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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PART ONE


The End of the Line





 


 


The twins are old, and red, and fat.


They are old by any measurement of time, objective or subjective, atomic or sidereal. They are red with repletion, with rage and decay. They are fat with everything they have eaten, which was everything in sight.


The red twins circle each other like dinosaurs preparing for a fight. They are locked together, glaring at each other. They have been circling for a thousand million years.


So conjoined are the red twins that they have but one name between them.


They are Capella.


They are the old, red, fat Capella twins. To speak of one of them is to speak of both.


The red twins have surrounded themselves with a mantle of black flux, a vast slow blizzard of degenerate matter. Dyspeptically, they belch up clots of carbon thousands of kilometres across, cosmic smuts that swirl, coagulating, in hyperbolic disintegrating orbits, plunging eternally from destruction into destruction.


It is no wonder that the inhabitants of the Capella system took long, long ago to the high seas of interstellar space, and scattered themselves abroad.


The wonder is, that any of them remained.


On the outer edge of the slow and filthy tide there drifted a lump. There was nothing to distinguish it from any other lump in the stellar vicinity; though to a human observer the shape of it might perhaps have suggested from certain angles the shell of a tortoise; or the bun of a hamburger; or else a human brain.


It had, at one time or another, been compared with all those things.


In fact, it was a starship. It was a ship which had come, through years of torment and nightmare, all the way from Sol.


She was the ship called Plenty.


Her story was complicated and bizarre.


Plenty had been built by the attenuated aliens known as the Frasque, spun out of a particulate froth extruded from their own twiggy bodies, high above the bustling Earth. Before they could use their creation for whatever obscure purpose they intended, they were pounced upon by their enemies, the Capellans. Deploying a small battalion of enlisted human fighters, the Capellans, alien brain parasites and overlords of everywhere, burned the Frasque out of the corridors of Plenty and eradicated them from the Sol System.


Plenty lingered on, abused by entrepreneurs and opportunists, orbiting inert and dumb, until one day, more by luck than judgment, an ambitious bargee called Tabitha Jute seized upon her, plugged in the artificial persona from her old barge the Alice Liddell, and roused the stardrive that slept unsuspected within her sombre depths.


Delighted with her accomplishment, Captain Jute filled the caverns of her new starship with a highly heterogeneous population, and took her off for a jaunt to Proxima Centauri.


The history of humankind has been marked perhaps by worse ideas, but not many.


The trip went astray at once. The passengers and crew of Plenty sailed on for ten years longer and forty light-years further than they had intended. That gave them time, plenty of time, to inflict upon each other and upon themselves all the follies that their imaginations, warped by the inhospitable environment, could conceive.


Some of them survived. Among them, just about, was Tabitha Jute.


Others of the survivors were Captain Jute’s old shipmate Dodger Gillespie; Dodger’s lover, a sulky datapunk called Jone; and the maverick Cherub known as Xtasca. They were the ones who made the arduous descent into the bowels of the ship and discovered that it had been hijacked, by Tabitha’s own sister, a tool of the secretive Temple of Abraxas.


The Temple’s motives, as usual, were known to themselves alone. Obviously if there was a starship going begging, the Temple, that decadent cabal of post-human supremacists, would like to have it. But, having somehow got their agent aboard, why in all the worlds had they promptly sent it winging off to Capella?


The Capellans, presumably, were behind it all. On board Plenty, a vermiform Capellan now sat coiled inside the skull of each of ten hapless quislings, newly promoted ‘Guardians’.


The Guardians occupied the bridge, the nerve centres of the alien vessel. They sailed through the residential districts, dispensing homilies and toffees, and smiling, smiling, smiling.


Battered and warped by her passage through the probability fault popularly known as hyperspace, the great dun ship rode ponderously in the ocean of ash. Her colossal flanks were cloaked in sooty dust, stained with the red light of the angry twins.


Perhaps she did still resemble the shell of a tortoise: the most horribly mutated tortoise ever born.


Her interior was damaged too. The entire Starboard Inferior Frontal had disappeared. Apartments, businesses, road and foot tunnels, together with their inhabitants, transients, pets, pests, traffic, miarolitic encrustations and coagulating garbage – all had vanished, as if excised by some titanic surgical operation. Aft, several Limbic shafts now bore no relation to the docks beneath, but ran down into what appeared to be a little leftover piece of the discontinuum: a bit of hyperspace itself. It shimmered faintly, like fractal porridge.
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The docks of Plenty were full of smouldering spaceships.


Immediately forward of the hyperspatial fault, the ceiling had come down. Vessels, and those who had fought so frantically for possession of them, lay buried together in crumbled matrix and cheap concrete. The crisis orange uniforms of the Hands On Caucus made an especially bright display among the rubble.


Smoke drifted about, drawing its curtains this way and that, concealing and revealing the ultimate effects of greed, desperation, righteousness. Personal flight bags and their contents lay scattered among the spent ammunition. Fire drones still trundled through the wreckage, spraying the fitful flames with jets of suffocating foam.


High in an upper tier of the parking bays, a Navajo Scorpion looked down on the silent chaos. Unlike many of the parked ships, she seemed to have been maintained during her decade of disuse, and had sat out of reach of the riots. A few over-optimistic looters had got into her bay, Bay 490–9. They lay around her where they had fallen, unmarked, quite dead.


The name of the Scorpion was lettered on her sharp prow. She was the All Things Considered. It seemed an appropriate name. There was something judicious about the sharpness of her profile, and she was equipped with a surprising amount of surveillance and recording equipment.


On board the All Things Considered, things were not in such good order. In her stateroom, particularly, the scattered blood clashed unpleasantly with the pink and orange decor. Fortunately the lights were low.


There was a circular bed surrounded by a rampart of AV monitors all turned inward to provide a wall of identical images.


There was a gap at the foot of the bed, and another where a stack of monitors had been severely disarranged, some of them overturned. Several of the remaining screens were blank, or fizzed emptily. The rest continued to show fancifully stylized examples of Terran wildlife engaged in raucous violence.


The bed itself seemed to have been the centre of the disturbance. Its sheets were torn and tangled up with articles of clothing. A liqueur glass had been trampled into the carpet. Everything had been smeared with non-human ordure, blood and chocolate.


Also in the stateroom was a holodais, a basic commercial model. It stood opposite the foot of the bed, clearly visible through the gap in the wall of monitors. The image it showed was a life-size one, of a light brown woman dressed only in a long black coat. The sound was off. Apart from the background hum of the air systems, the only sound in the cabin was the hectic slithering of an orchestra recorded long before to accompany the antics of the animated creatures.


The hologram was on a timer. Every thirty seconds the woman opened her coat and exposed herself to the bed. On her face was an expression of terror.


A sophisticated system kept the air circulating on board the All Things Considered, and heated it to a very comfortable 24°. One of the vents was high in the sternward wall of the stateroom, covered by a grille. The system had already mixed the odours of cosmetics, pharmaceuticals and Thrant excrement together quite thoroughly. Now it had begun to introduce to the mixture another distinctive scent: the complex olfactory signature of human decay. This issued primarily from the remains of the human that lay on the carpet, a naked white-skinned male. He was headless, and had been disembowelled.


Of his innards, little remained in the cabin. Small portions might possibly have been identified here and there among the ruined furnishings. His head lay against the sternward wall, some distance from the rest of him. It lay, as it happened, directly beneath the vent.


Through the grille of the vent a tiny, pointed, bluish-white blob had begun to ooze. It resembled at first a curd of milk, or a drip of latex.


On the banked monitors a goggle-eyed predator assumed a look of comic dismay. He had run and run until he realized too late there was no longer any ground beneath his feet.


The hologram looped. The terrified brown woman opened her coat again.


From the ventilator the blob extended itself downwards like a tendril, a rootlet, four centimetres long. Now it looked like a miniature white finger, a finger without a fingernail.


As if gravity were a consequence of consciousness, instead of the other way round, the cartoon predator on the monitors fell rapidly through the air. From a high perch his erstwhile prey regarded his whistling descent, beaming idiotically.


On the cartoon soundtrack, violins exulted. Trumpets blared.


The long white blob emerged entirely from the vent. There were perhaps ten centimetres of it. It began crawling down the wall, towards the head beneath.


The head beneath the vent was the head of a human male, thirtyish, Caucasian, with black hair. A pair of small round black glass spectacles was still attached to one ear, though one lens, the left, had been smashed. His left eye was a bloody mess. His hair was, as ever, immaculate.


It was the head of the Scorpion’s last owner, the man called Grant Nothing. The head lay tilted at a slight angle. It looked as if Grant Nothing was still, in death as in life, listening out for something.


The last sentients to see him, those who had put such effort into accomplishing his demise, had departed hurriedly some time ago. Few others knew of his predicament.


The man called Grant Nothing had been a secretive individual, busy everywhere, detectable nowhere.


Who would notice the disappearance of an invisible man?


As if spurred on by consideration of the incubation rate of bacteria in mortified flesh, the white blob proceeded down the wall. It moved very much in the manner of a caterpillar, bunching itself up in the middle and pushing itself downwards.


Having travelled its own length twenty times over, with care the diminutive intruder negotiated the transfer between the vertical surface of the wall and the rear slopes of the displaced head.


At the apex of the occipital curve it paused, as if to take breath. It looked very white on Grant Nothing’s shiny black hair.


On the cartoon soundtrack, the strings made a thrilling sound.


The creature began to move again. It slid more easily across the smooth coiffure. Down the pale escarpment of the forehead it ventured.


At the bow of the buckled spectacles it paused again. It reared up and waved its tiny pointed head in a circle, as if protesting against the obstacle. Then it made a move. The juicy liquefaction of the left eye was calling it.


The creature slipped into the crater of the exposed socket and sipped there a while.


Then on it went, squirming diligently down behind the spectacles, between the frame and the face, following the angle between nose and cheek. Setting its proleg finally on the well groomed upper lip, it curled around and entered the left nostril.


Slowly, effortfully, it wriggled up and up until it was out of sight.


In a moment a soft, moist, munching sound commenced.


On the holodais opposite the foot of the bed the brown woman continued to open and close her long black coat.
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On the twenty-first day after Emergence, in the green dome that housed the bridge the humans had installed in the alien ship, a blonde woman in a pink fur top and glytex leg-gear approached a man with a grotesquely enlarged cranium.


‘Geneva McCann,’ she told him, beaming. ‘Channel 9.’


The woman had a hovercam tethered to her belt. She sent it up to look the man in the face.


The man stood with his hands on his hips. He had a ruffled white shirt on, tight leopardskin trousers, and a short cape of quilted gold. Under the crepe soles of his blue suede boots there was fifteen clear centimetres of artificial air.


‘Geneva,’ he said, in a voice like a pipe organ’s deepest and most sincere bass. He spread his cape with his elbows.


The woman’s smile was electric.


‘Marco Metz, or should I say Brother Melodious, you are a phenomenon. Not only are you actor, musician, producer, dancer and AV personality, you’re also the sexiest man on the ship.’


The leopard-patterned Guardian preened.


Across the chamber in her life-support chair, the deposed Captain grunted. Her thin consort tutted and rubbed her shoulders soothingly.


‘Well, gee, I don’t know what to say, Geneva,’ boomed Brother Melodious.


He indicated the crowd that followed him and his confrères everywhere they went. They wore togas, made out of spare bed-linen. Some wore sandals. Hope had already led several of them to shave their heads.


‘All I ever did was try to make people happy,’ said Brother Melodious.


His interviewer wriggled. ‘And you did, Brother Melodious,’ she said, ‘all the way from stem to stern.’ She contrived to shake her bottom at him. ‘Why, we can’t even begin to count the women who can vouch for that!’


Brother Melodious lowered his hi-lited eyelids and glanced at the tips of his right fingers, where the fingernails would have been if his hand had not been made of glass. ‘I have the deepest respect for women,’ he avowed, with husky might.


His interviewer ignored a small disturbance from the other side of the chamber. That she could edit out. She increased the wattage of her smile as the Guardian subtly flexed his thighs.


‘Where would we be without ‘em?’ he asked.


‘Not here in Capella System, that’s for sure,’ purred Geneva, indicating the big screen, where the red twins hung like stoplights in fog.


Tabitha Jute groaned. Saskia Zodiac stroked her head and murmured in her ear. Beside them Eeb the Altecean snuffled mournfully and wiped her snout on the back of her paw.


‘Brother Melodious, the Emergence of Plenty into real space has coincided with your own Emergence into new realms of personal influence and prestige. You are now a powerful and significant Guardian, host to a personal Capellan mentor of your own.’ Geneva’s camera flew a circle around his expanded brow. ‘You can tell us, Marco – does it hurt?’ She pouted with imagined pain.


The hovering Guardian angled for a close-up. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘okay, let me tell you about that, Geneva. Bonding with a Capellan has no unpleasant or harmful side-effects at all.’


Geneva’s camera hugged Brother Melodious’s plump cheeks. ‘Is it true you experience a two hundred per cent increase in your personal mental power?’


‘Sure,’ he said easily. ‘Sure. Though you know, I’ve always been pretty bright. Wrote all my own material, always. All my own ideas. But the day I ran into this little guy,’ claimed Brother Melodious, touching his real hand to the side of his head, ‘that was the day my career truly started.’


His interviewer took a step backwards. She raised her eyebrows. ‘You’ve had a wonderful career,’ she chided him, lovingly.


Brother Melodious’s tones took a drop into triple-enriched intimacy. ‘You know, you’re right, Geneva,’ he said. ‘Those years were great. I played some great crowds, I met some wonderful people. Let’s not forget the day I was playing in a bar in Schiaparelli when a little lady called Tabitha Jute walked in.’


Smugly he saluted Captain Jute.


There were some scattered, nervous sounds of appreciation.


Across the chamber, Tabitha Jute gazed at him expressionlessly.


Brother Melodious pretended she was smiling, and gave her a wink. Evolved or no, he was a performer still, first and last. He pointed a ring at the floating camera and boosted the volume.


‘That was the day the whole thing started!’


He raised his glass hand and, activating its induction circuits, began to play ‘Goodbye, Blue Sky’, that stirring song.


The crowd of acolytes promptly joined in. In a moment, all around the bridge, at the navigation desks and chart consoles and transfer stations, everyone was singing along.


Ten years or more had passed since they had sung it last, but its words had not been erased from their minds. They had known them all their lives, ever since Capella had given them the power to leave the surface of their planet and spread throughout Sol System. Now they had succeeded, quite illegally, in venturing further. The journey had been arduous, a long bad dream. They were happy to have come out of it to find their benefactors waiting for them, ready to welcome and forgive them.


At the helm, Mr Spinner sang weakly, self-consciously, one arm in a sling. Behind his back a Guardian hovered, like Conscience in an old painting.


Brother Melodious acknowledged the cheers and applause. He insisted on applauding them too.


‘Community singing,’ announced the Disaster Commissioner, striding in from the foyer with Dodger Gillespie and others in tow. The Commissioner got up on a desk to shake Marco Metz’s famous glass hand. ‘No, don’t bother to come down, I’ll come up. Community singing. Nothing like it! Marco Metz, Brother Melodious, let me congratulate you.’


He grinned at everyone in sight, and especially at the camera. He was perspiring. He spotted Captain Jute, and saluted her. He looked guilty.


‘Well, Mr Metz, you clearly haven’t lost any of that old power to make people happy!’ Geneva McCann brought the camera back for a two-shot, the Guardian and the ship’s officer, an image of the new partnership.


‘I love music!’ said the Disaster Commissioner. ‘The power of music!’ He clutched Brother Melodious’s hand as if he thought it might hoist him up into the air too.


With a muttered oath, Captain Gillespie folded her long legs and squatted down beside Tabitha’s chair. Her breath and clothing smelt of tobacco. ‘’Old up, gel,’ she said.


‘Dodger,’ said Captain Jute dully. The return of the Capellans had provoked a relapse, a deterioration in her condition. Brother Valetude had had to step up the sedatives again.


‘She should be in bed,’ Saskia Zodiac said to Captain Gillespie. Eeb nodded fretfully. They had not wanted the Captain to come to the bridge today. There was no point in her being here. It only made her difficult.


‘Now I think it’s generally known that the stars we can all see out there are not, as we had hoped, Proxima Centauri and its partners Alpha and Beta, but the constituent parts of the far younger star Capella,’ recited Geneva McCann, stepping daintily backwards and swivelling towards the helm.


She addressed the Guardian who had stationed himself behind Mr Spinner. ‘Kybernator Astraghal, it’s quite a thrill for all of us to be here in the home system of the most advanced race in the galaxy! What can you tell us about this next phase of our epic journey through interstellar space? Are we going to visit your homeworld?’


The Guardian had narrow, sleepy eyes and a voice like a big cat. ‘All in good time,’ he said. He spread his hands on the snowy front of his toga.


‘1–7–5–0–2–4–5,’ reported Mr Spinner, from the level of the Kybernator’s knees. He looked sombre. The failure of the Proxima expedition was eating at his professional pride. He seemed to take the return of the Capellans as a punishment. In consequence, he was behaving with the undeviating rectitude of an autonomic system. ‘1–7–5–0–9. 245 and steady.’ He put his eyes to a viewer, which a cadet adjusted for him.


‘Roll 35.07°. Arc point 07. Point 08. 085.’


Corrections came from the approximators. Kybernator Astraghal pointed a majestic finger at the big screen. He touched a ring and changed the picture.


Grey snow tracked slowly through black vacuum, each particle trailed by a white ghost and a purple one. Search grids webbed the image, a chequerboard of different levels of resolution. Multicoloured telltales decorated the edge of the picture, icons for data access.


‘TARGET VESSEL IN RANGE,’ said a voice from nowhere in particular.


Geneva McCann clucked and headed for the screen, while the Kybernator said humorously, ‘Oh dear me, that does sound so very martial.’


The Disaster Commissioner chuckled and agreed, yes, it did.


‘“Host vessel”, I think, please, Persona,’ said the Kybernator.


Captain Jute spoke loudly. ‘Her name is Alice,’ she said.


‘Go ask Alice,’ sang Brother Melodious, while his hand played high-pitched primitive guitar, ‘I think she’ll know!’ He smiled fondly at the Captain, as if considering whether he should dedicate this number to her.


‘HOST VESSEL 23 DEGREES 52 MINUTES 06 SECONDS NORTH ELEVATION 65 POINT 70,’ said the persona.


‘We have visual confirmation,’ said Mr Spinner.


‘There we are, visual confirmation!’ said Geneva McCann, filming the big screen as she waved wildly for a tech to link her in.


On the screen a white circle appeared, isolating one blurred white blip among the snow. The auton scanners struggled for definition as the enhancers began to grip.


Captain Jute rolled over to the helm, her escort in pursuit. ‘Alice is such a humble name,’ the Kybernator ruminated, looking down at her from the corner of his eye. ‘Such an unparticular name. Signal Perlmutter, coms, would you? Tell him we have him in sight.’


The blip was starting to resolve into a familiar shape, like a white bird, a swan, perhaps, with wings upraised.


Captain Jute glanced at the image with hatred. She looked broodingly at the empty plaque reader that stood beside Mr Spinner.


‘How about Marilyn?’ suggested Brother Melodious.


Com screens were flashing into life. They showed, in quick succession, Brother Poesy, in a candlelit observatory, his exorbitant temples wreathed with laurels; Brother Valetude, in his surgery, examining a bald-headed young acolyte’s breasts with his stethoscope; and Brother Justice, floating on his back like a great walrus, in a bath full of frothy beer.


‘Beatrice,’ said Brother Poesy, in the Italian way, savouring all four syllables.


‘Florence,’ said Brother Valetude. ‘The Lady with the Lamp.’ His acolyte jumped. ‘Lamp, my dear,’ said the medical Guardian smoothly, ‘not lump.’


Brother Justice belched. His jowls quivered. ‘Fanny!’ he said fervently.


‘The debate over renaming the ship’s persona continues,’ commented Geneva to her hovercam, ‘even as we begin our approach to the host Capellan ship. Some of the people I’m talking to today think this ship will be one we’ve seen before, back in our very own solar system.’


Captain Jute took hold of Mr Spinner’s chair. He twitched, aware of her, but did not turn.


Captain Gillespie’s scarred white ringers closed over Captain Jute’s brown ones. ‘Leave it,’ she said in an undertone. ‘Let it go.’


Captain Jute looked up at her, unconvinced. Her old shipmate’s eyes were full of warning. Above her gaunt head Kybernator Astraghal’s hung like a huge and patient satellite.


‘We don’t really need a voice at all,’ the Kybernator observed. ‘At least, I can’t see that we do. Do you need one, Spinner?’


Captain Jute let go of the chair. In a cold, slurred voice she said: ‘Just fucking leave her alone.’


Eeb cooed concernedly. Saskia rubbed Tabitha’s shoulders.


Kybernator Astraghal was aloof, preoccupied. ‘Brother Melodious, perhaps you could explain to her again.’


‘It’s just a program, Tabitha,’ said Brother Melodious, stepping towards them through the air.


Her voice cracked, as if with panic. ‘Stay away from me, Marco Metz!’


Brother Melodious halted obligingly. ‘The persona is just a little program for the unimproved human brain, so you can interface with the ship,’ he told her, as if she hadn’t been flying professionally, continuously, for twenty years and more, real time.


He smiled at Dodger Gillespie, the Altecean and the acrobat. ‘Alice isn’t real, sugar, you know that!’


‘Don’t patronize me, you fucking wormhead,’ said Captain Jute clearly.


The acolytes twittered, shocked at her effrontery. Brother Melodious gave her a wry smile, meant for all the ship to see.


Geneva took a shot of the Captain leaning exhaustedly from her chair. She really did look quite ill. Her skin was khaki.


‘I know what Alice is,’ Captain Jute told Brother Melodious. ‘And I know what you are too.’


‘CAPTAIN, IT REALLY MIGHT BE BETTER IF YOU DIDN’T INTERFERE JUST AT PRESENT,’ said the gentle voice of Tabitha’s oldest and most loyal companion. ‘THIS IS GOING TO BE QUITE A DELICATE MANOEUVRE, YOU SEE, AND WE HAVEN’T HAD VERY MUCH PRACTICE NEGOTIATING TRANSITS IN REAL –’


‘Mr Spinner,’ said the Guardian behind his chair.


‘Aye-aye, sir,’ said Mr Spinner. He did not look at Captain Jute. He had not looked at her since they brought her in.


He pressed a sequence.


The voice ceased.


Captain Jute slumped further. Dodger Gillespie took hold of her shoulders, bracing her. ‘Not a problem,’ she murmured.


Tabitha glared at her.


Captain Gillespie directed her attention to the big screen, where the swan seemed to rear, wings spread stiffly to attack or embrace them. Its shiny breast flared with spectral instabilities.


‘Starship,’ said Dodger. ‘Got to be.’


Tabitha Jute sneered with distaste. Geneva’s camera approached, probing discreetly. Not discreetly enough for Eeb, who made a clumsy swipe at it. The camera made an evasive swerve.


‘The Citadel of Porcelain at First Light,’ said Captain Jute, with an effort.


‘Okay,’ said Dodger. She pondered.


‘Oh yes, so it is,’ said Saskia to Tabitha. She swivelled to face Captain Gillespie like a lily turning to face the moon. ‘It’s good there. They have gold on the walls. They can make the air smell of anything you like.’


‘Yeah, all right, Saskia,’ said Dodger Gillespie.


‘The food is wonderful,’ said Saskia.


Tabitha waved impatiently at the screen.


Saskia tried again to comfort her. ‘It will be better there,’ she said.


But the Captain continued to wave her hand, as if she thought she too could change the channel.
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The Guardians had begun rounding up the children of the voyage. ‘They’ll be fine now,’ they said, as one by one the mole-eyed creatures were dumbly handed over. ‘They need the very best care, and that’s what they’re going to have.’


Four women came from Snake Throat Rookery, looking for the Captain. Their offspring had already been taken. One told how, before the Emergence, she had seen the Mystery Woman on a giant flying screen, promising salvation. No salvation had come.


‘It wasn’t her,’ said Saskia, curtly. ‘It was Alice.’


The ambassadors groaned and grumbled. They would not look at her.


The artificial woman turned a pirouette in pure frustration. She struck a fighting posture in the hallway. ‘The Captain is sick. What do you think she can do anyway?’


The clothes of the ambassadors were rags. They wore them in layers, with things pinned everywhere. Animal bones, flattened drink tubes, fragments of picture postcard. Those were their souvenirs of the Earth they barely remembered. All they knew was that the woman behind the bedroom door owed them something.


The door opened. Tabitha came rolling out. ‘Get in the car,’ she told them.


Saskia spread herself across the way. ‘You can’t go,’ she shouted.


‘You’re driving,’ said Tabitha.


Colonel Stark sat in her hoverjeep by the side of Long Fiss road, where brawny tattooed men toiled sullenly at the behest of young men and women in crisp black shirts and red berets. The labourers were the captive remnants of the Horde of Havoc, set to repair the damage they had done in the last battle.


The Colonel was proud to be back in the service of the Capellans, and was looking forward to the arrival of the Eladeldi, a species with 100 per cent organizational capacity. She was at this point at this hour to effectuate her routine inspection of the operation. ‘Work on Pier 1 is in progressive condition and attaining a readiness status equivalent to minus 12.5 shifts,’ she reported into the jeep com. ‘Plus or minus point five.’


On the com screen, Brother Justice smiled greasily. ‘What’s point five between friends?’


In the arches beneath the Sylvian Aqueduct, the battlebikes of Havoc were up on stands with their back wheels off, running cement mixers. None of the deviants now wore anything more menacing than a chain headband, or a single nut and bolt through an ear lobe. They were still dirty, but the dirt was acceptable dirt, the dirt of reparation. Their boots were caked with dribbled rockfoam.


A convoy of decommissioned combat trucks ground up and down the sulci with load after load of artificial sand. The Havoc Khan drove point, his prestige scars covered by a rubber apron, his dreads wrapped up in a rag. He sounded his horn to scatter the Alteceans rummaging through the skips.


High above on the scaffolding, a big man with a dark beard and ponytail fiddled with the nozzle of his cement gun.


‘Capella likes us,’ he said authoritatively to his companion. ‘Stands to reason. That’s why they’ve brought us here. That’s why they locked us up in the first place. You don’t lock things up if they’re not valuable.’


‘Or dangerous,’ said his companion. He was a small man of uncertain colouring. His person and dungarees were plastered with filth.


‘Same thing,’ the larger man proposed.


The smaller gave a grin. He pushed up his goggles to reveal two broad circles of slightly lighter filth around his eyes.


‘Look at that ape,’ he said. He nodded at the gigantic two-legged monstrosity strolling ponderously through the arch beneath them.


Its head turning slowly and mechanically from side to side, the giant robot ape patrolled the building site. In the attempted mutiny, it had been the command vehicle of the Khan. The two men on the scaffolding had ridden inside it. Now they could see a Redcap guard squatting on its shoulder. With one hand she held onto its outsize ear; with the other she caressed the stock of her Spite Supremo.


‘We could use that ape,’ said the grimy little labourer.


It stimulated him to see a piece of machinery working well. Already he was imagining how the artificial beast might be adapted to lift and set girders; to beat out the buckled trough of the watercourse with its fists.


‘You’re the ape,’ said his large workmate. He grimaced and tutted as he brushed a speck of foam off his overalls. He never had been as quick as his companion to adjust to the conditions of imprisonment and hard labour in which they always eventually found themselves.


There was a shout. Through the veil of dust that hung across the canyon, one of the scaffolders had spotted a familiar vehicle heading aft. Down below the diggers leaned on their shovels and stared.


It was a Pango, a solid and unadorned example of the type. The prisoners watched it come with expressions of hostility and contempt. They had lost what little respect they had ever had for Tabitha Jute that day, long ago, when she exchanged her Shiva 900cc for an armoured car.


‘I didn’t hear anybody give the order to stand down!’ bellowed the guard captain. ‘Come on, come on, put your backs into it!’


His charges uttered noises of disgust, and made a pretence of working harder.


Colonel Stark saluted the Pango as it growled by. Tabitha Jute had dishonoured her command a thousand times over. She was no longer a priority. Still there was discipline to be maintained, in terms of formalities, especially in front of this rabble.


* * *


In the ruined black honeycomb of the Diencephalon, the ledges were draped with rags and piled with dubious possessions. Smoke hung gloomily in the air. As the Pango turned down Snake Throat, Captain Jute’s party were quick to spot the troop of Redcaps with their climbing ladders, searching from cell to cell. Behind the troopers followed a large robot, with a dozen unconscious children in a net.


The ambassadors started to curse, croaking and throwing themselves about in the back of the Pango. Overhead, their friends and relatives swung agitatedly on their ropes.


Brother Melodious was there. He waved away Saskia as she started to unload Captain Jute, and completed the job with two of his rings, working them with a pincer action. He was sad for the children. ‘Poor li’l fellows,’ he said, as he set her chair on the floor. ‘They’ll never rock ’n’ roll.’


Captain Jute stared up at his bulging forehead. She wanted to see the slimy thing that was coiled up inside there, talking to her out of Marco Metz’s mouth. How long had it been in there, chewing on his brain and growing fat? A week? A month? Had he picked it up in the swamps on Venus and brought it aboard her ship at the start of the journey? Or had he always had it, even before they met at the Moebius Strip, at the Martian Mardi Gras? Had it been the caterpillar in his brain that had made him lie to her, cheat and deceive her, betray and exploit her? No, she thought. Some people were just like that. Men, mostly.


‘Leave the kids alone, Marco.’


It had been his big brown eyes that had first attracted her. Now they flooded with love and sympathy. He was good at that. ‘Oh, Tabitha,’ he sang. ‘Sweetheart. Now you know I think these little guys are the greatest.’


‘Don’t call me sweetheart.’ She lunged at him with her chair, trying to run over his foot, but he drifted up in the fetid air, out of reach.


‘I can’t talk to you when you’re like this,’ he said.


‘Good,’ she said. ‘Keep it that way.’


She saw another Guardian, a woman who had been one of the passengers, an undistinguished resident of the Temporal complex. Now she wore the white robes and called herself Sister Contenta. There was no logic to the hosts the Capellans had selected.


Sister Contenta was cradling a grimy baby that looked as if one of its parents at least had been a starfish. All the time the baby squealed mournfully, and without energy.


Captain Jute whizzed up to her. ‘Put that down,’ she said.


‘This is a nasty, dirty, dangerous ship,’ said the Guardian, in a voice like a giant pigeon. ‘We should never have let you play with it.’ She handed the infant to a Redcap, who took it with thick rubber gloves, held it up for its injection, and stowed it in the net.


‘They belong here.’


‘They’ll be much better off where they’re going.’ Delicately Sister Contenta mopped her vast brow. ‘Poor things! Listen to them, Captain. What a sad sound that is.’


Out of nowhere a big woman appeared, swinging on a rope. Shrieking, she swung herself at the net of children.


Troopers lunged at her ineffectively. Missiles pelted them, suddenly, lumps of rotten fungus and matrix flung by yelling children and adults.


Sister Contenta’s expression of blissful sorrow did not change. She simply held up the palm of her hand. There was a powerful ultrasonic zap, and the woman fell from the air onto her back.


Ten metres away she landed and lay still. Smoke curled from the fringes of her clothes.


The missiles and the yelling stopped.


Captain Jute wished she could have a Thrant, just one. She wished armed Perks might start raining from the black vaults overhead.


‘She’s not hurt,’ Sister Contenta was proclaiming. ‘She’ll be perfectly all right.’ With the twist of a ring she picked up the smouldering woman and brought her closer. ‘My, she’s a big one, isn’t she. Fetch her some water, would you.’


Brother Melodious was quick to draw a moral. ‘Now look,’ he said to Tabitha. ‘See how we take care of you? That’s all we want to do. Take care of you.’


The Redcaps were on their way upshaft with their catch. The locals clamoured at Captain Jute while Saskia Zodiac thrust her back into the Pango. ‘I told you she could do nothing!’ she shouted at them.


‘Get after them,’ said Tabitha.


‘You’re exhausted,’ said Saskia.


‘Get after them.’


When Saskia tried, the car stalled. Brother Melodious floated before the bonnet with his arms outstretched, like some kitsch archangel guarding the approach to Hell. Solemnly he shook his enormous head.


‘Time to go home, Princess,’ he said.


‘Captain Gillespie,’ said the AV reporter. ‘Like your old friend Tabitha Jute, you were once a space pilot. You have seen the kraken of Neptune, the terror lizards of Venus, the giant slime moulds of South Callisto. In all your travels, did you ever see anything like this?’


Dodger Gillespie leaned on the railing of the observation platform, a matchstick between her appalling teeth. She made a snort of rebuttal, a sound so soft the camera wouldn’t get it. She gazed at the mound that spread beneath them, a mound of slick dark purple flesh.


‘What would you say it is?’ the reporter asked.


It had been much easier to find this time. They had come down by the secret Tekunak ways, the hidden tunnels once used by the meat trucks servicing the Chilli Chalet and the Pause Café.


‘It’s this thing,’ said Jone. She slung a sloppy arm around Dodger Gillespie’s shoulders, letting her weight sway onto her. ‘It’s just, check, this great big alive thing.’


The newswoman pulled back to make the most of the ex-pilot’s companion. Her hair was trimmed to a frizz of yellow stubble, her armpit hair dyed dark red and blue, to match her tattoos. She wore her old dungarees and boots.


A one-eyed cat, half Siamese, half goodness knows what, stood between her legs with his head pressed to the railings. His tail was up like an antenna.


The reporter lofted the camera on its cable to get her subjects with the view behind them. She tapped her wrist control and stepped into range.


‘I’m Geneva McCann for your All-New Channel 9,’ she told the camera, ‘and I’m speaking now to two other veterans of the expedition that discovered this enormous creature.’


‘Three,’ said Jone, picking up the cat and hugging him.


‘Some people already knew about it,’ said Dodger Gillespie.


The newswoman’s smile strengthened determinedly. ‘Discovered the plight of this enormous creature.’ They could fix that later.


Geneva McCann had broken this story shipwide. She had covered the expedition and the subsequent riots. She had interviewed the Director of the Chilli Chalet on the eve of his resignation, and since his bonding. She was not going to let the people of Plenty forget about the phenomenon whose flesh had sustained them for so many years.


‘Captain Gillespie, what are your memories of the moment we first sighted the Star Beast?’


She left a little pause before the official name, then pronounced it with pride. It was the title of her film, to be mentioned as often as possible.


Dodger Gillespie gave a dry laugh.


Odin the cat, who did not very much care for being hugged, was on the floor again. Dodger petted him with the toe of her boot, nudging his side.


‘A bit bloody,’ she said.


The Guardians were treating the glistening behemoth with respect. They had stripped out the industrial floodlighting and had all the old mining machinery removed from its back. They had introduced piped music, the so-called Species Harmony channel: mellow and soothing.


Geneva pressed her. ‘Conditions are more tranquil in here now, we might say.’


Dodger replaced the matchstick with a hand-rolled cigarette. ‘We might.’ She hated this, hated being quizzed, hated being on AV. She would rather have been working on the ships, with Karen and the others, out of sight.


‘Jone, you first laid eyes on the Star Beast the same moment we all did. How do you think the Frasque got it in here?’


‘It just grew here, check,’ said Jone. ‘Figure, it always grew back where they dug. But it’s not like fungus or stuff. It’s an animal, check, cos it bleeds. Bongo, bongo. I wish they’d fucking turn this starchy crap off!’ she complained, suddenly; but there was no stopping the serene music.


Odin jumped up and balanced with all four paws on the railing. Jone pressed the back of his neck. He stiffened his spine and stuck out his chin.


She picked him up again. He wriggled a moment, then hung passively between her hands. He twisted his head back and forth. His fur was standing on end. It was the scent, presumably: the reek of meat.


Jone nuzzled the little carnivore, then turned him, dangling him out over the railing so he too could contemplate the enormous mystery beneath them.


There seemed no beginning to the beast and no end; no head and no tail.


‘We used to eat that, Odin. Bongo, bongo,’ said Jone.


She held the cat for Dodger to stroke. Dodger didn’t. She stared ruminatively at him, meeting his single eye through the smoke of her cigarette.


‘What is that, Jone?’ Geneva asked.


‘What?’ said Jone.


‘That thing you always say.’


‘Bongo, bongo?’ said Jone.


‘Yeah,’ said Dodger Gillespie. ‘What’s it mean?’


Jone gave a little writhe of her bony shoulders. ‘It’s just a thing we say,’ she said.


The Xtasy Crew was scattered, dispossessed of the matrix interfaces, the Thalamus control room. Jone continued ever more fervent in her devotion to the Crew and the preservation of their rituals, the slang, the shiny metal accessories. ‘It’s like,’ she said, in a singsong voice: ‘too bad, what a shame, that’s the it way is. Bongo, bongo.’


‘Very expressive,’ muttered Dodger, squirting smoke through her teeth. ‘What do you make of it, then, Geneva?’ She gestured at the creature with her chin.


The Channel 9 interviewer beamed. ‘It’s the Star Beast!’ she declared. There was an edge to the gladness of her voice. She was as much in the dark as they and hated admitting it.


At that moment another voice intruded, booming among the matrix vaults overhead. ‘I’m afraid we have to ask you to leave now.’


Three humans, cat and camera turned as one to see Brother Kitchener coasting along the walkway towards them.


He wore a consummately tailored toga of charcoal grey, from the neck of which his head bulged like a huge white puffball. Geneva had realized their presence here might be provocative, though she had scarcely dared hope he would show up in person. What an opportunity! She sent the camera arrowing onto him and trotted after it, her plastic trousers squeaking.


‘Brother Kitchener,’ she said. ‘Geneva McCann, Channel 9. You were formerly Director of Tekunak Charge, ultimately responsible for the entire Foods Division that fed us all during the long years of the journey.’ She fluttered her eyelashes at him. ‘Can you tell us what future you plan for the Star Beast?’


Brother Kitchener drew his heavy brows together. One of the most physically imposing of the Guardians, he retained his boardroom habit of dominating everyone with the threat of his discontent. His voice was like a premonition of earthquakes.


‘Our plans for the Star Beast, Geneva,’ he rumbled, ‘and the best way everybody can help us with them, I can sum up in two words. Off limits.’ He gave a hard smile, holding their eyes for a moment, impressing them with the gravity of his interdiction. ‘She has to rest,’ he said.


‘That’s the word from Brother Kitchener,’ the newswoman said sunnily into her lens. ‘Here on your All-New Channel 9!’


The evolved supply baron rubbed the palms of his hands together in a slow circle. ‘As soon as anything happens, you’ll be informed,’ he said. ‘That’s my promise.’


The women headed back towards their vehicle: the gaunt space jock with her arm round her codehead clown; the newswoman with her hovercam drifting along on its tether like a rectangular balloon.


Brother Kitchener hung above the walkway in the purple gloom, watching them go.


Jone looked up at Dodger. ‘She?’ she said.


It was very likely he could still hear them.


Dodger Gillespie sniffed.


‘I don’t scope,’ said Jone.


‘What?’ grunted Dodger.


Jone held her elbows to her sides and swivelled her arms in speculative arcs. ‘It’s got to be a Frasque thing, the Beast, you check – and the Capellans hate the Frasque, so, so, so –’ She flipped her hands back and forth, juggling her question. ‘Why do they care?’


Captain Gillespie touched her young cheek with the knuckle of her index finger. ‘Inside that shell of tiresome juvenile nonconformity there is a real intelligence,’ she said.


‘Fuck off, you,’ said her paramour.


Geneva dropped back for a discreet low-angle shot of the two of them, newsworthy silhouettes in the metal light.


The docks were busy, preparing for the shuttle. There was a lot to do: wreckage to be cleared away, bodies disposed of. Only the forward door was now accessible, and its mechanisms were to be checked and overhauled thoroughly. Aft, the reality fault shimmered, stable and impervious.


At the instant of Emergence, in the violence and confusion, a few small craft had actually got away: scouters and short-range space-to-surface ships, for the most part, belonging to prospectors, gamblers and other non-aligned personnel. In the electromagnetic welter of the red twins, radio contact with the fleeing dots had been maintained with difficulty. One by one, in a very few minutes, they had vanished into the fierce background.


The remaining passengers shook their heads. They preferred to be sensible, and wait for instructions. There were ample grounds for expecting everything would be all right now.


A general inspection of ships and material was put in hand. Wrecked and obsolete craft were to be broken up for parts, the parts pooled and made available to vessels judged 75 per cent spaceworthy or better. A Spares and Repairs committee had been formed, to examine applications from owners and operators.


The two people working on the Charisma in Dock Bay 185–1 were talking about the people who had got away.


‘They skipped, didn’t they,’ said Karen Narlikar to the man waist-deep in the works with the cutting torch.


Karen had been a pilot, before. There had been quite a few pilots on board, and a lot of mechanics.


‘They must have, Lou, eh.’


Lou Garou adjusted his flame to a sharper point, a diamond of pure white fire, and focused it on the pipe in front of him. He was a mechanic, now, though in fact he’d come on board as a political prisoner, from Asteroid 000013. Some of his friends had been Havoc warriors, and shared his loathing of all regimes, new or old.


‘They must have,’ he said.


The project in Bay 185–1 had not been authorized by the Spares and Repairs committee. They had the Charisma, a Mark VI, marked down as FFO, fixtures and fittings only. In fact the impulse catalyst block was perfectly healthy. The plan, ambitious as it was surreptitious, was to pull the entire thing and transfer it to a humble tourist bus.


Karen isolated another wire, tagged and snipped it. ‘They’re out there, somewhere,’ she said.


Her McTrevor Clavicorn was aft, in 330, behind the reality fault. So too was the tourist bus; and a dozen other ships, in various states of repair. Officially, of course, none of them existed any more, and nor did section 330. There were only a handful of people, Lou and Karen and some others, old spacers and dock trolls, who knew different, and they were keeping it very quiet.


Along the catwalk overhead, movement caught Karen’s eye.


‘Watch it,’ she said. ‘Guardian.’


Lou quickly cut the flame, and pushed up his mask. He stared out suspiciously.


Karen hopped up onto the canopy of the Charisma. Their shadows moved on the walls of the bay, enlarged and exaggerated by the acetylene glare. Trying to hide now would be the most suspicious thing they could do.


Brazenly, Karen waved, and in a moment of inspiration, gave the Blue Sky salute.


Benignly the figure acknowledged them as it swept frictionlessly on.


‘Which one was that?’ asked Lou.


‘Valetude,’ Karen said. She recognized him from the old days, knocking around with the Captain. ‘He’s not usually down here.’


Brother Valetude looked around as he floated through the region of obscure industry. Rarely if ever had his practice brought him this deep before. As an unaugmented human, he had avoided the area, preferring the convivial fug of Rory’s Trivia Bar.


A call was a call, however, and must be answered, without regard for self or safety. Brother Valetude rather thought he had sworn an oath to that effect, once; though circumstances had been very different then, of course.


He took one of the high bridges that crossed the docks from side to side, fifty metres above the old flux pits. Beneath his sandalled feet, empty proton baths stretched out in ranks like moulds for some rectangular lifeform yet to be conceived.


‘Coming,’ carolled Brother Valetude softly. ‘Coming.’


On the far side of the cavern the Guardian found himself among the higher tiers of the parking bays. Areas of rupture were sealed off with plastic sheeting. Markings in luminous crayon indicated the routes still passable.


Brother Valetude slowed, dropping for a moment to the floor to orient himself. He flexed his fingers.


‘Where are you?’ he asked aloud. ‘Along here, is it?’


He lifted his great head, listening. He looked thoughtfully up the corridor, adjusting his clean white cuffs.


‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘Here you are.’


In Bay 490–9, a number of bodies lay in stiff and unnatural attitudes on the floor. ‘Dear me,’ said Brother Valetude, stopping by one to make a cursory examination. ‘This isn’t you, is it? No. No.’


Holding up his ivory hands like a Chinese princess in a ballet, he stooped over another. He stroked one of the rings he now wore.


‘Can you feel anything when I do this?’ he asked the corpse. ‘No? Well, well.’


The defence field that secured the ship in 490–9 was perfectly visible to a Guardian’s eyes. Straightening up, Brother Valetude pointed a ring at one of the projectors that sustained it.


The stone in the ring seemed to gleam faintly. There was a soundless explosion of light.


Brother Valetude squeezed his eyes tight shut, and opened them again with a gratified expression. He blinked like an owl. White coat flapping, he sailed up to the ship and looked it over.


It was quite a good-sized ship, a white Scorpion with a prow as sharp as any high-speed atmosphere vehicle’s. He read the name out loud. ‘The All Things Considered,’ he said. ‘Jolly good.’


Of course, there was no telling whether it was any use still or not.


Brother Valetude went to the edge of the bay. He looked down into the great dock cavern. He could see a little orange and black vehicle crawling on the apron, bulldozing grey streaks in the rubble.


The Guardian rubbed his hands and lifted himself to the door of the Scorpion’s cockpit. It was apparently secured with three different locks and four complex intruder alarms, not to mention a number of booby traps.


He knocked on the door with his knuckles.


‘Hello?’ he called. ‘It’s me. Can you let me in, do you think?’


He paused.


Nothing happened.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You can trust me, I’m a doctor.’


Still nothing happened.


‘I see,’ said the promoted practitioner once again, as though he had just been apprised of a crucial symptom.


He drifted a little way back from the craft. Then, humming to himself, with another ring he traced the outline of the door in the air.


The door popped open.


Brother Valetude slid gently on board the All Things Considered.


It took him a moment or two to neutralize the remaining defences. Then he poked around until he located the stateroom and discovered the carnage within.


‘Oh dear. What a shame.’


Passing by the pornographic hologram with a smile, he slipped through the gap in the wall of AV monitors and floated gracefully over the bed. He hung there a moment, looking at the flickering screens.


Then he went and surveyed the sundered and putrefying corpse. He toured it in a careful circle, expertly assessing its principal deficiency. Finally he returned to the ruined bed. He floated down, lifted the pink valance, and peered under it.


‘Hello?’ he called.


The only sound was the cartoon music. Trumpets snickered, trombones rasped. On the banked screens a villainous scheme had once again collapsed in multiple humiliating failure.


Brother Valetude rose. His temples seemed to throb slightly, as if with some adjustment of internal pressure. He rotated purposefully in mid-air, until he spotted what he was looking for.


The head that previously belonged to the rotting body lay against the wall. It was the head of a male, thirtyish, Caucasian, with black hair and broken spectacles of black glass. Though its left orbit was an encrusted pit of blood and dried tissue, the head as a whole seemed in a fairly healthy condition: certainly very much better than the rest of the remains.


The Guardian bent down with his hands on his knees.


‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘Now then. What seems to be the trouble?’
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‘They are going to leave us on board,’ said Iogo to her lair-sister Soi.


It was news to Soi. She was unsure what it meant, whether it was true. ‘How do you know?’ she said.


How? How? logo stretched her length on her mound of rugs. There was no need of speech to explain. She knew because it was true. Kenny said so. She looked over her shoulder at him lounging in the caresser above them.


Soi hooded her nostrils. Her feelings were confused. She wanted the Guardians to leave, she wanted things to be as they had before, when she had been Captain Tabitha’s servant and driven her car. At the same time, she knew that could not be. So surely it was better to be here, in the lair, with their own people.


Daily they were arriving now, from all corners of the ship. Shaggy and shaven, tawny, gold and grey, they sat entwined beneath the chandeliers.


On the high plains and in the wooded culverts of their homeworld, the Thrant keep their settlements. They live by tribes in untidy stalls of rough-hewn wood, which they are constantly rebuilding, under canopies of uncured hide.


For centuries their way of life had remained unchanged. Their world was warm and quiet. Life was sparse under the big fierce sun, and hunting took much energy and ingenuity. They ate communally in the open, and went together to the waterpits to wash and drink. They used no writing or pictorial art, but they had hundreds of songs, and interlocking tribal musical systems of phenomenal complexity.


Stars that moved the wrong way and silver stones that flew across the marble sky had been known and watched, placidly enough, for a long time. Wise folk suspected stars and stones were the same thing. Tales were told of stones that had fallen to earth, and proved to be enormous vessels, with people inside. But they had always fallen in remote places, in the Green Wax Valley or high on Breakneck Ridge. Individuals who went to investigate had failed to return.


Then the hairy blue strangers came.


They were not big or fast; but they had cars, and machines that let them speak to the silver ships. They gathered on hilltops along the approaches to waterpits.


Isolated individuals began to be taken: ambushed from treetops, trapped with bleating canaarg staked in sandy hollows. Some game scouts said they saw a group of the creatures in uniform, driving across the saltpans. A Thrant had been riding with them.


Then the blue creatures began to be seen in the north as well. There were many times more of them than anyone had thought. For a sixth of a season their raiding parties carved up the plains, picking out small groups of Thrant, cutting them off methodically from home and tribe. In their clattering skyships they flew before them, scattering their prey, and harried them when they stopped to rest. In this way they brought them together, and herded them into the highlands where the silver ship waited.


Then high-pitched songs of gladness assailed the confused, exhausted captives. Some of the people who had vanished reappeared, looking well and happy. They wore bright shining garments, and held out skins of wine.


In the high metal wall of the enormous ship, doors slid open. Inside was a cavernous space of dappled green and golden light, like a clearing in the forest. Little birds flew about.


A man stood there with a wreath of leaves on his big bald head. His arms were open wide.


Now, in the Yoshiwara brothels, Thrant shredded the crimson upholstery and sprayed their territories in the deep-pile carpets. The whole of the abandoned pleasure quarter was theirs.


Iogo stretched her neck, rolling her head around. ‘Let the worm people leave. Then we shall fly home.’


The young bucks grinned, enjoying the wild fancy. An old man put out his tongue and narrowed his eyes to slits. ‘One day you will do just so, Iogo!’


Kenny stroked his queen’s ear with the back of his paw. He still wore his grey armoured jerkin, and preferred his human name to his original name, Kyfyd. His chieftainship over the Thrant of Plenty could not entirely compensate him for being torn from the side of Captain Jute, from the head of his pack of men. He sized up all new arrivals with a green glare. His mind was full of enemies: Guardians floating, walking, talking. Guardians screaming, dying.


Iogo prowled, or lay in her spot, beside the caresser. From there she could supervise the other women, and keep them in their place. Her favourites she allowed to groom Kenny, to brush his fur and clean his teeth. Let any who ventured anything more intimate fear for her ears and tail.


A strange bristling murmur started up around the door of the salon. Someone was coming: a stranger.


Iogo raised her chin and blinked slowly as the guards brought her in. It was a young human with a cat: a pet, domestic feline, a crossworld breed. The instant the cat got scent of the tribe it leapt from her arms and fled.


Humans were becoming increasingly rare in this district. This one was a young female, very thin, with the fur on her head shaved like a servant. Iogo did not recognize her.


A couple of adolescent males pushed forward. They snarled disapprovingly at the visitor and her escort, waving their tails. A grumbling noise of idle hostility and muttered speculation spread through the room at large.


The young woman stood on tiptoe to look between the obstructive males. She was nervous, you could smell it.


‘Dodger sent me,’ she said, in a high, tight voice. ‘Dodger Gillespie.’


‘It’s Jone,’ said Soi then. ‘See, the drawing on her arms.’


‘Let her come,’ ordered Kenny.


The young woman would not come in. She mumbled her message to one of the guards, who climbed up on his neighbours in the crowd and called it out loud so everyone could hear.


‘The shuttle is here.’


He said it again, in their own tongue.


Kenny rose from his couch, shaking off the paws of those who now began clamouring for his attention, his instructions. He stood on his hindlegs. With deliberate hatred he raked his forearm with his claws. He pulled up the zip on his jerkin.


His eyes sought his sister and his mate. They had risen along with him. Zealous bucks forced a path for them to follow him through the crowd to the door.


The woman led them to a battered taxi. She told them again Captain Gillespie had sent her. She seemed scarcely to believe they remembered her, Soi thought. Or perhaps it was she who did not recognize them. Perhaps life with the tribe had already altered them, changing their scent and their posture, their very appearance.


Soi drove. Some of the bucks ran alongside for a way. Kenny leaned out of the car and snapped at them. One by one they fell behind and stopped.


The bucks stood panting, listening until none of them could hear the car any longer. Then they turned, slinking back into Yoshiwara, rolling their shoulders and snapping at one another.


In the salon the rest of the pack were squabbling over who should have the caresser.


In the cavern of the docks, a crowd was gathered around a little shiny ship. The door of the ship was open, with a ramp extending from it. No one had disembarked yet.


In the shadows high above, three Thrant and a human watched from a walkway.


Kenny lay on his belly. Iogo clung to his shoulder, thrusting out her muzzle. She was quivering.


Though Iogo did not like to talk about it, Soi knew something of the life she had led on board, before Kenny. In the lair she was queen, but in the ship at large logo was a timid creature still, frightened of every sudden breeze, every moving shadow.


Behind Kenny crouched Jone. Soi saw how she put out her hand as though to pet logo, then thought better of it. Mutely, she handed Kenny an amp visor. He put it on and snarled grumpily at the tableau below.


From the welcome committee, a cheer went up. Figures had begun to emerge from the shuttle.


Soi lay full length on the floor and stretched her neck out over the edge of the walkway. She needed no amplification to recognize those figures. They were hairy and blue, and wore uniforms.


Kenny growled deep in his chest. Iogo whined, ears flaring. On the back of Soi’s neck the fur bristled.


Down the ramp the Eladeldi marched, forming two lines, moving into place with precision. Precision was what Eladeldi lived for, precision and obedience. It was the obedience of the Eladeldi everywhere that enabled the Guardians to assert their rule.


‘Troopers,’ said Kenny. His tail scraped menacingly behind him.


Soi did not care what kind the Eladeldi were. Inside their uniforms, they were flesh, like any other creature. Her lips curled. She wished with all her blood that her teeth and her brother’s and his mate’s might fasten in the hairy blue bellies. The air began to stink with detestation.


Iogo gave a stifled whimper and buried her head in her arms.


Between the lines of troopers, a single Guardian came down the ramp. The floodlights blazed off his white robes, his jewelled rings, his huge bald head.


The welcome committee cheered even louder. His colleagues sailed forward to greet him. The acoustics of the huge dock cavern mangled their speeches into incomprehensible thunder. They nodded and held up their hands.


Soi shared a grim look with Jone. She had spent time making sure the whole lair knew that the Guardians were dead humans, infested by parasite worms. Dead meat that walked and spoke, and enforced its speaking with magic rings: it was vile, to be shunned.


Kenny exhaled, flexing his claws. He would impale a Capellan worm on each one.


Though you wouldn’t have thought he could see a thing beyond the lights, it was plain from the new arrival’s gestures that he was admiring the black expanse of the docks, the gloomy vaulting of the Frasque architecture. Exclamations, small high sounds, rang through the carbonized air.


Iogo snorted and blew out her lips. She had stopped watching the scene below. She began to groom her offended mate, hoping to pacify him and thereby herself. Rumbling, Kenny pushed her away.


* * *


The Guardians of Plenty were accompanied by their usual coterie. In their home-made togas they clustered around the shuttle, delighted, thrilled to be present in person at this historic meeting of Guardians old and new. They were overflowing with questions. Who was to go over to the Capellan ship? Would those with their own transport be free to make their own way? What was to happen to Plenty?


‘Are we ready to go?’ shouted Brother Melodious to the crowd. He slapped his knees and held his arms above his head. ‘All right, people! We’re ready to go! We’re hot, let me tell you!’ He was incoherent with excitement. His head rolled oddly on the shoulders of his pink drape jacket.


Father Le Coq was there, from Maison Zouagou, the Tabernacle of Dreams. He yelled and stamped his feet. He had taken to wearing enormous circular candy-striped sunglasses and sneakers with crepe soles fifteen centimetres thick, since the saints had come marching in. ‘Brethren and sistren, hear what the man says. Brother Marco, he speaks in the name of Lord Elvis Almighty! Brother Nestor come to take us to the Promised World!’


The conversing Guardians laughed genially at the pair of them. Kybernator Astraghal, applauding, took command. He rose up in the air and addressed the gathering crowd.


‘What Brother Melodious says is right,’ he said. ‘You are all waiting patiently. You are asking, “What about us? When are we coming?”’


He smiled at their visitor, speaking on his behalf. ‘Well, you will all come, every one of you. We promise. Each of you will have a lovely new home. We make that promise to you.’


Kybernator Astraghal spread his hands, as if strewing something across the assembly, which was still growing, people hurrying onto the apron from all directions. Geneva McCann was there, filming everyone.


‘I know you understand that it will take time. We weren’t exactly expecting you! And there is a lot to do.’


The Disaster Commissioner had a question. Kybernator Astraghal repeated it for everybody’s benefit. ‘Will there be more promotions, you ask me.’


The Guardians smiled a general smile.


‘There will,’ said Kybernator Astraghal.


An enormous cheer went up.


‘As soon as the time is right,’ said Kybernator Astraghal. ‘Again, we can only beg you to be patient. What do you say, Father?’


Brother Melodious clapped his hands, shouted at the dancing priest. ‘Yeah, Rooster, give us the word!’


Le Coq danced up the ramp, between the lines of soldiers, who bristled with distaste. ‘My children, the word is Watch and Pray!’ Theatrically he ran his thumbs and fingers along two imaginary lines, as if smoothing the words on the air. ‘Watch and Pray, say the mighty Space Brothers, till I shall come again! W is 21 and P is 16 and that makes 3 and 7 and 10, that comes down to your perfect number 1 that is I that is indivisible!’


Techs and mechs rubbed their heads, trying to fathom the calculus. They started jabbing at their wristsets, while the priest pointed his fingers here and there about the crowd. They were skinny fingers, encrusted with rings of plastic and gold.


‘I and I and I and I is the Great I Am!’ bellowed the Rooster, while the faithful shook their bells and cymbals. ‘Halleluia!’


‘There will be Eladeldi soon to look after you,’ announced the Kybernator. ‘Meanwhile you have Brother Justice and Colonel Stark for law and order.’


Colonel Stark saluted the appreciative crowd. Behind her the fat judge put two fingers to his lips and blew out his cheeks. He admired the way the colonel filled her uniform. He himself was wearing a huge new wig, knitted by some Palernian admirers from their own wool. It was askew.


‘Health and environmental provisions will be made by Brother Valetude.’


The Guardian in the white lab coat floated up onto the shoulders of his acolytes. He waved his stethoscope and collected a tribute of applause.


‘And Brother Poesy will be responsible for entertainments and communications.’


Onscreen the bard, now permanently ensconced in the old observatory, looked up from a slim yellow volume. Candle-flames flickered about him. Above his head the great windows glowed faintly with the infernal light of the Capellan twins.


‘No doubt the rest of us will be popping across from time to time,’ said Kybernator Astraghal. ‘Meanwhile listen to your priest.’


Le Coq pranced, brandishing his cane and shaking his long tongue. ‘I and I and I and I is the Great I Am,’ he chanted, ‘which is the All-Seeing I of the Lord, the I in Goodbye!’ At his back his Tabernacle Choir came in on a thrilling C sharp. With his musical hand Brother Melodious picked up the note, striking up the inevitable anthem; and from the rear came a marching band to serenade the triumphant departure.


The Guardian who had come with the shuttle, an elderly, dark-skinned man, positioned himself at the door of his ship. ‘Let’s have her, then, shall we?’ said Kybernator Astraghal to Sister Contenta while the music played. ‘Let’s have Captain Jute.’


Redcaps parted the crowd, and the jeep came through, bringing the outbound party.


Up on the walkway Kenny gave a subdued growl. Iogo pouted and started to pant aggressively, plucking at the fur on her chest. Soi’s claws scratched the textured floor. The air around them began to stink with rage.


Below, the Captain was disembarking from the hover jeep. Saskia Zodiac was there, helping her. People were clapping her, wishing her well. Children came running out of the choir to wind a scarf of flowers around her neck.


The Captain was wearing her long black leather coat. She was being led away captive. Iogo set up an eerie, mourning croon.


Kenny seized her shoulders in a grip at once bracing, admonishing and adoring. His eyes burned. If the dog people and the wormheads hurt Captain Jute, they would die. He would destroy them. Careless that the woman Jone was there to see, Kenny pressed his erection defiantly against his mate’s buttocks.


Soi’s claws gouged the flooring of the walkway. ‘We should be with her,’ she muttered. None of them noticed that she spoke in English.


The Captain held on to the car. ‘Oh, here, here,’ said Saskia. She caught hold of her arm. ‘You do still need your chair,’ she said. It was a point about which there had been some contention.


‘I’m not taking it,’ said Tabitha.


Her First Officer, Mr Spinner, scrutinized the shuttle. ‘It’s very much like a Freimacher Tinkerbell,’ he said. He had cheered up somewhat since the first days of Emergence. ‘The modifications are interesting, though, aren’t they? The plasma intake shielding and so on.’


No one was listening to him. Brother Melodious and the choir and the band were still going full blast. On the other side of the crowd a small huddle of Alteceans were wincing and covering their ears. The most distressed among them was Eeb, who had sheltered the Captain and her friends, but was now being left behind. She muffled her snout in a spotted handkerchief.


A transit pod was being unloaded from the back of the jeep. ‘Careful with her,’ said Captain Jute, unnecessarily.


She lurched over and pressed her hand against the visor of the pod. It was Angie, her sister, her betrayer, in life support. Against the white cushioning she lay like a figure moulded out of damp latex. Her face was grey and yellow.


Alongside the pod hovered Xtasca the Cherub. It had put on its lifesuit for the crossing. The light of the dock floods cast hectic rainbows of chartreuse and dayglo pink across its reflective skin. ‘Radioactivity is down another 5.9 per cent,’ it was saying to Brother Valetude, who maintained a considerable interest in the case of Angela Jute.


Someone was removing Tabitha’s hand, clasping her arm to urge her forward. ‘Tabitha. Tabitha.’ It was Saskia. ‘Come.’


Captain Jute let herself be led up the ramp. With displeasure she eyed the rigid lines of hairy blue figures flanking her. ‘Where’s Dodger?’ she wanted to know.


‘She doesn’t seem to be here,’ said Mr Spinner, a trifle helplessly.


Captain Jute turned, halting the procession, and looked out over the assembled crowd. ‘Dodger,’ she shouted.


‘I don’t know if you can hear above the music,’ said Geneva McCann to her camera, ‘but Captain Jute is calling for her old friend Captain Gillespie.’


‘Captain Gillespie!’ invoked Father Le Coq, in a portentous tone, and made a stagey gathering gesture with his right hand. ‘Come forth into the light of Truth. Come forth and take the place prepared for you in the Holy Chariot!’


‘Where is Captain Gillespie?’ Kybernator Astraghal asked Colonel Stark.


‘She’s not in her quarters,’ Sister Contenta told them.


‘She was supposed to be here,’ Brother Justice reminded the Redcap colonel.


‘That’s confirmation that Captain Gillespie was scheduled to accompany the Captain on this special advance flight to the Capellan starship Citadel of Porcelain at First Light,’ reported Geneva breathlessly.


‘Search facilities are being implemented, sir,’ said Colonel Stark tonelessly. ‘All vessels will be subjected to examination.’


‘Where is she?’ Tabitha demanded. Her urgency seemed extreme, suddenly, as though more was at stake than the whereabouts of an old friend. Perhaps she suspected foul play.


‘They’ll fetch her, Captain,’ said Kybernator Astraghal with magisterial patience. ‘Why don’t you board and get yourself comfortable. Give the Captain a hand, Mr Spinner.’


Mr Spinner touched his forehead. ‘Aye-aye, sir,’ he said.


Captain Jute pushed flowers impatiently out of her face. ‘When did you last see Dodger?’ she asked Saskia.


‘She’ll be here in a minute,’ said Saskia, coaxing her toward the door.


Their escort introduced himself to everyone as they boarded. ‘Brother Nestor,’ he said, bowing. ‘Captain Jute. Welcome aboard.’


She went past without looking at him.


Outside, Geneva McCann, denied entrance to the shuttle, was shooting the Redcap search parties that scurried across the walkways.


Under Tabitha’s supervision, Saskia had packed a bag for her, a modest backpack. In it she had put seven kinds of painkiller; some favourite T-shirts and jewellery; a large stack of discs and tapes by people with names like Dale Whittle and Smokin’ Joe Stubbs; a spare wristcom, with several spare batteries; a towelling bathrobe and a pair of grimy silk slippers; tampons and an ultrasonic douche and a contraceptive scrambler, though she scarcely expected to be using that; and a tattered comicbook in which Capellans were lampooned and depicted in absurd and unfavourable situations. That, when she inspected their packing that morning, Sister Contenta had passed over with a saintly smile, but she had removed the Magnani 060. ‘You really aren’t going to be needing this,’ she said, handing it over to her Redcap attendant for disposal. ‘You’re due for a nice long rest!’ The forgiveness in her eyes said she knew the gun had been a gesture merely, like the comicbook: a nominal testing of the boundaries which could ultimately only reinforce them.


‘My bag,’ said Tabitha now.


‘Your bag,’ said Saskia.


The acrobat’s haunted features leaned close to her lover. ‘Did you leave it in the car?’


Tabitha twisted against her seatweb. A wall of huge smiling heads confronted her: Sister Contenta, Brother Nestor, Kybernator Astraghal. ‘My bag,’ she said.


‘What was in it?’ asked Mr Spinner.


‘My stuff,’ said Tabitha.


‘Her stuff,’ confirmed Saskia in a tone of appeal.


Outside, they were retracting the entry ramp. Saskia made to rise.


‘Forget about your stuff,’ said Brother Melodious, floating from his seat to hang in the gangway, blocking their exit, ‘You’re not going to want it. You’re not going to want anything, where you’re going.’


Captain Jute started pulling at the web latches, getting tangled up in her garland. Saskia stooped over her, taking her hands, making calming noises.


The door was closed. The motors were humming. The shuttle began to move.


Bleakly, Captain Jute subsided.


Saskia stroked her hair. Tabitha pushed her hand away.


‘You’ll be perfectly comfy,’ said Sister Contenta serenely.


The shuttle was quickly coming up to speed.


‘We have everything laid on for you,’ promised Brother Nestor.


Now they were airborne. In an instant they were across the cavern. Recognizing its speed, the meniscus of the giant doorway parted, and let it out into the burning dark.


Brother Melodious hung over Tabitha, smiling his starriest smile. ‘You want anything, sweetheart, ask me.’


‘I want my ship,’ said Tabitha Jute.


‘Sweetheart,’ said Brother Melodious. ‘Be reasonable.’
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Space, real space, hit her like a drug. The rush of take off, the sensory prickle of high g through the tightening web, the black nothingness that suddenly sucked at all the windows. But it wasn’t a drug, it was real. That was a distinction she was trying to pay more attention to these days.


She wished she had Alice to help her. Alice was so very, very helpful. She looked at the Guardians all around her. She told herself: Don’t think about Alice.


The shuttle was luxurious and silent, far superior to any bus Tabitha had ever flown. The Guardians were sitting now, looking out of the windows, except for Brother Melodious, who was trying to arrange the remains of the garland around her neck. She gnashed her teeth at him and he retired, holding his hands in the air, protesting weakly, laughing. ‘Okay, okay, just making sure you’re comfortable …’


‘I shall make sure Captain Jute is comfortable, Marco,’ Saskia told him, placing a slender hand on Tabitha’s shoulder. Though there was a parasitic alien caterpillar in his head, as far as Saskia Zodiac was concerned Marco Metz was still the feckless hustler he had always been. The only difference was, he loved himself more than ever.
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