
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
       Ken MacLeod graduated with a BSc from Glasgow University in 1976. Following research at Brunel University, he worked in a variety of
         manual and clerical jobs whilst completing an MPhil thesis. He previously worked as a computer analyst/programmer in Edinburgh,
         but is now a full-time writer. He is the author of twelve previous novels, five of which have been nominated for the Arthur
         C. Clarke Award, and two which have won the BSFA Award. Ken MacLeod is married with two grown-up children and lives in West
         Lothian.
      

      
   
      
      
      BY KEN MACLEOD

      
      The Fall Revolution

      
      The Star Fraction

      
      The Stone Canal

      
      The Cassini Division

      
      The Sky Road

      
      Engines of Light

      
      Cosmonaut Keep

      
      Dark Light

      
      Engine City

      
      Newton’s Wake

      
      Learning the World

      
      The Execution Channel

      
      The Night Sessions

      
      The Restoration Game

      
      Intrusion

      
   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-40551-943-4

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Ken MacLeod 1999

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      
      For Mic

      
   
      
      1

      

      	

      The Light and the Fair

      
      So it came that Merrial found him

      	in the square at Carron Town

      
      She walked through the fair in the light of a northern summer evening, looking for me. Of the hundreds of people around her,
         the thousands in the town and the thousands on the project, only I would serve her purpose. My voice and visage, mind and
         body were her target acquisition parameters.
      

      
      I sat on the plinth of the statue of the Deliverer, drained a bottle of beer and put it carefully down and looked around,
         screwing up my eyes against the westering sun. The music faded for a moment, then another band struck up, something rollicking
         and loud that echoed off the tall buildings around three sides of the square and boomed out from the open side across the
         shore and over the water. The still sea-loch was miles of gold, the distant hills and islands stacks of black. The air was
         warm and shaking with the music and heavy with scent and sweat, alcohol-breath and weed-smoke. People were already dancing,
         swinging and swirling among the remaining stalls of the day’s market. I caught glimpses and greetings from various of my workmates, Jondo and Druin and Machard and the rest, as they whirled past in the throng with somebody who might
         be their partner for the hour, or for the night, or for longer.
      

      
      For a moment, I felt intensely alone, and was about to jump up and plunge in and seek out someone, anyone, who would take
         me even for one dance. It was not normally this way; usually at such occasions through the summer I had got lucky. Like most
         of my fellow-workers, I was young and – of necessity – strong, and my vanity needed no flattery, and we were most of us open-handed
         strangers, and therefore welcome. But I was in a serious and abstracted mood, the coming autumn’s study already casting its
         long shadow back, and in all that evening’s gaiety I had not once made a woman laugh, and my luck had fled.
      

      
      She walked through that dense crowd as if it wasn’t there. I saw her before she saw me. Her long black hair was caught around
         the temples by two narrow braids; the tumbling waves of the rest showed traces of auburn in the late sun. That golden light
         and ruddy shadow defined her tanned and flushed face: the large bright eyes, the high cheekbones, the curve of her cheek and
         jaw, the red lips. She wore a gown of plain green velvet that seemed, and probably was, made to show off her strong and well-endowed
         figure. Her gaze met mine, and locked. Her eyes were large and a little slanted, and they caught my glance like a trap.
      

      
      There is, no doubt, some bodily basis for the crude cartoon of such moments – the arrow through the heart. A sudden demand
         on the sugar reserves of the cells, perhaps. It’s more like a thorn than an arrow, and passes in less than a second, but it’s
         there, that sharp, sweet stab.
      

      
      A moment later she stood in front of me, looking down at me quizzically, curiously, then she came to some decision and sat
         down beside me on the cold black marble. The hooves of the Deliverer’s horse reared above us. We stared at each other for
         a moment. My heart was hammering. She appeared younger, more hesitant, than she’d seemed with her first bold gaze. Her irises
         were golden-brown, ringed with green-blue. I could see a faint spatter of freckles beneath her tan. A fine gold chain around
         her neck suspended a rough mesh of gold wire containing a seer-stone the size of a pigeon’s egg. It hung between her breasts,
         its small world flickering randomly in that gentle friction. An even thinner silver chain implied some other ornament, but
         it hung below where I could see. The dagger and derringer and purse on her narrow waist-belt were each so elegant and delicate
         as to be almost nominal. There was some powerful undertone to her scent, whether natural or artificial I didn’t know.
      

      
      ‘Well, here you are,’ she said, as though we’d arranged to meet at this very place. For a couple of heartbeats I entertained
         the thought that this might be true, that she was someone I really did know and had unaccountably, unforgivably forgotten
         – but no, I had no memory of ever having met her before. At the same time I couldn’t get rid of a conviction that I already
         knew her, and always had.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ I said, for want of anything less banal. ‘What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Merrial,’ she said. ‘And you are … ?’

      
      ‘Clovis,’ I said. ‘Clovis colha Gree.’

      
      She nodded to herself, as though some datum had been confirmed, and smiled at me.

      
      ‘So, colha Gree, are you going to ask me for a dance?’

      
      I jumped to my feet, amazed. ‘Yes, of course. Would you do me the honour?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said. She took my hand in a warm, dry grasp and rose gracefully, merging that movement with her first step.
         It was a fast dance to a traditional air, ‘The Tactical Boys’. Talking was impossible, but we communicated a great deal none
         the less. Another measure followed, and then a slower dance.
      

      
      We finished it a long way from where we’d started – fetched up close to the outside tables of the biggest pub on the square,
         The Carronade. Some of the lads from work were already at one of the tables, with their local girls. My mates gave me odd
         looks, compounded of envy and secret amusement; their female partners were looking lasers at Merrial, for no reason I could
         fathom. She was attractive all right, and looking more beautiful to my eyes with every passing second, but the other girls
         were not obviously less blessed; and she wasn’t a harlot, unless she was foolish (harlotry being a respected but regulated
         trade in that town, its plying not permitted in the square).
      

      
      Introductions were awkwardly made.

      
      ‘What will you be having, Merrial?’ I asked.

      
      She smiled up at me. She was, in truth, almost as tall as I, but my boots had high heels.

      
      ‘A beer, please.’

      
      ‘Fine. Will you wait here?’

      
      I gestured to a vacant place on the nearest bench, beside Jondo and his current lass.

      
      ‘I will that,’ Merrial said.

      
      Jondo shot me another odd look, a smile with one corner of his mouth turned down, and his eyebrows raised. I shrugged and
         went through to the bar, returning a few minutes later with a three-litre jug and a couple of tall glasses. Merrial was sitting where she’d been, ignoring the fact that she was being ignored. I put this unaccustomed rudeness
         down to some petty local quarrel, of which Carron Town – and the yard and, indeed, the project – had plenty. If one of Merrial’s
         ancestors had offended one of Jondo’s (or whoever’s) that was no business of mine, as yet.
      

      
      The table was too wide for any intimate conversation to be carried on across it, so I sat down beside her, setting off a Newtonian
         collision of hips all the way along the bench as my friends and their girlfriends shuffled their bums away from us. I filled
         our glasses and raised mine.
      

      
      ‘Slàinte,’ I said.
      

      
      ‘Slàinte, mo chridhe,’ she said, quietly but firmly, her gaze level across the tilted rim.
      

      
      And cheers, my dear, to you, I thought. Again her whole manner was neither shy nor brazen, but as though we had been together
         for months or years. I didn’t know what to say, so I said that.
      

      
      ‘I feel we know each other already,’ I said. ‘But we don’t.’ I laughed. ‘Unless when we were both children?’

      
      Merrial shook her head. ‘I was not here as a child,’ she said, in a vague tone. ‘Maybe you’ve seen me at the project.’

      
      ‘I think I would remember,’ I said. She smiled, acknowledging the compliment, as I added, ‘You work at the project?’ I sounded more surprised than I should have been – there were plenty of women working on it, after all, in catering and
         administration.
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘I do.’ She fondled the pendant, warming a fire within it, and not only there. ‘On the guidance system.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ I said, suddenly understanding. ‘You’re a – an engineer.’
      

      
      ‘I am a tinker,’ she said in a level tone, using the word I’d so clumsily avoided. She spoke it with a pride as obvious, and
         loud enough to be heard. A snigger and a giggle passed around the table. I glared past Merrial’s shoulder at Jondo and Machard.
         They shook their heads slightly, doubtfully, then returned to their conversations.
      

      
      Justice judge them. As a city man I felt myself above such rural idiocies – though realising her occupation had given even
         me something of a jolt. Whatever passed between us, it would be less or more serious than any fling with a local lass. I leaned
         inward, so that Merrial’s shoulders and mine defined a social circle of our own.
      

      
      ‘Sounds like interesting work,’ I said.

      
      She nodded. ‘A lot of mathematics, a lot of’ – and this time she did lower her voice – ‘programming.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ I said, trying to think of some response that wouldn’t reveal me to be as prejudiced as my workmates. ‘Isn’t it very
         dangerous?’ I resisted the impulse to look over my shoulder, but I was suddenly, acutely aware of the massive presence of
         the hills around the town, their forested slopes like the bristling backs of great beasts in the greater Wood of Caledon.
      

      
      ‘White logic,’ Merrial explained. ‘The right-hand path, you know? The path of light.’ She did not sound as though the distinction
         mattered a lot to her.
      

      
      ‘Reason guide you,’ I responded, with reflex piety. ‘But – it must be tempting. The short cuts, yeah?’

      
      ‘The path of power is always a temptation,’ she said, with casual familiarity. ‘Especially when you’re working on a guidance
         system!’ She laughed; I confess I shuddered. She fingered her talisman. ‘Enough about that. I know what I’m doing, so it isn’t
         dangerous. At least, not as dangerous as it looks from outside.’
      

      
      ‘Well.’ Despite the electric frisson her words aroused, I was as keen as she was to change the subject. ‘You could say the
         same about what I do.’
      

      
      ‘And what do you do?’ She asked it out of politeness; she already knew. I was sure of that, without quite knowing why.

      
      ‘I work in the yard,’ I said.

      
      ‘On the ship?’

      
      ‘Oh, not on the ship!’ A self-deprecating laugh, not very sincere. ‘On the platform. For the summer, I’m a welder.’

      
      She slugged back some beer. ‘And the rest of the time?’

      
      ‘I’m a scholar,’ I said. ‘Of history. At Glaschu.’

      
      This was a slight exaggeration. I had just attained the degree of Master of Arts, and my summer job was a frantic, frugal
         effort to earn enough to support myself for an attempt at a doctorate. Scholarship was my ambition, not my occupation. But
         I refused to call myself a student. Merrial looked at me with the sort of effortful empathy with which I’d favoured her self-disclosure.
         ‘That sounds … interesting,’ she said. ‘What part of history?’
      

      
      I gestured across the square, to the statue’s black silhouette. Behind it, from the east, the first visible stars of the evening
         pricked the sky.
      

      
      ‘The life of the Deliverer,’ I said.

      
      ‘And what have you learned?’ She leaned closer, transparently more interested; her black brows raised a fraction, her bright
         dark eyes widening. Without thinking, I lit a cigarette; remembered my manners, and offered her one. She took it, grinning,
         and helped herself to the jug of beer, then filled my glass too. ‘You wouldn’t think there’d be much new to learn,’ she added,
         looking up through her eyelashes.
      

      
      I rose to the bait. ‘Ah, but there is!’ I told her. ‘The Deliverer lived in Glasgow, you know. For a while.’
      

      
      ‘A lot of places will tell you she lived there – for a while!’ Merrial laughed.

      
      ‘Aye, but we have evidence,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen papers written with her own hand, and signed. There is no controversy that
         it was her who wrote them. What they mean, now, that’s another matter. And a great deal of other writing, printed articles
         that is, and material that is still in the – you know.’
      

      
      ‘Dark storage?’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Dark storage. I wish—’ Even here, even now, it was impossible to say just what I wished. But Merrial understood.

      
      ‘There you go, colha Gree,’ she said. ‘The path of power is always a temptation!’

      
      ‘Aye, it is that,’ I admitted gloomily. ‘You can look at them, labelled in her own hand, and you wonder what’s in them, and
         – well.’
      

      
      ‘Probably corrupt,’ she said briskly. ‘Not worth bothering with.’

      
      ‘Of course corrupt—’

      
      She shook her head, with a brief, small frown. ‘In the technical sense,’ she explained. ‘Garbage data, unreadable.’

      
      Garbage data? What did that mean?

      
      ‘I see,’ I said, seeing only that she’d just tried to explicate part of the argot of her profession; another unseasonable
         intimacy.
      

      
      ‘All the same,’ she went on, ‘it must be strange work, history. I don’t know how you can bear it, digging about in the dead
         past.’
      

      
      I had heard variations of this sentiment from so many people, starting with my mother, that exasperation welled within me and I’m sure showed on my face. She smiled as though to assure me that she didn’t hold it against me personally,
         and added, ‘The Possessors don’t work only through the black logic, you know. They can get to your mind through their words
         on paper, too.’
      

      
      ‘You speak very freely,’ I said. For a woman, I didn’t add.

      
      She took it as a compliment, and thus paid me one by not recognising the stiff-kneed priggishness that my remark represented.

      
      ‘It’s the tinker way,’ she said, giving me another small shock. ‘We talk as we please.’

      
      I couldn’t come back on that, so I ploughed on.

      
      ‘We have to understand the Possession,’ I explained self-righteously, ‘to understand the Deliverance.’

      
      ‘But do we understand the Deliverance?’ she asked, teasing me relentlessly. ‘Do you, Clovis colha Gree?’

      
      ‘I can’t say,’ I said – which was true enough, though ecological with the truth.

      
      ‘Good,’ Merrial said. ‘We would not claim to understand it, and we knew the Deliverer better than most.’ A sly smile. ‘As you know.’
      

      
      I nodded, slowly. I knew all right. Despised and feared though they sometimes are, it is not for nothing that the tinkers
         are known as the Deliverer’s children. They worked her will long ago, in the troubled times, and the benison of that work
         has protected them down the generations; that and – on a more cynical view – their obscure and irreplaceable knowledge.
      

      
      I had heard rumours – always disparaged by the University historians – of a firmer continuity, a darker arcana, that linked
         today’s tinkers and the Deliverer, and that reached back to times yet more remote, when even the Possession was but a sapling, its shadow not yet covering the Earth.
      

      
      Her hand covered mine, briefly.

      
      ‘Don’t talk about it,’ she said.

      
      So we talked about other things: her work, my work, her childhood and mine. The glasses were twice refilled. She stood up,
         hefting the now empty jug. ‘Same again?’
      

      
      I rose too, saying, ‘I’ll get them—’

      
      ‘I insist,’ she said, and was gone. I watched the sway of her hips, the way it carried over to swing her heavy skirt and ripple
         the torrent of hair down her back, as she passed through the crowd and disappeared through the wide door of The Carronade.
         My friends observed this attention with sardonic smiles.
      

      
      ‘You’re in for an interesting time, Clovis,’ Jondo remarked. He stroked his long red pony-tail suggestively, making his girlfriend
         laugh again. ‘Looks like the glamour’s got you.’
      

      
      Machard smirked. ‘Seriously, man,’ he told me, ‘take care. You don’t know tinks like we do. They’re faithless, godless, clannish
         and they don’t settle down. At best she’ll break your heart, at worst—’
      

      
      ‘What is the matter with you?’ I hissed, leaning sideways to keep the girls out of the path of my wrath. ‘Come on, guys, give
         the lady a chance.’
      

      
      My two friends’ expressions took on looks of insolent innocence.

      
      ‘Ease off, Clovis,’ said Machard. ‘Just advice. Ignore it if you like, it’s your business.’

      
      ‘Too damn right it is,’ I said. ‘So mind your own.’ I spoke the harsh words lightly – not fighting words, but firm. The two
         lads shrugged and went back to chatting up their lassies. I was ignored, as Merrial had been.
      

      
      The late train from Inverness glided down the glen, sparks from the overhead wire flaring in the twilight, and vanished behind
         the first houses. A minute later I could hear the brief commotion as it stopped at the station, a few streets away. The clouds
         and the tops of the hills glowed pink, the same light reflecting off a solitary airship, heading west. Few lights were on
         in the town – half past ten in the evening was far too early for that – but the houses that spread up the side of the glen
         and along the shore were beginning to seem as dark as the pine forest that began where the dwellings ended.
      

      
      Farther up the great glen the side-lights and tail-lights of vehicles traced out the road’s meander, and the dark green of
         the wooded hillsides met the bright green of the lower slopes, field joined to field, pasture to pasture all the way to where
         the haunches of the hills hid the view, and the land was dark. Somewhere far away, but sounding uncannily close, a wolf howled,
         its protracted, sinister note clearly audible above the sounds of the town and the revelry of the fair.
      

      
      The square was becoming more packed and noisy by the minute. The drinking and dancing would go on for hours. Jugglers and
         tumblers, fire-eaters and musicians competed for attention and spare cash, with each other and with the hawkers. The markets
         on summer Thursdays were locally called ‘the fair’, but only once a month did they amount to much, with a more impressive
         contingent of performers than were here now, as well as travelling players, whirling mechanical rides and, of course, tinkers;
         the last pursuing their legitimate trade of engineering and their less reputable, but often more lucrative, craft of fortune-telling.
      

      
      The train pulled away, trailing its sparks along the Carron’s estuarial plain and around the Carron sea-loch’s southern shore.
      

      
      Merrial returned with a full jug, a bottle of whisky and a tray of small glasses. Without a word she placed the tray and the
         bottle in the middle of the table and sat down, this time opposite me. She filled our tall glasses, put down the jug and gestured
         to the whisky bottle. ‘Help yourselves,’ she said.
      

      
      My friends became more friendly towards her after that. We all found ourselves talking together, talking shop, the inevitable
         gossip and grumbles of the project, about this scandal and that foreman and the other balls-up; ironically, the girls seemed
         to feel excluded, and fell to talking between themselves. Merrial, showing tact enough for both of us, noticed this and gradually,
         now that the ice was broken, returned her conversation to me. Jondo and Machard took up again their neglected tasks of seduction
         or flirtation. When, a couple of hours later, she asked me to see her home, their ribaldry was relatively restrained.
      

      
      The square was noisier than ever; the only people heading for home, or for bed, were like ourselves workers on the project
         who, unlike the locals, had to work on the following day, a Friday. We walked through the dark street to the north of the
         square and across the bridge over the Carron River towards the suburb of New Kelso. Merrial stopped in the middle of the bridge.
         One arm was tight around my waist. With the other, she waved around.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she said. ‘What do you see?’

      
      On our right the town’s atomic power-station’s automation hummed blackly in the dark; to our left the fish-farms, warmed by
         the reactor’s run-off, spread down to the shore. I looked to left and right, and then behind to the main town, ahead to New Kelso, across the loch to the other small towns.
      

      
      She smiled at my baffled silence.

      
      ‘Look up.’

      
      Overhead the Milky Way blazed, the aurora borealis flickered, a communications aerostat glowed pink in a sun long since set
         for us. The Plough hung above the hills to the north. A meteor flared briefly, my indrawn breath a sound effect for its silent
         passage. To the west the sky still had light in it: the sun would be up in four hours.
      

      
      ‘I can see the stars,’ I said.

      
      ‘That’s it,’ she said, sounding pleased at my perceptiveness. ‘You can. We’re in the very middle of a town of ten thousand
         people, and you can see the Milky Way. Not as well as you could see it from the top of Glas Bhein, sure enough, but you can
         see it. Why?’
      

      
      I shrugged, looking again back and forth. I’d never given the matter thought.

      
      ‘No clouds?’ I suggested brightly.

      
      She laughed and caught my hand and tugged me forward. ‘And you a scholar of history!’

      
      ‘What’s that got to do with it?’

      
      She pointed to the street-lamp at the end of the bridge’s parapet. Its post was about three metres high; its conical cowl’s
         reflective inner surface sharply cut off all but the smallest upward illumination. ‘Did you ever see lamps like that in pictures
         of the olden times?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Now that I come to think of it,’ I said, ‘no.’

      
      ‘A town this size would have had lamps everywhere, blazing light into the sky. From street-lamps and windows and shop-fronts.
         The very air itself would glow with it. You could see just a handful of stars on the clearest night.’
      

      
      I thought about the ancient pictures I’d peered at under glass. ‘You know, you’re right,’ I said. ‘That’s what it looked like.’
      

      
      ‘Some people,’ Merrial went on, in a sudden gust of anger, ‘lived their whole lives without once seeing the Milky Way!’

      
      ‘Very sad,’ I said. In fact the thought gave me a tight feeling in my chest, as if I were struggling to breathe. ‘How did
         they stand it?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, that’s a question you could well ask.’ She glanced up at me. ‘I thought you might know.’

      
      ‘I never noticed, to be honest.’

      
      ‘And why don’t we do it?’ She gestured again at the electric twilight of the surrounding town.

      
      ‘Because it would be wasteful,’ I said. As soon as the words were out I realised I’d said them without thinking, and that
         it wasn’t the answer.
      

      
      Merrial laughed. ‘We have power to spare!’

      
      It was my turn to stop suddenly. We’d taken a right and were going down a path past the power-station. I knew for a fact that
         it could, when called upon in a rare emergency – such as when extra heating was required to clear snow from a blizzard – produce
         enough electricity to light up Carron Town several times over.
      

      
      ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘So why don’t we do it? I’ve seen pictures of the great cities of antiquity, and you’re right, they
         shone. They looked … magnificent. Perhaps it was so bright they didn’t need to see the stars – they had the city lights instead!
         They made their own stars!’
      

      
      Merrial was slowly shaking her head.

      
      ‘Maybe that was fine for them,’ she said. ‘But it wouldn’t be for us. We all get – uneasy when we can’t see the night sky.
         Don’t you, just thinking about it?’
      

      
      I took a deep breath, and let it out with a sigh. ‘Aye, you’re right at that!’
      

      
      We walked on, her strides pacing my slower steps.

      
      ‘You’re a strange woman,’ I said.

      
      She smiled and held my waist more firmly and leaned her head against my shoulder. I found myself looking down at her hair,
         and down at the scoop neckline of her dress and the glowing stone between her breasts.
      

      
      ‘Sure I am,’ she said. ‘But so are we all, that’s what I’m saying. We’re different from the people who came before us, or
         before the Deliverer’s time, and nobody wonders how or why. The feeling we have about the sky is just part of it. We live
         longer and we breed less, we sicken little, sometimes I think even our eyes are sharper; all these changes are hard-wired
         into our radiation-hardened genes—’
      

      
      ‘Our what?’

      
      I felt the shrug of her shoulder.

      
      ‘Just tinker cant, colha Gree. Don’t worry. You’ll pick it up.’

      
      ‘Oh, I will, will I?’

      
      ‘Aye. If you stay with me.’

      
      There was only one answer to that. I turned her around and kissed her. She clasped her lips to mine and slid her hands under
         my open waistcoat and sent them roving around my sides and back. I could feel them through my silk shirt like hot little animals.
         The kiss went on for some time and ended with our tongues flickering together like fish at the bottom of a deep pool; then
         she leaned away and gripped my shoulders and looked at me and said, ‘I reckon that means you’re staying, colha Gree.’
      

      
      Suddenly we were both laughing. She caught my hand and swung it and we started walking again, talking about I don’t know what. Out on the edge of town we turned a corner into a little estate of dozens of single-storey wooden houses
         with chimneys. Some of the houses were separate, each with its own patch of garden; others, smaller, were lined up in not
         quite orderly rows. Even in the summer, even with electricity cables strung everywhere, a smell of woodsmoke hung in the air.
         Yellow light glowed from behind straw-mat blinds. A dog barked and was silenced by an irritable yell.
      

      
      ‘Hey, come on,’ Merrial said with an impish smile.

      
      I hadn’t realised how my feet had hesitated as the path had changed from cobbles to trampled gravel.

      
      ‘Never been in a tinker camp before,’ I apologised.

      
      ‘We don’t bite.’ Another cheeky grin. ‘Well, that is to say …’

      
      ‘You really are a terrible woman.’

      
      ‘Oh, I am that, indeed. Ferocious – so I’m told.’

      
      ‘I’ll hold you to that.’

      
      ‘I’ll hold you to more.’

      
      She held me as she stopped in front of one of the small houses in the middle of the row, and fingered out a tiny key five
         centimetres long on a thong attached to her belt but hidden in a slit in the side of her skirt. The lock too seemed absurdly
         small, a brass circular patch on the white-painted door at eye level.
      

      
      ‘So are you coming in, or what?’

      
      Lust and reason warred with fear and superstition, and won. I followed her over the polished wooden threshold as she switched
         on the electric light. I stood for a moment, blinking in the sudden 40-watt flood. The main room was about four metres by
         six. Against the far wall was a wood-burning stove, banked low; above it was a broad mantelpiece on which a large clock ticked
         loudly. The time was half past midnight. On either side of the stove were rows of shelves with hundreds of books. In the left-hand corner
         a workbench jutted from the wall, with a microscope and an unholy clutter of soldering gear and bits of wire and tools. Rough,
         unpolished seer-stones of various sizes lay among them. The main table of the house was a huge oaken piece about a metre and
         a half square, with carved and castered legs. A crocheted cotton throw covered it, weighted at the centre by a seer-stone
         hemisphere at least thirty centimetres in diameter, so finely finished that it looked like a dome of glass. Within it, hills
         and clouds drifted by.
      

      
      Merrial stood by the table for a moment, reached up behind her head and removed a clasp from her hair, so that the two narrow
         braids fell forward and framed her face. Then she lifted the chain with the talisman, and the other, finer silver chain, from
         around her neck and deposited them on the table.
      

      
      The place smelt of woodsmoke and pot-pourri and the bunches of flowering plants stuffed into carelessly chosen containers
         in every available corner. The wooden walls were varnished, and hung with an incongruous variety of old prints and paintings
         – landscapes, ladies, foxes, cats, that sort of thing – and tacked-up picture-posters related to the project. An open door
         led to a tiny scullery; a curtained alcove beside it took up the rest of that end of the room. I presumed it contained the
         bed.
      

      
      But it was to a big old leather couch in front of the stove that she drew me first. She half-leaned, half-sat on the back
         of it, and began unbuttoning my shirt, then explored my chest with her lips and tongue – and teeth – as I applied myself to
         undoing the fastenings down the back of her dress, and working my boots off. As I kicked away the right boot the sgean dhu clattered to the floor. By this time she had unbuckled my belt, and with a shrug and a step we both shed our outer clothes,
         which fell to the floor in a promiscuous coupling of their own. Merrial stood for a moment in nothing but her long silk underskirt.
         I clasped her in my arms, her nipples hard, her breasts warm and soft against my chest; and we kissed again.
      

      
      We moved, we danced, Merrial leading, towards the curtained alcove. She pulled away the curtain to reveal a large and reassuringly
         solid-looking bed. I knelt in front of her and pulled down her slip and knickers, and kissed her between the legs until she
         pulled me gently to my feet. I managed to leave my own briefs on the floor.
      

      
      We faced each other naked, like the Man and the Woman in the Garden in the story. Merrial half-turned, threw back the bedcovers
         and picked up from the bed a long white cotton nightgown, which she shook out and held at arm’s length for a moment.
      

      
      ‘I won’t be needing that tonight,’ she grinned, and cast it to the floor, and me to the bed.
      

      
      I woke in daylight, and lay for a minute or so basking in the warm afterglow, and hot after-images, of love and sex. Rolling
         over and reaching out my arm, I found that I was alone in the bed. It was still warm where Merrial had slept. The air was
         filled with the aroma of coffee and the steady ticking of the clock—
      

      
      The time! I sat up in a hurry and leaned forward to see the big timepiece, and discovered with relief that it was only five
         o’clock. Thank Providence, we’d only slept an hour and a half. With the same movement I discovered a host of minor pains:
         bites on my shoulder and neck, scratches on my back and buttocks, aching muscles, raw skin …
      

      
      The animal whose attacks had caused all this damage padded out of the scullery.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ she said.

      
      I made some sort of croaking noise. Merrial smiled and handed me one of the two steaming mugs she’d carried in. She sat down
         on the foot of the bed, drawing her knees up to her chin to huddle inside her sark, its high neck and long sleeves and intricate
         whitework giving her an incongruous appearance of modesty.
      

      
      I sipped the coffee gratefully, unable to take my eyes off her. She looked calmly back at me, with the smile of a contented
         cat.
      

      
      ‘Good morning,’ I said, finding my voice at last. ‘And thank you.’

      
      ‘Not just for the coffee, I hope,’ said Merrial.

      
      I was grinning so much that my cheeks, too, were aching.

      
      ‘No, not just for the coffee. God, Merrial, I’ve never …’

      
      I didn’t know how to put it.

      
      ‘Done it before?’ she inquired innocently.

      
      Coffee went up the back of my nose as I spluttered a laugh.

      
      ‘Compared with last night, I might as well not have,’ I ruefully admitted. ‘You are – you’re amazing!’

      
      Her level gaze held me. She showed not the slightest embarrassment. ‘Oh, you’re not so bad yourself, colha Gree,’ she said
         in a judicious tone. ‘But you have a lot to learn.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you’ll teach me.’

      
      ‘I’m sure I will,’ she said. ‘If you want to stay with me, that is.’ She waved a hand, as if this were a matter yet to be
         decided.
      

      
      ‘Stay with you? Oh, Merrial!’ I couldn’t speak.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Nothing could make me leave you. Ever.’

      
      I was almost appalled at what I was saying. I had not expected to hear myself speak such words, not for a long time to come.

      
      ‘How sweet of you to say that,’ she said, very seriously, but smiling. ‘But—’

      
      ‘But nothing!’ I reached sideways and put the mug on the floor and shifted myself down the bed towards her. Without looking
         away from me, she put her mug down too, on a trunk at the end of the bed, and rocked forward to her knees to meet me. We knelt
         with our arms around each other.
      

      
      ‘I love you,’ I said. I must have said it before, said it a lot of times through the night, but now there was all the weight
         in the world behind the words.
      

      
      ‘I love you too,’ she said. She clung to me with a sudden fierceness, and laid her face on my shoulder. A wet, salt tear stung
         a love-bite there. She sniffed and raised her head, blinking her now even brighter eyes.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I’m happy,’ she said.

      
      ‘So am I.’

      
      She regarded me solemnly. ‘I have to say this,’ she said, with another unladylike sniffle. ‘Loving me will not always make
         you happy.’
      

      
      I could not imagine what she meant, and I didn’t want to. ‘Why are you saying this?’

      
      ‘Because I must,’ she said. Her voice was strained. ‘Because I have to be fair with you.’

      
      ‘Aye, sure,’ I said. ‘Well, now you’ve warned me, can I get on with loving you?’

      
      She brightened instantly, as though some arduous responsibility had been lifted from her shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes!’ she said, hugging me closer again. ‘Love me as much as you like, love me for ever!’ She pulled back a little, looked
         down, then raised her gaze again to mine.
      

      
      ‘But not right now,’ she added regretfully. ‘You have to go.’

      
      ‘Now?!’ We had fallen out of our mutual dream into the workaday world, where we were two people who didn’t, really, know each
         other all that well.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she insisted. ‘You have to get back across town, get … washed, and ready for work and catch the bus at half past six.’

      
      ‘I can catch it from here.’

      
      ‘The hell you can. People will talk.’

      
      ‘They’ll talk anyway.’

      
      ‘People around here, I mean.’

      
      I climbed reluctantly off the bed. Merrial slipped lithely under the covers and pulled them up to her chin.

      
      ‘What about you?’ I asked, as I searched out and sorted my clothes.

      
      ‘I’m an intellectual worker,’ she said smugly as she snuggled down. ‘We start at nine.’

      
      She watched me dress with a sort of affectionate curiosity. ‘What have you got on your belt?’

      
      I patted the hard leather pouches and fastened the buckle. ‘The tools of a tradesman,’ I told her, ‘and the weapons of a gentleman.’

      
      ‘I see,’ she said approvingly.

      
      ‘So when will I see you again?’ I asked, as I recovered the sgean dhu and stuck it back down the side of my boot.
      

      
      ‘Tonight, eight o’clock, at the statue? Go for something to eat?’

      
      I pretended to give this idea thoughtful consideration, then we both laughed, and she sat up again and reached out to me.
         We hugged and kissed goodbye. As I backed away to the door, grudging even a moment without her in my sight, a flickering from
         the big seer-stone caught my eye. I stopped beside the table and stooped to examine it. As I did so I noticed Merrial’s two
         pendants: the talisman – the small seer-stone – now showing a vaguely organic tracery of green, and on the silver chain a
         silver piece about a centimetre in diameter which appeared to be a monogram made up of the letters ‘G’ and ‘T’ and the numeral
         ‘4’.
      

      
      The table’s centre-piece was all black within, except for an arrangement of points of light which might have been torches,
         or cities, or stars. They flashed on and off, on and off, and the bright dots spelled out one word: HELP.
      

      
      I glanced over at Merrial. ‘It’s reached the end of its run,’ I remarked.

      
      ‘Reset it then,’ she said sleepily from the pillow.

      
      I brushed the stone’s chill surface with my sleeve, restoring it to chaos, and with a final smile at Merrial opened the door
         and stepped out into the cock-crowing sunlight.
      

      
      and she threw her arms around him 
that same night she drew him down.
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      Ancient Time

      
      Death follows me, she thought, as she rode into the labour-camp. There was something implacable about it, like logic: it follows, it follows
         … The thought’s occurrence had nothing to do with logic; it appeared like a screensaver on the surface of her mind, whenever
         her mind went blank. It troubled her a little, as did another thought that drifted by in such moments: where are the swift cavalry?

      
      The gate rolled shut behind her, squealing in its rusty grooves. The wind from the steppe hummed in the barbed-wire fence
         and whipped away the dust kicked up as she reined in the black horse. A guard hurried over; he somehow managed to make his
         brisk soldierly step look obsequious, even as his bearing made his dark-blue microfibre fatigues look military. He doffed
         a baseball cap with the Mutual Protection lettering and logo.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Citizen.’

      
      That title was already an honorific. Myra Godwin-Davidova smiled and handed him the reins.

      
      ‘Good morning,’ she said, swinging down from the horse. She could hear her knee-joints creak. She lifted the saddlebags and
         slung them over her shoulder. The weight almost made her stagger, and the guard’s arm twitched towards her; but she wasn’t going to accept any help from that quarter.
         ‘That will be all, thank you.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish, Citizen.’ The guard saluted and replaced his cap. She was still looking down at him, her riding-boots adding
         three inches to her five-foot-eleven height.
      

      
      She patted the big mare’s rump and watched as the guard led the beast away, then set off towards the accommodation huts. As
         she walked she pulled off her leather gauntlets and stuffed them awkwardly into the deep pockets of her long fur coat, and
         tucked a stray strand of silver hair under her sable hat. Hands mottled, veins showing, nails ridged: tough claws of an old
         bird, still flexible, but a better indication of her true age than her harshly lined but firm face, straight back and limber
         stride. Her knees hurt, but she tried not to let it show, or slow her down.
      

      
      The camp perimeter was about one kilometre by two. Beyond the far fence she could see straight to the horizon, above which
         rose the many gantries and the few remaining tall ships of the old port. It had been a proud fleet once. How long before she
         would have to say, all my ships are gone and all my men are dead?

      
      As if to mock her thought, a small ship screamed overhead; she caught a glimpse of it: angular, faceted, translucent, a spectral
         stealth-bomber shrieking skyward from Baikonur on a jet of laser-heated steam. The trail’s after-image floated irritatingly
         in front of her as she turned her gaze resolutely back to earth.
      

      
      One of the camp’s factories was a couple of hundred metres away, a complex of aluminium pipework and fibre-optic cabling in
         a queasily organic-looking mass about fifty metres wide and twenty high, through which the control cabins and walkways of the human element were beaded and threaded like the eggs and exudate of some gargantuan
         insect. The name of the company that owned it, Space Merchants, was spelled out on the roof in twisty neon.
      

      
      As she approached the nearest workers’ housing area it struck Myra, not for the first time, that the huts were more modern
         and comfortable than the concrete apartment block she lived in herself. Each hut was semi-cylindrical, its rounded ends streamlined
         to the prevailing wind; soot-black polycarbon skin with rows of laminated-diamond windows.
      

      
      This particular cluster of accommodation huts was in two rows of ten, with the rutted remains of a twenty-metre-wide paved
         road between them. A gang of a dozen men was engaged in repairing the road; the breeze carried a waft of sweat and tar. The
         men were using shovels, a gas burner under a tipping-and-spreading contraption, and a coughing diesel-engined road-roller:
         primitive, heavy equipment. On the sidewalk a blue-suited Mutual Protection guard lounged, picking his teeth and apparently
         watching a show in his eyes and hearing music or commentary in his ears.
      

      
      The loom of Myra’s shadow made him jump, blink and shake his head with a small shudder. He started to his feet.

      
      ‘No need to get up,’ Myra said unkindly. ‘I just want to speak to some of the men.’

      
      ‘They’re on a break, Citizen,’ he said, squinting up at her. ‘So it’s up to them, right?’

      
      ‘Right,’ said Myra. Physical work counted as recreation. It was the intellectual labour of design and monitoring that taxed
         the convicts’ nerves.
      

      
      She turned to the men, who waved to her and shouted greetings and explanations: she’d have to wait the few minutes it would
         take for them to finish spreading and rolling some freshly poured tarmac. Not offering one to the guard, she lit a Marley
         and let the men take their time finishing their break. She’d always insisted that her arrivals and inspections counted as
         work-time for the labourers.
      

      
      Her spirits lifted as the Virginia and the Morocco kicked in. The labourers had their yellow suits rolled down to the waist,
         and were sweating even though the temperature had just climbed above freezing. Most of them were younger – let’s face it,
         far younger – than herself; dark-tanned Koreans and Japanese, muscular as martial arts adepts – which, indeed, some of them were.
         She enjoyed watching them, the effect of smoke amplifying the underlying undertone of lust, the happy, hippy hormonal hum
         …
      

      
      But that reminded her of Georgi, and her mood crashed again. Georgi was dead. Sometimes it seemed every man she’d ever fucked
         was dead; it was like she carried a disease: Niall MacCallum had died in a car crash, Jaime Gonzalez had died – what? – seventy years ago in the contra war, Jon Wilde had died in her arms on the side of the Karaganda road (on snow that turned red as
         his face turned white), and now Georgi Davidov had died in the consulate at Almaty, of a heart attack. (They expected her to believe that?)
      

      
      There had been others, she reminded herself. Quite recent others. It wasn’t every man she’d ever fucked who was doomed, it
         was every man she’d ever loved. There was only one exception she knew of. All her men were dead, except one, and he was a killer.
      

      
      Even, perhaps, Georgi’s killer. Fucking heart attack, my ass! It was one of their moves, it had to be – a move in the endgame.
      

      
      A door banged open somewhere and the street suddenly swarmed with children pelting along and yelling, their languages and
         accents as varied as the colours of their skins. Few of the camp’s bonded labour-force were women, but many of the men had
         women with them; there was every inducement for the prisoners to bring their families along. It was humane, but politic as
         well: a man with a woman and children was unlikely to risk escape or revolt.
      

      
      Surrounded by children calling to their fathers, poking fingers in the hot asphalt, crowding around the machines and loudly
         investigating, the gang knocked off at last, leaving the guard to mind the newly tarred road. Myra savoured his disgruntled
         look as she crushed the filter roach under her heel and stepped out into the centre of the untarred part of the street.
      

      
      ‘Hi, guys.’

      
      They all knew who she was, but the only ones among them she recognised were two members of the camp committee, Kim Nok-Yung
         and Shin Se-Ha. The former was a young Korean shipyard worker, stocky and tough; the latter a Japanese mathematician of slender
         build and watchful mien. Kim seized her hand, grinning broadly.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Myra.’

      
      ‘Good to see you, Nok-Yung. And you, Se-Ha.’

      
      The Japanese man inclined his head. ‘Hi.’ He insisted on taking her saddlebags. The whole gang surrounded her, flashing eyes
         and teeth, talking to each other and to her without much regard for mutual comprehension. They shooed away the children and
         led her into the nearest hut. Its doorway film brushed over her, burst in a shower of droplets with an odour of antiseptic, and reformed behind her. She blinked rapidly and shrugged out of her heavy coat, throwing
         it on to one of a row of hooks that grew from the curving wall.
      

      
      Her first deep breath was evidence enough of how effective the filter film was at keeping out the dust. At the same time,
         it brought a flush to her skin as her immune system rushed to investigate whatever she’d just inhaled of the nanoware endemic
         to the building’s interior. She followed Kim into the dining-area, an airy space of flat-surfaced furnishings – some a warning
         red to indicate that they were for heating, others white for eating off. The chairs were padded black polycarbon plastic.
         Around the walls, racked on shelves or stacked on floors, were thousands of books: centuries’ worth of classics and bestsellers
         and blockbusters and textbooks, as if blown from the four winds and fetched up against these barriers. It would have been
         the same in any of the huts. The next most common items of clutter were musical instruments and craft equipment and products:
         plastic scrimshank, spaceships in bottles, elaborately carved wooden toys.
      

      
      As they sat down around a table Myra felt prickly and on edge. She tugged her eyeband, a half-centimetre-wide crescent of
         translucent plastic, from her hair and placed it across her temples, in front of her eyes. A message drifted across her retina.
         ‘Nanoprotect56 has detected the following known surveillance molecules in the room: Dataphage, Hackendice, Reportback, Mercury,
         Moldavian. Do you wish to clean up?’
      

      
      She blinked when the cursor stopped on the Proceed option, took a deep breath, held it until her lungs were burning, then
         exhaled. The faces around the table were incurious and amused.
      

      
      ‘Cleanup in progress,’ the retinal display reported. Myra took a deep breath. It felt cool this time, as well as smooth.
      

      
      ‘So we have privacy,’ one of the Koreans said, with heavy irony.

      
      ‘Ah, fuck it,’ Myra said. ‘Happens every time. You gotta assume they’re listening.’ There was bound to be something else her
         current release of ’ware wasn’t up to catching: she imagined some tiny Turing machine ticking away, stitching sound-vibrations
         into a long-chain molecule in the dirt. She took a recorder – larger and less advanced than the one in her mental picture
         – from her pocket and laid it on the table. ‘And I’m listening. So, what have you got for me?’
      

      
      A quick exchange of glances around the table ended as usual with Kim Nok-Yung accepted as the spokesman. He rustled a paper
         from an inner pocket and ran a finger down the minutes; Matters Arising started with the routine first question.
      

      
      ‘Any progress on POW recognition?’

      
      Myra was touched by the note of hope with which he asked the question, the hundredth time no different from the first. She
         compressed her lips and shook her head. ‘Sorry, guys. Red Cross and Crescent are working on it, and Amnesty. Still no dice.’
      

      
      Nok-Yung shrugged. ‘Oh, well. Please make the standard protest.’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      As they ticked their way down the list of complaints and conditions and assignments and payments, Myra noticed that the whole
         pattern of production in the camp had changed. The intensity of the work, and the volume of output, had gone up drastically.
         Twenty engines and a hundred habitat modules completed for Space Merchants in the past month! Nok-Yung and Se-Ha were subtly underlining the changes
         with guarded glances and shifts in tone, but they weren’t commenting explicitly.
      

      
      Myra looked around the table when they reached the end of the agenda. No one had complained about the speed-up. They didn’t
         seem troubled; they had an air of suppressed excitement, almost glee, as they waited for her to speak. She checked over again
         the figures in her head, and realised with a jolt that at this rate most of the men here would work off their fines – or ‘debts’
         – in months rather than years.
      

      
      Another endgame move. Myra nodded slightly and smiled. ‘Well, that’s it,’ she said. ‘Don’t overwork yourselves, guys. I mean
         it. Make sure you get in plenty of road-mending, OK?’
      

      
      The prisoners just grinned at their shared secret. She reached for the saddlebags, as though just remembering something. ‘I’ve
         brought some books for you.’
      

      
      The men leaned inward eagerly as she unpacked. They weren’t allowed any kind of interface with the net, and nothing that could
         be used to build one: no televisions or computers or readers or VR rigs, not even music decks. Nothing could stop Myra carrying
         in whatever she liked – the saddlebags were legally a diplomatic bag – but any electronic or molecular contraband would have
         been confiscated the moment she left. So hardbooks it had to be. The prisoners and their families had an unquenchable thirst
         for them. Myra’s every visit brought more additions to the drift.
      

      
      This time she had dozens of paperbacks with tasteful Modern Art covers and grey spines, 20th Century Classics – Harold Robbins,
         Stephen King, Dean Koontz and so on – which she shoved across the table to the men whose names she didn’t know. For her friends Nok-Yung and Se-Ha she’d
         saved the best for last: hardbooks so ancient that only advanced preservation treatments kept them from crumbling to dust—
      

      
      Rather like herself, she thought, as the books passed one by one from her gnarled hands: an incredibly rare, possibly unique,
         copy of Tucker’s edition of Stirner; the Viking Portable Nietzsche; and a battered Thinker’s Library edition of Spencer’s First Principles.
      

      
      Kim Nok-Yung looked down at them reverently, then up at her. Shin Se-Ha was in some kind of trance. Nok-Yung shook his head.

      
      ‘This is too much,’ he said, almost angrily. ‘Myra, you can’t—’

      
      ‘Oh yes, I can.’

      
      ‘Where did you get them?’ asked Se-Ha.

      
      Myra shrugged. ‘From Reid, funnily enough.’

      
      All the men were looking at her now, with sour smiles.

      
      ‘From David Reid? The owner?’ Kim waved his hand, indicating everything in sight.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Myra. ‘The very same.’

      
      There was a moment of sober silence.

      
      ‘Well,’ Nok-Yung said at last, ‘I hope we make better use of them than he did, the bastard.’

      
      Everybody laughed, even Myra.

      
      ‘So do I,’ she said.

      
      She settled back in her chair and passed around the Marley pack and accepted the offer of coffee.

      
      ‘OK, guys,’ she said. ‘The news. Everything’s still going to hell.’ She grimaced. ‘Same as last week. A few shifts in the
         fronts, that’s all. Take it from me, you ain’t missing much.’
      

      
      ‘A few shifts in which fronts?’ asked Se-Ha suspiciously.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Myra. ‘If you must know – the north-eastern front is … active.’

      
      Another silent exchange of glances and smiles. Myra didn’t share in their pleasure, but couldn’t blame them for it. The two
         encroaching events that filled her most with dread were, for them, each in different ways an earnest of their early liberation.
      

      
      She said her goodbyes, wondering if it was for the last time, and took her now empty bags and stalked away through the restitution-camp
         streets, and mounted her horse and rode out of the gate, towards the city.
      

      
      Thinking about Reid, trying to think calmly and destructively about Reid, she found her mind drifting back. He had not always
         been such a bastard. He’d been the first person to tell her she need never die. That had been eighty-three years ago, when
         she was twenty-two years old. She hadn’t believed him …
      

      
      Death follows me.

      
      ‘You don’t have to die,’ he told her.

      
      Black hair framed his face, black eyebrows his intent, brown-eyed gaze. Dave Reid was dark and handsome but not, alas, tall.
         He wore a denim jacket with a tin button – a badge, as the Brits called them – pinned to its lapel. The badge was red with
         the black hammer-and-sickle-and-4 of the International.
      

      
      ‘What!’ Myra laughed. ‘I know it feels that way now, everybody our age feels like that, yeah? But it’ll come to us all, man,
         don’t kid yourself.’
      

      
      She rolled back on her elbows on the grass and looked up at the blue spring sky. It was too bloody cold for this, but the
         sun was out and the ground was dry, and that was good enough for sunbathing in Scotland. The grassy slope behind the Boyd Orr Building was covered with groups and couples
         of students, drinking and smoking and talking. Probably missing lectures – it was already two in the afternoon.
      

      
      ‘Seriously,’ Dave said, in that Highland accent that carried the sound of wind on grass, of waves on shore, ‘if you can live
         into the twenty-first century, you have a damn good chance of living for ever.’
      

      
      ‘Says who? L. Ron Hubbard?’

      
      Dave snorted. ‘Arthur C. Clarke, actually.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      He frowned at her. ‘You know – scientist, futurist. The man who invented the communications satellite.’

      
      ‘Oh, him,’ Myra said scornfully. ‘Sci-fi. 2001 and all that.’ She saw the slight flinch of hurt in David’s face, and went on, ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying it’s
         impossible. Maybe hundreds of years from now, maybe in communism. Not in our lifetimes, though. Tough shit.’
      

      
      Dave shrugged and rolled another cigarette.

      
      ‘We’ll see.’

      
      ‘I guess. And the rate you smoke those things, you’ll be lucky to be alive in the twenty-first century. You won’t even get
         to first base.’
      

      
      ‘Och, I’ll last another twenty-four years.’ He sighed, blowing smoke on to the slightly warm breeze, then smiled at her mischievously.
         ‘Unless I become a martyr of the revolution, of course.’
      

      
      ‘“I have a rendezvous with death, on some disputed barricade”,’ Myra quoted. ‘Don’t worry. That’s another thing won’t happen
         in our lifetimes.’
      

      
      The shadow of the tall building crept over Dave’s face. He shifted deftly, back into the sunlight.

      
      ‘That’s what you think, is it?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, that’s what I think.’ She smiled, and added, with ironic reassurance, ‘Our natural lifetimes, that is.’
      

      
      Dave hefted a satchel stuffed with copies of revolutionary newspapers and magazines. ‘Then what’s the point of all this? Why
         don’t we just eat, drink and be merry?’
      

      
      Myra swigged from a can of MacEwan’s, lowered it and looked at him over its rim. ‘That’s what I am doing right now, lover.’
      

      
      He took her point, and reached out and stroked the curve of her cheekbone. ‘But still,’ he persisted. ‘Why bother with politics
         if you don’t think we’re going to win?’
      

      
      ‘Dave,’ she said, ‘I’m not a socialist because I expect to end up running some kinda workers’ state of my own some day. I
         do what I do because I think it’s right. OK?’
      

      
      ‘OK,’ said Reid, smiling; but his smile was amused as well as affectionate, as though she were being naïve. Irritated without
         quite knowing why, she turned away.
      

      
      The city was called Kapitsa, and it was the capital of the International Scientific and Technical Workers’ Republic, which
         had no other city; indeed, apart from the camps, no other human habitation. The ISTWR was an independent enclave on the fringe
         of the Polygon – the badlands between Karaganda and Semipalatinsk, a waste-product of Kazakhstan’s nuclear-testing legacy.
         A long time ago, Kapitsa would have looked modern, with its centre of high-rise office blocks, its inner ring of automatic
         factories, its periphery of dusty but tree-lined streets and estates of low-rise apartment blocks, the bustling airport just
         outside and the busy spaceport on the horizon, from which the great ships had loudly climbed, day after day. Now it was a
         rustbelt, as quaintly obsolete as the Japanese car factories or the Clyde shipyards or the wheat plains of Ukraine.
      

      
      Myra, however, felt somewhat cheered as the mare took her through the light traffic of the noonday streets. The apple trees
         were in bloom, and every wall had its fresh-looking, colourful mural of flowers or stars or ships or crowds or children or
         heroes or heroines. Real ancient space-age stuff, an effect enhanced by the younger – genuinely young – people enjoying the
         chilly sunshine in the fashionable scanty garb, which recalled the late 1960s in its jaunty futurism. She looked at girls
         in skinny tights and shiny, garish minidresses and found herself wondering if they were cold … probably not, the clothes were
         only an imitation of their nylon or PVC originals, the nanofactured fabrics veined with heat-exchangers, laced with molecular
         machines.
      

      
      The bright clothing gave the people on the street an appearance of prosperity, but Myra was all too aware that it was superficial.
         The clothes were cheaper than paper, easily affordable even on Social Security. Over the past few years, with the coming of
         the diamond ships, the heavy-booster market had gone into free fall, and unemployment had rocketed. The dole was paid by her
         department out of the rent from Mutual Protection, and it couldn’t last. Nostalgia tourism – the old spaceport was now a World
         Heritage Site, for what that was worth – looked like the only promising source of employment.
      

      
      Before she knew it, the horse had stopped, from habit, outside the modest ten-storey concrete office-block of the republic’s
         government on Revolution Square. Myra sat still for a moment, gazing wryly at this week’s morale-boosting poster on the official
         billboard: a big black-and-white blow-up of the classic Tass photo of Gagarin, grinning out from his cosmonaut helmet. She remembered the time, in her grade-school classroom on the Lower East
         Side, when she’d first seen this human face and had formed some synaptic connection between Gagarin’s grin and Guevara’s glare.
      

      
      Space and socialism. What a swindle it had all been. She shook the reins, took the mare at a slow pace around to the back,
         stabled it, wiped the muck from her boots and ascended the stairs. The corridors to her office – at the front of the building,
         as befitted a People’s Commissar for Social Policy and Prime Minister Pro Tem and (now that she came to think about it) Acting
         President – were filled with a susurrus of hurrying feet and fast-fading whispers. Myra glanced sharply at the groups she
         passed, but few seemed willing to return her look.
      

      
      She closed the door of her office with a futile but soul-satisfying slam. Let the apparatchiks worry about her mood, if she
         had to worry about theirs. The last time she’d sniffed this evasive air in the corridors had been just before the first –
         and only – time she’d fallen out of power, back in 2046. Then, she’d suspected an imminent move from the Mutual Protection
         company and its protégés within the state apparatus: a coup d’état. Now, she suspected that Mutual Protection and its allies were into the final moves of a much wider game-plan, as wide as
         it could be: a coup du monde. Or coup d’étoile!
      

      
      She stalked to the window, shedding her coat and hat and gloves in quick, violent movements, leaned on her knuckles on the
         sill and scanned her surroundings in a spasm of fang-baring territoriality. No tanks or tramping feet sounded in her city’s
         streets, no black helicopters clattered in her country’s sky. What did she expect? There were days at least to go before anything
         happened – and, when it did, the opening blows would be overt in larger capitals than hers; she’d be nipped by CNN sound-bites in the new
         order’s first seconds.
      

      
      She sighed and turned away, picked up her dropped clothes and hung them carefully on the appropriate branches of a chrome-plated
         rack. The office was as selfconsciously retro-modernist as the styles on the street, if a little more sophisticated – pine
         walls and floor, lobate leather layers at random on both; ornaments in steel and silver, ebony and plastic, of planetary globes
         and interplanetary craft.
      

      
      She dropped into the office chair and leaned back, letting it massage her shoulders and neck. She slid the band across her
         eyes, summoned a head-up display and rolled her eyes to study it. The anti-viral ’ware playing across her retinae flickered,
         but there was nothing untoward for it to report; here, as in all the offices, the walls had teeth. Her own software was wrapped
         around her, its loyalty as intimate, and as hard to subvert, as the enhanced immune-systems in her blood. It was personal,
         it was a personal, a unique configuration of software agents that scanned the world and Myra’s responses to the world, and built up
         from that interaction a shrewd assessment of her needs and interests. It looked out information for her, and it looked after
         her investments. It did to the world nets what her Sterling search engine did for her Library – it selected and extracted
         what was relevant from the vast and choppy sea of data in which most people swam or, more often, drowned.
      

      
      Having a good suite of personal ’ware was slightly more important for a modern politician than the traditional personal networks
         of influence and intelligence. In the decade since she’d recovered power, Myra had made sure that her networks – both kinds, virtual and actual – were strong and intertwined, strong enough to carry her if the structure
         of the state ever again let her down. Though even that was unlikely – her purges, though bloodless, had been as ruthless as
         Tito’s. No official of the ISTWR would ever again have the slightest misapprehension of where their best interests lay, and
         no employee or agent of Mutual Protection would fancy their chances of changing that.
      

      
      She’d have to consult with the rest of Sovnarkom soon enough – a meeting was scheduled for 3 p.m. – and round up some of the
         scurrying underlings from the corridors to prepare for it, but she wanted to get her own snapshot of the situation first.
      

      
      Myra’s personal didn’t have a personality, as far as she knew, but it had a persona: a revolutionary, a stock-market speculator,
         an arms dealer, a spy; a free-wheeling, high-rolling, all-swindling communist-capitalist conspirator out of some Nazi nightmare.
         It had a name.
      

      
      ‘Parvus,’ she whispered. The retinal projectors on her eyeband summoned an image of a big man in a baggy suit and a shirt
         stretched across his belly like a filled sail, scudding along on gales of information. He strolled towards her, smiling, his
         pockets stuffed with papers, his cigarette hand waving as he prepared to tell her something. She’d never come across a recording
         of the original Parvus in action, but she’d given this one the appearance of one historic Trotskyist leader, and the mad-scientist
         mannerisms of another, whose standard speech she’d once sat through, long ago in the Student Union in Glasgow.
      

      
      ‘Give me the big picture.’

      
      Parvus nodded. He ran his fingers through his mop of white hair, furrowed his brow, grinned maniacally.

      
      ‘Jane’s, I think.’ He flicked an inch of ash, conjured a screen. Her gaze fixed on an option; she blinked, and the room vanished
         from her sight; again, and Earth fell away.
      

      
      Her first virtual view, spun in orbit, was from Jane’s Market Forces – a publicly available, but prohibitively expensive, real-time survey of military deployments around the world. She was running
         the next-but-one release, currently in beta test. It had cost the republic’s frugal defence budget nothing more than the stipend
         to place a patriotic Kazakh postgrad in the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s equally cash-starved IT department.
         (That, and an untraceable credit line to his comms account.) Myra, long familiar with the conventional symbols and ideographs,
         took it all in at an abstract level: colour-coded, vectored graphs in a 3-D space, with other dimensions implied by subtle
         shadings and the timing of pulsations. That photic filigree hung like a complicated cloud-system over the relatively static
         histograms depicting the hardware and the warm bodies. The physical locations and quantities of personnel and matériel could provide only a basement-level understanding of the world military balance, just as the location of physical plant was
         only a rough cut of the state of the world market. Second by second, market and military forces shifted unpredictably, their
         mutual interpenetration more complex than any ideology had ever foreseen. With most of the world’s official armies revolutionary
         or mercenary or both, and most of the conflicts settled in unarguable simulation before they started, everyone from the bankers
         down through the generals to the grunts on the ground would shrug and accept the virtual verdict, and change sides, reinforce
         or retreat in step with their software shadows – all except the Greens, and the Reds. They fought for real, and played for keeps.
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