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  For Stephen Baxter and Paul McAuley: friends, colleagues and keepers of the flame.




  







  

  “And I am dumb to tell a weather’s wind


  

  How time has ticked a heaven round the stars.”




  — Dylan Thomas


  


  

  

    It is necessary to speak of beginnings. Understand one thing, though, above all else. Whatever brought us to this moment, this declaration, could never have had a single

    cause. If we have learned anything, it’s that life is never that simple, never that schematic.


  




  You might say it was the moment when our grandmother set her mind to her last great deed. Or that it started when Ocular found something worthy of Arethusa’s attention, a smudge of

  puzzling detail on a planet circling another star, and Arethusa in turn felt honour bound to share that discovery with our grandmother.




  Or that it was Hector and Lucas deciding that the family’s accounts could not tolerate a single loose end, no matter how inconsequential that detail might have looked at the time. Or

  the moment Geoffrey was called out of the sky, torn from his work with the elephants, drawn back to the household with the news that our grandmother was dead. Or his decision to confess everything

  to Sunday, and her choice that, rather than spurning her brother, she should take the path of forgiveness.




  You might even say that it goes back to the moment in former Tanzania, a century and a half ago, when a baby named Eunice Akinya took her first raw breath. Or the moment that followed a

  heartbeat later, when she bellowed her first bawling cry, heralding a life of impatience. The world never moved quickly enough for our grandmother. She was always looking back over her shoulder,

  screaming at it to keep up, until the day it took her at her word.




  Something made Eunice, though. She may have been born angry, but it was not until her mother cradled her under the stillness of a Serengeti night, beneath the cloudless spine of the Milky

  Way, that she began to grasp for what was forever out of reach.




  All these stars, Eunice. All these tiny diamond lights. You can have them, if you want them badly enough. But first you must be patient, and then you must be wise.




  And she was. So very patient and so very wise. But if her mother made Eunice, what shaped her mother? Soya was born two centuries ago, in a refugee camp, at a time when there were still

  famines and wars, droughts and genocides. What made her strong enough to gift this force of nature to the world, this child who became our grandmother?




  We didn’t know it then, of course. If we considered her at all, it was mostly as a cold, forbidding figure none of us had ever touched or spoken to in person. Looking down on us from

  her cold Lunar orbit, isolated in her self-erected prison of metal and jungle, she seemed to belong to a different century. She had done great and glorious things – changed her world, left an

  indelible human mark on others – but those were deeds committed by a much younger woman, one with only a distant connection to our remote, peevish and disinterested grandmother. By the time

  we were born her brightest and best days were behind her.




  So we thought.




  







  PROLOGUE




  Late May, after the long rains. The ground had borrowed moisture from the clouds; now the sky claimed its debt in endless hot, dry days. For the children, it was a relief.

  After weeks of bored confinement they were at last allowed to wander from the household, beyond the gardens and the outer walls, into the wild.




  It was there that they came upon the death machine.




  ‘I still can’t hear anyone,’ Geoffrey said.




  Sunday sighed and placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. She was two years older than Geoffrey, and tall for her age. They stood on a rectangular rock, paces from the river that still

  ran fast and muddy.




  ‘There,’ she said. ‘Surely you can hear him now?’




  Geoffrey kept a firm grip on the wooden aeroplane he was carrying.




  ‘I can’t,’ he said. He heard the river, the sighing of leaves in acacia trees, drowsy with the endless oven-like heat.




  ‘He’s in trouble,’ Sunday said determinedly. ‘We should find him, then tell Memphis.’




  ‘Maybe we should tell Memphis first, then look for him.’




  ‘And what if he drowns first?’




  Geoffrey considered that unlikely. The waters had gone down compared to a week ago and the rains were petering out. Bilious clouds patrolled the horizon, thunder sometimes bellowed across the

  plains, but the sky was clear.




  Besides, they had been this way many times. There were no homes here, no villages or towns. The trails they followed were trampled by elephants rather than people. And if by some chance Maasai

  were nearby, one of their boys would have known better than to get into difficulty.




  ‘Could it be the things in your head?’ Geoffrey asked.




  ‘I’m used to them now.’ Sunday hopped off the stone and pointed to the trees. ‘I think it’s coming from this way.’ She started walking, then turned back to

  Geoffrey. ‘You don’t have to come, if you’re scared.’




  ‘I’m not scared.’




  Watchful for hazards, they crossed drying ground and boggy marshland. They wore snake-proof boots and long snake-proof trousers, short-sleeved shirts and wide-brimmed hats. Despite the mud

  they’d splashed around in, and the undergrowth they’d struggled through, their clothes remained as bright and colourful as when they’d put them on back at the household. More than

  could be said for Geoffrey’s mud-blotched arms, now crosshatched with fine, painful cuts from sharp-thorned bushes. Remembering a time when Memphis had praised him for not crying after

  tripping on the household’s hard marble floor, he had made a point of not telling his cuff to make the pain go away.




  Sunday pushed confidently forward into the acacia trees, Geoffrey struggling to keep up. They passed the rusted white stump of an old windmill.




  ‘It’s not far now,’ Sunday called back, looking over her shoulder. The hat bounced jauntily against her back, secured by a drawstring around her neck. Geoffrey reached up to

  jam his own tighter, crunching it down on tight curls.




  ‘We’ll be safe, whatever happens,’ he said, as much to convince himself as anything else. ‘The Mechanism will be keeping an eye on us.’




  He didn’t know what was on the other side of the trees. They had been here before, many times, but that didn’t mean they knew every bush, every rise and hollow of the landscape.




  ‘Something’s happened here!’ Sunday called, just out of sight. ‘The rain’s washed this whole slope away, like an avalanche! There’s something sticking

  out!’




  ‘Be careful,’ Geoffrey cried.




  ‘It’s some kind of machine,’ she shouted back. ‘I think the boy must be stuck inside.’




  Geoffrey steeled himself and soldiered on. Trees fretted the sky with languidly moving branches, chips of kingfisher blue spangling through the gaps. Something slithered away under dry leaves a

  metre or two to his left. Thickening undergrowth clawed at his trousers, inflicting a rip. He stared in jaded wonderment as the two edges of torn fabric sutured themselves back together.




  ‘Here,’ Sunday said. ‘Come quickly, brother!’




  He could see her now. They’d emerged at the edge of a bowl-shaped depression in the ground, hemmed in by dense stands of mixed trees. An arc of the bowl’s interior had collapsed

  away, leaving a steep rain-washed slope.




  Something poked through the tawny ground. It was metal and as big as an airpod.




  Geoffrey glanced up at the sky again.




  ‘What is it?’ he asked, although he had a dreadful sense that he already knew. He had seen something like this in one of his books. He recognised it by its many small wheels, too

  many of them along the visible side for this to be a car or truck. And the tracks that the wheels fitted into, with their hinged metal plates, one after the other like the segments of a worm.




  ‘You mean you don’t know?’ Sunday asked.




  ‘It’s a tank,’ he said, suddenly remembering the word. And for all that he was frightened, for all that he wanted to be anywhere but here, there was something amazing about

  finding this thing, vomited up by the earth.




  ‘What else could it be? The little boy must have got inside, and now he can’t get out.’




  ‘There’s no door.’




  ‘It must have moved,’ Sunday said. ‘That’s why he can’t get out – the door’s covered up again.’ She was on the edge of the slope now, still on

  grass, but working her way around the bowl to the top of the area where the land had given way. She crouched and steadied herself, fingertips to the ground. Her hat bobbed on her shoulders.




  ‘How can you hear him, if he’s inside?’ Geoffrey asked. ‘We’re close now, and I still can’t hear anything! It must be in your head, to do with the

  machines.’




  ‘That’s not how it works, brother. You don’t just hear voices.’ Sunday was on the upper parts of the mud slope now, facing the slipping earth, planting her fingers

  into the soil for traction, beginning to work her way down to the tank.




  Seeing no other option, Geoffrey began to follow.




  ‘We should call someone. They always say we shouldn’t touch old stuff.’




  ‘They say we shouldn’t do lots of things,’ Sunday said.




  She continued her descent, slipping once then recovering, her boots gouging impressive furrows in the exposed earth. Her hands were dirt-caked. As she looked down, twisting her head to peer over

  her right shoulder, her expression was one of intense tongue-biting concentration.




  ‘This is not good,’ Geoffrey said, starting down from the same point, following her hand- and foot-marks as best he could.




  ‘We’re here!’ Sunday called suddenly, just before she planted a foot on the tank’s sloping side. ‘We’ve come to rescue you!’




  ‘What’s he saying?’




  For the first time she appeared to take him seriously. ‘You still can’t hear him?’




  ‘I’m not pretending, sister.’




  ‘He says, “Come quickly, please. I need your help.” ’




  A sensible question occurred to Geoffrey. ‘In Swahili?’




  ‘Yes,’ Sunday said, but almost as quickly she added, ‘I think. Why wouldn’t he say it in Swahili?’




  She had both feet on the tank now. She took a step to the right, placing her feet with a tightrope-walker’s deliberation. Geoffrey aborted his descent, hardly daring to breathe in case he

  disturbed the slope and sent the tank, and the mud, and the two of them sliding to the bottom of the hole.




  ‘Is he still saying it?’




  ‘Yes,’ Sunday said.




  ‘He should have heard you by now, you’re so close.’




  Sunday spread both arms and lowered to her knees. She knuckled the tank’s armour, once, twice. Geoffrey drew a steadying breath and resumed his anxious progress, still holding the wooden

  aeroplane in one hand, high over his head.




  ‘He’s not answering. Just saying the same thing.’ Sunday reached up with one hand and drew her hat onto her head. ‘I have a headache. It’s too hot.’ She

  tapped the tank again, harder now. ‘Hello!’




  ‘Look,’ Geoffrey said.




  Something odd was happening to the tank, where Sunday had tapped it. Ripples of colour raced away from that one spot: pinks and greens, blues and golds. The ripples vanished from sight,

  scurrying into the ground. They came back in blotches of solid colour, spreading like inkblots but not mixing together. The colours flickered and pulsed, then settled down into the same muddy red

  tones as the tank’s surroundings.




  ‘We should go now,’ Geoffrey declared.




  ‘We can’t leave him.’ All the same, Sunday stood up. Geoffrey stopped where he was, glad that his sister had finally seen sense. He made a gallant effort to lean into the

  slope, ready to offer his hand when she came back within reach.




  But Sunday was behaving strangely now. ‘This hurts,’ she said in a slurred tone, and made to touch her forehead.




  ‘Come up here,’ he said. ‘We should go home now.’




  Sunday, still balanced on the tank’s sloping flanks, looked at him. Her whole body was shaking with tiny but rapid movements. She was trying to say something.




  ‘Sunday!’




  She fell backwards, off the tank and down the slope. She hit the earth and rolled, all tangled limbs and bouncing hat. She came to rest at the bottom of the hole, where it was waterlogged, with

  her arms and legs spreadeagled, face-down in the mud.




  For a long moment, all Geoffrey could do was stare. He wondered if she had broken any bones. Then, dimly, he realised that his sister might not be able to breathe.




  He crept sideways, crossing the edge of the landslide and returning to where the ground was still firm and covered with grass and bushes. He had enough presence of mind to lift the cuff to his

  mouth and press the thick stud that allowed him to speak to the household.




  ‘Please!’




  Memphis answered quickly, his voice deep, resonant and slow: ‘What is it, Geoffrey?’




  Words tumbled out of him. ‘Please, Memphis. Me and Sunday were out exploring and we found this hole in the ground, and the rains had made the earth slide down, and there was a tank

  sticking out.’ He paused for breath. ‘Sunday tried to help the boy inside. But then she got a headache and fell off the tank and now she’s on the ground and I can’t see her

  face.’




  ‘Just a moment, Geoffrey.’ Memphis sounded impossibly calm and unsurprised, as if this development was no more or less than he had anticipated for the day. ‘Yes, I see where

  you are now. Go to your sister and turn her over so that she is lying on her side, not her face. But be very careful climbing down. I will be with you shortly.’




  Something in Memphis’s matter-of-fact response helped Geoffrey feel less frightened. It felt like it took an age, but at last his boots were in the same waterlogged ground and he was able

  to squelch his way over to his sister.




  She didn’t have her face in water – it was pressed into a raised patch of dry earth, with her mouth and nose unobstructed – but she was still quivering. Suds of foam bubbled

  between her lips.




  Something buzzed in the air above them and Geoffrey tugged up the brim of his hat. It was a whirring machine no larger than the tip of his thumb.




  ‘I see you,’ Memphis said, speaking from Geoffrey’s cuff. ‘Now do what I said. Turn your sister over. You will need to be very strong.’




  Geoffrey knelt down. He didn’t want to look at Sunday too closely, not when she was quivering and foaming.




  ‘Be brave, Geoffrey. Your sister is having some kind of seizure. You must help her now.’




  He set the wooden aeroplane down on the ground, not minding that the mud dirtied the red paintwork. He worked his hands under Sunday’s body and tried to shift her. The violent quivering

  alarmed him.




  ‘Use all your strength, Geoffrey. I cannot help you until I arrive.’




  He groaned with exertion. Perhaps she jolted in such a way as to aid his efforts, but with a lurch she finally came free of the mud and was no longer face-down.




  ‘Geoffrey, listen carefully. For whatever reason, there is a problem with Sunday’s head, and her cuff does not appear to be responding correctly. You must tell it what to do. Are you

  listening?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Two red buttons, one on either side. You must press them both at the same time.’




  Their cuffs were similar, but his didn’t have those two red buttons. They had only come after her tenth birthday, which meant they had something to do with the things the neuropractors had

  put into her head, the things he didn’t have yet.




  He lifted her arm, fighting to hold it still, and tried to get his thumb and forefinger around the cuff. It was hard. His hand wasn’t big enough.




  ‘What will happen, Memphis?’




  ‘Nothing bad.’




  The red buttons were much stiffer to press than the blue ones on his cuff. After a moment of panic he realised that he would need to use both hands. Even then it was hard. At first, he must not

  have been pushing them firmly enough because nothing happened. But he tried again, applying all his strength, and with miraculous suddenness, Sunday’s seizure stilled.




  She was just lying there.




  Geoffrey sat by her, waiting. She was breathing, he could see that. Her eyes were closed now, and although she was less animate than when she had been standing up on the tank and looking at him,

  he felt in some indefinable way that his sister had returned.




  Laying a hand on her forehead, feeling the heat boiling off her skin, he turned his gaze to the sky.




  Memphis arrived soon after. He hovered over the bowl, looking down from the airpod, then slid the craft sideways, back over the trees that ringed the depression. The airpod was so quiet that

  Geoffrey had to strain to hear the fading of its engine sound as it settled down out of view.




  A minute or so later, Memphis appeared in person at the top of the slope. After no more than a moment’s hesitation he came down the slope, half-skidding and half-running, flailing his arms

  to maintain balance. When he reached Sunday’s side he touched a hand to her forehead, then examined the cuff.




  Geoffrey studied his expression. ‘Is she going to be all right?’




  ‘I think so, Geoffrey. You did very well.’ Memphis looked back at the tank, as if noticing it for the first time. ‘How close did she get to it?’




  ‘She was standing on it.’




  ‘It’s a bad machine,’ Memphis explained. ‘There was a war here once, one of the last in Africa.’




  ‘Sunday said there was a little boy in the tank.’




  Memphis lifted her from the ground, cradling her in his arms. ‘Can you climb up the slope on your own, Geoffrey?




  ‘I think so.’




  ‘We must get Sunday back to the household. She will be all right, but the sooner she is seen by a neuropractor, the better.’




  Geoffrey scrambled ahead, determined to show that he could take care of himself. ‘But what about the little boy?’




  ‘He doesn’t exist. There is nothing in that tank but more machines, some of which are very clever.’




  ‘This isn’t the first tank you’ve seen?’




  ‘No,’ Memphis said carefully. ‘Not the first. But the last time I saw one of them moving, I was very small.’ Looking back, Geoffrey caught Memphis’s quick smile.

  Clearly he did not wish Geoffrey to have nightmares about killing machines stalking the Earth. ‘They are gone now, except for a few left behind, buried in the earth like this one.’




  They were on the slope now, climbing. ‘How could it escape?’




  Memphis paused for breath. It must have been hard, carrying Sunday and also having to keep his own balance. ‘The artilect sensed the presence of Sunday’s machines, the ones inside

  her head. It worked out how to talk to them, how to make Sunday think there was someone calling.’




  The idea of a machine tricking his sister – tricking her well enough that she had nearly convinced Geoffrey as well – was enough to chill him even as he sweated uphill.




  ‘What would have happened if she hadn’t fallen?’




  ‘The tank might have tried to persuade her to help it. Or it might have been trying to exploit some deeper vulnerability. Whatever it did, it caused your sister to go into

  seizure.’




  ‘But the tank is very old, and Sunday’s machines are very new. How could it trick them?’




  ‘Very old things are sometimes cleverer than very new things. Or slyer, at least.’ They were climbing steadily now, almost near the top of the slope. ‘That is why they are

  forbidden, or at least very carefully controlled.’




  Geoffrey looked back, feeling a weird combination of fear and pity for the half-entombed thing. ‘What will happen to the tank?’




  ‘It will be taken care of,’ Memphis said gently. ‘For now, it is your sister we must concern ourselves with.’




  They’d attained level ground. A narrow trail wound through the trees. Geoffrey hadn’t seen it when they had come through, but it must have been clearly visible from the air. They set

  off along it, to the airpod that was waiting out of sight.




  ‘Will she be all right?’




  ‘I doubt any great harm has been done. It was good that you were there, to put the machines into shutdown. Ah.’ Without warning, Memphis had stopped.




  Geoffrey halted at his side. ‘Is it Sunday?’




  ‘No,’ the thin man said, still not raising his voice. ‘It is Mephisto. He is ahead of us, on the trail. Do you see him?’




  In the dusky shade of the trail, canopied by trees, a huge light-dappled form blocked their path. The elephant was scuffing its trunk back and forth in the dust. It had one tusk, the other

  snapped off. Something in its posture conveyed unmistakable belligerence, its forehead lowered like a battering ram.




  ‘Mephisto is an old bull male,’ Memphis said. ‘He is very aggressive and territorial. I saw him from the air, but he appeared to be moving away from us. I was hoping we could

  avoid an encounter today.’




  Geoffrey was puzzled and frightened. He’d seen plenty of elephants before, but never sensed this degree of wariness from his mentor.




  ‘We could go around,’ he said.




  ‘Mephisto will not let us. He knows this area much better than we do, and he can move more quickly than us, especially with Sunday to carry.’




  ‘Why doesn’t he want us to pass?’




  ‘There is something wrong in his head.’ Memphis paused. ‘Geoffrey, would you look away, please? I must do something that I would rather not.’




  ‘What are you going to do?’




  ‘Look away and close your eyes.’




  Geoffrey did as he was told, for there was no mistaking the severity of that command. There was silence, broken only by the rustling of leaves. And then a soft, dusty thump, accompanied by a

  fusillade of dry cracks as branches and tree-trunks snapped.




  ‘Hold on to my jacket and follow me,’ Memphis said. ‘But do not look until I have told you it is safe. Will you promise me this?’




  ‘Yes,’ Geoffrey said.




  But he did not keep his word. As they passed into the cool of the trees, Memphis veered around an obstacle, drawing Geoffrey with him. He opened his eyes, squinting against dust still hovering

  in the air. Mephisto was on the ground, lying on his side. The bull’s one visible eye was open, but devoid of life. The huge grey, elaborately wrinkled form was perfectly still, perfectly

  dead.




  ‘Did you kill Mephisto?’ Geoffrey asked when they had reached the airpod.




  Memphis loaded Sunday into the rear passenger compartment, placing her gently onto the padded seat. He said nothing, not even when they were in the air, on their way back to the household.

  Memphis knows, Geoffrey thought. Memphis knew Geoffrey had looked and nothing was ever going to be quite the same between them.




  It was only later that he realised he had left the red wooden aeroplane down in the hole.




  







  PART ONE




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  He was on his way back from the edge of the study area towards the research station, just him and the Cessna and the open skies above the Amboseli basin, his mood better than

  it had been in weeks, when the call arrived.




  ‘Geoffrey,’ a voice said in his skull. ‘You must come to the household immediately.’




  Geoffrey sighed. He should have known better than to expect this untroubled state of mind to last.




  He was over the property ten minutes later, searching the white-walled and blue-tiled buildings for evidence of disruption. Nothing struck him as out of the ordinary. Everything about the

  A-shaped residence, from its secluded courtyards and gardens to its swimming pools, tennis courts and polo field, was as neat and orderly as an architect’s model.




  Geoffrey lined up with the rough track that served as his runway and brought the Cessna home. He bounced down, the fat-tyred wheels kicking up dirt and dust, braked hard and taxied to a vacant

  spot at the end of the row of airpods belonging to the household and its guests.




  He let the engine die and sat in the cockpit for a few moments, gathering his thoughts.




  He knew what it was, deep down. This day had been in his future for so long that it had taken on the solidity and permanence of a geographical feature. He was just surprised that it was finally

  upon him.




  He disembarked into the morning heat, the aeroplane issuing quiet, ruminative sounds as it cooled down. Geoffrey took off his faded old Cessna baseball cap and used it to fan his face.




  From the arched gatehouse in the wall emerged a figure, walking towards Geoffrey with slumped shoulders, solemn pace and grave demeanour.




  ‘I am very sorry,’ he said, raising his voice only when they were almost close enough to speak normally.




  ‘It’s Eunice, isn’t it?’




  ‘I am afraid she has passed away.’




  Geoffrey tried to think of something to say. ‘When did it happen?’




  ‘Six hours ago, according to the medical report. But it only came to my attention an hour ago. Since then I’ve been busy verifying matters and informing close family.’




  ‘And how?’




  ‘In her sleep, peacefully’




  ‘One hundred and thirty’s a pretty good age, I guess.’




  ‘One hundred and thirty-one, by her last birthday,’ Memphis said, without reproach. ‘And yes, it is a good age. Had she returned to Earth, she might even have lived longer. But

  she chose her own path. Living all alone up there, with just her machines for company . . . the wonder is that she lasted as long as she did. But then she always did say that you Akinyas are like

  lions.’




  Or vultures, Geoffrey thought. Aloud, he said, ‘What happens now?’




  Memphis draped an arm around his shoulders and steered him towards the gatehouse. ‘You are the first to arrive back at the household. Some of the others will begin chinging in shortly.

  Within the day, some may begin to arrive in person. The others, those who are in space . . . it will take much longer, if they are able to come at all. They will not all be able to.’




  They entered the shade of the gatehouse, where whitewashed walls cast cool indigo shadows.




  ‘It feels odd to be meeting here, when this isn’t the place where she died.’




  ‘Eunice left specific instructions.’




  ‘No one told me about them.’




  ‘I have only just become aware of them myself, Geoffrey. You would have been informed, had I known earlier.’




  Beyond the gatehouse, fountains hissed and burbled from the ornamental ponds. Geoffrey shoed aside an armadillo-sized gardening robot. ‘I know this is as difficult for you as it is for the

  family, Memphis.’




  ‘There may be a difficult period of transition. The family . . . the business . . . will have to adjust to the absence of a figurehead.’




  ‘Fortunately, that doesn’t really concern me.’




  ‘You may not think so. But even on the periphery of things, you are still an Akinya. That goes for your sister as well.’




  Geoffrey said nothing until they were standing in the spacious entrance lobby of the household’s left wing. The place was as crypt-silent and forbidding as a locked museum. Glass cabinets,

  minor shrines to his grandmother’s illustriousness, trapped her past under slanted sunlight. Spacesuit components, rock and ice samples gathered from all over the solar system, even an

  antiquated ‘computer’, a hinged grey box still fixed together with yellow and black duct tape. Printed books, with dusty, time-faded covers. A dismal assortment of childhood toys, no

  longer loved, abandoned.




  ‘I don’t think you realise how little effect this is going to have on Sunday and me,’ Geoffrey said. ‘Eunice was never that interested in either of us, once we strayed

  from the path.’




  ‘You are quite wrong about Sunday. Eunice meant a great deal to her.’




  Geoffrey decided not to press Memphis on that. ‘Do my mother and father know?’




  ‘They’re still on Titan, visiting your Uncle Edison.’




  He smiled quickly. ‘That’s not something I’d forget.’




  ‘It will be a couple of hours before we are likely to hear from them. Perhaps longer, if they are occupied.’




  They had nearly reached the ground-floor office where Memphis spent most of his time, managing the household’s affairs – and by implication a business empire as wide as the solar

  system – from a room not much larger than a decent-sized broom cupboard.




  ‘Anything I can do?’ Geoffrey asked, feeling awkwardly as if there was some role he was expected to play, but which no one had told him about.




  ‘Nothing immediately. I shall be going up to the Winter Palace in due course, but I can take care of that on my own.’




  ‘To bring back her body?’




  Memphis gave a half-nod. ‘She wishes her remains to be scattered in Africa.’




  ‘I could go with you.’




  ‘Very kind, Geoffrey, but I am not too old for spaceflight just yet. And you must be very busy with your elephants.’ He lingered at the threshold of his office, clearly anxious to

  return to his duties. ‘It’s good that you are back here now. If you could stay a day, that would be even better.’




  ‘I feel like a loose end.’




  ‘Be here for the rest of your family. You will all need to draw strength from each other.’




  Geoffrey offered a sceptical smile. ‘Even Hector and Lucas?’




  ‘Even them,’ Memphis said. ‘I know that you do not get on, but perhaps now you will be able to find some common ground. They are not bad men, Geoffrey. It may feel like a long

  time ago to you, but I can still remember when you were all young enough not to hate the sight of each other.’




  ‘Times change,’ Geoffrey said. ‘Still, I’ll make an effort.’




  He sat on the edge of his crisply made bed, in the room he had spent hardly any time in these recent years. In his hands was one of the wooden elephants Eunice had given him as a birthday gift.

  It was the bull, one of a set of six, diminishing in size down to the baby. The other five were still on the shelf where he had left them the last time he’d handled them. They stood on black

  plinths of some flinty, coal-like material.




  He couldn’t remember how old he had been when the elephants arrived, packed in a stout wooden box with tissue paper to protect them. Five or six, maybe. The time when the nanny from

  Djibouti was still taking care of his education and upbringing. The same year he stepped on the scorpion, perhaps?




  It had taken him a little while to realise that his grandmother lived in orbit around the Moon, not on or in it, and even longer to appreciate that her infrequent gifts did not actually come

  from space. They were made somewhere on Earth; all she did was arrange for them to be sent to him. Later it had even occurred to him that someone else in the family – the nanny, perhaps

  Memphis – was choosing them on her behalf.




  He’d been disappointed with the elephants when he opened the box, but not quite adult enough to hide that disappointment. He had wanted an aeroplane, not useless wooden animals that

  didn’t do anything. Later, after a gentle reprimand, he had been made to speak to Eunice’s figment and tell her how grateful he was. She had addressed him from the green jungle core of

  the Winter Palace.




  He wondered how good a job of it he had made.




  He was reaching to put the bull back on the shelf when the request began pulsing with gentle insistence in his visual field.




  

    

      

        >>open: quangled bind




        >>via: Maiduguri-Nyala backbone




        >>carrier: Lufthansa Telepresence




        >>incept: 23/12/2161 13:44:11 UTC




        >>origin: Lagos, Nigeria, WAF




        >>client: Jumai Lule




        >>accept/decline ching?


      


    


  




  He placed the bull back at the head of its family and returned to the bed, accepting Jumai’s call with a single voked command. The bind established. Geoffrey’s preference was always

  for inbound ching, remaining in his local sensorium, and Jumai would have expected that. He placed her figment by the door, allowing her a moment to adjust to her surroundings.




  ‘Hello, Jumai,’ he said quietly. ‘I guess I know why you’re calling.’




  ‘I just got the news. I’m really sorry, Geoffrey. It must be a big blow to the family.’




  ‘We’ll weather it,’ he said. ‘It’s not exactly unexpected.’




  Jumai Lule was wearing brown overalls, hair messy and tied up in a meshwork dust cap, marks on her face from the goggles and breathing gear now hanging around her neck. She was in Lagos working

  on high-risk data archaeology, digging through the city’s buried, century-old catacombs for nuggets of commercially valuable information. It was dangerous, exacting work: exactly the kind of

  thing she thrived on, and which he hadn’t been able to offer her.




  ‘I know you weren’t that close to her, but—’ Jumai began.




  ‘She was still my grandmother,’ Geoffrey countered defensively, as if she was accusing him of indifference to the matter of Eunice’s death




  ‘I didn’t mean it that way, as you well know.’




  ‘So how’s work?’ Geoffrey asked, trying to sound as if it mattered to him.




  ‘Work is . . . fine. Always more than we can keep up with. New challenges, most of the time. I probably need to move on at some point, but . . .’ Jumai let the sentence hang.




  ‘Don’t tell me you’re getting bored already?’




  ‘Lagos is close to being tapped out. I thought maybe Brazilia, even further afield. Like, maybe space. Still a lot of militarised crap left lying around the system, nasty shit they could

  use people like me to break into and decommission. And I hear the Gearheads pay pretty well.’




  ‘Because it’s dangerous.’




  Jumai offered the palm of her hand to the ceiling. ‘What, and this isn’t? We hit Sarin nerve gas last week. Anti-tamper triggers, linked to what we thought was part of a

  mainframe’s cryogenic cooling reservoir.’ She grinned impishly. ‘Not the kind of mistake you make twice.’




  ‘Anyone hurt?’




  ‘Nothing they couldn’t fix, and they upped our hazard bonus as a consequence.’ She looked around the room again, scanning it as if she half-expected booby traps in the made

  bed, or lurking on the neat white shelves. But anyway, this isn’t about me – are you all right?’




  ‘I’ll be fine. And I’m sorry – I shouldn’t have snapped. You’re right – Eunice and I were never that close. I just don’t really like having my

  face rubbed in it.’




  ‘What about your sister?’




  ‘I’m sure she feels the same way I do.’




  ‘You never did take me up to meet Sunday. I always wanted to meet her. I mean properly, face to face.’




  He shifted on the bed. ‘Full of broken promises, that’s me.’




  ‘You can’t help the way you are.’




  ‘Maybe not. But that doesn’t stop people telling me I should broaden my horizons.’




  ‘That’s your business, no one else’s. Look, we’re still friends, aren’t we? If we weren’t, we wouldn’t keep in touch like this.’




  Even if it had been months since the last call, he thought. But he had no wish to sound sour. ‘We’re good,’ he affirmed. ‘And it’s very thoughtful of you to call

  me.’




  ‘I couldn’t not call you. The whole world knows – it wasn’t news I could easily miss.’ Jumai reached down for her goggles. ‘Look, I’m only on a break

  – got to get back to the front line or my extraction chief will be yelling her head off – but I just wanted to say I’m here if you need someone to talk to.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘You know, we could still go to the Moon one day. Just as friends. I’d like that.’




  ‘One day,’ he agreed, safe in the knowledge that she didn’t really mean it either.




  ‘Tell me when they sort out a date for the funeral. If I can make it, and if it isn’t a family-only thing . . .’ she trailed off.




  ‘I’ll let you know,’ Geoffrey said.




  Jumai settled the goggles over her eyes and eased the breathing mask into place. He’d tell her about the funeral plans, yes – but he doubted she’d come, even if the ceremony

  was extended to include friends of the Akinyas, rather than just close relatives. This call had already been awkward enough. There’d be a reason, a plausible excuse, to keep her away. And

  that, in truth, would be easiest on both of them.




  Jumai waved a hand and chinged out of his life. Geoffrey considered it quite likely that he would never see her again.




  For all that Eunice’s death hit the family hard, it wasn’t long before she was shunted from the headlines. A simmering sex/vote-rigging scandal in the Pan-African

  Parliament, a dispute between the East African Federation and the African Union about cost overruns on a groundwater bioremediation programme in former Uganda, a stand-off between Chinese

  tecto-engineers and Turkish government mandarins concerning the precise scheduling of a stress-management earthquake along the North Anatolian Fault. On the global scale, continued tensions between

  the United Surface Nations and the United Aquatic Nations regarding extradition rules and the extent of aug access rights and inter-regional Mechanism jurisdiction. Talk of expanding the scope of

  the Mandatory Enhancements. A murder attempt in Finland. Threat of industrial action at the Pontianak space elevator in western Borneo. Someone in Tasmania dying of a very rare type of cancer,

  something of a heroic achievement these days.




  Only at the household, only in this part of the East African Federation, had the clocks stopped. A month had passed since Geoffrey was called from the sky with news of his grandmother’s

  death. The scattering had been delayed until the twenty-ninth of January, which would give most of the family time to make reasonable travel arrangements for their journeys back to Earth.

  Miraculously, the delay was deemed agreeable to all the involved factions.




  ‘Do try not to scowl, brother,’ Sunday said in a low voice as she walked alongside him. ‘Anyone who didn’t know better would think you’d rather be somewhere

  else.’




  ‘They’d be absolutely right.’




  ‘At least we’re doing this to honour her,’ Sunday replied, after the standard Earth–Moon time lag.




  ‘Why are we bothering, though? She didn’t go out of her way to honour anyone else while she was alive.’




  ‘We can give her this one.’ Sunday wore a long skirt and a long-sleeved blouse, both in black velvet offset with luminous entwining threads. ‘She may not have expressed much in

  the way of love and affection, but without her we’d be less filthily rich than we actually are.’




  ‘You’re right about the filthy rich part. Look at them all, circling like flies.’




  ‘I suppose you mean Hector and Lucas.’ Sunday kept her voice low. The cousins were not very far away in the procession.




  ‘They’ve been hanging around like ghouls ever since she died.’




  ‘You could also say they’re taking on a burden so that the rest of us don’t have to.’




  ‘Then I wish they’d get a move on with it.’




  The cousins had been born on Titan. They were the sons of Edison Akinya, one of the three children Eunice had had with Jonathan Beza. Until recent years the cousins hadn’t spent a lot of

  time on Earth, but with Edison showing no signs of relinquishing his particular corner of the business empire, Hector and Lucas had turned their attentions sunwards. Geoffrey had no choice but to

  deal with them during their frequent visits to the household. The cousins had a large say in how the family’s discretionary funds were allocated.




  ‘Bad day at the office?’




  ‘My work’s suffering. They’ve blocked grant allocations while they sort through Eunice’s finances. That makes it difficult for me to plan ahead, which in turn isn’t

  doing wonders for my mood.’ He walked on a few paces. ‘Difficult for you to grasp, I know.’




  Sunday’s look was sharp. ‘Meaning I haven’t got a clue about planning and responsibility because I don’t live in the Surveilled World? Brother, you really have no idea. I

  didn’t move to the Zone to escape responsibility. I went there to find out what it feels like to actually have some.’




  ‘Right. And you think the Mech treats us all like a bunch of helpless babies.’ He closed his eyes in weariness – this was a spiralling conversation they’d had a hundred

  times already, without ever reaching a conclusion. ‘It’s not like that either.’




  ‘If you say so.’ She exhaled a long sigh, her capacity for argument evidently just as exhausted as his own. ‘Maybe you’ll get your funding back soon, anyway. Memphis told

  me there isn’t much more to be done now, just a few loose ends. What the cousins are telling him, anyway.’




  Geoffrey hoped that was the case. The scattering, symbolic as it was – Eunice had been a lifelong atheist, despite being born to Christian parents – ought to draw a line under the

  recent limbo. The wheels of the Akinya juggernaut would start to turn again, from Earth to the Moon, out to their automated mining facilities in the asteroids and the Kuiper belt. (Not that the

  machines had ever stopped, of course, but it was tempting to think of the robots standing to attention, heads tilted in deference.)




  Then they could all get on with their fantastically glamorous lives, and Geoffrey could go back to his dull grey elephants.




  ‘I did consider coming in person,’ Sunday said.




  ‘I thought for a minute you had, at least when you first showed up.’




  ‘Even you can’t have missed the time lag, brother.’ She ran a hand down her sternum. ‘It’s a prototype, a kind of claybot – I’m road-testing

  it.’




  ‘For . . . what’s the name of that boyfriend of yours?’




  ‘Oh, this is way out of Jitendra’s league. It’s a friend of his, someone working in mainstream robotics. I’m afraid I’m under strict orders not to mention the firm

  involved, but if I said it rhymed with Sexus—’




  ‘Right.’




  Sunday grabbed his hand before he could react. ‘Here. Tell me how it feels.’




  Her fingers closed around his.




  ‘Creepy.’




  The hand felt colder than it should have, but the effect was otherwise convincing. Her face was almost as realistic. It was only when she pushed the sunglasses back onto her scalp that the spell

  failed. There was a deadness to the eyes, the difference between paste jewellery and the real thing.




  ‘It’s pretty good.’




  ‘Better than good. But you haven’t seen the half of it. Watch this.’




  Between one breath and the next, Sunday departed. He was suddenly looking at an old woman, grey hair tied back in an efficient bun, her skin a map of thirteen decades.




  Geoffrey barely had time to react before Eunice vanished and Sunday returned.




  ‘Given the circumstances,’ he said, ‘that was very disrespectful.’




  ‘She’d have forgiven me. That’s the breakthrough, the reason for the prototype. The rapid-morph material came from the Evolvarium on Mars – it’s some kind of

  adaptive camouflage, in its original context. Plexus . . . did I just say that? They’ve got exclusivity on it. They’re calling it “Mercurial”. Faster and more realistic than

  anything else out there.’




  ‘So you see a big market for this?’




  ‘Who knows? I’m just along for a free ride while someone else gets test data.’ Sunday let go of Geoffrey’s hand and tapped a finger against her cheekbone.

  ‘We’re recording constantly. Every time someone sees me, their reactions are filed away – micro-expressions, eye saccades, that kind of thing – then fed into the system and

  used to tweak the configuration algorithms.’




  ‘What about manners? It’s not good form to let people think they’re talking to a real person when they’re not.’




  ‘Their fault for not having the right layers enabled,’ Sunday said. ‘Anyway, it’s not just me: there are twenty of us walking around now, all chinging in from the Zone.

  We’re not just testing the realism of the configs. We’re seeing how well they can maintain that realism even with Earth–Lunar time lag thrown in.’




  ‘So you could go to the trouble of sending down a body, but you couldn’t come in person?’




  She gave him a quizzical look. ‘I showed up, didn’t I? It’s not like Eunice would have cared whether any of us was physically present.’




  ‘I’m not sure I knew her well enough to say for sure.’




  ‘I doubt she’d have given a damn who’s here in the flesh and who isn’t. And she’d have hated all this fuss. But Memphis had a bee in his bonnet about us all leaving

  the household on time.’




  ‘I noticed. My guess is that Eunice stipulated something, and he’s just following the script.’




  After a moment, Sunday said quietly, ‘He looks really old now.’




  ‘Don’t say that.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because I was thinking exactly the same thing.’




  Memphis was leading the procession, walking ahead of the main party with an earthenware jar in his hands. Since leaving the house they had been walking due west towards the grove of acacia trees

  that marked the limit of the crumbling boundary wall.




  ‘Still got the old suit, though,’ Geoffrey said.




  ‘I think he’s only ever had the one.’




  ‘Either that or hundreds of exactly the same style.’




  The favoured black business suit remained immaculate, but it draped off his thin frame as if tailored for some other, bulkier man. The hands that had carried Sunday out of the hole all those

  years ago must have been the same ones now gripping the earthenware jar, but that seemed impossible. Where once Memphis had walked with confident authority, now his gait was slow and measured, as

  if in every footfall lay the prospect of humiliation.




  ‘At least he dressed for the occasion,’ Sunday said.




  ‘And at least there’s a heart beating under these clothes.’




  ‘Even if they do reek ever so slightly of elephant dung.’




  ‘I thought I’d have time to get back to the research station and change, but then I lost track and—’




  ‘You’re here, brother. That’s all anyone would have expected.’




  The party numbered around thirty, including the two of them. He’d done his best to identify the various family branches and alliances that were present, but keeping tabs on the wilder

  offshoots of the Akinya tree had never been his strong suit. At least elephants had the decency to drop dead after fifty or sixty years, instead of hanging around and procreating into their second

  century. In the Amboseli basin there were nearly a thousand individuals. Geoffrey could identify at least a hundred of them with a single glance, assessing shape and size and posture with barely

  any conscious application of effort, calling to mind age, lineage and kin affiliations, status within family, bond group and clan. Tracking Akinyas ought to have been trivial in comparison. There

  was even a matriarch, bull males and a watering hole.




  Predators and scavengers, too.




  What were they all doing here? Geoffrey wondered. What did they all expect to get out of it? More pertinently: what did he expect to get out of it?




  A pat on the head for being a dutiful grandson? Not from his father and mother, who – like Uncle Edison – were still on Titan. Kenneth Cho and Miriam Beza-Akinya had sent golems of

  themselves, but the time lag was so acute that the machines were acting under full autonomy, mostly witnessing rather than interacting.




  Had he expected something more of them?




  Perhaps.




  ‘I am glad you both found time in your busy personal schedules,’ Hector said, sidling over to Geoffrey and Sunday.




  ‘We were always going to be here, cousin,’ Sunday said. ‘She meant as much to us as she did to you.’




  ‘Of course.’ Like his brother Lucas, who had also joined them, Hector wore a dark suit of conservative cut, offset with flashes of tribal colouration. The tall, muscular siblings

  looked uncomfortable in their formal wear. The cousins had spent so much time in space that African heat did not become them. ‘And perhaps now that we are all together again,’ Hector

  went on, ‘it might be an apposite time for some of us to rethink our positions within the fold.’




  As if recalling some obscure biblical proverb, Lucas declared: ‘A household needs many pillars.’




  ‘I think the household’s doing fine without us,’ Geoffrey said. ‘Besides – aren’t we both beyond redemption as far as you’re concerned?’




  ‘You have an analytic mindset,’ Hector said, in his best gently patronising manner. He was only ten years older than Geoffrey but managed to make that decade seem like a century.

  ‘And Sunday is . . . adaptable.’




  ‘Please, spare my blushes.’




  Geoffrey was about to offer a tart reply of his own when he noticed that Memphis was slowing his pace to a halt.




  Conversation lulled as the party followed his lead. Sparring with the cousins had made Geoffrey tense, but now the feeling in his gut only worsened. He hated ceremony at the best of times, but

  especially when he had no idea exactly what was planned. He watched as Memphis turned slowly around, presenting the earthenware vase like a newborn child being held to the sky. He’d stopped

  in the shadow of the acacia grove, looking back towards both the low outline of the house and the mountain that rose beyond it, a scant fifty kilometres away.




  Geoffrey risked a glance over his shoulder. With the sun now set, the sky beyond Kilimanjaro was a cloudless and translucent flamingo pink. It would soon be pricked by the first and brightest of

  the evening stars, but from the summit the sun must still have been visible. Day-lit snows glittered back at the assembled party with a blinding laser-like clarity.




  Eunice had never seen those snows with her own eyes. They had melted almost completely away by the time she was born, not to begin their return until she was well into her exile.




  He silenced his thoughts. The party had fallen completely silent. Memphis was speaking now.




  ‘She liked to come here,’ he began, pausing until he had everyone’s attention, and then repeating those opening words before continuing. ‘These trees were here when she

  was a little girl, and although that was long before I knew her, she never stopped coming out here to read, even during the rains.’




  Memphis’s habit was to speak slowly, and his voice was at least an octave deeper than anyone else’s.




  ‘Even in the final months she spent on Earth, after she had returned home to prepare for her last expedition, it was still her habit to sit here, in the shade of these trees, her back

  against that very trunk.’ Memphis nodded, letting the party take in the particular tree with the slight hollow in its bole, a depression that could have been moulded to support a human back.

  ‘She would sit with her knees drawn up, an ancient, battered reader – sometimes even a printed book – balanced on them, squinting to read the words. Gulliver’s

  Travels was one of her favourites – her old copy’s still in the museum, a little the worse for wear. Sometimes I would call and call and she would not hear me – or pretend not

  to hear me – until I had walked all the way here, to this spot. As much as I tried, I could never bring myself to be angry with her. She would always smile and give the impression that she

  was glad to see me. And I think she was, most of the time.’ Memphis paused, and one by one – or so it seemed to Geoffrey – his attention lingered on each of the guests.




  ‘Thank you all for coming, especially at such short notice. To those family and friends who could not attend, or could not be here in person, I assure you that Eunice would have

  understood. It is enough that the family is here in spirit, to honour her and to witness this scattering.’




  Memphis tipped up the urn and began to release the ashes. They breezed out in a fine grey mist.




  ‘She chose to return, not just to Earth but to Africa; not just to Africa but to former Tanzania; and not just here but to her household and this grove of trees, where she had always felt

  most at home.’




  Memphis halted, and for a moment it was as if he was distracted by something only he could hear; a distant ringing alarm, an inappropriate laugh, the approach of a vehicle when none was

  expected.




  Geoffrey glanced at Sunday, the two of them sharing a thought: was it age, momentarily betraying him?




  Then Geoffrey felt something odd, something both familiar and yet completely out of place.




  The ground was thrumming.




  It was as if, somewhere out of sight, a multitude of animals were in stampede, and drawing nearer. Not that, though. Geoffrey knew immediately what was making the ground tremble like that, even

  as he refused to accept that it was happening.




  The blowpipe was not – could not – be functioning. It had been out of service for at least five or six years. While there was always talk of it being brought back into

  operation, that was supposedly years in the future.




  That it should be reactivated today, of all days . . .




  ‘It was here,’ Memphis said, the ground vibrations now quite impossible to ignore, ‘that Eunice first dreamed of her shining road to the stars. Scarcely a new idea, of course,

  but it took Eunice’s vision to understand that it could be made to happen, and that it could be brought into existence here and now, in her lifetime. And by sheer force of will she made it

  so.’




  Disturbed by the drumming, a multitude of finches, cranes and storks lifted from trees in a riot of wingbeats and raucous alarm calls.




  So it was the blowpipe, then, as if there had been any doubt. Nothing else had the power to shake the ground like that. A hundred or more kilometres to the west, at this very moment, a payload

  was racing through the bowels of the Earth, slamming along a rifle-straight vacuum tunnel that would eventually bring it right under the party. Simple physics dictated that there would be recoil

  from the magnetic pushers, recoil that could only be absorbed by the awesome counterweight of the Earth itself. Launching masses eastwards delayed the sun’s fall to the west. It made the day

  last infinitesimally longer. On the day of her scattering, the sun had slowed for its daughter.




  Not everyone in attendance knew what was happening, but one by one those who had some inkling turned to face Kilimanjaro. They knew what was coming next, and their anticipation soon spread to

  the other members of the party. Everyone looked to the fire-bright snowcap.




  The emerging payload was a swiftly rising glint.




  In less than a second, the pusher lasers were activated and aligned. There were five of them in all, stationed in a wide ring around the exit iris, a few hundred metres below the summit. They

  were highly efficient free-electron lasers, and most of the energy they were emitting was shone straight onto the underside of the rising payload, creating an ablative cushion of superhot plasma.

  Their cooling systems were deep inside the mountain, so that they did not disturb the snowcap. Sufficient stray light was reaching his eyes to make the lasers visible, five platinum threads

  converging at the top, the angle between them slowly narrowing as the payload rose, and then appearing to widen again as it fell further and further to the east. The guests were looking along the

  payload’s line of flight, so they couldn’t easily tell that it was rising at forty-five degrees rather than vertically. But by now it was almost certainly out over the Indian Ocean,

  over the sovereign seaspace of the United Aquatic Nations.




  Someone started clapping. It was, perhaps, not quite the appropriate response. But then someone else joined in, and then a third, and before long Geoffrey found himself clapping as well. Even

  Sunday was giving in to the mood. Memphis had by then disposed of the ashes and was looking, if not precisely pleased with himself, then not entirely dissatisfied with the way events had

  ensued.




  ‘I hope you will forgive that little piece of showmanship,’ he said, raising his voice just enough to quell the clapping. Before continuing, he looked down at the ground, almost

  shamefacedly. ‘A couple of days ago, after I had already returned with the ashes, I learned that an all-up test was scheduled for this afternoon. Nothing had been publicised, and the

  engineers were particularly keen that there be no announcement beforehand. I could not let the opportunity slip.’




  ‘I thought you were years away from operation.’ This was Nathan Beza, grandson of Jonathan Beza, Eunice’s late husband. Jonathan had remarried on Mars; Nathan – who had

  come from Ceres for the scattering – had no blood ties to Eunice.




  ‘So did we,’ Geoffrey muttered under his breath.




  ‘The damage was never as bad as we thought when this happened,’ said Hector, rubbing a finger along the sweat-line where his collar bit into his neck ‘The engineers were right

  to err on the side of caution, even if it hurt our shares at the time of the malfunction. But it made our competitors complacent, snug in the knowledge that we’d be out of business for a

  long, long time to come.’




  ‘What did we just put up?’ asked Geoffrey, breaking his vow of silence.




  ‘A test mass,’ said Lucas. ‘Offsetting of repair and redesign costs could have been achieved with a commercial payload, but the risk of a security leak was deemed unacceptably

  high.’ Lucas had the easy, authoritative diction of a newsfeed anchordoll. ‘Implementing watertight non-disclosure protocols within our core engineering staff has already proven

  challenging enough.’




  ‘So other than you two and Memphis, who exactly knew about this?’ Sunday asked.




  ‘Matters proceeded on a need-to-know basis,’ Lucas said. ‘There was no need to risk exposure beyond the family.’




  ‘My sister and I are still family,’ Geoffrey said. ‘Last time I checked, anyway.’




  ‘Yes,’ Hector said, over-emphatically. ‘Yes, you are.’




  ‘A number of technical and legal hurdles must be surmounted before a satisfactory transition to full commercial operations can be effected,’ Lucas said, sounding as smooth and

  plausible as a corporate salesbot. ‘A robust testing regime will now ensue, anticipated to last three-to-six months.’




  ‘The main thing,’ Hector said, ‘is that Grandmother would have found it a fitting tribute. Don’t you agree, Geoffrey?’




  Geoffrey was composing a suitably tart riposte – everything he knew about Eunice told him that this was exactly the kind of self-aggrandising spectacle she’d have gone out of her way

  to avoid – when he realised that by wounding his cousin he would be hurting Memphis as well. So he smiled and shut up, and shot Sunday a glance warning her to do likewise.




  Sunday set her jaw in defiance, but complied.




  They watched until, as suddenly as they had activated, the lasers snapped off. Presuming that the launch had proceeded without incident, the lasers would by now have pushed the payload all the

  way to orbital velocity, doubling its speed upon emergence from the mountain. Barring any adjustments, the payload would be back over equatorial Africa in ninety minutes. By then all the stars

  would be out.




  The party was beginning to drift back to the house. Geoffrey lingered a while, thinking about waiting until the payload returned. It was then that he noticed the child who had been there all

  along, mingling with the party but never attaching herself to any part of it. She was a small girl, of Chinese appearance, wearing a red dress, white stockings and black shoes. Sunday and Geoffrey

  both carried Chinese genes, but this girl did not look in the least African. The style and cut of her dress brought to mind a different century.




  Geoffrey didn’t recognise her at all, but she was looking at him with such directness that he glanced around to see who might be standing behind. He was alone.




  ‘Hello?’ he said, offering a smile. ‘Can I—?’




  He voked an aug layer. The girl wasn’t a girl at all, but another robot proxy. Maybe she was part of Sunday’s field test. He looked for his sister, but she was twenty paces away,

  talking to Montgomery, Kenneth Cho’s brother, who walked with the stiff gait of someone using a mobility exo under their clothes.




  Geoffrey sharpened his aug query. He wanted to know who was chinging into this proxy body. But the aug couldn’t resolve the ching bind.




  That, if anything, was even stranger than the appearance of an unknown child at his grandmother’s scattering.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  ‘Not clever, brother. It’s a long way down.’




  Geoffrey steadied himself and stepped away from the roof’s edge. He’d been craning his neck, following a bright point of light as it tracked overhead. A Balinese orbital manufactory,

  according to the aug. For a moment, it had exerted a hypnotic draw on his gaze and he’d begun to topple.




  Sunday was right: the old building lacked the safety features it was so easy to take for granted these days. No barrier around the roof, and no hidden devices waiting to spring into action to

  intercept his fall.




  He caught his breath. ‘I didn’t hear you come up.’




  ‘Lost in your own little world.’ She took the wine glass out of his hand. ‘I thought you were feeling sick.’




  ‘Sick of playing my part, more like. Did you hear what Lucas said to me?’




  ‘Have a heart. I had my own conversation to handle.’




  ‘I bet it wasn’t as dull as mine.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Hector can give Lucas a run for his money when it comes to boring the crap out of people.’




  The stars were out, the western horizon still glowing the deep shimmering pink of a plasma tube. After leaving the dinner, he had stepped over the glass skylights and made his way to the

  unprotected edge. Looking up, he’d studied the riverine ooze of the Near-Earth communities. The aug identified the stations and platforms by name and affiliation, painting flags and corporate

  symbols on the heavens. Beautiful, if you stopped to think about what it actually all meant, what it signified in terms of brute human achievement, generations of blood and sweat. Peaceful

  communities in orbit, cities on the Moon and Mars and further afield, and all of it theoretically within his grasp, his for the taking.




  In 2030, when Eunice had been born, there’d been nothing like this. Rockets that used chemistry to get into space. A couple of mouldering space stations, bolted together from tin cans.

  Footprints on the Moon, undisturbed for sixty years. Some clunking, puppyish robots bumbling around on Mars, a few more further afield. Space probes the size of dustbin lids, falling into the outer

  darkness.




  A night sky that was a black, swallowing ocean.




  ‘Lucas asked me what I want to do with my life,’ Geoffrey said. ‘I said I’m taking care of it myself, thank you. Then he asked me why I’m not making a name for

  myself. I said my name was taken care of at birth.’




  ‘Bet that went down well.’




  ‘Having the keys to the kingdom is all very well, Lucas told me, but apparently you still need to know which doors to open.’




  ‘Lucas is a prick. He may be blood, but I can still say it.’ Sunday knelt down, placing Geoffrey’s glass to one side. She lowered her legs over the side of the building,

  assuming a position that struck Geoffrey as being only slightly less precarious than standing right on the edge. ‘He’s had an empathy shunt installed. It’s legal, surprisingly

  enough. When he needs to become more detached and businesslike, he can turn off specific brain circuitry related to empathy. Become a sociopath for the day.’




  ‘Even Hector hasn’t gone that far.’




  ‘Give him time – if having a conscience comes between him and a profit margin, he’ll march straight down to the nearest neuropractor and have his own shunt put in.’




  ‘I’m glad I’m not like them.’




  ‘That doesn’t change the fact that you and I are always going to be a crushing disappointment to the rest of the family.’




  ‘If Father was here, he’d back me up.’




  ‘Don’t be so sure. He may not have quite as low an opinion of us as our cousins, but he still thinks you’re only pretending to have an occupation.’




  Above the household, glowering down on Africa, the full Moon gave every impression of having been attacked by an exuberant child with a big box of poster paints. The Chinese, Indian and African

  sectors were coloured red, green and yellow. Blue swatches, squeezed between the major geopolitical subdivisions, indicated claims staked by smaller nation states and transnational entities. Arrows

  and text labels picked out the major settlements, as well as orbiting bodies and vehicles in cislunar space.




  Geoffrey voked away the layer. The naked Moon was silver-yellow, flattened-looking. Any other time of the month, cities and industries would have spangled in lacy chains and arcs in the shadowed

  regions of the disc, strung out along transit lines, political demarcations and the ancient natural features of the Lunar surface. Rivers of fiery lava, seeping through a black crust. But the fully

  lit face, too bright for any signs of habitation to stand out, could not have looked so different to Geoffrey’s moonstruck hominid ancestors.




  He still found it difficult to accept that Sunday wasn’t sitting right next to him, but was up there, on that bright nickel coin hammered into the sky.




  ‘Did you see that strange little girl at the scattering?’ he asked her.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘I was going to ask if you knew who she was. I tried resolving her bind, but—’




  ‘It didn’t go anywhere.’ Geoffrey nodded. ‘That’s weird, isn’t it? You’re not meant to be able to do that.’




  ‘Doesn’t mean there aren’t some people capable of doing so.’




  ‘Like your friends?’




  ‘Ah, right. I see where this is going. You think she has something to do with the Descrutinised Zone. Well, sorry, but I don’t think she does. Plexus are monitoring Earth–Lunar

  traffic and they didn’t pick up anything that looked like an unresolved ching bind. Not that they’re infallible, of course, but my guess is that she wasn’t chinging in from Lunar

  space. Somewhere closer, maybe.’




  ‘Still doesn’t tell us who she is.’




  ‘No, but if I allowed myself to get sucked into every little mystery surrounding this family . . .’ Sunday left the remark unfinished. ‘Someone must know her, and that’s

  all that matters to me. What other possibility is there? Someone showed up at our scattering without an invitation?’




  ‘Maybe everyone just assumes she was invited.’




  ‘Good luck to her, in that case. No secrets were revealed, and if anyone wanted to eavesdrop, there were a million public eyes they could have used. Sorry, but I’ve got other things

  on my mind right now. Deadlines. Bills. Rent to pay. That kind of stuff.’




  Sunday was right, of course – and given Geoffrey’s shaky grasp of the internal politics of his own family, it was entirely possible that the girl was some relative he’d

  forgotten about.




  ‘I can’t even point to the DZ,’ he said, grasping in a single remorseful instant how little he knew about her life.




  ‘It would be a bit weird if you could, brother – it’s on the other side of the Moon, so it’s never actually visible from here.’ She paused. ‘You know, the

  offer’s always there. You can get a tourist visa easily enough, spend a few days with us. Jitendra and I would love to show you around. There’s something else I’m dying to show

  you, too. That thing I did with Eunice’s face . . .’ Sunday hesitated. ‘There’s a bit more to it, it’s kind of a long-term project of mine. But you’d have to

  come and see it in person.’




  Geoffrey delved into his box of delaying tactics. ‘I need to get a couple of papers out before I can take any time off. Then there’s an article I need to peer review for

  Mind.’




  ‘What you always say, brother. I’m not criticising, though. You love your work, I can see that.’




  ‘I’m flying out tomorrow. Want to come and see the herd?’




  ‘I . . . need to report back, about this body,’ Sunday said. ‘Sorry Like you say: maybe next time.’




  Geoffrey smiled in the darkness. ‘We’re as bad each other, aren’t we?’




  ‘Very probably’ his sister answered, from wherever on the far side of the Moon her flesh-and-blood body presently resided. ‘Me, I wouldn’t have it any other

  way.’




  He had hoped Sunday might change her mind – there was so much of his work he would have gladly shared with her – but when Geoffrey flew out in the morning it was on

  his own. The waterhole, he observed, was smaller than it had been at the start of the short dry season that accompanied the turning of the year. Patches of once-marshy ground were now hardened and

  barren of vegetation, forcing animals to crowd closer as they sought sustenance. Rather than the intense vivid green of the rainy season, the grass was now sun-bleached brown, sparse and lacking

  nourishment. Trees had been stripped of anything edible and within reach of trunks. Many decades had passed since the last prolonged drought in this part of Africa, and a real drought would never

  be permitted now, but it was still a testing time.




  Soon he spotted a huddle of elephants near a grove of candelabra trees, and another about a kilometre further away, with a mother and calf trailing the group. Squinting as the sun flashed off

  what little water remained, he made out a lone bull picking its way through a stand of acacia and cabbage trees. The elephants were battleship grey, with only a few olive-green patches testifying

  that they had, against the odds, located some cool mud.




  By the shape of his body, the relative length and curvature of his tusks and a certain sauntering quality to his gait, the lone adult male was almost certainly Odin, a generally bad-tempered

  bull with a range that encompassed most of the basin. Odin had his trunk curled nonchalantly over his left tusk and was making progress in the direction of the nearest grouping, the O-family into

  which he had been born some thirty years ago.




  Geoffrey voked an aug layer, the aug dropping an arrow and data box onto the bull, confirming that it was indeed Odin.




  The Cessna continued its turn. Geoffrey spotted another group of elephants, even further from the waterhole than the second. It was the M-family, his main study group. They had moved a long way

  since yesterday. ‘Turn north-west,’ he told the Cessna, ‘and take us down to about two hundred metres.’




  The aircraft obeyed. Geoffrey counted the elephants by eye as best he could, but that was hard enough from a fixed position. He overflew the group once, had the Cessna make a loop and return,

  and got different numbers: eleven on the first pass, ten on the second. Giving in, he allowed the aug to label and identify the party. He was right about the M-family identification and the aug

  found only the expected ten elephants. He must have double-counted one of the rambunctious calves.




  He had the Cessna overfly the M-family one more time, lower still, and watched elephants lift their heads to follow him, one of the older members even saluting him with her trunk. ‘Give me

  manual,’ he told the plane.




  He selected a ribbon of land and came down three hundred metres from the M-family. The aug detected no other elephants – and certainly no bulls – within three kilometres. An adequate

  margin of error, and he would be alerted if the situation changed.




  He told the Cessna that he would return within two hours, grabbed his shoulder bag from behind the pilot’s seat and then set off in the direction of the herd. Leaving nothing to chance,

  Geoffrey hefted a dead branch from the ground and used it to beat the earth as he walked, occasionally raising his voice to announce his arrival. The last thing he wanted to do was startle a dozing

  elephant that had somehow managed not to pick up on his approach.




  ‘It’s me, Geoffrey.’




  He pushed through the trees, and at last the elephants were in sight. Ten, as the aug had confirmed – grazing peacefully, snuffling and rooting through dried-up grass. The matriarch,

  Matilda, was already aware of his presence. She was a big elephant with a broad face, missing a tusk on the right side and possessed of a distinctive Africa-shaped notch in the side of her left

  ear.




  Geoffrey discarded the stick. ‘Hello, big girl.’




  Matilda snorted and threw back her head, then returned to the business of foraging. Geoffrey surveyed the rest of the party, alert for signs of illness, injury or belligerent mood. One of the

  younger calves – Morgan – still had the same limp Geoffrey had noted the day before, so he voked a specific biomedical summary. Bloodstream analysis showed normal white cell and stress

  hormone counts, suggesting that there was no infection or skeletal injury, only a moderately debilitating muscle sprain that would clear up with time. Babies were resilient.




  As for the rest of the M-family, they were relaxed and peaceable, even Marsha, the daughter who had recently mock-charged Geoffrey. She appeared sheepishly absorbed in her foraging, as if

  trusting that the incident was something they could both put behind them.




  He paused in his approach, framed the view with his fingers like a budding auteur and blinked still frames. Sometimes he even took a small folding chair from the Cessna and sat down with a

  sketchbook and sharpened 2B pencil, trying to capture the ponderous majesty of these wise and solemn creatures.




  ‘So, old lady,’ he said quietly as he came nearer to the matriarch, ‘how are things today?’




  Matilda eyed him with only mild curiosity, as if he would suffice until something more interesting came along. She continued to probe the ground with her trunk while one of the calves –

  Meredith’s boy, Mitchell – nosed around her hindquarters, flicking flies away with his tail.




  Geoffrey voked the link with Matilda. A graphic of her brain appeared in the upper-left corner of his visual field, sliced through and colour-coded for electrical and chemical activity, all

  squirming blues and pinks, intricately annotated.




  Geoffrey placed his bag on the ground and walked up to Matilda, all the while maintaining an unthreatening posture and letting her see that his hands were empty. She allowed him to touch her. He

  ran his palm along the wrinkled, leathery skin at the top of her foreleg. He felt the slow in-and-out of her breathing, like a house-sized bellows.




  ‘Is this the day?’ he asked.




  After six months’ careful negotiation he had flown to a clinic in Luanda, on the Angolan coast, and completed the necessary paperwork. The changes to his own aug protocols were all legal

  and covered by watertight non-disclosure statutes. The new taps had been injected painlessly, migrating to their chosen brain regions without complication. Establishing the neural connections with

  his own brain tissue took several weeks, as the taps not only bonded with his mind but carried out diagnostic tests on their own functioning.




  In the late summer of the previous year he’d had strange machine-like dreams, his head filled with luminous gridlike patterns and insanely complex tapestries of pulsing neon. He’d

  been warned. Then the taps bedded down, his dreams returned to normal and he felt exactly as he had done before.




  Except now there was a bridge in his head, and on the other side of that bridge lay a fabulous, barely charted alien kingdom.




  All he had to do was summon the nerve to cross into it.




  Geoffrey walked around Matilda once, maintaining hand-to-skin contact so that she always knew where he was. He felt the other elephants studying him, most of them adult enough to know that if

  Matilda did not consider him a threat, nor should they.




  Geoffrey voked his own real-time brain image into position next to Matilda’s. Mild ongoing activity showed in the visual and auditory centres, as she watched him and at the same time kept

  vigil over the rest of her family. He, on the other hand, was showing the classic neurological indicators of stress and anxiety.




  Not that he needed the scan to tell him that: it was there in his throat, in his chest and belly.




  ‘Show some backbone,’ Geoffrey whispered to himself.




  He voked the aug to initiate the transition. A sliding scale showed the degree of linkage, beginning at zero per cent and rising smoothly. At ten per cent there was no detectable change in his

  mental state. On the very first occasion, six months ago now, he’d reached fifteen and then spooked himself out of the link, convinced that his mind was being slowly infiltrated by tendrils

  of unaccountable dread. The second time, he’d convinced himself that the dread was entirely of his own making and nothing to do with the overlaying of Matilda’s state of mind. But at

  twenty per cent he had felt it coming in again, spreading like a terror-black inkblot, and he had killed the link once more. On the five subsequent occasions, he had never taken the link beyond

  thirty-five per cent.




  He thought he could do better this time. There had been sufficient opportunity to chide himself for his earlier failures, to reflect on the family’s quiet disappointment in his

  endeavours.




  As the scale slid past twenty per cent, he felt superhumanly attuned to his surroundings, as if his visual and auditory centres were beginning to approach Matilda’s normal state of

  activity. Each blade of glass, each midday shadow, appeared imbued with vast potentiality. He wondered how any creature could be that alert and still have room for anything resembling a

  non-essential thought.




  Perhaps the relative amplification levels needed tweaking. What might feel like hyper-alertness to him might be carefree normality to Matilda.




  He exceeded twenty-five per cent. His self-image was beginning to lose coherence: it was as if his nerve-endings were pushing through his skin, filling out a volume much larger than that defined

  by his body. He was still looking at Matilda, but now Matilda was starting to shrink. The visual cues were unchanged – he was still seeing the world through his own eyes – but the part

  of his brain that dealt in spatial relationships was being swamped by data from Matilda.




  This was how he felt to her: like a doll, something easily broken.




  Thirty per cent. The spatial adjustment was unsettling, but he could cope with the oddness of it all. It was weird, and it would leave him with the curious appreciation that his entire sense of

  self was a kind of crude, clunking clockwork open to sabotage and manipulation, but there was no emotional component.




  Thirty-five per cent, and the terror hadn’t begun to come in yet. He was nearly four-tenths of the way to thinking like an elephant, and yet he still felt fully in command of his own

  mental processes. The emotions were the same as those he’d been experiencing when he initiated the link. If Matilda was sending him anything, it wasn’t enough to suppress his own brain

  activity.




  He felt a shiver of exhilaration as the link passed forty per cent. This time, just possibly, he could go all the way. Even to reach the halfway point would be a landmark. Once he had got that

  far, there would be no doubt in his mind that he could take the link to its limit. Not today, though. Today he’d willingly settle for fifty-five, sixty per cent.




  Something happened. His heart rate quickened, adrenalin flooding his system. Geoffrey felt panicked, but the panic was sharper and more focused than the creeping terror he had experienced on the

  previous occasions.




  The matriarch had noticed something. The aug hadn’t detected any large predators in the area, and Odin was still much too far away to be a problem. Maasai, perhaps . . . but the aug should

  have alerted him. Matilda let out a threat rumble, but by then some of the other elephants in the family had begun to turn uneasily, the older ones shepherding the younger individuals to

  safety.




  His sense of scale still out of kilter, Geoffrey’s eyes swept the bush for danger. Matilda rumbled again, flapping her ears and heeling the ground with her front foot.




  One of the youngsters trumpeted.




  Geoffrey broke the link. For a moment Matilda lingered in his head, his sense of scale still awry. Then the panic ebbed and he felt his normal body image assert itself. He was in danger, no

  question of it. The elephants might not mean him harm but their instinct for survival would easily override any protectiveness they felt towards him. He started to back away, at the same time

  wondering what exactly was approaching. He made to reach for his bag.




  A dark-garbed and bony-framed man stepped out of the bush. He flicked twigs and dust from his suit trousers, apparently oblivious to the elephant family he had just scared to the brink of

  stampede.




  Memphis.




  Geoffrey blinked and frowned, his heart still racing. The elephants were calming now – they recognised Memphis from his occasional visits and understood that he was not a threat.




  ‘I thought we had an agreement,’ Geoffrey said.




  ‘Unless,’ Memphis said reasonably, ‘the circumstances were exceptional. That was also the understanding.’




  ‘You still didn’t have to come here in person.’




  ‘On the contrary, I had to do exactly that. You set your aug preferences such that you are not otherwise contactable.’




  ‘You could have sent a proxy,’ Geoffrey said peevishly.




  ‘The elephants have no liking for robots, from what I remember. The absence of smell is worse than the wrong smell. You once told me that they can differentiate Maasai from non-Maasai

  solely on the basis of bodily odour. Is this not the case?’




  Geoffrey smiled, unable to stay angry at Memphis for long. ‘So you were paying attention after all.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have come if there was any alternative.Lucas and Hector were most insistent.’




  ‘What do they want with me?’




  ‘You’d best come and find out. They’re waiting.’




  ‘At the household?’




  ‘At the airpod. They were keen to walk the rest of the way, but I indicated that it might be better if they kept back.’




  ‘You were right,’ Geoffrey said, bristling. ‘Anything they’ve got to say to me, they had their chance last night, when we were all one big happy family.’




  ‘Perhaps they have decided to give you more funding.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Geoffrey said, stooping to collect his bag. ‘I can really see that happening.’






  Lucas and Hector were standing on the ground next to the metallic-green airpod. They wore lightweight pastel business suits, with wide-brimmed hats.




  ‘I trust we did not disturb you,’ Lucas said.




  ‘Of course we disturbed him,’ Hector said, smiling. ‘What else are we to Geoffrey but an irksome interruption? He has work to do.’




  ‘I conveyed the urgency of your request,’ Memphis said.




  ‘Your cooperation is appreciated,’ Lucas said, ‘but there’s no further requirement for your presence. Return to the household with the airpod and send it back here on

  autopilot.’




  Geoffrey folded his arms. ‘If there’s anything you need to tell me, Memphis can hear it.’




  Hector beckoned the housekeeper to climb into the airpod. ‘Please, Memphis.’




  The old man met Geoffrey’s eyes and nodded once. ‘There are matters I need to attend to. I shall send the airpod back directly.’




  ‘When you’re done,’ Hector said, ‘take the rest of the day off. You worked hard enough as it is yesterday.’




  ‘Thank you, Hector,’ Memphis said. ‘That is most generous.’




  Memphis hauled his bony frame into the airpod and strapped in. The electric duct fans spun up to speed, whining quickly into ultrasound, and the airpod hauled itself aloft as if drawn by an

  invisible wire. When it had cleared the tops of the trees, it turned its blunt nose to face the household and sped away.




  ‘That was awkward,’ Hector said.




  Lucas flicked an insect from the pale-green sleeve of his suit. ‘Under the circumstances, there was no alternative.’




  Geoffrey planted his hands on his hips. ‘I suppose a lot of things look that way when you’ve had an empathy shunt put in. Have you got it turned on or off right now?’




  ‘Memphis understood,’ Hector said, while Lucas glowered. ‘He’s been good to the family, but he knows where his responsibilities end.’




  ‘You didn’t need him to bring you out here.’




  Lucas shook his broad, handsome head. ‘At least the elephants know him slightly. They don’t know us at all.’




  ‘Your fault for never coming out here.’




  ‘Let’s not get off on the wrong foot here, Geoffrey.’ Hector’s suit was of similar cut to his brother’s, but a subtle flamingo pink in colour. Close enough in

  appearance to be easily mistaken for each other, they were actually neither twins nor clones. ‘It’s not as if we’ve come with bad news,’ Hector went on. ‘We’ve

  got a proposition that we think you’ll find interesting.’




  ‘If it’s to do with taking up my burden of family obligations, you know where you can shove it.’




  ‘Closer involvement in Akinya core strategic affairs would be viewed positively,’ Lucas said.




  ‘You make it sound like I’m shirking hard work.’




  ‘It’s clear to us that these animals mean an enormous amount to you,’ Hector said. ‘That’s nothing you need be ashamed of.’




  ‘I’m not.’




  ‘Nonetheless,’ Lucas said, ‘an opportunity for a reciprocal business transaction has arisen. In return for the execution of a relatively simple task, one that would involve

  neither personal risk nor an investment of more than a few days of your time, we would be willing to liberate additional discretionary funds—’




  ‘Substantial funds,’ Hector said, before Geoffrey had a chance to speak. ‘As much over the next year as the family has donated over the past three. That would make quite

  a difference to your work, wouldn’t it?’ He cast a brim-shadowed eye in the direction of the Cessna. ‘I’m no expert on the economics of this kind of operation, but I imagine

  it would make the hiring of one or two assistants perfectly feasible, with enough left over for new equipment and resources. And this wouldn’t be a one-off increase, either. Subject to the

  usual checks and balances, there’s no reason why it couldn’t be extended going forward, year after year.’




  ‘Or even increased,’ Lucas said, ‘if a suitably persuasive case were to be tabled.’




  Geoffrey couldn’t dismiss an offer of increased funding out of hand, no matter what strings came attached. Pride be damned, he owed it to the herd.




  ‘What do you want?’




  ‘A matter has arisen, a matter of interest only to the family, and which necessitates a suitably tactful response,’ Lucas said. ‘You would need to go into space.’




  He’d already guessed it had to be something to do with Eunice. ‘To the Winter Palace?’




  ‘Actually,’ Lucas said, ‘the Lunar surface.’




  ‘Why can’t you go?’




  Hector shared a smile with his brother. ‘In a time of transition, it’s important to convey the impression of normality. Neither Lucas nor I have plausible business on the

  Moon.’




  ‘Hire an outsider, then.’




  ‘Third-party involvement would present unacceptable risks,’ Lucas said, pausing to tug at his shirt collar where it was sticking to his skin. Like Hector he was both muscular and

  comfortably taller than Geoffrey. ‘I hardly need add that you are an Akinya.’




  ‘What my brother means,’ Hector said, ‘is that you’re blood, and you have blood ties on the Moon, especially in the African-administered sector. If you can’t be

  trusted, who can?’




  Geoffrey thought for a few seconds, striving to give away as little as possible. Let the two manipulators stew for a while, wondering if he was going to take the bait.




  ‘This matter on the Moon – what are we talking about?’




  ‘A loose end,’ Hector said.




  ‘What kind? I’m not agreeing to anything until I know what’s involved.’




  ‘Despite the complexity of Eunice’s estate and affairs,’ Lucas said, ‘the execution of our due-diligence audit has proceeded without complication. The sweeps have turned

  up nothing of concern, and certainly nothing that need raise questions beyond the immediate family.’




  ‘There is, however, a box,’ Hector said.




  Geoffrey raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun. ‘What kind?’




  ‘A safe-deposit box,’ Lucas said. ‘Is the concept familiar to you?’




  ‘You’ll have to explain it to me. Being but a lowly scientist, anything to do with money or banking is completely outside my comprehension. Yes, of course I know what a

  safe-deposit box is. Where is it?’




  ‘In a bank on the Moon,’ Hector said, ‘the name and location of which we’ll disclose once you’re under way.’




  ‘You’re worried about skeletons.’




  The corner of Lucas’s mouth twitched. Geoffrey wondered if the empathy shunt was making him unusually prone to literal-mindedness, unable to see past a metaphor.




  ‘We need to know what’s in that box,’ he said.




  ‘It’s a simple request,’ Hector said. ‘Go to the Moon, on our expense account. Open the box. Ascertain its contents. Report back to the household. You can leave tomorrow

  – there’s a slot on the Libreville elevator. You’ll be on the Moon inside three days, your work done inside four. And then you’re free to do whatever you like. Play tourist.

  Visit Sunday. Broaden your—’




  ‘Horizons. Yes.’




  Hector’s expression clouded over at Geoffrey’s tone. ‘Something I said?’




  ‘Never mind.’ Geoffrey paused. ‘I have to admire the two of you, you know. Year after year, I’ve come crawling on my hands and knees asking for more funding. I’ve

  begged and borrowed, pleading my case against a wall of indifference, not just from my mother and father but from the two of you. At best I’ve got a token increase, just enough to shut me up

  until next time. Meanwhile, the family pisses a fortune into repairing the blowpipe without me even being told about it, and when you do need a favour, you suddenly find all this money you can

  throw at my feet. Have you any idea how insignificant that makes me feel?’




  ‘If you’d rather the incentives were downscaled,’ Lucas said, ‘that can be arranged.’




  ‘I’m taking you for every yuan. You want this done badly enough, I doubt you’d open with your highest offer.’




  ‘Don’t overstep the mark,’ Hector said. ‘We could just as easily approach Sunday and make the same request of her.’




  ‘But you won’t, because you think Sunday’s a borderline anarchist who’s secretly plotting the downfall of the entire system-wide economy. No, I’m your last best

  hope, or you wouldn’t have come.’ Geoffrey steeled himself. ‘So let’s talk terms. I want a fivefold increase in research funding, inflation-linked and guaranteed for the

  next decade. None of that’s negotiable: we either agree to it here and now, or I walk away.’




  ‘To decline an offer now,’ Lucas said, ‘could prove disadvantageous when the next funding round arrives.’




  ‘No,’ Hector said gently. ‘He has made his point, and he is right to expect assurances. In his shoes, would we behave any differently?’




  Lucas looked queasy, as if the idea of being in Geoffrey’s shoes made him faintly nauseous. It was the first human emotion that had managed to squeeze past the empathy shunt, Geoffrey

  thought.




  ‘You’re probably right,’ Lucas allowed.




  ‘He’s an Akinya – he still has the bargaining instinct. Are we agreed that Geoffrey’s terms are acceptable?’




  Lucas’s nod was as grudging as possible.




  ‘We have all committed this conversation to memory?’ Hector asked.




  ‘Every second,’ Geoffrey said.




  ‘Then let it be binding.’ Hector offered his hand, which Geoffrey took after a moment’s hesitation, followed by Lucas’s. Geoffrey blinked the image of them shaking.




  ‘Don’t look on it as a chore,’ Hector said. ‘Look on it as a break from the routine. You’ll enjoy it, I know. And it will be good for you to look in on your

  sister.’




  ‘We would, of course, request that you refrain from any discussion of this matter with your sister,’ Lucas said.




  Geoffrey said nothing, nor made any visible acknowledgement of what Lucas said. He just turned and walked off, leaving the cousins standing there.




  Matilda was still keeping watch over her charges. She regarded him, emitted a low vocalisation, not precisely a threat rumble but registering mild elephantine disgruntlement,

  then returned to the examination of the patch of ground before her, scudding dirt and stones aside with her trunk in the desultory, half-hearted manner of someone who had forgotten quite why they

  had commenced a fundamentally pointless task in the first place.




  ‘Sorry, Matilda. I didn’t ask them to come out here.’




  She didn’t understand him, of course. But he was sure she was irritated with the coming and going of the odd-smelling strangers and their annoying, high-whining machine.




  He halted before her and considered activating the link again, pushing it higher than before, to see what was really going on in her head. But he was too disorientated for that, too unsure of

  his own feelings.




  ‘I think I might have made a mistake,’ Geoffrey said. ‘But if I did, I did it for the right reasons. For you, and the other elephants.’




  Matilda rumbled softly and bent her trunk around to scratch under her left ear.




  ‘I’ll be gone for a little while,’ Geoffrey went on. ‘Probably not more than a week, all told. Ten days at most. I have to go up to the Moon, and . . . well, I’ll

  be back as quickly as I can. You’ll manage without me, won’t you?’




  Matilda began poking around again. She wouldn’t just manage without him, Geoffrey thought. She’d barely notice his absence.




  ‘If anything comes up, I’ll send Memphis.’




  Oblivious to his reassurance, she continued her foraging.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  The woman from the bank apologised for keeping him waiting, although in fact it had been no more than minutes. Her name was Marjorie Hu, and she appeared genuinely keen to be

  of assistance, as if he’d caught her on a slow day where any break in routine was welcome.




  ‘I’m Geoffrey Akinya,’ he said, falteringly. ‘A relative of the late Eunice Akinya. Her grandson.’




  ‘In which case I’m very sorry for your loss, sir.’




  ‘Thank you,’ he said solemnly, allowing a judicious pause before proceeding with business. ‘Eunice held a safe-deposit box with this branch. I understand that as a family

  member I have the authority to examine the contents.’




  ‘Let me look into that for you, sir. There was some rebuilding work a while back, so we might have moved the box to another branch. Do you know when the box was assigned?’




  ‘Some time ago.’ He had no idea. The cousins hadn’t told him, assuming they even knew. ‘But it’ll still be on the Moon?’




  ‘Just up from Africa.’




  He’d travelled like any other tourist, leaving the day after his meeting with the cousins. After clearing exit procedures in Libreville, he’d been put to sleep and packed into a

  coffin-sized passenger capsule. The capsule had been fed like a machine-gun round into the waiting chamber of the slug-black, blunt-hulled thread-rider, where it was automatically slotted into

  place and coupled to internal power and biomonitor buses, along with six hundred otherwise identical capsules, densely packed for maximum transit efficiency.




  And three days later he’d woken on the Moon.




  No sense of having travelled further than, say, China – until he took his first lurching step and felt in his bones that he wasn’t on Earth any more. He’d had breakfast and

  completed immigration procedures for the African-administered sector. As promised, there’d been a message from the cousins: details of the establishment he was supposed to visit.




  Nothing about the Copernicus Branch of the CAB had surprised him, beyond the fact that it was exactly like every other bank he’d ever been in, from Mogadishu to Brazzaville. Same

  new-carpet smell, same wood-effect furniture, same emphatic courtesy from the staff. Everyone loped around in Lunar gravity, and the accents were different, but those were the only indicators that

  he wasn’t home. Even the images on the wall, cycling from view to view, were mostly of terrestrial locations. Adverts pushed travel insurance, retirement schemes, investment portfolios.




  Marjorie Hu had asked him to sit in a small windowless waiting room with a potted plant and a fake view of ocean breakers while she checked the location of the safe-deposit box. He had packed

  lightly for the trip, jamming everything he needed into a large black zip-up sports bag with a faded logo on the side. He kept the bag between his feet, picking at the terrestrial dirt under his

  nails until the door opened again and Marjorie Hu came in.




  ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘It’s still in our vaults. Been there for thirty-five years, which is about as long as we’ve had a branch in Copernicus. If you

  wouldn’t mind following me?’




  ‘I was assuming you’d want to screen me or something.’




  ‘We already have, sir.’




  She took him downstairs. Doors, heavy enough to contain pressure in the event of an accident, whisked open at the woman’s approach. She turned her head to look at him as they walked.




  ‘We’re about to pass out of aug reach, and I don’t speak Swahili.’ From a skirt pocket she pulled out a little plastic-wrapped package. ‘We have earphone

  translators available.’




  ‘Which languages do you speak?’




  ‘Mm, let’s see. Chinese and English, some Russian, and I’m learning Somali and Xhosa, although they’re both still bedding in. We can get a Swahili speaker to accompany

  you, but that might take a while to arrange.’




  ‘My Chinese is OK, but English will be easier for both of us, I suspect. I even know a few words of Somali, but only because my nanny spoke it. She was a nice lady from

  Djibouti.’




  ‘We’ll shift to English, then.’ Marjorie Hu put the earphones away. ‘We’ll lose aug in a few moments.’




  Geoffrey barely felt the transition. It was a withdrawing of vague floating possibilities rather than a sudden curtailment of open data feeds.




  ‘Anyone ever come in here that you couldn’t translate for?’ Geoffrey asked.




  ‘Not since I’ve been here. Anyone speaking a language that obscure, they’d better have backup.’ Marjorie Hu’s tone of voice had shifted microscopically now that he

  was hearing her actual larynx-generated speech sounds.




  A final set of pressure doors brought them to the vault. The morgue-like room’s walls were lined with small silver-and-orange-fronted cabinets, stacked six high, perhaps two hundred in

  all. Given the virtual impossibility of committing theft in the Surveilled World, there was no longer much need for this sort of safekeeping measure. Doubtless the bank regarded the housing of

  these boxes as a tedious obligation to its older clients.




  ‘That’s yours, sir,’ she said, directing him to a specific unit three rows up from the floor, the only cabinet in the room with a green light above the handle. ‘Open it

  whenever you like. I’ll step outside until you’re finished. When you’re done, just push the cabinet back into the wall; it will lock on its own.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  Marjorie Hu made a small, nervous coughing sound. ‘I’m required to inform you that you remain under surveillance. The eyes aren’t public, but we would be obliged to surrender

  captured imagery in the event of an investigation.’




  ‘That’s fine. I wouldn’t have assumed otherwise.’




  She dispensed a businesslike smile. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’




  Geoffrey put down his bag as she left the room, the door whisking shut between them. He wasted no time. At his touch, the cabinet eased out of the wall on smooth metal runners until it reached

  the limit of its travel. It was open-topped, with a smaller cream-coloured box resting inside. He lifted out the box and placed it on the floor. Even allowing for Lunar gravity, it struck him as

  unexpectedly light. No gold ingots, then. The box, stamped with the bank’s logo, had a simple hinged lid with no lock or catch. He opened it and looked inside.




  The box contained a glove.




  A glove, from a spacesuit. Fabric layers interspersed with plastic or composite plating, lending flexibility and strength. The fabric was silvery or off-white – hard to judge in the

  vault’s sombre lighting – and the plates were beige or maybe pale yellow. At the cuff-end of the glove was an alloy connector ring, some kind of blue-tinted metal inset with complicated

  gold-plated contacts that would presumably lock into place when the glove was fixed to the suit sleeve. The glove had been cleaned because, despite its apparent grubbiness, his hands stayed

  unsoiled.




  That was all there was. Nothing clutched in the fingers, nothing marked on the exterior. He couldn’t see anything lodged inside. He tried pushing his hand into it, but couldn’t get

  his thumb-joint past the wristband.




  Geoffrey didn’t know whether he felt disappointed or relieved. A bit of both, maybe. Relieved that there was nothing here to taint Eunice’s memory – no incriminating document

  linking her to some long-dead tyrant or war criminal – but subtly let down that there wasn’t something more intriguing, some flourish from beyond the grave, the fitting capstone that

  her life demanded. It wasn’t enough just to retire to Lunar orbit, live out her remaining days in the Winter Palace and die.




  He started to put the glove back in the box, preparing to stow the box back in the cabinet.




  And stopped. He couldn’t say why, save the fact that the glove seemed to merit more attention than he had given it. The one constant of Eunice’s life was that she was practically

  minded, scathing of sentiment and pointless gesture. She wouldn’t have put that glove there unless it meant something – either to her, or to whoever was supposed to find it after

  her death.




  Geoffrey slipped the glove into his sports bag. He put an Ashanti FC sweatshirt on top, jammed his baseball cap on top of that, resealed the bag and placed the now-empty box back into the

  cabinet. He pressed the cabinet back into the wall, whereupon it clicked into place and the green light changed to red.




  He opened the external door and stepped out of the vault.




  ‘All done,’ Geoffrey told the bank woman. ‘For now, anyway. I take it there’ll be no difficulties gaining access again?’




  ‘None at all, sir,’ Marjorie Hu said. If she had any interest in what he had found in the box, she was doing a good job of hiding it. This is a big deal for me, Geoffrey

  thought: family secrets, clandestine errands to the Moon, safe-deposit boxes with mysterious contents. But she must bring a dozen people down here every week.




  With the glove still in his possession, he made his way to the underground railway station. Transparent vacuum tubes punched through the terminal’s walls at different levels, threading

  between platforms connected by spiral walkways and sinuous escalators. Everything was glassy and semitranslucent. There were shopping plazas and dining areas, huge multi-storey sculptures and

  banners, waterfalls, fountains and a kind of tinkling, cascading piano music that followed him around like a lost dog.




  He strolled to a quiet corner of the concourse and voked a call to Lucas. When a minute had passed without Lucas picking up, he diverted the request to Hector. Three seconds later Hector’s

  figment – dressed in riding boots, jodhpurs and polo shirt – was standing in front of him.




  ‘Good of you to check in, Geoffrey. How’s your journey been so far?’




  ‘Pretty uneventful. How’re things back home?’




  ‘You haven’t missed any excitement.’ Lunar time lag made it seem as if Hector had given the question deep consideration. ‘Now – concerning that small matter we

  asked you to look into? Have you by any chance—’




  ‘It’s done, Hector. You can pass the word to Lucas as well – I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer. Maybe his empathy shunt short-circuited.’




  ‘Lucas broke a leg this morning – had a bad fall during the match. What should I tell him?’




  ‘That there was nothing in it.’




  Hector cocked his head. ‘Nothing?’




  ‘Nothing worth worrying about. Just an old glove.’




  ‘An old glove.’ Hector barked out a laugh. ‘Could you possibly be a little more specific, cousin?’




  ‘It’s from a spacesuit, I think – an old one. Can’t be worth much – must be millions like it still kicking around.’




  ‘She left it there for a reason.’




  ‘I suppose.’ Geoffrey gave an easy-going shrug, as if it was no longer his problem to worry about such things. ‘I’ll bring it home, if you’re interested.’




  ‘You’re at the premises now, right?’




  ‘No, I’m at the Copetown train terminal, on my way to Sunday. I couldn’t call you from the . . . premises – no aug reach.’




  ‘But the item is back where you found it?’




  ‘Yes,’ Geoffrey said, and for a moment the lie had emerged so effortlessly, so plausibly, that it felt as if he had spoken the truth. He swallowed hard, sudden dryness in his throat.

  ‘I can collect it before I come back down.’




  ‘Perhaps that wouldn’t be a bad idea.’ Hector’s figment was looking at him with . . . something. Naked, boiling contempt, perhaps, that Geoffrey had been so easily

  manipulated into doing the cousins’ bidding. Perhaps he should have shown more spine, talked up the offer even more. Maybe even told them to go fuck themselves. They’d have respected

  that.




  ‘I’ll bring it back. Seriously, though – it’s just an old glove.’




  ‘Whatever it is, it belongs in the family’s care now, not up on the Moon. How long before your train leaves?’




  Geoffrey made a show of looking up at the destination board. ‘A few minutes.’




  ‘It’s a shame you didn’t call me from the premises.’ Hector chopped his hand dismissively, as if he had better things to do than be cross with Geoffrey. ‘No matter.

  Fetch it on the way down, and enjoy the rest of your trip. Be sure to pass on my best wishes to your sister, of course.’




  ‘I will.’




  ‘While remembering what we said about this matter staying between the three of us.’




  ‘My lips are sealed.’




  ‘Very good. And we’ll see you back at the household. Ching home if you need to discuss anything in depth, but otherwise consider yourself on well-deserved vacation. I’m sure

  Memphis will be in touch if anything requires your immediate input.’




  Geoffrey smiled tightly. ‘Wish Lucas well with his leg.’




  ‘I shall.’




  The figment vanished. Geoffrey found the next train to Verne – they ran every thirty minutes – and bought himself a business-class ticket. Damned if he was slumming it when the

  cousins were picking up the tab.




  He was soon on his way, sitting alone in a nearly empty carriage, digging through a foil-wrapped chicken curry, lulled into drowsiness by the hypnotic rush of speeding scenery. But all the while

  he was thinking about the thing inside his bag, now shoved in the overhead rack. But for the fact that he had sensed its bulk and mass inside his holdall as he made his way to the station, he could

  easily have imagined that he’d taken nothing with him after all.




  Copernicus had been sunlit when Geoffrey arrived, but ever since then he had been moving east, towards an inevitable encounter with the terminator, the moving line of division between the

  Moon’s illuminated and shadowed faces. They hit it just west of the Mare Tranquillitatis, as the train was winding its way down from the uplands between the Ariadaeus and Hyginus Rilles.

  Geoffrey happened to glance up, and for an awful, lurching moment it looked as if the train was about to hurtle off the top of a sheer cliff into an immense sucking black sea below. Just as

  suddenly they were speeding over that sea, the train casting a wavering, rippling pool of light across the gently undulating ground which served only to intensify the darkness beyond it.

  Against the unlit immensity of the great sea the train appeared to be speeding along a narrow causeway, arrowing into infinite, swallowing night.




  A few minutes into the crossing the cabin lights dimmed, allowing sleep for those who needed it. Geoffrey amped-up his eyes. He made out the occasional fleeting form in the middle distance, a

  boulder, escarpment or some other surface feature zipping by. And there were, of course, still communities out here, some of which were among the oldest in the Moon’s short history of human

  habitation. To the south lay the first of the Apollo landing sites, a shrine to human ingenuity and daring that had remained undisturbed – though now safely under glass – for nearly two

  centuries. Back when the idea of his visiting the Moon was no more than a distant possibility, Geoffrey had always assumed that, like any good tourist, he would find time to visit the landing site.

  But that pilgrimage would have to wait until his next visit, however many years in the future that lay.




  He chinged Sunday.




  ‘Geoffrey,’ she said, her figment appearing opposite him. ‘There’s got to be something screwed up with the aug, because it’s telling me your point of origin is the

  Moon.’




  ‘I’m here,’ Geoffrey said. ‘On the train out of Copernicus. It was . . . a spur-of-the-moment thing.’




  ‘It would have to be.’




  ‘We’ve talked about it often enough, and after the scattering I just decided, damn it, I’m doing this. Took the sleeper up from Libreville.’ He made a kind of

  half-grimace. ‘Um, haven’t caught you at a bad time, have I?’




  ‘No,’ she said, not quite masking her suspicion. ‘I’m really glad you’ve decided to come and see us at long last. It’s just . . . a surprise, that’s

  all. It wouldn’t have killed you to call ahead first, though.’




  ‘Isn’t that what I’m doing now?’




  ‘I might be on a deadline here – up to my eyes in work, with no time even to eat, sleep or indulge in basic personal hygiene.’




  ‘If it’s a problem—’




  ‘It’s not, honestly. We’d love to see you.’ He believed her, too. She was clearly pleased that he was visiting. But he didn’t blame her for having a few doubts

  about the suddenness of it all. ‘Look, I’m guessing it’ll be evening before you arrive in the Zone, with all the tourist crap you have to clear first. Jitendra and I were going to

  eat out tonight – up for joining us? There’s a place we both like – they do East African, if you’re not sick of it.’




  ‘Sounds great.’




  ‘Call me when you get near the Zone and I’ll meet you at the tram stop. We’ll go straight out to eat, if you’re not too exhausted.’




  ‘I’ll call.’




  ‘Look forward to seeing you, brother.’




  He smiled, nodded and closed the ching bind.




  As the train sped on across the darkness of the Sea of Tranquillity, he delved into his bag again, reaching past the Cessna baseball cap and the Ashanti FC sweatshirt.




  Geoffrey angled the reading light to get a better view into the glove through its wrist opening. The wrist and hand cavity were empty, as he’d thought, all the way down as far as he could

  see, but the fingers were still obscured by shadow. Then he thought of his pencil and sketchpad further down in the bag, shoved in on the off chance.




  He drew out the sharpened 2B. Glancing up to make sure he was still unobserved, he probed the pencil down into the glove, jabbing around with the sharp end until he found the hole where the

  index finger began. He continued pushing until he met resistance. Hard to tell, but he didn’t feel that he had gone beyond the first joint after the knuckle.




  Something had to be wadded down there, jammed into the finger’s last two joints. Geoffrey drew out the pencil and tried the next finger along, finding that he couldn’t push the

  pencil down that one either. The third finger was the same, but the thumb and little finger appeared unobstructed.




  He went back to the first finger, dug the pencil in again. Whatever it was yielded slightly then impeded further ingress. He tried forcing the pencil past the obstruction, so that he could

  somehow hook it out, but that didn’t work. He gave it a couple more goes then withdrew the pencil and returned it to his bag.




  He took the glove and tried tapping it against the table, wrist end first, to loosen whatever was stuck in the fingers. That made too much noise, and in any case he could tell after the first

  few goes that it wasn’t going to work. He could feel nothing working loose, and if anything his poking and prodding had only rammed the obstructions further into the glove. Whatever it was

  would have to wait until he got home.




  Or at least until he got to Sunday’s.




  Certain he had exhausted its mysteries for now, Geoffrey pushed the glove back into his bag. He pulled his baseball cap out, jammed it onto his head with the brim forward, and dreamed of

  elephants.




  ‘This is your last chance,’ the Zone spokeswoman said. She was skinny, leather-clad, high-heeled, North African, with pink sparkles dusted onto her cheekbones and

  vivid purple hair, elaborately braided and sewn with little flickering lights. ‘From here on, the aug thins out to zilch. That bothers you, if that’s something you can’t deal

  with, now’s your chance to turn around.’




  Stoic faces, pasted-on smiles. No one abandoned their plans, all having come too far not to go through with the rest of the trip, Geoffrey included.




  ‘Guess we’re set, then,’ the purple-haired woman said, as if she’d never seriously expected anyone to quit. ‘You’ve all got your visas, so hop

  aboard.’




  The visa was a pale-green rectangle floating in his upper-right visual field, with a decrementing clock. It was the fourth of February now, and the visa allowed him to stay until the ninth.

  Failure to comply with the visa’s terms would result in forcible ejection from the Zone – and whether that meant literal ejection, onto the surface, with or without a spacesuit, or

  something fractionally more humane, was left carefully unspecified.




  It was a squeeze inside the tram, Geoffrey having to strap-hang. They were rattling down some dingy concrete-clad tunnel. Sensing a change in the mood of his fellow travellers, he formulated an

  aug query, a simple location request, and the delay before the aug responded was palpable. He waited a moment and tried again. This time there was no response at all, followed by a cascade of error

  messages flooding his visual field. Simultaneously the babble of voices in the bus turned biblical.




  Sensing the transition, some of the passengers reached languidly into pockets for earphone translators, or tapped jewelled ear-studs already in place. The babble quietened, lulled, resumed.




  Geoffrey blinked away the few remaining error messages, leaving only the visa icon and a single symbol – a broken globe – to indicate that aug connectivity was currently impaired.

  The machines in his head were still functioning; they just didn’t have much to talk to beyond his skull. He sensed their restless, brooding disquiet.




  The tram swerved and swooped along its shaft, dodging between the pupal carcasses of mothballed tunnelling machines. Ahead was a growing pool of light, a widening in the shaft. The tram picked

  its way between two rows of stacked shipping containers and came to a smooth halt next to a platform where people and robots waited. Geoffrey spotted his sister immediately. He truly felt as if it

  was only a few days since he’d last been in her company, even though it was years since they had been physically present with each other.




  She waved. A very tall man next to her also waved, but awkwardly, his eyes shifting as if he wasn’t completely sure which passenger they were meant to be greeting. Geoffrey waved back as

  the tram’s doors huffed open and he stepped off. He walked over to his sister and gave her a hug.




  ‘Good to see you, brother,’ Sunday said, speaking Swahili. ‘Jitendra – this is Geoffrey. Geoffrey – this is Jitendra Gupta.’




  Jitendra was about the same age as Sunday but easily a head taller, and very obviously a Lunar citizen: skinny, bald, boyishly handsome. Once Jitendra knew who to look at his smile warmed and he

  made a point of shaking Geoffrey’s hand vigorously.
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