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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




 


 


 




The world is so full of a number of things, 
I’m sure we should all be as happy as kings.





Robert Louis Stevenson,


‘Happy Thought’




PROLOGUE


When the guards on Asteroid 000013 started whimpering and licking each other, Dog Schwartz, to do him justice, was the first person to notice.


Everybody was always doing Dog Schwartz justice. People had done him justice in this jurisdiction, and that jurisdiction. The judge on Integrity 2 had pronounced Dog Schwartz fixed in transgression mode, and he had been around a bit since then.


Dog Schwartz was familiar with life in penal institutions from new malibu to ganymede. 000013 was bleaker than most, which was not surprising, it being an Eladeldi penitentiary. 000013 was a big rock with a long, looped, lonely orbit. All there was on the rock was a basic dome, a bunkhouse of sleep racks, and in the middle a big hole in the ground where Dog Schwartz and his fellow penitents spent day after abbreviated asteroid day breaking the big rock of 000013 into smaller rocks.


Dog Schwartz was called Dog because someone had once said he looked like one, a big jowly Terran-type dog, a St Bernard or a bloodhound. He didn’t mind the name. He accepted the respect it obviously conveyed. But he was touchy about his appearance. In civilian life he would choose colourful clothes, and even managed to impart a hint of flair to his prison greys.


When you talked about dogs on 000013, though, you meant the guards, because the guards on 000013 were all Eladeldi, who look far more like dogs than any human ever could. Eladeldi, it is conventionally agreed, look like some sort of big blue hairy mutant monster terrier standing on its hind legs.


Today they had started behaving like dogs too.


Dog Schwartz rested with his big hands on his huge thighs. He stared at them all, up on the perimeter. ‘Look at them,’ he said quietly to his mate. His voice was surprisingly light and high, a rather pleasant tenor.


Dog Schwartz’s mate, whose usual name was Monk, took the wedge he was holding out of its crack in the rock and looked. The Monk gave a dirty chuckle, which was the only kind of chuckle he knew how to give.


‘Fleas,’ he said.


They had been mates, Dog Schwartz and the Monk, for ages. Fate, or nature, or something equally big and bad had thrown them together here, and in many similar places. Dog Schwartz and the Monk his companion were the sort of men you were bound to find in prison, whatever species was in charge.


Dog Schwartz may have looked somewhat like a dog, but Dog Schwartz’s mate Monk looked nothing like a monk. Monk was short for Monkey: the Gunky Monkey it was in full, because of the state he always managed to get himself into, no matter how many times the guards sent him back through the ablute after work, or before it, for that matter. The Monk was small and sticky. Grease of all kinds seemed to converge from the far-flung corners of the Solar System with the express purpose of adhering to the hands of the Gunky Monkey.


The Gunky Monkey was good with his hands. What the Gunky Monkey liked doing best was taking things to pieces and putting them together again, to see if they would still go. In general, if they had been alive beforehand, they wouldn’t; but if they hadn’t been, tiny would. The Monk could fix most things, one way or the other. And he never left anything unfinished that he started, one way or the other.


Dog Schwartz shook himself and wrinkled his nose and pulled his right ear fiercely. ‘Fleas,’ he scoffed. ‘Look. Look at them. They can hear something.’


That was, indeed, the way it looked. The perimeter guards at the top of the pit all had their ears up, and their heads back, as if they could hear some signal out of space, some terrible screech undetectable by their human prisoners.


The Monk showed his teeth, which were brown, where they were not green. ‘Whatever it is,’ observed the Monk intently, ‘they’re not liking it.’


At the bottom of the pit, the younger of the two guards dropped his Enforcer with a clang. He shoved up against the elder guard and started nuzzling him.


Dog Schwartz straightened up, rolling his shoulders. ‘Get it,’ he said aloud, meaning the gun, meaning Leglois, who was nearest. But Leglois was immobile as usual. Fear immobilized Niglon Leglois. Fear of everything.


The elder guard barked, sharp and deep. The younger guard grabbed up his weapon with fumbling paws. The elder guard lifted his head and shouted at the prisoners to resume work; but his speech was unclear, his will divided.


Prisoners on all worlds sense such things as others sense a change in the weather. On 000013, which hasn’t got any weather, they sensed them even more readily. They did not resume work. Numb with labour and fatigue, they continued to stand and stare at the guards.


The elder guard kept shouting. The younger one had begun to bark now, urgently, piercingly. Any minute now the warning would come from on high, and then if work did not begin instantly, the shooting would.


Dog Schwartz lifted his hammer as if Monk was still holding the wedge in place; as if he was just about to strike it.


Skittering on the shiny rock, the perimeter guards came racing round the lip of the quarry. Why didn’t they shoot? It was as if they had forgotten how to use their weapons. A stir went through the prisoners. The Eladeldi were harsh and zealous in their administration of the law, and in their obedience to Capella, whose law it was. Yet now they seemed as if they had completely lost touch with the law, and with Capella too.


Bulkily, Dog Schwartz was beginning to sidle towards the nearest ramp as the first guards hurtled from it. The guards ran by him, converging on the pit floor detail; but not to reinforce them. They were running to the old guard as if for protection, yammering at him in protest, begging him to stop the noise. The prisoners began to laugh and jeer.


Dog Schwartz stepped up on the ramp and addressed himself to a descending guard one of the last.


The guard was on all fours. He shied from the big alien figure suddenly blocking his path.


Dog Schwartz went into a crouch. He held his rock hammer out to the side. ‘Here, boy,’ he said.


The guard snapped at him. He cowered, reaching clumsily for the ultrasonic whip at his belt.


Dog Schwartz lifted his hammer and smashed the Eladeldi’s skull, together with his neck, left shoulder, and a good part of his back.


Suddenly the pit was full of roaring.


The big man took a moment to preen before spinning balletically in the low g and smashing another guard and another. ‘What ho, Monk!’ he bellowed in delight. ‘Well, well, well!’, while the smaller man pitched in with a half-dozen others, stabbing a pinioned figure with his wedge, rolling and skipping in the dirt. Even Leglois had come to life now, and was throwing rocks hectically.


It was no contest. Up above the furry blue officers were running in circles round the compound, whining and howling as if the whole known and trusted universe had upped and died on them. They put up no fight at all against the suddenly swarming inmates, but retreated through the main lock into their shuttle, where they skulked for days, still howling. Meanwhile Dog Schwartz and the Gunky Monkey and Niglon Leglois and all their friends and enemies ate and drank everything they could eat and drink and broke everything they couldn’t.


It was only later that the biggest rock anyone had ever seen flew up out of nowhere, and the woman in the long black leather coat offered to take them all away.





PART ONE



The Heat of the Moment
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This story is about Tabitha Jute, and how she went on a long journey.


My name is Alice, and I’m very interested in stories. Captain Jute used to tell me stories, when I was just a barge. Some of them were stories about her, and how she had come to be my Captain; and some were stories about her and me, about places we had been and jobs we had done together. There was quite a lot I didn’t understand. You don’t, when you’re a barge.


Then Captain Jute, who had driven nothing but barges and tenders and scouters all her life, suddenly came into possession of a starship; and so, in a sense, did I.


Now of course a machine, however advanced and adapted, can’t really imagine how it feels to be a person. But I spoke with Captain Jute a good deal at first, and this is how she described what it was like for her, taking over Plenty:


It was like waking up one day to discover you’ve inherited a gigantic palace. A palace with more rooms than you can possibly count. A room for everything you can think of. A flying room. A swimming room. A treasury where you actually can roll in money. A different bedroom for every night of the year, with one so secret only you can find it, so no one can ever come and tell you to get up, or hurry up, or tidy up. A banqueting hall with a continuous feast for all your favourite friends. A dungeon with continuous tortures for all your favourite enemies. Thousands, millions of rooms, rooms with stories of their own, rooms with people already living in them, some of them, with their own ideas about what’s what. People with their own languages, their own needs, their own dreams. And other rooms with things in you can’t identify, wild animals and strange machines, indefinable moods and obscure diseases. And the whole palace is flying through space.


That was my job. That was why Captain Jute had taken me out of the wreck of the barge and plugged me into the starship: because I knew how to fly it. At least, I could fly it. I didn’t really know how to do it any more than you know how to walk, or gallop, or ooze, or whatever it is you do.


This story starts where the journey began, at Asteroid 000013, and it finishes with the end of the journey, the arrival, which was no kind of end at all, of course, only another beginning. Like most journeys it went much further and took much longer than it was supposed to, even on the soft clocks of subjective time. Neither was I supposed to be so isolated for so much of it – but if everything happened the way it was supposed to there wouldn’t be any stories.


I’m afraid you may think Captain Jute doesn’t come out of this one terribly well; though of course she didn’t begin terribly well either. Goodness knows how many statutes and territories and proprietary rights she violated when she helped herself to that haunted vessel; how many lives she disrupted, how many businesses she ruined. Perhaps if she had paid more attention she might have made a better showing; or perhaps she was only ever clinging by her fingernails anyway, way out over the edge, as usual.
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At the green dome it was chaos. People of all species were bustling in and out, whistling, shouting, arguing and gesticulating. They were dragging out the old cryonic freezers, the life support machines and environmats, and rolling in automatic trucks of flight control gear, drums of ducting and cable. Little kids were running around with their arms outstretched, making zapping noises at each other.


Smiling as she now found herself having to all the time, smiling at everybody, seeing nobody, Tabitha Jute waded through the usual gang of gawkers and starspotters and into the foyer. Her finger went automatically to tap her wristcom, before she remembered the sensitivity of the mikes here.


‘How’s it going, Alice?’


‘UP AND DOWN AND ROUND AND ROUND,’ said a disembodied voice.


It was not at all bad; the new vox. The techs had thought she was crazy when they realized she was asking them to reproduce the acoustics of a Bergen Kobold cockpit in a 200-metre dome. Captain Jute knew it would never be quite the same, but it was a warm voice, human, female, English, ageless, endlessly burdened, endlessly reliable. The Captain laughed. It was Alice all right.


She went past a pile of crates onto the floor of the chamber, acknowledging everybody’s greetings. ‘Brilliant,’ she told them, meaning it now. ‘This is all right, this is.’


She went to the helm and sat down in her big chair. She could not forbear to pat the persona unit at her side. ‘Brilliant, Alice …’ Her coffee had arrived, fresh and hot and strong. ‘Oh, right, cheers.’ Sipping it too eagerly, wincing, the Captain surveyed her bridge.


Over to the right were a pair of cargo drones lowering a bank of monitors from the gallery: brand new Patays, top res 500 mil, still shedding curls of packing foam. Over to the left they were installing stabilizer parallax mesoscopes – beautiful gear, a K’s worth of it; gear she had carried a hundred crates of once, from Domino Valparaiso to the cargo bays of a glistening climax mall on Telos 10. Now it was hers.


Captain Jute ran her hand across the tab palettes of her console. They warmed at her touch, spreading patterns of light like coloured oils under smoked glass. She marvelled. ‘Where’s this stuff come from?’


THIS IS PLENTY,’ said Alice. ‘EVERYTHING IS HERE.’


It was the slogan on the orbital’s logo, familiar from flyers, ads and signal satellites: a sparkling pantomime swirl of fruit and coins and playing curds spilling from a stylized mound that was something like 2 tortoiseshell, though those who had actually worked in Plenty’s mucky caves and corridors said it was a bin bag.


‘Everything is here, somewhere,’ said Mr Spinner, smiling over his eternal clipboard.


Mr Spinner had been first officer on a Shenandoah grain freighter. His purser had chanced to be dragging him around the sin-pits of Plenty during a stopover, and he regarded it as very much his good fortune to have been on board when the station took its first, unexpected, unscheduled flight. Now Shenandoah was in crisis, like everybody else. Mr Spinner’s freighter was probably being looted this very minute at Funnel Plat; but Mr Spinner was here, making himself useful. The lights of the bridge gleamed on his bald head. ‘The voyage of a lifetime,’ he told the AV interviewers. ‘The first human voyage to another star.’


Where they should actually go had been the subject of some debate. There was no shortage of suggestions. Cruisers and scouters full of carpetbaggers and representatives had been at them as soon as Plenty materialized in the Belt. Messages were backed up at every com port: questions, demands, bribes, threats, inducements, offers of co-operation. The apocalypse was come, apparently. The Capellans had fallen; Eladeldi everywhere were running around biting their own tails; behind Jupiter the Seraphim were gathering their silent black ships. People in the Belt rather fancied Captain Jute’s enormous escape vehicle.


The Captain lounged in her chair. She was drinking a tube of Trajan Special Reserve. She lifted the tube in the air. She was going to speak. Everyone shut up and looked at her.


‘This stuff really is quite good,’ she said.


Everyone besieged her, shouting. ‘Okay!’ she laughed. She flashed a humorous dark glance around the excited humans. ‘Okay. Alice? What’s her range?’


‘A GREAT DEAL OF THIS IS STILL QUITE OBSCURE. I’M AFRAID,’ the persona replied from the labyrinth of the alien programming. ‘PERHAPS WE SHOULD GO TO TITAN BEFORE WE SET OFF.’


The master codes that had woken the Frasque drive had come from someone on Titan, the knowledgeable told each other.


THEY MIGHT BE HELPFUL.’ supposed Alice.


More likely they’d want the ship back for their employers, Tabitha thought. Who were either Frasque, who ate people, or Seraphim, who redesigned them. Automatically the Captain looked at the patched wall of the control room, where the last Frasque had come bursting in; and then at Xtasca the Cherub, hovering nearby. Xtasca was a Seraphim creation. It was already translating Frasque charts. Its little red eyes gleamed faintly as it worked the console with its tail.


No, no one was crazy about Titan. Everyone was hungry for the stars. They had been stuck around Sol ever since they first ventured into space, thanks to the Capellans’ policy of cultural preservation, or intensive farming, as it might more properly have been called. It was time to leave.


‘One at a time now –’


‘Von Maanen’s Star,’ said Karen Narlikar, an ex-trucker like Tabitha.


A tech in Neptune shell ear-rings was hopping up and down. ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘BD+ 59.19158.B. Really. It has this amazing corona.’ She pushed through the crowd and thrust a crumpled stack of printout at the Captain.


The Captain took it, pretended to look at it. ‘You want to know what I think?’ she said. They did. ‘Sirius. I saw a thing about it once. Warm worlds – what’s that place with all the beaches? That’s there, isn’t it?’


‘So are the Eladeldi,’ grinned another tech.


Mr Spinner looked at his fingernails. ‘Well, I should suggest Lalande 21185,’ he said. ‘If she’s got the range.’ He showed his teeth, stiffly. ‘We can go to all these other places on the way back.’


An ironic and pleasurable shiver ran around the company. It was pure bravado, setting off in a weird thing like this, not knowing what it was capable of, not knowing how long you would be gone, or if you would ever return.


If you would survive.


‘Let’s not go mad,’ said Xtasca then, at the console.


Captain Jute looked. The Cherub had accessed an image of a star. Its image was shrouded, as if shining through a thick fog of information in all kinds of inaccessible codes and frequencies.


‘Proxima Centauri,’ the Cherub said.


‘It’s logical,’ conceded Mr Spinner. Most things about the Cherub were, if you could just work out how.


‘Proxima,’ said Captain Jute, starting to gloat again. Proxima fucking Centauri! At last. Leaving screaming Capellans and yelping Eladeldi and scheming Seraphim in her dusty wake.


And mum and dad, she said to herself. And everybody else. Everybody.


‘No, let’s not go mad,’ said Captain Jute. ‘Just let’s go.’


She was so excited and proud she couldn’t even feel how scared she was. A stardrive, a Frasque stardrive. How the hell did it work? How the hell did the Capellan drive work, that she had been using all her working life? Well, you had a persona to run it; and Alice was configured for both.


‘Are we fit for Proxima, Alice?’


There was the briefest pause while the persona examined the capacity of Plenty.


‘I CANT SEE WHY NOT, CAPTAIN,’


‘PROXIMA CENTAURI,’ said all the speakers, amid cheers.


‘Is that where we’re going?’ asked a lanky young man.


‘That’s where we’re going,’ said Captain Jute. She flexed her fingers, looking idly at her nails, feeling the corners of her mouth drawing irresistibly upwards.


‘Alice? Estimated journey time?’


‘NOT YET ESTIMABLE.’


‘Well, roughly. Extrapolate it’


‘WHAT VALUE FOR HUMAN PERCEPTION INDEX?’ ‘One,’ said the Captain. ‘Infinite. What do you mean, what value?’


‘NO RANGE HAS BEEN ESTABLISHED IN INTERSTELLAR HYPERSPACE,’ said Alice. ‘NO PRECEDENT. CAPTAIN. I AM SORRY.’


Behind her voices were murmuring, ‘Palernia, Palernia.’


‘Palernia orbits Proxima, Captain,’ said Mr Spinner.


‘So it does, Mr Spinner,’ said the Captain. ‘Will somebody go and find some Palernians? A whole five, yes. And don’t all stand behind me like that.’


They had found a big screen to put up for her. It was going on the far wall, bolted straight into the matrix. Ultimately it would be possible to run anything on there, live or processed, input from any monitor on the bridge, or anything Alice came up with. Externals they could get too, they believed, though it would be quite a job.


Every time the Captain looked at the wall she thought about the deep-frozen Frasque that had come jerking and shrilling out of it. In death, the ichor of their twiggy bodies had spattered the chamber like white pus, like semen. The floor was still sticky. The techs and console jockeys trampled over it happily, treading cigarette ash everywhere. It made her feel sick, though, when she thought about it.


The Palernians were delighted at her announcement. The five capered happily about, kissing one another and everybody else with great wetness. ‘Haaoome!’ they mooed.


It was time she took a look at the docks. Tabitha couldn’t believe how many things here were to think about. She signed to Mr Spinner, who summoned a lift for her. ‘Don’t let anybody bother Alice,’ the Captain told him, looking pointedly at the techs already drifting towards her vacant chair.


‘IT’S QUITE ALL RIGHT. CAPTAIN.’ said Alice, and she started to remind Captain Jute once again about the principles of parallel computation, and that everything on that little grey plaque inserted in the machine beside the chair had already been backed up with quintuple redundancy, and that in fact the capacity of the little grey plaque had already been far exceeded in generating the entity that was talking to her now.


‘So I can take you with me,’ said Captain Jute.


‘IF YOU FEEL THE NEED,’ said the persona politely.


Captain Jute ejected lie persona and stuffed it in her bag, among all her other junk, sunglasses, socket spanner, spare knickers. If it hadn’t been for that little grey plaque, Bergen serial 5N179476.900, persona name Alice, none of us would be here at all, she reflected, to justify her pointless act. If it hadn’t been for 5N179476.900, and a batty old corpsicle called Hannah, Plenty would be still in Earth orbit; and we would be zombies in the gardens of Charon, with Capellan larvae feasting on our brains.


In the foyer she noticed a sign of the cryo company that had previously occupied this dome. ‘Sleep of the just,’ it read. ‘Destiny suspended with dignity.’


‘That can go,’ said Captain Jute.


At once people started climbing up to tear the signs down. ‘Don’t damage them!’ cried a fat human with prominent teeth.


‘Those will be valuable one day!’


On the lift was a Thrant, a beautiful male with gold eyes, limbs like a z-ball player. It acknowledged her with a twist of its feline head. There were quite a few on board, she’d noticed. She hoped they weren’t going to be a problem. Thrant and Perks, she thought, bloody hell. Perhaps they’ll eat each other. You couldn’t worry about something like that.


Proxima fucking Centauri! she thought.


Saskia Zodiac, in a pair of blue silk pyjamas, sat on Tabitha’s bed. Beside her was a tray of breakfast, looking remarkably ravaged. Saskia had a surprising appetite for one so very, very thin.


Saskia was practising some tricks. She did the Stocking Run Finesse, the Three Chip Drop, the Frog Baffle. The frog, a tiny orange one, sat on her palm and chirped briefly before disappearing. Saskia felt sad. For the rest of her life, whenever she performed the Frog Baffle she would miss her brother. They had always practised together, before a show. Each had been as good as a mirror to the other; to anyone else who saw them too, for they were, when dressed, identical.


The last of the Zodiac clone stretched then, luxuriating in the splendid bed. With a sigh, she produced the frog again, then wiggled the fingers of her free hand at the serving drone.


‘You’re not watching,’ she told it.


The drone flickered twelve little jewel-like lights and tweeted interrogatively.


The Captain came home to collect her coat. It was a long black leather coat she had picked up somewhere, in some abandoned apartment or after some party. It wasn’t new. In fact it was pretty shabby. The sleeves were a bit short, and the pockets were too small to put your hands in properly. But she liked it, and wore it everywhere. It flapped and swung in the artificial gravity as she and her conjuror lover raced down Morningstar Drive to the Midway Lifts. Saskia won easily.


Bearing the pair of them, the lift pod crawled slowly but steadily down through the giant central cleft that divided Plenty from stem to stern, from the Mercury Garden above to the roof of the cavern of docks below. People of all species were busy everywhere, toiling with their own hands or directing machines. Dead areas without air or power had already been sealed off with polyfilm generators or cement. In the road tunnels they were cutting back the vegetation, clearing away the worst of the damage done when the station suddenly left its orbital mooring.


The further the lift descended, the hotter it seemed to grow. The Captain pressed the acrobat against the wall of the pod, kissing her juicily. ‘I ought to have a car,’ she said.


Saskia flexed her neck complacently. ‘You’re the Captain,’ she said. ‘You ought to have a fleet of cars.’


‘No, I ought to,’ Tabitha said. ‘What do you think I ought to have?’


The question seemed to irritate her companion. ‘Oh god, I don’t know,’ she said, climbing negligently up the wall. ‘Marco used to go on about cars,’ she said. ‘A big one,’ she suggested, ‘with lots of flashing lights.’


The Captain reached up and stroked her slender calf. It was funny to remember sometimes how young she really was. ‘I’ll ask Dorcas,’ she said. She had once worked for Dorcas’s sister, in a menial capacity. ‘She’s good at finding things.’


The lift had a working com. She called Dorcas on it. ‘Listen, can you get me a car? A big one,’ she said, looking at her companion, ‘and a driver. Yes. Yes, someone else can do the work for a change.’


They arrived in the docks, that gloomy, confusing warren of machinery and parking berths that occupies the lowest tiers of the station, like the misshapen bottom of the tortoiseshell. In the passenger transit section people who believed they might yet have homes and a hope of reaching them continued to cram departing spacecraft. Captain Jute could barely understand. She hadn’t had a permanent address since she was a girl. Her only home had been her barge, the Alice Liddell, and that had been disintegrated.


The crowds had thinned considerably, the Captain noted. She summoned one of the departure robots, a simple spaceline seat assignment model, built for ticketing warm bodies into ships. It rolled towards her, its antennae twirling as it went through the process of recognizing her.


‘Your report,’ said the Captain.


‘Disembarkation 86.3% complete,’ intoned the robot.


‘Let’s get them all out of here,’ said the Captain, looking round the forlorn faces with their mismatched luggage and tattered souvenirs. ‘Don’t keep anyone hanging about here any longer than you have to.’


‘Herself, she means,’ said Saskia, not altogether inaccurately.


Saskia Zodiac too was in permanent exile. She was a refugee, a sole survivor, passing for human. She would never return to the experimental wing of Abraxas where the Seraphim had grown her and her doomed siblings. Since her escape, with Xtasca the Cherub and her last brother Mogul, she had been permanently on the road, or on the run, with Marco Metz’s criminal cabaret. Saskia had no particular place to be, unless it was with Captain Jute.


Captain Jute looked through a window into a separate chamber. A hairy blue figure in a prison guard’s uniform was prowling up and down, rubbing its shoulder along the walls.


‘What’s this?’ she asked the robot. ‘Who have you got there?’


‘He came up with the last shipload from 000013,’ said the robot.


She touched the door open and went in.


The Eladeldi threw himself at the Captain’s feet, whining pitifully. ‘No,’ she said, stepping back. ‘No cops!’


The robot hummed, checking its categories.


They had put off all the cops on board, right after the clutch of surviving Frasque. Cyclops helmets flickering resentfully, the executives of suspended laws had been dropped onto the penal colony, while the less salubrious residents and the upcoming convicts jeered and pelted them with rocks and shoes.


Mr Spinner had not been happy about this exchange of personnel. ‘Don’t you think we’ve got enough criminals already?’


But the Captain had been in a giddy mood. Perhaps she was under the spell of her own early career as a juvenile delinquent. ‘No!’ she said gladly. ‘You can never have enough criminals!’


Saskia had concurred. ‘Criminals are so interesting. We used to be criminals,’ she had told the expressionless first officer, ‘Marco and Mogul and Xtasca and me.’


Tabitha had kissed her and fondled her long hard head. ‘We’re all criminals now,’ she said.


They rode on down to the floor of the docks, into the din of clanking and squealing and thundering. Through the stern door, the view was of brown rock bleached by floodlight glare: the surface of Asteroid 000013, in the grip of the tractor beams of Plenty. Beyond, eclipsing the waiting stars, the watching ships went to and fro, more than ever of them now, waiting for the ugly great vessel to disappear.


‘All ashore that’s going ashore,’ boomed the departure robots.


In a VIP suite secluded from the hubbub of the transit lounge, the last twilight executives, offworld tax shamans and blacklisted data surgeons, prepared to abandon the shadowy orbital that had served them so well. Consultants were making tight-lipped, sweaty deals with each other for survival suits and armaments, while their assistants ran to and fro, securing them places on the last Caledonian Lightning.


In the corner, apart from the commotion, a male human tailored in smart but neutral grey stood watching everything through little rimless spectacles. Unlike the others he had no luggage, no equipment and no visible signs of panic; his assistant, if that’s what she was, crouched beside him on a leash.


A skeletal woman clutched his arm. ‘Henderson, you’re not staying?’ she said. Her eyes were huge, thyroid, lavishly rimmed with the black of stress.


The man called Henderson nodded, briefly.


‘You’re crazy,’ she said. ‘I always knew you were crazy.’


The man cocked his head, nonchalantly.


Somebody called, the woman shrieked and disappeared back into the throng, shouting orders.


The man watched, and stroked his companion.


A Vespan woman, an arms dealer, bulky as a rhinoceros, swayed up to him. ‘Kersh,’ she rumbled. ‘You gone think this place gone factually fly?’


‘It’s done all right so far,’ said the man called Henderson, and also Kersh.


She surveyed him, panting and rolling her humbug eyes. ‘Kersh, you gone already gone!’ she pronounced as she walloped away, slapping her bulbous brow and voiding air from several bladders at once in jovial disgust.


A yellow human man ran in front of the man in grey, his fist full of credit chips. When he saw who it was, he gave every sign of terror and froze in a guarded posture. ‘Nick!’ he said, in a voice that warned of violence. ‘I can pay you the money! As soon as we get picked up, Nick, I promise!’ As he spoke his hand was automatically trying to hide the chips, thrusting them into the pocket of his orange-lined sports jacket.


The man called Henderson, and Kersh, and now Nick, smiled and waved an indulgent hand at his interlocutor’s self-betraying action. ‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘Invest it for me.’


The yellow man’s jaw dropped open. He was so startled he forgot to be menacing, or persuasive, or even in a panic. ‘You’re going?’ he said. ‘With that woman?


The woman on the leash did not react. She knew the yellow man did not mean her.


The yellow man was so startled he started to laugh. He laughed derisively, showing jewelled teeth. ‘Nick, you really are a crazy man!’


The man shrugged. He looked almost pleased with himself. The soft glow of the biofluorescents shone on his sober red tie, his clean white shirt. The Lightning driver, tired and morose, came on the com to say departure would be delayed. The arms dealer was stuck in the jetway.


With a tug like giant magnets in sudden repulsion, the asteroid was released. Imperceptibly at first, the alien ship began to ease into motion. Slowly the stars started to drift from the edges of the dock mouth to the middle.


It was twenty subjective minutes later that the klaxon started up. Simultaneously Tabitha’s wristset began to peep: a call from the stern door.


‘This is the Captain,’ she said. ‘What is it?’


‘Freimacher Charisma, Captain,’ replied the observer. ‘Coming in fast.’


Captain Jute whistled up a hoverjeep, which sped them to the spot. She stood up, leaning on the windscreen, staring across the blackened landing apron through the filmy force curtain. You could see the incoming vessel now with the unaided eye, a black shape against the black. It was hurtling towards them, head on.


‘What the –?’


‘Identify,’ bleated the security system. ‘Identify!’


Captain Jute waved her hand. ‘Let it in,’ she commanded. The crowd gaped at her. She had a premonition, nameless yet. She could not have told you why she was obeying it.


At the very last instant on the edge of possibility, the stern door force curtain opened a slit, and the Charisma, a drab brown Belt ship with mining company insignia, came sliding through in a magnificent suicidal roll. As the pilot finally lost control it pancaked into the apron in an explosion of shattered undercarriage. Three fire drones raced up spraying foam while black smoke began to billow from the wreck and the cockpit blew.


Inside a lone figure stood up: a gaunt, shaven-headed woman wiping her hands, pulling the control leads from the sockets in her temples. Disdaining the rescue machines, she vaulted over the edge of the cockpit and walked towards the approaching jeep.


Tabitha leapt to the floor and ran to her, yelling, ‘Dodger!’


‘Wotcha, gel,’ said the blackened newcomer, standing her ground, surveying the infernal vista of the alien space dock. ‘I suppose you stand a good chance of getting on corporate rostering around here,’ she said.


‘Dodger! Dodger Gillespie!’ There was no one in all the worlds she would rather see.
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Corporate rostering. It was an old joke, from another life. Long years of contract driving, Vassily-Svensgaard packets and Shinjatzu Toiseach Double K’s, from Phobos to Autonomy, St Morag to Lhasa. Soap and seaweed, cement and solarfoam, tonnes and kilotonnes. The battery dorms they called henhouses and the Eladeldi hiring halls, and long laughing nights in the pleasure quarter of San Pareil!


Dodger was smirking, her upper lip curled at one side. It was as much expression as you ever saw in her lantern features. She was rolling her habitual ciggy.


‘You didn’t think you could leave me behind, did you?’


‘God, Dodger, it’s good to see you.’ Suddenly Tabitha was bursting with pride. She flung her arms wide, lifting her face to the black vaults, the floodlights, the blast shields and smoke-encrusted gantries of the docks. ‘You like her?’


‘Your friend in the pyjamas?’ said the crashlanded pilot. Her sockets glinted red in her skull, reflecting the flame as she lit her fag. ‘She’s gone off somewhere.’


Captain Jute looked back at the jeep. It was empty. Saskia Zodiac had slipped away in the confusion. Perhaps she had had enough of things exploding recently.


‘Not her,’ said Captain Jute. ‘Plenty. My ship!’ She wanted to jump up and down. She was always a kid again, around Dodger.


A crowd had formed. ‘Everybody,’ the Captain announced, ‘this is Dodger Gillespie, the best woman who ever spliced a vector!’ She lifted Dodger’s right hand and shook it, like a referee acclaiming a prize fighter. Tapers whirred. AV cameras were nosing towards the hissing wreck. People were trying to put blankets round Captain Gillespie and waving Geiger counters at her.


Tabitha whistled up the jeep and they climbed in.


‘You’ll have a chance to talk to her later,’ she promised them, as the reporters broke into a run. ‘She’s not going anywhere!’


The lift drew them slowly up the Cleft towards the bridge. In the tunnel mouths of the passing levels Dodger could see lights and darkness; stalactites and supermarkets; children playing in the overflow of a broken water main. Here, close at hand, was a team of explorers getting into harness, shouldering their tacklebags and coils of fluorescent orange rope. They raised their goggles and waved. The Captain waved back.


‘It’s a fucking starship?’


‘It is,’ said Captain Jute, in the voice of a gameshow host, ‘a fucking starship!’


Dodger curled a nostril and blew smoke out of the corner of her mouth. She looked up out of the window at the gloom overhead. ‘Why didn’t they use it?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Tabitha, dismissively. ‘Who knows why the Frasque did anything?’


Her old friend looked at her. She was almost laughing. ‘What are you doing with it?’ she asked, entirely rudely.


‘It’s a long story.’


Marginally more seriously, Captain Gillespie asked: ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’


‘Of course I don’t,’ said Tabitha. ‘Alice knows,’ she said, as a Christian would say, God will provide. She pressed her hand to the bag slung over her shoulder.


Inside the green dome everyone came to see the intrepid space pilot. She shook Mr Spinner’s hand and winked at the girls leaning over the gallery.


Captain Jute started looking in her bag. ‘Alice,’ she said aloud, ‘this is Dodger. My oldest friend.’


‘WE’VE MET BEFORE. CAPTAIN GILLESPIE,’ said the persona, ‘ON UCOPIA PLAT, WHEN I WAS A BARGE. YOU CAME TO CAPTAIN JUTE’S SHIPWARMING PARTY.’


Dodger revealed her famous teeth. She pointed a thumb at the banks of equipment, the ranks of flickering control decks. ‘You’re running this on the persona from that old Kobold?’


Captain Jute finally unearthed the plaque and slotted it in its reader. ‘Vastly adapted and improved, aren’t you, Alice?’ she said.


The function light came on. ‘SO ARE WE ALL, I HOPE,’ the ship observed, ‘SINCE THOSE DAYS.’


Dodger Gillespie laughed and laughed. She didn’t stop laughing until she started coughing. She took a grip on the Captain’s upper arm as if needing support. ‘Only you, Jute,’ she coughed, swearing.


Tabitha took the helm. They were coming up to escape speed. On the big screen hung a fuzzy image of yellow Saturn, apparently dead ahead.


‘What about it, Alice?’ asked Dodger Gillespie. ‘You fancy a quick spin to Proxima Centauri, do you?’


‘I DOUBT IT WILL BE QUICK, CAPTAIN GILLESPIE.’ said Alice. ‘AT THE MOMENT WE ARE ASSUMING A SUBJECTIVE TRAVEL TIME OF FIFTEEN MONTHS. PERHAPS THIRTY. HYPERSPACE ON AN INTERSTELLAR PLANE INVOLVES TRANSITS AND ELISIONS OF TEMPORAL CONTINUITY UNLIKE ANYTHING YOUR SPECIES HAS ENCOUNTERED YET. SOME OF WHAT I AM BEGINNING TO CALL THE CONSECUTIVITY EQUATIONS OF THE FRASQUE ALREADY SEEM TO SUGGEST FASCINATING IMPLICATIONS –’


‘Alice,’ said Tabitha forcefully.


‘YES. CAPTAIN?’


‘Full speed ahead, Alice,’ said Tabitha.


‘YES, CAPTAIN,’ said the starship.


Captain Gillespie gave a chuckle, leaning on the arm of the big blue chair. ‘Christ, gel, take it easy.’


‘She’s fast, Dodger,’ said the Captain. ‘Aren’t you, Alice? Charon to Venus in two hundred hours.’


‘233 HOURS, 16 MINUTES. 51.24 SECONDS.’


Dodger’s fag had gone out. She fished for her lighter. ‘You’ve never had anything half this size …’


The Captain was watching the blurred face of Saturn sliding by, swirling like clotted gold. ‘Venus to the Belt in a day,’ she said.


‘29 HOURS, 43 MINUTES –’


All around the makeshift bridge screens started snowing, readouts rolling. On the gallery a monitor slid from its cradle with a twang of snapping wire. A pair of mechs hurried along the catwalk towards it, crouching low, holding on with both hands.


‘All I’m saying is, you want to get the feel of her before you push the limits.’


‘I’m getting out of here!’ said the Captain, locking eyes with her, and Dodger saw something in her gaze that was more than madcap; something from deep in Tabitha Jute’s astronautical soul that said, Before they come and take this away from me.


Then the space about them inverted, as if they and all the personnel and equipment around them were to be forced through the neck of an infinitesimal funnel, and the air turned a deep electric blue. It fractured in rectangular planes like stacked blocks of insubstantial ice. A high-pitched squealing noise had been sounding forever, tirelessly, like the whistle of some celestial kettle. The sound drilled on and on, subdividing and multiplying until the eardrums and eyeballs of everyone aboard threatened to burst with it; until at the last moment it burst itself, into a thousand separate notes spiralling and wiggling away like a firework cascade of demented mesons, and the gates of infinity opened up and let the great ship lumber through.


The fanfares and cheering were so loud no one could hear Alice’s official announcement. They had skipped. They had entered the cosmic overpass and would have no more sight of true space for a year, or maybe two! The windows of the Earth Room and the skylights of the Mercury Garden now showed only a pale dull stippled nothingness like frozen smoke; and things tasted different, somehow, though no one was ever able to describe exactly how.


Captain Jute sat back smiling a smug post-orgasmic sort of smile, oblivious to the hubbub all around. She touched a tab, trimmed a set of straying axis co-ordinates, bedded down the thrust. ‘There we are, Alice,’ she said. ‘Steady as she goes, Mr Spinner.’


‘Steady it is, ma’am.’


Dodger Gillespie watched her a little while, impressed. The kid was a star. She seemed to have got a good desk crew too, people who’d happily spend all their waking time for the next year knitting up the infinite strings unravelled by the alien programming. She touched the cuff of her shirt to her cheek and found she was sweating.


‘You need a drink,’ she said.


‘No,’ said Tabitha. ‘I need a lot of drinks. We’re gone, yeeeeaaahh –!’ and with that she did jump up and start to yell, and everybody else started yelling again even louder, leaning on each other and holding cotton wool to their bleeding noses. People pressed presents on her, bottles and powders and precarious slices of cake.


The party was in full swing when Dodger Gillespie finally persuaded her to come away. She had to take her by the arm and pull her out of the crowd. Even then she wouldn’t leave without her plaque.


‘You know Rory’s?’ asked Dodger, on the way to the exit.


‘Who’s Rory?’ said Tabitha.


‘You’ll see – if he’s still in business.’


Dodger’s tone made it plain she had no doubt at all he would be. The question was, could she remember the way? Things didn’t always stay where you left them, on Plenty.


Perhaps that was why Tabitha had decided to carry the old plaque everywhere she went.


They passed across Eden Dale Dome, turning off before they reached the aqueduct. Beyond, in the remote regions aft, lay the great reservoirs, the assault courses and bleeping virtual infernos of the Caverns of Disorder. Captain Gillespie was astonished by the vegetation that: had suddenly proliferated during the hive’s maiden voyage. Sheets of grey flock like Spanish moss hung from The low roofs of the foot tunnels; slow tides of honeysuckle and red Martian weed rolled up the walls in all directions, searching for the delinquent sun.


In the empty shafts beyond West Asgard, shanties were accumulating, precarious platforms of corrugated plastic and sheet foam and aluminium siding. People climbed up and down ladders carrying wardrobes and rusty appliances. They were refugees, building a new life among the salvage; the dispossessed of Asteroid 000013 finding their own level. Nested high and low in the cellular walls like starlings in cliffs, they called out to each other and wagged their ragged black flags.


‘Look at them,’ said Dodger.


Tabitha did. ‘They’re all right,’ she decided.


‘It’s ages since I was here,’ Dodger said. She shifted on the seat of the lift pod. ‘You really don’t know the Trivia?’


‘What trivia?’


‘Rory’s bar.’


‘I never came here,’ said Captain Jute shortly. ‘I haven’t really had time to look around yet.’ She was getting annoyed with admitting it, over and over again, to interviewers and fans and busybodies. To Tabitha Jute, Plenty had always been somewhere to avoid, somewhere you would only get into trouble; and she had, sure as spitting.


The lift turned a corner and passed into a narrow shaft. The Captain saw her face reflected against the dark sliding by. ‘I look like shit,’ she said, rubbing dirt off the glass and giggling weakly. She did look a bit deranged. She had lost a couple of kilos and her hair was still patchy where the acid spit of enraged Capellans had burned it away. She picked at the bald spots.


‘Where do you want to live?’ she asked.


‘At the Trivia,’ said Captain Gillespie.


The Trivia was where it always had been, above the corner where Prosperity and Peacock met Green Lantern Road. ‘That’s how it got the name,’ Rory always told people. ‘Three roads. It’s Latin. It doesn’t mean insignificant at all, actually.’


Rory liked to boast that his establishment was the one original bar in the whole grubby, low-rent station that had stayed open through the hijack and all the subsequent turmoil. When the drive started up, not a glass was broken, so Rory and his regulars claimed. FASTER THAN LIGHT? someone had written up behind the bar. WE ALWAYS WERE.


Tabitha Jute and Dodger Gillespie came in from Peacock, up a twisting flight of narrow steps, under a lopsided arch and into a small whitewashed courtyard. Everything was curved. There was a central lamp standard festooned with auxiliary cables, and an old-fashioned pedal-operated drinking fountain. Across a tiny red-tiled patio rimmed with a tiny fence were doors of red wood and glass dark as molten toffee. Within, lights and shadows cavorted, and music played loudly.


Captain Jute was disoriented. She felt for a moment she must be on a planet, on Earth somewhere even, Greece or Morocco. She remembered the smell of grass and sand, spice and sewage, redolent in hot dry air.


She looked up. Carpets hung over the railings of a balcony. Behind the railings drab green plastic shutters shut in private rooms. Above, instead of blue sky, was an oval ceiling of raw grey matrix, pale as concrete.


‘Captain!’ cried Rory, from behind the bar. ‘This is an honour!’


He was plump and perspiring, with a little thatch of wispy blond hair and eyes of baby blue. He had the cheeks of a drunkard and the forearms of an old sailor, and a big apron that wrapped around him twice.


His premises were much bigger than you’d have thought, coming in that way. In the alcoves of a bubble node chamber were gathered humans, aliens and artifacts, all in a state of delirious celebration, which redoubled when Captain Jute stepped in. Dodger Gillespie too, the latest sensation! Everybody had heard the story of her dramatic arrival. Other spacers jostled to shake their hands, vying to buy them one of the peculiar cocktails that were such a feature of the establishment, Gin Rummies or Quicklime Splits.


‘What’ll you have, Captain?’


‘Beer.’


Rory scratched his pate. He had more beers than he could count. ‘What kind?’


‘Whatever’s nearest.’


He passed her a foaming glass, waving away her credit. ‘On the house! On the house!’ he said. ‘Don’t insult me with your money, I won’t have it. Have you seen the Window?’ It was another famous attraction apparently. At the moment it showed a sunny Terran vista: the sparkling Seine, the slender, silver-dappled piers of the Pont des Arts. As sunny vistas went, it was a bit scratchy.


It was strange how quickly everything had changed. Already the era of Capellan rule seemed ancient history, universally deplored. Captain Jute found herself beset by a number of humans in cardigans and knitted ties, who seemed anxious to tell her how they themselves had been active in community organization at a local level, without reference to Capella or its minions, the Eladeldi. ‘When any of the big blue mutts came sniffing around, we said Yes, Controller, No, Controller, and after they’d gone we went back to doing things exactly the way we’d been doing them all along!’ They sniggered excitedly and nudged one another. ‘Fair’s fair, Captain,’ they said. ‘We’re a different species. It wasn’t their place to tell us what to do.’


‘One Law for the Ox and the Ass is Oppression!’ a young man declaimed loudly. ‘That’s in the Holy Bible!’


It was some time before Tabitha understood they were making a representation to her to form something they called an Administrative Council, ‘with you in the chair, Captain, naturally’. And when she asked what the purpose of this council would be, they told her they didn’t want power, they were sick of people having power – they just wanted to ‘make sure everything was running properly, and everybody does their fair share.’


‘What do you think, Dodger?’


Dodger was leaning away from the conversation. She was tall and thin, and could lean a very long way away when she chose. ‘Christ, gel, don’t ask me.’


‘Well, some very fundamental things need doing straight away,’ said the young man who had tried to interest the Captain in the principles of livestock regulation. ‘Dividing the Night from the Day, for one!’


Captain Jute, who had never thought much of that particular distinction, drank deep ‘If that’s what people want,’ she said. She could see faces in the crowd she would much rather be with; no one she knew, yet. ‘I don’t know, do we need a council for that, though?’


They started to explain to her about consultation and sustaining the community. They would talk and talk until she got tired. She knew they would end up doing what they wanted, whatever they called themselves, and whatever she said. Their sort always would strive to set the world to rights, any world.


Dodger Gillespie was chatting up a fat young woman, somebody’s wife by the look of it, not that that was the sort of thing Dodger ever minded. In the Window a colourful flight of hot air balloons was going over, all of them coloured in panels of red and yellow and green and white, all of them twirling slowly.


Captain Jute kept trying not to yawn. At last she got up. ‘If you want to do it,’ she said ‘do it. Let me see a plan.’ Already she was thinking of a way out of it, people who would look after it for her. Dorcas would know someone.


The embryonic Council pushed back their chairs, thanking her respectfully. They would involve some of the others, they said, nodding at the Alteceans, the Thrant bashing away at the ancient pinball machine, just to make sure everything was fair, and their first meeting would be tomorrow – which was to say –


‘In fifteen hours’ time,’ said the biblical young man, clasping his watch like a life support device. ‘Fifteen hours by my watch. My watch is right.’


‘Let me know,’ said Tabitha. Other people were on top of her now. Jesus, there was no end to it.


One was a woman in a glytex gel dress and a headset with power fins. Too late Captain Jute realized her companion had a camera and was pointing it at her. ‘This is Geneva McCann for Channel 9,’ said the first woman, ‘and Pm here at the famous Trivia bar talking to Captain Jute. Captain, may we congratulate you on a successful skip.’


‘Yeh,’ said Tabitha, drinking concentratedly.


The woman wouldn’t leave her alone. ‘We know, most of us,’ she said, ‘what subsolar hyperspace is like. What can we expect to see in hyperspace out between the stars?’


The Captain turned in her seat, looking for the loo. She saw in one booth a huddle of Alteceans drinking what were apparently Trepan Trebles. ‘Ask them,’ she said. ‘They’ve been there.’


Geneva McCann went on by. Her powerful hipwork in a crush had been a considerable asset to her career.


‘Gentlemen, you are from the planet of, let me see if I can pronounce this, Altecea, have I got that right?’ She dazzled them with her smile. ‘Geneva McCann, Channel 9. We’d like to ask you, what can we expect to see in hyperspace?’


The Alteceans took their snouts out of their bowls and snuffled moistly into red-spotted handkerchiefs. ‘Gnothing,’ they huffed. ‘Up top up down gnothing.’ It was the same news from all the other extrasolarians, that hyperspace is the same infinite and insipid nothingness however far you go.


Tabitha Jute escaped into a bunch of spacers and started at last to have fun. At one point she was standing on the table, playing We Shall Overcome on a battered harmonica. In the Window, over the rooftops of Paris a flight of twirling windmills had succeeded the twirling balloons. Geneva McCann was talking to a Vespan, who said: ‘Us, Capella done gone let move around. You, they leave put.’ He slapped the bar with his flipper to illustrate his point and leaned towards her with his googly eyes. ‘What Capella gone think of this trip?’ he asked, lugubriously.


Geneva McCann spread her hand on her bosom, appalled at the thought. ‘Oh my goodness …’ she said, then flashed a smile and an automatic laugh.


From up on the table Captain Jute saw Saskia Zodiac arrive. She shouted to her, greeted her with a full clinch and a large and powerful kiss.


‘I’ve got your car,’ the acrobat shouted in the Captain’s ear.


‘Now we can go to the ball,’ the Captain told her merry chums. She introduced Saskia to Dodger Gillespie, who eyed her. ‘You’re not having her,’ she added.


‘Listen to her,’ said Dodger to Saskia. ‘The Gal who stole the world.’
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It continued very hot. The surplus vegetation burgeoned, blocking the stairwells and festooning the terraces. The Palernians grew itchy and bit one another. The Perks seemed to have gone to ground, vanishing down the crawl tunnels into regions uninhabited and unexplored.


In the inhabited quarters people clustered together, flowing to and fro as though in the grip of invisible currents. Most residential premises remained vacant, but in the chambers of commerce lights glowed constantly, comforting as campfires on a darkened prairie: the bars and the hologyms, the Chilli Chalet, We Serve Every Level.


Still, as the Administrative Council had foreseen, there were hours on the subjective clock when people slept, and more and more they were coinciding. Whole districts would fall asleep together, as if a soporific gas had been released or some stubborn circadian reflex triggered, a transspecial subsonic drone resonating through the hive, summoning each passenger to bed. Traffic would dwindle, corns fall silent. In the lull, amid scenery altogether chthonic and grotesque, it was easy to imagine one had somehow been transported into a corner of a medieval afterlife, the Inferno at three a.m.


Montgomery Cleft was deserted, its sepulchral archways given up to shadows. High up the port wall, limned by the merest trace from a biofluorescent tube on the landing, a small group was climbing the walkways, stepping over the tangles of snagtooth vine. There was a man and some sort of woman. He carried a small blue holdall. She carried a body.


They were going to an apartment he had picked. There was nothing particular about it, nothing at all characteristic. It was just a place to set things up, a place to put bits and pieces together.


‘Next one up,’ said the man.


The woman followed, snorting quietly beneath her load. Her big prehensile feet in their thick ply sandals crushed the tendrils of the vine.


In the bleak apartment the man stood with his hands in his pockets, looking around. Sparse, utilitarian furniture gave the place a temporary, provisional look; black square holes in the plaster disgorging stiff tassels of coloured wire – everything, even the blue holdall he set down on the floor: everything spoke of transition.


The man wore a neutral but immaculate grey needlecord suit and small rimless glasses. He had had many names, few of them for very long. His name at the moment was Grant. He was Grant No One, Grant Nothing.


There was a slot through the wall into another chamber which had a window, with a view of another wall of apartments across the ravine. They were all empty. No one was upstairs either, he had checked that in person, walking along the dim corridors and pushing doors open on abandoned possessions and accumulating dust.


‘Yes,’ he said. He made the monosyllable sound as though some question had been answered, some principle proved.


The woman watched him without blinking. A tick stirred in her pelt and one ear gave a twitch. Her name was logo. She was a Thrant. The body on her back was a dead cop.


‘All right,’ said the man. ‘Put him down.’


The woman deposited the dead cop on the floor, on his back. He was awkward, especially with so much metal in him, but she did not seem to find him heavy. She hunkered down on the floor between the cop and the mattress, her long arms stretched out in front of her, palms upwards. Her dress was plain, deep red, scoopnecked. Her posture pulled it tight around her muscular hips. The claws of all her twenty fingers had been trimmed short, and her tail docked.


The man noticed she was looking up at him with wide eyes, wary of his silence. A blue leather holdall stood on the floor between them, unopened. For the moment Grant Nothing had forgotten whether it was his or hers.


‘Yes, well, now then,’ he said.


Hitching the knees of his trousers he squatted down easily and unzipped the holdall. The material of his suit moved beautifully across his back and limbs.


Out of the holdall he took a slab of beige plastic like a tablet of wax. It had the bland, anonymous look of custom processing, and no identifying numbers.


From some hidden recess in the back of the tablet, Grant Nothing unreeled two leads. He slipped one into the com point on the wall. The other terminated in a smart plug, which he introduced delicately into a socket on the dead cop’s breastplate, like a surgeon inserting a probe into a ventricle.


The tablet peeped.


The woman made a snail snuffling sigh.


While the tablet was mapping the cop ROM Grant Nothing opened the mouth of the bag wider and lifted out with both hands a white viscose shirt on a hanger. Holding it by the hook he went through the slot in the wall into the second room.


He crossed to the window and looked down in the amber light, down the cleft to the road at the bottom. Grant Nothing had always been fond of this district because it looked like everywhere else, generic urban orbital, grubby, brutally impersonal. Everything was rockfoam and plastic, and the air stank of cheap petrol.


He returned, passing the woman where she crouched with her sleek head and mute upturned muzzle. ‘We need,’ he announced, ‘to look at some things.’


He hung the shirt from a picture hook someone had put up, and slipped the edge of one sleeve between his index and middle fingers. The shirt was identical to the one he was wearing, with his grey needlecord suit and raspberry-coloured silk tie.


The tablet peeped again.


‘There are some things,’ said Grant Nothing as he made a preliminary selection of possible access codes, ‘that we need to take a look at.’ He lined up his command and entered it, hooking a tricky little Celestina infinite retry on its tail.


If you had asked him how things had changed on board the station since they had kissed the Earth goodbye, Grant Nothing would have given a dry, deprecating laugh.


It was all gone. All the merchandise that used to pass through his pale, smooth hands when Plenty was in orbit, the preferential odds and personal profiles nestling in corners and folds of the Tangle data net which people would pay so highly to have extracted or destroyed: gone. Gone when the Frasque drive had shivered into action and severed all his contacts at a snap.


One person was responsible.


Grant Nothing and his companion could have disembarked at 000013, could have secured a place on any ship; but he had decided to stay put. The situation, however unpleasant, was unique. It was a challenge.


The possibilities, of course, were tremendous.


The tablet peeped. Access. He was in.


Iogo moved away suddenly from the mattress and took up the same posture against the wall, down on one knee with the other pressed in the valley between her breasts, her long arms lying on the floor. She seemed to be tensing herself, as if her identity were somehow in jeopardy here; as if the very blankness of walls and floor threatened to pull her apart.


She gave another sigh and wrapped her arms around her head.


‘What?’ asked her companion sharply.


logo put her head out from between her arms. ‘Smell,’ she said. Her voice was guttural, small in the apartment, as if it came unwillingly from her.


Grant Nothing looked directly at her then for the first time. ‘You’ll soon change that,’ he told her pointedly.


A noise from the street below drew him back into the other room. There was one of the horrible little taxis hurtling along the empty roadway, headlights violating the darkness. He could hear its passengers, drunks, braying with laughter. One of them had a trombone, and was attempting to play it.


What was the price, wondered the man called Nothing, of their jollity? On what security was it based? What knowledge would ensure it, what other knowledge turn their boisterousness to fear and make them scurry into the shadows?


Iogo the Thrant followed him on all fours. She sat on the floor, nuzzling her shoulder. Her gooseberry-coloured eyes watched her master steadily. She was disliking being close to a corpse. She grumbled, in a soft, preoccupied way, in her nose.


On the com, Grant Nothing had connected with the emergency system of a defunct security firm still slumbering in the net. Now he mimicked its hierarchy codes, its cybernetic heraldry, and generated himself a temporary suite.


The ablute was not working. The man fetched his woman a bowl of water from the tap.


‘Dead men make good guardians,’ he said.


Iogo did not want this guardian. She wanted to be alone with her man. Though the walls here were smooth and hard and nothing grew, she would stay inside the walls, and stay forever rather than go out there again alone.


‘Take the mattress into the other room,’ said Grant Nothing. He was supplying his suite with a station security inspector, who had an imperative request under Eladeldi authority to view the extinct cyborg’s wanted file.


When the names arrived he blocked major vehicular offences, then triggered the virus. The block he copied to an address where he kept an industry standard multibase search program. The security firm defences saw the data go and slammed down the shields around the temporary suite. Trapped neatly inside them, the bogus inspector continued talking to the cop, propped up behind the desk, so to speak; but it was a shell now only, starting to repeat itself, and Grant Nothing was gone.


‘Sixteen point two seconds,’ he said.


Iogo understood nothing but the pleasure in his voice. She was glad he was happy. She could overlook the corpse, if it made him happy. While she was with him, and he was happy, she could forget there was no sun. When he looked down at her, he seemed to fill her eyes. When his face was turned away, she knew he was still looking at her inside.


The beige tablet opened up the wanted file and asked which case Grant Nothing would like to view, alphabetically by suspect.


JUTE, he typed. TABITHA.


*   *   *


At this hour, as at every hour, the lights were bright and the music cheerful in the Eden Dale Chilli Chalet. The counter staff were working hard, following the Fifteen Steps to Perfect Service as assiduously as Brahmin monks their mantras. Visible behind them, the kitchen crew stirred the boilers, checking the timers and adding the regulated quantities of dried oregano and basil with almost supermechanical accuracy. A supervisor authorized a green light for the convoy of trucks that was just arriving, hauling their loads of fresh mince up the gradient of Platinum Canyon.


Passengers and crew, everybody ate at the Chilli Chalet. No matter which level you went to, a Chalet awaited you, just the same as on Earth and on Luna and in the sky. The same ads were dancing luminously on the tabletops, even the ones for supplies and services no longer available on board. Tekunak Charge Catering Division would maintain the ads in all their restaurants, they promised, because the customers liked them. Those seductively spinning spectres of scuba gear and cut glass clocks reminded people of home. They liked the jingles, and sang along.


‘Pardon me, ma’am. Geneva McCann, Channel 9. Where are you from?’


‘From Earth, originally.


‘How do you like the journey so far?’


‘Oh, it’s so much better now there aren’t so many people here. We’ve got a much bigger place now.’


‘What about your husband, sir, are you enjoying yourself?’


‘I’m all day on the golf range in the Crystal Cave,’ he told her, chewing mightily. ‘It’s like a flying holiday camp, this, isn’t it?’


Whoever she spoke to, Geneva heard few complaints. ‘It’s the ultimate cruise!’


‘What about the surroundings? Do you feel at home here?’


‘The Frasque were all right. Nobody would admit that before, but it was true. The Frasque were doing better by us than Capella. It was the competition, that’s what the bigheads couldn’t take.’


‘Oh Walter you shut up about your old Frasque now.’


‘Were you able to speak the language, Walter?’ joked Geneva.


The couple had a teenager with them, who was slumped over his food in the most slovenly way. He laughed, held up his fork like a trident and started to whistle squeakily through his teeth.


‘Norval!’ His mother flapped her napkin at him, while Beth got the close-up. ‘Norval!’


‘Don’t you think you’ll ever regret your decision to come along?’ Geneva pressed them.


‘I don’t fancy anyone’s chances much, not without the Capellans. It’ll be all wars at home now, you know, like it was before.’


The servers smiled, their teeth pristine. A shaggy Altecean in a paper coat mopped ponderously around the unoccupied tables. Robot gnats zipped about, sucking up crumbs and splashes, spiking every shred of onion.


The passengers had no qualms about sacrificing a year or two of their lives; indeed they had the highest expectations of the rest of their journey. ‘It’ll be great,’ said a man in a djellabah. ‘A wonderful education for the children.’


‘He likes that Havoc Cavern, don’t you, Norval, where they have all the games? Flying around shooting each other and I don’t know what.’


Norval started grinning at Geneva in a way that didn’t look very suitable for a family show, so she signalled to Beth and strode across to another table, where a big man in a purple and yellow shirt, with a black beard and ponytail, was attacking a mound of chilli.


‘Excuse me, sir, Geneva McCann, Channel 9, and how are you enjoying the trip so far?’


‘S’all right,’ said the man, attending to his appetite.


This was not promising. And his companion, who had been completely hidden behind his bulk as she approached, was frankly disgusting. He looked as if he’d been deep fried himself, in sump oil.


‘Do you believe the Tekunak promise that there will be no shortage of food?’ she said pointedly to the man in the colourful shirt, and moved nicely aside, away from his friend, so Beth could get in for a good shot of their overflowing plates.


The big man looked up at her then, twitching his nose as his great jaws rolled. ‘This is Plenty,’ he said, in a high, mild voice. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t heard, really. You can get anything you want.’


The door whizzed open and a gaggle of people with toilet seats around their necks burst in. ‘Party!’ they shouted. ‘Party in the Earth Room!’


The staff stared, not quite knowing if they should laugh or not. Managers; appeared, watching, as the partygoers burst out again, almost overturning Father Le Coq in the doorway, pelting each other with stolen sachets of Z-Cal sweetener.


‘We ought to go to that party,’ the big man said, conversationally.


His filthy companion smirked. ‘They wouldn’t let us in.’


‘They won’t let you in,’ asserted the big man, shrugging his shoulders. ‘I’m surprised they let you in here.’


The little man smiled as if he thought he had been complimented. His friend spread his elbows, forking in glistening meat. ‘Me, I’m an old friend of the Captain’s.’


Beth scoped some background. The Chilli Chalet company colour scheme featured a palette of warm oranges and reds, with the furnishing accent on easy-clean tile, natural wood and velour. A blonde human in a gingham skirt was refilling the sweetener dispenser, while the cleaner steamed in the heat. A party of customers rose, saying, ‘Well, I thoroughly enjoyed that.’


Outside, Father Le Coq accosted them. He hoped to command their attention with a handful of cards, brightly coloured in felt-tip and bearing pictures cut out of magazines: faces of models; consumer luxuries; phases of the Moon. These were his maps, his talismans. ‘My brethren, my sister, as we creep behind the curtains of the cosmos you better watch and pray. We are in the Outer Darkness and every little sin, every little error could carry you away into another dimension!’


The preacher wore a long mauve jacket, tight black trousers with fraying bottoms, an ancient embroidered waistcoat with many greasy stains and cigarette burns. The top of his head was bald, but his side-whiskers were long and bushy. His urgent eyes were magnified by round spectacle lenses in a gold wire frame. They seemed to bulge out at you, swarming all over you with moist outrage.


‘The Di-men-sion of Dam-na-tion!’ intoned the preacher, horribly. He whipped out another rectangle of cardboard and held it in his captives’ faces, feet wide apart, swaying slowly and mesmerically from side to side. ‘Lift yourself up I say and put yourself in the hands of Brother Jesus.’


Le Coq was the preacher of Maison Zouagou, the Tabernacle of Dreams. His hands were heavy with many bulky rings of gilt and silver and plastic. As he shuffled his cards, dramatically, like a fortune-teller, you could see he was a lost soul himself in those overarching streets. For all his talk of the cosmos, he had no idea of his own whereabouts.


His captives were not listening. They were pointing off across Eden Dale Dome, watching a small shiny black figure flying past a distant row of buttresses. ‘Look at that, ma! A Cherub!’ The Cherubim were the experimental offspring of the Seraphim: humans redesigned for space. They had heard there was one aboard, seen it on AV. Still they had never expected to spot it themselves. ‘Everything’s here somewhere …’


The homegoing diners got into their taxis and were whisked away. The preacher flung his righteous imprecations after them, echoing down the tunnels of the mall.


‘Pray to Capella to redeem your sorry ass!’


*   *   *


In the unfinished apartment two figures sat breathing gently in the orange dark. On the floor beneath the window a cube of soft white light sat squarely on the beige tablet, scintillating with turquoise letters.


By now the imaginary inspector was eaten out with virus. Fragments of it were flapping loose about the net, bouncing around, tying up any nosing investigation response routines in rapidly shrinking rags of garbage. Meanwhile in the room the angular blue-green sequences of captive data wriggled and bred.


logo watched them. She wanted to know what the man was doing, but she did not want to ask. If he did not want to answer, he would not be happy she had asked. If she made him unhappy, he would make her unhappy.


She looked at the display and then at him. She sighed through her nostrils and wiped her cheek on her shoulder. She saw him look at her and assess her doleful curiosity. She saw him judge her as he sat there, deciding what to give her in reply.


‘Come here,’ he said.


She went to him and ducked her head for him to fondle behind her ears. ‘We’re pulling Tabitha’s tab,’ he said.


Grant Nothing felt pleased with himself. He had done a good day’s work. The former truck driver and people’s heroine had indeed been responsible, as rumour had it, for that recent bout of mayhem in the docks, when a ship had left with cops shooting after it, and caused hundreds of thousands’ worth of damage.


Better yet, that was not the only item against Captain Jute’s name. On the dead cop’s list she was also wanted for corporate security infringement, aggravated assault, abduction and kidnapping, driving without due care and attention, maintenance defaults, licence violations and resisting arrest. She had made the locals cross enough to pull her file from her Jurisdiction of Issue, which turned out to be Mars, Schiaparelli. They had her down for a sizeable unpaid fine for affray, breach of the peace and degrading interspecies harmony.


All interesting material. All useful stuff, when you were getting to know somebody.


While the data sorted itself neatly away in memory, Grant Nothing held out his hand to his companion, who licked it with her small dry tongue.


‘It’s quite a past she’s got, logo,’ he told her. ‘What kind of future, I wonder.’


Iogo knew who Tabitha was. She knew her man was a hunter, with a thousand invisible weapons, and the human woman, Captain Tabitha Jute, was his quarry. His destined prey.


Iogo had never seen the Captain in the flesh. She knew her from the AV screen, her smiling teeth and pack queen stance of hands on hips, long coat thrown back. Sometimes in low tunnels she thought she could feel the woman’s spirit like a great black bird flying soundlessly overhead, the spread of its wide wings invisible in the darkness.


She heard the majestic murmur of her man’s pride. It called to her, loudly, commanding her to witness. It needed her to see him read the Captain woman’s track in the flickering blue letters; to watch while he laid out the cords of his vast invisible catching net.


Iogo laid her head on his knee. The room was hot. The smell of the dead cop was becoming more complex, more insistent. The myriad processes of his putrefaction were forming another sort of display, another claim on her attention. To the part of her that lingered on the veldt of a small brown world somewhere in the recesses of Cassiopeia, that smell said, Make a wide detour. It warned that the stharauq would be along soon, squabbling with the gobblers and the flies over the remains of whatever it was. It broadcast an olfactory symphony of poison and predators. It spoke of sadness, and howling in the night.


But this was not the veldt. There was no grass, no bruised green sky, no stands of brumin trees or waterpits. There was pallid grey plaster and concrete over thick caked alien ejecta. The scents on the piped winds were hot and rotten, chemical, menacing, logo would stay where she was, and remember what to ignore, and when to keep still.


In the outer room, watching the shapes the dirty amber glow of the Cleft threw on the empty walls, Grant Nothing couldn’t remember whether he had slept yet tonight or not. Beneath him the unnumbered streets spiralled like the galleries of some subterranean labyrinth. It was as hot, certainly, as living in a fissure of a volcano. It was as hot as living on the lip of Hell.


‘logo. In here.’


Grant Nothing was not a gambler. Gambling involved a deliberate abdication of control, and was therefore entirely unattractive. He dealt only in known quantities, specified sums. He saw no reason ever to play a game you did not know you were going to win.


Any suggestion that the entire journey was a gamble, with incalculable risks for an obscure prize, would have struck him as irrelevant. His interest was in the usurper of his orbital, not in any hypothetical landfall. There was much to prove, much to gain. Today’s crop, carefully husbanded, would germinate.


In the multiplying shadows now two nervous systems were attempting to annex one another, two paired souls striving as if to occupy a single body. Grant Nothing gripped handfuls of logo’s coat and slid between her legs. Those gigantic pampas thighs that could have crushed his spine parted for him once again. He clawed his fingernails together across the sensitive hollow of her throat, making her grunt deeply and thrust her pelvis at him. The reek of her filled the empty apartment, large and fierce and vile.
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People had begun to venture in organized groups to the abandoned malls. They would meet at the top of Wingwater Canyon to go through their jungle drill with their guide. ‘Stick close to me now, ladies and gentlemen.’ His voice was loud, his weapons impressive. ‘Please remember, there’s no need, I repeat, no need to stockpile. There is plenty for all,’ The chainstore prospectors would smile tensely at the witticism and turn on their strimmers. Into the overgrown corridors they would force their way, to return later lugging nets full of towelling dressing gowns and bottles of wine.


Penetrating a new chamber on one of these expeditions, they encountered another party trapped among the greenery. They were almost all women, in worn coats and battered hats. The guide, a former Belt mining foreman, scrutinized them through his visor. Was somebody trying to poach on his claim? ‘Where are you from?’ he demanded suspiciously.


The one who seemed to be the leader stepped forward. Her tights were tattered and her good shoes were ruined. Still she gripped her handbag and faced undaunted this huge, scarred, unshaven individual. ‘Surrey,’ she said firmly.


‘Little Foxbourne,’ said another of them, more faintly. She blinked at the staring scavengers. ‘Does anybody know it?’


They were tourists, members of a Women’s Institute, who’d come up on a saver-day Orbital Break and lost their way in the tunnels. Some of them had husbands or children with them. Apart from heatstroke and fatigue they were all well, though confused. They were nonplussed to hear the station was now deep in hyperspace, on its way to another star. ‘Well, I don’t know,’ said one, in a tone of affront. She seemed to think the inconvenience of it was deliberate, a gigantic practical joke. She glared at the trees as though she expected an AV compère in a ruffled shirt to spring out of them, crying ‘Gotcha!’


A five of Palernians adopted them, putting them all to bed in one big room. They danced sympathetic dances for them; served them tea and presented them with large bouquets of flowers, perhaps an unfortunate gesture under the circumstances.


Channel 2 loved the whole thing. Marge Goodself told the viewers: ‘We’re jolly glad we came.’ She looked good on camera, heroic and brave. ‘We’re certainly getting our money’s worth!’ she said


Afterwards she grimaced as she put her bouquet out of sight. ‘We could have done without these,’ she said to Laura Overhead, in the next bed. ‘I for one have seen enough flowers to last me quite a while.’


‘They’re doing their best,’ said Laura, in a hushing voice. Laura never liked anybody to be upset, ever, for any reason.


Natalie Shoe crumpled another paper tissue. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked peevishly, for the twentieth time. ‘Where are they taking us?’


Her husband Norman patted her hand vaguely. ‘Have another lemonade, love,’ he said.


‘We’re going to Proxima Centauri,’ said their little daughter Morgan. ‘They come from there.’ She pointed at their woolly hosts, wobbling about with their trays of liquorice and acorn cake.


As she began at last to understand they would not be home for the Michaelmas Fayre, Natalie’s eyes filled with tears.


‘What’s your planet like, then?’ Laura Overhead was asking the Palernians. ‘Is it nice?’


Palernia! That succulent orange world, with its rich bom fields and rubicund orchards, its sumptuous vales and echoing dells that open one into another forever and ever, all along the soft massifs of Walkaway and Curdcombry where the three suns glow on the tottering heads of pudding pikes and the laden boughs of porphyria trees! Palernia – home of tasty turtlebat and foxfin parrot, McWelkin’s Tumbling Sheep and toffee marmoset, field fish and bloatberry – why had they ever left it? Capella had said come and they had come, hundreds of them, bouncing and gibbering and comforting one another with their spittle, all across the nasty grey waste to a system with only one stinging sun and loud, sharp, hateful planets where everything was made of metal and filled with fire. They wept and hooted and rubbed their faces in distress. They put their paws in their mouths and thought of their long exile in the concrete corridors of Mntce and they wailed for the old folks they had left behind on that artificial moon. Then they remembered. They were going home! Home! ‘Haaooome!’ They were going to see again the bom glades and the marmosets whose bones snapped in your mouth like sugar, and the sex ponds of Hapchopple with their glutinous slides and personal wattle nibblers! Everything would be well and all their new friends would be happy and they would break the spaceship into little pieces and never leave home ever again!


In Plenty’s orbital days, the Earth Room had been the first place first-time visitors made for, before they found the casinos and sex bars and pistol ranges. Some, the less demanding, stayed to sit and watch the blue globe of Terra. Through the panoramic windows they tracked the white swirls of storms far below, following the broadcasts of weather stations on their headsets. They liked to spot individual shapes, buildings and boats, among the orbital Tangle, identifying them by their silhouettes.


In the first weeks out, the Earth Room had been the Party’s favourite place. They loved the way the doughy grey void ‘outside’ would suddenly flash purple, or go all crazed and moiré across the bow. Sometimes one could almost smell it: a remote, actinic discharge of energy, a mighty event somewhere out in Actuality. It smelled like lightning. The Party would scream and cheer. ‘Fireworks!’ Whatever was happening, wherever it was, they were all glad to be out of it.


Gradually, the fractious hypermedium had settled to a cold grey soup of indeterminacy. The last evidence of objective reality had been a series of faint, broken lines floating vaguely about on the starboard beam, like creases in fine gauze or flaws in a mirror. Some of them seemed to forget, and drift into the ballroom through the glass. When the bridge announced these were traces of Neptune and its moons, gradually receding in real space, everyone had tried to take pictures of them. Then the Girandole boys had discovered Peacock Park and sent to say it was much more fun, and everyone had gone there instead. Only a few boring people had insisted on remaining to mourn, and watch the imaginary lines dissolve completely – ‘for if there’s no one to see them, they won’t be there, you know.’


Today in the Earth Room, as for a long time now, there was nothing to see. The view was featureless and bare as an undrawn chart. Dodger Gillespie sat alone on the red plush banquette. She sat with her legs apart and her jacket beside her. In her head she was watching a movie. Lauren Bacall was asking Walter Brennan, ‘Was you ever bit by a dead bee?’ Walter Brennan was clutching his ears, looking at Lauren Bacall in alarm. Captain Gillespie scratched the back of her neck. She was wearing wrangler boots, canvas trousers and a muscle shirt. She was hot and bored.
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