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CARL
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was twelve years old the first time he laid eyes on the Grand Abeona Hotel. It was ghostly as a daytime moon, hovering low between columns of twisting, griddled rock, above a crevasse darkly spiderwebbed with cables and crawlers and great nodding anvils. He took it at first for an apparition, because it looked so much like those patches of shimmering air that appeared sometimes in his vision after he’d been punched. And he had been punched—twice, in fact, against the side of the face, because the first one hadn’t knocked him down. Once the dealer of the punch had slunk away in search of other victims, Carl crawled out to the back steps and pressed his temple against the cool metal railing, watching the stars spin around. Whenever he moved his pupils, the aberrations would move as well, so that he could never look at them dead on. But the Abeona stayed; she did not shift away from his gaze. That was how Carl knew that what he saw was real.

Once he realized that, he remembered that there’d been stories going around about some ritzy hotel ship coming into orbit, a divine visitation from the inner systems, there to prey upon the scant handful of genuine tycoons who lived in (and owned) the planet’s single city. He had heard these rumors and thought that they were probably true. But part of him still had not believed. Not until he saw the Abeona floating there.

Hoxxes was an imperial mining colony, an unhappy place that looked from orbit like a pumice stone, populated by displaced people whose brief lives were made bearable with substances that shortened them. Many dwelled there but nobody was really at home. In a few decades the whole planet would be unlivable, harvested by its occupants into a poisonous oblivion. Things had been easier in Carl’s grandparents’ time. But as the Emperor grew older his paranoia swelled, and the pace of production swelled with it, and the churn of war swallowed cheap material faster than the soil could provide.

Things, never good, were getting steadily worse.

As grim as life was on Hoxxes, Carl’s decision to leave was mostly about his family—though the less said of them, the better.

Afterward, when people asked why he’d run away to join the hotel, Carl would shrug and say, with the muted smile that became his trademark: “It was love at first sight.”

There was a pull-out drawer in the kitchen where Carl’s guardians kept their loose change. He picked it clean and shrugged into an overlarge padded miner’s coat, turning up the cuffs to retain the use of his hands. With his pockets jingling, he sprinted down the shadowed alleys, between looming high-rises set into cliffsides of rust-colored rock, until he came to the departure station for the city-bound suspended tram. One by one he slotted the coins into the machine, trying hard to keep his hands from shaking. Half a kilo of metal transformed into a single plastic ticket that unlocked a stuttering twin door. The tram swept high above the pits, circular caverns spiraled with walkways, each descending level swarming with machinery and life. And in the sky, still unmoving, still there even after he knuckled his eyes, was the hotel.

Carl found the departing shuttle easily enough. It was in the airbay in the center of the city, guarded by a chauffeur in a crisp tuxedo who rang a brass bell and called in a melodic, undulating voice: “All aboard the Grand Abeona! Customers queue here!”

A length of red carpet rolled down from the entrance hatch and onto the concrete road, held snug to the steps by a set of gold clasps. The luxury was an intrusion into dull reality; a lolling tongue from a red-lipped mouth, a flavor of things to come. The sight sent a shiver through Carl’s heart.

A curious crowd circled the shuttle entrance like a flock of birds. “Move along now,” the chauffeur called, spreading his arms to shoo them back. “Make way for guests, please. Make way.”

Carl ducked beneath the man’s elbow and beelined for the guest queue, where a woman in a fur coat and peacock-swirl hat was struggling to lug her luggage trunk up the steps.

“’Scuse me, ma’am,” said Carl. “May I give you a hand?”

She looked down at him, this eager and malnourished boy practically swimming in his own jacket, the presence of a bruise already making itself known in the corner of one cheek. A lesser person might have kicked him, or yelled that they were being robbed. Instead she said, “Well, aren’t you just a perfect little gentleman. Go on, then. Grab it underneath. Mind you don’t trap your fingers.”

Inside the shuttle, the drone of the city fell away into a velvet hush. Carl drank everything in: plump cushions on every seat, each crowned with a complimentary mint; a faint rose-petal smell in the pressurized air; the sweet prerecorded warbling of a string quartet. They hadn’t even left the atmosphere yet, and already Carl felt like he was in a different universe. He found an unobtrusive spot on the back wall and stood there, willing himself not to be noticed.

Bodies moved busily up and down the aisle. The chauffeur said, “Gentlefolk, to your seats, please.” And the gentlefolk sat.

Quietly as he could, Carl placed a hand on the back of the nearest chair, his fingers sinking deep into the covering. A low rumble sounded somewhere beneath his boots. Everything was trembling, even the walls, even the plush seat. One of the passengers was sipping coffee from a patterned saucer; Carl watched the liquid ripple, waiting for it to upend into the man’s lap as they soared into the air.

Then the humming stopped.

“Thank you,” said the chauffeur. “We have arrived.”

There was a lengthy hiss and a clunk as the docking tube attached on the other side; a light pinged green, and the hatch swung open.

The guests stood, and Carl fell in with them, lifting extraneous luggage—“Let me get that for you, sir.” “Thank you, lad.”—trotting through the disembarkation hall and into the reception.

And there he stopped.

They all did.

Stopped, simply to marvel.

There is a level of wealth above wealth, a level of luxury that surpasses the common idea of luxury, which is all about holograms and loudspeakers and moving images, gilded statues and subservient bots. There is an idea that rises beyond those ideas. It is called “class.”

Class, the story goes, cannot be purchased. This is not strictly true. Money is an integral piece of the puzzle. The difference is that, in the case of class, money is a means to an end. It is not the end itself.

The Grand Abeona Hotel was an analog paradise, a place where the walls distinguished themselves not only by fine papering, but by the complete absence of screens. The restaurant menu was displayed on a sort of mechanical abacus, and when the options updated, they twirled about of their own volition, click-clacking as the correct letters slid into place. Music was live and performed throughout the day. Important documents were sealed in tubes and sucked through a network of hydraulic glass pipes.

The crowning glory was the feature known as the Galactic Diorama. It was a disc-shaped display in the middle of the lobby showing a model of the current solar system, each planet spinning on an independent axis around the central sun—and called “galactic” because it could supposedly be altered to display every occupied system in the Milky Way. Stored in the artist’s cupboard on the ground floor were over a thousand hand-painted stars, planets, moons, gas giants, attachable rings, asteroids and other celestial detritus. And, of course, there was the Abeona herself, moving freely between them all on a magnetized mobile that was programmed to reflect the present coordinates of the ship.

Not for the Abeona were the sharply curled edges of a gilt pedestal, the bone-bruising hardness of a veined marble floor, sallow gold and lace trim. It was built from warm blocks of color, fan lights up the walls, varnished wood paneling, armchairs waiting to eat you up, bristling potted plants as high as the arches, and all of it arranged carefully, with a painter’s eye. The hotel was not designed by committee. It was the work of singular vision. It looked like something somebody loved.

Carl’s mind was young; the shape of reality was still something loose and malleable to him. Taking in the sight of the entrance hall for the first time, he sincerely believed that he was dreaming. His eyes rose to the ceiling, searching for shoals of shimmering fish that he thought might be circling the chandelier. His ears listened keenly for the rustling of angels’ wingtips.

A polite murmur brought him back to himself. He was standing in the path of the crowd, and moved, apologizing, slipping further in, then further still, past the reception, up the curving steps, a waterfall of color. He padded from hall to hall, following his ears, or his nose. Listened to the wandering notes of a saxophone from the raised stage. Watched people in the pool from the windowed gym, hexagons of quivering light cast through the speckless water, inhaling the scent of chalk and chlorine. A sudden squeak as a foot pivoted on the tiles.

He rode up and down the elevators, enjoying with distinct pleasure the husky woman’s voice that sounded with each parting of the doors: First floor. Third floor. Seventh floor. Mind your step. He walked boldly up to the bar and asked if he could have one of the nuts from the little bowl. The bartender laughed, told him to wait, and whispered something in her colleague’s ear. A minute later he was handed a bowl of oysters, garnished in butter and parsley, with a side of buttered bread. He picked it clean and had to be stopped from trying to eat the shells.

Midnight found Carl sitting cross-legged on the floor of the cocktail bar, staring at the domed glass wall. This was the top floor of the hotel, a miniature planetarium, smelling tartly of lime and gin and warm with sophisticated laughter. The evening was winding down. Behind him, servers drifted between the high tables, slotting salt-crusted glasses between their fingertips, flat wrists balancing stacked plates. Carl was trying valiantly to stay awake. He didn’t know what would become of him once the night was over.

Someone placed a mug by his side and vanished before he could turn to thank them. He warmed his face in the steam for a moment, and then sipped it, tasting chocolate richer than molten gold and almost as hot. A bite of cinnamon, a twist of orange. Heaven.

He became aware of a presence at his side. A woman, ageless, severely beautiful, perfectly composed—mother-of-pearl hair over a creaseless suit. She smiled down at him.

“Have you had fun, Carl?” Her voice was husky.

He blinked himself awake. “You know me?”

“I’m the manager. It is my business to know everyone.”

Self-conscious now, he retreated deeper into his jacket. “Yes, Miss Manager, I’ve had fun.”

“Call me Nina.”

“Yes, Miss Nina.”

They admired the stars.

Carl licked the chocolate from his upper lip and asked, “Are you going to send me back?”

He was already resigned to it, perhaps even a little relieved. Like a condemned man who thinks, Let’s get the pain over with.

But the manager shook her head. “Haven’t you noticed?”

“Noticed what, ma’am?”

“These are different stars. That shape there . . .” she pointed a single perfect fingernail at a certain point of light “. . . is the dwarf planet Rahel. We can’t send you back. You’re six billion miles from home.”

Carl said, “Oh.”

He looked at Rahel, squinting into the bluish light, wondering how many dwarves lived down there.

“Miss Nina?”

“Yes?”

“What happens now?”

“Hmm.” A curl of ivory came loose from her hair. She tucked it back under her ear, thoughtful. “That’s up to you, Carl. If you want, we can send you home once we’ve completed our tour of the system. Or . . .”

He looked up at her.

“. . . Or you can stay,” she said. “If that’s what you want. We can always use a few more helping hands.”

Quietly, he said, “I’d like to stay, please.”

Nina nodded. “Very well.”

It was October 2, 2774.




FORTY YEARS LATER




His office was set into a corner on the hotel’s starboard wing, connected to the first floor by a two-passenger elevator. The elevator was not quite private, but tucked cunningly away from sight of the other rooms so that guests seldom thought to use it. This way he could step through the sliding scissor-gate and relish one final moment of peace each morning before the madness began.

On the sunset dial above the door the bronzed pointer moved gradually from right to left. He watched it closely. Seven seconds to go. Three seconds. The pointer settled on the western hills, and the elevator said huskily, First floor. Please mind your step.

He stepped out, and a voice exclaimed, “There you are!” Mataz was upon him at once, speaking in a low, breathless rush: “We’ve got a situation. A problem. A big problem. A disaster, frankly.”

He arranged his face, cheerful, focused: Don’t worry. I’m here. “Tell me about it,” he said.

Omar Mataz, assistant manager and self-proclaimed “Head of Guest Experience,” was a strikingly beautiful man who reveled in the drama of a good crisis. He took out a pocket-kerchief, patted down the glowing skin beneath his jaw and said, “It’s about the Countess of Adeladia.”

“Countess.” He combed the guest list in his mind, pulling her name. “A one-nighter. Fourth floor. She’s checking out at 10:30.”

“That’s the one.”

They ducked through a door marked STAFF ONLY, into the back passageway. It was in these hidden byways that the Abeona started to look like an actual ship—close walls, pockmarked rubber flooring, warning signs on display, a smell of breath and stale food waste clinging like a fine film to every open surface. The atmosphere was that of a military base under attack, a steady and purposeful chaos: a swaying trolley of croissants rushed one way, while in the opposite direction a bellhop ran, bellowing, “Hoverjack! Who took the goddamn hoverjack?”

“She’s left her ship docked on the lobby slipway,” said Mataz. “Private vessel. Flyby, some kind of superyacht. Hideous thing. The group from—”

He stopped Mataz with a raise of the hand, turned to a technician who was passing. “Did you fix the lights in the conference room?” She nodded. “Good. Remember, the set-up is for twenty-four.” He turned back to Mataz. “Go on.”

“The first group from PSC are arriving in ten minutes in the auto-shuttle and you know that thing is not up to code, I don’t know if it’ll stop. I’m sure it won’t. If someone doesn’t move that flyby we are going to have two dozen dead scientists with eyes like burst tomatoes floating past the dining-room window.” A useful thing about Mataz was that he always had the worst case scenario poised at the end of his trimmed fingertips. “And nobody can find the damn countess,” he finished. “She’s not in her room.”

“Early morning swim,” he murmured. Checked his watch. They had been walking for the entirety of this exchange, and were nearing the end of the passage now. A rattle of compounded wheels: he and Mataz both instinctively ducked as a plate of hot breakfast swept past on the auto-service gondola overhead. “She’ll be there when the breakfast bar opens,” he said. “I’ll catch her. Have we got a spot free in the hangar?”

“I believe so.”

“Okay. Make sure. Prep a signal for that shuttle, but don’t send it just yet. Can’t have a panic.”

They burst out into the sparse, calm, hygienic facade of the lobby. He paused, kneading the space above his eyebrows, contemplating the shifting battle lines of the day ahead.

 “Mr. Manager, sir?” a voice asked from the reception desk.

“Yes?” he turned, smiling already, to ask with complete sincerity, “How can I help?”

It was Carl speaking. Of course it was Carl. Fifty-two now, big enough now to fit the miner’s jacket, which he’d kept. The decades had rumpled him, sloped his shoulders, slung a little pouch over his belt. Softly traced wrinkles set his face into a permanent puzzled smile. He dressed informally compared to his underlings, tie loose, shirt rolled easily around the elbows. Sometimes he liked to hang around the lobby and help people with their bags just for the pleasure of hearing them whisper, in wondrous admiration, “Look! It’s the manager!”

Yup, he’d think. That’s me.

Everyone at the Abeona had a different name for Carl. To the kitchen staff he was Boss, to the reception, Mr. Manager. To the chief technician he was always Honey. The pianist called him Mr. Abeona, though this was not technically his name. None of these titles were Carl’s idea, but it was one of his policies to let people address him as they wished. Things went smoother that way.

Uwade, concierge and acting receptionist, swiveled to face him. “Mr. Manager, we have a request for a room upgrade. I need approval.”

He scanned the papers presented to him and scribbled a signature with his tongue between his lips. “Honeymoon suite for the Appleseeds? Right. Have some roses left on the table, would ya?”

“I already sent them up.”

“You’re a gem, Uwade.” His eyes caught sight of something peeking out from beneath the desk—a squat device, operated by a crank. “And send someone to find Reggie. He needs that hoverjack.”

She nodded curtly, rolled up the signed note and sent it zipping into the network of glass tubes at her side. Carl noticed a little stiffness in her posture, an irritated curl in the mouth. He lingered a moment, elbows on the counter. “How’re we feeling today?”

“Ah, fine, fine.” She flapped a hand, already sensing his worry and batting it down. “I’m only stressed about this conference. These academics are always so condescending, it drives me crazy.” Stacking papers briskly with her hand. Tangerine lipstick, new earrings. Carl thought her excuse was probably not the full story. But he knew better than to press.

“Take the high ground, that’s what you gotta do,” he said. “Keep your chin up.”

“Ha! You know I shall.” A quick, grateful smile. Then she shooed him away. “Get out of here. We are far too busy for you to stand around jaw-wagging. Go on. Go.”

“Okay, okay. Geez.” He strolled away, tried to pick up into a jog, but a gloved hand stuck out in front of his chest. “Hey, honey. Got a minute?”

Sasha, Chief Technician. Body like a chewed-up steak, braided white hair, knotted muscle and a whiff of tobacco. Never seen out of a boiler suit. He’d asked her frankly once what year she’d been born, but she only tapped her temple and growled, “Age is a state of mind.”

“Glad I caught you. Listen—”

“Walk and talk,” he said, beckoning her along. Checked his watch. Seven minutes.

“We need to book in maintenance on the portside engines,” she went on, matching his stride. “The fuel economy is rubber-ducked right now. It’s like drinking soup with a fork. But this soup is very fucking expensive, you understand me?”

“Sasha. Guests.”

“’Scuse me. A lot of money for the fuel. You get it.”

“I get it.” He nodded. More paperwork. “Write to Kipple. I can book it ahead, but we’ll have to put some money aside.” Kipple was the overworked and rarely glimpsed hotel administrator who kept things afloat from an office in the basement. Their name brought a twitch of a frown to Sasha’s lips.

“Kipple won’t like that,” she said.

“Put my name on it.”

“All right! Thanking you.” A thwack on the back, and she was away.

It was still early morning, and the mood in the dining room was subdued. Bleary-eyed guests shuffled around, their plates glistening with fresh fruit, fried pastries, breakable cereal cubes molded around a milky core. A harassed-looking sous-chef—Dunkson, or Dunk to his friends, and Dunk was a friend to everybody—waded between the tables, balancing a platter of buttered fish on a forearm tangled over with a confusion of blue-gray tattoos. “Bream?” he called. “Please? Grilled bream?” When a hand shot up to claim it he looked ready to cry with relief.

The starboard wall was made of six-inch glass, tables set in rows of two so couples could toast against the best views in the galaxy. It was at one of these tables that the countess sat.

Adeladia itself was visible below, a misshapen landmass belted in by blood-red oceans and a muddy swirl of cloud, but the countess seemed to have no interest in admiring her territory. She was hawkishly athletic, cropped hair still damp from the pool, done up in designer fishskin sportswear with a glint of bentonite on one slim pinkie. She was dispensing instructions with ticker-tape rapidity, and her assistant, halting and ill-coordinated as a newborn doe, struggled to input everything into a digital planner flipping out from her wrist.

“That facial at three will have to be moved. Call ahead, make sure I get one of those moony girls with the strong hands. I’ll not be at the gala till eight. They are not to start the speeches without me there, is that clear? Have my aircar brought round to the front at midnight. My donation check should have leaked online by tomorrow morning at the latest. The latest, Daphne. Need the headline by midday. And straighten your fringe. You don’t want that forehead caught on camera.” A pause at last, as she threw a thimbleful of black coffee down her throat. Carl saw steam rising from the espresso cup and surmised that the countess’s insides were lined with Kevlar. “Gah.” She puckered. “Machine-ground.”

“Good palate,” said Carl, choosing that moment to amble to her side. “Thank you for the feedback, Countess. Next time you visit us I’ll be sure to mince some beans up personally.”

The assistant gaped, visibly mortified, one hand poised to tug at the puff of hair above her eyes. But the countess was unruffled. She looked him up and down, and asked coolly, “I’m sorry, who are you?”

“The name’s Carl. I manage this joint, believe it or not.” Hands in pockets, he smiled down at her and thought: Lady, you wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire. “I’m sorry to bother you at breakfast. We’ve got a little pickle out in the lobby. See, your flyby’s still pulled up on the slipway.”

“It is, is it?” A pointedly long pause as the countess drained the last of her coffee. “I’m so sorry, Carl.” She spoke his name skeptically, as if he’d given her an obvious pseudonym. “I assumed a hotel of this caliber would have a valet service.”

“Of course, but regrettably, Countess, we do need your keys in order to move the ship.”

The countess nodded stiffly. “Daphne!” The girl jumped. “Where are the keys? Hand them over.”

As Daphne fumbled desperately in her handbag, Carl said, “We will be refueling it for you, of course, as an apology for the inconvenience.”

“Oh?” Mollified a little, the countess shifted in her chair. “I see.”

Taking the keys, he gave Daphne a particular smile—servant’s camaraderie—and she flushed, casting her eyes away. Sucking in the embarrassment.

“Great,” he said. “Now you two just come around to the rear dock after you’ve checked out, and she’ll be there waiting for you.”

“Thank you. Very good.” A smooth dismissal from the countess. As Carl retreated he heard the sound of porcelain knocking irritably against tablecloth. “Daphne! Why is my cup empty?”

He checked his watch. Two minutes till the shuttle arrived. Time was running away from him, like it always did. He started pacing again, moving as fast as he could without breaking into a run. He didn’t have a pilot’s license—heck, he didn’t even have a birth certificate—but he’d done every job on the Abeona one time or another, including working as a chauffeur. Two years doffing his cap and ringing his bell, until an opening in the kitchens drew him back in. An easy enough job, but Carl preferred to stay in the hotel, where his heart was.

Across the lobby, through the hatch, into the leather-clad interior of the countess’s flyby. Everything spotless, beige and black, hard plastic beams, cupholders, a holo-screen built into the window. He stepped through to the cockpit and took a seat, surveying the controls. An oversized, overpowered, overdesigned hunk of junk, but easy enough to steer. At a touch of the key the overhead screen lit up, beeping at him from three different points, reporting:

VESSEL INCOMING! SIXTY SECONDS TO COLLISION! ACTIVATING SHIELDS!

“Oh, hush up.” He flicked the shields off. “Last thing we need is to make this thing bigger.” Humming, he twisted the gears into reverse. Through a broadcast of the rear cameras he could see the approaching shuttle. The angle was bad. He’d have to slip underneath.

TWENTY SECONDS TO COLLISION!

“Pipe down.” He muted the alerts and warmed up the thrusters, edging the flyby backward off the slipway, feeling it bob as the rear struts nudged into empty space. He shifted to a diagonal angle, pushing the snout of the flyby up into the air. Crept further backward.

FIVE SECONDS!

The descending shuttle cast a shadow over the windshield, and he pressed the throttle down flat, one last great thrust to knock the ship back into empty space. Hulls glided over one another within kissing distance. Then the shuttle passed onto the empty slipway, and Carl’s view was clear once again. The Abeona floated above him, a curved, humming mass, bejeweled with light.

“Phew.” He puffed his cheeks out and hooked a finger into his collar, tugging it loose. “That’ll do it. Thattagirl.”

• • •

Late evening. Adeladia long gone, new stars through the window. Carl was back in his office dealing with the paperwork that rushed unceasingly through the hydraulic pipes. In front of him a foldout screen showed the Abeona’s flight patterns in white lines on fuzzing green, polygons curving, coordinates flicking by too fast to catch. Carl hardly ever checked the navigations. He knew the whole route by heart, a galaxy mapped and traced in his head. Besides, there was no need to course-correct. The navigator knew the way.

Propped up next to the screen was a framed print of the Brizonian Fjords. The print showed a view of hills like slumbering giants, the spaces between them carved with granite troughs of glass-clear water. An odd place, Brizo. Cast out far from the Central loop, somewhere along the Cygnus Arm, jumbled in with the unclaimed territories and the coalised systems. People called it a backwater, but Ryōko—the Abeona’s head chef—wouldn’t accept fish from any other place. She said you could taste the glaciers.

He glanced again at the calendar on the wall, at the date that kept pulling his eye—October 2, 2814. The accompanying picture was of a herd of shelled cattle dashing toward a doubled sunset. Italicized text beneath read: Keep charging forward!

“Okay,” said Carl, pressing the pen tip down on the base of his lip. “Sure. Will do.”

There was a curt rapping of knuckles against frosted glass.

“Kipple!” Carl sat up with a grin as a squat, sour-faced Kipple Pittsburgh appeared in the doorway. “Isn’t this a treat. Come in, have a seat.”

The hotel administrator was unmoving and unsmiling. “This isn’t a social visit,” they said. “I came to check that you’d received my report.”

“Oh, sure, sure. I got it.”

“And have you read it?”

Carl chuckled nervously. “It’s on my list of things to do, really high up there. Right near the top. I always look forward to your reports, Kipple. They’re so . . . what’s the word for it? . . . so . . .”

“Eloquent?” they offered flatly.

“Yeah!”

“Don’t change the subject.”

Carl felt himself shrink. Kipple had been on the Abeona since he was a trainee. Though Carl was technically the one in charge now, one raised eyebrow from the old administrator sent him back to those early days when he was still a wet-eared kid from the periphery who didn’t know which way to hold a fork.

“Read it, Carl. Thoroughly. And pay close attention to the sub-paragraph on salaries. You’ll see I’ve made some fair suggestions.”

“Come on now, you can work something out, can’t you? Work some of the old Kipple magic?”

“My magic is running out. As is my patience. At this rate—”

Clattering below the floor. The pipe marked RECEPTION spat out a pink paper slip. Pink: that meant urgent. Carl folded it out and scanned the page, then muttered, “Ah, crap. Sorry, Kip. We’ll have to pick this up later.”

“You can’t put me off forever, Carl.”

“I know, I know.” He scribbled a response on the reverse, shoved it back in the pipe, and hopped to his feet, coat in hand. In the corridor, he suddenly halted. “Hey, Kipple.”

“What?”

“Love ya.”

Kipple turned away, groaning, but Carl saw their lip twitch. Victory.

Uwade was the first to meet Carl’s eyes when he arrived into the lobby, jerking her head toward the problem. He mouthed “Thank you” and she raised her hands in irritated supplication. Cosmic divines, lend me your strength.

He found them standing in an alcove shadowed by the arching leaves. Mataz said, “I’m sorry, but my hands are tied.”

“But I c– can’t start working here.” Daphne spoke in quiet, steady, desperate words. Hint of a stutter, carefully repressed. “I have to g– get back to the c– countess. She’ll be missing me. Why c– c– can’t I just go b– back?”

“We’ve left the system.” Mataz had his hands clasped, speaking in that faux-sympathetic tone he liked to use when needling his staff. “And you can’t stay for free, can you? So the options are sort of limited, aren’t they?”

“But . . . but . . .”

“Our wages are very competitive. You’d pay your way in no time.”

“Mataz?” Carl cut in. Daphne turned to him. She had a stunned, shellshocked look about her, clutching a lump of patterned fur with both hands.

“Ah.” Mataz swallowed. Busted. Composed himself in a microsecond. “Carl! So glad you’re here. The Countess of Adeladia—our friend from this morning—sent her assistant here back to fetch a missing muff. Neither of them noticed that she was heading out on the final shuttle. So now . . .”

Carl breezed past him. “Daphne?”

She nodded mutely.

“Go to the bar, ask for a pot of tea. I’ll be with you in twenty minutes, okay? We’ll sort everything out.” He patted her on the shoulder. She nodded again and staggered away, knuckles still white around the silken hide. Once she was gone he turned to Mataz. “My office. Now.”

• • •

Mataz started speaking before he could shut the door. “I’ve looked it up, Carl. It’s thoroughly legal. Aviary law states . . .” He closed his eyes, reciting primly: “In lieu of legal charge, a stowaway can be pressed into service for a full outward and returning journey from the point of boarding. Point of boarding being Adeladia. We circle back next October. That’s an entire journey, out and back. We’re perfectly within our rights.”

“We? Who said we?” Carl lowered himself into the office chair, feeling his aging shins cry out in relief. He looked frankly at Mataz, at his broad shoulders, single earring, the trim beard pouring out endless, endless words.

Indispensable. That was the word Carl thought of when he thought of Mataz: indispensable, like an organ. But the man had no stomach for silence. Even as Carl measured him, he was speaking: “Of course we’ve got a precedent, here on the Abeona, which strengthens our case in court—not that it’ll come to that, but still, it’s helpful.”

“Precedent?” Carl asked.

“Yes.” Mataz lost steam for a second, mouth half-open, blinking. “I mean with you.” When Carl said nothing, he swallowed. “That’s . . . this is how you were hired, wasn’t it?”

“Uh . . . not exactly.” Carl’s eyes flicked to the calendar again, and he felt another shot of melancholy. The vertigo of looking backward in time.

The foldout map screen buzzed on his desk. It wasn’t the same galaxy he’d started with. New gaps appeared year on year, whole planets gutted and gone on the Emperor’s whim, diorama models that would never be used again. His own home—Hoxxes—was among them, now. Snuffed out like a candle.

Forty years. Damn, damn, damn.

Straining back to the present, he said, “Anyhow, you know I don’t give a hoot if it’s legal. That’s the last thing I’m worried about.”

“I’ll tell you what I’m worried about, Carl.” Mataz leaned right on the edge of the chair, half squatting as if afraid someone would whisk the seat from out beneath him. “I’m worried about the image we’re presenting downstairs. We can’t carry on with the kitchen staff serving food. I hate to say it, but they look like a load of convicts. Especially Dunk. Most of them are convicts. And that’s not the half of it . . . we’re understaffed across the board. We need more bodies, Carl. Stars! Do I look sweaty? I feel like I look sweaty.”

He pivoted his temple to the side, oiled jaw catching the light.

“You look great, Mataz. You always look great.”

“Easy for you to say. Miner’s skin, impenetrable. Some of us are delicate. Ugh! Where’s Sasha? We need to reprogram the temperatures, I swear I’m drowning here.” He picked at the cloth below his armpits.

“Mataz, we were talking about Daphne.”

“Who? Oh.” He shrugged. “We can send her back, if that’s what you want. But we need to look at a new approach to our staffing policy going forward. The Problem-Solvers’ Conference is starting in a few days and you know they always find something to complain about.”

“Okay.” Carl nodded. “I’ll fix it. But for god’s sake, don’t try to shanghai the guests. It’s not right.”

“Understood.” He nodded, brows furrowed. “Thank you for the feedback. I’ll take it on.” A pause. Softly, he added: “And thank you for listening. You always listen, Carl. I appreciate that.”

Carl let out a breath. “Don’t worry about it.”

• • •

After each port of call the Abeona strolled lazily through the system, taking in the sights for a while before locating a warp tunnel on the perimeter and plunging into the great abyss of Deep Space. From anywhere between a few days to a week the hotel would cross the breach, pinged through spacetime as if by a divine slingshot. Aside from the lighthouse-call of planetary beacons, no signal reached them in there, and there was no possibility of leaving or welcoming new arrivals.

Strangely, it was in these crossings that the hotel came into its own. Without hectic parties, groundside activities or spectacular views, the guests were forced to slow down. Read a little. Talk. Swim. Stroll the greenhouse. The pressure to relax fell off their shoulders and they could finally, well, relax.

Their tour of the system was brief that evening, lingering for only a few hours by a speckled asteroid belt. Carl felt the familiar warp-shudder beneath the carpet as he trotted downstairs and permitted himself a smile. Another system cleared, another day survived. Hallelujah.

Daphne wasn’t at the bar. He found her in the dining hall, crouched on the steps that led up to the piano, arms wrapped around her knees, sniffling. Behind her the pianist played on, silvery eyes turned down at the keys.

“Hey,” he said, voice low under the music. “How’re we doing?”

She shook her head, disinclined to speak. Carl hitched his seams up and placed himself down at her side, sighing as he sat. Oh, his poor shins. “This has been a real spin-out,” he said. “I’m sorry. The good news is, you don’t have to stay more than a week. We’ll drop you off at the next system. Money for the fare back, the works.”

“It’s t– too late,” said Daphne miserably. The planner lay discarded at her side. “I’ve been fired.”

He sagged. “Ah, geez. I’m sorry.”

“Who’s d– d– driving this thing?” she exclaimed. “Why can’t it just t– turn around?”

“Well, er, you know. It’s a bit of a weird situation there. The navigator . . .” He reached down with one hand, gripping the soft carpet on the edge of the step. “Do you want me to talk to the countess?”

“Won’t help. I was a ch– a ch–” She relented a moment, rubbed her nose viciously with the back of her hand, tried again: “A ch– charity case for her, always.” Sniffed. “I’ll stay.”

“You don’t have to.”

“No.” A spasmodic shake of the head. “Fuck it. I’ll st– stay. I will.”

Carl nodded and got gradually back on his feet. Fingers slow to release their grip on the carpet. “You sleep on it,” he said, handing her a hankie from his pocket. “If you need something, just ask at the desk.”

Daphne admired the needlework on the hankie, the patterned border with three letters traced in red thread: GHA. “P– pretty,” she said, then used it to loudly and energetically blow her nose. A slight twitch at the corner of the pianist’s mouth. Daphne whispered, “Sorry.”

The pianist nodded, climbing arpeggios, one wrist over the other. Finished with a lilting pinkie. Plink. Carl said, “Lovely as ever, Angoulême.”

“Thank you,” she murmured. She started again without raising her head.

Carl slunk back to the lobby, his shoulders drooping, his mind flitting and restless. Behind the reception desk Uwade watched him, tangerine lips curved in a smile.

“What?” he said. “Something on my face?”

“Look at you,” she said. “Did you think we’d forget?”

He froze a moment, then pulled his chin up. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh no!” With a swift kick of the legs, she spun herself around to the opposite wall, busying over some papers. “All right then. Never mind.”

He shook his head. “Goodnight, Uwade.”

“Goodnight, Mr. Manager.”

Back up the elevator. Seven floors, the turning of a clock shaped like a dawning sun, bronzed pointer settling east. Carl worked the top button of his shirt undone and was wriggling out of his coat as he stepped back into the office. On his desk was a basket of bellflowers, dewy heads drooping, clustered around a bottle of champagne. A white paper note. He picked it up and read:

Happy Birthday, Carl!

Love from,

all the staff at the Abeona

Carl smiled to himself. He loosened the cork after a brief struggle, his tongue in his lips, both thumbs pressed hard. It shot across the office and bounced on the thickened window. He took a pair of glasses—the old kind, with long necks and flared, petal-thin rims—out from beneath the desk and traipsed into the hall, foam running over his knuckles, making them sticky. Came to a halt a few yards down the hall.

“Can you believe it?” he asked, pouring a glass. “Forty years. Damn!” When it was full he set it down and poured another. Nudged the button to call the elevator with his elbow, then slid to the floor, legs splayed out in front of him. The doors slid open.

“Seventh floor,” said Nina. “Please mind your step.”

“To you as well,” he replied, lifting his glass to the ceiling.




ON GUTTING

The hateful practice of developing resource-rich planets to the point of destruction—colloquially known as GUTTING—has long been a habit in this glorious Empire of ours . . . but in the last few years the process has accelerated to an almost INSANE degree. Galilee is now the ninth planet to be strip-mined to oblivion in the last handful of decades.

We have no shortage of planets, truly. But what of the poor souls who carry out the Gutting? Their homes are not properly terraformed . . . they must make do with poisoned water and dirty air for the duration of their lives, until by their own labor the planet they live on is utterly destroyed. It seems we are destined to repeat the story of Earth over and over . . .

Lamplighter dispatches, #49 (distributor unknown)




UWADE
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was an island of peace in the maddening sea. She was calm. She was made of calm. Life occurred and she allowed it to occur. Breathing came easy, and every hour a swirl of faces and a rustling of rough-skinned documents and a buffered ripple of keys passed from her hand to theirs, their hand to hers.

Uwade liked her work. Liked her work friends, liked the guests, mostly. She even liked Carl, in defiance of all traditions about employees and their employers. You could bring anything to Carl, any disaster, and he’d bob his head and say, “I’ll figure it out.” The man could muddle through hell itself.

Patterns were the key. Patterns and rituals. Seven sets of fresh-pressed shirts hung on a rail in her quarters, twenty-four grams of coffee from a cloth pouch, ten nails to paint—neon pink today—in the uncertain light of an oblong window, her private cask of stars.

She was scattered that morning, slow to come into focus. Everything took twice as long. Her tights had wormed their way into the gap behind the bed, and she had her shirt half-buttoned before she noticed the seams sticking out of her shoulders. Still appraising the fresh nails, she half tripped on a hardshell case poking out beneath the bed. She frowned, shoving it back under with her toe, thinking as she headed out the door, I must sell that thing.

Grand as it was, time was taking a toll on the Abeona. Spare material gathered like wrinkled skin at the corner of the lounge upholstery, and on the main staircase there were a few patches of rug shorn thin by too many passing feet. Nowhere was this encroaching decay more visible than the lower staff corridor. Strip lights buzzed and spluttered, elevators gave out regularly, and the ship’s engines groaned and wheezed from somewhere beneath the mothballed carpet, shaking Uwade’s shoes right up the mottled cork heel.

Uwade sighed, craning her neck until she heard a crack. Another day in paradise.

“Excuse me!”

Mataz caught her three steps from her room, motioning as if to flag a taxi. “I’m running half a minute late,” she said primly, not slowing. “I don’t have time for a gossip session.”

“No. Stop a moment.”

Uwade heaved a sigh. She stopped.

“Now turn to me.”

She turned.

“Hmm.” Arm up, pinching his chin, Mataz looked her up and down. “I knew it,” he declared. “Uwade, you look ravishing. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she snapped. “I’m tired. Get away.”

“Liar.”

“You are giving me shit.” Uwade had come to swearing late in life, but she was good at it, breaking hard on the t. “Because I tattled on you to Carl yesterday. But I stand by it. Now go away from me.”

“Come on, Uwade. Don’t be a tease.”

“I am not a tease. I’m telling you there is nothing to say. Listen to me when I speak!”

Face burning, she escaped into the breakroom, welcomed by the stink of ammonia and a not-quite-clean fry box. Lifeguard Rogan was sitting on the counter, hungover and malevolent, as two chattering roomkeepers attempted to cook around her. One roomkeeper nudged the other, and they both perked up, chorusing: “Morning, Uwade!” “Uwade! Good morning!”

“Hello, Ralph. Hello, Rolph.” She looked up. “Rogan, you’re in the way of my cupboard.”

Rogan peeled a flake of skin from her lip and flicked it into the sink at her side. “Am I?”

“Yes. Move or be moved.”

Rogan jerked her head to the left, leaving just enough room for Uwade to open the shutter. The handle clipped Rogan’s cheek as Uwade pulled it up. “Ow.”

“Grow up and sit at the table.”

“I sit where I want,” she said, rubbing her cheek. “I’m an anarchist. Death to the Emperor.”

Uwade’s teeth winched shut. In the corner of her eye she saw Ralph and Rolph flinch.

“What? I’m joking. Can’t you guys take a joke?”

Uwade ignored her and continued rummaging through the cupboard. Something soft brushed against her knuckles, a plump downy object with the warmth of a living thing. She withdrew her hand with a shriek. She heard the awful sound of claws scrabbling over cardboard, and stepped back just as the thing leaped free, landing with a plop onto the counter.

“There you are!” Rogan scooped the rat up onto her lap. “Had me worried.”

Uwade took a deep, steadying breath. “Rogan, I have told you—”

“And I already told you, Carl says it’s cool.”

“Cool to keep in your room. Not in the kitchen. Not where we eat!”

“He’s not hurting anyone.” The rat wrapped its tail around Rogan’s wrist, looking like a gray flesh-bangle. “Are you, Garbage? No.”

Uwade wrinkled her nose. With her thumb and forefinger, she drew out a half-eaten grain bar from her cupboards. “Preserve me.” She flung the bar into the bin. “A single rat is one thing, but what if it makes babies, huh?”

“You need two rats to make a baby rat, dumb-ass.” Garbage nuzzled Rogan’s palm. “Garbage is a bachelor.”

“A batch—? You know what, forget I said anything. Do whatever you want. That’s what you always do.”

She slammed the cupboard shut and stalked out.

“Hey, c’mon, Uwade!” Rogan called after. “What’s with you today?”

Nothing, thought Uwade, climbing steps two at a time. There was nothing with her. Nothing, she repeated, taking her seat at the desk, nodding at the outgoing receptionist. Nothing, she thought, scanning the notes left by the night staff, glancing over the wall of keys that represented her territories. Absolutely nothing.

One eye on the pipe.

It had been almost twenty-four hours since the last note had shot out of the hydraulic message carrier that hung over the reception desk. This would be the third, if it came.

Three love letters in a row. That was no fluke.

Uwade tried to relax, to focus. Mornings were her favorite time of day, a time when a spell of peace hung over the Abeona. Guests, subdued and happy after a night sleeping on polyurethane and feather-down, went gliding around the hotel with their hair ruffled and their joints loose, thrilled to have woken up somewhere so strange. The earthly concerns of disembarkation, payment, unpacking, navigating, all fell away in that early glow.

Reports and requests trickled in steadily, but nothing that matched the two paper slips slotted into the back of her registry, folded twice for privacy, sealed shut to keep the magic in.

It arrived at last when she was talking—so much of her job was just talking—to a customer who was ostensibly asking about synthetic meat on the menu but really wanted an opportunity to complain about his bowels. Uwade heard the sucking whistle of the pipe and made a covert movement to snatch the slip before it fluttered down into the basket, nodding all the while, saying, “Yes, sir. Yes. Naturally. I’m sorry to hear that, sir.”

He jabbered on, not listening.

Paper pressed tight against her palm.

At last the man hobbled away, and the lobby was left empty save for a yawning bellhop. Uwade unfolded the slip and saw words printed there in familiar fine black script. A prickle of enchantment, physical as a pair of fingers, worked its way up her spine.

The title was Sonnet 4.6.

Being your slave, what should I do but tend

Upon the hours and times of your desire?

I have no precious time at all to spend,

Nor services to do, till you require.

Nor dare I chide the world-without-end hour

Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you,

Nor think the bitterness of absence sour,

When you have bid your servant once adieu;

Nor dare I question with my jealous thought

Where you may be, or your affairs suppose,

But, like a sad slave, stay and think of nought

Save, where you are how happy you make those.

So true a fool is love that in your will,

Though you do anything, he thinks no ill.

Uwade sighed. She leaned back in the chair, nudging the floor with one foot to spin herself in a slow circle, face turned upward at the glistening chandelier.

It had been years since she’d last received fan mail. Years, even, since she’d had fans, or anyone who cared enough to pour their feelings for her out onto a page or a screen. And now this message. This thing. These lines she could turn over in her mind like a fine-carved miniature.

Alone in the lobby, she murmured to herself. “Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you . . .”

• • •

Uwade’s childhood was a lonely one. She was the oldest daughter to a pair of bitterly disgraced aristocrats, a former viscount and viscountess turned out from their positions by political scheming. For two people who had been raised to think of themselves as not just lucky but superior, ordinary life was a bitter pill to swallow. Her earliest memory was of putting her siblings to bed while her parents screamed at each other in the next room. She couldn’t remember what the argument was about, but it was probably money. It was always money.

When Uwade was little, she dreamed that the Emperor (who was immortalized on their wall in a handsome stand-up portrait, his frame hanging right next to her grandparents’), would appear like a kindly old spirit and invite her family back to their old home on Centralia, apologizing through his vast beard for allowing such a terrible mistake to occur. Once they were safely back in the bosom of privilege, her parents’ marriage would heal, and everything would be fine.

That was before ’02, the year the food ran out.

Ran out was how Uwade thought of it anyhow. Some disaster with the planet’s water system—cheap terraforming tech buckling after years of neglect—and a whole year’s worth of fresh food was drowned in one hemisphere and fried on the other. There were still imports. Vitamin-enriched cubes wrapped in foil. Single beans under hard bubbles of plastic. Squeezable tubes of meat, ready to eat hot or cold. Always elaborately wrapped like gifts or treasure, always three times the price of fresh, and always, always disgusting. Still, they were lucky to have it. Uwade’s parents owned a dispensary and helped themselves to the incoming stock, while their friends and neighbors struggled to survive on the wilted leftovers.

Her parents said it was the natural ebb and flow of the market. They said the rioters were opportunists and the reports of malnutrition were inflated and the word “famine” was a hysterical concoction of counter-imperial radicals. That anyone could afford to eat if they were scrupulous enough. It was one of the few things they ever did agree on, in that home where resentment gathered on the walls like mold.

They ate their tasteless meals night after night. And all around them, in the streets and the litter-strewn corridors, people faded away.

By the next harvest things began to recover, and her family chattered loudly about “returning to normal,” boosted by a year of good income. Someone lobbed a brick through the dispensary window—no matter, they were insured. The empty seats at Uwade’s school stayed empty. The shuttered flats stayed shuttered. The soldiers that had come during the riots hung around in the city, strapped tight into body armor, their leers visible through tinted visors.

Uwade stopped believing the Emperor would save her family. Even if he could, she suspected he wouldn’t. Even if he would, she didn’t think they deserved it. Not anymore.

In place of that old daydream, she concocted a new avenue for escape. She and her younger siblings had to learn an instrument (a house without music is a house without class, her mother insisted) but Uwade was the only one who really took to playing, and she kept practicing on her own even after the funding for lessons ran dry. Holophone was her instrument of choice: a breathy, oaky thing that lolled over her lap like a cat and poured music out of both ends.

From a bedroll on the floor she quietly dreamed of stardom. Uwade thought she was the first person in creation to ever feel things so strongly. If she could only translate those feelings into music, into the perfect collection of words and chords, the galaxy would change forever, and for the better, too.

Occasionally she would record her work, releasing the clips out to the planet’s local network where they could drift unseen like a thoughtful shard of space debris. A passing Centralian saved one of these clips and, arriving home, uploaded it to the Central System’s video hub. Somehow—who knows how these things work?—the clip spread, finding thousands, then hundreds of thousands of ears. A morning’s phenomenon. It was in this way that Uwade attracted the notice of the industry. It picked up her scent, this amorphous, hungry thing, and set to work swallowing her up.

First there was mail, physical and digital, then a string of breathless voice calls, until finally, with a shudder and a showering of plaster dust, a gilded cruiser shaped like a vase touched down on the roof of their building. Their neighbors were hysterical, half with excitement, half with fear that the whole structure would collapse under the weight.

The ship was Uwade’s. They had come to collect her, to take her into the heart of industry. Before she climbed aboard, her mother hugged her hard and breathed in her ear, “Good-bye, my treasure. Don’t you dare let us down.”

Uwade nodded. She felt her stomach resolve itself into a hard knot.

In the space of a day Uwade experienced more newness than ever before: champagne-flavored ice cream, personal screens that never flickered or cracked, the sensation of a room full of people turning as she walked in. And contracts. Reams and reams of contracts. She found herself in an office like a suspended chapel, shaking a thick-veined hand heavy with chrome black rings. A shoal of jellyfish swarmed up to the man’s elbow, sketched in bioluminescent ink.

“Thrilled,” said the director. “So thrilled. You’re a real talent. A natural beauty too.” His other hand gripped her forearm, enveloping it. She stared downward. “Oh, you like these?” he asked, meaning the tattoos. In a daze, Uwade nodded. And when she returned to her room that evening, a smooth cornered tank of jellyfish lay waiting on the dressing table. They drifted about in a brainless, hungry way that made Uwade shiver.

A note from the director was stuck to the front. With my compliments.

The industry people had very little interest in music, the thing she was ostensibly there to create and sell. Much more important were the photoshoots, the interviews, the mock-ups and the poses. They rerecorded her song at what felt like double speed, hopping around from building to building, hardly glimpsing the sun. She felt light-headed, began to make covert pauses at every vending machine and stuff her pockets with packaged foodstuffs—uncertain when the next meal was scheduled, too nervous to ask.

A concert. Opening. Who for? She couldn’t remember. Roaring. A wall of lights moving toward her. Uwade played and sang and felt like her music was the only thing keeping her alive, and when she moved, the wall moved. When she leaned, it leaned as well. A mutual transfixion. Weightless. Inexorable. Coming closer.

“Thank you very much,” she said, when it was over. The screams rose to a fresh crescendo, and she said it again, her voice thick, almost overcome: “Thank you all, very, very much.”

Back in her room, a dozen messages on her personal screen. Someone wanted to marry her. Someone was using her song to deal with the loss of their newborn baby. Someone said they were planning to chop her up and turn her blood into popsicle sticks. She scrolled down the messages, feeling numb.

Right at the bottom was a message from home, which read:

You haven’t called so I assume you are very busy right now. Don’t slack off. Whatever they ask of you, do it and don’t complain. Remember there are hundreds of little girls who would take your place if they could, Uwade. You must be better than all of them.

Love, Dad

P. S. Our freezer has broken. Please send [image: image]500.

After the show she was introduced to the executive, who passed her on to the executive assistant, who introduced Uwade’s handler, who steepled their fingers and looked at her over the rim of wireless red shades, small eyes contracting in the light. “We need to rethink our approach,” said the handler. “We’re not seeing the numbers we need to see.”

“But—” Uwade was stunned. “What about the show?”

There’d been lots of people at the show, hadn’t there? Hadn’t they been screaming for her? And the messages kept coming in. She’d made one folder for the proposals, another for the death threats.

But the handler only shook their head. They swiveled a suspended screen to show her the graph. “That’s where you should be,” they said, pointing to the top. “That’s where you are.” The finger glided down.

Uwade was wracked with guilt. She was seventeen and could barely comprehend the workings of the machine she found herself trapped in, but she knew the numbers were her responsibility and that their failure was her failure. When they talked about figures, they really meant her. She was falling outside the safe margin of error. She was not on target.

They tried to change her image, make her dangerous. “You need some edge,” the handler said. Feline contact lenses hurt her eyes. Platinum-white hair withered like dried fruit on the vine, and her skin, permanently subjected to makeup, began to corrode and peel. She was brittle to the touch. And still the numbers dwindled, still the screen flashed red and the graphs cut a jagged path down, down, down.

They called her in for a long meeting. Everyone was overly nice and wore big smiles. They took it in turns to talk. When it became apparent that they were firing her, she almost wept with relief.

Except it wasn’t so simple. It turned out that everything they’d spent on her up to that point—the band, the clothes, the photoshoots—all of it had been given on a loan, and the final bill swallowed everything she’d earned from the record. She arrived back at her family apartment shellshocked and hungry, somehow in debt to the shipping company that flew her home.

Naturally, her parents were furious. She’d ruined a perfect opportunity to restore their name, to raise them back to the sunlit uplands of the aristocracy. This was supposed to be their revenge. Now she was just another in a long line of failures. They took it in turns saying nothing and saying too much. “Ungrateful” was a common word. As was “foolish.” Uwade’s mind couldn’t catch up to the pain, but to her parents, depression was just another way to put on airs. “Who do you think you’re trying to impress?” her mother once snapped, after finding her crying alone in the kitchen.

Uwade tried to find that original clip on the network, the first recording that had singled her out, but it was gone. “Removed by the rightful owners,” the message said. All that remained was the watermarked logo of a jellyfish.

New offers trickled in; sleazier outfits looking for a curiosity to drive foot traffic. Her parents pushed her to go for it. “We had to pay off those shipping tickets,” they said. “It’s the least you could do.”

But Uwade was tired. She felt like a platter of meat picked clean by the teeth of strangers. And so she followed the footsteps of countless lost souls before her: she ran away to join the hotel.

• • •

Every job in hospitality is the hardest job in hospitality. If you’re not physically exhausted at the end of the day, you’re emotionally wrung-out, or braindead from making too many decisions. Everyone looks at everyone else with envy, wishing they could smile more or think less or sit down from time to time.

As concierge, Uwade was the face of the hotel, but in many ways she was also the brain. Guests and staff alike looked to her as a sort of human computer, capable of spitting out information at a moment’s notice. What’s the weather on this planet? How do you make a Baccal Spritzer? Can you order some live mice for my boa? Do you have blister plasters? I lost my key, can you make another one? I lost my child, where are you hiding him? How thick are these walls, in inches? Are we really in space? Really?

But Uwade was used to overblown expectations. For her this work was run of the mill, even relaxing. If you’re looking to disappear, customer service can be wonderfully, miraculously anonymizing. Guests never connected the demure figure behind the reception desk with the girl they’d once seen perform for millions while caked in makeup and multicolored light. As for her co-workers, they had no intention of being impressed. Discussing her life before the hotel, they’d say, “Music? That’s cute.” Or, “My uncle played the xylophone.”

“Holophone,” she corrected gently.

Her natural hair grew back, strong and lovely, velvet-black. She braided it as thick as hemp rope and fixed gold clasps around the strands. It felt good to be glamorous on her own terms. Sometimes she even got compliments, from the guests or from Mataz. But nobody really noticed her. Nobody stared in that intense, devouring way that the crowd had stared. That was fine. She was all too happy to be overlooked.

Then the note arrived.

Sonnet 14.4

Thus can my love excuse the slow offence

Of my dull bearer when from thee I speed:

From where thou art why should I haste me thence?

Till I return, of posting is no need.

O, what excuse will my poor beast then find,

When swift extremity can seem but slow?

Then should I spur, though mounted on the wind;

In winged speed no motion shall I know.

Then can no horse with my desire keep pace;

Therefore desire, of perfect’st love being made,

Shall weigh, no dull flesh in his fiery race;

But love, for love, thus shall excuse my jade;

Since from thee going, he went willful slow,

Toward thee I’ll run, and give him leave to go.

Every day, dozens of magnetized capsules zipped soundlessly through the walls of the Abeona, carrying receipts, messages and the occasional dire warning. This message was written not on the colored sheets that staff were supposed to use, but on plain notepaper, in a plain hand. It could have come from anywhere. From anyone.

At first Uwade wondered if she’d stumbled onto evidence of an illicit workplace romance. But there was no way to be certain, and asking around felt inconceivable. What would she even say? “Has anyone lost an old-timey poem from their secret lover?” Mortifying! The last thing she wanted was to spark chatter, to draw in scrutiny. Best to mind her own business.

Then again, the very next morning:

Sonnet 13.4

When to the sessions of sweet silent thought

I summon up remembrance of things past,

I sigh the lack of many a thing I sought,

And with old woes new wail my dear time’s waste.

Then can I drown an eye, unus’d to flow,

For precious friends hid in death’s dateless night,

And weep afresh love’s long since cancell’d woe,

And moan th’ expense of many a vanish’d sight.

Then can I grieve at grievances foregone,

And heavily from woe to woe tell o’er

The sad account of fore-bemoaned moan,

Which I new pay as if not paid before.

But if the while I think on thee, dear friend,

All losses are restor’d, and sorrows end.

It arrived at the same hour. Angstier than the last, she thought, but still with that romantic note at the end, bringing it back to the addressee—back to her.

And now, a day later, Sonnet 1.5, with the talk of longing and service and the foolishness of love. She wanted to memorize the words, just to keep them at the front of her mind, a smooth ribbon twisting between fingers.

Someone was sending them from within the hotel. But who?

Judging by the numbers at the top, the poems were plucked from a collection, not written fresh. The Abeona was in Deep Space, thrust out far from any networks she might connect to, so searching online was off the table. It didn’t matter. The original poet was probably dead. All the best poets were.

One option was to consult Kipple. Nobody knew more about the hotel’s pipe system than the tetchy old administrator, and there was a chance they could even trace it back to the source. But she already knew what Kipple would say, could almost picture them sneering as they spoke: “A crush? Love poems? What are you, thirteen? Do you have any idea how hard I work every day, all alone, just to keep this blasted ship running, while you sit up there filing your nails and daydreaming? Your generation can’t even . . .”

Uwade shuddered. No, Kipple was off the table.

Instead she scanned faces, tried to subtly take note of passers-by in the lobby. Perhaps, she thought with a sudden thrill, the poet was watching from somewhere. Monitoring her reaction.

There were a few people she could rule out: Carl, for one. Everyone knew he only had eyes for the Abeona. Mataz was not the poetry-reading type, and besides, they were already friends. Daphne was too new. Perhaps it was a guest—but which?

In her heart of hearts, Uwade knew that the solution would never match up to the excitement of the mystery. But it was remarkable, this feeling of not knowing, of wanting to know. More than remarkable. It was addictive.

A hand came down on the ring for service bell, stirring Uwade from her daydream.

“Ah. Good morning, Professor Azad,” she said. “Sleep well?”

“Yes, hi. Can you send a message to Sasha? The filtrator in my room is broken and I need to smoke or else I’ll die.”

“Of course.”

Professor Mara Azad was a fixture at the Abeona. She found her way onto the Problem-Solvers’ Conference every year, because (in her words) “Getting martini drunk on this trawler is the closest thing I get to annual leave.” Azad was caustic, broad and bejumpered, always with a look like she was weathering something. She held a degree in an obscure subject that she didn’t like to talk about and had a job she claimed to hate. Middle age was a true burden to Azad, and she was in the habit of paying Uwade ominous compliments (“If I had your legs . . .”). But of all the academics who passed through the Abeona’s doors, she was the only one who was really friendly with the staff, preferring them by far to the “social rejects” she was forced to collaborate with.

“And how is the conference going?” asked Uwade, typing out the memo.

“There’s still a few days till it starts, thank fuck.” Azad pinched her chin. “Something’s different this year. I’ve had to swear an oath of silence.”

“My, my.” Uwade raised her eyebrows. “Like some kind of political collaborator.”

“I know. I’m nervous. I hope it’s nothing difficult. I’m not in the mood.”

“You shall keep with tradition, I’m sure, and finish all your work on the final day.”

“Well, yeah.” Azad’s fingers drummed the counter nervously. “Nobody ever gave a crap about me not giving a crap before. Why would they start now? And it’s not like any of this matters. It’s just a bunch of goddamn brown-nosers blowing smoke up each other’s arses. Same as every year. That’s the only problem we have to solve. Too much smoke in the anal tract.”

“I’m sure.” Uwade pushed the capsule away, marked for Maintenance. “All right. Help is coming, Professor.”

“Thanks a ton. I’m going to nap.”

She stormed off toward the elevator.

Peace again. Uwade savored it, knowing it wouldn’t last.

Reggie the bellhop, an inch of empty space between his golden chinstrap and the vague shadow of downy hair he was struggling manfully to grow into a beard, strode across the lobby as if on some vital mission, heels snapping on the freshly buffered floor. He came to a halt at the desk side, did a quick spot check for senior management, and then said through the corner of his mouth:

“Uwaaaade. Youcomingtomovieclub?”

“What’s that?” she asked, studying her nails. “Speak sense.”

“Movie Club,” he hissed, still facing the wall. “Are you coming tonight?”

“Perhaps I shall,” she replied airily.

“You have to come!” He turned to her, eyes aglow. “Uwade! I found a new film!”

“No, you did not.”

“I did! In the back of storage on the bottom floor! You gotta come watch. Everyone’s gonna be there.” A message sprang clear from the pipe, and Uwade swiveled around to grab it. Reggie followed her, sidestepping around the half-moon desk. “They’re actually a trilogy of films so we’re doing the first one tonight and then the second one next week and then the third one—”

“The week after?” Uwade unfurled the note. A request for fresh towels. She held back a sigh. “What’s the genre?”

“Eh?”

“The genre. The tone of the movie.”

“It’s an adventure film. But,” he saw he was losing her, and added quickly, “there’s romance as well. A romance-type action adventure comedy film. With talking aliens!”

“Talking aliens?” she replied, alarmed. “Where did you find these films?” Media featuring extra-terrestrial intelligence (“subversions of the supremacy of man”) had been banned Empire-wide for several generations. Even the word “alien” made Uwade flinch with taboo.

“Relax,” said Reggie. “It’s a super-old movie. Totally legal.”

That’s definitely not how it works, Uwade thought, but she had no energy to press the subject. “Super-old film with talking aliens,” she repeated. “So, a fantasy.”

“Sci-fi. But yeah.”

“I will consider it.”

Reggie bounced a fist off the counter. “Yes!”

“I will consider it.”

“You’re gonna love it.”

“Listen to me. I will. Consider it.”

The staff door sprang open, and Mataz, coming through, announced: “Reggie, tootsums, if you don’t get back to your post this instant I’m going to fucking skin you alive.”

Off went the bellhop with a curt nod.

Mataz clasped his hands behind his back and exhaled slowly through the nose. “Don’t encourage him.”

“Encourage who?” she asked innocently. “I am just sitting here all day long.”

Reggie stood shifting at his post, one finger stuck beneath the pillbox hat to scratch at some hidden patch of scalp. Guests came by, and he retracted the finger, bobbing his head. “G’morning, g’morning. Nice weather.” One of them pointed out that they were in Deep Space, and Reggie nodded eagerly, saying, “Always nice weather somewhere though, isn’t it? G’morning, ma’am.” He doffed his cap at a toddler.

A certain thought entered Uwade’s mind, delicate and precarious as a soft boiled egg gripped lightly between a pair of talons. Mataz was still dawdling behind the desk, and she turned to him. “Does he like to read?”

“Who?”

“Reggie.”

Mataz snorted. “Stars, no. The boy has the attention span of a caffeinated flea.”

“And what about you?” She turned her head slightly. “Are you . . . fond of reading?”

“Oh, Uwade. Of course not. Who has the time? Oh,” his voice dropped an octave, “Hello, sunshine.”

A dark figure cut across the lobby—tousled hair, overcoat, a gradient of gray beneath his eyes, fingers wired around the spine of a hardshell screen. It was Mr. Corinth from Room 43. Reggie piped up with another “G’morning!” and the man nodded vaguely.

“Lovely weather!” said Reggie.

“Is it?” Mr. Corinth walked on, rubbing the back of his head.

Mataz sighed. “Don’t you think it’s sexy when a man doesn’t know what’s going on?”

“I wonder what’s on his mind,” Uwade mused, nails rapping on the walnut counter. The man’s retreating neck, shaved roughly up to the ears, gave no clues. Mr. Corinth was a figure of intrigue in many ways. The DO NOT DISTURB sign hadn’t left his doorknob since he’d arrived the previous week. Nobody could get a straight answer out of him about anything, not even his first name. But the man was handsome. Damned handsome.

“Now, Mr. Corinth is a fierce bookbug,” said Mataz. “Always on that auto-reader.”

Uwade sat up. “Auto-reader?”

“That thing in his hand. Like a screen, but it only does words.” He shrugged. “I can’t say I see the point myself.”

“What does he read?”

“I don’t know. Little paragraphs of things. Does it matter?”

She swallowed. “Mataz, please cover for me.” Before he could protest, she was out, heading for the dining room.

Just a glance at the auto-reader, that was all she needed. One quick glance. Just to be sure.

She spotted him alone at a corner table, picking at a bowl of cold fruit soup, both eyes intent on the green-gray screen. There was a notebook open beside him. He turned and scribbled something.

The new waitress was passing with a silver tray, and Uwade touched her on the elbow, making her jump high enough that the seashell teapot nearly slid clear off the platter. Uwade righted it, five fingers spread underneath. “Daphne, I need a favor.”

Daphne paled. “S– s–”

“Thank you. May I take this, please?” She didn’t wait for a response, simply jerked it away, cup rattling. Evidently Daphne didn’t trust herself to speak, so instead she mouthed: Why?

“Sorry, I can’t explain now.”

Resigned, Daphne turned and trudged back toward the kitchen. Uwade took the tray in both hands and moved briskly toward the corner, swiveling her hips to pass between chairs, face prickling and warm with evaporated salt tea. Cosmic divines, Uwade thought, I am a humble woman. I do not ask for much. Please, protect me now.

Her first idea had been to get a glimpse of the auto-reader in the window, but he was cradling it, head low, shoulders hunched. Pah. She would have to contrive some excuse to lean over in a casual, non-flirty way. Or only a slightly flirty way. Plausible deniability was key. Perhaps if she set the teacup down on the far side. But what about the tray? She’d have to discard it. Uwade spotted an empty table. Perfect. She set down the tray, taking the pot in one hand and the saucer in the other. A surprise attack. He’ll never see it coming.

Weight all heavy on one toe, her elbow brushing Mr. Corinth’s cheek, she leaned in and slowly set the saucer down. “Salt tea, sir?”

His hair carried the scent of shaving foam and complimentary soap. Breathing it in, she glanced at the auto-reader and saw—

“Oh.”

From somewhere below she heard the muted dribble of liquid on fabric, and looked down to see a clear stream of tea running from the fluted lip of the pot and onto Mr. Corinth’s lap.

“Hm,” said Mr. Corinth. “Ow.”

Uwade knew this moment would replay in her mind for many sleepless nights to come, probably until she died. But her reaction in the moment was instant and controlled; she set everything down, grabbed a cloth napkin from the empty seat, handed it to him and said in a slow, measured tone: “Sir, please let me express my deepest, most sincere apologies.”

Mr. Corinth looked at her. “You’re the girl from the reception.”

The girl from reception.

With a sensation like a cheap matchstick buckling against the striker strip, Uwade felt her heart break in two. “Yes, sir. That’s me.”

“Are . . . are you . . . ?” Mr. Corinth got to his feet. He fixed her with a searching look, locking eyes for long enough that she felt her cheeks flushing. “No.” He shook his head. “Of course not. Forgive me.”

“Forgive you? But it was I who . . .”

No use. He only patted her shoulder and ambled away, leaving her marooned in an ocean of white-cloth tables.

Uwade watched after him, mystified. For a moment she’d seen the words on his auto-reader: four words only, floating detached on the shimmering screen: RUN WHILE YOU CAN.

• • •

Mataz raised an eyebrow when he saw Uwade’s slouched figure return to the desk. He stood aside and she collapsed into her chair.

“What happened?” He spoke quietly, straight-spined and professional for the benefit of the surrounding customers. One waved at him, and he grinned, asking through his teeth: “Did you make a pass at him?”

She shook her head, lost for words.

Mataz tutted. “Serves you right.”

On the wall behind the desk were two hundred miniature hooks. On each hook hung a polished key. It thrilled her to guard them, all those keys like the scales of a dragon’s belly. Uwade, Keeper of the Universe.

You’re the girl from reception.

“Mataz,” she said. “Do you ever wonder . . . ?”

Unfortunately, Mataz was born with an uncanny ability to nip any meaningful conversation in the bud. “Sorry, I have to run,” he said. “Chat later!”

Pleasant busywork for a while. Scented towels, vintage wines, typed prints for a traveling bureaucrat, an extended stay for the honeymooners. More forms from Kipple. The Galactic Diorama, still set to the Adeladia system, twirled gently on, admired and prodded by some passing children.

Then she saw it: an unopened tube in the in-tray. Plain paper. Plain hand.

Sonnet 13.5

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimm’d;

But thy eternal summer shall not fade

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;

Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

Uwade stood, taking stock of the lobby. A sense of giddy inflation took hold of her chest again. Twice in one day, and this one was special. Better than special. She forgot all about Mr. Corinth. Now her eyes were on the room, leaping from person to person, chattering head to chattering head, thinking, Please, whoever you are, please, just show yourself.

“You all right?”

“Oh!” Uwade started. It was Carl, right behind her. So stealthy for one so old. She forced herself to grin. “Mr. Manager!”

“What you got there?” Uwade realized with horror that the poem was right there in her hand. “Oh,” he said. “It’s one of those.”

Uwade paused. “One of . . . these?”

“Yeah, one of the poems. Or, uh, sonnets, I guess. They’ve been popping up all over. I’ve had three to my office so far.”

“How strange,” said Uwade, managing just to keep her voice level. “Where have they appeared?”

“Um, let’s see . . .” Carl counted off his fingers. “The bar, the kitchen, the upper staff room, a few guest bedrooms. All over. Just arriving out of nowhere. Nobody’s claimed ’em yet.” He shrugged. “Weirdest prank I’ve ever seen.” He paused, evidently deep in thought, and then said: “They’re kinda lovely though, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” said Uwade, setting the sonnet tenderly down into the wastepaper basket. “Yes, I think so too.”

• • •

That evening, for the first time in who knows how long, Uwade opened the hardshell case, took out the holophone inside, and coaxed a tune out of it. A soft and lonely thing. It felt good to play the old chords again, to sing the old words. Like visiting home.

Unseen by anyone, out in the hallway, the pianist Angoulême was passing, fingers trailing the wall. The music was a soft barrier. First she slowed, then stopped completely. It was the alert stillness of an animal, ears pricked, listening for the call of a fellow beast through the undergrowth.

Or the swoop of death from a higher plain.




I. FRIENDS FROM BEYOND: FIRST CONTACT






It was a strange and seldom-used part of the ship, unpopular with visitors even in the hotel’s heyday: this indulgence among indulgences, this antique vaudeville hall which had, in place of a screen, an elaborate rig of light beams shone onto a wall through a fast-moving beam of translucent ticker-tape. Heavy curtains hung everywhere to enclose the sound, which impressed upon guests the sense of being a piece of rare jewelry in a cushioned case.

Shit Movie Club was a once-a-week affair. It was always hectic. Chefs bawling in the back, feet up on seats, flinging nut-chips; roomkeepers chattering with their heads low; front-of-house staff twisting around to trade snacks and gossip down the aisles. Occasionally these babbling voices would unite as if at mass, to call out a popular line—“I’ll have what she’s having!”

But for the most part the films were just ambient noise, rinsed of interest through endless viewings and re-viewings. It wasn’t called Shit Movie Club for nothing.

It was the night of 3 October, four days before the ship was due to arrive at Niúnián. News of the new movie had spread, and the crowd that night was bigger than usual. Ryōko took up a row with her gaggle of muscled underlings, including Dunk, who was the most muscled of all. At one point she muttered something in his ear, and he turned and barked at a nearby line cook: “Kez! You think this is a pigsty, huh? Move your feet!”

When Kez was too slow to move, he reached across and batted him gently on the back of the head. “Disrespectful.”

“Sorry, Dunk,” he muttered, retracting his feet.

“And if I see any of you lot leaving rubbish on the seats,” Dunk added, addressing all the kitchen staff now, “it’s gonna be a bloodbath, you hear me?”

This was followed by a chastened chorus of “Yeah, Dunk,” and “I hear you, Dunk.”

Ryōko settled back into her seat with a self-satisfied smile.

Professor Azad sank deep into the chair beside Sasha, who asked pointedly, “Where’ve you been?”

“Relaxing,” she said. “As hard as I can.”

“Cheers to that.” Sasha passed a silver flask over and Azad took a swig. “Not bad, eh, Prof?”

“Not bad at all.” She passed it back. “Do you know what we’re watching? Reggie’s been pestering me to come all day, but the story sounds dogshit.”

“Dunno.” Sasha stretched her legs out into the footwell. “Something new at least.” Azad pulled a face, and the technician nudged her. “C’mon, you old grump. It’ll be fun.”

“Sorry, who’s old?”

“Hah. Asshole.”

Senior staff tended to group together, which was why Uwade and Mataz, upon entering, immediately made their way toward Ephraim. He was the Head of Roomkeeping, a neatly presented man with a turned-up nose. It was said that if a guest was ever stabbed aboard the Abeona, Ephraim would tend to the bloodstained carpet before he called for a medic.

“Hellooo Ephraim!” Mataz dropped so firmly into the cinema seat that he nearly bounced up again. “How are things?”

“Fine,” he said. “Don’t put your arm on the armrest. I’ve claimed it. See? It’s mine. Don’t nudge me off.”

“Ephraim, tootsums, I would never nudge you.”

“You always nudge me. Just put your hand in your lap.” Ephraim twisted around, scanning the growing crowd. “Hmm.”

“Who are you looking for?” asked Mataz.

“Kipple.”

“Kipple never comes. They say they’re too busy.”

“The pianist came,” said Ephraim. “She even wore the helmet.”

He was right. Angoulême was sitting alone in a seat by the aisle, tribeless, her face half-obscured by a domed visor that would allow, if not a perfect view, some semblance of the shapes and colors on screen.

“Goodness me,” said Uwade, trying to sneak a glance. “So she did.”

“Why doesn’t she wear it all the time?” asked Ephraim. “That’s what I’d do.”

“I hear they give you headaches,” said Uwade. “Because it overstimulates the optic nerve, somehow, and, uh—”

“No, no,” Mataz cut her off, shaking his head sagely. “That’s not the problem.”

“Oh no? Please, Mataz, enlighten us.”

“Simple,” he smiled. “It’s hideous.”

A slight figure appeared in the aisle, moving cautiously as if it might need to bolt for the door at any moment. The new waitress. Uwade stood up and beckoned the girl over.

“Hello.” She stood awkwardly for a moment. “Is it all right if . . . if I—”

“Yes, yes, for god’s sake, please sit down.”

Daphne sat.

“I must apologize for stealing your order this morning,” said Uwade. “I hope you didn’t get into any trouble.”

“I got st– stabbed with a fork.”

“Mm. Welcome to hospitality.” Uwade patted her on the hand and then turned to her friends. “Everyone, this is Daphne. She’s new. Be nice to her. Daphne, this is Ephraim, who keeps the hotel spotless. You’ve already met Omar.”

Mataz gave her a curt nod and resumed trying to pry a conversation from Ephraim.

“So,” asked Uwade, “how was your first day?”

“O– okay. I mostly just watched.”

“Learn anything interesting?”

“Um.” Daphne seemed to think this was some kind of test: her spine was rod-straight, hands kneading anxiously the top of her skirt. “Yes. Where the k– kitchen is. And what t– to do if I mess up.”

Recognizing the end of a conversational cul-de-sac, Uwade changed tack, choosing instead to do a Who’s Who of the crowd around them.

“You’ll have met the other waiting staff. That’s Arlo, the bartender. Thinks he’s in touch with the winds of the cosmos. Pepper, room service. Those little children are the bellhops, excluding Reggie, who’s in the back somewhere doing his movie magic. The grubby people are the technicians. Terah, he covers for me on the front desk. Another runaway I think. Roomkeepers—they’re all thick as thieves. Ralph and Rolph especially. Good people, but perhaps a little bit in their own universe, if you understand my meaning. And that . . .”

She was wedged deep into the plush, elbows splayed at either side, chewing animatedly on a long sugarstick, her legs pressed hard against the seat in front. The roomkeeper in the seat turned around and glared at her. She grinned down at him, still chewing.

“That there,” Uwade finished, “is Rogan.”

“Oh, we’ve m– met.”

“Oh?” Uwade opened her mouth to offer condolences, but before she could, Daphne added with a slight, unconscious smile, “Isn’t she s– sweet?”

Uwade swiveled her shoulders around. “I beg your pardon?”

Before Uwade could harvest some intriguing gossip, every conversation and train of thought within that tiny cinema was obliterated by the arrival of a voice. An extraordinary voice. A sensational voice. A voice so loud, so overflowing with pomp and portent and utter self-seriousness that it seemed to be, if not the voice of God, the voice of the person sent to announce God’s imminent arrival.

“It is the year 2020,” said the voice. “Humanity has conquered each corner of the Earth, but still yearns for adventure, to set foot on undiscovered soils. In search of these soils, we venture up—UP—into a world beyond imagination! The bounty of the cosmos lies ready for the taking. But how to survive this great new territory? Man cannot make it alone. Strange companions are needed, translators and guides. Beings who know the universe like the back of their tentacles. We need—”

Looming up from the black screen, with lettering like dribbled sludge, came the title, echoed by that singular voice: FRIENDS FROM BEYOND!

Thus the story began.

What followed was an overacted, badly written, glitzy, teeth-rotting affair of the highest order, wherein an intrepid spacefaring hero with the improbable name of “Biggs Dipper” formed a powerful masculine bond with a sentient being called Gorb.

Around the Act-Two cliffhanger, Carl shuffled in and took a seat on the back row, spooning something into his mouth out of a paper bag.

“But, Gorb,” protested Dipper on screen, long-lashed eyes glittering with manly tears, “what about us? Aren’t we your friends?”

“GORB HAS NO FRIENDS,” replied Gorb. “NO NEED OF FRIENDS. GORB IS ALL-SEEING. ALL-KNOWING. GORB NEEDS NOTHING.”

“Don’t you even need . . . love?”

Intense eye contact. The commis chef burped and was jabbed sharply in the ribs.

“Love?”

An alarm shrieked, breaking the tension. “Unit presence detected. All personnel to battle stations.” Burly men and women in tight felt shirts raced past them in the clapboard corridor.

Dipper released his white-knuckle grip on Gorb’s left tentacle. “I have to go,” he said, whipping a handful of sculpted curls to the other side of his forehead as he turned away. “Farewell, Gorb. If you really are all-knowing . . . then you already know how I feel.”

The camera withdrew as Gorb stared blankly at Dipper’s retreating form, naked wires sparking overhead. Sasha was overcome: “You stupid clam! Go after him!”

From his place in the projector room, Reggie was close enough to be within earshot of Carl. “Oh, Gorb,” chuckled the manager. “You never fuckin’ learn.”

As for Reggie, he was beyond delighted. All day long he’d fretted that nobody would come, or else that they’d come and then walk out again, or that he’d walk out because the movie was completely insufferable and not the forgotten masterpiece he’d convinced himself it would be based on the psychedelic poster he’d found wrapped up with the old film reels.

There was also the minor matter of the law. In school Reggie had been taught about something called the “Pyramid of Consciousness,” which was a model of how alive things could be. On the bottom of the pyramids were microbes, then bigger animals like lizards and fish, then mammals, then humans, and finally the Emperor himself, the most advanced consciousness of all. Any suggestion of a life form outside of this pyramid was Absurd, Anti-Intellectual and Not Allowed. Reggie had learned this the hard way when he was caught doodling psychic space whales in the corner of his scribble-screen. He’d protested, saying he knew psychic space whales weren’t real because he’d made them up, but it turned out even imagining other forms of intelligent life constituted anti-intellectual subversion.

Watching Gorb and Dipper romp around on the screen, Reggie reflected that anti-intellectual subversion could be a lot of fun. The audience were certainly enjoying themselves. My audience, he thought, with a twinge of pride.

The old cinema was a balm to Reggie. It meant more to him than he could express. Then again, there were a lot of things Reggie struggled to express. He was nineteen and generally as happy as a nineteen-year-old can be, but he harbored a sad suspicion that there was something wrong with him. It was like he’d been sick the day everyone else had learned how to talk to people, and thus forced to learn by guesswork and imitation, the same way they taught sign language to apes.

Screens were cheap and flimsy where Reggie came from. You could pick one up like a poster, yank it off and roll it around your arm. Screen jewelry was in vogue: refracted images across a necklace, holo-screens bursting from the prism of a ring. Entertainment was all about faces reacting to screens reacting to faces reacting to screens. To him they looked like a hall of mirrors reflected endlessly upon itself. Watching and performing had long since collapsed together into a single profoundly lonely act.

The old cinema was different. Even though it was mechanically simpler than a modern screen, the way the light and the flickering tape turned into an image somehow felt more like magic. He loved the people he worked with (His friends? Could he call them that?) and when they all laughed at the same joke or cried at the same death scene, he didn’t feel like such a pretender after all. Alone in the projector room, he felt for the first time like he belonged to something.

When the credits rolled at last on Friends from Beyond, there was a real sense of release in the old theater, that lifting dizziness that comes from emerging out of another world. People blinked in the glare of the overhead lights.

Reggie was startled by the sudden appearance of Carl’s face, popping up with a boyish grin in the booth window.

“Reggie!” he exclaimed.

“Carl!” Reggie bolted up, grabbing at the empty space above his forehead to adjust a bucket hat he wasn’t wearing. “Sir! I’m sorry!”

“Sorry for what?”

“I dunno,” he admitted. “Something. I just assumed.” The booth window was set at Carl’s shoulder height, so Reggie had to kneel down to get closer.

“I just wanted to ask where you got it from,” said Carl.

“Got what?”

“The film!”

“Oh, yeah! Um . . . it was in a supply closet.” Reggie felt a trickle of embarrassment. Rooting around in the Abeona’s dustier corners was one of his favorite pastimes, but it occurred to him now that the hotel manager might not approve. “The one on the ground floor. Next to the engine room.”

To his relief—and confusion—Carl started laughing. “That’s not a supply closet, Reggie. That’s my old room.”

“Your room?”

“Uh-huh. You might be surprised to hear this, but there was a time when we didn’t have enough space to fit every old so-and-so who wanted to come and work for us. It was one of Nina’s jokes. A cabin for a cabin boy.”

Reggie had no idea who Nina was, and wondered for a moment if he ought to. But admitting ignorance felt dangerous to him. Instead he asked: “So you’ve seen it before? Friends from Beyond?”

“Yeah . . . not for a long, long time though.”

“Wow! You’re kidding!”

“Nuh-uh. Hey, c’mere a second.” Carl beckoned the boy down. “Closer. Uh-huh. Little more.” He reached up and gave Reggie’s exposed hair a good firm ruffle. “Thanks for digging them up. I appreciate it.”

“Oh!” Reggie blushed the color of his uniform. “It’s all right.”

“It is,” Carl said dreamily. “It really is.”




RIOTS AND REVOLTS

Thank heavens that authorities have finally quelled the hunger riots in Lundar . . . for weeks we have been subject to terrifying reports of property destroyed and monuments defiled, but now the loving boot of the military has come down upon the citizens of our Great Patrician and crushed them back to happy subservience. Small niggling questions do remain in the minds of those who care to ask . . . Questions such as, how does a continent primarily known for export of staple grains fall victim to a famine? Only an ecological disaster could account for so much hunger within the borders of our Great and Rational Empire . . . Or could it be that most of the edible food is being exported to Lundar’s wealthy neighbors, leaving the ground-stuck people with only scraps? It is common knowledge among the agricultural officers that the “unthinking workers” are to be last in line for food in times of thrift, even though the food would not exist were it not for their labor . . . It is also common knowledge among those same classes that the Duke Lundar keeps a cheese fountain running in the center of her receiving hall at all times, along with a selection of meats and breads, in case a hungry guest should drop by . . .

Lamplighter dispatches, #38 (distributor unknown)




DUNK
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was a survivor, a brother, a long-lost uncle, a shambling lopsided giant with a tattoo of a lily over each of the two bullet scars on his right thigh. He was all of these things all of the time and, god-willing, would be forever. But when he stepped into the kitchen he was another thing entirely: an alchemist.

Consider a single pear, poached until it’s supple enough to shed its own skin, glazed by hand with acorn honey and cinnamon flakes. Consider flour, salt and water melded together and submerged in a hot broth made with odds and ends that lesser cooks discarded. Dunk had learned to unlock vaults of flavor from a fresh carcass. Seasoning, once a fiddly business of granular measurements, was as natural to him as talking. There was no need to set a timer when Dunk deep-fried a dumpling. He just knew.

Almost all of this knowledge he owed to Ryōko. She’d taught him the subtler arts of food, and when she went to the Abeona he followed her without a second thought. Now he was the servant of two masters: Ryōko and Carl.

Ryōko and Carl’s relationship was unique—less that of employer and employee, and more that of two separate and supreme authorities, one of whom happened to operate within the other’s territory. Carl trusted her with the unending and logistically horrifying task of buying and assembling ingredients, and she in turn trusted him to provide a continual stream of hungry customers. Their leadership styles also differed dramatically. Privately, Dunk felt that the hotel boss was a little too easy-going, a little too accommodating when it came to his staff. Smiling and nodding as some guest chewed him out for no reason. Letting late or lazy workers off with a gentle reprimand. Carl wasn’t a sucker, but—in Dunk’s opinion—he let other people make a sucker out of him.

That wasn’t Ryōko. His chef was neither a swearer nor a screamer. She’d never been heard to belittle anyone. She was simply honest.

“I’m going to let you do that one more time,” she said to Dunk after he allowed a candy leaf to burn on the hob. “But do it three times and you’re off at the next stop.”

“Yes, Chef.”

Thereafter, Dunk’s candy leaves were immaculate.

Because it wasn’t an empty threat. He’d seen well-regarded cooks turned out on their ear over the most minor acts of culinary hubris. Hygiene was Ryōko’s biggest bugbear. New recruits were drilled endlessly on the basics: handwashing, knife-cleaning, the careful rotation of chopping boards to prevent cross-contamination. According to a popular rumor, Ryōko had once sworn an oath to chop off one finger for every diner that fell sick under her care.

Chef Ryōko had five fingers on each hand and no patience for dirty cooks.

Dunk respected Ryōko more than anybody he’d ever met. In a way, Dunk had spent his whole life looking for a person he could follow off the galaxy’s rim: a parent, a boss, a captain. But his parents had been helpless people, the mob had fallen to pieces when Dunk was young, and a couple stray rounds of friendly fire had shattered his leg before he’d had the chance to fire a single wretched shot in the whole wretched Breton war.

When his surgery was over, he slunk out of the emergency hospital and found himself alone on the streets of an unfamiliar city, a place where the sky was sealed off by a serrated dome nine months of the year, and the sunlamps stuttered out in the poorer quarters.

He’d found the back door to Ryōko’s kitchen glowing like an exit sign in the gloom.

She’d poked her head out into the alley. “Who’s knocking?”

“Me.” Dunk took off his hat. “Please, lady. I need a job.”

“Soldier?”

“Eh?”

“Soldier? Are you a soldier?”

“I was. I got shot.”

“Where?”

“My leg.”

“Okay. Come in and wash your hands.”

Eight years later, they were still going strong.

Dunk and Ryōko complemented each other well. She was delicate, earthy; she had a fondness for roots and poignant seasonings. All Dunk wanted—in the kitchen, perhaps in life—was the sight of clear fat dissolving in a pan, butter and oil, and more butter, and slow-cooked bodies, rich flavor with a pinch of char.

“I’d have a good life on Dunk’s cooking,” Ryōko liked to say. “A short life, but a good one.”

People sometimes asked Dunk what he’d be if he wasn’t a chef. To that, he answered with the same honesty that he so admired in Ryōko.

“Easy,” he’d say. “I’d be dead.”

• • •

When the hydraulic pipe rattled to life in his quarters, Dunk was starfished out on the bed, feet lolling, fumbling through a level on his holoplayer mini. The cuboid projector screen hung steady as the controller writhed around, half-crushed in Dunk’s hands as he made a desperate effort to move Pui (the big-eyed whorl of color that acted as the game’s mascot) through a four-dimensional onslaught of enemy projectiles. Pui smashed brick walls with powerful hug attacks, every move punctuated with a shower of glitter particles like shards of broken glass from a crowbarred window. The game was called Firestorm Pui and it was the first thing Dunk had bought with his sous-chef wages.

Dunk didn’t play games in front of other people. Holoplayers were regarded as a children’s toy, and he was afraid people would laugh if they saw the yellow-edged controller in his huge hands. But he’d dreamed of owning one ever since he was little. He and his friends used to make up street games out of what they thought Firestorm Pui was like to play. One kid would throw rocks while the other tried to dodge. “Playing” Firestorm Pui was how Dunk had earned the smear of scar tissue on his left temple—a mark he told people he’d got in the war.

The pipe made a plung noise, and Dunk perked up immediately. A direct message outside of work hours meant that someone (usually Ryōko) needed him. That was a good feeling. Dunk liked to be helpful.

The message was a summons to the main kitchen, where Dunk found Ryōko staring into a small comms screen propped open on the counter, knuckles pressing hard on the granite, a quiet anger visible in the set of her shoulders and jaw. But she was a good leader: as he arrived she seemed to inhale the irritation back into herself, to keep it from spewing out on him.

“Dunk,” she said. “Thank you for coming.”

“It’s cool,” said Dunk.

“You’re from Niúnián, right?”

“Yeah.”

 “Okay. So I assume you’re visiting today?”

Ryōko’s eyes were still on the screen, so she didn’t see the look of unguarded surprise on Dunk’s face, or the flicker of embarrassment that followed. In truth, he’d made no plans to go back to his home city for the two days that the Abeona would be hovering above it, but he couldn’t explain that without going into a bunch of stuff he didn’t feel like going into. Plus, Ryōko had clearly factored it into her plans that he was going groundside, and he didn’t want to let her down.

“Sure,” he said. “I’m going.”

“Good. I need a salted ox flank, whole. Prime quality only. The local seller’s trying to screw me. So I need a new seller. Go find me one, please. You have a day.”

“Yes, Chef.”

And off he went.

• • •

Dunk dressed up smart and took the midday auto-shuttle, along with a small crop of guests. Most of them looked moony, or at least rural. No locals like himself. He knew at a glance how these people would spend their allotted day in Niúnián—taking pictures at the touchdown crater, visiting the gilded facade of the Imperial Embassy, or even (if they had the funds) taking a boat ride over the Sunken Park. Culturally minded tourists might climb Temple Tower to work their calves out, ogling at the Floors of Faiths.

And of course, there was the Meat Market, that corner of the city given wholly to stalls and bars serving ox in every form imaginable. Cubed, smoked, roasted, glazed, even whole—the beast on its back, massive ribcage stuffed full of aromatics and sweet flowers. It was common in uptown Niúnián to see a boardroom’s worth of suited bodies gorging themselves on a single 900-lb ox.

Dunk’s Niúnián—the real city, where the people who staffed the fake one lived—lay across the eleven bridges, in a crescent of land called Bulwark that arched against the bubbling sea. Ruthenium-hulled trawlers brought goods and livestock to the ports in Bulwark every day; it was here, Dunk knew, that he’d find the best price for an ox flank. To keep the meat fresh, traders shipped the great beasts alive and slaughtered them on the quay. From there the meat was hauled by train to the city proper, magically doubling in price as it crossed the urban ravine.

Dunk could feel the city’s heat pulsing through the shuttle hatch; it enveloped him as he stepped outside, all those riotous overlapping scents pulled closer by the humid air. Barbecue. Motor oil. Trash. Onions. Sweat. And underneath it all, the broiling sulfuric odor of the bubbling sea, pungent as an infected wound.

Dunk turned to face the wind, his tangled beard restless around his jaw, and moved against it, toward that singular smell. Toward home.

Parting the crowds quite unthinkingly, he made his way toward the Dragonspine Footbridge, which connected downtown Niúnián to Bulwark’s commercial district. It should have been heaving with people, but the tangled roads were strangely empty that morning. Quiet pavements, shuttered storefronts. Little traffic overhead. Watchful teenagers crouched in doorways. Dunk started to feel uneasy. Coming to the intersection he paused, ears catching wind of something that sounded like the sea. But the port was ahead of him, and this sound was coming from the left. Drawing closer, picking up the pace, he recognized the rumble of an excited crowd.

In Bulwark, a crowd that big only meant one thing. Bull-jumping.

They’d blocked off a whole plaza. Idling shuttles, empty shipping crates, husks of concrete and painted steel had all been hauled into a makeshift ring around a cobbled arena. Working-age folk gathered round, many dressed in coarse slaughterer’s overalls and blood-slick rubber boots, bare arms dangling over the blockade. Some balanced on the chrome hood of the shuttle or sat bravely on the jet exhaust. Craning his neck, Dunk could see many dozens more people crammed into the balconies overhead.

This was no holiday, no break-week, no revelrous evening. It was an ordinary afternoon. The wrong time for a bull-jumping, or any kind of gathering at that. The keen fever in the air was more than high spirits; it was a merry defiance. Even before he saw the painted banner strung out on a washing line, a fluttering nylon bedsheet painted in the famous Bulwark crimson, Dunk knew what it would say.

Strike.

“Damn,” Dunk muttered. But he was grinning. This was a people’s festival, and it was already in full swing.

Strikes were an old tradition in the Bulwark, laid down in the founding myth of the city, when the first generation of butchers and breeders threw down their knives and rallied on the strip. A new one came along every decade or so to flush out the system. There’d been two in Dunk’s lifetime: the strike of ’92, which he remembered as a street party when everyone was hungry, and the strike of ’06, which happened after he left home. News circuits hadn’t touched the ’06 strike (they never touched anything on the Bulwark), but he’d heard through a friend that it had got ugly. They had been protesting some new tariffs from on high, fundraising for the war. Someone at Central took notice. It was put down in less than a month.

Dunk had figured (decided, suspected, feared) that the strike of ’06 would be the Bulwark’s last. So, seeing the crowd, feeling that spirit in the air again, made him giddy with relief, almost sick with it. Like something terrible had been postponed, at least for a little while.

The people sitting on the shuttle let out a terrified whoop. The flank of the hull rose beneath their feet. The shutters opened like insect’s wings, and from the darkness within pounded out a huge, furious bull.

It must have been hot in the shuttle, because it was already well-oiled with sweat. Light slid over its back like water, catching on the shoulder blades, dark valleys of muscle connecting at the base of the neck that was tight and bunched like a giant’s fist. A dagger of exposed bone sprung from either temple. The bull paced, looking hatefully at the crowd.

But already Dunk’s attention was peeling from the animal. He, along with the rest of the crowd, was looking at the other side of the ring. Toward the bull-jumper.

She shone all over in brilliant white, her chest and shoulders thick with black stitchwork, white nylon hugging her calves. A fitted, stretchable outfit, like a dancer’s. The jumper was flanked by two ranch-trained handlers. They were sealed in bulky armored vests, as any sane person would be.

The handlers fanned out. Each of them held a padded taser stick, two-pronged with a glimpse of lightning brewing at the tip. They were there to form a tunnel, to funnel the bull toward the jumper. No need: she’d already caught its attention. The handlers were crouched low, ready to spring, watching the animal shudder and hunch. The dancer stood relaxed. Spine straight, arms loose at her sides. Palms pale with chalk.

A breath of peace. Then the bull exploded, charging at the jumper, who charged in turn, her unarmored torso in line with its horns like meat headed for the skewer. A collective flinching from the crowd. Dunk forced himself to trust, to not look away. Closing your eyes was considered bad luck. More chance of a goring.

The jumper’s hands connected with the bull’s skull and her feet leaped clear of the earth, an airy pirouette over surging flesh. She landed softly on the cobbles and raised her arms. The crowd went berserk. So did Dunk. He hollered at the top of his lungs, fists pumped high overhead.

Behind her the bull swayed, rage swapped out for confusion. The handlers were coaxing it back around for the next leap.

Dunk sensed something incongruous in the crowd. A face turned not toward the spectacle, but toward him. Their eyes met, and Dunk felt a shock of recognition, starting in his chest and pulsing outwards. The other man grinned at him. Then he disappeared.

Dunk wavered, uncertain. The crowd’s tide had come in around him, human noise lapping up to his shoulders. But there was enough time to get away if he was quick and brutal.

No time. He felt a hand on his elbow, then a pair of rough lips kissing him on either cheek.

“Duzza!”

Defeated, Dunk exhaled into a smile. “Hello, brother.”

“I can’t believe it’s you!”

Dunk’s brother pulled him firmly, guiding him away from the ring toward the privacy of the promenade. “I thought that can’t be Duzza. That can’t be our little Dunkson home at last. But it was you. Man, you stick out like a pine tree in a meadow.”

A roar of joy went up behind them. Reluctantly, Dunk let himself be led away. “I don’t hardly recognize you either, Garrik.”

A half-truth. Garrik looked much older, but time hadn’t changed his essence. He was handsome in a disarmingly ugly sort of way, like a malformed little dog: big dark eyes, uneven teeth, a permanent shadowy beard that lent the illusion of a defined chin. Mystifyingly popular with women and utterly sure of himself, always. Even now, with his hairline beating an early retreat, Garrik moved with the energy of a minor celebrity.

“What are you doing here?” asked Garrik, pulling him down the road.

“Hotel business.” Dunk knew Garrik would derail him if he wasn’t careful: the man had a peculiar orbit. “Just here for the day.”

“The day! That’s so soon. Come on, Dunkson. Come home for a night. Say hi to Dad.”

“Sorry, but I can’t stop. Honest. I’ll get chewed out.”

“Lil will be gutted.”

Lil. The name alone struck a near fatal blow to his conscience, but he tried to look casual. “Oh? How old’s she now?”

“Six. She still remembers you.”

He smiled. “No way.”

“Yes, way. Asks all the time about Uncle Dunk. The big chef.”

“That’s cute. I’m only a sous-chef.”

“Sure, same difference.” They were on the move again now, Garrik taking two steps for every one of Dunk’s. “So what’s happening? What’s your business down here?”

“Ox. I need to bring one by tonight.”

“Oh.” Garrik sucked his teeth, and Dunk felt his skin prickle with pre-emptive irritation. “Sorry, Duzza. That’s gonna be tough. There’s a—”

“Strike. Yeah, I saw.”

A crude sign was sprayed on the metal comparing the Commissioner of the Trading Regulatory Board to the rear side of a bull. The artist had helpfully added labels, in case anyone was confused as to who was who.

“Ah, rot,” said Dunk. “Right where kids can see. That’s not right.”

“Things are serious this time,” said Garrik. He’d taken the pose of a discerning gallery-goer, hands clasped behind his back, tone hushed. “There’s still anger leftover from ’06. We’re not kidding around.”

Dunk nodded.

“City board has proposed a diversion in funding, see.” Garrik pointed a finger at the sky. “Some cheaper sources.”

Dunk’s lip curled. “Space meat.”

Garrik nodded. The airless, sunless, corporate-run orbital meat factories had been the scourge of Niúnián’s butchers for a long time.

“That’s all we have for sale today, brother.”

“I’m not taking that filth into my kitchen.”

“Rightly. The Abeona’s a classy place.” Garrik shot him a wry look. “Or so I hear.”

“You heard right,” said Dunk, ignoring the bait. “Guess I’ll have to knock on some doors.”

“You really think that’s gonna work, Dunkson?”

He shrugged. “I can try.”

Dunk knew what Garrik was going to say next.

“I know someone who can hook you up.”

“No.”

“He’s—”

“No funny business.” Dunk turned on Garrik with hands clenched and shoulders flared. “I’m not gonna say it more than once, you got that? I love you. You’re my brother. But no.”

“Funny kind of brother that comes round once a year,” Garrik said softly. His pose matched Dunk’s.

Already the other pedestrians were giving them a wide berth. In Bulwark the rule with public fights was the same as the rule with potholes: walk around them and hope they get fixed before someone hurts themselves.

“Are you speaking sense, Garrik?”

“Don’t slander me to my face, blood-grub,” spat Garrik. “Course I’m speaking sense. This has nothing to do with Clarke. She’s an independent, licensed seller. Got that?”

“Licensed? You swear?”

“On my mother’s ashes.”

“Okay.” Dunk relented. “Sorry.”

“No regrets between brothers.” Garrik patted him on the elbow. “Trot trot, Dunkson. It’s not far.”

• • •

Forever and a Day was a family run cryogenics lab, the hare-brained scheme of a scientist named Cleo Trio, who’d been among the first to set foot on the patch of blanched and salvaged land that would one day become Niúnián. Ten generations later, the place was still going, albeit with a slightly altered business model. As they followed the current proprietor Cleo Trio XI down the hall of frozen glass coffins, Dunk and Garrik passed coils of sausage, bunches of exotic fruits and vegetables, other perishable foodstuffs—and the occasional petrified human.

“Do I resent Cleo Trio I?” asked the current Cleo Trio, unprompted. “No. Do I wish my name didn’t rhyme? Sometimes, yes. But a memorable name is an advantage in business. Cleo I knew that.”

Dunk loosed a steaming breath against his hands and rubbed them quickly together. They passed a frozen Labrador, paws pressed beseechingly against the glass.

“Do I ever dream about leaving?” Cleo continued. “Now that’s a very personal question. But the answer is yes. Sometimes. The money’s steady, but it’s not great. Been getting worse actually. Bulwark’s less of a hole these days. Not so many folks looking to escape. Plus they just cured Parkinson’s and we had quite a lot of people waiting for that. So the income stream isn’t what it used to be. But then I thought—what would Cleo I have done? Innovate, that’s what. People say I’m her spitting image. Don’t you think?”

As she said this she slapped one hand affectionately on the nearest coffin. Dunk’s eyes popped wide. There intombed lay Cleo Trio I, her expression serene, her downturned nose and squarish jaw a good match for the living woman before them.

Dunk cleared his throat. “For sure.”

Garrik rubbed his chin. “I see it,” he said. “But I reckon you Trios get better over time. Maybe you mixed with a couple of Garriks along the way?”

She clipped him on the ear. “Now you shush.”

Beside each glass tomb was a luminous panel displaying the time elapsed and the time still to go. Some of the bodies, in lieu of an unfreezing date, had a short message following the letters A/W: “Awaken when . . .” Awaken when spinal paralysis is treatable without surgery. Awaken when the value of crude oil stocks surpasses [image: image]1 billion. Etcetera, etcetera.

The original Cleo Trio’s plaque read simply: “Awaken when the Empire falls.”

Trio XI and Garrik were still giggling together, but Dunk cut them off. “Ms. Trio, where’s the ox?”

“Oh yes. Right this way!”

She led them further on down, past boxes of syringes, shrink-wrapped synthetic eyeballs and many other delights, until they came to a vast glass shell the size of two coffins combined.

“Couple’s tank!” she declared.

“Roomy,” said Garrik approvingly. She smirked at him again.

Instead of a couple, this tank was full to bursting with nonhuman meat, so well preserved that it maintained that vivid shade of freshly slaughtered crimson. With an expert’s eye Dunk looked the selection over. He noted ribs, tongues, pounds of beef, a few cuts from the rear—but not the whole flank he was looking for.

“No good,” he said. “I can’t take scraps back to the hotel.”

“Scraps?” Trio bellowed. “Damn it! Do you know how much I paid for all that?”

“I’m not cooking for a fuckin’ backyard BBQ, lady. That won’t cut it, simple as.”

“Stars above,” said Trio. “I heard you were up yourself, but—”

“Who says I’m up myself?” He turned to the obvious culprit. “Garrik, have you slandered me to a stranger, you shit-grub bastard?”

He didn’t mean stranger in the literal sense. In Niúnián a stranger was anyone outside the hierarchy of the family. It had hardly been an hour, and already he was slipping back into the old ways of speaking.

“Steady on.” Garrik lifted his palms at both of them, but shifted his position slightly to align with Dunk. “I never said that shit. And you, Cleo, told me you had an ox flank. You told me, remember?”

“Oh. Yes, I did, didn’t I.” She nodded suddenly, meeting Garrik’s eyes. “But I sold them. To Caul. He’s gonna serve them at the Joint tonight.”

“Caul?” There was another name that made Dunk’s heart sink.

“When was that?” Garrik pressed.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Trio half-heartedly checked the time on the nearest tank panel. “Couple hours ago, maybe?”

“Oh yeah?” Garrik stroked his chin. “Caul’s probably not carved it up yet. And he owes you a favor, doesn’t he?”

Before the question was even finished, Dunk was shaking his head. “Nah, that’s—”

“Friends are legal, Dunkson. Favors are legal.”

Dunk sighed. “Guess so.”

“Come on then.” Garrik started hustling his brother away, calling over one shoulder, “Sorry to leave you so soon, Cleo!”

“Don’t sweat it! I’ve always got company here.” She slapped the glass coffin as affectionately as if it were the flank of a prize heifer.

Dunk shivered, feeling his stomach curl.

Deep within himself, Dunk held an almost religious commitment to transience—the human condition not as an end goal, but as a series of moment-to-moment pleasures, a beautiful thing slipped down the throat and gone in an instant. Food and life were the same thing to Dunk. And in these stiff, blue corpses, he recognized the wholehearted rejection of both.

“Fuckin’ stupid,” he muttered, shouldering past a line of suits.

Garrik shrugged. “It’s a living.”

No, Dunk thought. It ain’t.

• • •

At Garrik’s suggestion they took the tram, which gave Dunk plenty of time to sit and envelop himself in worry. For years Dunk had worked at the Joint for free, starting so early that he’d had to stand on an upturned crate just to reach the counter and chop the onions. The little restaurant was “affiliated” with Clarke’s family, and Dunk had worked there as a sort of apprentice, a little brother getting his hair ruffled by the local folk whose ranks he one day hoped to join. Garrik had been there too, a year Dunk’s junior. He washed the dishes.

Dunk graduated from the Joint when he was sixteen—already big by then, much older than he looked. Most people took him for a knucklehead. But strong as he was, Dunk wasn’t a natural fighter. Clarke sensed that right away. He put him on shakedowns, door duty, the kind of work you could get by looking tough. That was enough for a while.

 But you couldn’t get away with looking tough forever. Not in Bulwark. Not in Clarke’s family.

The day they asked him to break his first ribcage was the same day that Clarke got arrested. When he got the call—“It’s off. Everything’s off. Go home. Lie low.”—he burst into tears, not from fear, but from relief.

That was why Dunk couldn’t meet with Clarke. It was guilt, plain and simple. The kind of guilt a man like Clarke had trained himself to smell.

The tram moved fast and stopped often, racing down Bulwark’s many sharp corners only to careen upward at the last minute. Dunk and Garrik sat at either side of the narrow aisle with their knees touching. He was mindful of the time—the Abeona waited for nobody—but grateful to Garrik, who seemed just as anxious as he was, constantly checking the clock on his pocket screen.

“How’ve you kept, anyway?” Dunk asked.

“Oh, you know me.” Garrik flashed a grin, tucking the screen away. “Same old, same old.”

A disquieting response. One broad thumb massaging an old cracked knuckle, Dunk watched the city flow by over Garrik’s shoulder. “Things look cleaner,” he noted, meaning the lack of rubbish. But Garrik took it another way.

“Clarke took everything over when he got out of jail,” he said. “Bulwark is changing. We’ve had a lot of new arrivals, you know. Gutted planets. Poor bastards gotta go somewhere.”

Dunk nodded.

“There was a rough year or two when he first got free, but we’re all united now. This strike would never have happened if it wasn’t for him.”

Garrik directed his gaze sideways, down the line of commuters huddled in the tram’s shuddering esophagus. It hadn’t escaped Dunk’s notice how quickly the other passengers had moved up to make room for them. Good manners? Not in this town. He glanced back at his brother. Same old, same old.

“He wants the best for everyone, you know,” said Garrik quietly.

“Sure,” Dunk murmured. “I know.”

When the train turned again, their knees were crushed together—hard.

• • •

The Joint was one of those places with three items on the menu, each of which could leave in your mind a singular sensory memory that would haunt you to the grave: food so good that you would recall every note of the music being played outside and every word exchanged at the table while you ate. It was meat and onions and potatoes. It was sublime.

They went round to the back door, which was really just an open frame hung with red tassels. Parting the curtain with one arm, Dunk stuck his head into the kitchen, feeling oddly nervous. He was a kid again, and late for work.

The kitchen was all much as he remembered. Soot-blackened hobs, busily manned. Knives hung everywhere like chimes. A continual jabber of tinny music, sometimes multiple tunes at once. Anarchy. Pleasant, focused anarchy.

Someone called: “Dunk! Everybody, Dunkson’s here!”

A dozen familiar faces fell on him like hail, kissing his cheeks and ruffling his hair. Some startlingly old now, hair cropped and graying, hands and ears thick with rings, eyes sprouting crow’s feet.

“Guys,” he said, choked. “Don’t fuss.”

Too late, he noticed there were more people there than you’d need for an ordinary dinner shift. The hugs became firmer, morphing into a firm grip on his upper arm.

“Garrik?” he asked, looking for his friend’s face in the crowd. “Hey, come on. Back up. I need to grab the—”

“Ox flank,” one of the cooks finished. “Yeah. We don’t have it. Got sold on.”

“To who?” he asked. But he already knew.

“To Clarke.”

“Hear that?” asked a voice in his ear. Garrik. “Boss has the stuff you’re after. So you’d better go and get it, yeah?”

“Woah, hang on. I never—”

“Don’t be an ass, Dunkson,” said someone else.

“Yeah. Clarke just wants to talk.”

“Guys . . .”

They hustled him backward into a groundcar. Dunk could have fought back, but he couldn’t bring himself to raise an arm against these people. So he closed his eyes and fell backward into the cab.

An unseen hand slammed the door shut, and the wheels turned with a grinding of broken glass. Alone now, Dunk went obediently to his doom.

• • •

It was the same apartment block Dunk remembered from the old days. Clarke might have gone up in the world, but he still haunted the same old tower. The groundcar driver tried to go with him, but Dunk waved him off.

“I know where to go,” he said. “Top floor, right?”

The driver nodded. He stood with his hands clasped and watched Dunk with narrow eyes as he limped over to the door. One elevator ride later, and Dunk was outside Clarke’s apartment.

“Ah, Dunk.”

Clarke’s husband, who everybody called “Mr. Clarke,” greeted him at the entranceway. “He’s waiting for you on the balcony. Come on through.”

Mr. Clarke showed him through the flat, which was steaming with the smell of food. Well-worn furniture, faded red wallpaper, tacked-up pictures with the corners curling. Dunk checked his shoulder for more bodies, but to his surprise, they were alone.

“Want a drink?” asked Mr. Clarke.

“No, sir,” said Dunk.

“Don’t be silly. You’ll have a little something. Sherry?”

“I’m—I’m dry,” he admitted, ducking into the low kitchen. “Juice?”

“One juice coming up. You head out there.” Mr. Clarke nodded to the sliding door.

Dunk passed through to a small wire-mesh ledge looking down on a shared yard. In Dunk’s day a shared yard had been a no-go zone for children—all piss and weeds and broken glass—but looking down now he could see a small games court, a playground, even a line of flowers.

Clarke was there. Bulwark’s boss was squeezed behind a foldout table working his way through a plate of glazed ribs. A checkered napkin tucked into his collar kept the sauce (as thick and heavy as tar, as all good Niúnián sauces should be) from irrevocably staining his silk shirt. When he saw Dunk his rib-stuffed mouth let out a wordless noise of delight: “Dunh!”

Then he was standing, licking his fingers one by one, wiping them on the napkin, placing the crumpled napkin on the bone-littered plate. “Come here, you beauty,” Clarke said, approaching him with arms wide. They hugged, and then Clarke pulled back and kissed him on both bearded cheeks. “You look wonderful, Dunkson!”

“Thank you, sir,” he said, trying not to look as confused as he felt. “Not looking bad yourself.”

“Sit down, sit down.” Clarke pulled out one of the plastic chairs. “Tell me everything. How’s the hotel business?”

“Good,” he said, sitting. “Hard, but good, yeah.”

“What’s your rank now?”

“Sous-chef.”	

“Sous!” he exclaimed. “Oh, damn! You hear that, Terry?”

“Not surprised!” called Mr. Clarke from the kitchen. “Chef next, yeah?”

“Ha, ha.” Dunk rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe one day.”

“Modest too,” added Mr. Clarke, bringing out a glass of juice. Freshly squeezed, Dunk could tell from the scent.

They talked on: Dunk quickly forgot about the way they’d bundled him from the kitchen. He told Clarke about the food he’d made, the people he’d met, the planets he’d seen. The Bulwark boss roared with laughter at the antics of the entitled customers, and listened closely as Dunk described his bosses, the inscrutable Ryōko and the soft-hearted Carl.

“Soft-hearted, huh?” echoed Clarke. Mr. Clarke had brought him a coffee, and he scrutinized Dunk from over the rim of the glass. “Soft-headed too, maybe.”

Dunk was taken aback. He had private doubts about the manager, but he’d not said anything of the sort to Clarke. “What’d you mean?”

“Like he doesn’t know what goes on in his own house.”

There was nothing to refute. Dunk kept his mouth shut, waiting for an explanation. The old boss sighed.

“Listen, Dunk. You know me. You know I keep my ear to the ground.”

“Sure.”

“So sometimes I know ahead of time when there’s going to be trouble.”

Down in the yard, a shriek rose up. Someone had scraped a knee. “Carl’s clean,” said Dunk. “He’s not mixed up in anything.”

“Maybe he is, and maybe he’s not. All I know is, someone at the Abeona has attracted the wrong kind of attention. Imperial attention, Dunkson. She’s got a bug in her gut.”

“Spies?”

“Most likely.”

“How many?”

“I couldn’t say. It’s a hotel. People come and go all the time.”

A scrawny girl sprinted over and hauled the kid with the scraped knee off the ground. It’d been years, but Dunk recognized her at once: Lil. The typical cliché leaped into his mind—She’s grown so big!—along with the typical pain in his chest, as she held the crying kid against her side and headed for the door, calling for a cloth.

“The Commission is playing it safe for now,” Clarke went on. “Biding their time. But it won’t last forever. It might be soon, it might be longer. It might be Mr. Carl or Ms. Ryōko or who knows who else. But they’re laying a trap for somebody up there. That I know for sure.”

Dunk buried his head in his hands. “Shit.”

“You know, the Joint could use a new manager.” Looking up, Dunk found the old boss smiling at him. It was a sad sort of smile, none too rueful.

“A manager, huh?”

“It’s a good gig. They’ve never been short of customers.”

A truth if there ever was one. Whoever managed the Joint was guaranteed a paycheck—not to mention deference and respect throughout the Bulwark. It was one of Clarke’s spots. People tipped big.

“Stay here, Dunkson,” said Clarke softly. “Give it a year. This stuff should’ve blown over by then. And if not . . .” He patted Dunk’s arm. “All the better that you’re home safe.”

Dunk cleared his throat. “Man, Clarke. I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Like, I shouldn’t.”

“Same question.”

It was clear now that he wasn’t in trouble, but his conscience still ached.

“You know I never quit the army, right?”

If this was news to Clarke, he didn’t show it. “That so?”

“I deserted. I knew they’d send me back to Breton once my leg healed, so I just walked out the hospital.”

Clarke shrugged. “Why would I give a shit about that? I’m not looking for a soldier. We’ll make sure your papers—”

“You don’t get it, Clarke. I didn’t run away for nothing. I was scared.”

That’s all there was to it. He wished he’d had a better reason but he just didn’t. It wasn’t that they’d been under-equipped or even outnumbered. He was one of hundreds. The suit they bolted him into was so thick it felt like wearing a spacesuit, his face peeking out through hard plastic, legs like a treadmill whirring beneath him, carrying him toward a pillar of fire that had once been a building.

The other side didn’t have suits like that. Their bodies opened up as easily as fruit.

Dunk turned his body toward the yard, unkeen to meet Clarke’s eye. “There’s no sense in you taking me back. I’m no good. I ran away from you and then I ran away from the army right after. All I can do is run away from shit.”

“Is that what you think?” Clarke took a moment to consider this. The old boss shook his head. “Here’s the thing about you, Dunkson. You’re a gentle guy. I used to think about toughening you up when you were little. I didn’t want you to get all chewed up by the world. But I changed my mind on that now. You ask me, we could use a few more gentle guys in this town.”

A trumpet player on an unseen balcony warmed the air with music. Dunk looked down at the children playing in the yard and weighed his life.

• • •

I’m fucked.

Through the curved window of the auto-shuttle, Dunk watched Niúnián shrink down into a dream of itself. He had no clue what Ryōko would say when he came back empty-handed. She might pack him right back on the shuttle and send him home again in shame.

But he had no regrets about turning down Clarke. Dunk had left so many things half-finished in his life. But not this gig. Not the hotel. Not Ryōko.

No matter what happened next, he’d see it through to the end.

Dunk changed quickly into his cooking gear and then shuffled into the kitchen, braced for the worst. Ryōko was chopping her way through a pyramid of waxy potatoes.

“Dunk,” she said. “Welcome back.”

On the table behind her was a wall of meat. More than a flank—it was a whole ox, half-butchered.

“Wha–” Dunk blinked. “When did that get here?”

“Hours ago,” she said. “On a private shuttle. Know what else? They didn’t charge anything for it. With regards. That’s all they said.” She shook her head. “Never seen anything—Oh!”

Ryōko stopped talking because Dunk had stooped down and kissed her on the cheek.

“Hm,” she said, after an interval of silence. “Good trip?”

“Yes, Chef,” he said, smiling. “Real good.”

“Great.” Ryōko turned back to the counter. “Get started on the entrée. We’re behind schedule.”

“Yes, Chef.”

He went to his workstation, where a bucket of some two dozen oranges lay waiting to be peeled. Through a narrow slit in the kitchen wall he could see the empty dining room, speckless cloth and silverware and a smattering of midnight sky. In just a few hours those seats would fill up with strangers; some rude, some picky, some harboring murderous secrets. All united by nothing but the space itself and their common hunger.

Dunk seized two spatulas from the rail and slapped them together over his head.

“Right!” he bellowed. “Who’s hungry?”




VIRTUE AND THE BODY

We are told that VIRTUE is at the root of the long lives seen among the dukes and duchesses of the upper class. They call it balanced living, diet, full application of the body, cleanliness, etcetera . . . all coded language for VIRTUE. The implication being that the poor, who still age and die at the same rate they aged and died hundreds of years ago, are not virtuous, and are therefore AT FAULT for being ill.

Would that you could all see the bills for the surgery that keeps these people looking so young and clean. The maestros of skin-stretching, bone-straightening, DNA-enhancement . . . the surgeons of the twin capitals have made a cottage industry out of rebuilding the bodies of the elite. And then those elites, with the scars on their bellies barely healed, have the audacity to hoist up an apple and lecture their hungry subjects about their CHOICES!

That is to say nothing of the Emperor, who so recently celebrated his 500th birthday, and accredits his long life to a happy quirk of MUTATION. The same mutation that grants him his great intelligence, courage and foresight, which he uses to lead this great Empire of the Never-Setting Sun. Because this is a meritocracy, and the Emperor, by virtue of his WONDERFUL GENETICS, has the most merit of all. It is only natural that he lead! Only rational, in a rational universe!

Oh, if only you could see the smoke-and-mirror tricks that go into keeping that illusion alive . . .

Lamplighter dispatches, #5 (distributor unknown)




PROFESSOR MARA AZAD
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could remember the day she gave up caring: she knew right down to the minute. A Centralian student, wanly handsome little son-of-someone, stood up in the middle of her lecture, temple clip buzzing with an incoming call. He ambled over the pockmarked concrete, finger on the receiver, asking loudly: “What’s up, hotness?”

There was a short pause while “hotness” chattered back. He chuckled. “Stars, no. Not important at all.”

The boy vanished, puffed hair pressing against the top of his forehead in the airflow from the moving platform, and with his departure the lecture theater became completely empty. He was the only student in attendance that day. Mara Azad, age thirty-eight, thought, There goes the last shit I had to give. Let us wave farewell as it flies into the stratosphere.

On the screen behind her was the second slide of the lecture, the same lecture she’d been giving since she’d first taken up teaching. It read, in bold type: EVERYTHING THAT HAS A VOICE WANTS TO BE UNDERSTOOD.

Abstract linguistics was, in theory, a single-semester course on the underpinnings of language; communication not just between people but plants, computers, molecules, even the solar winds. “A spiritually enriching and thought-provoking line of academic inquiry.” So went the syllabus. Practically speaking, theoretical linguistics was an ANM course—“Attendance not mandatory.” This made it a favorite for young aristocrats who only needed a passing grade from a respectable college before they could take the place reserved for them in the dynastic tapestry. For years she tried to coax them out, to open their sleep-crusted eyes to the delights of the common verb, the lolling, malleable vowels, the rich lineage of dead and ancient languages that fed into the common tongue.

No dice. They didn’t give a shit. And after that phone call, neither did she.

Not giving a shit turned out to be an excellent career move for Azad. Her income quickly doubled from bribes, small sums collected to bump up flailing grades. Wealth redistribution, she told herself. A careful combination of time, apathy and an obscure area of study conspired to land her a position at the top of her field. And since the Problem-Solvers’ Conference was supposed to combine the “Brightest minds in every area of research,” she got to attend every year, representing the forgotten study of linguistics. Not that Azad had any interest in sharing knowledge. She was there to relax, nothing more.

The conference consisted of a series of workshops and lectures around an overarching theme: biohacking, supercomputers, solar-harvesting, terrestrial cities, whatever pointless thing was in vogue that year. Azad always found a way to wriggle out of the bulk of the work. Nobody would miss one hungover linguist. And besides, they didn’t take attendance. The events, like her lectures, were ANM.

• • •

Conference attendees refrained as much as possible from mixing with the hoi polloi of the hotel. This extended to mealtimes, when they were sequestered on separate tables. Seating arrangements tended to stay the same throughout the event. Thus, before she could enjoy her breakfast on the first day of the Problem-Solvers’ Conference, Azad had to find a half-bearable group of people to eat with.

That morning—the official beginning of the Problem-Solvers’ Conference on October 7, 2814, when the final crop of academics arrived from Niúnián and the PSC finally began in earnest—Azad was running late. An impromptu smoke break with her old friend Sasha had cheered her considerably, but she was also panicked in case the good tables were full, forcing her to spend two weeks making small talk with a bunch of bug-eyed, slack-jawed, mouth-breathing professors of the Humanities.

On the central table she recognized a man consuming pancakes in vertical slices half a dozen deep, and was relieved to see an empty seat by his side. He saw her, opened his buttered lips wide and boomed: “Mara! Get over here, girl!”

Dr. Marco Skolnik looked like the product of an unholy union between a barn owl and a grizzly bear: huge and barrel-chested, covered all over with wiry hair, with a pair of circular glasses clenched in the center of his face. Skolnick had an ear-splitting voice and a weakness for political debate, but he showered regularly and could string a sentence together, putting him well ahead of the competition in terms of conference companions. She took a seat at his side, and he embraced her brusquely around the shoulders. “Great to see you, Mara! Still dressing like one of my grandmother’s rugs, eh?”

“Leave my turtlenecks alone,” she grumbled.

“How’ve you been?”

“Generally? Terrible. But I’ve got a plate of lentil porridge and some good hot bread in front of me. So right now, not so bad.”

From the buffet she’d also poached herself several cuts of fresh fruit, three slices of crumbled cheese, a pot of sweet jam and a mug of coffee venting aromatic steam. Breakfast at the Abeona. She dreamed about it all year round.

Azad looked around to see who else she’d shackled herself to for the next fourteen-odd mealtimes, and was irked to see the pinched expression and yellowing bob of Dee Cleasby. Cleasby was a nouveau biologist who had made it her life’s work to study the “generational deficiencies” of peripheral citizens and non-imperial folk. According to Cleasby, the further you got from the Emperor, the smaller your brain became. That was the gist of it as far as Azad could tell. Skolnick kept her around because he liked to argue with her—which he resumed doing as soon as Azad got busy with the cheese.

“They have no right,” Skolnick said through a mouth of pancake, “No right, I tell you, to force that oath on us. What is this, the Department for Wellbeing?”

“It’s a safeguard against treason.” Cleasby sniffed. “Honest citizens have nothing to fear from a little ritual like that.”

“Knowledge should be shared. That’s the point of the conference. Fires of Draco, it’s the very point of science!”

“Don’t be dense, Marco. Useful ignorance is vital to a functioning society. Oh, excuse me.” Cleasby jabbed her fork into the midriff of a passing waitress. “Where’s my salt tea? Did you lose it again? You’re in the service industry. So serve.”

As the waitress stammered out her apologies, Azad noticed a fourth presence on the table, a shadow shrinking into Skolnick’s side. One of the day’s new arrivals. She could see at once that he was a social reject of the highest order: pale, mullet hair framing a skull-shaped face, baggy t-shirt, dewy, girlish eyes, crooked arms, smelling faintly of banana and computer dust. For breakfast he’d selected scrambled eggs and half a sweetbread loaf, the soft insides of which he was diligently scooping out with a spoon, mashing it into the eggs to create a colorless paste. He topped it off with a good helping of algae flakes, unscrewing the top of the shaker to dump a pile of them right in the center, which he then mashed in with a fork. The final product bore an uncanny resemblance to bile.

“I think I’m gonna barf,” Cleasby declared, staring at the plate. While Azad loved to see the biologist in pain, on this occasion she had to agree.

Skolnick looked down on the mess and its creator with an indulgent smile. “How’s it taste, Ooly?”

The boy shrugged, chewing like a goat. “It’s okay.”

Skolnik turned to her. “Mara, this is Ooly Mall. He’s a mathematician. Or rather a mathmagician. Because when it comes to maths,” he chuckled, “he’s a wizard!”

“Sure,” said Azad.

“And, Ooly, this is—”

“Professor Mara Azad,” said Ooly. His wet eyes were fixed on her. “You teach theoretical linguistics at Magaieen College and you are at the top of your field.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s a fact.” He spooned more egg into his mouth and chewed loudly. Chewing and looking. Chewing and looking. Chewing and looking.

Azad stood up. “This has been a pleasure,” she said, “but I need a smoke.” Several smokes. And possibly a bath.

“All right!” said Skolnik. “See you at the morning meeting!”

“Yes,” said Ooly. “I’ll see you there, Professor.”

The hell you will, she thought.

• • •

Bastards, bastards, bastards.

A friendly note for all conference attendees.

Group meetings at the Problem-Solvers’ Conference are now mandatory. Non-attendance will result in disqualification and expulsion from the event. Any participant who finds these terms unacceptable will have to leave at their own expense.

We look forward to seeing you all later!

From

PSC Management

Azad tore the note into long shreds, and considered for a moment stuffing the shreds back into the hydraulic pipe so that they could burst out onto the sender’s lap like passive-aggressive confetti. Instead she hauled herself, groaning, out of the double bed where she’d been enjoying a balmy mid-morning nap, pulled on a jumper and headed downstairs for the first meeting of the day.

There was a strange atmosphere outside the conference room. A gray-faced stranger stood at the door scanning ID cards with a portable nozzle. As she handed her card over, Azad noticed a padded handle curving out from beneath the man’s armpit.

Heat pistols. The hell?

He handed the card back. “Thank you.”

She took it slowly. “Uh, you’re welcome.”

The armed guard stared through her. She hurried inside.

Like everything on the Abeona, the conference room was a picture of good taste: lacquered herringbone flooring, saucer-shaped lamps hanging low from the paneled ceiling, chic curtains drawn over the endless night. But the strange atmosphere persisted. Most academic events bubbled with the sound of lively bickering, the hubbub of poor administration, missing screen-nodes, keynote speakers wandering off, calls for more coffee, more cables, more chairs. Instead the scientists sat around like bewildered schoolchildren, chairs arranged to face a single unmanned podium. Skolnick was in the back row gripping his knees. She caught his eye and mouthed, What the fuck? He beckoned her over, beard folded into an anxious grimace.

“Did you notice the thug on the door?”

She nodded. “Not subtle.”

“I tell you, Mara, I don’t like this. What are they planning? I feel as if we are all about to get—” His voice dropped to a hiss. “—vanished, just like poor Dr—”

“Skolnick,” she cut him off, “our Great Patrician is a mighty and perpetual sovereign, but he does not have the power to vanish forty people from a locked room in one go. Also . . .” She nodded at Cleasby, who was placing an unsolicited hand on the doorman’s arm and throwing her head back in laughter, totally ignoring his blank, drilling stare. “Also, if we were being done in, do you think they’d invite the bootlicker supreme?”

 He sighed. “No. I don’t suppose they would.”

Cleasby finally detached herself from the doorman and sat down, filling the last empty seat. Murmuring gave way to whispers, and then to nothing at all. A man rose and took his place behind the podium. Another unfamiliar face. He began his speech with a slap of the hands.

“Right,” he said. “So.”

There was something self-consciously anonymized about the speaker. His suit was neutral-colored, collar-tie livened with just a hint of polka dots, hair shining, skin powdered to a smooth, genial matte.

“So,” he said again.

Azad checked her watch.

“So, to begin with, I thank you all for your patience and cooperation and understanding and resilience in the past few days. You may have noticed this year’s conference is not running as usual. We’ve had to make some adjustments.” Another pause, an uneasy shuffling of papers. “I’d further like to remind you that you are all under an oath of silence. You will not discuss what you are about to hear with anyone who is not currently in this room on penalty of severe legal and professional repercussions. This year’s conference . . .”

Skolnik was hunched, fingers slotted together.

“. . . will be a competition.”

Just like that, the tension was gone. A few people even chuckled. Beside her, Skolnik exhaled. “By the beams of Virgo.”

But Mara Azad was not relieved. Not even a little bit.

“Under your seats you will find an envelope,” he went on. “Inside this envelope is a code.”

Everybody moved at once, and the man raised his voice to be heard over the rustling:

“Your task is to determine the meaning of this code to the best of your ability. You will be split into teams, the details of which you can find listed on a separate sheet. Photography of the code is prohibited. Digitization of the code is prohibited. Any materials you use in the code-cracking process will be destroyed at the end of the conference, so please, paper and pens only. Please do not discuss your findings with anyone other than your assigned partner. The winning team will receive a prize of . . . how much again?”

He turned to the suit at his side, who muttered something in his ear. “Yes. [image: image]500,000.”

Someone whistled. The crowd was warming up now, chattering to one another. The speaker clapped his hands together. “You have two weeks. Thank you, everyone, and good luck!”

Mara looked at her sheet. It was a tightly packed black square, like a barcode, but squinting she could see that the text was composed of dozens of single integers.

Behind that sheet was a smaller document, titled “PARTNERS.” The attendees’ names were listed in two columns. Azad scanned down the page, then swore loud enough to turn several heads.

Team 11

MARA AZAD 	OOLY MALL

• • •

Ooly Mall was waiting for her by the door, smiling like he’d learned to make the expression from a six-week course. He held out a hand and said: “It’s a pleasure to meet you—partner.”

They shook. His palm had the spongy consistency of soft cheese left out in the sun.

“Where do you want to go?” he asked, continuing before she could answer. “I want to be honest with you. I’m specific when it comes to where I work. So I think it would be most efficient if you gave me a list of places you like. And then, I’ll pick one spot from that list. I think that would be the fairest way to do it. I do have one place I think would be good. But if you have another idea you can tell me as well.”

“Ooly . . .” she said. “Mr. Mall. What are you seeing here?” She held the sheet between them, turning her face at an angle to avoid the egg-breath.

“Um.” He chewed his cheek. “Well. So far—”

“I’ll tell you what I see,” she said. “Numbers. Who out of the two of us works in the field of numbers?”

“Um,” said Ooly again. “Me. I’m a mathematician.”

“That’s right! Well done! So you can take this.” She shoved the sheet against his t-shirt, and he held it there gently, like a bird cradled against his chest. “You take that and you get started, okay? I’m going to the sauna.”

“Okay,” he said brightly. “Good idea!”

• • •

You could take Azad to pretty much any room in the whole of the Grand Abeona, blindfold her and spin her around twenty times, and she would still find her way back to the sauna. It called out to something in her soul, the way a migratory animal is pulled to a certain island on another hemisphere.

The scent and texture of the place was unlike anywhere else on the ship: sandalwood panels that oozed steam, low lighting, vague hints of buttery perfume in the air, and (Azad’s favorite touch), a stout sign on the door that read NO CHILDREN.

A curved door led through to a separate chamber, which was equipped with a hydraulic massage machine—an amazing device that looked like some cross between a percussive instrument and a giant reptilian egg, with settings ranging from “soothe” to “crush”—and a squat, square jacuzzi with an inverted ziggurat of blue-gold tiles shimmering beneath the surface.

Heaven. That was the only word to describe it. When she first breathed the scent of the sauna it came from her unbidden, like an exhale. Heaven.

But heaven had a catch. A catch by the name of Rogan.

The sauna was connected to the swimming pool, meaning it lay under the lifeguard’s jurisdiction. In better times they’d had a whole aquatics team, but these days there was only one member of staff to guard and monitor the whole area. And that member of staff just happened to be the most odious on the entire ship.

Rogan always turned up wherever you least wanted her to be: at the entrance when you wanted to slip in unnoticed, hanging round the lockers when you were trying to discreetly put away some valuables, or in the pool when you wanted a quiet swim, watching the squealing toddlers and gasping backstrokers from the long-legged observation chair, where she squatted like a carnivorous bird.

Azad found her at the entrance, leaning so much of herself on the reception desk that she had practically collapsed over it, cleaning the underside of her index fingernail with a locker key.

“Morning,” said Azad, trying to look too busy for conversation. “Can I get a towel?”

Rogan looked up slowly, and her face expanded into a wicked grin. “Well, well, well. Look who’s back.”

“A towel please. Just one.”

“It’s almost 10:00, Mara. I was getting worried. Thought your lungs had finally given in.” Rogan slid the key across her nail, rolling a mound of grayish muck onto the metallic tip. “I thought maybe you’d collapsed on the floor of your tragic bedsit and been eaten by feral cats.” With her thumb and forefinger, she pinched the key clean. “But no. You’re back.”

Their relationship had been strained ever since Rogan had caught Azad trying drunkenly to prize the NO CHILDREN sign from the wall (she’d been hoping to take it home for a souvenir). There were days when Azad could spar with her, even take some pleasure in the nastiness. But today was not one of those days.

“When is he going to fire you, Rogan?” she asked wearily.

The girl shrugged. “Who knows?”

“Carl’s too nice for his own good. I wouldn’t pay you to shovel shit.”

“Wouldn’t you?” Rogan dropped the key into her pocket and went to grab a towel from the pewter rack. Then she froze, as if struck by a sudden idea. “Hey, if I throw in a free pair of goggles, will you give me a diploma? I hear you’re handing them out cheaper and cheaper these days.”

Azad bristled. Stars, does everybody know? But then the familiar apathy descended once again, smothering everything, letting her smile.

“No.” She wiggled her fingers. “Towel, please.”

“On the house,” said Rogan, dumping it into her palm.

Azad had timed her visit well. At late morning the changing rooms were mostly empty, the sauna completely deserted. She’d been coming to the hotel long enough to learn its rhythms and knew the right times and places to go to be alone.

She lay back on the plank bench, inhaling lungfuls of steam, feeling every pore in her body dilate. At peace.

Even after she stopped caring about linguistics, Azad’s life somehow stayed complex. Work was an endless administrative treadmill that seemed to run faster every year, swollen further by the secret work of corruption. She also had a self-proclaimed entrepreneur of a brother, who was perpetually under the heel of imperial debt collectors, and a nephew who materialized on her doorstep from time to time, to shelter with her until things “cooled off,” and who usually needed a new pair of shoes or a fresh uniform. His school bills had been routed to Azad’s account for a long time. Her friends—for Azad did have friends; a knot of aging radicals from the years when she still gave a shit about the state of things—were no less messy, always caught up in some new accomplishment to be envied or some new crisis to be managed. Somewhere in the bowels of the city there was a shuttered dispensary for which Azad still paid the lease, the same store where she’d spent her girlhood weekends helping out, placing bags of pills into trembling, varicose hands. Her brother was in no state to run it, but she hoped that one day the nephew might: some kind of stable future for the boy whose life had been wrapped in uncertainty and chaos from birth. Most people thought that the bribes were Azad’s dirty little secret, but the dirtiest and littlest secret was that she spent almost none of the money on herself.

Azad closed her eyes, treasuring the moment. Two more weeks of peace.

Something scraped on the sandalwood floor. She opened her eyes and saw the sauna door moving inwards by a degree of a few inches, then shoving fully open, bringing a gust of cool, chlorinated air. A fully clothed man stood on the other side.

She balked. “Ooly?”

His skull-shaped face was unmistakable even in the sensual sauna lighting. “Hello!”

“What are you—?”

“I just came to ask you something,” he said. He was waving the paper code. “Woo-wee. It’s warm in here, isn’t it?” Blinking woozily, he put a steadying hand on the door frame. “Anyhow. I’ve put together a theory that—”

“Get out of here,” she roared. “Rogan!”

For once the lifeguard proved useful, materializing from the corridor to grab the mathematician back by the scruff of his neck. “You little creep,” she said. “Who said you could come in here?”

“Ow! You’re hurting me!”

“I’m trying to hurt you, dipshit. Move or I’ll hurt you some more.”

“Which direction? Ow!”

She yanked him backward, and the two of them vanished, leaving Azad to glare at the paneling.

• • •

It was mid-afternoon when he caught her again. She was relaxing in the place they called the “parlor,” a secretive little nook all done over with bookshelves and potted greenery, reading some messages on a hover-screen projected from a clip to a space a few inches above her eyes. Frowning, she touched the dial at her temple, scrolling down through the message, which was many paragraphs long and was signed with the fluid digital signature of the Head of Faculty. It had been sent sometime when she was in Deep Space, pinging in that morning as they reached Niúnián.

Azad was lost in thought, and very nearly screamed when the holo-screen was parted like curtains by a pale, narrow face.

“Hello!” said Ooly. “How are you? I wanted to ask—”

“For fuck’s sake!” Azad reared her head back, pulling the screen free from Ooly’s head, fumbling to shut it down. “That’s a private message. Pri-vate!”

“I’m sorry.” He stepped back, shoulders drawn in, grasping one hand around a knobbled elbow. With a firm grip on himself, he took a breath and said: “I wasn’t trying to look at your screen. At first I thought it’d be a good idea to touch you on the shoulder but I thought that you might not like that. So I stuck my head in. I realize that was a mistake and I’m very sorry. I’m also sorry for coming into the sauna, which I realize now was an intrusion of privacy.”

Intrusion of privacy. From the way he spoke, Azad sensed this was a speech he’d had to make before. “Ooly,” she said, softer this time, but still firm. “I’m trying to read.”

Not strictly true. But she had been about to read. A well-thumbed paperback lay splayed open in her lap, emblazoned with the text: Friends from Beyond. Now a major motion picture! She’d found it hidden away on a high shelf in the lodge, between a bunch of hardbacked star atlases. It was the title that caught her eye. Reggie the bellhop had persuaded her to attend Shit Movie Club the other night, and she and Sasha had sat howling and gasping through one of the most dreadful pieces of entertainment she’d ever seen. The story was about aliens, making it both stupid and illegal. But she was curious about how things would pan out between Dipper and Gorb. Nobody would arrest her for taking a peek, right?

“That’s cool,” said Ooly, looking at the book. “I don’t read a lot of books but I like when a game comes with a good story. Most of them don’t though. They’re all runner-gunners and you always have to play as the imperial side so you know which side is going to win. That’s kinda boring because there’s no tension in the plot.”

“Sure,” she said. “Did you have a question?”

“Yes. I did have a technical question, but you don’t need to answer that just now. But I do think it would be a good idea to talk about work spaces.”

“Ooly,” she said. “You can work wherever you like.”

He looked startled. “Really? Even—”

“Anywhere. I don’t care.”

“Okay. Thank you, Professor. I’ll leave you alone now.”

He retreated back through the parlor, stopping only to stare for a moment at the eccentric cuckoo clock on the far wall. Alone again, Azad considered going over the message once more. But there was no point: it wasn’t going to change.

“Chapter One,” she read. “A signal from the stars . . .”

• • •

When she saw the door to her hotel room was ajar, Azad knew instantly the size and shape of the mistake she’d made. Worse still, she had time to dwell on it, to ruminate on her own short-sightedness for the space of a few seconds before she rounded the door and saw all the ways in which the mathematician Ooly Mall had made himself at home.

Somehow he’d found the time to eat three plates of food, and they were still on the floor, crusts and crumbs overflowing, along with a stack of tin cans filled with luminously colored sodas at various levels of consumption. On her desk he’d propped open a pair of textbooks, along with a small fingerprint-grubby screen. And there were slips of paper scattered everywhere, spread out and scribbled over, some tacked up on the walls, covered in grids of densely-packed numbers. Ooly himself sat cross-legged on the floor. He was using one of her cushions as a table, writing like mad on another loose scrap, referring intermittently to a calculator balanced on his knee. The curtains were drawn and the ceiling vent was shuttered, stewing the air into a greasy, sweaty froth.

“Ooly,” she said. He didn’t notice, so she spoke again, sharper this time, rapping on the door frame. “Ooly!”

“Oh!” he glanced up, blinking, smiling. “Hello, Professor.”

“I see you’ve found my room,” she said.

“Uh-huh.”

“And got inside it too. Wow.”

“Yeah. I explained our situation to the concierge and she gave me a key. Isn’t that great?”

“Stellar.” Uwade, I am going to fucking kill you. “Was there nowhere else you could work?” she asked, making herself smile.

“No. Well. No.” Ooly shuffled about a bit, pulling himself right to left. “I do have a room of my own but it’s small and it’s close to the kitchens where there’s lots of shouting. So it’s kinda hard to think. And with the communal spaces there’s a chance we could be interrupted and other guests might ask questions, which would take up time. And I don’t want other teams looking and stealing our ideas. I asked at the desk and they said we could rent a conference room but that would have cost a lot of money, especially for the whole two weeks.”

Oh god, she thought. I’m never going to be rid of him.

Ooly kept talking. “So I figured it would be better to work here instead. Once I had the space to think and didn’t have the shouting going on it actually came to me very quickly.”

“Sorry, what?” Staring in despair at a row of banana peels on the bed, she looked at him and saw he was totally rigid, buzzing like an exposed wire. “What came to you?”

“The solution to the code,” he said. “I figured it out, Professor Azad. I should say, I think I’ve figured it out, but I want to be honest with you as my partner. So speaking honestly, yes, I’ve figured it out. It’s here.”

He held something up: the coded sheet they’d been issued before. Not keen to enclose herself in the room with him, Azad nudged a wedge under the door and then stepped closer. The reverse side was thick with scribbles, symbols drawn in black marker pen that looked like a hasty sketch of a sundial, dotted around with figures in the noughts of zeros.

“Each symbol is a unit of something,” said Ooly. “But the numbers are imaginary. That’s why I had trouble dividing them up at first. But once I figured that out it wasn’t so hard.”

“Imaginary,” she repeated tonelessly.

“Yes. Here.” He handed her the page. “Now it’s your turn. You have to transform them.”

“Into what?”

“Into words. Duh.”

Azad folded the page in half without looking at it. Then again, and again. She put the slip in her pocket and grabbed her purse from the table, dusting off crumbs.

“Are you going to read it?” he asked.

“Sure,” she lied. “Later.”

“That’s great,” he said. “I’ll wait here.”

“You do that.” She foraged around for a pair of shoes, pulling out some sandals from beneath the table.

“I’m so glad they put us together,” said Ooly. “I was worried they wouldn’t listen to requests since this is supposed to be secret or whatever. But they did and I’m very glad.”

One finger slipped behind the heel strap, Azad froze, then turned slowly to look at him. “You asked . . . for this? For us? To be partners?”

Ooly nodded. He lifted the pillow and hugged it, chin tucked over the fine lacing, hands contracting and relaxing against the down surface. “When they told me we’d be working in teams of two I asked who would be coming and charted everyone’s stats on a graph. I had to eyeball it because I didn’t have the time to speak to everyone in person or take a detailed interview. But I made an estimate based on everyone’s academic history. And I found that your stats were generally very high, but also the inverse of mine in terms of specialities. So from a specialization standpoint we fit together.”

Releasing his grip on the pillow, he spread his hands wide and slotted them together, each finger snug in the hollow of the other. “Like that. That’s strong.”

Azad stood. She’d heard enough.

“Do you know what I mean?” he asked.

“Not really.” She kicked the wedge away as she passed. “Good-bye, Ooly.”

• • •

“There’s nothing for it,” she said. “I have to leave.”

An evening waltz tinkled through the orchid-shaped speakers, funneled up live from the lounge downstairs. Deep Space enclosed them on all sides through a thick glass dome. The atmosphere was merry—the atmosphere in the planetarium cocktail bar was almost always merry—but Professor Azad was doing her best to bring the mood down, hunched like a turtlenecked gargoyle with her sandals bunched up on the brass footrest.

Her drinking partner wasn’t feeling much better, but he was animated by frustration, as well as the pints of pecan stout he’d been moving through at a remarkable speed.

“That might be a good idea,” mused Skolnik. “I don’t like this, Mara. I don’t like it one bit.” White foam clung to his mustache, which he wiped away with the back of his hand, casting a glance at the chattering guests behind them. “At first I thought, fine, it’s a friendly competition. What’s the harm in that, eh? But it’s fishy. They’re making us decipher a code. Where is this code from, I ask you?”

“Let me guess,” Azad muttered into her glass. “You have a theory.”

“I have a theory,” he said, leaning in. “Perhaps they intercepted the code from . . . you know the type . . . some free thinkers.”

“Rebels,” she said. “Makes sense.”

“I hear they’ve been looking for someone.” Skolnik dropped his voice to his best approximation of a whisper. “For the Lamplighter. The Lamplighter uses codes, they say.”

“So they say,” she repeated.

Azad kept her expression neutral, but this turn in the conversation made her uneasy. She knew the Lamplighter’s dispatches all too well. In her youth Azad had collected them religiously. On the days when she felt like the whole galaxy was crazy, she’d take out the pages and thumb through them, pouring over the words like letters from a friend. They were the only source of news truly free of censorship—not the pseudo-subversion of the satirical rags, but real, bone-slicing truth. In the student clubs and union halls and quiet rebellious corners of the world, they waited year on year for news of the Lamplighter’s arrest. But the news never came—just the slow trickle of the dispatches, each more inflammatory than the last.

Of course Azad respected the Lamplighter in a detached and lofty kind of way. A writer risking their life, speaking truth to power, blah blah. But it was simpler than that. The dispatches made her laugh. Sometimes they were the only thing that could.

“So we’re catching the Lamplighter, is that it?” she said, pushing the discomfort down. “Together, at this conference? Yeah, right.”

“It’s not impossible. This could be something very, very big. Mara. If we decode this, people could die. And what of us? What of our knowledge? Suppose they decide an oath of silence isn’t enough?”

“Academics aren’t a threat to anyone.”

He’d turned his whole bulk to face her. The glasses had slid an inch, and he moved his hands delicately, placing them back on the ridge of his nose. “We aren’t as safe as we used to be. You know that.”

“Damn it,” said Azad. “This is about Noelle Daley, isn’t it?”

“Mara!” Skolnik cringed, glancing around again. “You are too loud.”

“You’re too loud,” she said petulantly. “And I’m not talking about that goddamn woman anymore.”

“You’ve heard the rumors?”

“Yeah, I know. Assassination. It’s bullshit. And I’ll tell you something else.” She jabbed a finger at his chest. “Wherever she’s gone, I hope she never comes back. Sanctimonious little asshole.”

Skolnik shook his head gravely and made a sign of mourning with his hands. “Hush, now. Don’t speak ill of the dead.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d met her. Stars above.” She glanced over at the domed walls. “And to the side. You know, she came and gave a lecture once, in my city? Not an actual lecture, of course, just some show in a terroir-café. Rich kid, talking down to everyone. Talking about collective responsibility. What a joke.” Azad snorted. “Some of us are more responsible than others, Dr. Daley.”

“Oh, Mara,” he said with a sigh. “At least she tried.”

“Tried my nerves. She was a hypocrite.”

It dawned on Azad that they were speaking in the past tense. Feeling a sudden urge to change the subject, she said: “I had a message from the head of faculty this morning.”

Skolnik tensed. He knew about the bribes—who didn’t know?—but he also knew Azad’s financial situation. “Yes?”

“They’ve offered me tenure.”

“Tenure!” He grabbed her around the shoulders and squeezed. “Mara, that is fantastic news.”

“Isn’t it great?” she said flatly. “I’ve wanted this my whole career.”

“I know you have. Come, let’s toast it. Another round!” he called out, then added in a stage whisper: “Another reason to get out of here. No sense getting mixed up in politics. Just go home and claim your prize.”

Azad stared ahead. Of course this was what she wanted. Stability. Safety. A modest pay rise. Nobody else was kicking down her door and offering her a job.

So why did she feel the urge to run?

Death. It could only be death, lingering at the far end of the great comfortable plateau she now stared across. The final chunk of her life. She felt it everywhere. Death in that aching back, in the strange aberrations forming on her skin, in the compounding bags beneath her brother’s eyes, in her nephew and his ever-shrinking uniforms. Taunting her. Even this promotion, the promotion she’d dreamed of for years, felt like just another milestone on the way to the grave.

But she couldn’t say that to Skolnik. What a pathetic, predictable, easy thing to fear. Fretting about death is an aristocrat’s pastime, she thought. The rest of us are too busy trying to live.

Azad fiddled with the drink. How well her fingers knew the faint, sweet adhesive of a lukewarm cocktail dried to the rim of a glass. How she longed to bury herself in the earthy scent of leather-cased pillows, to drown in a pool of laundered towels. Or maybe she just wanted to disappear. Like Dr. Daley had. Thoughtlessly, into the ether.

“Martini?”

Recognizing the voice, Azad looked up to see Carl placing down the drinks. “Evening, Professor,” he said, smiling that smile of his. “It’s nice to have you back.”

Seeing him roused her from the introspective funk. She rose up, spine cracking. “Nice to be back,” she declared. Even though it wasn’t really.

Skolnik, too, was enthusiastic: “Carl!” he bellowed. “My man! What are you doing over there? Come sit with us!”

“Arlo’s got a cold, so I said I’d cover. It’s nice, keeping my hand in, you know?” Carl spun a clean glass on the tip of a finger, water droplets whipping free, then poured the shaker out into the curved base. One skewered olive fell in with a plunk. He pushed the finished drink toward her on a napkin. “Ta-da.”

“One of these days I’m going to take you home with me,” said Azad, like she always did, lifting the martini. “One day, Carl. You mark my words.”

“Oh, geez. You don’t want a washed-up old fucker like me cramping your style.”

“Oh, but I do.”

Carl shook his head. “Skolnik, your partner is asking for you.” He nodded across the room, where the thin-boned hand of Dee Cleasby was waving furiously above the crowd.

“So she is,” he replied, sagging.

“Why can’t they all just bugger off?” asked Azad.

“No idea,” sighed Skolnik. “Be well, Mara. Think about what I said.” He nodded at both of them and then padded away, shoulders sloped.

“Good old Ms. Cleasby,” said Carl, watching Skolnik go. “Real gem, that one. I got a chewing-out from her yesterday cuz she couldn’t get a signal. In Deep Space.”

“That’s just crappy service.”

“Yeah, of course. That’s on me.”

He’d flung a cloth over his shoulder and was disassembling a lime, one calloused thumb—his hands looked tougher than the rest of him—pressed against the spine of a delicately tapered peeling knife. Green ringlets of peel came loose and fell onto what must have been a bowl or board beneath the counter, but Carl didn’t look to check that they’d landed right. His eyes, as always, were focused on his customer, as hers were on him. Azad liked Carl. It was unusual for her to like someone unreservedly; almost unheard of, in truth. She enjoyed the novelty of it.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked. “Looks like there’s something wriggling around in there.”

“Ah, no.” She looked away. “It’s just—do you ever get worn-out, Carl?”

“Oh, yeah,” he nodded. For a moment, his face darkened. “More and more.”

“Ever get worried?”

“Hmm.” Clearly this question warranted some thought. He chewed over it for a long second, hands still busy peeling, and then said: “Sometimes, yeah. Especially about my legs. They’ve been killing me recently.”

Teasingly: “Ever been in love?”

“Oh, sure,” he said easily. “All kinds of love. I love you!”

“Tssk. You hardly know me.”

“I know you like your negronis with a big slice of orange. And eggs over easy. And you tip well, and you’re easy to talk to. I figure that’s about enough.”

Azad grinned. “Are you hitting on me?”

“Nah.”

You could have paused, she thought dourly.

Carl went on: “I reckon there’s a lot more to love than romance. Sometimes love can be making a bed, you know. Fixing a drink.”

“The perfect drink.”

“You get it.”

The lime was peeled to completion, a smooth bulb of skin. Carl placed it down, whipped off the cloth and wiped clean the ring of stout that Skolnik had left on the counter. “That’s the neat thing about the hotel business. It’s like speaking without words, you know?” He shrugged. “Ignore me, Prof. I’m talking crap.”

“You’re not,” she said. “I’m a linguist, I would know.”

“Hello?”

A handsome young couple—newlyweds, she reckoned—were standing stiffly at the end of the bar, hands subtly intertwined. While her husband leaned on the counter, the wife looked blankly around the room, taking in the people. Their gaze met. Azad had a mind to stare her down, but the girl smiled sweetly, gave a little wave. Reflexively Azad smiled and waved back, though the gesture made her oddly uncomfortable.

“Bartender?” called the man. “Hello, bartender?”

“Damn,” said Carl. “That’s me.”

“Don’t go,” said Azad, hoping it sounded like a joke.

“Sorry. Duty calls.”

Carl hopped away. In his absence the bubbling, uncomfortable thoughts rose once again to the surface: the Lamplighter, Dr. Daley, her tenure, Skolnik’s warning. Azad wished she’d brought the book with her, or else a clip so she could dial mindlessly through an info-screen.

A rustling in her pocket reminded her there was at least one thing to read.

Unobserved but still vaguely embarrassed, Azad drew the crumpled sheet out of her pocket and spread it out on the bar, smoothing the crumples with her hand. Sundials. Ooly had labeled them all, thirty-six in total, along with a note at the bottom. Reading it, she realized it had been written for her.

Most people think numbers go forward and back when actually they can go up and down as well. Up and down and around. Nobody wants to study these numbers because they haven’t found a way to apply them to reality and so they think they have no value. They are called “imaginary” numbers. I think they are beautiful.

 

Azad brought the page closer. The X axis of the first sundial was marked: -1, 0, 1. Numbers going forward and back. At the top of the Y axis he’d dotted a tiny i, for “imaginary.” And in the far right corner there was another dot. This was i + 1.

“Up and down and around,” she murmured.

Further along, a dot on the far left was -1 + -i. Ooly had written a note: What do negative numbers signify?

Azad snorted softly. Of course, she knew too well the meaning of a negative number—anyone did who’d ever been in debt. A negative number detailed the extent to which you were fucked. It told you how much you needed to earn until you could go back to having nothing. It mapped out the distance between you and home.

Everything that has a voice wants to be understood. She’d written those words once, even believed them at the time. That was why she’d never much cared for cryptology: it had seemed wrong to the young Professor Azad to study codes, a way of communicating that existed to block people out. Far more meaningful to wrestle sense from an ancient text, to decipher a paragraph lost to time, a story that was written to be heard. Sometimes when Azad was translating she could almost feel a human presence on the other side of the paper, like the shape and warmth of a stranger’s hand against a pane of frosted glass. Living and breathing and thinking. So tantalizingly close.

As she regarded the paper—regarded those scribbled sundials—she felt that same sensation. The sense of a voice with something to say.

Azad got to her feet.

• • •

“I’ll set two ground rules,” she said, startling Ooly, who’d dozed off with his cheek against the headboard. Not keen to disturb Ooly’s work on the paper, she’d instead been using napkins, and had a stack of them clutched in her hand. “One—we can work in this room, but only for a few hours a day.” She laid the napkins out on the table, powered up Ooly’s screen, and started to type. “Number two,” she said, still typing. “You need to start washing your hair.”

“I wash my—”

“Every day, Ooly.”

“Okay.” He was at her side, nodding now, looking at the napkins. “Wow. You’ve done a lot already.”

“I’ve made a start.”

Without direction, Ooly took the napkins and started to lay them out on the desk. “Not enough surface area,” he said.

“Put them on the floor.”

Ooly knelt down and started stacking away the plates to make room.

“So you would agree with me that there’s a grammatical structure to the code,” he said, placing the napkins side to side like a quilted blanket.

“Uh, yes and no.” She broke away from the annotations and made a whirling, clockwork gesture with her hands. “It has some of the rhythms of a text for sure, but it’s almost too rhythmic. Not neat enough.”

“Okay.”

“I mean, I don’t think it’s a code. I think it’s a whole language in its own right.”

“Okay. Cool.”

That was the moment that Azad felt the first murmurings of respect for Ooly Mall: though he said it quietly, he used the word “cool” with no trace of detachment or irony. Ooly Mall was sincere, she realized. He sincerely thought it was cool.

Preliminary notes complete, Azad took the screen and turned, just as Ooly was placing down the final cocktail napkin. He stood up.

Four units of meaning lay before them.

“Who’s language is it?” he asked. “I mean, who speaks it?”

Such a simple question, and from the way he asked it she knew he expected a simple answer. For a moment she thought of abstractions, ways she could buffer or hide the truth, but that held no appeal. This was the reason she’d decided to stay, after all.

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s the best part, Ooly. The best part and the problem. I have absolutely no fucking clue.”




ASPIRATION AND AMBITION

In our virtuous and sensible Empire, Dukedom is awarded not on the basis of birth, but at the discretion of the previous duke, who picks their successor from a pool of the outstanding citizenry supposedly nominated by the local people. Will it surprise you to learn that this process is UTTERLY FIXED? Nominating a citizen for Dukedom requires days of work, plus a submission fee and often a long journey to the local capital. It is designed so that only the wealthy and idle can participate, who of course select their peers, so-called “CAPTAINS OF INDUSTRY,” who work hard to maintain the status quo. About one third of the citizens elevated to Dukedom are the offspring of an aristocratic family. It must be a coincidence that the pool of merit is such a small one.
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MR. CORINTH
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lost contact with his caretaker over the red seas of Saccon. At the usual time, in the usual place (a downstairs lounge filled with that morning’s crop of chattering Adeladian arrivals), he tried to dial in via the usual number. All that answered him was the mournful flat tone of a cut line. But it was a worn-out line by now anyway, overdue for retirement. He dialed the eighteen-digit backup code from memory.

“Red storage.” The voice was thick with a million miles’ worth of crackle. “How can I help?”

“Is your basement free to rent?” asked Corinth.

The voice paused. “Sorry?”

Ice water flowed through his blood, rippling over his ribs and pooling at the base of his stomach. Against protocol and all common sense, he repeated: “I said, is your basement free to rent?”

“We don’t have a basement, sir. Who is this?”

Corinth hung up. He was sitting with one leg slung over the other in a patchy tartan armchair, waxy Colocasia leaves forming a screen between him and the other guests. Eleven people in that lounge alone, by his count. Eleven strangers. He could feel their presence like points of heat against the back of his skull. He leaned back further in the armchair, let out a sigh, weary with an edge of frustration, for the benefit of anyone who might have heard the call. The old-model dial-screen lay in his lap. It had a banana-like curve to it, topped at each end with latticed metal for speaking and listening. With a very faint grunt he snapped the screen cleanly in two. When they left the Saccon System he would push those pieces out through a vacuum-flush to float forever in the wild black yonder.

Corinth yawned, checked the time, then stood up to leave the lounge. It was packed with plants and bodies and furniture. At one point he was obliged to turn and scooch between two couches, giving a wincing, apologetic smile to the sitting guests.

“Snug in here, isn’t it?” one said, chuckling.

He laughed a little: “Yeah.”

Underneath the shirt, his body glowed with sweat.

• • •

They were dead. Not definitely, literally dead (though in all likelihood they were literally dead too), but for Corinth’s purposes the caretaker and the caretaker’s support team were gone, caught or shot, or caught and then shot, with a wretched period of time in between.

Corinth didn’t consider backing out even for a moment. If anything, this news made his mission more urgent. With the caretaking team eliminated his slim lead was likely gone, and he had less time than ever to find his quarry—the same quarry hunted by his numerous and endlessly well-resourced enemies.

His enemy was the Empire itself, and his quarry was a person known only as “the Lamplighter.”

The Lamplighter was a writer, a counter-propagandist, a mole, or a friend to moles, and a bitter railer against the sins of the Empire. Sometimes they commented on the personal life of a particular duke, or the pointlessness of a particular war. Sometimes they attacked the economic failings of the Empire more broadly. The Lamplighter painted a picture of an Empire hopelessly overstretched and badly managed, stagnant in every respect, kept afloat only through a mirage of propaganda and the toil of the working classes. They alleged that imperial decline was inevitable and already underway. Most shocking of all, they published details—intimate, salacious details—about the Emperor himself.

The Lamplighter had been spilling imperial secrets for over two decades. Their identity was unknown. Their sources were unknown. Their location had been unknown, until very recently.

Mr. Corinth’s allies had discovered a pattern in the Lamplighter’s behavior. Each dispatch could be traced back to a local planetary network (a different planet each time, of course) but many years ago, these planets had started to form a circuit—a circuit which seemed random until someone compared it with the annual flight schedule of the Grand Abeona Hotel. Delight turned quickly to panic in the counter-imperial underground as rumors circulated about an intelligence leak. If the Empire knew about the pattern, they’d be on the trail soon enough. It was only a matter of time.

The Abeona was once a wandering hotel, but in the last decade it had come to follow a set of familiar tracks: Ohko to Saccon; Saccon to Niúnián; Niúnián to Daramulum; Daramulum to Gwin. It was on Gwin that things ended, at least for Corinth’s purposes. In the almond-shaped path of the Abeona’s galactic circuit, Gwin marked the furthest point from Centralia. Empire’s End. An extraction team was waiting there to hurry the Lamplighter to further safety, away from the Emperor’s clutches.

Mr. Corinth’s job was simple: to identify his target and facilitate the rescue mission.

But there was a hitch.

The Lamplighter didn’t want to go.

• • •

Loud, ruddy-faced Niúnián diners filled up the dining hall, their conversation and laughter all but drowning out the tinkling of the piano, providing a background to Corinth’s whirling thoughts as he contemplated the message yet again. Steak slipped between his lips untasted.

There was no way to be certain the words were for him. No way to know who they came from either. It could have been a distraction, or a plant, or a hoax. After all, the poems had been sent everywhere, to random dispensary points all over the ship. And it was risky. It took a moment’s research to find that the numbers were out of order, and a minute’s thought to connect the sonnet titles with lines and words.

Line fourteen, word four: run

Line thirteen, word four: while

Line thirteen, word five: you

Line one, word five: can

And after that, nothing.

Despite the numerous other possibilities, Corinth knew the message had come from the Lamplighter, and that it was intended for him. A warning. The thought was strangely intoxicating, dreadful though it was. To be noticed by his hero. To be forewarned, and worth protecting.

Of course, Mr. Corinth had no intention of leaving without his target. It was just a matter of finding the Lamplighter and making his case: Join us. Carry on your work. Survive.

Chewing the beef to a tasteless, gristly paste, he went through his suspect list again in his mind.

The Lamplighter had been operating for thirty-three years, and was widely thought to be middle-aged. There were a few people on the staff old enough to fit the bill—mechanic Sasha, administrator Kipple, chef Ryōko. All of them were adults when the Lamplighter’s first dispatch had appeared. But there was another option: that the mantle of Lamplighter had been “passed” from one person to another, or else held by multiple people at once. This was a theory Corinth favored. Because there was one candidate so glaringly suspicious they were impossible to discount, except for the minor problem that she was dead.

Nina Windrose had appeared out of nowhere in 2769, with extraordinary resources and connections at her disposal. Even Corinth’s allies had been unable to trace her past, but high-level connections were almost a certainty. The Grand Abeona appeared much like she did, fully formed from thin air, and launched in a frenzy of media attention. Competitors predicted failure. There was just too much cost, too much risk, too much potential for disaster. But Nina proved them all wrong. Because behind her cordial personality lay a ruthlessly efficient manager ready to wage a bloodless war against the hospitality industry. Next year’s trends appeared early at the Abeona. The music and the menu were monitored by taste-makers around the galaxy. A visit from the hotel became a planet-wide event, as the great and the good from all corners of the system vanished together in a kind of moneyed rapture, reappearing a day or two later in a daze, their clothes scented with lavender and lemon.

Even those who hated her guts—and many did; former staff especially—admitted that Nina was a genius.

Had she planned it from the beginning? Or did her heart take a secret rebel turn somewhere along the way? Either way, it made every kind of sense. A roving high-class hotel made the perfect cover for an information ring. And Nina, serene and elegant and in plain sight, bowing and smiling and serving drinks to the people who wanted her dead, had the perfect disguise.

She was the Lamplighter. It had to be her.

Of course, Nina was long dead. But someone else could have taken over in her wake. If another Lamplighter had worked with Nina, as a partner or perhaps an acolyte, then the suspect list could expand to much younger members of staff, like Ephraim, the intense, secretive Head of Housekeeping. They were all possible, if not probable candidates.

But Corinth had another theory.

Since the death of the caretaker, he’d been working on an idea, nurturing it fact by fact, line by scribbled line, in his concealed notebook, until it bloomed into a full-blown certainty.

The Lamplighter was the hotel manager. It was Carl.

Carl had plenty of reason to hold the Empire in contempt. He’d grown up on Hoxxes, a planet condemned for gutting, and had watched his own home rot beneath his feet. It was the same fate that had befallen Corinth’s home planet. A mad, wasting disease, like some kind of cancer, eating up the meat of the world. But they were the cancer. They had to tear and drill and drain away the flesh of their own home, were forced to as if at gunpoint, because the only other option was unemployment. And unemployment in that place meant hunger and disgrace and death. The same thing that awaited the whole lot of them once the work was done.

Yes. He and Carl both had good reasons to be angry.

Furthermore, Carl was the hotel’s General Manager, which gave him total free roam of the ship. He had access to the communications hub, the schedule, the clients, and all the other resources a person like the Lamplighter would need.

Logic aside, Carl taking over the work made intrinsic, emotional sense. He was Nina’s opposite in every way, but she had reportedly doted on him like a son, even shared the business that had been her life’s work. Why wouldn’t she have shared her secrets too? Carl had been a young man when the dispatches began. They could have done it together, right from day one.

Then, disaster: Nina died. The protégé began to work solo. Security lapses in Nina’s absence had led to the pattern which alerted both the Empire and the counter-imperial underground.

There were, of course, one or two problems. For one thing, Carl’s idiolect didn’t match that of the Lamplighter (Corinth had heard him say “Howdy-doo” unprompted). It also crumpled a popular theory that the Lamplighter was connected to the imperial royal family, perhaps a discarded son. Carl was nobody’s aristocrat. That said, there was more to him than met the eye. Corinth had been watching the manager secretly for quite a while and found his chummy persona unconvincing. Nobody acted that nicely for that long without having something to hide.

Corinth turned the idea over in his mind. He examined its weather-beaten top and pale undersides. Wondering, dwelling. He had a way of sinking into his own mind that was dangerous for a spy, and sometimes he struggled to fully resurface.

It was the piano that beckoned him back. A tune he knew. A Breton song.

He hadn’t noticed her, hiding each night behind the waxed lid of a grand piano, head stooped, tinkering for an hour or two each evening and then slipping away like a ghost. In his notebook she was a hasty scribble of the word “pianist” with a question mark beside the word “name,” and one bullet-pointed note: blind. From his seat that evening he could see her in profile, see the contours of her face that rang a bell of fearful familiarity deep within him. As the chorus swelled she tossed her head back and opened her blank eyes wide. The eyes. Breton. Corinth remembered.

He thought: oh fuck.

The years since the war had changed Angoulême. Her hair hung in a glossed curtain straight to the elbow, hiding a face that seemed thinner, a nose more arch than jagged, a mouth baked into an unmoving grimace. Time had burned away what little softness she’d once had. Around her throat hung a pair of necklaces, either sides of a waxing crescent and waning gibbous, becoming on occasion a whole full moon as they overlapped in the hollows of her collarbone. Her movements over the piano were slow and deliberate, recalling the way she’d stabbed that scissor blade through his shoulder the last time they’d met—purposeful, as if she was simply returning the blade to its proper place.

A twinge of pain shot through the scar.

It was a familiar song, played to perfection, but somehow it felt empty to his ears. She used to sing, he remembered.

But not anymore. Because of me.

Later on he’d kick himself for panicking, but the sight of her threw him so much that he felt he had to retreat. Corinth rushed for the exit, which lay just behind the performing stage.

The last notes of the march trailed away. Angoulême stood, flexing her slim shoulders, and bent down to the edge of the stage to grab a glass of water. His bare arm came within an inch of her scalp, hair tracing hair. Electric. Corinth kept moving.

“Sir?”

He turned. She was looking toward him, lips slightly parted, a little flex in the flesh of her nostrils. “I know you,” she said. “How do I know you?”

The hands that had tried to take his life moved uneasily around the glass. Corinth swallowed.

“Hello?” She took one step forward, and he took one step back. Around them, the diners laughed and ate and sang. Nobody was looking. He turned and kept walking, his pose agonizingly relaxed, heading toward the elevator. Only when he heard the doors shut behind him did Mr. Corinth allow himself to breathe.

That breath was knocked out of him at once. She came at him from behind, pinning wrist to shoulder blade, slamming his whole body to the wall.

“I know it’s you, you slimy piece of shit,” she hissed in his ear. “You’re still using the same stinking aftershave.” Corinth spluttered like a fish. “Talk to me!”

“Going up,” said the elevator pleasantly.

“Angoulême,” he gasped. “Listen . . .”

“I knew it!” She pressed him harder, yanking the shoulder desperately out of joint, “Why are you here? What do you want with me?”

“Nothing.” He tried to shake his head, crushed though it was against the paneling. “It’s a coincidence. I didn’t know.”

“You’re full of shit, Jean.”

He flinched. That was his old name; the name of a man long since buried in rubble.

“Get out of here,” she said. “Tonight.”

“You think I want to stay?”

At last she released him from the wall, still keeping one hand iron-tight around his forearm. “If you make trouble for these people, I will come for you again, Jean.” She pulled their faces closer, her glare settling just above his eyebrow “Understand? And this time I will aim for the neck.” Her fingernails dug in harder, tracing fine, painful scratches as he tried to pull his arm free. “Understand?” she repeated. “Understand?”

“Third floor,” chimed the elevator. “Mind your step.”

“Yes!” he gasped. “Damn it!”

“Good. Now get out of here.”

The doors slid loose and she released him arse-backward onto the carpeted floor, finding just enough time before the elevator closed to spit on his shirt. He sat there in a daze, blood smeared down his arm, saliva dribbling down his chest.

 “Like a swan and a pig,” he muttered.

• • •

Her name was Renée, and she’d grown up in the same township as Angoulême, just a garden’s wall apart. She was a bright light against which Angoulême cast a constant, watching shadow—that was how it had seemed to him, anyhow, at the rally where Renée introduced herself boldly and asked his recommendations on revolutionary texts, with her friend hovering sulkily at her elbow. Country girls: they’d traveled hours to be there.

“I believe we are overdue for a shake up,” Renée declared. “Independence, I mean. Why not? If anyone can make this happen it’s us. Bretons are crazy!”

When she rushed away to meet another of his colleagues, Corinth turned to her friend. “And what do you believe?”

Angoulême looked at him with deep contempt. “I believe you are all going to die.”

Corinth, or Jean as he was back then, took this in his stride. Attitudes like hers were not uncommon in Breton at that time. Smiling, he asked, “Then why are you here?”

“For her,” she said. With nothing more to say to each other, they both turned and watched Renée, whose laughter turned more heads than one in that cheerful, flag-waving crowd.

Half a year later, when the last wave of bombs fell on their compound, Renée was still laughing. Some dirty joke about the Emperor’s extra heads. When the smoke cleared they pulled him free from the ashes with nothing but a bruise or two. She was only a few yards away, one perfect hand stuck out the rubble like a sapling.

He held it, felt her fingers twitch.

In his dreams she was a birch tree, pale bark split into staring eyes, growing twice his height from the shattered concrete. In his dreams her fingers trailed like leaves over the edge of his skin, just as Angoulême’s hair had prickled the top of his forearm. In his dreams her chuckles shook the wind.

“Like a cat and a dog,” Renée had said cheerfully, when he and Angoulême finished the first of several blazing rows. “No, like a swan and a . . . a pig.”

“A pig?” he exclaimed, pulling away. “Who, me?”

“Yes. Because your eyes face only forward, and your neck is set in place. And you don’t mind submerging yourself in shit.” She kissed him on the cheek. “My piggy.”

Her bloodless fingers, stiff as wood.

Corinth blinked back to the present. Unthinking steps had carried him from the floor to his home on the Abeona, Room 43. He’d stopped just short of going inside. Why?

A prickle on the back of his neck. Corinth glanced behind him, and then ahead. It was early evening and the corridor was deserted. The Abeona had many places like this, quietly abandoned halls that would have been filled in the hotel’s heyday. Attendance was too low, the staff too thinly spread. There weren’t enough bodies to fill the place up anymore. He’d made a point to ask for a room on a quiet floor—a decision he was starting to regret.

Corinth studied the door. It looked much as he’d left it, with one small alteration: the DO NOT DISTURB sign had slid a few inches down the curved surface of the handle. Crouching down for a closer look, he saw a shift in the thread of light behind the keyhole, a brief, passing shadow. His fear vanished, replaced by a dangerous calm.

Mr. Corinth stood up and knocked on the door.

“Room service!”

He spoke with a light Breton accent, the same one he’d perfected during his time with Renée. “You in there, sir?” No answer. He made a point of swearing, then pushed down on the handle “That’s it, I’m coming in—”

“One minute!” It was a man’s voice, calling from deep within the room.

“I’m waiting!” he called, backing away as softly as he could, turning toward the stairs. He broke into a run.

• • •

Corinth reached the office, knocked once, and entered without waiting for a reply. Carl glanced up.

“Oh, um. Hey there. Come on in.”

He watched mutely while Corinth shut the office door, fumbling around with the handle.

“Does this door lock?” he asked tersely.

Carl looked puzzled. “No. Everything all right? Mr. Corinth, isn’t it?”

Corinth glared at him. Now was not the time to play coy. “Yes.”

The office had a cozy living-room feel, stacked high with cheap trinkets and tacky souvenirs. It looked more like the office of an aging tourist than a spymaster.

“It’s time,” he said.

“Time for what?” Carl pushed his chair back from the desk.

“Time for me.” He looked at him significantly. “To run. While I can.”

“Okay.”

“Run while you can. The poems.”

“Poems?” Carl chuckled a little, rubbing the back of his head “Sorry. I’m, uh, not all that well-read.”

Corinth’s mind went blank. He looked at the nearest shelf, making eye contact with a cuddly whale toy, the flippers stitched to a heart-shaped sign. The sign said WHALE DONE.

Finally, the truth sank in. Carl was not a master criminal, or even a master manager. He was just revoltingly, sickeningly, stomach-churningly nice.

“I’ve made a mistake,” said Corinth.

“Can I help you, sir? Please, let me help.”

“Yes.” He whirled on Carl, slamming his hands on the table. “Yes, you can. I need a list of every member of staff who’s worked here for ten years or more. Urgently.”

“I can’t give information out about my staff. It’s against policy.”

“Screw your policy!” Corinth yelled. “Goddammit, are you blind? You’re telling me you don’t know what’s going on under your own nose?”

The words hung for a moment. A vexed dimple appeared between Carl’s brows, and Corinth thought (hoped, even) that he’d finally pushed it too far, that the manager’s genial veneer would finally break apart. But then he shrugged in that sinking, wincing, hospitable way, and said, “Sorry, sir, I don’t know what to tell you.”

 “Never mind. This was a waste of time.” He glared at Carl, glared again at the whale, wished he had time to glare at every kitschy piece of crap in the room.

“Are you sure I can’t help?” Carl got to his feet. “Look, let me send a note.”

“No. No notes.” He jabbed a finger at Carl. “Just keep your mouth shut.”

The frosted-glass panel marked Management rattled as Corinth slammed the door.

Alone again, his anger revealed itself for what it was: total, paralyzing fear. He was alone in space with no allies and countless enemies, searching for someone who didn’t want to be found. The walls felt closer, the void beyond them vaster and more deadly. His lungs seemed to shrink with every breath. Nobody here even knew his name.

The Lamplighter was right, he realized. It was time to run.

It was too late to travel planetside with the other guests, and Corinth had no flyby of his own to steer down to Niúnián. Guest ships docked in the rear hangar overnight. He’d have to sneak in and steal one.

Having a plan calmed him down, even if it was slapdash. He jogged toward the lower floor, slowing to an easy walk whenever other guests came around the corner (the back of his neck prickled every time he passed another man, wondering if it was the voice from his room), until he came to the hangar. Flybys and hoppers sat quietly under the strip lights, hunching between shuttered wings or squatting on folded wheels. He paced down their ranks, searching for something small and nimble, pausing beside a chrome Grasshopper Direct. After a moment’s consideration he decided against it. Grasshopper was a good brand, but there’d always been problems with the Direct model.

Corinth paused.

Paused to think.

Then he knew. Not guessed. Not concluded. Really, deep down in his bones, he knew who the Lamplighter was. Nina’s hidden partner. The source of all those scandalous secrets. It was the only thing that made sense.

Something hard slammed into the back of his head.

Corinth fell. The last thing he heard was the whirring of machinery. The last thing he saw was the shutters in motion, rising to reveal the Abeona’s rear airlock: antechamber to the void. The last thing he felt was a pair of hands beneath his armpits, dragging him toward it like a sack.




DEATH AND DEATHLESSNESS

For generations we have wondered at our so-called “Perpetual Emperor,” speculating at the genetical blessing, or perhaps DIVINITY, that has kept the great man alive since this present age began.

Wonder no longer, reader. Here is the truth: he has died over a dozen times. At a certain age the original Emperor created a clone of himself to carry on the regency. From that clone was created another, and then another, and then another, each with the same features and clothes and education. Through this grotesque process we have maintained what those in power have the gall to call “STABILITY.”

The best-kept secret in the galaxy is yours now, reader. Remember it next time you are called to make a sacrifice in the name of your great Emperor. Heap contempt on him. He surely deserves it. But do not forget to pity Our Great Patrician, for he was born into a vile and twisted lineage. In a secret corridor at the back of the Imperial Palace, the heads of his forebears sit pickled in amber on a marble shelf. One day his head will sit there as well.

Lamplighter dispatches, #26 (distributor unknown)




DAPHNE
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was starting to fidget.

“How about cauliflower?” the husband asked. “Braised cauliflower?”

The wife shrugged.

“No? Or we could try the grain.”

 “That’s peasant food.”

“Of course, sweet. I’m sorry.”

A crimson-colored gem bulged like a blood blister from the band of the woman’s wedding ring, glistening a little as she twisted it back and forth. Her husband’s ring was inlaid with the same material, split into three and sandwiched between metal and flesh—flesh that paled slowly as his hand gripped the fork.

They were a good-looking pair, especially the wife. Almost too pretty. She had the kind of face that could sell you things. Her perfect features turned away, glazed over with a stubborn apathy that wouldn’t budge despite her husband’s best efforts.

“How about steak?” he suggested. “For you. And I’ll get a single portion of cauliflower.”

“I thought you wanted to share?”

“I thought it’d be nice to share, but . . .”

“Then we should do it. If that’s what you want.”

“Of course.”

The tension between them was like an odorless gas—Daphne thought she might pass out from standing too close. It felt like years since she’d originally walked over and asked for their order, using the shortest sentence possible: “Ready to order?” Even three words were a trial. She had to raise the last syllable to make it a question: “Ready to or-der?” But it took her so long to get past rea– rea– ready that ratcheting up on –der felt shrill and unnatural.

After some negotiating, Daphne went back to the kitchen to request two orders of a half nut roast, one with pepper crisp, one without. Dunk was in his usual spot, looming over the griddle in a firestorm of spitting oil, forehead beading like hot cheese, turning occasionally to summon a great tongue of flame from the wok. When Daphne clipped the new order to the rail he tore it off, stared for a second, then lumbered over to the sink and spat. “You’re telling me I only need to season half the dish?” he asked. “Half?”

Daphne nodded.

“Blood and slaughter. That’s like asking for a palm bake with no leaves. Might as well not bother, man. Might as well have the whole fucking thing raw.” He called over the hobs to Ryōko. “D’you hear that, Chef? No pepper crisp!”

“Cry me a river.” She was fussing over a small pot of sauce, whisking it on a low simmer. “Daphne, get back to work. Ignore him.”

“My art’s being stifled!” he wailed.

“Shut up. It’s not art. You’re a cook.”

“I’m an artisan!”

“Shut up!”

“Yes, Chef. Sorry, Chef.”

Low chuckles from the other stations. Staffroom legend held that the Dunk was a veteran of something—prison or a war, maybe both—and from the way he shambled around Daphne could tell he’d been wounded in the leg. His whole head was ablaze with red hair and he had a voice like a bass-boosted Tannoy. He made for one hell of a pairing with Chef Ryōko, a slight, soft-spoken woman with a bowl cut and sinewy muscled forearms. They were always bandying back and forth, though she suspected it was a double act, a daytime show to entertain the staff.

“Table four!”

Daphne took her napkin and lifted three steaming servings clear away.

“You all right with that?” checked Dunk.

“Yeah, I’m g– g– good.” She’d already got the hang of holding a plate in the crook of her arm.

“Good. You’d better not drop that dish. Not unless you wanna see a grown man cry. Do you wanna see a grown man cry today?”

“Not r– really.”

“Attagirl!” he bellowed. The words chased her out the push door into the sedate air of the dining room. “Give ’em hell!”

And Daphne, gripping the plates firmly, decided that she would.

• • •

The Abeona’s dining room was an example of the hotel’s subtle genius. Due to the placement of the kitchen and the circulatory systems in the air, guests could smell that day’s food from the entranceway. Then they’d sit down with the menu and put a name to the thing they were inhaling: simmered jackfruit, crispy dumplings, raisin toast with leeks and opium honey. The brain conspired with the stomach to create a hypothetical meal par excellence. Someone came swiftly for their order, and within good time the imagined thing would arrive in the flesh, every bit as delicate and lovely as it had been in their mind.

Daphne had never spent so much time around happy people before. They were thrilled when she gave them the food and grateful when she took it away, and they thanked her on both occasions. Thanked her. Like it was a favor! She developed a sixth sense for detecting the moment the stuff on a plate went from leftovers to refuse, from food to undigested waste, and learned to whisk away the plates at just the right moment. There was a pleasure in anticipating people’s needs, like there was a pleasure in giving recommendations (Dunk was always sneaking her plates of food). There was a dignity to it. She felt useful.

Naturally there were some downsides. Her body hurt, all the time. Years of trailing around after the countess had left her underfed and out of shape, and even the staff staircase set her heart hammering. But oh, the joy of being only physically exhausted, after a job that had tested her emotional stamina to the limit! Her wrist-planner hadn’t been turned off in living memory. For years she’d slept with her arm flung over the charging pad just in case the countess needed her for some obscure midnight errand. At any moment the screen could come to life with an uncomfortable tug on the skin: footbath. sleeping pills. coffee.

Now the hours were set, the orders simple enough to fit on a sticky paper slip, and Daphne slept as sweet and mindless as the dead.

• • •

It was their first night over the city of Niúnián, almost a week since Daphne had “joined” the hotel. The cattle planet brought an influx of interesting new faces. The countess, in her stay, had sneered at the other guests. “I heard this place had gone downhill,” she’d said. “I’d call this more like falling off a cliff.”

She wasn’t wrong. Daphne had spent enough time around bluebloods to know that the Abeona’s clientele were not really rich. They were the pretty rich, the doing-okay, modest hustlers and their dependents. She even spotted a few strivers and saver-uppers mingling here and there. There were a lot of ways to tell, but the main giveaway was how different everybody looked. Sagging skin, thinning hair, a moving topography of jaws and noses and brows. The asymmetry of time. In the true upper-class ether every ball was a masquerade, every face an organic work of art.

It felt good to be around people who looked like people. But it confused her too. Could a place like this stay open with customers like that? Not for long, she suspected. She’d already heard whispers of the hotel’s financial difficulties. Another thing the countess was right about: “Hanging by a thread,” she’d said.

When she wasn’t serving Daphne observed the crowds with quiet interest, gradually picking up a Who’s Who of the hotel guests. There were the awkward academics, who demanded little but rarely said anything (when Daphne came to their table they fell into an embarrassed hush, like teenagers), the not-so-awkward academics (the perpetually glowering Professor Azad, the barrel-chested man, the pallid teenager, and the dreaded fork-stabber, who clicked her fingers together whenever she wanted Daphne’s attention), an overeager troupe of evangelists there to discuss the new faith they were working on, several tired but smiling families, a painfully polite young woman with a notebook, a gaggle of perpetually giggling old men who claimed to be on a “reunion tour,” some bright-shirted people from the city of Niúnián (mobsters, if she had to guess), the newlyweds, and, of course, the man from Room 43, Mr. Corinth. She’d learned his name from Uwade, who had a bad crush on him, along with every other member of staff on board.

He was a man of fastidious habits, who sat at the same table every evening, ordered in a quiet daze, finished his meal to the last bite, and always left a coin beneath his plate. That night, however, something was amiss. The usual spot was empty, chair at an angle, food almost untouched. Not just any food either, but a glistening steak of prime Niúnián meat, crosshatched in herby char. Daphne balked. Who could walk away from that?

She lifted the dish. No coin.

• • •

“Run while you can!” Uwade exclaimed. “That’s all it said. The part I read anyhow. What could it mean? Truly, it’s been bothering me ever since.”

They were having a post-shift gossip on the floor on the rec room: Uwade with a sack of wine, bartender Arlo with the drilled tooth necklace and swoopy hair, and one of the peppy roomkeepers, Ralph or Rolph, she wasn’t sure which, sipping from a lime-green can. The group was working together to solve the mystery of Mr. Corinth’s dine and dash.

“And you’re certain he never mentioned me?” she asked Daphne for perhaps the fourth or fifth time. “Never made a complaint, anything of the sort?”

“N– n– n– no, sorry. He always d– does the s– same thing. Until t– t– tonight, anyway.”

Uwade nodded, furrowing her brow. “Strange. Very strange.”

On the walls around them hung a curving shelf of unloved paperbacks and miscellaneous trinkets, a galactic chart framed in oak and a print diagram of the ship with evacuation pods highlighted in red, and a tack-board, all the posters ancient save for an excitable scribble advertising the next movie night: BE THERE OR BE SQUARE!!! REGGIE. For recreation, the rec room had a projection cube covered by a peeling BROKEN sticker, a crate of spare aprons, and a magnetic card table set to Solitaire. Scents of sizzling roots and the sound of low chatters wafted in from the kitchen next door. The floor was a hard black vinyl covered mostly by various mismatched rugs, pilled and overlapping, covered again by tartan cushion squares someone had pulled out from the sofa. Daphne sat on the edge of one cushion with her legs half-crossed and tried to look comfortable.

“I wonder where he could have dashed off to,” mused Uwade. “It’s hard to hide on the Abeona.”

Daphne shrugged. “M– m– maybe he j– just . . . has a st– stomach bug.”

“Oh, I made such a fool of myself last week, I could cry.” Instead of crying Uwade took another sip from the sack. “I’m sure he saw me and decided to hide. I don’t blame him. Run while you can, indeed.”

“Maybe he’s a poet,” mused Arlo, tossing his head.

“Don’t talk to me about poetry. Daphne, are you certain you don’t want some wine?”

She smiled and shook her head. “If you think I’m in– in– incomprehensible now, well, wait till I’ve had a f– f– few.”

“Daphne, you are not incomprehensible. You only take a little extra time. All the good things in this life take a little extra time.” As she spoke Uwade reached over and squeezed her on the shoulder. The smell of nail polish was very strong.

“G– go on then,” said Daphne, grabbing the sack. “F– fuck it.”

“Ha! Victory is mine!”

They began swapping tales of “old lives”—Arlo a lowly chemist at a megacorporation, Ralph/Rolph fusing plates in a factory, Uwade “singing for petty cash.” As they talked, a common theme emerged: everyone present was some flavor of runaway. Arlo had stumbled on some classified documents and had to leave in the dead of night, Uwade had to escape her dreadful family, and the twins were Bretons—no further explanation needed. When Daphne pointed this out she got a round of grave nods.

“The Abeona is like a halfway house,” said Uwade, her tone somewhere between fondness and exasperation. “Everyone here either comes from trouble, or has a gift for finding it. Half the kitchen staff have seen the inside of a cell. I’m not sure what happened with Kipple, but the rumor says they had a big falling out with their family. And Rogan . . . I don’t know what happened, but from the way she talks about the Empire, I believe it was ugly.”

“We owe a lot to Carl,” said Ralph/Rolph quietly. “I don’t know who else would have taken us in back then.”

Arlo nodded. “Carl’s spirit always felt special to me. He seems like an easy-going guy, but he’s got the soul of a rebel.” He leaned forward and asked Daphne in an eager whisper: “You’ve read the Lamplighter’s stuff, right?”

She blushed. “A b– bit.”

Arlo tapped his temple. “Good wisdom there. The system is a sham. The aristo class do whatever they like and the rest of us scrape by.”

“Ha!” Uwade slapped her knees. “Too right!”

“Yeah,” Daphne chuckled darkly, “Y– you guys have no idea.”

“Oh?” The concierge leaned in. “Spill.”

With ghoulish delight, Daphne filled them in with some cherry-picked horror stories from her past, the things she’d witnessed first-hand or else heard whispered through the grunt grapevine. Corruption. Assassination. Sprinklings of incest. How rich they’d all got off that terrible war, a mention of which made Ralph/Rolph lapse into sad silence. “And that cl– clone story? Fr– from the d– dispatches? It’s true. Everyone kn– knows it.”

“Oh yeah,” said Arlo. “That’s why everything’s got worse these last few decades, you know. Faulty clone. Had to happen sometime.”

A round of hmms and shrugs. It was a slightly mad idea, Daphne thought, but probably not much madder than the truth.

The wine was mostly gone by the time they landed on the subject of the countess. Since pretty much all the staff had had a chance to meet Adeladia’s infamous disaster of a patrician, there was plenty to talk about.

“She sent back my palm twist saying it wasn’t strong enough,” complained Arlo. “I mean, obviously she didn’t know what a palm twist was.”

“One of her earrings went missing and she accused my brother of stealing it,” muttered Ralph/Rolph morosely. “It was in her handbag. No apology.”

“Because I dared take half a second, she rang the bell like this—ding! ding! Ding!” Uwade mimed slamming the floor. “Then she gave me the most insolent look, as if I’d taken half an hour. Not to mention the incident with the flyby. That could have ended very badly. Very, very badly.”

“She ne– ne– never said th– thank y– you.” Daphne could feel her cheeks flushing from wine and rage and embarrassment. “I did ev– ev– ev– everything f– for her, like she was a b– b– baby. Her favorite fl– fl– flowers and c– c– c– coffee a– and m– music and ev– ev– ev–” She paused, sucking in a furious breath. “And everything and n– not e– even a f– f– fucking th– thanks!”

“Cow!” Uwade explained. “Bovine!”

“In– in– in fact I wish she h– had th– thanked me,” Daphne went on, full steam ahead now, “so I could tell her to t– take her th– th– thanks and sh– shove them directly up her p– plucked, b– b– bleached, p– p– p– plastic—”

“Rolph!” A shadow fell over them. There stood what could only be Ralf, identical but for the placement of his parting, holding out a screen. “Uncle Angus wants to talk.”

At once Rolph leaped to his feet and grabbed the tablet. “Angie!” he exclaimed, padding away in his socks. “How’s your cranium?”

The other brother kicked his shoes off, sat down in Rolph’s exact place, and finished the drink in a single gulp.

“Oh, lord.” Arlo let out a long, world-weary sigh. “I suppose I should call my grandma.”

“C– c– call?” asked Daphne, surprised, turning to watch Rolph go. “W– w– we can c– call?” She’d lost signal the night they left Adeladia behind, right after the countess dismissed her years of service with a two word text: You’re done.

“We’re out of Deep Space,” said Arlo. “Duh.”

“Oh.”

All three of them were staring at her face, watching the horror dawn. “I have t– t– to go.” Daphne stood up quickly. The rec room keeled around her.

“Are you okay?” asked Uwade.

She nodded. “B– b– b– be right b– back.”

Still dizzy, she plunged out into the corridor, heading for her room. She wondered frantically if the planner was charged. Which would be worse—dozens of missed calls, or no calls at all? Either way, she had to know now. If there was even a chance that the countess had changed her mind . . .

If they could just talk it out, maybe . . .

Half a dozen paces from the door, fumbling in her apron for the right key, Daphne’s shoulder collided with someone passing the other way.

“Watch it!” They snapped. Daphne, spun around by the impact, jogged backward and tried to stammer out an apology.

“That hurt, damn it.” Rogan rubbed her shoulder sulkily. “Why are your bones so sharp?”

“M– m– milk?”

“Eh?”

No answer: Daphne had already thrown herself into her room and locked the door behind her. Milk? she shrieked inside her own mind. Out of everything in the universe, milk?

Stupid, stupid. She pulled the wrist-planner out from under her bed.

Sure enough: Twelve missed calls from the countess, and a message: dial asap. Shit! Daphne fumbled, dialing through to find the recall option, feeling her pulse throb.

Then she stopped.

What the hell am I doing?

In her old life, twelve missed calls would have been a death sentence. But that life was over. Her shift was over. Stars, she’d been having fun a minute ago, and look how this woman—this bovine, as Uwade said—how she’d dragged her back like some wretched animal on a leash.

Daphne dialed the countess. The line connected immediately.

“Wh– wh– what d– d– do you w– w– want?”

Someone took a breath.

“No,” said Daphne. “You kn– know what? Listen t– t– to me. You are going t– to listen, d– d– damn it, for once.” The planner buzzed hot against her cheek. “This is the last, the l– l– last time I p– p– p– pick up for you, you evil, s– s– selfish—”

“Daphne?”

At once the rage evaporated. It was a voice she knew very well. Not the countess, but her only son.

There was something strange about the way he said her name.

“R– Ruben? What’s wrong?”

“It’s mother,” he said. “She’s gone, Daphne. She’s dead.”

• • •

The corridor is somehow drafty and claustrophobic at the same time. This is a first-generation building, poorly lit by window and lamp, and the air smells damp.

A girl in a worn button-up and itchy jumper sits on a bench. She is sixteen years old, no family, no prospects, no charms. Her grades are good, but Adeladia expects far more of its young women than good grades. On each side of the bench there are a pair of raised notches, so that multiple benches can stack together, one notch fitting into an aperture on the underside of the bench above. These notches are cube-shaped and uncomfortable to sit on, but the rest of the bench is occupied by stacks of screens, sports equipment and cases of old clothes and she is afraid to move them. So she sits uncomfortably on the far edge.

She stares at the wall opposite the bench, at the oil portraits of the previous forty-two headmistresses that adorn the corridor’s length. It is just like the story of the Emperor’s heads—though that story is considered vulgar and unpatriotic, not something that nice Adeladian girls discuss.

The portrait of the current headmistress hangs directly opposite the door. When she retires or dies the portraits will be moved along one spot, to make room for the next matriarch. One more head for the collection.

Daphne eyes the oil painting warily. Somewhere behind her, in that painted woman’s office, her future is being discussed.

The door flies open. Light spills across the corridor and she hears, of all things, hearty laughter from within. Daphne leaps to her feet. The headmistress, wrestling down a smile, says, “Oh, hush, behave yourself” to the person waiting in the room, and then turns to cast a more severe eye over Daphne. “You’d better come in.”

Inside, Daphne finds a woman, forty perhaps, though with the surgeries it’s hard to tell, sprawled in the visitor’s seat. It’s a chair normally reserved for girls in trouble, and this woman looks like trouble. She wears a racing jacket and knee-high boots, as if she’s rushing from rally to catwalk with no time to change.

“Daphne,” says the headmistress, “this is Francesca Claudia Obilesca Sacco-Adelade, Countess of Adeladia.”

“She knows who I am,” says the countess with a smile. It’s true. Everybody does. Favored niece of the Duke of Saccon, Regent Governor of Adeladia, well-loved among the common folk. Saccon is a traditionalist planet; people here like their bluebloods.

The headmistress nods. “Franny, this is Daphne St. Cloud.”

“We meet at last,” says the countess. Daphne bows deep, eyes firmly on the ground. She can feel herself being appraised like a side of ham.

“I don’t suppose you know what this is about, do you?” asks the countess.

Daphne shakes her head. The headmistress takes her seat behind the desk. There’s nowhere else to sit, so Daphne stands with her hands clasped.

“I’m in the market for a PA,” explains the countess. “Personal assistant that stands for. My last PA was fired for talking to the tabloids. The one before that spoke to the Law. The one before that talked to my mother. Can you imagine?”

Daphne cannot imagine. She and her mother have never met.

“I was talking to my old friend here.” She indicates the headmistress with a fond jerk of the chin. “I was explaining this problem, and she had a wonderful suggestion, which is that I should find some nice bright girl among her students and take her under my wing. Is that something you’d be interested in?”

At last, the reality of what’s happening dawns on Daphne. She swallows hard. She’s lucky. It could have been much worse, considering her situation.

Daphne nods.

“I need someone honest. A hard worker. Could you work hard for me, Daphne?”

She says, with as much passion as she can muster, “Y– yes!”

The countess’s expression falls just a little.

“Wonderful. But we’ll need to do something about that.”

• • •

In the months that followed that first meeting with the countess, Daphne learned many things.

She learned that her new employer was considered an outrageous figure in Adeladian social circles, someone who kept fit and spoke her mind and slept with whoever she liked. Francesca Claudia Obilesca Sacco-Adelade—“Franny” to her friends—could easily win a sword fight but struggled to keep track of her taxes. Common sense eluded her. She would double-book herself with rival lovers, demand to do more in a single day than could humanly be achieved, and insult important men in a chummy, back-slapping way, drunkenly mistaking a viscount for a lesser vizier. It was well known that the duke’s favor kept her out of jail.

At first Daphne was terrified to go against the countess’s barked orders, but after a while she noticed that as long as things went in roughly the right shape and order, she could get away with bending the rules a little. One day the countess didn’t leave enough time for a pedicure, and turned up at an important party with untouched nails.

“Oh, yes,” she told her friends, laughing softly and spreading her hands up in the candlelight, “I much prefer the natural look, don’t you?” Like it was her idea.

Pedicure stores were hurt badly. By next season, everyone in Adeladia was going for the natural look.

The countess was erratic, but not unpredictable. Hungover, she’d demand unflavored tea and a dunk in the portable footbath. Bored, she’d want a trip to the forgery downtown to shop for a new race-hopper. And after a difficult breakup, she’d take a trip to the Du Pointe Walled Gardens, to sit and read among the fountains. The countess liked Martinesse wine, licorice beads, freshly cut tulips, and jazz. She disliked commitment and formality. Most of all, she hated waiting for things.

Over time Daphne grew into a kind of shadow secretary, quietly rescheduling appointments, phoning ahead with instructions, sending gifts of apology to offended parties. Barely out of her own adolescence, Daphne St. Cloud found herself the single mother to an obnoxious, middle-aged baby.

At first the countess delighted in telling her liberally minded friends about Daphne’s backstory. “I shall spare you the details,” she’d say in a hushed and tragic tone, “but the poor lamb has had such a hard time. Quite the mix-up with her birth. Neither party wanted to claim her. They paid for her education, but that’s it. It’s primitive, I feel. I thought, let her make something of herself, and be an example to the others in her position.”

This oft-repeated speech inspired tuts and soft nods and lots of sad looks in Daphne’s direction, though somehow they never looked her right in the eye. But like all things, the tragic story soon grew boring to the countess. After a while she started saying things like:

“This is my waif. The stray couldn’t make it.”

Or: “Speaking of slip-ups, did I ever tell you about Daphne’s father?”

Or: “Here she comes, Daphne with three Ds. Don’t try and make conversation, we haven’t got all night.”

They never did manage to “fix” the stutter. The countess took personal offense to it, like Daphne was putting it on for show. Sometimes Daphne wondered if it was true—that she clung to it subconsciously, as some twisted act of defiance. The idea made her heart hurt.

The countess’s son Ruben was an omnipresent bother, most often found at the wrong end of a crime report or hack featurette. She called him her “little rascal,” even though he was well into his twenties and a convicted felon to boot. The first time Daphne met him he hit on her in a bored sort of way and then asked if she knew where the countess kept the keys to her Dragonfly. Daphne said she didn’t know, but still got a chewing-out the next day when the hopper was discovered smoking belly up in a downtown canal.

“I d– didn’t t– tell him,” she insisted.

No use: “You ought to have hidden them, you daft girl! Don’t you know what he’s like? Ugh!” The countess wiped her eyes briskly with the palm of her hand. “I loved that old Dragonfly. Doesn’t anyone care how I feel?”

There was nothing to do but glower at the ground. Of course, Ruben wasn’t disciplined. She paid the bill and never spoke of it again.

After the Dragonfly incident Ruben somehow got the number of Daphne’s wrist-planner. Every now and then he’d call, always with the same question: “Daphne, princess, is the grande dame with you? Yes? Does she seem cheery today?”

Daphne would assess the countess’s mood. If it seemed benign, he’d call her up and ask for money. If stormy, he’d leave it another day. “Right on. By the way, I saw that new flyby of hers. Beautiful thing, real stunner. Any chance I could borrow the key?”

“V– very funny,” she’d say, and hang up, breathing through her teeth. “Prick.”

Engine keys remained a pain for Daphne. When she wasn’t hiding them from Ruben, she was hiding them from the countess, who would insist on flying herself home at any hour, in any state. Most evenings Daphne kept the keys in her skirt pocket and, when the countess demanded to know where they were, she’d say calmly, “The c– cab is already out– outside, ma’am.”

Later on Daphne would think intensely about those keys. She’d given them to Carl that morning, and he’d taken them round the back, driving the flyby to the parking bay. Carl handed them to an attendant, who took them to the front desk, where Uwade held onto them and handed them back to the countess, who—after piloting the flyby back down to Adeladia —dropped them into her purse, right before she noticed the missing muff. The keys were still there that night, sometime between 03:00 and 03:30, when she declared herself bored of the ball and groped drunkenly along the bottom of the cured leather lining.

Ruben didn’t know the details, but Daphne checked the tabloids and read that she’d collided with her driveway strip at around 250 mph. The flyby hadn’t even pulled up for a taxied landing. She’d just nose-dived right into the ground.

• • •

Daphne listened numbly while Ruben, light years away, talked her ear off about his mother’s death. He ranted at length about circling lawyers, glad-handing second cousins, hysterical paramours, the many so-called friends who had abandoned him in his hour of need. All the funeral preparations had been left in his care. Worse still, they wanted a eulogy.

“Why is there so much admin when someone dies, I ask you? It’s baffling. So much work! I can’t—” Ruben’s voice quavered, and Daphne thought, Don’t you dare start crying. He didn’t. “I can’t be bothered frankly. But they’re relentless. Everyone wants a piece of me.”

“That’s r– rough,” said Daphne, glancing at the time. She wanted desperately to peel the planner away from her face, this sweaty machine humming with grief, but Ruben (his mother’s image in so many ways) wouldn’t let her get a word in.

“It’s been mad here, Daphne, absolutely mad,” he finished at last. “Where are you, by the way?”

It was the first question he’d asked, and she was caught off guard. “Niúnián.”

“Right. Great.” He paused. “Good beef.”

“Uh-huh.”

An awkward lull followed, which she seized on, clearing her throat. “W– well, th– thanks for l– letting me know.”

“Yeah.” She sensed Ruben had something else to say and waited a moment more, but all he managed was another, “Yeah, okay. So long, princess. Take care.”

The line went dead.

• • •

“Orders come down the pipe to the kitchen. Kitchen puts them on the counter. You put them on the hovertray. Technically it’s called an anti-magnet catering trolley, but hovertray is easier to say. And cooler, right?”

Reggie looked up for approval, and she nodded as expressively as she could. It had been almost twenty-four hours since the call with Ruben. The Abeona, beautiful only a day ago, now looked gaudy and unreal. Daphne was struggling to focus.

Reggie went on. “We mostly like to play it old school at the Abeona, but we make an exception with the hoverboard because it keeps the food steady and warm and stuff. When it’s busy we turn on the auto-service gondola, but tonight’s quiet, so you’ll be doing everything manually.” He clapped his hands together. “Anyway! So here’s the rub. Room-service orders go on purple paper. Every room has a stack of them and they just have to write what they want plus the room number. Kitchen puts the paper down with the order. Then you push the hovertrolley into the maintenance lift, go up to whatever floor, knock on the right door, and hand it over. It’s all charged to the room so you don’t have to take payment or anything. Pretty neat, right?”

Another eager pause, another approving nod. “Sure.”

“The Abeona’s not like anywhere else.” He tossed his head. “We do things our own way here.”

It was their second night over the city of Niúnián, and the kitchen—the whole hotel, in fact—was clogged up with the scent of beefsteak, so much that it made Daphne queasy. She shrank back against the wall as Dunk bustled back and forth, a knife in each hand, a camouflage-like pattern of blood in various stages of drying on his apron, singing at the top of his lungs: “My lover drives a butcher’s train, across the butcher’s bridge, / We lay atop a bed of steaks and make love in the fridge.”

Daphne squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head once, twice. Her skull felt like a reception bell humming in the afterglow of a tremendous ding. She couldn’t get it to settle no matter what she did. Little waves of nausea would come and go, along with snatches of memory from the previous night. She’s gone, Daphne. She’s dead. Somehow the steak smell was becoming closer, more oppressive. She opened her eyes to find Dunk standing by a plate of diced meat, waving it enticingly beneath her chin. “You want some, Daffodil?”

She grimaced and shook her head. “No. No thanks.”

“Your loss.” Within the space of a few seconds he’d inhaled them all, licking the fork clean. “That’s deadly,” he said. “Absolutely killer. Like boom-boom, Kei Marshall, no survivors.”

Daphne smiled vacantly. She liked Dunk a lot, but she only understood what he was talking about roughly 60 percent of the time.

When the call for room service went up, she was across the kitchen in a flash.

“That one’s for the spa,” said Ryōko, pushing over a bowl of carrot chips. “Top floor, just to the left of the rooftop staircase. Ask at the desk if you get lost.”

“O—”

“The other plates are standard. Knock, hand it over at the door.”

“O– okay.”

“Don’t go in uninvited unless you wanna see some naked people.” Ryōko looked at her seriously. “You don’t want to see that, do you?”

“Nuh-uh.”

“Good. And that’s for downstairs.” She indicated a glass jug, lip steaming, autumn colors inside: ribbons of orange peel and a stick of cinnamon. “Kipple’s office, third on the left from the spiral staircase. You can’t miss it. Just follow the pipes.” She paused. “Kipple can be tetchy. Don’t take it personally.”

“They’re more than tetchy!” yelled Dunk from the hobs. “Kipple is a bona-fide jerk! They’ve got a stick up their ass so far it’s poking out their—”

“Tetchy,” she repeated, ignoring him. “Always is, always has been. Just smile and nod.”

The hovertray quivered in her hand, but stayed steady on the journey up to the third floor. After a knock and an anxious pause, Professor Azad appeared, wearing sweatpants and a loose cloth shirt with the slogan don’t come any closer . . . unless you have CHOCOLATE! stitched along the front. The Professor followed Daphne’s gaze down to the shirt, and then up again. “This was a gift,” she said tonelessly.

“Of– of course,” said Daphne. “I only have p– pizza. S– sorry.”

“Ha, ha,” replied the Professor. She hollered over her shoulder, “Ooly! The food’s here!”

The room behind her was in a state of ordered disarray. There were papers and screens strewn everywhere and about half a dozen empty mugs dotted around the floor. Ooly loomed over the doctor’s shoulder.

“Mine’s the one with no olives,” he said anxiously. “Did they make it without the olives? And without the cheese?”

“Yes, Ooly. I underlined it about a hundred times.”

“And double the sauce. Not extra, but—”

“Exactly double.” She cut him off. “I know. See?” Azad took the plate from Daphne. “One saucy, flavorless mess. Just how you like it.”

“Thank you very much,” said Ooly, taking the plate. He turned to Daphne. “Thank you very much as well.”

“You’re v– very welcome.”

There were two more deliveries on that floor—no naked people, to her great relief—and then it was back in the elevator, where she pressed the button marked 7.

The atmosphere on the top floor was bright, a little lazier and bubblier than the rest of the hotel. The space was mostly dominated by a magnificent “starcase” that swept from the upper lobby and into the observatory cocktail bar. Guests sprawled on soft couches in a luxurious haze, whispering to each other, smiling at Daphne as she passed. Behind her back she heard a woman sigh, “Breakfast in bed tomorrow.”

The hotel baths took up most of the left flank of the Abeona’s upper levels, and as she passed the grand starcase Daphne could already taste a pleasant whiff of chlorine in the air. She wondered if Rogan would be around. She hoped so.

It happened like this: Daphne had walked by the breakroom on her first evening and happened to see Rogan curled on the lip of a bench, her acne-scarred cheek warmed in the glow of an extendable lamp, reading something from a palm-screen. From that distance, and in that light, Rogan had managed to look pensive and interesting. Daphne was intrigued.

She and the lifeguard had only exchanged one word since, which was, unfortunately, “milk.” As she headed for the pool desk, Daphne was surprised to find herself feeling nervous. She was used to having someone to hide behind, but Francesca Claudia Obilesca Sacco-Adelade wasn’t there to do all the talking today. She was on her own.

Something stung in the back of her nose. Tears welled, but she bit them down.

Rogan was there in the entranceway, stalking back and forth by the broad slanting windows that looked down onto the pool. The lifeguard had a talent for popping her knuckles, a sinister, double-jointed expansiveness. Daphne had seen her hawk-spit into the staffroom sink from six yards away. Her nails were serrated from constant chewing, like little hacksaws, and when she walked she swung her arms broadly from side to side. Uwade had described her as an “acquired taste,” adding in a lower register, “And you would be the first to acquire it.”

She cleared her throat. “Hey.”

Rogan turned, saw the tray, and exclaimed, “Fuck yes.” Before Daphne could stutter out Order for the massage room the lifeguard hoisted the delivery off the tray herself. “I’ll . . . uh . . . I’ll take them from here.”

Daphne looked at the bowl of chips clutched in Rogan’s hands. Her nose twitched, smelling bullshit.

“Y– you’re gonna eat th– that, aren’t you?”

Rogan hesitated. “Maybe.”

“Won’t you get in t– trouble?” Daphne looked again at the order slip, sent to the spa, but charged to a room on the third floor.

“They’re not gonna notice one extra charge. Rich morons.” Rogan popped a flake of fried carrot in her mouth. “Why?” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you gonna snitch?”

Daphne considered it. “N– no,” she decided. “But I won’t l– lie if they as– ask.”

“Fine.”

Another pause, more munching. Rogan hopped up on the reception desk and crossed her legs. “So how’s it going?” she asked. “Thinking of bailing yet?”

Daphne shook her head.

“I wouldn’t blame you if you did. This place has seen better days.”

“I think it’s ch– charming.”

Rogan laughed. She had a filthy laugh.

Daphne narrowed her eyes. “Wh– what?”

“You sound like Carl.”

“The m– manager?”

“Yeah. You know the thing about him, right?”

“N– no.”

“I shouldn’t say . . .” Rogan wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist and leaned down, eyes glittering. “He’s an astrophile.”

“A w– what?”

“An astrophile. Sexually attracted to spaceships.”

Daphne had no idea what to do with this information. “A– are you sure?”

“Everybody knows. He’s got the hots for the Abeona.” She took another chip, let it fizzle on the flat of her tongue. “Good guy though, don’t get me wrong.”

“Hmm. You lie a lot, d– don’t you?”

Rogan shrugged. “I like attention.”

More crunching. Daphne was about to push off, when the lifeguard spoke again: “You want to hear an actual fun fact? Like, not a lie?”

“S– sure.”

“Drowning is quiet.”

She declared it grandly and paused, waiting for a response. Daphne made her best “Go on” expression. Rogan went on:

“People think that you scream or thrash about or wave when you drown, but you actually stay kinda still. With your mouth like this.” She tipped her head back and held her palm lightly over her open lips, “just below the surface of the water, coming in and out, so you might snatch a little breath but not enough to scream. And you have your arms flat and spread out to either side. Trying to push yourself up. Back to the surface. But you can’t. You’re totally helpless.” She noticed Daphne’s expression and stopped. “Sorry.”

“It’s f– fine.”

“Sorry. I oughta shut up.”

“All g– good.” Blindly she reached out, her hands finding the hovertray handle, gripping it hard. “I g– gotta g– go.”

“Bye then.” Rogan held out the bowl. “Chip?”

Daphne waved the bowl away and left as quickly as she could. She abandoned the hovertray in the corridor, powerwalked to the nearest staff toilets and retched over the sink. Nothing came out.

All she could think about was the keys, 250 mph. Nose dive.

At last she got a hold of herself, gathering enough energy to make it back to the staff lift. There was just one order left to go, the glass jug of tea destined for the basement.

The soft gloom of the maintenance corridor was a relief after the brightness upstairs. Overhead she could hear the soft whoosh of messages moving through the hydraulic tubes, like the patter of bird’s wings, growing in frequency as she drew closer to the office. They surged through the walls to the left and right. A few even ran under her feet. All the pipes fed into a plain door marked ADMIN.

Daphne knocked and waited a second.

“Enter.”

She pushed her way in.

The Abeona’s Central Administrative Office seemed designed for several people, or at least one person with several arms. Pipes jutted out at every angle, spitting out into trays placed like buckets beneath an emergency spill. Kipple sat at the center of it all, a plump and bespeckled person with pork-chop sideburns and a smudged ink stain on the heel of each palm, the sort of figure you’d expect to find happily hunkered down behind turrets of paperwork. Harmless at first glance. But Daphne was familiar with aristocratic types and sensed danger immediately —they didn’t have the usual surgical enhancements, but something in the cut of their nose and the curve of the chin screamed inherited wealth. Her suspicions were confirmed as soon as Kipple opened their mouth.

“You’re late,” they said, glaring at her over their crescent spectacles. “That tea will be cold by now.”

“S– sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t warm my pot, Daphne St. Cloud.” They held up something square and scarlet between their thumb and forefinger. “I just rubber-stamped your employment papers and you’re already getting on my nerves.”

“It– it’s–”

Kipple had no interest in listening. “I get few pleasures in this meager life. A pot of piping-hot tea is one of them. You’ve deprived me of that pleasure and thus ruined my day. I hope you’re pleased with yourself.”

She hung her head. There was that pain again, right in the back of her nose.

Kipple pulled out another document and stamped viciously. “That damned man will hire anyone. Anyone! You wonder why this place is going down the tip? It’s because he treats it like a damn boarding house. And who has to balance the books at the end of the day, hmm? Who has to keep the hotel afloat? Poor Kipple, that’s who. All I ask for my services are privacy and peace and one hot tea a day, and look how he . . .” They trailed off. “Oh, come on now. Don’t do that.”

Daphne shook her head. “It’s n– not you,” she said honestly. She tipped her head back and tried to massage the tears back into her eyes. “Just . . . t– today . . .”

“What was it, hmm? Nasty customer? Mataz? What? Spit it out.” Their tone was cutting, but their expression said: No hurry, I can wait.

“My old m– mistress died,” she explained. “I was with her for f– four years and then she f– fired me and then she t– turned around and d– died.”

Kipple rubbed their chin. Despite the complaints about cold tea, they’d poured a mugful, and sipped it. “It’s just grief, St. Cloud.”

“B– but I h– hated her!” Daphne exclaimed. “Y– you d– don’t get it. I hated her g– guts!”

“Obviously,” they said, with a derisive little sniff. “But death isn’t simple. You grieve for the time you lost. You grieve for what you might’ve had. You grieve because, in some way, she’s denied you the satisfaction of doing well and rubbing it in her face.”

“H– huh.”

“And I’m sure you miss her a little as well,” they added. “Nobody’s all bad.”

Daphne considered this idea for a moment. Then she remembered Ruben’s quavering voice on the call, and realized at last what he’d been trying to say.

• • •

Everyone agreed it was an extraordinary funeral. Rather than hosting it in the civic temple as usual, it was held outdoors, in the main square at the Du Pointe Walled Garden, with white chairs and glasses of Martinesse wine. A perfect guest list too; an intimate collection of friends and family and former lovers, with seating arrangements carefully arranged to keep them from murdering each other. Ruben’s speech was a frank but touching appraisal of his mother, describing her free spirit, her energy and passion, her wholehearted joie de vivre. “She blazed her own trail, right to the end,” he finished, to tremendous applause. People whispered that the wayward boy might make something of himself after all. And when her casket was lowered into the Adeladian tombs, the glass surface adorned with a spiral of tulips, even the most rigid and repressed among the gathered elite shed a tear. 	

Daphne herself was not in attendance. She was working the evening shift, humming along to a tune on the old piano. Afterward she sat barefoot on her bed and took a call from Ruben. He told her everything.

“It was fun, you know?” he said, sounding surprised. “Okay, not fun. Rather nice. Sort of a good vibe. Very relaxed.”

“Mm-hmm.” She was painting her toenails. They were another solar system along now, and Ruben’s voice was choppier, more distant.

“Grandmother behaved herself for once, as did I. Had to shake a lot of hands. Very tedious. Bit of crying. Which, you know, one would expect. With a funeral.”

“Y– yeah.”

Through the gargle of trans-solar static she heard men’s voices calling out to Ruben, and him yelling back, Just a moment, lads! “Sorry, princess,” he said, back into the receiver. “Must dash.”

“O– okay. T– take care.”

“I shall.”

She waited for the line to die. It didn’t.

“Daphne?”

“What?”

“Thank you.”

“You’re w– welcome.”	

Daphne hit end call and tossed the wrist-planner to the far end of the bed. Outside, bisected by the window’s dividers, she could see a broad arc of delicate blue.

It was a whole new world.




THE SUPREMACY OF MAN

Tell me, reader, have you ever heard of system 1405.R? It is an unremarkable slice of the cosmos, notable mostly for a proximity to our own Centralian System (which is nowhere near the center of the galaxy, by the way, but that is another matter).

Returning to 1405, a recent resource-probe into the system revealed one of the planets contained LIFE! Yes, alien life! The thing that mankind has dreamed of for centuries! Little more than BUGS AND GRUBS, of course, but think how our ancestors would have wept for joy at such a sight.

This is not the first time this has happened. Single- and multi-celled lifeforms have been discovered here and there for centuries . . . and yet, in our EDUCATION CENTERS we insist on teaching our children that no life but human life exists beyond the litter-choked orbit of Earth. WHY? Because our Great Patrician has staked his fragile ego on his status as the greatest member of the only “advanced” species in the cosmos. He is terrified that a Greater Will may one day arrive and do to him what he has done to so many of his peers.

It is an absurd paranoia. If intelligent, trans-solar life existed within our galaxy, we would certainly know by now (other galaxies are another matter, but what harm can they do across the void?). And so our Perpetual Emperor lives in terror of a few WIGGLING INSECTS.

Lamplighter dispatches, #14 (distributor unknown)




II. FRIENDS FROM BEYOND: BATTLE FOR PLANET MAN






It was the best turnout the Shit Movie Club had seen in a long time. A press of bodies filled the cinema, some still in uniform from the evening shift, jostling to get the best spot. Reggie cowered in his projector booth. He was thrilled with the turnout but overwhelmed by the crowd, grateful that their many eyes were turned away from him and toward the uplit screen. He wondered what a real alien would make of this scene, all these hairless little bipeds packed in to stare adoringly at a wall.

Carl and Mataz turned up late and struggled to find space, scanning the crowd until the mechanic Sasha waved them over. “Move up, you bastards,” she growled, shooing the people next to her further up the aisle. “Rogan, I can see that free space next to you. Move it!”

“Kiss my ass,” said Rogan. Only when she saw that they were making room for Carl did the lifeguard get up and move, closing the gap between herself and Kipple. “Look at that!” she exclaimed. “The mole came out the hole.”

The accountant made a point of shifting their body to the side, muttering, “Primate.”

“Nerd.”

“Mouth-breather.”

“Buzzkill.”

“Divines.” Kipple raised their eyes to the ceiling. “She’s dragging me to her level.”

“I can do this all day, pork chop.”

“Tell me, Ms. Rogan, do you ever hold toddlers underwater for fun?”

“Dunno. Do you ever do stuff with those pipes in your office?” Kipple didn’t ordain to respond. “Strictly business, eh?”

Carl and Mataz didn’t notice any of this: they were deep in conversation as they took their seats, whispering a notch below the buzz of the crowd.

“I still reckon he’s bolted,” said Carl, placing a greased bag of peanuts into the cupholder. “He sure as hell looked ready to bolt.”

“But how? The ships are all here. Nobody saw him on this morning’s shuttle.”

The manager shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he went in disguise. Or maybe he climbed into the luggage rack and jumped out when the chauffeur wasn’t looking. Pretty daring, eh?”

Mataz rolled his eyes. “Please, Carl. This isn’t something to joke about. The man is unstable. We ought to do a proper search.”

“No.” Carl was firm. “It’s no use making a big hoo-ha and worrying everybody.”

“What’re you guys whispering about?” asked Sasha loudly.

Mataz coughed. “Nothing. Managerial issue.”

“Don’t pull rank on me, kiddo. I’ve been on this ship a lot longer than you have. Almost as long as this sack of bones.” She nudged Carl in the ribs.

“I had a weird run-in with a guest,” he explained. “The one from Room 43. You know, the handsome guy?”

“Oh, Mr. Corinth? Dreamboat.”

“Right? Anyhow, he came into my office last night in a panic, talking about running away. And I was like, you know, who’s running? Not me I hope, not with my legs. And then he went on about some poetry and I was thinking, Buddy, are you yanking my chain? I don’t think he was though. I think he was scared.” Carl popped a peanut in his mouth. “Now he’s gone missing.”

“You ought to check your trail mix. He sounds like a grade-A nut!”

Carl chuckled. “Yeah. You said it.”

“We need to search for him more thoroughly at the next stop,” said Mataz. “At the very least. Come to think of it, where are we going next?”

“It’s, um . . .” Carl tapped his chin. “Last one before Gwin, that’s—”

“Daramulum. The next stop is Daramulum.” Sasha spoke quietly. A shadow of something passed over her face, a sort of lunar eclipse, gone in the same moment it appeared. Then she slapped Carl hard between the shoulder blades. “C’mon, honey, don’t you know your own ship?”

“I don’t need to know,” he said. “Cos I have the best staff in the Milky Way, don’t I?”

“Ahh, you slick talker.”

Mataz sank deeper into his seat, groaning.

Professor Azad arrived breathless, clearly having run there. She sat next to Sasha, who asked, “Where’ve you been?”

“I’ll tell you later,” she said. “Heads up, I gotta leave straight after this.”

Sasha frowned. “What about cards?”

She shook her head. “Not tonight.” When Sasha offered her a sip from the hip flask, she shook it again.

“Phewee.” Sasha raised her eyebrows. “No whisky, no cards . . .”

“I know, I know. It’s . . . it’s complicated. I’ll tell you later.”

“You’d better.”

Angoulême was sitting near the front, adjusting the settings on her visor with the help of the bartender Arlo. He was knelt up on the seat, twiddling with a set of rear dials built into the temple. “Cursed thing,” she was saying. “Broken piece of shit.”

“Chill. We just need to adjust the frequency. How’s it look now?”

“Sharper, please, if you can. More detail.”

“Okay.” Arlo looked doubtful. “I can do that. But the headaches are gonna get worse.”

“I don’t care. I need a sharp image. Sharp enough to see faces.”

“If you say so.”

Elsewhere, Dunk had one broad shin propped up on the seat before him, showing off his scars to a wide-eyed Daphne.

“That’s just a dog bite from when I was a kid,” he explained. “And that’s just a bit of dead tissue there. The bullet holes are these here, with the lilies.” The tattoos were fist-sized and obscured behind a thicket of red hair. Their color had long since faded to a blurring, mottled gray.

“My ma’s name was Lily,” he explained. “Her spirit protected me out in the field. I know it did. So I had to honor her, right?”

“Yeah,” agreed Daphne, nodding seriously.

“My ma was a great spirit. Tough little lady. Didn’t take shit from nobody. Nobody!” He rolled his trouser down, smiling. “Yeah. Tough little lady, she was.”

The lights dimmed, and the chattering voices grew quiet, and then stopped all together. There was a pause the length of a single deep breath. Then:

“The year is 2021!” declared a voice from the screen, with a chord that sounded like a truck full of church organs falling off a bridge. “Many advances have been made in the age of space travel. But the violence of humanity is as potent as it was in the dawn of time, when caveman first struck caveman, and the blood of the first wound was spilled. A violent civil war has erupted in the stars! Friends turn upon friends, spawners upon the spawn, and distant moons shake with the battles of sibling titans! Galactic hero Biggs Dipper and the being called Gorb find themselves on opposite sides of the conflict, until a chance meeting lights the flames of their passion once again! At times like these, we don’t need more enemies. We need—”

The announcer took a breath, and this time the whole theater bellowed in unison. Reggie, crouching over the projector machine at the apex of the great tractor beam of sound and emotion and light, whispered it beneath his breath:

“Friends from beyond!”




THEY

[image: image]

were having a good day, their first in a while. She was happy, which made him happy, because all his feelings were a mirror of hers. They’d spent the afternoon at the spa getting pressed and aligned by a sequence of hot stones and wooden rollers. Now their bodies were loose and easy as they stood on the observation deck, the face of God boxed and bordered for their pleasure. Watching closely for any sign of irritation, he reached over and touched the small of her back, his palm flat against the familiar curve. Her expression did not change, so he allowed his hand to slide, curling around her hip, drawing them together. The planet Daramulum edged ever higher in the glass, a mossy dome haloed with neon-pink dust.

“What a sight,” he said, because the silence was making him anxious. “That ring looks like candy. I could take a bite out of it right now.” Then he squeezed her hip a little, thinking, I could take a bite out of you! But he kept that thought to himself. She didn’t like that kind of talk.

“This is a nice place,” she said, after a pause. He smiled. A major concession. Since they began their honeymoon she’d found fault with almost everything, from the flowers (too garish) to the food (too rich), to the service (too chipper), ignoring his many attempts to extol the hotel’s charms. Hearing her describe the Abeona as “nice” pleased him more than anything. He wanted to say something to reward her, something she’d want to hear, but nothing came to mind. The moment passed. She looked down at her wristwatch, a familiar gesture that made his toes curl with irritation.

“Four hours,” she mused. “Is that long enough?”

“Yes,” he agreed. “But another few wouldn’t hurt, pumpkin. Maybe we could—”

“Great. Let’s go.”

This was a concept he’d introduced her to: the idea that taking breaks was useful, not just for the worker, but for the object of their work. On the way back to the suite she strode purposefully ahead of him, rather than by his side as he liked. The way any couple would walk. Watching her from behind he imagined that his anger was a beam of hot light funneled through a convex lens, and that if he glowered hard enough at a spot on her neck the skin might start to smoke. He had been going to say, Maybe we could go for a walk. A little pace around the lower levels to settle their stomachs for an evening meal. But no, everything had to run on her schedule.

It was a lovely neck though. No arguing that. He felt his anger cool as rapidly as it had boiled over, and by the time they got back to the room he was just about calm.

They found the honeymoon suite as sumptuous as ever. For professional reasons they couldn’t let cleaners in, but he’d done his best to keep it pleasant. Silk pillows, which he took time to plump each morning, were arranged just so on the couch, the throw blanket folded neatly and hung over the buttery curves of the chaise longue. The windows and table were wiped regularly and the tools on the desk were laid out and clean.

Only the roses were showing their age. He’d done his best, but the petals had the look of old tissues, drooping and veined with dirty streaks. The label was turned outwards: TO CLAIRE AND DAN APPLESEED—MANY HAPPY RETURNS! FROM THE ABEONA STAFF. Just the sight of it warmed him. Everyone is so thoughtful here!

He wanted desperately to collapse into the soft folds of the bed, but there were rituals to carry out. While his wife checked the usual crooks and corners for bugs, he knelt by the en suite door, probing the soundproof foam for weak spots. Once they were done she gave him a nod, and they walked together into the bathroom. In a way, the bathroom was more impressive than the rest of the suite: a great throne of a toilet, toplit mirrors above a lavender-scented sink, towels warming on a heated rail. In the corner, set above the rest on a tiled step, was a freestanding bathtub on four pewter lion’s feet.

There was a man in the bath.

He was shirtless, tied by his neck and arms to the tap, grunting through his taped mouth. It was hard to tell, but it sounded like he was saying “Wait.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” said the man in the bathtub.

“What now?” she asked, turning to him. “Teeth or tongue?”

The man in the bathtub was trying very hard to catch his eye. He looked away. “Teeth,” he said. “Just one for now. Then start from the beginning.”

She nodded. “Good, good.”

He turned to go, but she caught him by the elbow. “Before you go . . .”

The man in the bathtub was looking straight at him, into him, and he could almost taste the adhesive on the other man’s tongue, almost feel the blunt edge of the faucet tunneling into his own spine. “What?” he asked hotly.

Her grip was loose, her smile almost slight enough to be sincere. “Fetch the pliers, would you?”

• • •

He was one of those baby-faced men, with a round chin and a pinched dimple on each cheek, not so much handsome as approachable-looking, which served him well in his line of work. She was as pretty as a doll, liked to tilt her chin downwards and look at the world through a haze of brushed mascara. He fell in love with her the day they met, at a branded café near the offices of their Department. They sat outside in the rushing shadow of the aircars and hoppers that surged overhead. The flagstones beneath their feet were skin-warm with artificial sunlight.

“I hear we’re to be married,” he said with a smile. It was their first time working together, posing as a wealthy couple at a fundraiser.

“Yes.” She sipped the drink, painted lips tight. “Apparently.”

As they spoke further, agreeing on background details for their fake couple, she made notes on an etching-screen. There was a precision to her movements that he found hypnotic. Her eyes met his, and with a flick of a fingernail the notes dissolved.

“Don’t get any ideas,” she told him. “I’m not that kind of spy.”

It took years for him to earn her trust. Mission after mission, marriage after marriage, he learned her personality like the steps of a dance. Learned what he had to do to please her. And as he studied his partner, the two of them were promoted, a rapid parallel ascension that earned them some infamy in the Department.

The root of their partnership was their complimentary pathologies. She was logical to her core, could both inflict and receive a great deal of pain, but remained almost illiterate in expression and tone. His talent for empathy made the more brutal parts of the job unappetizing, but he could explain things to her she’d otherwise miss. This one is scared. This one is lying. This one will give in to protect the other. This one will give up the other to protect themselves. This one is beyond reason and ought to be shot.

Killing came easier to him than butchery. Torture, especially emotional torture, cost far more energy than the simple chemistry of turning a living body into a corpse.

His mind was dense as an ancient woodland, every synapse teeming with potent life. Of his wife he said she was like a Seurat: the closer you looked, the less you saw.

Their assignment on the Abeona was a testament to how high they’d risen within the Department ranks. The search for the Lamplighter was a multi-year undertaking, trusted only to the most dependable agents. The hotel connection was the best lead they’d had in living memory and had to be followed with great care and attention. Mistakes at this stage would not be tolerated.

They’d disagreed on how to approach the hotel job. She wanted to see the place taken apart to the last rivet, but he couldn’t stand the thought of dirtying such a gorgeous atmosphere with interrogations. Much better to look and listen. Much better to watch and learn. The man in the bathtub was a vindication of his methods, but he wouldn’t tell them anything unless they used a few of hers.

The night they finally came together—the night the artifice gave way to some kind of reality, the night he’d worked toward for years—she asked him only one thing.

“Promise me you’ll never hurt me.”

A speech as grand as a fountain bubbled up inside him, an explosion of poetry listing all the things he would do to protect her from harm.

But she didn’t like speeches. So he only said, “I promise.”

• • •

It was late when she finally emerged from the bathroom, her hands gloved in blood.

“Anything?” he asked.

“No.” Her movements were stiff and irritated. “Nothing of substance.”

“Maybe we should have airlocked him after all.”

“Maybe.”

Her agreement annoyed him: keeping Corinth alive for questioning had been his idea.

“Oh, well,” he said. “We still have another day before the handover.”

“I don’t think he’s going to break.” She sounded more fatigued than angry. “We must find the navigator tomorrow. If he hasn’t broken by the evening we’ll have to discuss Plan B.”

Plan B was to pilot the Abeona to a military base on Gwin’s third moon, where a cohort of soldiers was standing by to arrest the hotel’s entire staff. The first step in this plan was to hold the navigator at gunpoint and force them to remodel the ship’s flight path. Needless to say, he was not a fan of Plan B.

His plan (Plan A) was to discreetly extract the Lamplighter’s identity, and then discreetly extract the Lamplighter. They had support coming aboard at Daramulum. Not just any support: their direct superior, joining to see the job through to its end. With any luck they’d have a name by then. The target could be taken quietly without panic, mass arrest or bloodshed.

It was the best outcome for everyone—except the man in the bathtub, of course.

“You’ll keep trying, won’t you?” he asked.

“Of course.”

He tried to reach for her, but she was already stretching away, moving to turn out the lamp.

• • •

The next morning, while his wife carried on with her work, he went in search of the navigator.

For a mark he settled on the Assistant Manager Omar Mataz, sensing behind the man’s foppish confidence an intense desire to please. The assistant manager zoomed around the lower decks each morning like a rabbit on a rail, putting out fires, belittling his staff, seldom looking where he was going. It was a simple matter of filling a cup of coffee and arranging a collision—taking care to spill most of the liquid on himself.

“Oh, no,” he sighed, looking down at his ruined button-up. “She’s going to kill me. This was an anniversary gift.”

Mataz went into action immediately. “Come with me, sir. I can fix this.”

They retreated to a secluded corner where Mataz was able to roll his maroon suit up to the elbows and fuss over the stain with a bowl of suds and a damp cloth. There was a fleeting moment of contact as Mataz pressed the cloth down, wrist scraping against the flesh of his torso. He felt his stomach tense. How long since he’d been this close to someone other than her? In a measured tone, he said, “You’re very kind.”

“I can’t tell you how embarrassed I am. If one of my staff caused a mess like this I’d have them airlocked.”

“You run a tight ship.”

“Somebody has to.”

After much scrubbing they were able to get the shirt back to its original salmon shade, albeit semi-transparent, stuck to the finely haired skin of his belly.

He leaned in, affecting a slight, breathless embarrassment. “I hope this isn’t a weird thing to say, but do you know, I am so jealous of you. I’d love to work on a ship like this. That was my dream when I was younger—to be a navigator. Fly uncharted space.”

“Trust me, sir, you’re not missing much. Everywhere we fly has been charted to death.”

“Still,” he pressed, “it’s extraordinary, isn’t it, living on a vessel this size? And she flies so steady! There’re nucleic stabilizers, aren’t there? Must be. Tell me, was it ever launched? Or was this an orbital build?”

He pictured the embryonic hotel, high above a city somewhere, a colossal nursery, the Abeona like an exploded diagram suspended piece by piece. Gradually, as dust becomes rock becomes whole planets, the pieces clumped together, becoming ballrooms, chambers, bars, en suites. Engineers flitted about between the machinery, sudden sparks of welding light leaping from their hands. And down below somewhere the armadillo shell of a cargo-hauler, vast hull stacked high with fine quilts, rugs, pillows, wallpaper, and novelty mints, rising to meet the newborn ship. To fill it with the trimmings of life. “It must have been custom-built,” he said. “What a work of art! Honestly, Mr. Mataz . . .”

“Call me Omar.” His breath carried the memory of yesterday’s perfume.

Compose yourself.

“Honestly, Omar, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

The assistant manager was shrewd, sensing what he wanted without having to ask. “Mr. Appleseed, was it? How would you like a peek behind the curtain?”

Glowing, he exclaimed, “I’d like that very much! Oh, but I shouldn’t bother you.”

“No bother. Step right this way.”

It was a genuine thrill to push past the enigmatic STAFF ONLY doors and enter the hotel’s steel-plated nervous system. Everyone they passed seemed to be in a frantic hurry. But hectic as it was, they all found time to smile at him. At one point they stopped to talk to the concierge. Uwade. He knew everything about her: the disgraced family, the aborted stardom, the lovers and friends she’d had at work and back home. Could’ve had them all arrested at the drop of a hat if he wanted.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “Mataz, you have kidnapped a guest.”

“Mr. Appleseed is a fan of spaceships. I’m showing him the engine deck.”

The concierge looked him dead in the eye. “Adorable,” she declared. “Have fun, sir.”

Adorable! When was the last time someone had called him that? In the Department you were either envied or invisible. Either way, nobody ever found you cute. Thank the heavens she’s off the suspect list, he thought, watching Uwade stroll away.

The engine room, when they finally reached it, far surpassed his expectations. Of course he knew it’d be big—a ship of such size took extraordinary effort to move—but after those narrow corridors the scale of it was breathtaking. It spanned the length of the whole hotel, one unbroken chamber, and went several floors deep. Four great thrusters like battleships docked for war. Their “lit” ends pointed outwards, concealed by the hull, and through the inward-facing reactor he glimpsed the unearthly light of their separate cores bleeding out through interlocked discs. Tree-trunk cables fed from the center of each to a central aperture. Engine prime.

They were looking down from a railed walkway, several yards overhead. He could feel only the faintest rumble beneath his feet.

“This is . . . this is . . .”

He couldn’t get the words out. The Abeona’s design was ahead of its time even for the current era. This was beyond regular cutting-edge; it was military tech.

“Not bad, eh?” Mataz gripped the rail, looking at the engine room like a duke upon his duchy. “They don’t make ’em like this anymore.”

“Ha! They sure don’t.” You have no idea, do you, he thought.

Way down below them, where the curved wall of the thruster sank into the ship floor, a human being sat with their legs splayed. He picked out silver hair, a scrawny body in a boiler suit.

“Sasha!” called Mataz.

“Hey! Who’s up there?”

Just from the pause, and from the uneven inflection on the “hey,” he knew she was crying. Mataz didn’t notice. “Are you napping again?” he called.

“Shuddup, Omar! I work harder than you and you know it!”

“She does not,” he said curtly, under his breath.

Interesting.

It was not in his habit to take notes: all the information he needed could be stored comfortably inside his own mind, safe from prying eyes. That was where the investigation into the Lamplighter was conducted. He had a suspect list, columns of pros and cons for each, a pile of discarded headshots and a central screen where clips and recordings and evidence clips hovered together in a great sea of information, all arranged inside his skull. Imagining this mental office gave him great pleasure.

In terms of suspects, Sasha was near the top. Pros: Correct age. Free range of the ship. High technical ability. Never left the hotel (even his other prime suspect left from time to time). Murky past. Cons: Loud. Erratic. Scrappy. And now this behavior. Would a person like the Lamplighter sneak away to an engine room to cry alone?

Then again, who am I to judge?, he thought with a wry smile. I’m an imperial spy, and I cry alone all the time.

He withdrew Sasha’s headshot from his imaginary wastepaper basket and returned it to his desk. There were around the half a dozen people still in the running, mostly senior staff. Carl was at the top of the suspect list.

He desperately hoped it wasn’t Carl.

He asked to see the control hub, a slab of nodes and dials on the other side of the cavernous hall. There were three padded chairs welded to the walkway in front of the panels, all of them dusty. Someone had pinned a note above the central screen with a magnet. The note said: NO TOUCHING!

“Where are the other staff?” he asked. “Shouldn’t there be an engineering team down here?”

“That haggard specimen you just saw is all we have for an engineering team, I’m afraid,” Mataz replied. “Madness, if you ask me. I’m always telling Carl it’s only a matter of time before—” He stopped, seeming to remember this was a guest and not a friend. “But I’m paranoid,” he added, forcing a laugh. “The Abeona’s a marvel. Never had so much as a power outage.”

He smiled, casting his eyes idly to the ceiling. “What about the navigator? They must come down here from time to time.”

“Oh, her? No, she stays upstairs.”

“Always?”

“Always.”

“Hmm.” Shyly, as if the idea was still coming to him, he asked: “Could—could I meet her?”

Mataz let out a strange little chuckle. “Sorry, but that’s a no. She’s not one for conversation.”

He gave him a look. “No?”

“Sorry, Mr. Appleseed. We must protect the talent.” Still in good humor, Mataz placed a hand on his back, guiding him back along the walkway. “Come on then, back to civilization. Your wife will be missing you.”

He shook his head glumly. “Oh, I doubt it. She won’t want me around while she’s working.”

“Working? On your honeymoon?” Mataz tutted. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

The hand. It was still there, resting. On his back. Guiding him away. A little pushy. Warm. Please don’t move your hand, he thought. He sensed that Mataz had no intention of moving it. His wife hated these little gestures. Even undercover, posing as a couple, her hand clasped in his was limp and unwilling as a dead fish. Touched, but untouching. The hand of Mataz was still there. He felt it moving down a little, toward the hip.

“Wide awake!”

Sasha hauled herself up in front of them, swinging over a ladder like a gibbon, hopping from foot to foot. Her sadness from before had catalyzed into anger. “See? Do you see how awake and alert I am, Omar?”

“Yes, Sasha,” he said sourly. “I see.”

The hand was gone. It did not return.

• • •

On the way back to the honeymoon suite he treated himself to a personal scolding, as he often did when his mind strayed out of bounds. After they’d just had a good day—what, now he wanted more? Something else? Someone else? There was nobody for him but her. There never had been. It was greed, restless greed. He squeezed his fists and tried to burn the memory of Mataz’s warmth from his mind, to scrub away the aftertouch. Nobody else. Only her.

It hadn’t been a waste of time, at least. He knew the truth about the navigator, or at least had a firm hunch. But she wouldn’t like it.

He found his wife bent over on the chaise longue, scribbling furiously into a notepad. Anger misting the air.

“No progress?” he asked, shrugging off his jacket.

“No. Did you find the navigator?”

“About that . . .” He sat down next to her, as close as he dared. “There’s been a complication.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What kind?”

He took a breath. “This hotel’s navigation system runs on autopilot. The shuttles too. I don’t think anybody has direct control.” He had other suspicions: years ago, when the hotel was free-roaming, there’d been a team of people in charge of the engines and piloting and upkeep. Now it spun around on the same old route like a model ship on a diorama. Around, and around, and around.

Snap. He blinked. She was clicking her fingers in front of his nose. “Wake up!”

“Sorry.”

“So what? We can’t divert the ship?”

“I’m not certain,” he admitted. “Maybe it would be better not to mess with such a delicate system. We could stay on another week. You haven’t tried—”

“God fucking damn it, I told you already, that man is not going to break!”

He got up, stepped away, his thoughts blurring to static as he absorbed her stress. “You’re right. Of course. I’m sorry.”

“I need some time alone. To think through this mess.” The unspoken message: Your mess. She shouldered past him, ramming the door closed. After a few seconds he went out into the corridor, picked up the DO NOT DISTURB sign that had fallen, and reattached it to the handle. Then he went back inside.

He sat down glumly on the edge of the bed. Touched the quilt, noted the perfectly pleasing texture beneath his hand. I hate this bed, he thought. For weeks now they’d slept beside one another like strangers.

Suddenly he was angry. Not with himself, or even with his wife, but with the one person who could put an end to this. Could, but wouldn’t.

The man in the bathtub was awake. Exhausted, but alert too, wary. Little smears of blood, dried to a crusty brown, were dotted all over his neck and chin and around the tape sealing his mouth shut. A canvas roll bag lay half-open in the sink, glinting instruments slotted in place. They were all clean and sterilized. She was careful like that.

“I’ve got something to say to you,” he started. It was a lame opening. He sat hunched on the toilet seat, elbows on his knees. Man to man. “The Lamplighter is doomed.”

He knew his wife would have already mentioned these facts to the man in the bathtub. After all, he’d told her to. But he wanted to say them himself. See the man’s reaction.

“Perhaps you’re hoping they’ll escape while you buy time here,” he went on. “It won’t happen. We’re watching the ports carefully.”

The man appeared to be listening. Encouraged, he went on: “If you want to do something noble, you’ll tell me the truth. Now. Tonight. Or else we’ll have to arrest all the hotel staff. All of them.”

A very slight flinch. His emotions switched like reversing poles, and all of a sudden his heart wept for the man in the bathtub. What a thing to go through, just for your principles! He felt his eyes prickle. “You’ve been so brave,” he whispered. “But you don’t have to fight anymore, okay? You’ve done enough. That’s enough.”

Tears spilled over the masking tape, picking up red pigment as they dripped down to the chin. Now they were both crying. Two spies at the end of their tethers.

“You’ve done enough,” he said again.

The man in the bathtub nodded.

“You’ll tell me, won’t you? Who the Lamplighter is? I know you know.”

The man in the bathtub nodded jerkily, lips moving behind the gag. It sounded like “Yes.” Then his wide eyes jerked down toward his mouth, and he made a noise that sounded like “please.”

The bathtub man’s hopelessness enveloped him; he could hardly distinguish it from his own. Gently as he could, he peeled away the tape, watching the skin pull and release inch by inch, until the final corner came free with a delicate relief and he could feel hot breath on his fingers.

“Thank you,” he said. “You’re making the right choice.”

The man in the bathtub bit into his hand.

There was a brief, slippery struggle. He jerked and flopped like a fish on a hook, but could find no purchase on the cornerless porcelain. The man in the bathtub had managed to free his legs, and there was a shocking strength in them. He found himself twisted downwards, one arm held tight by the other man’s teeth, an ankle by his ear, a pressure growing that seemed to press against his brain. He was absent for a moment.

More than a moment. He was gone.

He woke to find his wife standing above him.

“Pumpkin,” he gasped. “Help.”

No help came. She watched with her arms folded as he maneuvered his body over that hateful white lip and onto the tiles, bruised all over, shaken all the way through. He wrenched himself up, clasping at her shoulders. Hug me, he thought. Please, just hug me.

“You fucking amateur,” she said.

He slapped her. It was a good slap. Crisp. If she’d jerked her head it might have been softer, but she stood rigid as a ruler. There was no decision-making involved. It happened in the space between two passing thoughts.

He could see a blurred red stain where his fingers had whipped their image into her skin. Then, with two torturer’s hands she reached over and held his face.

She kissed him.

“At last,” she breathed. He kissed her back, bewildered. “At last. I’ve been waiting so long.”

“Waiting?” he murmured.

“Waiting to meet you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When I look at you, all I ever see is myself.” Another kiss. “Someone else, feeling my feelings. Do you have any idea how lonely that is?”

Lonely. Of course. All those years of watching her and he’d never seen it.

“But you’re here now.” Her lips by his ear. “You’re here now, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said, feeling the truth of it, feeling her perfect hands climb up the back of his scalp. All other thoughts, his career, the hotel, everything else was gone. He was happy. He’d never been so happy in all his life. “Here I am.”




LUCIA

[image: image]

is leather and coal tar and cinnamon and sugar-cherry. She is artifice. Gloss. She is twenty-four or twenty-five aboard the Abeona with more bags than she can carry, so she must enlist a bellhop, one of several teenagers who lurk eagerly by the entrance.

“You!” she points. “You look strong, yes? Aren’t you strong? Take this, would you?” He grasps her heftiest, bulkiest bag with confidence. “Sweet boy! Thank you. Send that one down to the hold, please. Oh, thank you!”

Looking around the lobby she lets out a girlish squeal of delight. Behind her, the more seasoned guests smirk. She’s like a dog in a playpark, darting from curiosity to curiosity; the flower bowls, the exhaling pipes, the grand twirling diorama, which she just about plunges her nose into. “Oh, look at this!” she cries at the side of the reception desk, cradling a copper service bell carved with petal curls as fine as an eyelash. “Could it be . . . Earth?”

The concierge nods. “Nineteenth-century, ma’am.”

“Really?” she cries. “Why, it could be in a museum. But here it is, on your desk.”

“Good eye,” says a voice behind her. She whirls, gasps again, clasps the hand of the elegant woman standing there.

“I know that voice—Nina Windrose! Somebody catch me. I’m starstruck.”

“Lucia. I’m so glad you’re here. How was your journey?”

“Fine, fine. Except had a couple days’ layover on Griggs.” She affects a shudder. “Not all first-classes are created equal, you know? And the food, ugh. But no matter. I made it to Shangri-La!”

“It’s an honor to have you. May I take your coat?”

“Oh, you’re spoiling me!” As she shrugs out the furred folds of the jacket, she asks, “And where is the Tamara? I can’t wait to see it!”

“Later,” murmurs Nina, her smile fixed. An impressively inscrutable woman. Her age and emotions are equally hard to read. “Why don’t you settle in first?”

“Of course!”

“Here’s your key.” Nina hands it to her, a weighty thing with a number carved into the stem. “Queen’s suite, second floor. Send a note once you’re ready, and we can conduct a viewing together.” With a sprinkle of motherly concern, she adds: “And please, don’t feel any need to rush. This is a big decision.”

“Yes, isn’t it?” she agrees. “All that money! But the Emperor’s 500th birthday is coming up. It will be the party of the century. And if I don’t buy it, someone else will, don’t you think?”

The hotel manager nods as if this is a grave philosophical observation. “Very true.”

Lucia whistles for another bellboy, who trots after her with the rest of the bags. As she walks she swings the key merrily at her side. Breakfast is served. Warm scents waft from the dining room as they pass, blended with sweet music. She inhales deeply, and remarks to the bellboy, “Isn’t this wonderful? You’re very lucky to work here, honey.”

“I am,” he says, with a muted smile.

The excitement is not fake. The pleasure and the joy of being there, that’s all authentic, all too real. But her name is not Lucia, and she has never traveled first class. The food of the planet Griggs is a mystery to her. For the past six months she has lodged in a dripping basement in the planet Osip, the same planet now turning beneath the hotel. Her bags are laden not with hats and jewels but the tools of her trade: glass-slicers, lockpicks, a blowtorch. Lucia, also called Sasha, also called the Ghost of Conomi, has been planning this visit for a very long time.

She is not going to buy the Tamara. She is going to steal it.

• • •

Kipple’s office was a neurological tangle of hissing pipes, pleasant smells of tea and ink stains, heaps upon heaps of multicolored memo paper, all compressed into a narrow but high-ceilinged den. Sasha had been summoned to fix a blockage. Huffing, she pulled back from the message pipe, clutching the balled-up paper some idiot had tried to send down. “Got the bugger,” she declared.

A pneumatic hiss sounded somewhere above, and a glass capsule shot out and hit her in the forehead, nearly knocking her clean off the ladder. “Shit!” She grabbed the open pipe at either end and tried to wrestle the cleaved ends back into one tube.

Kipple didn’t so much as glance up from their typewriter, much to her irritation.

“Hey! You could offer help instead of sitting there like a manatee, sunning yourself.” She glanced at her inner wrist, toward the watch fastened there. “I don’t have all day.”

“What’s the rush?” asked Kipple, eyes darting up over the top of their glasses. “Appointment with a paramour?”

“Mind your business,” she snapped.

“Daramulum today, isn’t it?” Half a dozen capsules shot out of the newly fixed pipe into the waiting basket. Kipple got to their feet with a grunt and began working over them, scanning and filing each memo with lizardly speed. “You always get tense over Daramulum.”

“And you’re tense every night of the year.” She hopped spryly down and snapped the ladder shut. “Asshole. Ordering me around like some kinda—”

“Sasha.” Kipple held a pale pink memo in both hands. “Do me a favor and stay out of sight tomorrow.”

“Why?”

They lifted it up to the light. With a trickle of horror, she recognized the insignia of the Department for Public Wellbeing, a symmetrical butterfly with an eye on each wing. “Flora Belle, Commissioner for Wellbeing. A surprise visit. It seems she and her goons will be with us all the way to Gwin.”

Underneath her breath Sasha whispered the worst word she knew. “You think—?”

They shook their head. “Nothing to do with you. But still. Best err on the side of caution.”

“Yeah.” Again, Sasha glanced down at her watch. “Gonna dash then. Lots to do before that bitch arrives.”

Kipple shooed her. “Leave me be,” they said, meaning, Stay safe.

She flicked a gloved finger at Kipple’s bald spot. “Jerk,” she said, meaning, You too.

• • •

On her index finger she wears an onyx claw ring stretching from knuckle to joint, an appropriate accessory for the young wife of an aging fuelman—her identity, this time round. Alone in her room she fixes the claw to her temple and moves a hidden clasp inside. A projection forms before her eyes.

This is the Abeona, naked as the day she was built. Hungrily Sasha looks over each layer of the dissected blueprint, peeling it back like a ghostly MRI, reabsorbing each quirk and detail. This heist will be like no other committed so far in her illustrious thieving career. With so much analog tech to contend with, it feels like she’s like breaking into a gigantic wristwatch.

Someone drums a familiar rhythm against the door. “Room service.”

“On the house?” she calls back.

After an irritated pause, the voice replies: “Just shut up and let me in.”

She unlocks the door and makes way for a prim little waitress, zipped up in uniform and pushing a floating trolley.

“Olena,” she exclaims fondly. “You’ve brought me olives.”

Before she can grab a free sample Olena thrusts the trolley away in disgust. It floats across the bedroom and clatters against a mirrored cabinet. “Ugh!”

Sasha shakes her head. “Talk about crappy service. I’ll have to complain to the manager. Oh!” She sees the joke is not landing, “Oh, c’mon Olena. Don’t be like that.”

“Six months!” she exclaims. “Six! Fucking! Months!”

Olena is Sasha’s apprentice. She reminds Sasha of a shivering dog with rheumy eyes, the kind rich people like to pay thousands for. Priggish and pretty, with a weakness for trinkets and a talent for wriggling through tight spaces.

“You told me two!” rages Olena. “Three at most. But no, almost half a year I’ve been here, waiting and waiting for some kind of sign.”

“It’s not so bad, surely.”

“I hate it here, Sasha. Hate. The staff are so chummy, the guests are so spoiled, and every day is the exact same.” She is storming around now, complaining at the top of her lungs. Sasha prays for good soundproofing. “How could you do this to me? You said we were going to do something big together, and then you leave me to wipe tables.” Olena looks at her, seems overwhelmed for a moment, and looks away. “I’m sorry. Maybe you shouldn’t have come.”

“Shh.” Sasha beckons her over, and the girl sits down. “Listen, I’m sorry. Logistics took longer than I thought. But, think about it this way—your cover is really good now, right? Nobody will suspect a thing.”

“I guess,” she says sulkily.

“Now tell me. Have there been other viewings?”

“A few.” From memory, Olena lists off the names of the other elites who have come by the hotel to view the Tamara. “No offers yet, as far as I know.”

“Great. And, uh . . . no sign of you know who?”

Olena pulls a face. “You mean your Lieutenant?”

“He’s not my Lieutenant,” she said. Though in many ways, he is. Lieutenant Boric du Bois had been pursuing Sasha since the casino heist on Conomi, chasing her from system to system like a disgruntled lover. Rumor has it he’s postponed a promotion to keep working on her case.

“Thank you, Olena.” She pats the girl consolingly on the hand. “Now get back to your shift. I have a date with a gorgeous hunk of rock.”

The viewing is arranged in a room on the starboard wing; one of those neutral, carefully anonymous spaces of which a good hotel has several. There is furniture that folds back into the wall, a faint smell of cleaning fluid, and tastefully shaded windows to keep their activity out of the range of prying telescopes. The Tamara’s caretakers—it has two—each shake her hand and voice empty pleasantries. Security officers lurk like golems in the corner and everybody pretends they aren’t there.

One of the caretakers lifts the Tamara free of the security box. Her greatest fear up until that point—far more than getting caught—is that she’ll recognize the stone as a fraud, swapped out before her arrival by some other thief. Not so.

It is everything she dreamed of.

Concentric circles around the stone’s pure-black center give way in the final moments to a rich, oozing purple, warped here and there by an oily sheen that hangs over the surface. The chain is sealed on the back to give an unbroken view of the whole transforming color. Slightly bulged, it looks like a drop of blood drawn from an alien god.

Then comes a hiccup: they let her hold it. Insist, actually. The Tamara slides easily from the caretaker’s kid gloves and into her hand, the chain kissing her fingers as it slithers free.

Oh no, she thinks.

Sasha has a condition. Call it a thief’s reflex, some crossed psychological wires. Money makes her mouth water. Anything expensive really. Anything she can feel. And, stars, can she feel the worth of that rock pressing against the scoop of her palm, the hull of every ship it could pay for, the weight in galleons of the lake she could buy and the lake house beside it, the jetty and the glass-bottomed boat, the toys and the gadgets, the years and years of peace.

Her mouth floods. This is the worst she’s ever had it.

Breathe, Sasha. Breathe. They’re watching.

She gulps cartoonishly and takes a breath, managing on the exhale to relax it into a wistful sigh. “So pretty,” she says. “I might have to steal it.”

The room fills with hearty laughter.

When the viewing is over the caretakers vacuum-seal the containment box and take it out of sight. Sasha feels like a new mother watching someone carry her child away. She knows the path the stone will take, and traces it in her mind: down a maintenance stairway to the cargo hold, past well-strapped crates, linen rolls, the overnight luggage and other goods, to a sealed room on a short catwalk accessible only by a retractable ladder. The catwalk is guarded by two armed officers day and night, standing either side of a sealed door, behind that door a shelf, and on the shelf a hydraulic case coded with a double thumbprint lock that will only yield to both the caretakers at once. To prevent fraud, the thumbprints must have a pulse. To prevent hostage-taking, the pulse must be under 70 beats per minute.

After the viewing Nina takes her down to the lounge, and they chat about nothing, which Nina has a wonderful talent for. The manager has mastered the art of paying enough attention to make others feel special, but not so much that they feel exposed. The talk is of this ship, and others, and mechanical marvels in general. Engineering comes up as a shared passion, and Sasha asks as many questions as she can without breaking her trophy wife persona.

“By the way,” Nina says in passing, “we’ve another guest that’s asked to meet you. I hope you don’t mind?”

“Me?” she exclaims. “I mean, sure. But how come?”

Nina smiles that serene smile of hers. “You’ll see.”

Sasha wrestles down worry as she follows Nina across the lounge. This doesn’t bode well. But all she has, in work and in life, is her composure. She keeps it. She has no choice.

Bent over the walnut veneer of a small side table, his tie loose, turning a sugar cube over in his fingers as if it were a puzzle box, is Lieutenant Boric du Bois. There’s a book open on his lap, but all of his attention is on the cube.

“Lieutenant,” says Nina. “Here is our buyer, Lucia Vera. Lucia, this is—”

“Lieutenant Boric!” she exclaims. “I’ve seen you on the news, haven’t I?”

The Lieutenant swallows his sugar cube, stands, and bows. “Ma’am.”

“Call me—” She chokes on her real name. “Call me Lucia, please.”

“Lucia, then.” They shake hands.

The manager excuses herself, and Sasha takes a seat opposite Du Bois. She thinks: This is bold, even for me. They’ve never met face to face before. Like many high-level professionals, they know each other only through their work.

It is one of her talents to turn nerves into excitement, and she does it now, finding a genuine thrill to be so close to the man who has been pursuing her for years. His hair is shaggy, his mustache overlarge and melting gracefully into a four-o’clock shadow, his scent one of cheap soap and printer fluid. Sounds of a plucked double bass meander across the lobby, a piano skipping lightly underneath, furnishing the air around them with a pleasant aura and lulling her further out of the panic she ought to feel.

Sasha likes this man. She shouldn’t, but she does.

“You know me?” he begins, reaching for another cube.

“Oh, I’m a fan. I’ve read your paper on magnetic locks.”

“Really?” The cube disappears between his lips. “I thought nobody read those essays. Even my mother won’t bother.”

“Yes! You are such a good writer, Lieutenant. And handsome too, I might say.”

The compliment throws him, and she watches with satisfaction as he fumbles for the right response. A waiter arrives while Boric is stumbling, takes their order (lemon fizz for her, a glass of water for him).

“I—I notice you are traveling without security,” he says after the waitress leaves. “Do you think that is wise?”

Sasha shrugs. “I trust Nina. Her hotel’s gotta be the safest in the galaxy, right?”

“It is. I am here to make sure of that.” She holds back a smile, permits herself only a slight flare of the nostrils. “But I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe after you leave.”

“Hmm. I could call ahead, maybe get some people there for when I touch down?”

“I would recommend it, yes.” She’s resisting the urge to ask a stream of prying questions. “We’re concerned this jewel will draw the attention of a certain thief, Ms. Vera. Or, I’m concerned.”

“A thief! Oh, how exciting.”

“Exciting?” Boric raises his voice. “Is getting your throat slit exciting? Is murder exciting, Ms.—”

“Lemon fizz?”

The waiter again. Boric takes the water from the tray, flustered now. “Thank you. I apologize.” Then again, to her, “I apologize, ma’am.”

“It’s Lucia.” She lets the waiter place her saucer down, then says affably, “Do you think he would kill me, this thief of yours?”

“They might. I doubt they would plan for it, but who knows? Something goes wrong, there could be a panic.” He dips his chin and gives her a hard stare through his bushy eyebrows. “There are some criminals you don’t want to back into a corner.”

“True.” Sasha affects a shudder, beginning to like him less. “Thank you for the warning, Lieutenant. I think I’ll go now.”

“Of course.”

He grinds a third sugar cube into the glass, white powder drifting down into the tepid water. She sees the title of his book: Tight Sails.

The Lieutenant is handsome, but his attitude is a disappointment. Sasha has never killed anyone in her work, and she doesn’t intend to. She glides out of the lounge and resolves not to think about him again.

• • •

Sometime later, in the lovers’ hours of darkness that come after the last nightcap is supped in a fine hotel, the stillness and quiet of the cargo deck is interrupted by a tremendous fireball bursting free from one of the bundles of luggage, consuming it instantly, washing heat over the faces of the terrified security officers.

These officers aren’t stupid. They know there’s an outside chance this is some kind of diversion designed to throw them from their posts and lay the Tamara bare. But they can also see that this fire is abnormal, chemical in nature. It seems to only sizzle and expand under the downpour of the emergency sprinkler system. Reports of the fire make it to the engineers, who confer with management and reach a swift unanimous decision. Unless they want to lose valuable luggage and possibly lives, the cargo hold must be locked off and drained. Without oxygen, the fire will starve. This is the safest way to fix the issue.

The officers are ordered to evacuate and waste no time in doing so, sliding down the ladder into the ground floor. They conduct a search, calling out to make sure there’s no staff member lingering in the cargo bay after hours, and then press a button. The ladder to the catwalk retracts itself in a series of brassy clicks. The button controlling the ladder is sealed behind a two-inch steel shell and locked with a key. Then they dash toward the single exit, and sigh with relief as the sliding shutter seals away the terrible fire. Once they report they’re out and safe, a second, heavier frame seals over the first, this time with a great number of flashing lights painted black and yellow.

With the seal in place, one of them looks to the other and says, “Should . . . should we guard this door now?”

The other shrugs. “Probably.”

They resume their station before the yellow-black seal.

Inside the cargo hold, the fire roars, and a siren on the wall shrieks over the roar, and a husky voice intones beneath the siren: “Oxygen drain in progress. Please evacuate this section. Oxygen drain in progress. Please evacuate this section.” A few yards away from the bonfire is a pile of clean linen. These are, durable bed sheets, a great mound of them, hand-folded and stacked high in an industrial wire trolley.

The pile twitches. It rises with a gasp, lifted by Sasha, on her forearms, breathing in the coarse, smoke-poisoned air. She feels like a slice of sweaty cheese finally freed from the confines of the world’s biggest sandwich. Every muscle is cramping, every joint stubbornly sore. But it doesn’t matter. She made it. She’s here.

This Sasha is not the same woman from the lobby. She is dressed almost like a deep-sea diver, her hair pulled back, a silicon breathing mask slung around her neck and a breathing tank strapped to her shoulders. Even through her suit, the heat from the chemical fire is dangerously fierce.

As she’s shaking her limbs loose, the tannoy and the siren fall eerily silent. The time has passed for living things to make their presence known. Soon, the drainage will begin. Sasha fixes the mask around her nose and mouth, pulling twice to make sure the auto-seal has sucked itself against every inch of skin. She twists a nozzle on the side of the tube, and breathes.

Success. Her lungs expand and her pulse steadies to a cool throb. The dangerous part is over. Now comes the tricky part.

There are two kinds of job in Sasha’s business: dirty and clean. Dirty jobs are the kind that leave evidence. Sloppy work, the stuff she did in her youth. Smashed glass. Exploded locks. Blood, sometimes, when things go wrong. But a clean job is invisible. It’s the needle you don’t feel going in, the theft that takes hours, maybe even days to discover. Sasha didn’t think of herself as an artist until she started stealing clean. The hotel job, if she’s going to get away with it, must be absolutely spotless.

She sees the inferno flicker and flinch, flames cringing against the blistering suitcase, already beaten down. Her allotted time is measured by this fire; she’ll need to hide again when it dies completely. Darting past it (breathing, still breathing), she comes into the shadow of the catwalk, to obstacle number one. In a dirty job she’d simply blowtorch off the seal, hit the button and climb the ladder. But Sasha cannot leave a trace.

The hookshot lets loose with a whistle, jabbing four prongs into the mesh underside of the catwalk. Sasha attaches a pair of prusiks, each attached with a doughnut-shaped grip, and (breathing, still breathing) begins the unlovely process of hauling herself upward a few inches at a time, grunting into the rubber mask.

She won’t notice for another fifty seconds, but this is the moment when things start to go wrong.

As she hauls herself over the lip of the catwalk Sasha feels strangely elated, giddy even. She marks the feeling down to adrenaline. Next comes the door, which is sealed, of all things, with a six-pin mechanical lock. Nina’s work, she knows. The woman has a fetish for the analog that’d put Earth-worshippers to shame.

In a cloth case attached to her hip Sasha keeps a roll of pins, ragged strips of metal cut to various lengths, and a fistful of fine wrenches for twisting the lock in place. With open delight she sets to work on the keyhole, relishing the chance to use this skill which feels like the whole artistry of theft distilled into a delicious physical metaphor. The wrench slots in easily, the pick going in after with only a little resistance. She can feel her own breath steady against her cheek, moist and hot beneath the mask, as she begins the process, cocking one ear against the mouth of the lock. It’s a tactile kind of listening; she coaxes each pin into place with a soft click, watching the flawless sheer line appear like a mountain range from behind a wreath of dawn clouds. She finds a home for the first pin. Then the second. The third—or the fourth? Which? It won’t move. No, she’s already moved that pin. Her thoughts are jumbled and sluggish and she takes a second to collect them. Deep breath.

It’s not enough. Her lungs are leaking. They can’t get full. The pick wavers between her fingers as she gasps harder. What? Steady hands, steady mind. How could these well-worn tools betray her now?

It’s not the picks, she realizes at last. It’s her. Specifically, it’s her tank. Some minor flaw, in the connecting tube perhaps, or an error in the settings, some oversight somewhere, resulting in an oxygen level just below what the human body needs.

Hypoxia. She’s working on borrowed time.

The work helps Sasha focus. Every iota of her attention zooms in on that final pin (and on breathing, still breathing). Straining to hear the sound. Click. The wrench turns fully. Weaker now, she flings one shoulder against the door, feet pedaling against the ground until it hauls open. It’s dark inside, but her eyes alight at once on the hydraulic box. She’s already wearing skin-gloves imprinted with the memory of the two handshakes earlier that day. Their prints are all she needs to take this final step.

Sasha, still a little reverent despite it all, presses both thumbs against the dully glowing panel.

The lid stays still. Her oxygen-starved brain draws a blank. Why? Wrong prints. No. Wrong box? Impossible.

It’s like wrenching teeth, but she’s able to pull the answer from deep within, the memory of that hostage clause, and some distantly remembered symptom of hypoxia easily verified by her own hammering pulse.

Sasha squats, pinches her nose through the soft plastic, and exhales as hard as she possibly can. Once again she places her thumbs on the panel. This time, the box opens. Sasha laughs, carries on laughing until she must force herself to stop. She loops the chain around her wrist and grips the Tamara hard, resisting the urge to pull down her mask and kiss it. Her pulse is going wild again. No matter, the jewel is hers, the oxygen drain will be finished soon. Carefully she shuts then reseals the lid and places the box right where it was. Carefully, again, she closes the door. Beaming all the time.

Jewel in hand, she turns and walks directly off the catwalk.

Pure luck. That’s all it is—pure luck that her toe catches in the doughnut grip, that she flips, but does not fall. A ripping pain in her ankle echoes down to the hip as she judders to a halt, suspended in the air. She looks up to see that the hook attaching the cord (and her) to the catwalk has shifted. Only one of the four prongs remains attached.

Sluggishly, she looks at the ground, judging the distance left to fall. Then she jerks her foot. The hook comes free, and she lands in a flailing inglorious heap on the floor of the cargo bay. This landing knocks her mask off.

All around her the cargo hull is peaceful; no roaring flame, no smoke. Sasha breathes.

She is still clutching the jewel.

When staff and security pour back in, they will find nothing to suggest a burglary. Just rubbled luggage, scorched crates, and crisp, unblemished linen, clean as the day it was made.

• • •

“Fuck me, Mara, this is so gross.”

The base of Sasha’s stepladder was surrounded by a greased crust of paper and cardboard. She wobbled atop it, carefully unscrewing the casing around the air filter. It came away to reveal a spaghetti nest of fried wires. “Poor thing. All these years of pumping the nicotine out of your room, and it’s finally keeled over.”

Azad was hunched over her desk, scribbling furiously. “Just fix the damn thing. I’ve been waiting long enough.”

“Where’s your little friend?” asked Sasha, slipping off the burned insulation casing with quick, delicate movements. “The sweet guy.”

“Sweet? You understand this is his mess, right?”

“C’mon, he’s only a baby.”

“Yes, though I don’t know how I became his mother.”

Azad pushed herself away from the desk, bending down to gather up some of the rubbish. “Ooly is having his four-hour mid-afternoon nap. Because REM sleep is the best way for the brain to process difficult information.” She coughed. “Apparently.”

From her position on the stepladder, Sasha had a good view of the Professor’s desk. There was a stack of notepaper covered in densely annotated graphs and a thick, bristling block of pure algebra. “What’s that?” she asked.

“Oh, that?” she said wearily. “A coordinating conjunction, I think.”

“So . . . ?”

“So there’re two ideas, separate but connected together. I am tired and hungry. Be quiet or leave me alone.”

“Hmm.” Fresh plastic coating slid easily over the wire. Sasha stuck out a hand. “Lighter, please.” Azad chucked over the closest, one of many. She caught it and set to work melting the casing into place. “And you’re what, translating this stuff?”

“Technically I shouldn’t tell you, but . . .” Azad sighed. “Sasha, do you know what an imaginary number is?”

She wiggled the wires. “I thought all numbers were kinda imaginary.”

Azad moved to disagree, but paused. “Huh. I suppose.”

“Why?”

She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter.”

Sasha surveyed the chaos of Azad’s room. She and the prof normally hung out a lot during the conference, drinking and griping and swapping gossip. But she’d barely seen her for the past week. When they did cross paths, Azad seemed distracted, restless, her mind busy with secret thoughts.

“You know, Mara, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were having fun.”

“Fun, huh?” Azad shrugged. “That’s one word for it. I can’t get this sense out of my head that there’s something huge here. I don’t know how close I am, but I know I’m getting a little closer every day, and that’s . . . there’s something addictive about it.”

“The thrill of the chase, eh? I hear that.”

A soft whirr, and the filtrator came alive again. “Aha!” She clapped. “Finally. Okay, gotta go. I’m running late already.” She jumped down, crouching on landing, and collapsed the ladder into a suitcase-sized case.

“You’re spry for your age, Sasha.”

“Wanna know why?” She tapped a gloved finger against her temple. “It’s because I never expected to get old. That’s the secret. Figured I’d go out in a blaze of glory a long time ago, but somehow I’m still kicking.”

The prof’s gaze took on a distant quality; Sasha felt like Azad was staring past her, at some impossibly far-off location behind her skull. All of a sudden Sasha became embarrassed. She hadn’t meant to get so personal.

“But,” said Azad at last. “I think it’s a but.”

• • •

Sasha’s getaway ship is an old-model bluebottle, a clunky beast with hand-cranks and vinyl seats, slower on the move but much more likely to go unnoticed if it slips out of the rear bay while the hotel sleeps. It has a bulbous double-chin of curved titanium where the front lights are embedded, hexagonal-patterned windows and a top hatch the driver must descend through as if into a tank.

As she lowers herself behind the little urban skyline of dials and screens, Sasha notes a new smell in the pilot’s compartment. Cheap soap, printer ink.

It is too dim to see his features, but the silhouette beside her is quite unmistakable.

“I won’t slit your throat,” she says. “I’ve never done anything like that.”

“I know you haven’t,” says the Lieutenant. “I apologize for the tease.”

She reaches down for the engine-crank, tugs at it a few times lamely before giving up. There’s no point. She crosses her arms. “Why are you here?”

The Lieutenant bows. “Your apprentice has betrayed you.”

“Right.”

Sasha catches her reflection in an unlit screen. She hasn’t even had a moment to unpin her hair; she does so now, letting it come loose in bunches until the whole creamy black mass rests on her shoulders.

“Are they still shaving all the prisoners? I would rather die than let them shave my head, Mr. Du Bois.” She says this lightly, but it is completely true.

“I can understand why. Your hair is very beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

Sasha runs a finger across her collar bone until it alights on a fine chain, which she pulls to raise the Tamara out from under her shirt. It’s sharp against the sternum, cold against the palm. “We could run for it,” she muses.

“I wouldn’t. There are officers at every port in Osip looking for someone of your description. It has already been wired wide. You wouldn’t make it three steps from the ship.”

“Guess not.” The Tamara glistens as it spins on the edge of the chain. “Why not just arrest me now?”

The Lieutenant is turned toward the side window, staring at the dusky cargo bay. “Your crimes are far too embarrassing to go to trial. You are to be arrested on a string of petty charges. Tax evasion. Non-payment of rent. There will be a show trial, and then they will ship you to a distant system and throw away the key.”

“How nice.”

“I did not arrange any of this nonsense. None of it was within my control. I was overridden by a different . . . department.”

“Oh, I get it.” Sasha allows herself a luxurious stretch, hands reaching over the headrest and brushing against the exit hatch. “So they hurt your ego, eh? That’s why—”

“No.” The sharpness of his tone startles her.

“No?”

“This is an act of protest.” The lieutenant’s soft voice is filled with venom. “My team and I are being disbanded. We will be absorbed into the swollen guts of the military like every other organization with a hint of secularism. Soon the only people left enforcing justice will be soldiers and spies, pledged to nobody but the sovereign of the never-setting sun. It turns my stomach. I swear the Emperor really is going mad.” With effort, he recomposes himself. “There is an autopilot on this bluebottle, isn’t there?”

“Of course,” she says.

“Set it to crash. Dramatically. Perhaps into the sea. Let them think you are dead. Stay here and hide with the staff. Nina has already agreed.”

“Nina? She knows about this?”

A very soft exhale from Boric, maybe a laugh. “She is the manager. She knows everything.”

Sasha pictures Nina: her pearly hair, her perfect smile. Of course she does.

“She tells me she can make use of you,” he went on. “I’m not sure how.”

“Oh, I have my skills.” Sasha pauses. “Can I do anything for you, Lieutenant? In return, I mean. Can I pay you back?”

“Yes. With the Tamara. Let me say I foiled one crime, at least.”

Once again she savors the feeling of the jewel. Savors the lake, the jetty, the house. Swallows back an overflowing hunger for that stillborn future. Then she grips the Tamara hard and, with a grunt, jerks it from her neck, ripping the chain in two.

• • •

“Goddammit, Rogan.”

“What did I do, eh?”

“You’re making me late. My shift is over. It’s long over.”

Sasha had had the whole afternoon planned out: a shower, a nail routine, some time with a curler. Instead she was trapped in a tiled cellar beneath the swimming pool with a petulant just-about-still-a-teenager, sweating through her boiler suit and chipping the nails she hadn’t yet had time to file.

Rogan was sitting cross-legged on the drainage pipe, nibbling her thumbnail ragged. “I already told you I didn’t do it.”

“Oh! So someone else dumped twenty-five capsules of bath syrup into the pool and turned on the jets, huh? Someone else doesn’t understand how water filtration works? If that’s true, we need to catch the fuckin’ moron before they open the windows for some fresh air.”

Syrupy water drained in silence, the last of it lapping against the grill with a strangling gurgle. She could feel Rogan brewing.

“If I’m doing a job like that when I get to your age, I think I’ll kill myself.”

“Good. You’re too soft for proper work.”

“Soft? You think I’m soft?”

“You’re soft as a baby’s ass, Rogan.”

She snorted. “Am not.”

“Yeah, you are. I know this wasn’t a prank. You were trying to impress somebody.” Rogan got busy with her thumb again. “Who was it, huh?”

“Nobody. Are you done?”

“I gotta—” Just as she was sealing up the tool bag, Sasha spotted something chubby and tailed darting across the grille. “Hold it!” She pounced, caging the rat in her hands. “Not on my watch, you disease-ridden turd.” She thrust it at Rogan. “Take him! Before he bites me!”

Rogan hopped down from the pipe. The rat’s dumbo-ears flattened with pleasure as she picked him up. “Garbage is a lover, not a fighter,” she said. “He doesn’t bite.”

“He’s biting you right now.”

It was true: Garbage had his two impressive incisors clamped around her pinkie.

“Those are kisses.”

“Let me give you some free advice, kiddo,” said Sasha, hoisting up her bag. “If you want somebody to notice you, there’re better ways to do it than with a giant bubble pool. Try having a normal fuckin’ conversation. Or sprucing yourself up. Also,” she watched as the rat scurried upward, taking shelter in the crook of Rogan’s neck, “kisses shouldn’t make you bleed.”

• • •

She sees him before he sees her.

It has been a year since the failed Tamara heist. Sasha has been accepted into the ecosystem of the hotel as a sub-technician. The work is often undignified, but it keeps her busy, and distracts her from the fear that any day a troop of soldiers will pour out of the exit hatch and drag her away.

Du Bois is alone, and reading, just like last time. She approaches him quietly. “Hello, Lieutenant.”

He looks up at her, and his shadowed face cracks with surprise. “You’re still here.”

“Sure am.” She takes the seat across from him as he folds the book away. “You changed your mind about letting me go?”

“Ha. Not yet.”

It feels good to talk frankly, eye to eye. She fills him in on her new life, and he, in turn, complains at length about his work. At last Boric brings it around to the thing he really wants to talk about. “That heist on Ubi . . . how did you disable the cameras?”

Sasha explains. She takes great pleasure in explaining, and goes on for a long while, until she notices the time.

“Agh.” She smacks a palm against her forehead. “I’ve got a toilet to fix. I’m sorry.”

“No worries.” He smiles. “Next time, uh . . .”

“Sasha.”

“Sasha.” He considers this. “Yes. That suits you. Until next time, Sasha.”

Next time comes six months later, over the Centralian capital. Sasha spends days rushing from disaster to disaster as a truckload of idiotic aristocrats set to work breaking everything. He catches her as she’s dashing past.

“If I have to unclog one more goddamn—” She pauses in recognition. “Lieutenant.”

“Hello. Do you have a moment?”

“Not now. You wait here. I’ll be back.”

“Okay.”

As she makes to leave, he catches her again. “I’m not here to make an arrest, by the way. Just so you know.”

She flashes a grin. “I figured.”

This time he has a list of questions pertaining to her heist on Conomi. He wants to know how she scaled the tower without leaving a trace, and she explains with relish.

A year passes. Now it is Daramulum. A wonderfully damp and difficult planet. The aroma of wet soil and the scream of strange birds. This time he has a tan, and a glint in his eye.

“I never expected to find you in such a backwater, Lieutenant,” she says, laughing.

The Lieutenant shrugs. “I was transferred.”

“To here? I thought you’d have some plush gig in Central by now.”

“You think?” His expression takes on an odd quality. “Tell me, have you ever heard of a person called the Lamplighter?”

Sasha tilts her head. “Lamplighter?”

“A kind of journalist. I’ve become a fan.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Long story short, my work ethic is not what it used to be. I suppose they could tell. I’ve been shipped away—out of sight, out of mind.”

She studies his face and finds no despair in it. “You don’t care?”

“No. I like it here.” Threading his fingers around the back of his head, the Lieutenant leans back. “Warm climates are good for me.”

Another eighteen months before the hotel meanders back to that system. Sasha descends to the lounge, nervous. She has changed out of her overalls to blend in better with the crowd.

He holds up a hand, and Sasha’s sharp eyes catch the ring at once.

“You old dog!” Without thinking, they embrace. It feels natural, his arms around her shoulders. She pulls away. “I can’t believe it!”

“Me neither.” Boric grins. “Looks like I’m stuck in this backwater for good, eh?”

It had been multiple decades. The well of heists has long run dry, and they mostly just play cards and swap old stories. Sasha’s fine black hair is mostly silver now; Du Bois is balding, though the mustache clings manfully on. She sees him every twelve months, like clockwork. The hotel has a fixed annual schedule. Nina is dead.

Boric’s wife is also gone. He still wears the ring on a chain around his neck, which she can see easily, because he has become a man of open-collar shirts.

One evening, quite casually, he says to her, “We could run for it.”

“Run? Where’d we go?”

He is shuffling cards. “Out of the borders somewhere. Out past the frontier.”

“Boric, you must be senile. I couldn’t take you away from your family.”

“I wouldn’t mind.”

“Even if you didn’t, I would. Besides, I can’t abandon the Abeona. She needs me.”

“Ach.” Boric aims a soft kick against the wall. “I can’t believe I’ve lost to this damn hotel.”

“You wouldn’t be the first.”

Later that night she stands on the observation deck and watches his shuttle descend—a speck of blazing life, swallowed up in greenery.

• • •

At last—at last!—she was free. A mechanic no longer, but perfumed and painted and poured into something that hugged her hips. Only five minutes late too, which wasn’t bad at all, considering. They had a year’s worth of gossip to catch up on, but she was mostly looking forward to complaining about this specific day to Boric. To watch his head move in motions of sympathy. To make him laugh.

Sasha came into the lounge and found herself facing a vision of the past.

Shaggy hair. Careful hands, trembling but unwrinkled, resting on the cover of a book. But—she blinked—no mustache, no suit either. Just a familiar-looking young man in the slack, colorful clothing favored by Daramulians. For a moment she wanted to turn back, but he spotted her, stood, and waved her over.

“You’re expecting my father,” he said, stretching out his hand.

She shook it. “I was.”

Strange little shadow. He fumbled over the next part, grasping at his collar. Nothing like Boric, even though they shared a face. Too nervous, too hesitant. None of the man’s elegance. She almost resented him for it. That he was close, but not close enough.

At last, she said: “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

The shadow nodded.

“What happened?”

He swallowed. “They took him away. Some people from the . . . Department of Something. I don’t remember.”

Just ask, she thinks. Do it, Sasha. Make him say it out loud. “What then?”

“I don’t know. They said they needed to ask some questions and one month later we got him back in a box.”

There was her reflection in the window. The hair, the nails. It all seemed so stupid now. “When was this?”

“Ten months ago.” The lieutenant’s shadow was starting to grow restless, fidgeting toward the exit, keen to leave. Of course, why wouldn’t he be? It was a painful story to tell. But her instinct was to keep him here. To pin him like a butterfly, and look a little longer at those familiar hands.

“He left instructions. And a note. Uh, about this book. For you to have it.” From that same old walnut table, the familiar volume, the one he’d been reading from all those years ago. She took it from him, nonplussed. “Thank you.”

“Um.” The shadow was sweating. He cleared his throat.

“What?”

“You’re not my mother, are you?”

“Uh . . . no.”

“Are you sure?”	

“Look, uh—”

“Maurice.”

Really, Boric?

“Look, Maurice, your father was an honest man. He never so much as nibbled my ear.”

Maurice looked about ready to collapse with relief, his eyes shining. “That’s good. Yeah, that is good. Thank you.”

“Aww, c’mere.” She pulled the boy into a firm, awkward hug, inhaling into his hair. “Damn. You even smell like him.”

He laughed weakly. “Yeah. I get that a lot.”

• • •

She took care to pack him on the last shuttle, and then returned to the lounge, book in hand. Over the years she’d learned to stop chasing pain, or rage, or any emotion really. The feelings would come in their own time. When they did, she’d be ready.

There was the lounge. Same plush rug, same wingback armchair. No band anymore. Just one piano, plunking away. And a new waitress, some bag of elbows hiding behind a fringe.

“T– take your order, m– ma’am?”

Ma’am? With delight, Sasha realized that, with the perfume and the makeup and everything else, she’d been mistaken for one of the guests.

“Lemon fizz,” she ordered. “Yeah. On the rocks!”

“C– coming right up.”

Damn straight, she thought.

Alone again, Sasha turned her attention to the book. There was no note inside, but she did find a line of careful ink circled around the opening inscription:

If it were not for Helen,

What would Troy be to you, O warriors of Achaea?

The sea, and Homer, are all moved by love.

She touched the surface, and felt the page move inwards like a cheek. Something hidden there.

Her mouth began to water.

She swallowed. Trembling now, she turned the page, and found a hexagonal alcove cut carefully into the paper. Inside lay the Tamara.

Past and future. Home again at last.




EPHRAIM
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smelled blood.

But it didn’t bother him. Not at first, anyway.

Ephraim knew that people were not as solid as they liked to pretend. Mostly, people were liquid; great bags of pulsating liquid held together by a perilously thin membrane of skin, electrified with just enough thoughts to provide the illusion of sentience. All day long these intolerable beings, so arrogantly certain in their solidness, would leak. They would leak spit and piss and semen and vomit and, yes, blood, all day long. And then what? A wipe of tissue? A half-hearted rub with a sponge to spread the filth around a bit?

It was Ephraim’s pleasure and his purpose to spend his days erasing every trace of human presence from the hotel.

Though he held the grand title of Head Roomkeeper, Ephraim thought of himself as a cleaner. Cleaning was most of what he did, and he was good at it. He had a pencil mustache, sharp cheekbones and a poised compact body like that of a dancer. When he was younger, Ephraim had been called sensitive. A sensitive young man. People usually meant it as a veiled insult, mocking him for being easily upset or overwhelmed, but Ephraim took pride in sensitivity. He was alert to the world around him. His nose, in particular, was keen as a naked nerve, and often caught things before his eyes did.

Blood in a hotel bathroom was usually no cause for alarm. Bathrooms were the place for blood, typically. A razor’s nick over the sink. Twists of tissue up the nose. Menstrual pads unraveling in the bin, smudging the brassy interior. All familiar territory. So when he caught the scent of blood that day he assumed it was a typical spill hidden out of sight. He followed the scent around all four corners of the overlarge chamber, looking for the source, the stain, the menace. But no matter where he went, the smell neither grew nor waned.

It was everywhere.

As he searched, Ephraim noticed other inconsistencies. An unfamiliar brand of bleach. Traces of dustcloth that zig-zagged rather than swirled (Ephraim’s employees were all trained swirlers). And other things too: things he couldn’t name—a feather over his subconscious that made his instincts shiver. Just little things. Out of place.

It became clear that two sets of hands had cleaned up the bathroom: the roomkeeper, and before them, the guest themselves. Neither cleaner was up to Ephraim’s exacting standards. He soon discovered a yellow-brown crust underneath the shampoo container, patterned like mold, still fresh enough to come off in grains with a little pressure. Ephraim touched the container with the tip of his tongue and frowned.

More blood. Not good.

He found more smudges in the gap between the sink stem and the wall, on the clawed pewter feet of the bathtub, and in the stem of the brass light switch. There was also some light tearing around the clip that held the bath curtain to the rail, as if it had been ripped off and reattached. The soap dish had a hairline fracture. One of the taps was loose.

 The picture was already clear to him by then, but he needed something solid, proof that would convince an outsider. He found it lodged in the bathtub drain. Yellow-white and knobbled like a piece of popcorn, still stained along the blunted roots that had reached, until quite recently, into the gums of a living victim. Someone’s tooth.

Ephraim’s soul went numb. At the time he mistook this feeling for calmness, but it would be obvious later that the eerie quiet in his mind was a defensive mechanism, and a fragile one at that. Murder was exciting in the abstract; in the flesh it was more than he could confront.

Evidence, he thought. I should save it.

With his free hand Ephraim peeled the glove forward, turning it inside out, creating a latex baggie with the tooth stored in one oddly bulging finger. He considered grabbing the soap dish as well, but decided it was better to leave the scene just as it was. There’d be forensically trained investigators crawling all over the porcelain soon enough. His job was to summon them—with the tooth.

Ephraim turned his nose to the bedroom. Just an aftertaste of roses. No blood, no bleach. Everything appeared to be in its proper place, save for the bed, which was missing one of the half a dozen plush pillows. He was trying hard to remember who’d stayed in that room. It was Ephraim’s policy to stay away from the guests wherever possible, and he avoided front of house like the plague. This was the honeymoon suite. There must have been—yes, the memory was coming back—a young couple, a man and a woman. Strangely unaffectionate with one another. The man was genial and boring, the woman pretty, with an unsettling stare. As staff you were used to people looking through you, but she had a naked gaze, like a child looking at a disfigured person. She looked at everybody like that. Made you squirm.

I’ll tell Carl, Ephraim thought. He’ll know what to do. Just the idea of the manager, of his voice and relaxed demeanor, put Ephraim’s mind at ease. He opened the door to the suite.

She was there in the corridor. The honeymooner, the pretty woman who’d stayed in that room.

The woman was silent, waiting for an explanation. Or, not even waiting. Just watching. Noticing with academic interest how his expression twitched and shifted.

“I beg your pardon,” he said at last. “I mean, I’m sorry. I have to apologize. But I thought you and your husband checked out, Ms.—”

“Appleseed.”

“Mrs. Appleseed.”

Her eyes flicked down at the rubber glove still clutched tight in his hand. “I left something behind. What’re you holding?”

“A rubber glove. I was doing a spot check, ma’am. Roomkeepers miss things sometimes.” He had to keep talking, had to move the conversation on. “You’ll find it’s all clean, cleaner than it would have been before.”

“Why is it inside out?” she asked, still looking at the glove.

“It’s dirty. I have to throw it away.”

“Can’t I come in?”

The question was moot; she was already coming in, stepping into rather than around the door frame, trying to startle him, to make him stumble. Stumble where? Backward, further into the suite. Trying to get him alone. He felt a small animal’s fear rushing up and over him, but some higher order part of his mind knew not to scream for help. Ignorance was his only shield here.

“Feces,” he said loudly, holding up the glove. “There’s fecal waste in there. See?” Mrs. Appleseed flinched away from the latex, and he used that half a second to dash past, squeezing his body through the other half of the door frame. “I’ve got to dispose of it right away. It’s a matter of hygiene safety.”

There was a moment when she could have grabbed him and dragged him back inside. He thought she would, was almost sure of it, just from the set of her jaw. But the moment passed. Ephraim turned and left, clutching his glove.

Nothing trapped scent so well as hair, especially long, fine hair. As he’d passed her in the doorway he’d taken note of the odor coming from Mrs. Appleseed’s strawberry blonde bob, so soft and thickly layered, one side pinned against her temple with a white daisy clip.

There was no mistaking it. Just like her not-quite-spotless bathroom, Mrs. Appleseed stank of death.

• • •

Ephraim’s early life had been shaped enormously by someone he never met, a woman by the name of Lan Hydrock. She was a visionary. Wealthy, of course—all the visionaries were—but special even among that special class, trained from birth as an architect the way some children are trained to dance or sing or pluck an instrument. Lan Hydrock was in her late teens when she inherited the majority stake in a construction company Bedser-Hydrock, one of those megafirms so over swollen and monopolizing that to say “I work in construction” and “I work for Bedser-Hydrock” was to repeat yourself.

Ephraim’s parents worked in construction. Navvies, foot soldiers in the war Bedser-Hydrock waged against undeveloped rock. They went where the work was, sleeping in bubble camps and coffin hotels all around the Central System. Heat-trapping pyramids of glistening glass, hydropower stations through a moon’s core, sun forges, elevators to space. Anything that needed a duke or duchess to come and cut a ribbon when it opened, they were there.

It was grim and transient work. Long hours. Cheap food. Wages that vanished into travel costs. Locals watched on, helpless and angry, as their homes were razed to make way for Bedser-Hydrock’s latest Big Project. Not many friends in the navvies’ world. Not much love. They rarely even got to see the finished product. By the time the aristocrat snipped the ribbon they’d be long gone—scattered, divided, on to the next thing.

It was no use complaining. The navvies were trained for one job and one job only. You went where the firm sent you, or you went out on your ass.

Then one day, Lan Hydrock had a vision.

“A vision” was how the company’s press release described it. Rumor was that the former child, now adult genius, had dropped enough acid to fell a blue whale. Maybe she did it to die, maybe to feel something. Either way the results were the same—she had a vision.

Lan Hydrock saw a great shimmering ring 370 miles wide, its insides bristling with life and greenery. A perfect circuitry of streets and blocks and fields and parks with a clearwater river running through the center. It turned, and the concentric force drew the insides out—a good strong gravity to fix everything in place, keep the feet of the people on the ground. It was her answer to the overpopulation crisis brewing on Orbi and Urbi, which were swelling with imports from “gutted” planets. It would orbit the gas giant Tywarn. It would be a paradise.

In his earliest memories Ephraim could look up and see shards of steel filling the sky, hear the melted slam of girder into girder, and behold the total dominance of stars, among them the bisected twinkling of the twin capitals. Below him, the constant dawning of Tywarn, an inferno of candlelight.

His parents were among the first wave of navvies to move into the orbital workstation. Their first task was to build their own home, which they did according to Hydrock’s designs. The navvy base was no shantytown. This was the beginning of the ring and designed in the manner of a hundred planned districts, with comfortable homes, walkable streets, good plumbing and natural light. It was nothing close to the final project—gravity was artificial, and the districts were sealed into fiberglass igloos with interjoining tunnels like the very earliest colonies. But by navvy standards it was heaven. This, too, was by design. Hydrock wanted her builders to get comfortable. She intended to have them working there for the rest of their lives.

Ephraim’s parents met, and found the long-term project gave them enough time to fall in love. When Ephraim came along the ring already had a fully functioning nursery to look after the next generation of workers. To meet growing demand, the nursery soon expanded into a school.

Ephraim’s life on the ring was carefully structured. Everything was divided into forty-five-minute blocks and scheduled in advance, on tidy pocket-screens he could pull out and examine at any time. His future, too, had been decided ahead of time. A programming engineer—he obviously had the mind for it. Maybe a different type of kid would’ve found life on the ring dull, but Ephraim relished in the rules and boundaries of their small world. It was his kingdom. And every day, it grew.

• • •

Ephraim despaired to find Carl missing from his office. He peeled off the other glove, chucked it in the bin, sent a message down to Kipple via the pipe—a pink slip: NEED CARL VERY URGENTLY, SIGNED EPHRAIM—and then paced around the desk, jumping at every slight disturbance out of a mixture of hope (for Carl) or fear (of Mrs. Appleseed). After a few minutes the pipe rattled and spat out a message, which he grabbed in mid-air.

“Pink” means urgent, said the note, which was written in a familiar slanting hand. You don’t need to write “urgent” on a pink slip . . . nor, for that matter, do you need to write “signed” above your name. I can see that you’ve signed it. K.

Ephraim turned the note over and scribbled on the back: “KIPPLE THIS IS A MATTER OF LIFE & DEATH PLEASE DON’T BE—” (He crossed out the first word he wrote) “DIFFICULT THANK YOU, YOURS TRULY EPHRAIM” and shoved it back into the pipe.

The reply came swiftly: Carl hasn’t responded to my callout. He must be busy. Maybe check the kitchens? K.

Ephraim scrunched the note up in his hand and strode the moss-soft carpet (speckled here and there with nests of human hair and pluckings of fabric—the work rolled on, it never ended) toward the elevators. The bell trilled, the doors slid open, and suddenly he didn’t want to get on that elevator anymore. As Ephraim turned a sharp corner, he watched Mrs. Appleseed in the corner of his eye: saw her watching him.

Luckily Ephraim knew the ship well, and navigated toward a staff passage hidden nearby. Normally he hated the staff-only areas, what with the exposed metalwork and tattered lighting and omnipresent grime. He’d petitioned Carl to have them cleaned, but Carl said they couldn’t spare the staff and refused to make anyone do overtime. So the places between the places, the stairwells and the corridors and the pipe shafts, got dustier every year, private and neglected. But he was glad of them now. She was a guest and he was staff. In this realm, he was safe.

Ephraim hurried down the steel staircase. When he was two flights down he heard the groan of an ungreased door hinge overhead, followed by the poc poc poc of heeled footsteps on the walkway. He thought, Nobody wears heels on a day shift.

Then he realized. He picked up the pace.

One sweaty hand slid down the safety rail as Ephraim jogged down. If Mrs. Appleseed heard him running, she didn’t give chase. But, Ephraim considered, why would she run? There were only so many places he could go, only so much energy in his reedy legs. All she needed to do was trot primly afterward and wait until he was exhausted.

Hot fear flushed out of him, washing over the back of his neck, tickling his armpits with sweat. Calm down, he told himself. That wouldn’t happen. On the Abeona it was all but impossible to be alone—another thing that normally drove Ephraim crazy, which he was glad about today.

The stairwell spat him out by the dining room, and he hurried through the double doors into the heat of the kitchen. His search for Carl went unnoticed, lost in the usual scrum of fire and sizzle and sauce and swearing. He got dizzy almost at once, keeled over by the scents overlapping in the air. Some were confusingly separate (vodka and melted chocolate were too much to inhale at once), but some, particularly the raw meat and the sweating skin of the kitchen staff, milk and milky breath, felt too similar, too bodyish.

One of the cooks spotted him. “Hey, Ephraim! You good?”

“Yeah,” he choked out. “Gotta go.”

He rushed back to the lobby, and was relieved to see Uwade behind the desk. At last, someone with sense. She glanced up, narrowed her eyes immediately. “What’s wrong?”

“Is Mrs. Appleseed still on the books?” he asked. “The woman in the honeymoon suite. Appleseed. A–P–P–L—”

“Yes, I can spell that word. I believe she was due to check out this morning, but . . . Ephraim, what is the matter with you? What are you holding?”

Ephraim blinked. The rubber glove containing the tooth was still clutched in his hand. He stuffed it into his back pocket. “I need Carl,” he said.

“Carl’s planetside.” A suited arm reached smoothly across Ephraim’s side, black cotton brushing close enough to raise goosebumps. Mataz leaned over him, resting on the counter. “Maybe I can help?”

No. He looked at Uwade, who nodded glumly to confirm. “Mr. Manager said he’d be back in an hour or two.”

“Why?” Ephraim’s mind buzzed with panic. “Why today? He never leaves. You have to get him back here. Now. Call him. Send someone. I don’t care.” Something was reaching around his torso, tugging him away. Mataz’s arm. He realized he’d been bearing down on the Uwade, close enough to smell nail polish, coffee, hibiscus mousse. He let Mataz guide him away, to a quieter corner of the lobby.

“Ephraim, sugar-pea.” Mataz positively simmered with condescension. “You know I love our Carl as much as anyone, and we all need his help from time to time. But he’s only one person. We’re a team on this hotel. If you need something, you can always—”

“Shut up, Omar! Just shut up right now.”

Mataz blinked. “What’s—?”

“There’s been a murder.”

He watched, not without a little glimmer of satisfaction, as Mataz absorbed this statement. Micro-expressions fleeting as shooting stars. Shock. Incredulity. Fear. Then, with a tone that contained the vain hope of an elaborate prank, he asked. “And where’s the body?”

“There’s no body. She probably chopped it up into little bits and flushed it out the airlock. That’s what I’d do.”

Mataz took this in. “So how do you know?”

“I’ve seen the evidence. She tried to clean it up but she couldn’t get everything.”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Appleseed.”

“What, that slip of a thing?”

Another thrill of fear lit up the back of Ephraim’s neck, the sense of observing eyes. He turned around, certain he’d see her there, staring blankly toward him. But it was only Uwade. She was watching them, obviously concerned. Mataz made his get-back-to-work gesture, then asked quietly, “Are you okay?”

He tensed. “I’m not crazy.”

“I didn’t ask if you were crazy. I asked if you were okay.”

“She’s stalking me around the hotel, Mataz. How could I be okay? You’re—” He could feel himself fraying. Brain like a tatty dishcloth. Cautiously, as non-suggestively as he could, he took hold of Mataz’s hand. “Say you believe me.”

“It’s not that I don’t think it’s true . . .”

“Properly.”

“I believe you, Ephraim.”

“Good.”

In the center of the lobby there stood a small family, a baby dozing soft as cotton against her mother’s chest, an open leather collar in the local style. The mother was looking down at the Galactic Diorama, eyes glazed with the shellshock of young parenthood, whispering to the baby about the planets whirling beneath. “That’s us,” she said, pointing down. The miniature hotel clicked on its axis. “That’s home. Can you say home?” It was noon, and the menu board changed itself over to show today’s lunch, letter dials spinning with a rattle like rat’s claws on a hardwood floor. Fruit salad. Onion stew.

Doom gripped Ephraim’s heart. The hotel was supposed to be safe. How could something so terrible happen here? It couldn’t be allowed.

“I need to fix this,” he muttered.

“Huh?” Mataz glanced up. “Ephraim . . .”

He realized he was shivering. He couldn’t stop shivering.

• • •

Things changed on the Hydrock ring, of course, but they changed slowly. Ephraim couldn’t see himself growing day by day, nor could he see the project coming closer to completion. Only the gradual metamorphosis of bare struts unto mesh, mesh into fragments, fragments into a solid extension, the same length as the white of his fingernail when he held his hands to the sky. Only the encroachment of body hair and the shrinking of his shirts, the waves of new workers, the gray strands at his mother’s temple. It was a wonderfully gradual kind of life.

The summer Ephraim turned eleven, Bedser-Hydrock ran out of money.

Nobody told the navvies, but apparently there’d been trouble brewing for some time. The remaining members of the board—the Bedsers—had Lan Hydrock declared legally insane and took control of her assets. The project was dissolved. Everyone was sent home.

The failure of the Hydrock ring was more than a financial disaster. For Ephraim, it meant the death of his childhood. They moved to a middling-sized city that to Ephraim might as well have been the Seventh Circle of Hell, and he was forced to attend a school of strangers, a place where adult order was but a thin veneer over primordial teenage chaos. Filth presided everywhere, used gum soft as flesh under every table, miscellaneous rubbish like algae gathered in every corner, breath and body odor hot in the air. The other students spat on him, laughed at his neatness. They smeared things on his skin.

Ephraim started to have panic attacks. There was no more talk of becoming a program engineer.

The family moved into a small flat, then a smaller one as his parents’ partnership buckled and fell apart. His world was one of omnipresent stink, dirty carpets, jet blasts, contrails, subterranean tube rides, confusion, longing, and fear.

Ephraim could clearly recall only two parts of his life: his time on the Hydrock ring, and his career on the Abeona. Everything between the two was a blur.

• • •

“Why don’t we go to the greenhouse?” asked Mataz loudly, breaking him out of an anxious reverie.

“The greenhouse? Why?”

“To relax!” Even frightened, it was scary how well Mataz was able to hold his smile. “Come on, you need to look at some plants. Chop-chop.”

They headed for the adjoining corridor, but doubled back almost immediately, in the wrong direction for the greenhouse. Ephraim was agitated now. “Where are we going?”

“To send for help,” said Mataz, striding fast enough that Ephraim nearly had to jog to keep pace. “You were right about that woman. She stepped off the elevator and said something to Uwade. But she was watching us the whole time. Watching you.” He turned a sharp corner and shouldered into a staff corridor. “A guest went missing last week. Mr. Corinth, Room 43. You know, the hot one? I thought he’d pulled a dine and dash. But there’s a chance . . .” He shivered convulsively. “I thought she seemed weird. But her husband is such a sweetheart. Very caring man. Do you think he’s in on it too? No. He can’t be. Argh, this is terrible. Crazy bitch!”

This monologue was all beyond Ephraim, but he didn’t comment, too relieved that someone else was at last taking control. He followed Mataz, ears keen for the tok-tok-tok of high heels coming after them. They came to Kipple’s office and burst in without knocking.

Kipple was hunched over the one square of empty space in their battalion of paperwork with a chipped teacup and a propped-up projection playing what looked like a soap opera.

“Bugger off!” they said. “I’m on my tea break. And before you ask, no, I don’t know where Carl is.”

“Tea break?” Mataz scoffed. “What are you, my granny?”

They sipped their tea slowly. “If I could reproduce, Omar, I’m sure I’d be careful not to make a pompous asshole like yourself.”

“You can’t talk to me like that.”

“Yes, I can.”

Mataz looked at Ephraim, who shrugged. They really could.

The assistant manager let out a quick sigh and brushed an invisible strand of hair from his forehead. “Whatever. Kipple, I need you to send a message to the authorities.”

The atmosphere in the office dropped to sub-zero temperatures.

“I suppose this is connected to your matter of life and death,” they drawled, staring steak knives at Ephraim. He nodded. “Well, you’re in luck. We’ve already got an officer of the public on board.”

Mataz perked up. “Really?”

“Yes. Flora Belle, Floor 2, Room 7.” It was clear this information gave them no pleasure to know or convey. “Why don’t you go and bother her instead of me.”

Mataz whirled on his heel. “Ephraim. I’ll go explain everything to Belle. You stay downstairs for now. Take a few deep breaths.” He patted him fondly on the shoulder. “She’ll fix this. You rest.”

“Thank you, Omar.”

Mataz wore his most gallant grin. “Anything for you.”

“Get out of my office,” said Kipple. “Now. Before I vomit into my tea.”

• • •

Ephraim was grateful to finally return to his room, his sanctuary within a sanctuary. There wasn’t much there. A rail of pressed shirts. A cabinet. A framed picture of his parents, dwarfed by the rest of the empty wall. A black strip of a projector affixed to the end of his bed, where he watched local sports broadcasts over orbit. Ephraim liked sports. He liked to watch people do things well.

A feeling of wrongness came over him like an ill wind. He opened his sock draw. Same socks. Different order, ever so slightly. Same with the trouser draw. Automatically, like he did on his spot check, Ephraim dropped to his knees and looked under the bed. There was nothing there, as usual, but the carpet around the base had slight groves, like it’d been lifted and placed down a hair’s breadth out of place.

She’d been there.

If she knew where his room was, where he slept . . . he had to lock himself in. Ephraim turned back, reaching for the deadbolt.

There was a small high-heeled shoe thrust between the door and the frame.

Ephraim felt his stomach melt.

Mrs. Appleseed pushed herself further in. First a small, muscular calf, then her lilac woolen skirt, then the button-up shirt with the frill trim, and last the head, her neat little features, still unreadable.

“Give it back,” she said.

He backed up. No slipping past her now. “Please—”

“I’m not leaving until you give me back my wedding ring.”

Ephraim’s heel glanced off his bedpost. “Your wedding ring?”

“Just give it back. I won’t make trouble. Just the ring, that’s all I want.”

She reached toward him. Ephraim’s whole body contracted with fear as she reached closer. Past and across, sliding something out of his back pocket. The latex glove. A moment’s fumbling. She turned the glove inside out.

It tumbled out into her palm. A fine band of silver.

Ephraim gawped. “That’s not possible.”

“It is.” Mrs. Appleseed was small, flinty and firm. “I’m relieved to have it back.”

“But you followed me.”

“Of course I did. I saw you carry my ring away.” Her tone, like her face, was inscrutable. “I just wanted it back. It’s very important to me.”

“You tore my room apart!”

“What?” She looked blankly around at his quarters. “Doesn’t look torn apart to me.”

It was a lie, a brazen lie. But it might—

Maybe—?

He remembered the tooth, saw its crusted color contrasted against the mouthwash-blue latex. Even the thought of it revolted him. Maybe it really had been a dream. It was a cleaner and more whole reality where such a thing hadn’t happened. All he had to do, he thought, was tidy it away, swap it out for this neater version of reality. Never mind the smells. All imagined. Never mind the grains of blood. Bread crumbs leading to nowhere, that was all.

But something drew his eye. Something dull, blunt, incongruous.

He plucked the ring out of her hand.

She didn’t even try to stop him. Maybe because he did it so slowly, or maybe because she herself was running on autopilot, hardly even present at all. She watched him pull the ring apart with his bare hands.

“This is a paperclip,” he said.

She said nothing.

“You must have taken this from Carl’s desk. The glove, too, I’ll bet. From his bin.” He saw now, not even well concealed, the bulge in the pocket of her skirt. “That’s the tooth in there. That’s where you hid it.”

“Why did you do that?” Mrs. Appleseed looked truly mystified.

He looked down at the dull metal unraveled in his hand, and replied honestly: “I don’t know.”

“I gave you a way out.”

“I know.” A beautiful structure all fallen to pieces. “Are you going to kill me now?”

“Why would you even ask me that?” Again, she seemed genuinely confused, almost to the point of despair. “What good does that do?”

Mrs. Appleseed stepped closer.

It ought to have been a valiant entrance. The door ought to have burst open, been kicked clean from its hinges. Instead it opened normally. Mundanely. Instead of dashing through, he shuffled in with his eyes on the corners, smelling of shame.

“Omar?” Ephraim was awash with relief. “Is that you?”

“I’m sorry, Ephraim.” Someone else was standing behind him. “She’s with them.”

Mrs. Appleseed turned around and hit him very hard in the face.

• • •

Every inch of his skull radiated pain. One eye was puffed shut. With effort, he opened it up, and found himself still in his room. They’d sat him down in a chair with his arms dangling at either side.

Uniformed officers flanked the door. A woman in uniform sat in front of him. There was no sign of Mataz.

“Hello, Ephraim,” said the woman. “I’m Commissioner Belle.”

Flora Belle had a soft square face and what Mataz liked to call “that’ll do” hair. Her voice dropped to a hazy scratch in the lower octaves. Reading glasses were attached to her neck by a burnished chain. Firm and maternal: in another life she might have made a living delivering bad news to families.

“It’s Ephraim, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Appleseed watched like a second mute head grafted over Belle’s neck.

“You can call me Flora if you like. Most people don’t.”

He nodded.

“I’m going to ask you some questions now.”

He nodded again. His head felt heavy. He wished they weren’t doing this in his room.

“How long have you worked at this hotel, Ephraim?”

“Four years.”

“Do you like it here?”

“Yes. Very much.”

“How do you feel about the Empire?”

“It’s inefficient.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Belle sighed. There was a palm-screen on her lap. She fixed the reading glasses to her nose, thumbed through a couple of pages and scribbled something down. “We’re conducting an operation on board this hotel, Ephraim. We’re working to keep the Empire safe. Which means we’re working to ensure the safety of people like you.”

“Right.” He kept his face blank. Mrs. Appleseed was there over her shoulder, eyes aglow.

“You’re going to sign a contract. Your colleague Mr. Mataz has already signed it. By signing the contract you’re promising not to tell anybody about what you saw in the bathroom. If you break this promise we’ll have you executed. Okay?”

“So . . .” He looked back and forth between Mrs. Appleseed and Flora Belle. “That’s it? You’ll let me go if I don’t tell anyone about the murder?”

“Murder,” repeated Belle flatly.

“Mr. . . . ” He looked back and forth between them. “Mr. Corinth’s murder.”

Still, nothing.

“You know . . . The man who died in the bathroom.”

Belle glanced over at Mrs. Appleseed, who very minutely shook her head.

“What happened in the bathroom is not your concern,” she said. “But I can assure you that no murders have taken place.”

“That can’t be right,” he said, speaking mostly to himself.

“Oh?” That oh of Belle’s contained multitudes. She was curious, condescending, wryly amused and hostile all at once. When Ephraim didn’t explain, she prompted him: “Go on.”

“When I was fourteen my mother and I moved into a flat that made me ill,” he began. “The kitchen particularly. I got nauseous every time we went inside. We found out later that the previous tenant had killed themself in there and the landlord didn’t clean up properly.” With effort, he made himself nod at Appleseed. “She smells the same as that kitchen. Like a dead body.”

“Very interesting.” But there was a waver in Belle’s voice. He wondered if she had suspicions of her own. That same dullness, nagging at the back of her mind.

“What happened to your wedding ring, Mrs. Appleseed?”

Her doll-lashes fluttered. “I don’t understand.”

“You made a fake wedding ring out of a paper clip. What happened to the real one?”

“My husband has it.”

“I thought—” Belle glanced up at Mrs. Appleseed. “You told me Dan was on leave.”

“Yes.” A small nod. “He’s taken some leave time. He needed a break.”

“But he was here yesterday,” Ephraim said. “Last night, he was here on the ship.”

Ephraim remembered Mr. Appleseed—the genial, downtrodden man trailing around after his partner. And he remembered something else: the missing pillow. Another act of violence, not in the bathroom, but in the bed.

“You killed him, didn’t you?”

It wasn’t Ephraim who asked that question—it was Flora Belle. She’d twisted herself around and was facing her underling, who seemed, as ever, only half in the room.

“Look at me and tell me he’s alive,” she said. “Now.”

Mrs. Appleseed didn’t respond. But that mask of a face was collapsing, and Ephraim saw, to his shock, that her eyes were glazed with tears. One or two rolled loose and stained bluish pinpricks into her collar. And still, she wouldn’t move.

“Oh, dear.” Belle was reproachful. “That’s not like you.”

“He broke a promise,” she said at last.

That was all she would say.

• • •

After they took Mrs. Appleseed away, Ephraim signed the contract. Belle watched, then took it out of his hands. “Thank you, Ephraim. You’ve been very helpful.”

The odd habit of powerful people to thank you after you’d chosen obedience over death. Ephraim just said: “You’re welcome.”

“You’d fit in well with our department, you know. You’ve got a good mind.”

He found this observation both insulting and untrue, but he kept that to himself. Instead he said something that was true: “I’m just glad this is over.”

“Over?” She chuckled. “Why do you think I’m here? For a holiday?”

“Uh . . . Yes?”

Belle clicked off the palm-screen and folded it into her pocket, and said: “Oh no. This isn’t over, son. Not by a long shot.”




III. FRIENDS FROM BEYOND: BEYOND THE BEYOND




It was T-20 minutes on the grand finale to Friends from Beyond, and the cinema was already starting to fill up. Reggie was slotting in the third and final reel when someone knocked on the door to his booth.

“Hey!” called Carl. “Open up. I got a gift for you! Impulse purchase!”

He dashed to the door and found Carl standing there with a bulky rectangle wrapped in brown paper. Reggie tore the paper away, revealing a boxed film-making kit. Bullet-pointed text blazed across the top announced everything inside: Gyro-stabilized hand camera with a dial to switch between 2D screengrabs and 3D holoprojections, an extendible mic, plus a foldout screen with built-in editing software. Carl watched nervously as he examined the box from all sides.

“You can sell it if you don’t like it,” he said hastily. “I won’t be mad.”

“Sir.” Reggie pressed his lips tight together. He felt overwhelmed and unworthy. “This is a lot. Wow.”

“I wanted to thank you for putting these movie nights on. We all appreciate it.” Through the projection booth they could see fistfuls of peanuts flying through the air. Speculative chatter, theme-tune singing, multiple voices hollering for quiet. “It means a lot to me. Brought back some good memories, you know.”

Oh, how that misty look in his eyes fascinated Reggie, how it lit up his curiosity even as his sprangled anxiety pulled him away. “What kind of memories?” he asked.

“Oh, you know. Rosy-tinted nostalgia stuff. Me and Nina used to watch these all the time when I was a kid. We couldn’t screen them to the guests because of that damn law . . . what was it called? Tenancy of Man?”

“Supremacy of Man.”

“That was it. What a load of baloney.”

Reggie thought wistfully of his space whales. “Total baloney,” he agreed.

“You know why I think he banned them?” asked Carl. He had a roguish look in his eye. “Aliens, I mean. The real reason.”

Reggie nearly asked Who’s he? but realized that Carl meant the big “He,” the capital-H, the man at the top of the pyramid. “Why?”

“It’s like an embarrassment. When you start thinking about an alien race, you gotta shrink down human beings in your mind just to make room.” Carl made a squeezing gesture with his hands. “Our whole way of doing things, you know. And once you do that, you can start looking at your whole world as if you were coming in from the outside and suddenly the stuff we do stops making any kind of sense.”

“Hmm.” Reggie pondered this idea. “Like that joke about how we blow on hot things to cool them down and cool things to warm them up?”

“Yeah, kinda. Among other things.” Carl’s eyes drooped reluctantly down to his wristwatch. “Crap, I gotta go.”

“Go where? C’mon, it’s starting in a minute!”

“I know, I know. Would if I could. I’m dealing with a difficult guest right now, and . . . let’s just say it’s all hands on deck.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s the Commissioner for Wellbeing.” He spoke as if this were a normal, regular, pain-in-the-ass type of problem. “We’re in some kind of legal trouble. Don’t sweat it, Reggie. You just enjoy the big finale. It’s a cracker, I’ll tell you that.”

“Okay.” In the corner of his eye, Reggie saw Carl’s hand clamped tight around a scrap of wrapping paper. He was trembling.

• • •

Carl had been in a great mood when he’d stepped off the last shuttle out of Daramulum, whistling and clutching his shopping bags. A moist afterglow of a passing rainstorm still clung to his skin, and he had curved ultralight sunglasses pushed over his forehead, which (from a glimpse in the mirrored windows of a parked ship) he’d decided made him look young and hip. The sight of Mataz bearing down on him in a panic was no matter, because Mataz was always bearing down on him in a panic. He was full of half-explanations and mysterious references to a contract, but the upshot was that something horrible had happened and he needed to speak to Ephraim right away.

The Head of Housekeeping was alone in the rec room, nursing a hot drink. He looked up, and Carl saw a berry-black bruising around one eye. “You’re back.”

Ten minutes later Carl burst into the manager’s office feeling about as angry as he’d ever been. He found Flora Belle perched in his vinyl office chair, dialing through some data on the foldout screen.

“Ah,” she said. “It’s you. Good.”

Carl was too worked up to mind his manners. “Belle. You’d better have a great goddamn explanation for this.”

“I need an office for—”

“Not the office. For that big stinking bruise on my Head of Roomkeeping.”

“Ah.”

“And don’t tell me he started it; that’s not gonna fly. I don’t care who you are. I’ll have you out on your arse tonight.”

“He didn’t start anything,” said Belle calmly. “The person who did that has been dealt with. She’s no longer on the ship.”

“Huh.” He hadn’t expected that response. “Okay. Give me her details, then. I don’t want her ever coming back.”

“Oh, she won’t come back. Trust me.” A chirp came from the desk foldout. She looked at it, and her brows creased with worry. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

Carl took his place opposite Belle, his anger replaced with a kind of numb dizziness. The seating arrangement didn’t help: he hadn’t been on the other side of that desk since Nina died. A throb of grief in his chest. Nina, he thought. What would she do?

His broad impression of Flora Belle was that she was sensible and wanted to get this over with, whatever this was. He also recognized something familiar in her brisk confidence, sensed that it was home-grown, not the product of natural privilege. She had the cautiously neutral, pan-galactic accent of an educated rustic.

“It’s good to finally meet you, Mr. Kravitz. Is something funny?”

Carl shook his head, holding back a chuckle. “It’s been a heck of a long time since I heard that name.”

“Kravitz? It’s your family name, isn’t it?”

“Sure. I’ve been Carl for a long time, that’s all.”

“Ever since Nina adopted you in 2774?”

He blinked. “That’s right.”

She glanced down, took a note. Without lifting her eyes, she asked, “Nina Windrose. What do you know about her past?”

“She told me she was an event planner.”

Flora Belle’s lip twitched. “Before she built the Abeona, Ms. Windrose’s job was the same as mine. She ran my Department.”

“Oh yeah? What department is that?”

“I’m sure you can guess. You’re not nearly as stupid as you like to act, Mr. Kravitz.”

 “Gee, that’s nice of you to say.”

A thin smile. “Some time after Ms. Windrose left, we began to have a problem with . . . let’s call them data leaks. There was an internal investigation, but nobody ever drew a link to her. The wife of Caesar, etcetera.”

Wife of who? Carl thought. But he only nodded.

“About a decade ago these leaks began to appear in a pattern. It took a great deal of work to match that pattern to this hotel, and even more to connect the hotel to the woman you knew as Nina. It ought to have happened sooner. But there were obfuscations at every turn. Despite my best efforts to uncover the truth, many of my colleagues would rather see the whole matter buried. She left behind a formidable ghost, your Nina.”

Flora Belle drifted for a second.

“But Nina’s been dead for years,” he interjected.

“I’m well aware. It was when she died that the pattern in the leaks began to show. Ten years ago, was it?”

“Nine years and eight months.”

“Yes.” Another scribble. “After she died the hotel began to fly on a fixed path. Is that correct?”

“Y– yes.”

“An autopilot, I understand.”

He couldn’t hide his shock. “You know about that? Phew, you guys are thorough.”

“It’s my job.” The ghost of a smirk passed over Belle’s features. His comment pleased her. “You see, Mr. Kravitz, we think Nina left someone behind to carry on her work. It could be multiple people, but I believe it’s just the one. A protégé.”

Carl swallowed. “A protégé? That’s . . . that’s pretty wild. I mean—”

“I know it isn’t you, Mr. Kravitz.”

“Right.” He deflated a little.

Belle returned to her notes. “People stay here a long time, don’t they? Ruling out new arrivals who joined since her death, that still leaves almost a third of the staff. I also understand you’re well liked and trusted on board.”

Carl stayed quiet. He didn’t like where this was going.

“Can I be open with you, Mr. Kravitz?” Belle threaded her fingers and peered over at him. “I don’t want innocent people caught up in the mess. If you find this person for me, I’ll make sure they’re taken away discreetly. You can sail on past Gwin like nothing ever happened.”

“What’s the other option?”

“If this doesn’t happen, we will be forced to perform a mass arrest at your next stop. There are officers waiting at Gwin who will detain and interrogate all possible suspects and accomplices. Now, your staff . . .” There was an interim of silence while she thumbed through a file on her palm reader. “Even if they’re innocent of this particular crime, I don’t think they’d appreciate any scrutiny into their pasts. On this page alone I’ve got debt, desertion, grand larceny, piracy, political malfeasance, screenings of illegal art . . .”

She clicked the reader off. “You get the picture. One mole for a whole fleet of staff. It’s a very good deal. I wouldn’t offer it to everyone.”

Belle stood, straightening the seams of her jacket.

“Once the hotel exits Deep Space I’ll come and find you for an answer. You have four days, Mr. Kravitz. Don’t let me down.”

• • •

In the grand finale Friends from Beyond: Beyond the Beyond, the bickering races of the Milky Way must join forces to defeat the soup, a primordial, cosmic ooze from beyond the galaxy’s edge that threatens to consume all life, “intelligent or otherwise.”

“Our scans show nothing!” cried Biggs Dipper (the actor nearing forty now, and looking a little hammy). “Our sensors, nothing! Radio relay has failed! Nuclear warheads vanish like spittle in the ocean! THE SOUP is unreadable!”

FOR GOD’S SAKE, WHAT DO WE KNOW? demanded Gorb.

“Only that it’s coming . . . and that it can’t be stopped.”

Alone again in his booth, Reggie sat with his knees up to his chin, trembling, transfixed wholly by the terror of the unstoppable soup. He didn’t notice the reel was coming to a premature end, couldn’t hear the projection machine spinning empty beside him as the audio played on. Even the screen flickering empty didn’t rouse his attention—he thought it was a scene transition, a flash-forward to the future when the whole galaxy had been consumed by the nothingness of soup, and everything was suspended in blackness, nobody left to even mourn what was gone.

Reggie stared at the screen in a trance, until he was finally awoken by the disappointed roar of the crowd below.
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was not a person. Not in the legal sense of the word. Outside of the paper files stored somewhere in the bowels of the ship, a single name printed on a single form in the myriad filing cabinets presided over by Kipple, there was no written record of her existence anywhere in the universe.

When asked—by Carl, in her interview for the position of lifeguard—what had happened to her papers, she told him she’d lost them. She also claimed she could swim.

She told a lot of lies that day.

Technically speaking, Rogan’s very existence was a perversion of imperial law, though out of all her crimes this was the one she took the least pleasure in. She’d grown up on a tangled wire-scourer of a space station called the Troubadour. It wasn’t trans-solar—the thing could barely cling together through the smallest FTL push—and mainly drifted from planet to planet in the Thousand Meadows, a bustling system just one hop over from Central. Four orbital shrimps came and went for local trips, anything that needed low-orbit flight or a bit of speed, but the low-tech nature of the Troubadour itself helped keep them off the radar. They were outlaws, after all.

Trouble was, nobody in Rogan’s family could agree what kind of outlaw they were. Depending on the season they could be pirates, traders, smugglers, dissidents, rebels or plain old thieves. Another thing they couldn’t agree on is where Rogan came from. The subject didn’t come up until she was old enough to ask, and usually drew either arguments or blank looks. At most she could expect a pat on the head and a “You’re one of us!”

Little Rogan didn’t mind much. She was the only child on the ship and they treated her like a feral little princess. Though the Troubadour was in a constant state of flux as they flung from one scheme or subversive plot to another, there was always someone around to play with her, or feed her snacks, or donate some stolen toy to her vast collection, or hoist her up on their shoulders and run whooping around the circuit. Her very earliest days were a sweet confusion of smiles and scuffed hair and wicked, giddy fun. Rogan’s family were little more than children themselves. They were drunk on freedom, on the sheer thrill of Getting away with it.

But the Empire came for them eventually. It was never not going to happen.

Rogan was alone in the upper module of the Troubadour that night. Some big job had been pulled off the day before and the rest of the family were partying themselves stupid in the chamber below. The throb of the music was cut off by the lock, but she could see them through the window strip, eating, dancing, laughing.

Rogan was on the cusp of her teens, too old to be fawned over by then, more of an afterthought than anything else. She’d tried to join in on the drinking and wound up with a pulsing headache and a strong desire to escape the noise. Curled up on a pile of jackets, she was on the edge of sleep when something bright and terrible sprang into the window.

The cruiser loomed like an artificial planet before the Troubadour, a living beehive with studs for eyes, rotator cannons thrust outwards, spearhead hovering over the uneven little habitat. She never knew what conversation passed between her family and the people aboard the cruiser. There must have been some kind of chatter, because there was an interlude of a few minutes before the cruiser opened fire.

The blast was enormous. It tore through the hull like claws through flesh, and the people inside spilled out in their dozens, flailing human bodies like beans from a can.

They died in silence. She watched them die.

The cruiser vanished, leaving the Troubadour to drift aimlessly through the black. Rogan was sealed off in the upper module. Not that she could have gone below anyway. Vacuumed out, all of it. She ate what was lying around and waited to starve.

One week later she was picked up by a scrap-tow, who luckily took the time to scan for vitals before tugging the whole mess away to be stripped down. She talked her way into a job on the tow, hung on for a while, until the first mate did something she didn’t like and she drove a fork through his hand. They dropped her off at a warp station, where she picked up work at an old-parts stall. Fired again a few months later for mouthing off to customers. That was her life for a long time: bullshitting her way into things, bullshitting her way out of them. Then she found the hotel. It was only supposed to be a place to lay low for a few weeks, but for whatever reason she decided to stick around. The food was decent. Pay was good too.

In rare moments of self-reflection Rogan would wonder how she could live on a ship after what she had gone through on the Troubadour. But death didn’t bother her. Not that death anyhow. She knew better than anyone exactly how bad a shipwrecking could go, how it would look and, in darker moments, how it would feel to die that way. No, it was the rest of them who were ridiculous. The pea-brained guests and the simpering staff who ate and slept and fucked and danced with only a half-foot of steel between their soft bodies and the clutch of nothingness beyond. She knew, and they were ignorant. She lingered, they moved on. She saw death out of every window, and all everyone else could see were stars, stars, stars.

• • •

Thursday, 20 October, 19:30. Two hours left until the Abeona exits Deep Space.

They were sitting in the hotel greenhouse flicking cards into an empty ice bucket. Garbage was tucked into the front of Rogan’s shirt dozing like a baby, his pointed chin poking out over the collar.

Rogan liked the greenhouse. It had an atmosphere unlike anywhere else on the ship: fragrant, humid, surrounded by a papery rustling, a ceiling of dangling arrangements and a rich earthen floor of explosively colorful bouquets. Looking after the plants was nobody’s job in particular, and light neglect had lent a little wildness to the place. Vines caught up in the rusting hinges. Steady dripping from a faulty hose tap had carved a thousand-year dimple into the flagstone.

It had been Rogan’s idea for her and Daphne to hang out. Just a spur-of-the-moment thing. They were passing like they always did, in the corridor. Daphne with that tight smile and nod, Rogan trying to quickly pull her features out of that typical resting glare. But it was Daphne who broke the routine. “H– how’s it going?”

“Dogshit, how’d you think? I’m about to watch rich people paddling around for seven hours.”

“R– right.” Daphne pulled an emphatic frown. “B– boring.”

A lull. Rogan realized it was her turn to say something. “How’s waitressing?”

“Oh, um– um– I think I kinda . . . I l– love it.” A pleased little glimmer of a smile.

The smile woke up something crazy in Rogan. It had a short lifespan, but lived long enough for her to ask, “What’re you doing after your shift? Got plans?”

Daphne looked surprised. “After my sh– shift?”

“Yeah. Wanna hang out?”

The smile broke open into a proper grin. “S– sure!”

Of course Rogan regretted it now. She felt stupid, overkeen. She kept watching Daphne out of the corner of her eye, monitoring her for signs of boredom. But Daphne seemed at ease. Really, it was Rogan getting restless; sitting never sat right with her. Even at work she preferred to stalk up and down the checkered tiles, wincing every time the shrieks of the children below reached a painful crescendo. She chucked a playing card with too much force and watched it pirouette off the rim of the bucket.

“G– gentle,” said Daphne, demonstrating. “It’s in the wrist.”

Rogan copied the gesture and watched her card slide two feet shy of the bucket. “You know there’s a whole wing of this hotel that’s been sealed off?”

“R– really?” Another perfect throw Daphne. “Why? Is it h– haunted?”

“No.” She snorted. “It’s because Carl’s a fucking idiot and he can’t run a business to save his life.”

“Don’t be a d– dick.”

Rogan shrugged. “I’m being honest.”

“You’re h– honestly a dick.”

She giggled to herself. Rogan waited for her to stop, then said, “Do you want to check it out? The wing I mean.”

“Is th– that allowed?”

“I dunno. I’ve never been in there. Could be some cool stuff.”

“L– like Carl’s c– collection of hardcore spaceship p– porn?”

Just about to toss another playing card, Rogan instead pressed it to the floor and huffed through her nose. “When are you gonna stop bringing that up?”

“When it s– stops being f– funny.”

“Whatever. I wasn’t being serious. You don’t know the half of what goes on in this place.” Another toss, another miss. “Argh, DAMN IT!”

The words were loud enough to rouse Garbage, who scrabbled free of his shirt pouch and hid in her hair. She could feel his heartbeat thumping against the skin of her neck, and reached up, petting him very lightly until his breathing slowed. Daphne watched with interest.

“Trusts you, d– doesn’t he?”

“I guess.”

Daphne chewed her cheek. “A– all right,” she said suddenly. “Let’s do it. Let’s g– go exploring.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh. I w– wanna see that st– steamy ship p– porn for myself.”

“Man, shuddup.”

More giggling. Daphne had changed quite a bit since she first arrived at the Abeona; she laughed more, talked back a fair bit. Spent less time with her neck craned toward the ground. Mataz said she was developing a “good customer rapport,” something Rogan had never been accused of.

It seemed unfair to make Garbage an accessory to their crime, so they dropped him back into his enclosure, along with a heap of microgreens Daphne had swiped from the kitchen. Garbage ate his way into the pile of shoots and then passed out inside it.

“Stupid little bastard,” said Rogan fondly.

They stopped by the tools cupboard to grab a torch—“For the at– atmosphere,” explained Daphne, already having too much fun—then climbed up to the starboard antechamber, a quiet nothing-space connected to the main lobby by a carved archway. Standing in the center they were just in view of the front desk, where the evening receptionist reclined, tapping away at a palm-screen.

“The coast is clear,” whispered Rogan. Daphne hummed a spy-thriller tune as they crept to the back of the antechamber, where the forbidden wing was locked away behind a copper-green scissor-gate. Beyond the gate lay a vaulted corridor, vanishing into itself like a reflection of a reflection. A paper sign stuck to the latticework read STAFF ONLY.

“Staff. Th– that’s us!” Emboldened, Daphne shook at the gates, trying to pull them apart. “Hmm. L– locked. Oh well.”

“Nuh-uh.” A slip of silver whirled around Rogan’s index finger. “Skeleton key.” She slipped it into the lock, and Daphne made an appreciative Ooh noise as the gate clicked open. “Cool, eh? I lifted it from that prick Mataz.”

“Wow. So p– prepared.”

“Nah, this was ages ago now.” Rogan tossed her head. “I was planning to rob this place when I first got here.”

“N– no way.”

“Well, you know. Not rob rob. Just steal some stuff and make a run for it.”

“Th– that’s r– robbing, Rogan.”

They were whispering now. A few paces in and it already felt like they were somewhere they had no business being. The air was clotted and stagnant. Daphne flicked on the torch, casting pale spotlights over each room they passed. Empty conference suites, tables and chairs in thick cloth shrouds, windows shuttered. Swathes of empty floor and undecorated walls.

“Why is it d– dark?” asked Daphne.

“To save money, duh. Do you have any idea how much it costs to run a fucking spaceship hotel?”

“Huh. Hadn’t th– thought about it.”

“A lot. It costs a lot.”

The space opened up around them, a circular chamber dominated by a curving spiral staircase. It corkscrewed upward, to what Daphne’s torchlight revealed as a second level, a ringed balcony. Dead center of the staircase’s spiral: a terra-cotta planter, empty.

“Do we g– go up?”

Rogan shrugged. “Guess so. Unless you’re scared?”

“Course n– not.”

As they climbed the spiral staircase, Rogan ran her hand along the curved brass handrail, feeling dust particles gather and give way against her fingers. Ephraim would shit himself if he saw this place, she thought.

Beneath the balcony hung some kind of painting. She asked Daphne to shine her torch down, and they beheld an enormous abstract portrait. Strange round shapes, not quite even, not quite opaque, were painted in layers all over one another; doubles over doubles, making quadruplets, octuplets, suspended in some kind of clear jelly.

“I think they’re s– supposed to be c– cells,” said Daphne.

“Like in a jail?”

“Like in a b– body, stupid.”

They stared for another moment at the waterfall of microbes, then carried on up the staircase.

She wouldn’t admit it even at gunpoint, but Rogan was starting to feel a tad nervous. There were plenty of places in the Abeona that felt neglected. The staff floor, all leaky taps and spluttering lights; the overly wild greenhouse; the mothballed, forgotten cinema. The swimming pool had definitely seen better days (especially since it was her job to clean the stupid thing). But this place was different. It had the sense of being deliberately abandoned, almost entombed.

Daphne was clearly thinking the same thing: “Are you s– sure they locked this off for m– money reasons?”

Rogan side-eyed her. “Why else would they do it? Ghosts?”

“C– come on Rogan, it’s s– spooky.”

“Eh, I’ve seen spookier.”

The spiral chamber felt huge around them, the point of the torch very small, a mere pinprick prodding into the viscous darkness. She felt a quiet relief when they made it to the top level, which was empty except for a single door.

Daphne nudged her. “G– get your key out.”

But, looking closer, Rogan could see there was no need. The door swung open with a gentle push, the bolt sliding through an open gash in the frame, loosening a few splinters as it went.

“L– look at that.” Daphne pointed at the lock. “S– someone f– forced their way in here.”

The girls glanced sideways at each other, each waiting for the other to speak.

“Well, I’m not turning back,” Rogan declared.

“M– me neither.”

“That could’ve happened any time.”

“Y– yeah.”

The marks looked recent, but neither of them said a word. After another moment of silent deliberation, Rogan stepped ahead, shouldering her way inside.

She didn’t scream. It was only a brief pedaling for breath, a full-body convulsion, a moment’s disconnect between brain and body, before logic caught up and soothed it away.

“Wh– what’s wrong?” Daphne rushed in beside her and gasped. “Oh, wow.”

The suite was lit by a great gash of glass, which Rogan—or, more accurately, something nestled deep inside her brain, a hardened knot of synapse—mistook for a breach in the hull, a tear out into the vacuum. Fucking idiot, she told herself. But there was no way to out-think so much adrenaline rush. She had no choice but to stand there and wait for the feeling to run its course.

A hand on her shoulder. “Wh– what’s wrong?”

“I thought—” Oh, but how to explain? Where to begin explaining? “Um—”

“D– don’t worry about it. Y– you can tell me later.” After a moment Daphne continued hastily: “If you w– want to, I mean.”

Rogan brushed the hand away. “It’s not that deep. I have a thing about space. Lots of people do. It’s normal.”

Daphne nodded. If she had any questions, she kept them to herself.

At first she’d taken it for a suite, but looking around Rogan could see they’d stumbled upon a full-blown apartment. It was huge, rich with star-shadow, and furnished in a style completely out of step with the rest of the hotel. Asymmetrical indulgences paired with the occasional wild flourish—like that unsettling window, which stretched two floors high, or a wire sculpture of a tree in winter. A smaller model of that same circular staircase they’d just climbed led up to a second level, a frosted-glass cube that she guessed was the bedroom. Beneath it lay a small kitchen. Rogan sniffed, catching the after-scent of reheated food.

Someone’s been in here. Recently, too.

She heard a little yelp from Daphne’s direction and turned to see the petrified growl of a taxidermy wildcat, lit white from beneath. The stuffed animal was the centerpiece of a whole wall of carefully arranged objects: glossy hardbacks sorted according to color, two free-spinning model planets connected by a single stand, and more of that weird abstract art, warped and distinctly organic.

“This place is fucking strange,” she said.

“It’s a– amazing,” said Daphne, running torchlight over the shelves. “Oh, sonnets! I should t– take these for Uwade.”

But Rogan wasn’t listening. She could see a shape in the blinds behind the upstairs bedroom.

It was a human figure. The shape of a man.

Fear swelled in Rogan’s stomach. “Daphne . . .”

But Daphne was distracted. “Oh my g– god. Look!”

She tore her eyes from the bedroom.

A section of shelving had swung away to reveal a small opening in the wall, just high enough for a person to stoop through. Daphne was overcome with excitement. “I p– pulled the p– poetry b– book, and l– look—S– s– secret f– fucking d– door!”

“Uh . . .” Rogan glanced back up. The figure in the bedroom was gone. “Okay. In.” She shoved Daphne through the doorway, ducking in quickly after.

“H– hey!”

“Shhh.” She pulled the hatch shut, shutting them in, and released a long breath.

“Th– that wasn’t f– funny,” whispered Daphne. “I dropped my t– torch.”

“Do you see me laughing? I saw someone in the bedroom. He was watching us.”

“Oh.” Daphne went very quiet. “Oh shit.”

“Yeah.”

“Now wh– what?”

“I dunno. Maybe this goes somewhere.”

She realized she had no conception of the space they occupied. The hatch had sealed them in completely, blocking out even the trace starlight from the window. She already regretted the loss of the torch.

“I h– hope we’re n– not in a f– freaky d– dungeon.” They couldn’t see each other, but Rogan could hear the smile in her voice.

“Maybe.” Rogan started running her hand along the wall, looking for a switch. “I don’t think anyone normal would live in a place like this. It must’ve belonged to the old hotel manager. Whatshername.”

“Wh– why doesn’t C– Carl live here th– then? It’s m– massive.”

They’d both seen at least a glimpse of Carl’s quarters, which comprised a standard en suite on the staff floor, stuffed with what Rogan thought of as corny Carl shit—funny posters, cheap plastic trinkets from every end of the galaxy, a dozen or so variations on the same striped button-up.

“Not his style,” said Rogan.

“Hmm. N– not r– really.”

Rogan’s hand found a switch and slammed it down. For another moment the room seemed to hum.

Then it all came to life.

It took them both a second to drink it in.

“What would you call that?” asked Rogan.

“Uh . . .”

The word in Rogan’s mind was lair, followed by office. Office-lair.

It was all glaringly, aggressively high-tech. A windowless, low-ceilinged room, cut from the same exposed metal as the back corridors and staff scuttleways that ran around the rest of the hotel. A high-backed white leather armchair faced a trio of screens and a glass touch-desk, slightly raised, glowing with the image of a crosshatched sketching page. At the center of the office-lair, projected above a black dome, a detailed model of the Abeona rotated on a central axis. A single hydraulic pipe snaked along the corner of the ceiling, the flared end poised above a wire tray. Aside from that one concession, everything in the office was sparse, clean and immaculately digital.

Mesmerized, Rogan swiped at the hotel projection. She expected her hand to pass clean through, but instead the miniature hotel melted away, revealing the honeycomb interior of rooms within rooms—many empty, but many more containing speckles of warm orange light, vaguely human shapes populating the model like a nest of fireflies, moving slowly about their miniature business.

“The fuck?” she asked softly.

“R– Rogan, look at this.”

One whole wall was taken up with a screen panel divided into dozens of segments, showing an array of star maps and diagrams and countless data points that made no sense to Rogan. One of the lower screens was taken up with an overhead view of the occupied spiral. Further up, a glowing orb labeled Gwin.

Rogan ran her hands over the desk, finding that same coating of dust, and, on the underside, a concealed drawer, which she pulled open. Something rattled. Rogan’s ears pricked up: Heavy. Metal. Expensive? She rooted excitedly inside the drawer, pulling out a gold ring. No jewel, she noticed, with a sigh of regret. In place of a ruby or garnet the ring had a smooth flat head, etched with a strange, dense illustration.

“D’you know what this is?” she asked, showing Daphne.

She nodded. “It’s a s– signet ring. All ar– aristocrats have o– one. With the f– family s– symbol.”

“Oh yeah? Which family is this?”

Daphne looked closer. Then she went pale.

“It’s a f– fake,” she said firmly. “M– must be.”

“Eh?”

A few yards away from them, from the direction of the hatch, came a knock. It was a polite knock. Unobtrusive. A knock that said: Come on out. I’ve got all the time in the world.

“Mmm.” Rogan chewed at her lip. “We were escaping, weren’t we?”

“Sh– shit!” Daphne began to look around, searching for a second exit that was patently and obviously not there. “Th– this is a d– dead end!”

“Maybe there’s another secret tunnel.”

“W– we’re already in a s– secret tunnel, d– dummy! Why w– would there be a s– second one inside the f– first f– fucking one?”

Rogan shrugged. “Just a thought.”

Another knock. Rogan cracked her knuckles, flexing her jaw, visualizing her own teeth sinking into flesh. “You ever been in a fight, Daff?” (Rogan had never been in a fight, but she often thought about fighting, and liked to watch videos of people being punched unconscious, which she figured was broadly just as good).

“Oh y– yeah. L– loads! S– so many. Y– you know m– me!” Daphne was rooting around the office for some kind of weapon, but of course there was nothing, which led her to swear under her breath about m– minimalists. Eventually she settled on the leather desk chair, swinging it in front of her like a shield.

“Okay, I’ll tackle him, you run for it.”

“A– absolutely not.” She felt Daphne’s hand grab at the small of her back, holding fast to the shirt, pulling her back from the door.

“C’mon, I can take him.”

“I s– said no.”

“But—”

No more time for discussion. The hatch was swinging open.

Rogan raised two fists and bellowed, “COME AND GET IT, YOU SON OF A BITCH!”

“Oh, it’s you girls.” Carl slouched in the entranceway, looking puzzledly back and forth between them. “Come and get what?”

• • •

There were several minutes of hasty apologizing, but Carl was far from angry. They’d caught him in a strange mood. He patrolled the apartment with his hands in his pockets, bending to sniff a bowl of dead lilies. “Nice to be back here,” he mused.

Rogan sprinted up the staircase and checked the cube-room. Nothing but geometrically interesting furniture and dust. There was, however, a dent in the plush duvet where someone had lain down, and a scattering of rusty bloodstains on the pillow.

She reported it all back, but even the mention of a possible stowaway didn’t throw Carl: he only nodded mildly to himself. “Maybe that’s where he went.”

“Where who went?” Rogan demanded, scanning under the marble table with the torch. Carl’s calmness was making her agitated. Warm and bland, she thought. Like porridge. “You know this creep? Creepy creep with blood on their face?”

“Maybe. We had this guest . . . Oh, thanks.” Carl accepted a cup of tea from Daphne and sipped it, his face turned outward to the slashed window. The apartment looked a lot less sinister with the abstract lampshades ablaze. “Bit of a nut. But I don’t think he’s a danger to anyone. Just needs to . . . um . . . y’know. Lie low a bit.” He held the mug up to his chin. “Do you guys know where Andromeda is?”

“The galaxy? Fucking miles away.” Rogan was going through the cupboards one by one.

“Right. Thought so.”

Daphne sat down on the couch and folded her hands between her knees. “H– how did you know w– we were in here?”

“The scissor-gate was open,” he replied.

Rogan shone her torch accusingly at Daphne. “You didn’t shut it behind you?”

“Don’t b– blame me.”

“Eh, it’s fine. You’re curious! How could you not be?” Carl meandered over to the bookshelf, peering at the titles. “You guys gave me quite the turn, though, I gotta say. I’ve been thinking a lot about Nina recently—my old boss, you know. And just as I’m walking over to the concert, wishing she was here, I see the gates to her place are open. And for a moment I was like, yeah, Nina’s back. She’ll know what to do.”

“Was that h– her office?” asked Daphne, meaning the hidden chamber.

Who cares? thought Rogan. She wandered back over to the couch, hovering over Daphne’s shoulder. Now their little adventure was over, she wanted nothing more than to leave. But Daphne’s attention was focused all on the manager, on sucking up to him; she didn’t pick up on Rogan’s little signals that she wanted to go.

“Oh, yeah,” said Carl. “The old den. Nina hung out there for hours, keeping an eye on people, shooting new orders down the pipes every half a minute. She had to have control over everything, y’know. Who did what and where we went and with who. Right down to the flight path. She had to have everything her way.” He peered down at the stuffed wildcat. “Yeah. She could be pretty brutal when she wanted to be.”

“The big screen on the wall, that’s the Abeona’s navigation system. The course we’re running on now is the last one she charted out before she died. I figured it’d be less trouble to just leave it running.” A short, sad laugh. “I dunno what she was thinking, leaving this place to me. I always figured the big job would go to Kipple when she passed. But no, she left it in my name. And now look what I’ve done—damn near run it into the ground.”

Nobody spoke.

It was true. Not the kind of cruel truth that Rogan liked to blurt out in company, but a familiar old truth, well-used and worn-in. The hotel’s decline was something everyone talked about, especially the staff who’d been there since the start of Carl’s tenure. But even Rogan knew better than to talk about it to his face.

“The thing is, I’m just so used to working,” Carl went on. If he noticed the change in the atmosphere, it didn’t bother him, or else he chose to ignore it. “I don’t even know if I like it anymore, y’know. It’s not like I’ve got time to step back and think about it. Hospitality is so—it’s like . . .” He trailed off, looking for the right word. “It’s rhythmic. Got a steady beat to it. People come and go. The plates get dirty and you clean them and set them out and then before you know it they’re dirty again. Good days and bad days and everything else, they’re all just a part of the rhythm, and you lose yourself in it without really thinking. Maybe that’s the nice thing about it. You’re so busy putting out fires that you don’t have to think about much beyond the next few hours. Then one day you look down and you’re fifty-two years old with splints in your shins, still working eleven-hour days, and everything’s spun out of control.”

A deep primal sigh rose up out of him. “Maybe I should’ve passed it on while I could. The job, you know. That crossed my mind once or twice. I even thought about passing it on to you, Rogan. Wouldn’t that be something?”

Rogan twitched like a dreamer roused from sleep. Her eyes were on the stars, her mind far away. “Eh?”

“You, Rogan, I thought about giving it to you.”

Rogan felt the blood rush into her cheeks. She prayed for someone to say something, to peel the attention away from her. They didn’t.

With effort, she managed a scoff. “Yeah, right.”	

“Hey!” Carl put his hands up in surrender. “I’m just chucking ideas at the wall here.”

“Chuck ’em somewhere else.” She looked at Daphne. “Can we go? This place gives me the creeps.”

“Uh, If– if–”

Before she could finish, Rogan grabbed her by the hand and hauled her away.

“See you around, Carl.”

The apartment door swung shut behind them with a soft thud of splintered wood.

• • •

Rogan’s embarrassment curdled quickly into anger as they left the closed wing. She barely registered Daphne, who was still being tugged along behind her, and wasn’t mindful of where they were heading, noticing the destination only as she arrived. It was the pool, of course. Her kingdom. It was after hours, empty, the water perfectly still, floaties stacked in crates, deck chairs folded against the wall. Some kind of spell broke when they shouldered into the great tiled cathedral. Daphne tore her hand away.

“What’s y– your problem?” she demanded. “C’mon, R– Rogan. That w– was so . . . un– uncomfortable.”

“Carl’s the fucking problem.” Rogan stalked along the poolside, looking for something to kick. “Rambling on like that. I wish he’d just had a go at us.”

“When d– did he ever have a g– go at anybody?”

“Me, run the ship. Stupidest idea I ever heard.”

All tidy on the tiles: nothing to damage. Shallow end like the shores of a holiday islet, that chemically altered blue. Fit to spit in. Daphne said nothing, which of course only made Rogan more irate.

“He’s pathetic,” she went on. “He’s spineless. I hate that fucking guy. You know he’s a virgin, right? At what, sixty years old? He wants me to wind up like him. Tending to my own fucking tomb.”

“You’re being a– an asshole. L– like, really.”

Rogan wheeled, staring her down. “I wish this place would blow up.”

“No you d– don’t.”

“Sure I do. I wish we’d all spill out and drown. You ever see someone drown in space? Huh?” A little flicker of discomfort flashed across Daphne’s face, and she seized on it. “You ever seen bodies around like that? Bumping into one another? Do you wanna?”

It was a standoff. Daphne with her arms crossed, pale but resolute. Rogan panting and not sure about anything except that she was pissed off.

“R– Rogan,” said Daphne at last. “I like you a lot. But if you d– don’t apologize to me r– right this second, I’m gonna leave.”

There was something a little bit rehearsed in it. The stance, the tone, the little speech. Then Rogan remembered Daphne’s stories about her boss, how many times she’d had to convince her not to get behind the wheel of a ship while she was blazing drunk. An underpaid teenager standing up to a wine-soaked aristocrat.

“Sorry,” said Rogan.

Daphne leaned down and started to unbuckle her shoes, peeling off the stockings underneath. Casting both aside, she sat by the pool edge and plunged her feet into the water.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m h– having a f– footbath.” She settled in, scooching forward and expanding her toes underwater. “Rich p– people take footbaths for str– stress. And you’re str– stressing me out.”

“Does it help?”

“It d– doesn’t hurt.”

The pleasure of it seemed to absorb her totally. Rogan hovered, awkward, watching Daphne kick around. Her skin looked dreamlike under the water.

“Uh. Can I join you?” she asked.

Daphne shrugged. “It’s y– your pool.”

Rogan kicked off her boots and sat down as close as she dared (it wasn’t very close, because she wasn’t very daring). The shock and the warmth of the water was indeed relaxing, though not quite enough for her to shake off the mood.

“I don’t want you to think—” The six words came out in a hurried jumble. Daphne paused, breathed, and started again. “I d– don’t want y– you to th– think you can’t t– talk to me about stuff.”

“Sure.”

“Not l– like that.”

“Yeah.”

“B– but if you w– want to, I’m here.”

“Right.”

Rogan swished her legs around.

“D– do you w– wanna talk n– now?”

“Not really.”

“That’s c– cool.”

One of Carl’s classic lines. I’m here if you want to talk about it. I’ll listen to anything you have to say. But what was there to say? Did they expect her to sit there and state the obvious?

Stupid, she thought.

She took a deep breath. “Thing is . . . ah . . .”

Rogan coughed.

“Thing is, I was probably going to be a mess no matter what happened,” she said. “But I’ll never get the chance to know how much of that mess was me, and how much of it was the—the other thing. We’re grafted together. Me and this stupid thing that happened. It’s like I can’t ever just be myself. I can’t ever not be someone this happened to. No matter where I go, no matter how much I change, it will always have happened. And that’s just shit, you know, Daff. It makes me feel like shit.”

A long, typical pause, underscored by the swishing of water, a buzz of yellow light. She could almost hear the churning of Daphne’s mind as she searched for a way to respond.

“W– well, look on th– the bright side,” she said at last.

“What bright side?”

“G– good question.”

They both considered for a moment.

“The b– bright side is, you made it here.”

Rogan snorted. “Doesn’t seem all that bright.”

“It is to me.”

The shape of Daphne’s hand was hot in hers.

For a moment she could feel everything: the coldness of the tile on her bare legs, the crick in her neck, the hum of an air-conditioner overhead, the synthetic fruit flavor of Daphne’s lip balm. It was all so physical—the light, ticklish sensation in her stomach, the weightlessness of her limbs, the feeling of not just time but her own body, suspended.

Then she opened her eyes and realized that something was happening, something even more than a kiss. It felt physical because it was. She heard Daphne ask, “Are we . . . f– floating?”

Rogan looked down.




OOLY MALL
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was stiff as a board and too tired to notice.

It was maybe 3 a.m., though they had long since lost track of the time. They were sitting on the floor of Azad’s room.

Early on in their partnership, Ooly and Azad had had a conversation about vices. Azad’s vice was smoking. Ooly’s was energy drinks. Specifically, he was addicted to a brand of energy drink called “Exquisite Focus” which came in fist-sized cans colored the luminous green of imaginary radiation. He had brought two suitcases with him to the Abeona: one contained his clothes and screens, the other was packed side to side with cans of Exquisite Focus.

At the end of that conversation, he and Azad agreed to limit their vices for the duration of the partnership: one pack of cigarettes or two cans per day. They’d kept their promise to each other until that night—which was the night they figured out who wrote the code.

By Azad’s knee was a china dish piled high with cigarette butts, gray ash-maggots that smelled as bad as they looked. Ooly’s discarded cans rose into a pyramid.

They’d long since lapsed into an exhausted silence.

Suddenly, Azad started laughing.

“Are you all right?” Ooly asked.

“Yeah, yeah.” She massaged her eyelids. “I just remembered. When they first sprang this thing on us, Skolnik thought it was some kind of spy code. And I batted the idea away. Because it seemed too crazy.”

“Hmm. Right. Why did that make you laugh?”

“Because it’s crazier, Ooly. I thought it couldn’t be that crazy, and it turned out to be even crazier. And that’s, you know, kinda funny.”

“Sure. Right, I get it.”

“Ah, you don’t have to get it. Don’t worry, Ooly, I’m just talking to myself.”

“Okay. I won’t worry.”

Sometimes Ooly thought he was addicted to the act of opening the can, rather than the drink inside. That clunk-hiss of decompressed air as the capsule popped open was for Ooly the aural equivalent of sticking both hands into a sack of grain. Azad seemed to have a similar predilection with cigarette cartons. She shuffled the newest pack from hand to hand, flicking at the soft paper casing with one thumb.

“I guess I’m just struggling to process it,” she said at last. “I mean, how are you so calm? Aren’t you losing your mind right now?”

“Not really.” Ooly tucked a strand of lanky hair behind his ear. “More than a million things happen every day. So one-in-a-million stuff is always going to happen.”

“Sure. But does it have to happen to me?”

This time, Ooly laughed as well.

“Do you think they’re nice?” he asked, after another long silence. “You know . . . non-violent and stuff?”

“I don’t know. I hope so.”

“Me too.”

The can’s curve was cool and familiar beneath his fingers.

“Okay.” Azad picked herself up from the floor, dusting cigarette ash from her knees. “I call bedtime. Go get some sleep. Tomorrow we can finish deciphering this message from . . .” She let out a dry chuckle “. . . from our Friends from Beyond.”

• • •

Ooly Mall had chosen his own name when he was a teenager. His parents weren’t angry so much as mystified.

“Heck’s wrong with Quint?” his father asked. “Your grandpa was a Quint. Never bothered him.”

“I shouldn’t have to have a name just because Grandpa had it,” said Ooly (he was ruder back then). “Me and Grandpa have nothing in common. That doesn’t make sense.”

“To be fair, sweets,” his mother chimed in, “He’s never looked like a Quint. And Ooly’s cute, isn’t it?” She drew an arm around him, pulling him closer to kiss his head. “My little Ooly Mooly.”

His lovely mother, always in his corner. She was a machine operator. Broad and strong as an ox.

“I’m still not sure,” said his father, frowning.

“How about a compromise?” he asked. “I’ll have Ooly as a nickname for a bit, just to try it out. And in six months’ time we can talk about it again and see if I’ve changed my mind.”

Ooly knew that he’d never change his mind; all he needed was for his father to adjust to the name, which he did with time. People could do anything with enough time. That was one of Ooly’s core beliefs, along with Don’t judge by appearances and Everything has a reason, even if it’s a stupid reason.

From an early age Ooly had a sense that he saw the world differently from other people. Sometimes these differences caused problems, like when he said something plainly obvious that he still wasn’t supposed to say, or wore something that boys his age weren’t supposed to wear, or asked a question that accidentally made someone else feel stupid. But Ooly was lucky: he had a pack of older sisters who would descend like hellfire on anyone who made fun of their brother.

As for his parents, they lavished all the love on him that they couldn’t give to their oldest son Uno, who had gone off to war when Ooly was younger and never came back.

People always wanted Ooly to force himself to do things that he was plainly bad at. Team sports. Public speaking. Art. But his family never gave him any grief for being bad at the stuff he was bad at. With his parents’ encouragement, Ooly was able to pursue the things he had a mind for, which was mostly computers and maths. In the end he chose maths because he had more in common with the maths people than the computer people, and because the purity of it appealed to him. With computers you had to justify what you were doing in terms of how it could one day make money. Maths could just be maths. Lovely first, useful second, or maybe never useful at all. It didn’t matter. It was just maths.

Ooly was the first person in his family to leave the moon and head down to the urbanized world below. On the day he left his mother cried and kissed him all over his face, and his father gave him a long, long hug.

“Uno’s walking with you,” he said, shiny-eyed. “He must be so proud.”

Ooly didn’t think his brother was walking with him. Poor Uno had been blown into little bits on a planet far away and that was that. But he knew by then that people put words they wanted to say into the mouths of dead people, to make those words feel more important. So he said nothing, and hugged his father back.

• • •

Thursday, 20 October, 16:05. Five hours and 25 minutes left until the Abeona exits Deep Space.

“Okay.”

Azad and Ooly stood side by side, exhausted and aglow, like new parents—except instead of a baby, they were staring down at two weeks of furious work condensed into a few lines of text scribbled on the back of a menu.

“Guess that’s it,” said Azad.

“You think?” Ooly looked at his partner askance. While he’d spent a lot of time working through the code, the words on the menu were all hers. She’d been up all the previous night, tweaking, tinkering, muttering to herself. “Are you satisfied with this?”

“Of course not. It’s language, Ooly. It’s never perfect.”

But he could tell she was happy. After so much time deciphering together, Ooly was starting to decipher Professor Azad. She was rude to people she liked and cold to people she didn’t. Physical touch wasn’t common, but if she grabbed him on the shoulder and squeezed hard, it meant either well done or I’ve had an idea. If something was bothering her she’d transfer the irritation onto her hair, pressing it back with her hand or a hairclip or a cloth wrap, trying to tuck away every errant strand. When pleased, weirdly, she’d complain—diminish the object of her pleasure in some small way—but do so with a certain set to her jaw that meant, more or less, This works.

“Well, I think it’s pretty great personally,” said Ooly. “I think you’ve done a very good job and I also think you should be proud of yourself.” He extended his index and middle finger toward Azad. “Power Squad.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she touched her fingers to his.

“You gotta say it back.”

She rolled her eyes. “Ooly . . . all right. Power Squad.”

“To the max!” Ooly danced his hand away. “So cool.”

“Sure.” Azad gave her hand a brisk wipe on her cardigan. “Two grown adults with a secret handshake. Terrific. Guess I’d better start rehearsing the talk. I don’t want to make an ass of myself tonight.”

Tonight. The word alone sent a shudder of excitement through Ooly. Tonight was the grand finale of the conference, when the teams would get together to present their findings. Ooly wouldn’t be involved in the presentation because the thought of talking to a crowd of people made him want to throw up, but he’d be up there by the podium, nodding along at her comments and turning the dial over to the next slide.

“We’re gonna blow their minds,” he declared. “Nobody has figured this out. Obviously I can’t be 100-per-cent certain of that. But I’m confident. Like, maybe a 2- or 3-per-cent margin of error, maximum.” In a whirr of sudden excited energy, Ooly began stacking mugs and putting away plates. He was cleaning up without being asked so he thought she’d be pleased. But Azad only stood there, glazed eyes resting on the scribbled menu.

“Um,” she said. “Yeah. There’s something I gotta tell you, Ooly. About the presentation.”

“Okay.”

“This.” She held up the menu. “This isn’t gonna be involved.”

Ooly blinked. He thought he misunderstood. Could only have misunderstood. “What do you mean by that?”

“I’m just going stick to the maths. Sorry.”

There was a long pause while Ooly digested the fact that, no, he was not confused. He repeated what he wanted to say a couple of times in his head, and then he said it out loud: “Professor Azad, if we don’t mention the translation, all our hard work will have been for nothing.”

There was no snappy comeback from Azad. Just a quick breath through the nose and an odd pinch of the mouth.

“Why do you want to leave that out?” he asked.

“Because it’s career suicide, okay?” she snapped. “Simple as that.”

Ooly was nonplussed. “But it’s true.”

“That doesn’t matter. I wish it did.”

The atmosphere in the suite had changed completely. Ooly wondered detachedly if they were fighting—sometimes he had conversations with people and learned afterward that he’d been in a fight—but, as she lowered herself onto the edge of the bed, Azad looked nothing but miserable. What his mother called a “funeral face.” It seemed like the kind of moment where Ooly could say the wrong thing, so he chose to stay silent.

“The thing is, Ooly, there’re lots of important people here tonight,” said Azad. “If we bring this to them, we’ll get laughed out of the room, if we’re lucky. If we’re not lucky we might be arrested. None of this is legal to publish. It’s probably not even legal to talk about. And maybe you’re thinking, so what? The work is good. I don’t care what they think. But stuff like this can leave a stink. You’re young, nobody knows you yet. But if you get a reputation for being—god, how to put this—for being a free thinker, you might not shake it off for years. Maybe ever.” One last deep breath, and then she came out with it: “I don’t want . . . what happened to me to happen to you.”

Ooly considered this. Then he nodded. “Okay.”

Azad leaned on her knees and addressed the carpet. “I wish you’d yell at me.”

“I don’t want to yell.” He lingered for a few uncomfortable seconds, trying to parse whether or not the conversation was over. No comment came from Azad. He turned and left without another word.

• • •

It was Ooly’s first stretch of free time in a while. They’d worked solidly for days on end, and even when he wasn’t working he’d been thinking about the work, trying to probe for some new angle. Now his mind was quiet and cold. As he wandered down to the lobby, that feeling seemed to transfer to the world around him. He spotted a stretch of oak banister worn down to the grain, a shot bulb in the body of the crystal chandelier, heard mechanized wheezing from an air-filtration system hidden overhead. All of a sudden the hotel felt too small, too snug. Ooly was struck with an uncommon longing for his family farm. He wanted wind and sky. It seemed like a good time to retreat to his room and vanish into a screen, but as Ooly was turning to go, he caught the eye of the one other person on the ship he considered a friend.

Reggie the bellhop had helped Ooly with his screen-bag when he first arrived, and the two of them had struck up a conversation about games. Reggie had terrible taste, no interest in complex systems at all, but he was fun to argue with.

“Where’s your uniform?” asked Ooly, by way of a greeting.

“It’s my day off.” Reggie turned back to the view with a sigh. “But we’re in DS, so I can’t do anything.”

“Wanna come back to my room and play a game?”

“What’d you have?”

“Golden Road.”

“Anything else?”

“Not downloaded.”

He shrugged. “Sure.”

Golden Road was not the kind of game Reggie liked. There was no kind of plot, no characters or drama. It was a logic puzzle game where you moved your ball the correct way along a sphere, avoiding bomb tiles and traps by process of elimination, leaving a bright trail of light in your wake. A perfect game of Golden Road ended when the light trail filled the projection completely, a perfect unmarked orb. Playing Golden Road was like breathing to Ooly. Reggie watched in a soft trance as his ball consumed the screen.

“Holy shit,” he said. “You’re good at this.”

A modest shrug. “I practice a lot. You wanna try?”

“Nah. Watching is fun.”

They were sitting at the foot of Ooly’s bed, light playing over their faces.

“I’m so mad today,” said Reggie after a while.

“How come?” Ooly’s eyes didn’t move from the game.

“Movie night got ruined. It wasn’t my fault. Half the film was fried.”

“Fried?” He twisted the controller in his hand, pivoting the ball around a spike pit.

“Yeah. Water damage, I think. It’d been at the bottom of the pile in a damp closet.”

“That sucks.”

“Everyone was annoyed.”

“With you?”

“It sure felt like they were annoyed with me. But nobody said anything.”

“Do you wish they’d yell at you?”

Reggie glanced at him, surprised. “Yeah. Honestly, kinda.”

A warp in the center of the screen, as Ooly’s ball plunged down a layer. “So you don’t know how the movie ended?”

“No. I can’t even look it up because we’re in DS. And it ended at a really bad spot too. This great big lifeforce from beyond the galaxy bearing down on everyone, and nobody knows how to stop it.” He sniffed. “It was really intense.”

Ooly blinked. “How would you finish the story?”

“Huh?”

“If it was your story, how would you finish it?” Reggie had confessed to him before that he wanted to write stuff one day—“Movies, games, whatever.”

“I dunno.” Reggie closed his eyes. “It’s hard. Making things end in a way that’s satisfying is hard. Maybe the hero sacrifices himself somehow? Biggs Dipper dies but everyone else gets to live.”

“Yeah.” Ooly was careful to keep his face neutral. “What if they found a way to talk to it? What then?”

“What? Talk to the Soup?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess that could work. What would you even say to something like that though?”

“I dunno. You could listen anyway. Hear what it has to say.”

“That could be cool.”

The last blob of light moved into the corner of the sphere. Satisfied, Ooly put down the controller. “Me too,” he said. “I think it’d be really, really cool.”

• • •

Ooly had intended to speak to Professor Azad before the conference finale began, but he got carried away gaming. Physically he felt okay, but his brain was exhausted, and the simplicity of the omni-directional puzzle-solving was a balm. Plus, the sight of the ever-composed Azad looking so upset had unsettled him. Curled over on the edge of the bed. Almost crying. Literally crying? He searched his memory. No, not at that point. But she might have cried after he left.

With ninety minutes left until the conference, Ooly shut the game down. He did his workout: thirty push-ups, sixty sit-ups, thirty squats, thirty dips, a sixty-second plank, then stretches. It felt good to stretch, to arch his back and dig his bare toes into the carpet. Ooly took exercise very seriously. Growing up he’d thought of his body as little more than a hunk of meat that carried him from screen to screen and sometimes had to be fed. But that got old pretty fast, especially when he left home. When he paid attention to it, Ooly realized he’d been blessed with a decent body. It didn’t get sick too often, had a good metabolism and could run pretty fast. All he had to do was a bit of general maintenance. There was no pleasure in exercise for him (a far cry from poor Uno, whose sports medals lined the living-room wall), but he took no small satisfaction in feeling his arms strengthen and watching his resting heart rate tick down month by month.

That was Ooly Mall’s experience of adulthood: realizing that a lot of what he’d been told was about will power was actually about adaptability. He could do most of what other people did, but he had to do it his own way, in his own time.

Once the exercises were done he showered, grabbed his nicest shirt (a tan clasp-up) and headed over to Azad’s room.

He almost didn’t recognize the Professor. She was out of a turtleneck and in a shirt that shimmered, her hair loose, her eyes daubed in color. She was talking to some old guy by the entrance to her room. Something about him seemed to make Azad bashful; she had the menu pressed against her chest, fingers fluttering.

“That’s really something,” said the old guy. “I don’t know what else to say. Makes a guy feel dumb.”

“It’s just a theory,” she said.

“I’m convinced.”

“Carl, you’re one of the most credulous people I’ve ever met. Any old starlight salesman could . . .” She spotted Ooly over his shoulder. “Gotta go. Remember, you can’t tell anyone.”

“My lips are zipped. See ya, Prof.” Carl stuck both hands in his pockets and slouched away, his head still shaking slightly in a motion of cheerful disbelief.

Ooly gave her a searching look. “You told him?”

“I’m sorry. He saw the menu and started asking all these questions, and I just . . .”

“I don’t mind. Can we go?”

“Yeah.” She lapsed too quickly into silence. Again, he thought, she wasn’t acting like herself. Nerves? As they started down the corridor, Ooly got a notion into his mind. He slotted his arm into the crook of Azad’s elbow. She said nothing, but gave him a firm squeeze.

There were precious few seats left when they arrived. Ooly and Azad found a spot in front of Skolnik and that woman Cleasby, whose voice was a decibel too loud for Ooly’s ears.

“It’s a clever ploy,” she was saying. “Obvious, sure, but clever.” Ooly turned and gave her a hard stare. He meant the stare to say shut up, but Cleasby took it as an invitation to keep talking. “The organizers’ ploy, I mean you know what this is about, don’t you?”

“No,” said Ooly rudely.

Skolnik had his arms folded and his eyes closed. “Don’t bother, my friends. She’s been at it all day.”

Cleasby ignored him. “You really don’t know?”

Azad sighed. “Enlighten us, please, Cleasby.”

“The numbers they gave us are random. They’re testing us.”

“Testing us?” she asked dryly. “And why’d they want to do that?”

“Cash! This must be some kind of talent-fostering scheme. A new way of giving out grants. It’s genius, when you think about it—see what we can do with something impossible.”

“That’s . . . a hell of a theory.” A shadow fell over Azad’s face. The idea appeared to strike a chord with her.

“It’s not true,” Ooly cut in. “It’s not impossible. Me and Professor Azad figured it out.”

Azad shot him a dangerous look. “Ooly . . .”

“Oh, really?” said Cleasby, faintly amused. “I look forward to hearing your ideas.”

“It’s not an idea. It’s a solution.”

“Sure. Whatever you’d like to call it.”

Ooly turned back to the podium, kneading the fabric of his trousers with both hands.

The last stragglers took their seats, and finally the talk commenced. It was a heavy, concentrated kind of atmosphere. Everyone was paying a lot of attention to what everyone else had to say, which Ooly found unusual for a conference.

One by one, the teams came forward and presented their interpretation of the numbers: genetic code for a perfect species of human; coordinates of a resource-rich plane; an undiscovered chemical compound; a blueprint for an advanced new computer software. Each theory dealt with only one snippet of the given data, some string of figures selected with extreme prejudice to try and match whatever idea the team had settled on. Like a treasure map drawn in the abstract or a fortune given by a fake oracle, vague enough to apply to any impressionable pilgrim.

“Confirmation bias,” whispered Azad.

Ooly scratched his nose. “Yeah.”

A few other teams came into the territory of their menu theorem. Each time they did so Ooly found himself tensing, fearful that they’d lose out to someone else. Competition had never been of interest to Ooly. Who cared if someone else was the first to reach an empirical truth? It was Azad’s influence, he figured. She spent so much time talking (“bitching,” his sisters would have said) about her colleagues, and she had a wild competitive streak. He hadn’t noticed it rubbing off but apparently it had.

At last their turn came. As they walked toward the podium, Azad whispered, “I’m going to be sick.”

But her composure was total once the talk began. Of course, she did things like this for a living. Talks and lectures and stuff. He watched her face up to the crowd, and remembered again how much he admired her, as a person as well as a scientist. She had stones.

“Separated into eight-figure blocks, the code can be sorted into the following figures.” With the twist of a dial, Azad brought up a grid of Ooly’s sketches, the two lines, the dots between. “He connected it to the phenomenon of imaginary numbers. Imaginary numbers, for the uninitiated, are a set of figures that exist on a hypothetical Y axis, running in parallel to the X axis where we find standard numbers. It’s much easier to express this idea visually.” A few weeks ago she was still struggling to grasp these concepts—now she was explaining them with ease. “Mr. Mall put this all together in less than forty-eight hours, and I wasn’t much help, naturally.” Knowing chuckles spread over the audience. He saw Cleasby smirk.

All of a sudden, Ooly wasn’t so scared of the crowd. He leaned past Azad, pulling the mic toward him. “She was a lot of help actually.”

Azad pulled the mic back. “Thank you, Ooly. As I was saying . . .”

Cleasby’s hand flew into the air.	

“Dr. Cleasby,” intoned the host, “Q&A will take place after the presentation.”

“I’d just like to know how Professor Azad helped,” she said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with, ahem . . . linguistics.”

“Please stop interrupting,” said Ooly, grabbing the mic again. “We’re getting to that bit.”

“No we’re not,” muttered Azad, grabbing it back.

They looked at each other. He mouthed: It’s okay.

“Ooly, I’m not—”

“You can do this.” He extended his fingers. “Power Squad.”

Mara Azad took a deep, shaky breath, and exhaled through two words: “Fuck it.” She matched the gesture. “Power Squad.”

“So.” She turned back to the audience. “Who cares, right? A theorem. It’s elegant and interesting, sure. But do we really think they’d gather us all here in secret to solve a little maths problem? I don’t think so. I’m sure none of you do either.” A couple more chuckles from the crowd, some shrugs. “So the question remains: Where do these figures come from? What do they really signify?”

As she spoke, Azad seemed to warm up, gather speed and energy. “Working closely with Mr. Mall, I was able to come up with an answer. We believe we are looking at a kind of mathematical language. Not a computer code, but something more . . . naturalistic. Abstract concepts conveyed through the artistry of four-dimensional maths. There are four phrases in total, each signified by a different figure. We’d need far more time and data to put together a complete picture of this language. But I have managed to concoct a rough translation.”

Ooly was ready with the menu and placed it before her on the podium. Azad cleared her throat and read:

We are far from where we started.

We cannot go where we wish to go.

So this goes where we cannot.

Greetings from across the valley.

It was the first time someone had spoken the whole passage out loud. Azad read it in a flat, academic tone, as if to deliberately diffuse any sense of grandeur. But some people in the audience were starting to sense where this was going. There were bristles, whispers. He saw Skolnik lean forward, gripping his knees.

“This is a simplified reading of the text,” Azad went on. “We believe that there may be more information hidden by the data. Meanings within meanings. Some of these messages may have already been partially uncovered by researchers at this conference. For example, the word ‘valley’ is indicated with a certain figure that correlates with the approximate distance in parsecs between the Milky Way and the furthest arm of the Andromeda Galaxy.”

Ooly leaned forward, yanking the mic toward himself with a fried squeak of audio. “Does that answer your question, Dr. Cleasby?”

There was no response from Cleasby; no laughter either, not from anyone. Just naked, blinking silence. Ooly was going to explain further, but found himself shoved aside.

“Okay!” said the organizer, loud enough to make the speakers squeak. “Thank you both. That’s all for today.”

“But—”

“Thank you!” he repeated, flashing that nailed-on smile.

“Give it up,” whispered Azad. She took his arm and guided him back to his seat.

• • •

There were no more presentations after theirs. The organizer took the stage, reminded the assembled crowd that they were bound by an oath of silence not to mention anything they’d discussed or learned, then dismissed the group. He caught them as everyone else was shuffling away.

“Mr. Mall. Professor Azad. A moment in private, please.”

The organizer shooed out security, so just the three of them remained.

Ooly was expecting something formal, an office meeting perhaps, but the organizer went and sat on the edge of the stage, yanking at his collar with a heavy sigh. Ooly hadn’t taken much notice of the organizer before. He was one of those people you don’t really take notice of—just a smile with a clipboard. Now, though, the facade was slipping a little. His face, a porcelain mask until that point, was going rubbery with worry.

“So,” he began. “How do I put this . . .”

Ooly and Azad exchanged a look. Azad shrugged. They sat down either side of the organizer.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. “I’ll take your theory to my boss. My boss will take it to their boss, who will take it to their boss, who will take it to their boss, who will either show it to the man in charge or burn it. I believe it will be burned.”

Ooly wanted to speak, but he could sense that this was more of a listening conversation. Azad only raised an eyebrow.

“So, the money . . .” he went on, “you’re probably not going to see it.”

Azad burst out, “Oh, come on—”

He held up a hand. “Please, Professor. You must understand my position. This was supposed to be a curious little side project. We didn’t expect something of this nature.”

She snorted. “Right.”

“Where’s it from?” asked Ooly. “The code, I mean. Where’d you find it? Or is it a secret?”

The organizer shrugged. “I suppose I can say. Since you’re under oath. This signal has been appearing on high-sensitivity receivers for . . . hundreds of years. All equipment past a certain grade will pick it up. It’s always been written off as a technical error. Some undiscovered frequency, who knows. But lately it’s started to degrade.”

“Huh,” said Azad. “So this signal starts to vanish, and all of a sudden you get curious?”

“The degrading indicated the signal had a source. It could have proven useful to us.”

“But this . . . ?”

“Is the opposite of useful. Precisely.”

A pause. The organizer stood up, pulling at his cuffs, righting his jacket. “That’s all. Thank you both for your hard work.”

He strode out the room and took care not to look back.

• • •

The cocktail bar was all but deserted. Everyone was downstairs, for a concert apparently. Ooly didn’t mind. He was glad to have a little peace. Azad was more of a worry to him. He assumed she’d be angry—all that money gone!—but she was jubilant.

“Ah, we were never going to get that stuff anyway,” she said with a flap of her hand. “There’s no money in telling the truth. We did good work, that’s what matters.”

“Even though nobody liked it.”

“Carl liked it. You should’ve seen his face. Lit up like a supernova.”

“Do you think he’ll tell anyone?”

“No, never. That man keeps his promises.”

Their drinks arrived: two dry martinis, courtesy of Azad. Ooly positioned his head over the glass and lapped at the drink. The flavor was chemical—it seared through his sinuses.

“Sending a message that far can’t have been easy,” he mused, licking his lips. “It would be nice to send something back.”

“To who?” Azad was swirling her martini dreamily. “That message was written millions of years ago. Even the stars they orbited will have burned out by now.”

“Maybe they have special bodies that live super long,” he said hopefully. “Or maybe their descendants are around, waiting.”

“Face it, Ooly. All we did was open a letter from a bunch of ghosts. By the time we get a message back, we’ll be ghosts too.”

He offered her a crooked smile. “I wouldn’t mind.”

“You know what? Me neither.” She lifted a glass. “To ghosts.”

The glasses chinked.

Ooly cradled his cocktail. He blinked. There was something funny entering his vision, something familiar but not quite right.

It was an olive speared on a cocktail stick, hovering a few inches in front of his nose.




ANGOULÊME
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dreamed of Renée for the first time in many years. Or at least, dreamed of her clearly. Many nights she’d woken up in a sweat, her body contorted like a pile of loose cables, with a terrible sense of being late for something, a flight or a meeting, something she couldn’t afford to miss. Those nights contained a blurred trace of the grief that was as familiar to her now as breathing.

But there was nothing vague about this dream. It felt more like a very old memory: hazy around the edges, but brilliantly vivid at the center, in the parts that mattered. It made the waking world seem brittle. For the first bleary hours of the morning, combing out her hair over the sink, carefully strapping a hunting knife to her shin, she had a sense that she could at any moment turn her head and find herself back in the dream world.

It was her grandfather’s house. Someone was leaving, though she didn’t know who. A leaving party. Rooms melted into rooms, faces into faces. She saw chattering strangers squeezed together into the half-moon kitchen. They’re sitting on the counter, she noticed. Grandpa won’t like that. She moved toward the kitchen through a press of bodies and then forgot where she was going. Someone handed her a fruit parcel and a glass of wine.

“The fruit is good,” said Angoulême. “But aren’t I too young to drink?”

“Angoulême, you’re thirty-one.” The speaker nodded at something over her shoulder. “Look who it is!”

She turned and found herself pulled into an embrace. It came with a warm familiar scent, like buttered toast and wool, and lasted a long time.

“There you are,” said Renée. She had her hands on Angoulême’s shoulders and was looking at her the way she used to, with a little teasing smile. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Angoulême opened her mouth to say something witty. But everyone was gone. The crowd, the house, Renée. The world was dark, which meant only one thing—that she was awake again.

It wasn’t morning yet. She could sense that even without reaching for the button that would read out the time. The body of the hotel moved around her, turning over in its sleep. Whispering pipes. The pipes always whispered, even at night. More so, even.

She wondered detachedly if she was going to die soon. Was it a summons? I’ve been looking all over for you. She curled, twining the blanket between her legs. Why now, Renée? She asked of the silence. What do you want?

Of course, her old friend wanted nothing. That was the great benefit of being dead: you never wanted anything ever again. Mulling this over, Angoulême fell into a quieter kind of sleep, pulled awake hours later by the trill of her alarm.

Thursday, 20 October, 08:00. Thirteen hours and 30 minutes left until the Abeona exits Deep Space.

A long shower, mouthwash, her first coffee of the day from a steampod she kept by the sink in the kitchenette. She stretched on the floor listening to Schubert’s Symphony No. 9. It was the same as always: the little routines that fed into a bigger cycle, the pleasant purgatory that was hotel life. Her hands searched and landed at last on a hardshell case containing the dreaded vision-transference headset, which she put on to pick out the day’s lipstick. The image was grainy, the colors cheap. But it saved her some time.

Inconvenient as it was to be blind, Angoulême found the visor much worse. It was a headache-inducing monstrosity which offered only a sketchy approximation of the real world and made her look like a walking metallic freak. Since her encounter with Jean she’d worn it almost every day—scanning the evening crowds for him, and the inevitable trouble he would bring. Staffroom gossip held that “Mr. Corinth” had done a runner and vanished without paying his bill. They said he’d fled to Daramulum. Angoulême was certain the man was still on board, hiding himself from the authorities. Through the visor she’d already spotted a few guests with the tell-tale perfect skin and dead eyes of an imperial agent. Mingling like vampires with the ordinary revelers, eyes flickering to and fro in search of their mark.

He wouldn’t stay gone for long, of that she was certain. Jean was far too persistent for that. Eventually he would resurface to finish whatever wretched business he had on the Abeona. And this time, she would see him coming.

The last thing Angoulême had beheld with her naked eyes was the great Breton sun, Surya-5. The evacuation ship was overcrowded. People and luggage were all packed together in the hull like krill in the stomach of a great sea monster. Lots of families. She’d felt out of place as a lone traveler, keyboard rolled up under one arm, travel bag drawn against her knee. The rest of her family had already gone on ahead. She’d stayed, waiting for Renée. Then Jean came back alone. There was a short conversation that ended in a stabbing. At the time her mind was all white noise, and she’d enjoyed it on some level—the grim satisfaction of seeing her own apocalyptic prophecy come true. After all, she’d told Renée that no good would come of her running off with a dissident. Told them both over and over that it would all end in death.

By the time she managed to evacuate she was mostly numb. A machine that had outlived its purpose, running down the checklist of things to do. Pack. Dress. Walk. Sit. She remembered a voice on the loudspeaker crying for everyone to cover their eyes. The shielding on the old tugship failed at exactly the wrong moment, or perhaps someone on the deck neglected to turn it on. Whatever the reason, the result was the same: a tsunami of light and pain. Then, nothing.

Between the warning on the loudspeaker and the sight of the sun, Angoulême’s memory had a sinister gap. Or rather, the sinister absence of a gap. She recalled the voice and the light as happening very quickly, practically at the same time. But most of the other people in the hull had found the time to hunker down, slapping a hand across their own faces and the faces of their children.

She would never know for certain. There were no witnesses. But it must’ve happened. She must have heard the warning and, in the same numb daze that had propelled her along for so many weeks, had turned toward the window, to watch the dawning of hell itself.

Angoulême selected a matte blended red from the lipstick collection and applied it with a practiced swoop by the hand mirror. She was starting to get used to her visor. The migraines persisted, but she had learned to take the edge off with strong painkillers. Even the sight of her own helmeted reflection was not as shocking as it had once been.

People, she reflected sourly, can get used to anything. The modern human brain formed in the midst of an ice age had soon got used to the cold. When the ice melted, humans got used to the warmer climes. They got used to hunting, got used to farming, got used to living in settlements, then towns. They invented feudalism and got used to being serfs, then invented capitalism and got used to being workers, earning and spending money for every damned little thing. They learned the Earth was dying and somehow got used to life with that agonizing knowledge, then left home and got used to life under foreign stars.

Angoulême didn’t want to adapt. She’d never made the conscious effort to try. But her body marched on regardless, adjusting to things like human bodies do, metabolizing the pain and strangeness of her post-war life. You think you can’t hurt anymore, but you hurt a little worse each day. You think you can’t take anymore, but you do, you keep taking it. You think it’ll kill you, but somehow it doesn’t. And then what? Life demands to be lived. So live she did, day by day. Quietly. Alone.

• • •

Her first appointment of the morning was on the staff floor, in a space affectionately known as “the shed.” Back when the hotel had a fleet of administrators rather than one irritable Kipple, the shed had been the office for some low-level collar, a grim little carpeted cell with a small, deep-set window like you might find in an ancient castle. It had the smell of an abandoned classroom. Pointless office crap gathered in the corners like cobwebs: flimsy old files, half-empty pens, the odd steel-toothed bull clip.

The shed was a creative nirvana for Angoulême. She couldn’t explain why, even to herself. How did these places come about? Why did these unlovable little corners of the universe draw artists like worshippers to a roadside shrine? All Angoulême knew was that the shed gave a pleasant sense of being holed up somewhere safe during a blizzard. She’d been using it for practice in the off-hours, tinkering with her rollout keyboard, rooting out new melodies.

Uwade was already there when she arrived, visor in one hand, keyboard in the other. Angoulême could hear the smile in the concierge’s voice as she said, “Well, good morning to you.”

Angoulême had no intention of approaching Uwade about music. Not at first, anyway. That was why she’d taken the hotel job in the first place. Because she could play what she liked, and play alone. During her job interview, Carl admitted that a full band was “out of budget for now,” but found a single pianist added “class and atmosphere.” That was why she came.

Well, not just that.

He was . . .

He was kind. And he didn’t ask questions.

So she stayed.

Nobody disturbs a hotel pianist. When people are eating good food, they are not inclined to bang on the polished casing and ask for a certain song; to lean drunkenly over the keys and breathe the name of some washed-out pop tune in your ear. No requests, no disturbances. Each night Angoulême constructed for herself a suspended bubble of pure music. There she could move idly from melody to melody, a private conversation between herself and the keys.

Then she heard Uwade play. Just happened to, one random evening when she was returning to her room. It was the exact kind of song someone would have requested at one of her previous roles, the choked-up remains of a predigested earworm. But this version of the song was not the version she knew. It was naked and sad. When she heard it Angoulême felt an intense desire to play as part of an ensemble again.

The two women were hardly strangers. They passed each other most days, and talked sometimes, though it was always initiated by Uwade.

“Angoulême! Good luck out there tonight!”

“Good evening, Angoulême. Everything in order? Can I get you some water?”

“Remember, if anyone heckles you, I’ll wade in there and lash them.”

Cheerful, sly, always a little overfamiliar. Just like she was with everyone. And how did Angoulême respond? With a grunt usually. Perhaps a nod. Enough to signal that she didn’t mind these greetings but wanted them to go no further. It was the same arm’s-length approach she applied to all the staff at the hotel.

Then one day, sometime after she’d caught that snatch of Uwade’s music, Angoulême blurted out the first word.

“You play holophone.” It came out like an accusation.

“I do!” said the concierge. “How do you know?”

“I heard you. The other day.”

A rueful laugh. “Oh, no. I’m sorry. These thin walls are too thin.”

“You sing, too.”

“When the mood strikes.” Angoulême could sense Uwade getting nervous. “Yes. My voice isn’t what it used to be.”

“All voices change with age. It’ll change irrevocably like any other part of the human body.”

Damn, thought Angoulême. I’ve forgotten how to hold a normal conversation. This is the greatest humiliation of my life.

But there was Uwade, cutting in: “Do you think? I thought it was this job, you know. All day long I’m talking to people. Natter, natter, natter. That would fry your vocal chords, wouldn’t it?”

“A little,” she replied. “Nothing that you can’t fix with practice. In any case, you still sound good.”

“A compliment!” Uwade clapped. “What is happening today, Angoulême? Next you’ll be suggesting we play together.”

“Ah, perhaps.”

“No! Really? Is that what you are suggesting?”

“It was just a thought.”

“Oh, no. No, no, no. You don’t want to make music with some silly amateur. You’re a professional, and so talented, and—”

“Will you do this or not?”

“Fine. I have spare time Thursday morning. Ten o’clock. Are you free?”

“I am.”

“Then I accept your challenge. Just wait. I’ll drive you deaf as well as blind. Hah!”

Always that incredulous little hah!—less a laugh then a burst of surprise. When they met up in the shed she did it again: “Hah! Forgive me for laughing. I didn’t think you’d come.”

Angoulême shrugged. As she rolled out her keyboard, she could hear Uwade warming up, matching her voice to the pitch of the holophone. The instrument, oak-warm and precise, was a good fit for the player. I’ll have to be careful not to drown her out, she thought.

They started off simple. A couple of classics, low tempo. Uwade suggested most of them. Angoulême was satisfied just to act as accompaniment. Playing with Uwade felt natural, easy even. The concierge was extremely disciplined for an apparent amateur. She didn’t wander into some self-indulgent cul-de-sac and expect the accompaniment to keep up, and any improvisation she tried landed back with the beat after a bar or two.

“How about Ganymede Elegy next?” asked Uwade. “You could take the second verse.”

“No thank you. I don’t sing.”

“Don’t or won’t?”

Angoulême filled in the silence with the plunky opening riff of Ganymede.

“Don’t or won’t?” she asked again.

“Can’t. Shall we?”

They did. Uwade handled both verses with ease, slipping into the alto range like she’d lived there all her life. When the song was over she heard Uwade slap her knees with a sigh. “Okay.”

She’s going to leave, thought Angoulême sadly. I’ve bored her.

“I have an idea, but before we get started you must promise to be kind.”

“I promise.”

“I’ve written something. Can we try it out?”

“Okay.”

“To start with it’s like this.” Uwade drew out a melody from the holophone. “So it needs something that fits there.” She played it again, and Angoulême found the notes to lie underneath. “Perfect. And you finish like this.” She twiddled out a complex chord. “But, you know—with depth. And a little spice. I’m sorry, I’m not classically trained, so the terms . . .”

“Like this?” Angoulême replayed the final chord as a seventh.

“Yes. So you play back and forth, back and forth. And then you land there. And for the verse it’s the same except you switch from an E to a D, and the final note dissolves out a bit. You’ll grasp it quickly.”

“Yes.” Pop music. About as complex as a four-brick house.

“Do you want to go again?” asked Uwade.

“I can remember.”

“No need to smirk, Angoulême. Sometimes the simple things are best. Now, from the beginning.”

They counted in, and Uwade began to sing. Dull as the piano line was, she’d clearly been putting work into the interplay between the first and second melody, and the results were enough to keep Angoulême awake as she marched through the chords.

It was a song about letting go of your dreams. About failure. Not failing all in one go, but gradually, until you looked around and realized you were nowhere near the place you were aiming for.

They finished the song and sat for a moment.

“Let’s go again,” said Angoulême. “I have an idea.”

In fact, she had several ideas, giving notes on practically everything except the lyrics. Uwade accepted approximately one addition out of every three, rejected or altered the others, until they reached a begrudging compromise which, played all the way through, was not without its charms.

After the third run-through, Angoulême thought to ask the time. She heard a sound that was probably Uwade slapping herself on the forehead. “Damn! My shift. I have to go.”

Angoulême nodded. “So long.”

“I’m sorry to run off like this.”

“It’s okay. This was nice. Your song is . . . it’s good.”

“Lavish praise again! Thank you, thank you. I’ll walk on air all day long. It’s much better now. Almost good enough to . . .” She paused. Held back the thought, whatever it was. “Anyway, we’ll discuss it later. Bye bye!”

The sound of humming and footsteps faded away. Angoulême stretched out her fingers, yawning hugely. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done so much talking. It had been pleasant enough, but now she wanted to find some warm corner to curl up in and fall asleep.

Losing most of her sight never gave Angoulême superpowers, but she keenly felt the skin-crawling sense of being watched from behind whenever she was around people, far more than she had when she could see. Eyes on the front of her head might as well be on the back these days. A few moments after Uwade left that feeling came over suddenly, in a wave, without warning. The feeling of being watched.

Someone was with her in the shed.

She cocked her head, listening for the tell-tale cues. A snatch of breath. Shuffled feet. Something wheezed that might have been a hydraulic pipe or a stuck throat. One of her hands reached over to the visor, while the other crept downwards, toward the knife strapped to her shin.

“A little rude not to say hello,” she said.

Who would dare sneak in on a practice? Were they trying to hear her play?

Hopefully, she said, “Carl?”

Nothing. Her fingers closed around the handle of the knife.

“Jean?”

But no. She would have caught the scent.

Angoulême took a breath.

“Renée?”

The visor was there in her hand, but she couldn’t bring herself to put it on. Now she was certain it was Renée. The whole room was filled with the scent of her. Perhaps the shed had always smelled that way. Perhaps that was why she kept coming back.

“She’s a lot like you, isn’t she?” said Angoulême. “Our holophonist. Except she wears perfume, which you never liked. And she can hold a tune. And keep to a schedule. On second thoughts, she’s not much like you at all.”

Angoulême was trying to place Renée in the space around her. Based on the prickling sense of gaze, she was probably sitting on the old work-desk, slim legs swinging.

“What do you want, Renée?” she asked, addressing the desk. “I have this feeling that you want something. What is it?”

Renée did not clarify.

“Should I run off to join the rebels? Make a stand, like you did? That’s a stupid thing to ask. I’m not a soldier. I can’t even protect one silly little hotel.”

Not unless I aim my scissors at Jean’s throat this time. But she couldn’t bring herself to say that, not even to Renée’s ghost. She’d loved him, after all.

“So? Why are you here?”

Again, nothing.

In a burst of frustration she leaned over the keys and slammed out a fistful of notes. “Damn it! What the hell do you want? Speak to me. Please!”

There was a brush of soft material against carpet—the shed door swinging open—and a breathless voice said, “Angoulême!”

It was Uwade.

“I had to run back and tell you. I haggled with Mataz—he’s given us the go-ahead for tonight!”

“Tonight? What are you . . . ?”

“A performance. Just a couple songs. You’re available, aren’t you? Nine o’clock?”

“To play piano?”

“No, electric drums. Of course to play the piano. You’ll do it, won’t you? We can go over the chords again beforehand.”

“Okay. Yes, fine.”

Uwade clapped. “Excellent. Oh, and who were you talking to just now? I heard a voice.”

“Oh, nobody. Myself.”

“Hah! You know, you ought to be careful. Talk too long to the walls and they’ll start talking back.”

“Thank you, Uwade. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Don’t be sour, I’m only teasing. And now I’ve hung around too long. But I’ll see you tonight, won’t I?”

“You will.”

The sound of the door slamming shut.

Alone again, Angoulême traced her fingers over the familiar bump of the keys. How she wished the walls would talk back.

• • •

That afternoon, Angoulême fell asleep by accident.

She dreamed of the sun.

It wasn’t an easy dream. She awoke and was glad of the darkness.

• • •

Angoulême played to a busier and more attentive crowd of diners than she was used to. Someone had arranged some extra chairs in a crescent near the stage and tacked up an announcement on the menu: LIVE CONCERT AT NINE! FREE TO ALL! Word had evidently spread. Five minutes before the show, the dining hall was as full as she’d ever seen it—not just with guests, but half the staff as well, filing along the back, spilling out from the kitchen. Angoulême was wearing the visor again. Her temples throbbed with pain.

Uwade arrived in a black sleeveless dress and tasseled gold earrings, braids loose and scattered over her shoulders. She was all smiles and nods for the crowd, but even through the visor Angoulême could see that her face was gray.

“I shouldn’t have proposed this,” she whispered.

“It was your idea,” murmured Angoulême. “What’s the trouble?”

“The trouble is that I used to sing for a crowd of strangers,” she hissed through a fixed grin. “I know all these people.”

“So don’t do it.”

“I can’t back out now!”

She shrugged. “Do it then.”

“I knew you’d be helpful. Here.” She handed Angoulême a scrap of memo paper. “The set list. We’re doing my song last.”

“Very well.”

The audience fell silent. There was a long pause. Uwade bit her lip.

“Shit or get off the pot,” whispered Angoulême.

“I’m shitting! I’m shitting!”

“Okay. One, two, three . . .”

They played a handful of the classics they’d tried that morning. Uwade grew bolder with each song, gaining color and volume, the old stage adrenaline working its magic.

Carl slipped in just before the final piece. He took a seat near the front, clasped his hands over his knees, and shot Uwade a fatherly wink. You soft-hearted old bastard, thought Angoulême. I bet you’re loving this.

They closed out Ganymede Elegy. Uwade waited for the applause to die.

“Thank you,” she began. “Next, is a song you may not have heard. This is because it was written by, ah, me. And here it is.” Angoulême felt a desperate elbow nudging into her back. “And here it is.”

After a few extra seconds to ensure the atmosphere was extra ripe, Angoulême began to play. And Uwade, as they had practiced, began to sing.

It was better than before. Much better, even. A pinprick of a smile came to Angoulême’s lips. Perhaps the simple things really are better, she thought.

When it was over there was the usual breathless pause, then the whole hall exploded into applause. The kitchen staff were all but screaming. Mataz whistled like a farmer. Guests nodded to each other, puzzled but pleased. A grinning Uwade stepped down from the podium and was enveloped at once, pounded on the back, kissed on the cheek, ruffled on the head.

Angoulême looked over to Carl, expecting tears, and saw him locked in what looked like an urgent conversation with a rumpled-looking man.

Not a man. It was Jean. In the flesh.

Angoulême was winded, aghast. She’d expected a stealth attack. Some more insidious form of chaos, some subtle treachery. But this? To walk out in front of her while she played? It was beyond brazen.

Further back, she could see a trio of blank-faced strangers muscling through the crowd. Agents, she could tell, from the shape of them. And there was Jean, oh so conspicuous in the second row, blabbering away to Carl. Did he think he was safe because he was in a crowd? Idiot man.

The agents drew closer. Unseen in the hubbub. They hadn’t spotted him yet, but they were clearly on the hunt, glaring around at the guests. Drawing closer by the second.

Her brain buzzed with the pain of looking.

Before she had only smelled his cologne, but now she could see the contours of his face, familiar despite the ravages of time and a savage beating. It made her stomach clench all over again with the memory.

Renée leaning up to kiss the bridge of his nose.

Renée swaddled in his enormous overcoat.

Renée holding his hand out by the wrist, pressing it into Angoulême’s hand, yanking them up and down. “And shake!” she said. “Become! Best! Friends! Now!”

“Let me go,” she’d said, trying to glower.

Jean looked hapless. “Renée . . .”

“Do it!” she said, still forcing the handshake. “I command you!”

“All right,” he’d said. Jean had pressed a princely hand against his chest. “Angoulême, my name is Jean Zevin. Shall we be friends?”

“Of course.” She bowed back. “Best friends.”

Renée and her as little girls, forced to share a stool and duet together on her grandfather’s old keyboard. It drove her crazy the way Renée would mash randomly at the keys while she tried to keep pace. She’d keep at it, wearing Angoulême down until she gave up and started mashing as well—until they both fell about laughing and got scolded for their lack of discipline.

That was Renée all over. You could try to resist it, but sooner or later she’d pull you in.

An arm warm against hers. A second body on the stool.

And just like that, the anger was gone.

All she was left with was the grief. Grief, and a job to do.

Distraction. That was the trick. How to pull eyes without making a fuss? Oh, she could play, she could always play. But Uwade had gone back to her seat and left her alone, a simple parlor pianist. And what is a parlor pianist except something to be ignored?

There was an old song she knew, a song that made her think of the lost days. As she thought of it her hands played the opening. And as her hands played, her mouth opened and began to sing. Renée was there. She sang to her.

“I get along without you,” she sang. “Very well. Of course I do.”

It worked at once. The crowd fell silent.

“Except when soft rains fall,” she corrected. “And slip from leaves that I recall. The thrill of being sheltered in your arms . . .”

Angoulême risked a glance at Jean. Shock had frozen him. She moved her head in motion with the music, facing toward the kitchen doors, then back at him.

“I said that I . . .”

 Moron! Please, understand!

“. . . get along without you . . . very well.”

At last, the message seemed to click. Jean rose and skirted the crowd, heading for the kitchen. The agents were close enough to see. But they did not. They were with everyone else, her included, cocooned in a small private place created by note and song.

“Except in spring,” she explained to Renée. “But I should never think of spring.”

Jean lingered. Only for a second, half a second perhaps. Watching her.

“Because that would surely break my heart in two . . .”

She stared back, savoring one last sight of the face Renée had cherished.

Go on, you bastard, she thought. Live.

Jean vanished. She finished the song. When the final notes landed they were soft as a bird on a branch. It was over.

Angoulême only nodded at the applause, which seemed to go on for a long time. She was exhausted. Nothing left to give. It was a great relief to chuck the visor down and wipe her eyes.

The applause died out quite suddenly. Unnaturally so. Someone murmured with horror. She turned toward the crowd, feeling the strange sensation of her own hair moving out of sync with her skull. Angoulême reached up and felt the strands trailing her fingers like the tendrils of an underwater amoeba.

Then she came free of the seat altogether.




WALKING AWAY

The machine works. The issue is not that the machine is BROKEN . . . but what does it create? Nothing but misery. Lonely souls, disconnected from one another.

Our separation from one another is an illusion. I speak not from sentimentality, but from experience. We must show this lie for what it is. We must reach out and hold on to what we find.

Lamplighter dispatches, #55 (distributor unknown)




CARL, AGAIN

[image: image]

Thursday, 20 October, 14:32. Six hours and 58 minutes left until the Abeona exits Deep Space.

Carl was quietly adrift. In his office, but not there either. Not anywhere. His own mind trailed behind him like a helium balloon. It was an old childhood trick—to step away when the present moment got too hot, watch from afar for a while. But Carl wasn’t a kid anymore and he couldn’t let go. They were in a mess. His mess! I need to get back into myself, he thought.

To descend back into his own brain, Carl needed something familiar to focus on, something in his line of sight. He selected an inspirational poster. The slogan read, SHOOT FOR THE MOON! EVEN IF YOU MISS, YOU’LL LAND AMONG THE STARS, illustrated with a crude illustration of dewy-eyed kittens leaving orbit in a cardboard spaceship. It was a very old proverb, one that Carl was fond of, but today the sight of it gave him a surge of irritation. Land among the stars? What did that even mean? Spin out forever in a graveyard of dying suns? What a terrifyingly high price to pay for something as innocent as a failed moon-hop.

Maybe the old proverb had been mistranslated. Maybe it wasn’t a folksy slice of encouragement but a dire warning, ignored for far too long.

Carl shuddered.

“This is my fault,” he said, interrupting Mataz. The assistant manager had been speaking for about ten minutes solid. Gone within himself, Carl had struggled to focus on the particulars, but he knew the thrust of Mataz’s argument. They needed to hand someone in. Ideally the right person. Mataz thought Carl knew the Lamplighter’s identity and was stubbornly keeping it a secret. But Carl really didn’t know. He felt, among many other things, like a total moron.

Mataz also thought he was a moron. Carl could tell because he’d actually slowed down his speech for once, carefully belaboring every point. He spoke to Carl like he was talking him off a ledge.

“You’ve been deceived,” he said. “This isn’t your fault. This person, whoever they are, has put everyone in danger. And look, they even believe you! They actually believe that you’re not involved, which is . . . a miracle, frankly. But the longer you stall the worse this looks for all of us.” Mataz licked his lips. For me too, read Carl. “It’s someone on the staff, right?”

“They have to have met Nina,” he said. “So, it’s anyone who’s been around for ten years or more.”

“Mmm. That rules out roughly two thirds of the staff.” Mataz ran a hand over his neck. “It’ll probably be someone senior. Department heads. Plus a few of the people who are too lazy to get promoted. When did Rogan start again?”

Carl gave him a look. “It isn’t Rogan.”

Mataz shrugged. “I’m just thinking out loud. Let’s see . . . Kipple hates politics, Ryōko is too busy in the kitchen to get up to anything. Ephraim . . .” He shook his head twitchily. “Not the type. Uwade talks to people all day, she’s well placed to . . . Carl?”

With two fists planted downwards against the desk, Carl was leaning over, far enough that he could feel the edge of his belt buckle digging into his belly. He wanted to say something to Mataz but he didn’t know what. His breathing was ragged and patternless. One hand went up. He saw Mataz flinch. But it landed harmlessly on his shoulder. Carl gripped the assistant manager hard.

“Please, stop,” he said. “That’s enough.”

Mataz’s mouth was all flat, twitching at one corner. Very quietly, he asked, “What if they take you away?”

“That’s not gonna happen.”

“You don’t know that.” A single mascara-black tear grew and trickled down Mataz’s cheek. More followed. Mataz, the eternally unrumpled, seemed to fold. He hid his face behind his hands. “You can’t let them do this,” he sobbed. “Carl, you can’t just let them drag you off.”

There was a flustered pause while they both reached for embroidered handkerchiefs at the same time. Mataz laughed shakily between hiccups, accepting both. As he wiped at his face, Carl carried his chair around so they could sit side by side. Strangely, Mataz’s breakdown made him feel more certain of himself. He wrapped an arm around the other man and said with conviction, “We’ll figure it out.”

“You really have no idea who it could be?” asked Mataz. “Not a single clue?”

Carl grimaced. “I guess I have my suspicions.”

“I know it hurts. But we need you here. We all need you.”

“I hear you. Thanks, Mataz.” He patted him. “Why don’t you go and rest up for a bit? I’ve got some thinking to do.”

Mataz nodded.

Once he was alone, Carl rubbed his chin. He circled over to the hydraulic pipe, grabbed a pink memo scrap and a pen. The nib lingered in the air. Again his eyes found the calendar, the warning.

One last breath. On the memo he scribbled, Come to my office ASAP, folded it up three times and smoothed the fold with his finger. Then, on the rear side, he wrote For Sasha, and stuffed it quickly into the pipe before he could change his mind.

Six hours to go

Sasha wouldn’t meet his eye.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I wouldn’t ask this if there was any other way.”

“All right,” she replied. “All right, honey. For you.”

Two hours to go

Azad was showing him something. A message from a long ways away, scribbled on the back of a menu.

“You can’t tell anyone,” she said for maybe the third or fourth time.

“Cross my heart, Prof. Who’d believe an old fart like me anyhow?”

She said quietly, “Who’d believe an old fart like me?”

“That kid believes you, doesn’t he?”

“Yeah,” she said with a smile, gazing at the menu. “I guess he does.”

Thirty minutes to go

“See you around, Carl.”

Rogan stormed out of the apartment, dragging Daphne behind her.

Carl turned his face up at the fractured window. He’d always hated that window. Hated this whole wing, really. The Abeona’s design meant everything to Carl, and when he’d found out Nina’s apartment was in a different style he felt oddly betrayed. All that warmth and color wasn’t her taste—it was just a calculation, something she’d chosen to win over the maximum number of customers.

In the thirty-odd years he’d worked with Nina, she’d never said a bad word to him. But sometimes she’d give him this look. Usually after he’d suggested one of his more fanciful ideas—a “Halfway There” party at the edge of the galaxy, a charity auction for abused pets, staff movie nights. She’d say, “That’s certainly a suggestion,” and stare curiously down the soft curve of her nose toward him for a moment, expression inscrutable.

Then she’d reach across and flick him affectionately on the ear, and say, “Silly boy.”

Events planner. Had he really believed that was her job, back before the Abeona days? Not really. But he thought she’d had a good reason for lying. And that she’d tell him some day, when the time was right. But then she collapsed one afternoon while arranging a plate of hors d’oeuvres. They yelled for him out in the lobby, and he ran through and found her there, not breathing, with a smear of sauce still on her cheek from where she’d fallen face-down onto the tray. She’d taught him CPR like everything else. He did his best. When he pulled his face from hers, lips smeared with mustard, she still wasn’t breathing. She gazed past him toward the chandelier, pale and strange and unreadable as ever.

He thought they’d have more time.

“Damn,” he said to nobody. “Damn, damn, damn.”

Five minutes to go

Carl clapped so hard his hands stung, whistled through his teeth, yelled for an encore at the top of his lungs. Flushed but triumphant, Uwade stepped down from the stage and into the arms of the adoring crowd. He was about to join them, but someone caught him on the elbow.

“Wasn’t that just the most—” Carl forgot what he was saying when he saw Mr. Corinth’s face. He was gaunt and ghoulish, swallowed up in a patchy beard, the robust action-man jaw carved away by a sadistic sculptor. Sleepless eyes drilled deep into his face. When he spoke Carl could see several dark, gory windows that had once been teeth.

“We need to talk,” said Mr. Corinth.

“What in the stars happened to you?”

“No time,” he said. His breath carried the scent of infected metal; it was a struggle not to recoil. “No time. They’re here. Listen to me. One of your staff—”

“Shh.” Carl pushed him down into a chair. He went down easy, weak as a child. “Listen. I know. It’s okay. I’m looking after it.”

Corinth gaped. “How?”

“I’m the manager. It’s my business to look after everyone.” Corinth tried to protest, but Carl shushed him. “Listen up. Go down to the bay. Find Shuttle 2. The lock is buggered, you can get in with a good yank. There’s a big trunk at the back. Climb in and curl up and don’t make a goddamn sound.”

Corinth gripped his arm. “I’m not leaving without my target.”

“Oh yes, you are. Don’t you think your—” Carl risked a glance around at the chattering crowd, “your friend should have found you by now if they wanted to? Maybe you should take the hint, eh?”

“But—”

Carl waited.

“If I can’t?” It seemed to be the only response Corinth could summon.

“This is your last chance. You gotta go.”

More waiting. He thought he’d won. But then, before his eyes, something hardened in Mr. Corinth, a little flailing, fearful spirit that curled up, died, and fossilized into an empty crust of itself. He spoke tonelessly. “I can’t go back empty-handed. I’d rather die.”

A queasy fear rose up in Carl. He could see the man disappearing into his own conviction and couldn’t summon the words to drag him out again.

Then the second song began.

It had occurred to Carl that Angoulême might be able to sing, but never in a million years had he guessed she could sing like that. It wasn’t a matter of hitting the notes—each word came textured with new emotion. The space between her and the audience shrank down, down, until Carl had the sense he was sat beside her, her breath on his cheek.

Carl glanced over at Corinth. The spy sat as if he’d been nailed to the chair.

“I think I should go,” he whispered.

“Shuttle 2. The trunk.”

“Uh-huh.” Stooping slightly, Corinth rose and hurried away toward the back of the transfixed crowd.

Carl thought: No need to thank me, buddy, you go on ahead.

Then he thought: Oh shit. The time!

He glanced down at his watch.

Five seconds.

Two seconds.

One second.

Oh.

The floor peeled apathetically away.

Carl had a funny feeling in his stomach and fingers and toes and tongue. Everything was detaching from itself, as the Abeona’s engines quietly shut off, taking the artificial gravity with them. It was almost pleasant. A whole moment suspended in amber: glasses and the liquid within them, untethered clouds of gravy, forks pirouetting from slack hands into the still air.

His greatest fear was for the guests—fear that there’d be a swell of fear, more than he could shout down. But they were apparently too stunned to panic. The crowd hung like a bloom of jellyfish, skirts billowing, legs trailing behind. They looked at each other curiously.

He saw a little girl torpedoing toward her sister in slow motion, plump hands clasped narrowly at her side. By the time she hit her target she’d lost almost all momentum. They collided in slow motion, shrieking with laughter, then quickly devolved into a furious argument about who got to “play the missile” next.

Beads of sweat formed and detached on his forehead.

“Mr. Manager!” Uwade swam vigorously toward him. She stopped half a yard from anything solid, swore, then removed one high heel and chucked it, propelling herself toward the safety rail. “I have a message from the engine room,” she said, handing him a pink slip. “Read it, please. I’m too frightened to look.”

She hooked one bare foot under the rail and folded her arms. The braids floating free about her scalp made her like an oil painting of Medusa. In the lobby behind her, miniature model planets danced and spun.

“Thank you, Uwade.” As soothingly as he could, he added, “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s fine.”

“You read that message, then tell me it’ll be fine.”

A customer paddled toward them from the crowd. “What’s going on, miss?”

Uwade turned to him and replied in a flawless customer-service voice, “We’ll make an announcement in a moment, sir. You just . . . float back to your seat. Everything will be explained soon.” She shot Carl a warning side-glance. Won’t it?

Carl unfolded the message and read it, tongue between his lips.

“Everyone,” he yelled. “Hello, everyone?”

He wanted their attention, but wasn’t prepared for the feeling of a hundred terrified eyes turning on him for help. He swallowed. Easy now.

“First things first. Please grab your closest neighbor. Doesn’t matter who. Grab ’em and hold on like hell. You with me so far?”

The guests complied, gradually forming a vast human daisy chain.

“I’ll start with the good news,” he continued. “The life-support systems are looking fine. We can expect the emergency gravity drive to come online any moment. Please, stay where you are. Don’t try to get any higher for cripe’s sake, or you’ll be in for a nasty bump on the ass.” A smattering of unconvinced laughter. “The bad news is, we’ve lost thrust. So while we’re not in danger, we’re also not heading anyplace right now. I apologize wholeheartedly for the trouble. Please, rest assured we’re doing everything we can to sort this out.”

He turned away, and was gratified to hear murmurs rather than shrieks.

“Mr. Kravitz?” Flora Belle floated toward him like a sinister fascist balloon, tie flapping lazily over one shoulder. “I get the feeling you’re downplaying this.”

“Belle. Good.” He spoke quietly. “When the gravity comes back, can you ask your people to usher folk toward the shuttle bay? This needs to be done quickly. I didn’t want to cause a panic, but we’re drifting out of the solar system right now. I’m not sure how much time we have.”

To her credit, Belle’s only sign of fear was a slight widening of the eyes. “We’re drifting?”

“Yeah. No way to stop it. Unfortunately we’re too far from Gwin, but there’s a habitable port within shuttle range. There’s just about room enough for everyone. I think.”

“And there’s no saving the engines?”

“No.” Carl grimaced. “We’re very understaffed.”

“This is very fortunate timing,” said Belle thoughtfully. “If these engines had shut down even an hour sooner it could have been very bad.”

“It still could be bad.” Carl reached across and put a hand on her arm. “I know I’m the last guy who you want to hear this from, but . . . please, Ms. Belle.”

Please, he thought. Please, please, please, please, please.

“And what will become of the ship?” she asked.

“Deep Space. No coms. It’s . . .” Belle was watching him closely. He tried to swallow, but his throat was paper dry. “I guess it’s done for.”

Belle studied him another moment, then raised her eyes to the ceiling. “What a shame,” she said at last. “I rather liked this place.”

“Me too.”

Belle whistled. The suits came over, impressively maintaining their stoic dignity even as they clambered hand over hand along the emergency railing. “You two, man the doorway. We want a single-file queue to the shuttle bay.”

The suits looked at each other, then back to Belle. They nodded.

Carl let himself exhale. “Thank you, Ms. Belle.”

She nodded once, primly. Not happy, but satisfied.

Then the gravity came back on. From the direction of the crowd came a great collective oof. Belle landed on her feet with ease. Carl stumbled, but Mataz was there under his arm.

“You catch all that?” he muttered.

“Yes.” Mataz hoisted him tenderly upright. “Carl, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Go help with the guests, will you?”

“Of course.”

A shrill, complicated crackling in the corners of the hall, followed by a pop. A husky voice boomed over the crowds: “Attention everyone, this is an evacuation announcement. Please leave your rooms and make your way to the shuttle bay.”

Carl looked up. “Hey, Nina,” he said softly. “How’s it going?”

• • •

He never got his last look. That was Carl’s only regret, afterward. There were a few days of chaos and confusion at the tiny port, sorting out passage home for guests, listening and nodding and soothing, as one by one they stepped forward to his makeshift shuttle-office to berate him about the disaster, asking him what kind of tin can he’d been flying their families around in, demanding a payout for all their extra costs plus damages incurred by bruises and psychological trauma. He paid it all. A few days of watching his staff slip away, some quietly in the night, some with a great tearful good-bye, ensuring each one of them had their own payout that would see them comfortably out of the system and a little way beyond, watching the Abeona’s accounts drain and drain and drain, feeling Flora Belle’s eyes drill two new sockets into the back of his neck as he worked, worked, worked his fingers to the bone, waiting for the hammer to drop.

It never did.

When he knew for sure they’d gotten away with it, he regretted nothing but that last, bittersweet look, a glance in the wing mirror—not that they built such things on shuttles. All good-byes happen too quickly, and many come too late. For a long time afterward he’d sweetly treasure the memory of Uwade kissing his cheek, the cool nod from Rogan (before she caved and threw her arms around his neck), Ephraim’s last sober handshake, Dunk’s rub-pulverizing hug, Sasha’s words . . . but no last glance at the Abeona before she spun off to land among the stars.

The final farewell came much later. He found it slipped into the lining of his briefcase, a bright slip of yellow memo paper nestled among the socks and briefs. Yellow meant Not urgent in the Abeona’s now-defunct code, but he ripped it open at once. The letter was short, written in a brisk, familiar hand.

Carl—

Insurgents are awful. This man “Corinth” is standing behind me with his arms folded like a little duchess. He told me we don’t have time to write this letter, so I am writing extra slowly to annoy him. Extra . . . slow . . . (If you’re wondering how he found me, he didn’t. I found him. It didn’t take much doing. He’s rather bad at his job, you know. Oh, now he’s tapping his foot. What a child!)

Enough foreplay. Carl, I know what you’ve done. The engine was fine, wasn’t it? Nina’s engines would never break. You’ve done this for me. Perhaps you’ve done it for all of us in a sense, but in another, more real sense, you’ve done it for me. I know it’s too late but I have to tell you what an awful, catastrophic mistake you’ve made. I’m not worth it and I never was. You think I did all this tattling out of principle, out of bold revolutionary spirit? Carl, it was all spite—bitter, intimate spite; the kind you’ve never felt in that big idiot heart of yours. They wouldn’t let me be who I was, so I decided to ruin them. Or tried to, anyway. An Empire is a tricky thing to dismantle. “Corinth” assures me I will have more luck now that I’m working with his lot. Who knows? I guess we’ll all find out soon enough . . . Anyway. I could berate you for another forty pages but I really do have to go. So I’d better spit it out while I have the chance:

I LOVE YOU, CARL!

The Abeona was built to be my gilded cage, but then you came along and turned it into a home. How could you do that? Make a place like that only to throw it all away? I don’t think I’ll ever understand.

I wasn’t born to be a person, you know. I was born to be a ruler—the seventeenth of my line. After I escaped (with the help of a strange and fascinating woman who loved you very much), I decided to model myself into another kind of figurehead, a symbol of truth. But with all said and done, I think the greatest pleasure of my life was to be your accountant.

Yours forever,

KP

(Kipple Pittsburgh)

Over the next few weeks of ceaseless travel, Carl would read that letter again and again, dwelling on different lines. He took it out again on the last leg of the journey and his attention caught like a stubbed toe on those two questions: How could you do that? Make a place like that only to throw it all away? The hurt in them made his conscience prickle. Had he really abandoned the Abeona?

No. Kipple, semi-omnipotent as they were, never heard the final instructions he’d given to Nina’s navigator, the last little push before everything shut down. They didn’t know she was drifting toward something. A place called Andromeda.

It was Azad who’d given him the idea. Her message, her theory, though Carl knew it was true the second he saw it. It had always seemed wrong to him, that big quiet universe with nothing but human people in it. About time someone else piped up and said “howdy.”

It’d take an eternity to get there—several eternities, according to the ship’s computer. But the thought of it cheered him up. A new presence manning the bar, serving twelve customers at once with each arm, suckered tentacles snaking around the stem of a martini glass. Beings in the pool with gills and fins and serrated scales. An egg sack in the upper corners of the bridal suite, flakes of shed skin littering the carpet. Dozens of hands and fingers on the piano keys. Strange music.

Carl wouldn’t be there to see it. His life was a knapsack now, tucked under his ear for a makeshift pillow, his face turned outwards—to a wall of thick domed glass, and through that, flurries of midnight snow. Fjords swept past half-hidden in the blizzard, dropping away into the sea, then rising up again. Ships and high alpine cabins picked themselves out in droplets of amber light.

It was funny. After all those years in the hotel, the memory that leaped out strongest was the very first; that long-ago glimpse of a phantom in the sky, drifting in from nowhere.

The Abeona was cut loose from her secrets, now. Cut loose from her past. She was finally free to be the thing he’d first mistaken her for; a being of pure, ambivalent beauty.

adrift . . .

“Sir?”

Carl flicked back to the present. To solid ground. The steward was leaning over him with a patient smile and an enormous mug. “You ordered a hot chocolate, sir?”

“I sure did. Oh.” He let out a grunt of deep appreciation as he took the weight of the drink. “She’s a two-hander, eh?”

“Yes, sir, that’s how we make ’em.”

He twisted, glancing over both his shoulders, toward the view of the black-ice ocean as it churned beyond the carriage.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“I’m just looking for this sir everybody keeps talking about.”

“Ahahahahah!” She had a laugh like a whole brass band. “Sorry, sorry. I only just started here. Don’t know how to do this stuff. What’s the right thing to say?”

“Well, that’s different for everyone, but for me it’s Carl.”

“You got it. Hey, where’s your accent from, Carl?”

“A real acne-spotted arse crack of a planet I hope you never have to visit. Hey, this hot chocolate’s pretty good.”

“It’s nothing fancy.” She coughed. “I mean, thank you for the feedback.”

“You’re welcome. So how’s your first day going?”

“Oh, not bad, not bad.” While he sipped the hot chocolate (it really was nothing fancy, but the warmth bloomed in his stomach like a rose), she told him all about her first day, and the nightmare she’d had getting to work, all the breakfast fuss with her partner and kids, and where she lived, which was also where she’d grown up. Then she went into local politics and the town union, grievances between the old fishing families, and the death of the old couple who owned the local bar, which was a shame because their kids didn’t want to take over the business, and without the bar people wouldn’t have a place to get together when the blizzards blew in.

“But you don’t want to listen to me waffle on,” she said at last.

“Sure I do,” said Carl, meaning it. He wiped his upper lip with his cuff, then turned and grinned up at her. “Tell me everything. I’m all ears.”
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