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For D. The only thing that matters more




Is there a flame in the dark? 
Is there a bright heart star? 
These creatures look the same now 
We freeze wherever we are 
We wake alone in the blackness 
We sleep whenever we fall 
One dream all around us 
This big hush infects us all

‘THIS BIG HUSH’ , SHRIEKBACK

 



 



Desperation is a tender trap 
It gets you every time

‘SO CRUEL’ , U2




CHAPTER ONE

Taro lay still, eyes wide, ears straining, an arm’s length from death.

There it was again, the sound that had woken him: a shrill whistle off to his left. A moment later, it was answered by two longer ones, away to the right.

The sound of a hunt.

He stood carefully. He’d spent the night on a mazeway, one of the thousands of ledges lashed and pinned to the vanes hanging below the floating disc of the City. The labyrinth of open-sided mazeways and enclosed homespaces formed the twilight world of the Undertow, Taro’s home. Below him, the early morning light broke the planet’s barren surface into a mosaic of orange rock and black shadow. Taro looked away, blinking to clear the bright after-images of a quick and easy end to his troubles. Gotta stay sharp. The hunters were probably after a meatbaby, but since his world had gone to shit three days ago, he was fair game too.

He picked up the pack he’d been using as a pillow, stuffed his blanket in the top and, keeping his back pressed against the vane that supported the mazeway, began to edge sideways. After three steps, he froze. A shadow flitted across the T-junction ahead, where this mazeway ended at another, wider one.

Another whistle, closer, but coming from hubwards, the direction the hunter had gone. Looked like they hadn’t spotted him. So he just needed to stop his legs shaking, get his breathing back under control and move off in the other direction - but cautious-like, as this was disputed territory. He’d been so tired last night that he’d just picked a quiet dead-end to stretch out on. He hadn’t  even tethered himself, even though the gap between the mazeways ran to three metres here, and wasn’t properly netted. That kind of carelessness would get him killed now he didn’t have an Angel to protect him. No, don’t think about that, don’t think about Malia.


The next whistle came from further off.

At the junction he had a choice: rimwards or hubwards, the direction he thought the hunt was headed. He peered that way: the mazeway went off long and straight, with plenty of support ropes and a fully netted gap. The nets at the far end were swinging back and forth. Someone - probably the hunt’s prey - had gone that way recently: a meatbaby’s twisted limbs allowed them to take to the nets where most downsiders wouldn’t risk it.

‘Hoi, Angel-boy!’

The voice came from rimwards, behind him. Taro’s first instinct was to run - but then he’d be heading into the hunt. And the speaker should’ve seen that Taro wore City colours in his hair, so he would think twice before attacking. Taro flicked a finger to release the catch on one of his wrist-sheaves and turned slowly, feeling the hilt of his fleck slide into his hand.

A lag a couple of years older than him was standing a few paces up the rimwards mazeway. He held a vane-cutter - not a good range weapon, but perfect for butcher-work - and wore strands of orange and green plaited into his lank pale hair. Limnel’s colours. Resh, that was his name, Taro recalled, one of Limnel’s seconds, with a rep for mindless thuggery and unquestioning obedience to his gang-boss.

Resh nodded at the blade in Taro’s hand. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ he lisped through the gap between his two missing front teeth. ‘You ain’t the dish o’ the day. But yer in me way.’

Taro stepped back to leave the path clear. ‘Mazeway’s all yours.’

Resh sauntered up to him. ‘Yeah. Some of us gotta work fer our food, y’know? Oh, wait, so do you now, doncha? Shame it’s an invite-only hunt.’

Taro said nothing. Until three days ago he’d been one of the lucky few: Angel lineage, protected and revered. But since his line-mother had joined his birth-mother in the Heart of the City - or whatever paradise or hell really lay beyond death - he was on his own, as Resh couldn’t resist reminding him.

He held his breath as the other youth passed him. In a world where water was currency, washing was a luxury, but Resh smelled bad even by Undertow standards, the rancid stink of sweat mixing with the sour reek of burnt mash on his breath.

A sequence of three short whistles came from hubwards. Resh glanced back at Taro and said with a sneer, ‘Boss’s offer’s still open, y’know. Fer now.’ Then he headed off purposefully. If the rumours were true, Resh would be in no hurry to finish off the hunt’s prey. Meatbabies might have twisted limbs and simple minds, but they were more or less human. Resh would have other pleasures on his mind first.

Once he’d rounded a couple of corners and could no longer hear the hunt’s whistles, Taro stopped. He was still shaking, and his throat was parched.

After checking no one was around, he sat down and opened the leather hammock that, now he had no homespace to sling it, doubled as his pack. His remaining possessions made a pitiful tally: the clothes he stood up in plus his flecks, the knives fashioned from slivers of vane material and worn at each wrist; and in the pack: a harness of twisted cord with a plaited rope tether; one thin blanket; a spare shirt, as dirty as the one he wore; a bent metal spoon and a bone-handled eating knife; a plastic bowl and cup; a rusty hand-mirror; and, wrapped in rags to cushion it, the flute carved from his birth-mother’s arm-bone, his only memento of the stranger who loved him, but who had died before he had the chance to love her, leaving him in the care of her sister. He found what he was after at the bottom. The waterskin was all but empty. He sucked the last few drops from it, tipping his head back against the vane.

So, Limnel would still let him join his vagabond troupe of muggers, liggers, thieves and tarts. The gang-boss had made the offer the evening after Malia took the fall, striding into the homespace Taro had shared with his line-mother without a by-your-leave. ‘So, boy, word is yer all alone now. I could use someone like you. Take up the old hobby full-time, neh?’

Taro, still in shock at losing his protector, his last surviving relative, had murmured, ‘No thanks, Limnel. Don’t think so.’

The gang-boss had looked around the central common-room, lingering on the dark stain on the nets strung across the gap in the middle of the floor. ‘You won’t hold onto this place long by yerself, y’know. Think about it.’ Then he’d left.

The next morning, soon after dawn, a medium-sized troupe - five adults and three children - came round. They were armed with flecks and one ancient-looking boltgun, but they didn’t want trouble. They wanted somewhere to live, and there was no reason why they shouldn’t have this place. From the smell of them they were shit-gardeners and a large, isolated homespace that had once belonged to an Angel was perfect for their necessary but anti-social trade. They eased Taro out almost apologetically, waiting while he bundled his things into his hammock. He didn’t take anything of Malia’s. Her room had been out of bounds when she was alive and he couldn’t face going in there now she was dead.

He had asked everyone in his small group of friends for a place to stay, but no one had space in their troupe for an extra mouth. He thought he might at least be able to beg safe crash-space for a day or two, but had no luck, though one ex-girlfriend had given him a refill of water. He couldn’t be sure how much his cold reception was due to his association with a now-fallen Angel and how much resulted from Limnel putting the word out that he wanted Taro for himself. At the time he’d seen this rejection by those he’d considered friends as justice; he didn’t deserve a break, because his line-mother’s fall had been his fault.

For the last two days he’d been living in the mazeways, keeping  out of everyone’s way, sleeping only when he was too tired to move. The unexpected meeting with Resh had fractured the numb self-pity he’d been wallowing in since Malia’s death. Throwing his lot in with Limnel was the only sane option. The gang-boss would be a harsh master, but he would have a safe place to sleep and the protection of belonging to one of the biggest gangs in this quarter of the Undertow.

But first he needed money to buy himself in. And for that he had to go topside.

Taro stuffed the waterskin back and slung his pack over his back, then carried on walking rimwards, accompanied by the ever-present sigh of the wind below the vanes. He checked the daubed tags marking the gang territories and managed to get back into safer mazeways without having to stop and check water-trap colours - which was a relief, as he didn’t much fancy hanging over the edge of a mazeway to check out the troupe colours fluttering from the ropes of the nearby ’traps.

He managed to get within a few mazeways of the edge without meeting anyone else; anyone around this early had probably decided to lie low in the wake of the hunt. He passed a few strangers near the edge, downsiders whose daily business was with the rollers and coves in the City above. No one challenged him, and some gave way to him. They weren’t to know that he no longer had the right to wear City colours. He should un-plait the red-and-black from his hair, but he wasn’t ready to cut that final tie to his line-mother, not with her death still on his conscience, her fall yet unavenged.

The vanes were shorter this close to the edge; Taro felt he could almost reach up and touch the underside of the City. Ahead, the sparkling orange of the forcedome enclosing the City marked the edge of the world.

A close-woven net about six metres wide hung down from the rim, its bottom edge bolted firmly to the outside edge of the wide mazeway where Taro stood. These were the best-maintained nets  in the Undertow, as they provided the only route topside. Every respectable troupe - those, that is, that didn’t call themselves gangs - considered it their duty to check for damage and repair faults. Everyone’s lives depended on it.

Though Taro had done it hundreds of times, that first step into the rim net always sent a surge of fear through him. Dry mouth and churning guts warned him unnecessarily how close he was to taking the fall. He wiped his palms on his breeches and stepped forward, using his long toes to grip the edge of the mazeway. The net was made partly from plaited rags and lengths of cord, though the support ropes that ran up from mazeway to rim were the real thing, bought or stolen from topside. The outermost mazeway was inside the rim of the City, so the net didn’t hang vertical. You had to fall off the mazeway into it.

He leaned forward. As gravity pulled him off-balance his eyes fluttered closed and his hands spasmed as they reached for the ropes. The impact was gentle, but it still winded him.

He paused to catch his breath, then started climbing, slow and careful, always making sure he had at least two limbs anchored before moving on. Ignoring the hypnotic glow of the forcewall in front of him and the bleak, rock-scattered ground far below him, he looked only at his hands, thought only of the next move.

To get up the outside rim of the City, he needed to be on the other side of the net, to go from being inside facing out to outside facing in. He worked his way to the edge, then hooked his right hand round the reinforced edge of the net. Right leg now, get a good solid hold. A small pause - time for a silent prayer to the City, for all the good that might do - then he swung out and round.

He wasn’t used to climbing with anything on his back, and halfway through the slow-motion pivot his pack slipped, pulling him off-balance. He felt his grip begin to loosen. The rope started to slide away under the sole of his right foot. He clawed for purchase, his head full of panic, his body too sluggish—

—until he caught the rope with his toes and curled them round  it, ignoring the shooting pains of a sudden cramp. The nets above him creaked, but his grip held. His flailing left hand came round, found rope and grasped it. The creaking subsided.

He hung still until the nets had stopped moving, deafened by his heartbeat, staring blindly back into the darkness of the Undertow.

When he’d calmed down he dragged his pack back up onto his shoulder and started climbing up the sloping rim until his nose was pressed against the grey material of the City. He inhaled its sharp yet comforting smell. Down in the Undertow the scent of the City was masked by the smells of people - sweat and piss, burning tallow and composting shit - but here it filled his head, a reek like mother’s milk gone sour.

The rest of the climb was easier: the nets lay against the City itself, hanging from bolts that made safe, easy holds for hands and feet. The only problem was the gravity. With every step his limbs felt heavier, and each move took more effort than the last. Why the people who lived on top of the City’s disc wanted gravity that made them twice as heavy as those who lived below, in Vellern’s natural gravity, was just one more topside mystery.

When he finally pulled himself up onto the flat ledge at the top he was tempted to lie there for a few moments and catch his breath . . . but he knew better than to block the way. He rolled away and pulled himself onto all fours, getting used to being heavy, then stood, blinking until his eyes adjusted to the light. He kept his gaze down; looking up at the forcedome arching overhead could set off a vertigo attack worse than looking at the ground when you were downside. Behind him there was no sign of the route he’d used, which was as it should be. Topsiders did not go into the Undertow . . .

Only, one had, and that was how Taro came to be without home or lineage, with nothing in the world but the bundle on his back.

He started to walk sinwards around the ledge. On his left, a  couple of metres away, the fence that ringed the City hummed faintly, a warning to the ignorant. The pylons supporting the fence were thick, holding up the wire and fire, and supporting the circle-car tracks running overhead. The passage of an unseen carriage was announced by a faint swish and the pop of displaced air. Mostly the fence enclosed blank walls, some of the cleanest in the City - no one had any reason, or the opportunity, to tag or deface them. Every few metres Taro passed an alley mouth, giving a view through the links of the fence into the sidestreets. He stopped at the third alley and turned to face the fence. He drew in a deep breath, and reached out to it.

His fingers brushed cold, dead metal and he let his breath out, a subconscious sigh of relief. Long before he’d been born, this part of the fence had been cut to allow downsiders like him into the City proper. Unlike the semi-organic material of the vanes, this would never grow back. He moved the flap away from him and climbed carefully through the gap. Once on the other side he pushed the fence back into place, lining up the edges so the exit was hidden again.

In the sidestreets the light levels dropped to a more comfortable level. The walls were covered with cryptic graffiti and as he made his way down the narrow alleys, he stopped to check over his shoulder every now and again. The wedges between the main Streets were home to some smoky coves, citizens whose business made them as dangerous as any gang-lag in the Undertow.

This route topside brought him out in the wedge between Soft Street and Amnesia Street. Soft Street was where the rollers came for pleasures of the flesh, but every pitch was owned. Amnesia Street was largely free territory but he didn’t fancy being a punter’s drugged fantasy. Best idea would be to head for Chance, the next Street sunwise from Soft, though it was a long walk.

He turned a corner and spotted a group of topsiders unloading crates from a cart into the back door of a dingy building. Intent on their business, they hadn’t seen him.

He doubled back and picked another route, taking him past one of the automated waste-reprocessing plants that lurked in the centre of the wedges, away from tourist eyes. The deep rumble of machinery was less of a give-away than the rotten-sweet smell drifting from inside. He looked down at a rustling by his feet; a rat sped by along the base of the building, intent on its own business.

Thanks to the distraction, he didn’t see anyone step out of the door opposite the waste plant until it was too late. As soon as he registered movement he froze, and focused on the lone figure looking straight at him. He knew he should turn round and get out of there, but he couldn’t run for long in this gravity. Besides, they might not be alone.

Then he recognised the person blocking the alley.

The man had a fleshy, almost jovial face, and no hair on his head other than girl-thin eyebrows. He wore a narrow-brimmed black hat and an improbably smart but unfashionably cut dark grey suit. He was as short as a topsider, and a little porky, but this was no ordinary cove. There was only one person in the world who looked like that, and though Taro had never met him, he had heard the description enough times. He was looking at the most powerful man in the City: the Minister, the head of the Kheshi League of Concord.

Taro stepped forward, crossed his wrists over his chest and bent his head, the downsider gesture of submission and respect.

The man approached. ‘ Taro sanMalia?’

‘Me life is yours, sirrah,’ he croaked. The Minister had called him Taro sanMalia, though he no longer had a right to that name; Malia had been his aunt, not his birth-mother, and though she had adopted him, with her death his lineage name should revert back to his dead mother’s. Was it possible that the master of the Angels didn’t know that one of his agents was dead?

‘Your life? Indeed it is,’ the Minister replied. ‘But all I require is your service. I wish you to witness a removal.’

‘Witness a removal? Aye, sirrah - to make sure it’s legal?’ By the rules of the Concord there needed to be ten witnesses, but they weren’t usually downsiders. Removals were topside business, and the witnesses were most often tourists; that was what a lot of the rollers came here for. Taro was not sure why the Minister wanted him.

‘There will be plenty of people watching the mark. I want you to watch the Angel. Or rather, to report on her performance and when she returns to the Undertow, to follow up on her movements down there. Do you think you can manage that?’

Taro’s head was reeling. He couldn’t believe he was here, having this conversation. After three days of hell, he was standing in a topside alley being given his first mission by the Minister, who knew nothing of Malia’s fate.

He said the only thing he could. ‘Aye, sirrah. I’ll do me best to serve you an’ me City.’

‘Good. The Angel in question is Nual. I expect you’ll need to do some research.’

Though any personal fame among the Angels was discouraged by the Minister, who preferred them to be held in awe and viewed from afar, Taro knew the names of all thirty-three Angels currently in the service of the City. He searched his memory for some fact about the Angel Nual, to show the Minister he knew his stuff.

‘She lives under the Merchant Quarter, don’t she?’ he asked after a short pause.

The Minister nodded, waiting for Taro to continue.

‘An’ . . . I don’t think she’s a pureblood downsider.’

The Minister gave the ghost of a smile. ‘You could say that. Nual is scheduled to remove Salik Vidoran, Second Undersecretary for Offworld Trade, in Confederacy Square later this morning. I expect she will take the shot from a vantage point beyond the City’s rim, and she won’t hang around afterwards, so you are unlikely to see her, but you will be able to watch the crowd and  check the reaction of the mark to the threat. I would also like you to note any unusual occurrences in the aftermath.’

Should he tell the Minister about the unusual occurrence in his own life, the death of his line-mother? Surely he must know—No, let the Minister bring it up. Stick to the task at hand. ‘Nual’s one of the best, ain’t she?’ he asked.

‘She never misses,’ the Minister agreed. ‘She is also one of the most reclusive. I want to know anything you find out about her current activities downside. Quietly, and without attracting undue attention. I will expect full details after the removal, and updates every morning. You can make your reports from any public com booth in the Leisure Quarter. Just go in and ask to be shown  the one who has everything. You’ll need this to get into the State Quarter.’ The Minister held out a small strip of pale grey plastic. Taro stepped forward, nervous of getting so close to this legendary figure, and took the credit bracelet. The Minister continued, ‘The ID is valid for 24 hours, and there is enough credit for the circle-car fare there and back, plus a little extra. There will be more once you start delivering useful information. Any questions?’

‘No, sirrah.’ He should tell him now, tell him what had happened to Malia.

‘Then go. I am a very busy man.’ The Minister nodded in dismissal and stepped back to let Taro pass.

Taro had betrayed his line-mother. He had betrayed his City. He must confess.

But he found himself already walking away from the Minister into an uncertain future.




CHAPTER TWO

Elarn woke to silence. No, not quite silence; there was the near-subliminal hum of the life-support systems, a constant reminder that she was in space, a long way from home. Back on Khathryn she would wake to sea and wind, natural sounds, louder, more chaotic, but real, and comforting.

She has been dreaming again, the ever-present nightmare at the edge of consciousness. In the dream, she is in her house, her lovely safe spacious house. But she is not alone. Her visitors have disabled her security and let themselves in, and now they are coming for her. She is hiding, crouched in a wardrobe like a naughty child, but she can’t hide from them forever. For years she thought she could, but they have finally caught up with her.

She had always managed to wake herself before the sinister visitors found her, thank God, but she suspected that might not always be the case. Though she had risked spending the interstellar transits in stasis, rather than dealing with the reality-twisting horrors of shiftspace with drugs, the dreams had been getting worse ever since.

She got up and dressed slowly, paying attention to the details: fair hair piled artistically, clothes smart and formal, cosmetics applied with caution to flatter the stern lines of her face. Must present a good impression. Confident, competent, but not to be approached too closely. Today, for the first time in her life, she would be walking on a new world - or rather, on a massive construct floating above an uninhabitable planet.

As she got herself ready, she had the com-unit play back news-casts from Vellern. She had requested downloads as soon as the  starliner emerged into Tri-Confed space three days ago, hoping to learn something more about her destination. Initially she’d had trouble finding anything useful among the welter of adverts, local scandals and unregulated mass entertainment, but digging revealed some in-depth political analyses, sufficiently sophisticated that she had trouble picking up the nuances, ignorant as she was of the background of the situations being discussed. The level of detail should not have been much of a surprise, given the bizarre and brutal process of government in the Confederacy of Three. When a mistake by those in power could lead to them getting their heads blown off, political analysis became strangely popular.

The Tri-Confed system was ancient, one of mankind’s oldest territories. The originally settled planet, referred to simply as the homeworld and not even graced with a capital letter any more, was barely habitable, scarred by environmental mismanagement and centuries of warfare between the three main continental nations. The three power-blocs had extended their conflicts, alliances and uneasy truces into the rest of the system thousands of years ago. By this point, their different homeworld environments had already impacted on their genetic make-up. Kheshi tended to be sallow-skinned and dark-haired, Yazilers were pale and Luornai were darker-skinned, with red or dark hair. Or perhaps, Elarn had thought when she had first read this, they had come from original Old Earth stock, back when skin shades were associated with political or cultural groups.

Some time during the dark days of the Sidhe Protectorate, the three sides had reached a compromise. Vellern, a mid-system rock too small for terraforming and long since stripped of any resources worth fighting over, was chosen as the site of a new unifying government. So they had built the Three Cities, expending massive resources to out-do each other in scale and grandeur, and had begun sharing power according to a complex process codified down the centuries and referred to as the Concord.

A soft chime announced that breakfast had now finished,  but a light brunch was available in the day lounge. As though it was anyone’s business when she ate! That was another thing she hated about space travel: you were always on a schedule. It wasn’t as though anyone needed to go anywhere in person these days; beamed virtuals were as good as being there in the flesh. They had certainly been enough to let her have a profitable and fulfilling career without having to leave the world she had been born on. She could transmit a concert via beevee direct from the studio in her house, her producer adding acoustic tweaks and whatever backdrop he felt suitable for the particular market: space scenes for non-planetary nations, natural beauty for the urban fan-base, ecclesiastical architecture for the devout . . .

Still, whatever she felt about being told when to do it, as she had no idea what the arrangements would be once she was down on Vellern, she should eat soon. She made her way down the corridor to one of the luxury ship’s three lounges, where a selection of light mid-morning snacks were laid out, just in case any passenger experienced hunger pangs in the three hours between breakfast and lunch. There were perishable delicacies including fruit, a sweet-leaf salad and a tray of semi-crystallised flower-petals among the usual cornucopia of dried meats, cheeses, pastries and cakes. Presumably they had picked up fresh supplies when the ship made a brief stopover on the Confederacy homeworld yesterday morning; ecological wreck or not, homeworld would want to make sure an élite interstellar liner had everything its occupants might possibly want. Vellern was a popular tourist destination, not just for those from the three Confederacy nations, but from everywhere in human space, with all the attendant wealth that brought in. There were plenty of affluent people who found the idea of a place where everything was available and nothing - allegedly - forbidden very appealing, even if Elarn did not share this view.

She began to browse along the buffet, picking out a couple of pastries and a savoury roll. She still needed to pack, which would give her an excuse not to take lunch with her fellow travellers. The  only thing worse than being enclosed in an artificial environment for two weeks was being forced to share it with strangers.

‘Will you be visiting Khesh City, Medame Reen?’

Elarn jumped, almost dropping her plate. The speaker lounged on a comfortable couch under a currently blank screen, one of several dozen people she had been introduced to and promptly forgotten. When the ever-changing seating plan had brought them together for dinner, he had flirted with her in a desultory manner; her and every other woman at the table not physically holding on to a partner.

‘I mean, obviously I’ll be taking trips to Luorna and Yazil too,’ he continued, as though she had already replied, ‘but with Khesh coming into Grand Assembly, removals will be at the highest level for years. That’s where the real action will be.’

‘I’m sure,’ she said, turning her attention back to the buffet.

‘I ask because I wondered if you had any plans for your stay.’

So he hadn’t had any luck with the other unattached women. Good.

‘Actually I do,’ she said, hoping that would be the end of it.

He sniffed, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Concerts, you mean.’

At dinner on the second day out of Khathryn, one of the other passengers had asked Elarn outright if she was that un-augmented singer of ancient religious chants who did all those charming plainsong recordings. She had resented the woman’s patronising tone, and would have liked to have denied her identity, but she was a lousy liar.

As a result she had found herself reluctantly agreeing to give an impromptu concert, which she treated as practice for Khesh City, where she would be performing live in front of paying audiences. The evening had gone fairly well, despite her nerves. This man had not, as far as she could remember, been in the audience.

‘That’s right,’ she said brightly, ‘concerts.’

He frowned. ‘I must admit, I would have thought singing religious songs to audiences used to unrestricted pleasure and legal  murder might be a case of—well, how does that ancient proverb go? Pearls before swine?’

‘Possibly,’ she conceded, wishing there was some polite way she could end the conversation.

He gave a nasal laugh. ‘Oh Medame Reen, please don’t take offence. It’s just that you’re so, well, unusual. Not the kind of person one normally meets in one’s travels.’

To hell with polite. She had had enough of these people. ‘You mean I’m not a more-money-than-sense thrill-seeker who thinks they’re better than the rest of humanity just because they can afford the unnecessary luxury of interstellar travel?’

He sat up straighter. ‘My, my, that sounds like a nasty case of parochialism. Not everyone is content to live their lives at the bottom of a gravity well, only ever seeing the universe via beevee, you know.’

‘Most people don’t have the money to do anything else.’ Elarn knew she shouldn’t argue, shouldn’t risk making enemies, but anachronistic snobs like him annoyed her and before she could stop herself she added, ‘Or would you rather we were still under the dominion of the Sidhe? Plenty more shiftships around back then, and no beevee to mesmerise all us planet-bound hicks.’

That got him. He looked shocked. ‘Of course not! Goodness, woman, I’m not saying we should go back to living under the rule of those despotic bitches - I’m as grateful as you that they’re all long dead!’

Elarn’s brief triumph dissolved into dismay. Rather than continue the conversation, she snatched up her plate and walked off, not trusting herself to reply to the wretched man.

Two words echoed round her head as she fled back to her cabin.

If only.




CHAPTER THREE

So this was how the other half lived. So far, Taro wasn’t feeling that impressed. Mainly he was feeling sick, ’cause the circle-car changed speed so smooth-and-easy that his guts reckoned he was hardly moving while the rooftops whizzed past scary-fast. It was bad enough being topside where there was no ceiling; up here on the circle-car rails there were no walls either. Though he was sitting down, he kept thinking he was about to fall over.

At least he hadn’t had any trouble getting a seat. When he boarded at the end of Amnesia Street, the carriage’s other occupants had stared at him with a mixture of fascination, fear and, in the case of the coves, disgust. For the rollers, the romance and danger of the Angels rubbed off on all downsiders, but locals thought everyone who lived in the Undertow must be filthy thieving scum. Several rollers had stood up to give Taro a place to sit. When he took his seat, those near him had edged away, leaving him plenty of space. He probably didn’t smell too good to their delicate topside noses, but that wasn’t the only reason they were wary of him. He knew what they must be thinking: you need ID to get on the circle-car, but downsiders aren’t citizens. They don’t get ID unless they are agents of the Concord; if not an Angel, then at least someone with official standing with the Minister.

Taro had always expected that he would work for the Minister one day. He knew he would have to start small, just one of the many downsiders who ran errands and gathered info for the leader of the Kheshi League of Concord. He would have to work hard to get noticed, as his sex was against him, but one day the Minister would see his potential and make him an Angel. Angels  never went hungry, or homeless. They never had to worry about waking up to find they were being robbed or raped. People didn’t mess with Angels . . .

Except that someone had messed with Malia - and not just anyone, an agent from another City. And Taro hadn’t had the balls to admit that to the Minister. This wasn’t how he’d imagined his career in the Concord starting. The circle-car had already passed the ends of several Streets - Chow, Elsewhere, Slice, Freak - and now it was at Groove Street, the last before the wall that divided the Leisure and State Quarters. He had been tempted to go the long way round, to see the Guest and Merchant Quarters too, but given how the ride was messing with his belly and head, he was glad he’d decided against it. Before boarding the circle-car he’d taken the time to visit a Soft Street fast-food joint, one that would serve downsiders, and used some of the funds on the cred-bracelet to get an over-sweetened drink and a something-like-meat roll but much longer in here and he’d be wasting his money all over the floor. He closed his eyes, turning down the chance to look over the unknown Streets of the State Quarter in favour of not throwing up. When the mellow-voiced announcement said they were approaching Confederacy Square he opened his eyes, eager to get in among the buildings again, but as the carriage pulled up at the end of the Street he found himself gawping down on an open space as wide as eight or ten Streets put next to each other. It was full of people, the most Taro had ever seen in one place: hundreds, maybe thousands of milling rollers, and the coves guiding, guarding or fleecing them. The tourists were taking holo-pix, reading their guidebooks, hanging round the clusters of sales and betting booths and generally making like they happened to find themselves there in that very place this morning almost by accident. Only the sinwards end of the square was empty. That section was dominated by a building twelve storeys high, fronted by a massive balcony supported by a row of huge black pillars.

That had to be the Assembly building; Taro had heard somewhere that those pillars were made of real stone.

The enclosed lift ride down to Street level was a relief after the wide-open spaces surrounding the circle-car, though gravity bit extra hard when it stopped, leaving his knees aching.

He wasn’t sure how long he had before the removal was due, or where to watch from, but he decided to get nearer to the Assembly building, as that would be where the mark would most likely be heading when he took his final walk. He wanted a good view. This was what Angels did, what made them special. These people were here for one reason only, even if they were pretending otherwise: to see death at its most skilled, its most just, its most perfect.

Because almost all removals took place in the State Quarter, Taro had never seen Malia do her duty for her City. And now he never would.

But today he would see the Concord go on without her, and know that justice would continue to be done. He aimed for a point to the right of the statue in the centre of the square. The statue was the size of a small building, three figures reaching up so their fingers just touched a floating ball. He supposed the ball must be Vellern, and the old coves in robes were meant to be the three nations of the Confederacy. Maybe that kind of thing made Tri-Confed citizens feel all warm inside, but Taro thought it was just plain ugly. His height gave him a clear view sinwards over everyone’s heads, where he could make out the line of floating grey grav-batons sealing the officials and politicians off from the plebs. Every few minutes groups of smart-dressed coves walked out of one of the smaller buildings and crossed to the big one, some of them looking pretty nervous as they emerged into the open. Whenever anyone appeared, the interest level amongst the watchers in the square went up for a while. Occasionally Taro stopped and looked back rimwards, on the tiny chance he might see the Angel getting into position, but the orange static of the forcedome was as featureless as ever - and painful, if you stared at  it for too long. The buildings here were higher and cleaner than those in the Leisure Quarter, decorated with columns and carvings, and the ground was free of litter and dirt. The punters were better dressed too, but who was to say that after the excitement was over some of them wouldn’t head back sunwise for a different sort of gratification?

He’d just drawn level with the big ugly statue when the crowd noise changed. The hubbub died down, and he started to hear the name ‘Vidoran’ as attention focused on the rimwards corner of the square, all pretence at casual curiosity forgotten. Hurrying a little now, he cut in sinwards and rimwards. Most people moved aside without him having to say anything; to the less observant, or stubborn, he used his elbows and muttered, ‘City business, make way, please.’

By the time he had found himself a good vantage point, everyone had fallen silent and all eyes were on a group of three people walking along the sinwards edge of the square. That must be Consul Vidoran in the middle: perfect suit, perfect hair, perfect smile. He was playing it cool, smiling like that, walking out to his death like he hadn’t a care in the world.

Just to this side of him and a couple of steps behind he spotted a woman in the high-necked red tunic and black cap of the City militia: an official guard, here for the sake of form. She looked nervous. Taro didn’t blame her. Removals could be messy, with frequent collateral damage. She should be safe enough though; from what he knew of her rep, Nual never took out bystanders. Of course, the militia-woman didn’t know who was going to perform the removal. No one here did except Taro, and possibly the Consul, who was about to experience invisible, silent death from an Angel’s gun.

The past no longer mattered. He was here, in the centre of things, an official agent of the Concord, one of the Minister’s chosen. He was part of history.

The third figure was on the far side of Consul Vidoran, so Taro  couldn’t see him very well, but he was wearing green and yellow: Yazil City colours. That made sense; Taro had heard something about the Consul doing some smoky trade deal with Yazil City, which was presumably why he was up for removal. The Yazilers probably felt obliged to put one of their men on the line too.

As the three of them turned to head towards the Assembly building, the third figure drew slightly ahead.

Taro saw him clearly for the first time - and knew him.

 



Nual sat on air.

She floated a few metres out from the edge of the disc of Khesh City, legs crossed, toes pointed to control the gravitic implants that kept her aloft. Her mimetic shimmer-cloak hung around her in loose folds, rendering her invisible against the forcedome.

Her head was bowed, her gaze fixed on the black object in her lap. The laser was as long as her arm, with a heavy triangular stock and a slender barrel. A sensor pad on the trigger was coded to her alone and would discharge a lethal shock into anybody else who tried to fire the laser.

She raised the gun to her shoulder and rested her cheek against the smooth stock, watching the distant throng in the square with un-augmented vision for a few seconds before shifting her head to put her eye to the sight. She would be visible from directly in front now, the foreshortened gun a dark smudge against her pale, narrow face.

Through the sight the distant mass of people in Confederacy Square resolved into individuals. She let her gaze wash over them, getting a feel for the crowd, reading her target’s approach in their faces. They were a varied lot, united only in their desire to vicariously experience another’s death. One figure, conspicuous by his height, caught her eye: a youth with a thin, dirty face and scraps of red-and-black fabric plaited into his long dark hair. A downsider, Angel lineage judging by his colours. Interesting. The Minister must have sent him as an observer. From the look on his  face he thought this was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

She was about to move off him when the youth’s expression changed from self-satisfaction into shock and hatred and she gasped as the force of the downsider’s emotions washed over her. She turned her head away from the gun-sight to catch her breath. Whatever was wrong with the boy, she couldn’t let it break her concentration. She had to stay focused. She swung the sight away from the downsider’s contorted face to the place where she expected to get a visual lock on the target; some twenty metres in front of the Confederacy Monument. That’s where Vidoran should emerge from the shade cast by the rimwards buildings.

She slid a finger under the trigger-guard. The sensor warmed to her touch.

 



Taro was stunned.

He knew that man - not his name; punters rarely bothered with such niceties - but he would never forget that face, that body, nor would he ever forget what the bastard had done. What the fuck was he doing here? He wasn’t just an honour guard, a token gesture from Yazil City: he was a Screamer, an agent from the Yazil League of Concord.

The Screamer was walking in front of Vidoran now, scanning the crowd. He noticed Taro and a corner of his mouth twitched, before the twitch resolved itself into an expression of mild surprise. He looked away and moved on.

The Screamer’s indifference jolted Taro out of his paralysis and he started to shove his way through the crowd. He wanted to shout, attract the fucker’s attention, but his throat was constricted. In his head all he could hear was his own voice, shouting I’ll kill you! - the silent vow he’d made the last time they had met. The wall of bodies gave way as he pressed towards the grav-batons separating the crowd from the three figures crossing the square.
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Something was wrong.

Was she just fazed by the youth’s strange reaction or was it her own unease? The senses she tried not to rely on had told her not to accept this mission, but to refuse would make her rogue, fair game for her own, or any other, League. She just wanted to get the removal over and done with so she could return to the dark sanctuary of the Undertow.

He was close now. No distractions. No thought. Just focus.

Her vision tracked across the back of a man’s head: blond pony-tail, flash of yellow and green. Yaziler. Not in uniform, might even be a Screamer. Interesting, but not important now. There was someone else on the other side, a woman: Kheshi guard. Ignore her too.

And there, in the middle, his back to her now, was Vidoran himself, moving without haste, thoroughly self-possessed. She watched him for a moment, then took a deep breath, poised on the cusp, that glorious, awful moment between life and death.

 



Taro thrust the last few people out of his way and slammed into the grav-batons. The invisible force-field winded him, but the pain released his voice. He pressed himself against the barrier and screamed at the top of his voice—

‘—I’ll kill you, you fucker!’

For a timeless moment, everything froze.

Then the Screamer leapt backwards, pushing Vidoran down. Taro was vaguely aware of the politician falling and of the look of puzzled surprise on the face of the Kheshi guard before she fell.

 



Nual dimly registered the boy’s distant cry, but there was no time to reconsider. She was committed to the shot now.

Her finger tensed on the trigger-pad, began to draw back

There was a flurry of movement and Vidoran dropped out of her sights.

Too late.

She felt the subtle vibration as the gun discharged.

 



Taro was still shouting as the Kheshi guard hit the ground. The Screamer stared at him for a moment, his face expressionless, then looked around, searching for the real threat, the person who’d fired the shot. Vidoran was already scrambling towards the Assembly building when the Screamer turned and ran over to the politician, putting a protective arm across his shoulders as he hurried him back into the shadows.

Someone was screaming. Taro, hoarse and out of breath, tore his gaze from the Yaziler’s departing back and looked at the militia-woman, lying where she had fallen, her upper body curled in on itself and her legs twitching wildly. Her high, thin screech was the only sound in the square.

 



Nual expelled her breath in a low moan.

Vidoran was already under cover and out of the line of fire. She hugged the gun to her chest, flicked her legs out and dived down below the disc of the City, away from the faint sound of the guard’s agony.

 



The crowd were in shock. They’d wanted violence, but not like this, not an innocent bystander. Within the Concord an individual’s death was a matter of ritual and tradition: clean and efficient, an almost antiseptic state-sponsored thrill. The accidental shooting of a guard instead of the mark because of a random distraction wasn’t part of the deal.

People had pulled away from Taro; they had heard him cry out. This terrible thing was his fault. No one approached him, no one said anything, but he could feel the weight of their eyes upon him, glaring at him in accusation and confusion.

Taro ran, oblivious to the pain in his limbs. No one got in his way. By the time he reached the edge of the square, the screaming had stopped.




CHAPTER FOUR

From space, Vellern was an orange-brown wasteland. The screens showed magnified views of the Three Cities as the liner passed over each one. The text at the bottom of the screen currently read:  Passengers for Khesh City please wait in the reception lounge for the shuttle.


Elarn Reen wished there was something else to look at while she queued with the other passengers. The dome of the force-field that enclosed the City reminded her of a boil on desiccated skin.

The queue started to move and Elarn shuffled along with it. The shuttles were tight on space, so no personal luggage was allowed. She had to trust that her possessions were on their way to her hotel in the freight shuttle.

When the queue reached the airlock, an insincerely smiling steward bid the passengers goodbye. Ingrained politeness made Elarn return his smile.

The shuttle was cramped, and the screen at the front played an endless loop of adverts for hotels, bars, massage parlours, specialist shops, dance clubs and restaurants. Elarn stared at the backs of her hands.

‘Excuse me, medame?’

She looked up to see another steward bending over her.

‘I have a message for you. The message had to be re-routed to the shuttle, as you don’t have a com.’ The woman made not having a com sound like an offence committed only by the ignorant or stupid.

‘Well?’

‘It’s from a’ - the stewardess checked her wrist and Elarn thought how she’d take an attention-span over a piece of tech any day - ‘Medame Shamal Binu. Is this person known to you?’

‘Yes, sort of.’ Shamal Binu was the local agent Elarn’s manager had assigned to handle her professional engagements. Elarn had seen a holo-pic of the woman - she looked every inch the kind of impresario Elarn would never normally have allowed near her - but she had yet to speak to her directly.

The steward continued, ‘The message reads: “Apologies, I have been unavoidably detained and may be a little late meeting you at the transit hall.” Did you wish to send a response?’

‘No, no. That’s fine.’ Actually it was far from fine. After days alone in the opulent confinement of the starliner, she was now being left in the lurch by her only contact on this planet.

‘Medame? Are you all right?’ The steward was still hovering.

Elarn waved her away. I’m scared and homesick, and I don’t want to be here at all, not that you care. She looked up at the screen. At least the adverts were gone now, replaced with pictures showing their steep descent towards Vellern’s barren surface. As Elarn watched, the disc of the City became visible as a dark smudge beneath the translucent force-field. Before she could make out more detail the screen went blank. The adverts were back briefly, followed by an announcement telling passengers to remain seated until instructed to disembark. The image of the approach to the City must have been a recording, probably typical of the kind of tricks and illusions she expected here.

She waited while the other passengers filed off, running the words of one of her favourite songs through her head to try to relax herself - words with lost meanings, in a lost language, intended to celebrate a religious ecstasy she had never experienced. But the alien, ancient shape of the sounds calmed and relaxed her.

By the time she followed the tail-end of the crowd out there were only a dozen or so people left with her. She entered a great circular hall, decorated with a complex spiral-pattern in black and  red on the ceiling and with black doors all around the windowless grey walls. She followed her little knot of tourists through one of the doors which had tell-tales blinking green, and gasped. She and her fellow tourists were standing in a transparent bubble clinging to a thin spine running from the shuttle-pads down to the middle of the massive disc of Khesh City.

As the elevator descended she was treated to a panoramic view. The first thing she noticed was that there was no sky. After a life spent under the dramatic open horizon of Khathryn, she found her mind rebelling at the idea of being stopped by the orange force-field. The sun was visible only as a small bright patch high in the wall of static, but there were no clouds, no horizon. While the ‘sky’ was featureless, the disc of the City itself was intricate with detail. She knew it was ten kilometres across but she could see nothing to give it any scale. Only as the elevator dropped lower did the thin lines radiating out from the centre of the disc resolve into boulevards dozens of metres wide, and the jumble of shapes between them into low, close-packed buildings. She gripped the handrail and leaned against the elevator wall as she looked down. The greenery directly below - the famous Gardens, presumably - was shrouded in a faint mist and broken up by various structures. She spotted one big building, a sports stadium, maybe, and what looked like an amphitheatre, and a cluster of buildings round a large pool. The view disappeared and the elevator went dark for a brief moment before they emerged into light again. The elevator was inside now, decelerating through a high-ceilinged hall whose floor was alive with figures and holo-projections.

When the door opened she followed her fellow travellers through an ornate free-standing arch. Elarn’s suspicion that the structure was not just ornamental was confirmed when two gentlemen in red uniforms decorated with black piping stepped forward to accost the idiot who had pestered her that morning. Elarn, already through the arch, slowed down to overhear what was being said by the men, who she assumed to be the Khesh City  militia, the nearest this place had to formal law enforcement.

‘We have reason to believe you may be carrying a propellant pistol, sirrah,’ one said, his hand firm on the tourist’s arm.

‘What? How do you—? I mean, what makes you think—?’

‘You have been scanned, sirrah.’

Much as she enjoyed seeing the man discomfited, Elarn couldn’t help wondering what other, less orthodox checks might have been carried out on Khesh City’s visitors. The man protested, ‘I was told that personal weapons were legal here. In fact, I was advised  to carry one.’

‘Yes, sirrah. You may buy or carry non-projectile or gas-powered weapons for self-defence purposes. However, if you wish to bring your own weapon into the City, you’ll have to pay import duty. That was clearly written in the small print of your travel documents.’

The man spluttered, but held out his credit-bracelet.

Elarn allowed herself a small smile and joined the trickle of tourists sauntering across the open area beyond the arch towards a line of floating grey batons. The area on the far side of the batons swarmed with people, many of them pressed up against the barrier, trying to attract the attention of the new arrivals. Tacky holo-adverts flashed above the crowds: ‘Diamond Mall - jewellery from across the universe’; ‘Try a bodysculpt for a You you’ve only dreamed of ’; ‘Whatever your pleasure, you’ll find yourself fulfilled on Soft Street’. The graphics on that last one stopped Elarn in her tracks: apparently there were no laws against public obscenity here. The human hucksters beneath the holo-ads were also trying to sell things - weaponry, narcotics, maps, trinkets, themselves - and as she passed through the gap in the barrier, the sound of the competing sales pitches melded with the soundtracks of the holo-ads into a barrage of noise.
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