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			1


			‘Tell me what you think you saw.’


			‘It wasn’t nothing,’ Surt said, squeezed next to me in one of the two adjoining seats in the sighting room. ‘I oughtn’t have mentioned it, not with your sister being so jumpy.’


			‘Never you worry about Arafura. If you saw something, we all need to know about it.’


			‘But if there was another ship scuttlin’ about out here, we’d have seen it on the sweeper, wouldn’t we?’


			‘The sweeper isn’t infallible, Surt. That’s why we watch for sail-flash. If the conditions are right it can show up across a much longer range, especially through a telescope. You were sighting through one of the high-magnification tubes, weren’t you?’


			Surt looked abashed. ‘I wasn’t even trying to find a ship. Just looking out at the worlds, hoping to get a squint of my home. Fura won’t get cross at me, will she?’


			‘Of course not,’ I answered softly, making an adjustment to one of the aiming wheels. ‘We’ve all done it, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. A bit of homesickness doesn’t make us any less committed to the crew.’


			‘I probably wasn’t even squintin’ in the right part of the sky. Never could get my head around all those tables and charts like the rest of you. Got a noggin’ for machines, not numbers.’


			‘Don’t feel too bad about it. Those tables aren’t easy for any of us, except maybe Paladin.’


			She tipped her head down, silent for a few seconds.


			‘Do you ever look, Adrana?’


			I nodded, picking up on her meaning. ‘For my homeworld? Yes. Now and then. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen it, not so I’d stake my life on it.’


			‘It was Mazarile, weren’t it?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘Sounds a pretty place.’


			‘It wasn’t, not really. Just a brown rock with some green bits. Too dark and dowdy to show across more than a few thousand leagues. Our parents moved there when they couldn’t afford to stay somewhere nicer, down in the Sunwards, and I don’t think it ever really felt like home to them.’


			‘Is your parents both back there?’


			‘No . . . not exactly. Our mother died quite a long time ago. She got sick when one of those illnesses swept through the worlds, and we didn’t have enough money to get a good doctor or go to the aliens. Maybe they couldn’t have helped her—’


			‘And your father?’ Surt asked sharply, cutting across my ruminations.


			Something in me went as tight as rigging under a full spread of sail. Since we’d taken over the running of this ship, my sister and I had both had to deal with some difficult changes. Her being what she’d become, and me being what I’d been on the way to becoming, thanks to the unpleasantnesses that had been visited on me in the kindness room. For the most part, we squared up and discussed these things openly, at least between ourselves. Given that we’d once got to a point where I had a knife to her throat, talking was the only way to rebuild the trust we’d shared since childhood.


			But even then, even after all this healthy openness, Father was a subject I dared not go near. 


			‘Which tube were you using when you saw the flash?’


			Surt blinked at my non-answer, but she was clever enough not to poke at that subject. ‘It was this one, Adrana,’ she said, swivelling one of the tubes around, thumbing open the cover on its eyepiece.


			‘It’s plausible, I think. The optics on all of ’em are all top-notch, and the mirrors nicely silvered, but she must have had that one re-calibrated quite recently. I wouldn’t mind betting it’s one of the best sighting pieces on any ship anywhere in the Congregation.’


			‘Pity she couldn’t think of anything pleasant to do with it, ’cept butcherin’.’


			‘She did have her character flaws,’ I said, smiling so that she understood that my understatement was most certainly ironic. ‘But at least she had excellent taste in equipment.’


			Until recently our ship had belonged to a woman called Bosa Sennen. Bosa had called her ship Dame Scarlet, but among her enemies it had long earned a second, nearly official designation: the Nightjammer. It was by way of allusion to both its favoured haunts, in the darkness beyond the worlds, and the blackness of its hull and sails. Bosa employed it to hunt down other crews, stealing their prizes and murdering their crews, save the very few that she took for her own purposes. She had done this for much longer than an ordinary lifetime, because Bosa Sennen was as much an idea as a person – an idea that could attach itself to an individual, to use or be used by that individual, before moving onto someone else.


			Less than a year ago, Bosa had made the first of two serious errors. She had stalked and taken a ship, the Monetta’s Mourn, on which my sister and I were serving: our first time away from Mazarile, and our first experience on any such ship. Arafura had escaped but I had not, and Bosa only decided to use me rather than kill me because of my skill with bones. So she had taken me aboard the Nightjammer and started turning me to her ways, using psychological, chemical and electrical methods of torture, coercion and personality-adjustment.


			Months later, she had made her second error. She had gone after another crew and tried to take them, not knowing it was a trap put together by Arafura. My sister’s plan had been ruthless and clever. She had saved me and captured Bosa, and between us – and her crew – we had gained control of the Nightjammer, making it ours.


			A new ship needed a new name, and so we gave it one.


			Revenger.


			It had been ours for three months; three long months which took us from one year into the next, and because the old year had been 1799, and the new one was 1800 – eighteen hundred years since the documented founding of the Thirteenth Occupation – it was a new year as bright and shiny as a hatpin and felt like the propitious time to be starting a fresh enterprise. We were going to make something of ourselves. Not as butchers or pirates, but as honest privateers – those who wanted to remain in this life, at least, rather than going back to our homeworlds. Exactly who wanted what was yet undecided – and not much spoken of. But whatever our decisions, collective or personal, there was no possibility of just waltzing back into the busy commerce of the Congregation.


			We would be shot to splinters at the first glimpse.


			The problem was, we knew what we were, and what our new ship had become. But the rest of civilisation was not yet reliably acquainted with the facts. As far as the other ships and captains were concerned, and so far as the rich worlds, cartels and banking concerns behind the organised expeditions knew, Bosa Sennen was still alive and active. It would take more than just a helpful transmission from us to set things straight – especially as Bosa had a long record of just that sort of duplicity.


			So for three months we’d had no choice but to skulk.


			In truth, the time was usefully spent. First we had to learn how to operate Revenger, and that took weeks – plenty of them. We had to hook what was left of our old family tutor and mentor into the nerves of the ship, Paladin’s robot mind gradually taking control of the navigation, sail-gear and weapons. Then we had to keep up our basic stocks of consumable materials, including fuel, and that meant cracking a few easy baubles, going into them and scooping out such treasures as remained unplundered. We had done so, and proven that we could operate the ship and function as a crew. But still, every time we took the launch back from the surface of a bauble, we were reminded what our ship looked like from the outside.


			A predator.


			A black-hulled, black-sailed monstrosity, cruel in her lines and entirely incapable of being mistaken for anything but the Nightjammer. We meant to change her disposition, but that would take time, and for now we dared not be too hasty about it. If someone did chance upon us, even in these dark, distant orbits, and made a decision about us, then we might require all the weapons presently available, merely for our own self-defence.


			Thus we loathed Bosa, while at the same time being cynically grateful for the quality of the fittings she had left us. 


			Her long-range telescopes were the equal of anything in any museum on Mazarile, and certainly superior to the optical instruments on the Monetta’s Mourn, which was itself very well equipped. They were properly cared for, too. Their tubes had engravings on, their leather-work was still fine and black, and the movable gaskets – where they pierced the glass bubble of the sighting room – were still tight against vacuum and nicely lubricated. There were many tubes too, clustered together with their eyepieces aimed back at us like the point-blank muzzles of a firing squad.


			Surt ventured:‘Do you really think it was sail-flash?’


			‘I think it more than possible.’ I pressed my eye to the lens and worked the focus dial. ‘If there is a ship stalking us out here – or at least trying to get close enough to this bauble to jump our claim – then her captain will be doing her utmost to control the disposition of her sails, with respect to the Old Sun, while not caring to cast light in our direction. But sometimes it can’t be avoided.’ To begin with I swept the scope quite widely, picking up the red glimmer of the bauble around which we were orbiting, and I considered the chances that some of that glimmer might have got caught up in the optics and thrown a confusing trick of light across Surt’s eyepiece. It wasn’t that likely, I decided. The optics were good and Surt would have needed to be staring almost directly at the bauble to pick up any of its blush. 


			Satisfied that the answer lay elsewhere, I swept the scope back and forth along a narrower arc, patrolling the area in which Surt thought she had seen the flash. ‘Or it could be something else. Space debris, or a flash from a rogue navigation mirror that’s drifted free of the main commerce routes. Or it could be a hundred other things, none of which are of consequence.’


			‘I should’ve taken more pains to note down the position when I saw the flash.’


			‘You did all that you could, Surt. The main thing was to bring the matter to my attention, which you did.’


			‘You’ve always been kind to me, Adrana.’


			‘We’re all just trying to do our best.’


			‘I know, and I think Fura knows it too, but she can be sharp with me when I get things wrong.’


			‘Pay no heed.’ I adjusted the sighting angle again. ‘Without you, we’d still be trying to get Paladin to speak again, never mind run this ship. Arafura knows that perfectly well.’


			‘Would she like it better if I called her Arafura, do you think? Only I thought Fura was the name she preferred.’


			‘It is. I think she believes it more suited to her current calling. Shorter and harder.’


			‘Like Bosa,’ Surt said, pleased with herself for making this connection.


			‘No,’ I answered firmly. ‘Not like that. Never like that.’


			‘I didn’t mean no disrespect, Adrana. There I go, getting things wrong again. I’d be better off shutting my gob completely. And keeping away from pens and paper. All I ever leave is a mess of smudges.’


			‘You’re serving this crew, Surt, and serving it capably.’


			I vowed not to be too harsh on her for failing to record her observation. Only a little while since, Surt had been unable to read or write, and the use of pens and log books was still not second nature to her. When I checked over the observational watches, hers were the blemished, crossed-out and incomplete entries. 


			She was becoming more proficient, though, and needed no chastisement from me. Not when we were hardly spoilt for spare hands.


			‘Do you see anything?’ she asked expectantly, as I switched from one eyepiece to another.


			‘Nothing,’ I said, when I had swept a few more sectors. ‘I don’t doubt your sighting, not for a second. But I don’t think we need trouble Fura on the basis of a single flash.’ I had used my sister’s shortened name deliberately, thinking it might put Surt better at ease, and had made a private decision that I would try and think of her by the same means. ‘Perhaps, when we have what we’ve come for, and are debating our next course, I’ll mention it to her in passing. But there’ll be no slight on your actions.’


			‘I hope not. I don’t really mind that sharp tongue of hers . . . but that’s just words. There’s a wrong side of her I never want to see.’


			‘Nor do any of us,’ I said under my breath.


			*


			Our launch broke away from its berthing rack with a jolt and slipped neatly between the teeth of the upper and lower jaws of Revenger’s maw and into clear space. Through the portal I watched the jaws hinge shut on the red-lit docking bay, the only light and colour for millions of leagues. Until Fura touched the jets and sent out a pulse of rocket thrust, lighting up the hull in brassy highlights, that sharp-toothed grin was the only part of the ship to be seen.


			She used the rockets sparingly, knowing we were low on chemical reserves. From my seat behind her control position I watched her with a quiet, sisterly admiration. She had come a long way since Captain Rackamore took us up in his launch for the first time, at my instigation. 


			‘And you’re sure no one will have cleaned the place out before we got here?’ she asked, twisting around in her seat for a second before snapping her attention back onto the controls.


			‘Sure as I can be,’ Prozor said, sitting opposite me, clutching her notebook – scrawled full of her bauble maps and auguries and reminders to herself – as well as a very expensive pocket chronometer, which she had in the other hand, her thumb clicking down on the starting and stopping buttons as if she needed reassurance that they still worked. ‘Rack came back here over and over, and there was never any sign of anyone else showin’ interest. Mainly ’cause there wasn’t much worth salvagin’, at least not in the shallow layers, and there never was time to go deeper. Not even for a crew on their game, like we most definitely was.’


			Slowly the bauble came round in the nose windows of the launch. It was hard to see, even though we were less than twenty leagues out. The field was still up, cloaking the lump of rock, but unlike some we had seen it was gauzy and dim, like a layer of smoke clinging to the rock’s surface.


			‘The question I’m stuck with,’ Strambli said, ‘is what this place is worth to us, if no one but Rackamore ever bothered with it. You just said there’s no treasure here.’ She was exercising her fingers, squeezing on a little contraption made of springs and metal.


			‘Depends what you mean by treasure,’ Fura said, craning around to look at Strambli. ‘My book, treasure’s whatever a cove needs most in the here and now. Don’t matter whether it’s a million years old or a month, it’s the immediate value that counts. All the gold in the Congregation’s no use to someone gasping on their last drop of lungstuff. We ain’t in that boat just yet. But what we do need badly is fuel.’


			‘Rack used this place as a supply drop,’ Prozor said, looking around at the rest of us besides Fura, which amounted to Strambli and myself. Just the bare minimum for an expedition into a bauble, with Surt and Tindouf staying behind on the main ship. Paladin counted as crew as well, I suppose, but none of us were in the habit of thinking of him in quite that way. ‘Propellant for his launch. A handsome stockpile. Rack’s philosophy was to run a light ship – minimal armour, minimal armaments. And a nice, lean crew, so we didn’t have to split a prize too many ways. He didn’t want to be luggin’ a hold full of rocket fuel around, so the Monetta only ever carried just enough to do the job, Rack always knowin’ he could come back to the Rumbler when he needed a top-up.’


			‘So we’re using up precious fuel,’ Strambli said, frowning so hard she made her lopsided face even less symmetrical. ‘In order to get more fuel.’


			‘Not so hard to get your grey around,’ Fura said, directing a fond if exasperated smile at our Opener. ‘Like depositing a quoin in a bank, so it’ll turn into two quoins.’


			‘I’d thank you not to mention banks,’ Prozor said, rarely missing a chance to remind us that she had lost her savings in the crash of ninety-nine.


			‘You’d need a lot of faith in banks to deposit your last quoin,’ Strambli muttered. ‘Which is what that fuel is to us.’


			‘It isn’t,’ Fura said. ‘Not by a good margin. But we do need more propellant, and if we’ve got to burn some to get our mitts on Rack’s stockpile, so be it.’ She directed her glowy face at Prozor and me. ‘Besides, I’d say it’s our stockpile now, wouldn’t you? We’re the last of Rack’s crew, so it’s not as if any other cove has a better claim on this place than us.’


			‘I suppose not,’ I said.


			‘We’ll get in fast,’ she was already saying, while working the controls, steering us nearer to the bauble. ‘Take as much as we need, and no more. What made sense for Rack makes sense for us, too. Agreed, Prozor?’


			‘No truer thing ever said,’ Prozor answered, which was her way of managing to sound equivocal. She snapped shut her bauble book, did up the fancy clasps as if she had no expectation of ever needing to open it again between now and the last gasp of the Old Sun. ‘Usual margins, I take it?’


			‘However Rack liked to play it,’ Fura said.


			‘Well, Rack had a few advantages we lack,’ Prozor said, meaning (if I knew her at all) a crew he’d picked by hand, rather than one that had been shoved together by chance, but she left the rest of her statement tactfully unvoiced. ‘Usual margins’ll cut it. The rest of us, we may as well finish gettin’ suited.’ She gave a squint to her chronometer. ‘We’ve got five minutes until field drop.’


			So far so practical, and we’d already donned most of our vacuum gear, apart from the helmets and final connections. We’d inherited a very capable ship, full of fine equipment, but you wouldn’t have guessed it from the motley look of our party. Our suits were a jumble of parts, brown and rust-coloured alloys cut and welded together with care and attention, but not much thought as to whether the final result was pretty to the eye. We were ugly and lumpy, like the contents of a junk shop thrown together in the approximate shapes of people. Why didn’t we use some fancy suits that Bosa had left us? Because there weren’t any, or rather there weren’t any that were suitable for this sort of work. Bosa didn’t soil her hands scrabbling through baubles. She let other crews have the pleasure of that, and then jumped them for their pickings. Bosa had left us some handsome black vacuum suits, but they were for boarding and gutting other vessels, leaving us to salvage our mongrel gear from the hulk of the Queen Crimson, Captain Trusko’s ship.


			We checked each other’s suits, locking down helmets, tightening faceplates, making sure all the hoses and seals were secure, swinging our arms and legs, making squatting and flapping motions. Strambli went around with a little squirt-can, dribbling oil into the moving parts. I worked my gloves until my fingers bled inside them. We checked the suit-to-suit squawk, me giving a thump to the side of Prozor’s helmet until she came through clearly. Fura was still operating the launch, but she allowed herself to be fussed over from her seated position, stretching out an arm like a queen expecting to be kissed on the fingers. It was her right arm in this instance, which was mechanical from the forearm down to the fingertips. She would wear a normal pressure gauntlet on the other hand, but on the tin one she had a pressure-tight cuff around the elbow, keeping her metal hand free of any encumberment and allowing her to touch and sense things in vacuum with a great discrimination. The cuff was bothersome and hard for her to adjust, so Strambli was checking it for pressure integrity.


			Prozor examined her timepiece again. ‘One minute,’ she said, this time coming over the squawk, so that her voice sounded distant and near at the same time, because there was still atmosphere in the launch.


			Fura slowed us down for the final approach. It was like a restless, sooty sea down there, blanketing the world beneath. The field was fidgeting around, growing tenuous in places. Bits of the surface began to show through, prickly with jagged, upright rock formations, like the quills of some armoured animal.


			‘Thirty seconds,’ Prozor said. ‘Maintain descent rate.’


			‘Don’t look like it’s quite ready to pop,’ Strambli ventured.


			‘It will,’ I said, knowing how unlikely it was that Prozor would have made an error in her auguries.


			In the last fifteen or twenty seconds the field seemed to shiver, and that shivering sped-up like the flicker from a coin spinning on the table, that fast whirlygig flutter just before the coin topples over. That was the death song of a field, and when it went it went instantly, just vanishing, so that what was below was now just an uncloaked rock, spines sticking out all over, bristling from pole to pole.


			It was dark. One side was facing the Empty, the other the Old Sun. We were ten million leagues beyond the outer orbits of the Congregation, so that the Old Sun’s light had already fought its way through the gaps between thousands of worlds – millions, more likely – growing a little dimmer and wearier with each exchange. When that light flopped onto the bauble like an exhausted traveller, about all it could do was daub a few red and purple highlights across those quills, hinting at the gloomy secrets trapped between their roots. On the side facing the Empty – where the only dependable illumination was that from the distant stars, too far away for any monkey mind to comprehend, even those of us who’ve ventured as far out as Trevenza Reach, the bauble was nearly as black as Revenger’s own sails.


			‘Do you see anything you recognise?’ Fura asked, directing her question at Prozor.


			Prozor had started one of the stopwatch dials on her timepiece, measuring out the hours from the moment of field drop. ‘Drift north. That clump of spikes over there is a landmark.’


			‘They all look the same,’ Strambli said.


			‘Not to me,’ Prozor answered.


			Fura levelled us out just above the tops of the spines. I looked over her metal-clad shoulders at the fuel gauges, watching the needles twitch every time she had to use a pulse of thrust to stop us drifting in too close. Prozor had already told us there was a swallower inside the Rumbler, which added to our difficulties, especially as we were going to be hauling out heavy reserves of propellant.


			‘Keep talkin’, Proz,’ Fura said.


			‘Take us lower. Cut between that pair of spikes.’


			‘Won’t be much clearance.’


			‘No more’n we need. Our launch ain’t any bigger than the one Rack used, and he squeezed through any number of times.’


			‘Take your word for it,’ she said, and although I could only see the back of her helmeted head, I imagined her biting on her tongue as she concentrated hard.


			We slid between the spikes, angling down. It got darker, shadows criss-crossing until they squeezed out the last, meagre traces of light. Fura turned on the launch’s own lamps. Yellow beams crossed vacuum and danced across the swelling roots of those stony spines.


			‘I see the landing zone,’ Prozor said. ‘Dead ahead. Hold this descent and you’ll be golden.’


			‘Why’s this place called the Rumbler, anyway?’ Strambli asked.


			‘Adrana,’ Fura said, turning to me. ‘Call out the heights, please.’


			‘Why, certainly,’ I mouthed, moving to the side of her console, where I was able to read the slowly revolving digits of the altimeter. The instrument was similar to the sweeper on Revenger, only instead of whirring around it pinged pulses straight at the ground, measuring the delay before they bounced back. ‘One hundred spans,’ I said, when the digits hit that round number. ‘Ninety. Eighty.’


			Something buzzed on the console, a red light flashing. Fura snarled.


			I recognised that light. Fuel warning.


			‘Don’t tell me you cut it that fine,’ I whispered.


			‘No point going home if we don’t find Rack’s stockpile,’ Fura replied, in the same low voice.


			‘I can’t believe—’


			‘Maintain those call-outs, sister.’


			I wanted to snap back at her for voicing her request as if it were a demand, but since I was just as keen for us not to crash as Fura, I forced myself to swallow my pride and intone the numbers.


			‘Sixty.’


			‘Lateral drift,’ Prozor said.


			Fura nodded. ‘Correcting.’


			‘Fifty spans,’ I said through dry lips. ‘Forty.’


			Fura worked another control. From the belly of the launcher came a clunk and whirr as it put out its spidery landing legs, too delicate and cumbersome to be deployed before now. Now the stutter from our engines was lighting up more and more of our surroundings, the spikes rising up around us like the huge, petrified trees of some fairytale forest.


			‘Backwash,’ Fura said. ‘Transitioning to landing jets.’


			‘Steady as she goes,’ Prozor said.


			‘Twenty spans,’ I called out. ‘Ten . . . five . . .’


			The landing area came up fast, a flat circle of blasted stone, scorched by multiple rocket exhausts. The legs were the first to touch, springing down to absorb some of our momentum.


			‘Contact light,’ Fura said, as another indication lit up. ‘Motors stop.’


			The launch settled down on its legs, landing belly-down. The engine rumble died away, leaving only the hiss and puff of our breathing mechanisms, the leathery bellows squeezing in and out.


			The red fuel warning light was still flashing. Only now that we were down and stopped did Fura reach over and flick her finger against it, making it turn off.


			‘Faulty indicator,’ she said, turning around with a big grin on her face. ‘You didn’t think I was that desperate, did you?’


			Through the barred-over window of my faceplate I smiled tightly. ‘Sometimes I wonder.’


			‘How much time, Proz?’


			Prozor’s visor tipped down to study her timepiece. ‘Six hours, eleven minutes.’


			Fura pushed back her control seat, rising from the console. ‘Then we’d best not stand around bumpin’ our gums, had we?’


			We helped Fura complete the last of her suit checks, gathered our equipment – we were all carrying something, not just Strambli with her particular box of tricks for getting through doors and other sundry obstructions – and then went through the launch’s airlock in pairs, which was the most it could take at a time.


			When there were four of us outside we stood next to the launch, swivelling around with our helmet lamps on to get a better view of things. The launch only just fitted on the landing zone, hemmed in by the roots of the rocky spines, their tops lost to darkness. The level ground under our feet was new, which was to say it wasn’t more than a few centuries old, rather than the millions of years that this bauble had been ticking around the Old Sun. Some other captain had put it there, making it easier to come and go.


			‘What was that?’ Strambli asked.


			We’d all felt it, too. Like a little shudder going through the ground under our feet, there and gone almost before we had time to notice it.


			‘Reason it’s called the Rumbler,’ Fura said. ‘That’s some sort of deep activity which – I’m reliably informed – ain’t anything we need to poke our noses into. Right, Proz?’


			‘Right. We’ll keep to the shallow levels. What goes on under ’em isn’t our concern. They say it’s the swallower, getting fidgety in its magnetic cradle.’


			‘If I never see a swallower up close, that’ll suit me just fine,’ Strambli said.


			None of us contradicted that sentiment, especially not Prozor. 
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			We set off.


			At one end of the landing area was a steep ramp leading down into the surface of the bauble, with a doorway at one end of it. The aforementioned swallower was putting out half a gee at the surface, which sounds very little if you’ve spent your entire existence on a civilised world like Mazarile, Graubund or Metherick. You might imagine we were bouncing around like puppies, hardly feeling the weight of our suits.


			It wasn’t like that at all. 


			In the three months since we took Revenger, we’d only set foot outside that ship to visit baubles, and only a couple of them had swallowers. The rest of the time we’d been floating around inside the main ship, hardly weighing a feather. Even when she was under sail or on full ions, Revenger never got above a few hundredths of a gee, which was just enough to be a nuisance but not enough to give your bones and muscles any sort of trial. Now, Surt – who was back aboard the main ship – knew her way around the medicine cabinet, and there were pills and potions that could keep our hearts from getting too lazy, or our bones from crumbling away like stale biscuits.


			But the short time we had spent under the press of the launch’s rockets had been no sort of preparation for surface operations. By the time we grunted and shuffled our way to the bottom of that ramp I was sweating like a horse. We weren’t even inside.


			One consolation was that the door into the bauble was open, exactly as Prozor had promised. The frame was a heavy arch of stone-coloured metal, marked with black symbols and with controls and indicators set into recesses up and down both sides. Those symbols meant nothing to me. There might have been thirteen Occupations – thirteen times since the Sundering when people had spread out and made homes in the worlds of the Congregation. But some of those civilisations had been thousands of years long, sufficient for many languages to come and go just within a single Occupation.


			Conventionally, it was an Assessor’s business to know the ancient tongues and scripts. But we were presently lacking a full-time crewmate in that position, which meant that such work fell to our Bauble Reader or Scanner, Prozor, who had been around the worlds long enough to be able to double as Assessor or Opener in a pinch.


			‘Eighth Occupation,’ she said. ‘Time of the Two-Headed Princes, I think. Turbulent’s the word for them days. Baubles were starting to pop open left, right and centre and everyone was making a scramble for loot and power. Lots of lawlessness, lots of wars and revolutions, in just that one Occupation.’


			‘So we just . . . walk through, is that it?’ Strambli was asking, before any of us had crossed the dark threshold of the doorway. She was about to act on that statement, stretching a hand into the gap.


			‘Wait,’ Prozor said, and reached to pick at something on the left side of the frame.


			‘What?’ Fura asked.


			‘Just checkin’ this is still in place. Which it is.’ She was pinching something between her fingers, too small or fine for me to make out. ‘Rack stretched a line of riggin’ across the door, criss-crossed from top to bottom. Did you cotton onto it?’


			‘No,’ Strambli said, sounding slightly put-out.


			‘That’s the idea. Wouldn’t have known if you’d broken it, either. But Rack would.’


			‘So he’d know if anyone’d trespassed, while he was away,’ I said, nodding and thinking that Bosa wouldn’t have been averse to a similar trick. Except in her case – if I had learned anything during my time as her protégée – the thread would have been rigged to set off a bomb or weapon.


			You could never be too particular, in baubles.


			‘Any other little mementos Rack might have left us?’ I asked, as we filed through the door.


			‘No, just that one – and it nearly slipped my grey, too.’ Prozor pulled a gadget from her belt, a thing the size of a thick thumb, and passed it to me. ‘But this didn’t. Clamp your lamps on that. Surt helped me lash it up from the gubbins we pulled from the Queenie.’


			‘It’s meant to mean something, is it?’ 


			‘Short-range squawk localiser. When we’re near the supply – assuming old Proz hasn’t forgotten the frequencies – it ought to start flashin’. There’s a transmitter stashed in with the fuel, where your average thievin’ cove wouldn’t think to look. Rack didn’t want anyone lootin’ his drop to get too far with it.’


			I stared down at the cobbled-together device, which was doing a perfectly creditable job of looking totally dead.


			‘Then we’re in trouble, aren’t we?’


			‘Have some faith, girlie.’


			The doorway led into a sort of corridor, sloping gently into the bauble. We lost squawk contact with the main ship as soon as we ventured a few paces into it, but Prozor said that was to be expected, and nothing out of the usual for baubles. 


			There were alcoves on both sides, with plinths where statues had once stood. They were all gone now, except for some rubble and a handful that were so pitifully broken they were not worth the trouble of moving. From what we could see of the remains, picked out with our helmet lamps, they were all soldiers, dressed in scaly armour, their hands clutching invisible armaments.


			We carried on down. I looked at the localiser, willing it to light up. But so far there was nothing.


			The rumble came again, just as it had before. I thought of the swallower having some sort of indigestion, grumbling as it wolfed something down. Swallowers were not meant to swallow anything once they were chained and harnessed in the middle of worlds, but occasionally things shook loose and fell into them, and once in a while that could start a chain-reaction that reduced a whole little kingdom to hot rubble as the swallower gorged, getting fatter and heavier.


			‘This isn’t looking too encouraging,’ I said, eyeing the still-dead localiser.


			‘It was just a precautionary measure,’ she said, breezily. ‘And maybe I did get them frequencies muddled around. My noggin’s had a few leaks in it since Bosa put a fresh dent in my skull . . .’


			The device started flashing.


			‘Prozor,’ I said.


			‘. . . or Jusquerel swapped ’em without tellin’ me, or the juice has drained out of Rack’s transmitter, or . . .’


			‘Prozor,’ I said, firmer this time.


			‘What’s it say?’ Fura asked, leaning over.


			There was a pattern of lights on the top of the thumb, a fat central one and a ring of smaller ones around it. The main one was flashing the brightest, but one of the outer ones was giving off a faint pulse as well, pointing down the corridor.


			‘We’re on the right scent is what it says,’ Prozor said. ‘And there was you all doubtin’—’


			‘Keep walking,’ Fura said, cutting her off.


			I kept the thumb raised up in front of me, the lights flickering in and out now and then, but generally getting brighter and steadier as we got near the base of the corridor. As the floor levelled off we went through another arched doorway like the first, and then we stepped into a much larger chamber, too big for our lamps to illuminate. We paused for a few moments then carried on walking, our labouring bellows the only sounds coming through our squawk receivers.


			‘This is the place,’ Prozor said.


			Fura turned to our Opener. ‘Light it up, Strambli.’


			Strambli opened a little box on her belt and reached in as daintily as anyone could while wearing vacuum gloves. She pinched out a light-imp, a star-shaped thing about the size of a marble, then held it up before her with a sort of fond regret before squeezing it. The stellate object shattered and a flicker of light played between Strambli’s fingers until she stepped back and the flicker stayed where it was, suspended. It wavered and got brighter, pushing out a fierce yellow light that quickly exceeded the contribution from our lamps. The yellow light flooded the chamber, brightening all the while.


			Strambli had let the light-imp off between us, so our own shadows produced hard spokes which reached all the way to the walls. We shuffled around as the yellow light wavered and danced.


			The room was circular, with a domed ceiling. It was at least twice as wide as the landing zone on the surface, with more alcoves around the rim – a few holding toppled or broken soldiers but most of them empty. Above the alcoves were long inscriptions in the same ancient language as the doorway we’d entered through.


			I paused to take it all in.


			I had been thinking about the deep antiquity of things almost constantly since we had taken to this new life among the worlds and baubles, pondering numberless aeons and the thin scratches of civilisation we have made against that vaster darkness. I had spoken to Paladin of the things he had seen, and pored over the learned histories and charts, trying to reach a point where such contemplation left me feeling settled and comfortable, rather than dizzy and bereft. But I could not – the means was not within me.


			 Somewhere out beyond the Empty there now shone stars that had been born in gas clouds after this room was decorated. There were stars that had been alive then that were just corpses now, if they had left the least trace of themselves. There was just too much past, too much time that had already happened, and our lives were as nothing against that endless black conveyor belt, ceaselessly rolling, stretching and stretching ever further backward into a dread eternity.


			If any person were to say that they stood in such a place and did not feel the abyssal press of those discarded ages, I can state with confidence that they were either lying or deluded.


			‘Um, Prozor,’ Strambli said, coughing a little delicately. ‘This is the place, isn’t it?’


			‘This is the place,’ Prozor said. Then, with a bit less assurance: ‘It has to be.’


			‘Then where the hell is my fuel?’ Fura demanded, almost breaking into a shout. ‘If it isn’t in this room, and there’s only one way in and out of this room . . .’


			‘That thread on the door wasn’t infallible,’ I said. ‘Someone could have put it back the same way after they left.’


			‘No. The localiser’s still picking up a signal,’ Prozor said. ‘If some cove pilfered the fuel, they’d have pilfered the transmitter as well.’


			The light-imp was still giving off its yellow radiance, hovering in the vacuum like an obliging fairy. I could understand Strambli’s reluctance to crush it. Light-imps were often found in baubles, but they weren’t so common as to be worthless. 


			 ‘There’s another doorway,’ I said quietly, because I had only just noticed it for myself, and none of the others were directing their gazes in the same direction. ‘Between those alcoves, it’s darker than the others. There’s a way out of here.’


			‘Deeper into the bauble, you mean,’ Strambli said.


			‘Deeper into the bauble, yes,’ I answered.


			‘That door was always sealed,’ Prozor said. ‘We never opened it, never went through it, never even tried opening it. Rack never had cause – this place was only ever a supply drop to him. All the rumours said it had already been cleaned out of anything valuable.’


			I walked over to the black aperture between two of the alcoves, compelled to inspect it though every bone in me was screaming otherwise.


			‘You got a fix?’ Fura asked, as I waggled the thumb back and forth.


			‘Not exactly. Could be under us, it could be off to one side behind those walls. What’s clear is that it wants us to go down that shaft. Are those gouge marks in the floor?’


			Prozor came over to join me, bending down to shine her lamp over the patterns. ‘Not gouged,’ she said. ‘It’s metal, scraped off the fuel bottles.’ She knelt down carefully, knee-joints squirting oil as they compressed. ‘Flecks of paint, too.’ She looked at a chip of colour perched on her fingertip like a petal. ‘Can’t be too far away, or the localiser wouldn’t snag it.’


			‘I don’t like it,’ Strambli said.


			‘You ain’t paid to like it,’ Fura retorted, which was rich considering that none of us were on anything that could be called a regular schedule of payments. ‘If cracking baubles was easy, any monkey’d do it. We’re here precisely ’cause it ain’t easy. Proz: how much time’s left?’


			Prozor inspected her timepiece. ‘Five hours, on the nose.’


			It had taken us an hour to shuffle this far. Any crew could take a risk once or twice and not be punished for it, but going in and out of baubles over and over demanded restraint as well as fortitude. Crews that aspired to be long-lived as well as profitable always allowed as much time to exit a bauble as they spent getting in, plus a handsome margin to allow for fatigue and equipment failure. More still if they planned to lug loot out of a gravity well.


			‘Then we go deeper,’ Fura said, making a clenching gesture. ‘That fuel wasn’t just sitting here, minding its own business, waiting to be claimed. It was put here by Rack, ’cause it belonged to him, and now it belongs to me.’


			‘And by “me”,’ I said, ‘you mean “us”. Just so there’s no confusion.’


			‘We ain’t equipped,’ Strambli protested. ‘Not properly. We ought to come back, with winches and ropes and anything else we might need.’


			As Fura gave a shake of her head behind the barred-over window of her helmet, the glowy made it easy to see her face. It was flaring brighter than usual, stoked by her anger and indignation, producing catlike stripes around her nose and brow. ‘We’ll burn more fuel doing that, and sit around for three months waiting for the next window.’ She turned around on her heels, looking at each of us in turn. ‘Have you all forgotten who we are? This is the crew that took down Bosa Sennen – the crew that cracked the Fang! And we’re getting our drawers in a twist about a little stroll down a tunnel?’


			‘We are going to need that fuel eventually,’ I said, admitting it to myself as much as to anyone else.


			‘What a surprise,’ Strambli muttered, shaking her head. ‘The Ness sisters agreein’ with each other, when it suits ’em.’


			‘Only they do have a point,’ Prozor said. ‘And since I used to crew with the man who stashed the fuel here, the cove who never took nothing that didn’t belong to him, I also can’t help taking it sort of personal.’


			I confess that I took exception to the idea of someone else pilfering it, too. For those of us who had known Rackamore – and I counted that association a privilege, even though our acquaintance had not been lengthy – this injustice was a grave personal slight. It would hamper us, too. Revenger hardly needed fuel, provided its sails and ion-emitters were in tolerable order. A big, delicate ship like ours seldom wandered close enough to a gravity well to do itself harm. 


			But to visit baubles, as well as trade with the settled worlds, a crew needed a launch, a little runabout with rocket motors, and those motors gobbled up propellant like it was going out of fashion.


			We could have argued about whether or not to split up the party, but in the end we stuck together, moving away from the wavering glow of the light-imp and into the dark. Now it was just our lamps again, and our shadows pushing ahead of us, and long rows of alcoves and broken soldiers, stretching down and down. But on the floor, unmistakably, were lines of scratched metal and paint where our fuel had been dragged, and none too cleverly.


			We let the thumb lead us on. That corridor went down and down, getting steeper in places. I visualised the way we had come as a sort of dog-leg with the empty chamber in the middle, and now we were about twice as far underground as at the start. The localiser’s lights were starting to point off to one side, almost back the way we’d come, except horizontally.


			The rumble came again, shortly before we reached the end of the corridor. It felt stronger, as if we were closer to the swallower. We were, too, but only a tiny distance compared to the size of the bauble. Now that rumble was starting to make me think of the snoring of some big coiled monster, sleeping in its cave while we tried to creep around it.


			‘Rack had some funny ideas about the best places to leave his hard-earned,’ I said.


			I was still pondering the decisions that had brought Captain Rackamore to his inglorious end when we came out into a huge sort of tunnel, too big to be properly called a corridor. Strambli dug out another of those precious light-imps and, after some muttered misgivings, cracked it open. In its hovering, wavering light we took in our surroundings. The size of the first chamber had been impressive enough after that long corridor, but this was something else again, and for a few moments none of us could find any words that seemed worth the bother of uttering.


			The tunnel was perfectly circular, like a drainpipe. We had come out of a doorway set into the curvature of the wall, almost at the lowest point where it formed a floor. The ceiling was about eighty spans above us, so even if we had made a tower of ourselves, each standing on the shoulder of the one below, we wouldn’t have reached much more than halfway up.


			What was almost more striking than the height of that tunnel was the way it stretched away in either direction, curving down ever so slightly as it diminished, until swallowed up by darkness. I guessed, without needing to do the mathematics (which would have been knotty, without a pen and paper) that the tunnel went all the way around the bauble before joining up with itself again.


			Unlike the corridor, the tunnel lacked any alcoves or ornamentation. It gleamed back at us with a sort of oily sheen, the walls unbroken by any doorway except the one behind us and another, much further along, just at the point where the shadows took over. We could all see that doorway, a fair stroll from where we had emerged, and the thumb clearly telling us that was the way to head.


			‘How long?’ Fura asked, breaking that long silence.


			‘Four hours, thirty-three,’ Prozor said. ‘And from what I know of us and our suits, we’ll need twenty minutes to huff and puff our way to that door, never mind what’s on the other side of it.’


			‘We can still make it,’ Fura said.


			Prozor laid a hand on her shoulder, before she started striding off. ‘That’s as maybe, girlie, but I still suggest we plant ourselves here, just for a while.’


			‘Why?’ Fura asked.


			‘Because . . . I’ve got a hunch and I don’t much care for it. Those rumbles were always here when we came before, but they were under us and faint and Rackamore never needed us to go any deeper. But now I’ve taken the bother of timin’ ’em, which is what I should’ve done long ago, timin’ being second nature to a Bauble Reader.’


			‘Go on,’ Fura said, willing to let her speak.


			‘They come too regular-like to be the swallower, unless it’s doin’ something that swallowers never do. Once every thirty-eight minutes. And you’ll notice it got stronger, the closer we got to this tube. I reckon there’s a reason for that.’


			‘Something’s coming around,’ I said, looking up and down the darkening length of the tunnel with a new foreboding. ‘In this pipe, or whatever it is. That’s what you think’s happening.’


			‘Maybe I’m wrong. I’d like to be. But I figured it wouldn’t do us too much harm to wait and see what happens in . . .’ Prozor glanced down at her timepiece again. ‘About seventeen minutes, now, I reckon.’


			‘We’d have had time to reach that door,’ Fura said.


			‘Or maybe we wouldn’t,’ I said, reminding myself that although she had rescued me, and put herself through a great deal of nastiness to do so, I was still meant to be her older and wiser sister.


			‘I’ve heard of baubles with things like this in ’em,’ Prozor said. ‘Just never run into one myself, or for that matter met a cove who has. Rat-runs, they call them.’


			‘Ain’t we lucky you remembered now, and not when we’re halfway to that door,’ Fura said.


			‘It was the rumbles that set me thinkin’ it over. These rat-runs, most of the time they’re not workin’ as they were meant to. The things that go around, they get jammed up, stuck fast. Means the tunnel’s blocked at a certain point, but all that means is that you might need to go the long way round.’


			‘But not this one,’ Strambli said.


			We were still standing on the floor of the tunnel, the light-imp wavering.


			‘Seventeen minutes, we could still do it,’ Fura said. 


			‘On Mazarile,’ I said, ‘when the trains were coming into Incer Station, they’d make a big breeze ahead of them. You’d see rubbish moving, and newspapers, and the hems of dresses would start fluttering, and ladies would reach up to hold their hats in place, and then you’d get a big warm draught of wind as the train was approaching. And that’s without the sound. But there’ll be none of that here. No warning, ’cause there isn’t any lungstuff here. No breeze, no rubbish. No sound, unless you count that rumble. That thing’s going to come around the bend and our first sight of it will be too late.’


			‘I never had you down as the cautious one of us.’


			‘If caution had anything to do with it,’ I answered my sister, ‘I wouldn’t be within a million leagues of a bauble in the first place. But now that we’re here, I do quite like staying alive, while there’s a choice.’


			Fura gave a grunt, plainly disappointed in me, but my view prevailed over hers and we squeezed back into the last part of the sloping corridor, with just our heads inching out into the wider volume of the tunnel.


			‘We don’t even know which way to look,’ Strambli complained.


			‘Toss a quoin,’ Fura said.


			‘I want to see it,’ Strambli answered. And I understood her perfectly. Anything that happened in a bauble – anything that you survived, anyway – was a useful experience, doubly so if you ran into something a little out of the commonplace. More than useful: remunerative. You could sell that intelligence to other crews, to start with, but even if you chose not to, you would always know what you had seen or done, and it would do no harm at all to your reputation.


			‘We ought to divide it up,’ I said, smiling Strambli’s way. ‘Prozor and me looking left, Fura and Strambli right. When one of us says something, the others can look. But wind your necks in swiftish. If that thing trundles around the circumference of this bauble once every . . . how long did you say, Proz?’


			‘Thirty-eight minutes. Of which eleven are remainin’.’


			‘Then it isn’t going for a nice stroll in the park. I reckon it’s going to be moving about exactly as fast as a train.’


			Little more needed to be said in the minutes left to us. Prozor kept up a running countdown, telling us when it was down to two minutes, one minute, thirty seconds, fifteen, and then – collectively, I think – we all stopped breathing, just for the interval. Two of us gawping one way, two of us the other.


			In the end it was Prozor and I who had the first sight of it.


			In my mind’s eye I had been thinking of something like a flat-faced train, a sort of blank piston, filling the tunnel from side to side and bottom to top. In the event, I could not have been further from the mark. The rumbling thing was simply a big ball, covered in mottled metallic patches, rolling toward us. It was eighty spans in diameter – one of the grand old mansions on Jauncery Road would have rattled around inside it with room to spare. 


			A big, rolling thing like that ought to slow down eventually, I found myself musing. There might not be pressure inside the bauble, but the ball was rolling along inside the corridor and there must have been bits of it scraping against the walls all the time. Its surface was rough-looking, not smooth-polished like a ball bearing. Over time, by all that was right and proper, it should have ground to a halt. Yet something was evidently keeping it going, whether in the ball itself or in the corridor, some sly force that compensated for the meagre increment of momentum it should have been losing with each roll around the bauble. 


			I didn’t care for it at all.


			We watched as it struck the hovering light-imp and rolled right over it. It ought to have crunched the light-imp right out of existence but on the next roll the imp was still just visible, stuck to the ball as a sort of glowing smudge. On the next roll it was fainter, and on the one after that there was no trace of it. Then it was past us anyway, rolling off around the great lazy curve of that tunnel, disappearing back into the darkness, which was deeper now that we lacked the imp.


			Prozor started another of her timers.


			‘Thirty-eight until it rolls around,’ she said, poking her head out into the tunnel.


			‘Are we certain it’s the only one?’ Strambli asked.


			‘There ain’t another,’ Prozor replied.


			‘What if it gets faster, once we’re in the tunnel?’


			‘It won’t, Stram. I might not’ve seen one of these before, but there’s rules that they play by. They don’t get faster.’ 


			Prozor was trying to settle Strambli’s nerves. There had been rather a lot of that lately. It wouldn’t be fair to say that Strambli was cowardly – she signed onto her earlier crew as an Opener, after all – but she was the least steady of us whenever events departed even slightly from the anticipated plan. That in turn made the rest of us jittery, and jittery people make mistakes. 


			No one needed to remind Prozor of that.


			‘Stram,’ she went on, forcing her point. ‘This is a queer place to come for fuel, I’ll grant you. But it’s just a bauble. It was dug out by different coves than us, for reasons we can’t speculate. There’s things about it we won’t ever fathom. But that don’t mean it’s takin’ a personal interest in you, me or any of us. Anything that’s clever in a bauble, anythin’ that might react to us, adapt to our presence, try and trick us, that’ll have broken down or gone wrong long ago. What’s left is dumb stuff like a rumbling ball, and I’d bet you a bag of quoins it don’t know we’re here, and even if it did it wouldn’t be capable of changin’ its behaviour to suit. I’ll bet you a second bag that if we came back in a million years it’d still be takin’ thirty-eight minutes to go around.’


			‘I ain’t got the shivers,’ Strambli said, a little resentfully.


			‘Wouldn’t blame you if you did,’ Prozor said. ‘Shivers is helpful. But you’ve got to know when you can trust a bauble.’


			Strambli would not be persuaded to waste another light-imp, so we made do with our helmet lamps, beams bobbing up and down as we shuffled. It took us fifteen minutes to get to the other door, better than Prozor’s estimate, and all the while the signal on the localiser was getting firmer and more insistent. The second doorway was set on the same side of the tunnel as the first, but instead of leading to a corridor sloping up, this one faced another descending shaft. It was not so steep as to hinder us, though, and before long our lights were picking up signs of another large space ahead. The shaft levelled off and we stepped through another doorway.


			The fuel was there. We had taken only a few paces into the chamber before our lamps picked up the ribbed casing of a propellant bottle, and then another, and another after that, each painted metal drum about as tall as a person, with valves and gauges on the outside. They were stacked on top of each other, upright in piles of between three and five bottles. It was done haphazardly, none of the bottles lined up too neatly, so that the higher stacks looked fit to wobble over without much persuasion. We walked around them, and then eased through the gaps between the piles, not saying much.


			We were all arriving at the same thought, which was that things had taken a tricky swerve.


			‘Is this how would’ve Rack left ’em?’ Fura asked.


			‘No,’ Prozor said. ‘Wasn’t no need.’


			Most of the room was empty, with the piles of fuel gathered in the middle like a kind of sculpture or shrine. Other than that, there were alcoves with broken statues in, most of them just rubble with the occasional foot or part of a leg, and a couple of dark doors leading into deeper parts of the Rumbler.


			‘We’ll need to come back with heavy gear,’ Strambli said resignedly. ‘Ropes and tackle. Power winches. Hydraulics. If not this window, then the next.’


			‘This is what we came for,’ Fura replied. ‘This is what we’re taking. It’ll take more’n a jolt or two to set that fuel off, won’t it, especially if there’s no atmosphere?’


			Prozor scratched a glove against the side of her helmet, leaning back as she looked all the way up one of the piles. ‘Depends on your idea of a jolt, girlie.’


			‘We’ll take our chances,’ Fura said, as if it were a settled thing. ‘Ain’t got the muscle to take down one of those stacks piece by piece, so we’re just going to have to topple one and keep our fingers crossed.’ 


			‘I wouldn’t stop at fingers,’ Prozor said.


			Fura brushed her metal hand against the side of one of the three-high piles, reaching high enough to press the second bottle, hard enough to make the bottle rock slightly, and the one above rocked a bit more. ‘These bottles are dented enough as it is. I reckon they’ll take a few more knocks.’ She stepped back, hands on hips, eyeing the stack until it stopped wobbling. ‘This one’ll do. That top bottle’s just waiting to topple off, and a quoin says it’ll roll away from the others when it hits the floor.’


			Whatever misgivings I had, and there were several, I had to admit that we were scarcely spoilt for choices. So I joined my sister, and we started pushing hard on the second bottle, waiting for it to wobble back before giving another shove, the way you might assist a child on a swing. Each push we gave added a bit to the wobble, and then that wobble started spreading like a rumour to the bottle above, until that was tilting back and forth in the opposite direction.


			None of this made any discernible sound, but I could imagine the creaking and groaning as our efforts made the pile increasingly unstable. The top bottle was wobbling more than the one under it now, because it had nothing above it to weigh it down, and with each lurch I wondered if it was going to come down on our heads. 


			Fura’s timing was impeccable, and she stepped back from the rocking pile a second before it gave way. The bottle toppled as it went, and clouted the floor on its rim, denting itself but not bursting. It bounced once – up half the height it had already fallen – before landing again and rolling away from the other fuel bottles, and us. 


			‘Now the next one,’ Fura said, before the first bottle had come to a halt, and she was already setting the second bottle rocking back and forth again.


			Before long we had three bottles for the taking, which – under the circumstances – struck me as a fair haul. Given the time left to us there was no hope of working any more than these three back up to the top chamber.


			‘Here,’ Prozor said, and she was holding the localiser up to the side of one of the bottles still in a pile. ‘This is the one. Rack opened it up, welded in a little compartment, fixed the transmitter inside. Clever gubbins. Runs off a little thermal engine – just takes a sip of fuel when it needs to, not enough that you’d ever miss it.’


			‘Sly old Rack,’ I said, feeling proud and sad at the same time, and thinking Fura must be having similar thoughts.


			We took stock. We still had three and a half hours before we needed to be off the bauble, but there was the additional question of that big rolling ball to consider. It was due back again in four minutes, so there was no hope of making it back to the far doorway before it arrived.


			‘We can still get a headstart,’ Fura said. ‘We’ll roll the bottles up to the top of the slope, one at a time, without concerning ourselves with the ball.’


			Even the dented bottle still rolled nicely enough, but it took three of us to begin shoving it back up the slope, and even then we could have benefited from another helper. But three was the most that could squeeze alongside each other and not get tangled up, so while Fura, Prozor and I did the hard grunting, we sent Strambli up to the top of the slope to keep a watch on the big tunnel. We worked carefully, knowing it would only take one slip to have the bottle rolling back the way it had come.


			That shaft was shorter than the first and after four minutes we were nearly at the top. Strambli was waiting for us, hand on the doorframe, ducking her head in and out of the open space like a nervous chicken.


			‘Here it comes,’ she said.


			The rumble grew. We shoved the bottle onto an area of level floor at the top of the shaft and I only let go once I knew it was safe. The ball came past, the rumble juddering through to our bones. Quick as I could I jerked my own head out into the tunnel, looking toward the huge object as it rolled away from us. I regretted it, as the beam from my helmet lamp picked out the ball’s scabby patterning, plastered over it like the territories on a globe. It was just a flash, even then, but I saw more than the first time.


			Those patterns were imprints. They were what was left of things that the ball had rolled over and squashed, the way it finished off Strambli’s light-imp. Not merely squashed, but absorbed into itself, with a layer of them stuck onto it as it rolled away. And those patterns were not as random as I’d initially fancied. They were bodies, stamped onto the ball, arms and legs and heads all spread-out and distorted but unavoidable once your eyes had figured them for what they were. Monkey shapes, sometimes, but not always. 


			Other, stranger coves than us had ended up stuck on that ball.


			‘What you were saying earlier, Proz,’ I said. ‘About how balls like that usually end up jammed, stuck in the tunnels. I think I see it now.’


			‘Does you, girlie?’


			‘It’s because they get bigger and bigger, isn’t it? Whenever they roll over someone who doesn’t make it between those doors in time.’


			‘Didn’t think you’d care for all the details.’


			‘That’s a lot of time, a lot of dead coves,’ Strambli said, with a dawning horror in her voice.


			The rumbling had passed. The ball was off on its next lap, as single-minded on that course as the drooling, mad-eyed greyhounds they used to race at Jauncery Field. ‘Right,’ I said, pushing aside thoughts of the poor folk who’d been rolled over already, and nodding in a matter of fact way back to the fuel bottle. ‘Let’s get this to the other doorway, shall we? If we can get it rolling, it shouldn’t take us much longer than when we came.’


			‘No, we’ll fetch the other two bottles first,’ Fura said. ‘Get them here, all together, then we’ll worry about rolling ’em the rest of the way.’


			We gave Strambli the choice between guarding the one fuel bottle or coming back down with us, and after a bit of deliberation she decided she would sooner remain with us. So with Prozor keeping an eye on the time, we went back down to the lower chamber and began to roll the next bottle up the sloping corridor. It was harder this time, the sweat dripping salt into my eyes. According to the gauges there was just as much fuel in this one as the previous bottle, no more and no less, but we were more tired and our suits offered no sort of mechanical assistance.


			I stumbled when we were halfway up, and as my fingers came off the bottle Fura and Prozor only just had time to stop it rolling back.


			‘You tired?’ Fura asked, breathing heavily.


			‘We’re all tired,’ Prozor said. ‘Be a miracle if we weren’t. Won’t hurt to take a minute to get our breath back.’


			Strambli was a few paces ahead of us and looking back over our shoulders and down the length of the corridor, back to the room where we had found the fuel. No part of it was visible now, just a blackness beyond the limit of our lamps.


			But Strambli made a sort of clicking noise, the way some people do in their sleep when they have not quite reached the point of snoring. ‘F—’ she started to say, and I knew she was trying to call Fura’s name.


			Prozor twisted around as far as she could without letting go of the bottle.


			She looked back down the corridor, the way we’d come.


			‘Hello, cove,’ she said.


			Something was shuffling out of the darkness, coming up the corridor behind us. It was a shadowy thing emerging from shadows, puzzling at first, but a second or third glimpse was all it took to recognise the essentials. A boot, a knee, a chest-pack, hoses and pipes, a gloved arm reaching out to us. Slowly more of our light fell on it, picking out the details of a spacesuit, older in its parts than any of ours, but just as jumbled and motley. The helmet – what we could see of it given the figure’s stooping, down-looking gait – was all rusted and scabbed, like something that had been underwater for centuries.


			The figure kept shuffling up the corridor. It moved as if it were stiffer on one side than the other, meaning it had to shuffle sideways, and something else was compelling it to bend down, as if doubled-over with laughter or gut-cramps. 


			I suppose I had the beginnings of a shivery intimation even then, but it started small and built slowly, because at first I was relieved to see that our thief – because who else could it be – was a regular bauble-cracker just like us. There were still some questions that needed settling, such as how long this person had been in the bauble, and how they had got past Rack’s tell-tale without breaking those threads. But I supposed all that would come clear in the fullness.


			What we were not facing was a robot or an alien or a Ghostie or any of the other things rumoured to wander around inside baubles.


			‘You want to take a breather there, cove,’ Prozor said, as the figure came closer. ‘We can parlay just fine without gettin’ in each other’s faces.’


			‘Pass me my bow,’ Fura said.


			Strambli reached over and extracted Fura’s crossbow from the rig on the back of her suit. The bow was already cocked, the way Fura preferred it. She took one hand from the bottle and took the bow in the other, levelling it down the corridor. The figure straightened up a bit, just enough that we could start to see its face coming into view through the curve of its visor.


			That was when my shivers turned to cold terror. 
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			There were two realisations, striking almost simultaneously. The first was that there was no glass across that visor, so the figure couldn’t be breathing. The second was that, in all frankness, not breathing was rather the least of their problems. Not having any skin was the more pressing issue. No skin, no muscle, no nothing. There was just a bony skull, with black caves where there ought to have been eyes.


			Two nose-slits, a grin of a mouth, a jaw lolling open on a few gristly shreds of tissue.


			Fura shot the crossbow. It went straight into the chest-pack, and perhaps that was the sensible place to aim when you were dealing with a living cove. I was less sure that it made any difference now. Had it been me, I would have directed the bolt through that open visor and shattered that skull like pottery.


			Still, it had an effect. The chest-pack gave off a silent crackle of sparks, then some black emanation came belching out of it, and the figure toppled forward with its arms stretched before it, much as if it were offering itself up in supplication.


			It remained still, prostrate on the sloping floor. The black smoke was still coming out of it, curling out from under the body, and there were still sparks lighting it up from underneath, but there was no trace of movement.


			‘Seen some wrong things in my time,’ Strambli said, speaking low and slow. ‘None of ’em were a tenth as wrong as that, though.’


			‘You ain’t been around much,’ Prozor said. 


			Fura walked slowly to the prostrate form, taking the time to drop another bolt into her crossbow. The figure didn’t move as she neared, and when she gave the helmet a kick the body twitched once but gave no other reaction.


			Fura looked at Prozor. ‘You got a theory for this as well, I s’pose?’


			Prozor made her own way to the fallen form. She knelt down, squatting as well as one could in one of our suits, and scooped a hand under the empty rim of the helmet, tugging it higher to bring the skull back into view.


			Prozor craned down so she could peer deep into the empty sockets.


			‘Mm-mm,’ she said, like a doctor about to deliver the bad news about an illness.


			‘What?’ I asked.


			‘Cove’s a twinkle-head. Or used to be.’


			I had rattled around with Prozor for long enough to pick up a good measure of her spacefaring cant, but that was a new one on me. Since I did know what the ‘twinkly’ was, though, I ventured an educated guess.


			‘Something to do with the gubbins inside skulls?’


			Prozor nodded behind the bars of her faceplate. ‘Some crews get greedy, or lazy, or can’t find a Bone Reader that’s a match to their skull. So they scoop out the twinkly from inside the alien skull, and plop it into their own noggins, cutting out the middle-girl, so to speak.’


			‘How – why – would they do that?’ I asked.


			‘How’s the easy part,’ Prozor said. ‘You girlies had your Neural Alley. Places like that all over the Congregation, and there isn’t a service someone won’t offer, for the right price. They drill little holes in you, like mineshafts, and they drop the twinkly into your grey at various depths and leave it there. The holes seal over and the twinkly takes root.’


			‘All right – and the why?’


			‘Once in a while, it gives a cove the ability to speak to bones – and more – without any sort of extra apparatus.’ She allowed the helmet to fall back to its resting position, standing up as she did. ‘But generally there’s a cost. Occasionally the twinkly gets a will of its own. Starts whispering to things it oughtn’t to. Like spacesuits, ’specially the clever sort, with gubbins of their own. It comes to a sort of arrangement with the suit, mutually beneficial.’


			‘And the cove?’ I asked.


			‘Superfluous. The twinkly don’t need it, and neither does the suit. Usually only one way that ends.’ Prozor gave the helmet a kick, firmer than the one Fura had delivered.


			‘Is it worth us bringing back the suit and the corpse?’ Fura asked, replacing her crossbow in its rig, now that it had served its purpose.


			‘Best left to rot,’ Prozor said. ‘Ain’t anything we can’t find somewhere else.’


			‘What did the twinkle-head want with our fuel, do you think?’ I asked.


			‘That suit can run off fuel, just the same as Rack’s transmitter,’ Prozor said. ‘More’n likely – and knowin’ what I do about twinkle-heads – it had plans to lure us in then keep us down here, in the bauble.’


			‘What use are we to that bag of bones?’ Strambli asked.


			‘None at all, girlie. But our suits, our gear, that’s another story. Things break down, wear out, especially down here. The twinkle-heads can always use new parts to keep ’emselves goin’.’


			‘It was going to cannibalise us, that’s what you’re saying,’ Fura said.


			‘Good job there was the just the one of them,’ Strambli said.


			‘I was gettin’ to that . . .’ Prozor said. ‘What are the chances that one twinkle-head managed to take all our fuel and stack it in those piles?’


			‘Send some more our way,’ Fura said. ‘We can spare a few more crossbow bolts, if they all go down that easily. Let’s get this fuel to the top of the slope.’


			Leaving the sparking, smoke-belching twinkle-head where it had fallen, we resumed our progress up the slope. The rest had done our muscles some good, but it was more than rest that made us work faster now. I felt as if an extra pair of hands was helping us roll the bottle, getting us to the top faster. I had my back to the darkness behind me, and that suited me very handsomely.


			With a final grunt and shove we got to the top of the shaft, rolling the second fuel bottle to a halt next to the first, which was just where we’d left it.


			‘How long until the ball comes around again?’ Fura asked, not even catching her breath.


			‘Eighteen minutes,’ Prozor said, meaning it had taken us twenty to fetch the second bottle and roll it to the top, allowing for the interruption caused by the twinkle-head. I had no reason to doubt her, but it had felt about twice as long.


			‘That’s just time to reach the far door if we move now,’ I said, remembering it had taken us fifteen minutes the first time. ‘We can push both bottles at the same time, if you like. Once they’re rolling on a level surface, they shouldn’t slow us down too much.’


			‘And the third bottle?’ Fura asked.


			‘Forget the third bottle,’ I said, meeting her glowy-framed eyes with my own, and putting as much authority into my voice as I dared. ‘Two’s better than nothing. We don’t want to run into more of those things.’


			‘I ain’t going back down there,’ Strambli said, giving a little shudder behind her visor. ‘Not for all the quoins in all the banks in all the Congregation.’


			‘While we’re bumping our gums,’ Prozor said, ‘the ball’s rolled closer. Nearer to seventeen minutes now. We could still make it, but it’s gettin’ tight. Depends how fine you want to cut things.’


			Fura looked at each of us in turn, and I could see some dark calculation working behind her eyes. It was less about the minutes and seconds that were preoccupying the rest of us, and more about loyalties and command, and how far she could presently push, given that none of us had scratched our names under any sort of agreement that she was in charge.


			‘All right, we stick with what we’ve got. But we ain’t chancing the ball this time round.’


			‘I could go ahead,’ Strambli proposed. ‘Make sure the way’s clear.’


			‘It’ll take four of us to lug that fuel,’ Fura said. ‘So we all stay put.’ She hefted her crossbow again, ready to use it if something came shambling up the shaft. ‘Tell us a story, Proz. You’ve always got a story.’


			‘Not today,’ Prozor said, unshipping her own crossbow.


			Strambli and I did likewise.


			*


			‘Five minutes,’ Prozor announced, and I couldn’t help but take a deep breath, as if we were already on the point of moving. I touched the fabric of the bauble, trying to feel the faint but growing rumble of the ball, the promise that it was on its way. But there was nothing, and I ought not to have expected it.


			I spent the next couple of minutes pondering our plans beyond this bauble, given the limited likelihood of our getting more fuel out of it on this visit. So far, since taking Revenger, we had contented ourselves with the margins of the Congregation, holding to the shadows and generally not doing anything that might attract attention. But we could not go on like that indefinitely. We were not outlaws, exactly – at least, we did not think of ourselves as such. But then I found my thoughts returning to Surt, and the sail-flash she thought she had seen from the fighting room, and our automatic assumption that we were being stalked by another ship.


			It was not how we thought of ourselves, I knew, but what others did.


			‘Three minutes,’ Prozor said.


			I touched the wall again, unable to stop myself, and this time there was something.


			‘I can feel it.’


			‘I doubt it, girlie. It’s still a way off.’


			‘I’m not imagining it.’


			Fura looked at me then touched the wall with her metal hand. To begin with it had been much clumsier than her old one, with hardly any feeling in it. But the longer it was a part of her, the more sensitive it had become, and now she said she could feel vibrations through it that were much too subtle for her other hand, especially cased in a gauntlet.


			‘Adrana’s right,’ she said. ‘There’s something. But I don’t think it’s . . .’


			‘That’s what it is,’ Strambli said, calmly enough.


			They were shuffling into the range of our helmet lamps, a sort of moving barricade of them coming up the corridor like a plug, shuffling and shambling and knocking against the walls as they approached. They were all twinkle-heads but no two of them were exactly alike. Some of them had a limb or part of a limb gone from their suits, and a few still had a bony part hanging down where the suit had been ripped away, flapping around like a gristly pendulum. The only thing they had in common was that most of them still had a skull, or part of one. As their heads bobbed up and down in what was left of their helmets I caught the twinkly behind the eye-sockets, pretty glinting colours that had no place in such a horrible setting. Some of them had jaws and some of them didn’t, and some of their skulls were staved in or almost completely gone above the sockets, so that the twinkly was much more visible.


			There were so many of them, and so many squeezing in behind the ones at the front, that we would have been dead if they had possessed any sort of massed weaponry. That was the one blessing. If they had a plan, I supposed it was to overwhelm us, then pick us apart like a carrion.


			We were frozen for a few moments. Fear played a part in that, but there was also indecision.


			Fura broke the paralysis. She put a bolt into the middle of the mass, and was loading another when Prozor took a shot of her own. Strambli and I were soon joining in. We just aimed, shot, reloaded. There was no strategy to it beyond that, and the suits and body parts of the twinkle-heads were such a jumble that it would have been quite futile to concentrate our attack on any one weakness. The skulls were the obvious target, but putting a bolt through the front of a visor was anything but straightforward. Still, we tried our best, aiming for the ones who had little left of their helmets, and out of those, favouring the ones whose skulls were already half-shattered. When the bolts found their mark, the twinkly exploded like silent fireworks, and the twinkle-head went stiff as their suit lost its governing control.


			But the mass of twinkle-heads was continuing its advance, and although we were doing some damage they were soon going to push us out into the main tunnel. Some of them were giving off black smoke now, just like the first one, and that was making it even trickier to aim our crossbows.


			‘Strambli,’ I said. ‘Help me with this.’


			I fired one last shot then dropped my crossbow. I got both hands on the second bottle, the one we had just sweated all the way to the top of the slope, and began to shove it back to the lip of the incline, Strambli joining in as soon as she got my intention.


			‘No!’ Fura said, realising what I had in mind. ‘We need that fuel!’


			‘No,’ I said, patiently as you please. ‘What we need is to stay alive long enough to use the other bottle of fuel.’ 


			Before she could offer any objection I gave the bottle a final heave and momentum took it over the lip, Strambli and I letting go as it began to roll toward the twinkle-heads. I snatched my crossbow up from the floor and was loading another bolt into it when the bottle ran into the twinkle-heads. 


			It went through them like a fist through skittles. The first wave got the brunt of it, bits of them exploding under the impact, metal and bones and twinkly splintering out of the smoke, but as the bottle’s own passage cleared a path behind it, I saw it rumble over the second and third waves pressing in behind the forward party, and the effect was just as devastating.


			They were not stopped, though, and nor was that an outcome I had been counting on. The twinkle-heads who had suffered the least damage fought their way through the remains of their comrades, shoving them aside or picking up pieces to use as bludgeons. But we had slowed the advance, and now it was easier to direct our bolts at the survivors, taking careful aim through visors or going for joints and other vital suit components.


			That minute and a half since Prozor’s last update took its sweet time passing, but I felt we had tipped the balance in our favour now and when the ball came sweeping past us in the main tunnel, rumbling by in a few seconds, I was certain that we had made the right decision. Now we had thirty-eight minutes to get to the far doorway.


			Common sense said to abandon the remaining fuel bottle or send it trundling after the twinkle-heads as a follow-up gift. But I had to bend my thinking to Fura’s. We could roll it on the level easily enough, so it was foolish to waste it now. So we spilled out into the main tunnel, Prozor and I propelling the bottle ahead of us, wheeling it through ninety degrees, and then pushing and pushing until the hard part was keeping up with it. 


			Strambli and Fura, meanwhile, kept up a rear-guard attack on the twinkle-heads, decimated now but still advancing. It was pitiful, glancing back to see them shambling, shuffling and crawling out into the main tunnel. There must have been twenty or thirty of them, not that it was always easy to tell where one twinkle-head ended and another began. 


			We ought to have got ahead of them very easily, but the queer thing was that the more broken or dismantled the twinkle-heads were, the quicker they were able to go, shuffling or wriggling after us such that there was never a point where we could catch a breath. I saw one that was just the upper half of a spacesuit, with nothing below the waist except a bony pelvis and two twigs of legs. There was another that was just some legs joined at the hip, with no skull or brain to be seen, as curious as that sounds, and a third made up of a helmet, a shoulder, and most of an arm. It had found a way to move itself in sudden twitching convulsions, like a snake being repeatedly electrocuted. What it meant to do to any of us if it caught up was something best not dwelt on.


			Twelve minutes, it took us, to reach the sanctuary of the second doorway – three minutes less than on the way down. Sweat was pooling in our boots, our breathing like the rasping of saw blades. We had got far enough ahead of the twinkle-heads for them to be lost in darkness, but we all knew they were still behind us, still staggering and twitching their way along. That tide of broken suits and mangled body parts was not going to turn back just because we had slipped out of range of whatever passed in them for the gift of sight.


			As exhausted as we were by then, our labours were nowhere near done. We still had to heave the bottle up two more sloping corridors, always thinking of the twinkle-heads closing in on us, and by the time we got to the top of the first corridor – to the intermediate chamber where Prozor had expected to find Rackamore’s fuel store – my arms felt about as useless as those grasping bony twigs. The only saving grace was that if the corpses did show up in our lamps, we always had the option of flattening them with the remaining bottle.


			We were nearly back at the surface lock when the rumble came again. I thought it quite likely that some of the twinkle-heads had still been in the main tunnel, adding their impressions to the markings on the ball. It seemed to me that they must have had some dim cognisance of the ball’s regularity, to have managed to pilfer the fuel in the first place. Equally, I believed, a mindless, scavenging lust now drove them on, regardless of the consequences.


			I was very glad not to see them again.


			Breathless and weary, we made it back to the launch with just the one bottle of fuel, and none of us were in any sort of rush to linger on the bauble. Prozor neglected to rig another thread across the entrance, and Fura poured on the rockets almost before she was in her seat, the rest of us grabbing the handholds as we climbed away.


			‘That went well,’ I said, once we were into clear space, the Rumbler dropping away like the memory of a dream that had started well and then turned sour. ‘I’m sure there isn’t a plan in the history of the Congregation that went off as smoothly as that.’


			‘It did,’ Prozor said, taking off her helmet and working her hair back into its normal mass of bristling spikes. ‘Four of us went in and four of us came out. We didn’t die, and we’ve got a bit more than we went in with.’


			‘One bottle,’ Fura said, twisting around from her controls while Strambli was helping loosen the pressure-cuff on her right arm. ‘Hardly worth the fuel we burned getting here. We’re going back, next opportunity. Give those twinkle-heads a dose of something shivery and see how they like it.’


			‘Or we could just look for some fuel somewhere else,’ I said.


			‘I thought you’d have shown more loyalty to Rack’s memory,’ Fura said, wriggling her shoulder to extract her right arm from the suit sleeve. ‘That was his property down there, and now it’s ours by right. How can you rest knowing it’s been stolen from us?’


			‘Everything that ever comes out of a bauble was someone else’s property once upon a time,’ I said.


			‘That’s different,’ Fura said, shrugging out of the rest of her suit. ‘It’s been millions of years. No one cares after all that time.’


			‘You’d best hope,’ I said, drawing a dark glance from her.


			Before very long, the jaws of the docking bay were cranking wider, a red grin in the darkness. Fura used the steering jets to turn us around so that we were able to back into the mouth tail-first; a little fish letting itself be swallowed up by a bigger one. We latched onto the berthing clamp and the jaws sealed up on us. A few seconds later, Surt and Tindouf appeared outside our windows, wearing suits. They were checking over the launch and completing the docking connections so we could float aboard the main ship without getting back into our own suits. 


			It took us a few minutes to gather our gear and float out through the connection into the galley of the main ship, which was linked directly to the docking bay and was the only area large enough to serve as a staging point for our expeditions, where we could gather to plan an expedition, assess treasure or take our suits on and off without jabbing our elbows in each other’s faces. It was still a tight squeeze, what with the galley table taking up half the room, as well as instrument consoles, equipment racks and storage lockers, which was why we did so much suiting-up and suiting-down on the launch. Surt and Tindouf had already come inside from the docking bay, their helmets off and ready to greet us.


			Judging by their hopeful looks, Fura hadn’t taken the time to signal ahead.


			‘If you’d come back quickly, I’d’s’ve been worried,’ Tindouf was saying. ‘That would’ve meant someone had already stolened that fuel, and there wouldn’t have been any point in stayings, would there? But you’ve been hourses and hourses. We takesd that to be a good sign, didn’t we, Surt?’


			‘Until we saw their faces,’ Surt said, puncturing his optimism like a harpoon through a balloon. ‘Ask yourself, Tindouf. Do they look like a happy crew?’


			‘You know I’s not the best judge of that, Surt.’


			‘They don’t look contented to me at all, Tindouf,’ she said, confidingly. ‘They look like they’ve been through seven kinds of hell.’


			‘Hell don’t begin to cover it,’ Strambli said. ‘The things we saw . . .’


			‘Did you get the fuel?’ Surt cut across, evidently in no mood for one of Strambli’s long-winded accounts.


			I shook my head. ‘Some. Not as much as we’d hoped. Turns out Rack’s supply store wasn’t quite as theft-proof as he’d imagined.’


			‘Twinkle-heads got to it,’ Strambli said, giving a shiver.
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