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HAVEN


‘Here we are,’ Quill said, for something to say. Scheck glanced across at him and raised his eyebrows. The two men from Fact didn’t react much. The taller factotem – Quill thought he’d said his name was Java – let a sour fizz of air through his lips.


‘Here we are indeed,’ the other one, Rheo, said cheerily. He rubbed his hands together and then clapped them hard. The noise was effortlessly swallowed by the geometrically puckered walls of the monitoring chamber. A few of the destruct team looked briefly away from their screens, one of them blinking as if unpleasantly woken.


‘You ever get claustrophobic in here?’ Scheck clapped a hand down hard on the shoulder of one of the team. The man didn’t even look up at him, his eyes never leaving the arc of screens with their ticking lines and soothing gel colours. Scheck looked around the chamber and eyed Rheo and Java. ‘You?’


Rheo didn’t respond at all, but Java grinned widely. ‘Don’t fret it. We’re screened for all that. We’re neck-deep in tests. Just like you two.’


‘Just like us, huh?’ Scheck glanced at Quill, who gave him back a quick frown, but Scheck ignored it, going on to Java, ‘You trust the screenings? Really?’ He ran his eyes from Java’s head to his boots, and said, ‘And you’re a bit tall, aren’t you? Anyone mention that to you? They screened you for this, maybe, but did they measure you for the coredors?’


‘Not just the coredors,’ Java said, and then stopped at a sharp look from his partner.


‘Leave him be, Scheck,’ Tanner said uncomfortably. ‘Let’s go down.’


Quill flexed his fists and closed his eyes, wishing himself in rock now. He thought how typical it was of Tanner to try and smooth Scheck’s abrasiveness. Tanner, the between-man, their hinge. He wondered what Fact was doing, sending men to survey Survey. But no one on Haven questioned Fact. To ask was to imply distrust.


One of the destruct team glanced fractionally at Tanner, then twitched a finger and one of the puckered walls gently slid up, as if floating, and came to rest at head height.


‘Don’t make any unnecessary movements, will you?’ Scheck said, moving towards the revealed darkness. They went through the far door, leaving the monitoring chamber in single file, Scheck first, as he always liked to be, then Quill and Tanner, and finally Java and Rheo. The door closed at their rear, and dim amber lighting came up around them.


The bolt chamber was circular and huge, with a single small opening in the far wall. The ceiling, though, barely cleared their scalps.


‘Hear it?’ Scheck said, and stopped, making everyone else halt. ‘You two still not claustrophobic?’ He brushed his hand across the ceiling, his elbows not extending beyond a box angle. Java was stooped already and looking awkward. Scheck whispered, ‘Wait . . . there. Hear that?’


The hiss was hardly perceptible. Quill always wondered whether he was imagining it.


‘That’s the bolt readying.’ Scheck stamped a boot on the solid metal plate of the floor. ‘You’re standing on the head of the bolt. Look up. See that? That gleam? That shine’s the bolt’s action. Every time, soon as we pass—’ He clapped his hands, the sound pounding like thunder, holding them still, fists in their ears. ‘Wham!’


Hearing the factotems grunt in the eventual hollowed silence, Quill remembered the first time he’d stood in the metal slot and been told what Scheck now was telling the men from Fact.


‘Look at your feet. What you’re standing on is the last line of safety for the monitoring team back in that room. The bolt weighs fifty thousand kigs, and it’s timed from the door closing on us. Rams up home into this slot—’ Scheck thumped the ceiling again, ‘—in a fingerclick. Hell of a bang. They say it’s so quick you actually hear it as your boots kick through your brain.’


‘Yeah?’ Rheo said.


Quill thought, oddly, that Rheo’s so-what wasn’t just make-up, that Rheo actually wasn’t impressed. But maybe Quill had been overimpressed by Scheck all those years back, his first time through the door.


Scheck hadn’t noticed Rheo’s attitude, so perhaps Quill was just oversensitive. They had no imagination in Fact, anyway. It was trained out of them, everyone knew.


‘That’s right,’ Scheck said. ‘Bolthead’s got a fifty em span. That door’s fifty em away.’ He turned on the balls of his feet, then pointed up and ahead at the far end of the slot, dimly lit by fluorescents. ‘Oh, and they’re running an exercise today, did anyone tell you?’ Scheck tapped the glass on his chrono and grinned. ‘Ready, now? You’ve got eight seconds.’


He half-crouched and started to run across the chamber, Quill keeping up with him easily, Tanner hard behind him. Quill could hear Java and Rheo stumbling and head-bumping as they came, not used to a low run. Making ground, Quill was thinking, Why do this, Scheck?


When they were past the metal and onto rock, filing one by one into the shoulderwide coredor beyond the bolt chamber, Scheck kept going, running and running, Quill and Tanner smoothly with him. Only when one of the factotems tripped face down behind them, swearing, did Scheck slow and stop, and hug his knees to laugh.


‘Did I say eight seconds? My mistake. I meant thirty.’


Whatever anyone might have said was drowned by the deafening sound of the bolt. Rheo and Java cradled their heads as the slug of air drove past them. Scheck and Tanner and Quill had already dropped flat to let it pass. As the bolt locked down, the wind roared down from uptop through the long, baffled runoff at the bolt’s heel, and then it kept coming, seething and groaning at their ears.


No one said anything else as they walked in the wind down the tiny coredor with its calculated undulations, its baffles and curves, to the final descent shaft.


‘We go down one at a time,’ Tanner told Rheo and Java, apologetically. Quill wasn’t sure if he was excusing Scheck or this indignity. ‘This isn’t just a drop-shaft. It’s part of the escape valve. If Scheck and Quill blow magma or anything during the survey, the idea is, it finds its way up here and sidetracks, takes an easy route uptop.’ He pointed to the shaft’s roof. ‘It’s weakened up there, packed with loose rubble. It might do enough to divert the flow. This is the first line. There’s another one a kil back, and then there’s the runoff at the bolt. And then of course there’s the destruct team.’


Scheck stepped into the shaft, twisting awkwardly to face the rest of them. His arms were above his head, wrists crossed. He looked at the factotems and said, ‘What I was saying about claustrophobia? It wasn’t about back there, and it isn’t about this, either,’ and dropped away, leaving the small echo of a laugh in the shaft. It took a minute for the line to stop humming and two more for the platform to return. Rheo shouldered past Quill with difficulty and went next, and then Java.


‘Why does he do it?’ asked Tanner, as the platform came up. ‘Scheck.’


‘Ask him,’ Quill said. ‘Why’s Fact here? They tell you?’


‘Monitoring procedures. Routine.’ And then Tanner gave a shrug, and Quill had a feeling about the gesture, rather like Rheo’s so-what, standing on the bolt.


Tanner went down next, hunching quickly into the shaft and dropping away.


Going down, watching the rock slide past, smoothed, uncoloured, turned to grey glass by speed and the shivering of his eyeballs, Quill thought, Something isn’t right here.


At the bottom of the shaft, he began to elbow his way through the crawl tube to the go station. The air was thin in the tube, and stank of sweat and oil. Even Quill sometimes felt claustrophobic in the crawl tube, as his lungs opened to pull in every last scrap of oxygen. He imagined his chest swelling so much that it would jam him in the tube as it fought for breath.


At go, Scheck was already in their coffin, system-checking, and Tanner was sitting wired in his slot. Lensed as he was, it was impossible to tell whether he was staring at the monitors or they were staring at him. Quill wondered what it was like for him once the coffin had slid away, left here alone between it and destruct.


At least Quill and Scheck had each other. There was no one else in the support room with Tanner. He was absolutely alone. Once Scheck and Quill’s coffin was in rock, there was no one even close to Tanner. No one down the crawl tube, no one in the drop-shaft, no one at all this side of the bolt that shut off the destruct station that was the true, safe border of Haven. Uptop, where the winds and storms raged, was a border beyond exploration. On Haven, there was only down.


Quill usually tried not to think of the destruct team, whose sole purpose, nearly a kilometre above and over two kilometres east of the go station where Tanner sat, was to make a decision in less than two seconds to collapse the intervening shafts and coredors and gorge them irretrievably with rock.


The go station was already beyond the edge of the known, and it was Quill and Scheck’s dive point. This was where Quill came alive, and Scheck too.


Though today there were also the men from Fact.


‘Where are they?’ Quill asked Tanner.


‘They said they wanted to look at the other coffins,’ Tanner said. ‘Checking the new one in the dock.’


‘They get to see it before we do, huh?’ Quill glanced at the door through to the hangar where the backup coffins were kept. No one from Survey had seen the new one yet, which was crazy, as only Survey would be using it. It had been over a year in construction, everything broken down small enough to bring here for assembly and dock-testing by Factsupervised engineers.


‘They locked the door behind them,’ Tanner said absently, without looking away from his screens. ‘Scheck already tried.’


Quill spread his shoulders and made the last full stretches of his arms and legs that he’d be able to do for three weeks, then he inched into the coffin and sat at his console to start his own system checks, and forgot about the factotems.


‘You clear in there, Quill?’


‘Yeah, Tanner. Set.’


‘Scheck? You clear?’ Tanner waited. ‘Scheck? You hear me?’


Quill looked across at Scheck, who was running his comms frequency tests. He wasn’t too involved in it all to answer Tanner, Quill knew; he just wasn’t going to. Tanner knew that, which was why he kept it up.


‘I said, you clear?’


‘We’re clear,’ Quill said, at the fourth time.


‘I asked you already. I’m asking him.’


‘Scheck,’ Quill said. ‘You want to go or not?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Okay, Tanner? He just said he’s clear. You heard him.’


‘He wasn’t talking to me.’


Quill gave up. He ducked his head below the forward bulkhead and crawled into the overhead of the small cylinder and then pulled in his elbows to roll into his bunk, pulling up his knees to accommodate himself. Not that he was tall, but any height was too tall in a coffin. He could hear muttering – Tanner still not appeased – and then a sigh and a few unintelligible words from Scheck.


Then Scheck’s feet appeared as he swung himself round and rolled into his own bunk across the tiny aisle from Quill, his head to Quill’s feet.


‘We’re go,’ Scheck said. Then, ‘Quill?’


‘Yes?’


‘Wasn’t it my turn, feet to stern, this trip?’


‘No. Anyway, the pan doesn’t stink as bad as your feet. You haven’t got it so terrible.’


‘Is that right?’ Scheck pulled up his knees until they touched the curve of the roof, and wriggled his cotton-sleeved feet at Quill.


‘Yes. Oath’s sake, Scheck, take them away.’


‘In which case let’s swap and you can have the pan as a freshener for my feet. Perfect solution.’


‘You know what, Scheck?’


‘What?’


Quill contorted his head until he got a foreshortened view of Scheck’s face, Scheck looking back at him the same way and grinning. ‘I wouldn’t be partnering anyone else.’


‘Nor me. Set?’


‘Set.’


‘Then say goodbye to the world.’


‘Goodbye world.’


Quill took a last glance at Tanner through the open hatch. As it closed, he saw Tanner turn his head sharply and make some gesture, but not towards the coffin. There was an unfathomable expression on his face as he turned.


The coffin hatch closed, bolted and sealed itself. Quill belched along with Scheck as the coffin air engaged. Then the motors kicked in, and the dampers with them.


And now, muffled silence and a disorientating, apparent stillness. Quill felt his nausea come on and waited for it to pass.


‘Okay if I sit?’


‘Fine by me,’ Quill said. Scheck was usually desperate to get going, and then instantly restless in the coffin. Quill knew he’d never fully understand his partner, but he supposed he didn’t understand himself too deeply either.


Scheck had inched himself up the tube and swung the seatbar out from beneath the bunk, and now he was sitting hunched over the tiny screen console beside Quill’s head.


‘Call me when,’ Quill said, and slipped his shades on and went into headspace. He made himself a complex dream in which the coffin was not inching through rock, grinding forward, funnelling and packing vitrified grit into its wake, but was floating almost motionless in a clear pool under a clear sky. The coffin was one of the canoes you’d rent by the hour to paddle along the high-roofed stretches of the jade river, over in Red where he’d lived as a child. The stars were zeolites. A silver moon was in holo above, swollen but not yet full, and there was the sound of birds.


And then a bell, a gentle echoing bell far away in the distance, so faint that when he first heard it he realised he’d been conscious of it for some time already. He came out of the headspace and rolled sideways.


‘We’re just about there,’ Scheck told him. He angled the screen for Quill to see. ‘First station point.’


Quill revolved his shoulders and rubbed feeling into the whitening tips of his fingers. Raynaud’s syndrome. His peripheral circulation was getting worse. It was a side-effect of spending too much time wired. Maybe the coffin as well, the vibration of its movement in spite of the damping. And maybe the low-frequency interstation comms. And genes, and all the rest of it. He flexed his fingers and turned his hands over.


‘You okay?’


The coffin stopped moving. Quill sensed it more than he physically felt it. The deceleration from a few centimetres a second to dead still was not great, but Quill was tuned to it.


‘Fine,’ Quill said. ‘You want me to take the probe out yet?’


‘There’s never a time like now.’ Scheck reached forward into the delivery channel and took out the probe, holding it in the palm of his hand as though it might break if he shook it. It was better than diamond-hard, a coffin in miniature except that it was stuffed full of comms and sensors and could grind through rock at ten times the speed of its parent. Scheck patted it, and Quill felt the touch almost physically on his own skin, even though he wasn’t wired yet. It was an odd, tender gesture from Scheck that made him more inscrutable than ever.


Scheck replaced the probe in its delivery tube and locked it away. It hummed and set off, embedding itself automatically forward of the tube and depositing a tiny wake of smoking powder in the rocklock cavity. Tanner waited for it to cool, then opened the lock and scooped some of the dust into his hand. He and Quill looked at it. It was a ritual between them, examining the first spoor at the first station.


This was fine, grey, flecked with brown. Scheck spread it over his palm with a finger. Neither of them said anything.


The console chirped. Scheck poured the dust delicately into a bag and sealed it, then hit the comms. ‘Yes?’


‘Scheck? You there?’


‘No, Tanner. I’m here.’


‘Don’t be funny, Scheck. You hear me clear?’


‘Sadly, I do.’


‘Yes or no, Scheck, that’s all I need.’


‘I know what you need, Tanner.’


‘Start your arcs. Let me speak to Quill. I—’


‘Quill’s getting wired. What is this, a social call? You want to ask him back for a visky?’


Scheck looked at Quill, grinning. ‘Tanner’s gone. I think you insulted him.’


‘You should stop needling him. Every time, Scheck, soon as we go, you start on him.’ Quill wondered whether Tanner had sounded odd, more tense than usual, but he didn’t say anything to Scheck.


‘It keeps him awake,’ Scheck said. ‘Sitting back there at go, you can get crazy. What he does, it’s the end of the line. Like holding the rope in case we fall. It’s a sleep job unless he has to actually do it. He knows we won’t ever need him, but he has to dream it might happen, and if it does and he’s not sharp, he never gets to have the last word. He never gets to hear me say, “Thanks, Tanner, you saved my life,” and never has the chance to say back, “Well, the pleasure was all yours, Scheck.” That’s what keeps him awake for us.’


‘Are you sure about that? He could just cut us off one day, wander back to the world and tell them we didn’t make it. Maybe that’d be enough of a last word for him.’


‘No,’ Scheck said. ‘He’s too crazy for that.’


‘Crazier than you?’


‘Hell, yes. We hit fire or flood, and die, it’s been our mistake. If we spike something big enough to spit back—’ Scheck shrugged, momentarily serious. ‘He’s in our hands, Quill. And he tries to needle us! He has to be crazy. Would you put yourself in our hands?’


‘When I’m wired out there, you put yourself in mine, Scheck. What about that?’


‘Not the same.’


Quill thought again that he’d never understand Scheck. He laid himself back on the bunk and set the wires up, the laceface stiff until it had wormed its way into his nostrils, his ears and the corners of his eyes. He felt it spreading warmly through his body until he was lying steady in stagnant water the colour of the dust in Scheck’s hand in the coffin behind him.


‘What can you see?’ Scheck’s voice had a faint reverb.


‘Nothing yet. Give me a chance.’ He looked over his shoulder, an effortless one-eighty degrees with no crick in his neck, and saw the coffin sitting there like a finless fish, receding into the dark, vanes and ridges for scales, a mantle of pulverised and liquefying rock caught about it like a frozen eddy. ‘Okay, I’m starting my first circuit.’


This was Quill’s speciality. Quill was the face worker of the team. Scheck wouldn’t do it, but Quill wouldn’t do what Scheck did, the calculations and evaluations. Being wired to a probe was easy work, once you swallowed the edge of risk. It was like swimming, though not like swimming in any river Quill had ever plunged into. It was like being underwater but breathing, with no current, no surface or riverbed. Just a view in every direction for a few metres, a few centimetres, sometimes a millimetre or two, depending on the type of rock. For Quill, it was the most perfect form of freedom.


This was Haven, and Haven was an excavated world. It was tunnelled and refined. But farout and deepdown, beyond the endwall of the lastdug coredor, was forever the unknown. Without Survey, every strike of a pick, each strum of a drillhead, held the potential for world-ending catastrophe. And Survey itself held that potential to a perfect degree.


There was provisional stability, and that was all. Beyond any depth of dependable, cavitatable rock lay unstable shelves of magnetic scree, or intrusions of permeable rock being progressively cavitated by pressurised gases, toxic and inert. Huge, reliable folds and sheets of dense and intrinsically stable rock were poised over porous rubble and voids that could crumble at a touch and collapse everything.


‘Good so far,’ Quill said. ‘Stay with me. I’m going straight. Good visibility. I can’t hear anything. No creaks.’


It was possible to carry out communication and structure-analysis through the rock to varying distances, depending on the type of rock, but actually to drill, to penetrate, risked weakening the periphery of a major problem. It had to be done, though. To extend the world, to build anything under Haven, you didn’t need to construct foundations, but you had to test them.


‘Quill?’


‘Nothing yet. Granite as far as I can see.’ It was in greens, subtly shaded, rippling away from him as he slowly swam through it. Beautiful and calm. He kept on moving at what felt like speed. ‘Temperature stable. Keep coming.’


‘Okay. I’m hard-mapping it two ems on your either arm. Go on three ems, then swing four dot two east-east-down and come back.’


‘I’m on it. It’s a beautiful day out here, Scheck.’


The deeper, further, outer excavation of Haven was slow, carried out delicately by pindrills and probes, the endless work of Survey.


And that was where Scheck and Quill came in. They were first-outers. They were there to redefine the boundaries of Haven. They explored not just the areas where coredors were to be extended, but beyond and beneath, to ensure – as far as was possible under Haven – that the extensions would remain stable. And they were there to search for water and to map rivers, to decide at what point it was safe to tap them.


‘This is your fifth run, Quill. You want to stop and eat? You’ve been out for three hours.’


‘I’ll keep going. One more run.’


The subgeones, the coffins that carried them, were self-sealing in their wakes, to minimise the possibility of flowback. So were the probes. In theory, as soon as Quill probed close to anything suspicious, he’d border-flag it and withdraw, re-approach it from a different direction, let Scheck map the entire fault, and on his computation recommend total or local area avoidance.


But Quill could also spring the whole thing, weaken a thin rock envelope and let go a firespit. The probes were tiny, but a corefire spit could snap along a probe track with only the faintest of temperature rises in warning before the coffin fried. And then magma would open the crack further, backtracking it along the weakness of the coffin’s wake, and sensors at the go station would bypass Tanner and give the destruct team their few moments of consideration to throw the bolt and cross their fingers that Survey’s engineers had designed the runoffs well enough.


‘Okay, Scheck. We’re over the edge and in hard lava. One kil down and we’re still above the lake floor. Should we go deeper?’


‘Not yet. We’ll check the lake’s solidstate and stable at this depth all the way across, like planned. Then we’ll drop a few ems and swing back, see if we can find the floor. Keep going for now. Temperature’s still fine. Looks like it self-plugged from deep, the whole lake got isolated, cooled and set. Crise, Quill, they’ve given us a sleep exercise. We’re supposed to be first choice. You think they don’t trust us any more?’


Quill didn’t answer. An hour passed. Then he said, ‘I’ve got something here, Scheck.’


‘Hold it a moment. We’re starting to lose Tanner’s signal. I’m just seeding a link . . . Done. We’re in comms again.’ Scheck chuckled. ‘He’s not talking to me. What is it, Quill?’


Quill didn’t reply.


‘Quill? Quill?’


‘Half an em ahead. I don’t think it’s anything. Stay back, though.’


‘What is it? I’m getting nothing on my readers here.’


‘Some kind of metal, not an ore I recognise, an odd shade. I’m sure it’s not on the charts. And silicon. And . . . Oath! It’s greyed out. I’ve got impenetrability ahead.’


‘Stop there. Come back, Quill. We’ll go round.’


‘No. Wait. I don’t understand this. It’s clear to either side, and temperature’s stable. It’s an isolate of some sort. I’m going on, at dead slow.’


‘Quill—’


‘Wait. I’m within two milliems and I still can’t see into it or go through it. It’s not magma, can’t be. I’m going to withdraw and use the heatlance.’


‘Quill, I—’


And suddenly, when the lance was within half a milliem of the impenetrability, the grey area became a brilliant red and the probe slid straight into it. And then, just as he’d penetrated it, the swirl of colour fluctuated crazily, as if it were not exactly melting, but somehow changing. It almost seemed to retract from the probe. He’d stopped dead but the colours kept shifting, red to scarlet to crimson.


‘Scheck, something weird’s happening here. I’ve hit some sort of odd concretion. It feels like its molecular structure’s shifting in reaction to the lance. Heat-sensitivity at extreme temperature.’


‘Some new element, maybe, pushed up from the core with the flow. Maybe this lake’s not so dull after all.’


Quill could almost hear him grin.


‘Be a pat on our backs. Go round it. All the way, full-frame grid, and I’ll model it,’ Scheck said. ‘Better do this right. Then dock the probe and we’ll look at it.’


It took Quill two more hours. Then he slept a few hours and had something to eat while Scheck worked the screen.


Eventually Scheck sat back and said, ‘Look at it. That shape. It’s not a concretion, Quill. Not a geode either. You know what? I think you’ve found a fossil. I think there’s only ever been three or four, all the time we’ve been here. This is a good find. But look. If I go to himag at the edges—’


Quill watched the screen as Scheck moved the image around. There were more than twenty tendrils extending from the central core of the thing into the encasing rock. Then he said, ‘I need some more sleep, Scheck. We’d better move on. Map it, if you like. They can send someone else after it if they want. Not our job.’


But when he woke up again, Scheck had the thing inside the coffin, sitting on the small foldout table in the tiny aisle.


‘Crise, Scheck. What did you do that for?’


‘It wasn’t easy. I had to sever most of its extremities with the lance to get it through the sample port.’


‘Well, jettison it. There’s no room.’


‘No. Look at the scan,’ Scheck said. ‘It’s interesting.’ He twisted the screen to show Quill.


On the screen, the sheathing rock was like frosted jelly. The fossil was outlined in red and whorled with pink and purple. ‘It’s totally soft, as far as I can make out. No exoskeleton. Or else it’s totally hard.’ He rotated the image. ‘No flattening, no compression. It looks—’ He stopped, not finding the word.


‘It looks comfortable,’ Quill said.


‘Yes. Except,’ he touched the screen. ‘Except where we cut through the tendrils. According to the sample, we didn’t. There’s a clear margin of rock around the whole thing. We’ve got the whole thing here.’


‘No,’ Quill said. ‘We haven’t got it all. Look at the tapering of the tendrils. Go in on that. See? They are cut off. Where the heatlance cut through the rock, the melt flowed to cover the site of the cut.’


Scheck looked from the screen to the rock to Quill. He didn’t need to say anything. He didn’t need to point out what was also apparent. That the tendril, tapering away from the body and approaching the cut, bulged minutely at the cut end. It had actively withdrawn from the cutting tool, and the meltrock had flowed into the void and set.


It wasn’t a fossil. It had just been alive.


On the table, the rock didn’t move. Scheck rotated the image again, reassessing it. ‘Look at the rock,’ he said, quietly. ‘Those faint lines around the body. That’s rippling. Like when you’re swimming. All around it, those broad ripples.’ He pulled the image in at one of the cut tendrils. ‘You’re right. Here, where you thought you’d severed the limbs, these tiny, tighter ripples.’


They looked at the lump of rock on the table, in the coffin with them. ‘I’ll jettison it. Like you said, Quill, no room in here, and not our job. And anyway, it’s dead now, that’s for sure.’


Scheck picked it up and tossed it cautiously in his hands, and then he voided it into the rock behind. As they started to move forward again, with the thing jettisoned into the superheated, vitrifying rock to their rear, for a moment Quill was sure the coffin shivered, as if shaken and then let go.


‘Well, that was a time waste,’ Scheck said, forcing a smile.


‘Yeah,’ Quill said. ‘Any more of those, we’ll go round. You told Tanner about it?’


‘Yes. No. That last link we dropped, it must have been faulty. Or one of them along the line. Seems to be transmitting, but I’m getting nothing back. It’ll clear.’


‘Crise! Aren’t they clustered?’


‘It happens. I’ve dropped some more, ultrawide frequency, lower wavelength. One of them’ll cut through to the next link.’


‘Or Tanner’s getting his slice of us. I told you to leave him be.’


‘It’s not Tanner. It’s a fault. And don’t worry.’


They mapped eight more days of cold lava and found no more fossils, and stopped talking about it. Tanner still wasn’t responding, but there was nothing to be done about that. Apart from the occasional boulder of foreign rock suspended in the lava, it was an increasingly tedious survey. By the ninth day, they had settled into a pattern of sleeping and mapping. The confines of the coffin didn’t matter to Quill any longer. When he was awake, he was in the probe, and otherwise, in the coffin, he was either too tired to notice Scheck, or asleep.


Some time during the tenth day, a sea of green all around him, Quill wanted to scratch his nose. He knew the urge was just a program fault, that he didn’t actually have a nose to scratch or a finger to relieve it with, but that made no difference.


‘I want to scratch my nose,’ he said. ‘Can you fix that?’


A moment’s silence. Then a tinny, distant voice, ‘Any better?’ and Quill said, ‘Aah, yes, that’s it.’


‘Anywhere else I can rub for you?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Quill wasn’t always sure how to take Scheck’s humour. He hesitated and went on, suddenly needing some form of company, ‘The itch. What was it?’


‘Magnetic flare, twenty-three centimetres back. I’ve compensated for it.’


‘Is that anything to do with the comms fault? Are we still unstrung from go?’


‘No and yes, and don’t worry about it. It’s Tanner’s problem. How are you doing? Want to call it a day?’


‘How long have we been going?’


‘All our lives and then some, Quill.’ In Scheck’s pause, the comms crackled like metal foil on glass.


‘Philosophy, Scheck? You okay?’


‘Fine. These screens, that’s all. So, you want to call it? I’ve got enough data for a few hours.’


Quill thought about it, and realised he didn’t want to return yet. He closed his eyes and let the senses take control, imagining himself hanging weightless and motionless in an endless sea of gel.


‘Quill? You’re humming. Are you okay?’


‘Fine, Scheck. In my element. Give me this, will you?’


He felt Scheck retreat, and was alone and alive.


This was Quill’s reason for being in Survey. The chance of one of these occasional perfect moments made everything else tolerable. They made it all, the risk and the fear and the boredom and the cramp and all of it, tolerable. This, here, now, was the purest joy he could imagine. He had an infinite sense of his body, but couldn’t feel or see any part of it. It was invisible but like blinding colour, it was hollow but like bursting fullness. It was like emptiness but all knowledge, all knowing, all feeling.


He tried to fix this fleeting state now, as he had each time it had happened, which was three times including this one, in over three thousand hours of probe time. He held it in his mind, feeling it already start to leave him.


He moved, and it was still there. With infinite delicacy, Quill pulled himself in and somersaulted joyously in the brilliant, colloidal void, and it was as if he were forcing the entire universe, star by star, through every pore of his body. Brilliantly he turned, and turned, and . . .


The sensation was gone, and with it the universe, and he was empty. Around him was rock.


He took a long, forlorn breath, then murmured, ‘I’m done, Scheck. What have we got left?’


The memory of it was fading already, and all he had was the aching knowledge of an experience beyond capture.


Scheck waited a moment longer than he needed to, and Quill said, ‘I’m okay.’ Aware of his breathing, like a slow, regathering tide, he added, ‘Thanks, Scheck.’ And that awareness fading and gone, too, and he was only alive.


Firmly, this time, he said, ‘I’m okay.’ He could almost see Scheck crouched over the console in the coffin, eleven metres behind him.


‘Fine. We’re short an arc of three degrees, and this is the last section on the schedule. Maybe a metre of travel. The rate you’re cutting, it should take you no more than a couple of days.’


‘Very funny, Scheck. Okay, I’m coming back.’


In the coffin Quill unwired, stretched cautiously until his fingertips and heels scraped the metal, and opened his eyes. Under the low green light he saw what seemed a shadow at the end of his nose, and he felt something itching there. Startled, he jerked and flicked it away, swearing, his forehead crunching on the bulkhead. He swore again, then squinted at the floor and carefully picked the thing up.


A piece of wire delicately folded to hook over the bridge of his nose. Typical, he thought. He rolled heavily out of his bunk, on to the narrow strip of floor between it and Scheck’s, and tossed the wire over his head to drop on Scheck’s lap. ‘Funny.’


But Scheck didn’t react. He was hunched tight to his console, and Quill had to lean over his shoulder to see what he was staring at. Scheck immediately raised his shoulder to nudge Quill’s chin away, and muttered, ‘Personal space, Quill.’


Quill backed off the half metre that the coffin permitted, and voided into his division of the pan. Scheck still wasn’t speaking, so Quill squeezed some myco into his mouth and chewed it as quietly as he could, sitting on the edge of his bunk.


‘Look at this.’ Scheck raised his knees to swing round so that he could face Quill. He handed the console over to him.


‘You know it means nothing to me, Scheck.’ Quill looked at it anyway, the 3diagram with the go station on its extreme right, and stretching out from it the webbing of vitrified trails, and themselves, and beyond them the almost completed arc of their survey. At Scheck’s nod Quill went into the orb, running the screen through it, watching the colours bleed, the representations of the molecular, electromagnetic, thermal and all the other parameters that he only ever saw or felt, pushing forward, wired to the probe, as variations of colour, physical resistance and granularity.


‘What am I looking at?’ But as he said it he could see something at the furthermost point in the sphere, immediately beyond where he had been probing. Quill ran the cursor back to cover the area.


‘That’s it. Resonance suggests we’re approaching a cavity, Quill. Rather like ours, in fact. Like this coffin. Only a great deal bigger.’


‘Maybe—’


‘No, I just checked that. This is definitely virgin rock, no crossover probes, no other trails. It was never mapped. If it had been, you and I wouldn’t be here, would we? They’d just be sending in a check team.’ He leant over Quill and oscillated the image across the anomaly. ‘Look. It has some sort of skin, like it’s encysted. And up from it there’s the edge of what I’m guessing is a tube, maybe a tunnel of some type, hardly visible, like it’s been plugged somehow, like our wakes, only not vitrified, or maybe blocked access tunnels.’


‘What do you think?’


‘Thermal readouts are negative, it’s the same temperature as the rock. Nothing alive. But I don’t think it’s natural. Not a geode. And there’s nothing like it on record. You know what I think? Maybe something came down out of the sky and into the lake while it was cooling.’


‘It must have come down pretty hard to reach this depth.’


‘Well, it didn’t just slip over the edge and slowly sink.’


Quill looked at the screen, but the colours and curves didn’t help him. ‘Maybe the other side of it there’s something.’


‘So. Do we go? Do we wait and tell—’


‘No. We can’t tell Tanner, can we? Unless we stop and go back far enough to string up again.’


‘Anyway, he’s probably sitting with those morons from Fact,’ Quill said. ‘They’d probably stop us. Or maybe tell us to go on. But it’d be their say. What do you think?’


‘What do you want to do?’


‘Go on,’ Quill said.


‘That’s what I thought.’ Scheck switched off the comms back to Tanner at go. ‘If it suddenly clears, Tanner’ll think we’ve run into an emag source and he’ll wait. As long as we get back to go in a few weeks, we’re okay.’


And if we don’t, Quill thought, they’ll map and flag the area as dangerous, and that’ll be the end of it. But we’d deserve it.


They slept a few hours, then Quill started to put on the laceface.


Scheck touched his arm. The feeling was odd for Quill, half-laced already and his head almost in rock. Scheck said, ‘You think it’s safe?’


Quill squinted at him. It was what Scheck usually said to him as he left, but this time Scheck’s grin was a little slow and a little muted.


‘Sure it is,’ Quill said.


And he was in the sea of green, the rock, the hard, cold lava. Ahead of him was a faint blue haze, becoming clearer and broader as he approached it. But its temperature was constant.


‘Scheck? I’m looking at it. It must be okay. What could it be? If it’s a reservoir of toxic gas, it can’t get to us, and we know it’s not magma or melt.’


‘Exactly. We don’t know. Not till we get closer. Keep going. We’ll circumnavigate it, map all around it first. Or anyway get some idea of scale.’


‘We haven’t got time or supplies for that, Scheck. We could have happened across a tiny anomaly or be at the edge of a vast chamber. It’s now or not at all. I’ll have to go in.’


And Quill pushed forward, swimming through the rock and packing it back behind him, millimetre by millimetre. It had a texture like wet sand, sliding awkwardly away from his touch.


‘Wait.’


Scheck’s voice surprised Quill, pulling him out of his thoughts. Ahead of him was a wall of luminous blue.


‘What?’


‘You’re very close. Do you hear anything?’


‘No.’ Quill didn’t have to think about it. He went a millimetre further. ‘It feels thin.’


‘. . .ing—’


‘What? What was that, Scheck?’


‘Th . . . s . . . ck.’


Another electromagnetic source, it had to be. Quill reversed a couple of millimetres down his own track. ‘What did you say?’


Silence, and then, ‘You’re going to have to make a decision here, Quill.’ Scheck sounded a long way away, suddenly. Quill wanted to vacate, but that was crazy. He was where he was, even though he felt himself out there, where his senses were.


‘It is thin,’ Scheck was saying. Quill imagined he could hear Scheck’s fingers scratching the console, his sign of nerves. ‘It’s metal. Then traces of oxygen, nitrogen—’ a pause, then, ‘—the cavity’s had breathable air there at some time. The metal’s a fabrication, has to be. Regular fault lines, which means manufactured plates sealed together.’ He slowed. Then he said, ‘Definitely curved, and regularly. No sign of it shifting its angle in any direction. Storage tank maybe, I don’t know, though how or why it got there . . . Other than that, it’s your guess. You want to find out?’


Scheck’s tone had slipped to neutral, and Quill knew exactly why that was. He was thinking of Hether.


Hether had been Scheck’s probe before Quill, and she had gone a millimetre too close to a tiny firejet. It had been too small to backtrack down the probe’s wake, so the coffin hadn’t been breached, and she and Scheck had survived it. But like all probe workers, like Quill, she’d had her senses onefifty-percented, and she’d vacated late. In the tiny coffin she’d sat up screaming, ripping at her eyes before unwiring the laceface, damaging her optic nerve, screwing up her olfactories and a lot of other stuff Quill wasn’t sure whether to believe. But he’d seen Hether in the small gloomy dugout outdown of blue72 that was her home. He’d seen her crouched on the chair, biowired, in that place that was hardly bigger than a coffin, seen her looking like she was more a machine than anything else.


‘What do you think?’ Scheck repeated.


‘What’s your guess? What is it?’


The rock around Quill was still pale green in every direction except directly ahead, where it pulled to deep blue. The consistency was uneven and the expanse of blue seemed as he came a few hundred nanometres closer to become faintly translucent, which appearance Quill perceived as a thinness. He withdrew again. None of the manuals contained a transliteration of this hue and shade and chroma, he was sure. But translucency meant cavity. What in Crise was in the cavity, though? That was the thunderdollar question.


‘Vacate, Quill. Unwire and let’s talk.’


In the coffin Scheck passed Quill a watersac and sucked from his own, the emptying skin fusing to itself, a contact reaction crumbling the sac to a leaf that Scheck powdered in a palm and chased down his throat. No waste, but no taste either. He belched. ‘It isn’t natural. It’s an artefact, no question. Like I said, maybe a storage tank. Or maybe there’s a vast chamber and we’ve hit its edge and the edge of an escape tunnel. Maybe it’s not a wake but a runoff.’


‘Why’s it filled?’


‘Good question. Good one.’


‘Can’t be a runoff, otherwise we’d know about it,’ Quill said.


Scheck ran his tongue over his chapped and fissured lips. ‘It could be they had some slow penetration event, gas maybe. The metal was an attempt to hold it together while they evacuated, the tunnel was their escape route, and they plugged it behind them.’


‘Same problem. Any made chamber would be mapped.’


‘And this isn’t. Why would they need first-outers? They’d just need anyone. Not us.’


‘No. In which case we should back off and report it.’


‘In which case we should.’


‘So?’


Scheck ran his fingers over the console keys. Quill waited.


‘It could be it’s something buried. Something no one knows anything about any longer. Buried away at the bottom of a hot lake, way back, maybe for safety. Something worth finding. It could be.’


‘Why bury anything worth finding that well? There’s nothing above it. It’s all this way down. That distance, it’s not a safe burial, it’s paranoid disposal. It could be toxic waste. What about that?’


Scheck shrugged. ‘Okay, what about this? Maybe they do know about it, that it’s somewhere around here, and they sent us out, knowing we’d eventually find it, you and me. And it’s valuable but they don’t want it known it’s been found. We get back, we report it, they kill us and come down our mapped road to get it.’


Quill looked at Scheck. ‘When I just used the word paranoid—’


‘I’m putting it out, Quill. We’ve got to look at all the possibilities, that’s all. Why are those factotems sitting back there keeping Tanner company?’


‘Okay. Well? What are you saying we should do?’


‘One. We go back and report it. In the paranoid option, we get dead. Even if we don’t, this route gets closed off permanently and we never get to know what it was. We never know, Quill. You want to turn round and never know what we’re sitting outside?’


‘Go on.’


‘Two, we don’t go back, we investigate. If it’s toxic, you vacate, we go back, give our report, it gets closed off. But at least we know why. Pats on our backs.’ Scheck licked his lips. ‘But if it isn’t toxic, Quill, you and I get to be the first people ever to see it. Some stuff. Maybe some history. And then if the paranoid option’s the right one and it’s weird stuff, we clam up, come back, tell them we just found radiation and backed off, and they don’t kill us. What do you think?’


Quill thought about Hether, sitting there like a junkpit machine. Scheck was persuasive. Quill wasn’t sure whether he had really thought this through or just wanted to know, wanted to push on. Quill thought of their route back, re-excavating to the go station. Weeks of backtracking, knowing they were leaving this behind them, knowing they would never know. He asked, ‘How much time is there?’


‘Oxygen for twenty-six days, food and water for the same. Take us twenty-three days straight back from here. Meantime, a day on to get to the void, another day back to here. Gives us a day there.’


‘What do you mean, a day back to here? The probe takes us to the void . . .’ And we can vacate, abandon the probe, save time, he was going to say. But he trailed off, slow to get what Scheck was meaning.


Scheck said it, patient and steady, like he was just going over an agreed plan. ‘I’ll dig through there. You carry ahead with the probe, but I’ll be right behind you, catching up. Not waiting. We’ll have a proper access tunnel, not just a probe. We’ll go right into the cavity, physically. We’ll go in, head, hands and feet. We’ll make a breach and take the whole coffin up to it, make an airlock and enter it. There’s no time to do it the slow way.’


‘Suppose it’s toxic after all.’


‘You’ll still be getting there a little before me with the probe and I’ll know. We can still come back. We already know it isn’t fire or water or radiation. No raised pressure, so we’re not risking a penetration blow. No added risk at all, this way. See? It’s fine, Quill.’


Quill looked at Scheck’s eager face and wondered exactly what he had told Hether just before it had happened. Not for the first time he wondered what it was that Hether kept muttering to herself in that tiny niche that was quivering with wires and ticking with screenery. But this was the first time the thought made him worry more than fleetingly.


‘I mean it, Quill. It’s fine. There’s more risk turning round. I’ve thought it through all the way. Believe me.’


Quill didn’t believe a word of what Scheck ever said about risk, but the thing was that he wanted it too. Scheck was a first-outer exactly because of this type of opportunity, but so was Quill. Quill hadn’t been dealt Scheck as a partner after what had happened to Hether; he’d listed himself for it. He’d known Scheck’s reputation and hitched himself to it.


‘Let me think a moment, Scheck.’


‘Every second’s a second down—’


‘Personal space, Scheck.’


Scheck turned round immediately, and Quill sighed. There was no doubt about it. The pause was just for self-respect. ‘Okay, Scheck,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’


Scheck crawled to the far end of the flattened cylinder of the station and swung the drill across and centred it at the pindrill’s exit site. He closed the curtain and checked the seal, and grinned at Quill. ‘Beyond!’ he said, raising an imaginary glass to his lips. And then the drill engaged, and there was nothing else to be heard. There was just the partially damped vibration of the coffin as it started to move in the drill’s wake.


Quill laid himself back on his bunk and picked up the laceface. Out there, the probe was where he had left it, as it always was. The colours, everything exactly the same. Going back was like re-entering a frozen time. He could see it clearly now, the green thinness. He made straight for it, a sluggish colloidal flow swirling away from him as he approached, matt jade in glittering amber.


‘Keep going, Quill. I’m right up your ass.’


Quill didn’t answer. It took him three cautious hours to reach the metal, which appeared as a sheen of fluorescent blue emerging from a blinding emerald green that fragmented and then dissolved as Quill approached it. He could hear and feel the drill closing on him.


‘You’d better stop while I go in, Scheck,’ he said.


‘No need. I’m two ems back. You’ve got at least an hour before I get to you.’


Scheck had to have the drill at full drive for that. It was too fast, Quill thought. ‘No. I don’t know how long it’ll take me. Stop, Scheck. Wait.’


‘It’s going to part for you like cloud for a kite, Quill. I’ve got the readout. You’ll go through it in seconds. Get on with it.’


Quill hesitated. It was that thin? Why put something so fragile down here? What was it protecting?


‘Quill—’


‘I’m moving.’ Scheck wasn’t going to wait. The last thing they needed was for Scheck to bring the whole rig in before Quill had checked it was safe. Not that Scheck would really do that. Probably.


Quill pushed, and here it was. A curved wall of gleaming blue, regularly beaded with crimson at five-centimetre intervals along parallel lines twenty centimetres apart, for as far as he could see – spotsealed and riveted, Quill guessed. The wall curled away from him above and below, to left and to right. Around it was a swirl of green.


Quill tracked forward again until he contacted the blue at the edge of a crimson bead. It felt cold. Absolute confirmation of metal. And Scheck was right, it gave almost effortlessly, the crimson splintering and then the blue blooming away from him in seemingly soft petals that grew yellow tips and folded away, and he was in emptiness.


He had the sensation of falling – one of the few wired perceptions that was an accurate transensation – and then the probe’s pinjets stabilised him.


Scheck’s voice came through. ‘Okay, Quill, like I told you. Readouts are fine, no air worth sucking up, but nothing toxic either. No, wait. I’m getting air, now. Must be auto, on sensors. The breach triggered it. It’s breathable in there.’


Quill spun round and felt dazed by the speed of it. He wasn’t used to working the probe out of rock, on the jets. ‘The breach I made is already sealed. You’re right. It’s self-securing.’


‘What do you see?’


Quill didn’t know what he was seeing. The probe wasn’t set for natural optics. Everything was at the same temperature, except for the seal, which was already cooling. No help there.


Slightly nauseous, he peered around, adjusting his optics. ‘It’s a small chamber. I can see a far wall, ten ems away.’ He wasn’t used to having this sort of range. It was dizzying. Usually the probe gave him a metre at max through the most porous rock. He felt almost agoraphobic. ‘I’m moving forward—’ queasily, without the support of a rock medium, ‘— and there’s the shapes of consoles, a door,’ he tried to pull shapes from the depthless patterns of lines by moving to and fro, hoping for a sense of perspective, but that made the nausea worse. ‘I’m guessing it’s some sort of command cell, by the arrangement of—’ he swayed uncomfortably, not fully in control of the floating probe, ‘—of fixed chairs, I think they are. Oh. There’s something—’


‘Crise, Quill, you’ve vomited. What’s going on there? You’d better vacate. I’m not clearing this up.’


He came out, heaving. The coffin was vibrating with the drill’s movement, and Quill could feel the ruptured rock churning past the station’s skin as it pulsed forward.


Scheck said, ‘What was that?’


‘There’s a corpse. In a chair at a command console. Must have been preserved or something. I guess the sudden air . . .’ He took a breath. ‘The head dropped forward, gave me a shock.’ He wiped his face and neck with a wadded shirt and voided the shirt into the wake.


‘Some day that’ll be an archaeological find,’ Scheck said without looking up from his screen. Quill looked over his shoulder at the pulsing representation of the chamber. He checked the scale. They were a metre away from the pindrill’s entry site.


Scheck’s voice changed. ‘Quill, I need to show you something. On the screen, here.’


Quill looked, the screen not making sense to him for a moment, and then he said, ‘What is it? That isn’t the chamber, is it? That’s the rock behind us.’


‘Yes. I’m getting a reading. Our comms are still down, back to Tanner; every comms seed I’ve dropped stays up for a while and then just fails. But here, I’m getting a faint wake-reading. See? Only found it because I was looking.’


‘Why were you looking? And why didn’t you tell me?’


‘Because I was curious, and it’s my job, not yours. And I said, I only just found it.’


Quill watched the screen. He wasn’t as good at this as Scheck. ‘Tell me.’


‘Something’s there. Something’s following us. Unstringing our comms. Probably by accident.’


‘Following us?’


‘Or a fault on my screen. Most likely that. I just thought I’d tell you.’ He shrugged. ‘Nothing we can do. I’m carrying on. You’ve got one hour, Quill. You want to sleep?’


But Quill could never sleep while the coffin was moving, and certainly not now, with what Scheck had half said. He laid himself down on his bunk and closed his eyes. His eyeballs shivered in his skull like dice in a throwing cup.


‘Wake up, Quill,’ Scheck said quietly, and Quill opened his eyes.


‘You were out cold. Wish I could sleep like that. We’re nearly there.’


Quill swung round as Scheck muttered. ‘Brace yourself. Another mil—’


The coffin’s bow juddered and scraped, and came to a halt. The deceleration was hardly a tic of movement, but to Quill it felt like the ground at the end of a suicide leap.


‘We’re docked,’ Scheck said, staring at his screen.


There wasn’t the same enthusiasm in his voice, suddenly, and Quill looked at the image. It was a rear view, with the edge of colour that had given away the ship behind them transformed into an oval blister that was almost visibly in motion across the screen.


Quill said, ‘Now what?’


‘We send out another probe. Mark me an entry point. Your turn, Quill.’ He flipped screens to show the chamber wall, and Quill said, ‘How far are they?’


Scheck didn’t look at him, just saying, ‘Not far. They aren’t in a coffin like ours. I’ve reviewed the whole route, my screens. I should have seen them before, but there was no reason to look back. They’re moving faster than we can, and they must have better comms. But they don’t have a probe, I’m guessing.’


‘We’re their probe. If they have good comms, maybe they can read us when we’re talking between probe and coffin.’ Quill stopped abruptly, then said, ‘You think they can hear us in here, talking?’


Scheck’s face drained, and Quill saw him as if from the probe, changing colour, as if he were turning to granite. And then Scheck said, firmly, ‘No. No way.’


He took a scribe from his chest pocket and scribbled a word on the back of his hand, and showed it to Quill.


Maybe.


‘No,’ Quill said, trying to put some certainty into it. ‘That’s what I thought.’ He took a sheaf of paper from under the bunk, and another scribe.


What we do? Who they?


Fact? Those two? But no choice, we carry on. No suspicion. Scheck held the scribe in his fist and said aloud, ‘They’re probably doing some sort of training run in a new machine. Must be that one in the hangar, the one we’ll get when it’s ready. They’re just trying to impress us. Their sense of humour.’


‘Yeah,’ Quill said. Neither of them went for the paper.


‘Okay,’ Scheck said. ‘You may as well go.’ He put a hand on Quill’s shoulder, and Quill covered it with his own. He wanted to say something more to Scheck, but didn’t know what, and he was afraid that his voice was going to fail.


He laced himself and went through. The colours were as brilliant, but they meant nothing to him now. He found a point between lines of rivets, so that Scheck wouldn’t risk breaking a long seal, and stopped there. He said, ‘Scheck?’


‘Yes?’


‘Scheck, can you hear me?’


‘Sharp and clear. Go—’


‘I can’t hear you. I’m exiting.’ Quill exited. The laceface was still withdrawing as he started writing. It’s marked. Push the coffin through. Get it wedged so we can get out and into the ship. There’s oxygen. If they’re on our side, they’ll rescue us. If they’re not, we’ve had it anyway.


Scheck nodded. He was grinding the coffin forward.


‘Something’s wrong with the motors,’ he said. ‘I can’t hit reverse.’


Quill swore loudly, grinning at Scheck, feeling close to him, that everything was going to be fine. The coffin moved, then stopped again.


‘We’re stuck,’ Scheck said. ‘Shit and Crise.’


‘Is that other machine still there?’


‘Let’s hope so. Let’s hope they can hear us. I’m sending out a Helpus,’ Scheck said, his head bent over the screen. He looked up. ‘All we can do is wait.’


Quill took the scribe. Now what?


We’re in place, chamber wall breached and locked against it. We open probe maintenance cavity. Should be able squeeze thro’.


Then?


Scheck shrugged, jotting, ??


Quill said, ‘I’m just going to see if I can retrieve the other probe.’


Telling them you’re going in?


They’ll hear’n’guess anyway.


Scheck shrugged. ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


The coffin’s nose was triple-sheeted with staggered seals. Moving fast, it still took the two of them an hour to expose the maintenance bay and then detach the nose. They only knew they were through when the beam cutter suddenly grew an extra three metres and then jerked off.


‘Somehow I was expecting it to be light in there,’ Quill said in the silence. Scheck ducked back and returned with the emergency torch to throw a spot into the chamber. He crawled the beam across the matt green, faintly curved far wall. The spot jumped abruptly towards them, hitting the chair Quill had seen, and Scheck took it over the slumped skull.


Quill rolled through the hole and tipped into the cabin, then stood up carefully and stretched. The vertical wasn’t quite true, and he staggered a little on the tilted floor before making his way up to the console in front of the corpse. He touched a few buttons at random, and the chamber’s lights came up.


He looked around properly at the walls, the readouts and tubes and fat bulkheads and gas cylinders. It wasn’t a storage chamber at all. It was a ship. Not a coffin, this big, and not a planetside ship. It was some kind of space rig. On the walls someone had scrawled, over and again, the words I was betrayed.


‘Quill?’ There was an echo to Scheck’s voice, and Quill looked back at the breach in the hull. Scheck had crawled back into the coffin.


‘Yes?’


‘They’re coming.’


Quill went back to the breach in the ship’s hull and peered inside at Scheck. He raised his voice to say, ‘Great. We’ll be okay now. We just wait for them. May as well wait in the big ship as in there, huh? How long do you think we’ve got?’


The coffin seemed suddenly small and fragile to Quill. Maybe it was just that he’d never seen it from this perspective. Scheck looked cowed and anxious, hunched over his screen inside.


‘I said, how much time have we got?’


‘Couple of hours.’ Scheck crawled out into the ship again.


Quill said, ‘Hell, this is big. How long do you think it’s been here?’ He was at the console beside the corpse. The skull’s jaw was down, resting on its chest. There were threads of mummified flesh on its cheeks, and an expression of glee. The corpse’s clothing was a plain grey overall. Quill touched it without thinking, and a hunk of cloth fell away to roll down the slope of the metal floor and dissolve to dust.


‘Long time,’ Scheck said, glancing over Quill’s shoulder. ‘I don’t recognise any of these board configurations.’


Quill guessed at a comms icon and keyed it. The screen ahead lit up, grey-green, and a message came on.


NO OTHER SHIPS CURRENTLY ACCESSIBLE. CHECKING. CHECKING. CHECKING. CONFIRMED. NO OTHER SHIPS CURRENTLY ACCESSIBLE.


Quill offed it.


‘This is an escape pod,’ Scheck said, wandering off to explore. ‘Look, there’s a hatch over here. See the seal on it? It’s a hatch/detach unit. This guy was trying to land. He did that all right. Probably heading for Haze, or coming back, got into trouble. Came down hard, anyway, to bury himself this deep. Good thing the pod was heat-hard.’


Quill was still at the console, keying. He muttered, ‘Didn’t do him much good.’ The body was leaning over his shoulder.


‘What are you doing, Quill?’


‘This.’ The screen grew tightly patterned. ‘These are his last sequence of commands. Or hers.’ He moved them up and down the screen, squinting.


‘Anything interesting?’


‘He wasn’t using his comms at all. Not sending or receiving.’


‘Maybe they weren’t working.’


‘They’re working. They’re working now. They just told us that.’ He looked at the corpse. ‘No other ships,’ he murmured. ‘The onboard comms weren’t even set to search outside ship ranges. Is that odd?’


‘Only if there was anything other than another ship to receive you. Or you didn’t want to be received by anything else but a ship.’ Scheck walked awkwardly up the tilted deck, back to the console. He stroked the corpse’s jaw, then pointed at the screen and said, ‘Well, the clock’s not right. And why the writing on the wall? Who betrayed him? What’s that about?’


Neither of them said anything for a while. Scheck returned to the breach and crawled back through into the coffin. Quill carried on playing with the console. There was nothing else in the cabin to look at. It was an escape pod. Quill wanted more but there was no more. Just an engine and a pod and a computer and a corpse. Even the clothes had virtually gone now in the new flux of air, crumbled away with the flesh. There were no clues. No clues at all. He scrolled through the command history. The guy must have been some time falling into the atmosphere and through it, desperately adjusting his trajectory. Judging by this, his engines had been mis-set. Maybe they’d been tampered with.


There was a repeated text, Quill noticed. He drew it up.


CARGO INTACT.


Quill tried to explore the term cargo, but couldn’t. It was passprotected.


He called out, ‘Scheck, come here. I need your help with this.’


Scheck squeezed himself back through into the ship. ‘You found something?’ He looked at the screen, then tried some keys. ‘Interesting. I doubt I can crack this. I don’t even know what the keys are. We’ll do it later, if they let us. Won’t be long. They’re closing fast, Quill.’ His hands flashed over the keys, but nothing happened on the screen. ‘We haven’t got anything like their speed. Wonder how they’re powered. They’re really close. Maybe ten minutes.’ He stopped. ‘Hear that?’


‘Yes.’


A hum, and rising, throbbing now. He wasn’t sure whether he was hearing it or feeling it.


‘It has to be a nuclear drive. That’s how it’s so fast. And that’s why it can’t use an external probe.’


‘But that’s crazy, bringing a nuke into unmapped rock.’


‘Not if you’ve got us up ahead.’


‘I still don’t see the point of it.’


‘Nor do I. But in a minute you can ask them that, Quill.’ Scheck sighed and shook his head at the screen. ‘I can’t read this, Quill. It’ll have to wait.’ He went back to the coffin.


Quill stared at the console. Did the pilot know he was going to die, a long time ahead of it? I was betrayed. How long had he been in this pod? The cargo was clearly important to him, and was here, but the pod had no cargo bay.


At a thought, Quill ran his fingers under the console and found a slot, and beside it an indented, edged thumb key. Holding his palm against the slot, he keyed RELEASE CARGO and then thumbed what had to be the eject key.


A flat silver case levered itself firmly into his hand. He took it up and looked at it, knowing he was holding the only thing the corpse had taken with him on the final journey from his ship to his death. It nestled in his palm, small and oval and set with three raised glass blisters, each the size of the ball of his thumb. Beneath each blister was a swirl of gas. The blisters reminded Quill of the observation turrets uptop, and he wondered for a moment whether he’d ever see uptop again.


He slipped the case into his pocket and was aware of the hum in the ship reducing.


Scheck started to crawl back out of the coffin.


‘They’ve switched off the nuke. Docked it. They’re about to—’


He looked behind, then turned and disappeared back into the coffin. His voice was muffled. Quill heard him say, his voice rising slightly, ‘Hey, careful—’


And then the breach and the coffin behind it were full of light and silence.


Quill froze. Then he whispered, ‘Scheck? Scheck?’


There was still silence from the coffin. The light dimmed and became a beam that roved around, and there were noises, grunts.


Then, a flat voice echoing. ‘He’s dead.’


Quill felt sharply sick and cold. That wasn’t Scheck’s voice, which meant maybe it was Scheck who was dead. And the voice wasn’t regretting it. Quill looked around the cabin, his heart slamming at his ribs so hard he couldn’t breathe for a moment. It must be Scheck. Scheck would have said something.


There was nowhere to hide, and even if there was, there was nowhere to run. He stumbled around the console in panic, ducking behind the chair, and saw among the last threads of the corpse’s clothing a small holstered palm-sized device. He slid it into his hand as the first man came out of the coffin. The less cheerful one, Java, unfolding himself like a pupa assuming its adult form.


His heart still cracking his chest, Quill stood up. There was no point in doing anything else. The weapon was in his pocket. He didn’t even know if it was a weapon. He explored it with his fingers, trying to make sense of it by touch. It was a bar with an offset ridged handle, and a pair of buttons, side by side. Maybe it was just a comms device. Transmit, receive. More likely than a weapon, in an escape pod. Why would you have a weapon? Crise, Quill thought.


Casually inspecting Quill, Java slid his hands into his own pockets. ‘Your partner,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t expect him to be in the . . .’ he made an apologetic face. ‘Unfortunate word. The coffin. Survey humour, eh.’ He looked round. ‘Well, well. Well, well, well. What have we here? Would you step away from the console, please? And take your hands out of your pockets?’


Quill moved back, lifting his empty hands for Java, who craned his head and looked at the idle screen. ‘Been playing around, have you? Found anything? Moved anything?’


‘No. Just looking.’ Quill tried to be calm. To seem he might believe it was all a mistake, Scheck’s death. An accident.


‘Good.’ Java took his hands from his pockets. In his right was a hand weapon. The dark zero at the end of its barrel was fixed on Quill. ‘We’ll take over from here. This isn’t really your field, is it?’ He gestured for Quill to move towards the far side of the pod. ‘Sit there a moment, would you? On your haunches, squatting.’ He waved the gun. ‘Feet further forward, leaning back against the wall. That’s it. Good man. Hands on your knees, now, hold them tight, like they’re the last tits you’ll ever feel. Uncomfortable? Good.’


For a moment Quill thought of asking why they had killed Scheck, but there was no point. He tried to adjust his weight a little. The metal was cold against his back. A muscle in his thigh began to quiver and he moved a hand to rub the cramp out of his leg. Java frowned, then chuckled at him, and took a step towards the console, calling out, ‘Okay, Rheo. It’s covered here. Survey teams don’t get enough exercise.’


Java was turned around for a moment, and Quill thought of going for the device in his pocket, but if Rheo stayed out of sight, Quill would never get him, and Rheo could pull back in his vessel and simply leave him here to die. Quill didn’t want to die.


Rheo stuck his head through the breach and came through, straightening his back and staggering briefly on the sloping floor. He glanced around and said, ‘Is this it?’


Java shrugged. Rheo looked across at Quill, and if Quill had had any uncertainty about his situation, the expression in Rheo’s eyes cleared it up.


‘Now?’ Rheo asked Java.


‘Wait. Let’s check he and his friend haven’t done anything stupid.’ Java shook out a piece of paper from a pocket and started to sequence keys on the console. His weapon was sitting on the console, in easy reach.


Rheo went across the deck to join Java. The screen came up, lighting their faces. Java smiled and carried on keying.


Slowly, bracing himself against the cold hull of the ship, Quill brought the device from his pocket and onto his lap. He turned it in his hand. There were no clues there. And there was no point in bluffing with it, not with Java and Rheo. Two buttons. One red, one green. On/off? Transmit/receive?


They were still keying. Java had his hand under the console, searching for the eject slot. Rheo was clacking the skeleton’s jaw, squealing in a high voice, ‘I’m so hungry. I haven’t eaten in years.’


‘I’m not accessing it,’ Java muttered.


Quill had no idea what the device in his hand was. There was no hole in its barrel, if it even was a barrel, just a tiny rectangular grille at one end. If it was a weapon at all, it was a beam weapon. He’d never seen anything like it. He moved his fingertip across the buttons. Red, green. Kill/stun?


He looked up and saw Java staring straight at him.


‘Where is it?’ Java said, tense. ‘Where’s the case?’


And then Rheo said, ‘What’s that in his hand?’ and was reaching for his belt as Java swore and grabbed his weapon from the console.


Quill pointed the device at Java and hit the red button, and braced himself against the wall. Java’s gun barrel was still rising but he froze as Quill’s hand jerked with the force of his finger on the device.


A small squeak came from Java’s mouth, but nothing else at all happened. Whatever it was, the thing was dead. All this time, what had Quill expected?


Java snorted and dropped his hand.


‘I’ll kill him now, shall I?’ Rheo said.


‘No. He’s got the case. Or he’s hidden it somewhere here. Get it off him, then you can kill him. And take that other thing too, whatever it is. He might try to hit you over the head with it.’ He pocketed his gun. Almost idly, Rheo drew its twin from his belt, holding the weapon loosely in his fist.


Rheo grinned. ‘Okay, drop it on the floor,’ he told Quill.


Quill pointed the device at Rheo and hit the green button. The device whined, the whine rising. Nothing else happened. But Quill saw the understanding hit Rheo at the same time it struck him.


Charge/operate.


Quill maintained his aim as Rheo took a step towards him and fired his own weapon, but in his urgency he overlooked the tilt of the deck and stumbled. His shot went wide, burning a thin curl on the hull’s skin. The whine of Quill’s device levelled and then receded and he went for the abruptly flashing red button, and this time a neat hole appeared in Rheo’s chest and his lungs sprayed a mist of blood as he sighed and dropped, rolling once down the tilt of the deck and settling against the wall.


Java was looking from Rheo’s body to Quill as Quill tried to shoot him, but the device wasn’t recharged. He hit green again and rolled down the deck as the weapon started its slow keen, the slight slope giving him speed. Java was fast, his weapon whipping a slick of pain across Quill’s back. Quill came up again as Java went to steady himself against the chair for a better shot, but the chair swung round sharply and the corpse’s arm flailed, striking the factotem on the shoulder. The dried flesh of its hand flaked into the air and Java coughed, breathing it in.


The whine of Quill’s weapon receded again and he fired. Java’s surprised expression seemed to fix, and then it slackened as he slumped over the console.


Quill waited until the shaking in his body stopped. He spent some more time in the ship, trying to make decisions, to make his brain and body do what he thought he needed them to do, and knowing that what he was really doing was avoiding seeing Scheck dead.


And then he went through the breach and into his and Scheck’s coffin.


Except for the hole in his gut, Scheck looked hardly more than badly arranged where he lay, pooled in his own blood.


Quill crawled awkwardly over Scheck’s body and through into the other coffin. The factotems had docked against the Survey pod, which was now useless.


This coffin was no bigger than the other, but there was only Quill left, now, and he felt as if he were wallowing in the space. He looked around and checked the screenery and knew he could work it alone. It was set up for Java and Rheo to use, and they’d had no Survey training.


Without thinking, he went back and started to drag Scheck’s corpse through into the coffin with him, and had to force himself to let the body drop. He had to leave Scheck behind.


He knelt down. Scheck’s corpse was still leaking blood into the darkening pool on the coffin floor, but his face was intact, as if he were waiting patiently to be fixed up again. Unable to look at him, Quill draped a thin sleep sheet over the body, but its edges instantly began to absorb the blood, dragging and moulding the sheet tight down on Scheck.


Quill pulled himself away and returned to Java and Rheo’s coffin. He sat down, took the blistered oval case out of his pocket and looked at it. It meant nothing, looked like nothing he’d ever seen. Either it was obsolete technology or it was too new for him to recognise.


He tried to concentrate, to think, wanting to discuss it. ‘Okay, Scheck,’ he said aloud. ‘Now what do we do?’ The acoustics in this coffin were different, he noticed. Of course, being alone changed the characteristics of voice anyway, but his own unanswered voice sounded pitiful. ‘Now what?’ he whispered hopelessly. ‘What on Oath do we do?’


He went back again, stepping over Scheck, whose shroud was moulded horribly to his face. He took all the food and drink through into the other coffin and sat down for a moment, feeling exhausted.


Stand up, he told himself, sitting there. But his legs wouldn’t do it. They started quivering, just like his thigh had quivered in the ship. Then his arms started shaking too, and he started crying.


He cried for a while, then laid himself down and slept. He woke up talking to Scheck, who told him what to do.


Go back to the pod and see what else there is. There might be something else. Search it thoroughly. Step over me. Don’t look at me.


Quill did it. He checked the ship’s walls, the ceiling, the deck, the almost empty storage bays. There were some food containers, unopened. Quill twisted the top off one, and bore the stench just long enough to screw it back tight. It was foul, but it was probably edible. He counted the cans. There was enough food and drink for four people for a year. The pilot hadn’t lasted long enough to get hungry a first time.


The vessel had a sealed docking ring. The ring had a maintenance counter reading 1/ONE USE COMPLETED. RECONSTITUTE SEAL NOW!


So it was definitely a landing pod or an escape pod, and this had been its first and last journey. Quill moved on through the pod. There was a small sleep section with four bays, all sealed. The pilot hadn’t had the time to sleep. Scheck told him not to bother with the sleep bays. I know, Quill replied, tetchily.


The drive engines and environmental support equipment he didn’t mess with, either. The pilot was alone in the ship, so he wouldn’t have needed to conceal anything. If there was anything else, it would be in plain view.


The factotems were still sprawled where they had dropped, their blood beginning to pool at the lowest corner of the pod, starting patchily to dull and congeal. He searched their pockets, but there was nothing to find.


He ended up back at the console again. The pilot’s body had been tipped partly off his seat by Java, and was only restrained awkwardly by a seat harness. Quill used a knife to free the corpse, and lifted it gently to the floor. It was stiff and seemingly leathery, though the flesh crumbled at his touch. The clothing fell easily to rags and then dust. A few hard objects dropped free. A pen, some coins that meant nothing to him, a set of simple keys on a ring. Quill left them all there and went back towards the coffin, suddenly furious with Scheck.


‘Now what?’ he yelled. ‘Now what?’


But Scheck didn’t have an opinion on that. Quill went to the breach and screamed down at him, ‘Now what? WHAT?’


And then he felt the puke shooting up his throat and he emptied his guts all over Scheck. He stood, doubled over, shivering and dribbling puke from his mouth and nose, and sat down on the seat of the coffin he had shared with Scheck for so long.


‘You’re dead,’ he muttered. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘You’re dead. So don’t talk to me any more.’


Now what? He tried to think through it. He couldn’t just go back, say there had been a terrible accident. He and Scheck had been intended to find the ship. Whoever had sent Java and Rheo after them had known the ship was at least approximately there. Quill and Scheck were meant to locate it and be killed. If Quill went back, alone, with the oval case . . .


No.


Tanner was dead. Quill was sure of it. There was no going back.


Okay. Next question. What were Rheo and Java going to do once they’d got the case and killed Quill and Scheck. Just go back? That wasn’t likely. If the whole thing was so sensitive, they’d want to destroy everything. And then when Quill and Scheck didn’t return, it could be announced as an accident or geological fault, and the area would be closed. And that would be the end of it.


Except that without an actual geo-event, someone might suggest a search party or reSurvey.


So Rheo and Java would have made sure there was an event.


Quill went through into the other coffin, and eventually located the small sac of compression explosive and the timer, and then he sat with it in his hands, moulding it like mycodough while he worked the situation through in his head. He was starting to feel clearer.


It wouldn’t be hard to fake an event with this explosive. Set the timer, start tunnelling clear of the area, and that would be it.


That was what Java and Rheo must have intended, but that wouldn’t be enough for Quill’s safety. He needed more than that. Whoever had sent the factotems would have to believe the ship was beyond reach and everyone was dead. They’d have to believe they could forget the whole thing, that the only things gone wrong were the additional loss of their own men and the failure to recover the case.


But it needed to be big, and it needed to be definite.


He squeezed the explosives sac some more, then put it down and went to the coffin’s nuclear drive and disabled it, then unshipped its core. He lugged the core through the coffin, over Scheck’s body, and hauled the Survey drive unit back to the factotems’ coffin and connected it up. Then he fixed the explosive to the nuclear core and rigged it to go. It wouldn’t make a huge explosion, not nuclear, but it should reach the release tunnel with enough force and radiation to make them believe there had been an accident involving the nuclear-driven coffin, and to dissuade them from investigating any further. The escape pod would go up too – there must still be fuel in it.


Quill felt curiously charged. Moving around between the coffins and inside the escape pod with its corpses and the pilot’s bones, he felt separated from the situation, and almost buoyant. The sight of Scheck’s corpse didn’t trouble him at all now, any more than what was left of the pilot’s skeleton. He felt light-headed and oddly cheerful now that he was leaving. He took all the food and drink from his and Scheck’s coffin, stacked it on what must have been Java’s cot, and checked that there was no machine security on the coffin’s screen, no passcode or identity check, and that his new coffin was maploaded and the exchanged motor operational.


And he was ready to set off. There was enough food for months, if necessary. And with the fuel transferred from his old coffin, he could tunnel for just as long.


As he was about to leave, he had a final thought, and went back into the escape pod. There was a smell there for the first time, of blood, perhaps, or something else organic. He went to the pilot’s corpse, and centred the skull firmly in the palms of his hands.


It took more effort than he expected to rupture the mummified ligaments and free the head from the spine. The released body slid to the deck.


With the skull safely stowed in the new coffin, Quill went back to his old one for the last time. He set the timer in the explosive, then knelt by Scheck’s side. He touched a kiss to his finger, then touched the palm of that hand to the sheet over Scheck’s face, and whispered, ‘Goodbye. Goodbye, Scheck.’


And without looking back, he sealed himself into the new coffin and sat down, staring at the coffin’s far wall, an arm’s length away. Some time passed before he moved again, but he moved decisively.


He called the map onto the screen and examined the currently surveyed and documented area of Haven. He looked at it for a long while. The map in this coffin seemed to have more parameters and indices, more detail than any he’d seen before, and Quill thought he’d seen every map and survey of Haven that had been made in the last ten years.


He put that aside for the moment to program an initial course away from the ship. He’d need to refine it later, but he didn’t want to think about that immediately. Scheck was the one who did that. It was his job, not Quill’s, to get them in and out. Quill was the probe, Scheck was the screen and the drive. And while Quill could cover for Scheck, and vice versa, it was rough cover and no more.


Forget that for now. Time to go, he told himself.


The motor’s distant grind was the same as it ever was, but this time the initial thump of engagement startled him as much as it had his first time out.


‘It sounds like the world’s shitting us,’ he said, aloud, just as he had said it to Scheck then, that first time, all those years ago.


And then he laid himself down on the bed and closed his eyes.


‘Yes,’ Scheck said, ‘It does.’


Had said, Quill thought, exhausted and confused, but Scheck was talking to him now, as if remembering with him. ‘That’s what I sometimes think. Other times it’s like we’re maggots in a colossal Hazeapple.’


Quill felt himself smile, his eyes still tight shut, as centimetre by centimetre, the coffin wormed away from the ship, from Scheck, and from Rheo and Java. Maybe he was asleep, he couldn’t tell.


The grind of the motor fell away again to become a comforting hum, developing long, almost imperceptible rhythms as the coffin traced the meandering series of arcs of Quill’s course.


Quill fed himself into the rhythm, murmuring the old sleep-rhyme to himself.


‘Ironstone,’ he began, in a voice that was too loud. He cleared his throat and started again. ‘Ironstone, stinkstone, starstone, hairstone, smokestone, snakestone, serpentine, slate . . .’ And with each word he watched the structure crystallise in his mind, inspected it as if he were turning a mined fragment of it in his hand, or pushing his forward probe gently through it. Haven, this world of rock. ‘. . . proustite, tantalite, stilbite, witherite, hiddenite, lazurite, mica, jet . . .’


The mantra eventually settled him, and Scheck’s presence receded. Every few hours the stabilisers corrected the inner capsule for gravity, of which Quill was aware only from a brief sense of headiness.


He ate, he slept. And most of the rest of the time he chanted himself into some kind of a trance. He saw magma and mantlerock in his mind, watched the yearning heave of the planet around him. He was in the coffin dreaming he was in the coffin, dreaming.


Time stopped passing. Waking and dreaming became the same thing.


Scheck came back, muttering craziness to him.


‘You can’t be comfortable like that,’ Quill said. ‘Did it hurt? Dying?’


‘I didn’t realise I was dying at the time. I was just thinking something, I can’t remember what. I was irritated. There was pain for a moment.’ He frowned. ‘Longer than a moment. I’m a bit numb, now, and I’ve got cramp in my arm. Apart from that, I’m dead. I can’t complain.’


‘Can you take your fist out of your stomach? It makes me feel sick.’


‘Believe me, Quill, if I do that, you’ll feel a lot sicker.’ He withdrew his hand a fraction, and blood swelled around it and something else swelled out.


‘Okay, put it back,’ Quill said quickly. ‘But shouldn’t the bleeding stop if you’re dead?’


‘I shouldn’t be here. Don’t look for logic in your unconscious. At least not that kind of logic. You have to ask me things.’


Quill couldn’t think of anything to ask Scheck, unless it was ‘Am I going crazy?’


‘That’s right, you can’t ask me that.’


‘I need you, Scheck. Why did you get yourself killed? I need you. And I’ll miss you.’


‘I know.’ Scheck waited.


‘How am I going to get back to downbelow without being read? And if I make it, what do I do then?’


‘Those are good questions. You’ll get the answers.’


Quill swore exhaustedly at him. This was insane, this conversation, even the idea of it. But he couldn’t think of anything better to do than to bicker with the ghost of his partner. ‘Why did you ever want to do this, Scheck?’ he asked. ‘Look where it got you. Why did you want to join Survey?’


He knew the answer to that, though. He’d never forgotten what Scheck had told him the night before his first trip into rock, before their first survey as a team.


Scheck had taken him to Maskin’s bar, deep down in the rough tunnels of indigo54, where Survey crews went to drink on their last and first nights, and talked of rock and death, as if you could talk the connection away. Scheck had sat him down and lined up two short rows of thick-stemmed glasses, then thrown his head back and downed the first of his own in two swift jerks of his adam’s apple.


Jeb and Anny, they’d been there, a few metres down the bar, lining up their own drinks. Quill hadn’t known them, then, but he could see it was enough for them that he was with Scheck, and they’d quietly raised their glasses and saluted him.


‘Should we go over?’ Quill had asked Scheck.


‘No. They’re just back from rock. If they want to talk, they’ll come to us.’ Sheck returned their salute, then drank his second glass. ‘It’s for them to choose, for us to respect.’


And that had been Quill’s first lesson of the rites and companionship of Survey teams. Quill had picked up his glass and sank the spirit until he could stare right through the lensed base.


They had talked of the Survey, and as they had walked back from the bar, up from Indigo to Lilac and on up to the broad, well-lit, high-roofed Primaries, Quill had asked Scheck why he had volunteered for the coffins.


He couldn’t remember much of what Scheck had said, but he had seen that for Scheck, the rock was more real than anything else. Solidity, mass, density – ‘Substance,’ Scheck had yelled in one of the dim, tortuous passages of Indigo – the rock was more substantial, and therefore it was more real. For Scheck, it was as simple as that. He had no philosophy, there was nothing fancy about it at all. He could scratch his hands on the rock, bang his fist against it. It was simply there.


Quill smiled at the memory of Scheck swishing his hands crazily through the air as they ascended, stumbling through Lilac’s coredors. ‘What’s this, Quill? Air! You can fall through it. It’s nothing.’ He grunted to himself, drunk, staggering. ‘What’s the point in that? Breathe it in, flush it out.’ He stopped abruptly and did so, harshly, forcing a groan up through his throat. The sound echoed briefly and faded. ‘See? No resistance. No—’ He smacked a fist into a palm.


‘It keeps you alive,’ Quill had said.


Scheck shrugged that off and seemed to be sober. ‘Alive is natural. The real is what that comes up against. That’s what’s interesting. And anyway, that’s the difference, the whole point. There’s alive-breathing, and there’s alive-alive.’ He punched his fist against the rock and showed his knuckles to Quill, made Quill watch the blood prickle up through the bristled skin. ‘That’s alive,’ Scheck said. ‘The rest is just insomnia.’


Now, in the coffin, Scheck sat back, breathing hard, adjusting the fist in his gut, which was oozing a little. ‘Resistance is what makes you live, Quill. That’s what the rock has. That’s what we have to do. Resist everything there is, whatever there is. Life. Death. Otherwise you’re just being. Just flapping about, breathing uselessly.’


He grinned at Quill, and swallowed a mouthful of red spit. ‘This is where I’m alive. Surrounded by rock.’ He pounded the wall again. ‘Resisting.’


‘Not any more, though,’ Quill pointed out.


‘But I died doing it.’ Scheck sighed. ‘What about you, though, Quill? Why are you here? Why do you do this? It isn’t just the pretty colours. Don’t tell me that.’


Quill had never told Scheck what had first drawn him to Survey. It had sounded so flat in his mind after what Scheck had said. He’d just muttered something about curiosity, and at the time Scheck had let it go.


‘Don’t you think I deserve an answer? Now I’m dead?’


‘It wouldn’t do you any good.’


‘It might do you some.’


‘You don’t ever give up, Scheck, do you?’


‘You don’t let me. Anyway, like they say, all flesh is farce.’ Scheck took his fist from his gut. Blood welled out and carried on coming until it was up to his ankles in the coffin and rising. Clots formed and jellied around the metal spars. In sudden fury, Quill threw himself across the aisle at Scheck, who disappeared, along with all his blood.


Quill’s mouth was dry and his eyeballs itched. He drank water, a litre of it, then washed his face and ate something. Then he got the screen up and checked his location.


What he saw first was the time. Two weeks. He’d been two weeks out from the ship. Scheck had been dead for two weeks. He was out of the lake, now, and back in complex rock.


The explosive would blow in thirty-seven hours, and if the map was right, he was still more than a hundred metres the wrong side of the shaft.


‘Now I need you, Scheck,’ he said to the empty coffin, and for the first time he felt alone there. Scheck was data, Quill was probe. They were a team. Like a nervous system, split into the sensory and the motor. The see and the do.


‘Crise, Scheck. What do I do?’


He tried to remember. He laid the geology over the positional data, and input the coffin’s capabilities through all the intervening strata. He gave the computer a safety range and a deadline of thirty-five hours to be within it.


And then he sat back, wondering if he’d done enough to save his life. The screen worked. Swirls of Haven’s senseless core flowed and gusted across it as it did its work, tracing courses, retracing them, starting again and again.


ESTIMATE THIRTY SIX HOURS TWO MINUTES. ROUTE ABORTED. ESTIMATE FORTY FIVE HOURS ELEVEN MINUTES. ROUTE ABORTED. ESTIMATE THIRTY THREE HOURS TWENTY EIGHT MINUTES. ROUTE LOGGED. ACTION?


ESTIMATE THIRTY FOUR HOURS FIFTY ONE MINUTES. ROUTE LOGGED. ACTION?


Quill ended up with five workable options. Into these he inserted an extra parameter, telling the screen to leave enough shielding material between himself and the outer ring of Survey comms at all times to keep the coffin undetected. It meant remaining a few metres beyond the Surveyed world, and coming in below it. And it was a risk.


And having programmed that risk, he sat back to watch the screen struggle with it, expecting minutes to pass.


The screen cleared to jade after about ten seconds. A message crystallised, blue and sharp.


ESTIMATE THIRTY FOUR HOURS TWENTY EIGHT MINUTES. ROUTE LOGGED. ACTION?


He sat forward. Shit and Crise. The computer was underloaded. It didn’t have all the data it needed. The computation was incomplete. The route had come through much too fast for the calculation to possibly be thorough.


‘Scheck, I need you now. I really need you. What’s it missing? What on Oath’s it missing? I should have known this was too good.’


He called up the screen’s geo-materials database, not knowing what to look for in it, but it seemed complete enough. There were pages of it. Everything he could think of was catalogued. If anything, this was longer than the Survey coffin’s database. All the properties were there, too, as far as he could tell. Structural, electrical . . . what else?


‘What else, Scheck? You’re data, here. All I know is a few of the commands. All I know is what everything looks like on the probe. What it feels like. Oath!’


But there was no choice. He couldn’t calculate a route manually, as Scheck might have. All he could do was hope that whatever was missing didn’t matter.


He disabled the coffin’s comms facilities now, to continue along his route blind and deaf, not taking risks, relying entirely on the mapping program.


He set two timers on the screen. One was the remaining time until the ship blew. The other was the estimated time until the coffin reached the point of safety beyond the shaft. The first clock leaked time steadily, evenly. The second stuttered. It slowed, accelerated again, accelerated faster as the coffin finely adjusted its course and recalculated. It was keeping the coffin beyond the mapped, and so it was guessing at rock.


After the first hour, he had a margin of one point six hours between security and bang. After three hours, he had almost two hours, and was starting to relax. After five hours, after skirting an unanticipated firespit and a fissure pressurised with pore fluid, he only had just over an hour.


After that, he cancelled the safety clock, just leaving the detonation timer on.


He tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come, so he sat up and tried to work the whole thing through. Why Scheck was dead.


He laid the things he had taken from the pod in front of him and stared at them. The weapon and the case. ‘Crise, Scheck,’ he murmured. ‘Shit and Crise.’ He picked up the shining case. In the dim coffin light, he realised there was lettering on its side.


CONTAGIOUS MATERIAL.


And below it a sequence of symbols. A stylised, square-shouldered man, an arrow pointing to his skull, the brain shaded grey. Then a number of men, but in a circle, their heads solidly greyed, and bubbles rising from each skull to merge into one larger bubble.


What did it mean? What was in the case? Quill ran his hand gently over the smooth blisters and put the case away, abruptly nervous of it.


Why had Fact sent Rheo and Java? They had obviously known the ship was there all along, so why let Quill and Scheck find it? Why not tell Survey there was something there, something Fact wanted for itself?


He was chewing a mycobar as the answer hit him, and when it did, he almost choked.


Fact didn’t want it known that the ship was there. That was clear, but this was something beyond Fact. Someone had waited patiently for a routine survey to be sent in the ship’s direction, and arranged for a natural disaster. Even Rheo and Java probably hadn’t know exactly the meaning of what they had been sent to get. They probably would have been killed too, on their return.


So. So someone knew of the ship’s existence, and presumably they also knew exactly what the ship was, since they knew about the case. Which left them still ahead of Quill.


But Quill was alive, and they didn’t know that.


He was starting to feel a little better, now. He took another bite out of the mycobar.


‘Good,’ Scheck said. ‘Life’s just a vale of cherries, huh?’


The timer was glowing black on the screen. There was less than an hour to go. Quill wanted to check the other clock, but he forced himself away from the screen, retreating again to the comfort of the catalogue of stones singing inside his head. ‘Jasper, moonstone, cat’s eye, bloodstone, hawk’s eye, helidor, chrysolite, quartz . . .’


On the screen, the minute count went to zero and vanished.


Nothing happened. Quill exhaled. He felt like yelling aloud. He was safe.


In green, the number 59 appeared. It went to 58, 57, 56 . . .


Quill stopped breathing.


34, 33 . . .


He leaned forward to reactivate the other clock and to check his position, but he wasn’t able to take his eyes from the numbers.


10, 9 . . .


The screen went to zero and cleared again. This time Quill held his breath.


Nothing happened, again. Nothing at all.


Then it came. An initial approaching rumble that lasted a fraction of a second, and then a long, gathering, shuddering pulse that started to rattle the coffin.




CAP


‘Darling, how are you this morning?’


I close the door behind me and the room swallows my voice. I’ve never got used to bad acoustics. After a moment, the atmosphere in here reconfigures itself to my presence with a brief hum that quickly recedes into the background of muted clicks and beeps. In her sleep, my still beautiful wife turns her head effortfully towards me, and her pupils dilate slightly in their deep wells of jade green flecked with blue. Such eyes she has. Tubes and wires shift gently beneath the bedclothes, up and away to her liver, her gut, her heart and of course, her spine. She doesn’t answer me.


It was her eyes that first drew me towards her. I remember it so well. On the screen I saw her in the line outside the arena, and then a few hours later there she was in the flesh, in the front row of the vast auditorium, in the very middle. A quadriplegic. Her head was straight and upright, pinioned against some kind of strut, yet not at all awkwardly, but rather as if it were her strength or her strength of will that held it there, instead of the harness. Her hair was blonde, cut and styled perfectly around the strut. She was wearing a short-sleeved pale blue shirt, and her arms were draped as if casually on the armrests of the chair. She had the long painted nails of the indolent. Crimson nails. Her legs were resting quietly beneath a long, modest skirt.


She was astonishingly, breathtakingly beautiful, her body held proudly upright and firmly in place. She was in a chair and not standing, and certainly not pinned to any cross, but otherwise she was, I thought immediately, just like Our Lord.


It’s a memory of her that sustains me.


To the record, then. Where was I? Yes.


I’d been in my room, backstage, preparing myself for the long day ahead. The make-up girl was fussing around me, plucking and primping and painting until I was tired of her. When she was done I went through my hand and head exercises – the stretch out, the draw down, the wordless beseech. Then my voice exercises – ‘Meeee. Mememememe.’ Then my face exercises – stretch the lips, bare those teeth, those teeth bleached white as angel wings, then open the eyes, open them wider. A drop of belladonna from the make-up girl helped there.


This was what I was doing when John came in quietly and closed the door behind him. ‘I’ve given the journalists their packs,’ he said. ‘And I’ve chosen two of the most sympathetic for interviews later.’


‘Good. Please sit down, John,’ I told him. ‘Now. Who have you got for me?’ I sipped my water, offered him a glass poured from my own jug. The time display above the mirror told me there were just two hours and forty-three minutes before the doors would be opened.


He bent and lit up the screens.


There they were, out there in a long line stretching away from the big oak doors and around the great building, standing and sitting, waiting patiently to come into the auditorium. Old, young, diseased and infirm, the hopeful and the hopeless, the despairing and the desperate. The blood sang in my veins to see my people waiting for me.


‘I’ve picked out ten, Cap. This one—’ John pulled the view tight on an old woman about twenty metres from the head of the line, which meant she’d arrived three days ago. She looked like an Alzheimer’s sufferer to me, with her nowhere stare, her clothes neither neat nor untidy and beside her the carer who had to be a daughter caught uncertainly between doing something that would make no difference at all to her mother and appearing heartless by just standing there doing nothing. ‘. . occasional lucid periods,’ John was reading from the data scrolling along the base of the image, ‘medication having a diminishing effect . . .’


I nodded. ‘She’ll be fine. Keep on your toes, though. I’ll take her towards the end, before sing and pledge, but if you spot lucidity at any time, alert me and I’ll transfer and use her immediately.’ I checked my sleeves for the tiny nasal spray pouches of smelling salts that I could pull down and squeeze between finger and thumb. ‘What’s her name?’
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