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      “Tell me again why you’re drilling anchor bolts,” said Terrence.

      “To chain myself to the rock,” said Polina.

      “And that is a good idea, because…?”

      “Come on, Terrence, you know what this is about. They won’t blow up Nob Hill if there’s a local councillor attached to it.”

      “Providing they know.”

      “Well, darling husband, that’s your job. Publicity. Make us visible.”

      Polina Philpotts padlocked her chain to the anchor bolt. She was already wearing the body harness she’d bought from www.protest.sph, a specialist online store dealing in all the latest products for the everyman anarchist. The body harness provided multiple attachment points for chains that could only be removed by voice recognition. The EP16 harness was “comfortable without chafing, secure for 24/7 wearability in the most hostile of protest environments, and compatible for human daisy-chaining or solo-picket scenarios”.

      Terrence set off the fireworks, filling the sky with multicoloured Save Nob Hill slogans, then began laying out the tents and telling them to erect. Polina placed herself on a mat, in a yoga-like seated posture. She folded her arms, assumed an expression of tranquillity, and watched her husband work.

      Terrence did not fulfil the archetypal image of eco-warrior, dressed in his business suit, black overcoat and Appalachian brogues. She loved him for it all the more, because he was here, helping, at her side.

      “You could have chained yourself to the rock after helping me set up the camp,” said Terrence. “We’ll be here for weeks; nobody’s queuing up to drag you away just yet.”

      Polina grinned. “I’d much rather watch you fighting with the tents. It’s good for you, the exercise, the outdoor life.”

      Polina Philpotts had been an outdoor girl since Brownies. She was rugged and tough, with tangled fair hair that was far beyond taming by any device as inadequate as a mere hairbrush. She sometimes wondered why Terrence had stayed with her all these years. This was not his world. Terrence Philpotts was far more at home in financial circles, with his balance sheets and cash flows and profit forecasts. But it was clear he loved Polina, so whenever she went off on an adventure or a protest, he always tried to tag along with her if he could. He once bought a pair of rugged boots in an attempt to blend in, but they looked absurd with his pinstriped suit so they stood in his wardrobe, price labels still attached, waiting in vain for an appropriate post-apocalyptic event.

      Terrence completed the first tent, and already had the smart-canvas flysheet flashing its Disex, anti-establishment messages to the world. He came down the hill to where Polina waited and began working on the second. Polina was impressed. He was getting the hang of this camping business after only forty years of practice even though the tents themselves did most of the work. The second tent would be tricky, though. This was the command tent, as Polina liked to call it, and he had to erect it around her while she was anchored to Nob Hill.

      “Couldn’t you unlock yourself just for a minute?” said Terrence, exasperation in his voice. “It seems you’re making this far more difficult than it need be. You do it to test me, I’m sure.”

      “That’s what the Uranifine spies are waiting for,” said Polina. “A sign of weakness. A mistake. I’m not leaving this spot until Nob Hill is safe.”

      Polina was passionate about her cause. Nob Hill was the only landscape feature on the whole of the planet Erymanthus. As hills went, it wasn’t much. A mere bump. A rocky outcrop that stood only five hundred feet above the central plain. But to most Erymanthans, Nob Hill was a special and sacred place. They camped here. Had picnics. From the top, on a clear day, the view was spectacular. Erymanthus was a flat world with one continent, polished smooth, and laced by thousands of miles of slow-moving, meandering rivers. Rivers were okay, they pulled in the tourists. Everyone here had a boat and enjoyed river cruising. But to an Erymanthan the rivers were just highways. Transport. The means of getting from A to B. They needed something wonderful from nature, and that wonderful thing was Nob Hill.

      Polina remembered the day the news broke.

      “They want to dig up Nob Hill!” Her assistant had delivered the news at the morning briefing.

      Polina had stormed out of the office and gone straight to New St. Louis City Hall to confront Clara Burns, the Disexpansionist prime minister.

      Burns just shrugged it off. “There’s nothing we can do, Polina. Uranifine GmbH owns Nob Hill, and there’s uranium underneath.”

      “Who the hell are Uranifine GmbH? Never heard of them.”

      “They’re headquartered on Neualmain. They’re a mining company.”

      “And they own Nob Hill? How does a company on another planet own Nob Hill? And who uses uranium these days? This is ridiculous, Clara.” Polina had thumped her fist down on Clara’s desk with each sentence, hard enough to walk a jug of water over the edge. It smashed on the floor. They barely glanced at it.

      “They won Nob Hill in a game of cards.”

      “What!”

      “Over a hundred years ago. I’ve checked. The Land Registry records all tally. They have the title, Polina.”

      “I don’t care. You have to stop it.”

      “I can’t stop it. It’s a battle I could never win. And the election’s coming.”

      “And you think digging up Nob Hill is going to make your stupid Disexpansionists more electable?”

      “Dragging this into the public eye and then losing will just open the door to the Expansionists. Is that what you want, Polina? It’s all right for you. Your little band of Greenbows can’t win elections, you know that. You have nothing to lose. I don’t want Erymanthus to turn blue, and I’m sure you don’t either.”

      “If you think the Expansionists can make anything out of this then you’re beaten already. I’ll show you what my ‘little band of Greenbows’ can do,” said Polina, turning on her heel. Time to rally her troops. This was exactly the kind of exploitative behaviour she hated and the kind of fight she loved. The corporations ran the Sphere. Sure, each planet was governed by elected councils, networked by the flimsy luncheon club they called the Treaty of Councils, but the corporations wielded all the power. The battle for Nob Hill, though, could be a unifying event. This was something people might fight for. Nob Hill could be the crack in the corporations’ armour, and that was just what Polina wanted; this wasn’t just about a hill. Polina had a far bigger agenda.

      “There’s a truck coming in,” said Terrence, breaking her train of thought. He stared out across the plain.

      Polina reached for her rucksack and pulled out a pair of binoculars. She stood and raised them to her eyes, twiddling the focus dial.

      “Two trucks,” she said. “And a trailer.” She smiled. A green rainbow was painted on the side of one of them. “Friends coming in. But I think we’re going to need more help.” She spoke into her collar, to her imentor. “Kim, send a message to Elton, hon. Ask him what he’s doing next weekend.”

      Polina wrapped an arm around her husband’s waist as they watched the approaching convoy. “Elton will love this. It’s right up his street. He’s been out of the planet-saving game for far too long.”
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      While Polina and Terrence Philpotts assembled their eco-warrior army on Erymanthus, a girl with blonde, dishevelled hair, sat on a park bench, far away on the planet Tsanak in the town of Smith, and checked the time on her wrist tat. She’d been waiting in the park for nearly an hour. She watched the children playing on the swings and it made her think about high trapeze, and freedom, and flying between suspended bars, up in the roof of a big top, where only timing prevented a slip and a plummet to certain death. Fear of falling never entered her head, but fear knotted her stomach now. Fear threatened to take control and paralyse her. Florence McConnachie closed her eyes and tried to think happy thoughts to drive the demons away.

      After her open jump from Pinky Space to Serenity, she and Bob Slicker had left the Queen Isabella III and the rest of their fleet, and gone ahead to negotiate terms for passage of the three ships through a SLOG, a Single Large Object Gate, back to the Sphere of Influence. They had taken the quick route; as foot passengers they’d made a series of gate hops to Tsanak, and there they had separated.

      Bob’s plans were to go straight to Space Corps HQ to oversee the repatriation of the fleet, then on to the New Leicester offices of the Crown Estates where he had other business.

      Florence, meanwhile, had gone to catch a train to Smith, east of New Leicester. Smith was where she’d lived before going to Pinky Space. Smith was where Doug lived. Smith was where she and Doug were to be married. Or was it “to have been married”, past tense? The answer to that question had come while she’d been waiting for her train in New Leicester Central. In the booking hall was a big clock with a ponderous scythe of a pendulum. It was known by all the city’s dating couples as “The Clock”.

      Meet you under The Clock at eight?

      Florence knew it well. It was where she herself had first met Doug.

      Above the clock face was a calendar, and it had showed that today was the first of July.

      The day of her wedding.

      She’d got angry with her Kim. Shouted at her. Why hadn’t Kim said anything?

      “Couldn’t decide on the right moment to bring it up. Sorry,” said Kim, in a voice which, to Florence, seemed to lack all contrition.

      Florence had reacted. She’d set off towards the toilets taking big strides, unzipping her jacket, her face hard and set in determination.

      “While we’re about it, then, I suppose I should tell you something else,” said Kim.

      “You’ve done enough, Kim.”

      “Well, it’s kind of impor— Er, Florence? What are you doing?”

      “I’ve had it with you, Kim.”

      “Florence, wait!”

      But she’d already pulled off her smart blouse and broken communication with her imentor. She began rummaging in her bag. She’d bought a slogan T-shirt for Bob that had caught her eye in the gift shop, Don’t sweat it! written in a gold font with beads of moisture oozing out from the lettering. Bob would see the funny side. She hoped. Well he’d have to make do with a second-hand T-shirt now, because she was wearing it. It was dumb. Her Kim could spend a few hours in solitary where she’d have time to think about all that she’d done. Or not done.

      The three-hour train journey to Smith saw Florence staring out of the window, sightless and in a turmoil of conflicting thoughts. First of July. What if Doug had gone down to EasyWed, hoping against hope, a desperate, Hail-Mary bid to find his lost bride? His would be the ultimate romantic gesture, but what would she do, seeing Doug, face suffused with joy, his Florence come back to him from being lost in space? Could she look him in the eye and dump him? Could she do that? Or would she wimp out and just marry him anyway? Or what if he was waiting at home, clinging to the hope of news from his Jim? Florence had already forbidden Kim from saying anything to him. This was for her to do. She owed Doug that much: to at least not do the deed via imentor.

      So here she was now. Sitting in the town park in Smith. Not much of a park. Depressing. A few plastic trees gone brittle and sun-damaged. Dirt where the grass failed to grow. A jungle gym, unused and in need of repair. Her eyes were drawn towards the door again, to Doug’s apartment building. What was she waiting for? She glanced at her watch tat for the fiftieth time. Five minutes to three. That’s what she’d been waiting for. Their wedding, at three. Supposed to be. There was no activity but then again she wondered what exactly she had expected to see here. Was Doug even at home?

      At three minutes to three she stood up from the bench and walked over to the door on legs so heavy they felt as though she were being pushed to the floor of an express space elevator.

      She placed her palm against the door plate and it clicked open. She was in the apartment building. Doug hadn’t changed his personal code. What did that mean? Did it mean anything? Did Doug still expect her to come? Was there still hope in his heart? Or had his unhappiness stopped him from even updating the door code?

      The building had a ZG lift. It was a horrible space, full of the many tenants’ personal detritus: lost keys, combs, the odd shoe… underwear. There was always underwear.

      She took the stairs.

      Doug lived on the second floor. Florence arrived outside his door at 3 PM. Showtime. What would he say? Something like, Where the hell have you been? Or, I thought you were dead. Or would he just tear up, tremble, wrap her in his arms, weep into her neck, and blubber about how happy he was that she’d come back.

      And then what would she say?

      She took a breath and raised her hand towards the palm plate, then changed her mind and knocked instead.

      She listened, trying to detect Doug’s mental state from the shuffling sounds of his feet. Would they drag and slide? Despair in every step?

      No. They scampered. Like… tiny feet.

      The door opened and Flo had to readjust her gaze downwards to the little girl.

      “Oh,” said the little girl.

      Florence guessed she was about four years old.

      “I thought you were Zoe,” said the girl. “Who are you?”

      It took Florence a moment to gather her thoughts. She’d rehearsed a few speeches in her head: Hello, stranger. Or, Would you like to buy cleaning products, sir? Or her favoured option, just, Hello, Doug.

      None of them fit.

      “Is… er… is Doug home?”

      “Daddy! A lady’s at the door.”

      The girl stayed, waiting for… Daddy?

      Oh, wait. The important thing Kim wanted to tell her. Doug’s moved apartment.

      But then Doug appeared, drying his hands on a towel. His mouth opened. The colour drained from his face.

      “Florence?”

      The little girl saw the direction of his gaze. “No, silly. I’m Florence,” she said.

      Doug rubbed the girl’s head and crouched to talk to her. “Go to Mommy, Flo. Let me talk to the lady.”

      “Do I have to go, Daddy?”

      “Yes, Flo. Please.”

      The little girl backed away but only a yard or so. She shuffled, first on one leg, then the other, never taking her eyes off Florence.

      Again Florence’s pre-rehearsed speeches fell short. Instead her mind filled with soundbites and options. Daddy? Flo? Mommy? Who’s Mommy? He already has a child?

      “My God, Doug, I’m only two minutes late. You didn’t waste much time, did you?”

      “Two minutes late? For what?” And then she saw understanding come to his eyes. “Oh. More like seven years, Florence!” He looked at his watch tat to confirm. “Seven years!”

      Florence tried to let that sink in. It didn’t. It skittered off her brain like acid rain off a charged repellant mac. She blinked a few times as if that might help. How? She thought back to the last thing her Kim had said. While we’re about it, then, I suppose I should tell you something else.

      Oh!

      Behind Doug, holding the little girl’s hand – Flo’s hand, the little girl’s name was Flo – there appeared another woman. Tall. Swept-back blonde hair. Elegant. Sophisticated. Not a woman you’d expect to find consorting with circus folk dressed in spandex and a glittery tutu.

      Florence dragged her thoughts away from the woman and from the other Florence and from Doug, and tried to wrestle with the idea of seven years.

      I’ve been gone for seven years! she thought. Seven years. She turned it around in her head. Looked at it from the side. From underneath. It looked the same from every angle. Seven years.

      Florence felt as though she was standing in the gods of a tall theatre, looking down at the players below, tiny and insignificant and acting in a different play to the one she’d bought tickets for. But they weren’t actors; they were real. She had to bring them back into focus because she was looking stupid, standing on the doorstep with her mouth open.

      She focused her thoughts on Doug. At least you remember the date, she thought. The first of July still means something to you.

      But Doug went back to the original script – her script.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he shouted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re late, Elton. You never used to be late. Not when drinking was on the agenda.”

      “Nice to see you, too, Walther.” Elton leaned on the bar counter beside his friend, then jerked back as he realised the arms of his suit had soaked up a generous quantity of spilt beer. “I needed a babysitter,” he said, holding up his arm and pinching the fabric to squeeze the liquid from it.

      “A babysitter? But you have me. I’ll take care of you,” said Walther.

      “No, for the babies. Lhiana’s on La Ronde doing some botanical thing. She’s entertaining a special visitor. I don’t like leaving the kids with Kingsley, not these days. You remember Kingsley, their Teddy? He’s gone all moody. He keeps stomping off and spending time alone.”

      Walther nodded his head and feigned a sombre expression. “Ah, how the years shape the man. Did I ever imagine a time when we’d delay our drinking for the want of babysitters?”

      “How long’s it been, Walther? A year?”

      “Longer. Two, more like.”

      “So what brings you to the Ring?”

      “It’s just a flying visit. Mila’s here for a gall bladder conference thing. Tonight she’s hanging out with some old medical slasher friends from Five Faiths. She wanted me to go with her but I didn’t relish an evening of intestinal disorders, mystery rashes and ruined livers, so I thought I’d just ruin yours, instead. Now, tell me all about the new job. Finance director. You got what you wished for at last, hey?”

      “How’d you know about that? You’ve spoilt my big news,” said Elton.

      “When my Jim has to make an appointment for drinks through your PA – a flesh-and-blood PA who calls you Mr Philpotts – it kind of gives the game away. You’ve come up in the world, compagno.”

      “You’ve not done so bad yourself, Walther. What’s your job title on Serenity? Chief development officer? Sounds like your rubber-band-and-paperclip-catapult days are behind you, too, my friend. Come on, you tell me yours, then I’ll tell you mine.”

      Walther put on his serious face. “It’s not what it sounds. Development is the last thing we want for Serenity. I’m more of a fixer, putting things right after others are done developing. Right now we’ve got bees. Not your happy, fluffy, pollinating bumblebees, either. These are bloody awful things. Should never have been introduced. Nobody knows who did it, but we all know who’s got to try to fix it.”

      Walther took a sip of his drink and stared into the middle distance with a reflective expression. “And I’m back fighting the Space Corps again. They want to put down a tourist-class elevator, and we’re opposing it. I was hoping you might have a word with your mum for me. She’s good with ecology, and fighting The Man and stuff. I need tips.”

      “I just heard from her. She’s asked me and Lhiana to Erymanthus for a long weekend, though I suspect there’s more to it than a family get-together. Come along and talk to Mum yourself if you like. Bring Mila. She’ll enjoy seeing Lhiana again.”

      They made their way over to an empty table.

      “So, compagno. Your turn. I’m dying to know what a finance director does?”

      Elton laughed. “There, my friend, you have summarised all my anxieties in a sentence. Damned if I know what I’m meant to do. Accountants are meant to work their way up ladders, gaining experience one step at a time, consolidating knowledge, right? This job’s the top step of a grand staircase and I feel like I got there via the service elevator.”

      Walther nodded.

      “You know I got Slicker’s job at the Space Corps? Management accountant?” said Elton.

      “After they lifted the galactic manhunt off our heads, yeah, I heard.”

      “Well, that job was fine. Comfort zone as cosy as a thirty-tog duvet. Monthly accounts cycles. Budgets. Forecasts. Slicker’d made such a pills of the role, nobody noticed when I took over and couldn’t do half of it. I found my niche. Good money. No weekend work. No pressure…”

      Walther raised an eyebrow.

      “I should have stayed there. Don’t know what got into me.”

      “So what did get into you?”

      “I was headhunted.”

      “Whoa! Danger Will Robinson! You remember what happened the last time you got A-listed for a job?”

      “It was nothing like that. There’s no shady deal going on. They knew my name from the Serenity thing, and they liked my integrity. Fame, see?”

      “Who are ‘they’?”

      “RWM. Ring Waste Management.”

      “Waste Management? You mean shit and stuff?”

      “It’s not just shit and stuff. We manage other waste, too, you know.”

      “What, clean waste? Sweet-smelling waste?”

      Elton pulled a face.

      “So mainly shit and stuff,” said Walther.

      “Okay, but finance director. Better than marking time in the Space Corps. You said yourself, finance director is what I always wanted. I took the job.”

      “Sounds like you regret it.”

      “No, no. Well maybe. It’s a challenge. I don’t know.”

      More drinks arrived. Elton wondered how Walther did that. As far as Elton knew, his friend had never been in the Revolution, not this one on the Ring, and yet already he had the bartender bringing drinks to the table the moment their glasses hit the quarter-full mark. Elton came here often and found it hard to get served even when he was the only one standing at the bar. He’d become used to spending most of the night waving his hands in the air, practising his invisibility skills.

      “Me and Lhiana, we were happy on Tsanak,” Elton continued. “Had a nice place in New Leicester. A garden. Room to breathe. Good school for the kids. Lhiana was settled, working at TIBS.”

      “The botanical institute?”

      “Yeah. The thing is, I forgot how bad living here on the Ring can be. It’s space. I hate space.”

      “With good reason,” said Walther. “I always wondered how you managed to stick working at the Space Corps for so long.”

      “The Space Corps were okay,” said Elton.

      “Really? Let’s do a little recap, here, compagno. Your beloved Space Corps stuck you inside a spaceship, then blew it up and blamed you. You saved Serenity from their rapacious greed by defeating their battle fleet, dressed in an artisan, loom-spun spacesuit, and armed only with an electrical pig.”

      “But they didn’t hold any grudges about it,” said Elton. “And their pension scheme was one of the best in the Sphere. It’s just… I don’t know. I wanted more. I wanted to be a finance director and do something meaningful.”

      “Except?”

      “Except it’s not everything I thought it would be. We sold the house on Tsanak but the money we got for it buys you nothing on the Ring. Lhiana’s very supportive but we both feel the strain. It would help if I knew what I was doing.”

      “Can’t your Jim help?”

      “Jim?”

      “With the what-does-a-director-do problem. Can’t Jim tell you?”

      “Jim’s as clueless as I am.”

      There was a cough from somewhere in the vicinity of Elton’s chest. His blue, pinstriped tie, which looked expensive and very smart, smart in the connectivity sense of the word rather than in the avoidance-of-breakfast-spillage sense, was making disgruntled noises.

      “Don’t get uppity, Jim,” said Elton. “You gave me a list. I followed it. Unhelpful.”

      “I gave you more than I should have,” said Elton’s tie. “If we imentors did everything – which we could; we choose not to – where would it leave you humans?”

      Elton ignored him and continued talking to Walther.

      “Here’s what he told me: I’m supposed to form a close working relationship with the managing director, other senior executives and non executives.”

      “Is that all?”

      “No, it’s a long list, but let’s take item one, to start. The MD plays golf. So do the other directors and all the non-execs. I’m supposed to play golf.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed. Bloody golf.”

      “Don’t they have a hangball league? You could educate them.”

      “Ring Waste Management have a pretty good hangball league, as it happens. Eight teams. Two of them are also in the Tuesday night corporate league.”

      Walther made appreciative oohing sounds.

      “But not the directors. You can’t make deals with clients so easily while smacking them in the face with a pig. I get that.”

      “Okay, well, join one of the other teams. Finance must have one. Join theirs.”

      “It’s frowned upon,” said Elton. “Nobody wants to smack their own finance director in the face with a pig.”

      Walther shrugged. “We didn’t have much of a problem when we used one to send our finance director on a one-way trip to the arse end of the universe.”

      “Yeah, but we knew he wasn’t coming back. And I still feel bad about that.”

      “Do you?”

      “No. But you know what I mean.”

      “So what else?” Walther persisted. “What else was on Jim’s list?”

      “Oh, leading the board’s finance and accounting strategy; optimising the financial performance and strategic position; challenging assumptions and decision-making…”

      “Okay then, what about something specific and strategic?” said Walther.

      “Yeah. I’ve been reading up on waste management. You know we have our own journals? Weekly. Thick as your arm with hardly any ads. Printed on non-recyclable plasper, and all about managing waste. Bizarre. But I read them. And it seems I just need to find myself an out-of-work scientist that I can bring in. Someone with a patent for a miracle life-form that eats crap and poops oxygen.”

      “Your lucky day. I qualify. Apart from the oxygen bit,” said Walther.

      Elton threw up his hands. “Walther, you know me. I want numbers. Columns of numbers. Patterns. I can be doing things. Making a difference. Spotting anomalies. Not this… strategic-positioning crap.”

      “Of crap.”

      “What?”

      “Strategic positioning of crap,” corrected Walther. “Waste management. Crap’s in one place. You manage it into another place. Strategically. Sounds like side-splitting fun.”

      “Don’t knock it. It’s important work. Except it’s Operations’ job to move the crap. They’re the ones who get to go out, round up the mad scientists and attract all the glory. They get awards. At awards dinners. I have to attend and hand out the trophies. For waste management. To them. To Operations. Finance just tells them how much something will cost, then stops them doing it. After I’ve given them the engraved silver chalice for having the idea. Where am I going, Walther? I’ve found the job; I just need to find the direction.”

      “Wow, déjà vu. If I remember, it was round about this part of a similar conversation, seven years ago, during the ‘Where are we going?’ part, where I took out my reader and showed you a job advert. You remember?”

      “Deep space accountant. I remember. A pivotal moment. Changed our lives. Turned us into fugitives.”

      “With the opportunity to travel. We’ve come far.”

      “I’m convinced. Get your news reader out. Walther, as my life coach it’s your responsibility to light the way. Give me a meaty directorial task. What do you have for me this time?”

      “Just a suggestion, but maybe we should do the thing we did every other time. Maybe we just get drunk,” said Walther.

      “It’s like a reflex with you, isn’t it? Only it doesn’t work any more,” said Elton. He leaned over and picked up Walther’s glass. He took a sip and pulled his face into a scowl. “What is this, then? Looks a bit artsy. Smells like something I’m paid to dispose of, in barrels, with skeletons stencilled on the side.”

      “Roddick’s Djinn.”

      Elton gave him a look.

      “Okay, so it’s alcohol-free Roddick’s,” said Walther.

      “How do they do alcohol-free Roddick’s? If you take out the alcohol all you have left is fresh air and a smudge of djinn-berry juice.”

      “And that’s what it tastes like,” said Walther. “Okay, so I have to behave. I too have become a captain of industry. I have a meeting tomorrow with bee experts. I need to stay sharp and alert.” He flicked Elton’s glass with his fingernail so it gave out a melodic chime. “You can’t talk, anyway. You’ve been drinking Tizer all night.”

      “I like Tizer.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “Okay, but I’m a responsible parent. Bloody Kingsley’s gone AWOL again, and the stand-in babysitter’s still in school – preschool from the look of her; she’s earning pocket money. She can’t be home late, so I mustn’t be home late. Those heady days of box-set drinking sessions are gone, Walther. We have become responsible pillars of the community. Ah, the times when you’d drag me by the feet onto the wrong train, and we’d spend the whole of the next day pleading with our Jims to navigate a way home from some far-flung and famously debauched city. I so miss them.”

      “You and me both, compagno.”

      Elton stood and patted his jacket pockets looking for keys. He didn’t own keys, but it was symbolic – a universal sign, like rubbing one’s thighs and saying things like right then.

      “You’ll join us for the weekend? You and Mila?”

      “I’ll speak to her, but yeah. Erymanthus sounds good. And I can talk to your mum there.”

      “Walther and my mum, discussing business. Get out of town.”

      “We could dress up, wear dickie bows and make it a dinner party.”

      “With candles.”

      “And napkins.”

      “And discuss the wine choices.”

      “And then drink Tizer.”
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      “Bob, that girl is at the door,” said Jim. Bob detected disapproval whenever Jim mentioned Florence. He wouldn’t even use her name, just “your friend” or “the trapeze person”. Was he jealous? Could an imentor be jealous?

      Bob Slicker had a different kind of relationship with his Jim. The concept of life-mate, friend and confidant, bonded since birth, was alien to him. Bob had been brought up in the feral environment of the air conditioning ducts on the Ring, and was only introduced to his Jim at age eighteen, the day he was released from prison, so his imentor relationship had always been more akin to that of offender and probation officer. Wait, no. Not eighteen, nineteen. Bob had needed to reassess a lot of things since returning to the Sphere, his age being one of them. According to Martin Levison’s revelations about their family history, Bob was a year older than he’d always believed, so, thirty-nine. In fact, still no. Genetically he might be thirty-nine, but on official records – and he’d seen a lot of official records this last week – he was forty-six. Relativity was a bastard. Forty-six! Man, that sucks.

      “Bob, I know you’re in, my Kim says so. Open the door!” Florence’s voice had an edge to it. His instinct was to run to the door and throw it open and wrap his arms around her; he’d missed her. But he was also nervous. Another instinct urged him to run to the bathroom window and climb outside, despite being several floors up. Florence had been to see Doug. She’d gone straight away, and Slicker had been insistent that it be the first thing she did, even offered to go with her, because he wanted to be seen in her eyes as caring and also not threatened. But he was threatened. How else was he meant to feel? In the words of the song, on Blue Eyes, she’d been the only girl in the world and he’d been the only boy. Back here in the Sphere of fifty billion males, the competition for her affections had increased. And Doug had a prior claim; he was her fiancé, the man she was supposed to marry. Threatened? Hell, yes. So, before she left, he hadn’t mentioned the seven-year thing. She must have realised before she got to Smith, but… he should have said something. Stupid, stupid, stupid! What had he hoped to achieve? She’d gone to see her parents, afterwards, at the university. Not far from here. Only a few miles. He’d tried to contact her there but her Kim was having none of it. So what had happened? How had the reconciliation gone? She’d at least come here, to his apartment, so that was a good sign. Wasn’t it?

      Slicker decided the embrace option was better than the three-storey dive. But first he had to open the door. He had to move boxes.

      “Give me a minute, Flo. I need to make room.”

      Making room took nearly five minutes. He lived inside a life-sized Tetris game.

      He managed to open the door a crack. Just a few inches, but enough for Florence to squeeze her slim body inside.

      “Hi, Bob.”

      “Hi, Florence. Missed you. How did it… you know, go?”

      “This is your home? You live here?” This wasn’t good. She was dangling him.

      “It’s a bit cramped,” said Bob, going along with the dangling. “Some stuff’s yours, you know.”

      Florence had cancelled the lease on her apartment back when she joined the crew of the Queen Isabella for that six-month, money-making adventure. She’d seen no point in wasting her savings on rent while she was in space; besides, she’d intended to marry Doug when she got back. That plan had changed. She and Bob had grown close in Pinky Space, so Bob had suggested, when she got back from Smith, that she move in with him.

      “Five boxes. Five small boxes. That’s all I sent. This is… it’s… insane!” Florence tried to throw out her arms in an expression of disbelief, but didn’t quite make it and rapped the knuckles of both hands on the walls.

      “Where do we sit? Where do we sleep? Tell me you have somewhere else. Or a secret door to a bigger place.”

      “It’s modular,” said Bob. “It’s the future. The walls move so I don’t need separate rooms. If I want a spare bedroom, I ask Jim to extend a wall. It’s very clever. At the moment I prefer open plan. One room.”

      “Open plan? It’s solid with junk. How do the walls move? Where do they move to?”

      “Yeah, so I have to move a few things out into the hallway before I can move the walls. I haven’t tried it in a while.”

      “I’m guessing this is all just a phase. Temporary. Until we move into something bigger?”

      “Well, no. This is pretty much it. I’ve been wanting to tidy up for a while. You know, a bit of a clear-out.” The tension, the dance around the big subject became too much. Slicker put his arms on her shoulders.

      She stepped back, out of reach.

      “Tell me how your week went. Your parents?” Slicker went for the oblique approach. Start with the parents and work around.

      “Older. Much older. But I expected that. Because I’d already been to see Doug, first.”

      “Right. Doug. And how was, er… Doug?” He kept his voice brisk, light and cheery.

      “Er… Doug, yeah, you might well hesitate saying his name. Seven years, Bob. You knew, didn’t you? Before I went out there?”

      Bob tried to slide into a narrow gap between a pile of boxes, but Flo, slight of build, followed him in. Trapped him.

      “Seven years! How did that happen? Did you know? Did you ever plan on telling me?”

      Bob held up his hands. “I didn’t know, honest. Well, not until we went through the foot gate to the Ring.”

      “You knew then! Why the hell didn’t you say something?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t understand. Thought there might be a mistake. It didn’t make sense.”

      “I turned up at Doug’s place on the hour, on the minute, of our wedding. But I didn’t know I was seven years too late.”

      “Flo, I’m sorry. Really. I thought you’d find out before you got that far. There are clocks and dates everywhere. How did you miss them?”

      “Don’t try to turn this on me, Bob. Dates, yes, but people usually know what year it is. So I had to sit and listen to Doug explain it. Doug and May.”

      Bob raised his eyebrows in query.

      “His wife, Bob. May is his wife. Oh, and I met their daughter, too. She’s called Florence. How about that?”

      “Florence? That’s cute. Oh, I see. No, that’s bad, isn’t it? I’m so, so sorry, Flo. I really thought you’d find out before you got there.”

      “It made breaking off our engagement easier, at least,” said Florence. Then she smiled. “They seem happy, Doug and May, and that makes me feel better about… us.” She pointed to herself then Bob.

      Bob felt relief at seeing her smile. His muscles relaxed as the fight-or-flight response – mainly flight – washed out of his system. He reached out and pulled her into a hug. His legs went weak as his tension receded.

      “I missed you, Flo. I wanted to talk to you. I don’t know what happened with the seven years. A relativistic effect, I guess, but I have no idea what caused it. Officially, now, we’re seven years older than we were a few months ago.”

      “We flew around in the Kaydence Wilson,” said Flo. “She’s fast, but not that fast. Then coming back in the Queen Isabella III, we accelerated at one gee, for what, four days? We weren’t doing even a hundredth of light speed. Far too slow for any big relativistic effects.”

      “But we still don’t know where we were. We could have been at the far outer edge of the universe where space and time are moving faster than here. How would we know?”

      “But seven years! We’d have to have been moving at ninety-nine point nine-nine and a whole heap more nines percent of light speed. Everything would have been bent, and red-shifted one way, blue the other. It’s ridiculous. It’s got to be something else. Was it the open-ended gate?”

      “Could be. I talked to a few of the Space Corps boffins; they’re reluctant to go back and try it for themselves. They were talking about worm holes through the middle of black holes and stuff. I wanted someone to go back for Levison. Can’t leave him to rot in space, even after what he tried to do to us.”

      Florence caught the look in his eye and stared at him. “You’re going back yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Well… someone has to.”

      “Okay, and I suppose there’s his pilot, too. But why you?”

      “He brought me up. He raised me. He’s my brother.”

      “And he was happy to throw you out of an airlock.”

      “Would he have done that? Really?”

      “He did it to me,” said Florence. That seemed to stop the argument, but she pushed on. “And he said himself, the only reason he didn’t arrange an accident for you, years ago, was because regicide looks suspicious when you’re putting in a claim for the throne. You don’t have to go back for him, Bob. The Space Corps might be reluctant but it is their job.”

      “I sent him through the gate. That’s as good as killing him, because he doesn’t know how to get back, whereas I do. If I’m quick, in and out, that’ll reduce the time dilation effect, won’t it?”

      “I’m not waiting seven years for you, Bob. Besides, you have a kingdom to run, now. Millions of royal subjects to consider. A disexpansionist agenda to roll out.”

      “Yeah, like that’s going to work,” said Bob.

      “What do you mean? Was there a problem?”

      “No, no problem. I’m king. King Rupert. Here’s my certificate.”

      He handed Florence a tatty document, curled at the edges. “It’s on vellum,” he said. “Goat skin.”

      “Eeoo, they killed a goat?” Florence looked sick.

      “Yeah, but don’t worry, the goat died years ago. It’s not like I arranged a hit. They keep a small stock of vellum, just in case the odd king wanders into the office, claiming his throne. It’s weird, it almost seemed like they were expecting me. I thought there’d be more excitement, more surprise.”

      Florence laid the document on a box and smoothed it flat, trying to get out all the creases.
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        This is to certify

        that His Majesty Rupert Glücksburg-Windsor

        is the rightful successor to Her Royal Highness Queen Isabella III,

        as sovereign of the commonwealth colonys of the Sphere of Influence.
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      “It’s not very impressive,” said Florence. “Doesn’t sound very authentic. And colonies is spelt wrong.”

      “The lady who writes the scrolls, with the fancy lettering, was on holiday. So they got one of the office juniors to do it.”

      “There’s a smudge at the bottom.”

      “That’s meant to be a wax seal, but they didn’t have much wax.”

      “What did she use, ear wax?”

      “She had a wax crayon in her bag, her daughter’s. She held it over a candle to melt but it set on fire and burnt her fingers, so she dropped it and it set fire to the carpet tiles. Then she threw half a cup of coffee onto it to stop the office burning down. The bit she managed to dob onto the certificate is all she could scrape off the floor. That’s why there are little fibres stuck in it. It’s mainly cold coffee, and what looks like a lump of cheese. She was having lunch at her desk at the time.

      “What about a coronation?”

      “I think that was it, in the office. She shook my hand and said, ‘There you go, Your Highness’, and I was king.”

      “And the palace?”

      “You’re standing in it. All the royal palaces passed to the state when Mother… Queen Isabella died.”

      “The state? You mean the Sphere?”

      “No. Each royal palace was released from the Crown Estates and became the property of whichever colony world it happened to be on. Tsanak got one. And Erymanthus. There’s a nice castle with towers and moats on Neualmain. And the Ring – the main Royal Family residence was on La Ronde, which is a dependency of the Ring. Most of the original Crown estates were on Old Earth, though, and they’re still mine. I just need a respirator and hazmat suit to access them.”

      “What about money? Income?” Bob could tell from the tone of Florence’s voice that she already knew the answer. He reached into his pockets and pulled out a handful of loose change, and dropped it onto the box beside the rumpled vellum.

      “This. And I think I have a couple of hundred megs left in the bank. Apparently I own some shopping malls, apartment buildings, including this one”—he waved his arms around— “and most of the office buildings in New Leicester, and they’re worth a fortune.”

      “Well, that’s good,” said Florence, looking more hopeful.

      “Except they’re part of the Crown Estates, and although I own them, I can’t sell them, manage them, or derive any income from them. All the income goes to Tsanak. Including the monthly rent I pay for this apartment, and I still have to pay it or they throw me out.”

      “Even though you own it?”

      “Yup.”

      “Is there anything good about being King of the Sphere?”

      “You have to call me Your Royal Highness, or Your Majesty. At least until you’re queen. Then you can call me Bob. Or Rupert. I think I prefer Bob.”

      “So, Your Highness⁠—”

      “Royal Highness.”

      “So, Your Royal Highness, what now?”

      “Much as I’d love to stay – I’ve missed you this week – I have to go to La Ronde. I have an appointment with the Kew people.” He pulled a sealed envelope from his shirt pocket and flicked it.

      “What’s that?”

      “Seeds. From my plant, the one that makes the oxygen. I might have lost all the specimens when Levison stole the Kaydence from us, but I have seeds. They want to talk about them.”

      “You think the plants can make you some money for the royal household?”

      “That’s plan A.”

      “And plan B?”

      “We break into my royal residence on La Ronde, and become squatters, living on any fruit and veg we can steal from the garden.”
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      “Your Majesty. Welcome to La Ronde.”

      Bob Slicker, King of the Sphere, leapt back in alarm as a line-up of dignitaries snapped off a synchronised bow. They were outside the gate portal, awaiting his arrival, washed, scrubbed, combed and polished. This was not how gate arrivals usually went. For Slicker, often the first imperative was finding an info kiosk to enquire after his missing luggage.

      The woman who’d spoken grabbed his arm as he began to drift away in the zero-gee, then knelt to guide his feet into floor loops. Slicker, meanwhile, went into a disoriented panic, throwing his arms about, as he realised his mistake in not wearing smart shoes. With his feet in the loops, though, Bob rallied and tried to recover some dignity. He tried tugging at the cuffs of his jacket in the manner of royalty; he’d been studying all the moves on WeTube.

      “If you’ll step this way, sir, I’ll introduce you to the team. I’m Carol. Carol Slater. Director of TIBS. That’s the Tsanak Institute of Botanical Sciences.”

      “Carol. Nice to meet you.” He paused, taking stock of this new turn of events, giving Jim time to catch up. Where was Jim? Wasn’t this what imentors were for? Meeting new people: their likes and dislikes, embarrassing relatives, taboo subjects. He didn’t often use his Jim in this way. He felt proud that he could sustain a conversation without the need for an imentor as a social crutch.

      He realised he hadn’t spoken. Going it alone was all very well, but sometimes a little prompting came in handy.

      Jim said nothing.

      “How, er, long have you worked here… Karen?” he mumbled, after a long, Jimless silence.

      “Carol,” said Carol. “I don’t work here, I work on Tsanak. I’m lucky to be allowed any time on La Ronde for study.” She glared with a pointed expression at the elderly man who stood beside her. Slicker realised there was an undercurrent between these two, and wondered why the hell his Jim hadn’t helped him by flagging the conversational land mines. Where was Jim?

      Another yawning silence had opened.

      “You appear distracted, sir,” said Carol. “If you’re missing your imentor, I apologise. We don’t have access here on La Ronde.” Her tone became colder. “Some years ago we had… an incident.” She spat out the word. “Our imentor server was destroyed, not to mention many of our rare and valuable plants. We’ve had donations and we’ve been able to restore some of the specimens, but the server is expensive. You understand?”

      Slicker did understand. The three f’s. Fly-fishing for funding. And he wondered if Carol knew that it was he himself who had caused the incident. Her tone suggested she might. What she couldn’t know, though, was that it was also he, Bob Slicker, simple management accountant, who’d made the large anonymous donation for the restitution of La Ronde, afterwards. As a plant lover he’d felt terrible about what had happened here, even though it hadn’t been his fault. But since he’d embezzled the money for the donation from his boss’s funds, money his boss had himself embezzled from Space Corps funds, he didn’t feel, then or now, much like owning up to his generous gift. So he supposed he’d just have to take this woman’s snarky tone and suck on it.

      She made the introductions, snapping out names without pause for breath.

      “This gentleman is Jack Sleiner, a senior fellow of La Ronde; then Brandon Pridmore, assistant director of Kew Research; Lewis Cornell, head plantsman; Lhiana Bilotti, education and outreach officer; Rhys Reasbeck, environmental officer; Maxine Bromley…”

      The list went on and on. He nodded and made appreciative grunting sounds and wished he hadn’t succumbed to vanity and dropped the royal title into his packet message. He hadn’t come here as a royal visitor, to smell fresh paint, kiss babies and press the flesh. He just wanted to talk to someone about his seeds. But he’d been so thrilled to use HRH at the bottom of his note. It was the same when he’d just qualified as an accountant. Flush with excitement he’d started signing everything Bob Slicker ACRA, only to find he had many new lifelong friends who all needed the signature of a “professional” on their new passport applications.

      Bob’s mind wandered as names and titles tumbled out of Slater’s mouth and washed over his ears without imprint. The assembly of VIPs began bowing and dispersing, and the Slater woman, Karen or Carol, handed him over to… who? The education and something officer. The redhead with the Italian name. She looked familiar. Maybe from the last time he was here.

      “Let me show you where we’ve re-established the rhododendrons, Your Majesty.”

      “Call me… Rupert.” He’d nearly said Bob, which would have broken the fragile illusion of nobility he seemed to have brought to the occasion.

      She barked out a laugh. “Rupert? Ha! Makes me think of a cute little bear in a red jumper and yellow check trousers. I’m sorry, if I have to call you Rupert you mustn’t mind me if I start to giggle.”

      The delicate illusion of nobility lay in fragments.

      “I missed your name,” he said.

      “Well, if you want me to call you Rupert, then I think…” She placed a finger on her chin while she thought about it. “Yes, you can call me Tiger Lily.” She laughed again, which turned into an unattractive snorting sound which she tried to suppress behind the back of her hand.

      Bob felt certain Tiger Lily wasn’t one of the names Carol had reeled off. Was it Lotty? No, something that sounded Italian? He should have listened.

      “Okay, Tiger Lily. This is all very interesting, but I haven’t come to see the garden. I sent over a packet of seeds. They’re special, and I wanted to talk to one of the Kew people about propagating them, and naming the plant. I don’t want all this royal visit nonsense.”

      “Not even the tour?”

      “No, thank you. Unless you could show me the Royal Residence. Where Queen Isabella, my mother, used to live.” It felt strange saying that. My mother.

      Tiger Lily looked disappointed. “Mm. I’d like to do that. Not allowed, though. It’s sealed off from the garden. Sorry.”

      Slicker shrugged. “The Kew people, then?”

      “We’ll go and see Brandon.”

      She led the way. Bob slipped his feet from the hoops and followed with clutching, drowning-man insecurity along the coloured guide rope. Tiger Lily recited what sounded like her standard educational visit patter, which Slicker assumed was to calm his micro-gee fears. He changed the subject by telling her about his oxygenating plant. She seemed interested, and curious to know what it looked like and where he’d found it.

      Brandon worked in the biospheres: a chain of floating perspex globes with sealed doors to maintain different climates. His “office” was an Amazon rainforest environment, and the moment Slicker entered, his old perspiration issues returned in a rolling tsunami of sweat.

      “I’ll come and get you when you’re done,” said Tiger Lily. “You won’t be longer than ten minutes in there, I’m sure.”

      The door closed behind him. A man in green overalls was poking at a small, round bed, with a trowel. The botanist.

      “Mr… can I call you Brandon?” He couldn’t remember his surname. “I’m Bob Slicker. I sent seeds. Did you receive them? I hoped you’d be able to grow them. I named the plant Sansevieria slickerii. I was hoping we could ratify the name and talk about the unusual properties⁠—”

      “Sansevieria? Snake tongue? I can show you sansevieria.”

      “Yes, I’m sure, but if you could propagate⁠—”

      “Right. Seeds. I’ll make a note to look out for them.” Brandon scribbled on a Postie. He tried three pens before he found one that worked. He attached the Postie to a rollscreen hanging above the bed he’d been digging. The screen wasn’t switched on; it just seemed to act as a corkboard for dozens of yellow notes.

      Brandon reminded Slicker of his old self: awkward, mumbling, nervous, moist, and fixated on surrounding himself in a foliage of Posties. It made him realise just how much he himself had changed.

      Slicker tried to get Brandon to focus, turning him from mumbling to scolding when he steered him onto taxonomy. He snapped at Slicker, saying how he was wrong to have used Sansevieria for a whole new genus of plant.

      Slicker emerged from the jungle, unsatisfied and frustrated, after just ten minutes, as Tiger Lily had predicted. She was waiting for him.

      “He hasn’t even read my note,” said Slicker. “It’s an important find.”

      “The oxygen plant, yes,” said Tiger Lily. “Listen, Your Highness. Sir. I think my husband might be interested in your sansevieria. I don’t know what your royal schedule is like, but I’m certain he’d want to talk to you.”

      “Why would your husband be interested?”

      “He works in waste management, a director at RWM. He’s been looking for something just like this. I’m sure he’d want to invest in a cultivation program.”

      Slicker fixated on the word “invest”. Right now he had just enough megs to buy a coffee and a gate ticket home. Investment was a concept that made him giddy with possibilities.

      “Look, it’s short notice, but if you’re free, you could join us on Erymanthus. I’m heading there now, for the weekend. It’s a family trip but I’m sure he’d be keen to talk to you. Or you could meet another time, I know you must be⁠—”

      “The weekend works for me, Tiger Lily. Erymanthus, you say?”

      “When I get to Erymanthus Station, and my Kim connects, I’ll have her make the arrangements with your Jim. Bring a friend. Yes?”

      Tiger Lily had walked him back to the cupboard they called a gate hall on La Ronde. I like her, thought Slicker. At least one person here is interested in plants.

      Carol Slater was waiting for him in the cupboard.

      “I hope you’ve enjoyed your tour,” said Carol. “And I trust Miss Bilotti has given you an insight into our varied work here?”

      “Miss Bilotti? Oh, you mean Tiger Lily.”

      “My name’s Lhiana,” said Tiger Lily. “Lhiana Bilotti-Philpotts. See you on Erymanthus.”

      She shook his hand and stepped into the gate, leaving him alone with Carol.

      Carol appeared keen to see him off through the gate too, and out of her domain. She retuned the settings for Tsanak Waystation and beckoned him forward with an impatient gesture. Slicker felt she would have shoved him through if etiquette had allowed it.
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      Elton felt a surge of relief when he saw Lhiana come through the gate onto Erymanthus Waystation. It wasn’t so much that he’d missed her – though of course he had – it had more to do with Jasmine and Eric. He and Lhiana took turns with the daytime parenting tasks, but Elton still found fatherhood more challenging than he liked to admit.

      The two children whooped in delight and kicked off into the air to meet their mother. Kingsley had them on leashes, and held tight as the last of the slack played out. He shook his head with a bored sigh and reeled them in like mackerel.

      “What’s got into Kingsley?” said Lhiana, giving Elton a hug and a kiss. “He used to love playing with the kids. Look at the state of him, too. His fur’s gone all clumpy and his eyes are dull. Is he ill?” The Teddies’ segmented eyes usually shone with rainbow colours. Kingsley’s were flat and black.

      “He pongs a bit, too,” said Elton. “Thought I’d talk to Kegworth. He knows everything about Teddies and their ailments. Maybe we’re not feeding him right. He hasn’t grown since I first got him, when I was a kid.”

      Kingsley stood about three foot six, an average height for a Teddy, though there’d been talk of some Teddies growing taller in recent months. Kingsley was sandy brown in colour, with darker patches of fur on his shoulders. His paws were not at all bear-like. What appeared to be claws could extend to long, slender fingers that were quite dextrous.

      “He’d live on porridge and honey if he had his way,” said Lhiana.

      They floated from the gate hall to the elevator “lounge” – a cold, intestine-shaped room, with too many corners for the sweeper bots, and faded tourism posters showing perfect, happy families in three-decade-old fashions, laughing like idiots on top of Nob Hill under a perfect blue sky.

      Elton changed the subject away from Kingsley and his angst. “How was your trip?”

      “I met someone.”

      “A man?”

      “Yes.” Lhiana folded her arms and gave him a lopsided, conspiratorial grin.

      “Should I be alarmed?”

      “I met the king.”

      “King Rupert?”

      “Unless there’s more than one king.”

      “And?”

      “And what? Just thought you’d be interested. It’s not every day a person gets to show the new King of the Sphere around where they work.”

      “I’m bloody well more than interested. You don’t know, do you?”

      “Don’t know what?”

      “You don’t know who he is. Didn’t your Kim…? Oh, of course, there’s no imentor on La Ronde.”

      But then her eyes opened wide.

      “Ah, Kim’s telling you now, isn’t she?” said Elton. He smiled, then laughed as her eyes went even wider.

      “He’s Bob Slicker? The Bob Slicker. Who came back from the void last week?”

      “The very same slimeball,” said Elton.

      “And now he’s passing himself off
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