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			1

			It had begun as a distant glimmering dot; now it was unmistakably a world.

			At the front of the rocket launch, from her control position behind the forward windows, Fura Ness tried to fly exactly like any other prospective visitor. Too confident in her approach, and she would draw attention to herself. Too cautious, and she would look as if she had something to hide.

			Which – of course – she did.

			The sweep was bouncing range-location pings against the outer shell of Mulgracen. A dial showed their closing speed, now down to just six thousand spans per second.

			‘That will do nicely,’ Lagganvor said, as he leant over her shoulder to study the instrument board.

			Fura took her time answering. She flipped a switch or two, worked a lever, tapped her nail against a sticky gauge.

			‘This ain’t my first approach, Lag.’

			Lagganvor’s reflection smiled back from the burnished metal of the console.

			‘Nor mine.’

			Fura applied a little more counterthrust, dropping them to five thousand five hundred spans per second. They were threading through the orbits of other ships gathered around Mulgracen that ranged from little runabouts like their own to fully-rigged sailing vessels, albeit all close-hauled so near to the gravity well of a swallower.

			‘All this way for a pile of bones,’ Prozor said, in a familiar complaining tone.

			‘Bones we happen to need,’ Fura answered.

			Prozor rubbed the dent in her head where a metal plate had been put in. ‘You need ’em, girlie. The rest of us is quite satisfied never goin’ near those horse-faced horrors.’

			‘I share your reservations,’ Lagganvor said, directing a confiding smile at Prozor. ‘But I also appreciate the need for up-to-date intelligence. Without a viable skull, we’re operating blind.’

			‘And this intelligence,’ Prozor said. ‘It wouldn’t have anything to do with gov’m’nt men turnin’ over every rock in the Congregation to look for us, would it? Gov’m’nt coves with ships and guns and undercover agents and plenty of intelligence of their own?’

			Lagganvor scratched at his chin. ‘It might.’

			‘Then why in all the worlds is we . . . goin’ anywhere near a world?’

			‘We’ve been over this,’ Adrana Ness said, turning to face Prozor from the seat immediately behind her sister’s control position. ‘It’s all very well keeping to the margins, picking off other ships for essential supplies – that’s served us well enough since The Miser. But it’s not sustainable. We’ve only adopted piracy as a temporary measure, not a business for life.’

			Prozor nodded at the forward windows, where Mulgracen was now large enough for surface details to be visible. ‘And offerin’ our necks on the choppin’ board by voluntarily going to a world – that’s meant to be an improvement?’

			‘It has to be done,’ Fura said, sighing hard. ‘None of the skulls we’ve found on other ships were worth a spit by the time we got our hands on them. So we’ve no choice but to shop. But I ain’t taking silly risks. Mulgracen’s a long way out and there’s no likelihood that anyone will be expecting us. It won’t be like Wheel Strizzardy . . .’

			‘The risk was supposed to be contained there as well,’ Prozor said.

			‘It was,’ Fura answered through gritted teeth. ‘Just not contained enough.’

			*

			Mulgracen was a laceworld, orbiting the Old Sun in the Thirty-Fourth Processional. It was neither entirely hollow, like a shellworld, nor entirely solid, like a sphereworld. It was, instead, a sort of sugary confection, made up of many thin and brittle layers, each nested delicately within each other and inter-penetrated by voids, shafts and vaults through which a ship could move nearly as freely as in open space. The outer surface – from which the launch was bouncing its range-finding pulses – was only loosely spherical. There were gaps in it, some of which were whole leagues across. Between these absences were irregular plates of uninterrupted surface, some of them joined by thick necks of connecting material and some by only the narrowest, most perilous-looking of isthmuses. Nowhere was this surface layer more than a tenth of a league thick, and in places it was considerably thinner. Little domed communities, never more than a quarter of a league across, spangled against the firmer-looking bits of surface. Now and then a tiny train moved between them; a luminous worm hurrying through a glassed-over tube.

			With their speed reduced to just five hundred spans per second, Fura dropped the launch down through one of the larger gaps. The thickness of the surface plate swept up past them, and then they were into what was technically the interior of Mulgracen. There was little sense of confinement. In many directions it was still possible to see stars, as well as a dozen or so nearer worlds and the purple-ruby glimmer of the greater Congregation. Beneath them, about a league below, was a smaller broken surface, ornamented with domes and the fine, glistening threads of railway lines. There were domes and lines above them as well, for there were communities attached to the underside of the outer shell, as well as to its outer surface. Only the thinnest of connecting structures bridged the two layers, and it seemed quite impossible that these feeble-looking columns and walls could support anything, let alone many square leagues of habitable ground.

			But they did, and they had, and they would. Mulgracen was already millions of years old, and it been claimed and lost and re-claimed many times during the long cycles of civilisational collapse and rebirth that made up the recorded history of the Congregation.

			Fura dropped their speed further still. Traffic was thick all the way into Mulgracen. Rocket launches were coming and going in all directions, with little regard for any sort of organised flow. Cargo scows and rocket tugs growled by on their slow, ponderous business. For every ship about the size of their own launch, though, there must have been ten or twenty smaller craft that were only used for shuttling within and around the world, and these seemed even more cavalier about navigational etiquette. They were nosey about it, too, swerving close to the launch and only breaking off at the last second. The anti-collision alarm was going off so frequently that in the end Fura cuffed it into silence.

			They went down another level. Only now was it getting hard to see any clear part of space, and the communities at these depths had to rely on artificial lights at all times of day. There were more of them, packed more closely together, and in places the towns had merged so thoroughly that they were now merely the districts of city-sized settlements, easily the rival of anything on the Ness sisters’ homeworld. The domed-over buildings were huge, multi-storied affairs, and their windows so numerous that they seemed to emanate a soothing golden glow of comfort and prosperity. Carved animals reared up from roof-lines, picked out by spotlights; neon advertisements flickered on the buildings’ sides, traffic lights threw red and green hues across pavements and intersections. People were still too small to see except as moving dots – even the trams and buses were like tiny gaming pieces – but it was not hard to imagine being down there, dressed for the season and strolling along lovely marbled boulevards lined with grand shop windows and no shortage of enticing places to dine and dance.

			Fura looked at her sister, wondering if Adrana felt any pangs of homesickness at this spectacle of bustling civilisation.

			‘I’d forgotten—’ Adrana began.

			‘—how pretty things could be,’ Fura finished darkly, and her sister met her eyes and gave the merest nod of mutual understanding. ‘How nice decent society looks, from the outside. How pleasant and inviting. How ready to accommodate our every wish. How devious and deceitful! It’s a trap, sister, and we ain’t falling for it.’

			‘I didn’t say I was about to.’

			Fura slowed them again. They descended through the gap between two domes, then continued on down through the thickness of another layer, until they emerged beneath its underside. There was one more layer below, totally enveloped in a single glowing mass of buildings. That was the closest settlement to the swallower, which was somewhere deep inside that final sphere. They didn’t need to go quite that deep, though, which pleased Fura as it meant a little less expenditure of fuel.

			‘There,’ Lagganvor said, jabbing a finger at the windows. ‘The landing wheel.’

			Fura had been forewarned about the arrangements, but that did not make her any less apprehensive as she brought them in for the final approach. The landing structure was a very odd sort of amenity. It was like a carnival wheel, jutting down from a slot in the ceiling, so that only the lower two thirds of it was visible, turning sedately. There were platforms on the rim of this wheel, each large enough to hold a ship, and some cogs or counterweights kept them level even as the wheel rotated, lifting the ships up into the slot and the hidden part of their rotational cycle.

			A third of the platforms were empty. Fura selected one and brought them in belly-first, toggling down the launch’s undercarriage and cutting the jets at the last moment. She’d chosen the rising part of the wheel, and it did not take long for its rotation to take them into the slot and up to the apex, where ships moved through an enclosed reception area on their smoothly rising and descending platforms. Fura and her crew were not yet ready to leave the ship, and they were already descending by the time they had completed their suit preparations and gathered in the main lock.

			‘Names and back-stories?’ Fura asked.

			‘Drilled into us so hard I might be in danger of forgettin’ my actual name,’ Prozor answered. ‘Come to mention it . . . what is my actual name?’

			‘Doesn’t matter, so long as you don’t slip up,’ Fura said.

			Prozor knelt to squeeze some oil into a knee-joint.

			‘Anyone would think you wasn’t overly sympathetic, girlie.’

			‘I’m not.’ Fura knuckled the chin-piece of her brass-coloured helmet. ‘I’m sympathetic to my neck, and to keeping it attached to something. And that means sticking to our roles.’

			‘I think we are tolerably prepared,’ Lagganvor said. ‘Now, may we discuss the division of chores? I think I would be most effective, and speedy, if I were permitted to operate independently. Obviously I can’t help with the procurement of a new set of bones, but the other items on our shopping list . . .’

			‘The sisters can take care of the shivery stuff,’ Prozor said. ‘You can stick tight by me, Lag, seeing as you know the terrain.’

			‘I have been here once, dear Proz; that hardly makes me qualified to write a tourist brochure.’

			They made a last-minute inspection of each other’s suits. By then the platform was just coming back round to the apex. Fura opened the lock and they tramped down the access ramp with their luggage, onto the platform’s gridded metal surface. At the edge they waited for the platform to come into line with the fixed surface of the reception chamber, and then stepped briskly from one to the other. It was a nimble operation, but no crew who had just come in from a string of bauble expeditions would be fazed by such a test. From there it was a short walk into a reception lock, after which it was possible to remove their helmets. 

			They found themselves at the back of a shuffling line of crews being questioned by immigration clerks and revenue men. The room was full of low murmuring, bored questioning, the occasional stamp of a document. Once or twice a clerk stuffed some papers into a pneumatic tube that took them further up the administrative hierarchy. 

			The line moved sluggishly. Fura and the others put down their luggage and nudged it along with their boots as another crew joined the line behind them, and then another.

			It was brazen, just being here. They had avoided any contact with civilisation for months. Nor was Mulgracen some outlaw world, where a blind eye might be turned. It was prosperous, long-established, well-connected: unusually so, given its orbit within the Frost Margins. It did a lot of trade, and that was the crux of Fura’s gamble: she had been relieved, not disheartened, when she saw how many other ships were coming and going, and it pleased her now to be at the back of a grumbling, slow-moving queue.

			From behind them a gruff voice raised a complaint as one of the clerks abandoned their desk and left a ‘closed’ sign, forcing two lines to converge into one.

			‘You did well,’ Fura whispered to Adrana.

			Adrana dipped her nose, looking at Fura over the bridge of her spectacles. ‘High praise.’

			‘For once I wasn’t the one making the choices. It’s good for you to show a little . . . initiative . . . now and then.’

			‘Don’t think too highly of me. All I did was pick a world we could reach that wasn’t too far in and had a halfway decent selection of bone shops.’ She glanced back at the crew behind them, who were grumbling about the closed desk. ‘Any other benefits are . . . incidental.’

			‘Incidental or otherwise, they’ll serve us nicely.’ Fura dropped her voice. ‘I’d say “well done, sister”, but perhaps it’s about time we slipped into character.’

			‘Whatever you say, Captain.’

			The line moved in fits and starts, and after about thirty minutes it was their turn to be questioned. Fura put their papers onto the table and stood with a hand on her hip, affecting a look of mild but compliant impatience. She was still wearing her vacuum suit, and for once she had a full sleeve and glove over her artificial hand, instead of the pressure-tight cuff she normally wore.

			‘Captain . . . Tessily . . . Marance,’ said the clerk, a heavy-jowled man with a persistent low cough. ‘Captain Tessily Marance. Tessily Marance.’

			‘Don’t wear it out,’ Fura said.

			He held one of her papers, squinting as he compared the photograph with her face.

			‘In from the Empty, are you?’

			‘No law against it.’

			He licked his fingertips, turning pages quickly.

			‘Where was your ship registered?’

			‘Indragol.’

			‘Describe it.’

			‘It’s about four hundred spans long, with rooms inside and lots of sails and rigging.’

			He looked at her with a stone-faced absence of humour.

			‘The world, not the ship.’

			‘Why, are you planning a holiday? All right, Indragol. It’s a cesspit down in the Twenty-Eighth. Tubeworld. Besides the Grey Lady, the only other good thing to come out of it was my father . . .’

			‘His name?’

			‘Darjan. Darjan Marance.’

			He shifted his gaze onto Adrana. ‘Who is she?’

			‘She can speak for herself,’ Fura said.

			Adrana looked down her nose at him. ‘Tragen Imbery.’

			‘Occupation?’

			‘Sympathetic.’ Adrana leaned in and added, in a near-whisper: ‘That’s a Bone Reader, you know.’

			He held up a different page. ‘Take off your spectacles.’

			Adrana complied, staring at him with a fierce, level gaze. He continued holding up the page, frowning slightly, and beckoned one of his colleagues over. The first clerk handed the papers to the second, murmuring something in regard to Adrana. The second clerk sat down and began going through their papers with a heightened attentiveness, taking out a pocket magnifier and consulting a reference document, presumably looking for tiny flaws in their forged credentials. Meanwhile, the first clerk began asking Prozor and Lagganvor questions. 

			Off to one side of the desk, a small flickerbox was showing successive grainy images of the faces of various felons and persons of interest.

			Fura started to sweat. She had thought that being combative and surly might help her case, because it was the last thing anyone would expect if the actual Ness sisters were trying to sneak their way through immigration. Now she was starting to wonder if she had taken the wrong tack.

			The second clerk leaned into the first and cupped a hand to his mouth. The first clerk scratched at a roll of jowl and reached for an empty pneumatic tube canister. He was beginning to curl some of Fura’s papers up, preparing to stuff them into the tube.

			‘Did you say Darjan Marance?’ asked the gruff voice from behind them.

			Fura turned around with an imperious lack of haste. ‘What if I did, cove?’

			‘Darjan Marance took two hundred leagues of triple-filament yardage from us, down in Graubund. An’ he never came back with payment.’ The speaker – a tall, scar-cheeked, rough-voiced woman with a stiff brush of green hair – shook her head in mocking disbelief. ‘I never believed this day would come. Been keeping eyes and ears out for Marance’s crew these last ten years in case we crossed paths, but I never thought you’d be so stupid as to use your own name, right in front of me.’ She pushed forward, interposing herself between Prozor and Lagganvor, and pointed at the clerks. ‘She’s a thief. I don’t care if it was her father stole that yardage, she inherits the crime – she and her whole scummy crew.’ She waggled her finger. ‘You don’t go letting ’em into Mulgracen. They’ll be out and away before I see them again. You get ’em locked up now, and I’ll fill out any papers you need me to, laying out what she owes us.’

			Lagganvor raised his hands, smiling hard. ‘My dear . . . Captain? Perhaps we might come to an . . . amicable settlement? If there has been some . . . entirely innocent confusion? I’m not reliably acquainted with the current rate for triple-filament yardage, but I should think six hundred bars might be not unfair recompense, for any grievous . . . misunderstanding?’

			The green-haired woman gave a derisive snort. ‘Six hundred bars, cove? Is that some sort of joke? Have you any idea what six hundred bars’ll get you, nowadays?’

			Lagganvor grinned desperately. ‘Presumably . . . not quite enough to settle this matter?’

			‘Arrest them, all of them,’ the green-haired captain said. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes. It’s not about the money, it’s the principle. I don’t mind if I have to take two hours or six setting down our side of the story . . .’

			Behind her, her crew began to groan. Clearly they had other plans for the day.

			The first clerk looked from the green-haired captain to Adrana, then back to Fura. He leaned over and confided something to his colleague. The second clerk shook his head ruefully, pinched at the corners of his eyes, then pushed himself up from the desk. The jowly clerk still had the semi-bundled papers, nearly ready to go into the canister. He hesitated for a second, then flattened them out again, before reaching for his stamping tool and punching his way through each of their sets of personal documents. ‘You’re lucky, Captain Marance,’ he said, eyeing Fura. ‘Normally we take a very dim view of such allegations.’

			Fura looked at the clock above the clerk’s position. It was only twenty minutes off noon, and more than likely that was the end of the clerk’s shift. Perhaps his colleague’s, as well. The last thing either of them wanted was to activate a process that involved additional checks, more paperwork, superiors, interview rooms and so on, all on the doubtful say-so of a crew whose past might be equally blemished.

			‘She’s got the wrong Marance,’ Fura said, but with a touch more politeness than before. ‘I’m . . . grateful not to be delayed, all the same.’

			‘Spend your quoins while you can,’ the clerk said, handing back their papers.

			*

			‘That was a good try, earlier on,’ Adrana said to Lagganvor, as they ascended to street level. They were alone in a cramped elevator car, squeezed in with their luggage around their legs, while Fura and Prozor took the next car along.

			‘A good try?’

			‘About it making sense to go off on your own.’

			Lagganvor’s living eye gleamed with vain amusement. The other – the duller, glassier eye – stared through her with a supercilious indifference. 

			‘I was only thinking of making the best use of our time.’

			She placed a hand on his shoulder, almost affectionately, and allowed her fingers to wander to his collar. They were not wearing vacuum suits now. They had taken them off, leaving them at an office on the same level as the immigration department, and changed into the ordinary clothes they had brought for their time in Mulgracen. Adrana’s knuckles brushed against the stubbled side of his cheek and Lagganvor smiled, but not without a certain wariness. Then she pushed her hand behind his neck, seized a thick clump of his shoulder-length hair, and twisted it hard.

			‘Bringing you here was a risk,’ she said, as Lagganvor squirmed and grimaced. ‘But less of a risk than leaving you on the ship, where you could easily signal your masters.’

			‘Signalling my masters,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘is a thing I do for your benefit, not my own. While they know I am alive and monitoring you, they are content and not attempting a long-range kill.’

			‘That logic works while we’re out in space,’ Adrana said, still clutching his hair, and still twisting it. ‘But now we’re on a world, I thought you might start having other ideas. Like calling in the reinforcements to take us alive, while we’re preoccupied with shopping.’

			‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’

			‘Be sure you don’t. We’ll be sticking together like glue, Lag. Just you and me. And if you so much as raise an eyebrow in the wrong direction, never mind anything to do with that eye of yours, I’ll tell Fura exactly what you are.’

			‘That . . . might not go down very well for either of us.’

			‘She’ll understand why I had to shelter you.’

			‘I’m glad you have such faith in your sister’s continued capacity for reasonableness,’ Lagganvor said, reaching up to dislodge her hand. ‘Me, I might need a little more persuading.’ He sighed and looked her hard in the eyes. ‘You can trust me not to go against my word. I signalled them twenty days ago, feeding them an erroneous position and heading; they won’t be expecting another update until we’re long clear of Mulgracen. They have no knowledge of your whereabouts here, nor your plans beyond it.’ He caught his reflection in the elevator’s side and began to fuss with his fringe. ‘Incidentally . . . what are those plans?’

			‘I think it would be for the best,’ Adrana said, ‘if those plans stayed between Fura and I. Just for now. Oh, and Brysca?’

			He blinked, discomfited by the use of his real name.

			‘Yes?’

			‘You’re quite right; I wouldn’t take a chance with Fura. It’d be far less trouble to kill you myself.’

			*

			They met at the top of the elevator shafts, at the five-fold intersection of Virmiry Square, which was itself near the centre of Strenzager City, one of the larger conurbations at this level of Mulgracen. Fura craned her neck back, taking her first proper breath since she left Revenger. A city’s flavours filled her lungs. Brake dust, pavement dirt, animal grease, monkey sweat, hot oil, electric fumes, kitchen smells, sewerage stink, the vinegar-tang of a drunk stumbling out of a nearby bar, the steam of an all-night laundry. It was a sort of poison, taken in extremis, but after months in space breathing nothing that had not been reprocessed through the vegetable membranes of lightvine, nothing that did not taste subtly, pervasively green and slightly stale, it was as fine and thrilling to her senses as a perfumery or chocolatier. She had missed the smell of cities. She had missed the smell of worlds, of life.

			She had better not start getting used to it.

			‘One drink,’ she declared, ‘then we split up. Adrana and I will cover different bone shops, since it’s far too risky to be seen together while being open about our talents. We’ll stay in touch by squawk and meet when we’ve got something to discuss. But I do need a drink, and—’

			‘Something’s happening,’ Adrana said, nodding beyond the nearby bar.

			A group of people were gathering at the corner of one of the intersections where the five main boulevards met Virmiry Square. They were pressing together, almost like a throng of theatre-goers waiting for the doors to open. Above them rose a grand edifice with complicated ornamental stonework and numerous floors. It might have been a huge department store, or perhaps the head offices of an insurance firm. At the back of the gathering a small child was hopping up and down to get a better look at whatever was going on.

			Adrana stepped between trams and joined the rear of the gathering, Fura, Lagganvor and Prozor close behind. Adrana was craning to look up at something. There was a slow-rising scream, like some kind of siren starting up.

			Fura looked up as well, tipping back the brim of her hat. She could see all the way up past the tops of the buildings, beyond the neon signs and the scissoring search-lights, out through the fine-fretted glass of the pressure dome over this part of the city, up and up through a league of vacuum, criss-crossed by the fast-moving motes of ships, all the way to the next interior layer of Mulgracen, where a pattern of inverted cities – whose buildings hung like pendants – lay strung across that broken surface like an imaginary constellation, made up of smeared and twinkling stars of every hue.

			The scream – which was coming from a throat, not a machine – had its origin only twenty or so stories up. There was an open window, a tall sash-window that faced out onto a preposterously narrow balcony, and a tiny pale form was trembling as it gripped the lower pane and stared down to the pavement and the gathering crowd, of which the Ness sisters were now on the periphery, clotting around whatever it was that had last come through that window.

			A hand settled on Fura’s shoulder. Something cold and sharp touched the skin of her neck.

			‘One good turn could be said to deserve another. Wouldn’t you agree, Captain Marance?’

			Fura turned around slowly with the cold point still pressing against her skin.

			Adrana, Prozor and Lagganvor were standing back with expressions of abashed helplessness. They had been caught off-guard. Lagganvor was the only one of them who had a weapon, but to reveal it – even without the actual use of violence – would have drawn exactly the sort of attention they were trying to avoid.

			‘You never knew my father,’ Fura said.

			The woman – the green-haired captain – gave a half laugh. ‘I’m not sure you did, either.’ She was out of her suit now, her hands ungloved. She scraped a black nail down one of her own scarred cheeks, leathery and wrinkled as an old book’s spine, cocking her head thoughtfully, but with some small amusement at Fura’s expense. ‘Was any part of that true?’

			Fura thought for a second. ‘In fairness, Indragol is a cess-pit.’

			‘On that, at least, we can agree.’

			Fura nodded back to the crowd, which had swollen by a third since their arrival. The people were so engrossed that a tense stand-off between two newly-arrived crews went totally unnoticed. Up above, the screaming person was still screaming. It seemed quite impossible that a single pair of lungs could produce such a continuous, harrowing exclamation.

			‘Do you know what that’s all about?’

			‘A squelcher,’ the green-haired captain said. ‘It’s the new thing – an employment initiative. All the rage across the Congregation. Or have you not been paying attention to the news?’

			‘As I said, in from the Emptyside.’

			The point moved away a little. ‘Then I’ll bring you up to date, a little. About six months ago, every quoin, everywhere in the Congregation – in every pocket, every purse, every safe and vault, every bank, every investment house, every chamber of commerce – every single quoin underwent a randomised re-setting of its intrinsic value.’

			‘I heard something along those lines.’

			‘Would’ve been hard not to. It’s the single biggest financial upset to hit the Congregation since the start of the present Occupation. Makes every other slump or crash seem like a pleasant dream. The banks are calling it the Readjustment. Makes it seem distant, abstract – not something that affects real people, real lives.’ The woman’s tone became wistful. ‘But then, I suppose they had to call it something.’

			‘I suppose they did.’

			‘The thing is – the curious thing . . .’ The woman shook her head. ‘Well, it’s silly. But there’s a rumour doing the rounds that two sisters had something to do with it.’

			‘Two sisters?’

			‘Two prim-and-proper little madams from Mazarile who ran away, got a ship – a very fast, dark ship – and poked their noses into something they oughtn’t have. Something that made this happen.’

			‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Fura said.

			‘No,’ the woman said, appraising her. ‘I don’t suppose you would.’

			There was a silence. Fura reached up and very gently deflected the tip of the blade.

			‘If you knew about these sisters, would you turn ’em in?’

			‘That’d depend. There’s many that would. That Readjustment has hit people hard, and not just those who could stand to lose a little money. It might be months since it happened, but the banks are still going through their accounts, telling their clients what they now have in their savings. It’d be bad enough if it was just a case of the quoins changing value; then it would just be a simple accounting exercise. But the truth is, no one’s sure what a single bar means now. Is a ten-bar quoin worth more now than a ten-bar quoin six months ago? Or less?’ She nodded out over the heads of the gathering. ‘You can be sure that fellow got some unwanted news.’

			‘People lose fortunes all the time,’ Fura said.

			‘Well, that’s true. Harsh, but undeniably true. And the fact is – even though the banks have put up a small fortune for the Ness sisters – not everyone thinks too fondly of those institutions to begin with. You know how it is when you desperately need a loan to keep your ship operating, and the institutions don’t oblige.’

			Fura nodded tentatively. ‘I can’t say my family was treated too well by ’em.’

			‘May I . . . intercede?’ Lagganvor asked gently. Very slowly he opened his coat, and with equal caution he dipped into an inner pocket and drew out a plump purse, jangling with quoins.

			‘What’re you proposing, cove?’

			‘A gesture for your kindness in digging us out of that hole at the immigration desk.’

			‘Someone had to. Your captain’s mouth certainly wasn’t doing you any favours.’

			Lagganvor bounced the purse on his palm, then offered it to the other captain. ‘That figure I mentioned earlier, relating to the non-payment of the yardage? There’s about the same in here, maybe a little more. Does that suffice, as a token of our gratitude?’

			She snatched the purse from him, stuffing it into a pocket of her own without once glancing at the contents.

			‘Let’s say it does.’

			‘Then we’re square,’ Fura said, dry-mouthed.

			The woman’s blade retracted with a snap. It had vanished back into a tiny bird-like brooch, far smaller than the blade it contained, which she pinned back onto her collar.

			‘We’re square. But two things before we part. The first is that not every crew feels as ambivalent about that reward as we do, so the Ness sisters would do well to watch their backs. The second thing . . .  there’s a message you might pass on to them, if your paths ever cross.’

			Fura nodded earnestly. ‘And . . . what would that message be?’

			‘Tell them they’d better be damn sure they know what they’re doing.’

			*

			The white-whiskered man in the bone shop looked up from his bench, peering at Adrana over a pair of complicated spectacles set with many interchangeable lenses. She was taking her time, moving around his shelves, picking up and examining his wares. It was tourist tat for the most part: nothing that was of any practical use to a genuine Bone Reader. There were fist-sized skulls made out of bits of old rat, cat and dog, sutured together until they looked passably alien, and then stuffed with a few glinting threads of something that might, in a cooperative light, just about fool someone into thinking it was active twinkly. There were fragments of larger skulls that had, possibly, been alien at some point, but were now useless except as ballast.

			‘I see you have an eye for the good pieces, my dear,’ the man said, as Adrana examined one of the larger faked-up skulls.

			‘I have an eye for a con,’ Adrana answered levelly, before placing the skull back on its shelf. ‘To your credit, Mr . . .’ She picked up one of the neat little tags attached to one of the skulls, moving her lips as she read it: Darkly’s Bone Emporium, 62 Boskle Lane, Virmiry West, Strenzager City, Pellis Level, Mulgracen. ‘Mr Darkly . . . that is you, Mr Darkly? To your credit – your very minor credit – there’s nothing here’s actually labelled as being authentic; you are merely content to let the unwary make the assumption for themselves. Do you get many takers?’

			Mr Darkly set down his tools. There was a skull on the bench before him, positioned on a padded cradle, and it was three times as large as any of the counterfeit pieces. If it was fake, it could only have come from a camel or a carthorse. If it was real – real and alien and ancient – then it was at the smaller end of the typical range of specimens. But she had seen smaller, in other emporia.

			‘There’s no harm in servicing a demand for souvenirs. If tourists want a little skull to take back Sunwards with them, something to put over a fireplace and remind them of a nice holiday in Mulgracen, why should I deny them that harmless little pleasure?’

			‘It’s tricked-up junk,’ Adrana said, studying him through her own glasses. ‘Worthless scraps. I wonder where you get the bones from. Do you have a little deal going with the local veterinarian? Do you set traps in the back alleys, then boil the animals down?’

			Darkly pulled his complicated spectacles off his large, red-veined nose and set them down on a half-folded newspaper next to the skull. He brushed crumbs from his bib. ‘Ask yourself a different question: the tourists will have their souvenirs, and they’ll pay for them. Deep pockets, even now – anyone who can afford to get here isn’t down to their last quoin. Would you rather they were sold a harmless replica, a perfectly nice and harmless trinket, or that a real, functioning skull went out of circulation, ending up locked away where no crew could ever benefit from it?’

			Adrana sniffed, disliking his logic even as she was persuaded by it.

			‘I suppose that would depend on whether you actually have any real skulls to offer me.’

			‘I might,’ Darkly said, with a faintly salacious half-smile. He was a scrawny, liver-spotted man of advanced age, with two eruptions of white hair either side of a perfectly bald pate, the two flanking tufts lovingly combed into up-sweeping swan’s wings, their effect carefully augmented by nimbus-like growths of hair sprouting from his ears. ‘The question is, my dear, would you recognise them if I did? You don’t have the look of a sympathetic—’

			‘There’s a look to us?’ Adrana asked with sharp surprise.

			‘I would’ve said you’re past the age . . . or near the limit.’ He stopped himself, shaking his head once. ‘But you know your bones, it seems. There are . . . other wares in the back room. Some that I think may be a bit more attractive to you.’

			‘Excellent, Mr Darkly. I should like to test one or two samples.’

			A tram rumbled past the shop, and the smaller bones rattled on their glass shelves.

			‘You are welcome to test any of our wares. I should warn you that we have a swallower near us, as well as all the disturbances of the city, so you mustn’t judge the skulls too harshly. They’ll all work much more reliably in open space. But . . . I imagine you knew that.’

			Adrana reached into her jacket and took out a small pouch. ‘I brought my own neural crown. I trust that won’t be a problem? It eliminates a number of variables.’

			‘You do what you must, my dear.’ 

			Darkly was moving to the door to flip the ‘open’ sign while he was engaged with Adrana in the back room when another customer came in, the bell over the door tinkling. It was a black-haired man, tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed very finely. He looked around the shelves and cabinets, hands in his pockets, swivelling on his heels, grinning like a boy who had found the secret door to a sweet shop.

			‘Are these all real?’

			Darkly nodded gravely. ‘They are indeed real bones, sir.’

			The man flicked back his dark fringe. He had slightly mis-matched eyes: one livelier and gleaming more than the other. ‘And these skulls . . . they’re old?’

			‘The atoms in them, sir, are as old as the stars.’

			‘And . . . aliens used these?’

			‘These bones have seen a great deal of employment, sir.’ Darkly turned the sign around and shut the door from inside, leaving the key in the lock. ‘May I . . . direct your attention to that shelf to your left? The topmost selection? Some of our finer wares. They are not for everyone, but I see you are a man of taste and discernment . . . please, take your time, while I attend to another customer. We shan’t be too long.’

			Adrana left Lagganvor front of shop while she went through a beaded curtain, along an unpromising corridor and into the rear of the premises. Although she kept her wits about her there was nothing too sinister about this arrangement. Most bone shops did their business in squalid, windowless back rooms, with customers who rightly disdained the trinkets in the window display. This was where the serious, profitable stuff was kept, and if her manner had been a little brusque, it had earned her the right to be treated with respect.

			‘This way, please,’ Darkly said, opening a heavy metal door that led into a low-ceilinged room with many dusty cabinets, teetering piles of cardboard boxes and great wads of packing paper on the floor. He closed the door behind her, and all remaining sounds of the city were abruptly silenced. The room was acoustically sealed, and probably electrically isolated as well: not up to the level of insulation around a ship’s bone room, but as good as one could reasonably hope for on a world.

			It was half testing chamber, half storeroom. A partly finished meal sat mouldering on a tray. A bucket of something unspeakable stood in one corner. In the middle of the space was an inclined chair with a padded head support, and next to it was a trolley stacked high with metal boxes. The boxes were electrical devices, connected together by cables and with glowing dials and screens on them. The ensemble gave off a faint, anticipatory hum. Somewhere else in the room some old plumbing gurgled to itself. 

			‘We don’t need to run an aptitude test on you, do we?’

			‘You can if you wish,’ Adrana said, settling herself into the chair. ‘Or we could get on and test some bones.’ She took her neural crown out of its pouch and began to unfold the delicate, skeletal device.

			Darkly slurped down whatever was left in a mug, then wheeled over another trolley. Instead of metal boxes, this one had a flat platform on top. He took down one of the larger cardboard boxes, only just managing it on his own, and set it on the trolley. He folded back the box’s flaps, partially exposing a medium-sized skull with a very strong mottled brown colouration. It had been extensively repaired, with zip-like suture marks and many metal staples driven into the weaker parts. One eye-socket was intact, the other partially collapsed, and the front part of the upper mandible was missing completely. Input sockets in various stages of corrosion knobbed the skull like metal warts. A damp, soil-like odour drifted out of the box. It was an ugly specimen, to be sure: not the sort of thing to tempt a magpie-eyed tourist into opening their purse. But almost certainly real, Adrana thought, unless she had greatly underestimated her own gullibility. Whether it would oblige, whether it would mesh with her talent, was a different question.

			‘Would you suggest an input point?’ she asked, drawing out the contact line from her neural crown, now settled down over her freshly-trimmed hair.

			‘Try that one there, on the cranial mid-line. I’ll dim the room and . . . give you some privacy. Try a few inputs. You’ll know before long if there’s anything to be had. Are you quite comfortable?’

			Adrana wriggled in the chair. ‘Well enough.’

			‘Good. I shan’t rush you – that other customer may have need of my attention – but there are two or three more I think you might try, if you don’t take to the first.’

			‘I’ll try as many as I’m able before making a decision,’ Adrana said, not adding that any really promising skulls would need to be tested by Fura as well, before any money changed hands: there was no point acquiring a skull that only suited one of them. She watched as Darkly turned off the main lights, leaving only dim red secondary illumination as he shut her into the testing room. She did not hear a lock being turned, but the heavy metal door was the only way in or out, so there was no chance of her stealing a skull, nor of making her escape if she damaged the wares. She had no intention of doing either thing: her identity might be subject to concealment, but she was here on honest business, and she believed she could afford any skull on sale.

			This one was viable, at least. The twinkly glimmered out of its sockets, like a play of faint, reflected carnival lights. That might be faked, but these emporia tended to draw a sharp line between the dubious goods front of house, and the real items in the back. Fleecing a few tourists was all right, but making enemies of crews was very bad for the long-term viability of a business.

			She collected herself, took a few deep breaths, decided that her mind was as clear as it was going to get, and plugged in on the mid-line socket. 

			There was nothing. 

			It was as comprehensively, resoundingly dead as an unplugged telephone. She tried the next socket along and there was something, just possibly, at the absolute limit of her detection faculty. Though it might have been a carrier signal, or some stray noise coming through the circuits. She unplugged and tried again, in a site bored into the thin bone behind the damaged eyehole. There it was, a shade stronger than before. A faint, faint hint of a conversation going on, some interchange between two distant ships, somewhere out in the vast spaces of the Congregation and the Empty that surrounded it, but it was as if she had her ear pressed to a thick dividing wall between two houses, able to sense the presence of dialogue without once detecting a coherent word or phrase. It could have been in any language around the Old Sun. It might, ultimately, have been all in her imagination. But she was not too discouraged: if a skull worked at all this close to a swallower, it stood a good chance of working much better in the bone room of a ship. Adrana unplugged. There were still plenty of sockets she had yet to try, but she had an intuition about these things and felt it was worth testing a couple more skulls before she spent too much time on one candidate. She began to leave the chair; she could open a few boxes herself until the proprietor returned. He had not exactly forbidden it.

			Darkly returned. Lagganvor was with him.

			‘Turn on the lights,’ Lagganvor said.

			Darkly did as he was instructed. He had little choice in that particular matter: Lagganvor was pinning his arm back firmly, while using his other hand to hold a small, sharp tool against the man’s neck.

			‘Oh, must we,’ Adrana said, sighing as she took off the neural crown. It had been a calculation, having Lagganvor remain front of shop while she went back, but on this evidence she had been right to chance it. ‘He seemed almost helpful.’

			‘I’m sure he was,’ Lagganvor said, grunting as he restrained the man. ‘So helpful that as soon as he was front of shop he was onto his telephone. There was a newspaper on his bench, next to that skull he was digging into. Turned to a snappy if sensationalist little column-filler about the on-going search for the Ness sisters, and with two admittedly not very clear images of said sisters.’

			Adrana extricated herself from the chair and dipped her neural crown back into its padded pouch. ‘Did he make his telephone call, Lag?’

			‘Mercifully not.’

			‘That’s lucky for us. I should have cut straight to the chase, I suppose, but it seemed rude not to show a little interest in his wares.’

			‘Very rude,’ Lagganvor agreed. ‘Would you like to squawk our friends?’

			‘Not just yet: I think we’ve got the matter agreeably in hand, for now. Put Mr Darkly in the chair, if you wouldn’t mind. There must be some string or rope in here somewhere.’

			‘String will suffice,’ Lagganvor said, shoving Darkly into the chair she had just vacated.

			‘Don’t hurt me,’ the whiskered man pleaded.

			‘I’m not going to,’ Adrana said. ‘At least, not while you cooperate, which you can start doing right away.’

			‘Take a skull. Take any skull. Take two skulls.’

			‘I’ll be honest, Mr Darkly: this was never really about the bones. My sister’s out shopping, and she can take care of that bit of procurement well enough on her own.’

			His jaw wobbled. ‘I was hoping . . . I was hoping you’d deny it. I only thought you might be one of the sisters.’

			‘And now that I’ve admitted it, now you’ve seen my face . . . you know there’s no hope for you?’ She shook her head at him, pityingly. ‘I don’t know what they printed about us in that rag, but I doubt even a tenth of it’s true. You help me, and no harm’ll come to you.’

			‘She means it,’ Lagganvor added, rummaging through boxes while Darkly stayed in the chair.

			Adrana took off her glasses, polishing them against her sleeve. ‘I have a minor confession . . . I didn’t just stumble into Darkly’s Bone Emporium, 62 Boskle Lane. I was after a well-connected man that might have useful connections, and my . . . information . . . suggested you were a very, very promising candidate. About three years ago – closer to four now, I suppose – Bosa Sennen sent a man to speak to you.’

			Darkly swallowed hard.

			‘Did she?’

			‘Oh, don’t pretend you’ve forgotten. His name was . . . well, it’s complicated and confusing enough for me, so I won’t trouble you with that. But you’d remember him well enough. A very persuasive fellow, and if you saw him next to my companion here, in a dark alley, you might mistake one for the other.’

			Darkly looked stricken and perplexed.

			‘The point,’ Adrana continued cheerfully, ‘is that this man was sent to ask you about another individual, a gentleman called the Clacker. Now it seems – and I admit I can’t be too sure about this – but it seems Bosa’s man never quite got as far as meeting the Clacker; that there was some snag or interruption that prevented him from making the desired rendezvous. And what I’d like from you – no, strike that – what I’m going to get from you, is an introduction to this gentleman.’

			‘I’ve never met the Clacker.’

			Lagganvor was busy securing Darkly to the chair with some string he’d found. He glanced up from his work. ‘But you know of him?’

			‘No . . . not until she mentioned the name.’

			‘Mm.’ Lagganvor made a regretful grimace. ‘That’s not what our research tells us, Mr Darkly. The Clacker is one of your favoured bone brokers. An intermediary between you and the other aliens . . . a black-market go-between. And you must have his telephone number.’

			‘You’ve got the wrong man. I don’t know this . . . Clacker. I don’t deal with aliens. Clackers, Crawlies . . . they’ve got their business, I’ve got mine.’

			‘It’s come to this, hasn’t it?’ Lagganvor said.

			‘I fear so,’ Adrana said.

			Lagganvor popped out his eye and bounced it off his palm in slowly increasing parabolas, smiling like a street huckster until the eye’s apex took it level with Darkly’s face and it stopped, suspended with an iron stillness. Lagganvor stood back and the eye began to pulse with a soft pink glow. The glow intensified, the pulse quickening, the orb drifting nearer to Darkly, concentrating its cycling light on his own two eyes. Darkly made a small clicking sound in the back of his throat. Lagganvor’s eye clearly had some powerful paralysing influence on him: he could not blink, avert his vision, or twist his face away.

			The clicking continued and a tremble spread down from his neck, his limbs quivering against their restraints. The chair creaked on its pedestal.

			‘Enough,’ Adrana whispered.

			‘Oh, just when we were starting to have fun.’

			‘Enough!’

			Lagganvor lifted a finger and the eye backed off, the light dimming very slightly.

			‘That can get worse, Mr Darkly,’ Lagganvor said. ‘Very much worse.’

			Darkly was drooling. Adrana dabbed it away with the edge of his collar.

			‘Give us the Clacker’s number, or better still his address. Once we’ve verified that the information’s accurate, we’ll return to set you free. Better still, persuade him to come here directly. That will end our involvement the soonest.’

			‘I don’t . . .’ Darkly cleared his throat with a hacking wet cough, and Adrana dabbed at his mouth again. ‘I don’t need to persuade him to come to me.’

			‘I think for your sake you do,’ Lagganvor said, flicking a curtain of hair down over his enucleated eye-socket.

			‘You misunderstand me,’ Darkly answered. ‘There’s no need to call or summon the Clacker. He’s already here.’

		

	
		
			2

			A few blocks away, a stop or two down the Green and Purple Peripheral Interurban Lines, yet still within the Virmiry West district of Strenzager City, the younger Ness sister was also doing back-room business.

			‘I’m startin’ to think,’ Prozor was saying, as they ascended a flight of stairs, ‘that this was never about bones to begin with.’

			‘It was always about bones,’ Fura retorted sternly, glancing back over her shoulder. ‘We’ve need of a skull, and that need ain’t evaporated. But I reckon we can depend on Adrana to sort us out a skull that meets our requirements. When she’s found one, which won’t take her long, I’ll examine the relevant item and decided for myself whether it’s a suitable purchase. But there ain’t any sense in the both of us doing donkey-work. I have . . .’

			‘Loftier concerns?’

			‘Not the exact phrase I’d have chosen, but . . . not far off the mark, either.’

			At the top of the stairs was a short corridor, floored in red carpet worn through to a beige stripe down the middle. At the end of the corridor was a sturdy wooden door, flanked by a pair of potted plants. Fura pulled her metal fist out of her pocket, raised it in readiness to knock, and then looked into Prozor’s eyes for some confirmatory sign, some reassurance that she was on safe ground.

			‘Whatever’s behind that door, girlie, it’s between you and your conscience. You’ve been spooked ever since that green-haired captain had your mark, ain’t you? Rarely seen you so twitchy. No wonder you couldn’t get a peep out of any of those bones, the state you’ve been in.’

			‘I don’t like being recognised.’

			‘Nor me. I know you were applyin’ some reverse psychology at that immigration desk, playin’ difficult, ’cause that’s exactly how Fura Ness wouldn’t behave, if she was tryin’ to sneak her way into a world . . . but next time, if there is a next time, maybe try a bit of forward psychology as well. Never know, girlie – it might help.’ Prozor pushed her sharp features into half a smile. ‘I wouldn’t worry about that captain – I think she meant what she said: that there’s some against us and some for us, and she wanted to let the Ness sisters know that they can count on some support . . . unless you really make a mess of things.’

			‘That’s meant to help?’

			‘All I’ve got, girlie.’

			Fura rapped on the door, her gloved hand sounding like a series of hammer blows. She dipped her fist back into her pocket and stood back. There was nothing to be gained in knocking again; their arrival could not fail to have been noticed.

			‘It wasn’t just the captain,’ she said quietly.

			‘The thought of that cove, splattered all over the pavement?’

			‘You could put it a touch more delicately.’

			Prozor touched the dent in her head where the metal plate had been put in. ‘They knocked the delicacy out of me when they screwed this into my noggin. Not that there was much to be knocked out even then.’

			‘You astonish me.’

			‘I know you’re thinkin’ what happened to that cove had somethin’ to do with what you did to all those quoins . . .’

			Fura touched a finger to her lip. ‘Proz . . .’

			‘It ain’t a secret between us, girlie, and if anyone’s thinkin’ of listenin’ in, it’s ’cause they already know who and what you is, and most of what you done. You shouldn’t dwell on that cove, though. I ain’t here to be your conscience, or your voice of reason, but I am here to let you know that not everythin’ that happens – or will happen – has to be your fault.’

			‘They must’ve lost something in the crash, Readjustment, whatever they want to call it.’

			‘And maybe their troubles were brewin’ long before the Ness sisters went off to space. The point is, girlie, you weren’t to know what’d happen when you brought those quoins together. True, you might’ve given it a little more consideration before you started pokin’ your nose into somebody else’s onions, but it wasn’t you made things the way they are. There was somethin’ rotten goin’ on long before you drew a breath.’

			‘Just tell me I haven’t made it worse,’ Fura said.

			‘Sometimes things have to get worse before they get better. And that ain’t always bad.’

			A latch sounded and the door opened. A strange, dead-eyed girl stood on the other side, with a continuation of the corridor beyond her. She was nearly as tall as Fura, thin to the point of cadaverousness, with a slumping, lop-sided posture that made it seem as if she were hanging by invisible puppet strings. She had ribbons in her hair and was dressed in the sort of pretty, pink-and-blue striped dress a girl might wear for her tenth birthday party, yet Fura felt certain that she was at least sixteen, and perhaps older still. Her mouth was a toothless slash, smeared around with black lipstick.

			‘Who?’ she asked, in a rasp of a voice.

			‘Captain Tessily Marance,’ Fura said.

			‘Hirtshal,’ Prozor added.

			The girl had a notebook. She flipped its pages and dragged a black-nailed finger down a column.

			‘The Pharmacist will see you.’

			They followed her. She had ballet shoes on and moved on tiptoes, hardly in contact with the floor. The carpet in the corridor beyond the door had been replaced more recently and there were photographs and paintings on the wood-panelled walls. At the end was a door constructed mostly of pebbled glass, through which penetrated a trembling green light. The girl opened the door and beckoned them into the room beyond, which was as cool and damp as a crypt. 

			It was an aquarium, or rather a room filled with many individual aquarium tanks. They covered the walls and quite a lot of the floor. Each tank was lit from within, and each was full of countless luminous fish of many sizes and varieties. They moved in restless shoals, swimming around coral formations and diving in and out of miniature caves and fabulous sunken cities made of jewelled stone. 

			Fura gawped for a few seconds, half saddened and half delighted. She had forgotten how much she used to enjoy the aquarium house at the Zoological Gardens in Hadramaw. Just being in this room, with its smells and noises – the dampness, the low illumination, the quiet gurgle of pumps – made her think of ice-creams and souvenirs and fine days away from indoor chores.

			‘Captain Marance and her associate for you,’ said the girl. 

			‘Very good, Pasidy – wait a moment, will you? Excuse me, Captain – my little darlings must be attended to.’

			The speaker – the Pharmacist – had his back to them. He was propping himself up on a stick while he sprinkled feed into the open top of the one of the central tanks. Behind him was an old-fashioned wheelchair made mostly of wood and wicker. The fish – little blue darts with fiery slashes down their sides – pushed their mouths up to the surface as the Pharmacist shook loose the last few granules from his bag. ‘Please come over, Captain Marance – I am very eager to make your acquaintance.’

			Fura and Prozor walked up to the man. He settled the lid back on the tank very carefully,  then eased back down into the waiting wheelchair. The girl – Pasidy – lingered slump-shouldered and sullen at the door for a few moments, biting at a strand of hair.

			‘Thank you for agreeing to see me at such short notice,’ Fura said.

			‘I should congratulate you on your industry in finding me as easily as you did. For reasons that I need not dwell on, I maintain a deliberately low profile.’ The man flicked a patterned blanket across his knees. He was very nearly as cadaverous as the girl, with stick-thin wrists jutting out of the sleeves of a white surgical smock, buttoned at the sides and over one shoulder. A tide of damp green licked around his rolled-up cuffs where he had immersed them in the water. He had a permanent grin, one that was so fixed that its effect was maniacal rather than reassuring. His eyes were heavy-lidded and copiously bagged, drooping away from either side of a long, steep-sloping nose. His ash-coloured hair was combed sharply from one side of his scalp to the other, forming an asymmetric wave that dipped down over half his face. Fura could not begin to estimate his age: he was either a young man gone to precociously early seed, or a geriatric who had smuggled a few faint traces of youth into advancing years. ‘You have the necessary list?’

			Fura passed a piece of twice-folded paper to the Pharmacist. He took it in his fingers, pressed it against his nose, smelled it carefully, then opened it out and read down the column of items Eddralder had prepared for her.

			‘You have a physician in your service, I see. Would it not have been quicker and easier for him to come to me directly?’

			‘He prefers to stay on the ship. Anyway, he said there wasn’t much here that would be difficult to find.’

			He ticked his finger down the list, mouthing softly. ‘Tranzerome, ten standard measures at the usual dilution. Twenty ampules of Theramol. Six units of oral Axanox . . .’ He lifted his eyes to her. ‘A dangerous game, bauble-hunting?’

			‘I never said I was in that line of work.’

			‘Whatever other work is there, for an honest captain? These are the medical supplies of a crew expecting injury, above and beyond the common ailments of space travel.’

			Fura shrugged. ‘There are risks.’

			‘Can you supply the girlie with what she needs, is the question,’ Prozor said.

			‘Yes . . . yes.’ He looked at her with a faint flash of irritation. ‘For the most part.’

			‘For the most part?’ Fura asked.

			‘The bulk of this is straightforward enough . . . you’ll be paying black market prices, you understand, but I guarantee the product and you won’t have the trouble of going through any official channels. For a reasonable surcharge, I’ll supply enough export documentation to grease any wheels on your departure.’

			‘We can pay,’ Fura said.

			‘The only difficulty is . . . your man has requested twenty vials of Mephrozine?’

			‘If it’s on the list then we need it.’

			‘Mephrozine is very difficult to come by. Very difficult, and very expensive. I can’t supply twenty vials, not at short notice. Ten is the best I can do, and I guarantee you won’t have any more success elsewhere in Mulgracen.’

			Prozor jammed her hands on her hips, giving him her best sceptical look. ‘Got the market sewn up, have you?’

			‘Let’s just say that the little Mephrozine that circulates through Mulgracen tends to pass through my hands. Might I . . .’ He was looking sharply at Fura.

			‘What?’ she asked.

			‘Mephrozine has several uses . . . but one of the principal ones is to counter the advance of acute progressive parasitic lightvine syndrome, or the glowy.’ He frowned, studying her with a deeper interest. ‘You have it, don’t you? The skin patterning may be concealed, to a degree, but less so the presence of it in your eyes, and I see the glints. The spores reach the eyes via the optic nerve; so it is already in your brain, beginning to affect your cognitive processes.’

			There was no denying it, so Fura stiffened her jaw and shrugged. ‘Do you have the Mephrozine or not?’

			‘Ten vials.’

			‘I’ll take them all.’

			The Pharmacist examined the list again. ‘Six thousand bars will cover this. Six-thousand-three-hundred for the goods and the export papers. For that, I’ll throw in a box as well – it’ll save you stuffing your pockets.’

			Fura looked at Prozor, who dug into her coat for the bag of quoins she was carrying. Six-thousand-three-hundred bars was extortionate, but she wanted the medicines now and without too many other questions asked. Prozor sorted through the bag, squinting at the bar patterns on the quoins until she had something close to the desired figure. When she was done, she handed over twelve of the medallion-sized objects.

			‘We’re twenty short, but you ain’t going to quibble about that, are you?’

			‘I don’t suppose I am.’ The Pharmacist took the quoins and sifted through them with a quick and attentive eye. He held a quoin up to the wavering green light, peering into the interlocking pattern of bars on its face – criss-crossing threads suspended over an impression of depth much greater than the thickness of the quoin. ‘Pasidy – take this list and fill out a travelling box. Captain Marance may have all ten of our remaining vials of Mephrozine. Her need is not in doubt.’ 

			The girl took the paper and left through a back door between two rows of tanks. ‘She won’t be long,’ said the Pharmacist. ‘Pasidy is very efficient, bless her.’ He stuffed the quoins into his tunic pocket, wheeled his chair along a pace or two, then pushed himself back up so he could feed the fish in the next tank along. ‘These must be trying times for someone in your line of work. The Readjustment has caused all sorts of difficulties. When credit can’t flow, neither can commerce. Local economies like Mulgracen can just about function, but things are much worse between the worlds. Luxury goods continue to move, but the less glamorous items, where the margins were always . . . marginal – things like foodstuffs, medicines, or the chemicals need to make them – they’re hardly moving at all.’

			‘Bad times for honest captains and their crews,’ Fura said. ‘Bad for legitimate wholesalers. Not quite so bad for black-marketeers.’

			He leaned further over the tank, sprinkling the food. ‘One must make hay while the Old Sun shines, Captain. Would you rather I wasn’t in business?’ He strained, leaning further, and some quoins tipped out of his tunic pocket and into the water. 

			Fura watched with only faint interest as they submerged, descending edge-down. 

			‘You’re careless with your money,’ she said.

			‘No harm shall come to them, and Pasidy can fish them out later. She has the reach for it.’

			Fura folded her arms and angled a heel against the floor, willing Pasidy back with the medicines. Idly she watched the quoins sink, descending with their faces pointed back out of the tank’s side. The last of them was coming into its final alignment; it ceased its axial rotation as neatly as if it had come into contact with an end-stop. Then it continued descending, until – along with the others – it sank its rim into the silt at the bottom of the tank.

			Fura’s curiosity prickled like an itch behind her forehead. ‘Is there something magnetic in the frame of that tank?’

			‘Why do you ask?’

			‘No reason,’ she answered, realising that he had seen nothing unusual in the way the quoins descended; nothing in their curious alignment.

			The door opened again and the girl entered with a heavy wooden box swinging against her hip. The Pharmacist had settled back in his wheelchair, shaking the last few crumbs of fish food from his fingers. He pointed at Fura, and Pasidy gave her the box, leaning forward at the waist like a crudely-jointed puppet, then jerking back up as the tension was released. Her arms waggled by her side and her head lolled as if her neck was broken.

			‘You may examine the goods,’ the Pharmacist said.

			The box was the sort of portable chest that hinged open down the middle, with four layers of separate drawered compartments, each of which was stuffed with drugs. On top was a sheath of plausible-looking paperwork. Fura took out a set of vials, holding them up to the ceiling and squinting at their labels.

			‘They’re either real or they’re not,’ she said, directing her words at Prozor. ‘Either way, only Eddralder’s going to be able to tell.’

			‘Is the Meph in there?’

			Fura nodded. She had already identified the black wallet containing the Mephrozine doses. ‘It’d better be genuine,’ she to the Pharmacist. ‘We’ll find out if it isn’t, and Mulgracen’s not exactly off the beaten track. You wouldn’t be a hard man to find a second time.’

			‘Which is why I’d never countenance selling anything I didn’t have confidence in. You may depend on the articles. Use them cautiously, of course . . . some of them are very potent. Especially the Mephrozine.’

			Fura returned the items to the chest and latched it closed. ‘Pity you couldn’t sell me more of it.’

			‘Hopefully that will tide you over – if you haven’t left it too late, of course.’ His grin unwavering, he regarded her with tissue-thin sympathy. ‘I do hope you haven’t.’ 

		

	
		
			3

			The four of them met again on the tram back to the docking wheel. Lagganvor had called through to Prozor on the portable squawk, saying that he and Adrana were on their way back to the launch, that their shopping had gone well, and that it might not be a terrible idea if Fura and Prozor were to join them. He said no more than that, and kept to their false names, but Fura could not help but pick up on an undercurrent of urgency.

			Fura and Prozor came aboard via the rear door. It was a squeeze, standing room only, but they pressed their way through the other passengers until they were within muttering distance of Adrana and Lagganvor. Fura had sworn she would limit contact with her sister while they were in Mulgracen, but they had got on at different stops and would only be sharing the tram for a short distance. In the squeeze of all the other passengers, she thought they would be safe. Everyone was too close to everyone else anyway, and many of the passengers were already arguing or complaining to themselves. Fura had not exactly endeared herself to anyone, coming aboard with the hefty, square-edged medical chest, but she was far from the only passenger with luggage. ‘I paid my ticket, cove,’ she said in reply to one muttered complaint. ‘Ain’t no law says I can’t bring my belongings with me.’

			Adrana was not making herself much more popular. She had a huge and unfamiliar item of luggage at her feet: a rectangular case with metalled edges. Fura noticed it with a measure of relief, thinking that a container of that size could only be used for one purpose.

			Over the hubbub she mouthed: ‘I hope it’s a good specimen. You must’ve had a great deal of confidence in it, to buy it without my say-so.’

			‘I have a great deal of confidence in it,’ Adrana replied, while Lagganvor observed their exchange with a look of quiet if strained amusement. ‘But it isn’t the item you think.’ She dipped the direction of her gaze down to the box Fura had brought aboard. ‘Yours, on the other hand . . . I presume you had equal confidence in that? It’s an odd sort of container; smaller than I was expecting. I do hope you spent wisely.’

			‘I spent very wisely indeed,’ Fura said.

			‘She ain’t got the thing you’re thinkin’ she has,’ Prozor said to Adrana. ‘And if I’m not too mistaken, you ain’t, either.’

			Adrana lowered her nose, looking down at Fura over the tops of her spectacles. There was something scolding and older-sisterly in her expression. ‘We had one objective. One reason alone for coming to Mulgracen.’

			‘We did,’ Fura agreed. ‘Which I was counting on your fulfilling.’

			‘And I was counting on you. You are . . . the more adept one.’ Adrana winced, as if this one admission had cost her physical pain. ‘I thought I could depend on you.’

			Fura kept her voice level, but there was an edge to it. ‘I thought I could depend on you.’

			‘Voices, down,’ Lagganvor said, in a friendly but emphatic tone, smiling doggedly. Their tense exchange had begun to draw glances, with travellers lowering their newspapers or breaking off from their own arguments to watch this far more interesting interaction. ‘Might I ask, dear Captain Marance, about the contents of that very handsomely made chest?’

			‘Medicines.’

			Lagganvor turned to Adrana, shrugging good-humouredly. ‘You cannot deny that we needed medicine, dear Tragen. Perhaps not as urgently as we might have needed another item, but it’s not a frivolous purchase.’

			‘And your box?’ Fura asked. ‘Something nice in that as well? I’ll give you this – whatever it is, it looks big and heavy.’

			‘Pals,’ Prozor said, in a sudden and urgent manner.

			The tram had stopped and two dark-hooded figures had boarded via the same rear door Fura and Prozor had used. Fura understood why Prozor had clocked them immediately: there was something instantly wrong about these newcomers; something alarming in the casual manner in which they were shouldering their way forward, utterly unconcerned about the other passengers.

			‘We have to get out,’ Adrana said, squeezing her way to the forward part of the tram. The ‘stop’ light above the front windows was already illuminated, but Adrana rang the bell twice more, yanking her own box along despite the ankles of the increasingly irate passengers who were standing between her and the door.

			‘Would you like me to stop them?’ Lagganvor asked mildly, beginning to lift up his fringe.

			‘No!’ Fura said.

			The two figures were halfway down the tram now. They had ash-grey coats on, with oil-cloth extensions over the shoulders and their hoods drooping low so their faces lay mostly in shadow. Fura caught a pale flash of a pocked and stubbled jaw from one; a half-crescent gleam of yellowing teeth from the other. Someone took exception to being barged aside and delivered a swipe with their umbrella. The stubble-jawed one seized the umbrella without glancing aside, then tossed it through the open ventilator above one of the side windows. Another man had his broadsheet raised too highly, and too far into the aisle: the yellow-toothed man ripped a fist through it and tossed it to the floor, grinding it into a greasy mess under his heels. Both men continued their advance, and the tram was carrying on, crossing junctions but showing no signs of approaching its next stop.

			Adrana was ahead; Fura and Prozor had now slipped past Lagganvor. He was still regarding the men, holding his ground and fingering the skin around his eye.

			‘Don’t do this, Lag,’ Fura said. ‘You’ll make more trouble than we need.’

			‘I rather think the trouble has already arrived.’

			‘Who are they?’

			‘Men who would rather we didn’t leave with Adrana’s box.’

			‘It was paid for, wasn’t it?’

			‘Payment,’ said Lagganvor, with a faint sidelong smirk, ‘is not entirely the issue here.’

			‘What the chaff is in it?’

			The tram slowed hard as its brakes went on. Passengers jostled into each other, and for a moment the stubbled man looked on the point of tripping. He reached up to support himself on the back of one of the seats, then used his free hand to dig into his ash-grey coat. Fura had just enough time to glimpse something small and bone-white between his fingers, like a skeleton key or some elaborate toothpick.

			The tram had braked at some lights, but it was not a scheduled stop and when Adrana tried to push open the door the driver barked something at her and raised a warning finger from his enclosed control booth. Adrana turned around and pressed her face to the window separating her from the driver, shouting something. Ahead, the lights changed to green, though the driver waited for some pedestrians to clear the crossing in front of the tram before ringing his bell. Prozor squeezed in next to Adrana and started shouting through the glass. Lagganvor pressed himself against the side of the tram and let the stubbled man approach his level.

			Fura glanced around and realised that this unwanted attention was nothing to do with their being the Ness sisters, at least not directly. The men had never given her a glance, and if they hadn’t recognised her, then their apparent interest in Adrana might be solely connected to the item in her possession.

			She breathed in, collected herself.

			‘Do nothing,’ she mouthed to Lagganvor.

			The tram started moving again, nosing its way across a busy intersection, and following close behind another tram on the same line. The stubbled man passed Lagganvor, never giving him a second glance. His companion, behind him, mouthed something into a grilled box tucked under his collar. 

			Fura waited for her moment. The stubbled man was nearly level with her, and the space before her had opened up a bit. Trusting that its contents were snugly secured, she swung the medicine chest as hard and high as her surroundings permitted, and with the entire force of her being.

			She caught the stubbled man on the chin and dislodged his hood, which slipped back away from his face to reveal . . .

			She would never forget what it revealed.

			The man was not a man. The upper two thirds of his face, from the point where his nose might have begun, was a jumble of insect parts stitched together like the pieces of a rag doll. Instead of skin he had plates of glossy integument; instead of a nose he had a proboscis from which projected a cluster of twitching sensory feelers; his eyes were huge and faceted, and there were two mis-matched sets of them, jammed into the jigsaw of his face with no thought for symmetry. His eyes’ facets glittered with shades of ultramarine and lapis lazuli.

			She saw all this in an instant. She was still following through with the swing of the medicine chest, and it knocked away the man’s glove, as well as the white thing he had been holding. His hand was . . . not quite a hand, she saw, but a sort of whiskered pincer.

			Lagganvor saw his chance and grabbed for the white thing before it hit the floor. He appraised it for a bare instant, then drove the sharper end of it into the creature’s neck. The would-be attacker twitched and slumped as screams and startled cries spread down the length of the tram. Some brave soul flicked down the hood of the other pursuer, and the head that was revealed was no less grotesque than the first.

			‘Muddleheads,’ Lagganvor said with an odd finality, as if that utterance resolved every question she might have had.

			Fura gathered her breath. The second one was still advancing. He was put together differently from the first, as if assembled from a different box of scraps, yet with the same disregard for form and harmony.

			What were these creatures?

			Ahead, Adrana was using her own hefty box as a bludgeon, swinging it repeatedly against the forward doors. The driver was yelling at her, and Prozor was yelling at the driver. They were so engrossed in this exchange that the business with the muddlehead had gone entirely unnoticed. Lagganvor still had the white thing between his fingers, and seemed to be evaluating its usefulness to him, versus the proven efficacy of his eye. The muddlehead on the ground was twitching, and perhaps regaining strength. Fura pressed her boot heel onto the creature’s chest, pressing down through the ash-grey coat and whatever layers of clothing were underneath. Something gave way with a sudden soggy collapse, like a piece of rotten floorboard, and a horrible moaning gasp came out of the twitching muddlehead.

			The tram stopped with a lurch. The driver’s fist came down on a pneumatic control and the front doors wheezed open. Adrana almost fell out, the box tumbling ahead of her. Prozor was next, then Fura, her boot heel nastily sticky under her, and then Lagganvor. Decamping from the tram, he raised a hand to the driver, a sort of apologetic half-wave. A commotion was still going on inside, as the second muddlehead progressed toward the front door. Alarmed passengers were already spilling out at the rear.

			Lagganvor helped Adrana regain her footing, then grabbed the larger box. They were in the middle of an intersection. Fura still had the medicine chest, clutched so hard to herself that it hurt her ribs. Prozor pointed away from the tram and the immediate focus of the commotion; Lagganvor nodded and they all moved as one. The streets were still busy and it was surprising how quickly they lost themselves in the anonymity of the crowd. Fura looked back over the heads of street-goers. She could still see the tram, and it was still stopped, but no one would have given it a second glance now.

			Prozor’s intuition had taken them down a secondary street: a little less busy than the main thoroughfare that the tram had been on, but not so quiet that four newcomers stood out. It was lined with neon-lit saloons and dining parlours that were a step below from those on the main drag; just a little seedier and more run-down looking. Above the narrow channel formed by the opposed rows of buildings was the fretwork of the dome, and far above that the lights of the next layer. They seemed as distant as the fixed stars, and Fura began to wonder whether she would ever see the space beyond this world.

			‘They were going to kill us,’ she said, realising that she was out of breath. ‘Weren’t they?’

			‘Our welfare was certainly not uppermost in what passed for their minds,’ Lagganvor said. ‘They had one objective, and that was the recovery of the box now in our possession.’

			‘What . . . in the worlds . . . were they?’

			‘Muddleheads,’ he said. Then, because some clarification was evidently in order: ‘Sometimes called motleys. Temporary agents, operating for the benefit of aliens. They knit them together out of body parts – monkey or alien; anything that will do, anything that can be made to shuffle around for a few hours – and give them just enough volition and free-will to accomplish a job. Is that not right, Proz?’

			‘Heard of ’em, Lag, but never got myself into such deep water that I had to discover they was real.’

			‘Well, they are real – very real. I confess I had some dealings with muddleheads during my time in Wheel Strizzardy. It was never agreeable. I had rather hoped not to run into the likes of them again . . .’ Lagganvor tensed and slowed.

			‘What?’ Fura asked.

			‘That’s what,’ Prozor said.

			Two more muddleheads – for that was surely what they were – had stepped out into the street ahead of them. Like the first two, they were garbed in heavy coats and face-concealing hoods. Fura might have passed a hundred such men in the course of the evening and not given them a second glance, but now she was attuned to their nature and she thought she would recognise a muddlehead anywhere.

			There was no traffic coming up and down this secondary street, and as if by decree, all the other pedestrians and by-standers had melted back into shops and shadowed alleys. It was just the four of them, standing in line, facing the two muddleheads. One of the pair was muttering something into his collar, just like the one on the tram.

			‘Let us by,’ Adrana said. ‘Let us by, and there’ll be no trouble.’

			The other muddlehead pushed back his hood a fraction. A wash of yellow neon caught the angle of his jaw, which was too sharp and pale to be anything but raw bone. A buzzing electrical voice came from him, while his mouth stayed completely still.

			‘Give us the box. We only want the box. Then you may leave.’

			Adrana shook her head. ‘No. He’s mine now.’

			Fura looked at her sister. There were many things she would have liked to ask Adrana, starting with the question of who ‘he’ was, and what ‘he’ had to do with the box she was carrying. 

			‘He has committed wrong acts,’ the buzzing voice said. ‘He has betrayed confidences and risked the integrity of respectable institutions. These crimes of his are not your concern. If you shelter him, they become your concern. Then you become our concern.’

			‘Who?’ Fura hissed.

			‘A Clacker,’ Lagganvor said quietly. ‘The Clacker. Apparently.’

			‘A Clacker?’ She gasped out her fury. ‘Why in the worlds are we troubling ourselves over a filthy alien? They want him, they can have him.’

			‘No,’ Adrana said. ‘He’s with us. I gave him our protection.’

			‘I wasn’t consulted.’

			Adrana gave a tiny shrug. ‘I wasn’t consulted about whatever’s in that medicine chest. The alien’s our responsibility now. He’s made enemies of his own kind, and others. Do you know what that makes him to us?’

			‘A nuisance.’

			‘No, it makes him useful to us. He knows things. Things that you’d like to know as well. That’s why he’s running, why they want him dead, and why he’s coming back with us. That’s why this isn’t a negotiation.’

			‘Give us the box,’ the muddlehead stated again. ‘Then you may leave.’

			‘How much does the cove know, exactly?’ Prozor asked.

			‘Enough,’ Adrana said.

			Lagganvor reached up to his eye, making it seem like a thoughtless mannerism, a nervous reaction. ‘It’s not like we had a chance to become intimately acquainted, Proz. As soon as we met the gentleman, it became imperative to move him. Now we must get him as far and as quickly away from Mulgracen as we may.’ With one quick twitch of his fingers he had the eye out, and had tossed it in the direction of the muddleheads. A whip-crack sounded and the entire street flashed pink-white. Fura reeled: half blinded, half deafened. The muddleheads were black paper silhouettes; one stooping, one reaching into the folds of his coat. A pure white beam lanced out, slicing an arc toward them. Lagganvor shouted and Fura started running. His eye flashed again. One of the muddleheads fell into two pieces, littering the road like garbage. The other was still coming after them.

			Adrana stumbled her way into a narrow alley between two of the saloons. Lagganvor and Prozor followed her. Fura collected her breath and came up behind them. Adrana propped the box against the side-wall of the alley, while Lagganvor pressed himself against the corner. The alley was dark, and the street they had just escaped was still being lit by the pink-white flashes of his eye and the purer white of the muddlehead’s weapon. It was as if they were in the darkened stalls of a theatre, watching some inscrutable performance up on the stage.

			It was impossible to tell what was happening.

			‘They got him,’ Adrana said.

			Fura looked down. ‘What?’

			‘His box is damaged. They got a shot at him.’

			Grey smoke was seeping from a corner of Adrana’s box, where it had been caught by the energy beam. From somewhere inside it came ruby sparks and a powerful acrid gas.

			‘Well, he’s useless to us now,’ Fura said. ‘Whatever we got mixed up in here, it doesn’t have to continue.’

			‘I said the box is damaged, not that he’s dead,’ Adrana countered. Even in the alley’s gloom, her scolding look was obvious. ‘He comes with us. He knows about quoins, sister. He knows what we’ve started and what it means. That’s enough for you, isn’t it?’

			Prozor laid a hand on Fura’s shoulder. ‘If she’s done a deal with him, he has to come with us.’

			‘We’ve got papers for the medicines,’ Fura said, grinding her teeth. ‘How are we supposed to take an alien with us when he’s already got half of Mulgracen trying to find him?’

			The pink-white flashing was at last abating. Lagganvor stiffened and raised a hand, and the sphere of his eye whisked around the corner and into his palm. He rolled it in his fingers as if it were either very hot or very cold.

			‘I suggest,’ he said, ‘that we do not delay our departure. There will be others, I’m sure.’

			A muddlehead staggered into view. His gait was lop-sided and foot-dragging. He stepped over the bisected remains of his colleague, one half of which was still twitching, still attempting some parody of animation. Lagganvor stepped back, the eye still in his palm.

			‘Do something,’ Fura said.

			He looked back, flashed a guarded smile. 

			‘I have.’

			The muddlehead came apart, collapsing like a tower of laundry that had been piled too high. His scissored edges sparkled with pink embers. Lagganvor waited a moment, then walked over to what had been the head and upper torso of the muddlehead.

			‘You ought to have let us leave,’ he said, with a surprising reasonableness as if, despite all that had passed between them, he bore the muddlehead no ill-will. ‘Then we wouldn’t have had to go through with this.’

			‘Is it dead?’ Fura asked, joining him.

			‘Deader.’

			She inspected the head where the hood had fallen away. It was assembled from a different selection of monkey and alien parts, with the eyes resembling clusters of chimneys rather than faceted orbs. There were grasping, feeler-like things jutting from gaps in the cheekbones, and a glassy, green-filled transparency over what ought to have been the brain-case.

			‘Would they have killed us, Lag?’ she asked.

			‘Most certainly. Not because they have any interest in our exploits – I do not think they even realised who we are – but because we stood between them and their quarry. They wanted the Clacker very badly.’

			Fura went back into the alley, where Adrana had the box horizontally against the ground and its lidded side hinged up. She laughed: a hollow, disappointed laugh.

			The box was empty.

			‘Whatever that trouble was about, sister, someone obviously saw you coming. If there was an alien in the box when you saw it, they must have—’

			‘He’s still here.’

			Adrana beckoned her sister closer, indicating she should kneel next to her and extend a hand into the apparent emptiness of the box. Fura did, as much to please her sister as to satisfy any curiosity of her own, and felt a cold tingle slither up her metal fingers.

			She withdrew the hand, unsettled, but at a loss to explain the cause of her disquiet.

			Lagganvor was standing over her. ‘Effector-displacement systems. Either Clacker-indigenous or fifth or sixth Occupation Occultist technology.’

			‘I don’t—’ Fura began.

			‘The alien is still in there,’ Adrana said. ‘But he’s concealed, along with his life-support apparatus. There’s a field, to make him invisible, and a device that moves the atoms of your hand somewhere else, temporarily, so that you feel as if you’re reaching into an empty space.’

			Fura pushed her hand back into the box, detected that cold, then pulled it out, flexing her fingers and warming them in the palm of her other hand. ‘It’s like Ghostie technology.’

			‘Perhaps not unrelated,’ Lagganvor said.

			‘Feels just as wrong.’

			‘But very right if it helps us spirit this fellow away, which it will.’ The box flickered, and just for an instant there had been something in it; a box-within-the-box, a sort of mechanical container with windows, and something pressed into that, something folded and alien and breathing. ‘We should not delay,’ he added. ‘The damage done to the box is affecting the effector-displacement systems. If they fail, there’ll be no hiding the fact that there’s a Clacker in our luggage.’

			Fura rubbed her metal fingers. The cold had bitten them thoroughly. ‘What would’ve happened . . . what would’ve happened if I’d had my hand in there when it failed?’

			‘Nothing advisable,’ Lagganvor said.

			*

			Two hours later they were in the launch, slipping free of Mulgracen. To Fura’s relief and surprise they had not been detained on their way out: the papers in the medicine chest had satisfied the customs officers, and the curiously empty box in which the alien resided had drawn only a few quizzical looks. No one had even bothered reaching into the seemingly-empty space. The effector-displacement mechanism had kept working precisely as long as was needed, and the Clacker’s presence had not been disclosed. They had gone through without a second question, and even their suits had still been where they left them in storage.

			‘I thought there might be a block on anyone leaving,’ Fura said, as Adrana worked the launch’s controls and navigated them through the congestion of local traffic, threading between runabouts and taxis out into the clear space where their main ship floated. ‘After all that bother we got into . . .’

			‘Those muddleheads were not acting in any sort of official capacity,’ Lagganvor said, absently picking dirt from his fingernails. ‘The forces behind them depend on anonymity for free movement, and they won’t get that by blabbing to customs officials and asking for some innocent crew to be detained at their pleasure. There’ll be something about a disturbance in the morning papers, but I very much doubt that the customs men had any idea of the trouble that happened tonight. I was entirely confident we’d sail through.’

			‘So why were you sweating like the rest of us?’ Fura asked.

			‘That, dear Captain, was a necessary part of the act. Any halfway honest crew would be sweating a bit on the way out.’ He paused and dug into a pocket of the inner layer of his vacuum suit. ‘I smuggled this about my person, just in case we were questioned. It always helps if you give them something to find, so they can go home feeling terribly clever.’ He took out a small stoppered bottle, unscrewed it, sniffed at the aroma, took a sip, gasped theatrically, then passed it to Prozor. They were under gravity from the thrust of the launch’s rocket, so it was entirely possible to sip from a bottle, and she did, generously, before wiping the top with her sleeve and returning it to Lagganvor.

			‘Very tasty, Lag.’

			‘You are more than welcome, dear Proz.’

			‘But you was sweatin’, all the same.’

			Lagganvor put on a pained expression. ‘Of course I had some concerns for the welfare of our new companion. Especially after the poor fellow was shot. But the damage seems to be confined to the outer box, not his principle hibernation casket.’ He patted the sturdy container, which was wedged into the space next to his feet. ‘He will be quite safe in here, and he won’t eat into our supplies on the ship. The casket supplies all that he needs.’

			‘I thought you said he’d be useful to us,’ Fura said.

			Adrana twisted around from the console. ‘He will.’

			‘Not much use if he’s dozin’. What if I want to get some answers out of him, like you said?’

			‘All in good time,’ Lagganvor said. He rubbed his hand along the edge of the box. It had metal edges, inlaid with black. ‘We communicated with him very briefly – just enough to establish the terms of our cooperation. He needed to get away from Mulgracen, and we had the means. But that casket of his has a fixed minimum sleep interval. Now that he’s gone into it at the deepest setting, he won’t be roused for at least two or three months, perhaps longer.’

			‘We’ll see,’ Fura said.

			‘He’s our guest,’ Adrana said. ‘Not our prisoner, not our pet, not our plaything to be interrogated.’

			‘Who is he, anyway?’

			‘A fugitive, renegade, whistle-blower, whatever you wish to call it. Bosa Sennen was seeking him because of the information he holds, and if he was of interest to her, then I think it safe to say that he is of interest to us.’ Adrana’s look was pointed. ‘Do you disagree, sister?’

			‘Depends what he knows. Depends what he wants.’

			‘Passage,’ Lagganvor said grandly. ‘Free passage to Trevenza Reach, where he has allies. And he has promised us that in delivering him to Trevenza Reach, we will find answers to some of the questions that have troubled us.’

			‘Some?’

			‘And perhaps answers to one or two you haven’t even thought of.’

			Fura moved the fingers of her metal hand. They still carried some memory of the chill she had picked up from the Clacker’s box. ‘How long ago was this all planned?’

			‘It wasn’t “planned”,’ Adrana said. ‘I had a lead from Bosa’s journals, which you could just as easily have found for yourself. I meant to find us a skull – that was always the intention – but I saw no harm in asking about the Clacker while I was about it.’

			‘We visited a bone merchant called Darkly,’ Lagganvor said. ‘It seemed likely he’d know of the Clacker’s whereabouts, since the Clacker was part of his supply chain. Adrana only wanted to be put in touch. What we didn’t realise was that Darkly was already sheltering him. He’d got the Clacker in the same room where he lets his customers test the bones, since the shielding stopped the Clacker’s enemies locating him with their trackers.’

			‘He could’ve stayed there.’

			‘No, he could not. The muddleheads were getting nearer, and it was only a matter of time. Darkly woke the Clacker up temporarily and explained the situation. He agreed to throw in his lot with us, accepting a heightened risk of capture if there was a way off Mulgracen.’

			‘So we’ve inherited a trackable alien that some other people want dead.’ Fura dropped her eyes to the metal-edged box. ‘As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one question. Front lock, or belly door. Which do you think?’

			‘We’ve given our word to look after him,’ Prozor said.

			‘Queer how I don’t remember being consulted about that.’

			‘And I don’t remember being consulted about the purchase of those expensive medicines,’ Adrana said. ‘They had better be worth it.’

			‘Take it up with Eddralder – he gave me the shopping list.’

			‘And the rest of it,’ Prozor said.

			‘The rest of what?’ Adrana asked.

			‘You may as well come clean about the special medicines,’ Prozor said to Fura. ‘Then both of you’ll have clear consciences, won’t you?’

			Fura growled, angry at her friend, and yet angrier still with herself, for she knew that Prozor was right, and she had no moral advantage over her sister. ‘I purchased some Mephrozine. Eddralder said it was the only thing that stood a chance of arresting my glowy.’

			Adrana nodded slowly. ‘How much did you get?’

			‘About half what I was hoping for. And it’s no miracle cure; Eddralder never promised me that. But it’s better than nothing, and if it stops it getting as far as it did with Glimmery, or slows it . . .’

			‘You should have told me,’ Adrana said.

			‘Because you’d have argued me out of it?’

			‘Because I would have agreed and told you to use every quoin in our possession, if it would make a difference.’

			The two sisters were silent for a few moments. Lagganvor offered Prozor another sip from his bottle, the two of them watching with the nervous air of spectators in a bare-knuckle boxing den.

			‘I s’pose I ought to have told you.’

			‘And I ought to have mentioned the Clacker. But I didn’t want to build up your expectations until I was sure we had him.’

			Fura felt some easing within her. There had been differences between them these last few months, and there were days when she was certain Adrana was hiding secrets, uncomfortable secrets, so she much preferred it when they were of one mind, and such times had come to feel finite and precious to her, like the last dwindling days of some long holiday.

			‘I think we can agree that a skull would still come in handy.’

			‘No dissent from me. The Revenue ships haven’t had any easy time finding us while we could be anywhere in or around the Congregation. But Lag says they’re concentrating their efforts within a month or so’s sail of Trevenza.’

			Fura regarded Lagganvor. ‘Had your ear close to the ground, have you?’

			‘While the opportunity was there. I’m not saying we go back on our word to the Clacker. Quite the contrary: we should deliver him with the utmost urgency. But those ships will be out there, and on high alert for us.’

			‘We’ll dodge ’em,’ Fura said. ‘Done it before, we can keep doing it. Of course, a skull would still be very nice to have. Very nice indeed.’

			‘Pity the poor crew you have to steal it from,’ Lagganvor said.

		

	
		
			4

			In the control room of Revenger, ninety days out from Mulgracen, the only sound was the dependable ticking of an antique stopwatch. Fura had started the timepiece when the first coil-gun went off, and now she was counting the seconds until the sail-shot began to arrive at its target. Based on Paladin’s ranging estimates, the relative speeds of the two craft, and the muzzle velocity of the sail-shot, she expected to see impact signs after thirty-two seconds.

			‘Twenty-five,’ Fura said. ‘Keep ’em peeled, Lag.’

			‘Nothing yet,’ came Lagganvor’s hollow-sounding voice, drifting down via speaking-tube. He was inside the sighting room: a pressurised observation bubble pushed out from the hull on a hydraulic ram.

			‘Thirty,’ Fura said.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Thirty-two.’

			‘Still nothing.’

			Fura paused before replying, the stopwatch’s ticking filling the room like an amplified heartbeat.

			‘Verify your aim.’

			‘Nothing wrong with my aim,’ Lagganvor answered. ‘Wait a moment. I think I see . . . yes. Sail-flash.’ Now his tone shifted from mild affront to one of clinical reportage. ‘Multiple speckles, spatial spread, increasing.’

			Fura snapped the button on the stopwatch, freezing the ticking and recording the delay between the first salvo and the first instance of sail-flash.

			‘She’s slipped a little further from us,’ Adrana said, twisting Fura’s stopwatch around to see the face for herself.

			‘Tryin’ to run,’ Prozor said, with a no-good-will-come-of-it shake of her head. ‘Poor saps. Better off bowin’ to the inevitable.’

			‘They are,’ Fura said, with a predatory delight. ‘They just don’t know it yet.’ Then, raising her voice: ‘Paladin, recompute and prepare for a second volley.’

			Paladin’s mechanical mind might have been ensconced in the captain’s quarters, but he had eyes and ears and mouthpieces throughout the ship.

			‘Do you wish to gauge the damage done by the first?’ he asked in his deep, tutorly voice, one that the sisters had known throughout childhood and adolescence. ‘It may already be sufficient, judging by Mister Lagganvor’s report.’

			‘No,’ Fura said. ‘We’ll offer ’em a little bit more encouragement, just so they don’t get any silly ideas.’

			‘As you wish, Captain.’

			Lagganvor spoke from the speaking grille. ‘Sail-flash is heavy and widely distributed.’

			‘Good,’ Fura said. ‘Dish ’em another helping.’

			Paladin let off the coil-guns for a second time, the middle of the three volleys that were possible without breech-reloading.

			Clang, clang, clang.

			Fura initialised the stopwatch and restarted it with a firm depression of her metal thumb.

			Tick, tick, tick . . .

			Sail-flash meant that their sail-shot was ripping into the other ship’s rigging and sails, disrupting them badly. Square leagues of sail were being torn away or shredded, free to flap and twist beyond the captain’s discretion, and therefore maximising the chances of casting sunlight in an adverse direction.

			Thirty seconds passed, then five more, and Lagganvor reported a second wave of sail-flash superimposing itself on the tail-end of the first.

			‘Multiple heavy flashes, maybe some hull incidence . . .’

			No one doubted his observations. With his artificial eye, Lagganvor had the keenest acuity of any of the breathing crew.

			‘Hold the third wave,’ Fura said, stopping the timer and holding up her flesh fist by way of emphasis.

			She had not intended to score direct hits against the hull, but it was a known risk given the uncertain ranging, and she would not compound matters by sending more sail-shot.

			‘Open squawk, short-range only,’ Fura continued. ‘Be ready for return fire. Lag, you can come back in; tell Merrix she’s up next.’

			‘Squawk is open and ready,’ Paladin answered.

			Fura pocketed the stopwatch and snatched one of the squawk handsets from its wall-mounting. ‘Do you want to do the honours, dear heart? Has to be said you’ve got a sweeter way with it than me.’

			Adrana took the handset from her sister, raising it to her lips, the coiled line stretching out from the wall. 

			‘Unidentified craft: this is Captain Ness. We’ve crippled you and are about to board. If you abide by our conditions, there’ll be no need for any trouble. We’ll take what we want, but no more, and we’ll leave you alive and capable of making port. Our physician will be with us, and if you have injured parties he’ll see to your needs. All of that, though, is contingent upon your total cooperation. Our guns stay on you the whole while. If we see so much as one warm coiller, you’ll be destroyed outright. There’ll be no clemency, no mercy, no taking-of-prisoners, no kindly treatment for your wounded.’ She breathed in, fingers caressing the switch on the squawk handset. ‘This is my last word on the matter. Prepare to submit, or prepare to die: the choice is yours.’

			She closed the transmission.

			‘How was that?’

			‘Commendably done. If you weren’t my own blood, I think I might be a little afraid of you as well.’ Fura returned to the speaker grille and selected a different channel. ‘Surt, Tindouf. Ready the launch.’

			*

			Fura brought the launch to a crawl when it was a league from the other ship. With another control she brought up the floodlamps, brushing fingers of light across the rigging, sails and hull of the injured craft. 

			‘Oh dear,’ she said, with a false sympathy. ‘What have we done to ’em.’

			It was a spectacle of chaos, a dark, visceral conundrum of knots and tangles, and the phantom-like forms of limp or collapsed shrouds and gallants, some parts of them still moving. There was a time when the damage would have been inscrutable to her, but now she gauged the success of her action with a keen and confident eye. A few parts of the sail-shot had struck the hull – there were bright, clean wounds to prove it, where paint or cladding had been ripped back to bare alloy – but so far as she could gauge there had been no puncturing. The innermost elements of sail and rigging had not been badly touched; it looked worse than it was because the outermost areas had been drawn back in under the tension of sail-control gear, once they had lost the counter-balance of photon pressure to hold the torque-lines and stay-preventers under load. 

			Fura reached into a pouch on her left hip and took out a little purse-like affair made of cushioned material. With the tips of her metal fingers she extracted a rough-edged rectangle of smoky glass, then slipped it into her other hand, where she was not yet wearing a gauntlet.

			Raising the stone to her eyes, she squeezed very gently. The lookstone responded, becoming dark instead of smoky, and she pivoted her gaze very slowly, stars oozing across that letterbox of darkness until the other ship came into view. She squeezed a little more and the ship’s outer cladding melted away, disclosing a ghostly, wobbly impression of its interior compartments and mechanisms.

			‘Anything?’ Prozor asked in a whisper.

			‘Five, maybe six individuals.’ Fura was concentrating intently, trying to make out the dense knots of bone and muscle that were the ship’s crew. ‘Four of ’em cooped up in one place, which I think might be the galley, and another two back near the stern, very close together.’

			‘Do you see coil-guns, anything like that?’ Lagganvor asked, holding his helmet in his hands.

			‘Maybe a small piece or two, aft and stern, but no broadside batteries.’ She passed the lookstone to Prozor, who – like Lagganvor – was pressing in behind her pilot’s position. ‘See if you can spot any hideaways. I don’t want to go into the ship thinking there’s just six of ’em, and have another dozen spring out of hatches. That box the Clacker came in has got me worried about things that might be hidden away.’

			‘Effector-displacer systems are very rare,’ Lagganvor said, in a low confiding tone. ‘And valuable. Any crew that was lucky enough to have such a thing wouldn’t need to be scrabbling around in this neck.’

			‘We are,’ she said.

			‘But we have ulterior motives.’

			‘Let’s hope they don’t.’

			‘I’m only seein’ six so far,’ Prozor said, making a curious spectacle of herself as she held the lookstone up to her own face, for there now seemed to be a rectangular tunnel stretching all the way through her, out beyond the launch and into open space.

			Fura opened the short-range squawk back to Revenger and reported on their findings so far, informing her sister that she did not believe the crew capable of putting up any significant resistance.

			Cautiously, she edged the launch deeper into the carnage, closer and closer to the hard form of the hull. Loose rigging scratched along the smooth lines of their hull, making a dry rustling sound. A fragment of sail snagged on one of the fins, then a corner of it fluttered against the flame of the exhaust and the entire scrap vanished in a soundless white deflagration.

			‘Do you see a name?’ Lagganvor asked.

			‘Not yet.’

			Prozor handed back the lookstone. ‘I still ain’t seen more than six. I also ain’t seen much in their holds, either.’

			‘If they have a skull, I’m happy.’ Fura slipped the lookstone back into her purse, and the purse back into her pouch. ‘Doctor Eddralder: are you ready?’

			‘Tolerably so,’ Doctor Eddralder said. The tall physician with the tombstone face was making a final inspection of his medical chest: the same one that Fura had brought him from Mulgracen, although now stocked only with the drugs and instruments that were likely to be useful in the immediate aftermath of a boarding operation. 

			‘I see something,’ Lagganvor said, jabbing a finger at the windows as the launch came around to the other ship’s mouth-like prow. ‘Red letters, nearly faded away.’ He tapped a finger against his temple, sending an acoustic signal to his eye. ‘The Merry Mare, I think. Is this a ship known to anyone?’

			‘Not me,’ Prozor said.

			‘They’ll be just like we were,’ Fura said. ‘Just some happy, hapless saps out of their depth. If they ain’t from Mazarile, they’ll be from somewhere just as dirt-poor and hopeless, betting everything on one big score.’ She set her jaw. ‘Well, I’m sorry to bring their dreams crashing down.’

			‘I just saw a face flash against one of those large windows,’ Doctor Eddralder said.

			‘Good,’ Fura said. ‘Always nicer to have a welcome. I expect they’re putting the tea on for us already.’

			*

			They docked. The two craft made a solid, resonant contact, and a moment later Fura activated the capture latches so that the launch could not be shaken loose.

			She unbuckled and worked her way back from the console position. There was a lightweight hatch in the treaded walkway that ran between the launch’s two rows of seats. Fura flipped it up, exposing a heavier door beneath, with a spoked locking wheel set into its face. She bent down to spin this wheel, which in turn unlatched the inner pressure door of the belly lock.  She lowered herself down into this cramped space, then set about loosening a second wheel set into the outer pressure door.  Lagganvor and Prozor leaned in above her, directing crossbows over her shoulders as she worked. It was a two-handed job and Fura could not bring a weapon to bear until she was done with it.

			‘Brace yourselves,’ Lagganvor said, his voice emerging through his visor, but also communicated to the others via suit-to-suit squawk, so that it had a double-edge to it, one muffled, the other buzzy and sharp.

			With the boarding party all suited, it would not have mattered if the door led to vacuum, but when Fura had opened the outer door – with the inner one still open – there was no drop of pressure. 

			Facing them was another door, but painted brown this time. It belonged to the Merry Mare.

			‘The sooner some clever cove comes up with a substitute for breathin’,’ Prozor was saying, ‘the happier I’ll be. Spent half my life going in and out of ships.’

			‘And the other half complaining about it,’ Fura said, twisting around to take Prozor’s crossbow and using the haft to hammer firmly against the brown door, before passing it back again. There were a few seconds of silence, then a faint metallic scuffling from beyond the door. Fura reached beneath her chest-pack and closed her artificial hand around the hilt of a long-bladed Ghostie knife. She detached the knife, and brought it into her line of sight. Though she ought to have been able to see it plainly, the Ghostie weapon resisted her attention, weaselling out of focus unless she averted her gaze.

			The brown door began to hinge open in their direction. Fura eased back to allow it room to swing, ready with the blade should she need to hack or stab. 

			Prozor and Lagganvor covered her with the crossbows.

			A round, helmetless face bobbed out of darkness, like a pale balloon unmoored from its string.

			‘I know you’re going to kill us,’ the man said, defiant and cocksure in the same breath. ‘But if you’ve one shred of decency left in you, Bosa Sennen, you’ll make it quick.’

			They faced each other across the threshold of the lock, Fura behind her visor with its grillework and surrounding ornamentation of spikes and bone-parts, the man’s head protruding from a tall, wide neck-ring marked with badges and emblems of service.

			‘I ain’t Bosa Sennen, cove.’

			‘We heard your threats,’ the man said, fighting – or so it now seemed to Fura – to keep a tremble out of his voice. He had a freckled face, eyes set wide beneath a prominent, sweating brow, a dusting of red hair on the scalp. His gaze slipped to the Ghostie knife then just as easily slipped off it. ‘I heard what you said you’d do to us.’

			‘That was just a little bit of . . . patter. A bit of persuasion to get you agreeing to our terms and conditions,’ Fura said.

			‘We know what you’ve done. What you’ve always done. We’ll keep to your terms and still you’ll slice us up. That’s what you do.’ He spat at her, and his spit formed a drunken cobweb across the grille of her visor.

			‘Kill me. Torture me. Whatever you will. But show the others some mercy, if you still know the word.’

			Slowly and deliberately, Fura pulled back the Ghostie blade and fixed it back under her chest-pack. It clacked into place by means of a magnetic latch.

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Cap’n Werranwell, as you must already know.’ His face wobbled beyond the glistening strands covering her visor. He set his jaw, trying – it was obvious to Fura – to look and sound more assured than he felt. ‘Werranwell, of the expeditionary-privateer Merry Mare.’

			She reached out her metal hand, as if they might shake on terms there and then.

			‘Much obliged to make your acquaintance. That’s a fine ship you have . . . had, I mean. I’m Captain Ness, as was already explained.’ 

			He spat at her again. This time it formed a slimy membrane between her fingers.

			‘Ness, Sennen, whatever you choose to call yourself. To hell with you and your crew.’

			She shook her hand, trying to dislodge the spit. ‘We’re getting off on the wrong footing here, Werrie. Why’d you not shoot us while you had the chance, by the way? You had chasing pieces. They’d have been worth a go, wouldn’t they?’

			He sighed, rubbed at his forehead. ‘Lasling would have had me risk a positioning sweep, and maybe a volley or two. But it wouldn’t have been guaranteed to stop you, and all we’d have done is give you a juicier target to aim for. We’re a bauble-skipper, not a plunderer – just an honest ship trying to make an honest living. Still, I wish I’d listened to Lasling . . .’

			‘Well, you’re right – it wouldn’t have helped. But it’s not all doom and gloom, Werrie.’ She put her finger under his chin. ‘Be sweet with us, don’t try anything silly, and we’ll be out of your hair in two shakes. Then you can be back about your business. . .’

			He managed a mordant laugh.

			‘Business? My ship is finished. Or did you not notice that, as you were destroying our sails and rigging and throwing a few shots at the hull for good measure?’

			‘Necessary damage,’ Fura said.

			Prozor and Lagganvor jabbed the crossbows past her shoulders for emphasis. Captain Werranwell retreated back to clear the lock and allow Fura to pass through onto the Merry Mare. She remained alert and ready for action as she did so, trusting nothing, especially not the captain’s apparent capitulation. 

			It was no ruse, though. She was convinced of as much as she drifted into the Merry Mare’s galley and took in the collective mood of the gathered crew, assembled in the chaos left after the engagement. Game pieces, cooking utensils and cutlery drifted free, knocked loose from magnetic tables and latches. A chair had shattered into wooden splinters. Blobs of water had become quivery, mirror-like forms, drifting around like strange alien pets. Lightvine, ripped free from the walls, formed loose, writhing tendrils of glowing colour.

			There were three besides Werranwell: two men and a woman. The four figures she had seen through the lookstone. They were beaten, dejected, thoroughly surrendered to their fates. They all wore suits or parts of suits, but none of them had helmets and only one, the woman, had got as far as fitting her gloves on. There were no weapons or defensive items to be seen, not even a little dagger or energy pistol.

			‘Don’t think we wouldn’t have put up a fight if we thought it would get us anywhere,’ the woman said in a low, measured voice shot through with bitter acceptance. ‘A trip or two ago, we’d have given you something to remember us by. But we’ve been short-handed since we lost Ives and Mauncer at His Foulness, back in ninety-nine. Then we traded our last good piercing piece for a better skull, thinking intelligence would serve us better than armament, in the long run.’

			‘And did it?’ Fura asked, with what almost sounded like genuine curiosity.

			The woman affected a pitying, sarcastic look. ‘Oh, it’s worked out handsomely, wouldn’t you say?’

			‘You were at His Foulness?’ Prozor asked, following Fura into the galley and sweeping her crossbow into the room’s cluttered corners with a quick, confident manner, as if it was something she hardly needed to think about. 

			‘Does that mean something?’ Fura asked.

			‘It means they’re either lyin’, or they deserve our respect.’

			‘Is this the lot of you?’ Lagganvor asked, looking around. Clever, Fura thought: testing the captain’s veracity, rather than reveal that they already knew about the other pair.

			‘This is my crew,’ said Werranwell, lifting his chin. ‘Save Meggery, who was injured in your action, and Ruther who’s with her. They’re in the sick-bay.’

			‘What’s up with Meggery?’ Fura asked.

			‘What’s it matter?’ asked the woman, raking a hand over her dark red hair, which she wore combed to the right of her head, the left side completely shorn, and the hair braided into an elaborately stranded tail that was long enough to reach the small of her back. She was exceedingly skinny, sharp-cheekboned, small-chinned, with a jangle of earrings on the shaved side of her head. ‘We’ll all be going Meggery’s way soon enough.’

			‘Let me clarify something,’ Fura said. ‘I mean what I said – what we promised you on the squawk.’

			Werranwell cut across her. ‘You sounded different when you were laying out your terms.’

			‘Does it matter how I sounded?’ Fura turned to call back in the direction of the lock. ‘Doctor Eddralder! Shift your sticks! Got some employment for you here.’ She refocused on the crew before her. ‘What are your names, besides your captain here?’

			‘Why d’you care?’ asked the woman, fingering the tip of her hair-braid. Some lingering pride apparently caused her to collect herself, glance at her colleagues, and say: ‘I’m Cossel: Assessor/Opener on the Mare, and a damned fine one when I had the chance.’

			‘Vouga,’ said the compact-looking man to her left, who was completely bald, with curiously small ears, two deep grooves between his long-curved nose and his small, nearly feminine mouth, and what appeared to be a permanent doubtful set to his lips, like a doll that had been given a fixed expression for life. ‘Wrestler, circus strongman and general enforcer.’ He frowned at himself. ‘No, wait: Integrator. That’s what I meant to say: Integrator.’

			‘I’m Lasling,’ said the larger man to Cossel’s right, who was very broad across the shoulders and very narrow at the hips, so that he formed an inverted triangle, accentuated by the fact that his legs ended at the knees, with his suit trousers sewn into closed-off stumps like the bottoms of lungstuff canisters. He had a wide, flattened face, with a nose that had obviously been broken and mashed to one side, then allowed to heal in that position. When he spoke, his mouth showed an assortment of teeth that were missing, broken, capped in metal or replaced entirely. His face was a canvas for bumps and blemishes, his ears blobby extrusions of malformed cartilage, his lips swollen and nicked with numerous scars. ‘Master of Sail,’ he stated, before glancing down at his legs. ‘I was an Opener, until life decided I needed a change of career.’

			Fura nodded at him as if they were old acquaintances. ‘You’d be the cove who was trying to talk your captain into a positioning sweep?’

			Lasling shrugged, as if the point was of vanishing consequence. ‘Maybe it was me. What would you’ve done?’

			‘Exactly what you were advocating.’

			Doctor Eddralder was coming into the galley, unbending himself like a cleverly hinged walking cane. His visor was a sheet of curved glass, lacking any armoured grilles or frets, so his long, faintly equine face was easily visible. His large eyes, pale as hard-boiled eggs, searched the scene, looking for signs of injury or distress.

			‘You said I might be of assistance, Captain?’

			‘Yes, back in their sick-bay – someone called Meggery, with another crew member in attendance.’ Then, to the four who were gathered in the galley: ‘Captain Werranwell, we’ll keep you busy for a little while, so will you deputise one of these to take Doctor Eddralder to your sick-bay and help him as needed?’

			‘Oh, are we going to play a game of sides?’ asked Vouga, with a faint frowning interest.

			Fura sighed hard and reached up for her visor. ‘I wanted to rattle you a bit, and I meant some of what I said, but I’m also going to leave you all alive and able to get back home.’ She hinged open the visor, allowing her glowy-charged skin to shine out into the galley. ‘I’m Fura Ness. Not Bosa Sennen, nor any other name you might be expecting. I took her ship, as you might have heard, but I didn’t take her methods, or her temper.’

			Cossel scratched at the shorn side of her skull.

			‘Well, that’s me reassured.’

			Fura looked the woman hard in the face. ‘You’re the Assessor, you said?’

			‘What of it?’

			‘You can help me and Lagganvor take our pick of your treasure, such as it is. Vouga or Lasling, would one of you accompany Doctor Eddralder to the sick-bay?’

			‘I’ll help if there are treats in it,’ Vouga said.

			‘That leaves Lasling,’ Fura said, ignoring Vouga. ‘It’s handy that you’re the Master of Sail.’

			The broad, stump-legged man asked: ‘Why?’

			‘With Prozor’s help you can itemise the damage done to your rigging, and what you need from us to put it right.’ 

			‘Well, isn’t that generous,’ Lasling said. ‘It’s like being stabbed in a back-alley, then having the same cove tell you they can help with the bleeding.’

			Doctor Eddralder braced his arm against a wall-rib and turned to address Lasling. ‘Difficult as it may be to believe – and I understand your misgivings – these people will keep their word. They did my daughter and I a very considerable kindness, and I remain in their debt. Are your injuries recent?’

			Lasling seemed to debate with himself before giving his answer.

			‘Enough to keep me awake some nights.’

			‘Then I will attend to you, once I’ve seen to the other party. Mister Vouga – would you be so kind as to show me the way?’

			‘Kind? I’ll bend over backwards. There’s nothing pleases me more than helping pirates pick our own ship to cat-scraps . . .’

			Vouga glanced back at his captain, who – after a moment’s deliberation – gave a single short nod. 

			‘Your physician is either a sincere man,’ Werranwell said to Fura, ‘or a very persuasive liar.’

			*

			While the boarding operation was in progress, Adrana sat in the captain’s quarters, trying to distract herself from the dangers at hand. She had journals and private letters to look through; she had the Clacker’s box to observe – just in case it did anything, which was highly unlikely – she had Merrix in the sighting room if she wished for conversation, and of course Strambli, Surt and Tindouf were elsewhere in the ship, and so never far away. Paladin was immediately at hand, his head – all that remained of him – fixed to the desk like a large glass ornament.

			‘You seem agitated, Miss Adrana,’ he remarked, as she turned another page in one of the old, mostly cryptic journals that she and her sister had inherited from Bosa Sennen. ‘May I allay your concerns, to some degree? We have chased down other ships, without injury or loss to ourselves. With each instance, we are getting better at it – colder and more efficient, you might say. With each—’

			‘There is a game they play in some of the worlds, Paladin,’ she interrupted, although not unkindly. ‘They take a particular sort of pistol, with a revolving chamber, and load only one shot into it. Then they spin the chamber and place the pistol against their heads, by way of a wager. They shoot, and spin, and shoot again. For a little while their luck holds: the pin falling on an empty chamber. Would you say that they are getting better at it, if that keeps happening?’

			‘I am not sure that the analogy is entirely merited.’

			‘I am not sure that it is entirely not merited, Paladin,’ she countered. ‘We tested our luck in Mulgracen; there is nothing to say we are not testing our luck here.’

			‘And yet, you are in agreement with your sister that having a skull is vital.’

			‘It would help us.’

			‘Well, then.’

			‘And yet we have done quite well without one so far. Lagganvor’s right: we would benefit from improved intelligence. But the advantages of a skull have to be weighed against the risks in acquiring one.’

			‘I might venture to say that the time for weighing one against the other has now passed.’

			‘You never used to be so sarcastic.’

			‘Your father would never have tolerated me if I had been. Nor, for that matter, would you.’

			It was true. Fura had been devoted to Paladin, as fond of him as she might have been of an uncle or kindly older brother. Adrana had been . . . less enamoured. She had viewed Paladin as fundamentally stupid and failing: a blindly loyal instrument of her father, extending his kind but over-protective and controlling regime into their bedroom and playroom.
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