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Prologue

She put her chin on the wood below the window. The wood was cold and shiny and smelled. She kneeled on the seat; it smelled too, but different. The seat was wide and red like the sunset and had little buttons that made deep lines in it and made it look like somebody’s tummy. It was dull outside and the lights were on in the cable car. There were people skiing on the steep slopes beneath. She could see her own face looking back at her in the glass; she started to make faces at herself.

After a while the glass in front of her face went misty. She reached up and wiped it. Somebody in another car, going down the hill, waved at her. She ignored them. The hills and the white trees tipped slowly back and forward.

The cable car swung gently as it rose through the mountain air towards the cloudbase. The trees and runs on the slopes beneath were equally white; a fresh snowfall and freezing fog blowing up the valley overnight had coated the branches and needles of the trees with a crisp white wrap of crystals. Skiers cut and scythed through the new plumpness of the fall, engraving a carved text of blue-white lines onto the bulging fresh page of snow.

She watched the child for a moment. She was kneeling on the button-hide seat, looking out. Her ski-suit was garish pink, fur trimmed. Her gloves, hanging from her sleeves on lengths of cord, were a clashing mauve. Her little boots were orange. It was a foul-looking combination (especially so here in Frelle, Northern Caltasp’s supposedly most exclusive and certainly its most snobbish resort), but – she suspected – probably less psyche-damaging than the tantrum and sulk which would inevitably have resulted had her daughter not been allowed to choose her own skiing outfit. The girl wiped at the window, frowning.

She wondered what the child was frowning at, and turned to see another cable car passing them on the way down, twenty metres or so away. She put her hand out and moved it through the girl’s black hair, pulling some of the curls away from her face. She didn’t seem to notice; she just kept gazing out of the window. Such a serious face for a little girl.

She smiled, remembering when she had been that age. She could recall being five; she had memories from about as far back as three, but they were vague and inchoate; flashes of memory illuminating a dark landscape of forgotten past.

But she could remember being conscious of being five; even remember her fifth birthday party and the fireworks over the lake.

How she had wanted to be older then; to be grown up and stay up late and go to dances. She had hated being young, hated always being told what to do, hated the way adults didn’t tell you everything. And hated, too, some of the stupid things they did tell you, like, ‘These are the best days of your life’. You could never believe at the time that adults had any idea – beyond mischief – what they were talking about. You had to be an adult, with all the cares and responsibilities it brought, before you could appreciate the struggling ignorance adults termed innocence, and – usually forgetting the way they too had felt at the time – call the captivity of childhood, however caring, freedom.

It was a very ordinary tragedy, she supposed, but no less a cause for regret because it was so common. Like a hint, a foretaste of grief, it was an original, even unique experience for everyone it affected, no matter how often it had happened in the past to others.

And how did you avoid it? She had tried so hard not to make the same mistakes with her own daughter that she felt her parents had made with her, but sometimes she heard herself scolding the girl and thought, That’s what my mother said to me.

Her husband didn’t feel the same way, but then he had been brought up differently, and anyway didn’t really have that much to do with the child’s upbringing. These old families. Hers had been rich and influential and probably quite unbearable in its own power-deranged way, but it had never displayed quite the degree of almost wilful eccentricity Kryf’s had down the generations.

She looked at her wrist-screen and turned down the heating in her boots, which were quite cosy now. Midday. Kryf would probably just be getting up, ringing for breakfast and having his butler read him the news while a footman proffered a selection of clothes from which to choose that afternoon’s attire. She smiled, thinking of him, then realised that she was looking across the car at Xellpher. The bodyguard – the only other occupant of the car – was solid and dark as some old-fashioned stove, and smiling a little too.

She gave a small laugh and put her hand to her mouth.

‘M’lady?’ Xellpher said.

She shook her head. Outside, behind Xellpher, an outcrop of rocks ridged above the trees, caked in whiteness but streaked with naked black rock, a dark foreign body amongst the sheets and pillows of the snow. The cable car rose to meet the clouds and was enveloped by them.

A mast went past, grey and quick outside, and the cable car whirred and bumped on its wheels for a second or so, then continued its silent, burringly smooth ascent, seemingly nodding to itself as it was hauled on upwards past ranks of trees like the ghosts of some great descending army.

It went all grey. A grey post went by and the car rocked. The view stayed grey. There were some trees and she could see the other cable, but that was all. She looked round, annoyed. Xellpher smiled at her. She didn’t smile back. There was a cliff behind him, black bits in the white snow.

She turned back to the window and rubbed, hoping to see better. She watched a cable car appear out of the mists above, coming down to meet them on the other cable.

The cable car began to slow down.

The car slowed and stopped.

‘Oh dear,’ she said, looking up at the varnished ceiling of the car.

Xellpher stood up, frowning. He looked at the cable car on the descending cable, which had stopped almost level with them. She looked at it too. The car hung, swaying, just as theirs was. It appeared to be empty. Xellpher turned and looked at the cliff on the other side, visible through the mist thirty or forty metres away. She saw his eyes narrow and experienced the first faint twinge of fear as she followed his gaze to the cliff.

There was an impression – perhaps imagined – of movement amongst some trees at the top of the cliff. Xellpher glanced back at the cable car hanging across from them and took a pair of multi-sights from his skiing jacket. She was still watching the cliff, like him. Something did move amongst the trees, roughly level with them. Xellpher adjusted a control on the side of the sights.

She stuck her nose against the window. It was very cold. Mummy had told her once that a bad little girl had stuck her nose against a very cold window one day and it had stuck there; frozen! Stupid girl. The car on the other cable stopped rocking. She saw somebody in it. They peeked up, holding something long and dark, then they ducked down again so she couldn’t see them any more.

Xellpher crouched down, putting the sights away and reaching out to take both her hands and pull her towards him. He glanced at the child as he said, ‘I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, my lady, but it might be best to sit down here on the floor, just for a moment.’

She squatted down on the scuffed boards of the car, her head below the level of the car windows. She reached up and gently pulled the child off the seat. She struggled for a second, said, ‘Mummy …’ in her Demanding voice.

‘Ssh,’ she told her, cuddling her against her chest.

Still squatting, Xellpher waddled over towards the car’s doors, taking his communicator out of his pocket as he did so.

All the windows burst at once, spraying them with glass. The car shuddered.

She heard herself scream, clutching the child to her and falling down to the floor of the car. She bit the scream off. The car shook as more shots slammed into it. In the sudden silence, Xellpher muttered something; then there was a series of sharp concussions. She looked up to see Xellpher firing his hand gun out the shattered window towards the cliff. More shots cracked into the car, blasting splinters of wood into the air and puffing dust and little bits of foam from the hide seat coverings.

Xellpher ducked, then jumped up, firing back for a moment then diving to the floor and changing the clip in his gun. Shots tore into the car, smacking the metal and making it hum. She could taste the odour produced by Xellpher’s gun, acrid and burnt at the back of her throat. She glanced down at the child, wide eyed but unharmed beneath her.

‘Code zero, repeat, code zero,’ Xellpher said into the communicator during a brief lull in the firing. He slipped the machine back into his pocket. ‘I’ll open the door on the lee side,’ he told her loudly but calmly over the noise of puncturing metal and whining ricochets. ‘The drop is only ten metres onto snow. It might be safer to jump than stay here.’ The firing thrummed against the car, juddering it. Xellpher grimaced and lowered his head as a cloud of wood fragments sprayed off the wall by one smashed window. ‘When I open the door,’ he told her, ‘throw the child out first, then drop yourself. Do you understand?’

She nodded, afraid to try speaking. The taste at the back of her throat was not the smoke from his gun; it was fear.

He pushed himself back across the wooden slats to the door; the firing went on, sporadic gusts of furious noise and vibration. Xellpher smashed something, reached and pulled; the door swung in and along the wall. She could see their skis in their bins on the outside of the car, chopped off at window level by the gunfire. Xellpher looked out.

His head burst open; it was as though his body had been hit by some invisible cannon ball, throwing it back from the opened door and thumping against the other wall of the cable car.

She couldn’t see properly. She only started screaming as she realised the warm sticky stuff in her eyes was his blood.

Another shot from that side tore some of the seats out and sent them bouncing to the floor; the whole car shook and swayed. She cuddled the child, hearing her scream and hearing her own screams, then she looked up as another blast set the car rocking from side to side again. She crawled towards the door.

The blow was astonishing, beyond comprehension. It was as though she had been hit by a train, by a power-hammer, by a comet. It hit somewhere below her chest; she had no idea where. She couldn’t move. In an instant she knew she was dead; she could have believed she had been torn in half.

The child was screaming beneath her. Almost at the door. She knew the girl was screaming because of her mouth, her face, but she couldn’t hear anything. Everything seemed to be getting very dark. The door was so close but she couldn’t move. The child dragged herself from under her, and she had to struggle to keep her head up, using one of her arms to support herself.

Child stood there, shouting something, face puffed and tear-streaked. So close to the door, but she couldn’t move. Ending now. No way to bring up a child. Silly, stupid, cruel people; like children, like poor children. Forgive them. No idea what’s next, if anything. Nor they. But forgive. Poor children. All of us, poor frightened children. Fate, nothing in your grubby creed’s worth this …

The grenade flew through the door, hit Xellpher’s body and landed clicking on the slatted floor behind the child. The child hadn’t seen it. She wanted to tell her to pick it up and throw it away, but she couldn’t get her mouth to work. The child kept screaming at her, bending down and screaming at her.

She reached up and with the last of her strength pushed the screaming child out of the door, a second before the grenade exploded.

Sharrow fell howling to the snow.


1: FROM A GLASS SHORE


1 Overture

La, la, la, la-la;

Can you see-ee any clearer from a glass shore?

Hmm, hmm, hmm, hmm-hmm …

One line was all that came back to her. She stood on a fused beach with her arms folded, her boot heels scuffing the grainy, scratch-dulled surface, her gaze sweeping the flat horizons, and she half-whispered, half-sang that one remembered line.

It was the slack-water of the atmosphere, when the day winds blowing onto the land had died, and the night-breeze, delayed by a warmth-lidding overcast, had yet to be born from the inertia of archipelagic air.

Seaward, at the edge of a dark canopy of overhanging cloud, the sun was setting. Red-tinged waves fell towards the glass beach and surf frothed on the scoured slope, to be blown away along the curved blade of shore towards a distant line of dully glinting dunes. A smell of brine saturated the air; she breathed deeply, then started to walk along the beach.

She was a little above average height. Her trousered legs looked slim beneath her thin jacket; black hair spilled thick and heavy down her back. When she turned her head a little, the red light of the sunset made one side of her face look flushed. Her heavy, knee-length boots made rasping noises as she walked. And as she walked, she limped; a soft bias in her tread like weakness.

‘… see-ee any clearer …’ She sang softly to herself, pacing along the glass shore of Issier, wondering why she’d been summoned here, and why she had agreed to come.

She took out an antique watch and looked at the time, then made a tutting noise and stuffed the watch back in her pocket. She hated waiting.

She kept walking, heading along the tipped shelf of fused sand towards the hydrofoil. She’d left the ageing, second-hand craft moored – maybe a little dubiously, now she thought about it  – to some indecipherable piece of junk a hundred paces or so along that unlikely shore. The hydrofoil, its arrowhead shape just a smudge in the dimness, glittered suddenly as it rocked in the small waves hitting the beach, chrome lines reflecting the ruddy glare of the day’s dying light.

She stopped and looked down at the motley red-brown glass surface, wondering just how thick the layer of fused silicate was. She kicked at it with the toe of one boot. The blow hurt her toes and the glass looked undamaged. She shrugged, then turned round and walked the other way.

Her face, seen from a distance, looked calm; only somebody who knew her well would have detected a certain ominousness about that placidity. Her skin was pale under the sunset’s red reflection. Her brows were black curves under a wide forehead and a crescent of swept-back hair, her eyes large and dark, and her nose long and straight; a column to support the dark arches of those brows. Her mouth – set in a tight, compressed line – was narrow. Wide cheek bones helped balance a proud jaw.

She sighed once more, and sang the line from the song again under her breath. The tight line of her mouth relaxed then, becoming small, full lips.

Ahead of her, a couple of hundred paces up the beach, she could see the tall, boxy shape of an old automatic beachcomber. She walked towards it, eyeing the ancient machine suspiciously. It sat, silent and dark on its rubber tracks, apparently deactivated for lack of flotsam, waiting for the next tide to provide it with fresh stimulus. Its battered, decrepit casing was streaked with seabird droppings glowing pink in the sunset light, and while she watched a foam-white bird landed briefly on the flat top of the machine, sat for a moment then flew away inland.

She took out the old watch again, inspected it and made a little growling noise at the back of her throat. The waves beat at the margin of the land, hissing like static.

She would walk, she decided, almost as far as the beachcomber, then she would turn round, head back to the hydrofoil, and go. Whoever had set up the rendezvous probably wasn’t coming after all. It might even be a trap, she thought, glancing round at the line of dunes, old fears returning. Or a hoax; somebody’s idea of a joke.

She got within twenty paces of the old beachcombing machine, then turned, walking away with her just-a-little crippled walk and singing her little, monotonous tune, relic of some-or-other post-atomic.

The rider appeared suddenly on the crest of a large dune, fifty metres to her right. She stopped and stared.

The sand-coloured animal was man-high at its broad, muscled shoulders; its narrow waist held a glittering saddle and its massive rump was covered in a silvery cloth. It put its great wide tawny head back, reins jingling; it snorted and stamped its front paws. Its rider, dark on dark against the dull weight of cloud, nudged the big animal forward. It put its head down and snorted again, testing the shard-fringe where the sand at the top of the dune became glass. The beast shook its head, then trod carefully down the edge of sand to the hollow between two dunes at the urging of its rider; his cloak billowed out behind him as though hardly heavier than the air he moved through.

The man muttered something, stuck his heels into the beast’s flanks; the animal flinched as the spur terminals connected and sent little involuntary shivers of muscle movement up its great haunches. It put one broad paw tentatively onto the glass, then two; its rider made encouraging noises. Still snorting nervously, the animal took a couple of steps on the inclined deck of the shore, then – with a noise like an enormous whimper – it skidded, tottered, and sat heavily on its rump, almost unseating its rider. The animal put its head back and roared.

The man jumped quickly from the animal; his long cloak snagged briefly on the high saddle, and he landed awkwardly on the glass surface, almost falling. His mount was making sudden lurching attempts to get back up, paws skittering over the slick surface. The man collected his cloak about him and strode purposefully to the woman who was standing with one hand under the opposite armpit, the other hand up at her forehead, as though shading her eyes while she looked down at the beach. She was shaking her head.

The man was tall, thin beneath his riding breeches and tight jacket, and had a pale, narrow face, topped with black curls and edged with a neatly trimmed black beard. He walked up to her. He looked, perhaps, a few years older than she was.

‘Sharrow,’ he said, smiling. ‘Cousin; thank you for coming.’ It was a cultured, refined voice, and quiet but nevertheless assured. He put his hands out to hers, squeezing them briefly then letting go.

‘Geis,’ she said, looking over his shoulder at the bellowing mount as it finally got shakily to its feet. ‘What are you doing with that animal?’

Geis glanced back at the beast. ‘Breaking it in,’ he said with a grin that slowly faded. ‘But really it’s just a way of getting here to tell you …’ He shrugged and gave a small, regretful laugh. ‘Hell, Sharrow, it’s a melodramatic message; you’re in danger.’

‘Perhaps a phone call would have been quicker, then.’

‘I had to see you, Sharrow; it’s more important than some phone call.’

She looked at the saddled animal, sniffing experimentally at the anchor-grass lining the nearest dune. ‘A taxi, then,’ she suggested. Her voice was soft, and possessed a heavy smoothness.

Geis smiled. ‘Taxis are so … vulgar, don’t you find?’ he said with a trace of irony.

‘Hmm, but why the …’ She gestured at the animal.

‘It’s a bandamyion. Fine animal.’

‘Yes, well; why the bandamyion?’

Geis shrugged. ‘I just bought it. Like I say, I’m breaking it in.’ He made a dismissive gesture with a gauntleted hand. ‘Look, never mind the animal. This is more than mildly urgent.’

She sighed. ‘Okay; what?’

He took a deep breath, then breathed, ‘The Huhsz.’

She was silent for a moment, then she shrugged and looked away. ‘Oh, them.’ She scratched at the glass beach with the toe of her boot.

‘Yes,’ Geis said quietly. ‘My people at the World Court say there’s a deal being arranged that means they’ll get their … their Hunting Passports, probably very soon. In a matter of days, perhaps.’

Sharrow nodded, not looking at her cousin. She crossed her arms and started to walk slowly along the beach. Geis took off his gauntlets and – after a glance at the ruminating bandamyion – followed her.

‘Sorry I have to be the one to tell you, Sharrow.’

‘That’s all right,’ she said.

‘I don’t think there’s any more we can do. I’ve got the family lawyers working on an appeal, and my corporate people are giving all the help they can – there’s a chance we can injunct on grounds of due notice – but it looks like the Stehrins have dropped their objections and the Nul Church Council is withdrawing its demurrance action. The rumour is the Huhsz have done a land deal in Stehrin, carving up some enclave, and the Church has been bought off, either with straight credit or the offer of a relic.’

Sharrow said nothing; she kept walking along the beach, staring down. Geis made a resigned gesture with his hands. ‘It’s all blown up so suddenly; I thought we had those assholes tied up for years, but the Court’s fast-tracked the whole matter, side-lined cases that have waited generations.’ He sighed. ‘And of course it’s Llocaran’s turn to provide the Court President this session. Their nominee is actually from Lip City.’

‘Yes, Lip City,’ Sharrow said. ‘I imagine they are still upset about that damn Lazy Gun.’ She gazed ahead to the dimly glinting shape of her distant hydrofoil.

(And in her mind saw again the line of desert hills beyond the stone balustrade of the hotel room balcony, and the faint crease of dawn-light above, suddenly swamped by the stuttering pulses of silent fire from beyond the horizon. She had watched – dazed and dazzled and wondering – as that distant eruption of annihilation had lit up the face of her lover.)

Geis’s voice sounded tired as he said, ‘Actually, I think the Huhsz must have got to one of the justiciaries. There’s been talk of one of the old guys being found in a snuff parlour a few days ago. I wouldn’t put it past the Huhsz to have set the whole thing up just to pocket a judge.’

‘My,’ Sharrow said, pulling a hand through her thick hair (Geis watched, eyes following those pale fingers as they ploughed that black field). ‘What energy and enterprise those Huhsz boys display.’

Geis nodded. ‘They’ve been lucky with their recruitment and investments recently, too,’ he said. ‘Highly fluid; probably the most profitable order on Golter just now. It’s all helped them get their war chest together.’ His brows furrowed. ‘I’m sorry, Sharrow. I feel I’ve let you down.’

She shrugged. ‘Had to happen sooner or later. You’ve done all you can. Thanks.’ She looked at him, then briefly put a hand out to touch his forearm. ‘I appreciate it, Geis.’

‘Let me hide you, Sharrow,’ he said suddenly.

She shook her head. ‘Geis—’

‘I have interests they can’t—’

‘Geis, no; I—’

‘No; listen; I’ve places nobody—’

‘No, I—’

‘Safe houses; offices; whole estates that don’t appear on any inventory, here and on other planets; cascade-owned companies my own chief execs don’t know about …’

‘I appreciate the offer, Geis, but—’

‘Habitats; whole asteroids; mines on Fian and Speyr; island barges on Trontsephori—’

‘Geis,’ she said, stopping and turning to him, taking his hands in hers for a moment. His thin face shone palely in the deepening red light. ‘Geis; I can’t.’ She forced herself to smile. ‘You know they’d track me down eventually and you’d only get into trouble for Harbouring. They’ll use the Passports. If they wanted to – if they had the excuse that they thought you were sheltering me – they could tear you apart, Geis.’

‘I can look after myself.’

‘I don’t mean you personally, Geis; I mean this commercial empire you’ve been so busy constructing. I watch the news; the anti-trust people are crawling all over you already.’

Geis waved one hand. ‘Bureaucrats. I can deal with them.’

‘Not if the Huhsz use the Passports to open your data banks and search your files. All these precious companies, all these … interests; you could lose them all.’

Geis stood, staring at her. ‘I’d risk that,’ he said quietly.

She shook her head.

‘I would,’ he insisted. ‘For you. If you’d let me, I’d do anything—’

‘Geis, please,’ she said, turning from him and walking in the other direction, towards the distant shape of the ancient beachcombing machine. Geis paced after her.

‘Sharrow, you know how I feel about you; just let—’

‘Geis!’ she said sharply, barely glancing back at him.

He stopped, looked down at his feet, then walked quickly after her.

‘All right,’ he said when he was level with her again. ‘I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have said anything. Didn’t mean to embarrass you.’ He took a breath. ‘But I won’t see you hounded like this. I can fight dirty, too. I have people in places you wouldn’t expect; in places nobody expects. I won’t let those religious maniacs get you.’

‘I’m not going to let them get me,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry.’

He gave a bitter laugh. ‘How can I not worry?’

She stopped and looked at him. ‘Just try. And don’t do anything that’s going to land both of us in even more trouble.’ She tipped her head to one side, staring at him.

Eventually he looked away. ‘All right,’ he said.

They resumed their walk.

‘So,’ he said. ‘What will you do?’

She shrugged. ‘Run,’ she said. ‘They’ve only got a year; And—’

‘A year and a day if we’re going to be precise about it.’

‘Yes. Well, I’ll just have to try and keep a step or two ahead of them for a year … and a day.’ She kicked at the glass surface beneath their feet. ‘And I suppose I have to try and find that last Lazy Gun. The one the Huhsz want. It’s the only other way to end this.’

‘Will you get the team back together?’ Geis asked, his voice neutral.

‘I’ll need them if I’m going to find that damn Gun,’ she told him. ‘And I’ll have to try, anyway. If the Huhsz get hold of one of them … it would make it easier to find me.’

‘Ah. Then it really doesn’t wear off?’

‘SNB? No, Geis, it doesn’t wear off. Like certain exotic diseases, and unlike love, synchroneurobonding is for life.’

Geis lowered his eyes. ‘You weren’t always so cynical about love.’

‘As they say; ignorance pays.’

Geis looked as though he was about to say something else, but then shook his head. ‘You’ll need money, then,’ he said. ‘Let me—’

‘I’m not destitute, Geis,’ she told him. ‘And who knows, perhaps there are still Antiquities contracts outstanding.’ She clasped her hands together, kneading them without realising it. ‘If the family lore is right, the way to find the Lazy Gun is to find the Universal Principles first.’

‘Yes, if the lore is right,’ Geis said sceptically. ‘I’ve tried tracking that rumour down myself and nobody knows how it started.’

‘It’s all there is, Geis.’

‘Well, if you need any help finding the other people in the team …’

‘Last I heard, Miz was being entrepreneurial in the Log-Jam, the Francks were raising sarflet litters in Regioner, and Cenuij had gone to ground somewhere in Caltasp Minor; Udeste, maybe. I’ll find him.’

Geis took a deep breath. ‘Well, according to my sources, yes, Cenuij Mu is in Caltasp, but it’s a bit further north than Udeste.’

Sharrow cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. ‘Mm-hmm?’

Geis smiled sadly. ‘Looks like Lip City, cuz.’

Sharrow nodded, gritting her teeth as she walked onwards. She looked out to sea, where the last glow of the sun was vanishing fast on the bare curve of the horizon. ‘Oh, great,’ she said.

Geis studied the back of his hands. ‘I have a security concern with contracts for certain corporate clients’ installations in Lip; it wouldn’t be impossible for Mu to … travel inadvertently to somewhere beyond the city limits …’

‘No, Geis,’ she told him. ‘That won’t work; kidnapping would just antagonise him. I’ll find Cenuij. Maybe I can persuade my darling half-sister to help; I think they’re still in touch.’

‘Breyguhn?’ Geis looked dubious. ‘She may not want to talk to you.’

‘It’s worth a try.’ Sharrow looked thoughtful. ‘She might even have some idea about where the Universal Principles is.’

Geis glanced at Sharrow. ‘That was what she was looking for in the Sea House, wasn’t it?’

Sharrow nodded. ‘She sent me a letter last year with some garbled nonsense about finding out how to get to the book.’

Geis looked surprised. ‘She did?’ he said.

Sharrow hoisted one eyebrow. ‘Yes, and claimed to have discovered the meaning of life as well, if I remember rightly.’

‘Ah,’ Geis said.

They stopped, not far from the dark bulk of the old beachcomber machine. She breathed deeply, looking around at the faint curve of beach; it was dark enough for the phosphorescence in the waves to show as ghostly green lines rippling on the shore. ‘So, Geis, any more good news for me, or is that it?’

‘Oh, I think that’s enough for now, don’t you?’ he said, a small, sad smile on his face.

‘Well, I appreciate you telling me, Geis. But I’m going to have to move fairly rapidly from now on; it might be best for you and the rest of the family if you all kept out of my way for the next year. I’ll need room to manoeuvre, know what I mean?’

‘If you insist.’ He sounded hurt.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she told him, holding her hand out to his. He looked at her hand, then shook it. ‘Really, Geis, I’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing. Thanks again.’ She leaned forward and quickly kissed his cheek.

She stepped back, releasing his hand. His smile was pale. He nodded, swallowing.

‘I am, as ever, your faithful servant, cousin.’

Geis managed to make the stilted statement sound both sad and sincere. He took a step back, closer to the water; a wave washed over one boot and its spur terminal gave a little blue flash of light as it shorted. Geis flinched and stepped smartly away. Sharrow gave a small, involuntary laugh.

Geis smiled ruefully and scratched the side of his head. ‘Just can’t get my dramatic exits right when you’re around,’ he sighed. ‘Well, if ever you need me; if ever I can do anything … just call me.’

‘I shall. Goodbye.’

‘Farewell, Sharrow.’ He turned abruptly and walked quickly back to the bandamyion.

She watched him go, heading into the dunes. She heard him calling for the animal, and laughed quietly when she saw him chasing the lolloping beast over the summit of a distant dune.

Finally she shook her head and turned away, towards the hydrofoil moored a hundred metres away along the deserted shore.

‘Ah, hello there,’ said a voice, right behind her.

She froze, then turned smoothly, left hand sliding into the pocket of her jacket.

There were a couple of tiny red lights high up on the front of the beachcombing machine, ten metres away; the lights winked slowly, on and off. They hadn’t been there a few seconds earlier.

‘Yes?’ she said.

‘Am I addressing Lady Sharrow?’ said the machine. Its voice was deep, with the distinctive chime at the start of each word which was supposed to ensure that people knew it was a machine doing the talking.

Her eyes narrowed. The machine sensed her left arm tensing. ‘I think,’ she said, ‘you know who I am.’

‘Well, indeed. Allow me to introduce myself …’ The machine made a whining noise and lurched towards her, the rubber treads on its left-side tracks splashing through the small waves.

She backed away; two quick, long steps. The machine stopped suddenly. ‘Oh; I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to startle you. Just a second …’ The machine trundled back a couple of metres to where it had been. ‘There. As I was saying; allow me to introduce myself; I am a—’

‘I don’t care who you are; what are you doing spying on me and my cousin?’

‘A necessary subterfuge, dear lady, to ensure that I had the relevant personages – namely yourself and Count Geis – correctly identified. Also, having unintentionally found myself in such close proximity to your conference, I thought it prudent and indeed only polite to delay making myself known to you until the said noble gentleman had bade you farewell, as – considerations of good manners apart – my instructions are to reveal myself to you and you alone, initially at any rate.’

‘You’re hellish talkative for a beachcomber.’

‘Ah, dear lady, let not this rude appearance deceive you; beneath my tatterdemalion disguise lurk several brand spanking new components of a Suprotector (TradeMark) Personal Escort Suite, Mark Seventeen, Class Five, certified civil space legal in all but a handful of jurisdictions and battlefield limited in the remainder. And I – that is the aforesaid system, in full, combined with the services of various highly trained human operatives – am at your service, my lady, exclusively, for as long as you may desire.’

‘Really?’ She sounded warily amused.

‘Indeed,’ said the machine. ‘A mere beachcomber – for example – would not be able to tell you that the gun which you are currently holding in the left hand pocket of your jacket, with your index finger on the trigger and your thumb ready to flick the safety catch, is a silenced FrintArms ten-millimetre HandCannon with eleven ten-seven coaxial depleted-uranium-casing mercury-core general-purpose rounds in the magazine plus one in the breech, and that you have another – double-ended – magazine in the opposite pocket, containing five armour-piercing and six wire-flechette rounds.’

Sharrow laughed out loud, taking her hand from her pocket and swivelling on her heel. She walked away down the beach. The machine lumbered after her, keeping a handful of paces behind.

‘And I feel I must point out,’ the machine continued, ‘that FrintArms Inc. strongly recommends that its hand weapons are never carried with a round in the breech.’

‘The gun has,’ she said tartly, glancing behind as she walked, ‘a safety catch.’

‘Yes, but I think if you read the Instruction Manual—’

‘So,’ she interrupted. ‘You’re mine to command, are you?’ she said.

‘… Absolutely.’

‘Wonderful. So who are you working for?’

‘Why, you, mistress!’

‘Yes, but who hired you?’

‘Ah, dear lady, it is with the greatest embarrassment that I have to confess that in this matter I must – with a degree of anguish you may well find hard to credit – relinquish my absolute commitment to the fulfilment of your every whim. Put plainly, I am not at liberty to divulge that information. There, it is said. Let us quickly move on from this unfortunate quantum of dissonance to the ground-state of accord which I trust will inform our future relationship.’

‘So you’re not going to tell me.’ Sharrow nodded.

‘My dear lady,’ the machine said, continuing to trundle after her. ‘Without saying so in so many words … correct.’

‘Right …’

‘May I take it that you do wish my services?’

‘Thanks, but I don’t really need any help when it comes to looking after myself.’

‘Well,’ the machine chimed, with what sounded like amusement in its voice, ‘you did hire an escort unit the last time you visited the city of Arkosseur, and you do have a contract with a commercial army concern to guard your dwelling house on Jorve.’

She glanced back at the machine. ‘Well, aren’t we well informed.’

‘Thank you; I like to think so.’

‘So what’s my favourite colour?’

‘Ultraviolet, you once told one of your tutors.’

She stopped; so did the machine. She turned and looked up at the beachcomber’s battered casing. She shook her head. ‘Shit, even I’d forgotten I said that.’ She looked down at the glass beach. ‘Ultraviolet, eh? Huh, so I did.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s almost witty.’

She turned and walked on, the beachcomber at her heel. ‘You seem to know me better than I do myself, machine,’ she said. ‘Anything else about me you think I should know? I mean, just in case I’ve forgotten.’

‘Your name is Sharrow—’

‘No, I rarely forget that.’

‘— of the first house of Dascen Major, Golterian. You were born in 9965, in house Tzant, on the estate of the same name, since sold along with most of the rest of the Dascen Major fortune following the settlement required by the World Court after the dismemberment of your grandfather Gorko’s – unhappily illegal – commercial network, rumoured to be the greatest of its day.’

‘We’ve always thought big, as a family. Especially when it comes to disasters.’

‘Following the unfortunate death of your mother—’

‘Murder, I think, is the technical term.’ She slowed her pace and clasped her hands behind her back.

‘— murdered by Huhsz zealots, you were brought up by your father in a … peripatetic existence, I think one might fairly say.’

‘When we weren’t making a nuisance of ourselves at the homes of rich relations, it was equal parts casinos and courts; father had an obsession with screwing money out of one of them. Mostly they did it to him.’

‘You had … various tutors—’

‘Singularly lacking in a sense of humour, all of them.’

‘— and what might most charitably be called a chequered school history.’

‘A lot of those records really shouldn’t be trusted.’

‘Yes, there is a quite remarkable disparity between the written reports and most of the associated computer files. Several of the institutions you attended seemed to feel there might be a causal link between this phenomenon and your uncharacteristic keenness for the subject of computing.’

‘Coincidence; they couldn’t prove a thing.’

‘Indeed, I don’t think I’ve heard of anybody suing a school yearbook before.’

‘A matter of principle; family honour was at stake. And anyway, litigiousness runs in our family. Gorko issued a writ against his father for more pocket money when he was five and Geis has almost sued himself several times.’

‘At your finishing schools in Claäv you developed an interest in politics, and became … popular with the local young men.’

She shrugged. ‘I’d been a difficult child; I became an easy adolescent.’

‘To the surprise of everybody except, apparently yourself, you won entrance to the diplomatic faculty of the University of Yadayeypon, but left after two years, on the outbreak of the Five Per Cent War.’

‘Another coincidence; the professor I was fucking to get good grades died on me and I couldn’t be bothered starting again from scratch.’

‘You crewed on an anti-Tax cruiser operating out of TP 105, a moon of Roaval, then – along with a group of seven other junior officers – became one of the first humans for three hundred years to take the then newly re-released symbiovirus SNBv3. With you as leader, you and your fellow synchroneurobondees flew a squadron of single-seat modified excise clippers out of HomeAtLast, a military-commercial habitat stationed in near-Miykenns orbit, becoming the most successful squadron of the seventeen operating in the midsystem.’

‘Please; I’m blushing.’

‘Three of your team died in your last action, at the very end of the war while the surrender was being negotiated. Your own craft was seriously damaged and you crash-landed on Nachtel’s Ghost, suffering near-fatal injuries on top of the extreme irradiation and already serious wounds you had sustained during the original engagement.’

‘Nothing by halves; should be the family motto.’

‘You were cut from the wreck and treated under the war-internment regulations in the Tax-neutral hospital of a mining concern on Nachtel’s Ghost—’

‘Ghastly food.’

‘— where you lost the fetus of the child you were carrying by another of your team, Miz Gattse Ensil Kuma.’

She stopped for a moment and looked up to see the hydrofoil, twenty metres away. She pursed her lips, breathed deeply and walked slowly on. ‘Yes; terribly complicated way of going about getting an abortion. But then I was sterilised at the same time, so it was practically a bargain.’

‘You spent the months immediately after the war in Tenaus prison hospital, Nachtel. You were liberated – on your twentieth birthday – under the terms of the Lunchbar Agreement; you and the four surviving members of your team formed a limited company and undertook occasionally legal commercial surveillance and industrial espionage work, then branched out into Antiquities research and retrieval, a profession you shared with your sister, Breyguhn.’

‘Half-sister. And we never got caught.’

‘Your team’s last successful contract was the location and disposal of what is believed to have been the second-last Lazy Gun, which resulted in the Gun’s auto-annihilation while under deconstruction in the physics department of Lip City University.’

‘Their methodology had been suspect for years.’

‘The resulting detonation destroyed approximately twenty per cent of the city and resulted in the deaths of nearly half a million people.’

She stopped walking. They had arrived at the piece of roughly cylindrical wreckage embedded in the fused silicate of the beach to which the hydrofoil was moored. She stared at the dark lump of half-melted metal.

‘Your team split up immediately afterwards,’ the machine went on. ‘You currently own one third of a tropical fish breeding and retail business on the island of Jorve.’

‘Hmm,’ she said, thoughtfully. ‘Sounds so banal, that last part. The approach of middle age; I’m losing my panache.’

She shrugged and waded into the water, waves washing around her boots. She unlocked the hydrofoil’s painter and let the rope reel back into its housing in the stem.

She looked at the beachcomber. ‘Well, thanks, but I don’t think so,’ she said.

‘You don’t think what?’

She climbed onto the hydrofoil, slung her legs inside the footwell and pulled the control wheel down. ‘I don’t think I want your services, machine.’

‘Ah, now, wait a moment, Lady Sharrow …’

She flicked a few switches; the hydrofoil came to life, lights lighting, beepers beeping. ‘Thanks, but no.’

‘Just hold on, will you?’ The machine sounded almost angry.

‘Look,’ she said, starting the hydrofoil’s engine and making it roar. She shouted: ‘Tell Geis thanks … but no thanks.’

‘Geis? Look, lady, you appear to be making certain assumptions about the identity of—’

‘Oh, shut up and push me out here, will you?’ She gunned the engine again, sending a froth of foam from the stern of the little boat. Its front foil levered down, knifing into the waves.

The beachcombing machine nudged the hydrofoil forward into the water. ‘Look, I have something to confess here—’

‘That’s enough.’ She smiled briefly at the beachcomber. ‘Thank you.’ She switched the boat’s main lights on, creating a glittering pathway which swung across the waves.

‘Wait! Will you just wait?’

Something in the machine’s voice made her turn to look at it.

A section of the beachcomber’s battered front casing swung up and back to reveal a red-glowing interior bright with screens and read-outs. Sharrow frowned; her hand went to her jacket pocket as a man’s head and shoulders appeared from the compartment.

He was young, muscular-looking in a dark T-shirt, and quite bald; the red light threw dark shadows across his face and over eyes which looked gold in the half-light. The skin on his smoothly reflecting head looked coppery.

‘We have to—’ he began, and she heard both the mechanised voice of the beachcomber and the man’s own voice.

He plucked a tiny bead from his top lip.

‘We have to talk,’ he said. There was a slick bassiness about his voice Sharrow knew she’d have found immensely attractive when she’d been younger.

‘Who the hell are you?’ she said, flicking a couple of switches in the hydrofoil’s cockpit without taking her eyes off him, or her other hand from the gun in her pocket.

‘Somebody who needs to talk to you,’ the young man said, baring his teeth in a winning smile. He gestured down at the casing of the beachcombing machine. ‘Sorry about the disguise,’ he said with a slightly embarrassed, deprecating gesture. ‘But it was felt—’

‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘No; I don’t want to talk to you. Goodbye.’

She tugged the controls, sending the hydrofoil nudging round on a pulse of foam, swamping the front of the beachcomber; water splashed over the hatch’s lip into the machine’s interior.

‘Careful!’ the young man shouted, leaping back and glancing down. ‘But, Lady Sharrow!’ he called desperately. ‘I have something to put to you—’

Sharrow pushed the throttle away from her; the ’foil’s engine rasped and the little boat surged out from the glass shore. ‘Really?’ she shouted back. ‘Well, you can put it—’

But something obscene was lost to the thrashing water and the screaming exhausts. The craft roared out to sea, rose quickly onto its foils, and raced away.


2 The Chain Gallery

Issier was the main island of the Midsea archipelago, which lay a thousand kilometres from any other land near the centre of Phirar, Golter’s third largest ocean.

The little arrowhead hydrofoil swung out from the island’s glass western shore and headed north, for Jorve, the next island in the group. It docked half an hour later in a marina just outside Place Issier II, the archipelago’s largest town and administrative capital.

Sharrow woke an apologetic guard in the marina office and left a note for the harbour master telling him to put the hydrofoil up for sale. She collected her bike, then took the east coast road north. She left her helmet off, driving in plain goggles with the wind fierce in her hair; the cloud overhead was fraying, letting moonlight and junklight spread a grey-blue wash over the fields and orchards outside the town.

She switched the bike’s lights off, driving fast and leaning hard round the open, sweeping curves of the gradually climbing road, its surface a faint snaking ribbon of steel blue unwinding in front of her. Ravines beyond the crash-barriers gave brief glimpses of the rock-ragged coast beneath, where the ocean swell terminated in glowing white lines of surf. She only put her lights on when other traffic approached, and thrilled each time to the heart-stopping sensation of total darkness in the instant after she killed the old bike’s lights again.

An hour after she had stood on the glass shore of Issier, she arrived at the solitary, turreted house on the cliff where she lived.

‘Sharrow, you can’t do this!’

‘You mean, You can’t do this to me,’ she muttered.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’ She took a camera the size of a little finger from a dressing-table drawer and clipped it into an interior pocket of the bag she’d packed.

‘Sharrow!’

She frowned, turning away from the bag lying open on the big round bed in the big round bedroom which faced out to sea. ‘Hmm?’ she said.

Jyr looked distraught; he had been crying. ‘How can you just leave?’ He threw his arms wide. ‘I love you!’

She stared at him. The pale areas of his face looked reddened; the fashion on the island that summer had been for black-white skin like camouflage, and Jyr – convinced he suited the style – seemed determined to remain two-tone for the whole year.

She pushed past him, disappearing into her dressing-room to reappear with a pair of long gloves which she added to the pile of clothes in the overcrowded bag.

‘Sharrow!’ Jyr shouted, behind her.

‘What?’ she said, frowning, one hand at her mouth tapping her teeth as she looked down at the bag, deep in thought. She had booked a ticket on a westbound flight leaving early the next morning, called her lawyer and her business partners to arrange a meeting, and contacted her bank to rearrange her finances. Still, she was sure she’d forgotten something.

‘Don’t go!’ Jyr said. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? I love you!’

‘Uh-huh,’ she said, kneeling on the bed to pull the bag closed.

‘Sharrow,’ Jyr said quietly behind her, a catch in his voice. ‘Please …’ He put his hands on her hips. She knocked his hands away, grunting as she struggled with the catches on the bag.

She forced the bag closed and stood up. Then she was whirled round as Jyr grabbed her shoulders and shook her. ‘Stop doing this to me!’ he shouted. ‘Stop ignoring me!’

‘Well, stop shaking me!’ she shouted.

He let her go and stood there, quivering, his eyes puffy. His hair, all white, looked dishevelled. ‘At least explain,’ he said. ‘Why are you doing this? Why do you just have to go?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘Tell me!’

‘All right!’ she snapped. ‘Because,’ she said, talking quickly, ‘once upon a time, long ago and far away, there was a young girl who’d been promised to a great temple by her parents. She met a man – a duke – and they fell in love. They swore nothing would separate them, but they were tricked and she was taken to the temple after all.

‘The Duke came to rescue the girl; she escaped and brought with her the temple’s greatest treasure. They married and she bore the Duke twins: a boy and a girl. In an attempt to get the treasure back, agents of the faith killed the Duke and his son.

‘The treasure was hidden – no-one knows where – and the Duchess swore she’d avenge the deaths of her husband and child in any way she could, and to oppose the faith at every turn. She swore the surviving twin, a daughter, and all her descendants to the same oath.

‘The faith responded in kind; a prophet had a vision and decided that the Messiah couldn’t be born until the faithful had their treasure back, or the female line of the family had died out; whichever came first. And however it worked, it had to happen by the time of the decamillenium.’

She studied Jyr’s tearful, uncomprehending face for a moment, then shook her head. ‘Well,’ she said, exasperated, ‘you did ask.’

‘Take me with you,’ Jyr whispered.

‘What? No.’

‘Take me with you,’ he repeated, taking one of her hands in his. ‘I’ll do anything for you. Please.’

She pulled her hand away. ‘Jyr,’ she said, looking levelly into his eyes. ‘It was a good summer and I had a lot of fun; I hope you did too. But now I’ve got to go. Stay in the house until the lease runs out, if you want.’

He slapped her.

She stared at him, her ears ringing, the impact of the slap like an echo on her face. He’d never hit her before. She didn’t know what she found more amazing; the fact he’d managed to surprise her, or that he’d even thought of trying to hit her in the first place.

He stood in front of her, his eyes wide.

She shook her head, smiled brightly and said, ‘Oh, boy,’ then punched him hard in the jaw. Jyr’s head snapped back; he fell crashing into the dressing-table behind, scattering bottles, pots, jars and brushes. He slid to the floor; perfumes and lotions spilled from smashed bottles and made dark stains on the tiles around him.

She turned, picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. She hoisted a small satchel from the side of the bed and put it over her other shoulder. Jyr moaned, lying face down on the floor. The room began to reek of expensive perfume.

She inspected the knuckles on her left hand, frowning. ‘Get out of my house, now,’ she said. ‘Phone?’ she spoke to the room.

‘Ready,’ chimed a voice.

‘Stand by,’ she said.

‘Standing by.’

She tapped Jyr on the backside with one boot. ‘You’ve got two minutes before I call the police and report an intruder.’

‘Oh gods, my jaw,’ Jyr whimpered, getting to his knees and holding his chin. The back of his head was bleeding. Bits of broken glass fell from him as he stood, shakily. She took a couple of steps away from him, watching him carefully. He almost fell again, then put one hand out to the dressing-table to steady himself. ‘You’ve broken my jaw!’

‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Not with an upper cut.’ She glanced at the bedside clock. ‘That’s you down to about a minute and a half now, I’d say.’

He looked at her. ‘You fucking heartless bitch.’ His voice was quite steady.

She shook her head. ‘No, Jyr, I never liked it when you talked dirty.’ She looked away from him. ‘Phone?’

‘Standing by.’

‘Please call the local p—’

‘All right!’ Jyr roared, then winced, and held his jaw as he stumbled for the door. ‘I’m going! I’m going! And I’m never coming back!’ He hauled the bedroom door open and slammed it shut behind him; she listened to his feet hammering down the stairs, then heard the front door crash shut; the turret shook around her. A final slam was his car door, followed by the noise of the engine, whining away into the night.

She stood very still for a while, then her shoulders dropped a little, and her eyes closed.

She swayed slightly, swallowed, then breathed out as she opened her eyes again, sniffing. She wiped her eyes, took another deep breath and walked away from the bed. She stopped briefly at the dressing-table, setting a couple of bottles upright again.

‘Standing by,’ said the room.

She looked at her reflection in the table’s mirror. ‘Cancel,’ she said, then drew one finger through a thick pool of perfume on the table’s wooden surface, and dabbed the scent behind her ears as she walked towards the door.

She drove the bike back into town, helmet on, nightsight activated and all lights blazing.

She arrived at the tall town house which was the home of the Bassidges, the couple who owned the other two thirds of the tropical fish business. Her lawyer was already there; she signed the necessary papers selling her share in the shop to them. She’d left her personal phone in the cliff house, knowing it would make her too easy to trace. After her lawyer had returned home and the Bassidges had gone to bed she sat down at the house’s antique desk-terminal and stayed there until dawn, taking a couple of zing-tabs to keep herself awake as she attempted to catch up on eight years of Antiquities news and data-gossip.

There were numerous outstanding contracts for the Universal Principles: several from universities, several more from big Corps known to invest in high-value Antiquities, a few from wealthy individual collectors who specialised in lost Unique books, and one anonymous contract. The latter offered the best financial advance, though only for Antiquities investigators with acceptable track records. She was almost tempted to draft a tender and mail it to the anonymous box number, but there was too much to settle first.

She suspected she’d end up looking for the book one way or the other. According to one of the more pervasive rumours that had circulated within the Dascen family and its attendant septs in the chaotic aftermath of her grandfather Gorko’s fall, the whereabouts of the last Lazy Gun – the one stolen from the Huhsz by the Duchess seven generations earlier and hidden after the Duke’s death – had been discovered by Gorko’s agents and its location somehow recorded in the Unique book named the Universal Principles, which itself had been missing for a lot longer.

To Sharrow, the rumour had always seemed just mad enough to be true, though how you could leave a message in something which everybody agreed had vanished centuries earlier, she understood no better than anybody else.

At appropriate times during the night, to allow for the time differences involved, she phoned the Francks in Regioner, left a message for Miz in the Log-Jam, failed to track down anybody by the name of Cenuij Mu in what passed for a city data base in Lip City, and filed a visitation request with the Truth Dissemination Service of the Sad Brothers of the Kept Weight, in the Sea House, Udeste province, Caltasp.

She checked on the last Lazy Gun’s official Antiquities status too, just for hell of it. There was, of course, only the one contract extant, from the World Court, offering a graded reward schedule for information leading to the weapon’s safe apprehension and an equally impressive sliding scale of steep fines and grisly punishments for anybody harbouring such information and not releasing it to the Court.

Nine years earlier there had been tens of contracts; a unique one from the Huhsz which specifically wanted the Gun taken from them by Sharrow’s family over two hundred years earlier, and all the rest, which just wanted a Lazy Gun. She and the rest of the team had taken up one of the most lucrative anonymous contracts which required the capture or destruction of either Gun. They had fulfilled the contract but to this day none of them knew who it had been who’d paid them (or paid all but one of them; Cenuij Mu had refused his share after the Gun wiped a large part of Lip City off the map).

Shortly after the Lip City explosion the World Court had legislated to forbid anybody else taking possession of the last remaining Gun, though of course every Antiquities specialist and team in the system knew damn well that the Huhsz – despite being prevented from saying so officially – would attempt to top any reward the World Court might offer for the fabled weapon.

She scrolled through the irreversible mutilations the World Court threatened to inflict on anybody obstructing the lawful sequestration of the last Gun, then clicked out of Antiquities Contracts to try another way of tracking down Cenuij Mu in Lip City, once more without success.

Tansil Bassidge rose early and made breakfast; the two women ate together in front of the kitchen screen, watching the all-hours news service, then Tansil took her to the airport for the dawn stratocruiser.

* * *

She napped during the flight, landing at Udeste City Intercontinental a couple of hours later, still just ahead of the dawn.

The region of Udeste lay just inside Golter’s southern temperate zone, jutting east into Phirar and west into Farvel, Golter’s largest ocean; bounded to the north by the Seproh plateau, its southern boundary was the narrow strip of the Security Franchise, which guarded the forests and fjords of the Embargoed Areas and – beyond – the mountains, tundra and cold desert of the historically rebellious province of Lantskaar, which stretched all the way down to the pack ice.

The Sea House lay at the very end of the final promontory of the Farvel Bight, a gulf which stretched in an almost unbroken curve nearly two thousand kilometres from the Areas to the House.

She hired a car and took the autotoll past and around the city-states, bishoprics, Corpslands, enclaves and family estates of Inner Udeste, then joined an interroute through the villages and farmlands of Outer Udeste’s western marches, across the moors towards the coast. The weather deteriorated continually throughout the journey, increasing cloud compensating for the rising sun so that she seemed to drive forever in a grey-brown half-light. Rain came and went in squalls. At the House limits the great chain-mesh fence’s one entrance straddled the small road in a clutter of ramshackle guard buildings on one side and a motley profusion of old, sad-looking tents on the other. A thunderstorm played over the broken hills to the north, and low cloud blanketed the sandy bluffs rising beyond the gate.

There was a short queue at the gate; the usual hopeful petitioners. She drove to the head of the column, sounding the car’s klaxon to shift the gaunt, hollow-eyed men and women out of the way. A scowling contract guard in a dripping camouflage cape walked up and pointed a carbine at her.

‘Okay; what’s your name?’ he said, sounding disgusted. He looked up and down the length of the rain-gleaming turbiner.

‘Sharrow,’ she told him.

‘Full name,’ he sneered.

‘Sharrow,’ she repeated, smiling. ‘I believe I’m expected.’

The guard looked uncertain. He took a step back.

‘Wait here,’ he said, then added, ‘Ma’am.’ He disappeared into the guard cabin.

Moments later a captain appeared, fastening his tunic and settling a cap on his head; the guard she’d talked to held an umbrella over the captain, who wrung his hands as he bent to look in through the window at her. ‘My lady; we see so few nobles here … I’m so sorry … single names take us by surprise … all the riff-raff we have to deal with … Ah, might one ask for identification? Ah, of course; a Noble House Passport … thank you, thank you. Excellent; thank you, thank you. An honour, if I may say so …

‘Well, don’t just stand there, trooper. The gate!’

Traversing the bluff and dropping back beneath the clouds to the downlands with their ruined and empty towns, and then to the canal-sectioned levels before the gravel beach and the great bay, took another half hour. The weather improved unaccountably when she reached the end of the road, where the creamy ribbon broadened out to become a spatulate apron whose seaward edge had disintegrated into rotten chunks of corroded concrete scattered like thick leaves across the sandy soil. Beyond lay Gravel Bay, a rough semi-circle bisected by the shallow curve of the great stone causeway and half-filled by the vast bulk of the Sea House. The bay’s upper slopes were brown and cream on grey, where decaying seaweed and a scum of wind-blown surf-froth lay tattered and strewn like rags across the grey gravel.

She got out of the car, carrying her satchel; a cold wind tugged at her hair and made her culottes flap. She buttoned the old riding-jacket and pulled on her long gloves.

At the end of the causeway stood two tall granite obelisks stationed on either side of the House’s artificial isthmus; stretched between them was an enormous rusted iron chain which would have blocked further automotive progress anyway, even if the concrete apron had connected with the ancient, time-polished flagstones of the causeway. A cold gust of wind brought the stench of rotting seaweed and raw sewage to her, almost making her gag.

She looked up. A little catchfire lightning played about the highest towers, turrets and aerials of the Sea House. The cloudbase, dark-grey and solid looking, hung immediately above. She had been here only twice before, and on neither occasion
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