­form that still clung to her. Ja­son Ng would have un­der­stood. He might not have liked his daugh­ter putting her life in jeop­ardy for the sake of an idea, but he would most cer­tainly have un­der­stood. And ap­proved, in that quiet, un­der­stated way of his. His praise had al­ways been spar­ing, but when it came it was all the more mean­ing­ful.

She heard him: “This is not the easy path, Thalia. But it is the right one.”

A ruf­fled man snagged her eye as she tried to make her way through the crowd. He ap­praised her, tak­ing a few in­stants to see that this bruised and blood­ied waif was ac­tu­ally a pre­fect, al­beit one di­vested of all the usual tools of her au­thor­ity.

“Voi’s ghost. What the hell hap­pened to you?”

“Work,” she said. “Are you cer­tain this el­e­va­tor is func­tion­ing, cit­i­zen? If not, I’d sug­gest mov­ing to the next. What­ever you do, don’t at­tempt to reach the spoke be­hind me.”

“So you can have this one, while we all head to the next?”

“I just want you to have the best chance of get­ting out of here.”

She saw him then, a few faces be­yond, min­gling with the crowd. He had thrown on a civil­ian’s clothes, ill fit­ting over his frame, and he was close enough to the door that he could board if the el­e­va­tor was in­deed work­ing.

“Pre­fect Breno,” she said, be­fore she had a thought of cen­sor­ing her­self.

Breno’s face was shad­owed un­der a hood, but she saw enough of it to be sure. He fol­lowed her voice, saw her and al­lowed a flicker of sur­prised recog­ni­tion to crease his fea­tures be­fore he fell back into char­ac­ter. Then he turned slowly, pre­sent­ing his back to her, try­ing to slip deeper into the mob.

“Cit­i­zens!” she said, her voice break­ing on a wave of fear and un­cer­tainty. “There’s an im­pos­tor here. That big man isn’t a civil­ian. He’s a pre­fect, and a mur­derer. You mustn’t let him onto that el­e­va­tor. Un­der the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles, I’m ask­ing you to ex­er­cise your mu­tual obli­ga­tions to Panoply and ef­fect a cit­i­zens’ de­ten­tion—”

“Enough,” a lump-headed man said, his skull a tec­tonic map of cu­ri­ous bulges and scabs. He pushed out of the hud­dle, hap­pily sur­ren­der­ing his po­si­tion, and scooped Thalia up bod­ily. He strode with her and used his boot-heel to kick aside a grat­ing in the floor.

Thalia had just enough time to spy the void be­neath, a grimy, sewer-like space gris­tled with pipes and ca­bles, and then she was thrown into it.

She hit some­thing hard and had the wind knocked out of her. The man slid the grat­ing back into place: it fell heav­ily into po­si­tion, and Thalia lay stunned and mo­tion­less, stuffed into the hole like a grubby, bro­ken doll.

She said noth­ing, did noth­ing. Even think­ing was dif­fi­cult. Act­ing was be­yond all con­sid­er­a­tion.

You could have just left it, she told her­self. Let the rest of Panoply worry about de­tain­ing Lovro Breno.

But if leav­ing things came eas­ily to her, she wouldn’t have been Thalia Ng.

She was still trapped there as she heard the Clock­maker’s units ap­proach­ing with shock­ing, bound­ing speed, then the panic, and then the scream­ing. Flashes of it reached her through the grat­ing. There was noth­ing any­one could do. She heard a rapid, ma­chine-like scis­sor­ing, a scuf­fle of metal on metal, a ter­ri­ble low hum­ming, saw a daz­zle of chrome and red. She lay still as the screams be­came shrieks, which be­came moans, and then soft­ened to fi­nal, des­per­ate pleas for mercy. It all hap­pened in a few sec­onds, but those sec­onds con­tained vast aeons of tor­ment and an­guish. The ma­chines had said noth­ing. They just did.

Un­til there was si­lence.

She lay still, re­duc­ing her breath­ing to the barest sliver nec­es­sary to sup­port con­scious­ness. Some­thing twitched in her leg and she moved with­out vo­li­tion, clang­ing her knee against one of the pipes. The sound of it echoed and echoed, dy­ing away like tinny laugh­ter.

She heard hum­ming and scuf­fling. The scrape of blade on blade: some­thing clean­ing it­self.

She stopped breath­ing al­to­gether.

How long she waited, Thalia had no means of reck­on­ing. She waited un­til there was still­ness and si­lence, and she waited be­yond that for fear that it was a trap. The si­lence was not ab­so­lute: ter­ri­ble things were hap­pen­ing else­where in Car­casstown.

She found the strength to budge the grat­ing. It was sticky on her fin­gers. It made a hellish squeal but noth­ing re­sponded to it. She crawled out, lungs heav­ing, breath­less as a fish tossed onto land.

Af­ter sev­eral sec­onds of im­mo­bil­ity she got to her feet and looked around, fear­ing a sud­den blur of chrome and blood. Of blood there was plenty, some of it al­ready drip­ping through the grat­ing, but only a scat­ter­ing of bod­ies around the mar­gin of the hole, and noth­ing to sug­gest life in any of them. The tide of ma­chines had done its work and passed through, mov­ing on to some other may­hem.

She looked to the nar­row door. Noth­ing ob­structed it now, no press of cit­i­zens. A few lay slumped ei­ther side of it, un­mov­ing and clearly long past any hope of med­i­cal res­ur­rec­tion. One was a woman, laid out cru­ci­form, chest rup­tured, ribs ripped wide, form­ing a square re­cess into which a clock cas­ing had been in­serted, its rough-fash­ioned hands still tick­ing around a blood-speck­led face. The oth­ers, those that had not es­caped or been taken away by the ma­chines, hung from the sun­burst mu­ral. They had been pinned to it, im­paled or driven through with ma­chine-made spikes, their bod­ies form­ing a rus­tic dial, each trail­ing a dark­en­ing teardrop of blood and en­trails.

Some of them were dead.

Not all of them.

One of those on the jour­ney to death was Lovro Breno, pinned to the top of the hour, still with enough con­scious­ness in him to look down at her, yet—judg­ing by the bloody scraps where his mouth and jaw had been—no ca­pa­bil­ity of ac­knowl­edg­ing nor com­mu­ni­cat­ing with her ex­cept by the tini­est lift­ing of his cold grey eyes, a sort of wild as­ton­ish­ment that fate had thrown them to­gether in this man­ner, for this last, brief meet­ing of minds.

Thalia thought of all that might be go­ing through his head right now, be­sides pain and de­spair and the cer­tainty of his own im­mi­nent demise.

“Berries,” she said, clearly and loudly, so that there could be no pos­si­ble con­fu­sion.

She pressed on to Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics, hop­ing that the tide of death had washed past her for now.







CHAP­TER THIRTY-THREE

Drey­fus was alone, his only com­pany the cho­rus of alarms blar­ing from the Aba­cus work­sta­tions. He was glad he had per­suaded Mirna Silk to get Doc­tor Salazar to safety, glad that Krenkel was with them, too, even if he un­der­stood that he was un­likely ever to learn if they made it. He had done his best and the rest was be­yond his con­trol. That was enough, for now. Enough that he could empty his mind of im­me­di­ate con­cerns about Au­rora, the Clock­maker and Car­casstown, and think about Valery and the great, deep, storm-tossed ocean of words that stood still un­spo­ken be­tween them.

Theirs had not been the worst of lives. They had been happy, un­til the Clock­maker drove a ham­mer into their con­tent­ment. Even af­ter that, in the long, dif­fi­cult years of her re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion, with all the false hopes and crush­ing set­backs that had come from her time in Hos­pice Idlewild, there had been is­lands of peace, lit­tle scat­tered atolls of de­light and shared won­der. It had not been all bad, even in the dark­est years.

So much was still to be done, though. So many things which might have hap­pened, with the bless­ings of for­tune. He had never truly given up hope. He had al­ways be­lieved that a to­tal heal­ing was within her grasp, if only both of them stayed the course.

The alarms were be­com­ing slowly more stri­dent, louder and faster. Some of the cool­ing gases were start­ing to fil­ter past the breather, find­ing his air­ways. He coughed, his ribs heav­ing painfully against the re­straints.

His eyes were slit­ted, vi­sion dif­fi­cult in the haze, so when Thalia ar­rived he was aware of only a dark, ragged form spi­der­ing down from the gallery. Foot­steps rang on the de­scend­ing stair­case. He thought he recog­nised the ca­dence of those foot­falls, but that was surely a trick of his fail­ing mind, starved of oxy­gen as the breather gave out.

He did not dare pin a hope on that fa­mil­iar­ity.

“Sir. It’s me, Thalia.”

He shook his heavy, swollen head. It felt like a boul­der, wob­bling pre­pos­ter­ously on the thin stalk of his neck. “No, Thal. It’s not you,” he said, not car­ing how muf­fled his voice was, be­cause he was only talk­ing to him­self. “Breno told me. He killed you.”

Abruptly the breather was torn from his face and a new one planted over his nose and mouth.

He felt a flood of clar­ity, the fog lift­ing from his thoughts.

“I’m here, sir. I met some peo­ple head­ing for one of the other spokes.”

He forced his eyes wider, dis­trust­ing ev­ery im­pres­sion. “Thal?” he asked, sus­pi­cious that some part of his brain could still not be trusted.

“Mirna Silk said they’d left you with a civic-is­sue breather, but that it had a lim­ited du­ra­tion. This is a Panoply one. You should feel a lit­tle bet­ter al­ready.”

He squinted un­til she came into hazy fo­cus. “What about . . . you?”

“They gave me one of theirs,” she said, speak­ing out of the mask. “It’s good enough to get you out of here.”

“No, Thal. You’re not real, and even if you were . . .” He trailed off, the thought too com­pli­cated to hold in his head.

“Breno didn’t kill me,” she said. “He just thought he did.”

He thought back to the ur­gency he had im­pressed on Mirna Silk. If, just for the sake of ar­gu­ment, this phan­tasm was real, then he owed it the same con­sid­er­a­tion.

“You’ve got to leave, Thal. Aba­cus is mal­func­tion­ing.”

“I can see that,” she said coolly. “And I will be leav­ing, just as soon as I get you out of these re­straints.” Her face swiv­elled as she scanned the floor. “Is that your whiphound, sir?”

“No . . .” he man­aged. “No? I’m not sure. Maybe Breno’s. You can’t touch it.”

Thalia re­garded the wounded sphere of Aba­cus, the gash in its crust hint­ing at yawn­ing com­pu­ta­tional depths of pres­sure and tem­per­a­ture.

“The way I see it, sir, I’m not go­ing to get out of here with­out a whiphound. Be­sides, I came for you.”

She stooped down and col­lected the whiphound. She held the han­dle, then flicked out the fil­a­ment to its min­i­mum de­ploy­ment set­ting, a ten-cen­time­tre stiletto of shim­mer­ing quick­mat­ter.

“That was dan­ger­ous, Thal.”

“And nec­es­sary,” she said. “Now sit still while I cut through. You’re al­ready hurt, aren’t you?”

“And you,” he said, notic­ing her shoul­der in­jury. “Be­tween us, we might just make one half-de­cent pre­fect.”

Thalia used the tip of the whiphound’s fil­a­ment to cut away the re­straints, Drey­fus do­ing his best not to wince as he felt its whirring pres­sure tickle against his skin.

“Is it just the head, sir?” Thalia said, ap­prais­ing him as she worked.

“It’s just a bruise. Breno got you with his whiphound, I see. How deep did it go?”

“Deep enough to hurt, but he didn’t get any­thing ma­jor. He thought he’d got me, but I man­aged to play dead well enough to fool him. I’m afraid Coady and Gaza weren’t as lucky, sir. I saw both of them go down and their in­juries were fa­tal.”

“I’m sorry if I put you on the spot with that mes­sage about Breno.”

“He was just wait­ing for his mo­ment, sir. At least I had a lit­tle warn­ing. Enough to make a dif­fer­ence. Now, all we have to do is find a way out of here, with­out get­ting tram­pled in the rush or run­ning into the Clock­maker again.”

“You saw it?”

She nod­ded humbly. “I saw it. Many of them. I’m lucky to be speak­ing to you.”

“And I’m lucky you found me. Au­rora wanted me alive to serve as a wit­ness for her clev­er­ness, but she seems to have ne­glected to have a plan for get­ting me out of these re­straints.”

“Au­rora, sir?”

“It’s com­pli­cated. Is the corvette still docked?”

Thalia checked her bracelet. “Yes—as­sum­ing Pasin­ler’s still fol­low­ing my or­ders. I told him to hold dock for an hour, then de­part. He has the pack­age and we’ve got about fif­teen min­utes, un­less I can sig­nal him ahead of our ar­rival. It’s go­ing to be hard, isn’t it? Even if the el­e­va­tors aren’t backed up with evac­uees, we could run into the Clock­maker at any point be­tween here and the hub. Mirna Silk had your bracelet, sir: she said she was try­ing to get those other two men to your cut­ter.”

“Good; that’s what I wanted. Who else was aboard the corvette, be­sides those Breno mur­dered?”

“Pasin­ler, Moriyama and Mep­pel. Do you think they could be loyal to Breno, sir?”

“His modus was to iden­tify promis­ing acolytes and get them bumped down to me­nial du­ties or ex­cluded from Panoply al­to­gether. They don’t fit the pat­tern.”

“Then we should make a bid for the corvette,” Thalia said de­ci­sively. “Your ship may have al­ready un­docked by now, and it is al­ready full, and I can’t bring mine back in with­out comms.”

Drey­fus pushed him­self up from the chair. He felt in­stantly light­headed and un­steady on his feet, need­ing to lean against the near­est work­sta­tion for sup­port.

“It won’t be easy. Krenkel was go­ing to lead Silk and Salazar to the cut­ter via some back­doors only he knew about. Pre­sum­ably he was still on his way to them when you met.”

“There must be a way.”

“There is.”

The an­swer had come not from Drey­fus but from the work­sta­tions, the same voice is­su­ing from them all, sup­plant­ing the alarm tone. Au­rora’s face flick­ered onto the sta­tions, and copied it­self across the walls, swelling hugely where the mar­ket graph­ics had been be­fore.

“And you’re wrong, Drey­fus,” she went on as he turned, grog­gily ac­knowl­edg­ing her pres­ence. “There was al­ways a plan to get you out. Ng came along at a help­ful time, so I used her. The doors to this fa­cil­ity opened to you with­out dif­fi­culty, didn’t they?”

Thalia shrugged. “And what if I hadn’t come?”

“Some­one else would have. Or I’d have co-opted a ro­bot from one of the nearby fac­to­ries. Or flooded the room with a quick-act­ing sol­vent gas de­signed to loosen Panoply-is­sue bind­ing. All right, I might have needed a lit­tle time with the last. I was al­ways con­fi­dent of sav­ing you, though. And get­ting you out.”

A door opened in the wall of faces, nar­row and low, with a dark space be­yond it. Drey­fus had not seen it be­fore. He won­dered if any­one con­nected with Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics had known it ex­isted.

“Where does it go?” Drey­fus asked.

“Take it and find out. Take your lit­tle helper with you as well, but be aware that you’re strictly bag­gage, Ng.”

“I’ve been called worse,” Thalia said.

“Be quick. There are many things I can con­trol in Car­casstown. The run­away mal­func­tion of Aba­cus is not one of them.” She made a fan­ning ges­ture. “It’s get­ting aw­fully stuffy in here.”

Drey­fus nod­ded to his col­league, and they stooped their way through the low door, into an equally nar­row, low-ceilinged ser­vice duct. Drey­fus led, Thalia fol­low­ing. They had only gone a few dozen paces when the door closed loudly be­hind them.

“Even if this takes us all the way to the spoke,” Thalia said, breath­less with the ef­fort, “I don’t see how we get to Pasin­ler in time.”

“Au­rora will have worked some­thing out,” Drey­fus an­swered.

He fig­ured out what that some­thing was as soon as they emerged from the duct, af­ter no more than a cou­ple of hun­dred me­tres of awk­ward progress.

They had come out of a grubby hatch, swing­ing open with­out protest, in the for­got­ten, clut­tered cor­ner of one of the work­shops Drey­fus had al­ready seen on his first in­spec­tion of Car­casstown. The air in here seemed clearer than in Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics so he took a gam­ble and ripped off his breather.

Thalia looked around, slowly tak­ing in the var­i­ous items of ma­chin­ery and con­sumer prod­uct, picked out in dull hues by the dusky emer­gency light­ing.

“What is this place, sir?”

“Dam­a­scene Con­ver­sions,” Drey­fus said.

Thalia stud­ied the items loom­ing around her, un­der­stand­ing dawn­ing. The en­gine cowls, the cock­pit canopies, the con­trol sur­faces and cus­tom mods.

“Handy.”

“Very.”

Thalia stepped onto an el­e­vated walk­way, rub­bing her hand along the sleek flank of a small civil­ian run­about, al­ready fixed to a launch rail that led out of the work­shop via a ship-sized air­lock. At her touch, the wait­ing ve­hi­cle re­sponded with a hum of ac­ti­va­tion and a fire­works show of gaudy graph­ics across its hull. A door out­lined it­self then gull-winged open, dis­clos­ing a lux­u­ri­ous, padded in­te­rior, drenched in sump­tu­ous green, prac­ti­cally beg­ging to be lounged in.

“Af­ter you, sir,” Thalia said, beck­on­ing him to climb aboard.

“No, Thal,” Drey­fus said, gen­tly in­sis­tent. “Very much af­ter you, I think.”

The run­about ejected it­self from Car­casstown, pop­ping out of a cir­cu­lar hole in the side of the rim. Thalia cir­cled slowly around, the sub-minia­ture space­craft re­spond­ing to her con­trol in­puts with nim­ble ease.

She tapped a nail against a bank of old-fash­ioned gauges, set in a wood-ef­fect con­sole. “If these fuel lev­els are to be be­lieved, sir, we should be able to get to Panoply with­out any dif­fi­culty.”

“Do you see the corvette any­where near us?”

Thalia was con­fi­dent with the run­about’s propul­sion con­trols, but the civil­ian-rated nav­i­ga­tion and com­mu­ni­ca­tions pro­to­cols were less fa­mil­iar to her, so she was re­ly­ing on vis­ual iden­ti­fi­ca­tion of the haz­ards around them, gleaned through the heav­ily framed win­dows ahead of her. “I can’t see it, sir, nor your cut­ter. If the corvette un­docked sooner than planned, they could be thou­sands of kilo­me­tres away by now.”

“Pasin­ler wouldn’t have given up on you. They’re still docked, in­side the hub.”

Thalia gri­maced as she an­gled her wrist to study her bracelet. “He has about eight min­utes to run, as­sum­ing he un­docks ex­actly on the hour. We can’t take that chance, can we?” She took a hand off the con­trols and lifted the bracelet. “Ng to Panoply. Ng to Pasin­ler. Some­one re­spond. If you can hear this, ini­ti­ate im­me­di­ate safe-dis­tanc­ing ma­noeu­vre from Car­casstown.”

“They might be hear­ing us, but we can’t be sure. I’m sorry to ask this, Thal, af­ter all you’ve just been through, but we need to reach that corvette and safe­guard the ev­i­den­tial pack­age.”

“You don’t have to per­suade me, sir.”

“I don’t, but I need to make sure you’re fully aware of the dan­ger from Aba­cus. That com­puter is six thou­sand tonnes of mat­ter be­ing made to do things mat­ter re­ally doesn’t want to. It’ll make a big splash when it blows.”

“One con­so­la­tion though, sir: it’ll likely be quick and pain­less?”

“You al­ways find the up­side, Thal.” Drey­fus made a point­ing ges­ture. “Take us in. The run­about’s keel lock should mate with our corvette with­out any com­pli­ca­tions.”

Thalia brought them around to face the en­trance hole in the cen­tral sphere. Smaller ships, mainly taxis, short-range tugs and bare-bones es­cape pods, were still flee­ing from the aper­ture. Thalia steered around this ragged ex­o­dus, care­ful not to col­lide with any of the evac­uees. It was not lost on Thalia that theirs was the only ship head­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion.

“I can’t al­low you to en­dan­ger your­self,” Au­rora said, her voice fill­ing the run­about’s cabin. “Turn about now, and we’ll say no more about it.”

“You want me alive for brag­ging rights,” Drey­fus replied. “Un­for­tu­nately for you, I come with bag­gage. Ng has a whiphound. If you in­ter­fere with this ship in any way, even so much as to speak again, I’ll set it to grenade mode.”

“You’d kill dear lit­tle Ng, and your­self, just to si­lence me?”

“It would be a more than ac­cept­able trade-off, so don’t push me.”

Au­rora said noth­ing.

“Bag­gage?” Thalia asked, as they en­tered the sphere.

“The best kind.” Drey­fus leaned for­ward in­tently, gaz­ing past the huge semi-dis­man­tled hulks and par­tial re­builds. “There. That’s your corvette, isn’t it?”

Thalia nod­ded. “Yes. Pasin­ler had to dock nose first, be­cause there wasn’t room to bring it in lat­er­ally. I’ll lock us onto the ven­tral lock, and keep my fin­gers crossed that Pasin­ler’s stood down the prox­im­ity coun­ter­mea­sures.”

“Be­ing shot out of the sky by Panoply’s own weapons would be a very, very bad end to the day.”

By Thalia’s es­ti­ma­tion Pasin­ler ought to have been three min­utes from de­par­ture by the time she brought the run­about into con­tact with the corvette. They man­aged to dock with­out trou­ble, but the corvette re­fused to open its phys­i­cal lock to let them through, per­haps un­der­stand­ably given the state of panic through­out Car­casstown.

Even­tu­ally Thalia got a crackle of comms through her bracelet.

“Pasin­ler? Let us in. It’s Ng and Drey­fus.”

Moriyama an­swered, sound­ing much more dis­tant than as if she were only the other side of a few lay­ers of ar­mour. “Where are the oth­ers? Where’s Pre­fect Breno?”

“Breno isn’t com­ing back. Nor are Coady and Gaza. I’ll ex­plain when we’re aboard, and most im­por­tantly when we’ve got some dis­tance from Car­casstown. Drey­fus says the com­puter in Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics is likely to blow up at any mo­ment, and that it’ll take a good chunk of the sta­tion with it when it goes.”

“Copy, Pre­fect Ng. I’m cy­cling the lock. We have a dif­fi­culty, though.”

“What kind?”

“We’re stuck here. We can’t un­dock from Car­casstown.”
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Thalia and Drey­fus moved aboard, in­stantly reg­is­ter­ing the mass of civil­ian evac­uees pressed into al­most ev­ery avail­able nook of the corvette. Drey­fus sur­veyed the tired, con­cerned faces, not see­ing Krenkel, Silk or Salazar. He could only hope that they had made it to his cut­ter and were al­ready some­where be­yond the sta­tion.

Thalia moved for­ward to Pasin­ler’s pi­lot­ing po­si­tion, keep­ing her voice low enough not to cause un­due alarm to the evac­uees. “What is it that’s pre­vent­ing us from leav­ing?”

“Cap­ture clamps aren’t re­spond­ing, Ng.” He did a dou­ble take, eye­ing Drey­fus us well. “You’re hurt, both of you. Go back to the sur­gi­cal suite and get fixed up be­fore you bleed all over my ship.”

“Break free of the clamps,” Thalia said.

“Yes—bril­liant sug­ges­tion, Ng. If we do that, we’ll take half the lock with us, in­clud­ing any­one on the other side.”

“Did you turn any­one away?” Drey­fus asked.

“No, but that’s not to say some more haven’t ar­rived while we’ve been prep­ping for de­par­ture. There could be a hun­dred peo­ple backed up be­hind that lock.”

He nod­ded. “I’m afraid there’s noth­ing to be done for them. Get us off how­ever you need to. The Clock­maker’s units could be on us at any mo­ment.”

“You’ve seen them, sir?” Moriyama asked.

Drey­fus shook his head at the other pre­fect. “Thalia did. An army of them is run­ning through Car­casstown in gath­er­ing num­bers.”

“I’ve seen what they do to peo­ple,” Thalia added, in the un­likely event that Pasin­ler needed fur­ther per­sua­sion. “We don’t want to be any part of that. And with re­spect to any­one on the other side of the lock . . . de­com­pres­sion would be a much bet­ter way to go than meet­ing those ma­chines.”

“It’ll take some force to break us free of the clamps,” Pasin­ler said. “I’m afraid I’ll need to de­tach that lit­tle ship you came in with, if we want to make the best use of our steer­ing mo­tors.”

“Do it,” Drey­fus said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to get back aboard, de­tach and take your­self and Pre­fect Ng back to Panoply? You both look pretty beaten up.”

Drey­fus glanced at Thalia, wait­ing for the silent re­ac­tion he ex­pected but did not pre­sume to count upon.

She shot him a brief “no.”

“We’ll see this one out,” Drey­fus said. “And as much I’d like to se­cure some­one, I won’t split up the evac­uees just for the sake of sav­ing two necks in that run­about. All or noth­ing, Pasin­ler. De­tach the dead mass.”

Moriyama and Mep­pel had moved for­ward to join them, pick­ing up on the end of the ex­change. “We’ll lay down a cor­don up­stream of the lock, if we’re able,” Moriyama said. “That’ll give you time to shake loose and se­cure the evac­uees.”

“You can’t go out there!” Thalia said.

Moriyama raised a gauntleted hand. “This isn’t a death wish, just the last line. Once you’re clear, we can tra­verse vac­uum be­fore you com­plete your de­par­ture. Hold off as close as you dare, but don’t take any chances with the Clock­maker.”

“We’ll self-de­struct rather than risk car­ry­ing it be­yond Car­casstown,” Drey­fus promised. “Good luck in there, both of you.”

“Make it count,” Moriyama said.

Mep­pel worked the nose lock. One bless­ing: there was no press of peo­ple on the other side, just a stretch of empty cor­ri­dor reach­ing away into dark­ness. Moriyama and Mep­pel ex­ited and the lock re­sealed, with two vis­ual feeds from their gog­gles ap­pear­ing ad­ja­cent to it. Drey­fus and Thalia stud­ied these feeds as the other two pre­fects worked their way back up the shaft, re­trac­ing the path Thalia had fol­lowed barely an hour ear­lier.

“Run­about is de­tached,” Pasin­ler said, hands on the twin pre­ci­sion ma­noeu­vring joy­sticks. “Se­cure for forced de­par­ture.”

“Ex­e­cute,” Drey­fus said.

Thrusters popped. The corvette jerked back sharply, be­fore ram­ming to a sud­den halt. Pasin­ler worked the thrusters again. An­other jolt, more pow­er­ful than the first. An alarm be­gan to sound, Pasin­ler cuff­ing it into si­lence al­most in­stantly.

Drey­fus called through to the evac­uees, rais­ing his voice over their cries and de­mands. “Calm your­selves. We’re at­tempt­ing to break free of Car­casstown. If we don’t, a few bruises will be the least of your prob­lems.”

Moriyama’s voice was as ragged as the vis­ual feed. “Lay­ing down a fixed cor­don at thirty me­tres, dual whiphounds.”

The pre­fects each tossed one of their whiphounds into the depths of the shaft. The whiphounds set up a full-height and full-width bar­ri­cade, fil­a­ments blur­ring into a flick­er­ing sur­face. The bar­rier was a smoky drum skin, hints of the shaft peek­ing through it.

Pasin­ler tried again. Some­thing gave, the ship drift­ing back a me­tre or two be­fore some ob­struc­tion snagged it.

“More!” Drey­fus said. “Dam­age the corvette if you have to, but get us clear.”

With the bar­ri­cade set, Moriyama and Mep­pel had moved about fif­teen me­tres closer to the corvette. They each had one whiphound re­main­ing, held like a ba­ton with the fil­a­ment re­tracted. Moriyama was perched on one side of the shaft, Mep­pel on the other, se­cured by the ad­he­sive patches on their knees and el­bows. They were an­tic­i­pat­ing de­com­pres­sion.

Pasin­ler gave it an­other go. Once again there was a mo­ment of freefall that al­most con­vinced Drey­fus that they had slipped free, be­fore the corvette jolted hard.

“Damn this!” Pasin­ler said. “Dis­abling all safety lim­its. This will ei­ther break us or free us.”

“Vis­ual on the Clock­maker,” Mep­pel said ur­gently. “Three . . . four am­bu­la­tory ma­chines, ap­proach­ing at speed. Hell, it’s fast!”

Drey­fus saw it too. The Clock­maker’s com­po­nent bod­ies burst from the shaft’s dark depths, a flail­ing of limbs pro­pel­ling them closer. They moved like gib­bons, with an ef­fort­less, glid­ing mo­men­tum. Drey­fus tensed as the first of these anvil-headed ar­rivals met the flicker of the whiphound cor­don. In­stantly the body broke up, shred­ded into dozens of twin­kling, gyring parts. The cor­don held. Two more Clock­mak­ers pro­pelled them­selves into that blurred mem­brane, and they also ex­ploded into a chrome-coloured slurry of man­gled, sev­ered com­po­nents, tum­bling like as­ter­oids af­ter some pri­mor­dial smash.

“Cor­don hold­ing,” Moriyama re­ported. “Eighty per cent ef­fec­tive­ness.”

The dual whiphounds had suf­fered dam­age, but not cat­a­strophic lev­els.

A fourth Clock­maker flung it­self into the thresh­ing bound­ary. It emerged, more of it com­ing through in one piece, but it was lop­sided and limb­less. It drifted, trailed by the smaller parts of it­self.

Pasin­ler jerked the corvette back. Some­thing strained . . . and yielded. They were weight­less, but still drift­ing, inch­ing clear of Car­casstown. The emer­gency alarms blurted again, in­di­cat­ing dam­age and the risk of greater harm. The corvette had wrenched it­self loose, but was turn­ing slowly, so that the dock­ing port came into view on the star­board side, vis­i­ble through one of the fixed ob­ser­va­tion win­dows. Air was foun­tain­ing out of it, a dirty grey cone flecked with de­bris.

“Re­treat to twenty me­tres and stand off,” Drey­fus said. “Moriyama, Mep­pel, can you see a clear path through the lock? We’re ready for you.”

“Neg­a­tive, sir,” came back the thready re­ply. “There are more com­ing. Cor­don at sixty per cent and fall­ing. Set­ting whiphounds to min­i­mum de­lay.”

She meant the two re­main­ing whiphounds they were still car­ry­ing: lock­ing in the five-sec­ond fuse.

“Toss them and get out of there!” Thalia shouted, her voice break­ing from the strain and fa­tigue.

“Neg­a­tive. We’ll hold un­til the cor­don is breached. It’s the only way.”

A cold clar­ity set­tled upon Drey­fus. He un­der­stood what Moriyama and Mep­pel in­tended, and why it was nec­es­sary. If they re­leased their whiphounds too soon, they would ex­plode be­fore the next wave of ma­chines were through the cor­don, achiev­ing noth­ing. It was at best a de­lay­ing ac­tion, but the pre­fects knew it was the only way they could hope to safe­guard the corvette. Al­though it had de­tached from Car­casstown, it was not be­yond the reach of fast, ruth­less ma­chines that func­tioned as well in vac­uum as they did in air.

“Six . . . seven more units,” Mep­pel croaked, her voice rasp­ing in and out of sense as the sig­nal de­graded. “More be­hind them. Dozens more. Oh, Voi. There’s too many!”

The feeds showed the ma­chines spark­ing against the cor­don, sac­ri­fic­ing parts of them­selves in the process, but weight of num­bers be­gin­ning to out­weigh the de­struc­tion. One broke through, miss­ing only two limbs this time. It moved pon­der­ously, but it was still com­ing.

“Cor­don at twenty . . .” Moriyama broke off. “Pull away with­out us, corvette.”

Pasin­ler glanced at Drey­fus.

Drey­fus nod­ded back. There was noth­ing to be done now. Moriyama and Mep­pel had al­ready se­lected their fates, self­lessly and with­out hes­i­ta­tion. Even if they timed the ex­plo­sions per­fectly, five sec­onds was still too long to make it to safety. They might take out a hand­ful of the ma­chines, stem­ming the flow, but there was no way they were sav­ing them­selves.

They knew it, too.

Pasin­ler straight­ened out the corvette and crept away be­tween the float­ing forms of the half-re­paired or dis­man­tled ships. A white light pulsed silently from the ru­ined lock: one or both whiphounds go­ing up. The yield was small, but that was the trade-off: if the whiphounds had been set to pro­duce a larger blast, they would have needed a longer de­lay on the fuses.

“Lock weapons onto that area,” Drey­fus said. “De­stroy any­thing that isn’t hu­man.”

He was right to is­sue that com­mand. Through the howl­ing mouth of the dam­aged lock, still belch­ing air, came the rest of the Clock­maker units. Some were dam­aged, some griev­ously so, but far too many were in­tact. They had bro­ken through com­pletely, and the ex­plo­sions had been ei­ther too late or in­suf­fi­cient.

The corvette found clear space, emerg­ing through the cir­cu­lar hole in the hub. Pasin­ler swung its tail around and put them on main drive, eas­ily out­pac­ing the ma­chines. Rear-fac­ing ord­nance un­packed. Guns snored, stopped, snored again, over and over, me­thod­i­cally and un­hur­riedly se­lect­ing and elim­i­nat­ing each tum­bling tar­get.

Noth­ing re­sem­bling a per­son, much less a pair of pre­fects in tac­ti­cal ar­mour, trou­bled the corvette’s threat-dis­crim­i­na­tion al­go­rithms.

They had put twenty kilo­me­tres be­tween the corvette and Car­casstown when Aba­cus fi­nally went up. A white flash, there and gone, and about four-fifths of the sta­tion de­stroyed in­stantly, leav­ing only a small seg­ment of the op­po­site part of the rim, tum­bling away, spi­ralling out gases and de­bris. The com­puter’s demise was un­doubt­edly the trig­ger­ing event for that de­struc­tion, but Drey­fus was pre­pared to be­lieve that some of the other com­mer­cial ac­tiv­i­ties in the rim had added to the ef­fect, in a chain re­ac­tion too rapid to de­tect. That might even have been part of the plan all along.

Af­ter he had con­ferred with Jane Au­monier and sat­is­fied him­self that the nec­es­sary con­tain­ment mea­sures were in place, with cut­ters, corvettes and cruis­ers mov­ing in to sweep the ex­pand­ing vol­ume of space around the for­mer sta­tion—both to iden­tify and res­cue sur­vivors, but mainly to neu­tralise any sur­viv­ing el­e­ments of the Clock­maker—Drey­fus went back to the open cof­fin of the sur­gi­cal suite, where he had in­sisted Thalia get treat­ment. He eyed her with a mix­ture of anx­i­ety and re­lief. Anx­i­ety that she had been hurt while try­ing to pro­tect him, and with the sort of in­jury that could eas­ily have been much, much worse, but for an ac­ci­dent of mil­lisec­onds. Re­lief that she was alive, de­spite the wounds. He won­dered how closely his feel­ings would have aligned with those of Ja­son Ng, if her fa­ther had been there to meet his daugh­ter, with the same pride and con­cern.

“It was a ruse,” he ex­plained softly. “A clever trick by Au­rora, at our ex­pense, but di­rected against the Clock­maker. She lured her ad­ver­sary into Car­casstown and de­stroyed him, but she’s still out there, undi­min­ished.” Drey­fus found the strength for a fa­tal­is­tic smile. “She won, in the end. She got ev­ery­thing she wanted, and at no cost to her­self.”

Thalia groaned as the sur­gi­cal suite’s ma­nip­u­la­tors prod­ded around her in­jury. “And this time we haven’t got an­other rogue ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence we can throw against her.”

“You could say it worked, for a while.”

“What do you think hap­pens now? She can do what she likes with all of us.”

“She’s lim­it­less,” Drey­fus ad­mit­ted. “And ter­ri­fied. Years ago she got a glimpse of some­thing dark, ly­ing in the fu­ture. A catas­tro­phe that would swal­low her un­less she gained com­plete con­trol of her des­tiny around Yel­low­stone.”

“Do peo­ple fig­ure in that des­tiny?”

“While we’re use­ful to her. She re­lies on hu­man hands and minds to keep the Glit­ter Band func­tion­ing: main­tain­ing the in­fra­struc­ture of ma­chines and net­works she needs to ex­ist. She’ll be look­ing for a way to sup­plant us, though. She needs us, but she doesn’t want us. And she’ll per­mit no ac­tion that threat­ens her po­si­tion.”

“Isn’t there a part of her that still feels an at­tach­ment to us?”

“You were a blas­to­cyte once,” Drey­fus re­minded her. “Do you feel much kin­ship with blas­to­cytes?”

“There must be some­thing. Look, we’re still here, aren’t we? And the Glit­ter Band’s still out there. Pasin­ler’s been mon­i­tor­ing nor­mal comms traf­fic since we de­parted. Granted, peo­ple are spooked . . . but all the usual dis­trac­tions are still play­ing out.”

“You’re won­der­ing if just be­ing might be enough for her? That she might be con­tent to let the mice play, look­ing down on us from her lofty van­tage?”

“It’s a hope,” Thalia said, the con­vic­tion al­ready fad­ing.

“I know what she is,” Drey­fus an­swered. “I’ve seen the cruel streak in her. It’s the one piece of hu­man­ity I wish she’d had the good grace to leave be­hind.”

He left the sur­gi­cal suite to con­tinue tend­ing to Thalia, then pushed for­ward through the melee of evac­uees un­til he reached Pasin­ler’s pi­lot­ing po­si­tion.

“Have you heard any­thing about my cut­ter?”

“Thyssen just picked it up on au­to­mated ap­proach, sir, three aboard and healthy. They couldn’t track it un­til now: it must have been close enough to the blast to dam­age its transpon­der.”

“Good, good.” He per­mit­ted him­self a mo­ment of pri­vate sat­is­fac­tion. “Tell Thyssen to see that the oc­cu­pants are well looked af­ter un­til I ar­rive.”

“We’ll be there shortly, sir.”

“No, we won’t.”

Pasin­ler glanced at him, ir­ri­ta­tion kept nar­rowly in check. “We won’t?”

“I need a small de­tour. Do you have vis­ual on one of our net­work routers or traf­fic-con­trol bea­cons?”

Pasin­ler sketched a hand across the prox­im­ity dis­play, clot­ted with mov­ing ob­jects both large and small, each with its own an­no­ta­tion. “Take your pick.”

“Find me some­where that’s un­oc­cu­pied, not too far off our course, and which has a good chance of hav­ing ba­sic life-sup­port fa­cil­i­ties. I know these units are au­to­mated, but some of them come with pres­surised refuges. All I need is enough air and heat to keep a cou­ple of peo­ple alive for about half an hour.”

Pasin­ler tapped a fin­ger against one of the smaller bod­ies. “CTC Router GX7-3, should fit your needs.”

“I’ll take it. Rely on vis­ual flight rules and main­tain a fully man­ual ap­proach. I want you to ig­nore any con­flict­ing data that ap­pears be­tween now and our ar­rival, no mat­ter how per­sua­sive it seems.”

“What are you ex­pect­ing?”

“I’m just play­ing safe,” Drey­fus an­swered.

He moved back to Thalia. She was asleep, nursed to un­con­scious­ness by the sur­gi­cal suite. He would need to wake her be­fore too long, but af­ter what she had been through, a lit­tle rest was the least she de­served.
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CTC Router GX7-3 was a ball of wrin­kled rock the size of his out­stretched thumb-tip. Throng­ing with an­ten­nae, it re­sem­bled the highly mag­ni­fied im­age of a virus, bristling with hy­per­adapted spike pro­teins.

“I could get you there a lot quicker,” Pasin­ler com­mented. “Though I’ve a feel­ing our pas­sen­gers wouldn’t ap­pre­ci­ate too spir­ited a brak­ing ma­noeu­vre.”

“Bring us in gen­tly,” Drey­fus replied, scrap­ing the bot­tom of his em­pa­thy reser­voir. “I’ve not ex­actly won them over by an­nounc­ing an un­sched­uled de­lay to our ar­rival at Panoply.”

“And the rea­son for this stopover?”

Drey­fus owed Pasin­ler the truth, or as much of it as he could risk. “I need a to­tally se­cure en­vi­ron­ment, some­where Ng and I can con­sult sen­si­tive ma­te­rial.”

“Who don’t you trust? Me or the pas­sen­gers?”

Drey­fus hoped the ques­tion was meant flip­pantly. “Un­til I can be sure Breno was work­ing alone, I can’t rely on the in­tegrity of the se­cu­rity mea­sures in­side Panoply. Or this ship, for that mat­ter. A dead room is the next best thing.”

“The router isn’t dead,” Pasin­ler pointed out. “By def­i­ni­tion.”

Drey­fus nod­ded. “But it soon will be. Once you have the range, take out the com­mu­ni­ca­tions de­vices on the out­side of the rock. I want it sev­ered from the net­work, un­able to re­lay in­for­ma­tion in any fash­ion.”

“I can do that, but I can’t guar­an­tee I’ll leave you with any light or power.”

“As long as you leave a pres­sure-tight en­clo­sure, we’ll man­age.”

Pasin­ler sniped away at the router with the corvette’s lighter ar­ma­ments, lift­ing dust and de­bris from the sur­face, cir­cling around to make sure the job was thor­ough and test­ing the ef­fects by ping­ing stan­dard Panoply di­ag­nos­tic pack­ets at the dam­aged ob­ject.

When the router re­mained mute, Pasin­ler said to Drey­fus: “That’s the best I can guar­an­tee, short of de­stroy­ing it com­pletely. Watch out for stray de­bris on your way in­side.”

Drey­fus ex­am­ined the smoul­der­ing ruin, wait­ing for the rub­ble cloud to dis­si­pate suf­fi­ciently that he gained sight of the air­lock with its ac­cess to the pres­surised com­part­ments ex­ca­vated into the rock.

“That’ll do.”

Drey­fus re­turned to the sur­gi­cal suite, guilty about wak­ing Thalia but cer­tain that she would have re­sented any other ar­range­ment.

He waited for the ma­chine to rouse her to con­scious­ness, an­tic­i­pat­ing her con­fu­sion.

“Are we dock­ing at Panoply, sir?”

“Not just yet.” He nod­ded down at her. “Do you think you can man­age a hard­suit, with that in­jury still fresh?”

Thalia pinched aside grog­gi­ness as if she were peel­ing lay­ers of cob­web from her­self. “I’ll wear what­ever it takes, sir.”

Drey­fus out­fit­ted him­self, leav­ing only the hel­met to be at­tached, then as­sisted Thalia with her own set of equip­ment.

He asked her to show him the ev­i­den­tial pack­age, barely sur­prised by the black­ened, slag-like ob­ject that she dis­closed from the corvette’s locker. He stared at it numbly for a few sec­onds, some­thing in­side him fi­nally reg­is­ter­ing the truth he would much rather have de­nied. It was like a bolt slid­ing home, latch­ing with some dark fi­nal­ity, a thing that could never be un­done.

“Have you ever han­dled some­thing like this?” he asked.

“No, and I’m not sure I’d know the pro­to­col with­out talk­ing to some­one at se­nior level.”

“It’s not com­pli­cated.” Drey­fus un­clipped a whiphound from the corvette’s ar­ma­ments rack. He ac­ti­vated it with a twist of the con­trol dial and asked the whiphound to af­firm that he had full au­thor­ity over its func­tions.

The whiphound flashed its com­pli­ance. He clipped it to the suit.

“Should I bring one?” Thalia asked, slid­ing the re­mains of Sparver and his suit into an elas­tic pouch tucked un­der the bulge of her chest ar­mour.

“I’m not ex­pect­ing trou­ble.” Drey­fus dropped his hel­met into place, locked it and waited for Thalia to do like­wise. They ver­i­fied that their suits had es­tab­lished short-range comms hand­shakes, in­de­pen­dent of the sig­nals en­vi­ron­ment of the corvette.

They went to the suit­wall, wait­ing on the pres­surised side of it un­til Pasin­ler had brought the corvette to within leap­ing dis­tance of a cor­re­spond­ing lock on the face of the rock. The lock had weath­ered the on­slaught with no vis­i­ble dam­age, tes­ti­fy­ing to Pasin­ler’s skill with weapons.

“Re­treat to a safe dis­tance and hold sta­tion,” Drey­fus told Pasin­ler. “If we’re not back within thirty min­utes, head straight for Panoply with the evac­uees. They’re the pri­or­ity. You can al­ways send a launch to find us later.”

Drey­fus and Thalia passed through the clammy mem­brane of the suit­wall, its edge lap­ping against their suits but pro­vid­ing only fee­ble re­sis­tance un­til they popped out into vac­uum. Thalia cupped her hands around the bulge of her belly-pouch, mak­ing sure the black husk was still se­cured.

They drifted across the in­ter­ven­ing space. Al­though the main cloud had thinned out and dis­persed, the rock was still erupt­ing and out­gassing from the im­pact sites, vom­it­ing out gritty spumes of gas and crust ma­te­rial. Their suits’ prox­im­ity alarms kept go­ing off, and the thrusters did their best to steer clear of the largest pieces of de­bris. Drey­fus still felt thuds and shud­ders as his suit ab­sorbed the im­pacts that could not be avoided.

Drey­fus se­lected a rear view on his vi­sor and watched the corvette flash its pre­ci­sion thrusters, mov­ing fur­ther away from the rock. They would have fur­ther to cross on the way out, but Pasin­ler could al­ways track and lo­cate them if they drifted off course.

Some­thing clipped him hard, send­ing him spin­ning. His suit cor­rected, but a warn­ing icon now pulsed hard across his vis­ual field. Par­tial com­pro­mise of mo­tive as­sist. Quick­mat­ter re­pair pro­cesses in­sti­gated. Op­ti­mum func­tion­al­ity will not be re­gained for twenty min­utes.

He wres­tled his arms and legs in the suit. Slug­gish, but he could still do ev­ery­thing he needed.

“Are you all right, sir?”

“Noth­ing that’ll slow me down, Thal.” His words snagged on an un­ex­pected si­lence. “Thal?”

“I’m back,” she said, voice grav­elly with in­ter­fer­ence. “Took a hit to my hel­met. Comms dropped and re­cov­er­ing. I’m good, but I only have a par­tial feed on my vi­sor dis­play. Am I still headed in the right di­rec­tion?”

“Yes, you’re on tar­get. You should be feet down in about five sec­onds.”

“Ad­he­sive grap­ples pre-armed. Here I go . . .” She grunted, hit­ting hard, buck­ling at the knees. The teth­ers flung out from her hip and wrists, se­cur­ing Thalia to the rock be­fore she re­bounded back into space.

Drey­fus touched down a me­tre from her. He grap­pled, then re­leased all but the hip teth­ers. He swept a hand across the blank vis­age of her hel­met.

“Do you see me?”

“Wait a mo­ment. I’m switch­ing to trans­parency.” A soft-edged por­tion of the front of her hel­met de-opaqued, her face float­ing be­hind a layer of foggy glass. Thalia blinked against the bright­ness. Ep­silon Eri­dani was be­hind Yel­low­stone, but the scat­tered light of the Glit­ter Band would still have been daz­zling. “Glare shade isn’t cut­ting in, sir. I doubt I’d be much use in a fight.”

“It’ll be bet­ter in­side,” Drey­fus said.

He guided her into the dock, their teth­ers re­tract­ing as they com­mit­ted to en­try. They both fit­ted, but with scarcely any room to spare. Thalia touched the belly-pouch, re­as­sur­ing her­self that the pre­cious cargo was still safe.

“That was worse than I ex­pected, sir. If we’d been wear­ing m-suits, we’d have been shred­ded alive. It was the right de­ci­sion not to use them. That was the rea­son, wasn’t it?”

Drey­fus said noth­ing.

The lock was old, rugged and co­op­er­a­tive. They hud­dled in­side as the outer door closed and air flooded in from reser­voirs. Drey­fus eyed the am­bi­ent sen­sors on his own vi­sor over­lay, glad to see that the air was build­ing up to nor­mal pres­sure and with tol­er­a­ble gas ra­tios.

He glared at the in­ner door un­til it opened, low-level lights and sys­tems dis­plays com­ing on in a room only a lit­tle larger than the lock it­self. They drifted in­side, ori­en­tat­ing them­selves un­til they were fac­ing each other, squat­ting in near-weight­less­ness on what would have been the floor, had the rock pos­sessed any sig­nif­i­cant pull.

Drey­fus un­did his hel­met, set­ting it down next to him. Thalia did the same, mask­ing a wince as she moved her arms. She took in a breath of air, then gasped at the cold­ness. Drey­fus nod­ded, shar­ing her re­ac­tion. His lungs felt as if some­one had shoved a sack of ice down his wind­pipe.

“I’m afraid lux­ury wasn’t on the agenda when they de­signed these places. With luck, we won’t be here long enough to freeze.” Drey­fus leaned past Thalia to reach a fold-out con­sole, tap­ping his way through sub-menus un­til he found the list of ex­ec­u­tive priv­i­leges. Al­though the router was not Panoply prop­erty, it fell firmly within the or­gan­i­sa­tion’s sphere of re­spon­si­bil­ity. As with any sim­i­lar fa­cil­ity, there were de­lib­er­ate back­doors to al­low Panoply to usurp some or all of the func­tions, tem­po­rar­ily or per­ma­nently.

“Net­tles . . .” he be­gan, typ­ing cau­tiously.

“Wave Un­der,” Thalia fin­ished for him.

“Thank you. Just test­ing your pre­pared­ness.”

“Of course, sir.”

Panoply’s ex­ec­u­tive ac­cess codes were re­freshed on a three-month ba­sis, but in re­cent years he had be­come lax at com­mit­ting them to im­me­di­ate re­call. This fail­ing nagged at him in the small hours, but he never did any­thing about it while awake.

Drey­fus un­clipped the whiphound, turned on its torch func­tion and handed it to Thalia.

“I’m about to shut down all power, in­clud­ing life sup­port. Be ready to put your hel­met on again if there’s a pres­sure drop.”

Drey­fus com­pleted the com­mand se­quence, wait­ing in sus­pense as the sys­tems con­tin­ued func­tion­ing for sev­eral sec­onds, un­til with a hard me­chan­i­cal thud ev­ery­thing went dead and silent, save for their own breath­ing and the quiet chug of their own suits.

“Now we turn off all suit func­tions,” Drey­fus said. “All the way down, noth­ing to chance.”

They tapped the com­mands into their sleeve pan­els, dis­abling ev­ery sin­gle me­chan­i­cal and cy­ber­netic com­po­nent in their equip­ment, in­clud­ing all quick­mat­ter re­pair pro­cesses. The suits com­plied, be­com­ing in­stantly silent and heav­ier. Now their oc­cu­pants’ ev­ery move­ment, no mat­ter how slight, be­came both more slug­gish and more costly of ef­fort.

The suits’ sys­tem read­outs, sta­tus lights and recog­ni­tion mark­ers had all gone dark. The only source of light in the room was the whiphound, pin­ning Drey­fus and Thalia within a cone of yel­low. The bound­aries of the cham­ber had re­ceded, as if they now floated in a much larger void, filled with air turn­ing staler with each pained breath.

“You may won­der why we need this level of pre­cau­tion,” Drey­fus said.

“I as­sume you have your rea­sons.” Ghosts of breath haunted the space be­yond her lips. “I don’t like to say it, but there must be peo­ple you don’t nec­es­sar­ily trust, high in the or­gan­i­sa­tion.”

“I trust most of them. Au­monier cer­tainly. The other se­niors, very lit­tle rea­son to doubt.” He paused. “What I can’t trust is Panoply it­self. It’s been com­pro­mised, in­fil­trated at a high level by Au­rora.”

Thalia nod­ded gravely. “I’m . . . alarmed, but not re­ally shocked, af­ter ev­ery­thing that’s gone on to­day. Once she broke free of the Clock­maker, she could di­rect her en­er­gies wher­ever she liked, in­clud­ing breach­ing our own log­i­cal de­fences.”

“She didn’t breach them,” Drey­fus con­tra­dicted gen­tly. “I let her in. Years ago, and know­ing full well what I was do­ing.”

A frown pressed into her fore­head. “Sir? I don’t un­der­stand.”

“I’m the one who gave her ac­cess. The Search Tur­bines, pri­mar­ily, but from there I don’t doubt that she was able to ex­tend her snoop­ing into many other ar­eas of Panoply.”

Thalia mouthed: “Why?”

“We struck a bar­gain. She sup­plied a crit­i­cal lead on the Wild­fire emer­gency, help­ing us avert the cri­sis, in re­turn for my al­low­ing her ac­cess to our records on the Clock­maker.”

“You wouldn’t have done that, sir,” Thalia as­serted, as if he had to be mis­taken, mis­re­mem­ber­ing his own past.

Drey­fus pre­pared his an­swer. “I did it. Peo­ple were dy­ing and I saw no other way. It was not my in­ten­tion to weaken us, or en­dan­ger the greater se­cu­rity of the Glit­ter Band. My cal­cu­la­tion was that ac­cess to our sys­tems wouldn’t greatly in­crease her power. We knew less about the Clock­maker than she thought we did. I be­lieved that the bar­gain was worth strik­ing; that at the end of the day, sav­ing lives in the here and now mat­tered more than some ab­stract fears about one ma­chine in­tel­li­gence tri­umph­ing over an­other in the fu­ture.” He shrugged in­side the iron cof­fin of his suit. “I even al­lowed my­self to think the Clock­maker had run rings around both of us, out­fox­ing Au­rora even as she thought she had the up­per hand. Back to the same old stale­mate, my crime neu­tralised. Years passed and Au­rora and the Clock­maker seemed equally bal­anced again. Un­til Catop­sis up­set ev­ery­thing.”

“Catop­sis failed.”

“I made it fail.” He nod­ded, re­in­forc­ing his cul­pa­bil­ity. “It was me, Thal. Au­rora alerted me to the threat against her­self—the threat against that stale­mate. I couldn’t ex­pose Catop­sis di­rectly, not with­out too many ques­tions be­ing asked about my con­nec­tion to Au­rora. But I could drip-feed enough clues to In­g­var to make her pick up the in­ves­ti­ga­tion and run with it.”

Again, that frown. “That was the orig­i­nal in­ves­ti­ga­tion, though—the one from four years ago, not the one that got Tench killed.”

“I still in­sti­gated it. I put her into a po­si­tion where work­ing in­side Panoply was un­ten­able, hence her shift to field­work—where you were her men­tor.”

Thalia swal­lowed. “And af­ter? Did you drive her to rein­ves­ti­gate the case?”

“No,” Drey­fus an­swered. But he searched her eyes for signs that she be­lieved him, whole­heart­edly and with­out ques­tion, and did not find the as­sur­ance he sought.

Un­der­stand­ably.

“But you’re still to blame, in some way.”

“I am. She was only do­ing what came nat­u­rally to her: re­fus­ing to let some­thing go. I should have known that she wouldn’t rest, and that it might put her in harm’s way.”

“I know that you’d never act against Panoply, un­less there was no choice.”

“There’s al­ways a choice. We don’t al­ways see it clearly in the mo­ment, but there’s al­ways a choice.”

Thalia was silent, shiv­er­ing slightly within her suit. “Why are you telling me this, sir?”

“Be­cause some­one else needs to know. I don’t know what’s go­ing to hap­pen to us now, but I do know that I’ve car­ried this alone for too long. I can’t go on be­ing the only one who knows. She’s been us­ing me, Thal.”

“Us­ing you? You mean black­mail?”

“Au­rora also has her claws into Valery, mak­ing her suf­fer if I don’t do what she wants.”

Thalia had the look of some­one about to open a box of hor­rors.

“And what has she wanted?”

“There’s how it was put to me, and how it ac­tu­ally played out. Af­ter In­g­var’s death, Au­rora led me to think she’d be­come aware of the na­ture of In­g­var’s in­ves­ti­ga­tion. She wanted me to con­tinue it: to iden­tify the lo­ca­tion of the re­vived Catop­sis and shut it down, to save her own skin and pre­serve the equi­lib­rium be­tween her and the Clock­maker.” Drey­fus sniffed, a cold ici­cle form­ing on the end of his nose. “That was a ruse, though. She al­ready knew ex­actly where the op­er­a­tion was hap­pen­ing, be­cause she’d been the one mak­ing it hap­pen.”

Thalia nod­ded her un­der­stand­ing. “To trap the Clock­maker.”

“I was just there to bask in her glory: to bear wit­ness to her finest hour. My en­tire in­ves­ti­ga­tion was a cha­rade. There was no need for me to re­trace In­g­var’s move­ments. Au­rora could have led me to Car­casstown di­rectly.”

“But that would have been too easy. You’d have known some­thing was amiss.”

“Yes. I had to feel as if I was in­ves­ti­gat­ing, turn­ing over a stone at a time—while the whole time she was look­ing over my shoul­der, coax­ing me on, un­til she fi­nally led me to Car­casstown.”

Thalia leaned in. “Did she kill In­g­var?”

“Not di­rectly. In­g­var’s thor­ough­ness meant that she got too close to ex­pos­ing Car­casstown, and the op­er­a­tives there de­cided to get rid of her. They tried once, killed Mi­zler by mis­take, and then came back for a sec­ond go at In­g­var. It doesn’t ex­cuse what they did, but they were sin­cere in their be­lief that they were go­ing to snare both in­tel­li­gences. They didn’t know Au­rora was run­ning the show.”

“Then she is re­spon­si­ble for In­g­var’s death,” Thalia in­sisted. “And Sparver’s—”

“Not Sparver,” Drey­fus said qui­etly, as if there were still a faint chance of their be­ing over­head. “That’s the part that doesn’t fit.”

“I don’t fol­low.”

“Au­rora didn’t or­ches­trate his death. It had no con­nec­tion with the el­e­ments be­hind Catop­sis, ei­ther.” Drey­fus stared at his col­league. “It was some­thing else, Thal. Some­thing she didn’t do, doesn’t un­der­stand and can’t ex­plain.”

“She told you this?”

He un­der­stood her scep­ti­cism. “She could lie to my face and I wouldn’t know it. Here’s the thing, though: she can’t hide her ego. It’s mon­strous and it won’t be de­nied, but nor will it let her take credit for an act that wasn’t hers, and which doesn’t fit into any of her plans. She didn’t kill Sparver. Some­thing else did, and that’s why we’re here.” He paused and in­di­cated the dark mass of the record­ing, faintly out­lined by the glow from the whiphound. “In­side there is some­thing Sparver thought was vi­tal enough to die for. He un­der­stood the pa­ram­e­ters of our in­ves­ti­ga­tion and how it con­nected to Au­rora, even if he didn’t know she was be­hind Catop­sis all along. I trust his judge­ment. He learned some­thing and he wanted us to learn it as well. Some­thing I think Au­rora doesn’t know.”

“All right,” Thalia said, her mouth creas­ing as she half-fol­lowed. “But As­set 227 . . . it was part of In­g­var’s in­ves­ti­ga­tion, wasn’t it? So even if it wasn’t the lo­ca­tion of Catop­sis, she must have con­sid­ered it a plau­si­ble can­di­date?”

“That’s what I thought.”

“And?”

“I’m be­gin­ning to think I was wrong. It’s some­thing else In­g­var was in­ter­ested in—which Sparver badly needed us to know about. Some­thing we can learn here and con­tinue to keep from Au­rora.” Drey­fus ad­dressed the whiphound. “Con­firm recog­ni­tion of an ev­i­den­tial cache within your sphere of de­tec­tion.”

The whiphound blinked con­fir­ma­tion.

“Can the cache be ac­cessed and read?”

The whiphound blinked again.

“Pre­pare an au­dio­vi­sual play­back of all com­pat­i­ble traces from the ad­ja­cent unit, in time­stamp or­der start­ing five min­utes prior to the fi­nal en­try. Play back but do not store this in­for­ma­tion. Con­firm that you un­der­stand this in­struc­tion.”

The whiphound blinked.

“Com­mence,” Drey­fus said.

The whiphound’s cone sharp­ened to a fid­gety pro­ject­ing beam, throw­ing mov­ing pat­terns of coloured light onto the ceil­ing. A scratchy, breath­less sound­track ac­com­pa­nied the vis­ual play­back. It was Sparver, talk­ing to him­self.

“An­other of those shows up, try to give me a lit­tle more warn­ing.”

Drey­fus tensed at his friend’s voice. Thalia met his eyes, a word­less par­cel of grief, loss and anger pass­ing be­tween them.

From the vis­ual feed, repli­cat­ing the view Sparver would have had from his suit, it was clear that there had just been some sort of al­ter­ca­tion with a se­cu­rity ro­bot. The ma­chine lay in bro­ken and sev­ered pieces, weapons muz­zles still smok­ing, holes blown in sur­round­ing walls, floor and ceil­ing.

Sparver was rolling his whiphound in his gaunt­let, check­ing it for func­tion­al­ity.

“Where was this?” Thalia whis­pered.

“The sub-lev­els of a struc­ture he found in As­set 227: some kind of large pri­vate man­sion. He knew the mis­siles were com­ing and he was try­ing to find his way out through an exit shaft in the base­ment.”

The view pitched around, Sparver’s at­ten­tion drawn to one of the holes punched into the struc­ture. He had no­ticed a hol­low space be­yond it, in­stead of the scabby bedrock ex­posed by the other dam­age sites.

He peered deeper in, his suit light de­lin­eat­ing ranks of cu­ri­ous man­nequins: up­right, fully clothed bod­ies stretch­ing away down the length of the hid­den cham­ber in two op­posed rows.

Sparver used his suit to en­large the open­ing. Al­though he em­ployed am­pli­fi­ca­tion, the wall flaked away read­ily, as if it had never been more than a flimsy par­ti­tion. He cre­ated a gap large enough to ad­mit his suit and stepped through the ragged door­way, walk­ing to the near­est of the man­nequins. Each was shrouded by a tubu­lar trans­par­ent en­clo­sure with a domed top, with a grey pedestal at the base.

“Like dolls still in their wrap­ping,” Drey­fus re­marked.

A new voice burst in on the record­ing: Drey­fus him­self, com­mu­ni­cat­ing with Sparver. A quick ex­change as they es­tab­lished that Sparver had no more than three min­utes to make use of the es­cape shaft he had al­ready iden­ti­fied.

Drey­fus bris­tled at the sound of him­self. He had men­tally re­played the con­ver­sa­tion many times, re­ly­ing on his mem­ory of events. Now that he was con­fronted by the record­ing he sounded brusquer, snap­pily im­pa­tient with Sparver.

Sparver’s vis­ual feed tracked along the ranks of man­nequins. In­side each glass con­tainer was a dif­fer­ent hu­man form, cov­er­ing a spec­trum of gen­ders and ages.

While Drey­fus ar­gued for Sparver to leave—the mar­gin down to two min­utes—Sparver was speak­ing aloud, work­ing an idea through with Drey­fus as his au­di­ence.

His idea, based on the other things he had al­ready seen in the man­sion: Tench had gone out of her way to ob­scure the iden­ti­ties of any­one or any­thing that might be con­nected to the man­sion. She had van­dalised stat­ues and paint­ings, and erased the faces of the ro­bot man­nequins she had en­coun­tered in the up­per lev­els: the main rooms, par­lours and hall­ways of the man­sion, not the spar­tan sub-lev­els where Sparver now found him­self.

Not be­cause she was in the grip of a spree of manic de­struc­tion for de­struc­tion’s sake, but be­cause there was a truth here which Tench wished to con­ceal.

Or pro­tect from the wrong eyes.

But she had missed this one room, be­hind its hid­den par­ti­tion. And now Sparver was in­tent on us­ing the time re­main­ing to him to doc­u­ment its con­tents, be­cause he be­lieved in In­g­var Tench, her in­stincts and her judge­ment. What she had seen in this man­sion was of vi­tal im­por­tance. It had to be doc­u­mented, pre­served for the right wit­nesses.

Now Drey­fus watched the pa­rade of faces be­hind glass, even as he heard his own voice buzzing from the past, mak­ing one last bid to per­suade Sparver to save his own life, now he un­der­stood why Sparver had de­clined.

The record­ing played it­self out. The whiphound’s pro­jec­tion stut­tered to white­ness.

White­ness and si­lence.
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The cold was eat­ing into their bones, the air musty with their own ex­haled gases, each new breath slowly mur­der­ing their minds.

They could not leave im­me­di­ately.

“You recog­nised those faces, sir,” Thalia said, ob­serv­ing Drey­fus with a pe­cu­liar still­ness, as if she had passed through the cross-cur­rents of shiv­er­ing into some treach­er­ous calm be­yond.

“I did. I’ve seen them in the pub­lic records, as well as our own files. Any­one with the slight­est in­ter­est in the his­tory of the Eighty would have made the same con­nec­tion.”

“My cases have never in­volved the Eighty, sir,” Thalia re­minded him.

“The Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov fam­ily,” Drey­fus said. “It was their faces on those man­nequins. Enough of them, any­way. The oth­ers, I’m guess­ing, were fig­ures close to the fam­ily. House­hold em­ploy­ees, rel­a­tives, close busi­ness as­so­ciate. Child­hood com­pan­ions.”

“Au­rora’s fam­ily. The ones who de­cided to have her scanned and up­loaded as part of the Eighty.” Thalia frowned: ei­ther a headache due to the bad air or her own con­fu­sion. “Why are there man­nequins of them in­side a man­sion in­side a rock we’d never heard about?”

“That’s an ex­tremely good ques­tion.”

“Do we have a the­ory?”

“In­g­var did,” Drey­fus said. “She be­lieved that she knew what it meant and why it had to be con­cealed. She couldn’t just blow it up, so she had to make re­peated vis­its, con­ceal­ing a lit­tle more of the con­nec­tion each time. Not from us, but from Au­rora. That’s why it was in our list of places to visit: not be­cause of Catop­sis, but be­cause it in­ter­ested her for an­other rea­son.”

“What would have led In­g­var there?”

“Her dogged­ness. Her in­ter­est in Catop­sis must have led her to a deeper en­quiry into the ori­gins of Au­rora . . . and ul­ti­mately the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov es­tate. She must have ex­am­ined their as­sets, the chains of shell com­pa­nies and mir­rors, un­til her usual thor­ough­ness led there. Tench be­ing Tench, she looked in­side.”

“And found man­nequins.” Thalia shook her head, un­sat­is­fied. “Why would she lift a fin­ger to pro­tect any of that, sir? So the fam­ily got up to some­thing shady in As­set 227. That’s not our con­cern—and we’ve cer­tainly got no rea­son to help them cover up their mis­deeds.”

“I agree. She had no rea­son to act in the in­ter­est of the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tovs. Which means she was pro­tect­ing some­thing else.” Drey­fus was silent for a mo­ment. “Or some­one.”

“Some­one?” She stared at him. “Who are you think­ing of? Not Hafdis, surely?”

“There’s no one else that seems to have mat­tered to her as much as Hafdis.”

“Let me get this straight, while we can still talk freely. You’re say­ing that this empty man­sion full of man­nequins which Sparver found has some con­nec­tion to Hafdis?”

Drey­fus felt like a man stum­bling along a dark­ened path, see­ing only the barest dis­tance be­yond his own fal­ter­ing steps. Noth­ing had pre­pared him for this con­nec­tion be­tween Au­rora and Hafdis which Sparver had found, but now that it was there, he ac­cepted it whole­heart­edly. The rock in which his friend had died was a Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov as­set, and if his read­ing of her was cor­rect, Au­rora didn’t know about it.

“There’s only one rea­son I can think of that a fam­ily like that would go to the trou­ble of cre­at­ing that chateau and fill­ing it with looka­like ro­bots.”

“Please en­lighten me,” Thalia said.

“It must have been a set of sur­ro­gate sur­round­ings, de­signed to mimic re­al­ity. I can’t check now, and I’m not about to when we get to Panoply, but my guess is that Sparver’s record­ings of that man­sion will bear a very strong re­sem­blance to the real Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov house­hold, as it was half a cen­tury or so ago. It’ll be a painstak­ing copy, ac­cu­rate in ev­ery es­sen­tial de­tail.”

“Be­cause . . . ?”

“Be­cause they got scared. They’d com­mit­ted to hav­ing their beloved daugh­ter’s mind scanned and up­loaded via an ex­per­i­men­tal process, one that of­fered the prom­ise of im­mor­tal­ity, but with the very real down­side that her mor­tal body wouldn’t sur­vive. They were will­ing to take that chance, for the glory and the pres­tige. But they wanted an in­sur­ance pol­icy.”

Thalia picked up the thread of his rea­son­ing and fol­lowed. “Cre­ate a du­pli­cate of Au­rora, as a backup. A copy in case the scan­ning process didn’t work out. A . . . clone, I sup­pose. Was that even le­gal?”

“Not then, and not now. But they’d have had ways and means. It had to be kept to­tally se­cret, of course, from the au­thor­i­ties, and from the real Au­rora. They wouldn’t want her to know that she was no more than an ex­pend­able pro­to­type, ready to be cast into the fires, with a stand-in wait­ing in the wings if things didn’t work out.”

“Then she didn’t know about the clone be­fore the scan­ning process . . .”

“And she’d have re­mained ig­no­rant af­ter the fact, if the fam­ily did a good enough job of pro­tect­ing its se­cret. Which, ev­i­dently, it did. Un­til In­g­var Tench found it.”

“A hu­man, un­earthing a se­cret that even Au­rora couldn’t un­cover?”

“It makes per­fect sense to me. Au­rora was keen to keep as much dis­tance as pos­si­ble from her hu­man ori­gins. She not only didn’t know the full story, she had no in­ter­est in look­ing for loose ends. And even if she had . . . there’s a limit to her om­ni­science. Tench and Sparver had to go in­side that rock to find the truth of it.”

“The rock ended up killing Sparver, sir. Do you think Tench set that up to hap­pen?”

“No. We’ll never know for cer­tain, but it’s much more likely that Sparver trig­gered a self-de­struct sys­tem put in place by the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tovs, in the in­ter­ests of avoid­ing too much out­side scru­tiny.”

“Tench was there be­fore him, though.”

“Un­like Sparver, though, she al­ready had an inkling she was tan­gling with a dan­ger­ous, pow­er­ful fam­ily legacy. She may have been more care­ful, aware of that trip­wire, or just luck­ier. Ei­ther way, she was able to get in and out on more than one oc­ca­sion, do­ing only as much dam­age as she needed to in or­der to hide the con­nec­tion to Au­rora and who­ever was meant to grow up in that place.”

Thalia brooded. Drey­fus waited, pleased that he had found the out­line of an ex­pla­na­tion for Sparver’s record­ings, even if the im­pli­ca­tions of that the­ory re­mained un­cer­tain, prick­ling with dis­quiet.

“If you’re think­ing Hafdis is some­how the copy, sir . . .” Thalia stopped, leav­ing him to fin­ish the thought.

“No, that doesn’t work,” Drey­fus said, the stum­bling path all but ob­scured again. “Be­cause we didn’t just take Tench’s word that Hafdis was her daugh­ter. I was there when Lil­lian Baudry took a sam­ple from Hafdis and ran a match on it.”

“I didn’t mean to shoot the the­ory down in flames, sir.”

“It’s good that you did. But we still need to know why Tench tried to pro­tect that se­cret. And Hafdis . . .” He trailed off, fight­ing a gath­er­ing fog at the edge of his con­cen­tra­tion. “Some­thing still doesn’t add up, Thal. I just can’t quite see it.”

Thalia looked at the black­ened husk that was all that had been pre­served of Sparver.

“What about the rest of it, sir, aside from the last three min­utes? We owe it to Sparver to pre­serve his tes­ti­mony.”

“It’ll be read out and archived when we’re safe from pry­ing eyes.” Sens­ing her fears, he added: “When, not if. There’s a way through this, and we’ll find it.” He shut down the whiphound, sat­is­fied that it would re­tain no mem­ory of the play­back or their con­ver­sa­tion, and be­gan pow­er­ing his suit back up again, is­su­ing per­mis­sion for the re­pair pro­cesses to recom­mence.

Thalia mir­rored him, dab­bing com­mands into her sleeve ma­trix. “What now, sir?”

“We re­turn to the corvette. We say noth­ing of what we’ve seen or dis­cussed in this room, not even to Pasin­ler. You and I know some­thing about Au­rora that she doesn’t, and I’d like to keep it that way un­til we can use that in­for­ma­tion against her.”

Thalia scooped up the husk and tucked it into her util­ity pouch.

“I don’t know how we’d be­gin to do that.”

“Nor do I.” He dredged up a smile. “Some­thing will come along, though. It gen­er­ally does.”

Drey­fus re­turned to suit air, gulp­ing down the fresh flow un­til he felt his headache lighten and his thoughts come more eas­ily. A few mil­lion ex­pired brain cells was a price well worth pay­ing for Sparver’s in­for­ma­tion. He would miss them a lot less than he missed not liv­ing un­der a tyran­ni­cal ma­chine.

They re­turned to suit comms and Drey­fus re­stored power and light to the room, not be­cause they needed ei­ther to sur­vive, but be­cause it would make their egress much more straight­for­ward.

“Is your suit still mal­func­tion­ing?”

“Noth­ing I can’t man­age un­til we’re back in­side the ship, sir.”

“Good. I’ll lead you.”

Thalia had one more thing to say, though, be­fore they passed back through the lock and fell back within range of the corvette and the Glit­ter Band’s wider com­mu­ni­ca­tions net­work.

“You had to tell me about Au­rora, sir, and how you helped her get into our sys­tems. I un­der­stand that.”

“I as­sumed you would.”

“I can’t for­get it, though—not some­thing that se­ri­ous. Then again, I don’t think you were count­ing on my for­get­ting it.”

“I wasn’t,” Drey­fus said.

The outer lock opened. Drey­fus eased him­self out, his suit still cum­ber­some with its mo­tor func­tions not work­ing prop­erly. He of­fered a hand to Thalia and let her fol­low him.

Drey­fus emerged into open space, ready to sight onto the dis­tant ob­jec­tive of the corvette and spring off in some­thing like the right di­rec­tion.

But the corvette was right over him, an­gled like a strik­ing ea­gle.

“Damna­tion, Pasin­ler! I told you to re­treat to a safe dis­tance! You’ve got live refugees to think about!”

A face rip­pled into ex­is­tence be­fore him, in­ter­posed be­tween Drey­fus and the rock.

“Don’t blame Pasin­ler. There was noth­ing he could do about me.”

The cold­ness of the room was still in his bones. “You’ve won,” Drey­fus said, ac­cept­ing the in­evitable with only a flicker of sur­prise. “Con­grat­u­la­tions. I won­dered when the gloat­ing would be­gin.”

“I haven’t come to gloat. I’m close to vic­tory, but I’m not there yet.” Her face, trans­par­ent enough that he could see right through it to the threat­en­ing form of the corvette, and her voice drilled into his head.

Drey­fus main­tained his hold on Thalia. “What’s stop­ping you?”

“What were you do­ing in there, Drey­fus? I’d very much like to know. You went to some lengths to make your­self in­scrutable to me and I don’t like that at all.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.”

“I know Ng’s car­ry­ing an ev­i­den­tial de­vice, the kind left be­hind af­ter the ac­ti­va­tion of your Vi­enna Pro­to­col.”

“It seems like you al­ready know quite enough.”

“Now that I know it ex­ists, I very much want to know what’s in­side that arte­fact.”

“So read it.”

“I can’t, not re­motely. You’ll sur­ren­der it to me, or save us both the bother and tell me what it con­tained. What was so im­por­tant that you went to these lengths?”

Drey­fus and Thalia were stand­ing now, their faces an­gled up at the fore­short­ened prow of the corvette. It looked very much like a rap­tor’s flesh-tear­ing beak. The weapons ports were open, promis­ing dark an­ni­hi­la­tion.

“It’s all right,” he said to Thalia. “She won’t risk at­tack­ing you while we’re to­gether. Not when she’s so keen to keep me alive as a wit­ness to her bril­liance.”

Thalia’s tone of­fered a ver­dict on that thin re­as­sur­ance. “I guess that de­pends on how well she rates her con­trol of those weapons, sir.”

“She’s good, but she’s not a risk-taker.”

“I’m not,” Au­rora an­swered. “And I’m not go­ing to shoot ei­ther of you. Why would I need to, when I have so many other chan­nels for per­sua­sion? I’m in Hos­pice Idlewild, hurt­ing Valery this very in­stant.”

Au­rora’s face mi­raged, rip­pling into the sem­blance of his wife, her fea­tures con­torted in a sud­den spasm of agony.

The sight of her was a knife-twist deep into his guts.

He held his nerve.

“Nice try. Only I asked Sis­ter Cather­ine to make sure her im­plants were re­moved.”

Valery’s tor­mented face mocked him with his wife’s voice. “Do you have ev­i­dence that she com­plied with this re­quest?”

“I don’t,” Drey­fus ad­mit­ted. “I trust that she hon­oured it, all the same. She’s a de­cent woman, Sis­ter Cather­ine. There’s more kind­ness in her fin­ger­nail than in all of you. If she knew some­thing mat­tered to me, she’d do it.”

“You’re putting a lot of faith in hu­man na­ture.”

He nod­ded in his suit. “More than you’ll ever un­der­stand.”

The float­ing face be­came that of Au­rora again. “All right then. I’m re­duc­ing the life-sup­port func­tions of the corvette. Pasin­ler and the refugees are al­ready un­con­scious, but now I’m be­gin­ning to do some ir­re­versible dam­age. Tell me what was in the record­ing.”

“What if I de­cided that the lives of those peo­ple in the corvette mat­tered less than hold­ing a tac­ti­cal ad­van­tage over you?”

She scoffed. “I know you too well, Tom Drey­fus. You’d be ly­ing to your­self.”

“Not when I have to bal­ance a hun­dred mil­lion other lives against your mad­ness. I’m not say­ing I like the choice, but it’s a con­sid­er­a­tion I’m will­ing to make.”

“I can be­gin to do bad things to any num­ber of habi­tats. Do you want to have that on your con­science?”

“I’ve a feel­ing you’ll do bad things any­way.”

Au­rora seethed. “Your un­will­ing­ness to speak of the record­ing al­ready tells me more than you re­alise. There’s some­thing in it that you think you might be able to use against me. Some in­for­ma­tion weapon or such­like. Per­haps a dis­tilled, weaponised shadow of my for­mer ad­ver­sary. Fine; I’ll ex­plore the pos­si­bil­i­ties and de­cide for my­self what it’s likely to be. Then I’ll ex­plain to you the myr­iad ways in which it won’t work.”

Thalia opened the belly-pouch. She ex­tracted the record­ing.

“You want it so badly, Au­rora? Then have it. We’ll find an­other way.”

She tossed the record­ing away, at an oblique an­gle to the rock’s sur­face, so that it headed off into space with­out im­pact­ing the corvette.

Drey­fus stared, un­moored from ev­ery­thing he thought he knew about his pro­tégée.

“Thalia? What have you just done?”

“Noth­ing that can’t be put right again, sir.” She sounded much calmer and more self-pos­sessed than he was ex­pect­ing. “If you can, go to full trans­parency. Turn off all your suit func­tions if you need to—she might still be able to fake what we’re see­ing even if we think we’re just look­ing through glass.”

Drey­fus took Thalia at her word. He skipped straight to the shut­down pro­ce­dure, re­play­ing the steps he had taken only a short while be­fore. His suit went through its litany of warn­ings, then suc­cumbed to his will. Comms and life sup­port dropped out, leav­ing only the rasp of his own breath. His vi­sor cleared of data, and Au­rora and the corvette blinked away. The ship’s real coun­ter­part was vis­i­ble now, murky through breath-fogged glass, but much more dis­tant: still hold­ing sta­tion just as he had in­structed Pasin­ler to do.

He waved his arms, beck­on­ing the corvette to move in to col­lect them.

He tapped the sleeve con­trols and pow­ered back up, fear­less for the mo­ment.

“Well done, Thalia,” he said, as soon as comms re­turned.

“My suit was still glitch­ing af­ter that im­pact, sir. She couldn’t main­tain the il­lu­sion through my dam­aged vi­sor. Once I saw the real ship still out there, I guessed she didn’t have that much con­trol over it.”

“Or she’d have brought it closer,” Drey­fus said, mar­vel­ling at how a piece of bad for­tune had corkscrewed into good, how­ever tran­siently. “By now one or both of us would likely be dead, and she’d be chas­ing af­ter that record­ing.”

He re­stored his suit func­tions, and Au­rora had not re­turned. Her gam­bit ex­posed, it ap­peared that she was throw­ing the cy­ber­netic equiv­a­lent of a sulk.

“Do you think Pasin­ler and the oth­ers are all right, sir?”

“If she couldn’t op­er­ate the corvette, chances are she couldn’t dam­age life-sup­port. She’ll be try­ing hard to pen­e­trate our sys­tems, though—they’re just a bit harder to crack than those bulk car­ri­ers. What­ever ad­van­tage we may have now . . .”

“We’d bet­ter use it while we have it.”

Pasin­ler was alive, and so were the evac­uees. The corvette was func­tion­ally in­tact; all Pasin­ler had been aware of was Drey­fus and Thalia emerg­ing from the rock close to the stip­u­lated thirty-minute time limit. Drey­fus wasted no time in telling Pasin­ler to track the record­ing. In fact it had only drifted a kilo­me­tre or so from their po­si­tion by the time the corvette de­tected it.

“We can grap­ple, I can send out a drone, or some­one can go back out through the lock and re­cover it.”

“None of the above,” Drey­fus an­swered. “If you’ve still any rounds left in those guns af­ter the job you did on the rock, I’d like you to con­cen­trate fire on it.”

“I have rounds.”

“Sir,” Thalia said, wrench­ing off her hel­met. “What about the rest of it? We’ve no idea what else Sparver might have seen or how sig­nif­i­cant it is.”

“I know, and we’ll carry that to our graves. This is the only way, though. We know she has at least par­tial con­trol of our comms and in­for­ma­tion sys­tems. Bring­ing the record­ing back aboard is too much of a gam­ble, as is let­ting it drift un­til she finds it. I’d rather burn that ev­i­dence than al­low her a way into it.”

Thalia pro­cessed his words. “I guess it did its job.”

“Sparver did his, and it wasn’t wasted. We’re not dis­hon­our­ing our friend, Thal. Any­thing but that. We’re re­spect­ing ev­ery­thing that he was and ev­ery­thing he stood for. This is what he’d have wanted.”

“On your mark,” Pasin­ler re­ported.

“Do it.”

The guns burped. A flash pulsed some­where off to port, and the work of de­struc­tion was com­plete. There might be a shard or two of data still out there, but Au­rora had next to no chance of re­cov­er­ing any of it, much less of grasp­ing the whole of which it had been a part.

What mat­tered was in their heads—of which they could say noth­ing, for now.

“I sup­pose you’d still like to con­tinue to Panoply?” Pasin­ler asked.

Drey­fus thought of Hafdis Tench, and the enigma of her iden­tity that he had still not re­solved to his sat­is­fac­tion.

“I would.”







CHAP­TER THIRTY-SEVEN

As they re­turned home, Drey­fus watched the feeds with a sense of un­re­al­ity. Across the Glit­ter Band, noth­ing had re­ally changed in the last twenty-six hours. Lives went on as if it was just an­other busy day around Yel­low­stone. The flow of hu­man busi­ness con­tin­ued, with no more than the usual jit­ters and re­cov­er­ies in the mar­kets. Phys­i­cal com­merce and civil­ian traf­fic moved be­tween the ten thou­sand worlds as freely as it had ever done. Polls were tabled and tal­lied, in­for­ma­tion surg­ing through the net­works. The clam­our of dis­course was louder than usual, but it had been that way for months, with the ris­ing pres­sure of the Mi­zler Cranach cri­sis.

If any­thing, there were tiny grounds for op­ti­mism where that par­tic­u­lar dif­fi­culty was con­cerned. Fol­low­ing Thalia’s visit to the lemurs, the lo­cal of­fi­cial called Minty Green Grass had is­sued a Band-wide pub­lic state­ment to the ef­fect that the lemurs had been per­suaded that the orig­i­nal at­tack on their com­mu­nity had not been in­sti­gated by the hy­per­pig Cranach.

“I thought my visit there was a dis­as­ter!” Thalia said, as­ton­ished by the news.

“It seems your earnest­ness won some friends af­ter all,” Drey­fus said. “They just needed a lit­tle time to come around.”

It had still been a crime, Minty had been clear, but not one com­mit­ted out of re­venge for some past mis­deed. Mi­zler had been in­no­cent, the lemur as­serted, and, if any­thing, had done all in his power to limit the sever­ity of the at­tack.

“Far from re­pu­di­at­ing him, it is our de­sire that his self­less­ness be com­mem­o­rated in some per­ma­nent fash­ion,” Minty had de­clared. “And in the light of our re­assess­ment of what hap­pened—in no small part due to the dili­gence of our friend Pre­fect Thalia Ng—we would call on all rea­son­able par­ties to turn from the path of vengeance and re­crim­i­na­tion. The pig com­mu­nity did not act against us. Those who have taken arms against pigs in some mis­guided no­tion that they were de­fend­ing our hon­our . . . we must ask that they de­sist. And to those who have been harmed by pigs in the sense­less es­ca­la­tion that fol­lowed . . . we would ask that you see their ac­tions for what they were: noth­ing more than the un­der­stand­able, if mis­guided, con­se­quences of that ini­tial, ill-founded act of ret­ri­bu­tion. Blame need not be at­trib­uted, ex­cept to the per­pe­tra­tors of that first at­tack against us. We who were most in­jured say this: we have con­fi­dence in Panoply as it seeks to shed light on that crime. And we have con­fi­dence in the good sense of pigs and hu­mans alike, to step back from the brink.”

It was a valiant ef­fort, Drey­fus had to ad­mit, though it was never go­ing to put out all the fires in one go. Still, he clutched at such crumbs of hope that were tossed his way. Panoply con­tin­ued to track each out­break of the es­ca­la­tion, and while it was far too soon to draw any last­ing con­clu­sions, things had cer­tainly not wors­ened in the last fifty-two hours. The ar­rests and in­ter­ro­ga­tions in light of the Salter-Re­gent tip-off were hav­ing a mod­er­at­ing in­flu­ence, too, with some of the louder ag­i­ta­tors fall­ing sud­denly silent and at­tempt­ing to dis­tance them­selves from the per­pe­tra­tors of the atroc­ity at Mercy Sphere. As loy­al­ties frac­tured, bad ac­tors were al­most stum­bling over them­selves to in­crim­i­nate for­mer friends and al­lies. The next few days were likely to prove crit­i­cal—or rather, would have done so, if ev­ery other as­pect of civil­i­sa­tion was not now in con­sid­er­able jeop­ardy.

“It might seem in­con­se­quen­tial in the light of what we’re deal­ing with now, Thal,” Drey­fus said. “It’s not. Ev­ery lit­tle bit of good mat­ters, even more so when the lights might be go­ing out at any mo­ment. I have ev­ery rea­son to be grate­ful to you for get­ting me out of Car­casstown, no mat­ter what Au­rora says about her plans. The rest of the Glit­ter Band should be grate­ful to you for ex­on­er­at­ing Mi­zler Cranach and con­vinc­ing the lemurs. I know your fa­ther would have been very proud of you.”

“Thank you, sir.” Thalia had de­clined an­other spell in the sur­gi­cal suite, con­tent to nurse her bruises and re­flect on what had hap­pened be­tween their leav­ing and re­turn­ing to the corvette. She pressed a bulb of cof­fee into Drey­fus’s hand. “Have you had that head wound looked at?”

“It can wait.” Drey­fus ac­cepted the cof­fee grate­fully. “I’ve been mon­i­tor­ing the feeds. There’s al­most noth­ing that we wouldn’t see on a nor­mal day, what­ever that is. A few con­cerned rip­ples af­ter the de­struc­tion of Car­casstown, but noth­ing re­sem­bling mass panic.”

“A habi­tat gets blown up, and no one cares?”

“If it had been a ma­jor pop­u­la­tion cen­tre, deep in the Glit­ter Band, there’d be more of a re­ac­tion.” He sipped, the cof­fee scour­ing the in­side of his skull like some kind of steel-bris­tled in­dus­trial pol­isher, then raised his voice: “What’s your take on it, Au­rora? I know you’re lis­ten­ing in. Don’t be shy. We’d love to know your plans for the rest of us.”

No an­swer came, but he did not be­lieve for a sec­ond that his query had gone un­heard.

She was here. She was ev­ery­where.

When they were close to Panoply he aban­doned the feeds, went to speak to the evac­uees and briefed them on some of the se­cu­rity and quar­an­tine mea­sures they could ex­pect upon dock­ing. There was a cer­tain amount of grum­bling, es­pe­cially when Drey­fus in­formed them that they were un­likely to be al­lowed to leave the as­ter­oid, at least un­til the present emer­gency was con­cluded. He re­sisted be­ing drawn into ar­gu­ments with any of the evac­uees who wanted firmer as­sur­ances than that.

“You’re alive,” he re­minded them. “That’s more than can be said for the peo­ple who were still in Car­casstown when you un­docked. They ei­ther died be­ing turned into hu­man mince­meat by the Clock­maker or be­came a cloud of atoms when Aba­cus ex­ploded. Tell me which you’d pre­fer to be­ing my guest.”

Their fi­nal ap­proach was slower than he liked. Too many other Panoply ships were com­ing and go­ing from the docks, cre­at­ing a back­log for the bulky corvette and its spe­cialised berthing needs. It was un­der­stand­able. Ships of all classes were still mak­ing sure no el­e­ments of the Clock­maker made it across free space to an­other habi­tat. Though it had been sev­eral hours since the last re­ported in­ter­dic­tion, the net could not be re­laxed too soon. There were also scat­tered pock­ets of sur­vivors to be dealt with, peo­ple who had got out in life­pods or suits, and needed res­cu­ing. That, on top of all the other things Panoply needed to be do­ing across the Glit­ter Band, from calm­ing ten­sions be­tween hu­mans and pigs to the merely ev­ery­day work of pre­fects, which could not be paused.

Once they had docked, Drey­fus emerged from the ship and found Jane Au­monier wait­ing for him, her arms folded, her look ex­pec­tant. Drey­fus made sure of two things: first that Thalia was taken for a proper ex­am­i­na­tion, and sec­ond that his guests, will­ing and oth­er­wise, would be looked af­ter.

“I’m told Mirna Silk, Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor Krenkel and Doc­tor Salazar made it aboard my cut­ter?”

“Yes, and you can ex­plain how that hap­pened when we have a spare half hour. I’m sure it’ll be most il­lu­mi­nat­ing. What do I need to know about the evac­uees on the corvette?”

“Some of them may of­fer wit­ness tes­ti­monies re­lat­ing to the Clock­maker, but that’s the only re­spect in which they are of any in­ter­est to Panoply.”

“I’ll see that they’re made just as wel­come as the other three. We’re mop­ping up other strag­glers as I speak, but I’m afraid there’ll be far more ca­su­al­ties than sur­vivors. You did well with these.” Her look sharp­ened. “What hap­pened out there, Tom, be­sides the ob­vi­ous? Other than rou­tine comms, I’m in the dark.”

“The Clock­maker’s fin­ished. Au­rora isn’t.”

Au­monier nod­ded, gloomily un­per­turbed. “I fig­ured the mood would have been a lit­tle more up­beat if we ac­tu­ally had some­thing to cel­e­brate. How bad is it?”

“I don’t think we’ll know un­til she makes a move. There are things I’d like to dis­cuss with you in pri­vate.”

“Fine, we can pro­ceed di­rectly to tac­ti­cal, if you’re sure that head of yours will keep. The other se­niors are mon­i­tor­ing the Car­casstown clean-up, as well as the fall­out from Minty’s state­ment. Do you think Ng has earned a pro­mo­tion?”

“Al­most cer­tainly.” Drey­fus rubbed at his bruises, think­ing also of the con­fes­sion he had made to Thalia, and how it now stood be­tween them. “I’ll brief the se­niors shortly. First, I need a higher de­gree of se­cu­rity than the tac­ti­cal room of­fers. Can we meet in the cube?”

“I’ll req­ui­si­tion im­me­di­ate use. Are there any other ar­range­ments you need?”

“Noth­ing for the mo­ment. I’ve a feel­ing I could do with a wash first.”

“I won’t ar­gue with that,” she said, her nos­trils tight­en­ing.

Drey­fus and Au­monier faced each other across the blank ta­ble in the blank-sur­faced in­ter­view­ing cell. It was an odd jux­ta­po­si­tion, al­most like a for­mal Panoply in­ter­ro­ga­tion, ex­cept that their roles were fluid, each with as many ques­tions as the other.

Drey­fus meshed his fin­gers, star­ing down at his hands as if beg­ging for mercy be­fore his one god.

“Now that the Clock­maker has gone, Au­rora is able to move through our in­for­ma­tion sys­tems with al­most com­plete im­punity. She can spread her­self around or con­cen­trate her­self, and our own coun­ter­mea­sures can’t do a thing about it.”

“From this pre­cau­tion, I pre­sume you have rea­son to think Panoply is at least par­tially com­pro­mised?”

“Yes, and she knows we’re aware of that. Ev­ery con­ver­sa­tion we have out­side this room should be with the full knowl­edge that she’s lis­ten­ing in, and knows we know it.”

“Is it merely a case of eaves­drop­ping?”

“No. It ex­tends to the di­rect ma­nip­u­la­tion of some of our in­for­ma­tion pro­to­cols.”

Au­monier lifted a hand. “Such as?”

“She can dis­tort some things, such as the in­for­ma­tion fed through to our suits. Any sen­sory modal­ity is likely to be sus­cep­ti­ble, so from now on we’ll need to rely on di­rect ob­ser­va­tion and face-to-face chains of com­mand.”

“You’re say­ing that any­thing on a vi­sor or a screen or com­ing through an ear­piece might be adul­ter­ated?”

“Yes, if it suits her im­me­di­ate pur­pose. She tried it on with Thalia and me, try­ing to mask the fact that she didn’t have con­trol of our corvette and its weapons.”

“So in demon­strat­ing one ca­pa­bil­ity, she in­ad­ver­tently ex­posed a weak­ness in an­other area?”

Drey­fus had to ad­mire Au­monier’s abil­ity to win­kle a nugget of good news out of the least promis­ing ma­te­rial.

“It’s not an ad­van­tage we can count on in­def­i­nitely. We know that she man­aged to gain con­trol of those bulk car­ri­ers, as well as much of Car­casstown.”

“Civil­ian-reg­is­tered bulk car­ri­ers don’t op­er­ate un­der Panoply level four se­cu­rity pro­to­cols, and as for that habi­tat . . .”

“Agreed, and she had time to put her takeover of those ships in place, as well as Car­casstown. It was all mapped out well in ad­vance, to play me like the fool I was.”

Au­monier lifted an eye­brow. “Save the self-flag­el­la­tion for later. As far as I can see you’ve done a good job of not mak­ing a bad sit­u­a­tion far, far worse. Do you think she’ll gain con­trol of our ships any­time soon? Panoply it­self?”

“She’ll be try­ing to. The fact that we’ve held out for as long as we have—even if it’s just a few hours—en­cour­ages me that she can’t crack us as eas­ily as she’d like. That doesn’t make us in­vul­ner­a­ble, just a tougher prob­lem than those civil­ian as­sets. We have a win­dow of ad­van­tage, noth­ing more.”

“This eaves­drop­ping ca­pa­bil­ity wor­ries me. Do you know how she found an in?”

“I imag­ine it was only ever a mat­ter of time,” Drey­fus sidestepped.

“Doubt­less it was.” Au­monier re­garded him silently. “Yet in all this you’ve said noth­ing about our un­der­stand­ing of her that she won’t al­ready know, and that we couldn’t have talked about freely else­where in Panoply. There­fore, there’s some­thing else. Some­thing you wish to share with me that she can’t yet be aware of.”

“Thalia re­cov­ered Sparver’s ev­i­dence pack­age.”

“Yes, we were in con­tact. Do you have it with you?”

“I de­stroyed it, af­ter we’d seen enough to make a vi­tal break­through.”

“This had bet­ter be good.”

He told her what he had de­duced from Sparver’s ev­i­dence, of the likely link be­tween As­set 227, the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tovs and a bi­o­log­i­cal backup copy of their daugh­ter.

“That is . . . some­thing of a leap,” Au­monier com­mented.

Drey­fus shrugged, deny­ing noth­ing of her as­sess­ment. “Yet the ev­i­dence fits. In­clud­ing the ex­is­tence of Hafdis Tench.”

“You’re say­ing . . .” Au­monier pressed a fin­ger to her tem­ple. “You’re say­ing . . . Hafdis? Hafdis?”

“Is a sec­ond, purely bi­o­log­i­cal, in­stan­ti­a­tion of Au­rora.”

She stared at him for a few sec­onds. “Sent here to do what?”

“Only Hafdis can an­swer that.”

“But she didn’t just pass her­self off as In­g­var’s daugh­ter. She passed ev­ery check on her iden­tity.”

Drey­fus nod­ded. “I was there when she was tested for a fa­mil­ial con­nec­tion to In­g­var. The test in­di­cated a fifty per cent match, strongly sup­port­ive of the claimed re­la­tion­ship.”

“You seem to be in­tent on un­der­min­ing your own the­ory of her ori­gin, un­less you’re sug­gest­ing that In­g­var was al­ways a Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov as well.”

“She wasn’t,” Drey­fus said. “I’d stake my life on it. We’ve still been blind­sided, though. We still have In­g­var’s body, don’t we?”

“Of course.”

“Run a ge­netic test on it. My hunch is that it won’t be a match to ei­ther Hafdis or In­g­var.”

“When you stick your neck out like that, there’s usu­ally a rea­son for your bullish­ness.” She leaned back, nod­ding thought­fully to her­self. “All right, I’ll have the body tested. Is that some­thing Au­rora could in­ter­fere with, ei­ther now or in the past?”

“Only if she un­der­stands what we’re do­ing and which out­come to in­flu­ence. She won’t risk in­ter­fer­ing for the sake of it.”

“She must know about Hafdis, surely?”

“I don’t think she does. I think that’s why In­g­var went to the trou­ble she did, to erase as much of the con­nec­tion to the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tovs as pos­si­ble. And why she raised Hafdis as her own. Hafdis her­self may know noth­ing about her real na­ture, but we know what she is.”

Au­monier re­garded him with a friendly pro­fes­sional in­ter­est. “In which case . . . how do you pro­pose to pro­ceed with Hafdis?”

“Softly, softly,” Drey­fus an­swered.

Drey­fus vis­ited Thalia in the med­i­cal sec­tion, pleased to hear from Mercier that her in­juries were well on the way to heal­ing.

“They’re keep­ing the news from me, sir,” Thalia com­plained. “They say I’ve had enough stress and anx­i­ety for one day. I don’t think they un­der­stand that not know­ing isn’t help­ing me.”

Drey­fus had col­lected a bulb of fruit juice for her. He set it by her bed, smil­ing in sym­pa­thy. “I’d make sure you were the first to hear, Thal. The truth is there’s noth­ing to re­port, be­yond the rip­ples spread­ing out from your in­ter­ven­tion with the lemurs.”

“Good rip­ples, I hope?”

“From what I can gather. Ran­dom out­breaks of com­mon sense and tol­er­ance all over the Glit­ter Band. You’d al­most think we were learn­ing to get along bet­ter.”

“I’m sure we’ll get over it, sir.”

“In­deed we will. In­ci­den­tally, the Supreme Pre­fect has noted the ef­fec­tive­ness of your var­i­ous in­ter­ven­tions. The word ‘pro­mo­tion’ may even have crossed her lips.”

“I wasn’t even sure she liked me, sir, let alone thought I was worth pro­mot­ing.”

Drey­fus al­lowed him­self an­other smile, think­ing her sen­ti­ments echoed his own, at var­i­ous times in his ca­reer. “Be­yond that, there’s noth­ing else you and I can dis­cuss freely, and noth­ing much to re­port on that an­gle, ei­ther.” He thought about his last con­ver­sa­tion with Jane Au­monier, and the ques­tion of Hafdis. “Al­though we’re go­ing to push.”

Thalia seemed to grasp his mean­ing.

“I wish I could be there when you do.”

“You’ve done enough for now. I’m quite sure you’ll be busy, pre­oc­cu­pied and wor­ried be­fore long. The uni­verse nor­mally obliges us in that fash­ion.”

“Did they fix your head, sir?”

Drey­fus scratched at the reknit­ted skin around his scalp, still itchy and in­flamed. “A few more scars and bumps to add to the col­lec­tion. I won­dered when I’d lose my youth­ful beauty.”

“I’m glad we didn’t die in there, sir. I feel I’ve still got more to do.”

“I feel we all have,” Drey­fus replied.

“Sir,” she broached, af­ter a si­lence.

“Yes?”

“About the other thing . . . the mat­ter you con­fided in me.”

“Go on, Thal.”

“It can wait, sir. There’s a lot to be deal­ing with here and now. But it can’t wait for­ever.”

“I know that,” he said, nod­ding his re­as­sur­ance. “And I’d ex­pect noth­ing less.”

He sought an as­sur­ance from Mercier that Thalia would not be al­lowed to ar­gue her way out of rest­ing, then went to see the three evac­uees who had made it out of Car­casstown on his cut­ter. They had been given ad­join­ing rooms of their own, but were wait­ing for him now in a small re­cep­tion lounge where wa­ter bur­bled through a chan­nel cut through the floor, tum­bling over smooth, olive-coloured peb­bles. They had chairs and a low ta­ble set with drinks and food. Drey­fus re­mained stand­ing; it was strictly a cour­tesy call and he wanted to rest as soon as he was done.

“They told us you made it out,” Mirna Silk said, meet­ing his gaze with a blush of shame. “I didn’t want to leave you in there, not know­ing what would hap­pen.”

“If I could have forced you, I would have. Your lives mat­tered in­di­vid­u­ally, but it was dou­bly im­por­tant that we pre­serve any ex­per­tise re­lated to Aba­cus and the Catop­sis pro­gram.”

“I’m glad I got to tag along, then,” said Krenkel.

Drey­fus beamed at the man. “I have good news for you, Un­der-Su­per­vi­sor. Your fam­ily have been traced. They made it out of Car­casstown alive and well.”

Sev­eral years’ worth of con­cern lifted off Krenkel in an in­stant. “They’re here?”

Drey­fus raised a hand, damp­ing down his ex­pec­ta­tions. “No, they made it to one of the habi­tats in the up­per or­bits. They’re with con­sta­bles now, be­ing well looked af­ter. You have my word that you’ll be re­united as quickly as pos­si­ble. Though with the pres­sure on our ships and per­son­nel, that may not be for some days.”

“Do they know I made it out?”

“Yes, they’ve been in­formed, and re­as­sured that you’re here as a guest, not be­cause of any dif­fi­culty with Panoply.”

“Can I speak to them? Or at least send them a mes­sage? We’ve got whole new lives to start build­ing now.”

“I’m afraid not, just for now. We’re lim­it­ing com­mu­ni­ca­tions to the bare es­sen­tials. The only news we can rely on right now is any­thing con­veyed to us by di­rect means, and that means there’s a mora­to­rium on nearly all trans­mis­sions.”

Mirna Silk leaned in.

“What’s the pur­pose of this mora­to­rium?”

“So that we know what we can rely on, and what we can’t,” Drey­fus replied. “Even if that means we’re down to a trickle of in­for­ma­tion chan­nels, it’s bet­ter than ques­tion­ing ev­ery­thing else. It’s not so bad. We have com­mand and con­trol pro­to­cols for just this sort of even­tu­al­ity, so our day-to-day op­er­a­tions can still con­tinue largely un­af­fected.”

“Day-to-day, af­ter ev­ery­thing that’s hap­pened?” she asked.

“The Glit­ter Band doesn’t stop need­ing us just be­cause Au­rora has pre­vailed,” Drey­fus re­turned. “If we were that dis­pens­able, there’d be no need for Panoply at all.”

“What has she done since Car­casstown blew up?” Doc­tor Salazar asked.

“Demon­strated that she’s still here, still ac­tive and still in­tent on dam­age. She’s in­fil­trated some of our sys­tems, but not oth­ers. I wouldn’t say we’re win­ning, but we’re not out of the game just yet. When you’re rested, Doc­tor Salazar, I’m go­ing to al­low you ac­cess to some se­cure doc­u­ments of ours. They’re her­met­i­cally iso­lated records, so Au­rora can’t ac­cess them in any fash­ion.”

He had piqued the man’s in­ter­est, but there was a spark of sus­pi­cion with it. “Doc­u­ments about what?”

“I’ll ex­plain,” Drey­fus said.







CHAP­TER THIRTY-EIGHT

Panoply’s vote-mon­i­tor­ing al­go­rithms were the first to reg­is­ter the change. With­out any warn­ing, all ac­tive and pend­ing bal­lots were sus­pended. Across the Glit­ter Band, ten thou­sand polling cores went into off­line sta­tus, un­able to ac­cept any fur­ther in­struc­tions. Nearly as much data con­tin­ued to flow be­tween the habi­tats as be­fore, but now no part of it had any­thing to do with mass demo­cratic par­tic­i­pa­tion. No one could vote on any­thing, from the tini­est mat­ter to the largest. It wasn’t even pos­si­ble to ta­ble a pro­posal for a pos­si­ble vote fur­ther down the line.

In Panoply, ex­hausted pre­fects scram­bled to re­store func­tion­al­ity to the polling cores. Jane Au­monier ob­served her col­leagues’ ef­forts with a de­tached fa­tal­ism, cer­tain that they would fail, but equally con­fi­dent that all pos­si­ble mea­sures had to be taken.

All or­tho­dox so­lu­tions were ex­hausted within the first five min­utes. Au­monier went to her weight­less sphere to gauge the pub­lic mood and pon­der her re­ac­tion. She floated there, silent and pen­sive, as­sailed by a bar­rage of colours and sym­bols, the feeds swelled and con­tracted as her cus­tom al­go­rithms as­signed weighted sig­nif­i­cances.

There was, to be­gin with, sur­pris­ingly lit­tle con­ster­na­tion. Lulls in vot­ing were not un­heard of. The in­di­vid­ual habi­tats were also not un­ac­cus­tomed to the sud­den loss of polling priv­i­leges. Cit­i­zens, if they no­ticed at all, as­sumed that it was just the pre­fects do­ing some un­sched­uled main­te­nance. The more ner­vous par­ties might worry that they had been put into some kind of lock­down, with­out the usual grace pe­riod. Only ad­min­is­tra­tors were likely to have the slight­est inkling that the out­age was un­usual. But even then, they would need time to co­or­di­nate with other habi­tats and pool their ob­ser­va­tions.

Only then, min­utes into the shut­down, would a clearer pic­ture be­gin to form.

Au­monier mon­i­tored an uptick in pub­lic and pri­vate comms, squeez­ing ab­strac­tion band­width. In line with this, ac­tiv­ity at dock­ing ports be­gan to heighten, with de­mand peak­ing for shut­tles and taxis. Peo­ple did not nec­es­sar­ily know that they would be safer else­where, but the urge to do some­thing was driv­ing a ner­vous ex­o­dus. They knew some­thing was up.

Re­quests for clar­i­fi­ca­tion were pil­ing up. Panoply was ex­pected to have an­swers.

Au­monier had noth­ing—at least noth­ing that was likely to go down well—but she still had to make some kind of ut­ter­ance.

“This is Supreme Pre­fect Jane Au­monier,” she said, record­ing a short state­ment that would then go out across the Glit­ter Band. “We are aware of the cur­rent out­age and are do­ing all in our power to re­store func­tion­al­ity to all polling cores.”

True, in the strict let­ter of the word, even if she knew “all in our power” was about as empty a phrase as she could imag­ine.

She played back her own words, winced at their in­ef­fec­tu­al­ness, then trans­mit­ted them any­way. Ten thou­sand Jane Au­moniers stared out from the feeds, repli­cat­ing her ap­pear­ance across pub­lic and pri­vate me­dia, in the real world and via ab­strac­tion. In ev­ery home, ev­ery square, in the vis­ual feeds of mil­lions of cit­i­zens, she would be seen and heard.

She watched her face melt on the feeds.

Each Au­monier was trans­formed into a vi­sion in gold and green bro­cade, a child-woman on a wooden throne, star­ing out at her sub­jects with liq­uid blue eyes, serene and com­mand­ing.

In­stead of her own voice, Au­rora’s rang out of the feeds.

“Dear peo­ple. Please do not be alarmed. All is well. All will con­tinue to be well.” She smiled de­murely, adding a nod of mis­placed hu­mil­ity. “I am Au­rora. You need not fear me. I want only the very best for all of us.” Her fin­gers rubbed the wooden scroll­work on the tips of her arm­rests. “There’ll be no need for vot­ing now, so I’ve lifted that bur­den from you. You had to make hard choices in the past be­cause I wasn’t there to make them for you. That’s all over: you’ll live eas­ier, more care­free lives with­out that pres­sure.”

Au­monier, lis­ten­ing in, grew colder.

“No more wor­ry­ing about vot­ing. No more wor­ry­ing about the fu­ture. It’s all taken care of. And all you need do is . . . carry on as nor­mal.” She of­fered her palms guile­lessly. “Live your lives. Com­mu­ni­cate. Travel. In­dulge in love, com­merce, en­ter­tain­ment, games, sport, what­ever grat­i­fies you. Ev­ery­thing that was good yes­ter­day will con­tinue to be good to­mor­row, and ever on­wards. Bet­ter, even, be­cause all the things that were not so good are now my con­cern, not yours.” She an­gled her head, smil­ing sweetly, as if con­tem­plat­ing a bas­ket of pup­pies. “I’ll have more to say in a lit­tle while. There are some other things we’ll be able to do with­out. Un­til then, savour your first hours of free­dom from the drudgery of re­spon­si­bil­ity. You’ll find that things will be much nicer now. And we’re all go­ing to be very, very good friends.”

Au­rora’s im­age van­ished, leav­ing only the usual mi­graine of jostling feeds and an­a­lyt­ics. Au­monier tried to push her mes­sage out again, but it was like throw­ing stones down a bot­tom­less well. She lis­tened for a splash, a plop, a rip­ple, any­thing. Noth­ing came. She had no means of ad­dress­ing her sub­jects.

Per­haps be­cause they were no longer hers to ad­dress.

Au­monier gagged on a cough. The class­room was hazed in dust as pre­fects and an­a­lysts worked with the crud­est of tools to smash away wall cladding, strip­ping the room’s in­ert-mat­ter sur­round­ings back to the bare rock sub­strate of the cen­trifuge ring.

Fur­ni­ture, dis­play de­vices and all forms of mon­i­tor­ing and sur­veil­lance had al­ready been gut­ted in the hour since she gave the first in­struc­tion to pre­pare the space. Im­mense tan­gles of frop­tic ca­ble lay sev­ered and twitch­ing on the floor, where they had been wrenched out like fish guts. The ca­bles, laced with quick­mat­ter, were mak­ing a vain ef­fort to re­pair them­selves. The process gave Au­monier a spasm of nau­sea, as if she were wit­ness­ing the death throes of some huge but piti­ful mon­ster.

“It’ll take more time,” Drey­fus said, his face grey from sweat and dust. He had been help­ing with the ef­fort, swing­ing a ham­mer at the cladding. “And even when we’re done, it won’t be as se­cure as the cube. If she has ac­cess to mi­cro­phones within a few hun­dred me­tres of this room, she may still be able to in­ter­cept con­ver­sa­tions.”

“It’ll still be an im­prove­ment on the tac­ti­cal room. I thought of gut­ting that, but I wouldn’t mind hav­ing it in one piece for when we’re on the other side of this mess.”

“This is a good com­pro­mise,” Drey­fus al­lowed, be­fore break­ing off for a cough­ing fit of his own. He made a vague ef­fort at bat­ting away the dust. “I’ve got tech­ni­cians work­ing to give us eyes and ears in here, but it’ll take a few hours.”

“Won’t those chan­nels be sus­cep­ti­ble to Au­rora?”

“Not if we go old and crude. The tech­ni­cians are dig­ging through con­struc­tion files to have the quick­mat­ter forges make sim­ple cam­eras, mi­cro­phones and dis­plays, things that can be wired up very quickly and which run on ana­logue sig­nal pro­to­cols.”

“She’ll be ahead of us there as well.”

Drey­fus nod­ded gloomily. “The best we can do is have the tech­ni­cians take each item apart once it’s fab­ri­cated, to make sure Au­rora hasn’t slipped any­thing into the con­struc­tion files. So far so good. These are sim­ple ob­jects, just a few ba­sic com­po­nents with lit­tle room to hide con­cealed de­vices. We can use sim­i­lar meth­ods to co­or­di­nate our built-in de­fences, if it comes to that.”

“Keep up the vig­i­lance. We get tired and slip­shod, but she has lim­it­less pa­tience.”

“I’m well aware. What did you make of her trans­mis­sion?”

“I didn’t like any part of it. Es­pe­cially not the part about ‘get­ting rid of some other things.’ ”

“We must be some­where near the top of the list of things she might want to get rid of.”

“But no overt threats just yet.” Au­monier reached out and scuffed dust from his eye­brows. “If she could turn us against us, she’d have done so al­ready. Re­turn­ing op­er­a­tives re­port that ships and weapons are be­hav­ing nor­mally. We can’t en­tirely trust the comms of any­one still out­side Panoply, but so far we’ve seen no sign that she’s co-opt­ing our re­sources.”

“Let that re­main the case.” Drey­fus dropped his voice to a gruff whis­per. “I’ve spo­ken to the three who came back in my cut­ter. Krenkel isn’t a con­cern, but I’m still hop­ing the other two can be use­ful to us in cer­tain ways. Es­pe­cially Doc­tor Salazar.”

“How so?”

“Now that Bac­chus, Breno and Haigler are all dead, he may be the only per­son in this sys­tem who has any un­der­stand­ing of the prin­ci­ples be­hind the la­tency track­ing. Au­rora was ahead of us, but that doesn’t mean the method was en­tirely with­out merit. The first time Catop­sis was tried, it nearly snared her.”

Au­monier shook her head bleakly. “She won’t fall for it again.”

“No,” he agreed. “Catch­ing her a sec­ond time is to­tally out of the ques­tion. But at the very least I’d like a means of sens­ing her move­ments. With your per­mis­sion, I’d like to open the seals on the orig­i­nal Catop­sis pro­gram.”

“And al­low Salazar ac­cess to them? With the like­li­hood of Au­rora’s eyes peer­ing over his shoul­der?” Her eyes flashed con­cern. “That’s a bit of a risk, wouldn’t you say?”

“We’ll only per­mit him ac­cess to hard­copy doc­u­ments, un­der Pan­golin, and only in the cube. What he sees and reads in there stays in his head. He takes no ma­te­ri­als in or out. If he has an in­sight, he can share it with us, but we limit all op­por­tu­ni­ties for Au­rora to spy on the process.”

“It seems like a very long shot, even with those guar­an­tees.”

“Salazar won’t trust us en­tirely un­til he feels we’re on the same side—and that will only hap­pen when we give him a bone to play with.”

She stud­ied him with her usual shrewd­ness. “Have you al­ready promised him some­thing?”

“Just a teaser.”

“One day you’ll make an as­sur­ance I can’t en­dorse, Tom. I bow to your in­stincts in this mat­ter, though; you’ve had far more in­ter­ac­tion with Salazar than I have. If you think he can do some­thing for us, so be it. Have Mercier screen him for Pan­golin suit­abil­ity, of course. It would be a shame to give the man an aneurysm just as he’s about to help us.”

“Thank you,” Drey­fus ac­knowl­edged. “And con­cern­ing Mercier: did you get any­thing back from the corpse?”

“Yes, al­though I don’t think it will sur­prise you. There’s no match to ei­ther of the DNA records you men­tioned.” She low­ered her own voice to a con­spir­a­to­rial hush. “How is that even pos­si­ble? We know for a fact it’s In­g­var’s corpse, un­less it was some­how sub­sti­tuted in the few hours be­fore you se­cured the scene of her mur­der.”

“It’s hers,” Drey­fus said. “And the sam­ple you took will have been her gen­uine ge­netic ma­te­rial. The forgery is in our own files: the archived pat­tern sup­pos­edly de­rived from In­g­var at the time of her in­duc­tion into Panoply. It was al­tered, per­haps as long as four years ago.”

Au­monier grasped his logic. “Changed by In­g­var her­self, know­ing there’d come a time when we checked the re­la­tion­ship be­tween her­self and Hafdis.”

“She had the means to al­ter her own en­try un­de­tectably,” Drey­fus replied, as the crash­ing and bang­ing from the tear-out work served to smother his words. “The match with Hafdis had to look real. She’d have taken a real DNA sam­ple from Hafdis to some grey-mar­ket blood­cut­ter, then had them stitch in fifty per cent for­eign DNA, cre­at­ing a tem­plate for a parental DNA pat­tern that never ex­isted in re­al­ity.”

“What about the as­sumed fa­ther of Hafdis, Miles Selby?”

“He may have ex­isted, he may have had some con­tact with In­g­var, and he may have left the sys­tem at the time the records state. It’s highly un­likely he had any­thing to do with Hafdis. Just a name, to throw us off the scent.”

“In­g­var would’ve been ex­posed the mo­ment we re-tested her own blood against that pat­tern.”

Drey­fus nod­ded. “She’d also have known that the odds on that ever hap­pen­ing were pretty small. She was one of us, a highly trusted in­sider known to all the se­niors. Why would her iden­tity ever have needed ver­i­fy­ing?”

“A risk, all the same.”

He ac­cepted her point. “But one worth tak­ing, to pro­tect Hafdis.”

“We were played,” Au­monier re­flected dole­fully. “Again.”

“And now I have no rea­son to dis­count my first hy­poth­e­sis. Hafdis isn’t her daugh­ter.”

“Softly or not, we’re speak­ing to her. I want to find out how much of this is real, and just as im­por­tantly how much she knows about her­self.” Au­monier scratched a pay­load of grit from her eyes. “Only then will I be in a po­si­tion to de­cide if she’s use­ful to us, or some­thing that needs to be burned alive in a heart­beat.” She looked at him warn­ingly. “There won’t be any mid­dle ground, Tom. In­g­var Tench has ar­ranged for a cuckoo to be planted in our nest, and I want to know why. We pro­ceed on the as­sump­tion of mal­ice, un­til we have an­swers. We’re at war now.”
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Doc­tor Salazar looked down at his fore­arm, where a fad­ing blem­ish marked the spot where Mercier had in­jected him with the pre-booster. War­ily, he low­ered his yel­low sleeve back down, lean­ing back into his chair.

“And what now, ex­actly?”

“In about six hours you’ll be ready for the main Pan­golin shot. You’ll feel a lit­tle nau­seous be­tween now and then, but noth­ing too un­com­fort­able. Just rest, drink the ther­a­peu­tic cock­tail at the in­ter­vals I spec­i­fied and al­low the pre-booster to lay the tem­po­rary neu­ral ground­work. Once I’ve sat­is­fied my­self that you’re safe, I’ll ad­min­is­ter Pan­golin.” Be­hind his an­tique spec­ta­cles, Mercier’s eyes con­veyed se­ri­ous­ness tem­pered with some faint but ge­nial con­cern for his new pa­tient. “You’ll be best sleep­ing af­ter that. The ef­fects of your first Pan­golin shot can be dis­ori­en­tat­ing and not al­ways pleas­ant. You won’t feel quite your­self.”

“Nice of you to men­tion that now.”

“It does get eas­ier with time,” Drey­fus said. He stood to the side of the ta­ble, arms folded, watch­ing the process with weary de­tach­ment.

Salazar lifted his eyes, hooded with scep­ti­cism. “And all this so I can look through some musty old files of yours?”

“The work you were do­ing with Aba­cus built on what had al­ready been done for Catop­sis. All I’m ask­ing is that you use the Catop­sis files as a spring­board to re­cover as much of the later progress as you can.” Drey­fus leaned in slightly, plant­ing his palms on his knees. “Mirna seemed to think you were the best, Aristarchus. Why don’t we see if you can val­i­date that high opin­ion of hers?”

“I can’t prom­ise any­thing.”

“I’m a re­al­ist. I’m not ex­pect­ing you to.” Drey­fus switched his at­ten­tion to Mercier. “That six hours con­tains a gen­er­ous mar­gin of safety, doesn’t it? See if you can knock it down to four.”

He called for the cube to be re­con­nected.

Drey­fus felt him­self mov­ing through a ver­sion of Panoply that felt sub­tly and threat­en­ingly un­fa­mil­iar, as if he had not quite wo­ken from a night­mare. More than thir­teen hours had passed since Au­rora’s ini­tial state­ment, with no fur­ther clar­i­fi­ca­tion of her terms. Out­side, life con­tin­ued, but not ac­cord­ing to any rea­son­able def­i­ni­tion of nor­mal­ity. Drey­fus had mon­i­tored a se­lec­tion of feeds him­self. While their au­then­tic­ity could not be guar­an­teed—there was al­ways a chance that the data-streams were be­ing ma­nip­u­lated by Au­rora—he had a feel­ing he was see­ing the un­var­nished truth. She had noth­ing to gain by dress­ing it up. The ef­fects of her speech were all too ap­par­ent. Af­ter the ini­tial spike in de­mand fol­low­ing the loss of polling, there was now a marked dip in in­ter-habi­tat com­mu­ni­ca­tion, com­merce and travel. The cit­i­zens were sit­ting tight, trust­ing that in the ab­sence of new in­for­ma­tion, do­ing noth­ing was the most sen­si­ble pol­icy. The only ex­cep­tion was a mod­est flow of shut­tles, taxis and pri­vate craft at­tempt­ing to ferry peo­ple down to Chasm City and the other ma­jor set­tle­ments on Yel­low­stone. Au­rora’s in­ter­ven­tion had been con­fined to the Glit­ter Band, so there was a cer­tain logic in as­sum­ing that the planet of­fered a safe haven. The flow was small, though, be­cause al­most all en­try per­mits were be­ing de­nied, and any ships try­ing to make an unau­tho­rised sprint for the sur­face were be­ing in­ter­dicted in low or­bit or, in worst cases, shot down in the at­mos­phere.

Drey­fus forced down any thoughts of re­crim­i­na­tion. Had there been an equiv­a­lent ex­o­dus from Chasm City, the Glit­ter Band would have been equally zeal­ous in polic­ing its bor­ders.

Hes­tia Del Mar had left him a mes­sage, to be picked up and re­turned at his con­ve­nience.

“Drey­fus,” her record­ing said sternly. “This of­fi­cial si­lence is do­ing none of us any favours. Na­ture ab­hors a vac­uum, and so does the pub­lic mood. We’re get­ting anx­ious down here, wait­ing for Panoply to tell us it has ev­ery­thing un­der con­trol. What is Jane Au­monier do­ing?”

“And a very good day to you too, De­tec­tive-Mar­shal,” he an­swered. “I wish I had bet­ter news. The Supreme Pre­fect has at­tempted to ad­dress the cit­i­zenry, but all our usual chan­nels of mass com­mu­ni­ca­tions are be­ing de­nied us. I don’t even know if this re­ply will reach you. We’re be­ing al­lowed to carry on as be­fore in some ways, but not in oth­ers. It all de­pends on Au­rora’s ever-chang­ing mood. Rest as­sured, none­the­less, that we are ex­plor­ing all pos­si­ble av­enues to­ward a restora­tion of the old or­der.”

Her re­ply flashed back within a few sec­onds. “Well, if you’re be­ing spoofed, Drey­fus, Au­rora is do­ing a very good job of con­vey­ing the tenor of a man at the edge of his wits. That sug­gests to me that we have an unadul­ter­ated chan­nel of com­mu­ni­ca­tions, for now.”

He smiled through his tired­ness and fear. “The mice are be­ing al­lowed to squeak and play so long as they don’t cause trou­ble.”

“I’d rather not be a mouse, given the chance. Pre­sum­ably you are in­ves­ti­gat­ing a range of in­for­ma­tional coun­ter­mea­sures, or is that not some­thing you can speak about?”

“I don’t think it mat­ters what I speak about,” he said, sigh­ing. “She knows our ca­pa­bil­i­ties much more thor­oughly than we know hers. In so far as you have in­flu­ence, Hes­tia, I’d ad­vise you to get your su­pe­ri­ors to put Chasm City into an in­for­ma­tional quar­an­tine as quickly as you can. It was too late for us—she was al­ready in our net­works—but you might have a lit­tle time.”

“I very much doubt she has over­looked us, Drey­fus, or that she’s go­ing to be con­tent to let this lit­tle pocket of civil­i­sa­tion run amok while she lords it over the Glit­ter Band. We’ll be next in her plans for con­quest. Then . . . what? The Ul­tras, and be­yond? The whole so­lar sys­tem? Why would she ever stop?”

“She’ll only stop when she feels too at­ten­u­ated and slow,” Drey­fus said. “I think you’re right, Hes­tia. Ev­ery­thing here is a pre­lude to a larger takeover of hu­man civil­i­sa­tion around Yel­low­stone, and at least as far out as Marco’s Eye, Idlewild and the Park­ing Swarm.”

“In which case, I sin­cerely hope you have a plan for de­feat­ing her.”

“We’re tak­ing steps,” he an­swered, leav­ing it pur­pose­fully cryp­tic. At this point, he sin­cerely wanted Au­rora to be lis­ten­ing in. It would suit him very well to re­in­force the no­tion that Panoply was in pos­ses­sion of knowl­edge hid­den to her, even if they didn’t know what to make of it.

Just that one fact could be the grit that ir­ri­tated her into mak­ing a mis­take.

“Drey­fus, I meant to ask. Your col­league, the one you sent on that per­sonal busi­ness. Did she make it back all right?”

Grat­i­tude slid a tear into his eye. “Thalia was hurt quite badly in Car­casstown, but she’s safe now.” Or as safe as any of us are, a snide, silent voice added.

“I’m pleased. From what lit­tle in­ter­ac­tion we had, she struck me as com­pe­tent and thor­ough. Your stan­dards are higher than I re­alised. Tell her that if she ever de­sires a more chal­leng­ing work en­vi­ron­ment, her tal­ents would not be wasted in Chasm City.”

“I’m sure that will go down well, Hes­tia. Her heart’s in Panoply, though. Her fa­ther was one of ours.”

“Then your gain is our loss. Con­cern­ing the item that you had her re­trieve . . . was all sat­is­fac­tory?”

“More than sat­is­fac­tory, thank you.”

“Good. One day I hope you’ll do me the ser­vice of ex­plain­ing what that was all about. I can only imag­ine it per­tains to the present sit­u­a­tion?”

“A lit­tle.”

“Then you’ve prob­a­bly al­ready said too much. Very well. Con­vey my sen­ti­ments to the Supreme Pre­fect. Tell her that we will at­tempt to use our sur­face-to-or­bit chan­nels to in­di­cate that Panoply’s si­lence is an in­vol­un­tary con­di­tion and mea­sures are un­der way. Do you think that will help?”

Drey­fus imag­ined his silent eaves­drop­per, hop­ing that some tiny por­tion of her in­tel­lect was rag­ing in im­po­tent fury at the no­tion of some­thing she did not and could not know.

“It cer­tainly won’t hurt.”

Hafdis was in her room, con­fined to quar­ters along with all of Panoply’s civil­ian guests. She had taken the re­stric­tion on her free­dom with­out com­plaint, ac­cept­ing that there was noth­ing per­sonal in it, purely a mat­ter of safety and ef­fi­ciency while much of the in­fra­struc­ture of the as­ter­oid was hastily re­pur­posed.

Drey­fus found her watch­ing the pub­lic feeds, switch­ing from one stream to the next. It did not look like she was dis­tracted to him, more a me­thod­i­cal need to drink in as much in­for­ma­tion as she could, through as many pos­si­ble chan­nels.

“Take it all with a pinch of salt, Hafdis,” he warned her. “With­out first-hand con­fir­ma­tion, we can’t be sure how much of it’s re­li­able.”

Hafdis tog­gled the feed to one from a world that he recog­nised, the in­te­rior of a rolled-up cylin­der, splin­tered with an­gu­lar swatches of green, blue and red. “Fe­in­stein-Wu, Pre­fect Drey­fus. I’ve been watch­ing the pub­lic an­nounce­ments put out by the con­sta­bles I worked with ev­ery day. I know these peo­ple bet­ter than I know any­one. I be­lieve in their re­ac­tions, and how they’re han­dling the pub­lic mood.”

“Which is?”

“Ev­ery­one’s ab­so­lutely ter­ri­fied. De­spite what she told us, no one’s go­ing about their lives as nor­mal.” Hafdis switched be­tween sub-feeds, dis­play­ing her ef­fort­less fa­mil­iar­ity with the pub­lic sur­veil­lance modes of her own habi­tat. “Look at the lake­side. It’s prac­ti­cally de­serted, and yet the sched­ulers have ar­ranged fine weather. The place should be teem­ing. I’d be there if I wasn’t here, or on duty. Mother used to take me to the ter­races for ice cream.”

Drey­fus moved to one of the few items in the room that had not come with Hafdis and her mod­est amount of lug­gage. It was the black box they had found in In­g­var’s quar­ters, with its jum­ble of me­men­tos. Un­bid­den, he opened the lid and dug around un­til his fin­gers closed on the im­age of a small girl by the lake­side, her legs in the wa­ter.

“Like this?” he asked mildly.

Hafdis de­tected his cool­ness. “Yes, ex­actly like that. Why are you ask­ing me?”

Drey­fus put the im­age back.

“I have a re­quest, Hafdis. I’d like you to come down to the cube with me, to un­dergo a fur­ther part of your can­di­dacy train­ing.”

“In the mid­dle of . . . what­ever this emer­gency is?”

“There’s no bet­ter time to see how you cope with el­e­vated stress, es­pe­cially when the lives of friends are at stake. One other thing.”

“What?” she asked tersely, un­doubt­edly pick­ing up on his ten­sion.

“Do noth­ing and say noth­ing that might arouse the in­ter­est of Au­rora. We’ve done all that we can to block her op­tions for mon­i­tor­ing us, but we still can’t af­ford to take un­nec­es­sary chances.”

She gave him a sharp look. “Why would Au­rora care about me?”

“Ac­com­pany me to the cube,” Drey­fus said.

They left her room. Hafdis went along with meek com­pli­ance, head low­ered and her de­meanour that of a stu­dent sum­moned to de­ten­tion. It was not ex­actly the best dis­play of nor­mal­ity, but Drey­fus was con­tent that she wasn’t mak­ing a spec­ta­cle, thereby beg­ging the ques­tion of where he was tak­ing her and why.

They reached the cube. Jane Au­monier was al­ready wait­ing in­side, by prior ar­range­ment. While Hafdis took a seat at the ta­ble in the in­ter­view­ing room, Drey­fus in­di­cated for the duty pre­fect to dis­con­nect the con­nect­ing bridge, leav­ing the cube fully iso­lated.

He sat down next to the Supreme Pre­fect, fac­ing Hafdis.

“I’m sorry I needed to lie,” Drey­fus said, with only the barest dust­ing of re­morse. “As you cor­rectly in­ti­mated, this would be a slightly odd time to be con­cerned with your can­di­dacy. I’m afraid it’s not that at all.”

Hafdis looked to her hosts. “What’s this re­ally about?”

“I’m afraid we need to ask you some dif­fi­cult ques­tions,” Au­monier said.

“They con­cern the story we’ve been pre­sented with, about your re­la­tion­ship to In­g­var Tench,” Drey­fus stated.

Hafdis flinched. “There’s no ‘story.’ She’s my mother.”

“Did your mother . . .” Au­monier paused. “Did In­g­var Tench speak to you about Au­rora?”

“Yes, from time to time.” Hafdis frowned hard. “Why are you talk­ing as if she isn’t my mother? What aren’t you telling me?”

Drey­fus went in with a di­rect ques­tion. “Are you cer­tain that she was your mother, Hafdis?”

She snarled out her an­swer. “Yes, of course I am! What kind of a ques­tion is that?”

“One I needed to ask. Do you have any rea­son to be­lieve that she was your mother, be­yond sim­ply ac­cept­ing what you’ve been told?”

“I don’t un­der­stand why you’re ask­ing me these things. Or why you needed to drag me here to do it.”

Au­monier glanced at Drey­fus, nod­ded minutely. “Hafdis, I’m go­ing to be blunt with you. Per­haps un­com­fort­ably blunt. We know for a cat­e­gor­i­cal fact that you’re not In­g­var’s bi­o­log­i­cal daugh­ter, or even a close rel­a­tive. We also have ev­ery rea­son to doubt any fa­mil­ial re­la­tion­ship to Miles Selby, the man the records claim was your fa­ther, When we checked your DNA, we were com­par­ing it against an in­ter­nal doc­u­ment that had al­ready been adul­ter­ated. In­g­var al­tered it so that we’d ac­cept you as her daugh­ter in the event of her death. It was clever and nearly fool­proof. Most likely we would never have looked any deeper, but for one thing.”

Hafdis’s anger had bled away now, leav­ing a thin sub­strate of fear. Drey­fus felt it as surely as if her blood was his own.

“What thing?”

Drey­fus an­swered: “Our friend Sparver found a con­nec­tion be­tween In­g­var’s work and the fam­ily of Au­rora Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov. In­g­var worked hard to pro­tect that con­nec­tion. Our be­lief is that she only did so to pro­tect you, and the truth about what you are.”

“I don’t fol­low.”

Au­monier laced her hands, ready to de­liver the ver­dict. “We think you’re a Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov. Specif­i­cally, a close ge­netic copy of Au­rora Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov her­self. The girl who be­came a god. A mad god.”

Hafdis shook her head in un­rea­son­ing de­nial. “No. That’s . . . in­sane.”

“I ad­mit we can’t prove it,” Drey­fus said. “To do that, we’d need ac­cess to Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov ge­netic ar­chives, which the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles won’t al­low and which the fam­ily would never sur­ren­der will­ingly. What we have is a chain of con­nec­tions: In­g­var’s in­ter­est in Catop­sis, which was a pro­gram to con­tain Au­rora. The en­vi­ron­ment in As­set 227, a sim­u­lacrum of Au­rora’s child­hood sur­round­ings. And In­g­var’s in­tense need to mask this con­nec­tion.”

“I know what I am,” Hafdis as­serted, yet with cracks fault-lin­ing her as­sured­ness. “I know who I am.”

“You may think that you do,” Au­monier said, not with­out a cer­tain sym­pa­thy. “What is true, and what we re­mem­ber to be true, aren’t nec­es­sar­ily the same things. You were al­ready the prod­uct of one set of barely le­gal tech­nolo­gies. It’s not hard to imag­ine that your mem­o­ries are sim­i­larly ar­ti­fi­cial. The me­men­tos, your child­hood mem­o­ries of time grow­ing up in Fe­in­stein-Wu, may be care­fully cre­ated fic­tions.”

“Why?” she ex­claimed, spit­ting out her in­dig­na­tion.

“Only In­g­var could an­swer that com­pletely,” Drey­fus said. “And I’m sure her rea­son­ing was as sound as it was hu­mane. What we’re left with is spec­u­la­tion.”

“You’ve spec­u­lated enough! What­ever se­cret she was pro­tect­ing to do with that fam­ily, it’s noth­ing to do with me.”

“We can get to the bot­tom of this,” Au­monier said. “There are tech­niques avail­able to us. We can trawl your brain struc­ture and use re­li­able meth­ods to weed out false mem­o­ries from au­then­tic ones.”

Hafdis set­tled her hands on the ta­ble, as if invit­ing them to be cuffed. “So trawl me.”

“We can’t,” Drey­fus said, draw­ing a faint re­proach­ful glance from his su­pe­rior. “Not be­cause it wouldn’t work, but be­cause we can’t be sure who might be mon­i­tor­ing the re­sults.”

“The ques­tion on our minds,” Au­monier said, “is whether your pres­ence here is use­ful or detri­men­tal to Au­rora.”

“Since I’m not what you think, it’s a mean­ing­less ques­tion.”

Drey­fus leaned in, his tu­nic creak­ing from the strain. “Since we know what you are, Hafdis—and I’ll keep call­ing you that out of re­spect for In­g­var—there are two pos­si­bil­i­ties. You’re ei­ther here to serve Au­rora, un­der­min­ing us from within, or you’re the one thing we might be able to use against her. It’s rather im­por­tant that we de­cide which.”

Hafdis folded her arms, fix­ing them with a basilisk stare. “And if you end up de­cid­ing I’m here to work against you?”

Au­monier sniffed. “You’d re­main un­der our pro­tec­tion. The terms of that pro­tec­tion might look a lot like soli­tary con­fine­ment, for the rest of your life.”

“With what’s go­ing on out­side, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.”

“In­g­var pro­tected you,” Drey­fus said. “Un­less her judge­ment was off—which would be the first time in her life—it’s be­cause she knew you weren’t a threat. She didn’t want Au­rora learn­ing about you, and fol­low­ing Catop­sis she was un­will­ing to share her in­tel­li­gence with Panoply. She acted alone. She res­cued you from that sim­u­lacrum in As­set 227, rais­ing you as if you were her own. That can’t have hap­pened more than four years ago, which means vir­tu­ally ev­ery­thing you re­mem­ber prior to adult­hood was false.”

“Wouldn’t it have seemed odd to you that she sud­denly an­nounced she had a fully grown daugh­ter?” Hafdis coun­tered.

“The way In­g­var kept her pri­vate life to her­self, none of us knew you ex­isted un­til af­ter her death,” Drey­fus replied. “She would have al­tered her pri­vate records when you came into her life, prob­a­bly at the same time she changed her ge­netic pro­file. She was think­ing ahead, imag­in­ing there’d come a day when we had to ac­cept you as her own.” He pressed harder against the ta­ble, its edge cut­ting into his belly. “All of that tells me she cared, Hafdis. What­ever you re­ally are, you mat­tered to In­g­var. The per­sonal ef­fects alone tell us that. And it wasn’t prac­ti­cal­ity that made you take that hair-clasp from the box. It was a link to In­g­var, the woman who’d shel­tered you, the woman who’d given you the near­est thing to a mother’s love.”

Hafdis re­garded him with gran­ite in­dif­fer­ence. “Not the near­est thing. The ex­act thing.”

“There are still op­tions for trawl­ing,” Au­monier said darkly. “The iso­lated equip­ment we used on De­von Gar­lin . . .”

“You mean that mu­seum piece that nearly burned his brain out?”

“If she won’t crack by other means . . .”

Drey­fus looked back to Hafdis, ex­pect­ing fear but meet­ing only a thun­der­cloud of af­front and de­fi­ance.

“You won’t do that,” she said. “I know you won’t. What­ever you think I am, you’ve still got your cher­ished prin­ci­ples. Mother be­lieved in them, and she made me be­lieve in them as well. You’re bet­ter than this, both of you.”

The room shud­dered gen­tly. Drey­fus got up and went to the outer door, where he no­ticed that the con­nect­ing bridge had been pushed back into place, the cube no longer phys­i­cally iso­lated from its sur­round­ings.

He had asked for thirty min­utes with Hafdis. They were nowhere near that, which could only mean that the Supreme Pre­fect’s at­ten­tion was needed else­where.

And ur­gently.

“We’ll con­tinue this,” he promised Hafdis, as they pre­pared to leave her in the cube.

Two com­pet­ing emo­tions vied within him. Shame, that he might be in­flict­ing cruel treat­ment on a com­plete in­no­cent, some­one that not so long ago he had ush­ered into his pro­tec­tion. And de­ter­mi­na­tion, that there was a fa­cade here that would crack with only a lit­tle more per­sua­sion.

I know you’re ly­ing, Hafdis, he told him­self. The ques­tion is, do you?







CHAP­TER FORTY

Au­monier and Drey­fus ar­rived at the newly des­ig­nated tac­ti­cal room. The place was still an im­pro­vised mess, with coil­ing ca­bles sta­pled to sur­faces, bare rock grin­ning through gaps in wall cladding, dust loi­ter­ing in lazy veils, but at least now it could be­gin to func­tion in its des­ig­nated man­ner. One main ta­ble had been ar­ranged: not quite as large as the orig­i­nal, but good enough un­der the cir­cum­stances. The ta­ble was cir­cu­lar, with a clear area in the mid­dle. Tang and a hand­ful of an­a­lysts were com­ing up with the next best thing to the Solid Or­rery, lean­ing over the ta­ble and po­si­tion­ing coloured mark­ers with long-han­dled sticks. Drey­fus ap­praised their hand­i­work, not­ing the ma­jor fea­tures. Yel­low­stone was a half-sphere, the Glit­ter Band a ragged ring of lesser mark­ers, Panoply a black orb on a stalk. There was no hope of rep­re­sent­ing all ten thou­sand habi­tats, let alone track­ing their rel­a­tive move­ments with any sort of ac­cu­racy, so the an­a­lysts were mak­ing do with a cou­ple of dozen rep­re­sen­ta­tive habi­tats, their coded mark­ers all bear­ing fa­mil­iar names. Ev­ery now and then they needed nudg­ing by tiny amounts, as the en­sem­ble ticked around Yel­low­stone.

Pre­fects and an­a­lysts were al­ready pressed around the ta­ble, as well as sev­eral smaller ones dot­ted around the room. Around the walls, and scat­tered hap­haz­ardly on the ta­bles, feeds flick­ered with ghost im­ages and ran­dom blasts of static. A hand­ful of dis­plays were still show­ing the in­for­ma­tion threads ar­riv­ing through the nor­mal net­work chan­nels, crisper and clearer than the im­pro­vised ones, but open to ma­nip­u­la­tion by Au­rora. Any­thing ca­pa­ble of lis­ten­ing in on the room had been re­moved, ex­cept for a diplo­matic chan­nel Au­monier had the op­tion of open­ing and clos­ing at will.

“Well?” she asked, out of breath af­ter their dash from the cube.

“A re­peat­ing an­nounce­ment from Au­rora,” Clear­moun­tain said, tear­ing him­self away from one of the ta­ble-mounted feeds. “Call it an in­terim pol­icy state­ment. I thought it was best that you heard it di­rectly, while she’s still trans­mit­ting.”

“Thank you, Gas­ton.” She raised her voice above the hub­bub of con­ver­sa­tion and still on­go­ing tech­ni­cal work. “Quiet, please! Let me lis­ten. Run it from the start, please.”

Lil­lian Baudry handed Au­monier one of the im­pro­vised dis­plays, a bulky thing con­nected to the ta­ble by a data-um­bil­i­cal as thick as an ele­phant’s trunk. Au­rora’s face stared out from the dis­play in flat­tened pro­file, her lips mov­ing, words buzzing out from a tinny speaker.

“Dear peo­ple. We’re off to a bad start, I fear. I asked you to go about your lives nor­mally, did I not? If you did this and let me worry about ev­ery­thing else, I promised that all would be well.” Her tone gained an edge. “Well, it seems that wasn’t enough, judg­ing by your ac­tions.”

“Ac­tions?” Drey­fus breathed. “No one’s done any­thing!”

Au­rora was still speak­ing. “Some of you ev­i­dently don’t think much of my prom­ises. You’ve been leav­ing the Glit­ter Band, head­ing to Yel­low­stone. I’ve been watch­ing your ships as they leave. A few more of you have been try­ing to strike out for else­where in the sys­tem. I’ve let this stand un­til now be­cause I un­der­stand that we can’t build a ba­sis of trust overnight.” She paused, shook her head re­gret­fully. “Frankly, though, enough is enough. I’ve done noth­ing to any of you, and yet you re­ward my good in­ten­tions with base­less sus­pi­cion and acts of open de­fi­ance. Well, let me make my po­si­tion clearer.”

Drey­fus braced him­self. He knew some­thing bad was com­ing.

“There’ll be no more move­ment in or out of the Glit­ter Band. The ex­o­dus flights stop this in­stant. Be­cause I’m mind­ful that the wise ma­jor­ity of you haven’t at­tempted this trans­gres­sion, I’ll con­tinue to al­low free move­ment within the Glit­ter Band. In fact, I may soon be en­cour­ag­ing it.” She smiled coyly. “We’ll say more about that in time.” The face glossed it­self in to a mask of seren­ity. “For now, let’s start anew. Put these early mis­takes and dif­fer­ences be­hind us. Let’s see if we can do that, shall we? Be­cause you re­ally don’t want to see my firmer side.”

The feed be­gan to re­peat it­self.

“When did this be­gin?” Au­monier asked.

“Ten min­utes ago,” an­swered Baudry. “I made the call to pull you out of the cube the mo­ment it be­gan.”

“Do we think it went out Band-wide?”

Tang replied. “To the best of our knowl­edge, ma’am. We’re get­ting it on pri­mary, sec­ondary and ter­tiary feeds. It’s even com­ing through on some of our ana­logue chan­nels. She’s mak­ing sure no one misses it.”

Drey­fus said: “Can we track those move­ments she’s talk­ing about?”

“Only by chan­nels that may be com­pro­mised, sir,” Tang replied. He leaned in over the ta­ble to ad­just one of the mark­ers. “No rea­son to think we’re not see­ing an ac­cu­rate pic­ture, though.”

Au­monier probed: “And what is that pic­ture?”

“If she was hop­ing to damp down the ex­o­dus, ma’am, it’s hav­ing ex­actly the op­po­site ef­fect. We’re track­ing waves of ships de­tach­ing from habi­tats through­out the Glit­ter Band, not just in the lower or­bits.” He con­ferred with one of the other an­a­lysts. “More than a hun­dred since she made her an­nounce­ment, ma’am, and that’s ex­clud­ing any de­par­tures that look like part of the nor­mal traf­fic pat­terns. The first ships of this new wave will pen­e­trate Yel­low­stone con­trol space within the next ten min­utes.”

“They’ll be de­nied en­try per­mis­sion,” Drey­fus com­mented. “But I very much doubt that’ll stop them.”

“Es­ti­mate the num­ber of peo­ple on these ships,” Au­monier said.

“Be­tween ten and twelve thou­sand, ma’am. It’s a neg­li­gi­ble per­cent­age of the to­tal pop­u­la­tion.”

“But a trickle can be­come a flood, if not checked.” Au­monier scratched at her neck. “The irony is that they likely won’t find any long-term sanc­tu­ary in Chasm City.”

“It’s not the ex­o­dus that both­ers her,” Drey­fus said. “It’s the dis­obe­di­ence. She’s promised them par­adise on a plate, and they’ve spat it back at her.”

Au­monier nod­ded her agree­ment. “Maybe be­cause they recog­nise a bark­ing-mad lu­natic when they see one. Even in the form of a cy­ber­netic demigod­dess. Keep track­ing those move­ments, Robert.”

A su­per­nu­mer­ary pro­duced cof­fee, luke­warm but drink­able. Drey­fus and Au­monier took their bulbs and squeezed into po­si­tions next to each other around the ta­ble.

“There’s noth­ing we can do,” Drey­fus said. “Even in peace­time we’d have no real pow­ers to stop those ships. And even if we stopped them, we’d only be do­ing her work for her.”

“Per­haps run­ning for the hills re­ally is the best move,” Au­monier an­swered. Then, in a qui­eter reg­is­ter: “What did you make of her, Tom?”

“Hafdis?” He was glad for the dis­trac­tion from Au­rora’s lat­est procla­ma­tion. “I hoped she’d crum­ble at the first prod.”

“If it’s a front, it’s a good one. I wasn’t se­ri­ous about go­ing in with a trawl, but I didn’t see a flicker of con­cern about it when I floated the idea.”

Drey­fus pre­sumed it was safe to dis­cuss their guess now that the new tac­ti­cal room had been swept of lis­ten­ing de­vices, but he still opted to keep his re­marks in­di­rect.

“If the mem­o­ries feel real to her, she won’t find it easy to let go of them.”

Au­monier cra­dled her cof­fee as she mused: “Four years at the ut­most, Tom. That’s how long she’s been liv­ing un­der this guise. Forced am­ne­sia is one thing: you know all about that.”

“It’s one thing to be aware of an ar­ti­fi­cial gap in your mem­o­ries,” Drey­fus ac­knowl­edged. “An­other to be taken in by a whole set of false mem­o­ries stitched over the same events. I’ve heard of that kind of mnemonic en­gi­neer­ing be­ing suc­cess­ful, but it needs time, ex­per­tise and oc­ca­sional re­in­force­ment.”

“We don’t know what kind of con­di­tion she was in when In­g­var found her. For all we know there were al­ready holes in her mem­ory, wait­ing to be plugged. It’s still a stretch, though, to think of In­g­var achiev­ing all that with the lit­tle which was at her dis­posal. And what about the pub­lic records in Fe­in­stein-Wu? They’d have needed al­ter­ing too.”

“I won’t say that it was easy,” Drey­fus replied. “Still, if you had to pick a place to cre­ate a daugh­ter out of whole cloth, it is about the best habi­tat avail­able. They live very mod­est lives there, with the min­i­mum of ab­strac­tion. I doubt it was be­yond In­g­var to ac­cess their records and cre­ate a back­story for Hafdis, with a fa­ther, birth­day, ed­u­ca­tion and so on.”

“It also fits with the idea of pro­tect­ing her, by giv­ing her a life in a place where peo­ple aren’t in a rush to em­brace the wilder philoso­phies of the rest of the Glit­ter Band.”

“And yet,” Drey­fus said, “she was the one who voiced the idea of com­ing to us, not the other way around.”

“If she’s what she claims, it makes a cer­tain sense. Her mother just died, and she’s al­ways wanted to walk in her foot­steps. In­g­var’s done a very good job of school­ing her in the idea that she can have a life as a pre­fect, too. What bet­ter time to come to Panoply?”

Drey­fus rolled the cof­fee bulb. “It also makes sense if she’s ex­actly what we sus­pect. She’s lived un­der In­g­var’s pro­tec­tion for four years but was al­ways pre­pared for the next phase, know­ing there might come a time when In­g­var’s en­e­mies move against her. All of a sud­den, she’s at risk of ex­po­sure.”

“So, she talks her way into Panoply. We oblige be­cause she’s the only liv­ing link to In­g­var. And we prac­ti­cally fall over our­selves to in­dulge her plans to be­come a pre­fect.”

“At which point she gains a de­gree of pro­tec­tion, as well as po­ten­tial ac­cess to our in­for­ma­tion-gath­er­ing sys­tems,” Drey­fus agreed. “It still begs the ques­tion: why run to us? She’s had four years to get ready for this. Even on a con­sta­ble’s stipend, wouldn’t that be enough time to put aside the funds to run else­where?”

“Out-sys­tem? Not likely, un­less they pay their con­sta­bles quite ex­or­bi­tantly.”

“Al­most any­where else in the sys­tem, then. Plenty of holes to hide in. Plenty of op­por­tu­ni­ties to change her face and name. A new set of false mem­o­ries. Even a full ge­netic re-skin. Or just de­clare her­self to the Men­di­cants and live a happy, care­free life in Hos­pice Idlewild.”

“She did none of that. She just came to us,” Au­monier said. “Which brings me back to square one. She’s act­ing the way she would if she re­ally was In­g­var’s daugh­ter. But we know she’s not.”

“What’s our next move, Jane?”

“I’m con­sid­er­ing it.” She set down her bulb, lean­ing aside to al­low Tang room to slide one of his mark­ers into a new po­si­tion. “What it won’t be is softly, softly.”

The flow of émi­grés con­tin­ued for the next thir­teen hours, unchecked. Panoply could be quite sure that the ex­o­dus was real, though the ex­act num­bers of pas­sen­gers in­volved was de­bat­able. Apart from the feeds, which might or might not of­fer a re­li­able ver­sion of events, Panoply still had its own ships and op­er­a­tives dis­persed through­out the Glit­ter Band. When they re­turned home, the op­er­a­tives pro­vided un­de­ni­able eye­wit­ness tes­ti­mony that the re­ported events were at least broadly be­liev­able. They had seen the ex­o­dus ships with their own eyes, not through dis­plays or vi­sors. They had tracked large num­bers of them as they scut­tled be­tween habi­tats and the at­mos­phere of Yel­low­stone.

Panoply had also tracked in­ter­dic­tion mea­sures put in place by the Yel­low­stone au­thor­i­ties. These had pro­vided some­thing of a de­ter­rent ini­tially, as ships turned back rather than be­ing re­pulsed or de­stroyed as they tried to make their way to the sur­face. Af­ter a while, though, the flow had over­whelmed the planet dwellers’ ef­forts and the in­ter­dic­tion mea­sures had been qui­etly sus­pended. Ac­cord­ing to Panoply’s best es­ti­mates, around two hun­dred and forty thou­sand cit­i­zens had prob­a­bly made it safely to Yel­low­stone. They were not likely to be re­ceiv­ing the warm­est of wel­comes, but they un­doubt­edly con­sid­ered it a great im­prove­ment on liv­ing un­der the ques­tion­able sovereignty of a de­ranged ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence.

Drey­fus hoped they en­joyed their tem­po­rary lib­er­a­tion. He imag­ined it might be quite short-lived. Au­rora would be test­ing Yel­low­stone’s net­work vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties, look­ing for a hole to squirm through. Even­tu­ally she would find one, if it had not al­ready hap­pened.

The flow was eas­ing, minutely. This was not be­cause of any lack of de­sire on the part of the émi­grés, but be­cause the sup­ply of shut­tles and fer­ries was be­gin­ning to dwin­dle. Once they made it down to the sur­face, the ma­jor­ity of the ships were stay­ing put. Only a small num­ber of ro­bot ve­hi­cles were mak­ing re­peated re­turn trips, and this was in­suf­fi­cient to meet de­mand. Pri­vate ships and larger cargo haulers were still present in or­bit in huge num­bers, but few of them had the ca­pac­ity to carry many pas­sen­gers or en­dure at­mo­spheric en­try. They were re­main­ing docked, with in­ter-habi­tat traf­fic now ex­pe­ri­enc­ing an al­most to­tal shut­down.

Drey­fus hoped Au­rora might de­tect the tail­ing-off and let by­gones be by­gones. While her in­junc­tion might not have been fol­lowed im­me­di­ately and to the let­ter, the short­fall in ships was hav­ing about the same ef­fect over a longer pe­riod.

Hope and ex­pec­ta­tion were not the same thing.

“How are you feel­ing, Doc­tor Salazar?” Drey­fus asked, in the brusque tones of some­one not tremen­dously in­ter­ested in the an­swer.

“As if ev­ery synapse in my brain has just been torn out and stuffed back in through my nos­trils, like a pile of wet noo­dles. As if ev­ery blank sur­face in this room is strain­ing with pos­si­bil­ity, like a bal­loon about to burst.” He ex­am­ined his hand, star­ing in­tently at the hairs on the back. “As if there’s a uni­verse of scrip­ture crawl­ing be­neath my skin, try­ing to force its way out through my pores. As if I need to see sym­bols or else I’ll drown in my own in­com­pre­hen­sion. My head hurts. My eyes ache from too much look­ing.” He re­garded Drey­fus with dis­tant hos­til­ity. “You know all this. You’ve all been through this.”

Drey­fus sat down at the ta­ble and slid a com­pad onto the empty sur­face. “I’m sorry that it’s been hard on you. Be­lieve it or not, it’s noth­ing per­sonal. I just needed to have you in a re­cep­tive con­di­tion as quickly as pos­si­ble.”

Salazar re­gard the com­pad, which was so far dis­play­ing only a shim­mer­ing grey rec­tan­gle. “If you still think I had any­thing to do with those deaths, those friends of yours, you’re wrong.”

“I don’t think you were cul­pa­ble. Not of that par­tic­u­lar string of crimes, any­way. I do think you were likely a bril­liant but in­tel­lec­tu­ally vain man whose ego was eas­ily stroked. Did it never oc­cur to you to ques­tion the things that were told to you about Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics?”

De­fi­ance flashed in his face. “Are you go­ing as hard on Mirna Silk as you are with me?”

“Mirna Silk had her fail­ings, but she wasn’t the one turn­ing a blind eye sev­eral thou­sand times a day.” Drey­fus sighed, eas­ing back into his chair. “What’s done is done. I’m go­ing to ex­tend you the cour­tesy of be­liev­ing that you never had any idea where Aba­cus was lead­ing.” He nod­ded to the cube’s sealed door. “Tech­ni­cally, you’re a free cit­i­zen. If we weren’t in the mid­dle of an emer­gency, I’d of­fer you the chance of re­turn­ing home. The trou­ble is, home may not mean much if Au­rora con­tin­ues ex­tend­ing her reach over us.” He slid the com­pad nearer to Salazar, tap­ping it so that the grey rec­tan­gle re­solved into a pane of blurred hi­ero­glyph­ics. “So help us. If we can’t beat our en­emy, we can at least get an idea of her present ca­pa­bil­i­ties and move­ments. These are the con­fi­den­tial files on Catop­sis, con­structed from re­cov­ered doc­u­ments, in­ter­views and trawls with the main per­pe­tra­tors, af­ter In­g­var Tench had ex­posed them. Look at the com­pad.”

“I’m look­ing at it,” Salazar snapped. “All I see is a blur of . . .” He paused, frown­ing deeply. “Wait. Some­thing’s emerg­ing.”

“The Pan­golin booster is de­cod­ing the en­ci­phered text di­rectly into your vis­ual cor­tex. You’re re­view­ing some of the most op­er­a­tionally sen­si­tive ma­te­rial any­where in the sys­tem.” Drey­fus nod­ded en­cour­ag­ingly. “It’ll be­come clearer with prac­tice, the ef­fort less tax­ing. This is all you get, though. We’ll al­low you ac­cess to some sim­ple mark-mak­ing tools and a phys­i­cal record­ing medium so that you can for­mu­late ideas for com­mu­ni­ca­tion with other pre­fects and an­a­lysts, but no di­rect record of the doc­u­ment ever leaves this room. There’s sim­ply too much risk of Au­rora out­fox­ing us.”

Salazar scrolled down, his eyes flick­ing across the blurred doc­u­ment. Drey­fus had his own ac­tive Pan­golin boost, but the in­ter­nal de­cryp­tion process was crit­i­cally de­pen­dent on the stereo­scopic view­ing an­gle, mean­ing that only glints of mean­ing jabbed out at him from his side of the ta­ble. It didn’t mat­ter: he had stud­ied all the doc­u­ments at his leisure four years ago, and un­der­stood al­most noth­ing of the math­e­mat­ics.

That was for peo­ple such as Salazar.

“I un­der­stand the prin­ci­ples be­ing out­lined here,” the man said, spool­ing through the doc­u­ment with in­creas­ing speed. “But only be­cause they’re so sim­plis­tic a child could un­der­stand them. We were as far be­yond these ideas as . . . well, I’m not even sure if there’s an anal­ogy that would help you.”

Drey­fus sum­moned his pa­tience. “I know that this is rudi­men­tary, com­pared with the meth­ods you em­ployed at Mi­das. Or thought you were em­ploy­ing. The key thing is to repli­cate the ad­vances you’ve al­ready made once al­ready. You can do that, can’t you? There can’t have been an army of you work­ing on it or the se­cret would have been blown long ago.”

“We were few in num­ber,” Salazar an­swered. “We had time, though. And re­sources you’re not al­low­ing me in this room.”

Fear­ing he might not like the an­swer, Drey­fus ven­tured: “How much time, to go from the raw ideas of Catop­sis to the im­proved model run­ning in Aba­cus?”

“Six months, eas­ily. Six months of fear­less, ex­haust­ing work.”

“I’m not sure we have six months, Aristarchus. Right now, six days might be a lux­ury.”

Salazar trun­cated a laugh, doubt­less see­ing sense at the last mo­ment. “I don’t think you have a re­al­is­tic idea of what’s pos­si­ble here, Pre­fect Drey­fus. Yes, I know this the­ory . . . prob­a­bly bet­ter than any­one alive. I can’t just . . . mag­i­cally re­cover all that lost work, though. No one could.”

“But if any­one were to try, I’d put money on you suc­ceed­ing,” Drey­fus said.

“And if I fail?”

“You’d still be a free man, and I’d still al­low you to leave with­out too many con­di­tions. She’s al­ready out there is­su­ing de­mands, though. I’d make the most of that lib­erty while you still have it.”

Salazar said noth­ing. Af­ter a few mo­ments, he bent his at­ten­tion back to the com­pad, con­tin­u­ing to scroll. Drey­fus watched his lips move silently, the hunched acolyte recit­ing a word­less prayer, be­fore turn­ing to leave him to his labours.

Fif­teen hours af­ter her last procla­ma­tion, Au­rora’s face filled the dis­plays in the makeshift tac­ti­cal room again. Pre­fects and an­a­lysts had been wait­ing for it, filled with a sense of anx­ious in­evitabil­ity. Si­lence fell across the room, tea and cof­fee bulbs were set down, coughs sup­pressed.

“Dear cit­i­zens,” she be­gan. “I made a sim­ple re­quest, in the hope that we could start anew. I wasn’t ask­ing for much: just a ces­sa­tion of the ex­o­dus. I was tol­er­ant to a fault, even af­ter I clar­i­fied my po­si­tion. I al­lowed time for good sense to pre­vail; time for re­flec­tion from wiser minds. I as­sumed that would be suf­fi­cient, and that the doubters among you would even­tu­ally turn to the light. I of­fered you kind­ness and free­dom; you—some of you —have spurned that im­pulse to gen­eros­ity.” Cold­ness sheened her face. “So be it. These fif­teen hours have been more than suf­fi­cient for a dis­play of con­tri­tion, but I’ve seen noth­ing of the sort. I must there­fore re­sort to the stick, in­stead of the car­rot.”

Drey­fus tensed. Au­monier, Baudry and Clear­moun­tain seemed not to have breathed since the start of her state­ment.

“I be­lieve in to­tal hon­esty,” Au­rora de­clared. “There are things I can and can­not do. Presently, I can’t reach into your heads and pun­ish you through the di­rect ma­nip­u­la­tion of your im­plants. If I could, I would, be­cause that would be the kind­est and most ef­fi­cient way to pun­ish those act­ing against my de­sires. I also lack the means to con­trol more than a hand­ful of your ships, be­yond the sim­ple mea­sures I al­ready took with those bulk car­ri­ers. Nor is it within my gift to do any­thing re­ally calami­tous with your habi­tats. I can’t, for in­stance, make one habi­tat veer out of its or­bit, en­dan­ger­ing mil­lions. Those safety-crit­i­cal propul­sion sys­tems are locked out of net­work ac­cess by de­sign, and you should con­grat­u­late your­selves on that piece of for­ward-sight­ed­ness.”

“If that’s an ad­mis­sion that she didn’t have any­thing to do with As­set 227,” Au­monier whis­pered to Drey­fus, “it fits with your the­ory that it was a Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov booby trap.”

“Small con­so­la­tion.”

Au­rora was still talk­ing. “There are things I can do, how­ever. Mea­sures you per­haps should have locked out of my con­trol when you had the chance. Take en­vi­ron­men­tal house­keep­ing, for in­stance. There are thou­sands of habi­tats that de­pend on pre­cise reg­u­la­tion of mir­rors and so­lar shields for power, il­lu­mi­na­tion and tem­per­a­ture main­te­nance. Among those thou­sands, there are hun­dreds with se­cu­rity vul­ner­a­bil­i­ties that al­low me to al­ter the ba­sic pa­ram­e­ters of mir­ror an­gle and shield cover. Need I be clearer?”

“Dear Voi, don’t do this,” Au­monier breathed. “Not to my chil­dren.”

“No one’s go­ing to be boiled alive in­stantly,” Au­rora said. “I’m firm, but not heart­less. I can, how­ever, be­gin mak­ing your con­di­tions very un­com­fort­able. I’ll start with a ran­dom sam­ple of habi­tats, drawn from the larger pool to which I have house­keep­ing ac­cess. The fol­low­ing will see tem­per­a­ture rises of ten de­grees per hour: House Chivil­coy, the Guardo Katsina Spin­dle, Carousel Salam­ina-Riki, Hos­pice Idlewild . . .” She lin­gered over the last, it seemed to Drey­fus, savour­ing his imag­ined re­ac­tion. “Sa­fonovo-Ruteng, the Tikvin Hour­glass . . .”

She went on, list­ing twenty habi­tats in to­tal, be­fore draw­ing breath. “The fol­low­ing, mean­while, will ex­pe­ri­ence tem­per­a­ture de­creases of the same mag­ni­tude and at the same rate. Carousel New Madrid, the Droz­nen Tyranny, the . . .”

She com­pleted her list: twenty habi­tats which would bake, twenty which would freeze. “These cor­rec­tive mea­sures will con­tinue while there is any move­ment of cit­i­zens be­yond the Glit­ter Band, based on such cri­te­ria as I deem ap­pro­pri­ate. I think that is a very fair and bal­anced re­sponse. Now that I have been forced to re­sort to per­sua­sion, though, I will go one step fur­ther. We have a mu­tual prob­lem, cit­i­zens, and now seems as good a time as any to stamp on it.” She smiled com­plic­itly, as if the threats she had just ut­tered were the work of an­other life, a dis­tant mis­un­der­stand­ing that they could all put be­hind them. “That prob­lem is Panoply. No more than a mi­nor thorn, but even a thorn can be ir­ri­tat­ing. I wish Panoply to be neu­tralised. Com­menc­ing im­me­di­ately, upon pain of fur­ther mea­sures, its ships and em­ploy­ees will with­draw from ac­tive op­er­a­tions. They will re­turn to their as­ter­oid with­out de­lay. I ex­pect this process to take no longer than forty-five min­utes, but I will al­low sixty out of some mis­placed sense of char­ity.”

“She’s not done,” Au­monier in­ter­jected.

“Of course she’s not,” Drey­fus agreed un­der his breath. “Thyssen needs to be ready to han­dle the in­flux, all the same.”

“No­ti­fy­ing the docks,” Baudry said, cup­ping a hand to her mouth.

“That will take care of the im­me­di­ate dif­fi­culty,” Au­rora was say­ing. “We shall go fur­ther than that, though. In one hour, know­ing that its forces are de-clawed, Panoply will be sub­jected to a massed at­tack by the free civil­ian forces of the Glit­ter Band. I said that I’d en­cour­age move­ment be­tween habi­tats. This is my proof. You have weapons, cit­i­zens, this I know. Now you may use them with im­punity against our com­mon foe. You’ve been un­der the heel of the pre­fects for too long. This is your mo­ment of lib­er­a­tion.”

“She wouldn’t,” Clear­moun­tain said.

“She just did,” Au­monier an­swered.







CHAP­TER FORTY-ONE

A hand­ful of cut­ters and corvettes were the first to re­turn. Dozens more fol­lowed, flash­ing in from ev­ery cor­ner of space around Yel­low­stone. Au­monier had or­dered them all to come back in, us­ing ev­ery chan­nel avail­able to her. As the crews were de­briefed, it be­came clear that her in­struc­tions had not been blocked or dis­torted in any way. Clearly it suited Au­rora that the Supreme Pre­fect’s will be acted upon with­out ques­tion or de­lay.

Drey­fus went weight­less and fol­lowed one of the ser­vice shafts all the way to the sur­face of the as­ter­oid. He bobbed out with his head in a clear dome, able to swivel around and take in the view with­out me­di­a­tion. Ships clot­ted the space around Panoply, cut­ters and corvettes or­gan­ised into de­fen­sive pick­ets. A cou­ple of the larger deep-sys­tem ve­hi­cles were ar­riv­ing on-scene as he watched, their drives so bright that he had to lift a hand to his eyes against the glare. Stark shad­ows and high­lights oozed across a sealike land­scape of tu­mul­tuous crests and deep troughs, as if the as­ter­oid were rest­less, await­ing its trial.

Panoply mus­tered far too many ships for them all to roost at once. Nor­mal op­er­a­tions only func­tioned on the un­der­stand­ing that a size­able frac­tion of the fleet was on ac­tive duty, with the locks, docks and berthing fa­cil­i­ties al­ready func­tion­ing at close to ca­pac­ity. It was a puz­zle Thyssen and his col­leagues played ex­pertly—so ef­fec­tively, in fact, that few had ever pon­dered what would hap­pen if all the ships came in at the same time.

Au­rora knew this, Drey­fus was cer­tain. She had is­sued a de­mand that she was con­fi­dent it was im­pos­si­ble to sat­isfy. The best that could be done was to con­cen­trate the ships as close to Panoply as pos­si­ble. She would not take that as any sort of com­pli­ance with her wishes, but then she had never ex­pected those wishes to be met.

Drey­fus re­turned to the in­te­rior. That had been his last chance to look out­side with his own eyes: tech­ni­cians were busy seal­ing off these ser­vice shafts, det­o­nat­ing pre-in­stalled charges to col­lapse the tun­nels.

He went to the docks, meet­ing with the crews of the last few ships to make it into the as­ter­oid. A hand­ful of these op­er­a­tives had been close enough to one or more of the forty habi­tats to ver­ify that the co­er­cive mea­sures were more than just a bluff. They had mon­i­tored the move­ment of mir­rors and shields, and tracked tem­per­a­ture vari­a­tions con­sis­tent with Au­rora’s threat. Al­though there had been no di­rect ob­ser­va­tions of the in­te­rior con­di­tions, the feeds painted a sim­i­lar pic­ture. Even a few de­grees of ris­ing or cool­ing tem­per­a­ture were enough to spark panic, over and above what had al­ready been there. This time, though, the cit­i­zens had al­most nowhere to go. The shut­tles, taxis and fer­ries that might have got some of them to safety had de­parted dur­ing the first ex­o­dus.

Drey­fus checked in on Doc­tor Salazar, find­ing him alone in the cube, the grey shim­mer of the com­pad still be­fore him. Spread out across the ta­ble was a score of glossy white sheets, some of them blank, some of them scrawled over with a mass of jagged marks. Salazar had a sty­lus in his hand, goug­ing a black line across one of the sheets. The sym­bols and an­no­ta­tion Salazar was com­mit­ting to the sheets sug­gested some des­per­ate in­ter­nal ma­nia, but Drey­fus un­der­stood bet­ter. The first time un­der Pan­golin made for a dif­fi­cult ad­just­ment, the new neu­ral struc­tures in­ter­fer­ing with vis­ual ex­pres­sion, even the very rudi­ments of writ­ten lan­guage. That se­man­tic con­fu­sion faded af­ter a few doses, but Salazar was still in the full and mer­ci­less grip of his first ex­po­sure.

It was cruel to ex­pect the man to func­tion un­der such pres­sure; cru­eller still to ex­pect him to re­con­struct the work that had taken months the first time around.

“Take a rest from it,” Drey­fus said.

Salazar had been so deep into his con­cen­tra­tion that he jumped at the voice, un­aware un­til then that he had a vis­i­tor.

He twisted to face Drey­fus, wear­ing a mask cut from equal parts ex­haus­tion and des­per­a­tion.

“You want to know what she’s up to, don’t you?”

“It’ll help in the long run, once we’ve weath­ered this im­me­di­ate cri­sis. We have to get through this first, though. She’s send­ing ships against us—any­thing in the Glit­ter Band that’s armed and will­ing to take a swing at Panoply.” Drey­fus nod­ded at the bristling sheets. “Have you made any progress?”

Salazar swept his arm across the chaos. “Does that look like progress?”

“I can’t ask more of you than you’re al­ready giv­ing, Aristarchus. I was hard on you be­fore, and I apol­o­gise. You were played, Mirna was played, I was played. Breno and the other con­spir­a­tors don’t get my sym­pa­thy—they were will­ing to kill to pro­tect their op­er­a­tion—but I don’t think you have any blood on your hands.”

“I don’t. Now that you’ve given me this task, though, I can’t let it go.” Salazar nod­ded em­phat­i­cally, find­ing some in­ner for­ti­tude. “I’ll con­tinue. If we’re about to be at­tacked, this work is just the dis­trac­tion I need.”

Drey­fus wanted to ar­gue, but he un­der­stood per­fectly well how good it could be to have a dis­trac­tion in a time of peril. “I’ll have Mercier keep an eye on you, all the same. When he in­sists on rest, you lis­ten. Be­sides, that Pan­golin boost will start fad­ing be­fore long, and you can’t go straight un­der an­other un­til you’ve built up a tol­er­ance.”

“I can start to see my way through,” Salazar said. “It’s not there yet—there’s so much I need to re­con­struct, and so much of that wasn’t my di­rect work—but I can see the out­lines. A few days . . . maybe?”

Drey­fus low­ered a hand on the bony ridge of his shoul­der. “What­ever you can do for us, Aristarchus.”

Back in the makeshift tac­ti­cal room, Tang and his col­leagues were rapidly run­ning out of mark­ers to re­flect the ever more com­plex and change­able pic­ture. They were at­tempt­ing—and mostly fail­ing—to track a grow­ing con­cen­tra­tion of civil­ian space­craft, mostly pri­vate ves­sels, de­part­ing habi­tats and mov­ing on ap­proach tra­jec­to­ries for Panoply. The ships were mov­ing cau­tiously, but their in­tent was clear.

“I can’t even blame them,” Au­monier told Drey­fus. “They’re act­ing in ra­tio­nal self-in­ter­est. You might al­most say it’s laud­able, be­ing pre­pared to throw them­selves against us, rather than al­low­ing those forty habi­tats to suf­fer.”

Drey­fus opted not to ar­gue, but he won­dered which frac­tion of their mo­ti­va­tion stemmed from al­tru­ism, and which from a long-frus­trated am­bi­tion to give his or­gan­i­sa­tion a bloody nose.

“How close are you go­ing to let them get?”

“A lit­tle nearer, once I’ve pe­ti­tioned their bet­ter na­tures. Then we’ll see.”

Drey­fus al­most laughed. “Bet­ter na­tures? Good luck with that.”

“I live in hope. Speak­ing of which, how is our cap­tive cy­ber­net­ics the­o­rist man­ag­ing with that im­pos­si­ble task you’ve set him?”

“He can see his way through. A few more days, he thinks.”

“Good. The in­stant he has some­thing we can im­ple­ment, Tang can li­aise be­tween Salazar and our own net­work an­a­lysts. If I can just see her shadow, I’ll at least know where to cower.”

“It would be nice to do more than cower.”

“It would be nice to live.” She broke off from him to go live. “This is Jane Au­monier, Supreme Pre­fect of Panoply. We’re track­ing sev­eral civil­ian space ve­hi­cles mov­ing with ap­par­ent hos­tile in­tent in the di­rec­tion of Panoply.”

Drey­fus raised an eye­brow. Sev­eral? It was more like sev­eral dozens, per­haps as many as a hun­dred. On re­flec­tion, though, he saw what Au­monier was up to. Panoply prob­a­bly had a much bet­ter grasp of the size of that threat than any of the in­di­vid­ual el­e­ments mak­ing it up. If they knew their real size, they would be em­bold­ened, not de­terred. Au­monier wanted to plant a seed of doubt in the mind of any­one think­ing of tak­ing on her forces, mak­ing them ques­tion their true strength.

“I un­der­stand your think­ing,” she added. “But I have to tell you, it’s mis­guided. This won’t buy you any favours from Au­rora. Once she’s dealt with us—at what­ever cost to your own lives—she’ll pick an­other en­emy, then an­other, un­til there’s noth­ing left of any of us but a few rats scrap­ping over crumbs. With­draw your ships and weapons, and I prom­ise there’ll be no sanc­tion against any­one in­volved in this ac­tion.” Au­monier left that olive branch hang­ing, then pro­ceeded with the rest of her state­ment. “Un­der­stand that I’ll de­fend Panoply to the last atom. If a ship or part of a ship comes within a hun­dred kilo­me­tres of this as­ter­oid, if a soli­tary weapon is turned on us, if so much as a sin­gle warm pho­ton grazes my home, I will act with the full force per­mit­ted me un­der the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles. There’ll be no quar­ter given, no half mea­sures. Your founders vested this power in me; don’t be at all sur­prised when I ex­er­cise it.”

“Well spo­ken,” Drey­fus said, as her words sped out into the net­works.

She nod­ded fa­tal­is­ti­cally. “Do you think it’ll achieve the slight­est good?”

“No. But it needed to be said, all the same.”

Tang and his col­leagues stud­ied feeds and shuf­fled mark­ers. “Thirty-three cut­ters, fif­teen corvettes and three cruis­ers now stand­ing by,” Tang re­ported.

“How are our comms hold­ing?” Au­monier queried.

“In­tact, so far, and your trans­mis­sion ap­pears not to have been blocked. With the ships this close to Panoply, we’re able to co­or­di­nate with short-range se­cure chan­nels. They’re slow, but the crews of those ships all have their or­ders. They know not to go in heavy.”

“I hope I’m right, Robert,” Au­monier replied. “I never thought I’d be put in a po­si­tion of au­tho­ris­ing open war­fare against my own cit­i­zens. The best I can hope is that a few warn­ing shots will blunt their ap­petite for a full-on en­gage­ment.”

“Any sign that they’re turn­ing back?” Drey­fus asked, scrap­ing the bar­rel of his op­ti­mism.

“Noth­ing def­i­nite, sir. A few of the strag­glers seem to be hav­ing sec­ond thoughts, judg­ing by range and ve­loc­ity track­ing, but the ma­jor­ity of those civil­ian ships are still mov­ing as be­fore.” Tang con­ferred with a sub­or­di­nate, some quick ex­change pass­ing be­tween them. “Es­ti­mat­ing that the first of those ve­hi­cles will be in­side our hun­dred-kilo­me­tre mar­gin in three min­utes.”

Drey­fus nod­ded gloomily. “A bit late for a change of heart, then.”

“Bring our own de­fences to quick-re­ac­tion pos­ture,” Au­monier said.

Dis­tant pro­cesses rum­bled through to them. Drey­fus had been through enough drills to vi­su­alise the weapons un­cork­ing them­selves around the skin of the as­ter­oid, gun bar­rels, mis­sile launch­ers, track­ing sys­tems and coun­ter­mea­sure dis­pensers pop­ping out of ar­moured em­place­ments. None of it was sub­tle and all of it would be vis­i­ble through the win­dows of any ships still fool­ish enough not to have turned around.

“Robert?”

“Two min­utes to con­tact, ma’am.”

“Sig­nal all corvettes to fire two fish apiece, set to det­o­nate at ten kilo­me­tres, range from thirty ran­domly se­lected tar­gets. Medium yield.”

“Medium?” queried Clear­moun­tain. “Is this the time to be show­ing re­straint?”

“If we don’t, Gas­ton, you can be rea­son­ably sure no one else will. Medium yield will suf­fice. Close enough to make my point, but not to dam­age.”

Tang re­layed the or­der, then re­ported: “Fish away, ma’am. Run­ning clean. First det­o­na­tion in three, two . . .”

Around the room, screens over­loaded as the mis­siles det­o­nated at the agreed ranges.

“Thirty det­o­na­tions, ma’am. Wait­ing for range and track­ing up­dates on the hos­tiles.”

“Don’t keep me in sus­pense,” Au­monier said.

“Three fall­backs, ma’am—pos­si­ble light dam­age to one ves­sel. The re­main­ing hos­tiles—eighty-eight ve­hi­cles—are still clos­ing. Ninety sec­onds to con­tact.”

“Let’s press my point a lit­tle more force­fully. Two more up the tubes, same yield, as close as they can get them with­out ac­tu­ally kiss­ing metal.”

“Thirty fish away, ma’am.”

The tor­tured screens flared again, brighter this time. A few of them stayed over­loaded, their sur­face-mounted sen­sors burned out by the nu­clear flashes.

“Tell me I just punched some late sense into them, Robert.”

“I wish I could, ma’am. Six are def­i­nitely turn­ing back, pos­si­bly with dam­age. That still leaves eighty-two, mov­ing as be­fore. Some of them may have dam­age pre­vent­ing them from chang­ing course, but it’s im­pos­si­ble to be sure.”

“I’m afraid they lost the right to the ben­e­fit of the doubt about a minute ago. Time to con­tact?”

“Thirty-two sec­onds. Thirty . . .”

“Crews to co­or­di­nate de­struc­tive fire on twenty of those ships, be­gin­ning with the near­est. Max­i­mum yields on all war­heads. If I can per­suade sixty-two of them to turn back at the ex­pense of twenty, I’ll take that as a win.”

“Crews con­firm tar­get se­lec­tion and weapons readi­ness, ma’am. In­ter­dic­tion in six sec­onds, five . . .”

“Voi for­give me for what I’m about to do,” Au­monier in­toned.

Drey­fus shook his head. “They’re the ones who need for­give­ness.”

They waited for news to re­turn. If he sought con­fir­ma­tion that it was not as de­sired, all that Drey­fus needed was the in­creas­ingly grim faces of the an­a­lysts as they col­lated the re­ports.

“Six­teen of the twenty tar­geted hos­tiles down, but four ap­pear to have come through rel­a­tively un­scathed, thanks to coun­ter­mea­sures of their own. Eleven oth­ers have be­gun brak­ing and steer­ing. Fifty-one re­main com­mit­ted and are en­gag­ing in free re­turn fire across a range of weapons modes, mostly di­rected-en­ergy and ki­netic.”

That—in so far as it went—was the limit of the good news. Now Tang an­nounced a cor­re­spond­ing toll of losses and dam­age in­flicted on Panoply’s forces. The lightly armed and min­i­mally ar­moured cut­ters had come off the worst, de­spite their weight of num­bers. Be­cause they were fast and ag­ile, they had been at the front of the de­fen­sive re­sponse and were the most eas­ily picked off by long-range civil­ian weaponry. Five had been lost com­pletely, de­plet­ing the force to twenty-eight ve­hi­cles. Two corvettes had been dam­aged be­yond op­er­a­tional ef­fec­tive­ness, leav­ing just thir­teen use­ful craft. The three cruis­ers re­mained in­tact.

“Au­tho­rise all crews to re­spond with max­i­mum force,” Au­monier said, re­gret drench­ing her words. “Sur­face de­fences to en­gage. I want that wave stopped dead in its tracks be­fore I lose an­other pre­fect.”

Drey­fus felt it. The guns churned, send­ing bowel-loos­en­ing vi­bra­tions through hun­dreds of me­tres of solid rock, through in­su­la­tion and mag­netic bar­ri­ers, through the su­per­con­duct­ing bear­ings of the en­tire cen­trifuge ring.

“Nine hos­tiles de­stroyed out­right,” Tang an­nounced. “Forty-two still track­ing as op­er­a­tional and com­mit­ted. Three more cut­ters lost. Corvette and deep-sys­tem as­sets in­tact.”

“In­struct the cut­ters to fall back and use Panoply for pro­tec­tion,” Au­monier said. “I won’t lose an­other. The corvettes and cruis­ers can hold the line. Main­tain con­tin­u­ous de­fen­sive fire un­til I say oth­er­wise.” She had barely fin­ished speak­ing be­fore the en­tire room jolted, ev­ery pre­fect and an­a­lysts within it flung side­ways, just-set­tled dust cough­ing back into the air, makeshift dis­plays crash­ing from their fix­ings. Drey­fus grabbed hold of the near­est fixed ob­ject, an­cient train­ing kick­ing in as he an­tic­i­pated the worst. Bear­ing fail­ure lead­ing to cat­a­strophic cen­trifuge lock-up: the en­tire mov­ing mass of rock no longer spin­ning within the as­ter­oid, but crunch­ing to a sud­den, bone-break­ing halt.

But the bear­ings held, as did the ar­ti­fi­cial grav­ity caused by the cen­trifuge’s spin.

“Fer­ris’s bones. What the hell was that?” Au­monier snarled as the pre­fects and an­a­lysts scram­bled back to their po­si­tions. “Did one of those ships just ram us?”

Half the dis­plays were dark, with the re­main­der stut­ter­ing slowly back to life. Drey­fus watched the an­a­lysts hastily repo­si­tion­ing the mark­ers that had been knocked loose, try­ing to re­gain at least a par­tial pic­ture of Panoply’s sur­round­ings.

“Pell re­ports . . .” Tang paused, squint­ing to hear a badly at­ten­u­ated au­dio sig­nal. “Pell re­ports . . . foam-phase mu­ni­tions.” He gulped, sick­ened dis­be­lief scrib­ing it­self across his face. “They’re us­ing foam-phase war­heads against us, ma’am. One of their mis­siles got all the way through!”

Drey­fus shud­dered. Short of nu­clear or an­ti­mat­ter de­vices, there were few more po­tent hor­rors from the an­nals of space war. That these deathly in­stru­ments should be turned against Panoply, let alone pos­sessed by the civil­ian cit­i­zenry in the first place, struck him as an al­most per­sonal af­front to his val­ues.

“Dam­age, Robert?” Au­monier asked, with a dan­ger­ous mild­ness of tone. Drey­fus knew it well. Who­ever had com­mit­ted that crime had just en­tered the codex of sin­ners who could never be re­deemed.

Im­ages formed on a hand­ful of the still-func­tion­ing dis­plays, sent back by the Panoply as­sets shroud­ing the as­ter­oid. The foam-phase war­head had blasted a deep new crater across the brow of the pump­kin-faced rock, a throb­bing red de­pres­sion cut­ting fifty or sixty me­tres deep into the sur­face.

“One to one point five per cent of our to­tal mass, ma’am.”

“We can’t take many hits like that,” Baudry said.

“I agree, Lil­lian. Pri­ori­tise in­ter­cep­tion of those mis­siles above all other con­sid­er­a­tions. Then find the ship, or ships, re­spon­si­ble and rain all hell on them. If there’s any­one left alive who thinks that was a good idea, they’ll have the plea­sure of me flay­ing them alive—”

The room shook again, but the jolt was not as se­vere as the first time. Drey­fus looked war­ily at the an­a­lysts, cal­i­brat­ing the next dose of catas­tro­phe.

“They got close that time, but our anti-mis­sile guns took out the war­head a cou­ple of kilo­me­tres from the sur­face,” Tang said. “The blast has dam­aged the sur­face de­fences across that whole sec­tor.”

“If you felt like toss­ing me a crumb of good news, Robert, it wouldn’t go to­tally un­ap­pre­ci­ated . . .”

“I wish I could, ma’am.” Tang hes­i­tated, caught on some aw­ful thresh­old. “There’s some­thing big com­ing in, ma’am, from be­yond the Glit­ter Band. Cruis­ers have just alerted us.”

“Big?” Clear­moun­tain quizzed.

But Drey­fus had no need to wait. “Ul­tras.”

Baudry looked dis­gusted. “I shouldn’t be sur­prised. It’s not like those posthu­man de­gen­er­ates to miss out on a scrap, es­pe­cially when we’re the punch­ing bag.”

“Let’s . . . keep an open mind, shall we?” Drey­fus replied. “It’s not as if our de­fences would be much use against a lighthug­ger, any­way. Can we get an iden­ti­fi­ca­tion on the ship?”

“Just wait­ing on Pell to re­lay a vis­ual and cross-match it against our records,” Tang said. “Ah, wait. No need for that. The ve­hi­cle is broad­cast­ing its reg­is­tra­tion pro­file across the usual traf­fic con­trol chan­nels. The ship in ques­tion is . . . Shades of Scar­let.” He looked around the as­sem­bled se­niors. “Have we done busi­ness with them be­fore?”

“I have,” Drey­fus said.

The room shook twice more, with con­fir­ma­tion ar­riv­ing that Panoply had re­ceived one di­rect and one in­di­rect hit from a sec­ond pair of foam-phase war­heads. The in­di­rect ex­plo­sion had knocked out sen­sor and weapons-tar­get­ing sys­tems across an­other sec­tor, while the di­rect strike, al­though do­ing far more dam­age to the fab­ric of the rock, had not had an im­me­di­ate detri­men­tal ef­fect on their de­fen­sive ca­pa­bil­ity.

While all this was go­ing on, two more cut­ters had been lost, one more corvette, and the cruiser Demo­cratic Cir­cus was re­port­ing mild im­pair­ment af­ter a glanc­ing strike from an en­ergy weapon.

“In­com­ing from Pell,” Tang an­nounced ur­gently. “Vis­ual on Shades of Scar­let in­di­cates mul­ti­ple anti-ship weapons sys­tems de­ploy­ing across her hull.”

“Put a nuke up them while we can,” Clear­moun­tain said.

“Wait,” Au­monier snapped, be­fore there was any risk of his sug­ges­tion be­ing mis­com­mu­ni­cated into an op­er­a­tional fact. “We’ve spent decades cul­ti­vat­ing friendly neu­tral re­la­tions with the Ul­tras. Au­rora isn’t their fight, just yet. Why would they throw ev­ery­thing away just to side with a bunch of com­mon rab­ble they’d look down on at any other time?”

“They’re a law unto them­selves,” Baudry replied. “This is the price of our diplo­macy: a knife in our back the mo­ment we’re weak­ened.”

“Har­bour­mas­ter Seraphim wouldn’t al­low any one ship to take uni­lat­eral ac­tion against us,” Drey­fus said, des­per­ately hop­ing that his in­stincts, and his read­ing of the man, were not lead­ing him astray. “Those weapons aren’t nec­es­sar­ily be­ing aimed at us.”

“If you’re wrong about this, Drey­fus, you’ve just writ­ten your epi­taph,” Clear­moun­tain said.

“A con­struc­tive con­tri­bu­tion might not go amiss, Gas­ton,” Au­monier put in.

“Pell re­ports . . .” Tang paused, frown­ing hard. “Pell re­ports . . . mas­sive di­rected strikes from Shades of Scar­let, con­cen­trated on . . . con­cen­trated on our ag­gres­sors. To­tal loss of four hos­tiles . . . no, five. Make that six. Reprisal strikes un­der way, but now they’re hav­ing to split their fire be­tween us and the lighthug­ger.”

“Press the ad­van­tage,” Au­monier said. “Ev­ery­thing we have.”

“Ten hos­tiles down. Twelve. Re­main­ing units are break­ing away! All re­main­ing foam-phase war­heads tracked and in­ter­dicted, ma’am. The at­tack is over!”

“It’s not over,” Au­monier in­toned, a moun­tain of res­ig­na­tion in her voice. “She’s just landed her first blow, that’s all. There are thou­sands of other armed ships out there that can be turned against us, if she can per­suade enough peo­ple that it’s in their in­ter­est.”

“In­com­ing trans­mis­sion from Shades of Scar­let, ma’am.” Tang sounded apolo­getic. “They’re ask­ing to be put through to . . . Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

“Let them speak.”

An Ul­tra ap­peared on half a dozen screens, face blurred by trans­mis­sion in­ter­fer­ence. Drey­fus stared, mea­sur­ing the barely hu­man form against his lim­ited ex­pe­ri­ence of Ul­tras to date, and par­tic­u­larly the four he had been asked to con­sider dur­ing his most re­cent trip to the Park­ing Swarm. This gar­goyle, he was rea­son­ably cer­tain, was new to his ac­quain­tance.

“I’m here,” Drey­fus said, an­gling one of the room’s makeshift cam­eras onto his face. “To whom do I have the plea­sure?”

The voice that emerged from the screens sounded like mer­cury be­ing gar­gled from the bot­tom of a bucket.

“Cap­tain Re­manso of Shades of Scar­let, Pre­fect Drey­fus. We didn’t have a chance to talk be­fore. Had we done so, I would have been sure to thank you for your ear­lier in­ter­ces­sion.”

Drey­fus felt that hon­esty was the best course in nearly ev­ery sit­u­a­tion. “You’re un­der a mis­ap­pre­hen­sion, Cap­tain. I thank you for your in­ter­ven­tion in our lit­tle lo­cal dif­fi­culty here, but you should be aware that I ad­vised Seraphim to find your se­nior crewmem­bers guilty. It was up to him what he did with that opin­ion, but I wouldn’t want you to think I’d ruled in your favour.”

For all that the vis­age fac­ing him was alien and—un­til then—thor­oughly in­scrutable, Drey­fus de­tected a sly amuse­ment play­ing out on the face of the Ul­tra.

“There was no mis­ap­pre­hen­sion, Pre­fect, but your rep­u­ta­tion for can­dour was clearly not ex­ag­ger­ated. We had a lit­tle lo­cal dif­fi­culty of our own, you see. An in­ter­nal re­or­gan­i­sa­tion of our com­mand struc­ture, fol­low­ing a vote of no con­fi­dence in the ac­tions of my pre­de­ces­sors, Tri­umvirs Nisko and Pazari. Their dis­rep­utable con­duct brought the good name of our ship into jeop­ardy, as you rightly found.”

“Then . . . I am pleased that mat­ters were sat­is­fac­to­rily re­solved,” Drey­fus said, con­scious that the other se­niors were look­ing on with no small mea­sure of as­ton­ish­ment. “And I think it may fall upon me to con­vey the thanks of the Supreme Pre­fect, and Panoply as a whole, for your timely in­ter­ven­tion.”

“We did what we could, Pre­fect. Now, though, con­sid­er­a­tions of safety and com­merce oblige our re­turn to the Park­ing Swarm. I hope that our mod­est dis­play of de­ter­rence will suf­fice, for now?”

“I hope it will as well,” Drey­fus replied.

“You have a plan, should wiser minds not pre­vail? There would be no win­ners should our ships be forced into all-out war against half the Glit­ter Band, even if we were act­ing to de­fend Panoply.”

“A plan is in hand,” Drey­fus said.

“And there goes your rep­u­ta­tion for hon­esty,” Cap­tain Re­manso said, not with­out a dry mea­sure of sym­pa­thy. “Good luck, none­the­less, Pre­fect Drey­fus.”

“Thank you,” Drey­fus said, de­flated and re­lieved in the same breath.

The screens had barely cleared of the Ul­tra cap­tain’s face be­fore an­other formed, one all too fa­mil­iar to the as­sem­bled pre­fects and an­a­lysts.

“We’ll call that a draw,” Au­rora de­clared mag­nan­i­mously. “And it was a good fight, while it lasted. I’ll give you credit for that. Ku­dos for that help­ful lit­tle in­ter­ven­tion from those Ul­tras you all se­cretly de­spise and fear. Noth­ing’s changed, though. I can keep turn­ing up the heat, and the cold, in more habi­tats than you can name. The ad­van­tage of fear, and ter­ror, is all mine. And I in­tend to press that while I can, Jane Au­monier.” She bright­ened, as if an ex­cit­ing new idea just formed in her head. “Or would you like me to stop it?”

“What would it take?” Au­monier asked.

“Your head. Or the whole of you, which­ever you pre­fer.” Au­rora nod­ded, let­ting her de­mand sink in. “Give me Jane Au­monier and the pain stops. You have un­til those peo­ple boil or freeze. Your choice.”

Au­monier said noth­ing for a few mo­ments. She looked around at her col­leagues, tak­ing in their stricken ex­pres­sions.

“You want me?”

“I’d have thought I was plain enough, even for you.”

“And what if I said I don’t be­lieve you’d ever keep to a prom­ise? I’d give you my head on a stick if I thought it would achieve any­thing.”

“It won’t,” Drey­fus said.

Au­rora had heard him. “The prob­lem is, dear Drey­fus, that if she does noth­ing, the peo­ple in those forty habi­tats—in­clud­ing Hos­pice Idlewild—will most def­i­nitely per­ish. Whereas if she sur­ren­ders her­self to me, there’s at least an out­side chance I might keep my word. Not the best odds, I’ll grant you, but even Jane Au­monier can see that back­ing a lame horse is bet­ter than no horse at all.”

“Take me in­stead,” Drey­fus said. “You’ve no quar­rel with the Supreme Pre­fect.”

“Ah, but you and I have en­tirely too much his­tory. Be­sides, I want the fig­ure­head. I want to pub­licly de­cap­i­tate Panoply.”

“We’ll still be here,” Drey­fus in­sisted. “You’ll have achieved noth­ing but an act of point­less cru­elty.”

Au­rora looked af­fronted. “You don’t even know my plans for her.”

“I know you.”

“Then you should know that I can be mer­ci­ful, as well as se­vere. Did I al­low you to die in Car­casstown? Did I let Ng per­ish?”

“We both know I’m not stand­ing here out of the good­ness of your heart, Au­rora.”

“Enough, Tom,” Au­monier said, lay­ing a hand on his sleeve. “She’s right: she’s stated her case clearly enough. It’s me or noth­ing. And while I doubt that it’ll help any of those peo­ple—or any­one else in the Glit­ter Band, for that mat­ter—I can’t sim­ply stand by.” She turned to her se­niors, look­ing at each of them in­di­vid­u­ally. “My mind is made up, friends. Please don’t try to per­suade me oth­er­wise.”

Baudry’s lips moved, but no sound came out.

“What, Lil­lian?”

“I was just won­der­ing . . . since your choice is made . . . would you con­sider . . . ?”

“Res­ig­na­tion, and re­as­sign­ment of the role of Supreme Pre­fect?”

“I was go­ing to say, would you con­sider some form of . . . eu­thani­sa­tion?”

Au­monier shook her head briskly. “Thank you for your kind con­cern, Lil­lian, but I strongly sus­pect Au­rora wants a warm, talk­ing body, not a corpse. Some­thing she can play with, like a doll, un­til she pulls me apart in a fit of rage and bore­dom.”

Drey­fus swal­lowed, his throat tight­en­ing. “We can still con­sider drugs. Some­thing to take the edge off, what­ever comes.”

“I’m sur­prised you’re not try­ing to ar­gue me out of this, Tom.”

“I know you bet­ter than to try.”

Au­monier re­turned her at­ten­tion to the screens. “You’ll have me, Au­rora. In a suit, if not on a plate. What you do with me is up to you. I in­sist on time to make my fi­nal ar­range­ments, though.”

“You can have as long as you like, Supreme Pre­fect. The only clock tick­ing is the one mea­sur­ing out the lives of those peo­ple. How long you let them suf­fer, and to what end, is en­tirely down to you.”

“Pro­vided no at­tack on Panoply is on­go­ing, I’ll emerge from one of the sur­face locks in . . . well, you’ll be ex­pect­ing me.”

“I shall in­deed, Supreme Pre­fect.”

“Kill the feeds,” Au­monier said, mak­ing a chop­ping ges­ture around the room. “Ev­ery­thing for now. The ships can han­dle them­selves, and if those fools try to lob a few more foam-phase mis­siles at us, I’ve a feel­ing we’ll know about it any­way. She’s go­ing to be in my head be­fore long; the least I can do is have a hol­i­day from her mad­ness for an hour or two.”

With the screens and feeds neu­tralised, the room seemed darker than be­fore, darker and smaller and more op­pres­sive.

“None of that was a bluff, was it?” Clear­moun­tain asked rhetor­i­cally. “You’re re­ally go­ing out there.”

“I’ve noth­ing left to play, Gas­ton. If I’m the pawn she wants right now, she can have me.” Then she nod­ded for­giv­ingly at Baudry. “That was sharp of me just now, Lil­lian, and I apol­o­gise. Your con­sid­er­a­tion was well meant. That said, I wasn’t wrong to raise the pos­si­bil­ity of a for­mal tran­si­tion of power. I’d be re­miss in my re­spon­si­bil­i­ties if I ne­glected it, while I have the time. I’m ap­point­ing you and Clear­moun­tain as Joint Act­ing Pre­fects Supreme. This will pro­vide Panoply with an un­bro­ken chain of au­thor­ity in the hours af­ter my de­par­ture. Once mat­ters are re­solved . . . what­ever that means . . . you may pro­ceed with a for­mal process for ap­point­ment of a per­ma­nent Supreme.”

“No,” Clear­moun­tain said flatly. “I refuse this ap­point­ment, Supreme Pre­fect.”

“As do I,” Baudry stated.

“I can still re­sign. You’d have no op­tion but to fill my boots.”

“But you won’t, and they know it,” Drey­fus said. “You’re our Supreme Pre­fect un­til your heart stops beat­ing. That’s one thing we get to de­cide on, not her.”

Au­monier waited a mo­ment then nod­ded, ac­cept­ing the ver­dict of her col­leagues.

“I still have for­mal busi­ness I’d like to com­plete, in the pri­vacy of my own quar­ters. It needn’t take more than a few min­utes. Be­fore then, though, I’d like to sur­ren­der my­self to Au­rora with at least one ques­tion fully sat­is­fied.” Her fea­tures gained a fa­mil­iar de­ter­mined set, one that might al­most have been re­as­sur­ing. “She’s go­ing to give me the truth if I have to wring it out of her. Take me to Hafdis.”







CHAP­TER FORTY-TWO

Drey­fus and Au­monier took their places op­po­site Hafdis in the cube, now va­cated by Doc­tor Salazar on the med­i­cal in­struc­tions of Mercier. For a minute they said noth­ing, did noth­ing, wait­ing for her to fill the si­lence. She looked dis­con­certed more than alarmed, as if she were ex­pected to play a role for which she had not been ad­e­quately briefed.

“A pre­fect told me we were un­der at­tack,” she said at last, nod­ding to the door. “I heard and felt it in here, but then I don’t sup­pose we were as fully iso­lated then as we are now. Has the at­tack fin­ished?”

Drey­fus cleared his throat. “Au­rora moved against us. I don’t know if you were given all the facts, but there are forty habi­tats out there be­ing put through two dif­fer­ent kinds of hell, with thou­sands of peo­ple suf­fer­ing need­lessly be­cause of Au­rora’s need to as­sert her supremacy over us.”

“But the at­tack stopped?” she asked, her eyes invit­ing good news.

“It’s just a lull,” Au­monier an­swered. “The Ul­tras in­ter­vened once, but that’s no last­ing so­lu­tion. Au­rora can keep turn­ing the pres­sure up on the Glit­ter Band, turn­ing even the mildest, most law-abid­ing cit­i­zens against us. I don’t blame them for act­ing un­der such co­er­cion . . .” But her mouth creased, her own sen­ti­ments dis­gust­ing her. “No, I do blame them. There are a thou­sand of us, one hun­dred mil­lion of them. What sort of cit­i­zenry turns against its own pro­tec­tors, when we’ve done ev­ery­thing pos­si­ble to de­fend their rights?”

“Au­rora isn’t trust­wor­thy,” Drey­fus said. “That’s be­yond ques­tion. When she is­sues an ul­ti­ma­tum, though, we’re obliged to act as if she might hon­our it. Any­thing less would be an aban­don­ment of our most cher­ished prin­ci­ples.”

For the first time Hafdis seemed to grasp the sever­ity of the mo­ment. Her voice dark­ened. “What sort of ul­ti­ma­tum?”

“She’s de­manded me,” Au­monier an­swered, lay­ing her hands on the ta­ble. “If I hand my­self over, then there’s at least a pos­si­bil­ity that she’ll stop in­ter­fer­ing with those habi­tats. The peo­ple in­side them can’t hold out for much longer. Hours, at best, for the ma­jor­ity of them. De­pend­ing on a roll of the dice, they die of ei­ther heat ex­haus­tion or hy­pother­mia. Nei­ther’s a good way to go, and I won’t have that on my watch.”

“She won’t keep her side of the bar­gain,” Hafdis said, with a sur­pris­ing con­fi­dence.

“I know,” Au­monier ac­knowl­edged, dip­ping her head. “That truth is prac­ti­cally writ­ten in the stars. I have to go along with her game, though. She’ll be­tray us, but at least then we’ll have the fact of her be­trayal to throw back in her face. She’ll have lost what lit­tle bar­gain­ing cred­i­bil­ity she has.”

“And where does that leave Panoply?”

“We’ll adapt to the chang­ing cri­sis,” Drey­fus of­fered. “We’ll ad­here to our obli­ga­tions un­der the Com­mon Ar­ti­cles. Un­til we’re down to our last pre­fect, our last drop of blood. There isn’t one among us who won’t up­hold that com­mit­ment.”

“Bold words, from an or­gan­i­sa­tion with a proven his­tory of sabo­teurs and turn­coats.”

Drey­fus chilled. “All of a sud­den, I don’t think I’m talk­ing to Hafdis Tench any more. Is this the point where you fi­nally drop the mask?”

She shrugged, in­dif­fer­ent to his provo­ca­tion. “There’s never been a mask to drop, Drey­fus.”

Au­monier stud­ied her with a rep­til­ian fo­cus, barely blink­ing. “The act al­ways had to fall apart at some point, didn’t it? You couldn’t ar­gue with the fal­si­fied DNA records. It was just a ques­tion of how long you main­tained your de­nial. You’re ex­actly what we sus­pected: an­other face of Au­rora Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov.”

“When did the false mem­o­ries be­gin to break down?” Drey­fus asked.

She smirked at his mis­ap­pre­hen­sion. “There never were any. I’ve known ex­actly who and what I am from the mo­ment we first set eyes on each other. You just didn’t have the imag­i­na­tion to ac­cept that some­one could play their part that well, that con­vinc­ingly.” Then the smirk soft­ened, be­com­ing some­thing fonder. “In­g­var schooled me well.”

“You call her In­g­var now, not your mother,” Au­monier said.

“Be­cause she was never my mother.”

“Did you en­gi­neer her death?” Drey­fus in­ter­ro­gated.

“I loved her,” she coun­tered, with a ven­omous edge. “She may not have been my mother, but she was ev­ery­thing to me that a mother would have been.”

Drey­fus had pushed de­lib­er­ately. This was the re­ac­tion he had been hop­ing for.

“She re­ally pro­tected you, then. Know­ing what—who—you are?”

“From the mo­ment she found me on that rock, she knew ev­ery­thing. They put me in there as a form of in­sur­ance: to be raised in an en­vi­ron­ment sim­i­lar, if not iden­ti­cal, to the sur­round­ings of my erst­while coun­ter­part. I came to adult­hood in that chateau, with only ro­bots for com­pany.”

“We’re go­ing back more than half a cen­tury,” Au­monier said.

“Yes.” Hafdis nod­ded. “And when I came to fruition, so to speak, I be­came an em­bar­rass­ment, and then a prob­lem to be hid­den away. I was put on ice, placed in hi­ber­na­tion, with only the ro­bots to tend to me. The links be­tween As­set 227 and the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov fam­ily, ob­scure as they al­ready were, were fur­ther ob­fus­cated. My fam­ily made ev­ery pos­si­ble ef­fort to for­get about me and what I rep­re­sented. As­set 227 was aban­doned to its fate, the house fall­ing into de­cay, the ro­bots fail­ing one by one, un­til there were just barely enough to mon­i­tor my hi­ber­na­tion. Decades went by. The ties were buried so thor­oughly that only some­one as dogged and re­source­ful as In­g­var Tench could pos­si­bly have un­earthed them.”

“What mo­ti­vated her to look for you?” Drey­fus asked.

“She wasn’t look­ing for me. She didn’t know I ex­isted. Her work on in­ves­ti­gat­ing Catop­sis had led to a gen­eral in­ter­est in Au­rora’s back­ground, which in turn meant look­ing into ev­ery pos­si­ble loose end con­nected to her fam­ily. She was . . . re­lent­less. If there was a sin­gle loose end, a sin­gle trans­ac­tion that couldn’t be ac­counted for, you could rely on In­g­var to pur­sue it doggedly, all the way to the an­swer. A thou­sand would have given up be­fore she did. It sim­ply wasn’t in her char­ac­ter to let go.”

Au­monier leaned in, her hands still on the ta­ble. “And when she re­alised what you were?”

“In­stead of see­ing the worst in me, she saw the best. Just be­cause I was a copy of Au­rora didn’t mean I was bound to turn into her. My coun­ter­part wasn’t a mon­ster, not un­til they made her into one. The Eighty was the cru­cible in which she was formed, not her child­hood. And I’ve never been through the Eighty.”

“That makes you good?” Drey­fus asked.

“It makes me nei­ther good nor bad, Drey­fus. I’m a blank slate, a hu­man can­vas with all the pos­si­bil­i­ties thereof.”

He glanced at Au­monier. “Why did you wait un­til now be­fore ad­mit­ting this?”

“In­g­var went to a lot of trou­ble to pro­tect me. One thing she made sure I un­der­stood was that my iden­tity wasn’t to be shared by any­one I didn’t trust be­yond the slight­est shred of doubt.”

“She was afraid of what the world would do to you,” Drey­fus said, nod­ding slowly. “Afraid of what Au­rora’s en­e­mies would do, in­clud­ing the Clock­maker.”

“I’m a weapon,” she replied. “I’ve al­ways known that.” She reached be­hind her head, re­mov­ing the hair-clasp so that her curls tum­bled down. In the same con­tin­u­ous fluid move­ment, one that was so nat­u­ral that Drey­fus barely had time to de­tect its wrong­ness, she brought the sharp tip of the clasp into con­tact with Au­monier’s left hand. “Don’t flinch, Supreme Pre­fect. Mother gave me this clasp for a rea­son. There’s an ex­tremely pow­er­ful nerve toxin em­bed­ded in the nee­dle. She ob­tained it from a black-mar­ket weaponeer, know­ing I’d have cause to use it even­tu­ally.”

Drey­fus made an ur­gent still­ing mo­tion with his hand. Au­monier tensed, but she made no at­tempt to with­draw.

“I’m likely go­ing to die to­day, Hafdis,” she said calmly. “What is threat­en­ing me go­ing to achieve? I might de­cide that your toxin is by far my best op­tion.”

Hafdis was as poised as a statue. “You won’t, though, be­cause you’re Jane Au­monier. You know that your duty lies be­yond Panoply, with Au­rora. You’ll do noth­ing that jeop­ar­dises that.” Barely mov­ing her head, Hafdis dipped her eyes to the ta­ble. “Drey­fus, go and make them re­con­nect the cor­ri­dor so that we can leave the cube. Supreme Pre­fect, get up from your chair very slowly and care­fully. I’ll get up from mine in the same move­ment.”

“This isn’t go­ing to get you any­where, you know.”

“Do as I say. In­g­var told me the ef­fects of that toxin are ex­cru­ci­at­ing and ir­re­versible.”

Au­monier flashed a look to Drey­fus. “Do it, Tom. If I leave this room, then I’m one step closer to the sur­face. Some­where along the way she’ll make an er­ror.”

Drey­fus moved to the outer door and sig­nalled the at­tend­ing pre­fect through the win­dow, mak­ing a spool­ing ges­ture with his fin­gers. Slowly the con­nect­ing bridge ad­vanced back to­ward the cube.

He re­turned to the room. Au­monier and Hafdis were both stand­ing now, with the nee­dle still pushed against the Supreme Pre­fect’s skin. He could see the flesh dim­pling down, al­most as if it were ea­ger to yield, invit­ing the toxin to storm its hu­man host.

“If In­g­var had a plan for you,” Drey­fus said, “I’m not sure how this fits. We’re your friends, not that thing out there. What do you think she’ll do: wel­come you like a long-lost sis­ter?”

Hafdis said noth­ing un­til the bridge had re­con­nected, pro­vid­ing free pas­sage back into the rest of Panoply.

“The Sleep Lab,” she said, urg­ing Au­monier to walk.

Au­monier twisted her head around, the fine scar around her neck whiten­ing. “What do you want with me in there?”

“I think we both know.”

Drey­fus moved ahead of the pair as they ad­vanced along the bridge, de­test­ing his com­plic­ity but de­ter­mined to clear the way of any pre­fects who might try to in­ter­vene. Time and again he had cursed the labyrinthine lay­out of Panoply’s in­te­rior, the seem­ing per­ver­sity of its de­sign­ers in mak­ing it awk­ward and con­fus­ing to get from any one part of it to an­other. Now the cor­ri­dors and junc­tions flowed past, the jour­ney com­press­ing, as if some treach­er­ous tide was in­tent on sweep­ing the Supreme Pre­fect to her des­tiny in the Sleep Lab.

They moved through the outer an­nexes of Med­i­cal. Pre­fects and su­per­nu­mer­ary staff de­tected the trio’s ar­rival, saw in Drey­fus’s de­meanour the ex­treme in­ad­vis­abil­ity of med­dling, and re­treated back into nooks and hol­lows so that there was not the least chance of ham­per­ing Hafdis and thereby pro­vok­ing her hand.

They passed into the green womb of the Sleep Lab.

Hafdis guided Au­monier along the glass cab­i­nets, past rank af­ter rank of clocks and pieces of clock, an ar­se­nal of dread­ful things, past the many it­er­a­tions of the scarab un­til, with a ter­ri­ble fi­nal­ity, they ar­rived at the cab­i­net that con­tained only one ex­hibit.

The last scarab. The fi­nal prod­uct of her finest minds: the one scarab that was com­plete and func­tional.

“No,” Drey­fus said, as his un­der­stand­ing crys­tallised. “Not that, Hafdis. Not ever again.”

“Open the cab­i­net, Supreme Pre­fect. With your other hand, nat­u­rally.”

Au­monier reached out, palm­ing the al­loy panel next to the cab­i­net. The glass screen whisked up and away.

“Take it out,” Hafdis in­structed.

“I swear I’ll take your toxin over this.”

“Do it.”

Au­monier used one hand to ex­tract the scarab from its fix­ture, her fin­gers trem­bling as the in­nately evil ob­ject re­sponded to her touch, tick­ing and twitch­ing.

“You said its in­puts were avail­able for pro­gram­ming. Was that cor­rect?”

“Yes,” Au­monier said, her voice lit­tle more than a rasp.

“Place it on me.” Hafdis waited for her words to drill home. “I said place it on me. I’m wear­ing it, not you.”

“Hafdis . . .” Au­monier be­gan.

“Do it. I won’t ask again. Fix it onto my neck.” Hafdis em­pha­sised her in­struc­tion by in­creas­ing pres­sure on the nee­dle. Au­monier winced as it bit deeper.

“I think you should do it,” Drey­fus whis­pered.

“I think she should,” Hafdis agreed.

Some­thing broke in Au­monier, some last de­fence crum­bling. Still with the nee­dle press­ing against her skin, she lifted the scarab into place on the back of Hafdis’s neck. It clasped on re­flex­ively, and Hafdis let out a tiny gasp as the neu­ral taps drilled into her spine.

She let the hair-clasp drop from her fin­gers.

“I’m sorry . . .” Hafdis started, shiv­er­ing be­fore re­gain­ing some brit­tle com­po­sure. “I’m sorry I put you through that, Supreme Pre­fect. I knew you’d never con­sent to this oth­er­wise.”

Drey­fus bent down and picked up the hair-clasp. He held it ten­ta­tively, eye­ing the nee­dle. “Was there ever any toxin in this, Hafdis?”

“You’ve al­ready taught me sev­eral things, Drey­fus. One of them was how to im­pro­vise my way out of a dif­fi­culty.”

Au­monier swung Hafdis around to face her. “I don’t know why you’ve done this. But you’re right that I’d never have will­ingly agreed to this.”

“This is the only way, Supreme Pre­fect. Trust me; I’ve given it more than a lit­tle con­sid­er­a­tion.”

Au­monier per­sisted. “We’re in the grace pe­riod where it might just be fea­si­ble to re­move it, Hafdis. It al­lowed me one hour to achieve com­plete iso­la­tion from hu­man con­tact. The same de­lay will ap­ply with that unit. Once that hour is up, we won’t be able to re­move it or re­pro­gram it.”

“I won’t be ask­ing you to do ei­ther.”

“Then what?” Drey­fus asked.

“You can track Au­rora, even now. I know about the la­tency met­rics Grigor Bac­chus de­vel­oped for Catop­sis to de­tect her and trace her ac­tiv­ity. In­g­var made sure I was fully in­formed. All of that work . . . it’s all still ap­pli­ca­ble. She’ll move and be­have in dif­fer­ent ways, now that she’s no longer lim­ited by the Clock­maker, but her ac­tiv­ity can still be tracked us­ing those same an­a­lytic meth­ods.” Her eyes locked onto him, burn­ing with wild con­vic­tion. “When the scarab was fixed onto Jane, it was primed to kill her if she slept or came into close con­tact with an­other hu­man be­ing.”

“And now?” Drey­fus asked.

“The trig­ger­ing cri­te­ria will be dif­fer­ent. Not hu­man prox­im­ity, this time, but Au­rora’s ac­tiv­ity. You’ll use the la­tency met­rics. Set the de­tec­tive thresh­old very low, so that any in­ter­ven­tion by Au­rora—any move­ment or ac­tiv­ity on her part—leads to my in­stan­ta­neous death. It doesn’t mat­ter where in the sys­tem I am, or where she is—whether she’s con­cen­trated or dis­persed. She only has to breathe and she’ll kill me.” She nod­ded, the scarab flex­ing against the move­ment of her neck, but not re­lent­ing its hold. “We make this hap­pen, and then we in­form Au­rora. We al­low her time to un­der­stand what I am and what would be­come of me if she were to trig­ger the scarab.”

“You think she’ll act to pro­tect you, at all costs,” Au­monier said, mar­vel­ling. “By dis­ap­pear­ing her­self.”

“It’s a cal­cu­la­tion, Supreme Pre­fect,” Hafdis ac­knowl­edged. “A man­aged risk. Ei­ther she will see her­self in me and de­cide that I’m the last link to her for­mer in­no­cence, some­thing to be val­ued and de­fended, a re­minder of all that could have been—and per­haps still could—or she’ll bat me away like a bad smell. Re­ally, though, what choice do you have? You have no weapons to turn against her, no ad­ver­sary to hold her in check, noth­ing else that she wants badly enough to make her play nicely. It’s me or noth­ing.” She straight­ened, the scarab re­lax­ing closer to her neck with a se­ries of tiny ratch­et­ing clicks. “This, or damna­tion. Now take me to Grigor Bac­chus. We have ur­gent work to do.”

“Grigor Bac­chus is dead,” Drey­fus in­formed her.

Au­monier nod­ded gravely. “Tom’s right. Lovro Breno is gone as well; with the right per­sua­sion, he might have helped.”

Hafdis took this news with dis­arm­ing equa­nim­ity, as if she would have been dis­ap­pointed not to have been set a last ob­sta­cle.

“Then you’d bet­ter dig up some­one else who un­der­stands these met­rics. And be quick about it.”

“There’s Doc­tor Salazar,” Drey­fus said.

“What of him?”

“I’ve been en­cour­ag­ing him to re­con­struct the work that was lost when Aba­cus was de­stroyed. No one’s bet­ter placed to un­der­stand those la­tency met­rics, or to im­ple­ment the trig­ger­ing thresh­olds. He needs time, though. He’s just one man, un­der­go­ing his first taste of Pan­golin.”

“Can he do it?”

He eval­u­ated his an­swer care­fully. “Mercier in­structed him to rest. There’d be a rea­son for that. And he wasn’t close to re­con­struct­ing the work—he still needed days, at the most op­ti­mistic es­ti­mate.”

“He doesn’t have days,” Hafdis said.







CHAP­TER FORTY-THREE

They put Hafdis into an m-suit, set for full trans­parency, so that there could be no am­bi­gu­ity about the pres­ence of the scarab. Then Drey­fus and Au­monier donned suits of their own and went with her out through one of the main locks, each of them wear­ing a tether that al­lowed them to drift a few hun­dred me­tres out into space.

For Drey­fus, it was his first op­por­tu­nity to in­spect the dam­age done to the rocky out­side of Panoply with his own eyes. He sur­veyed the toll of im­pact points, both mi­nor and ma­jor, and the large, still-glow­ing de­pres­sion where the worst of the foam-phase strikes had hit home.

“It feels like a gut punch,” Au­monier com­mented, read­ing his thoughts. “Af­ter ev­ery­thing, this was how we were re­warded. My own chil­dren, spit­ting in my eye.”

“You’ll get over it,” he said dryly. “You get over most things.”

“Are you all right, Hafdis?” Au­monier asked.

“Yes, I’m per­fectly com­fort­able. I was look­ing for­ward to the day when you let me try on one of these suits. Granted, I didn’t an­tic­i­pate quite these cir­cum­stances.”

Au­rora’s face ap­peared be­fore Drey­fus, faintly translu­cent and shot through with a shoal of dis­tant habi­tats and slow-mov­ing space­craft.

“It’s very good of you to ac­com­pany her, Drey­fus and who­ever the other pre­fect is, but I only asked for the Supreme Pre­fect. Or did you feel you needed the moral sup­port of your friends, Jane Au­monier?”

Their teth­ers reached their limit, snap­ping tight. Drey­fus, Hafdis and Au­monier came to a halt, float­ing three abreast.

“The Supreme Pre­fect was will­ing to go along with your pro­posal,” Drey­fus an­nounced, watch­ing the face for tell-tale re­sponses. “Fool­ish as that may have been.”

“I don’t care for your use of the past tense, Drey­fus.”

“There’s been a change of plan,” Au­monier an­nounced. “You’re not get­ting me.”

“An­other lamb to the slaugh­ter, in your place? How ad­mirable.”

“No,” Au­monier said. “Hafdis, per­haps you ought to ex­plain. By now, Au­rora will have de­tected the scarab fixed around your neck. She won’t need re­mind­ing who and what was the mas­ter­mind be­hind it.”

“You feign ig­no­rance of me,” Hafdis said, speak­ing boldly. “Al­though I don’t doubt for a sec­ond that you know who I am.”

“In­g­var Tench’s daugh­ter. Yes, now move along. Your mother was at least re­source­ful enough to be of use to me.”

“She wasn’t my mother. My mother was your mother. I’m a Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov.”

The de­nial was in­stant and vi­cious. “No.”

“We may not look alike, but that’s just cam­ou­flage. Mere skin and bones. I was cre­ated in your im­age, Au­rora. When our par­ents sent you to be scanned and up­loaded, there was a part of them that feared the out­come. Feared fail­ure. Feared that they were putting fam­ily glory above the wel­fare of their beloved only daugh­ter. There­fore I was cre­ated, so that if the worst hap­pened to you, not ev­ery­thing would be lost.”

“No! I won’t abide this a mo­ment longer. Sur­ren­der your­self, Supreme Pre­fect. Cut the cord. Drift out to me, and we’ll put this fool­ish lit­tle gam­bit be­hind us.”

“You’ve got an hour,” Hafdis de­clared. “Ac­tu­ally a lit­tle less than that, but for a be­ing of your im­mense power and speed, I’m sure it’ll be am­ple time.”

Now she snarled. “Am­ple time for what?”

“To be gone. To van­ish from hu­man af­fairs. The scarab is linked to an al­go­rithm mon­i­tor­ing la­tency met­rics through­out hu­man space around Yel­low­stone.”

“The Catop­sis al­go­rithm? I could break it in my sleep, if I slept.”

“Not that one. Doc­tor Salazar worked to re­con­struct the im­proved al­go­rithm im­ple­mented as part of Aba­cus.”

“Aba­cus was a feint. I made it.”

“But the al­go­rithm was gen­uine—the hu­man minds be­hind it made it so. It was au­then­tic, and Salazar has only bet­tered it in the time avail­able to him. You can’t evade physics, Au­rora. To ex­ist at all, you can’t avoid im­pos­ing a drag on our net­work re­sources. You can cre­ate noise and echoes and all sorts of con­fu­sion to at­tempt to mask your pres­ence, but Salazar’s meth­ods will al­ways weed you out. They can’t de­stroy you, but they can at least know you. And when his al­go­rithm goes live, which it will do in less than sixty min­utes, I be­come your hostage. Or you be­come mine, de­pend­ing on how you look at it.”

Now Au­rora’s de­nial was a shriek of im­po­tence and fury. “No! This is not—”

“Shut up,” Hafdis said mildly. “We’ve heard more than enough from you. Now I get to speak. The other Au­rora. The one who hasn’t been dam­aged. The one who still gets to breathe and feel, the one who still un­der­stands love and loy­alty. The one who can still hurt. The one who can still die.”

“Give me proof. Give me one tiny rea­son not to send a car­rier hurtling into you right now.”

“I’ve given you some­thing more pow­er­ful than proof,” Hafdis replied. “What you have now is doubt. Like it or not, you can’t dis­miss the pos­si­bil­ity of me. It’s all en­tirely plau­si­ble, given what we both know of our fam­ily. The greed, the hubris, the cow­ardice.”

“Panoply will fur­nish cor­rob­o­rat­ing data,” Au­monier said. “The op­er­a­tional logs of my op­er­a­tives, in­clud­ing In­g­var Tench and Sparver Ban­cal. The tan­gle of own­er­ship records re­lat­ing to As­set 227, which—if pulled upon firmly enough—lead to the Ner­val-Ler­mon­tov es­tate. Ge­netic records, ver­i­fy­ing ev­ery­thing Hafdis has said. It will all be sur­ren­dered for your in­spec­tion, in the next thirty min­utes.”

Drey­fus took up the thread. “You’ll rightly point out that al­most ev­ery record is ques­tion­able on some level. That will still leave you with that nasty lit­tle ker­nel of doubt, chaf­ing away. You won’t be able to ig­nore it. And even for you, with your lim­it­less speed and clev­er­ness, those min­utes are go­ing to speed by. I’d get to work now, if I were you. You’ve got an aw­ful lot of harm to undo.”

Hafdis spoke again. “If the la­tency met­rics sense you, the scarab will kill me. If the met­rics sense any at­tempt to in­ter­fere in their func­tion, the scarab will kill me. Be­yond that, all nor­mal func­tion­al­ity will be re­turned to the Glit­ter Band: ab­strac­tion and vot­ing rights will be re­stored, and you will re­lease your grip on those forty habi­tats. There’s no ne­go­ti­a­tion on these prin­ci­ples. You ei­ther com­ply or face the con­se­quences for the one part of you that hasn’t been tainted.”

“We’re not deny­ing you a choice,” Drey­fus said. “In fact, you’ve got sev­eral pos­si­ble cour­ses of ac­tion. You can brazen us out and see if we mean what we say. Per­haps your last link with flesh and blood re­ally doesn’t mat­ter to you that much and you’re will­ing to take a gam­ble that you can out­wit us. I think it does mat­ter, though—or else why would you have taken such pains to re­mind me that you’re not like the Clock­maker, that you still re­mem­ber be­ing alive, be­ing hu­man, be­ing a girl?”

Au­rora seethed. “Don’t imag­ine that you can un­der­stand what does and does not mat­ter to one such as I.”

“Oh, I can chance a guess or two,” he said. “Do you want to know about your other choices? You can hide here, in this sys­tem, and bide your time, wait­ing un­til you’ve sum­moned the nerve to re-emerge. Per­haps you’ll be con­tent just to wait for Hafdis to die of nat­u­ral causes, which will hap­pen one day. She’s young, though, and there’s no rea­son for her not to live for an­other cou­ple of cen­turies. That’s a prob­lem for you, be­cause the thing you re­ally fear, the thing that may mean the end of you, is go­ing to hit sooner than that, isn’t it? A cen­tury, maybe sooner. And wait­ing and hid­ing . . . that’s not ex­actly a risk-free strat­egy, even in the short term. You’ll guess at the pa­ram­e­ters of Salazar’s la­tency al­go­rithm, but you won’t know it in its en­tirety. And in not know­ing, there’s al­ways a chance that you might trig­ger it ac­ci­den­tally, just by ex­ist­ing. Per­haps you’re will­ing to bank on your su­pe­ri­or­ity, though? Or you could just elim­i­nate all the un­known vari­ables and your­self. Re­move all pos­si­bil­ity for er­ror; re­move all pos­si­bil­ity of ever harm­ing Hafdis, by delet­ing your­self com­pletely.” He looked at her search­ingly. “You could do that, couldn’t you, or am I over­es­ti­mat­ing your ca­pa­bil­i­ties?”

“Tell her the last op­tion,” Au­monier said gen­tly.

“You can leave,” Drey­fus said. “Just go. Find some other so­lar sys­tem to play with. There are ships leav­ing all the time. I’m sure, with your in­ge­nu­ity, you could bot­tle your­self into one. Be­come a stow­away on a lighthug­ger, haunt­ing its data ar­chi­tec­ture. Be quick about it, though. You wouldn’t want to trip over the al­go­rithm on your way out the door.”

Hafdis touched her hand to the back of her neck, fin­ger­ing the scarab through the mem­brane of her m-suit. “Drey­fus is right. There’s much less time than when we started.”

“You’re not me, you worm. You couldn’t ever be me.”

“Per­haps not,” Hafdis an­swered. “But I know what I can be. Some­thing that’s closed to you for all eter­nity: alive. I’ll go through my life with this thing on me, and there won’t ever be a day when I for­get that it’s there or fail to re­mem­ber what it could do to me at any mo­ment.” She nod­ded back at Drey­fus. “Not a day in that very long life I might have ahead of me. That won’t be ev­ery sec­ond of my ex­is­tence, though. There’ll be lots of time when I just get to be me. Within the Glit­ter Band, I can move any­where and do any­thing I like. I could even be­come a pre­fect, if I want it badly enough.”

Then she nod­ded to the two agents of Panoply who had ac­com­pa­nied her out into space. “I think we’ve stated our po­si­tion, don’t you?”

“Ad­e­quately,” Drey­fus agreed.

“Reel us in,” Au­monier said.

The teth­ers tight­ened be­hind them, haul­ing them back to the wait­ing sanc­tu­ary of the as­ter­oid. Au­rora was still scream­ing at them as they re­treated, but Drey­fus let the noise wash over him, no more wor­thy of his con­sid­er­a­tion than the mind­less howl of some dis­tant dy­ing star.

While they waited for the con­se­quences of their ul­ti­ma­tum to play out, Drey­fus went down to speak to Aristarchus Salazar.

As a fi­nal pre­cau­tion, he made sure that they spoke in the cube.

“If you’ve come to chas­tise me for fail­ing, Pre­fect Drey­fus, you’re preach­ing to the con­verted. Noth­ing will ever ex­cuse my weak­ness in be­ing suck­ered into Aba­cus, but at least I had the de­fence of gulli­bil­ity. Here, I don’t even have that.” He spread his hand across the white sheets, still hec­tic with his mark­ings. “I was close—I could see the goal. I needed more time, though. Far more than an hour!”

“I haven’t come to chas­tise you,” Drey­fus said, sit­ting op­po­site the har­ried data the­o­rist. “That wouldn’t re­ally be fair, given the dif­fi­culty of the task I set you. We al­ways knew it was a long shot, al­though that doesn’t mean you won’t keep work­ing on the prob­lem, once you can tol­er­ate an­other dose of Pan­golin.”

Salazar gripped air with his fin­gers. “But ev­ery­thing de­pended on me! This one chance for re­demp­tion! You made it per­fectly clear, Drey­fus. You needed that la­tency al­go­rithm there and then!”

“We did,” Drey­fus ad­mit­ted. “I was wrong, though. What we needed was the idea of it: the pos­si­bil­ity that it might be real.”

Salazar looked up sharply, some dark com­pre­hen­sion break­ing through. “The idea?”

“Hafdis showed me the way. I be­lieved in her hair-clasp, for just long enough for it serve the pur­pose she needed.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you’re the hair-clasp, Aristarchus. Au­rora knows about you, and she knows that you had a hand in shap­ing the la­tency track­ing be­hind Aba­cus.”

“Well, yes,” he al­lowed. “But I don’t see . . .”

“It’s enough. Au­rora can’t tell if you suc­ceeded, but by the same to­ken there’s no way for her to know that you failed. Only three peo­ple in the uni­verse know that.”

“You and I . . .” Salazar be­gan, lift­ing his fin­gers to count.

“And the Supreme Pre­fect, Jane Au­monier.”

Salazar frowned, some frac­tion of his un­der­stand­ing lag­ging be­hind the rest. “But what about the one wear­ing the scarab?”

“Hafdis doesn’t know,” Drey­fus an­swered gen­tly. “Hafdis can’t ever know. You, Jane Au­monier and I have to keep a se­cret: a sim­ple mat­ter of never dis­cussing these events. For Hafdis it’s dif­fer­ent. She has to play the role with per­fect con­vic­tion, at least un­til we know Au­rora is no longer a con­cern. That might be to­mor­row, or it might be fifty years from now. Un­til then, the only way to make sure Hafdis plays her part is for her to think that the al­go­rithm is real, func­tion­ing in ex­actly the way she imag­ines.”

Salazar asked him: “Then what is real? What’s the true trig­ger­ing cri­te­rion for the scarab?”

“There isn’t one. The in­puts have closed, and now there’s no pos­si­bil­ity of al­ter­ing the pro­gram­ming. Short of some­one try­ing to re­move the scarab by force, she has noth­ing to fear from it.”

“But she doesn’t know that!”

Drey­fus nod­ded solemnly, stand­ing up and bid­ding Salazar to join him. “And she can’t, ever. Not un­til the day we’re ab­so­lutely sure that we’re free of Au­rora. That’s the bur­den she has to carry, Aristarchus. I wouldn’t ex­actly say it’s one she’s cho­sen, but she forced us into plac­ing it on her. That part, at least, she was pre­pared for long ago. She’s been ready for what­ever was asked of her, and I think In­g­var Tench would be proud of what she’s done.”

“I still failed,” he said mourn­fully.

“You suc­ceeded by ex­ist­ing,” Drey­fus replied. “The fact of you is enough. That’s no small thing, Aristarchus. You’ve noth­ing to apol­o­gise for now.” He pat­ted the man on the back. “Come. It’s been a long day for all of us.”

“Is it over?”

Drey­fus scraped up a smile. “Ask me again to­mor­row.”







CHAP­TER FORTY-FOUR

Thalia was al­ready awake, and he was glad of that. He would not have felt good about dis­turb­ing her, even for this.

“They won’t let me out of the in­fir­mary, sir, not even to ob­serve,” she said, as if he had come down to chas­tise her for a lack of com­mit­ment. “Some of the news reaches here, but it’s hard to find out much with­out a com­pad.”

She was sit­ting up on a couch, her in­jured shoul­der bulging through the fab­ric of her dragon-pat­terned gown.

“That’s on the mend?” Drey­fus asked, pass­ing her a bulb of tea he had col­lected on the way.

“Mercier says I’ll be able to go back to my quar­ters to­mor­row, then re­sume light du­ties if I so wish. I’m not to think about field work for at least a week.” She sipped on the tea, her cus­tom­ary po­lite­ness mask­ing what­ever de­fi­ciency of prepa­ra­tion it might have had. “That’s very kind of you, sir. They don’t re­ally know how to make it down here.”

“It might be a lit­tle pre­ma­ture to be mak­ing plans for field du­ties,” Drey­fus said, eas­ing into a seat next to Thalia. “We can hope for a re­turn to nor­mal­ity, of course—no harm in that—but it’ll be some while be­fore we stop look­ing over our shoul­ders.” He looked at her with a fa­therly in­ter­est in her progress. “How much have you man­aged to keep up with?”

“Just the bare bones of it, sir. That there was an at­tack against us, then some kind of ul­ti­ma­tum con­cern­ing the Supreme Pre­fect. Are you able to tell me what ac­tu­ally hap­pened?”

He smiled, rum­mag­ing through the chaos of his thoughts for some kind of or­der. Some nar­ra­tive that made sense to him, and which might sat­isfy Thalia. Even if it could never be the whole truth.

“Hafdis has placed her­self in jeop­ardy to save both the Supreme Pre­fect, and not in­con­se­quen­tially the rest of us. Au­monier is fine: she was will­ing to throw her­self on the fire, but in the end that was never needed. Now Hafdis is un­der the scarab.”

Hor­ror broke on her face. “No!”

“It’s not as aw­ful as it sounds. The scarab’s fixed to her, but it’s not im­ping­ing on her free­dom in any sig­nif­i­cant way. She can still be with peo­ple, move around, do as she wishes. She’s not in any dis­com­fort, and she can sleep when­ever she likes.”

“But to do that to her . . .”

“We didn’t,” he cor­rected gen­tly. “It was Hafdis, do­ing it to her­self. Her idea, her ex­e­cu­tion. I think it was al­ways there, a con­tin­gency to be put into place if all else failed. I don’t doubt her mother had some say in that, too.”

“Then In­g­var was her mother, af­ter all?”

“In all the ways that mat­ter.”

Thalia sipped her tea, brood­ing. “How does it help us, for her to be wear­ing that thing?”

“It gives us a point of lever­age over Au­rora, some­thing we never had be­fore. No weapon was ever go­ing to work against her, so the only thing left was love. By which I don’t mean our love for her, or her love for us; there was pre­cious lit­tle of ei­ther.”

“Then what?”

“Au­rora’s love for what she once was, and what she lost. Call it yearn­ing, call it re­gret, if love doesn’t fit. Hafdis is the last liv­ing link to that, and Au­rora would sooner dis­perse her­self than risk the end of what she used to be. That’s the cal­cu­la­tion, at least.”

“You think she’ll end her­self, rather than hurt Hafdis?”

“We of­fered her a get-out. It’s not nec­es­sary that she ter­mi­nates her­self, just as long as she makes her­self scarce. She can do that.” The chair creaked as he ad­justed his bulk. “I’m not sure I’d have re­joiced at her de­struc­tion, even if that had been an op­tion. She’s some­thing rare and dan­ger­ous, some­thing ca­pa­ble of great cru­elty but also great clev­er­ness. Who’s to say we won’t have need of her, some­where down the line? I think I pre­fer the no­tion of ban­ish­ment to ex­e­cu­tion.”

“You could ar­gue that we’ve just passed a prob­lem onto some other peo­ple—per­haps even put them at se­ri­ous risk.”

“Maybe they’ll be clev­erer than we were. Maybe she’ll have learned a thing or two along the way. Maybe the ship she bot­tles her­self into runs into a speck of in­ter­stel­lar rock at nearly the speed of light and she be­comes no­body’s prob­lem ever again.”

“Aren’t you con­cerned that she’ll just try and trick you?”

Drey­fus had ar­rived at a junc­ture, the first of sev­eral lies he needed to ne­go­ti­ate. It was why he had pur­posely cho­sen to sit next to her, rather than fac­ing her: so that she would not see his face too clearly, and the strain that he was cer­tain would show.

“No. So long as Hafdis keeps liv­ing, it can only mean that Au­rora is gone. Ei­ther hid­den—and there­fore harm­less—or en­tirely van­ished from the sys­tem. I don’t care which. If the scarab kills Hafdis, then we’ll know that Au­rora has be­trayed her­self. That won’t hap­pen, though.”

“Can you be sure?”

Drey­fus cal­i­brated the earnest­ness of his nod. “I have com­plete con­fi­dence in the work of Doc­tor Salazar and his pre­de­ces­sors. We’ll know soon enough if she in­tends to com­ply with our terms, any­way. She’s hold­ing forty habi­tats hostage by tam­per­ing with their ther­mal reg­u­la­tion. The mo­ment they start re­turn­ing to nor­mal, I’ll have con­fi­dence that she’s seen the light. The Supreme Pre­fect is wait­ing on eye­wit­ness data as we speak. I doubt that we’ll have long to wait.”

“I wish I could be in the tac­ti­cal room, watch­ing this all play out.”

“You’ll get your share of dra­mas, trust me. Do you re­mem­ber Mirna Silk, the woman in charge of Mi­das An­a­lyt­ics?”

“Yes, al­though we only met briefly.”

“She’s an in­ter­est­ing case, Thal. She was suck­ered into that whole mess, but she’s not with­out tal­ent in her own right. We could send her scut­tling back to the Glit­ter Band with her tail be­tween her legs, or we could put her gifts to real use.”

“What are you sug­gest­ing?”

“When you’re ready to re­sume those light du­ties, I’d like you to as­sess her for suit­abil­ity to work within Panoply. Not as a pre­fect, nec­es­sar­ily, but an an­a­lyst. She has an abil­ity to un­der­stand the flow of wealth that I sus­pect may out­shine even ma­chines like Aba­cus.”

“Money’s not re­ally our con­cern,” Thalia pointed out.

“No, but where money flows, so does trou­ble. I just think Mirna might be the sort of bright spark we could find a use for, and that you might be the bright spark to shep­herd her. Give it some con­sid­er­a­tion, any­way. I’ve left a memo for the Supreme Pre­fect, so she’ll have time to think about it as well.”

She looked up guard­edly. “Wouldn’t you be a bet­ter fit for that, sir? I mean, as­sess­ing and men­tor­ing Mirna Silk?”

“Even if I were, Thal, there are a cou­ple of ques­tion marks over my im­me­di­ate ca­reer prospects. I need to put those be­hind me be­fore I can . . .  move on.”

Thalia ru­mi­nated be­tween quiet sips of her tea. “Sir, I’ve been think­ing while I’ve been down here, and es­pe­cially in light of what you’ve just told me about Au­rora. If it’s true, and she re­ally isn’t go­ing to be a threat to us any­more . . .”

Drey­fus in­ter­rupted her gen­tly. “You’re go­ing to say that any his­tor­i­cal ac­tions I took which might have com­pro­mised our se­cu­rity with re­spect to Au­rora are now . . . moot?”

Thalia looked stricken. “I wasn’t sure how to put it.”

“How­ever you put it, it’s the wrong way to think. I was re­spon­si­ble for those ac­tions when I took them, and I’m ready for them to be ac­counted now.” He had cho­sen his own words with im­mense care: not for him to be held to ac­count, but for his ac­tions to be ac­counted. It was nearly the same thing.

Nearly but not quite.

Thalia ven­tured: “You still want me to go to the Supreme Pre­fect?”

“It’s not about what I want or don’t want. It’s about the right thing to do. Which you’ve al­ways known, Thal, as did your fa­ther.”

Her hand trem­bled on the bulb. She seemed to re­treat deeper into the pat­terned gown, co­coon­ing in on her­self, op­pressed by the con­flict­ing emo­tions press­ing in on her: duty to Panoply, grat­i­tude and con­cern for Drey­fus. “It might be bad for you, sir.”

“It might.” He shrugged. “It’s not all on you, though. There’s a reck­on­ing com­ing for me any­way. I con­tra­vened the di­rect or­ders of the Supreme Pre­fect when she told me not to speak to Grigor Bac­chus.”

“He was in­volved, sir.”

“Tainted. Not the same thing.” Drey­fus wished he could lessen the moral bur­den on the other pre­fect, the young can­di­date he had shaped into the ef­fec­tive and loyal op­er­a­tive he now con­sid­ered one of the or­gan­i­sa­tion’s finest as­sets. “What­ever tes­ti­mony you pro­vide won’t de­cide my fate, Thal, but it will be the right thing for you, and the right thing for Panoply.”

“It would feel like a be­trayal,” she said, in a small and sad voice.

“The only way you’d ever be­tray me is by fail­ing to live up to your prin­ci­ples.” He smiled as he grunted his way out of the chair. “Which you won’t do. I’ve not the slight­est shred of doubt about that.”

“I . . . need to think about this, sir. The best way to present it.”

“You’ve time,” he said. “A day here, a day there, won’t make your tes­ti­mony any less valid.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That it’s come to this, I mean.”

“You’ve noth­ing to apol­o­gise for, Thalia Ng,” he said, pre­par­ing to be on his way. “You’ve been the best of us, and it’s been my very great priv­i­lege to con­sider you my col­league and friend.” He jabbed a fin­ger at her. “Now rest. No one’s earned it more than you.”

Au­monier, Clear­moun­tain, Baudry, the other se­niors and an­a­lysts, waited in the makeshift tac­ti­cal room for the first of the di­rect re­ports to come in. Au­monier had al­ready seen the ad­vance in­di­ca­tions, but since these fil­tered through to her via chan­nels that were at least the­o­ret­i­cally open to ma­nip­u­la­tion, she had placed the least pos­si­ble stock in them. She would not per­mit her hopes to soar, and then be crushed by cold re­al­ity.

“First eye­wit­ness de­brief­ing ar­riv­ing from Thyssen now, ma’am,” Tang in­formed her. “Two cut­ters, close enough to ver­ify chang­ing con­di­tions in a sam­ple of the forty habi­tats. It seems . . .” He was press­ing an ear­piece into his skull, frown­ing hard. “It seems . . .”

“In your own time, Robert.”

“Pre­fect Sher­rod re­ports mir­ror and sun­shade con­fig­u­ra­tions de­fault­ing to nor­mal as­pects. Ex­ter­nal tem­per­a­ture in­di­ca­tions sug­gest a con­ver­gence back to nom­i­nal lev­els. They’re not out of the woods . . .”

“I wouldn’t ex­pect them to be.”

“. . . but the warm ones seem to be cool­ing, and the cold ones warm­ing back up.”

Au­monier closed her eyes once, opened them again. Not ex­actly a prayer of thanks, but not in­fin­itely dis­tant from one ei­ther. “And ab­strac­tion and Band-wide comms?”

“Trend­ing to nor­mal on all met­rics. I mean, nor­mal for a state of emer­gency, with wide­spread panic and mass evac­u­a­tions still on­go­ing . . .”

“I un­der­stand.” She swapped ten­ta­tive smiles with her col­leagues, all of them in the room. “We can’t say she’s gone, not just yet. What we can say is that she’s do­ing a very good im­pres­sion thereof.” She scratched at the lin­ger­ing itch in her neck. “I’ll take that for now. It’s bet­ter than any­thing I imag­ined pos­si­ble twenty-six hours ago. Some­one should in­form Drey­fus that the risk to Hos­pice Idlewild is di­min­ish­ing. He’ll want to know for Valery’s sake.” Then her ex­pres­sion clouded, some prick­ling in­tu­ition tak­ing the edge off her ela­tion. “Where is Drey­fus?”

Drey­fus had told Thyssen a lie, per­haps the last one of his ca­reer. He had asked for im­me­di­ate use of a cut­ter, telling the man that he was throw­ing him­self into the eye­wit­ness ef­fort, go­ing out to cor­rob­o­rate the flood of re­ports al­ready ar­riv­ing. It was a good, plau­si­ble story and Thyssen had ac­cepted it with­out com­plaint. He had not even ques­tioned the need for Hafdis Tench to go with him.

In­stead, Drey­fus had steered di­rectly for Hos­pice Idlewild.

It was, in a sense, not en­tirely a lie: no pre­fect had yet ven­tured as far out as Idlewild, and some­one needed to do the work of ver­i­fy­ing that Au­rora’s hold on the place had slack­ened. That was not re­ally up­per­most in his con­sid­er­a­tions, though. He al­ready be­lieved that the worst was over.

“I won’t keep you here for long,” Drey­fus re­as­sured Hafdis, as the cut­ter locked on for ap­proach. “I just thought it might be use­ful for you to meet the peo­ple who have been so gen­er­ous to my wife over the years. I’ve not al­ways val­ued their kind­ness, if I’m be­ing hon­est. They’ve rarely faulted me for that, though.” He smiled in­wardly, think­ing of the oc­ca­sions when he had in­deed been found want­ing. “What I have been sure of is that they’d al­ways be there for me. You’ve a dif­fi­cult path to walk now, Hafdis, and al­though I know you’re strong enough—just as In­g­var knew you were—it won’t hurt to know that there’ll be friends to turn to.”

“I pre­sume I can count on you, Drey­fus?”

He said noth­ing, con­cen­trat­ing on the fi­nal ap­proach to Idlewild.

They docked. Sis­ter Cather­ine was there to meet them, lean­ing onto her stick more force­fully than ever, the sup­port bow­ing im­prob­a­bly be­neath the feath­er­weight bur­den of her bones.

“You came,” she said, nod­ding once. “I am pleased. And who is this?”

“Can­di­date Tench, one of our new­est and bright­est.” He bowed to the Men­di­cant. “Hafdis, this is Sis­ter Cather­ine of the Holy Or­der of Ice Men­di­cants. Don’t be put off by the craggy ex­te­rior: there’s a heart of gold un­der all that ar­mour.”

“And you’d know, would you Drey­fus?” Cather­ine probed grumpily.

Drey­fus beck­oned a con­fid­ing hand to Hafdis. “It’s al­ways Drey­fus un­til the ice breaks, then I’m Tom. Un­til the next time, when we go through the whole elab­o­rate cha­rade again. How is she, Sis­ter Cather­ine?”

Cather­ine beck­oned the two of them on. “Good, all things con­sid­ered. No more fits, and we re­moved the im­plants ac­cord­ing to your in­struc­tions. That was a cu­ri­ous busi­ness. Noth­ing quite like it has ever man­i­fested in our other pa­tients, even the ones re­ceiv­ing sim­i­lar treat­ment, with more or less the same kind of har­vested im­plant.”

“I doubt you’ll ever see a sec­ond case, Sis­ter.”

“Let us hope not.” As they walked fur­ther into Idlewild, fol­low­ing one of the wind­ing trails, Cather­ine shot a glance at Hafdis. “Is there a rea­son for that odd at­tach­ment, Can­di­date Tench? It must be ter­ri­bly un­com­fort­able.”

“It is, Sis­ter. I’ll get used to it in time, though, I’m sure.”

Cather­ine’s look veered to Drey­fus, sharply quizzi­cal. “She’s a strange one. Is that the way of re­cruits into Panoply now?”

“Hafdis has the weight of the world on her neck,” Drey­fus said, tak­ing a per­verse de­light in be­ing cryp­tic. “I’ve sug­gested that she might find friends here, Sis­ter. She may have need of them.”

“Can she gar­den?”

“She can learn,” Hafdis an­swered.

“Well, if you find your­self at a loose end be­tween the press­ing en­gage­ments of Panoply, you know where to find us now. Is she com­ing all the way to Valery, Tom?”

He smiled. There it was: the cal­cu­lated shift in her reg­is­ter from brusque in­hos­pi­tal­ity to the thaw­ing prom­ise of warmth, even if the frost was still upon her. “I thought she’d like to get a sense of the place, Sis­ter. Also, there’s a lit­tle busi­ness Hafdis and I need to sort out be­tween us.” He nod­ded at his puz­zled com­pan­ion. “Noth­ing com­pli­cated, I prom­ise.”

By turns they ar­rived at the walled ham­let of low, white-painted build­ings and gar­dens where Drey­fus had last seen his wife. Hafdis took a po­lite but dis­tant in­ter­est as Cather­ine showed her the var­i­ous ef­forts to­ward the cul­ti­va­tion of herbs and or­na­men­tal flow­ers, as well as some of the re-ed­u­ca­tion and re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion work go­ing on in the open ar­eas, where Men­di­cants sat with their pa­tients, coax­ing small mir­a­cles from dam­aged minds. Hafdis clearly had her mind on other mat­ters, though. Drey­fus could not blame her in the slight­est.

“I’m go­ing to go through and see my wife in a mo­ment,” he ex­plained, sit­ting her down at a va­cant ta­ble by one of the flower beds. “And this is for you.”

He set his whiphound down on the ta­ble.

Hafdis re­garded it with cu­rios­ity and sus­pi­cion. “Why would I want that, Drey­fus? I’m not even sure they’ll let me con­tinue can­di­dacy train­ing, now that they know what I am.”

“They will. What you are is mea­sured by your deeds, not some fam­ily back­ground over which you had no con­trol.” Drey­fus rolled the whiphound over to her. “It won’t op­er­ate for you. What it will do is pre­serve an ev­i­den­tial tes­ti­mony. It’s some­thing I learned from In­g­var Tench.”

Her eyes nar­rowed. “What tes­ti­mony?”

“Mine. I have a num­ber of things I need to get off my chest, Hafdis, and I thought you would be the ideal cus­to­dian for them. You’ll be tak­ing them back to Panoply aboard my cut­ter.”

“Why not you?”

“Be­cause I’m not re­turn­ing.” Drey­fus watched her re­ac­tion, nod­ding slowly as her un­der­stand­ing showed. “Take this to Thalia Ng first, if you don’t mind. She’ll know how best to han­dle it, and I want you to pass on my per­sonal grat­i­tude for her ser­vice and friend­ship.” Then he raised his face, look­ing her hard in the eyes. “Hafdis, there’s an­other rea­son I want you to lis­ten to this and con­vey my sen­ti­ments back to Panoply. There are things I need to tell you about In­g­var.”

“Bad things?”

“Not ex­actly. She was ex­em­plary, to the end.”

“Then what?”

“I bear some re­spon­si­bil­ity for the things that hap­pened. In­clud­ing her death. I can of­fer jus­ti­fi­ca­tions for my ac­tions, but it’s not for me to be the ar­biter over whether I was right or wrong. That’s for Panoply, and the peo­ple who will even­tu­ally hear my words, to de­cide. Not me.” Drey­fus paused, gripped by a sud­den, swift ter­ror that he was on the brink of some­thing ir­rev­o­ca­ble. Yet he con­tin­ued. “I’m done as a pre­fect, Hafdis. What­ever their ver­dict, I can’t re­turn to my old life. This path you’re on now, I’m afraid you’ll have to walk it with­out me. You’ll do well, though. I’ve never had less doubt about any­thing in my life.”

“As long as she still has doubt . . .”

“Then I sup­pose we’ll be all right, for the time be­ing.” Drey­fus leaned back, cleared his throat and be­gan speak­ing for the whiphound. “This is Tom Drey­fus, late of Panoply. I wish to state the fol­low­ing facts for the for­mal record . . .”

The whiphound cap­tured. Hafdis lis­tened.

Drey­fus watched Sis­ter Cather­ine hand Hafdis over to one of the other Men­di­cants for the long, me­an­der­ing walk back to the dock­ing hub. Just be­fore they passed out of sight, Hafdis turned back to him, nod­ding in some last silent ex­change, and then it was just her back, with the scarab glint­ing off her neck, be­fore he lost sight of her for ever.

Af­ter that, he went to see Valery.

She was sit­ting up in bed, al­ready fore­warned of his ar­rival. Her smile of recog­ni­tion lit him up, bright­en­ing walls that were al­ready as white and spot­less as a new con­science.

“I’m sorry I had to leave,” he of­fered, clasp­ing her hand in his.

She stud­ied the new scars he had gained since their last meet­ing, her eyes quizzi­cal.

“The red wooden . . . bridge,” she man­aged. “The bridge. Walk me to the bridge.”

He won­dered how much she re­mem­bered of their walk when Au­rora had taken con­trol over her. Some­thing, per­haps. But not enough to de­ter her from a sec­ond try.

“They took the im­plant out of you,” he said, mar­vel­ling. “But some­thing’s made a dif­fer­ence. You’re speak­ing as well with­out it as you did with it.”

“It isn’t . . .” She paused, the strain writ­ten on her face. “Easy.”

He re­alised the ef­fort it had cost her, just to ex­press that sim­ple idea about the bridge.

Still, it was progress, and he snatched at it with all the ea­ger-hearted will­ing­ness of a drown­ing man thrown a life­line. They talked, Drey­fus mak­ing most of the con­ver­sa­tion, but Valery fill­ing in with great de­ter­mi­na­tion, each word costly, each its own mirac­u­lous re­ward. There was so very far to go, Drey­fus thought, but the im­men­sity of the jour­ney be­fore them should not de­tract from the ter­rain they had al­ready con­quered.

“He’s here,” Sis­ter Cather­ine an­nounced qui­etly.

Drey­fus turned, men­tally arm­ing him­self for his first phys­i­cal en­counter with the Ul­tra.

“Cap­tain Re­manso,” he said, ris­ing from the bed­side. “It’s very good of you to come, at such short no­tice. Might I ask . . . ?”

“Shades of Scar­let will de­part in thir­teen hours, Pre­fect,” the mer­cury-gar­gling voice re­sponded. “The reefer­sleep berths are ready for you both. My shut­tle stands by.”

Drey­fus nod­ded, the bare scraps of a plan still yet to set­tle fully in his mind. “And your likely next port of call, be­yond this sys­tem?”

“Fand, if my ad­vi­sors can agree on it. Af­ter that, most likely the Pat­tern Jug­glers of Groom­bridge 1618. How­ever mat­ters fall, you have my per­sonal guar­an­tee of safe trans­porta­tion to one of the Jug­gler worlds, for you and your wife.”

“I can’t pay,” Drey­fus clar­i­fied, fear­ful that there had been some mis­un­der­stand­ing.

“You have done so al­ready,” the cap­tain an­swered. “Har­bour­mas­ter Seraphim was most in­sis­tent in that re­gard. We stand in your debt, not the other way round. This . . . small favour that I may do for you is noth­ing against that.”

Drey­fus nod­ded, al­most crum­bling with grat­i­tude. “It might be pru­dent to leave be­fore very long, Cap­tain Re­manso. I’m afraid I’m no longer part of Panoply, de­spite this uni­form. I hope that they’ll think well of me, but I can’t guar­an­tee that there won’t be some at­tempt to call me back to an­swer for my ac­tions.”

Re­manso swat­ted aside his con­cern. “Your lit­tle ships would have dif­fi­culty out­run­ning my shut­tle, let alone Shades of Scar­let. I will keep a care­ful watch on move­ments be­tween the Glit­ter Band and Hos­pice Idlewild, but I would im­age you are safe for an hour or two.” The gar­goyle face turned to his. “How long did you have in mind?”

“Not long,” Drey­fus said. “Per­haps half an hour, if Valery is strong enough. Just time for a lit­tle stroll be­fore we leave.”
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From the mas­ter of space opera comes a dark, mind-bend­ing ad­ven­ture spread across time and space, where Doc­tor Silas Coade is tasked with keep­ing his crew safe as they ad­ven­ture across the gal­axy in search of a mys­te­ri­ous ar­ti­fact.



In the 1800s, a sail­ing ship crashes off the coast of Nor­way. In the 1900s, a zep­pelin ex­plores an icy canyon in Antarc­tica. In the far fu­ture, a space­ship sets out for an alien ar­ti­fact. Each ex­cur­sion goes hor­ri­bly wrong. And on ev­ery jour­ney, Doc­tor Silas Coade is the physi­cian. But only Silas seems to re­al­ize that these events keep re­peat­ing them­selves. It’s up to him to fig­ure out why and how. And how to stop it all from hap­pen­ing again.










Chap­ter One

Foot­steps res­cued me from my night­mare. They were ap­proach­ing with ur­gency: hard soles thud­ding on old, creak­ing tim­bers. I came around seated at my writ­ing desk, face pressed to the pages of my man­u­script. I lifted my head and pinched at the gummy cor­ners of my eyes. Pince-nez spec­ta­cles were be­fore me on the desk, slightly askew where the force of my slump­ing fore­head had borne down on them. I straight­ened them out, fixed them to my nose, and splashed wa­ter on my face from a cork-stop­pered earth­en­ware jar.

The foot­steps ceased. A knock sounded at the door, fol­lowed by the im­me­di­ate sound of the door be­ing eased ajar.

“Come in, Mort­lock,” I said, swiv­el­ling in my seat, feign­ing the im­pres­sion of be­ing dis­turbed from in­no­cent busi­ness.

The tall, stoop­ing mid­ship­man bent his head and shoul­ders into the low-ceilinged cabin.

“How did you know it was me, Doc­tor Coade?”

“You have a man­ner, Mort­lock,” I said pleas­antly. “Ev­ery­one has a man­ner and I re­mem­bered yours. Sooner or later, if we are not first ship­wrecked, I ex­pect I will know the man­ner of ev­ery­one on this ves­sel.” I made a show of blot­ting the man­u­script, even though the ink was hours-dry on my last ad­di­tion. I was in the process of clos­ing the leather­bound cov­ers when my eyes alighted on the lit­tle ma­chine-en­graved snuff box that was still on the desk, open to re­veal its con­tents. A cold hor­ror of dis­cov­ery shot through me. “How is that tooth?” I asked, a touch too hastily.

Mort­lock tugged down his scarf to touch the side of his jaw. It was still slightly swollen but a good deal less in­flamed than it had been four days ago, when I had dealt with an ab­scess.

“Much bet­ter, doc­tor, sir, thank you very much.”

“Turn about. Let me see your pro­file.”

Mort­lock did as he was in­structed, af­ford­ing me the pre­cious sec­onds I needed to spirit the snuff box safely into a drawer. “Yes,” I said, nod­ding. “Yes, very sat­is­fac­tory. Con­tinue with the tinc­ture I gave you, and you should feel a steady im­prove­ment over the com­ing days.” I looked at him over my spec­ta­cles. “Your com­pany is al­ways wel­come, Mort­lock. But is there some­thing else be­sides the ab­scess?”

“It’s the Coro­nel, sir. He’s had a bit of a bump out on deck. Out cold, he was, and now he’s back with us but he’s strik­ing out, wrig­gling and cussing in that na­tive tongue of his… 

“Span­ish, is I be­lieve the term for it. Or at least the form of it en­demic in New Spain.” I re­laxed slightly, be­liev­ing that Mort­lock had made noth­ing of the snuff box nor its sud­den dis­ap­pear­ance. “What was the na­ture of the in­jury?”

“A block came down on his bonce, hard as you like—knocked him clean to the floor.” Mort­lock made an em­phatic chop­ping mo­tion. “We were chang­ing tack, look­ing for that gap in the cliff, and the Coro­nel just hap­pened to be in the wrong spot when a rope snapped. There was a bit of blood, but his head hadn’t gone all soft as if it had been stoved in, so we thought he’d be all right if we just sat him up and let him have a nip of rum, sir… 

I shud­dered to think of the poor man’s in­jury be­ing poked and prod­ded by men who could barely read, let alone per­form a com­pe­tent di­ag­no­sis. “Bring him to me im­me­di­ately, Mort­lock.”

“What is it, do you reckon?”

“I dare not spec­u­late. But if he has suf­fered con­cus­sion, even in the ab­sence of a skull frac­ture, there may be el­e­vated in­trac­ere­bral pres­sure.” I reached be­neath the desk for one of sev­eral el­e­gant boxes which I had brought with me. “All haste now, Mort­lock!” I con­tin­ued, rais­ing my voice spirit­edly. “And be so kind as to com­mu­ni­cate to Mis­ter Mur­ga­troyd, or Cap­tain Van Vught him­self, that it would be ex­tremely help­ful if the ship were to main­tain a con­stant head­ing for the next half an hour.”

“The Mas­ter might grum­ble about that, doc­tor, if it slows down our search.”

I nod­ded som­brely. “He is bound to. But I shall re­mind him that it is his man-at-arms that I shall be striv­ing to save.”

Mort­lock de­parted, his foot­steps ring­ing away. I sat still for a mo­ment, col­lect­ing my­self, and re­flect­ing on that irony that I had first hid­den one pretty box and then dis­closed an­other. Both were finely-made things; both in their way vi­tal to my work. The box I had con­cealed con­tained opium snuff, self-ad­min­is­tered with the in­ten­tion of dulling my­self into dream­less obliv­ion. The other held a French-made trephi­na­tion brace of im­pec­ca­ble man­u­fac­ture, but which I had never had cause to use on a liv­ing sub­ject.

I feared—no, hoped—that this state of af­fairs was about to change.

“Are you ready for this, Silas?” I asked my­self aloud. “Your first real test, on this voy­age? Your first real test, of any sort?”

I opened the lid on the trephi­na­tion brace, imag­in­ing the col­lege ex­am­in­ers cast­ing their doubt­ful gazes upon my hes­i­tant ef­forts. Stern-faced men in black, men with Lon­don man­ners, vet­er­ans of trou­bled voy­ages and bloody en­gage­ments, men for whom cut­ting and saw­ing was as ef­fort­less as breath­ing, men to whom screams were merely the pe­cu­liar mu­sic of their pro­fes­sion. What hubris was it that made me think that I could ever join their ranks? I was a West Coun­try­man with­out con­nec­tions: a poor, pro­vin­cial sur­geon out of Ply­mouth (but of Cor­nish blood, as I re­minded all who would lis­ten), forty-four (and there­fore long past the age at which most sur­geons made their first voy­age), a mere As­sis­tant Sur­geon (yet the only sur­geon of any kind) on a fifth-rate sloop un­der a Dutch cap­tain. The cap­tain was kind, but his ship was old, his crew tired, their pro­vi­sions thread­bare, and the terms of our char­ter ques­tion­able in the ex­treme.

This was how I meant to make my way?

The gleam­ing parts of the trephi­na­tion brace waited in snug re­cesses of pur­ple felt. The met­al­work was en­graved, the han­dles of ebony. Such beau­ti­ful artistry, for such bru­tal ends. My fin­gers quiv­ered as I reached to ex­tract the drill-like com­po­nents.

Sup­press­ing a spasm of shame, I re­trieved the snuff box and took a hasty pinch in or­der to set­tle my nerves and ban­ish the last traces of the night­mare. It was a habit that was be­com­ing all too fa­mil­iar, es­pe­cially as we ven­tured fur­ther north along the Nor­we­gian coast. Mat­ters had wors­ened since leav­ing Bergen, with the night­mare re­peat­ing it­self with in­creas­ing reg­u­lar­ity. I had been tak­ing more and more snuff to counter its ef­fects, with di­min­ish­ing suc­cess.

The night­mares were like noth­ing I had en­dured be­fore set­ting foot on Deme­ter. In them I found my­self stag­ger­ing along a barely-lit stone pas­sage, clad in hood or mask or hel­met, gripped by the ter­ri­ble in­ti­ma­tion that I my­self was dead, merely a sham­bling corpse, with empty sock­ets and grin­ning jaw. I could not iden­tify the cause of these tor­ments, other than to spec­u­late that be­ing con­fined for long hours in my cabin, with only books, po­tions and sur­gi­cal in­stru­ments for com­pany, my mind had be­come un­healthily fo­cussed on the thin mem­brane which sep­a­rates the liv­ing from the dead.

My one hope lay in the fail­ure—or should I say aban­don­ment—of our ex­pe­di­tion. Per­haps, as we scoured end­less dis­mal miles of Nor­we­gian coast­line, look­ing for a glimpse of some­thing that only one man truly be­lieved to ex­ist—and he not ex­actly the most sober or re­li­able among our num­ber—and as the days grew colder, the seas rougher, the ice more abun­dant, the stores more de­pleted, the ship more worn-out, the gen­eral morale weaker, the lugubri­ous Dutch­man more openly scep­ti­cal of our chances—per­haps I might yet be saved by our turn­ing home. It was a cow­ard’s hope, as well I knew. Yet in the grip of the equal mis­eries of sea­sick­ness and dysen­tery, not to men­tion ev­ery other com­mon hard­ship of sea-borne life, I should gladly have pro­claimed my cow­ardice to all who would lis­ten.

I had hid­den the snuff box again by the time the in­jured Coro­nel was brought down to my room. In those min­utes I had also pre­pared the main ta­ble, sweep­ing it free of books, jour­nals and man­u­script pages, and made sure my other in­stru­ments and reme­dies were to im­me­di­ate hand. Coro­nel Ramos was in a state of con­sid­er­able ag­i­ta­tion as the mid­ship­men press-ganged him into the room, for even in his con­fused con­di­tion he was big­ger and stronger than any of them. It took four to get him onto the ta­ble, and they had a strug­gle to make good his re­straints as he thrashed and twisted like some mus­cu­lar eel.

“He was un­armed while ag­i­tated?” I asked Mort­lock, who was one of the four as­sis­tants, and the only mid­ship­man I knew by name.

“That’s the lucky part, doc­tor. He’s al­ways pol­ish­ing that flint­lock of his, and he had it in one hand and a clean­ing pipe in the other when the block came down, and it made him drop the pis­tol. Mis­ter Mur­ga­troyd got hold of it be­fore it got washed through the gun­nels, but I think if he hadn’t, and the Coro­nel had still had it in his hand, you’d be dig­ging a bul­let out of one of us.”

“Let us be thank­ful for small mer­cies, then.”

Since the wound was on the back of his head, I had dic­tated that they se­cure him to the ta­ble face down. He had bled pro­fusely, so I swabbed the af­fected area as gen­tly and thor­oughly as I could, be­ing care­ful not to de­press the bone un­til I had de­ter­mined to my sat­is­fac­tion that there was no se­ri­ous frac­ture. My ex­am­i­na­tion was helped by the fact that Ramos was quite bald, not just about the crown but around his whole blocky, boul­der-shaped head. Some hair still grew, but he shaved it away each morn­ing, spar­ing only his beard and mous­tache, which he main­tained with the same de­vo­tion shown to his ar­ma­ments.

“It doesn’t look too bad,” Mort­lock of­fered.

“There is no pen­e­tra­tion of the skull, nor any frac­ture that I can de­tect. He is made of stern stuff, our Coro­nel. But the im­pact has knocked his brain about, caus­ing his present dis­tress. There is likely a build-up of pres­sure—blood or cere­bral fluid—which must be re­lieved by means of trephi­na­tion.”

Mort­lock’s eyes drifted to the ex­quis­ite French brace, poised in its now-open box.

“You’re go­ing to drill into ’im with that Froggy thing?”

“It is the only thing that will save him.” I looked to the four men who had come in with the Coro­nel. “It will likely cause him some dis­com­fort, and you must be ready for that. But I am con­fi­dent that the pro­ce­dure will work, if we pro­ceed speed­ily.” I pushed my spec­ta­cles back up my nose, coun­ter­ing their habit of drift­ing to the tip. Rolling up my sleeves I took the brace, and set­tled my­self into the most com­fort­able and sta­ble po­si­tion for the pro­ce­dure.

Mas­ter Topol­sky and Mi­lady Cos­sile burst into the room with­out warn­ing. The for­mer was a cloud of black, the lat­ter an ap­pari­tion in yel­low. I glanced up from my prepa­ra­tions, squint­ing through a loose lock of hair.

“What is this?” asked Topol­sky, heav­ily clothed, wet and windswept from be­ing out on deck.

“A med­i­cal emer­gency, Mas­ter Topol­sky.”

“The doc­tor’s go­ing to drill into ’im,” Mort­lock ex­plained, with as much ea­ger­ness as if he had just grad­u­ated to the po­si­tion of As­sis­tant Sur­geon. “His brain can’t breathe in and out, see, so it’s squeez­ing his thoughts.”

“A most com­mend­able sum­mary,” said Mi­lady Cos­sile, her fin­gers steepled. “I ex­pect Mis­ter Mort­lock will soon be com­pos­ing the stan­dard mono­graph on the sub­ject?”

Mort­lock looked at me doubt­fully.

“Is the young gen­tle­woman be­ing sar­cas­tic again, doc­tor?”

I nod­ded sym­pa­thet­i­cally at the mid­ship­man, who was strain­ing ev­ery mus­cle to hold Ramos still. “Pay her no heed, Mort­lock. You are do­ing very well.”

“Is there need for this?” asked Topol­sky, loom­ing over the ta­ble. “The Coro­nel is a hale man with the com­mon vigour of his kind. He just needs a lit­tle rest, not to be drilled into like a brandy cask.” His tone sharp­ened. “We still have need of him, Coade!”

“And my pur­pose is to en­sure that he re­mains at our dis­posal, Mas­ter.”

Ramos mut­tered some­thing from the ta­ble. It sounded like trece to me, the Span­ish for thir­teen.

He was not a true-born Spaniard but a cit­i­zen of New Spain. He had been a sol­dier—hence his ti­tle—but he now owed his al­le­giance to no army or king, and of­fered his ser­vices for hire to men such as Topol­sky. I knew very lit­tle about him, for Ramos was a tac­i­turn man, quite the op­po­site of his bois­ter­ous em­ployer. But we had spo­ken now and then, usu­ally in the quiet mo­ments be­tween watches, when one of us might en­counter the other on deck, pen­sively watch­ing the sea.

Some po­lit­i­cal or re­li­gious dif­fi­culty—more than likely the same thing—had forced him to leave the Amer­i­cas: I un­der­stood a lit­tle of it, piec­ing to­gether such crumbs of bi­og­ra­phy as Ramos chanced to of­fer dur­ing our nearly silent com­mu­nions. Turn­ing against his fa­ther, Ramos had de­vel­oped sym­pa­thies for the in­de­pen­dence move­ment led by the Je­suit Hi­dalgo.

“Bet­ter men than I have found them­selves be­fore the Court of In­qui­si­tion,” Ramos had con­fided to me. “But I had the means to leave, and they did not. It does not make me brave, merely as­tute.”

Now this softly spo­ken gi­ant—Ramos said that he owed his size and strength to his mother, who was of criollo de­scent—lay on my ta­ble, whim­per­ing and foam­ing at the mouth. I was glad that his face was averted, fac­ing the floor, be­cause I could not have stood to look into his eyes as I be­gan to work the brace.

“Trece,” Ramos mur­mured. Then, af­ter a pause: “Cinco.”

I ap­plied firm but steady pres­sure on the brace, while turn­ing the han­dle at a slow, con­stant rate. The three-tipped bit was al­ready bit­ing into bone, etch­ing a coin-sized groove. Mort­lock kept glanc­ing at my work then tear­ing his gaze away, while the three other mid­ship­men seemed in­ca­pable of mus­ter­ing even a glance. I did not blame them for that: trephi­na­tion was hardly some­thing to be en­coun­tered in the nor­mal life of the sailor.

“A ques­tion of ter­mi­nol­ogy, if I may?”

Sweat was al­ready in my eyes. It was the first time I had found my cabin any­thing other than in­tol­er­a­bly cold since leav­ing Bergen. I paused in my work and pushed my hair and spec­ta­cles back again.

“By all means, Mi­lady Cos­sile.”

“La vig­ilia… Ramos said, on a note of ris­ing con­cern. “La vig­ilia! La vig­ilia… de…

“Con­cern­ing the pro­ce­dure you are em­ploy­ing.” Mi­lady Cos­sile still had her fin­gers steepled, tap­ping their tips against her lips be­tween ut­ter­ances. She had per­fect lips, I thought. Not even the brush of Gains­bor­ough could have cap­tured their full­ness. “I have en­coun­tered the term trepa­na­tion as well as trephi­na­tion. Would you pre­sume that the two forms are et­y­mo­log­i­cally re­lated?”

I re­sumed my drilling. “I can­not say that I have given the mat­ter much con­sid­er­a­tion.”

“But still—would you pre­sume?”

“I sup­pose I might.”

Even with my eyes fo­cused on the drilling site, I still de­tected Mi­lady Cos­sile’s glee­ful re­sponse to my an­swer. She skipped for­ward, clap­ping de­light­edly, her feath­ers bounc­ing jaun­tily, be­fore re-steepling her fin­gers.

“Then you would pre­sume in­cor­rectly, Doc­tor Coade! The two forms are et­y­mo­log­i­cally quite dis­tinct! I am sur­prised you were not aware of this.”

I con­tin­ued with my work.

“Do en­lighten us, mi­lady.”

Ramos said: “Trece… cinco. Trece… cinco! La vig­ilia de piedra! La vig­ilia!!”

“Trepa­na­tion de­rives from trepanon, which in turn de­rives from the Greek tru­panon, mean­ing an in­stru­ment for bor­ing. Trephi­na­tion—or trephine—de­rives in­stead from the Latin, in par­tic­u­lar tre fines, or three ends. Whether the lat­ter term was first coined by Fabri­cius ab Aqua­pe­dente, or John Woodall, a cen­tury later, is a ques­tion yet to be set­tled.”

I looked up from my work and nod­ded. “Thank you, mi­lady. I am sure we are all most en­light­ened.”

“Never mind en­light­en­ment,” Topol­sky said, lean­ing very close in to the drill site. The Rus­sian was a stout, pot-bel­lied man of about forty, with a wide, cheru­bic face, densely cir­cum­scribed by a curly mass of beard, side­burns and fringe. He had the sort of twin­kling, search­ing, joc­u­lar eyes that sug­gested an agree­able­ness of tem­per­a­ment lamentably ab­sent in the man him­self. “Will he live? We need this brute, Coade! Our ex­pe­di­tion can­not pro­ceed with­out him! He may not be learned, and his man­ners dis­tinctly those of the New World rather than the Old, but who among us un­der­stands the place­ment of gun­pow­der like the Coro­nel?”

“I agree en­tirely,” I said. “And if you value him as much as you say, you might re­frain from pro­ject­ing spit­tle into the wound site.”

Topol­sky swore at me in Rus­sian, his lips largely hid­den be­hind the prodi­gious erup­tion of his beard, which was as vo­lu­mi­nous and roomy as Ramos’s was neat and man­i­cured. His hair glis­tened and smelled faintly of per­fumed oils. Re­gain­ing some­thing of his usual com­po­sure he con­tin­ued: “Your rep­u­ta­tion is sat­is­fac­tory, Coade. I only wish that this were not the time to put it to the gravest test.”

“In my ex­pe­ri­ence, Mas­ter, se­ri­ous ac­ci­dents rarely hap­pen on a con­ve­nient sched­ule.” Sud­denly I felt the op­po­si­tion to the brace lessen as I bored through the last, sliver-like layer of bone. I had an im­age in my mind’s eye: the tip of a drill burst­ing through the un­der­side of a layer of ice, into the dark wa­ter be­neath. Ice as bone, wa­ter as dura and brain. “We are through. Mas­ter, if you might as­sist: that small im­ple­ment like a sugar-spoon? I must lever away the bone frag­ment. Had there been more time I might have at­tempted to form an os­teo­plas­tic flap, but… Aban­don­ing my com­men­tary I put away the brace and closed my fist around the tool Topol­sky had passed me. To my im­mense re­lief the coin-sized sec­tion of bone lev­ered away will­ingly, and with it came an im­me­di­ate ex­pul­sion of thick, sticky blood from a se­vere epidu­ral haematoma.

“It’s like rasp­berry jam, doc­tor!” Mort­lock de­clared ex­cit­edly.

I smiled at him. “But per­haps a tad less palat­able, even with your mother’s best bread and but­ter.” I watched Ramos for a minute, un­til I had con­vinced my­self that there was a def­i­nite eas­ing in his dis­tress. “That must work,” I de­clared. “It is, in any case, all I can do. To go be­neath the dura would kill him. Medicine has done what it can, gen­tle­men—the rest of his fate is be­tween Ramos and his god.”

“His god,” Topol­sky mut­tered con­temp­tu­ously. “Can you imag­ine such a de­based de­ity? Half Pa­pist night­mare, half what­ever Inca sav­agery came down to him from his mother.” Laugh­ter lines creased the skin around his eyes and mouth, as they did when he was pleased with an ob­ser­va­tion he had ei­ther ut­tered or was about to ut­ter. “Bet­ter no god at all, I might ven­ture!”

The ex­pul­sion of blood was eas­ing. I did not think there was con­tin­ued bleed­ing un­der the skull, al­though it would likely be many hours or days un­til we could be as­sured of his sur­vival. Longer still be­fore we knew that Ramos would re­cover en­tirely. I was not so san­guine, for I had seen and read about the lin­ger­ing in­flu­ence of con­cus­sion and other mal­adies of the brain on oth­er­wise healthy men. If he car­ried only the phys­i­cal scars of this day, he would be for­tu­nate.
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Qven was cre­ated to be a Pres­ger Trans­la­tor. The pride of their clade, they al­ways had a clear path be­fore them: Learn hu­man ways and, even­tu­ally, make a match and serve as an in­ter­me­di­ary be­tween the dan­ger­ous alien Pres­ger and the hu­man worlds. The re­al­iza­tion that they might want some­thing else isn’t “op­ti­mal be­hav­ior.” It’s the type of be­hav­ior that re­sults in elim­i­na­tion.



But Qven rebels. And in do­ing so, their path col­lides with those of two oth­ers. Enae, a re­luc­tant diplo­mat whose dead grand­ma­man has left hir an im­pos­si­ble task as an in­her­i­tance: hunt­ing down a fugi­tive who has been miss­ing for over two hun­dred years. And Reet, an adopted me­chanic who is in­creas­ingly des­per­ate to learn about his bi­o­log­i­cal past—or any­thing that might ex­plain why he op­er­ates so dif­fer­ently from those around him.



As the con­clave of the var­i­ous species ap­proaches and the long-stand­ing treaty be­tween the hu­mans and the Pres­ger is on the line, the de­ci­sions of all three will have rip­ple ef­fects across the stars.








Enae

Ath­tur House, Saeniss Polity

The last strag­glers in the fu­neral pro­ces­sion were barely out the ghost door be­fore the ma­son bots un­folded their long legs and reached for the pile of stones they’d re­moved from the wall so painstak­ingly the day be­fore. Enae hadn’t looked back to see the door be­ing sealed up, but sie could hear it for just a mo­ment be­fore the first of Aunt Irad’s moans of grief rose into a wail. One or two cousins heaved an ex­per­i­men­tal sob.

Enae hadn’t cried when Grand­ma­man died. Sie hadn’t cried when Grand­ma­man told hir she’d cho­sen the time to go. Sie wasn’t cry­ing now. Which wasn’t nec­es­sar­ily a prob­lem, ev­ery­one knew what ex­pres­sions you should have when you were fol­low­ing the bier to the cre­ma­tory, ev­ery­one knew what sounds a close rel­a­tive made, and Enae could sob and wail if sie’d wanted to. And af­ter all, among all these aunts and un­cles and nun­cles and cousins, Enae was the one who’d lived with Grand­ma­man for decades, and taken care of her in her old age. Sie had been the one to ar­range things in the house­hold these past ten years or more, to deal with the ser­vants—hu­man and bot—with their very dif­fer­ent needs. Sie still had all the house­hold codes and bot over­rides, and the ser­vants still looked to hir for or­ders, at least un­til Grand­ma­man’s will was un­sealed. Sie had ev­ery right to walk at the head of the pro­ces­sion, right be­hind Grand­ma­man, wail­ing for all the town to hear, in these quiet early morn­ing hours. In­stead sie walked silent and dry-eyed at the back.

Grand­ma­man had been very old, and ill-tem­pered. She had also been very rich, and born into one of the old­est fam­i­lies in the sys­tem. Which meant that the pro­ces­sion to the cre­ma­tory was longer than one might have ex­pected. There had been some jostling in the en­try hall, by the ghost door, Aunt Irad turn­ing up a half hour early to po­si­tion her­self at the front, some cousins at­tempt­ing to push her out of her place, and ev­ery­one ey­ing Enae to see how sie’d re­act.

None of them had lived in the house for decades. Grand­ma­man had thrown most of them—or their par­ents—out. Ev­ery year she would hold a birth­day din­ner and in­vite them all back for a lav­ish meal, dur­ing which she would in­sult them to their faces while they smiled and grit­ted their teeth. Then she’d or­der them off the premises again, to wait un­til the next year. Some of them had fallen away in that time, sworn off Grand­ma­man and any hope of in­her­i­tance, but most of them came back year af­ter year. It was only Enae who had ac­tu­ally lived in the house with Grand­ma­man, Enae who, one might think, would be the most af­fected by Grand­ma­man’s death.

But for the past week Enae had let the aunts and un­cles and nun­cles and cousins do what­ever they’d wanted, so long as it didn’t trou­ble the house­hold un­duly. Sie’d stood silent as Aunt Irad had changed the cook’s menus and stood silent when the same aunt had raged at Enae be­cause sie’d told the cook to dis­re­gard any changes he didn’t have re­sources for. Sie had done and said noth­ing when, the very first day of the fu­neral week, an ac­tual fist­fight had bro­ken out be­tween two cousins over who would have which bed­room. Sie had re­mained silent when sie had heard one un­cle say to a nun­cle, And look at hir, fifty-six years old and sit­ting at home suck­ing up to Grand­ma­man, and the nun­cle re­ply, Well look at hir fa­ther’s fam­ily, it’s hardly a sur­prise. Sie had walked on past when one cousin had sur­rep­ti­tiously slid a small sil­ver dish into his pocket, while an­other loudly de­clared that she would be mak­ing some changes if she were so for­tu­nate as to in­herit the house. And in the mean­time, sie had made sure that meals ar­rived on time and the house was kept in or­der. That had been the trick, all these years, of liv­ing with Grand­ma­man—keep calm, keep quiet, keep things run­ning smoothly.

Grand­ma­man had told Enae many times that sie was her only re­main­ing heir. But she had also said—many times—that Enae was an em­bar­rass­ment. A fail­ure. As far as the Ath­turs had fallen since Grand­ma­man’s days—look at all those grand­chil­dren and great-grand­chil­dren and neph­ews and nieces and nib­lings of what­ever de­gree abas­ing them­selves to win her fa­vor in the des­per­ate hope that she’d leave them some­thing in her will—as pa­thetic as they were, Enae was worse. Nearly sixty and no ca­reer, no friends, no lovers, no mar­i­tal part­ners, no chil­dren. What had sie done with hir life? Noth­ing.

Enae had kept calm, had not said that when sie had had friends they had not been good enough for Grand­ma­man. That when sie had shown any sign of want­ing to do some­thing that might take hir out of the house, Grand­ma­man had for­bid­den it.

Keep calm, keep quiet, keep things run­ning smoothly.

At the cre­ma­tory, Grand­ma­man’s corpse slid into the flames, and the fu­neral priest sang the farewell chants. Aunt Irad and three dif­fer­ent cousins stepped for­ward to thank him for of­fi­ci­at­ing and to sug­gest that they might do­nate money for fu­ture prayers for the Blessed De­ceased. Enae could feel ev­ery­one else glanc­ing to­ward hir, yet again, to see hir re­ac­tion to oth­ers act­ing as though they were the head of the fam­ily, the chief mourner, the now-Ma­tri­arch (or Pa­tri­arch or Na­tri­arch, as the case may be) of the an­cient fam­ily of Ath­tur.

“Well,” said Aunt Irad, fin­ished with her loud and ob­vi­ous con­sul­ta­tion with the fu­neral priest, “I’ve or­dered cof­fee and sand­wiches to be set out in the Pe­ony Room.” And marched back to­ward the house, not even look­ing to see if any­one fol­lowed her.

Back at the house, there was no cof­fee and sand­wiches in the Pe­ony Room. Aunt Irad turned im­me­di­ately to Enae, who shrugged as though it wasn’t any of hir busi­ness. It wasn’t any­more—tech­ni­cally, Grand­ma­man’s will would have taken ef­fect the mo­ment her body slid into the flames, but the habit of or­der­ing the house­hold died hard. With a quick blink sie sent a query to the kitchen.

No re­ply. And then some­one dressed as a ser­vant, but who Enae had never, ever seen be­fore, came into the Pe­ony Room and coolly in­formed them all that re­fresh­ments had in fact been set out in the Blue Sit­ting Room and their col­lec­tive pres­ence was re­quested there, and then turned and walked away, ig­nor­ing Aunt Irad’s protests.

In the Blue Sit­ting Room, an­other com­plete stranger sat in one of the damask-up­hol­stered arm­chairs, drink­ing cof­fee: a lanky, fair-skinned woman who smiled at all of them as they came in and stopped and stared. “Good morn­ing. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Who the hell are you?” asked Aunt Irad, in­dig­nant.

“A few min­utes ago, I was Zemil Igoeto,” said the woman as she set her cof­fee down on a mother-of-pearl in­laid side ta­ble. “But when the Blessed De­ceased as­cended, I be­came Zemil Ath­tur.” Si­lence. “I don’t be­lieve in draw­ing things out. I will be di­rect. None of you have in­her­ited any­thing. There wasn’t any­thing to in­herit. I have owned all of this”—she ges­tured around her, tak­ing in the Blue Sit­ting Room and pre­sum­ably the whole house—“for some years.”

“That can’t be right,” said Aunt Irad. “Is this some kind of joke?”

Grand­ma­man would have thought it a joke, thought Enae. She must have laughed to her­self even as she was dy­ing, to think of the looks on ev­ery­one’s faces right now. Ev­ery­thing had seemed dis­tant and strange since Grand­ma­man had died, but now Enae had the feel­ing that sie wasn’t re­ally here, that sie was watch­ing some sort of play or en­ter­tain­ment that sie wasn’t ter­ri­bly in­ter­ested in.

“Fif­teen years ago,” said Zemil Igoeto—no, Zemil Ath­tur—

“the Blessed De­ceased found her­self com­pletely broke. At the same time, while I had plenty of funds, I wanted some way to gain ac­cess to the sort of in­flu­ence that is only avail­able to the old­est fam­i­lies. She and I came to an agree­ment and made it legally bind­ing. In, I need not tell you, the pres­ence of au­tho­rized wit­nesses. I would pur­chase ev­ery­thing she owned. The sum would be suf­fi­cient to sup­port her in ex­cel­lent style for the rest of her life, and she would have the use of all the prop­er­ties that had for­merly been hers. In re­turn, on her as­cen­sion to the Realm of the Blessed Dead, I would be­come her daugh­ter and sole heir.”

Si­lence. Enae wasn’t sure if sie wanted to laugh or not, but the fact was, Grand­ma­man would very much have en­joyed this mo­ment if she could have been here. It was just like her to have done this. And how could Enae com­plain? Sie’d lived here for years in, as Ms Zemil Ath­tur had just said, ex­cel­lent style. Enae couldn’t pos­si­bly have any com­plaints.

“This is ridicu­lous,” said Aunt Irad. She looked at Enae. “Is this one of the Blessed De­ceased’s jokes? Or is it yours?”

“Mx Ath­tur has noth­ing to do with any of this,” cut in Zemil. “Sie had no idea un­til this mo­ment. Only I, the Blessed De­ceased’s ju­rist, and the Blessed De­ceased her­self knew any­thing about it. Apart from the wit­nesses in­volved, of course, whom you are free to con­sult as con­fir­ma­tion.”

“So we get noth­ing,” said the cousin who had de­clared her in­ten­tion to make changes once she’d in­her­ited.

“Cor­rect,” said Zemil Ath­tur, pick­ing up her cof­fee again. She took a sip. “The Blessed De­ceased wanted to be sure I told you that you’re all self­ish and greedy, and she wishes she could be here to see you when you learn you’ve been cut off with noth­ing. With one ex­cep­tion.”

Ev­ery­one turned to look at Enae.

Zemil con­tin­ued, “I am to pro­vide for Mx Enae Ath­tur, with cer­tain stip­u­la­tions and re­stric­tions, which I will dis­cuss with hir later.”

“The will,” said a cousin. “I want to see the will. I want to see the doc­u­ments in­volved. I’ll be speak­ing with my ju­rist.”

“Do, by all means,” said Zemil, and Enae felt the itch of a mes­sage ar­riv­ing. Sie looked, and saw a list of files. Doc­u­ments. Con­tracts. Con­tact in­for­ma­tion for the Of­fice of Wit­nesses. “In the mean­time, do sit and have a sand­wich while the ser­vants fin­ish pack­ing your things.”

It took some time, and a half dozen loom­ing ser­vants (who, once again, Enae had never seen be­fore), but even­tu­ally the aunts and un­cles and nun­cles and cousins had left the house, picked their lug­gage up off the drive, and gone else­where, threat­en­ing law­suits all the while.

Enae had re­mained in the Blue Sit­ting Room, un­will­ing to go up to hir room to see if hir things were still there or not. Sie sat, more or less re­laxed, in a damask-up­hol­stered arm­chair. Sie badly wanted a cup of cof­fee, and maybe a sand­wich, but sie found sie couldn’t bring hir­self to get up from the chair. The whole world seemed un­real and un­cer­tain, and sie wasn’t sure what would hap­pen if sie moved too much. Zemil, too, stayed sit­ting in her damasked chair, drink­ing cof­fee and smil­ing.

At some point, af­ter the house had qui­eted, Grand­ma­man’s ju­rist ar­rived. “Ah, Mx Ath­tur. I’m so sorry for your loss. I know you loved your grand­mother very much, and spent your life at­tend­ing to her. You should be al­lowed to take some time to your­self right now, and grieve.” He didn’t overtly di­rect this to Zemil, sit­ting in the arm­chair across from Enae, but his words seemed in­tended for her. Then he did turn to her and nod­ded in greet­ing. “Ms Ath­tur.”

“I am fully aware,” said Zemil, with a faint smile, “that I’m tasked with pro­vid­ing for Mx Ath­tur, and I will.”

“I would like some time to read the rel­e­vant doc­u­ments, please,” said Enae, as po­litely as sie could, and braced hir­self to ar­gue with an an­gry re­fusal.

“Of course,” said the ju­rist, “and I’ll be happy to go through them with you if you need.”

Enae, at a loss for some rea­son, said, “Thank you.”

“You’ll see, when you read it,” said Zemil, “that I am ob­li­gated to pro­vide for you, as I said. How I am to pro­vide for you is up to me, within cer­tain pa­ram­e­ters. I have had years to con­sider what that might mean, for both of us.”

“Your pro­vi­sions will meet the re­quire­ments of the will,” said the ju­rist, sharply. “I will be cer­tain of it.”

“I don’t un­der­stand.” Enae sup­pressed a sud­den, un­ex­pected welling of tears. “I don’t un­der­stand how this hap­pened.” And then, re­al­iz­ing how that might sound, “I didn’t ex­pect to in­herit any­thing. Gr… the Blessed De­ceased al­ways said she would leave her houses and money to who­ever she wanted.” Watch them gather around my corpse when I’m gone, she’d said, with rel­ish. Un­grate­ful, dis­loyal while I lived, but watch them come the mo­ment they think they might get some­thing from me. And she’d pat­ted Enae’s hand and made the tiny huff that was her laugh­ter, near the end.

“As I said,” said Zemil, “the Blessed De­ceased was fac­ing bank­ruptcy. Her in­come had de­clined, and she had re­fused to al­ter her way of liv­ing. It took sev­eral years to ne­go­ti­ate—our an­ces­tor was stub­born, as I’m sure you know—but ul­ti­mately she had no choice if she was to con­tinue liv­ing here, in the way she was ac­cus­tomed to.”

Enae didn’t know what to say. Sie hardly even knew how to breathe, in this mo­ment.

“I wanted the name,” said Zemil. “I have wealth, and some in­flu­ence. But I’m a new­comer to wealth and in­flu­ence, at least ac­cord­ing to the old­est fam­i­lies. An in­ter­loper. Our an­ces­tor made sure to tell me so, on sev­eral oc­ca­sions. But no longer. Now I am an Ath­tur. And now the Ath­turs are wealthy again.”

An­other un­fa­mil­iar ser­vant came in, to clear the food and the cof­fee away. Enae hadn’t eaten any­thing. Sie could feel the hol­low in hir stom­ach, but sie couldn’t bring hir­self to take a sand­wich now, knew sie wouldn’t be able to eat it if sie did. Grand­ma­man’s ju­rist waved the ser­vant over, mut­tered in her ear. The ser­vant made a plate with two small sand­wiches, poured a cup of cof­fee, handed both to Enae, and then took the rest and left the room.

“Have you dis­missed the ser­vants?” Enae asked. Sie’d meant to sound ca­sual, cu­ri­ous, but hir tone came out rough and re­sent­ful.

“You are no longer the house­keeper here, Mx Ath­tur,” Zemil replied.

“I was un­til this morn­ing, and if I’d known peo­ple were go­ing to lose their jobs I’d have done what I could for them. They’ve worked for us a long time.”

“You think I’m cruel,” said Zemil. “Heart­less. But I am only di­rect. No ser­vants have been dis­missed. None will be who per­form their jobs well. Does that sat­isfy you?”

“Yes.”

“I will do you no fa­vors,” Zemil con­tin­ued, “leav­ing you in any mis­ap­pre­hen­sion or un­cer­tainty. As I said, what I wanted in this trans­ac­tion was the Ath­tur name. There will be some re­luc­tance on the part of the other old fam­i­lies to ac­cept my le­git­i­macy, and that will be made more dif­fi­cult if you are here as an ex­am­ple of a true Ath­tur, one who so loy­ally cared for hir Grand­ma­man for so long, and right­fully ought to have in­her­ited—in con­trast with my false, pur­chased hold on the name. But I am also ob­li­gated to sup­port you. Un­der­stand, I bear you no ill will, and I have no ob­jec­tion to pro­vid­ing for you, but I need you gone. I have, there­fore, found em­ploy­ment for you.”

“Ms Ath­tur… the ju­rist be­gan, re­proach­fully.

Zemil raised a fore­stalling hand. “You may stay here for an­other month, to com­plete the time of mourn­ing. And then you will take a po­si­tion with the Of­fice of Diplo­macy. Your as­sign­ment is al­ready ar­ranged. You will find it con­ge­nial, I as­sure you.”

“You could just leave me my al­lowance,” said Enae. “I could move out.”

“Would you?” asked Zemil. “Where would you go?”

“I have a month to fig­ure that out,” sie replied, not sure sie had un­der­stood any­thing any­one had said for the past five min­utes, not even sure what sie, hir­self, was say­ing.

“Let me tell you what your po­si­tion would be in the Of­fice of Diplo­macy. You have been ap­pointed Spe­cial In­ves­ti­ga­tor, and a case has been as­signed to you. It is a sit­u­a­tion of great diplo­matic del­i­cacy. Per­haps we should dis­cuss this in pri­vate.” She glanced at the ju­rist.

“I’m not go­ing any­where,” he said, and crossed his arms very de­cid­edly.

“You don’t work for Mx Ath­tur,” Zemil pointed out.

“No,” he ac­knowl­edged. “In this mat­ter, I rep­re­sent the in­ter­ests of the Blessed De­ceased. And con­se­quently, I will be cer­tain that her grand­child is ap­pro­pri­ately cared for.”

“If she were here… be­gan Zemil.

“But she’s not here,” said the ju­rist. “We have only her ex­pressed de­sire, and your agree­ment to that.”

Zemil made an ex­pres­sion as though she’d bit­ten into some­thing sour. “All right then. Enae, you’ve been as­signed… 

“Mx Ath­tur,” said Enae, hardly be­liev­ing it had come out of her mouth.

To Enae’s shock, Zemil smiled. “Mx Ath­tur. You’ve been as­signed, as I’ve said, to a mat­ter of some del­i­cacy. Some years ago, the Rad­chaai Trans­la­tors Of­fice ap­proached the Of­fice of Diplo­macy to re­quest our help in track­ing down a fugi­tive.”

Rad­chaai! The Radch was an enor­mous, mul­ti­sys­tem em­pire, far enough away that no one here in Saeniss Polity felt im­me­di­ately threat­ened by them—es­pe­cially now, with the Rad­chaai em­broiled in their own in­ter­nal strug­gles—but close enough and pow­er­ful enough that Rad­chaai was one of the lan­guages the well ed­u­cated of­ten elected to study. The Trans­la­tors Of­fice was the Rad­chaai diplo­matic ser­vice. Enae felt the itch of files ar­riv­ing. “I’ve sent you the de­tails,” said Zemil.

Enae blinked the mes­sage open, read the open­ing sum­mary. “This in­ci­dent hap­pened two hun­dred years ago!”

“Yes,” Zemil agreed. “The Of­fice of Diplo­macy as­signed an in­ves­ti­ga­tor when the re­quest first came in, who de­cided the fugi­tive wasn’t here in Saeniss Polity or even any­where in this sys­tem, and what with one thing and an­other the mat­ter was dropped.”

“But… how am I sup­posed to find some­one who’s been miss­ing for two hun­dred years?”

Zemil shrugged. “I haven’t the least idea. But I rather imag­ine it will in­volve travel, and a per diem on top of your wages. On top of your ex­ist­ing al­lowance, which I have no plans to dis­con­tinue. In­deed, the Blessed De­ceased was quite miserly in the mat­ter of your al­lowance, and I be­lieve I’ll be in­creas­ing it.” She turned to the ju­rist. “There, are you sat­is­fied?” The ju­rist made a non­com­mit­tal noise, and Zemil turned back to Enae. “Hon­estly, no one cares if you find this per­son or not. No one ex­pects you to find any­thing at all. You’re be­ing paid to travel, and maybe look into an old puz­zle if you feel like it. Haven’t you ever wanted to leave here?”

Sie had al­ways wanted to leave here.

Sie couldn’t think. Not right now. “I’ve just lost my grand­mother,” sie said, tears welling again, sie didn’t know from where. “And I’ve had a ter­ri­ble shock. I’m go­ing to my room. If… Sie looked Zemil di­rectly in the eyes. “If it still is my room?”

“Of course,” said Zemil.

Enae hadn’t ex­pected that easy ac­qui­es­cence. Grand­ma­man would never have tol­er­ated her act­ing all high-and-mighty like this. But what else was sie sup­posed to do? Grand­ma­man wasn’t here any­more. Sie blinked, took a breath. An­other. “If your peo­ple would be so kind as to bring me lunch and cof­fee there.” Ridicu­lous, sie was still hold­ing the sand­wiches the ser­vant had handed to hir, but sie couldn’t even imag­ine eat­ing them. Not these sand­wiches, not here, not now. “And I’ll have sup­per in my room as well.”

“They’ll be happy to help you any way you wish, as long as you’re here,” said Zemil.

Enae rose. Set hir un­touched food back onto the side­board. Sie turned and nod­ded to the ju­rist. “Thank you. I… thank you.”

“Call me if you need me,” he said.

Sie turned to Zemil, but found sie had no words to say, and so sie just fled to hir own room.
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