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			From a distance it almost looked natural.

			A planet with a ring.

			A world of ochre and mustard clouds, with nothing of the surface visible. A poisonous place, peevishly inimical to human habitation. One shrivelled moon. Ten billion such worlds clotted the galaxy: useless to all but the most desperate of species and civilisations.

			The conjunction of planet and rings was not, in itself, worthy of note. It was the natural business of things, where gravity had its way with rubble and ice. Granted, it was more usual to find rings around gas giants rather than a small, rocky planet like this one. But even the tiniest of worlds might lay temporary claim to a ring system, if a moon or asteroid fell too deeply into their gravity well. Gravitational dynamics being what they were, though, such a ring system would not endure more than a few million years.

			This ring system was much younger even than that.

			Young because it was the work of people, not celestial mechanics.

			They had come here in vast starships, crossing the gulf of light years from Earth. Down in the permanent ochre murk of Yellowstone’s toxic atmosphere they had founded Chasm City, the greatest urban settlement in human history. And in a girdle around Yellowstone, an adornment to the metropolis below, they had set into orbit ten thousand artificial worlds, each an exquisite fabulation of rock and metal and glass, each with its own name and customs, each bountiful with air and water and a teeming cargo of people. They called this circling river of worlds the Glitter Band, and at the peak of its glory it was home to one hundred million living souls.

			The worlds coexisted in peace, for the most part. The people were as grudgingly content as the truly free will ever be. Wealth and power were in almost limitless abundance. Matter and energy danced to human whims. Even death itself was in slow, stubborn retreat. There was no militia, no standing army. Weapons were rarely glimpsed, rarely spoken of. Crimes were exotic, Olympian achievements – crimes of passion even more so. Few social tensions arose because each world was allowed to choose its own destiny, its own political and administrative path. Citizens could move between worlds as they wished, selecting the environment that best met their desires. The only binding law was the iron rule of universal suffrage. Flawless, incorruptible machinery ensured  each citizen had their say, not just from year to year, but from day to day, hour to hour. Citizens were polled on every conceivable matter. The process of participation became as habitual as breathing. It was a dream of democracy. But unlike most dreams, it worked.

			Or at least, most of the time.

			Occasionally there was a fault in the polling systems, or a tiny loophole that some unscrupulous faction tried to exploit. This became a minor but nagging problem. And so the worlds of the Glitter Band agreed to create a monitoring taskforce, a small, independent body of trusted officials who would be free of ties to any one world, who would not themselves have the vote, but who would operate solely to keep the machinery of mass participation running smoothly, inviolably.

			They were called prefects.

			They were assigned a tiny, pumpkin-faced world of their own, scarcely more than a hollowed-out boulder, and it was named Panoply. So small was the scale of the problem that at first it was believed that fewer than a hundred prefects would be needed. Eventually, and after some resistance, their numbers were permitted to rise to just below a thousand. They were given vehicles, monitoring instruments, some limited forms of enforcement.

			One prefect for every ten worlds. One prefect for every hundred thousand citizens. It did not seem sufficient. But it was, and for decades the prefects went about their work almost without attention. They were never liked, never welcomed, but they were very rarely required to use the powers at their disposal. When they did, it was always as a last resort.

			But then the time had come when the prefects had to do something terrible. To save the Glitter Band, it had been necessary to kill part of it.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER ONE

			Late that evening, high in the Shell House, just before drowsiness snatched him to unconsciousness, he stirred from his bed and moved to the window. Fingers of orange and russet light played through the shutters, accompanied by a distant crackling and hissing that rose and fell in tide-like waves.

			Cautiously, struck by some faint sense of impropriety, he opened the shutters on the glassless window and took a breath. The evening air flooded his lungs, sooty with combustion products. He coughed, a sudden human sound that seemed louder than it had any right to be, and then stifled any further coughing with his hand.

			Across the grounds, far from the Shell House – but still within the family dome, on the edge of Chasm City – something was on fire.

			He watched it, mesmerised and troubled. There was a glow, concentrated in a small area and hemmed in by a darker mass of trees and vegetation that obscured the heart of the fire. Above the conflagration the dome panels reflected the glow in dusky variations of the same orange tones he had seen through the shutter.

			If there was a fire in the grounds . . . but, no, he thought. There was no danger of such a thing taking hold and spreading. Automatic sprinkler systems would cut in long before the flames posed any risk to the Shell House itself. And besides, his father would have programmed Lurcher to detect fire and take immediate action to extinguish it.

			The only curious thing was that the robot had not already done so.

			Then he caught a movement above the tree-line, silhouetted against the glow: a metallic arm sweeping into view before returning to concealment. Puzzled, certain of what he had seen, but not understanding its significance, he watched and watched – while slowly drawing the shutters, until he peered out through a single furtive slit.

			Presently the glow grew less intense. The crackles and hisses ebbed to silence. The smells faded, as the air in the dome was subjected to its usual circulation and filtering process.

			Still he observed, certain the evening’s mystery was not over.

			He did not have long to wait. Lurcher emerged from the dense cover of the inner part of the gardens. The robot strolled nonchalantly, silver legs scissoring, two of its four silver arms swinging. In the other pair it carried buckets of tools, as it often did when attending to its gardening chores. From the domed head at the top of its tall, slender body, a single eye stared ahead with unblinking focus.

			His instinct was to retreat further back into his darkened room. But if the robot detected that its nocturnal activities were being witnessed, it gave no indication.

			What was left of the glow guttered out. A red reflection lingered on the dome, fading until only his imagination insisted there was still a trace of it.

			The fire was out. The thing – whatever it was that had been set alight, and allowed to burn – had been consumed.

			He closed the shutters fully and returned to bed. Under the sheets he coughed the last traces of smoke from his lungs. It was not long before the drowsiness took its hold of him, properly this time – vengefully, almost – but in the last moments of clear consciousness a distinct certainty formed in his mind. A white tree had stood where the fire had been.

			A dead white tree, hollow to the core, in which he had once liked to play.

			 

			Thalia Ng would have preferred not to have an audience while she worked. That was not the way it was happening, though. A small party of civic functionaries was in attendance, watching in a loose semicircle while she completed the routine upgrade that was her day’s business in the Shiga-Mintz Spindle.

			‘And . . . we’re done,’ she said, as the core began to sink back down into its pit, status symbols confirming the upgrade had proceeded without difficulty.

			‘You’ll be on your way now, then,’ said the citizens’ designated spokesperson, a functionary named Mander.

			The core was nearly back where it belonged. She eyed it for a few more moments before turning to look at the thin-faced man. ‘Someone might think you wanted to see the back of me, Citizen Mander.’

			‘It’s not that,’ Mander said, his Adam’s apple moving hard.

			The polling core sank fully into the floor. An iris whisked shut to seal it from casual tampering.

			‘Then what?’

			‘I’ll say it if Mander won’t,’ said a tall woman standing just behind Mander. ‘We don’t have to pretend you’re welcome here, Prefect. Of course you can visit and do as you please while you’re here.’ She brushed a hand through long auburn hair, pushing it away from a shrewish face. ‘But that doesn’t mean we have to like it. Not after what happened. Not now that we know.’

			‘Know what, exactly?’

			‘What you’re capable of,’ said another man, emboldened by the woman’s outburst. ‘What you’ll do, when it suits you.’

			‘You mean,’ Thalia said mildly, ‘the lengths we’ll go to to protect your interests?’

			‘It was butchery,’ said the woman.

			‘It was surgery,’ Thalia corrected, keeping her voice level, uninflected, unintimidated.

			‘It’s no good arguing with them,’ someone muttered. ‘They’ve got a justification for everything. They could murder us all and still say it was in the shining name of democracy.’

			It was just a spasm, but Thalia felt her fingers twitch for the handle of her whiphound, still holstered on her belt.

			‘If you don’t like democracy,’ Thalia said, ‘then you’re in the wrong solar system.’

			‘As if we have a choice,’ sneered the woman.

			‘There’s always a choice,’ a red-faced man said. ‘They’d just rather none of us were aware of it. But maybe it’s time to consider the unthinkable. Maybe it’s been time ever since they showed their true colours. We all know what’s possible, if enough of us take a stand. Panoply won’t intervene now – they’re too afraid.’

			‘Be grateful you’ll never need our intervention,’ Thalia said. ‘But if you did, you’d still have it. You don’t have to like us to count on us.’

			It was an old line, one she had picked up from Dreyfus.

			Something buzzed in her ear. She pressed a finger against her earpiece, squeezing it.

			‘Ng.’

			‘It’s Sparver,’ she heard. ‘Thalia, drop whatever you’re doing. Even if the core’s still exposed, leave it – we’ll secure it remotely. Are there citizens with you?’

			She eyed the civic functionaries, feeling the full needling pressure of their suspicion and distrust.

			‘Yes, and they’ve been most hospitable. What’s the—’ She was about to say ‘problem’ but prefects never spoke of problems, at least not in public. ‘What’s required of me, Prefect Bancal?’

			‘There’s a situation inside the habitat. I’m passing coordinates to your whiphound. It’ll proceed ahead of you and secure the area.’

			It was probably some kind of civic disturbance, a citizen mob or something the local constables were not equipped to handle.

			‘I’ll be right behind it.’

			‘Not immediately. Return to your ship. There’s a containment vessel in the aft stowage compartment. Retrieve it, break out a second whiphound, and follow it to the first.’

			Her hand moved back to the whiphound. Nothing about this was part of the plan for visiting Shiga-Mintz. It was an in-and-out, all perfectly routine. Nothing about second whiphounds or cases in stowage compartments.

			‘Prefect Bancal . . .’

			‘Get on it, Thal. When I say every second counts, I mean it.’

			She drew the whiphound’s handle from her holster. In its stowed form the whiphound – an autonomous robot whip with enforcement, detainment and evidence-acquisition capabilities – was a black, grip-coated rod about the size and thickness of a truncheon, inset with a battery of twist controls at one end. On sensing its removal from the holster, the whiphound extended its roving filament, pushing out a thin silver tentacle until it made contact with the ground. The tentacle stiffened along its length and formed a snakelike traction coil at the point where it met the floor. A single bright red eye glared from the other end of the handle.

			The whiphound had gone from being an inert tool on her belt to a thing that was alive, purposeful and more than a little intimidating.

			‘You know what to do,’ she said. ‘Go.’

			The whiphound nodded its handle and slinked away, picking up speed with a series of sinuous whipping motions. It made a dry whisking sound as it skated across the floor and the functionaries jerked back to allow it passage. It vanished through the doorway, already moving faster than a person could run.

			‘What’s going on?’ asked Mander, as if he had every right to an explanation.

			She ignored him, still pressing a finger to her earpiece.

			‘Whiphound deployed, Prefect Bancal. I’m on my way back to the cutter.’

			‘Quick as you can, Thal.’

			She took him at his word, leaving the polling core and the gawping, mystified functionaries behind, breaking into a jog and then a run. She sprinted up a ramp, through a short warren of corridors, into the bright sunlight of civic gardens, past a hissing line of ornamental fountains, up an escalator to a forested plaza, onto a high-speed tram to the dock.

			She stood on the tram, one hand on the ceiling hoop, as it accelerated away from the stop. It had been three, maybe four minutes since Sparver had first contacted her. There were citizens on the tram, watching her with puzzled, worried expressions.

			‘It’s all right,’ she said, pausing to catch her breath. ‘This is a local emergency, nothing to be concerned about.’

			Panoply must have been pulling strings to override local traffic patterns because the tram made a non-stop sprint for the docking complex. Thalia boarded her cutter – the smallest class of Panoply spacecraft, and the only type she was authorised to operate single-handedly – while her hand kept reaching for the whiphound. It felt wrong to be back in the cutter without her weapon. But she opened the aft hatch, craned down to look inside, and found a silver object she didn’t recognise.

			It was a stubby cylinder, about the size of a space helmet, and there was a handle on top of it.

			‘The silver thing, Sparver, I’m presuming?’

			‘Take it. Your backup whiphound knows where to go.’

			She hoisted the cylinder, then went to the foil-sealed cavity that held the second whiphound. She broke the seal, extracted the whiphound, hefted the heavy black handle for a few moments and then let it deploy.

			‘Want to tell me what this is all about?’

			‘Follow the whiphound. Your first unit is already on-site and securing the theatre.’

			She left the cutter and headed back into the public spaces of Shiga-Mintz, the cylinder dangling from her left hand. It was awkward more than heavy, as if it was mostly hollow. The second whiphound slithered ahead of her, showing the way, glancing back with a puppy-like impatience. In a minute she was back on the tram, retracing at least part of her route, the whiphound slinking up and down the tram’s interior, its eye sweeping menacingly.

			The tram was nearly empty this time, with only a handful of passengers at the far end of the compartment.

			‘What do you mean, theatre?’ Thalia asked, keeping her voice low. 

			‘You’ll find a citizen,’ Sparver said. ‘They’re dying. You’re going to operate on them.’

			‘I’m not a surgeon.’

			‘You don’t need to be. The whiphound knows what to do.’

			The tram sped on. Towns and parks flashed by outside. Thalia eyed the citizens she spotted in these rushed glimpses, strolling along paths, going in and out of white-walled buildings. Just glimpses, no chance to make out expressions or gain more than a fleeting impression of body language. But word spread quickly in a place like Shiga-Mintz, where everyone shared access to the same abstraction. The air crackled with a million invisible thoughts, flashing from skull to skull. It would not be long before everyone knew something was up.

			‘What’s wrong with them?’

			‘A neural episode,’ Sparver said. ‘That’s all we know at the moment.’

			The tram came to a hard stop. The doors opened, the whiphound springing out through the widening gap, those few citizens on the platform jerking back as the slithering weapon made its presence known. Thalia had barely caught her breath from the first run, and now she was bounding after the whiphound with the extra burden of the silver cylinder. It bumped against her hip as she jogged.

			A ramp led down from the tram stop into an area of manicured gardens. An agreeable enough place to spend an hour or two: winding gravel paths, flowerbeds, elegant lakes and painted bandstands. Still daytime, by the habitat’s internal clock. Yet citizens were already moving out of the park, looking back with a certain unease even as Thalia barged through them, fighting against the flow.

			Peacocks scattered into undergrowth, protesting at this interruption to their easy routine.

			Ahead was a circular intersection of four paths. A ring of people had formed within it, and the mood was agitated. Thalia caught a flash of moving red within the ring and realised the first whiphound was establishing a widening cordon.

			The second whiphound, having brought her to the first, slinked back and lowered its head in a submissive posture. She opened her right fist and it sprang into the air, retracting its tail with a crack, its handle tumbling into her grasp and allowing itself to be holstered.

			‘Deputy Field Prefect Thalia Ng,’ she called out. ‘You are under Panoply observance. Step back from the whiphound, please.’

			‘It’s not letting us through!’ shouted a man. ‘Call your toy off, Prefect, before someone dies!’

			The man wore a green and white outfit, and he carried a white box marked with medical symbols. A woman in an identical outfit stood next to him. Parked a little way off was a luminous green, fat-wheeled tricycle with the same markings.

			‘We were tasked to a medical emergency,’ the woman said, anger breaking through her voice. ‘It’s still happening. But we can’t get to the citizen with that thing of yours running around.’

			Thalia pushed through the ragged circle. The first whiphound was still circling at high speed, etching a deepening line in the gravel, a plume of dust barely having time to settle before it came around again. A determined citizen could easily have crossed the cordon between the whiphound’s circuits, but so far no one had summoned the nerve. Thalia did not blame them for that. It took force of will to step over the cordon herself, even knowing the whiphound would never hurt her.

			‘Prefect,’ the female medical functionary said, with a sort of resigned calm. ‘You must let us through. Whatever’s happening to that citizen—’

			‘Is our responsibility,’ Thalia said, with all the authority she could muster. ‘Pull back. You’ve done your duty here – I’ll make sure that’s noted.’

			‘How can you . . .’

			The male medic set his jaw and stepped over the cordon, glancing back at his colleague for encouragement. The whiphound sped around in its circuit, at first appearing as if it would ignore his transgression. Then with an almost effortless insouciance it flicked out its filament, tangling its end around his ankle, and between one instant and the next the man was on the ground. The whiphound released him and resumed its patrol.

			The man tried to get to his feet, then collapsed back down again, yelling in surprise and pain.

			‘It’s probably broken your ankle,’ Thalia said. ‘When I’m finished here you can get the medical attention you need.’ She levelled her gaze at the woman. ‘Don’t try to help him.’

			Then she directed her attention to the citizen, the man at the epicentre of all this commotion. She had only given him the most cursory of glances until this moment. He was on the ground as well, lying on his side, quivering from head to toe. He was a respectable-looking individual of no particular age, hair neatly groomed, clothes smart but unostentatious, only a dusting of gravel marring their cleanliness.

			Thalia set the silver cylinder down. She knelt next to the man, digging a knee into the gravel. His eyes were rolling back into their sockets, a fine white foam spilling from his lips. She touched a hand to his forehead, and almost flinched back at the heat coming off him.

			‘Sparver,’ she whispered. ‘I’m with him now. He seems in a bad way. If there’s something I ought to know . . .?’

			‘Give your second whiphound the command sequence “One Judith Omega”. It will know what to do. Meanwhile, open the containment vessel.’

			Her hands were starting to shake. She had some dark inkling what was about to happen. She fumbled the second whiphound back out of the holster.

			‘Containment for what?’

			‘Just get on with it, Thal.’

			Her lips were dry. The man’s palsy was intensifying. Choking sounds were coming from his mouth. ‘One Judith,’ she began, before pausing with a terrible heaviness in her throat. ‘Omega.’

			The whiphound jerked from her grasp, flinging out its filament. Its red eye swept the immediate locality then locked onto the man.

			‘Open the vessel,’ Sparver reminded her.

			There was a control under the handle. She pressed it and the lid unsealed itself. She set the lid aside, handle down on the gravel. The interior of the vessel was a sterile white, its walls perforated with tiny holes.

			The injured functionary was still calling out in distress. Beyond the cordon, the mood was turning ugly. Thalia felt something sting the back of her ear, as if someone had lobbed a piece of gravel at her. She pivoted on her heel.

			‘I’ll repeat what I said. I am Deputy Field Prefect Thalia Ng. I am here on the authority of Panoply. I am sanctioned to use lethal force in the execution of my duties. A physical assault against a prefect is considered grounds for immediate reprisal.’ She swallowed hard. The words had come out well enough, but she had not found quite the effortless tone of authority that she was certain Dreyfus would have used. Dreyfus would barely have bothered raising his voice.

			Dreyfus could sound disinterested even as he was issuing a final warning.

			‘Tell them the man’s already as good as dead,’ Sparver said. ‘No local intervention’s going to make any difference to his chances, but Panoply might be able to help.’

			The whiphound had coiled the end of its filament around the man’s neck. There were two edges to that filament: a blunt one, which it could use for traction – as well as twisting bones until they broke – and a cutting edge. The second edge was a busy miracle of molecular-scale machinery. It could eat its way through almost any material it encountered.

			Blood swelled along a fine scarlet line as the whiphound dug deeper into the man’s neck. Thalia did not want to look. She gazed around in a slow arc, addressing the horrified audience. She felt like the last actor on a stage, crouching down with some wild madness in her eyes, a bloodied dagger in her hand after some gruesome act of vengeance.

			This was not what she had seen herself doing at the start of the day.

			‘There’s nothing you could have done for him,’ she said. ‘None of your medicine would have helped. But we can. That’s why I’m here.’

			‘Take the head,’ Sparver said, ‘and put it in the containment vessel. Seal the lid. Then get yourself back to Panoply.’

			A large quantity of blood stained the gravel. It turned the stones shades of rust and pink, as if they were an expensive import. That said, there was less blood than she would have expected. The whiphound must have been doing something clever at the level of arteries and veins – a sort of surgery, rather than a quick, mindless decapitation. When the head rolled loose, she watched her own fingers scoop it up by the hair and place it neck down in the silver vessel. A head was a strange thing to hold, heavier than she had thought, and yet somehow not heavy enough.

			Then she put the lid back on the container and felt a faint scuttling going on inside as some sort of process was initiated.

			‘Tell them to secure the body and freeze it,’ Sparver said. ‘A Heavy Medical Squad will be here shortly. Tell them the emergency is over and they need have no fears for their own safety. Tell them Panoply thanks them for their cooperation.’

			Thalia did these things. It was her speaking, she knew it. But it might as well have been Sparver, pushing his words out through her mouth. The whiphound was cleaning itself, drawing its filament back in at a slower than usual rate.

			She was about to fix it back in the holster when she had second thoughts. It was a long way back to the cutter, and she would need to get there with a man’s head still in her possession.

			‘Forward scout mode,’ she said. ‘Ten-metre secure zone. Lethal force authorised. Proceed.’

			She said it loudly, as much for the crowd’s benefit as the whiphounds.’

			The second unit scooted ahead of her. It knew the way they had come, and it would make sure there were no surprises along the way. The first whiphound broke away from its circling cordon and established a moving barricade around Thalia, daring anyone to cross it. She marched forward, the vessel clunking against her thigh, now much heavier than before.

			No one stopped her.

			 

			In another habitat, elsewhere in the Glitter Band, a hooded man watched from the edge of a gathering.

			He was glad of the rain misting down from the distant curved ceiling of the wheel-shaped world: it had given him licence to slip the hood over his head without appearing to seek anonymity. There were other hooded onlookers, as well as people under hats, ponchos or umbrellas. Their clothes were as drab as his own, dyed in natural shades of grey and brown.

			Modest, stone-built homes dotted a gentle hillside, with smoke curling up from their chimneys. A waterwheel turned next to a mill, and off in the distance two woodcutters were at work with manual saws, lopping the branches off a fallen tree trunk. Further away, farm labourers and harnessed animals were working terraced fields.

			The gathering was taking place in a gardened commons, on an area of land that jutted out into the millpond next to the waterwheel. There were footpaths and well-tended flowerbeds arranged around a collection of statues relating to significant historical events and figures from the birth of the Glitter Band. The speaker was leaning on one of these statues, standing on its plinth to gain some height over his audience. The statue was a kneeling figure, a young woman in an old-fashioned spacesuit, helmet at her feet, digging her fist into fruitless soil. Her face conveyed a mixture of desperation and determination, despair vying with strength.

			The speaker leaned against her with laconic disregard, one arm resting on her head. He was tall and thin of frame, his dark purple clothes of a simple but formal cut. A collarless jacket hung from his slender shoulders. He had not bothered with an umbrella, poncho or hood, but the rain glistened off his hair, upsetting the lavish wave of his blond curls. He was nearly sixty years old, but his features were smooth and unlined, with an unsettlingly boyish quality. His eyes were a very pale blue, touched with coldness. The only distinguishing mark was a pale vertical scar under the right eye, a blemish so easily removed that it could only have been a deliberate decision to retain it.

			Dreyfus studied the face with particular attentiveness. He had seen all the images of it he could ask for, but it was something else to commit it to memory with his own eyes. If it held even the tiniest clue as to the inner workings of the mind behind it, he was determined not to miss a detail.

			What the man had to say was almost incidental to the recordings of similar gatherings Dreyfus had consulted, and the flow of words varied little from one performance to the next.

			‘Good people,’ the man was saying – as he had done hundreds of times before, in hundreds of habitats. ‘Good citizens, people of Stonehollow. Two years ago you were all witness to the actions of Panoply, in response to the so-called Aurora crisis. You’ll have heard the official line: that an artificial intelligence exploited a subtle weakness in the security provisions of the Glitter Band, enabling it to gain control of the mass-manufacturing infrastructure, spewing out an infestation of self-replicating war machines. They’ll have led you to believe that the cost of our survival – the disarming of that threat – was the surgical destruction of forty-one habitats and the loss of more than two million human lives. They’ll tell you that as if it somehow excuses their actions, or even paints them in a flattering light. “Look at us, taking such momentous decisions in your interests! Look at the hard things we had to do.” What they won’t tell you is those actions were only needed because of the lapses they made over many years and years, after all the trust we vested in them.’ He was smiling as he spoke, beaming down at his audience, the tone of his address at odds with the indictment he’d made. ‘Make no mistake, though. You still haven’t been trusted with the truth. What was Aurora, exactly? They won’t say, despite the rumours. Nor will they offer any sort of explanation as to what became of that so-called artificial intelligence after the crisis was concluded. There’s a reason for their evasiveness, just as there’s a reason you won’t hear about the catalogue of blunders that caused the whole tragic affair. It suits them to have you think the whole terrible business was somehow sprung upon us without warning, and not something that could have been avoided, had their eyes been on the task given to them.’

			The words ought to have lost their sting by now. Panoply had been criticised before; this was nothing new. But Dreyfus knew the crisis had sprung out of a confluence of factors that could never have been anticipated. The shocking thing was not that the emergency had happened in the first place, but that it had been contained with only a modest loss of life. And – although their numbers were small, compared to the civilian deaths – Panoply’s own operatives had been lost, including Dreyfus’s close colleagues.

			But all he could do now was listen.

			‘Their failing cost millions of lives,’ the man was saying. ‘And in their betrayal of that public trust, we see now that the entire institutional framework of the Glitter Band was never anything more than a confidence trick. The security we counted on was never there in the first place. We surrendered our sovereignty to the wisdom of Panoply and in return they left us bereft. Our shining democratic apparatus was a hall of mirrors, designed to blind us to the truth of our own powerlessness. But it needn’t be that way.’ He allowed himself a significant pause, beaming out at the onlookers, adjusting his leaning posture against the statue of the Amerikano pioneer. Now his voice lowered, becoming confiding, inviting the nearest onlookers to pull closer. ‘Across the Glitter Band, a new consensus is dawning. Habitats don’t need Panoply. Panoply wouldn’t be there for them if they did! And so they choose autonomy. They are taking back control. Control to manage the affairs of their citizens in a way that suits their needs, not those of some distant, disconnected network of overseers. Nothing can stop them. Provided the citizens vote to secede, Panoply cannot deny them their wish. And so it has proven. In the last six months, eight habitats have already declared their independent status. The prefects can’t touch them. They can’t even step inside without an invitation! And has the sky fallen? Has the world ended? Not in the slightest. These habitats continue to thrive. They continue to trade – with the Glitter Band, with Yellowstone and between themselves. Free movement of citizens and materials has not been endangered. Far from it, my friends – far from it.’

			Dreyfus felt his neck hairs bristle against the fabric of the hood collar. He had heard enough. The point had not been to listen to the words, but to get a clearer impression of the man speaking them.

			Devon Garlin was not the only figure associated with the breakaway movement, but he was by far the most influential and outspoken. Where Garlin went, dissent followed. His ideas took a toxic, ineradicable hold. Dreyfus had been tracking him throughout the whole breakaway crisis and he was in no doubt that Garlin’s presence and prominence was critical to the momentum of the whole affair. Something about this easy-going, affable figure pushed the citizenry to act against their own interests. It was Garlin who had taken the lead in turning public opinion against Panoply; Garlin who had publicised the legal and institutional loopholes that permitted habitats to secede from the Glitter Band without penalty.

			So far only eight had jumped. A manageable number, in Jane Aumonier’s view. Small habitats, for the most part, with low population loads. But Garlin was still moving from world to world, disseminating his views. Panoply, meanwhile, was keeping a close eye on the mood across the entire Glitter Band. About twenty more habitats – some of them quite large – were in open debate about whether or not to secede, and almost all of the others were at least aware of the possibility. Aumonier’s response was to wait and see what happened. Dreyfus was not so willing to stand back and let events take their course.

			Satisfied, if not exactly reassured, he was turning to make his way back to the shuttle dock when a change in Garlin’s tone snagged his attention.

			‘Wait, friend – I’m not done yet. You wouldn’t want to miss the best bit, would you?’

			Dreyfus ought to have kept walking. Others had already begun to drift away from the gathering, so it was not as if he had called attention to himself just by leaving. He should have kept walking. Not slowly turned around to face Garlin, knowing he was the subject of the statement.

			Dreyfus said nothing. He looked over the heads of those before him to the man leaning on the statue.

			‘The rain’s easing, friend. You can drop the hood.’ The friendly tone of the words only brought out the steel beneath them. ‘Go on. There’s no need to be coy about your identity. I knew who you were from the moment you arrived.’

			Dreyfus left his hood up. He had hoped not to speak, because to do so would draw exactly the scrutiny he had meant to avoid. But Garlin had rendered his efforts futile.

			‘I just came to hear you speak, like everyone else.’

			‘Are you going to introduce yourself, friend?’ There was a beat, no more than that, before Garlin continued. ‘I’ll do it for you. Good people, good citizens! This is Tom Dreyfus. Or should I say Prefect Dreyfus? He walks among us – Senior Prefect Tom Dreyfus of Panoply. One of the very men who brought us to the brink of disaster two years ago. I wonder why he’s so keen to preserve his anonymity?’ Garlin let out a snigger. ‘You couldn’t have expected to pass unnoticed, Tom?’

			‘I’m here as a civilian,’ Dreyfus said, doing his best not to raise his voice, not to sound in any way perturbed. ‘I wanted to hear what you had to say.’

			‘And what did you make of it, before some other business called you away?’

			‘You make a very persuasive case.’

			There was a murmur of conversation from the onlookers, but only Garlin and Dreyfus were speaking at a normal volume. Dreyfus prickled under the attention, feeling cast in a role he had never asked for.

			‘You see how it works now,’ Garlin said, nodding out at his audience. ‘We’ve got them rattled. Rattled enough that they send out people like Dreyfus to mingle with us and attempt to undermine our efforts. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it, Tom?’

			‘I told you why I was here. You call yourself the voice of the people, the spokesperson for the common citizen. Why shouldn’t I be interested?’

			‘Is that all it is, just innocent interest?’

			Dreyfus looked around at his unwelcome audience. ‘Don’t allow yourselves to be taken in by him,’ he said, addressing no one in particular but making eye contact with as many as possible. ‘He’s not the common man he makes out. His birth name was Julius Devon Garlin Voi – the wealthy son of Marlon and Aliya Voi. Ask him about the Shell House. He was raised in a private estate in Chasm City, not in the Glitter Band. He’s been pampered from the moment he was born. And now he wants to tear apart the very society that welcomed him with open arms, like a spoilt brat breaking his playthings.’

			Someone flicked down his hood and the last traces of the rain drizzled down against his scalp. Dreyfus turned again, showing no haste or anger, not even seeking eye contact with the person who had dropped his hood.

			‘Let him leave,’ Garlin said, pushing a false magnanimity into his words. ‘He’s within his rights. We won’t stop him doing as he chooses. We’re not the ones who fall back on force and intimidation in the face of our enemies. Nor are we the ones who say that a man must be defined by his origins.’

			Dreyfus began to walk away from the gathering. He had been near the back of the audience but there were still a few stragglers to push past. They moved out of his way, grudgingly. But he had only taken a few steps when something tripped him. It was sudden, and he hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs. For a moment – probably no more than a second, although it felt longer – wet grass pushed into his face, prickling into his nose and eyes. He forced himself up. The ground here was scuffed and muddy, and his hands came away smeared with grass and soil. He had probably been tripped deliberately, but there was an outside chance it was just an accident.

			Dreyfus was pushing himself to his feet when Garlin bounded over, kneeling slightly to bring their faces level.

			‘Let me help you up, Tom.’

			‘There’s no need.’

			‘You should watch your step. No one wants to see a prefect face-down in the grass like that.’ Garlin braced a hand under Dreyfus’s elbow and made a theatrical show of grunting as he helped him up. ‘My, you’re heavy. I didn’t know they let prefects carry around so much weight.’

			Dreyfus wiped his hands on his knees, the fabric absorbing the stain into itself.

			‘You and I aren’t done.’

			Cold blue eyes regarded Dreyfus carefully. Finally Garlin gave a nod. ‘I doubt very much that we are.’

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			Near the outer orbit of the Glitter Band, deep inside a small, pumpkin-shaped asteroid, lay a room reached through a pair of heavy bronze doors. Hung on massive hinges, each door was engraved with the symbol of a clenched, gauntleted fist. Beyond the deliberate anachronism of the doors was a windowless chamber, its curved walls clad in many spotless layers of varnished wood. The room’s lighting was subdued, with most of the illumination coming from the ever-changing tactical readouts on its long, oval-shaped table, as well as the soft glow of the Solid Orrery, ticking away to itself in a corner. The Orrery was an evolving, real-time, three-dimensional representation of the entire flow of worlds in the Glitter Band, as well as the planet they orbited.

			The doors hinged shut behind Thalia. She breathed in, forcing calm upon herself. The air in the room – based on the few occasions she had been inside it – always seemed to lie heavy on her lungs, as if it carried some of the varnish with it.

			‘Take a seat, Ng. This needn’t take long.’

			There were twenty seats around the table, of which a dozen were presently occupied. There was Jane Aumonier, of course, and flanking her were a mixture of Senior Prefects, Internal Prefects, Field Prefects, and a few supernumerary analysts with tactical security ratings. Thalia took the high-backed chair facing the Supreme Prefect. Aumonier’s face was under-lit by the readouts on the area of table before her and they cast colours and patterns across her chin and cheekbones.

			After a silence, Thalia ventured to speak.

			‘I haven’t had time to submit a field report, ma’am.’

			‘There’ll be no need in this instance, Ng. Your conduct was entirely satisfactory. It was an unusual development and you reacted well.’

			Thalia nodded once, her hands settled before her in her lap. She wondered if the words ‘unusual development’ had ever been delivered with more dry understatement.

			‘I’m sorry about the medical orderly. He was just trying to do his work.’

			‘Don’t worry about him,’ said Senior Prefect Gaston Clearmountain, sitting to the right of Aumonier. ‘He was lucky to get away with just a broken ankle.’

			‘Perhaps he’ll take it as a lesson,’ said Senior Prefect Lillian Baudry, who was sitting in her customary position to the left of Aumonier.

			‘I hope we don’t have to teach too many of them,’ Field Prefect Sparver Bancal said. ‘Or it could get messy.’

			‘It’s messy enough already,’ Aumonier said, nodding in sympathy with Sparver, who had taken his usual position between Baudry and one of the supernumerary analysts. His seat was slightly elevated compared to the others, bringing his eye level close to the other operatives’.

			‘The Heavy Medicals attended him. Do we have an update on his condition?’

			‘No lasting complications,’ said Internal Prefect Ingvar Tench, who was sitting on the extreme right of the oval table.

			There was a silence.

			‘And the other man?’ Thalia asked.

			Aumonier looked puzzled by the question.

			‘Which other man?’

			‘The man whose head you had me bring back,’ Thalia answered.

			Aumonier’s voice remained level, her posture poised and still, hardly any part of her face moving except her lips. ‘The man’s condition was far beyond anything the local medics were equipped to treat.’

			‘We didn’t even let them try.’

			Sparver Bancal smiled, or rather produced the nearest thing to a smile that a hyperpig could. ‘It wasn’t about killing or saving him. It was about evidential preservation.’

			‘It was just a seizure,’ she said, looking from face to face for a clue. ‘Something went wrong in his brain and he started having some sort of episode. Why is that any concern of ours?’

			‘You did well,’ Aumonier said, as if they had just spooled back to the start of the conversation. ‘You may continue your work with the polling cores, according to the agreed schedule.’

			‘Begging your pardon, ma’am,’ Thalia said. ‘But you were expecting it, weren’t you? That’s why that container was in my ship, just waiting to be used. You were expecting to have to cut someone’s head off.’

			She watched the faces of the others, measuring their reactions. None of them looked comfortable, but they were doing their best to make this seem like routine business.

			‘Let me be blunt with you, Ng,’ Aumonier said. ‘Today you brushed against the periphery of something beyond your security clearance. I won’t insult your intelligence by suggesting otherwise. You are correct in your assumption that certain operational provisions had already been made.’

			‘Well, ma’am—’ Thalia began.

			‘Speaking,’ Aumonier said, softening the remark with the mildest hint of a smile. ‘You are trusted, Ng, and expected to execute your duties with due regard to matters of security and secrecy. I am confident you will do so. But just so there is no ambiguity, there will be no mention of this matter from the moment you leave this room. You will discuss it with no one, regardless of rank; you will not allude to it in the vaguest of terms; you will conduct no queries pertaining to this business in any regard whatsoever. You are entitled to your curiosity. I would think less of you if you were not curious. For now, though, you will proceed as if nothing unusual had happened today. In time you will be privy to more information – but not now, and not for the foreseeable future.’

			It’s something big, then, Thalia thought. Something they haven’t cleared up yet. Something they don’t know when they’ll clear up. Another emergency, on the order of the last one . . .

			‘If I could help, ma’am . . .’

			‘You can’t, Ng,’ Aumonier said. ‘Or rather, you can, by putting this entire matter out of your mind. Is that clear?’

			Thalia felt the pressure of the other faces staring at her own. ‘It is, ma’am,’ she answered, forcing herself to meet their eyes, to show confidence rather than cowedness.

			‘Then that will be all, Ng,’ Aumonier said.

			 

			In the area of Panoply they still called the Sleep Lab, Doctor Demikhov’s face loomed behind a distorting surface of tinted glassware. He was adjusting some valve or temperature regulator on the side of a cryogenic vessel. Inside the vessel, looking oddly shrunken, was the severed head.

			Behind Sparver Bancal, their own reflections ghosting above his own, stood Senior Prefect Gaston Clearmountain and Supreme Prefect Jane Aumonier.

			‘Well?’ Aumonier asked, after the silence had grown interminable. ‘What’s the verdict, Doctor? You’re the expert on heads, or so I’m told.’

			Some flicker of amusement crossed Demikhov’s lantern-jawed face as he straightened up from the vessel and the bench’s worth of medical systems surrounding it. ‘I generally prefer working with heads that have at least a fighting chance of revival.’

			The head was upright, fixed into some sort of life-support collar, caged by columns of rising bubbles. It looked waxy and inert, more like a casting than something that had only recently belonged to a living individual.

			‘How does it compare?’ Sparver asked.

			‘The usual mush, Prefect Bancal. Just a little less cooked than the others.’

			‘You have such a delicate way with words,’ Clearmountain muttered.

			‘Nothing recoverable?’ Aumonier asked.

			‘I haven’t cracked it open yet. But the scans tell me all I need to know. Neural patterns are scrambled beyond recognition and the implants are reduced to a few micrograms of metallic slag.’

			‘This is our best chance to date,’ Aumonier said. ‘If there’s anything in this head, the tiniest clue, we need it.’

			‘I’ll go through the motions,’ Demikhov said resignedly.

			‘One question,’ Sparver said. ‘Do we know anything about the melter?’

			He heard Clearmountain’s sniff of displeasure. Something tightened in Aumonier’s already taut features before she spoke. ‘The citizen was Antal Bronner. Eighty-two years old. Born and died in the Shiga-Mintz Spindle, spent less than a decade living in other habitats.’

			‘Priors?’ Sparver asked.

			‘He looks clean,’ Aumonier said. ‘A private trader in out-system goods, specialising in exo-art. No scandals, no major insolvencies – just the ups and downs of any small-time broker.’

			‘Living associates?’ asked Sparver.

			‘One wife – Ghiselin Bronner. She’s been told that her husband died in a sudden medical event. She’ll have questions, undoubtedly, but we won’t be able to offer her all the answers.’

			‘We could sequester her as a warm witness,’ Clearmountain said.

			Aunonier gave a sharp shake of her head. ‘No, tact is key for now. I’ll arrange a soft interview, on her territory. Just enough to see if she’s hiding anything.’

			‘You could always send Ng,’ Sparver offered.

			‘After I made it clear she isn’t to speak a word of this to anyone?’ Aumonier asked.

			‘You had to for security’s sake. But that’s only because she hasn’t been brought on board. If she understood the situation, she’d be just as keen as the rest of us to keep this under wraps. If she was given a Pangolin shot she could be up to speed by tomorrow, another pair of eyes and ears we badly need . . .’

			‘And another risk of a leak,’ Clearmountain said.

			‘She’s no more likely to leak than you or I, Gaston,’ Sparver said. ‘Unless you still believe Jason Ng wasn’t totally absolved of wrongdoing?’

			‘I never mentioned her father,’ Clearmountain said.

			‘You didn’t need to – you’ve made it as plain as can be that you’ll never let Thalia step out of his shadow.’

			‘Gentlemen,’ Aumonier said softly. ‘Let’s not bicker. The fact of the matter, though, is that Gaston is correct: we’ve kept this watertight until now by confining it to the highest security rankings, including our good colleague Doctor Demikhov. Thalia may well be trustworthy – I don’t doubt that she is – but every additional operative brings the risk of an accidental slip. Need I remind you that our enemies – opportunists like Devon Garlin – are circling like sharks, waiting for just such an opportunity?’

			‘I still say she could be an asset,’ Sparver said.

			‘And in time she may well be,’ Aumonier allowed. ‘But for now, you must set aside your personal feelings of protectiveness towards Ng. It could have been any operational Field who had to bring back that head. Would you be so keen to bring one of the others into the investigation, if you hadn’t worked closely with them under Dreyfus?’

			Sparver knew better than to lie. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

			‘She was required to execute a task in the line of duty,’ Clearmountain replied. ‘That’s where it ends for her. She’s a competent operative, but at the end of the day she’s just another Field. That won’t cause any difficulties will it, Prefect Bancal?’

			‘None at all,’ Sparver said.

			 

			‘You acted without my authority,’ Aumonier said, without even a token attempt at pleasantries.

			Dreyfus faced her across the table. He had come directly from the docking bay, not even taking the time to step through a washwall.

			‘Your authority wasn’t required,’ he answered. ‘When I go to the hospice to see Valery, I do so as a free citizen. This was no different.’

			‘Don’t split legalistic hairs with me. Devon Garlin isn’t our concern. Don’t force us into a position where he becomes so.’

			‘I think we’ve already passed that point.’

			Aumonier studied him with a faint air of exasperation, of lofty expectations in grave danger of being undermined.

			‘Garlin’s breakaway movement will lose steam. It’ll only take a small crisis, a minor economic downturn, to have those rogue habitats scuttling back into the fold.’

			‘You wouldn’t have said that two years ago.’

			‘Things change.’

			Dreyfus leaned forward. ‘Garlin isn’t just another flash-in-the-pan blowhard. Those eight habitats aren’t rushing to rejoin us. And there are at least twenty more on the verge of breaking away.’

			‘These are small numbers.’

			Dreyfus offered open palms, traces of yellowish dirt still lodged under his fingernails. ‘I wanted to see him for real, not just on compads and screens. To get a measure of the man.’

			Aumonier sighed slowly, clearly aware she was being drawn into a conversation against her will.

			‘And what gems of insight did you bring back?’

			‘Mainly that I don’t like self-professed men of the people who keep quiet about being born into one of the richest families in Chasm City.’

			‘It wasn’t all roses. He was only sixteen when Aliya died. Tough for an only child, especially the way Marlon was fading, losing his grip on things. Yet Julius picked himself up, made his own way beyond the estate and Chasm City, and found a role for himself in life.’

			‘To wrack and ruin.’

			Half a smile bent her lips. ‘I don’t have to like the man, or believe in his objectives, to see that he’s made something of himself beyond the umbrella of the Voi name.’

			‘There’s something else going on here. I’d done nothing to draw attention to myself, nothing to call out my presence. And yet he knew I was there.’

			‘I know. I saw it on the public feeds. “Panoply sends spy to eavesdrop on public gathering.”’

			‘He’d been aware of me all along. And yet I’d barely shown my face. I went to Stonehollow by civilian shuttle. No one gave me a second glance at any point in my journey.’

			‘What are you saying?’

			‘He still picked up on my presence. He sensed there was someone at the gathering who didn’t belong.’

			‘For all you know, he wasn’t aware of you until the moment you turned your back on him. Then he ran an identity query on you and realised you weren’t carrying implants. From there it’s only a small step to guessing you were a Panoply operative.’

			‘And from there he guessed my name?’

			‘Like it or not, the Aurora affair made you something of a public figure.’ Aumonier angled her head to one side, conveying at least a measure of sympathy. ‘Don’t make more of this than you need to. Let Garlin be my headache, not yours.’

			‘As if you didn’t have enough to be getting on with.’

			‘I take it you heard about Ng’s little mission?’

			Dreyfus nodded, glad the matter of Garlin had been set aside for the time being. ‘I saw Sparver in the docking bay. He told me what happened. Do you think it’s the break we’ve been hoping for?’

			Aumonier looked equivocal. ‘Demikhov doesn’t seem very optimistic – even for Demikhov.’

			‘There has to be a pattern, a causal factor. We just haven’t seen it yet.’

			‘In other words: more deaths would be helpful?’

			Dreyfus leaned back, evaluating a risky idea before he put it into words. ‘Might I say something?’

			‘You’re going to anyway.’

			‘Assign the polling core upgrades to a DFP One, and put Thalia Ng onto a full-time investigation of the deaths. Give her a Pangolin boost, and assign a squad, if need be.’

			‘I can’t risk it. I’ve already been over this with Clearmountain and Bancal. It’s not that I don’t trust Ng, but if so much as a word of this gets out, I’ll have a mass panic on my hands.’

			‘You already have witnesses.’

			‘Civilians who aren’t sure what happened, and who aren’t aware of any larger pattern of incidents. That’s how it’ll stay, provided we maintain the present security arrangements.’

			Dreyfus knew better than to argue. ‘I suppose there’s always a chance the dead will give us something.’

			‘You do have a way with them,’ Aumonier said. ‘Vanessa Laur just notified me, by the way. Our sequestration order came through. We have Antal Bronner’s beta-level. See if you can get something useful from the poor man, will you?’

			Dreyfus made to rise. ‘Have you ever had to tell someone that they’re dead?’

			‘No,’ Aumonier said. ‘I prefer to leave that sort of thing to the experts.’

			 

			Sparver was eating alone at one of the corner tables. He seemed hunched over his tray, as if pressed down by the low, curving ceiling. Thalia set her own tray down without begging an invitation. For a moment she let her friend get on with his meal, using the special cutlery that had been provided for hyperpigs. He ate fastidiously, taking small mouthfuls and chewing carefully. He had even tucked a napkin into his collar. His reading spectacles were set on the table before him, next to a compad.

			‘I hear you’re doing well with the polling cores,’ he said. ‘Not exactly thrilling work, it’s got to be said. But they wouldn’t trust it to anyone but a safe pair of hands.’

			‘How long was that thing in my cutter?’

			Sparver’s cutlery clinked. ‘Dreyfus will keep you on it for a little while longer. But that’s only because he knows you’ll do a thorough job.’ He carried on eating, nodding between mouthfuls. ‘This is actually not too terrible. You should try it. Or maybe it wouldn’t suit a baseline palate, with your restricted range of taste receptors.’ He looked at her with vague sympathetic interest. ‘How do you live like that?’

			‘It was pure luck that I was near that man, wasn’t it?’ She pressed closer, lowering her voice. ‘I’ve been thinking about that, and what Aumonier said.’

			‘I should cook for you again one of these days, show you what food’s meant to taste like. Pork’s off the menu, obviously, but other than that—’

			‘So they must have hundreds of those boxes stashed aboard our ships, just waiting for one of us to be in the right position.’

			Sparver dabbed at his mouth with the napkin. ‘Did you hear the news about the boss man? Took it upon himself to pay a visit to Devon Garlin.’ He tapped his spectacles against the compad. ‘Lady Jane’s spitting nails.’

			Thalia’s hands were now fists to either side of her tray. ‘You have seniority over me, I understand. There are things you can talk about, and things you can’t. Ordinarily I’d respect that. But not after you talked me through cutting a man’s head off while he was still alive.’

			Sparver took another mouthful, chewing and swallowing before giving his answer.

			‘He wasn’t still alive.’

			‘He was moving.’ She leaned in closer still, her voice a hoarse whisper. ‘He was still alive. You made me kill a man who was still alive.’

			‘Did you listen to a word Lady Jane said, about not saying anything more about this?’

			‘She was talking about security leaks. You don’t count. Now tell me about that man.’

			Sparver set down his cutlery, dabbed at his chin, then looked at Thalia with his small, sad, all-too-human eyes. ‘By the time you got to him the entire medical resources of the Glitter Band and Chasm City couldn’t have made a difference. What mattered was getting some fragment of evidence back to Panoply.’

			She was silent for a few moments. She leaned back, getting out of his face. The food on her tray was still untouched.

			‘Are you just going to leave it at that?’

			‘I’m sure you’ll get a proper briefing at some point. But I won’t be the one giving it. It’s not that I don’t trust you—’

			‘Someone doesn’t,’ she said sharply. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised. They can say they’ve exonerated someone, but whether they really mean it, deep down . . .’

			‘You think this is about your father?’ He glanced down at his meal, what remained of it, then reached for his spectacles and stood to leave. ‘It’s about seniority, that’s all. You were given a difficult duty to perform and you did it. Be content with that.’

			They regarded each other for an uncomfortable moment. Deep down she knew she was being unreasonable, pressuring him into a disclosure he had no right to give. But he was not the one who had gone through that nightmare in the Shiga-Mintz Spindle.

			She had done her duty, all right. Not disgraced herself. But Sparver wasn’t the one who had vomited up his guts as soon as he was back on the ship, nor woken himself screaming as soon as he managed to sleep after his shift.

			‘He wasn’t the first, was he?’ she said, knowing there would be neither confirmation nor denial from her friend. ‘Not by a long stretch. Not the first and I’m guessing he won’t be the last. Aumonier admitted I’d brushed against something outside my clearance, something big. What is it, Sparver? What are we dealing with?’

			‘I can’t tell you.’

			‘Just give me a word. A case codename. Something.’

			Sparver said nothing.

			 

			Dreyfus’s shoes crunched on gravel. The sound was sufficient to break the reverie of a lone man sitting on a park bench, staring into the grey distance. Irritation and confusion clouded his features, as if he had just realised that he had no recollection of arriving at the bench.

			‘I—’ the man started.

			Dreyfus raised a calming hand, softening his expression in a way that he hoped conveyed empathy and understanding.

			‘It’s all right, Antal. You’re among friends and nothing bad will happen to you.’ Stopping before the man, he lowered down onto his haunches, bringing his eye line level with the seated figure.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘My name’s Dreyfus. I’m a prefect. Something happened and now you’re in the care of Panoply.’

			‘How . . .’ the man began, frowning. ‘What do you mean, something happened?’

			Dreyfus put on a solemn look. ‘You died.’ He paused, letting that sink in for a second or two. ‘It was violent and irrevocable, with no prospect of neural consolidation. But you had a beta-level instantiation shadowing you for many years. That beta-level has now been legally sequestered and brought to a responsive state within a simulated environment, executing inside Panoply.’

			Dreyfus could have scripted the exchange that would follow.

			‘No, you’ve made an error. I’m definitely not dead. I’d know if I were dead.’

			‘Do you remember walking to this bench? Do you even have an idea where we are now?’

			‘A habitat. Somewhere.’

			‘You don’t remember because there was no transitional experience. Under the terms of the sequestration order you were placed in immediate executive quarantine. You are the only copy of Antal Bronner presently executing. You were re-initiated a few seconds before I arrived.’

			‘No,’ the beta-level said flatly. ‘There’s been a mistake.’

			‘I wish there had been, Antal. But look at it this way. The whole point of you was to shine now. To speak for Antal Bronner when Antal could not.’

			Maybe some part of that got through. Though denial was a virtually universal reaction, the beta-levels varied starkly in the way they moved from denial to acceptance. The ease or otherwise of that shift was unavoidably correlated with their base-personality.

			‘I don’t feel dead,’ the beta-level said, more flatly than before. He stared down at his own sleeve, as if some desolate truth lay evident in the fabric’s weave.

			‘You didn’t feel dead when you were alive, so you won’t feel it now. The crucial thing is that you may be able to help us.’

			‘How can I possibly help?’

			‘We need to talk about how you died.’

			‘You said it was violent. Was I murdered?’

			‘It was a medical event, and an extreme one.’ Dreyfus paused, his knees beginning to ache. He was squatting for real in the grey box of the immersion room, with plugs jammed into his ears and goggles chafing at his skin. ‘Whether it was deliberate or not, we can’t yet say.’

			Antal Bronner looked around, taking in the tall hedges and the distant arc of patterned landscape rising overhead, towns and hamlets laid across it like arrangements of tiny gaming pieces.

			‘Will I be able to leave?’

			Dreyfus smiled tightly. ‘In good time.’

			‘I want to speak to my wife. Ghiselin does know, doesn’t she?’

			‘Your wife’s been informed of your death, and she has constables and counsellors to turn to. But I can’t allow any possibility of evidential contamination at this stage of the investigation.’

			‘What evidence are we talking about?’

			‘You,’ Dreyfus said bluntly. At last the effort of squatting had become too much. He beckoned to the seat and waited for a nod from Bronner, inviting him to sit down. Dreyfus settled his weight onto what he trusted would be a functionally equivalent surface, conjured out of quickmatter in the interview room. ‘For reasons presently unknown, something went wrong with your neural machinery. Your implants sent out debilitating signals, putting you into a grand mal seizure. Then they underwent a catastrophic thermal overload.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘A heat pulse, which boiled the surrounding brain tissue.’ 

			They were facing the same way now, staring out across the lawn, a silvery fog creeping its way down the distant curve of the habitat’s inner surface. 

			‘We got to you as quickly as we could,’ said Dreyfus. ‘Had we been there a little sooner, we might have been able to slow down the thermal event. I’m waiting for our medical examiner to see if you can teach us anything we didn’t already know. In the meantime, though, I’m counting on there being something, some detail or circumstance, that might help.’

			Bronner gave a hollow laugh. ‘There’s nothing. I’d remember if there was.’

			‘Has anything ever gone wrong with your implants?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘And you’ve had them all your life?’

			‘I don’t know exactly when they were put in. Allowed to grow, I should say. I was just a boy.’

			‘But since then – no complications?’

			‘None. What happened to me, Prefect?’

			Dreyfus kept his tone studiedly neutral. ‘Witnesses and public records place you walking through the park when you collapsed. There was no visible cause and no one else was affected. But something made it happen, and I’d like to know what. If there’s anything in your past that you think might have any bearing . . .’

			Bronner turned to face him. ‘Like what, exactly?’

			‘Some borderline procedure? Black market medicine. Illicit neural modification. Contact with Ultras, or Conjoiners – you name it. Be as frank as you like, Antal. The last thing I’m going to do is prosecute you.’

			‘I’ve never gone in for anything like that. I’m not one for taking chances. I live in the Shiga-Mintz Spindle, for pity’s sake.’

			‘I have to ask.’

			‘Why do you? I died. It’s a tragedy for me, that’s for sure. But it’s not the sort of thing I’d expect Panoply to expend much energy on. Aren’t you supposed to be making sure none of us commit voting fraud?’

			‘There’s that,’ Dreyfus said, nodding slightly. ‘But it’s not the limit of our remit.’ With a grunt of effort he pushed himself up from the bench, or rather its counterpart in the interview room. ‘If I’ve judged you right, Antal, you’ve told me the truth about yourself, to the limit of your knowledge.’

			‘I can see I’ve been a disappointment.’

			‘Not at all – we’re just getting started. This place, by the way – this simulation – we call it Necropolis.’

			‘And that’s supposed to help me?’

			Dreyfus gestured across the lawn, where the gravelled path cut through a slot in the manicured hedge. ‘Follow the path. Look for an ornamental garden, a big lake, some terraces and pavilions. Sooner or later you’ll bump into some other people. They all know each other by now, and they all know why they’re here.’

			Some dark realisation shadowed Bronner’s eyes.

			‘The same thing happened to them, didn’t it?’

			 

			The briefing was short, because Doctor Demikhov had already told them almost everything of significance. Sparver sat through it, toying with his spectacles as the neural scans and slices played across the tactical room’s walls, projected over dark varnished wood.

			Bronner’s implants, what had been salvaged of them, resembled the mangled, blackened remains of space vehicles after a bad re-entry.

			Dreyfus had not been present during the first conversation with the medical chief, but nothing Demikhov said seemed to surprise him. He just sat there, nodding sometimes, rarely bothering with a direct question. Gaston Clearmountain and Lillian Baudry listened stoically, offering the occasional clipped interjection.

			Jane Aumonier said less than anyone, waiting until Demikhov was finished, out of the room and back to some other pressing business.

			‘If I’m going to draw a crumb of encouragement out of this whole unpleasantness, it’s that the protocol worked. The whiphound performed flawlessly, as did the cryogenic vessel.’

			‘The only weak link,’ Gaston Clearmountain said, ‘was the prefect. Why did Ng take so damned long to reach him? She was already in the habitat.’

			‘She had to go back for the equipment,’ Dreyfus said, mumbling out the words like a man on the edge of sleep.

			‘And whose bright idea was that?’ Clearmountain asked.

			‘Yours,’ said the brittle, stiff-backed Lillian Baudry, with a surprising lack of rancour. ‘You didn’t want routine activities hampered by prefects carrying around surplus equipment.’

			Clearmountain gruffed out his disgruntlement. ‘She should still have been faster.’

			‘Grown wings, you mean?’ Dreyfus speculated.

			‘I was with her on the link the whole time,’ Sparver put in, before his boss inflamed an already tense discussion. ‘Ng was the best prefect we could have hoped to have on hand.’

			‘Whatever we learn from this episode,’ Aumonier said, ‘we’re still left with essentially the same set of questions we had a couple of days ago. Tom: you’ve talked to the beta. Do you see any scope for progress?’

			‘Same story as the rest,’ Dreyfus said after a moment’s reflection. ‘Surprised to be dead. Nothing in his declared background to explain the neural anomalies. I’ve already allowed him free interaction with the other betas.’

			‘Wise, Dreyfus?’ asked Clearmountain.

			‘They’re dead,’ Dreyfus said. ‘The least we can do is give them someone to talk to. Besides, we haven’t time to do things by the usual routine.’

			Their collective gaze had shifted to the Solid Orrery. The ten thousand habitats were ten thousand tiny points of coloured light, glinting in shades of ruby, gold, emerald or topaz, each accorded a brightness in relation to the size of structure or population load it represented.

			Eight of the habitats had been enlarged and elevated above the true orbital plane of the Glitter Band, so that their true shapes were apparent. These were the eight breakaway states – technically no longer within Panoply’s purview, but still a matter for consideration as far as Aumonier was concerned.

			Then there were the others.

			Fifty-four additional habitats, raised even further from the plane than the breakaway states. This had nothing to do with their physical locations in the Glitter Band, but everything to do with their recent significance to Panoply. There was, as yet, no overlap between the two sets of habitats. Of these, however, the fifty-fourth bore the characteristic shape of the Shiga-Mintz Spindle.

			‘Tom’s right,’ Aumonier said, her level tone drawing a line under any criticism of Dreyfus’s methods. ‘The betas have a vested interest in helping us explain their deaths. The more they interact, the greater the chance that some common factor will come to light. It’s a slim hope, but the best we have.’

			‘Until the next death,’ Dreyfus said. ‘Case fifty-five.’

			Aumonier gave a slow nod. ‘Fortunately – or not, depending on your point of view – I doubt we’ll have long to wait.’

			 

			They were walking side by side, following the trail that skirted the biggest lake in this part of Necropolis. The woman next to Dreyfus was small and wiry with an acrobat’s muscle tone. Her hair was trimmed to a functional crop, emphasising the elfin structure of her facial bones. She wore a grey outfit of trousers and tunic, stitched with an interlocking design of white trees.

			‘It’s not that I don’t like your company,’ she was saying. ‘But I’m starting to feel as if we’ve already been over this a hundred times.’

			‘We probably have,’ Dreyfus said, walking with his head down and his hands behind his back.

			‘Then the point of these little chats is . . .?’

			‘Maybe all it will take is the hundred and first interview. You’ll let something slip, and that will give me the breakthrough.’

			‘Let something slip,’ she repeated, mimicking his tone. ‘As if I’m deliberately withholding something.’

			‘I didn’t mean it that way.’

			‘Let me get something straight in my mind. I’m a digital artefact: a pattern of algorithms, designed to emulate the responses of the living instantiation of me.’

			‘They don’t usually put it so bluntly, but yes – that’s about it.’

			‘And you’ve got me sequestered. You’ve moved a copy of my digital code into your machines inside Panoply.’

			‘Not just moved, but put a legal and binding embargo on the continued execution of any remaining copies of you beyond Panoply. We only want to deal with one copy of you, and it’s simpler for you if there are no conflicts when we release you back into the world.’

			‘Whatever works for you. But one thing’s clear enough to me. You already have the means to pick me apart, to examine my coding structure – my decision-branch algorithms, my life-logs. You can see through my soul like it’s made of glass. So why the time-consuming charade of these interviews? Can’t you just know everything there is to know about me?’

			‘Let me explain how that would work,’ Dreyfus said. ‘Only another artificial intelligence would be able to pick through your digital structure and hold all the details of your life-log in its memory. We have machines that can do that, it’s true. But any machine would still have to break everything down into a form that I could assimilate, and I’d still have to phrase my queries as natural language expressions. In which case I’d end up having a conversation much like this one, only with a whole unnecessary layer of mediation between me and you.’

			‘Mm.’ She made a face that told him she accepted his answer but still found something unsatisfactory in it. ‘And do my thoughts come into it?’

			‘You’re continuing to exist and can interact with other beta-levels. Isn’t that better than being frozen in limbo?’

			‘This isn’t living, Prefect Dreyfus – no matter what you might like to think.’

			‘You’ll feel differently when we release you.’

			‘Why should I? It’ll still be just another pale imitation of life.’

			‘Only if you want it to be. Beta-levels can still serve a social function.’

			‘Serve a social function?’ she echoed. ‘How thrilling you make it seem. The afterlife as public servitude. I could water some flowers, tend some grass, is that what you mean?’

			‘I wish there was something I could say to make it seem better.’

			She had been the first of the dead to come to Panoply’s attention, and her beta-level the first to be sequestered. Dozens more had followed in the ensuing months, but she would always be the first victim, emblematic of those to come. He still remembered the false optimism of the early days, the slowly waning hope that some common link would be found among the cases. Whatever it was, though, it had not come to light through routine interviewing. Even the Search Turbines, programmed to probe into the fine-grained details of a life, had found nothing of significance.

			So why did he keep coming back to Cassandra Leng?

			Because he liked her, he supposed. Her bluntness, her unsentimental acceptance of death. Some of the other betas wanted things from him: information, promises, changes to their terms of sequestration. Cassandra Leng seemed not to care about any of that. And in her directness he believed he was getting as close to a truthful account of her beliefs and opinions as with any of the other dead.

			Something else, too – and with it a prickle of distant guilt. Her directness reminded him of his wife.

			‘I’m not really buying this cynicism, Cassandra,’ Dreyfus said. ‘Your living instantiation must have believed there was some worth to a beta-level or you wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of having the emulation created.’

			‘I did it for the living, not for myself – the way you make out a will so that people around you will be happier. To make them feel better, not for your own benefit.’

			‘Is that really all there was to it?’

			From the lake side they had a good view of the terrain as it swooped up beyond the gardens, rolling up into a tube. Lakes and hamlets glimmered in a haze of silvery distance. A small island rose from the lake, with a skeletal tower jutting into the fog.

			‘We may as well face it, Dreyfus,’ she said, letting out a quiet sigh. ‘I’m dead and gone. I died after taking a reckless gamble with my own life.’

			‘It wasn’t the risk-taking that killed you, it was just where you happened to be when the neural overload took place.’ The hundred-and-twelve-year-old Leng had perished during a high-risk sport, an elaborate and dangerous cross between firewalking and tag, played out in the bowels of the Colfax Orb, a habitat that made a living for itself by courting hedonists, thrill-seekers and the borderline suicidal. ‘But what were you hoping to get out of that place to begin with?’

			‘Shall I let you in on a dirty little secret, Dreyfus?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘Utopia is stifling. What’s the point in longevity if every day is a grey duplicate of the one before?’

			‘Life is still precious,’ Dreyfus said. ‘Still worth cherishing. No matter how it looks most of the time.’

			‘I don’t disagree. But you either live on the limits, or you’re not living. I knew that, and I accept the consequences.’

			‘You’d see yourself as a risk-taker, then.’

			She glanced at him, rolling her eyes. ‘Oh, this old hobbyhorse of yours. We’ve been over this, remember?’

			‘I still think there’s something to it.’

			‘You’re entitled to your theories, Prefect – and I’ll humour them, while I’m here. Ask around, share stories, trade memories – as I’ve been doing for months and months already.’

			They walked a little further. By some degrees the mist had lifted from the lake, and now the central island was more visible than it had been only a few moments earlier. The skeletal tower was actually a pylon, supporting the thin thread of a monorail line, swooping overhead and out across the lake.

			‘There’s a new man, Antal Bronner. Have you spoken to him?’

			‘He’s only just arrived, the poor confused soul. It would be a little cruel of me to inflict myself on him so soon after he came here, wouldn’t it?’

			‘Not everyone shares your view of death.’

			‘I’ll talk to him, for what it’s worth. But I wouldn’t get your hopes up. He looks boring to me. Not a risk-taker at all.’ She looked at him with something close to amusement. ‘I think it may be time to find a new theory, Dreyfus, if that’s the best you’ve got.’

			‘It is,’ he said. ‘For now.’

			 

			Sparver knocked on the door, waited, knocked a second time. Half a minute passed, then Thalia opened the door just enough to show her face. She was wearing off-duty clothes, her hair wet and glistening as if she had just stepped through a washwall.

			‘What?’ she asked, caught between irritation and interest. ‘Come to give me a second dressing-down for overstepping the mark?’

			‘Not exactly.’

			He didn’t have to ask to be invited; they understood each other at least that well. Sparver waited until she had closed the door behind them, then moved to the low table in the middle of the room. He was about to conjure himself a chair when Thalia saved him the effort and produced one to his usual specifications, which she knew by heart.

			‘You want tea, I suppose?’

			‘No, I’m not sure I have the stomach for it.’

			Sparver took the chair and bid Thalia sit opposite him. She wore a black gown cinched at the waist, patterned with green-gold dragons.

			‘Something on your conscience?’

			‘Yes, as a matter of fact. I’ve been thinking everything over, especially in the light of our last conversation.’ The chair she had made for him was low, almost like something fashioned for a child, but there was no slight in that. She knew his tastes perfectly well and he much preferred a chair that let him keep his feet on the floor, instead of having them swing in mid-air. ‘You were right, and I was wrong. You are involved in this, and you do deserve to know the fuller picture. But it’s difficult, and this won’t end well for me.’

			‘Then you’d better say nothing.’ There wasn’t much charity in her tone.

			‘No, I’ve made up my mind.’ He looked her in the face. ‘Something bad is happening, Thal, and you’ve only seen a tiny part of it. We don’t know what it is, or where it’s leading. Actually, that’s not quite true. We know it’s getting worse.’

			‘All right,’ she said, cradling the tea she must have prepared for herself before he arrived. Sparver picked up the smell of ginger, Thalia taking her tea the way Dreyfus liked it. He wondered if she had adopted the habit out of preference, or because she wished to emulate or endear herself to Dreyfus. Whatever the explanation, he had no use for tea made that way. Ginger made him sneeze. ‘What is it?’

			‘You asked about the case codename. It’s Wildfire. People are dying, and we don’t know why. That man you attended to, Antal Bronner. He’s just the latest Wildfire case and there’s no pattern that we can see. They’re going through their lives, and then suddenly something goes wrong with their heads. A malfunction of their neural implants, leading to a thermal overload and massive destruction to surrounding brain tissue. That’s why Demikhov wanted that head frozen as quickly as possible – so he had some chance of working out what’s going on, before the evidence cooked itself. But we weren’t quick enough.’

			‘You mean I wasn’t.’

			‘You did all you could. I’ve vouched for you in that regard.’

			‘Oh. I need vouching for, do I?’

			‘They’re on edge, the senior prefects. You can’t blame them. This doesn’t fit any patterns. It’s not confined to one habitat. It’s dispersed, emerging unpredictably. An asymmetric threat.’

			Thalia sipped at her ginger-scented tea. ‘I guessed that man wasn’t the first. You wouldn’t go to the trouble of preparing for something like that unless you’d already seen it before and were expecting new cases.’ She looked up from the tea, as if half fearful of the answer he was about to give.

			‘Antal Bronner was the fifty-fourth that we’re aware of. There’s no clear link between them, or where they happen.’

			‘How long has this been going on?’

			Sparver got up from the conjured chair. ‘It’s around four hundred days since the first case. But that’s as much as you need to hear from my lips. The rest, you’d better hear from Lady Jane.’

			‘Why should she tell me any of it?’

			‘The damage has been done,’ Sparver said. ‘You know too much to go back to checking cores now. She’ll have two options: either wipe your memory, or put you to work doing something useful. I know which I’d choose.’

			‘I hope you’re right,’ Thalia said. ‘For both our sakes.’

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THREE

			The atmosphere in the tactical room was exactly as frosty as Thalia had expected. Dreyfus had taken his customary seat to the right of Gaston Clearmountain’s chair, between Clearmountain and a supernumerary analyst. Thalia and Sparver were sitting opposite Aumonier; Sparver’s usual position on the other side of the table was vacant.

			‘We had higher hopes for you than this, Ng,’ said Lillian Baudry, raising her voice over the soft whispering of one of the analysts who was briefing an Internal Prefect on the extreme left of the table. ‘It’s a shame to see them dashed.’

			‘Ng committed no actual breach of rules,’ Aumonier said. ‘She may have violated commonplace professional etiquette, but that’s an entirely separate matter.’

			‘Security was breached,’ said Ingvar Tench.

			‘The fault for which lies with Sparver Bancal,’ Aumonier said, directing her gaze slightly to Thalia’s left. ‘You knowingly violated a high-level directive. You were under express orders not to disclose the nature of this emergency to any operative below full field status.’

			‘With respect—’ Sparver began.

			‘I’m not done,’ Aumonier said, with fierce calm. ‘Grave damage has been done, Bancal. There’s never been a higher need for secrecy. Panoply is already under pressure with the breakaway problem, our hands are tied, and now we have this developing crisis to contend with. So far we’ve been lucky – extraordinarily so. How many is it now, Tang?’

			Robert Tang, the other Internal Prefect present beyond Ingvar Tench, glanced at his readouts. Tang was a small, fastidious man known for his close attention to detail. ‘Fifty-four known deaths at present, Supreme Prefect.’

			‘Fifty-four,’ she said. ‘Fifty-four dead and no one – beyond us – has yet drawn a line between them. The instant this becomes public knowledge, we’ll have a panic on our hands like nothing we’ve seen. And yet here you are, treating secrets with the utmost disregard—’

			‘Why would we have a panic, ma’am?’ Thalia cut in, doing her best to take some of the heat off her friend.

			‘Speaking.’

			‘I’m sorry, Supreme Prefect.’ Thalia steeled herself before forging on. ‘But yesterday I was sawing a man’s head off in a public place. Doesn’t that entitle me to know a little about what’s going on?’

			‘It entitles you to nothing,’ Aumonier said.

			‘She shouldn’t even be in this briefing,’ Baudry muttered. ‘It’s already above her clearance.’

			‘That horse has bolted,’ Dreyfus said, in a barely awake drawl. ‘Ten to one she already knows the case codename. You may as well show her the Wildfire curve.’

			‘I don’t think—’ Aumonier began.

			‘She can be an asset to us,’ Dreyfus said, rousing himself a little. ‘But if she’s to play her part, she needs to know all of it.’

			‘I don’t agree with this,’ Baudry said.

			‘You don’t have to,’ Dreyfus said.

			With a sigh Aumonier nodded at one of the analysts. ‘The most recent projections – folding in the fifty-fourth death.’

			The analyst made a quick, deft conjuring gesture. A graph lit up on the wall, projected directly over the dark, varnished wood. A scattering of fifty-four dots were clustered around a bunch of curving lines, steepening from left to right. The lines were annotated with thickets of blurred symbols, but the more Thalia squinted the less they came into focus.

			‘Prefect Dreyfus says you have the mettle,’ Aumonier said. ‘Let’s see it.’

			Thalia looked at the graph a little longer. ‘I can’t read the annotation,’ she said. ‘I presume that’s something to do with security dyslexia. But I know an exponential curve when I see one. How far along the time axis are we?’

			‘Four hundred days, near enough,’ Dreyfus said.

			‘Are both axes linear?’

			‘Yes,’ Robert Tang said.

			Thalia nodded. ‘Then your curve looks to be reasonably well approximated by e to the power of x, where x is the number of days divided by a hundred. Let’s see. You’ll hit one hundred cases around day four hundred and sixty, or barely two months from now, which sounds manageable. But you’re on a doubling time of about seventy days, which means a thousand cases about two hundred and ninety days from now, and two thousand only seventy days after that. I’m sure I’m over-simplifying it, but . . .’

			‘You’ve grasped the essentials,’ Aumonier said. ‘Based on the present pattern, we lose the entire population of the Glitter Band in less than four years. Half the population would have succumbed only seventy days prior to that point. There’d be nothing resembling civilisation left by then. Critical services, from security to life-support management, would have long since collapsed. By some projections the end-point would be crossed when we lose one tenth of the population, in less than three years. Personally I think that’s optimistic. Panic would have set in long before that, and far beyond our means to control. We’re a tiny dose of order in a body politic on the constant edge of chaos.’

			‘But it won’t come to that, will it?’ Thalia asked, looking around those present. ‘There are only fifty-four cases at the moment. There’ll turn out to be something special about these people, something that predisposes them to . . . whatever this is.’

			‘If there is,’ Baudry said, ‘we haven’t found it yet.’

			‘Close the graph,’ Aumonier told the analyst, before returning her gaze to Thalia. ‘Prefect Dreyfus says you could be valuable to us, Ng. Fast, resourceful and able to make connections.’

			‘I’d like to help, ma’am, if I’m able.’

			‘I’m minded to make the best of this regrettable situation.’ She continued giving Thalia her long, level look. ‘From this moment on, you’ll be given probationary upgrade to Field One, along with Pangolin clearance and full access to all materials relating to Wildfire.’

			‘This is highly unorthodox,’ said Baudry.

			Aumonier smiled at the woman sitting to her right. ‘Orthodox or not, Lillian, it’s my decision.’

			Tang and the analysts looked down at their work.

			Thalia’s mouth was dry. She felt obliged to say something. ‘Thank you, ma’am.’

			‘Don’t thank me,’ Aumonier said curtly. ‘I’m about to make your life significantly less pleasant.’

			‘She’ll need a team,’ Dreyfus said.

			Aumonier nodded. ‘And normally I’d assign two deputies to any Field working on a similarly difficult case, but in this instance security considerations remain paramount. She’ll have to make do with a single subordinate.’

			‘Did you have anyone in mind?’ Thalia was thinking of the up-and-coming deputies she had scouted in the refectory and training rooms.

			‘You’ll be working with Bancal. I’m demoting him from Field Prefect One to Deputy Field Three, with immediate effect.’

			Thalia glanced at Sparver, unsure what to say. Even a mouthed apology seemed insufficient.

			‘Consider it a temporary reduction in rank, Bancal,’ Aumonier went on, ‘as a disciplinary action. You’ll report to Ng and assist her in the investigation. You may retain Pangolin clearance.’

			‘That’s very generous of you,’ Sparver said.

			‘Don’t be flippant, Bancal. I expect your full and unswerving cooperation in this investigation. Is that understood?’

			Sparver lowered his head, the severity of her reprimand evidently getting through.

			‘It’s understood, ma’am. I apologise for my error.’

			‘Good – please don’t make a second one. I need you ready and able to move on the next death, whenever it happens. In the meantime you can accompany Ng back to the Shiga-Mintz Spindle.’

			‘To interview the wife?’ Thalia asked, giddy at the sudden shift in her rank and responsibilities.

			‘A little more than that. A short while ago Ghiselin Bronner issued a formal request for protection, over and above the security arrangements of the local constables.’

			‘Then she knows something,’ Dreyfus said, a glimmer of hope cracking through his voice.

			Aumonier sounded less hopeful. ‘Whatever the case, it’s not a request we can afford to ignore. But it has to be handled delicately. We don’t want the constables sensing there’s anything out of the ordinary, or feeling that their capabilities are in question. We’re going to need them on our side in days to come, across the whole Glitter Band, and they mustn’t feel undermined.’

			‘I think I can handle it, ma’am,’ Thalia said. ‘With Sparver’s assistance, of course.’

			‘You’d better,’ Aumonier said. Then she turned to the small, neat Tang. ‘Prepare a Pangolin shot for Ng. She can take it immediately so the structures embed as she sleeps. Enjoy your last good night’s rest, Ng. When you open your eyes, you’ll wake up to our world.’

			Thalia remembered how it had felt to hold a man’s head. ‘I’m already in it, ma’am, and I don’t think I like it very much.’

			 

			Julius and Caleb were called back to the Shell House in the middle of the morning.

			‘I know why,’ Julius said. ‘It’s Doctor Stasov.’

			‘It could be anything,’ Caleb said.

			‘No,’ Julius said, asserting himself before his larger, more confident twin. ‘I know it’s him. After you’d gone off to the white tree I hung around in the house. The door to the private corridor was open and I went down it.’

			‘And?’ Caleb asked.

			‘I saw Doctor Stasov. He was already here.’

			‘If this is another one of your stupid stories, like the Ursas . . .’

			‘I saw him. I walked past a door and there he was, lying on a bed. He was asleep, on his back, with his clothes on and that bag by the side of the bed.’

			‘Asleep?’

			‘I wasn’t going to wake him up, was I? I could hear Lurcher coming and I didn’t want to get caught. But I’m telling you, Spider-fingers is here. How could he be sleeping on a bed if he wasn’t here?’

			‘You just saw some black clothes crumpled up.’

			‘You’ll believe me in a minute,’ Julius said. ‘Something’s going to happen to us today, you’ll see. Something to do with the machines he put in us last time.’

			The boys crossed the lawn and stood in front of the raised stone terrace which fronted the curved, organic lines of the Shell House. Their mother and father were already standing on the terrace, Father impassive, Mother with that slightly anxious, doubtful look they had been seeing more of lately. Behind them waited Lurcher, a slender tapering silver statue with its four hose-like arms drooping at its side.

			Beyond the house, through the green-tinted facets of the dome that enclosed their property, the spires and towers of Chasm City shone like a distant dream.

			‘The Doctor isn’t here,’ Caleb whispered.

			‘There he is,’ Julius said.

			Doctor Stasov came through the double doors that opened onto the terrace. He had his bag in one hand. It sagged so heavily it almost skirted the ground as he walked, throwing him off-balance.

			Caleb gave Julius a look of grudging acknowledgement.

			‘Stand up straight, both of you,’ said Father. ‘Show Doctor Stasov how well you’ve been coming along.’

			Stasov brushed a swoop of white hair from his dark eyes. They were pink-rimmed, lacking focus.

			‘I used to have trouble telling them apart,’ Doctor Stasov said, his voice faltering. ‘But not so much now. They’re growing into distinct young men.’

			Even Julius had been aware of the growing differences between them. They had never been identical twins, but when they were smaller they had been easily mistaken for each other. Julius was lagging now, though, Caleb was taller and bulkier and broader across the shoulders and chest. Both had grey-blue eyes, but Caleb’s were steelier, and there was something in the set of them that was already more challenging, echoed in the defiant, cocksure set of his jaw.

			They wore only shorts. Their knees were smudged, their loose blond hair was dishevelled. Until they were called back to the house by Lurcher they had been scrambling up and down the huge hollow trunk of the white tree, playing games among the mazy warren of its roots and branches.

			‘Growing too quickly,’ Father said. ‘A little less time horsing around in the garden, a bit more time in the classroom, wouldn’t hurt either of them.’

			‘They’re boys,’ said Mother.

			‘You have struck a healthy balance between education and development,’ Doctor Stasov said, giving a diplomatic nod to both parents. Where Doctor Stasov wore black – offset only by a puffed white collar – Mother and Father were dressed in the stiff finery of Chasm City’s social elite.

			‘Do you think they’re ready for it?’ Father asked.

			‘I have no doubt, Mister Voi.’

			‘What about you, Julius and Caleb?’ asked Father. ‘Do you think you’re ready to learn something new?’

			The boys answered in a trebly near-unison.

			‘Yes, Father.’

			‘Before we begin,’ Father said, ‘show Doctor Stasov how well you have adapted to the first integration. Clad yourselves. Make plumage.’

			Julius and Caleb glanced at each other, neither quite able to supress a smile at the trivial nature of this challenge. They closed their eyes for a moment, more out of habit than necessity, signalling concentration. Then each lowered a hand down the length of their own body. Where their hands passed, patterns of colour and texture condensed out of the air, threads and cross-threads thickening into a widening band of fabric which enclosed each boy in a kind of gown. When the gowns had reached just above their knees the boys lifted their hands away and settled them by their sides, as if waiting inspection.

			Their gowns glittered in metallic shades: silver for the bigger boy, gold for the slightly smaller. A gentle breeze moved through the surroundings of the Shell House and the gowns rippled as if they were real.

			‘Impressive,’ Doctor Stasov said, his lips hardly moving as he spoke. Like the clothes he wore he was made up of monochrome contrasts. His skin was an ashen white, his mouth a grey-rimmed hole, his eyes black tunnels. His hair was silver, combed low over his eyes. His fingers were long, bony, pale and seemed to have one or two joints too many.

			‘Their control’s becoming more fluid, both of them,’ Father said. ‘It’s rudimentary as plumage goes, but that will improve with practice.’

			‘It had better,’ Mother said, nodding to the dome wall, the glittering promise of the spires beyond. ‘There’s a city and a world out there that will expect more of you than parlour tricks. You’re Vois now. With that name comes a burden of responsibility.’

			‘They have time to learn,’ Father said, reaching into his pocket – a deep physical pocket, in a physical garment – to draw out a thick, dark rod about as long as his forearm. He held it out before him with just the one hand, the tendons in his wrist taut as bridge cables.

			‘What is it?’ Julius asked.

			‘Take it and I’ll explain.’

			Still wearing his plumage, Julius stepped onto the edge of the terrace and took it in both hands. It was heavier than it looked.

			Caleb watched.

			‘It’s a malleable staff,’ Father said. ‘A training device, made from solid quickmatter.’

			‘What am I supposed to do with it?’ Julius asked, conscious of Doctor Stasov peering at him through that curtain of hair like a watcher behind a waterfall.

			‘Quickmatter will respond to gestural commands,’ Father said. ‘But that’s a coarse, unsophisticated way of controlling it. Fine if you want to make a chair, or open a passwall – but you can do better than that. Your will alone is sufficient.’

			‘I don’t see how,’ Julius said.

			Father smiled with strained patience. ‘Concentrate your attention on the malleable staff. Press your thoughts around it, enclose it within them, and imagine the way it might stretch or bend under the pressure of those thoughts.’ He made an encouraging gesture. ‘Go on. See if you can make it flex a little.’

			Julius stared at the staff, a frown notching its way into his forehead. He let go with his left hand, holding it near the end with the right, as his father had done, and tried to make it bend. But the staff felt dead and inert in his hand. His thoughts dashed off it like waves against a cliff.

			‘Think only of the staff, and only of bending it,’ Father said, lowering his voice encouragingly. ‘Doctor Stasov has unlocked the capability in your neural machinery, but you must learn how to direct it.’

			Julius stared and stared, but the staff remained obstinately unwilling to change itself.

			‘Why is it so hard?’ he pleaded.

			‘It won’t be, when you’ve learned,’ Father said. ‘But quickmatter won’t respond to an ill-formed instruction, or a passing whim. It would be far too dangerous if it did.’

			‘You could do a horrible thing to someone,’ Caleb said wonderingly. ‘Chop them up or something. Squash them. You wouldn’t want that to happen, would you, Julius?’

			‘Shut up, Caleb,’ Julius said. ‘You’re so clever, you make it bend.’ He handed – jabbed, rather – the malleable staff into his brother’s hand.

			‘I told you they weren’t ready,’ their mother confided. ‘We should ask Doctor Stasov to undo the permission, give them more time.’

			‘You know how awkward it is for the doctor to schedule these appointments,’ Father said.

			‘Julius might need more time,’ Caleb said. ‘I don’t.’

			Holding the staff with more confidence than his brother, he stared at it for a few moments, narrowing his eyes but not closing them. The staff stayed as straight as when Father had given it to Julius.

			‘Could I really hurt someone?’ Julius asked, watching his brother’s efforts. ‘Or get hurt?’

			‘Not easily,’ Father said. ‘Quickmatter knows not to do us harm. That’s built into it at a very deep level – a kind of morality, like Lurcher’s programming. That’s why it won’t change unless the intention is precisely directed – a skill both of you will have to learn the hard way.’

			‘Progress, I believe,’ Doctor Stasov said.

			The change was slight, to begin with, but it was real and could only be the product of Caleb’s shaping will. The staff was assuming a gradual curve, and the angle of the deflection was increasing. Caleb’s hand shook with the effort of maintaining the neural focus, his eyes nearly crossing as he forced his desire onto the quickmatter.

			‘Good . . . very good,’ Father said. ‘Better than I expected, for a first try.’

			‘It’s hard, Father,’ Caleb said, the strain making him look older, finding the invisible weaknesses in his face that would eventually turn into folds and wrinkles.

			‘You’ve done very well. Give the staff back to your brother. Julius – see if you can straighten the staff. It’s sometimes easier to restore something to an earlier state, if you have a clear idea of the desired end.’

			Julius took the bent staff and tried to undo Caleb’s work. But the staff was as unresponsive as it had been before.

			‘I can’t,’ he said, offering the staff back.

			‘You tried, and that’s all we expected for today,’ Father said. ‘I remember my first time – your mother hers. Don’t you, dear?’

			Her answer was terse.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Days of frustration before the quickmatter moved to our will,’ Father went on. ‘After that, though, I knew all the doors stood open, and the world was mine for the shaping. Here.’ He reached out for the staff. ‘I’m a little out of practice – that’s the price I pay for living here – but I still have the knack, I think.’

			He made the staff straighten out. Then the end pinched itself into a knob, and the knob shaped itself into a tiny human head, with eyes and nose and mouth. For a few seconds Father looked as if he was satisfied with that, before holding the staff up so the head was level with his view of their mother, and he began to shape the head’s proportions and features to correspond to hers.

			Julius and Caleb looked on, their father’s face set with quiet concentration.

			The quickmatter moved like clay under an invisible hand, bulging, clefting, gaining lines and texture here, smoothing over there. Whether or not the end result was a close likeness to their mother was almost beside the point; it was certainly recognisable as a woman and aspects of her strong nose and jaw were undeniably captured.

			Father twisted the staff around to show her the result.

			‘You haven’t lost your touch,’ she said, showing a cool indifference to the performance.

			Father pinched his lips, perhaps about to say something before thinking better of it, especially in the presence of Doctor Stasov. He passed the staff back to Caleb. ‘See if you can undo my crude efforts,’ he said. ‘And both of you take an hour a day to learn to shape the staff.’

			‘We’ll try,’ Julius said.

			Caleb nodded. ‘Yes, we’ll do our best.’ Then he patted Julius on the shoulder, his hand ghosting through the plumage. ‘Let’s go back to the tree. We can take the staff out into the gardens, can’t we?’

			Doctor Stasov gave a nod, his hair curtaining down to his nose. ‘No harm will come of it. But return to the house before mid-afternoon. I’d like to run some minor tests before I leave.’

			The boys started walking away, Caleb swinging the staff low, so that his mother’s head swished through the grass. It cost a slight but constant mental effort to maintain the plumage, so the boys gladly discarded their gowns when they were beyond the immediate sight of the house.

			‘Give me the staff,’ Julius said. ‘I want to get better at it.’

			‘You couldn’t do it at all. How can you get better at something you can’t do?’

			‘You’re not so good. You were straining so hard I thought your eyes were going to pop out.’

			Caleb snorted. ‘I just put that on for the grown-ups. I sensed the presence of that quickmatter staff long before they brought it out to show us.’

			‘It’s easy to say that now. I don’t remember you going on about quickmatter until you saw Spider-fingers was here.’

			‘I knew it was in the house somewhere. I just didn’t think it was worth mentioning. You could tell it was here, couldn’t you?’

			‘Yes,’ Julius said doubtfully, wondering how far he could push a lie. ‘I knew it was in the house somewhere. But you still found it hard.’

			‘Not as hard as I made it seem. Look.’

			With an easy-going nonchalance, Caleb passed the staff back to Julius. Julius held the staff up before him, looking at the little human head and trying to persuade it to undo itself, to collapse back into the smooth form of the original staff. Then he realised the face had changed. It was an ugly, distortion of their mother’s head, with demonic eyes and a wide, grinning mouth jammed full of sharp teeth.

			Julius started, the shock of it nearly making him drop the staff.

			‘Don’t worry, little brother,’ Caleb said. ‘You’ll get the hang of it eventually.’

			 

			By the time Thalia woke, the Pangolin shot had worked its alchemy, modifying neural processing structures that allowed her to read and comprehend material that would normally have been above her classification grade. Pangolin – and the related security protocols – were the closest thing prefects had to neural hardware. But the structures were deliberately self-dissipating, requiring continual booster shots to maintain their functionality. Left to their own devices, the structures would break down under the action of normal body chemistry, their waste products harmlessly absorbed and excreted.

			She still woke feeling as if her brain had been through a mangle. The geometry of her apartment felt subtly askew, not quite a mirror of itself, but shifted, and each adjustment was pregnant with vast and ominous meaning. She had been warned about this: one of the side-effects of Pangolin was that ordinary visual structures acquired a heightened semantic weight. Prefects adjusted to it eventually, but the transitional phase could be akin to a religious mania, finding false significance in every wrinkle, every smear of foam in a mug of coffee.

			It was the price that had to be paid, though, and at least the security briefings on her compad were now fully legible. She skimmed the executive summaries over coffee and warm buttered bread, then stepped through a clotheswall, the wall forming her uniform around her to her customary preferences, then buckled on her belt and whiphound and set off for the docking bay, where she had been promised her own Medium Enforcement Vehicle.

			For a moment she stood at the observation window overlooking the dock. Her hands were tight and sweaty on the handrail below the window. She had been given the promotion she had always counted on, but she had never imagined it happening under these circumstances. And if Sparver’s demotion was a temporary thing, so too – she was certain – was her elevation.

			‘Do not mess this up,’ Thalia said under her breath, calling her father’s image to mind. ‘For both our sakes.’

			Panoply’s main docking and berthing facility was situated in what was nominally the nose of the pumpkin-faced asteroid. The freefall space was a three-dimensional jigsaw of launch racks, berthing cradles and access tubes, with a frequent coming and going of vehicles, passing through a huge double-doored spacelock. The chamber was not normally pressurised, though, so the spacelock doors were both open, with her assigned MEV already slid out onto its launch rack, aimed at the door like a chambered bullet.
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