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  PROLOGUE


  Sagittarius Arm, Approx. 15,000 light years from Galactic Core.


  Space twisted briefly around the probe as it emerged only a few thousand light years from the Galactic Core, the very weave and warp of the universe briefly exposed in a
  burst of exotic particles that destroyed themselves in minuscule flashes of energy. The probe was tiny, small enough to balance on the fingertip of one of the scientists who had designed it, a
  compact and powerful bundle of molecular circuitry that stored information on the deep quantum level, recording and collating everything it saw or detected.


  It unfolded like a silver flower, a gossamer-leafed bauble catching the cosmic wind, at its heart a microscopic bud of molecular circuitry: the hub of a dizzying assortment of sensors directing
  their mindless yet infinite attention towards the stars of the Core.


  Its aim had been off by a mere .23 light years  as good as dead-on; fourteen thousand light years closer to the heart of the Milky Way than the nearest of the Angel Stations, and over
  twenty thousand light years from Earth. The device that had been used to fire the probe across half a galaxy, in less time than it took for a human eyelid to begin to twitch downwards in a blink,
  had only consumed the energy equivalent of a thousand Hiroshimas.


  Like a flower turning its head towards the midday sun, the tiny probe used its photovoltaic leaves to aim itself now in the direction of the Core.


  It watched, and it waited.


  There. Algorithmic formulae began spinning through the heart of the machine: analysing the background radio noise, the red and blue shift of the nearest stars, comparing what it saw
  with the stellar maps stored in its powerful memory. Other, similar probes had spun throughout the galaxy, appearing and then disappearing again, all looking for the clue, the sign. For one star
  dimmer by far than the stellar records showed.


  The probe updated its stellar map, and then ran new routines that seemed to point, again, in one direction, concentrating on an object enormous in physical size, but so lacking in effect on the
  local star systems as to suggest it had no gravitational attraction. It also radiated no human-visible light, but the probe was no simple machine: it analysed and cross-correlated data from across
  the entire spectrum, picking up the blast of X-rays emanating from that one particular area of the sky.


  It floated there, so far from home, like a bird of prey nervously circling some enormous, snuffling beast.


  



  ONE


  Sam Roy


  The boy was there again, watching from a distance. Sam ignored him. He placed his hands against the smooth polished surface of the stone, and pushed. It rolled forward a
  few inches, then stopped. Sam grunted under the strain. He could still see the boy standing near the top of the cliff. He looked a lot like his father. Sam noted the frightened expression on the
  boys face.


  Sams mind ran over the conversation they were going to have  the boy terrified his father would find out, wary of the powers his father possessed. Soon, despite these fears, he and
  his father would clash. In the meantime, he desired knowledge: why his father hated Sam so. Why he forced him to endure this eternity of punishment.


  But first they would talk, Sam and the boy, about beginnings, but most especially about futures.


  A recent wound had reopened across Sams thigh, where he had been slashed the night before with a long knife. It bled for a few seconds then began to heal again, rapidly. Sams flesh
  was a fine network of stab wounds, gouges from the million flicks of a lash. The chains that secured him to the rock pulled at his arms, tearing the skin. He had known nothing else for seemingly an
  eternity.


  The boy glanced backwards, then down at Sam. He was young, perhaps thirteen. A cold breeze blew across the frozen landscape, dropping to the unsuspecting valleys far, far below. The boy began to
  walk down the steep path that led upwards to water and food at the top. Sam did not wait for the boy to arrive. He had not tasted water or food in days and, although he was more powerful than
  almost any other human being who had ever lived, there were limits to what even his body could take. When he next looked up from his labours, he saw the boy was just a few feet away, his lips set
  in a thin line of determination.


  We need to talk, said Matthew.


  Elias


  Once Elias was safely under the city roof, some of the cold winter chill lifted from his bones. It was dark down here amongst the ruined causeways, and as he moved he
  could discern figures in that grey twilight world, lost amid the shadows of what had once been a busy shopping centre. Occasionally, as they cut through the shafts of evening light that found their
  way through the broken ceiling far, far above, the figures resolved themselves briefly into human beings with fear and resignation cut deep into the lines on their faces  the look of the
  terminally downcast.


  There were rules here, in the Arcologies, as in all places. If not reflecting human civilization as it was more commonly understood, then they at least constituted an etiquette of living, albeit
  an occasionally deadly one. This was a place long abandoned by the city authoritys security forces, and in their place an understanding existed between the various gangs that plied their
  business here, far from the constantly scrutinized streets of London itself.


  It would get dark within the hour, the worst time. Everyone was finding a place to sleep for the night or, better yet, to hide.


  When night fell in these Arcologies, there were no electric lights to illuminate either the giant causeways or the once brightly coloured streets, and the only people who prowled the
  spiderweb-thin bridges criss-crossing beneath the cracked roof were the Mala Pata and their turf rivals, the Reavers. Elias had no business with the Reavers, his business was solely with Mik. Mik
  had been with the Mala Pata since birth, given over to the gang before he could even walk, for the Mala Pata had never been above kidnapping or trading in children and newborns.


  The Mala Pata werent hard to spot: they all carried facial wounds, gained through ritual contests. Miks was a jagged wound running across his cheek, from just below his left
  nostril, then up past his ear. Ugly, certainly, and the kind of thing that could still be fixed with cheap medical cosmetics, but if Mikd done that, it would have demonstrated a serious lack
  of cojones, tantamount to resigning from the Mala Pata. And the only way out of the Mala Pata was death.


  Hey. A whisper out of the shadow. Elias looked up, saw a murky silhouette on one of the bridges, twenty metres or so above his head. Up here, Elias. Its
  me.


  Elias could see a bank of twenty or so escalators, which hadnt functioned in decades, stretching upwards to the next level. He walked over, put one foot experimentally on a metal step and
  listened as it creaked and shifted ominously. He stepped back, glanced up again. Mik gestured down, waving his hand towards a staircase at the far end of the row of ruined escalators. Elias walked
  over to it, and climbed upwards.


  Murray, s you, right? Mik squinted at him as Elias traversed the thin bridge. Elias disliked these bridges because they looked so flimsy, but they had been well designed,
  made by using nanocarbon tube technology that meant you could drop a house on this bridge if you liked, and the bridge would win. Still, Elias kept one hand on the wire-thin rail and avoided
  looking down.


  Yes, its me, he said. Where is she?


  Well get there, well get there, said Mik. No hurry, right? I mean, not like she getting any better. Theyre expecting you. Dont want to be first
  to get to the party. Meantime, we can take a stroll through the neighbourhood. Mik glanced at Eliass face. You nervous?


  Elias looked at Mik, standing there on that thin strip of material forty metres long, which seemed to be supported by nothing but air at any point except where it began and ended. Mik was
  probably no older than thirteen, but he already had a reputation: he liked to kill.


  Im not nervous, said Elias coolly. Its just cold. The winter chill was reaching to him on a stiff northern wind that blew in from above. Elias looked up
  to where the roof had once been. It looked like it might even be snowing.


  Thats good, said Mik. I wouldnt want to think you were frightened. I mean, in your position I would be, you know, frightened. Are you sure youre not
  frightened? Elias felt his lips compress in a thin line. Mik was goading him. The boy was wearing an expensive-looking leather coat, under which a barely concealed weapon was strapped across
  his chest, its blunt muzzle shifting languidly as Mik moved from foot to foot. A sonic slammer, thought Elias; something that could make a not unimpressive mess out of whoever it happened to be
  fired at. But usually only good for one shot. After that it was about as effective a weapon as an attractively shaped tin can.


  If Mik was interested in carrying a weapon that looked less impressive but might actually be of some use, hed have carried, say, a small flechette gun  a tiny, palm-sized one that
  could be concealed in the smallest of hiding places. Something like the gun Elias now carried, as a matter of fact.


  Im very sure, Mik. Maybe we should get going, Elias replied. He was constantly aware of the drop below him. How had people been able to use these damn bridges back
  when they first built them? Then he remembered: each bridge used to be surrounded by a transparent tube, completely enclosed. The cheap plastic tubing was gone, but the bridges remained.


  I dont know, said Mik, as if reading his thoughts. I like these bridges. You can have some real fun with them. Mik started to jump up and down in the middle,
  and to Eliass horror it started to vibrate under the impact of his boots. He tightly gripped the narrow railing, trying to make the gesture look casual and unhurried. Heights were not his
  strong point. He reminded himself that these bridges were far tougher than steel, near as damn unbreakable, but Elias could have sworn he heard an ominous creaking, although it might just be the
  wind sighing through the cracked ceiling far above.


  One time, Elias, continued Mik, while seeming to use the bridge like a trampoline, I saw this guy whod been messing with the Mala Pata. He got dropped from a bridge
  and his head went boom! When he hit, it went everywhere like a big red rotten egg, ha ha! Mik cackled with childish delight.


  Elias just stood there and waited, his face an impassive mask, unable to head further in the direction they were going until Mik let him pass. For a moment, in his childish pleasure, Mik
  actually looked like a real child, rather than a murderous monster. Somehow, this only made the horror of it all that much greater.


  But Mik had stopped now, suddenly bored. Anyway, we can go now. He turned, looked over his shoulder. Youre something, scared of heights like that.


  Up they went, higher still, until Elias could feel the sting of the occasional snowflake on his cheek. It didnt take a genius to recognize Mik was deliberately leading him on a long and
  convoluted trail. The higher they got, the more inclined the boy seemed to lead him across yet more of those spiderweb bridges, high enough to make Eliass head spin if he risked looking
  down. At first he thought it was a ploy to confuse him and thus make it hard for him to find the safe house again if he wanted to. But after a while he realized his companion was only playing with
  him, wanting to see Elias lose his cool, to buckle at the knees, or balk at crossing one of the uppermost bridges running just below the Arcology ceiling.


  Finally, finally they left the damned bridges behind and went deeper into the Arcologys internal structure, farther from the soaring central atrium. The Mala Pata graffiti was now
  everywhere, while faces emerged from the shadows, both men and women, all cruelly scarred. The only light now came from a string of coloured bulbs crudely tacked up along one side of the long
  corridor, above walls dented and scratched. Music blared out of open doors from sound systems ramped up to ear-splitting levels.


  Elias thought he could hear someone screaming behind the intense noise, a woman, perhaps. He kept walking. Interfering would just get him killed.


  They came eventually into a long, low-ceilinged room that looked like it might have been a corporate meeting area in another era. A heavily scarred table stretched almost the entire length of
  one wall, and the original wallpaper was hidden under years of graffiti and water stains. Boxes of contraband were stacked up in one corner, and two tall, bulky men stood by the table itself. They
  were dispensing white powder out of a crate, using a set of scales to measure it before pouring the powder carefully into small plastic bags, which they tied at the neck with practised ease. Both
  men wore small, surgical-style masks, and a couple of rifles lay further along the table, within easy reach.


  Then, Elias saw it: a small, plain-looking attach case sitting by the far end of the table, leaning against a leg. He felt his hands grow damp and clammy. Objective achieved. He
  wasnt even supposed to get it out of there, that was for the genuine professionals. Elias was just supposed to confirm it was there, then get out.


  Unfortunately, there were certain niceties still to be dealt with.


  Mik had stepped ahead of him in the few seconds it had taken Elias to appraise the large room, and now he stood by a darkened doorway at the far end. He nodded into the gloom beyond, and Elias
  followed.


  Her face had been so badly cut up it took Elias a few moments to be sure it was really her, Mia. Her brother Josh was high up in the Mala Pata, a loyal soldier. A distant
  memory came to Elias, still surprisingly sharp: a smile, soft breath against his earlobe, softer hands caressing his back. Shed have been, what, seventeen, back then? Late twenties now.
  Although it might have been due to the relative gloom within the cramped space Mik had led him to, it had been difficult initially for Elias to tell whether the body he observed had even been a
  woman. She lay naked on a sheet spread across a bare mattress, and as Eliass eyes adjusted to the low lighting, he realized that not only had her breasts been cut off, but also her heart had
  been pulled halfway out of the ribcage. Elias turned away, then, automatically, almost grateful that her face had been so badly mutilated it was impossible to discern what the final expression on
  the once beautiful features might have been.


  That is Reavers making a joke, explained a voice from the far side of the room. Hed been so preoccupied with the state of Mias body, hed failed to register her
  brother Josh sitting in a far corner.


  Joke? said Elias, stepping away from the mattress. The stench of death in the room was almost unbearable.


  Think they funny. Josh stood and stepped towards Elias. He wasnt the hardest man to spot in a crowd, because hed had his nose sliced off in a particularly nasty fight
  a few years before and, like the rest of the Mala Pata, he refused cosmetic surgery and wore the mutilation like a badge of honour.


  Of all the Mala Pata, it was probably Josh  brutal, psychotic Josh who used white-hot pokers to torture and then murder his victims  who most struck fear into Elias.


  Take my sister, kill her Mala way. Big joke to Reavers. Get me? he growled.


  I get you, said Elias. Almost to his disappointment, things were going exactly as Hollis had predicted they would. What do you need me for? Elias asked, already
  knowing the answer.


  You do stuff for Mala. Now you do stuff for me. Tell me who do my sister. Then I cut their balls and eyes out and make their mother eat em for lunch. You say who, I give you
  reward. You be grateful.


  Elias glanced at Mik, who was still hovering in the room. Mik had a cocky smirk on his face, though he gazed with open admiration at Josh. Clearly, for Mik at least, there was some very definite
  mentorprotg stuff going on here.


  It true you do what they all say, Elias? Mik asked him then. You do stuff like magic, all kind shit?


  Not magic, said Elias carefully. Something else. Its hard to explain.


  Bullshit. Not magic, what then? said Mik. I hear about you. Stuff you do, no people dare lie to me. They tell truth. I hear you only half-person: fucked-up mongrel made in
  lab. Miks voice had taken on a jeering quality.


  Shut up, Mik, said Josh and, to Eliass relief, the boy shut up. I dont give shit what you do, just you find out who kill Mia. Then I give you reward.
  Okay?


  Sure, said Elias. Give me a couple of minutes. His mind was racing. Maybe Mik was just guessing about the lab, but hed stumbled on the truth. Somehow Elias
  didnt think so. And with stories about him like that flying around, it would get harder and harder to avoid official government attention. And if it came to that, maybe Elias would be better
  off dead.


  Josh and Mik fell back into the shadows, leaving Elias to do what he had to do. He forced himself to sit by Mias broken, ruined corpse, breathing through his mouth to alleviate the
  stench. He touched her hair, soft and dark, knowing as he did so that in future any time the memories came back of those few days when he had known Mia so long ago, they would be mixed with the
  memories of now kneeling on a bloodied mattress, studying her ritually mutilated corpse.


  Elias let the light take him. He thought of it as a tiny star, bright and fierce, something that had always been with him, part of him. Like a star, it seemed to flicker in his subconscious with
  a thin, pale light, which neither he nor Trencher had ever been able to find appropriate words to describe. It was as if they could each open a mental valve and let it spill out into the world
  beyond. With that thought in mind, he felt it flow out of him, discharging through his fingertips, seeking out the flickering trace of life still trapped somewhere inside Mias body. Josh and
  Mik meanwhile stood near the wall, staring, but unable to see the light.


  So he reached out, touched the flickering residual life within Mia, already deep into the terrible abyss it sought and craved. In his minds eye he pictured his hand probing to grasp that
  last tumbling fragment of Mias life-force, feeling it writhe, holding it back.


  Mias eyes twitched rapidly, then widened. Someone nearby gave out a low moan of horror, but Elias didnt look up to see if it had come from Mik or Josh. A keening sound, almost like
  whistling, now came from Mias throat. Elias didnt want to know what it felt like to be trapped again, no matter for how short a time, in that shattered body.


  Tell me who did this, Mia. Tell me, and you can go. He glanced up, saw Josh standing right above them, clenching and unclenching his fists. Elias ignored him, looking back at
  Mias face. Muscles writhed like snakes under her cheeks. He wondered if she could feel anything.


  Let me go, Mia whispered weakly, partly in Eliass mind, partly out loud; it sounded as if she were gagging on the words.


  Tell me first, said Elias. Tell me who did this to you, Mia. Tell me now or I wont let you go, do you understand?


  Macey, she said, her voice so small and frail Elias could barely hear it. The flickering life within her seemed to grow a little weaker. Elias tweaked here and there, and
  Mias back arched, a high keening sound escaping her lips. Oh fuck, she whispered, entirely in the real now. I cant, I cant


  Her back arched again, and blood sprayed out of her open mouth.


  Stop it, said Josh. Stop it now. Youre hurting her.


  I cant help that, Josh. She says Macey did it. What else do you need to know?


  I  nothing. Tell her I love her, Murray. Just tell her I love her.


  Elias stared at him for a moment, unable to imagine Josh capable of ever expressing any emotion remotely like love. But maybe he was wrong. Maybe people really were that unpredictable. He turned
  back to Mia, grateful now to let the life within her slip away, her body slumping down as that brief spark of light left her eyes for the last time.


  Did you tell her? asked Josh, his mouth twisted in distaste.


  Sure, Josh, I told her. I cant guarantee she heard me, though.


  You tell me how to do that, spoke Mik from the corner in a low, awed whisper, I make you a fucking king. Elias ignored him, kept his attention focused on Josh.
  Macey? The name means something to you?


  Does, yeah, said Josh. You done good, Elias. You deserve reward. Mik, take him next door. Make sure he gets his reward. Okay?


  Sure, said Mik with a wide smile like a sharks. Mik beckoned to Elias, heading back through the door theyd come through, and back into the large room where the two
  men had been bagging drugs on a long table. Elias stood studying Joshs features for a few moments, before turning and walking slowly after Mik. Something felt badly, badly wrong here. It
  wasnt so much what Josh had said . . . it was the way he had said it.


  Back in the larger room, the two men were still there. Elias cleared his throat, and watched as Mik walked over to the table and picked up a tiny diskette. He swaggered back over to Elias, a
  wide grin on his face.


  Here, said Mik. That what you wanted?


  Elias took the diskette, and looked down at it cradled in the palm of his hand. So tiny, but it held the secret to a mans life.


  Elias nodded, and pocketed it.


  The attach case Hollis had told him to watch out for still sat unattended to one side of the table. Like it signified nothing, nothing at all. It seemed strange they would leave it just
  sitting in open view like that


  Unless they knew?


  Elias looked casually towards Mik, but the kid, damn him, just grinned like he was playing some game. Then Mik walked over, picked up the case, and hugged it to his chest.


  He stood in front of Elias. So. You lookin for this, maybe, Elias?


  Elias heard the gentlest movement behind him, then the unmistakable chill of a steel gun barrel being laid against the nape of his neck.


  Elias,  he didnt need to turn around to know it was Josh speaking, Josh holding the gun to the back of his head  you did me a great service tonight, a
  very great service. Macey will not live out the night. His death will be protracted, painful. Thank you.


  Elias cleared his throat, preparing to speak. Then he stopped in his tracks, the boy Mik still standing in front of him, grinning and clasping the attach case to his chest. Elias
  didnt turn, didnt want to stare straight into the barrel of a gun. Youre welcome. But youve  got an odd way of thanking me, if you dont mind me
  saying so.


  You been lyin to Mala, Murray, set us up good. That bad. Mala good to its people, but very bad, though, when you fuck em. Dont want fuck with Mala, no, said
  Josh, and it seemed to Elias that the other mans voice was filled with genuine sorrow. Like the pity a man might feel for some injured animal found by the roadside, right before he breaks
  its neck.


  I havent been lying to you, Josh. Im your friend. The Mala Pata have been very good to me.


  The blow came suddenly, unexpectedly. Elias found himself slumping to the ground, lying directly between Mik and Josh. Pain filled his head, and at first he thought Josh might have shot him.
  Then he realized Josh had merely slammed him across the back of the head, presumably with the gun butt.


  He was distantly aware of the two other men, still measuring a crate of powder into those little bags. One of them glanced briefly in Eliass direction with an expression of amused
  contempt.


  Heard everything, Murray: you meetin with police, passin information. So bad, bad. You tell police, London, everything want know about Mala Pata, about Arcologies. What you
  get for that, Murray? What price they give you, even when you know anyone fucks with Mala Pata, always end up dead? So dont lie to me, Murray. I know everything.


  His head still throbbed, but at least he could think again. He rolled slightly over to one side, trying to keep alert. He could see the case still clasped in Miks small sweaty hands;
  enough Blight contained in it to waste half of Europe.


  When did the Mala Pata start dealing in biological warfare, Josh? Elias asked from where he lay. You must know whats in that case. They call it the Blight.


  And it better in your hands? Josh scoffed. I told you Id give you the information you wanted. And you got it, though its not much use to you now. You think
  stuff in that case be better in hands of London Authority? Or in hands of people it came from? You think they make any better use, huh? Least if we all gonna die, Mala Pata get a little reward on
  way. This your reward, Elias. You told me who kill Mia, and I grateful, really. The gun had been hanging by Joshs side, but now he levelled it at Eliass head.


  Killing me is no way to thank me, Elias protested. Killing me isnt going to fix anything.


  Other part of reward is, Murray, you die quick, not long and drawn out like you would do otherwise. Gettin tired talkin. What say we finish this?


  And then, it came to Elias. If he only had the strength . . .


  Mia, Elias said, and Josh frowned.


  What you say? said Josh, staring angrily at him. You want die slow?


  Its Mia, Elias said, most of his attention seemingly focused elsewhere. He didnt know if he could do it, didnt know if he had the power. Always, before,
  hed touched them, like Trencher had done, laying the hands on and feeling the light spill out. But Mia was in another room, and that made things very different. But having a gun pointed at
  your head, he was finding, tended to encourage remarkable levels of motivation.


  Something shifted and banged in the room they had left only seconds before, and everyone around Elias froze on hearing it. The only thing in the room the noise had come from was Mia  and
  Mia was very, very dead.


  What was it like, reaching in again, into that terrible place for a second time, finding the thin, delicate cord that led from this world into the abyss beyond life, somehow still connecting
  Mias spirit to her body? Like burying your face in wet, greasy compost and breathing in, he thought. It was the taste and the scent of death, the sensation of a dead soul being pulled back
  from the brink one more time, back into the light.


  Its lucky I dont believe in God, thought Elias, or Id burn in hell for this.


  Mik and Josh now had their attention firmly fixed on the room with Mias corpse in it. The two men at the table had also moved towards the room door, picking up the two rifles that lay on
  the table. Nobody, for a few seconds at least, was now paying any attention to Elias. Mik was still standing transfixed directly in front of him, only a few feet away. Elias propelled himself
  forward, finding it easy to push the kid over onto his back, pinning him down with his knees pressing the metal case into Miks chest. Miks eyes grew wide with surprise and fright, and
  could not even look behind him and see what Josh and the other two men were up to.


  What happened next lasted only seconds. In his struggle to escape, Mik let go of the case. Elias snatched it up and flung it, hard. Words started to form on Joshs lips just as the case
  slammed off his forehead. Meanwhile, the two nameless men with the rifles swung around and raised their weapons, aiming them straight at Eliass head.


  Then they noticed the case, which had burst open across the floor, a fine dust settling amongst shards of broken glass. For the briefest moment, it was as if the whole world had come to a
  halt.


  Elias, still half-kneeling on the floor, realized it could only be the Blight he saw swirling through the air: that same gene-altered alien phage that had already devastated so much of Asia. He
  turned to see Mik come at him, snarling.


  Elias caught Miks leg with one hand as the boy kicked out at him, reaching up with his other hand to grasp the handle of the sonic slammer where it was strapped against Miks chest.
  Finding the trigger, he pulled it.


  The boy disintegrated. Or rather, the portion of his torso between his upper shoulders and his hips seemed to turn into a fine red mist that expanded rapidly outwards to fill one half of the
  room, mixing together with the fine, deadly powder of the Blight.


  Elias only realized he himself had been shot at when he felt the bullet rip through the side of his arm. The sonic slammer had deafened him, the world around him reduced to death and silence. He
  groped for his small flechette gun and turned, firing rapidly behind him, while half-scuttling, half-crawling towards the shelter of the long table. Hed been lucky, the bullet hadnt
  hit his gun arm, but it turned out that it wasnt necessary.


  Josh stood still in the centre of his room, one hand stroking almost absent-mindedly at the base of his throat. The tiny flechettes had found their targets all over his shoulders and chest, but
  it was soon clear they werent all that was killing him. Elias could feel the Blight working on himself too, as the gun slipped from Joshs hand, his mouth working silently, his eyes
  becoming unfocused.


  Behind Josh, the two other armed men were sagging to the floor, the rifles slipping from their hands. It had all been so quick, surely no more than a few seconds. Yet Elias was still alive. For
  the moment. Josh staggered forward, a thin line of drool slipping from his mouth, through air still filled with a mist of blood and Blight. Elias coughed, and coughed again, feeling the strength
  sapping from his own bones.


  He forced himself to crawl towards the door that led back outside, all too aware that he would find more of the Mala Pata beyond it. He reached inside himself once again, trying to summon both
  the strength to reach the door and the healing light inside him, coaxing it out, willing it to propel his muscles towards the door  and any chance of safety, however slim.


  The door opened, and a heavily tattooed face appeared, staring over Eliass head to take in the attach case, Josh still standing empty-eyed in the centre of the room, the shattered
  fragments of Miks body . . . everything.


  Jesus fuck, the newcomer gasped, and ran off again.


  Elias kept crawling  reaching the door, passing through the door. His hearing was coming back gradually. He could hear people screaming, could understand why. The Blight was still working
  at him, tearing at his nervous system, and all the time he willed the inner light  the healing light that flowed from his fingers, the same light that had brought Mia back  to resist,
  to get him out of there, out of the Arcology, away from the Mala Pata.


  After a while, the ghost came to him again.


  He had silvery grey hair, and walked slowly along beside Elias as he crawled through the now deserted Mala Pata safe house. Not even the Mala Pata, it seemed, were brave enough to stick around
  for the Blight.


  Fuck off, Elias gasped, once he realized the ghost was there.


  Now, now, Elias. The ghost had lines on his face, but distinguished lines, like an elder statesman or a movie star whos put his best work behind him. His eyes even seemed to
  twinkle. No need to be rude. What you did back there wasnt very nice, was it? The words were spoken with the hint of a smile, as if only mock-stern.


  They were going to kill me, Elias gasped. He was getting near to the wide atrium, the great open space filling the centre of the Arcology.


  I meant Mia, who was once your friend. Bringing her back like that, not once but twice. I imagine her pain must have been beyond words. Elias knew it wasnt really a
  ghost, that its name was Vaughn. But it was hard to think of this wraithlike thing that appeared and disappeared as anything remotely human, regardless of what Trencher had taught him. Vaughn
  stepped up to the railing, inspecting what he saw below like the king of some abandoned castle surveying his erstwhile domain.


  Elias said nothing to that, because the ghost  Vaughn, whatever  was probably right. So he changed the subject.


  Why dont you leave me alone, he wheezed, pulling himself towards the railing and hauling himself up into a roughly sitting position. I didnt ask for you
   but you keep on coming.


  That Blight powder must have been extraordinarily concentrated to do what it did to those men, the ghost said, as if ignoring him. Usually it takes days, or at least hours,
  to strike people down. But look at you: still alive, still moving. Truly, Elias, you are remarkable. He said this without the least hint of irony. The City Authorities would be here soon,
  Elias thought, and he didnt want to be here when they arrived. His bones seemed to be on fire, the Blight was spreading through his system, but despite his resentment he knew the ghost was
  right: he was still alive, still moving. He pushed himself from his sitting position and somehow, miraculously, pulled himself upright, holding on to the railing. The world swayed around him, and
  for a moment he looked down into dizzying depths, the roof of the Arcology only a few metres above his head. He retched, coughed, started to walk. There were shouts in the distance, and he saw
  people moving, all moving downwards, away from the Mala Pata safe house.


  He decided this seemed a good idea, and found his way to one of the bridges, hauled himself across it.


  He didnt look back to see if the ghost was still there, but it was following silently. Voices echoed from far below, too distant to be made out. Theyre going to hurt you for
  this, you know, Vaughn said. You let the Blight escape. Imagine the fuss thats going to cause.


  I dont need your fucking comments, Elias croaked, making himself turn around at last. But the ghost  Vaughn  was gone, vanished. As always.


  



  TWO


  Ursu


  It was on the fifth day of the Ceremony of Commencement that Shecumpeh called to Ursu, and he found himself awoken in the depths of the night by Master
  Uftheyan. He had been dreaming of the orchards beyond the mountains, although he had never seen them. But his mother had, before he was even born, and he wondered how he came to dream of something
  he knew well he had never seen. He wondered what those orchards really looked like.


  Not that he was ever likely to find out, the way things had been going recently.


  Master Uftheyan was bent with age, his brow grey and mottled, but his eyes remained bright and piercing. When he shoved Ursu awake, he woke to see the old priests eyes gazing down at him.
  The old one was hard enough to read at the best of times but, for once, as Ursu sat up on his rough stone pallet, it seemed to him there was some hint of emotion in Uftheyans eyes which he
  could not readily identify.


  The cell had a single window, covered over with wooden shutters inscribed and embellished with the teachings of the Speakers. From what dim light filtered through from the sky beyond, Ursu could
  tell that it was just after dawn.


  His first reaction, on being woken at such a strange hour, was fear  fear that the invaders had launched their final attack, and were now scaling the walls of the city. But as he listened
  hard, his short, triangular ears twitching at either side of his elongated skull, he could make out hardly a sound. So perhaps it was something else.


  Get up, Ursu. We all heard it, Uftheyan urged with a trace of excitement. Normally the old priest was careful to reveal no hint of emotion. He had been a soldier in his youth,
  apparently, but never spoke of his military life. There were rumours that he had grown tired of the killing, so had become a Master to remove himself as far from his previous lifestyle as
  possible.


  Heard what? Ursu asked sleepily.


  Uftheyan glared at him, revealing a mouth full of long, sharp teeth. The voice of Shecumpeh, he said, in a tone of barely restrained anger. The name he uttered was a compound of
  words from the old language  the one spoken by the first race of city-builders, before they died amid snow and darkness. It translated, more or less, as the-one-who-speaks. Ursu
  stared stupidly at the old priest, not sure what he was saying.


  Then he remembered.


  In his dream, he had been walking through the orchard his mother had once spoken of. The smell of ripe fruit had filled his wide nostrils, and his long narrow tongue had flicked out and across
  his muzzle. It was a familiar dream, but this time he had not been alone; there had been another beside him. But in the dream it had never occurred to him to turn and see the face of that
  companion. Its voice had been moderate and pleasant, almost musical in tone. But for the life of him, Ursu could not remember the actual words it had spoken.


  But, now he took the time to think about it, in those first blurry moments after waking there had been something about that voice  something that frightened him.


  He looked up at Uftheyan. I dont know. Im not sure that


  You thought the words of a god would be clearer than that, the old man said, like thunder from the skies?


  Ursu nodded. Yes, exactly like that. Perhaps he had heard the voice of Shecumpeh after all. To hear the voice of the god, speaking directly to you? Raw excitement filled him, and
  he began to tremble.


  Shecumpeh had spoken to him. And they had all heard it.


  This early in the day the city was relatively quiet. Shecumpehs House was situated directly in the centre of the city of Nubala, so that the god was at the heart of all things that
  mattered most in the lives of its citizens. This had always been so, even in the depths of the Great Cold.


  Ursu went over to the narrow window and peered through at the empty marketplace below. It occurred to him that almost a year had passed since the last great market held there, but that had been
  before Xans great army had come. As anniversaries went, it was unlikely to inspire much celebration.


  Ursu felt his stomach rumble, and he thought again of those orchards from his dreams. Likely the same soldiers encamped outside the city walls had long ago trampled their trees and gardens under
  their boots and wheels. Out there you were more likely to find the frozen bodies of the elderly, ready for the embedding rituals.


  Uftheyan made a sound of irritation and Ursu turned away from the window. Im sorry, he said. I was just thinking.


  Then down the clammy stone steps they went, shivering at the chill wind that blew through the window slits. Ursus cell was high up in the gods house, and from there he could just
  about see over the city walls to the encampments beyond, faint and almost hidden in the misty morning light. After a year, now, war had almost come to seem a normal part of their life. Along with
  starvation, and endless fear.


  The god lived underneath the main edifice, in a cellar created for that express purpose (according to the Orders holy book) more than forty-five generations before, during which time the
  city had not fallen once. Throughout the course of a normal year, acolytes such as Ursu were permitted to see the god on only three occasions: the Festival of Frost, the Festival of the Sun, and
  the Festival of the Waning.


  Only a few from outside the Order  the citys current rulers and various dignitaries and people who held hereditary honoured positions  were allowed to take part in just one
  of these: the Festival of the Sun.


  Into the main hall next to the entrance, a chill morning wind came gusting through the open wooden doors, accompanied by a fragile chink of sunlight. Other acolytes and a few Masters were moving
  about, hurrying from the kitchens to the stables where the icebeasts were housed, and back again. A few of his fellow acolytes stopped and looked startled when they saw Ursu descend the rough stone
  steps accompanied by his Master.


  Ursu himself had been handed over to the Masters at the very young age typical of most acolytes. Nubala had strict laws on this: if you had produced three children who survived into adulthood,
  then any further offspring had to be offered up for consideration by the Masters. Ursu had been the fourth in his family. Though an elder brother had died of the recurrent blackface plague some
  years into his adulthood, by then Ursu had been too far advanced into his training for the priesthood.


  Being selected for service by the citys god was not a rare occurrence, but neither was it an everyday event. It usually meant celebrations for the other denizens of the House, even a day
  or two of holiday. It had been four, maybe five years since the last acolyte  a female named Ewenden, Ursu recalled  had been called to serve Nubalas god. Ursu himself had been
  a lot younger then, barely sentient a year, so Ewenden was only the vaguest memory. Her name was remembered, though, as being the one who had died so tragically, drowning in the well immediately
  beyond the House. Being called meant you were destined for better things than most, to join the elite of the Masters who guided all religious life in the city and, perhaps, if you played your cards
  right, destined to become part of the ruling Council itself.


  And so it was that as Ursu picked his way through the great entrance hall of the House, yawning and scratching at the tangled fur beneath his robes, he noticed that the normal indifference with
  which he was treated had been replaced with respectful gazes. Some pre-sentients  canthres  dashed past him on all fours, having somehow found their way inside the temple, their eyes
  glinting happily and devoid of adult intelligence.


  He exchanged some casual greetings with other acolytes, their tongues touching and tasting each others fur. Uftheyan, behind him, allowed his claws to briefly unsheathe, and the other
  acolytes scattered out of their way.


  Being an acolyte required no special calling: you were there to fulfil the menial or degrading tasks the Masters regarded as below them.


  But now things were different; he had been called. He would be permitted into the awesome presence of Shecumpeh. And if you were called, you became a Master-in-Waiting. You were housed in better
  quarters; you were even assigned an acolyte to run around for you. Uftheyans hand occasionally touched his shoulder as if to guide him, but Ursu could have found his way down these steep
  stone steps leading deep into the ground with his eyes blindfolded.


  Ursu stepped on down into a familiar darkness, where the scent of sticks of burning sweetgrass filled the air like perfume. This was supposed to be a solemn occasion, but Ursu could hear the
  sound of muffled yawns and low muttering from the dozen or so Masters who waited in the chamber below, somewhat spoiling the ritual atmosphere. It seemed likely they hadnt been up for long
  themselves. Ursus long-toed feet sought out the edge of each step carefully, not wanting to witness the reaction of the Masters if he managed to trip and make a fool of himself.


  The morning chill seemed to fade as Ursu heard the great wooden door that separated the Lower Chambers from the Main Hall above squeak shut. There was little light, but as his eyes adjusted to
  the dim candlelight flickering over walls laden with mosaics so ancient that many of them had almost merged into the surrounding stone, he saw the Masters he had served almost all his young life
  waiting there  for him.


  It occurred to Ursu that his bladder was uncomfortably full.


  Uftheyan was gone, merged with the shadows, and Ursu stood alone in the centre of a circle of watchers. He felt a nervousness tinged with excitement, and the delight of a new life now awaiting
  him.


  And there, straight ahead of Ursu, sat Shecumpeh itself, the beating heart of Nubala, on its throne of brass and gold.


  The god of the City was represented by a clay figure moulded loosely in the form of Ursus own people, with spiralling incisions to indicate fur, a long tongue sliding downwards over the
  torso and a broadly grinning tooth-filled snout that might be interpreted by some as menacing. Shecumpeh was as old as the city itself  was in fact indistinguishable from the city. By an
  ancient Plains tradition, each of the Great Cities maintained its own god, and when it chose to, the god spoke to its citizens. Ursu had been taught how, at times, these gods would speak of things
  beyond nature, beyond understanding.


  And suddenly the spirit of Shecumpeh was within Ursu. The attentive Masters could feel it too: an accompanying sensation, not quite taste nor smell, like the way the air feels the morning after
  a thunderstorm. Something clean, and sharp and bright.


  He heard nothing that might be described as sound, nothing like words spoken. It was as if suddenly revealed memories, images, sensations flooded into him.


  Ursu knew the god was asking him for his true name.


  I he said out loud, then remembered himself. He was alone now in the centre of the room. I am Ursu, he spoke in his thoughts, and he wondered if the god could hear
  him.


  And that was when the god spoke his true name, his private name, the name of his soul.


  When Ursu had been five summers old, his adult mind so recently implanted in his canthre body that it still seemed a strange thing to be walking on two legs, he had undergone the same ritual
  that every other child of the city experienced, receiving his true name in the shape of just one of many hundreds of intricately carved pieces of wood picked at random from a great urn. This was to
  be his inner name, and he had been solemnly warned how demons would try to steal into his dreams to root it out. The horror was that once they had it, they owned your soul.


  The only entities who should know your name  your true name  were the gods. And so it was that Shecumpeh spoke to Ursu.


  More sensations, sounds and smells overwhelmed him. And this time, Ursu saw the image of a small, weak-looking individual in a robe too big for him, slipping through the streets of Nubala at
  night. And strapped to his back was . . . was . . .


  Ursu stared at the idol of Shecumpeh that sat before him. Surely there could be no doubt about the message the god of the City was giving him? He realized now that he was the one in the
  gods vision, struggling through the city, this very same effigy crudely strapped into a bag slung across his back.


  Then there he was again, slipping as if invisible between the ranks of the enemy marshalled outside the gates. On to the orchards beyond, and  on again. At first clear and sharp, the
  images flooding into Ursus mind began contradicting themselves, as if several separate visions were being presented to him at once, each slightly different in outcome.


  And then on, further into confusion and madness, as Ursu envisaged fire raining down from the heavens, the great city of Nubala burning in invisible light, all its territory being reduced to
  death and ruins.


  As vision after vision assailed him, he became lost to the basement temple around him, his mind stretching out to explore something he could only dimly, distantly comprehend. Yet it seemed to be
  his own life, evolving along in a seemingly endless multiplicity of paths.


  But there was one strand that still shone as brightly as a path of stars through an endless sea of night. That enduring image of Ursu the acolyte, now a Master-in-Waiting, stealing away with the
  figure of the god, and carrying it  somehow  through the walls of the city, and beyond.


  Sam Roy


  Wheres your father?


  In the Citadel. I dont think he has any idea whats happening here while hes been in there. You know how it is.


  Sam did. Time and space ceased to operate as they should, once you were deep inside the Citadel. There were ways to navigate it, to find your way into its hidden depths and uncover the treasures
  that lay there, but it wasnt without risk. Matthew was older now, side-parted blond hair flopping across his forehead in an unruly wave. The sun was high overhead.


  Sam gently rubbed his arms where they had chafed under the chains that secured him to the great round boulder. He already knew how much time theyd have. All the time in the
  world, he thought. Matthews father was discovering what Sam already knew, that the Citadel was a patient mistress, a place where something was always waiting to be discovered.


  How old are you now, Matthew?


  Fifteen.


  Remind me why you hate your father so much.


  Matthew stared at him. Why I? You hate him too. Look what hes done to you. You couldnt help but hate him!


  Hes your father. Hes done nothing to you.


  Matthew stared out across the wide mountain plain. Sam followed his gaze, taking in distant peaks wreathed in cloud and, nearer at hand, a village almost like a resort in its picturesqueness,
  like someplace you might find far up in the Rocky Mountains, with a hotel and a bed for the night. But of course, they were a very long way from the Rockies.


  My father is insane, Matthew explained at last. A girl in my class went crazy, started shouting that my father was evil, that we shouldnt be here. Matthew
  licked his lips, then turned hollow eyes to Sam. They took her away, and a couple of days later he had her body left in the square so we could all see. The boy was trembling now.
  He wants me to be like him. I could never . . . He shook his head, the words trailing off.


  When we talk, Matthew, I dont necessarily get any sense of what you want to do, if and when you find a way to defeat him. Remember, I tried, Sam raised shackled
  hands, and look what happened to me.


  I dont understand.


  Say youre left in charge of all this, Sam said, nodding at the village, what are you going to do?


  Matthew looked defiant. Go home. Leave this place.


  This is your home. Its where you were born.


  Conflicting emotions crossed the boys face. There  theres so much else out there. We shouldnt even be here! The boy actually stamped his foot. Sam
  raised one eyebrow and waited. We belong out there with the rest of the human race. You knew that, didnt you? Thats why you did what you did!


  I did what I did because your father wants to destroy a world, and I couldnt permit him to do that. No one sane could allow that.


  Thats what I want, too. And the others.


  Sam nodded. It was strange that Matthews father had made the decision to have a family and raise a son after so long. He suspected Matthews father intended to begin a dynasty.


  Very well, then. We should make plans. As long as you understand you might die.


  Matthew swallowed. I know that. Sam studied the boy carefully until his eyes widened and the blood drained from his face. I will die, wont I? said Matthew,
  taking a step back.


  Sam said nothing, his expression remaining calm.


  Tell me, said Matthew. I have to know. Hell find us out, wont he? We should stop.


  No, you wont die. But some will, he thought. He knew who they were, their faces and their names. They came in his visions, such strong, rich visions. He
  wasnt going to tell the boy this, though. Youre right to do what youre doing, Matthew, so maybe youll succeed where I didnt. But there are risks: this is
  life and death stuff.


  He didnt kill you, observed Matthew.


  He cant kill me, remember? And I cant kill him. Sams smile was more like a grimace. Thats our gift, our sentence  that and the
  future. Sam laid a hand on the boulder he had been chained to for so long. The path upwards waited again and, at the top of the path, food and water. Besides, in case you hadnt
  noticed, he gets much more of a kick out of torturing me than killing me.


  Kim


  It was Fitz again. Fitz, with the bright red shock of hair that seemed to defy gravity in the way it floated in jagged wisps around his head. An emergency light flickered
  just behind him, and in the intermittent glow it provided, she could only briefly see his features outlined from second to second.


  Fitz was saying something. We have to get out of here. Come on And then he said a name, and it was someone elses name, not hers. We have to get out of here
  now, he repeated, and she could hear despair in his voice.


  No, wait, said a voice sounding suspiciously, unpleasantly like her own. She struggled away from that voice, from the name Fitz had mentioned. Someone else.


  Fitz, fetch Odell and the others. We can still get this stuff out. Great stone slabs surrounded her, their rough surfaces carved with arcane symbols and alien scripts that her
  practised eye recognized as Middle Period Shipbuilder. She was stepping into a corridor that curved abruptly just ahead. A faint trickle of memory came into her mind about what lay beyond, and then
  she realized . . .


  She was dreaming, and she knew her worst nightmare lay around that curve. The worst thing she could possibly imagine, ever, lay a few feet away, in a building abandoned by the race who had
  constructed it untold millennia before.


  She was dreaming, and with an awful certainty she knew Fitz was dead. She discovered then that no matter how much she wanted to, she could not cry, could not shed tears, because this, after all,
  was a dream.


  Somewhere, on the periphery of her awareness, something significant was happening. She knew it was imperative that she now wake up.


  Must wake up.


  And suddenly she was back in the Goblin  shockingly so. Oh dear God, she thought, that was bad. Shed actually forgotten just how bad it could be. She had to find
  Bill, and fast.


  The Goblin was her ship; after the botched expedition to the Citadel, shed acquired it after finding herself still in the Kasper system with enough money left to purchase a long-range,
  deep-system hauler and a retrieval contract to go with it. That had been over two years ago, and since then Kim had developed into a rock hermit. Every now and then shed bring the Goblin
  back into the Kaspian systems Angel Station, way far out where the Kaspian sun was just one particularly bright pinprick of stellar light in the deep black of night.


  Now she was coming back in after a particularly fruitless haul and knew theyd be reviewing her contract. That knowledge just made her usual state of mind all the worse.


  When shed seen the inside of a Goblin for the first time, shed thought she could maybe make sufficient cash by going out in it for a few days at a time, as the idea of living in it
  for weeks or months seemed hardly appealing. But she knew people did so  had been doing so, one way or another, for decades. Yet, after the first month or so on her own, travelling through
  the Kaspian system as captain and sole passenger on board her refitted Goblin, she had discovered the will to keep living.


  To some degree, she had Bill to thank. In a sense, Bill had given her something she could have found without ever leaving the Angel Station, if only she had known. It was one of lifes
  ironies that shed had to spend a while going quietly crazy in a flying hermits cave before she could discover that.


  Kim had, so to speak, fallen asleep at the wheel  if only the Goblin had a wheel to guide it. She had passed out, entering one of those frequent waking dreams shed long been
  suffering, a kind of relapse into the memories that the Books brought to her.


  The Angel Station showed itself on two subsidiary screens as well as on the main viewscreen. One of these screens  nestled in a nook just above her left knee, glowing brightly from its
  niche between the co-pilots seat and hers  revealed the Station as a computer-generated torus with an empty centre. The other, smaller screen, situated at head height, displayed a
  star map. One of the thousands of dots represented there glowed a different colour than the rest. That was the Kasper Angel Station she was about to dock with. Another brightly glowing dot
  represented Earth and the home system, several thousand light years away. An arrow pointed in the opposite direction, towards the Galactic Centre  which might well have been the next stop
  from this system, if anyone had ever found an Angel Station that led that far in.


  She glanced up. Only a few seconds having passed, she still felt groggy and confused. Shed already had an inkling this was going to be a really, really bad day.


  First, Bill had stopped answering her calls. Kim had tried contacting him previously during her long weeks of approach, but nothing. She had checked in with some other people in the
  human-habitable portion of the Station, and theyd confirmed having seen him around. So she knew Bill hadnt checked out and caught a shuttle back through the Stations
  singularity to some other system  which begged the question, why was he ignoring her?


  And the whole time, her air and rations were running lower and lower, and now if she got back and Bill wasnt there . . . she wasnt sure what she would do.


  And then she noticed a red light was blinking at her. Shed never seen it blink red before, but then shed never functionally passed out on an approach vector before, either. Kim
  reached out with an unsteady hand and hit a button. A stream of dialogue had been trickling along so quietly as to be almost subliminal. Hitting the button knocked the volume up and, with a cold
  rush of fear and horror, she wondered just how long she had been floating along effectively dead in space, with only the autopilot to keep her alive.


  . . . Damn it, Goblin 4PX, do you read? I . . . The voice grew briefly fainter as another voice interjected. Kim couldnt quite make out what they were saying, but she
  recognized the tone: angry, worried, someone in charge. No, Im not in the habit of blowing anyone out of the sky. Shes on auto, okay? Well just bring her in. No,
  theres no danger, I


  This is Goblin 4PX, Kim said rapidly, the blood draining out of her face. Stupid girl. Stupid, stupid girl! Im sorry, my comms system has been having problems. I
  dont know what happened. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. I, uh  sorry about that.


  We hear you, but you know the rules. Im afraid we may have to insist your ship undergoes a thorough overhaul before you can go out again. The voice was reproving, but not
  too harsh. Kim had met the man behind the voice, once, not long after shed arrived there. A gentle bear of a man who confessed to her one drunken night that hed had enough of
  civilization and living in crowded hives, while alien diseases killed off entire continents. Hed put on his official voice this time presumably for the benefit of whoever was standing next
  to him. One of the military guys, almost inevitably.


  They called it the debriefing room, but it looked a lot like a cell.


  Thing is, Miss Amoto, there are rules and procedures here. The Sergeant held out a clipboard in front of him. Every now and then, as he spoke, hed let it drop down to his
  side and tap it against his thigh, so Kim could see a couple of shiny plastic sheets with a really bad photo of her attached. You must be aware of this.


  I am, Sergeant.


  Hm. He nodded and looked over at Pierce, her lawyer  everybodys lawyer here on the Kasper Angel Station. He was also Earths ambassador to Kasper, except of
  course the Kaspians didnt know that fact. He was further, by virtue of a strange public relations sleight of hand, the Stations Mayor. Apparently it had been decided that in order to
  foster a real sense of community amongst the Stations non-military personnel, they should have their own Mayor. It was, by Pierces own admission, one of the stupidest ideas around.
  She knew he was also a pretty mean cook when it came to Mexican food, which came in handy because he really didnt get much else to do out here. Kim had been to a couple of his barbecues.


  Well, at the risk of telling you something you already know, this Station  this entire system, as a matter of fact  is under military jurisdiction until any possible further
  threat is checked or identified. Now, the man in the docking control room at the time you were coming in would have had every right to fire upon you after you failed to identify
  yourself.


  My ship was on autopilot, Sergeant. Ive had a look at the ship myself, and there were some problems with the atmosphere control. My oxygen levels were too low, so I passed out. It
  happens, especially when youre out solo for long periods of time.


  But you then carried out those repairs before an official inspection team could take a look at your craft.


  Yes, because they were necessary.


  The Sergeant pursed his lips until he almost looked like he was pouting. Kim had a feeling he didnt have much to do with his days either. Miss Amoto, there are specific
  clauses in your contract to do with our rules and procedures. There are ways of dealing with situations such as this, and you didnt follow them.


  Pierce looked away from the blank wall hed been gazing at for several minutes. The contract is thirty pages in length, Sergeant, and in very small type. People dont have
  time to read thirty pages of small type when theyre dealing with potentially life-threatening situations.


  Kim willed her cheeks not to burn; she had never considered herself a good liar. Before she had finally docked, she had deliberately damaged a small valve to the rear of the craft, and then
  fixed it with the repair kit. She had come up with a story and started telling it to Pierce as soon as shed found him. Pierce had just looked at her with a weary expression; he wasnt
  going to buy it.


  Whatever you say, Kim, hed sighed. Just make sure you get your story straight before we go in, all right?


  The Sergeant glanced at Pierce. She was right next to the Station then. How long would it have taken before we could pick her up from one of the navy ships?


  I dont know, Sergeant. How long does it take someone to suffocate in a ship without a functioning oxygen supply? Pierce asked dryly. He leaned back in his seat.
  Theres really no need for this, Sergeant. The only reason we have these procedures in the first place is because of what happened  whatever happened  to the original
  occupants of this Station. But you well know theres no immediate threat to anybody here, and hasnt been for a very long time. If there was ever anything here, the danger is
  gone. One lone prospector falling asleep doesnt constitute a crisis.


  Mr Pierce, I follow the set procedures laid down by my superiors, otherwise I have to answer to them.


  Yeah, and this is a farce, said Pierce. You dont have the legislative power to make any decisions here. I move we adjourn this meeting until the Station Commander can
  actually be present.


  The Sergeant stared at Pierce like he wanted to rip his head off. Then he looked at Kim. Miss Amoto, Im not convinced youre fit to pilot anything right now.
  Kims head was pounding, like needles were being worked into the backs of her eyeballs. Im impounding your ship pending the payment of a fine for endangering the lives of the
  people on board this Station. The Sergeant stared at her for a moment, then spun on his heel and left, an awkward expression on his face.


  Here, knock these back, do you a world of good. Kim took the pills and swallowed them dry. Pierce tried to give her a glass of water but she waved it away.


  Really, Im fine. You shouldnt concern yourself.


  I thought you were going to pass out all over again back there. You should have seen the look on that Sergeants face. He thinks everybody here is crazy, you know.


  We are all crazy. Why the hell else would anybody be out here?


  What? he said, his cheeks dimpling. And turn down the chance to investigate the only extant civilization apart from humanity in the known universe? Kim rolled her
  eyes at him.


  Pierce had been good enough to get this accommodation sorted out for her while the Goblin was moved to another dock, where it would be impounded until she could either appeal the fine or pay up.
  The room was a tiny cube whose facing walls were maybe only a couple of metres apart, but for all that it felt like luxurious roominess after the time shed spent in the Goblin. She sat on
  the edge of the rooms tiny fold-down bunk, rubbing at her temples with the tips of her fingers. The Stations Mayor sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her.


  Listen, Pierce  I need to do some things. I need to get some things sorted out.


  Sure, I know. Try not to worry too much just yet about the review of your licence. To put it bluntly, a lot of these people arent too worried if any prospectors get themselves
  killed out in the middle of nowhere. Apart from the fact you screwed up in front of their noses, the only reason they
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