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PART ONE


I

The tent held a camp bed, with a single olive blanket folded on it. Daylight streamed through clear bands in the grey-green walls, the slick floor bore the imprint of muddy, booted feet. A stack of unopened camp furniture packs stood to one side, bearing General Yu’s indigo seal. A small girl, ten or eleven years old, sat on the bed where the soldiers had left her, looking around her vaguely; listening to the tramp and bustle of a great military camp. Through the clear bands she could glimpse rocky slopes and distant crags that seemed familiar in a general way, but she didn’t know where she was.

The tent door was opened, and a troop of different soldiers appeared. They stood to attention as a woman with stars on the shoulders of her uniform came in. This was Lady Nef, the wife of the General: someone of considerable rank in her own right. The captive, obeying instinct, quickly got down, knelt on the floor and pressed her forehead to the groundsheet. Lady Nef was a tall woman, dark-haired and still beautiful in middle-age. She knelt and raised the girl up, so that she could see her face.

The woman and the child looked at each other.

‘Your name is Gwibiwr?’

‘It is Gwibiwr. But I am called Bibi.’

‘I offer you a choice,’ said Lady Nef, in Bibi’s own language. ‘You may join my husband’s household, and become his concubine. That’s the way of the world, we can’t fight it. You will be kindly treated, as long as you are still a child. After that, it’s a competitive life, but a decent career for you, with the opportunity of gaining status. If you bear my husband a child, especially a child with desirable traits; even better.’

Lady Nef paused for a response. She was not sure if the girl was taking in anything that was said to her.

‘Or, you may join my household. You will become a servant, and always remain so. The work will be hard, but I promise you neither my husband or any other man will touch you.’

‘I will be your servant,’ said Bibi.


II

The rebels had used the White Rock caves as a refuge from time immemorial, the core families sometimes retreating there for decades to sit out a prolonged police action. They believed they were invincible in their mountain fastness. They were not: it was just that digging them out had never been worth the trouble, the loss of life; the inevitable human rights violations. Then one day, in the tumultuous years of the Young Emperor, General Yu arrived. He offered surrender terms. The rebels, who had lost all sight of the bigger picture, proudly refused: so the General moved in and destroyed them, by the book. His soldiers used no bombing raids and only commensurate weaponry. They relied on discipline, superior intelligence, and an overwhelming force of numbers. Resistance burned fiercely as a straw fire, but in a few weeks it was all over. The caves were penetrated, and almost every man, woman and child was either killed in action or put to death.

The little girl, Gwibiwr, was believed to have been the daughter of one of the chieftains. She’d survived because she’d been found hiding in a tunnel, still alive, after the ceasefire order. General Yu’s soldiers had had no qualms about the massacre. Far from home, faced with the bewildering, confident ferocity of these savages, they’d become convinced that the rebels had a terrible secret weapon, and deserved no mercy. But they’d been shocked at themselves afterwards, and incapable of killing a child in cold blood. Perhaps their superiors felt the same—and so a life was spared.

Lady Nef’s servants had reproduced, as best they could, in the south west quadrant of the camp, the same order and calm that the Lady expected at home. The bare-earth alleys and squares were swept and raked. The household troops, housed separately from the domestic staff now that the action was over, had a spruce parade ground for their daily drill; the admin tents were hives of brisk activity. Corralled satellite dishes shone, their great silver faces turned up to the sky; the sleek, mettlesome armoured cars were groomed and exercised every morning.

The servants’ own quarters were set on three sides of a military-issue potager, a flourishing vegetable garden which had been brought to the mountains dehydrated and flatpacked, and would leave the same way. The fourth side was a passage-tent, flanked by fish tanks and poultry houses, leading to Lady Nef’s own domain. The little girl, Gwibiwr, was brought to this small world: where she was given a place to sleep, a quilt and a head-rest; two uniforms, underclothes, and shoes. She cried when they took her battered and bloodstained native clothes away from her, but otherwise showed no marked signs of distress.

The servants had been told to give her a chance to settle in, and then find her some light duties. In effect this meant that she was left completely alone. After a few days the team-leader of the junior domestics, Ogul Merdov, realised that the little girl was neither eating nor sleeping. At this point Gwibiwr was offered trauma removal, which she refused.

No one knew what to do. None of the servants spoke the child’s language, and though she seemed to understand English she didn’t speak. They offered her the veil, because the rebels had been Traditionalists (ironically, this was also the General’s own party). She showed no interest. Soon she’d stopped responding to anything. She lay curled on her mat, dark eyes wide open and seeming to grow larger by the hour, eating away at her small, pale face. During the day she whimpered a little. At night she’d cry out, loudly and painfully, at random intervals: as if somebody was hitting her. It got everyone down. On the seventh day Rohan Aswad, a sergeant from Orange Company, one of the soldiers who’d brought Bibi out of the caves, remembered the orphan and came to see what had happened to her. He was horrified to find the child sunk in a coma, and more than half dead.

‘You must send for Lady Nef,’ he told Ogul.

Ogul was amazed. ‘For the lady? For this native? But why?’

‘Because she’s the only person who can call a lost soul back.’

The caves were squalid, warm and crowded. There were too many children, their noise got on top of Bibi and stopped her from thinking. Whenever she could she escaped up the choke-tunnel, a ventilation shaft that a child could use as a secret passage. She was in the mouth of the shaft, clinging like a bat, looking out on a vista of crag and scree and rock. The morning sun bathed her bare face, and flashed on the silvery granite that gave the refuge its name. To her left and below she had a perfect view of the Ledge, and the teenage boy on look-out, hugging his rifle. He didn’t know she was there, which gave Bibi great satisfaction. The older boys thought they were so wonderful, just because they had guns—

She had no sense of danger, although she knew there was trouble going on. The men would deal with it. She saw a handful of dots, high in the sky, coming up the Rift, and thought it was the swifts. It was a moment she waited for, every year: always afraid that her shrilling, dashing, daredevil friends wouldn’t return to brighten this prison. ‘Oh, grandpapa,’ she whispered, joy bursting through every vein. Her grandfather, who had only one arm and was nearly blind, loved the swifts too. ‘The swifts! They’re back!’

She saw the boy below scramble to his feet. His jaw fell slack, as if he was struggling to believe something forbidden by nature.

Bibi remembered nothing between. It was as if she scrabbled and fell down the choke-tunnel straight into the last hour: when the men were back, although not Bibi’s father, and the fighting was in the caves. She lay curled up, a burning tremor that never reached her outer flesh running through her, thrown again and again from that moment of light to the sight of her mother, niqab askew, lying in a trail of blood; to the deafening gunfire and her little brother’s screams. She could not move, time didn’t pass. She was terrified that she was losing her mind, but unable to save herself.

Someone brought a light. Faces swam dim between her and the dreadful images, something wrong with one of them. Maybe it was a dead person, come to fetch her to hell. She heard voices, distantly.

‘We can’t rescue her from the mental injury that will ruin her young life, if not drive her insane,’ said one of them. ‘We can tear her screaming from her dead mother, we can force her to watch as her grandfather, her brothers, sisters, die in welter of blood, but we can’t violate her rights—’

‘Is that what happened?’

‘Of course. I imagine she is watching the replay now.’

‘War is ugly: he does his best,’ murmured the second speaker, a voice Bibi felt that she recognised. ‘Clear the room. Francois, you too.’

Alone with the General’s wife, Bibi struggled respectfully to sit up, frightened at how weak and dazed she felt. She was dying, and what if she died, and still it didn’t stop—?

‘You have refused to have trauma treatment, now why is that?’

‘If I take that medicine I’ll go to hell.’

‘You don’t care about that,’ said Lady Nef. ‘Tell the truth.’

Bibi looked into the lady’s eyes, impressed. The truth was that she was frightened to go to hell, but she’d often been told she’d end up there. Love and grief, loyalty and honour were much stronger bonds.

‘I can’t,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t leave them. They would be all alone.’

‘I see.’ Lady Nef was silent for a moment. ‘You love your family?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you want them to live in your mind the way they are now? To hold them imprisoned in horror? You know that things of the mind are real.’

This was technically heresy, but Bibi’s people believed it.

‘No! I don’t want them to suffer.’

‘Well then. Will you let us drain the poison of those memories?’

The child shook her head. The dark eyes that were eating her face grew even larger. Perhaps she was hoping for the decision to be taken out of her hands, but she would not consent. Lady Nef saw the creature struggling to be born, rising from the fragile, obdurate matrix of suffering, and was moved by a fugitive sense of kinship.

‘Then you will have to take the hard way out of the place you are in,’ she said. ‘You must forbid the hateful images to possess you. You’ll have to take control of your own mind, Bibi. We all have the ability to do that, without any outside aid, but few have the need or the courage to achieve the task. One must have a compelling reason.’ The General’s wife took the little girl’s hands. ‘Believe me, this is the greatest secret I know. Rule your own mind, and you may rule the world. Far more important, you will be happy, no matter what comes. And happiness is all that matters, in the end.’

Lady Nef’s words were simple, but they went straight to Bibi’s heart. The grip of the lady’s hands seemed to be drawing her out of a black, fanged pit that had almost swallowed her. In her light-headed state she thought something genuinely supernatural was happening: a belief that would never quite leave her. Later, when she heard that Lady Nef was destined to be one of the Emperor’s immortals, she was not surprised.

The General’s wife had someone bring a cup of warm milk, which Bibi drank; then she fell asleep. The next morning she asked for the clothes that had been taken from her. Unfortunately they’d been destroyed: but the girl was not dismayed by this news. She was seen searching around the vegetable garden (she was not allowed to leave the servants’ square), making a small collection of pebbles. Gwibiwr named these fragments of her native land after the family members she had lost, dug a little grave and buried them lovingly.

She had taken Lady Nef’s advice to heart. She would rule herself.


III

When the time came for them all to return to the Great House in Kirgiziya, her fellow-servants feared for Bibi. How would the little savage cope with that journey; or the final loss of her homeland? But the girl showed no regrets, and accepted the sub-orbital journey as if she’d always travelled that way. She was installed in the girls’ dorm, Juniper Square.

One afternoon Col Ben Phu and Drez Doyle, two private soldiers from Orange Company, who’d befriended her in Cymru along with Sergeant Aswad, arrived. Bibi was glad to see them. The servants who’d been together on campaign had been dispersed. The only familiar face in Juniper was Ogul Merdov, proud possessor of a family name (although she had no actual family living): and she had no time for the ‘savage’. Col and Drez took Bibi off with them—ignoring the protests of Serenity, the Han woman who was warden of the girls’ dorm: through squares and gardens, over bridges, past many handsome buildings, to a guardhouse in the perimeter wall. Sergeant Aswad looked the other way, while they smuggled her up to the walkway.

The ancient di underfoot glowed indigo and stirred with movement, as if the stone were made of millions of little living snakes. A glittering disturbance in the air (which Bibi had thought was a natural feature of the sky in Kirgiziya) came down meet the battlements. She realised for the first time that the Great House was enclosed: she was living inside a huge transparent tent, a big fantastical soap bubble. Col lifted the little girl by the armpits and sat her on the parapet. She wiped a hand across the shimmer, like someone clearing condensation from a windowpane. ‘That’s a boundary,’ she said. ‘That stuff. It’s made of microbes or something, and it’s tech the Aleutians gave us, it’s around every city too. It doesn’t seem like much, but it’s going to keep you indoors, forever. Now look. See what’s outside your world.’

Bibi saw the golden-green plain, the silver streams, the birchwoods, the distant ragged line of rust-red mountains. Col kept a tight hold, her muscular arm a band of warm steel across Bibi’s chest, and pointed around.

‘That’s our market town, where we spend our pay. It’s grey area, you’ll never go there. The white flame is the Plasma Plant, you can see it in daylight because it’s hot as a star. Far away over that way, where you can’t see it, is Baykonur in Khazakh. That’s where you came in. It’s where the suborbitals take off, and you can get the space shuttle to the Elevator.’

‘Keep hold of her,’ warned Drez. ‘She might be desperate.’

Bibi nodded, wondering if there would be swifts here.

The brief window closed itself. Drez took her from Col, and set her on the pavement again. The soldiers glanced to and fro. They were not afraid of the ever-present surveillance. The Great House AI was fair and forbearing: it wouldn’t turn you in for nothing much. But the sentries could be officious.

‘Now listen,’ said Col. ‘Orange Company’s been assigned to the Lady’s service. The old man wants to keep us lot close to his chest, on account of services rendered: that’s a good thing for you, because we’re your friends.’

‘You’ll never get out,’ said Drez, earnestly, ‘That’s what you got to understand, Bibi. Say you got out, where are you going to go? The town belongs to the Great House. You’d just be brought back, and you’d be in dead trouble.’

‘Don’t ever, ever try it,’ growled Col. ‘Promise us. No matter how bad things get. We’ll be looking out for you, Drez, me, an’ the Sarge. If someone’s picking on you, you come to us. We’ll sort them out.’

‘Don’t fight it, kid,’ insisted Drez. ‘You were born free, but you’re going to live inside, you’ll never be free again. Believe that.’

Col was a muscular, sturdy, sallow-skinned woman with a cropped skull and a lot of tattoos. Drez Doyle had grey eyes, very bright in his dark face; with darker freckles just visible across his cheeks and nose, and a top-knot of reddish-black ringlets, which only appeared on feast-days: on duty he kept them stuck down under a little round skullcap. They always looked cheerful and confident: Col especially had a swagger that pleased Bibi. ‘The Sarge’ was a different character, he had a long chin, solemn eyes, and hooked nose: he could have been one of Bibi’s uncles.

Bibi’s heart still held, sealed off and almost harmless, the poison memories. She’d first seen these three faces distorted in battle: Drez and Col and Sergeant Aswad had been among the soldiers who killed her mother, her sisters, her little brother, her grandfather. It was Col Ben Phu who had tracked her down, and dragged her from the choke tunnel. Yet they were now her best friends, and truly wished her well. She accepted the paradox with a child’s resignation.

‘It’s all right. I promise I won’t try to escape.’

‘That’s a good girl.’

The soldiers hugged her, their arms hard and greasy, their warm skin smelling of sweat and anise, and took her back to the guardroom; where Sergeant Aswad gravely offered her a sweet, and told her that she didn’t have to be a servant. When she was old enough, she should apply to be a soldier.

It was close to two years before Bibi saw Lady Nef again, in person. It was the fifth month, Yang Calendar; or Maytime, as Bibi the child would have known it. The House was preparing for Lady Nef’s summer exodus to the mountains, and for the Summer Lists, the prelude to that great adventure. Even Juniper Square had been rife with speculation and competition. On the day of the Lists all juniors who were not eligible were released, after schoolroom and drill, for a half-holiday. Bibi went with her friends to the water garden on East Avenue, where they’d have a good chance of seeing the Family go by. They’d just been issued with their summer uniforms, which made a delicious change, because the weather was already very warm.

The youngest children ran around chasing the doves, between huge glazed pots of pomegranate and peach in bloom. Bibi was with some older girls from Juniper, clustered along the rim of one of the water basins. Team-leader Ogul had taken off her slippers and was bathing her bare feet. Bibi’s friends, Honesty and Nightingale, the Han Chinese who slept on either side of her, had brought their work with them. The Han were never idle. Honesty had her embroidery: Nightingale, a promising student, had extra coding homework on a tablet. Bibi lay on her stomach and stared into the water, where the stems of the pink lotus flowers took on unlikely angles.

‘You’ll never be eligible Bibi,’ said Honesty. ‘Someone with your background couldn’t get the security clearance. That’s very sad.’

Bibi didn’t think so. She’d liked seeing the mountains, when Col and Drez had smuggled her up to the top of the Wall. She had a sense, deeper than memory, that all proper horizons should have that ragged trim, like a brush stroke seeping upward into the pale fibre of the sky. But she never wanted to be among them again.

‘I don’t mind.’ She leaned down, perilously, to feel the cool breath of the water on her face. ‘I like the heat. It makes coolness sweeter.’

‘What are you doing? You’re going to fall in, you baby.’

‘No I’m not… I’m looking for tadpoles.’

Honesty bit her thread, and selected another shade of peach for the fruit she was stitching. ‘Maybe she wants to eat them. She’s such a savage.’

‘Town people eat dragonflies,’ said Nightingale. ‘Cook’s assistant Chu told me. You can buy strings of them, fried. So why not tadpoles?’

Nobody answered her, because the Family had been spotted. The children abandoned their games of chase mid-flight, the teenagers stood to attention. Lady Nef, familiar to them as a distant figure in uniform on the Assembly Hall screens, was far more beautiful and awe-inspiring in the flesh. In a green and white gown over green trousers, she strolled down the central walk, talking to her secretary, Francois the Aleutian (never far from her side): surrounded by her son, her daughters, her two sons-in-law, her two brothers-in-law, and General Yu’s middle-aged sisters, the formidable Ladies Yu. Young hands swept up in salute, in a complex wave that rippled through the flowery grove. A steward, hurrying ahead of the Family, darted about correcting the over-enthusiastic, who’d fallen to their knees and started banging heads on the ground.

‘Up! Up! No bottoms in the air! Behave naturally!’

Bibi was not one of those offenders—but she was transfixed. She suddenly remembered the stark military tent, the horror from which she’d been rescued. The pit opened again in all its fanged despair, and the sunlight and flowers, the affection of her friends, seemed like ropes of liquid gold flowing from the Lady’s hands, drawing her up into safety. In that moment, she fully realised, for the first time, what she owed to her mistress. Reverence and gratitude pierced her through—

I live only to serve you, she vowed, in her passionate heart.

The steward smacked her on the back of the head. ‘SALUTE, stupid girl! “Behave naturally” does not mean showing the Family no respect!’

At the next New Year Honours Bibi was promoted to Grade Seven with a Commendation, and told she could prepare for her career assessment. She was still a minor apprentice in the myriad tasks of the Household: but it was an important step up. The service squares of the Great House were full of people who would reach Grade Seven just before they retired; or who would never have a chance of attaining that first rung on the ladder of success.

Inevitably, Honesty told her she had probably reached her plateau.

After Evening Dance she was given the honour of taking Juniper Square’s treasures, the silver-chased Salt-Horn and the brass Pepper Mill, to the scullery to be replenished. She took her time on the return, not from laziness but from a sense of ceremony. It was February, by her old calendar. Above the Perimeter Walkway, where the soldiers had once taken her, the boundary of the House’s microclimate met freezing air in a cascade of heat-exchange diamonds. On the corridors of Juniper landscape screens showed the gold-green plain lost in snow, the Plasma Plant flaring blue in frosty night; a cluster of tiny red stars that marked the grey-area town. There’s the world I will never see, thought Bibi, as she passed. I shall live and die within these walls, and why not?

The Dining Hall was empty and already chill, Autonomous Systems had shifted the warmth elsewhere. She carried the Salt and Pepper to the lacquer stand under the Imperial Shrine, set down the Peacock Tray, and reverently replaced the Salt—a wild cattle horn in a silver cradle, hundreds of years’ old—on its proper shelf. The Pepper Mill had been made in Istanbul, before the Aleutian Invasion; it had a band of acanthus leaves, chased around its fat belly. Bibi never thought about her childhood, but at moments like this perhaps she felt a link with the White Rock, a world left behind by time. The Great House was old, too. It had stood, here in Kirgiziya, almost as long as Bibi’s people had been rebels. She set the treasures down, each exactly on its accustomed spot, stood back and bowed three times to the cartouche that held a portrait of the First Emperor: forever young, forever beautiful. Below Li Xifeng, in diptych, were portraits of the shadowy Second Emperor, who had never attained immortality; and of the Third Emperor, whose present status was unclear. Maybe he’d retired, maybe he’d abdicated.

The World State had been a Republic since the Aleutians left, but veneration of the Emperors was not a crime: it was encouraged. They represented the proud past. Followers of the ‘Young Emperor’, the leader Lady Nef and General Yu served, were on more delicate ground. The Young Emperor’s campaigns were making the tattered unity of the World State a fact, rather than a pious fiction—but if the Republican Government accepted him as Head of State (as it seemed they might), what would that mean? What about the Third Emperor? Where did he fit in, if the Empire was restored? This was a question that worried Bibi sometimes, when she heard the older servants gossiping. She didn’t want to think that Lady Nef was disloyal, and, besides, she knew what happens to rebels—

Below the portraits was a row of eight much smaller tablets, inscribed in scarlet. One day, one of those names might be Lady Nef’s, and then she’d live forever. Some people in the Great House ‘didn’t believe in’ Imperial Immortality, a scepticism Bibi found puzzling. She’d been told, when she arrived here, that Lady Nef was a Senior. The lady she’d taken to be about thirty-five years’ old, in Cymru, was actually closer to a hundred and thirty—she had been a young woman when the Aleutians left. If that sort of thing was possible, (and nobody seemed to doubt it) actual immortality didn’t seem much of a stretch, to the child of White Rock.

The disbelievers said that the rank was simply a cunning trap. Immortals-designate could hold no public or private office: Lady Nef had been sidelined, prevented from rising, by jealousy and spite. She should be on Speranza, holding high office in the Hegemony, instead of trailing around after the Young Emperor. And if she was out there she’d be looking after the interests of the Blue Planet (as Earth was known)—instead of letting aliens run the show, the way the Republicans did. Others said that Lady Nef’s marriage had been her big mistake. Married for love, and disappointed, she stuck by her handsome, philandering soldier out of the kindness of her heart, forever rescuing him from his mediocre plots. It was a shame.

Buonarotti, Speranza, Blue Planet, ‘The Hegemony’, were empty words to Bibi, but she felt that everyone was wrong. Immortal designate was exactly the rank her mistress should hold, and the life she’d chosen, on campaign and in Kirgiz, was the best life possible. Great souls don’t lust for power. They serve and guide, they are never the slaves of ambition.

‘Those others don’t know,’ murmured Bibi. ‘But I do.’

In the spring the General came to visit, after a busy winter season politicking in the city. He was feeling slighted because Lady Nef had declined to play his hostess in Baykonur—but their relationship remained on its usual calm and affectionate terms. He filled his wing of the Great House with friends and useful contacts—all of them either male, or else Reformers; of the undecided gender. Wives were not invited, the few female servants in the party were elderly. His approved concubines aside, he never brought women to Kirgiz: it was a point of honour.

There were hunting expeditions, there were banquets. There were concerts, archery meets; a soccer tournament. The General declared that he would dine at each of the Squares in turn, as a compliment to his wife’s household; which caused a flurry of excitement. A Topaz Square chef had to be hospitalized, vomiting blood, from pure anxiety. The Cypress vs Juniper game of the tournament was abandoned after a general fight broke out, over a slighting remark about a sauce glacé… Only Lady Nef and her secretary had any inkling of what was behind this tour of the regions: and stood ready to intervene. General Yu had never once asked after the survivor of White Rock, or shown a hint of interest in her progress. But he could be stubborn, and he could be devious when he felt he’d been outmanoeuvred. Bibi was about thirteen years old, and her body had begun to change. Since this was a liberal household, without a menstrual hormone mix in the air, she would never ‘see blood’—but by many standards she was already a nubile young woman.

On the night that the General and his friends honoured Juniper Square the juniors were sent to bed early, with strict instructions to stay out of sight. Bibi was woken very late in the evening by the warden of the girls’ dorm, the snappish Han woman inappropriately named Serenity.

‘You’re to get dressed and go to the Dining Hall.’

‘But why? I thought we were supposed to stay in our dorms.’

‘How should I know? I was told I was going to get reinforcements, knowing what you girls are like. Instead I have two soldiers from the General at my gates, asking for you in particular. Get dressed quickly. You’d better go and see what he wants.’

‘I don’t want to go.’

‘It’s not for me to refuse him,’ snapped Serenity. ‘This is what comes of being a foreigner. You must have brought it on yourself. Hurry up.’

When Bibi reached the Hall the General was alone. He dismissed her escort and suggested that she join him for a nightcap, a cup of warm wine for a chilly spring evening. His intentions could not have been more plain. Bibi had never seen the General in the flesh before. She kept her eyes lowered, and hardly saw him now: a glimpse of a broad chest, thick curling hair and beard, light-coloured little eyes glinting cheerily from a craggy face. She’d expected him to be better looking, but she didn’t care. She was terrified.

‘No thank you, please sir. I don’t drink wine.’

‘Come and sit by me, in any case.’

Bibi didn’t have the slightest right to refuse him. She didn’t have a weapon either. She scanned the tablecloth for a knife, but then had a better idea. Much better. One can’t hope to stab a General and get away with it.

‘Yes sir, I’m coming.’

She walked carefully, with timid glances and small steps, to one of the Dining Rooms’ carved pillars. She’d almost reached it when General Yu burst out laughing and leapt to his feet. He pounced like a tiger, but Bibi was faster. She shot up into the polished foliage, leaving one of her slippers and a fragment of trouser hem in his grip.

‘You little monkey!’ roared the General. ‘Do you think I can’t climb!’

Bibi had swarmed up to the cross-beams. It was dark up there, and she was afraid of spiders. In the corners of the great room the roof timbers came down like mighty basket weave. If she could squeeze her way between them into the air cavity, he wouldn’t be able to follow. Would he? She closed her eyes, and prayed for the House AI to do something, give the General an electric shock, save her, somehow—

The double doors of the Hall opened. A slim figure entered, his curious face—glimmering, pale-skinned, dark at the centre—alight with amusement.

‘General!’ exclaimed the Aleutian. ‘Are you admiring our carvings?’

‘They’re very fine,’ growled the General, backing off from the pillar.

‘But we can’t have this!’ Francois advanced, and slipped his arm into the crook of General Yu’s handsomely clad elbow. ‘You’re all alone. Come along to my humble abode, I have some of your friends there, wondering where you are at—’

Bibi spent the night on her roof-beam. She crawled down at dawn, frozen stiff and covered with dust. Of course everyone knew what had happened. Some of her fellow servants believed she’d preserved her virtue by her antics (and thought this was hilarious). Most thought she couldn’t have done, the General always got his way. Nobody had much sympathy.

‘You could take the veil,’ suggested Ogul. ‘It isn’t forbidden in Kirgiz, it just means you can’t ever be a citizen. But with you, noble born, well—’

Less forthright than Honesty, who would have explained exactly why Bibi needn’t worry, the team-leader shook her head with a smile of syrupy pity. She laid the dark folds of her suggestion on Bibi’s mat and crept away, with dainty, girlish steps.

Bibi drew up her knees to her chin, and brooded.

The term ‘noble born’ grated. It was what the other girls called her when they really wanted to be annoying. The chieftain’s daughter, that was another: favoured by people like Ogul, who hated Bibi for no reason. She’d been brought up five hundred years in the past, but she’d never been stupid and she was no longer ignorant. She knew that she’d been karyotyped, when they let her live, at White Rock. She didn’t remember anything about it, but she’d seen the results on her personal record. She owed her life not only to mercy, but to an accident of the genes. Bibi was rather pretty for her caste, a dangerous fate: but worse still, she was a high-functioning, natural XX. She could be expected to conceive and bear children without intervention. That wasn’t why the General wanted her, he was just a habitual girl-chaser. But it was surely why he’d remembered her. It was also, Bibi reasoned, without rancour, probably why she’d been offered an alternative to concubinage by the General’s principal wife. Even Lady Nef was only human.

The veil would not protect her honour. On the contrary, it would make her more vulnerable, more of an outsider, in this modern, liberal Traditionalist household, where nobody else covered-up.

She decided she’d better watch out for Ogul.

‘I must not be afraid,’ she muttered. ‘I must rule myself.’

It was Evening Dance time. Serenity would soon be along to shoo her out of the dorm. But that was all right, as she had few choices to ponder. The next day she enrolled herself for army cadet class.

Francois the Aleutian took a close interest in the Great House cadets. He often visited them, in Cypress Drill-Hall, the only hall in the Great House adapted for immersion gaming—a wicked vice the cadets were obliged to practice, in preparation for their field training. When Francois arrived, however, everything digital had to be cut off. Aleutians despised ‘non-living’ technology. Sometimes he took them for drill, and he was a demon. Other times he’d dismiss their teacher, a retired Khazakh Sergeant Major called Sohrab Sepuldevry, and lecture them on the great battles.

The cadets sat in rows on the slick floor, eyes front. Most of them were boys. There were plenty of female private soldiers, like Col Ben Phu, recruited from the dregs of society, but few respectable girls chose a career in the armed forces. The Aleutian paced up and down, in his favourite costume, tailored for a bygone age of the Earth: a grey cutaway coat, a white shirt with a soft neckcloth, and pale brown pantaloons, sleek and flexible as skin. His clawed, thick-knuckled Aleutian hands were clasped in the small of his back, his lumpy hip-joints rolled, giving him a gait somewhere between the sway of a dancing girl, and a duck’s waddle.

Some cadets were terrified of the alien. Others thought Francois was a joke. They copied his mannerisms, and laughed ‘behind his back’. Bibi thought both parties were idiots. The important thing was that the Aleutian was Lady Nef’s eyes and ears—obviously.

‘Now then. Cast your minds back to the Gender Wars.’

Francois had a hole lined with stiff dark hairs where his nose should be, and a hare-lip, but he had the phenomenal Aleutian talent for languages (they were either like that, or they didn’t speak at all). He spoke Khazakh with the Khazakhs, Kyrgyz with the Kyrgyz, Russian with the Rus, Common Tongue with the favoured few under his tuition, Putonghua and English with everyone—and Ancient French when he wanted to confuse people (at least, he said it was Ancient French). But you could not be completely sure, with an Aleutian. They had strange powers. He could be lecturing them by telepathy, and only pretending to speak. The teenagers stared, trying to keep their minds perfectly blank—

‘Let us consider the last battle of all, the small affair that turned out to be the coup de grace… Here are our enemies, securing their position, having conceded a ceasefire. Communications lost—satellites were ephemera in those wars, as you’ll recall, always getting shot down by the rail guns. All they’re thinking of is this chance to lick their wounds and fight another day. When suddenly, without warning—’ The Aleutian turned to admire the coloured arrows, contour lines and cross-hatching, proliferating across the smartboard. He wasn’t fanatical about his anti-tech rules. Then he spun around, nosehole flaring: ‘Fate throws a knife at you, with deadly aim. How are you going to catch it, children?’

The cadets had no idea what Francois was talking about. The Gender Wars had decided the fate of Old Earth and created the world they lived in, but he might as well have asked them to visualise the War of the Spanish Succession. He prowled, staring into stolid faces, and pounced on the girl with the passionate eyes, the only pupil for whom his stories were real.

‘Ah, Bibi! I perceive that you have something to say. Forget your natural loyalties, you are the Reformer General. Or Speaker for the Tactical Committee, since they eschewed hierarchical rank at that time. Bon, dis-moi?’

‘By the blade, sir. I would catch General Connelly’s knife by the blade.’

‘Hm! That is in fact what happened: the Reformers stood and fought, and died to a person. The purpose of the exercise, however, is to suggest a better course of action. Explain yourself. Please stand up.’

Bibi stood, trembling, hot colour risen in her face.

‘When fate throws a deadly knife at you sometimes you deserve it,’ she explained. ‘The way my people in Cymru deserved it. You must c-correct your ideas or—or if it’s too late you must not flinch from the consequence. If you don’t deserve it, you still shouldn’t flinch. A terrible misfortune that you don’t deserve is tragic, and we ought to embrace tragedy.’

‘Why?’

‘F-for honour? Because tragedy is beautiful?’

‘Self preserve me ever from having the honour to serve in your army, child. I asked you to tell me what the Reformers should have done. Was there a means of retreat? How about a dignified surrender?’

‘B-but they knew they were done for, sir. Hardly anyone survived being taken prisoner by the Traditionalists, we didn’t believe in—’

‘Are you arguing with me? Your ancestry, Bibi, is Pakistani and Welsh. On both counts you are thin-skinned, hot-tempered, over-sensitive, and absurdly intolerant of any slight. If you really want to be a soldier you had better learn to control those traits.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘You may sit down.’

Until this incident Bibi had felt safe. She didn’t want to join the army, but she’d put herself out of the General’s reach. After the Aleutian’s cruel comments she was frightened again. What she’d said was simply true, but that only made things worse. How can you correct your errors, if you don’t know what you did wrong? ‘It’ll be all right,’ said Nightingale, whose talent for cryptography made her an exception to the rule about female cadet entry. At her career assessment she’d been advised to prepare for military college. ‘He picks on people when he likes them. I’ve noticed that.’

But when the end of term Lists went up, Bibi’s fears were confirmed. Against her name she saw the dreaded words recommended for reappraisal.

The Young Emperor’s conquests had come to a halt for a while, and Orange Company was still serving Lady Nef. Bibi turned to her friends in the guardroom. Col and Drez hadn’t wanted her to join the army, but they’d known it was for the best, after the General Yu incident. The old man wouldn’t rape a soldier, but he was a persistent bugger once he’d noticed a housemaid. And Bibi wasn’t the kind to take it lying down, so to speak.

‘Talk to him,’ suggested Drez. ‘He’s all right, for an alien. Ask him how you can improve. You ask for help, he has to help. It’s in the book.’

‘Nah, you don’t want to do that,’ advised Col. ‘You’re not supposed to know he’s made the decision, are you? An’ don’t ask Sepuldevry either. Forget the book, it’s bad luck thinking like that. Don’t attract attention, that was your wrong move. Keep your head down, score average at everything for a bit.’

‘I didn’t attract attention. He noticed me, I don’t know why. I can’t talk to him. I’d say the wrong things again, I know I would.’

Bibi was afraid of the Aleutian. He could read minds.

Both soldiers looked gloomy.

‘They don’t forget,’ mused Drez, with uneasy respect. ‘Not the noseless. They can pull up things that happened hundreds of years ago.’

The Aleutians had made First Contact, and gone on to rule most of earth for three hundred years. Since their Departure, and the development of the Buonarotti Device, there’d been other, peaceable alien visitors. But the noseless, ironically, were ones who’d earned a kind of affection, and a place in human folklore. Col scowled at him. ‘Yeah, but their heads get so stuffed they lose half the files for what they did yesterday. Don’t f—don’t worry the kid.’

Bibi decided to write Francois a letter. She composed her plea with care, copied it out on calligraphy paper in snatched moments of privacy, and kept it inside her tunic until she had a chance to deliver it.

Dear Sir… Dear Mr Francois the Aleutian… Your Excellency…

She had settled on ‘Dear Sir’.

From my earliest childhood I have been deeply interested in the art of war,

Conscious of the great debt I owe, it is my dearest wish to serve my Benefactors courageously on the field of battle, as a private soldier. If I should be judged unfit for that proud duty, then I would love to exercise my mind in a technical or clerical corps…

A few days before the new term began, she was sent to the Men’s Side to supervise a housekeeping trolley. This wouldn’t have happened before the roof beam incident, but now it didn’t matter what she said. In Serenity’s eyes, she’d become one of those young women—still under the Lady Nef’s protection—who could be sent to the danger zone: who tolerated or welcomed male advances. Bibi had found out the Aleutian’s address. She added it to the itinerary, and the trolley led her to Porphyry, one of the Greater Squares immediately flanking the Inner House. His door, in a hallway clad in magnificent, purple-veined natural stone, opened to the trolley’s ping; which proved the Secretary was not around. It trundled over the threshold. Bibi was scared, but at any moment a gentleman might come by, and see her here alone: she steeled herself and darted after.

The light was dim. The trolley bustled about, deeper within. There were no doors leading off the entrance hall, only doorways. She saw the furnishings of a study and took the plunge—only to hit an invisible, clinging barrier. She blundered through it and stood brushing at herself, startled and disgusted: gossamer shreds clinging to her skin, her nostrils, her mouth. She’d known that the glimmer over the Aleutian’s face and hands was quarantine film—which he had to wear, for their protection, when he was in human company. She hadn’t known that it could be used the opposite way!

The barrier had reformed behind her. She could see it now that she knew it was there. The air in here was fuzzy, full of particles of alien life. What would it do to her? Would it eat her from the inside? Would it wrap her up like a fly in a spider’s web, and call for Francois to deal with the intruder?

Too late to worry about that now, thought Bibi.

The study was furnished with fine antiques. She took out her letter, meaning to place it on the leather-covered desk: but second thoughts are often best. Maybe a hand-written letter from an inferior was an insult. Or maybe she’d been too grovelling. She decided she’d better read it again, and was just unfolding it when she heard footsteps. She stuffed the paper back into her tunic and dived into a screened and curtained alcove.

Francois arrived, with Lady Nef.

He dropped into his usual chair behind the desk: loosened the ribbon that tied the slick, black kelp-strands of his hair, slipped off the built-up shoes that he believed gave him a human style of walking, and set the nubs of his heel-spurs, ankles crossed, on a priceless, antique flatscreen.

One day that will crack, thought Nef, placidly. Like the House AIs she had designed, she was forbearing: tolerant of the little rubs of the world that are best left undisturbed. She took her own accustomed place, and they began to review—unrecorded, as was their habit in here—an accumulation of routine files: gossiping comfortably as they worked, about the General, about Baykonur society, and other current topics.

‘He shouldn’t allow himself be patronised by women,’ declared Francois. ‘It’s the grave mistake I made when I was a statesman in Europe, long ago. It arouses the resentment of rivals who are incapable of charming the ladies; and they will punish you, vindictively. Et plus, these women of Traditional society, brilliant hostesses, barred from using their talents for their own advancement, are a weapon that will turn in the hand. They may not mean to, but they will surely do you harm—’

Aleutians, whose reproductive system made re-incarnation a matter of fact, had once believed they could be reborn as humans. It was nonsense, but the romantic legend persisted. Nef wasn’t sure what Francois actually believed, but he treasured his cultivated ‘memories’ of past lives on Earth. He liked to tell the cadets that he’d seen battlefields where the cavalry charged on horseback, and ‘commensurate weaponry’ meant cold steel—

‘Talent is a debatable term. And may I remind you, women have equal rights in the World State, Francois.’

‘Equal and separate development, of course. But Traditionalist concubines, dear Nef, are a little more separate than equal!’

All last winter General Yu had been buzzing around the Principal Concubine of State Councillor Scolari. She was a dazzling beauty, her friends called her Pepper Lily, her enemies called her ‘Scolari’s favourite weapon.’ She was trouble, and Yu wouldn’t believe it—

But they had come to the Cadet Lists.

‘You’ve decided you can’t make a soldier out of the White Rock child?’

The Aleutian pursed his nasal, the dark expressive cavity that made his face so fascinating to Nef. ‘Poor Bibi. I’m afraid she has flat feet.’

‘She does not. Speak frankly, please.’

‘Very well … Then, she might make a good officer, if by chance she survived long enough to grasp that the object of the exercise, contrary to popular belief, is to stay alive, and that low casualties are as much a measure of victory as the capture of the enemy’s guns. She is intelligent, active, and she has common sense, which is above rubies.’ He shook his head. ‘I cannot, in all conscience, recommend her as a private soldier. She wouldn’t last a day as cannon fodder: and as we know, the current “Peace” is not going to last.’

Lady Nef set down her tablet, frowning. ‘This is unfortunate.’

‘Yes.’

Nef had offered Bibi a place in her household because she knew what forced concubinage would mean to a daughter of White Rock. The rebels actually called their fortresses ‘virgins’… Now she found she had made a promise she couldn’t keep, which rankled: and there was no use blaming the General. She imagined a chunky yellow-eyed tom-cat, staring at her in amazement over the body of a mangled songbird.

What? What the hell did I do wrong???

The idea was funny, and disquieting. The General would try again, and again. If Bibi stayed in domestic service she would never be safe—

‘There are three soldiers in Orange Company who are planning to bust the child out of here,’ remarked Francois. ‘They’ve arranged to sell her to a brothel in town, where, if she has to work on her back, she can at least earn her freedom in a few years—’

Lady Nef didn’t inquire into the source of his information. Francois’s methods were inscrutable, but he was rarely wrong.

‘Some kind of outcaste, grey area freedom. Poor girl.’

‘Bibi would never taste that dubious privilege. If the soldiers’ plan succeeds she’ll kill herself, as a matter of course—after trying very hard to kill the first man who violates her.’

They were both silent, thinking of the yellow-eyed Tom.

‘A nasty little scandal could arise,’ said Nef.

‘And all because we saved her life.’ The Aleutian reached inside his shirt, brought out a tiny red squirming bolus from his throat-glands, and offered it. Nef accepted the intimacy, although all she could do was swallow, her body couldn’t read the dense freight of bio-chemical information in his ‘wandering cells’.

‘Our good deed is being punished.’

‘Good deeds usually are. One does not calculate when moved by compassion, and so one blunders. Perhaps I should offer her my protection. I could marry her.’

Nef laughed. ‘That won’t do! You are an alien, it would be illegal for her to enter such a mesalliance. No, I’ve been thinking it over, and I have a better solution. I’m going to make her a candidate for citizenship.’

The Aleutian’s chair dropped to the floor. ‘Parbleu! Can you do that?’

‘Certainly I can. She has recanted: she’s no longer a rebel, so there’s no primary obstacle. I’ll tell Yu, he’ll understand he has to give up the pursuit. I may have to add a sweetener, but I’ll think of something.’

The Aleutian gazed at her in silent admiration.

‘Could you make me a candidate?’

‘No!’

They moved on to other issues: the Peace that could not last, the Republican Government’s frustrating indecision, the influence of Speranza …

Years ago, more than a lifetime ago for unaugmented humanity, these two and their ally, General Yu, had become disillusioned with the Republic, and aligned themselves with the man of the hour. They still believed that the Young Emperor offered the best future for the World State: but the uncertainty dragged on, and they must be prepared for an unfavourable outcome. General Yu had been indiscreet, last winter. ‘We’ll have to make sure Yu has left no “paper trail”,’ said Francois, softly. ‘If we should find ourselves on the losing side, one day, then, well… I hate going to jail for things I didn’t even agree to do.’

‘You wouldn’t go to jail. You’d be repatriated.’

‘A worse fate! The Big Pebble is so dull just now. I take it back: jail would be sweet, if you and I could share some corner of the common cell.’

Lady Nef and the Aleutian went into another room. Bibi stayed in her alcove, staring at an ancient, bulbous screen on a pedestal (or maybe it was alien, not ancient). It was blank at present. On the table under the pedestal were scattered tablets, sticks, scrolls, bubble packs of ephemer, and stranger objects: thin disks of shining material, with holes in the middle. Maybe large ancient coins? She had a feeling she was in Francois’s private chapel. The spirituality of the Great House was material, a love of order, a reverence for ceremony: but Bibi knew about belief in the supernatural. What did Aleutians worship? She couldn’t imagine Francois at prayer.

At last the trolley tracked her down. She climbed inside it, and left the Secretary’s rooms hidden in the folds of his dirty washing. She spent the next hours, and days, in a state of controlled terror. When nothing happened she knew that the House AI had protected her. It understood that she hadn’t been eavesdropping on purpose.

It didn’t occur to her until long afterwards that the House AI had been barred from those rooms.

She’d understood nothing of that elliptical, adult conversation, except for the part that applied to herself. When she felt safe she began to realise her good fortune, though not yet the dazzling future it opened for her. General Yu would not rape her. She would not have to kill him, or kill herself (It gave her a shudder to know that Francois had been right. She had been near to death). She was going to be a candidate-citizen of the Republic.

She had not the slightest doubt that this would happen.

Some nights later, as she lay under her quilt, flanked by the quiet breathing of Honesty and Nightingale, she realised something else. Lady Nef and her secretary were lovers. Whatever that meant, when the Aleutian wasn’t a man … She hadn’t seen them touch each other, but she’d heard their softened voices, she’d heard them move and sigh: she couldn’t be mistaken. It was a shock. But Bibi’s natural pragmatism asserted itself. She quickly saw that the affair was discreet, tolerated, and had been going on for a long time; and that she ought to accept it the way everybody else did.

If anything, her reverence for Lady Nef was increased. She decided that she’d have done the same herself, if her fate had been different. If Bibi (as was fairly likely) had been married off to some horrible old man, or some stupid boy for whom she felt nothing, she’d have respected her husband in every way, obeyed him, kept his house, given him children; accepted his faults. And she’d have taken a lover—if she’d had the chance, and she’d been sure she wouldn’t be punished. Why not?

But it was the end of her friendship with the soldiers. The idea of being sold to a brothel filled her with a horror and indignation beyond reason. When Col and Drez next came to Juniper asking for her, she wouldn’t see them. She couldn’t stand to look at them or speak to them, ever again.


IV

Bibi returned from college in Hanoi travelling alone: a newly qualified Social Practice officer, sober and contained in her long grey uniform coat; lucky to have secured a window seat in the packed Third Class Cabin of the suborbital. The cabin was too warm. She looked down, through canyon rifts in a continent of sunset cloud, at the steppes of Khazakh and the winding river, darkening in twilight; and wondered how she’d felt the first time. She didn’t have a single memory of the journey from Cymru.

She was coming home, but not to Kirgiz, or the Great House. Lady Nef’s life had changed, she and the General needed to live in the city now. The vessel reached its allotted mooring and was made safe. Bibi put on her grey uniform cap with the yellow piping, the Third Class passengers collected possessions and shuffled, row by row, to the drop capsules.

She had no luggage except her cabin-bag. In the arrivals hall she said goodbye to her friends of the long flight and set off across the concourse, keeping tight hold of its pullbar, for reassurance on both sides—and listening for her own name (as everybody listens) in the clamour of earbead traffic that the great hall handled so precisely. Of course it didn’t come. In the queue for the shimmer of the Citizens’ Gate, neuro-chemical identity check made visible, she trembled (as maybe everybody trembles). It did not reject her. She passed from the soothing-yet-invigorating moodscape of travel security into a different air…

From Krainiy interchange she took a bus into the city centre: resisting the temptation to press her nose against another window, trying hard to look as if she did this all the time. Baykonur. One of the greatest cities of earth. Gateway to the Elevator; to Speranza; to the stars. She wondered if there was a market, somewhere in this huge, black and glittering maze, where you could buy strings of fried grasshoppers—

The Town House was absurdly small in area compared to the Great House, but the entrance tested her nerves. She was glad it was late and dark, and there was nobody about to see her uncertainty. Guidelines, woken by her arrival, led her to a gate in the foyer—where an AI voice gently asked her to state her business. ‘I’m Bibi,’ she explained, confused. From the shadows on the other side a figure emerged. It was Ogul Merdov, in a clerical blue and red uniform: on concierge-assistant duty.

‘What are you doing here? You’re late and you’re not supposed to use this way. Go back to the street, take the RT and change trains to the dedicated link at the last interchange, like you were supposed to. There’s a proper gate to the service hall, and it’s downstairs, what were you thinking!’

‘I’m sorry AI,’ said Bibi, with a slight bow to the empty air. ‘I came by bus, I didn’t read the instructions properly. I’ll remember in future.’

‘Make sure you do. Welcome home, Bibi.’

The gate opened. Ogul sniffed, and stomped away. Bibi found a bank of Service elevators, and reached her rooms—rooms!—on the eighteenth, without any trouble. She was on an outside corridor, and that was nice. Her bag bumped at her shoulder. Calm down, murmured Bibi, keenly satisfied at the thought of having rooms; wishing she hadn’t been insolent to Ogul. Never make enemies. Enemies will ‘make’ you, no need to help them out—

The outer room of her pair held an empty desk, empty shelves, and an array of thrilling office gadgets including a hotplate scanner for 3D mail. The inner room held a bed, a dressing-table with a stool, a clothes closet and an armchair. The floor was utilitarian grey ceramic, like the walls. Above the bed hung an artscreen: it showed a girl in a blue dress, sitting on a clifftop, the wind stirring her hair, arms wrapped around her knees; she was gazing out at a wide blue vista of sea and sky. The title appeared along the base, as the screen detected Bibi’s attention:

The Thoughts Of Youth

She sat on the bed, drinking in her domain. A door that she’d thought led to another closet opened, a young woman stood there with an armful of fresh towels. She wore the blue-green tunic and trousers of a Juniper domestic, she had a rosy face, level brows, black hair cut in thick bangs, and round ‘Aleutian’ eyes, showing hardly any white.

Bibi stared, thunderstruck.

‘The picture’s a gateway,’ said Honesty, the girl who’d slept by Bibi’s side in Juniper dorm, suddenly grown up. ‘You have your own access to the datasphere. There’s hundreds of menus, and live shows from all over the world. You can change the image any time you like.’

‘Honesty! Oh, are we sharing these rooms? That’s wonderful!’

‘Not exactly sharing. I’m your maid.’

Bibi didn’t know what to say. They’d all been foundlings in Juniper dorm (except for Ogul with that prized family name); though nobody else had had a past as lurid as Bibi’s. She had loved Honesty dearly, not heard from her for six years: now the gulf between Grade Seven and Grade Five was immense, and what was Bibi doing on the wrong side of it?

Honesty grinned, unabashed. ‘I was wrong when I said you’d reached your plateau, wasn’t I, Savage?’ She set the towels on the dressing table and jumped onto Bibi’s bed. ‘I sleep next door, through your bathroom. I have a bed-with-legs like this, too. I don’t like it. I can’t sleep!’

‘We had beds with legs in college,’ said Bibi. ‘You get used to it.’

Simultaneously, they burst into giggles. ‘Give me your iface, mistress,’ ordered Honesty. ‘I’ll show you how to use the gateway. It’s terrific.’

Bibi had to wear dress uniform the next day, for her secondment interview. The formal kit, which had been waiting in her closet, was like her ordinary uniform—but made of finer cloth, with more piping at the cuffs and around the collar. She was immensely proud of it. Gwibiwr of White Rock had grown rather tall, with a good slim figure. The severe tailoring suited her: but she was hard to satisfy. She examined herself from all angles, put on her cap and took it off again: she bit her lips, she unpinned her hair—

‘Let me do that,’ said Honesty, and Bibi consented to sit in front of the mirror, but remained on edge, shivering like a nervous machine.

‘I’ll be late.’

‘You won’t.’ Honesty wound up the thick black braid, looked into her mistress’s eyes in the glass and smiled maliciously. ‘Is there someone, Bibi?’

‘Of course not. What are you talking about?’

‘I’m talking about the someone shaped hole in everything you told me last night about how wonderful college was. You’ve met someone, oh Virgin of the Roof Beam, and you’re expecting to meet the same someone here in Baykonur, lucky you. Is it a boy or a girl? Or are you not sure yet?’

‘It’s a friend,’ said Bibi, nettled and blushing. ‘I have a friend.’

A boy, thought Honesty. This was a step forward, at least. As far as you could tell, with someone so ridiculously pure
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