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CARL
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was twelve years old the first time he laid eyes on the Grand Abeona Hotel. It was ghostly as a daytime moon, hovering low between columns of twisting, griddled rock, above a crevasse darkly spiderwebbed with cables and crawlers and great nodding anvils. He took it at first for an apparition, because it looked so much like those patches of shimmering air that appeared sometimes in his vision after he’d been punched. And he had been punched – twice, in fact, against the side of the face, because the first one hadn’t knocked him down. Once the dealer of the punch had slunk away in search of other victims, Carl crawled out to the back steps and pressed his temple against the cool metal railing, watching the stars spin around. Whenever he moved his pupils, the aberrations would move as well, so that he could never look at them dead on. But the Abeona stayed; she did not shift away from his gaze. That was how Carl knew that what he saw was real. 


Once he realised that, he remembered that there’d been stories going around about some ritzy hotel ship coming into orbit, a divine visitation from the inner systems, there to prey upon the scant handful of genuine tycoons who lived in (and owned) the planet’s single city. He had heard these rumours and thought that they were probably true. But part of him still had not believed. Not until he saw the Abeona floating there. 


Hoxxes was an imperial mining colony, an unhappy place that looked from orbit like a pumice stone, populated by displaced people whose brief lives were made bearable with substances that shortened them. Many dwelled there but nobody was really at home. In a few decades the whole planet would be unliveable, harvested by its occupants into a poisonous oblivion. Things had been easier in Carl’s grandparents’ time. But as the Emperor grew older his paranoia swelled, and the pace of production swelled with it, and the churn of war swallowed cheap material faster than the soil could provide. 


Things, never good, were getting steadily worse.


As grim as life was on Hoxxes, Carl’s decision to leave was mostly about his family – though the less said of them, the better. 


Afterwards, when people asked why he’d run away to join the hotel, Carl would shrug and say, with the muted smile that became his trademark: ‘It was love at first sight’.


There was a pull-out drawer in the kitchen where Carl’s guardians kept their loose change. He picked it clean and shrugged into an overlarge padded miner’s coat, turning up the cuffs to retain the use of his hands. With his pockets jingling, he sprinted down the shadowed alleys, between looming high-rises set into cliffsides of rust-coloured rock, until he came to the departure station for the city-bound suspended tram. One by one he slotted the coins into the machine, trying hard to keep his hands from shaking. Half a kilo of metal transformed into a single plastic ticket that unlocked a stuttering twin door. The tram swept high above the pits, circular caverns spiralled with walkways, each descending level swarming with machinery and life. And in the sky, still unmoving, still there even after he knuckled his eyes, was the hotel.


Carl found the departing shuttle easily enough. It was in the airbay in the centre of the city, guarded by a chauffeur in a crisp tuxedo who rang a brass bell and called in a melodic, undulating voice: ‘All aboard the Grand Abeona! Customers queue here!’


A length of red carpet rolled down from the entrance hatch and onto the concrete road, held snug to the steps by a set of gold clasps. The luxury was an intrusion into dull reality; a lolling tongue from a red-lipped mouth, a flavour of things to come. The sight sent a shiver through Carl’s heart. 


A curious crowd circled the shuttle entrance like a flock of birds. ‘Move along now,’ the chauffeur called, spreading his arms to shoo them back. ‘Make way for guests, please. Make way.’ 


Carl ducked beneath the man’s elbow and beelined for the guest queue, where a woman in a fur coat and peacock-swirl hat was struggling to lug her luggage trunk up the steps. 


‘’Scuse me, ma’am,’ said Carl. ‘May I give you a hand?’


She looked down at him, this eager and malnourished boy practically swimming in his own jacket, the presence of a bruise already making itself known in the corner of one cheek. A lesser person might have kicked him, or yelled that they were being robbed. Instead she said, ‘Well, aren’t you just a perfect little gentleman. Go on, then. Grab it underneath. Mind you don’t trap your fingers.’


Inside the shuttle, the drone of the city fell away into a velvet hush. Carl drank everything in: plump cushions on every seat, each crowned with a complimentary mint; a faint rose-petal smell in the pressurised air; the sweet prerecorded warbling of a string quartet. They hadn’t even left the atmosphere yet, and already Carl felt like he was in a different universe. He found an unobtrusive spot on the back wall and stood there, willing himself not to be noticed. 


Bodies moved busily up and down the aisle. The chauffeur said, ‘Gentlefolk, to your seats, please.’ And the gentlefolk sat. 


Quietly as he could, Carl placed a hand on the back of the nearest chair, his fingers sinking deep into the covering. A low rumble sounded somewhere beneath his boots. Everything was trembling, even the walls, even the plush seat. One of the passengers was sipping coffee from a patterned saucer; Carl watched the liquid ripple, waiting for it to upend into the man’s lap as they soared into the air. 


Then the humming stopped.


‘Thank you,’ said the chauffeur. ‘We have arrived.’


There was a lengthy hiss and a clunk as the docking tube attached on the other side; a light pinged green, and the hatch swung open. 


The guests stood, and Carl fell in with them, lifting extraneous luggage – ‘Let me get that for you, sir.’ ‘Thank you, lad.’ – trotting through the disembarkation hall and into the reception.


And there he stopped.


They all did.


Stopped, simply to marvel. 


There is a level of wealth above wealth, a level of luxury that surpasses the common idea of luxury, which is all about holograms and loudspeakers and moving images, gilded statues and subservient bots. There is an idea that rises beyond those ideas. It is called ‘class’. 


Class, the story goes, cannot be purchased. This is not strictly true. Money is an integral piece of the puzzle. The difference is that, in the case of class, money is a means to an end. It is not the end itself. 


The Grand Abeona Hotel was an analogue paradise, a place where the walls distinguished themselves not only by fine papering, but by the complete absence of screens. The restaurant menu was displayed on a sort of mechanical abacus, and when the options updated, they twirled about of their own volition, click-clacking as the correct letters slid into place. Music was live and performed throughout the day. Important documents were sealed in tubes and sucked through a network of hydraulic glass pipes.


The crowning glory was the feature known as the Galactic Diorama. It was a disc-shaped display in the middle of the lobby showing a model of the current solar system, each planet spinning on an independent axis around the central sun – and called ‘galactic’ because it could supposedly be altered to display every occupied system in the Milky Way. Stored in the artist’s cupboard on the ground floor were over a thousand hand-painted stars, planets, moons, gas giants, attachable rings, asteroids and other celestial detritus. And, of course, there was the Abeona herself, moving freely between them all on a magnetised mobile that was programmed to reflect the present coordinates of the ship. 


Not for the Abeona were the sharply curled edges of a gilt pede­stal, the bone-bruising hardness of a veined marble floor, sallow gold and lace trim. It was built from warm blocks of colour, fan lights up the walls, varnished wood panelling, armchairs waiting to eat you up, bristling potted plants as high as the arches, and all of it arranged carefully, with a painter’s eye. The hotel was not designed by committee. It was the work of singular vision. It looked like something somebody loved.


Carl’s mind was young; the shape of reality was still something loose and malleable to him. Taking in the sight of the entrance hall for the first time, he sincerely believed that he was dreaming. His eyes rose to the ceiling, searching for shoals of shimmering fish that he thought might be circling the chandelier. His ears listened keenly for the rustling of angels’ wingtips.


A polite murmur brought him back to himself. He was standing in the path of the crowd, and moved, apologising, slipping further in, then further still, past the reception, up the curving steps, a waterfall of colour. He padded from hall to hall, following his ears, or his nose. Listened to the wandering notes of a saxophone from the raised stage. Watched people in the pool from the windowed gym, hexagons of quivering light cast through the speckless water, inhaling the scent of chalk and chlorine. A sudden squeak as a foot pivoted on the tiles. 


He rode up and down the elevators, enjoying with distinct pleasure the husky woman’s voice that sounded with each parting of the doors: First floor. Third floor. Seventh floor. Mind your step. He walked boldly up to the bar and asked if he could have one of the nuts from the little bowl. The bartender laughed, told him to wait, and whispered something in her colleague’s ear. A minute later he was handed a bowl of oysters, garnished in butter and parsley, with a side of buttered bread. He picked it clean and had to be stopped from trying to eat the shells.


Midnight found Carl sitting cross-legged on the floor of the cocktail bar, staring at the domed glass wall. This was the top floor of the hotel, a miniature planetarium, smelling tartly of lime and gin and warm with sophisticated laughter. The evening was winding down. Behind him, servers drifted between the high tables, slotting salt-crusted glasses between their fingertips, flat wrists balancing stacked plates. Carl was trying valiantly to stay awake. He didn’t know what would become of him once the night was over.


Someone placed a mug by his side and vanished before he could turn to thank them. He warmed his face in the steam for a moment, and then sipped it, tasting chocolate richer than molten gold and almost as hot. A bite of cinnamon, a twist of orange. Heaven.


He became aware of a presence at his side. A woman, ageless, severely beautiful, perfectly composed – mother-of-pearl hair over a creaseless suit. She smiled down at him. 


‘Have you had fun, Carl?’ Her voice was husky.


He blinked himself awake. ‘You know me?’


‘I’m the manager. It is my business to know everyone.’


Self-conscious now, he retreated deeper into his jacket. ‘Yes, Miss Manager, I’ve had fun.’


‘Call me Nina.’


‘Yes, Miss Nina.’


They admired the stars. 


Carl licked the chocolate from his upper lip and asked, ‘Are you going to send me back?’ 


He was already resigned to it, perhaps even a little relieved. Like a condemned man who thinks, Let’s get the pain over with. 


But the manager shook her head. ‘Haven’t you noticed?’ 


‘Noticed what, ma’am?’


‘These are different stars. That shape there. . .’ she pointed a single perfect fingernail at a certain point of light ‘. . . is the dwarf planet Rahel. We can’t send you back. You’re six billion miles from home.’


Carl said, ‘Oh.’ 


He looked at Rahel, squinting into the bluish light, wondering how many dwarves lived down there.


‘Miss Nina?’


‘Yes?’


‘What happens now?’


‘Hmm.’ A curl of ivory came loose from her hair. She tucked it back under her ear, thoughtful. ‘That’s up to you, Carl. If you want, we can send you home once we’ve completed our tour of the system. Or. . .’


He looked up at her.


‘. . . Or you can stay,’ she said. ‘If that’s what you want. We can always use a few more helping hands.’


Quietly, he said, ‘I’d like to stay, please.’


Nina nodded. ‘Very well.’ 


It was 2 October 2774.




FORTY YEARS LATER


His office was set into a corner on the hotel’s starboard wing, connected to the first floor by a two-passenger elevator. The elevator was not quite private, but tucked cunningly away from sight of the other rooms so that guests seldom thought to use it. This way he could step through the sliding scissor-gate and relish one final moment of peace each morning before the madness began. 


On the sunset dial above the door the bronzed pointer moved gradually from right to left. He watched it closely. Seven seconds to go. Three seconds. The pointer settled on the western hills, and the elevator said huskily, First floor. Please mind your step.


He stepped out, and a voice exclaimed, ‘There you are!’ Mataz was upon him at once, speaking in a low, breathless rush: ‘We’ve got a situation. A problem. A big problem. A disaster, frankly.’


He arranged his face, cheerful, focused: Don’t worry. I’m here. ‘Tell me about it,’ he said.


Omar Mataz, assistant manager and self-proclaimed ‘Head of Guest Experience’, was a strikingly beautiful man who revelled in the drama of a good crisis. He took out a pocket-kerchief, patted down the glowing skin beneath his jaw and said, ‘It’s about the Countess of Adeladia.’


‘Countess.’ He combed the guest list in his mind, pulling her name. ‘A one-nighter. Fourth floor. She’s checking out at 10:30.’


‘That’s the one.’


They ducked through a door marked STAFF ONLY, into the back passageway. It was in these hidden byways that the Abeona started to look like an actual ship – close walls, pockmarked rubber flooring, warning signs on display, a smell of breath and stale food waste clinging like a fine film to every open surface. The atmosphere was that of a military base under attack, a steady and purposeful chaos: a swaying trolley of croissants rushed one way, while in the opposite direction a bellhop ran, bellowing, ‘Hoverjack! Who took the goddamn hoverjack?’ 


‘She’s left her ship docked on the lobby slipway,’ said Mataz. ‘Private vessel. Flyby, some kind of superyacht. Hideous thing. The group from—’ 


He stopped Mataz with a raise of the hand, turned to a technician who was passing. ‘Did you fix the lights in the conference room?’ She nodded. ‘Good. Remember, the set-up is for twenty-four.’ He turned back to Mataz. ‘Go on.’


‘The first group from PSC are arriving in ten minutes in the auto-shuttle and you know that thing is not up to code, I don’t know if it’ll stop. I’m sure it won’t. If someone doesn’t move that flyby we are going to have two dozen dead scientists with eyes like burst tomatoes floating past the dining-room window.’ A useful thing about Mataz was that he always had the worst case scenario poised at the end of his trimmed fingertips. ‘And nobody can find the damn countess,’ he finished. ‘She’s not in her room.’


‘Early morning swim,’ he murmured. Checked his watch. They had been walking for the entirety of this exchange, and were nearing the end of the passage now. A rattle of compounded wheels: he and Mataz both instinctively ducked as a plate of hot breakfast swept past on the auto-service gondola overhead. ‘She’ll be there when the breakfast bar opens,’ he said. ‘I’ll catch her. Have we got a spot free in the hangar?’


‘I believe so.’


‘Okay. Make sure. Prep a signal for that shuttle, but don’t send it just yet. Can’t have a panic.’


They burst out into the sparse, calm, hygienic facade of the lobby. He paused, kneading the space above his eyebrows, contemplating the shifting battle lines of the day ahead.


 ‘Mr Manager, sir?’ a voice asked from the reception desk. 


‘Yes?’ he turned, smiling already, to ask with complete sincerity, ‘How can I help?’


It was Carl speaking. Of course it was Carl. Fifty-two now, big enough now to fit the miner’s jacket, which he’d kept. The decades had rumpled him, sloped his shoulders, slung a little pouch over his belt. Softly traced wrinkles set his face into a permanent puzzled smile. He dressed informally compared to his underlings, tie loose, shirt rolled easily around the elbows. Sometimes he liked to hang around the lobby and help people with their bags just for the pleasure of hearing them whisper, in wondrous admiration, ‘Look! It’s the manager!’ 


Yup, he’d think. That’s me. 


Everyone at the Abeona had a different name for Carl. To the kitchen staff he was Boss, to the reception, Mr Manager. To the chief technician he was always Honey. The pianist called him Mr Abeona, though this was not technically his name. None of these titles were Carl’s idea, but it was one of his policies to let people address him as they wished. Things went smoother that way. 


Uwade, concierge and acting receptionist, swivelled to face him. ‘Mr Manager, we have a request for a room upgrade. I need approval.’


He scanned the papers presented to him and scribbled a signature with his tongue between his lips. ‘Honeymoon suite for the Appleseeds? Right. Have some roses left on the table, would ya?’ 


‘I already sent them up.’


‘You’re a gem, Uwade.’ His eyes caught sight of something peeking out from beneath the desk – a squat device, operated by a crank. ‘And send someone to find Reggie. He needs that hoverjack.’


She nodded curtly, rolled up the signed note and sent it zipping into the network of glass tubes at her side. Carl noticed a little stiffness in her posture, an irritated curl in the mouth. He lingered a moment, elbows on the counter. ‘How’re we feeling today?’


‘Ah, fine, fine.’ She flapped a hand, already sensing his worry and batting it down. ‘I’m only stressed about this conference. These academics are always so condescending, it drives me crazy.’ Stacking papers briskly with her hand. Tangerine lipstick, new earrings. Carl thought her excuse was probably not the full story. But he knew better than to press. 


‘Take the high ground, that’s what you gotta do,’ he said. ‘Keep your chin up.’


‘Ha! You know I shall.’ A quick, grateful smile. Then she shooed him away. ‘Get out of here. We are far too busy for you to stand around jaw-wagging. Go on. Go.’


‘Okay, okay. Geez.’ He strolled away, tried to pick up into a jog, but a gloved hand stuck out in front of his chest. ‘Hey, honey. Got a minute?’ 


Sasha, Chief Technician. Body like a chewed-up steak, braided white hair, knotted muscle and a whiff of tobacco. Never seen out of a boiler suit. He’d asked her frankly once what year she’d been born, but she only tapped her temple and growled, ‘Age is a state of mind.’ 


‘Glad I caught you. Listen—’ 


‘Walk and talk,’ he said, beckoning her along. Checked his watch. Seven minutes.


‘We need to book in maintenance on the portside engines,’ she went on, matching his stride. ‘The fuel economy is rubber-ducked right now. It’s like drinking soup with a fork. But this soup is very fucking expensive, you understand me?’


‘Sasha. Guests.’


‘’Scuse me. A lot of money for the fuel. You get it.’


‘I get it.’ He nodded. More paperwork. ‘Write to Kipple. I can book it ahead, but we’ll have to put some money aside.’ Kipple was the overworked and rarely glimpsed hotel administrator who kept things afloat from an office in the basement. Their name brought a twitch of a frown to Sasha’s lips.


‘Kipple won’t like that,’ she said.


‘Put my name on it.’


‘Alright! Thanking you.’ A thwack on the back, and she was away.


It was still early morning, and the mood in the dining room was subdued. Bleary-eyed guests shuffled around, their plates glistening with fresh fruit, fried pastries, breakable cereal cubes moulded around a milky core. A harassed-looking sous-chef – Dunkson, or Dunk to his friends, and Dunk was a friend to everybody – waded between the tables, balancing a platter of buttered fish on a forearm tangled over with a confusion of blue-grey tattoos. ‘Bream?’ he called. ‘Please? Grilled bream?’ When a hand shot up to claim it he looked ready to cry with relief. 


The starboard wall was made of six-inch glass, tables set in rows of two so couples could toast against the best views in the galaxy. It was at one of these tables that the countess sat.


Adeladia itself was visible below, a misshapen landmass belted in by blood-red oceans and a muddy swirl of cloud, but the countess seemed to have no interest in admiring her territory. She was hawkishly athletic, cropped hair still damp from the pool, done up in designer fishskin sportswear with a glint of bentonite on one slim pinkie. She was dispensing instructions with ticker-tape rapidity, and her assistant, halting and ill-coordinated as a newborn doe, struggled to input everything into a digital planner flipping out from her wrist.


‘That facial at three will have to be moved. Call ahead, make sure I get one of those moony girls with the strong hands. I’ll not be at the gala till eight. They are not to start the speeches without me there, is that clear? Have my aircar brought round to the front at midnight. My donation cheque should have leaked online by tomorrow morning at the latest. The latest, Daphne. Need the headline by midday. And straighten your fringe. You don’t want that forehead caught on camera.’ A pause at last, as she threw a thimbleful of black coffee down her throat. Carl saw steam rising from the espresso cup and surmised that the countess’s insides were lined with Kevlar. ‘Gah.’ She puckered. ‘Machine-ground.’


‘Good palate,’ said Carl, choosing that moment to amble to her side. ‘Thank you for the feedback, Countess. Next time you visit us I’ll be sure to mince some beans up personally.’


The assistant gaped, visibly mortified, one hand poised to tug at the puff of hair above her eyes. But the countess was unruffled. She looked him up and down, and asked coolly, ‘I’m sorry, who are you?’ 


‘The name’s Carl. I manage this joint, believe it or not.’ Hands in pockets, he smiled down at her and thought: Lady, you wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire. ‘I’m sorry to bother you at breakfast. We’ve got a little pickle out in the lobby. See, your flyby’s still pulled up on the slipway.’


‘It is, is it?’ A pointedly long pause as the countess drained the last of her coffee. ‘I’m so sorry, Carl.’ She spoke his name sceptically, as if he’d given her an obvious pseudonym. ‘I assumed a hotel of this calibre would have a valet service.’


‘Of course, but regrettably, Countess, we do need your keys in order to move the ship.’ 


The countess nodded stiffly. ‘Daphne!’ The girl jumped. ‘Where are the keys? Hand them over.’


As Daphne fumbled desperately in her handbag, Carl said, ‘We will be refuelling it for you, of course, as an apology for the inconvenience.’


‘Oh?’ Mollified a little, the countess shifted in her chair. ‘I see.’


Taking the keys, he gave Daphne a particular smile – servant’s camaraderie – and she flushed, casting her eyes away. Sucking in the embarrassment. 


‘Great,’ he said. ‘Now you two just come around to the rear dock after you’ve checked out, and she’ll be there waiting for you.’ 


‘Thank you. Very good.’ A smooth dismissal from the countess. As Carl retreated he heard the sound of porcelain knocking irritably against tablecloth. ‘Daphne! Why is my cup empty?’


He checked his watch. Two minutes till the shuttle arrived. Time was running away from him, like it always did. He started pacing again, moving as fast as he could without breaking into a run. He didn’t have a pilot’s licence – heck, he didn’t even have a birth certificate – but he’d done every job on the Abeona one time or another, including working as a chauffeur. Two years doffing his cap and ringing his bell, until an opening in the kitchens drew him back in. An easy enough job, but Carl preferred to stay in the hotel, where his heart was.


Across the lobby, through the hatch, into the leather-clad interior of the countess’s flyby. Everything spotless, beige and black, hard plastic beams, cupholders, a holo-screen built into the window. He stepped through to the cockpit and took a seat, surveying the controls. An oversized, overpowered, overdesigned hunk of junk, but easy enough to steer. At a touch of the key the overhead screen lit up, beeping at him from three different points, reporting:


VESSEL INCOMING! SIXTY SECONDS TO COLLISION! ACTIVATING SHIELDS! 


‘Oh, hush up.’ He flicked the shields off. ‘Last thing we need is to make this thing bigger.’ Humming, he twisted the gears into reverse. Through a broadcast of the rear cameras he could see the approaching shuttle. The angle was bad. He’d have to slip underneath.


TWENTY SECONDS TO COLLISION! 


‘Pipe down.’ He muted the alerts and warmed up the thrusters, edging the flyby backwards off the slipway, feeling it bob as the rear struts nudged into empty space. He shifted to a diagonal angle, pushing the snout of the flyby up into the air. Crept further backwards. 


FIVE SECONDS!


The descending shuttle cast a shadow over the windshield, and he pressed the throttle down flat, one last great thrust to knock the ship back into empty space. Hulls glided over one another within kissing distance. Then the shuttle passed onto the empty slipway, and Carl’s view was clear once again. The Abeona floated above him, a curved, humming mass, bejewelled with light. 


‘Phew.’ He puffed his cheeks out and hooked a finger into his collar, tugging it loose. ‘That’ll do it. Thattagirl.’
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Late evening. Adeladia long gone, new stars through the window. Carl was back in his office dealing with the paperwork that rushed unceasingly through the hydraulic pipes. In front of him a foldout screen showed the Abeona’s flight patterns in white lines on fuzzing green, polygons curving, coordinates flicking by too fast to catch. Carl hardly ever checked the navigations. He knew the whole route by heart, a galaxy mapped and traced in his head. Besides, there was no need to course-correct. The navigator knew the way.


Propped up next to the screen was a framed print of the Brizonian Fjords. The print showed a view of hills like slumbering giants, the spaces between them carved with granite troughs of glass-clear water. An odd place, Brizo. Cast out far from the Central loop, somewhere along the Cygnus Arm, jumbled in with the unclaimed territories and the coalised systems. People called it a backwater, but Ryōko – the Abeona’s head chef – wouldn’t accept fish from any other place. She said you could taste the glaciers. 


He glanced again at the calendar on the wall, at the date that kept pulling his eye – 2 October 2814. The accompanying picture was of a herd of shelled cattle dashing towards a doubled sunset. Italicised text beneath read: Keep charging forward! 


‘Okay,’ said Carl, pressing the pen tip down on the base of his lip. ‘Sure. Will do.’


There was a curt rapping of knuckles against frosted glass. 


‘Kipple!’ Carl sat up with a grin as a squat, sour-faced Kipple Pittsburgh appeared in the doorway. ‘Isn’t this a treat. Come in, have a seat.’


The hotel administrator was unmoving and unsmiling. ‘This isn’t a social visit,’ they said. ‘I came to check that you’d received my report.’


‘Oh, sure, sure. I got it.’


‘And have you read it?’


Carl chuckled nervously. ‘It’s on my list of things to do, really high up there. Right near the top. I always look forward to your reports, Kipple. They’re so. . . what’s the word for it?. . . so. . .’ 


‘Eloquent?’ they offered flatly.


‘Yeah!’


‘Don’t change the subject.’


Carl felt himself shrink. Kipple had been on the Abeona since he was a trainee. Though Carl was technically the one in charge now, one raised eyebrow from the old administrator sent him back to those early days when he was still a wet-eared kid from the periphery who didn’t know which way to hold a fork. 


‘Read it, Carl. Thoroughly. And pay close attention to the sub-paragraph on salaries. You’ll see I’ve made some fair suggestions.’ 


‘Come on now, you can work something out, can’t you? Work some of the old Kipple magic?’ 


‘My magic is running out. As is my patience. At this rate—’


Clattering below the floor. The pipe marked RECEPTION spat out a pink paper slip. Pink: that meant urgent. Carl folded it out and scanned the page, then muttered, ‘Ah, crap. Sorry, Kip. We’ll have to pick this up later.’ 


‘You can’t put me off forever, Carl.’


‘I know, I know.’ He scribbled a response on the reverse, shoved it back in the pipe, and hopped to his feet, coat in hand. In the corridor, he suddenly halted. ‘Hey, Kipple.’


‘What?’ 


‘Love ya.’ 


Kipple turned away, groaning, but Carl saw their lip twitch. Victory.


Uwade was the first to meet Carl’s eyes when he arrived into the lobby, jerking her head towards the problem. He mouthed ‘Thank you’ and she raised her hands in irritated supplication. Cosmic divines, lend me your strength.


He found them standing in an alcove shadowed by the arching leaves. Mataz said, ‘I’m sorry, but my hands are tied.’ 


‘But I c– can’t start working here.’ Daphne spoke in quiet, steady, desperate words. Hint of a stutter, carefully repressed. ‘I have to g– get back to the c– countess. She’ll be missing me. Why c– c– can’t I just go b– back?’


‘We’ve left the system.’ Mataz had his hands clasped, speaking in that faux-sympathetic tone he liked to use when needling his staff. ‘And you can’t stay for free, can you? So the options are sort of limited, aren’t they?’


‘But. . . but. . .’


‘Our wages are very competitive. You’d pay your way in no time.’


‘Mataz?’ Carl cut in. Daphne turned to him. She had a stunned, shellshocked look about her, clutching a lump of patterned fur with both hands. 


‘Ah.’ Mataz swallowed. Busted. Composed himself in a microsecond. ‘Carl! So glad you’re here. The Countess of Adeladia – our friend from this morning – sent her assistant here back to fetch a missing muff. Neither of them noticed that she was heading out on the final shuttle. So now. . .’


Carl breezed past him. ‘Daphne?’


She nodded mutely. 


‘Go to the bar, ask for a pot of tea. I’ll be with you in twenty minutes, okay? We’ll sort everything out.’ He patted her on the shoulder. She nodded again and staggered away, knuckles still white around the silken hide. Once she was gone he turned to Mataz. ‘My office. Now.’ 


[image: image]


Mataz started speaking before he could shut the door. ‘I’ve looked it up, Carl. It’s thoroughly legal. Aviary law states. . .’ He closed his eyes, reciting primly: ‘In lieu of legal charge, a stowaway can be pressed into service for a full outward and returning journey from the point of boarding. Point of boarding being Adeladia. We circle back next October. That’s an entire journey, out and back. We’re perfectly within our rights.’


‘We? Who said we?’ Carl lowered himself into the office chair, feeling his ageing shins cry out in relief. He looked frankly at Mataz, at his broad shoulders, single earring, the trim beard pouring out endless, endless words. 


Indispensable. That was the word Carl thought of when he thought of Mataz: indispensable, like an organ. But the man had no stomach for silence. Even as Carl measured him, he was speaking: ‘Of course we’ve got a precedent, here on the Abeona, which strengthens our case in court – not that it’ll come to that, but still, it’s helpful.’


‘Precedent?’ Carl asked.


‘Yes.’ Mataz lost steam for a second, mouth half-open, blinking. ‘I mean with you.’ When Carl said nothing, he swallowed. ‘That’s. . . this is how you were hired, wasn’t it?’ 


‘Uh. . . not exactly.’ Carl’s eyes flicked to the calendar again, and he felt another shot of melancholy. The vertigo of looking backwards in time. 


The foldout map screen buzzed on his desk. It wasn’t the same galaxy he’d started with. New gaps appeared year on year, whole planets gutted and gone on the Emperor’s whim, diorama models that would never be used again. His own home – Hoxxes – was among them, now. Snuffed out like a candle. 


Forty years. Damn, damn, damn. 


Straining back to the present, he said, ‘Anyhow, you know I don’t give a hoot if it’s legal. That’s the last thing I’m worried about.’


‘I’ll tell you what I’m worried about, Carl.’ Mataz leaned right on the edge of the chair, half squatting as if afraid someone would whisk the seat from out beneath him. ‘I’m worried about the image we’re presenting downstairs. We can’t carry on with the kitchen staff serving food. I hate to say it, but they look like a load of convicts. Especially Dunk. Most of them are convicts. And that’s not the half of it. . . we’re understaffed across the board. We need more bodies, Carl. Stars! Do I look sweaty? I feel like I look sweaty.’


He pivoted his temple to the side, oiled jaw catching the light. 


‘You look great, Mataz. You always look great.’


‘Easy for you to say. Miner’s skin, impenetrable. Some of us are delicate. Ugh! Where’s Sasha? We need to reprogram the temperatures, I swear I’m drowning here.’ He picked at the cloth below his armpits.


‘Mataz, we were talking about Daphne.’


‘Who? Oh.’ He shrugged. ‘We can send her back, if that’s what you want. But we need to look at a new approach to our staffing policy going forward. The Problem-Solvers’ Conference is starting in a few days and you know they always find something to complain about.’


‘Okay.’ Carl nodded. ‘I’ll fix it. But for god’s sake, don’t try to shanghai the guests. It’s not right.’


‘Understood.’ He nodded, brows furrowed. ‘Thank you for the feedback. I’ll take it on.’ A pause. Softly, he added: ‘And thank you for listening. You always listen, Carl. I appreciate that.’


Carl let out a breath. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
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After each port of call the Abeona strolled lazily through the system, taking in the sights for a while before locating a warp tunnel on the perimeter and plunging into the great abyss of Deep Space. From anywhere between a few days to a week the hotel would cross the breach, pinged through spacetime as if by a divine slingshot. Aside from the lighthouse-call of planetary beacons, no signal reached them in there, and there was no possibility of leaving or welcoming new arrivals.


Strangely, it was in these crossings that the hotel came into its own. Without hectic parties, groundside activities or spectacular views, the guests were forced to slow down. Read a little. Talk. Swim. Stroll the greenhouse. The pressure to relax fell off their shoulders and they could finally, well, relax. 


Their tour of the system was brief that evening, lingering for only a few hours by a speckled asteroid belt. Carl felt the familiar warp-shudder beneath the carpet as he trotted downstairs and permitted himself a smile. Another system cleared, another day survived. Hallelujah.


Daphne wasn’t at the bar. He found her in the dining hall, crouched on the steps that led up to the piano, arms wrapped around her knees, sniffling. Behind her the pianist played on, silvery eyes turned down at the keys. 


‘Hey,’ he said, voice low under the music. ‘How’re we doing?’


She shook her head, disinclined to speak. Carl hitched his seams up and placed himself down at her side, sighing as he sat. Oh, his poor shins. ‘This has been a real spin-out,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. The good news is, you don’t have to stay more than a week. We’ll drop you off at the next system. Money for the fare back, the works.’


‘It’s t– too late,’ said Daphne miserably. The planner lay discarded at her side. ‘I’ve been fired.’


He sagged. ‘Ah, geez. I’m sorry.’


‘Who’s d– d– driving this thing?’ she exclaimed. ‘Why can’t it just t– turn around?’


‘Well, er, you know. It’s a bit of a weird situation there. The navigator. . .’ He reached down with one hand, gripping the soft carpet on the edge of the step. ‘Do you want me to talk to the countess?’


‘Won’t help. I was a ch– a ch–’ She relented a moment, rubbed her nose viciously with the back of her hand, tried again: ‘A ch– charity case for her, always.’ Sniffed. ‘I’ll stay.’


‘You don’t have to.’


‘No.’ A spasmodic shake of the head. ‘Fuck it. I’ll st– stay. I will.’


Carl nodded and got gradually back on his feet. Fingers slow to release their grip on the carpet. ‘You sleep on it,’ he said, handing her a hankie from his pocket. ‘If you need something, just ask at the desk.’ 


Daphne admired the needlework on the hankie, the patterned border with three letters traced in red thread: GHA. ‘P– pretty,’ she said, then used it to loudly and energetically blow her nose. A slight twitch at the corner of the pianist’s mouth. Daphne whispered, ‘Sorry.’


The pianist nodded, climbing arpeggios, one wrist over the other. Finished with a lilting pinkie. Plink. Carl said, ‘Lovely as ever, Angoulême.’ 


‘Thank you,’ she murmured. She started again without raising her head. 


Carl slunk back to the lobby, his shoulders drooping, his mind flitting and restless. Behind the reception desk Uwade watched him, tangerine lips curved in a smile.


‘What?’ he said. ‘Something on my face?’


‘Look at you,’ she said. ‘Did you think we’d forget?’


He froze a moment, then pulled his chin up. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘Oh no!’ With a swift kick of the legs, she spun herself around to the opposite wall, busying over some papers. ‘Alright then. Never mind.’


He shook his head. ‘Goodnight, Uwade.’


‘Goodnight, Mr Manager.’


Back up the elevator. Seven floors, the turning of a clock shaped like a dawning sun, bronzed pointer settling east. Carl worked the top button of his shirt undone and was wriggling out of his coat as he stepped back into the office. On his desk was a basket of bellflowers, dewy heads drooping, clustered around a bottle of champagne. A white paper note. He picked it up and read:


Happy Birthday, Carl!


Love from,


all the staff at the Abeona 


Carl smiled to himself. He loosened the cork after a brief struggle, his tongue in his lips, both thumbs pressed hard. It shot across the office and bounced on the thickened window. He took a pair of glasses – the old kind, with long necks and flared, petal-thin rims – out from beneath the desk and traipsed into the hall, foam running over his knuckles, making them sticky. Came to a halt a few yards down the hall.


‘Can you believe it?’ he asked, pouring a glass. ‘Forty years. Damn!’ When it was full he set it down and poured another. Nudged the button to call the elevator with his elbow, then slid to the floor, legs splayed out in front of him. The doors slid open.


‘Seventh floor,’ said Nina. ‘Please mind your step.’


‘To you as well,’ he replied, lifting his glass to the ceiling.




ON GUTTING


The hateful practice of developing resource-rich planets to the point of destruction – colloquially known as GUTTING – has long been a habit in this glorious Empire of ours. . . but in the last few years the process has accelerated to an almost INSANE degree. Galilee is now the ninth planet to be strip-mined to oblivion in the last handful of decades. 


We have no shortage of PLANETS, truly. But what of the poor souls who carry out the Gutting? Their homes are not properly terraformed. . . they must make do with poisoned water and dirty air for the duration of their lives, until by their own labour the planet they live on is utterly DESTROYED. It seems we are destined to repeat the story of Earth over and over. . .


Lamplighter dispatches, #49 (distributor unknown)




UWADE
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was an island of peace in the maddening sea. She was calm. She was made of calm. Life occurred and she allowed it to occur. Breathing came easy, and every hour a swirl of faces and a rustling of rough-skinned documents and a buffered ripple of keys passed from her hand to theirs, their hand to hers. 


Uwade liked her work. Liked her work friends, liked the guests, mostly. She even liked Carl, in defiance of all traditions about employees and their employers. You could bring anything to Carl, any disaster, and he’d bob his head and say, ‘I’ll figure it out.’ The man could muddle through hell itself.


Patterns were the key. Patterns and rituals. Seven sets of fresh-pressed shirts hung on a rail in her quarters, twenty-four grams of coffee from a cloth pouch, ten nails to paint – neon pink today – in the uncertain light of an oblong window, her private cask of stars. 


She was scattered that morning, slow to come into focus. Everything took twice as long. Her tights had wormed their way into the gap behind the bed, and she had her shirt half-buttoned before she noticed the seams sticking out of her shoulders. Still appraising the fresh nails, she half tripped on a hardshell case poking out beneath the bed. She frowned, shoving it back under with her toe, thinking as she headed out the door, I must sell that thing. 


Grand as it was, time was taking a toll on the Abeona. Spare material gathered like wrinkled skin at the corner of the lounge upholstery, and on the main staircase there were a few patches of rug shorn thin by too many passing feet. Nowhere was this encroaching decay more visible than the lower staff corridor. Strip lights buzzed and spluttered, elevators gave out regularly, and the ship’s engines groaned and wheezed from somewhere beneath the mothballed carpet, shaking Uwade’s shoes right up the mottled cork heel. 


Uwade sighed, craning her neck until she heard a crack. Another day in paradise.


‘Excuse me!’


Mataz caught her three steps from her room, motioning as if to flag a taxi. ‘I’m running half a minute late,’ she said primly, not slowing. ‘I don’t have time for a gossip session.’


‘No. Stop a moment.’


Uwade heaved a sigh. She stopped.


‘Now turn to me.’


She turned.


‘Hmm.’ Arm up, pinching his chin, Mataz looked her up and down. ‘I knew it,’ he declared. ‘Uwade, you look ravishing. What’s going on?’


‘Nothing,’ she snapped. ‘I’m tired. Get away.’


‘Liar.’


‘You are giving me shit.’ Uwade had come to swearing late in life, but she was good at it, breaking hard on the t. ‘Because I tattled on you to Carl yesterday. But I stand by it. Now go away from me.’ 


‘Come on, Uwade. Don’t be a tease.’


‘I am not a tease. I’m telling you there is nothing to say. Listen to me when I speak!’


Face burning, she escaped into the breakroom, welcomed by the stink of ammonia and a not-quite-clean fry box. Lifeguard Rogan was sitting on the counter, hungover and malevolent, as two chattering roomkeepers attempted to cook around her. One roomkeeper nudged the other, and they both perked up, chorusing: ‘Morning, Uwade!’ ‘Uwade! Good morning!’ 


‘Hello, Ralph. Hello, Rolph.’ She looked up. ‘Rogan, you’re in the way of my cupboard.’ 


Rogan peeled a flake of skin from her lip and flicked it into the sink at her side. ‘Am I?’ 


‘Yes. Move or be moved.’ 


Rogan jerked her head to the left, leaving just enough room for Uwade to open the shutter. The handle clipped Rogan’s cheek as Uwade pulled it up. ‘Ow.’ 


‘Grow up and sit at the table.’ 


‘I sit where I want,’ she said, rubbing her cheek. ‘I’m an anarchist. Death to the Emperor.’


Uwade’s teeth winched shut. In the corner of her eye she saw Ralph and Rolph flinch. 


‘What? I’m joking. Can’t you guys take a joke?’


Uwade ignored her and continued rummaging through the cupboard. Something soft brushed against her knuckles, a plump downy object with the warmth of a living thing. She withdrew her hand with a shriek. She heard the awful sound of claws scrabbling over cardboard, and stepped back just as the thing leapt free, landing with a plop onto the counter. 


‘There you are!’ Rogan scooped the rat up onto her lap. ‘Had me worried.’


Uwade took a deep, steadying breath. ‘Rogan, I have told you—’ 


‘And I already told you, Carl says it’s cool.’ 


‘Cool to keep in your room. Not in the kitchen. Not where we eat!’


‘He’s not hurting anyone.’ The rat wrapped its tail around Rogan’s wrist, looking like a grey flesh-bangle. ‘Are you, Garbage? No.’


Uwade wrinkled her nose. With her thumb and forefinger, she drew out a half-eaten grain bar from her cupboards. ‘Preserve me.’ She flung the bar into the bin. ‘A single rat is one thing, but what if it makes babies, huh?’


‘You need two rats to make a baby rat, dumb-ass.’ Garbage nuzzled Rogan’s palm. ‘Garbage is a bachelor.’ 


‘A batch—? You know what, forget I said anything. Do whatever you want. That’s what you always do.’


She slammed the cupboard shut and stalked out. 


‘Hey, c’mon, Uwade!’ Rogan called after. ‘What’s with you today?’


Nothing, thought Uwade, climbing steps two at a time. There was nothing with her. Nothing, she repeated, taking her seat at the desk, nodding at the outgoing receptionist. Nothing, she thought, scanning the notes left by the night staff, glancing over the wall of keys that represented her territories. Absolutely nothing. 


One eye on the pipe. 


It had been almost twenty-four hours since the last note had shot out of the hydraulic message carrier that hung over the reception desk. This would be the third, if it came. 


Three love letters in a row. That was no fluke.


Uwade tried to relax, to focus. Mornings were her favourite time of day, a time when a spell of peace hung over the Abeona. Guests, subdued and happy after a night sleeping on poly­urethane and feather-down, went gliding around the hotel with their hair ruffled and their joints loose, thrilled to have woken up somewhere so strange. The earthly concerns of disembarkation, payment, unpacking, navigating, all fell away in that early glow. 


Reports and requests trickled in steadily, but nothing that matched the two paper slips slotted into the back of her registry, folded twice for privacy, sealed shut to keep the magic in. 


It arrived at last when she was talking – so much of her job was just talking – to a customer who was ostensibly asking about synthetic meat on the menu but really wanted an opportunity to complain about his bowels. Uwade heard the sucking whistle of the pipe and made a covert movement to snatch the slip before it fluttered down into the basket, nodding all the while, saying, ‘Yes, sir. Yes. Naturally. I’m sorry to hear that, sir.’ 


He jabbered on, not listening. 


Paper pressed tight against her palm.


At last the man hobbled away, and the lobby was left empty save for a yawning bellhop. Uwade unfolded the slip and saw words printed there in familiar fine black script. A prickle of enchantment, physical as a pair of fingers, worked its way up her spine. 


The title was Sonnet 4.6.


Being your slave, what should I do but tend


Upon the hours and times of your desire?
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