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Foreword
Stephen Baxter
Science fiction is the literature of our age.
At the dawn of a new millennium our view of ourselves, our world, and our place in it is shaped by science – whether we like it or not.
The geologists have shown us that the rocks under our feet are not stable, but have been shaped by gigantic forces and events deep in the past – and that many more such events lie in wait for us in the future. Copernicus, Newton and the astronomers have taught us that our Earth, seemingly so immense and solid, is a mote suspended in space, orbiting one star out of a hundred billion, in a galaxy which swims through a universe huge beyond our imagination. The cosmologists have proved that our Earth, even the sun, is doomed to extinction – and that the future which lies in wait for us may be literally infinite.
Is it possible something of us will survive the turmoil of the present, to reach a future so distant that the brightly lit universe of our day, time’s bright morning, will seem no more than a post-Big Bang detail? Perhaps – but our children of that remote time may not resemble us. Darwin’s synthesis, perhaps the most shocking of all science, told us that even we are subject to change. According to the fossil record no mammalian species has persisted for more than a million years. Today, Homo sapiens is perhaps a hundred thousand years old ... But perhaps our children will remember us, and forgive us.
Western civilisation has been suffering future shock since the Renaissance. Science fiction is one way of dealing with that shock.
Science fiction is unique: it is the only modern literature which deals seriously with the universe – not as a static stage for our petty human dramas – but as a protagonist: as a force which can shape us even as we try to shape it, as a world beyond our grasp. Science fiction is the first literature since the classical age to take reality seriously.
But science fiction is not about cosmic doom or glossy technology, and it certainly transcends the costume dramas and action stories that clutter our movie theatres and TV screens. The best science fiction is, was and always will be about the impact of the universe on the human soul.
And the stories in this collection are among the best science fiction.
For the last ten years and more I have watched in envy as Eric Brown and Keith Brooke – separately, and more recently in collaboration – have assembled a dauntingly impressive body of mature, richly imagined, satisfying science fiction.
In their novels and short stories Brown and Brooke have prowled the boundaries of science fiction, exploring the impact of possible futures on art and music, on the texture of our relationships, on the feeling of our lives. The tools of science fiction have allowed Brown and Brooke, in the tradition of classics of the genre, to pose dilemmas beyond our current imagining, and so to shed new light on the human condition.
These are stories in the spirit of science fiction giants such as Robert Silverberg, Cordwainer Smith, Michael Coney and others. These are stories imbued with a rich intelligence and a deep sense of humanity. These are stories given to us by writers who are immersed in humanity, and yet have the strength and the clarity of vision to see beyond our current horizon. These are mature stories, tales of love and loss, of pleasure and pain.
Cherish them.
Stephen Baxter




The Denebian Cycle
It started with the firestorm.
A few seconds was all it took for the sky to slide from a deep tropical azure to a solid sheet of charcoal, the contours of individual clouds limned by repeated lightning flickers.
Corrie Asanovic pulled her cape tight across her shoulders. Deep rumbles of thunder, tuned to almost subliminal pitch, reached deep inside her. Static buzzed in the dry air, blue-white sparks jumping between the trees, echoing the lightning high above. Another dry storm, she decided, of the kind that usually drew in towards dusk. This one was earlier than usual, and far more intense.
She pulled the pack onto her back and turned to look for Sam Reubens. There was no sign of him, but that was not unusual. Rube often wandered off on his own, following some new spoor, or the cry of one of the local animal forms. Rube didn’t care about the guidelines for appropriate fieldwork, no matter how often Skip Jennings critted him. Rube was, to be blunt, one self-centred son of a bitch.
Corrie glanced at the comms decal tattooed onto the back of her left wrist. Rube, she thought, and the decal told her: 36°, 12.4m.
She spoke into the decal: “Rube, are you done yet? I think we should be getting back.”
Silence. Corrie scratched at her cheek where, despite her best efforts at hygiene, a new growth of plaque was taking hold. The plaques were a kind of colonial animal, growing like corals wherever they could take hold. She didn’t know quite where they fitted in the taxonomic schema Rube had worked out, but there was some kind of complex symbiosis going on there: a kind of animate lichen, was the best terrestrial analogy she could come up with.
They were a nuisance, whatever. It was ironic, in a way: here they were in a rich, alien environment, where there was next to nothing a human could eat, yet still the local semi-animate life-forms persisted in trying to colonise any exposed surface. Something to do with the natural oils excreted by human skin, Rube had said. He just let the plaques grow, claiming it did no harm, although Corrie was sure he did it simply to be different.
“It’s just ... storm,” he commed now, his soft voice lisping in Corrie’s ear, the sound breaking up with the storm’s interference. “Go back if you ... I’m staying out in the field.”
Bastard. He knew Corrie wouldn’t return without him: that way she’d be the one the skipper critted.
Corrie and Rube were about a kay and a half out from the camp. Cataloguing, sampling, recording: building up an ecofile of the 100 by 100 metre quadrant Skip had allocated them the day before. There were 48 of them in the survey team, deposited on Deneb 5 for 120 days. A low profile survey, to provide the basis for any decision on whether to make contact with the local sub-industrial sentients.
In and out: a scientific snatch squad.


The blast threw Corrie face-down on the ground.
She groaned, rolled over onto her back.
Slowly her flash-blinded vision started to return. She rubbed her eyes, and her hand brushed against her hair: normally collar-length and lifeless, now it was standing on end.
She clawed at it irrationally, feeling that somehow she had been invaded.
“Well, look at you,” said Rube, emerging from the trees. He was stripped to the waist, vivid weals of red, gold and green plaques encrusting his chest and arms – growing so thickly, he had earlier boasted, that his horn of plenty necklace had become effectively grafted into the scaled-over flesh of his neck.
She could imagine herself: sitting on her fat ass in the mud, clawing at her hair, panicking. “The lightning,” she said, feebly. “I... I think I was hit by the lightning.”
Rube laughed at her. “You’d sure know about it if you were,” he said. “Near miss, is all. You planning on sitting there all day?”
The bastard was enjoying it. According to the expedition’s constitution Corrie and Rube were equals: even Skip only governed by consensus, after all. But Rube had been working in the field for thirty or more years and this was Corrie’s first assignment. And, as Corrie kept finding herself thinking, Rube was a grade A bastard.
Would it have been any different if she’d let him fuck her, she wondered? Committed scientist that she was, that was one experiment she never wanted to try.
She scrambled to her feet. Ten kay map, she thought, and her comms decal showed her a low-res map of the region, the image snowstormed with static interference. Picked out in gold were 24 dots, marking the locations of the survey teams. Six of the teams were already back at base. Corrie suspected most of the others were on their way.
“We’d better get back,” she said. The air was still thick with static, the darkened sky alive with lightning: strange, spreading sheets and glows, sudden forks, a continual background flicker. This was no ordinary storm.
Rube just looked at her, then turned his back and headed into the fleshy jungle. Corrie followed him, trying hard not to stare at his scaly back, failing. The man was obscene.
She tried comming base, but all she got was a hiss of static and a patronising glance from Rube.
The trees here were all young growth: what appeared to be a mature tropical jungle was really the product of a single growing season, albeit a season that lasted a little over 35 standard years. The trunks were fleshy, packed with the kind of oils that attracted the colonies of plaques. Any journey through the jungle was an unpleasant experience: suspended from the trees were long, trailing lianas that clung like cobwebs, a cloying curtain that hosted enormous colonies of mites and bugs and god knows what else.
Corrie walked with both arms in front of her and a gauze mask over her face, but that didn’t make her passage much easier.
Rube just walked on, regardless.
Here, deeper in the jungle, the storm was diminished, but Corrie knew that it persisted from the constantly flickering light and the nasty metal taste to the air.
Some time later, she paused to brush the crap from her hair. Most of the other teams were within a kay or two of the base now, drawn as if by a magnet. She looked around, but she didn’t recognise this part of the jungle, even though they must have passed this way about ten hours before. Although she hated to admit it, this godforsaken jungle all looked pretty much the same to her.
They were only about half a kay from camp now.
Rube was out of sight. Thirty metres up ahead, her decal told her. She set out again, walking faster to catch up. She hated to admit that she depended on him, but the sense of isolation from being alone for more than a few minutes was horribly oppressive.
“Hey, Corrie,” he commed. “Better get up here quick, you hear?”
There was something different about his voice, something urgent.
She broke into a jog. “What is it?” she spoke into her wrist.
Silence.
Then, Rube’s voice, lisping softly in her ear again: “Trouble, Corrie. Big trouble.”
Seconds later she broke out of a screen of undergrowth and almost crashed into Rube’s crusty back. He was hunched to one side, talking into his wrist on a different channel. He barely glanced at her, just gestured ahead.
They had emerged on a small shelf in the face of the hill, where the jungle descended towards sludgy creek of a river they called the Brown Amazon. From this viewpoint they should be able to see the clearing where the Survey had set up base, but not now.
Dark clouds clung to the incline, billowing and twisting, plummeting down the slope towards the flood basin. At first Corrie thought it was some strange atmospheric effect: a ground-hugging, sooty fog.
But then she caught the acrid taste of smoke on the air, and she saw that the flickering she had taken for yet another lightning effect was actually caused by flames.
The forest was on fire.


Corrie barged past Rube, intent on the path that led down the escarpment towards the base camp.
After a couple of seconds she paused, turned.
Rube was still standing on the shelf, just staring at her. “What you planning?” he asked. “Going to beat out the flames with your bare hands?”
She hadn’t been planning anything. Hadn’t been thinking. She just knew she should be doing something.
The bastard was right, much as she hated to admit it.
Below her, the forest plunged down the escarpment, thinning in places where the bedrock broke through the thin jungle soil. About 300 metres down the slope she could see the first flames leaping across the treetops, spreading at a frightening rate from tree to tree.
“It’s the oils,” said Rube. “Everything’s full of it: trees, lianas, even the bugs.”
Just then another tree flared up like a molotov cocktail.
“Like dropping a match on gasoline,” Rube went on.
She should be able to see the base camp from here, Corrie realised. Should be able to see the off-white shell of their Vulcan lander. But all she could see was flames and smoke.
She turned away, peered at the decal on the back of her wrist. Her eyes were too fogged with tears to focus, but she was sure there were less than 24 gold dots on the map now.


The survivors assembled in a clearing, about a kay from the burned out ruins of base camp. Corrie looked around the gathering: what a sad and sorry sight, she thought. Her colleagues lay on the ground or sat against the trees, utterly bewildered and defeated by the tragic turn of events.
They were lucky, she supposed. Lucky not to have burned, like Skip and Jenny and Walter and...
Thirty-five dead, in all.
They’d had no chance, Imran had said. The walls of flame had just wrapped round the base camp like a military pincer movement. Twelve dead and the Vulcan a burned out husk, along with all the food and water supplies for the next hundred-plus days. The others had been picked off by the fire in ones and twos as they attempted to return to camp.
Earlier that day they had searched the jungle for survivors, finding none. It had been a grisly process. They had buried the bodies in makeshift graves beside the clearing, marked so that they could be exhumed when the Darwinian returned. More disturbing, to Corrie, than the sight of the burned and twisted corpses had been the smell of the over-cooked meat. Despite herself, it had cruelly reminded her that she hadn’t eaten for hours.
Across the clearing, Sue and Tanya hugged each other. Corrie smiled to herself, envying what they were sharing. Christ, it was going to be hard for the next few months: we need to take whatever comfort we can find.
Beside her, Rachel lay in a foetal ball. Corrie reached out and touched the back of her hand. The Somalian had lost her lover in the burned-out Vulcan, had slipped into hysteria on discovering that Ahmed had perished. Fortunately, one of the survivors had been equipped with a medical kit containing sedatives.
Now Rachel shifted a little, until Corrie found herself stroking the girl’s head in her lap.
Rube was holding forth in the centre of the clearing. “It’s simple,” he was arguing. “Survival. That’s what it’s all about now. We have 108 days until the Darwinian jumps back within range. When the Darwinian returns, we ping her with our distress beacons and they send another Vulcan down to lift us out. It’s as simple as that.”
“Rube’s right,” said Jake, the native-American zoologist. “It’s a matter of redistributing our priorities. We still have to avoid any contact with the native sentients, but we have to forget any idea of completing the survey work. We–”
“Fuck the sentients,” Rube said. “If my survival means making contact, then that’s what I do, regardless of any questionable effects on cultural evolution.”
Corrie was horrified. “How can you say that?” she demanded, surprising herself with her vehemence. “How can you say that any individual’s life is more important than the damage contact might do to an emergent culture?”
“This isn’t some college role-playing scenario now,” Rube said. “You live or you die. It’s that simple.”
“Hey, hey,” Imran said. The Australian xenthropologist looked around the group. “We’re getting hypothetical, okay? Rube’s right: we got to survive. Corrie’s right: we got to minimise our impact on the native situation. We got a little over a hundred days and we got to survive. We’re scientists, right? We’ve been studying the native lifeforms, right?” He paused, looked around the group. “Who could be in a better position to live off the land than a group of highly trained ecologists?”


Hunger.
Not the missed-a-couple-of-meals kind of hunger Corrie knew from deadline time at college. Not even the hunger she’d experienced on a survival training course, part of the prep for this expedition.
Real hunger.
Gnawing away at her gut. Every movement an enormous effort, every breath laboured. Her body running out of fuel. Head aching, brain thumping inside her skull, her vision swimming, spinning whenever she moved.
Thirst, too. So little to drink...
Stripped to the waist in the oppressive dry heat of the jungle, Corrie leaned against a grotesquely bulging tree trunk. She hugged Rachel to her. The girl, in her grief, had wordlessly sought consolation, glad to accept whatever comfort Corrie could provide.
Earlier that day, Rube had made some crass comment about another couple of dykes in our midst, and only intervention from Imran had prevented Corrie from attacking the bastard.
“I’m talking irony, right?” Imran said. The thin Australian was sitting cross-legged in the forest litter. He waved a hand, indicating the lush vegetation. “We got our own Amazonia here, I’ve never been anywhere so full of life as this. And–”
“Water, water everywhere, but fuck all to drink,” croaked Corrie.
Imran looked puzzled, didn’t get the reference. “Nothing to eat,” he went on. “All this, and nothing to eat.”
Corrie nodded. Imran was okay, if a little too earnest and literal-minded at times. What he said was true.
Corrie could just about manage to keep down a few nibbled fragments from some of the plants and coralline plaques, but any more and she’d vomit until she felt as if she was turning herself inside out. Something to do with the complex oils packed into the cells of just about every living thing in the jungle. Some of the others had even worse reactions if they tried to eat. Rachel, as if her grief was not burden enough, had found it impossible to keep down so much as a mouthful.
Corrie didn’t think it could be long before they suffered their first casualty since the firestorm.
“We have to move,” she said to Imran now. “Migrate.”
Imran looked puzzled. “The Vulcan’s burned out,” he said. “No transport.”
From across the clearing, Rube snorted. “Guess lover-girl didn’t think of that one, hey?”
Corrie ignored him. “Then we walk. Before we’re too wasted to move.”
Sue and Tanya glanced at each other. “It makes sense,” Tanya said, casting a shy, heartening glance towards Corrie. “There’s nothing to keep us here.”
“But it’ll all be like this,” Imran said.
“Think about it,” Corrie said. “Think of the climatic cycle. Thirty-five years ago this jungle was a tundra, emerging from the five year winter. The cold season’s closing in again in a few months. If we head north the cold season will be more advanced.”
There would be rain, or snow even. Drinkable water. And maybe there would be food: if, as Rube argued, the oily, fleshy nature of jungle lifeforms was an adaptation to the dry season, maybe things would be different in the more temperate regions.
Maybe. It was a chance, at least.
Imran looked up, his gaze taking in the gathered survivors. “Okay,” he said. “What do you think? Let’s put it to the vote. Who says we leave here, move north?”
Heart hammering, Corrie raised her hand.


Deneb was setting, its deep ruddy light filtering through the high foliage, reducing the bloated shapes of the trees to eerie shadows. Corrie walked on, supporting Rachel. They had set off at dawn, and for the first five hours Corrie had been fuelled by hope. At least, now, they were doing something other than sitting around the clearing and bemoaning their fate. Last night they had voted to move north with a majority of twelve to two: it had cheered Corrie that Rube had been one of the two dissenting voices.
At noon, Imran had called a rest break. Jake had spent a poor night, and that morning Rube had cited his colleague’s condition as a reason not to move. But Jake had argued that their only hope lay in finding food and water, and again Rube had been defeated.
For an hour they had rested in the jungle, while the three fittest of the team scavenged for water and some of the more edible fruits. They had returned with the single water canister, salvaged from the wreck of the Vulcan, half full of vapid, oily water, and half a dozen pineapple-like growths.
They had divided the spoils, pathetically inadequate as they were, and Corrie had helped Rachel force down a few mouthfuls of water and a sliver of fruit. Ten minutes later Rachel vomited it all back in putrid-smelling green bile. Corrie had managed to keep her own paltry meal down, but the fruit had done nothing to assuage her hunger. The oily flesh sat heavily in her belly, deeply unsatisfying.
An hour after the meal they had set off again, and Corrie had experienced none of her earlier optimism. She began to wonder, as the heat increased and her stomach spasmed with hunger pains, if perhaps Rube had been right. Perhaps they should have stayed put...
Now the sun was going down and the heat was diminishing. From somewhere behind them, Imran called that they should walk for another thirty minutes, and then think about making camp for the night.
During the day, Corrie had watched an enfeebled power-struggle take place among the men. Almost as if by consensus, it had been Imran who had taken tacit charge of the survivors. It was Imran who asked for suggestions, put ideas to the vote; he had settled the occasional disagreement, collated what was known about the planet and catalogued options.
Once or twice Rube had made his objections known, suggested options opposite those proposed by Imran. Always, Imran had thrown the debate open, asked for a democratic vote – and always Rube had been defeated. Corrie was pleased to note that she was not alone in her dislike of the querulous, annoying loud-mouth.
She had noticed another division among their ranks, too. Ever since last night, the women had gathered apart from the men. Tanya and Sue, Rachel and herself formed a group away from the other nine survivors. It had not been until they had set off again after the rest break that Corrie had become aware of the division: the women led the way, Tanya and Sue in the lead, followed by Rachel and herself. Then had come the men, led by Imran, with Rube bringing up the rear like some dissatisfied, skulking dog.
“I’m tired, Corrie...” Rachel whispered.
Corrie halted. Rachel was leaning against her, and she realised that she had been virtually carrying the woman for the last hundred metres.
“Okay, not far to go now. We’ll find a clearing. Stop for the night.”
“Thirsty. Don’t know how thirsty I am, Corrie...”
Corrie smiled to herself. Like to bet, she thought. “We’ll make camp for the night and collect water,” she said, realising as she spoke how terribly inadequate were her words.
Tanya had returned to see why they had stopped. She looked from Rachel to Corrie, shook her head. “I’ll take her,” she said quietly.
“Would you?” Surprisingly, Corrie experienced such a surge of gratitude that she felt like weeping.
Tanya shucked Rachel onto her broad back and strode off, soon catching up with Sue. Lightened of her burden, Corrie walked on.
Not long after setting off that morning, they had happened upon a trail through the undergrowth, long and straight and heading due north. Imran had speculated that it was more than a mere animal track; he suggested that the Denebians followed the trail on their long, migratory treks to the cooler climes of the north. From what little information they had been able to gather, Corrie knew that the Denebians were a tribal hunter-gatherer species, migrating with the planet’s 39-year seasonal cycle: in the winter they gathered in the south, then as the warm season set in they split into tribal groups and headed north to stake out summer territories. The survey had set down at the southern fringe of the Denebians’ summer range: close enough, they hoped, to observe without their activities being detected.
Corrie wasn’t convinced that the trail was anything other than an animal track, but it was a blessing to be free of the undergrowth and the bug-filled curtain of lianas.
What seemed like hours later, Corrie heard a shout from way back in the jungle. She came to a halt and sank onto her haunches. Weakly she called ahead, and a minute later Sue and Tanya appeared, stripped to the waist and slick with sweat.
Tanya knelt carefully and eased Rachel, unconscious now, to the ground. Sue sat cross-legged beside the Somalian, wiping sweat from the girl’s feverish brow. Minutes later the men arrived. They collapsed to the ground, eyes closed as they lay on their backs, breathing hard.
Rube seated himself against the bole of a tree, taking in an eyeful of Tanya’s generous breasts.
“Okay,” Imran said. He paused between words, as if the effort of speaking was becoming too much. “Okay... we’ve no water, and precious little pineapple...” He smiled to himself, no doubt noting the irony of naming something so inedible after a fruit most of them would willingly murder for.
“Any volunteers to go and look for fruit and water?”
Corrie raised a hand. Anything would be better than sticking around and suffering Rube’s lascivious stares. One of the men, an engineer called Pablo, volunteered too. He took the water canister. Corrie was on fruit duty.
She followed the path ahead, while Pablo back-tracked and scouted the trail they had come along. Soon she left behind the sound of the team’s desultory conversation. A strange silence sealed around her; after the cacophony of animal noises during the daylight hours, twilight spelled a period of quiescence. Even though she knew the jungle contained no predators that might endanger her safety, she nevertheless felt a quick and irrational fear. She recalled the last time she had been alone in the jungle, just before the discovery of the fire, and how she had hated herself for wanting Rube’s company, then. She glanced at the decal on the back of her hand: 12 golden dots, 70 metres due south.
She stepped from the trail, hands raised to fend off the lianas. There were some spiky bushes here, the kind that sometimes harboured the pineapple-form plaque colonies that were vaguely edible.
But no, this time they were bare. She straightened, scratching at an encrusted graze on her arm. And then she saw the standing stones.
They were in a clearing about five metres from the path. Corrie stared in disbelief. The light was dimming fast, but even so her eyes were not mistaken. She counted perhaps a dozen tall, pale green stones, roughly hewn, arranged in an oval approximately ten metres by five.
Wondering, she spoke Imran’s name into her wrist-decal. “I’ve come across something that might be of interest. Not exactly what we were looking for–”
“What?” Imran’s question sounded urgent in her ear.
“I don’t know. Stone artefacts. Standing stones of some type.”
“I’m on my way.”
Corrie stepped into the clearing. She passed the first menhir, a little taller than herself, and for the first time it came to her that she was looking upon the work of sentient beings that were not human. So far, she had been limited to pix of the Denebians taken before landing – and the first alleged evidence of the natives had been the north-south forest trail that may have been a migratory pathway. The standing stones were an order of magnitude more advanced than the trail.
Corrie moved past the first stone, and then the ground shifted, creaked, and she was falling.
She screamed, and her fall was broken by something yielding, cushioning her. She controlled her breathing, aware of her crazed heartbeat. She was fine, she was still alive; she had not been speared in some primitive animal trap. I’m okay, she told herself, her laughter spiced with tears of relief.
She was lying perhaps two metres below ground level. The last of the sunlight that reached this far revealed a pit, the walls of which glistened with some dark and viscous substance.
She heard a voice in her ear. Imran. “Corrie. Are you okay? I heard you scream–”
“I’m okay. I’m in the clearing. I fell into a... well, God knows what it is. Some kind of pit. Watch your step, there might be more of them.”
Only when she tried to stand did she realise that she was ensconced in the same soft, yielding substance that comprised the walls of the pit. She sank back into its sticky embrace, laughing to herself.
She had no idea what made her reach out, scoop a handful of slime from the wall next to her head and raise it to her nose. It smelled... well, there was no other word for it, appetising. She stuck out her tongue and touched the gobbet of goo. It tasted slightly sweet, a little meaty, satisfying. She bit into the stuff, its juices cascading over her tongue and down her throat. Unlike the other native food she’d tasted, this stuff – whatever it was – not only tasted good but felt as if, already, it was working to banish her hunger.
She was aware of movement above her and looked up. Imran was peering down at her over the rim of the pit.
“What the hell...?” he began.
Corrie, laughing, raised the manna into the air. “You won’t believe it,” she called up, “but I think we’re saved.”


Rachel walked across the clearing, avoiding the holes in the ground, and crouched before Corrie.
In just three days Rachel had regained her health. She had recovered her strength, put on weight, started to recover some of her former confident swagger. Jake, too, had been miraculously revived from the brink of an ugly death. They had excavated over a dozen pits in the clearing, each one packed with a store of semi-liquefied meat.
They had taken turns to trek into the surrounding jungle on water-collecting duty, though they discovered that water was no longer a prerequisite for survival. As well as providing solid food, the meat also contained sufficient liquid to more than meet their needs.
Now Rachel passed Corrie the canister. Corrie drank, more out of gratitude to Rachel than to quench her thirst.
The black woman smiled shyly. “I just wanted to say thank you – for helping me back there. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”
Corrie reached out and took the woman’s hand. “You’d have done the same for me, Rache. We’re all in this together.”
The others sat around the clearing, sated and relaxed. All except Rube, that is. He went to stand over Imran in the confrontational manner they had all come to recognise.
Imran looked up. “What is it, Rube?”
A silence came down over the gathering. Corrie glanced at the other women, then looked across at Rube.
“I’ve been thinking...” Rube paused, looked around the staring faces. Corrie stopped herself from making a caustic comment.
“I know we’ve speculated what these things might be,” he went on, gesturing towards the open pits. “But we haven’t considered the consequences.”
He let a silence develop. He looked around the team, taking everyone in. At last Imran said, “What consequences?”
“So we think we stumbled across meat stored by the aliens,” Rube said. “Some kind of big animal slaughtered, prepared and buried ritually by the Denebians for retrieval during the migration season...”
Imran was nodding. “It’s as good a hypothesis as any,” he said. They had already considered, and rejected, the possibility that it was a burial ground: the stores of meat were simply too large and well-preserved to match what they knew about the Denebian physique.
Rube waved. “I’m not arguing with the theory,” he said. “But I’ve been considering the results of what we’ve done here–”
Corrie cut in. “What? Are you suggesting that we should have left the meat well alone, Rube? Just continued north and starved to death? “ She realised that she was hardly being fair – at least she should hear what Rube had to say – but at the same time she experienced a malicious satisfaction at baiting him.
He shook his head. “I’m saying nothing of the kind. I just want us to consider what we’ve done. Listen, a few days ago it was you who was going on about how we shouldn’t interfere with the natives...”
His gaze raked the dozen watching faces. “So we’ve dug up and consumed what I suggest was a valuable, and clearly specially prepared, food resource. I don’t think the Denebians will be best pleased when they return to find their larder raided.”
Jake spoke up, “By that time we’ll be long gone, Rube. I mean, how long till the winter season kicks in? A month? Two? We’ll have moved on by then...”
“Which brings us to the main question,” Imran began. He stood up, staring absently into the excavated pits. “We’ve almost finished this store,” he said. “So what do we do next?”
“I think we should keep to the original plan–” this was Rachel, shyly glancing towards Corrie as if seeking agreement- “and head north. You never know, we might find more of these stores: if there’s one, there’s bound to be more. Next time we’ll ration ourselves instead of gorging on the stuff. That way we’ll easily make it until the Darwinian arrives.”
Corrie nodded. “That makes sense. We’ve got over our initial illnesses. We can move north at our leisure, looking for more of the standing stones–” She stopped there and looked at Rube. “Or would you rather we left the meat for the Denebians?”
His gaze was pure dislike. “Hark at the hypocrite who six days ago was worried about the damage contact might do to emergent cultures–”
“That was before we were starving to death!” Corrie began.
He shook his head and turned to Imran. “I suggest that we keep watch at night,” he said. “And keep our weapons at the ready. I wouldn’t want to be sleeping when the Denebians arrive.”
In the event, they were all wide awake when the aliens discovered their presence.


It was five days since Corrie had stumbled upon the subterranean cache, and they had finished the last of the meat the day before. Already, just hours without a meal, Corrie was hungry. She headed into the jungle, searching for any fruit they might have missed, something to fill her stomach before they headed north in search of another underground meat store.
She spent an hour foraging, and to her surprise she found a small clump of green fruits shaped like hand-grenades that had been overlooked by the others. Or maybe someone had tried one and found it to be inedible. She was debating whether to call it a day and return to the clearing when she thought she saw something move in the distance to her left.
She turned and peered. In the aqueous light of the jungle she made out a series of dancing shadows that might have been the play of palm-like leaves in the light of the sun. She told herself she was seeing things and turned towards the clearing.
And screamed.
The thing was running ahead of her, tall and lithe and quick, through the undergrowth towards the clearing. One second it was there, and the next it had vanished, and Corrie was left doubting the very evidence of her eyes.
It had been perilously tall and thin, jet black and hunched, and had moved with frightening alacrity.
She got through to Imran. “I’ve just seen–”
“Corrie. Get back here.”
“I’m on my way. I think I saw–”
“I know. We’ve met them too.”
Corrie rushed back to the clearing, heart pounding at the thought of what she might find. She pushed through the last buggy drape of lianas, stepped into the circle of standing stones, and stopped.
Her colleagues were on their feet, huddled together in the middle of the clearing. They were staring around them at the host of flitting, silent, shadowy figures identical to the one Corrie had seen in the jungle.
She recognised the attenuated soma-types of the native Denebians from her pre-drop studies aboard the Darwinian. But the available stock of images, indistinct and pixelated, were a poor representation of these aliens, failing to capture the essence of the creatures. It was their movements that made them so very alien.
They darted around the clearing with rapid, spry articulation of their long, double-jointed limbs, often coming to a sudden stop and scrutinising the ground with eerie, immobile intensity.
A combination of the failing light and the speed at which they moved left Corrie with only a fleeting impression of their facial appearance. Wide cheeks, long snouts, a cross between reptile and insect. And their eyes... The one thing she could be sure of in the twilight was the fact that they possessed huge, crimson eyes.
Quickly, she moved towards Rachel and the others.
Rube was standing apart from the team, watching the antics of the nearest alien. He glanced at Corrie as she reached out and hugged Rachel.
“Welcome to the party,” he said with cavalier bravado. “Allow me to introduce the Gargoyles. They seem to be just a little puzzled as to what we’ve done with their food supplies.”
Gargoyles, Corrie thought. Despite herself, she thought the name apt.
Perhaps a dozen aliens were cavorting around the clearing, darting down into the open pits with the speed of scurrying insects. They paid no attention to the humans – indeed, Corrie thought, they’re acting as if we don’t exist.
Occasionally the aliens ceased their dervish waltz around the pits, paused long enough to reach out and touch each other with horribly long fingers like waving twigs.
They had checked every pit by now, finding them empty, and it seemed inevitable that they should at last turn their attention to the humans.
Corrie had no way of anticipating her reaction when the Gargoyles, as one unit, turned and rushed towards the humans. They stopped perhaps a metre short, as if their advance had been calculated to startle. Corrie stifled a scream, took a deep, juddering breath as the Gargoyles – there was no other way she could think of them, now – took it in turns to inspect the humans. They darted back and forth, peering with huge red eyes, from time to time reaching out to touch and prod with stiff, cold fingers.
Corrie felt a hand palpitate her right thigh, and her heart almost ceased beating.
At last, after what seemed an age, the Gargoyles retreated and conferred, touching each other in a brief and frantic semaphore. Even then they were never still; always at least half of their group were darting this way and that in a fidgety, ceaseless pavane.
As Corrie watched, one Gargoyle ran nimbly from the clearing and climbed the nearest tree. It did so without apparent effort, and with no reduction of speed. Its rapid ascent of the vertical bole was like an optical illusion.
“What do you think they’ll do to us?” someone asked.
Imran shook his head. “They’ve shown no signs of hostility. I don’t know... Let’s just keep together and do nothing stupid, okay?”
The alien descended from the tree and stilted across the clearing. It was carrying something now, a bunch of what might have been some kind of small, purple fruit, like wrinkled aubergines. It passed the bunch to another alien, who advanced upon the humans.
It towered over Rube, perhaps a head taller, then broke a fruit from the bunch and passed it to him. Hesitantly, he accepted. The Gargoyle broke off another fruit and passed it to the next human. Like this it proceeded until every one of the team was holding one of the small, furry-skinned fruits.
“So what gives?” Rube said, addressing the alien. “You want us to eat these things, is that it?”
As if in response, the Gargoyle snapped a fruit from those that remained and raised it to its mandibles. Corrie did not actually see the alien eat the fruit, but when it lowered its hands the growth was no longer there.
“I think that’s what it wants us to do,” Imran said.
Rube guffawed. “Hey, if you ugly bastards think for one second that...” Disgusted, he tossed the fruit away.
Instantly, the nearest Gargoyle snatched up the fruit and, with a movement too quick for the eye to follow, advanced upon Rube and flashed a hand quickly across his face.
Rube doubled up, spluttering. When he stood upright, Corrie could see that the flesh of the fruit was mashed into his mouth, vivid pink juice spilling over his chin.
He wiped his mouth on the back of his arm, glaring at the alien.
“I think,” Imran said, “that we’d better eat the things.”
Corrie looked from her own fruit to Rube. He seemed to be suffering no ill-effects other than a loss of dignity. Hesitantly, along with Tanya and the others, she raised the fruit to her lips and took an experimental bite.
Sharp, very juicy, and extraordinarily pleasant.
Then Rube collapsed. Immediately, Corrie was aware that her vision was swimming. She tried to focus on Rachel, but the woman’s face floated bizarrely in her vision. Corrie opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came. She seemed to be drifting, detached from her senses. It was not an altogether unpleasant experience.
She watched the aliens. They seemed to be closing in, surrounding her team. Corrie knew, vaguely, that she should be alarmed, but the fact was that she could bring herself to feel nothing.
She was aware of cold fingers, prodding her, and her last thought was that they were being shepherded from the clearing.
~
The cave was a big, horseshoe-shaped cavern excavated into the side of the limestone bluff, with two entrances and a central, hub-like pillar. Set into the curving wall of the cave was a series of hollowed-out cells, each one packed with vegetation from the jungle floor, forming so many beds.
Corrie lay on her back and tried to recall the journey here. It had seemed to last forever, but it could only have lasted a matter of hours. They had arrived in darkness, she knew. Five to ten kilometres, she guessed.
How long had they lived in the cave, as guests of the Gargoyles? Corrie raised her hand, stared at the decal. She concentrated, but the figures there made no sense at all. A part of her – the part that knew she was neglecting her duties and herself – understood also that this was not right: another part told her to accept the beneficence of the aliens. It was the only way they had of surviving until the return of the Darwinian.
She pushed herself upright and looked around the cave. The others occupied their individual cells, either sleeping or simply too blitzed to move.
She struggled from her own cell and stood on unsteady legs. Her vision swam, and her sense of balance was affected. Across the cave, in a cell opposite her own, Rachel was sitting upright and staring at her with uncomprehending eyes.
Slowly, Corrie made her way across to the Somalian woman.
She sat on the edge of the cell, reached out and took Rachel’s fingers. She raised her other hand, indicating the decal. “How long...?” she managed.
Rachel stared at her, shook her head. “How long until the Darwinian arrives?” Her words were slurred, retarded. She looked mystified.
Corrie shook her head. “No – I mean, yes... How long have we been here?”
Rachel stared at her. “On Deneb 5?”
Corrie opened her mouth to speak. Communication was almost impossible. She could not contain the progression of their conversation in her mind.
She had no idea how long they had been on Deneb 5. It seemed like a lifetime. Her other life, her life on Earth, seemed like the memories of another person altogether.
She hit her temple with the heel of her right hand. “No, I mean – how long have we been here, in the cave?”
Rachel was smiling to herself, her eyes staring at a point way beyond Corrie. Slowly, the black woman lay on her back and closed her eyes.
“A week,” she heard the voice, issuing from the next cell. “Maybe a little more.”
She turned. It was Rube. He lay propped on a pile of vegetation in his cell, staring at her. She focused on him, wondering if her eyes were playing tricks on her. The entirety of Rube’s torso now seemed to be scabbed over with the iridescent plaque, almost like a covering of chitin. His head sat atop the multi-coloured armour, bloated but unaffected by the plaque. A ginger growth of beard testified to the possibility that they had been in the cave for a week.
“The Darwinian,” Corrie said. She stopped. That seemed the extent of her ability to articulate the thought swimming nebulously in her head. She forced herself to concentrate. “I mean... how long before it gets here?”
Rube laughed. “Jesus Christ, does it matter?” he said. Like Rachel, his voice was slowed, slurred. “What’s the rush? We’re doing okay, aren’t we? You were always one cocky, uptight bitch, Asanovic.”
She waved in futile disgust and pushed herself away from the cell. She made her way around the cave, stopping before each of the dozen cells in turn. Imran... he too was out of it, lying back on his litter of leaves with a beatific expression on his face. Jake – he was sitting upright, legs crossed, staring right through Corrie. When she waved a hand before her eyes, he didn’t so much as blink. She moved on, around the curve of the cavern, and came to the cell in which Tanya and Sue huddled together. The women were naked, sweat-slicked limbs entwined. For a while they had conscientiously peeled the plaques from each others’ bodies, but they had neglected the duty for the past few days. Corrie made out invading colonies of the plaque, like lichen, splotched across the women’s fattening bodies: a patchwork alien carapace.
She reached out and touched a leg, waggled it back and forth in a bid to elicit some response, but Tanya just moaned and turned over.
Corrie looked around the cave. Her thoughts were slow. She wanted nothing more than to lie down in her cell, sup on the juice of another fruit.
Something made her walk past her cell and approach the cave entrance. She closed her eyes, squinting. After the half-light of the cave, the glare of the setting sun was a painful dazzle. Her sight adjusted at last and she made out the bloated hemisphere of Deneb going down behind the jungle on the far side of the river.
On the shelving sands before the cave-mouths, a triptych of Gargoyles stood very still, as if frozen. Corrie had often seen them like this, in postures that made no sense in the human schema of arrested motion.
They looked more than ever like insects in their immobility.
Corrie approached the aliens and walked around them. Their eyes were open, each pair focused on a different point. They seemed not to notice her.
She struggled to fathom what made the attention of the Gargoyles so frightening. For days the aliens had fed and watered the stranded humans, supplying them with half a dozen varieties of fruit, all of which had a sedative, soporific effect on the team.
And yet, while the Gargoyles danced attendance to the human’s need for sustenance, in all other respects they seemed to ignore the team.
It was this disparity that was so eerie.
Corrie smiled to herself, pleased that she had managed to work out something so complex. She knew why, though. It was sunset, hours since they had last been fed, and the mind-crippling effects of the fruit were wearing off.
She reached out, touched the cold, hard skin of the closest alien. It turned, suddenly, and stared at her with its ember-like eyes.
She controlled her breathing. Her heart gave a panicky little flutter. “Thank you,” she said. Until this moment, she hadn’t understood that the complex array of emotions she felt towards the Gargoyles included gratitude, but she realised that if not for their succour she could well be dead by now.
The thing stared at her, or past her, unmoving. She raised a hand to her mouth, mimicked eating. “For the food. Thank you.”
Without warning, the Gargoyle twisted, from the head down, in a single, flowing movement, until it stood with its back to her, its head angled downwards. Corrie had tried to communicate with the Gargoyles before, but had never got through. The beings didn’t seem to recognise that her sounds and gestures were an attempt to convey information. She wondered, as she had before, if an individual Gargoyle had the capacity to reason through such ideas. So much of their behaviour appeared ritualised, instinctive even. They clearly communicated with each other, but then so too do honey bees and chimps. The aliens showed no sign of curiosity about the humans in their charge, made no effort to communicate other than to ensure that the humans ate. They were highly organised, but in the week or so since first contact Corrie had seen little in the life of the settlement that evidenced culture or society. Were the Gargoyles even sentient at all, she wondered?
She turned at a sound behind her. A dozen Gargoyles were emerging from the caves in the face of the limestone bluff. They almost ran, leaning forwards, on their double-kneed legs, carrying fruit towards the humans’ cave.
Corrie felt a finger in her back, prodding her towards the cave. She obeyed, followed the other Gargoyles inside, and returned to her cell.
This time, though, when a Gargoyle approached and handed her one of the small purple dopefruit, she raised it to her mouth and mimed the act of eating. Satisfied, the alien departed. She looked around the cave. Her colleagues were devouring the fruit, rapt expressions on their bloated faces.
Corrie lay back, already the act of thinking no longer an impossible labour. She considered the events of the last few days, then remembered her decal and raised her hand. In the failing light of the cave, she made out the illuminated numerals. They still had another 94 days to wait until the arrival of the Darwinian.


The next day, Corrie discovered that she was bleeding.
She awoke suddenly from vivid dreams of the firestorm and its aftermath. She sat up and stared around the cave. She no longer felt groggy and distanced, at one remove from the reality around her. She could see clearly and her mind was sharp and alert.
The sound of the Gargoyles, entering the cave on their morning rounds, had awoken her. She watched the aliens as they filed through the farthest entrance and approached Rachel, Imran and the others. She counted twelve Gargoyles, and this time as she watched them she noted the stylised, ritualistic basis of the feeding ceremony. Before, no doubt, she had been too out of it to notice.
Now each alien approached its designated human, made a quick, complicated gesture in the air, and proffered the fruit. Corrie watched Rachel reach out and grab the small, green orb, and stuff it into her mouth.
One by one the humans were fed, and before the Gargoyle bearing her own fruit approached, Corrie knew that again she would simulate the act of eating.
But this time the Gargoyle turned away, before proffering her fruit, and handed it instead to Jake in the neighbouring cell. While the others ate, Corrie sat upright and experienced the irrational feeling of being excluded. Within minutes, the rest of her team had eaten their fill and were sleeping again.
She wondered if the Gargoyles were aware that she had feigned eating her dopefruit last night. Was this why they had declined to feed her this morning? She felt a stab of fear that the aliens were one step ahead of her, knew what she was doing. Also, it occurred to her that she would starve without the sustenance of the fruit.
She stood up and moved towards the cave mouth, and it was only then that she became aware of the dried blood caking her inner thighs and staining the crotch of her leggings. At the same time she felt the pain in her belly. For the past few days, she realised, she’d been so drugged up that she had failed to notice the usual pre-menstrual cramps. There was nothing she could do about it now, short of washing in the river and making herself some kind of makeshift breech cloth.
She left the cave and stepped out into the bright orange morning sunlight. The three Gargoyles were stationed between the caves and the bank of the river, maintaining odd, contorted postures and staring into space.
Corrie hurried down to the river, stripped off her leggings and dunked them in the river. She washed them in the thick, oily water as best she could, then laid them on the sand and waded back into the warm water, aware that she had been wallowing in her own excrement for days in that cave. The water of this infernal planet might not have been all the appetising, but it served well enough to cleanse the accumulated filth from her body. She submerged herself, luxuriating in the sensation.
Later, she tore a strip of fabric from her shirt, folded it and stuffed it into the gusset of her dried leggings.
No sooner had she returned to the cave than one of the three Gargoyles followed her in and grasped her arm in a sharp, pincer grip. It pulled her from the cave and pushed her away down the shelving incline. The other two aliens joined it before the cave and the three then adopted the statue-still, twisted postures of old.
Corrie watched them, shivering at the touch of the alien’s fingers on her upper arm. Clearly, then, she was persona non grata in the cave. From now on she would be forced to look after herself, while keeping a close eye on the welfare of the rest of her team. Perhaps it would be for the best. If she could survive until the Darwinian returned, she could tell the rescue team where to find the others.
She waded across the river and for the next couple of hours searched the margin of the jungle for edible fruits. She found a couple of the crusty pineapple growths, and a few berries she knew to be just about edible.
By the time she returned to the river and squatted on the bank opposite the limestone caves, another eviction had taken place. She was in time to see one of the Gargoyles escort Rachel from the cave and push her roughly towards the river. The African stumbled, fell. Corrie could hear her cries of anguish, and at the same time as experiencing compassion for the woman, she felt also the pleasure of knowing that she was no longer the only outcast.
She waded into the river and up the other side. Rachel was lying in the sand, semi-conscious and whimpering. She wore only leggings, having discarded her tunic to combat the increased heat of this latitude. Corrie helped her to her feet and half-carried her into the water. They crossed the river and Corrie laid Rachel in the shade of a spreading bush with broad, palmate leaves. She felt safer here, with the river separating them from the Gargoyles.
She lay down beside Rachel and slept.


When she awoke, the sun was setting and the eviction of undesirables from the cave was complete.
She came awake suddenly, wondering where she was. She blinked up at the broad palm leaf above her head, and the events of that morning came back to her. She sat up quickly. Rachel was lying beside her, smiling in greeting.
Corrie reached out and touched her hand. “How’re you feeling?”
Rachel sat up, stretching. “Fine, now. I no longer feel...” She shrugged. “Drugged, I suppose.”
“Any idea why the Gargoyles evicted you?”
Corrie had assumed that they had thrown her from the cave because she had refused to eat the fruit – but Rachel had been compliant, and still she had been evicted.
She shrugged again. “I don’t know. One minute I was half-asleep – or rather half-drugged – and then one of the aliens was dragging me from the cave.”
Corrie looked up, across the river, and saw two figures – human figures – lying side by side in the sand outside the cave.
Tanya and Sue.
Corrie and Rachel exchanged a glance. “Let’s go and get them.”
They crossed the river and climbed the incline. The triptych of Gargoyles paid them no heed. Corrie hurried over to the women and knelt beside them. They were half awake, still clearly labouring under the influence of the toxic fruit.
“Wait here,” Corrie said. She hurried towards the cave. At any moment she expected the Gargoyles to block her way but it was as if she no longer registered in their perception. She walked into the cave, paused and stared around her. She had not noticed it before, but the place stank of sweat and faeces. The remaining humans – all male, significantly – occupied the cells, semi-comatose and inert.
Quickly Corrie located the water canister attached to Imran’s belt, took it and rejoined the others. With Rachel’s help she managed to assist Tanya and Sue across the river and into the shade of the palm-analogue.
While Tanya and Sue slept off the effects of the drug, Corrie and Rachel searched the jungle for food and drinkable water. They found a couple of pineapples, and a spring of almost-clear water. Corrie filled the canister and returned to the palm tree.
An hour later, first Tanya and then Sue stirred. Corrie helped Tanya into a sitting position, gave her a drink of spring water. When Sue resurfaced, they sat and ate a meagre meal of oily forest fruit.
Corrie told the others why she had thought, mistakenly, that she had been evicted.
Tanya shook her head. “It had nothing to do with the fact that you refused the fruit,” she said. “What do we have in common?”
“Huh?” Corrie shrugged. “What, that we’re women?”
Tanya smiled. “Even more basic than that. I mean, how the hell do the Gargoyles know we’re women?” She laughed at Corrie’s mystified expression. “Look,” she went on, pointing to her own crotch. Her leggings were adorned with a bright Rorschach blotch of blood.
Rachel and Sue glanced down, nodded. Living and working so closely together, their periods had fallen pretty much into step with each other.
Corrie said, “Me, too. I washed my leggings in the river. But why...?”
Tanya shrugged. “Would you credit it, we come light years through space and discover the same old prejudices. The Gargoyles evicted us because they thought us unclean, or contaminated, or whatever. Faulty goods.”
After a long silence, Corrie said, “So... any ideas about what the hell’s happening over there?”
“Perhaps the Gargoyles are simply altruistic,” Rachel said. “They saw that we were starving...”
Tanya looked sceptical. “One thing we can be sure of, girl, is that we can’t ascribe human motivations to the actions of aliens.”
Sue said, “More important than the psychology of the Gargoyles, to be perfectly honest, is how are we going to feed ourselves?”
Corrie stared across the river to the cave-mouths and the trio of immobile aliens. “The simple fact is that we can’t survive off what we can get from the jungle – the pineapple things and berries. We’ve tried that and failed miserably. But we can eat the fruit the Gargoyles provided us with. If we combine the two, ration ourselves to only one fruit a day, then maybe we can make it until the Darwinian arrives.”
“That’s fine in theory,” Tanya said, “but how do we get hold of the aliens’ precious fruit?”
Corrie shrugged. “We follow the Gargoyles to where they harvest the stuff, wait till they leave, and then help ourselves.”
Tanya grunted. “Sounds easy enough...”
Corrie looked up at the sun, calculated. “An hour till sunset,” she said. “The Gargoyles fed us at nightfall. Why don’t we cross the river and wait until they make a move?”
They waited for thirty minutes, until the sun sank huge and ruddy behind the darkening jungle, and the lightning flicker of the evening’s static storm started to dance across the treetops. They waded through the thick, warm waters of the river and climbed the incline of the far bank. Outside the cave they sat, watching the trio of Gargoyles.
Minutes later, from the dark openings of the other caves dotting the limestone bluff, the quick, spry shapes of a dozen Gargoyles emerged and moved off along the bank of the river, heading west.
Corrie nodded to Rachel and the others, and they set off in pursuit.
The Gargoyles moved into the jungle, following a well-worn path. The women followed at a distance, Corrie leading. A little way into the jungle, they came to a clearing. The aliens were gathering fruit from low, ground-hugging bushes and plants. Corrie gestured to the others and they concealed themselves behind a stand of ferns next to the path. As she waited, she imagined following the same routine for the next ninety-odd days until the Darwinian arrived, sneaking around like the outcasts they were, stealing food from behind the backs of the Gargoyles...
Five minutes later the aliens left the clearing and passed the concealing stand of ferns one by one. Corrie held her breath, her heart hammering loud in her ears, and willed the Gargoyles to pass without seeing them.
As their footfalls diminished, she looked around at the others. Tanya nodded. “We’re clear. Let’s go.”
They stood and hurried along the path to the clearing. There were the bushes bearing the forbidden fruit. Corrie, impatient, hurried across the clearing.
The sudden appearance of the alien beside her almost stopped her heart. It stepped from the trees, looming over her, and darted forward. It thrust its great, prognathous mandibles towards her, hissing something loud and admonitory.
Immediately, other Gargoyles appeared from the jungle, moving around the four cowering women in choreographed sequence all the more discomforting for being not in the least threatening.
Then Corrie felt hard, cold fingers pincer her upper arm, and she was forcibly ejected, along with the others, from the clearing. The Gargoyles escorted the women along the bank of the river and left them on the shelving slope before the caves.
For the first time that day, Corrie felt a pang of hunger. As she watched the aliens file into the humans’ cave, a part of her experienced the irrational sensation of envy.
“So what now?” Rachel said. She, too, was staring at the cave.
“We wait till the Gargoyles leave, then go see what we can scrounge.”
“From Rube?” Tanya laughed. “The bastard wouldn’t let you eat his shit.”
“I wasn’t thinking about begging from Rube,” Corrie said. “Maybe Imran or Jake...”
Tanya said nothing, but tacit in her gaze was the doubt that the men would give them the slightest succour.
Ten minutes later the Gargoyles filed from the cave. If they saw the four women, skulking by the river, they paid them no heed. The aliens repaired to their own caves, dark apertures in the limestone face of the bluff, washed pink now in the light of the setting sun.
Corrie led the way up the incline to the cave. She stepped inside, gagging on the stench. It was a good thirty seconds before her eyes adjusted to the half-light. She made out the men, flat on their backs in their individual cells.
She found Imran and approached.
Tanya was beside her. “Good God,” she whispered.
Imran and the others had been stripped naked. It seemed that, in just a day since Corrie had been ejected, the men had gained weight. Their bellies seemed bloated, as well as their limbs. Their bodies glistened with what might have been oil or grease – perhaps some exudation from their diet of fruit? Tanya gagged at the sight and moved to the mouth of the cave.
Corrie knelt beside Imran, found his hand and squeezed. She saw that his eyes were open, watching her.
“Imran, we’ve been thrown out. Me and Rachel, Tanya and Sue. We need food, Imran.”
She glanced around the cell for any sign of discarded or overlooked fruit, found none. “Imran...”
“Corrie...” She had to strain to make out the sound of her name. “Corrie, it’s okay. We’ll survive. They’re taking care of 
 us–”
“Didn’t you hear a damned thing I said?” Corrie was close to tears. “They’ve thrown us out. We have nothing to eat!”
“Corrie, lie down. Take it easy. The aliens will provide...”
“Jesus Christ!” Corrie spat. She moved to where Sue and Rachel were trying to make contact with Jake.
Sue shook her head. “It’s no good. They’re all the same. They’re too far gone.”
They scoured the cave for fruit, managed to gather together a few scraps of rind, a discarded kernel. They hurried from the stench of the cave and sat beside the river.
Despite herself, Corrie started to absent-mindedly chew on the soiled rind. She told herself that she could feel it working on her senses, dulling not only the pain of her hunger, but her fear at what lay ahead. She passed what remained to Rachel, whose expression mixed disgust with the need to eat. She bit tentatively at the hard skin.
“What now?” Tanya said at last.
Corrie let the silence develop. She looked at the decal on the back of her hand. She called up the flight plan of the Darwinian, as if it would be any different to the last time she’d checked. They had 93 days to survive before the ship returned.
“We could always leave here,” she said. “Trek north, just as we’d planned before. We could look for another clearing marked with standing stones. You never know... Chances are that the Gargoyles excavated more than one foodstore. If we follow the migratory trail, checking for clearings...”
She paused there, looked from Rachel to Tanya and Sue. “Put it this way,” she went on. “What do we gain if we stay here? The Gargoyles certainly won’t feed us. There isn’t much food in the nearby jungle, and this damned heat...”
Rachel shrugged, uncomfortable. “But... I mean, what about the men?”
“The men?” Tanya said, and laughed. She spoke for Corrie when she said: “Fuck the men, Rachel.”


They set out in the peachy light of dawn, heading almost due north.
“Keep your eyes peeled,” said Corrie, as they walked. “Look out for anything that might be edible, any source of water. We need to take it wherever we find it.” None of the artificial distinctions between marching time and foraging time that the men had adopted, she thought to herself. “And if there’s any sign of Gargoyles I suggest we get out of sight as fast as possible,” she added. “We don’t understand them, so we can’t go taking unnecessary risks.”
The others nodded and Corrie wondered briefly when it was that the consensus had tacitly accepted her leadership. Rachel, Tanya and Sue were each more experienced than Corrie, yet all now turned to her for guidance.
For the first time, she felt her presence on Deneb 5 justified, that she was, as their constitution said, a full and equal member of the expedition and not just Rube’s field assistant.


They marched through the heat of the Denebian day.
The going was uneven and slow. After a few kilometres, the trail had petered out into nothing and they were traversing rough jungle terrain. The undergrowth was rarely impenetrable, but Corrie found that she had to use a stick to bat the great cobweb-lianas out of her way, and still she found the stuff clinging to her like a musty body-stocking.
Only three months ago she had been in college, celebrating the end of her training. And now...
“Let’s make camp,” said Tanya, breaking into Corrie’s reverie. As the evening static storm settled around them, they found shelter at the foot of a wide-boled tree with a yielding, fleshy trunk. Corrie found it hard to recall how blasé they had been about these storms until the one that had sparked the forest fire and destroyed their Vulcan lander.
Now, the dusk storm was a time for shared memories of those they had lost. Corrie reached out a hand to comfort Rachel, but the Somalian turned away, her own grief back to the fore now that her mind was clear of the sedation and dopefruits.
Hundred kay map, she thought. The comms decal on the back of her wrist showed a low-res map of the region, the image sparking static with the evening storm. There were few features that were of any use to them: the Brown Amazon cutting off one corner of the map, another winding creek to the north. They were still at least a couple of hundred kilometres from their target: the narrow temperate zone, edging steadily south with the advancing cold season. And if Rube’s ecofile had been right, there would be more water there, and more chance of edible lifeforms.
At their present rate, it would take them at least twenty days to get there. But Corrie knew it wasn’t as clear-cut as that: every kilometre further north was a step in the right direction, increasing their chances of survival.
When the storm had passed, they set out again in silence, preferring to keep moving, trying to keep their minds off the growing hunger and thirst.


It was shortly after dawn, two days into their post-captivity journey, that they came upon the clearing.
“Hey,” Tanya said, her voice little more than a parched croak. “Looky here, will you?”
Corrie had been off to one side of the track, scouring a thorn bush for what passed for fruit. Now, she stood at Tanya’s broad shoulder and looked out from the trees, dazzled by the sudden ruddy sunlight.
For a distance of maybe a hundred metres, the forest parted. In places, trees had been unable to grow where the bedrock rose to the surface, but in others Corrie suspected the bulbous saplings had been cleared.
And there, as her vision returned, Corrie began to determine a form to the outcrops of rock that dotted the clearing. Not outcrops, but free-standing, carved blocks of granite: standing stones!
Heart thumping, Corrie tried to stop herself from running into the clearing. They had to be cautious. What if there were Gargoyles in the vicinity, guarding their migratory food supplies? – even more likely if they had learnt that another such foodstore had been plundered a few tens of kilometres south.
But suddenly Rachel was out there, staggering across the open ground, whimpering like a beaten dog in her desperation for sustenance. Sue and Tanya were not far behind.
Corrie lingered for a few seconds more, squinting in the harsh light for any sign of the sudden, flitting movements of the Gargoyles. There were none.
She stepped out into the open and jogged to catch up with her three companions.
Now that her eyes were accustomed to the light, she saw that this storage place was much larger than the one they had found before. It should easily sustain them for the remaining 90 days until the return of the Darwinian.
But... there was something wrong.
Up ahead, Tanya and Sue were on their knees by one of the pits at the foot of a towering granite menhir.
As she approached, Corrie heard a plaintive sobbing, but it did not come from either of the women she could see. She stopped by the pit and looked down. Rachel was in there, two metres down, her body wracked with grief.
Corrie opened her mouth to speak, but there were no words to counter her friend’s distress. The stone pit had been emptied.
She turned away. Ten metres on, she came to a second standing stone and, at its foot, a second denuded pit.
She spent the next thirty minutes going from stone to stone, but every pit had been emptied of its contents.
Later, the sun towering in the morning sky, they sat by the first pit.
“You’re the ecologist,” Tanya said to Corrie. “What do you reckon?”
Corrie shook her head. “If these pits were foodstores set aside for the migratory period, as we thought,” she said, “then why are they empty? We’ve come further north. The cold season should be more advanced–”
“Not that you’d notice,” Sue interrupted, indicating the glowering alien sun.
“But if the season’s more advanced here,” Corrie continued, “then they should be better prepared for the migration, not totally unprepared.”
“Perhaps they use it earlier,” said Rachel, tentatively. “Perhaps they need longer to prepare.”
“But the cold season won’t hit here for a while yet,” said Corrie. “Surely this is too early.”
“Who knows?” said Tanya. “Like we said before, though: they’re aliens – how can we possibly hope to understand them on the basis of so little information and analysis?”
“Survival,” said Rachel, softly. “That’s what it’s all about now. Surviving ’til the Darwinian comes back for us.”


They found the trail that led them to a second Gargoyle settlement heading away from the north-west corner of the clearing.
“What do you reckon?” said Tanya.
Corrie looked at the trail, and then at the encroaching jungle to either side: its gloomy interior tangled with scrubby undergrowth and heavy with dusty, cobwebbed lianas.
Corrie shrugged. “Keep your eyes peeled,” she said, gesturing towards the trail. “We’ll get more distance under our belt in the open.”
Ten kay map, she thought, and her decal showed her a map of the area. A small river sliced through the centre of the map. If the trail held its north by north-west course, they would have to ford the waterway in about five kilometres. She hoped it would be a shallow, slow-moving river, like the one by the first settlement.
That first settlement had been a similar distance from the foodstore they had plundered. A pattern, perhaps...
Moving at the pace of their slowest member – Rachel, limping as the result of jumping into that first empty foodpit – the party approached the river two and a half hours later.
Corrie had time for a little personal hygiene as she walked, picking at the plaques on her exposed shoulders and back, using clawed fingers to rake sticky liana-debris from her hair. She was looking forward to getting into the river to clean the last caked blood from her body and clothing.
A steady, trudging rhythm descended on the four women as they headed north, intent on survival. There was a deep ache in the pit of Corrie’s stomach, something that had gone way beyond hunger and become almost a part of her psyche.
A movement cut through her numbed state of consciousness and instantly Corrie signalled to the others and side-stepped into the undergrowth. It had been a movement that somehow combined suddenness with an agile, alien fluidity.
They hid for several minutes until a dark, improbably thin, tall figure darted across Corrie’s field of view, followed by another seconds later.
A few minutes after that, she stepped from the undergrowth and peered along the trail. Two Gargoyles stood stock still about a hundred and fifty metres away. The women lingered in the shadows until, finally, with perfect co-ordination, the Gargoyles twisted through 180 degrees, from the head down, and darted away along the trail.
After a further half-kay, the trail opened out as the ground fell away towards the river, the exposed golden sandstone cut through by a sequence of meandering rills and gullies.
At first, Corrie didn’t see the settlement, but then she realised that some of the gullies had been roofed over with felled trees to form artificial caverns that faced out across the river.
“It’s a settlement,” she hissed to the others, leading them aside into the undergrowth. “Just like the first one.”
“What do we do?” asked Tanya. “How do we get round it?”
Corrie looked at her three companions. Each had deteriorated rapidly over the course of their latest trek. Rachel and Sue were struggling simply to keep moving, and even Tanya – broad-shouldered, buxom Tanya Chernekova – seemed like a ghosted image of the woman Rube had mentally undressed at every opportunity.
“We don’t,” Corrie said, slowly, trying to figure out the idea that was taking form in her mind. “Think of the first settlement: they had a supply of the dopefruit, didn’t they? They didn’t have it just for us.”
“But they guarded it,” Tanya said.
“They guarded the orchard area where they harvested the stuff,” Corrie said. “But it was easy enough to get in and out of the caves once we’d been outcast, wasn’t it? It was as if we no longer existed. Maybe they’ll have some supplies in these caves.”
“So we just walk right in...?”
“Not quite,” Corrie said, grinning. “Not quite.”


Just as Corrie had suspected when she first saw the settlement, the sequence of artificial caverns all faced out across the river’s flood basin. There were signs here of violent water-flow – the outpourings of melting glaciers, Corrie supposed. It had carved the rills through the sandstone embankment which the Gargoyles had roofed over, and it had scooped out the great river basin that, at present, was only graced with the slightest of turbid trickles at its core.
Rachel and Sue had needed little persuasion to wait in the jungle while Tanya and Corrie reconnoitred. About fifty metres from where the sandstone embankment tumbled down towards the river basin, the jungle proper opened out and thinned. A few meagre tongues of scrubby growth lapped the open ground and the two women worked their way along one of these.
About ten metres from the edge of the embankment, they reached bare ground. Side by side, they crawled across on hands and knees until they could lie belly down and stare out across the settlement.
It was a scene quite unlike the previous settlement. Small groups of Gargoyles were frozen in their now-familiar half-observant, half-stupefied postures, but elsewhere some of the beings lay basking in the afternoon sun with almost cat-like ease. And there were what appeared to be young Gargoyles, too: smaller aliens, flitting about the open space like gnats over a stagnant pool. In short, there was a domestic atmosphere to this settlement that had been altogether absent from the first settlement.
“It’s the season,” Tanya said, answering Corrie’s unspoken question. “This colony is further through the cycle, just as you said they would be as we move north. They’ve bred, it’s a more mature settlement, getting through the seasonal cycle before the winter zone moves south again.”
“Come on,” Corrie said. “We’re not field scientists now: we’re looking for food.” She backed away from the embankment.
Back in the undergrowth, they worked their way along to the first roofed over section of gully, as far back from the river basin as possible. They weren’t, as Tanya had suggested, just going to walk into the caverns: they were going in through the roof.
The roof material had been sliced from the fleshy limbs of some kind of tree. The stuff was tough and rubbery and, Corrie suspected, would put up pretty good resistance to even a laser cutter if they’d had one to hand. But it was flexible and elastic, and she found it quite easy to twist away a flap of the material and peer down into the gloomy interior of the cavern. The musty faecal smell was quite overpowering and, hanging with her head suspended into the opening, she had to fight not to gag.
It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust, and in that time she expected at any moment to feel cold, twiggy fingers closing around her head, hauling her down into the cave. But it didn’t happen. Instead, she found that she could make out bulky shapes in the gloom.
She was looking into a cavity, hollowed out from a natural cleft in the rock. There was a bulbous shape at the far end and, for a chilling instant, she thought that somehow they had completed a full circle and come back to the original settlement and this was Rube or Jake or Imran wallowing in their own self-centred filth.
But no. She knew that wasn’t true. And, in any case, the smell was not a human one. It was animal, something like the fetid mustiness of a fruit bat colony she had once studied in Irian Jaya.
“Keep your eyes peeled for me: I’m going to take a look.”
Corrie twisted so that her legs dangled through the opening, and then she wriggled her torso through the gap and dropped into the gloom.
The thing in the far end of the cell made a slight peeping sound, but otherwise showed no reaction to Corrie’s intrusion. She approached it, hesitantly. The thing was just a mound of flesh, fully two metres round, almost a perfect sphere. Somewhere, near the summit, there was a protrusion that may have been a head, and to either side were folds of blubber that may have served as some kind of limbs.
She touched it.
Its flesh quivered, was cold, its surface slick with exuded oil. What it reminded her of most was some kind of bizarre cross between a seal and the oily, fleshy trees of the dry jungle.
And also, it reminded her of the men they had left behind, although clearly this thing had not the slightest trace of humanity about it.
She snapped herself out of her reverie. It was as if the musty scent in the air was doping her. In the gloom, she searched about the cell, found a few meagre scraps of food: discarded, shrivelled rinds, a few rubbery, dried up gobbets of fruit-flesh, dropped out of reach of the cell’s occupant.
She stepped from the cell, into another similar one. Its occupant, too, wallowed at one end of its filthy domicile, and here she found more scraps of food, even a small number of untouched dopefruit littering the floor.
She swallowed the juices welling up in her dried out mouth. She knew she must fight the desperate urge to bite into one of these discarded fruit. She had to keep her wits about her, had to get back to the others.
Gathering her booty into a fold in the shirt knotted at her waist, Corrie passed through the cell’s narrow opening.
There was a sudden, high-pitched shriek and cool fingers closed around her arms. Chitinous mandibles flashed before her face, and the red ember glow of Gargoyle eyes.
Then she was on her rear, feet kicking feebly, as the Denebian dragged her through the cavern, one long-fingered hand wrapped around her arm, another tangled in her hair.
A sudden glare of sunlight, and then her feet lifted clear from the ground and she was, briefly, flying through the hot, dry air.
Then she struck the dirt in a crumpled, bone-shocked heap.
She drew breath, nearly choking on the dust kicked up in the air around her. She peered through slitted eyes, and through the settling dust clouds she could see a Gargoyle, poised statue-like a few metres away. She couldn’t be sure if it was the one that had ejected her from the cavern. She looked around, and worked out that she was in the clearing she and Tanya had observed from the top of the embankment. There were other Gargoyles nearby, some in frozen repose, others flitting about, yet others lying spread-eagled, basking in the sun.
And then she realised that some of the figures they had taken for sun-bathers were, in fact, withered, almost mummified corpses. These figures were smaller than the Gargoyles with which she had become familiar, their bodies stocky and short-limbed. There was something about them that recalled the grossly bloated figures occupying the cells.
She rolled onto her side and slowly rose to a squatting position.
None of the Gargoyles appeared to be paying her any attention. She jogged across the clearing to where a trail climbed the edge of the embankment and soon she was back in the jungle fringe, working her way across to where the others would be waiting.


“Don’t you see?” she said to Tanya, Rachel and Sue, when they had retreated into the jungle and she had described what had happened. “This is the Gargoyles in their natural state. This is how they would have been if we hadn’t somehow interrupted their natural cycle.”
“But what are they – these creatures in the caves?”
“Their society has two castes,” Corrie said. “They lay out the foodstores in the jungle for this elite caste and then, when the stores are exhausted, they round the elite up and take them back to the caverns to look after them. We stumbled upon that foodstore and the Gargoyles somehow took us for members of their elite caste and took us back to their settlement.”
“What about the corpses?”
“I don’t know. Maybe they weed out the ones with diseases or some kind of flaw. They took our menstrual bleeding as a sign of disease and cast us out, just as they cast out any of their own with comparable signs of weakness.”
~
They headed north again, sticking to their reasoning that survival would be more feasible in the temperate zone. Corrie waited until that night before telling the others that she was carrying a few scraps of dopefruit.
Gathered in the root-hollow at the base of a large, broken-limbed tree, they shared out the pieces of fruit she had managed to scavenge. The first bite sent digestive juices scorching painfully up her gullet in anticipation. The second sent a sense of mellow well-being seeping through her body.
Soon the food was gone and for the first time in days Corrie felt sated. Tanya and Sue were curled up in each other’s arms, asleep already. Corrie turned to Rachel, brushed her lips across her friend’s cheek and slumped against her, asleep before either of them hit the ground.


Nine days later, they found the third set of standing stones.
There were fewer this time, nineteen of them, and they were smaller. Corrie wondered if the Denebian tribes had some kind of class structure, with the tribes ranked according to the size and number of their standing stones. Perhaps, but xenthropology wasn’t her field. That made her think of Imran, and for the first time in days she wondered what was happening to the men they had left behind.
The pits here were empty, as they had anticipated. In unspoken consensus, the four women followed the trail that led roughly northwards away from the standing stones. Corrie consulted her map and saw that a small river crossed their path about seven kays due north. If this followed the pattern of the first two finds, that would mark the location of a Gargoyle settlement.
They camped out in the jungle about a kilometre short of the river.
Corrie took first watch, as the other three slept. In the dark confines of the jungle, ‘watch’ was really an inappropriate term: she listened instead. By now she was familiar with the night-time sounds of the jungle, the occasional rustles and calls of nocturnal creatures, the usually distant whoops and hollers of the agile lizard-like creatures that inhabited the high canopy of the forest.
She drank from the flask, filled from a nearby dew-pond formed in the hollowed-out horizontal limb of a tree. It was cooler at night now, and the air moister, which meant that thirst, at least, was not the problem it had been further south.
And then she heard the scream.
It sounded like a baby... a baby in intense pain. The kind of agonised wail that cuts right through to any human with the merest scrap of empathy.
She shook herself. The sound had only lasted for an instant, and now she wondered if she had somehow imagined it, some kind of aural hallucination. Something in the water, perhaps.
She was just beginning to relax when she heard it again, lasting a full two seconds.
“What is it?” Tanya was at her side.
“I don’t know,” said Corrie. “But it’s coming from where I think the settlement will be. And it’s bad – I know that much, for sure.”


They approached the settlement in the grey twilight hours before dawn. The screams had lasted well into the previous night and, even when they had subsided, none of the women could settle again.
They knew they were nearing the settlement when they heard the steady sobbing drifting towards them from up ahead.
The women exchanged glances as they edged cautiously through the undergrowth towards the growing lightness of the forest fringe.
They came to the river first, a muddy, slow-moving ribbon of slime about ten metres wide. Across the water was a wide, gravelly shelf, a riverine beach enfolded by a great, lazy loop of river. And beyond this area, the land rose in a low cliff-face dotted with the openings of caves, much as Corrie had expected to see.
But she had not anticipated the tableau laid out on the gravel clearing. Strewn like beached jellyfish across the stones were the hulking, bloated bodies of the Denebians Corrie had previously thought of as an ‘elite caste’. But what culture would treat its elite in such a manner?
The beasts had been hauled from their caverns, and that alone must have been responsible for some of the damage Corrie saw before her.
The bodies had been skinned alive. The great hulks lay quivering, sobbing and groaning in the heat of the rising sun. Vivid red trails led from each massed body back to the cave-mouths, scraps of what must have been skin flapping in the breeze, stripped from the bodies as they were dragged out into the open.
Had all of these creatures been cast out for some reason, had they all been rejected as, first Corrie, and then the other three women had been? Did some remain in the caverns?
But no. As Corrie stared, unbelieving, she recognised the flitting movements of the Gargoyles, up by the caves. Clearly, they had not yet finished with their tortured captives.
They moved so fast!
An instant after she had seen them emerging from the caves, some of the Gargoyles were down by their mounded charges in the open. Even as she watched, one of them skipped up onto a flayed torso and was down on the ground again, holding another scrap of skin aloft. A piercing, baby-cry tore through the morning air a split-second later.
Corrie turned away.
“What are they doing?” she gasped.
Tanya shook her head, still watching. “Some kind of ritualised torture and massacre. Maybe we were wrong all along: it’s not a caste system, but some kind of intensive farming. Maybe they’ve been fattening these creatures up for harvest.”
Corrie remembered the pathetic corpses she had seen at the previous colony. “No,” she said. Although they had physical differences, there was a definite continuity of features between the Gargoyles, the rejected creatures cast out from the caves to die, and the bloated forms being tortured here today. “They’re the same species.”
“Cannibalism, then,” Sue said. “They eat some of their own in order to survive the coming winter season.”
Corrie steeled herself for another look.
Out across the river, the settlement had come alive with the early morning sun. The beach was swarming with Gargoyles.
“Something’s going on,” she said. The Gargoyles were strapping great belts of twisted liana around the mounds of blubber. Soon, every one of them was harnessed and teams of Gargoyles lined up to haul on the straps.
Instantly, a chorus of wails broke through the air,
The things started to move, slithering across the gravel, lubricated by their own seeping body juices.
“How long before they invent the wheel?” Tanya muttered darkly, at Corrie’s shoulder.


They followed them. There was something gruesomely compelling about the spectacle.
They had to find out what was happening, Corrie told herself. They had to understand this world if they were to survive.
The first of the haulage teams reached the river. They waded through, and soon their harnessed charge followed, half-floating in the thick water.
They emerged on the near side, and set out at a grindingly slow pace along the trail Corrie and her companions had followed the previous day.
The journey took most of the day. Deneb hung low and red in the evening sky by the time the first team of Gargoyles entered the clearing of standing stones.
They stopped by one of the stones, and suddenly it was a free-for-all, with Gargoyles swarming over their stupefied charges.
“It’s not cannibalism,” said Corrie, slowly, as the women looked on in horror. “They’re fucking the things.”
“You mean...”
“This is how they treat their females,” Corrie said, and it all started to fall into place. “The males are migratory, the things we’ve been calling Gargoyles. Every winter they head south, and every spring they return to the northern breeding grounds.”
“And the females,” Rachel said, “spend the winter underground. The males dig them up, fatten them up–”
“They must give birth some time,” Tanya said. “We saw children at the last colony.”
“Then they bring them back to the burial grounds, impregnate them and bury them again for the winter. The females pupate underground and then, when it’s time to go through the breeding cycle, they emerge again.”
“And that’s why they took us in!” said Tanya. “When they came back to their burial ground, instead of the reincarnated females they had expected, they found strange-looking humans around the empty pits – just as if we’d hatched out! We looked weird, but we were about the right size and we had the right number of limbs...”
Corrie looked at her companions. “And if they’ve reached this stage here, then this is what’s going to happen further south, too,” she said. “Up here we’re further through the cycle, but soon...” She stopped, staring at the others.
“We have to go back and get the men out,” Rachel said.
Tanya shook her head. “They made their choice,” she said. “They chose to stay there, even if it meant turning us away for fear that we’d threaten their pampered existence. It was them who cast us out, every bit as much as the Gargoyles had. And now they have to pay the consequences.”
“But we can’t just leave them to... to that,” Corrie said.
“We’ve seen that you were right about conditions further north,” said Tanya. “Already there’s more water available, the oils in the fruits are less intense. The storms are milder, too. If we stay up here we have every chance of surviving until the Darwinian returns. I say we go on.”
A vote. After all this time of unspoken consensus between the four women, Tanya was calling a vote.
“We have to go back,” said Corrie.
Rachel nodded quickly.
They turned to Sue who, in turn, looked at Tanya.
Tanya slumped. “Okay,” she conceded. “I bow to the consensus. We go back, and if we get there in time we rescue the sons of bitches.”


They pushed themselves hard, knowing that every hour gained might be the hour before the Gargoyles went into rut and dragged their breeding stock out to the standing stones.
They reached the second Gargoyle colony in step with the advancing season: as they approached, they heard the anguished wails of bloated females being hauled from their growing chambers for their final journeys.
The women didn’t pause. They kept going, trying to put the awful sound as far behind them as possible.
“We have to speed up,” said Corrie, over and over, mostly to herself.
She tried and tried, but couldn’t work out how they might rescue the men, who would almost certainly be too drugged and bloated to move.
She was realistic enough to know that they could never hope to rescue all nine. But even if they only managed to rescue one or two, that would be something. The expedition had been a complete disaster, but five or six survivors was better than four.
How would they decide who to rescue, she pondered over and again? It would almost certainly be dictated by chance, she knew. Even if chance dictated it to be Rube, though?


They would have made it, if it hadn’t been for the storm.
Almost delirious with fatigue, hunger and thirst, the four women marched south into the territory of the first Gargoyle colony.
Corrie didn’t recognise it, but her comms decal told her that they were close. Over and over, she tried to comm the men, but there was no response. Either they were too late already, or the men were simply too blitzed to respond.
And now another dry storm was kicking up, and her decal was snowstorming with static, making any communication impossible.
The sky was alive with sheets of blue lightning, the air fizzing with electricity. There was a sudden blast, and Corrie staggered, somehow stayed on her feet.
She smelt smoke.
The lightning had struck a nearby tree and now its oily sap was sizzling, small flames lapping around its trunk, fingering their way into its oily crevices, finding sustenance, spreading, leaping higher.
“Come on,” Corrie gasped, her dry throat aching. Rachel and Sue looked ready to collapse. Their faces were hollowed with hunger, their eyes shadowed and sunken. Corrie and Tanya exchanged glances, then each took hold of one of their companions and half-supported, half-dragged them away from the spreading fire.
They managed, but a short distance ahead another wall of flames cut across the trail.
Fire ahead, fire behind. They were trapped.
Tanya was smacking the back of her wrist, as if that would free her comms decal of interference from the storm.
Suddenly, Corrie recognised their surroundings. She put a hand on Tanya’s arm, and gestured through the trees to her left.
“A river,” she mouthed. She remembered Rube’s invitation: Come on, Corrie. What have you got to hide? She remembered him stripping off, the obscene growths of plaques cut off in a neat line where the waistband of his pants had been. The lily-white flesh below, the bulbous lumps of his genitalia waving about, half-engorged, below, as he advanced on her. Come on, babe. We’re just two humans together. Meaty hands reaching out towards her as Corrie found herself rooted to the spot. Fingers hooked inside the fastening at the front of her shirt, pulling downwards, scaly skin brushing her flesh. What have you got to lose, babe? And then it was over. She’d backed away, cried something at him, and he’d laughed and backed into the river.
Fucking dyke, he’d called her, then, and side-stroked out into the open water.
Now, Tanya and Corrie dragged their two companions through the trees to the river and plunged in. The water revived Rachel and Sue, and the four women waded farther out. Corrie leaned forward into the water’s oily embrace, gave herself to it, breaststroked out into the middle and turned to watch the forest burn.


They found the abandoned settlement in the early hours of the next day. The Gargoyle males must have either perished in the inferno, or set off, already, on their southward migration.
What, then, of their honorary ‘females’?
The others were too exhausted to go on, but Corrie had to see. She forced herself along the trail. One foot, then the other, then the first again. Every step a victory over weariness and starvation.
Suddenly there were standing stones all around her. She must have been on autopilot, just one step, then another.
She looked around.
No sign of the Gargoyles. No sign that anything had happened here. She made her way to the nearest stone.
The pit wasn’t there.
Or rather ... it had been filled, covered over.
She turned through 360 degrees, bewildered, trying to get her bearings. Took one staggering step, and suddenly the ground gave way beneath her foot and she was plunging downwards.
But her landing was soft, yielding.
She was lying perhaps two metres below ground level, the dim sunlight picking out the chamber’s walls, glistening viscously.
She tried to move, but she was enfolded in the same soft, yielding substance that comprised the walls of the pit. She sank back into its sticky embrace, laughing feebly.
Something caught her eye, then, glinting in the morning light. She reached out, hooked a finger round a sliver of metal, a chain. A necklace, with a horn of plenty pendant suspended from it. Rube’s chain...
She sank back in the gloop.
She didn’t know what they did to their females to liquefy them like this; it must be part of the preservation process, she supposed. Rube would have had an explanation.
Her stomach was grumbling, digestive juices burning deep in her belly. At least, she thought, Rube still had a useful part to play in the expedition, after all.
She raised her comm to her lips. “Rachel...” she began.
Weakly, Tanya replied, “Corrie, where are you?”
Corrie smiled to herself, said, “Tanya, I think we’re going to be okay.”
And then she opened her mouth and let the first of the sweet, bloody meat seep in...





Appassionata
Mae Chang brought her hands down on the last chord of “Appassionata” and hung her head over the keyboard – drained, as ever, by the sonata which had become most closely identified with her playing. As the notes died in the vast auditorium the silence was replaced by the nebulous roar of applause.
Moving on autopilot, Mae stood, stepped forward and dropped a bow to the faceless audience, her arms hanging loose like those of a marionette. A blonde girl, only a few years younger than Mae herself, pranced forward, primly erect, with a bouquet of red roses. The ovation increased.
Trying to ignore the facial perfection of the girl – a mere fourteen or fifteen and already she had been surgically beautified – Mae hoisted the bouquet like a trophy and performed another bow.
She could take no more.
She rushed off-stage, holding back the tears. The crowd would think she was being modest: lovely Mae Chang, refusing to bask in the glory. She hated them all.
Anton Selig was waiting in the wings. She let him hug her, ignoring his gush of superlatives. When she tried to pull free, his hands moved to her shoulders, turned her. “They want you, Mae, darling,” he said. “They need you.”
She let him propel her back on-stage to receive her ovation.
She dropped her head and waited for it to end. After the sublimity of the Beethoven, she must confront this charade, this mindless adulation of her so-called genius. She knew the audience did not, as Anton claimed, love her: what they loved was their own appreciation of what they were told was great music. This specious love – from the audience, from her manager, from the media and all the attendant sycophants – served only to point up the fact of her loneliness.
This time when she hurried off she brushed past Anton, past the gawping stagehands, the groupies and the snapping paparazzi. By the time she reached her dressing room she was running.
She slammed the door behind her, exhausted and, at the same time, curiously excited. Now she could look forward to a reprieve of three weeks before Paris, Milan and New York. She would practise as it suited her and, for the first time in eighteen months, she would take a holiday.
Three weeks’ respite.
Her tears had dried by the time a tentative rap sounded on the door.
“Yes?”
Anton edged in, burdened with flowers. Two men, one a cameraman, accompanied him. She let them record her removing her make-up, going through the cards attached to the flowers. After a short, non-penetrative interview, the cameraman left.
The other man remained. She had assumed he was with the cameraman. She studied him more closely now: small and grey-suited, a trim moustache at odds with a long grey pony-tail, he stood confidently before her.
“Mae,” said Anton. “I’d like you to meet Conrad Ventori.”
“Ms Chang. An exhilarating performance.” Ventori took her hand, kissed it. Mae squirmed at the intimacy.
Anton opened a carton of Moët et Chandon, then one of Diet Coke for Mae. “Signor Ventori has a fascinating business proposition to put to you – one which I feel we should consider quite closely.”
Ventori leaned casually against the wall, although Mae realised that there was little about this man which could be described as “casual”.
“I represent the multimedia arm of PK Syntronics. Our labels include Galaxy, Romulus, Beatle, Indotron – I expect you are aware of us?”
Mae was careful to keep a blank expression on her face, standard camouflage. The unthinkingly racist newsgroups liked to describe her cultivated blank responses as “inscrutable”.
“I am already under contract,” she told him. Why was Anton wasting her time like this?
“Please, Mae,” said her manager. “Give Signor Ventori a few minutes of your time.”
Ventori continued, untroubled by Mae’s attempted rudeness. “I understand from your manager that you have a break before you next perform in Paris. PKS would like to extend our hospitality by proposing that you take a week’s working holiday at our facility near Périgueux in the Dordogne. Your manager confirms that it does not contravene your arrangement with Sony-EMI.”
Mae looked from Ventori to her manager. “A ‘working holiday’?” She loaded the phrase with all the sarcasm she could muster. In the mirror she saw that, without make-up, she looked like a petulant child.
“Many of our artistes use the Chateau d’Arouet. It is well-equipped and secluded. I guarantee that in your time there you will not be hounded by the paparazzi and other filth of today’s sorry world. Indeed, one of our artistes – something of a prodigy – will be sharing the facilities with you. We would be very interested in seeing the two of you working together.”
Anton leaned forward. “Two hundred thousand Euros just for your time,” he said.
Mae was aware of Anton’s restraint. He would say no more – he knew just how far to push her – but he wanted that money. Two hundred thousand Euros meant nothing to Mae, but the seclusion Ventori offered was seductive.
“Okay,” she said, and turned away, determined to retain her cool facade. “I need a break – I will do it.”
It was only later that she asked herself, Do what, exactly?


She woke in her room, secure in the heart of the Chateau d’Arouet.
As soon as PKS’s Corsair had landed at Limoges the previous evening she had felt a sense of peace – of safety – descending. She had spent the flight from Helsinki cocooned under a headset, playing Sectrix, listening to various music stations – they were all playing tracks from the new Lennon album at the moment – and, just to remind herself of the awfulness of the world, watching the various news channels. Famine in China and most of Africa; human rights groups protesting in Brussels about the introduction of a new law sanctioning the “psychological adjustment” of the criminally insane; civil war in any number of cities that all looked alike in their ruination; the Pacific states panicking about the rising seas.
A polite young French woman had greeted her and led her through the airport building – no cameras, no armed guards, only a few sudden looks of recognition – and into an unmarked company car which was to take her the remaining seventy kilometres to the chateau.
The Dordogne was beautiful in a way that the most beautiful places, with their souvenir shops and cafeterias, their holiday parks and congestion, had long ceased to be. The wooded hills were cloaked in the sun’s gold as they drove to the chateau that evening, a sight she would treasure, so untainted by modernity.
The chateau itself was an ugly mix of the new and the old, but its clearly visible security was reassuring: the guards at the gate, the high wall patrolled by dogs with sensor-packs mounted across their shoulders. In a world as volatile as today’s, the rich took such protection for granted.
She slept well that night, and woke ready for whatever the day would bring.
She was surprised to see Ventori when she was shown down to the breakfast room. Her facade must have slipped, for he smiled and said, “I am on a working holiday also.” He paused, then went on. “You have complete freedom of the chateau, although I caution you not to go too close to the perimeter wall: the dogs are programmed to stay within ten metres of it, and to apprehend any human who enters that zone. It gives us peace of mind.
“If you wish to explore – the cathedral at Périgueux might interest you, or perhaps the caves at Lascaux – then a car will take you. All we require is that you work for two hours of each day.”
She nodded, then sipped at the lapsang souchong she had requested. “What work is it that you ‘require’?” she asked. “Am I to teach your prodigy?” She suspected she had been brought here to teach the marginally talented child of one of PKS’s directors. The rich seemed unable to put aside the naive belief that talent was a commodity to be bought and sold.
She wanted to ask more, but she held back, as ever; any betrayal that she was interested or curious was a sign of weakness, one that would always be seized by those around her.
Ventori finished wiping his mouth on a napkin, then said, “When you are ready, Ms Chang, I will introduce you to Jonathan Graves. He has a phenomenal gift for composition and he has reached the stage where his current work should be performed by a virtuoso. If it is satisfactory, and if you are in agreement, then I am certain that it can be arranged for you to record this work.”
Mae said nothing. She sipped at her tea, then meticulously stripped the flesh from a segment of cantaloupe melon. Let them wait. If she must spend two hours a day with some gauche, talentless composer – far worse than mere tutoring – then they could damn well wait.


Ventori paused in the corridor by a pair of doors. “Ms Chang,” he said. “Jonathan is a genius. But he has been... rather confused of late. His behaviour can sometimes be a little erratic.”
He released her arm and pushed ahead of her through the door on the left. The sound of a piano – hesitant and somehow constrained – rose up as Mae followed Ventori into the room.
It was furnished in the style of an old-fashioned drawing room, with over-stuffed settees and armchairs, dark oil paintings, dowdy statues of Greek gods. At the far end of the room, before full-length picture windows overlooking the lawn, was a grand piano. A man in his late thirties or early forties sat before the keyboard. From time to time he turned to a small table at his side to scribble notes on a big pad.
Mae shook her head. The term “prodigy” had implied someone younger, perhaps even younger than herself.
They stood for several minutes while Jonathan Graves ignored them.
Mae watched as his large fingers found the notes with the lazy ease of a natural – if somewhat limited – player. He worried at a particular phrase over and over, as if he was not happy with it.
If that was the case, then at least his judgement was sound, Mae decided. He should be writing tracks for shampoo commercials.
When he was ready, he placed his pen with a flourish and twisted to appraise his visitors with a fierce look. “Yes?” he snapped.
There was something peculiar about him, but Mae could not quite place it. His face was long, his dark hair greying at the temples. It was his eyes, she realised: their watery, slightly glazed look, his rapid blinking – almost a tic – serving to betray his facade of hostility. Mae smiled. She knew all about hiding behind facades.
Ventori was not perturbed by Jonathan’s response. “Mr Graves,” he said. “I’d like to introduce Mae Chang. Ms Chang wishes to learn your music. Mae, this is Jonathan Graves.”
From his sitting position, Graves stared up at Mae. Finally, he nodded. His peculiar mixture of aggression and confusion gave him the air of someone suffering some kind of mental illness. “You...” He stopped himself, seeming to change his mind. “I am pleased to meet you,” he said. “Dr Ventori tells me that you play the piano.”
She had been right: only a psychiatric patient could not have heard of Mae Chang.
“A little,” she said, and smiled again. This week might prove diverting after all, she decided.
“In that case... I am in the process of putting the finishing touches to a piano sonata. Perhaps you would care to try it out?”
“I’ll leave you in peace,” said Ventori. He opened the full-length window and stepped outside.
Mae watched his retreating figure as he headed across the lawns. She turned as Graves started to fuss through a stack of manuscript pages torn from the large pad.
“It’s here, it’s here,” he said, getting increasingly irate when he failed to find a particular sheet. “Ha!” He waved a page in the air, then placed the complete manuscript on the piano. He shuffled along the piano stool, then patted the space he had created. “Sit down,” he said. “Let me hear how good you are.”
There was barely room for the two of them, but Graves made no sign of moving any farther. Mae sat, her thigh pressed against the Englishman’s. She stared at the manuscript, trying to decipher the haphazard scrawl.
She struck the first chord and instantly felt the recoil in Graves’s body next to hers. “No!” he cried. “Pianissimo. Can you not read manuscript?”
She said nothing, simply started again, more softly. Graves shook his head but allowed her to continue.
“No, no!” he cried again, barely two bars in. He turned to her, his face so close she could feel the breath on her cheeks. “Your wrists, your hands – you’re too stiff. Here–” he took one of her hands and caressed it between both of his “–your fingers should be loose and relaxed, not stiff like a donkey’s dick!”
She snatched her hand away, stared down at the keyboard.
He was chuckling. “Good,” he said. “Very good. Passion. Now play my sonata!”
This time he sat back and let her play it all the way through. When she had finished she sat quietly, like an academy schoolgirl waiting for her next lesson.
“You play it quite well,” Graves acknowledged at last. He seemed less sure of himself now. “Can I beg your professional opinion?”
She smiled. “It ... resonates,” she said. She was relieved when he interpreted this as approval. She had been promised a prodigy, a man blessed with a phenomenal gift. Jonathan Graves’ only gift was for imitation, pastiche. Elements of Haydn, of Mozart and, more than anything, of Beethoven. His only originality was to be probably the only composer producing early Romantic music in the twenty-first century. Jonathan was skilful – at times astonishingly so – and demonstrably passionate about his music, but he was little more than a copyist, a hack.
She wondered why PK Syntronics should spend their time and money on a man who was little better than a plagiarist?
She left him staring out of the windows.
In the corridor she hesitated, then opened the door next to Jonathan’s. The room it revealed was painted white. Set into the facing wall was a large picture-screen on which Mae could see the drawing room, Jonathan seated at the piano, playing a simple three-note phrase over and over, over and over.
Ventori was alone in the viewing room, seated in a recliner, staring out at Graves over steepled fingers. He looked up in surprise, then opened his mouth to speak. Before he could utter a sound, Mae shut the door and headed for her room.


She took a light lunch alone, still triumphant at trapping Ventori at his games. Later, she settled at the Steinway in the practice suite adjoining her room to work on the Schumann piano concerto she would play in Paris.
Late in the afternoon she was interrupted by a knock at the door: a servant relaying a request from Jonathan that she join him.
Jonathan had moved the piano stool so that he could sit staring out across the gardens. His posture spoke of depression.
“You asked me to come,” said Mae, crossing the room. He had another hour of her time to use today, but that did not mean she had to make it easy for him.
He made no response. He stared at his hands, clasped between his knees. Mae positioned herself on the arm of a chair, so that she was in his line of vision. “Do you want me to play again?”
He looked up then, desolation in his eyes. All his earlier arrogance had fled. “I couldn’t work,” he said. “When I heard you play I was suddenly aware of the sparseness of the piece, the false economies I had used in my haste to produce something. And the solutions were there before me, ready to be plucked from the air. But...”
“But?” Mae could not help but empathise with Jonathan’s wretched state. She knew the desolation creation could bring.
“But... I lost it. It’s gone.”
“It’ll come again,” said Mae. All she could give him were platitudes. “It needs time.”
“You’re sure?” he said, his tone suddenly hostile, accusatory. “You know about these things, do you? I suppose you’re in Ventori’s pocket, just like all the others, aren’t you? You just want me to write. You just want to make money out of me.”
She was taken aback by the sudden swing in his mood. Only a minute earlier he had seemed so vulnerable she had even been willing to forgive him his crudeness of this morning. Most hateful of all was his accusation that she was just like all the others: motivated only by greed. “He pays me, yes,” she said. She kept her face expressionless. Let him think what he liked.
There was a silence then, time for Jonathan to visibly calm himself. Finally, he said, “Please, Mae. Will you tell me what’s happening here?”
“I am a pianist,” she said. “They pay me to play your music for two hours a day. Beyond that I know little.”
Jonathan looked around the room. “I know they watch me,” he said. “And I have some memories of a time before this. I know I was in a hospital once, that I was ill.”
Now Mae was convinced that he was some kind of psychiatric patient. PK Syntronics had discovered an idiot savant, someone they thought they could turn into some kind of musical production line. He certainly had a gift. It was just like the Academy, she mused: coaxing talent into full fruition. Only, this chateau in the depths of the Dordogne was a far more pleasant setting than that grim stone complex in Wenzhou.
Jonathan had risen and now he slid open the French windows. Glancing back into the room, he said, “I like to walk. You’ll join me?” There was a hint of his former brashness returning to his tone, to his mannerisms.
Mae shrugged, but stood nonetheless. She hated to admit it but she was intrigued. For the first time since she was a child, she wanted to find out more about another human being.
They walked across the gently sloping lawns, descending towards a neat circular lake. As the chateau diminished behind them, Mae felt pressure lifting from her shoulders. She glanced back at the building, a curious mix of the modern and what Ventori had told her was an eighteenth century manor house, one of the last to be built before the Revolution. The modern rarely blended well with the old, she thought.
It was warm for so late in the afternoon in the early autumn. A cooling breeze blew downy seeds across the surface of the lake.
Jonathan had said nothing since they left his room. Mae looked at him. He no longer seemed depressed. His expression was that of a child, eyes half-closed. Listening, she realised. To the sound of the breeze, of the chattering swallows dipping low across the wind-rilled lake. Perhaps he was genuinely gifted after all, she thought: there could be few people so fascinated by the everyday sounds of nature.
Confirming her thoughts, he said, “Listen. There’s music in everything.” Suddenly he reached out and pinched the lobe of her ear. “Such an under-used organ,” he continued, as she jerked away from his touch. “I sometimes sit here for hours, just listening to the world. Every sound I hear is a gift from the Lord.”
Later, as they reached the far side of the lake, Jonathan said, “Such an illusion of freedom.” He gestured all around. “Open lawns, a lake, forest... But it is all enclosed. I have explored. There is a wall, patrolled by guards and by strange-looking dogs carrying devices strapped to their backs. I am granted the freedom of the chateau, but I am effectively a prisoner.”
“We can leave whenever we choose,” said Mae, uncertainly, recalling Ventori’s words. “The security is to protect us from the world, not to restrain us. It is a fact of life for those with money.”
Jonathan seemed to have lost interest. His moods were so inconstant.
“How did you come to be here?” She was showing curiosity, betraying a weakness.
She waited for him to seize on it, but instead he said, simply, “I honestly do not know.”
“But where were you before? What did you do?” She would know if he had been successful as a composer and, with his clumsy style, he was clearly not a musician.
“Before? It seems that I had another life, very different from this one. But my memory is hazy. What little I can recall seems unreal and contradictory. The only part of my life that is real for me is the present: I am here in this pampered seclusion. Ventori wants me to compose and–” suddenly, violently, he struck his chest “–I feel this desperate need to compose, yet it does not come out in the shapes I carry in my head.”
He turned to her, took her hand, gripping it so hard she could not extract it. “They’re using me, Mae Chang. They want my music and they offer me riches, but my happiness is of no concern to them!”
Mae eased her hand out of his grip. She thought of Anton, of Ventori, of her parents growing fat off her money back in Quxian... of all the two-faced greedy agents, lawyers, promoters and publicists with whom she spent much of her working life. She smiled at Jonathan, said, “I know how you feel.”
She turned away. There was something in his posture, his odd mix of arrogance and vulnerability, that was reaching out to her.
“And you?” asked Jonathan, as they started to head back towards the chateau. “You are a pianist, I know. You have come to learn my music. Where are you from?”
She thought of Wenzhou, the Academy. Of how the Chinese authorities had seized on the idea of creating a new generation of world-beating musicians just as they had created a generation of athletes twenty years earlier. She had left Wenzhou at the age of ten, for the Taipei Conservatory and later, the London School of Music.
“Nowhere any more,” she said quietly. Concerts around the world since the age of fourteen, international stardom and acclaim. The sheer, heart-rending emptiness of it all.
“How old are you?”
“Eighteen.”
They approached the chateau. Jonathan paused outside the drawing room and looked up into the clear blue sky at the fluffing contrail of a long-gone jet. Then he cocked his head, listening intently again.
Mae listened too, and at first she could hear only silence interrupted by the occasional sounds of birds – but then she made out the distant, almost subliminal, drone of traffic.
Jonathan stepped inside, shaking his head. “The world is so strange,” he said.
He stopped by the piano, played a top C five times as if he was ringing a bell. “You will play the sonata again, I think. I feel ready to work.”
He had used up his two hours for today, but Mae resisted the impulse to walk straight past him and out of the door. She sat at the piano, sharing the stool as before, and waited as Jonathan started to scribble on his pad. Twenty minutes later he thrust two sheets of music at her and instructed her to play.
She gathered herself, then studied the changes he had made to the opening sequence of the slower second movement. When she was sure of herself she played, happy that Jonathan remained quiet by her side, his eyes closed and his head dipped, as if in prayer.
He nodded when she had finished, then turned to the next page of manuscript.
They worked through the score minutely, a page or two at a time. At nine o’clock a bell rang for dinner and Mae surfaced with a heady sense of accomplishment. For a mere copyist, Jonathan certainly had an acute critical faculty: he had identified many of the weaknesses Mae had spotted, but he had also made changes that overcame flaws she had failed to detect.
Now, returning to the real world, Mae smiled at Jonathan, aware of the intimacy they had shared for the last few hours.
Jonathan smiled back, then he seized her face in his big hands and forced his mouth onto hers. At first, she was too startled to resist, and his tongue forced itself deep into her mouth, so that she almost retched.
As his hand moved down her body and found one small breast she bit hard.
He cried out, and as he pulled away he fell off the stool they had shared.
Mae forced herself to stay calm as she stood and looked down at him, sprawling on the floor. Slowly, she turned and walked across to the door. She would not let him know that he had scared her, she would not give him that victory.
When she reached her own room she was sick in the basin.


He summoned her late the next afternoon and they worked through until dinner, establishing a routine that was repeated the following day. The events of the first evening went unmentioned, although it was noticeable that Jonathan did not press against her quite so intensely when they sat next to each other at the piano.
She watched Jonathan carefully, ready for any sudden swing in his mood. She had seen behaviour like this in a conductor who had later been exposed as a drug abuser. She remembered hearing somewhere that many of the symptoms of psychiatric patients were a result of the brain-altering drugs they were being treated with, rather than their condition. Perhaps that was the explanation for Jonathan’s shifting moods: a mixture of mental instability and whatever – perhaps innovative – drugs they were using to treat him.
She found herself drawn ever deeper into the mystery of this man and his uncanny gift. Indeed, at the end of the third day she realised that not once had she used the TV in her room, her usual fix – a reminder of the awfulness of the real world. The time with Jonathan was a time apart.
Over the first half of their week together, Mae wondered how she might get closer to Jonathan Graves. It seemed that to know him was impossible, as he hardly knew himself. He was adrift in a world that made little sense to him, his music his only anchor to reality, his only connection – apart from his lust – with Mae. Sometimes, during breaks from their work, Mae ventured tentative questions about his past: she asked about his childhood, asked about the places he had visited, the people he knew. On these occasions he withdrew into himself, losing the animation and enthusiasm of creation and becoming lost, confused.
At the end of her third full day at the Chateau d’Arouet, she left Jonathan’s drawing room early. When she poked her head around the door of the viewing room, she saw a man she did not know. In his white over-suit he looked like a medic.
“I want to see Dr Ventori,” she said.
The man nodded, then spoke into a phone. “He’ll be in the morning room in five minutes,” he told her.
When she entered the morning room – a long, narrow hall in the old part of the building – she saw Ventori standing with his back to her, admiring the view along the drive towards the entrance gates. He turned. “Ah, Ms Chang,” he said. “Might I ask how the work is proceeding?”
He would know already, of course. He was making small talk. Mae struggled to remind herself of how she handled such situations. To her surprise, she realised how far she had let her defences lapse in the last three days.
She shrugged, made her expression blank. “That all depends on what criteria you choose to judge by. You realise, of course, that his composition is far from original?”
Ventori nodded. “Jonathan shows certain influences, I agree. That is no bad thing, in my opinion: merely to be so good is original enough these days.”
“Where did you find him?” Revealing her curiosity, her weakness.
“Jonathan has a long history of mental instability, Ms Chang. For much of his life he has been institutionalised. His gift was identified by an enlightened junior doctor –”
“And PK Syntronics sees commercial possibilities in the work of such an idiot savant.”
Ventori smiled, nodded.
After a little more of the obligatory small talk, Mae returned to her room. Ventori had confirmed her suspicions, yet the encounter had done little to dislodge her own uncertainties.
As she climbed the stairs and walked through the now-familiar maze of empty corridors, she felt – not for the first time – that her every move was being watched, recorded. Before she fell asleep, it came to her that she and Jonathan were like rats in a maze.
~
The following morning she asked to be driven into the nearby town of Périgueux. She needed to get away for a time.
She felt a heady sense of release as she jumped from the Mercedes and lost herself in the flow of people. She visited a succession of boutiques, trying on outfit after outfit. The fact that she could buy whatever she wanted meant little to her, but she still experienced that same childish thrill she had first felt as a small girl in Taipei when she had seen the shops, all the goods stacked high.
Finally, the puritan peasant in her rebelled and she retreated to a McDonalds for a Coke and fries.
It was then that she understood how much she had enjoyed these last three days: the uninterrupted practices in the suite adjoining her room, the naive eagerness of Jonathan’s composition. She resolved to tell Anton, when she rejoined him in Paris, that she must have more times when she could shut herself away from the world like this.
She noticed a woman, sitting across from her at another window booth. She was in her mid-thirties, her features plain and undistinctive, her clothing casual. Every so often this woman had glanced over the glossy pages of her Cosmopolitan at Mae: not the familiar look of one who has recognized the famous – this was more discreet, more purposeful.
As the truth dawned, Mae felt her brief sense of release being dragged away. She should have expected it: even here, they were watching her.


That afternoon, following the routine they had established, Mae went to the drawing room. As ever, she had no idea which Jonathan would await her, where he would be on the spectrum from nervous and confused to brash and passionate.
He was bent over his large pad, scribbling notes as fast as he could.
“Hello.” He barely glanced up at the sound of her voice. She went across to the windows and looked out, waiting.
Finally, out of the corner of her eye, she saw him look up. There was an expression of triumph on his face, but it was rapidly replaced by uncertainty, caution.
“Is it ready?” she asked quietly.
“I... No. Not quite.”
But it must be close, she could tell. She took the manuscript from his hands and placed it on the piano. As she studied the notes, she saw that he must have worked through the night: the entire opening movement had been transformed so that now it suddenly pulled together everything that was to follow, drawing the listener in, tantalising, entrancing.
She took a deep breath, then started to play.
It was even better than she had anticipated: she would never have believed it possible to craft a piece such as this from that which had preceded it.
She remembered Ventori’s words: that to show influence was no bad thing, that merely to be good was original enough. This sonata was still decidedly Beethoven, but now it was more than just Beethoven, it was as if Jonathan had added something of himself to the piece, something personal.
When she had finished she sat slumped at the piano, the last note still suspended in the air. Finally, she turned to Jonathan. “It is magnificent,” she said. She realised that she was crying.
Jonathan opened his eyes and looked at her. He reached out and took her hands in his. “I thought I had lost it,” he said. “Or... or I never knew I had it. I don’t know.”
Impetuously, Mae leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. His mood was still subdued. She did not know what to do.
Tentatively, she extracted her hands and held them poised over the black and white keys of the Steinway. She played the first subdued notes of “Appassionata”, the most intensely personal of Beethoven’s piano sonatas.
Jonathan rose abruptly and walked across to the French windows. Suddenly, he hauled them open and started to run.
Mae stopped in dismay. Soon, Jonathan’s figure was tiny, reduced in perspective like a character on TV. Gradually, it dawned on her how crass she had been. By playing this piece she could have been implying that Jonathan was still a copyist, or that no matter how good he was he could never approach the master. How cruel and unthinking to confront him – at the climax of his own creativity – with proven genius!
She went and stood on the lawn, staring down at Jonathan’s retreating form. For a moment, the old barriers were up: she should shut herself off, retreat, hide her weaknesses.
With an almighty shudder she started to run, following Jonathan.
She reached the lake and paused to regain her breath. For a moment she had lost sight of him, then she saw that he was lingering in a small stand of trees, watching her. She composed herself, then walked across to join him.
For a long time they stood in silence, staring out across the coruscating expanse of water.
“That tune,” he said, then stopped.
Beethoven did not write tunes, she wanted to say, but she stopped herself. “Beethoven,” she said, instead. “I meant...” She did not know what she had meant – some kind of compliment, she hoped.
Jonathan looked puzzled. “Beethoven,” he repeated. It was as if the name was new to him.
Mae reached out and took his hand. “Come along,” she said, backing away from him like a child pulling at a kite. “Come and listen.”
He sat next to her on the piano stool with his eyes closed, just as he had before. All the time she played, he did not move.
When she had finished, he opened his eyes. The blankness in his gaze frightened her for a moment, then he turned and kissed her.
This time she did not pull away, did not resist. She liked the feel of him against her, his almost animal smell. She liked his hands on her body, the sensations he stirred deep inside her.
Some time later, they lay together in his bedroom, clinging to each other like the sole survivors of some terrible shipwreck.
In the morning, she left him to his work. “The piece is finished,” she told him, but he would not accept that it was. She asked Ventori for the car to take her into town again.


As the car swept down the drive and joined the main road, Mae caught a glimpse of an open-topped MG pulled up in a gateway. The Mercedes accelerated and Mae turned in her seat: the MG was following closely enough for her to see that the driver was the plain woman she had noticed in town the previous day.
Mae climbed out in the town centre. They could follow her if they liked. She made her way straight to the McDonalds. Junk food, TV and pop music were her vices. She ordered Coke and fries and went to sit by the window.
A short time later, the woman entered and to Mae’s surprise approached her booth.
She seemed nervous. “We must talk.”
Mae maintained a neutral expression. “About?”
“About what’s going on at the chateau.”
Mae was taken aback. She gestured at the seat opposite and the woman lowered herself into it. “Aren’t you...” She stopped. She had clearly been mistaken. “I thought you were working for PK Syntronics.”
“Me?” The woman was clearly surprised at the suggestion. “I thought you were working for them.”
Mae hesitated. “I have been hired by them,” she said. “But I am not in the company’s employment, as such. I am a pianist. 
 I–”
“I know,” said the woman. “You’re Mae Chang. I have your ‘Liebesträume’. I recognized you.” She paused, then added, “I’m sorry: I know who you are, but I still haven’t explained who I am.” She smiled, nervously. “My name is Isabelle Graves. I’m looking for someone – I hoped you might be able to help.”
Isabelle Graves. Mae struggled to keep her face blank. Hiding her weakness. “Who are you looking for?” she asked in a small voice.
“My husband,” said Isabelle. “His name is Jonathan. I believe he is at the Chateau d’Arouet. Have you, by any chance, met him?”
Mae swallowed, remembered the Press labels: be inscrutable! “Yes,” she said. “Jonathan is at the chateau. I am working with him on his new sonata.”
“His sonata?” Isabelle looked startled. “Jonathan?”
Mae nodded, keeping her eyes averted.
“But Jonathan has never written a note of music in his life. I mean, he loves music, of course, but he can’t even play a kazoo.” She was silent for a moment, studying Mae closely. “Can you tell me what’s going on out there? Why all this secrecy?”
“What do you mean?”
“Jonathan is a cultural historian. His research has been funded by PK Syntronics for three years – first on a rolling six month contract, then, in May, they extended it to five years. I last saw him over a month ago. He told me he was going away for a short period, that it was top secret. He was on a big bonus, he said, but I knew there was more to it than that: there was something that had hooked his interest. I knew it was no good opposing him. But I thought he’d at least keep in touch with me.”
“You heard nothing?”
Isabelle shook her head. “I only found out where they’ve put him by breaking into his work files at home. I want to know what’s going on, why all the mystery?”
Mae shook her head. “I really don”t know,” she said. “Your husband has written a magnificent piece of music, in the early Romantic style. I rehearse it with him and hope, one day, to be allowed to record it.” She decided not to worry the woman with the fact that her husband had no memory of her, or of his life outside the chateau.
Isabelle sighed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have bothered you. You must get hassled all the time.” Then she smiled. “I don’t know why I’ve left it so late, in any case: he’ll be back in three days.”
The announcement shocked Mae. She reminded herself that her contract was only for one week. But how could Jonathan return to England in his current aberrant mental state?
She glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry,” she said, hurriedly. “I must be getting back. Excuse me, please.”
“Of course. One thing: is Jonathan keeping well?”
Looking down at the table again, Mae nodded. “Yes. Yes, he’s fine.”
She turned away, went out into the street, her expression blank.


That night, she stayed with Jonathan again, feeling a new kind of guilt, of betrayal.
She pushed her fingers through the tangles of his hair and whispered, “Can you remember anything from before the chateau?”
In the pale moonlight, she saw Jonathan’s brow crease. The man she loved. All afternoon and evening she had fought to hide from him the pain she felt inside. “Anything?” she repeated, hoping that, in a flash, he would recall his previous life, that he had never been married and Isabelle had been lying.
“Like a dream, half-forgotten as you wake,” he said. “Even as you try to grasp the shards of memory they flee, become indistinct. Some faces, I recall. Buildings... a cobbled square and the tall spire of a magnificent church or cathedral.” He shook his head. “I know I have recalled other snippets at other times, but it never slots together. Before I was here, before I had you, Mae, I was not a complete person.”
He turned to her, stroked her cheek. “The past is gone,” he said. “The present is what is important. And the future.”
Mae pressed her face into his chest, trying to hide her agony.


For the next two days they were inseparable. Even when Jonathan composed, Mae sat quietly in the room, watching him, loving him. She wanted to store every moment they shared so that she might fill the long days ahead with these memories.
He finished the sonata, although he would not admit it, had to keep tinkering, making changes he would later undo.
Whenever she could, Mae tried to get hold of Ventori, only to be told by whoever she found that he was unavailable but would speak to her at the earliest opportunity. Finally, she tackled a woman who had been watching them from the observation room.
“Tell Dr Ventori I must see him,” Mae demanded. “He brought me here under false pretences and I have reason to believe he has done the same – if not worse – to Mr Graves. If these circumstances are made public I can make sure PK Syntronics’ reputation is dragged through the shit! Do you hear me?”
The woman was clearly stunned by Mae’s onslaught. “Dr Ventori will be back tomorrow,” she said. “He cannot see you before then.”
Mae smiled. “Is it true that Mr Graves is leaving tomorrow?”
The woman nodded. “That’s right,” she confirmed. “Tomorrow afternoon.”


That night Jonathan seemed amused by her passion, concerned at her tears. “Mae,” he said. “Mae. What’s troubling you?”
She lay her head on his chest, so close to telling him – of his wife, of the inevitable awfulness of the world – but she knew that would be cruel. There was nothing she could do about it.
The following morning Mae played the finished sonata all the way through and it was the performance of a lifetime. Afterwards, she smiled at Jonathan through her tears.
Ventori arrived at noon, accompanied by two medics. “Time for some more therapy,” he told Jonathan.
Jonathan was studying Mae’s carefully composed features. “Mae?” he said, clearly sensing something amiss.
She made herself smile, said, “See you at dinner, Jonathan, my love.” In silence, she watched him pass from the room.
When he had gone, she turned to Ventori. “Tell me the truth,” she said. “I have met his wife.”
He was visibly surprised by that: a chink in his otherwise meticulous planning.
“I apologise for the subterfuge,” said Ventori. “But I believe it was necessary: you would never even have listened to me if I had asked you to come and work with Beethoven. I had to offer you what you wanted: peace, escape, refuge.”
“But...” How could Jonathan be Beethoven?
“Mr Graves is a historical research technician with PK Syntronics. He was working as part of a team studying the memetic patterns of Beethoven’s work when he was selected for his current role. Musicologists identified the recurrent themes and patterns of Beethoven’s work, the individual techniques and variations which are uniquely his own: his memes, to use the jargon. Historical psychologists studied the man himself: the key points in his life, his influences, what made him function as an individual different from all others. When all of these elements have been broken down to their essential units – quantised, if you like – it is possible to reconstruct from them a functional model of an individual’s creative processes.”
Mae interrupted him. “But that has been done already,” she said. “What about Lennon, Gershwin, Marley?” These programmed simulacra had been churning out material commercially for at least five years – Bowie’s latest opera was created in collaboration with his own memetic model. A new Lennon song was identifiably John Lennon, but it was never really Lennon.
Ventori nodded, as if pleased with the progress of a troublesome pupil. “But never before has such a finely detailed simulacra been produced,” he said. “Never before has such a model been programmed into a volunteer’s brain by a carefully executed programme of eidetic instruction. Where the earlier models you mention have been no more than simulations, for the past month Jonathan has been Beethoven in every sense but the physical – he has been driven by the same drives, his thoughts and behaviour shaped by the same psychological influences, he has been equipped with the same musical vocabulary...”
Mae stopped listening. Eidetics had been in the news just before she had come to the chateau: a controversial, and risky, treatment for severe psychosis. European parliament had recently sanctioned its use for the psychological “readjustment” of the criminally insane.
Jonathan! What have they done to you?
Ventori continued, “We are aware of the risks involved – as is Jonathan. Now that his work is complete, he is being deprogrammed – Beethoven is being stood down.”


She made herself go and say goodbye. She had watched out for Isabelle Graves’ red MG from a second floor window and when it swung through the gates she rushed downstairs. She was breathless by the time she reached the foyer, afraid she had missed him.
She pushed through the door, then stopped.
Jonathan, his wife at his side, was shaking hands with Ventori. As Mae watched, the pain in her heart like a twisting knife, he turned and walked towards the car. She hurried down the steps, stopped only when Ventori seized her roughly by the arm. She turned on him and something in her manner seemed to communicate with the man, as he released her, raised a hand in a placatory gesture.
“Jonathan,” she said, so softly that he could easily fail to hear.
He turned and looked at her. His brow creased: his puzzled look. Is it you, I love? she thought. Or is it some other you?
Or somewhere in between.
“Goodbye, Jonathan,” she said.
He smiled, nodded, climbed into the low car. “Goodbye,” he said, as if he didn’t know her, or was it just an act?


Mae Chang finished the piece in a daze of emotion, the first time she had played it in public. She stood, rocked by the volume of applause, and for once she did not feel the urge to flee. She bowed, tears blurring her vision of the audience, accepted the bouquet from another identikit girl. Then more flowers started to land all around her, raining down from the massed crowd.
The story of the new Beethoven had become public knowledge in November, just before the release of Mae’s recording. But no one knew the real story behind the headlines.
She hadn’t seen him since that last day at the Chateau d’Arouet. Her only contact with him had been a handwritten note passed to her through Anton: You played “Appassionata” to me, I believe. I have decided to call this one, simply, “Passion”. Yours, Jonathan.
Mae left the stage. Anton hurried her to the dressing room. She collapsed into a chair before the mirror, Anton smiling at her from the door.
“If you don’t mind, Anton – I want to be alone.”
His smile widened. “I’ve heard from him,” he said.
Mae felt her heart thumping. “From Jonathan?”
“He’s going to do it again in the New Year: he’s going to the chateau for treatment.” Anton waved a piece of paper at her. “I have the contract here, Mae. He wants you to work with him again. He wants you to help him with his tenth symphony...”
She snatched the contract from his fingers, pushed him through the door and sat down heavily. She stared at the print, trying to make sense of it, but it was just so much legalese.
She looked up at her reflection in the mirror. More than anything she wanted to see Jonathan again, renew her affair with the only man she had ever loved.
But how could she return to the chateau? The real Jonathan Graves was a married man, someone she did not know and had never really met. The man she loved was a mere construct, a psychological simulacrum of someone who had lived two hundred years ago – and what kind of love was that?
Mae Chang wondered what to do as she stared into the mirror, her expression blank.





Sugar and Spice
Axel Webber came upon the exhibition quite by chance.
He arrived on the planet of Serenity in the early hours, slept till midday and left the hotel late in the afternoon, as the cries of the muezzins ululated across the city’s packed rooftops. He was quite unprepared for the alienness of Vallore, the narrow streets and the three-storey, sand-coloured buildings. Even the citizens disturbed him, many garbed in white djellabas with only their eyes showing, watching him suspiciously. Others wore the long black frock-coats of Hasidic Jews, or the rainbow cloaks of religious cults new to him. He reminded himself that Serenity was the world where every belief system under the sun had found refuge.
He soon became lost and disoriented. He hurried down lanes and alleys, followed by a crowd of ragged children and beggars drawn to his offworld clothing and the possibility of a few tourist coins. He ignored their outstretched hands, their cries of baksheesh. He increased his pace, becoming more agitated by the second. He wondered how he might react if the crowd turned violent. His small handgun would be no protection against so many.
Perhaps a part of his discomfort was not so much the importuning of the hordes as the fact that his ex-lover, Nicole deGryse, had chosen this stinking hell-hole in which to spend the last years of her life. She had chosen to live here, rather than with him on Earth?
He had come to Serenity to retrieve her cremated remains. He had thought he’d buried his feelings for her deep in the layers of his past – indeed, he had felt little emotion at the news of her death. He was a self-contained man, a man without ties, emotional or physical. Nothing had a hold over Webber, or so he liked to believe.
And yet... he had felt compelled to come here, to see where Nicole had spent her final years.
He caught sight of the silver domes at the end of the street, their modern architecture speaking of civilisation and sophistication after the squalor of the city. A sign in English, beneath the flowing Urdu script, informed him that this was the Vallore Museum of Modern Art.
He hurried towards the entrance, relieved as he passed into the air-conditioned coolness that the beggars fell away and did not follow him inside.
He moved from dome to dome, giving cursory inspection to a series of emotionless plasma graphics and neograms which formed the bulk of a visiting display. Unfamiliar with the unwritten, elitist rules which differentiated between the acceptable and the passé, and unable to formulate any such rubric of his own, Webber had never developed more than a passing appreciation for art. All he could discern was that the order and formality of these works was in stark contrast with the all-pervasive chaos of the city outside, and thus highlighted their artifice.
He found himself in a courtyard from which he could access any number of globular annexes. He strolled through the nearest entrance, enjoying the cool air and emptiness of the museum.
The display area was easily fifteen metres in diameter, but it was entirely taken up by a single exhibit – the representation of a young girl rendered in exquisite detail. Something within him surged involuntarily at the extraordinary lifelike quality of the sculpture.
He looked around. Vines and creepers obscured the concave inner wall of the dome, filtering and muting the light from outside. He was pleased to see that he was alone, as if reluctant to have others witness his appreciation. He approached the exhibit with a kind of reverent circumspection, as if a sudden movement on his part might startle the statue into flight.
He stopped at the low barrier and stared at the girl, seated on a small, grassy hillock, brown legs folded beneath her. She was wearing a simple green slip and she had a sharp arrowhead of a face, with angled cheekbones, burning emerald eyes and a jet black, feathered fringe. Her head was tilted, as if she was staring up at invisible stars, and an inert tear, a quicksilver dew-drop, hung on the curve of her cheek.
“What are little girls made of?”
He looked round, startled.
“What are little girls made of?”
The words, those of a child, filled the air.
“Sugar and spice
“And all things nice,
“That’s what little girls are made of.”
As the words echoed around the dome, Webber suddenly understood what it was about the exhibit that reached out to him: not so much the innocence alluded to in the rhyme, but the sense of innocence, the vulnerability and the inevitability of change.
Something tight in his throat, Webber moved around the perimeter of the display, staring at the lines and planes of throat and cheek, the scintillating highlights of her hair. He stopped before a plaque set into the foot of the knoll. ‘Sugar and Spice’ by Helebron of Xyré, it read. Beneath the title and artist was a note to the effect that the piece was on loan to the Aga of Rhaqalle.
Nicole had been staying in the commune of the Aga, a follower of his Cult of the Prophet. The cult was a strange brew of Islamicist and Paganist beliefs which had been fashionable five years before when Nicole had left Webber, careless of the damage she caused by so easy a disregard of the trust he had given her.
The message asking that Webber remove Nicole’s ashes had come as a surprise that it was to him she had turned when she knew the illness would finish her. He had found bitter satisfaction in the thought that in the years since she had departed she had found no closer relationship than the one she had abandoned.
“What are little girls made of?”
He was not startled by the voice this time, but then, seconds later, he saw that he was no longer alone. A slim woman stood behind him and to one side, staring at the sculpture. She wore black flares, a tight tunic of the same shade, and a velvety purple cape. Her face was bronzed, contrasting sharply with her bleached blonde hair.
Webber returned his attention to the exhibit. He would wait a short time before leaving, so as not to make the woman feel she had driven him away.
“What do you think?” she said in a conversational tone, indicating the statue.
When he glanced in the woman’s direction he saw that she was watching him, waiting. Feeling compelled to reply, he said, “I find it quite... striking.”
She nodded. “Many people find it uplifting,” she said, as if disappointed that he conformed to stereotype.
“You?” he asked, intrigued.
“I find it devastatingly tragic,” she said softly. “A mere creation, so lifelike.”
Now that he looked more closely, Webber saw that the woman wore a stylised tear on her cheek like a jewel, matching the statue’s tear.
He wondered if she was a cultist – the Cult of the Prophet was positively orthodox when compared to some of the odd belief systems that prospered in Serenity’s sandy retreats. Maybe this work had acquired some sort of religious significance for the woman. He had heard about sociopaths whose obsession with a work of art, or another person, could turn from adulation to the compulsive need to possess or destroy. But apart from the affectation of the teardrop, this woman betrayed no sign of mental dysfunction.
She was watching him. “You’re an offworlder?”
He nodded. It was not a difficult deduction.
She moved forward and reached for his hand. He let her raise it, study his palm. “You’re from Earth,” she said. “Eastern Europe, I think.”
He decided to humour her. “Vienna.”
“You’re on a mission here,” she said. “Are you a spy, perhaps?”
He looked away, withdrew his hand. “I have business in Rhaqalle,” he said brusquely.
“It’s a difficult place to get into,” she said. “They don’t welcome visitors unless they’ve been vetted and plan to stay.”
“I know,” he said. “I’ve been invited.”
She glanced at the exhibit. “Helebron is staying in Rhaqalle,” she said. “He is a guest of the Aga.”
Webber started to walk slowly around the exhibit once again. He indicated the plaque set into the foot of the hillock. “There doesn’t seem to be much information available.”
The woman stood where he had left her. She looked at him across the shoulder of the hillock. “What do you wish to know?” she asked.
He shrugged. As the knoll came between him and the woman, he considered. When he could see her again, he said, “How did Helebron create such a realistic representation?”
“From life,” she said simply. “All art comes from life.” He raised his eyebrows, prompting her to add, “The technique itself is Helebron’s alone. Or rather, one he learned from his Xyréan mentors. The small human community on Xyré is very close to the native race – far closer than they are to humankind.”
Suddenly, Webber saw something in the alignment of the girl and the woman. “Who is she?” he asked.
The woman looked down at the floor. “My daughter,” she said. “Jade was my daughter.”
He noted her use of the past tense. He wanted to say something, to equate the woman’s loss with his own, and so share the burden of her grief. But he could not. He was an insular man. He completed his circuit of the dome in silence.
“I came to Serenity after Jade’s death,” she said.
He thought of how cruel chance could be – if chance it was: that an artist from a distant planet had brought his work to where the mother of his deceased model should be staying...
He decided to go, leave the woman alone with her memories. Before he could excuse himself, the woman said, “You probably think it macabre that I come here like this. But there is something of Jade that lingers in this work, an essence. Can’t you feel it?”
He nodded, wary. He could not deny that he had felt something special, a frisson of energy, on encountering this exhibit.
“I thought that it was just me,” he said.
She shook her head vehemently. Then she took his hand again and before he knew what was happening she had stepped over the low barrier. Compliant, if a little alarmed, he followed. They climbed the knoll and paused only when they were level with the figure of the girl.
“There,” the woman said. “Can you feel it now?”
It seemed that the very air about the sculpture was alive with an electric charge that all but hummed with vitality. Somehow – though he later told himself that he had imagined this – he could sense the girl’s personality. He could feel her innocence and youth and yearning for life, and yet at the same time he was aware of a subtle, tragic undercurrent.
“Touch her,” said the woman.
He did as instructed. He moved his fingers towards the girl’s cheek. Instead of touching warm, yielding flesh, as he had almost expected to do, his fingertips encountered a surface as cold and hard as glass. And instantly he no longer perceived the harmony of Jade’s emotions in the air. A feeling like that of death overwhelmed him, an absolute negativity.
He withdrew his fingers quickly, and instantly her vitality was restored. He wondered that something so beautiful could also be so terrifying.
“Sometimes I want to hold her, as you would a child,” said the woman. “Sometimes I think there is a key I can use to reawaken her, the Disney prince’s kiss.”
Webber stared at her, his brain following the tracks she had lain for him. “This... this is your daughter?” he said, still disbelieving.
She nodded. “Helebron of Xyré killed Jade,” she said. “He turned her into a work of art in what he termed a ‘process of vitrification’. He has tormented me with her fate ever since.”
Webber followed her down the hillock and over the barrier. She stopped by the exit. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Even after six years the wounds have not yet healed.”
“Of course,” he said. “I–”
“Powers,” she said, interrupting him. She offered her hand for him to shake formally. “Kandy Powers.”
“Axel Webber,” he said.
“I know a good restaurant,” she murmured. “The best on Serenity. Join me?”
He was amazed, in retrospect, at how easily she seduced him.


They dined at an exclusive outdoor restaurant. At first they spoke little, then she asked Webber why he was on Serenity, why he was going to Rhaqalle. He found himself telling Kandy of Nicole, his relationship with her, and his pain at her departure. He had thought that he had adequately dealt with the wounds she had inflicted; he had not realised that they were still there, ready to be reopened.
“The Aga has her ashes,” he said. “He offered to have them spread in the desert, but I declined. I wanted to come to Serenity, to see what it was that she left me for. Then I will take her remains back to Earth.”
They ate their spiced oasis fish and curried yams in silence. Over a mid-meal honeyed wine, he asked her, “Your daughter... how could anyone do such a thing? How is he allowed to get away with it?”
“There are people capable of almost anything,” Kandy said. “You shouldn’t be surprised. He got away with his crime because nobody could prove a thing against him.”
“But the statue!”
“–is a beautiful work of art, composed entirely of an exotic crystal found on the planet of Xyré. Samples have been taken, but there is not the slightest physical trace of my daughter in the sculpture. And of course Helebron has always been careful not to incriminate himself. In his many public statements about the piece, he only ever hints at its true nature. Over the years he has sent me sensories of the piece so that I could all but be there with it. He has sent reviews which praise his genius, interviews where he explains the symbolism of the piece. He has become very fashionable: killing my daughter was a brilliant career move on his part. And, finally, he sends me the work itself.”
Webber studied Kandy’s composed face. Choosing his words carefully, he said, “Are you absolutely certain that Helebron is telling the truth?”
She looked up sharply. “You touched her,” she said. “I always doubted his claims – even the sensories were ambiguous. But since the exhibit came to Serenity, I have known. The sculpture is my daughter.”
When they had finished their meal, Kandy reached across the table and put a hand on Webber’s. “Will you take me home?” she said.
She had an apartment in the cosmopolitan part of town overlooking the oasis. The living area of the penthouse suite was large, as if several rooms had been knocked into one. The floors were made of glowing desert wildwood, with low beams of the same, and exotic trailing plants everywhere.
While Kandy poured a viscous blue liqueur into two long glasses like test-tubes, Webber strolled through the vine-festooned archways. Strange plants and shrubs in demijohns and terrariums alternated with prints, crystals and neograms, all depicting Jade. They showed the girl from an early age right through to her teens: laughing, posing, riding on the backs of strange animals, cavorting in the surf on a bodyboard.
Webber paused before a free-standing neogram showing a family scene: Jade with her arms around Kandy, standing beside a thick-set man who looked to be in his fifties. The little girl was laughing, the sound activated by Webber’s presence, and looking from her mother to the man. Her child’s voice was recognisable as that which recited the nursery rhyme in Helebron’s exhibit.
Kandy stepped through the arch and handed Webber his drink.
“Jade’s father?”
Her smile was nostalgic as she stared at the ’gram. “My husband, Edourd. That was taken on Bruckner’s World, the year before his death.”
Webber said nothing. She had lost so much.
“He was killed by a terrorist bomb,” she volunteered. “Not by the blast, but by the biological fallout.”
He moved away into the centre of the room. He did not understand how the mood could swing so dramatically when he was with this woman: from light, humorous conversation to shared intimacies about tragedy and loss. Within a short time of meeting Kandy Powers he had come closer to her than to anyone since Nicole.
“You’re an artist?” he asked, trying to manufacture another swing of mood. The neograms distributed around the suite looked like the work of a professional.
“I was,” she said. “Commercial work, mostly – advertising, corporate iconography. I only produced my own work occasionally, when inspiration came.” She hesitated, then continued. “After Edourd died I moved in new directions, and for a short time I was quite successful. But no longer. I stopped all that.” Now, she looked up and Webber saw how intense she had become. “I was driven to create work I did not fully understand. And then I learnt that even the purest work of creation has its consequences. I’ve produced nothing for several years.”
Webber was out of his depth. If he had no understanding of art itself, how could he possibly begin to understand the motivations of those who produced it?
Kandy tipped her glass and a length of blue liquid slipped down her throat.
“What do you do now?” Webber asked. “Without your art?” Or your daughter.
“Carpe diem,” she said, and smiled at his frown. “Live for the day.” She gestured at his empty glass. “Another drink? Something stronger this time?” She moved to the bar and poured a green concoction into two bulbous glasses.
He took the drink and held it up to the light. “What is it?”
“A love philtre,” she said, watching him above the rim of her glass as she swallowed the liquid in one.
Her bedroom was a glass-enclosed chamber with a view over the rippling water of the oasis, illumination provided by Serenity’s midnight auroral lights. Webber found himself in new territory, neither casual affair nor the kind of intense love he thought he had shared with Nicole. Kandy had no need of him, he knew. He was a refuge in a storm, a source of comfort in a life that had experienced so much loss.
When he woke the next morning, Kandy was propped up on one elbow, looking down at him. “When are you going to Rhaqalle?” she asked in a whisper.
“Tonight. Perhaps tomorrow morning.”
She waited, letting the silence expand, then said, “Can I come with you?”
The surge of delight he felt was tempered by sudden caution. “Why?” he asked.
“I want to see Helebron. I will beg him to end his torment of me.” Then she lowered her head, kissed Webber on the shoulder, the neck. “And you, Axel,” she murmured, pushing him onto his back. “I don’t want to lose you so soon after having found you...”


In his hotel room later that day he booked two air tickets to Rhaqalle, then started a trawl for information about Helebron of Xyré. He felt that he was betraying Kandy, but at the same time he felt an undeniable need to find out more about her traumatic past. How else might he help her?
After four hours he had found little. Sources on Serenity were limited – exotic art not being a priority here – and access speed for offworld links was infuriatingly slow. He fetched a drink from the bar, then sat back and watched again the three skimpy reviews he had found. Only one of them mentioned the piece entitled ‘Sugar and Spice’, and that only in passing.
Then he noticed a projected icon pulsing to attract his attention. One of his searches had come up with something. “Okay,” he assented, and instantly a projection sprang into 3D life on the wall of his hotel room.
A tall, straw-limbed man with unkempt grey hair and dark, brooding eyes was seated on a wall so low that his knees were thrust up to the level of his chest. The fact of Xyré’s low gravity was clearly demonstrated by Helebron’s gangling limbs. The first words he said were ‘sugar and spice’ – the search had started the interview at the relevant point.
“Sugar and spice and all things nice, that’s what little girls are made of.” Helebron paused, stared into the room with a little smile on his face. “My fellow artists will understand entirely what I mean by this piece.”
Had he said artist or artists? Instantly, Webber found that he was listening to the interview as if it was directed solely at Kandy.
“The purity... the innocence of one so young, on the threshold of a full and adult life. Yet frozen at this point. Not allowed to live beyond it. Trapped in a realm beyond even death.”
Icons pulsed. Webber selected one and the interviewer’s voice asked the artist, “What bearing does your interpretation of this theme, both metaphorical and psychodirective, have on the losses suffered in your non-art-oriented life?”
Helebron barely paused. “I know what it is to have a child taken from me. The loss of my own son naturally has a great impact on what – and how – I create.” Again, he stared out of the wall at Webber. “Perhaps this is my revenge,” he continued. “Perhaps I am driven to trap innocence – to crystallise it – just as my own son’s was trapped.” He chuckled amiably, then concluded, “In many ways, I suppose you could say that by freezing Jade Powers’ innocence in my work I have killed her!”
Webber watched the entire interview, at first jumping from question to question, then real-time, but he learnt little more.


She was waiting at her apartment, sitting on the balcony in shorts and sandals. She came to him and wrapped her arms about his neck, but then she seemed to sense something uncertain in his attitude. “What is it?”
He looked into her eyes. “I saw an interview with Helebron. I want to know what happened.”
She tensed, then pulled away. She stood for some time with her back to him, then glanced over her shoulder. “You’ve been investigating me?”
“I want to help you,” he said. “I thought it was the most painless way for me to find out – all I did was watch an interview. And now I’m confused. You lost your daughter, Helebron lost his son...” He crossed to Kandy, touched her shoulder. “What happened, Kandy? I want to help you.”
Her head tipped back as he kneaded her tense neck muscles. “My husband, Edourd,” she said. “It took a month for the viral agents from the fallout of the terrorists’ bomb to kill him. I nursed him to the end, as he was gnawed to death by the cancers... He was an innocent man – a peace protestor petitioning on behalf of a persecuted family. The bomb was democratic, it didn’t discriminate between the innocent and the guilty.
“Afterwards I abandoned my commercial contracts and tried to become a real artist. My work was bitter and cynical.” She smiled. “Art as therapy, if you like. But even therapy can have unforeseen consequences.
“I started to receive some recognition, boosted by the notoriety of some of my works. There was one piece particularly. I called it, ‘What are little boys made of?’ Its centrepiece was a biological replica of the body of a young boy – real flesh, real organs, but it had never lived. I placed the figure on a large dissecting board and peeled back the skin, pinning out the internal organs as if it were a laboratory dissection. All apart from its face, which remained intact, smiling. Every so often, triggered by the presence of a viewer, a voice would recite the nursery rhyme:
“What are little boys made of?
“What are little boys made of?
“Slugs and snails,
“And puppy dogs’ tails,
“That’s what little boys are made of.
“I didn’t find out what had happened to Helebron’s son until some time after he killed Jade in revenge.”
Webber led Kandy across to a sofa, where they sat, her head resting on his shoulder. “What happened?”
She looked up at him, eyes brimming with tears ready to match the false one on her cheek. “A psychopath took my work as the basis for his own perversion. He killed four young boys, pinned them out on the ground. He labelled their organs: slugs, snails, puppy dogs’ tails. One of the boys was Helebron’s son. He held me personally responsible.”
“But... the killer would have killed anyway.”
“But he would not have killed those particular boys in that manner. In the general sense my work might not have been responsible. But in the specific...”
The difference between Kandy and Helebron was clear. Where Kandy had been driven to create work which others had abused, Helebron was driven to abuse directly through his work.
She rubbed at her eyes, then turned to him with a determined expression, which he had come to recognise. “That’s why I must go to Rhaqalle,” she said. “I see now that all powerful works of art have their consequences, whether intended or not. I am ready to plead with Helebron to stop tormenting me.”
Webber nodded. “I’ve made the arrangements,” he said. “The flight leaves this afternoon.”


The rolling desert landscape – so like the classic deserts of Araby – made it somehow apt that an Islamicist-Paganist cult should have its home here. The aircraft took them first over scrubby hills and dry, rubble-strewn wadis, then over endless kilometres of parallel dunes. Occasional escarpments broke the monotony, their leeward sides calved away in curves as precise as the blade of a scimitar. Webber could see no reason why anyone would wish to settle on such a forbidding planet. Perhaps that was why the cults had been able to flourish: leftover people living on the crumbs ignored by the Expansion.
Had Nicole been a leftover person, he mused? Had he really offered her so little that she had opted for a life in such an inhospitable place?
They spent most of the journey in uneasy silence. Kandy sat morosely at Webber’s side, fingernails digging into his leg. “I’m scared,” she confided at one point.
“It’s okay,” he said, inadequately. “It will soon be over.”
They were not the only passengers on the plane. There was a group of a dozen new converts, fresh in from Tartarus, where the Cult had been recruiting heavily. These people put Webber on edge with their evangelical enthusiasm: at first they approached him, mistaking him for one of their own; his scepticism merely marked him down as raw material for them to work on. The more experienced acolytes were discreet, polite but not overbearing, dressed in jeans, long-sleeved shirts, not the affected djellabas and chadors of the converts.
Misled by the desert landscape, he half-expected Rhaqalle to be a cluster of Bedouin tents gathered around a palm-fringed oasis. The place was in fact a small town, with square, white-washed buildings, its blocky skyline broken by the occasional dome and minaret.
A man in jeans, tinted shades and a shirt bearing a crescent moon emblem, approached Webber and Kandy as they emerged from the drab transit office. “Axel Webber?” he asked in a thick accent, glancing at Webber and then staring pointedly at Kandy.
Webber nodded. “A friend,” he said, gesturing to Kandy. “She will be staying with me.”
The man shrugged. “The Aga’s arranged a room for you at the Lodge. When you are ready he will see you. You come with me. I show you.”
They followed the man through crowded streets and across a packed market-place to a large building, the walls of which were daubed with the Aga’s symbol of a crescent moon rising behind a celtic cross.
After checking in at reception, they were shown up to a simple room on the third floor. There was a single bed, a jug of water and a chipped enamel bowl. On the windowsill was what looked like a scorpion; their guide merely flicked it out of the window with the back of his hand. “You settle yourselves,” he said. “Downstairs I will wait. When you are ready we go see the Aga.”
When the man had gone, Webber turned to Kandy, shocked at how exhausted she looked after the journey. “Get some rest,” he said. “I’ll be back later.”
She smiled, nodded, then lowered herself onto the bed.


Out in the street the muezzins were calling the faithful to worship the moon goddess. Each time their piercing wails echoed between the buildings Webber’s guide reached down and touched the ground with his fingertips. Webber wondered if he should do the same, but decided not to; he was more likely to cause offence with feigned affiliation.
They waited outside a mosque until the worshippers began to emerge. Webber stood to one side, studying the faces of the acolytes as they filed past, wondering for the thousandth time what had drawn Nicole to this place. Why had she chosen this one amongst all the countless cults of the Expansion? Why had she needed religion at all?
His guide touched his sleeve, murmured, “Now we can enter. The Aga will see you.”
They removed their shoes and stepped into the mosque, crossed a great, vaulted chamber of marble, its floor polished over the decades by the prayer mats of the faithful.
Seated casually on a stone bench was a small man in a light jacket and flared leggings. The man nodded as Webber and his guide halted before him. His hair was dark, his skin lined and bronzed with exposure to the sun. A small moustache lined his upper lip, as if applied with a pen.
“You must be Axel Webber,” said the man, offering a hand.
Webber took the hand, shook.
“I am the Aga of Rhaqalle,” the man said. “I must say, you are not what I expected: a man who travels so far out of obligation to one who has departed. I had expected a romantic, or perhaps an obsessive. You are, if you will forgive my directness, an ordinary man.”
“Nicole meant a lot to me,” he said. “I wanted to learn why she came here.”
The Aga smiled. “You are ready for enlightenment? If not, then all you will perceive is sand and poverty. I see that I am right: you see the sand and wonder why your lover should choose such a place to live and die. Nicole saw beyond the sand.”
Seeing beyond the sand was as good as he had ever come up with. He saw now that his journey had been futile: if he had been equipped to understand what it was that Nicole had sought, then such a trip would never have been necessary.
The Aga gestured at Webber’s guide. “Rani will fetch the ashes,” he said. “He will bring them to your room. I pray that enlightenment finds you in the end. Salaam aleikum.”
Webber allowed himself to be led away by Rani, the guide. As they passed from the cool precincts of the mosque, and into the searing heat of the day, Webber paused. “I wonder,” he said. “I learnt that someone is staying here, an acquaintance of a friend. Would you be able to show me where he is staying? His name is Helebron – the artist from Xyré.”
Rani nodded. “Sure,” he said. “I show you to Helebron.”


Rani took him through a succession of side streets and alleyways, and across a bustling market until they came to a courtyard. Rani pointed towards a square white building, much like any other in this oasis town. “The room at the end is his,” he said. “You want me to wait?”
Webber thanked him, then approached the open door arch set into the end of the building. Doors opened off a long corridor, but he ignored them until he reached the end. He knocked, and almost immediately a deep voice sounded, in a tongue unfamiliar to Webber. He pushed the door open.
The room was dim, and when his eyesight adjusted he made out tables and chairs fashioned from a dark old wood, all laden with... Webber fought his surprise. The rectangular room resembled more the work place of a taxidermist than the studio of an artist. Perhaps a hundred small animals – lizard-like creatures, birds, a vast selection of scorpions like the one Webber had seen earlier – filled the chamber. Each tiny sculpture was flawless, just as the sculpture of Jade Powers was flawless.
“Yes?”
A seated figure looked up from behind a desk. It was the man from the interview: Helebron of Xyré. He was in the process of examining a chunky beetle in the palm of his hand. His withered old features made him seem somehow less alive than the crystallised menagerie surrounding him.
“My name is Axel Webber. We have a mutual acquaintance.”
The artist watched him silently.
“Kandy Powers. She says... she claims that you killed her daughter.”
“Powers, yes,” said Helebron. “She killed my son. A fair exchange.” Disconcertingly, he glided out from behind the desk. He was seated in a powered invalid carriage. His body beneath a grey djellaba was hideously emaciated, useless away from the paltry gravity of Xyré. “She’s here?” he asked. “She sends only a messenger?”
“She doesn’t know I’m here. She wants to see you. She wants an end to her torment.”
Helebron turned away, his face looking suddenly skull-like in relief. “Powers has suffered only a fraction of what I suffered,” he said. “Her daughter was not tortured before her death, Mr Webber. All Kandy Powers has suffered is the pain of loss, not the knowledge of what her child has endured.”
Casually, Webber reached into his jacket and withdrew the handgun. “You disgust me,” he said. He levelled the gun. A slight tightening of his forefinger and the artist would torment Kandy no more.
Helebron stared at him contemptuously, then brushed a hand across the controls of his chair, manoeuvring himself behind the desk again.
Webber was left aiming at empty air. He could not kill a man, even one as despicable as Helebron.
“You are right,” said the artist, matter-of-factly. “It is time for the suffering to end. ‘Sugar and Spice’ has achieved its goal. I am not the ogre you think me.”
Webber was puzzled. “What do you mean?”
Helebron’s eyes flicked around the room. “Choose one of my works,” he said. “Pick it up. Go on.”
Webber reached for one of the scorpions on a nearby shelf. As his fingers neared it, he experienced a frisson, a charge of vitality and then, as his hand closed around the object, he sensed only emptiness, death.
“Now,” said Helebron. “Observe!”
The artist waved his arm in a theatrical manner – performed, Webber thought later, to hide some other movement responsible for what happened next.
Suddenly, the scorpion squirmed in his grip. He opened his hand, saw the viciously arched tail. He jerked his hand away, so that the creature dropped to the floor and scuttled off, disappearing through a crack in the wall.
He stared at Helebron. “You can do this for Jade?”
“That is why I brought the piece to Serenity,” said the artist. “It is time to end this thing... as long as Powers meets my conditions.”
“Which are?”
“First, that she should truly repent, admitting her responsibility for what happened to those four innocent boys. And secondly, that her confession and Jade’s revival should take place in public – an item of performance art, if you will. If she is the artist she claims to be, then she will see the symmetry of this: what began as a pretence of art, should end as a pretence of art. We will, no doubt, be blessed with excellent reviews.”


Webber was lost to his thoughts as Rani led him back to the Lodge. Kandy had said that she was prepared to beg, but Helebron was asking for more than that. She had said how sorry she was, but did she really repent having created the work of art in the first place? He remembered the trace of pride in her tone when she had told him of the power of her creation: she regretted its consequences, not it conception. But surely she would go through with Helebron’s scheme if she knew her daughter would be revived? Surely she would accept almost anything if it meant that Jade would be returned to life?
Kandy was asleep when he returned. He decided not to wake her. Let her rest while she could. He stripped off, wrapped a towel around his waist and went along to the shower on the next corridor. The jet of water was feeble, but enough to sluice the layers of dust and sweat-salt from his body.
When, at last, he turned the water off, he thought he smelt burning. He dismissed it, started to towel his hair. When he had finished, he tied the towel around his waist again and twisted the door-catch.
It wouldn’t move. He tugged harder, but it was stuck. And the handle was hot to the touch.
He tried to force the door with his shoulder, then bracing his back against the wall he kicked at it with the sole of his foot. Wood splintered. This time when he leaned on the door it creaked open, leaving the catch in place.
Someone had welded the lock with the blast from a laser...
He hurried back along the corridor.
The room was empty. Legs weak, he staggered across the room to his heaped clothes. His jacket pocket was empty. Kandy had taken his laser handgun.
He pulled on his trousers and shoes, buttoning his shirt as he ran down the stairs and out into the street. He tried to recall the way to Helebron’s studio.
He set off in what he hoped was the right direction.
Soon he came to a crowded thoroughfare he was sure he recognised, although lit by the moons and the lights of the houses and stalls it appeared altered. He crossed the street, barging past haggling traders, forcing his way through a torrent of pedestrians.
He recognised a coffee parlour, with a line of old men sitting on the step outside. He plunged down a covered alleyway, past stalls laden with kettles, tambourines, mousetraps and soap powder. At the next junction another group of old men sat around an open fire, their pots of boiling syrup sweetening the air. He realised that he was lost.
He tried to retrace his steps, then stopped to ask a young boy if he knew where the artist Helebron was staying. The child stared up at the strange offworlder, then ran away giggling.
Seconds later the boy returned with another youth. “Helebron,” Webber said urgently. From his pocket he pulled a hundred dollar bill, all the cash he had on him. The older boy’s eyes bulged. He gabbled something at the other boy, took Webber’s arm and led him back along the street.
When they reached the courtyard Webber thrust the note at the boy, then ran through the arched doorway and along the corridor.
The door to the artist’s chamber was open. Webber made himself stop, breathe deeply.
When he entered the room he saw that he was too late. The old man lay slumped across his desk, a slick of blood gathering around his mouth. Another victim of Kandy Power’s art. All around the room, the frozen animals looked on disinterestedly.
Helebron’s fingers were curled around the butt of a small laser handgun.
Robbed of all emotion, Webber backed out of the room.
As the muezzins raised their cry for evening worship, he retraced his route back to the Lodge, losing his way only once, and then not for long.
Webber halted in the doorway of their room. Kandy was leaning over her bag, packing. She looked up, said, “Axel, I’m sorry. I can’t stay here. I can’t...” She stopped when she saw his expression.
“You used me,” he said. He wondered how many other tourists with passes to Rhaqalle she had seduced before happening upon him.
Slowly, she resumed her packing. “He was dead when I got there,” she said. “It must have been suicide.”
“He killed himself with my handgun?”
Her hands were trembling. She did not look at him as she said, “Are you going to turn me in?”
In the shock of the last half hour he had made no contingency plans.
He made a quick decision, based less on logic than emotion. “No,” he said. “I couldn’t do that to you, even now. Just go.”
“Do you mean that?”
“I said go!”
She closed her bag, lifted it from the bed, and hurried past him. He wondered, as she ran down the stairs, if she felt any sense of triumph – over him, over Helebron... He wondered if she felt anything at all.
He noticed that Rani had been, as the Aga had promised. A small box sat on the dressing table, marked with Nicole’s name and the dates of her birth and death. The span of her life – just twenty-five years – struck him as tragic and unjust. He picked up the box and weighed it in his hand. In the end there is so little, he thought.
Later, he knew, when the pain had subsided, he who had travelled so little would make another trip: to Xyré, to petition the authorities for help with reviving Jade Powers – for the girl’s sake, not her mother’s.
He moved to the window, the box of ashes cradled in his hand. He stared out into the darkness and watched the auroral lights begin their flickering sky dance. Something within him had turned to ice, or rather glass.
Down below, Powers ran down the steps of the Lodge and entered the busy night-time bazaar. For a few seconds her blonde hair was visible among the crowd, and then she was lost to sight.

The Flight of the Oh Carrollian
The bond was strong, even this far from the ship.
Fluxmaster Julius Frayn stood on the hotel patio and stared out across the city. The million lights of the African capital scintillated like the massed stars of a galactic nebula. Above the cries of beggars and merchants in the teeming streets, the Oh Carrollian’s mental echo rang across the kilometre from the ’port, a siren song loud in his cerebellum.
On occasions Frayn felt that his status was more a curse than the great gift that others claimed.
He turned his attention from the sprawl of night-time Nairobi, alerted by a sound in the bushes directly below. A quick shadow approached at a run through the darkness. Frayn hardly had time to register alarm before he made out another figure following the first. There was a tussle as one figure wrestled the other to the ground.
“Hannor?” he called.
“Master...” Hannor’s taciturn reply reassured him.
Seconds later Hannor emerged from the shadows, frog-marching a thin man before him. Hannor was tall, his scaled body swathed in the green robe of his rank, Frayn’s Second.
“I wanted only to speak to the fluxmaster!” the thin man protested. “I mean no harm!”
Hannor marched the man onto the patio and paused before Frayn. The Cyntheran’s blunt, turtle visage jutted from the shadows of his cowl; he nodded towards the thin man, his brief gesture asking Frayn what he should do with the intruder. Frayn was closer to the alien than he was to any human, yet they only ever communicated easily in the dreamflux.
“You choose a bizarre method of approach,” Frayn observed.
The man struggled in Hannor’s grip. “I was merely taking a stroll. I saw you and hurried over – we were never introduced at the party, and I wanted to talk. Then this... this monster attacked me...”
Frayn regarded the man. “If you wish to speak to me, then speak.” He nodded to Hannor to release his captive.
The man collected his dignity, drew himself up to his full height, and met the fluxmaster’s eyes with the confidence of wealth.
Frayn had noticed him earlier, in the hotel ballroom: in his mid- to late-thirties, fashionably under-dressed in thong and knee-boots, his body skeletal, mutilated by a repeated pattern of runic scars and tattoos. Frayn recognised the symbol of the Rationalist cadre scored into the man’s chest.
He had flitted around the gathering like a bee in a field of clover: a few words here, a joke there.
So arrogant and so rich: Frayn saw no reason to revise his initial dislike of the man.
The party was still going on, somewhere in the depths of the hotel. Throbbing music spilled out across the patio.
“Master Frayn of the Oh Carrollian?” the man asked, more hesitantly than Frayn had expected. Almost respectful.
He nodded, looking past the man and out across the city. To be back in the cavernous interior of his ship now, reunited with Elisabetha! Away from the petty demands of the world, away from the expectations.
“You are the talk of the party,” the stranger said, as if this were likely to impress Frayn.
The fluxmaster laughed dismissively. “I am the talk of every ’port I visit on this corrupt little backwater of a planet,” he said.
Fluxships were far more efficient than conventional starships and the new fluxship-derived constructs, their method of propulsion considered magical by the uninitiated. Frayn and his crew were regarded with something close to awe by the planet’s citizens, and hatred by the owners of the lines whose business was suffering in competition against his ship.
Frayn had been on Earth for almost five years now; far, far too long, according to his crew.
“What do you want?” Frayn asked. They always wanted something, if only the kudos of having spent some time with the fluxmaster, a man in tune with the enigmatic flow of time and space.
The other man averted his gaze. “I...” he started, then stopped. “I understand that you are bound for Shanghai. I wish to buy passage with you.”
Hannor exchanged a glance with Frayn and grunted his disbelief.
Frayn smiled to himself. “A Rationalist like yourself? I thought your kind disdained the flux and all it stands for?”
The man gestured. “I disdain the crass mysticism and lore surrounding the flux,” he said. “I cannot dispute the fact that the flux itself works.”
“Passage aboard my ship is expensive,” Frayn snapped. “It would cost... two hundred kay.”
The man brandished a clip. “My money is good,” he said, his reaction more that of a piqued child than a middle-aged man.
And you are willing to pay well over the odds, Frayn mused. He stared at the man. His suppressed air of desperation was unmistakable. Frayn judged that his casual bonhomie at the party had been no more than a facade.
Frayn wondered what the man might be running from.
“The price you pay is not only monetary,” Frayn said.
“I understand. A day of dreamflux will age me six months.”
Frayn nodded. The flux took a heavy physical toll on those less attuned than the fluxmaster and his crew.
“I am aware of the repercussions of riding in your biological machine,” the man continued. “It is a price I am willing to pay.”
Frayn stared at the man’s thin, striated face. Everything about this deal made him suspicious. He should turn it down.
He took the man’s clip and pressed it to his own, transferring the money. “Be at the ’port at dawn,” he said. “We leave at six whether you’re there or not.”
The man bowed with mocking formality to Frayn, shot a glance of loathing towards Hannor, and quickly departed the patio.
Hannor’s ruby eyes, during daylight hours retracted from the harsh light of the sun, now regarded Frayn with concern.
“I know,” Frayn responded. “I too am loathe to trust him... and yet something tells me this time me to ignore my instincts.”
Hannor, as ever, was silent.


That night, secluded in his hotel room, Julius Frayn slid the dreamloop over his head and Sylvian’s ghost was with him again.
In this dream, dredged from his subconscious by the ’loop, Frayn and his son were on Cynthera. Sylvian was twelve – the age he argued with Frayn and left home – and they were attending the Enjoining of Frayn’s wife, Elisabetha.
Her comatose body was born aloft through the jungle by the elders of the clan. Frayn and Sylvian followed, like mourners at a funeral. Except, Frayn celebrated the fact of his wife’s Enjoining, and its consequences.
Beside him, however, Sylvian was silent with disbelief.
The dream was merely a series of gaudy jungle images taken from his memory of the Enjoining, but the time before and after the ceremony had been difficult for Frayn.
Sylvian had refused to acknowledge the rightness of his mother’s transition. He confronted Frayn in the longroom of the ancestral manse, while in a hallowed nether chamber clan surgeons prepared Elisabetha’s body.
“You can’t do this to me!” Sylvian wailed with all the indignity of his inexperienced twelve years. “You can’t let Mother die!”
“Sylvian,” Frayn said patiently. “How many times must I repeat: Elisabetha will not die. The Enjoining is a time of celebration, the beginning of a renewed and prolonged existence for your mother.”
“But what kind of life will she lead in that... that thing?” Sylvian raged.
“Sylvian, it was ordained, long before your birth. Elisabetha was destined to fulfil her familial role as Caller of the Songlines, and I was to be the fluxmaster–”
Sylvian’s hitherto pretty face became ugly. “So you’re doing this for yourself!”
Frayn almost despaired. Twelve years ago the birth of his son had been a cause for celebration: he would have an heir who would continue his reign as fluxmaster. Not long after the birth, the clan surgeons broke the bad news: Sylvian was without the ability. He was a mundane, a normal.
Frayn knew that his relationship with the boy had suffered in consequence: how could he show the child the same affection as he would a boy who had inherited his ability with the flux?
Without the talent, Sylvian failed to appreciate the sacrifice of Elisabetha to the brood queen.
In the dream, Frayn experienced the enjoining. The pall-bearers reached the Calling chamber, the exo-skeletal superstructure of the brood queen, and filed inside, their footsteps echoing in the osseous confines.
Elisabetha’s body was lowered on its bier, placed with reverence in the hollowed cavity of the queen’s cerebral nacelle. Frayn stepped forward: tradition dictated that he remove his wife’s gown, the divestment symbolic of her renunciation of the physical realm.
He unfastened the silken bows with trembling fingers and parted the gown, revealing her stark and ivory nakedness to the eyes of the elders.
The surgeons had worked with their customary expertise: a hundred blood-red tubers emerged from the pale flesh of the Caller of the Songlines.
Frayn felt an overwhelming emotion well within him: gratitude and love. The elders began an echoing plainsong.
Then, from the porous bone of the Queen’s cerebral nacelle, tentacles emerged squirming and found their blind way towards the sacrificial body.
One by one they clamped onto the tubers, and Elisabetha spasmed in ecstasy.
Seconds later Frayn was aware of her glorious ascent, her departure from this banal realm of the flesh. She enjoined with the quiddity of the universe and called the Songlines.
And within his mind, almost bringing him to his knees in an exquisite climax of rapture, Frayn heard her Calling.
He was only distantly aware of his son’s scream as Sylvian turned and ran from the hallowed chamber.
Frayn worked hard to win back the affection of his son during the course of the next month. But Sylvian would not be mollified. Frayn experienced guilt that he had failed to communicate the sublimity of Elisabetha’s experience to his confused son: he wondered how much he secretly resented Sylvian for being unable to continue his proud and talented lineage.
His guilt became a painful brand when, one month after Elisabetha’s Enjoining, Sylvian departed the ancestral manse forever, leaving a note explaining that he was working passage aboard a slow-ship bound for Earth. That Sylvian had chosen to flee like that was bad enough; even worse was the thought of the conditions he might have to endure aboard the ship.
A week later Frayn became master of his first fluxship and flew the Songlines to humanity’s homeplanet. For the past five long years he had spent much of his time and effort in trying to find his son.


The ship was as magnificent as ever.
A sleek jet dewdrop the size of a small building, the fluxship rested on a double row of stubby, vestigial legs. The first light of dawn glanced off the arched, chitinous carapace, and Frayn felt the need to be once again coursing the Songlines.
A troupe of hyperactive synth-macaques swarmed over the Oh Carrollian, scrubbing at the portholes and the multi-faceted, horseshoe-shaped array of eyes wrapped around the ship’s bulbous headpiece.
Hannor was calling the macaques to extra effort, urging industry with his calm baritone. Frayn clapped a hand on the alien’s angular shoulders. He breathed the Cyntheran’s rubbery scent. “All ready?”
Hannor dipped his hooded head. He drew back the cowl that protected his scales from the dry air. His blunt, reptilian face regarded Frayn. Tight slits showed that the Cyntheran had retracted his sensitive eyes for further protection. Blind, yet all seeing.
“The flux is strong, Brother Frayn. The Songlines call to me.”
Frayn touched his Second on the back. “We’ll go soon,” he said. “I’ll get Harque.”
He sensed the quick thrill rushing through the alien’s mind. Millennia ago, Hannor’s ancestors had ridden the flux creatures through the steaming jungles of Cynthera, linked mind to mind. Over the centuries the ability had been lost to the majority of natives; only occasionally did a sport show the talent. Hannor was one such, and Frayn was privileged to have him as his second.


The sun was rising with a visual fanfare of cerise and tangerine banners when Frayn passed a rope through the ring in Harque’s nose and led him from the stable. The great Thaptor shambled into the daylight, his slow progress watched with amazement by a crowd of beggars and street-urchins.
They had evidently never seen such a beast before, perhaps not even imagined that one could exist: vaguely hippo-like, but distorted, etiolated, his pale flesh imprinted with serried rows of grooves from long confinement in the fluxship’s braincase.
Harque trudged along with bad grace at being woken so early and muttered complaints in his monosyllabic language. He halted defiantly to fart and stolidly evacuate prodigious cobs of steaming vegetable matter, and only then deigned to resume his laborious progress across the cobbles of the ’port.
Frayn was aware of a curious unease in the beast’s manner. He tried asking Harque what troubled him, but the Thaptor’s understanding was so rudimentary, his ability to communicate so limited, that his only reply was: “Tired. Uncomfortable. Don’t like [unintelligible]. Want sleep.”
Frayn led the Thaptor up the loading ramp into the Oh Carrollian. The fluxship’s cavernous abdominal cavity was packed tight with cargo, leaving only a tortuous passage through to the braincase. Unlike the lavishly decorated passenger quarters, this far forward the ship was bare and functional, the surfaces polished through use with a lustre like obsidian.
Hannor waited by the narrow entry to the braincase. Between them, they eased and chivvied the reluctant Harque into his osseous confinement.
Here in the cool interior, Hannor was unhooded and Frayn could see his worried expression. When the alien’s newly exposed pale eyes turned to him, a sudden burst of empathy confirmed his Second’s concern.
For the smooth passage of the ship across the flux, it was necessary that Master, Second and Thaptor shared harmonious cerebral communications. Any disturbance endangered the entire ship.
He left Hannor settling the Thaptor and went down to supervise the unshackling of the fluxship from its moorings.
As he stepped from the ramp into the ruby light of dawn, he made out the slim figure of their passenger. Again, Frayn had to stifle his unease. It was business, that was all. In a day he would be rid of this wealthy fugitive and whatever threat his presence might present.
“You are just in time,” Frayn said. “We were about to embark without you, Mr...?”
The man nodded. He wore a light suit this morning, in deference to the dawn’s chill. He looked almost sombre. “Di Stefano,” he said. “Gianluca di Stefano. So you meant it when you said you would leave without me.”
Frayn gestured towards the ramp. “Please,” he said. “I’ll show you to your cabin.”
As befitted the fluxship’s status as transport for the ultra-rich, di Stefano’s cabin in the thoracic sub-chamber was lined with fine carpets and tapestries, the exposed chitinous fretwork of the domed ceiling picked out in gold leaf. The effect was baroque and, to Frayn’s more pragmatic tastes, quite obscene.
He indicated a tasselled cord. “Pull it if you require anything,” he said, “or if you wish to move about the ship during the journey – someone will come and attend to you. The subjective duration of the flight will be only two hours, although objectively our journey is almost instantaneous.” He smiled. “That is why you are paying so much, after all.”


Frayn climbed the spiral staircase to the nacelle behind the ship’s horseshoe array of eyes. Hannor was already there: lost to the physical, absorbed by the flux. Frayn could sense the wash of his near-religious ecstasy.
Strictly speaking, the giant synth that was the fluxship was mostly dead. It had been engineered so that only a tiny part of its brain – that part which accessed the ur-reality of the flux – still functioned. The Thaptor, locked into the confines of the ship’s braincase, acted as an amplifier; the combined efforts of Master and Second controlled the raw channelling of ship and beast, allowing the vessel to navigate the Songlines broadcast by the Caller on Cynthera – Elisabetha.
To adapt an old truism: any level of evolution sufficiently advanced from our own is indistinguishable from the supernatural. The flux-creatures were so mentally attuned to the fabric of the universe that they could haul themselves along the Songlines called through time and space in a way which defied the laws of physics as they were understood.
Humans capable of mastering the flux, as Frayn and Elisabetha had learned to do, were rare. More technological approaches had been adopted on those planets which had opposed the use of living fluxships, including Earth. Generally, they were less effective and the biological toll on travellers was greater – there was nothing to match a living fluxship.
Taking a deep, calming breath, Frayn lowered himself into a padded recliner that looked as if it had grown out of the chitinous floor of the command nacelle. Immediately, a trumpet-like hood descended, moulded itself to his face.
He could see now. He could sense Elisabetha, calling to him.
Where before the facets of the ship’s eyes had been dull, blank, now they were clear, pulsing with a tangled skein of light.
The flux was alive and so too, at last, was Fluxmaster Julius Frayn.
Hannor was beside him, around him, as was Harque – the beast’s thought patterns resonant and harmonic, where before they had been dull and wary.
Where before they had been three species and a synth artifact, now they were one.
Frayn reached out with his mind, connected with Elisabetha’s rapturous Songline, and the Oh Carrollian plunged – outward, onward. To be connected to his wife in this way was an ecstasy beyond that which either had known when united physically in the past. Instinctively, Frayn and Hannor guided the ship along the Songline amplified by the mind of Harque the Thaptor.
Back in the real world, Frayn knew that the ship’s outline had wavered and then vanished; instantly it would materialise seven and a half thousand kilometres away in eastern China. Yet – by the perverse mathematics of fluxtime – they must pass two hours in the suspended reality of the dreamflux, riding the Songline through time and space.
And the body of their passenger would age by about six months, as a consequence of the biological stress of the journey.
(Somewhere, deep down in his mind, Frayn was aware of something different... an irregularity... a flaw in the dreamflux.)
He concentrated on the startling crystalline purity of his wife’s Songline – and yet was suddenly aware of strange visions darting at him from the surrounding darkness.
(Faces... faces floating in his peripheral vision. No: it was a single face. Sylvian’s face. His son.)
From whose mind did these images originate? In the dreamflux it was hard to distinguish.
Not Harque, clearly – the beast was incapable of such a feat. And not Elisabetha, consumed as she was in the devotion of her Calling. Hannor, too, was absorbed in the ecstasy of the flux.
His own mind, then? Some strange twist in his psyche of which he was unaware?
His speculations were interrupted.
-Master- it was Hannor, communicating through the flux. -Look into Harque’s mind. He is troubled, disturbed. What is happening?-
With huge effort, Frayn focused on the mental patterns of the Thaptor. Harque was struggling with the flux, as always, but there was something else, some added element that was disturbing the beast.
-Don’t like- Harque was thinking. -Don’t like. Di Stefano. Angers me.-
Concerned, Frayn tried to smooth over the Thaptor’s anxiety, smothering the beast with his reassuring thought patterns. His effort took effect – the wild surges of dreamflux ebbed, stabilising.
Eventually, Frayn pulled back and concentrated on working with Hannor to ease the passage of the Oh Carrollian along the songline called like rapture through the flux.
He sensed that the journey was about half-completed when he finally realised that Harque was pacified; this was now a flight like any other.
Tentatively he withdrew, feeling himself relax as he floated free of his body, now fully immersed in the dreamflux. When he was sure that everything was well, he floated across the nacelle and drifted down the spiral staircase, heading for the passenger quarters.
~
Di Stefano’s body lay slumped across the antique bed, while his dreamflux self hung by a port, staring out at the twisting channels of light. He turned when Frayn appeared in the open doorway. His body language was strange: an odd mix of hesitancy and the arrogance Frayn had first seen in him.
“What do you want?” Frayn asked.
The man nodded: there was no pretence now. “It is what you might want that is the issue,” he said.
Frayn stared at him, waited until he continued.
“You have family?” the man asked.
Frayn hesitated, then nodded. “A son,” he said. “He will be seventeen, now.”
“We have your son, Master Frayn. We can return him to you.”
After so long! Five years on this confounded planet, following hopeless leads, baseless rumours, in hope that he might one day locate his son.
“There must be a price, Mr di Stefano?”
The man nodded. “Your ship,” he said softly. “Let us destroy your fluxship and the boy is yours.”
“You work for one of the shipping lines?” Frayn said. The lines whose technological alternatives to fluxships had proved uncompetitive against the real thing, tailored by evolution and refined by genetic re-engineering.
Di Stefano nodded. “They pay me, yes,” he said. “There is a temporary port set up in Henan province – I have the co-ordinates. You will land there and hand over the fluxship, and your son will be returned to you.”
Frayn thought of Hannor, so possessive of the flux, so addicted to the ur-real dimension. How might his alien friend live without the soothing contact with the songlines? And Harque, who only really knew true life when working in the flux...
“And if we refuse?” Frayn asked. “What will your employers do when we hand you over to the police at Shanghai?”
Di Stefano shrugged. The man’s casual arrogance irritated Frayn. “We own the Shanghai police,” he said. “Your son will be killed, of course. He will suffer. Do you have a conscience, Master Frayn?”
Frayn stared past di Stefano at the lights of the dreamflux shot through the outer darkness. The Oh Carrollian was priceless beyond the value of any child. He could not let the ship be destroyed. Hannor and Harque did not deserve to lose that which made their lives worthwhile.
He was aware of di Stefano’s arrogant gaze. “Well, Master Frayn? Your answer?”
“I must consult my crew,” he answered shortly. He left di Stefano and drifted through the ship. He moved up the spiral staircase to the command nacelle. He saw his own body and that of Hannor, side by side on their recliners, limbs twitching in unison as they worked to steer the Oh Carrollian through the flux.
He re-entered his body, joined the flux once again, and informed Hannor and Harque of their passenger’s ultimatum.


Together, Master Frayn and Second Hannor guided the snorting, eructating bulk of the Thaptor down the ramp into the dazzling midday sun.
The temporary landing site in Henan province was a football stadium, the groundcrew armed heavily with charge rifles and shields.
Frayn scanned the watching crowd for Sylvian. Seventeen years old, the boy would probably be tall if he took after his mother and father. He would be visible, here.
No sign.
Frayn turned to di Stefano.
The passenger dipped his head and said, “You have fulfilled your part of the deal, Master Frayn. You will find Sylvian by Gate H.”
Frayn’s eyes followed the direction of di Stefano’s gesture.
He turned to Hannor, apologetic, defensive. The alien wore a deep cowl to shield him from the sun, his eyes retracted, but Frayn knew that his friend was distraught at their impending loss – an addict soon to be deprived of the source of his fix.
How long would it be before he and his crew were granted another fluxship from the Guild of Masters on Cynthera? Only one was re-engineered every couple of years, and there was a waiting list of crews for these.
“Go,” said the alien, softly. “He is your son, Brother Frayn. It... it is right.”


He was running.
He couldn’t help himself: running to find the son he had lost. The son he had failed, for being unable to explain the true significance of the dreamflux.
Rounding the towering bulk of the grandstand, he saw Gate H and then stopped. By the gate was a box – too small to be the coffin he had at first feared.
He hurried towards the box and dropped to his knees in bewilderment.
Resting on the box was a dreamloop. He reached out, picked it up with trembling fingers, and dropped it over his head.
He was no longer in the stadium in Henan province. He was once again on Cynthera, in one of the many cavernous timber rooms of his ancestral manse.
A figure stood beside a high window, limned in blinding sunlight and, in silhouette, unrecognisable.
“Father,” said a small voice, and its owner moved from before the window.
Sylvian – as he had been five years ago, aged twelve, a fey slight boy with frightened eyes. “I’m sorry, father. It’s hard to explain.”
“Sylvian,” Frayn heard himself saying. “I don’t understand. Where are you? What is all this...?”
The boy’s large frightened eyes looked up, into his. “When mother was... when she was Enjoined – I couldn’t stay on Cynthera, father. It was... I thought it was evil, what you did to her–”
“It was her choice, Sylvian. It was what she wanted. She is more truly happy now than she ever was.”
The boy winced, as if wounded. “I needed her. She should have been there for me.”
“I was there for you, after the Enjoining.”
The boy was shaking his head. As Frayn watched, his features began to change, to age. “You were no substitute, father. I’m sorry. You didn’t understand. All you could talk about was the dreamflux, and your ability.” Something hardened in the rapidly maturing features. “How do you think I felt, having no ability? How do you think it made me feel, having my inadequacy made plain by you all day, every day?”
“Sylvian... I tried to do my best.”
The boy almost spat. “Your best! Then your best was hardly good enough.”
“I came for you – for five years I’ve been searching.”
“I made sure you couldn’t find me...”
He was ageing still, as a human ages in the flux: but accelerated, exaggerated.
“I have seen a lot over the past five years, father. I have done a lot, too. And learnt.” His voice was deeper now, oddly familiar.
Frayn stared at Sylvian: he had aged way beyond the seventeen that he now must be. What was happening, Frayn wondered? Was this some cruel joke that his blackmailers were playing?
“And I travelled, too,” Sylvian went on. “The fluxship-derived constructs take a greater biological toll, especially if one does not possess the ability. I didn’t inherit your attunement to the flux. I’m old, now, far beyond my years...”
Frayn stared into the ageing face. It became even thinner, and Sylvian’s body lengthened, grew emaciated, covered with the cruel tattoos of the Rationalist cadre.
Frayn stared in horror at the face of Gianluca di Stefano.
“I’m sorry, father – but I don’t regret my actions. I did what I believe is right. I hope you can forgive me.”
Frayn tore the dreamloop from his head and turned.
Di Stefano – or Sylvian, rather – stood before him. There was no arrogance in the man’s eyes, now. Frayn saw only the pain of his betrayal – and he experienced a surge of rage at the actions of his son, and beyond rage the souring sensation of guilt.
In the distance, Frayn saw a bright flash, and a fountain of osseous shrapnel fly high into the air. He felt the pain of the ship as it expired, and he told himself that he could sense, also, Elisabetha’s grief.
Hannor and Harque approached and paused behind di Stefano. The tableau seemed to be waiting, waiting for his decision.
Hannor said: “Master, we must make arrangements to return to Cynthera.”
Frayn nodded. “I will be with you presently,” he said.
As Hannor and the Thaptor walked past him through the gate, Frayn looked into the aged eyes of his son.
“Come,” he said, holding out a hand. “We have much to talk about, Sylvian.”
Slowly, divided by mutual ignorance and misunderstanding, but united by much more, father and son walked side by side through the gate and into the teeming city.





Mind’s Eye
Today’s the day. Jiang Yu is certain of that.
Even before waking, she knew. Twisting sweatily through the black early hours, she lucid dreamed of drinking at a shady little bar on Sundeck. Fresh air for the first time in years, a striped canopy keeping the sun off her Levels-bleached skin. Then the klaxon had belched its ugly double note and she was back in her cage-bunk on Level Three.
Now she lies back, luxuriating as her fellow workers trudge down the aisles to begin the first shift. This morning is the start of Jiang’s two days’ leave. Two days... a lifetime, maybe. Who knows?
The dream has decided it for her: today’s the day. The day she gets out of this shit-hole. Feminine intuition, perhaps? She just knows. Come on, kiddo. You gotta get outta there. Move it!
Sure, she’s heard all the scare stories: sixteen year old girl, up from the Levels. What if some freak gets hold of her? Or one of the gangs? More likely: she’ll end up with no money, no place to stay other than the gutter, no means of support other than selling herself on some street corner.
Juno from the next dorm had Gone Up a few months ago. She came back covered in bruises a couple of weeks later. But Juno is dumb. There’s no way Jiang will end up crawling back down to Three to wish away what remains of her life in the Yard.
She’s saved her creds, she knows how to handle herself. She’s watched all the topside soaps and flix – she knows what it’s like up there. She’s going to make it work.
You’ll be okay, that confident inner voice assures her again.
Finally, she swings her legs out, drops to the floor. She stays in the T-shirt she wears at night, pulls a pair of dungarees up and fastens them at the shoulder. She has her creds, she has a backpack with her other shirt and a knife she stole from the Yard’s canteen. She’s ready.
She walks out of the dorm, feeling no regrets. Doesn’t even glance back over her shoulder.
In the streets the glo-tubes are brightening, a false dawn spreading over the squalor and filth. In this part of the Buildup migrant Indian workers have made the chambers and thoroughfares their own. The halls are full of teeming humanity, the steady background din pierced by cries of chai and paan from itinerant vendors. The reek of masala and incense clashes with the sharp tang of iced formaldehyde from the nearby cryogen mart, pinching her adenoids like smelling salts. She shoulders her way through the crowd, equal proportions of excitement and trepidation welling within her.
She can still turn back, but she won’t. This is it, kiddo.
She dives aboard an upchute just as the gates are clanging shut. It’s full of clerical workers who dorm on Three and work one level up. Even in the squeeze of the ’chute, they edge away from Jiang, their sidelong looks mixing pity and disgust. Her backpack clearly signals her intentions: another young Chink, seeking her fortune. Another statistic, perhaps.
She meets their looks, doesn’t care what they think. She’s doing something they’ll never have the guts to do, lodged forever in their humdrum conformity.
When the upchute reaches Four, Jiang has to fight the tide as the workers surge out, sucking her along in their wake. She feels a sense of triumph as she watches their retreating backs and remains in the ’chute, ready to continue her journey upwards. There are fewer citizens in the ’chute now, and an old crone with a basket of squawking poultry at her feet punches Six.
At each level it seems that a weight is lifting. People come and go, riding the ’chute for no more than a level or two at a time. The higher Jiang goes, the cleaner and healthier they all appear. The air tastes fresher in her lungs. As the crowds become thinner, the people seem more relaxed, their relations with the world around them not governed by the automatic hostility felt by the citizens of the lower Levels.
Jiang becomes increasingly aware of her difference as she ascends. Her poor clothing, her scrawny limbs, the pallor of her skin.
All the way she has resisted the temptation to leave the upchute, to explore each level in turn. Finally, on Level Nineteen, she succumbs.
She emerges in a cavernous chamber, glo-tubes lining a ceiling tens of metres above her head. Trees grow here: majestic pines, magnolias heavy with stellar pink blooms. Jiang’s parents had lived on Nineteen; she was born here, spent her first three years here. Before the skimmer crash, before her crippled father spiralled down through a succession of poorly paid piecework contracts. Before she was alone in the world, with only the Canterbury Line Shipyard between her and starvation. It still hurts to think about her father: memories of the good man he had been, corrupted by the more recent memories of the bitter shell he had become after the crash.
Come on, kiddo.
It’s as if she’s stepped into one of the soaps, a giant flix. Everyone wears clothes that cost more than Jiang has ever made in a year; they all have off-the-shelf movie-star looks and fine-tuned musical laughter.
No one looks at Jiang directly, but they’re aware of her presence as she threads her way through the crowds. They avoid her without breaking their stride; as she passes, their hands wander briefly to pockets and purses. And moments later she’s gone from their mind, as if she never existed.
She doesn’t care. She knows her place. You have to know your place if you’re ever going to improve it.
She hitches her backpack higher on her shoulders and heads for a long silver riser she’s spied in the distance. Sundeck here I come!
Only there’s no sunlight...
She’s miscalculated. Down in the Levels, time zones are set according to the shift patterns dictated by the Canterbury Line and their ilk. Up here the timescale is governed by the rising and setting of the sun.
Mid-morning on Three, up here on Twenty it’s some time in the night.
Buildings loom high in the darkness, glo-tubes stuck to their walls spreading a pissy yellow light over the street. Occasional neon tubes and photostrobes, triggered by passers-by, seem only to emphasise the darkness of the sky.
Jiang huddles in a doorway, sheltering from the steady drizzle. The hunched figures rushing by and the stink of rain-borne pollutants give the place a Down-levels seediness she hadn’t anticipated. Like arriving in heaven and finding... not so much hell, as merely more of the same.
Come on, kiddo: make something of it!
She straightens her shoulders. She’s here now: she’s made her choice.
She steps out into the darkness. The rain isn’t as hard as she thought, but pretty soon she’s soaked through, nonetheless.
She drifts, feeling cheated. Betrayed by her dreams. After all this time, she should know better than to dream.
Eventually she comes to a junction that’s vaguely familiar. She must have seen it on one of the soaps. There’s a snack bar on the corner. Sheltering under its canopy, she peers in through the windows. About a quarter of the tables and booths are occupied, by young couples or singles. Some kids of about Jiang’s age are clustered in a corner around some kind of ents console, their heads wired to the screen.
There’s a board behind the bar, showing a long list of prices. Jiang thinks of the creds tucked into her dungarees. She’ll be lucky to last a day up here, at this rate.
But she’s hungry. She goes inside, orders fries and a beer, handing over more creds than she’s ever spent in one go.
She retreats to a booth by the window, where she can stare out at the hurrying figures in their sheenies and skins. She can see out across the junction here, to where the street becomes sky. There’s a raised escarpment of fresh construction work out to the west: a new level going up to cover this one. Here and there, thrusting through the plates of the deck, the top storeys of old skyscrapers remind her that the Levels are a recent phenomenon, not yet a century old. As she sips her beer, a starship slow-thunders overhead, its ponderous hulk winking a million lights and sending perceptible shudders through the fabric of the Buildup.
She’s starting to dry out now; she can feel the coarse denim of her dungarees tightening across her thighs. The beer’s starting to kick in too, better than anything she’s drunk down on Three. She savours every last morsel of the meal, wetting a finger to gather the last scraps from her plate. There’s a mouthful of beer left at the bottom of her mug. She delays drinking it, putting off her return to the street.
The street... that’s where she belongs, she knows. What will she do when her last cred is gone? She’ll be faced with the choice of returning to Three and begging for her old job back, or... or what?
The door opens at the far end of the bar and a tall woman enters with a squall of wind and rain. Jiang watches her curiously. She’s what Jiang would like to be: tall, stylish. In control. Her skin is almost as dark as the black hair that tumbles to her waist, and only a shade darker than her deep brown eyes.
The woman catches her looking and Jiang turns away, embarrassed, stares at her own pitiful reflection in the glass. The woman’s exotic beauty makes her suddenly aware of how misguided her own dreams are: her place is down in the Levels, not up here on Sundeck.
When she looks up, the woman is smiling, exchanging a few words with the barkeep as she hands over a card to pay. She’s ordered two drinks and now she heads for Jiang’s table, meeting her look in a way that makes it impossible to turn away.
She sits down in Jiang’s booth, pushes a beer towards the girl. Close to, she’s just as beautiful, making Jiang envious, exhilarated.
“You’re wet through,” the woman says, matter-of-factly. “Didn’t think to bring a coat, first time up from the Levels, eh?”
“How do you know this is my first time up?” Jiang says, aggressively.
“Please, darling,” the woman says, rolling her eyes. “Tatty old dungarees, home-made backpack, no shoes on your little Chinese feet, a look on your face like you think I’m going to eat you... What level? Four? Five?”
“Three,” Jiang whispers, embarrassed at the admission. “I came up this morning. Tonight, I mean.”
The woman frowns. “Three,” she says softly. “That must either be the cryogen mart or one of the shipping lines – Canterbury, TransAm, Dorigo.” She pauses, surveys Jiang’s face, her poor clothing. “The yards, then, am I right? Girls never last long in the shipyards: if you’d stayed down there you’d have been lucky to reach your thirties. You made the right decision, girl.”
Jiang shrugs, stares out into the night again.
“I’m Leila Kundera,” the woman says, addressing Jiang’s reflection in the glass.
“Jiang Yu,” the girl whispers.
Leila indicates the beer she has bought Jiang. “Drink it,” she says. “You look as if you need it.”
Jiang raises the mug and sips.
“What have you come up here for, Jiang?” says Leila. “What’s in your dreams?”
“Survival,” Jiang tells her. “I’ll find work, support myself. I’m not going back down to the Yard.”
“It’s tough up here, darling. Thousands try and fail.” Leila hesitates, then adds, “I know what it’s like, Jiang, believe me.”
Jiang takes another mouthful of the beer.
“Listen,” Leila continues, “you can’t stay here, and – “ she indicates the street beyond the window “ – you can hardly stay out there. And somehow I doubt you’ve made alternative arrangements, have you?”
Jiang shakes her head, staring at the table-top.
“Then why don’t you come and stay with me a while, kiddo?”
She has a little black buggy waiting in the street. It pulls up alongside the two as they emerge into the rain. Inside, it smells of new plastic and old cigarettes, making Jiang think of the shipyard.
Soon, they’re skimming through the streets at what seems like high speed. Outside, the night rushes past in a strobe-like flicker of neon and glo-tubes. And inside, Jiang’s head is spinning: too much input, too much beer.
She called her kiddo, Jiang is sure of it. Only, as she tries to concentrate, she becomes less certain. Had she said it, or was it just Jiang’s own confused state imposing itself on reality? And what was so strange in that, anyway? Jiang, herself, has probably picked up the term from one of the soaps or flix they broadcast in the yard.
“Do you make a habit of this?” Jiang asks.
Leila looks at her quizzically, one eyebrow raised.
“Helping kids from the Levels, I mean.”
Leila’s look suddenly becomes more intense. “You’re the first,” she says.
But why me? Jiang wants to cry, but she doesn’t. She stops herself. “I just can’t believe all this is happening,” she says in a small voice.
The buggy draws to a halt outside a three-storey grey-stone block and sinks down onto its buffers. “I expect you’re tired,” says Leila.
Now Jiang can smile. “Tired?” she asks. “But I’ve only been up a few hours: Level Three’s in a different time zone, because of the shifts. I thought it’d still be daytime when I came up here.”
Leila laughs, now. “We all get it a bit wrong when we come up from the Levels,” she says. “There are worse mistakes you could have made.”
They leave the buggy and now Jiang hesitates and looks up at the looming presence of her new friend’s apartment block. “Have you lived here long?” she asks.
Leila hurries to the door and swipes a palm across a scanner. “Here?” she asks. “No. A few weeks. I move about a lot, following contracts. I was in Manhattan a month ago, out at HK Titan a couple of months previously.”
Jiang stares at her. She talks of living off-planet so casually. Jiang’s sure she’s trying to impress her. And it’s working.
Leila’s holding the door open, one hand stretched towards Jiang. “Come on,” she says. “You’re getting wet again.”
They ride up to the next storey and emerge in a long, dark corridor. Leila leads Jiang past a series of identical paintings of big red flowers.
Leila chuckles when she notices how Jiang scrunches up her toes in the luxurious softness of the floor covering. “It’s called carpet,” she says. “It was fashionable until about fifty years ago. Old hotels like this still use the stuff.”
She stops before a large wooden door and palms its scanner.
Her room is like something from a historical drama set: the walls are panelled with a material that looks like real wood, and paintings and brass ornaments are suspended at regular intervals around the room. The bed is three times as big as Jiang’s cage-bunk in the dorm, yet it’s still dwarfed by the room itself. Windows on two of the walls would have offered views across Sundeck, but now they’re phased out to show tridees of off-planet landscapes: yellow pus-eruptions that might be Io, a Martian dome at the foot of Olympus, twin moons hanging over a swamp dotted with plastic dwellings raised on stilts.
“Addenbrooke 365,” says Leila, coming to stand beside Jiang, two drinks in her hand. She passes one to the girl and continues, “I was there last year, checking out a smuggling ring for a corporate client.”
Jiang sips at her drink and suddenly her tongue is alive with a fizzing sweetness like nothing she’s ever tasted. A hand on her arm steadies her and she turns to Leila. “You’re an investigator?” she asks.
Leila nods, then gestures with her drink at a slender velveteen case lying on a dresser. About the length of her forearm, it could easily contain an item of jewellery, but with a sickening certainty Jiang knows that it does not. She’s seen such cases in the flix.
Jiang reaches for the case, thumbs it open. It contains a heavy silver loop. “A ferroniere,” she murmurs. She looks at Leila. The woman’s expression is neutral.
“You’re a snoop,” Jiang says. “A reader.” Then her mind takes the next leap. “Are you reading me now?” she demands, edging away.
Leila spreads her hands. “You have the loop,” she reminds Jiang, her tone gentle.
Jiang stares down at the object, resting so innocently in her hands. On the inner surface, where it rests against the back of the wearer’s neck, is a double groove concealing two microscopic finder leads that work their way under the skin and into the snoop’s implanted suboccipital socket.
“Who do you work for?” Jiang demands, holding the ferroniere as if it were her hostage. “Are you with the police?” Jiang has nothing to hide, but like any kid from the Levels she has an in-bred distrust of the authorities.
“I told you, Jiang: I’m a freelance, I follow the contracts wherever they take me. I’m on a case now, working for a private individual, trying to trace a missing child. Maybe that brought out some kind of instinct in me, made me want to rescue you.”
She reaches out a hand, which Jiang eyes distrustfully.
Suddenly she makes the connection... Leila’s words in the bar: she had called her ‘kiddo’. The rage and confusion explode within her and she hurls the ferroniere at Leila. With a casual movement, the snoop catches it and returns it to its case.
“What the fuck are you doing to me?” Jiang demands. “What do you want?” She’s backing away again, working her way towards the door.
“It was you!” she cries. “The voices in my head, urging me to come up from Three. The dreams... You bastard. What do you want with me?”
“Listen to me, Jiang.” She’s leaning forwards, her eyes beseeching. “Just calm down and listen to me.” She waits, then continues. “Good, that’s better. Listen, I know it’s a shock, but think how it is for me: I have to go through this shitty little scene with everyone I get close to, and I’ve learnt from that. Just consider the facts: I left the loop behind tonight, ergo I wasn’t reading you. I showed you the loop as soon as I could, so you know the position. I’m not trying to trap you, Jiang. I don’t want to harm you, darling. I want to protect you, for Christ’s sake!”
“But you did bring me up here, didn’t you?”
Leila looks uneasy at this. She nods. “I had to,” she says. “I had to get you out of there. It’s no place for a young woman, believe me, I know all about it. If an accident doesn’t kill or maim you first then the toxins will kill you before you’re thirty. I had to get you away from the yards. I was down there a month ago, following leads, searching for the missing girl... but the only lost girl I found was you.”
“So you summoned me up to Sundeck.”
She nods again. “I couldn’t get you out of my mind: you had a purity of thought that’s so rare in this shabby world. I started calling to you, I put the name of the bar where we met into your head. Forgive me for all that, please, Jiang.”
What does Leila see in her? She still doesn’t know. She’s thin and scarred from the life she led on Three. Her ribs suck in her skin in jaundiced corrugations.
But Leila has seen beyond all that, within all that.
“When this case is over, I’ll take you away,” she murmurs. “We’ll find new worlds, Jiang. I’ll show you sights you’ve never even dreamed of.”
One week later, Jiang is drinking espresso on Sundeck. Life’s been... well, almost too good to be true.
She should have known...
She’s seen enough flix to know that whenever anything is going well you can be certain something will come along to spoil it.
Her nemesis has arrived in the form of the slick Italian prick sitting opposite her in his executive greys and smug face. It’s when he smiles that she knows she’s in trouble.
Somehow his looks don’t quite line up, and she knows he’s had them remoulded so many times his own mother would walk past him in the street. He has the look, and the attitude, of the worst kind of cop, or the worst kind of crook – at that end of the scale there’s little difference between the two.
It’s the smile that does it. “I think it’s best if we talk,” he says, leaving no room for argument.
She finishes her coffee and makes as if to leave, but the prick reaches out like a snake striking. He holds Jiang’s wrist in a bruising grip and says, “No, I don’t think you want to go just yet. I think you want to talk.”
Jiang slumps back in her seat and he lets go. She resists the urge to rub at her wrist, even though it feels like he’s broken it. Is he going to rape me? she wonders frantically. It’s a beautiful sunny afternoon and the plaza, with its breathtaking views across the silver and glass glitter of the Buildup to the sea, is crowded. Would anyone try to stop him if he dragged her away to some more private place? Somehow she doubts it.
Then she sees that he’s wearing a ferroniere, the loop of silver only partly concealed beneath a tumble of oily curls. He’s a snoop.
She should have known: it’s not her body he’s after, he wants to rape her mind.
She wonders how long he’s waited for this opportunity. It’s the first time she’s been out of Leila’s sight for nearly a week. Her head’s barely stopped spinning as they’ve rushed about from boutique to plush restaurant to shabby dives down in the Levels, combining Leila’s case with the task of grooming Jiang for her new life up here.
Only today Leila had to go and meet her employer and she didn’t want Jiang tagging along, complicating things. Today she gave Jiang a purse full of creds and programmed a hire-buggy to the girl’s palmprint and left her on her own.
And today this prick has made his move.
He’s studying her, still grinning smugly.
She tries to stay cool, tries to imagine what Leila would do in such a situation. She nods at his loop, says, “That’s a waste of time, mister.” Leila has given her a small metal disc, which she wears close to her heart. It carries a picture of Leila, but its real purpose is to shield Jiang from snoops.
“I am aware of that,” he says. “It would be far more convenient if you would allow me to scan you, but if you insist, then I will settle for conversation, instead.”
“What do you want?”
“I want you to tell Leila Kundera that I’m one step ahead of her and I’m going to beat her this time, do you hear? I’m going to get to Hannah first.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He inclines his head. In the softest of voices, he says, “Don’t fuck with me.” Still smiling. “Just pass on the message, okay?”
Revulsion floods through Jiang. On an impulse, she snatches a knife from the table and lunges at him.
For an instant he is shocked, then in a single movement he swats the knife from Jiang’s hand and grabs her by the collar. She cries out as her ribs strike the table edge, then she’s falling to the floor as he drops her. She lands on her face and her nose begins to bleed.
From her position on the floor she checks the faces all around her. They glance at her, then look away, as if nothing has happened, and she realises that, despite the new clothes and Leila’s careful grooming, she’s still a half-starved Chink from down in the Levels and none of these people could give a damn.
The buggy takes Jiang straight back to Leila’s apartment. She so desperately wants Leila to be there, but she is not and after a moment of disappointment, Jiang decides this is no bad thing. In the bathroom she showers away the blood and the day’s grime. She won’t tell her, she resolves. Leila has enough to contend with, without Jiang crying to her about what has happened. That’s one thing Jiang is learning from her: how to be tough. It’s an important lesson up here.
But it’s one she’s still learning...
As soon as the door swings open, Jiang starts to blubber. Leila strokes her hair, whispering to her, until she calms herself.
Then Leila holds her at arms’ length and stares at her battered face. “What happened?” she says.
Jiang manages a weak smile. “Friend of yours,” she says. “Italian. Face that’s not his own. Wearing a loop.”
Leila’s expression hardens. “What did he do?” she asks. “What did he say?”
Jiang swallows. “He says he’s one step ahead of you, says he’s going to beat you,” she tells Leila.
Leila holds Jiang tighter, rocks her back and forth. “He’s lying,” she tells her. “I know where she is. I – “
Suddenly, she straightens. Her eyes widen and she leans towards Jiang.
“Listen, Jiang: did he touch you?”
“No,” she wisecracks. “He just gave me a very hard stare – I bruise easy.”
“I mean apart from hitting you. Did he do anything else?”
Jiang recalls her first mistaken assumption about his intentions. She remembers him grabbing her, to stop her from leaving, his powerful grip on her wrist. She holds up her arm. “He grabbed my wrist...”
Leila examines her arm minutely. Then she reaches into Jiang’s shirt and removes the shield. “Trust me,” she says, tossing the metal disc onto the bed and turning away to slip into her ferroniere.
She reaches into Jiang’s head, a warm, near-subliminal presence. Jiang wonders why she wants to read her now, whether she suddenly doesn’t trust her.
It’s okay, kiddo, just relax.
Jiang’s arm starts to get heavy and she realise what Leila’s doing. Soon she can’t feel a thing from the elbow down.
Leila produces a small medkit and extracts a scalpel.
“Hold still,” she says. “I don’t want to damage you.”
Jiang watches the blade sink into her skin. Her brain tells her this should be hurting, but she feels nothing other than a curious lethargy.
“Look,” Leila says.
Jiang does so, and after a second or two she makes out a tiny silver nodule embedded under the skin.
With a pair of tweezers, Leila teases the thing free. Using the same technology as the ferroniere, the implanted device has extruded microscopic filaments several centimetres deep into the blood vessels of Jiang’s arm.
Expertly, Leila extracts the device and spreads it out on a piece of tissue.
Then she folds the thing carefully into the tissue and takes it to the bathroom. Seconds later, the toilet is flushed and Leila emerges smiling.
“My ‘friend’ Giordano gave you a little present,” she says. “He sent you back to me carrying both a message and a bug in your arm. He thought he could use you to eavesdrop on my investigations and lead him to the girl.”
“But why doesn’t he just go after the girl directly – he’s a telepath, after all – ”
“A third rater,” Leila sneers. “He couldn’t read an orgy in the next room. He’s only got this far by following me, not by reading heads. I thought I’d thrown him off way back.”
She seals the wound with a spray from the medkit and within a short time Jiang can feel the lethargy lifting and a numb throbbing start up in her arm.
“You up to moving?” Leila asks. “I think we’d better be quick.”
“Where are we going?”
Leila looks at her triumphantly. “To get the girl,” she says.
“You know where she is?”
“Roughly. We’ll find her, then get the hell out.”
She leads Jiang down to the foyer, then they pause in the entrance of the hotel as Leila surveys the crowded street.
“Okay,” says Leila. “Time to move.”
They plunge into the crowd, Leila hauling Jiang the short distance to the waiting buggy. They collapse into its padded seat, Leila still surveying the crowd. “I didn’t see him,” says Leila, as the buggy starts up. “I think we’re going to be okay.”
“Where are we going?” asks Jiang.
Leila smiles. “You’re gonna love me, kiddo,” she says. “I’m taking you back down the Levels.”
Jiang pulls a monkey-face. “How far?”
“Level Zero.”
“Ha ha,” Jiang says, sarcastically. “I thought you were a snoop: don’t you know the bottom level is Level One?”
But Leila is shaking her head. “There’s always a level lower,” she tells Jiang. “Rule of life: no matter how far you sink, there’s always someone grovelling in the shit below you.”
They stop a short time later, climb out of the car. They enter a goodsyard, rank upon rank of warehouses crammed with goods from below awaiting transportation. Holding hands tightly, they leap aboard the giant cage of an industrial funicular that winds its way down steeply spiralling tracks, deep into the Levels. In the feeble light of the glo-tubes Jiang can see that the cage is crammed full of worn and scrapped starship parts, en route to the smelting plant on Level One. The clanking descent of the cage is deafening, matching the thunderous pounding of Jiang’s heart.
The two sit knee to knee in the gloom. The lights of the levels and the service decks in between pass by in a slow strobe as steadily the air becomes more humid, its taste more oily.
“Who is this Giordano, Leila?” Jiang asks above the din. “Why is he so determined to beat you?”
Leila slips a foot from her sandal, reaches out and presses it against Jiang’s belly. “It’s a long story, darling.”
Jiang indicates the slowness of their descent. “We have a long time,” she says.
“Giordano needs the girl dead,” says Leila. “She used to be his partner...”
In response to Jiang’s blank look, Leila continues. “You see, I wasn’t telling the entire truth when I said Giordano is no good. Unaided, that’s true: he has to rely on the more traditional skills of the corporate assassin and spy, and I’ll concede that he’s fairly good in that respect.”
“‘Unaided’, you said.”
Leila nods. “Have you ever heard of telepathic resonance, Jiang? Some telepaths work best in pairs: a conventional, usually mediocre, snoop and a mental amplifier. A finder and a tuner. The tuner is usually young, an innocent abroad, unaware of their talent. These pairs are more effective than any solo snoop.
“That’s what Giordano did, you see. He lured the girl away, and then used her in his work: she was his mind’s eye, if you like. Last year the two of them snooped the defence codes of Buildup Security, put them up for sale to the highest bidder.
“Giordano was smart: he arranged to have their heads wiped clean of the information once he’d sold it, but Hannah ran away from him before he could have her wiped. He was mistreating her, you see, abusing her. Using her for more than just her brain.”
As Leila speaks, Jiang can’t help but flash back to the plaza, Giordano’s powerful grip on her arm. She shudders, tries to blot the memory out.
“And that’s his problem,” Leila continues. “Because the girl fled before she could be wiped she still has that information in her head. Giordano bluffed it out, at first, he just kept quiet about her disappearance. But word leaked, and now his bosses have told him: kill the girl, or they’ll kill him and the girl.”
“But you’ve found her first,” Jiang says.
“Only just,” says Leila grimly. “And having got this close, Giordano won’t be far behind.”
“Where’s is she?”
“She’s not stupid,” says Leila. “She headed for the underground as fast as her little legs would carry her. She’s bought herself some time. About twenty years’ worth, to be precise. She’s a sleeper, Jiang.”
“A... what?”
“Never heard of sleepers? Thought you said you worked on starships?”
“I built them, that’s all.”
“The lines use sleepers on all the longest hauls: the big exploration vessels. They fit the crews with metabolic stasis units: shut down their metabolisms to a gentle tick-over. Twenty years in a metastatic and the body only ages about a month. There’s a trade in the things, they were fashionable for a time as a means of enlightenment: meditative trance at the flick of a switch.
“Our little friend has bought time in one of these units and that’s why she’s so hard to find: there are ways round ordinary shields, but wind the body down to tick-over and there’s no way the mind can be read. It protects her secrets, makes direct tracing impossible for snoops like me – we have to rely on less direct means.”
Outside the cage, a large number 3 appears in the gloom and Jiang feels a sudden pang of nostalgia, soon gone.
They jump the cage as soon as it clangs to a halt, before the drones can do them any damage in their mindless task of removing the starship junk. Now they’re working their way along a dark corridor, the only light coming from the vicinity of the cage they’ve left behind, sending their shadows sprawling out in front.
Leila has a tight grip on Jiang’s hand, her long stride setting the pace so that the girl has to trot to keep up.
“It’s along here, I know it is,” Leila mutters.
“What is?” Jiang asks. “What are we looking for.”
Leila ignores her, plunges on in the growing darkness.
Then she pulls up suddenly, and Jiang careers into her back. They’ve come to a wall, and Leila is searching its surface, and now she’s tugging at a handle.
A door swings open to reveal a dim glow, a steep metal staircase.
They head down to Level Zero.
“What’s down here?” Jiang asks.
“The underground,” says Leila. “People on the fringe. Religious crackpots. Call them what you will. We’re looking for a guy called the Mandarin, something of a religious guru from what I’ve heard.”
Level Zero looks little different to Level One: dimly lit corridors, junk and debris all over the floors, water running down the walls so that over the years it’s left a succession of eerily pearlescent trails.
Finally, they come to a big wooden door, carved with dragons and Chinese ideograms. Jiang recognises some of them from early schooling: something about truth found only in the void.
Leila swings the door open and leads the way inside. Immediately they’re challenged by a burly guard, his impassive face decorated by a long, waxed moustache.
“My name is Leila Kundera. The Mandarin expects me.”
The man turns without a word and leads them deeper into the underground.
It’s lighter now, as they emerge in a big chamber. Candles burn in a glowing constellation, redoubled in the surfaces of countless gold and polished wood ornaments and furnishings. The air is heavy with the smell of burning wax and something sweet, narcotic. Carpets of ancient design cover the floor, even more sumptuous than the ones in the hotel up on Sundeck. It makes Jiang want to kick off her new boots and bury her feet in the deep pile.
A small, round figure sits cross-legged on the floor, amidst a heap of tasselled cushions. The man looks ancient, his head bald and liver-spotted, his face deeply etched with the passage of time. White, archetype moustachios droop, coming to rest on a blue silk gown, embroidered with dragons and more ideograms.
He indicates the floor before him, and Leila and Jiang sit, still holding hands like expectant schoolchildren.
“You seek someone,” the Mandarin says, in clear tones.
He’s addressing me, Jiang thinks.
“A girl,” Leila says. “She came here two days ago, with money for a metastatic unit. You offered her protection.”
“We offer only enlightenment,” the old man says.
“Okay,” Leila snaps, “let’s not quibble about terminology. She bought enlightenment from you. I want her back, do you hear? I want to buy her back.”
The Mandarin stares at Jiang. “Your friend judges us harshly,” he says. “Hannah was a thousand credits short, yet we still granted her use of the unit. We do not withhold enlightenment from those who seek it.
“You see,” he continues, “in metastatic suspension one is elevated into the glorious Ch’an state. Thoughts move without leaving any trace. I know this from my own period of enlightenment: I was captain of The Forlorn Hope for thirty years. In that time I – ”
“How much?”
“You cannot buy a person back from the realm of wu-hsin,” he rejoins, as if explaining manners to the simplest of children. Still, he is staring intently at Jiang.
Sudden understanding hits her with a jolt. She recalls what Leila told her: A finder and a tuner. The tuner is usually young, an innocent abroad, unaware of her talent...
She turns on Leila. “You’re using me!” she cries.
All the times Leila has dragged Jiang around with her, mixing shopping trips and fancy meals with interviews with her leads. All the time Jiang had thought she only wanted her company, yet now she understands the truth: Leila is just like Giordano – she needs her tuner, her mind’s eye, so that she can function at the peak of her ability.
“Trust me,” Leila says now. “We’ll talk later. We’re a good team, you and me, in more ways than one.”
Jiang feels cold inside, the same hollow aching grief as when she heard about her father’s death all those years ago...
An aide enters the room and whispers something in the old man’s ear. When he looks up, Leila says, “You’re stalling, aren’t you? What are you hiding?”
She closes her eyes in concentration, and Jiang feels a warm sensation, an alien presence in her mind, as Leila uses her to probe the Mandarin.
Leila opens her eyes in triumph. “She’s here!” she cries. “She hasn’t gone under yet. Let me talk to her – that’s all I ask. Let me see her.”
“There is a matter more pressing than that,” the old man says. “You have been followed here. It must be dealt with before negotiations are resumed.”
“He’s a snoop,” Leila says. “His name is Giordano. He’s here to kill Hannah. I have to get to her first.”
Jiang feels the warmth in her head again, as Leila uses her. The Mandarin grimaces, unable to keep Hannah’s whereabouts from the snoop.
His guard is unhappy, confused. He doesn’t understand what is being exchanged between his master and Leila, doesn’t know whether to – how to – intervene.
Leila jumps to her feet and the guard makes as if to block her way, but a command from the Mandarin stops him. Instead, he heads across the chamber for the entrance hall – to stop Giordano, Jiang realises. She hesitates, then stumbles after Leila, past some screens and along a dark corridor.
At the far end there is a door. Leila runs towards it, ignoring the shouts from the Mandarin and his aide.
From the main chamber there’s a sharp cry, then another, and then silence. Jiang has seen enough action flix to picture the scene: the Mandarin and his aide slumped on the floor. Giordano must be there and he must be armed.
Now, Leila pulls a small handgun from her jacket as she runs.
Jiang follows, sick with fear now that Giordano is close.
Leila pushes the door open and enters, Jiang close behind her.
The room is blurred with candled twilight, and it is a second before Jiang’s eyes adjust. She sees that what she had thought was a bed is in fact a sarcophagal casing raised on trestles. The metastatic unit.
It’s empty – and then she sees the girl in the corner. She’s about twelve, with a swarthy Mediterranean cast to her skin and dark curls tumbling around her shoulders.
The child stares at Leila, terror in her eyes.
“No, Ms Kundera,” she screams. “Please, no!”
Leila hesitates, her handgun levelled at the girl’s chest. “I’m sorry, Jiang,” she says. “I didn’t want you to see this part.”
Jiang takes in the scene, the words. She doesn’t want to admit to understanding. She wants to scream, to deny herself the knowledge of what is happening here...
Then the child’s gaze travels past Leila to the doorway, where Giordano now stands. Her eyes bug wide, her mouth moves uncertainly. In a small voice, she says, “Papa?”
She looks at Leila and then at Giordano again. “Papa? But... she... Ms Kundera said they had killed you!”
And now Jiang understands everything: swap the names in Leila’s story and it’s all clear. Leila is the corporate spy; Leila is the one who used and abused Hannah, the one who has to kill the girl to save her own skin...
Leila is momentarily distracted, uncertain who to shoot first.
She swings her gun towards Giordano – and Jiang, impelled by sudden rage, throws herself across the room. She hits Leila with a sickening thud, knocking her off balance. A blue bolt from the gun burns harmlessly into the ceiling.
Then Giordano is standing over Leila, aiming.
Jiang closes her eyes and screams, and when she opens them again the Italian is backing away from Leila’s body. He turns to the girl and she is rushing into his arms. “Papa!” she cries, showing a love Jiang will never know again.
She sits there, numb. She recalls one of the lessons Leila has taught her, one she’s learnt well. You gotta be tough, kiddo – ’cos nobody else is gonna be tough on your account...
Jiang pushes herself to her feet and rushes into the corridor. She runs blindly, afraid to stop, arrives breathless at an upchute entrance and dives aboard.
She lifts her hand to the press-select panel. For a second she almost presses Level 3. Then she stabs the button that will take her back, all the way up to Sundeck.




Under Antares
Mackendrick stepped from the patio of his villa and took the zigzag path down the hillside. He paused at the first bend to rest and admire the view. For almost thirty standard years – half his lifetime – he had lived on Shannon’s Break, the second planet of Antares; for ten of those years he had served as Planetary Overseer, but all the responsibilities and politics of that post were far behind him now.
He lodged a boot on a twisted, upthrust root and stared down the mountainside. A thousand tributaries tipped perfect waterfalls from the continental plateau onto the rainforested delta far below. Mackendrick never failed to feel a visceral thrill at the view. The great crimson hemisphere of Antares hung majestically over the oceanic horizon, its swollen mass giving off geysering gouts of fire in slow motion whorls and curlicues.
Mackendrick took this walk every afternoon, a bag of scraps clipped to his belt to feed to the flying fish which congregated in the lagoon at the foot of the path. He had settled into such routines very early in his retirement: the habit-bound structure he imposed on his days helped him keep going, and helped him to forget.
One such habit was that he still wore his commset on his wrist, even though his self-imposed exile was only rarely broken these days.
Today, however, was one of those rare occasions. A shrill double note interrupted his absorption in the alien landscape.
His heart raced. He had been half-expecting a call. Half-dreading it. His son, Philip, had been back on Shannon’s Break for two standard months – it was only a matter of time before he made contact, Mackendrick felt sure.
“Okay, commset,” he said. “I’ll take the call.”
The tenuous figure of a man took form a short distance before Mackendrick on the path. He was short and dark, with beak-like nose and a hunched posture.
Mackendrick relaxed. “Bron,” he said. “It’s been too long.” Serge Bronowski had been Mackendrick’s personal assistant for the last four years of his tenure as Overseer. He was a quiet and conscientious man, the type who had inevitably been overlooked when it came to appointing Mackendrick’s replacement.
“Ah ... sorry to bother you, Mr Mackendrick.” Even after all this time, Bron refused to use his first name.
“What is it, Bron?” asked Mackendrick. Bron looked troubled. This clearly wasn’t just some errand for Meg Bailey, the new Overseer.
“There’s been an incident, Mr Mackendrick. Twenty kays inland.”
Beyond the human reservation, then. Mackendrick fought the irresistible tug of his memories, the physical sickness he felt at any mention of such ‘incidents’.
He shook his head. “I’m not the Overseer any more,” he said. “It’s not my responsibility. Why aren’t you telling Meg Bailey all this?”
Bron stared studiously at the ground as he replied. “The incident is a serious one, Mr Mackendrick,” he said. “It involves the Xenobiological Survey. It – ”
“Philip? It’s Philip, isn’t it?” Philip had been staying with the Survey since he had come back to Shannon’s Break to work on a post-doctoral research project.
Bronowski looked up. “I can pick you up in fifteen minutes,” he said. “I think we should go as soon as possible.”


They were five or six kays beyond the southern perimeter of the human reservation when Mackendrick saw the first of the fliers.
Bronowski piloted the aircar in studious silence and Mackendrick stared out of his side screen as they flew over the scrubby savannah of the plateau. Scattered herds of landcrabs grazed amongst the sparse trees, looking like clusters of boulders with twitching, periscopic antennae.
To the east, the ruddy hemisphere of the sun seemed to fill the sky. At this time of year it was a constant feature – save for a few hours around the middle of the nominal night – and he felt he should be accustomed to the sight of it. But Antares was like his guilt: though it might rise and fall to varying degrees, it was never far from the surface.
After a time, his attention was drawn to a number of small, dark flecks against the crimson canvas of the sun. At first he was unsure whether they were real or merely a visual trick caused by staring at the sun. Then he thought they must be birds – perhaps nighthawks, although he knew they rarely strayed this far north.
Then he saw, with a sudden shock of recognition, first one creature close by, and then dozens, and thereafter perhaps a hundred or more of the intelligent, winged beings. Within seconds, they had closed in around the aircar, an aerial escort for the last few kays of the journey into the interior.


Mackendrick had not seen a Shandikar in the six years since he had retired as Overseer. He had not wanted to – they stirred too many bitter memories, revived too much pain.
The Shands were an ancient race. According to xeno-archaeologists they had been an advanced technological civilisation long before humankind had come down from the trees. But that phase was far behind them now: for many thousands of years they had lived as hunter-gatherers, bound into a sustainable and peaceful existence by primitive spiritual beliefs based on ancestor worship. The apparent simplicity of their existence had, in the early days of human settlement on Shannon’s Break, led to many misunderstandings. Shandikar society was governed by a complex code of rites and laws which humans interfered with at their own – very substantial – risk.
Such misunderstandings had become less frequent over the years but, as Overseer, Mackendrick had been involved in arbitration over numerous transgressions. Human law applied to incidents within the reservation, but elsewhere the settlers were subject to Shandikar law. One of the earliest cases he had overseen had involved a drunken miner who had strayed out of the reservation and crashed his aircar, killing a young Shand. The miner had been sentenced to be set free in the savannah, hunted down and killed with poisoned darts.
Mackendrick had been involved with several similar cases – a biologist similarly executed for trapping a sacred species of flying lizard, a teenager blinded for getting lost and wandering through a burial ground – and that was why he had been so angry with Belinda, nearly seven years ago.
He had only wanted to protect her. He had only been trying to avoid losing her altogether.
Belinda. Eight years his junior, the mother of his son, Philip. Dynamic, curious, given over to frequent moods and whims. Where he had been a tree, planted firmly in the ground, Belinda had been a kite, lofted up on the slightest breeze. He would have done anything to avoid letting her go.
Back then, the Shands had taken a sudden interest in human affairs. They flew regularly over the main settlement at Lieutenant’s Creek; they had even set up camp just beyond the perimeter of the reservation and encouraged curious humans to visit.
As Overseer, Mackendrick had gone out to the encampment, wary of the sudden change in the relationship with the aboriginals, sure that it would end in another grim ‘incident’. What he had found was like something out of an old movie: a religious retreat, an alien ashram.
A young Shand had shown him around, explaining as best it could in its breathy, aspirated English. Taller and leaner than most of its kind, the top of the Shand’s head was level with Mackendrick’s eyes. The dignity of the creature’s look – the way it stood, the smooth grey face with large eyes and broad mouth – had been starkly at odds with the animal physicality of its body: a heavy pelt covering broad chest and shoulders, a heavy web of skin connecting its long arms to its flanks.
“Your people are learning the way of the – ” What it said next was a guttural phrase Mackendrick had heard before. Some humans pronounced it as hethetherah, and translated it as voice or communication, but clearly the young Shand was unhappy with such a literal translation. Mackendrick knew the Shands used the phrase in a more religious sense, a form of communication for which there was no English equivalent: something between prayer and some kind of empathic resonance.
Even though it was technically illegal for humans to leave the reservation without an official pass, Mackendrick learned that, over the past week or two, dozens of colonists had visited the Shandikar encampment. His dilemma was to decide whether he should have the police enforce the rules and prevent this mixing, or allow it to continue as a kind of informal experiment in liberalising the regime of human settlement on Shannon’s Break.
It had been easy to just leave things as they were, as if putting it out of his mind would somehow prevent an incident from occurring.
But Belinda had brought the encampment back to his attention a few weeks later. He had come back to their apartment late one evening to find her arguing with Philip. The bitter silence when he walked in had not fooled him for a second. “What’s going on?” he had demanded. “Why the atmosphere?”
Philip snorted, as only an angry eighteen year-old can. “Ask her,” he muttered.
Mackendrick had raised his eyebrows at his wife, and was relieved to see a smile in response. “Poor Phil’s just like you, dear,” she told him. “A rationalist through and through. I was merely trying to explain to him the principles of hethetherahism.”
“Principles?” asked Mackendrick. The human drifters who had congregated at the Shand encampment had developed a kind of cult around what they understood of the aboriginals’ spiritual beliefs. As soon as he heard the phrase on Belinda’s lips, he had recognised the awful inevitability of her attraction to such a sect.
He had felt a sudden anger, then. “What have principles got to do with a bunch of losers like that?”
His anger had hurt her, and he had turned to Philip in the belief that in his son, at least, he would find support. But Philip turned away from them both in disgust, approving of neither.
That had been the crisis point, Mackendrick saw in retrospect: the moment when all the tensions had risen to the surface, when the lines of defence had been set out and carved in stone. That had been when he started to lose them both.


They flew south to where the trees became denser – more open forest than savannah – and then the host of flying Shands guided them in to land in the centre of a great oval clearing. Something about the silence which prevailed, and the ribbed architecture of the overhanging foliage of the high, surrounding trees brought to mind the interior of a cathedral.
Five Shands landed at the far end of the clearing, while the others swooped and glided overhead like observing angels.
By the time Mackendrick had climbed out of the aircar, a dozen members of the Xenobiological Survey had emerged from the forest to greet them. He stared at Sal Lawrence, the head of the team. “Perhaps you can tell me what’s going on, Sal?” he demanded, with some of his old authority.
“Philip set out at five this morning,” she said, eyes flitting form Mackendrick to Bronowski and back. “Our camp is a kilometre south-west of here, not far from the ruins at Kazkah. Philip’s been studying the inscriptions on the Kazkah Stones. He was always going off on his own like that.”
Sal was being cagey. It was against the terms of the Survey’s licence for individuals to go off on their own and she knew her job was at stake. But then Phil wasn’t really a member of her team; he was an archaeologist. She wasn’t responsible for him.
Mackendrick sighed. “I’m not the Overseer any more, Sal,” he said. “You can relax. I just want to know what happened – what kind of hole my son has dug for himself. Okay?”
“Over the last two years we’ve established communications with the local community of Shands,” she said. “Some of the youngsters have been designated as kind of spokespeople. A few hours ago one of them came looking for me. He said Philip had been detained. He asked if Philip had what they call a ‘blood-tied-speaker’ – loosely speaking that’s a cross between a legal representative and a kinsman. I thought of you immediately.”
Mackendrick, with Bronowski hurrying along at his side, left the Survey people and headed across the clearing towards the waiting chevron of five aliens. Antares burned in a diffuse haze through the tree-tops, filling the clearing with a rich burgundy light. Mackendrick was intensely aware of the hundreds of aliens still circling above the clearing, or gathered in the upper branches of the surrounding trees.
One of the Shands, a tall figure with a thick, sable pelt, was clearly the leader of the group. It stared at Mackendrick, unblinking, as he came to stand before them.
Mackendrick dipped his head. “I am the father ... the blood-tied-speaker ... of the man you are detaining,” he said.
The alien sketched a lateral gesture in the air and then spoke in a sliding sequence of gasps and sighs.
Bronowski listened intently and as soon as the Shand paused he replied in similar tones.
“What did it say?” asked Mackendrick when he had finished. “What did you tell them, Bron?”
“They told us that there is to be a hearing immediately. I replied that you assert your right as Philip’s blood-tied-speaker to attend. They assented.”
“What has Philip done, Bron? What sort of hearing is it going to be?”
Bronowski spoke again in the alien tongue, then listened intently as the leader of the Shands replied.
There was a silence.
“Well? What is it, Bron? What’s going on?”
Bronowski looked uneasy. “He... trespassed. That much is clear. I think he must have transgressed in some way religious, something to do with their ancestors. I’m sorry I can’t be more definite – his tone of voice implies the context, and I find that tone ambiguous.”
Mackendrick nodded. Bronowski was a good man – Mackendrick could wish for no-one better to be by his side in such a situation. “What now, then?” he asked.
“They request that we follow them.”
As the two spoke, the Shands had retreated to the edge of the clearing, where a track led into the interior.
“They would normally fly, of course,” said Bronowski. “But they make allowances for what they call our physical inadequacies. There is a trail and they have made it safe, by which they mean that they have temporarily unconsecrated the ground we will walk across so that we can follow them without fear of penalty.”
“How far are we going, Bron?”
“Approximately five kays south, to where they have an encampment.”
The two men followed the aliens, and soon the heavy foliage closed in around them, shutting them off from the clearing. Mackendrick became suddenly aware of the heat, the humidity in the air.
He could think of nothing but his son, and the danger he faced. Philip had always been a sensible boy, mature beyond his years. He was not the kind to take foolish risks.
So why was Mackendrick trekking into the Shand heartlands to take part in Philip’s trial?


The track through the forest straightened out. Now Mackendrick could see two Shands at the head of the procession. Between them they carried what looked like the dried pelt of one of their kind, slung like a stretcher between two parallel poles.
From the rear, a steady chanting rose up, an eerie ululation that echoed through the forest. Mackendrick had never heard anything so unnerving in his life. He glanced back and saw two Shands carrying another pelt at the back of the procession.
Bronowski met his look. “We have entered sacred territory now,” he said. “Our hosts are negotiating our safe passage with their ancestral spirits. The first skin is that of an outcast – his wild spirit allows us passage. The second skin is that of a revered elder, sealing and reconsecrating the way after us. The Shandikar use the skins of their ancestors as a medium through which they speak to the souls of the departed.”
Mackendrick was familiar with this spirit worship from his days as Overseer. It was this pseudo-religious gobbledegook that had attracted Belinda to the Shands nearly seven years before, tearing the family apart – first with rows and then with far worse.
After what seemed like hours, the path began to climb, and through the forest canopy Mackendrick glimpsed the spur of rock which, honeycombed with cave-mouths, was the home of this particular tribe.
They passed from the forest and into the full, ruddy light of Antares. Among the rocks scattered around a wide area, Mackendrick saw thousands of aliens. They were sitting on their heels, arms wrapped about their shoulders so that their flying webs shawled their knees and shins. They regarded the humans in accusatory silence.
The leader of the Shands spoke to Bronowski, who translated for Mackendrick. “Your son is in that cave.” He indicated a dark opening several metres up the nearest cliff-face. “You have only a matter of minutes before the hearing begins. You can talk with him until then.”
There was a pole, lashed with cross-struts, propped against the cliff. They must have made it specially for the humans, Mackendrick supposed.
He hesitated for a long time before approaching the rickety ladder and climbing up to the cave.
Philip sat just in the shadow of the cave-mouth, where he could see out across the settlement. Now, he stared at his father, his face expressionless.
Mackendrick didn’t know what to say, where to start after so long. He opened his mouth, but it was Philip who spoke first.
“So,” he said. “You couldn’t stay away, then. You and death are never far apart...”
~
He had only ever wanted to stop her from getting out of her depth. He couldn’t bear to lose her.
Six and a half standard years ago, just as suddenly as they had taken a renewed interest in the human settlers and set up a camp near the reservation, the Shandikar had decided to move on. Some of their human followers accepted their decision gracefully. Others were distraught, like children abandoned by their parents.
Others still had taken it as a sign. Whether the Shands had said anything explicitly or not, these humans had taken their decision as an invitation: not only were the Shands moving on, but so too were their human followers.
Clearly, Mackendrick could not sit back and let this happen. The human settlement had been negotiated under strict terms with the Shandikar nearly eighty years before: under conditions stipulated both by Shandikar law and Earth’s Code of Settlement, any human movement beyond agreed boundaries had to be strictly limited. As Planetary Overseer, Mackendrick could not have groups of settlers simply wandering off into the heartlands because a group of Shands may or may not have said it was okay. His position was clear.
It was nothing to do with the fact that Belinda wanted to go along with them, that she was one of the prime movers behind the cult’s decision to follow the Shands.
It had nothing to do with Belinda at all.
Even now, after more than six years, he could close his eyes and instantly he was back in his office in the government building in the town of Lieutenant’s Creek, his comms panel shrilling at him. Its tone was no different to any other of the forty or fifty calls he took in an average day, but he had known instantly that it was a portent of disaster.
If he closed his eyes he could see quite clearly the look on Captain Rosetti’s face: the reluctance, the guilt, the responsibility.
“Overseer Mackendrick,” he had said in his soft Bronx twang. “I’m sorry but I have to inform you of an irregularity in this morning’s operation.”
Irregularity. Official language could express tragedy in such neutral terms. Mackendrick had ordered the police in to prevent the cult members from following the Shands, but, under Rosetti’s command, they had interpreted their instructions far too enthusiastically. Of twenty-seven cult members, they had arrested twelve and – when one officer had opened fire they had all joined in – killed eight. The remaining seven had fled and were traced over the next few days lying low in the town.
Belinda had been one of the eight. She had been a part of Rosetti’s irregularity.
He had only wanted to stop her from doing anything foolish.


Mackendrick and Bronowski were invited to sit at the centre of the packed earth clearing in the shadow of the spur, the five Shand seated in arrow-head formation before them. A glossy silver pelt was carefully spread across the rocks nearby – even the spirits of the dead, Mackendrick recalled, must attend such a gathering. Philip sat to one side, hemmed in by a cordon of Shand guards, a spectator at his own hearing.
All around, perched one above the other on the rocks like an audience of crows or vultures, were the rest of the tribe, regarding the humans impassively. As backdrop, the great ruddy hump of Antares fulminated in majestic silence.
The elder Shand spoke.
Bronowski leaned towards Mackendrick and translated, in a low, reverent mutter. “They will first recount Philip’s ... misdemeanours, then they will inform us... you... of his punishment.”
“Can we appeal?” It all sounded very final. “Can I speak on his behalf?” In only three of the hearings he had attended before as Overseer had he been allowed to speak. He wondered if his role as blood-tied-speaker might allow him to do so now, but after a brief exchange with the elder, Bronowski shook his head.
“The punishment has already been decided upon,” he told Mackendrick. “Apparently there has already been some kind of preliminary hearing.”
Now, another Shand stood and started to speak. It was as tall as the elder, with a jet black pelt and aggressive, twitchy mannerisms.
“Early today,” Bronowski translated, “as the gracious Antares rested on the horizon ... Philip trespassed ... or ‘invaded’, he says – the speaker’s intonation is very hostile. Philip invaded sacred territory. A burial ground on the western fringe of the Kazkah Stones. It is one of this tribe’s most sacrosanct plots of ground, where they bury their most exalted elders. Philip tainted the hallowed ground by allowing his unclean, or unblessed, shadow to come between their god, Antares, and the holy earth.”
Bronowski paused, and Mackendrick felt a sudden, heady surge of optimism. Surely such a transgression was trivial! But he reminded himself that he was dealing with alien minds, alien priorities. He recalled the case he had dealt with nine or ten years ago: a teenager who had committed a similar offence had escaped lightly – he had merely been blinded in punishment...
The elder spoke again. Minutes later, Bronowski translated hesitantly.
“Quite apart from desecrating holy ground with his shadow, Philip addressed the attendant of the burial ground.” Now, Bronowski refused to look at Mackendrick as he went on: “The attendant was a holy man, a shaman. He had taken a vow of silence as a juvenile, more than fifty standard years ago. The only time he spoke was with the voices of the dead. He was ... their word translates most closely as pure, but it has a far more spiritual, extreme meaning than that one word can convey. He was intensely pure and now, having been addressed by an unclean alien he is no longer pure. He is no longer a suitable vessel for the spirits to use.”
Bronowski indicated the silvery pelt, spread out nearby. “The holy man killed himself immediately, as was his duty. He attends this trial in spirit only.”
Mackendrick swallowed. He glanced across at his son, wondering how much of this he was taking in. He knew Philip had studied Shandikar culture, but he did not know if he was talented enough a linguist to follow the proceedings as Bronowski could.
Philip just sat there, meeting Mackendrick’s glance with a steely, defiant glare.
“Without their shaman,” Bronowski continued, “the tribe are without their connection to the spirit world. They have no hethetherah. They are without god. Their fall from grace will last several weeks, until a new shaman is selected. In the meantime, Antares demands recompense: a temporary vessel must be substituted.”
Through his grief, Mackendrick’s pragmatism asserted itself. “Ask the elder what can be done,” he told Bronowski. “Whatever is in my power to do I will do. We need to get Philip out of here, Bron.”
Bronowski spoke and the Shands listened.
The elder replied briefly, then immediately rose and turned away.
“We must go with them,” Bronowski said. “I think they want us to witness Philip’s punishment.”
Mackendrick swallowed grimly, then climbed to his feet. He looked at Philip again, said, “You’ll be okay, Phil, do you hear? It’ll all work out.”
Philip spat into the dirt as his guards led him after the elder.
The procession marched diagonally across the foot of the nearest cliff-face, then headed through a narrow defile to a rocky platform which looked out across the fringe of the forest, full into the bloody glare of Antares.
In the clearing below, two teams of Shands were hauling on ropes. They were pulling the tops of two whip-like tree-ferns down so that their crowns touched at ground level. When they had done this, they lashed the trees to stakes in the ground, so that their trunks described great curved bows against the glowering sun.
The elder had been speaking, and now Bronowski resumed his translation. “The elders have decided that Philip must atone for his crimes by becoming a temporary vessel for the ancestral spirits. Humans can be used for this, but only at the extremes of their existence. He will be treated with psychotropic drugs, which they have found in the past to be efficacious in opening up the human mind. And then ... then he will be tied between the trunks and the trees will be returned to their former positions. He will remain there, under the eye of their god, Antares, until a new shaman can be selected, or until he dies, whichever comes first.” Bronowski fell silent and bowed his head.
Mackendrick was aware of the watching eyes of the Shands all around him. As if they were waiting to see how he would respond.
He tried to speak, but couldn’t. He swallowed, started again. “Tell them that Philip did not know what he was doing. Tell them it was an accident, a mistake.”
But Bronowski remained silent.
“Bron?”
In a voice almost too soft to hear, Bronowski said, “But Philip is an archaeologist, Mr Mackendrick. I spoke to him only two weeks ago about Shand religious practices. He is very well informed on the matter.”
Mackendrick stared at his friend.
Bronowski said, “So you see, for whatever reasons, your son must have intended all this...” and he gestured towards the drawn trees, poised ready for their victim.
The elder Shand was speaking again. Bronowski listened, an expression of surprise on his face. “In Shandikar law,” he translated, “a compromise can sometimes be negotiated.”
“What?” Mackendrick snapped. “What is it?”
“That’s why they were so adamant that a blood-tied-speaker should attend,” Bronowski said.
“Tell me!”
Unable to meet his former superior’s look, Bronowski told him: “You can take your son’s place,” he said. “You can be punished on his behalf.”
They were leading Philip across the clearing below, now. Mackendrick did not have long. He stared at Bronowski, waited until his look was met. “He knew this would happen, didn’t he?”
Bronowski shrugged. “He is an intelligent man.”
Mackendrick nodded. Six and a half years... Six and a half years to avenge his mother’s death.
He reached out and squeezed Bronowski’s arm. “Tell them I wish to go in Philip’s place. Tell them I will be their temporary vessel.”
Bronowski hesitated.
“Tell them!” Mackendrick said.
Bronowski spoke, and immediately the elder gestured sharply and called down to the group leading Philip to his punishment.
Mackendrick stared at his son’s pale face. He couldn’t blame him for this. “Philip!” he called down. “I’m sorry, Philip. You can go back with Bron. I accept everything!”
But it wasn’t as he had expected. Philip jerked away from his guards as understanding seeped through. “No!” Mackendrick heard him cry. “No, leave him out of this!”
And Philip ran towards the trees.
If not revenge, then what?
When Mackendrick arrived at the two bent trees, Philip was sprawled on the ground, sobbing into the dirt.
“It’s over, Philip,” Mackendrick said softly.
Then Philip looked up with such pain in his eyes that Mackendrick finally understood. It was just like him – cynical, rational, calculating – to assume that his son was after revenge, but it was something far more than that, something Mackendrick could barely even begin to touch.
“Can’t you see?” begged Philip. “Can’t you just stay out of it? This is all wrong!”
Mackendrick said, “What? I don’t understand–”
I want to take the punishment myself!” Philip cried. “I want to speak with the spirits of the dead...”
Mackendrick almost wept. So his son had not sought revenge...
He remembered Belinda’s accusation that he and Philip had been cast from the same cynical, rationalist mould. But somewhere along the line Philip had changed.
Sadly, he turned to Bronowski. “Take care of him, Bron. Make sure he doesn’t do anything foolish.” And then he turned away from his friend and his son, and stared into the face of Antares.


Mackendrick raised the tin goblet to his lips and tasted its contents. The liquid looked like some kind of sherry, but it was hot with exotic spices, and it left a distinct metallic after-taste. He tipped the goblet and drank it all.
He raised his arms and two Shand guards bound his wrists gently but tightly to the opposing trees.
Then they let the trunks slowly upright. The joints in his arms and legs detonated as they were wrenched from their sockets and the small bones of his wrists and ankles snapped. The pain became unbearable and Mackendrick screamed until his throat was afire, and then the drug-laden drink rushed over his senses, numbing the agony to a steady, thudding, whole-body ache.
As the trees reached their fullest extent, Mackendrick hung his head back and cried out as the swollen, blood-red dome of Antares stared down on him without mercy.
And then the voices began...





In Transit
The White Swan left the war zone and burst through the Jehovah wormhole with an actinic explosion of supercharged particles.
Abbott clutched the arms of his seat and closed his eyes as the swirling fire of the membrane swallowed the shuttle and spat it out the other side, five hundred light years along the galactic rim. The transition seemed to twist him inside out and wring his soul dry. It left him light-headed and nauseous, his head fizzing with static.
When he opened his eyes, he was amazed to see the crew going about their business as if nothing had happened. They hung in their slings, slaved to the shuttle’s smartware nexus, hands drifting across touchpads and parallel sensors with the dreamy grace of narcoleptic ballerinas. The pilot was setting course from the Jehovah wormhole to its twin, a thousand parsecs across the star system, while an engineer and a smartware specialist communed with the shuttle as if in comas.
Abbott’s head still reeled.
Through the forward viewscreen, a delta strip above the command slings, he made out the main sequence primary, its lone planet in transit across the sun’s fiery disc. Ahead, a mirror image of the wormhole they had just left, its twin was a coruscating oval interface through which they would pass in six hours en route to Earth.
At least, he thought with relief, they were out of Kryte-controlled territory now. This intermediate system was technically in no-man’s land, strategically important and sporadically fought over.
“... though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” a woman’s voice intoned to his left.
He turned. Some neurological side-effect of the transition had blitzed his short-term memory.
“...I will fear no evil.”
He fingered his crucifix, where it rested on an inflamed area on his chest. Memory started to kick in... The smartware implant, fed in through his chest wall, from where it had infiltrated his entire body. The slave device.
He’d been in conversation with Major Travers, he recalled. Just before the jump. Something about a briefing...
“...For thou art with me.”
It came back to him now. Travers, a blocky grunt who did nothing to disguise her disdain of civilians in general and xeno-psychologists in particular, had been filling him in about the captured Kryte in the shuttle’s hold.
“You okay, Abbott?” Travers looked across at him now, her superior expression putting him in his place. She was an uncompromising-looking woman, with the look of a street-fighter, only accentuated by the reconstructive surgery that left half her face composed of n-gel – so nearly natural-looking, but not quite. Responses on that half of her face lagged a split second behind so that an expression would start on one side of her face and migrate to the left, a peristalsis of the self. “You look rough.”
“I’m fine. Where were we?” He sat up, attempting to look competent.
Travers smiled, her time-lagged smile that Abbott tried hard not to find disturbing. “I was telling you about the Devil,” she told him. “I was telling you about your Devil...”
Abbott held up a hand. “Please. I know they’re the enemy, but demonising them like that does nothing to foster understanding.”
Travers sneered. “I don’t want to understand the bastards, Abbott. I want to eradicate them.” As she said this, she ran a finger across the crucifix tattooed on her left forearm.
“The best way to win the war, or even to contain it, will be to come to some understanding of how the enemy works, how it thinks. Reducing a dangerous foe to stereotypes is self-defeating and foolhardy.”
Something flared in Travers’ eyes, a fighter’s response, an unthinking, uncomprehending reflex. “Listen, Abbott. I lost an entire platoon capturing that fucker back there. Twenty-five fine men and women, blitzed in an instant. If you think I give a damn about what I call the...”
Something in Abbott’s expression halted her tirade.
He reached out and laid a hand over hers. The touch froze her. He wondered at the last time she’d felt the contact of human flesh.
“Major, ten years ago an advanced strike of the Kryte’s rim division killed five thousand colonists on New Hampton. My wife and two year-old son were among the fatalities. Please don’t doubt my enmity towards the Kryte.”
She had the good grace to looked away, cowed.
Abbott went on, “So... where did you say we’d got to?”
“I was describing the... the Kryte. We’re of the opinion that it wasn’t a combat soldier.”
“I thought all Krytes in the forward sector were militia?”
She shook her head. “Not this one. It didn’t have battle armour, and wasn’t equipped with phase array nucleonics. It was in a sub-light shuttle, grounded behind the front line. It was attempting to get away when we broke through and disabled the ship.”
“So what do you think it was doing there?”
“Beats me,” Travers said. “Anyway, it didn’t have time to kill itself. We took it by surprise. It put up a hell of a fight, but we quelled the bastard. We contacted the sector base unit immediately. The rest you know.”
“This is our big chance, Major,” Abbott told her. “Our big chance to understand.”
He saw in her eyes that she knew that this time his use of the word understand had a more specific meaning. The Kryte were known to be extremely long-lived, under normal circumstances – perhaps even immortal. Humankind had never even come close to understanding the secret of this longevity until now. Only three Kryte had ever been captured alive before, so badly wounded that they’d died a few hours later without yielding their secret.
Travers was looking at him, her lop-sided expression unfathomable. “Do we really want to understand?” she asked, her tone even, controlled.
Abbott studied her face, his eyes drawn to the join between natural flesh and n-gel reconstruct. He knew the Major was uncompromising, but he hadn’t had her down as a fundamentalist. There were some – including Travers, it appeared – who thought immortality was a temptation too far. How would you ever reap your reward in Heaven if you were forever bound to mortal existence? In his head he continued the Twenty-third Psalm that Travers had been recounting earlier:
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:
And I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.
Travers and her like wanted to dwell in the Lord’s house; life was but a step along the way.
“I want to understand,” he finally answered. “I have to understand these ... Devils, as you call them. They destroy lives...”
He had been waiting for an opportunity like this for years.
Two days ago he’d been roused from sleep in the faculty of his university at three in the morning. The colony commander had explained the situation and, still groggy with sleep, Abbott had attempted to take in the enormity of the proposition. He was being offered the opportunity to escort a captured Kryte to Earth, and there work – alongside other specialists – at coming to some understanding of the extraterrestrial.
“We want you to be its anchor,” the commander had said, and it had taken a few seconds for the import of his words to sink in. Abbott and his peers had discussed ways of handling captive Krytes on many occasions, but it had always been an academic exercise, an exploration of hypotheticals. The anchor-slave approach may even have been Abbott’s suggestion; his name had certainly been one of several attached to a long-suppressed paper on the subject.
“Anchor?” Abbott had asked. “As in ‘Anchor-Slave Dependencies and the Leveraging of Xenopsychologies’?”
A nod.
In an anchor-slave dependency, so the argument went, tailored n-ware was to be implanted into both parties, tying their existence together on a deep biological level. The two would be keyed into each other, and so become dependent on each other – or rather, in an anchor-slave relationship, the slave would become dependent on its anchor for the simple reason that if its n-ware could not detect the biological signature of its anchor in the near vicinity – either because the two had been parted or if the anchor died – the ’ware would turn against its host, destroying cell structure, dissolving tissue... The slave would deliquesce. This approach had the double advantage that on one level it was a simple security device preventing escape, but on a deeper, more subtle level, it established a bond between captive and captor, a dependency through which all kinds of intimacy and information seepage could be leveraged. It had all made perfect sense in the paper.
“We have a Kryte?” Abbott had asked, head still racing. “A live one?”
Another nod from the commander.
Abbott had promptly volunteered, and attempted to suppress an instinctive hatred of the creature when he’d first seen it a day later, its tortured form frozen in the shuttle’s stasis brace.
Now Travers eased herself back in her seat and stared through a side-screen at the system’s only planet, a tiny asterisk to the sun’s blazing statement high above.
Abbott turned in his couch. Through the viewscreen in the bulkhead door which gave access to the hold, he could see the Kryte.
It was the paradox of his calling that, although he’d studied the workings of the mind of the Kryte for fifteen years, he’d never actually seen one in the flesh, until now. He’d viewed HVs of them, footage taken on the battlefield and more useful images from spy-cams – but nothing had prepared him for the confrontation with the three-dimensional reality of the extraterrestrials.
They were tall and attenuated, humanoid but lizard-like, shimmery and silver-grey but possessed of sufficient facial likeness to human beings so as to appear all the more threatening: staring at this creature now, a female, Abbott had to admit that there was something bordering on beauty in the severe planes of its face, with its high cheekbones and huge eyes, held open as if in frozen shock at its custody in the stasis brace.
Abbott found himself touching his crucifix again as if in superstitious dread.
The Kryte were the first sentient aliens that humanity had discovered on its outward push through the galaxy. Like humans, the Kryte had spread from their homeworld, establishing several colonial outposts on planets within a radius of hundred light years. When the first Earth ship came across them, joyous though cautious at the prospect of first contact with fellow sentient members of the Creation, the Kryte had responded with characteristic alacrity and ruthlessness, annihilating the expeditionary starship and all aboard and issuing a warning that no further breach of their territory would be countenanced.
That was twenty years ago, and through their actions at that first contact the Kryte had effectively declared war on the human race, a war that humanity was well-equipped and supremely motivated to take to the heathen aliens.
After all, humankind was the innocent party in the conflict: they merely wanted to continue their expansion through the star systems of the rim, peacefully inhabiting the unoccupied Earth-norm worlds they discovered and terraforming others. They would have willingly co-existed side by side with the Kryte in the same star sectors, negotiating and collaborating on colonisation efforts. The Kryte, however, were implacable in their enmity... and the war raged on and on.
Suppressing a shiver, Abbott turned from the Kryte in the hold and stared through the sidescreen at the tiny, silver-blue planet.
Travers said, “St Jerome. There’s a human base down there, but the planet wasn’t deemed suitable for full-scale colonisation.”
Abbott nodded. “I can see that it’d be strategically important.”
“You said it. Whoever controls St Jerome controls the local pair of Jehovah wormholes. You should see the defensive and offensive armature down there. Bristling like a porcupine.”
“But it isn’t Earth-norm?”
Travers shook her head. “Almost, but not quite. A biological hell. The main landmass is covered with primary jungle, but that’s not the problem. The real issue with St Jerome is the wildlife. Some of the moulds try to colonise any exposed flesh – if the spores take hold they start to grow and dissolve the fats in our cell walls. Others embed themselves in the moisture in our lungs and send long fibres deep into our blood vessels. Others fuck with your head, leaching psychotropics into your blood. It’s not a fun place to be – I think the record is six days for someone to survive unprotected. And I used the word ‘survive’ in the loosest possible sense...” She smiled then, the expression migrating across her features, right to left, and then added: “But that doesn’t stop the Cistercians from setting up a monastery down there, God bless ’em.”
Abbott smiled as he thought of the self-mortification and piety of the monks driven to establish an outpost of God on such a far-flung and inimical world. He considered the spectacular celestial views the faithful would have down there, bracketed as they were by the fiery brilliance of the binary wormholes.
Travers must have misinterpreted his smile, because now she leaned forward, aggressive, defensive... “It’s true,” she snapped. She gestured at her face, pressing a finger deep into the reconstructive n-gel, which yielded disturbingly to her touch. “You think this is a battle trophy? Well it isn’t. It’s my reward for a tour of duty on St Jerome.” She paused, then added, “I managed five days unprotected, out on a patrol that was stranded when the Kryte attacked Fort Campbell. I was lucky: I kept most of my face and hardly lost my mind at all.”
Abbott turned away. “When was the last time the Kryte mounted an attack?” he asked awkwardly.
Travers grunted. “The bastards came in with sub-light ships a year ago, attacking Fort Campbell. We drove ’em off. Killed a couple of thousand of the Devils... sorry, the Krytes, and took about a hundred casualties ourselves. It was strange...” Travers paused, eyes lost on the planet far below.
“How so?” Abbott prompted.
Travers shrugged. “St Jerome is strategically critical. It’s one of the most important bases we’ve got. That’s why it’s so well defended. The thing was... why did the Kryte come at us with a relatively small force of two, three thousand? We were expecting at least a strike force of ten kay. We had a theory.”
“Go on.”
“Maybe the Kryte are reeling in this sector. They’ve suffered severe losses over the past couple of years. We control three of the four main wormhole-pairs in the sector... So we reckoned the force they threw at St Jerome was all they could muster at the time.”
Abbott nodded and sat back in his seat. “Well, it’d certainly be nice to think so.”
Travers resumed her inspection of St Jerome. Abbott looked ahead, through the viewscreen, at the fulminating membrane of the wormhole. Even at a distance of six parsecs, it was ten times as bright as the primary, a roughly oval portal like a gemstone ignited by internal molten fires.
The transition will soon be over, he told himself. And then Earth, and a period of research leave in which to concentrate on the captured alien.
Travers turned to him. “You re-married after...?”
Abbott shook his head. “Too busy with my studies.” He’d had a couple of brief affairs since Stella’s death, superficial liaisons that had failed to match the joy of his marriage, much to his despair and guilt.
“What about you?” he asked, to deflect Travers’ interest.
She smiled. “Husband and a daughter waiting on Kallithea. Haven’t seen ’em for a year. I have another month before the next leave, and then six months off. So I’ll see ’em soon, God willing.”
Abbott shook his head. “Yours is not an occupation I could easily contemplate, Major.”
She laughed. “Someone has to do it, Abbott.” She looked at him. “But I’m not being virtuous. The pay is good, and after ten years at the front, I get a cushy desk job back on Kallithea. I could do worse.”
“How many more years do you have to serve?”
Travers laughed. “Just six months, once I return from the next leave.”
That made him think of Kallithea, and her life there, and the teeming colonies of the human expansion. And that, inevitably, led him to contemplate New Hampton, and the life he might have been leading now but for the Kryte attack a decade ago.
He heard a sound behind him, and Travers said, “Wha-?” and he turned and, through the viewscreen in the bulkhead door, saw movement.
Travers raised a hand – she was armed. Why was she pointing a gun?
The bulkhead door... the viewscreen... the Kryte had somehow freed itself from the stasis brace, and was – impossibly – opening the hatch from the inside. He saw these things, understood that they were happening, even though they were impossible – the creature could not have broken out of stasis, it could not know the key to the combination lock on the door – but his brain would not react. He saw the combination lock turn, and the hatch crack, and he wanted to cry out in terror. He opened his mouth in warning, but too late.
The Kryte moved, lightning fast, even as Travers raised her gun and Abbott sat there unable to make a sound.
Beside him, Travers was reduced to a dozen slabs of flesh, blood expelled in as many spurting fountains.
Abbott screamed, finally, then closed his eyes and prayed.
He expected to be next.
The seconds stretched, and he remained alive.
He opened his eyes, heart pumping in terror.
He was alive, but the three other humans in the shuttle had suffered Travers’ fate. They were flensed carcasses now, hanging in their slings. Their blood was a dark slick on the floor, coagulating in the heat of the command cabin.
Abbott wept, frozen in place. He gripped the arms of his seat and watched the Kryte, waiting for it to attack.
Only then did it come to him that the last thing the Kryte would do would be to kill him: if he died, then the alien died too. Anchor-slave dependency. So he would be spared death, but to suffer what fate?
The Kryte was removing the pieces of the pilot from her sling and slipping into her place. It turned, fast as an eye-blink, and said to him, “Do not move!”
The sound terrified him, the voice high and feminine, all the more horrific for sounding almost human.
The Kryte reached out, its spidery fingers sweeping over the touchpad.
Abbott said, his voice faltering, “We control the wormholes. You won’t get through. You’ll require a voice-recognition pass to–”
The Kryte turned to him. “Silence!”
He wondered at its motives. It was effectively stranded in this sector of space, between the wormholes. St Jerome was under human control, and the shuttle was not equipped with a light-drive to take it through normal space.
As he watched, the alien reached out and sliced at a section of smartware banks. The ship bucked and the Kryte took manual control, gripping control bars and wresting the ship from its course.
The creature’s action demonstrated how it had succeeded in slaughtering five humans in as many seconds. Its fingers were taloned with six lethal scimitars.
But how had it escaped from the brace, and worked out the combination to the shuttle’s hatch? Abbott would have thought it impossible, had he not witnessed it.
The shuttle banked, and through the delta viewscreen he saw the wormhole slide away and slowly vanish. Seconds later it was replaced by the disc of St Jerome.
Abbott experienced a quick surge of hope. The planet was under Earth control. The shuttle’s approach would be detected, its aberrant course noted by observers and investigated.
The shuttle was unarmed, so the creature’s motives could not be to attack the Fort Campbell.
The planet swelled, sea and land soon becoming distinct configurations beneath the swirling cloudcover. The Kryte lay in the sling, adjusting the control minimally.
A terrible thought occurred to Abbott. The shuttle might not be armed, but it could be used as a weapon in itself. Was this what the hijacking was all about, some desperate attempt by the alien enemy to disable the defensive capabilities on St Jerome, prior to an all out attack?
It would fit with what they understood of Kryte thinking perfectly: on the one hand life was sacrosanct, as you would expect from a race of near-immortals – so much to lose! But on the other... the Kryte were savage to the point of recklessness in combat, and would readily sacrifice themselves for their cause.
Would this be how his life ended, he wondered, some dupe in an alien suicide mission? He prayed God to save him... Ten years ago, the deaths of Stella and Rob had shaken his complacency, severely tested his faith in a benevolent Christian God. He had, through counselling and the support of friends, come through the fire with his faith and his belief in the destiny of humanity strengthened. He had seen the work of the Kryte, and knew now what evil was.
Though, he kept telling himself, evil might be redeemed.
Through the viewscreen he watched as the shuttle approached St Jerome. Soon, only the silver-blue face of the planet filled the screen. The alien trimmed the control, adjusting the shuttle’s inclination for insertion into the planet’s troposphere.
They hit turbulence and rode it, the vibration numbing Abbott’s body. Seconds later they were through it, and floating miles above the surface of the planet; continents with rucked mountain ranges passed dreamily below, then an ocean bisected by the planet’s terminator.
They passed into what normally might have been the planet’s night-side, but for the fact that thanks to the binary wormholes St Jerome was bathed in eternal daylight.
From the little he had read about St Jerome, Abbott knew that Fort Campbell was on the planet’s largest landmass. Ahead, he could see that vast spraddling continent slide into view over the curved horizon.
He closed his eyes. So this was it. The Kryte was on a suicide mission. He wondered if this had been the plan all along, its easy capture in the war zone the overture to this kamikaze attack.
They dropped through the cloud layer, and the creature’s movements became frantic as the shuttle swayed, tipping first left then right. Abbott rocked in his seat, gripping the arm-rests. Through the side-screen, the planet’s surface had undergone a transformation, from the silver patina of high-altitude observation to its actual coloration, the dazzling verdure of total jungle cover.
Seconds later the shuttle ripped through the canopy. Abbott closed his eyes, expecting the fatal impact at any second.
The ship turned on its side and Abbott screamed. He opened his eyes. He saw a blur of green through the screen, flashing foliage and strobing boles. The final impact came with a surprising lack of pyrotechnics. The shuttle hit something and slewed, fetched up against something else and came to a jarring halt.
Abbott hung in his seat, shaken. The floor of the shuttle was canted at a forty-five degree angle.
The Kryte turned and looked at him with huge, almost human eyes.
Abbott smiled, then laughed. “You didn’t do it, you bastard!”
The alien blinked, as if in incomprehension.
“The base, you didn’t–” Abbott began.
The Kryte said, “Human base, two hundred kilometres west of present location.”
“And you planned to attack it.”
The alien blinked again. “No. You are in error.” If he closed his eyes, Abbott could make believe that it was a woman speaking to him.
“You’re lying.”
“Lying?” The Kryte regarded him, then said, “A human concept. Kryte do not lie.”
“Then why did you...?” And Abbott gestured to the dead crew, the canted shuttle.
The alien took in the remains of the humans, which had slid across the deck and wallowed now in a perfectly level pool of blood, like atolls emerging from some macabre lagoon.
“Why?” Abbott pressed.
The Kryte blinked, and chose not to reply.
Abbott looked through the tipped viewscreen at the riotous jungle outside. “What now? We’re trapped in here with no power – we’ll suffocate. And we can’t go outside.”
“We can go outside,” the alien interrupted. “We are biologically vulnerable, however. We have ... approximately 120 of your hours, if luck applies. Kryte will last longer than human.” But only minutes more, thanks to the anchor-slave treatment...
Abbott nodded. “Okay. Five days. So...”
“We leave the shuttle.”
Abbott managed a smile. “And go where, exactly? The base?”
“Affirmative. The base.”
He opened his mouth to speak. So the Kryte was still intent on attacking the Fort Campbell? Had it somehow equipped itself with some form of bomb, a back-up should its primary plan of crashing the shuttle fail?
“We’ll need food, water–”
The Kryte reached out, opened a locker, and threw a canister at Abbott. He caught it before it smacked him in the mouth.
The Kryte touched a control and the shuttle hatch cracked below them.
Abbott watched with hypnotised fascination as the blood drained through the hatch, followed by three or four sectioned torsos. Smaller pieces, arms and legs, fetched up in the angle of floor and cabin wall. He saw Travers’ head gazing up at him with open eyes, and looked away. As the major had lost her grip on life so the n-gel had lost its form, so that now the left side of her face slumped like molten wax.
Rank humidity, freighted with a sour, metallic note, filled the shuttle. He told himself that he could already feel the alien spores at work in his lungs, fibres probing deep into his body.
He watched the Kryte unbuckle itself from the command sling, and knew exactly what he was going to do. It would have been nice to have had the opportunity to study the alien back on Earth, but that wasn’t an option now.
If he failed to act, then the human outpost here was under threat.
He would go along with the Kryte’s plan, initially. Then, when they were out of the shuttle and in the jungle, he would simply make a break for the nearest cover...
When he reached a distance of somewhere between five and ten metres from the alien, the n-ware that had infiltrated the creature’s body would activate, deliquescing its flesh in seconds.
All that would remain for Abbott to do then would be to return to the shuttle, seal the hatch and contact Fort Campbell.
The alien moved. It stood, its long legs braced against the sloping deck, and stared at him.
Then, before Abbott could act, or take in what the creature was doing, it crossed the deck lightning fast and sliced off his left leg above the knee.


Abbott woke, although he did not realise it at first.
He woke to a strangely smooth swaying motion, to air on his face, his skin hot and feverish.
He woke to heat, humidity, a slight giddy light-headedness. He was aware of a dead ache somewhere below the waist, and pain in his shoulders and neck.
Abbott woke, and threw his head back and screamed as recollection struck him.
Torsos sliced into random slabs, blood fountaining out into the command space of the shuttle, the sheer alien-ness of the escaped Kryte with its scimitar-like talons... its eye-blink fast advance on him, a flash of movement and the dull, nauseous ache ... looking down, the stump of his thigh, the pulsing waves of blood, his leg falling away as if in slow motion... the dark blanket descending.
Abbott woke and screamed and tipped back and suddenly he was falling.
He hit the ground, his fall broken by a crackling blanket of crisp vegetation. An instant later, leathery smooth alien flesh landed on him as the Kryte fell too, tipped off balance by his convulsion.
They were outside.
They had been travelling through the jungle, Abbott mounted on the alien’s back.
The Kryte flipped sideways onto its feet in a low, athletic crouch, its wide, fathomless eyes fixed on Abbott, as far as he could be sure.
A pulsing dark ache rolled through his body, the impact of landing jarring his... He looked down. The stump of his leg had been sealed with n-gel. Darkness fell on him again, as the Kryte hoisted him onto its back and set off through the jungle.


Abbott woke, and he remembered.
He kept his eyes closed and prayed to the Lord for mercy. He wondered if he would find his reward in Heaven sooner than he had ever anticipated. He wondered if Stella and Rob would be there, waiting patiently, if they were even watching over him right now. Years ago he would not have wondered – he would have known. When had he become like this? Had these aliens – these Devils, as poor Travers had called them – really shattered his faith as well as his family?
Abbott slipped once more into unconsciousness.


He came awake a while later, to horror.
He was no longer riding on the alien’s back. He was propped against the bole of a tree. The Kryte was squatting a couple of metres away, eating. Abbott stared with revulsion. The alien raised a ration canister to its face, opened its mouth. What looked like two tongues emerged, elongated and tentacular, and snatched a nutrient bar.
All the while, the alien’s massive eyes watched Abbott.
He moaned and looked down, and saw the stump of his leg. A colony of scarlet fungi had grown over the n-gel seal.
He looked up and said, “How long?”
The Kryte lowered the ration canister. “One day, human reckoning.”
“One day? We’ve been in this hell-hole one day?” Which meant, what? That he had another four, five days before the planet’s poisons killed him?
Then he looked down and saw his right hand. The palm was scaled with scarlet mould. He tried to wipe it off down the front of his tunic. It stung, and he received the impression that he’d only succeeded in embedding whatever it was further into his flesh.
Still squatting, the alien moved eye-blink fast and was before him, proffering a flask of water and a nutrient bar. “Eat. Drink.”
Abbott grabbed the flask. “Compassion?” he said, sarcastic.
The alien blinked at him. “Compassion?”
“A human concept. You wouldn’t have the ability to understand. The concern for others based on the understanding of the other’s humanity. A love for one’s fellow human beings.”
“Compassion,” the alien repeated, as if checking the word for taste. “I understand. A love for one’s fellow human beings, excluding all others. A limited, conditional empathy.”
“For God’s creatures–” Abbott began.
The alien stood quickly, exclaiming, “God!” and walked on quick legs to the edge of the clearing, staring out through serried boles into the jungle gloaming.
Abbott ate and drank, and felt the planet’s inimical spores slide down with the food, infecting him.
A mat of fibrous vegetation covered the ground. As Abbott stared at it, he noticed movement, a squirming mass of tendrils that comprised the vegetation. The surrounding trees were things from nightmare, conforming to the basic structure of Terran trees only in so much as they had boles and branches. They were the colour of old blood, and teemed with parasites that gave their surface a chaotic, unsettling appearance.
Things moved through the air, insects skulling with huge diaphanous wings like oars; bubbles drifted, blood-red and dripping something rank.
Abbott stared at the Kryte. “For God’s creatures,” he went on to himself. “Not for the Kryte, the agents of the Devil.” He closed his eyes, his thoughts confused. But all things were God’s creations, set down in the universe as part of some vast enigmatic scheme...
He should try to understand the Kryte; that, after all, was what he had told Travers. Try not to stereotype them as devils...
His thoughts were chaotic. He opened his eyes. His vision swam. The colours of the jungle cycled like the tesserae of a kaleidoscope. The alien was... doing something across the clearing.
He stared. It was standing. It swept its long hands down its limbs, its arms and legs, as if brushing off water... As he watched, he saw a cascade of coloured liquid fall from the creature’s silver-grey skin as if in slow motion, a beautiful torrent of dripping jewels.
He looked at his own bare arms. His flesh was crawling with a million polychromatic diadems. He screamed and tried to stand, brushing frantically at his arm.
He fell onto his side, his faced pressed into the writhing jungle floor.
The Kryte was beside him in an instant. It righted him, propped him back against the bole. It appeared to see the reason for his panic and reached out. With a cold hand coated with some kind of sebaceous fluid, it gently stroked his flesh, and as it did so the tiny coloured pointillistic bacteria – or such he supposed they were – fell from him to the ground.
The alien blinked at him. “Eat.”
He stared into its beautiful eyes, close to his face. “You need me alive, don’t you?” he laughed. “You have no word for compassion in your language. You need me alive! If I die, then so do you-!” He was ranting.
The Kryte interrupted, “We have words for concepts that you would not understand. Ch’tek, kreer, haar... We do not judge you by your inability to comprehend these terms, or to enact their meaning.”
He felt dizzy. He shouted, “You need me alive!”
The alien stared at him for what seemed like an age. “And you,” it said, “need me alive.”
And so saying it reached out and grabbed him.
Abbott yelled, felt himself swinging through the air. As if he were no weight at all, the alien lodged him on its back and set off immediately into the jungle.


The Kryte seemed indefatigable.
Abbott lost track of the hours. He dozed fitfully, awaking with a start to realise where he was, what had happened. Each time, it was with a shock – as if his memory had been momentarily wiped of preceding events. Then his situation, his predicament, came back in a terrible rush.
The alien was intent on finding Fort Campbell, on destroying it. That could be its only motive. It must have some device concealed about its person, or surgically inserted within it. When they reached Fort Campbell, it would detonate, killing itself and Abbott and God alone knew how many innocent humans...
Abbott clung onto the alien, gripping the material of its body suit and feeling the gelatinous play of strange muscle beneath its flesh. The Kryte took long, stilt-like strides and Abbott jogged along, the motion almost soporific. He watched the jungle pass in a blur, looked up through the canopy a kilometre above and made out the fire that was the sky: the blazing sun, the fiery, hellish ellipses of the Jehovah wormholes.
The Kryte had to rest, he reasoned. It was as vulnerable to St Jerome’s hostile lifeforms as he was. At some point it must slow, sleep, succumb however temporarily to the pollutants in the air.
Then he would take the opportunity to drag himself away. Five, perhaps ten metres was all it would take. All he required was ten, fifteen seconds to propel himself, pull himself on his arms, through the jungle, until he heard behind him the alien’s tortured screams as it deliquesced and died...
And then... How long had they been trekking through the jungle now? Two days?
Despair sluiced through him. Even if he were able to walk, it would take him two days to return to the shuttle... even supposing, he realised, he could find his way back to it through the jungle. One legged, ravaged by hostile spoors, he would have no chance.
The Kryte was correct. He needed the alien alive, just as much as it needed him.
But how could he prevent its attack on Fort Campbell?


He came awake as the creature dropped him.
He hit the floor with a grunt. He was sitting on a raft of writhing tendrils, the sensation beneath him disturbingly sensual. The sky high above, the tatterdemalion patches of it visible between the foliage, was incandescent with fire. The planet had swung in its orbit and turned so that it faced one of the mammoth wormholes. As he stared up at the furnace, he told himself that he could hear its roar.
The Kryte was squatting beside him, drinking. It was breathing hard between swallows of water, as if exhausted. Was it slowly succumbing to the ravages of this hellish world, as well as to the added burden of having to transport Abbott?
They were, he saw now, on the bank of a river – except that it was not water that flowed between the blood-red banks but strands of phosphorescent colour. He stared in wonder at the dancing cables of silver and green and blue as they flowed at speed past where he sat, each strand curling and twisting and enmeshing itself in others to create a vast living, writhing tapestry that beguiled the eye even as it confused the brain.
He looked away, dizzied.
The alien was staring at the river as if mesmerised. It turned to him suddenly. “The river of life. Metaphor. All things different, yet the same. Strands, intertwined, dependant, together. Ah! The poverty of your language...” And it continued to itself in a tongue Abbott found at once utterly alien and yet hauntingly beautiful, as if singing an ode to the mysterious spate before them.
Later, as the alien turned from the river and searched through the ration canister for a nutrient bar, Abbott said, “How far... how far are we from the...” He was exhausted, and yet he had expelled no energy. His system was being invaded, his physical self corrupted by alien spores.
The Kryte said, “One hundred and twenty kilometres, human reckoning. Three days away, human reckoning.”
“And you wish to destroy Fort Campbell? That’s why you...?” He could not continue, drew a deep breath to fill his gasping lungs.
The Kryte blinked at him. It passed him the nutrient bar. Without thinking, Abbott took it and ate.
“Destroy Fort Campbell? The human base will learn the truth, soon.”
Abbott mustered a laugh, much as it pained him to do so. “The truth? And what might that be?”
The alien regarded him. “You will find out in time, Abbott.”
In an instant the Kryte stood, reached out, and swung him onto its back. It waded into the polychromatic river, and Abbott felt something effervesce around his right ankle, a sensation that burned his flesh one second and then numbed it the next.
Only later, close to sleep, did Abbott realise that the Kryte had spoken his name... and he wondered how it had known who he was.


The truth?
He lay his cheek against the alien’s back. The truth. The Kryte could only be alluding to the eventual overthrow of Fort Campbell. So what was its mission here, its duty? Was it some kind of guide, to signal in others of its kind for the killing strike?
He looked about him from his elevated perch. He was taken by a great enervating lassitude. His skin crawled with multi-coloured diadems, which from time to time the Kryte reached up and swept away. His throat, sore a day ago with God knew what pathogens, was numb now – as was the rest of his body. The sensation was not unpleasant. He seemed cocooned in something that retarded his tactile sensations... and his senses... they too were affected. His hearing seemed slowed, so that sounds came to him slurred, late, seconds after he should by rights have heard them. A flying beast, like some kind of angry bonsai dragon, swung by, followed three seconds later by the sound of its multiple wings.
And his sight... Oh, by all that was wondrous in Creation! The world sparkled. The colour in everything was enhanced. Trees dazzled him with the dried blood tegument; insects blinded him like sunlit jewels, while overhead the wormholes fulminated like the very portals of hell.
He wondered if he were going mad, and if his brain would ever recover from the psychotropic storm it was undergoing.
The Kryte said, “I too...” It gasped for breath. “The wonder. Colours. Jubilation made physical. We are not going mad, Abbott.”
Abbott laughed, though he did not know why. There was something about the alien’s statement... something strange, not quite right. Then he had it.
How had the Kryte known what he had been thinking?


They had stopped to eat on a spur of rock jutting out over a great step in the land. Down below the plain continued, shrouded in jungle. Abbott had never seen a scene more beautiful in all his life. The expanse of the jungle far below writhed with colour. Above all of it, arching over the horizon, was a wormhole, pulsing light.
He drank, ate ration bars. The alien sat beside him, panting. His own breath came in ragged spasms. He was going to die. He knew that much. He gave thanks that whatever was attacking his body, his mind, was at the same time sparing him the pain.
He said, the words coming only with great effort, “How... how did you know my name, what I was thinking?”
The Kryte turned its liquid blue eyes on him. “Your thoughts,” it said, “sit upon the surface of your being like... like colour upon the surface of... of whatever.”
Abbott laughed. “You mean to say... you’re telepathic, in other words? You can read my thoughts?”
“Some of them. Others... They mystify me.”
Abbott was about to question the Kryte, but it replied before he could marshal the words, “I read your desires, immediate thoughts. Others, more abstract, philosophical, bewilder me. God, for instance.”
“God,” Abbott breathed, staring at the silent vast majesty of the wormhole. The beast was damned by its own words! “You are a Godless race!”
Squatting, its knees about its face, the alien turned to him and said, “There is... there is no God, Abbott. No saviour, no creator, no supreme arbiter.”
“The sinner knows not whereof he speaks,” Abbott began. Did the Kryte deserve God’s mercy, he wondered? Did they warrant salvation? He realised that he was crying, sobbing.
He said, “You killed my family, my wife, my son, five thousand innocent human beings on New Hampton...as well as hundreds of thousands of others across the Expansion.”
The Kryte turned to Abbott and staggered him by saying, “And for that we are truly sorry.”
And before Abbott had time to register shock, or to frame an apposite question, the alien surged to its feet and swept him onto its back.
Then it stepped over the side of the escarpment, and Abbott screamed as he anticipated the hundred foot drop.


There was no drop.
The alien seemed to be walking down the face of the escarpment, as if by magic. Only when Abbott looked behind him did he see the steps cut into the rock. The significance of the steps in this riotous landscape at first escaped him. His mind was fuddled, his perceptions delayed and with them his cognition. If there were steps... then that must mean that they had been made... and if they had been made... then that meant humans had made them... for humans had a base on St Jerome... So were the steps leading to Fort Campbell?
He laughed, but was unable to say why he was laughing. It seemed ridiculous, he knew, to be riding piggy-back down steps on some hostile planet with a Kryte...
The alien was running now, as if attempting to flee a pursuer. Had the humans at Fort Campbell seen them, and initiated a chase?
Abbott tried to twist and look behind him, but only made out the overgrown steps and the encroaching jungle that covered the face of the escarpment like a mantle.
They came to the level of the tree-tops and then descended even further, soon arriving at the bottom of the cleft in the land. The foliage closed about them again, dimming the fire in the sky.
Without pausing, the Kryte hurried through the aqueous twilight.
Minutes later – though Abbott’s time sense was skewed, along with his other perceptions – he thought he heard a half-familiar sound.
It was the dolorous tolling of a bell, sounding regularly. It was an anthem of devotion, and the sound called to something in Abbott. The Kryte paused, poised like some animal ready to flee, and Abbott took the opportunity to turn upon the creature’s back and stare in the direction of the pealing call to prayer. He looked up, through the tree-tops.
He gasped at what he saw.
He made out the jagged flight of steps they had taken down the face of the escarpment, and then, to either side of the switch-back stairs, the façade of what looked like a vast and ancient building. Set into the frontage of this edifice – in reality the face of the escarpment – were a thousand slim, arched windows, many filled with stained glass which reflected the Jehovah wormhole in brilliant bursts of colour as if in visual celebration of the glory of God.
This could only be the Cistercian monastery, the redoubt of the pious who sought sequestration on this far-flung and hostile world.
Somewhere within an arch, a niched entranceway sheltered by the outstretched limb of a buttress, Abbott spied movement, a figure, cloaked in dark grey, hooded. His heart leapt to see another human being. He opened his mouth to cry out, but only a feeble croak emerged.
They had reached the monastery... They were surely saved!
But the Kryte kept going, heading now away from the baroque facade.
“Stop,” Abbott hissed. “They will help us.”
The hooded figure turned away, as if it had not even seen them.
“Have mercy,” Abbott said.
At this, the Kryte paused, mid-stride, and turned its head to Abbott. Its globe-like eyes were speckled gold and red, embedded with alien spores, and Abbott saw his own reflection, dim within their stardust mirrored surface.
In answer to the Kryte’s unvoiced question, Abbott explained, “Mercy. Kindness towards one who is in one’s power.”
The Kryte looked forward again, and resumed its stride, as if no longer interested. “I am your captive,” it said. “I have seen your mercy.”
The Kryte increased its pace, just as a melancholy chorus of plainsong filled the monastery at their shoulder. Abbott clung to its back and sobbed.


“I might die,” he murmured to the Kryte, “but I am going to a better place.” Even as he spoke the words, he wondered at their truth.
He recalled the empty months after his wife and son’s deaths; the period of doubt. He had been so certain in his faith when he had everything; then, when he had nothing, came the undermining of his faith, the months of anguish and anger at God. As the years passed and the pain of his loss lessened, he thought he had regained his faith, but had he merely deluded himself into some semblance of piety, paying lip-service to a God he had known all his life, but whom he now doubted existed at all?
Did he believe? It was a frightening thought.
“A better place. Heaven.”
He heard the Kryte, as if from a great distance. The words startled him, until he realised that the alien had access to his mind. He replied, “Heaven.”
“Afterlife, the reward for pious living. So, then, why do you humans fear death?”
“Look into my mind for that answer,” he said.
The Kryte responded, “Death and damnation, salvation. You are all sinners. You seek piety, and fear temptation.”
“We strive, and yet...”
“And yet you yourself...” The alien paused, as if shocked itself by the degree of Abbott’s uncertainty.
“We strive for faith. I had faith, once.”
“And now?”
Abbott said, “Look into my mind, you bastard,” and he wept.
The alien said, what seemed to Abbott like hours later, “I pity you, but fear not.”
Abbott sobbed, then slipped into unconsciousness.


A cessation of the regular jogging motion woke him.
He looked up. The alien had stopped and was poised with its head cocked, as if listening for something.
“What?”
“Silence!”
Abbott listened, but could hear nothing above the regular jungle noises, the ululation of what might have been birds, the chitter of smaller creatures, and the anomalous crackle of the trees.
The alien muttered something in its own sibilant tongue, then moved off, veering to the right. Its progress was slower now, its attitude decidedly wary. It seemed to creep forward, peering ahead as if expecting at any second to come upon what it sought, or what it feared.
They came to a clearing. The Kryte halted and stared ahead.
“Oh, sweet Jesus Christ,” Abbott said as he beheld what the clearing contained.
The Kryte crept forward, entering the clearing, as if it could not believe what it was seeing, could not believe this example of human saintliness or folly.
Even Abbott, perched upon the alien’s back like a parasite, could not decide either way, though he believed full well what he was seeing.
Who knew how long the monk had been in the jungle? He seemed still to be living, if his condition could be said to be alive; Abbott was in some doubt.
The Kryte approached ever closer, as if drawn.
The monk, garbed in rotting habit, seemed to be enthroned upon some fleshly mound, a pile of what at first glance appeared to be writhing maggots. Only when Abbott looked more closely did he see that the rolls of etiolated flesh were no more than sections of the monk’s body which had burst through the threadbare weave of his raiment. The flesh was scabbed with fungus, and crawled with parasites – and something even pullulated beneath the surface of the skin, a subcutaneous peristalsis that rippled the flesh and made Abbott want to vomit.
But the horror to end all horror was the monk’s face, because though patched with mycelium and suppurating in places, the old man’s dignified face displayed eyes which were open and exhibiting awareness of what was taking place.
Abbott saw the canister beside the monk, standing upon the jungle floor but embedded in the outgrowth of flesh. Transparent pipes connected the canister to the holy man’s body, supplying the living corpse with nutrients and what looked like transfusions of blood and plasma.
“Oh, sinners,” the monk intoned in barely a croak, “look upon the pious and rejoice. For there is but one path and that path leadeth to the Lord, and I am upon that path...” Delirium showed in the eyes, the ecstasy of the righteous.
Abbott, staring at the monk, was torn between revulsion and fear, and he knew what it was to be humbled.
The Kryte breathed, “Insanity!”
Abbott said to the monk, “How long... how long have you been out here?”
The holy man fixed bright blue eyes on Abbott. “How long? Time is not to be trusted. An eternity, at least.”
To the Kryte, Abbott said, “Take me away from here.”
The alien remained in place, staring.
“You ride upon the devil’s back like a willing passenger, you sinner,” intoned the monk. “Repent, and know the reward of God.”
“Take me away!”
Instead, the alien dropped into a crouch and inspected the life-support mechanism beside the holy man. He reached out, made an adjustment, cleared a lever of spore and unkinked a twisted pipe.
The monk gasped as if with exquisite relief.
Abbott thought, at first, that the alien intended to bring the holy fool’s suffering to a merciful end, but the Kryte said, “No – he does not suffer. He rejoices. Insane, but... but to evince such commitment to an ideal! You are an insane race.”
“We should kill the poor bastard, put him out of his misery.”
The Kryte stood and regarded the monk. “But he knows no misery, only ecstasy. He is approaching your elusive God, Abbott. Have compassion.”
And then the alien turned and bore Abbott away from the clearing, away from the ecstatic cries of mortification from the deluded holy man, and Abbott looked into his soul and found only emptiness.


The monk followed them.
When they paused some minutes later, Abbott saw the holy man’s face in the trailing foliage of a tangled climbing plant. Its leaves swirled and writhed, dissolving and reforming, their surfaces made up of tiny, iridescent lifeforms, and as they shifted and settled, shifted and settled, Abbott saw the monk’s eyes staring out at him, eyes set in a writhing, deformed mass.
“Oh sinner,” the monk intoned. “Repent now of your sins, for the Lord watches over us all.”
“Tha...” Abbott pointed briefly, before his arm dropped.
The Kryte angled its head so that it appeared to be looking straight at the monk, and then it turned its tainted stardust eyes on Abbott. “Only vegetation,” it said.
Abbott shook his head, suddenly angered, and abruptly, the Kryte jerked its head back, as if he had struck it between the eyes.
It looked again at the climber, as if trying to see what Abbott had seen. Finally, it said, “The madman is not there. He cannot move.”
Abbott looked.
The monk was not there. They had left him behind in his clearing.
~
“And your mercy is not kindness.”
“Hnh?” Abbott had been dozing, and he was not certain whether the words had been a dream or if they were what had stirred him.
The Kryte’s trot had slowed to a rolling walking pace, the first indication that this journey was taking its toll on the alien. It said nothing more, and Abbott almost convinced himself that he had dreamed the words. Then he realised that the Kryte had resumed an exchange from some hours before: at the monastery, Abbott had asked for mercy and the Kryte had shown none because its kind had no concept of what mercy might be.
Gossamer curtains of some kind of delicate foliage hung all about them, catching the light and distorting it. The Kryte brushed them aside, while Abbott marvelled at the ever-changing shimmering patterns they cast.
“God shows mercy to the sinner,” Abbott croaked, still haunted by the vision of the mad, enrooted monk.
“Mercy is a gift from your god? A flow of ... kreer ... from ruler to ruled, from abuser to abused.”
Abbott wasn’t sure if he had failed to catch the word, or if it was genuinely an alien word. He sensed that it was right, though, and nodded.
“Then it is not Kryte,” said his carrier. That sentence seemed to be enough for the beast, but then, as it sensed his confusion, it added, “Kreer is from one to another. It flows in all directions. Kreer is.”
Abbott shook his head, and he felt his head carry on turning, spinning.
And then he heard the whine of a flier’s engine, somewhere high up above the canopy.
The Kryte had heard it too. They stood motionless, Abbott aperch the alien’s back, both with heads tipped to the heavens. They could see no further than a hundred metres or so above them. The trunks of the tree-like plants were pale and etiolated, leaning and twisting as they strove heavenwards, each supporting the other, so that there were vast caverns and chasms of space between them, but above, the foliage was thick. Light cracked through, sending powerful shafts in scattered directions, but only a few fragments of sky were visible.
“How far?” Abbott asked.
“Ninety kilometres.”
Above, the whine thinned, tailed away.


They rested. The Kryte was tired. And the Kryte was hungry: it ate the last two nutrient bars, a single swallow for each, wrapper and all.
Abbott wasn’t hungry, not that he had been given any choice. It was a simple judgement, he understood: the Kryte was doing all the work, the Kryte needed sustenance, the Kryte ate the last two bars.
Abbott stared at his stump.
The n-gel had crusted over, its surface marbled with the fibres of some kind of spongy infestation. The n-gel was moving, and at first he thought it had been infiltrated by maggots, but then he realised it was the fibres, squirming, driving deeper, probing his flesh, becoming one with him...
He grabbed the giant scab of n-gel and ripped it from his stump, and as he did so he cried out, and then he opened his eyes, for as he screamed he must have closed them, and there, before his face, he held a slab of n-gel, fibres trailing like hair, the hair matted with his own blood. The marbled knots of alien infestation clustered like the features on a face, and he saw that it was the monk, and the monk was telling him, “God absolves you, child. Bask in his bounteous love.”
He felt panic rising, but then alien hands held his, calmed him. A presence in his mind smothered like cobwebs, like snow, like dust.
He opened his eyes, but the Kryte was settled on its haunches across the clearing from him, not holding his hands at all. It stared at him with bauble eyes, and he felt calm. And that was when he realised he could sense the Kryte within, probing him, calming him, penetrating his body. He looked down at his stump and saw that it was not raw and seeping as it had been when he ripped the n-gel away; it was dry, not quite skinned-over, but certainly healing.
He peered at the alien, and he knew what it was to be tempted. “Be gone,” he hissed, and as he spoke he realised that he sounded like the mad monk, that he was becoming the mad monk. “Be gone from my body, demon!”
He felt a lifting, a departure, as if his whole body was breathing out, from every pore, every cavity, every surface.
He gasped.
He looked down at his stump and then the pain hit him. Pain from his stump, from the ghost of the limb that should have been there, from the scabs and lesions that covered his skin, from the pinprick spores lodged across his face and deep in his throat, and – oh! – the deep burning agony that filled his lungs with every breath!
Blackness took him in an instant, and he only screamed in the few seconds between waking and being taken by blackness once again.


“Damnation.”
The word, spoken gently, almost wistfully, stirred Abbott from his delirium. His consciousness instantly focused on the dark knot of pain in his stump, as it jogged against the Kryte’s back. He clamped back on another scream.
“The sinner’s reward,” Abbott gasped.
The jungle had thinned now, the canopy down to a few tens of metres above, wide patches of sepia sky visible through the foliage. Flying creatures drifted about the tops, screeching and cooing and twisting with a liquid grace to cut through narrow clefts in the vegetation.
Abbott was thirsty. He couldn’t remember the last time he had drunk. The Kryte had offered him water gathered from the boles of the trees, but he had refused. His skin was covered in scab-like infestations – he did not want the same colonisation to take a hold of his innards. The growths appeared to have accelerated their spread ever since he had commanded the Kryte to withdraw from his head. Again, he felt temptation... if it was a choice between dying and accepting the alien’s protection, which would he choose? Which should he choose?
“I am damned? My kind are damned?” Again, the beast was resuming a conversation after an interval.
Abbott closed his eyes to shut out the swirling colours of the vegetation through which they passed. His head still spun, still swam.
“All sinners can be forgiven if it is in their heart,” he answered. He had believed that once. But while the Lord could forgive, could Abbott truly find forgiveness in his heart? He pressed his face into the Kryte’s back and swallowed a sob. He had mourned Stella and Rob for so long after the strike on New Hampton. For far longer than had been healthy, people had told him. He had been offered help, counselling, therapy, but had refused, determined to find his own peace with the world again some day. He had followed the cliché, lost himself in his work, struggled to understand the mind of the truly unknowable.
“Why?” he asked now.
“Because they sang louder than the Ch’tek,” said the Kryte simply.
It had understood his question, had seen into his heart, his head. Abbott shuddered – the beast had never truly left his mind! He was torn between outrage and ... curiosity.
“Who? Who sang?”
“Stella, Rob, the 4,987 souls of the world you call New Hampton.”
“Souls?” Abbott spat. “What do you know of souls? You are damned. The lot of you. You will all burn in hell.”
And most likely, Abbott very nearly added, so too will I.


They came to another great step in the land, a drop of hundreds of metres overall, broken up into a succession of smaller descents.
It seemed strange to be looking out above the lower canopy, to see the creatures flying there, great gauze-winged dragonfly-like beasts, with scaly bodies and wedge-shaped heads that twisted and turned continually. Strange, too, to see the sky again. Abbott had forgotten its sepia tones, the umbers and siennas and creams of the drifting clouds, through which a near-white sun burned insipidly.
The Kryte turned and Abbott saw that it intended to descend the crag backwards, hanging on by hand as well as foot. It was not quite a climb, not quite a walk, but something in between – no monk-crafted steps here to help them on their way. Abbott felt even more precarious than before on his perch on the alien’s back, intensely aware that he was hanging over a drop he could no longer see.
Minutes later, they reached an area a few metres across where the ground shelved, offering them respite. The Kryte lowered Abbott to the ground and squatted on its haunches. He watched it. From its posture, from the way it had dropped him so quickly, he believed that it must be verging on exhaustion, but it betrayed no outward sign, no heavy breathing, no trails of sweat through the spores and microbes and scabs that infested its skin. Abbott realised that he could not see it breathing at all, and he recalled now the reports on the three previous Kryte captives: like humans they drew oxygen from the air, but they had no lungs with which to breathe, instead dispersing their equivalents of alveoli throughout their bodies, their breathing localised, scattered.
Suddenly struck with fatalism, Abbott realised that the burden of carrying him through the jungle would kill the alien, but not to carry him would, of course, just as surely kill it.
The Kryte stood and turned towards the next drop. Abbott watched, fascinated, as if he sensed ... danger.
The Kryte leaned forward, looking for a safe route down the next drop. A soft crumbling sound reached Abbott’s ears, and he saw dust rising around the alien’s feet, movement as rock parted, slid, fell away.
The Kryte screeched, the most alien, inhuman sound Abbott had yet heard from it.
It raised its hands, perversely like a toppling child, and – so slowly! – started to tumble. Abbott felt the instinctive reaction to reach out, but he was rooted to the ground, well out of reach. He watched as the Kryte fell, flailing, and vanished from view.
A moment later, he heard it screech again, a weaker cry, piteous, the wail of a lost infant almost. For a few seconds, he thought only of the incident, the alien falling over the crumbling edge, his own predicament: lost, unable to walk, on a hostile alien planet, doomed to die within hours? Days? Then the Kryte whimpered again, and he remembered the anchor-slave relationship – they were separated! The n-ware would be kicking in even now, dissolving the alien’s body tissue from within...
Abbott hauled himself across the rubble to where he could look down over the precipice.
Immediately, he saw the Kryte, lying crumpled below, caught on the next shelf down, about twenty metres away. Its legs were drawn up, its whole body trembling. Its great bauble eyes peered up at him and he knew it was in great pain.
Abbott gripped the edge of his own ledge and felt a surge of emotions... Not vengeance, but... Compassion? Mercy? Kreer?
He heaved at the rock, pulled his body forward until his centre of gravity had passed the point of no return, and he felt himself tip forward, down, start to tumble, start to fall.


He came awake to searing pain.
He lay on his back, staring up at the roiling cloudcover, and screamed.
Unbearable pain knifed the length of his left leg. He struggled to prop himself up on his elbows and stared down at his body. The sight made him moan in despair. The split bone of his femur had sliced through his thigh and his radiation silvers, emerging as a shattered spike just above his groin. Blood pooled around the wound, dripping to the ground.
The pain crescendoed and he screamed again.
He saw movement beside him, turned his head. The Kryte. It sat beside him, staring at his leg with its protuberant eyes.
It said, “Mercy? Compassion? You fell...”
Words were beyond him. He laughed. The bastard would read his mind anyway.
Mercy, compassion? Why had he saved the creature?
“To save yourself?” It blinked.
He laughed. “Save myself for what?” Perhaps, though, he had done it to save himself, or rather to save his soul...
Compassion.
“But you feel no... compassion,” said the Kryte. “Rather, anger, hatred.”
Abbott stared at the alien. He did feel anger, hatred, that was true. These were obvious, surface emotions. But deeper down, on some subconscious stratum of his tortured sensorium, where the Kryte could not reach?
The Godly should feel compassion for all creatures, regardless.
Pain took him again. He screamed.
The Kryte moved, dragged itself closer to Abbott. It reached out, both physically and mentally. Abbott felt a sudden diminishing of his pain, and at the same time a soothing presence in his head. It filled his mind with balm. He laughed. He felt as if he were floating, without a care in the world.
He tried to struggle. “No! Away, get out...” But at the same time he could not deny that he welcomed the cessation of pain.
He sobbed. He had succumbed to temptation.
He stared down the length of his body and watched the alien go about its business.
He could not tell whether it removed the shattered remains of his left leg with its claws or with surgical instruments. It was expert, that much was obvious. With half a dozen deft strokes it sliced through flesh and muscle, and then bone. Blood welled. The Kryte kicked away the remains of the leg, revealing a stump. It folded a flap of flesh, tucking it neatly and securing its edges with n-gel. The gel set, matching the stump of his right leg but for its lack of parasitical adornment.
Abbott stared up at the resting Kryte. “What do you want with me? Why keep me alive?” He felt certain that there was somehow more to it than simple survival...
The alien blinked. “For your enlightenment,” it said cryptically.
“What do you want with me!” Abbott screamed.
“Enlightenment,” the Kryte repeated maddeningly.
“Why keep me alive?” he sobbed.
The alien regarded him. “Enlightenment, certainly. Kreer.”
“Compassion?” he sneered.
The alien climbed to its feet, slowly. It swayed. The fall, the nanoware that had started its destruction of its body after their separation, and the effects of the jungle parasites – all had taken their toll on the creature.
Slowly it reached down to Abbott and picked him up, slung him on its back.
It moved to the edge of the drop and lowered itself over the edge, climbing down the almost vertical, vine-covered face with circumspection. The descent seemed to take an age, and the Kryte stopped often, exhausted, and rested.
They came at last to the foot of the cliff-face and the Kryte turned, swaying. It took one step forward, two, then stopped.
It could not go on, Abbott thought, and he wept as he considered their deaths out here in this God-forsaken, inhospitable jungle.
The Kryte sank to its haunches and shrugged him off its shoulders, arranging him like a sack against the face of the cliff.
It regarded him with large eyes, then said, “Do not despair. What I do now... is necessary.”
“What...?” Abbott felt a surge of panic. He felt, then, the increased presence in his mind, soothing.
Then the alien reached out and sliced the flesh around Abbott’s left shoulder, cutting through muscle, cartilage, bone, so fast that Abbott had hardly time to register shock before the arm fell with a thud to the ground and lay there, its sudden dislocation rendering it a preposterous, surreal object flexed upon the jungle floor.
The Kryte moved. Abbott wept. A flash of movement to his right, and a minute later his right arm too was lying incongruously beside the left, its fist clenched as if in futile anger. The Kryte was dressing the wounds, applying n-gel.
Then it slit the front of his radiation silvers, or what little of them remained. Abbott cried out, begging for mercy. What might the devil do now? Steal his internal organs, lay bare his lungs, his heart, disembowel him for its own inscrutable purposes?
Instead, it pulled the slivers from him and ripped, again and again, and tied the strips of material together. Abbott watched, mystified.
The alien glanced at him. “Do not fear, or grieve.”
Abbott could only laugh, then cry.
The Kryte had fashioned some kind of sling or papoose from his silvers, and now set about arranging his torso within it.
Then the creature crouched before him, its back to Abbott, and eased the sling over its head. It knotted the silvers before its belly and slowly, with care, eased itself upright, and Abbott with it. The sling held. The Kryte made adjustments, tightening the material, and Abbott was pressed hard against its scaled and putrescent back.
Seconds later, having lightened its burden considerably, the Kryte set off once more into the jungle.


It moved much more slowly now, picking its way through the undergrowth with care, It stopped often, standing stock still for perhaps ten seconds before continuing on its way. At first Abbott assumed the exhaustion was taking its toll, but then something about the regularity of the creature’s pauses, and its attitude when it did stop, made him think again. The Kryte not only stopped but stiffened, its head cocked to one side as if it were listening out for something. Its posture was of intense anticipation, not exhaustion.
They were passing through hilly terrain. The vegetation was thinner and the land rolled, creating hillocks and hollows. After perhaps an hour, Abbott noticed something else about the creature’s habit: it stopped only in the hollows, and almost ran up the hillocks, before pausing again in the valleys, tense, alert, listening.
Abbott wondered if they were approaching Fort Campbell.
Later – he had no idea exactly how much later, as he had slipped in and out of unconsciousness many times as they travelled – as they were ascending a small hill, Abbott made out a shape far to his right. At first he thought he was hallucinating.
The shape of the emplacement was a crude, stark geometry against the chaotic lines of the jungle. It was clad in some grey material, an armature designed to deter jungle growth and parasites as well as incoming missiles. It was squat and blocky, and jutted from the jungle bristling cannon and an array of strike missiles.
Some time later, they came upon a second. This was part of the protective defence of Fort Campbell then, the ring of emplacements that surrounded the base proper.
They were close, that much was clear.
So they had finally arrived, or nearly so. The Kryte’s destination. What now, Abbott wondered. Would the alien creep within range of Fort Campbell and detonate whatever warhead was secreted within its body, blowing them all to hell?
The Kryte jogged on, stopped occasionally. Abbott dozed, came awake with a start from time to time, remembering where he was, what was happening, and crying out loud.
But... a part of him was aware of some flaw in his reasoning. His assumption was that the Kryte was a suicide bomber – but how could that be? Would not the surgeons who had spliced the n-ware into its body have noticed that it was harbouring a bomb?
He laughed to himself in his delirious confusion. Who knew what the creature intended?
The emplacement was behind them now. They were approaching Fort Campbell. Soon, all would be explained. He would learn his fate, if it were ever in doubt. How could he survive, now? He was as good as dead, in fact would have died hours ago if not for the alien’s ministrations.
He heard a dinning sound from directly overhead. He managed to bend his neck and look up, through the enfolding canopy. He made out a glimpse of flier, a flash of crimson against the strata’d cloudcover. Its engine whined as it decelerated. It banked. For a second, Abbott wondered if it had spotted them, and he thought that there might be hope yet.
The flier came down through the trees perhaps a hundred metres away, and settled.
The Kryte moved with greater speed than it had shown for hours. It darted up a rise, into the cover of a stand of shock-haired thorns, and crouched. Through the thorns, Abbott made out the flier. Its side irised, disgorging three heavily-armoured troops. Their smartware exo-skeletons took on the background colouration of the jungle, and for a brief second, as they stood still and reconnoitred the lie of the land, they were invisible. Then they moved, and the effect was disconcerting, as if a human-shaped section of the jungle had come suddenly to life. Abbott tracked the three shimmering outlines as they left the flier and ran up the incline, towards where the Kryte was crouching.
There was a human cry, its shout transistorised. “Ahead!”
The first laser vector took the top off the thorn bush, and the Kryte was turning and running faster than Abbott had thought it could manage. It dodged right and left, running with its chest impossibly low to the ground. Abbott, jouncing along on its back, heard another laser burst, a nearby explosion – then he assumed that the alien had been hit as he was flying through the air.
He landed on his back with a thud and lay there, staring into the underside of the jungle canopy. He looked around, bending his head this way and that, but there was no sign of the Kryte.
And then the pain returned. The presence in his head, the soothing sensation which had been so constant for the past day that he had forgotten it, seemed to withdraw gradually, and into the vacuum that its absence created poured the acid of unbearable pain.
Abbott screamed.
He wondered if the Kryte were dead, and begged it to return to him.
He sensed movement, but no accompanying cessation of pain.
He saw a flash of colour to his right and left, shimmering sheens of green. The movement stopped and he made out, distinct at close quarters, the shapes of three human combat soldiers.
He would have reached out, if he were able, but all he could do was cry aloud and beg them to help him.
Two soldiers bent low and inspected him, and he could see, behind their tinted face-visors, their horrified and disbelieving expressions.
And their reaction to his plight brought home to him, as nothing had done so far, his piteous state. What must he look like, a naked torso scabbed and eaten away by alien parasites, bruised and bleeding and crying at them to help him?
The third soldier knelt and examined his body, looked into his eyes. The soldier’s own eyes were wide, wild, the whites showing around her grey irises, the horror on her face quite evident despite the polarised visor she wore. She turned and said, “Human, Sergeant. From the shuttle?”
“Abbott,” he croaked. “The Kryte... the alien...” He wanted to explain, then, perhaps irrationally, how he had come to be in this situation, as if apologising for his state.
The closest soldier ran diagnostic smartware across Abbott’s torso and read the results from a screen inset into the wrist of his body-armour.
“Jesus Christ,” he said.
“Lieutenant?”
The Lieutenant shook his head. “Barely alive, sir.”
It was the tone of voice that shocked Abbott more than the actual words, the finality. He was barely alive, he could not have much longer to live.
Just then there was a sound from the undergrowth – movement, a raspy sigh...
The soldiers moved as one, turning to face the source of the noise, weapons poised, Abbott forgotten.
“The fucker’s still alive, sir,” hissed one of them, the woman. “It’s still alive...”
The soldiers stood as if frozen into position. Seconds passed. And then – another sound, another movement.
One of the troops let loose a blast of laser-fire into the undergrowth.
“Hold your fire!” snapped the commander. “It’s playing with us. The fucking thing is toying with us...”
“It wants me...” croaked Abbott. “It has to have me in order to live...”
The commander turned on him, slowly. “You’re Abbott? You’re the fucker’s anchor!” He turned to his two soldiers, explained, “It was in the briefing. Without him the devil dies. That’s why it’s closing in on us – it has to have him alive...”
Something unspoken passed between the three.
“Sir?”
“Finish him,” said the commander. Kill Abbott and the Kryte would die too...
“Sir.”
Abbott was aware of a sudden lessening of his pain, and he wondered if it were because he knew that he would soon be dead, that soon his pain would cease for ever. He felt a familiar soothing sensation in his head, and he wept at the thought of his death.
The lieutenant raised his laser, swung it down so that its ugly muzzle was an inch from Abbott’s forehead. In that instant, Abbott saw the same staring eyes as those that had peered closely into his own, only moments before – mad, staring eyes – and he realised that these troopers were as mad as the monk they had encountered way back in the jungle. It was in the air – quite literally. Visors and body-suits couldn’t keep the planet out.
He stared back into the eyes of madness. And laughed.
The soldier’s eyes widened even further and he hesitated, and in that moment the commander of this little group cursed and raised his own weapon and it was then that Abbott screamed, his cry was drowned out by the canting of the female trooper, who intoned, “May the Lord have mercy on our souls, but we act in...”
Abbott heard a scream, and for a second thought that it was his own. Then he saw a blur of movement and one of the soldiers tumbled to the ground. A second soldier, the lieutenant, fell to his knees, head flung back, his face-visor shattered, his helmet a goblet brimming with blood.
The commander turned like a dervish, laser rifle swinging madly, and sprayed vectors through the jungle in a beautifully geometric pattern of lapis lazuli spokes.
Something tugged a lead from the back of his body-armour, and the wiring came away with a gobbet of flesh and a geyser of blood as some implant was torn from his torso. He fell, writhing.
The Kryte moved into Abbott’s view, snatched the dying soldier’s rifle, and finished off the commander and his troopers with quick bursts of laser through their visors. For a moment, it paused over the bodies, and Abbott wondered what it might do next, then with another blurred slashing movement it had severed the comms pack from one soldier’s headware.
The Kryte stopped, as still as a statue, staring at the item of equipment it had secured. Then, apparently satisfied, it tucked the comms set away on its body somewhere and turned to Abbott.
Abbott stared up at it, and he did not know whether to be thankful that his life had been spared, or resentful at the continuation of his torture.


They had been moving through the undulating jungle for an hour, the Kryte stopping occasionally to listen, or so Abbott thought. They came across more gun emplacements, fortified blocks defending Fort Campbell. The Kryte gave them a wide berth, and fell into the cover of vegetation when another flier screamed at low altitude overhead.
On either side of the sky, the Jehovah wormholes shed their coruscating light. The sun, overhead, seemed a pale thing by comparison. The heat was excruciating, and sweat – either his own or the alien’s – created a rank adhesive film between the skin of his chest and the Kryte’s scaled back.
Abbott dozed, then came awake abruptly. It felt as though only minutes had passed, but the sun had slid down the sky a full thirty degrees. The Kryte had stopped suddenly, poised and tense, and the angle of its head suggested that it was staring intently to the right.
Abbott turned his head and saw Fort Campbell.
The sight filled him with a strange mixture of pride and futile hope. Here was a construct manifestly human, and in its own harsh way weirdly beautiful. It stood on a rise, an agglomeration of bubbled habitat domes surrounded by defensive plasma shields and emplacements, shimmering rainbow colours in the light of the wormholes. Abbott made out the tiny shapes of fliers flitting back and forth from landing platforms, for all the world like bees arriving at and departing a hive. He even saw minuscule human figures within the domes, and something like nostalgia for these safe and whole comrades made his heart ache.
He managed, “What now?” It was an effort to manufacture the words, and they emerged as barely a croak.
“Now we move on,” replied the Kryte.
“How do you... how will you destroy the base?”
The alien was silent for a second, then said. “I informed you that destruction is not my intent. Kryte do not lie.”
“Then...” Abbott began. A sudden strange idea sprang into his mind, so absurd it made him laugh aloud. “Then what? Will you... will you present yourself at the Fort, give yourself over to the enemy, and display me as... what? Some kind of symbol of your intent? Is that it? Is all this nothing more than a gesture, a gesture of defiance?” Abbott laughed. “They won’t take kindly to that! You killed three of their colleagues back there–”
“They had to die,” the Kryte returned. “They were about to kill you.”
Abbott laughed maniacally. “And you couldn’t have that, could you? If I die, then so do you!”
The Kryte paused, then turned its head disconcertingly, almost one-eighty degrees, and stared at him. “That is correct, but believe me when I say that you are more important to this mission than I am. Your survival is what matters. I tell the truth. Kryte do not lie.”
“My survival?” Abbott laughed crazily. “My survival, for chrissake! But I’m just about fucking dead, you bastard!”
The alien did not reply, but returned its head to face forward and began jogging.
To Abbott’s surprise and consternation, they did not head towards Fort Campbell. Instead, the Kryte moved away from the fortress and increased its speed.
But earlier, the Kryte had said that it was taking him to the ‘base’. “You said–” he began.
The alien interrupted, “Yes, the base.”
Abbott cried out, “Where the hell are you taking me!”
Still running, and staring ahead, the Kryte said, “Towards enlightenment, Abbott,” and said no more.


“You apologised...” His throat... so dry! He could barely speak, and each breath hurt, but still... “You said that you were sorry.” He was doing what the Kryte did: resuming a conversation after a long interval. Long before – how many days? – the Kryte had said that its kind were sorry for the slaughter at New Hampton, for the deaths, the lost souls. For Rob, for Stella. Sorry.
The Kryte gave a brief nod, acknowledging Abbott’s question, but not yet answering. Abbott knew now that the Kryte would only speak when it had the right words, and thought nothing of long pauses.
They passed through a jungle of heavily-needled branches, draped with a cobweb-like blanket of silk. Bugs and scabbed moulds glowed in the gloom of the interior, twinkling, giving the whole scene a perversely yuletide look. Ghost-like creatures floated through the diaphanous drifts of gossamer, suspended by membranous sacs of gas, looking like monstrous, floating jellyfish.
Abbott closed his eyes. He had given up trying to work out how much of what he saw was real and how much illusion, mirages cast in his head by the psychotropic spores and microbes that laced this planet’s air.
“Life is ch’tek...” said the Kryte, stirring Abbott from his somnolence with an answer to his earlier question. “A thing to be valued, to cherish.”
“You live forever,” said Abbott. “Your kind.”
“Only if we are allowed to... Otherwise – we join.”
“Join what?”
“We join with, not what.”
“Heaven!” said Abbott, abruptly triumphant that he could reduce the alien’s beliefs to the same labels he used, labels that covered ... doubt, uncertainty.
“No,” the Kryte said simply. It offered no further explanation, almost as if none were needed.
After several minutes of silence, Abbott realised that the conversation was over, without even answering his question. “You apologised,” he prompted again.
“You do not join,” it said. And again, a simple statement was followed by silence, no further explanation needed. The aliens were sorry because they had not realised that humankind could not join them in their heaven: to them, the five thousand killed on New Hampton were no more, whereas a Kryte who died would go on to “join” the others of their kind. For a moment, Abbott marvelled that they should have a concept of Heaven – no-one had documented this before – and that it should be so close to human ideas of the afterlife. And then he wondered if they really were an ungodly race after all, which made him both surge with hope and despair that humans and Kryte were engaged in such relentless conflict.
And then his mind was taken off such thoughts altogether as they came to a dark cleft slashed into the face of an escarpment. A cave, a passageway even. It was about ten metres high and forty across and a constant stream of fist-sized creatures flew in and out with a loud buzzing that dopplered high and low as they swerved and stooped in the sultry air.
Abbott peered up at the sky, visible here through the thinned tree cover of the escarpment. This cavern would be all but invisible from above, sheltered as it was by vegetation and the overhanging lip of limestone.
The Jehovah wormholes coruscated above them, watchful, baleful presences, and Abbott felt that he was being judged and found wanting. He felt sweat on his brow, his face, and he felt an ache deep in his chest, a longing, a despair ... the ache of grief, the ache of existence.
He looked away, turning his face from judgement, ashamed at the hollowness of his own heart, ashamed of his human failings.
He looked at the dark mouth of the cavern and his eyes were still affected by the wormholes’ shimmering aurorae and he saw flickering, insubstantial shapes and patterns etched into the black.
Gradually his eyes adjusted.
“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” he muttered, for if they had been discussing Heaven a short time before, then now, with a sudden certainty, Abbott knew that they were about to descend through the circles of Hell. An alien Hell, but nonetheless...
I have died, back there in the jungle, and this is my judgement, Abbott thought. This is my fate.
The Kryte resumed its half-walk, half-jog, heading straight for the cavern.


The rock floor of the cave looked treacherous, its uneven surface slick with a pearlescent coating that glowed eerily. The Kryte had slowed its pace but still seemed unconcerned by the terrain. Overhead, even though they were now deep in the cave, there was the occasional heavy buzz of the flying creatures Abbott had seen at the entrance.
Abbott found that his vision was swimming and it was hard to latch onto any one thing for more than a second or two. He put it down to the jungle’s psychotropics, his exhaustion and pain and the alien’s cloying presence in his mind, but then he remembered that he was, in fact, dead, and he was being taken to face his judgement.
He drifted, nightmare images of giant wasps and hornets buzzing past his head, bouncing off his skull and shoulders, and the Kryte singing to them, softly, softly singing to them, humming, crooning, sharing something Abbott could not even begin to comprehend.
At some point he realised that he might actually still be alive, and only on the point of death, that this drifting, the dream-like images and sequences, might be what happens to a man’s mind when he is about to die. He recalled the soldier running a scan on him and telling her commander that Abbott was on the verge of death. But she had been wrong: he had survived this long, and if the Kryte had anything to do with it he would continue to survive.
And that was when he began to be scared once again.
As the cavern opened out, so the echo of the Kryte’s footfalls diminished. In place of the echo, other sounds stole in, the occasional distant buzz of flying creatures, sporadic high-pitched chittering cries that on another world would have been uttered by bats but here could have been caused by almost anything.
And there! The gentle slap of water on rock, the occasional splash as some creature or other surfaced or dived or kicked. They were coming to water, a large body of water, an underground lake, perhaps.
A harsh sing-song sound erupted close to Abbott’s ear – the alien, the Kryte: it had spoken, something in its own tongue, or at any account, another tongue, not English. It seemed perversely odd to hear it speak an alien language, where Abbott had rarely heard it utter more than occasional words in its own tongue before now.
An answering chatter came from somewhere in the gloom ahead.
Without warning, Abbott found himself dumped on the ground. The pearly coating of the rocks, which had looked like a film of luminous slime before, he found to be a hard, dry substance, a thick shell covering the rock below.
Sitting awkwardly on the uneven surface, Abbott felt himself start to shift, his centre of gravity off-kilter. He started to topple, and he reached back to stop himself, but his limbs were only phantom limbs and they offered no resistance as he fell. He managed to bend his back as he tipped, so that his shoulders took the impact. He lay on his back, tilted to one side by the slope of the ground. Somewhere, out of view, Kryte chattered harshly, and overhead occasional fist-sized buzzing creatures whizzed past.
He tried to listen to the Kryte, but did not know what to listen for. No human understood their language – indeed, Abbott was one of the very few who had ever heard it in person. They sounded aggressive, confrontational, but for all he knew they might be engaging in friendly chit-chat about the weather or progress with the war. It went on for a long time, after which there was a silence broken only by occasional buzzing fly-bies and the gentle slapping of water on rock, and then the exchange re-opened.
Finally, Abbott felt himself being hoisted onto a Kryte’s back – he assumed it was his Kryte. “We continue,” it told him, and he knew it was the same one.
When he saw the other Kryte he knew for certain that he was with his former captive. For one thing, the other Kryte was some twenty or more metres away, sitting at the stern of a stiletto-like sliver of a boat – such separation from Abbott would have killed his slaved companion. And for another, the Kryte in the boat looked so different: half as tall again, it was pale and stooped and naked but for a silky sash. And it was wired into its boat, joined where it sat. At first Abbott thought it must be some kind of interface arrangement, like the shuttle engineer’s smartware hook-up with the shuttle, but no; as the boat sliced slowly through the water, approaching the shore, Abbott saw that the two had grown together, conjoined with no clear boundary between one and the other.
The pilot chattered, still sounding hostile, and Abbott’s Kryte explained, “Chan-see offers you safe passage in his embrace. He casts his distrust into the waters.”
“Hnh?”
“The honourable Chan-see did not wish to afford you passage,” said the Kryte. “You are not us.”
“But you persuaded him.”
“No.”
Again, the Kryte seemed prepared to leave its answer as simple as that, but it must have detected Abbott’s need to know more, for even as he opened his mouth to pursue the point, it said, “We joined. The honourable Chan-see did not need persuading. He understood, and so now he offers us safe passage in the embrace of his vessel.”
Part of Abbott’s brain kicked in, the trained part, a part that he had almost forgotten about. The pilot’s words sounded formal... “What is the appropriate response?” he asked.
“The truth,” said the Kryte.
What was the truth? That he was terrified? That he had no idea what was going to happen next and he almost felt it would be better if he could somehow topple into the dark water? That he had nowhere to turn for comfort and salvation? That he truly had lost everything?
“I have already given him your answer,” said the Kryte, unexpectedly softly.
Abbott peered at the side of the creature’s face he could see from his perch on its back. “And what was my answer? My truth?”
“That you would die if you were not allowed to cross, and that you do not wish to die. That your heart sings with kreer if only you could find the key to unlock it.”
Abbott looked away.
That was not the truth: it was a formulaic response, a formal token given in lieu of a ticket to cross these waters.
Abbott’s heart did not sing with anything. He was empty, all but dead, lost, without love or faith or hope. If the Kryte could read his mind then let it share that truth!
The boat came to rest, the Kryte stepped smoothly aboard and placed Abbott at the prow, facing forward so that even if he twisted his head to its fullest he could not see the pilot and his former captive.
They moved away from the shore, the boat swinging in a smooth arc, and there, some distance ahead, Abbott saw a glow coming from somewhere obscured by a lip of rock. Flying things flicked through the glow, both small and ponderously large, and down on the water he saw other vessels, of a variety of shapes and sizes.
It seemed like an age before their boat drifted around the screen of rock and the Kryte settlement came into sight. A mound of bulbous, deeply-veined sacs broke the surface of the dark lake, their skins glistening in the soft light of the cavern. At this distance it was hard to judge their scale, but then Abbott saw the boats and flying vessels darting to and fro and he saw that each sac was large, easily of a size to swallow a human shuttle. The sacs appeared to be grafted onto one another, or to have grown together, or somehow coalesced.
They drew closer, and Abbott became aware of the chattering of Kryte voices, a cacophony that seemed to worm itself deep into his mind so that he began to doubt even if it were a physical sound at all. And he became aware of the smell, an adenoid-pinching reek of something like ammonia. It brought tears to his eyes, and yet at the same time seemed to clear his mind.
He looked up and saw that they were approaching some kind of luminescent curtain in the air, and seconds later they passed through it. Abbott felt a quick heat race through what remained of his body, and he wondered if they had passed through some kind of force-field, for the life-forms that had flown about the cave so far were excluded from here. He lifted his head, tipped it back, and saw numerous flying things approach the curtain of light and veer away before reaching the strange threshold.
He looked ahead, at the cellcity that swelled from the water and spread up the side of the cavern. He had seen only reconnaissance pictures of Kryte cellcities before, and even these had filled him with awe and a certain grudging admiration. The real thing, however, was both wondrous and awe-inspiring. The silver sheen of the subterranean megalopolis before him, the way each cell was anchored to the next in a framework, was both functional and aesthetically pleasing. He made out hundreds of small figures moving between the cells on walkways, and more aliens at work within the city itself.
Understanding came to him. What had Travers said, about a Kryte attack on St Jerome a year ago? So that had been the reason behind it – not to destroy Fort Campbell, but to create a diversion while they established a presence here... He turned his head in an attempt to see the Kryte, but the alien pre-empted his question.
It approached and crouched beside him, saying, “Correct. We needed a base–”
Abbott shook his head. “From which to attack Fort Campbell?”
The alien stared at him. At last it said, “Your human apprehension of events is so limited, my friend.”
“Then why...?” Abbott floundered, feeling chastised.
The Kryte moved from his view. Abbott turned his gaze forward. They were approaching a jetty which appeared to be formed not from plastic or metal but from some biological material, a cartilaginous outgrowth of the cellcity. As the boat eased alongside the jetty, Abbott made out elasticated spars and struts that stretched across the surface of the jetty like attenuated ligaments, and the whole was coated in some silver, sebaceous fluid not unlike saliva.
There was a reception committee awaiting them on the construct.
Abbott was lifted, and slung into a metal frame that rested on the back of a Kryte. The alien that had kidnapped him moved alongside as the procession made its way down the jetty and passed through an oleaginous, anus-like opening in the side of a cell. They hurried down a series of corridors more biological than inert, with walls that glistened like offal and followed their own meandering, intestinal logic. At one point they reached a narrower section of tunnel, and here they were gripped by what appeared to be a ring of muscle and carried along at speed in a headlong peristaltic clench. Seconds later they were evacuated into a wide chamber, and Abbott made out crowds of Kryte.
When they saw him and his entourage, the aliens stopped what they were doing and watched their passage in silence, and Abbott received the distinct impression that they had known he was coming.
Heads turned, large eyes tracking him as he was carried through the cavern. They passed through another sphinctered opening and emerged into a smaller chamber.
A dozen Kryte, garbed in silver gowns, awaited him.
More alarming still, Abbott made out what he at first thought were a legion of mechanical spiders depending from the domed ceiling, limbs dangling. The tentacles terminated in pincers and claws and what looked like razors.
And then he saw the silver table in the centre of the chamber. It seemed to hover above the floor, and as he was transported towards it he noticed that above him the silver limbs tracked his progress as if in anticipation.
He was laid upon the floating silver slab, and attached to its surface in some manner he could not make out, and four aliens approached him. They worked fast, swabbing his putrescent torso, readying his frail human flesh.
A face loomed above his, and the Kryte he recognised as his erstwhile companion leaned over him and whispered, “Do not fear, Abbott.”
And he tried to scream as a dozen silver tentacles descended upon him, and seconds later he slipped into unconsciousness.


He came awake much later and... miracle of miracles!... he was no longer in pain. His lungs no longer wheezed in agony with every breath; his skin no longer crawled with the sensation of a million biting ants.
For the first time in days it came to him that he was going to live... He was going to survive – but for what purpose?
He opened his eyes. He was incarcerated in the innards of some creature’s stomach. Veined, glaucous sheets of flesh arched above him, only a metre from his face. The light was bloody, and thick veins pulsed around him, their regular throbbing rhythm heightening his sense of confinement.
He wanted to cry out in fear, but at the same time give thanks that he was still alive.
He tried to sit up, but was prevented from doing so by some fastening that looped around his chest and abdomen.
He tried to move his right arm, but that too was restrained. Then he laughed as he remembered: his limbs were somewhere back in the hell on the surface, left behind like debris, and what he could feel now were no more than treacherous, phantom limbs. But the sensation remained: he could feel his arms and legs, feel the bite of the restraints in his flesh. He turned his head, lifted it minimally, and looked down the length of his body.
He let his head fall back and laughed like a madman.
He was whole again! But how could that be? Was he under some illusion cast by alien chemicals; but why would they taunt him so? Why would they give him the illusion of being whole again?
It was too much to hope for that he was indeed whole once more.
He peered again, and commanded his fingers to move, and he watched them move. He told his foot to turn, and it turned. He fell back, weeping.
He had been a limbless torso, thanks to his Kryte captor, and now he was as he had been... thanks to his alien captors.
What had the Kryte told him, back there on the hell of the surface? That he was being carried towards enlightenment?
What the hell had it meant by that?


He came awake suddenly, surprised that he had lapsed into unconsciousness.
Another surprise awaited him: a Kryte crouched beside him, and he recognised it: his captor, his saviour.
It watched him with large unblinking eyes.
Abbott said, “I wondered where you were. Not far away, heh?”
The alien blinked, not deigning to reply.
He went on, “What now?”
“We have... repaired you. Made you shreeth...”
Abbott repeated the word, fear dinning in his head. “What do you mean?”
“Like us... shreeth, long-lived–”
He sat up, surprising himself that he could do so. Miraculously his body did not protest. He swung into a sitting position and faced the alien. He looked at his arms and legs, raised his right hand, turned it in the sanguine light of the visceral cell. He slapped his thigh. Solid muscle. He was whole again.
He said, “Immortal?”
The Kryte said, “Virtually so, yes.”
He was aware of his increased heartbeat. He said, “To what end?”
The Kryte blinked, “To enlightenment.”
Abbott laughed, then. He flung back his head and laughed, and the crazed sound echoed back dully from the walls of his fleshy prison.
He knew then what the alien wanted of him. He said, almost shouting, “You have made me immortal so that you shall live, am I right? Without me, you are a dead man...” He said the word without realising the irony, and then laughed belatedly. “So, now I am your slave. I must follow you to the end of existence, to keep you alive...” He wept as he said this, and dared not look ahead to the hell his life would be. He wished then that he had died out there on the surface of the planet; anything, rather than the living hell his life had become.
The Kryte blinked at him. “You are wrong, as ever, Abbott. Do you not think that we, who can grow human parts from your DNA, who can grow cities from our own cell structures, do not possess the means by which to remove the crude slave device from my body?”
Abbott stared at the alien, trying to work out where this revelation was leading.
The Kryte went on, “I am no longer slaved to you, Abbott. I am free. I can move as my will dictates.”
Abbott gestured with his regrown right hand. “Then why... this?”
The alien stood suddenly. By some process unknown to Abbott, the domed, veined ceiling of the cell expanded in a quick spasm to accommodate the Kryte.
The alien looked down on Abbott and said, “Stand, follow me.”
Abbott stood. He looked down at his legs, marvelling at their solidity, their strength. He took a deep breath. His chest swelled. He was free from pain.
He would have given thanks, but for the fear that lurked at the back of his mind.
The Kryte moved towards the end of the cell. The puckered anus in the wall expanded rapidly and the alien stepped through. Abbott followed it, his physical well-being buoying him as he stepped after the alien and down the winding corridor.
The gut-like tunnel widened, and Abbott made out a gallery on either side, packed with staring Kryte. They were motionless. Their massive eyes followed him. He felt at once awed, and very close to terror.
They came to another sphincter opening, which dilated and admitted them into a familiar chamber. Abbott stopped dead on the threshold, fear clutching him.
“No...”
He felt pincers grasp his arms, and he was powerless to resist as he was carried into the chamber and laid once more on the floating slab.
This time, his head was braced in a metal frame. He stared up at the dangling tentacles of the spider-like machines.
“What are you doing to me!” he cried out.
A face slipped into view, his captor. “We are giving you enlightenment, Abbott. You are blessed.”
“Blessed?” he cried. “Damned, more like!”
Then a tentacle descended with alarming alacrity and sliced off the top of his head, and Abbott remained awake throughout the entire process as his brain was eased from its casing and the Kryte went to work on his hypothalamus.


He came back to consciousness, having blacked out briefly – or so it seemed, for the same small group of Kryte were still gathered around him, chittering away in their high-speed language.
He reached up, and in doing so he realised that he was no longer being restrained. His head was intact, no sign of the surgery he so vividly recalled: the hot parting of scalp under the fast blades of the surgical – what were they? robot arms? no, too biological, but it was no beast... some kind of biological device, the tentacles and blades...
He turned his head to one side, so he could see the Kryte more directly. “Enlightenment, you say?”
Their scratchy warbling stopped, and all five Kryte turned their heads to face him. One of them – Abbott’s former travelling companion, he believed – said, “Enlightenment is an opening of the ways. The blessed must choose to step through that opening.”
Abbott just stared. He had no time for such pieties. He knew that with hard certainty now: he had no need to find refuge in platitudes and rote. He was no longer the man who had accepted such things. The Kryte knew this: they understood that he was a new man, changed by experience, wiser now. They started to talk again.
Abbott swung his legs around so that they hung free from the bench on which he had been stretched out. He felt a slight dizziness and paused, one hand to his forehead, the other supporting his weight.
He felt strong. Stronger than he had felt in many years. Whatever the Kryte had done to him, they had done it well. Only now did he start to take in what he had been told: immortality, or as near as damn it. He could still suffer a violent death, of course, just as the Kryte could, but... immortality. He would remain this fit and strong for... for times measured on a scale no human could ever have been able to contemplate before now.
If he could get away... His mind raced with the possibilities of a humankind granted the secret of immorality – the secret now bound up in the cells of his body! The march of his kind across the galaxy really would become unstoppable – the scale of the universe would be as nothing when timescales ceased to matter.
He shuddered, felt dizzy.
The Kryte had ceased their chatter again, and were watching him. He saw that one of them held the comms unit his Kryte had confiscated from one of the dead soldiers.
“You going to call me a ride?” asked Abbott.
They did not answer.
Abbott was tired. He wanted to sleep. He had been through such an ordeal.
“Come,” said the Kryte.
“Where...?” Abbott began.
But the Kryte was already hurrying from the chamber. Compelled, Abbott followed. He caught up with the alien and asked, “Where are we going?”
The Kryte turned to look at him. “To the planet’s surface,” it said.


They stood on a hillside, concealed behind a spur of igneous rock. Later, looking back, Abbott would realise that this was a deliberate choice on the part of the Kryte he always thought of as his Kryte. The view across the wide river and jungle was commanding, the ever-present buzz of Kryte minds – in the cellcity beneath their feet – dimmed to a gentle background susurrus.
“Love,” said the Kryte. Again, it seemed content to leave it at that: a single word so loaded with import, rich with meaning.
The two remained silent for long minutes.
Then, Abbott raised an eyebrow. “Love,” he repeated. A meeting of minds, finally: across the gulf of the species, a sliver of common ground, of understanding.
The Kryte gestured.
Down below, skimming across the waters of the river, Abbott saw two inflatables, body-shielded soldiers jostling shoulder to shoulder, ready to disembark.
They approached the tangled jungle at the near shore and slowed. Abbott willed them on. If they could only find a way through to land, he could go to them, escape, return to his people with the secret of immortality!
The background chorus of Kryte minds had dimmed now – anticipation, a hint of fear...
Abbott threw his hands to his head – what had they done to him? He stared at the Kryte.
“We shared with you,” it replied. “We gave you love.”
And suddenly Abbott was aware of the voices again, the seething mass of voices, of minds – his head filled with the sound of angels singing, individuals as one, as more than one, of ch’tek, of kreer.
He felt their love.
He turned to look again at the inflatables, the landing parties armoured and armed, heads pumped full of battle narcs and combatware.
The boats skimmed the river, struggling to find a landing place, and he was glad. Even at this distance he could sense the angry jabber of their minds, a hostile buzz that drowned out all else... He closed his eyes and the ch’tek flooded his mind, understanding and love and awe on a scale beyond the individual, beyond even the collective – another level altogether. And the angry jabber cut through it all.
Abbott opened his eyes and looked at the Kryte and in its eyes he saw nothing but in its mind he saw a deep, existential panic at this intrusion, this swamping of all that was good...
And then he became aware of a change, a rebalancing of the equation.
He looked across the dark waters to the landing parties as they blasted vegetation clear with bursts of laser, clearing a place to land.
The inflatables picked up speed again, and within seconds the soldiers were running up the rocky bank at the foot of the outcrop.
Abbott looked at the Kryte.
It was holding the comms unit it had taken from the dead soldier. Abbott understood.
“You wanted this, didn’t you?” said Abbott. “You wanted them to find us. You knew they would be able to trace us through the comms unit... You want me to go with them. You show me the riches of heaven, and then you banish me!” He paused, and then asked, “But why?”
The Kryte spoke, its words not sounds, but thoughts in his head.
We are a peaceful people, it began – and something primitive in Abbott’s mind bridled at that until, a second later, he knew it to be true.
The truth flooded his mind, and he almost passed out.
The Kryte were a peaceful race, who had left their homeplanet looking for other worlds on which to live, though unlike humanity they did not change worlds to suit their purposes, or subjugate other races to their own ends. They had kreer, the joined consciousness of their kind, and a conscience that dictated they respect the sanctity of other races.
So they settled dozens of planet in their spread along the galactic arm, and lived in peace until the coming of the human race, those aliens with their own god and an implacable, righteous objective that could not be stopped.
The old Abbott would have asked, here: why then the unprovoked attacks on innocent human settlers? But the new, remade Abbott knew...
Humanity was like the cloying spores of the jungle down below, and the din of its mindnoise – the ceaseless static of humanity’s collective psyche, the pulse of id and ego, of aggression and competition – was an invasion that attacked the peaceable Kryte and had to be stopped.
Abbott turned to the Kryte and said, “Please, let me hear...”
The alien stared at him. Abbott thought he detected something like compassion in its gaze, as it spoke into his head: Abbott, that is impossible. You are human. You live with the noise by default... But I can show you in part what the experience is like for me... and bear in mind that this is after I have shielded the noise, damped the pain...
Floodgates opened in Abbott’s head, and pain poured in. The human troops making their way up the hillside were its source, but behind that, ever present, was an even greater background noise. Except that it was not noise, but pain, an awareness of evil made almost tangible.
Abbott fell to his knees and cried, “Stop!”
The Kryte reached out, compassionately, and touched Abbott’s shoulder. Mercifully, the pain in Abbott’s head ceased instantly.
We live with this constantly, the alien told him.
Abbott stood. He stared down the slope. The tiny human figures were making their slow way towards the summit of the hill.
He said, “What do you want from me?”
The Kryte blinked its huge eyes. You are our... ambassador. You are the emissary of truth. You can go among your own kind, effect the processes that will bring about a truce, a lasting peace.
Something ached deep within Abbott. His head understood and concurred with the alien’s words, but his soul craved the compassion of the Kryte, the kreer...
“Go,” the alien said, touching his arm.
Abbott reached out. He wanted embrace the creature, take it in his arms. Instead, weeping, he touched its scaled cheeks and said farewell.
He moved from behind the rock and stumbled down the slope. When he turned, the Kryte, his Kryte, had vanished into the pocked hillside as if it had never been.
He stumbled and fell, grazing himself. Ahead, a soldier saw him and pointed. Abbott reached out, the gesture less one of hope than of despair.
Within a minute he was surrounded by troops, and assisted down the slope. From nowhere a flier appeared, swooping down to land on the rock before them, and seconds later they were airborne. Abbott watched the hillside fall away.
Around him, a dozen troops stared at him with something little short of awe, and Abbott was repulsed.
But how, he thought then. How, alone, will I convince my kind...?
He never finished the question.
Into his head came the words of the Kryte, his Kryte: Do not fear, my friend.
I fear the task ahead, Abbott thought.
I am with you, replied the alien.
Abbott smiled to himself, and gave thanks, as the flier carried him at speed across the surface of St Jerome towards the sanctuary of Fort Campbell.




Parallax Views
Keith Brooke and Eric Brown
 in discussion
Keith Brooke and Eric Brown are two long-standing members of the Interzone generation: the group of mainly UK-based writers whose careers grew around this magazine in the 1980s and ’90s.
Both started publishing short fiction in the late 1980s: first Brown with “Krash-Bangg Joe and the Pineal Zen Equation” in Autumn 1987 and then Brooke (after two small press stories) with “Adrenotropic Man” in July 1989. Each had a story in Chris Evans and Rob Holdstock’s Other Edens 3, and they met at the book launch in September 1989.
Brooke has published twelve novels to date, including four for teenagers under the pen-name Nick Gifford. His most recent novels are Genetopia, The Accord, The Unlikely World of Faraway Frankie and alt.human: His short fiction has been collected in six volumes. He is also editor of several books, including Strange Divisions and Alien Territories: the sub-genres of science fiction.
Brown has written over forty books, beginning with the collection The Time-Lapsed Man and other stories and the novel Meridian Days. His more recent books include The Kings of Eternity, Helix Wars, and the first volume of a shared-world series, The Devil’s Nebula. His collections include Blue Shifting, The Angels of Life and Death and Ghostwriting. He’s published over one hundred SF short stories in magazines and anthologies in Britain and the US.


Keith Brooke: I suppose in one sense, we’ve collaborated almost as long as we’ve known each other. Back in 1991 my publishers wanted some changes making to Expatria Incorporated which I wasn’t too sure about. You and Steve Baxter very kindly agreed to look at the manuscript and I ended up making most of the changes Gollancz and the two of you suggested and the novel was much stronger as a result. Ever since then, we’ve critted each other’s work before it’s submitted, so I suppose all stories appearing under our names are collaborations to some extent. I know my stories are better as a result.


Eric Brown: Having work criticised is a scary and fascinating process. Like collaboration, it isn’t something you’d undertake with anyone. There’s trust involved, and a recognition of the other person’s ability and insight. Over the years I’ve given many people my stories to read and comment on, and in general I’ve found that their comments were either too flattering, or that they missed the point of what I was doing. It’s great when you come across the rare person who’s on your wavelength and can dissect a tale, point out where it’s going wrong, and what needs to be done to fix it.
As for collaborating on stories...


KB: I remember walking back from the pub with you one night in Haworth and tentatively asking what you thought about the idea of collaboration. You said you couldn’t see how it could work, you didn’t like talking about ideas until you’d written the story. I pretty much felt the same (although simultaneously I was intrigued by the idea of collaborating) so I didn’t mention it again.


EB: The night is lost in the after-effects of too much Timothy Taylor’s Best Bitter – but I know why I was reluctant. Two main things. One was that I probably thought that collaborations were never as good as single author stories – they were either compromises, or third rate stories worked over by a second hand. (Which is perhaps true in some cases – but not in others, for example the Pohl/Kornbluth collaborations.) The second reason for my reluctance was more personal. I was unwilling to share with someone the rather inept way I go about thinking up and plotting a story. (The route from original idea to finished product is long and tortuous, involving many detours, discarded ideas, completely off-the-track speculation...) To articulate an idea for a story to someone would be to open up the creaky way my brain works. However, as I recall, our first collaboration wasn’t built up from an original idea, was it?


KB: You sent me a story you weren’t happy with, called “The Girl Who Loved Beethoven”. You knew it didn’t work, but said you didn’t know how to fix it. You wanted to get on with your new novel and you said you were just going to put “The Girl Who...” away and forget about it.
I read the story and, although it needed a fair bit of work, I saw quite clearly how to do it. When I’m workshopping someone else’s story I always try to resist the temptation to wade in and say, “You should be doing it like this!” It’s a process of finding the right questions to ask, rather than supplying my own answers. But the thought of such a striking idea simply being discarded was too much for me and I suggested that if you really were going to abandon the story then maybe I could do something with it. I was wary of intruding on your territory – it was your story, after all – but you responded enthusiastically. So I took the story to pieces, built it up again and then we bounced it back and forth by post so many times that I suspect neither of us could confidently say who contributed which elements. That story became “Appassionata” (Interzone, July 1996).


EB: We did a couple more stories like this. From my point of view it was nice to see stories that I liked – but that I had to admit didn’t work – turn into good pieces. What amazed me with the finished results was not only that they worked, and worked well, but that you’d incorporated your own take into the story and produced something that I, alone, would have had no chance of accomplishing. I think this synergy is the true benefit of collaborating.


KB: It’s funny the way it works: I always feel that I’ve contributed less than my 50% worth to any of our collaborations, yet you insist that you’ve done less than half. And yet the result is something neither of us could have written on our own... What is it, do you think, that makes a writing partnership work?


EB: Well, it’s necessary to know and trust the other person – at least, I know it is in my case. Also, you need to believe in the other writer’s ability. I think we’re very much on the same wavelength in terms of interests, views, outlook. We’re good friends and there’s certainly no ego problem about who should do what in a story, or who’s name should go first, stuff like that. I’d find it hard to write a story that meant anything with someone I’d never met, or didn’t particularly like.
I’ve collaborated on two stories with Steve Baxter, another friend. We have very different writing styles, and approaches to science fiction. What happened was that I had a couple of ideas for hard SF stories – with the disadvantage of knowing nothing about science. Steve deconstructed the ideas, told me why they wouldn’t work, and then we set about building them back up. The result was two stories I certainly wouldn’t even have attempted solo, “Sunfly” in Interzone 100 (October 1995), and “The Spacetime Pit” Interzone 107 (May 1996).


KB: I think it’s possible to roughly categorise SF authors into two schools: those who do SF, and those who use it. Steve is one of the best doers in the business, with the big science-fictional idea always central, and the story and character a means of exploration. You and I are users, taking established SF tropes, twisting them and remixing them into something that we hope is new: the ideas in an Eric Brown story are often striking, but they are always secondary to the exploration of plot and character. The extra something in a Baxter/Brown story comes from the space between your two approaches; I suppose the extra something in a Brooke/Brown story comes from where we overlap and reinforce each other.


EB: I think that what you add to the collaborations is a keener intelligence and a logical approach; you never let me get away with any scientific sloppiness or convenience, which I’d be quite happy to use in my own stories if so doing aided my overall intent – the communication to the reader of emotional intensity and atmosphere. As far as I’m concerned the science in my stories is secondary, and often not even that.


KB: The process of collaboration has moved on from my early reworkings of your stories. You came down for a weekend and on the Sunday we locked ourselves away and brainstormed a story virtually from scratch. In the space of a couple of hours we went through a process that, working independently, would take us a fortnight or more: expanding the initial idea, discarding elements that didn’t work, bouncing plot twists and speculations back and forth until we had something just waiting to be written. Writing’s not exactly a spectator sport, but that’s about as close as it gets...
For the rest of the week I wrote in the evenings after work until the story was well under way, then I e-mailed the part-written story to you (so much faster than relying on snail mail, as we used to!). You picked it up, continued the story, and sent it back to me a week later. I didn’t know what you’d done with it, and couldn’t wait to read it. That story grew and grew and then went through the usual process of revision, shuttling back and forth between Essex and Yorkshire until we decided it was ready to send out into the world. That story became “The Denebian Cycle” and was published in Interzone 152 (February 2000).
If only the history of our collaborative collection had been as smooth... As I recall it, we both had the idea of collecting our stories together in book-form independently.


EB: But it was you who actually got the ball rolling. You were in contact with Anthony Barker at Tanjen Books, a small press outfit based in Leicestershire. We signed a contract for a modest fee and the collection, entitled Parallax View, was due out in May 1999. It contained our five collaborations, and a solo tale by each of us – plus a fantastic introduction by Steve [Baxter]. I was looking forward to seeing the collection in print – Tanjen produced lovely looking books, and they were stories I believed in. And then, due to financial troubles beyond Anthony’s control, Tanjen went out of business. I was more than a little disappointed. It was the second book to be contracted for and then never published. (Pan bought my fix-up book The Fall of Tartarus, way back in 1995, only to scrap the title when they dumped me and a whole load of other SF authors.)
The following year, the small press outfit Sarob Books stepped into the breach and put out a very handsome limited edition of Parallax View with lovely cover and interior illustrations by Dominic Harman. Seven years later, Storm Constantine’s Immanion Press brought the book’s first paperback edition.


KB: Yes, for that 2007 edition we decided to change the mix a little, dropping the two solo stories and replacing them with a brand-new, never before published novella, In Transit. Again, for this one we bounced ideas back and forth for a bit, then took it in turns to write the first draft. I was really pleased with the end result, and delighted to have had a hand in it.


EB: And now, a few years further on, here’s a new edition of the book, with the same contents list as the Immanion edition, plus this interview. So for a book that had a rocky start, it’s not done too badly, after all, has it?


KB: Our writing backgrounds couldn’t really be more strongly contrasting, could they? I wrote a handful of stories as a student then, after graduating, I took a year out and sold Interzone the first story I wrote during that period. Then I wrote a novel and ended up with a three book deal with Gollancz. It wasn’t quite an overnight success, but it all happened very fast.
The first novel, Keepers of the Peace, was my angry young man novel: an answer to that unpleasant right wing sub-genre of military SF. I wanted to write something that appeared to fit into that category but subverted it, something that might make a few teenaged boys question the mindset of some of the writers they enjoyed. It’s a thoroughly flawed book, of course, but it still means a lot to me. I followed it up with Expatria and Expatria Incorporated, high-spirited SF adventure stories, set on a low-tech colony world that’s lost touch with the rest of humankind. The novels are the culmination of my GenGen future history: Max Riesling, the protagonist of my first Interzone story, has become the figurehead of a new capitalist techno-religion whose leaders want to recover their abandoned assets on Expatria. The GenGen short stories are collected separately in Faking It, which came out in 2010.


EB: Why did you turn to self-publishing with Lord of Stone? [Since published by Cosmos Books – EB.]


KB: Put simply: because no-one else would do it and I still believed that the novel was better than anything else I’d had published by that stage. This was many years before the likes of Amazon made self-publishing a far more conventional route.
If anything, I was successful too early and had a lot of learning to do in the years that followed. After the first three novels I thought I could do whatever I wanted. With the best possible intentions, my editors told me to write my important book next. I thought the timing was right: I’d written a serious book, then two ‘entertainments’, so it was time for something a bit heavier. So I wrote a war novel that was consciously influenced by Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia. Lord of Stone is about the death of magic in a secular world, a fantasy thriller without much fantasy, set in an early 20th century world that wasn’t quite our own. Despite the fact that it didn’t fit any of the neat publishing categories, Gollancz said for a time that they wanted to publish it, then for some unexplained reason they changed their minds. The book did the rounds, but never found a home, and I finally realised that it was time to put it away and forget about it. Or put it on the web, which I did in December 1998. It did well there – far better than I had dared hope – and then US publisher Cosmos picked it up for hardback and paperback editions a few years later. It was a valuable learning experience, and interesting preparation for how the publishing market developed ten years later with the advent of self-publishing and flourishing indies, with the ebook revolution.
In contrast to my quick breakthrough, you wrote for years before success came – I don’t think anyone could accuse you of succeeding too quickly. To anyone who doesn’t write, that kind of persistence might appear, er, obsessive... What kept you going?


EB: Well, er, obsession, in a word. And ignorance. I left school at fourteen when I emigrated to Australia with my family. I was a poor pupil, in the D stream of my year, a lazy dunce who couldn’t care less. All I was interested in was football. When I had the opportunity to leave school at fourteen and never go back, I grasped it with both hands. I’d never read a book to that point, and I think it was nostalgia for England that made me read Cards on the Table by Agatha Christie when my mother suggested I try it. That book, I can safely say, changed my life. For however many hours I was living in a different world, with a different perspective. It was pure escapism, and I loved it. I’ve been an obsessive reader – escaper – ever since. Within two days of reading the Christie, I was writing my own whodunit. From then on I knew I wanted to be a writer. Then I came across a collection of stories by Robert Silverberg, Sundance, and at the same time Wells’ War of the Worlds – and I was converted. For the next ten years, four in Australia and six on my return to England, I locked myself away and wrote a couple of hundred short stories and more than twenty novels. It was pure, obsessive escapism. I must have thought that one day I might get something published, but at the back of my mind was the self-confidence thing, or rather the lack of: I was from a working class background with no education, so how the hell did I hope to become a writer? It got to the point where I’d put so much work in that I couldn’t stop. After ten years of non-stop writing (while doing factory work and other menial jobs) I took a year off and travelled around India, writing there, too, but non-fiction, descriptive pieces, impressions. I came back at the age of twenty-five and the liberating experience of travel around a country as vast and alien as India, combined with the technique I’d built up through writing so much garbage over the past decade, paid off. I began writing the short stories that eventually appeared in Interzone, Other Edens, Zenith II and elsewhere.


KB: That’s exactly the kind of background I always envied: so much material, so much exotic imagery to cut and paste into stories! I came from a comfortably middle class family, living in a very ordinary town and it took me a long time to realise what a rich source of material that background contained: a lot of my near-future SF leans on that background, a lot my horror stories are set in a twisted version of the seaside town where I grew up.


EB: What made you begin writing – how did you get your first break?


KB: Fear of accountancy played a large part. In the mid to late 80s just about any reasonably numerate graduate was pushed towards a career in accountancy and I drifted through the interviews, accepted a job offer... and then the shock struck home. What was I doing? Instead, I took a year out to write full-time. And so on the strength of two small press acceptances I became a full-time writer. As soon as I finished the first draft, I knew that the first story I wrote in that period was a significant step up from what I’d been writing before, and sure enough it sold to Interzone.
I started work on Keepers of the Peace and pretty soon I was hooked. As the stories started to sell, my ‘year out’ extended itself. The novel did the rounds and received some encouraging rejection letters. I came so close to abandoning it: the only publisher left on my list was Corgi, but they didn’t publish that kind of thing and I nearly didn’t bother trying them. But I did and Julia Smith plucked it out of her towering slush pile and showed it to Colin Murray and I started to hear through the grapevine that they were interested. In the meantime I’d written Expatria, and I heard at a convention that the slush reader at Gollancz had recommended it. So I appointed an agent – your agent – who worked out a three book deal between the two companies, with Gollancz to do the hardbacks and Corgi to do the paperbacks.


EB: And what are you working on at the moment?


KB: These days I have a very busy life! In addition to a demanding day job I run the infinity plus publishing imprint, putting out work by some fantastic genre writers. We’ve published some of your books, including two new short fiction collections, The Angels of Life and Death and Ghostwriting – for me, the latter includes some of your best work. We’ve published short fiction by Lisa Tuttle, Kit Reed and others; crime authors Iain Rowan and Kaitlin Queen; and a new short fiction collection, Phoenix Man, by Garry Kilworth, followed by print and ebook editions of his autobiography, On My Way to Samarkand.
On the writing side, I’ve been busy too, with two books out in 2012. First out was a book I edited for academic publishers Palgrave MacMillan, Strange Divisions and Alien Territories: the sub-genres of science fiction. This was a lovely book to do, something that came out of an undergraduate course I taught at my local university called ‘Understanding and Writing Science Fiction’. For this one I simply ( I say ‘simply’: editing a book is never as simple as it would appear) invited a dozen top SF authors to write a chapter each on a sub-genre close to their heart, covering that sub-genre’s history, key works and the challenges facing a writer working in that area today. The idea was to produce a book that was serious enough to be used academically, but written accessibly enough to reach a more general audience, with enough writerly perspective to be of interest to aspiring and developing writers.
Later in 2012, my novel alt.human (published under the title Harmony in the USA and Canada) was published by Solaris. After 25 years as an SF writer, I figured it was about time I looked at one of the big sub-genres I’d always shied away from: aliens. My challenge was that when I’ve tried writing aliens before I’ve found it difficult to sustain my own suspension of disbelief: how do you write something truly alien that is both convincing and yet still accessible to human readers? alt.human was my attempt, and it’s a book I’m very proud of.
You’ve been quite productive lately, too, haven’t you?


EB: I’ve published around seven or eight books in the past couple of years. The best of the bunch is one that I wrote, on and off, for a decade – The Kings of Eternity. I thinks it’s the finest thing I’ve ever done – it’s certainly the book I’m most fond of. It tells the tale of an isolated, embittered writer on an island in contemporary Greece, and recounts the adventures of three friends in 1930s England. It’s part scientific romance, love story, mystery...
Other books include The Guardians of the Phoenix, a post-apocalyptic adventure – quite violent, for me, but which is redemptive – and Helix Wars, a follow up to my ‘best-selling’ action-adventure Helix. The next one is The Serene Invasion, a return to Quiet SF – about what happens when aliens come to Earth and change humankind for the better. I also published the first of a shared-world series I created for Abaddon Books, Weird Space; the novel is The Devil’s Nebula and it’s an unashamed action space opera of the kind I still love to read. And next year PS Publishing bring out the collected starship novellas in one volume, entitled Starship Seasons – a book I’m delighted with.


KB: I know we have broadly similar tastes in SF, but who were your early influences, and who are you reading these days in the genre?


EB: Silverberg was a big influence when I was younger. I began reading him when I was fifteen, devoured all his early stuff and loved it – The Master of Life and Death, The Seed of Earth, Collision Course, all great adventures. Then I came across his masterpieces, Dying Inside, Thorns, Son of Man... novels surely among the finest SF ever written. I like Michael Coney’s books, especially Hello Summer, Goodbye and The Girl with a Symphony in her Fingers. These days I’m reading Jack Vance, Richard Paul Russo, Robert Charles Wilson. His The Harvest is tremendous. What about you? I know you write regular book reviews... Do you get to read much for pleasure?


KB: Not nearly as much as I’d like, unfortunately. My favourite science-fiction writers include Kim Stanley Robinson, Ian McDonald and Robert Charles Wilson. And, like you, I’d rate Silverberg’s Dying Inside as one of the finest novels of all time. When I find the time, my pleasure reading tends to fall outside SF, just for a change from the genre fiction I review; I’m a great fan of Ian McEwan, Graham Greene and William Boyd.
In fact, one of my biggest problems at the moment is simply not having enough time to fit everything in. I’m editing several books, writing reviews, and juggling all kinds of story drafts and ideas around. As I say, I have a demanding day job; I have four pretty much grown-up kids; I just got married this year to the gorgeous Debbie. I have a very full, and busy, life, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
And on that note: enough. Thanks for talking.








(This double interview first appeared in Interzone 145, July 1999, and has been extensively updated for inclusion in this book. Our thanks to editor David Pringle for permission to use it here.)



MORE FROM INFINITY PLUS
Ghostwriting
by Eric Brown
www.infinityplus.co.uk/books/eb/ghostwriting.htm

Over the course of a career spanning twenty five years, Eric Brown has written just a handful of horror and ghost stories – and all of them are collected here.
They range from the gentle, psychological chiller “The House” to the more overtly fantastical horror of “Li Ketsuwan”, from the contemporary science fiction of “The Memory of Joy” to the almost-mainstream of “The Man Who Never Read Novels”. What they have in common is a concern for character and gripping story-telling.
Ghostwriting is Eric Brown at his humane and compelling best.

 “Brown is a terrific storyteller as the present collection effectively proves... All in all an excellent collection of entertaining and well written dark fiction.” —Hellnotes

“Eric Brown joins the ranks of Graham Joyce, Christopher Priest and Robert Holdstock as a master fabulist” —Paul di Filippo


For full details of infinity plus books see www.infinityplus.co.uk/books




MORE FROM INFINITY PLUS
Genetopia
by Keith Brooke
www.infinityplus.co.uk/books/kb/genetopia.htm

“A minor masterpiece that should usher Brooke at last into the recognized front ranks of SF writers” —Locus


Searching for his missing sister, Flint encounters a world where illness is to be feared, where genes mutate and migrate between species through plague and fever. This is the story of the struggles between those who want to defend their heritage and those who choose to embrace the new.


“I am so here! Genetopia is a meditation on identity - what it means to be human and what it means to be you - and the necessity of change. It’s also one heck of an adventure story. Snatch it up!” —Michael Swanwick, Hugo award-winning author of Bones of the Earth


“...a biotech fever dream ... a projection of twenty-first century fears and longings into an exotic far future where the meaning of humanity is overwhelmed by change. Masterfully written, this is a parable of difference that demands to be read, and read again.” —Stephen Baxter, Philip K Dick award-winning author of Evolution and Transcendent


“Genetopia is quite remarkably fascinating.” —John Clute


For full details of infinity plus books see www.infinityplus.co.uk/books
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