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	This was PurLeeDah’s home system. This was the one Corbyn had passed through so long ago, dreaming about whatever sentient ramships dreamt about, all the while being bombarded by increasingly frantic messages of greeting and offers of exchange of knowledge from the inhabited, civilised, industrialised planet in orbit around the system’s primary.

	It was the same system that then fell into acrimony and war, and afterwards bent its entire resources to designing, building, and launching its first and only light speed spaceship to chase after him and ask him why he’d ignored them.

	Their ship – the Great Honour – had one advantage he didn’t possess. A D-jump mechanism, folding space between two points to make the distance negligible. His ship – UNDSP-14 CORBYN, indistinguishable from him, his body, his home, his person – had one advantage the Great Honour didn’t possess. Resilience. By the time he became aware of the vessel alongside, it was a failing wreck. PurLeeDah, he rescued. The D-jump device, he salvaged.

	The other crew? There had been other crew, and he and her had rationalised abandoning them to become stardust because of their complicity in a centuries-long plot to murder her in case she came back with the wrong answer.

	Now he had returned her to her world, so that she could see what had become of those who’d selected her as ambassador and inquisitor, and most likely, martyr. Subjectively, for him and her, years had passed. Subjectively, for the culture that had sent the Great Honour into the deep black, the passage of time was a little harder to estimate.

	When he’d been roused from his slumber, he was running a gamma of three hundred. An unconscionable velocity. He had come to terms with the likelihood that Earth, old Earth, his starting place and origin, had altered irrevocably: any residual bonds of fealty that might tie them together had crumbled away. He had knowledge of all of human history up to his departure point. Or at least, all of human history which was deemed useful to tell him, good and bad: he knew it was unlikely that there was anyone left who might either know of him, or the people who commissioned his making, Corbyn being merely the fourteenth of his line.

	PurLeeDah’s world was at least a thousand years in the past. Probably more. Would there be anyone to remember her? He had broached the subject with her. She was, by training, a historian. She was realistic about the survival of memory. As she was about their own survival.

	Corbyn was excellent at calculations, down to the lowest register of decimal places, and yet, if he made even a marginal error here, he and his precious cargo were going to die before they knew they were going to die. He had been built with the capacity to feel fear – his human creators deemed it an utterly essential corrective to hubris – and at the precise moment after transition, he was terrified. He came in over the plane of the ecliptic, but that didn’t mean his projected path was debris free, and he was coming in hot. His velocity, in the system’s space-time frame, was a metre a second below light speed. Every collision would be energetic, and that was the point of his trajectory from outer system to inner system. Always sunwards.

	It was the only way to slow down. He needed the imparted momentum. To turn, to fire up his fusion engines and decelerate as God and Heinlein intended, needed him to be below point eight c, at the very least. Otherwise, the solar wind would chew him up and spit him out, much as it had done the Great Honour.

	But also, if he hit anything more substantial than a grain of sand? He was moving at a speed that made him a relativistic kill vehicle, a weapon dreamed about and never used in his timeline. This was the risk. And it would be the risk every single transit. To end his existence in a flash that might be seen half way across the galaxy.

	To complicate matters further, he was more-or-less blind. The sky ahead of him was painted in x-rays. Behind him, space was so far in the infrared that it was barely above background. Subjective reality was compressed to a point of incomprehension. Any and all information was shifted so far outside its original frequency as to require vast computational power to deconvolve it, and in the process, degrade and alter it. The only way he knew the universe still existed were the stars winking in and out of existence as he encountered them in the orthogonal plane.

	His first transit through PurLeeDah’s system would take a little over twenty seconds. At the end of that twenty seconds, he would jump back to the start and do it again. He would have to make the same transit thousands of times.

	He could find no radio signals, from any sources. Perhaps they had progressed beyond that. He would have to wait and see.

	 

	 

	 

	Everything was being done for her – done to her – and for now she had no option but to comply. Head up, look right, look left, arms out, back down, breathe in, no: really breathe in. Dressed and painted and laced and anointed. Pulled this way and that. 

	And she was grateful. It left her free to think, a quiet core of furious calm. Despite them making her seem special, the centre of attention, she realised that she was simply passing through the same rites and rituals as every woman before her had. Every woman after her would eventually do the same. It was simply her turn. It was the way of things. She was not special. That was the deeper meaning.

	And when she ran, she was not expected to run fast. When she hid, she was not expected to vanish. When she fought, she was not expected to be victorious. That was also the way of things.

	It had been, it was, it will be.

	The hands finally retreated. She was resplendent. A wild animal. Hair braided and knotted tight to her scalp before falling between her shoulder blades as a rope tied with thongs and fetishes. Black ash and red ochre carefully applied in time-worn patterns across her face and neck. Leather and feathers and fur wrapped around her. A chimera. Of nature, but unnatural.

	She wasn’t tall, but she stood tall. She liked this. She was supposed to like this, for certain, but she still felt stronger than she ought, more cunning than even her usual quick wits permitted. She noticed things, sensing – seeing, tasting, smelling, hearing – things that were normally obscured. She’d been told that this would happen, that the drops and tinctures that had stung her eyes and embittered her tongue would change her, would make her more beast than not. It was still a surprise to find it was true, and not part of the allegory.

	The rest of it was allegory, for certain. She – prey. He – hunter. She would seek to evade him, and he would seek to track her, and bring her down, and bring her back. How much evasion was necessary to complete her part of the story was moot: there were social mores to consider, and also mutual understandings. It was supposed to have a degree of difficulty, and there were tales told between women that she had overheard, and had probably been meant to overhear, about those who had made it too easy to be caught, and conversely, those who had made it oh so hard and had started their relationships with rancour and resentment. He had to prove himself sufficiently worthy. She had to prove herself sufficiently tameable. The sufficiency, the enoughness, was the goal. Extremes were, if not taboo, certainly frowned on.

	It was the way of things.

	She was led – surrounded by a ring of bodies that moved as one, her own personal cage at which she always remained in the centre – from where she had been dressed to where the hunt would start. It was still dark, their way lit with clay lamps and waxed wicks guarded by bone panes. The women started calling. Barking, crowing, howling, chirruping. In return, the distant men began their drums and their bells and their flutes.

	She hadn’t known how she would feel. She had imagined fear, a rising panic that would make her limbs tremble and her heartbeat race and skip. What she experienced, in the centre of that circle, was different. She felt mighty. If she was going to take her part in this story, she would tell it her own way. She would run fast but straight. Let him catch her if he could.

	To the north, through the trees they used for coppicing, was rising ground. Sloping hills and the wild wood. Deeply incised valleys with rocky, rushing streams. On the tops, tough shrubs and bare pavements. An uninterrupted view of the bowl of the sky. Let it be there, her fur and feathers blown breathless by the wind, skinned knees and scuffed palms, brought down in an exhausted tangle to lie there until they both grew cold and serious.

	That would be enough. Surely, that would be enough.

	The noise grew into a cacophony, each side – her side, his side, there always needed to be a balance – growing louder, not to drown the other out but to match it for volume. This was a celebration, not a competition. Everyone knew their parts in the pageant.

	And still it rose: feet stamping, hand clapping, calling, ululations, the shrieking of overblown pipes and double-thunder of the drums. Too much was too much. Excess would lead to ambition, and ambition to ruin, eventually. The sound receded, as a storm backs and treetops cease their roaring and swinging. Not choreographed, but understood. They had approached a line, and they had pulled away from it.

	It was in the quiet murmuring that her circle opened. His stayed closed, and would do for a little while, until she was out of sight.

	The path ahead weaved its way through the houses and hurdles on its way to the hills. Above her, the pin-bright stars turned. She rose on the balls of her feet, testing her legs, weighing their ability to keep her moving. Yes, there were the familiar twinges, the tightness of the old burn on her right foot, the cuts she’d received on her thigh a month ago from nothing more than an enraged fowl with murder in its tiny breast.

	Whatever she had been dosed with, though, made everything needle-sharp and discrete. The dark shadow where the path dove into the woods rushed towards her, and everything else receded. The first reds of dawn limned the high clouds. Now. Now.

	She ran. Slowly at first, no faster than a brisk walk, then an easy transition into a loping gait. She would not hare off, tire herself, and cause a shameful and brief chase. She knew where she wanted to reach before being caught. Did he? What if he didn’t agree? He was quick. But he’d also not want the chase to over too soon. Where was the worth in that? They would dance around that point later.

	The trees closed over her. The path was still well-trodden and wide, rutted from cart wheels and smoothed over again by sleds, pale mud against the almost-black of the undergrowth. Tree roots made hard wooden steps, and she had to lift her knees high.

	Had he been released already? She remembered that she was playing as prey. Now then, a little speed. Onwards, towards the hills. She couldn’t hear him behind her, even with her preternatural hearing. But also, the only sounds she was making were her breath, and the soft crush of her feet against dirt of the path. His pursuit would be more or less silent, until it was over.

	There was a structure in the woods. It had once been a tower, so it was thought, wide at the base and narrow at the top, hollow for most of its length, and fallen long ago. Its roots were vast, and its pinnacle a fragment a mile away. Every child, at some point, would ask what it had been for, and every child received the same answer: when we can make our own tower that stands a mile in the sky, we will know what this one was for.

	Perhaps it had been built in among the trees. Perhaps the trees had come later. Perhaps the tower builders had cleared the forest, only to see it return. Perhaps the trees had dragged the tower down because such a feat of construction smacked of unwarranted excess and it caused an imbalance. Even while this last was not true, it was most likely the truest: the tower was lying on its side, broken, so its standing must have been an offence.

	The path passed between two sections. They loomed, even though they were a hundred yards away to both left and right. Huge, thick walls rising above the canopy. A flat arch spanning the distance. The rock-that-was-not-rock was too smooth to climb, too hard to drive even iron tools into, too high to get a rope over.

	Not for the first time, she wondered who these people were, how had they lived, where they went, and why no one else seemed to want to talk about them.

	Her pace had slowed. That was not the plan. The sky was lightening and the obstacles in her way were clearer than ever. She surged forward and felt her feathers strain and stretch against her skin.

	The ground began to slope up: gradually at first, just enough that she needed to raise her head to keep sight of the path as it dwindled into a track, the undergrowth encroaching with heavy autumn grasses that rattled off her ankles. Then steeper, the foot-worn passage narrow and stony after rains had washed down the soil. She found herself bounding from side to side with each stride, planting her feet on the verges. Graceful still, strong still, wild still.

	And even though the trees grew shorter and more wind-blown, she had entered the deep wood, beyond what they used for pasture and lumber and fuel. It was where the hunters crept, strung bows in hand, sharp arrows at their waist. Where the wise women and cunning men searched and noted and gathered. Where the shepherds drove their flocks in spring to the high pastures beyond, and returned with the first snows, skin-backed and stinking.

	She knew this way. Travelled it often enough to know its rises and turns. Never felt the danger of it, and always felt the release when she emerged on the tops to breathe the cold, ragged air. She had hefted herself not to the warm, still lowland but to the hardy high ground. Her choices, deliberate and unconscious, to run here rather than anywhere else, had already been made by her younger self.

	If it was her own approval she sought, she gave it gladly.

	The stunted trees thinned and shrank. Here was her big sky, growing larger by the moment, until it burst out on her and her heart swelled and her breath caught in her throat. She was one with the world and the world was one with her. The track dissolved into a dozen little tracklets, scurrying away. One and one only headed towards the first summit. She held to her word, that she would run straight with no deception, and struck out across the ever-rising ground.

	She hadn’t once looked behind her. Because, she realised, what he was doing wasn’t important – he would catch up with her, inevitably, foreordained: the time before that moment was her own. Possibly the last time that was her own, ever, before the demands of life pulled down on her like a filling bucket.

	Run, then. Run. Keep running.

	She crested the hill, and the horizon rose. A shallow col separated one height from another greater one, with the land sloping down either side before ending in a tumble of rock and water and wood. Hard stone jutted out from under tough grasses, grey against the green. A flock of goats grazed among the hard stems and seed heads, and her sudden appearance made them bleat and scatter.

	A herdsman unfolded himself from the ground, a thing more feral than her. He stood and watched, thick staff planted between his feet, knuckles wrapped around the weighted head. She curved her path around him, giving him due respect and caution. His hooded head turned to follow her, but that was all. She must know him, and he must know her, because their community was small enough to make that a certainty, but she didn’t know who it was, and in her state, fur-clad and feather-trimmed, face painted and hair flying, would he know her?

	But he would not interfere unless his flock was threatened, and she would not ask him for assistance, or anything. Why would she? She was a beast, and he, despite his appearance, was not. She: a fleeting thing; he: as old as the hills.

	At the top of the next rise stood another structure, much younger than the fallen tower, much cruder, simply a shoulder-high ring-wall of flattish stones stacked one on the other, interlocking and pressing down on the previous course, with one narrow opening held apart by tall sarsens. Made and endlessly remade, a place of rough shelter and that was all.

	Beyond, the land spread out like fabric, falling and rising and never ending. This was as far as she’d ever gone. She turned to face the way she’d come.

	There he was. The distant goats flew and wheeled again. His pursuit of her was as steady as her flight from him. Now she had stopped, the distance between them closed. And now she had stopped, she could feel the first aches of fatigue, the first deepness of breath. If she stayed stopped, then this would still be enough, yes? To the edge of her known world.

	A sliver of the sun rose behind her, an arc, golden and fierce. Surely a sign. Of what? Of something, for certain.

	She threw her head back, to stare at the pale blue sky above, before spinning around and facing the way she had never gone, and never would.

	There, out of nowhere, from zenith to horizon, shone the brightest blue light she had ever seen. A line. An arrow. A cut in the sky, tearing towards the sun, not quite reaching it. Along its length, almost bright enough to cast its own shadow. It left spots in her vision, dark stripes where she glimpsed it, and reflexively, she reached out her hand to shield herself.

	The feathers on her arm ruffled.

	If the rising sun was a sign, then this, surely, was also a sign. Again, of what, she didn’t know. But there was a new light ahead of her, calling her on, pointing the way.

	He was gaining rapidly. He had not yet caught her. She turned and turned again. The familiar sun. The blue line of light. She stumbled away from the herdsman’s stone shelter, barely aware of what she was doing. Her feet found the downslope, away into the valley below, smooth at first and then steeper, a shoulder of scree that slipped and slid with her, then steeper still and she almost fell into a cliff-bounded ravine, all tangled trees and moss-grown boulders calved from the heights.

	Her feet had too little grip. She could not go upslope. She hung on to a sapling that bent under her weight, and judged the distance to the next below her. She let go and slithered down, and then to the next, and the next.

	The light, her guiding light, had gone behind the valley walls. She would have to climb up and out to the next peak to see it again. And she would. She would find a way, and that meant staying ahead of her pursuer.

	Her costume was battered, much like her. She was bruised by the descent, scratched and grazed and whipped. Her form was revealed where the feathers and fur had ripped away, and the paint had streaked off. If she was to escape, it would be as her, not as something else.
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