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One
“I do not like humans,” says the sealin matriarch.
Stephen Hawke clutches the hand grips of the little flying scooter they’d given him, and through a haze of fatigue tries to look respectful and attentive and not at all spacesick. He’s not sure he’s succeeding. His legs trail away awkwardly and his sinuses feel blocked.
“I tell you this,” continues the matriarch, “not because I wish to hurt you or to insult you, or to excuse any kind of injustice, but simply to emphasise my gratitude.”
She is big; not large as sealin go, but she still outmasses Stephen by a factor of two to one. Two sets of flippers, a fluked tail, and a vaguely sea-lion-like head with a serious expression back up a penetrating gaze through big, black, soulful eyes. Stephen finds her thoroughly intimidating.
“Autumn Star was naive and foolish, but naivity and foolishness should not warrant the sentence of death,” she says. “We cannot protect everyone from the cruelty of random chance, although it is our duty to try. We were unable to protect her, and we were unable to protect her child. You could, and although Autumn Star is dead, her child lives. Thank you.”
“I couldn’t do anything else, madam,” Stephen says.
“You risked your own life to save another,” she said. “But I understand your meaning, and admire the sentiment.”
Behind her, through the transparent wall of the ship, the Earth slides past. The sealin ship is in low orbit, which means the ground is only a few hundred kilometres away. The view is stunning, but the constant movement isn’t doing Stephen’s stomach any favours. He tries to relax his grip on the scooter but something inside him is screaming falling and his knuckles are white.
The matriarch is examining him thoughtfully, and after a moment—Stephen does not wish to interrupt her—he says: “Madam, how is she?”
“The child?” the matriarch says. “Thoroughly traumatised, as you might expect. We do not have the facilities to properly repair her damage here, but our medical engineer is applying a mild memory block. She will be due to begin her education soon anyway, so we will send her back to Home Waters. We have a cousin-clan which specialises in this area. The Dark Cloud cannot be spared, but fortuitously a spider is passing nearby later today and has agreed to take you. You and she will be escorted by one of our engineers, Night Wave, who is returning to Home Waters for reassignment.”
Stephen abruptly forgets about his nausea. “You—want me to go?”
“Yes,” says the matriarch simply. “You will wish to communicate with your superior; Falling Bubble will arrange this. Now: you will receive a formal acknowledgement of gratitude from the patriarch within the next hour. Your training will not have covered this. You are not required to make any specific response, but I would suggest that you say ‘Thank you, sir’…”
Stephen rather likes Falling Bubble. She’s young and excitable, and appears to be his opposite number on the sealin observation team, which means she gets all the lousy jobs—such as shepherding visiting aliens around. She’s also the pilot of the Dark Cloud’s pinnace, so they run into each other frequently, and he feels like he knows her.
So he doesn’t bother to hide his reaction, and as she guides him away from the matriarch through the Dark Cloud’s cavernous interior, he finds himself saying in a dazed tone of voice: “She’s sending me to your home world…”
“Home Waters?” Falling Bubble says excitedly, and does a pirouette around him, nuzzling him gently. He fends off her snout with one hand. She tends to express herself physically, which makes her piloting interesting sometimes. “That’s wonderful! You’ll love it!”
Stephen hasn’t been to the Dark Cloud before, and until they bundled him and the puppy into the shuttle in Ras Mohammed, had never expected to. The clan is avoiding making any statement with regard to the complicated mess which is Earth’s first foray into interstellar politics, which of course is a statement in its own right; but they have been doing all their business down on Earth to avoid the symbolic significance of inviting an official envoy onto the clan’s ship.
He’d seen pictures, of course. From the outside, the starship is a stretched ovoid of interlocking bubbles. But he hadn’t realised that from the inside the walls of the ship are almost completely transparent, and the omnipresent sight of the Earth sliding past below does something uncanny to his inner ear. It doesn’t help that the ship’s interior is mostly one vast open space. And apparently the ship is largely made out of force fields with very little actual matter in its structure… He tightens his grip on the scooter.
“Where are you going?” says Falling Bubble. “To the surface? You have to go to Falling Rock Flying, it’s in Dark Cloud’s home territory. I was born near there! It’s beautiful, but of course mostly from underwater. You can swim? How long can you hold your breath? But of course we’re probably going to give you a space suit, so—”
He tunes her out, and stares despairingly out over the ship’s interior. Sealin glide gracefully around, apparently swimming through empty space. Glowing symbols and diagrams form spheres around some of their heads. The sealin believe in open-plan working spaces, and the ship stations are accessible from anywhere.
“Bubble,” he interrupts tiredly—she’s recommending food he has to try, most of it fish-based and none of it cooked—and asks: “Do you know anything about a spider ship? We’re supposed to be getting a lift?”
“A spider,” she says. “Wait—” Symbols flicker around her head. “Oh, yes, it’s not far from here. Well, Dark Cloud can’t go, and I suppose it makes sense. We will have to get you a space suit.”
“And I’m going with somebody.” He thinks back. “Night Wave? I don’t think I’ve met her.”
“Oh,” says Falling Bubble. There’s a pause. “Well… I’m sure you’ll get on fine.”
There’s an awkward pause.
Falling Bubble jury rigs something in her head mounted display so that he can make a phone call. He ends up looking at a tiny, inverted image of his superior floating ten centimetres or so from her head. They did try expanding the image, but then it ended up distorted over the surface of the sphere and the result was rather disturbing.
“Sir, the matriarch wants to send me to the sealin home planet!” he says urgently, leaning close to Falling Bubble. She twitches her whiskers.
“Good! I hoped she would,” says the Secretary gleefully.
“Do I go?”
“Of course you go,” the Secretary says. “She’s your boss. Do what she says.”
“She’s—my boss?” Stephen says.
“Yes, I just got her email,” the Secretary replies. “Don’t panic, I need to brief you. Is this call private?”
Stephen looks through the Secretary’s projected face into Falling Bubble’s interested eyes, just on the other side. “No, sir.”
“Then get down here as quickly as you can.”
“I can get you there in fifteen minutes,” says Falling Bubble hopefully.
“Excellent,” says the Secretary. “Do it—who’s that behind you?”
Stephen turns.
The sealin patriarch is swimming through the air towards him: four metres of black and white orca-patterned muscle. There’s a brain there, too, and a good one; Stephen knows that when not in his ceremonial role he’s a senior crewmember under the command of the matriarch, doing something incomprehensible with the Dark Cloud’s faster-than-light drive; but right now his hindbrain is saying big scary animal.
He swims right up, close enough that Stephen can smell him through the thick air.
“Stephen Hawke,” he says. He speaks perfect English. They all do.
“I, and Dark Cloud, are grateful for your actions. Thank you.”
That was it?
Stephan attempts a half bow, but in free fall with one hand still clutching the scooter and his legs trailing behind it is not very successful. He remembers the matriarch’s words and says: “Thank you, sir.”
The patriarch then adds: “You are a friend of mine and of Dark Cloud.” Then he winks at Stephen, in such an awkward manner that it’s obviously affected, turns, and swims away.
There’s a pause, and then Falling Bubble squeals: “You’re a friend!”
Stephen meets the Secretary’s eye, and then he asks Falling Bubble warily, “What does that mean?”
“It means you’re my cousin!” she says excitedly.
“It appears, boy,” says the Secretary’s image drily, “that you’ve been adopted.”
Two
Falling Bubble is as good as her word. The trip down is… intense.
They’re not in the pinnace, but instead are using a much smaller vehicle which he suspects is more of an EVA pod. It’s just a sketch of a cylinder made out of wire, with some heavier metallic elements at one end which could be the engines, surrounded by yet another force field bubble. There aren’t even any seats: they just float in the centre.
From the way the Dark Cloud is snatched away behind them, it accelerates like a bullet down a gun barrel.
He tries to keep his eyes closed.
“What does being a friend mean, precisely?” he asks her, trying to distract himself.
“It means you can come visit, borrow our stuff, ask for help, that sort of thing,” she says happily. “Oh, and you can marry into the clan, although the matriarch would probably discourage it, because you’re male, and also a different species, although she is very broad minded.”
Some unlikely images pass before Stephen’s eyes. He shakes his head.
“So you weren’t expecting this?”
“Oh no,” she says. “We haven’t had any new friends for ages!”
“Did the matriarch plan this?”
“She plans everything,” Falling Bubble says solemnly. “Of course, so does he.”
They don’t bother with a reentry; they just power round the curve of the Earth until they’re over the centre of the Pacific and then dive straight down. Even in the inertially damped interior of the tiny ship Stephen cringes. The ocean expands below them, the clouds whip past and are gone, and then suddenly they’re descending relatively sedately towards Île de Jardin, south-east of Tahiti.
Five years ago Île de Jardin hadn’t been there. Then a Scavenger had dropped it out of the sky: a starship the size of a small moon, which had planted the island on the sea bed and then left, leaving Earth confused and terrified and seething like a disturbed ants’ nest. The sealin and Builders who followed did their best to calm things down again before any serious damage was done; but the inevitable discovery by the people of Earth that the Builders were as human as they were hadn’t gone down well. Neither did the admission that the Builders had had a secret presence on Earth for years.
The island is about five kilometres long, with some hills in the middle. There’s a rather interesting alien forest in them, which teams of Earth-human botanists and biologists have been investigating with glee from the very first moment they were allowed in, but Falling Bubble just skims over the top and heads for the cluster of shining white buildings at one end. She aims the pod towards the biggest, and the ground comes up below them.
“Here you are,” she says. The bubble suddenly vanishes around them, and in a breath the thick, muggy but cold air inside is whipped away and replaced with the hotter but blessedly dry air of Earth. Stephen breathes deeply. It’s not that sealin smell bad, but… they still smell.
“Be back as quickly as you can,” she adds. “That spider’s not slowing down. Be careful of the gravity!”
“Thanks,” Stephen says, and gingerly pulls himself out of the skeletal ship. Halfway down something invisible grabs him and he cartwheels before falling awkwardly onto the turf.
“Sorry,” she says cheerfully. “I’ll meet you by the hotel. You have real sea here!”
The two disconnected shapes in the air in front of him lift like they’re on wires: the porpoise-like sealin and the wire cylinder around her. They drift away. Falling Bubble isn’t even bothering to turn the field enclosure back on.
James Conroy, the human who accidentally stowed away on a Builder ship and who was indirectly responsible for the Island being here in the first place, originally thought that the sealin were primitive because they didn’t have any hands. Stephen knows better: they are so advanced that they simply don’t need them any more.
He dusts himself off and goes inside.
The United Nations Alien Embassy—the name itself is a hateful political compromise; it’s not an embassy and some of the aliens are human—is housed in one of the buildings that gave the Builders their name. They’d been built on the planet called Garden, and had been scooped up with the rest of the island. After it was dropped on Earth, the Builders made an abortive attempt to reclaim the island before being persuaded that in the interests of interstellar harmony they should be donated to the people of Earth. These days it’s nominally French, being in their territorial waters, but there’s an unspoken agreement that the French can only keep it as long as they don’t actually try to do anything with it.
The embassy building itself is the blandest and most uninspiring of the structures, and is almost indistinguishable from a traditional Earth office building. Stephen has always felt that this proof of the universality of bureaucracy is somehow reassuring, but has never figured out precisely why.
He knocks on the First Secretary’s door; it’s been hastily retrofitted into the alien structure, and the door jamb is simply clamped on, because the glossy white fabric of the building is far too difficult to drill into.
“Come in,” the Secretary calls. “Ah, Stephen. Good timing.”
This is the Secretary’s working office. There’s a more formal one for receiving people but this is the one where things actually happen. A small desk faces away from the window, which shows a travel-brochure view of the hills and the sea. The other walls are lined with bookshelves and filing cabinets, and wires are draped across the ceiling—the Builders don’t use electricity.
“You did say as quickly as possible, sir,” Stephen replies. “Falling Bubble was… obliging.”
“Good,” says the Secretary, not listening. “Sit.”
The First Secretary taps his fingers on his desk.
“So the matriarch is sending you to Home Waters,” he says.
“Sir, she didn’t even ask me first!” Stephen says.
“Of course not,” the Secretary says. “She’s the matriarch. She’s in charge. She never asks anything.”
“And I’m leaving today!”
“She did tell me it would be on short notice,” the Secretary says. “Sorry you didn’t get more warning.”
“You knew this was going to happen?” Stephen says.
The Secretary sighs. “Of course I knew,” he says. “The matriarch told me. I’m your superior, which means I’m responsible for you. Of course she told me. Come on, boy, you know this.”
Stephen struggles to recall what he knows about sealin social structures. Getting information on how they do things isn’t easy: they’re fairly open, and happy to answer questions, but the complicated relationship between Earth-humans and the sealin mean that everything all has to be unofficial and behind the scenes. Which means all briefings are incomplete.
“She didn’t ask me whether I wanted to go,” he says, “because she already assumes I’m under her command, and therefore subject to her orders.”
“Good,” says the Secretary. “Or at least, so I’m told—you’ve got more direct experience with the sealin than I.”
“Yeah,” says Stephen.
The Secretary rolls his eyes. “…you don’t not want to go, do you? The first Earth-human on the sealin homeworld? This’ll make your career, boy! Not to mention history!”
“I… would just have liked some warning, that’s all,” Stephen says weakly. “Not to mention a rest first.”
“That’s not how the matriarch works and you know it,” the Secretary says. “Look, this is about more than you. You know the stakes. Tell me what this means.”
It’s the Secretary’s favourite way to dress someone down: get them to tell themselves off. It’s effective, not to mention humiliating.
Stephen sighs, and tries to get his fatigue-muddled mind into order. “The sealin generally don’t like the Builders because of the mess they made on Garden. The sealin from Home Waters are unsure about us as well, because we and the Builders are both human, and they think we’re going to fall in with the Builders. But there’s a faction on Garden who do like us because of the James Conroy affair, so the sealin from the home world can’t just write us off as a loss because that’ll annoy the Gardenites.”
“Go on,” the Secretary prompts. Stephen rubs a hand against his brow.
“Okay… so they’re playing it cool with us until they figure out which way we’re going to jump.”
“So given that they’re trying to keep a safe distance from us, why has the matriarch just sent you to their home world?” the Secretary asks.
“Because the puppy needs me,” Stephen says. Light dawns on him. “Ah! This is family, isn’t it?”
The pieces come together in his head as the Secretary talks.
“Right! This cuts through all the layers of politics at a stroke. She’s taken you on, which means you’re not representing Earth any more. You’re just doing an errand for Dark Cloud. Which means you get to parade across their homeworld and talk to everybody and appear in their press, if they have press, and you’ll be polite and agreeable and come across as being a reasonable, inoffensive Earth-human and get us loads of good public relations, and you can get away with it because it’s not political. And the patriarch made you a friend, so even if you weren’t on business you’d have a perfect right to be there anyway.”
Stephen nods slowly. “She’s doing us a favour, isn’t she?”
“A big one,” the Secretary says. “So don’t mess this up.”
“No, sir,” Stephen says.
“Come on, it’ll be easy,” says the Secretary. “Don’t annoy anyone and be polite. You’ll have an escort, I take it?”
“Someone called Night Wave,” Stephen says.
“So just do what she says and you’ll be fine,” the Secretary says. “You like the sealin, so just keep doing what you’re doing.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Go pack. You don’t have much time.”
“Yes, sir,” Stephen repeats, and stands to leave. On his way out of the door, the Secretary calls after him.
“Oh, and Stephen?” he says. “I’m glad you’re all right. And good work with the child.”
“Thank you, sir,” Stephen says, and leaves.
People do actually live on the island: one of the buildings, popularly known as the Hotel, is a Builder apartment block. It’s a miraculous place, where the decor changes to suit your mood, and where simply by desiring something it can materialise in your hand. Stephen has seen apartments made up to look like palaces, beaches, outer space, and the bottom of the sea (complete with water), and he’s seen banquets appear in front of him, each plate customised to the diner’s subconscious wishes. The technologies involved are subtle and exotic and almost infinitely far beyond anything that Earth can do, and the sealin think it’s a little gauche.
Stephen, of course, does not rate one of these apartments. He lives in a tiny room in a ramshackle housing complex which started life as a stack of shipping containers, which he shares with a postgraduate biologist studying what’s left of the Garden ecosystem on the island. The traditional Earth technology may be rustic and quaint and far too hot when the sun hits it, but at least he can get wifi.
His room-mate is out, and it takes him very little time to throw some clothes and basic toiletries into a suitcase. As an afterthought, he adds his laptop computer and several more tubes of toothpaste. After some more thought he unpacks everything from the suitcase, finds a shabby but sturdy old rucksack under his bed, and puts it all in there instead.
He’s on his way out when a voice calls out to him. “Stephen Hawke!”
The man walking down the grass towards him is Tonauac, one of the Builder diplomats. About one and a half thousand years ago his ancestors walked on Earth, somewhere in central America; then they were plucked off the planet by forces as yet unknown and left to fend for themselves. They rediscovered Earth some time around the Second World War, and have kept it under observation ever since, not really knowing what to do with it.
“I hear you’re going to Home Waters,” he says, smiling. “Congratulations.”
Stephen shakes his hand. Tonauac is significantly more senior in the Builder hierarchy than Stephen is in Earth’s, although his exact role seems somewhat vague. He’s not involved in any obvious decision making but attends a lot of meetings. It’s the UNAE’s opinion that he’s some sort of sort of courier, this being borne out by his frequent trips back and forth from Earth to the Builders’ adopted home world of Yotimtlan. He has an uncanny memory for names and faces and personal minutiae which Stephen has always suspected might be artifical, and knows everyone.
“Not many humans have been out that way,” he adds.
“Thank you, sir,” Stephen says. “It’s an honour and a big responsibility. I hope I won’t let Earth down.”
“I’m sure you won’t,” Tonauac says. Then he frowns. “However, there is something which concerns me.”
Tonauac’s accent is almost perfect, but there’s enough of a lilt to it to make him seem foreign. What with the casually expert way all the galactics use language, this is probably an affectation: the Builders are incredibly popular in middle America, where their ancestors came from, and Stephen wouldn’t put it past them to try to cultivate this.
“I hear the matriarch is sending you on a spider ship,” Tonauac says.
Is that public knowledge yet? Well, there’s no point denying it. “Yes, sir,” Stephen says. “She is.”
“I’m not convinced that’s a good idea,” Tonauac says. He glances up and down the path, and then takes Stephen by the arm and draws him aside. “Spiders can be dangerous. They’re strange, unpredictable and very alien. I really don’t know what the matriarch was thinking of.”
“I didn’t presume to ask, sir,” Stephen says.
“No,” says Tonauac. “She is a little intimidating… look. I’m heading in that direction soon; I’m on a trip back to Yotimtlan. I can drop the two of you at Thant High. You’ll be changing there anyway. I’d take it as a personal favour if you’d come with me. I don’t want anything on my conscience.”
“That’s… very kind of you, sir,” says Stephen. “Frankly, the trip is scaring me enough as it is. But I’d have to check up with the Secretary first, of course. Apparently the sealin are sending an escort, so there are complications.”
“An escort?” says Tonauac. “Do you know who?”
“Someone called Night Wave,” says Stephen.
Tonauac thinks. “A field technologies engineer, I think? I don’t believe I’ve met her. She doesn’t seem like an obvious choice. Why her?”
“The matriarch said she’s going back to Home Waters anyway,” says Stephen. “For reassignment.”
Tonauac’s head slowly lifts. “Reassignment? Well, that’s interesting.” He lets go of Stephen’s arm.
“You should be aware,” he says, “that among sealin that’s the usual euphemism for ‘fired’. This Night Wave is being kicked out.”
He purses his lips. “There is something very odd going on here, Stephen,” he says. “Be careful. Be very careful. I know you like the sealin—I like a lot of them myself—but most of the ones you’ve met are Gardenites. Home Waters sealin are different. They’re a very old and very powerful people, and they are arrogant and jealous of their privileges. You’ll be safe enough on Home Waters itself, but do please try to persuade the Secretary to let you accept my offer.”
“I will bear that in mind, sir,” Stephen says, not needing to feign nervousness.
Tonauac nods abstractedly. “Here,” he says abruptly, and Stephen’s phone goes ping. “I’ve sent you a copy of my itinerary and some contact details. Don’t hesitate to call if you need help.”
He grimaces at Stephen, and slowly walks away.
Even though he doesn’t live there, the beach that the Hotel overlooks is rather pleasant, and it has become something of a meeting place for the island’s population, of both species. One of the ground floor apartments traditionally has its window left open so that people can lean inside and have cold drinks materialise in their hands.
Falling Bubble is playing in the surf with one of the Gardenite sealin, who Stephen doesn’t know. He doesn’t disturb them, but instead sits heavily on one of the beach chairs and watches them. They’re playing in the breakers; the island has quite good waves, and some of the younger staff have been learning to surf. The water here is blue and friendly. It’s very different from the grey waters of the Red Sea in winter. Stephen can’t quite believe that was only that morning. It seems like a lifetime ago.
He leans back and closes his eyes. Earlier he had been practically asleep on his feet from fatigue, but now the adrenaline buzz makes sleep impossible. Inside his eyelids he sees himself back on the upturned rib, clutching the squirming and terrified puppy in his arms, and trying not to look at the bloody mass in the water that used to be someone he knew…
Stephen opens his eyes again, and lets the warm blue Polynesian sky wash away the nightmares.
Eventually Frozen Bubble sees him and comes swimming up the beach. Literally; she’s swimming through the air about a metre above ground level. He stares.
“How do you do that?”
“Do what?” she says, before shaking herself dry at a polite distance. Behind her, her friend humps up the beach in a more conventional way.
“Fly,” Stephen says.
“Oh, I have a space suit,” she says dismissively. “This is Shining Silver.”
“Hello,” Stephen says.
“She doesn’t speak much English.”
Stephen tries one of his few words of the main sealin dialect. Unfortunately the sealin speak using an internal resonating chamber rather than a larynx, and their language contains a lot of sounds that are simply impossible for humans to reproduce, but the sense seems to come through. Shining Silver replies delightedly; Stephen doesn’t understand a word and just has to smile and shrug.
“She says that she’s very envious of you,” Falling Bubble says. “She’s never been to Home Waters.”
“She was born on Garden?”
“Of course,” says Falling Bubble. “She’s from the Hidden Moon clan.”
“I hope she likes Earth,” Stephen says. Falling Bubble translates.
“She says it’s very beautiful,” she says. “I think so too. Everything’s so… wild here. And the fish taste nice.”
The Hidden Moon clan are the Gardenites who met James Conroy, and saved his life, when he was marooned on their world. They have a small enclave who live in the big bay down at the other end of the Island but frequently hang around the town. Officially they are personal guests of Conroy’s and according to the Embassy are most definitely not settling down for good, even though everyone knows that’s exactly what they are doing—the phrase ‘illegal aliens’ is a poor joke among the island’s Earth-human community. But they are friendly and popular, and very enthusiastic about Earth and Earth-humans; plus it’s useful to have a backchannel into sealin society.
“Falling Bubble,” Stephen says. “What do you know about Night Wave?”
Falling Bubble hesitates, and then says awkwardly, “We should go.”
“Come on,” he says. “Tell.”
Falling Bubble sags a little. “Oh dear,” she says. “I don’t want to say bad things about her. I really don’t.”
“But?”
Shining Silver is looking on with fascination. Stephen does wonder how much of this she’s understanding.
“She just doesn’t fit,” Falling Bubble says wretchedly. “She’s a cousin, here for a while to visit and get some experience and… and… she was hoping to marry into Dark Cloud. But she’s not going to. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with her work, she’s perfectly competent, but she doesn’t get on well here. She’s moody and… eventually the patriarch said no. So she’s going back to Home Waters.”
“Why are we being shipped out on a spider ship?” Stephen says.
Falling Bubble looks blank. “It was passing and going in the right direction?”
“Who are the spiders?”
“I’ve never met one myself,” says Falling Bubble thoughtfully. “They’re collectors. Aesthetes, I think is the word. The wander the galaxy, picking up odd things that take their fancy…”
“Is there anything I should be careful of?” he says.
“I don’t think so,” says Falling Bubble. “They say they’re a bit creepy.”
“Interesting,” says Stephen. “I’ve been told they’re a bit dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” says Falling Bubble. “I haven’t heard that.”
“One of the Builders,” says Stephen, watching Falling Bubble carefully, “has offered us a lift.”
The experts say that the sealin have a fairly similar emotional spectrum to humans. Their body language is rather different, but is surprisingly easy to learn, and Falling Bubble tends to wear her feelings on her body anyway. Stephen is watching to see how she reacts. She doesn’t.
However, Shining Silver leaps up and spits out a long sentence, obviously furious. Both Stephen and Falling Bubble turn.
“What did she say?” Stephen asks.
“She was very rude,” says Falling Bubble. “She says that you shouldn’t call them the Builders, because they wreck things instead. And that everything they tell you is a lie. And that you shouldn’t travel on one of their ships if you want to live.”
“Well, tell her I’m not,” says Stephen. “I’m taking up the matriarch’s offer.”
In fact, what the Secretary had said was, “One does not derail the matriarch’s plans, not if one wants to prosper. Do what she says, Stephen. I’ll smooth it out with Tonauac.”
Falling Bubble translates. Shining Silver calms down, replies, and then humps down the beach into the water and is gone.
“She says she’s sorry,” says Falling Bubble, “And that she’s going to hunt fish until she feels better.”
Less reassuringly, the Secretary had then added: “But he’s right about one thing, boy: something here stinks. The matriarch never does anything for only one reason. Keep your eyes open. Something’s going on.”
“She’s still upset about the Garden energy budget adjustment,” says Falling Bubble apologetically.
“Oh, that,” says Stephen.
“I read his diary,” she says after a moment.
“Whose diary?”
“James Conroy’s,” she says. “I really liked it. So adventurous and romantic! But those storms sounded awful. I can’t really blame her for being upset.”
Stephen, who like nearly everyone on Earth has also read Conroy’s diary, can only agree. The Gardenites, not major technology users, had contracted out to the Builders for some terraforming work, and the Builders had botched it. Significant damage was done to the planet’s climate and it spawned a series of catastrophic global storms. Garden is still repairing the damage and the Gardenites are bitterly resentful of the amount of help they are having to call in from the sealin homeworld.
They reflect, side by side, for a few moments.
“We really should go,” says Falling Bubble.
The bubble ship is parked at one end of the beach, looking like an abstract wire sculpture of nothing much. Stephen walks up and then stops abruptly, staring at it. When he boards and they take off, he realises, he’s going to start a journey that a few hours earlier he had never even contemplated. It’s going to change him.
“I’m leaving Earth,” Stephen says numbly.
“Yes?” says Falling Bubble.
“I’m actually leaving. I’m going to another planet. I’m not coming back for… weeks.” He takes a last look around. The landscape here might have come from Garden, but the sea and the sky and the birds are all Earth.
Falling Bubble cocks her head as she looks at him. She looks amused.
“You’ll be fine,” she says.
Stephen jabs a finger at her. “Only eight Earth-human beings have ever walked on planets outside the solar system. James Conroy, and that diplomatic team who went to Yotimtlan. Eight! And I’ll be the ninth!”
She drifts up and rubs herself against his side. She very strong; her skin feels like steel cable shrouded behind rubber. “You’ll be back soon,” she says. “I’ll see you again.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re my friend!”
Three
Stephan wakes up, and remembers precisely where he is.
He’s lying flat on his back on what feels like a comfortable mattress, but which he knows is merely empty space, subtly folded by the bracelet on his left wrist. His arm is tucked around a large, cool shape, with its nose tucked into his armpit: Autumn Star’s daughter, and the reason why he’s currently here. She whuffles sleepily as he moves, but does not wake up.
Stephen gently disengages himself from her. Unsurprisingly, the child’s a lot smaller than the other sealin he’s met, only a metre or so long, and her skin is mottled in back and white spots. He gathers that she’ll lose these as she grows up, taking on more of her mother’s colouring.
He’s a little worried that once she’s no longer touching him she’ll fall down onto the hard ground, but her own space suit seems to take up the slack and she continues sleeping peacefully.
The spider’s ship is a pipe. It’s a couple of hundred metres long, and maybe twenty wide, and is open at the ends. The local gravity pushes outwards, so the inside of the pipe is the ground, and Stephen finds it as thoroughly disorienting as he thought it would be when Falling Bubble explained it to him.
The spider is carrying some sort of cargo, and the interior of the ship is piled high with crates. The three of them are in a little open space at one end of the ship. Stephen and the puppy are in one corner, and Night Wave is as far as possible away from them.
Night Wave is a type of sealin that Stephen hasn’t seen before—she is striped in black and white like a zebra; or a tiger. She’s still asleep, drifting high up near the top of one of the piles of crates. The current she’s swaying in is completely illusory, merely a figment of her space suit’s imagination; the interior of the ship is quite still, because it’s completely airless.
Stephen quietly makes his way to the end of the ship, making sure to keep the puppy in his line of sight, and looks out. It takes a few moments for his eyes to adjust but then he can see the stars slowly drifting by. He shivers slightly and makes sure to stay well back from the edge.
The end of the previous day is a whirlwind in his memory. After he and Falling Bubble got back to the Dark Cloud, they discovered that the spider ship had changed its course and there was no time left. They clamped the bracelet onto his arm, thrust the puppy (startled but astonishingly pleased to see him) into his arms, and then the two of them, Falling Bubble and a sealin he hadn’t met who turned out to be Night Wave, piled into the pinnace and they were off. Once they met the spider ship they all piled out again, and then Falling Bubble was gone without even time to say goodbye.
Then accumulated stress hit Stephen and he more or less passed out.
There’s something sneaking up on him from behind; but this is familiar, and he reaches out and grabs his stalker before she can pounce.
“Hello, you,” he says to the wriggling mass of young sealin in his arms. “Sleep well?” He rubs her on the top of the head; she seems to enjoy that.
He lets her go and she starts swimming happily through—well, he can hardly call it the air —around him. “Excited to be going home, are we?” he says. “Tell you what, let’s be excited a little further away from the gaping hole on the side of the starship, shall we?”
Stephen leads her back to the camp and starts going through his rucksack while the puppy looks on with interest. “There may be some breakfast available,” he tells her. “Although I haven’t figured out how to get food yet. But let’s see if I have anything in here… oh, ugh.”
The rucksack’s in vacuum, of course, and one of his tubes of toothpaste has burst. Interestingly, the other two haven’t, although internal air pressure has made them inflate like strangely-shaped sausages. As he picks them up and they enter his space suit’s pressurisation field, they collapse in his fingers. “That’s not creepy at all.”
He shows the burst tube to the puppy. “Aren’t you glad you’ve got a suit like mine?” he says. “Otherwise you’d end up looking like this. Although I don’t know where you keep your suit.”
Eventually he finds a rather bent cereal bar, and halves it with the puppy. They’re a big hit with the sealin; they don’t have much use for sugar, but they adore the fat and texture. She gobbles it down with great pleasure.
“I suppose we should go and explore,” he says to the puppy. “And meet our host, whereever he, she or it is.” The ship’s crew are noticeably absent. Nobody came to meet them when they arrived, and there has been no sign of movement. “I assume that there is actually somebody here.”
“There is,” a voice says.
Night Wave slowly swims down towards them. “And it’s probably awake, given the noise you’ve been making. And I don’t want to meet them.”
“Ah, hello,” says Staphen, standing. “I’m sorry if we disturbed you. We didn’t get a chance to talk yesterday; I’m Stephen Hawke, from the—”
“I know who you are,” says Night Wave.
Stephen tries again. “Thank-you for escorting us,” he says. “I know it’s inconvenient, but—”
“Like they gave me a choice,” she says.
“I beg your pardon?” says Stephen.
“Understand this about me, Stephen Hawke,” says Night Wave. “I am not part of Dark Cloud any more, and I am not your friend. I’m here because it’s my duty. My last duty.”
“I’m… sorry about that,” says Stephen.
“Don’t be,” she replies. Her voice has been level and calm throughout, and it is only now that Stephen reads her body language and sees how upset she is. She’s just not letting it reach her voice.
“I’ll show you the life support area,” she says. “Follow me.”
They pick their way between the stacks of crates to the middle of the ship, where there’s another open space, this one containing a gently-glowing orange circle inscribed into the floor. No, Stephen corrects himself; floating just above the floor. He leans over to examine it more carefully.
“Stand on the inside, please,” says Night Wave. She’s aready there.
“This area is the life support interface,” she says. “If you want food, it will be provided here.”
There is nothing which resembles a control. “How do we ask for it?” Stephen says.
“You want it,” Night Wave repeats, and then when Stephen’s face remains blanks, adds: “Preserve me from primitive barbarians. Consciously desire it. Picture it in you mind and concentrate. You’ve read that human’s diary, haven’t you?”
“Oh, that sort of wanting,” Stephen says. “Yes, I have, I’m just a bit slow on the uptake today.”
He holds out his hand, and tries to imagine a mug of coffee in it. Hot, steaming, bitter, just the thing that will wake him up…
There’s a blur and his hand is suddenly filled with a beaker. He jerks back in reflex. The beaker doesn’t fall, but drifts in the air, turning slowly, leaking fluid from its open mouth. Stephen quickly rescues it. The moment he touches it the liquid inside settles at the bottom of the beaker.
He tries some. It’s hot and brown and not unpleasant, but it’s not coffee. He grimaces.
“It can’t read your mind,” says Night Wave tiredly. “It reads your desires.”
The puppy is already chewing on something fibrous and meatlike. She obviously knows exactly what she’s doing.
“And if you need to defecate,” she adds, “do it here.” She doesn’t demonstrate, to Stephen’s relief.
“Is there any, um, privacy?” Stephen asks.
“Your suit will do that,” she says. “If you like. …and you can get rid of that stupid leaking container of cleaning fluid here too. Someone should have warned you. …although it’s not like you would have known.”
“Thank you,” says Stephen.
“And that concludes the tour,” she says. There’s a blur, and suddenly her mouth is full of something that looks like a salmon. And then she begins to swim away.
“What, that’s it?” says Stephen.
“Yes,” says Night Wave, her voice unimpeded by the fish. “Consider yourself escorted.”
They watch her go.
The two of them send some time playing with the orange circle. It’s obviously the same technology that the Builders used in the Hotel, and equally obviously it’s not considered at all special out here. It’s just Earth which is impressed; poor backward, ignorant Earth.
It may not be exactly the same. Conroy went into raptures about how good the magic food from the Hotel was, and the few times Stehen ate there has merely confirmed to him that Conroy knew what he was talking about; but the food here is utilitarian and, while perfectly edible, rather unexciting.
This suits Stephen fine. He grew up poor and prefers plain food.
Once they’re done they wander aimlessly down to the other end of the ship and watch the stars go by there. There’s still no sign of any movement inside the ship.
“Night Wave seems angry,” he says to the puppy. “I wonder what’s up with her?”
The puppy, of course, doesn’t answer. Stephen knows full well that she’s too young to understand his words, but has got into the habit of talking to her anyway. She certainly understands his tone of voice. He keeps having to remind himself that she’s not an animal, and even though she has no language, has a brain as capable of reasoning as his own.
Right now she is swimming attentively but calmly by his shoulder.
“…and I do wish I knew how you did that,” he says.
The rest of the day passes uneventfully. They walk, play quiet games, and Stephen tells the puppy stories. She’s more self sufficient than she was after the accident that claimed her mother; then, she was desperate for attention, but now she is quite happy to go exploring on her own for short periods. She always stays nearby him, though, and is never off on her own for long.
Eventually Stephen simply pulls out a book.
When they get tired, they head back to their clearing in the crate stacks to sleep, and find Night Wave there, staring into space. She ignores them.
The second day passes equally as uneventfully. But on the third day, they wake up to find the spider watching them.
The name was coined by the Builders, in their own language, and has been translated into English by a kind of mutual agreement. It’s not until Stephen sees it moving that he realises why they called it that.
“Human individual. Sealin individual. Sealin juvenile. You are on my ship.”
The voice is spare, and somehow lacking; there is thinness about it that unnerves Stephen. He wonders whether this is the spider’s own voice, or some facsimile produced by a translator; and if the latter, what that quality is supposed to represent.
“By your invitation,” Night Wave says, from her perch up above them all.
“You are correct,” says the spider. “You are welcome. I have been paid.”
In shape, it is a knot of flesh, or maybe not flesh, about ten centimetres in diameter; legs drift behind it like tentacles. There seem to be no sensory organs or orifices. As they watch, the legs stiffen and project in all directions. Suddenly they are enormously long, and jointed, and the spider slowly begins to clamber back along the ship.
They watch it go.
“I was hoping to avoid that,” says Night Wave.
“Why?” asks Stephen, his heart rate beginning to drop. The puppy is hiding behind him. “Is it dangerous?”
“No,” says Night Wave. “It’s just really creepy.”
That night the puppy has a nightmare, wriggling and whining. She wakes Stephen up, who lies on his back blearily for a few seconds before he realises what’s happening. He shakes her awake and she promptly bites him on the arm.
She doesn’t bite him very hard, and Stephen grew up with big dogs and so the experience isn’t entirely new to him, but it still hurts. She lets go instantly and looks stricken and guilty while he clamps his other hand over his arm to try and staunch the bleeding. Luckily she has razor-sharp but very short teeth, obviously intended for holding fish and small animals before swallowing them whole rather than chewing them. The puncture wounds are clean and shallow. Just a bit messy.
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” he says to the puppy, and tries to gather her up under one arm. She resists for a moment before jumping in for comfort, making the whining sound again. It’s a true vocalisation, too, and isn’t coming from whatever internal organ the sealin used for speech. I should ask Night Wave about that, Stephen thinks; Night Wave is still asleep, undisturbed by the commotion.
He strokes the puppy until she’s calmed down a bit, and then says, “Come on, let’s go for a walk.” Looking under his hand he sees that most of the bleeding has stopped, so he grabs the rucksack and heads towards the Plaza. She follows docilely.
Luckily he’d thought to throw in a first aid kit, so he manages to disinfect and bandage the wound. He has no idea whether the disinfectant will work against the puppy’s mouth bacteria, or even if she’s got any, but it’s what he’s got so he uses it. He’s not too worried; her breath smells clean.
The puppy watches while he does this.
“Come here,” he says, and holds her, stroking her head. “You had bad dreams, didn’t you? You were dreaming of your mother?”
He knows that she can’t understand what he’s saying, but that doesn’t really matter.
“You were fighting off that shark, weren’t you? There’s a brave girl.”
She hadn’t, in real life, the shark being far too busy with poor Autumn Star, but that was because Stephen was hanging on to her, stopping her jumping into the sea.
“When you’ve grown up a bit you’ll be a terror,” he says. “No shark will dare go anywhere near you.”
Stephen has had nightmares himself, where the shark loses interest in Autumn Star’s corpse and goes after him instead. The ones where the shark attacks him aren’t so bad, in hindsight. The ones that make him want to scrub his soul clean are the ones where he finds himself alone on the upturned boat, after having thrown the puppy to the shark to get away.
“Grow up big and strong,” he says.
The puppy’s calmer now, getting comfort from his approving tone of voice. She likes being cuddled and he’s obliging. Stephen has wondered why, given that the sealin don’t have arms.
“But please bite the sharks, not me, okay?” he says. “My skin’s not thick enough.”
He looks at his arm, wrapped in the clean bandage. Autumn Star’s blood was red, just like his.
After a while the puppy falls asleep, and he carries her back to their sleeping place and they settle down. The next morning, Night Wave sees the bandage on Stephen’s arm, but says nothing.
Four
Nothing much happens.
Night Wave is brusque and acerbic. The ship is mostly incomprehensible. The puppy spends the time playing quietly. The spider is largely invisible, although they occasionally see it slowly stilting between stacks of crates, down the other end of the ship. Stephen is bored.
It shouldn’t be possible. He’s on an alien spaceship, travelling through space at who-knows-how-many thousands of times the speed of light, heading to nobody knows where, accompanied by alien creatures of two different species. Every moment should be a thrilling adventure, but his sense of wonder has basically failed and he now just wants to get there.
More or less for something to do, and mindful of the Secretary’s words, he starts watching Night Wave.
For someone who keeps saying that she wants him to leave her alone, he sees a surprising amount of her. Every ‘night’ she joins Stephen and the puppy in their little clearing in the crates to sleep, and whenever they head to the life support circle for a meal, she always seems to be there. Stephen always tries to exchange a few pleasantries; sometimes she replies, sometimes she ignores him. But she’s always around.
Between the oh-so-casual encounters she seems to either spend her time staring out of the open end of the spaceship, watching the stars go by, or else watching the symbols flicker in her virtual heads-up display, or else searching the ship.
It takes some time for Stephen to realise that this was what she is doing. At first he thinks she is wandering aimlessly; he and the puppy do a lot of that themselves. But once he realises that he can easily spot where she is by walking around the ship and looking up, he sees that each aimless walk is in a different part of the ship, and she’s methodically working her way down the length.
“I think she’s looking for something,” he says to the puppy. “I wonder what?”
Night Wave carefully examines Stephen’s face, and then looks down. After a while one of the pieces moves by itself, skipping ahead two places, passing over one of Stephen’s pieces. He removes it from the board.
“Interesting,” he says. It’s not actually the best move. If she’d ignored the bait he left out she could have a king in three moves. To Stephen’s total surprise, she’s not a good player.
Stephen had his idea during lunch. The life support circle had given him an unusally complex meal, made out of a bag of small, round biscuits about a centimetre across, and some syringes of coloured paste: a sweet one which was red, a tart one which was green, and a spicy one which was blue. Stephen had tried various combinations of flavours and had eventually decided that he wasn’t that hungry and he’d rather wait until dinner.
However, the biscuits were of two different colours and just the right size to use as draughts counters; and the syringes contained just enough paste to scrawl a rather wobbly eight-by-eight grid on the deck…
Night Wave was fascinated.
She stares at the board again.
“I played this a lot at university,” Stephen says. “I never got into chess or Go much, but I got quite good at draughts. It’s deceptively simple.” He almost adds that he hasn’t played seriously for years, but decides that it wouldn’t be tactful.
“Emergent complexity,” Night Wave says. “It’s nearly a cellular automaton. How did you invent this?”
“It just evolved over time,” Stephen says. “There are lots of games like it.”
Initially, she’d been amused. He’d explained the rules—it’s not like draughts is a complex game—and she’d started playing confidently, obviously expecting to win. She stopped being amused halfway through the first game and ended staring in perplexity at the board, wondering what had happened. That was three games ago.
“I’ve been wondering about something,” he says. “Where is your space suit? And the puppy’s?” He holds up his arm. “Mine’s here, but neither of you are wearing anything.”
Night Wave snorts. “Where’d you think we’d wear it? Around a flipper? No, ours are inside. Implants, you’d call them. Part of the standard toolkit for space travellers.”
Night Wave is obviously trying to think through the consequences of each move, but doesn’t seem to be factoring in any of Stephen’s moves when thinking ahead. He’s seen this before a lot in novices. She’s getting better, though. She plays. The way her pieces move around the board on their own isn’t telekinesis; it’s some kind of field effect tool. They’re ubiquitous with the other Home Waters sealin, although the Gardenites don’t use them.
“Where did you get it?” she suddenly says.
Stephen does a double-jump and takes two of Night Wave’s pieces. “They gave it to me on the Dark Cloud,” he says.
She looks away. “Of course they would.”
Nothing more is forthcoming, and they play in silence for a few turns. But Night Wave suddenly decides to talk again. “Show me that,” she says.
Stephen holds his arm out, and she sniffs the bracer over with a practiced air. “Builder work,” she pronounces. “Crude, over-complicated, but at least it knows about humans. See those holes?”
Stephan had wondered; the bracelet, which is more of a bracer as it covers a good half of his left forearm, is so covered with them it looks almost porous. “What about them?”
“That’s where your air comes from,” Night Wave says. “They’re actually cleaning and recycling your air in there. Your move.”
Stephen stares at the bracelet, and then holds it up to his face. He can’t feel anything coming out of the holes.
“Don’t be stupid,” Night Wave says. “Of course it’s not going to let the air jets touch your skin. It’s your move.”
Nettled, Stephen plays, capturing another one of Night Wave’s pieces. She’s doing quite badly now. “What about yours, then?” he says. “If this is so crude, what’s the right way to do it?”
“Why bother moving the air around?” she says. “We just modify the air molecules in place to turn carbon dioxide back into oxygen. Easier and simpler that way.”
He thinks about it. “What do you do with the excess carbon?”
“What do you think? Turn it into more oxygen, of course,” she says, and then more thoughtfully, “Or just destroy it. You don’t want too much. Okay. You win. Again.”
Stephen resets the board. He knows how sophisticated sealin technology is, but they’re so matter-of-fact about it that it rarely strikes home quite how terrifying it really is.
After their first game, Night Wave had said, “Is using food to represent the playing field traditional?”
He’d said no. Then she just focused at the board, and the squiggly lines and biscuits had blurred and vanished, to be replaced by glowing green hairlines and disks of something which felt like glass but looked like frozen smoke. They’d just appeared out of nowhere.
After several turns, Stephen says, “We used to have this thing called the principle of conservation of energy.” They laugh; Stephen sadly, Night Wave with real humour.
“Our machines must seem like toys to you,” he adds.
He’s surprised when Night Wave says, “Toys? Never.”
“Oh?” he says.
“Don’t make the mistake of confusing simple with primitive,” she continues. “That’s what the Builders do, and that’s why that thing on your wrist is so dumb. They’re addicted to pointless complexity—they never go for the simple solution. But you use complexity, because that’s the only way you have to get things done.”
Her voice has inflection now. By now Stephen’s pretty sure that this means she’s either deliberately trying to make a point, or else she cares enough about what she’s saying that she’s forgotten that’s she decided not to bother. Night Wave is, he thinks, a little complicated.
“I’ve seen some of your machines,” she says. “I’ve seen an internal combustion engine. Thousands of moving parts! Thousands! All moving in synchronisation with each other, all tricking the universe into giving you a tiny bit of reverse entropy, all that intricate detail… and they work! You’ve actually made them reliable! Have you been on to your space station?”
“No,” Stephen says.
“You should,” Night Wave says. “It’s wondrous. The air’s held in by steel and glass enclosures. The temperature is controlled by moving hot and cold fluid of a dozen different kinds around using little spinning bits of metal, each carefully shaped so that when they spin they create pressure imbalances that force the fluid through the pipes… and then just letting heat flow in and out of them. It’s all powered by electron pressure in a web of metal wires, and even this is driven from sunlight knocking electrons off silicon crystals. You’re exploiting side effects of matter to trick the universe into giving you what you want! And it all works.”
She looks at him. “That’s anything but primitive.”
Stephen crowns one of his pieces. Night Wave stares at the board.
“How did I not see that?” she says.
“It’s very easy to miss things until you have enough practice looking at the board,” he says.
“There are thirty-two available spaces,” she says. “That’s only fifty bits of information. Play.”
They quickly finish up the game, Stephen beating her easily, and set up the board again.
They’ve been playing since lunch. The puppy had watched for a while, apparently more interested in the byplay between the two of them than in the game, but has lost interest completely by now, and is dozing nearby. Night Wave is concentrating furiously on the board, oblivious to everything else. Stephen takes the opportunity to look her over from close up while she’s distracted. Sealin are bigger and chunkier than Earth’s seals, and the extra set of limbs mean their body is balanced differently as well. But there’s nothing about them that looks wrong; there is a wholeness and elegance to their shape that is obvious to the eye. Night Wave’s tiger stripes are startling, and break up her sleek lines, but so obviously part of her that even after a few days in her company Stephen can’t imagine her looking like anything else.
On the whole, Stephen likes sealin, and after meeting most of the ones on Earth he fancies himself a bit of a connoisseur. He’d like to see Night Wave swimming in real sea.
…the old space station still has people on it, he remembers. In fact, a new module was recently added. They don’t rely on rockets any more to get there, instead cadging lifts from either the sealin or the Builders. There’s usually an alien ship hanging about near the station.
He’s always thought that this was because they were afraid it would burst and wanted to be around to pick up the pieces. Now he wonders if they’re just fascinated.
Stephen wins this game by crowning his second king and then hopscotching it backwards, taking all three of Night Wave’s remaining pieces. She stares at the board, and then all the pieces go flying. “Stupid game,” she snarls. “Stupid planet. I don’t know why I bother with you.” She turns, and disappears into the crate stacks with a flick of her tail.
The puppy, woken by this, swims through the air, collecting the floating pieces, and deposits them in Stephen’s hand. “Thank you,” he says. “I think she’s getting a little frustrated. Don’t suppose you want a game?”
The puppy’s expression manages to convey her complete lack of desire to play.
After a few minutes Night Wave comes back. “Again,” she says.
Stephen raises his eyebrows, but lays out the pieces again.
“With regard to machinery,” he says as they play, “you mentioned regulating temperature on the space station. How would you do that?”
“I’d declare an area of space, select for the type of matter I would want to influence, and set up a tropism to the desired temperature,” she says. Some symbols begin to flicker around her head. “…yes. Easy, really. The subtlety’s in the details. You need to be able to distinguish people from the environment, for example. Humans don’t react well to having their body temperature changed.”
She goes into a fugue for a few moments, thinking.
“Are you an engineer, by any chance?” Stephen suddenly says. Night Wave snaps back to alertness.
“Yes, I am,” she says. “Why do you ask?”
Stephen grins. “No reason,” he says.
She’s doing much better, and Stephen is struggling to hold his own. Eventually he makes a mistake, which Night Wave exploits, and she wins.
“Well done,” Stephen says after she takes his last piece. “You’ve improved a lot. Another game?”
“Yes.”
They play again in silence. Night Wave wins again.
By now, Stephen is getting suspicious. Her play style has changed very suddenly; it’s much more disciplined and less chaotic, always making the textbook move for any given situation. And she never makes mistakes any more.
As he lays out the pieces again, Stephen remarks: “There are people back on Earth who used to use computers to play this game. But then they got too good, and you couldn’t win against one—the best you can do against one is a draw. They proved it mathematically. So nobody uses computers any more. It’s just no fun.”
“That’s interesting,” Night Wave says.
They play again; her play style is back to what it was before, and Stephen wins. When she loses the one after, she also loses her temper again, but by then it’s dinnertime and the board gets dematerialised with a certain amount of mutual relief.
But now Night Wave is talking to him.
Five
“I am making a course change,” says the spider.
Stephen jumps. He’s in the middle of the latest installment of the long and increasingly convoluted story he’s telling the puppy, and hadn’t seen the spider coming.
“Oh—er, hello,” he says.
“I greet you,” says the spider, and then stops talking.
Stephen and the puppy are up at one end of the ship, watching the stars go by while Stephen talks. Stephen likes telling stories to the puppy; she’s an uncritical listener. Right now she’s hiding behind Stephen, peering around him at the spider. Night Wave is off prowling around the ship again.
“Where are we going?” Stephen asks eventually.
“I will be stopping at the Snarl en route to Thant High,” says the spider.
Thant High is a name Stephen has heard of; the plan was to change ships there. The Snarl is new to him.
“What’s the Snarl?” he says.
“It is a space station,” says the spider. “It will not inconvenience you.”
“All right,” Stephen says. “Thank you for telling us.”
The spider stops talking again. Its legs are trailing behind it again, making it look a little like a squid. Stephen can’t tell if it is looking at him or not.
“Do you gain aesthetic pleasure from the stars?” it suddenly says.
“I do, yes,” Stephen replies after a moment.
“I do not,” says the spider. “I gain aesthetic pleasure from you.”
“That’s, that’s nice?” says Stephen. This is—yes, creepy is a good word.
“You are so old,” says the spider.
Stephen is twenty-three. “I’m old?” he says.
“You are five billion years old,” says the spider. “You are Earth.”
“You mean—my species?” Stephen says, with increasing nervousness.
“Your oldness is almost unspoilt,” says the spider. “You have been new for only a few days. You are beautiful.”
To Stephen’s horror, it begins to reach out towards him with one extending leg. He leaps to his feet.
“Thank you for the news, I need to go and tell Night Wave, let us know when we’ll get there!” he babbles, backing away, and then scoops up the puppy and runs.
Behind him, the spider watches him go. Or maybe it just watches.
He finds Night Wave swimming slowly down one of the aisles near te other end of the ship, a few symbols glowing on her invisible helmet screen.
They blink out as he approaches. “Go away,” she says. He explains.
“Of course,” she says, voice flat. “We wouldn’t want anything to go right for us, would we.”
“What’s wrong?” Stephen asks.
“This ship is bizarre,” she says. “The drive’s producing some really peculiar readings, and the warp field geometry’s all over the place. I don’t understand how it even works. But that’s nothing to do with you.”
“Do I need to be concerned?” Stephen says, exasperated. Night Wave is frequently obtuse, but this is special.
“About the drive? No idea,” she says. “About the Snarl? No idea about that either. Just stay on the ship. I’m sure you’ll be fine here.”
“Except for the bloody spider,” Stephen mutters. “It just told me I was beautiful.”
There’s a spark of interest.
“Did it say why?”
“Apparently I’m old,” Stephen says. “I didn’t really understand what it was talking about.”
Night Wave stares into space, thinking. “Did it ever say what it was being paid with?”
“…no.”
“Come on,” Night Wave says suddenly, and she turns and swims off. Stephen runs after, the puppy following.
“What’s the problem?” he calls.
“Creepy spiders,” she says. “Didn’t you ever wonder what’s in these crates?”
They run into the spider somewhere near the middle of the ship. It’s doing its squid impression at the axis of the ship.
“Spider,” Night Wave says. “I hear we are stopping at the Snarl.”
“That is correct,” its thin voice says. As always, when the Spider speaks, nothing about it moves.
“Why are we stopping there?”
“I have a cargo to collect.”
“What is your cargo?” Night Wave says.
The spider suddenly moves, pulling itself down to ground level.
“Time,” it says. “I carry time.”
“What kind of time?”
“Stories. Histories. Continuation of presence.”
“What are in the crates?” Night Wave says.
“Time,” he says.
It suddenly extends its legs and moves over to one of the crates, and strokes it. The crate slowly begins to glow from inside and turn translucent.
“This is three thousand, four hundred and seventeen years,” the spider says. “It has had aesthetic value to recorded individuals for that entire time. The graph of influence spans four worlds.”
It reaches into the crate, the walls apparently offering no resistance, and pulls out a broken clay cup. It holds it out to them, but then draws it back when Stephen extends a hand.
“Histories must remain separate,” it says, and puts the cup back into the crate.
“Thank you for showing us,” Night Wave says.
“I gain aesthetic pleasure.”
“When will be arriving at the Snarl?” she says. “How long will we be staying there?”
“Seven hours. Three hours.”
“Thank you,” she repeats, and moves away. As she passes Stephen she says quietly, “Follow me.”
She leads them to the end of the ship. Beyond the empty circlar opening the stars slide by silently.
“Stay away from the spider,” she says.
“Why?” asks Stephen. “What was it talking about?”
She stares out at the stars for a moment. “Spiders collect intangibles. This one collects histories. It thinks you’re valuable. If it decides that you’re its payment it may want to make you stay.”
Stephen’s heart drops. “Stay here? Why?”
“You’re one of the first humans to leave your planet since you evolved there,” Night Wave says. “You represent an unbroken chain of life and death that’s a billion years old. Having you in its collection would be a big coup in spider society, if they have one.”
Stephen looks back at the ship, behind them; a long featureless metal pipe full of crates. “I’m not staying here.”
“It may not be that simple,” Night Wave says. “Spiders are strange but not totally unempathic. Now that you’ve left your planet you’re not getting any more valuable, so it may just decide to extract your intangibles from you and let you go.”
“Can it do that? I thought you said it wasn’t dangerous!” Stephen’s skin crawls.
“Maybe?” Night Wave says. “It can do something. They’re strange.”
Stephen looks back again. There’s no sign of the spider, but it’s so small he can’t see it from a distance. “What do you suggest?”
“Stay out of its way,” Night Wave says. “Let’s see if there are any other ships at this Snarl place. If not, it should only be a day or so to Thant High.”
Outside, the stars are slowing down as the ship decelerates. This part of the galaxy is dark: the Milky Way, which dominates the sky of Earth, has diffused into invisibility. The sky is barren and empty.
They haven’t seen the spider for a while. Stephen has collected all his belongings and they’re ready to jump as soon as they arrive.
“I don’t know this Snarl place,” Night Wave says suddenly. “That worries me.”
Stephen glances at her. “You know the entire galaxy?”
“Of course,” she says, and then adds, “Prosthetic memory. Sort of. But this Snarl isn’t in my memory.”
“The spider said it was a space station,” Stephen says.
“Translator error,” Night Wave says glumly. “It was probably just trying to tell you it’s not a planet. Space stations are a… primitive concept. Better just to use the word ‘place’.”
Stephen did know that his suit translates for him, but he keeps forgetting. Everything he hears is in perfect idiomatic English; and it’s not like Night Wave or the spider have any lips to sync… Night Wave probably speaks English, as all the Home Waters sealin do. But he has no idea whether she’s actually speaking it to him now.
“I read his diary, you know,” Night Wave says distractedly.
“Whose?” says Stephen.
“James Conroy’s,” she says. “He was an idiot. He nearly died, oh, so many times, and it was all his fault every time. He was lucky all his mistakes cancelled out.”
Outside, the stars have stopped moving past. Stephen doesn’t know anything about how starships work, other than a few vague notions from popular science articles about warp drives and fields, the vocabulary all stolen from Star Trek; but he’s guessing that they’ve slowed down to way below light speed.
Suddenly the stars start moving again, sliding past in a bloc. The ship is slewing. A bright star goes past. “What’s that?” he asks.
“How should I know?” says Ngiht Wave. “There, look.”
There’s a distant shape, a spark of violet light surrounded by shadows. Slowly, it expands as they approach.
“Is that it?” he says.
“I have a horrible feeling it is,” says Night Wave.
It’s a twisted horn of strips of dirty fabric, spiralling out from the blazing pin-prick at its centre. Inside the open mouth, spiderwebs criss-cross it in all directions, with nodules of dull light at every intersection. The main structure is a twisted, patchy ribbon, light up by violet highlights, and the shadows are full of intricate detail.
They slowly approach the rim, and perspective makes the horn swell and shift. It’s huge; kilometres wide and tens of kilometres long. The violet light in its centre is abruptly eclipsed by part of its structure, and in the sudden gloom Stephen can see more lights all throughout.
“It’s a doldrum,” Night Wave says.
“What’s a doldrum?”
“It’s a place where nobody goes,” she replies.
The world spins again, disorientingly, as the spider’s ship lines up with the rim, and Stephen’s stomach churns. It settles down at a perverse angle and they run around the edge of the ship until it’s underfoot again. Close up, the Snarl’s rim is an undulating strip of something which looks like coarsely woven fabric, full of gaping holes. It looks lake a Dali sketch of a landscape, infinitely thin and lit from below.
The ship comes to a halt. “Come on,” Night Wave says, and swims out.
The spider’s ship hasn’t quite touched the Snarl’s edge, and there’s a gap of maybe half a metre. Stephen gingerly steps over, the puppy swimming across the gap. The ground is solid underfoot.
Night Wave is waiting for him a little way off. Stephen hurries to meet her. Glancing back, the spider ship shines a dull silver under the bleak, star-filled sky.
“We’ve got three hours,” Night Wave says. “Let’s try and find a ship. Anything will do. But I’m not hopeful.”
The fabric surface seems to have things growing out of it, unclear in the dim light. They’re low, scrubby bushes, looking more like mould than any healthy plant. Stephen avoids them. Walking on the coarse, undulating surface is like some nauseating dream: their local down is always perpendicular to the surface, and the universe twists and bobs around them. One moment they’re on the summit of a hill, and the next they’re in a deep valley, even though the ground is always flat. Sometimes the spider’s ship behind them is a silver tower, and sometimes a pier, jutting out into the void. The surface is full of holes, yawning windows into an endless abyss. Stephen stays well clear of them.
There’s no sign of movement anywhere.
“What is this place?” he mutters.
“It’s supposed to be the docking area,” Night Wave says. “Don’t think anyone’s docked here for a long time.”
One of the spiderweb strands connects to the surface nearby, and they head towards it. Close up, it’s a ribbon a few metres wide, shooting across the horn’s open mouth to a nodule far below/across/above. Lights glimmer on the nodule, shining through the ever-present violet glare.
“Let’s try this,” Night Wave says. “There may be someone over there.”
She casually swims off the edge and out alongside the strand. Stephen looks at the ribbon, a bridge over a bottomless abyss. Night Wave turns, lit from below in the harsh violet light. “Don’t just stand there. Come on.”
Stephen tentatively steps out onto the ribbon. It’s rock solid, just… narrow. The puppy swims in circles around his head but he’s too busy watching his balance to worry about her.
“Oh, for… you can’t fall off!” Night Wave says. “The only gravity here is being faked by your suit! Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
“What?”
Night Wave swims back to him. “It’s giving a surface to walk on, because that’s what you expect, you idiot. Look here.”
Horrifyingly, she rams him, knocking him over. Her snout is hard and she’s very strong. Stephen teeters on the edge in sudden panic before finally falling… into something soft and supportive.
He’s lying at an angle, his feet on the edge of the ribbon, and nothing whatsoever below him.
“See?” says Night Wave. “Now get up and come on.”
Frozen in sudden terror which has nothing to do with reason, Stephen looks down. Whatever’s supporting him is completely invisible, and the view down is… horrifying. The forced perspective of the Snarl’s spiral draws his eye endlessly downwards, leading it irresistably towards the blinding violet glare at its centre. It’s impossible to gauge how far down it is. Every detail is crystal sharp—there’s no atmosphere to make distance haze.
There is something supporting him.
Stephen closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and levers himself up off the empty air. It’s just the same as the mattress, he tells himself. You sleep on it every night. But this is somehow different. When he reaches out, it’s solid, but when he fell on it, it was soft and cushiony. Is it changing its texture depending on what he wants to do? Builder technology can read minds; did it deliberately make it soft so he wouldn’t hurt himself? The puppy is swimming back and forth overhead, clearly disturbed by what she sees as violence; he takes a moment to rub her head, calming her down, before realising that he’s standing in the middle of the ribbon again.
Night Wave is a long way off, leaving him behind. He follows after her, not running, but making much better progress than he was previously.
The ribbon is not completely straight, and curves and twists unpredictably. Stephen finds that it isn’t so bad if he keeps his eyes on the ground in front of him.
He catches up with Night Wave as they approach the nodule. It’s bigger than it looked from the rim; a huge sphere, wrinkled and corrugated like a brain. A pale golden light shines out of it from deep inside. The ribbon dives deep inside through a narrow tunnel.
“What is it?” says Stephen, in horrified fascination.
“It’s nothing,” snaps Night Wave. “Irrelevant. A distraction.”
She looks about, and then leaves the ribbon and swims away, curving around the nodule’s surface. “Is there anyone here?” she calls. “Where are you?”
Stephen looks up at the surface of the sphere. It’s perpendicular to the path, like a cliff.
“There’s only one way to try this,” he says to the puppy.
Nervously, he reaches one hand out to the surface—it’s hard and slightly warm—and then slowly shifts his weight until he’s leaning on it, only one foot on the ribbon. It’s a very long way down. But then suddenly, without moving, he’s lying full length on it, and the ribbon shoots out of a well next to him and up into the sky.
“I hope,” he says as he shakily climbs to his feet, “I never get used to this.”
Walking on the surface of the sphere is, if anything, even more disorienting like the ribbon. The horizon’s only ten metres away and the way the Snarl spins around him as he moves makes it hard to walk in a straight line. He eventually finds Night Wave staring at another smaller sphere, hanging a short way off the surface of the nodule like a tiny moon.
“What’s that?” he says tiredly.
“The portmaster,” says Night Wave. “I hope it still works. Portmaster. Wake up.” She’s talking to the sphere.
“Welcome,” it says. The voice is silver and reedy. Like the spider’s, it feels like it’s not quite there, but this time there’s a mechanical tint to it. “How may I be of service?”
“I want passage off,” she says. “Are there any ships going to Thant High?”
“There are no scheduled ships departing for the foreseeable future,” says the portmaster. “Not to Thant High or to any other destination.”
“What about unscheduled ships?” she says. “How often do they turn up?”
“Never,” says the portmaster. “No ships ever call here.”
“They must come sometimes,” says Night Wave.
“No. We have never been visited by any ship.”
“We just got off one, you idiot!” she shouts.
“That is incorrect,” says the portmaster. “No ships have visited here, recently, or ever. Therefore you cannot have arrived by ship. You must be a native.”
“It’s senile,” Night Wave says with disgust.
“I assure you I am perfectly sane,” says the portmaster. “No ships have arrived here because there is nowhere for them to arrive from. We are the only place which exists in the universe; the stars are merely an illusion. Therefore you, and your friends, must be natives.”
Night Wave ignores it. “This place hasn’t been visited for a very, very long time,” she says.
“So we’re unlikely to find a ride here,” Stephen says.
“No. This was a stupid idea. I actually think we’d be better off with the spider.”
From here, the huge funnel of the Snarl rises up overhead, tier upon tier converging on the tiny violet core. There are structures everywhere, built on the main fabric, hanging chandelier-like in all directions from the webbing…
“I agree,” says Stephen. “I thought that the spider was creepy, but this place…”
“Back to the ship,” says Night Wave. “This way. I think.”
They walk around to the other side. Stephen carefully moves across onto the ribbon, Night Wave watching impatiently, and then he hesitates.
“Is this the right ribbon?” Stephen says. “I’ve lost my bearings.”
Night Wave sudden looks uncertain. “Where’s the ship?” she says.
“I can’t see it from this angle,” he says.
“We’ll just have to pick a ribbon.”
She turns slowly, scanning the sky around them. “That… looks familiar,” she says. “So… it is this one. I think.”
They set off down the ribbon, leaving the nodule behind. The puppy is as nervous as Stephen is, and is staying close beside him, between him and Night Wave.
“What happened here?” he asks.
“Someone made it,” says Night Wave. “Or some thing. Some people lived here, for a while. Then… it was forgotten. Nobody came any more.”
“Are there still people here?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows?” she says bitterly. “Nobody comes here. Nobody leaves. Oh, ships will turn up every now and again. Some people will know this place exists. But the universe is big, Stephen. Here between the stars there’s space for anything. There are trillions of places like this.”
They continue on in silence for a while.
“You and I,” Night Wave suddenly says. “We live in the light. Close by the stars. On the natural worlds. This is the dark.”
The ribbon curves gently; as Stephen walks around the curve, the rim opens up around him.
“…I don’t see the ship,” Stephen says.
“It must be on the other side,” Night Wave replies.
“We can see the entire rim from here.”
They turn, scanning the rim. Stephen strains to try and make out the silver splinter of the spider’s ship, standing out from the edge. There’s nothing.
“I thought you people had perfect memories,” he says.
“Only when I’m warned!” Night Wave snaps, getting increasingly agitated. “Where is it?”
The puppy is cowering next to Stephen. He puts his arm around her, grateful for the comfort. “Can you… detect it, or something? You’re an engineer, right?”
Night Wave freezes for a moment. “Yes. Yes. I can. Wait.” Symbols start to flicker around her head again. After a few moments the light blurs in front of her and a glass cube appears there. Some lights move inside it. Then it goes dark.
“There’s nothing,” Night Wave says.
“What do you mean, nothing?”
“There’s nothing that is generating a warp field within detection range,” she says. Her voice is completely flat.
Stephen looks up at the stars overhead. “You mean the ship’s gone without us?” he says.
“It’s gone.”
After a while Night Wave dismisses the cube, which dissolves into nothingness. Then, very slowly, she begins to whine.
Six
First things first.
Stephen doesn’t want to leave Night Wave, but she’s listless and unresponsive. But there’s nothing where they are: the Snarl’s rim is completely empty. They need food and water and shelter… well, maybe not shelter, not with these magical space suits, but Stephen is personally in desperate need of some sort of psychological security.
Eventually he manages to persuade Night Wave to follow him back to the nodule, although she won’t talk. The puppy is desperate, obviously aware that something is very wrong, and keeps darting out to nuzzle Night Wave before returning to Stephen’s dubious safety.
Once there he clambers out onto the brain-like surface and finds the portmaster again.
“Wake up,” he says.
“Welcome,” it says. “Did you find your ship?”
“No,” he replies. “It left without us.”
“There was no ship. I am the portmaster; I would know,” it says smugly. “It was simply a figment of your imagination.”
Stephen breathes deeply, staring at the featureless metal sphere which is the portmaster. From here it’s about head height. It’s about the size of his head as well. He mentally sketches an invisible body attached to the spherical head, standing in front of him, and then wishes he hadn’t.
“You’re right,” he says. “I am a native, and I imagined the whole thing.”
“I am pleased to hear that,” the portmaster says. “I would not like to be wrong; it would make me doubt my own sanity.”
Is this thing a person? Stephen thinks. Or just some sort of malfunctioning machine?
“Unfortunately I seem to have lost my memory,” he says. “Are there any life support circles here?”
“Of course!” says the portmaster. “There are many further inward towards to centre. I will give you a guide.” A golden firefly slowly appears. “Please follow this. And I am sorry to hear about your memory. I hope it returns soon.”
“So do I,” says Stephen.
The firefly leads them around the sphere and along one of the ribbons heading deeper down into the heart of the Snarl. It’s a long way, and Stephen finds himself wishing he’d asked about some sort of rapid transit system.
He’s seen the Snarl as a well, sucking him down; and he’s seen it as a tower, the light shining down on him from high overhead. Now he’s seeing it as a tunnel. The great loops of fabric sweep overhead and underfoot, forming concentric rings that focus down on the violet light at the centre. It looks like it should be bright, but it’s not. Is there something strange about the light, or is is space suit protecting him?
Around them the turns of the spiral slowly go past. Stephen hesitates to call the cancerous encrustations that cover them buildings, although clearly that’s what they are. There’s no organisation or reason to them. There’s simply structure built on top of structure on top of structure. Some of the intricate layering of architecture is lit, but there’s no sign of movement anywhere. The webbing of ribbons is growing denser here and they pass one of the chandeliers they saw earlier. It’s strikingly beautiful, a gently glowing arabesque of crystal and mirrors, but it, too, looks deserted. And when Stephen looks closer some of the surfaces are marred by the same mould-like bushes he had seen on the rim.
The light is growing brighter, now—or at least, more intense. The ribbon is no longer heading straight for it but is drifting off to one side, and Stephen can just make out its destination. A ring runs completely around the Snarl, perpendicular to its axis, intersecting uncomfortably with the angles of the spiral. It looks different, somehow. Less chaotic, more lived in. And as they approach, Stephen finally sees movement.
The ribbon comes down at the centre of an open space, and in that area there are…
There are tall, spindly ones, slowly walking on three legs, watching them with clusters of eyes on stalks; there’s a wheel, with glossy black domes where the axle should be, turning so as to keep them in view; there’s something huge and furry, with legs and claws and teeth, which watches him through binocular predator vision; there are some simple spheres, floating in the air, which don’t react in any way, but he’s sure they are watching them too. They are all motionless and staring.
Stephen, Night Wave and the puppy halt at the end of the ribbon. There’s a complete silence.
“Hello,” says Stephen. There is no response.
“We’re looking for the life support circle,” he says. “The portmaster sent us here. See?” He indicates the firefly, waiting patiently in front of them. Still nothing.
“Our ship left us here by mistake?” he says, his voice breaking.
There’s a response this time; most of the figures slowly turn away and shamble off.
One doesn’t.
“Prey,” comes a voice. It’s rich and deep, with a hint of a snarl to it. It belongs to the huge furred monster, which slowly pads towards them.
“You are my prey,” it says. “I will hunt you and kill you. I have been waiting so long for prey.”
Its fur is a rich golden brown, full of nightmare violet highlights from the light above. Its mouth opens and a black tongue caresses its teeth.
“You will get no help from these,” it says. “They have been here too long and their minds are hollow shells. They are not worthy to be hunted. But you will scream and flee in terror. I will hunt you.”
It stops in front of them. Its front shoulder is at least at Stephen’s head height. He belatedly realises that he should be running, but pure fear has frozen his feet to the ground.
The firefly of light gutters, and goes out.
Leaning forward, the creature extends its tongue and samples the air in front of Stephen and Night Wave. Night Wave has her eyes closed and is muttering to herself. At least, Stephen thinks, she won’t see it coming… The puppy is frozen motionless behind Stephen.
“You are weak,” says the monster. “Before I kill you, you must regain your strength and your spirit, so that your suffering may be great. Follow me.”
To Stephen’s relief, it turns, revealing a long, flowing tail, and heads back across the open space. The other figures drifting about all part before it, leaving a corridor. “Follow to your death!” it calls after them.
To his total surprise, Stephen does so.
The monster leads them away from the edge of the ring city. There are streets here, and it walks slowly but confidently down the centre of them, clearing a path through the crowds. Stephen and Night Wave follow in its wake.
The figures here—Stephen does not know whether to call them ‘people’—will either turn and stare, or else ignore them entirely. None make any attempt to communicate. One of the wheels at one point seems to approach, but it passes between them and the monster and off again to one side. Stephen wonders whether it even noticed them.
The monster talks.
“I was hunting,” it says. “My vehicle failed. I sniffed for prey and all I could scent was this place. There are no acceptable prey here, none at all. So I lie in wait for something worthy to arrive, that I might kill it.”
“How…” Stephen swallows. “How long have you been here?”
“I hunt, and hunt, and hunt,” it snarls, “And always in vain! There will be death! I will leave this place and I will roam the stars and the killing will be glorious!”
Abruptly it stops. “Here. Here is where you will strengthen yourselves.”
There’s another small, open space here, between buildings, and in the centre is the welcome sight of a glowing orange circle. Stephen steps inside. Water, he thinks desperately, and holds out his hand; and then there is a cup in it.
He drinks deeply, almost shuddering with relief, and then cups some in his hand for the puppy. Night Wave is floating inert, still with her eyes closed. Stephen eyes the monster, which is standing outside the circle watching them intently, violet highlights glinting off its eyes.
Fish, he thinks as hard as he can. Raw fish. Sashimi. Smoked salmon. Lox… A plate appears in his hand, with a dressed fish which might be a trout on it. He picks it up, drops the plate, which evaporates, and slowly waves the fish in front of Night Wave’s nostrils. They flare.
Very slowly, she opens her eyes, and then gently takes it into her mouth.
“I am not superstitious,” she says, her voice unmuffled by the food.
And then she shouts, deafeningly: “I AM NOT SUPERSTITIOUS!”
She closes her jaws. The fish goes crunch and her eyes snap open again. “I will not believe,” she says softly, glaring at Stephen, “that this is your fault. It is not! I will not!” She shouts again. “I will not!”
“First Conroy,” she says in a much more normal voice. “Accidentally finds himself on a Builder starship. Gets marooned on Garden. Picked up by a Scavanger ship, and goes through hell, dragging two sealin along with him. Now it’s you. And I’m caught up in the middle of it. Me and that stupid puppy. The matriarch must have been insane to send me here. What is it about you people?”
She swallows.
“Well,” she says. “Now what?”
Stephen waits until his heart stops pounding, and caresses the puppy.
“Well,” he repeats. “I think, first, we get to eat and refresh ourselves.”
“And then?”
“And then,” he says, “I believe that person over there would like to kill us.”
It doesn’t kill them.
It waits patiently while they eat and drink, lying down on all fours like a cat. One ear twitches at intervals.
“I have no idea what it is,” Night Wave says at last, very quietly.
“Is that your prosthetic memory speaking?” says Stephen.
“It must be very rare or very old,” she says, ignoring his jibe. “I hope it’s rare.”
“How dangerous is it?” Stephen whispers.
She hesitates. “I don’t know,” she mutters. “It probably can’t get through our suit fields. Probably…”
The creature’s paws are huge, with scythe-like retractable claws. It blinks at them lazily.
“There’s a thing I’ve heard of,” Night Wave adds. “Mindsets so alien that our translators have trouble with them.”
“Vermin such as you cannot understand true speech,” it says proudly.
“You mean,” says Stephen carefully, “that it doesn’t want to kill us?”
“I will kill you,” it snarls. “I will tear you limb from limb. I will rip out your guts and suck out your brains. I will kill you and devour you.” It’s starting to drool. The saliva evaporates before it hits the ground.
“It wants to kill us,” says Night Wave.
“But for now I will let you live,” it says. “As yet you are not worthy prey for one such as me.”
“…but not now,” says Night Wave.
“Yes, thanks,” says Stephen.
Despite the monster’s presence, and its words, the fear is leaving Stephen. There’s something very strange here, and it doesn’t feel dangerous. The puppy feels it too, and pokes her head over his shoulder.
“I’ve heard of this,” repeates Night Wave. “There are predator species which are so focused on hunting that they cannot even think of anything else. This must be one. …maybe?”
“To kill is to live,” says the monster. “I kill. I live. You die.”
“So they’ve learnt to keep putting it off,” Night Wave says. “That lets them talk to others… I’ve never met one, though.”
The monster bristles. “I will kill you! You will die! This will happen! Not now, but soon! You will never escape me!” It’s leaning forwards, practically roaring in Stephen’s face, but while he can hear its voice he cannot feel its breath. The suit doing its magic, again. He wonders what kind of air it’s breathing.
“But for now,” he says, mind working furiously, “you must let us live. Or you will waste the opportunity.”
The monster calms almost instantly. “Yes,” it says. “Yes. You will not be wasted. You will be savoured.”
“How did you do that?” Night Wave says quietly.
“A hunch,” he mutters to her. “It’s looking for excuses to let us live, right?”
Out loud he asks, “Do you have a name?”
“I have many names,” it says. “Names to be feared. Names to be shouted in rage. Names to be honoured. Names to be screamed in mortal agony and rage. My victims at their last know me as… ####.”
Stephen blinks. The monster’s voice blurs in his head and, while he heard it clearly, meaning escapes him.
“I… didn’t quite…” he begins, but as the monster starts to rear up again, tries to reproduce the non-sound he heard. “Reeearh?”
It settles down again. “Mock me as you will, vermin,” it says.
“Is there a way off this place?” Night Wave says.
“This is a trap,” Reeearh replies. It settles back on its haunches and speaks quietly, intensely. “There is no escape from here save through death. It is a place of madness and solitude and there is no other worthy prey here save you, and a few others. When I kill you, you will be grateful.”
“Ships must come here some time!” she says. “We came here on a ship!”
“You came,” it says. “But you do not go.”
Night Wave sags in the air.
“Do you know anywhere where we can rest?” Stephen asks.
Reeearh studies them. “You are weak prey,” it says. “You must have a den. Follow.”
Reeearh leads them away from the orange circle, down a ramp and round a corner, and suddenly they are underneath the city walking on a wide walkway above nothingness. Inverted buildings hang down on each side. The light of the violet pseudo-star doesn’t reach here and Stephen suddenly realises how tired it was making his eyes. The crowds from the streets above don’t make it here, and everything is still.
“Here,” Reeearh says after a few moments, and indicates with one massive fore-paw a bulbous mass hanging from the ring structure above. “This a den fit for the likes of you.”
Stephen’s first impression is that it is a wasp’s nest: a bulbous, lumpy mass the size of a small house, with a rough and somewhat unappetising texture. A few circular holes show only darkness inside.
“It must be joking,” says Night Wave quietly.
“I do not mock,” Reeearh growls. “I only kill.”
One of the holes is reachable from the edge of the walkway. Stephen casts an apprehensive eye at Reeearh—is it genuinely angry, or is this more compensation?—and reaches forward. Light blooms inside, and he peers in.
“You have to see this,” he says.
It’s a house.
There is one large chamber inside, with three small ones connecting from it. They’re all irregular and organically shaped, with curved sides and no observable up or down; the walls are a quietly iridescent mother of pearl and the doors are simply circular openings from one chamber to another. A sourceless golden light fills the entire place.
But it’s a house. It feels warm and comforting, and Stephen feels his eyes relax after the endless, harsh violet glare of the Snarl. It’s completely empty, without even dust anywhere, but in one of the chambers they find a glowing orange ring on one wall…
“Thank-you!” says Stephen, leaning out one of the windows into the dark beyond. Reeearh is waiting patiently on the walkway beyond. “It’s perfect! How did you know it was here?”
“This is my territory,” it says. “I hunt here. I know it all.”
“Who made it?” Stephen asks. “What happened to them?”
Reeearh meets his eyes. “They were prey. They died. Everyone dies here, who is able.”
For once, Reeearh isn’t making a threat. It’s a simple statement of fact. It seems somehow… wistful.
“We, we should to rest,” Stephen says eventually.
“I will find you,” Reeearh says, and walks away.
Seven
The thing Stephen has the hardest time adjusting to is the silence.
He knows why: they’re in vacuum. Their invisible, magical space suits hide this from them, but even so, just the other side of the intangible field boundary there is no air. The suits communicate, carrying people’s translated voices via some mysterious mechanism, but they don’t reproduce sound.
The trouble is that the city shouldn’t be silent. It’s full of movement and activity. Some of the figures moving through the streets are even people.
Over the next few days, Reeearh introduces them. Their closest neighbour, a kilometre or so around the city, is a robot, a simple rounded cylinder about a metre high with no obvious moving parts; in design it must be related to the portmaster, although Stephen doesn’t need Night Wave’s warning not to point this out. There’s a plant. It lives up on the bright side, the overcity, inside a building like an indoor greenhouse, and is a circular patch of broad leaves about ten metres wide. It is allegedly sentient, although Stephen never hears it speak.
The robot has a plan to escape.
Night Wave finds the word ‘robot’ amusing, as she doesn’t seem to distinguish between people who are machines and people who are what Stephen would traditionally call ‘people’, but it doesn’t seem to have a name. The handle sticks, at least in Stephen’s head.
It was marooned on the Snarl in much the same way that Reeearh was: its ship’s drive failed in some way, and with the last vestige of motive power it flung the robot at the nearest mass. Stephen doesn’t ask how long ago that was.
Its plan for escape is to build a device that will catapult itself towards the nearby star. The star is quite close, only about two light years away; which means the voyage will take about a hundred thousand years.
“Seriously?” says Stephen.
“It’s better than being here,” says the robot.
It and Night Wave have had a desultory technical conversation about propulsion. Stephen doesn’t follow the details but apparently neither of their basic engineering toolkits are capable of building anything like a true space drive.
“Moving near a mass is one thing,” says the robot. “Out in deep vacuum? Totally different kettle of fish.”
It’s going to fall through the distant star system broadcasting a distress signal and will hope someone will pick it up.
“Sorry it won’t work for you three,” it says. “But you’re too heavy. Plus breathing, food, and so on.”
“It’s crazy,” Stephen says to Night Wave as they head back to the house. “A hundred thousand years! If it’s prepared to wait that long, why doesn’t it do it here, where there’s far more chance of being discovered!”
“Because ships do call, sometimes, right?” Night Wave says. “You’re right. It’s a dream, Stephen. It’ll never leave.”
“It’s like Reeearh,” Stephen suddenly says. “It’ll keep putting it off, and putting it off, because that’s the only thing that’s keeping it going…”
“Yeah.”
They’re moving through a district of the Town now which all slanting pillars. They have no obvious meaning or purpose, but occasionally there are little knots of cubical buildings, from which some of the three-legged creatures apathetically watch them go past.
“You people don’t go mad,” says Stephen. “You just go strange, instead.”
Night Wave glances at him. “Based on a sample size of how many?”
“Enough,” Stephen mutters.
“You’re right, though,” she says. “It’s a design flaw.”
They head on for a while.
“It can’t do it,” Night Wave says. “It’s too much like dying. It won’t be able to bring itself to actually jump.”
Stephen thinks back to what Reeearh had said: Everyone dies here, who is able. He shivers.
Then there are the zombies.
The puppy is largely oblivious to the aura of despair that fills the Snarl. She enjoys poking around in the empty buildings and exploring all the strange corners and weird angles. She’s fascinated with Reeearh, and whenever it’s around spends a lot of time peeking out from behind Stephen’s back at it. The robot she can take or leave; it just doesn’t seem to interest her much, but whether that’s because it’s a machine or whether it’s just because it has no moving parts or obvious limbs Stephen can’t quite decide.
But she really doesn’t seem to like the zombies, and Stephen can’t really blame her.
“Imagine what it’s like to live forever,” Night Wave says. “And you’re in a place where nothing matters and nothing ever happens.”
They are resting at the edge of the square, watching the crowd slowly mill. Stephen holds the puppy tightly. She’s half-fascinated, half-terrified.
“Are they insane?” Stephen asks.
“That’s a bad question,” says Night Wave. “Well designed minds don’t go insane. But they still need exercise. These have been doing the same thing for so long that there’s nothing left but the repetition.”
One of the three-legged stalkers is nearby. It walks slowly across the square, pausing half way to stare at them. Then it turns round and walks back, pausing half way to stare at them. Then it turns and walks slowly across the square…
“Don’t they get tired? Or hungry?” Stephen says.
“Sleeping and eating’s probably just part of the pattern,” Night Wave replies.
They watch for a while longer. “I think I’d rather die,” says Stephen.
“You will,” says Night Wave. When she sees Stephen’s uncomfortable glance, she adds: “Your body evolved naturally and is full of flaws. It’ll wear out. Mine won’t.”
Stephen’s horror slowly builds. “You mean… you could end up being one of those? Could she?” The puppy whines.
“I could,” Night Wave says bleakly. “The puppy… I don’t know. Her mind hasn’t been formatted yet and is still malleable.”
They watch the zombies.
“What’s that one doing?” Stephen says.
One three-legged zombie is standing and watching them, like so many of the others, but it’s not behaving quite like the rest. It keeps looking away, and then back towards them. Every now and again it will take a few paces forwards.
“I don’t know,” says Night Wave. “And I don’t really care. I want to go home. This place is horrible.”
As they leave, Stephen glances behind. The lone watcher is now standing motionless, watching them go.
Reeearh comes around to talk, every now and again. Despite the continual blood-soaked rhetorical death threats, Stephen slowly realises that the huge predator is lonely and helpless.
There’s a tower that projects high above the overcity. The way up is easy, which is to say that Stephen lies flat on his back on the ground with his feet on the side until his local down changes, and then just walks. There’s a good view out into the heart of the Snarl; all violet shadows and highlights and abandoned, surreal architecture. They sit side by side on the slanting roof. For once, Stephen’s left the puppy behind with Night Wave.
“…a fine chase,” it says. “The prey ran for days. Clever it was, and almost it eluded me, but no mere prey can outwit my glorious mind. It led me deep into the forest, where nothing goes for fear of the giant thunder birds. Nothing other than myself can stand up to their mighty bladed wings, and it is a fierce battle even for myself; but the prey ran straight into their nest and between the legs of the bull. I, of course, followed and found myself facing the enraged bird…”
Stephen tunes out the rest of Reeearh’s frankly unlikely hunting story, making sure to make appreciative noises at the right places. He’s found that if he keeps emphasising how puny and weak the three of them are, Reeearh remains calm and relatively affable. The sheer size of it is imposing, and Stephen can’t help flinching every time it moves near him, but there’s a careful civilisation underneath the rough exterior that undermines any true sense of fear. Besides, he’s growing quite fond of the huge creature.
“Who built the city?” he says once Reeearh has finished.
“Prey animals,” Reeearh says dismissively. “Hunters do not build. Building is easy. We only kill.”
“Why did they do it?” Stephen asks. “Nobody lives there.”
Reeeah hesitates. “It is an abandoned lair,” it says. “There was death there once. No more.”
“How long has it been empty?”
“Longer than than my life,” it says. “Longer than the lives of any I know. Longer the lives of my kind.”
It studies him, slit eyes under long-lashed eyelids. “Longer than my kind.”
It’s not talking about killing any more. That means it’s upset. Stephen wants to know more, but he also really needs to change the subject.
“Tell me about your species,” he says.
It almost visibly brightens. “We are known everywhere,” it says. “We are the Ones Who Kill. This galaxy fears our very name, and many more cower at our reputation! Our world is out on the rim: it is a quiet place, peaceful and with good hunting; the prey there is clever and wily. Only the greatest of us can catch it…”
As it continues, Stephen looks out at the Snarl, laid out in front of him. He’s looking out along the spiral of it; an open-ended trumpet made out of slices of city, all lit in violet and indigo. Outside the trumpet’s bell is the universe, caught in a purple spiderweb. The pure white stars in the distance have never looked more desirable. He sighs.
Digression One
The puppy wakes up abruptly from another nightmare.
The details fade almost instantly from her mind, disappearing behind a wall of forgetfulness. That’s not normal, she’s dimly aware, and for a moment she gropes after the dream: there was something terrible, she knows that… and there’s water… but it’s gone. To consciously analyse memories requires language, which she doesn’t have. Instead of thinking with words, she uses an intuition-driven ebb and flow of feelings and concepts. This one ebbs, and she doesn’t pursue it any further.
The one with legs is asleep beside her, one arm around her. At least she hasn’t bitten him this time. She’d almost died of shame when that happened.
The puppy considers waking him, but as the miasma of the nightmare recedes, the silence of the house starts to grow on her. There’s something different about it when she’s the only one awake.
She drifts there for a few minutes. She could go back to sleep. Or…
Carefully, she wriggles out from under the one with legs’ arm. He snorts, and rolls over in his sleep. The puppy freezes for a moment. She’s not sure she is doing anything wrong, but it feels like it; she’s vaguely aware there’s a difference, but she can’t quite tell how.
So she sneaks out of the bedroom, feeling deliciously naughty.
The house is silent and still, and is worth only a few moments’ investigation. She stays well clear of the cousin, who’s asleep in her own bedroom. She likes the cousin, but she’s not sure that the cousin likes her very much. Better to leave her be. There’s only one place to go, then; so pausing only to dart into the kitchen for a drink from the orange circle, she noses her way under the door curtain and out of the house.
The street outside is still and dark. Nothing moves anywhere. She’s fascinated. It’s always like this—but it’s never like this! She looks about; wide, dark eyes, designed for seeing into the underwater gloom, have no trouble here, and she can see into every violet-tinted alley and shadow. Spotting a likely looking patch of darkness a few metres away, she quickly slides into it with a couple of precise strokes of her tail flukes. Nothing seems to have seen her.
She carefully moves down the street, slipping from shadow to shadow, sometimes low down, hiding behind a balustrade, sometimes high up in a blank window frame; thinking in three dimensions comes naturally to her. She’s reminded of playing in the kelp back home, before… before she was here. There were fish there, though, weren’t there? There may be some here. She doesn’t see any; maybe they’re hiding. Maybe they don’t like the dark. She knows there’s light here somewhere. Where is it?
After a while the street comes to an end. It’s not a cul-de-sac or a dead end; the ground just stops, and there’s nothing but nothingness over the edge. Without thinking anything of it, she swims off the edge and looks around.
To each side, the ring stretches away in both directions, the walls of the city curving away downwards. Above and below, the violet spiral of the Snarl stretches away into the distance, but she’s seen that before and isn’t really interested. More to her liking is that just below her feet, on the other side of the ring, are more buildings, upside down.
She swims straight down. Smoothly, her suit adjusts its internal gravity and then she’s swimming straight up; she’s spent nearly all her short life in suits like this and barely even notices.
The puppy crests the top of the building into direct light, the violet rays almost thick. She amuses herself briefly with her shadow, long against the roof, before heading on: there are adventures to be found…
The puppy finds her adventure in an open space several blocks away.
The streets here are full of non-people. She doesn’t quite know why they’re not real people. The one with legs and the cousin are terrified of them; she can tell that from the way they speak and move, and it makes her very uncomfortable. She wishes she could let the one with legs and the cousin know that they’re not really dangerous, but all she can do is reassure them with her presence. The puppy isn’t scared of them but she does find them interesting. They look like people, although not people like she’s seen before; so how can they not be people?
When she sees the furry one, however, she forgets all about the non-people.
The furry one is sitting on the edge of the ring, looking out at the Snarl. It doesn’t seem to have noticed her. The puppy immediately hides behind one of the non-people.
The puppy is fascinated by the furry one. She’s never seen anyone quite as big before, or as hairy; she’s got whiskers, but the furry one has even more hair than the one with legs does, and the one with legs is pretty hairy. The furry one also seems rather sad, and the puppy doesn’t like to see sad people.
She sneaks forwards, staying very low, always keeping out of sight by hiding behind the non-people. This is a good game; the non-people move around, so she has to plan carefully when she moves.
The puppy eventually gets within a few metres of the furry one. Up close it’s even more interesting, and much bigger than it looked from a distance. Its fur is a kind of golden brown that defies even the purple light’s ability to leach the colour from things.
Suddenly, the furry one’s head snaps round to stare at her. Its eyes narrow. She’s been caught. They stare at each other few a few moments, and then the furry one is flying towards her, having turned and leaped in one boneless movement.
The puppy makes one mighty spasm with her flippers and is out from under just as it hits the ground. It leaps again, instantly, and she avoids it again, but by then she has the time to collect herself and start swimming away as hard as she can. It chases after her.
The two of them are quite evenly matched. The furry one can run faster than the puppy can swim, but the puppy can dodge things more easily. It tends to bound over obstacles instead, and the puppy thrills to watch it gracefully slide through the air, strength and elegance in harmony. She twists and turns, and darts down alleys and through narrow arches and nips between groups on non-people, but it stays on her tail, mere body lengths behind. She’s having a wonderful time.
Eventually she turns up a blind alley. The walls here are solid, unperforated; there’s nothing resembling a door or a window. The puppy reaches the end and turns at bay, watching it coming towards her like a juggernaut; then at the least moment she darts straight up. Beneath her, the furry one slams into the wall, and collapses to the ground.
The puppy is suddenly distraught that the furry one might have hurt itself, and descends again to make sure it’s all right. It’s trying to climb to its feet, shaking its head in confusion. It looks like it’s fine, if rather shaken. The puppy is now close enough that their fields touch, and she is suddenly distracted by its scent; exotic and exciting. She feels like she could swim in it.
But now it has seen her, and they’re off again.
This time, the furry one is cleverer, not trying to outrun the puppy. It’s hanging back, maintaining some distance, and it’s some time before the puppy realises that it’s herding her; it’s noticed that she tends to turn away from it, and is controlling her motion by moving from side to side. It’s trying to get her into parts of the overcity where the streets are overhung by other buildings. It’s trying to cut off the puppy’s escape route! She feels a sudden wave of admiration. She’s going to have to do something clever in return.
She gets her chance when they near a district of spires. They’re finely filigreed into interesting patterns at the top, but at the bottom they’re narrow columns only a metre or so wide, and arranged in a fine rectangular grid. The puppy leads the furry one into this maze and then starts twisting and turning between them. It does its best to keep up, but it simply can’t corner quickly enough, and it eventually loses sight of her.
Instantly, the puppy darts behind another column and waits until it goes past, and then creeps out and follows it.
The furry one’s got really good peripheral vision; the puppy knows that from the first time she surprised it. So she has to stay exactly lined up behind it. She manages this, watching with glee as it slows down, stops, and then starts methodically searching the rows of columns for her. Eventually it simply shakes its head in frustration and sits down on its haunches.
Staying low, and having a certain amount of difficulty staying still from the sheer excitement bubbling through her, the puppy sneaks up behind it… skims over its back, mere centimetres away… and then, in a possibly regrettable overflow of enthusiasm, sinks her teeth into its ear.
The furry one spasms, goes rigid, and then slowly relaxes. The puppy’s won! She lets go and goes into paroxyms of delight, rubbing herself through its fur and face.
It seems stunned, watching her with bewilderment. Finally, it speaks; the puppy can’t understand its words, of course, but she understands its tone of voice: surprise, shifting towards respect.
After a while she curls up between her new playmate’s front legs, and spends some time just enjoying the sensation of its fur, while it watches over her. Then she goes home.
Eight
It’s been a week.
“We need a plan,” Night Wave says.
It’s breakfast time. Night Wave has found a way to persuade the house’s lights to change from bright in dim in a rough day cycle, and Stephen feels a lot better now that his body clock has something to synchronise with. He’s just slept well for what feels like the first time since he left Earth.
“To escape?” he says. “I agree. What did you have in mind?”
Night Wave seems at a loss. “I don’t know,” she says. “But we have to do something.”
She’s been acting increasingly twitchy as the days have passed. The novelty of being on the Snarl is still enough for Stephen, and so far he’s finding that exploring the place and looking after the puppy is keeping him busy. He’s well aware of the spectre of endless ennui ahead of him, though.
But Night Wave is not taking it well.
“We can’t build a ship, right?” he asks.
“Your ‘robot’ is trying that,” she says. “I told you, I can’t make a warp field.”
“What about a rocket?” Stephen asks. “You can make matter, right?”
“Horribly polluting,” she says. “And still far too slow to do us any good.”
“Some sort of radio? Can we call for help?” he says.
“I still need a warp field,” she says. “I need to modulate it to generate the signal.”
“That’s FTL radio, right?” he says. She twitches. “What about ordinary radio?”
“Electromagnetic waves?” Night Wave says. “Don’t be ridiculous. Who listens to that any more?”
“We do,” Stephen says.
She snorts. “Your lot are a long way from here.”
Stephen’s voice has been slowly rising; hers has been flattening with stress. The puppy, busy with something that might be rawhide, looks up and stares at them.
“Well, I don’t know what’s possible,” Stephen says, trying keeping his voice calm. “I’m an ignorant native. The only world I know about I left a couple of weeks ago.”
There’s a long pause. “I know,” says Night Wave. “I’m sorry.”
Stephen has a bowl of cereal. As long as he’s holding it, it works fine. If he lets go, the suit’s faked gravity stops working and it floats away. He’s beginning to find the suit’s tricks second nature now, even to the extent that he’s letting it float him comfortably in the air away from the walls… but still with gravity inside the field. He takes another mouthful.
“Will anyone come looking for us?” he says.
“They’ll try,” says Night Wave. “They’ll try to find the spider who left us here. It knows where the Snarl is.”
“So we just need to wait,” Stephen says.
“It’ll take weeks before they realise we’re missing!” Night Wave says. “And by then the spider could be long gone… you only find them when they want to be found.”
“I’m amazed nobody’s found this place,” Stephen says, frowning. “We must be close to Thant High, right? Isn’t there a lot of traffic there?”
“Stephen,” Night Wave says, putting a lot of tiredness into her voice. “The galaxy is big. Out here is so much nothing you could fit a billion Earths and nobody would even notice. We fly between the stars, Stephen. We don’t stop half way.”
“The robot and Reeearh found it,” Stephen says. “By accident. There must be a a way.”
“I don’t know how long they’ve been here,” Night Wave says.
It takes Stephen a few seconds to realise what she means: with enough time, even the unlikely becomes probable. They could have been here for a very long time indeed. He imagines Reeealh endlessly walking the streets, always looking for prey that it knows isn’t there, keeping its mind focused on the glorious hunt which is to come tomorrow—always tomorrow, day after day after day…
A very, very long time. Time enough for even the most unlikely coincidence to happen.
“Let’s not wait for that,” he says. He’s suddenly not hungry. He drops the cereal bowl, and it blurs and vanishes as the life support circle dematerialises it.
The puppy has finished with whatever she was eating. She heads in for a head rub, and then starts swimming in circles around Stephen. She wants to go out and explore.
He changes the subject.
“I’ve been meaning to ask,” he says. “How long will it be until she starts learning to talk?”
“She won’t,” Night Wave says dispiritedly.
“Say again?”
“She won’t,” Night Wave repeats. “He brain doesn’t have any language centres.”
Stephen finds himself watching the puppy in utter surprise. She looks… like a sealin puppy; like the only one he’s ever seen.
“Is there anything,” he finds himself saying hesitantly, “wrong with her?”
“You mean,” says Night Wave, “is she deformed, or mutated, or disabled? No. She’s fine. She’s just a puppy. Her brain hasn’t been set up yet. She’s practically an animal.”
He takes a deep breath. “Can you expand?”
“You’re taking her to Home Waters,” she says exasperatedly, “to get her mind fixed after that… business… with the shark. Right? She’s also going to be educated. She’ll learn language, symbolism, logic, ethics, natural sciences, cultural biases, all the skills that make her a person. She… ahh, your stupid language doesn’t map on to this. Her brain will be changed. She’ll be… programmed is the closest word.”
“That’s horrible!” Stephen says.
“You’re being misled by your language,” she says. “The only appropriate word has emotional baggage. It’s not a bad thing.”
Stephen holds the puppy up, and stares into her eyes. She stares back curiously. There’s intelligence there, he knows, and reason. She’s not a animal.
“It sounds really bad,” he says.
“Don’t be so blinkered,” says Night Wave. “Human children are horrible, right? I’ve seen pictures. Stupid, cruel little psychopaths. You can only stand them because you’re culturally conditioned to like them. You have to spend years teaching them to be real people. We do the same thing, but faster.”
“You’re going to operate on her brain?”
“It’s not like she’ll be able to do any of this naturally,” Night Wave says.
“You don’t have any children, do you?” Stephen says. But Night Wave surprises him.
“One daughter,” she says. “For my clan. She’s on Home Waters. She didn’t want a technical role, and left home to became a dancer for a cousin-clan. Her name’s Swift Lightning.” For a moment there’s sadness in her voice. “I haven’t seen her for a long time.” Then her voice sharpens again. “So don’t presume to judge me.”
“I’m sorry,” Stephen mumbles.
The puppy squirms out of Stephen’s hands and loops playfully around Night Wave, incidentally stealing what’s left of her breakfast. Night Wave ignores her.
“We’re not humans, Stephen,” she says. “You don’t work the way we do. We live in the same universe you do, so you think like us, but you think differently. She’s not a pet. Stop treating her like one.”
The puppy wants to explore the undercity.
Stephen hasn’t spent much time here. His own explorations have mainly focused on the upper surface; the overcity. But this is the puppy’s turn, and she likes it here, so he lets her go where she will and follows along after.
He’s pretty sure he’s offended Night Wave, but can’t really spot where. No, that’s not true: there are several things he said which he shouldn’t have, but he can’t tell which one actually set her off.
The idea of young sealin being programmed and tweaked like some sort of machine is… repulsive. He finds himself watching the puppy, nosing around some sort of sculpture in the midde of the walkway. What will happen to her? Will she go in, lose all the exuberance and playfulness, and come out a sober adult ready to be fit into the workforce?
Except the sealin aren’t sober adults. Or even remotely machinelike. He thinks about Autumn Star: absent-minded and affectionate. Falling Bubble; chirpy, a bit silly, and a terrifyingly good pilot. The matriarch: simply terrifying. Night Wave herself; moody and bad-tempered.
The trouble is that they do such a good job of pretending to be human that he simply stops seeing the flippers, the snout with the little bristly whiskers, the enormous, soulful black eyes with the sober expression… but she was right: they aren’t human. Even their voices are faked. They don’t raise their voices when angry, or mutter under their breath when annoyed, or whisper when frightened. Or rather, they do, but they do it consciously, for effect.
Or do they? Maybe inflection is simply part of the language, to them. Would they really make any distinction between semantic and emotional content of speech? When Night Wave sounds angry, does she sound like that because that’s simply the right way to say the words when you’re angry? They are consumate linguists; all the Home Waters sealin are. Their language centres may be artifical, but they certainly work.
Stephen studied four languages at university. He finds himself rather jealous.
They’re in the district where the city meets the spiral fabric of the Snarl. The architecture is awkward here: a tangled mass of pseudo-gothic buttresses and towers and razor-sharp edges all mixed in with ornate bridges and staircases to nowhere. Some of the buildings have openings, but that just reveals smaller buildings inside like some insane fractal. The mass of architecture froths upwards and fills the wedge between the spiral and the circular city.
Stephen’s walked past here but couldn’t find a way through, and didn’t waste much time. He is therefore extremely embarrassed when the puppy doesn’t even try and simply swims up the side of one of the towers and across the gap.
He follows her. He’s found that with a bit of practice and—when he’s sure nobody is looking, a Superman pose—he can persuade the suit to let him fly. He tried swimming, like the two sealin do, but there’s no way he can keep up with them. Plus, the feel of invisible water against his hands and body while his head remains in air feels very strange.
The puppy’s heading straight for the underside of the spiral. As Stephen approaches, his local gravity shifts and the world spins about him. Now he’s diving headfirst towards the ground, blood rushing to his head.
It looks like some sort of park. It’s very dark here; the Snarl-light is hidden behind the ring, and the only illumination is the ever-present starlight. Stephen finds it surprisingly restful. In an environment where all there is is artificial light, a little honest dark goes a long way. Above, buildings hang upside down off the undercity.
“Did you know this was here?” he says in delight to the puppy. She looks round at him, but of course does not reply.
“I should teach you some signals,” he mutters. “What’s that, Lassie? Night Wave’s fallen down the well?”
She is not a pet. Don’t treat her like one.
Maybe not.
The park is full of more of the strange mould-like plants. In the dark they look more fitting and less unpleasant. Some of them are quite big, extending up to head height. The puppy noses through some of them, the fleshy, branching fronds parting before her without a hint of a rustle. What kind of plants can live in vacuum?
Stephen walks slowly through the park. As the spiral curves away from under the ring city, the Snarl opens up above him. The sky fills with shadowy structures hanging in space, full of purple highlights and hints of shape. There’s enough light for him to see that the ground is covered with the vegetation. Stephen flinches as he notices his feet sinking deeply into it, and checks behind him, afraid that he might be damaging it; but there’s no trace of his passage.
All around him there are shapes a few metres high rising out of the ground. Their form is indeterminate, and Stephen goes closer. As he approaches one he suddenly sees that it’s one of the three-legged zombies from the Town, sitting motionless with its legs curled up around itself.
It doesn’t seem to notice him, and then Stephen realises why: it’s a statue.
In the dim purple light he can’t make out exactly what colour it is, but it could be a dirty grey. It’s rough and porous, too. It couldn’t be further from the white marble of Earth. But it’s definitely representational art. The shape of the creature is stylised, with the legs abbreviated and ending in simple points; and the eyestalks are more like horns. Conversely, the torso is picked out in loving detail, and every indeterminate orifice on its body emphasised.
The body language is totally alien and unreadable but from the position of the eyestalks it’s staring out into empty space. Stephen follows its gaze out into the darkness. No… it’s staring at the bright star.
Two light years away, according to Night Wave. An impossible gulf.
Fascinated now, he walks from statue to statue, looking at each one. They’re all different and are obviously intended to be individuals. The poses vary slightly too, some with limbs upraised, some holding vaguely represented artifacts, some slumped and some standing tall, but they all seem to be staring longingly at the star. The statues are arranged in staggered ranks, each looking through the gaps in the rank in front, so that every statue has an unimpeded view.
“They’re all here,” a voice says.
The robot drifts smoothly over the park, the upright cylinder of its body sliding along above the ground.
“You’ve probably passed some of them in the Town. They’re all here.”
Stephen turns to face it. “These represent the zombies?”
“Yes,” the robot says. “Every one of the mindless husks roaming the streets there has a statue that represents it here.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” it says. “They were here when I arrived. I have a theory, though.”
“What’s that?” Stephen says.
“I think they’re the zombies’ souls,” it says. “Come with me.”
Stephen follows the robot across the park, the puppy following curiously behind. As he leaves the sculptures behind, he can’t help glancing back.
The robot leads them to the further corner of the park, right up against the outer curve of the spiral. Here, the vegetation stops at a low wall, maybe half a metre high. On the other side there’s a short gap of bare fabric and then the insane architecture boils up out of the ground.
“Here it is,” the robot says.
Running diagonally across the park is a pipe, maybe half a metre thick, supported a short distance above the surface on posts. The far end is too far away for Stephen to see, but the near end stops short just before the edge.
“What is it?” Stephen says.
“It’s my way out of here,” the robot says. “It’s an accelerator. I go in one end, pick up speed inside, and go flying out the other. I say the other end, but actually I’ll just enter this end and then the mechanism will carry me to the other before accelerating me back down this way. The far end is too inconvenient to get to.”
Stephen squints down the pipe. “How long is it?”
“About a hundred and fifty kilometers,” the robot says. “It extends all the way across the Snarl and sticks out the other side.”
The near end of the pipe is just an empty end. It looks to be wafer thin. The inside is very dark.
Stephen turns and looks to see where it’s firing. The bright star is straight out from the edge. “That’s your target?”
“It’s the closest,” the robot says simply. “I’m firing a test load. Want to see?”
“Sure.”
The robot fusses around the open end of the pipe for a bit. It’s not doing anything that Stephen can identify; presumably it’s using a version of the same field-based engineer’s toolkit that Night Wave has. Eventually it seems satisfied.
“Here’s the payload,” it says, and a cylinder the size of a drinks can floats up in front of Stephen’s face.
“It’s very simple,” the robot says. “Motivator here, power system here, and this big thing on the front is the sensor package and an electromagnetic transceiver.” The robot isn’t pointing with anything that Stephen can see, and the cylinder looks completely undifferentiated. “Mass, about a gramme. The only reason it’s so large is to give the accelerator a bigger target. It’s not my best work.”
The cylinder leaps away from Stephen’s face and carefully inserts itself into the end of the pipe.
“Stand back,” says the robot. Stephen picks up the puppy and holds her carefully.
“First we have to run it down to one end,” says the robot, and the cylinder gets flicked away out of sight. “It’ll take a few minutes.”
“What’s it for?” Stephen says.
“It’s a sensor relay,” the robot says. “I send one off every day or so. When I finally leave, they’ll form a chain in front of me, each one scanning the sky. They’ll pass the information back one by one—I managed to figure out some sort of crude telemetry involving sending and receiving electromagnetic waves—and I’ll pick it up. That way I’ll know what I’m about to hit. Ah, we’re there. Ready… and…”
It pauses. “Fire!” it says.
Nothing seems to happen. Stepen belatedly realises that this is because it left the muzzle of the enormous rail gun far too fast to see.
“Ah, a good launch,” the robot says with satisfaction. “I get a bit of a spread because of poor tolerances in the launcher, which is one reason I’m sending so many. They’ve got limited manoueverability and I don’t like wasting it on lining them up. But this one’s right on course.”
It begins to move away. Stephen lets the puppy go, and follows it.
“They can manouever?” he said. “Night Wave said that you can’t build engines without a warp field, whatever that is.”
“We can’t build true space drives,” corrects the robot. “She’s better at this stuff than I am, and I was really hoping she had some cunning trick, but… oh, well. But it’s possible to cheat, a little. Each of those communicators has a couple of hundred metres per second of stored momentum.”
They’re following the pipeline across the park. Stephen touches it gently. It’s cold and hard against his fingers.
“You built all this yourself?” he says. “It’s very impressive.”
“It took a long time,” says the robot. “My toolkit is so painfully limited. No automation, no replication, very limited ability to make self-propagating tropisms… your friend could have done it in a fraction of the time. The workmanship’s shoddy, too. But it should work. I was rather sorry to build it here, because the sculpture park is rather beautiful, but it’s the biggest open space I could find.”
“How long did it take?” Stephen says.
“About three thousand years,” the robot replies.
Three—!
“You’ve been here that long?” he says, with horrified awe.
“A little bit longer,” says the robot. “It took me a few weeks to come up with the idea.”
“And no ships have called here?”
“You know,” says the robot, “that’s a very interesting question. I used to think not. But recently there’s been evidence to the contrary.”
It’s moving just a little bit too fast for Stephen to comfortably keep up with, and he has to hurry to keep pace. “Like what?”
“You’re here,” the robot says.
Stephen doesn’t know what to say to this. After a moment the robot continues.
“Your ship obviously knew the Snarl was here,” it says. “Which implies that it, or another ship, has been here before. This ship equally obviously has no interest in finding any stranded passengers and rescuing them. I find myself getting very angry about that.”
Throught its speech, the robot’s voice is calm and level.
There’s a long, awkward silence.
“I have a question,” Stephen says.
“Oh yes?”
“Where did all this stuff come from?” He gestures around; at the rail gun pipe, nearly invisible behind him; the mad architecture of the Snarl; the only slightly more reasonable Town, now visible above the edge of the ring. “Can you people really just… make matter out of nothing?”
“Of course,” the robot says. “It’s easy. I don’t know your species; are you new in the galaxy? Just off your home world?”
“Sort of,” Stephen says.
“You’ll learn,” the robot says. “The sealin are very good. But the answer is basically yes. It’s harder for me than for your sealin friend, because she’s got a much better toolkit, but simple matter is fairly easy. It’s not very useful, but it’s easy. Tropisms and field effects are harder.”
“So why don’t you build a rocket?” Stephen asks.
The robot abruptly stops dead. It’s silent.
“Are you all right?” Stephen says.
“That is a fascinating idea,” the robot says. “I hadn’t come across it before. Ejecting matter under pressure just so you can exploit the momentum change side effect! It’s terribly wasteful, of course, but I can generate as much gas as I like. I wouldn’t want to use it anywhere civilised because of the pollution, but out here…”
It slowly begins to move again. “I will have to think about this,” it says. “I will really have to think about it.”
Nine
When they get back to the house, Night Wave is making fish.
She’s floating in the middle of the central chamber of the house, symbols and a few charts floating around her head. At intervals, space blurs in front of her nose and a translucent, glowing shape forms in front of her. It’s the barest sketch of a fish, merely a paper-thin lozenge with a hint of a tail, but they immediately swim away. The house is surrounded by a cloud of them, schooling in swirling, colourful patterns, and they fill the interior.
“They’re beautiful,” Stephen says, watching the patterns as the move together. Night Wave doesn’t reply, but makes another one.
“What are they for?” he asks. He tries to touch one with a finger; it twitches away and is gone. The puppy has better luck, and manages to catch one in her mouth. It shreds away to nothingness.
“Nothing much,” Night Wave says. “Just felt like some company.”
Stephen looks at her critically. She doesn’t look good. The sealin is thin and her whiskers are drooping; her muscles are picked out against her hide more sharply than he’s seen before, and he’s sure her stripes are fading.
“You should get out more,” he says. “There’s actually some nice places here. Not that I still don’t want to leave, but it’s better than hanging around here.”
“You don’t understand.”
“Well, tell me,” he says.
Night Wave says nothing.
Stephen crosses his arms and waits.
“This is all my fault,” she says eventually.
“How?” he says.
“I thought I was being so clever,” she says. “I was the one who got us into this. We should have stayed on the ship…”
“The spider left early,” says Stephen. “It said we had three hours. And besides, we needed off the ship for a while.”
“Well,” she says. “No. That is… the spider wouldn’t have done anything to you. They really are harmless. Creepy, but harmless. It’s just… the matriarch asked me to keep an eye out to see if anything strange was happening. When the spider decided to divert to the Snarl, I thought it was worth a look around, and then it started saying odd things to you, so… I exaggerated a bit.”
“You lied to me,” Stephen says.
“…yes,” she says, and closes her eyes.
Stephen doesn’t know what to think. It’s not as if it isn’t in character for her; he’s slowly been realising that Night Wave is no stranger to bad decisions.
“Wait,” he says. “The matriarch asked you to do what?”
“She thought there’s something odd going on with the spider and the Builders,” she says. “Why was the spider ship so near Earth? Earth’s nowhere much, there’s just no reason to go anywhere near there. And the Builders are up to something, she’s sure. So when you and the puppy had to go back to Home Waters, and I was leaving anyway, there was an opportunity…”
“So we were your cover,” Stephen says. “The matriarch never does anything for only one reason.”
“No,” says Night Wave miserably.
So… Night Wave lied to him and has been trying to manipulate him. And now she’s trying to do it again, by trying to get Stephen angry at her.
She’s just so bad at it. Apart from the dangers of encouraging her self-flagellatory mood, she’s so clumsy that Stephen really can’t bring himself to be cross with her. And besides, he’ll be damned if he’s going to give her the satisfaction.
There’s only one thing to do now: change the subject.
“I talked to the robot,” he says. “It said something very interesting.”
He repeats the robot’s conjecture about visiting ships.
“So the spider did know the Snarl is here,” he says. “Why? Why would you want to go to a place where nobody goes?”
He’s managed to pique Night Wave’s interest and she brightens.
“Something you don’t want anyone to know?” she says.
He pauses a moment to take the puppy into the life support circle room. She swims into the circle, pauses for a moment, and then wriggles ecstatically. She does this a couple of times a day, and Stephen’s pretty sure she’s defecating. He’s used it himself; the circle dematerialises the result so rapidly that it’s as if it never existed. He still isn’t sure whether it’s genius or just disturbing, but he certainly hasn’t gotten used to it.
“Like what?” he says, as he comes out.
Night Wave doesn’t reply, but this time it’s because she is thinking.
“…and they didn’t try to rescue Reeearh and the robot,” he adds.
“And the plant,” Night Wave says.
“Okay, and the plant,” he says. “So they either didn’t bother to look or else didn’t care to find out.”
“Not nice people,” she says.
“Would we want to be rescued by them?” Stephen says.
“Yes,” says Night Wave firmly.
“I keep thinking about contraband,” Stephen says. “I don’t even know if you galactic types have any.”
“There are things too dangerous to have around,” she says. “…or too horrible. But I know what you mean, and it’s pretty rare.”
“So, a secret, then,” he says. “What kind of secret would you want to keep in a place like this?”
“I don’t know,” says Night Wave.
“Neither do I,” says Stephen.
They stare at each other. The fish swim past.
Stephen is worried about Night Wave.
She has always been a bit moody, but this depression is new, mixed in with a deeply unsettling lethargy that’s almost catatonic. He doesn’t know anything about sealin psychology but he thinks she hasn’t recovered after her breakdown when they discovered they were stranded on the Snarl.
He realises that other than the occasional trip out with him and the puppy, she’s barely ventured outside the house since they got here.
That evening, while they’re having dinner, he says, “We should go on a trip.”
Most sealin are messy eaters. They will swallow small fish whole, but what they really like is to get something bigger and then rip shreds off it with their small, sharp teeth. There’s usually a shower of scales or fragments of fish skin and bone.
Night Wave doesn’t eat like this. She still rips her food apart, but rather than getting the life support circle to give her fish, she usually ends up with something which looks a little like smoked salmon, without the texture. Junk food, perhaps? Is Night Wave eating the sealin equivalent of instant noodles? Whatever it is, she doesn’t seem to be very enthusiastic about it.
“I want to see what’s further down the spiral,” he says, after she doesn’t reply. “There might be something we can use.”
“Not likely,” she says.
“Why?”
“If there was anything to be found, the others would have found it,” she replies listlessly. “There’s nothing there.”
“We can’t be sure, can we?” Stephen says. “The robot’s obsessed with its pipe. Reeearh’s not a technical type. The plant is… a plant. How do we know there’s nothing there left by some earlier visitor?”
She mulls this over, and slowly starts to perk up. “That’s faintly possible.”
Unlike Night Wave, the puppy is a messy eater, although the synthetic fish she’s dismembering are ones that an adult would swallow whole. Luckily the life support circle won’t let the fragments go too far; they just fade away and are gone before they become a nuisance.
“It’s an obvious place to want to go,” Stephen adds. “There’s a whole half of the sky we can’t see from here, hidden behind that damned purple light.”
“That’s true,” she says. “That’s very true. There could be anything there.”
“Probably just stars,” Stephen says cautiously. He’s not entirely comfortable with how quickly her mood’s shifting.
“Who knows?” she says. “We’ll only find out when we look. When are we going?”
“Tomorrow morning,” Stephen says.
“Tomorrow?” she says. “What about…” She pauses, and shudders briefly before closing her eyes. “Yes. Tomorrow. Right.”
She opens her eyes again to look at Stephen. “I’ve got to get out of here,” she says.
Later on that night a voice calls from outside the house. “Stephen Hawke.” It’s the robot.
Stephen has persuaded the life support circle to give them cloth and a tacky substance which works like glue, and has put up curtains. He pulls the one over the door aside.
“Hello,” he says.
“I’ve been thinking about your idea,” the robot says, on the walkway outside. “It has real possibilities. I’ve built some prototypes and they work. Come and see.”
Stephen looks back to check on Night Wave. She looks alert and curious. “Coming?” he says.
“Sure,” she replies.
The robot takes them back to the park, obviously its favourite test area. By the rail gun’s muzzle there’s now a number of blocky, featureless shapes scattered around the ground.
“Here it is,” the robot says, coming to a halt by a small distorted cylinder on the ground. It’s about twice the size of the little observation probes from the previous day, and apart from the shape just as seamless. Night Wave noses it curiously, while Stephen holds the puppy back. He’s seen rockets in action before.
The robot is chattering on about how it works. “…been experimenting with different kinds of matter,” it’s saying. “It makes a lot of difference. Denser is good, but leaving a trail of ejected uranium blocks behind me seems a little rude. Liquids are much easier to handle. Watch this.”
It begins fussing over the device.
“What did you say to it?” says Night Wave quietly as they wait.
“I… happened to mention rockets in passing,” Stephen said, heart suddenly dropping. “Is that bad?”
“Rockets?” she says. “Seriously?”
Stephen’s rarely been so glad to be condescended to.
The robot seems to make one final, invisible, adjustment and backs away. “There.”
There’s a sudden spray of vapour and the cylinder slowly leaves the ground, accelarating sluggishly into the sky. Under it there’s a jet which bounces off the ground and fragments into a glittering spray that dissipates in all directions. Stephen flinches as it bounces off his suit field.
“What is that stuff?” he says.
“Mercury,” says the robot.
They watch the little rocket rise up above them, while a mercury rain falls all around, the droplets hitting and exploding all around. After a minute or so the jet abruptly cuts out.
“I’ll bring it back a bit later,” the robot says. “What do you think?”
“It’s very ingenious,” says Night Wave politely.
“I’ve never seen mercury used in rockets,” Stephen says.
“Oh?” says the robot. “You know more about them than I do. What do you use?”
“Hydrogen and oxygen, I think,” he says.
“But they’re so light!” says the robot. “And aren’t they flammable together? Is that safe?”
“I think that’s the point,” Stephen says uncertainly. A background in linguistics and cultural studies hasn’t really prepared him for discussions of rocket physics. “We burn them and, um, hot gas comes out the bottom.”
“Hot gas?” says the robot. “Why would you… of course! Hot gases expand! That way you convert the energy of elasticity in the gas to momentum as well! Very ingenious. I hadn’t thought of varying the temperature. I’ll give that a try. Thank-you.”
There’s no gravity outside Stephan’s suit, and so Stephen finds himself walking through a cloud of drifting mercury droplets as they leave. The puppy thinks they’re beautiful, and is darting back and forth, setting up shock waves as her own suit field pushes them aside.
“Well done,” Night Wave says to Stephen.
“What?”
“You will look back at this moment for the rest of your life and think: I did this,” she says.
“Ho ho,” he says.
They start heading back. It’s late, which here means that their body clocks want them to sleep; the Snarl itself is as unchanging as ever.
“It’ll work, though,” says Night Wave after a while.
“You mean it’ll actually cross light years of space in a spaceship driven by a shower rose spraying mercury?” Stephen says.
“Anything’s better than nothing,” she says. “It was planning to spend a hundred thousand years drifting through space. Even that joke back there will get it there sooner. It’ll work.”
After a few moments she adds: “It won’t work fast enough to do us any good, though.”
The continue on in silence, Stephen walking, the two sealin swimming alongside, moving with bare flicks of their tails.
They pause for a few minutes so that Night Wave can examine the statues. She’s interested, but says very little, and seems subdued on the way back to the house.
Ten
It’s a long way to the core.
They find a ribbon that connects on to the ring and S-curves through its centre. It bypasses the worst of the overgrown architecture and will get them back onto the spiral a lot further in, where the loops aren’t nearly as big.
The universe slowly swings back and forth as they walk along the curves. For a while Stephen can see the square where they met Reeearh; then it’s behind them. Ahead the violet glare of the light shines into their faces. Around them, the spiral moves in enormous curves, blocking out the sky, encrusted with buildings.
“Do you think there’s anything in those buildings?” he says, mostly to pass the time.
“No,” Night Wave says instantly.
“Why not?” he asks.
“Because they were made by desperate people,” she says. “Maybe the zombies. When they realised they were becoming zombies. They made those buildings to try and drag themselves out of their rut, doing deliberately strange and random things just so there was something new in their lives.” She’s speaking very intensely.
“But it didn’t work,” says Stephen. It’s not a question.
“They just kept building, and building, until it became a habit, and then an ingrained pattern…”
That’s why there are so many, and why they are so densely packed. There would be a point where they would be unable to see an empty space without placing a building in it, of some kind. Stephen shivers, again. “But they stopped,” he says.
“There’s still plenty of space,” Night Wave says slowly. “There must be a reason.”
She’s getting morose again, so Stephen says, “Are you from Home Waters?”
“No,” she says. “I’m from Hope. White Bird clan. Why the sudden interest?”
“You never talk about yourself,” he says.
“Nobody’s ever interested,” she replies.
“I am.”
“Really,” she says flatly. “Well, then. My full name is Night Wave of the White Bird of Hope. Originally, at least.”
“Where’s Hope?” he asks.
“It’s not far from Home Waters,” she says. “You won’t see it.”
“But you live on Home Waters now.”
“Not really,” she says. “I used to live on Home Waters. White Bird married me into a cousin-clan there, Blue Horizon. Then I… decided to leave. Dark Cloud is a cousin-clan of Blue Horizon’s, and I wanted to try starships, so I applied. They took me on as a cousin for a while.”
“Looking forward to going back?” he says.
“No,” she replies. “I won’t go back to Blue Horizon and White Bird doesn’t have many other friends there.” She flicks her tail. “I was trying to better myself, you see. Get myself off Hope and onto the home world, marry myself into more prestigious clans… that worked out so well for me.”
The sheer verticality of the views here never ceases to astonish Stephen. He knows that his own personal up and down is simply a figment of the suit’s imagination; but nevertheless, the way the sightlines reach in all directions and lead the eye up to the zenith or down beneath his feet is a revelation to someone who grew up with horizons. It both makes him feel insignificant, and strangely liberated. And right now he’s walking along a bridge from nowhere, right through the middle of it.
Being marooned here isn’t all bad, but he’s not going to say that to Night Wave.
“What’s Home Waters like?” he says instead. “They were sending me there, but it’s not like I know anything about it.”
“What it’s like?” she repeats. “You want to know what an entire planet is like? It’s big, that’s what it’s like.”
“You know what I mean,” he says.
She seems to sigh, and thinks. “It’s old,” she says. “Old and complex and lived in. There’s history everywhere. On the surface there’s very little that’s new.”
“What about Hope?” he asks. “Is that old too?”
“Nothing like Home Waters,” she says. “It’s quiet. There’s never any urgency about anything. No grand projects, no deadlines. I couldn’t stand it. Garden will be like that in a few hundred years.”
There’s a thoughtful silence.
“My turn for the personal questions,” she says. “Where are you from?”
“Me?” says Stephen. “Didn’t you get dossiers on all the embassy staff?”
“You think I read them?” she says. “So tell me.”
He reflects. “Born in London,” he says. “Grew up there. Oxford University. Joined the diplomatic service… then Conroy’s Scavenger ship came down. I was in the right place at the right time and got drafted into the UNAE.”
Then he adds, “I was on holiday in Australia at the time. I saw the thing land. Scared the living daylights out of me. I thought the world was ending.”
“All those places,” Night Wave says. “Just the one planet.”
“Yes, thanks,” he says. “But I like it.”
“Our planets have places on them too,” she says. “Most planets do.”
“What about her?” Stephen says, gesturing at the puppy. “Where is she from? And Autumn Star, of course.”
“Autumn Star?” Night Wave says. “Dark Cloud of Home Waters. Lots of generations. She was, well, you’d probably call her aristocracy but that’s not accurate. She had a lot of history. The spider would have liked her.”
The puppy doesn’t react to her mother’s name. Stephen wonders whether she remembers her mother at all; she hasn’t seemed to have had any more nightmares since that one on the spider’s ship.
“The puppy’s Home Waters too,” says Night Wave. “Probably be Dark Cloud for the rest of her life. Assuming she has one.”
“They told me back home that you people choose your own name,” Stephen says.
“Yes, but we cheat,” Night Wave says. “My mother suggested mine. I liked it and kept it. …you’ll probably have to suggest hers.”
“Huh.” Stephen watches the puppy, swimming patiently alongside and admiring the view. “No pressure, then.”
“I’m sure someone will recommend one to you,” Night Wave adds.
“And…” Stephan hesitates, wondering whether asking this is wise. But he goes ahead anyway. “Your father’s the clan patriarch, right?”
“Ah, yes,” says Night Wave. “White Bird. I hope he’s still patriarch. I really liked him. Our matriarch was a terror, but I loved White Bird.”
“…your clans are named after their patriarch?”
“Other way around,” she says. “The patriarch’s named after the clan. Do you have a… mate?” She says the word like she’s not entirely sure what it means.
“No,” says Stephen, a little ruefully. “Not for lack of trying, though.”
“Can’t find a clan to marry into?” she says. “But I know you people work differently. Not that it seems any less weird, mind. No offense intended.”
“None taken,” he says. “You’re weird too.”
“That’s why Earth-humans and sealin get along so well,” she says.
“Because we’re both weird?”
“Absolutely.” They both laugh a little, and Stephen’s mood lifts.
The ribbon meets up with the spiral on the edge of a plain of pyramids.
The Snarl is much narrower here, and it’s only about a kilometre to a circuit. Ahead, the spiral tights rapidly and is lost in the glare.
The pyramids come in all colours, glowing faintly where the purple light doesn’t drown them out; some of them have openings like windows and doors, arranged randomly. But inside they’re all hollow.
“Art?” Stephen suggests.
“You can explain anything with art,” Night Wave says. “Somebody pretending to be mad?”
“You can explain anything with insanity,” Stephen replies. “Besides, this isn’t insanity. That’s insanity.” He gestures behind them to the ring.
“True,” Night Wave concedes. They move on.
The pyramids dwindle in size until the last few are little more than bumps in the ground. Then they are gone.
They are replaced with an empty field of corrugations, running from edge to edge of the fabric. They’re a good ten to twenty centimetres high.
Stephen examines them with trepidation—he doesn’t want to fall and twist an ankle; assuming his suit will let him—and eventually steps on one. The corrugation below his feet collapses inwards with an audible crunch. It’s the first sound he’s heard that’s not a voice for ages.
“What is this?” he says. “I don’t want to damage it.”
Night Wave examines his footprint. “I have no idea,” she says. “But there’s no way round. For you, at least. I can swim… hey. When did you learn to do that?”
Stephen is floating off the ground, in one of his flying poses. The secret is, he’s found, to pretend he’s flying as hard as he can; then he is. “A few days ago. It’s not as easy as it looks.”
“You should have told me!” Night Wave says. “You walk so slowly! We could be there by now. Come on.”
She accelerates out across the corrugations.
“I like walking!” shouts Stephen, and then concentrates and darts out after her, the puppy racing along behind.
They skim over the surface of the spiral, the ground sliding away behind them. The corrugations are replaced with a stretch of barren fabric, some more of the bushes speckling its surface, and then it’s full of enormous circular fountain-like shapes of all different sizes, each with its edge just meeting the next. After that the landscape slowly shifts to towers.
Following Night Wave is difficult but strangely exhilerating. She’s not moving in anything like a straight line, instead ducking and swooping and looping round some of the larger buildings for no particular reason other than it’s fun. Stephen follows as best he can but he’s hopelessly outmatched; they continue to race into the glare.
Eventually Night Wave slows down, and Stephen comes to a halt, floating gently beside her.
The spiral’s diameter is no more than a few hundred metres now. Ahead, it narrows and tightens, forming a tight vortex that disappears into the violet glare of the light.
There’s a lot of light. Their suits protect them from most of it, so it’s never more than uncomfortably bright, but what little makes it through still fills half the universe. Squinting into the centre, Stephen can just make out the spiral as mere dark lines, curling inwards until they’re washed out by the glare.
“How safe is it to go?” he asks.
“Your suit won’t let you get too close,” Night Wave says distractedly. After a few moments realises that she’s using her toolkit; the glowing symbols around her head are almost invisible.
Stephen watches while one of the cubes appears, rotates slowly in a couple of different directions, and then disappears again.
“I don’t know what it is,” Night Wave announces. “It’s not just a light, I can tell that. But there’s more to it.”
“Anything that can help us?” Stephen says.
“Not from here,” she says. “I want to get closer.”
They push forwards. After a few moments, Stephen realises that he is pushing; the medium is slowly growing somehow thick, and at the same time there’s a gentle rushing sound, gradually getting louder.
“Do you hear that?” he says.
“Suit alarm,” Night Wave says. “It doesn’t like you being here. Move slowly.”
They’re deep in the heart of the light now. Nearly the entire world is a washed-out, incandescent violet. Night Wave is just a faint shadow.
“Where’s the puppy?” he shouts over the noise.
“Stayed behind,” he hears Night Wave call. “She’s not stupid.”
Stephen passes one of the curves of the spiral, and reaches out and grabs it. The strip of fabric is barely a metre wide at this point, and under his hands it’s unnaturally rigid, without the slightest give to it. He rests for a moment. Ahead the spiral is just a faint line in the glare, winding around and around in endless tightening watch-spring coils into nowhere.
“Getting anything?”
“It doesn’t want to talk to me,” Night Wave shouts. “I’m having trouble analysing it.”
“We should back off!”
“A few more moments… got it.”
Stephen lets go, and now he’s not fighting the current finds himself tumbling head over heels as he’s blown backwards.
The puppy is waiting for them back where it’s safe, darting backwards and forwards in agitation. Stephen rubs her head, feeling oddly comforted. “So. What is it?”
Night Wave’s head is at the centre of a hurricane of glowing symbols.
“Well, there’s the light,” she says. “It’s really complex. Monochromatic, too. I’m not sure why there’s so much precision defining the colour—it’s not a normal star colour.”
“Ugly, too,” Stephen says.
“Very,” she says. “Then there’s a field a few hundred kilometres wide. It’s discontinuous, a boundary effect. But the light’s tied up in that too. There’s another field, bigger than that, but that’s standard—it’s to push away drifting debris. I’ll need to work on this.”
“I want to search the area,” Stephen says. “Then leave. This place is horrible.”
“I agree,” Night Wave says.
They send some time examining the spiral out to about a kilometre from the light. It’s largely featureless, simply raw fabric, mottled and woven-looking. The only thing they find is a low wall not far from where they first stopped. It casts a long, dark shadow against the fabric.
“It’s a shelter,” Night Wave said as they rest in the shadow. “It’s for people doing exactly this.”
There is so much reflected light that the shadow would be as bright as day anywhere else, but compared to the sleet of purple light beyond the wall, it might as well be pitch black.
“Of course we aren’t the first here,” Stephen says.
After a moment, Night Wave says, “I want to see the sky. I want to see the sky on the other side of that damned light.”
“How far can our suits take us from, well, solid land?” Stephen says.
“About three hundred metres,” Night Wave says. “Come on.”
They skim along the outside of the Snarl, keeping their distance; but that’s limited by the suits, which will gently push them back if they get too far away. They’re planning to try to circle behind the light, but instead they find a piece of the spiderweb ribbon which extends straight out to one side, away from the bulk of the Snarl.
“We’re still not the first,” Night Wave says with resignation. “Someone’s thought of this before. Coming?”
They head out along the ribbon, which provides matter for whatever is driving their suits to push against. It must be most of a kilometre long, and at the far end just stops dead in space. From here, the Snarl is laid out below them, a nightmare tracery of light and shadow that fills half the sky.
But now they can see beyond the light, and see the sky beyond it.
It’s just more stars.
They stay for a long time, and then Stephen says, “Let’s go home.”
“I’ve got it,” Night Wave says.
They’re on the way home now; swimming and flying slowly back along the spiral. Stephen thinks Night Wave may be cheating, as she’s too busily engrossed in decoding the field structure of the light to swim a lot of the time, but is still making good progress. The puppy swims more conventionally along beside.
“You know what it is?” Stephen says.
“Yes,” she replies. She sounds… flat. Numb.
“That boundary condition,” she says. “It’s tied in with the light generation. What I missed is that it’s not emitting light. It’s absorbing it.”
A slow suspicion begins to dawn on Stephen.
“Light’s generated near the centre,” Night Wave says. “Photons appearing in space, of one particular frequency. The position’s randomised so they appear in a cloud. Not a point source. But each one is logged. Then… when they pass through that boundary… they’re recognised, and dematerialised. That light can’t illuminate anything outside the field!”
“No wonder nobody’s found this place,” Stephen says.
“But it’s worse than that!” Night Wave continues. She’s sounding a little hysterical now, and is swimming up close to him. “If one of the photons hits something, it’s reflected and its frequency shifts a bit. But the individual photons are all logged. The boundary still recognises them! So not even reflected light can escape!”
“The Snarl is invisible,” Stephen says slowly.
“And we can’t even build our own light source!” she says. “That boundary condition’s really just a faint force field, intangible. Doesn’t interact with matter. Except if there’s a large photon flux from inside! Then it goes solid, opaque. We’re only allowed to see the stars if we’re dark!”
She’s beginning to shake.
“Hey, calm down,” he says. The puppy nuzzles her from the other side. Night Wave slowly settles down.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I was just…”
They’re near their turnoff onto the ribbon which will take them back to the ring. Stephen settles down onto the ground. He wants to feel some weight under his feet, even if it’s fake weight.
“I was hoping we’d find something,” she says eventually. “Something helpful. Instead we found it’s worse.”
“That force field, it doesn’t stop matter, right?” Stephen says.
“Only when triggered,” she replies.
“Then at least we’re not locked in,” he says. “Ships can get in and out.”
Night Wave thinks. “True,” she says. “We’ve got that.”
“Can you change it?” he asks. “Modify the settings, or something?”
“Not a chance,” Night Wave says. “It was all I could do just to read it.”
“Okay,” says Stephen. “At least we know where we stand, now.”
“Speak for yourself,” says Night Wave, floating in front of him. “You’re the one who has legs.” She sounds wobbly, but better.
Eleven
Stephen’s feet gently meet the ground in the city square, and he stands there for a few moments, watching the zombies watch him.
He and the puppy have been up to the outer rim of the Snarl. Partly to look for ships, not that he thinks there will be any; partly to go and talk to the Portmaster; but mostly to get some time to himself.
He had forgotten quite how dark it was out there. With the purple glow of the core far behind, the Snarl was filled with shadows. He felt uninclined to explore, even though now that he could fly, getting about was so much faster.
Stephen sighs. The Portmaster had been no help at all. He’s increasingly of the opinion that it’s not a person at all, and just a machine; its responses to Stephen’s questions had been muddled and self-contradictory, and eventually Stephen had just given up in disgust and walked away.
“At least we got out a bit, eh?” he says to the puppy, rubbing one hand along her back. She just looks back at him.
He supposes that they’d probably better get back. He ought to see how Night Wave was doing. And after the trip he’s thirsty and could use something to drink. But he feels reluctant to go back to the house. He’s honest enough with himself to realise that he doesn’t want to have to face Night Wave in a bad mood, and that this is unworthy of him, but still… he feels reluctant to go back.
Coffee, he thinks. If only there was coffee here, things wouldn’t seem so bad.
He sighs again, and a voice hisses out of the shadows: “I will kill you.”
“Hello, Reeearh,” says Stephen.
The huge creature slowly stalks towards them. Despite having four legs and a head in the usual place and in general having the same body plan as the animals that Stephen’s used to, there is something subtly not right about Reeearh. He’s tried to decide whether it’s more bear-like or cat-like, but in truth it’s like neither one of those: it is itself.
“The other prey is failing,” it says. “Soon it will not be worth hunting.”
Stephen’s heart sinks. If even Reeearh is noticing…
“No, she’s not well,” he says. “She doesn’t like being here.”
“I would kill her and give her a true ending,” says Reeearh. “But I choose not to.”
“You choose?” Stephen says.
“I choose not to attempt it.”
Reeearh is, Stephen knows, skating as close as it is able to come to the fact that it may not be able to hurt them through their suits. Reeearh can’t actually admit this to itself in case it loses its only motivation for living.
“I accept your choice and will not contest it,” Stephen says.
They’re in Reeearh’s favourite place, in the square at the edge of the overcity. It’s got an excellent view, and they sit in silence for a while, looking out over the complex abyss in the heart of the Snarl. After a while the puppy presents herself to Reeearh politely, and then when it deigns not to notice her, nestles herself in its fur.
The first time Stephen saw this, he nearly had a heart attack; but Reeearh appears to tolerate her, and after picking apart the self-deception which forms Reeearh’s thought processes he thinks that by not noticing her it’s indicating that it’s not treating her as prey, and so she isn’t relevant to its life, and therefore doesn’t need to act in a threatening manner to her. He has since noticed that Reeearh will seem to seek out situations where it can not notice the puppy. He thinks that means Reeearh likes her.
Trying to figure out what Reeearh’s thinking gives Stephen a headache. It must be so much worse to actually be Reeearh.
“When you got here, the robot was already here?” he asks.
“I did not witness the speaking tool’s arrival,” Reeearh growls. “It is not alive. It cannot be killed. It is beneath my notice.”
Stephen assumes that’s a yes.
“And no others came until we did,” he says.
“You are the only prey to have arrived here since my arrival,” it says. “Which is why you will die.”
“The robot has a theory,” Stephen says, and tells Reeearh the robot’s reasoning about visiting ships.
Reeearh is silent for a long time.
“I kill because it is my nature,” it says. “I revel in the pain and suffering of my victims because it is right that I do so. But I do not seek to cause pain and suffering for the sake of pain and suffering. …I now feel like I wish to do so. I will find them.”
Stephen should feel reassured that the huge predator’s attention is, for once, focused on someone other than him. Somehow he does not.
“What happened to your ship?” he says.
“Speak clearly, prey.”
“When you were stranded here,” he says. “You said that your ship failed and dropped you here. How did it fail?”
Reeearh thinks, absently scratching itself.
“Machines are beneath me, prey,” it says. “They are tools, and are no fit occupation for a hunter. My machine told me it was dying and it tried to find me a refuge. It would not have told me why.”
“So, what, it just dropped you here and left?” Stephen says.
“I cast myself into the void and fell to this hunting ground,” Reeearh says. “Where you are, prey.”
“And your ship?”
“There was a bright light behind me,” Reeearh says.
Stephen looks at the predator with new respect. Jumping out of an exploding spaceship, trusting to luck to land somewhere solid…
“The others drift still,” Reeearh says.
Stephen is silent for a moment. “You… were not alone?”
“There were three other hunters in the vessel,” Reeearh said. “One lost its desire to hunt and did not jump. The others and I aimed for this place. I won the prize.”
It had never even occurred to Stephen that Reeearh might have companions. Friends? Competitors? Family? He has no idea how to ask, or even if it’s a good idea. He finds himself wanting to comfort Reeearh, but has no idea how.
“A hunter as great as you could not be killed by such a trifle,” he says eventually. Reeearh instantly brightens.
“Not even death itself would dare to touch me, prey,” it says. “Beware, little creature, for soon I will be your doom.”
“You might find me more of a challenge than you think,” Stephen says.
Reeearh growls. “None escape me! None! You will die!”
“None?” Stephen says. “Let me tell you a story from my homeworld, of creatures that once lived there. One such creature was known as Tyrannosaurus Rex, the Tyrant King, and stood twice as tall as you at the shoulder…”
Stephen starts telling Reeearh about as many outlandish Earth animals as he can, so that Reeearh can dispute him at each point and explain exactly how it would kill each one; the puppy peers out behind one of Reeearh’s ears. It’s surprisingly fun.
Night Wave is moping again. She’s pulled back one of Stephen’s curtains, and is just staring into space. The bright star, the close one the robot is going to try to make for, is just visible beneath the edge of the ring overhead.
Stephen’s trying to make some notes on his laptop, but without real gravity he can’t find a way to comfortably type on it. He can’t concentrate anyway, and eventually he shuts it down and puts it away.
“Are you all right there?” he says. She doesn’t answer.
“Look, you’ve been staring out that window for two hours.” He puts a careful hand on where her shoulder would be, near one of her forward flippers. Her skin is cold and moist, but it always is; as their suit fields make contact her smell, sea-like but faintly chemical, fills his nostrils.
She blinks. “I’m fine,” she says, voice flat.
“No, you’re not,” he says, and stretches the curtain over the window again, gumming it down. “What’s wrong?”
She blinks again, and eventually turns.
“I want to go home,” she says.
“You are home,” Stephen says. “…you mean Home Waters.”
“I want to go home.”
“We’re working on it,” he says. “We’re collecting information. We know something’s going on. We’ll find out what it is, and when a ship comes we’ll find it and be on it.”
“Not in a hundred years’ time,” she says. “Now. I want to go home now.”
“Well, we can’t go now,” Stephen says, as gently as he can. “We’ll have to wait. You have to be ready for when the time comes.”
“I want to go home.”
He just sighs, and pats her again. She shivers under his hand, so he lets go.
“Look, why don’t you come with us and go and talk to Reeearh,” he says. “Or the robot. See how its rockets are going.”
“I don’t want to see them,” she says quietly and numbly. “I want to go home.”
“How about the plant?” Stephen says. “You haven’t even seen the plant. It might have something interesting for you.”
She just closes her eyes, before turning and nosing the curtain open again.
Stephen shakes his head, totally at a loss. He hates seeing her like this; it twists up his insides and makes his stomach hurt. Before, he’s managed to jolly her into some semblence of normality, but not this time.
The puppy is hiding behind him, clearly nervous. He takes her into one of the other rooms, to give Night Wave some privacy, and hugs her for comfort.
“We’ll just have to wait for her to come out of it,” he says to her. “And hope that she does. I wish I knew what to do…”
The plant lives in a building in the overcity, right round the other side from where their house is. The building is wide and flat, and has more buildings on its roof and sprouting from its walls, with crazy bridges connecting to the neighbouring buildings on several sides; but the core structure, a simple disc like an oversized coin, remains intact and unaltered.
Inside, it’s a single big room. The ceiling blazes golden-white, and illuminates the leaves of the plant.
Stephen’s first thought upon seeing it was that it was a mandala: concentric rings of circular and polygonal shapes, all layered one within the other, all a blaze of different but harmonious colours, which focus the eye towards a single, huge flower at the very middle. At first it looked like some intricate artwork; but then he saw that it is all made of leaves.
There’s a little gravity in here, and actual atmosphere: the far side of the room is slightly hazy. After the crystal-clear perspectives of the vacuum outside, it seems wrong, like a room filled with smoke.
“Hello, plant,” he says.
It does not reply.
“They tell me you’re sentient,” he says. “I don’t know if that’s true or not. You certainly don’t talk back. And I’ve never seen you move.”
He slowly walks around the perimeter, examining the patterns. The puppy is napping, floating in the air near the entrance; she has never shown any interest in the plant.
“Can you be sentient if you don’t communicate, and don’t interact with your environment?” Stephen says. “But for all I know, maybe you’re actually several people, all in there somewhere, debating furiously…”
He sighs. “Anyway, my name’s Stephan Hawke, and this is my friend the puppy. Hello.”
Stephen tries to collect his thoughts. “I’ve been stranded here about two weeks. I know the robot’s been here for three thousand years, so that gives me two sets of bounds. But I know you’ve been here longer, as the robot has said you were here when it arrived.”
The flower in the centre is strange. It is just the barest outline of a flower, picked out in thin tendrils or wires. It is a wireframe sculpture of a flower.
“My point is that you’ve seen a lot more of this place than I have,” he says. “Assuming you can see outside this room. You must have some kind of sensing ability, right?”
He hesitates. “Or maybe you’ve been stuck here, in this room, blind, for all that time. Maybe the reason you don’t talk is that your mind is gone and you’re just another zombie.”
Stephen shakes his head. “No. I don’t believe that. You’re a plant. Plants don’t get bored, right?”
He sighs again. “Anyway, I’ve been trying to find a way out of here. There’s something going on, and I think there’s a chance. But my friend Night Wave is falling apart…”
He trails off into nothing.
Eventually he tries again. “It makes me feel so helpless,” he says. “She says she can’t go insane, but… it just doesn’t look right. Is this how zombies are made? Am I going to see her one day just staring out the window or making illusory fish or something, and then realise that there’s nobody behind her eyes any more and that she died inside without me noticing? God, I wish I hadn’t even thought that. I like her. I want her back to normal again.”
He just stands for a while, staring at the plant.
“I have no idea why I’m telling you this,” he says. “It’s not like you’re going to give me advice, or talk back, or something. Maybe I’m saying this because I know that you won’t talk back. Maybe I’m just want to pray. Not that I think you’re God, and I’ve ever been religious, but it’s nice to think that something might be listening, and, well, you’re here… I wonder how many people have come in here and done exactly this over the millenia?”
Stephen halts.
“Anyway,” he says. “I’m Stephen. Thanks for listening. Let me know if I can do anything for you.”
He gives a little half-wave, and then grimaces and turns away.
“Come on,” he says to the puppy. “We should go home.”
Digression Two
Reeearh is teaching the puppy how to hunt.
It’s night-time. The fake sunlight is unchanged, but Stephen and Night Wave are asleep, and the puppy has sneaked out to see Reeearh.
On Reeearh’s world, the night is the time of rest, when the relentless drive of the day’s hunting is relieved; it is a time of relaxation and quiet; of secrets and privacy and lies. During the night they can pretend, in the dark where nobody can see them, that they are civilised.
At night, when most larger predators are asleep, Reeearh’s people’s young venture out to hunt down insects and small animals. Sometimes they will meet an adult. During the day, they are just another kind of tiny prey animal, beneath notice—mostly. But during the night they are taught.
Tonight’s lesson is about the pounce: once the prey has been identified and hunted down, it must be taken down as quickly and as cleanly as possible. It’s not necessary to kill the prey outright at this stage, but the prey must be sufficiently disabled that it cannot escape. A good pounce makes the difference between success or failure.
The puppy is trying to kill Reeearh’s tail. They initially started out using one of the spherical machine-like zombies as a target. Reeearh’s reasoning was that they are tough enough that the puppy would be unable to hurt one. Not that it cares. Reeearh’s empathy is strictly pragmatic at the best of times, and it barely considers the zombies to be alive anyway; but if they damaged one they’d have to waste time finding another.
Unfortunately the zombies make for very unsatisfying prey, neither running away or fighting back. The spherical machines would just fall to the ground and lie there.
So now Reeearh runs down one of the streets, waving its tail back and forth, while the puppy chases behind, trying to grab it.
She’s a quick learner. She’s already shown herself to be fast and dextrous, and good at planning on the spur of the moment. Reeearh hasn’t met sealin before but in many ways they are definitely kindred spirits.
Reeearh swerves sideways, trying to dodge out of her path, but she pounces, biting Reeearh up near the base of its tail. Reeearh tucks its forelegs in and rolls sideways, tumbling in an attempt to throw her off. She just bites harder and clings on. She even manages to stay on when Reeearh bucks and somersaults forward, despite a nasty bang against the ground, and eventually Reeearh gives up and lies flat, declaring its tail to be dead. The puppy dances jubilantly overhead and rubs herself against Reeearh’s muzzle as it picks itself up off the ground. There’s a trickle of black, oily blood staining Reeearh’s fur, but the puppy’s teeth are so small compared to Reeearh’s hide that the wound is negligable.
A tiny portion of Reeearh’s mind, carefully partitioned off and ignored, warns against treating the puppy as if she were a child for too long. Reeearh’s species is well aware that other species do not share their hard-wired focus on hunting and killing; their entire civilisation, such as it is, is based around displacing that drive. They have tried various techniques for dealing with aliens in a non-lethal manner. One approach that was initially promising was to pretend that it was always night-time, and that all aliens were children. This worked for a time, but the stresses were too great and when the illusion was inevitably finally broken, the resulting eruptions of killing were usually unhelpful.
Reeearh doesn’t think about any of this. It’s an exceptionally civilised member of its species, which means that it’s well practiced in not thinking about things.
Reeearh stretches, and swats the puppy away from its face, claws sheathed; she goes tumbling, barking at him in mock outrage. She’s doing well. It’s a pity there’s so little real prey here to hunt; games are no substitute for the real thing. Reeearh permits itself to think back to its own childhood, long ago (but without letting itself realise how long), and its first daytime kill: a warm-blooded creature like a very hairy rabbit, it was. It fought hard and left Reeearh bruised and torn, but its blood was sweet in Reeearh’s mouth, and that night its mentor was very pleased.
Soon it will be back home, Reeearh lets itself believe. It decides that it will find one of those creatures, and kill it, for remembrance’s sake. It looks forward to it.
The night is young. Time for another lesson; it knows just the place. Reeearh begins to make its way silently and imperceptibly through the undercity, moving from shadow to shadow. Behind it, the puppy seems to have vanished, although it knows she is following. Reeearh approves.
Twelve
Stephen is playing chess on his phone.
Somehow, mysteriously, the battery remains fully charged. It’s something to do with his suit, he thinks. If it’s capable of magically making air and gravity for him, then topping up the phone’s battery should be easy for it. But it’s an unnerving reminder of the casual way in which galactic technology does the impossible.
It’s a work-issue smartphone, given to him when he joined the UNAE, replacing his unreliable and rather elderly Motorola; he’s not much of a gadget person, and mainly uses it for phone calls, texting and the occasional email. He did, however, take the time to load some basic board game apps onto it, something he is now very glad about.
Stephen’s winning, which he shouldn’t be. He’s not that good at chess and the chess app is on its most difficult setting. He briefly ponders whether the app is somehow getting worse, but that’s simply wishful thinking, and eventually he has to face the truth: he’s getting better. He’s been playing a lot of chess since he left Earth.
Eventually he takes the app’s queen, leaving it with only a couple of pawns left. The app’s too stupid to resign and he can’t be bothered to finish up so he just quits it and closes the phone.
He sighs.
It’s the middle of the afternoon, according to their rough daytime cycle. He and the puppy have already been out for their daily ramble, it’s not late enough to eat, he doesn’t feel like sleeping, and he’s run out of books. He’s bored.
There are some things he should probably be doing—making copious notes on his laptop for the Secretary, for one, but he can’t face trying to type without gravity again. He’s thought about trying to make voice recordings but both his phone and the laptop are impossible to figure out.
After a while he goes looking for Night Wave.
She is, predictably, back at the house, watching the puppy while she has her afternoon nap; Stephen’s quite sure that the puppy can take care of herself, but he thinks Night Wave needs something to do.
In fact, the older sealin is floating by one of the windows, staring at the unchanging view outside.
“Hey,” he says. She blinks but doesn’t reply.
“I’ve had a thought,” he continues. “We know the spider was up to something, or it wouldn’t have come here, right? Well, Tonauac tried quite hard to make me take a different ship. Do you think he knew?”
She blinks again. “Tonauac? The Builder diplomat?”
“That’s him,” says Stephen. “He told me some story about how dangerous spiders were. He offered me a lift on his own ship.”
She looks away from him, turning her whole head. “Spiders aren’t dangerous.”
Stephen realises that neither of them have talked about her ill-fated attempt to manipulate him on the spider ship since her admission a couple of weeks ago. She obviously still feels very bad about it.
“Well, yes,” he says awkwardly, and tries to recollect his thoughts. “So why did Tonauac tell me they were?”
After a moment, he adds, “He said some odd things about the Dark Cloud matriarch, too.” Tonauac’s comments about Night Wave herself hover on the tip of his tongue but stay safely unsaid.
“Posturing?” she says eventually. Night Wave is an an engineer, not a diplomat.
“I don’t know,” Stephen says. “I thought it was more than the usual back-and-forth between the Builders and the sealin.”
There’s another long pause. “I don’t know either,” she says.
It dawns on Stephen that he’s carrying the bulk of the conversation himself.
“So, um,” he says. “Do you think he knew about, well, this?” He gestures at the Snarl around them.
There’s another pause, even longer this time. She’s still not making eye contact. He thinks; her pupil-less black eyes could be looking anywhere, but her head is pointing out the window, and she’s usually pretty consistent with her body language. “I couldn’t say.”
Stephen’s suddenly doesn’t care at all about what Tonauac says or thought.
“I, uh, I just thought you should know,” he says. She doesn’t reply.
He glances at the puppy, peacefully asleep while sprawled in the centre of the room, and flees.
Sitting on the edge of the street, out of Night Wave’s line of sight, he holds his head in his hands and tries not to think.
“Stephan Hawke,” says the robot.
“Hi,” says Stephen. “What’s up?”
“I’ve been making progress,” it says. “I think I have a working design and I’m going to make a test flight. Do you want to watch?”
It’s waiting outside their house again. Reeearh’s there too, towering over the small machine.
“Of course,” he says.
He turns. Night Wave is, not exactly better, but at least moving and talking again. “You should come,” he says.
“All right,” she says listlessly.
Scooping up the puppy, they head outside.
“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” says the robot as they head across to the park. “About hot gases. And I’ve been running some experiments. It works; it’s a lot more effective than the mercury, and considerably less antisocial as the gasses just dissipate after I eject them.”
“Oh, good,” says Stephen. “You know mercury’s poisonous, right? Well. To me, at least.”
“I wouldn’t know,” says the robot. “But creating really hot gas is harder than you might think. I’ve been abusing a life support system to actually create the matter, and of course they’re designed to work within a limited temperature range.”
“Are they?”
“Yes, most life only exists below a thousand kelvin or so. I experimented with chemistry, but it’s just too complicated. You’d be amazed how many combinations of molecules there are. But I found an alternative!”
“What’s that?” Stephen says warily.
“Antimatter!”
Beside him, Night Wave makes an odd little coughing sound. “You’re not serious,” she says.
“Oh, yes,” says the robot cheerfully. “I generate a stream of gas—I settled on methane on the end, because it’s not polluting—and inject a little antimatter into it. I can boost the temperature as much as I like.”
“You’re making antimatter?” she says.
“Persuading the synthesiser to make it was surprisingly easy,” says the robot. “I had to adjust a few safety mechanisms, but it was much easier than trying to produce hot gas directly.”
“That’s because nobody touches the stuff!” she says.
“It’s fine,” says the robot. “It’s not as if I’m stockpiling it. I inject it straight into the matter stream. It’s all under complete control.”
“…what’s the problem with antimatter?” Stephen asks. Something which even the sealin won’t touch sounds… dangerous.
“It’s useless, dangerous junk,” says Night Wave. On the plus side, she sounds back to normal again; nothing like an engineering problem to get her going again… “The only thing it’s good for is making explosions.”
“But I am making an explosion,” says the robot.
“Well…” says Night Wave. “Yes. But. Antimatter? Seriously?”
“The acceleration seems pretty much unlimited,” says the robot. “It’s not a real space drive, of course, so it’s all simple mechanical force which pushes everything along, but I think I can get ten to fifteen gravities out of it. Do you know what that means? I can be there in under ten years!”
Night Wave says nothing for a few moments. “The turnaround speed is going to be very high.”
They continue bickering, getting gradually more and more technical. Stephen exchanges a glance with the Reeearh, who has been listening in silence.
Eventually they arrive at the robot’s test site. It’s even more cluttered than it was when Stephen last saw it; more of the anonymous blocky shapes, some on their side, and pieces of what Stephen actually recognises to be machinery everywhere. There’s also a number of disturbing-looking blackened spots and blast marks.
“I did build some small prototypes,” the robot says. “But they’re just too fast. I can’t control them remotely from enough distance to be useful. So I’m going to fly this one myself.”
“Is that safe?” Stephen says. “If antimatter is so dangerous…”
“Oh, it’s fine,” the robot says. “I can get some thrust out of just the matter stream, so I’m going to head well away from the Snarl before I add the antimatter. You four don’t react well to high energy photons, do you?”
Sitting by itself is a surprisingly small vehicle which to Stephen looks a little like an eggcup. On the top there’s a socket, sized to fit the robot. Underneath there’s a familiar-looking rocket bell. Between is a spherical module covered in pipes. Night Wave examines it dubiously.
“Besides,” add the robot, “I’m desperate to get even a few thousand kilometres from this place.”
It nestles itself into the socket and some clamps latch closed. “Stand back.”
“This is not a good idea,” says Night Wave as they retreat. “Really it’s not.”
“You worry too much,” the robot says. “Okay, starting up the methane stream.”
Vapour squirts out from under the rocket bell and the robot’s little ship drifts upwards, and then turns and slowly accelerates out into the void. The rocket bell faces towards them and mist billows around them for a few moments, before clearing as the ship recedes. “Everything looks good so far.”
“This is top acceleration, believe it or not,” it says. They watch as it slowly disappears into the distance. “I’m going to give it ten kilometres or so before starting up the antimatter, so it may be a while.”
The ship’s so small that it vanishes into the darkness almost immediately. They watch for a few minutes, and then sit at the edge of the spiral, looking outwards at the stars.
“Ten years,” Stephen says. “That’s… almost manageable.”
In ten years Stephen will be thirty-four. It seems an age away. He’ll end up having spent a third of his life on the Snarl. He’s got good food and drink, company, plenty of space, endless strange places to explore… there are plenty of people back on Earth who would consider it heaven. But the Snarl is, to him, still a prison. And it’s obvious that Night Wave is unlikely to last the rest of the month without some kind of crisis, let alone ten years.
The bright, close star is directly out from where they are sitting. Stephen doubts it is coincidence that the robot’s test flight is taking it that way.
Reeearh says thoughtfully: “Whose hunting ground is that star?”
“That’s Thant High,” says Night Wave. “Before we got… left… here, our ship was going to stop there. It’s civilised. They’d send help. I’m sure.”
“The Snarl looks so small from here,” comes the robot’s voice out of the nothingness. Stephen jumps. “You have no idea how good it feels to be away from it. Even if it’s just temporary. I’ve never been here before! Do you hear me? I’m somewhere new!”
Reeearh says, very quietly, “A new territory.”
“Okay,” says the robot. “I should be far enough away by now.”
“You’re going to try the antimatter?” Night Wave says.
“Yes,” says the robot. “Don’t worry, I built prototypes. I know it’ll work. Here we go.”
Not far from the bright star which is Thant High, a tiny pinpoint of light appears. Stephen finds himself leaning forwards.
“My acceleration is up,” says the robot. “I’m going to try some more.”
The light brightens, and becomes a blue-white glare which drowns out the stars.
“Wow,” says the robot. “Look at me go! The acceleration’s even better than I thought.”
The robot’s drive is now so bright that Stephen has to look away. The rest of the Snarl is lit up as if with a flashbulb; Reeearh is a nightmare of black and white, squinting into the light; Night Wave a sleeker shape outlined with light. The blue-white glare is lighting up all the Snarl’s shadows in uncompromising detail.
“Everything’s fine,” says the robot. “I don’t think I want to try full throttle. I think I’m at about fifteen gravities as it is. Reaction temperature is stable, and… something’s happened to the stars?”
“Turn!” Night Wave suddenly shouts. “Turn and decelerate! Quickly!”
The blazing point of light stretches to a scratch of blue-white incandescence against the sky, and then shrinks again, as the robot spins its ship around. “Decelerating now,” it says, sounding worried. “What’s…”
Then there’s just a flare, and fading sparks against the blackness.
Blackness?
As if reading Stephen’s mind, the stars quietly come back.
There is silence.
“The barrier,” Night Wave says numbly. “It was too bright. It was too bright…”
“What has happened?” asks Reeearh.
“It was too bright!” Night Wave repeats.
“Calm down,” says Stephen, worried. “Robot? Can you hear us?”
“It was too bright…”
“Explain this, prey.”
“Quiet, everyone!” Stephen shouts. There is silence, broken only by the puppy’s whining.
“Robot?” he says. “Are you all right?”
There is no response.
“It’s dead,” Night Wave says. “It was too bright. The barrier came up and it ran into it. It’s dead.”
“The edge effect you found, right?” says Stephen.
“Triggered by brightness,” says Night Wave. “The antimatter flare. It was too bright…”
“What do you know of this, prey?” demands Reeearh. “Speak now.”
“We went to look at the source of the light,” says Stephen, uncertainly. “Night Wave found something there. About how the light works. There’s some kind of force field around the Snarl, triggered by light…”
“We hadn’t told the robot about it,” Night Wave says. “It didn’t know.”
The sky is dark. Just stars, with nothing moving.
“Do you think there’s anything left?” Stephen says. “Should we go out and look? You can build another rocket, right, Night Wave?”
“It’s dead,” she repeats.
They stare out at the sky for a long time. Then Reeearh just turns and walks away.
Night Wave is mumbling and shaking. Stephen takes her home, and leaves her there. He feels like he should put her to bed, or put a blanket round her and feed her chicken soup, or at least do something that would help; but as she’s a three-metre long half seal/half dolphin and there’s no gravity, his options are limited.
So he eventually leads her into one of the small rooms in the house, reasoning that she’ll feel more secure there, and then talks to her quietly until she stops twitching too badly. But now he needs some time to clear his head, so he leaves the puppy with her and goes for a walk.
The robot’s dead. Three thousand years working on its escape system, and then he has to go and mention rockets to it. And now it’s dead.
How old was it? He never got round to asking what it had done before it was marooned on the Snarl. What was it’s life like before it came here, such that it could so calmly take on a project of such length? Sure, the whole idea was desperate, and reeked of dubious rationality, but even so… and now it’s just gone.
The ring city is tilted towards the light. On the light side, in the overcity, the ground seems to rise up in all directions and arches overhead, but here on the dark side, the undercity, it curves away. The horizon is only a few hundred metres distant. As he walks through the dark streets, buildings seem to leap up from below the horizon and then fall away behind.
Has he done this? Is it actually his fault? He was the one who introduced the robot to the whole concept of rockets. If he hadn’t, then it would probably have continued tinkering with its accelerator for another thousand years, launching test probes and refining the plan, but never getting round to actually starting the whole insane, millenia-long trip, because deep down it knew it wouldn’t work. But once it knew about rockets… then it had a realistic plan. A desperate one, but one that might actually be feasible. Ten years! It would have reached Thant High in a mere ten years! A mere eyeblink compared to the time it had already spent on the Snarl. Of course it was going to leap at the chance.
But if it is his fault, is it not Night Wave’s as well? They both knew about the Snarl’s invisibility shield, and the way it reacted to bright light. They could have mentioned it to the robot. But neither of them did. They’d just forgotten, because they hadn’t realised it would be important.
What-ifs. Futile to dwell on, Stephen knows. Neither of them knew that the robot’s drive was going to be so bright. Neither of them knew it was going to set it off so close to the barrier. Had it waited just another few minutes, it would have been safely beyond it.
But still. If Stephen hadn’t told the robot about rockets, it would still be alive.
There’s a passage through the structure of the ring here; a twisted loop that doubles back on itself. Stephen walks around it, the Snarl spinning around him as his local down shifts. He ends up in the overcity, the sickly violet light streaming down. He’s growing to hate it.
This is a district of cubes, piled all around in unorganised heaps. Some of them have the bush-like mould plants growing on them. Others have structures that look like melted Greek temples attached to every flat surface, horizontal or otherwise. The zombies slowly mill around their base.
Stephen eyes the crowd, and pulls himself up onto one of the piles, and then continues to climb on to the summit. He knows this is unnecessary; he can fly, or just keep shifting his personal gravity and walking, but for now he wants the distraction of exercise. Once at the top, out of breath and sweaty, he sits on the edge and watches the zombies.
One of them is standing motionless, looking back at him. It means nothing, he knows. The zombies are not truly seeing him, but are instead just reacting to his novelty. The ingrained patterns that have replaced their minds do not have an indoctrinated response to his presence, so they just stand and stare until something happens which they can deal with.
At least he won’t turn into one of them. He’ll die, instead.
Is that better? Is the half-life of a mind-lost zombie really worse than death?
In the distance, Reeearh prowls around a corner between two streets. It’s moving slowly and carefully, looking down every alley and corner. For such a huge creature, it’s surprisingly stealthy. There’s no sound, of course, but its shape somehow eludes the eye, and if Stephen takes his eyes off it, finding it again takes a few moments. From his vantage point he can see Reeearh carefully stalking down the street, picking its way between the oblivious zombies, examining everything.
Reeearh is hunting.
It must have been down this street thousands of times before. If not, millions. There’s never anything here, but it keeps trying nevertheless. Because there might be something here. Because the hope that maybe, just maybe, there will, this time, be some sort of prey which it can chase down and kill. Because Reeearh lives for the future: an impossible future which will never come, but which it cannot permit itself to lose belief in.
We all cope as best we can, Stephen thinks.
Reeearh passes below him, turns a corner and is gone.
Thirteen
Night Wave is asleep when Stephen gets back, or at least unconscious. The puppy is curled up nearby, but she looks up as Stephen enters, and swims over for comfort.
“How is she?” Stephen says quietly, hugging her. Sealin have a thick blubber layer, like dolphins, and are cold to the touch for the same reason. This, combined with the incredibly humid air that they like, should make them feel clammy. They don’t. The puppy is full of life. Stephen is glad of the comfort himself.
“I’m hope she’ll be all right.”
The puppy whines. She’s not a dog, and it’s not the same noise a dog makes; it comes from her resonating chamber, and is a high pitched sawtooth noise with lots of disturbing subsonics in it. She’s been doing it more often recently, and Stephen really doesn’t blame her.
“Come on, let’s get something to eat,” he says.
The food does Stephen a lot of good. He’s no longer seeing the robot’s ship explode every time he closes his eyes. He has no idea whether this works on sealin as well, but the puppy is certainly hungry, and he knows Night Wave hasn’t eaten; so he wishes for the biggest salmon-oid he can muster and takes it through to where she is sleeping and leaves it next to her.
“I wish I knew what to do,” he says quietly to the puppy, peering in through the doorway, and then leaves Night Wave alone.
Stephen eventually lies down in his own room, floating peacefully in the middle of it. His suit has obligingly reconfigured itself for him so he seems to be on a bed. He’s warm and quite comfortable, with the puppy nestled up against him.
He lies staring at the ceiling for a long time. Sleep takes him unawares.
“…Stephen,” says a voice.
He fights his way out of sleep. Something nudges him. “Stephen.”
It’s Night Wave. She looks ghastly; grey and shaking and her eyes are bloodshot. “Stephen,” she repeats again, bumping him with her nose.
“I’m awake,” he says blurrily. “What is it? What’s the matter?”
“Help me.”
He’s suddenly completely alert. “What’s the matter?” he says.
“Hold me. Please.”
“All right?” he says uncertainly, and tries to put his arms around her. She’s very big. “What happened? Are you all right?”
“I can’t,” she says. She’s squirming, pushing herself against him.
“Can’t what?”
“Can’t go on.”
The puppy has backed away into a corner and is watching with wide eyes. Stephen is being pushed into a corner of the room. He has no idea where she’s getting the leverage from.
“Hey, watch out, you’re hurting me,” he says, and pushes her away. “What’s the matter?”
“Don’t,” she says. “Please. I need. Please hold me.”
Her voice is flat, uninflected, and sounds more alien than he’s ever heard her. She noses up to him again and shoves him into the corner, hard. Their suit fields are overlapping, and Stephen’s breath is filled with the chemical/sea smell of her.
The world takes on a glittering air of nightmarish unreality to Stephen. He tries to fend her off, but she’s a lot stronger than he is. “Hey, gently! What are you doing?”
“I’m lonely,” she says. “I need. Family. Help me.”
Stephen is suddenly terrified. He’s never been physically intimidated by Night Wave before, but now he realises just how much bigger and stronger she is. Her head is pushed up against his; her breath is fishy, she’s got lots of very sharp, big teeth and her eyes are completely blank. She’s not actually trying to crush him, he realises. But she could if she wanted to, easily.
She pushes in underneath him. Stephen’s almost astride her now, one leg being trapped against the wall. He wriggles desperately and manages to pull himself free. Falling sideways on top of her, her dorsal fin jabs him painfully in the stomach. “Stop it!” he cries.
“Help me,” she repeats.
He rolls off the top of her. They’re half way up the wall, but his suit doesn’t let him fall, and instead he finds himself sliding sideways across the room. He clutches the opposite wall desperately.
Night Wave turns and tries to focus on him. “No, don’t go,” she says. “I need you. Stay with me.”
“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” Stephen says, “but you’re scaring the hell out of me…”
She hesitates. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I just… I need…” She starts moving towards him again, with a quick twitch of her flukes. “Stay with me. Please.”
“No you don’t,” Stephen says desperately. “You’re not thinking straight. I don’t want you to hurt me.” He starts backing away through the door into the main room. “Why don’t you just… think about this…”
“No!” she says. “Stephen? Don’t go! Don’t leave me!”
Stephen grabs the puppy, who’s cowering in a corner. “We’ll talk when, when you’re feeling better, okay?” Without waiting for an answer he dives out the front door, tearing the curtain aside.
“Come back!” Night Wave cries from behind him. He climbs to his feet and starts running down the street.
“Stephen! Don’t leave me here! Please!”
About ten minutes later, Stephen is walking through the dark streets of the undercity, the puppy circling unhappily above his head. His mind is churning with half-completed thoughts.
He feels like he wants to shower. There’s a feeling of wrongness deep inside his soul which he wants to be scrubbed off. No, that’s not true: he wants it to have never have happened.
Stephen’s old enough to recognise that feeling: the sensation of passing over the cusp of events, and seeing the what-might-have-beens drifting away. Fifteen minutes! At most! Just let me get those fifteen minutes back, he prays, and then things will work out differently…
It’s magic. He knows that. It’ll never happen. Wishing for a should-have will never achieve anything. Stephen crashed a car, once; not seriously, but enough to turn it over. He was left him sitting shaken but unharmed in the wrecked car’s driver’s seat, knowing that the previous minute had just changed his life, and that another life was a mere hair-breadth’s away, one in which he had braked just a fraction sooner, and in which he hadn’t had to swerve and hit the curb. One in which he wasn’t going to have to deal with the consequences.
Stephen can feel that other life now, the one where Night Wave is ill but still fundamentally… normal. He can almost touch it. He wants it so badly he can almost persuade himself it was there, that if he just closes his eyes and believes it’ll happen.
It won’t.
After a while Stephen lowers his hands. He’s standing in the middle of an undercity street, a quarter of the way round the ring from the house. The puppy is drifting a little way off, watching him.
He smiles wanly at her. “It’s okay,” he says, a little wobbly. “I’m fine.”
She blinks.
“What do I do now?”
She has no opinion to offer.
Stephen sighs. He really wants someone to talk to; preferably someone who will talk back. Someone who can give him advice. The puppy doesn’t understand language; the plant doesn’t talk at all. That leaves… Reeearh.
The huge carnivore is hard to find when it doesn’t want to be found. Luckily, when it does want to be found it spends a lot of time in the big square on the overcity where they first met it.
“You seek your death, vermin?” it rumbles. It’s sitting in its favourite place, up near the edge of the ring looking out over the edge. This is the side furthest from the light and the Snarl opens up beyond him, wave after wave of purple-lit surreal architecture filling the sky.
“No,” says Stephen, sighing. “But Night Wave might be seeking hers.”
He sits down cross-legged next to Reeearh, who towers over him. The puppy takes up her usual position in its fur.
Haltingly, Stephen tries to explain. Reeearh listens surprisingly patiently. When he has finished, there’s a long silence as Reeearh studies the sky.
“She must recover,” it says eventually. “Or else I will not be able to kill her.”
“Yes, very helpful,” snaps Stephen.
Reeearh glances at him. “You are foolish prey. Do not be distracted by the shadows. See the hunter. Without that, you are meat.”
If Reeearh starts calling me ’grasshopper’… Stephen thinks. “All right, all right. Yes, she must recover. Any ideas how?”
“All prey tries to survive,” says Reeearh. “How was she surviving?”
“I don’t know!” cries Stephen. “I don’t understand her any more! I don’t even know if she wants to survive any more!”
The puppy pushes free of Reeearh’s fur and swims down to Stephen, pushing her head under his arm. He absent-mindedly caresses her. Reeearh, as always, pays no attention.
“Prey must be intelligent,” says Reeearh. “If you do not know something, find out. What you do not know will kill you.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” says Stephen. “Do you know anyone here who knows about sealin psychology?”
“Yes,” says Reeearh.
Stephen’s so surprised at the lack of anything threatening in Reeearh’s answer that he almost forgets that it has answered. A few seconds later he double-takes.
“No way,” he says. “Seriously? You want me to talk to her?”
“Who knows the way of prey better than the prey itself?” Reeearh says.
“But she’s…” Stephen doesn’t want to say it: he doesn’t want to talk to her. He’s scared. He’s scared of what she’ll do, and say. He’s scared that she’ll hurt him again. It’s so much easier to not talk to her.
“Listen, vermin,” says Reeearh. There’s an unprecedented level of intensity in its voice. “I was not always a hunter. I was once prey. I was small. I ran through the forest and hid under tree roots. Everything moving thing sought my death. I evaded them because I was swift, and fearful, and cunning, and I prospered, and grew. And I kept growing until I became the mightiest hunter you will ever see.”
Reeearh is staring Stephen directly in the eyes now. Stephen can hardly breathe.
“And I became this because, yes, I was swift and fearful and cunning. But also because I was brave. Bravery when you are a coward is a terrible thing, prey, but cowardice will kill you. If you do not do this thing, your cowardice will kill her.”
Reeearh leans back, and looks out at the Snarl again.
“Are you prey worthy of one such as me?” it says.
Stephen rests his head in his hands. “Fine. Fine,” he says. “I’ll talk to her. How did you become so wise?”
Reeearh blinks. “Hunting,” it says.
“…thanks.”
“I will kill you,” says Reeearh conversationally.
“I wouldn’t want anyone else to do it,” says Stephen.
They sit there in silence for a while, while Stephen gets his nerves back in order.
Reeearh says nothing, but its presence is somehow comforting.
Nothing moves, out on the Snarl: the buildings are dead and empty. For once, Stephen finds the Snarl’s stasis calming. Crises come and go: but the Snarl will last almost for ever. Some of those buildings predate Homo Sapiens.
Eventually Stephen sighs, and climbs to his feet. “Better get on with it,” he says, and turns.
One of the zombies is standing a few metres away, watching him.
It’s a three-legged zombie. It’s just standing, motionless, but there’s something almost attentive in its attitude. It’s not the blank, mindless stare that Stephen’s seen in the other zombies.
“…I know you,” Stephen says slowly. “You’ve been watching me for a while, haven’t you?”
Next to him, Reeearh silently surges to its feet and turns.
The zombie doesn’t seem threatening, and Stephen takes a couple of steps towards it.
This is the closest he’s been to one of these. It’s not a handsome creature. The elongated torso, covered with orifices, looks grotesque to Stephen’s eyes. The little cluster of eyes on stalks at the top can’t be called a face, and so Stephen finds that he has no idea where to look. The legs are thin and insect-like, with bulbous joints and a high knee, so it seems to stalk when it moves. It appears to have no arms and is not wearing anything like clothing.
Of all the aliens Stephen’s met so far, this has to be one of the least relatable.
“What do you want?” he says quietly to it. “Why have you been following me?”
The creature flicks its eye stalks around, looking about itself, and then refocuses on Stephen.
“You know something, don’t you.”
It seems to come to a decision. One orifice irises open, and something pushes its way out. It’s a tentacle, bifurcated at the end. It snakes out, curves round, and the end dips into another orifice. Stephen takes a pace backwards.
The end of the tentacle slowly emerges out of the creature’s body, with something small grasped in the end. In slow motion, the zombie holds it up in front of Stephen. Then it lets go.
The tentacle snaps back into its body, and without any formalities it just turns and shambles off.
Stephen, Reeearh and the puppy all lean forward to look at the thing it left behind.
It’s a little cube, iridescent silver, about two centimetres across. It just hangs there. This is, of course, because there’s no gravity, but to Stephen in his suit this still looks strange.
“What is it?” he asks.
“It is a technical thing,” Reeearh says. “It is beneath me.” It reluctantly turns away.
Stephen reaches forward and tries to take it. At first it seems stuck, immobile in space, but as Stephen pulls it moves sluggishly. After a few moments he realises that it’s simply really, really heavy.
“This is amazing,” he says. Close up, there’s very little to it. It’s just a cube. It looks oily, but it isn’t.
“Why did it give it to me?” he asks Reeearh. “Have you ever seen a zombie behave like that?”
“The zombies have no minds,” it says. “They cannot decide anything for themselves.”
“…you mean someone made it do it?” Stephen says. “Who? The robot? The plant? You? Night Wave? There isn’t anyone else.”
“In any hunting ground there are always hunters,” says Reeearh. It turns and looks again at the cube. “This place has visitors. Watch yourself, prey, because they are watching you.”
Stephen walks warily up the undercity street towards the house.
The cube is tucked into his shirt, against his chest. It needs a lot of force to get it moving, and then a lot of force to stop it again, which makes going round corners an interesting experience. But it won’t fall down in his suit’s synthetic gravity. Up against his chest it’s close to his centre of mass and is a lot easier to handle.
There’s no sign of Night Wave. The curtains over the windows are still there, but that doesn’t suggest anything one way or another.
He hesitates by the front door, heart pounding. He really doesn’t want to do this. He glances at the puppy, trailing along behind him. He wanted to leave her with Reeearh but she insisted on coming; by now he’s quite certain that she understands a lot more of what’s going on that he originally gave her credit for. He asked Night Wave when young sealin learned to talk; he didn’t ask her when they learned to think.
Well, now’s his chance.
He licks his lips. “Night Wave? Are you in there?”
There’s no reply.
Relucantly, he pulls himself through into the house. The main room is empty, as is the kitchen; the curtain over the door to his room is drifting, half-attached, where he left it. He pauses briefly to check Night Wave’s room—empty, as expected—before pulling the curtain back.
Of course she’s there.
She’s floating listlessly in the middle of Stephen’s room, eyes closed. She looks like she’s asleep but Stephen somehow knows she’s not.
“Night Wave? Are you all right?”
The room’s not big, and Night Wave is large, but he drops the cube in the living room and manages to pull himself in around her. His suit’s decided he’s most comfortable standing, so his local down is towards his feet, which puts the door underfoot and Night Wave lying vertically in front of him.
Stephen reaches out to stroke on flipper, but changes his mind before touching her. “Night Wave?”
“You left me,” she says.
“I’m back now,” Stephen replies.
“Everyone leaves me.”
Stephen hesitates. “I came back,” he repeats.
“White Bird left me,” she says. Her voice is flat, expressionless. “Blue Horizon didn’t want me. Dark Cloud threw me out. Now even you leave me.”
“I’m sorry,” he says. “You scared me.”
“I’m alone. I’ve always been alone…”
“I…” Stephen doesn’t know what to say. “That’s not true. You’ve got… people…” Friend is a loaded word to sealin.
“We’re not supposed to be alone,” she says.
“Neither are we,” Stephen replies.
“I have no clan. I have no clan.”
Stephen finds himself looking around the little room, as if searching for some sort of inspiration. Also, he can’t face looking Night Wave in the eyes.
“…I’d be better off dead,” she says.
“Hey, don’t say that,” Stephen says weakly.
“You know I would,” she says, her voice suddenly filling with inflection again. “Better I were dead than to have my mind ossify and crumble after an eternity in this hell!”
“That won’t happen!” he says.
“It won’t happen to you!” she says. “You’ll die! I’ll… live…”
“Look, Night Wave…” Stephen says, and swallows. “What were you doing?”
“Doing?”
“Back when you were… doing…” Stephen’s discomfort is making it physically hard to talk. “Doing… whatever…”
She closes her eyes. “It was a mistake.”
“Sure, but…” Stephen stumbles. “It was one which… mattered to you.”
“What do you care? You left me.”
He’s close enough to Night Wave that their suit fields overlap, and he can breath her air. Her usual ocean/chemical smell is ranker than usual. She’s not well.
“I do care,” Stephen says. “I’m your… friend.”
Her eyes snap open again. “Do you know what you’re saying?”
“Frankly, no,” he sighs. “I’m speaking human. You’re listening in sealin. I don’t know what you’re hearing.”
She studies him. Her eyes are bloodshot. “…sure.”
“So you’re going to have to explain to me,” Stephen says. “Pretend I’m an alien from another planet.”
She closes her eyes again.
“…just wanted to be touched,” she mumbles.
“I…” Stephen stumbles. “Seriously?”
“…never mind.”
Stephen’s mind races. “I didn’t think you… wanted to be…”
“You touch her!” she suddenly shouts. “You’re always squeezing her, patting her, stroking her… no wonder she likes you!”
A window suddenly opens in Stephen’s head: the huge open space on the Dark Cloud; the tightly knit clan, the entire crew one family; the total absence of privacy… Night Wave, ejected from the clan, sent out unhappy and alone. Doesn’t really want to talk to him, but always seems to end up nearby. Stephen and the orphaned puppy, always inseperable, always seeking each other for comfort.
Night Wave, feeling isolated and excluded. And whenever she’s upset, Stephen tiptoes around her, being polite and considerate and leaving her alone.
“Oh,” he says.
He swallows, and before he has a chance to think about it too hard, wraps his arms around Night Wave. She twitches once and goes limp.
“There, there,” he murmurs, and strokes her as best he can on the back of the head. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry… it’s all been a horrible misunderstanding…”
Something noses up alongside; the puppy, joining in. Was she just waiting for permission? he thinks. Am I the patriarch of this mess?
Stephen keeps talking quietly to Night Wave, not saying anything in particular. After a while some subtle tension leaves her.
“You idiot,” she says eventually, her tone almost back to its usual amused contempt. “Get off me.”
She wriggles, shaking her flippers and settling herself. Physically, she looks unchanged, but something has returned to her attitude that’s been missing for a long time. The three of them look at each other.
“Fine group we are,” she says.
“You guys seriously need to give us a basic anthropology briefing,” Stephen says.
“…have you told us all your sordid human biological secrets?” she retorts.
“Probably, yeah.”
“True,” she concedes. “And I bet they’re disgusting.”
“I will also concede that.” Stephen’s almost giddy with relief.
“Of course, it’s not like we’re any closer to getting off this damned place…”
“…oh.” Stephen suddenly remembers the cube. “Wait! I’ve got something… one of the zombies gave me…”
He climbs back down around her. There’s another disorienting moment as the suit shifts gravity about him; now he’s crawling horizontally. It’s convenient, sure, but still startling.
Stephen reaches the cube and pushes it sluggishly towards Night Wave, following him curiously.
She stops dead and her eyes go wide.
Then she lunges at him.
“Is this a game to you?” she roars at him, pinning him against he far wall. She snarls at him, her sharp teeth centimetres from his face. He can see right down her gullet, ridges falling away into darkness… “Are you playing with me? How long have you had this? Tell me!”
Stephen’s battered, bewildered, shocked; she’s terribly strong, and he suddenly realises, deep down at a gut level, that’s she’s also terribly dangerous… “I just got it!” he squeaks, voice breaking. “Fifteen minutes! Twenty! I don’t even know what it is!”
She stares him straight in the eye for a few moments; it’s huge and black, with no observable pupil… then she suddenly falls backwards, and huddles in the opposite corner of the room.
“Sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry…” she starts repeating.
Stephen tries to catch his breath and wait for his heart to slow again. The puppy is circling between them, whining with distress.
He just says, “What.”
Night Wave is still just repeating, “I’m sorry,” over and over again.
After a while Stephen forces himself forwards and puts a shaking hand on the back of her head. She relaxes into his arms.
“Explain,” he says.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “It’s just I’ve been so… desperate… I’ve dreamt of finding one. Just lying on the ground. Or finding a wrecked ship… or something. And then when you actually had one, now…”
“But what is it?” he says.
“It’s a warp core,” she says. “Mass about three billion tonnes, gravitationally detuned and with the inertial mass denatured down to a hundred kilograms or so…”
“Warp core,” he repeats. “As in warp field?”
“Yes.”
“As in space drive?” he says. “As in FTL radio?”
“Yes!”
“Why now?”
She wriggles out of his grip again, to look him in the eyes. “Did you say a zombie gave it to you?”
“Yes,” he says. “I think it was that one that’s been watching me.”
“…I don’t even want to think about that right now,” says Night Wave, sagging. “I’m too tired.”
“Yeah,” says Stephen. He casts an eye at the cube, which has been pushed up against one of the walls.
“Tomorrow?” he says.
“Tomorrow.”
Fourteen
“It doesn’t work,” she says.
The street outside the house is full of clusters of glass cubes and polyhedra, connected with glowing beams of light. They hang at various heights in the… well, Stephen still can’t call it air. The cube is in the centre of the latest one, which is the simplest of them all.
Night Wave looks a lot better. A good meal and a stress-free night’s sleep, curled up with Stephen and the puppy, has done her a lot of good. Stephen’s slightly less well off: both the sealin are strong and muscular and he ended up rather squashed between them.
Strangely, while he did find himself faintly wondering whether Night Wave would have another episode and attack him again, what sleep he did get was untroubled. Something in his subconscious trusts her.
“Why not?” he says.
Night Wave has been building communicator rigs of various kinds all day, each of them gradually simpler and cruder than the last, trying to find something which will send out a signal. The last one is the crudest of them all: a device which will send out a brute force screech, with no information content. She said it would bring ships just to make the noise stop.
“I don’t know,” she says.
Abstractedly, she begins to clear up: the discarded glass objects begin to blur and dematerialise, one by one. Each one represents a component of some exotic machine which Night Wave is thinking into existence with the toolkit buried in her brain. Now she’s unthinking them.
“There’s something very odd with the way it resonates,” she says. “I’ve been stimulating it every way I know how, and in some ways it’s behaving like it’s generating a collapsed warp field, but nothing ever happens… it’s like the energy’s going nowhere.”
Stephen shrugs. “I have no idea what that means,” he says, “but it sounds bad.”
“It’s confusing,” she says, and sags a little. Better though she may be, Stephen’s well aware that yesterday’s crisis is only a few hours away. “Okay, I’ll admit it: I’m not an expert on warps. I’ve got all the theory, I’ve done it a few times, but all I can tell is that this is not a standard warp core.”
“Do you think you can make it work eventually?” Stephen says.
“Sure,” she says. “But I thought that this morning, too.”
Stephen reaches out and touches that last cube, moments before it dissolves away. One moment it’s glossy and warm under his fingertip, and then it’s simply not there.
“Then perhaps we should give it a rest for today,” he says. “We can go talk to Reeearh. We should tell it what this is. It’s not like another day will make much difference.”
“No,” she says abstractedly. “I want to try something else… I may be able to force resonance in the right mode by setting up a false-space tropism around it. Persuade it it’s in a different universe… I heard about that once.”
Stephen’s known enough engineers to recognise a problem-solving fugue when he sees one.
“Besides,” she says, “I’m not sure we should tell Reeearh just yet.”
“Why not?” says Stephen, surprised.
“It may seem a bit callous,” she says, “but it has a coping mechanism which has been working just fine for a very long time. Let’s not disturb that. Don’t want it to decide that it wants to kill us now rather than later.”
“If you say so,” Stephen says, unconvinced. Reeearh wouldn’t do that, he’s sure. Superficially he might want to kill them, but deep down he’s sure Reeearh likes them.
“Okay, let’s see,” Night Wave says, and some more glass cubes appear in front of her.
It doesn’t work. Neither does Night Wave’s next try, which is something about creating a warp field via a virtual warp core that’s really a manifold of time-shifted mirages of the real warp core in a reflexive feedback system. At least, that’s what Stephen thinks Night Wave says. However, this fails for a different reason.
“I’m getting interference,” she says, studying the cubes, which are glowing gently. “I’m sure it’s working. The manifold builds power nicely, but then something disturbs it and it dumps it all. I think it’s that light.”
Stephen looks up; in the undercity the light at the heart of the Snarl is, of course, hidden behind the ring. But there’s enough purple reflecting from the body of the Snarl that it’s presence is felt.
“Shielding?” he suggests.
“Don’t be silly,” she replies.
“How about… I don’t know… we go further away from it?” he says. “Does this stuff obey the inverse square law?”
“Yes, actually,” Night Wave says, and looks out at the Snarl, spiralling away into the distance. “…yeah, that would probably work.
Her eyes are bloodshot again. “Tomorrow, though,” says Stephen.
“There’s plenty of time—”
“Tomorrow,” he says firmly, and plants a hand on her back.
“All right,” she says meekly.
They don’t bother to pack up the machine; Night Wave just dismisses it, to be recreated later. The warp core itself has to be carried. Stephen ends up pushing it halfway around the rim before mentioning how awkward it is. Night Wave then spends ten minutes building a self-propelled carrier for it: a tetrahedron of glass cubes with the warp core at their centre. It follows Stephen around like, well, like a puppy.
The actual puppy is excited, obviously well aware that they’re going on a trip, possibly permanently. She had no interest in the warp core engineering the previous day but had been happy to watch, playing quietly while keeping a proprietary eye of Night Wave and Stephen. She obviously has no intention of letting them out of her sight. Now she’s swimming in circles around them from sheer enthusiasm.
As they pass through the square, heading towards the ribbon that will take them up to the mouth of the Snarl, they run into Reeearh, who is sitting in its usual spot.
“Hello,” Stephen says.
“You are here to die?” Reeearh says.
“Not just yet,” he says. “In fact—um.”
Stephen darts a glance guiltily at Night Wave. He’s rescued from further embarassment when Reeearh spots the carrier and their conspiracy collapses.
“You have the technical thing,” it says, and leaps to its feet, eyes narrowing. “You have a machine. What would you do with that, prey?”
Stephen hesitates, and then mentally feels his way through Reeearh’s complicated world view.
“It is a trivial thing, not worth of your notice,” he says. “We would not dare to waste your time with such a thing.”
Reeearh rumbles in reluctant agreement, but calms down.
“However,” says Stephen, “on a wholly unrelated matter we are going on a walk up to the rim. For exercise. And a change. Would you like to join us? Have you hunted there recently?”
“No,” says Reeearh thoughtfully. “You are right… I should investigate. I will accompany you, prey. Maybe I will hunt you there.”
“What are you doing?” Night Wave asks Stephen, very quietly.
“It’s dying of curiosity,” whispers Stephen back. “Easier for it to lie to itself this way.”
Night Wave gives Stephen a unconvinced look, but doesn’t reply.
The path up is just as long as it was when they went down it. Now, it seems both shorter and longer: shorter, because they’ve been here before and it’s familiar to them now; longer, because they’re all eager to see what happens when Night Wave starts the machine.
“What do you expect to happen?” Stephen finds himself asking.
“I create the warp field, set up the resonator, start generating a signal, and then keep it going until—” Night Wave glances at Reeearh, who is carefully not listening.
“What will we see?” he says.
“Not much,” Night Wave says.
“And what will you do if it doesn’t work?”
Night Wave snorts. “You mean, am I setting myself up for horrible disappointment and another breakdown? No. There’s plenty of things I can try. If the worst comes to the worst, I can retune it. But it’s slow and laborious and would take me forever. We’ll get there. Trust me.”
“Oh good,” says Stephen.
After a while, as they’re approaching the crystal chandalier, he says, “What will you do when we get to Home Waters?”
“Home Waters,” says Night Wave wistfully. “Talk to people. Find friends. Swim in real sea…”
“…stand under a real sky again,” says Stephen.
“Feel the wind on my skin,” says Night Wave.
“A down which stays down.”
“Light which isn’t purple!”
“Oh god yes,” says Stephen. They both sigh.
After a few moments, Night Wave says, “I think I’ll go back to Hope.”
“Your home planet, right?” Stephen asks. “Why?”
“I want to go back to White Bird,” she says. “See the patriarch. Be somewhere I actually belong. I don’t care about bettering myself any more.”
“They’ll send me back to Earth,” Stephen says.
They’re going to part, he suddenly realises.
He feels a sudden moment of sadness. Was this how Conroy felt? Is this something that happens with all Earth-humans and sealin? It doesn’t seem to happen to the Builders…
“I’ll be sorry to see the puppy go,” he says.
“She likes you,” Night Wave says.
“It’s not entirely her idea,” Stephen says. “They did something to her on the Dark Cloud.” He says the name of the ship without thinking, but Night Wave doesn’t flinch.
“She thinks you’re her mother,” Night Wave says.
“Oh, and what are you?” Stephen says. “Her father?”
“No,” says Night Wave. “I’m just a friend of the family.”
Fifteen
Stephen has forgotten how empty and dark the rim of the Snarl is. The twisted, circular ribbon of tattered fabric is completely bare, except for the mould bushes. There’s nothing between him and the stars: and if he stands with his back to the Snarl and looks out, then all there is is night.
“I wonder why nobody ever built up here?” he says quietly to Reeearh, who rumbles back but does not reply.
The three of them, human, sealin and giant predator, are waiting quietly while Night Wave sets up. This machine is moderately complex, and the cube is floating in centre of a rough torus of cubes and glowing lines; she’s checking it over carefully. After the earlier failures, she’s not taking any chances.
Stephen and the puppy’s attention are both on Night Wave fussing over the machine. Stephen is irresistably reminded of the robot with its rockets; although that’s possibly not the best omen. He tells himself that he’s not superstitious. Reeearh watches intently, not bothering to pretend disinterest any more, although occasionally taking a glance around at the empty landscape.
“It’s ready,” Night Wave says. “Oh, relax. I’ll make it work eventually. What’s the worst that could happen?”
She doesn’t do anything which Stephen can see, but the cubes all start gently glowing in different colours.
Night Wave’s head is surrounded by a cloud of symbols and diagrams. Sealin writing is a black art. They tried to explain it to the experts back on Earth, but got nowhere; apparently it’s based on a completely different principle to anything humans have used. Stephen doesn’t bother to try and eavesdrop, as they’d just be backwards anyway, and instead listens to Night Wave translate.
“It’s working,” she says. “The manifold is set up. Well, a potential manifold. The resonance of the virtual core looks good… that means the time-shifting’s working… I’m going to amplify it a bit.”
A few of the cubes slowly change colour. Stephen finds himself leaning forwards.
“We’re still getting interference,” she says, “but it’s nothing like earlier. I can compensate. Let’s just reconfigure a bit.” A pause. “There. Much better. A bit more… yes, it’s working. We’ve actually got a warp field!”
Stephen sighs. “That’s a relief,” he says. “I was worried there for a moment.”
“So was I,” says Night Wave. “Of course, it’s still zero-dimensional and useless. Let’s build it up and actually make a communicator with this. We could be off this place in an hour.”
Reeearh shifts beside Stephen. He looks round, to see the big creature staring at the violet light in the distance. “What’s the matter?” he says.
“Silence, prey,” it says. “It is nothing I care about telling you.”
Translation: it thought it saw something but was mistaken.
Night Wave fiddles the machine some more; at least, Stephen assumes she is—all he’s seeing is Night Wave drifting gently next to it, staring into space while shapes flicker around her head.
“Expanding it… it’s a bit reluctant,” she says. “But I need it big enough to resonate. Come on.”
The cubes slowly brighten.
“I’m not giving up now.” She’s sounding a little stressed.
“What’s wrong?” Stephen says.
“I’m having to be a bit rougher with it than I like,” she says. “It’s almost there. Shut up and let me work…”
“The sun,” says Reeearh.
“What?”
“Done,” says Night Wave, ignoring them. “It’s big enough to bend space! Now all I need to do—”
Silently, but with an intensity which is nearly intolerable, an aura of glowing darkness condenses around the cube at the heart of the machine, and then a moment later, before Stephen can do anything more than flinch, the world ripples around them as the machine soundlessly explodes.
…Stephen finds himself lying on his back some distance away with no memory of how he got there.
He stares up at the sky for a few moments. The other side of the rim cuts across his field of view, glowing gently by reflected violet light. He has to think about it for a while before he realises that he’s completely unhurt.
He sits up.
“What just happened?” he says in a wobbling voice.
The others are scattered nearby, all of them picking themselves up off the ground. The puppy darts in for comfort and Stephen finds his hands are shaking.
“Speak, vermin!” says Reeearh.
“This place hates me,” Night Wave says. “It hates me. It really does.”
“Are you all right?” says Stephen.
“Yes, yes, I’m fine…” she says. She isn’t; she sounds dazed and shocked. “It was, it was…”
“The sun,” says Reeearh.
“Yes! The interference! The field suddenly destabilised, reformed around the centre of the large-scale field distortion, and sank the entire geometry load…”
“The sun is changing,” says Reeearh.
They all turn to look.
“I don’t see anything,” says Stephen uncertainly.
“You have prey’s eyes,” says Reeearh. “It is changing.”
They stare.
“It is changing,” Night Wave says slowly.
Stephen’s heart freezes inside him.
Just before the machine exploded. The dark aura had gone. It had… arced away… in a single bolt of glowing darkness, stabbing out into the heart of the purple glow at the centre of the Snarl.
And that purple glow is slowly but surely shrinking, brightening as it goes.
“Did you do this, prey?” Reeearh says dangerously. “Are you seeking to avoid your inevitable death at my teeth and claws?”
“No!” protests Night Wave. “I don’t want to die, I want to escape! I… don’t want to die…”
She trails off. The four of them stay motionless, staring at the shrinking light. It’s a tiny glaring pinprick of violet now, and the shadows are hardening around them.
Eventually, Stephen says, “Do you know what’s happening?” And then adds: “Can you fix it?”
Night Wave is drooping. “Something in the sun’s feedback system’s been disturbed,” she says. “I, I might be able to do something if I were there. But it would take hours…”
She’s slowly edging back, towards Stephen. He puts a hand on her back. “Hey. Not your fault.”
A halo of light is starting to appear around the sun. A turbulent smear of blue and red, roiling uneasily. A bruise against the sky.
Reeearh’s hair is bristling in a great ruff along its spine. It’s crouching, posed to pounce, but even Stephen can see this as fear.
“Energy spillage,” Night Wave says distantly. “The feedback system’s breaking down, unable to channel the energy properly. It’s leaking. We’ll see spatial distortions soon… there.”
Stephen watches numbly as the Snarl’s core begins to waver and distort, as if seen through a pool of water into which a pebble has been dropped. He’s afraid, but his terror is unreal, divorced from reality. He can’t bring himself to think of what’s happening as real.
“Spatial distortions,” repeats Night Wave. “Spatial distortions?”
She suddenly stiffens. Symbols fllicker around her head and another glass cube materialises in front of her.
“What is it?” says Stephen, as the distortion spreads. The stars are beginning to ripple about them.
“Spatial distortions!” she says, and the cube lights up. “Yes! It’s generating a warp field!”
“How?”
“How I should I know,” she says. “Probably bootstrapped off the core. Where did it go, anyway? Forget it. We’re in the middle of a huge oscillating warp field. Thant High will be lighting up like a, like a…”
“Christmas Tree?” Stephen says.
“Yes! No. Whatever,” Night Wave gabbles. “We’ve got our distress signal!”
Abruptly the light dims to an indigo pinprick.
In the dark, Reeearh says, “We must survive it first.”
There’s a pregnant pause before the light explodes out again, brighter than before. The uncanny silence is broken by a sudden cataclysmic roar which fills Stephen’s ears: the suit alarm. They all flinch, but not before seeing a shock wave blossom out from around the roiling purple fireball at the centre of the Snarl. It moves unnaturally slowly, a tidal wave of glittering particles sweeping towards them.
It takes a couple of seconds before Stephen recognises the glitter as the pulverised fragments of buildings.
Paralysed with horror, they see the shock wave strike the ring city, smashing against it like a tsunami. The city is ripped free of the fabric of the Snarl and starts to tumble slowly, crumpled and torn, carried for a moment before being swallowed. Bright fragments and the tiny, perfect shapes of broken buildings pour outwards.
The shock waves races up out of the heart of the Snarl towards them.
“Grab hold!” Stephen suddenly shouts. With the puppy under one arm, he leaps forward and clamps his other arm around one of Reeearh’s forelegs. Their paralysis is broken, and Reeearh jumps.
“What do I do?” wails Night Wave.
Reeearh snarls, says, “Choose your doom now, prey,” and raises its other foreleg, claws gleaming. In the distance, the glass chandelier explodes into splinters.
“Come on!” cries Stephen. Night Wave dithers for a moment and then surges forward, burying herself in Reeearh’s fur. Its leg comes down like a hydraulic press, holding her against its side.
Then the shockwave hits and bounces them out into space.
Sixteen
The ships from Thant High rescue them a couple of hours later.
They don’t look like spaceships. They’re just flat, flying rafts: no hull, just a circular platform surrounded by a low railing, with some obscure machinery populating the underside.
“We homed in on your suit fields,” says one of the Thantians, after they are pulled aboard. Its name is Mersyntil, and it’s a spherical machine form with a few sensor ports on one side, the exact image of some of the machine zombies from the Snarl. At least that’s one minor mystery cleared up, Stephen finds himself thinking.
“And there was this,” Mersyntil adds, holding out a familiar looking cube on a filament of coloured force field. “It was producing a very strange fingerprint on our sensor grid.”
“Keep it,” says Night Wave bitterly.
The fake sun’s final paroxyms had consumed the rest of the Snarl, sucking the spiral into itself. Only the city, tumbling end over end and slowly disintegrating, was spared, mercifully; Stephen doesn’t even know how to start guessing how. After the final explosion of light, there was nothing but a slowly growing cloud of spinning fragments.
After that, there was just the darkness and the stars. The four of them had huddled together in silence, drifting through the emptiness. There was nothing to say.
“You’re the only ones we can reach,” Mersyntil says. “There’s a lot more suits operating near the centre of… that.” It doesn’t have any limbs to gesture with but its meaning is obvious nevertheless.
“You think some of the zombies survived?” Stephen says dully. The suit’s warming him, but the little ship has no life support circle, and he finds himself desperately missing that age old solution to any Earth-human crisis: a cup of tea. Instead he sits on the ground, the puppy in his arms, leaning up against Night Wave’s side.
“Probably,” says the other Thantian; it’s called Pantchuok. “Field suits are pretty robust.”
“We’ll check,” says Mersyntil.
“At least, the factory ship will,” says Pantchuok. “We’re not equipped to go in there.”
The four Thantians had taken one horrified look at the massive debris field and had called for all the backup they could manage. Apparently Thant High is sending an entire orbital construction complex, as being the best equipment they have to deal with a catastrophe of this scale. “We’re going to pick up every piece,” Mersyntil had said grimly. They seem to be shocked not only by the destruction, but also by the fact that a doldrum had been hiding on their doorstep for their entire recorded history.
“I wonder if the plant made it,” says Stephen. “And the portmaster.”
After Stephen explains, Pantchuok says, “I couldn’t possibly say. It sounds like this plant had its own environmental support system. If it’s intact, it should be fine. If not…”
“We’ll look,” says Mersyntil. “That’s all I can say.”
Stephen sighs. The puppy is quiet in his arms, watching the two spherical machine people with dark eyes.
The other platform is drifting a few metres away, tipped up at an angle from Stephen’s point of view. Reeearh is sprawled on it, only just leaving room for the two Thantian pilots. The big predator has its eyes closed and answers in monosyllables when they talk to it, when it replies at all: delayed shock, most likely, and not just from the recent catastrophe. The predator’s millennia-long nightmare is finally over.
Its crew are examining Reeearh, moving carefully to avoid disturbing it. Something about it has sparked the Thantians’ interest, and the two pilots have been fielding continual requests for information from Thant High, much to their annoyance.
Mersyntil fiddles with some of their own platform’s controls, tentacles of coloured light flickering out from one of its sensor ports and adjusting the instruments. Stephen approves. He can actually tell what it’s doing, unlike the invisible telekinesis of the sealin toolkit.
“The factory’s here,” it says. It gestures up at the sky, towards the bright star of Thant High. Nearby, a dark shadow is sliding slowly across the Milky Way. As Stephen watches, it lights up, revealing itself to be a insanely complex shape of struts and girders, easily half as large as the Snarl was. It begins to shed a swarm of smaller lights.
“They’ll take over now,” says Mersyntil. “Do you want to stay while we start the search? Is there anyone else here we should be looking for?”
They’ve asked this several times. “No,” Stephen says. “It’s just us.”
“I want to see a real sun again,” says Night Wave.
“Me too,” says Stephen.
Mersyntil and Pantchuok rotate towards each other to share a glance.
“All right then,” says Pantchuok. “Home it is.”
Night Wave sighs.
“Are you all right?” Stephen says to Night Wave while the pilots fuss over the controls. With his back against her, he can’t see her face, but he knows that she finds his weight against her comforting.
“I’m cursed,” she says.
“I thought you weren’t superstitious?” he asks.
“I’m not,” she says. “I’m just picking the simplest hypothesis that fits the available evidence.”
“It could be me, you realise,” says Stephen. “It doesn’t have to be all about you. I could be the one who made this all happen.”
“Huh.”
After a moment, Stephen says, “The cube. The warp core. There was something wrong with it, wasn’t there?”
“Yes,” she says. “Or no. I don’t know. It’s certainly not a warp core of a kind I’ve ever worked with before. It’s… like it’s tuned to deliberately generate unstable warp fields.”
“I have no idea what that means,” Stephen admits. “But its presence can’t be a coincidence.”
“No,” says Night Wave thoughtfully. “…I wonder. We talked about secrets. Was that it?”
“The warp core?” says Stephen. “You think it was being hidden on the Snarl? Why?”
“Because the Snarl was hidden?” says Night Wave. “Doldrums are hard to find at the best of times, but the Snarl was invisible…”
“And it’s close to Thant High,” says Stephen. The little platform’s moving, leaving the debris field and the factory ship behind. Stephen is very glad to see it go. The other platform is matching their course at a distance of a few hundred metres; a small, precise shape light up by its own lights.
One of their pilots doesn’t look busy, so Stephen leans forward. “Mersyntil,” he says. “Can you people track spaceships at a distance? Would you notice if anyone stopped at the Snarl?”
“I’m Pantchuok, actually,” says the Thantian. “But yes, and no. We watch the ships in our system itself, but why bother keeping track further? They leave our system and then they’re in the long dark. Everyone we actually care about is either heading to our ports or leaving again. We’re a hub. Why would anyone want to hang around nearby?”
“But you may be sure,” says Mersyntil, “that now we’re going to be searching the space around here really well. If there’s any more of these goddamned places out here we want to know.”
“It’ll take forever,” Pantchuok says with grim satisfaction. “Generations of trade cadets will curse your name.”
“It’ll do them good,” says Mersyntil, and turns back to the controls.
“Tonauac,” says Night Wave suddenly.
Stephen turns to her. “What about him?”
“He didn’t want you on the spider ship,” she says. “You talked about that.”
“Yes,” says Stephen. “But we didn’t know why. But we do now.”
“Because the spider was stopping at the Snarl,” says Night Wave.
Stephen nods. “And the Snarl was where the warp core was hidden?”
“No,” says Night Wave. “Because the spider was delivering the warp core to the Snarl. Remember those weird engine readings I was getting? Parasitic resonance of the warp core.”
“Is this something we should know about?” Pantchuok suddenly says, turning away from the controls.
“It didn’t bother the spider,” says Night Wave, uneasily. “But spider ships are weird. Check your engines?”
“Will do,” says Pantchuok, and starts working the controls again.
There’s a long silence.
“The matriarch thought the spider was up to something, right?” says Stephen eventually. “That’s why she sent you. And us along with you to cause a distraction.”
“So she gets things wrong occasionally,” says Night Wave uncomfortably. “But yes.”
“Okay,” says Stephen. “So someone’s been using the Snarl as a covert drop-off point. The spider was carrying the warp core there for the Builders. Presumably someone would come to pick it up. Tonauac? He said he was going be near Thant High. Wait a minute, I’ve just remembered something.”
Stephen fishes his phone out of his pocket and impatiently closes the chess app. It still says NO SIGNAL, but he hunts through the incoming documents until he finds the itinerary which Tonauac so casually sent him, all those lifetimes ago on the shore of Île de Jardin, back on distant Earth.
It’s a simple list of places and dates. There are a lot of them, but Stephen recognises three of the names.
“He went to Yotimtlan,” he says. “Then he was going to Thant High. Then Earth.”
Night Wave thinks. “The direct route from Yotimtlan to Earth doesn’t go anywhere near here,” she says.
“…our warp field is distorted,” says Pantchuok suddenly. “The automation is coping, but that’s just because we’re going so slowly. I’m reducing speed, just to be sure. It’ll take another hour to get there.”
Night Wave twitches. “I’m sorry!” she blurts. “I should have warned you… that thing is, is…”
“Cursed?” says Mersyntil.
“Maybe,” says Night Wave dejectedly. Stephen rubs her on the top of the head.
The two Thantian ships are going at what counts as dead slow for galactic technology—only thirty or forty thousand times the speed of light, Stephen thinks tiredly—and there’s no visible sign of motion. The two ships could be hanging motionless in space for all he can tell.
“If this were a real spaceship,” Pantchuok says, “and not just a runabout, I think our warp field would have collapsed by now. Can I borrow that thing? I know some some people back home who would love to figure out how it works.”
“That does explain why this Tonauac character didn’t pick it up near your Earth,” Mersyntil adds. “Because it would have played havoc with his engines. But this spider of yours was able carry it safely.”
“…because spider ships are weird,” says Night Wave.
“So,” says Stephen slowly, “how would he transport it away from the Snarl?”
There’s a silence.
“In another spider ship?” suggests Mersyntil.
“In a ship powered by spider engines?” says Stephen.
“He wasn’t going to transport it,” says Night Wave. “He was going to use it right here.”
“But for what?” says Stephen. “What’s the use of a warp core that won’t… warp?”
Night Wave has picked herself up off the deck and is swimming round the platform in circles thinking, now. The other platform has approached and is trailing them ten metres or so away. Reeearh is awake now, sitting watching them. Stephen wonders how much of their conversation it heard.
“It warps,” says Night Wave. “It just won’t sustain a continuous field. It may be designed not to. …in fact, the more I think of it, I think it’s designed to be unstable. You pump it up, and then it collapses, producing a burst of pure geometry.”
Stephen shakes his head in frustration. “Can you make a spaceship go with that?”
“I don’t know,” says Night Wave. “But I can think of any number of very dangerous things to do with it.”
“Speaking of spaceships,” says Pontchuok. “We’re being approached by one, and it’s not identifying itself.”
Seventeen
The two pilots work the controls urgently, talking quietly between themselves.
“I don’t recognise the configuration.” “Not a coincidence. Not a coincidence.” “The radio’s not working.” “Are they jamming us? Seriously?” “No, it’s that damned cube. It’s twisting the field.” “Dodge?” “In this? You’ve got to be joking.”
“They are hunting,” Reeearh shouts from the other ship.
“You think they’re hunting us?” he calls to it.
“If they do, they will regret it!” it shouts back. “I am not prey!”
It’s pacing back and forwards on the confined space of the flying platform, significantly inconveniencing its pilots.
Night Wave’s staring silently at the Thantian’s displays, on the floor of the platform. Stephen hopes she can get more out of them than him; all he can see is a squiggle of multicoloured lines. Instead he scans the sky. Futile, he knows, as the approaching ship is most likely still so far away that the distance has to be measured in terms of the speed of light.
“Here it comes,” says Mersyntil. “I do hope it’s friendly. We’d never live down meeting pirates this close to home.”
Stephen’s actually looking in the right direction to see it come. A moving dot against the sky, suddenly and shockingly swelling into a shape, and then almost without a perceptible transition it’s gone past them and is gone. He gasps, and clutches the puppy in his arms, who wriggles in protest.
“No!” shouts Mersyntil in sudden fury. “The bastards!”
It’s at this point that Stephen sees that the stars are slowly rotating about them. Their ship is tumbling.
“They blew our fields,” says Night Wave. “Probably not friendly, then?”
The two Thantians work furiously, but all they can achieve is to draw close to the other platform before the alien ship approaches again.
It’s much more what Stephen would recognise as a spaceship; big, blocky, and horseshoe shaped, with a wraparound line of black glass windows around the curved bow. Its shining white hull gleams in the dim light from Thant High’s sun, now a lot nearer than it was, but not near enough. Enclosed within the horseshoe is a thing like a geodesic ball of shining blackness, but it’s difficult to make out.
Stephen finds himself thinking that it looks thoroughly old fashioned. But he does recognise the construction. Anyone on Earth would, from endless hours of television footage. The shape is unusual, but the colours and design are classic Builder.
It slowly turns. A big port on its side is open, white light silhouetting a humanoid figure.
“We won’t hurt you,” says a sourceless voice. “You just have something we want. Stay where you are and don’t move.”
Stephen sighs deeply. It’s one thing to have a theory. It’s another to have it confirmed, and realise that it means something you really wish wasn’t true.
“Hello, Tonauac,” he says.
There’s a shocked silence. “Stephen Hawke?” says the voice. “What… what are you doing here?”
The figure jumps out into space, and gracefully sails across the gap towards them. It’s a space suit: not an invisible field like Stephen’s, but a proper suit, gloves, padding, bubble helmet and everything. It comes down gently on the edge of the platform, and its visor clears.
“I might ask you the same question,” says Stephen to Tonauac.
“You didn’t arrive on Thant High,” says Tonauac. “We thought… oh. You got off at the Snarl.”
“Your pet spider abandoned us,” says Night Wave bitterly.
Tonauac glances at her. “I did try to warn you,” he says. “Well. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. But now I want the core. Where is it?”
They all look at each other; human to sealin to machine. Reeearh is glaring at them from the other platform, head down and ruff up.
Two other figures have left the Builder ship. They’re drifting nearby, holding devices in their hands that can only be weapons.
“Here,” says Mersyntil, holding out the cube on a tendril of field.
“Thank-you,” breathes Tonauac, taking it. “You have no idea what we went through to get this.”
“It’s a death trap,” says Night Wave.
“We picked up a big warp pulse from the Snarl,” says Tonauac. “And then there was nothing but rubble, crawling with Thant ships. The core should have been safe there. I don’t suppose that… accident… had some help? From you, perhaps?”
Night Wave simply wilts. Stephen rests one hand on her back.
“I’m actually glad to see you,” Tonauac says to Stephen. “We can use you. Come with us. You can leave the others, they’ll be fine. The Thantians will pick them up within the hour.”
It’s on the tip of Stephen’s tongue to tell him to go to hell, but he’s reminded of something which he was told in training: always do what the guy with the gun says. Always.
“No,” he says.
Tonauac looks from Stephen, standing trembling with the puppy cradled across his chest, to Night Wave, cowering against him. “I do not have time for this,” he says. “Bring all three of them.”
Stephen’s about to protest when he’s suddenly falling. He grabs reflexively—and his arms won’t move. The gut panic dies a moment later when his eyes tell him he hasn’t moved, but is replaced with an entirely conscious terror. It feels like he’s in a straightjacket.
He’s still got the puppy pressed up against him. She’s wriggling desperately, caught in the same invisible vice and him. “It’ll be all right,” he finds himself saying. “It’s just a, a…” He’s not remotely convincing her, let alone himself. Stephen can move one hand a little and tries to pat her on the side.
Something grabs him by a shoulder and he spins. It’s one of the other spacesuits, towing him and the puppy off the platform. The other one has Night Wave, who’s locked rigid too. The two Thantians, left behind, are just staring after them.
Then the world fills with a hideous, screaming roar: not a machine, but an animal, in a rage and terror which promises an inevitable, violent death. Stephen stops breathing, stops thinking—he feels like his heart has stopped, too, and he almost soils himself. But then he sees the source: Reeearh, screaming and leaping from its platform. The huge creature flies past him and out of view.
“What the—?” he hears Tonauac say, in panic. “What is that thing—what’s it doing… no, ignore those two! Stop the big one!”
Stephen’s let go, and he starts tumbling head over heels. The Builder ship comes into view; Reeearh is perched on its side, three legs fastened to the hull, one great paw raised. Its claws are extended—are they glowing?—and then it swipes; and a strip of white hull material peels away, shattered and complex machinery tumbling out of the hole. Stephen giggles hysterically; it’s all Earth can do just to cut that stuff.
Two of the anonymous suited figures approach cautiously, but Reeearh just roars again and raises a threatening paw and they back off. Stephen doesn’t blame them.
The third figure, presumably Tonauac, comes into Stephen’s point of view. It’s got its hands to its head in a gesture of total bewilderment. Reeearh is now tunnelling deep into the Builder ship, fragments of shredded machinery behind it. The big black-glass window splits across the middle and blows out in several pieces. Vapour swirls around Reeearh as the ship’s atmosphere explodes into vacuum, and its thick fur blows in the short-lived wind.
Reeearh lifts its head out of the hole in the side of the ship.
“You left me there!” it bellows. “You knew of the Snarl, and you left me there!” Its rage is terrifying. “You left me there and for this I will kill you!”
Tonauac’s backing away now.
“Jettison the experimental ship,” he shouts. “Jettison it! Get it clear! We’ll escape in that, that, that thing’s only got a field-suit, it can’t follow us…” He’s babbling, but the other suited figures, now given orders, are moving briskly. The big black sphere falls away from the disintegrating ship and disappears into the dark while hands grab Stephen by the shoulder again and pull him after. Reeearh struggles out of the hole to jump after them, but by the time he gets clear they’re too far away.
Tiny now, Reeearh rears up against the sky. “You cannot escape me!” it roars, its voice, carried perfectly by the suit, undulled by distance. “I will hunt you down! I will track you to the ends of the universe! I will find you and rip you apart like rotten wood! I WILL KILL YOU!”
Eighteen
“You all right?” one of crewmen asks, leaning over Stephen.
“Yeah, yeah, sure,” he says, sitting up. The sight of the Builder crewman, as human as he, standing beside him looks strange for a few moments; he hasn’t seen another human since he left Île de Jardin. “What did you do to me?”
“Froze your suit,” the man says. He’s heavily built, with long brown hair tied back in a ponytail and a hawk-like nose. “Spent a bit too long in it and you blacked out.” He speaks with the characteristic not-quite-placeable Builder accent.
Stephen rubs his forehead. He’s got a splitting headache. He remembers…
“The puppy!” he cries, and looks around wildly, but the puppy is sitting on the deck next to him, looking around herself with interest.
“Fond of her, aren’t you?” says the crewman with a grin as he watches them. “Your other friend’s over there. Don’t disturb her.”
Night Wave’s asleep, curled up on the ground a little way off. There’s something odd about her, and it takes a few second for Stephen to realise that she, and the puppy, are no longer swimming through space but are actually lying flat on the ground. It looks totally wrong.
…the bracelet’s gone from his arm. He’s worn it for so long it feels like part of himself is missing. There’s a band of pale skin where it used to be.
“Orders,” the crewman says. “Tonauac didn’t want you fiddling with anything until we get home.”
Stephen barely hears him, because he’s looking up at the inside of the ship.
Most of the ships Stephen’s encountered have been big, and this one is no exception, being twenty of thirty metres wide; but this one is spherical, and the inside is one big open space. The hull is made up polygonal panels of the black glassy material the Builders are so fond of, now lit with circuit-like lines in primary colours that form maze-like tracks on the hull. The four of them are standing on one of the facets on one side of the ship. Almost upside down, inverted above them, Tonauac and the other crew member standing on the other side, arguing about something. At the very centre hangs a cluster of glowing machinery.
“Good, isn’t it?” says the crewman proudly. “Glad your angry friend didn’t break this.”
Stephen closes his mouth.
“Stay put,” the crewman says. “I’ll get you a drink.”
As the man walks away, Stephen is suddenly struck by the noise. The Snarl had been completely silent, except for people’s voices—and the occasional suit alarm. This ship… it hums gently, at the edge of hearing; there’s distantly the noise of moving air. Across the other side of the ship, Tonauac and the other woman are arguing about something in one of the Builder languages.
“To give them credit,” Night Wave says, “they did look after you quite well.”
She’s awake, and stretches. She begins humping across the floor towards him. It’s slow and laborious, an uncofortable contrast from her earlier grace.
“Are you all right?” he says. “What happened to your… swimming?”
“They’ve disabled our suits,” she says grimly. “It’s all right for you, they could just take it off you. For me… I’m practically brain-damaged. But yes, basically I’m fine.”
“What happened?” he says.
“Your suit stopped feeding you oxygen,” she says simply. “You blacked out. The puppy and I are fine because we can hold our breath longer than you can.”
Well, that explains his headache.
He remembers seeing the wrecked Builder ship and the two platforms fade away into the distance, before the darkness took him. Reeearh, shouting to the last.
“Reeearh’s quite something, isn’t it,” he says.
Night Wave shudders. “Remind me to stay on its good side.”
There’s a strange tapping sound, increasing in volume. Stephen blanks for a moment before he recognises the sound of footsteps. The crewman’s approaching, bowl in hand.
“Here,” the man says, handing it to Stephen. “Pick you up.”
It’s some kind of broth. It tastes medicated; Stephen mentally shrugs and drinks it anyway.
“Where are we?” says Night Wave.
“Shouldn’t say,” says the crewman.
Stephen doesn’t know him, but he knows the uniform. The man’s a member of one of the ubiquitous Builder quasimilitary organisations, probably a pilot or flight-related technician of some sort; Stephen’s frequently seen people just like him in the Builder diplomatic train. The white linen uniform has the white leather patches on the arms and shoulders which indicate an engineering or operations role, but he’s also wearing the white kilt which denotes rank.
The Builders like white. Conroy, when he was marooned on Garden, found the Hotel would mistake the dye in his clothes for dirt and clean it out for him.
Stephen’s headache is beginning to fade. Whatever’s in the soup is working.
“Thank-you,” he says.
“No trouble,” says the crewman. “My name’s Precotl.”
“I would say it’s a pleasure to meet you,” says Stephen, “but you did kidnap us.”
The man shrugs. “Had to be done. Tonauac’ll explain. I’ll tell him you’re awake.”
He disappears off again, the sharp tap of his footsteps fading away as he walks round the sphere. He seems to topple over backwads as he climbs, but never falls over. Stephen honestly thought that he was inured to the tricks which galactic technology could play with gravity. Apparently not.
“This ship is strange,” says Night Wave quietly. “The design is very unlike normal Builder ships. Before you woke up, they installed the warp core in that mess up there, and since then the engine’s been running.” She nods towards the glowing machinery at the core of the sphere. “I think it’s a prototype. Whatever that tweaked core does, this ship’s part of it.”
“Do you know what?” he says.
“No chance,” she says. “They didn’t just wreck my suit. My toolkit’s ruined, and most of my knowledge of field technology was in there. I really wasn’t kidding. Half my skills are just gone. I feel like my brain’s turned to soup.”
“Is it… fixable?” Stephen says.
“Sure,” she says. “Just not by me.”
They’re interrupted by approaching footsteps; Tonauac. Stephen climbs to his feet to meet him, a little unsteady but feeling much better now his headache has gone.
“How are you?” Tonauac says.
“Feeling much better, sir,” Stephen replies. “May I ask where we are? And why we are here?”
Stephen’s trying to be polite, but something in his voice isn’t ringing true. Tonauac purses his mouth. “We’re on the outskirts of the Thant High system, hiding in the shadow of a dark gas giant. And you’re here because I wanted an observer from Earth.”
“What for?” Stephen says.
“For this,” Tonauac replies, sweeping an arm across to indicate the ship.
“What is it?” Stephen asks.
“It’s a space drive,” Night Wave says.
Tonauac smiles at her. “Your information is good,” he says.
“What information?” says Night Wave. “You’re running your engines off it right now, aren’t you? I just don’t know what it is besides a space drive. It’s useless for communications; it can’t generate a sustained field. A weapon? Be serious.” She pauses for a moment. “What it did to the Snarl notwithstanding.”
Tonauac’s smile slips. “We left it on the Snarl,” he says, “because nobody was going to fiddle with it there. It was safe. …how did you get hold of it, anyway?”
“One of the zombies gave it to me,” Stephen says.
Tonauac frowns. “No,” he says. “The courier was programmed to give it me. Just me. What did you do? How did you find it?”
“No, seriously, that’s what happened,” Stephen says. “It followed me around for days, and then it walked up to me and handed the thing over. I have no idea why.”
Night Wave suddenly laughs. It’s not a sound Stephen has heard very often.
“Because he’s human!” she says. “Your zombie couldn’t tell the difference between you and him!”
Tonauac’s face falls. “That’s… quite plausible, actually. If we didn’t have to work with that idiot spider…” He sighs. “Well, we have it now. That’s the thing that matters. Although we’re having to bring the test forward…” He trails off, lost in thought.
“But what is it?” Stephen says, after a moment.
“Oh,” says Tonauac. “It’s an instant distance drive.”
Night Wave wags her head in digust. “Oh, please.”
Stephen glances between her and Tonauac. “What’s an instant distance drive?” he asks cautiously.
“An impossibility,” says Night Wave. “A myth. An old wive’s tale.”
“A working prototype,” says Tonauac.
“No, it’s not,” says Night Wave. “Because instant distance drives don’t work. You think they haven’t been tried? For millions of years. They’ve never worked.”
“This one does,” says Tonauac. “We’ve been teleporting loads on our test range for years. It works. We’ve done it. You’ve read Conroy’s diary, haven’t you? That first dead planet he visits? That was our test range.” He pauses. “He’s a lousy writer… anyway.” He makes an expansive gesture. “This is the result. The prototype ship. You’ll get to experience it for yourself soon.”
Stephen interrupts. “What’s an instant distance drive?”
“It’s a theoretical way,” Night Wave says heavily, “of getting from point A to point C without passing through point B in between. It’s impossible. The universe doesn’t allow it.”
“This is why we’ve been keeping it a secret,” Tonauac says to Stephen, ignoring Night Wave. She bristles.
“Because people would laugh at you?” Stephen says.
“No,” says Tonauac. “Because they would stop us. Look.” He begins to pace backwards and forwards in front of them. “The galaxy is old. It’s full of old species. Old and powerful and not wanting anything which would disturb the status quo. We, you and I, Stephen, we’re a young species. The accident which took us to Yotimtlan gave us a head start compared to the rest of you on Earth, but even we have only been in space for three hundred years. That’s an eyeblink to the likes of these.” He gestures at Night Wave, reared up and glaring balefully at him. “They have things working they way they want. They don’t want us disturbing that.”
“We don’t want you dying,” Night Wave says.
“So reasons would be found,” Tonauac says, “and pressure applied, and soon we’d find that we’d have to stop the research. It’s happened before. Well, it hasn’t happened this time. We made it work. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” He raises an eyebrow at Night Wave. “You’ll see for yourself soon. We’ll get you home, and you can tell everyone. We succeeded where you failed. You won’t be able to brush us under the carpet any more.”
He turns to Stephen. “And I want you to go back to Earth,” he says, “and tell them, too. Offer them an invitation. We want to share this with you. We are the same species, the same people. We want it to be yours too. We have a great deal to offer each other.”
He straightens, and studies them both for a moment. “I’ll let you know when we’re going to do the jump. You’ll see for yourself.”
Nodding, Tonauac turns. He’s just started walking when Stephen calls after him.
“Tonauac. Why didn’t you pick Reeearh up off the Snarl?”
“Who?” Tonauac says, turning.
“The big furry creature,” Stephen says. “You’ve been visiting the Snarl for a while now, haven’t you? You must have known it was there. The plant and the robot, too.”
Tonauac just stares at Stephen. “Can you blame us for not wanting to go near it?” He waves a hand vaguely, as if trying to point at the wrecked carrier, and just walks away, shaking his head.
“What was that about?” asks Night Wave quietly.
“He wrote the three of them off,” says Stephen. “He, or whoever else is in charge, judged their lives against this space drive project and decided that the project was more important. And so they were left there to rot.”
“You were testing his moral compass,” says Night Wave.
“I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” says Stephen. “It’s not like they couldn’t have found somewhere else to hide their stuff, right? Or if they were worried about security, just taken them off and kept them somewhere safe which wasn’t the Snarl. They’d have been grateful. All it would have taken was some basic empathy!”
Night Wave says nothing, but just waits until Stephen calms down again. He doesn’t think she disapproves.
“Well, I have news,” she says. “If they try that jump, we’ll all die.”
“Die?” Stephen says.
“Listen,” says Night Wave. She looks around them; the three crew are around the other side of the ship, but she lowers her voice anyway. “This has been tried. Over and over again. Over and over and over again. He’s right about one thing; the galaxy is very old, and it’s got lots of old species in it, and all of those species have been trying to make this work. And it never does. Ever.”
“He said they had a working prototype,” Stephen says.
“I bet they were running that on a test track,” Night Wave says. “Thing is, this works in the lab. Look.”
She pauses to collect her thoughts. “This is not a matter of physics,” she says. “The physics work. You can build the drive. But the… metaphysics don’t work. That’s a stupid word, never mind. The important thing is that if you try to use the drive, the universe punishes you. Bad things happen.”
“Oh, I’ve heard of this,” says Stephen. “Cosmic censorship, right? The thing that prevents time travel?”
“No,” says Night Wave. “It’s totally different. Listen. You get punished for using the drive. You do not get punished for testing the drive. If you’re sitting, waiting for a test load to appear out of nowhere, and you’re expecting it and you know what’s in it, then it looks like it works. You’re not moving information, you’re not trying to get work out of it. The universe allows that. But if you try to do something useful with it…”
“So, what happens?” Stephen says.
“Any one of a lot of horrible things,” Night Wave says. “Every one of which leads to death. We have to stop them. Or if we can’t, we have to get off this ship.”
Stephen looks up at the other side of the ship. There are some rudimentary consoles; waist high pillars, with displays on their tops. Precotl is adjusting one of them while Tonauac and the other, nameless crew member talk, arms folded.
“I can’t prove it,” Night Wave says. “Not right now. I’m sorry, I don’t have any of the… look. I know he’s human too but you’re just going to have to trust me on this. This thing is suicide.”
“What?” says Stephen. “Of course I trust you. Why would I believe him over you?”
“I… just…” says Night Wave. “I thought… okay. Never mind.”
“But I don’t have a suit any more,” he says, holding up his left arm. “Is yours working? And the puppy’s?”
“No,” she says. “Unfortunately.”
“So what’s the plan?” he says.
The interior of the ship isn’t empty. Equipment and the occasional crate are strewn haphazardly around the interior. Some show signs of rough treatment, probably from when the ship got ejected from the carrier.
There are some suits; the three that the ship’s crew were wearing when they halted the Thantian platforms. They’ve been dumped on the ground not far from the controls. Even if Stephen could get to them without being seen, and then manage to put one on without being interrupted, they’re all human shaped and wouldn’t do the puppy or Night Wave any good.
There’s nothing which looks like a shuttle, or an EVA pod, or anything spaceworthy. At least Builder technology is sufficiently crude that Stephen stands a good chance of recognising one.
“Look at this,” says Night Wave.
She’s got her nose pressed against the floor. The deck is made up of black-glass panels, coloured lines embedded inside them forming intricate patterns.
“This is a step up from the usual Builder technology,” she says. “Maybe they’ll lose their matter fetish at some point… I can almost read them! If only I had my toolkit.”
She hauls herself forwards a few metres, and then adds: “Of course, if I had my toolkit I could build us new suits and then cut a hole in the floor and just drop us out.”
Stephen crouches down to look more closely. They’re just lines. “What are we seeing?”
“There’s a window here.” Night Wave humps forwards a bit more, the puppy following curiously, and uses her nose to indicate a circular geometric construction. Most of the circuit-diagram lines bypass it, and some go inside, but many lines trace the border.
Night Wave is adopting curious gestures, one after the other, aiming her snout at the circle. She seems to be concentrating. “What are you doing?” Stephen asks when he dares.
“Wanting,” she grunts. “It’s not working. I can’t get it open. You try.”
Stephen hesitates. “I don’t want to be sucked out into space,” he says. “Particularly not without a spacesuit.”
“No, no,” Night Wave says impatiently. “It’s a window, not a door. Try. Quickly.”
Stephen glances up. There’s no cover whatsoever, and all Tonauac has to do to see what they’re up to is to look up. He doesn’t. Stephen swallows, concentrates on the circle as hard as he can, and tries to want it to open.
The lines inside squirm and deform, pressing up against the rim; and then he’s looking at a circular glass porthole looking out into space. There’s nothing outside but blackness.
“Good, good!” exclaims Night Wish. “The ship’s not locked down against you! It probably thinks you’re one of them. Close it before they notice.”
Stephen glances out of the window—nothing but the occasional star—and wants it closed again. “You do have a plan,” he says.
“Not really, no,” she says. “Unless you count find something important and break it as a plan.”
“Works for me,” says Stephen. “Can you see anything important?”
The deck stretches out in all directions, packed with the intricate tracery of circuitry and subtle machinery. Beyond a few metres away the details are impossible to make out and it all blurs into incomprehensibility.
“Well, there’s the engine,” Night Wave says uncertainly.
It’s only about ten metres overhead, but it might as well be on Earth’s moon. It’s a massy and irregular lump of what looks like congealed glass, glowing gently in the primary colours which Stephen is beginning to recognise as being characteristic of Builder technology. The way it is always poised directly overhead, waiting to fall on him, no matter where in the sphere he goes, is getting on Stephen’s nerves.
“We’d need to be able to fly to get up there,” he says.
“Maybe there’s something else,” says Night Wave. “Let’s see.”
They start trudging round the sphere, putting the mass of the engine between them and Tonauac. It’s slow progress: Night Wave is big and heavy, and while she’s strong, she still can’t move herself very quickly. The puppy makes easier work of it, and tries to stay close to Stephen and Night Wave, looking about herself with worried eyes.
Poor kid, Stephen thinks. I wonder if you even remember what real ocean looks like? He does wonder how deep that ‘minor memory block’ of the matriarch’s went. Not far enough to stop the nightmares, that’s for certain…
“Here,” says Night Wave abruptly. “Change this.”
It’s a thick knot of coloured lines, twisting around each other in unfathomable complexity.
“What do you want me to do?” he says.
“Open it,” Night Wave replies.
Stephen crouches, puts his hand over the knot, and thinks open as hard as he can. Silently, the knot writhes, lines and conduits rearranging themselves to form straight links, disconnected from the other circuits.
“What is it?” he says.
“Control node,” Night Wave says shortly. “There are backups, but if we can disconnect enough of the ship’s systems… this way.” She heads off determinedly across the deck, following one of the lines.
Stephen and the puppy share a glance and follow her.
She finds another node, and Stephen unravels that one as well. Nothing seems to happen, and Night Wave mutters, “Backups, backups,” to herself before tracking down another one.
“Is this achieving anything?” Stephen says as he prepares to unravel the node.
“I hope so,” Night Wave says.
From here, by looking almost straight up, Stephen can see Tonauac and the control station on the other side of the sphere. They’re still arguing, but more importantly, they’re not looking up.
“If we can confuse the ship enough,” continues Night Wave, “it might not let them use the drive.”
Stephen wants at the knot, and it unties itself. The lines of glowing circuitry wriggle and begin to disentangle themselves, and then abruptly, one of them winks out, followed one by one by the others.
He slowly stands, as all around him lines of light fade. The three of them are at the centre of a glowing puddle of darkness as the ship’s systems unravel all around them. On the other side of the sphere, an alarm sounds, followed by shouts.
“Will that do it?” says Stephen.
“You idiots,” says Tonauac abstractedly. He’s focusing on the consoles. The Builders don’t really go in for buttons or switches. They prefer voice control, or psychic triggers, or in the rare occasions when they really want a physical control, beads on wires. One of the consoles looks like an abacus. The other crew member, a heavily-set woman, is expertly flicking them backwards and forwards with her fingers while watching the play of light above it.
There was nowhere to hide, of course, and they didn’t even try, instead following Precotl docilely to the control station, away from the blighted sector.
“It’ll take hours to regrow the control systems,” says Tonauac.
“If we can damage your ship to that extent,” says Night Wave, “with no equipment, no knowledge, and no skills, then possibly your design isn’t as solid as you think it is? Single point of failure, much?”
Tonauac turns away from the console to glare at her, and rubs his hands through his hair.
“Thanks to you,” he says, “we’re blind to a complete quarter of the sky, and our ability to manouevre is severely compromised. Given that I’m sure that your friends are looking for us, we won’t be able to stay hidden here much longer…” He smiles bitterly at Night Wave. “However, the instant distance drive works on a completely different set of systems. So we’re going to go to Yotimtlan. We’ll have all the time we need to make repairs there.”
“Tonauac, this is insanity,” Night Wave says urgently. “You haven’t even done any autonomous flights, have you? It’s all been bench testing. Admit it. We won’t get there. You’ll kill us all.”
“Will you be silent!” he shouts.
There’s a silence. The unnamed woman technician, standing at her console, is staring at Tonauac. He coughs and she hurriedly goes back to work, but Stephen sees her occasionally glancing up at Tonauac.
“You are quite right,” says Tonauac taughtly. “We were planning to do an exhaustive set of unmanned tests. However, you have forced my hand, due to your… friend… explosively dismantling my only other ship. So we are going to proceed with the full-scale test, and quickly, before we’re found by the Thant High trade fleet. You will be coming with us.”
He turns to Precotl, who is standing by their side, holding a small device in his hand which can only be a weapon. “…if she says anything, stun her,” he says. Precotl nods.
Stephen, the puppy huddled up against his leg, looks at Night Wave, and at Precotl, who’s looking worried and unhappy. Tonauac’s turned away, and is talking intently to the technician in the Builder language.
“Isn’t this a bit rushed?” says Stephen to Precotl, quietly.
“He knows what he’s doing,” Precotl replies, although his tone isn’t as confident as his words.
“I don’t want to die here,” says Night Wave. “I don’t want anyone to die, and that’s what’s going to happen if he goes through with this.”
Precotl raises the weapon. “Got my orders,” he says.
“Is there a way off?” Stephen says.
He’s watching Precotl carefully. The man doesn’t answer, but his eyes flicker down and to the left for a moment.
Tonauac returns. “We’re ready to go,” he announces. “It’s time to make history.”
“Sir,” Stephen says, and steps forward. “Can you at least let the puppy off? Whatever happens to us, she needs to go home and get medical treatment.”
Tonauac blinks, thought processes derailed. “I…” he says. “…I do not have time for this right now.” He turns to the technician. “Start the sequence.” She looks blank, and he blinks, and repeats himself in Builder.
Night Wave is twitching with agitation. Stephen nudges her and points her to where Precotl was looking. Her eyes go wide. Not far off one of the hexagonal deck plates is marked with a bright blue circle. Inside is more of the ubiquitous circuitry, but there also a word in the curly Builder script repeated around the edge. Stephen can speak a little Builder, and read a little more than that, and he can read this word. It says ‘ESCAPE’.
Above them, the engine is starting to glow more brightly.
“We’re on our way,” Tonauac says. “In about a minute we’ll be in the Yotimtlan system. It’ll be a speed record, I believe.”
Stephen kneels, and picks the puppy up. She squirms uneasily, but lets herself be carried; she’s very heavy.
“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Tonauac says with exasperation. “I keep telling you, we know it works.” He glances at the consoles. “The field’s building, and the antigeometry metrics are fine. Everything’s fine. You won’t even notice when we get there.”
It’ll take a good few seconds for Stephen to get to the hatch, and Night Wave a few seconds more.
“We build the field, and at the moment of collapse capture the geometry pulse, shape it with the antigeometry metrics, and we get snapped across the universe…” Tonauac suddenly realises he’s rambling. He wipes his forehead; he’s sweating.
The woman is focused on her consoles. Tonauac is watching over her shoulder. Precotl is looking up at the engine, now beginning to pulse.
“Now,” says Stephen quietly.
He jumps for the circle; Night Wave follows him. Tonauac looks round.
“What are you doing?” he says, and then spots the circle. “Oh, no. You’re staying right here! Stop them!”
The woman glances up, worry in her eyes, but stays at the console; her eyes flick down again. Precotl lifts the gun, but then lowers it, and runs after them instead. Tonauac growls something in Builder, steps forward and straight-arms Precotl across the face; Precotl goes over backwards, and as the gun goes flying, Tonauac grabs it.
Stephen’s nearly at the circle now, but he dives forward, just in case. He lands awkwardly, and the puppy goes flying. She’s whining, but she’s landed inside the circle. Stephen frantically scrambles forwards on his hands and knees, and looks back over his shoulder.
Night Wave is hauling herself along, some way behind. Tonauac ignores her and steps forward beside her, levelling the gun—if it is a gun—at Stephen and the puppy. “Stop!” he screams. Behind, Precotl is climbing to his hands and knees.
Night Wave swings her body and smashes Tonauac to the ground. The gun goes skittering off into the distance.
Above, the engine is almost incandescent.
“Come on!” Stephen cries.
Night Wave puts on a burst of speed and makes it to the circle. Precotl’s on his feet, now, looking between them and Tonauac, with the technician staring in shock from behind her console.
“Are you coming?” Stephen shouts at them. The woman is frozen, but Precotl hesitates for a moment, visibly torn, before turning away and running over to where Tonauac is beginning to stir.
“Stephen, go!” Night Wave cries.
Belatedly, Stephen wishes to escape, as hard as he can, and suddenly they’re falling in darkness, a vast shadowy grey curve filling half the sky.
A faceted black sphere silently floats away from them; and then, very quietly, it’s just not there any more.
“What—” Stephen says.
A brilliant point of light flares out of the dark, impossibly distant, and brightens to a blue-white incandescence that’s almost unbearable. The entire curve of the planet below is illuminated: ribbons of green and purple are bathed in light for the first time since their creation. And then, almost before Stephen has time to cover his eyes, the light gutters out and is gone.
The core of the escape pod is the hexagonal decking plate, jettisoned from the ship and the circuitry glowing faintly as it provides them with a field to hold the air in, and a tiny amount of pull to keep them together. Stephen bumps into Night Wave and the puppy.
“Is that it?” Night Wave says very quietly. “Is it over now? Finally?”
Stephen holds the three of them together while they drift.
“I’m sure it is,” he says. “I’m sure it is.”
They wait quietly in the dark.
The Thantians are very efficient at finding them again. The fleet of police cruisers arrives less than an hour later.
“We need to stop meeting like this,” Mersyntil says as it escorts them onto the bridge.
Thant High is embarrassed, and determined not to be embarrassed again. This is no flimsy raft; from the outside, it’s a big, flattened ovoid of unrelieved grey, except for a ring of ominous ports around the equator. The inside is a single, huge chamber, crowded with mysterious machinery. The bridge is an open space deep in its heart, crowded with consoles, a spherical Thantian at each one. It looks so like the familiar science fiction concept of a spaceship bridge that Stephen could almost kiss it.
It’s dominated by the hulking shape of Reeearch, who paces tensely back and forward between the Thantian crew. No, not pacing: stalking. Its hackles are raised and it looks very dangerous. Its head swivels round as they approach.
“You,” it hisses. “You are mine. He dares to steal from me!”
“Hello, Reeearh,” Stephen says with relief; but there’s something very wrong with Reeearh’s body language.
“Where is he.”
“Tonauac?” Stephen says. “He’s—” In his mind’s eye, he suddenly sees that flare of light again. Until now he’s been relying on adrenaline and sheer momentum to keep going, but the realisation of what that light means abruptly hits him, and he sways.
“He’s dead,” he says flatly. “His ship exploded.” And killed him, and Precotl, and the woman who didn’t speak English. He never ever knew her name.
Reeearh is suddenly very still.
“Dead,” it repeats. “He escapes me, then.”
“I’m sorr—” Stephen begins, but Reeearh interrupts him.
“You will not escape me,” it says. It crouches, glittering eyes fixed on them. “Prepare yourself, prey. Run, and entertain me. I will—”
It abruptly breaks off. Reeearh blinks a few times, and then says, very quietly, “I will sleep now.”
And then as Stephen watches in confusion, Reeearh slowly slumps down onto its knees, sighs, and gently topples over.
“What was that?” says Night Wave.
The Thantians, being machines, don’t use life support circles themselves, but the ship has basic support for other species. There’s a simple nutritional synthesiser. It knows about both humans and sealin, and it produces a bowl of soup for Stephen and strips of something rubbery and fleshlike for the sealin. Just inhaling the vapour from the bowl makes Stephen feel like his brain has started to work again.
“Sorry,” Mersyntil says, for about the tenth time. “It did warn us ahead of time, but we were a bit late in stunning it. It’s a good thing it managed to cue us.”
Mersyntil has taken them off into a quiet corner while a team of Thantian crew carefully move Reeearh’s unconscious body out of the way using something which is probably an industrial cargo handler.
“I think it’s been holding itself together on sheer willpower,” Mersyntil continues. “It said that once everything was over, it might have some sort of breakdown and become dangerous. Of course, it didn’t say it like that. We had the strangest elliptical conversation.”
Stephen can imagine.
“It followed you here, do you know?” Mersyntil adds. “It’s got some very old and very peculiar technology in it. It was as if it was smelling out your warp trail. We’d never have found you so soon without it.”
“Not mine, please,” Stephen says. There’s gravity here; not much, but enough to settle his stomach. He’s sitting on the floor, leaning against Night Wave’s reassuring bulk and patting the puppy. He feels very tired.
“All right, their warp trail,” Mersyntil says. “And a very strange warp trail it was, too.”
It lowers itself down to Stephen’s head level. The sphere rotates and seems to look him over. Stephen can’t tell which of the ports is its eyes, or even if it has any; but he’s seen too much to care, at this point.
“The captain says we’ll keep looking for survivors,” it says. “But I don’t think we’re going to find anything. That blast… it looked very high energy. I don’t think they’ve gone to Yotimtlan.”
“Night Wave says that she thought that the ship’s mass got randomly turned into a matter/antimatter mix and dropped back into normal space,” Stephen says. “Or something like that. She wasn’t making a lot of sense at the time.”
Night Wave is lying quietly with her eyes closed; she’s not asleep, but is blocking the world out for a while. It’s not a relapse of her earlier catatonia; this is healing. “I just need to get my bearings back,” she had told Stephen. “Watch me, please.”
Mersyntil is quiet for a while.
“You know people live around here, don’t you?” it says. “Not many, but people live everywhere. We don’t think that explosion killed anyone, but out here on the edge of the system it’s dark, and you need sensitive eyes… a flash like that will have hurt. A lot. They were reckless and stupid. We’ll be officially complaining through channels. This was bad enough. It could have been a lot worse.”
“Have you heard anything from the wreckage of the Snarl?” Stephen asks.
“Yes, actually,” Mersyntil says. “They’ve picked up lots of live zombies. And, unfortunately, some dead ones. But those field suits are tough.”
“What about the plant?”
“Oh, yes!” it says. “I’m sorry, I meant to tell you: we found it, it’s fine. It was in a self-contained building drifting through the heart of the debris cloud. Everyone’s very excited; nobody’s seen one of those for a long time. At least we know what it is, unlike your furry friend.”
“Oh, good,” says Stephen. He only met the plant once. Why did it make such an impression on him? He sighs.
“It is sentient, then?”
“Definitely,” says Mersyntil.
“But it doesn’t talk?”
“Never.”
Stephen slowly finishes off his soup, now lukewarm. It’s very good. It must be, he belatedly realises, a Builder recipe. The Thantian’s ship is unlikely to have heard of Earth.
“What are you going to do with Reeearh?” he says.
“Look after it,” Mersyntil says. “You, too.”
But his body’s finally let the shock catch up with him, and he’s already fallen asleep.
Nineteen
Thant High is a gas giant, hugging its primary with a period of just over fifty days; the sun, on the few occasions when he sees it, is a sky-filling inferno.
From a distance, Stephen thinks the world looks dull. The surface is a uniform, iridescent grey, with no trace of clouds. Close up, the grey surface resolves into the tops of a trillion towers, a kilometre wide and thousands of kilometres long, whose heads project right out of the atmosphere and whose bases float near the diamond core of the world.
The apartment that they’ve been assigned—although ‘menagerie cage’ might be a better phrase, Stephen sometimes thinks—is in one of these towers, at an altitude where the outside temperature and pressure is reasonable. Stephen can venture outside with nothing more than a breathing mask. Even though they’re close to the top, there’s not the tiniest patch of visible sky; the endless ranks of towers stretch away in all directions, disappearing off to infinity above and below.
It should be grim and industrial. It’s not. There’s constant activity and traffic and things happening; it’s a vertical street full of parks and artwork and little dramas which catch the eye and are endlessly fascinating. The sides of the towers aren’t smooth, instead being encrusted with platforms and balconies and peculiar shapes which elude the eye, and there are people everywhere. Here a group of Thantians are painting some kind of abstract picture on a blank piece of vertical wall; another group seem to be repainting it with something else, and in the weeks that he’s been there the entire picture has changed several times. Here a square kilometre of tower is covered in a perpendicular forest, waving in the endless updraught, obviously vegetation despite being pastel blue. There’s movement in it. Possibly wildlife, but without binoculars Stephen can’t tell. Way down, on the edge of vision, there’s a patch of blue off to one side. He has no idea what it is. Nearby there’s a rope bridge connecting two of the towers, swinging slowly in the breeze. People are everywhere, all Thantians, moving around the towers, socialising, travelling, playing games…
The dead city on the Snarl was intricate and overwhelming. This is at a scale which makes the Snarl seem insignificant, and there’s a beauty and life here which the Snarl didn’t have and could never aspire to.
Stephen finally realises why Night Wave thought the word ‘robot’ funny. The Thantians are just as much machines as any vehicle back on Earth, yet they’re more alive than some of the people he’s met.
They’re helpful, too; they’d found his rucksack, floating freely in space amongst the fragments of the Snarl. When he’d opened it he’d found that his toothpaste had burst and then frozen solid, and his laptop wouldn’t boot.
Nevertheless, after a few weeks, he’s bored. So when he hears Mersyntil enter the apartment behind him and call out, “Good news!” he’s quite willing to give up the view.
“What’s happened?” he says as he enters, pulling the mask off and hanging it next to the balcony door.
“The board,” says Mersyntil, “has finally realised that they’ve run out of questions to ask you.”
The Thantian appointed itself their liaison, reasoning that they’d be made more comfortable by a familiar face interceding between them and the labyrinthine bureaucracy of the Thant High trade companies. Stephen appreciates the sentiment, although he still can’t tell different Thantians apart.
“It’s about time,” says Night Wave tiredly, entering the apartment behind Mersyntil. She’s riding a floating platform that the Thantians gave her; she steers it up next to the pool and topples off it and into the water. The splash soaks Stephen, but he’s used to that by now; Mersyntil just rises up near the ceiling. The puppy romps up to greet her and there’s some good-natured shoving.
The Thantians, while making it perfectly clear that while, on the whole, they don’t blame Stephen and Night Wave for recent events, have nevertheless been intensively debriefing them since they arrived, desperate to extract every scrap of knowledge from their brains. They’d even removed the ruined remnants of Night Wave’s toolkit and prosthetic memory for analysis.
Stephen can’t honestly complain, but he does wish they’d do it a little more quickly.
“Does this mean we can go?” he adds.
“It means we can go,” Night Wave says, thrusting her head up out of the water in a startlingly dolphin-like pose, and rolls onto her back. Stephen absent-mindedly rubs her zebra-striped belly with his feet.
“They’re just being thorough,” Mersyntil says.
“I thought bureaucracy was an Earth invention,” Stephen says darkly. Mersyntil doesn’t laugh.
One of the reasons they have been put here is that the previous tenant of the apartment was amphibious. Half the floor space is water; deep pools, channels, currents to carry you from one room to another… Night Wave spends every possible moment in the water, and the puppy’s barely left her side. To his surprise, Stephen finds himself a little jealous.
“How’s Reeearh?” he says as Night Wave surfaces again.
She sighs. “Not well,” she says.
Reeearh is locked in a much larger vivarium elsewhere in the tower. After a thousand years of keeping itself functional with a combination of carefully channelled obsession and iron willpower, it was completely unable to cope with the radically different environment of Thant High. When it woke up from being rendered onconscious on the trade fleet police ship it had started viciously attacking anything that moved. They had, at least, had enough warning to prevent it from hurting anyone. The Thantian zookeepers have begun synthesising partially-living prey animals for it to hunt down, with a glee which Stephen finds a little disturbing, but it seems to be doing Reeearh good.
“We should write it another letter,” Stephen said. Reeearh has never replied, but its handlers had told them that it rereads them frequently.
Another shadow that is hanging over them is the knowledge that a Thantian researcher has finally tracked down Reeearh’s species. They’d gone extinct not long after Reeearh was marooned on the Snarl. They had decided not to tell it, at least until it was more stable.
The plant is installed in a different tower. There is already a year-long waiting list of people coming to talk to it.
“Technically, the enquiry’s not over yet,” Mersyntil says. “But everyone knows what the conclusion’s going to be. Aggravated misadventure for the destruction of the Snarl, and reckless endangerment for the antimatter explosion. You’ll be cleared of all wrongdoing, of course. I believe they’re already starting to argue over the wording of the formal complaint to Yotimtlan.”
“And what good will that do?” Stephen says.
“You’d be surprised,” Night Wave says. “The Thantians are respectable. Their opinion carries weight.”
One of the things which has surprised Stephen most about the Thantians was just how many of them there were. Each tower alone has a population orders of magnitude bigger than Earth’s, and the number of towers is nigh astronomical—he’s seen the total, but it is so large as to be meaningless to him. The nation that operates the entire Thant High trade fleet occupies the top few hundred kilometres of a relatively small number of towers, and even that is a major galactic power.
The antimatter explosion has angered a lot of them, and that number is increasing as the news slowly percolates downwards through the towers. Most of the bureaucracy is due to the fact that for the first time in a very long while, several dozen of the Thantian nations are working together, and the process is not friction-free.
Stephen grimaces. For a while there’d been a small vocal faction which had blamed Night Wave and Stephen for the whole thing, largely because they were available and Tonauac wasn’t. They’d been shouted down eventually but the process hadn’t been pleasant. It wasn’t just bureaucracy which was universal.
“I’ll be sorry to see you go,” Mersyntil says. “It’s been really interesting having you here. Catastrophes notwithstanding, of course. Precontact cultures are so rare.”
“Thank-you, I think,” says Stephen.
“I read his diary, you know?” says Mersyntil. “James Conroy’s. It was… interesting. Seeing galactic society through completely new eyes. No wonder he got it so wrong… anyway. What are your plans now?”
“We need to see about the puppy,” Stephen says. The puppy’s nightmares aren’t getting any better.
“That’s best done on a sealin world,” Mersyntil says. “We have a small community here, but she’s Dark Cloud clan, isn’t she? I don’t think we have any of them. I can ask, but sealin space isn’t very far away and it’s probably easiest just to go there.”
“Could we get a lift?” says Stephen.
“Of course,” says Mersyntil. “I’m surprised you even need to ask. Where would you like to go?”
“Home Waters.” “Hope.”
Stephen and Night Wave speak across each other, and then stare at each other.
Diversion Three
Night Wave bounds through the waves of Hope, skimming across the surface at thirty kilometres an hour, leaping gracefully from the crests of the great rolling swell.
She’s concentrating hard. It’s not that she’s out of shape. Her body’s too finely tuned for that; but the mind gets out of practice. It’s been almost a year since she spent a significant amount of time at sea, and she didn’t realise how much she missed it.
The tiny Thantian spaceship that Mersyntil had found her had dropped her off a few hundred kilometres away. Literally: it wasn’t equipped to land on the ocean, so it hovered above the surface and she jumped free. Hitting the water that first time was like a glorious explosion of homecoming. By the time she had resurfaced, it was already ascending into the clouds, blinking its lights cheerfully in farewell.
It’s not long now: on the horizon ahead is the rocky island which gives White Bird clan its name. These days there are buildings and machinery covering the top, but the cliffs which ring it are still a riotous glory of bird life.
Night Wave reflexively finds herself reaching for her toolkit to ping the island and calculate the exact distance. She’s still not used to the void inside her head. It feels like half of herself is missing. She has a spare copy of anything useful, thankfully, back on the Dark Cloud, in orbit around distant Earth; they’ll send it along if she asks. But getting the toolkit replaced is going to have to be a priority.
Anyway.
She’s beginning to pass people; the occasional hunter, an errand runner or two. She avoids them. What are you doing? she thinks. If you don’t want to meet anyone, why are you even here?
Of course, it’s obvious: there’s only one person she really wants to see.
It’s getting late in the evening, and she knows the clan usually meets up on the sunward side of the island, as an informal meeting. Ostensibly it’s to discuss the day’s business, but it’s mainly just an excuse to argue and bicker and generally enjoy each other’s company.
When they see her approaching, everyone stops talking.
“Um—” she begins to say. Then the cheering starts.
She’s suddenly surrounded by people she hasn’t seen for years.
“Night Wave! You’re back!” “Where have you been?” “What’s Home Waters like?” “Did you join one of the explorer ships?” “Where did you go?” And, most frequently, “I’m so glad to see you again!”
Everyone’s changed. Which they haven’t; they’re not humans, so they’re not going to get any older. But they all seem different. Night Wave knows it’s her, of course. She’s seeing them differently because she’s changed. She was expecting this, but somehow it’s not what she imagined.
Suddenly, the crowd clears, and the matriarch approaches. She lifts her head out of the water to study Night Wave, and Night Wave finds herself studying the matriarch back. This is the terrifying older sister who made her childhood a misery? She’s just… another sealin; competent, well built, and with all the charisma required of the role, but no longer intimidating.
“My little Night Wave,” she says. “You’ve grown.” The matriarch doesn’t mean physically. “I’m so glad to see you.” She comes forward and rubs up against Night Wave.
“You look awful,” she says, very quietly. “When you’ve had enough of this, let me know and I’ll get you out of it. I know why you’re really here.”
The party lasts for hours; someone unearths a cache of drunkfish, carefully preserved against some future need. The real thing, too, naturally fermented in their shells. The ethanol doesn’t do anything for Night Wave, but after a couple the decomposing neurotoxins fill her brain with a comforting fog.
She talks endlessly, telling the clan about her adventures on Home Waters, the doomed marriage into Blue Horizon—she cries a little, but it doesn’t really hurt any more—and the voyages on the Dark Cloud. With trepidation, she tells them that Dark Cloud didn’t work out, and that they didn’t want her… and discovers that they become angry on her behalf. She was expecting embarrassment. She wasn’t expecting support.
She doesn’t talk about the Snarl, or Stephen and the puppy.
Night Wave listens, too; the trivial, banal gossip of an out-of-the-way clan is somehow fascinating. Who’s argued with whom, tales of children, marriages in and out of the clan, tales of the clan’s own work—White Bird specialises in farming, the careful management of the seabed ecology to maintain a decent growth surplus. Half the names she doesn’t recognise but somehow she doesn’t really care. She just lets the comforting inclusiveness wash over her, and feels something inside her relax that she didn’t realise was there.
Eventually, as the moon begins to go down, she slowly realises that the party’s broken up. Half the people are asleep, floating on the surface.
Reluctantly, she applies her biochemistry, and sobers up. Her thoughts somehow crystallise, but washed clean. And then she starts looking for someone.
She finds him waiting patiently on the outskirts of the group, with it but not really part of it. He’s huge; five metres long at least, bigger than Dark Cloud’s patriarch. He, at least, hasn’t shrunk with time. In the moonlight his black and white markings make him a creature of absolute shadow and shining light.
“Hello,” she says shyly.
“Night Wave,” he says, his voice rich with exotic undertones. She shivers. He’s the heart of the clan; the symbolic centre around which everyone revolves. The matriarch leads, but the patriarch inspires.
She starts crying.
“Don’t worry, little one,” says White Bird, and comes up behind her. He tucks her under a foreflipper, and she buries herself into his side, once again a puppy sheltering behind her parent. “I am here. Nothing will harm you while I live.”
There’s a beach nearby. Once she stops shaking, he takes her up out of the water, and gently rests his body against hers, pressing her into the sand. His weight fills her world; it is protection and inclusiveness and family. It proves that she is his and he is hers, and he is the clan. Finally, she’s found somewhere where she belongs. She’s home.
Her mind goes flat and calm.
After a while, she quietly starts telling him about the Snarl. The horror and the loneliness. The mistakes. The death. But she also finds herself telling him about Stephen, doing his inadequate best to comfort her and make her feel included. And Reeearh, gentle and kind, yet never able to admit that to itself. She even tells him about the robot, and its three thousand year project and eternal optimism.
She also tells him about Tonauarc, and doing all the wrong things for the right reasons.
Eventually White Bird says, “She should never have sent you out on your own.”
“She needed me to investigate the spider,” Night Wave says, oddly stung by a criticism against the Dark Cloud matriarch.
“Nonsense,” says White Bird. “So you couldn’t face marrying them. That doesn’t mean you they had to throw you out. You’re an honoured cousin and should have been treated as such. If she wanted this spider thing looked at, she should have made up an errand and sent a Dark Cloud sister.”
“Thank you,” she says.
He flicks her away; she tumbles into the water and rights herself several metres off. “I’m not trying to boost your ego,” he says. “She made a mistake. You don’t send out vulnerable people on their own. Remember that.”
“I wasn’t really alone,” Night Wave says.
“You were the only adult sealin there,” says White Bird. “This human did his best, but wouldn’t be able to truly understand you.” He follows her down off the beach.
“I know,” says Night Wave dejectedly. “I kept telling myself that he wasn’t really rejecting me, but…”
“Translators don’t work on body language,” says White Bird. “Although once he realised what was wrong, it looks like he did his best. You seem quite taken with him; I’d like to meet him. What’s his name?”
“Stephen Hawke,” says Night Wave says in English. “Why?”
“Oh, just wondering how yours would sound,” says White Bird. “Night Wave of Stephen Hawke of Earth. …no, it doesn’t have the right ring to it.”
Night Wave is shocked for a moment, and then laughs. “Since when have you ever told dirty jokes?”
“You just haven’t been within earshot,” he says. “I think we should name him a friend. Anyway, there’s someone I want you to meet.” He calls.
Slowly, shining in the moonlight, another sealin approaches. There’s something odd about her, until Night Wave spots the markings, and realises it’s a him.
“I would like you to meet my son,” White Bird says proudly.
The young male is an adolescent, on the verge of adulthood. He’s nervous and very shy, and greets Night Wave with slightly unnecessary formality.
Night Wave replies in kind, studying him with fascination. Male children are very rare. With practical immortality and a stable population, the only reason for any male to give birth to another was if…
“White Bird!” she exclaims. “You’re retiring?”
“I am,” he says. “I’ve been patriarch here for a long time. And it’s been good, believe me. But for the best of the clan it’s time I moved on and let someone else take my place. My son here will be he.”
The other male—traditionally he’ll be called Young Bird, until it’s time for him to take his father’s place and name—looks even more awkward at this. White Bird nuzzles him affectionately, sending him rolling.
“Don’t worry,” White Bird says. “I’m in no hurry and there’ll be plenty of time for you to grow into the role. I won’t leave until you’re ready, I promise you that.”
Young Bird mutters something which sounds suspiciously like, “Thanks, Dad.”
“But what are you going to do?” says Night Wave.
“I will become a peregrine,” says White Bird. “I have sent so many daughters into the world. It’s time I saw what they have made.”
Peregrines, older males who retire from their clan, give up their name and then take up a life of wandering, are as rare as male children, and for the same reason. Night Wave has only ever met two in her entire life: semi-mystical figures, full of obscure wisdom and good humour, that blew into her life, made an impression, and then left again. Peregrines can go and do what they like: they are everyone’s friend. The only rule is that they can never go back to their old clan.
“I’ll miss you,” she says.
“Bet you you won’t,” he says cheerfully. “I want to see this Earth of yours.”
“Why are you telling me this?” Night Wave says, suddenly suspicious.
“This is your home,” White Bird says. “It will always be with you. While we exist, you will never be truly alone.” With a sudden pang, Night Wave thinks of Reeearh. “This is your refuge. Come whenever you like, stay as long as you like. We’ll be pleased to see you and will always make you welcome.”
He swims closer, and looks deep into her eyes. “But you should never be afraid to leave,” he says.
She stares at the two of them for a long time. The moon touches the horizon.
“I have unfinished business on Home Waters,” she says.
Twenty
Home Waters is awe-inspiring even to Stephen’s slightly burnt out sense of wonder.
The planet itself is wonderful; all Earth-like planets are. Blue oceans, curls of cloud casting microscopically exact black shadows, reefs and islands and lagoons everywhere. A small continent near one pole trails a comet-like tail of islands in an archipelago that loops three-quarters of the way round the globe. After the glare of the Snarl and the surreality of Thant High the very colours of Home Waters soothes something in Stephen’s soul.
But the planet is nothing compared to what surrounds it.
Extending in an arc from each pole are fan-like structures, each a good two planetary diameters in size, curling sunwards to catch the light. They shine blue and white, and for good reason: each one is an ocean suspended in space. When Stephen asks the ship to magnify the view, he sees floating islands, cities, vast ocean craft sailing across the impossible surface… They’re not flat, either. The ocean is sculpted. Stephen sees mountain ranges, tipped in white breakers; valleys, quiet and green at the bottom. Once he finds a torus of water floating free, kilometres across, surrounded by a halo of vehicles.
Each one must have as much livable ocean surface as the home word. And that’s just on the front.
“There aren’t as many people living there as you might think,” says the ship.
Scheduled services ran between Home Waters and Thant High every few days. Mersyntil had, however, found Stephen and the puppy a place on a private vessel that would get them there a little sooner. It’s a member of the Fraternity of Travellers; there is no crew, the ship itself being sentient. Stephen tells himself that he’s met enough machine people that he shouldn’t be surprised by this, although he is. He was a little leery of travelling on anything so eccentric until both Night Wave and Mersyntil assured him that the Fraternity has an impeccable reputation; and Mersyntil had met this one personally.
His fears were unfounded. The ship couldn’t be any less like the spider ship. It’s not elegant, merely a utilitarian flying office block, but the inside is comfortable and well-appointed—it uses the same wish-fulfillment technology that the Builders installed in the Hotel, back on Earth. Stephen’s rather pleased at finally getting a chance to try it out.
“The total population’s only a few billion,” the ship says. “They like their space.”
“It’s still impressive,” Stephen says. The magnified view closes, and he sees the whole world laid out before him. From their angle of approach it looks almost winged. The puppy dozes in one of the ship’s pools; she has had another nightmare and had slept badly.
“They like to show off, too,” says the ship cheerfully. “But I do like visiting here.”
The wings are much less visible from the surface. During the day they’re lost behind the blue sky, and their position over the poles mean they share the same day/night cycle as the rest of the planet, so at night they’re dark. It’s only at dawn or dusk that they become obvious, great sweeps of blue ocean and white cloud low on the horizon.
Word of what happened on the Snarl had come ahead of Stephen, and after waving goodbye to the Fraternity ship he finds there’s a welcoming committee waiting for him. He ends up spending a good week being politely interrogated by groups of serious and formidable matriarchs. Stephen feels this is a bit harsh given that he’s just been through exactly the same thing on Thant High, but at least he now knows the answers. Plus it’s an opportunity to perform his secondary function, and he’s polite and helpful and restricts himself to the actual facts, and in general tries to be a credit to Earth.
They do at least put him on a carefully manicured jungle island near the equator. The facilities are deliberately simple, the homeworld surface being a nature reserve, but there’s a life support circle and the local wildlife doesn’t bite him; he rigs himself a hammock and between committee meetings relaxes in the shade and listens to the surf break over the reef.
Most evenings, there are visitors; polite and friendly sealin from nearby clans dropping by to see the human and exchange a few stories. They’re good company, and Stephen finds himself looking forward to the visits; but he’s pretty sure that they’re all carefully choreographed, and he wonders exactly who these casual visitors are. Heads of sealin government coming to evaluate the Earth-human representative? But if so, it’s so subtly done it’s hard to take offense.
They’ve all read James Conroy’s diary. He hasn’t tried asking if they want to play draughts.
The dark cloud on the horizon is the puppy. A young sealin comes round in the mornings for a few hours of careful play. After the third visit she stays on to talk to Stephen.
“We’re evaluating her,” she says. Her name is Sea Flower, and she’s yet another cousin of Dark Cloud’s. “Although I’m sure you’ve realised that.”
“You’re a psychologist?” Stephen says. The puppy’s dozing on a nearby rock; Stephen’s sitting on the beach. He’d been about to take the opportunity for an undisturbed swim when Sea Flower interrupted him.
“Pretty much,” she says. “Although the word’s only approximate.”
“I actually thought you’d just scan her brain, or something,” Stephen says.
“Well, we could,” she says. “But it’s much more interesting to do this way. And besides, she’s nice and I like playing with her.”
Sea Flower doesn’t think much of the Dark Cloud’s attempt to patch over the puppy’s trauma, although concedes that it was probably the best they could do under the circumstances. It’s produced complications.
“Basically,” she says, “had you gone straight from Earth to here on a nice, dull ship with a minimum of stimulation, she’d be fine. Unfortunately, instead she’s been through some pretty traumatic and formative experiences. She’s not the same person as she was when she left.”
“I don’t think any of us are,” Stephen says.
“In her case, those experiences are built on top of the crude memory block the Dark Cloud technicians installed,” says Sea Flower. “So the personality she’s developed after that point doesn’t really connect to the personality she had before it.”
“Doesn’t mind formatting, um, install a new personality?” Stephen says uncomfortably.
“Who told you that?” says Sea Flower. “Nonsense. The old personality is shaped. But we can’t do that until the mind block is removed and her two sets of experiences integrated into one.”
Stephen nods slowly. “What will that involve?” he says.
“Oh, technically it’s easy,” Sea Flower says. “A little judicious memory editing, biasing her value set so there’s a gradient over time rather than a sharp edge… she’ll go to sleep one night, wake up in the morning and never even notice it’s been done. It’s a lot easier given that she’s a juvenile; no language means no metamemories to complicate matters.”
Stephen just blinks.
“But there’s something you need to be aware of,” she says. “Right now she’s fixated on you. After you rescued her you were the most important figure in her life, because the memory block rendered her memories of her mother inaccessible. So she transferred all her feelings for her mother to you.”
“I was aware,” he says. “There’s a but coming, isn’t there.”
Sea Flower hesitates. “The but is that we’re going to have to undo all that,” she says. “She’s going to consider you a close friend, nothing more. She won’t consciously know why, not until we tell her, but you need to be prepared.”
Stephen looks at the puppy again. She’s lying on her back, flippers up in the air, one hind flipper twitching occasionally as she sleeps. He recognises that: it’s not nightmare-twitching, it’s chasing-fish-in-her-dreams twitching.
“I’ll miss her,” he says. “But I know it needs to happen.”
Sea Flower, who’s sitting on the ground next to him, rubs her snout against his leg.
“I’m glad you feel that way.”
They sit, side by side, staring out to sea.
“You saved her life, you realise?” Sea Flower says. “And I’m not talking about that earth sea creature. I mean later.”
Eventually Stephen says, “When will you do it?”
“A couple more days of monitoring, then a trial run, then we’ll do it for real,” Sea Flower says. “Then more monitoring. I’m going to be around for a while.”
Stephen sighs. “All right.”
In fact, they cheat. The day of the procedure comes round, and Sea Flower tells him that they’d done it two days previously. Stephen’s angry at first, and then indignant, and finally grateful. They’ve neatly defused his tension and worry; if he hasn’t noticed the difference in the puppy’s behaviour, is it a difference worth worrying about?
In fact, her behaviour does change. It takes a little while for her to grow into it, but she starts to become much more independent, and more willing to stray outside Stephen’s line-of-sight. She starts going on long trips in the afternoons, although coming back each evening.
About a week later, she doesn’t come back at all.
Stephen keeps trying to tell himself that there’s no way she can get into any trouble, but nevertheless finds himself pacing nervously up and down the beach late at night. He keeps thinking about all the things that can go wrong. At least Home Waters doesn’t have any sharks…
Eventually, Sea Flower’s shape appears in the air in front of him, pale and translucent.
“I’m sorry,” her image says immediately. “I only just found out that my team forgot to notify you. She’s fine; she found a school of juveniles a few miles away.”
“Oh,” says Stephen. “Thank-you for telling me.”
Sea Flower, through the telephone link, examines him with almost professional concern. “She’ll be back in the morning, I’m sure,” she says. “I’ll see you then.”
The puppy does, indeed, return with the dawn; excited and happy, and obviously wanting Stephen to share her excitement. He does his best.
Twenty-one
Finally, the fateful day arrives.
About a week prior, Sea Flower has declared the puppy to be fine, and no longer her responsibility. She still finds excuses to show up every couple of days to play with her and talk to Stephen.
“Why is she still here?” Stephen asks her once. “Why isn’t she living with Dark Cloud? Or one of Dark Cloud’s cousin clans?”
“The last I heard,” Sea Flower says, “Dark Cloud was still at Earth.”
Stephen’s brought up short. “…you mean the ship is the entire clan?” he says.
“Why, yes,” Sea Flower says. “Didn’t you realise?”
“No,” says Stephen. “No, I didn’t.” That goes some way to explaining the ubiquitous cousins: if the entire clan heads off to the stars, all their business back home would have to be run by someone. Someone trustworthy.
Sealin politics must be labyrinthine.
“A cousin clan, then?” he says.
“We could,” says Sea Flower. “But you’re her closest link to the rest of her family, and she’s happy enough here, so why disturb her?”
Then she adds: “Besides, it’ll only be for a few days. Then she’ll be able to make her own decisions.”
Now the few days are up.
Mind formatting, while routine, is subtle and moderately tricky. They’re going to reshape a number of fallow areas in her brain, implant some physical hardware, and install a lot of deep memories to do with language, social mores, and a lot of other areas than Stephen doesn’t like to think about. As it is, for all intents and purposes, the sealin coming-of-age ceremony. Sea Flower arranges for the puppy to go through the ceremony along with some of her age-mates from the local school of juveniles; this is apparently normal, and besides, they’re cousins of Dark Cloud.
However, the site is in deep ocean and some way away, so Stephen has to stay behind.
He’s waved goodbye to the puppy as she climbed into one of the sealin flying bubbles, and then watched it speed away over the waves. Now he’s alone on the island and feeling thoroughly sorry for himself.
It’s only been about six weeks, he realises. The day after Autumn Star died, when they ferried him and the puppy up to meet the matriarch, was the first time he had ever even left Earth’s atmosphere. Now he’s been on two alien worlds, seen the destruction of a space station the size of Manhattan, escaped atomic death with seconds to spare… he snorts with amusement. Put like that, it sounds like an adventure, rather than an extended nightmare.
And, of course, if he tallies up the days, the bulk of the actual time was spent in committee meetings dealing with the aftermath.
But soon it’ll be all over. And he’ll be leaving Night Wave and the puppy, and Sea Flower and Mersyntil and poor Reeearh, back at Thant High, and all the other unlikely people who have been part of of his life for these last weeks.
And then there’ll be more committee meetings.
He sighs.
“It can’t be that bad,” a familiar voice says.
“You haven’t seen what our meetings are like,” he replies. “Night Wave! What are you doing here?”
Another of the bubbles has silently touched down nearby, and Night Wave and another tiger-striped sealin are climbing out.
“Come to see you,” she says cheerfully.
“You’re flying again,” he says. “You got your toolkit fixed?” He hugs her.
“Good as new,” says Night Wave. “It’s so nice not to have to crawl any more. Where’s the puppy?”
“Just gone off for mind formatting,” says Stephen soberly.
“Ah,” says Night Wave. “You’re still worrying. It’s fine. Honestly. If you really want proof that mind formatting doesn’t eradicate all antisocial and disruptive impulses, then there’s someone you should talk to. Meet Swift Lightning. My daughter.”
The other sealin isn’t swimming through the air, and is instead sitting on the ground in the traditional posture. Stephen looks at her more closely, and then starts wondering how someone who looks so much like Night Wave could be so different.
“Pleased to meet you,” he says.
She looks him up and down. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Swift Lightning says. “All of it… unbelievable.”
“That bad?” he says.
“And I thought you’d be taller,” she adds. She has a cool, refined voice, distinct from Night Wave’s rougher accent.
“You wouldn’t believe how busy I’ve been over the past few days,” says Night Wave, wriggling.
“You would if you’d had to live with her,” says Swift Lightning darkly.
“What have you been doing?” Stephen says. “Why are you here? Aren’t you on Hope?”
“I,” she says smugly, “have a ship.”
“You have a promise of a ship,” corrects Swift Lighting.
“The same thing,” says Night Wave dismissively. Swift Lightning sniffs, but says nothing.
“Okay, look,” she says. “I made some calls and talked with some people. There’s a lot of interest in Earth right now. Everyone’s talking about you. So I called our friends at Thant High. They’re a trade hub, right? I managed to generate some interest in sending a ship out to Earth; there’s plenty of things you’ve got they’d be willing to trade for. Shakespeare, Elton John, World Series baseball… I’m not sure you realise how valuable newness is.”
“And she came and talked to me,” says Swift Lightning. “Apparently you people like sealin. So she wants some to go along as a bribe.”
Night Wave ignores her. “And I thought, who do I know who’s a publicity-friendly, award winning performance artist who knows some people who might be interested in seeking out a totally new audience? So I headed over here and made some more calls…”
“I don’t know what you did with my old mother,” says Swift Lightning, “but provided you don’t give her back I don’t care.”
“There’s…” Night Wave is suddenly hesitant. “There’s only one thing we need.”
“What’s that?” says Stephen.
“An invitation,” she says. She’s now visibly nervous. “From a native.”
Stephen blinks. “You mean me?”
“Yes.”
“Sure,” he says.
Night Wave swims in a tight circle, chasing her tail with glee. “Wonderful!” she says. “I need to make a phone call…”
Stephen and Swift Lightning watch her skim up the beach, back towards the bubble.
“What happened to her?” Stephen says.
“I don’t know, but I hope it lasts,” Swift Lightning says.
Night Wave and Swift Lightning go fishing, promising to bring back some of the big, six-finned salmon-like fish. Stephen’s been practicing roasting them in the embers of a bonfire on the beach; sealin typically don’t cook their food, but the puppy and Sea Flower love it. He’s curious to know the others’ reaction.
It’s hard to think back to Earth, but after his impulsive acceptance of Night Wave’s request, he’s beginning to think through the implications. Stephen likes the Thantians; they seem straightforward and honest. Having them show up as a neutral third party will help defuse the sealin/Earth/Builder political tensions.
Also, despite the presence of the Gardenites on Earth, it’s very easy to forget that the sealin are not a monolithic culture. Having the contingent from Hope along as part of the trade delegation will help remind people of this: while Hope is a sealin world, it is very much not part of Home Waters. Plus it’ll do the matriarch a lot of good to get some push back for a change, he thinks.
And it’s very likely that the Builder diplomatic mission is still in turmoil after Tonauac’s death and the collapse of the instant distance project. While Stephen doesn’t know how many people were aware of the project, it seems plausible that they were banking on it as a lure to encourage Earth to ally itself more closely with Yotimtlan. Having the Thantians and the Hope dance troupe steal some publicity away from them can only be good.
Plus, the Secretary will love it.
He thinks about the future and finds himself slowly smiling.
Later that evening, as the fire is burning low and the fish are roasting, the bubble ship returns silently across the waves.
Night Wave and Swift Lightning, who were lying sprawled near the fire bickering amiably, fall silent, and Stephen stands up.
The puppy leaps out, followed more sedately by Sea Flower. She looks around, and then her gaze falls on Stephen, and she bounds up the beach towards him.
Stephen crouches down, with his hands on his knees.
“Hello,” he says.
“Hello,” says the puppy.