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CHAPTER 1

Thalia Ng felt her weight increasing as the elevator sped down the spoke from the habitat’s docking hub. She allowed herself to drift to the floor, trying to judge the point at which the apparent force reached one standard gee. Thalia hoped this was not one of those habitats that insisted on puritanically high gravity, as if it was somehow morally improving to stagger around under two gees. Her belt, with her whiphound and polling-core-analysis tools, already weighed heavily on her hips.

‘Thalia,’ Dreyfus said quietly as the elevator slowed to a halt, ‘try not to look so nervous.’

She tugged down the hem of her tunic. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’

‘You’re going to do fine.’

‘I wish there’d been more time, sir. To read up on House Perigal, I mean.’

‘You were informed of our destination as soon as we left Panoply.’

‘That was only an hour ago, sir.’

He looked at her, his lazy right eye nearly closed. ‘What’s your speed-reading index?’

‘Three, sir. Nothing exceptional.’

Dreyfus took a sip from the bulb of coffee he’d carried with him from the ship. Thalia had conjured it for him: black as tar, the way her boss liked it. ‘I suppose it was quite a long summary file.’

‘More than a thousand paragraphs, sir.’

‘Well, there’s nothing you need to know that wasn’t covered in training.’

‘I hope so. All the same, I couldn’t help noticing …’

‘What?’ Dreyfus asked mildly.

‘Your name’s all over the summary file, sir.’

‘Caitlin Perigal and I’ve had our fair share of run-ins.’ He smiled tightly. ‘As I’m sure she’ll be at pains to remind me.’


‘Count on it,’ said Sparver, the other deputy field on the lockdown party.

Dreyfus laid a thick-fingered hand on Thalia’s shoulder. ‘Just remember you’re here to do one thing – to secure evidence. Sparver and I’ll take care of any other distractions.’

When the elevator doors puckered open, a wave of heat and humidity hit like a hard, wet slap. Steam billowed in the air as far as Thalia could see. They were standing at the entrance to an enormous cavern hewn into the rocky torus of the wheel’s rim. Much of the visible surface consisted of pools of water arranged on subtly different levels, connected by an artful system of sluices and channels. People were bathing or swimming, or playing games in the water. Most of them were naked. There were baseline humans and people very far from human. There were sleek, purposeful shapes that might not have been people at all.

Dreyfus pulled a pair of bulbous glasses from his tunic pocket and rubbed the condensation from the dark lenses onto his sleeve. Thalia followed his cue and slipped on her own glasses, taking note of the changes she saw. Many of the apparently naked people were now masked or clothed, or at least partly hidden behind shifting blocks of colour or mirage-like plumage. Some of them had changed size and shape. A few had even become invisible, although the shades provided a blinking outline to indicate their true presence. Luminous branching structures – Thalia couldn’t tell if they were sculptures or some form of data visualisation related to an ongoing mindgame – loomed over the complex of pools.

‘Here comes the welcome,’ Dreyfus said.

Something strode towards them, following a dry path that wound between the bathing pools. A pair of shapely, stockinged female legs rose to support a flat tray arrayed with drinks. High heels clicked as the legs approached, placing one foot before the other with neurotic precision. The fluid in the glasses remained rock steady.

Thalia’s hand moved to her belt.

‘Steady,’ Dreyfus breathed.

The servitor halted before them. ‘Welcome to House Perigal, Prefects,’ it said in a squeaky voice. ‘Would you care for a drink?’

‘Thanks,’ Thalia said, ‘but we should—’

Dreyfus put down the coffee bulb and dithered his hand over the tray. ‘What do you recommend?’


‘The red’s acceptable.’

‘Red it is, then.’ He took a glass and lifted it towards his lips, just close enough to sniff the aroma. Thalia took a glass for herself. Only Sparver abstained: his metabolism couldn’t cope with alcohol.

‘Follow me, please. I’ll take you to the matriarch.’

They followed the legs through the cavern, winding between the pools. If their arrival had gone apparently unnoticed, that luxury had passed. Thalia could feel the back of her neck prickling from the uneasy attention they were now warranting.

They climbed to one of the highest pools, where four ornamental iron fish vomited water from their gaping mouths. Three adults were floating in the water, up to their chests in perfumed froth. Two were men. The third was Caitlin Perigal, her face recognisable from the summary file. Her muscular shoulders and arms tapered to elegant webbed hands with acid-green fingernails. A peacock’s feather adorned her hair. Green nymphs and satyrs buzzed around her head.

‘Prefects,’ she said, with all the warmth of superfluid helium.

‘Matriarch Perigal,’ Dreyfus said, standing with his feet a few centimetres from the edge of the pool. ‘My companions are Deputy Field Prefects Sparver Bancal and Thalia Ng. We’ve met, of course.’

Perigal turned languidly to her two companions. ‘The sleepy-looking fat one is Tom Dreyfus,’ she explained.

One of them – an aristocratic man with long, white hair – examined Dreyfus through clinical grey eyes. His plumage rendered him in impressionist brushstrokes. ‘Your paths have crossed before, Caitlin?’

Perigal stirred, breaking the water with the muscular fluked tail that had been grafted on in place of her legs. Thalia touched the stud on the side of her shades to verify that the tail was real, not a hallucination.

‘Dreyfus’s function in life seems to be finding obscure legal channels through which to harass me,’ Perigal said.

Dreyfus looked unimpressed. ‘I just do my job. It’s not my fault that you keep being a part of it.’

‘And I do, don’t I?’

‘So it seems. Nice tail, by the way. What happened to the legs?’

Perigal nodded at the walking tray. ‘I keep them around as a conversation piece.’

‘Each to their own.’

‘Yes, that’s the general principle.’ Perigal leaned forward in the

pool, her voice hardening. ‘Well, pleasantries over with. Make your inspection, do whatever you have to do, then get the hell off my habitat.’

‘I haven’t come to inspect the habitat,’ Dreyfus said.

Thalia tensed despite herself. This was the moment she had been both dreading and quietly anticipating.

‘What, then?’ Perigal asked.

Dreyfus removed a card from his tunic pocket and held it up to his face, squinting slightly. He glanced briefly at Thalia and Sparver before reading, ‘Caitlin Perigal, as matriarch of this habitat, you are hereby charged with a category-five infringement of the democratic process. It is alleged that you tampered with the polling apparatus, to the intended benefit of your house.’

Perigal stuttered something, her cheeks flushing with indignation, but Dreyfus held up a silencing hand and continued with his statement.

‘While the investigative process is in operation, your habitat is to be placed under lockdown. All physical traffic between House Perigal and the rest of the system, including Chasm City, is now suspended. No incoming or outgoing transmissions will be permitted. Any attempts to break these sanctions will be countered with destructive force. This is final and binding.’ Dreyfus paused, then lowered the card. ‘The state of lockdown is now in effect.’

There was an uneasy silence, broken only by the gentle lapping of water against the side of the pool.

‘This is a joke, isn’t it?’ the grey-eyed man said eventually, looking encouragingly at Perigal. ‘Please tell me it’s a joke.’

‘So it’s come to this,’ the matriarch said. ‘I always knew you were dirty, Dreyfus, but I never thought you’d stoop quite this low.’

Dreyfus placed the card beside the pool. ‘This is a summary of the case against you. Looks watertight to me, but then I’m only a lowly field prefect.’ He touched a finger to his chin, as if he’d just remembered an errand. ‘Now I need a small favour.’

‘You’re insane.’

‘Kindly issue a priority interrupt to all your citizens and guests. Tell them that a lockdown is in force, and that they’re about to lose contact with the external universe. Remind them that this state of affairs could last for anything up to one century. Tell them that if they have thoughts or messages to convey to loved ones beyond House Perigal, they have six hundred seconds in which to do so.’


He turned to Thalia and Sparver and lowered his voice, but not so low that Perigal wouldn’t have been able to hear him. ‘You know what to do, Deputies. If anyone obstructs you, or refuses to cooperate, you have clearance to euthanise.’

The rim transit moved quickly, its motion counteracting the centrifugal gravity of the slow-turning wheel. Thalia sat next to Sparver, brooding.

‘It isn’t fair,’ she said.

‘What isn’t?’

‘All those people stuck here by accident, the people who just happened to be visiting.’

‘Sometimes the only workable solution isn’t a fair one.’

‘But cut off from the Glitter Band, from Yellowstone, from friends and family, from abstraction, from their medical programmes … some of them could actually die in here before the lockdown’s over.’

‘Then they should have thought about that before. If you don’t like the idea of being caught in a lockdown, do the homework on your habitat.’

‘That’s a very callous outlook.’

‘They screwed with democracy. I’m not going to lose much sleep when democracy screws them back.’

Thalia felt her weight returning as they neared their destination and the transit slowed. The two prefects disembarked into another cavern, smaller and brighter than the first. This time the floor was an expanse of interlocking black and white tiles, polished to a luxurious gleam. A cylindrical structure rose from a hole in the centre of the floor, wide as a tree trunk, its spired tip almost touching the ceiling. The cylinder’s black surface flickered with schematic representations of data flows: rapidly changing red and blue traceries. A railingless spiral staircase wrapped around the pillar, offering access to the stump-like branches of interface ports.

A man in beige uniform – some kind of technician or functionary, Thalia decided – stood by the base of the trunk, his face a study in suspicion.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ he said.

Sparver answered him. ‘Didn’t Perigal make it clear we were on our way, and that we weren’t to be hindered?’

‘It’s a trick. You’re agents of House Cantarini.’


Sparver looked at him sceptically. ‘Do I look like an agent of House Cantarini?’

‘An agent could look like anyone.’

‘I’m a pig. How likely is it that they’d send an ugly specimen like me when there was an alternative?’

‘I can’t take the risk. You touch this core, I lose my job, my standing, everything.’

‘Step aside, sir,’ Thalia said.

‘I’m sorry. I can’t let you any nearer.’ The man opened his hand to reveal a matt-silver device cuffed to his palm, inset with a red firing stud. ‘There are weapons already trained on you. Please don’t make me use them.’

‘You kill us, Panoply will just send more prefects,’ Sparver said.

Thalia’s skin prickled. She could feel the scrutiny of those hidden weapons, ready to wipe her out of existence at the twitch of the man’s thumb.

‘I won’t kill you if you turn and leave.’

‘We’ll leave when we have the evidence.’ Sparver’s hand moved to his belt. He unclipped the handle of his whiphound and flicked it to deploy the filament. It cracked as it spun out to its maximum extension, lashing the floor.

‘He’s right,’ Thalia said, fighting to keep the tremor from her voice. ‘We’re Panoply.’

‘Please.’ The man’s thumb caressed the firing stud. ‘I’ll do what needs to be done to protect the core.’

Sparver released the whiphound. The handle remained at waist height, supported by the coiled extremity of its stiffened filament. It swayed from side to side with the questing motion of a snake. Then it curled around and aimed itself at the man.

A bright red dot appeared on his Adam’s apple.

‘I need you to answer a question for me,’ Sparver said. ‘How attached are you to your fingers?’

The man inhaled and held his breath.

‘The whiphound has a mark on you now,’ Sparver continued. ‘If it detects hostile intent – and it’s very, very good at detecting hostile intent – it’ll be on you faster than a nerve impulse can travel down your arm. When it reaches you, it’ll do something quite nasty with the sharp edge of that filament.’

The man opened his mouth to say something, but all that came out was a dry croak. He spread both his hands, opening his fingers and thumbs as wide as they would go.


‘Sensible,’ Sparver said. ‘Now hold that pose, but step away from the core.’ He nodded at Thalia, giving her the go-ahead to start securing the evidence. The whiphound stayed by his side, its blunt head tracking the man as he inched away from the central column.

Thalia walked to the core. It was a standard design, installed within the last twenty years, so she knew exactly where to start.

‘This is Deputy Field Prefect Thalia Ng,’ she said aloud. ‘Confirm recognition.’

‘Welcome, Deputy Field Prefect Ng,’ it replied, in the neutrally sexless voice common to all cores. ‘How may I assist you?’

Thalia brought to mind the one-time code with which she had been briefed after the cutter’s departure from Panoply. ‘Acknowledge security access override Narcissus Eight Palisander.’

‘Override confirmed. You now have six hundred seconds of clearance, Deputy Field Prefect Ng.’

‘Disable two-way access to the exterior abstraction.’

‘Access is now blocked.’

The red lines vanished. Now the pillar showed only blue traffic. No signals were reaching or leaving the habitat. Almost immediately the blue traffic intensified as the citizenry began to panic, sending emergency queries to the core.

Thalia glanced at the man Sparver’s whiphound was still detaining. For the first time in his life, his implants would no longer be in constant communication with the informational matrix beyond House Perigal. It must have felt like the drop of a guillotine.

She returned her attention to the core. ‘Prepare me triplicate physical summary packages for all data traffic in and out of this habit in the last thousand days.’

‘I am preparing the packages. Please wait a moment.’

Thalia reached up and touched her throat microphone. ‘Thalia, sir. We’re securing the evidence now. We should be back with you within ten minutes.’

There was no response. She waited a few moments, giving Dreyfus time to activate his own microphone, but still nothing came.

She shot a look at Sparver. ‘I’m not getting anything.’

‘The boss man could be preoccupied,’ Sparver said.

‘He should have answered by now. I’m worried. Maybe we ought to get back there, see—’

‘We need those summary packages, Thalia. In five minutes you’ll be locked out of the core again.’


Sparver was right. The one-time code – good for ten minutes of unrestricted activity – would not buy her access to the core a second time.

‘Hurry up,’ she said, through clenched teeth.

She tried Dreyfus again, but still there was no reply. After what felt like an eternity, the core ejected the summary packages from a slot near its base. Thalia clipped together the thick diskettes and then secured them to her belt. Absurd as it was, she swore she could feel the weight of the information inside them. It would have taken days to squeeze that amount of data across a beam.

‘You done?’ Sparver asked.

‘This is all we need. We can leave the local abstraction running.’

‘And if they try to get around the block you just put in?’

‘They’ll have a dead core on their hands. They’ll be lucky if life support still works after that, let alone abstraction.’ Thalia turned back to the core and authorised it to rescind the Panoply access privilege it had just granted her. ‘That’s it, then,’ she said, feeling an unexpected sense of anticlimax.

‘There. Wasn’t so hard, was it?’

‘I’m worried about the boss.’

‘It’s just the rock this thing’s made of, blocking our signals.’ Sparver smiled at the technician again. ‘We’re done. Can I trust you not to do anything silly if I pull the whiphound off you?’

The man swallowed painfully and twitched his head in a nod.

‘I’ll take that as a “yes”,’ Sparver said. He reached out his hand and beckoned the whiphound. With a flick of its tail, the weapon sprang its handle into Sparver’s grip, the tail whisking back into the housing with a lashing sound.

Sparver patted the handle and reattached it to his belt. ‘Let’s go check on the boss man.’

But when they rode the rim transit back to Dreyfus, they found him standing alone and still, amidst a scene of almost unspeakable carnage. He held his glasses in one hand and the whiphound in the other.

Thalia snatched off her own glasses so that she could see things as they really were. People were screaming, scrambling and splashing to get away from the prefect and the objects of his attention. Caitlin Perigal’s two male guests were both slumped in the pool, in water that was now bloodstained pink. The man with the grey hair had lost his forearm: it was lying on the marble poolside, the hand pointing accusingly at Dreyfus. Behind the wrist, the skin

bulged as if a bone-grafted weapon had been trying to push its way through to the surface. The other man, trembling as if in the throes of a seizure, had blood running from both his nostrils. His eyes were wide open, fixated on the ceiling. Three or four nearby guests were nursing wounds of varying severity. With all the blood in the water – draining from pool to pool via the waterfalls and sluices – it was difficult to be certain how many people had been hurt. Medical servitors had already arrived and were attending to the most seriously injured, but even the machines appeared confused.

Perigal was still alive, albeit breathing heavily. A vivid gash cut her across the right cheek, running from the corner of her mouth to her ear. She breathed heavily, her eyes wide and white with fury and fear.

‘You’re wrong about this,’ she breathed. ‘You’re wrong about this and you’re going to pay.’

Dreyfus turned slowly at the approach of Thalia and Sparver. ‘Got the packages?’

Thalia’s mouth was dry. ‘Yes,’ she said, forcing the word out, striving to maintain professional composure.

‘Then let’s go. We’re done here.’






CHAPTER 2

Dreyfus had closed half the distance to the middle of the supreme prefect’s office when the safe-distance tether jerked him to a halt. For a moment Jane Aumonier appeared unaware of his presence, absorbed in one of her wall displays. He coughed quietly before speaking.

‘If you want my resignation, it’s yours.’

Aumonier turned her head to face him, without moving the rest of her body. ‘On what grounds, Tom?’

‘You name it. If I committed an error of procedure, or was guilty of improper judgement, you only have to say the word.’

‘If you committed an error, it was in not going far enough to defend yourself and your deputies. What was the final body count?’

‘Six,’ Dreyfus said.

‘We’ve done worse. Perigal was always going to be a tough nut. A single-figure body count strikes me as entirely acceptable, given all that we could have expected.’

‘I was hoping things wouldn’t get quite so messy.’

‘That was Perigal’s call, not yours.’

‘I still don’t think we’re finished with her. What she said to me …’ Dreyfus paused, certain that Aumonier had enough to worry about without being burdened with his doubts. ‘I feel as if a debt has been settled. That isn’t a good way for a prefect to feel.’

‘It’s human.’

‘She got away with it in the past because we weren’t clever or fast enough to audit her before the evidence turned stale. But even if we’d been able to pin anything on her, her crimes wouldn’t have merited a full century of lockdown.’

‘And we don’t know that it will come to that this time, either.’

‘You think she’ll slip through again?’

‘That’ll depend on the evidence. Time to make use of that bright new expert on your team.’


‘I have every confidence in Thalia.’

‘Then you’ve nothing to fear. If Perigal’s guilty, the state of lockdown will continue. If the evidence doesn’t turn anything up, House Perigal will be allowed re-entry into the Glitter Band.’

‘Minus six people.’

‘Citizens panic when they lose abstraction. That isn’t our problem.’

Dreyfus tried to read Aumonier’s expression, wondering what he was missing. It wasn’t like her to need to ask him how many people had died during an operation: normally she’d have committed the figures to memory before he was back inside Panoply. But Aumonier’s emotionless mask was as impossible to read as ever. He could remember how she looked when she smiled, or laughed, or showed anger, how she’d been before her brush with the Clockmaker, but it took an increasing effort of will.

‘Pardon me,’ he said, ‘but if this isn’t a reprimand … what exactly do you want me for?’

‘The conversation? The banter? The warmth of human companionship?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Something’s come up. The news broke while you were outside. It’s as delicate as the Perigal affair, if not more so. Urgent, too. We need immediate action.’

Dreyfus had not heard of anything brewing. ‘Another lockdown?’

‘No. There wouldn’t be much point, unfortunately.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Aumonier extended a hand to the wall, enlarging one of the display facets. It filled with an image of a spherical habitat, a grey ball blurred with microscopic detail, banded by tropical sun-panels, with an array of vast mirrors stationed at the poles and around the equator. The scale was difficult to judge, though Dreyfus doubted that the habitat was less than a kilometre wide.

‘You won’t recognise it. This is a recent image of the Ruskin-Sartorious Bubble, a fifth-magnitude shell habitat in the high outer orbits. It’s never fallen under Panoply scrutiny before.’

‘What have they done wrong now?’

‘Here’s a more recent image, taken three hours ago.’

The Ruskin-Sartorious Bubble had been cut open, sliced along its midsection like an eyeball gouged by a razor. The cut had almost split the habitat into two hemispheres. On either side of the cut,

the habitat’s fabric had been scorched to a crisp midnight black. Structures inside were still glowing cherry-red.

‘Casualties?’ Dreyfus asked, holding his horror at bay.

‘Last census put the population at nine hundred and sixty. We think they all died, but we need to get a team in and make an immediate physical inspection. Survivors can’t be ruled out. At the very least, there may be beta-level recoverables.’

‘Why isn’t this all over the Band?’

‘Because we’re keeping a lid on it. This doesn’t look like an accident.’

‘Someone will have noticed Ruskin-Sartorious dropping off the networks.’

‘They only participated in abstraction at a shallow level, enough that we can continue to simulate the existence of the fully functional habitat for the time being, using our network privileges.’

‘And the time being … would be how long?’

‘Best guess? Less than twenty-six hours. Thirteen might be nearer the mark.’

‘And when the story breaks?’

‘We’ll have a major crisis on our hands. I think I know who did this, but I’ll need to be absolutely certain before I move on it. That’s why I want you to get out to Ruskin-Sartorious immediately. Take whoever you need. Secure evidence and recoverables and get back to Panoply. Then we’ll hold our breath.’

Dreyfus looked again at the image of the wounded habitat. ‘There’s only one thing that could have done that, isn’t there? And it isn’t even a weapon.’

‘We see things similarly,’ Aumonier said.

The walls of the tactical room were finely grained teak, varnished to a forbidding gleam. There were no windows or pictures, no humanising touches. The heavy, dark furniture was all inert matter: grown, cut and constructed by nature and carpentry. The double doors were cased in hammered bronze, studded with huge brass bolts, each door inlaid with a stylised version of the raised gauntlet that was Panoply’s symbol. The gauntlet was supposed to signify protection, but it could just as easily be interpreted as a threatening fist, clenched to smash down on its enemies or those who failed it.

‘Begin please, Ng,’ said the man sitting opposite Thalia, Senior Prefect Michael Crissel.


She placed the recovered diskettes on the table’s edge, almost dropping them in her nervousness. ‘Thank you, Senior Prefect. These are the triplicate physical summary packages from the Perigal polling core.’ She nodded at the clockwork-gear shape of the Perigal habitat, imaged as a tiny representation in the tactical room’s Solid Orrery, enlarged and elevated above its real orbital plane. ‘The data has now been copied into our archives, all one thousand days’ worth of it. I’ve verified that the three triplicate summaries are consistent, with no indication of tampering.’

‘And your findings?’

‘I’ve only had a few hours to look into things, which really isn’t enough time to do more than skim—’

Senior Prefect Gaston Clearmountain growled his impatience. ‘Cut the blather, Ng. Just tell us what you have.’

‘Sir,’ Thalia said, almost stammering. ‘Preliminary analysis confirms everything in the lockdown report. House Perigal were indeed guilty of tampering with the democratic process. On at least eight occasions they were able to bias voting patterns in marginal polls, either to their advantage, or to the advantage of their allies. There may be more instances. We’ll have a clearer picture when we’ve run a full audit on the packages.’

‘I was hoping for a clearer picture now,’ Clearmountain said.

Senior Prefect Sheridan Gaffney leaned forward in his huge black chair with a creak of leather. ‘Easy on her, Gaston,’ he growled. ‘She’s been under a lot of pressure to pull this together at short notice.’

Gaffney had a reputation for having a short fuse and a marked intolerance for fools. But as head of both Internal Security and whiphound training, the gruff-voiced Gaffney had always treated Thalia with impeccable fairness, even encouragement. She now perceived him as her only unambiguous ally in the room. It would have been different if Dreyfus or Jane Aumonier had been present, but Dreyfus was absent (his Pangolin clearance would have allowed him to sit in on the meeting even though he wasn’t a senior) and the position where the supreme prefect normally manifested – beamed into the room as a projection – was conspicuously empty. On her way to the room, Thalia had picked up rumours that some other crisis was brewing, something unrelated to the lockdown they’d recently performed.

The other seniors were neither on her side nor against her. Michael Crissel was a gentle-looking man with scholarly features

and a diffident manner. By all accounts he’d been an excellent field prefect once, but he’d spent most of the last twenty years inside Panoply, becoming detached from the hard reality of duty outside. Lillian Baudry’s field career had come to an end when she was blown apart by a malfunctioning whiphound. They’d put her back together again, but her nervous system had never been the same. She could have surrendered herself to the medical expertise available elsewhere in the Glitter Band, but the security implications of receiving outside treatment would have meant her leaving Panoply for good. So she’d chosen duty over well-being, even though that meant sitting in meetings like a stiffly posed china doll.

It was a measure of the importance attached to Thalia’s report that only four seniors were present. Normally at least six or seven of the ten permanent seniors would have been in attendance, but today there were more than the usual number of empty places around the table. Yes, they wanted this affair tied up as quickly as possible – but that didn’t mean they saw it as anything other than a blip in Panoply’s schedule of business.

‘Let’s cut to the chase,’ Clearmountain said. ‘We’ve got the packages. They confirm our existing suspicions, which is that Perigal had her hands in the pie. The lockdown can hold. Now all we need to do is seal the leak before someone else exploits it the same way.’

‘I agree, sir,’ Thalia said.

‘Exactly how much damage did these polling violations cause?’ asked Baudry.

‘In the scheme of things, nothing major,’ Thalia answered. ‘They were all polls on relatively minor issues. Caitlin Perigal might have wanted to tip the balance in more significant polls, but discovery would have been even more likely if she’d tried. Frankly, with the amount of oversight and scrutiny we already have in place whenever something big comes up, I can’t imagine anyone managing to bias the votes to a statistically useful degree.’

‘It’s your job to imagine it,’ Michael Crissel said.

‘She knows that,’ Gaffney said in a whisper.

Thalia acknowledged Crissel. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I just mean – given everything we know – it’s unlikely. The system can’t ever be proven to be inviolable; Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem—’

‘I don’t need to be lectured on Gödel, Ng,’ Crissel said tersely.

‘What I mean, sir, is that the system tests itself through being

used. House Perigal has actually done us a favour. Now we’re aware of a logical flaw we hadn’t seen before: one that permits a tiny bias in the polls. We’ll fix that and move on. Somewhere down the line, someone else will get creative and find another loophole. We’ll fix that as well. That’s the process.’

‘So you’re confident we can plug this hole?’ Baudry asked.

‘Absolutely, Senior. It’s trivial.’

‘If it’s “trivial”, how did we miss it until now?’

‘Because we introduced it,’ Thalia said, trying not to sound too full of herself. ‘We plugged one hole – thinking we were being clever – and inadvertently opened another. The fault was deep in our error-handling routine. It was designed to stop valid votes being lost, but it accidentally allowed additional votes to be registered fraudulently.’

‘Probably not the first time in history that’s happened,’ Crissel said dryly.

Thalia laced her hands together on the table, trying to strike the right note between defensiveness and professional detachment. ‘It was regrettable. But to date only a handful of habitats have exploited the loophole.’

‘Regrettable?’ Clearmountain said. ‘I call it reprehensible.’

‘Sir, the existing error-handling routine already ran to twenty-two million lines of code, including some subroutines written more than two hundred and twenty years ago, in the First System. Those programmers weren’t even speaking modern Canasian. Reading their documentation is like … well, deciphering Sanskrit or something.’

‘Ng’s right,’ Gaffney said. ‘They did the best they could. And the secondary loophole was subtle enough that only five habitats in ten thousand ever attempted to exploit it. I think we can put this one down to experience and move on.’

‘Provided, of course, we have a reliable fix,’ Baudry said. She nodded stiffly at Thalia. ‘You did say it would be a simple matter?’

‘For once, yes. The correction isn’t anything like as complicated as the alteration that introduced the fault in the first place. Just a few thousand lines that need changing. Having said that, I’d still like to run the first few installations manually, just to iron out any unanticipated issues due to different core architectures. Once I’m satisfied, we can go live across the entire ten thousand.’

Gaffney looked sharply at Thalia. ‘It’s clear that we need to get this whole mess tidied up as quickly as possible. By the time the

Perigal lockdown becomes binding – as I have no doubt it will – I want us ready to begin implementing the upgrade. The special evidential board has access to the summary packages?’

‘Since this morning, sir.’

Gaffney took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the perspiration glistening on his forehead. ‘On past form we can expect their decision within ten days. Can you match that?’

‘We could go live in two, sir, if you demanded it. I’m confident that the tests won’t throw up any anomalies.’

‘We were confident last time,’ Gaffney reminded her. ‘Let’s not make the same mistake twice.’

But there’s a difference between then and now, Thalia thought to herself. She hadn’t been on the team when the last upgrade was made. She couldn’t speak for her predecessors, but she would never have allowed that error to slip through.

‘We won’t,’ she said.

Dreyfus took in the scene of the crime from the vantage point of a Panoply cutter. It would have been quick, he reflected, but perhaps not fast enough to be either painless or merciful. The habitat was a corpse now, gutted of pressure. When whatever gouged that wound had touched the atmosphere inside the shell, it would have caused it to expand in a scalding ball of superheated air and steam. There’d have been no time to reach shuttles, escape pods or even armoured security vaults. But there’d have been time to realise what was happening. Most people in the Glitter Band didn’t expect to die, let alone in fear and agony.

‘This isn’t looking good,’ Sparver said. ‘Still want to go in, before forensics catch up with us?’

‘We may still be able to get something from hardened data cores,’ Dreyfus answered, with gloomy resignation. He wasn’t even confident about the cores.

‘What kind of weapon did this?’

‘I don’t think it was a weapon.’

‘That doesn’t look like any kind of impact damage to me. There’s scorching, suggesting some kind of directed energy source. Could the Conjoiners have dug out something that nasty? Everyone says they have a few big guns tucked away somewhere.’

Dreyfus shook his head. ‘If the Spiders wanted to pick a fight with an isolated habitat, they’d have made a cleaner job of it.’

‘All the same—’


‘Jane has a shrewd idea of what did this. She just isn’t happy about the implications.’

Dreyfus and Sparver passed through the cutter’s suitwall into vacuum, and then through a chain of old-fashioned but still functional airlocks. The locks fed them into a series of successively larger reception chambers, all of which were now dark and depressurised. The chambers were full of slowly wheeling debris clouds, little of which Dreyfus was able to identify. The internal map on his facepatch was based on the data Ruskin-Sartorious had volunteered during the last census. The polling core – which was likely to be where any beta-levels had been sequestered – was supposedly on the sphere’s inside surface near the equator. They would just have to hope that the beam had missed it.

The main interior spaces – the two-kilometre-wide Bubble had been partitioned into chambered habitat zones – were charred black caverns, littered only with heat-warped or pressure-mangled ruins. Near the cut, traceries of structural metal were still glowing where the killing beam had sliced through them. It appeared that the Bubble had been a free-fall culture, with only limited provision for artificial gravity. There were many places like that in the Band, and their citizens grew elegant and willowy and tended not to travel all that much.

Sparver and Dreyfus floated through the heart of the sphere, using their suit jets to steer around the larger chunks of free-fall debris. The suits had already begun to warn of heightened radiation levels, which did nothing to assuage Dreyfus’s suspicions that Aumonier was right about who had done this. But they’d need more than just suit readings to make a case.

‘I’ve found something,’ Sparver said suddenly, when they had drifted several tens of metres apart.

‘What?’

‘There’s something big floating over here. Could be a piece of ship or something.’

Dreyfus was sceptical. ‘Inside the habitat?’

‘See for yourself, Boss.’

Dreyfus steered his suit closer to Sparver and cast his lights over the floating object. Sparver had been right in that at first glance the thing resembled a chunk of ship, or some other nondescript piece of large machinery. But on closer inspection it was clear that this was nothing of the sort. The blackened object was a piece of artwork, apparently only half-finished.


Someone had begun with a chunk of metal-rich rock, a potato-shaped boulder about ten or twelve metres across. It had a dark-blue lustre, shading to olive green when the light caught it in a certain fashion. One face of the boulder was still rough and unworked, but the other had been cut back to reveal an intricate sculptural form. Regions of the sculpted side of the boulder were still at a crude stage of development, but other areas gave the impression of having been finished to a very high degree, worked down to a scale of centimetres. The way the rock had flowed and congealed around the worked-in areas suggested that the artist had been sculpting with fusion torches rather than just cutting drills or hammers. The liquid forms of the molten rock had become an integral part of the piece, incorporated into the composition at a level that could not be accidental.

Which didn’t mean that Dreyfus had any idea as to what it represented. There was a face emerging from a rock, that of a man, but oriented upside down from Dreyfus’s present point of view. He spun the suit around and for a moment, fleetingly, he had the impression that he recognised the face, that it belonged to a celebrity or historical figure rather than someone he knew personally. But the moment passed and the face lost whatever sheen of familiarity it might have possessed. Perhaps it was better that way, too. The man’s expression was difficult to read, but it was either one of ecstasy or soul-consuming dread.

‘What do you make of it?’ Sparver asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Dreyfus said. ‘Maybe the beta-levels will tell us something, if any of them turn out to be recoverable.’ He pushed his suit closer and fired an adhesive marker onto the floating rock so that forensics would know to haul it in.

They moved on to the entry wound, until they were hovering just clear of the edge of the cut. Before them, airtight cladding had turned black and flaked away, exposing the fused and reshaped rock that had formed the Bubble’s skin. The beam had made the rock boil, melt and resolidify in organic formations that were unsettlingly similar to those in the sculpture, gleaming a glassy black under their helmet lights. Stars were visible through the ten-metre-wide opening. Somewhere else out there, Dreyfus reflected, was all that remained of the habitat’s interior biome, billowing away into empty space.

He steered his suit into the cleft. He floated down to half the depth of the punctured skin, then settled near a glinting object

embedded in the resolidified rock. It was a flake of metal, probably a piece of cladding that had come loose and then been trapped when the rock solidified. Dreyfus unhooked a cutter from his belt and snipped a palm-sized section of the flake away. Nearby he spotted another glint, and then a third. Within a minute he had gathered three different samples, stowing them in the suit’s abdominal pouch.

‘Got something?’ Sparver asked.

‘Probably. If it was a drive beam that did it, this metal will have mopped up a lot of subatomic particles. There’ll be spallation tracks, heavy isotopes and fragmentation products. Forensics can tell us if the signatures match a Conjoiner drive.’

Now he’d said it, it was out in the open.

‘Okay, but no matter what forensics say, why would Ultras do this?’ Sparver asked. ‘They couldn’t hope to get away with it.’

‘Maybe that’s exactly what they were hoping to do – cut and run. They might not be back in this system for decades, centuries even. Do you think anyone will still care about what happened to Ruskin-Sartorious by then?’

After a thoughtful moment, Sparver said, ‘You would.’

‘I won’t be around. Neither will you.’

‘You’re in an unusually cheerful frame of mind.’

‘Nine hundred and sixty people died here, Sparver. It’s not exactly the kind of thing that puts a spring in my step.’ Dreyfus looked around, but saw no other easily accessible forensic samples. The analysis squad would arrive shortly, but the really heavy work would have to wait until the story had broken and Panoply were not obliged to work under cover of secrecy.

By then, though, all hell would have broken loose anyway.

‘Let’s get to the polling core,’ he said, moving his suit out of the cut. ‘The sooner we leave here the better. I can already feel the ghosts getting impatient.’






CHAPTER 3

Whether by accident or design – Dreyfus had never been sufficiently curious to find out – the four main bays on the trailing face of Panoply conspired to suggest the grinning, ghoulish countenance of a Hallowe’en pumpkin. No attempt had been made to smooth or contour the rock’s outer crust, or to lop it into some kind of symmetry. There were a thousand similar asteroids wheeling around Yellowstone: rough-cut stones shepherded into parking orbits where they awaited demolition and reforging into sparkling new habitats. This was the only one that held prefects, though: barely a thousand in total, from the senior prefect herself right down to the greenest field just out of the cadet rankings.

The cutter docked itself in the nose, where it was racked into place alongside a phalanx of similar light-enforcement vehicles. Dreyfus and Sparver handed the evidential packages to a waiting member of the forensics squad and signed off on the paperwork. Conveyor bands pulled them deeper into the asteroid, until they were in one of the rotating sections.

‘I’ll see you in thirteen hours,’ Dreyfus told Sparver at the junction between the field-training section and the cadets’ dormitory ring. ‘Get some rest – I’m expecting a busy day.’

‘And you?’

‘Some loose ends to tie up first.’

‘Fine,’ Sparver said, shaking his head. ‘It’s your metabolism. You do what you want with it.’

Dreyfus was tired, but with Caitlin Perigal and the implications of the murdered habitat dogging his thoughts, he knew it would be futile trying to sleep. Instead he returned to his quarters for just long enough to step through a washwall and conjure a change of clothing. By the time he emerged to make his way back through the rock, the lights had dimmed for the graveyard shift in Panoply’s

twenty-six-hour operational cycle. The cadets were all asleep; the refectory, training rooms and classrooms empty.

Thalia, however, was still in her office. The passwall was transparent, so he entered silently. He stood behind her like a father admiring his daughter doing homework. She was still dealing with the implications of the Perigal case, seated before a wall filled with scrolling code. Dreyfus stared numbly at the lines of interlocking symbols, none of which meant anything to him.

‘Sorry to interrupt your flow,’ he said gently when Thalia didn’t look up.

‘Sir,’ she said, starting. ‘I thought you were still outside.’

‘Word obviously gets around.’

Thalia froze the scroll. ‘I heard there was some kind of crisis brewing.’

‘Isn’t there always?’ Dreyfus plopped a heavy black bag down on her desk. ‘I know you’re already busy, Thalia, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to add to your burden.’

‘That’s okay, sir.’

‘Inside that bag are twelve beta-level recoverables. We had to pull them out of a damaged core, so in all likelihood they’re riddled with errors. I’d like you to fix what you can.’

‘Where did they come from?’

‘A place called Ruskin-Sartorious. It doesn’t exist any more. Of the nine hundred and sixty people who used to live there, the only survivors are the patterns in these beta-levels.’

‘Just twelve, out of all those people?’

‘That’s all we got. Even then, I doubt you’ll get twelve stable invocations. But do what you can. Call me as soon as you recover something I can talk to.’

Thalia looked back at the code wall. ‘After I’m done with this, right?’

‘Actually, I’d like those invocations as quickly as possible. I don’t want you to neglect Perigal, but this is looking more serious by the hour.’

‘What happened?’ she breathed. ‘How did those people die?’

‘Badly,’ Dreyfus said.

The safe-distance tether jerked him to a halt in Jane Aumonier’s presence.

‘Forensics are on the case,’ he said. ‘We should have an answer on those samples within the hour.’


‘Not that there’s much room for doubt,’ Aumonier said. ‘I have every confidence – if that’s the word – that they’ll tie the damage to the output beam of a Conjoiner drive.’ She directed Dreyfus’s attention to a portion of the wall she had enlarged before his arrival. Frozen there was a sleek silver-grey thing like a child’s paper dart. ‘Gaffney’s been talking to Centralised Traffic Control. They were able to backtrack the movements of this ship. Her name is Accompaniment of Shadows.’

‘They can place her at the Bubble?’

‘Close enough for our purposes. No other lighthugger was anywhere near.’

‘Where’s she now?’

‘Hidden in the Parking Swarm.’

Aumonier enlarged another portion of the wall. Dreyfus saw a ball of fireflies, packed too tightly in the middle to separate into individual motes of light. A single ship would have no difficulty losing itself in the tight-packed core.

‘Have any left since the attack?’ he asked.

‘None. We’ve had the Swarm under tight surveillance.’

‘And in the event that one should break cover?’

‘I’d rather not think about it.’

‘But you have.’

She nodded minutely. ‘Theoretically, one of our deep-system cruisers could shadow a lighthugger all the way out to the Oort cloud. But what good would it do us? If they don’t want to stop, or let us board … nothing we have is going to persuade them. Frankly, direct confrontation with Ultras is the one situation I’ve been dreading ever since they gave me this job.’

‘Do we have any priors on this ship?’

‘Nothing, Tom. Why?’

‘I was wondering about a motive.’

‘Me, too. Maybe one of the recoverables can shed some light on that.’

‘If we’re lucky,’ Dreyfus said. ‘We only got twelve, and most of those are likely to be damaged.’

‘What about back-ups? Ruskin-Sartorious wouldn’t have kept all their eggs in that one basket.’

‘Agreed. But it’s unlikely that the squirts happened more frequently than once a day, if that. Once a week is a lot more likely.’

‘Stale memories may be better than nothing, if that’s all we have.’ Her tone shifted, becoming more personal. ‘Tom, I have to

ask another favour of you. I’m afraid it’s going to be even more difficult and delicate than Perigal.’

‘You’d like me to talk to the Ultras.’

‘I want you to ride out to the Swarm. You don’t have to enter it yet, but I want them to know that we have our eye on them. I want them to know that if they attempt to hide that ship – or aid its evasion of justice in any way – we won’t take it lightly.’

Dreyfus skimmed mental options, trying to work out what kind of ship would send the most effective signal to the Ultras. Nothing in his previous experience with the starship crews had given him much guidance.

‘I’ll leave immediately,’ he said, preparing to haul himself back to the wall.

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Aumonier replied. ‘Get some rest first. We’re up against the clock on this one, but I still want the Ultras to stew a little, wonder what our response is going to be. We’re not totally clawless. We can hit them in the trade networks, where it really hurts. Time to make them feel uncomfortable for once.’

Elsewhere, an object fell through the Glitter Band.

It was a two-metre-wide sphere, following a carefully calculated free-fall trajectory that would slip it through the transient gaps in civilian, CTC and Panoply tracking systems with the precision of a dancer weaving between scarves. The nonvelope’s path was simply an additional precaution that had cost nothing except a tiny expenditure of computing time and an equally small delay to its departure time. It was already nearly invisible, by the standards of all but the most probing close-range surveillance methods.

Presently it detected the intrusion of light of a very particular frequency, one that it was programmed not to deflect. Machinery deep in the nonvelope processed the temporal structure of the light and extracted an encoded message in an expected format. The same machinery composed a response and spat it out in the opposite direction, back to whatever had transmitted the original pulse.

A confirmatory pulse arrived milliseconds later.

The nonvelope had allowed itself to be detected. This was part of the plan.

Three hours later, a ship positioned itself over the nonvelope, using gravitational sensing to refine its final approach. The nonvelope was soon safely concealed inside the reception bay of the

ship. Clamps locked it into position. Detecting its safe arrival, the nonvelope relaxed the structure of its quickmatter envelope in preparation for disgorging its cargo. As lights came on and air flooded into the bay, the nonvelope’s surface flicked to the appearance of a large chromed marble. Weight returned as the ship powered away from the rendezvous point.

A figure in an anonymous black spacesuit entered the bay. The figure crouched next to the nonvelope and observed it open. The sphere cracked wide, one half folding back to reveal its occupant. A glassy cocoon of support systems oozed away from his foetal form. The man was breathing, but only just on the edge of consciousness.

The man in the suit removed his helmet. ‘Welcome back to the world, Anthony Theobald Ruskin-Sartorious.’

The man in the nonvelope groaned and stirred. His eyes were gummed with protective gel. He pawed them clean, then squinted while they found their focus.

‘I’ve arrived?’

‘You’re aboard the ship. Just like you planned.’

His relief was palpable. ‘I thought it was never going to end. Four hours in that thing … it felt like a million years.’

‘I wouldn’t mind betting that’s the first physical discomfort you’ve ever known in your life.’ The man in the black spacesuit was standing now, his legs slightly apart, braced in the half-gravity produced by the ship’s acceleration.

Anthony Theobald narrowed his eyes at the figure. ‘Do I know you?’

‘You do now.’

‘I was expecting to be met by Raichle.’

‘Raichle couldn’t make it. I came instead. You’re okay with that, I assume?’

‘Of course I’m …’ But Anthony Theobald’s usual self-control was betraying him. The man in the suit felt waves of fear rippling off him. Waves of fear and suspicion and an arrogant unwillingness to grasp that his escape plans hadn’t been as foolproof as they’d looked when he climbed into the nonvelope. ‘Did it really happen? Is Ruskin-Sartorious gone?’

‘It’s gone. The Ultras did a good job. You got out just in time.’

‘And the others? The rest of us?’

‘I’d be surprised if there’s a single intact strand of human DNA left anywhere in the Bubble.’


‘Delphine …’ There was a heartbreaking crack in his voice. ‘My poor daughter?’

‘You knew the deal, Anthony Theobald. You were the only one with a get-out clause.’

‘I demand to know who you are. If Raichle didn’t send you, how did you know where to find the nonvelope?’

‘Because he told me, that’s why. During interrogation.’

‘Who are you?’

‘That isn’t the issue, Anthony Theobald. The issue at hand is what you were doing sheltering that evil thing in your nice little family-run habitat.’

‘I wasn’t sheltering anything. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

The man in the suit reached behind the small of his back and unclipped a small, handle-shaped object. He hefted it in his palm as if it might be a cosh or truncheon.

‘I think it’s about time you met a close, personal friend of mine.’

‘You’ve got it wrong. The thing underground was just—’

The man made an odd flicking motion with the handle and something whipped out, extending all the way to the floor. It was almost invisibly fine, catching the light only intermittently. It appeared to swish against the flooring of its own volition, as if searching for something.

The man let go of the handle. The handle remained where it was, its coiled filament stiffening to support it. The handle tracked around until the black cylinder of its head was aimed directly at Anthony Theobald. He raised a hand against the laser as it scratched a bright, oscillating line across his eyes.

It had a mark on him now, confirmed by a minute nod from the man in black.

‘Keep that thing away from me.’

‘This is a Model C whiphound,’ the man in the suit said. ‘It’s got a few additional features compared to the last version. One of them’s called “interrogation mode”. Shall we give it a spin?’

The whiphound began to slink closer to Anthony Theobald.

Dreyfus was alone in his quarters. He had prepared some tea, losing himself in the task. When he was finished, he knelt at a low, black table and allowed the hot ginger-coloured brew to cool before drinking it. The room filled itself with the tinkling sound of distant wind chimes, a ghost-thin melody implicit in the apparent randomness.

Normally it suited his mood, but today Dreyfus waved the music quieter, until he had near-silence. He sipped at the tea but it was still too hot.

He faced a blank rice-paper wall. He raised a hand and shaped a basic conjuring gesture, one that he had practised thousands of times. The wall brightened with blocky patches of vivid colour. The colours resolved into a mosaic of faces, several dozen of them, arranged in a compositional scheme with the larger images clustered near the middle. The faces were all the same woman, but taken at different stages in her life, so that they almost looked like images of different people. Sometimes the woman was looking into the camera; sometimes she was looking askance, or had been snapped candidly. She had high cheekbones, a slight overbite and eyes of a startling bronze, flecked with chips of fiery gold. She had black hair that she usually wore in tight curls. She was smiling in many of the images, even the ones where she hadn’t been aware that she was being photographed. She’d smiled a lot.

Dreyfus stared at the pictures as if they were a puzzle he had to solve.

Something was missing. In his mind’s eye he could see the woman in the pictures turning to him with flowers in her hand, kneeling in newly tilled soil. The image was vivid, but when he tried to focus on any particular part of it the details squirmed from his attention. He knew that memory had to come from somewhere, but he couldn’t relate it to any of the images already on the wall.

He’d been trying to place it for nearly eleven years.

The tea was cool enough to drink at last. He sipped it slowly, concentrating on the mosaic of faces. Suddenly the composition struck him as jarringly unbalanced in the top-right corner, even though he’d been satisfied with it for many months. He raised a hand and adjusted the placement of the images, the wall obeying his gestures with flawless obedience. It looked better now, but he knew it would come to displease him in time. Until he found that missing piece, the mosaic would always be disharmonious.

He thought back to what had happened, flinching from the memory even as he embraced it.

Six missing hours.

‘You were okay,’ he told the woman on the wall. ‘You were safe. It didn’t get to you before we did.’

He made himself believe it, as if nothing else in the universe mattered quite as much.


Dreyfus made the images disappear, leaving the rice-paper wall as blank as when he’d entered the room. He finished the tea in a gulp, barely tasting it as it sluiced down his throat. On the same portion of the wall he called up an operational summary of the day’s business, wondering if the forensics squad had managed to get anything on the sculpture Sparver and he had seen in Ruskin-Sartorious. But when the summary sprang onto the wall, neither the images nor the words were legible. He could make out shapes in the images, individual letters in the words, but somewhere between the wall and his brain there was a scrambling filter in place.

Belatedly, Dreyfus realised that he’d neglected to take his scheduled Pangolin shot. Security dyslexia was kicking in as his last clearance boost faded.

He stood from the table and moved to the part of the wall where the booster was dispensed. As he reached towards the pearly-grey surface, the booster appeared in an alcove. It was a pale-grey tube marked with the Panoply gauntlet and a security barcode matching the one on his uniform. Text on the side of the booster read: Pangolin clearance. To be self-administered by Field Prefect Tom Dreyfus only. Unauthorised use may result in permanent irreversible death.

Dreyfus rolled up his sleeve and pressed the tube against the skin of his forearm. He felt a cold tingle as the booster rammed its contents into his body, but there was no discomfort.

He retired to his bedroom. He slept fitfully, but without dreams. When he woke three or four hours later, the summary on the wall was crystal clear.

He studied it for a while, then decided he’d given the Ultras long enough.






CHAPTER 4

An alert chimed on the cutter’s console. Dreyfus pushed the coffee bulb back into the wall and studied the read-out. Something was approaching from the Parking Swarm, too small to be a lighthugger. Guardedly, he notched up the cutter’s defensive posture. Weapons unpacked and armed, but refrained from revealing themselves through the hull. Dreyfus concluded that the approaching object was moving too slowly to make an effective missile. A few moments later, the cutter’s cams locked on and resolved the foreshortened form of a small ship-to-ship shuttle. The vehicle had the shape of an eyeless equine skull. Black armour was offset with a scarlet dragonfly, traced in glowing filaments.

He received an invitation to open audio-only communications.

‘Welcome, Prefect,’ said an accentless male voice in modern Russish. ‘How may I be of assistance?’

With some effort, Dreyfus changed verbal gears. ‘You can be of assistance by staying right where you are. I haven’t entered the Swarm.’

‘But you’re very close to the outer perimeter. That would suggest an intention to enter.’

‘To whom am I speaking?’

‘I might ask the same question, Prefect.’

‘I have legal authority in this airspace. That’s all you need to know. I presume I’m dealing with an assigned representative of the Swarm?’

After a pause – which had nothing to do with timelag – the voice replied: ‘You may call me Harbourmaster Seraphim. I speak for all ships gathered in the Swarm, or docked at the central servicing facility.’

‘Would that make you an Ultra?’

‘By your very narrow definition of the term, no. I do not owe

my allegiance to any single ship or crew. But while they are here, all crews are answerable to me.’

Dreyfus racked his memory, but he did not recall any prior dealings with anyone called Seraphim, Ultra or otherwise.

‘That’ll make life a lot easier, then.’

‘I’m sorry, Prefect?’

‘It could be that I need access to one of your crews.’

‘That would be somewhat irregular.’

‘Not as irregular as turning a drive beam on a habitat containing nine hundred and sixty people, Harbourmaster.’

Again, there was a lengthy pause. Dreyfus felt a prickle of sweat on the back of his hands. He had jumped the gun by mentioning Ruskin-Sartorious, which was in express contravention of Jane Aumonier’s instructions. But Aumonier had not counted on Dreyfus being approached by someone willing to speak for the entire Swarm.

‘Why are your weapons in a state of readiness, Prefect? I can see them through your hull, despite your baffle-cladding. You’re not nervous, are you?’

‘Just sensible. If I could see your weapons, I’d expect them to be in a state of readiness as well.’

‘Touché,’ Harbourmaster Seraphim said, with a chuckle. ‘But I’m not nervous. I have a duty to protect my Swarm.’

‘One of your ships could do a lot more damage than one of ours. I think that’s already been adequately demonstrated.’

‘Yes, so you said. That’s a serious accusation.’

‘I wouldn’t make it if I didn’t have solid proof.’

‘Such as?’

‘Shipping movements. Forensic samples from the habitat, consistent with torching from one of your drives. I can even give you the name of a ship, if you—’

‘I think we need to speak in person,’ Harbourmaster Seraphim said, with an urgency Dreyfus hadn’t been expecting. ‘Stand your weapons down, please. I am about to approach and initiate hard docking with your ventral airlock.’

‘I haven’t given you permission.’

‘But you’re about to,’ Harbourmaster Seraphim replied.

As the lock cycled – coping with the different pressure and atmospheric-mix protocols in force on both ships – Dreyfus emptied his mind of all preconceptions. It never paid to make assumptions about the physical manifestations of Ultras. They

could look as fully human as any Panoply operative, and yet be crawling with furtive and dangerous machines.

Dreyfus had seen stranger than Harbourmaster Seraphim, though. His limbs and torso were encased in the bright green armour of a powered exoskeleton. His head had a shrunken look to it, his mouth and nose hidden behind a grilled silver breathing device that appeared to be grafted in place. There was a chrome-plated input socket set into the left side of his skull – Ultras favoured direct hook-up when they interfaced with their machines – but other than that there was no suggestion of extensive cyborgisation. He had long, black hair drawn back into a single braided tail. His delicate, pale hands reminded Dreyfus of the imprint of a bird’s wings in ancient rock.

‘Thank you for letting me aboard,’ Seraphim said, the voice emanating from somewhere beneath his throat.

Dreyfus introduced himself, then escorted the Ultra into the cutter’s habitation area. ‘Is there anything I can offer you by way of hospitality?’

‘Can you run to blood dialysis?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘That’s a pity. My ship’s having trouble purging my fatigue poisons. I think the filters need changing, but I can’t ever seem to find the time to return to the central servicing facility.’

‘How about coffee instead?’

‘I’ll pass, Prefect. Now: concerning this disagreeable subject we were about to touch on.’

‘Nine hundred and sixty casualties. That’s way beyond disagreeable. Those people weren’t ever on my radar, Harbourmaster. That means they were just decent human beings trying to get on with their lives without hurting anyone else. None of them made it out alive.’

‘I’m sorry about the deaths. Truly, I am. We do have souls, Prefect Dreyfus. We do have consciences. But I assure you this could not have been what it appears to be.’

‘I can place the Accompaniment of Shadows near enough to rule out the involvement of any other ship.’

Seraphim touched one hand to the side of his breather mask, as if making some microscopic adjustment to his airflow settings. ‘Have you considered the possibility that someone else committed the crime, yet wished it to appear the work of an innocent crew who just happened to be in the neighbourhood?’


‘There’s nothing my boss and I would rather have than an excuse not to stir up trouble with the Ultras. But we know of only one thing that could have sliced open the Ruskin-Sartorious Bubble, and that’s a Conjoiner drive.’

‘You’ve ruled out the possibility of something else: a weapon, for instance?’

‘There’s nothing that could have done that.’

‘Maybe nothing known to us now. But no one would deny that things were created in the past – terrible, destructive things – that may have survived into the present era. We’ve all heard talk of the hell-class weapons—’

‘I’m a prefect, Seraphim,’ Dreyfus said patiently. ‘I deal in known facts, not speculation. And I don’t have to look for some fabled weapon from the dark ages. I have proof that a drive was involved. That’s all I need.’

‘There must still be a mistake. No crew would perpetrate such an atrocity.’

‘Even if a deal went sour?’

‘Children act out of spite, Prefect Dreyfus. We’re not children.’

‘All right. What about an accident?’

‘A Conjoiner drive doesn’t just switch on spontaneously.’

‘Fine. Then someone had to have their hands on the controls. Glad we cleared that up.’

‘We’ve cleared nothing up. What are you expecting me to do?’

‘I want you to prevent the Accompaniment of Shadows from leaving the Swarm. That’s step one. Step two is you stop any of her crew from jumping ship. Step three is you use your influence to bring the captain to justice.’

‘That’s a lot of steps you’re asking for, Prefect.’

‘It’s my job.’

‘And if I don’t do as you say?’

‘We’ll have to review the existing trading arrangements. There are ten thousand habitats open for business in the Glitter Band, Harbourmaster. But you don’t get to talk to any of them without our blessing.’

‘We’d find workarounds.’

‘I don’t doubt it. But I’d like to see how your profit margins hold up. I imagine things might get very unpleasant for a man in your position.’

‘Don’t ever threaten us, Prefect,’ the Harbourmaster said.


‘Why not?’

‘Because you need us a great deal more than we need you.’

Sparver knocked before entering Thalia’s office, even though the passwall was transparent. As a Deputy Field III – the highest ranking before promotion to full field status – Sparver was two full grades above Thalia. He would have been within his official rights had he walked in unannounced, as Dreyfus would most likely have done. But in all his dealings with Thalia, ever since she’d joined the team, Sparver had scrupulously treated her as an exact equal. The daughter of Jason Ng had enough to deal with without petty displays of rank, especially from another deputy.

‘Boss man keeping you busy?’ he said, as Thalia looked
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