



  [image: cover]






  

     

  




  BRINGER


  OF LIGHT




  JAINE FENN




  GOLLANCZ




  LONDON




  




     

  




  To everyone in the Tripod writers’ group, past, present and future – especially Jim, for asking so many awkward questions.




  




     

  


  

  

  

    

      

        

  

    

      

        

		

          

      

        

                

                  

                    ‘Touch the divine




                    As we fall in line’






         

              


            





            ‘City of Delusion’, Muse


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        ‘Who can in reason then or right assume


      



      Monarchy over such as live by right




      His equals, if in power and splendour less,




      In freedom equal?’


	  


    


  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      Paradise Lost, John Milton


                    


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  


          


      


    


  




  




     

  




  CHAPTER ONE




  This was no way to save the universe. Taro fiddled with the sauce dispenser on the table and tried to look inconspicuous. Business like this should be going down in a dingy

  bar, with a scowling barkeep and shadowy booths where trigger-happy space-dogs were striking smoky deals. And here was he, in a family diner full of grizzling brats, wipe-clean surfaces and

  eye-searing ceiling lights. So much for the glamorous freetrader lifestyle.




  His attempt to act casual was rewarded by a trickle of yellowish goo from the dispenser. He snatched his hand back, resisting the instinct to lick the sauce off his fingers. He’d made that

  mistake once already. Instead he wiped it on the edge of the table, warily eyeing the garish menu emblazoned across the tabletop. Now he’d finished his bowl of crunchy-deep-fried-whatever he

  expected he’d be asked to order more food or shove off. He probably shouldn’t have eaten so fast, but even the local junk was a pleasant change from his usual diet. No matter how good a

  ship’s reclamation unit was, shit was still shit.




  When the menu display didn’t light up and try to sell him more food he risked a glance at the nearest diner, who was tucking into a plate of orange rice-type-stuff using one of the

  oversized spoons that passed for cutlery around here. Nual had arrived a few minutes after Taro, because they didn’t want anyone getting the idea she was with him – which, of course,

  she was, in every way. She must have sensed him watching her because a warm spark blossomed briefly inside his head. He looked away reluctantly. Mustn’t let himself get distracted.




  Taro checked the door for what had to be the twentieth time. Still no sign of the contact.




  The only reason they’d agreed to this meeting was credit – or rather, lack of it. Perhaps they should’ve refused the request from a local freight service asking if they could

  transport a box of ‘biological samples’ – but whilst they’d got themselves a paying passenger for the trip back to the shipping lanes, they had a half-empty cargo-hold, and

  half-empty cargo-holds made customs officers suspicious. Plus, the freight company had offered nearly as much as ‘Apian Lamark’ (almost certainly not his real name) was paying for his

  ride. Freetrading might be just what they did as cover for their real mission – the important, secret one – but if they didn’t score some heavy credit soon, they

  wouldn’t have a ship with which to carry out that mission. Jarek had still been sorting their ongoing cargo when Taro had commed him, but he’d agreed it was worth following up the

  request.




  Rather than watch the animated woodland critters on happy drugs dancing around the walls, Taro looked out of the diner’s picture window; the view was filled with flying people, locals and

  tourists alike in neon-bright wing-suits, swooping and gliding through whirling vortexes of multi-coloured petals against the pale mauve sky. The imaginatively named Star City sprawled up and along

  a ridge of pink-grey rock of the sort that was apparently common in this particular region of this particular continent on this particular world. (The world was called Hetarey, he remembered that

  much; he’d looked it up on the way here, but the details hadn’t stuck. They didn’t need to. It wasn’t like they planned to be here more than a few hours.) The starport

  itself was on the flat top of the ridge; the other flat land, at the bottom, was for the rich coves who liked houses with flat floors and big rooms. In between, built into a slope that varied from

  inconvenient to impossible, were the houses of the average folks, plus all the diversions and entertainments that went with being the only place on this backwater planet where the universe came to

  call. The slope was extra-steep just here, and heavy-duty grav-units and massive fans had been installed at the bottom to give those without Nual and Taro’s unnatural advantages a chance to

  fly.




  When he saw movement out of the corner of his eye, Taro turned his head quickly enough to blow any pretence of being a casual customer. That had to be his contact. The locals had a thing

  about hair – everyone wore theirs long, and shaving was against their religion or something – and while that wasn’t such a prime look on the men, especially combined with their

  preference for short trousers and stupid hats, on a good-looking woman waist-length red curls were pure blade. And this was a good-looking woman.




  Even if he wasn’t currently gawking at her, she’d have no trouble spotting him. Hetarey didn’t see many offworlders – in a busy week, they might get two whole shiftships

  landing. Taro was unfeasibly tall and thin, and dressed the way he knew he looked good – big boots, tight leggings, vest top and black jacket – he had already attracted the attention of

  the other diners (‘Eat your greens darling or you’ll grow up like that’ – not in this gravity you won’t, kid). Nual had also drawn looks, though for a different

  reason: she was beautiful, probably the most beautiful woman they’d ever set eyes on – though Taro was biased. People looked at her like they wanted or admired her, and the same people

  looked at him like he was an alien who shouldn’t be allowed. Which was funny, really, given he was the human one, and she was the alien.




  The woman smiled and headed straight over. She had a sense of style most of the locals lacked, and she moved well. Her body wasn’t bad, either, from what he could see of it under that

  flouncy top.




  He felt a tickle of amusement in the back of his mind. He resisted the temptation to look in Nual’s direction. Instead he smiled at the newcomer, and gestured to the chair opposite. She

  ignored the offer and instead took the seat at the end of the table, which put her immediately to Taro’s right. More annoyingly, it meant she had her back to Nual.




  ‘Thank you for coming, Medame Klirin,’ he said. ‘Did you, uh, want anything to drink? Or eat?’




  ‘No. Thank you.’ She tapped a dark spot on the table – so that was how you turned the damn thing off – then leant forward and gave him a sideways look. ‘La, not

  meaning any offence, but why do we need to meet in person? Can you take the shipment? Or not?




  ‘We – I – just like to meet potential customers.’ The gappy-sounding question thing was just how they spoke around here, so he added, ‘Right?’




  ‘Sirrah sanMalia, are you actually the captain of the Heart of Glass?’




  Taro didn’t need Nual to tell him what she was thinking: she was wondering why someone who’d yet to survive his second decade was making deals on interstellar cargo. ‘No,

  I’m the junior partner. The captain is tied up elsewhere.’ He spread his hands. ‘If you’d got in contact sooner, I’m sure he could have met you, but at this short

  notice, I’m afraid you’ll have to make do with me. All right?’




  In the brief pause while she digested his apology he sent a silent query in Nual’s direction. Her reply came through at once: <She doesn’t mean you harm, but I can’t pick

  up more than that from here. Try some leading questions . . .>




  ‘Sorry,’ Medame Klirin was saying, ‘No offence taken, right?’




  ‘Er, right. Really, we just wanna know more about this cargo you want us to ship. And why the sudden rush?’




  She brushed back a stray strand of hair, and Taro tried not to be distracted. ‘It’s a matter of commercial confidentiality, see?’ she said quietly. ‘A delicate and

  perishable product which we need to get to a company in Perilat. All sealed and safe; and we’ll provide the permits and specs to keep customs sweet, la. We’ve been watching the listings

  for a ship heading out to Perilat, haven’t we? So when you registered that as your next destination we got in contact.’




  Before Taro could query Nual her comment arrived in his head: <I think she’s lying.>




  <Can’t you be sure? And which bit’s a lie?> he sent back.




  <No, I can’t, not when I’m looking at the back of her head! I’m only getting this much because I’m in your head when you hear her words.>




  Which was, Taro had to admit, somewhat freaky. Oops, Nual would pick that thought up too, of course.




  ‘Are you all right?’




  He realised Medame Klirin was staring at him. ‘Yeah, I’m— Let’s just say you were right to avoid the food here. Um, when you say “we”, who d’you

  represent?’




  ‘A corporate interest.’




  <Definitely a lie.> This time Nual was sure.




  ‘That’s a bit vague,’ said Taro. ‘Can I have some details?’




  ‘I can provide them, la.’ She held up a hand to show her com; like his it was a slap-com on the back of her hand, not an implant. Jarek had advised them against getting implanted

  coms – not that he could afford one right now – because they could cause issues with their not-entirely-accurate-and-subject-to-future-change IDs; that she also hadn’t an implant

  was another point against Medame Klirin. Then again, what did he know? He was pretty new to this whole freetrading lark. Madam Klirin continued, ‘Did you want details of the company at

  Perilat who’ll eventually receive the goods? Given the confidential nature of our research, we’d rather you just dealt with their agents, you know?’




  <All lies.>




  Taro projected, <You certain? She’s coming over all confident and helpful.>




  <She’s deceiving you. I just can’t sense exactly how.>




  <Fuck it, that’s good enough for me.>




  He realised Madame Klirin was frowning at him. ‘Listen,’ said Taro, with what he hoped was a sympathetic smile, ‘I don’t think we can take your cargo. Sorry.’




  ‘What?’ She looked understandably confused.




  ‘It’s just . . . maybe if the captain was here, he might think differently, but like I said, I’m the junior partner, and I really don’t wanna make a bad call.’




  ‘But he trusted you to meet me, surely he trusts your judgment . . . he does know you’re here? Or are you acting alone?’




  Taro had been in enough shit in his life to read the worst into that question. ‘Yes, Captain Reen knows I’m here; in fact, he’s expecting me back at the ship soon. And

  he trusts my judgment, but I’ve decided to play it safe. Sorry to screw you around and all, but we’ve got a rep to maintain.’




  ‘What are you implying here, la?’ Medame Klirin said coldly.




  Taro cursed his loose tongue. It wasn’t like she’d actually said or done anything smoky. Then again, pissing her off – just a bit – might make her let down her guard.

  ‘I ain’t implying anything, and I ain’t saying you and your people aren’t prime and lovely. I’ve just decided not to take this job.’ He made sure he had eye

  contact when he added, ‘We can’t risk potentially dangerous or dubious cargo.’




  ‘Fine,’ she said, and stood up. Her unspoken response was strong enough that he heard it in Medame Klirin’s voice even though her words arrived via Nual: <Too late for

  that, arsehole.>




  As she turned to go he began to stand, nerves thrumming. Nual’s mental voice froze him in place: <Stay there, but be ready in case this goes wrong!>




  He read what ‘this’ was and forced himself to sit back down. Even so, he felt the Angel reflexes kick in: body calm but ready for action, mind alert to danger without being impaired

  by fear.




  Medame Klirin was making her way to the door. Nual, apparently oblivious, grabbed her tray, stood up and turned—




  —and ran straight into the other woman. The tray went flying.




  Taro heard Nual’s embarrassed apology: ‘So sorry!’




  Medame Klirin tried to step back, and hit a table with her hip. Nual was fussing, trying to brush rice off the woman’s top. Taro watched the woman’s hands; one grasped the edge of

  the table she’d fallen against, the other was flailing; she wasn’t going for a weapon. Around him, people were looking up, but no one was making a move.




  Medame Klirin edged away from Nual slowly, like she was slightly stunned. Finally Nual stepped back. ‘I’ve got the worst off; are you sure you don’t want a contribution towards

  your cleaning bill? That’s such a lovely top, la, I’d hate to have ruined it.’ She’d even managed to get the local speech patterns down pat, noted Taro admiringly.




  ‘No . . .’ Klirin shook her head, then seemed to remember herself. ‘I’m fine. Really. La, I— I should go now.’




  Nual stepped aside, and at the same time projected to Taro: <Stay here for three minutes, then meet me outside, by the upwards walkway.>




  <What are you going to do?>




  <Nothing drastic: just call Jarek.>




  <Why?>




  <To tell him we need to get off this world as soon as possible.>




  




     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  Jarek’s old partner used to have a saying: ‘If a deal sounds too good to be true, that’s because it is.’ He’d agreed to let his companions meet

  the contact because they couldn’t afford to turn down that much credit without good reason, and though Nual and Taro lacked his years of experience, her unique talents should give them the

  chance to find out if there was a good reason. She’d have been a better negotiator than Taro, but her looks made her too memorable, and she preferred to stay in the background.




  The cargo they had arrived here with – dyestuffs and low-volume specialist fabrics for the apparently taste-free Hetarey fashion industry, plus a selection of licensed games, shows and

  films that local distributors weren’t willing to pay premium prices to get beeveed in – hadn’t fetched as much as he’d hoped, and nothing available here would turn much

  profit in the main interstellar markets, so it had been looking like he’d barely cover his costs on this run. The lucrative contract to transport a rich local had been a stroke of much-needed

  luck; the man was happy to pay starliner prices for no-frills – and no-questions-asked – transport out-of-system. Jarek didn’t habitually take passengers, and he really

  didn’t have the space since his solo outfit had tripled in size a couple of months back, but he was unwilling to turn down such a fat fee, not with his creditors snapping at his heels.




  Getting paid as much again to ship the mystery box would have been a lucky break too far.




  He was overseeing the delivery of the local crafts and overpriced wines he was shipping out when Nual called, and as soon as she signed off he commed ‘Sirrah Lamark’ to tell him that

  their departure was being brought forward. Once the cargo was stowed, he went up to the Heart of Glass’s bridge, where he divided his attention between pre-flight checks and watching

  the external cameras.




  A man looking uncannily like ‘Apian Lamark’ was apparently on the run after a bloody coup that brought down a brutal junta on Hetarey’s southern continent. According to the

  local newsnets, the few generals at the top who had escaped the popular uprising had bought their freedom with the blood of their comrades. Still, he didn’t have to like the man; he just had

  to get him offworld. But now Jarek knew the lengths those seeking justice for Apian Lamark’s alleged crimes would go to, he had no intention of hanging around on Hetarey any longer than

  necessary.




  His com chimed: it was Taro. ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Just coming out of customs.’




  ‘Any sign of our guest?’




  ‘Not yet. How d’you want to play this?’




  Jarek saw movement on his cameras. The starport was a shallow bowl cut into the rock, shadow-filled in the early evening sun; two people had just emerged from the passenger departure lounge. He

  exhaled as they stepped into the light: yes, it was Nual and Taro. ‘Get yourselves on board, but leave the ’lock open and be prepared for trouble.’




  ‘How prepared?’ asked Taro.




  ‘Just tranq pistols. Let’s not go overboard.’




  ‘Got you.’




  Nual’s peek inside Medame Klirin’s mind had uncovered her true affiliation: she was an agent for one of the groups who wanted Lamark dead. They called themselves ‘the Hand of

  Truth’ and they’d got hold of a comabox – which they must have disguised somehow, given anyone who travelled the stars knew what one looked like. Their plan was to put their top

  assassin into stasis inside it, primed to wake up while the ship was on its way out to the beacon, when he would overpower the crew and kill Lamark. If the ship in question hadn’t been his,

  Jarek might have admired their ingenuity.




  He looked up at movement on his cameras. Someone else was coming out of the passenger lounge: a small man with a big moustache and a ludicrous hat that looked like it was made of fabric rosettes

  stuck on an upturned bowl. Jarek recognised Apian Lamark from his holo. He moved with the swift care of someone who’d had experience of dodging sniper-fire.




  Jarek heard Nual’s shout in stereo, coming up from below and over the camera pick-ups. Lamark must have heard the warning too, for he ducked instantly. The shot was silent. It spun him

  around, and he fell. Then he was up again – he must be wearing body armour under that awful suit.




  The second shot came almost at once. Lamark’s head jerked backwards; Jarek glimpsed a spurt of red and the man dropped. Presumably the ridiculous head-gear hadn’t been armoured; at

  any rate, it hadn’t saved him.




  Lamark’s body jerked again, and again. Whoever was shooting wanted to be quite sure the target was dead.




  Jarek tore himself away from the grisly sight. Well, that was that then.




  According to his readouts the airlock had just closed. ‘You two all right?’ he commed down.




  ‘We’re fine,’ said Taro, sounding surprisingly calm.




  There was more movement outside, people running into the bowl from a side door. Jarek’s hands were already moving over the control panel. The new arrivals, dressed in uniforms of some

  sort, started shooting at the unseen assassin. There were half a dozen of them, and they were good; the fire-fight was over in seconds.




  The ship’s com chimed. Jarek ignored it.




  Two of the guards walked over to where the assassin’s body was lying. From the spreading pool of blood it was clear to Jarek that he or she wasn’t going to be shooting back. The

  second pair moved forward to Lamark’s body. The remaining pair was heading for Jarek’s ship. One of them was waving and tapping his helmet-com, trying to attract Jarek’s

  attention.




  He could activate the grav-drive safely even with people around, provided they weren’t too close. So far he hadn’t broken any laws, but the locals obviously wanted to question them,

  and that would take time he couldn’t spare. He had the next run already lined up back at Perilat, and with this job blown – and any potential profit down the pan – he

  couldn’t afford to screw that up. He’d already obtained permission to depart as soon as they had their passenger on board.




  The final telltale on the panel went green.




  Ah, fuck it. He pressed the slider, and the ship rose smoothly. The bridge was flooded with sunlight as they rose over the rim of the bowl and the spaceport dropped out of sight.




  Jarek finally paid attention to the still-chiming com. As expected, it was the spaceport authority. His hand hovered over the board; he’d have to answer them eventually . . .




  He turned at a noise from behind. Taro had come up onto the bridge. He looked past Jarek at the purple sky, already darkening as they shot up into orbit. ‘Oh,’ he said.




  ‘Oh, as in?’ said Jarek, more harshly than he’d intended.




  Taro spread his hands and gave a disarming smile. ‘Just, “Oh, so we’ve left, then,”’ he said, then added, ‘We’ll be downstairs.’ He kicked off,

  using his flight implants to float back down through the hatch.




  Jarek took a deep breath and hit receive on the com.




  ‘Heart of Glass, you must return to the spaceport at once!’




  ‘Sorry, Port Control, we were cleared for departure before that little fracas broke out, and we weren’t going to hang around to get shot at.’




  ‘You are material witnesses to a murder. You are required to give statements.’




  ‘I caught some of the action on my cameras, but I’m sure you have your own, far better, surveillance footage.’




  ‘We do: why were two of your associates watching the incident from your ship’s airlock?’




  Oh hell. ‘Were they? In that case, I need to speak to my crew.’ He forestalled any further argument by ending the call, then called down to the rec-room, ‘Can you get

  back up here, please? Both of you.’




  The Heart of Glass’s poky bridge felt crowded with all three of them crammed in. When they were settled, Jarek said, ‘The locals want to speak to us – you two, mainly

  – about that little fuck-up down there.’ He turned to Nual. ‘I heard you shout just before Lamark got shot the first time; was that because you sensed the assassin?’ Nual

  shook her head. ‘No, I caught sight of the gun – just a glimpse.’




  ‘Well, at least we can admit that.’ As opposed to saying she was one of an apparently long-dead race with mental powers. Not that he ever would say that, given humanity’s

  entirely understandable antipathy towards the Sidhe. ‘If all they want is a statement, then maybe they’ll let you transmit it while we’re on our way out to the beacon. Then again,

  perhaps the place is rotten to the core and you’re being set up to take the blame.’




  ‘’cos of us being Angels?’ asked Taro.




  ‘Possibly.’ He sighed. Travelling with a pair of augmented assassins could be complicated, but Taro and Nual were Jarek’s friends, and allies in his crusade against

  humanity’s hidden foe. ‘We can’t know for sure, though.’




  Nual spoke up. ‘It’s probably not relevant now, but I suspect that the Hand of Truth’s original assassin – the one they wanted us to transport for them –

  wouldn’t have tried to kill us, or take the ship. The impression I got was that he or she might have committed suicide once Lamark was dead, that they were willing to die to bring him to

  justice.’




  ‘Ah. Shame you didn’t mention that earlier; I might have still taken the job – at least we’d have been paid!’




  ‘I communicated what I felt to be important at the time.’ Nual said, a little frostily.




  ‘No, it’s not your fault – if I’d thought it through I could probably have worked that out for myself. The Hand of Truth wouldn’t want to break Treaty law by

  killing freetraders or stealing a shiftship. This is a local matter.’ It also occurred to him that even if Nual hadn’t found out about the Hand of Truth’s plan in advance, she

  might have sensed the sleeping assassin in their cargo delivery, in which case they could have decided to turn down the cargo then. And if the assassin in the spaceport had been the Hand of

  Truth’s back-up plan then he might still have got paid for safely transporting Lamark, instead of not getting paid for either job. Ah well, too late now. ‘Right,’ he concluded,

  ‘I’m going to call the locals back and say you’ll both give statements by com. We’re far enough out that we’re under Traffic Control’s jurisdiction now,

  so— Oh.’ He’d been keeping an eye on the sensors; they’d been clear, but now he was showing a contact.




  ‘What is it?’ asked Taro.




  ‘Not sure. Possibly an interceptor – in which case we’re screwed. I need to make that call.’




  The coms light was still on, and the incoming call was indeed from Traffic Control. Jarek spoke over them. ‘Hetarey TC, this is the Heart of Glass. We’re happy to provide the

  authorities down there with full statements, but we’d rather not have to return dirtside; as I’m sure you understand, we are running on a tight schedule.’ He didn’t mention

  the possible pursuit; let them bring that up. Or not, ideally.




  ‘Heart of Glass, are you not intending to return?’




  ‘Well, no. As I say, we can—’




  ‘You are unaware of your own change of status, then?




  Uh-oh. ‘What change of status would that be, TC?’




  ‘After your precipitous departure, we beeveed the Freetraders’ Alliance. Would you like to know what they told us?’




  Jarek bit back his instinctive response to this latest stupid question, and said, ‘Yes. Please.’




  ‘The Alliance’s legal department informed us that a repossession order for your ship has just been issued.’




  ‘What? Who from?’ Not that this development was such a surprise, under the circumstances.




  ‘The Veryan Syndicate.’




  Yeah, it would be that lot; they’ve got the money and the clout. ‘That’s bad news for me, obviously, but I can’t see how it changes the local situation,’ he

  said as evenly as he could.




  ‘Shall I explain? The claimant organisation has invoked Treaty law against you. Given your recent actions, we will be honouring their request to detain you and take possession of your ship

  pending arrival of their representative.’




  Over my vacuum-frozen corpse you will. ‘You don’t have to go to any trouble, right?’ No doubt the Veryans were paying the locals well for the ‘favour’ of

  detaining Jarek. Sadly, it was all perfectly legal.




  ‘Captain Reen, must we point out the interceptor which we recently despatched?’ Jarek didn’t dignify that with an answer, and the traffic controller continued, ‘Were you

  thinking of doing anything drastic? We hope not: we believe the Veryan rep has alerted both of the systems on transit-paths from Hetarey. They have someone awaiting you at both destinations,

  whichever one you shift to.’




  ‘The Veryans are certainly being thorough.’ He couldn’t blame them; shiftships were rare, and any one-ship trading outfit foolish enough to go as deep into the red as

  he’d fallen could expect a larger rival to make a play for their ’bird.




  ‘Shall I tell them that you’ll be returning to Hetarey? And as a gesture of goodwill would you like us to put you and your crew up while we wait for the syndicate representative?

  That should give you all ample opportunity to submit full statements regarding the incident at the spaceport.’




  And quite possibly get shafted for it. ‘I’ll get back to you,’ Jarek said cheerily, and cut the connection. He turned to see Taro and Nual looking meaningfully at each other.

  ‘Er, you got all that, I assume?’




  ‘If we cooperate, what then?’ asked Nual.




  ‘Well, if we can come up with enough credit – somehow – we could contest the Veryan Syndicate’s claim, but that’ll involve several months in court on the hub

  of their choosing, during which time we’ll be stuck without a ship.’




  ‘And we got better things to do,’ said Taro.




  ‘We certainly have. The mission’s well and truly fucked without the Heart of Glass.’




  ‘Then there’s only one option,’ stated Nual.




  ‘Ah. You mean . . . that.’ Jarek looked down for a moment, to indicate the drive column directly below the bridge.




  Taro nodded; they’d obviously already discussed this, in their own unique way.




  ‘You’re sure?’ asked Jarek. ‘Last time was pretty hairy.’




  Nual said, ‘I don’t think we have any choice.’




  




     

  




  CHAPTER THREE




  They came on Midsummer’s night.




  Kerin found herself suddenly awake, opening her eyes to an irregular white radiance that washed out the lamplight. And there was a strange noise, peep-peep-peep . . .




  She realised what was happening, and looked groggily at the screen on the far side of the room which was the source of the glow, pulsing in time to the insistent alarm. That screen had been dark

  and silent for three weeks now, ever since her otherworldly husband had gone back to the sky. For a moment she dared to hope that he had returned, but in her heart, she knew otherwise.




  She got up and shuffled over to the console. The display meant little to her, though it showed too many words for this to be a simple request for contact, and that made her worry even more. She

  blinked away the after-images of bright text and walked quickly back across the room to the other bed, narrowly avoiding kicking the chamber-pot sticking out from under it.




  ‘Damaru,’ she said urgently, ‘wake up please!’




  When her son made no response she shook him gently.




  He batted at her hand, then opened one eye.




  ‘Damaru, you have to get up. Something is happening to the console.’




  He gave an irritated grunt, but began to wriggle free of the covers.




  Kerin knew he would do as she asked; however awkward her skytouched child might be when faced with day-to-day tasks, he would never turn down the chance to play with this wonderful new

  technology.




  She went over to the clothes-stand and pulled on the ornate black and silver robe hanging there. She began to work her feet into the specially made shoes with their built-up soles before

  deciding she did not have the time for that; at this time of the night the guard would be at least as sleepy as she was; he was unlikely to notice such fine details as her height. She fastened the

  robe, then carefully lifted down the crown-like headdress, wincing as she took the weight of its precious metal and cunningly hidden technology on her injured arm. She settled the headdress on her

  head and, suitable attired, left the room, pulling the veil across her face as she hurried down the short passage to the cavernous audience chamber. The light-globes studding the lower walls of the

  great domed hall were at half-brightness; she had similar artefacts in her own room, though she rarely used them – Damaru slept better in natural light, and was less likely to disassemble

  oil-lamps when he was bored.




  In the dim light Kerin could just make out the half-asleep monitor on the far side of the room, leaning against the wall by the bronze doors. She smiled in sympathy as she saw the way his head

  drooped on his chest, then put her natural self to one side.




  ‘You!’ she called out imperiously. ‘Fetch Escori Urien, now!’




  He actually jumped, and Kerin felt amused contrition. ‘A— At once, Divinity,’ he stammered. He traced the circle over his breast and bowed low before turning to tug open one of

  the doors.




  As soon as the monitor left, Kerin strode up to the throne and reached round to press a button under the armrest. In the blink of an eye, a narrow metal bridge sprang into place across the chasm

  that divided the rock-hewn chamber in two, separating the mundane far side from the ‘divine’ space she inhabited.




  When she returned to her room Damaru was not sitting in the cunningly designed turning seat in front of the console, but was kneeling beside it. He had pulled off part of the casing and had one

  hand deep in the console’s innards. There was no point in telling him to stop; he had an instinctive, almost mystical, ability to understand and control complex devices, a talent Sais had

  called ‘machine empathy’. He knew what he was doing far better than she.




  She breathed, ‘Is it a message?’, still hoping that it was Sais, here to lend his advice and share his knowledge. The power Kerin had had thrust upon her already weighed heavily.




  She was not surprised when Damaru did not answer her. He had more important concerns than listening to his mother. The screen display had changed now: there was still a line of flashing text in

  the top half, but below that she saw an ever-shifting mass of words and numbers. She looked back at the original message and tried to work out what it said. Urien said she was a quick student, but

  her duties left her little time to study; in the scant weeks that he had been teaching her to read she had managed to do little more than memorise the letters and recognise her own name. The first

  letter of this message was an ‘R’; the second ‘E’; then ‘J’. After that . . . it would be easier if she could get closer and trace the words with a finger, but

  that risked disturbing Damaru.




  He was leaning over the missing panel, his head almost inside the console, muttering to himself. Suddenly he knelt up and stared at the screen. He used his free hand to follow some of the

  fastmoving patterns and began muttering louder. Then he scowled and looked away. He went back to concentrating on the mess of lights and filaments in the guts of the machine.




  Kerin sighed to herself. Though she had tried to explain why Damaru must learn his letters, he showed little interest in such dry study. He had examined the console before, spending several days

  at the task immediately after Sais left. Damaru had an instinctive love of technology, but he also understood the need to prevent the return of those who had originally put the console in the Tyr.

  Although there was but this one controlling machine in the whole land, it used the silver thread to speak to the many other devices far above. Hard though it was still to fathom this, Sais had

  assured them that some of these observed; some allowed communication between the land and the sky; and others were powerful weapons that the world’s former rulers had put in place in order to

  see off unwelcome visitors.




  Damaru’s initial investigations had been unfocused; in truth, he had most likely been indulging himself, playing, and exploring the device. Whereas now—




  Kerin started at the knock on the door, then called, ‘Is that you, Urien? Come in.’ Not that it could be anyone besides the Escori of Frythil. No one else would dare enter the

  ‘holy’ presence.




  Urien looked tired, the lines on his thin face etched deeper than ever. He wore his usual priestly robes, and Kerin wondered in passing how late – or early – it was.




  ‘Ah,’ he said, on seeing the console lit up. He strode over and Kerin moved to one side. He put his hands on the back of the seat and leant forward to read the text. When he turned

  to Kerin his expression was one of bitter amusement. ‘The main message says: “Rejoice, for your goddess will soon be reborn”. Hmm. Rejoice? I doubt that very much.’




  ‘At least they appear not to know of the changes that have occurred here.’ Kerin was impressed at how calm she sounded. Now she knew the Sidhe really were back, a cold ball of fear

  had settled deep inside her.




  ‘For which we should be thankful.’ To whom, Urien did not say – after all, their gods had proved false, not loving and divine ‘Skymothers’ but mortal oppressors. He

  continued, ‘We knew they would return. Sais told us this place is of great value to them.’




  ‘Aye,’ said Kerin shortly. The fear was tinged with nausea now as she thought about why the Sidhe cultivated and controlled her world. She shook off the thought. ‘Do you have

  any idea what the rest of the display means?’




  ‘It is mainly numbers, though there are a few words and odd phrases. It changes very fast, as you see, but I will try and make some sense of it . . . there are words and phrases that keep

  repeating. See, that one there: “authorisation confirmed”. And this . . . “orbital defence override”. ’




  ‘I think they are trying to turn off the weapons! The weapons in the sky – Sais said that when the Sidhe come they must – ah – send something – an override

  code – because otherwise the sky-weapons will destroy them.’




  ‘I think you may be right,’ said Urien grimly. Then his expression changed. ‘Wait! Look—’ He pointed to a new message, which was repeated three times.

  ‘Request denied,’ Urien read for her.




  ‘Does that mean the Sidhe’s attempt to override the weapons has failed?’




  ‘That is what it looks like to me. It appears we may yet see off those who would reclaim our world for themselves.’




  Kerin felt a fierce grin pull at her face. Her miraculous skytouched son was fighting the unseen battle for them, and he was winning. She wanted to throw her arms around him, though she knew

  better than to interrupt him when he was busy.




  The alarm, which Kerin had almost managed to forget, died in mid-peep.




  Urien was frowning at the screen. The display had changed again: the original message was gone, to be replaced with moving words and numbers.




  Damaru snorted; he was angry at having been thwarted.




  ‘What is it?’ she whispered urgently.




  Urien, still focused on the screen, must have assumed she was speaking to him. ‘I think . . . There is an error. A – a lost connection of some sort.’ He sounded unsure.




  Desperately she asked her son, ‘Damaru, have you still got control? Are the sky-weapons doing your bidding?’




  Damaru grunted, obviously annoyed, but said nothing.




  Kerin had a sudden, foolish desire to grab his shoulders, but she forced herself to stay calm and silent.




  ‘It keeps repeating the same message,’ said Urien, ‘“Contact lost”; oh wait, there is another message appearing now: “Platform status unknown” –

  and then the words “All Units”, which keep flashing. By the Adversary, I wish I knew what all this meant!’




  ‘Gone.’ They both jumped when Damaru spoke. He sounded forlorn.




  ‘What is gone, Damaru?’ asked Kerin, trying to keep her voice soft and low. ‘Are— Have the visitors gone?’ Please let that be so, she hoped silently, please let

  those evil creatures be dead and destroyed in the vast beyond, so those below may remain free.




  ‘No,’ said Damaru.




  ‘They are still coming, then?’ asked Urien. ‘What is the contact that has been lost?’




  Damaru did not appear to hear the Escori. Kerin crouched down next to her child and laid a hand on his arm. ‘Please, can you tell us what has happened, Damaru? Have you succeeded, my

  lovely boy? Have you turned the Sidhe’s weapons on them?’




  ‘No,’ he said again, ‘cannot see the rock throwers!’ He sounded peeved.




  Kerin said patiently, ‘I do not know what these rock throwers are, Damaru. Can you tell us?’




  Damaru sighed, as though she were the fool. ‘Throwers of rocks. In the sky. To destroy!’




  Urien said, ‘Kerin, you said Sais compared the sky-weapons to great crossbows: could they perhaps fire rocks instead of quarrels?’




  ‘Aye, I think they could. Is that it, Damaru? Are the rock throwers the sky-weapons?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘And you cannot see them any more? What does that mean, precisely?’




  ‘Not in the pattern. Gone.’




  Urien said, ‘Are you saying you have lost contact? That you can no longer observe or control the weapons?’




  Damaru looked up, as though noticing the Escori for the first time. ‘Aye,’ he said tetchily, then went back to staring into the machine.




  ‘Could that mean they have done their work?’ asked Kerin, not wanting to let go of hope.




  Damaru shrugged.




  ‘Can you still talk to the watching devices, Damaru?’ asked Urien. ‘Do you know if there is anyone out there now? Or have the weapons destroyed them?’




  ‘I will look again.’ Damaru’s already unfocused gaze grew vaguer; from the way the muscles in his wiry arm were flexing Kerin could imagine his fingers moving deep in the

  arcane device. Finally he said, ‘They still come.’




  Kerin felt the cold fear expand to knock at her heart. ‘Can— Can you do anything, Damaru?’




  ‘I try to grasp the cutting light,’ he announced.




  ‘And what is that, Damaru?’




  Damaru gestured vaguely upwards with his free hand, shaking off Kerin in the process. ‘Above us, the cutting light on the silver thread!’




  Kerin considered asking for further explanation, then thought better of it. ‘And can this cutting light destroy the Sidhe?’ she asked.




  ‘Aye.’ But he did not sound sure.




  ‘I know you can do it,’ she said firmly, though she was not.




  He wrinkled his nose and sucked in his lips; the expression might have been comical, but Kerin knew it meant he was concentrating as hard as he could.




  Kerin drew back. She turned to Urien. ‘We should leave him to work.’




  Urien nodded tersely. ‘Aye.’ He was still watching the screen, which appeared to have frozen in place.




  Kerin wished she had some idea whether this was a good sign or not. She made herself stand up straight and take a step back, though her legs felt weak and shaky.




  If Damaru did not succeed, then the Sidhe would descend the silver thread and enslave her world again. Though she feared them beyond reason, she would not run. She would face them here, in what

  had been the heart of their power. She would arm herself as best she could, and do everything possible to hurt them before they killed her. She had killed a Sidhe once, and though that memory still

  haunted her, she hated them enough to do so again. But she must send Damaru away first – if she could persuade him to leave without her.




  She realised she was wringing her hands. Cursing her foolishness, she made herself stop, and smoothed them down the side of her robes instead.




  If Damaru did stay, he could help— No, he must live; though she might fail and die, his life must go on!




  Her palms stung; she had been pressing them down repeatedly on her thighs, hard enough to make heat.




  The screen went blank, fading all at once to featureless grey. Kerin looked to Urien, his face unclear in the soft lamplight.




  ‘I have no idea what that means,’ he murmured.




  More time passed, and Kerin forced herself to stay calm and silent. Nothing she could do or say would help now. It was all up to Damaru.




  Eventually, Damaru drew his hand out of the device and straightened slowly; he looked exhausted. Kerin reached out to help, but he shrugged her off.




  ‘What has happened, Damaru?’ asked Urien.




  ‘All done.’ He sounded satisfied, or possibly he was just too tired to care.




  ‘That is good,’ said Kerin, responding to his tone, rather than the content. ‘What of the Sidhe, Damaru?’




  When he turned to her his eyes were still unfocused, but he was smiling his secret, clever smile. ‘They burn,’ he said.




  




     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Perhaps, thought Jarek, shiftspace is hell – not the Salvatine hell, of eternal and creative punishment, because however much the shift messed with

  your head during a transit, everything went back to normal as soon as you dropped back into realspace. Physically, the worst he’d ever experienced in the shift had been weird bodily

  sensations – pins and needles, itchy skin, feelings of emptiness, or bloated guts.




  He found himself briefly distracted by this transit’s Persistent Illusion. He managed to turn his head away, and found his blurred vision falling on the bridge controls, all safely

  disabled for the transit, though still sparkling a little, as objects often did in the shift.




  No, what he meant by— He caught the thought he’d been chasing: what he meant by shiftspace being hell . . . What he meant was that it made you think about the dead, and

  thinking about them could make you believe they were there, with you in the shift. Which explained why he kept seeing his sister out of the corner of his eye. She looked faintly

  disapproving, or perhaps disappointed. At least she wasn’t trying to talk to him. He risked another look over at her and said, ‘I wish you could’ve forgiven me.’ His voice

  sounded flat and small, like he was talking through a cheap com. The Persistent Illusion gave no sign of having heard him.




  It made sense – as much as anything did right now – that he’d see Elarn. After all, they were heading for the place where she’d died. He tried to control his wandering

  thoughts by recalling the number of transits there should be between the Hetarey and Tri-Confed systems. He soon gave up: though trying to remember cold facts distracted him from the Illusion, it

  also reminded him that what they were doing right now (if there is a ‘now’ here . . . or a ‘here’ here— Stop that and focus, damnit!) was meant to be

  impossible. The only other time Taro and Nual had shifted point-to-point it had seriously messed them up, and they’d only missed out a couple of transits that time. The Confederacy of Three

  was in a whole different sector. He tried to force his thoughts away from the more unpleasant possibilities – the transit never ends, we come out inside a star, we come out

  inside-out— but ended up thinking about the third component of the strange trinity currently propelling them through the un-universe of shiftspace: nameless and mad, the darkness in

  the heart, as Nual had once called it. No, not it. Him. And unlike his passengers, that individual was far from unique. Oh Elarn, if only you’d known just how vile and insidious

  the Sidhe’s influence really is—




  The thought was snatched away, and he found himself staring at the console again. It was no longer sparkling, and suddenly he felt heavy, coherent, real.




  They were out of the shift.




  Jarek twitched and shuddered. He felt the expected wash of exhaustion and its accompanying post-transit headache, but it was no worse than usual. Compared to the first time they’d pulled

  this stunt it was looking like he’d got off lightly. He smiled to himself; maybe bypassing the rules of interstellar navigation got easier with practice.




  Like dying, dreaming . . .




  . . . like waking, remembering.




  The void was gone.




  Taro became aware of his body, and of the weight of Nual’s body against it. Against him. This was him: one body; one mind. He was himself again: just himself.




  Nual wasn’t quite conscious yet, but even though she’d’ve had a worse time of it, he knew she’d be all right. Without opening his eyes he turned and kissed the top of her

  head. She was the one who’d forced the ship’s transit-kernel to make an impossible leap through shiftspace, though she could do it only by drawing on his strength – which he gave

  freely, of course.




  But it left him so fucking tired. He let himself drift towards sleep.




  ‘Water?’




  ‘Uh . . .’ Taro opened his eyes to see Jarek standing over them, a drinking bulb in his hand. He reached out to take it. ‘Thanks.’ He took a long pull himself, then

  pressed it into Nual’s hands, sending a silent query her way.




  <I can manage, thanks.> Nual’s voice was clear in his mind, though her hands were shaking when she lifted the bulb.




  ‘I don’t think it was as bad that time,’ said Jarek, hopefully. When Taro didn’t comment he added, ‘How’re you two doing?’




  Taro thought Jarek didn’t look too grim, though he was gripping the back of the ladder up to the bridge for support; Nual had insisted they sat up against the drive column before going

  into shiftspace, to get as close as possible to the transit-kernel. ‘Oh, we’re just top prime,’ he rasped. ‘How’s the ship?’ The first time they’d done

  this, Jarek hadn’t had time to do a proper shutdown, and they’d paid the price when they came back into realspace. They were learning.




  ‘Everything came up clean.’




  ‘Thank fuck for that. And we’re in the Tri-Confed system?’




  ‘That’s what the navcomp tells me – as do local Traffic Control.’




  Taro managed a weak grin. ‘Bet they were surprised to see us.’




  ‘Oh yes.’




  ‘What’d you tell them?’




  ‘I said we came in from Mystil, and had to leave in a bit of a hurry.’




  ‘That’s . . .’ Taro searched his memory; though this was his home system, he’d spent his first seventeen years in the mazeways of the Undertow, the slum below Khesh City.

  He still didn’t know very much about the universe outside. He compromised with, ‘That’s a pretty smoky system, ain’t it?’




  ‘Yep, just the kind of place where the rules sometimes get bypassed by reckless traders. Of course, they might want to check my story . . . and they’ll definitely want to fine us for

  such a reckless arrival – which is why I need you on the bridge as soon as you can manage it, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Don’t suppose I’ve got time for a caf?’ he asked a little plaintively.




  ‘You can have caf, sleep, whatever you want, once you’ve made contact with—?’ Jarek searched for the right word.




  ‘Khesh,’ supplied Taro, ‘though it’s the Minister who’ll probably meet us.’




  ‘Right. Khesh.’




  ‘Just give us a moment,’ said Taro, and silently asked Nual, <You’re really all right?>




  <I’m really all right. Go.>




  Taro untangled himself and Jarek stood back as he activated his implants to let him float up the ladder onto the bridge, where he folded himself into the pilot’s couch. He took a moment to

  clear the last remnant of sleep from his head, then looked at Jarek for permission to com out. At his nod, Taro cleared his throat and announced, ‘Tri-Confed TC, this is the Heart of

  Glass.’




  The image of a female Traffic Control officer appeared on the holoplate in front of him. She looked impatient, and mildly confused. ‘Thank you for finally responding, Heart of

  Glass. Are you aware that you do not have sufficient funds to pay the fine for your unscheduled transit?’




  ‘We don’t?’ Taro favoured her with the best Who, me? look he could manage with a shiftspace hangover. ‘Then we’d better do something about that.’




  ‘Yes, you had. To whom am I speaking?’




  ‘I’m Taro sanMalia – hang on, I’ll append my ID.’ He quickly checked it was his real-and-genuine(ish) one before comming it over. ‘Could you do me a favour

  and connect me to Sirrah Emet Krand on Vellern, please,’ he added, politely.




  ‘Sirrah Krand?’ The officer’s expression hardened. ‘The High Speaker of the Vellern Assembly?’




  ‘That’s the one. He’ll clear this up for us.’




  ‘I seriously doubt that.’




  ‘I can see how you might think that, but I can assure you he’ll sort this out. I’m asking you to connect us rather than using the comnet and having to, erm, reverse the

  charges.’ Taro sounded like he really didn’t want to inconvenience anyone.




  ‘Well, Sirrah sanMalia – and without meaning to be rude – I’d say that the chance of a near-bankrupt adolescent freetrader getting through to one of the most powerful men

  on Vellern without an appointment or good reason is slightly less than your ship’s chances of not getting impounded for non-payment of fines. However, we’re having quiet day here, so

  I’ll see what I can do.’




  Taro could see she was suppressing a smile. Must be a quiet day there – although if what Jarek had told him was right, they’d probably have to make their own fun out there a lot of

  the time. Tri-Confed was a high-population system, not just a lone settled world, and their shiftspace beacon was a long way out from the primary. The locals had built a station near the beacon to

  run their interstellar traffic; he guessed the Traffic Control posting wasn’t the most exciting of assignments.




  ‘I’m going to put you on hold while I make the call; please don’t cut the connection, as I still need to discuss that fine with Captain Reen.’ The image froze.




  Taro swivelled round and grinned at Jarek. ‘I love it when they call me “Sirrah”.’




  ‘That’s not what they’ll be calling you if this “High Speaker” doesn’t want to talk to you.’




  ‘Don’t worry, he will.’ Taro hoped he sounded confident; though Vellern was no longer his home, he was owed a debt there, a massive debt that couldn’t be ignored. Nual

  was too, of course – and she might’ve had a better chance of getting through to the people they needed, if she’d had her shit together and not been so screwed up after the shift.

  After all, she’d been an Angel for the seven years she’d spent on Vellern, one of the Concord’s most notorious and valued assassins; he was just a local boy made good who’d

  only got his Angel implants just before he left the City. But Nual was also known to the Sidhe – hell, they’d been willing to fuck up an entire city to kill her – while Taro had

  managed to stay below their notice so far.




  After what felt like several minutes the image on the holoplate unfroze and flickered to show an elderly man with a high forehead and an expression of frank surprise. ‘Back already?’

  he said. ‘I hope you haven’t got yourselves into trouble. Or if you have, I hope you haven’t brought it with you.’




  Taro shook his head. ‘No trouble, Sirrah, but we’d like to ask a favour.’




  ‘Really? Well spit it out then.’




  ‘Well, the main favour—’ He paused, then said, ‘I think it’s better if we come and meet you.’




  ‘When you say me—?’




  ‘The Minister,’ Taro said decisively. ‘He’d be the best one.’




  ‘Yes, he would. And he will meet you when you arrive – but you hardly needed to call me out of a briefing session with my senior Consuls to arrange that!’




  ‘No, Sirrah, it’s just that we arrived here a bit unexpected-like, and there’s fines and questions and shit – stuff—’




  ‘And so you need me to ensure you have a smooth passage in from the beacon, without any unnecessary problems with Traffic Control or Customs? I see.’




  ‘That’d be good, if you don’t mind, Sirrah.’




  ‘It can be arranged.’




  ‘And the fine?’




  ‘Good grief, boy! I’m not your father, you know.’




  ‘Well, no – I never had one of them. But it’s only credit, ain’t it?’




  ‘All right, all right, I will deal with it. Put me through to the young lady who placed the original comcall so I can explain the situation to her.’




  Taro smiled to himself: he wouldn’t’ve minded listening in to that particular conversation.




  Jarek’s grand plan was always going to entail a visit to Khesh City, but none of them had expected it to be this soon. When he wasn’t asleep, Taro spent most of the

  two full days it took to get there – Vellern was the system’s innermost planet – getting his feelings about his former homeworld sorted in his head.




  The cabin he shared with Nual had been stripped down, and it was filled with the luggage of their late, unlamented almost-passenger, but both of them were too tired to care about being

  surrounded by a dead man’s gear. Once they’d slept off the excesses of their shift fatigue, they got their room straight, which took up most of the rest of the journey. That was fine by

  Taro; if he hadn’t been lugging boxes for Nual, he’d have been cleaning the rec-room as it was his turn. This was infinitely preferable.




  Jarek kept an eye on local news and com traffic, but he didn’t report any problems. Now they were back in the heart of human-space beevee calls were cheaper, and Jarek took advantage of

  that to talk to media agents and lawyers about a part of their plan that wasn’t going to kick in until further down the line – if at all. Taro couldn’t see much point, himself,

  but he wasn’t worried about Jarek drawing unwelcome attention – no one who was looking for them could possibly expect them to have turned up in this system. Not that he said anything:

  it was Jarek’s look-out if he wanted to waste his time like that.




  Once they were in orbit around Vellern Taro came up to the bridge. The holoplate showed a barren orange dust-ball; only two of the Three Cities were visible from here, tiny specks dotted around

  the otherwise featureless surface. Taro couldn’t tell which one was Khesh.




  They would have to leave the ship docked at an orbital platform and take a tourist shuttle down; the Cities were set up to get the tourists in and out again quickly and efficiently, minus as

  much of their available credit as they could legally extract.




  As they waited for final clearance, Nual gave Jarek a last chance to change his mind about coming dirtside. ‘It’s not a problem; we can ask on your behalf if you’d rather not

  come down,’ she said.




  Jarek grinned. ‘No, I’m fine leaving Heart of Glass here. I went into freetrading to see exotic places, and they don’t get much more exotic than this.’




  Taro wondered whether ‘exotic’ meant the crazy politics, or the secret hidden deep inside each of the Three Cities that citizens and visitors alike remained happily oblivious to.

  Possibly both.




  Taro had spent some time preparing for his return to his birthplace. He wanted to make sure he looked the part. He plaited himself a choker of red and black, and wove the same colours into his

  remaining long dreadlocks. On the shuttle down, the tourists looked at him oddly; Taro was annoyed that more of them muttered about downsiders than Angels. Ignorant coves.




  The shuttle took them to a huge domed hall, the only part of the City outside its protective force-bubble, where they queued for one of the dozens of elevators that carried the tourists down the

  City’s central spine onto the massive floating disc itself. It was early evening, and from their transparent car the Streets radiating out from the spine looked like rivers of multi-coloured

  light.




  Taro couldn’t get enough of the view. There it was, his home, impressive as ever – just a lot smaller than he remembered it.




  When they got to the bottom, they discovered Sirrah Krand had done as he’d promised. Customs didn’t give them any shit – though they couldn’t hide their amazement at

  finding Angels – who never normally left the City – coming back to it. The three of them emerged into the crowded transit hall, which was exactly how Taro remembered it, bright with

  adverts and loud with the cries of hustlers.




  Taro led Nual and Jarek to the exit, feeling a strange mix of pride and anxiety. They came out onto a pleasant square overhung by trees decorated with gently glowing orange and golden

  light-globes strung through their branches. A queue of pedicabs, adorned with the usual lights and trinkets, waited along one side of the square. No one had been in touch with them, so they’d

  agreed Taro would lead them to a Street he knew and they would take it from there. They could get a cab, except they’d need two, and it was a nice evening – it was always a nice evening

  in the City – so there was no reason not to walk, or even fly—




  Almost automatically, Taro found himself looking up at the heavily-built man strolling towards them. He wore a smart suit, and sported the usual stylish but unnecessary hat on his bald head.




  ‘Good evening,’ he said, and Taro felt a faint shiver – of what, he wasn’t quite sure – at the familiar sound of that deep, mellow voice.




  ‘Sirrah,’ he said. Old habits died hard.




  Nual inclined her head a fraction.




  Jarek, looking uncomfortable, said, ‘I take it you’re the Minister.’




  ‘I am.’ He gave Jarek a long, hard look, then smiled. People who didn’t know better might even call it a friendly, welcoming smile. ‘And you must be Elarn Reen’s

  brother, Jarek.’




  




     

  




  CHAPTER FIVE




  Jarek had met killers before, and he’d met aliens – hell, he travelled with one – but his experience with Heads of State was limited. The Minister was

  all three, and more. Despite his avuncular exterior, he – Jarek decided to think of the Minister as he, in the absence of any more suitable term – exuded an air of hidden menace.

  People really did live or die at his word.




  After a moment, he realised the Minister actually expected an answer. ‘Er, yes. Pleased to meet you.’ He waited to see if the Minister offered his hand, and was relieved when he

  didn’t.




  ‘Your sister was a fool,’ said the Minister conversationally, as casually as if he was discussing the nonexistent weather, ‘but she didn’t deserve to die like

  that.’




  <That’s his way of saying he’s sorry for your loss.>




  Jarek started at Nual’s voice in his head; she used mindspeech sparingly with him as she knew he found it disconcerting. ‘Thanks,’ he said out loud.




  ‘We may as well talk here,’ continued the Minister. ‘We won’t be disturbed.’ He steered them to three benches made out of what looked like real wood, set around a

  planter overflowing with flowers, some of which glowed pallid blue in the dusk. He sat down on the bench at the back. Jarek took one of the side seats, Nual and Taro the other.




  The Minister turned to the other two. ‘You both look well,’ he said. ‘Short hair suits you, Nual.’




  When no one immediately responded to this unexpected comment, the Minister affected a sigh. ‘Small talk,’ he said drily. ‘I had understood it to be very popular amongst

  humans.’




  ‘Er—’ said Taro, looking between the Minister and Jarek.




  ‘Oh come on, boy!’ said the Minister sharply. ‘Obviously Captain Reen knows what I am – Nual would never have let him come down here otherwise, would she?’




  No one had an answer for that, and the Minister continued, ‘To be honest, I am impressed they have already got themselves an ally. You must have loved your sister deeply if you are willing

  to go to such lengths to avenge her death, Captain Reen.’




  ‘Elarn is one of my reasons for fighting the Sidhe.’ He was pleased he managed to avoid tripping over that last word.




  The Minister raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t ask for clarification, and Jarek reminded himself that whatever else he might be, the ‘man’ sitting across from him couldn’t

  read their minds.




  ‘So, what brings you back to our fair city in such a tearing hurry?’ The Minister addressed the question to Nual.




  ‘We need a beacon,’ she said bluntly.




  ‘A beacon? As in a shiftspace beacon?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He sounded a little intrigued. ‘Now why would you suddenly want such a thing?’




  Jarek took over the conversation. ‘We – or rather, I – found a lost world, one where the inhabitants have no idea the rest of the universe exists. I can’t find any

  record of the place, not in the Freetrader Archives, nor in any of the public Salvatine datastores.’




  ‘Ah,’ said the Minister. ‘And you think the females kept the existence of this world from humanity?’ He pronounced the word ‘females’ like a curse.




  ‘I know they did.’ Jarek hoped the Minister wouldn’t ask why . . . Of course, he might already know—




  ‘And presumably this lost world has no beacon?’




  ‘That’s right.’ Jarek said shortly. It was bad enough knowing the Minister was the head of the City’s league of assassins. That he was also a representative – or

  more accurately, a fragment – of a thousand-year-old male Sidhe consciousness made Jarek feel faintly queasy. Whilst the Khesh City mind could be an incredibly useful ally in their fight, it

  – he – was not someone to be messed around with, or confided in.




  ‘So you wish to plant a beacon there to bring these people into the fold of human-space?’ said the Minister, sounding faintly curious.




  ‘Right again.’




  ‘How charmingly idealistic. And it would be massively annoying to the females, of course.’ His tone made it obvious which reason he preferred. ‘Just what makes you think I

  might be able to help with this noble mission of yours?’




  Jarek swallowed, and said, ‘Zepgen.’




  ‘Zepgen. Ah yes, that. What about zepgen?’




  Nual took over, and pointing to herself, said, ‘You put zepgen in us – in your Angels – to power our gravitics.’




  ‘Why yes, so I do. And how exactly did you come to find that out, then?’ Now he was definitely curious.




  ‘A corporation on another world had their suspicions and decided to experiment,’ she said.




  ‘On me,’ Taro chipped in.




  The Minister looked Taro up and down, appraising him. ‘You appear to have survived the experience.’




  ‘Yeah, just about – thanks to Jarek,’ Taro said, sounding a bit grumpy.




  The Minister ignored Taro’s little show of pique. ‘So, you know that I have access to a small, near-limitless power-source that can be implanted in humans. It also powers all

  this.’ He gestured proprietarily around him at the shadowy trees, the buildings beyond and the distant orange glow of the City’s forcedome. ‘But beacons . . . well, they’re

  a rather different proposition.’




  ‘But they are powered by zepgen.’ Jarek resisted the temptation to add, aren’t they? He was sure he was right, or near enough.




  ‘Well, not exactly. Zepgen is a system for drawing power from . . . elsewhere. It can only be initiated by a certain type of mind, one capable of reaching outside the

  universe.’ Jarek knew that male Sidhe could do that. ‘A beacon is more of a gateway, a door left permanently ajar. That’s a much more complex and dangerous artefact.’




  ‘But still something you – your people – do. Did. For humanity, to help fight the females.’




  ‘Yes, we did,’ the Minister agreed with a slight smile. ‘But that was a thousand years ago.’




  ‘Can you still do it?’




  The Minister said nothing for several seconds. The trees around the square remained still as a picture. Jarek could hear a faint hum, presumably that of the crowded streets beyond. Finally the

  Minister said, ‘We need to consider this.’ Jarek noted the use of we, the first time the Minister had used the word. ‘I have taken the liberty of booking you into a hotel;

  just ask any of those burly individuals over there to take you to the Cracked Emerald on Memento Street. Please do not worry about paying for the hotel; as Taro so elegantly put it:

  “it’s only credit”.’




  At that, Taro chimed in, ‘Yeah, actually, we did have another problem that could be solved with credit—’




  ‘I know.’ He stood up as he spoke, making it quite clear he had no interest in prolonging the conversation. ‘I will be in touch in due course.’ And with that, the

  Minister walked off into the gloom.




  ‘Is he always like that?’ asked Jarek.




  ‘Oh no,’ replied Taro lightly, ‘sometimes he can be pretty fucking irritating.’




  ‘Nual, I don’t suppose you—?’




  ‘I can’t read him, Jarek, not at all. He is— What we actually interact with is a flesh golem that holds part of Khesh’s distributed consciousness.’




  ‘Ah. When you put it like that—’ When she put it like that, it was damn creepy. ‘Thanks for trying to ask whether he’d loan us enough to stave off the bloody Veryan

  Syndicate, Taro.’




  ‘Worth a shot.’




  ‘We should probably get going; it’ll be dark soon.’




  Jarek turned to the rank of cabs, but Taro said, ‘We can walk to Memento Street; it ain’t far from here.’




  ‘Is that a good idea?’ Jarek wasn’t sure; the Three Cities had a terrible rep for street crime.




  Taro turned and gestured at himself with both hands, inviting Jarek to take in his clothes. ‘City colours,’ he said, ‘and who wears City colours?’




  ‘Ah yes – Angels.’




  ‘S’right. And around here, people know not to mess with us Angels.’




  Taro led them along a gently curving street with parkland on one side and buildings on the other. Larger roads radiated off every hundred metres or so, some smart boulevards, gated to keep out

  the riff-raff, others hosting outdoor parties of varying degrees of wildness. Memento Street, when they found it, fell somewhere between the two extremes.




  The crowd on the Street was largely made up of tourists; many of them looked like out-of-system types rich enough to afford to travel on a starliner. A lot had bodyguards with them. The locals

  were easy to spot; they tended to be compact and dark, though there were also representatives of the other two cultures of the Confederacy of Three. One ethnic group had jewels stuck on – no,

  embedded in – the skin of their hands, while others were pale– skinned, with light brown or blond hair.




  Jarek didn’t see any other Angels, but he did spot a few downsiders. They were conspicuous, not just because of their height, but due to their dress; they wore ill-fitting, ragged clothes,

  obviously cast-offs, and they hung around the darker alleyways, begging, hustling or hassling. They moved with the shuffling, careful gait of people in heavier gravity than they were used to. Most

  of the tourists were avoiding them. He noticed how Taro was enjoying the double-takes as people moved from wary distrust at the first sight of his height and build to what Jarek interpreted as

  cautious awe at his easy walk and stylish clothes.




  Though the full red-and-black of Khesh City was reserved for Angels, a lot of people wore tokens – broaches, armbands, hair ornaments and the like – showing the colours of

  ‘their’ City. The paler-skinned types, from Yazil, displayed gold and green, while the jewelled lot from Luorna sported blue and silver.




  Nual had told them the other two cities were run in the same way as Khesh, and now Jarek asked if that was what the Minister had meant when he’d said we: the other two Cities.




  She smiled grimly, and said, ‘No, the Concord is far more important than any one human’s request, however unexpected.’




  ‘So do the Yazil and Luorna City-minds even know their brother City let a renegade Sidhe hide here?’




  ‘I doubt it,’ she said quietly. ‘These three males have lived in a ritualised state of near-war for centuries – I don’t think they’d know how to begin to

  trust each other.’




  So the we in question must have meant the other avatars of Khesh’s controlling mind, like the High Speaker, thought Jarek. Which was quite weird enough.




  The buildings along Memento Street were low-rise but flashy, a mixture of hotels, restaurants, bars and clubs. Nual said this Street had a historical theme, which was why they were surrounded by

  unfamiliar cultural references, from the cartoon dogs in suits dancing holographic jigs above their heads to the projected images of women with curvaceous bodies and veiled faces.




  Some buildings had damage to their façades, presumably as a result of the upheavals caused by the Sidhe weapon. Jarek suppressed a shudder: Elarn, under the influence of the Sidhe’s

  mental programming, had nearly killed the City, and she had lost her own life in the process. If Taro hadn’t been in the right place at the right time, she would have succeeded in destroying

  Khesh completely.




  Despite the name, the Cracked Emerald showed no visible damage. The hotel was all gaudy floral décor and green and red cut-glass, though the rooms were clean and relatively spacious.

  Jarek was happy to sacrifice taste for comfort, especially when someone else was picking up the tab. After confirming that they could bill the meal to their account, they had a leisurely dinner in

  the hotel restaurant. Though the food beat ship’s rations, Jarek felt it left something to be desired. Nual pointed out caustically that, like the Heart of Glass’s own mess, the

  City was a closed environment, where everything had to be recycled.




  Jarek usually tried to sync his body-clock to local time before landing, but because this trip had been unplanned, they’d ended up out of kilter, and the three of them found themselves

  wide awake just when everyone else was calling it a night. Jarek had no doubt Nual and Taro had pleasant alternatives to sleep, but he was reduced to channel-surfing a wide variety of trash, all

  that was available on the local holonet. He ended up watching some political channel, which was full of ratings, gossip and predictions of which members of the Assembly might incur the

  people’s disapproval enough to get ‘removed’ by an Angel. The subtleties were lost on him, and he couldn’t help thinking how macabre this set-up was – especially

  knowing that the whole thing was overseen and quite possibly manipulated by an eccentric, effectively immortal, alien. He was beginning to get the impression the mind at the heart of Khesh City

  looked upon those living within its bounds as something between wayward pets and a gigantic social experiment.




  Finally he gave up and decided to go for a walk. The hotel staff were happy to provide him with a guard – all part of the service, apparently – but he took his gun as well. Better

  safe than sorry.




  The bodyguard, a jovial man of about Jarek’s age, asked if he wanted to go anywhere in particular, which Jarek took to mean he’d be happy to recommend bars, brothels and other

  diversions, but all he really wanted to do was to stretch his legs and get some fresh air, or what passed for fresh air around here. The guard took the hint and shut up, falling into place behind

  and to one side of his charge.




  About a quarter of the bars and clubs were still open, though the Street itself was largely deserted. Jarek decided to meander out rimwards; he doubted he’d actually be able to see over

  the edge of the floating City, but it gave him somewhere to aim for. Khesh’s night-owls were exhibiting various states of inebriation and desperation, but none of them bothered him. For a

  moment he wondered if he should take the guard’s advice after all; this place offered some interesting diversions . . . unfortunately they were likely to cost credit he didn’t have.




  Lost in thought, it took Jarek a moment to notice that his guard wasn’t behind him any more. He caught movement out of the corner of one eye and spun round just in time to see a woman with

  a tranq pistol; his guard had just collapsed to the ground. Jarek went for his weapon, but the woman already had him covered.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
BIRUNGE RO B = LGS T

‘Fenn recalls something of the cosmic wonder of lain M. Banks' Culture novels’ -
BTHERE





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





