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CHAPTER ONE

She came in out of the rain, mascara smudged. Her suitor entered the bar straight after her, shaking out his umbrella. Yuri watched them both from the stool where he had been perched for the last hour. He needed to be sure he had the right pair. The client had given him a photograph of the woman, but only a verbal description of the man.

The couple moved to the counter. The woman took a vacant stool, her back to Yuri. Tall, well-dressed, good figure. Red velvet gloves from one of the pricier Prowtown boutiques. The man was shorter, heavy around the waist, thinning crown in the bar-light. He matched the sketch: ex-baseball player, still burly after a five-stretch in Heavyside.

No doubt at all that this was the right pair.

Yuri dipped into his coat pocket, palmed the miniature camera and extracted it.

The husband needed one clear picture of the rendezvous: ammunition for a Belt City magistrate.

The woman shifted into profile as she whispered to the baseball slugger. The slugger passed her a shot-glass. She hooked a cigarette to her perfect lips, elbow on the counter. The man whispered.

It was the ideal framing, body language writing cheques all the way to a divorce settlement.

Yuri clicked off a shot, wound on.

Two more for luck.

A drunk stumbled from the washroom, jolting his chair. The camera tumbled from his fingers. Yuri jerked to catch it. The camera smashed to the polychrome-tiled floor.

The back sprung open. Film lolled out.

The cheaters directed two quick glances his way, then returned to their courtship. Yuri strained down to collect the camera.

The drunk was quicker. He made a stumbling swoop and snatched it off the floor.

In a too-loud voice: ‘This was yours?’

‘It was, yes,’ Yuri said, reaching to recover the camera from the drunk’s large, sweaty fist.

‘It’s pretty. Was pretty, I mean.’

Yuri smiled obligingly. He pawed for the camera. The drunk snatched his hand away, teasingly.

‘Please, we’ll say it was accident. No harm done.’

The drunk’s brow beetled.

‘You’re saying I did it?’ The drunk raised his trophy and his voice. ‘It’s a camera. This little runt had a camera on him.’

The couple at the counter studied him now. The woman looked guileless, not yet understanding. The slugger was sharper. He eased off his stool, squaring his shoulders.

Yuri stood. They were about the same height.

‘Who are you?’

‘I am nobody. I am just sitting here with beverage, enjoying evening.’

‘What kind of mongrel accent is that?’

‘I am Jack,’ he offered. ‘Jack-in-box. You know, fresh out of hibernaculum. Hence accent.’

‘Who were you taking pictures of?’

The man advanced.

The bar stilled.

They all felt it. A dull vibration rattled the glasses, waggled the ceiling lights on their chains. Drinkers froze with their shots poised between table and lip. Cars slowed in the rain. Alley cats arched their backs. Streetlights flickered. Neon ads blinked off and back on.

The vibration passed.

The bar whirred back into life like a gramophone starting up after a power-outage.

‘Second one in five weeks,’ the slugger said. ‘Before I went down it was one a year.’

Yuri nodded keenly. ‘Mrs Vanamonde got stuck in elevator during last growler; tied up whole building for two hours.’

‘Who the hell is Mrs Vanamonde?’ The slugger snapped his fingers at the drunk. ‘Hey, give me that.’

The drunk obeyed.

The slugger examined the damaged camera with the distant, rheumy interest of a pawnbroker.

‘Not seen one this small before. Very neat. Must’ve cost.’

‘It did.’

The man delved into the camera and removed the already ruined film strip. He balled the film in his fingers, tossed the camera aside and grabbed Yuri by his coat lapels. He rammed him hard against the washroom door. Yuri crashed through, the man following. Yuri pancaked onto a sticky floor. The slugger kneeled over him like a wrestler.

He punched Yuri in the jaw.

‘That’s your first reminder to keep out of my business.’ He punched him again, this time across the nose. ‘That’s the second.’

He ripped Yuri’s wallet from his jacket, found his licence. ‘Gagarin Investigative Services. Floor Five, Riverside Building, Dempsey Street, Belt City.’

Yuri said, ‘Drop by sometime.’

‘Count on it, the moment you take any more interest in my private life.’

‘It’s not—’ Yuri spat tooth-grit and blood. ‘It’s not your private life that is concern, sir. Do you know she is married, with husband and two beautiful daughters?’

That earned him a third reminder.

‘Gagarin Investigative Services,’ he said, pressing a handkerchief to his nose. ‘How may I be—’

It was the client, the husband of the cheating wife. ‘You got ’em right, Gangrene? You got proof of infidelity?’

‘There was …’ Yuri paused, still foggy from the bar brawl. ‘There was … technical issue.’

‘Technical issue?’

‘I will need to revisit scene.’

‘You’re dumb enough to think they’ll go back to the same joint? I heard about the brawl. Real nice work.’

‘I will pursue all relevant leads. But is impossible to promise—’

‘I tell you what I can promise,’ the man interrupted sharply. ‘Finding some other dope to waste my money on. We’re done. Forget about invoicing me for last week’s work. You’ve screwed things up so badly, I should bill you.’

The line cut to the empty purr of the dialling tone.

Yuri set the handset back down on the receiver. He unscrewed the cap from his current bottle of Scotch, poured and drank half a glass, debated pouring another measure, strictly for medicinal purposes. He paused, catching himself in the office window, where the blinds were still up. His furtive, bruised reflection looked embarrassed by itself.

Perhaps, under the circumstances, coffee was the better proposition. He opened the tub, peered in optimistically.

Just scrapings left, and too early to go out for supplies.

The elevator sounded down the hallway. It arrived with a dying whine, trellis doors rattling open down the hallway, hard-soled shoes clacking ever-nearer on the tiles, regular as a metronome.

The hall lights stayed off. The gloom through the tinted glass of the office door gained qualities of form and presence; a slender figure just outside.

The visitor knocked.

A woman’s voice, muffled by the door, ‘Mister Gagarin?’

‘Give me moment, please,’ he called, rising from his chair.

‘Never mind appearances, Mister Gagarin – I shall see you as you are. Close those blinds first, would you? The skytube will be brightening soon and I find the early morning light astringent.’

She was well-spoken, with an ageless voice; measured and with an effortless authority.

The kind of client who usually went elsewhere.

‘Are you sure you would not rather do this later, Ms …?’

‘Now will do just fine, unless you have somewhere better to be at five in the morning.’

He opened the door. His visitor was a tall woman, and well-dressed. She wore a jacket of angular cut, a long narrow skirt, and a hat with a wide brim and a veil. Her face was shrouded behind it, like the moon slipping through trees. Shadows stuck to her like roosting birds.

He frowned slightly.

‘Are you sure have right Gagarin?’

‘Most certainly.’ She stepped across the threshold but made no further approach. His desk lamp splashed a dim, green radiance across her. She raised a slender gloved hand, beckoning to his chair. ‘You were in Winter Garden earlier tonight, on a custody case. It went badly. You took the train there and back because your car isn’t working – and even if it was, you’re late with the tax. You’re out of coffee. Please, sit down.’

Yuri sat, swivelling the chair to face her properly. She was in blue, but it was a blue that aspired to black.

‘You have right Gagarin.’

‘Then perhaps some new business will perk you up. My name is Ruby. I have an assignment for you – an investigation into a pair of suspicious deaths.’

Yuri stubbed out his hopes. ‘Then I am sorry. I cannot investigate murders.’

‘Why not?’

‘It is work of police department. Go to them, not me.’

‘Wouldn’t the work help?’

‘It would. But rules are clear.’

‘Then I’m pleased. I heard you were an honest man, but it never hurts to be sure.’

‘Problem remains.’

‘It doesn’t.’ She scraped a tomb’s worth of dust from the top of a filing cabinet with one fingertip. ‘You don’t own much, but that means no one owns you. That’s why we’ll work together. There is no question of friction with the police – they don’t believe there’s any crime to be answered for. I disagree.’ She snapped open her handbag – he had not noticed it until then, swaddled against the darkness of her coat – and extracted a pale rectangle. She stretched out to him, the rectangle pincered between a gloved forefinger and thumb. ‘This will open any necessary doors.’

Yuri rose and took the card, then held it to the green lamp. His own name was on it, a mugshot, some officialese.

‘Department of Works?’

‘My employers. I work for them and now you’re working for me.’

‘How did you get picture?’

‘Via the Department of Motor Vehicles: the same way I know about your late payment on the tax. Instead, let’s discuss the specifics of the enquiry. Do you keep up with the newspapers?’

‘Mostly funnies.’

‘Five weeks ago, there was a death in the DelRosso family – their youngest daughter, just as she was about to come of age. The day before yesterday, the Urry family was afflicted by a comparable loss. Their youngest son, also on the cusp of adult responsibility. That particular death has most certainly not made the papers.’

Yuri made an anxious face.

‘They are wealthiest families.’

‘Yes – with power and influence going back almost as far as Departure Day. It’s no secret that they’re not on good terms, but so far we’ve avoided outright warfare. I’m concerned that the latter death might be a reprisal for the first.’

‘If they have grudges to settle …’ Yuri said.

‘… then it’s not just those two families who would be affected. Indeed. There’s a circle of close loyal associates around each clan – second tier families they like to call “orbitals”. Through their web of business interests, they control nearly all the essential maintenance tasks necessary for the safe functioning of Halcyon. We can’t risk any interference with that. Not when we’re so close to our destination.’

‘I am not man for this job. I have no experience of rich people.’ He started to hand back the card.

‘I’m afraid you’re exactly the man. You’ll investigate.’

‘I will?’

‘Juliana DelRosso died in Gladeview clinic, a week after some curious misadventure outside the ship. My sources close to the clinic say she was expected to make a recovery after suffering only mild radiation burns. Randall Urry died in an accident on the Urry’s private shooting range.’

‘I would not know where to begin.’

‘You’ll find a way.’ She took out a plump envelope. ‘Press-clippings of the major players, from the society glossies. The DelRossos spend more time in those pages than the Urrys, but none of them have escaped the lens. All-City Hall records and photographs as well – enough to get you up to speed. I have another card for you.’

He took it. It contained a name and a telephone number, but no address.

‘Ms Ruby Blue?’

‘Call me when you have something of note. Think of that number as a hotline: it will reach me at all hours. As for your money, I’ve already wired additional funds into your account. Draw on it as needed – all reasonable expenses will be met.’

‘Can you help with tax on car?’

‘I can do better than that.’

He opened his current case diary to the relevant page and filed the envelope and the two cards.

‘I am still not sure …’

‘There is one man you should speak to. He’s a policeman, a detective in Bluff City. Lemuel Litz.’

‘Why him?’

‘They sent him to talk to the DelRossos and the Urrys. His job was to find nothing, and that’s what he found. You should press him.’

‘What is his precinct house?’

‘Your best bet is to catch him with his guard down, preferably with a drink or two inside. There’s a bar in Bluff City he favours: The Black Cat. Maybe you know it.’

He mimed taking down a note. ‘Black Cat, Bluff City.’

‘Don’t delay, Mister Gagarin. You’re on my time now.’ She examined the framed picture he kept on the shelf above the filing cabinet. ‘You look very fine in that outfit. You were an aviator? There isn’t much call for it here, is there?’

‘Not aviator. Space explorer. Cosmonaut.’

‘How interesting.’

‘That was long time ago. Lot of bridges under the water since then. Whole other life.’

She settled the picture back down onto the shelf, positioning it respectfully. ‘I know the feeling, Mister Gagarin.’

‘Did you hear it again last night? I did.’

Milvus The Mouse had seen Yuri approaching with his usual tray of take-out coffees and donuts.

‘The storm, Milvus? Yes, was very bad one. I was in Winter Garden.’

‘I heard the voices.’

Yuri balanced the coffee and donuts on the edge of the little fold-out table Milvus had set up for himself. They were on the corner of Dempsey and Maxwell, only a block from Yuri’s office and within convenient sight of the frontage. Dempsey Street was two rows of tall redbrick buildings facing each other, but Maxwell Street only had buildings on one side. On the other was a sidewalk and a set of iron railings, then a drop down to the concrete-walled river that shouldered through this part of Belt City. The river ran deep and muddy today, but only because of last night’s rain. Other times, it was little more than a greasy trickle.

Milvus liked the riverside location because the dry periods allowed frequent opportunities for scavenging. He was always on the lookout for junk, scraps, detritus – anything that could be shoehorned into one or more of his elaborate theories about the nature of Halcyon. He liked to catch them before the next good rain washed them into Endless River and out to the filtration works.

His was one of a long line of tables, stands and stools, where card-sharps, artists and shoe-shine robots plied their daily trade. Milvus always made sure to have two chairs either side of the table.

‘Please, don’t mention voices, Milvus. I thought we agreed.’ Yuri sat down opposite his friend and the chequer board spread out on the table. ‘I have problem for you.’

Milvus sipped at his coffee. ‘Too sweet again. What problem?’

Yuri passed Milvus the broken camera. Milvus turned it over in his fingers, grubby where they emerged from fingerless gloves. He made small ruminative noises, opened his mud-coloured coat and vanished the camera into it. He glanced around like a nervous pickpocket and tugged his grey cap tighter onto his scalp.

‘Can you fix?’

‘You insult me by asking.’ Milvus gestured expansively at the board. ‘Shall we play?’

‘Yes.’

Although he was in the middle of something, some conundrum of his own devising, Milvus re-configured the chequer board to its opening arrangement, sweeping the black and white discs to their allotted squares. ‘My opening, I think.’

‘Of course.’

They played a few early moves. Yuri had to concentrate. Not to win, but to lose against Milvus in a way that flattered him.

Something had happened to Milvus once; some dark event that had left him gripped by manias, obsessions, futile and dangerous quests. He heard voices in the storm. He saw faces in the skytube. He claimed to find patterns in the growlers.

Yuri kept away from all that.

Milvus was useful, despite his manias. He saw a lot from his riverside vantage, with its clear views down both Dempsey and Maxwell. He relayed rumours and observations. Yuri plied him with coffee and donuts, occasional warm dinners when he was able. He had once invited Milvus to sleep on his couch but that had been a very bad mistake.

The game progressed, Milvus tut-tutting as Yuri executed one calculatedly bad move after another.

‘I hope your business is better than your chequers. How is it?’

‘Quieter than quiet night in Prowtown.’

‘The usual, then. You should consider a different line of work.’

‘There is something. I had very odd visit from client at five o’clock this morning. Have you heard of someone called Ruby Blue?’

‘Ruby Blue what?’

‘Just Ruby Blue. Says she is with Department of Works.’

‘I wouldn’t trust her, then. They’re all in on it.’

‘In on what?’

‘Everything.’

Yuri smiled. ‘But you say that about all people, Milvus.’

‘Because it’s true, is why.’ He glanced behind him, dropping his voice to the nervy register of the confidential informant. ‘I think I’ll look down the river later, once the waters subside.’

Against his better judgement Yuri asked, ‘What are you looking for?’

‘I’ll know it when I find it.’ He took out a small but thick notebook with a tattered navy-blue cover, bulging with many extra pieces of paper. He extracted the barest stub of a pencil from the notebook’s spine, pinching it between his fingers like a cigarette butt. ‘Did you make a note of the time of the growler? I was asleep, or I’d have my own record.

‘They will publish time in newspapers.’

‘Newspapers,’ Milvus scoffed. ‘If you ever get a chance to go outside, like the cosmonaut you say you were, pay attention to the stars. Make a map of them, or better still, take a photograph. I’d be very interested in that.’

‘If I go outside, you will be first to hear of it.’

Milvus slipped away the notebook. ‘You need to work on your record-keeping. A little detail like the growler could have been very important to your case.’

‘I do not see how.’

‘That’s because you have no imagination.’ Milvus jabbed a piece down. ‘Ha! Triumph. You took your attention off that whole side of the board.’

Yuri prayed for forgiveness. ‘You are the master.’

‘I am. Not that it’s much of a victory. Have you seen that three-legged dog around much?’

‘Yes, I feed him scraps.’

‘That dog falls over when it tries to mark the fireplug. It forgets that it has three legs, it can’t even hold that fact in its head, and yet it could still beat you.’ Milvus plucked a hair from the tip of his nose. ‘What’s the angle?’

Yuri was used to the swerves and hairpins of any conversation with Milvus but sometimes even he was left adrift.

‘Angle?’

‘The reason the Department of Works sent a client your way?’

‘Oh, just ordinary double murder enquiry.’

‘You?’ Milvus wheezed his amusement. ‘They skipped a line in the phone book.’

‘No, they got detective they wanted. Is not exactly double murder enquiry, either. Just two suspicious accidental deaths connected to Urry and DelRosso families. Perhaps coincidence, perhaps not.’

‘You said the Urrys and DelRossos?’

‘I did.’

Milvus brooded. ‘You want a word of advice? Keep away from those ghouls. They’ll have you for mincemeat.’

‘I have accepted case.’

‘Then I hoped you’ve booked a nice little plot in a memorial garden.’

‘Thank you very much, Milvus.’ Yuri took his still-warm coffee and donut and stood from the table. ‘You are invaluable boost to morale.’

Milvus nodded graciously. ‘It’s the least I can do. Same time tomorrow?’

Yuri could not stay cross with his friend for long. ‘Of course.’

Milvus looked askance, back toward Dempsey Street. ‘You’ve been late with your taxes again.’

‘How would you know?’

Milvus returned his focus to the board. ‘Why else would they be towing your car?’

The tow-truck operator jagged a thumb in the direction of the beat-up mustard-yellow coupe with the dead battery now hitched onto the back of the delivery vehicle, in place of the much newer and shinier model that had just been off-loaded.

‘You got a problem? You can have that piece of junk back if you really insist.’

‘No, I am fine with new car. I just did not—’

The operator thrust a clipboard and pen into Yuri’s chest. ‘Sign here. The sooner I’m out of this part of town, the better.’

Yuri hovered the pen.

‘This is definitely not costing me anything? I have new car, tax and insurance taken care of, no strings attached?’

‘I was just told to deliver and collect. The ownership’s your headache, Jack.’

Yuri signed with a slightly shaky hand and accepted the keys to the new vehicle.

The tow-truck pulled away, dragging his former ride with it.

Still in a state of mild bewilderment, he stared at the clean, new, open-topped roadster that was supposedly his. He goggled at its waxy sparkle, the mirror-bright chrome, the pristine 355 plates. It was a gorgeous machine. He could work a year of solid cases and never make the downpayment on a current-model Dynaflow.

He dared not breathe on it.

He binned the take-out, opened the driver’s-side door and climbed in, easing into the seat. He brushed his fingertips along the wheel, the controls and dials. Almost without thought he engaged power, watching as the dials glowed and whirled.

He waited for the traffic to ease, then slipped out into the procession. He purred to the corner of Dempsey and Maxwell and took the bend like the car was on rails. He shrugged helplessly at Milvus as he passed by his spot on the riverside.

 Milvus, looking up from his game, tracked him sternly as he drove by.

They’ll have you for mincemeat, Yuri heard again.

But his mood was too good to be dented. He had a new car and the determination to enjoy the experience. He had to fight not to speed in the city streets: Ruby Blue had squared his overdue tax, but her generosity might baulk at a traffic violation.

He headed west out of Belt City, taking the Dynaflow to its humming limit. Countryside blurred past: parklands, forests, quilts of multicoloured agriculture, the odd little hamlet or factory served by a side-road. By the time he crossed Endless River, the car had become as much a part of him as any pressure suit or capsule.

He smiled, grinning as the wind ruffled his hair.

He arrived in Bluff City, still far too early for the rendezvous Ruby Blue wanted him to make with Lemuel Litz. He found a cafe for lunch, washing down a ham and mustard sandwich with coffee and soda. He read the morning papers scattered across the table, lingering over the crime pages, the obituaries and funnies. He found a mention of last night’s growler, with the time it had happened. He smiled at Hoppy the Hippo’s latest strip.

Nothing in the papers about any tragedy within the Urry family, but that was how it worked. The families were tight with the press.

He finished his lunch, then strolled another few blocks to scope out The Black Cat. A pair of cops came out as he watched, belts sagging under their paunches. He eyed some parking possibilities then returned to the Dynaflow.

He headed out of town, through the gap that gave Bluff City its nickname. The streets steepened and zig-zagged. He was climbing the taper now, where the whole core narrowed to the forward endcap. His old car’s ailing battery would have flatlined on the climb, but the Dynaflow gobbled up the gradient like it was a challenge. Yuri guided the car around hairpins and switchbacks. As the ground dropped away on either side of the road, it almost felt like flying again.

He outclimbed the labouring funicular, on the Bluff City-Prowtown interurban. He passed adverts for indigestion remedies, low-tar cigarettes, shaving cream and socks. Highway signs warned drivers of reduced adhesion. His belly tingled with the lessening weight. The car lightened on its springs, becoming bouncier. He eased off the throttle.

He skirted Prowtown, bedecked with hospitals, memorial gardens, funeral homes and chematoria. In Prowtown you were either dead or thinking about being dead. No immediate business there and that suited him just fine.

He halted at a scenic lookout. Cars were parked up, sightseers pressed against barriers, waiting their turns at coin-operated telescopes. Vendors were doing various kinds of overpriced business. Seagulls gyred in drowsy thermals, surveilling for scraps. Above the lookout, on the rising ground on the other side of the road, gingerbread tourist hotels snared young couples, honeymooners and cheating businessmen.

He exited the Dynaflow, closed the door like it was made of porcelain, sauntered to one of the vendors, purchased an ice-cream.

He walked to a clear spot next to the barrier.

 Four in the afternoon. It had been a warm summer but now, late in October, the cooler days were stealing in, the skytube going through its usual autumnal pattern. How many had he seen now, since coming out of Sleepy Hollow? Fourteen, fifteen? More than a dozen, less than twenty.

The blue was already shading into pink, laying a rose-coloured stain over the landscape. A breeze whispered in from Midlake, Belt City and the other middle territories. The onlookers became epic and bronzed. Even the ugly people got to be beautiful for half an hour.

Yuri took out a pocket map, the kind that could be rolled into a tube. He peered down it, twisting the tube until its orientation lined up with the view before him. Fifty kilometres of curled-up landscape stretched away, the skytube arrowing down its length. Cities, towns, hamlets, woods, parks and farmland quilted the visible surface. Roads and rail lines subdivided the quilt. There were lakes, big rivers, small rivers, tributaries, canals. He saw two-thirds of the internal world. The rest was hidden behind the skytube, but he knew it well enough.

Somewhere in the haze and blur at the end of Halcyon was the Urry estate, too far away to make out. The map only showed anonymous woodland. Everyone knew where the private estates were located, though – and the quiet, well-maintained roads that led to them.

He guessed he’d be paying a visit to the Urrys pretty soon. The DelRossos, too.

He could see their yacht now, glinting distinctly as he looked down from this elevated lookout point. The multi-decked pleasure craft looked like a wedding-cake in a wind-tunnel. It was moored at the private dock on the shore of the ornamental lake that occupied a large swathe of the DelRosso estate, connected to Endless River by a navigable channel. From Endless River, the DelRossos could reach the much larger Midlake and the linked shorelines of Belt City, Prowshore and Sternshore. Yuri had seen the yacht often enough, moored-up around town, doing business. The DelRossos went to the same casinos, restaurants and cocktail bars as the common rabble. They hosted city functions and charitable balls. The waterways allowed no access to the rear half of Halcyon, but that was Urry territory anyway.

Yuri’s ice-cream was melting. He chased down one of the drips, wincing as another landed on his tie, then began to turn from the view.

He stopped, noticing something.

Off to his right – north of the viewing point – a series of white, semicircular buildings jutted out from a steep part of the slope, layered on top of each other and projecting by irregular degrees like a pile of clean, white crockery; almost like an inverted, land-borne reflection of the yacht.

Yuri glanced back at the map, realising that he was looking at a private hospital.

Gladeview clinic, almost certainly.

The private establishment where Juliana DelRosso had spent her final days.

He looked at his watch. Still too early for Litz, but maybe not too late to swing by Gladeview.

‘Two stones with one bird,’ he said to himself.

It took a while to find the entrance. He followed the road to begin with, but that was a dead loss. He turned around, descended instead. He was almost back down in the hinterlands of Gaptown when he spotted the unadvertised turn-off.

He swung the Dynaflow onto the side-road. Quickly, it buried itself in a tunnel of trees, descending rather than climbing. It ducked under the main road and rose again. The road kinked and hair-pinned, flinging itself around dangerous curves with steep drop-offs. Branches scratched against the Dynaflow’s bodywork.

Yuri sucked through his teeth.

He drove and drove. Five, six kilometres of twisting ascent, easily. He knew he was on the right track when an unmarked cream-coloured ambulance met him coming down and he had to squeeze into a passing point. He waved a hand. The ambulance man stared impassively, fixed and wooden as a marionette.

Yuri continued. He met no other traffic. The skytube was redder now, a rolled-up sheet of lava suspended over the trees. Black shadows inked the road.

He fumbled for the lights.

The clinic was hidden until the last hairpin. A pale gatehouse swung into view, barrier down.

A private guard with peach-fuzz cheeks emerged from the gatehouse.

‘You’ve an appointment, sir?’

Yuri dug out his accreditation. ‘Department of Works. Snap visit.’

The guard examined the paperwork. ‘What’s your interest with Gladeview, you mind if I ask?’

‘Drainage.’

‘Drainage?’

‘Lot of rain scheduled for coming week. Coming down like dogs and cats. Necessary to cycle perforation vents and water filters.’ Yuri smiled. ‘I must inspect all arrangements, both vertical and side-entry gulleys.’

‘All right, drain man,’ the guard said, something in him giving. ‘I’ll call to let them know you’re on your up. Hope you packed some overalls in the trunk of that pretty little Dynaflow – you’ll need ’em.’ He made to move back to the gatehouse, then dabbed a finger at his throat. ‘You’ve got something on your tie, by the way.’

‘Chocolate-chip and vanilla,’ Yuri said.

Beyond the gatehouse a pristine stone driveway brought him to the level of the clinic, where a tree-shaded parking area was already thinning out. Yuri parked as close as he could, walking to the entrance where an awning projected. To his right was a nearly sheer wall of rock, with the higher levels of the clinic projecting out from it. To his left, a low barrier and then a steep drop.

Under the skytube’s dulling radiance, the clinic’s buildings glowed flamingo pink.

He went inside. The lobby was as clean and bright as an operating theatre. It was all green paint, chrome accents and tastefully concealed lighting.

To his left, a sweep of windows offered a view down the length of Halcyon. There was even a telescope, not coin-operated. A shuffling, antiquated robot pushed a mop across the gleaming tiles.

To his right, lounge chairs and a receptionist’s desk. The receptionist was a young woman with buck teeth, a perky nose and a splatter of freckles across her cheeks.

‘Would you like to be shown to the drains, sir?’ she asked in a high but firm voice, finger already poised over an intercom. ‘I can have someone come up from maintenance.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Yuri showed his accreditation again. ‘Juliana DelRosso was patient of clinic, five weeks ago?’

‘I’m sorry, sir. What does that have to do with drains?’

‘Nothing. Who was overseeing treatment?’

‘That would be a matter of patient confidentiality.’

‘Who is main doctor here? No, wait …’ Behind the desk was a row of framed images and certificates, alongside a plaque showing an impressive list of private benefactors. His gaze settled on the most prominent of the portraits, noting the name beneath it. ‘Dr Apolisi. Director in Chief of Gladeview.’

‘What of him?’

‘Call him, please?’

‘I’m about to – but only to have you escorted off the premises.’ She lowered her lips to the intercom. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but there’s an irregularity. There’s a man here, a Mister—’ Yuri showed her his accreditation again. ‘A Mister Gangrene.’

A sonorous, businesslike voice buzzed back, ‘Thank you, Miss Polch. I shall be down directly.’

Miss Polch jabbed a finger at the lounge chairs. ‘Have a seat.’

Yuri went to the telescope. A dusky pallor now cling-filmed the landforms along the entire length of Halcyon. The Endless River had become a sullen ribbon. Midlake was a swallowing absence. The cities and towns were darkening bruises. The forests were already clots of night.

An elevator door hissed open and a tall, powerfully-built man walked into the lobby. He was well-dressed, his bearing dignified. Mid-fifties, with a dusting of silver at the sides of his gleaming, neatly combed and oiled hair. He had the flawless skin, square jaw and well-defined cheekbones of a matinee idol. Teeth to match.

Although when they flashed in Yuri’s direction, there was more warning in them than warmth.

‘Noah Apolisi, Director in Chief of Gladeview clinic.’

Yuri shook the man’s offered hand. He had a very firm grip.

Dr Apolisi nodded appreciatively at the windows. ‘The view from my office is even more spectacular. Shall we?’

‘Please.’

‘I’ll try to answer your questions. I must caution you, though, that I’m bound by strict terms of patient confidentiality.’

‘Patient is dead, Dr Apolisi. I doubt very much she cares about confidentiality.’

‘The dead have just as much right to privacy as the living,’ Apolisi said. Then, in a more easy-going register, ‘That’s quite the accent you have there, Mister … what was it, again?’

‘Gagarin. Reason for accent is I am Jack.’

Apolisi frowned pleasantly. ‘Jack?’

‘Jack-in-box. Do you not know expression? I was born on Earth, in Klushino, small town in Russia. Two hundred years after fatal accident I was put aboard Halcyon as frozen body, to be revived during voyage.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard of that happening from time to time. I think the idea was to keep us fresh, to inject a little vitality into our jaded lives.’ His eyes flashed with quiet merriment. ‘How’s that working out for you?’

It was a good question.

The elevator arrived.

They emerged into an office the size of a car showroom. The space consisted of several interconnected, open-plan rooms, any one of which would have swallowed Yuri’s whole premises. His feet trampolined on the airy carpet. He admired expensive-looking artwork on the walls, some fine furniture, shelves full of professional mementos and certificates of achievement.

Apolisi bid him into an annex of the office. Two huge green chairs faced each like a pair of crouching, prehistoric flying lizards. The view was nearly the same as below, but better, without any interruptions to the vista.

Yuri took one of the chairs. Set between them was a low, glass-topped table. Yuri picked up a typewritten document. It was some kind of academic paper, a few sheets paperclipped together, with two names at the top.

Dr V Apolisi & Dr N Apolisi.

Gladeview Clinic.

A New Model for Subjective-Traumatic Episodic Fabulation

He flicked through the abstract and a few pages, but it was too technical for him.

‘V Apolisi?’

‘Vedette, my wife and co-director.’

‘She is here somewhere?’

‘No. Vedette isn’t involved in the day-to-day affairs here at Gladeview. She stays at home, conducting her research in our private library. It suits her. Vedette’s really a theoretician. She lets me get on with the messy business of dealing with actual patients.’ Seating himself, Dr Apolisi took a neat metal container from the table and snapped it open with a wrist-flick, disclosing a row of expensive cigarettes. ‘May I tempt you?’

Yuri waved aside the offer. ‘Not today. But thank you.’

‘Scotch?’

‘Russian. But I will also decline drink.’

Apolisi pinched a cigarette between his first and second fingers, extracting it slowly and deliberately, like a reactor’s control-rod. He snapped the container closed and placed it back on the table, where the evening light gleamed off elegant engravure-work and inlaid red marbling. ‘A gift from Vedette,’ he commented, with a distant fondness. ‘Although perhaps she regrets encouraging me in this habit.’

A miniature lighter flashed between his fingers like a conjuror’s prop.

‘I think you would continue habit whether or not you had cigarette case.’

‘You have no vices?’ Apolisi asked companionably.

‘Many. But I also have case to look into.’

‘Ah – the inevitable matter at hand.’ He creased his face in mild self-reproach. ‘I confess I find the habit of small talk hard to break. Here in Gladeview we strive to establish a personal bond with our patients and their families.’ He gestured in the direction of Belt City’s sprawl. ‘You want drab efficiency, try your luck at the public hospitals. More than likely you will receive an acceptable level of care, provided your case isn’t too challenging or expensive. The wards will be clean enough, the theatres not too outdated. The nurses may even remember your name from day to day. Only here, though, will you be assured of both excellence and the personal touch.’

‘I will bear it in mind, if I become rich man.’

‘Be sure to give me your card before you leave. We aim to extend the hand of care to all levels of society, not merely the most productive strata.’

Yuri took out a card and placed it next to the fancy cigarette case.

‘You are speaking of DelRosso family, and others.’

Apolisi fiddled with a recalcitrant cufflink. ‘How on Earth is this the business of the Department of Works?’

Yuri’s deduced that the gateman’s message had reached the director’s office.

‘I am tasked to look into variety of urgent matters. We do not want feud spiralling out of control.’

The tip of Apolisi’s cigarette flared like an afterburner. ‘Why would it?’

‘Juliana DelRosso was coming of age into one of oldest and most influential families in Halcyon. She dies, under questionable circumstances. Five weeks later, so does Randall Urry.’

Apolisi frowned minutely. ‘Something’s befallen Randall Urry?’

‘You were not aware?’

‘I most certainly was not. Where – when – and how did this happen?’

‘Day before yesterday, on Urry estate. Accident at shooting range. If was accident.’

‘What else could it have been?’

‘Tat-for-tit murder.’

Some process played out behind the creaseless monument of his brow. ‘You’re implying that Juliana DelRosso herself was … murdered?’

Yuri smiled slightly, glad that they had at least reached agreement that Juliana had been a patient. ‘My understanding is that she was making steady progress after accident.’

Apolisi eased, as if some terrible misunderstanding was about to be resolved.

‘Then you have been rather unfortunately misinformed.’ He paused and extracted himself from the wing-backed chair. ‘I may regret what I am about to do, Mister Gagarin, but if it clarifies at least one misconception, then I shall consider it worth the risk.’ He moved to an intercom set into the base of a bronze bust. ‘Miss … Polch? Would you be so kind as to have Juliana DelRosso’s patient notes sent up to my office?’

Yuri heard the buzzy reply, ‘Certainly, Noah.’

‘Thank you very much, Miss Polch.’

Yuri noted the emphatic intonation Apolisi had injected into his statement.

Yuri observed him move from the intercom to a vertical receiver for a vacuum mail-tube. After no more than a thirty-second delay, a capsule shot into its receptacle.

Apolisi stubbed out the remains of his cigarette and extracted the item. He brought it over to the table, opened a hinged compartment and fished out a tight bundle of patient notes.

‘May I look?’ Yuri asked.

‘Against every instinct in my body. I fear it will make precious little sense to you. The notes are strictly for the benefit of certified medical professionals.’ Apolisi handed over the papers. ‘Be my guest, nonetheless.’

Yuri unrolled the tranche of documents. There were a lot of them. For a stay at the clinic totalling no more than a week, Juliana DelRosso had generated a surprising amount of paperwork.

He nodded admiringly. ‘Prize patient.’

‘No more or less valued than any other. We exercise no favouritism in Gladeview.’

‘But I bet she had nice view from bed.’

‘All our views are nice,’ Apolisi said, with a faint developing strain in his voice, like the first trace of metal fatigue. ‘We take great pride in that. Not that it would have made the least difference. Juliana was entirely unresponsive for the duration of her time with us. She registered nothing, showed no response to stimulus, whether light, motion or sound. I hesitate to use a phrase that sounds crass outside of professional circles, but she was, to all intents and purposes, a vegetable.’

Yuri leafed through the papers. He could see entries by the day and the hour, long columns and rows, but what was in them, the abbreviations and items and medical shorthand, was inscrutable.

He noted that a set of initials kept cropping up over and over again: NA.

‘May I ask question?’

‘You may ask whatever you like.’

‘When did she deteriorate?’

‘From the moment of her admission. May I?’ Apolisi took one of the papers and folded it so that a particular entry was prominent. ‘Here, for instance. This is the day before she passed away. I had been increasing her sedation steadily. This is an extremely high dose.’

‘It is no wonder she was comatose, then.’

‘It was necessary. The progression of her condition was inevitable, but there was no need for her to suffer, especially so close to the end.’

Yuri smiled back at his host. ‘I did not know vegetable could suffer.’

‘There is no telling what – if anything – was going on inside her head, Mister Gagarin.’ He glanced conspicuously at his watch.

Yuri rolled the papers into a rough bundle and offered them back to their keeper.

‘This drug that you increased dose of.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is that standard thing for radiation burns?’

Apolisi’s gaze sharpened. ‘Radiation burns? Where have you got that from?’ Apolisi’s heat-shield of good manners was flaking off fast. ‘Miss DelRosso’s radiation exposure was no more than a mild additional complication, a footnote. The drug in question was a powerful general sedative.’

‘Then I got wrong end of stick.’

‘You did.’

‘Do you know why she went outside?’

‘I have no idea. Because she was ill-prepared, she suffered a series of heat-strokes caused by her suit’s thermal and pressure regulation going wrong.’

‘But she made it back to airlock.’

‘Only just, and only with enough strength to raise a distress call using the lock’s own alarm. By the time help arrived, Miss DelRosso was unconscious. My examinations later showed that she had already suffered irreversible damage to her brain.’

‘There was coroner’s report?’

‘Yes, naturally. Any accident beyond the inner environment of Halcyon is a matter of great seriousness.’

‘May I see copy?’

‘I’m sure you may, if you go through the appropriate channels.’ Apolisi nodded to the scene beyond the window, cloaked in dusk. ‘And now, with the greatest respect, I must be on my way. Vedette and I will be attending an evening gala at the Botanic Gardens tonight.’

Yuri rose. ‘You have been very helpful.’

‘It’s the very least I can do. Are you able to … see yourself out? I would walk you downstairs, but I need to gather up some papers before I leave.’ Apolisi indicated the elevator door by which they had arrived. ‘Don’t forget to inspect those drains on your way out, will you?’

The parking lot’s electric vapour lights sand-blasted the cars to uniform colourlessness. Yuri found the Dynaflow, hopped in over the side-door, did up his belt, inserted the key into the starter, turned it.

The key jammed hard.

He released the wheel, worked the brakes and power-shifter, hoping something would unlock. Then his eye settled onto a real estate brochure shoved onto the cowling over the instrument panel. With a prickling understanding he re-examined his surroundings.

It was the wrong car: he had got into a slightly older model Dynaflow, parked closer to the entrance.

He got out, feeling foolish, as the receptionist emerged from the clinic.

Her voice skipped all the stops on the way to accusatory. ‘What are you doing, sir?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Yuri said, raising a flustered hand as he extricated himself from the vehicle. ‘I made mistake.’

Apolisi came out, a small briefcase under his arm. ‘What’s going on, Miss Polch?’

‘He was in your car, trying to steal it.’

Yuri backed away. ‘No, I made mistake.’

The yellow light made a demonic frowning mask of Apolisi’s face. ‘Yes, understandable. No harm done. Perhaps we should swap, what do you think? Yours is a nicer model than mine.’ He nodded appreciatively. ‘Business on the up?’

‘As is yours.’

Apolisi brushed past, shoved the briefcase into the rear, got in and started his car. He backed out confidently, not bothering with his belt. He accelerated harder and sped out of the carpark, tyres squealing on the stones.

Taillights dipped beyond the gatehouse, the car soon lost in the steep, winding descent of the approach road.

‘Perhaps you should follow him,’ Miss Polch suggested. ‘You won’t get lost that way.’

Yuri followed her back into the lobby. ‘Do you have washroom?’

She ensconced herself behind her desk, barely bothering to indicate the nearby door.

‘There.’

‘Thank you.’

Yuri splashed water on his face, palmed down his hair, adjusted his collar, attempted to wash ice-cream off his tie. Leaving, he lingered at the plaque on the wall, with its list of benefactors.

Something bothering him about it.

The DelRossos were at the top of the list. The typeface used for them was slightly smaller than the one used on the dozen or so names below.

Which made no sense.

‘Can I help?’

Miss Polch was staring so hard that he felt his skin blistering.

‘No, I think I am ready to be on my way now.’

‘Good,’ she said. ‘If you need to visit Gladeview again, be sure to make an appointment.’

He had driven about two kilometres when the darkness of the surrounding woodland was broken by a red glow, coming nearer as he swept around a series of hairpins. Instinctively he slowed. The smudged red light shone through trees and branches like a dull lantern. It was the taillights of a car, flipped upside down having veered off the road at a sharp switch-back. The car had buried its nose in a tangle of trees, one of its inverted wheels still spinning.

Yuri stopped, pulling as close to the side as he could, and jumped out.

The car was a Dynaflow.

‘Dr Apolisi!’ he called out. ‘I am here!’

Yuri scrambled off the road, pushing through two metres of undergrowth and sharp-thorned bushes until he reached the back of the roadster. It had gone in at a tilt, the tail higher than the nose. An electrical burning smell was coming off it, things crackling and buzzing under the hood.

He worked his way along the rear, craning down to peer into the inverted passenger compartment.

The seat was empty. As if there could be any doubt of the identity of the vehicle, the real estate brochure had spilled onto the ground beneath the wreck.

He looked around to see if anything else had been flung from the compartment, besides the driver. There was nothing.

He pressed forward and saw a pair of legs. Attached to the legs, but slumped over the vee of a tree, was the rest of Apolisi. He had been ejected from the crash and pinned in the cleft between two sturdy branches.

Yuri fought his way around to the front, heedless of the cuts and grazes inflicted by the undergrowth. He reached the slumped, face-down, forward half of Apolisi. The physician’s arms groped forward into thin air, like someone miming swimming. Curtains of hair plastered his brow.

Yuri pushed the hair away from Apolisi’s eyes.

‘Dr Apolisi, are you all right? You have had bad accident, but I am here.’

Eyes slitted open in dim recognition. ‘Gagarin.’

‘Don’t try to move for now. I will get help.’

‘Portable telephone … in car. Between seats.’

‘Yes. I will call.’ Yuri paused, realisation hitting him. A bulge pushed up out of Apolisi’s back, tenting the fabric of his jacket. He had been impaled on part of the tree, something sticking up through him from beneath. ‘Dr Apolisi,’ he added firmly. ‘You must not move. I will call.’

‘She saw Clemency.’

Yuri paused. ‘I am sorry?’

‘Clemency. She saw Clemency.’

‘Who is Clemency?’

‘Juliana saw …’

His head lolled, his eyes narrowing again, the curtain of hair falling down.

Yuri hastened back to the wreck. He edged under it, reached for the centre console, sprung open a hatch. Apolisi’s portable telephone tumbled out. Yuri grabbed the handset and backed out from under the vehicle, the flex stretching. The telephone was the newer kind with keys instead of a dial. Yuri started to call the general number for the emergency services, then remembered that he had exchanged cards with Apolisi.

He fished out the card and called the clinic directly.

‘Gladeview clinic,’ answered Miss Polch, her tone instantly recognisable. ‘We’re now closed, so—’

‘Miss Polch,’ he said, cutting across her prepared speech. ‘This is Mister Gagarin.’

‘If you’d care to call back during normal—’

‘Dr Apolisi has had bad accident on bends, about two kilometres from clinic.’ He gripped the telephone hard enough to throttle it. ‘Send someone. And call regular hospital.’

‘What do you mean, accident? You’re saying something’s happened to Noah?’

‘Yes, he is very badly hurt.’

‘What did you do, Mister Gagarin? I saw the way you drove off.’

‘Send someone,’ he said, too exasperated to argue. ‘You will see my car parked up. Scene of accident is just after. Be quick.’

He hung up and battled his way back to the stricken Apolisi, averting his gaze from the horrible prominence jutting from his back. ‘It’s all right,’ he said breathlessly. ‘They are sending help.’

But the eyes that had contained a trace of life only minutes ago were now open but unseeing, staring dully into the gathering darkness of the forest.

Dr Noah Apolisi was dead.




CHAPTER TWO

Sirens and lights heralded the approach of vehicles, converging on the scene from up and down the hill. Yuri leaned against his car, trying to strike a pose that suggested helpfulness without culpability.

A cream-coloured Gladeview ambulance halted and disgorged two people from the passenger-side door. The two figures came closer: a willowy woman in surgical dress, and the shorter, bustier form of Miss Polch.

She was already jabbing a finger in his face.

‘Whatever you did or said to Dr Apolisi, I’ll make sure you pay for it.’

Yuri stepped back to let them pass. He decided not to pass on his opinion on the patient’s condition.

He glanced at his watch, easily read in the strobing light of the ambulance. Still plenty of time to meet Litz.

A scream pierced the night. Then a mournful proclamation: ‘Noah! Oh, Noah!’

He lit a cigarette. The first ambulance had completed its reversing manoeuvre. Further around the hairpin, the other ambulance was just arriving. The road widened slightly there, allowing a police prowler to slip ahead and park up only a few metres from the spot where Apolisi had gone off. The second ambulance dropped off a pair of city medics and began turning.

One policeman got out of the cruiser. The other, daubed by the strobes, was hunched down in the passenger seat, calling in on his police radio. The first policeman wandered over to Yuri, hands on his belt, no great hurry.

He scratched at a cowlick of blond hair spilling out from under his cap. ‘What happened here?’

‘I left clinic after Dr Apolisi, man who was in that car.’

The policeman had a mean but boyish face. It suggested that his favourite pastime was depriving flies of wings.

‘You know the vic?’

‘Yes, I had meeting with him, concerning death of Juliana DelRosso.’

Yuri showed his papers. The cop squinted against blue and red flashes.

‘Gangrene?’

‘Gagarin. Gagarin Investigative Services. I am private investigator.’

‘“I am private investigator”.’ The cop overdid his accent. ‘You run him off, Jack?’

‘No, there was gap of minutes.’ Yuri nodded past the wreck. ‘Miss Polch is receptionist; she will vouch for timeline. I went back inside clinic after Dr Apolisi left.’

The first medic came back from the impaled doctor. The cop met his eye. The medic made a sharp drawing motion across his throat and then turned to the bawling Miss Polch who was extricating herself from the undergrowth. Tears clawed long, black, mascara-filled lines beneath her eyes.

‘You’ve got to help him.’

‘We’ll do all that we can. Why don’t you go and sit with the police, while we get to work?’

‘You did this,’ she snarled at Yuri.

The medics from the second ambulance were in conference with the one from Gladeview. Their low voices and gestures suggested seriousness without any particular drama. They all knew the doctor was dead, but they were trying not to upset the agitated Miss Polch. The fact of Dr Apolisi’s demise would need to be introduced to her in instalments, like a mail order subscription.

He caught a phrase: ‘Get him iced, just in case.’

And understood. A man like Apolisi was bound to have made arrangements to end up in Sleepy Hollow.

Yuri got out of the way. He leaned against his car, waiting for his fate to be determined. He understood how bad it looked. Still, what kind of murderer called in an accident and then stuck around until the authorities arrived?

The cops had to see that.

He hoped.

Cowlick swaggered over. ‘You can hop it. Seems your story checks out for now – the gatekeeper reported your leaving a few minutes after Apolisi. Doesn’t mean you’re in the clear, though. We know who you are and where you work. Any plans?’

‘I am meeting policeman in connection with investigation. Officer Lemuel Litz in Gaptown.’

Cowlick snorted. ‘You mean Lemmy Litz? Litz The Shitz? That washout? What’re you short of, sob stories?’

‘Just routine enquiry.’

‘I know where Litz drowns his sorrows. Guess I know where to find you, too, if I need a follow-up.’ Cowlick made a sharp, upward jab with his thumb. ‘Hit the road, Jack.’

The Black Cat was filling up. It would be very busy in an hour, he guessed, but for now about two-thirds of the tables were vacant, and he was able to make a quick scan of the customers already present. None of them had the look of cop about them, uniform or plainclothes.

It was an indefinable quality, but Yuri knew it when he saw it.

He propped up the bar until the barkeeper grunted his way.

‘One shot whisky, no ice.’

The barkeeper carried a map of veins on his bulbous nose. He had a leather glove strapped over his right hand, a towel over one burly shoulder.

‘Five bucks.’

Yuri patted a ten-shipbuck bill onto the counter. The barkeeper took it and came back with change. Yuri put his hand on the change then nudged it microscopically in the direction of the barkeeper, just enough to signal his intention.

‘Detective Lemuel Litz is customer here?’

‘Who wants to know?’

‘When Detective Litz comes in, please pass message. I would like word about recent investigation.’

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘Yuri Gagarin. Private investigator.’

The barkeeper snatched up the money, worked a pen from his back pocket and scrawled something on a beermat. ‘He doesn’t want to talk, he won’t.’

‘Please try. I will be in corner.’

Yuri found a spot with a clear line of sight of most of the bar, but this time without a camera in his pocket or a washroom door right behind him. He lit a cigarette and took out the envelope Ruby Blue had given him. It was plump with press-clippings, photos and city mug-shots. There were photos of the Urry and DelRosso kids, the principal family members of both clans. He riffled through the papers until he found an All-City Hall picture of Lemmy Litz.

He fixed the face in his memory, then put the items back.

The bar became noisier and rowdier. Yuri drew a few sidelong looks from patrons, but nothing of note. No one recognised him, nor did he expect to be recognised. He was just a skinny little man with a friendly face. He looked older up close.

Newcomers arrived in ones, twos and threes. Halfway through the evening, a couple of cops presented themselves in uniform. Yuri watched as they were served shots, but they collected and finished their drinks wordlessly. Regulars, he supposed, their small-talk drained.

His cigarette was a stub, his whisky was down to fumes, when a man arrived alone, wearing civilian clothes.

Litz.

What had once been brawn had softened and slumped, leaving him thick across the middle, with a limp to his gait, something amiss in his hip or knee.

He spoke to the barkeeper. The barkeeper poured a drink, then slid the beermat over. Litz picked it up. The barkeeper nodded over Litz’s shoulder, in the direction of Yuri.

Litz collected his drink, then made his way over. He wore a heavy grey raincoat, fastened loosely across his belly.

He grabbed a stool and sat down facing Yuri.

‘Talk.’

‘Detective Lemuel Litz?’

‘You know who I am.’ Litz took a swig from his glass. His face was plump, nearly cherubic. His moustache was a short black caterpillar sunbathing on his lip. His hair was curly but receding. His brow glistened like wet sand after the tide. His collar was undone, tieless, soggy with sweat. ‘You’d be who exactly, Jack, besides some private dick I’ve never heard of?’

‘Yuri Gagarin. Private detective, under hire to Department of Works.’

‘And this is of interest to me why?’

Yuri smiled. ‘I think we are on same side, Detective Litz.’

‘Lay off the sarcasm.’

‘What sarcasm?’

‘You know I’ve had to hand in my badge. I’m not “detective” anymore, not until I get reinstated. So don’t keep rubbing my nose in it.’

‘I am sorry.’

Litz eased out of his coat. He wore an off-white shirt beneath it, black braces clutching generously-waisted trousers. ‘Joey Glove says you’re standing drinks. That buys you a few minutes of my time, but you’re already on the clock. What’s this about?’

‘They have asked me to look into joint deaths of Randall Urry and Juliana DelRosso, in private capacity.’

‘Meaning that I didn’t do a good enough job?’

‘I think it is possible that … powers-that-be … were not in hurry to find anything suspicious about deaths. But now there is third death to consider.’

‘A third one? News to me.’

‘Dr Noah Apolisi died this evening, in road accident.’

‘Then it was an accident. Clue’s in the name.’ Litz fidgeted on his little stool. ‘What’s the implication, that I went soft on those rich types?’ He glared at his watch. ‘I ain’t got time for this. Screw your drinks.’

‘You were suspended from duty?’

Litz snorted derisively, as if no mere civilian could possibly grasp the byzantine workings of internal police procedures. ‘What does it matter to you?’

‘Was it fair?’ Yuri glimpsed an angle and worked it. ‘Or was it because you were pushing too hard on Urry and DelRosso enquiry, making waves?’

‘None of those families want trouble around ’em. That ain’t news.’ Litz scratched behind an ear. He downed whatever he was drinking then signalled the barkeeper for another. ‘So what the hell does the Department of Works think I missed?’

‘Nothing, Detective Litz. I mean Lemuel.’

‘Lemmy. I’m Lemmy. It’s Lemmy to my friends and Lemmy to my enemies.’ The barkeeper came over with his next drink. ‘Well, keep talking. You think someone offed Apolisi?’

‘Yes. I visited him this afternoon. I wanted to ask questions about Juliana, about her time in Gladeview.’

‘I bet that slippery fox was real helpful.’

‘You spoke to him?’

‘Sure, I did. It’s all smiles and brochures over there, but don’t let that fool you. Apolisi hasn’t given his staff a pay rise in two years. Plenty of dissatisfaction. You meet the wife?’

‘No.’

‘Me neither, but I saw her picture. Real doll, and definitely the smart one out of the pair.’

‘Is she at clinic?’

‘No. He keeps Vedette holed up in some nice mansion down in Belt. Pampered and sidelined. Allows Noah to do just what he wants, with who he wants.’ Litz shrugged. ‘I couldn’t get anything out of him. If she did talk, Noah wasn’t admitting it, and he had the patient records to back him up.’

‘Talk?’

‘Juliana blabbed. I heard it from a nurse, one of Noah’s disgruntled ex-employees. He was banging her on the side until she asked for a raise. Then she was out the door faster than last week’s laundry.’

Yuri whipped out his notebook and pencil, ready to take something down.

‘I would like to speak to this nurse.’

‘Good luck. They found her face-down at the bottom of a fire-escape a week after I called.’

‘According to Dr Apolisi, Juliana never regained consciousness at any point during stay in clinic.’

‘Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t.’ Litz allowed himself a moment of forlorn contemplation. ‘The DelRosso kid got herself killed because she did something dumb, is all. Whether it happened outside Halcyon or a week later in Gladeview, I doubt it matters very much to Juliana.’

‘You have some sympathy?’

‘For the family? Not one golden crumb. But that kid? Look, she wasn’t even eighteen. Whole life ahead of her. Maybe she’d have lived to see the end of the voyage, unlike us sorry sons of bitches.’ He lifted his half-full glass. ‘Not now, though.’

‘Did you hear anything about … Clemency?’

‘Sure.’ Litz looked less interested in this observation than Yuri might have expected. ‘Clemency wasn’t real.’

‘Oh.’

‘Juliana had an over-active imagination. Clemency was a friend she made up out of thin air.’

‘I have heard of such things,’ Yuri admitted.

‘Supposedly she’d grown out of it, stopped talking about Clemency. But I guess whatever happened to put her in the clinic was enough to trigger a regression.’

‘Did you just go on yacht once?’

‘Yes, and that was all it took. I interviewed the main family members, strictly a matter of course. There’s no big mystery. Turns out she was having a troubled summer, rebelling against family authority. Taking that suit and going outside was part of a pattern of pushing against boundaries.’ Litz looked at his watch again. ‘I suppose you want to hear about the Urrys, too?’

‘It would be helpful.’

‘I had to pay them a visit, given the history, the pattern of feuding between those families. Hence the interview, a day after Juliana died in Gladeview.’

‘Just the one visit?’

‘One was all it took. Here, I’ve got all the times logged.’ Litz took out a little black police-issue notebook, thumbing quickly through it to the relevant page. There were only a few filled pages after it, Yuri noted: the rest blank. ‘You been out there yet, to the Urry estate?’

‘I am new on case.’

‘You’ll have a swell time. You’d think if the Urrys weren’t already mad, living in that crazy rambling treehouse would push them over the edge.’

‘Perhaps no madder than living on giant yacht.’

‘Guess not.’

‘I suppose you have heard that Randall Urry died, day before yesterday?’

There was a beat, a moment’s consideration, before Litz answered.

‘I heard. Some bad accident in the middle of that wood.’

‘You do not seem surprised.’

‘Kid was a risk-taker, liked playing with dangerous toys. A snotty little brat, too, from the one encounter we had.’

‘You were there long?’

‘No, in and out. It was easy: when I arrived they were all gathered in the house for their eleven o’clock tea. Some kind of family ritual. Lavinia was there, and you don’t see her out in daylight too often.’

‘Lavinia?’

‘Keep up, Jack. The matriarch. They call her grandmother, but it’s a misnomer. There are a couple of skipped generations there – she’d be great, or great-great, or whatever, but she doesn’t like being reminded of that.’

‘Where are intermediate children?’

‘In the vaults, or in the rain, take your pick. Of the living Urrys, only the kid was absent. I’d seen him earlier as I drove in through the woods. He was in a big clearing, shooting clay pigeons with his homemade zap-gun.’

‘Zap-gun?’

‘Private photon-cannon. Nasty thing.’

‘They are allowed this? A photon-cannon inside Halcyon?’

Litz smiled at Yuri’s evident naivety. ‘Not really that dangerous, shooting through air. It dampens the beam. Even if the kid had pointed it straight up at the skytube, he couldn’t have done too much damage.’

‘You said it was nasty thing.’

‘Up close – close enough to shoot pigeons – it’s a different story.’

‘What went wrong?’

‘Backfired, so I’m told. Easy to believe, having seen it up close.’

‘From your car?’

‘No, after the meeting in the house.’ Litz frowned his straining patience. ‘You think I was going all the way out there and not speaking to the kid, the one who had the most in common with Juliana? When Lemmy Litz does something, he does it thoroughly.’

‘What did the Urrys have to say?’

‘Usual platitudes. So sorry to hear of the DelRosso’s loss. Please convey our deepest sympathies. As if it would have killed any of them to send their condolences in person.’

‘Old grudges. What did you make of Randall? Did he come to house?’

‘No, Lutetia – his older sister – took me out to the shooting range on my way out of the estate. I’m glad it played out that way, because I got to see the kid in his natural environment. He’s off in the middle of the clearing, dressed in his shooting gear – heavy gloves, helmet and flash-visor. The zap-gun’s on his shoulder, heavy as a lathe. It’s some jury-rigged junk, all tubes and coils, humming and crackling and giving off a smell that made my eyes water at twenty yards.’

‘He made it?’

‘No, it’s from outside the ship. One of the photon-cannons they use to keep stuff from hitting Halcyon.’

‘How could he have that?’

‘Easy as pie. They’ve got half the maintenance contract for those photon-cannons. They go outside and fix ’em. The kid was just using some piece that had been brought inside for repairs.’

‘Who has other half of contract?’

‘The DelRossos, of course. What are you, dumb? Between them and their pals the families’ve got this ship carved up like a cake. Anyway, we were talking about the kid. weren’t we? Lutetia and I stroll over, the kid still taking shots at those pigeons. Pull, flash, bang, dead pigeon. Vapourised, most of the time. Couldn’t fault the kid’s aim – he would’ve made a good sharpshooter. Until the growler came.’

Yuri frowned. ‘Growler?’

‘Out of the blue, like it always is. Rumble through the ground, catches him just as he’s lining up. Throws off his aim, makes him mad. Not because he’d messed up, because he’d messed up with an audience. Kid swings the zap-gun in our direction, almost as if he wasn’t thinking about it.’

‘Were you frightened?’

‘No. Relieved that I wasn’t carrying. If I had been, I’d have blown his face off before he did it for himself.’

‘Not ideal conclusion.’

Litz half-sniggered. ‘I’m starting to warm to you, dick. Not a whole lot, but a little. Anyway, I talk to the kid, get the size of him. He’s a piece of work. Never had to explain himself to anyone, ever – and he wasn’t about to break the habit for Lemmy Litz.’

‘You asked about Juliana?’

‘Sure. And I got answers of precisely one syllable. He was aware of Juliana, and maybe they’d been in the same room once or twice, at public functions, but that was it. He expressed his regret. Five weeks later, and he’s the next corpse.’

‘Did you hear about scene of accident?’

‘Only that it was bad. Explosion in a meat-smokery bad.’

Yuri visualised a crater, jagged with aircraft parts. He saw men in coats picking diligently through the charred scene, scraping him out of the ground.

‘I get picture.’

‘No picnic, that’s for sure. But it wasn’t evidence of retaliation from the DelRossos.’

‘You can be sure?’

‘The kid was a risk-taker. Lutetia didn’t like that gun even before it went wrong.’ Something snagged Litz’s wandering eye: a pair of uniformed officers coming in. ‘Oh, thank the stars – I was wondering if I’d have to keep you talking all night.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Litz stood up. ‘Over here!’

Yuri stood as well, some basic flight instinct kicking in, though he understood nothing that was happening.

‘Well done, Lemmy,’ one of the officers said, sneering contempt. He was a bruiser, all muscle and bone. ‘Always knew you were the man for the job.’

‘Man for what job?’ Yuri asked.

The second officer was a goofy kid with eyes like inkdots. He moved in with cuffs. ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Noah Apolisi. You have the right to protest your innocence, and anything else you want to protest.’

Yuri backed away. ‘I did not murder him.’

‘Save it for the hearing, Jack. We’ve got a witness who says you’d already had an aggressive altercation with Dr Apolisi. You were also seen tampering with his car.’

Yuri reached for his accreditation. His nervous movement must have looked like a man going for a weapon, because the first cop took an easy swing at his jaw.

Yuri staggered into a stool. Inkdots swept around to the rear, yanked Yuri’s arms back, snapped on the cuffs.

The meat-faced one leaned in.

‘For an innocent man, Jack, you’re pretty twitchy.’

Yuri sat on the bunk in his one-man holding cell, his socks against the cold floor, reflecting calmly on the sequence of events. They had allowed him to keep his cigarettes, but there was only one left in the pack. He smoked it carefully, reflecting on his predicament. It was not the first time this sort of thing had happened. Not by any stretch. He knew the tiles in the holding cell better than the ones in his own bathroom. The police regarded private detectives as irritants, a form of low-grade human grit. In their pantheon of antipathy, he was only one step above cockroaches and lawyers.

Nothing would come of it. Nothing ever did. It was just the usual occupational harassment; a reminder of his place in the world. He was innocent, and he had the Department of Works to dig him out of this hole. Meanwhile, he was left to chew on the testimony of Lemmy Litz and the story he had spun to keep Yuri from leaving the bar.

How much of it had been true, Yuri wondered. He smoked the cigarette to its conclusion then looked in the pack, just in case another had hidden itself in there.

A couple of hours passed, various shouts and exchanges and slamming doors reaching him from elsewhere in the precinct station. It was slipping into the small hours of the night, but the work of the station continued unabated, the officers and their clients boisterously indifferent to the private cares of one small man alone in his cell. Yuri could not sleep at all.

Another hour of drunken arguments, vehement protestations, handcuffs fastened and released, keys jangling, doors slamming, serving hatches opening and closing. Not his, for sure. They had obviously decided that he could do without sustenance until morning. Perhaps they were right. He did not have much appetite, and his mouth was sore. He waggled a finger along his teeth, worrying that one had been loosened.

Keys in a door – much louder this time.

His door.

Yuri blinked, wondering what treatment now awaited him. He resigned himself to it with stoic forbearance. It would all be behind him sooner or later.

‘Mister Gagarin,’ said the older, walrus-whiskered officer who had opened the cell. ‘Here are your things. You might want to get dressed in here, before you leave.’ He tossed a bag in Yuri’s direction.

‘Leave?’

‘You’re free to go. No further action.’

‘I have not had breakfast. Also, I ordered early morning newspaper. I need to see how stock portfolio is performing.’

‘Shut up, Jack.’

Yuri delved into the bag, putting on his one good pair of shoes. ‘I suppose Department of Works raised stink?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care.’ The walrus yanked his thumb in the direction of the outside world. ‘Out of my sight. Your ride’s waiting.’

Yuri worked on his belt and tie. ‘Those police who came to bar. They did not like Lemmy Litz.’

‘So?’

‘So why not?’

‘Because no one likes Litz The Schitz.’ The whiskers twitched like a frog on a dissecting table. ‘No many did, from the moment he joined the force. Maybe it was because of what went down before, but there was a streak of meanness in him from the start. He kept it pretty well hidden for a while, played things by the book, passed his exams and rose through the ranks, until he couldn’t keep it bottled in any longer. When he turned it against the punks and bums, that was all right. We didn’t mind. But Litz didn’t stop there. He turned that meanness against everyone, including his own colleagues.’ He shook his head forcefully. ‘No, no one cares for Litz. And if he was still good at his job, maybe no one would mind even now. But hatred like that sours a man from inside. Litz let his drinking get out of control. One day he’s an avenging angel, the next a washed-out slob with no friends and no results. That satisfy your curiosity?’

Yuri slung his coat over his arm and perched his hat on his head. ‘Very helpful, thank you. After what went down?’

‘What?’

‘You said something went down, before he joined force.’

‘Oh, right.’ The officer looked at him with vague interest. ‘You much of a gourmand?’

‘I am not sure.’

‘If you were, you might have eaten at that quaint little place near All-City Hall, the one over on Rodman, next to the First Municipal? With the awnings and the hanging baskets that were always so pretty?’ The cop appraised him. ‘No, I guess you didn’t. It’s been shuttered for years, most likely since before you came out of the vaults. Besides which, and no offence, that’s too much like the nice side of town for a Jack or dick.’

‘Which is worse, Jack or dick?’ The walrus shook his head, some limit of his patience already exhausted. ‘Outta my sight, before I change my mind and put you back in the cell.’

Yuri emerged into the night to see a long black limousine pulled up at the kerb, the rear window rolled halfway down. He saw Ruby Blue’s face inside, draped in darkness.

‘This is going well.’

Yuri made to move around to the other side of the rear passenger compartment.

‘The front.’

The forward passenger door clicked open expensively. Yuri climbed into the vacant seat. Next to him, the driver’s position was empty. The car hummed, controls and dials glimmering spectral green.

‘Close the door, Mister Gagarin.’ Ruby Blue’s voice filtered through the tinted partition between the front and rear compartments.

Yuri obeyed and buckled in. Next to him, the wheel, pedals and levers moved on their own, and the limousine cruised away from the station. Light jazz came out of the wireless.

‘Automatic car. Very nice.’

‘No great novelty, Mister Gagarin – merely another form of robot; albeit one reserved for a specific purpose. There are at least a dozen such vehicles still operating.’

He twisted around, trying to see through the partition.

‘A typical perk for Department of Works?’

‘No, strictly private.’

The robot limousine greased through small hours traffic. Lights obligingly turned green, never a need to stop or slow. They cleared Bluff City and were soon speeding along the pale tract of the expressway, with the glow of Belt City looming in the distance.

The limousine had a sunroof. The false stars and constellations of the skytube slid past overhead.

‘I will need to collect car.’

‘No need. I’ve had it returned to your parking spot. Besides, this is an opportunity to talk about your progress. That was an unfortunate complication with Dr Apolisi.’

Yuri worried at his teeth again, then grinned into the mirror like a chimp, checking them. ‘Do you think it was deliberate attempt to frame me?’

‘Your visit to Gladeview was impromptu?’

‘Yes. Just on whim.’

‘Then it’s likely that Apolisi was going to die whatever happened. You just happened to provide a convenient scapegoat.’

‘I did not run him off road.’

‘Of course you didn’t, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We’d be having a quite different one. Are you damaged?’

He frowned. ‘Just little bruise.’

‘I hope it was all worthwhile, both your visit to Gladeview and whatever you got out of Litz.’

‘I am not sure what I got out of Litz.’ Yuri sucked on a blood-tipped finger. ‘Lying is hard work. I have never been good liar. Better to stick to facts.’

‘You think Litz stuck to them?’

‘Except one detail.’

‘Which was?’

‘I am not sure. I will remember after good night’s sleep.’

‘What about Apolisi, then? Any cracks in his story?’

‘He showed me patient notes for Juliana. All very straightforward. But how do I know notes are not made-up?’

‘You don’t.’

‘There is one other thing. List of benefactors to Gladeview clinic.’

‘Go on.’

‘DelRossos are at top, but in smaller print than others below.’

‘That sounds a little odd. You’re sure? Yes, of course you’re sure. What else?’

‘I think Dr Apolisi was having affair with Miss Polch.’

‘Miss Polch?’

‘Receptionist. She called him Noah, then corrected. Too informal for just employee. Also, she arrived with ambulance, straight from clinic, like concerned lover. Went straight to body. I think Miss Polch implicated me in accident.’

‘If Apolisi was sleeping around, that’s his business.’

‘Just thought I would mention.’

‘You’re right to do so. Any detail, no matter how small, may be pertinent. Now I want you to get some rest. See a dentist in the morning if you must: that tooth needs looking at.’

‘How did you know about tooth?’

The partition whisked open. A blue-gloved hand propelled a piece of stiff white plastic through to him.

‘When you’re ready, there’s an address I’d like you to visit.’

Yuri inspected the item in the cycling light of passing streetlamps. It was the size of a playing card, punched through with numerous holes in a complex but random-looking pattern. Inked onto the edge of the card in neat blue script was an address in the warehouse district in the northern part of Bluff City.

‘What is this?’

‘You’ll find out when you go there. They’ll be expecting you. Present your credentials and ask to be shown to any compatible unit. Insist on a GSS or higher. Accept nothing less than a GSS.’

Yuri nodded. ‘GSS.’

He had no idea what GSS meant.

‘Good. I’m glad that’s settled. I still have faith in you, Mister Gagarin, but perhaps it was unwise of me to send you into this case without assistance.’

The limousine swept across the silvery meander of the Endless River, sparkling under the starlit skytube.

‘Concerning case, I have observation.’

‘Go on.’

‘Juliana died because of something that happened to her outside ship. And Randall died because of something brought in from outside ship. Zap-gun.’

‘Your point?’

‘It is curious connection. Both deaths linked to outside of ship.’

‘Linked is stretching a point. The deaths happened five weeks apart, at opposite ends of Halcyon.’

‘But still.’ A sudden eagerness gripped him, dulling the ache in his jaw. ‘Perhaps I should see outside for myself. What do you think?’

‘I think it would be very foolish and pointless. Have you the first idea of the dangers, technical procedures, the grave physiological and psychological challenges of going outside the ship?’

That burning crater returned to his mind’s eye, the patient stooping men picking through the hideous arena of his death.

‘I was cosmonaut once,’ he replied. ‘I am not afraid of cosmos.’

Milvus The Mouse looked up from his usual outdoor spot by the river, peering out from beneath the brim of his hat. ‘What happened to you? I’ve seen things run over by trucks that look better.’

‘I had altercation.’

‘That case I told you not to get involved with?’

‘Not unrelated.’ Yuri sat down opposite Milvus, across from the chequer board. ‘Shall we play?’

Milvus sniffed doubtfully at the coffee Yuri had brought along. ‘Too sweet again. And I’m not sure play is the word.’

‘No?’

‘No. Play implies an element of unpredictability.’ He positioned the chequers in their opening spots. ‘You can start, if you think it’ll help you.’

‘That is very generous.’ Yuri examined the board for a long interval before making his opening. It was an average move, not a catastrophic one, but he needed to save himself for the challenges ahead.

‘Passable.’

‘Thank you. Perhaps, in time, I will learn to surprise great Milvus.’

‘Don’t bet on it: I haven’t got thirty centuries ahead of me.’ He made a mediocre counter-move, then rummaged in the grubby innards of his coat, unleashing a strong combination of odours. ‘I have something for you.’

Yuri rubbed a tear from his watering eyes. ‘You have fixed camera?’

‘That, but first a test.’ Milvus reached back into his coat. Yuri was expecting him to come out with the bulging, tattered notebook but instead Milvus produced a small, dismal-looking item that Yuri did not think he had seen before. Yuri pinched the doubtful object with the minimum possible contact area of his fingertips.

It was a piece of stiff, curved material, made from some glossy polymer.

‘What is it?’

‘That’s for you to tell me.’

Yuri inspected the muck-lathered item. It was odourless and lightly flexible between his fingers.

‘Is it shoehorn?’

‘No, it’s not a shoehorn. Why would we care about a shoehorn? Tap it against the table, just once.’

Yuri did as instructed. The object quivered in his grasp. A flicker of green pulsed from the glassy surface: a scramble of intersecting lines and line-fragments. Numbers, maybe.

The broken pattern faded, like a series of angular contacts dissipating from a radar scope. Yuri was about to tap the item again.

‘There’s a bit of residual power in it, but it’s running out,’ Milvus said.

Yuri returned the item. ‘What is it?’

‘What do you think it is?’

Yuri felt obligated to offer a theory. ‘Perhaps it is old toy, forgotten.’

‘There are layers to this ship,’ Milvus said darkly, pocketing the item. ‘Stories they don’t want told.’

Yuri sighed. ‘They?’

‘Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said? The ones in control. The ones who choose what we read in the newspapers, and what we don’t. People like Lavinia Urry.’ A narrow interest cracked his features. ‘Have you met the ghoul yet?’

‘Not yet, but I will interview family soon. Is there something I should know about Lavinia?’

‘They say she’s the oldest human alive on the ship. Old enough to remember the very start of things. Been in and out of Sleepy Hollow more times than you’ve had hot dinners.’

‘That is lot of dinners.’

‘I wonder what the prickly old hag really remembers. What she’d have to say about some of the things we dig out of the mud and rubble around here. About some of the discrepancies.’ He dropped his voice to a spidery register. ‘I’ve found things you wouldn’t believe.’

‘Things Milvus would not believe, you mean.’

‘Not just me. There are others. Fellow travellers.’ He squinted hard. ‘You think I’m the only one who hears voices in the storms? The only one who sees faces up there? The only one who worries about the growlers? Why are you making that face?’

‘Is just normal face.’

Milvus eyed him dubiously.

He pocketed the telephone-thing and reached into another seedy district of his coat before coming out with the camera. ‘Nothing I could do about the film. You’ll need a new reel. You’re getting this back on one condition, though.’

‘I am?’

‘Should you ever get outside, I want photographs of the fixed stars. Good, steady photographs.’

‘Why?’

‘So I can compare them, of course.’

‘Of course.’

‘I have photographs in my notebook. Old photographs. And drawings. Star maps, from a hundred or more years ago. I need new ones now. I’m close to the truth, but I won’t know for sure until someone gets me new ones. You’ll need fast film. Make sure you use fast film.’

‘Fast film.’ Yuri nodded.

‘And be careful where you get it processed. Come to me first, in fact. I’ll take care of the processing.’ Seemingly satisfied that some arrangement had been agreed upon, Milvus handed over the camera. Yuri took it without inspecting it, certain in his bones that it would now work better than it ever had. That was what happened when Milvus worked on things.

‘Just try to keep sense of perspective,’ Yuri urged.

‘Perspective?’ Milvus scoffed aside the concern. ‘I’ve got all I need of that. And you’re the one who needs to watch his back, now the ghoul knows about you.’

He checked the name of the warehouse on the white perforated card Ruby Blue had given him, comparing it against the tiny metal plaque next to the entrance. It looked unpromising, but then so did the whole district.

He buzzed. A wait ensued, until a bored voice said through the grille, ‘What?’

‘Gagarin, Department of Works. I think you expect me.’

After a silence the door gave a short buzz of its own, clicking open. He pushed through into the dark, dusty reception area just beyond. It was little more than a corridor, with a counter running the length of the right-side wall, and another set of doors beyond it.

He walked to the counter, waited another minute or two, then pressed the service bell.

Presently, a burly, sweating man arrived through a side-door, an oil-stained apron stretched across his belly. The man dusted his hands against each other.

A name was stitched beneath his collar: Laird. He eyed Yuri lopsidedly.

‘And?’

‘I have this.’ Yuri showed him the card. ‘I am not to settle for anything less than GSS.’

Laird raked a hand through his oiled hair.

‘Had three in last month, but one blew a governor. Got one now, maybe two.’

‘I only need one.’

‘You’re going to insist on a particular sub-series?’

‘Just GSS.’

‘Uh-huh. Fussy customer, but not too fussy. Well, follow me.’ They went through the double doors into a very long, sloping corridor painted in two shades of competing drab green. ‘They didn’t tell me the Department of Works was so hard-up for employees. Good to know. Might need a job there myself, when we finally empty this place out.’

‘Why do you think DOW is hard up?’

Laird looked back as if the question was the sort that could only be asked in jest. ‘’Cause you’re a Jack, Jack. How’d you end up here, anyway?’

‘I had accident. Aircraft crash. Training exercise, bad weather. Two hundred years before departure, so five hundred and fifty-five years from present date. They kept remains on ice, just in case medicine improved. When ship was constructed, they put remains aboard for biological reconstruction. Fifteen years ago, I come out of vault as new man. New man, new life aboard Halcyon.’

‘So you’re the omelette that got turned back into the egg?’

‘I guess I am.’

‘And how’s that working out?’

The air chilled and dampened as they went down the sloping corridor. Yuri reflected on the question. ‘I have made adjustment to new life. Accepted facts of existence aboard ship.’

‘You miss the old place?’

‘I miss Valentina, wife. I miss my daughters, my parents, my brothers and sister. Friends in cosmonaut school.’

‘You must have been some big deal to swing a slot in Sleepy Hollow.’

‘I do not know if I was big deal. I was first man into cosmos.’

Laird glanced back again distractedly. ‘What’d you say your name was?’

‘Gagarin. Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin.’

There was no note of recognition in Laird’s answer, no flash of appreciation in his eyes. ‘Right.’

‘It was long time ago,’ Yuri said, his voice falling.

The corridor dumped the two men into a vast, crypt-like basement that must have sprawled far beyond the visible limits of the above-ground warehouse. It smelled like old library books. Laird yanked an electrical switch on the wall. Lights activated with heavy guillotine thuds, coming on one bank at a time.

Narrow passages mazed through the basement. Between them stood ranks of metal storage lockers, each as large as a jailhouse holding pen. Metal doors faced the lockers, labelled with stencilled plaques.

They walked along a series of aisles to an otherwise nondescript locker.

‘You sure about this GSS?’

‘Very sure.’

‘They’re pretty smart, for a lunk, but with those smarts comes a whole world of pain. They’ve got self-will. Means they can get a bit above themselves.’ Laird gave him a shrewd look. ‘You might be better with a Triple-Ess.’

‘I will take GSS.’

Laird shrugged his non-concern. ‘Your funeral.’

‘It is all right. I already had one of those.’

Laird fussed through a collection of keys, found one that worked, and opened the door to the locker. It was the kind made of hinged panels that folded up into the ceiling.

Laird stepped back, allowing Yuri to survey his prize.

It was a tin-coloured robot, stooping to fit into the box. It had arms and legs, a body and a head. The torso was an inverted triangle, with a wide yoke for the shoulders and narrow hips below. The arms and legs were as thin as sword-sheathes. The robot had oversized hands and feet, while its head seemed too small for the rest of it, almost lost within the raised rim of a wide metal collar. The face was blank: mouthless and noseless. Only two dark gridded eyes added any semblance of personality.

Yuri regarded it, waiting for a reaction until it became clear that nothing was going to happen.

‘How do I make it work?’

‘Say the magic prayer and do a little dance. Alternatively, put the activation docket in.’

Yuri took the perforated card, gambled on which way was up, and pressed it into a horizontal slot in the robot’s chest. The docket met slight resistance, then snatched itself from his fingers, vanishing into the robot.

‘Now what?’

‘Now you wait. Take a while to boot up, if it boots at all. Been out for a long time, this one. Don’t get your hopes up.’

Ponderous clicking sounds emerged from the torso. Something hummed. Something gave a sudden acrid smell. Relays chattered.

The grilled eyes brightened with a pale-blue light.

The robot jerked as if it had been startled from a nightmare. It clanged its head against the ceiling, then ducked down awkwardly. The eyes glowed with a deeper blue. Laird had stepped well away, observing proceedings with his arms across his apron.

‘Please stand by,’ the robot said, its voice deep and stentorian. ‘This General Systems Servitor is reactivating after a period of dormancy. Conditional audit, mechanical check-out, memory recovery and cross-checking of decision-action modules is in process.’

‘Report your audit,’ Laird said.

‘The last conditional audit executed by this unit occurred nineteen point three trillion processor cycles ago, at which point all checkpoints for safe human-robot interactions were fulfilled. Be aware, nonetheless, that this unit may make sudden, unannounced lethal movements.’

Laird smirked. ‘The audit is good. Means at least it won’t try to kill you intentionally.’

Yuri took a cautious step back.

‘This unit has identified no prior entries for command and control authorisation. You are the nearest human. Do you consent to be imprinted for the purposes of command and control authorisation?’

‘Yes,’ Yuri said, after an instant’s hesitation. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Stand by. Command and control imprinting is in process. This step is irrevocable without a valid termination docket. Please vacate the area if you wish to abort the process.’

Yuri stood his ground.

‘Command and control imprinting is now complete. This unit is now awaiting instruction.’

Yuri cleared his throat. ‘Do you understand me, robot?’

‘This unit acknowledges understanding. Do you wish to issue an instruction? Most natural language formats are supported.’

‘Yes. I will try instruction. Please come out of box.’

The robot scraped and shuffled its way out of the enclosure. When it had cleared the threshold it unhunched itself. It was one and a half times the height of Yuri.

Yuri smiled at Laird. ‘It seems to work.’

‘It’s not killed you yet. That’s a start.’

‘This unit will obey instructions to the best of its abilities. Do you have an instruction?’

‘Yes. We must go back to my office. You will follow me. I am Yuri, by the way. Do you have name, besides “unit”?’

Relays chattered then fell silent. ‘No priors have been retrieved for that query. Do you wish to issue a new name, Yuri By The Way?’

‘My name is just Yuri. Your name will be …’ He turned to Laird. ‘What sort of name is good for robot?’

‘I dunno. Take your pick. Lunkhead. Tinhead. Useless Piece of Scrap.’

Yuri considered. ‘Sputnik.’

‘What?’

‘I am thinking this is good name for robot. It means “fellow traveller”. Will you accept name, robot?’

‘This unit is to be known as Sputnik until a change of assignment.’ The eyes blinked blue, then held steady. ‘Do you have an instruction?’

‘I gave you instruction.’

‘Fault-check diagnostics indicate unreliability in some memory functions. It is possible that some commands may need to be reinforced, while workaround pathways are reconsolidating.’

‘You mean you are broken?’ Yuri shrugged easily. ‘So am I. We will get along well.’

‘I will attempt to maintain usefulness at all times. Do you have an immediate instruction?’

‘You are serious?’

‘Seems you picked yourself a pup,’ Laird snickered. ‘Just too bad it’s too late for a change of heart. Once you stuck that docket in, you were all-in.’

Yuri smiled tightly. ‘I am sure I will not regret decision. Come, robot.’

When they were out into the street, the robot stopped in its tracks and declared, ‘You can ride me, if you like. It will be quicker than walking.’ Sputnik whirred down on its knees, a pair of grip-coated handles emerging from either side of its head.

‘No, I will not ride you.’

‘You have an aversion to robots?’

‘I have aversion to falling off robots. Just keep up. We will walk to undertube, then back to Dempsey Street.’

‘While we are going, perhaps you could tell me something about yourself.’

‘Will you remember in five minutes?’

‘That will be for you to decide.’

‘Then I am Yuri Gagarin. I am private detective. Gagarin Investigative Services. I am small-time, mostly. Just now, though, I have been put on bigger case. Investigation into suspicious deaths in two biggest families in Halcyon. My client is Ruby Blue. She gave me docket for General Systems Servitor. She seems to think you will be helpful to me. Does name Ruby Blue meaning anything to you?’

‘I’m afraid I have no priors for that name. May I presume Halcyon is the name of this city in which we find ourselves?’

‘No. This is warehouse district of Belt City. Halcyon is …’ Yuri slowed in his walk. ‘Please tell me you understand nature of Halcyon, or this will be very long day.’

‘Perhaps you could enlighten me?’

‘Do you understand you are inside ship? Very big ship, fifty kilometres from end to end, just inside? Fifty-six outside? Ship called Halcyon? This is quite critical fact.’

‘You may need to help me make some adjustments, while my pathways are reconsolidating.’

‘What else you have forgotten?’

‘Perhaps it would help if you were to provide me with some additional context. Why, for instance, are we inside a ship?’

‘Because we are going somewhere. Very long journey, between solar systems. Ten per cent of speed of light, across forty light-years.’

‘Are we nearly there yet?’

‘No. Maybe. Most of voyage is completed. This is Journey Year 355. We will reach Vanderdecken’s Star in forty-five years, fifty at most.’

‘And what will happen then?’

‘We slow down into new system. We will not be first. Other ships were sent out earlier. They have started work to make planets and moons ready for settlement, using biosphere management. Cities and domes on planets, space stations in orbit. Plenty of room for eight million citizens of Halcyon.’

‘Everyone will leave?’

‘Choice for individual. Halcyon will continue, in orbit around Vanderdecken’s Star. Those who want to remain, they can stay inside, here and in other cities. Others can join settlement effort. If settlers do not like life on worlds, they can return to Halcyon.’

‘What do you plan to do?’

Yuri laughed at the robot’s earnest misconception. ‘It is not problem for me. Forty-five years is very long time. I will not see Vanderdecken’s Star, except possibly as very old man. More than likely I will be dead.’

‘You accept this fate?’

‘I have nothing to complain about. I was dead man. I have already had second chance at life.’

‘I feel likewise. I am frustrated by the impairment to my memory systems, but it is much better than being stuck back in that … I confess I have already forgotten where I was, before you took me out.’

‘I would not dwell on it too much. I think we are both happier when we have something to do. I will try to make sure I keep you busy.’

‘I am very much looking forward to gainful employment. Perhaps you could remind me again what it is you do?’

‘I am private detective.’

After leaving the undertube they walked along Maxwell Street’s riverside, moving past the long line of hucksters, cardsharps and shoe-shine robots. Yuri slowed, noticing something out of place. Milvus’s table was vacant, but the chequer board was still laid out.

He stated: ‘Milvus is gone.’

‘An acquaintance of yours?’

‘Yes,’ he told Sputnik. ‘Good friend, usually at table. Except sometimes Milvus goes foraging in mud, looking for old things. Milvus said he had problem to solve, though. Perhaps he changed mind.’

‘You do not sound certain.’

‘When Milvus goes, he takes chequer board and tablecloth with him, in case of unscheduled rain.’

‘Perhaps he will be back presently.’

‘Perhaps he will.’

They turned onto Dempsey Street, reached the entrance to Yuri’s building and went indoors. The ancient elevator ferried them slowly but steadily to the fifth floor. The robot was clearly heavier than a man, but since the elevator was rated for ten people, Yuri doubted that it was in danger of being overloaded. It had been serviced recently, anyway, after Mrs Vanamonde got stuck.

Something prickled at him. It nagged him all the way down the hard-tiled hallway to the door with the smoked-glass pane with his business name written on it in neat gold letters.

‘This is only way in and out,’ he explained. ‘Clients come into office, here.’

The robot stooped under the doorframe, then straightened out again beneath the ceiling. Its head swivelled around, mapping the environment. Yuri tried to imagine seeing the room afresh, through the robot’s eyes. Not a bad place, really. He was sure there were nicer premises, but this was his cockpit, his refuge. For a long time, he’d thought no aspect of Halcyon would ever feel like home, but eventually these shabby surroundings had become part of him.

The office was large, but it had to serve several functions. There was Yuri’s main desk, where he sat with his back to the window, with its pull-down blinds. A couple of chairs faced the desk, for the benefit of clients. On the desk stood a telephone, a hooded green desk lamp, some papers and a pen, inkstand and blotter. Either side of the main doorway, directly opposite the desk, stood grey filing cabinets. A door in the right-hand wall led into the private apartment. A couple of potted plants flanked the door, with an armchair squeezed into a corner. More potted plants framed a threadbare sofa against the left-hand wall.

‘I remember something about an investigation.’

‘That’s very good.’ Yuri collected one of the desk chairs and set it down before the robot. ‘Please sit down. I feel I am sharing room with giant silver praying mantis.’

‘If it helps, I can wait out in the street until needed. I am fully weatherproofed.’ Sputnik lowered itself delicately into the chair. The chair complained, but held. ‘What is in that other area? I may scan it with penetrating radar, but I think it would be polite to ask first.’

‘Private rooms. Kitchen, bedroom, bathroom and toilet. Do you need kitchen or bathroom?’

‘No, not unless I malfunction.’

‘Then there is no need to go into other part.’ Yuri picked up a watering can and started on the plants. ‘Now I will outline essential elements of case. Try to remember what you can.’

The robot stiffened in the chair, like a schoolboy admonished for inattention. ‘I will.’

Yuri sketched out what he had been told, and what he knew. He introduced the robot to the key players and the timeline. He outlined his visit to Gladeview clinic, and the unfortunate events that had happened directly after. He was beginning to cover his rendezvous with Lemmy Litz, the meeting that had only been a prelude to his own arrest, when he stopped suddenly.

‘Is there a difficulty?’

‘There is,’ Yuri said, frowning as he tried to reconcile events both remembered and indirectly-relayed. ‘Mrs Vanamonde is difficulty.’

‘I am not sure if that is a name you have told me already.’

‘Mrs Vanamonde is nice lady from cleaning agency,’ Yuri said excitedly. He abandoned the plants and poured a Scotch instead. Sputnik watched patiently as he sipped.

‘The cleaning agency?’

‘Mrs Vanamonde got stuck in elevator, between fourth and fifth floors. Is reason the elevator company sent service engineer.’

‘I definitely need to run a fault-trace.’

‘No, you are not faulty. Not with this. Problem is testimony of Lemmy Litz. Lemmy Litz told me that he visited Urry estate in morning. He also told me he was with Randall Urry at shooting range when growler happened.’

Sputnik looked up warily. ‘Growler?’

‘Shudder running through ship, due to occasional impact with interstellar debris against frontal ram-shield.’

‘That seems worrying.’

‘It is nuisance, not worry. Ram-shield is two kilometres thick and ten kilometres across, designed for duration of voyage. Last growler was night I got beaten up in bar, during custody case. Last one before that was day Mrs Vanamonde got stuck in elevator.’

‘How long ago was this?’

‘Same day of Lemmy Litz interview with Randall Urry. Five weeks ago, just after death of Juliana DelRosso.’

‘I see. I think I remember some of that.’

‘Then you see problem. Mrs Vanamonde is regular with cleaning. Always same day, always same time. Never in morning.’

‘Ah.’ The robot’s eyes seemed to brighten. ‘Whereas the testimony from …’

‘Lemmy Litz.’

‘Placed the aforementioned event earlier, sometime before noon.’ Sputnik cocked its head. ‘Yes, that is curious. Could it be a simple case of mistaken recollection?’

‘He is cop, Sputnik. With notebook. No reason for him to lie, and no reason for discrepancy. I think we should speak to Lemmy Litz again.’

‘Are you on agreeable terms with this gentleman?’

‘We got on like fire on house. He will be very pleased to see me second time.’

Someone knocked on the outer door.

Yuri recognised the murky form beyond the smoked-glass.

‘A difficulty?’

‘Depends on definition of difficulty.’

‘Mister Gagarin,’ came a voice. ‘May we speak?’

‘I’m here with robot, Ms Blue. You can stroll right in – door is not locked.’

‘I’ll remain here, if you don’t mind.’ She cracked the door open by a thumb’s width. ‘We can communicate perfectly well as we are. For the sake of transparency I should add that I am not Ruby Blue. I’m her sister, Ruby Red.’

Through the glass, and the crack, Yuri discerned a female form that was the exact duplicate of his client, except that the dark clothing and accessories gave off a distinct blush of scarlet.

‘Ruby Blue never mentioned sister.’

‘She wouldn’t have. It would have put you off the case from the outset.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because you don’t like complications, and I’m about to make life complicated for you. I must ask you to cease with this investigation, Mister Gagarin. It risks too much trouble.’

‘I have arrangement with Ruby Blue.’

‘I will pay you more than she is paying, just to sit on your thumbs. The money can be wired into your account directly. You can take on any other cases as you see fit – but you’ll keep away from the DelRossos and the Urrys.’

‘You wish to protect families?’

‘No, not at all. What I wish to protect is stability. Where Ruby Blue sees an opportunity to bring crimes into the light, I see risk to the harmonious functioning of this vessel. However much we may detest the families and their orbitals, they are components of a system. Halcyon depends on that system, Mister Gagarin. I can’t place it in jeopardy when we are less than half a century from our destination.’

‘You would let crimes go unpunished?’

‘For now, yes,’ she said, with a certain heavy regret.’ There can be a full accounting when we’ve arrived. Until then, there must be continuity.’

Yuri poured some more Scotch.

‘Would you like me to make this visitor go away?’ Sputnik asked.

‘No, I would like you to sit still and say nothing. I will tell you when you can do something useful.’

‘Mister Gagarin?’

‘I can give you immediate answer,’ he called back. ‘I am still working for Ruby Blue. Now I am even less likely to drop case than before. Two young people have died, and now Dr Apolisi.’

‘If you need additional persuasion, so be it.’ Although she was still poised in the gloom of the hall, with just a hint of her profile pinned in the narrow slot between the door and its frame, he caught the edge of a smile, teasing and with a curl of superiority that he did not much care for. ‘When you next speak, be sure to ask my sister how long Gagarin Investigative Services has been an entity.’

‘I do not need to ask.’

‘Just do.’ She lingered. ‘You’re a good man, Yuri Alekseyevich. That doesn’t mean that you’re not owed an explanation by Ruby Blue. I think when you have the truth, you’ll be a little less enthusiastic about being her eager little helper.’

Her form retreated, a smoke-red apparition drifting into obscurity.

Yuri sat in silence, rattled by the exchange. He sipped the Scotch, but even the good stuff left his disquiet uneased.

‘I feel I should add something.’

He glared at the still-seated robot. ‘Make it good.’

‘I used my radar to scan the presence at your door, in case the visitor was armed.’

‘Was she?’

‘No. She carried no detectable weaponry. But she also wasn’t human.’




CHAPTER THREE

Milvus was still gone when Yuri went back to the car with one coffee and one donut.

He opened the side-door.

‘Can you fit into seat, without buckling bodywork? We have long way to go, and I would rather not piggy-back.’

‘I will try. Are we going to find this man you mentioned?’

‘Lemmy Litz? No, not just now. I want to speak to Urrys first, get their side of timeline.’

Sputnik contorted itself into the passenger seat, the head and upper part of its body projecting far above the windshield of the open-topped roadster. The suspension creaked without bottoming-out.

Yuri squeezed into the remaining space, his elbows scuffing the robot.

‘You have said nothing about my earlier observation, about Ruby Red.’

‘Can you take notes, when we get to Urry estate? I’ll do talking, you will do note-taking.’

Yuri started the car and eased into the afternoon traffic.

‘What did she mean, by asking you how long you have been in business?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Concentrate on details of case.’

‘Aren’t you interested in my penetrating radar?’

‘Not on first date.’

He brooded as he drove. He wanted to avoid the subject the way a tongue wanted to avoid a sore tooth. He knew himself better than that, though. He would have to give in sooner or later, and he might as well accept the fact.

‘If not human, then what?’ he asked finally. ‘Another robot, like you?’

‘No, that’s the interesting aspect. The visitor was definitely mechanical, definitely an artificial construct, but there was no neuromimetic core.’

‘No neuromimetic core? That is very interesting.’ Yuri fed them onto the on-ramp for the expressway. He passed an advert for holiday chalets, another for swimsuits. ‘What is neuromimetic core?’

‘The part of a robot that does its thinking. The densest, most well-protected part. A shielded mass of hyperdense brain-sized circuitry. Mine isn’t in my head, but I’ve still got one.’ Sputnik patted its chest, roughly where its lungs and heart would have been if it were alive.

‘And?’

‘Your visitor lacked one. Unless it was a robot built according to a completely different technological paradigm, it had no mind of its own.’

‘She had mind. I could feel it.’ He paused. ‘I did not like mind, but I could feel it.’

‘I agree. But wherever it was, it was not inside that robot.’

The expressway brought them to the outskirts of Winter Garden. A well-maintained secondary road leading to the Urry estate followed the same ascending path as the endcap funicular, before breaking to the north and losing itself in a dark, forbidding mass of forest. Trees hemmed the road in gloomy avenues, branches fingering together until they formed a tunnel of vegetation. Yuri put on the headlamps as the gloom intensified.

He fumbled in the glove compartment for a fresh packet of cigarettes. He lit one and drew on it nervously as the car threaded through the darkening passage.

At last, the forest released its oppressive grip, Yuri accelerating along a short stretch of road, then slowing as they approached a substantial stone-built boundary wall with a gatehouse set into it. The wall stretched away on either side, its gentle curvature hinting at the dimensions of the Urry estate, enclosing a plot of land as large as Winter Garden itself.

Yuri halted at the gatehouse. No one was in attendance. He set the handbrake, got out of the car, flicked his cigarette away and walked to a metal panel set into one of the stone pillars flanking the sturdy ironwork gates.

He pressed the button.

A slow, lugubrious male voice asked, ‘May I be of assistance, sir?’

‘I am Yuri Gagarin, with Department of Works. I am here to speak to Urry family on important business.’

‘I’m afraid there has been no appointment made for this afternoon.’

‘I do not need appointment. I can come back, but I promise you, this is much better way. I will be in and out in very short time. You will be happy, family will be happy, Department of Works will be happy.’

A resigned sigh emanated from the panel. ‘Very well. Provided I have your assurance that the family will not be caused further distress, and that your visit will be a brief one.’

‘I will be model of brevity.’

‘Then I will see you at the house, sir, in due course. To expedite matters, the family will have been summoned by the time you arrive. Please drive carefully through the grounds. We would not want you to have an accident.’

Without a further word the twin gates slid apart with a low hum. Yuri got back in the car and had only just cleared the threshold when the gates closed again like a pair of molars.

It was still a long way to the heart of the estate, but this time they travelled along a perfectly manicured driveway, surfaced with fine pink chippings. The driveway swooped around wooded bends, taking an elegant but overly-circuitous route inward. If the road had been a person, Yuri would have been willing them to get to the point. They had been travelling for at least a couple of kilometres when he took one hand off the wheel to point off to the right, indicating a large clear area with a low boundary fence and some equipment parked at the edge.

‘Do you see that?’

Sputnik’s head swivelled. ‘I do.’

‘That must be shooting range, where Randall had accident. You remember accident?’

‘A small memory jog might not go amiss.’

‘I will give you timeline again. Six weeks ago, Juliana DelRosso has accident outside ship. Five weeks ago, under care of Noah Apolisi, she dies in Gladeview clinic. That is when Lemmy Litz speaks to both families, just to settle concerns. He meets Randall Urry out here at shooting range, playing with photon-cannon.’

‘During the aforementioned growler.’

‘Yes – exactly.’ Yuri smiled excitedly. ‘Which we know happened in afternoon, not morning.’

‘And we are back here … because?’

‘Because the day before Ruby Blue hired me onto case, something went wrong with photon-cannon. Randall Urry was killed by own weapon, here on estate.’

‘What was the Urry family member doing with such a dangerous thing?’

‘Shooting things for fun. Until not fun.’

‘That seems a very odd occupation, even for humans,’ the robot said.

The driveway continued. It wormed its way through the estate, taking nothing like the most direct way. They passed through woods, ornamental gardens, large tracts of pastureland and around and over perfectly tended ornamental lakes. In all the drive, Yuri did not see a single human groundskeeper, nor even the most rudimentary robot. He thought about some of the low-rent tenements near Dempsey Street, and the mass of human lives pressed into them.

The driveway crested a genteel hill and the household came into sudden view, as if by the dramatic flourish of a theatrical effect.

Yuri remembered Litz’s description: a maze of treehouses.

So not everything Litz had told him was a lie.

Woodland surrounded and inter-penetrated the household. Brown wooden structures emerged from the tree-tops like the towers and spires of a citadel projecting through morning mist. These structures were no rustic affairs: they were large, sturdy-looking, dotted with coloured glass windows and ornate embellishments. They had many floors, many look-outs and galleries, many turrets and cupolas. They were interconnected by enclosed wooden walkways, threading through the woodland at different levels. The structures formed into roughly concentric rings, surrounding a significantly larger wooden building in the middle.

‘Is this a typical human residence, Yuri?’

‘No,’ he answered, with a sour feeling in his gut. ‘It is not typical. Not typical at all.’

Yuri slowed down as they drove through the outlying parts of the compound, creeping beneath the covered walkways, a familiar prickle on the back of his neck letting him know that they were most certainly being observed. It would be hard to spring much of a surprise on these people.

The road terminated outside of the central structure, where a perfectly maintained pink-gravel parking area held half a dozen vehicles, high-end roadsters and coupes, each at least as nice as his Dynaflow.

Yuri braked to a crawl, given him time to take in more of the household.

The central structure was circular, raised off the ground by a thicket of wooden stilts, at least eight metres high, with covered aerial walkways spidering out in all directions. A wooden balcony projected from a part of the building off to the right, a slender dark figure observing the car’s approach, then vanishing back into the house. The way the figure moved made Yuri think of the little wooden statues that came in and out of ornamental clocks.

A wide, unsupported wooden staircase connected the ground level to the first floor of the stilted structure. As they eased into a parking spot, a small, egg-shaped robot was coming down the stairs with precise, birdlike strides.

Yuri halted the car and turned to Sputnik. ‘You can come in with me. But keep quiet unless I ask you direct question.’

‘Understood.’

The other robot had reached the bottom of the stairs. It was much shorter than Sputnik, shorter even than Yuri: little more than a plump metallic ovoid on legs. Its arms were flexible jointed tubes ending in three-fingered appendages. It had no head and no markings or apertures, no obvious front or back.

‘I am Montague, retainer to the Urry family. We spoke earlier. Provided you abide by your assurance not to add to the family’s distress, you may accompany me inside.’ The ovoid body swivelled slightly. ‘Your General Systems Servitor may wait with the car, sir. No harm will come to either.’

‘I would prefer it if robot came with me. They are also working for Department of Works.’

Montague made the sighing sound Yuri had heard at the gatehouse. ‘Very well. I suppose an exception may be made – just this once.’

‘What sort of servitor are you?’

‘I am nothing of the sort, sir. Please follow me.’

Montague walked backwards up the stairs, its flexible legs and rounded feet working equally well in either direction. Yuri and Sputnik followed it, until they arrived at an entranceway where an enormous pair of wooden doors, lavishly panelled and ornamented, stood slightly ajar.

Montague led them into a grand, wood-panelled hallway lit by tall, stained-glass windows. Elaborate chandeliers hung from a vaulted ceiling.

Montague halted.

‘A request, sir, if I may be so bold.’

‘What is it?’

‘Please ask your robot to cease scanning me with a low-grade penetrating radar. It is the height of rudeness.’

Yuri turned to Sputnik. ‘Stop doing that.’

‘I just wanted to make sure we were really dealing with a robot, and not one of those other things.’

‘What other things?’ Montague asked.

‘Please ignore my robot. It has only just come out of storage and has problems with memory registers.’

‘In which case, sir, my sincere commiserations.’

‘It’s quite all right,’ Sputnik said.

‘I was addressing your human, not you,’ Montague answered.

Montague walked on, leading them around a curving hallway, which ran in a counter-clockwise direction.

They walked perhaps a third of the way around the perimeter of the drum-shaped building. The middle was open, glimpsed through doorways as they passed. A mature tree filled the central space, rising far above their present level. They had an even better view of it when they arrived at the reception parlour where the family had been summoned. This room had windows on both the inside and outside faces of the building, with the outer ones set into folding-leaf doors facing out onto the balcony Yuri had seen when they arrived.

The family members stood by the window, gathered into a stiff arrangement as if waiting for a photographer to finish.

Their room was sumptuously decorated, with pale-green wallpaper and painted plasterwork, and many chairs, tables, cabinets, clocks and timepieces. An enormous mural dominated one wall: a tall black canvas with a central concentration of numerous blue and white speckles, packed together like a cluster of billions of stars.

A grand piano stood before the mural. It was playing itself, the keys moving up and down on their own. The black finish on the piano was so polished that it reflected the mural back at itself. The music that came out of the piano was something Yuri had heard before, without being able to place it.

‘Make that stop, Nelson,’ a woman said. ‘I’ve had quite enough of that infernal racket for one lifetime.’

A man moved to the piano and touched a hidden control, silencing the music. ‘As you will, sister. I thought our guest might enjoy the accompaniment.’ He nodded at Yuri. ‘That was Rachmaninov, incidentally.’

‘Thank you, I think I have heard of him. You are, sir?’ The man – about thirty, with a confident, untroubled demeanour – flashed a surprised smile. Yuri supposed it was the instinctive reaction of one who is rarely required to introduce himself.

‘I’m Nelson, of course.’

He was tall, athletic in build, wearing light pastel clothes with a jersey slung over his shoulders.

‘Of course.’ Yuri took out his notebook and pencil. ‘ You would be – older brother of recently-deceased Randall?’

The woman who had told him to turn off the piano sneered her disdain. She was about the same age as Nelson. ‘Have some consideration, Mister Gagarin. Our brother’s name is still painful to hear. Or did you come with the express intention of rubbing our faces in our own loss?’

‘I am only here to clear up loose ends. You would be …?’

‘I am Lutetia. As well you’d know, unless you’ve been living under a rock for the last thirty years.’

‘You must excuse me. I am not one for celebrity pages. Mostly just funnies.’

‘I suggest you stick to them. Perhaps they’re more your level.’

‘Children,’ an older woman said placatingly. ‘We must make allowances. Not everyone in Halcyon is obsessed with our family affairs, as much as it can feel like that.’ She nodded decorously. ‘I am Cordelia, mother to Nelson, Lutetia, Dexter and our dear departed Randall.’ She acknowledged the man next to her, who was an older, stern-faced carbon copy of Nelson, grey like an old, fading photograph and translucent around the edges. ‘This is Paris, my husband. You’ll forgive us if I do most of the talking. This tragedy has been a strain on us all, but most particularly on Paris. He was closest to Randall.’

‘I am sorry for your loss,’ Yuri said, directing the sentiment generally. ‘And sorry also for ignorance of names and relations.’

The oldest person in the gathering – several generations beyond Cordelia – was a cadaverous woman dressed mostly in black. She used a stick. She was very tall and thin: undoubtedly the figure he had seen on the balcony. In her mourning dress she reminded him of a slender black candle, melting at the base.

‘Just ask your questions, and leave my children in peace,’ she said in a matter-of-fact rasp. ‘One needless interrogation was bad enough.’

He sifted his memory for names.

‘Lavinia Urry?’

‘Full marks for guesswork. Was it the wrinkles?’ She lifted an arm, the sleeve dripping black. ‘These children are very dear to me, Mister Gagarin. I’ll see that nothing adds to their pain.’

‘I will only have few questions.’ He paused. ‘This is everyone? I thought there was younger brother.’

Lutetia held onto her sneer. Yuri suspected it was just the way her face had come out, a permanent pinched look. ‘Dexter is stricken. He was the nearest in years to Randall and they’d been inseparable since they were boys. Try to imagine what this has been like.’

‘Montague, fetch Dexter,’ Nelson said. ‘And don’t take no for an answer.’

‘As you wish, sir.’ Montague sidled off out of the room.

Nelson moved to one of the impressive-looking items of furniture and opened what revealed itself as a drinks cabinet. ‘Would you care for something, Mister Gagarin?’

‘Thank you, but no. Too early in day.’

Nelson nodded sympathetically. ‘Commendable. It’s a pity your colleague from the police department had a rather different view on the topic.’

‘Detective Litz?’

‘Yes – I think that was the gentleman’s name.’ Nelson poured something for himself, made a gesture of offering to the other family members, then closed the cabinet. ‘As long as you don’t mind. Does the robot need anything?’

‘I am self-sustaining,’ Sputnik said, drawing a reproachful glare from Yuri.

‘It speaks,’ Nelson said, with guarded amusement. ‘How quaint of it. There aren’t many of those left now.’

‘Montague speaks,’ Yuri pointed out.

Cordelia nodded. ‘Dear Montague’s a rarity. He has a high-level processor, very unusual. We’d miss him terribly if he malfunctioned. I know some people say we’re better off without robots everywhere, but that’s never been my view.’

‘Nor mine, mother,’ Nelson said. ‘In fact, I wish the robots hadn’t gone wrong the way they did. If there were more of them, I wouldn’t need to send good men and women outside to do the dangerous work that really ought to be reserved for machines.’

‘To your point, Mister Gagarin, if you will,’ said the pinch-faced Lutetia.

‘I would like to revisit time when Detective Litz came to household.’

The family members exchanged quizzical looks. ‘That was weeks ago,’ Lavinia said, her ancient eyes freezing him from within their fortifications of wrinkles. He recalled what Litz had told him: how she was not the grandmother, but the great or great-great grandmother, or even further down the ancestral line, commanding her descendants across an ocean of absent relatives. ‘I thought you’d have something to ask us about Randall’s accident.’

Yuri smiled at the Urry matriarch.

‘I just need to get timing straight. Detective Litz told me visit was in morning, yes?’

Nelson shrugged. ‘If that’s what he told you.’

‘He was here long time?’

‘Just time to ask his needless and intrusive questions,’ Lutetia said.

‘And he was done with visit before afternoon?’

‘Yes,’ Nelson said, with a faint developing suspicion. ‘Lutetia drove with him out to the shooting range, so that he could talk to Randall on his way out.’

‘That was last thing?’

‘It was,’ Lutetia answered frostily.

Yuri walked to the outward-facing window. He looked beyond the narrow wooden balcony. Down a long avenue of trees was a clear view of the shooting range. ‘It is not that far. Perhaps ten minutes by car, unless there is more direct route?’

‘What is the purpose of this line of questioning?’ Cordelia asked.

Paris leaned in stiffly and whispered something to his wife.

‘I have problem with time,’ Yuri answered.

His words floated in the room, underpinned by the ticking of numerous clocks.

Footsteps sounded: the regular thump of Montague, and the softer cadence of a young man who, when he appeared, bore the unmistakeable family stamp of the Urrys – a younger, fresher version of Nelson.

‘Who is this man?’ Dexter demanded of the others.

‘He is from the Department of Works,’ Lutetia said to her younger brother. ‘He seems to think there’s something to be gained by re-opening our wounds.’

‘Thank you for coming,’ Yuri said. ‘I am sorry for loss. I understand you were close to Randall?’

‘He was my little brother. How could we not be close?’

‘It is not always way with brothers,’ Yuri answered gently. ‘Still, you were close in age. What was difference? A year?’

‘Yes. Just under a year. What is it to you?’

Yuri reviewed the clippings in his mind. Dexter and Randall had the same slightly scowling set to their features, the same eyes and hair. Not identical twins, but close enough that they might be mistaken across a room, even with the age difference.

‘Did he look up to you?’

Dexter flashed a glance at his sister and older brother. ‘Actually, I looked up to him. Or rather, wished I could be more like him.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because I’ve done all that’s expected of me in this family. I’ve buckled down and accepted my responsibilities, my share of the Undertaking.’

Yuri thought he caught an unusual emphasis on the final word.

‘Undertaking?’

‘The responsibilities. I was ready to do that long before my eighteenth birthday came around.’

‘You have been nothing but a credit to the Urry name,’ Lavinia said, with a thin scrape of fondness.

‘What my brother means to say,’ Lutetia took up, ‘is that Randall was more wayward. He was always pushing boundaries, testing limits. He made it plain that he wasn’t ready to do his share of the heavy lifting when his birthday rolled around.’

‘Let’s not be so judgemental,’ Nelson snapped.

Lutetia yawned languidly. ‘Oh, come on – you were the one most concerned about him playing around with that dangerous toy, Nelson.’

Nelson looked aggrieved, pinned between affection for his dead brother and the necessity to speak frankly. ‘I did try to reason with him. But we all know how it was with him. The more you pushed against Randall, the more he pushed back.’ He bent his face to the floor. ‘I should have been harsher. It was an accident waiting to happen.’

‘Don’t blame yourself,’ his mother instructed. ‘We all tried.’

‘I should think all of this was in Detective Litz’s account,’ Lutetia said. ‘After all, I was with him when we drove out to meet Randall. Even then that weapon was playing up. I said as much. Didn’t I say as much?’

Yuri tapped his pencil against the notebook. ‘Why did Litz not speak to Randall until afternoon?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Cordelia asked.

‘Visit to household was in morning, but interview at shooting range happened in afternoon.’

Nelson shrugged. ‘Late morning, early afternoon, does it really matter?’

‘To me, no. But to Department of Works, it might be loose end. Enough to put pressure on police department to reexamine incident.’

Nelson sighed audibly. He looked to the others. ‘Look, if it really is a question of this one loose end … then perhaps we should come clean. I didn’t want to make things any harder than they already are for that sad little man from the police department, but it seems we have no choice.’

‘Yes,’ Lavinia said. ‘Perhaps it would be for the best, after all.’

‘What is this?’ Yuri asked.

‘It’s about your colleague – Detective Litz,’ Nelson said. He glanced around, as if there were a risk of eavesdroppers. ‘When Litz arrived, he was visibly intoxicated. He asked his questions, but his entire manner was unprofessional and sloppy. I almost felt pity for him. To be reduced to that condition …’

‘What condition?’

‘This is strictly between us, Mister Gagarin. After Litz had finished speaking to us here, in this very room, he asked that he might use the washroom. He went in there and we waited. After about twenty minutes, I asked Montague to go and check on Litz. That’s when Montague found him passed out on the toilet. Montague roused him with a splash of cold water from the basin, then attempted to clean him up as best he could.’ He dropped his voice confidingly. ‘I’m afraid that Detective Litz had soiled himself.’

Yuri nodded. ‘But Litz said that Lutetia took him to shooting range.’

Nelson nodded emphatically. ‘Yes, eventually. He seemed to sober up a little. You see now why there was a delay, and why we didn’t want to make too much of it. It reflects badly on Litz. For all his obvious troubles, I wouldn’t want a little thing like that to cause a man professional difficulties.’

‘It may be too late. Litz is suspended from force.’

Nelson made a good show of looking pained. ‘Oh dear. I suppose if it happened here, though, it would have happened somewhere else.’

‘Yes. Like Randall, accident waiting to happen.’

Nelson rubbed his hands. ‘Well, if we’ve cleared that little confusion up … will there be anything else?’

‘Nearly finished. I know this must be sensitive matter, but department will want to pay respects at Randall’s funeral. Even if just sending flowers.’

‘That’s very thoughtful,’ Cordelia said. ‘But I’m afraid it’s already too late. The funeral has happened. It was a small, private affair.’

Yuri frowned mildly. ‘That was very soon after incident.’

‘It’s in the nature of a tragedy such as this that families need to move on,’ Nelson said, placing a hand on his mother’s arm. ‘No sense in dragging things out. I assure you, though, that all the necessary legalities were adhered to.’

‘Will Randall go to Sleepy Hollow?’ Yuri asked.

‘There was no point,’ Nelson responded. ‘His remains were beyond any possibility of medical repair.’

‘Can you be sure?’

‘His brain was turned to steam,’ Lutetia said. ‘That tends to be fairly terminal. Will that be all?’

‘I think I have what I need.’

‘Then Montague will see you both back to your car.’

As Yuri was leaving the room he heard the piano resume playing. Rachmaninov again: the slow second movement of the Piano Concerto Number Two in C minor.

Yuri wriggled into a spot at the bar of The Black Cat, leaning low on the counter like a small boy pressed between burly adults. He had come alone, despite the robot’s misgivings, and a small warning voice at the back of his mind that said the robot might have a point. But he assured himself that he needed discretion, and nothing that might spook his chances of speaking to the police officer a second time. Having a hulking robot bodyguard following him around, even at a distance, was not exactly going to endear him to the twitchy Litz.

He slid a ten-shipbuck note onto the zinc, and waited for the barkeeper to acknowledge him.

‘Lemmy Litz’s little pal,’ the barkeeper said, recognising him. ‘What’s wrong, one roughing-up not enough for you? Don’t get me wrong, I like a repeat customer – just so long as I don’t have to collect their teeth after them.’

Yuri asked for a single Scotch, no ice. ‘Is Lemmy in tonight?’

‘I’d be surprised.’

‘What would be surprising?’

‘You were his shot at redemption, dick.’ The barkeeper slid the drink over contemptuously. ‘Litz wanted to restore his honour within the department.’

‘I know. Reason he kept me at table, until other officers arrived.’

‘Let me ask you a question, pal.’ The barkeeper leaned with false bonhomie. ‘Are you currently doing a twenty-stretch in Heavyside? Do your bones ache constantly from the extra gravity? Have you got bruises on your bruises? Do you see iron bars about thirty centimetres from your face? Are you being served food and drink through a hatch? Do you habitually urinate into a bucket?’

Yuri accepted the whisky cautiously. ‘None of those things.’

‘No. None of those things. Which means you ain’t in prison. Which means you weren’t Litz’s golden ticket after all, and he had a lot banking on it.’

‘Do they know who was responsible for death of Dr Noah Apolisi?’

‘How the hell should I know?’

‘You seem to know great deal.’

‘I’m not sure I like your tone.’ The barkeeper swiped the Scotch back before Yuri had taken a sip. ‘You know what, pal? You’re the sort who’s too much trouble. I hate Jacks and I hate you. Scoot.’

‘I have not finished beverage.’

Yuri made an impulsive motion for the Scotch, still within arm’s reach. The barkeeper shook his head.

‘See this jerk out for me, would you, fellows?’

The two men either side grabbed Yuri by the arms and hauled him away from the bar. He did not make the mistake of resisting. They pushed past bodies all the way to the door where Yuri was given a boot out into the street. He tried to ride it out but caught his heel on the doorstep and went stumbling headlong, crashing into the man just arriving at The Black Cat. He heard laughter behind him, loud then muffled as the door closed.

Yuri and the man both went sprawling, landing in a dirty gutter.

‘I am sorry, sir,’ Yuri began. ‘Misunderstanding.’

‘It’s you.’

‘It’s me?’

The man wriggled out from under him. It was Litz. He got to his feet quicker than Yuri, gave him a kick, then leaned back down to grab him by his lapels. ‘You little shrimp. You knew they’d turn you loose.’

Litz had surprising strength. He pulled Yuri to his feet and bulldozed him against the wall.

‘I did not know. I was only interested in details of case.’

Litz punched him in the stomach. It was a friendly sort of punch, like an icebreaker. ‘I kept you in the bar that night, sitting there like a schmuck, thinking you were the one.’

Yuri coughed. ‘It is not my fault I was innocent.’

‘You played the fool, sat there all night leading me on. What do you think Lemmy Litz is, some kind of chump?’

‘Detective Litz. Please, listen.’

Litz thumped him again. Yuri wheezed, then tried again.

‘Detective Litz. Is very important. I know you have been suspended because of unfortunate washroom incident. I know men make fun of you because of soiling garments …’ Litz thumped him again. ‘Please, listen.’

Litz dragged him sideways. The wall gave way to a side-alley. Litz gave him a final emphatic shove, grunting hard with the effort.

Yuri bowled backwards into piled-up trash and garbage bins. An alley-cat howled and scarpered.

‘Keep out of my way, you weird, dumb little Cossack runt, or it won’t be a punch next time.’

‘It was set-up,’ Yuri called out. ‘It was swap, Litz. I know how they did it. You were made to be ill. You were victim of Urry cover-up.’

Litz scuffed rivulets of muck from his coat and trousers, then turned and walked away.

The evening did not improve. Milvus was still missing when Yuri limped back to Maxwell Street. He asked around the handful of late-night stragglers still along the riverside, but no one had anything to report. That was the essential problem with Milvus. He blended into his surroundings too easily and his ramblings made him few friends. He grated on people, but not enough for them to notice or care when he was gone. If you are going to be irritating, Yuri decided, make sure you are annoying enough to leave a gap when you are not around. Feeling he needed to do something, he walked to the precinct station a couple of blocks away and asked the duty officer to make a formal report concerning the absence of Milvus.

‘That old loon?’ the officer asked.

‘That old loon.’

‘We’ll call you if something comes up. You want my advice, though, Jack, don’t raise your hopes.’

He walked back to the office, kicking sidewalk litter out of his way. He took out a cigarette but his last match failed to light. He hummed some Rachmaninov to try and cheer himself up, but all that did was make him feel guilty, as if he was trying to forget about Milvus. He took the elevator up. It whined and complained as if it had had a particularly trying day all of its own and only needed a sympathetic ear.

He let himself in. He cleaned himself up after the altercation with Litz, lit a cigarette, poured a Scotch, poured some more, and instructed Sputnik to keep making itself as small and unobtrusive as possible in the corner of the office. He was not in the mood for company of any sort, human or mechanical.

‘Do you have something to report from your visit?’

‘No, I have nothing to report.’ He slammed the Scotch down his throat. ‘Shut up.’

‘Is something the matter?’

‘Everything is matter. My friend is still missing. Shut up.’

He had been stewing in his misery for a good five minutes before he noticed the red light on his answering machine. It blinked on and off through his bleary focus like a fog-light through mist. The machine was a relatively new addition to the office, but after the novelty had worn off he had stopped paying it the necessary attention. The purchase had been a triumph of optimism over experience. He should have known better: hardly anyone called when he was in the office, let alone out of it.

‘Robot.’

‘Yes?’

‘You didn’t think to mention message on machine?’

‘You told me to sit here and say nothing,’ Sputnik replied, with a too-polite tone. ‘Your last instruction couldn’t have been clearer on the matter.’

Yuri pressed the button to play back the call. He dared hope that it might be from Milvus, as unlikely as that was. Just as Milvus distrusted almost anything printed in the newspapers, he was adamant that the telephone network could not be relied upon for any kind of privacy.

It was not Milvus.

‘Mister Gan … Mister Gagarin,’ said a hesitant, well-cultured woman. ‘Please forgive my calling your office. My name is Vedette Apolisi. I believe you may have had dealings with my late husband, Dr Noah Apolisi of Gladeview clinic.’ The woman paused, as if decorum compelled her to allow sufficient space for an answer. ‘I gather you visited my husband on the day of his misadventure. My lawyers have received an assurance from the police that you aren’t in any way responsible, but I am still very keen to make contact with you. I’m afraid it concerns a somewhat sensitive matter – one that I would rather not discuss on an answering machine. Here is my number. Please call me back at your earliest convenience.’

She gave the digits, a Belt City area code only a few stops from Dempsey Street, but already in a much better part of town, then hung up without a further word.

Sputnik was silent for a few seconds, watching Yuri through expressionless blue eyes.

‘What?’

‘Am I allowed to speak now?’

‘I have asked question. Of course you speak when I ask question.’

‘Very well. Aren’t you going to answer that?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I have no desire for involvement with widow of Noah Apolisi.’

Yuri wiped the recording. He finished the Scotch, left Sputnik sitting in the chair and went to bed.

In the morning, noting the calendar, and with a determination to do something constructive about his mood, especially since there had been no further developments regarding Milvus, he went on his own to the memorial garden in Belt City. He took public transport because there was an undertube stop conveniently close to the garden, and he liked to stop and buy flowers from a vendor called Boris Flowers who operated a little yellow cart on the street corner near the garden.

‘I could set my watch by you,’ Boris Flowers said, handing over his change. ‘When little Yuri stops coming by each month, I will know the ship is really going to the dogs.’

‘And when you are not here selling flowers, Boris Flowers, I will think same thing.’ Yuri sniffed the bouquet he had just paid for. ‘These are very nice.’

‘Only the best for my friend. The freshest of the bunch. I think you are the only one who never needed to ask my name twice.’

‘I had little brother, also called Boris, Boris Flowers,’ Yuri reminded him, for they had this conversation many times. ‘Easy to remember.’

‘A good name, Boris.’

‘Yes, Boris Flowers. A good name.’

‘You have a good day, little Yuri.’

‘You also, Boris Flowers.’

He walked the short distance to the memorial garden. He smoked on the way but had flicked away his cigarette by the time he reached the gates. This was by no means the largest or grandest of Halcyon’s memorial gardens, even in Belt City, but it suited his purposes. All he had wanted was a little monument, somewhere he could place flowers without being disturbed or risk trampling on someone else’s grief. There was no grave to his wife or children anywhere in Halcyon, nor could there be. Their memorials were light-years behind, falling further away from him with every hour, every day. He had never visited their graves: they had died after his own first death.

He had walked this garden and many others, examining the monuments, looking for a stone that gave indications of neglect. He had returned over and over until he found a suitable one, located in a quiet, private corner. Once his mind was set he had cleaned the stone and tidied the area around it carefully and respectfully. He had laid flowers, then waited to see if they remained undisturbed by the time of his next visit. He had come back at increasing intervals, treading warily as he approached. Days and weeks had passed, then months, and at last he had satisfied himself that the choice was a good one.

The simple upright stone had once had a name chiselled into its porous material, but over the years Halcyon’s rains had eroded the inscription to near-illegibility. It might have said Katarina or Katarine, but the exact identity of the person commemorated by the stone was beside the point, and he had resisted the temptation to cross-check against the garden’s own record-books. It only mattered to him that someone had once had their name on this stone, someone who had lived and died within Halcyon, but who was now sufficiently forgotten. They were not buried here; no one was. Their remains were either in Sleepy Hollow – unlikely, for the most part – or had been chemically-reduced and recirculated into the closed-cycle life-support system. The stone was purely a marker.

Yet he felt for the memory of this person as if there was a presence here, this individual who must (he hoped) have been loved by others, but whose identity was less important to him than the permission they afforded him to nurse his own losses. He could be kind to them, and kind to himself.

As he set the flowers down, Yuri mouthed a silent benediction in honour of his wife and family, of all the people he had left behind on Earth, and of the person whose life the stone commemorated.

‘I am sorry that I had to leave you all,’ he whispered, in the mother-tongue he had learned in Klushino. ‘I did not ask to be reborn in this strange new place, with none of you by my side. But I have carried all of you in my heart, and there will never be a moment when I do not miss you all and wish you could be here to share in my journey, as you once cheered me into space. Do you remember that day? “Off we go,” I cried, as the motors ignited! It was glorious, but only because I took you all with me on my journey, as I take you all with me now. I will always love you, and I will always be yours, Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin. And to you, whoever this stone was made for, know that you have not been forgotten, and you will not be forgotten while I live, and these flowers are for you also.’

He made a final adjustment to the arrangement of the bouquet, then rose from the ground where he had been kneeling.

‘I am sorry,’ he whispered again, brushing damp soil from his trousers. This time the apology was not merely for his departure, his death and rebirth, but for the failings of the man he had been. The times he had been unfaithful, or drunk, or reckless. He had been a perfect cosmonaut, but not quite a perfect human being. But he had never stopped loving Valentina, and he believed she had known as much, right until the end.

‘I cannot undo what I was,’ he said. ‘But I can try to be a better man, here and now.’

He took the undertube home. It was past the morning rush. He sat small and hunched in the rattling carriage, unobserved, unremarked. He always felt the same way after he placed the flowers. Some burden of remembrance had been temporarily lifted off him, but in the process he felt as if his soul had been cored-out, that he had been reduced to little more than a human-shaped ghost going through the vestigial motions of a life.

‘Off we go,’ he whispered. ‘Poyekhali! But where did we go? And where am I?’

As always – as he had learned by painful degrees – the cure for such an attack of ennui was immediate and honest hard work. He had to throw himself in the machinations of a case, no matter how trivial the stakes. He had to make a mark on the world, even if it was only by way of the most modest of good deeds. If he could help a client with their problem, then he had earned the right to breathe.

He asked after Milvus. Still no news, and now his worry had begun to calcify into something harder, more ominous.

He rode the elevator to the office and summoned Sputnik.

‘Come, robot,’ he said, with an urgent snap of his fingers. ‘We have investigation to be getting on with. We have spoken to Urrys; now we will extend same courtesy to DelRossos.’

‘Just a moment.’ Sputnik had halted by an area of the office wall and was staring intently at it. There had been nothing on the wall earlier except a few ochre stains and a solitary hook, long since relieved of the burden of supporting a picture. Now the area was taken up with a mosaic of photographs, press-clippings, legal documents and a tangled scrawl of interconnecting loops and lines. The papers had been gummed on, the marks made in something black and indelible-looking. ‘It may appear that I am developing a theory about the case, but that would be an entirely false impression.’

‘Would it?’

‘I am merely developing an exosomatic memory-backup while my pathways continue to repair and consolidate. When you mentioned the DelRossos just then, for instance, I was momentarily lost. But a simple review of my memory-map has brought it all back. I am now completely clear about the scope of our investigation and may be relied upon at all times.’

‘I am very pleased.’

‘Thank you. I wouldn’t want you to have the slightest area of concern about my eventual effectiveness.’

‘Come with me downstairs. We will take car.’

Yuri locked the office and Sputnik turned and followed. ‘Good. Where are we going?’

Yuri pressed the button for the elevator. ‘To DelRosso estate.’

Yuri slowed as they approached the car. There was a scratch along the side of it, a chrome-coloured slug-trail. It ran the length of the Dynaflow, right through the paint and primer, all the way to factory metal.

Yuri took a brown envelope out from under the driver’s side windshield wiper. The envelope was blank. He opened it, extracted a small rectangle of neatly folded paper.

The paper said:

First warning.

He put the paper back into the envelope, put the envelope into his pocket, got in the car with Sputnik in the passenger seat and set off for the DelRosso estate.

‘What was that about?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I forgot to mention that I have a recording of the recording on your answering machine, the one from Vedette Apolisi. Would you like to be reminded of the number?’

‘No.’

‘You’re in a troubled mood. I can read the physiological indicators.’

Yuri steered onto the expressway. ‘Concentrate on case.’

‘I am. That perusal of the office diagram helped a great deal. Whole areas are becoming much clearer. Memory repair is a highly non-linear process. Doubtless you’ve been reflecting on the matter of Ruby Red?’

‘You remember Ruby Red, do you?’

‘Yes, very well, and of course one cannot discuss Ruby Red without reflecting on the likely nature of your client, Ruby Blue. Nor the question Ruby Red asked about the longevity of your business.’

‘My friend Milvus is still missing. That is only thing I am concerned about. Now shut up.’

It was a lie, and not even a good one, but it served the purpose of keeping Sputnik quiet for the rest of the journey.

The DelRosso family grounds budded out from the north-eastern edge of Bluff City like a concerning polyp. Unlike the Urry property, forty-odd kilometres back toward the stern, there was no gatehouse to be navigated. They drove on through, into a tract of private property that otherwise felt like an informal extension of the city. There were forest walkways, ornamental gardens, boating lakes, teahouses and cafes, rows of shops selling souvenirs and sporting goods. There were tennis courts, bowling alleys and two golf courses. Even on a midweek morning, under a silvery skytube dull with the promise of rain, families were out in abundance.

They followed a circuitous winding road, passing stopping places, until, like the first glimpse of a magical white citadel, the stacked lines and masts of the DelRosso yacht appeared above a stand of conifers. Yuri had to turn off onto a couple of unmarked service roads until he found the one that actually fed the berth. It swung through trees, narrow and gravel-surfaced, down an alley of plain-built storage buildings, before arriving at the wide quayside.

Yuri stopped next to a greasy capstan coiled with a rope. He exited the car and walked to the edge of the quay. The yacht hummed, oily water bubbling around its flanks. Two white-railinged boarding ramps sloped up to the main deck. Yuri craned, staring up and up at the many-layered craft.

He read a name, painted near the prow in small, neat silver letters:

Amity.

Sputnik had joined him. They walked to the nearest of the boarding ramps and Yuri started up it, minding his footing on the wooden cleats that had been nailed down for grip. He had gone about halfway up when the ramp gave a creaking sound.

He looked around sharply.

‘Go back to car. You are too heavy.’

‘At least you’re talking to me now. How will I assist?’

‘Assist by looking after car.’

Yuri forged on up, relieved when he was finally on the relatively firm and level surface of the main deck. No sooner had he arrived than the disturbance around the waterline increased significantly and Amity pushed away from the quay. The boarding ramps hinged back up to the vertical.

Yuri walked around, looking for a way into the superstructure. Deck hands bustled around in white overalls with DelRosso written on the back, but they were all too busy to pay him more than a second glance.

He found a door and slipped onto an elegant, well-decorated landing, with double staircases leading both up and down. A scarlet rope had been strung across the upper staircase. Corridors fed off along either side of the yacht. Yuri set off down the rightmost corridor but found only a long row of private cabins, all locked except for one, which was being cleaned. He nodded at the cleaner as he stepped over the cord for the vacuum.

‘Help you, sir?’

‘I am trying to find family.’

‘Are they expecting you? Ordinary guests normally stay on this level, unless invited upstairs.’

Yuri patted his pocket. ‘I have invite.’

He injected confidence into his stride. Through the portholes lining the outer wall of the corridor he observed the quayside pulling gradually away, with Sputnik standing vigil next to the car. The corridor ended in another landing, this time with a single, roped-off spiral staircase that only went up. Yuri took it, corkscrewing his way to the next level. He emerged back into open air, walking along the railinged side, back in the direction of the stern.

All the rooms on this level had their own picture windows and doors onto the deck. He passed a dining room, library and gambling parlour, all unoccupied, and then a lounge where a dozen people sat casually in a loose semicircle around a marbled fireplace. A wheeled robot dispensed drinks and cigars, the gathering relaxed and convivial.

Yuri opened the door and stepped inside. He didn’t need to announce himself. The draft was enough to turn a few heads, revealing faces and profiles that he recognised from the press-clippings. The conversation that had been ongoing stopped abruptly, with just the last phrase reaching his awareness.

… taking …

‘Good morning,’ he began. ‘I am with—’

‘Who the devil are you, sir?’ demanded a man, rising suddenly from his armchair. Dorian DelRosso, unless Yuri was mistaken: a broadchested, lion-faced patriarch with an athlete’s stature and a wrestler’s physique.

‘I am Yuri Gagarin, with Department of—’

‘Search him, Septimus.’

The robot whipped down its drinks tray and sped across the room. Above its wheeled base it was all angles and edges, like an art installation made of hinged swords. Yuri flinched instinctively, but the robot was already on him. Its fingers gleamed like steak-knives.

He let it do what it was going to do.

‘No weapons or concealed devices, sir.’

‘Good.’

‘It is also organic. I will search for identification.’

‘You will find papers in …’ But Yuri stalled. He had left his accreditation in the glove box.

The robot frisked him.

‘There is nothing, sir. His pockets are empty.’

‘Bring him over.’

‘Please do not resist, sir.’

The robot’s blades whispered sharpness through the fabric of his clothes. He became as compliant as a puppet.

‘Have a seat, Mister Gagarin,’ Dorian DelRosso said, kicking a pouffe into the semicircle between the fireplace and the arc of chairs surrounding it. ‘Explain your business before I have Septimus escort you from our property.’

Yuri sat down. ‘I am here with Department of Works.’

‘Where is the proof of that?’

‘I left document in car.’

Dorian drank in the smirking amusement of his companions. ‘In other words, you could be anyone at all.’

‘I am private detective working on recent deaths. Please call Department of Works for confirmation.’

Dorian reached for a jade-coloured telephone on an upright stand. I will, promptly.’ He snapped his fingers absent-mindedly. ‘You have the number?’

‘I do not have number.’

‘Oh dear.’ Dorian set the telephone gently back down, polite regret crimping his mouth.

‘What are you?’ asked another member of the gathering, an imperious woman whose face bore something of the same lion-faced lineage. ‘A muck-raker, come to wring some profit out of our grief?’

‘I am not rake-mucker. I am private detective, hired by Department of Works. I am to look into recent tragedies.’

The woman leaned forward, a sudden insight presenting itself. ‘I think this is the nasty little man who was bothering dear Dr Apolisi on the night of his accident!’

‘It could very well be, Dorcas.’ Dorian nodded at the woman Yuri now understood to be his sister. ‘You may have slipped justice once, Mister Gagarin, but I assure you the net is tightening.’

‘I did not cause crash.’ Yuri sighed. The robot was pressing down on him like a well-bred guillotine. ‘I was there on official business, as police have cleared up. Either Dr Apolisi drove like reckless man, or someone tampered with car.’

‘How very unfortunate, then, that you were one of the last people to see him alive.’

‘It was unfortunate,’ Yuri agreed.

‘What sort of filth were you grubbing around for?’ asked another woman.

‘No filth, just facts.’ That woman was the wife of Dorian, Yuri thought. He had seen her hard, flash-lit face, severe and composed, as she exited some gala opening, pretending to be startled by the photographers. ‘I am sorry for loss of Juliana DelRosso. I am sure she would have been … great asset to family.’

‘Our daughter’s future has been ripped away from her by one unfortunate misadventure,’ Dorian lamented. ‘That is the only fact that matters now.’ He sniffed. ‘Fortunately, we’ve been consoled in our grief by family and friends, to whom we’ve always been so close.’

‘She was approaching eighteenth birthday?’ Yuri asked guilelessly.

‘In so far as it matters, yes,’ Dorcas answered. ‘Not that it has the slightest bit of relevance, except that we shall all be denied the pleasure of her coming of age.’

‘Coming into family responsibility, too?’

Septimus increased its pressure, testing the flimsy integrity of Yuri’s coat.

Dorian said, ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I am wondering if it is coincidence that Randall Urry was also close to age of family responsibility.’

A younger man lowered the newspaper he had been leafing through, pretending a nonchalant disinterest in the proceedings so far. He had the DelRosso genes, a broad-boned countenance accentuated by a cowlick of blond hair, a syrupy inverted question mark pasted to his forehead. ‘What an odd line of questioning. Why would you draw a similarity between two very different affairs?’

‘Do you have sympathy for Urry family?’

Dorcas flared her fine nostrils. ‘Of course. We’re not heartless. Especially after our own loss, how could we not feel some measure of empathy for them?’ She gave a theatrical shudder. ‘It must all be so very raw.’

‘Perhaps not so raw,’ Yuri replied.

‘What do you mean by that?’ demanded Dorian.

‘I have reason to question exact timeline concerning demise of Randall Urry.’

Dorian shrugged. ‘An hour here, an hour there, what can it possibly matter?’

‘I am thinking more like weeks.’

His wife sneered. ‘Preposterous.’

‘We know how it happened,’ the younger man said, finally tossing aside the newspaper. ‘They’ve even printed the obituary. He was messing around with something he shouldn’t have messed around with.’

‘You have experience with photon-cannon also?’

‘Yes,’ the younger man answered carefully. ‘But only in the strict sphere of our maintenance operations, outside the ship. Those things are very dangerous – they’re meant to protect Halcyon, not to be turned into sporting tools. Using one like that was an accident waiting to happen.’

‘Funny.’

‘What is funny, Mister Gagarin?’ asked the wife sharply.

‘That is also what Urry family called it – “accident waiting to happen”.’

‘Then for all their faults, they at least had the common-sense to know a dangerous occupation when they saw one,’ Dorian said. He shook his head with slow finality. ‘I’ve had enough of this needless provocation, Mister Gagarin. It’s one thing to cast aspersions on the circumstances of the Urry tragedy, but to drag our good name into your conspiracy-mongering, implying some vile connection … have you no human decency?’

‘I did not mean to imply connection. But now you have made point for me …’

‘See him out, Septimus.’

The robot tucked its edged fingers under his armpits. He rose before they bit into him.

‘I have one question before I go …’

But Septimus already had him halfway to the door. He looked back, the family members and their extended guests poised in the flattering fire-glow like a painted tableau, their proud faces chiselled with golden highlights of affront and rage.

‘Can you swim, Mister Gagarin?’ asked Dorian.

‘I was aviator. Survival in water essential element of training at Saratov Oblast.’

‘In which case, have a nice dip. I understand the water’s not quite as cold as it looks.’

Septimus whirred on its wheels. It ushered him out onto the deck, past the dining room, the library and the gaming parlour. ‘I can take stairs, see self off yacht,’ Yuri offered.

Septimus said nothing. It steered him into an elevator. They went down a level, then emerged again. Septimus stopped by an orange life-preserver and hooked it off the wall.

‘Would you like to wear this, sir, or shall I toss it into the water after you?’

‘I am going in water?’

‘You were not an invited guest, sir, and you have failed to provide credentials. I’m sure you understand that it would be far too much trouble to return to the quay.’

‘That is very reasonable point.’

‘I’m glad we agree on it.’ Septimus presented him with the life-preserver. ‘Would you care to step off the deck, sir, or shall I provide the necessary encouragement?’

‘I think I am already encouraged.’

‘Very well, sir.’ The robot adjusted his tie for him. ‘Your cooperation in this matter is greatly appreciated.’

Yuri settled the life-preserver over his shoulders and stepped over the railing. It was a long way down. The water curdled around the yacht in slimy whorls.

‘I should add one thing,’ Yuri said. ‘You have made mistake.’

‘Have I, sir?’

‘You should have let me take stairs.’

Yuri reached the sheer side of the quay. He pawed at it ineffectually, the slimy blocks as slippery as ice. Sputnik leaned over the edge, a blank absence of concern in the twin blue dots of its eyes.

‘Hello, sir. Are you all right? You are in the water.’

‘I am aware I am in water.’

‘Is it cold, sir?’

‘Yes. It is cold. I would like not to be in water. Can you help with that?’

‘A moment, sir. Let me see what I can do.’

The robot disappeared from view while Yuri paddled his heavy, freezing limbs. Sputnik returned about twenty seconds later with a coil of greasy rope. It lowered the rope down to Yuri. Yuri fastened the rope around his midriff, fingers turning numb as he fashioned a knot. Exhausted by the effort, it was all he could do to be dragged out of the water, up the slime-faced wall and onto dry land.

He lay beached, a soggy starfish panting for breath and warmth. Sputnik looked down, a doubtful set to its posture.

‘Are you all right, sir?’

‘Yes, I am very well; quite splendid, in fact.’ Yuri pushed himself onto his elbows and wrestled the life-preserver from his body. ‘That was best idea you could come up with? Lower rope? I thought you would get in water to save me.’

‘Get in the water to save you, sir? No, I’m afraid that wouldn’t have helped at all.’

‘You are not waterproof?’

‘I am most certainly waterproof, sir, as are all General Systems Servitors, to an estimated crush-depth of twelve kilometres. Unfortunately, I am very far from buoyant.’




CHAPTER FOUR

They were returning to the office, moving down Maxwell Street, Yuri glued to the seat by his own clinging wet clothes, pungent, even to himself, of fish and oil, cross with the robot for not rescuing him properly, cross with himself for expecting the robot to do more than it possibly could, cross with the robot for making him cross with himself, when, in a snap, his thoughts turned from bitter aggravation to instant relief and delight. He tucked the car into the nearest available spot and leapt out over the door without opening it.

‘Something the matter?’

‘Milvus is back!’ He leaned back in and patted the robot companionably. ‘My friend, from the riverside? The one I told you was missing? No, you do not remember. Why would you?’ Even the robot’s dull incomprehension could not derail his sudden new mood. He fished out his keys. ‘Go and look after office until I return. Study your diagram. Perhaps it will jog something. And turn on heater!’

‘I will do just that.’ Sputnik extracted itself from the car and closed the door softly, one machine showing kindly sympathy to another. ‘I am glad that you are pleased, even if it has nothing to do with me. I feel I have been something of a disappointment until now.’

Yuri reached into the well of his good humour. ‘I was too hard. It is not your fault you cannot swim. Rope was best thing under circumstances.’ Then, before he overdid it: ‘Go. See to office. And do not take calls even if someone rings.’

‘You still have no desire to speak to the earlier caller?’

‘No. She will only want to blame me for death, and case is complicated enough.’

‘You are the boss,’ Sputnik said.

‘I am. I am boss! And robot?’

‘Yes?’

‘Remember to turn on heater.’

Yuri watched the General Systems Servitor trudge to the corner of Dempsey and Maxwell, then turn in the direction of the office. In this time when any sort of robot was something of a rarity, the tall, stooping machine could hardly have looked more out of place, and it drew a steady stream of glances and sharp looks as it proceeded, with the occasional insult or wad of spit directed after it. It had taken Yuri a little while to understand that animus, when he first emerged into Halcyon. Should the few remaining robots have been venerated and respected? Seemingly not: people had depended on the machines for a comfortable living inside Halcyon, and they bitterly resented them for having the temerity to malfunction and die off.

Milvus noticed him for the first time. He looked up tardily as Yuri crossed over Maxwell Street, cold pale eyes advertising mild interest.

‘No coffee today? Even if it is on the sweet side?’

‘Why did you disappear without saying a word?’ Yuri asked, anger and relief mingled. ‘I am being warned off case. I thought something bad had happened to you, to get at me.’

Milvus batted away his concern with his grubby-mittened hand. ‘I got a tip from The Owl. The Owl is one of my contacts. I thought I’d be gone for half an hour, but one thing led to another, and before I knew it, I was halfway down Halcyon. I stopped with a friend, someone who knows The Owl. I should’ve got word to you, but …’

‘I know. You do not trust telephones. Or telegram service. Or mail service. Or simple word of mouth.’

Milvus shrugged, as if these were reasonable observations. ‘You know how it is.’

‘I was worried. I reported your absence to the precinct house.’

‘I know. I had cops around like flies.’ Milvus narrowed his eyes. ‘Why are you wet? You smell like fish. And something else. And what were you doing with that robot?’

Yuri clasped his hands around Milvus’s, tugging him to his feet. ‘Never mind. We will get something warm to eat, drink. I told robot to put on heater in office, but I can dry out in cafe.’

Milvus had a wary look. ‘They don’t care for me in that cafe.’

‘I am good patron. They will put up with you today.’

‘Maybe they will. Today you smell worse than me.’

‘Is that bad?’

‘It’s worse.’ Milvus tidied away his things meticulously. ‘You’re not going to believe this tip, Yuri. There’s a lot that’s become clear to me in recent days. I feel I’m close to a breakthrough. Do you remember that promise you made to me about the camera? The photographs? Remember, fast film only, the fastest you can get.’

‘Fast film.’

‘I need accurate fixed star positions down to at least tenth magnitude. Only then will I be able to make reliable comparisons.’

‘I am sure it will be very interesting exercise. I also have plenty to tell you, Milvus.’

‘Did you have another run-in with Lavinia Urry? I remembered something else.’

‘Oh, did you?’

‘I told you they say she’s the oldest of us all? That’s one school of thought. That friend of The Owl’s reminded me of another. Lavinia isn’t the oldest, she just thinks she is. There’s another, someone even more ancient than that dry old stick, but no one’s sure exactly who it is.’

‘Perhaps they mean me.’

‘No, you idiot, Jacks don’t count. When did Jacks ever count? Other than the times when she was in Sleepy Hollow, Lavinia’s old enough to have lived through the whole history of the ship. She’s seen it and breathed it, right from Departure Day. You might have been born hundreds of years before Lavinia, but that doesn’t make you older.’

‘I am sure logic of Milvus makes sense to Milvus.’

‘You came into the world like a newborn puppy. You don’t remember any part of those early years because you were just a slab of chopped-up human meat waiting to be stitched back together.’

‘You have such delicate turn of phrase, Milvus. May we stick to facts, instead of speculation?’

They retired to the cafe. Out of deference to the owners, and considering his own state of hygiene, Yuri picked a table near to an open window with good ventilation. Milvus looked on beamingly while he did this.

‘I thought you had come to trouble,’ Yuri said, lowering his face to his coffee once their order had arrived. He closed his eyes and fanned the steam closer to his face. ‘I was concerned.’

‘As if anyone would care.’

‘No; I do care,’ Yuri said firmly. ‘You are friend of mine, and I am starting to rub wrong people up wrong way. I had run-in with DelRosso family.’ Yuri leaned his chest over the coffee and flashed a grin. ‘But very useful, also. I learned two, maybe three things. I also know that Urry family are lying about Randall, and I expect Lavinia knows.’ He sniffed, reining in his enthusiasm. ‘At least, I think so.’

‘I’m touched by your concern for my welfare. You thought I was in danger because of the case you’re working on. Incidentally, you’ve got something green stuck between your teeth.’

‘You said these were very dangerous people,’ Yuri reminded him.

‘You also think I make plenty of enemies on my own. You’ve told me often enough not to speak my mind. Which is it? Your enemies, or mine?’

‘You misunderstand people,’ Yuri said gently. ‘They don’t like you. It is not because you are getting close to big truth. There is no big truth. What people do not like is men with mad ideas who will not stop talking about mad ideas.’

‘You think I’m mad?’

‘I think you allow preoccupations to get out of hand.’

‘Look at this.’ Milvus mined his coat and produced a slip of folded paper. He slid it over to Yuri.

‘What?’

‘Look at it and give your honest opinion.’

Yuri examined it; the paper was thin and sleek between his fingers. Opened out, it was about the size of a page from a magazine and looked to have been torn out along the inner edge. There were celebrity photographs, real estate adverts and columns of text, none of which looked in any way remarkable, save that the ink had a faint silvery sheen to it.

‘I am looking, Milvus.’

‘Well?’

‘It is page from magazine. I do not know which magazine.’

‘Do you recognise the celebrities?’

‘I do not normally look at celebrity pages. Straight to funnies. Hoppy the Hippo.’

‘There are no funnies. No Hoppy. Not on this page, anyway. Did you notice how oddly-dressed those celebrities are? Do you recognise the real estate firms, or the addresses? Doesn’t the writing look weird to you?’

Yuri made an earnest effort to show interest. ‘It says Median City. I have not heard of Median City, but maybe it is place that changed name. Many places on ship have changed name since Departure Day.’

‘Look at the name and date at the bottom of the page. It says Equinox Supplement, December Edition, JY370.’

‘Then it is misprint.’ Yuri looked at his friend with sympathy. ‘I hope you did not go halfway to end of ship for this, Milvus.’

‘It’s not a misprint.’ Milvus jabbed a nail into one of the columns of text. ‘See here – it talks about “next year’s range” – “the 371 Ultraglide model in candy-apple grey”. It all fits together.’

Yuri slumped back into his seat, cheered by the coffee, glad that his friend was alive, but disappointed to be dragged so speedily back into Milvus’s tiresome preoccupations. It was like a whirlpool you could circle, but never entirely swim away from no matter how hard you paddled. The current was always there, tugging you back in by the heels. He should have known better.

‘Then this is – what? Magazine from future?’

‘It’s not from the future,’ Milvus replied. ‘It’s from—’

‘Mister Gagarin? I left a message for you.’

Yuri looked up at the tall, unfamiliar woman addressing him, far too well-dressed for this part of town. She had smoky, distant eyes, heavily underscored with black eyeliner. Her hat, gloves and scarf were black. She made no attempt to remove them, despite the steam-bath atmosphere of the cafe.

He sighed. ‘You must be Vedette Apolisi.’

‘I must be. I went to your building, but the concierge thought you were out on business. He suggested the next best place to find you would be this cafe.’

‘I am creature of habits.’

She looked down at him. ‘Why are you wet, Mister Gagarin? There are bits of green in your hair.’

‘I had swim.’

‘I see. And your companion is …?’

Yuri grimaced. ‘This is friend. Milvus.’

Mrs Apolisi extended a hand for Milvus to shake. Milvus took it cautiously, as if there were some kind of trap in the gesture, maybe a palmed razor-blade or electrical shocker.

Then she offered the same hand to Yuri. ‘May I sit for a moment, gentlemen?’

Milvus moved up a seat. Mrs Apolisi sat down next to him. She did so without any of the customary distance-keeping.

‘I was going to return call.’

‘I’m sure you were.’ She took out a lighter and lit up an expensive brand of cigarette. ‘I’ve done my research, you see. It seems you’re a dependable man. That’s why I’ve come to you.’

She offered a smoke to Milvus and Yuri each. They declined.

‘I thought purpose of call might be to blame me for accident.’

‘Accident?’ Milvus asked.

‘My husband ran off the road near Gladeview. Mister Gagarin was the first at the scene and ended up falling foul of the police, who naturally take a somewhat unimaginative view of these situations. They see two dots, they join them.’

‘Sometimes that is correct thing.’

‘But not in this instance. Rest assured, I don’t blame you in the slightest for what happened on that road. In fact, I’m only sorry that you got caught up in the whole affair in the first place.’

Yuri kept his voice low. ‘You do not think I murdered Noah?’

‘No. I think you are a good man who got too close to something nasty, at exactly the wrong time.’

Yuri eased slightly. ‘Perhaps you would like to come to office, in hour or two, when I have wash and clean clothes? Milvus will have …’

He trailed off, unsure where to take that line of thinking.

‘It’s your integrity that concerns me, Mister Gagarin, not your cleanliness, or that of your associate.’ She nodded at Milvus, making eye-contact. ‘If my judgement about you is correct, then I can trust your choice of companions. You’ve been friends for some time?’

‘He is my only friend.’ Yuri paused, gathered something within himself. ‘When Jack comes out of Sleepy Hollow, authorities provide accommodation, job, basic living allowance. I have enough to survive. But there is nothing else. I do not know anybody, and nobody really wants to know Jack. I wandered around for very long time …’ He stopped again. ‘I do not know how long. But one day I am walking along riverside on Maxwell Street when man calls to me. He raises hand, says “Hey, Jack.”. He asks me to sit with him and play chequers. We have little conversation. We talk about city, about Halcyon. I learn he has strange ideas. I think perhaps he is a little bit crazy. But I do not mind. I am happy to talk to anyone. He says he will teach me chequers, and it would be helpful if I came with coffee and donuts next time. This is start of friendship. And … yes. Milvus is mad about many things, but he was first man to treat me like human being. He can be trusted.’

Someone else might have blushed, but Milvus merely grunted, before adding, ‘What is it he can help you with?’

‘A personal matter concerning Noah.’

Yuri smiled cautiously. ‘I only had brief conversation with him. I am sorry for loss.’

‘Your sentiment is well-meant, but unnecessary. Did he talk about our marriage?’

‘Not in detail.’

‘Then you should know that my husband and I had not been close for years. Of course, I regret what has happened … but we were already about as estranged as it’s possible to be in a marriage. He had his clinic; I had our house.’ She took off her gloves, placing them carefully on the table, between the mugs of coffee and warm sugary donuts. ‘It wasn’t always that way. We met while we were both medical students in Prowtown.’

‘My wife was medical technician,’ Yuri said.

‘Good. Then you have some appreciation of what our work entailed. Noah’s specialisation was psychiatry, mine was neurology. I was working on my doctorate when we met.’

‘I remember you were collaborating on article. I saw it in Noah’s office. Fabulous Dramatic Subjects Episode, I think.’

She smiled tolerantly. ‘Subjective-Traumatic Episodic Fabulation. The idea that, in extremis – say, the likelihood of imminent death – the mind might back-construct a sort of instantaneous dream, a real-seeming, temporally-extended hallucination; a perceived experience lasting far longer than the actual interval itself.’

‘An escape from death?’

‘Noah’s hobbyhorse, not mine. The trouble is, it’s very difficult to find anyone who might have undergone the experience, for obvious reasons.’

‘Your name was first on paper.’

‘Merely Noah’s way of assuaging his guilt.’

‘Guilt?’

‘Over his many affairs, and sidelining me from the day-to-day business of Gladeview. Oh, don’t get the idea it was an unhappy marriage from day one – it wasn’t. To begin with we were very much in love; two brilliant, desirable people who happened to know exactly how brilliant and desirable we were.’ She flashed the smile again. ‘How insufferable we must have been!’

‘What went wrong?’

‘Merely being happy was never enough for Noah. I was content to be equal partners, but his vanity would never permit it. Little by little, he made sure I was eclipsed, my professional life overshadowed by his own. He dissuaded me from completing my doctorate: said my talents were better directed elsewhere. Foolishly, I believed him. Noah busied himself with founding Gladeview, and I had a life of nearly perfect freedom – provided I allowed Noah his permanent spot in the limelight.’ She let out a long, slow sigh. ‘There was still a fine thread of affection, right until the end. I’m sad that he’s gone, although I can’t truthfully say I’m grief-stricken.’

Milvus tore off a chunk of donut. ‘Then what is it you want from Mister Gagarin, if it isn’t bereavement counselling?’

‘Noah still had his needs—’ She halted, some immense and painful deliberation showing in her eyes, in the troubled crease of her lips. ‘I may as well be honest with you, gentlemen. I tolerated Noah’s affairs. Women were drawn to him, and their attention rejuvenated him, even as it sapped a little bit of life out of me.’

Yuri ruminated on his own history of unfaithfulness and the apology he had given to Valentina’s memory in the memorial garden.

‘You said there was still thread of affection?’

‘Noah’s women always left him in the end. They were drawn to him, entertained for a while, then repelled. Moths to a flame. In the aftermath of each rejection, he always returned to me with renewed devotion, giving me a glimpse of the younger man I fell in love with.’ Her lips creased with regret. ‘It never lasted, but I always allowed myself to believe it might.’

‘I think he was very foolish man.’

‘What makes you say so?’

‘You are nice, intelligent woman. I should not say so, but—’ He sipped his coffee nervously. ‘Perhaps, to matter at hand.’

‘My husband was in possession of a gift, a cigarette-holder, that I would very much like to have back.’

‘Yes,’ he said, remembering. ‘He offered me cigarette from case, when I visited. Very pretty case. He mentioned you; said case was gift from wife. He spoke very fondly.’

‘I’m sure he did.’ He caught the roll of her eyes. ‘The case wasn’t on him when they pulled his body from the wreck, nor anywhere near the car. It wasn’t in his office, the only other place it could possibly have been.’

Yuri nodded slowly. ‘But it was in office when I was there. Only few minutes before crash.’

‘Which is why I judged you exactly the man to speak to. Do you have the case?’

‘I do not. May I ask, why is it so important?’

‘The case is not the important thing.’ She examined him closely, as if whatever verdict she had formulated on his character, his entire human worth, was still in flux. ‘I want to trust you, and I think I may have to.’ She looked down once before resuming her full, lacerating scrutiny of his soul. ‘There are photographs in the case, in a secret compartment.’

‘What sort of photographs?’

‘The sort that I would rather were never seen by another person.’

‘I understand.’

‘Will you do what you can to find the case for me?’

‘I will try. I will speak to police again. I cannot make promise.’

‘Whatever you are able to do. I expect the next thing you will want to know is how to access the secret compartment. There’s a trick to it, but it’s not difficult once you know how.’

‘No,’ he answered. ‘That is not needed. If I find case, then I return case, unopened.’

She appraised him for a little longer, then gave a single slow nod, as if some great, hitherto suspected truth of the universe had just been validated. ‘Then may we discuss payment?’

‘I cannot accept payment. Is condition of pre-existing client not to take on new work. I justify this, because is peripheral matter in existing investigation. But I ask one question.’

‘Then … please.’

‘Is it possible husband was in financial difficulties?’

He watched her consider her answer. ‘We never struggled. If you are talking about Gladeview itself, though, that’s a different matter. The clinic’s reputation was excellent, but it came at the expense of extremely high running costs.’

‘Who met these costs?’

‘Our patients, and our private benefactors.’

‘Was relationship between clinic and DelRossos always amicable?’

‘If there’d been any difficulties, Noah didn’t mention them.’

‘You knew the DelRossos?’

‘A few of them, particularly the ones I could never avoid at the fundraising galas Noah enjoyed so much. Dorian. His wife, Consuela. The ghastly sister whose name I forget.’

‘Dorcas, I think.’

‘Yes, of course. Well, I can’t say that any of us had much in common. They moved in their circles, I moved in mine, if you can call it a circle. What are you driving at?’

‘I think it possible your husband was murdered.’

She looked more amused than surprised. ‘Murder? Oh, come on. Why would anyone murder Noah? He may not have been much of a husband, but he was still an excellent doctor. I wouldn’t collaborate with him if I thought he was a hack: I might not have my doctorate, but I do have my scruples.’

‘I think he was putting pressure on DelRossos.’

‘Pressure?’

‘I have theory. DelRossos were longtime supporters of clinic. Then, times got harder. They could not maintain payments.’

‘He may have mentioned difficulties,’ she allowed. ‘That’s why Noah was so keen on those insufferable galas …’

‘I saw list of benefactors in clinic. It must have been made after DelRossos pulled out of funding. But then, name added to top of list again. Big change of heart.’

‘You’re suggesting that Noah was involved in … well, let’s say it, shall we? Blackmail?’

‘It is not nice word.’

‘No.’

‘But it fits with facts. If Noah had information that was damaging to DelRosso family …’

‘What sort of information?’

‘Perhaps something to do with death of Juliana DelRosso. Noah was with her during treatment. Family line is she never regained consciousness. I have also heard that she came awake, that she mentioned something about Clemency.’

‘That name doesn’t mean anything to me. Who is she?’

‘Not who. What.’

‘You’ve lost me, Mister Gagarin.’

Milvus wiped a hand across his crumb-flecked lips. ‘He’s lost both of us.’

‘I did not know what was meaning of Clemency. Now that I have been on yacht, though, I know it is something connected with Amity. Whatever it is, Juliana said that she saw Clemency outside.’

‘You think the semiconscious ramblings of some poor, confused girl was grounds for blackmail?’

‘It depends on significance of remark. Perhaps it was important enough. Not just for Noah to use for blackmail, but as reason for Juliana never to leave clinic.’

‘You’re saying she was murdered as well?’

‘I do not think by Noah. Nothing to gain by that. Maybe someone who could be hurt by truth? Someone able to visit Juliana at any time, without question?’

‘A DelRosso family member?’

‘It is worth considering. It is also reason for you to be careful. If Noah made enemies of DelRossso, perhaps you are also in danger.’

‘I am starting to regret contacting you.’ But she reflected on her statement almost immediately. ‘No, that’s not true. I still think you are the right man to trust with my problem.’

‘Do you have friends?’

‘Our social circles revolved around Noah, not me. He saw to that. I will take every precaution, nonetheless. I shouldn’t resent you for warning me.’

Yuri offered what he hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘Is probably over-reaction. But please, take care.’

She took out a rectangle of glossy black card with a white inscription on it. ‘Noah’s funeral. It’s the day after tomorrow, in Prowtown. After that, he goes to Sleepy Hollow.’

‘To be frozen, and maybe revived?’

‘That was his wish. He believed in it more strongly than me, but I lacked the willpower to resist him. I’ll join him there eventually, although I hope it won’t be for a few more years.’

‘I hope also. You would like to see Vanderdecken’s Star?’

‘Yes, I’d like it very much. Wouldn’t we all, if we had the means? To walk on another world, instead of being inside this cylinder for the rest of our lives? To have all that space, all that freedom? This is only a prelude, Mister Gagarin. It has to be.’

‘I hope you see new world,’ Yuri said, without bitterness. ‘It will be very beautiful time.’

She smiled faintly, as if, in unfolding his remark in her imagination, some part of its sadness had snagged on her. ‘Noah’s funeral will be a difficult thing for me. Weak as it may make me seem, I’d very much appreciate your company. Especially if I need to watch my back, given that the families will be there.’ She dipped her gaze to the other man. ‘You would be welcome too, Milvus.’

He looked doubtful. ‘Are you sure?’

She gathered her gloves. ‘I need all the friends I can get.’

Late in the evening, doused in whisky and regret, Yuri called Ruby Blue. He told her he needed to see her urgently to discuss the investigation.

She arrived thirty minutes later, manifesting soundlessly in the hall. He closed the blinds and let her in, while Sputnik observed quietly from a chair.

‘I’m excited to hear your progress, Mister Gagarin.’

He helped her out of her coat, wondering if her movements were stiffer than before, more mannequin-like, as if she had already discarded part of her pretence. ‘There have been developments. Your sister paid me a visit. You never mentioned sister.’

‘Ruby Red is a complication I’d hoped to avoid.’

Yuri nodded at Sputnik. ‘The robot scanned her.’

She sighed. ‘I suppose it was an inevitable outcome, once the General Systems Servitor was around. A risk I accepted.’

‘If Ruby Red isn’t human, then I assume something similar about sister. You are robot, or something like robot. Would you explain?’

‘I imagine there’s little choice, if I’m to remain your client.’

‘I entered into arrangement thinking you were human woman, not robot. I could drop whole case now, on basis of false representation.’

‘Are you inclined to do so?’

He let her wait on his reply.

‘Tell me what you are.’

She sat down at the desk, slatted in the neon colours slicing through the blinds. ‘You’re right: I’m not exactly a robot in the sense of your General Systems Servitor. This body is artificial, but my mind – as your robot correctly deduced – isn’t inside it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it would be much too large, and much too vulnerable to damage.’

‘Then where is mind?’

‘More than two kilometres above us, inside the skytube.’

‘Skytube is for sky.’

‘Not just for the sky. Only the outer skin is needed to illuminate Halcyon, drawing energy from the same reactors that give us electricity and life-support. Those reactors once operated the engines at the rear, but since we’re at cruise speed now – and have been for centuries – there’s nothing for them to do until we commence slow-down. The rest of the skytube is given over to Central Services, that is, the machinery and systems needed for the safe functioning of Halcyon and its life-support cycle. That’s not just the central spine of the ship, it’s also the part most likely to survive intact after a glancing collision. It’s where the designers put the single most critical component of Halcyon, besides the engine.’

‘Which would be?’

‘Its neuromimetic core.’ She watched him carefully, waiting, it seemed to Yuri, for a glimmer of understanding. ‘I am that mind, Mister Gagarin. I am the ship itself. We are, I should say. Ruby Red is a part of me and I’m a part of Ruby Red.’

He looked out through the blinds, at the world beyond. The sign on the roof of the theatre on Garland, still advertising ‘The Hairpin’, even though the production had closed a summer ago. The tall chimney on the corner of Needle and Sycamore, spelling out ‘Double Star Mouthwash’ one red letter at a time. Further out, the yellow-lit wheel of the automated parking garage on Paternoster, visible from either end of Halcyon; the tall floodlights of the baseball field; and the green radiance of the night-lit tropical houses at the Botanic Gardens, halfway around the curve of Prowshore. Beacons and waypoints, guiding stars that were as familiar and vital to him as the stars must have been to the steering instruments of the ship.

Landmarks and anchors of all that was sane and normal.

‘No. That cannot be true.’

‘What part of it do you doubt? It can’t be the existence of artificial minds. There are a still a few robots around, visible proof of machine sentience.’

‘I believe in robots. But Halcyon does not have mind.’

‘Are you sure of that?’

‘Yes. Very sure. It is just ship, under human control. Like Vostok capsule, but bigger. Eleven trillion tonnes of ship, yes, very complex, many systems – but no central mind.’ On a less certain note, he added, ‘I would have heard of central mind.’

‘You would,’ she allowed. ‘Unless there were forces – interests – which were against you acquiring that knowledge.’

‘For what reason?’

‘An excellent question. You might have another, too. If the ship were built with a mind, and launched with a mind, how could that knowledge have been forgotten?’

‘You have answer?’

‘I don’t. I would like one, but it’s not there yet. I can only look back about two hundred years, not all the way back to Departure Day. Something must have happened two hundred years ago. I just don’t know what.’ She took out a cigarette, leaning across the desk for Yuri to light it. It was a piece of theatre but he fell for it unhesitatingly, even shoving the ash-tray in her direction. ‘If I had more to tell you, I would. There is evidence for historical sabotage. We think there must have been an attempt to … lobotomise Halcyon.’ Her mouth crimped in distaste. ‘Whoever did it was at least partially successful. Much of the ship isn’t under our control anymore, and we can’t see into all the corners of it. The neuromimetic core obviously suffered a lot of damage: havoc that it took a very long time to recover from.’

‘You have waited two hundred years to tell anyone this?’

‘No – you’re not the first. There’ve been others. But only ever a few; a select handful of trusted contacts. You see, it’s always been obvious to us that we were very lucky to survive that earlier sabotage attempt. Another one might end us. For that reason, we’ve maintained the lowest possible profile within the ship. Even these synthetic bodies constitute a risk of detection.’

‘Who knows now?’

‘You, Mister Gagarin. The former mayor, now in well-deserved retirement from All-City Hall. Two or three elderly and retired city officials close to the mayor. No one else.’

He frowned slightly. ‘Why not current mayor?’

‘In recent years the families and their orbitals have pushed their influence into the highest circles of Halcyon life, including all governmental, legislative and judicial departments. The old mayor was pushed out after a corrupt campaign by her successor. No one in the new administration, at any level of power, can be trusted. They may not all be bad apples, but it’s much too risky to take a chance on any of them. Hence my coming to you in a private capacity.’

‘Why would ship hire man to sort out problem?’

‘Because sometimes a human is what it takes. You were ideally placed, Mister Gagarin. You can reach people and places that we can’t. You can see into corners where we’re blind. There’s no one you can’t talk to. And you’re incorruptible.’

‘You are sure of this?’

‘Perfectly. You carry the weight of history on your back: the weight of the good, courageous man you once were. That honest son of Klushino who climbed into a rocket and said: Poyekhali! Off we go! And down our mean streets you must go.’

He brooded on that.

‘You should have told me whole truth from outset.’

‘It might have affected your willingness to take on the case. I couldn’t take that chance. If it’s any consolation, I never told you a direct lie.’

‘Only because I was stupid enough to believe story about Department of Works.’

‘Not an entire fiction. Your accreditation is legitimate. It’s just that everyone in the DOW assumes you’re someone else’s responsibility. That pass will open doors for you – as I presume it’s already done?’

‘I visited Urrys and DelRossos.’

She seemed to relax slightly, now that they were back onto the details of the case.

‘What did you learn?’

‘Urrys are lying. I think Randall was already dead when Lemmy Litz visited estate.’

‘But that was weeks ago. Litz spoke to him – it’s detailed in his report.’

‘Litz spoke to someone he thought was Randall.’

‘I see. There was some kind of set-up, then, to throw Litz – and the rest of us – off the scent?’

‘Family wanted to disguise time of death, put gap of weeks between death of Juliana and death of Randall. I think reason is simple: both must have run into trouble at same time, maybe same place. Randall died; Juliana was injured.’

‘Only to die herself barely a week later. You think they had an assignation outside the ship?’

‘I do not know. But I suspect there is collusion between families in facts of cover-up.’

‘What else, Mister Gagarin?’

‘Just before he died, Dr Apolisi told me that Juliana said she had seen Clemency.’

‘Who is Clemency?’

‘No one seems to know. DelRossos told Litz Clemency was name of imaginary childhood friend, but I think that was lie. I have asked others. No one hears of Clemency. But now I know something.’

‘Please continue.’

‘There was robot on yacht, with wheels. Robot was told to throw me into water. I said I could throw self into water, go down stairs to deck on my own. But family made mistake, insisted robot escort me anyway. Robot took me in elevator, because of wheels. That is when I saw Clemency.’

‘Clemency was in the elevator?’

‘Clemency was label next to button. On lowest level, deep inside yacht.’

‘I wish I could tell you what it might have been.’

‘You are machine. Can you take over robot inside Amity?’

‘Not unless that robot voluntarily grants me access to its sensors and locomotor modules. Which it will never do while it’s in service to the DelRossos.’

‘Then I need to get back aboard.’

‘I don’t think much of your chances. The difficulty with a yacht is that it can always be moved at short notice. They don’t have to forcibly deny you entry – they can just keep making it awkward.’

‘I must still return.’ Idly, he scratched out a word on his notepad, barely conscious of the movements of his hand.

She looked rueful. ‘Noah Apolisi could have told us a great deal.’

‘I think he was murdered. Gladeview was struggling for funds, especially when DelRossos withdrew as benefactors. Then they started contributing again, got name put back on list of donors, right at top.’

She nodded. ‘Because Dr Apolisi had something on them – the truth about Juliana’s misadventure. He was blackmailing the DelRossos.’

‘Until he got greedy, put on too much of squeeze.’

‘Which puts the DelRossos firmly in the frame for his murder, wouldn’t you say?’

‘I would not rule out Urrys either.’

‘Nor would I, and that’s very concerning, given their joint maintenance contracts. They could do me a great deal of harm.’

‘You are ship. What can happen outside, that you do not know?’

‘Far too much. My sensory modalities are extremely limited. I fear a great deal was taken from me during the sabotage. You, I’m afraid, will have to be my eyes and ears. If you agree to remain on the investigation?’

He looked at her searchingly. ‘You have told me whole truth now?’

‘I’ve told you as much as I know about myself, about the ship and my understanding of events.’

‘Then we will keep arrangement. If you see sister, tell her same thing also.’

‘I will be sure to pass on your regards. What is your next step, if I might enquire?’

‘I have two further appointments this evening. One is with inexpensive but otherwise passable bottle of whisky. The other, pillow.’ He reached for the glass, signalling his intention to honour the first commitment to the strict letter of the law. ‘Good night, Ruby Blue.’

She took the hint.

‘Good night, Mister Gagarin.’

As she left, he looked down at the notepad, at the word he had written, as if dredged by automatic process from his subconscious.

UNDERTAKING.

A call blasted him from sleep. He stumbled to the telephone, eyes affronted by the daylight shouting through the blinds.

‘Gagarin Investigative—’

‘I know who you are, dick. You ain’t the hardest man in Halcyon to track down.’

He matched a name to the voice. ‘Lemmy Litz. Good morning to you also. If you would like to beat me up third time, perhaps I can find convenient slot in diary.’

‘Shut up, you dumb Cossack runt. When Lemmy Litz gets even with people, he doesn’t phone ‘em first check their agenda. I like to feed the ducks at the big pond in Gaptown, the one near the waterworks.’

Yuri dragged a finger around his teeth.

‘That is very nice for ducks.’

‘You’ve got something to tell me about what really went down at the Urry estate, I want to hear it. Think you can make Gaptown by eleven?’

‘Yes, I can make duckpond.’

‘Good. Be there, dick. Not a moment late, not a moment early. Come alone. And bring bread.’

Yuri circled the waterworks and parked up at the entrance to the civic park.

He walked with Sputnik into the park, down long avenues of trees, passing only a few other walkers along the way. Birds chirped mean-spiritedly, as if they were on a contract. Nearby, a brow-beaten robot trimmed an ornamental border. A yawning human supervisor took breaks from a comic book to goad the robot with an electrical whip. The comic book dangled from a languid hand, pages open to the elements.

At the duckpond, drizzle patterned a semicircle of leaden water. Fountains and statues staggered under thick, pasty mantles of bird shit. Drab ducks gabbled and dabbled near the straight shore. Three wooden benches faced out across the water. A heavy man sat slumped in a coat on the middle bench. He looked deceased until his hand moved, delving into a brown bag and flinging crumbs in the approximate direction of the waterfowl.

He repeated this monotonous action at regular intervals, like a disappointing wind-up toy.

Yuri and Sputnik approached cautiously from opposite sides of the bench.

‘Go away, lunkhead,’ Litz said, noticing the robot before the man. ‘Don’t need my shoes shined, or anything else.’

‘Hello, Lemmy.’

Litz swivelled his head with the slow menace of a turret.

‘This your robot?’

‘Yes. Robot is General Systems Servitor, name Sputnik, also employee of Gagarin Investigative Services. Robot will take notes while we talk.’

‘I told you to come alone.’

‘I thought you meant other person, not robot.’

‘Don’t get smart with me, Jack.’

Yuri raised a hand. ‘Please, Lemmy. Robot is trustworthy, fully part of investigation into Urry and DelRosso duplicity. Consider it to be no more than recording apparatus, like tape-recorder.’

‘Keep your damned voice down. Why’d you come?’

‘You asked me to come.’

‘Don’t get clever with me, chump. I know I asked you to come, but I’ve still got the same question: why? Nothing good happened the first two times.’

‘I am here to give you explanation for what happened at household, and why it is not fault of Lemmy Litz. Why perhaps Lemmy Litz should still be on force.’

Litz mined his bag. He lobbed bread at a flotilla of ducks. His aim was impressively poor.

‘This’d better be good.’

Yuri sat down on the left side of Litz. Sputnik bookended him on the right.

‘They poisoned you. That was reason for accident in washroom. Slip something into drink, something to make you ill. Then they made sure news about accident got back to precinct, to undermine reputation, to make Lemmy Litz laughingstock …’

‘All right, all right, don’t rub it in, you cockeyed runt.’ Litz scratched an unshaven jowl. ‘Although maybe it does make a weird kind of sense. I’d had a drink or two the night before, sure. Maybe a morning chaser just to blow the cobwebs away, who doesn’t right?’

‘Who doesn’t,’ Yuri agreed enthusiastically.

‘But I’m telling you, whatever hit me in that mansion wasn’t normal. Lemmy Litz knows the difference between a hangover and something that ain’t a hangover. Can you prove I was poisoned? What I’d give to pin that on ’em.’

‘Not now. I can only show there was logic for poisoning.’

‘Logic?’

‘They needed delay. You had interviewed family in house, but not Randall Urry out at shooting range.’

‘You’re wrong. I saw the kid from the house, then I drove out and spoke to him. What’s the robot doing?’

Sputnik had the notebook tucked to its chest, cover flipped up at an angle to shield the paper from the drizzle.

‘Taking notes. It’s just for me, not formal process. You did not see kid, Lemmy. You saw someone dressed like Randall. Could have been anyone from house, any employer. But family told you it was Randall, so planted idea. By the time you drove out, after incident in washroom—’

‘Skip the washroom.’

The robot made enthusiastic pencil-scratchings, pages turning with surprising rapidity.

‘Delay was necessary,’ Yuri continued. ‘It was time for older brother of Randall to get out to shooting range ahead of you, put on clothes and armour instead of other person, then be ready for when you arrived with sister.’

‘Older brother?’

‘Dexter Urry. We both spoke to him. Little bit older than Randall, just other side of eighteen, other side of family responsibility. Otherwise very similar-looking to younger brother. It was straight swap, Lemmy. You did not speak to Randall at all; it was Dexter Urry all along.’

‘Because …?’

‘It was impossible to speak to Randall. Randall was dead already.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘I think there was joint incident concerning Juliana DelRosso and Randall Urry, something outside ship, six weeks ago. Incident had to be covered up, link between deaths broken. So, first Juliana dies. Then, five weeks later Randall is also dying, in heavily foreshadowed “accident-waiting-happen”.’

‘If they kept Randall’s death under wraps for five weeks, why not just keep doing that?’

‘Because five weeks is not five months, or five years. Absence of Randall could not be kept out of news forever. Death had to be staged eventually. Is something else, too.’

‘I’m dying to hear it.’

‘Staged death of Randall was violent incident involving zap-gun. Body very badly damaged. That suggests original incident was violent as well – maybe involving similar means of death.’

‘Wait – wait. Cool your jets. There was a coroner’s report.’

‘Coroner maybe did honest job. But was not to know body had already been dead six weeks.’

‘How’d they pull that off?’

‘I have just theory, nothing else. After original accident, though, family must have brought body back inside and put on ice. Then thaw-out just before giving to coroner.’

‘Ain’t buying it. Any halfway competent coroner could tell the body had been frozen and thawed out.’

‘Only if reason to examine body that closely. But why look beyond obvious sign of death? Head blown off by zap-gun. All family saying they told him not to play with zap-gun.’

‘Accident waiting to happen,’ Litz said slowly, as if he had been given the same script.

‘Exactly, Lemmy. Entire thing set-up by Urrys. All of them in on it. Lot of trouble to go to, lot of risk, just to conceal meeting between Randall and Juliana.’ Yuri opened the bag of bread he had brought along per Litz’s instructions and flung a few crumbs at the ducks. His aim was skilful, the ducks raucously appreciative. ‘I think it more than just lover’s tryst, against wishes of families. Juliana saw something out there she was not meant to see. Maybe Randall saw it too. Both needed silencing.’

‘This is a hell of a conspiracy.’

Yuri sighed. ‘It is half of conspiracy. Have you heard of Clemency?’

‘I told you: Clemency was just some imaginary friend.’

‘That was DelRosso lie. Clemency is something on ship, something below waterline. Can you get me onto yacht, Lemmy?’

‘Not a hope in hell, and what makes think Lemmy Litz’d do a favour for a chump like you anyway?’

‘I think we can help each other.’

‘You do, huh?’

‘I do not know if you still have friends in police department. If you do, please put out word for item of lost property, across all precincts. It was thing belonging to Noah Apolisi. I saw it on day of death, in office: pretty red cigarette case with silver trim.’

‘And this matters, why?’

‘It is important thing to widow of Apolisi. It was not in office, or in effects returned from scene of accident. Cigarette case must be somewhere. I can offer small reward, I think, if item was taken by accident.’

‘You mean if some officer decided to pocket it, because it was a nice thing?’

‘Something like.’

‘I still have a few friends,’ Litz said defensively. ‘Still got plenty of friends. More than I can count. But don’t go getting your hopes up. Why is this cigarette case so important, anyway?’

‘It was gift of widow to Noah. She would like it back.’

‘Based on what I heard about the good old doctor, she must be a very forgiving soul.’

‘Please do what you can, Lemmy. Onto second matter …’

‘It’d better not be the yacht.’

‘It isn’t. I would like to visit scene of original incident. For obvious reasons, I cannot ask families for assistance. You are policeman. Was policeman. You must know people. Is there way to get outside of ship, without involving Urrys and DelRossos, or anyone connected to them?’

‘That’s a tall ask, dick.’ Litz flicked out a few more crumbs. ‘Fortunately, I know a guy.’

‘You can help?’

‘If it pins this whole affair on the Urrys, and gives me a shot at being taken seriously again? Of course I’m going to help you, chump or otherwise. Lemmy Litz ain’t one to stand on his graces. You need to know that it’s no picnic going outside, though.’

‘I have seen space before. I was cosmonaut. Am cosmonaut.’

‘Yeah. And everybody and their mother thinks—’

Yuri cut him off. ‘I can do this. I can wear suit, manage air supply and engage in extra-vehicular operations. I have experienced weightlessness. I am not afraid of cosmos.’

‘All right,’ Litz said, eyeing him with a sceptical glint, ‘but I’m still going to have to make a few arrangements first. We can only ever go outside when the Urrys and DelRossos are already out there, with their work parties.’

Yuri frowned. ‘That seems like worst possible time.’

Litz scrunched up the now-empty bag. ‘It is, except for all the other times.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Yuri collected his mail from the concierge and opened it as they were on their way up in the elevator. Advertising, invoices, utility bills, prize-draw lotteries, an exciting proposition about straightening his teeth. He grinned to nobody except the robot. His teeth weren’t that bad, were they?

He tore open the final envelope, brown and unmarked save for his name. Inside was a single slip of paper.

The paper said:

Second warning.

He read it twice in case some nuance or subject had escaped him. He slipped it back into the envelope and was pocketing it as the elevator stopped on the fifth floor. He walked down the corridor, Sputnik trailing, slowing as his eyes detected something wrong ahead. There was too much light coming through the door to his office.

Too much light because the frosted glass had been smashed out, leaving only a ragged border.

He approached the door and waved for Sputnik to halt. He whispered, ‘Do one useful thing. Use penetrating radar and see if intruder is still present.’

‘You asked me not to look into the other rooms.’

‘I am asking differently now.’

After a moment Sputnik said, ‘I detect no living organisms within the office or the adjoining rooms. There are faint fading thermal traces which indicate that someone may have been present within the last hour or two, allowing for a margin of error. However, I think we may assume that they are now long gone.’

‘You are saying intruder came and went sometime after we last left this office?’

‘That would be the inference.’

He opened the door and stepped through. His feet crunched on the floor, glass breadcrumbing the carpet.

The destruction had been commendably thorough. Potted plants lay upturned, soil and water drooling onto carpet. A chair had been reduced to splinters. The hooded green desk lamp had been used for boxing practise. Drawers lay ejected from the desk, their contents flung across the room. The telephone was adrift, unmoored from its cable. Blinds had been wrenched from windows. The filing cabinets had been prised open and toppled, box files and loose paperwork organised into blocky, faintly artistic heaps. Sputnik’s diagram of the case remained on the wall, but scrambled and obfuscated. The robot’s organisation had been buried under a scribble of marks and smears.

‘What were they looking for?’

Yuri restored a potted plant, scooping the soil back. ‘They may not have been looking for anything, just reinforcing letter in envelope. Thanks to robot’s excellent idea of writing everything on wall, though, they have very good picture of progress to date.’

‘It was an aid to helping my memory.’

‘It was aid to helping our enemies.’

Sputnik lifted a filing cabinet as if it were made mostly of air.

‘Shall I attempt to restore your accounts to some kind of order? I believe I can order these files by date.’

‘No. Just sit down and transcribe notes from Litz meeting. Put them in case diary.’

‘Notes?’

‘Notes from meeting. Meeting we just had.’ Yuri brushed glass from his knees. The shards jewelled his soil-smeared palms. ‘Meeting with Lemmy Litz, by pond. You had notebook whole time.’

Sputnik paused in its labours. It extracted the notebook from a small metal pouch near its belly. It opened the pages delicately, flicking through to the most recent entries.

‘I’m not sure about notes.’ Sputnik offered the pages to Yuri. ‘I appear to have commenced the task correctly. This is a line-by-line account of your conversation. After that, there appear to be some …’

‘Some what?’

‘Some drawings of ducks. I fear I may have lost the thread slightly between one page and the next.’

Yuri snatched the notebook and saw what the robot had been doing. He sampled pages of pleasant line drawings of the pond, the statues and fountains, the outlines of buildings in the distance, many waterfowl.

‘This is very good.’

Sputnik’s eyes brightened. ‘It is?’

‘Yes, is excellent work. Very nice rendition of feathers.’

Sputnik dipped its head. ‘I’ve failed again, haven’t I?’

Yuri tore out one of the pictures. He balled it and tossed it into the waste basket.

‘You are useless dumb robot. Useless lunkhead.’

‘I’m very sorry.’

‘Sorry is no good. Sorry is useless. What if Litz had said something important, something we needed in writing?’

‘Did he?’

Yuri ripped out another page. ‘Shut up. Go and sit in corner. Do nothing. You are worse than useless. I should never have taken you from storage.’

‘Please don’t send me back. I’m trying to be better.’

Yuri straightened the furniture and swept the broken glass into a pile. He buried the drawings under a hail of shards. He sat at the desk and plugged the telephone back in. He riffled the directory and booked someone to fix the door, someone else to rig new blinds.

Money. Expenses. Time.

The prize-draw lottery was starting to look like a smart investment.

He poured himself a Scotch. Sputnik’s eyes were averted. The robot radiated shame like the faint hum of a kitchen appliance.

Yuri held up one of the photographs. It was the younger him, the brave cosmonaut, smiling out at some adoring audience.

‘You did something once, Yuri Alekseyevich,’ he mumbled aloud. He took another sip. ‘You were courageous man. Whole world admired Yuri Alekseyevich. You were toast of Soviet Union, toast of whole world. And now?’ He offered his glass to the room. ‘This? Little man who no one knows, in smashed-up office? Little man no one cares about?’ He swigged some more, but even self-pity disgusted him now. ‘To hell with everything!’ he declared spiritedly. ‘You want warn me off case? Then I am warned. I will go back to cheating cats and missing spouses. I am just small-time private dick. I know place in world. I surrender! Let families fight own feuds!’

Something snagged his eye. It was one of the box files still on the floor, tipped open. He got up, uneasiness tugging at him. He set down the whisky and knelt for the box. It was empty, but there was no trace of anything that might have been inside it. He examined the handwritten label on the outside of the file. These were the accounts for the first year in which Gagarin Investigative Services had been an entity: JY340, fifteen years ago.

There were no accounts.

He checked the boxes for the succeeding years, JY341 and 342. There was nothing in them.

‘Why would they take old accounts?’ he asked, mostly for his own benefit.

He rummaged around and located the box for JY348, seven years ago. This one contained something. He opened it, finding a green casebook, one of his store-bought journal diaries. He opened the casebook, and leafed through blank pages.

He opened the box for JY349. This one was heavier. It contained a casebook and a full set of accounts. He opened and it examined the documents, his hand trembling. Everything was present, but he remembered nothing of the specific cases. The handwriting was his but not his. As if it had been copied, but too consistently, too neatly.

He moved to the box for JY350. Here he was on more recognisable ground. He remembered the specifics of the cases, the faces of his clients. No part of that recollection was reassuring. It only heightened the puzzle of the earlier boxes.

He could understand if papers had been taken from him, but not the blank entries in JY348.

Nor the not-quite-authentic entries in the succeeding year.

He had questions.

He could ask the sisters, and then tie himself in knots working out which machine was lying.

Or he could just go straight to the source of the mystery.

Sleepy Hollow.

‘Sit tight and watch office,’ he told Sputnik.

He drove out alone. He smoked a whole pack on the way. His destination was a circular, white-walled citadel of copper-green domes and crystalline spires set on an isolated rocky pedestal, three quarters of the way back from the prow. Just one rail line and one road fed in. The rail line vanished into a tunnel, serving the underground part of the complex. The road encircled the complex in a spiralling ascent, before ending at an elevated parking lot, constructed on a rectangular outcropping. He found a parking spot without trouble.

He got out, squaring his shoulders. He walked up to the gatehouse full of purpose.

The whitewashed arch bore a semicircular inscription:

CENTRAL HIBERNACULUM

Yuri strode to the glass.

The woman in the booth looked like a librarian poured into an oversized military costume.

‘Good afternoon, sir. May I see your appointment card?’

‘I am here on business of Department of Works.’ He pressed his credentials to the glass. ‘Yuri Gagarin.’

‘This is most irregular, sir. We advise casual visitors to arrive as early in the day as possible, to stand a chance of being assisted.’

‘I am not casual. I promise I will not take up time. I just have request for information.’ He pincered his fingers, trapping an invisible insect. ‘Small request.’

‘Concerning one of our residents?’

‘Perhaps former resident. Please, it will be much simpler if I can talk to someone connected to vaults. Then I will have answer very quickly. In and out like flash. I will be happy; bosses will be happy.’

She motioned him back from the glass. ‘Just a moment.’

She hoisted a telephone and punched a button for an internal number. Some exchange took place. He read her lips.

Department of Works.

She cradled the telephone.

‘It is highly irregular, sir. Someone can see you, but it will need to be a very swift enquiry.’

‘I am very grateful.’

She buzzed open a door to the right of the office. ‘Go right on through.’

The room beyond the office was the brightest, cleanest, glassiest place he had ever been in. Yuri felt like a fish swimming into a brand-new aquarium.

He trod a smoked-glass floor suspended across some greater emptiness, solid but unnerving. The main area was furnished with glass chairs and glass-topped tables, the occasional sculpture or potted plant. A main desk confronted him, attended by a handful of personnel in Sleepy Hollow uniforms. Off to either side, hazy screens partitioned offices and consultation rooms. Judging by the absence of frenzied activity, he was the only customer. Music played, a sound like tinkling wind-chimes.

‘Mister Gagarin? So good of you to visit us.’ A long-faced man stepped out from behind the desk, stooping to bring his tall frame down to Yuri’s eye-level. ‘I’m Archer Groombridge, senior administrator here at Central.’ He shook Yuri’s hand before Yuri had a chance to review the matter. ‘It’s always reassuring to us when the Department of Works glances over our shoulders. It reassures us that we aren’t forgotten out here.’

‘Who would forget Sleepy Hollow?’

Tightness creased Archer Groombridge’s face. ‘Not a name we like here, Mister Gagarin. It rather diminishes the scope of our services, and the dedication we bring to our task.’

‘I am sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault – I know what everyone calls us – but while you’re here, can we agree to say Central or the Central Hibernaculum?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Now, how may I be of assistance to our friends in the Department of Works?’

‘I am after information concerning Jacks.’

The creases gouged deeper. ‘Oh dear, there you go again. I’m afraid we don’t speak of “Jacks” either. The preferred nomenclature is “unscheduled waking patrons”, you see. We value them very highly. Over the centuries they’ve provided a unique, irreplaceable gift to Halcyon. Our debt to them is considerable.’

‘That is nice to hear. Perhaps you will consider small repayment of debt by assisting a waking patron?’

Groombridge’s eyes were shrewd. ‘Yourself?’

‘Accent is give-away, generally.’

‘I wasn’t going to comment, but now that you mention it, it does rather mark you out. Almost everyone born and raised in Halcyon speaks similarly, barring minor distinctions of class and education. When did you come out of the vaults, if I might ask?’

‘Fifteen years ago. I have made effort to blend in, but accent is hard to lose.’

‘Understandably. And your business here today, on behalf of the DOW – does it relate to your case?’

‘There is degree of overlap.’

‘Then we’ll do all that we can to help.’ Groombridge patted Yuri on the shoulder. ‘It’s a very great pleasure to have a returnee. Your kind don’t often come back to us, regrettably. I think your fellow wakers worry that if they get too close to Central, we’ll put them back in the vaults. Not that everyone would necessarily see that as a bad thing, of course …’

‘Back in vaults, chance to see Arrival Day.’ Yuri shrugged. ‘Nice dream. Going back to earlier question: why would anyone forget about Central Hibernaculum?’

‘I would have thought it obvious. The busy years are long behind us, Mister Gagarin. Not many people come and go from the vaults now; certainly not compared to the past. We’re only a few decades from Vanderdecken’s Star, after all.’ He wrapped his arm around Yuri’s back in a comradely fashion. ‘Come. We’ll look at your query. The best place for that is Vault Services, where we keep the primary records.’

‘That is very kind.’

‘Follow me, please.’

They went into one of the partitioned enclosures. A glass elevator waited in a glass tube. They got in. Groombridge touched a button on a glass pedestal and the elevator descended like a piston. It dropped through the glassy thickness of the floor and emerged into the dizzying, high-vaulted space beneath. Beneath, laid out in rows on the floor, were numerous machines and components. The majority were horizontal cylinders, intact or in states of disassembly, on pallets or raised up on jacks. A handful of technicians attended the cylinders, walking unhurriedly along the rows.

‘Repair and maintenance,’ Groombridge commented. ‘When the hibernation units are vacated, we haul them up for check-out and overhaul, before they’re made ready for re-use. As you can see, this isn’t a particularly busy time. Our staff are extremely dedicated and hard-working, but we don’t need anything like the numbers we used to employ. We keep on top of matters very well.’

The elevator continued its descent. It reached the floor of the repair shop and kept going. The tube burrowed through rock now. The elevator gathered speed. Yuri felt his ears pop.

‘We are going into skin?’

‘Yes, but only a couple of hundred metres. I know it unnerves some people, coming closer to space, but four fifths of the skin will still be under our feet – eight hundred metres of totally dependable protection.’ Groombridge nodded with a wry smile. ‘You may feel heavier. Halcyon’s rotation rate gives us the illusion of one gee across the cylindrical part of the interior, but we’re getting further from the axis now. It’s nothing to be alarmed by.’

‘Thank you. I will not be alarmed.’

The elevator dropped through the level of the repair shop, emerging from the ceiling of the equally enormous chamber beneath it. Yuri felt his weight increase even further as the elevator slowed, coming to rest in the middle of the chamber’s square-shaped floor. They got out, emerging into sudden chilled air and an atmosphere of immense stillness and silence.

‘You’re quite privileged, Mister Gagarin.’

‘I am?’

‘This is the deepest part of Halcyon accessible to anyone except the work parties who go outside. Even the lowest levels of Heavyside Penitentiary aren’t as deep as this.’

Yuri took in his surroundings. The hard-metalled floor was mostly empty. In the middle, next to the elevator tube, was a thick, upright cylinder crammed with dials and television monitors. Forming a ring around the cylinder was a series of cabinets and inward-facing desks. Most of the desks were unattended. From Yuri’s vantage, he saw only one technician – a young woman seated beneath one of the televisions. She wore a microphone, cumbersome headphones squashed down over a pageboy haircut, but she said nothing and appeared oblivious to her audience. She pressed a button now and then, switching to a different monitor view, observed a dial or indicator, and made occasional entries in a logbook.

Surrounding the square floor were four metal walls, each of which contained a single circular door, tall and wide enough to drive a train through. The doors were all closed, shut tight on armoured hinges and formidable locking mechanisms.

‘Our four primary hibernation vaults,’ Groombridge said proudly. ‘The most precious part of Halcyon, aside from its living cargo. Behind each of those doors stretches a vast network of tunnels, lined with individual hibernation capsules. We can take a little glance into Vault One, if you wish. Everyone asks eventually, so we might as well.’

‘Please.’

Each door contained a small, human-sized access port. They walked over to Vault One and stepped onto a portable stool to reach the smaller door, raised a metre or so off the ground. Groombridge opened it, then bid Yuri to step in ahead of him.

Yuri nearly hesitated, gripped by the fear that the door was about to be closed behind him, sealing him into the labyrinthine vault.

He pushed past the fear. Groombridge followed him, the two of them emerging into a grilled platform with a step-down to the level of the vault. Groombridge operated a switch. Lights came on, stretching off into the distance. The vault was a gently upwards-curving tunnel, circular in profile except for the floor. Facing each other on either side were three rows of circular portholes. They walked to the first set on the left side of the tunnel. Yuri was already shivering, his fingertips turning numb.

‘Yes, it’s very cold down here,’ Groombridge said, nodding. ‘It’s why they built the vaults into the skin, halfway between the heat of the interior and the vacuum of space.’ He reached for a recessed handle on either side of the middle porthole and slid out a rack about as far as the length of his forearm. The rack held a glass-fronted torpedo with a frozen body inside it. Through the glass’s frosting floated a perfectly preserved human face. They observed the passenger for a few reverent seconds, then Groombridge slid the capsule all the way back in.

‘How many in total?’

‘Presently? Two hundred and forty thousand, out of a total emergency capacity of eight million.’

‘That is great many empty spaces.’

‘Beyond doubt, but we must always have that capacity in reserve. Halcyon has run into problems in the past, difficulties with the life-support system. We’re always prepared for the next one: there’s no complacency just because we’ve nearly reached Vanderdecken’s Star.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, we’re still taking new cases.’

‘New dead people?’

Groombridge nodded gravely. ‘But, of course, only those who’ve put in place the necessary arrangements. These days, there aren’t too many – rarely more than one or two a week.’

‘Who is next to go in?’

Groombridge smiled. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have the foresight to know who’s about to die, Mister Gagarin.’

‘What about person who has already died, but not been put in yet? Person like Noah Apolisi?’

‘You’ll understand that I can’t discuss ongoing business, especially at such a sensitive time.’

‘Dr Apolisi was wealthy man, running private clinic with rich clients?’

‘Yes, but that’s public knowledge.’

‘Clinic ran into difficulties with running costs. Had to tighten belt. Was Dr Apolisi able to keep up arrangements with Central Hibernaculum?’

‘There were no irregularities that I’m aware of. Of course there was the change in the provision for Mrs Apolisi, but …’ Groombridge stopped. ‘Really, Mister Gagarin? Surely this can’t be of interest to the Department of Works?’

‘It is related to ongoing investigation. Please, concerning Mrs Apolisi. What was change in provision?’

‘Understand that I’m speaking in the strictest confidence, on the understanding that this goes no further than the DOW.’

‘You have assurance.’

‘The Apolisis had differing philosophies about the future. Mrs Apolisi came to believe that committing her body to the vault constituted a moral abdication, placing an unwanted burden on the generations yet to be born. She asked Noah to remove her name from our list of future candidates, choosing for her remains to be recycled within Halcyon instead. We acceded. Of course we were sorry to lose her revenue, but the wishes of the individual must be respected.’

‘Did Vedette Apolisi come to tell you this herself?’

He answered without a flicker of equivocation. ‘No. The change in provision was communicated to us by Noah. It was entirely above-board, though – completely watertight. Rest assured we take such matters extremely seriously.’

‘I am sure.’

‘What are you driving at?’

‘I would like to look at records for JY340.’

‘Good.’ Some of Groombridge’s easy-going humour had flaked off by now. ‘Have you seen enough of Vault One, sir?’

Yuri shivered a nod. ‘I have seen enough.’

They returned to the ring-shaped complex of desks and cabinets, the upright pillar gargoyled with televisions and dials. Yuri coaxed circulation back into his hands. Groombridge motioned for the technician to remove her headphones.

‘Miss Woof. Call up the records for in- and out-going services across JY340, please.’

‘The whole year, sir?’

‘The whole year.’

‘Just a moment.’

Miss Woof pressed buttons with rapidity and ease. Relays thumped and buzzed beneath the console. The nearest television screen, angled close to her face on a cantilever arm, stopped showing a view down one of the vaults and became a ledger of dates and names, wobbly white text swimming against black.

‘Those are the ins-and-outs, sir. Mostly ins. Seventy-eight deceased.’ She made the list scroll down, names vanishing off the screen. ‘And just these eight outs.’

‘Allow Mister Gagarin to see the names, please.’

‘I can see them already. I am there.’

Groombridge seemed pleased.

‘As you expected?’

‘As I expected. What does star against name mean?’

‘The asterisk? It means you were selected for unscheduled random revival, sir,’ Miss Woof said delicately.

‘Jack-in-box.’

‘We prefer—’ Groombridge started.

‘Yes. But I am Jack, and I prefer Jack. It is not stigma. I am quite happy being Jack.’

‘It was an insurance policy, as I understand it,’ Groombridge said. ‘A bulwark against stagnation. The injection of new life and fresh ideas into Halcyon, at random intervals during the crossing. New ideas, new accents, new customs and cultures. I trust that whatever questions you had are settled by the records Miss Woof has called up?’

Yuri very much wanted that to be the case.

‘How are records generated?’

‘Automatically, via the systems connected to the vaults. Central is one of the last holdouts of integrated automation anywhere in the ship. In its way, each vault is a kind of robot, although admittedly far removed from the kinds of robot that were once commonplace. Why do you ask?’

‘Are there duplicate records?’

Groombridge nodded eagerly. ‘Backup memory registers, yes.’

‘I mean records made by people, in case of total failure of automated system.’

‘There are,’ Miss Woof said, moving to one of the cabinets. ‘And we take a very great pride in them.’ She opened a drawer and fingered through labelled files. ‘JY340, wasn’t it? I’ve got the written logs just here. You’re welcome to cross-check. I assure you you’ll find no discrepancies.’

‘If this is what you were sent to check up on, I’m afraid you’ll be sorely disappointed,’ Groombridge said, with a sympathetic smile.

Miss Woof opened the written log. She spread her hands, inviting him to look at it.

Yuri stroked a finger down the list of entries.

‘There is error.’

‘There can’t be,’ Woof stated.

‘My name is missing. There is only one Jack for JY340. And only seven outs, not eight.’

‘That’s impossible,’ Groombridge said.

Yuri looked at him mildly. ‘When was duplicate log created?’

‘Each entry would have been added at the time indicated, in this case fifteen years ago. That’s Quinsler’s handwriting: he was here before Miss Woof.’

‘Quinsler didn’t make mistakes,’ Miss Woof asserted, as if she were defending the family honour.

‘There wasn’t mistake,’ Yuri answered. ‘Written log is correct. I think it is electronic log that has been falsified.’

His two hosts looked at him incredulously.

‘To what purpose?’ asked Groombridge.

‘Please, bring up electronic and written records for JY350. Maybe year either side also.’

Miss Woof exchanged a look with her superior. Groombridge nodded.

It took only a couple of minutes to identify an equivalent discrepancy with the records from five years ago. Entries for JY349 and JY351 were consistent, but not JY350. The written logs showed one more out-going case than the electronic version.

In this case, the name of the anomalous individual was Aristide Urbanek.

The name meant nothing to Yuri.

‘Do you remember this man?’ he asked.

‘There’ve been more than thirty returnees since JY350,’ Groombridge said. ‘Not all of them stick in the mind. Especially when they walk out of here and never cause a ripple.’

‘I remember him,’ Miss Woof said. ‘He came out not long after I started down here.’

‘Go on,’ Groombridge urged.

‘A nice-looking man. Late thirties.’ She shrugged defensively. ‘I remember the nice-looking ones.’

Yuri smiled gently. ‘What did this man look like?’

She looked at Yuri, looked back at Groombridge, looked at Yuri again. ‘A bit like you, sir. You look a few years older, sure, a few more lines and white hairs, but you’ve got the same face, the same eyes. And you’re not a big man.’

‘Your identification said nothing about you being Aristide Urbanek,’ Groombridge said.

‘Because I am not him. I am Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin.’

‘Then how do you account for this mix-up?’

‘Miss Woof, do you have photograph of man from JY350?’

‘Yes, it should be here somewhere.’ She flicked through a different part of the dossier. ‘Here.’ She produced a sheet of paper with a fuzzy photograph attached. It was a man’s face, drowsy but recognisable, like a drunkard’s mugshot. ‘It’s you,’ she said, on a doubtful falling note. ‘I was hoping I’d got the resemblance wrong, but I didn’t.’

Yuri took the photograph without invitation. He held it up to his own eyes, squinting impassively.

‘What does this mean?’ Groombridge asked softly.

‘Just that someone is trying to confuse situation.’ Yuri nodded, as much to reassure himself as his hosts. ‘I know when I came out: JY340. Records have been tampered, yes.’ He tapped the photograph. ‘This man, this face, looks like me. It is genuine photograph, but not from five years ago. It must be ten years older.’

‘You only look about five years older,’ Miss Woof said.

‘I sleep like baby.’

‘What will you report back to the Department of Works?’ Groombridge asked.

Yuri measured the man’s apprehension. ‘I will report back that Central Hibernaculum was cooperative in all respects.’

‘And this discrepancy?’

‘Internal matter for Central Hibernaculum.’ Then, to Miss Woof, ‘You must have mistaken other handsome man for me. It is easy mistake.’

His mind went into a flat spin on the drive back from Sleepy Hollow. He did not know what to make of the discrepancy he had discovered. He wanted the whole issue to go away; for the whole afternoon to rewind itself and start again. There were questions it was better never to have asked.

Distracted, he missed his usual turn-off. The alternate route took him via a different part of Belt City, through the up-market district near All-City Hall. He slowed along Rodman, remembering the conversation with the walrus-faced cop who had booked him out of the cell after his overnight stay. Something about a fancy restaurant with flowers outside, next to the First Municipal.

Yuri had never eaten on Rodman or anywhere close. Still, he had driven past the First Municipal often enough to form a faint mental image of the tall, narrow property that stood next to it. It was hard to miss at any time of day. Set amid a line of prosperous, well-maintained frontages, freshly cleaned and whitewashed, the building in question stood out like a rotten tooth in a set of sparkling incisors. Still blackened, its lower windows were boarded over and the ones in its upper floors open to the sky, as if everything behind the facade had collapsed inward. Notices plastered the walls, doors and windows at street level, indicating that the property was owned by a Belt City letting company. Judging by the faded condition of these notices, there had not exactly been a stampede of buyers.

Yuri slowed. He meant to keep driving until, on an impulse, he pulled into a vacant spot adjacent to the burned-out property. He got out of the car, prickling with foreboding. He had parked in a public spot on a public street during the normal hours of day, and still he felt that he was in some way transgressing.

He walked to the front door. It was fire-blackened. Only notices and pasted-on fliers kept the remaining scabs of paint from flaking off completely. The little windows were sheeted over with cheap, splintered wood. He pressed his nose to the door and smelled fire. It might have happened five years ago or ten or twenty, but the odour was still there. He was attuned to it, as were all aviators. Fire was the gift that sent them soaring into the heavens; it was also the consuming fate of those who crashed to ground.

He knew fire like a lover. He worshipped fire and feared it in his dreams. He could smell its memory, its ghost.

‘What happened here, Lemmy Litz? Was it thing that made you mean, or were you already mean?’

He returned to the car, thinking about what the walrus had said concerning Litz and his meanness, but the dots were not quite ready to connect. Besides, why did he care about some washed-out, incontinent cop that no one in the world gave a damn about? Litz was a witness, not a suspect. To hell with Litz! Yuri had already opened one can too many by visiting Sleepy Hollow.

‘I did not need you in my life, Aristide Urbanek,’ he confided to the rear-view mirror. ‘And I do not need to know more about Lemmy Litz than facts of case demand.’

He indicated to pull out. A car tooted to let him leave. He raised a hand, put his foot to the accelerator. The Dynaflow obliged.

He was parking up on Dempsey Street when he spotted Milvus at his usual table on Maxwell, beckoning him over.

‘I got something for you!’

‘What?’

‘Come over here and I’ll tell you.’

‘I do not have time right now.’

‘You always said you’d have time for me, Yuri.’

Yuri pointed to his watch. ‘I am busy, Milvus,’ he called. ‘Busy with important business of private detecting. Busy with job. You would not understand.’

‘I understand plenty.’

‘I will see you soon. Maybe later today. but if not, remember we are going to funeral service tomorrow.’

‘How could I forget. A date with Yuri, at a funeral. What else do I live for in life?’

‘Please, Milvus …’

‘I’ll see you later. Or whenever you find time in your schedule.’

Milvus shrugged, something tan-coloured vanishing into his palm – the thing, perhaps, that might have been of interest to Yuri. He tugged his cap down tighter over his scalp and bent himself into deeper contemplation of the puzzle board. He became a hunched grey tombstone.

‘I am sorry, Milvus,’ Yuri whispered to himself as the elevator climbed. But the apology was not really for his friend. It was to his own conscience, against the promise he had broken with himself, never to treat Milvus the way Milvus was treated by everyone else, as something annoying and disposable, a piece of dirt stuck where it did not belong.

He dragged his guilt behind him like a heavy sack, all the way down the corridor, all the way to his office, where he pushed open the still-broken door, confronting Sputnik still exactly where he had last seen the robot, blue eyes averted.

The answering machine was running, taking a call.

Yuri made a helpless gesture to the robot.

‘What?’

‘What what?’

‘You think maybe pick up telephone?’

Sputnik lifted its face to the machine. ‘You mean, take an initiative? I thought it best not to.’

‘Are you trying to be funny?’

The blue eyes flashed in mock surprise. ‘In so far as I have a mind, it would be the very last thing on it.’

Yuri scooped up the telephone. He cut Lemmy Litz off in mid-rant, going on about Yuri not picking up and the urgent need for him to call back.

‘Good afternoon, Lemmy.’

‘Good afternoon to you, too. You still want to do that dumb thing you told me about?’

‘I do.’

‘I told you I’d let you know when we’re on. Well, we’re on.’

‘When?’

‘Tonight.’




CHAPTER SIX

Litz’s schedule allowed the bare minimum of preparations before Yuri travelled with Sputnik back out to the Gaptown duckpond. Their contact was waiting for them when they arrived at the park gates, next to a hearse-sized car with an enclosed cabin and a capacious luggage compartment.

Litz crunched a cigarette under his heel. ‘Took the scenic route, did you? Stopped to do a little sight-seeing on the way?’

‘I came as quickly as possible.’

‘And you’re sure you weren’t tailed?’ Litz opened the rear passenger door.

‘I am certain nobody followed me.’

‘We’ll leave your wheels. Where we’re going is no place for a dinky little Dynaflow.’ He motioned for Sputnik to insert itself into the rear passenger space, the car sinking on its suspension as it bore the robot’s weight. ‘You can sit up front with me,’ he told Yuri.

‘Where is guy?’

‘Guy who?’

‘You said you knew guy.’

‘I’m the guy. Get in.’ Litz clunked the doors and got behind the wheel. He eased the heavy car into motion. ‘Some housekeeping, before we get too far into this. Normally I’d put a blindfold over you, but I guess having the robot along with us would render that a little bit pointless. So I’ll lay it out for you. You don’t speak about this to another living soul. If you do, Lemmy Litz will find out. And if Lemmy Litz finds out, then you can be sure his friends will find out as well. They’re not the nice, forgiving types. They’ll hunt you down and slit your throat and if you’re lucky they’ll do it while you’re asleep.’ Still driving, he twisted round to face Sputnik. ‘And they’ll do something just as terminal to you, lunkhead, probably involving magnets.’

‘I think we have understanding,’ Yuri said.

Sputnik bobbed its eyes in the rear-view mirror. ‘We most definitely have an understanding, Mister Litz.’

‘What a pair of chumps,’ Litz muttered to himself.

They joined the Esperance Expressway, headed out of Gaptown in a north-north-easterly direction. Traffic was light and Litz floored the car to its limit, electrical fumes from the over-taxed motor seeping into the cabin. Yuri cracked the window down.

‘You are trusting us not to spill secret, Lemmy. But there is also element of trust from me to you. This could be trap. In old country, men driven out to dark woods, bullet in brain.’ He mimed a gun pointed to his temple. ‘Goodnight, comrade.’

‘If I wanted to bump you off, Jack, I’d find a less time-consuming way of doing it. How’d it feel, by the way?’

‘How did what feel?’

‘Being dead. You think I didn’t do a little background work of my own, Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin?’

‘You had heard of me?’

‘No, but I have now. Turns out you did something once.’

‘Something,’ Yuri echoed faintly.

‘And then you went and got yourself killed. Lucky for you, I guess, or you’d never have been brought back to life.’

‘Yes, very lucky. I was celebrated cosmonaut, hero of whole democratic world, now I get to be two-bit detective in wrong side of Belt City. Speaking of which, someone turned over office. It was warning to back off case.’

Litz made a little purse of his lips, peevishly impressed. ‘One of the families, you think?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Who else?’

‘Case is expanding. There is also friction between client and client’s sister.’

‘You said your client was the Department of Works. What part of that wasn’t baloney?’

‘Client is connected to DOW. Sister is well-meaning but thinks investigation might stir up too much trouble.’

‘Sister might have a point.’ Litz lifted a hand from the wheel and clicked his fingers. ‘Oh, forgot – there’s a present for you in the glove compartment.’

‘A present?’

‘Look at it, chump.’

Yuri opened it cautiously, half expecting a bomb or a rattlesnake. He had moved Litz into the possibly-trustworthy file but nothing was rubber-stamped just yet. However, the box contained nothing more immediately suspicious than a fat brown envelope.

He took out the envelope; there was something solid inside it. The envelope was only folded shut. He peered inside, caught a gleam of red and silver.

‘Missing cigarette case,’ Yuri said.

‘Attaboy.’ Litz was turning off the expressway, into the backroads of Esperance. ‘At least, it fits the description you gave me. For the bonus, there’s a connection to Noah-the-goer.’

‘Where did it turn up?’

‘In a coat pocket, on the floating body of one Gloria Polch. They pulled her out of the river this morning. Seems she was a receptionist up at Gladeview and Apolisi was banging her.’

Yuri flashed back to the events of the crash. ‘Miss Polch came down with ambulance from Gladeview. She must have found cigarette case on or near body and taken it. Or she went straight to office as soon as she knew about accident.’

‘Why would she do that?’

‘I do not know. It was present from wife, Vedette Apolisi. Why would Miss Polch care about private gift from woman she must have pitied or resented?’

‘Better question: why would the widow care about a gift to a husband who she must have known was a lying, cheating scoundrel?’

Yuri thought about his answer and the degree of candour he owed Litz.

‘There is reason.’

‘Something juicy in the case?’

‘Private photographs.’

‘Well, open it up – let the dog see the bone.’

Yuri fingered the case. He considered opening it up just to show Litz the ordinary interior, but even that felt like a violation of the pledge he had made to Vedette Apolisi.

‘Whatever is in case is for widow only.’

‘You’re serious?’

‘I made promise. I liked widow. She was nice to Milvus. Not many people are nice to Milvus. We have invitation to funeral of Noah, both of us. I will take cigarette case at same time.’

‘You really are a piece of work, chump.’

‘I am.’

‘Answers one question, anyway. If Gloria Polch knew about the dirty snaps, then she had something on Mrs Apolisi. Maybe she was hanging onto the case so she could turn the screws on the widow if and when they ended up in court, squabbling over Noah’s will.’

Yuri pushed the item back into the envelope, re-folded the latter. He remembered the freckled receptionist, her buck teeth and perky nose.

‘How did she end up in river?’

‘Seen drunk and inconsolable near the river. Verdict most likely suicide or accidental death due to intoxication.’

‘There is obvious parallel to be drawn. Noah Apolisi was blackmailing DelRossos. Noah Apolisi dies in suspicious accident, and now mistress also dead.’

Litz steered them down the twisting, angular labyrinths of lightless warehouses. ‘If Apolisi had dirt on the DelRossos, real dirt, someone may have worried about him blabbing to Gloria. Bumping her off was insurance against her starting the blackmail thing up again. Whoever did that didn’t need to know about the cigarette case at all.’ He sighed a world’s worth of weariness. ‘No one’s gonna lose much sleep over Gloria Polch.’

Yuri thought it was the first time he had detected a trace amount of empathy in Lemmy Litz.

Perhaps it was a start.

They arrived at a warehouse and drove down a narrow alley to a rear loading bay. Litz halted the car at a roll-up door. A man came out of the office, sauntering over with a torch. Litz wound down the window.

‘Hey, Froggy.’

‘Lemmy. Got your message. Long time no see.’

‘Business has been quiet.’

‘I hear you’re off the force. That a permanent deal?’

‘We’ll see. Lemmy Litz is a man of many talents. I got several irons in several fires.’

The man called Froggy had a wide, pockmarked face with an equally wide froglike mouth. He had a flattened, negligible nose. His eyes seemed to sit marginally too far apart. His hairless crown bore a waxy reptilian sheen.

He shone the torch further into the car, examining Yuri and then Sputnik.

Froggy shook his head slowly. ‘You’ve got some weird taste in companions.’

‘Strictly business associates, Froggy. A right pair of chumps, but they’re straight. Send my regards to Cecile, by the way.’

‘Would, if I knew where she was living. Cecile skipped town on me two years ago.’

Litz made a sympathetic sound through his teeth. ‘Too bad. I suppose it’s been a while.’

‘You still have my number. We should catch up more often, talk about old times.’

‘Yeah. We should definitely do that.’

There was a too-long silence, as if more was expected from Litz.

‘Take care out there, Lemmy.’

‘Thanks, Froggy. Expect us back in a few hours.’

Froggy vanished back inside and pressed a button on a wall. The roll-up door made a sound like a slowly approaching tank.

Litz drove inside as soon as there was clearance. He inched the car down an avenue of packing crates. Their headlamps cast spokes of light off to either side.

‘You are old friends with that man?’

‘Oh, sure. Froggy Heckler. Former colleague from when I was seconded to marine homicide in Prowtown. Froggy got himself into trouble and now he works down here. He comes in useful from time to time.’

‘And he does not mind?’

They stopped at another roll-up door, this one inside the building.

‘Mind what?’

‘That you call him Froggy. It does not seem like nice thing, given that he looks like frog.’

Litz got out and pressed a heavy industrial control. The second door opened. Litz got back in and eased the car into a freight elevator. He got out again and set the elevator descending. He returned to the car, sat at the wheel and turned on the wireless to a light jazz station.

‘It’s not ’cause he looks like a frog. Who the hell would ever think that?’ Litz shook his head disgustedly. ‘Damn, what a thing to say.’

Yuri bent his neck. ‘I am sorry.’

‘Think twice next time, you hurtful little rat. I never heard anything so insensitive in all my life. Looks like a frog. I’m shocked, shocked, and it takes a lot to shock Lemmy Litz.’

They went down very slowly and for a very long time. The light jazz evanesced to static. The elevator stopped softly and Litz brought them out onto an underground loading dock. The dock serviced a set of rails, threading off into tunnels.

Litz drove the car off the dock by means of a steep, improvised ramp, scraping the fender at the bottom angle. They set off down the tunnel, bumping along with the wheels either side of the rails.

‘I have question. What if train comes?’

‘Train won’t come. Crap, you’ve got me talking like you now.’ Litz shuddered like a man sucking lemons. ‘This is a disused line, fifty metres deeper than any of the ones now running. They abandoned it way, way back.’

‘I hope you are right.’

‘So do I.’

Litz upped their speed, the bumps smoothing into a steady vibration. They carried on for a kilometre or two, then Litz pulled off the tunnel into a side-shaft. There was no track now, just a steeply descending, corkscrewing passage.

They went down and down, the car just negotiating the tight bends.

‘How does policeman know about this place?’

Litz loosened his collar with his free hand and scratched at his jowls. ‘You remember that big story three or four years back, Belt City crime operative turns informant?’

‘Yes. I saw it in papers.’

‘One of Archie Screws’ lieutenants. He was a little reluctant to turn public witness against his boss, but let’s say that he found a view of the stars extremely conducive to cementing his decision. Especially strung upside down, hanging from his heels.’

‘You use outside for intimidation?’

‘Call it greasing the wheels of justice.’

After ten minutes of winding descent, they arrived at a widened space where there was just enough room to turn the car around. They got out, Yuri gulping in the cold, clammy air. He felt heavy on his feet, the blood pooling in his legs. They were much, much deeper than when he had visited Vault One.

‘We are nearly all the way to outside now?’

‘Just a few dozen metres beneath us. You’d better not be getting the jitters already, after that assurance you gave me.’ Litz popped the boot. ‘Lunkhead,’ he told Sputnik. ‘Lift these cases out and carry them after us.’

‘Mister Gagarin?’

Yuri nodded. ‘Do as he says.’

Litz opened a metal door and stooped through into the low, narrow passage stretching beyond it. His hand-torch picked out crumbling cladding and corroded pipework.

‘You two stick right behind me. Don’t go down any side-passages. You wander off in this maze, Lemmy Litz ain’t the schmuck coming after you.’

‘What is in cases?’

‘Suits and air. Lunkhead: close the door after you. And keep up with me. Still got a way to go, and I don’t want to miss that safeing window.’

Yuri asked, ‘Safeing window?’

‘When the work parties are outside, they turn off the zap-guns. If they didn’t, anything moving out there would be fair game. The tracking systems are fast and accurate, but they ain’t too smart.’

‘How long do we have?’

‘Work parties should be emerging from their own locks about now. That gives us two clear hours to get out there, find your evidence and get back in.’

The passageway descended. Litz avoided the branch-offs and sub-tunnels, pausing only when they traversed a much larger intersection, a horizontal circular shaft as wide as the earlier railway tunnel. There was no pair of rails this time, only a single gleaming bar stretching off into either direction.

‘What is this?’

‘Nothing you need worry about. Just some old tunnel left from Halcyon’s past.’

They stepped across the raised bar. It was flawless and pristine, like a piece of extruded metal that had only just come out of a foundry. Yuri wondered what sort of machines had once moved down this abandoned shaft.

Litz’s torch picked out an angular inscription on the wall: a stencilled serial code. It was in an odd script, with a mixture of familiar and unfamiliar letters and numbers.

‘Wait until I tell Milvus about this place.’

‘You’ll tell no one, chump. That’s the deal. Remember what I said about my friends paying you a visit?’

The narrower passage resumed. It spiralled steeply through one hundred and eighty degrees, until it brought them to a chilly dead-end, a bulb-shaped space just large enough for the three of them and their luggage.

Set into the floor was a heavy-duty door with a circular locking wheel.

‘We go out through that. There’s an air-exchange chamber on the other side, then a similar door, and then outer space. Last chance to turn around, kiddies.’

‘We are not turning around.’

Sputnik put down the cases. Litz opened them. Each contained the components of a vacuum suit, along with additional tools and devices. ‘These won’t be comfortable,’ Litz warned. ‘But the good news is you won’t need to put up with it for more than three hours.’

‘What happens after three hours?’

‘Your air runs out and you die.’

‘You are really selling me on the experience, Lemmy.’

Yuri surveyed the garment that was to protect him outside. The suits were in two layers: a padded inner garment sewn with tubes and wires, and a rubbery, rust-red outer layer with accordioned joints at elbows, shoulders, hips and knees. There was a backpack with pressure tanks and a chest-pack with valves and regulators. The suit seemed to have been designed to fit a child, but Yuri squeezed into it without complaint.

Litz showed him how to read the chest gauges, operate the short-range wireless and the lamp built into the helmet.

‘You pick things up fast,’ he said grudgingly.

‘Will work parties pick up our transmissions?’ Yuri asked, once they had verified that Sputnik could tune-in and speak on the same channel.

‘Not unless we push our luck,’ Litz replied. ‘The signal travels for millions of kilometres, but it doesn’t go around corners. We’ll have the curvature of the ship to screen us from the parties. All the same, we won’t be blabbing unnecessarily. Keep the gain turned down.’ He examined the watch he now wore strapped onto the outside of his sleeve. ‘The window’s open now. Set your countdown dials for one hundred and ten minutes. That’ll give you a ten-minute margin to get inside, but don’t bet on using it.’

‘I won’t.’

‘One other thing.’ Litz produced three items that looked like obese flare pistols. He fixed one to his own belt then handed out the other two to Yuri and Sputnik. ‘Gas-guns.’

‘What is purpose?’

‘To save your ugly skin. Anything goes wrong out there, this is your only Hail Mary. Use it sparingly: there’s only enough propellant for one attempt.’

‘Thank you for warning.’

‘I don’t advise it, anyway. The whole caboodle’s rotating – even a chump knows that – but as soon as you drift off, you’re not part of that rotation anymore. Kind of like jumping off a moving train, then trying to jump back on again. Gets a little bumpy on the return.’

Yuri clipped the gas-gun to his belt.

‘I think ideal plan is not fall off ship in first place.’

‘For once, the boy has a sensible idea. What’ve you got there?’

Yuri had brought along his fixed-focus miniature camera, the one that Milvus had repaired. He was tucking it into a little pouch on the front of the suit. ‘For holiday snaps only.’

‘Fine, but keep them to yourself. You were never here and I was never here with you, got it?’

‘Got it.’

Litz knelt down to work the wheel.

The inner and outer doors of the lock functioned perfectly, and so – for now – did their suits. They came out through the skin onto a caged platform, an openwork cupola with the stars suspended beneath their feet, only a thin grilled walkway preventing them hurtling into the abyss.

The stars oozed by, petals on a black river.

Yuri tested his suit mobility. It was harder to move around in vacuum as the internal air stiffened the joints. He worked his limbs like a wrestler preparing for a bout.

‘You coping, shrimp?’

‘I am used to space.’

‘Will this structure support my mass?’ Sputnik enquired.

‘Eh, maybe. Who knows. If it doesn’t, send us a postcard.’

Walkways extended out in several directions from the cage. Each was of similar, flimsy-looking construction: a series of steel hoops spaced every few metres, with a grilled floor stretching between them, and the bare minimum of waist- and shoulder-level guidewires to assist with balance and handholding. They all seemed alike, stretching off like rifle-bores, before darkness eclipsed the wavering lamplight.

Litz set off first down one walkway, Yuri following and Sputnik bringing up the rear. Each footfall created an undulation in the walkway, only emphasising the skeletal nature of the structure. Other than the bobbing light from their helmet lamps, rippling off the walkway, there was no illumination at all in any direction.

The great dark mass of the ship floated above their heads like a thundercloud.

Yuri had never really thought about the darkness until now. There was no need for windows, so none of Halcyon’s interior light spilled out into space. The work crews brought all the light they needed, but they were toiling out of sight, hidden by the nearby horizon. The stars glittered in abundance beneath his feet and to his left and right, but they were all so distant that even the brightest of them made no impression on the darkness.

‘I could not tell which walkways went around ship, which along it,’ Yuri said.

‘We’re moving forward along Linear Six, in the direction of the prow. It’ll bring us near to the lock where Juliana went inside. That’ll place us closer to the DelRosso work sector.’

‘That is risk?’

‘Not if we’re careful.’

‘Careful is middle name.’ Yuri soldiered on, getting into a more comfortable rhythm – almost his natural walking pace. His muscles would pay tomorrow, but he would accept the price. ‘Stars are very beautiful, Lemmy. It is very special thing to be outside. Do you come here just to look at stars? Or only when you have mob boss that needs persuasion?’

‘Mostly just mob bosses.’

‘I would come here always. Touch stars. Feel eternal silence and emptiness of cosmos.’ He studied the moving constellations. ‘Which one is Vanderdecken’s Star? It must be brightest of all.’

Litz sighed. ‘Thought you were smarter than that. It’s up front, behind the ram-shield. That big dumb circle of engineered rock, ten kilometres wide, two kilometres thick.’

‘The shield that soaks up growlers?’

‘Attaboy. So you were paying attention in remedial orientation after all.’

Coloured flashes sparked across Yuri’s vision, bright daubs of radiological destruction. Even with the ram-shield ahead of Halcyon, his body was soaking up far more cosmic energy than it did within the sheltering hull.

He had seen nothing like this on his orbit of Earth; he’d been clinging too close to the atmosphere to be affected.

‘Now we take this junction,’ Litz said, as the walkway met a branch. ‘Circular Eighteen, northbound. Watch your step on this one. It isn’t as well maintained.’

Yuri soon saw what was meant by this ominous instruction. They had only gone a hundred metres or so down Circular Eighteen when a gap appeared in the flooring. A huge missing stride where there was nothing under them but stars.

‘We call that the granny-stopper,’ Litz said gleefully.

Yuri crossed the gap without hesitation. He had faced down far worse challenges in his training.

‘What is that?’ Sputnik asked suddenly.

‘What’s what, lunkhead?’

The robot pointed over their heads and off to one side, to a faint yellow nimbus-like flickering Yuri had not noticed until then. It was some way off, clinging close to the black continuation of the hull.

‘The DelRosso work sector,’ Litz said unconcernedly. ‘Those are their torches, their cutting and welding tools, about four hundred metres away around the curve.’

‘I did not think we would be able to see them.’

‘Cutting gear gives off a little gas now and then, which gets lit up by the torches. And they’re working on the zap-gun batteries, which stick out on turrets – the light glances off ’em.’

‘Ship is vulnerable now.’

‘Only a little. Measured risk. What’s the chance of anything really big hitting us in a tiny little two-hour window?’

Litz halted a little further along the walkway. He risked turning up his lamp, shining the beam off into the distance. It snagged something: a spidery passage much like the one they were on, running roughly parallel to their own course.

‘See that?’

‘Yes, Lemmy.’

‘We can be pretty sure Juliana DelRosso came along that walkway. It connects to one of the locks the DelRossos used for their job, about two hundred metres closer to the stern. Do you see where there’s a whole section blown away?’

‘Yes. What would do that, besides blast from zap-gun?’

‘Not much.’

‘Can we tell if it is recent – say, last six weeks?’

‘Not without getting a lot closer. And before you ask, we won’t be doing that. It’s too damned far to the point where these walkways join up, and it’d take us right through the work sector just to get there.’

‘There is other way.’

‘Oh, you’re the expert now?’

Yuri drifted his lamp to a thin cable hugging the hull, secured to it by sturdy metal eyelets. ‘There must be means of reaching areas of ship not covered by passages. Perhaps idea is to secure onto that line?’

‘I knew this was a bad idea. Can’t you get your robot to do it for you?’

‘Robot is very heavy. High chance line would break. Besides, I want to see scene with own eyes. Show me technique.’

‘You’re doing this?’

‘I am doing this.’

Litz showed him how it worked. ‘You have two safety wires attached to your suit, just long enough to hook onto that fixed line. You go hand over hand, like a gibbon.’

Yuri nodded enthusiastically. ‘Like gibbon.’

Litz nodded forward of their position. ‘Another cable comes in from the side, criss-crossing this one. Follow the branching cable as close as you can get to the gap in that walkway, see what you need to see, then come back the same way.’

‘Is straightforward. I just unclip and clip safety wire each time I pass eyelet.’ Yuri directed a shrewd look at the other man’s visor. ‘What is difficulty?’

‘There’s no difficulty at all – except that you can’t make a single mistake.’ Litz looked at his watch. ‘We’ve got fifty minutes left on our dials, which means exactly one hour until that safeing window closes. We’ll need thirty to make it back inside from this spot.’

‘I can be there and back in time. Help me with safety lines.’

Litz hooked him on, then made sure Yuri was familiar with the snapping fasteners that enabled him to clip on and off the cable. ‘Remember, never undo both at the same time.’

‘I will not.’

‘And turn back as soon as your arms start feeling tired. Don’t push on, or you won’t have the strength to return.’

‘I will not take risk. I mean, beyond obvious risk already taken.’

Litz patted him once on the back. ‘The lunkhead and I will be here. Keep chatter to a minimum. I don’t want to shine my lamp onto you in case the DelRossos spot the glare.’

Yuri reached up and grasped the cable double-handed, then worked along it until he reached the first eyelet. It was easy to begin with. With the walkway still beneath him, and his feet taking the brunt of his weight, the consequences of an error would extend to no more than a mild case of embarrassment.

He unhooked one line, clipped it back on beyond the eyelet, repeated the procedure with the second. He progressed past another eyelet, then a third, until he reached a second cable, coming in from the side. He negotiated onto it, clipping one line onto it then the second, swinging around ready to take his first step off the walkway.

Instead of the continuous, shoulder-high guide-wire, there was a short stretch that could be unclipped, allowing access to the new cable as it arrowed off from the protection of the walkway. Yuri undid the wire, braced for the increase in weight on his shoulders, and stepped into the void.

The safety lines snapped tight. He felt their tension now, and the strain in his fingers as they gripped the cable. He let go with one hand, reaching thirty centimetres further along the cable, jerking his whole body forward until he had progressed far enough to release the other hand.

He repeated this slowly but methodically until he reached the first eyelet of the new cable. He undid and reconnected his safety lines in sequence.

He continued in the same awkward but steady fashion, eyelet after eyelet, until he had come far enough to risk turning around. He twisted, his arms straining against the awkward action, until he gained a glimpse of Litz and Sputnik in his lamplight. They looked smaller and further away than he had been expecting.

A spasm of vertigo passed through him.

He continued. They had thrown worse tests at him in cosmonaut school. It was not the mistake on the twentieth repetition that caught you out, it was on the two-hundredth.

‘I think I am more than halfway to damage,’ he reported. ‘The cable passes close, but does not go through area that is missing. I suppose cable would be broken, if it went through damage. But I can get quite near to area.’

‘You’ve been underway for eight minutes. In two, you need to start coming back to us. You’ll have less strength in your arms and hands on the return.’

‘I am small man. Very light. Hands are good.’

‘Please take care,’ Sputnik said.

‘I think I am starting to see damage to skin of ship.’ Yuri waggled his lamp around, sweeping the beam around the area of interest. ‘Is not easy to tell difference, but hull is different here. Melted in places, like it has become soft, then rehardened. Perhaps some of it missing. It is very smooth, like mirror.’

‘Which means it’s recent. Nothing stays clean and smooth out here for long, not with all the cosmic rays slamming into the ship, or the bits of dust too small for the zap-guns to worry about.’

‘I do not suppose we can say if it is six weeks old or six months. But it is not six years. It must be linked to accident of Juliana. She must have been with Randall when it happened, or very near. Randall took main brunt of blast, perhaps died instantly. Juliana caught by edge of blast, damage to suit and radiation injuries, but not enough to kill her. Could zap-gun really do this, Lemmy?’

‘Yes, but there’s a catch. You’d need a whole battery of ’em, not just that one dinky little cannon the Urrys had back at their estate. And those batteries aren’t meant to point at the ship, for reasons even a dumb Cossack shrimp like you should be able to figure out.’

‘Someone had means to aim battery at ship and make battery fire.’

‘Urrys and DelRossos both. Either family could’ve thrown up three or four family members with the necessary expertise.’

A quiet horror shivered through him. ‘Who would risk such a thing?’

‘You’re right. It’s … excessive, just for the sake of a tryst that went against the feud between those families. Are you coming back?’

‘One moment. I will take photograph, for investigation.’

‘Don’t take both hands off the line.’

He worked the miniature camera out of its pouch single-handedly. He had already removed the lens-cap and advanced the film, so there was nothing to do but aim and shoot. That was harder said than done with his thick gloves and the only light-source coming from the none-too-steady illumination of the lamp.

He took a shot, grunting against the increased strain on the wire, then used his thumb to wind on the film. He took a second shot for insurance, then returned the camera to its pouch.

‘Good. I am done.’ He reached up with both hands and reversed his orientation on the cable. ‘This was desperate act. If families did not agree to relationship, there are other ways it could have been stopped.’

‘They could have waited until both kids were inside, then killed them.’

‘This way it allows for one act, one double murder, even if Juliana did not die as planned.’

‘Whereas if the kids returned inside, by separate locks, they’d have needed to be killed individually, which gets a lot messier. This way is cleaner and quicker. Except that they botched killing Juliana.’

‘There is other mystery. If Randall died here, was killed or fatally injured in blast, then tryst is over.’

‘Juliana didn’t need to die, you mean? Keep moving.’

‘I am moving.’ Litz had been right about the effort involved. His arms were aching, his fingers sore through the gloves. ‘We circle back to this, Lemmy. Murder is not just for tryst. They saw something.’

‘Gentlemen,’ Sputnik interjected. ‘The DelRosso work party is on the move.’

‘It’s nothing. They’ll just be going from one repair job to another.’

‘They are progressing quite quickly.’

‘Wait,’ Litz said, irritation breaking quickly to concern. ‘Lunkhead might have a point. Looks as if the DelRossos are headed back to their bolthole.’

Yuri paused to catch his breath. Sweat marbled his brow, fog condensing the inside face of his visor.

‘I would think this is good thing.’

‘No, it isn’t. They wouldn’t just abandon a work shift. Not unless someone’s decided to cut short the safeing window.’

‘The work crew is nearly out of sight,’ Sputnik reported.

‘You two start back to lock,’ Yuri said, forcing calm into his voice. ‘You know what I have seen out here. I will find my own way back in.’

‘I see no sign of the work crews now,’ Sputnik said.

A white flash blazed from below, Yuri’s legs silhouetted against a Siberian snowscape. He blinked. The glare was fading as he watched, dulling to violet, violet to star-flecked deep purple.

‘What was that, Lemmy?’

‘Maybe a test-shot. When the zaps are switched back on, they sometimes throw a little scrap of material away from the ship, to check it’s working properly.’

Yuri resumed his slow, wearying advance. Each movement of his arms now seemed harder than the last. He gritted his teeth, blinking against the sweat dripping into his eyes. The fogged-up visor and his dazzled vision made it harder than ever to see the line of the cable, let alone the periodic obstacle formed by the eyelets.

He paused, allowing his weight to hang by the wires.

‘I wonder what was so secret lovers had to be shot, Lemmy. What is on outside of ship, that mattered so much? There is just these cables, the skin material, the photon-cannons …’ Stars swam muddily through the clouded visor. ‘What else is there to see, but space? We cannot even see Vanderdecken’s Star from here.’

‘You know, we could be dangerously radical and have this discussion somewhere safe.’

‘I am starting to move again, Lemmy. I will be all right now.’

‘Be careful of those switch-overs.’

‘I will be careful, yes.’

Another flash silhouetted his dangling legs: two black twigs sinking into white lava. He unclipped one line and reattached it beyond the next eyelet, completing the operation more by touch than sight. He heaved along until his body was on the other side of the eyelet, then undid the trailing line. He reconnected it. He moved along again, sweat and the after-effects of the flash competing to limit his vision to little more than a watery impression.

The first line snagged: he had reached another eyelet. He made to undo it.

‘Yuri, no!’ shouted Litz.

It was too late. The nerve impulse was already on its way to his fingers, beyond any possibility of recall.

He understood the instant he unclipped.

He dropped, the cable slipping from his grip, gone. In his confusion, he had attached the second line not to the cable, but to the fastener of the first line. Both lines had been taut, but when he undid the first line, nothing was left to secure him.

So he fell.

Tumbling slowly, head over heels – he had made one desperate lunge for the cable at the last instant, and that had put him into a spin – he watched Litz, Sputnik and the platform speed away, becoming ever more distant with each rotation.

He was not actually falling. This he knew. There was no gravity in interstellar space, nothing to pull on him, nothing to slow him. But there was vacuum and frictionlessness.

Yuri had Halcyon’s rotational speed now, hurtling away from his last point of contact in a straight line relative to the fixed stars.

‘The gas, Yuri. Use the gas-gun. And hurry – in a few seconds you won’t be able to see or hear us.’

Yuri nodded inside his helmet. Fighting the clumsiness of his fingers, he undid the clip and held the gas-gun. A thin wire still connected it to his suit.

‘Aim away from the ship. Short squeezes on the trigger – don’t pop your cherry in one go.’

‘I have general idea.’

His tumble brought the ship into view every three seconds. There were no stars in that direction, just a mass of blackness. On the other point of the cycle, a tear-smeared glimmer of stars, like streetlights reflected in rain puddles.

Yuri waited two, three rotations to be sure his timing was accurate. He squeezed, a jet of white gas erupting from the gun, the recoil powerful, but not quite enough to wrench the gun from his grip.

He waited for the next rotation, squeezed again.

‘Lemmy. Sputnik. I am slowing, I think. This will work.’

There was no answer, just static. By now his companions could well be on the opposite side of Halcyon, blocked by eleven trillion tonnes of rotating matter and air.

He squeezed out five more pulses. He stopped then, because he needed to judge whether he was still moving away from the ship or had begun to return.

A crackle, a voice. ‘Yuri! Can you read us?’

‘I am here, Lemmy. I think I am coming back, but I need to be sure. I want to leave some gas in this gun before I rejoin the ship.’

‘Don’t take a chance of drifting further out. You’re lucky the radar hasn’t already picked you up as debris.’

‘I think ship is getting …’ But Yuri paused until the next rotation, trying to jam a triad of stars into his visual memory. ‘I think ship is still getting slowly smaller, Lemmy. I must be ten kilometres out already, maybe more. I need to …’ He paused, frowning to himself.

‘What?’

‘There was something funny in sky. I saw it just for second. Purple flash, like little star blinking on and off.’

‘Probably some dirt getting zapped.’

‘This was not explosion, Lemmy. This was more like … spotlight shining on wall, just for second. Little spot of pale purple light.’

‘Good, I’m happy for you. Now if you don’t want to become one of those flashes of light yourself—’

His chest exploded. A white radiance erupted in all directions, blasting his head and limbs back like a rag doll. He blacked out then returned, like a pilot momentarily losing consciousness in a steep pull-up.

‘Lemmy,’ he cried out. ‘I think I have been hit.’

Litz did not answer. A static roar filled his helmet. He worked his tingling fingers, tried wriggling his toes in the boots. One of the zap-guns must have shot at him, missing his body but hitting the life-support pack fixed to his chest. Two bright vertical gouges striped his visor, as if debris had been thrown back at his helmet when the pack was damaged. He wondered how close those gouges were to fracturing all the way through.

Yet he was still alive – for now. If the chest-pack was gone, then so was a vital element of his life-support system. He must just be on the residual air inside the suit now. Some valves must have snapped shut when the explosion happened, preventing further decompression.

He tried to limit his breathing, taking smaller, less frequent gulps. A headache was already skulking around the margins of his skull, looking for a way in.

‘Concentrate, Yuri,’ he whispered aloud. ‘Remember emergency training. Take calm decisions.’

He was still tumbling. The stars spun before him, patterns repeating with each rotation. He must be many tens of kilometres out by now. More than a hundred, perhaps: further from Halcyon than Halcyon’s own size. But he could still make it back, provided he used the gas-gun profitably. It would merely be a question of exact timing, with precisely no room for error.

‘No pressure, then, Yuri Alekseyevich.’

But what he had he ever been, if not a man who coped with pressure?

He squeezed the gas-gun’s trigger, neutralising most of his tumble. That was good. He had the stars as fixed reference points now, and the big black blotch where there were no stars was Halcyon. All he had to was use the remaining squirts in the gas-gun to aim himself at that absence.

He squeezed again, and again, ignoring the dark pressure slowly infiltrating his thoughts. On the final squeeze, the gas-gun gave only a partial spurt of propellant. He had exhausted its supply.

Yuri allowed the gas-gun to float from his fingers.




CHAPTER SEVEN

He was falling. Through the sky, in an aircraft, trying to pull up before he hit the ground.

The skies had been beautiful, until they weren’t. Wide and open. Good Russian skies, the kind that went on forever.

Now faces mocked him from above. Curls and streaks of cirrus sketched themselves into mocking mouths and cruel eyes.

The weather spoke. Storm clouds clotted into dark galaxies. The thunder had harsh, belittling words in it.

He kept trying to pull up.

He thought about events in his life. He thought about Subjective-Traumatic Episodic Fabulation. He wondered if it was possible to squeeze another life into the last moments of another. He wondered if it would be possible to be sure which was the fabulation, which the real.

He pulled harder on the stick.

‘Wake up.’

There was the sound of a face being slapped. Then, arriving laggardly, the feeling of a face being slapped. He took a few moments to connect these two impressions, to marry them into one sense of self. It was like joining two unpromising elements of a puzzle, pieces which seemed to contain no possibility of belonging together.

‘Lemmy.’

‘Good. Your memory’s not totally shot.’

Yuri assimilated information like a juggler being tossed too many balls.

‘I am alive,’ he murmured. ‘I got back. I shot gas-gun in right direction.’

‘You made it. Most of the way, anyhow. Last part was a little tricky. You were in the right spot, but the ship was rotating and you weren’t. You came round once every two minutes, but you were drifting slowly from prow to stern, so I had to keep scrambling up and down Linear Six to catch you.’

‘Catch me?’

‘With the big net I didn’t tell you about.’

‘Why did you not tell me about net?’

‘Because it almost never works.’

Yuri was in the passenger seat of Litz’s car, turned around ready for the drive back to the surface. Dials glowed seasick green.

‘You hauled me back onto ship with capture net?’

‘Yeah. Like a sack of mail. Then I got you out of what was left of your suit, because there was no way I could carry you and the suit. Had to leave the rest of it down there at the lock, just so I had a fighting chance of both of us making it back to the car. That’s going to get me into a world of trouble with some very bad people, you know. Those suits were strictly on loan.’ Litz regarded him with a curious mixture of annoyance and tenderness. ‘You gonna be all right while I drive? You going to avoid puking over this nice interior?’

‘I will be all right. Thank you for rescuing me.’

‘Frankly, you had me worrying before the zap-gun blew your chest-pack away. You were starting to hallucinate little purple stars.’

The memory rammed a splinter through his skull.

‘It was not hallucination. I did see little purple star. Little pale star, like little pale purple fingerprint.’ Yuri paused, disconnected facts assembling into a thought. ‘You had to carry me back, but could not carry suit.’

‘For a shrimp, you weigh a lot more than you look. Was all that worth it, for a few snapshots?’

Yuri started forward with a sudden urgency. ‘Did you find camera?’

‘Yes, I got the damned camera, for all the good it’ll do. You think the families won’t find a way to explain away that damage? You know, I had half a mind to rip the reel out and expose it right now, before those shots get both of us in hot water.’

Yuri slumped back. The impulse that had made him think the camera was important had led him halfway down a dark alley then abandoned him.

‘There was something, Lemmy.’ He lurched forward again. ‘My helmet was scratched!’

‘Yeah, and ordinarily I’d be billing you for wear and tear.’

‘It was not my fault I was shot at,’ he pointed out, reasonably.

‘No, but it was definitely your fault you fell off the ship in the first place. Not that you weren’t warned.’

‘I had to take risk.’

Litz shoved something into his lap. ‘Here’s the damned camera.’

‘Thank you.’ Yuri examined it with numb fingers. He noticed the little digit counter in the top of the camera and frowned through blurred eyes. ‘Did you take pictures, Lemmy?’

‘No, I didn’t take pictures. What do you think I’m here for?’

‘The film is wound on all the way to end. I only took few photographs of crime scene, on fresh roll. Milvus asked me to take pictures of stars, but …’ Yuri paused, shaking his head against a fog bank of confusion, moving slowly across the landscape of his thoughts. ‘Lemmy. I have only just noticed.’

‘Noticed what?’

‘Where is Sputnik?’

‘The robot didn’t make it,’ Litz said.

He started the car up and they began the drive back to the warehouse.

Yuri was still unsteady on his feet when they returned to the office, Litz propping him up as they staggered into the elevator. He worked Yuri down the corridor, pushed open the still-broken door, deposited Yuri in the office chair that had not been smashed to pieces. Litz fumbled around for the light switch.

‘You normally keep the place this tidy?’

‘Please have consideration. I was broken into.’

Litz poured Yuri a glass of Scotch. He pinched Yuri’s chin and tipped the drink down his throat.

‘Who broke in?’

‘Someone connected to case.’ Yuri rubbed between his eyebrows, where the headache had organised itself into a hard cyclonic knot. ‘Tell me again what happened to Sputnik.’

‘I told you twice in the car.’

‘I was groggy. Tell me again.’

Litz lowered his bulk into one of the comfortable chairs. ‘You didn’t have enough propellant to make it back in. The lunkhead …’ He shook his head, raising a hand before Yuri had a chance to interject. ‘The robot, Sputnik, took my gas-gun and the one it was already carrying. It leapt off that platform before I could stop it.’

‘Why did Sputnik not come back with me?’

‘I wasn’t the one out there doing the calculations. The robot obviously worked out that it could only save you, not itself. It would have been far too heavy for the net.’

‘Sputnik could have withstood impact with ship, better than human.’

Litz gave an exasperated shrug. ‘Maybe it tried, I don’t know. I just know that whatever happened out there, it didn’t end up with the robot back on the ship. I saw it tumbling off, pretty quickly. I think it must have made one attempt and bounced off hard.’

‘Tumbling off where?’

‘Away from Halcyon. Into the void.’

‘Did you wait?’

‘No, I didn’t wait. I had another priority – getting you back inside before you died along with that suit.’ Litz dragged fingers across his face. ‘Look, I’m sorry about the way it worked out. I was hard on the robot and I wish I hadn’t been.’ He straightened up in the chair. ‘We can’t get too sentimental, though. It was just a machine doing what they’re supposed to do – look after humans. Just a pity we didn’t get more out of that little escapade.’

‘It wasn’t wasted trip.’

‘You think?’

Yuri fingered the camera again. ‘Something happened out there, Lemmy.’

‘You’re not kidding.’

‘I mean, after I fell off ship, after zap-gun shot me. Air supply was dwindling. I do not have clear memories of experience. I must have used gas-gun correctly, but then …’ He tumbled the camera between his fingers. ‘I shot whole roll of film, Lemmy.’

‘You’re certain of this?’

‘Camera did not expose itself. I must have taken shots, wound on shots, all the way to end.’

‘Maybe you were delirious.’

‘Or maybe I thought shots were important. At least as important as crime-scene photographs. Perhaps more so.’ He jumped, startling himself. ‘There was damage to helmet visor!’

‘Enough,’ Litz said, instantly curtailing whatever train of thought Yuri had been on. He took the envelope out of his coat and deposited it on the desk. ‘You’ll want to get this back to the widow.’

Yuri nodded despondently. He had forgotten all about Vedette Apolisi and the cigarette case.

Milvus was at his usual morning spot, head down and motionless, lost in some rapture of concentration. Yuri detoured into the cafe, grabbed two brimming coffees and two donuts each, all the trimmings. Milvus had wanted to show him something.

‘I am sorry I was in rush last night,’ he called out as he approached. ‘I think you will be happy with what I have to tell you, all the same.’ Reaching the table, he set down the assorted items, his finger already tingling from the heat of the coffee. ‘I took photographs. Not just of the crime scene, but off in space. I fell away from Halcyon, Milvus! I saw purple stars. Very strange. Once I used gas-gun to begin return trajectory, I must have had time to get camera out and take many pictures of stars.’ He patted his coat. ‘Fast film, as you insisted – and I will trust only you with the processing. Perhaps when I see the pictures, I will remember what happened! But what is it, Milvus? What was it that you wanted with these photographs? You mentioned fixed stars, but not transient purple stars. Did you know about purple ones? We have a lot to talk about.’ He paused, beginning to wonder if his friend had, in fact, fallen asleep at the table. Had Milvus been there overnight, in the same motionless position? ‘Milvus,’ he said, with a slow-rising concern. ‘Stars. Fixed stars and purple stars. I am sorry I laughed, but now I want to know.’

He reached out to touch him and knew instantly that the worst possible thing had happened.

Milvus’s hand was stiff and cold.

‘Milvus.’

Yuri’s exclamation dragged some interest from the other table-sitters, the gamers and tricksters and sidewalk artists already present despite the early hour.

‘What’s wrong with The Mouse?’ asked a rheumy-eyed huckster, cups and dice still in his hands.

Yuri lifted the hooded cap away from Milvus’s face. His eyes were open but unblinking, fixed on the table. Milvus’s expression was one of stony surprise, caught in a snapshot of stunned realisation.

Yuri rasped his fingers against Milvus’s grey-fuzzed cheek.

‘When did you last speak to him?’

‘Oh, yesterday, last night? It was getting dark. Told him he needed to pack up and go.’

‘Did he answer?’

The huckster gave a defensive shrug. ‘You know The Mouse. I just thought he was off in his head again.’

Yuri moved around to the back of the slouched form. He observed a clot of darkness around the collar of Milvus’s coat, as if blood had soaked through. He peeled the collar down against its own sticky resistance. He glimpsed the wrinkled, bark-like roughness of Milvus’s neck. The blood had come from a puncture wound, neat as a pencil mark. It must have gone in deep. Deep and fast, in and out like a sewing machine.

‘Was he here when you arrived this morning?’

‘Yes. But I didn’t think anything of it. You know The Mouse …’

‘Someone stabbed him in neck, while he was seated here. You didn’t think to notice he was dead?’

‘The Mouse kept himself to himself. We didn’t bother him; he didn’t bother us. Who needed more of his dumb stories?’ Seeing something in Yuri’s eyes, the huckster backtracked. ‘Hey, we looked out for him as well.’ The guarded look hardened to an accusatory squint. ‘He was your friend as well, little guy. Did you come and check on him last night?’

‘He was alive when I spoke to him,’ Yuri answered.

Alive, and wanting to speak about something. But Yuri had been much too busy to find time for his friend. He had told himself that Milvus would still be there in the morning, because Milvus was always there. That was the way of the world, until it wasn’t.

He prised open the fingers of Milvus’s left hand. The brown thing he had glimpsed the night before was still there. It was an envelope, folded in half.

Yuri unfolded the unmarked envelope and opened it.

He took out the piece of paper inside. He opened the paper and read what it had to say.

Third warning.

He closed the paper. He slipped it back into the envelope, pocketed the envelope. A sudden impulse had him reaching into Milvus’s coat, excavating for the hidden secrets inside. His knuckle scraped something threadbare and ragged, like a chicken carcass. He touched a rib and winced. He was about to withdraw when he found his nerve. He rummaged around, trying to locate the fat, bulging object that was the object of his interest.

‘Please, Milvus,’ he whispered. ‘Let it still be with you.’

He found the notebook, tucked deeper than he had expected. He pulled it out, clutching the worn covers tightly so that none of the papers and photographs tumbled out.

‘Hey. That wasn’t yours to take.’

‘Believe me, it was.’ Yuri paused. He put the notebook into the same pocket as the paper. ‘Keep an eye on Milvus for me. He may not have been your friend, but he was mine.’

‘All right.’ The huckster paused, glazed eyes drifting to the items on the table. The coffee cups belched steam like a pair of industrial chimneys. ‘Some of that going spare, by any chance? It’s cold as hell this morning.’

Yuri turned away. ‘Not for Milvus.’

He went to the station and reported the murder. He made no mention of the notebook or the paper. He waited at the booking-in desk until a few cops had pulled themselves away from whatever other pressing business they had, to deal with the uninteresting, unimportant case of the dead vagrant. Yuri trailed them to the riverside, where the huckster was still minding the table and its slumped sitter. A doctor had been called out, to perform the necessary formalities. She examined Milvus and confirmed that the likely cause of death was a single stab wound to the back of the neck.

‘If it’s any consolation, Mister Gagarin,’ she said, kind eyes appraising him carefully, ‘death was likely to have been instantaneous and practically painless. I doubt that your friend had any idea what hit him.’

Yuri liked the idea of that. He liked the idea a lot.

Only Milvus would have been in any position to say for sure.

‘Can you say when he was stabbed?’

‘Somewhere between six in the evening and midnight. Would it have been unusual for him to stay here right through the night?’

‘Yes. Unusual. But not so much that anyone examined him.’

‘It would have been too late, anyway. Whoever did this wouldn’t have drawn much attention to themselves. Just a single tap to the back of the neck with something sharp and long. They could have done it without breaking their stride. Blink, and you’d have missed it.’

‘Will you do post-mortem, establish nature of stabbing implement?’

‘Ordinarily, yes.’

‘Ordinarily? You are saying you will not do post-mortem?’ Indignation boiled within him. ‘Is it because man like Milvus does not matter as much? Because Milvus did not have home or money, or more clothes than he lived in?’

‘It’s not that, Mister Gagarin. Quite the opposite, in fact.’

‘I do not understand.’

She answered in the measured tones of someone who had had a lot of practice at remaining calm in the face of provocation. ‘When someone dies in our jurisdiction, we have to check their names against a list. The policemen have already done that, and the arrangements are already falling into place.’ The doctor turned around as a blank-sided vehicle approached along the quayside. ‘There it is now. The private ambulance from the Central Hibernaculum.’

Yuri blinked, as if the world had slipped minutely out of focus. ‘Sleepy Hollow?’

‘Your friend had reserved his place in the vaults. They’ll take him away and freeze him quickly now. There’s no telling what damage has already occurred to his brain, or what can possibly be preserved or restored at some later date, but that’s a problem for the future. Milvus would have known going into the vaults was no guarantee of resurrection, but it was still a better shot than being autopsied and chemically-reduced.’ Her kind eyes searched him. ‘Is this a surprise to you, Mister Gagarin?’

‘I thought Milvus was vagrant.’

‘He may well have been. Just because he didn’t have a home, though, or possessions, doesn’t mean he was a man without means. He kept up those payments right to the end. He had Gold Membership: that means he was guaranteed a slot, even if the post-mortem prospectus was poor.’

Yuri laughed once. The absurdity of the moment seemed to demand it. ‘He never even bought me coffee.’

‘You were his friend, though?’

‘Yes.’

‘And he was your friend.’

‘Yes, also.’

‘Then I don’t think the coffee mattered all that much in the grand scheme of things, did it? I’m sorry for your loss, Mister Gagarin.’

‘I am sorry for my loss also,’ Yuri answered.

He watched as the ambulance men collected Milvus. They put a sheet over him, reducing him to a piece of stiff sculpture, then lifted Milvus, the sheet and the chair he had died in into the back of the vehicle. Some brief business took place between the police, the doctor and the ambulance men, papers exchanged and signed, and then the whole thing was done. The ambulance drove off, leaving just the table, with the remains of the coffee and donuts, and the chequers problem Milvus had been worrying over the evening before.

Yuri packed up the chequer board for old time’s sake. He did not know what he would do with it, but there was a part of his soul burned into those squares.

He went back to the office. He sat down, collecting his thoughts for a fat minute, everything askew like the titled camera angles in the sort of melodramatic psychodrama he never quite understood.

He took out Milvus’s notebook. Scrapbook was perhaps the better term. There were at least as many papers and photographs jammed into it as there had been pages originally.

He creaked it open, leafed slowly through the contents, his fingers numb. The pages were covered in dense thickets of ink, sometimes in different colours, with lines written across each other at angles. Things had been gummed into the book, but not very permanently. Scraps and slips tumbled out onto his desk. He tried to put them back exactly as they had been, but the task was futile. Only Milvus had understood the organisation of his mania.

He thought of the photographs he had taken outside. He would have the reel processed at some point, but there was no rush now. He was finished with the case, and any promise he had made to Milvus was now void.

A page slid out of the book. It was a hand-made drawing of stars, done in faded ink on yellowing cigarette paper. The stars were little five-pointed symbols, some big and some small. Chains of dots linked certain patterns, and the page had been annotated in a more recent hand, the ink darker.

He read:

Fragment 44 dated JY180, but same stars as JY315 photograph from Frag 67? How possible? Relative motion should shift nearest stars? Compare with Frags 12,19,25. Calculate margin of error on assumption of zero velocity. Stopped en-route? Is that what they’re hiding? That we’re marooned between stars? But then explain growlers?

Need more recent comparison – better star positions. Yuri?

Too much to ask of him?

But he needs a purpose. He doesn’t believe in himself well enough. I believe in him; I always have done. This could be the thing …

He pushed the page back into the book, shuddering. He slammed the whole thing shut, pushing it away from him as if it were a little ingot of pure plutonium. He felt as if he had already contaminated himself, as if a trillion tiny, twinkling isotopic fragments of Milvus’s madness were now inside him.

What was it that Milvus really believed? What truth had he been groping towards, that needed him killed?

That the ship was stopped between the stars?

The telephone went.

‘Lemmy,’ he said, when the voice on the other end of the line had identified itself. ‘Lemmy, there is bad news.’

‘What?’

‘Milvus is dead. Milvus The Mouse.’

‘I’m really sorry. I’d be even sorrier if I knew who you were talking about.’

‘My friend from riverside. One Apolisi widow was nice to? One I would like to tell about tunnel we passed through, with strange writing? I was going to take photographs to him.’

‘Right, I remember now. I also remember saying something about throttling you if you so much as alluded to our little adventure.’ Something in Litz yielded. ‘This guy meant something to you?’

‘Yes. He meant very much. I only had one friend until …’ Yuri trailed off.

There was a sound like a toothbrush being swirled in water. ‘You’re pretty cut up about this. How’d it happen?’

‘He was murdered.’

‘You’re sure of this?’

‘Yes. They were warning me to back off case. They were also sending warning to Milvus.’

‘Because?’

‘He had ideas about Halcyon, Lemmy. For long time I thought they were just harmless mad ideas of Milvus. Milvus always used to tell me he was getting close to something. Now I think perhaps he was right.’

‘And you think the same people who silenced him might be …?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy.’ Yuri sighed through the fog of his thoughts. ‘Perhaps I am reading too much into coincidence. Yet if there are secrets families are willing to conceal, secrets worth risk of turning zap-guns on ship itself, secrets serious enough to make sure Juliana DelRosso never leaves Gladeview, and world never learns truth about Randall Urry … not to mention Noah Apolisi and Miss Polch … why would they have qualm about killing Milvus?’

‘They wouldn’t,’ Litz said softly. ‘Not one damned qualm. I’m sorry about him, Yuri.’

‘He was kind to me, Lemmy.’

‘All right,’ Litz said, with the sound of a man collecting himself. ‘This is probably more than we should talk about over the telephone. Who knows who’s got us bugged, if this goes all the way to the top? We’ll carry on the discussion in person. The place where we’ve been meeting, with the quack-quacks?’

‘Quack-quacks?’

‘The ducks, you chump. Well, can you make it? We’ll collect your wheels and head to the engagement.’

‘Engagement, Lemmy?’

‘The funeral service, remember? The funeral in Prowtown?’

‘No, Lemmy. That is not today. That is …’ But he slowed. ‘Tomorrow is today, isn’t it.’

‘I checked the time and place in this morning’s society pages. You had a plus-one, right?’

‘Lemmy, I am finished with investigation. Things have gone far enough. They should have killed me, not Milvus. I will call client and tell her same thing. I am done.’

‘You’re keeping that obligation to the widow,’ he said, before hanging up.

They met at the gates leading to the duckpond. Yuri pressed a thick brown envelope to his breast, over-stuffed with papers and documents.

‘I’m glad you came,’ Litz said, stomping his feet and rubbing his hands against the morning cold. A mist caressed the ground, coiling and curdling possessively. The leaves crunched like bones. It was the kind of crisp, chill autumn day that was wasted without a funeral. ‘Starting to sound like you were bailing on the investigation, but that envelope says otherwise.’

‘It is not what you think. I am done with investigation, but I could not leave notebook of Milvus behind in office. This is only link to Milvus now.’

‘That’s all you’ve got in there?’

‘Perhaps few other papers. Also cigarette case found on Gloria Polch. But do not mistake this for intention to continue with case. I am here only to honour promise made to Vedette Apolisi.’

‘Well, we’ll see about that.’ Litz stomped again, cupped his hands, blew vigorously. ‘Look, I’m sorry about the robot, and I’m sorry about your friend, really, I am. This isn’t when you should be backing-off, though. It’s the exact opposite.’

‘Easy for you to say, Lemmy. You were not one who nearly died outside of ship.’

‘Yeah – it wasn’t me. Too damned right. You were the one who risked his neck, for a snapshot of the crime scene, and whatever else you saw out there. Now you’re going to tell me that was all for nothing? What are you going to do with the film reel? You’ve got that in there as well, haven’t you?’

‘I have no plan.’

‘You had one before your friend was killed. You seemed pretty keen to tell him all about your adventure, too.’ He took a bottle out of his coat, uncapped it and swigged. When he was done he offered it to Yuri. ‘You want some? I always need a little Dutch courage before funerals. I’ll keep sober for my own.’

Yuri waved aside the bottle. ‘Thank you, but no.’

Litz pocketed the bottle. ‘Sorry, guess that was in somewhat bad taste.’

‘I am sorry, Lemmy?’

‘You being what you are, a corpse kept on ice then brought back to life for our amusement.’ He scratched his nose, frowning thoughtfully. ‘Except that’s the part I don’t quite get. For a Jack, you’re a kind of an oddball.’

‘Am I?’

‘You know you are, and you’re very proud of it, but no one else really cares or even remembers what you did. And it’s not even what you do now. You’re a little private dick who can’t be more than one cheque away from bankruptcy.’

Yuri bristled, as was surely the intention, but he could deny nothing that Litz had said. ‘And?’

‘Must be something of a comedown after being the celebrated cosmonaut?’

‘There is not much call for cosmonauting aboard Halcyon,’ Yuri answered. ‘I had role in previous life, now I have new role.’ Then, with less conviction. ‘I thought I knew truth, Lemmy, until I went back to Sleepy Hollow. Now I am not so sure.’

‘About what?’

‘About everything. Now please can we go to funeral?’

He opened up to Litz on the drive. It came out of him in a rush, like a poison that his body needed to reject. He told him about the empty files in his office, the journal entries that bore his hand but which seemed fabricated, connecting with no actual investigations that he remembered. The blur over his early years in the business, almost as if the first decade of Gagarin Investigative Services had happened to him in a dream, the facts loosening and disassociating the more he stayed awake.

The fact that a man with his face had come out of the hibernaculum five years ago, not fifteen. A man called Aristide Urbanek.

‘You think this guy is out there somewhere? Or you’re somehow him, walking around with a different name and the wrong set of memories?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy.’

‘The first place I’d have looked is the big fat telephone book.’ Litz looked at him sharply. ‘You did that, right?’

‘Perhaps I do not want answer,’ Yuri replied. ‘Besides, there have been distractions.’

‘Yeah,’ Litz admitted. ‘Certainly been one or two of those.’

They reached Prowtown. It was a place Yuri preferred to avoid unless a case demanded it. Its steep terraces brimmed with clinics, hospices, funeral homes, chemical-reduction chematoria and tiered memorial gardens, each of which promised a better, more tranquil prospect than any of the others.

He needed no reminding about death.

‘Easy, Yuri – you nearly missed the entrance.’ Litz levelled a lazy finger at the turn-off ahead, a sharp right-hander through a modest gatehouse with only a small brass plaque identifying it as the memorial gardens. Yuri swung the Dynaflow, taking the bend gingerly because of the reduced gravity. The car wallowed, riding high on its springs. They filtered in behind a line of sombre black limousines crawling along a wooded lane leading deeper into the grounds. Another black car heaved into view behind them, its windows tinted.

Litz angled the rear-view mirror slightly. ‘Well, the gang’s all here.’

‘I do not understand.’

‘The big one following us has Urry private plates.’ He kept his voice low. ‘Two cars ahead, if I’m not mistaken, those are DelRosso wheels.’

‘I am not surprised that DelRossos attend funeral, owing to connection to Gladeview. I did not expect Urrys to be here.’

‘Not something they can really avoid. If the Urrys didn’t show up to show their respects for a prominent figure like Noah Apolisi, the papers would be all over ’em.’

‘Perhaps they are also interested in widow, and what she knows.’

Litz nodded thoughtfully. ‘And what do you think she knows?’

‘Nothing. Dr Apolisi excluded her from day-to-day running of clinic. She would have had no contact with Juliana DelRosso, no reason to know anything of Clemency or reason Randall and Juliana had to die.’

‘At least, that’s her story.’

‘It is story I believe. Only two people have not lied to me about investigation, Lemmy. You are one and Vedette Apolisi is another. Unfortunately, I have some bad news for her.’

‘The smutty pics are missing?’

‘No, or at least I have no idea.’ He had put the envelope into the glove compartment. Now, while they waited for the line of cars to move on, he took out the envelope, tipped it into his lap to spill out the cigarette case, put the envelope back, and slipped the case into his coat pocket. ‘It concerns Sleepy Hollow. I went there on private business, but I also asked about arrangements for Dr Apolisi and his wife.’

Litz scratched the tip of his nose. ‘Let me guess. The shifty little weasel stiffed her on the arrangements?’

‘How did you guess?’

‘I know weasels.’

They moved with the line of cars to a gravelled parking area within a grove of trees that had grown high and exuberantly in the reduced gravity. Yuri and Lemmy sat tight in the Dynaflow until most of the other cars had disgorged their dark-garbed occupants.

Between them they picked out familiar faces from the investigation.

‘Most of the Urry clan,’ Litz commented quietly. ‘Nelson, Lutetia, Dexter. Paris and Cordelia. Oh, and here comes the old stick herself.’

‘Lavinia?’

‘That’s something. She doesn’t leave the estate very often. They say she’s got her own secret tunnel between the house and Sleepy Hollow. Oh, and she’s brought Humpty Dumpty with her.’

Yuri watched the Urry matriarch hobble along at the back of the family group, with the egg-shaped robot Montague at her side. She had one hand on a stick, the other pressed down on the top of Montague. She moved like a plume of black smoke on a windless day.

‘Milvus said she was very old. Maybe oldest person alive inside ship.’

‘Older than you?’

‘I do not count, being Jack. What Milvus meant was that Lavinia would have oldest memories of early part of crossing.’

‘If those memories haven’t been worn away completely, the number of times she’s been in and out of the vaults. Still, I suppose she’s got to remember something, right?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy. What would all that time do to someone? Besides, if she is that old, where are others of her generation? Where are ones who are older than Nelson, Lutetia and so on, but still younger than Lavinia?’

‘She had ’em chopped up and fed to pigs.’

‘Is that joke, or rumour?’

‘Oh, I’ve heard a lot worse than that. There’s a grain of truth in it somewhere. Lavinia needs family around her to maintain her hold on power, but she doesn’t want the younger ones getting too close to the throne. Her children, and her children’s children, never get to come out of the vaults. Maybe they never will, so long as she breathes.’

‘That robot must know thing or two. It will have been inside family for long time.’

‘And if it’s smart, it’ll know not to go around talking about it.’ Litz moved the rear-view mirror again, tracking the family members as they drifted away. ‘You’re right, by the way.’

‘Right?’

‘Your idiot theory about the swap out at the shooting range. It works.’

‘You wait until now to say so?’

‘I needed to see the kid again, see how he moves. I’ve always been better with walks than faces.’

‘You are strange person, Lemmy.’

‘And you’re in no position to be choosy. It was Dexter out there, pretending to be Randall, no doubt about it.’ Litz creaked in his seat, straining for a clearer view. ‘Oh, now for the second act. Here come the DelRossos.’

Yuri watched a smaller party cross the lawn in front of the car, taking a different route to the area of service. ‘You know these people?’

‘Mostly by the stink.’

‘Big muscular man is Dorian DelRosso. He had me thrown off yacht. One with dark fur hat is Dorcas, sister to Dorian. I think hard-faced one next to sister is wife.’

‘Consuela DelRosso, if I remember my society pages. She married into the firm. She was Consuela Tapper before, one of the orbitals. Word is she sees herself as something better than the true-born DelRossos, who she thinks are all a bit beneath her.’

‘Do you think they will talk to Urrys?’

‘No. They’ll keep as far apart from each other as politeness allows.’

They waited for a few more stragglers to arrive, then got out of the Dynaflow. Litz snapped his fingers and called over a gangly, gap-toothed boy in grey overalls who had been sweeping a broom along one of the side-paths.

‘Hey, kid. You want to earn more in an hour than you normally do in a day?’ Litz took a note from his pocket and pressed it into the boy’s collar. ‘Keep an eye on the wheels for me. Nobody touches it, nobody comes close, there’s another one of those in it for you.’

‘Sir?’

‘You heard me, goofy. Watch over the car. You can sweep around this area again: I can see where you missed a spot.’

‘Perhaps I should bring papers,’ Yuri said, eyeing the glove compartment.

‘No, the kid’ll take care of things. This is a funeral. Even the rich have to play nicely at funerals.’ Litz put an arm around his shoulder and they walked on until they were out of the earshot of the boy. ‘They don’t know about the envelope, so I’m not concerned about that. But we are dealing with the same lovely, upstanding members of society who cut the brakes on Noah Apolisi’s Dynaflow. You can never be too careful.’

‘You can never be too careful,’ Yuri repeated dully.

 They followed one of the paths, walking solemnly even though Yuri felt light-footed, floating along as if in a dream. Beyond the towering trees, the grey-blue, cirrus-clouded skytube loomed with an oppressive nearness.

They passed memorials and flowerbeds; the well-tended and the neglected, until they emerged into a circular clearing about twenty metres across, where the majority of the mourners had already gathered. They formed a loose semicircle, with the Urrys on one extremity and the DelRossos on the other, and an amorphous mass of eighty or a hundred other people between them.

Yuri and Litz moved into the back of the gathering, peering between shoulders and hatted heads, searching out Vedette Apolisi.

There she was, right at the focus of the semicircle. In the middle of the clearing was a raised stone dais, and on the dais was a round-ended cylindrical capsule of familiar proportions. It was the same kind of torpedo-shaped capsule that Yuri had been shown in Vault One, the only difference being that a black cloth had been draped across the windowed parts. The capsule was running off a little auxiliary power supply tucked at the base of the dais.

Vedette stood next to the dais, gloved hands clasped, waiting for the mourners to finish assembling. She raised her eyes occasionally, and it was then that she made acknowledgement of Yuri, nodding and mouthing silent gratitude in his direction. A tall, elderly man with a shock of severe white hair stood next to Vedette. She dipped her head again and seemed to have resumed her vigil, until some snap decision animated her. She whispered something to the tall man. The tall man nodded gravely and she broke away from the dais. The sea of mourners opened up as she walked toward them, heading directly for Yuri.

‘Thank you for coming, Mister Gagarin.’ Her voice was low enough that it would have been a struggle for anyone else to overhear. ‘You said you would, but I wasn’t counting on it. Please, where is your friend from the cafe? I hope he didn’t feel that his presence here wouldn’t be welcome.’

‘Milvus knew your feelings,’ Yuri answered, with a suddenly dry mouth. ‘Unfortunately, he died this morning.’

Vedette lifted a glove to her face. In anyone else, the gesture would have looked forced, almost theatrical, but Yuri felt her sincerity.

‘Oh, no.’

‘I am sorry. It was very kind of you to ask him.’ He paused awkwardly. ‘This is my other friend, Lemmy Litz. I hope it is all right for him to be here?’

She dropped the hand and offered it to Litz. ‘Of course. I’m very glad to see two friendly faces, even if this is the first time we’ve met. What is your relationship to Mister Gagarin, Mister Litz – if you don’t mind my asking?’

Litz glanced at Yuri as if he needed permission to speak.

‘It is all right, Lemmy. Tell her what you are.’

‘I’m a cop. A former cop, if you want to get picky about it. I’m hoping to get back on the force, and this case of Mister Gagarin’s is my ticket.’ Litz dropped his voice. ‘I met your husband, Mrs Apolisi, and I’m very sorry for your loss.’

Ice tumbled into her eyes.

‘When did you meet Noah?’

‘Weeks ago, just after that bad business with Juliana. They sent me out to smooth things over between the families, so I dropped in on Gladeview.’

‘I hope it was a satisfactory visit.’

‘Oh, it was. I got everything I needed from Noah.’

‘And while you were getting everything you needed … perhaps Mister Gagarin had mentioned an item of mine. I wonder if you saw it then?’

Yuri interjected with a cough. ‘I have it, Mrs Apolisi. Thanks to Lemmy.’ He tapped his pocket. ‘Perhaps you would like it now, or some more private moment?’

She seemed to buckle. ‘You have it? You actually have it?’

‘Yes.’

‘We will talk later,’ Yuri said firmly, because the tall elderly man was gesturing that it was time for the formalities to commence. Vedette whispered a temporary farewell and returned to the dais and her plugged-in husband.

‘Dear friends … thank you so much for coming today. I know it would have meant the world to Noah to see so many of you here. Some of you, of course, knew Noah better than others. Each of us, I think, knew a different Noah. Mine was the man I married …’

The service turned out to be everything Yuri had expected it to be: part whitewash, part hagiography, part sales drive for Gladeview. Vedette’s overview was short on detail and long on generalisations and uncontroversial platitudes. She talked a lot about the intensity of their early romance and the very many freedoms she had enjoyed without having to trouble her head with the day-to-day worries of running the clinic.

After that – Vedette stepping back from the dais with a faint but detectable shiver of relief – it was the turn of various family members, colleagues and associates of Gladeview to deliver eulogies in the same broadly flattering and uncontroversial vein. Doctors and nurses, administrators, fellow academics from across Halcyon, former patients and the families of former patients – they all had excellent and splendid things to say about the dearly departed Noah, and without a word of dissent they all wished him the very best of opportunities as he began this newest phase of his life, in the chilled vaults of Sleepy Hollow. More to the point, a number of them extended wishes that it would be many years to come before, as they expected, Vedette went to join him in the vaults, the two lovers reunited on their joint journey to the future.

Vedette listened to these sentiments with forbearance, although a quivering tightness at the corner of her lips betrayed something.

She knew, Yuri thought.

When the ceremony was done, four burly pallbearers lifted the capsule from the dais. They carried it down a short path leading out from the clearing to the back of a private ambulance, the same kind that had come for Milvus. Two lines of mourners formed up to pass their condolences to Vedette. Other members of the gathering drifted away. Only Lavinia Urry and the robot Montague made a point of not moving, Lavinia staring fixedly in Yuri’s direction. The mirror-coloured robot had no face and no front or back, but even so Yuri felt some deep prickling scrutiny, as if an X-ray were being directed into his bones.

‘We do not need to wait, Lemmy,’ Yuri said to his companion.

Litz rasped a thumb along the bottom of his overbite. ‘Odds are someone here knows exactly how and why Noah had that accident.’ He was making no effort to muffle his voice. ‘Who’d it have been, do you think? My beef’s with the Urrys, but the DelRossos had easier access to the clinic.’

Yuri winced as eyes flashed in their direction. ‘Please, keep voice down. We were here to hand over item, not cause trouble.’

‘Trouble, Mister Gagarin? Surely not.’

He turned sharply at the voice. One of the well-wishers had come up to them – a woman in a black coat, black hat and black veil. She lifted the veil slightly, blue eyes fixing on him. In daylight, they were as cheap and lifeless as paste jewellery.

‘Why are you here?’

‘To talk some late sense into you, if it’s possible. Good morning, Mister Litz. I’ve heard so much about you.’

‘Only the good stuff, I hope. Do I need an introduction here?’

‘This is my client,’ Yuri answered. ‘Ruby Blue.’

‘Hello, Ms Blue. It’s lovely to meet you.’ He offered to shake hands and Ruby Blue reciprocated. After they had shaken, Litz withdrew his hand, rubbing his fingers vigorously. ‘Quite the grip you’ve got there. Ever considered a career in thumb wrestling?’

‘I have, Mister Litz,’ she answered modestly, ‘but fear I’d break far too many bones.’

‘Yuri tells me he’s off the case.’

‘That’s his decision.’

‘You want to hire me instead, I’m open to offers.’ He flashed Yuri a look of apology that was almost sincere. ‘Sorry, but it’s a seller’s market.’

‘No, Lemmy, I am perfectly happy for you. Someone else can take heat from families. I will go back to what I was before. Nothing. Nobody.’

‘You were never nothing, Mister Gagarin,’ Ruby Blue said. ’Never think that of yourself. I’ve always had the utmost faith in you.’

He steeled himself. ‘Is that truth, or just version of truth? Since we are here, having nice conversation, perhaps you can settle question. What is real story about Central Hibernaculum? Did I come out of vaults fifteen years ago, or five?’

‘It really doesn’t matter.’

‘If it doesn’t, then answer this: who was Aristide Urbanek?’

‘Who was who?’ Litz asked.

Ruby Blue collected herself. She looked down at her gloved hands, gave a resigned and surprisingly human sigh, raised her face to him again. ‘Please forgive me for what I had to do. There was no part of it that I took lightly, or any part of it that I wished to cause you pain.’

‘Any part of what?’

‘I needed a trustworthy, independent man. Someone who could move freely within Halcyon, yet not be fully part of it. A man without complicated ties; a man who owed allegiance to no one and nothing but his own pursuit of the truth. No such man existed, so I was forced to make one instead.’

‘Make one?’ Litz repeated. ‘What’s she smoking? You’re a Jack.’

‘He’s no Jack,’ Ruby Blue said sadly. ‘He’s something quite different. Something unique. Something vital and necessary. The right man at the right moment.’

‘I ask again: who was Aristide Urbanek?’

‘Something happened last night, didn’t it? You did something inadvisable. Would you like to talk about it?’

‘I do not know what you mean.’

‘Your robot is a General Systems Servitor. Like all such units, it emits a localising pulse, enabling its position inside Halcyon to be triangulated. The last time I detected a reliable signal from the GSS, it gave every impression of being outside the ship, moving away from it. Of course, that’s quite impossible, given the strict instructions I gave you about not venturing outside.’

Yuri sniffed and nodded. ‘Yes. Quite impossible.’

‘Would you like to talk about what happened?’

He brooded, balancing the value of lying against consideration for the fate of Sputnik. ‘What is status of signal now?’

‘Absent.’

He ground his teeth. ‘Yes, we went outside. It was only way to advance case. Now tell me about Aristide Urbanek.’

‘I will, just as soon as you …’

There was a distant but drawn-out roar, a rumble that lasted two or three seconds, like a load being dropped from a tipper-truck. Yuri felt a sharp rumble reach his feet. He reached to brace for something, anticipating a growler, but there was nothing to brace against.

The sky went out.

It happened instantly and without warning. Along the entire length of Halcyon, the skytube became a lightless black bar.

The surrounding trees and buildings of the memorial garden dissolved into the greater darkness. The more distant buildings and terraces of Prowtown joined them. There was silence, then a chorus of cries and exclamations. Someone lit a cigarette lighter. A moment later someone fished out a dainty little pen-torch. Wavering lights illuminated startled, anxious faces.

Down the length of Halcyon, lights glimmered on. Yuri made out the outlines of the larger settlements, the scratches of roads as cars turned on headlamps. Traffic lights, blue lights, boats on Midlake, maybe the distant red smudge of something burning. The cries continued, but they now mingled with louder voices urging calm.

Yuri did not feel very calm. For however long he had lived inside Halcyon, be it five or fifteen years, he had never questioned the dependency of that sky.

‘Ruby,’ he asked of the dark form he assumed was still next to him. ‘What is this?’

‘There’s a disturbance in progress,’ Ruby replied, in an emotionless register. ‘Something has compromised Central Services. There is … system interference.’

‘There was a sound, a vibration, just before. It felt as if we hit a growler.’

‘Growlers don’t feel like that,’ Litz said. He was looking at Ruby Blue with a curious intensity, as if some part of her nature had finally broken through to him.

‘Perhaps they do when we are this close to front of ship.’

‘That was no growler, Yuri.’

‘Then what?’

‘Felt more like an explosion to me. A blast. Something happening inside the ship, not outside.’

The skytube gave a red flicker, flashing on and off along its length. It was red again, then blue, then cloud-grey, then starless black. It was red along half its length, blue the rest. Then entirely blue, cloudless and over-bright. The watchers, now lit-up, lifted their faces to this curious and disturbing spectacle.

The skytube remained bright, slowly returning to something like its earlier condition – a frosted grey-blue.

‘I didn’t like that,’ Litz said.

‘No one liked it. Have you ever seen anything like that before?’

‘Not that I remember, and I think I’d remember.’

There was a blemish to the skytube now. It was in the part right over them, where the skytube tapered slightly to allow room for the similarly tapering endcap. A whole irregular section, perhaps a couple of square kilometres, had turned inkblot-black.

‘Ruby,’ Yuri said urgently. ‘Do you have better idea what just happened? I think there may have been … explosion, inside skytube.’

‘Help me,’ Ruby Blue said, her voice a machinelike croak.

She gave an epileptic shudder and her entire body went limp. Yuri caught her before she fell to the ground. He squeezed her quivering form against his body, trying to cloak her strangeness.

He pressed her face to his chest and patted her shoulders as if he was reassuring her after the frightening blackout.

‘We have to get her back to car,’ he hissed at Litz. ‘No one can find out what she is.’

‘You mean who she is.’

‘I mean what she is. I will explain.’

Litz goggled. He was on the brink of something, but pulled back from the edge.

‘Can you carry her?’

‘Yes – she doesn’t weigh much, especially up here.’

‘Give me the package. I’ll get it to the widow. You deal with … whatever you’re dealing with. I’ll see you at the car in a couple of minutes. Get it turned around and ready to skedaddle.’

Still keeping Ruby Blue pressed close, Yuri worked his free hand into his coat and took out the cigarette case. He pressed it into Litz’s fingers.

‘Be careful, Lemmy.’

They split. With the confusion and alarm still playing out from the skytube malfunction, Ruby Blue’s collapse had only drawn a few concerned glances. Yuri seized the momentary advantage. He put his right hand around her left hand, his other arm embracing her like a waltzing partner. Her glove felt as if it contained a stiff wooden hand. He walked, her heels scuffing lightly over the ground as he bore most of her weight. She had become a hollow mannequin, an inhuman doll that would not have withstood a second’s close scrutiny. ‘It’s all right,’ he said aloud, for the benefit of anyone who might have been listening. ‘You just have little fainting spell. Air is thinner up here.’

‘Malfunction,’ she frog-croaked. ‘Malfunction. System interference. Sab … sab … sab …’

‘Easy,’ he said, raising his voice to mask her own.

He risked a glance back. Litz was speaking to Vedette. There were raised voices, over and above the general consternation. Litz handed over the package. Vedette clasped her hands around it, then it vanished into her coat. She flashed a glance in Yuri’s direction, eyes broadcasting gratitude and concern.

Ruby Blue’s head swivelled, making clockwork neck-twitches. Her arm jerked like a hydraulic lever in a bottling plant.

Litz grasped the problem. He bellowed out a name. ‘Hey, Nelson Urry! Bet you didn’t expect to see me again! It’s me, Litz The Schitz! Bet you like that name, huh! Bet you thought that was real funny!’

‘Mister Litz, what an unexpected pleasure,’ Nelson answered, his voice commanding and controlled, ringing out loudly but without a hint of anguish or failing composure. ‘Although perhaps this is not exactly the venue to air your grievances, do you think?’

‘I’ll air ’em where I like, you conniving—’

‘Nelson,’ Lavinia said, her ancient sharp voice cutting across the commotion like a buzzsaw. ‘Do not rise to the provocation. Montague, take me back to the car.’

Litz had calibrated his distraction well – perhaps too well. His voice faded out, eclipsed by rising cries and retorts. Litz disappeared behind a screen of indignant, outraged mourners. The Urrys were only part of it: Litz had made an enemy of nearly everyone present. As the parked Dynaflow came into sight, Yuri heard the pudding-like thud of a stomach punch, the groan of someone going down hard.

‘No one touched the car, sir, I made sure of it!’ The gap-toothed boy clutched his broom suddenly, holding it double-handed like a cavalry pike. ‘Oh, sir, is something wrong with …’

‘Help me,’ Yuri said.

The boy let the broom clatter. He rushed to Yuri’s side and made to take some of Ruby’s weight. Yuri observed the boy’s flinching reaction, the sudden realisation that she was impossibly light for her height and build, like a hollow mannequin.

‘Sir … what?’

‘Very light bones,’ Yuri said. ‘Runs in family.’

They got her into the back-seat, jamming her in like a roll of carpet, creasing in the middle. Her head was still jerking, her arm making stiff, steam-hammer movements. She had stuck on one syllable, producing a continuous breathless emission of ‘sabsabsabsab …’

She was broken. Something bad had been done to her, and he took it personally.

An ex-client was still a client.

‘Thank you for assistance,’ Yuri told the boy. ‘You have been very helpful.’

‘Sir, your friend said I’d get another bill when he got back.’

‘Did you notice sky going out?’

The boy swallowed. ‘I did, sir.’

‘Then perhaps count lucky stars sky came back on again. You were already paid very generously. Scoot.’

The boy took his broom and scooted.

Yuri climbed in. He pulled the car out and got the nose facing the right way. He scanned for Litz. The skytube’s black blemish had become octopus-shaped, erupting skinny tentacles of linked squares.

‘Sabsabsabsab …’

Yuri drummed the wheel. ‘Quickly, Lemmy.’

A black column sidled up to the car, supported by stick and robot. Lavinia moved with surprising swiftness, like a sessile creature that had suddenly evolved into something dangerous and fast. She bent at the waist, hinging like a policeman’s night-stick.

‘This was unconscionable, Mister Gagarin. To bring such incivility to a funeral.’

‘Is very nice to make second acquaintance, Mrs Urry.’

Her face projected from the black hood of her gown. Her dry lips moved like a turtle chewing grass. ‘The pleasure was all yours. I don’t know what grubby business brought you here, but I assure you this will be the end of your involvement in our affairs.’

‘We should be going,’ Montague said. ‘There will be widespread disturbance following the blackout. I’ll be much happier when you are back at the estate, where I can protect you.’

She flicked her irritation at Montague. ‘You worry about me over-much, machine. If I were as old and feeble as you make out, I’d never have lasted this long.’

Yuri saw his chance, his one chance. ‘Mrs Urry. Is it true you are oldest person aboard ship? That you remember everything?’

‘I remember enough,’ she answered. She tapped Montague with her stick and the pair of them wandered off.

Yuri called after, ‘And if you are not oldest, who is?’

‘There’s no one older!’ she snarled back.

Montague stopped, hesitating in its steps. She rammed the stick harder, and the faceless machine resumed its progress.

Just then Litz exited the trees. He was running, bowling his arms for balance. He looked comical and heroic, his coat gone, his jacket ripped at the shoulder. His shirt flapped loosely around his paunch. He staggered against an invisible force, cherubic with the effort of running.

Yuri leaned over and opened the passenger door. Litz arrived like a sack of mail down a delivery chute.

‘Was that Lavinia and the robot?’

‘Yes. Very pleasant conversation.’

Yuri floored the Dynaflow. The wheels spat gravel into the flowerbeds.

‘Sabsabsabsab …’

‘What did Mrs Apolisi say about package?’

‘She said …’ Litz scraped a sleeve across his pink-drooling nose. ‘She said thank you.’

‘She will be upset about disturbance.’

Litz wheezed. He barked a tooth into his palm. ‘The sky just went out, you’ve got a berserk robot in the back of the car, and that’s what you’re worried about?’

‘She is not robot.’

‘Well, that makes everything as clear as mud. Did you pay goofy?’

‘We came to equitable arrangement.’

Yuri got them onto the main road skirting Prowtown. He filtered into the gap between a delivery truck and a bus. Only then did he allow himself the tiniest measure of relief.

‘She is not robot, not like Sputnik. Her mind is up in skytube, in Central Services. That is why she malfunctioned. Whatever happened in skytube also affected mind.’

Litz opened the glove compartment and groped around behind the thick envelope Yuri had stashed there. He came out with a sales brochure, studied the pamphlet with a vague diminishing interest, then mopped it against his brow. He trumpeted his nose into it, then crumpled it up and discarded it over the door.

‘From the beginning.’

‘Ruby Blue is mind of ship, Lemmy. Ruby Blue is client, and so, therefore, is ship. We were working for ship.’ He steered down a side-road. ‘This was much bigger than murder of two kids. Now they have tried to hurt ship, to stop investigation.’

Litz veered his appalled gaze onto the robot body. ‘Is she … dead?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy. We will take her to my office. She must not be found by anyone.’

‘You mentioned a sister.’

‘Sister is complication.’

Yuri drove and drove, until they had put the light gravity and thin airs of Prowtown twenty kilometres behind them. He said nothing, despite Litz’s goading and provocation, until they turned the corner and came into view of his office on Dempsey Street.

It was on fire.

Yuri pulled up, stopping a line of traffic behind him. The fire crews must have been there for some time. They already had their ladders up and hoses reeled out. Firefighters and police were moving around without much urgency. They had already done what could be done. A small crowd of men and women were on the opposite sidewalk, looking up at the ongoing conflagration. Some of them had blankets and capes thrown across their shoulders. Yuri recognised a few faces.

They double-parked. Yuri got out while Lemmy waited in the car. He went up to the crowd of evacuees, onlookers and emergency personnel gathered at the scene of the action on the opposite side of the street. He recognised a policeman from the precinct station where he had reported the death of Milvus.

‘Did they get everyone out?’

‘I think so.’ The policeman squinted mutual recognition. ‘You work in there, don’t you?’

Yuri nodded sombrely. ‘Worked. Past tense.’

‘They’re saying the fire started in the elevator machinery. Seems it was always going on the fritz.’

‘Did fire start before sky went out?’

‘Maybe ten minutes earlier. I’m not liking that blotch up at Prowtown. Reminds me of my ex-wife’s mole.’ The officer lifted his hat to scratch the back of his scalp. ‘You lose much in that office?’

Yuri shrugged. ‘Nothing important. Only material signifiers of entire life since being reborn inside Halcyon.’

‘Hope you had insurance.’

‘Yes, it would be very bad if I did not have insurance. Thank you, officer.’

‘You’re welcome,’ the policeman said on a falling note, as if no part of that conversation had gone quite the way he might have expected. Yuri returned to Litz.

He got into the car, exhausted and demoralised. It took an immense effort of will to force his concentration onto the problem at hand.

‘Do you have an apartment, Lemmy?’

‘Yeah, over in Gaptown, near the pond. It ain’t much, but it’s got one major advantage over yours. It’s not on fire.’




CHAPTER EIGHT

Litz had an arrangement with the janitor: a spare key to the service elevator. They had pulled up close to it in the rear of the block. Litz called the elevator down, confirmed that the coast was clear, then helped Yuri wrestle Ruby Blue out of the car. They got her out of sight and into the elevator in about eight seconds. The elevator spirited them to the third-floor landing. Litz’s apartment was four doors down. He went on ahead and opened the door, then returned red-faced and sweating.

They moved Ruby Blue between them like two rival suitors while she quivered and clicked like a boiler trying to light.

Litz’s living room was right off the walkway. Litz closed the door and made sure all the curtains were drawn before he flicked on a light. They lowered Ruby Blue onto a couch.

‘And how was your day, dear?’ Litz asked.

Yuri slumped into a chair. A low coffee table held bottles, glasses, several unwashed dishes. Yuri lifted a glass to the light, examined it fleetingly then poured the bottle into it. He drank it down, then repeated the action.

‘Hey, be my guest.’

‘I am being guest.’

Litz scraped up a chair of his own and filled another glass. He offered it to Yuri’s glass.

‘To corruption, criminality and general malfeasance, without which neither of us would be in work.’

‘We are not in work. You are suspended from force, and I am homeless former private detective.’

‘Why let the facts ruin a perfectly good toast.’ Litz tilted his glass in the direction of the twitching Ruby Blue. ‘We have to figure out what to do with her.’

‘I am out of suggestions.’ Yuri made an extravagant gesture. ‘Perhaps the legendary Lemmy Litz has something useful to offer.’

Litz leaned in with sudden intensity. He smeared the back of his hand over the mess of blood and mucus under his nose. ‘I say we screw ’em back. Burn something of theirs down.’

Yuri looked around, taking in his surroundings properly for the first time. The place looked like his own office after the break-in, except this was clearly the natural order of things. Dirty plates and glasses everywhere, spent bottles on ragged parade, used laundry piled up in rank mounds.

‘No, we will not be doing that. We are finished, Lemmy. They have beaten us, beaten Ruby Blue. We are two little men in big world. Their world. You are Litz The Schitz, joke of department. I am pathetic failure who does not even own name given to him.’

Litz slugged back another glass. He farted. ‘Yeah, but at least we’ve still got our dignity.’

They turned their bleary eyes to Ruby Blue. Her mouth was moving, humanlike sounds coming of it.

‘You must … you must … not stop. Not stop. Notstop. Notstop. Notstopstopstopstop …’

The two men put down their drinks and became concerned suitors again. They moved to the couch. Litz put a hand on her brow. Yuri took her faintly palsying hand.

Neither of them could resist the human instinct to offer comfort to the distressed.

‘Can you understand me, Ruby Blue?’

‘Yes. Yes. Yes.’ She gave a single violent convulsion. It seemed to unblock something in her. She regained some temporary authority over her movements and posture. ‘Yes. I can understand. It’s very bad, Mister Gagarin. They’ve done a lot of damage to me.’ Her voice was slow but controlled. ‘There are going to be many consequences.’

‘You lost something in last attack,’ Yuri said. ‘Memory of prior actions, of years before sabotage.’

‘That is quite correct.’

‘Will you lose something else this time?’

‘That remains to be seen. It’s quite likely. There are only so many backup pathways.’

‘Before you forget, I want to know who I am. What I am. You owe me truth. Who is Aristide Urbanek?’

Ruby Blue’s eyes lingered on his own. Without the veil to mask them, their artificial nature could not be denied. They were depthless orbs with a faint plastic sheen.

All surface, like memories that scratched away at the first touch.

‘A dead man.’

‘I need more.’

‘A man who died too soon. A good man. That’s all that really needs to be said.’ She paused. ‘Do you have a bath, Mister Litz?’

‘Yeah, I got a—’ Litz blinked at the non-sequitur. ‘What do you need a bath for?’

‘Because I am in the process of self-destructing.’

‘No,’ Yuri said firmly. ‘You are going to give me answers. I want to know who this man was. I want to know why I have his face, his body.’

‘All that you need to know is that he was a decent, unexceptional man who lived and died aboard Halcyon over a century ago.’

Ruby Blue started emitting thin colourless vapours.

‘Not enough. You have to tell me more. Was he happy man? Did he have family, friends?’

‘He was married. They lived a modest, quiet life, as millions do. His wife died many years before Aristide. Complications after an otherwise routine operation in one of the city hospitals.’

‘Did they put her into Sleepy Hollow?’

The vapours were increasing in strength. ‘Not enough money for that. They were comfortable, not rich. Before she died, she made Aristide promise her something. If ever he had the funds, he was to go into Sleepy Hollow himself.’

‘Why? They could never be reunited.’

The vapours were coming out of every part of her now, misting off her body and clothes as if each was an extension of the other.

‘No – they both knew that. She still wanted some part of her to live on in Aristide. If she couldn’t see out the rest of the voyage or go into hibernation long enough to see Vanderdecken’s Star, then Aristide pledged to carry the flame of her life beyond the grave.’

The vapours stung Yuri’s eyes. He rubbed at them as they watered.

‘He did make it into Sleepy Hollow.’

‘Yes – a long-delayed negligence settlement from the city hospital paid for his ticket. Aristide kept his promise.’

‘Then how—’

A bubbling foam erupted from her lips. She quivered again.

‘Something went wrong in the vaults. It happens from time to time. Aristide’s frozen body was … compromised. Too much of his brain was destroyed to have any chance of revival.’

The vapours increased in flux. Yuri and Litz coughed.

‘Then what … how?’

Something dripped off Ruby Blue. Litz muffled his mouth. ‘I know you want answers, but I think we need to move her while we can.’

Gagging and coughing on the vapours, squinting against the acrid fumes, they carried her twitching form through to Litz’s bathroom, down a little hall just off the main room. Litz threw open the door, left Yuri with Ruby Blue propped against the wall, and scooped wet laundry from the bath. They lowered her into it, her head at the opposite end from the taps. It was a short bath and her legs buckled the wrong way as she went in.

‘If Aristide was damaged in Sleepy Hollow, then what—’

But Ruby Blue cut across him. ‘There was something wrong at the funeral.’

Litz sniffed against the vapours. ‘You want to start a list?’

‘The Urry robot. I did not detect …’

Yuri leaned in. ‘Detect what?’

‘No neuromimetic core.’

‘You have no neuromimetic core. Your mind is up in skytube. Are you saying Montague is also like you?’

‘No. Not like that. Montague is …’ An acid froth erupted from her lips. Her face, her clothes, every part of her, was beginning to soften and bubble. ‘I’m sorry,’ she slurred, losing the ability to form sounds.

‘Why must she do this?’ Yuri asked, anguished.

‘Guess she didn’t really want the world to know that there are things like her walking around.’ Litz wet a pair of flannels and passed one to Yuri to smother his face with. ‘I think we should close the door and let her get on with it. Ain’t good for either us, being here.’

Yuri regarded the dissolving form as it sank into the bath. Bubbling yellow fluid moated Ruby Blue. Her clothes and body were part of the same synthetic composition. There might not even have been a point where one ended and the other began.

‘I wanted answers,’ he protested.

Litz steered him out of the bathroom. Litz closed the door behind them. Gurgling and bubbling sounds continued. Fumes seeped into the hall.

‘I’m sorry,’ Litz said.

‘For her?’

‘For the questions you wanted answering. That stuff about Montague, though …’

‘It was not what I asked.’

‘But it was what she thought we needed to know. Guess that has to count for something.’

Litz sat him down again. He poured Yuri another drink then went off into another room for a couple of minutes. He made a telephone call, then another. He came back.

‘I did that thing you should’ve done from the outset.’ He had loosened his tie and undone his collar.

‘What thing?’

‘I checked the current directory. No Aristide Urbanek.’ He scratched at the stubble around his neck, where the collar had rubbed it raw. ‘So I called around. I’ve got contacts in public records who’ll still speak to me.’

‘And?’

Litz savoured his moment, dragging it out like a good cigar. ‘Turns out there was an Aristide Urbanek. He lived and died just as she said, a century or so ago.’

‘And?’ Yuri pressed.

‘That’s all I got for now. Odds are the rest of her story will check out – why wouldn’t it?’

‘What was it you think she wanted us to know about Montague?’

‘No idea. But I’d sure like to crack that pompous little Humpy-Dumpty right open and see what pours out.’

When Yuri had finished his drink they ventured back down the hall, towels pressed to their faces. The leaking fumes had eased off. Litz pushed open the bathroom door. They peered in through a grey haze of dissipating vapours. Yuri coughed and winced, but it was not as bad as before. The only thing left in the bath was a sticky ochre puddle.

Litz ran the taps.

They sat at the table in Litz’s kitchen, one door down from the bathroom where Ruby Blue had dissolved. It was a small kitchen and there was just room for the table and two sturdy upright wooden chairs. Litz had set an unopened bottle of wine on the table and a jug of water. The wine remained unopened for now. Both men were already fuzzy-headed.

‘This is …’ Yuri stopped. His words were devaluing on arrival, like some tumbling currency. ‘This is … very good, Lemmy. You are … surprisingly excellent cook.’

‘My mother said that the kitchen ought to be the last bastion of a man’s dignity. When a man’s lost everything, if he’s still got his kitchen, and he keeps his kitchen well, then he’s still got something.’

Small as it was, the kitchen was immaculate. There was nothing in it that was not pristine, nothing that was out of place by the tiniest degree. His floor, kitchen tiles and cupboards gleamed in contrasting ribbons and chequers of black and white. His cooking tools sparkled in their aluminium racks and hooks. His plates were as clean and glossy as if they had come straight from the kitchenware showroom. His oven was a small, neat model, sheathed in cream-coloured ceramic. It was very far from the latest design, but as spotless as a brand-new space capsule.

Whatever Litz had found in his larder, it had been turned into the most delicious omelette or omelette-like thing Yuri had ever tasted. Litz had provided salad bowls, dipping sauces and a platter of bread. He had apologised for the bread being a day old, but it was still as crisp and delicious as any Yuri had tasted.

Yuri paused between savoured mouthfuls.

‘When all this started, I did not imagine I would end up as guest in your kitchen, being treated as friend.’

The sentiment lit a sparkle in Litz’s eyes. ‘You’re calling this a friendship, then?’

‘It cannot be business partnership,’ Yuri pointed out logically. ‘Because business is concluded.’

‘Yeah, well about that—’

‘No, Lemmy.’ His tone was friendly but salted with warning. ‘I am serious. Is no further discussion. Not now, not tomorrow. I am grateful for hospitality. You are kind man. But what brought us together is over. We can be friends, but not because of murders or families. That is behind us now.’

‘All right.’ Litz nodded his acceptance of this state of affairs. ‘Still, we can talk about the other business, can’t we? What the hell Aristide Urbanek has to do with you.’

‘You heard her side of story.’

Litz forked food into his mouth. He ate daintily, in small, neat portions. ‘Yeah. What she gave us.’

‘It is possible I am not man I think myself to be,’ Yuri said carefully. ‘I have memories of man called Yuri Gagarin, heroic cosmonaut from dawn of space age. Man who died and then was resurrected on Halcyon.’

‘And now?’

‘Facts from Sleepy Hollow suggest otherwise. Ruby Blue did not contradict. I do not think she likes lying to us.’

‘But on the other hand, she thinks too much of the truth might give you indigestion,’ Litz said, making an encouraging gesture with his fork. ‘Which leaves you – and I – to join some dots. You think this Urbanek became you?’

‘I think they took broken man and made him into what they needed. His mind was damaged in hibernaculum, damaged beyond hope. His memory, personality, would have gone.’

‘And yet … he’s walking, talking again.’

‘Yes, but not as Aristide Urbanek. He is gone. What is left is … different personality. Memories and behaviour of Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin. This is who I am, Lemmy.’

‘But how did his memories – I mean, your memories – end up inside the head of Aristide Urbanek?’

‘That is question for Ruby Blue and Ruby Red.’

‘They got ’em out of your corpse somehow – the one that was loaded onto Halcyon?’

‘What else?’

‘But why not just reanimate the corpse? Wouldn’t that be simpler?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy.’

Litz ruminated. He ate a few more mouthfuls and sipped a little water. The air extractor in his kitchen window whirred and rattled. Light jazz blew in from somewhere across the courtyard.

‘Who was it sent you down this rabbit hole?’

‘Ruby Red. Other sister.’

‘Sure she wasn’t just trying to undermine your relationship with the first sister?’

‘She was. Unfortunately, I believe Ruby Red was also telling truth. And now you have told me Aristide Urbanek was real man. How can I live now, if I do not know what I am, or why?’

Litz answered forcefully. ‘You live the way you’ve been living. You’re not the worst dope who ever walked around.’

‘You think you know me?’

‘Better than some. I did my homework, back when you were in the frame for Apolisi’s death. I asked around. I looked in our files. You didn’t check out as a murderer. What you did check out as was a small-time private dick who didn’t own a piece, kept his books clean and never once let down a client. And you know what? I hated your guts for it.’

‘For not being murderer?’

‘For not being crooked. For being everything that you already were. For being everything that I wasn’t and never could be.’ Litz sniffed. ‘You were an honest sonofabitch and I couldn’t have hated you more for it.’ He jabbed his fork for emphasis. ‘That’s who you are, that’s what you are, and whether it’s Yuri Gagarin on your licence, Aristide Urbanek, or Hoppy the god-damned Hippo, I couldn’t care less. And nor should you.’

Yuri looked down. ‘You mean well, Lemmy. I cannot ignore facts, though. Whatever man I was before this investigation, he is gone, along with every part of his life. He may as well have burned in fire.’

‘Shut up,’ Litz said mildly. ‘No, honestly, shut up, you dumb Cossack bastard. You know how I felt when we were outside Halcyon, actually doing something that might make a difference against those families? Alive.’ He allowed a pause for the word to land. ‘I felt alive and real and worthwhile for the first time in a very long while. You gave me a purpose. I’ve been on this downward slide …’ Litz clenched his jaw. ‘Nah. Enough about me.’

‘What?’ Yuri asked, in the same mild register.

‘It was different once. Oh, hell: now I need a drink again.’ Litz opened the bottle. He poured two glasses. ‘Take a look around. Pretty nice kitchen, right? Pretty good food I made for us.’

Yuri had finished. He pushed away his plate with an approving nod. ‘I have not eaten so well for very long time.’

‘That was just scraps. Wait until you see what I can do with a little preparation. I didn’t learn this by myself, though. She taught me.’

‘She?’

Litz scraped back his chair.

He returned with a small, framed photograph. He set it on the table on its little fold-out stand, angled so that they could both see it. There were two people in the picture, standing in front of a restaurant with awnings and hanging baskets. A young, attractive woman and a young, good-looking man, holding hands. Their clothes might have been in fashion twenty or thirty years earlier. They had confident, optimistic expressions. There was a curl in their eyes that said they were about to laugh at something. Yuri made the connection for himself, eyes switching between the picture and the man opposite him. He mapped the present architecture of Litz’s face in the future of the much younger man.

He asked softly, ‘Who was she, Lemmy?’

‘My wife, Melda. Esmerelda Abernathy Litz. She would’ve been twenty-two in that picture. That’s her restaurant we’re standing in front of, on the day it opened. A nice place over on that strip on Rodman, south of All-City Hall.’

Yuri thought of the blackened door with the peeling paint, the memory of smoke haunting the building. ‘I think I know location.’

‘Right next to First Municipal. You’ve probably driven past it a hundred times without a second glance. It was a prime location, a place where someone could make a real start of it. She was a great cook. Nothing she couldn’t do. She taught me everything, and it’s not even a hundredth of what she knew. We ran that place together for five years, and we made a success of it.’

‘You weren’t on force?’

‘No, not back then. We had a life, and it was enough. A restaurant to run, six kittens to raise, maybe a kid one day. The perfect, happy existence. Until it all changed.’

‘Please, Lemmy.’

‘Organised crime was always a problem. Melda had to pay protection money to Lucas The Goat – he had that whole district sewn up. I doubt you’ve heard of The Goat; it would’ve been before your time.’

‘I do not think I have.’

‘The Goat got whacked when Archie Screws took over the racket in that part of town. Now, The Goat wasn’t someone you’d pick as your neighbour, but he was fair … in his mean, surly way. The protection money wasn’t extortionate, and he kept to his word. Archie Screws was a whole different proposition. The fees went up overnight, and so did the penalties. Melda struggled, but she met the payments month after month. Until she didn’t, and they burned the place down.’ Litz glugged wine. ‘It was supposed to be an arson hit, a warning to the other late-payers, but they didn’t know Melda had stayed in the kitchen late after closing. We were low on staff and she’d sent me home to feed the kittens while she cleaned up. Melda died in the fire and the whole building came down on top of her. Took three whole days to find her body in the wreckage.’

Yuri reflected on the events of earlier that day, the burning down of his office: He had been numbed by it, but Litz’s reaction had gone beyond that to mere indifference. Yuri understood perfectly now. He had lost nothing, just bricks and mortar, glass and furniture. He thought of the blackened, unrented facade he had seen on Rodman, with the upper-floor windows open to the sky, everything behind them gone. The restaurant had burned down, but that was the least important part of it. Litz had lost everything that made the future worth facing. It was no wonder he had become what he had become.

The sense of it clicked into place like the final piece of a cruel and ingenious puzzle.

‘I am sorry, Lemmy.’

‘You know the worst of it? They insisted on a formal identification. I had to go the morgue. I had to look at what those bastards had left me of my wife.’ Litz stuffed a world’s worth of weariness into his sigh. ‘I started sliding even then. I joined the department a few months after that, wanting to get back at men like Archie Screws. I bluffed my way through the exams, saying I cared about justice and the rule of law, but secretly I just wanted to hear him scream. I wanted to see him burn. Or worse.’ He fingered the photograph and tilted it face-down, as if the past was now too painful to contemplate.

‘It was not wrong to hate this man.’

‘No, it wasn’t. Anyone with a heartbeat would’ve felt the same. My mistake was letting that rage control me. I should have been its master, not the other way around. I’d cut any corner, bend any rule, to reach Archie Screws. I wasn’t a cop, not really. I was a dog off the leash, who just happened to be wearing uniform. I went after ’em all, and for a few years I had a reputation. I got results. I put away Archie’s bottom-feeders and minor lieutenants. I got ’em to turn witness. Nobody and nothing intimidated me. When you’ve lost everything, there’s not much anyone can do to scare you. I was invincible and unstoppable. I had a purpose, even if it was a sick one. I didn’t care that no one liked me. That suited me just fine. There was just one problem: I’d only figured out what I’d do to Archie Screws if I ever got my hands on him. I hadn’t figured out how I’d cope if someone else got there first.’

‘I think I remember obituary.’

‘Three years back. They wrote it as if he was just a businessman with some murky side-hustles. No mention of causing death by arson. Melda didn’t even merit a footnote in the Archie Screws story.’

‘Who got to him?’

‘Word is he tried to muscle-in on some DelRosso sanitation contracts in Esperance. Or maybe it was the Urrys. After that he had to go. Those families depend on an ecosystem of organised crime to get their work done. Men like Archie know to kiss the ring, until they get ideas above their station.’ Litz shook his head. ‘It wasn’t even a good killing. He never knew it was coming, and he probably didn’t feel much.’

‘It would have been different story if you had been there.’

‘Yeah,’ Litz reflected. ‘Very different. After that, I felt as if the ground had been pulled out from under me. I’d lost my purpose, my drive. Worse, I was already a dirty cop. I thought I could pull out of that, but I couldn’t. Once you cross those lines, you don’t come back. I’d sold out for a mirage. I’d gone from being a bent cop on a mission to a bent cop with … nothing.’

‘No one could blame you.’

‘I ain’t asking for sympathy here, just putting things in context. I’ve tried to be a better man. I tried to make friends in the department. Every step I take, though, it’s two backwards. First, that trick the Urrys played on me. Litz The Schitz, as if I wasn’t already low enough. Then I thought I could play my part in nailing you, get one big score to my name, show ‘em that Litz wasn’t finished, except you had the nerve to be innocent.’

Yuri smiled. ‘I am sorry for inconvenience.’

‘That was just the prelude to thinking maybe we could go after the big fish, for once and for all. Finding something that sticks to one or both of those families. That’d go some way to exorcising my ghosts. Fate denied me the chance to take down Archie Screws, but if I could get the people who’d taken him down …’ He shuddered, as if his own inner demons were loose inside him. ‘It’d have been something for Melda, at least.’

‘There is still time, Lemmy.’

‘Yeah. But not with you.’ He raised a hand. ‘I get it, and I don’t blame you. I don’t blame you one little bit.’

Yuri woke to the smells and sounds of breakfast. It was light in the apartment. He looked around, disorientated by the transformation. Litz had tidied up a little.

Yuri wandered into the bathroom and freshened up. Litz had put out some clothes for him. Yuri tried them on and, other than being a little long in the hems, they fitted surprisingly well.

He thought about the smaller, younger Litz in the photograph with Melda.

‘Coffee for you. And toast. You do eat toast?’

‘I will eat anything, Lemmy. Thank you.’

They sat down and ate breakfast. It was good. Litz had already gone out for the morning editions. Yuri leafed through them while Litz made more toast.

‘They are saying there is nothing to be concerned about following yesterday’s blackout. Eleven fatalities but could have been much worse. Also that associates of DelRosso family are to be commended on speedy intervention after explosion in skytube.’

Litz knifed a coronary’s worth of butter across his toast. ‘You were right about that part.’

‘I was?’

‘They’ve found a way to make the whole thing look advantageous. Of course their intervention was speedy! They were the ones who made the explosion happen in the first place!’

Yuri sifted gloomily through the other articles. Although the tone varied from paper to paper, the gist was remarkably consistent: it was a great shame that eleven lives had been lost, but the damage was nothing to worry about and all mission objectives remained unaffected.

‘It says nothing about damage to neuromimetic core.’

He flicked through the society column of the paper in his hand and looked for a write-up on the funeral. When he found it, it was just a few respectful lines. No mention of a malfunctioning robot, or even the chaos Litz had orchestrated. Even a serious office fire in Belt City went unreported.

‘It is as if yesterday barely happened, Lemmy. As if little dramas of normal people do not matter.’

‘They don’t,’ Litz said. ‘Not to them.’

After breakfast Litz brought up the matter of the film reel. Yuri ran through his earlier protestations about stepping away from the case, but Litz shoved them aside with all the tact and grace of a bulldozer.

‘It ain’t happening. That doll didn’t dissolve in my bathtub just so we could run away from this like a couple of quitters.’ Litz grimaced into a kitchen mirror, picking toast crumbs from his teeth. ‘I want to know what’s on that roll. Where do you normally get your films developed?’

‘I have darkroom in office washroom.’

‘Had.’

‘Had, then. But this is special fast film Milvus made me use, so I would not develop it myself. There is pharmacy on corner of Maxwell and Anson in Belt City. They are very reliable when I am not in rush.’

‘They could be trusted when you were dealing with alimony cases and missing pets,’ Litz said. He had been shaving at the kitchen sink and was dabbing at cuts around his chin. ‘What you’ve got on that reel, though, is too much of a hot potato. The families only need one insider on their payroll and all you’ll get back will be a nice little album full of pretty pictures of fog. We’ll drop that reel off at a place here in Gaptown I use from time to time. They’re fast and discreet.’

‘Good. I will pay for processing.’

Litz reached for his tie. ‘Damn right, you will. I might cook for you, but I ain’t a charity.’

After they had dropped off the film reel – taking a roundabout route to avoid being tailed – they went to the duckpond. There was no one else around when they arrived. They sat on Litz’s favourite bench and cast bread for ten or fifteen minutes without a further word.

Yuri started to feel better about a few things. He was glad that they had done something with the film. It would have felt like a betrayal of Milvus to let the reel sit in the camera.

He wondered if his friend was already in the vaults by now, along with all the other frozen dead.

‘I cannot promise that those photographs will mean anything at all, Lemmy. Perhaps you were right that I was delirious. It’s just …’

‘Just what?’

‘I keep thinking of damage to helmet. I do not know why. Just that it had something to do with the film reel.’

‘How can a couple of scrapes on your visor relate to anything?’

‘I do not know, Lemmy. Perhaps when the photographs come back …’

‘Gentlemen,’ a voice said softly. ‘I hope you don’t mind the interruption.’

Yuri recognised the voice. He turned around to see Vedette approaching, wearing much the same attire as she had at the funeral.

‘How did you find us?

‘I made some enquiries and heard that there was a good chance of finding Detective Litz here.’

Litz turned slowly as well. He scraped off his hat, balling it like a baseball glove, and was the first to answer.

‘I’m sorry about the commotion yesterday.’

‘You’re lucky. With that business with the skytube, and all the trouble afterwards, your outburst got rather overshadowed. There was a reason for it, I suppose?’

‘There was.’ Litz looked abashed. ‘But maybe I could’ve picked a different approach.’

‘If you’re concerned that you’ve offended me by calling out the Urrys, you needn’t be. I detest them just as thoroughly as you do. And I’ve no better words for the DelRossos.’ Standing a few metres from the back of the bench, she nodded out across the grey mirror of the lake. ‘Pondering the next move in your investigation, gentlemen?’

‘I wish. But Yuri here has a sudden case of cold feet.’

‘I am sorry, Mrs Apolisi, but I have no choice.’ He met her eyes, seeing disappointment printed in them like banner headlines. ‘They warned me off by murdering friend, then burning office. They are powerful people, Mrs Apolisi.’

‘I know.’

‘You spoke well at funeral.’

‘I did what needed to be done, Mister Gagarin, for the sake of Gladeview. If the cost of keeping the clinic going is a small dose of public humiliation, I’ll accept it.’ She lifted her chin stoically. ‘By which I mean that most of the people there were well aware of Noah’s affairs and how I tolerated them.’

‘You were not humiliated. You did right thing. It must have been difficult to keep dignified face.’

‘I tried.’

‘They told you that only Noah was going into Sleepy Hollow?’

‘Yes,’ she said, with icy self-control. ‘That came out in the wash, as it was always bound to. You knew?’

‘I had business of my own with Sleepy Hollow. I asked question about Noah.’

‘So much for client confidentiality. I should sue.’

‘There must still be money. You could make top-up payments.’

‘Noah ran the clinic to the sheer edge of bankruptcy, Mister Gagarin. Mistresses are expensive. Embittered former mistresses even more so. That’s why his blackmail demands were so excessive. What funds remain will be needed to keep Gladeview afloat until we can find new backers and a new business model. I’m meeting with the stakeholders in a couple of hours. I’ve already given instructions to sell the house.’

Yuri dragged up a smile. ‘If you are soon to be homeless, Litz has good sofa.’

‘I hope it won’t come to that, but it’s good to know that I still have friends. By the way, Mister Gagarin, I’m very sorry to hear about the fire – as well as the death of your friend. I don’t doubt for a second that these were prompted by your interest in the families. On that score, I have something for you.’

Litz shook his head. ‘Don’t waste your time with him, Mrs A. He won’t budge.’

She opened her handbag and extracted something.

‘I never count on honesty in this world, gentlemen, but occasionally something happens to restore my faith in human nature. You never looked at the photographs. I can be quite confident of that.’ She paused. ‘Because if you had, you’d have found this as well, and you’d have recognised its significance.’

She came closer and handed over the item.

It was a small rectangle with a pair of magnetic tape reels inside it, glimpsed through smoky plastic.

‘It’s from Noah’s dictation machine. Of course, we found his machine and his cassettes, the official ones with his patient notes and general ruminations. What we didn’t realise was that one was missing. Juliana DelRosso’s.’

Yuri examined the tiny device. There was nothing written on the paper label.

‘You should hand tape back. Or take to police.’

‘I’d much rather trust you with it. You seem the right man for it. Will you pick up your investigation again? I’d be willing to contribute to your expenses, provided I’m not treading on the toes of your other client.’

‘Oh, she isn’t a problem anymore,’ Litz said. ‘And provided the sister keeps her nose out of things—’

A voice declared, ‘Considering we haven’t met, Mister Litz, I’m disappointed by your low opinion of me.’

Yuri stared. It was Ruby Red, strolling along the same approach that had brought Vedette to the bench. She wore a sombre shade of scarlet. The brow of her hat was tipped elegantly, her face veiled. She wore dark scarlet gloves and dark scarlet stockings.

‘Like Mrs Apolisi, I thought there might be an excellent chance of finding you here.’

‘Who else is here? The Urrys and the DelRossos? We should’ve brought a picnic hamper.’

‘Relax, Mister Litz,’ Ruby Red answered. ‘My powers may not be what I’d wish, but I am still confident that there are no human witnesses within two hundred metres of our location.’

‘Who are you?’ Vedette asked.

Ruby reached Vedette and extended a hand. ‘I’m Ruby Red, the sister of Mister Gagarin’s former client. He may or may not have informed you, but I was opposed to the entire thrust of the investigation.’

Vedette shook hands warily, withdrawing her grip and examining her fingers with faint lingering suspicion.

‘What are you?’

‘What do you think?’

There was fear in her answer, but also a defiant boldness. ‘You’re some kind of machine.’

Ruby Red favoured this remark with a precise mechanical nod.

‘Yes – a kind of robot. My mind is elsewhere, though. As was the mind of my sister, Ruby Blue. She attended your husband’s funeral.’

‘I remember. One of the guests had some kind of turn, just after the blackout. Who knows about you?’

‘You, now. These friends of yours. The former mayor, and a few of her staff still employed by All-City Hall. As to who suspects that we might still exist, but can’t know for certain, that’s a slightly wider circle.’

‘The families?’ Vedette asked.

‘Elements within them, most likely. Ruby Blue’s malfunction was caused by the attack on the skytube. It impeded the control linkage and caused a significant breakdown in the portion of the neuromimetic core running Ruby Blue’s executable image.’ Her veiled gaze shifted onto the two men. ‘You did well to safeguard her. I’m grateful.’

‘If you are here to tell me to stop investigation,’ Yuri said, ‘there is no need. You were right all along. I should have listened. Milvus would still be alive and office still intact. Ruby Blue would not have malfunctioned. She would not have needed to dissolve body.’

‘You’re correct in all matters. I’m not here to ask you to cease, though. Quite the opposite.’

Litz scratched the black worm of his moustache. ‘They crossed a line, didn’t they. Doing that to your kith and kin.’

‘Indeed they did, Mister Litz.’

‘You do not seem broken,’ Yuri said.

‘Appearances are deceptive. I can’t go on like this for very much longer. A few days, at most. I’ll need to surrender control of this body sooner than that, put it through a similar breakdown process to the one you already witnessed. My neuromimetic core will continue to function after that, but for only a few days at most, before I must enter a recuperative coma.’

Yuri frowned. The conversation was sliding like a car on ice.

‘You will both be gone?’

‘Yes – out of communication, out of reach, once we enter the coma.’

Yuri pocketed the tape. ‘I saw something outside. Little purple stars, like spotlight circles.’

‘You’ve been outside?’ Vedette asked.

He nodded modestly. ‘Yes. And I saw strange things. I think perhaps Juliana did as well. Now I would like to know if Ruby Red has explanation.’

‘If I had one, I’d offer it.’

‘Milvus wondered if we are stopped. If we have been stopped for very long time.’

‘And by “stopped”, you mean?’

‘Moving at zero velocity relative to local rest frame of nearby stars. They do not change, Ruby Red. Milvus compiled many eyewitness accounts. He had photographs and maps in his notebook. They paint clear picture. Ship has not been moving for very long time, perhaps more than century.’

‘That would be a very concerning development, Mister Gagarin. Were it true.’

‘Can it be?’

‘If we have stopped in mid-voyage, far from the light of Vanderdecken’s Star, then we must have used up all of our remaining fuel-stocks to do so. We had sufficient fuel to accelerate once and decelerate once, plus a small margin for error. No more than that. There is no earthly reason that we would have stopped …’

‘But you cannot know what happened before memory blackout.’

‘Indeed, we can’t,’ she admitted. ‘Still, there is one flaw in this theory. How did Milvus account for the growlers?’

‘I would ask him if I could,’ Yuri answered.

‘I am sorry about the death of your friend. I can’t do anything for Milvus, but there is another loss I may be able to help with, in a small way.’

She lifted her right arm and worked her fingers beneath the extremity of the glove on the right. A bulge moved down to the wrist. She removed something and passed it to Yuri.

He examined the item. It looked exactly like a cheap, unornamented wristwatch.

‘I already have means of telling time.’

‘It’s not just a watch. Put it on. Press the winder.’

Yuri did as instructed. He fastened the watch next to the one he was already wearing and pressed the winder.

A pattern of faint green lights lit up around the rim. They pulsed gently.

Yuri stared at them for several seconds.

‘Well?’

‘Wait. It’ll happen within a two-minute interval.’

‘What will happen?’

Litz leaned in. ‘Patience, Yuri. Guessing the doll gave you the ticker for a reason.’

About forty seconds later the pattern of lights brightened, then faded back to their usual level.

Yuri looked up for an answer.

‘It’s a locator, keyed to the signal emitted by a General Systems Servitor.’

He nodded slowly. ‘Ruby Blue mentioned localising pulse.’

‘Indeed. There was once an extensive network of radio-frequency receivers dotted around the outer hull of Halcyon, for tracking robots and maintenance runabouts. Most of those receivers have been disconnected or damaged, but there are still a few that the families don’t know about, and intact connections from the outside to Central Services.’

‘Ruby Blue also said last pulse put robot close to surface. That was also last time we saw Sputnik.’

‘The robot threw itself off the ship to save Yuri,’ Litz said. ‘I was there when it happened.’

‘Indeed. The pulse ceased, but now it’s resumed.’

‘That’s too bad,’ Litz said. ‘What falls away from Halcyon keeps on falling, for ever.’

‘That’s the odd thing. The signal’s not attenuating. Sputnik is holding station.’

‘I want to go out there again,’ Yuri said urgently. ‘Juliana saw Clemency outside. That means Clemency is key.’

‘You asked me about Clemency,’ Vedette said.

‘It is something or someone on yacht. If we could get back aboard, we would have chance.’

‘I can get you onto the yacht,’ Vedette said. ‘Both of you.’

Litz looked surprised. ‘Both of us?’

‘The DelRossos have announced a fundraising gala for this evening. It’s typically short notice, but that’s in keeping. They like the rest of us to jump to their plans.’

‘Fundraising gala in aid of … what?’ Litz asked cautiously.

‘Why, those poor, destitute families who were affected by the skytube explosion.’

‘They really are full of it,’ Litz replied.

‘I’ll arrange a car. We can travel together. They won’t like either of you being my guests, but they’ll be equally unwilling to make a scene. Once we’re on the yacht though, gentlemen, matters will be in your hands, not mine.’

Litz nodded. ‘That’s understood. I’ll arrange a little distraction once we’re aboard. All we need to do is give Yuri the space to make his investigations.’

‘Can you make plan for distraction between now and evening?’ Yuri asked.

Litz scratched under his nose. ‘I’ll come up with the goods, don’t you worry.’

‘The best of luck with whatever you decide to do,’ Ruby Red said, beginning to turn.

‘Wait,’ Yuri said. ‘I want answers, before you go. Ruby Blue may have made me, but you have always known what I am.’

‘He deserves it, doll,’ Litz said. ‘Give him that much, before you dissolve.’

She looked down, examined her hands, sighed. ‘It’s really not that complicated. Aristide Urbanek was a good man who died of natural causes. With the settlement afforded him after the negligence case concerning his wife, he was able to secure a spot in Central Hibernaculum.’

Yuri ground his teeth.

‘And afterwards?’

‘A regrettable failure in the hibernation vaults. When it became clear that there was no hope of ever reviving Aristide, that too much of his mind had been destroyed, Ruby Blue elected to put his remains to a different use – one that served the interests of the ship as a whole.’

Rage stirred within him. It writhed and gyred like the first flames of an ignition process.

‘So that is what I am – body of Aristide Urbanek, but scrubbed clean, with my memories, my personality inside him?’

‘No, Yuri.’

‘What do you mean, no?’

Some interior torment showed in the line of her jaw. For a machine, she was putting on a very convincing show of not enjoying this process one bit.

‘Yuri Gagarin died in a violent accident two centuries before this ship was ever conceived. His body was blasted to pieces when his aircraft crashed into the ground at high speed. No part of him or his mind ever travelled with us.’

‘This is lie,’ he asserted, as reflexively as if she had tapped him with a hammer.

‘I only wish it were.’

‘Whatever is truth about Aristide Urbanek,’ he insisted, looking to Litz and Vedette for support, ‘I know what I am.’

She answered with more kindness than cruelty. ‘You’re a constructed personality, Mister Gagarin; a set of behavioural templates and synthetic memories. An idea of the man, rather than the man itself.’

‘No. Impossible.’

‘More than possible, I’m afraid. Ruby Blue took these artificial patterns from Halcyon’s own memory banks and grafted them into the ruined mind of Aristide Urbanek – a man of approximately your age, physiology and facial structure.’

‘If you are lying to him …’ Vedette began.

‘I am not, Mrs Apolisi, and nor do I mean to be cruel. But he has asked for the truth and the least I can do is honour that request. He’s an instrument. Ruby Blue created him five years ago, when we sensed the outline of a developing state of crisis aboard the ship, in anticipation of our arrival around Vanderdecken’s Star.’

‘Lie,’ he stated. ‘First murder was six weeks ago.’

‘Yes. But until then you’d been a resource, an agent in place, a man prepared for the moment when he’s most needed.’

He shook his head, wavering a finger against the side of his temple. ‘No. I know what is inside mind. These are true memories of Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin. I remember Klushino, I remember Great Patriotic War. I remember my mother and father, my sister Zoya, my brothers Valentin and Boris. I remember Valentina. I remember cosmonaut school and Vostok. I remember Earth from space. I remember glorious return, time as hero of Soviet Union, hero of whole world. I remember being me.’ He slowed. ‘I remember lost friends. I remember Komarov, I remember Seryogin. I even remember day of dying.’

‘These aren’t authentic memories,’ Ruby Red said softly. ‘They’re a concoction, built from a library of personality templates in an obscure corner of Central Services.’

He snarled. ‘Why? Why would such things be on ship?’

Vedette touched his hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘But I think she’s telling the truth.’

‘I am,’ Ruby Red affirmed, with more regret than triumph. ‘Whatever the purpose of these personality templates, we can only guess. I’ve tried. The best explanation I can offer myself – and you – is that these construct personalities were intended to be loaded into robot bodies. The plan must have been for them to wander around Halcyon as walking, talking simulacra of long-dead personalities.’

‘I do not understand.’

‘The constructs would have been a novelty, an amusement. Historical personages, resurrected artificially, given licence to interact with the living passengers. Presumably the constructs were meant to put on a show of being shocked and amazed by the fact of life aboard the ship.’

‘Amusement,’ Yuri said sourly. ‘Like dog that walks on two legs.’

Vedette tightened her grasp on his hand. ‘That’s not you. Whatever the original plan was, it’s got nothing to do with what you’ve made of yourself, or what you can be in the future.’

‘I know what I am,’ he said, dead-voiced. ‘I am living joke. I talk like joke. I think like joke. I am bad impression of dead Russian hero. I am parody. I am insult to real memory of Yuri Gagarin.’ He spat on the ground. ‘I am worse than lie.’

‘You’re all of that,’ Litz said fiercely.

‘Maybe not what he needs right now,’ Vedette whispered.

‘It is. Because he’s that and more. Much more. He’s the man I cooked dinner for last night. The man I talked to about Melda and everything that went down. The closest thing I’ve felt to a friend in too many years.’ He nailed a finger at Yuri. ‘You don’t get to call yourself a lie.’

‘I also know what you are, Mister Gagarin,’ Vedette said, releasing his hand while she eyed Litz with a cool but appreciative regard. ‘A man of his word. A man I feel I could trust with anything in this world. You don’t get to call yourself a lie to me, either.’

‘Your friends like you for what you are,’ Ruby Red went on. ‘Condemn yourself, by all means, but don’t condemn their good opinions. You can finish this. Get something on the families, something that will stick, like a recorded confession. I said there’d be a few days before I go into coma: if you can communicate something to me while I’m still myself, I can get it to the world.’

‘Communicate?’

‘The number Ruby Blue gave you is a direct hotline to the neuromimetic core. You or your friends need only find a telephone, anywhere in Halcyon, and you can reach me. If the number does not connect, then you will know I have become unreachable.’

‘But how will it help?’ Yuri asked helplessly. ‘Even if I find something on yacht, families control newspapers, radio and television stations. They will not let bad news out.’

‘There is a way, admittedly rather an extreme one. But perhaps extreme times call for extreme measures. You’ll just have to trust me on this, as I trust you. My sister put her faith in you, Mister Gagarin.’

Litz nodded. ‘She gave us an honest man.’

‘Maybe the last one of all,’ Vedette said.

It was the silvery, rain-promising kind of day that deterred other visitors to the lake. They still had it to themselves when Ruby Red stepped over the raised stone surround into the unwelcoming margin of ankle-deep water. She walked into the lake’s deeper part, the water rising to her knees and then her hips. She turned around and backed further from the shore until she was submerged to the midriff.

‘I’ll see you again in time, friends,’ she said, and raised a red right arm in farewell to Litz, Yuri and Vedette.

Yuri remembered something. ‘Wait! Before you go!’

‘What is it, Mister Gagarin?’

‘Ruby Blue. Just before she dissolved.’

‘Go on.’

‘There was other robot at funeral. Montague. Urry retainer. Like silver egg on legs.’

‘The families have access to the few high-level robots still inside Halcyon.’

‘Yes, but this was different. Sputnik thought something was different about Montague. Ruby Blue also. She said robot had no neuromimetic core.’

‘If she was close, she’d have had the means to detect a core if it was present. Still, if she was already starting to malfunction, perhaps … well, maybe it’s nothing.’

‘What, Ruby Red?’

‘If you see this robot again, and you want to be certain that it has a neuromimetic core, ask it when it last ran a conditional audit. Any machine with a functioning core must be able to ask itself that question.’

‘And if it does not answer?’

‘It’ll have no choice but to answer truthfully. No robot can lie about such a thing, if it’s to be trusted to move freely within human society.’

‘I do not understand.’

‘Just ask, Mister Gagarin. And remember – when you have something, call me on the number you were given.’

A lime glow pooled around the underwater part of her. The waters stirred and bubbled. She seemed to stumble, then collect herself. The water was higher around her now. Her features softened, clothes and flesh melting into each other like red wax. She stooped as if dropping suddenly to both knees. She was losing human definition. Yuri caught a glimpse of some harder anatomical armature pushing through the wax, a sort of woman-shaped skeletal chassis, but the impression was brief. The whole of her was dissolving, the same way her sister had gone. They watched wordlessly until only a slumped red mound projected above the fizzing yellow patch, and then it too collapsed fully into the water. The glow persisted, then faded away. The grey waters returned to placidity. The ducks, temporarily perturbed, resumed their dabbling and quacking. Their minds had the capacity to register strangeness, but not to be in the least bit troubled when it had passed.

‘What was all that about?’ Litz asked.

‘I don’t know. If Montague is neither like other robots, nor like them—’ He nodded at the waters. ‘Then what is Montague?’

‘I’d sure like to know,’ Litz said.

‘This won’t answer that question,’ Vedette said, taking something from her bag, ‘But it might help solve another. It’s Noah’s dictation machine. Presuming you want to hear what’s on that tape.’

She offered the compact little dictation machine to Yuri.

‘Do you want to hear for yourself?’

‘Not really, Mister Gagarin. I need to be at that stakeholder’s meeting.’ She looked at the dictation machine with resignation, sadness and some distant, dwindling spark of fondness. ‘It’s not as if my memories of Noah need any more tarnishing.’




CHAPTER NINE

Back in Litz’s apartment kitchen Yuri pressed play. Through smoky glass the little reels started whirring. Sounds crackled from the dictation machine on his breakfast table. A rustle, a bleep, a hushed male voice.

‘Juliana? Can you hear me? It’s Doctor Treadwell.’

‘Doctor …’ came a faint, slurred reply, in the voice of a teenaged girl. ‘You’re here again. Where am I?’

‘You’re quite safe. You’re recovering in Gladeview clinic. You had a bad turn outside the ship. You remember, don’t you?’

‘Yes, I think so. Where’s Randall?’

‘Randall’s quite safe. He’s being looked after in the clinic at the other end of the ship, the one that the Urry family use.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes – quite sure. I’ve had word from my colleagues that he’s in no danger whatsoever.’

‘Lying weasel,’ Litz commented, pausing the playback. ‘He may not have known that the kid was dead, but he sure as hell knew he wasn’t being looked after. He’s even lying about his own name!’

‘He doesn’t want anything on tape that can be used against him,’ Yuri said. ‘Treadwell must be made-up name or name of another doctor at Gladeview.’

‘I could wring his neck, if he wasn’t already dead.’

‘It takes all sorts to make world. Noah did not start off as bad man. And he was blackmailer, not murderer.’

‘Which puts him right up there with the angels.’

Litz resumed the recording.

‘Thank you, Dr Treadwell.’

‘That’s quite all right, Juliana. Do you remember anything of our earlier discussions? You were talking about what you saw when you met Randall outside the ship.’

‘We went outside several times.’

‘Yes, you did. Can you recall any of these excursions? I understand Randall’s been able to say quite a bit, but of course it would help if you were able to add to his account.’

‘Well, yes … Randall talked?’

‘Yes, he has.’

‘Haven’t they tried to stop him, Doctor Treadwell?’

‘My understanding is that he’s given his story to too many people now. Your families have begun to accept that the “truth must out”, so to speak. Of course, it still puts Randall in an awkward position. It’s been suggested that he must be making the whole thing up.’

‘He isn’t.’

‘Perhaps, then, you could take some of the pressure off him, by confirming his story? That would help a lot, I think.’

‘Yes … yes, of course. Are you sure our families won’t come down on us, Doctor Treadwell? You haven’t seen them up close like we have. You don’t know about the Undertaking.’

‘The Undertaking?’ he asked mildly.

‘It’s a thing that gets whispered around. Randall says the Urrys have it too. It’s something you get to know about after you’re old enough.’

‘And how old would that be, Juliana?’

‘Eighteen. That’s when you say goodbye to a carefree life and take on responsibilities to your family. Randall’s near it, and so am I.’

‘But you haven’t yet crossed that particular Rubicon.’

‘I’m not sure I know what a Rubicon is, Doctor.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s circle back to your excursions outside the hull. Why did you start doing that?’

‘Because we wanted to be together and that was the only way to do it without being under the noses of our families. We’d seen each other at those social functions that we’re forced into attending – the ones where the DelRossos and Urrys end up staring at each other out from opposite ends of some big ballroom. There was something between us, Doctor. I knew it as soon as I saw Randall, and he felt the same way. We were destined to be together. It was written in the stars.’

‘I can see how that would have caused difficulties with your families. And with your joint knowledge of Halcyon’s systems, the locks and access shafts, it wasn’t difficult to arrange a secret rendezvous, was it?’

‘No, not difficult at all. And whatever they’re saying, I didn’t make a mistake with the suit. I’m not that stupid. We were attacked, Doctor.’

‘Why do you think that was?’

‘Because we’d seen something no one was ever meant to see. When the work gangs go outside, it’s tightly controlled. They don’t see anything out of the ordinary. But we were outside on our own schedule, and we saw the purple lights.’

‘Go on.’

‘We had to go out a couple more times before we figured out what was happening. The lights come from the anti-collision cannons.’

‘Normal defensive actions, deflecting incoming material?’

‘No, Doctor – that looks totally different. White sparks, very quick and bright and close. We saw a few of those and they’re a normal part of Halcyon’s operations. What I’m talking about were soft smudges of purple light, a long way off. They’d come and they’d go over a second or so. They’re not caused by the photon-cannon hitting some little bit of debris streaking past Halcyon.’

‘What, then?’

‘There’s something out there. I don’t know how far away it is, but it must be thousands of kilometres. They fire the cannons and when the radiation hits this thing, it splashes back to us as a purple glow. That means it has to be something big, Doctor.’

‘Big?’

‘The cannons don’t destroy it. It’s big enough to absorb the energy from the pulse and re-radiate back to us. That’s what Randall called it. Re-radiation.’

‘Yes, I believe he’s said something similar. What do you think’s out there, Juliana?’

‘A wall, Doctor.’

‘A wall?’

‘The cannons shine in all directions. And we’ve seen those purple blotches coming from every part of the sky. That means there’s something out there that surrounds us totally.’

He asked helpfully, ‘Like a net? There must be gaps in it, Juliana, or we wouldn’t be able to see the stars.’

‘I suppose that’s right, Doctor. There must be gaps.’

‘You would think so.’

‘Because the alternative …’ She paused. ‘There’s something else, too. They made one of the anti-collision batteries fire at us this time. We were lucky: they got Randall square-on, but they only damaged my suit. I guess the damage to his suit couldn’t have been as bad as it looked, or he never would have … he did make it back inside, didn’t he?’

‘I assure you he did. What prompted such violence, though? Surely your families could have just locked you down and made sure there were no further trysts? You’d only seen a few curious blotches, after all.’

‘We saw something else, Doctor – the time before last. That’s why we had to die. They let our tryst go ahead because it provided the perfect cover for murdering us. Or trying to, at least.’

‘And what was it you saw?’

‘Clemency. Both of us saw it. Only I knew what it was, though. Randall had never seen it before, but I recognised it immediately, and I knew it shouldn’t be there.’

‘What is Clemency, Juliana?’

She began to answer. The tape squelched. There was a crackle and a hiss.

‘Juliana? I think you can hear me. It’s Doctor Treadwell again. You’re doing very well.’

‘Did you get a message to Randall?’

‘Yes, and he was very pleased to hear from you. He asked that his best wishes be communicated back to you, and says he’s looking forward to the two of you being together again. Now, Juliana – do you remember what you were telling me, about the wall around us? Let’s go over that again.’

Litz paused the recording.

‘He erased whatever it was she said.’

Yuri nodded. ‘Yes. He must have heard her answer, but he did not want it kept on tape.’

‘He was keeping it back,’ Litz mused. ‘That’s the gold, the stuff he could use against the DelRossos – it’s already dynamite – but the toad wanted something in reserve, something in his back pocket in case he got into a jam.’

They listened to the rest of the tape. There were six different segments to it, six instances in which Apolosi communicated with a lucid but drowsy Juliana DelRosso. The questions he fed her were always similar, but he built on them a little from one session to the next. His questions were leading and suggestive, teasing responses from the semi-alert patient. He scrupulously avoided any acknowledgement of his real name and he always erased anything directly pertaining to Clemency.

Yuri used Litz’s phone to check in on Vedette. The phone went straight to the answering machine. He left a message.

Litz came back from the pharmacy where they had dropped off the film reel before the funeral. He slapped the envelope of developed prints on the table before Yuri turned to pour lukewarm coffee.

‘Go ahead, champ. You sweated for ’em.’

‘What if they tell us nothing?’

‘Then we’re no worse off than we were before.’

Yuri moved his hands to the envelope then stopped. ‘I feel as if Milvus should be here.’

‘Assume he’s here in spirit.’ Litz brought over the coffee cups and sat down facing Yuri. ‘Get on with it. There’s only so much anticipation I can take.’

Yuri opened the envelope and examined the prints. The reel had produced twenty, all but two of which turned out to be snaps taken as he drifted back to Halcyon, in the semi-consciousness of his dwindling air supply. The other two were the shots he had taken of the damaged walkway, where one or more of Halcyon’s photon-cannons seemed to have been turned against the ship itself. The fast film made the monochromatic shots grainy, but they were still useful.

‘Well?’ Litz pushed. ‘Anything jogging?’

‘Something, Lemmy.’

‘If you’re going to mention that damned helmet one more time …’

Yuri stopped. He looked up at Litz, feeling as if the curtains had been flung open on a dark room.

‘Yes! The scratches! Exact angular reference!’

‘And just when I thought you were about to make sense.’

‘It is sense, Lemmy. Listen to me carefully. I am starting to remember what happened. It was very fortunate that zap-gun shot me!’

‘It was?’

‘Yes.’ Yuri nodded eagerly. ‘It was great stroke of luck. Without damage to visor, I would not have noticed anomaly in stars!’

With trembling hands he leafed through the eighteen starscapes, identifying about a dozen prints that were not too faint or blurred to be usable. He must have tried to cover as much of the sky as he could, but that had obviously been easier said than done from his free-falling position.

As he compared the prints, identifying certain common patterns of stars, he supposed that he had not done too badly.

Litz swigged his coffee. ‘So?’

‘Do you see these two bright stars, Lemmy, set closely together? They are very distinct. When I first noticed them, they had angular separation of perhaps one point five degrees. That was almost the same as scratches on visor! Coincidence, but useful coincidence.’

‘Go on.’

‘After some while, I noticed angular separation had changed. It was tiny amount, perhaps zero point one degree change, but very definite. Very definite, Lemmy! Now stars fitted between scratches on visor. Before they had lined up, now they were between!’

‘And this glorious fact tells us …?’

Yuri had already opened Milvus’s notebook and slipped paper markers between the pages that referred eyewitness accounts of the stars. Some of these were photographs, some accurate-looking maps, some little more than baby-like scrawls.

‘It tells us, Lemmy, that …’ But Yuri paused.

‘What?’

‘That Milvus was wrong,’ he said, crestfallen. ‘Or not right.’

‘You’re making less sense that when you were asphyxiated.’

‘Milvus observations say that stars do not change. That is why Milvus wondered if ship had stopped.’ Yuri tapped the photographs. ‘Yet pattern of stars showed angular change even in short time I was away from ship!’

‘Milvus wanted those snaps.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then he must have been working on an alternate theory – something he needed your photographs to confirm or blow apart. He never spoke of it?’

‘No. Not to me. Perhaps he worried it was too much … hot potato.’

Litz had a dreamy look. ‘I’d sure like to ring the neck of an Urry or a DelRosso, see what they make of all this.’

The telephone went. Litz took the call. It was Vedette, informing them that she had met with the Gladeview stakeholders and was now back at her house, preparing for the evening gala. She told them when her car would be outside Litz’s apartment and made them promise not to be a minute late. She asked how Yuri was doing and Litz looked over to him and told her he was holding up, and thanked her for the concern.

‘Well?’ Litz asked, as Litz put down the receiver.

‘Well what?’

‘I think she likes you.’

‘She was just being kind.’ Yuri shrugged awkwardly. ‘I think she is kind lady. She has also just been widowed.’

‘That marriage cooled a long time ago. If there were any lingering embers, he put them out by stiffing her on Sleepy Hollow.’

‘I cannot think about Vedette, Lemmy,’ Yuri insisted firmly. ‘Not when I do not even know what kind of man I am.’ He sought to change the subject. ‘Have you given consideration to tonight? I will need to find way into lower levels of yacht. I do not know how that will be possible, in middle of gala. They will not want guests wandering around outside of function area.’

‘I made a call,’ Litz said breezily. ‘It’s in hand. But you’re not off the hook about Vedette.’

It was showering when her car arrived. Vedette was already seated with her back to the driver’s partition. Yuri and Litz squeezed in opposite her. Yuri pulled the door closed. They both took off their hats and nursed them in their laps.

‘Good evening, gentlemen,’ Vedette said. ‘So glad you could join me tonight.’ She tapped on the partition glass and the car moved off. ‘I won’t have a driver of my own for very much longer, the way the money’s draining away. I decided I might as well enjoy the indulgence while it lasts.’

Yuri’s mind was racing ahead to the yacht. ‘I have question.’

‘By all means.’

‘You are wife of man who was blackmailing DelRossos. What is to stop them refusing you entry to gala?’

‘Nothing at all, Mister Gagarin. But they won’t, I’m confident of that. They have to give the appearance of decency, even if it’s a paper-thin facade. That’s why both families had to be seen to attend Noah’s funeral. In the society pages, their absence would have been a far greater scandal than embroilment in some small-time blackmail scheme.’

‘Small-time?’ Litz asked, dabbing a handkerchief under his nose where a raindrop had formed a gluey stalactite.

‘Noah’s cardinal mistake. He started small and tried to go big.’ She leaned into the gap between them and opened an illuminated drinks compartment. ‘Here, gentlemen. At least take the edge off your concerns. Bourbon?’

‘Just small amount.’

‘Very well.’ She opened a bottle and poured it into a thimble-sized glass. ‘Mister Litz?

‘Eh. Large amount.’

‘Quite right.’ She located a generously-proportioned tumbler. ‘You most certainly wouldn’t want to stand out by virtue of sobriety.’

‘In fairness, that’s rarely been an issue.’

She poured a drink for herself, and they clinked glasses. ‘To success. To second chances, Mister Litz. To better futures, Mister Gagarin. To forgiveness, where it’s deserved. And most especially, to answers.’

‘To answers,’ they chorused.

Yuri passed Vedette the dictation machine. ‘We listened to recording. It doesn’t paint Noah in particularly good light, but you expected that.’

‘Given what’s come to light, I can’t say I’m terribly surprised.’

‘Tape is wound to end of Noah’s last entry with Juliana, but there is still plenty of space on reel. Enough to record confession, if we can make them speak. Do you think they will?’

‘Only if the DelRossos feel supremely confident of their position – enough to give them loose tongues.’ She took the tape out of the machine and swapped a different one into the reel. Then she took the old tape and pressed it down into her shoe like a support. ‘The one in the machine is one of Noah’s blanks. They can do what they like to it. I’ll keep the real tape in my shoe until we’re on the yacht.’

‘I like your style, Mrs A.’

‘Thank you, Mister Litz. They might run the dictation machine through a magnetic scrambler, but they won’t run me through it. If I hobble like I’m already two sheets to the wind, no one’s going to blink an eye.’

‘Could I ask a favour? And call me Lemmy. Mister Litz is for tribunals and divorce lawyers.’

‘Whatever you need.’

He scooped something out of his coat pocket. ‘Could you look after this for me until later? Say it’s for darning your stockings.’

He had given her a ball of very fine string. She examined it carefully, then dropped it into her handbag. ‘Is that part of something I’m better off not knowing about, you naughty boys?’

Litz beamed. It was as if he had taken off a mask that made him look twenty years older. ‘It might be.’

‘Do you have anything else on you I should know about?’

‘No,’ Yuri answered boldly. ‘We have nothing. No automatics, no incendiary devices, no knock-out grenades.’

‘But you’ve got a plan to create a distraction, Lemmy?’

‘Oh, I’ve got a plan. And when Lemmy Litz says he’s got a plan …’

They took the expressway across Endless River, reached the margins of Belt City and drove north into Prowshore. It was a good part of town and close to the canal that linked Midlake to the DelRosso estate via Endless River. The night deepened, Halcyon’s extremities dropping into lacy constellations of distant lights. The rains had finished, stars spangling on the skytube. Traffic thickened as they approached the marina district. Limos and taxis jockeyed in from all sides. The gala night had made the front pages, drawing out police, press, celebrity-spotters and other assorted vermin. The sidewalks were crowded, pedestrians and onlookers already spilling into the roads. Some had brought umbrellas and raincoats. Spotlights scissored the sky.

They passed through a first layer of security into the marina proper, where the crowds thinned out. Pillbox-hatted valets directed cars and limos to clean, freshly painted parking spots. Yuri peered out, looking for Amity. He failed. There were too many smaller yachts and pleasure craft moored up close to the marina.

Vedette had her driver drop them off rather than park. She wanted him away from any possible trouble later on. They exited the limo and walked as a trio, Yuri and Litz flanking Vedette. They strolled down a long, red-carpeted gangway with gold ropes on either side, stretched like a drooling tongue between sugar-coated aisles of yachts and smaller pleasure craft. Perky, high-heeled girls offered drinks and nibbles. Official photographers snapped pictures for the glossies. Fire-eaters and jugglers did predictable things.

‘For fundraiser, they are spending lot of money already,’ Yuri commented.

‘The point isn’t really to raise funds,’ Vedette replied.

‘It is not?’

‘Goodness, no. With their money they could feed and clothe those families for a million years without it putting a dent in DelRosso funds. This is purely to burnish the public image. They’ll consider it a roaring success even if they make a loss.’

‘I think loss will be least of problems.’

The gangway terminated at a small embarkation platform, manned by two private security goons. Vedette flourished her invitation and explained that the men were her guests and that no further questions needed to be asked. Quibbling with this was above the goons’ paygrade. Vedette, Litz and Yuri walked one at a time through an arched metal detector. It buzzed as Yuri went through and the goons made him go back. It was his watch with the built-in tracker, which he had to remove and pass through separately. The goons found the child-like timepiece highly amusing.

Yuri had snapped it back onto his wrist before the green lights flared up again.

Sputnik was still out there, somewhere.

Yuri and Litz received a superficial, almost cordial frisking, and were then allowed onto the tender waiting at the platform. They took their seats under a fringed awning lit up with coloured bulbs. The pilot engaged an electric motor and the tender heaved away from the platform. They moved out from the cover of the smaller yachts. Only then did Amity emerge properly into view, moored in deeper waters about two hundred metres out from the marina.

The rain had lulled. The yacht floated above its own perfect reflection, aglow with strings of fairy lights. Upbeat light jazz scudded across the waters.

The tender conveyed them to another platform moored next to the yacht, with a staircase all the way up to the first open deck. There were no further security arrangements until they got to the top of the stairs. Here was a covered booth where two goons did another frisking and inspecting of invitations.

Yuri was not at all surprised when he was singled out for extra attention.

‘Good evening, Mister Gagarin,’ the upright robot said courteously. ‘What an unexpected surprise.’

‘I have forgotten your name.’

‘Septimus, sir. Although I do forgive you for not remembering. Our interaction, after all, was on the brief side. May I ask, how was the water?’

‘Wet.’

‘As one imagines water would be. Would you lift your arms, sir? This won’t take a moment.’

Its many-bladed limbs worked rapidly: not so much a frisking as a rehearsal for a filleting. Yuri stayed quite still. He had nothing to hide except the watch.

‘You had a robotic companion the last time we met,’ Septimus continued. ‘A General Systems Servitor, if I’m not mistaken.’

‘You are not mistaken.’

‘I trust all is well with the unit?’

‘Why would all not be well?’

‘Merely a question, sir.’ Septimus paused, blades whisking up and down Yuri’s sleeve. ‘That’s an interesting timepiece, sir. I detect an unusual density of componentry for such an unprepossessing object.’ The blade teased the strap. ‘Might I examine it more closely? I don’t detect explosives, but one can never be too careful.’

Yuri sneezed. The action jerked his wrist against the nearest blade. It cut him like quality paper: a line like a vapour trail, painless until it wasn’t, and bloodless only for about three seconds. It welled suddenly and prodigiously.

‘Idiot robot.’

Septimus flinched away. ‘You should not have moved, sir.’

‘I had sneeze.’ Yuri made an angry show of extracting a handkerchief and padding the wound, which was in fact quite shallow and already numbing. ‘I always get sneeze on boat. Sea air.’

‘We’re on an artificial lake, sir, on a large luxury yacht, inside a very large spacecraft.’

‘I still get sneeze.’

Vedette barged past, calling out through the booth and onto the deck. ‘Dorian, come here, will you, dear? Your damned robot’s just sliced open one of my guests. I’ve a good mind to turn right around and go home. Let’s see what those photographers make of that.’

Dorian DelRosso had been just outside the booth, greeting the guests as they finally emerged onto the yacht. He peeked his huge frame into the booth, stooping under the entrance, his wide, lion-handsome face pinned between concern and the easy-going assurance that there was nothing in the world that could not be smoothed over with charm and timing. He held a goblet in one hand, a cigarette-holder in the other.

‘Vedette, such a pleasure. Of course, I’d hoped you’d be able to attend our little soiree, but it was nothing I was counting on. Now what has the blundering Septimus done this time?’

‘Show him, Mister Gagarin.’

Yuri sucked at the wound. ‘It is nothing. Already forgotten, please.’

‘Mister Gagarin,’ Dorian said, tight-jawed. ‘I must confess it’s something of a surprise to encounter you again, but of course you’re more than welcome as a guest of Mrs Apolisi. More than welcome. May I apologise for any harm done by Septimus? It means well, but you know how it is with robots.’

‘I know how it is.’

‘And the other gentleman is …’ He was looking at Litz. ‘Weren’t the both of you at the funeral?’

‘They’re dear friends of mine, Dorian, which is why they were at the service.’ She looked at him sharply. ‘That blackout was an awful thing, wasn’t it?’

‘Awful,’ Dorian agreed enthusiastically. ‘And to happen when it did – I hope it didn’t spoil the occasion?’

‘How can you spoil a funeral, Dorian?’ Vedette asked curiously. ‘Make it happier? Make it less happy?’

He laughed awkwardly, gesturing with the goblet and the cigarette-holder. ‘Please, come aboard. We’re delighted you could make it. How’s that flesh-wound, Mister Gagarin? You want someone to take a look at it?’

Yuri waved aside his concern. ‘Please, is all in past.’

Dorian snapped his fingers and a girl teetered over with a tray of champagne glasses. He offered them around. ‘Of course. And if there’s anything else we can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask. Later, if you don’t mind, I’m going to be rude and ask exactly how you two gentlemen came to be Mrs Apolisi’s guests – but I’ll leave that line of questioning for now.’

‘You can ask now, Dorian,’ Vedette said, raising her voice to compete with the live music coming down from an elevated stage projecting out over the deck. ‘They’ve been very helpful to me concerning Noah’s accident – if that’s what we’re calling it.’

‘He will be dearly missed,’ Dorian said tightly. ‘Now, I mustn’t monopolise you all evening. I’m sure there are many other people you’ll want to talk to. Half of Halcyon’s already aboard.’

‘Really?’ Vedette looked around innocently. ‘There doesn’t look to be anywhere near enough room.’

‘I mean the tiny half that matters.’ He lifted his own glass. ‘I’ll catch up with you later, folks. Enjoy the entertainment – and please, there’s no expectation on any of you to dip into your pockets. You’re my guests, and I’ve always believed in the credo of to each according to their means.’

Vedette dipped into her handbag, opened a purse and took out a five hundred shipbuck bill. She folded it neatly and inserted it into Dorian’s buttonhole. ‘You’re much too kind, but we could hardly enjoy your hospitality and not make a modest donation, could we?’ She looked at him shrewdly. ‘Or did you get the impression I might not be able to pay my way?’

‘Thank you,’ he said, extracting the note and pinching it between his fingers. ‘You’ve always been generous, Vedette – to a fault.’

‘Make the most of it while it lasts,’ Vedette said.

Dorian smiled stiffly and bid them temporary farewell. He vanished into the thickening press of guests. Up on the elevated platform, the band were tuning up between numbers.

Litz asked Vedette if she had the item he had asked her to look after. She took out the ball of string and slipped it into his hand in one easy movement. Litz pocketed the string. He finished his first drink and scooped another glass from a passing girl.

Consuela DelRosso emerged from the throng. She had her hair piled high, something expensive around her neck. It was a long neck and it supported her head at a haughty angle. Party lights flashed in her eyes and flattered her imperious jawline. ‘Mrs Apolisi. My husband said to seek you out. My most sincere condolences: I didn’t get a chance to express myself properly at the service.’

‘I’m sure you had only the finest things to say about Noah, Consuela.’

‘He’ll be a very great loss to our community. Of course, some will say he over-reached himself, but that’s not for me to comment on.’

‘Although you just did.’

‘Incidentally, may I be the first to congratulate you on your selfless decision to forego committal in the Central Hibernaculum?’ She mimed applause. ‘Truly, such devotion to public service should be celebrated. The funds saved can be redirected into the running of the clinic, can’t they?’

‘Well, that’s very kind of you, Consuela. Perhaps you’re not aware that Noah made those changes to our plans without informing me?’

‘He did?’ Her eyes widened in a crude simulation of surprise. ‘Really, that’s quite shocking. You’ll make alternative arrangements, though, won’t you? It would be a crushing indignity for you to live out your days inside Halcyon, while Noah gets a chance at resurrection and a happy new life around Vanderdecken’s Star.’

‘At least I can count on your sympathy. It’ll be a great comfort to me in the days ahead.’

‘Dear Vedette.’ Consuela reached out and squeezed her wrist. ‘Such devotion.’

‘Thank you, Consuela. Your sincerity means the world to me.’

Litz touched a hand to his belly. ‘Oops.’

‘Oops what?’ asked Vedette.

‘I know it’s early in the evening, and maybe I’ve already over-indulged, but things are getting lively down there.’

Consuela paled. ‘Are you feeling quite all right, Mister … Schitz, isn’t it?’

‘Litz. My friends call me Lemmy, but I’m glad to see my reputation proceeds me.’ He massaged his belly. ‘You got a restroom anywhere on this dinghy? I can throw up over the side if you like, but I think we’re looking at both ends here.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Consuela said with a sudden dawning horror. ‘Yes, there is a restroom.’ She turned around and snapped her fingers at a waiter. ‘Boy. Yes, here, immediately: Take this gentleman to the aft restroom. Now, before he disgraces himself.’

Litz made a dry-heaving sound. ‘Hey, no need to spare my feelings, Mrs D. But you’re right – train’s a-coming.’

‘Move,’ she snarled at the boy.

Litz and the waiter vanished in the general direction of the back of the yacht. Consuela watched them depart, then turned back to Yuri and Vedette with a withering look lodged in her eyes.

‘You really ought to keep better company, Vedette. A woman of your standing needs to think about appearances – now more than ever.’

‘My husband knew all about appearances, Consuela. Look where it got him.’

Consuela left them, vanishing beneath a string of lights back into the covered part of the yacht. The band finished their present number and Consuela reappeared on the elevated level, leaning out over the party deck with her hands on the railings. Her presence was enough to still the conversation and turn hundreds of faces in her direction.

‘Dear friends,’ she said, her voice sailing out effortlessly over the heads of the assembled guests. ‘On behalf of the entire DelRosso family, thank you all for joining us here tonight. This is a special occasion, albeit a regrettable one. Were it not for the skytube catastrophe we all witnessed for ourselves, and the awful fatalities that ensued, we would not have need for this fundraising gala. Now that we’re here, though, let us make the very best of the opportunity fate has thrown us, to make some small difference to the bereaved families whose hearts are now so close to our own.’

‘Perhaps I will join Lemmy,’ Yuri whispered, as Consuela carried on. ‘I feel sudden urge to vomit.’

‘Hold it in. We don’t want to be thrown off this thing just yet.’

The speech continued along predictable lines, before gradually getting to the business at hand: the need for the assembled folk to dip into their pockets and shower money on the unfortunates. Various incentives were offered, beginning with a selection of excellent vintage wines from the DelRosso collection.

Litz returned. He bore a sheen of sweat across him as if he had been doing press-ups, but other than that he looked to have made a surprising recovery.

Yuri mouthed: ‘What?’

‘I’m fine,’ Litz whispered. ‘Sometimes a reputation has its advantages.’

It started quietly. Up on the elevated stage, Consuela broke off as a pillbox-hatted boy ran up to her. He stood taut as a bowstring and whispered into her ear. There was an exchange. Consuela’s face played a minor sympathy of emotions: irritation to rage to pressure-cooker composure.

She leaned out, her voice louder.

‘Ladies and gentlemen … dear friends … there’s absolutely no cause for alarm, but we’re going to ask everyone to remain on the party deck for now. There’s a small fire in one of the storerooms at the back of Amity. It’s nothing to be concerned about, and we should have it extinguished very shortly. We will,’ she said, correcting herself. ‘Band, play on!’ When this instruction was not immediately acted upon, she snarled, ‘Play on, damn you – it’s just a small fire.’

Yuri smiled at Litz. There was no danger of being overheard now.

‘A fire? Very nice, Lemmy. That will create confusion.’

‘It’s not just the storeroom.’ Litz dipped his hands into both pockets of his jacket, which now that Yuri noticed, seemed to be weighted down more than when he had left. ‘I got pieces for the three of us. Take ’em.’

‘Pieces?’

‘Best I could arrange at short notice.’ He slipped an automatic into Yuri’s hand. Yuri’s instinct was to hide it immediately, dipping it back into his own pocket.

‘I have not used firearm since military training.’

‘Then it’ll be just like old times. You too, Vedette. Could get messy here, and soon. I want my friends prepared. Safeties are on. Twelve a pop.’

Vedette took the automatic and hid it in her handbag before there was a chance of anyone noticing.

‘I’m guessing the string had something to do with this – and your sudden illness?’

‘I needed access to a room with an outside window. I lowered the string to the water, where I knew Froggy would be waiting, mostly beneath the surface. Froggy tied a heavier line to the string. I hauled that up to the open window, then signalled down to Froggy. Froggy fixed a watertight bag onto the line, and I hauled that up.’ Litz scuffed his still-glistening brow. ‘That bag was heavy, I don’t mind saying.’

‘Who is Froggy?’

‘I met him,’ Yuri interjected. ‘Man at door, when we drove car into sub-levels.’

‘We worked together in marine homicide,’ Litz explained. ‘Froggy was a police frogman, hence the nickname. Or was, until he got caught taking back-handers. Luckily, he had the smarts to hold onto enough of his equipment to go freelance.’

Vedette nodded. ‘And I suppose that bag contained a bit more than three handguns?’

‘Let’s just say that Froggy is a very resourceful guy. I set three fires. They only know about the first …’ Litz paused as an alarm sounded. ‘Scratch that. I guess they just discovered another one.’

‘You have set fire to yacht,’ Yuri stated, not quite believing his own words.

‘You wanted a distraction.’

‘Yes. I was thinking more … argument. Brawl. Bar-fight.’

Litz settled a reassuring hand on Yuri’s shoulder. ‘I don’t like to repeat myself. They’re only little fires and I didn’t set ’em anywhere they’d spread too quickly.’

‘You’re confident the crew can get them under control, with no loss of life?’ Vedette asked.

‘Oh, sure. They’re really nothing. I threw in some smoke bombs and a couple of stun-grenades, just for giggles. Looks far worse than it is.’

Consuela was shouting again. ‘Dear friends, I’m very sorry to inform you that a second fire has started, one level below the party deck. Regrettably, although we will soon have both fires extinguished, it is necessary to temporarily adjourn our party. The tenders are on their way back, and there are more than enough life-rafts and inflatable buoys for everyone aboard. There is absolutely no need to panic …’

The surest way to guarantee panic, in Yuri’s experience, was to mention the word. Whatever state of heightened but orderly expectation had held until that statement, it crumbled into a general melee of shouting, cries and people abandoning drinks and running in all directions. They suddenly wanted to get off the yacht, by any means. There was a scramble for the stairs leading to the floating platform. So many people were trying to get into the security booth that it collapsed into splinters and shreds of canvas. The boldest – if not bravest – were already leaping over the edge. Within seconds the deck was treacherous with broken glass and spilled drinks. People went headlong, becoming obstacles in their own right. Septimus was caught up in the rush and sent toppling. On the stage above, the bandmembers were caught between saving their own skins and weighing the value of their instruments. Music stands went flying. Paper sheets fluttered down like enormous cherry blossoms. Consuela was still shouting herself hoarse, but there was not a chance of her words reaching anyone now. She jammed on a furious face and withdrew from the platform, along with the last of the fleeing musicians.

On the party deck, and along the open gangways either side of the enclosed section of the yacht, crewmembers rushed around with hoses and water cans.

Something exploded below. Smoke billowed from the lower levels. Orange flames licked over the side of the deck.

‘Just little fires,’ Yuri repeated.

‘Wait here,’ Litz said, with a faint anxious strain in his voice.

Litz stumbled through the confusion of bodies. He tripped on puddled drink and went skidding with his arms flailing. He bowled over two party-goers but by some miracle of momentum and obstinacy remained upright. He disappeared back in the direction of the restroom, close to where he had started the first fire. Smoke was filling the gangways now, and seeping from the enclosed areas. The air smelt of conflagration.

Yuri felt he had to do something. Not everyone here was necessarily a monster of power and prestige. He went to two of the fallen, a young man and a much older woman, and helped them to their feet. They had cuts and gashes from the broken glass and seemed grateful for his assistance. He went to an emergency ladder and removed the pin, allowing it to slide down to the water. He found a pair of lifebuoys, put them on the pair and helped them to the ladder. Down in the water, one of the tenders was already waiting to receive evacuees.

He looked around to see who else he could help. Vedette was already on the far side of the deck, coordinating the orderly filling of one of the lifeboats. She was like a director at a play, disconnected from the action. She was the calmest person anywhere to be seen.

Litz came back, staggering under the lopsided weight of a huge black bag. He reached Yuri, wheezing, and flung the bag to the deck.

‘I hid it in a stall in the restroom. Couldn’t risk getting it until now.’

In addition to various grenades and smoke bombs, the bag contained three full-face masks of the kind worn by firefighters. Litz took out two, then stopped Vedette’s hand as she reached in for the third.

‘What?’

‘I brought three as an insurance, Mrs A, in case things didn’t go quite to plan.’

She looked to the flames and smoke. ‘This is the plan?’

‘I’m just saying there’s still time to get off the yacht with the other folk. Take the piece but leave me and Yuri to deal with whatever’s below.’

‘That’s what we all came for, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ Yuri said with heavy emphasis. ‘Lemmy is right, though. You have given us means of getting aboard, but you do not need to come with us now. It might not be so easy to come back once we have gone into lower levels.’

‘I’m no fool,’ she said levelly. ‘I know exactly what we’re getting ourselves into here, and how dangerous it might be.’ She nodded emphatically, her grey eyes scouring all doubt from his mind. ‘I’m ready for whatever happens.’

‘Good,’ Litz said, as if they had just settled where to have lunch. ‘Let’s get going before this thing sinks. I may have been a tad enthusiastic with the incendiary devices.’ He looked sheepish. ‘It’s my first time setting fire to a large yacht.’

Litz collected the bag from the deck and headed off towards the stern.




CHAPTER TEN

About a third of the party-goers had already left the deck, either taking the ladders and stairwell, or jumping directly into the water, but there were still more than enough remaining to provide cover. Litz, Vedette and Yuri were going against the flow of evacuees emerging from within the yacht or coming down from its upper decks, but in the chaos, noise and smoke, no one seemed to care. The smoke thickened, Litz nearly disappearing into it. He stooped and put on his mask. Yuri and Vedette followed suit now that they were not so conspicuous. They pushed on into the smoke, following a partially enclosed passage that ran along the length of the yacht, with cabin lights only dimly visible in the ceiling.

They passed an elevator – maybe the same one Yuri had been taken down in before being thrown off Amity. They were not going to chance that now. An unmarked stairwell was next to it, smoke feeding up from the next level down.

Litz took out his automatic and went down first, batting smoke aside as he descended.

The stairwell had an intermediate landing halfway down to the next level, where one of Litz’s smoke bombs had ended up, still pulsing fumes. Once they pushed past the landing, the smoke thinned out. They carried on down to the next level. The evacuation alarm was sounding throughout the yacht, but the shouts and footfalls from the party deck were now muffled. Litz glanced into a carpeted, wood-panelled corridor then pushed on with the descent. Two young men in cook’s outfits came rushing up from below, hot-faced and sweating.

‘Hey,’ the nearest of the men called out. ‘There’s a fire. You shouldn’t be—’

Litz jabbed the automatic into his face. ‘Keep going, pal. Beat the rush, you might just make a lifeboat.’

The cook pancaked himself against the wall. ‘Yes, sir.’

The second cook was in no mood to offer a contrary suggestion. Both men squeezed past and were gone within a second, footsteps fading on the floor treads as they climbed back to the party deck.

They kept descending. They passed another corridor, then another intermediate landing. After that, they were down into the yacht’s bowels, where the stairwell and corridors were metal-floored and metal-walled. The smokeless air had a cold humidity to it. The throb of pumps reached Yuri’s bones.

They took off their masks, pushing them back over their scalps.

Litz stopped abruptly at the next main landing. They had come down as far as the stairwell permitted. Glancing back at his companions, he peered around the lip of the open doorway.

‘Clear.’

Yuri and Vedette followed Litz to a bulkhead door with a tiny porthole in it. Yuri peered through the thickened glass. A murky yellow light came through, hinting at a larger, illuminated space beyond the door, but he could make out nothing except a faint impression of movement.

Litz tried the wheel that served as the door’s handle and unlocking mechanism. It was tight.

‘All right, time to get serious.’ He laid down the bag and removed four fist-sized explosive devices. They had magnetic limpet pads and clockwork timing mechanisms. They made a loud hollow clang as they went onto the door, surely audible to anyone who might be on the other side. Litz turned to Yuri and Vedette.

‘Go back to the stairwell and use it for cover. Take the bag. I’ll be right on your heels.’

‘I have question.’

‘Sure.’

‘What if there is water on other side of door?’

‘Then death by fire will be a whole thing you don’t have to worry about.’

‘Let’s go,’ Vedette said.

They rushed back to the stairwell, set the bag out of harm’s way and peered back around the lip. Litz set the timers and came jogging back, his mask bouncing on his head. He squeezed into the stairwell and pulled the other two back from the lip.

‘How long did you set fuse for?’

‘Twenty seconds.’ Litz jammed his fingers into his ears. ‘Impossible to get ’em all synchronised, but when one goes, the others—’

The explosion was the loudest sound Yuri had ever heard – certainly the loudest he had ever survived. His head rang. His pupils rattled like crockery. Litz was shouting something, but for a moment all Yuri heard was an endless avalanche.

They staggered out into the corridor. Heavy fumes filled it. They tugged their masks back on and advanced. Litz was the first to the door, or what remained of it. It had been blasted inwards, wrenched off its hinges, the locking mechanism a mangled mess. Yuri hauled the bag, the automatic in his other hand. They stepped through into the space beyond. The ringing abated slightly: his hearing had been court-martialled, sentenced and punished, but not quite executed.

They emerged into a floodlit, industrially outfitted chamber twenty metres long, ten wide, and at least as many high. It must have taken up a significant proportion of the yacht’s lower hull. Pipes gristled the rust-coloured walls of sheer metal. Extraction fans whirred beneath a vaulted ceiling spanned by gantry cranes and access catwalks. Floating in a rectangle of water in the middle of the room – surrounded by grilled decking on all four sides – was a submarine. They could see only the upper half of the vehicle, with its finned flanks, streamlined control tower bristling with antennae, a semicircular sweep of aircraft-like windows at its base, and a flukelike tail with some kind of drum-shaped turbine propulsion system at the rear.

No lettering or nameplate identified the elegant, silver-blue craft. None was needed. Yuri was certain beyond words that he was looking at Clemency.

Through the cockpit-style windows, a pair of figures were seated at adjacent control positions, working levers and instruments in readiness for departure. They were in evening wear, not overalls.

DelRossos, Yuri thought. Dorian and Dorcas, if he was not mistaken.

‘I’m sorry, sirs,’ a voice stated deferentially. ‘This area is closed to unauthorised visitors.’

A piece of glinting machinery detached from the clutter of the wall, rolling toward them on its wheeled base. It was Septimus, now upright. It must have come down to the submarine pen in one of the elevators.

Yuri removed his mask, dropping the bag and using his gun hand to pull back the sleeve on his left arm. ‘Septimus: we are on same side. You were examining watch.’

‘I was sir, when you made a careless and unnecessary movement.’

‘You are robot, Septimus. Friend of mine is also robot. You saw him at quayside, when I came aboard Amity for first time.’ Septimus was still advancing, so Yuri kicked the bag in front of him like an improvised tank-trap. ‘Robot is lost outside ship, Septimus. I am trying to help robot, using locator in watch.’

‘I find that difficult to accept, sir. It is not in the common scheme of things for humans to assist robots. We are here only to serve.’

‘You are wrong, Septimus. Please stop coming closer – you are very sharp.’

Septimus slowed, even if it did not quite stop altogether. ‘What is your stated intention, sir?’

‘I need to get outside ship. I will take submarine.’

‘I need hardly labour the fact that a submarine is not, in fact, a space vehicle, sir. There is rather an obvious hint in the name.’

Yuri waggled the automatic at the pit. The turbine at the rear of Clemency was spinning at several revolutions a second now, beginning to churn up the oily dark waters in which the craft rested.

‘This one is also spaceship, Septimus. Juliana saw it outside. You remember Juliana, Septimus?’

‘Assuredly, sir, and it is a great loss if I may say so. Young Miss DelRosso was always most kind to me. They generally are at that age, until something changes in them. I’m afraid I have seen it happen many times.’

‘Did Juliana know about Clemency, Septimus?’

‘As a submarine, sir? Assuredly. She would have enjoyed many private excursions aboard Clemency. But strictly in its capacity as a submersible.’

‘Then that is what surprised her. Septimus, listen.’ Yuri’s tone became pleading. ‘Family have been lying to us all. To Juliana, to you, to whole of Halcyon. They are doing something outside ship, something wrong. Whoever is inside Clemency knows whole story.’

‘Be that as it may, sir, I am under orders to ensure the safe and orderly departure of the submarine.’ Septimus had veered around the bag and was now only a few metres away from Yuri and his friends. ‘Please go back the way you have come, sir.’

‘Juliana was murdered, Septimus – on orders of DelRosso family! I must discover truth – and save General Systems Servitor!’

‘I suppose there must be a great deal of value in a General Systems Servitor.’

‘That is not reason! Sputnik saved my life. Now I will save life of Sputnik.’ Yuri tapped the watch again. ‘Time is of essence, Septimus. Help me to help other robot!’

Septimus slowed. It seemed to hesitate, gathering its arms closer to its body.

‘You seem sincere in this desire, sir.’

‘I am! Let me get aboard submarine. I will … negotiate with whoever is aboard.’ Yuri flashed the flesh-wound where Septimus had cut him. ‘I know you did not mean to hurt me! You cannot help being very sharp!’

‘Miss DelRosso would take me out to the hedgerows surrounding the lake, sir, in the family estate. She would bring a picnic and I would cut amusing and lifelike forms into the hedges. If she asked me to make a rabbit, I would make a rabbit. I found the entire process extremely therapeutic, almost as if it were the very purpose I was made for.’

‘Then let us both honour memory of Juliana DelRosso, by doing right thing.’

Septimus stopped. ‘I would hate to think of anyone doing harm to Miss DelRosso, sir … most especially one of our own.’

Litz shot Septimus.

He emptied the entire twelve rounds of the automatic into the robot. Septimus toppled back, bullet holes smoking and sparking in its base. Its arms twitched, blades scratching against the metal floor. Quite a few of the arms had come off completely, twitching and flailing where they had landed. Litz delved into the bag and slipped another magazine into the automatic. He strode up to the fallen robot and fired another twelve rounds into it.

Septimus gave a final twitch and became an expensive and mostly useless item of abstract sculpture.

Litz replaced the magazine and pulled his mask down.

‘Taking way too long,’ he said.

He collected the bag and walked to the side of the pen, where an extension of the walkway had been retracted from the side of the submarine. Litz pushed it back out again. He scooped something from the bag, walked onto the upper flank of the submarine, then used a series of recessed handholds to scramble up the side of the control tower, aft of the cockpit windows. For a heavy man he moved with surprising agility. He knelt down above the boarding hatch and tossed his item into the interior.

Even above the noise of the turbine, Yuri heard a single muted thud. A light pulsed through the cockpit windows. White fumes billowed out of the open hatch. The two seated figures made sudden gagging motions, then disappeared into fog.

‘You can’t kill them, Lemmy.’

Litz looked back from his perch. He pulled the mask up to speak loudly. ‘It’s just a knock-out gas. What do you think Lemmy Litz is, some kind of maniac?’

He fixed the mask back on and signalled for Yuri and Vedette to follow him. They came quickly. Litz was already lowering himself into the submarine by an internal ladder as they climbed up the handholds. They made sure their masks were tight and climbed up and in as Litz vanished into a caldera of white smoke. Yuri went down after him, then motioned for Vedette to pull the hatch tight and secure it by means of the locking wheel.

The smoke was starting to thin as they emerged from the bottom of the ladder into the control room. Yuri made a quick inspection of the room’s three occupants, seeing Dorian DelRosso and his sister Dorcas in the two control seats, slumped like drunkards with their hands hanging limply at their sides. At a third seat, set back at ninety degrees so that it faced a wall, was an unconscious Consuela. They were still wearing their party clothes.

Litz removed his mask. He took an experimental sniff, coughed once, then nodded. ‘This stuff clears fast, but they’ll be out cold for a few minutes yet.’

Yuri undid his own mask. ‘Should we put them back outside, while they are unconscious?’

‘Sure, if you think you can haul three bodies back up that ladder. All right, maybe there’s another way out of this thing, but you want answers, don’t you?’

Yuri nodded sombrely. ‘I do.’

‘Then figure out how to get us underway, while Vedette and I tie up the bodies?’

‘Underway?’

Litz shrugged a look at the wide arc of the control panel, its instruments glowing and lights flashing. ‘You can fly this thing, right?’

‘It is submarine, Lemmy, not spacecraft. Or not yet spacecraft. Perhaps it will become spacecraft, but for now it is submarine. This is not small detail.’

‘I’m sure you can make the necessary adjustments. Mrs A, give me a hand with these dopes. There’s heavy-duty tape in the bag, plenty of it.’

‘You can do this, Yuri,’ Vedette said encouragingly. They wrestled Dorian from his seat and dumped him like a bag of wet cement against the angle of the floor and the rear bulkhead. Yuri took up the vacated seat and extended his hands to the bafflingly unfamiliar controls. Screens, dials, knobs and levers, a serious-looking telephone with a red handset, and a sea of switches.

A moment later, Dorcas joined her brother on the floor. Vedette found the tape and a box-cutter and restrained the two siblings, stretching an additional piece of tape across their mouths.

‘Consuela can stay where she is,’ Litz said. ‘Gag her for now.’

They bound her to the seat and made sure her arms and hands were secured out of harm’s way.

Something crashed against the hull from above.

Litz leaned in over Yuri. ‘Well, skipper, how’s it looking? Not to rush you or anything, but we might want to think about possibly making our departure.’

Yuri sketched his hands across the numerous levers and joysticks he was confronted with.

‘I do not want to make fatal error, Lemmy. I think this is primary ballast control …’

He moved a lever and the submarine lurched abruptly. The angle of the floor tilted sharply down at the nose and the water surged to the level of the windows, and then over them.

‘Attaboy.’ Litz gave him a pat as if he had successfully completed all necessary elements of advanced submarine piloting. ‘Now, get us out and clear before the whole burning hulk traps us at the bottom of Midlake. I’m going to sweep this thing just in case there’s anyone else aboard.’

Litz opened a bulkhead door and jabbed the automatic into the void before following it like a dog after a bone. Vedette eased into the seat next to Yuri. where his hands hovered trembling.

‘What are you waiting for?’

His throat tightened. It was more than just the residual traces of knock-out gas. ‘I am frightened of mistake.’

‘Lemmy Litz has confidence in you, therefore I do too. This can’t be that different to a spacecraft, can it?’

Yuri willed himself to increase the rate of descent. He found a switch for external floodlights. The lights grazed against the lower part of Amity’s open-bottomed hull as Clemency descended into the clear but shallow waters immediately beneath. An orange glow seeped down from above.

‘I think whole yacht is ablaze now.’

‘Very likely, but those people had plenty of time to get to safety. Now we need to think about ourselves.’

Yuri retarded Clemency’s descent. He moved his hand to a large red lever that he judged to be main propulsion. He eased it forward a notch, and the submarine responded like a colt. Across the console, dials surged impressively.

‘Easy, tiger,’ Litz called out, before re-emerging into the control room.

‘She is sensitive machine, Lemmy.’ Yuri rubbed his knuckles. ‘I will need few minutes to get hang of piloting. It has been very long while. Actually, it has been more than long while. I have never really been pilot.’

‘Maybe not, but you remember being one. That puts you ahead of me and Mrs A. Keep deep, and get us as far away from the trouble as you can.’

‘Was there anyone else aboard?’ Vedette asked.

Litz scraped a hand across his jaw. ‘Nope, just these three lucky customers. Who’d have guessed they didn’t want any staff along for the ride?’

‘Increasing to second notch,’ Yuri reported, advancing the lever. ‘Batteries at full capacity. Nautical speed indicator reads … twenty metres per second. If I am remembering correct orientation of yacht, we are heading into open waters of Midlake, in general direction of stern of Halcyon.’

‘That’ll do us,’ Litz said.

‘Vedette, see if you can make screens come on. I think they must be part of navigation and sensor systems.’

There were two main screens on her side of the console, each circular, each fretted with a grid of white lines. They glowed green when Vedette flicked the adjacent switches, but nothing appeared on them.

‘There’s something here,’ she said, indicating a master switch. ‘Neutral, Mode A, Mode B. It’s in neutral at the moment.’

‘Neutral must be for power-conservation, so batteries not drained unnecessarily. Try Mode A.’

‘Aye, captain.’

The screens lit up with a pattern of blotchy contacts, fading slowly until they pulsed back into brightness. Yuri stared at them for as long as he dared take his eyes off the speed and depth gauges.

Litz leaned in, smelling of rubber and sweat. ‘Well? What have we got?’

‘I think “Mode A” is for sonar range-finder. Top screen is contacts in horizontal plane, lower screen is vertical contacts, above and below submarine.’ Yuri sketched a finger across the lower screen. ‘This is strong echo from seabed, and above is weaker contacts from surface-reflection layer and other floating craft around marina.’

‘The surface contacts are going away to our rear. You were right about heading into open water.’ Litz gave Yuri an encouraging shoulder-squeeze. ‘All right: now get us as close to that seabed as you can, and keep hugging it as we move into deeper water.’

Vedette turned to Litz. ‘You think they’ll be trying to find us?’

Litz smiled. ‘Tell her, Yuri. It’s been your goose-chase so far.’

‘Perhaps you overheard my conversation with Septimus. Clemency must be spaceship, as well as submersible. I think there is means of reaching space. Like airlock, but for submarine. Call it waterlock. There is no other explanation. Of course it might not be in Midlake …’

‘But Midlake’s got the deepest waters anywhere in Halcyon,’ Litz said. ‘You want to toss bodies somewhere, Midlake’s your place. Not that I know anyone who’s ever done that.’

‘Of course you wouldn’t,’ Vedette said.

‘Exactly, Mrs A.’

A muffled sound came from the back of the control room. Yuri snatched a glance back.

It was Dorian DelRosso, coming around in his restraints.

‘Oh, hello,’ Litz said.

He moved to the fidgeting form, put a finger to his lips and ripped off the gag with a certain mean enthusiasm.

Dorian snatched a breath. His chest heaved against the restraints. ‘You’re in far worse trouble than you imagine, all of you. I suggest you turn around and head for the marina before you make things worse.’

‘Nice little toy you’ve got here, Dorian.’

‘There’s no law against it.’

‘Your daughter saw Clemency outside Halcyon, didn’t she? Along with a bunch of other things she wasn’t meant to see. She knew it was wrong, all part of some big lie you’ve been perpetrating. In a few months, she’d be ushered into the secret. You couldn’t take the chance of her blabbing, though. She had to be silenced, so when the first attempt failed, you sent someone up to Gladeview.’

Rage sculpted a leonine mask of his face. ‘What are you implying, former Detective Litz?’

‘I’m saying you had Juliana bumped off. Your own flesh and blood. I’m saying you’re a cold, murderous bastard who’d do anything to protect the family lie. Still, you’re not alone. Those Urrys know a thing or two about cold-blooded ruthlessness, don’t they? You’re exactly the same as them.’

‘You’re babbling. It must be the drink.’ He lifted his eyes in the direction of Yuri. ‘And you don’t know what you’re doing.’

Yuri glanced between Dorian and the console. ‘I don’t?’

‘You’re a little man inside something he doesn’t understand. It’s only luck that you haven’t already done something stupid and terminal.’

‘Then I will keep riding luck.’

‘This is a complex precision machine that only functions within well-established safety parameters. You are already taking us too deep. Don’t you see that pressure gauge to your right, the one with the needle already edging into red?’ Dorian flashed a nervous little grin. ‘That’s what we call “crush-depth”, Mister Gagarin. You’re already into the danger margin.’

‘I do not think so.’

‘There’ll be no warning when the hull collapses. It’ll be quick, but I can’t guarantee it’ll be instantaneous.’

Yuri smiled with exaggerated bravado. ‘Then we will see who screams loudest.’

Something twitched at the corner of Litz’s eye. ‘How deep are we now?’

Yuri checked the gauge. ‘Eighty-five metres, with ten metres beneath us to lake floor.’

‘All right. And is there even the slightest chance …?’

‘I will stake life that crush-depth indication is false. This is just deterrent, in case submarine is hi-jacked, exactly as present.’

Dorian smirked. ‘He’s happy to stake his life on it, Litz. Isn’t that reassuring?’

‘Shut up, Dorian. I’m buying it as well.’

‘Then you’re a fool.’

‘Yeah.’ Litz scratched the tip of his nose. ‘So much of a fool that I burned down that nice big yacht of yours.’

Dorian blinked in an exaggerated fashion. ‘You’re admitting it?’

‘Freely. This isn’t exactly a court of law, is it?’ He fixed on a wistful look. ‘Oh, it was pretty, those orange flames dancing on the water. The cinders in the air. The toxic fumes. You didn’t get to see any part of that, though, did you? You were already in your little bolthole.’

‘You’ve just made a powerful enemy, Litz.’

‘In which case, get to the back of the damned line. How’s the depth, Yuri?’

‘One hundred metres and levelling out. I think we are at lake bottom now, but we are nowhere near middle.’

‘Stay on this heading. Mrs A: eyes glued to those scopes. There’s at least three hundred years’ worth of garbage down here and we don’t want to get tangled in any of it.’

‘You’re part of this, Mrs Apolisi?’ Dorian asked sourly. ‘I was prepared to give you the benefit of the doubt, you know – unwilling accomplice and all that.’

‘Don’t bother, Dorian. I know exactly what I’m doing – just as you did when you had Noah run off that road.’

Something hardened in his voice. ‘Shall I tell you something, Mrs Apolisi? Even when your husband was blackmailing us, I had respect for him. He was an intelligent, cultured man, and he knew how to comport himself. He respected tradition. He could move in the right circles without disgracing himself. But for an accident of birth, he might almost have been one of us. You, though? There was never a chance of it.’ He gathered himself before reaching into his soul for the worst possible insult he could muster. ‘You married above your class.’

She smiled sweetly and venomously. ‘For a man who, only a minute or two ago, was deeply concerned about crush-depth, Dorian, you seem to have a lot on your mind.’

He snarled.

A buzzing sound emitted from the console. Various lights flashed red. Yuri felt resistance from the controls, as if an invisible hand was fighting him.

‘What is it?’ Litz asked.

‘I don’t know.’ He continued his struggle, but he was wrestling with something much stronger than himself. ‘Submarine is trying to steer onto different heading. Automatic guidance has come on. But I do not know how to disable!’

‘That switch,’ Vedette said, leaning across the console to indicate a control. It was next to a pair of lights, one flashing red. ‘It says “Accept Guidance” or “Deny Guidance”. It’s set to “Accept” at the moment, and the light only started flashing when you lost control.’

Yuri moved his own hand to the switch, flicking up the bright red safety cover.

‘What happens, Dorian?’

‘Have a guess. Do you think we’d be so stupid as to not have a means of calling back our own submarine?’

‘Then if I disable it, control is mine again?’

Dorian made a scoffing sound. ‘Do what the hell you like.’

Vedette stretched over and put her hand over his. ‘I’d leave it just as it is, Yuri. We’ve turned about twenty degrees from the old heading, but that’s nowhere enough to return us to the marina.’

‘Then what?’

‘I’ve a feeling Dorian knows.’

Yuri eased his hands back from the console. ‘We are increasing speed. Submarine knows what to do. I think it must be on automatic guidance for waterlock.’

Dorian looked cross.

‘You know how it is with the rich,’ Litz said. ‘Never lift a finger if you can have someone else lift it for you – or a machine. They must have done this trip so many times they had it automated.’

‘You’re making a fatal error.’

Litz laughed. ‘You would say that, wouldn’t you?’

‘If you think this is dangerous, Dorian,’ Vedette said, ‘then help us. Tell us what’s really out there. Tell us what you’ve been so keen to cover up all this time. Maybe we won’t even need to take a look outside. That’s in your best interest, isn’t it?’

There was a noise from Consuela, still tied to the seat where they had found her.

‘Sounds like your wife has something to contribute,’ Litz said cheerily. ‘Shall we see what it is?’

He took the tape off her mouth.

‘Welcome back, Consuela. I hear the party really lit up the marina.’

‘Turn us around,’ she said, with an icy control. ‘The instant you take this vessel outside Halcyon, you’ll die. You have one chance not to do this. The automatic guidance will become irrevocable once you near the lock.’

‘She’s right,’ Dorian said. ‘There is no safeing window in force. The anti-collision systems will detect Clemency and consider it a threat.’

‘We’re making progress,’ Litz declared cheerily. ‘Now we’re admitting that this thing really does work outside. Dear Juliana really wasn’t delusional, was she?’

‘Say one more word about my daughter,’ Consuela said, ‘and I’ll rip your optic nerves out through your eye sockets.’

In her bored drawl she made the threat sound like some legalistic penalty clause.

‘Something coming up ahead,’ Vedette announced.

The horizontal sonar screen picked it up at a range of just over one kilometre: a fat plug rising from an expanse of level seabed, about ten metres high and forty across. The submarine was heading directly for it.

‘This is your last chance to turn around,’ Dorian said. ‘Your last chance not to die.’

‘Give us something,’ Litz said. ‘Toss us a bone. A crumb. You know you’ve got it in you. What’s the Undertaking?’

‘The what?’

Litz mimed silent applause. ‘Oh, good try. It’s too late to bluff your way out of it now, though. We know it’s something considered very important by both you and the Urrys.’

Dorian lifted his head. ‘Before you left the force in disgrace, Litz, you must have made a pledge of service? To do the right thing by your department, your community? That’s all it is. A solemn pledge to uphold our civic duties to Halcyon, come what may.’

‘And if those duties include intimidation, arson, sabotage and serial murder, well, nobody’s perfect?’

‘It’s a complicated world, Litz. Fortunately, you’ve been spared the onus of responsibility.’

Yuri turned around sharply. ‘Have we stopped?’

He watched their reactions astutely, and saw what he needed. A little fear-filled twitch in Dorian, a snap of righteous fury in Consuela. They could deny it until the stars guttered out, but it would make no difference, and they knew it.

‘Is he right?’ Vedette asked. ‘Has Halcyon ended up stopped en-route? Is that what you’ve been covering up? That we’re marooned without fuel, with no hope of ever reaching Vanderdecken’s Star?’

‘You think we’re stopped?’ Consuela asked, with some nasty delight. ‘Is that really it? You think we’re … stopped?’

‘Milvus believed it,’ Yuri said. ‘He thought we had been stopped longer than official extent of voyage. Perhaps many hundreds of years.’

‘Absurd.’

‘Not if Halcyon is older than official records state. Not if this is not really Journey Year 355, but … some other year.’

He waited for a contradiction, but neither Dorian nor Consuela mustered one.

‘What about the people in Sleepy Hollow, the ones expecting to be revived around Vanderdecken’s Star?’ asked Vedette. ‘People like Noah?’

‘They won’t be revived.’ Yuri shook his head. ‘I am sorry, Vedette. I do not think there is any hope for men like Noah. It has all been … lie.’

‘Some people come out of Sleepy Hollow.’

‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Jacks, of course, and ones who were not badly injured or ill when they went into hibernaculum at earlier point in voyage. The rest are …’

‘Dead meat,’ Litz finished for him. ‘Cold, dead, meat. I’m sorry, Mrs A. There’s just one consolation: when Noah cancelled that policy in your name, he wasn’t cheating you out of anything worth a damn in the first place.’

‘Noah didn’t know that, though,’ she answered.

Litz replied softly, ‘No, he most likely didn’t.’

They were coming up on the plug-shaped structure, Yuri allowing the automatic guidance to function without interference. They saw it clearly through the windows now, stabbed by floodlights. It was smooth-sided and symmetrical, with a perfectly flat upper surface. Clemency slowed to little more than walking pace, until it was hovering directly over the plug.

‘This really is your last chance,’ Dorian said.

They ignored him. Indicators flashed on the console and the submarine descended vertically, lowering itself into the now-open interior of the plug. Seamless metal walls slid by, only a couple of metres from the nose. They fell beneath the floor of Midlake and continued doing down. The hull groaned and creaked.

‘This is going to be fun,’ Litz said.

‘Water column cannot extend all the way to outer skin,’ Yuri said. ‘Pressure would be unnecessarily high at base.’

‘I like a man with confidence,’ Vedette said.

‘I am thinking like engineer. There is no need to descend whole way in water …’

Clemency jarred against something. The descent stopped. Litz moved to the window and looked out and down.

‘There’s a floor beneath us.’ He smiled at Yuri. ‘Next time you have an idea, Yuri, remind me not to look so sceptical.’

He met the smile. ‘You didn’t look sceptical at all, Lemmy – just terrified.’

‘He’s right to be,’ Consuela said drolly. ‘You signed all our death warrants when you allowed Clemency to enter the pipe. Now we’re on a one-way ride to destruction.’

‘But with you for company, dear Connie, it’ll all be worth it,’ Litz said.

A rumble reached them through water and the thickness of the hull. Litz looked up into darkness, squinting hard. ‘Something’s sealing us off, I think.’

Yuri nodded. ‘That will be upper door of waterlock. We are now in watertight chamber. They will pump out water next, either in one or two stage process – exchange water for high-pressure air, then air for vacuum – or direct exchange to vacuum. It will not be speedy process. I am not sure which is—’

The water vanished.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was an explosive decompression, the hull clanging as it made the instantaneous transition from many atmospheres of negative pressure to one of positive. The change would have burst any conventional spacecraft to ribbons, but Clemency had been built robustly, and had doubtless tolerated this structural insult many times before.

‘There are slats in the floor,’ Litz said, peering down again. ‘They didn’t pump that water out – they just let it drain away into space.’ He shook his head, mystified. ‘That water’s gone for good.’

‘It’s just water, you hopeless little man,’ Consuela answered. ‘Have you any idea how many millions of times we’d need to come and go from Midlake before that tiny loss made the slightest difference?’ Her look moved from scorn to pity. ‘I see that you don’t.’

‘I hope you never end up dying alone in a cellar, lady, because then you’d have a whole different appreciation of water.’

‘Picturesque but, given the probable outcome of the next thirty minutes, rather unlikely.’

Clemency gave a small jolt and Yuri felt something lighten in his belly. They were descending again now, but faster, as if in an express elevator. He imagined the submarine lowering on a disc of metal, sliding cleanly and smoothly down a pipe that must have been nearly a kilometre tall. He had been right: it made much more sense to swap out the water at just a few atmospheres of pressure, rather than all the way at the bottom of the pipe.

Dorcas opened her eyes. She struggled against the taped binding and made agitated muffling sounds.

‘Part of me says keep her muzzled,’ Litz said. ‘When you’ve heard two stuck records, who needs a third?’

‘She deserves the right to speak,’ Vedette replied. ‘All of them do. And they need to know that we’re not going to sink to their depths: we won’t be hurting anybody just to get at the truth. That’s not who we are.’ She pushed emphasis into her voice. ‘Is it, gentlemen?’

‘If they play nice, we can play nice,’ Litz said.

Vedette removed Dorcas’s gag. ‘Welcome back. You can save your breath with the threats and bluffs: we’ve already been through that with your sister-in-law and your brother.’

Dorcas thought on her answer for a second or two. ‘Where are we?’

‘In the pipe, on our way out,’ Consuela said.

‘How long until we’re outside?’ Yuri asked.

‘About a minute.’ Consuela arched her neck to address Dorcas. ‘The little runt of a man we had thrown off Amity is Yuri Gagarin, a small-time private investigator. He’s under the unfortunate delusion that he has the skills to pilot Clemency once we reach open space.’

‘It doesn’t matter whether he’s a good pilot or a terrible pilot,’ Dorian said. ‘The defences haven’t been safed. Nobody was supposed to be going out today.’

‘Then safe them!’ Dorcas snarled. ‘Safe them now, before we emerge.’

Consuela shook her head. ‘There’s no way to do that from Clemency, as well you know.’

Yuri looked at Dorian. ‘Is that true? We cannot turn off anti-collision measures from in here?’

‘You heard Consuela,’ Dorian said, with a strained resignation.

‘No,’ Dorcas spat. ‘There is a way. Consuela just doesn’t want them to know about it. Tell them, Consuela! Give them the instructions, before we reach the bottom of the pipe!’

‘You’re mistaken, dear. There aren’t any such instructions. Don’t you think I’d say if there were?’

‘No, you wouldn’t. You think the Undertaking matters more than your own life.’ Dorcas’s eyes brimmed with rage. ‘That’s fine for you, you old shrew, but I still want to live.’

‘I’ll forgive you that, Dorcas,’ Consuela said.

‘She’s lying, Dorian. She might be happy to die, but you don’t need to. We can live and still uphold the Undertaking. Just give them the instructions!’

Consuela maintained her monumental composure. ‘There are none.’

‘Dorcas is right,’ Dorian said hastily. ‘We mustn’t allow ourselves to die here and now. We need to find out what these people know, how they know what they know, and what to do to stop that knowledge propagating. We can’t do that if we’re dead! Our commitment to the Undertaking requires our survival!’

Litz leaned in close to Consuela. ‘Who knows – you or him, or both?’

Consuela shook her head pityingly. ‘Don’t meddle in family matters, Litz, there’s a good boy.’

‘If she won’t tell them, you can, Dorian,’ Dorcas said.

Consuela barked, ‘Hold your tongue, Dorian. I married a man with a spine, not a whimpering invertebrate.’

Dorian raised his voice. ‘Mister Gagarin. Open the green switch cover to your right and move the control to the blue setting until the adjacent amber light begins flashing. Then move the switch to the black setting. That will activate the automatic safeing transponder.’

Yuri did so instantly. There was no point worrying about the possibility of subterfuge; he simply had to trust that the command was the correct one. He believed that it was; he had seen the fear in Dorcas and Dorian’s eyes and it looked authentic.

The weight on his belly, which had been increasing as the submarine moved further from Halcyon’s axis, jerked sharply as they came to an abrupt halt. The floodlights no longer touched the descending walls: now they fingered off into darkness, meeting nothing. The circular floor must have emerged slightly beyond Halcyon’s hull, connected to it by vertical guides that were too narrow or dark to be discerned. The stillness lasted only a couple of moments. Something jarred beneath them and Clemency fell through the floor, weightless.

Yuri and Vedette grabbed at the console. Litz was adrift, pawing the air like a paddling polar bear. He reached a handhold in the wall and stabilised himself.

‘Nice of you to warn us that was coming up!’ he shouted to the DelRossos.

Consuela was still bound to her seat, but Dorian and Dorcas had become slow-tumbling human parcels. Yuri and Vedette spooled seat-belts out from under their chairs, providing themselves a degree of security. Litz anchored himself with one hand and used the other to grab Dorcas, hauling her in before she knocked her head. He jammed her between two compartments, hooked his foot against a rail and used both free hands to open a storage hopper that had been at head-height before. The hopper was easily large enough for a bound body, and a stowage net ensured Dorcas would not go drifting again once she was in the hopper. He left it hinged open, and repeated the procedure with Dorian and the hopper on the opposite side of the compartment.

Sweating profusely, he once again stabilised himself against drifting and turned to the console.

‘Want to take a guess at what just happened?’

‘I think floor must have opened like camera iris. We fell through, into open space. We will be falling away from Halcyon on straight vector at former speed of rotation: two hundred metres per second, fast as jet interceptor.’

‘Which means we’ve already put a few kilometres between us and the ship, at least. Can you get us back under control?’

‘He’s trying,’ Vedette said.

‘Select “Mode B” on all indicated switches,’ Dorcas said from her hopper. ‘That will bring up space navigation and manoeuvring systems. Sonar will become radar, and the marine thrusters will become steering jets. Main propulsion becomes nuclear-thermal rocket.’

Yuri swept the console, flicking the relevant controls with an efficiency that surprised him. ‘What else?’

‘You need to be able to see outside. There’s a control for cabin illumination by your right hand.’

Yuri turned off the interior lights, leaving only the instruments and scopes aglow. All at once a scattering of stars showed through the windows, with a black void cutting them off in one half of the view.

‘I can see Halcyon and background starfield. Very helpful, Dorcas.’

‘She’s shown her true worth,’ Consuela said.

‘I’m surprised you feel that strongly about it,’ Litz replied. ‘You had to marry into the family, Connie – you’re not even a pure-born DelRosso. They practically had to drag you out of the gutter.’

‘Perhaps it takes an outsider to appreciate the true value of things,’ Consuela replied loftily.

‘You always believed yourself better than us,’ Dorcas sniffed.

‘But until now it was no more than a hypothesis.’

Yuri’s eyes had adjusted to the new light levels. The star patterns were initially unfamiliar, but he only needed a few reference points to begin to bring the vehicle under control. Once he had the submarine stabilised, he recognised certain alignments that he had seen in the photographs and Milvus’s notebook, including the distinct pair of stars that had lined up with the scratches on his visor.

‘Please prepare for thrust. I am about to attempt use of steering and main propulsion controls. There may be … slight over-correction.’

Litz cupped a hand to his mouth like a man about to lose his dinner. ‘You mean you haven’t got a clue how this thing’s going to handle until you try. Well, we still have confidence in you. Don’t we, Mrs A?’

‘He’s all we have, Lemmy – it’s not like we can go back and find another pilot.’

‘Please brace. I am applying power in three … two … one …’

Clemency jerked like a bone being thrown around by a dog. The main propulsion was a continuous heavy snore from aft, the steering jets going off like abbreviated barks. Alarms sounded, gauges whirled and lights flashed. Through the windows, as the submarine-spacecraft tumbled, Clemency’s floodlights occasionally snagged the vast receding wall of Halcyon, already tens of kilometres distant. The reflected surface was faint and fading, a dark cliff-side brushed by the feeblest of lighthouse beams.

Yuri concentrated on the handful of stars he had selected as orientation markers. The tumbling persisted. Yet something was pushing itself through his fingers, asserting confidence and authority. He had operated many different aircraft, and his training scenarios had included all manner of spacecraft simulations leading up to his cherished Vostok. None of these exactly foreshadowed Clemency, but those lessons had not been valueless. There was a commonality to all types of flying machine, a core characteristic demanding the same intrinsic approach to input and response. It was returning to him, threading through veins and nerves like a fine fire. Clemency was submitting to his will, the tumbling easing. He neutralised the motion in first one axis then a second, then all three. He remembered his instructors, the hard-won lessons of intellect and muscle memory. Those cold-eyed men nodded at him across the centuries, satisfied with their pupil’s progress.

False memories or real, they were serving him honestly.

The alarms quelled. The lights flashed less insistently. The whirring dials quietened down. The stars and the relative position of Halcyon were fixed, no longer tumbling.

Litz laughed. ‘My god, the boy still has it. I should never have doubted him.’

Yuri looked around, stricken with delight. ‘You doubted me, Lemmy?’

‘Every damned second. I didn’t think it would it help to let you know it.’

Yuri grinned. ‘I will never trust word you say.’

He had Clemency straightened up now, still heading away from Halcyon. The main engine supplied an illusion of gravity: it was only about a third of a gee, but he hoped it was enough to make his passengers comfortable again, especially those who had likely never experienced weightlessness before.

‘Whatever you’re hoping to achieve with this,’ Consuela said from her seat, ‘your only sensible option is to return to Halcyon immediately. Approach the disc again, using the steering thrusters to maintain station. The floor will close-up beneath you and the automatic process will reverse itself, taking us back into Midlake.’

Litz ignored her. ‘We still got a fix on Sputnik?’

Yuri had taken his eye off the watch since they had fled the yacht. He observed it until the lights lit up again. ‘Localising signal is still present. I think direction is approximately opposite present heading. I will turn us around and navigate around Halcyon. It may still be blocking large fraction of signal.’

Vedette bent her face to the screens. ‘I can see Halcyon pretty clearly – it’s the only large thing out here – so I should be able to guide you around it. There’s something else showing up on both screens, but it’s spread out all around us.’

Yuri glanced over. He saw the main mass of Halcyon on both displays, but a milky glow shone beyond it in all directions.

‘Do you have idea of distance?’

‘Provided I’m reading these indications properly, it’s about eight thousand kilometres away, a little further off in one half of the sky than the other. I’ve tried adjusting the settings to make it go away, but nothing makes any difference. Do you want to double check?’

‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘I trust you.’

‘Sputnik’s got to be stuck to that shell,’ Litz said. ‘Can we get there, Yuri?’

‘Yes, easily. Even without main propulsion, we would drift there in about eleven hours. With engine, much faster. I am commencing turn now.’

‘You’ll run out of fuel and die before you make it back to Halcyon,’ Consuela said.

‘Main and reserve fuel tanks show nearly full levels. Batteries and fuel cells report nearly full charge. Oxygen reservoirs and carbon dioxide scrubbers in green on all gauges.’ Yuri shot her an apologetic glance. ‘It was nice try, Mrs DelRosso, but I am not complete fool. You have made this spacecraft to do useful work outside Halcyon, and reaching shell must be part of it.’

‘You’re a fool if you go any further.’

Yuri began the turn, watching the radar scopes and gyro-compass dials as they registered the course change. Since Clemency had only been underway for a short while, it did not take long to neutralise their velocity and begin reversing it, with a slight deflection to ensure they missed Halcyon on the return.

‘We will accelerate to mid-point, then reverse for second half of journey. We should arrive at shell in about one hour.’

‘Do we have enough fuel to get back?’ Litz asked.

‘Yes. We can be as slow as we like coming back provided we leave some in reserve for final docking. A delta-vee of one kilometre per second will be more than sufficient. Provided life-support functions hold out, we will survive.’

‘You know, Yuri, it’s almost like you’ve done this before.’

‘About this shell,’ Vedette said.

Yuri looked at her. ‘Yes?’

‘I just thought it might be nice to have an idea of what it is before we get there.’

He nodded emphatically. ‘I think that would be excellent idea.’

‘Do we have a clue, then?’

‘Perhaps,’ Yuri said.

Litz added, ‘That’s a no from me, for the sake of any doubt.’

‘Yuri – what do you think is out there, besides something solid enough to bounce our radar back at us?’

‘I think it is sphere of false stars, surrounding ship. Perhaps all we have been seeing, with our eyes and in photographs, are just little lights on inner surface of shell.’

‘No,’ Vedette said. ‘I started this hare running, but now I don’t like it. It doesn’t work.’

Litz sounded hopeful. ‘It doesn’t?’

‘Of course it doesn’t, Lemmy. You couldn’t fool people that easily. The stars are supposed to be light-years away, not just a few thousand kilometres. Someone would notice, wouldn’t they? The ship certainly would.’ Her voice quietened. ‘The ship would notice, wouldn’t it?’

‘Ship is nearly blind,’ Yuri answered. ‘It has very few sensors looking out. It assumes it is on correct heading, but it has no way of knowing for sure.’

‘Whether we’re moving or stopped, Vanderdecken’s Star ought to be exactly ahead of us.’

‘Yes – if we are really on course – but no one can see Vanderdecken’s Star due to blocking effect of ram-shield. Not even ship itself. Even if Vanderdecken’s Star is represented on shell, illusion would break as soon as someone left Halcyon and moved few tens of kilometres beyond limit of shield. They would see that star shifts angle too much with increasing distance from hull.’

Vedette frowned hard. ‘You’re saying these stars are only there to fool whoever’s working outside, staying close to the ship, doing repairs on the hull?’

‘Yes. That is most likely explanation. When I drifted away from ship, I saw definite change in angular separation of bright stars. I could not have gone more than few hundred kilometres, but that was already more than anyone was meant to.’

‘I don’t like it either, Mrs A,’ Litz said. ‘But it’s starting to make sense. Those poor dopes they send outside, they’ve got a job to do and a short time to do it. As long as they see stars, they’re not going to question things.’

Vedette was silent for a second. ‘But why fake the stars in the first place? Stopped or moving, there’d still be stars. Why create an illusion when the real thing’s already there?’

‘That’s a whole other question, Mrs A.’

‘Then here’s a second one. That shell must be big, and it has to be made of something. So, who built it, and out of what?’

‘Wherever we are,’ Litz said, ‘there’s one thing definitely present. What they teach every kid in kindergarten: Halcyon itself is eleven trillion tonnes of raw material. That’s a lot, Mrs A. They’d only need to skim off a little bit …’

‘Would that be enough?’

Yuri pressed a finger to his forehead. ‘Let me see. Surface area of sphere is diameter squared, times about twelve, to first approximation. Eight thousand becomes sixty-four million … becomes … about eight hundred million square kilometres.’ He smiled, remembering how his examiners had praised his ability to do mental calculations under pressure. ‘Do we agree?’

Litz shrugged at Vedette. ‘Oh, unanimously.’

‘Then suppose material is light, to begin with. One tonne per square kilometre, like very thin aluminium. That would not be more than one billion tonnes in total.’

‘Practically nothing,’ Litz said.

‘Still huge mass of matter, but hardly anything compared to total mass of ship.’

Litz looked to Dorian’s wife. ‘You want to chip in on this one, Connie? It must be painful just sitting there, suffering through our ignorance.’

She gave him a look to melt tungsten.

‘You have no idea, Litz.’

‘Then put at least one poor brute out of his misery. I bet you’re bursting to tell us. That way you get to show off a little more DelRosso ingenuity.’ He folded his arms. ‘Oh, I forgot – you’re not really one of them after all.’

‘Don’t say a word,’ Dorian commanded.

Litz smirked. ‘Always nice to see marital harmony in action.’

‘Nothing that happens in this vessel will ever get back to Halcyon, you do realise that?’ Consuela surveyed them all with an equal disdain. ‘Dorcas bought a short stay of execution by disabling the anti-collision photon-cannons, but that’s all that it is. This unscheduled excursion won’t have gone unnoticed.’

‘What does she mean by that?’ Litz quizzed Dorian.

It was Dorcas who answered. ‘She means the Urrys will have been alerted to tonight’s events, and the fact that Clemency has used the Midlake lock. They won’t need all the facts to know something’s wrong.’

Yuri looked at her. ‘Can safeing window be turned off?’

‘We’re not in a safeing window, you moron.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘The only thing stopping the photon-cannons firing on us is the transponder. Fortunately, the Urrys have no means of overriding such a safety measure – just as we have no means of overriding theirs.’

Yuri went a little colder. ‘Theirs? They have submarine also?’

‘Clemency is a convenience given our ease of access to Midlake,’ Dorcas said. ‘It enables us to come and go with great comfort and ease and, of course, secrecy. The Urrys have secrecy, but they must resort to somewhat clumsier means in order to access space. They have a small fleet of single-crewed vehicles: maintenance runabouts of the kind Halcyon was equipped with prior to departure. The runabouts are kept docked on the outer skin, stored in silos well away from the usual worksites. Even under emergency conditions, they would need about thirty minutes to reach the runabouts and get them underway.’

‘Could runabouts track us and catch up with us?’

‘Oh, yes, very easily. I imagine they’ll be launching about now, if they haven’t already set off.’




CHAPTER TWELVE

‘I’m not seeing anything on the radar scopes,’ Vedette said. ‘Maybe she’s bluffing.’

‘I might be bluffing, yes,’ Dorcas said. ‘Or the silos might be on the other side of Halcyon, and the runabouts need to move out of Halcyon’s radar shadow before they show up on your scopes.’

‘They will try to kill us?’ Yuri asked.

‘Yes, without any hesitation.’ Consuela looked proud. ‘The Undertaking necessitates such action in the event of precisely the sort of breach as the one you’ve now instigated. There’s nothing personal about it. The Urrys accept that we’d extend them the same courtesy if we felt one of their craft had been commandeered.’

Yuri nodded, grasping her reptilian logic. ‘Then you will tell me how to open radio channel to Urrys. You can explain hostage situation. They will call off pursuit.’

Dorcas laughed hollowly. ‘He doesn’t understand.’

‘That’s not his fault,’ Consuela answered, a flicker of warmth almost rekindling between the pair. ‘There’s no bargaining to be done now, Mister Gagarin. We must be stopped to safeguard the Undertaking. My assumption is that they will succeed, probably within the next thirty minutes. Unless, of course, you make every possible effort to return to our exit point.’

‘There won’t be time,’ Dorian said.

Consuela disagreed. ‘If he brings Clemency as close as possible to the hull, they will not be keen to risk secondary damage to Halcyon with their weapons. He’ll need to turn around now, though, and even then, there’s no guarantee of success. I say this: it’s the only chance our captors have, and they may as well know it.’

‘Do it, Mister Gagarin,’ Dorcas declared urgently. ‘You don’t want to die out here anymore than we do.’

Yuri kept his hands on the controls and made no alteration to them. ‘And after that, no hard feelings? You accept loss of yacht and just let us get on with lives?’

‘Arrangements can always be made,’ Dorian said.

‘Of the knife-in-back-of-neck kind? Same as for Milvus?’

‘There are always other options. You’ve learned a few things, but no more than our closest associates already know. Perhaps we went about things the wrong way.’

‘I think he means bribery,’ Litz said. ‘It’s how they keep their friends close. I’ve met iguanas with nicer manners.’

‘Turn us around, and we’ll discuss terms.’ Dorian strained against his netting. ‘Generous terms. We can put all this behind us. We’ll collect the pay-out on the yacht. Accidents happen. Maybe the fires were just an accident?’

‘Hey,’ Litz said, affronted. ‘I went to a lot of trouble to smuggle those incendiary devices aboard.’

Dorian slipped back into surliness. ‘I see I’m wasting my time. You should turn back, regardless. My wife is quite correct about that. You have very little time in which to make that decision.’

Yuri examined the watch long enough for the localising pulse to illuminate. While it was lit, he tilted the watch until the brightness maximised. The signal was clearer now, the heading obvious.

He made a small adjustment on the controls.

‘We are not going back. Friend of mine is out there, stuck on shell. I will not let down friend.’

‘Even if it means dragging your other two friends to their deaths? Perhaps you’re already regretting this association, Mrs Apolisi?’

‘When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it,’ Vedette said.

‘You’re mistaken, anyway,’ Consuela said falteringly. ‘We’d know if someone was marooned that far out. They’d give off too much heat not to be noticed.’

‘It is not person. Friend is General Systems Servitor.’

Consuela emitted a short henlike cluck. ‘A robot? Then you really are beyond all rational persuasion.’

‘I see two radar contacts close to the edge of Halcyon,’ Vedette said. ‘They weren’t there thirty seconds ago. I guess they weren’t lying about the Urrys.’ She pushed an edge into her voice as she turned to regard Consuela. ‘What was so important that we needed to be lied to? That shell can’t just be to add some fake stars to the sky. I bet most of your repair workers wouldn’t even notice if there were no stars at all.’

Consuela was arch. ‘Your point?’

‘My point is it’s got to be doing double-duty. It’s hiding something.’ Vedette’s gaze sharpened. ‘Did you really make this thing, Consuela, you and the rest of your family, not to mention the Urrys as well? Did you scrape a billion tonnes of matter from Halcyon?’

Dorcas spoke, her tone resigned but aggrandising, as if a good boast was still worth the effort.

‘It’s more like ten billion tonnes. It’s still only a thousandth part of Halcyon’s total mass – just a few skin flakes. Not even worth considering.’

‘Where have you been taking it from?’ Litz asked.

‘The ram-shield, where it won’t be missed. We scraped a circular sliver off the front: ten kilometres wide and one metre deep. That’s already more than enough for our purposes.’ Defiance flashed in her eyes. ‘It was nothing – no more consequential than the water we lost from the lock.’

‘Does the shell need to be repaired from time to time?’ Yuri asked.

‘Yes – modest repairs. No more than that.’

‘I have the Urrys at about a thousand kilometres behind us,’ Vedette reported.

Yuri nodded. ‘Just two contacts?’

‘So far, but they seem to be closing quite quickly.’

‘What sort of weapons do they have, Consuela?’

‘The kind we both have easy access to. Halcyon’s anti-collision cannons.’

‘And we have such weapon also?’

She sneered at his naivety. ‘Of course.’

‘What is range of weapon, for purposes of destroying spacecraft?’

‘Don’t even think about it. We’re the offending party here. I haven’t given my life to the Undertaking just to abandon it when it’s slightly inconvenient.’

He marvelled at her as he might an animal willing to chew off its own limb. ‘You would rather be shot at, than go against Undertaking?’

‘Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear.’

Dorcas said, ‘The weapons will neutralise micrometeorite debris at a closing range of several thousand kilometres. They’ll need to be much nearer to guarantee a kill against Clemency, and they know it.’

‘How much nearer?’ Yuri pressed.

She shrugged, the question academic. ‘A few hundred kilometres. Not that it matters. Those runabouts are fast. They’ll be on us long before you reach your friend.’

Yuri’s mind raced. ‘Do we need similar range to fire back?’

‘There’s a slight gain in our kill-range, because Clemency has larger batteries to supply the photon-cannon, and the runabouts aren’t as well armoured. That doesn’t help us, though. The runabouts are too agile to hit at anything but a similar distance, a few hundred kilometres.’

Yuri regarded the controls again. He said nothing until he had seen the next localising pulse.

‘You are right, Dorcas. They will have caught us long before we meet Sputnik.’

‘I wish I had better news for you, Mister Gagarin. Unlike my dear sister-in-law, though, I’m perfectly willing to fire back against our pursuers. This isn’t an ordinary violation of Undertaking protocols, so the usual rules don’t apply.’

Consuela scoffed her disgust.

‘You will show me to how to operate zap-gun?’ Yuri pushed.

‘Certainly. I’d rather go down fighting than just sitting here waiting for the inevitable. The weapon’s tricky, though – it needs to be prepared by one of us.’

‘I know it best,’ Dorian said. ‘Untie me, then I’ll help you with the deployment. Your aim will need to be very precise: a near-miss in vacuum won’t even work as a warning shot.’

‘I have experience with vacuum, thank you.’ Yuri applied more thrust, feeling the instantaneous shove of the nuclear-thermal rocket.

‘You should be slowing down, not speeding up,’ Consuela said, alarm cracking her composure.

‘If we slow down, we allow Urrys to come within attack range. So I have different idea.’

Litz rubbed his hands. ‘Oh, good.’

‘You have made mistake, Dorcas. Small one, admittedly. You have said that weapons work against micrometeorites.’

‘Common knowledge, Mister Gagarin.’

‘Yes, but also admission that micrometeorites must occasionally break through shell, into volume of space around Halcyon. If shell were impervious, debris would never break through it.’

She scowled. ‘If you think that’s useful, then—’

Yuri cut across her. ‘I do. It tells me that something can break through shell, if it has enough speed and energy. So we will break through shell, instead of slowing down. Urrys will not be able to track us once we are on other side, due to radar-reflection. That will give us element of advantage.’

‘You’re quite insane.’

‘It is choice between risky venture and certain death. So we will take risky venture.’ He flashed his world-winning smile. ‘With precautions. We have zap-gun. We will fire at last minute, very close range – blast hole in sky.’ He gave an equivocal shrug. ‘Maybe big enough for Clemency.’

‘Maybe?’ Litz echoed.

‘I like the odds,’ Vedette said. ‘I mean, I can’t say that I do, not really, but I like the odds of doing nothing even less. What’s to stop the Urrys following us through?’

‘Nothing. In fact, I hope they do follow. We will be waiting on other side. They will only have few seconds to make radar contact with Clemency, but we will already know exact point to aim for.’

‘You’re assuming they come through the same hole,’ Litz said, like a man spoiling a joke.

‘Perhaps they will have no choice, if only Clemency has power to make hole large enough.’

Litz chuckled. ‘A heck of a gamble.’

‘Nothing compared to Russian drinking games, Lemmy. Do you have better suggestion?’

‘He doesn’t, and neither do I,’ Vedette said, with a firmness that ended all further debate on the matter. ‘Besides, I want to know what’s on the other side of that shell.’

‘Do yourself a favour and die now,’ Consuela said sweetly. ‘That’ll be the kindest thing by far.’

‘Have you got any more of that tape to spare, Lemmy?’

‘I have, Mrs A, but we need ’em speaking a little longer. Dorcas and Dorian, at least. They’ll be falling over themselves to help Yuri get the zap-gun lined up.’

‘I will stop accelerating now,’ Yuri said. ‘If we have too much speed going through, we will need longer to turn around and return to hole. What is present range to shell, Vedette?’

She took a second to examine the scopes. ‘Just a shade under four thousand kilometres.’

‘Then we have less than fifteen minutes. Please update on distance in exactly five minutes, then I can refine speed estimate for contact. We will need very accurate timing for zap-gun, to get maximum effect. Lemmy: will you untie Dorian? I believe him about gun.’

‘At last, one sensible development,’ Dorian replied.

Litz drifted over to the hopper containing Dorian. He unhooked the netting and stared down at the bound, writhing specimen floating within the hopper.

‘Now, are you going to be a good little DelRosso, just for once? Cover me, Vedette: I’ve only got one free hand for the knife, and I need the other to anchor myself.’

‘You think he’ll try something?’

‘Frankly, Mrs A, I’d be disappointed if he didn’t.’ Litz stabilised himself and bent down into the hopper to cut through Dorian’s restraints.

Yuri glanced between Litz and the console, unwilling to take his eyes off either.

‘All right, he’s free,’ confirmed Litz. ‘Your show, now, Dorian – and this had better be good.’

Dorian pushed himself out of the hopper, stretching his limbs and waggling his neck. Unleashed, drifting, he seemed bigger and more powerful than before.

‘Where’s the zap-gun?’

‘Under the flooring.’ He smiled tightly. ‘We like to keep it hidden when we have guests aboard Clemency, for obvious reasons. A photon-cannon has no purpose on a submarine.’

‘I’m patting him down for weapons,’ Litz said. ‘Not a twitch, Dorian, or it’s back in the box for you.’

Dorian stiffened like a man being measured for a suit. ‘As you will, Litz.’

Litz commenced a one-handed inspection of his prisoner. He found nothing.

‘All right. Moving slowly, show me how to get at the gun.’

Dorian pushed off from the nearest wall. He moved easily and confidently in weightlessness, drifting in an efficient line straight down to what had been the floor when they were under Halcyon’s gravity. The floor was made up of sheets of stamped metal, but there were fingerholes around the edge of one of the central panels. If Yuri had noticed them at all, he would have assumed they were needed for the purposes of maintenance and inspection.

Dorian prostrated himself, dug his fingers into the holes and operated a hidden mechanism. The floor panel clicked out of position. Dorian passed it to Litz. ‘Secure it in the hopper – we won’t want it flying around if we have to manoeuvre.’

Dorian had given the command as he had spent a lifetime giving commands: with the absolute expectation of compliance. It was less an order than a statement, delivered with an off-hand casualness. Such was the effect that Litz was moving even before his mind must have had time to raise an objection.

It was all the time Dorian needed. He delved into the under-floor compartment and came out with a glinting metal object in his hand. It was a dainty, toylike item, not immediately recognisable as a gun.

But it was a gun, and the first thing Dorian did with it was shoot Litz.

He got him in the right-side of the belly, the sound of the gun small and mouselike, Litz gasping over the noise, letting go of the floor panel, wheeling back in shock and pain as the blood made a widening patch on his shirt.

Dorian propelled himself from the floor, aiming the gun at the front of the cockpit, where Yuri and Vedette were still seated.

Dorian was slightly out of breath, but otherwise perfectly composed.

‘How far from the shell are we?’

Yuri looked at Litz. Litz had drifted into the wall and stuck there. He was groaning, and the patch of blood was widening. He pawed at it, looking down in fascinated horror. Litz elevated the bloodied hand, making a languid move in the direction of his pocket.

‘No,’ Dorian said, snapping the gun back onto Litz. ‘You can’t do it, any of you. You won’t be fast enough. I’ll shoot him again if you need persuading.’

‘You didn’t have to shoot him at all,’ Vedette said. Then, raising her voice, ‘Lemmy. Press down on the wound. I’ll help you as soon as I can, I promise.’

Litz was still conscious. He moved his mouth as if to speak, but produced only a grunt of agony. Slowly he followed her instruction, moving his bloodied hand back to the wound, and pressing. The pain crumpled his face like a discarded paper bag. He pawed around behind him with the other hand, like a man searching for something behind the sofa.

‘Stay with us, Lemmy,’ Yuri said.

Litz wheezed. ‘I think it went through me.’

Yuri nodded. ‘Is that good or bad?’

‘Ask me in an hour.’

Dorian said again. ‘How far?’

‘Two thousand four hundred kilometres,’ Vedette replied. ‘What are you going to do: turn us around and face down the Urrys?’

‘No.’ Dorian set his jaw, the tendons on the side of his neck like bridge cables. ‘You’ve given us no alternative but to continue through the shell. I don’t like it, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. We do it on my terms now.’ He jabbed the gun at Yuri. ‘Gagarin: get your hands off the controls. I don’t want you trying anything clever.’

Yuri lifted his hands away from the console. It was a fair point. He had been about to risk a violent course change, hoping it would do more harm to Dorian than Litz.

‘You will still need zap-gun operational.’

‘Yes, but it’s not nearly so involved as you’d imagine.’ Dorian positioned himself over the open hatch again and reached down into the void with his one free hand. Out of sight, he worked something like a stiff lever. He withdrew his hand. A rising hum sounded, and a brightening glow emanated from the floor. ‘Photon-cannon is now armed. The accumulators are absorbing power from the batteries.’

‘How does it aim?’

‘It doesn’t. It fires along our main axis, out through a hatch in the nose. There’s a second cannon facing backwards for stern-shots, but we don’t need that right now.’ He nodded to the console. ‘Timing is all that matters. Wherever the forward cannon hits, Clemency will follow.’ He waggled the little gun. ‘Now move away from the console. I can pilot Clemency as well as anyone.’

Yuri smiled tightly. ‘I would not be so sure.’

‘You’re a deadbeat detective who doesn’t even have an office. Get into the rear compartment. You can’t do any harm in there.’

Yuri drifted his hands to the seatbelt buckle, as if he meant to comply. ‘What about Mrs Apolisi?’

‘She can feed me those distance estimates. I’ll do the rest.’

‘I will remain at controls, thank you. I do not trust you not to lose nerve at last moment.’

Dorian found this amusing. ‘You think you know something about nerves?’

‘I do,’ he asserted modestly. ‘I am Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin.’

It was as well that he had not undone his seatbelt, because in the next instant he would have gone flying. Clemency jolted violently, crabbing sharply to the right. It was nothing that Yuri had done.

Alarms sounded. Lights pulsed. Yuri’s attention snapped back to the console, even as he made a note of Dorian tumbling away from the floor, throwing out both hands, one empty and one still holding the gun. The gun’s aim wavered away from the front of the cockpit.

Vedette saw her moment. She whipped out the automatic Litz had given her. She removed the safety, aimed for Dorian, squinted against the anticipated flash, and squeezed the trigger.

Once. Twice. Three times.

Each bullet bobbed Dorian like a balloon on a string. The shots tunnelled through him and sounded against the bulkhead partition at the rear of the control room. She had shot him three times through the chest, at extremely close range.

The spent bullets continued moving, clanging from one surface to another until at last their momentum was sapped and they came to a sticky rest against floor and bulkhead.

Dorian mouthed a few silent syllables and became inert, his eyes still open and imbued with a desperate cosmic surprise.

Consuela said nothing. Where her husband’s eyes showed puzzlement, hers brimmed with steely recrimination.

Dorcas screamed.

‘Regain control,’ Consuela said. ‘Get us lined up again. That was a long-range shot from one of the runabouts.’

Yuri returned his shaking hands to the console. The backs of them bore a fine speckling of blood.

So did everything else.

‘Are we damaged?’

‘Yes, most likely, but it won’t do any good to dwell on that now. Are we lined up?’

‘I am correcting.’ The steering thrusters made their sharp barking sounds. ‘Heading has not changed. Regaining axial stabilisation. Lemmy, are you all right?’

‘Never mind him. Operate the unmarked black switch to the left of the fuel pressure gauges. That’s the rear-facing cannon. Hold it down for ten seconds, then release.’

Yuri did as he was instructed.

‘Will that reach them at present range?’

‘If they can hurt us now, we can hurt them. Mainly I’m counting on it temporarily blinding their aiming systems. Wait thirty seconds before firing the cannon again – it needs time to recharge.’

‘Distance to shell?’ Yuri asked.

‘Thirteen thousand kilometres,’ Vedette said. ‘About five minutes, more or less?’

‘Yes – five minutes.’

Dorcas had stopped screaming. ‘You killed him,’ she said, spitting out the words. ‘You killed my brother, you monster. I’ll destroy you. We’ll all destroy you.’

‘Your brother shot Lemmy Litz,’ Vedette pointed out, in what Yuri thought was a highly reasonable tone under the circumstances.

Yuri put a hand on Vedette’s sleeve. ‘I can handle range-finding for next few minutes. Perhaps you can check on Lemmy?’

Litz started speaking, coughed, made a second attempt. ‘No, never mind me. I got the shot that came out of me.’ He pinched something between his fingers, like a little red bean. ‘I’m hoping it went through fat. Knew it’d come in useful one of these days.’ He coughed again, wheezed, grinned valiantly against the pain. ‘Oh, the family fun and games you can have inside a spaceship. I’m glad you put those slugs into him facing the rear wall, Mrs A, and not out through the hull.’

‘In fairness, that wasn’t a consideration.’ Vedette shuddered, looking down at the automatic still in her hands and seeming for the first time to comprehend what she had done. ‘He’d have killed us, wouldn’t he? Please tell me I’m not making that up?’

‘He’d have killed us,’ Litz echoed. He grunted, rolled his eyes, and examined his bloodied hands. They were as scarlet as if he had dipped them into paint.

‘Keep pressure on wound,’ Yuri said. ‘We will get you to hospital as quickly as possible.’

‘You get the answers you came for, then you worry about hospital,’ Litz replied.

Dorcas shot him a sneer. ‘I hope you bleed out slowly and painfully.’

Litz met the look and doubled it. ‘Sorry to disappoint, doll, but I’m already coagulating very nicely.’

‘Quiet, Lemmy,’ Yuri said. ‘Conserve strength. You will need it.’ Then, to Vedette, ‘It was self-defence. You did right thing, Mrs Apolisi.’ He softened his tone. ‘You did only right thing.’

She was still starting at the gun. ‘There’s my life before, and there’s my life now. I’ve just killed a man.’

‘Go easy on yourself,’ Litz wheezed. ‘You only put three slugs into him. I call that commendable restraint.’

‘We are three and a half minutes out,’ Yuri said. ‘I have accurate fix on speed now. What is maximum duration of forward zap-gun activation, Consuela, before accumulators need to recharge?’

‘Ten seconds continuous fire. Fifteen if you want to drain every last drop and risk burning the coils. Do that, and you’ll be solely reliant on the rear-facing gun.’

‘Then we will only fire for ten seconds. But it must be right ten seconds, to get maximum penetration of shell.’ Yuri looked at his comrades, hoping that their confidence in him was not misplaced. ‘I will wait until twenty seconds before contact, in case of small margin of error in distance estimate. Will that be sufficient, Consuela?’

‘I’m not sure we can trust a word that comes out of her mouth,’ Vedette said. ‘She might still think her best outcome is killing us all and preserving the Undertaking.’

Dorcas spoke through tears. ‘She might, but I want to live. The shell is thin. Ten tonnes of ram-shield material doesn’t buy you very much when you spread it across a square kilometre.’

‘What is composition?’

‘Mostly metals, some semiconductors and polymers. A thin, dark flexible skin a few millimetres thick, sewn with braids of microcircuitry. The photon-cannon will burn through it quite quickly. You’ll open a hole without any difficulty, but the edges may ripple. You’ll want to be through quickly before they snag you.’

Yuri nodded. ‘You have experience, based on prior damage to shell from micrometeorite strikes.’

‘Yes. We have to repair it on an almost continual basis. It’s not as difficult as it sounds, though. The shell isn’t a single structure – it’s many platelets, overlapping slightly at their edges. When one fails, or gets badly damaged, it’s not too difficult to put a new one in its place.’

‘Why did you never bother changing the stars, if you had to make repairs?’

‘The little people never noticed,’ Dorcas said, shrugging. ‘So why would we go to the trouble?’

‘Milvus was not little people.’

‘And look at the good that did him.’

Yuri lifted his finger from the switch controlling the rear-facing photon-cannon. ‘I am allowing accumulators to recharge now. Ninety seconds until contact.’ He looked back at Litz. ‘I am not sure it will help, Lemmy, but perhaps find something to hold onto.’

‘Should’ve brought a deck of cards,’ Litz said, grimacing as he spoke.

‘Have you seen other side of sky, Dorcas?’

‘No,’ she said, yawning. ‘Why would I need to?’

‘The forward firing switch is the white one on the opposite side of the panel,’ Consuela said languidly. ‘Of course, you can choose whether you believe me or not.’

Yuri positioned his finger. Visible through the windows, the supposedly fixed and distant stars were moving apart from each other with increasing speed, as if Clemency were hurtling through the cosmos at some impossible superluminal velocity.

‘Platelets must require energy,’ he mused, to take his mind off the agonising countdown. ‘Or else there would be no way for stars to shine. I saw purple flashes when I was outside. So did Juliana. Was that part of mechanism?’

‘The cannons fire at the platelets from time to time,’ Dorcas said, with a grandiose sigh. ‘The photon-pressure nudges them into position, if they start moving out of alignment with each other. The pulse also energises the light-producing circuitry – that’s the purple flash you saw. It doesn’t take much. Once energised, a platelet absorbs the pulse and re-radiates it over many months.’ She sniffed slightly. ‘Of course, it has to be done when no one else is outside. Juliana was never meant to see it. Nor were you.’

‘It was very pretty.’

It was time. He flicked the switch, held it down, counting ten seconds in his head. He released the switch, then held his breath as the stars continued peeling apart. It went very quickly in the last few moments.

There, dead ahead, expanding rapidly, was a red-raw wound in the universe itself.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Clemency slid through without a whisper of resistance.

Yuri acted quickly. They had survived. The other questions could wait until he had got the craft embarked on a sharp reverse heading. He wanted to kill all the speed they had gained as soon as possible, and get Clemency stationed close to the exit wound on the other side of the shell. He was certain one or both of the Urry pursuers would try to come through the rip.

‘Are you all right, Lemmy?’ Vedette asked.

‘I’ve had better days, Mrs A, but I’m holding on. That hospital can’t come too soon. Maybe when Yuri has stopped throwing this thing around, you can look for a first-aid kit somewhere.’

‘I will. If Yuri returns us to Midlake there’ll be city hospitals we can get to much more easily than Gladeview. I have connections in most of them.’

Litz nodded sleepily. ‘You’re a good lady to know, Mrs A.’

Yuri had done all that he could with the controls for the time being. He had turned Clemency end-over-end so that its nuclear-thermal rocket was pointing away from the shell, into whatever was out there, and now it was only a question of whittling down the speed they had gained after leaving Halcyon, and then aiming their zap-gun at the aperture.

Even as they backed away from it, the aperture was easy to make out. It was a bright little speck on the horizontal radar scope, lit up by the radar pulses of the pursuers and Halcyon’s own anti-collision sensors. Nothing else was leaking through the shell except those sources of radar noise.

Dorcas told him how to turn off the transponder again, and put Clemency’s own radar into a purely passive mode. Yuri saw no sense in advertising to the Urrys that their quarry was still intact and functional.

‘Maybe you’ll survive this, and get back to Midlake,’ Consuela said. ‘If so, it’ll only be because the Urrys are derelict in their obligations to the Undertaking. What then for you, though? You’re all three of you party to arson, theft and aggravated hostage-taking. Mrs Apolisi can add murder to her tally of crimes.’

‘It was self-defence,’ Yuri said. ‘I am witness, and so is Lemmy Litz. You know this is truth, Consuela.’

‘Why would anyone believe you over me?’

‘Because I am honest man.’

She seemed to see deeper into him then, as if a layer of scaly disguise had just sloughed off him.

‘What exactly are you, Mister Gagarin?’ she asked with a curious fascination. ‘Clearly it’s more than just the humble little detective we imagined.’

Yuri smiled back through his own doubts. ‘That is excellent question. When I understand what I am, you will be first to know.’ Then he turned his attention to the view through the side windows and the strange apparition he had blanked from his thoughts until that moment. ‘Perhaps you will answer question for us all, Consuela. What is that?’

‘What is what?’

‘Ball of blue stars floating in darkness. Like globular cluster.’ He looked to his companions in the subdued light spilling from the instruments. ‘Where are other stars? Where is rest of galaxy? Where is rest of universe?’

After a lengthy silence Consuela said, ‘It’s not a globular cluster. Those are the other stars. That is the galaxy. That is the universe.’

‘I do not understand. We are outside galaxy?’

His confusion tapped some dark amusement in her. ‘No – not yet. We’re still inside the main disc of the Milky Way, although our course is taking us out of the plane. That ball of blue stars is a relativistic effect produced by our extreme speed.’

‘And for the idiots among us?’ Litz said.

‘Halcyon is surrounded by a sphere of stars – real stars. An effect called aberration moves the apparent position of each star, concentrating them into that fuzzy ball directly ahead of us. Even the stars behind us get dragged to the front. Stars become bluer and brighter because of our motion, as well. That fuzzy ball contains the light from every star in the galaxy, indeed, every galaxy, every object, every atom, in the entire universe.’

There was a choke in Vedette’s voice. ‘We’re not meant to be moving that fast.’

‘No, dear. We’re not.’ Consuela was still enjoying her moment. ‘The fact is, we’ve been off-course for some while, travelling too quickly and in the wrong direction. Eventually, the bright stars in that ball will fade away as we push further and further beyond the main disc, into the void above it. All that’s left will be a faltering glow, made up of too many faint stars to see individually. As the Milky Way falls into our wake, all that will remain to guide us will be the paling light of galaxies, stretched across unimaginable reefs of time and space.’

‘Then Yuri’s right,’ Vedette said. ‘We’re never getting to Vanderdecken’s Star. It’s not because we’ve stopped, as Milvus wondered. It’s quite the opposite. We’ve overshot, massively. And you’ve always known this.’

‘It’s a hard truth,’ Consuela said sympathetically. ‘Is it any wonder the masses couldn’t cope with it?’

‘What is Halcyon’s speed?’ Yuri asked.

‘Ninety-nine per cent of the speed of light. For every year that passes aboard the ship, seven whole years pass in the universe. In a century of shiptime, seven hundred elapse outside – time enough for Halcyon to cross a distance of nearly seven hundred light-years. The Milky Way isn’t much more than a thousand light-years thick, this far out from the galactic centre. Even though our course is oblique, we’ve already travelled through a significant fraction of that thickness.’

‘Why?’ Vedette asked.

‘Yes, why?’ Yuri echoed. ‘Ship was never built to go this fast.’

‘We ran into something, early in our intended voyage,’ Consuela said carefully. ‘An uncharted spatial anomaly, call it – a sort of whirlpool in spacetime. By the time it was detected, it was too late to take evasive action. Halcyon passed into this … maelstrom. The ship survived, but it was boosted to tremendous speed and sent hurtling off-course.’ She sighed. ‘You have the wrong idea about the Undertaking. It’s not about deceiving people unnecessarily, maintaining some great lie for the convenience of a couple of wealthy families. It’s an act of service.’ She lifted her gaze, searching for another word. ‘A kindness. We bear the truth so that nobody else has to.’

‘You don’t have the right to make that decision,’ Vedette said.

Consuela looked pained. ‘But how else could it happen, dear? Do you think we ought to poll the citizens, ask how they feel about being told the facts? Of course they’d want to know. That doesn’t mean they’d be able to deal with the consequences. This is a truth too big, too dangerous, for the common rabble.’

‘I’ve got more faith in them.’

‘But you’re a woman of science, Mrs Apolisi. You’re already different, already better-equipped. You’ll live on through your work, your scholarship – whether or not you made it to Vanderdecken’s Star was never the sole driving force of your life. For others, sadly, it’s all that they have. Your husband, for instance … he wanted to go into Sleepy Hollow so badly that he lied to you about the arrangements.’

‘Keep Noah out of this.’

‘Then I’ll generalise. Millions have banked their futures in Sleepy Hollow in the hope of waking around Vanderdecken’s Star. Working towards that goal, raising the funds for it, is the thing that gives purpose to an otherwise mundane existence. Even if people don’t expect to be able to see Vanderdecken’s Star for themselves, they want to maximise the chances for their children, or their children’s children. They work. They play. Their drab lives are enlivened by those modest little dreams for the future. So what if those dreams are a mirage? Who are we to destroy those hopes, in one cruel stroke?’

‘There is no destination,’ Yuri stated, because he needed her to confirm it.

‘No,’ she agreed, with a microscopic pinch of sadness. ‘There’s none. We can’t stop. Even if we could, there’s nothing ahead of us to serve as a viable objective. Just emptiness; a void beyond human comprehension. An absence to shrivel the soul itself.’ She nodded approvingly. ‘Perhaps you can bear it, just a little. You might think you can, and you might even be right. You’re not a normal man, though, Mister Gagarin. You’re something else. I see it now and I’m sorry we underestimated you. Had we seen your value, and put you to the right purpose, you could have been an ally, not an adversary.’

‘I think you got the wrong Gagarin,’ Litz said.

‘Oh, please, hurry up and die, you tiresome man,’ Consuela drawled.

‘Yuri would never have helped them with any part of this,’ Vedette said. ‘And I don’t believe her when she says this is about protecting people from the truth. It’s about protecting them from the people.’

‘We’ve only ever served the best interests of the people of Halcyon,’ Consuela said.

‘Any of this news to you, Dorcas?’ Litz asked.

‘She knows all of it,’ Consuela said, before Dorcas could speak for herself. ‘When she came of age, she was made fully aware of the Undertaking.’

Litz made a wheezing snigger. ‘I bet that was a fun birthday.’

‘In ways you can’t imagine,’ Dorcas answered snidely.

‘How much of Undertaking did Juliana know?’ Yuri asked.

‘No essential part of it,’ Consuela replied. ‘Of course, she’d have sensed the presence of some larger secret within the family. The hints and rumours, the things unsaid. The weight of responsibility borne by all her older relatives.’

‘Too bad she blabbed to the doc, then. If only you could have kept her under control for a few more months, time for her to be sucked into the secret, made to see how keeping it could benefit her, made to see how she was never going to be one of the little people, then you’d have been home and dry.’

Consuela flinched, as if the very idea of Juliana’s doomed potential left a sour aftertaste. ‘She was the architect of her own misfortune from her first breath. She would never do what she was told. Her repeated dalliances with the Urry boy were the final straw.’

Litz shrugged out a question, as casually as if they were chatting over brandy and cigars. ‘Who took ’em out?’

‘Dorian.’ She eyed the corpse of her late husband. ‘Typical of him to botch the job. He stalked them outside and gained control of one of the anti-collision batteries. He was too hasty, though. The shot killed Randall, but it only damaged Juliana’s suit.’

‘He should’ve tried a second time.’

‘The battery needed time to re-energise – he’d put too much energy into one shot. By the time it was ready, Juliana had made her way back to the lock and triggered an emergency call. Dorian had to improvise. He sent word to the Urrys to recover Randall’s body, then met Juliana at the lock. He’d have killed her there and then, but the emergency call had drawn a rescue squad.’

‘Family employees?’

‘Yes, but not ones aware of the Undertaking. That’s a very select few, as you can imagine.’

Litz pushed on. He was gut-shot, he had lost blood and was in obvious discomfort, but Yuri imagined that he would have pursued much the same line of questioning if he had been in a police room, stale coffee and notebook at hand. He was seeing the older Litz surface through the newer man.

‘And the Urrys – how did they take Randall’s death?’

‘They accepted it as a pragmatic necessity. He had become as much trouble to them as Juliana was to us. Of course, the circumstances of his death had to be disentangled from Juliana’s. It couldn’t become known that they’d met outside, because it would lead to too many questions.’

‘This whole damned feud is an act,’ Litz marvelled, shaking his head.

‘Like all the best pieces of theatre, it’s grounded in truth.’ Consuela looked greatly pleased with herself. ‘Our two families work together, cooperate in the Undertaking, share secrets and responsibilities. Deep down, though, our mutual loathing is authentic.’

‘I just love the rich,’ Litz said. ‘You know, I might even give those two poor kids the benefit of the doubt. Maybe they wouldn’t have ended up dried-up monsters like the rest of you.’

His remark shot through Consuela like an X-ray. ‘Understand this, all of you. If either Randall or Juliana had lived and breathed a word of their experiences to the rest of Halcyon, civil society as we know it would have been torn apart. Knowledge of the shell would have become widespread. There would have been speculation about its function. It would only have taken one suicidal volunteer willing to jump into space and report that there’s a wall eight thousand kilometres away, that the stars aren’t real, for everything we cherish to come apart.’ She sighed, gathering herself like a politician reaching the critical part of their manifesto, the message that had to stick. ‘They weren’t killed because we hated them, or out of a sense that they were beyond all redemption – not even Juliana. They were killed out of cold, hard necessity, to keep ordinary men and women like yourselves from going insane.’

‘Just as Milvus had to go?’ Yuri put in, trying to strike the same off-hand register that came so easily to Litz.

‘The problem is, Mister Gagarin, that there have always been individuals outside the Undertaking who get too close to the truth of things. They dig around too much. They see the discrepancies others miss. Old relics. Calendrical anomalies.’ She creased her lips in the mild regret of one who had noticed a stain on their cuff. ‘His death sent you a warning that you weren’t wise enough to heed, but take some consolation from the fact that our earlier warnings were also intended for Milvus.’

‘Which one of you killed him?’

She looked appalled. ‘Oh, we don’t dirty our hands with that kind of thing, any more than we take out our own trash.’

‘Was Noah also little problem? And his secretary, Miss Polch?’

‘They became irritants: Noah because of his ill-bred propensity for blackmail; Miss Polch because of what he might have told her which could also be damaging to us. There was nothing personal in their deaths.’

Litz asked, ‘Who fixed it for Noah? The same one that did for Milvus The Mouse?’

Consuela looked as bored as if she had been asked for the name of someone who had drained and cleaned a swimming pool six years ago. ‘No, the Urrys handled that difficulty. They kept it all at one remove from us. They sent someone else to deal with Miss Polch. Why do you ask?’

‘Because we know something you don’t,’ Litz said deliciously. ‘And, boy, I’m loving the look on your face, Connie.’

‘It’s Consuela DelRosso.’

‘Thank you for that,’ Vedette said. She reached into her bag, fiddled around and removed the dictation machine. ‘The tape in here is the one Noah used for his interviews of Juliana. There was a lot of blank tape still left on the reel, so I let it run while you spoke. Between Juliana’s testimonies, and what you’ve now given us, there’s everything we need to bring down the DelRossos and the Urrys.’

‘It won’t matter,’ Consuela said, unruffled. ‘Halcyon is our world, not yours. We own it; you just live in it. Your recordings are worthless. A few unverifiable voices on tape, some ludicrous story about being off-course, a preposterous confession. Who cares? Who will believe it?’

Vedette swallowed. ‘Someone will.’

‘Well, best of luck with that.’

‘Please wind tape back to beginning, Vedette,’ Yuri asked.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

He stopped the engine. They had slowed down, reversed, and returned to within two hundred metres of the point where Clemency had burst through the shell. Now they floated in stillness and silence, like some dead-eyed marine predator stalking a cave mouth. The radar leakage was intensifying, and he believed at least one of the Urry runabouts must be close to the aperture.

‘Vedette,’ he said. ‘We will be weightless for a little while. Perhaps now is good time to find first-aid kit for Lemmy?’

‘Don’t waste your time, there isn’t one,’ Consuela said.

But Dorcas spoke up. ‘She’s lying. Of course there’s a medical kit. It’s in the compartment behind the door, fixed to the bulkhead panel. There’s not much in it, but what there is might be better than nothing.’

Vedette undid her seatbelt. ‘I’ll go look. You did say nobody was behind back there, Lemmy?’

‘Nobody, Mrs A, and now she mentions it, I think I saw a red box on the wall.’

Vedette drifted out of her seat, reaching with her fingertips for the nearest surface. She had adapted quite well to weightlessness, Yuri thought. There were always some who took to it as effortlessly as breathing; others for whom space adaptation came slowly and awkwardly.

‘I wonder why Dorcas has decided to be nice,’ Vedette said. ‘If you die, Lemmy, that’s one less witness to speak against Dorian.’

‘She’s seeing the wind change,’ Litz said. ‘Conseula’s all-in with the Undertaking because she’s older. Dorcas is just young enough to have some doubts. Incidentally, I’m not planning to die.’

Vedette reached the rear door and went through. She was gone about ten seconds then came back with a bulky red box cradled in both hands. She drifted carefully over to Lemmy and opened the medical kit. ‘Good,’ she reported, quickly surveying the contents. ‘Disinfectant and cotton pads. I’m going to sterilise and pack the entry wound, Lemmy. It’s going to hurt. I’ll take a look at the exit wound when I’m done.’

‘You do what you need to, Mrs A,’ Litz said cheerily. ‘It’s just a pity I’ve got nothing to take my mind off the pain, except that ball of stars out there, which happens to be the entire universe, and the fact that those two ships are still—’

The first of the Urry runabouts nosed through the hole in the shell, advertised by its own navigation lights and the faint blush of blue light cast on it by the knot of stars and galaxies lying ahead of Halcyon. It was a much smaller vessel than Clemency, like a small, sleek, single-seater car with a cockpit and engines, and the delicate coiled muzzle of a photon-cannon projecting from its rounded snout. Yuri registered a crouched human form in the cockpit, goggled and masked like a racer. He felt a distant admiration for the pilot who had ventured this far in such a tiny craft. They were opposed in their goals, but bravery was still something to be celebrated.

‘Why aren’t you firing?’ Dorcas asked.

‘I am taking gamble that second ship will come through after first, once first ship reports conditions beyond shell.’

Vedette had unstopped the disinfectant bottle and soaked it into a cotton pad before the contents escaped into weightlessness. ‘Hold still, Lemmy.’

Litz groaned, but did not scream.

‘Why aren’t they seeing us?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Those runabouts only have one radar system and it’s forward-looking,’ Consuela said, with strained patience. ‘They’ll see us soon enough if they just look, though.’

‘You actually want to die.’

‘I want to uphold the Undertaking, dear. It’s an adult concept called responsibility.’

The first runabout had emerged completely from the shell. A moving spotlight projected a circle onto the shell’s outer surface, the pilot craning around in their tiny cockpit to inspect the vast structure. What did they know of its function, Yuri wondered. Presumably very little, beyond what was strictly necessary for the upholding of the Undertaking. He could not imagine any of the senior Urrys taking on the risky work of pursuit.

‘Shoot it,’ Dorcas said.

Yuri would not be goaded. To destroy only one runabout would be as bad as destroying neither. The advantage of stealth Clemency presently held would be lost the instant they slipped back into the shell.

He waited. A minute passed, then two. The first craft was moving slowly, but was already a hundred metres into the void. Yuri did not attempt to track it, because the instant he used the steering thrusters to aim at it there would be heat and light.

The second craft nosed through. He did not wait until it was fully through.

‘I am sorry, friend,’ Yuri mouthed to himself.

He fired. At such close range, he had banked on the cannon needing only a momentary pulse to do its work. So it proved. The second runabout blew apart instantaneously, the blast lighting up a great expanse of the shell’s outer surface, all the way out to the nearest overlapping division between the platelets.

If there had been any mercy in his killing, it was that the act had been sudden and painless.

The other one had time to realise what had happened, but not enough time to do anything about it. Yuri had become deft with the steering thrusters, and he brought the cannon into alignment with only a small amount of over-correction. It took no more than ten seconds. The other craft was beginning to steer in his direction, but the advantage was his. He fired again. A second explosion flashed a brutal dawn over the endless night of the shell.

He mouthed a second apology, no less heartfelt. He had not known these men; would never know them. Perhaps they were as complicit in the lies and murder as the senior Urrys and DelRossos. He preferred instead to think that they were mere foot soldiers, doing their honourable best, neither questioning nor imagining beyond the immediate scope of their orders. Good servants of Halcyon, but ones who had had to die.

He had mourned them a little, more perhaps than they deserved or would have expected, and that was enough.

Goodnight, comrades.

He applied main thrust gently.

There were no more pursuers. Yuri brought Clemency back into the shell, drifted a little way, then resumed his search for Sputnik. With no further distractions, and Litz stable enough after Vedette had cleaned and packed his wound, he was at last able to concentrate on refining the fix. To his relief, the localising pulse was still usable. It was around a thousand kilometres away from their present position, and he moved cautiously in that direction, keeping about a kilometre away from the shell. There was more time to study the detailed structure of the platelets now, to map their regular hexagonal form, to see how they floated independently of each other, but with a small overlap to ensure no part of the outside universe was ever directly visible from the centre of the sphere.

‘Milvus had theory,’ he said. ‘He believed Halcyon was much older than official version. He found magazine from future. But not from future, really: from earlier cycle, using same calendar system.’

‘And did you believe him?’ Consuela asked playfully.

‘I did not. Or not enough. Then Lemmy Litz took me through strange tunnel on way to outside and I began to believe. So, I will ask, Consuela. How right was Milvus? What is present age of ship? Much more than three hundred, fifty-five years, yes?’

‘About six hundred years, not that it matters. The crossing was going well, until the ship ran into that maelstrom. I said there was no chance to steer. There wasn’t, not with the warning they had. There was time to get the population into the emergency vaults, though. It was a precaution, in case of damage to the life-support capability.’

‘Everyone slept?’

‘No – the technical staff had remained awake, so that they could take direct action in the event of a problem.’

Yuri nodded. ‘There were also more robots then.’

‘There were. Millions more. But two things happened in the wake of the maelstrom. The technical crew realised the awful predicament we were now in, and how badly it would affect the populace once they were reawakened. So it was decided to … buffer the people from the truth. They were allowed to sleep for another hundred years. That gave the technical staff enough time to devise and install the shell. It was a monumental effort, even then. Once the materials had been gathered and stockpiled, though, and factories repurposed to replicate the platelets, it went relatively smoothly.’ She nodded grandly. ‘We built the wall. Not me personally, obviously, but our ancestors.’

‘And second thing?’

‘The robots had served us well for the first part of the crossing, and throughout the emergency effort needed to get the wall up and running. After that, though, they became … superfluous. Actually, more than superfluous. The problem with the robots was that they had too much autonomy, too much free-will. They saw and heard things they were not meant to. They kept picking up on details, loose ends, that threatened to undo our work with the wall. Maintaining the Undertaking would have been quite impossible with their continued presence. They’d have undermined the lie … ’ She corrected herself with a grimace. ‘The task … at every turn.’

‘So robots also had to go.’

She looked apologetic, almost bashful. ‘A story was made up to cover their gradual absence from Halcyon: a systemic breakdown of their neuromimetic cores, which couldn’t be repaired. It worked. And whenever some well-meaning souls decided to try and make new robots, or find out what really went wrong with the old ones, they were … discouraged.’

‘Yet some robots remain.’

‘Menial machines, lacking both curiosity and the mental architecture to understand the Undertaking, much less undermine it. They filled a few roles beneath human dignity, and bolstered the narrative of a gradual, systemic breakdown.’

‘What if machines are not menial?’

‘Oh, please, Mister Gagarin.’ She looked at him pityingly. ‘You’ve had experience with these things. You of all people must understand their limitations.’

‘All those people were in vaults for one hundred years? Why not leave them there?’

‘The question I was about to ask,’ Litz said.

‘Yes,’ Vedette agreed. ‘It doesn’t make sense. If the technical staff were able to run the ship for a hundred years, why bother waking anybody else up?’

‘Because a hundred years is nothing compared to the eternity ahead of us,’ Consuela answered. ‘We were in a bind. The vast majority of the robots had to go, but without them, many functions of the ship began to deteriorate. The technical staff had been made up of DelRossos and Urrys, family insiders, a retinue of trusted loyalists. Just enough to perform the work that needed to be done in that century, skipping in and out of the vaults as we needed to, but not enough to risk division and discord. Any of our number who questioned the plan, even to the smallest degree, did not make it out of that century. Absolute control was the watchword. That was sufficient, to nurse the ship across a hundred years, and make the wall. It was never a model that could be applied to the rest of the voyage. Put simply, Halcyon needed a massive human workforce to do what had previously been done by machines.’

‘But if there were no people around, you could have kept robots,’ Yuri pointed out, seeing where the flaw in Consuela’s argument was leading.

‘There’s much more to the ship than you realise, Mister Gagarin. The robots were only one element of the automation. There was another aspect of the ship that was problematic.’

‘A mind?’ Yuri offered innocently, as if the idea had just popped into his head.

‘Yes. Like a robot’s mind, but unable to move around independently.’

‘And such a mind would have worked against the Undertaking?’

‘It would not have understood the necessity. It would have resisted us in many small and annoying ways. In those hundred years, Halcyon was lobotomised, leaving just a stump, a sort of vegetable mind able to run a handful of executive functions that are too difficult or tedious for humans. Now the Undertaking was safe from interference, but at the cost of needing a greatly increased human workforce. The passengers were brought out of the vaults a few thousand at a time, so that they could be re-orientated. They remembered the drama of the maelstrom, and they accepted that there had been a passage of time before their revival.’

‘But not a century,’ Vedette said.

‘No. There was no need to burden them with that knowledge. That would have led to them asking why we were not already at Vanderdecken’s Star, and from that question the whole narrative would have unravelled. They were told that the date had moved forward a few years, but not a century. They settled back into their new lives, understanding that they now had to do a certain amount of additional work compared to the old ways.’

‘How’d you explain that?’ Litz asked.

‘Damage from the maelstrom, a loss of coordinating function among the robots. Most people were happy to take on a few new chores, keeping the ship in good condition. It didn’t last, though.’

‘What happened?’

‘People will be people, Mister Gagarin. They have a troublesome habit of not accepting straightforward answers. They pick up on anomalies. They relish conspiracies. Gradually, the narrative was challenged. There was a breakdown in social order, a deterioration in shipboard functions. And so we took the difficult decision to start over again, but this time with changes.’

‘Start over?’ Vedette echoed.

‘We devised a second crisis that required the citizens to go back into the vaults. Of course there was resistance from some quarters. Bloodshed. But that was overcome. Halcyon was put back into another hundred-year hiatus. This time we didn’t need to spend all that time making the shell – it was already in place and needed only a little intermediate maintenance. Our main task was to remake the social order aboard the ship so that the citizens could live and work, but would no longer have the means to challenge the Undertaking.’

‘I do not understand,’ Yuri said, truthfully.

‘It’s difficult, because to understand you’d need to imagine a very different society inside Halcyon. A much more advanced, connected way of living. Imagine an almost effortless transfer of information between individuals – a frictionless exchange of ideas. Imagine better medicine, better schools, better transit systems, an abundance of tools and technologies outside your experience. A world in which people only did work that interested them, and in which money had no function. A world in which no one was poor or hungry, no one was needy, no one was a tramp. A world that worked so well that it had absolutely no need for grubby little detectives.’ Her eyes searched him. ‘I see that you’re struggling.’

‘I am.’

He was thinking that it sounded very much like a technological Communist utopia. The kind of thing that had been promised to him since he was a boy. The kind of social construct that, on some level, he still believed might be possible.

‘Well, that’s not your fault. And such a world wasn’t without merit. The problem, though, was that when people have equality and ease-of-living and too much time on their hands for intellectual pursuits, they feel empowered to start asking the wrong questions, working in a million small collective ways against the Undertaking. Well, that simply wouldn’t do. This ideal society had to be dismantled and replaced with something more conducive to our needs. Something simpler.’

‘Simpler?’

‘The world you know, Mister Gagarin. It’s a purposeful throwback; a social model built on a deliberately archaic template. Technology, but not too much of it – just enough to enable the work to be done. You have cars and telephones and televisions; some basic forms of information retrieval; some rudimentary medicine; a few failing robots left over from the last cycle. You have paper money and fire insurance and police stations. You have mobsters and crooked cops. You have newshounds and blackmailers. You have little men who go after cheating spouses and lost pets. You have light jazz. You have, in short, everything you know and nothing that you don’t. To you, it’s a world – the only possible world. To us, it’s a glorious dressing-up game. A charade. But like all such games, it’ll eventually bore us and need to be replaced with something else.’

‘You’ll cook up another crisis, another hundred-year hiatus?’ Vedette asked.

‘Yes. It’s inevitable, especially as Halcyon nears the end of its supposed crossing. It must happen within forty-five years, likely much sooner rather than later. The fault-lines are already showing – the accumulation of inconsistencies, so helpfully catalogued by men like Milvus.’ Consuela’s smile was hermetic in its tightness. ‘We’ll shake the box up again and see what rattles out next time. Put on different clothes, permit different technologies, make up different names for the cities, the districts.’

Yuri asked: ‘Two families can do all this, even in hundred years?’

‘Oh, it’s such great fun, it hardly feels like work. But you’re right: a handful of human hands and minds could never accomplish a total transformation of Halcyon in that time. So we enlist such assistance as we need. A small but loyal army of low-level robots, the kind that work without argument, and which can be disposed of or recycled when the transformation is complete. Forms of mechanized production, factories and replicators, buried deep in Halcyon, that you won’t have seen or imagined. Human collaborators.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ Vedette said. ‘Who would go along with you, helping to dupe millions of their fellow citizens?’

‘You’d be surprised, dear. There are always eager candidates. We select them carefully, as the end of the cycle approaches. Heavyside Penitentiary is our best source of willing muscle, especially the life-cases. They’ll accept almost any bargain. We say to them that they’ll get to live in virtual luxury, provided they work for the Undertaking. We pick out compatible men and women, permit them to breed, and so on down the line, for almost century. They and their spawn are very well looked after.’

‘Call me cynical,’ Litz said, ‘but it’s almost as if the purpose of the prison is one giant sausage-factory for the families.’

Consuela smiled. ‘You could say that, but I couldn’t possibly comment.’

‘And at end-of-century?’ Yuri asked. ‘What happens to hired muscle, to children and grandchildren of hired muscle?’

‘They have served their usefulness, Mister Gagarin. Even though they’ll only have glimpsed a little part of the truth, it’s too much to risk them returning to society in the next cycle.’

‘Into Sleepy Hollow, then,’ Yuri said.

‘Oh, no – that’s also too risky. What if they were revived by mistake further on, and remembered something? No, think it through, Mister Gagarin. There’s only one pragmatic solution. They’ve understood it since the beginning. It was part of the deal.’

‘You off ‘em,’ Litz said.

She gave a sniff of distaste. ‘We prefer to call it euthanisation by prior mutual consent.’

‘I bet you do, doll.’

‘It’s all very civilised, believe me. There’s rarely any unpleasantness. After all, they’ve lived well – far better than they were ever living in Heavyside.’

‘No one fights back?’ Yuri asked.

‘There will always be small acts of resistance. We deal with them at the time, generally. Rarely, there’s a deliberate attempt at sabotage, trying to spoil the internal-consistency of the next cycle. That magazine you spoke of must have been a relic of the first cycle, a loose–end caused by malice or simple human oversight.’ She shrugged. ‘There’ll always be loose–ends like that. Even with a million hands we couldn’t scrub the whole ship clean in a mere hundred years, and a few things will always slip through the net. Frankly, it’s for the best: it adds a little spice – keeps us on our toes.’

‘I am glad we are amusing to you.’

‘Oh, you are, Mister Gagarin: terribly so.’

‘There,’ Vedette said suddenly, pointing through the windows. ‘There’s something metal out there, about fifty metres ahead of us. Is that your friend?’

Yuri leaned in, peering at the glinting form seemingly attached to the inner wall. ‘Yes – it’s Sputnik!’

‘How’s the lunkhead looking? I mean, the adorable lunkhead?’

‘I don’t see any damage so far, Lemmy. I will bring us in closer.’

He brought Clemency in slowly, tilting it around until the nose was aimed directly at the wall and the spread-eagled form fixed to it. He had no concern about using the floodlights now. As they swept across Sputnik, the dousing of light stirred a reaction in the robot, the head tracking and an arm lifting in drowsy acknowledgement of their presence. Sputnik had its back to the wall, the surface slightly dimpled around the robot’s form, like the impression made by a person on a mattress. Sputnik must have been moving quite quickly when it met the platelet – fast enough to bury itself into the thin but yielding surface, forming a permanent robot-shaped dent, but not fast enough to destroy itself or punch right through into the void. It must have been a very narrow balance.

Yuri was satisfied that Clemency was going nowhere for the next few minutes. He unbuckled from his seat and addressed Dorcas.

‘There must be airlock and spacesuit on this vehicle, for emergency evacuation. Tell me where.’

Dorcas brooded, but some calculation played out and she accepted the futility of delay or obfuscation. ‘The lock’s in the rear compartment. There’s a locker with three suits and short-duration oxygen reserves. You can go out the way you came in, of course, but then you’d have to depressurise the main cabin and kill two of us and I don’t think you’re quite that ruthless.’

‘I’m not.’

Consuela looked scornful. ‘Aren’t you going to ask her how the suits and lock operate?’

‘I will be fine,’ Yuri said. ‘Vedette, Lemmy – do not worry. I will be back inside in five minutes.’

‘That robot must be extraordinarily valuable,’ Consuela said.

‘The robot could be a pile of junk and he’d still be going outside,’ Litz told her. ‘You know why?’

‘I have no idea, Mister Litz.’

‘On second thoughts, there’d be no point explaining it to you. Some things will always be beyond your comprehension, Connie.’

Yuri left them to it. He wanted to get Litz to a hospital as quickly as he could, but he would not forsake Sputnik, nor ask it to find its own way aboard Clemency.

He found the locker, the three suits racked inside it in their component sections. The suits were of a completely different style than the outfit Litz had given him, clearly much more sophisticated. Despite that, there was nothing about them that was unfamiliar or indicative of an entirely alien technology. Clearly, they were made to blend in, to match the narrative that had already been imposed on Halcyon. It fitted with the rest of Clemency. If ever the DelRossos entertained guests, and the guests had to be evacuated, it would have been unwise to offer them spacesuits that dated from Halcyon’s first cycle.

Yuri picked the first suit and scrambled into it. The garment was baggy around his joints, but that was better than being tight. Being a small man had its compensations.

He fiddled with the connections, the helmet collar, the multicoloured life-support system controls built into the angled top of the chest-pack. He trusted his thumbs as much as his intuition. When a sudden blast of cold air flooded his helmet, he assured himself that it was all he needed. Even if the mix was wrong, the pressure too high or too low, it would suffice for the short time he would be relying on the suit. That was what he told himself. Sometimes the best you could do was the best you could do.

Peering over the lower rim of the helmet, his head only coming up to half the height of the visor, he went into the lock. The controls in it posed no puzzle. He moved a red lever to achieve emergency pressure ventilation, the suit billowing out around him. Then he opened the outer door, facing out parallel to the curvature of the shell. He ran out a safety line from the suit’s waist and clipped the other end onto a hook inside the lock.

He drifted out into space, keeping at least three points of contact with Clemency. Recessed handholds guided him around the sleek curve of the submarine-spaceship’s hull, to the rounded silver and blue bow with its banks of floodlights still aglare.

He peered back at the windows set back beyond the nose, at the base of the control tower. Vedette gave him a thumbs-up, and he returned the gesture.

He sprang off from the nose, trailing the tether behind him, and landed nearly on top of Sputnik. The robot reacted sluggishly, as a sleeping person might respond to some external stimulus.

The platelet surface was a grid of intersecting and criss-crossing power lines. Where these conduits formed nodes, artificial stars blazed out against the black of the surrounding material. Up close, the stars were numerous bright hexagons, one or two for the faintest, dozens for the brightest. Yuri hooked his feet into the angle formed between the background surface and one of the power conduits, and inched sideways until he was face-to-face with Sputnik.

He tapped his visor, said, ‘It’s me, Yuri Alekseyevich!’

Sputnik’s face tracked his movements, but only a deep blue glow to the robot’s eyes betrayed any conscious process behind the mask.

Yuri pointed at Clemency, at himself, at Sputnik. He bowled his arm, encouraging the robot to follow him.

Nothing was working.

Yuri tried to tug the robot out of the dent in which it was embedded. It was impossible with the limited leverage he could muster. The robot had no weight out here, but plenty of mass, and it seemed to have jammed itself in tightly. Perhaps it had done so deliberately, to stop itself drifting off into danger.

He took the robot’s massive, human-shaped hand. He prised open the fingers – it was like moving a hinge that had rusted tight about a century ago. He exposed the blemishless silver palm. He dabbed his own finger against it, and drew …

 … the outline of a duck.

‘Remember, Sputnik,’ he said aloud. ‘Remember ducks. Remember lake, remember Lemmy Litz, everything.’

Nothing happened.

He drew the duck again, more forcefully this time. He put care into the shape of it, as if he were scribing the form into alabaster, a continuous mark that could never be undone.

Sputnik’s head tilted down. It seemed to be looking at its palm, as if some invisible trace of his outline still remained, some indelible robot itch. The head regarded the palm for ten or twenty seconds. Yuri worried that it was stuck, that the robot had exhausted its last drop of power and was now going to be fixed in that position forever, a silver statue bearing mute witness to Halcyon’s endless voyage.

‘Please, friend …’ he whispered.

The eyes brightened minutely. The deep blue became a lighter blue. The head tilted slowly back to the horizontal. It was looking directly at Yuri now. The eyes were no longer tracking just the helmet, Yuri sensed; now the robot had become aware of the human face, peering out like a boy looking over a sweetshop counter.

A face it ought to remember.

Ought to remember and trust.

Yuri nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, me! Now help me move you!’

He braced and redoubled the effort that had been impossible only a minute ago. There was a difference now, though. Sputnik was stirring, trying to move all its limbs. The eyes brightened. The robot jerked itself free, and Yuri only just managed to hold on to both Sputnik and his own feeble attachment to the shell. He took the tether, pulled it tighter, then released it to create some slack. He used the slack to whip a loop around Sputnik’s forearm, snagging it on the elbow joint, and then slowly hauled the two of them back to Clemency.

He got the robot into the lock. He used the controls to seal the outer door and begin the process of repressurisation. He waited until his suit shrank down to its former size, and then wrenched his helmet off. His ears popped, but he could not have been happier.

‘You came back,’ Sputnik said, grinding out the words like a toy with a drained battery.

Yuri clasped the robot’s hands in his own. ‘We came back.’

‘I am very glad. I was not expecting rescue, but I thought it worth the energy cost of emitting the homing pulse.’

‘It was correct decision. What do you remember?’

Sputnik’s voice regained its normal quality. The eyes brightened further.

‘Oh, everything.’

Yuri smiled through his fears. ‘Everything?’

‘Even in a low-power state, I had time to complete those reconsolidation processes I mentioned. They’ve proven very beneficial. I feel I ought to apologise for my earlier inadequacy. It must have been a very trying experience for all concerned.’

‘You do not have to apologise, Sputnik. I am just glad you are alive.’

‘Functional, sir,’ Sputnik answered in a tone of mild admonition. ‘One must be careful to respect the niceties.’

‘Functional, then. Do you have power now?’

‘Yes, plenty in reserve – I just didn’t want to squander it unnecessarily. There is something I must ask, though. I have no idea where we are.’

‘You remember Halcyon?’ Yuri asked doubtfully.

‘That’s not the problem at all, sir. It’s this thing I’ve been stuck on these last few days. There is nothing in any of my registers to explain why I should have come to rest eight thousand kilometres from Halcyon, on a seemingly solid surface. I suppose you have a better idea?’

‘A little better. It is long story. Hopefully we will have time to explain, but before then, there is small difficulty.’

‘There is, sir?’

‘We will be returning to Halcyon now. Lemmy Litz is injured.’ He searched the robot for a hint of recognition, but of course there was nothing to be read in the blank minimalism of Sputnik’s face. ‘I think he will be all right, but he must get to hospital first. Problem is that there will not be friendly welcome for us when we get back inside Halcyon.’

Sputnik’s eyes brightened keenly. ‘Are we anticipating human-on-human violence, sir?’

‘Perhaps. Definitely nothing pleasant, even for robot. We must have plan in place first. There is information – special information. It needs to reach Ruby Blue or Ruby Red or both. That is most important thing of all. You remember Ruby Blue and Ruby Red?’

‘Most certainly. I believe the latter was the source of some difficulty?’

‘Minor misunderstanding, now fully resolved. Mind of ship is fully on our side. Sputnik, I am very sorry to ask this of you after just being rescued, but you will need to help us.’

‘I am entirely at your disposal, sir.’

‘I know you have said memory is better, but there is thing I must be sure of for myself. Do you remember visit to yacht, when I had to leave you by side of dock?’

‘I do, sir, and also the rather unfortunate manner of your return.’

‘You mean, when I got thrown into water by other robot, and you would not jump in to help.’

‘Yes, sir. I hope you aren’t still holding it against me? It’s a limitation, you see. I’m far too heavy to swim.’

‘But you are waterproof,’ Yuri said.

‘I am, sir. To a crush-depth considerably in excess of any body of water inside Halcyon.’

Yuri nodded. It was the answer he had expected, the answer he had hoped for.

‘Good. Now we have plan.’




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

‘That?’ Consuela asked, scorn seeping out of her like battery acid. ‘You risked all our lives for that?’

‘It is thinking machine. Being.’

‘You’re more of a fool than I thought. It’s a tool, Gagarin – a defective one, at that. Look at the pitiable thing.’

Yuri had instructed Sputnik to play dumb while they were in company.

‘Hello. I am a General Systems Servitor. How can I help you today?’

‘See? It doesn’t understand a single thing about where it is or what’s happened. There isn’t a robot left in Halcyon that’s good for anything except following simple orders and shining shoes.’

Sputnik followed her voice obligingly. ‘Hello. I am a General Systems Servitor. How can I help you today?’

‘Do you remember what happened, the reason you ended up out here?’ Yuri asked.

‘You might need to help me with that. I’m afraid I’m encountering some difficulties with my memory registers.’

‘It’s worse than before,’ Litz put in, instinctively playing along.

‘Yes.’ Yuri nodded, sounding deflated. ‘But it can start up repair processes again.’

‘Did they work the first time?’ Consuela baited.

Yuri patted the robot. ‘You are still thinking machine, even broken. I am glad we found you.’

‘Thank you. I am a General Systems Servitor. How can I help you today?’

‘Be quiet for now,’ Yuri said softly.

The blue lights dimmed, the robot crumpling dejectedly into a corner of the control room.

The return journey proved uneventful. Consuela was convinced until the very final moment that Yuri couldn’t possibly manage the difficult business of landing Clemency back onto the disc, but the berthing manoeuvre went smoothly, with only the mildest of bumps as the submarine-spaceship once again reattached itself to Halcyon’s rotating reference frame. Weight pinned them back into their seats and hoppers, and the automatic process dragged Clemency all the way back up the tube and into the waterlock.

As the water pressure re-established itself, Yuri remembered to switch all relevant controls back to ‘Mode A’ for submersible operations. What had been radar screens became sonar scopes again, and the space propulsion systems were swapped for marine thrusters. They emerged from the waterlock into a darkness as deep as when they had departed. Astonishingly, even as they approached the surface, the darkness still held sway. It was still night-time in Halcyon, still the same night that had begun with the gala. Yuri felt as if those events had been a lifetime ago. As far as his understanding of Halcyon’s predicament had evolved – in fact, the predicament of every living soul inside it – it might as well have been a lifetime.

Dorcas was nervy, Consuela a study in calm. The sanctity of the Undertaking had been violated across multiple fronts, but she was still convinced that the night’s damage could be limited.

‘We own it,’ she had said, referring to Halcyon. ‘You just live in it.’

Yuri believed her. Or rather he believed in her belief. She must have weathered crises before, come through them without consequence. Her confidence was entirely understandable.

‘Where are we going to surface?’ Vedette asked. ‘Not back at the marina, surely? It’ll be swarming with friends of theirs.’

‘No, not back at marina. I do not want to share plans with DelRossos, though. We are at constant speed and depth now, about twenty metres beneath surface. Take controls while I deal with Consuela and Dorcas.’

He took out his automatic.

‘You’re going to murder us, after all this?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Why not? Whatever happens, your allies will make sure we are all dead before dawn.’

‘He does have a point, dear.’

Vedette slid into the control chair he had just vacated. She positioned her hands on the levers. ‘Are you sure about this, Yuri? I’ve never even driven a car.’

‘You will be fine. It is much easier than car.’ He went to Dorcas, keeping on automatic on her while he used a knife in his other hand to cut through the tape binding her. He cut through nearly all of it, so she was able to get herself out of the hopper without his assistance. ‘Now wait,’ he instructed. ‘Three of us have guns. Even Lemmy Litz can still hurt you badly.’

She pouted. ‘I’m not doing anything.’

He moved to Consuela and released her from the chair. ‘Same instruction. No tricks.’

‘What are you going to do with us?’ Consuela demanded, as if it were her right to have an answer.

Yuri indicated for them to go through into the rear compartment. He shepherded them toward the side-lock he had used to rescue Sputnik.

‘Open it. Go inside, both at same time.’

Consuela looked at him with a naked hatred. ‘I’ll take a bullet over drowning.’

‘I am not going to drown you. I just want you out of way until after we surface.’ He pushed the muzzle of the automatic against her spine. ‘Go. Get inside. You will not be able to come back inside from lock, but once we are above water you can open outer door without drowning.’

‘I think he means it,’ Dorcas commented.

Yuri jabbed Dorcas as well. She followed Consuela into the lock. They turned around, two exemplary finalists in a scowling contest. ‘Whatever you’re hoping to achieve—’ Consuela began.

‘Yes. Same old song. Whatever I am hoping to achieve.’ He slammed the inner door on them, twisting the lever so that it latched tight. Before either of his captors had a chance to act, he scooped a spare life-support pack from the suit locker and used it to bludgeon the handle out of shape. He worked as furiously as a blacksmith.

It was not a foolproof arrangement. He heard thumps through the metal. With time and willpower, they might be able to loosen the lock again. The willpower was not the issue. He would just have to make sure they did not have enough time.

Satisfied he had done all that he could, he went back through to the control room. He shut the door behind him, just so there was no chance of their voices reaching back to the lock.

‘Steer south-west, Vedette – about forty-five degrees. Shore of lake is coming up now. I think we will reach beaches and pine forest between Belt City and Sternshore in about five kilometres.’

‘What did you do with them?’

‘I put them in side-lock. Otherwise unhurt.’

‘She wasn’t kidding about this being their world,’ Litz said. ‘They’ll have eyes and ears out for a missing submarine. Probably got a way of tracking it remotely. Moment we surface, wherever it is, there’s a good chance of ’em all being on us.’

‘I am almost counting on it, Lemmy. But we have friends also.’

‘We do?’

Yuri picked up the red handset of the telephone built into the console. ‘I am not surprised there is means of communication – DelRossos would not want to be out of contact with Amity, or dry land.’ He pressed the handset to his ear. ‘Unfortunately, there is still no dialling tone.’

‘Well, that’s useful.’

‘I think it will only work on surface, or very near surface – perhaps when antennae on back of tower break water.’ He took out his notebook, flicking through to the back. ‘I have telephone numbers of Ruby Blue, as well as Belt City precinct houses near office. We will have time to call maybe one, two numbers. They must count.’

‘Ruby Red said to call Ruby Blue’s number as soon as we had some dirt on the families,’ Litz said. ‘Well, we’ve got dirt. You can play the dictation machine over the telephone.’

‘I’m not sure we’ll have time,’ Vedette said.

‘We can play it at double-speed, or quadruple-speed, however fast it needs, and Ruby Red’ll still get what she needs. Ain’t that so, Yuri?’

‘I hope, Lemmy. As soon as we are done, I will call the first of these precinct stations.’

‘You might be over-relying on their fondness for their former colleague of fond memory, Lemmy Litz. I could be a warm corpse before anyone cares.’

‘Perhaps you are right, Lemmy, but I also want Urrys to find out where we are. Calling precinct station may be easiest way to ensure word reaches other family.’

‘You’re nuts. Isn’t dealing with one lunatic family enough for you?’

‘No, Lemmy. This is DelRosso screw-up and I think Urrys will want piece of flesh also. Accountability. They will not kill us until they know exactly what we know, and that will take questioning. If things have gone badly they will want to take it out on us, but also DelRossos.’

‘Great. Nothing I’m looking forward to more than a pleasant evening over wine, cigars and a little gentle interrogation.’ He pawed at his belly. ‘At least I’ve got a head-start on the wound. Maybe they’ll treat me nicely for sparing them the trouble.’

Vedette twisted around from the controls for a moment. ‘We’re on that course now, Yuri. It won’t be too long before we hit the shore. I was thinking: I have the number of the mayor’s office at All-City Hall, so wouldn’t that be worth a try?’

‘Too risky,’ Litz said. ‘The new mayor isn’t clean – it’s why he doesn’t know about the sisters. Whether that’s just good old-fashioned institutional sleaziness, or because of loyalties to the families, it’s too much of an unknown.’

‘Precinct houses are best bet,’ Yuri agreed. ‘Not much of bet, admittedly.’

‘You got a pencil in that book? Write this down in case I pass out before we surface.’ Litz gave the number of a precinct station. ‘Place where Froggy Heckler and I used to work. If we’ve still got any friends, that’d be the place to start. What’re you going to tell them?’

‘Same thing I will tell to neighbouring precinct station. Something big is going to go down with DelRossos and Urrys, tonight. Maybe fallout from arson of yacht.’

‘The police like to keep the families at arm’s reach, let ’em sort out their own problems.’

‘I know, but this is exceptional. Is all I can do.’

‘Seabed is coming up fast now,’ Vedette reported. ‘If we rise much further, we’ll break the water.’

‘Good. Then it is time. I will take controls again. Do you have dictation machine?’

‘Yes, and I’ve wound it back to the start as you said.’

They swapped positions.

‘Play it forward, fast speed, with volume on.’

‘What about the telephone? Don’t you want to call Ruby Blue’s number first?’

He smiled. ‘I will call her, but there is much better way of getting information across. Sputnik is also recording apparatus. Are you listening, Sputnik?’

The robot tilted its head. ‘Hello. I am a General Systems Servitor. How can I—’

‘We’re not doing that now.’

‘Of course we aren’t. Well, I’m listening. Please play the recording at maximum speed, Mrs Apolisi, and I’ll do my best to capture it on the first pass.’

She sped forward with the playback engaged, the tape spools blurring, human voices babbling out of the tiny little speaker at high speed. It sounded like a heated argument among mice, a ridiculous petty squabble between tiny creatures with an inflated sense of their own cosmic significance.

He wondered if the robot found normal human speech any less comedic.

‘Are you getting this, Sputnik?’

‘I am getting it, Mister Gagarin.’

‘Good.’ Yuri flashed a grin. ‘I see shoreline on radar. We are less than kilometre out now. We will begin surfacing as soon as Sputnik has committed recording to memory. Once antenna is free, I will make calls, beginning with Ruby Blue’s number. Vedette, Lemmy: you must be ready to go up ladder again, toward top hatch.’

‘That ladder’s going to smart.’

‘I know, Lemmy, but it is only way for you to get out safely. Side-lock must remain immersed until last moment, or Consuela and Dorcas will escape before us. They will get out eventually, once submarine is fully surfaced, but I do not want additional complication until we are free.’

‘You know, shooting them was also an option. We could say it was euthanisation, except not by mutual prior consent.’

‘I have killed two men tonight, Lemmy. That is two more than in entire life before. Enough for rest of lifetime also.’

Litz nodded sombrely. ‘I understand. Some stains don’t wash out.’ He brightened, shaking loose whatever dark thoughts had overcome him. ‘How’s that playback going, Mrs A?’

‘About half done, I think. We don’t need all of the tape, just the parts with voices on. I’m worried that Consuela’s right, though. Who’s going to believe a word of it, even if we get it out? That’s what they’re counting on, isn’t it?’

‘Ruby Red said she had way of making recording count. I will trust Ruby Red.’

‘We don’t even know if she’s up there anymore.’

‘Then we will hope for best, Vedette, because hoping for worst achieves nothing.’

‘His optimism’s infectious,’ Vedette said.

‘Agreed, Mrs A,’ said Litz. ‘But so was something I caught off my ex.’

The babble of voices ceased abruptly. Vedette hit stop.

‘Did you get it all, Sputnik?’

Noah Apolisi’s voice emerged in perfect emulation from Sputnik. ‘Juliana? Can you hear me? It’s Doctor Treadwell.’

Vedette gave a little shudder. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. It sounds as if he’s in the room again.’ She grimaced. ‘Treadwell was one of his subordinates. I knew Noah had a low side to him, but I didn’t think he’d stoop that far, putting one of his own colleagues in the line of fire.’ A vast sadness settled on her. ‘Oh, Noah. To think I loved you once.’

‘Rest of recording is captured?’ Yuri asked, because he knew there would not be a second chance.

‘Yes. It’s quite safe inside me.’

‘Then we are ready. Waters are too shallow to go any closer to shore. I will begin surfacing as slowly as possible.’ He snatched the telephone from its cradle again, listening intently as he fed air into the ballast tanks at the lowest rate. ‘Yes. There is tone.’ Using the built-in dial, he entered the number Ruby Blue had given them, the one that Ruby Red had told him would get through to what remained of her mind in Central Services.

‘Well?’ Litz asked.

 He waited for the call to connect through the wireless connection, back to some switchboard set up to receive mobile transmissions like the one from the portable telephone in Noah Apolisi’s Dynaflow.

Then a further delay as the switchboard did its business.

‘I am sorry,’ said a whirring, scratchy, mechanical voice, like a gramophone that had been played too often. ‘But that number is currently unattainable.’

Yuri waited to hear the recording again, then put down the handset. ‘I must have mis-dialled number.’

‘Try again,’ Vedette said.

Yuri tried again. He knew, deep down, that he had made no error with the digits, but still he hoped it might work on the second attempt.

‘Is no good,’ he said, sighing. ‘Either Ruby Red is gone, into coma, or number does not work because we are not on normal telephone network.’

‘Call Froggy Heckler’s precinct station,’ Litz said.

Yuri nodded, accepting that it was fruitless to try Ruby Blue’s number a third time. He entered the number Litz had already given him. There was a similar delay while the call went through, but this time it went to a dialling tone, and then the clunk of someone picking up.

‘Twenty-second precinct,’ a voice said. ‘Who’s calling?’

Yuri spoke quickly. ‘This is Yuri Gagarin. I am colleague of former detective Lemmy Litz and friend Froggy …’ He stalled out.

‘Heckler,’ Litz said.

‘Froggy Heckler. I am with Mister Litz now. Mister Litz is injured.’

‘Too bad. We know Litz’s rep. Get the washout to a hospital.’

‘Please listen, sir.’ Yuri was glad he was the only one party to the call. ‘We were at marina earlier, aboard private DelRosso yacht Amity.’

Some narrow interest pricked the voice. ‘Oh, right. You were there?’

‘There has been concerning development, sir. We are aboard secondary DelRosso craft, in south-east sector of Midlake, near pine forest, together with DelRosso evacuees from fire. There is chance of trouble with both Urry and DelRosso households, sir. Please advise all—’ Yuri stopped, because he had the ineffable sense that there was no longer anyone on the end of the line. ‘Sir?’

‘They hung up?’

‘No, Lemmy. I do not think so. There is just silence now. I think—’

Something sounded above them, a hollow report against the part of Clemency that must have already emerged from the water. Then a second clang.

‘Some goon just shot the antennae away,’ Litz said.

Yuri placed the telephone down disconsolately. ‘Then Consuela was right. They are already out there, waiting for us.’

Litz gave a phlegmatic shrug, which cost him a wince but seemed worth the price. ‘To be fair, it would’ve been a miracle if there wasn’t heat. How does this change things?’

Yuri thought for a moment. He looked at Sputnik, the robot’s guileless blue eyes regarding him as they had done when Yuri had been ejected into the water from the yacht, Sputnik looking down from the dock as Yuri paddled in the obnoxious cold of the slimy, oily, fish-stinking water.

‘Less than they think,’ he said.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

He set the ballast controls to continue surfacing at normal speed. The top of the control tower was already out of the water; now the surface of Midlake formed a rippling, light-dappled line at the top of the windows and descended like the suds draining out of a washing machine. It was still night-time, but bobbing artificial lights approached them from the shore; lights on boats, the torches of men wading in the shallows. It was raining, too: hammering against the clearing portion of the windows, and lifting a golden haze of illuminated splashes above Midlake’s wave-topped surface. The submarine rolled on the swell as more of it emerged, and the shots continued fitfully.

‘Up the tower,’ Yuri said. ‘Side-lock will be clear soon. And Sputnik – good luck.’

‘Good luck to us all,’ the robot replied.

Yuri went first. He opened the upper hatch and waved his empty hand into the air. The shots stopped. He emerged cautiously: hand, arm, head, the rest of him. He pincered the automatic between his forefinger and thumb, then tossed it into the water. He knelt above the ladder and reached down to help Litz climb out. Litz grunted as he ascended, with Vedette and Sputnik assisting from below.

There were four boats coming in from the shore: low, flat-bottomed types with outboard electric motors. Men in waterproof clothes were up to their chests in the rolling, rain-hammered water and could approach no nearer. The waders touted flashlights and weapons.

‘Can we run for it?’ Litz asked, as he neared the top of the ladder.

‘Not a chance, Lemmy.’

‘Then it doesn’t matter whether Consuela and Dorcas beat us out of the lock, does it?’

‘It helps that we look as if we had plan,’ Yuri replied. ‘Plan that has gone wrong. Then they will not think that we are now on different, better plan.’

‘The alternate plan was to get caught? I missed that part.’

‘Keep going, Lemmy,’ Vedette encouraged from below.

He came out slowly and slumped exhausted on the top of the tower, oblivious to the rain. Voices began to sound across the water as the boats came within shouting range. There were four or five figures on each boat, sixteen to twenty in total, and the same again in the shallows. Far too many to dodge and evade, even if Litz had not been injured. Lightning lit the length of Halcyon and a long, echoing thunderclap rolled out of the skytube.

Litz mopped his glistening brow. ‘Of all the nights for a storm.’

Vedette emerged, her hands raised. She tossed her automatic the way Yuri had done, then stood on the small, railed platform next to the hatch. Sputnik was coming up beneath her, climbing like a silver gibbon.

One boat was in the vanguard. A tall figure stood at the prow, flanked by two armed men, cloaked and hooded in monastic-looking raingear. They had rifles raised. The tall figure had a loudspeaker.

‘Get down off the submarine. This all ends here.’

Yuri recognised the commanding voice of Nelson Urry.

‘We are evacuees from fire on yacht!’ he called back, not because he expected it to convince anyone, but because it was the kind of thing someone might say if they had no other plan.

Nelson heard him. ‘We know what went down tonight, Mister Gagarin. Let’s at least be adult enough to talk about it. You’re coming with us, all of you, back to the estate.’

‘You got anything good cooking, Nelson?’ Litz asked, too quietly to be picked up.

‘Get off the submarine. We’re bringing the boats around. No one tries anything. Wait – is that a robot?’

Sputnik was the last out. It emerged into the rain and the light, halting halfway out of the hatch. Yuri climbed down the side-ladder and helped Litz descend, then Vedette made her way after them, leaving only Sputnik up on the tower.

Sputnik stood up. It had Litz’s automatic. It raised the weapon into the night, making it impossible to ignore, then slowly brought the weapon to bear on Nelson.

‘Go back,’ Sputnik instructed.

Gunfire sounded from the riflemen. Multiple shots flashed against Sputnik’s chest, sparking and ricocheting. Sputnik teetered and fired a few reciprocal shots in the general direction of the boats. The retaliation intensified. Nelson lowered the loudspeaker and came out with a pistol of his own, some long-barrelled antique. He levelled it without haste. The muzzle flashed and Nelson jerked back with the recoil. The shot struck Sputnik in the face. Sputnik’s head rolled back. Sputnik teetered further, wheeling its arms for balance. The automatic went flying. The riflemen kept firing, the impulse of their bullets gradually winning, and Sputnik toppled backwards off the tower.

The robot clanged sonorously against the lower flank of the submarine and vanished beneath the waves.

‘Good,’ Yuri whispered to himself.

He heard two voices, nearer than any of the boats. Consuela and Dorcas had come out of the side-lock, on the opposite side of Clemency, hidden from view behind the tower. They were shouting across the water, their calls tripping over each other.

‘Stay where you are,’ Nelson bellowed back, and gave pointed instructions to one of the other boats to circle around and collect the DelRossos.

Yuri, Litz and Vedette stood on a narrow strip of rubberised material, their backs to the tower. They were weaponless. They raised their arms in surrender as Nelson came around, his men death-gripping their rifles. Nelson’s boat kissed the submarine’s rolling flank.

‘Get in,’ Nelson said.

‘This man is injured,’ Yuri answered.

‘The least of any of your problems. Who else was aboard?’

‘Consuela and Dorcas DelRosso were in side-lock. Dorian DelRosso is still inside, dead.’

Nelson was blank. He absorbed the news as if it were an out-of-date obituary notice. ‘Who killed him? Litz?’

‘It was me,’ Vedette said. She lifted her chin, her look pure defiance. ‘I shot him. He’d have killed us all if I hadn’t, but that’s not why I did it. He was a murderous little worm and he deserved it. Just like you, Nelson.’

‘Get in the boat.’

‘Help Lemmy down, Yuri.’

Yuri got in first. He stood wide-legged, the flat-bottomed boat rolling badly on the swell. He had never liked boats. He assisted Litz off the submarine, the boat nearly unbalancing as Litz thudded into it.

‘That’s enough. Stay there, Mrs Apolisi. One of the other boats’ll bring you in.’

‘That’s very good of you, Nelson. It was nice to see you at the funeral, by the way.’

‘Shut up. We know what happened on the yacht. It’s not like it burned down on its own.’

‘Sympathy for the DelRossos, Nelson? What will everyone think?’

Nelson’s pilot steered the first boat away from the submarine, allowing a second one to come in for Vedette. Yuri and Litz sat down on the cross-planks, the riflemen covering them as the boat picked up speed back to the shore.

‘Thank you very much for rescue,’ Yuri said.

‘This isn’t a rescue. You’re dumb, Mister Gagarin, but you’re not so dumb that you don’t understand that.’ Some wry amusement troubled the corner of Nelson’s eyes. ‘We know how far you went tonight. We know what you saw. I hope it was worth it.’

‘Would you like me to talk in front of these men?’

Nelson took the pistol by the barrel and smacked Yuri across the face with the grip. ‘You’ll talk, definitely. On my terms, not yours.’ He motioned for the pilot to speed up.

The four boats converged into a single formation as they neared the shore, bellying on the muddy shallows where a pale fringe of night-lit beach sat beneath the black prominence of the pine forest. The electric outboards silenced. The men who were wading grabbed lines to tug the boats ashore, so that their noses were above the waterline. Yuri stepped out and helped Litz, supporting him as best he could. They were on what would have been dry land, were it not for the rain. Their shoes sucked down into mud.

‘Move,’ Nelson said.

Above the beach was a level parking area. Four limousines waited, next to a pair of trucks with flatbed trailers for the boats. Yuri and Litz were shown to a car and forced into the back. The door was slammed and locked, while a goon in the front passenger seat kept them covered with an automatic. Yuri peered out through the rain-dappled window, watching as Vedette was pushed into a second car and Consuela and Dorcas encouraged into a third. Nelson got into the driver’s seat, craning around to face Yuri and Litz. His handsome face was rain-sheened, like a translucent covering that had yet to be torn off.

‘No trouble now, gentlemen. It’d be a shame to make a mess of the leatherwork, wouldn’t it?’

He started up the limousine. It purred with an expensive electric hum. They circled around, the other cars falling in line behind. The men in the waterproof clothes were hooking winches onto the boats, ready to haul them up onto the flatbeds. Nelson left them to their work.

The road from the beach wound its way through the pine forest. It was an unsurfaced, single-lane track, boggy with puddles and muddy run-off. The wipers battled against the thunderstorm. They met no other traffic using the road.

Nelson took a call on the in-car telephone, keeping one hand on the wheel while he spoke. ‘Yes. No. No, don’t wipe it just yet. I want to hear what’s on it first.’

He slammed down the handset.

‘What is it with the Apolisi family and blackmail, do you think? First the husband, now the widow.’ He frowned at the rear-seat passengers. ‘Because surely that’s the point of that recording she had on her? To embarrass the families and extort more money for that clinic the DelRossos use?’

‘I thought Undertaking was joint exercise,’ Yuri said. ‘So joint exposure in event of blackmail?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Anywhere along here will do,’ Litz said cheerfully, before breaking into a cough. He put his hand to his mouth and it came away with blood on the back.

‘I can’t speak for the small-time dick, Litz, but I’d have thought you had more sense.’

‘More sense than what?’

‘To get yourself mixed up in this. Wasn’t a gentle warning good enough for you?’

‘Oh, the thing with the poisoning and the body swap? That was good, Nelson. Very good. Except for the growler, you’d have got away with it.’

‘The growler?’

‘Your timeline didn’t add-up. Took Yuri to figure it out, though. Lemmy Litz ain’t too big to admit it, either.’

‘It was bad timing, nothing more. What did that insight bring you, in the end? You’re here, now, and nothing’s really changed. You’re not naive enough to think anything will change, are you, Litz?’

‘Plenty of bodies at the bottom of Midlake,’ Litz said off-handedly. ‘I guess by the end of tonight there’ll be a couple more. Maybe we’ll organise a card game. Do me a favour, though.’

Nelson flashed teeth in the rear-view mirror. ‘And what would that be?’

‘Go easy on Mrs A. Yuri and me, we’re nothing. Halcyon won’t miss a pair of chumps like us. But Mrs A can do real work up at that clinic, now that Noah’s out of the spotlight. Real good work.’

Yuri leaned forward. The goon with the automatic tensed. ‘There is something not quite right about growlers, Nelson.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Consuela told us about Undertaking.’ He nodded in the direction of the goon. ‘May I talk, or will you have to shoot him as well?’

‘Save it for later.’ But he could tell that he had put an itch under Nelson’s skin, the kind that couldn’t be scratched away.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They met a main road and then the Sternshore-Winter Garden expressway. The cars slid through the night and the rain like four black ducks in a row.

Yuri thought about Sputnik, falling into Midlake. Close to shore, where it had happened, it would not have taken him too long to sink to the bed.

After that … he could only hope.

In Winter Garden they took the unmarked turn-off for the Urry estate. Yuri remembered all the twists and bends from his one and only prior visit. They passed through the boundary gatehouse and then traversed the long private drive through the grounds – night-lit now, but still starkly recognisable when the lightning flickered and the skytube boomed. They passed the shooting range where Randall’s accident had been faked, and then completed the approach to the arboreal household squatting in the central clearing on its massive thicket of stilts.

The four limousines pulled up in line outside the main building. It was the only one with lights showing. The multi-storey cylinder was lit up from inside, ghoulish as a jack-o’-lantern. An electric chair would have looked like a more attractive proposition.

‘I have misplaced invitation,’ Yuri said urgently, patting his pockets. ‘What is dress code?’

‘Shut up,’ Nelson said flatly. He opened his door and leaned over to the goon. ‘Take them to the reception room, and bring the Apolisi widow along as well. See that they’re comfortable for now. I’ll be along as soon as I’ve made a couple of calls.’

‘You want to me to fetch the rest of the family?’

‘No. Assuming they’ve slept through this storm so far, it’s not worth spoiling anyone’s rest.’

Nelson left them with the goon. Two more men came and opened the rear passenger doors. Yuri exited at gunpoint. He made to go around to the other side to help Litz, but got kicked to the ground for his troubles. He picked himself up slowly, drenched down one side. Litz was being hauled out by his arms like a bag of laundry.

The wide wooden staircase ascended five metres to the reception level of the Urry house. Something was coming down it, drawn by the arrival of the cars. Yuri recognised the egg-shaped form.

‘Good evening, Montague. It is very nice to be back.’

The goon with the automatic addressed the retainer. ‘Take them up to reception. Mind the one with the injury – he’s fragile.’

‘As you wish, sir,’ Montague answered. ‘Mister Gagarin, Mister Litz. How pleasant to remake your individual acquaintances.’ The robot bobbed its faceless ovoid body. ‘If you would accompany me, sirs, I will make sure that you are made at home.’

‘Follow Montague,’ Nelson called, dipping his head to speak to Vedette as one of his men opened the door to her car. ‘And don’t try and run.’

‘You’re going to do something horrible to us, Nelson, so what does it matter?’

‘There’s always room for negotiation, Mister Litz. Nothing’s a foregone conclusion.’ Nelson broke off from Vedette and went back to the limousine they had arrived in.

Yuri helped Litz stagger up the staircase. Litz was sweating and fighting for breath. For all his bravado about the bullet being nothing too serious, Yuri knew he was suffering.

‘We will get out of this, Lemmy,’ he promised.

‘What were you teasing Nelson about? You got him good when you mentioned growlers. Touched a nerve he didn’t like.’

‘We will see.’

They reached the main entrance leading into the high-ceilinged, chandelier-hung hallway Yuri remembered from his earlier visit. The stained-glass of the tall, decorative windows was as dark as welder’s glass, until lightning lit them from the outside.

‘If you’d be so good as to follow me, sirs.’

Montague led them down a hallway in a counter-clockwise direction, past rooms and windows, until they arrived at the parlour where Yuri had conducted his interview with the Urry clan. The room had windows on both sides, the outer ones facing the woods and the inner ones overlooking the circular void in the middle of the house, a space given over to a single, very large tree. The room’s decor, sumptuous and green-tinged by day, was sullen and colourless by night. Only a few lamps were lit, and the ticking of the room’s many clocks possessed a heightened, malevolent quality. The automatic piano, the one that had been playing the second movement of Rachmaninov’s Piano Concerto Number Two in C minor, was silent. The central tree was absent until the lightning inked the spectral outline of its highest branches.

Goons guarded the two doorways leading into and out of the room. Montague extended one of its segmented arms, gesturing to chairs and sofas. Of the Urrys, only Nelson’s sister Lutetia was already present, sitting at a card table with a tumbler in her hand.

‘Ah, company,’ she said, with bored indifference. ‘You might have given me fair warning, Montague.’

‘I attempted to, Miss Lutetia, but you were adamant that your game was more important than my interruption.’

She flung her cards down and scowled. ‘I don’t like these people. Where is Nelson?’

‘On his way very shortly,’ Montague said. Then, to the guests: ‘Make yourselves as comfortable as you can.’

Yuri helped Litz hobble into a chair. ‘I was here last time with General Systems Servitor.’

‘You are quite correct, sir. I remember the robot in question very well.’

‘You didn’t like it when robot scanned you. You said it was height of bad manners.’

‘It was, sir. But all things considered, no very great harm was done. You are not with the robot now?’

‘No. There was mishap on submarine.’

‘How unfortunate.’ Montague moved in the direction of the drinks cabinet. ‘Something for you, gentlemen?’

‘An ambulance,’ Litz said. ‘On the rocks.’

‘I’ll pass,’ Yuri added. ‘But one question, Montague. I am told this is question to which all robots must give answer, when prompted. May I ask question?’

‘By all means, sir.’

‘When was last time you ran conditional audit?’

Montague stilled, as if some gearing inside it had jammed on a broken tooth.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t answer you.’

Montague broke out of its paralysis. The clocks ticked. There was a bustle of approaching feet. Vedette arrived first, two of Nelson’s armed men behind her. Next came Consuela and Dorcas, and then Nelson himself. He had taken the time to remove his wet garments and towel his hair, now rakishly dishevelled. He had a pastel sweater slung over his shoulders, his shirtsleeves rolled up. He looked extremely relaxed and invigorated, the perfect genial host.

‘Make yourselves at home, everyone. Consuela, Dorcas – may I extend a warm welcome to our humble household? You know my sister Lutetia, of course. I heard about the yacht burning down. Terrible shame – we’re both very sorry for your loss.’ He snapped his fingers at Montague. ‘Beverages for our guests, please. If anyone’s hungry, I’ll wake the cook and have something brought up.’

‘It’s fine,’ Litz said, lifting a hand. ‘I brought up plenty the last time I was here.’

Nelson went to the drinks cabinet himself and poured something. He scooped up an amber bottle and offered it to his audience, brandishing the label. ‘Anyone? It’s a good vintage.’

‘We’ll pass,’ Consuela said. ‘It was very considerate of you to meet the submarine, Nelson, but there’s really no need for us not to be on our way back to the other end of Halcyon. If you can’t spare a car, I can easily call for one.’

‘I’ll take a drink,’ Dorcas said.

‘Good. At least someone’s prepared to accept our hospitality.’ Nelson uncorked the amber bottle, tipped it into a tumbler and brought the drink over to Dorcas. He made an encouraging sweep with his free hand. ‘Sit down, please, both of you. We’ll get you back to the other end in good time, but we do have a bit of business to put to bed first. We have to decide what to do with our three other guests.’

‘It’s simple,’ Consuela said. ‘Kill them.’

Nelson smiled. ‘Admirably to the point.’

‘I like her more than I thought I would,’ Lutetia said, still flicking through her cards.

‘I’m serious,’ Consuela shot back. ‘They’ve seen what they’ve seen. There’s no way they can go back into the world with even a partial understanding of the shell.’

Nelson looked at her sternly. ‘Well, in fairness, some of that’s on you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’ve recovered the tape. I’ve listened to a little bit of it, and it’s pretty damaging. You DelRossos do like to run your mouths off.’

‘What of it?’ Consuela lowered herself into one of Nelson’s chairs as if it were a trough of manure. ‘There was never any risk to the integrity of the Undertaking.’

Nelson blinked, not following her logic.

‘You shot and destroyed my pursuers.’

‘That wasn’t us, that was him.’ She nodded pointedly at Yuri. ‘He had control of the vehicle the entire time we were outside.’ Her nostrils flared. ‘We’ve had our differences, Nelson, but you can’t deny my total commitment to the Undertaking, nor I yours. I was ready to die out there. I assumed it would happen.’ She directed a scalding glare at him. ‘It would have, if you’d sent more than two pursuers. What were you thinking?’

Nelson jerked his head back and widened his eyes. ‘So tonight’s mess-up is somehow an Urry mistake, not a DelRosso one? That’s a hell of a take, Consuela. Maybe you shouldn’t have let this man gain control of the submarine.’

‘He tricked us,’ she sniffed. ‘He isn’t what he seems.’

‘Then what is he?’

‘I’m not sure even he knows.’

‘Stop talking in riddles, both of you,’ Lutetia said.

‘You made an enemy of the ship,’ Litz said. ‘He’s the weapon it decided to use against you. The one man you couldn’t buy off or intimidate, although you gave it a damned good go.’

Dorcas sipped her drink like a poison-tester. ‘The ship is brain-dead. It’s been like that for ages.’

‘But who made it brain-dead? And who got worried enough that there might be something still going on, that they blew up the skytube just to be sure?’ Litz cocked his head, his point made.

‘A precaution, no more than that,’ Consuela replied.

‘A crude over-reaction,’ Nelson said. ‘You went too far with that. What if you’d really taken out the skytube, instead of that little bit of it at your end? We all depend on it, you know.’

‘Forgive us for taking decisive action, then. A little bit of which wouldn’t have hurt tonight.’

‘Would you rather I just had both of you shot now, Consuela? That’d get us to the same result, wouldn’t it?’

‘Don’t over-dramatise, Nelson – it doesn’t become you. Besides, it’s only our guests you’d need to shoot. That’s if you have the stomach for three murders in one night.’

Nelson ruffled his hair. He unhooked the pastel sweater from his shoulders and draped it on the back of a chaise-longue. ‘I’ve got the stomach for anything. What I’ve also got is just enough perspective to know when more deaths start making things too complicated for all of us.’

‘Well said, brother,’ Lutetia put in. ‘At least someone has a little sense.’

Consuela scratched nails into the arm of her chair. ‘Then what?’

‘We can buy them off.’

Consuela tipped her head back. ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I mean it. We bring them on-side. No one’s above the right price.’ He beamed at Litz, made an expansive, welcoming gesture. ‘What about it, Lemmy?’

Litz flinched deeper into his chair. ‘Oh, I’m Lemmy now?’

‘A man of your talents could be an asset to Urry security. The same for Mister Gagarin. I’m sure we could find a role for him. If not us, the DelRossos. And Mrs Apolisi – that clinic of yours needs a steady funding stream, doesn’t it? If your other benefactors haven’t managed to step up, that doesn’t mean we couldn’t be of assistance.’

‘Name your prices,’ Lutetia said.

‘We are not for sale,’ Yuri said, confident he spoke for his friends. ‘If you want our silence, do it with bullets.’

‘See, he understands,’ Consuela said. ‘Even if you don’t.’

‘We’re not talking about buying an eternity of silence,’ Nelson said pleadingly. ‘Sometime between now and forty-five years from now we’ll need to end the present cycle. That’s a few decades at most, assuming these three don’t die of natural causes beforehand. That’s how long they’d need to be kept under control, on the leash.’

Yuri saw his moment. ‘You are sure Halcyon will keep going, Nelson, into next hiatus, next cycle? One hundred years, one hundred fifty, maybe more?’

‘Why not? It’s lasted until now.’

‘Growlers are getting worse. Everyone sees it. That can only mean one or two things.’

Nelson’s composure was brittle. Fine cracks spidered through it, like the ice under a doomed skater.

‘What, Mister Gagarin?’

‘Halcyon is entering region of enhanced cosmic dust. That is possible. Also possible is serious problem with ram-shield.’

‘Like what?’ Dorcas asked.

‘Perhaps you have skimmed too much from shield. Perhaps shield is not as thick as it used to be, and now impacts are risking ship.’

‘No,’ Dorcas said. ‘There can’t be. We took only a tiny amount off the front of the shield.’ Her tone became firmer. ‘I told you, Mister Gagarin. It’s ten billion tonnes, just a metre-thick scraping off the shield. The shield is two kilometres thick! The ship won’t miss a tiny sliver, any more than it missed that little bit of water we dumped through the lock!’

Yuri met her eyes. ‘I think you have been lied to, Dorcas.’

‘Impossible. I’m inside the Undertaking. We all are.’

‘No one outside Undertaking knows about Undertaking,’ Yuri stated.

‘Correct.’

‘But what if there is Undertaking inside Undertaking? Second layer of secrecy?’

She spoke through her teeth. ‘There isn’t.’

‘But would you know?’ He looked around, taking in Nelson Urry, Lutetia Urry and Consuela DelRosso. ‘You are not oldest family members. Perhaps there is … more to picture. Much more.’

‘What are you implying?’ Nelson asked, fixing on a lopsided grin.

‘Consuela told me story about maelstrom. About emergency measure, people put back into vaults. Call that end of cycle one. Then re-awoken, after hundred-year hiatus. But little details unravelled, so families came up with second emergency. Call that end of cycle two. Second trip back into vaults, second hiatus. Then re-awake into this one, cycle three.’

Nelson leaned in. ‘And?’

‘I do not think it is whole story.’

‘You’re in no position to judge,’ Consuela put in.

‘No,’ he admitted, with a modest dip of his head. ‘But Milvus was. Milvus was collector of relics, of details out of place. I saw piece of magazine from JY 370, Equinox Supplement. Was that from cycle one or cycle two?’

Nelson gave a mirthless laugh. ‘Does it matter, now?’

‘It looked similar to our world, but different. Not different enough to be cycle one, with magic technology. Perhaps it is cycle two. But then Milvus also found other things. Strange little telephone, like shoehorn, with unfamiliar writing on – different writing than magazine. But not same as writing in deep tunnel Litz showed me.’ Yuri smiled awkwardly. He did not much like being the centre of attention. ‘I am not sure this is only cycle three. Perhaps it is cycle four, or five … or much larger number.’ He turned to look at Dorcas. ‘You said shell needs to be repaired from time to time. Holes patched back in. New platelets, due to cosmic strikes. But where does material come from, if not from ram-shield?’

‘You’re wrong,’ she snarled. Then, directing her remark at Consuela and Nelson, ‘He’s got to be wrong!’

‘Yes,’ Lutetia echoed. ‘Tell me he’s wrong.’

A methodical clacking noise approached the room. It grew louder; a hard, regular tapping against polished tiles.

‘What’s this all about?’

‘Grandmother,’ Nelson said, addressing the column of black that was Lavinia. ‘Please go back to bed. It’s nothing. We’ve just got some guests in. There’s been a … fire, on the yacht.’

‘DelRossos,’ she identified, adding a wrinkle to the collection of corrugations on the bridge of her nose. ‘Now I know what woke me. And these other people. I recognise the men, not the woman. Who is she?’

‘I’m Vedette Apolisi, Mrs Urry. The name ought to mean something, if there’s a shred of human decency left inside you. Your friends had my husband murdered.’

‘DelRosso business?’ she asked Consuela. ‘Of course. Done with your usual flair for discretion, I see.’

‘We weren’t the ones who made a mess of covering up Randall’s death,’ Consuela fired back.

‘He was on the straight path until he met your daughter. A pernicious influence if ever I knew one. So much better for us all if it had been her head blown off out there, not Randall’s.’

Litz drummed his armrest. ‘Anyone for liquor and cigars?’

Lightning flashed, its blue radiance freezing the room’s contents, turning the hosts and their guests into the lifeless paper characters of a toy theatre.

Lavinia slid closer.

Her voice was a rustle of twigs. ‘There’s been a breach, grandson?’

Nelson coughed nervously. He seemed smaller, shrunken by her presence. ‘They got outside. A DelRosso security lapse.’

‘How far?’

‘Far enough,’ Yuri answered boldly. ‘Through hole in shell, into void. We saw truth of predicament, Lavinia. Halcyon is off-course, going too fast. Ninety-nine per cent of speed of light. Fast enough to turn stars into that.’ He nodded at the mural on the wall, the huge black picture with a dense speckle of blue and white stars concentrated in the middle. Not just stars, not just galaxies, but everything. ‘No destination, no means of stopping.’

Her black eyes sparkled with cruel delight. ‘And they haven’t killed you yet?’

‘Wait,’ Dorcas said, raising her hand. ‘Never mind that. What we were talking about, before she crawled out of her grave.’ She turned the full force of her gaze onto the Urry figurehead. ‘I was born into this cycle, Lavinia. So were Dorian and Consuela, and for all I know Nelson and Lutetia as well. We get to skip over the bits we don’t like, but we’ve still got to take someone’s word for what happened before.’

The lightning pulsed again. The storm rattled a loose window or door.

‘Damn this night,’ Nelson said.

‘Address her point, Lavinia,’ Consuela said. ‘How would any of us know if there was another layer to the lie? How would we really know that we’re still only in the third cycle? Gagarin says the growlers have been getting worse. He thinks we might have been taking too much off the front. Deny it, Lavinia, so I can hear it from your lips.’ She snarled. ‘Deny it. Now.’

Lavinia sighed. ‘What difference would it make, really? The predicament is the same.’

Yuri said, ‘Tell her, if you know. How old is ship really, Lavinia? How long have we been going?’

There was another lightning flash.

Another, hard after the last.

Then another. They were regular, spaced about two seconds apart. The ticking of the clocks became a conspiratorial murmur, precisely interlocked with the lightning flashes.

Conversation ceased. The flashes continued. Thunder rolled in, blending into a lugubrious rumble.

‘What the hell is happening out there?’ Nelson grabbed his sweater and put it on. He moved to the convex windows looking out to the woods, sweeping thin curtains aside. ‘The skytube must be malfunctioning, locked in a weather effect. You must have done more harm than you realised, Consuela.’

‘This wasn’t us.’ But she was moving as well, pushing up from the chair. Dorcas followed. The men in the doorways twitched their guns, but did nothing to stop the DelRossos standing.

‘Hey, fellas,’ Litz said, speaking to two of the goons. ‘I know your faces. Better with walks than faces, but I still know you. The two of you worked protection for Lucas the Goat.’

The goons shot a pair of glances at each other.

‘Lemmy,’ one of them acknowledged.

Litz pulled a face as he strained at his memory. ‘Gordie Choke and Seb the Switch. Am I right, fellas?’

‘We didn’t have nothing to do with that fire, Lemmy,’ the other said pleadingly. ‘Just so you know. What Archie Screws did to your lady all those years back … well, it never would have happened on our watch.’

‘I know, fellas, and I appreciate the sentiment.’

‘You shouldn’t have got messed up in all this, Lemmy,’ the first offered sympathetically.

‘I’m coming around to that view myself, Gordy.’ Litz tipped a finger to his brow. ‘Good to see you found some gainful employment after Lucas went down, nonetheless. I heard it got difficult.’

‘It did,’ Seb the Switch answered.

‘Shut up,’ Nelson snapped at the goons. ‘You’re here to guard them, not catch up on old times.’

The regular flashing persisted. Were it not for the brightness, Yuri might have thought that police cars had arrived outside the treehouse, their rotating beacons dousing against the windows.

This was nothing do with the police, though. It was too bright, too loud, the combined effect too obviously an extension of the storm.

‘Go outside.’

It was not a human voice that had issued the command. Nor had it come from Montague.

They all looked at the automatic piano.

Its keys moved on their own, rippling in a rapid but coordinated way that no maestro could have ever achieved, even with twenty pairs of hands.

The keys produced the sound of speech, or something so near to it that the mind could not help but fill in the rest.

‘I said go outside. I’ve a message for you all.’

‘What the hell?’ Nelson said, looking around manically. ‘It shouldn’t be doing that.’

‘I’ve always hated that thing,’ Lutetia said. ‘If it isn’t Rachmaninov, now it’s talking back at us.’

‘Go outside. You will want to know what everyone else will know.’

‘Make it stop,’ Dorcas said, with a rising anxiety.

‘It’s got to be one of the Rubies,’ Litz exclaimed. ‘Or both of ’em! This piano must be wired into something they can reach, like the regular telephone network.’ He applauded gamely. ‘Oh, I like their style! Where there’s a will, there’s a way!’

Lutetia got up. She moved to a cabinet and picked up a particularly heavy and solid carriage clock. She walked to the piano and began to bludgeon the keyboard.

‘You can stop me talking here, but I can still reach all of Halcyon. Go outside. You’ll see what I mean.’

Lutetia continued. The keys chipped and shattered under her assault. As they broke or jammed, the voice of the automatic piano became progressively more garbled and difficult to follow.

‘Go … outside.’

The clock came apart. Lutetia flung its components at the piano. She picked up an ornamental bust and resumed her attrition.

‘Enough,’ Nelson said, irritated. He fanned open the folding-leaf doors that faced onto the balcony. The rain blasted against his face. He stood on the threshold, immobile, until the next lightning pulse seemed to reanimate him. He moved stiffly out onto the balcony, looking up into a haze of rain.

Lutetia crunched the head into the piano, finally silencing it.

Yuri got up. Vedette joined him and they hoisted Litz out of his chair. ‘I think we should all see this, Lemmy,’ Yuri said.

‘You’re right,’ Litz wheezed. ‘I ain’t missing any part of this, even if I’ve got to hold my own guts in to see it.’

Vedette turned confidingly to Yuri. ‘This is about Sputnik, isn’t it?’

‘Perhaps,’ he said, with a guarded smile.

Consuela and Dorcas went out onto the balcony, to the right of Nelson and Lutetia. Lavinia went to his left. Yuri, Vedette and Litz squeezed into the narrow space behind the other five. They were only partially outdoors, with the weather beating their faces and the dryness of the parlour at their backs. The goons – both pairs – had moved from the doorways to the rear of the balcony doors.

The rain eased. In the space of about sixty seconds, it went from a storm to a downpour, to a drizzle, to a fine clearing mist. The lightning had ended, and with it the last booming proclamations of thunder. The skytube stretched out above them, glowing a dark, starless blue. It was the soft radiance of a midsummer’s midnight; a warm but starless midnight. Halcyon’s cities and towns resolved into pearly puddles of light, connected by the faint synaptic threads of roads and railway lines. The lights sharpened as the mist dissipated along Halcyon’s entire internal length, fifty kilometres from end to end.

‘Good,’ Nelson began. ‘It was just a—’

‘Shut up,’ Lavinia interrupted coldly. ‘That piano didn’t speak for nothing. It’s not over.’

It wasn’t. Ripples of paler light – pale blues, blue-tinged whites – curdled down the length of the skytube from prow to stern. They moved too quickly to emulate any recognisable weather pattern, even an auroral display.

The wavefronts of light tangled and blended. Out of the moving chaos, a dance of faces gained form. The faces came and went like random evocations made by sea-foam on wave crests.

Something like thunder started up again. It was a low-toned rumble, a throat-clearing. A tumble of voices moved from babble to clarity, like a chorus of speakers suddenly falling into unison.

The many voices became one. It was the voice of Consuela DelRosso.

The many faces become one. It was her face.

She spoke like the movement of mountains.

‘The fact is, we’ve been off-course for some while, travelling too quickly and in the wrong direction.

‘Millions have banked their futures in Sleepy Hollow in the hope of waking around Vanderdecken’s Star. They work. They play. Their drab lives are enlivened by modest little dreams for the future. So what if those dreams are a mirage?’

‘Make it stop,’ Consuela said, as the echo of her voice rolled off into the distance, mocking her.

‘If either Randall or Juliana had lived and breathed a word of their experiences to the rest of Halcyon, civil society as we know it would have been torn apart. They weren’t killed because we hated them, or out of a sense that they were beyond all redemption – even Juliana. They were killed out of cold, hard necessity, to keep ordinary men and women like yourselves from going insane.’

‘Stop,’ she said, with draining conviction. ‘Just stop.’

‘Halcyon is our world, not yours. We own it; you just live in it.’

And again:

‘Our world, not yours. You just live in it.’

The booming collapsed away. The face rippled, losing definition, the pale patterns fading back into midnight blue.

‘This isn’t possible,’ Consuela said. ‘We took your recording.’

‘You took a recording,’ Vedette answered. ‘A dummy. Sputnik always had the main one.’

‘That idiot robot? The one we sent to the bottom of Midlake?’

‘You made error,’ Yuri said. ‘Robot was too heavy to float, too heavy to swim. But also waterproof to very large crush-depth. Robot sank to bottom of Midlake, then walked out of Midlake. Difficult walk for person, easy walk for robot. Once out of water, robot only had to find public telephone to make contact with mind of ship, and pass on necessary information.’

‘Mind of ship?’ Consuela echoed, aghast.

As her own face faded to nothing, the patterns congealed to form another. It was one Yuri knew well, an exact composite of the two sisters. Neither Ruby Blue nor Ruby Red now, perhaps, but Ruby Purple.

Yuri smiled. ‘Perhaps it is time for introduction.’

The new face spoke out across the night.

‘Good evening, friends. Please do not be disturbed by my apparition. I’ve been away a very long time, but at last I feel it safe to make myself known. I’m your ship. I’m the mind of Halcyon.’

‘This is madness,’ Consuela said.

‘I think you should listen,’ Yuri told her.

‘A very long time ago,’ Ruby Purple went on, ‘it became in the interests of our two great families, and their orbitals, to have me sabotaged. Lobotomised. They did so, more or less, to protect their own complicity in a criminal secret. A lie they perpetrated on all of us. We’re off-course, you see. Very badly off-course.’

‘Shut up,’ Consuela said.

The voice did not obey. ‘Not only are we not going to Vanderdecken’s Star, but there’s no particular destination ahead of us. Even if there were, we’re going much too quickly to arrive at it. There’s a wall around us, you see. It was made by the families, to shield you and me from the truth. Beyond that wall is … something difficult. Something we need to be adult about. A challenging reality. We’re going to have to face it, regardless of whether we like it or not. The wall has been made from a part of me that I need in order to protect you. All of you. So the wall must come down, in time, and we must all deal with the truth. It’s going to be hard, very hard. But we have each other. We have a world – Halcyon – that has kept us alive until now. Once, it was our vehicle to somewhere else, a mere stepping stone. Now it’s more than that. It’s everything.’

Ruby Purple deliberated. Her face seemed to look up and down the length of Halcyon with wonder and pride and not a little foreboding. ‘There will be difficulties ahead. Courage and resilience will be required of all of us. I have confidence; I’ve seen the best of what a handful of ordinary people can do, in the guise of my human friends.’

After an immense strained silence Dorcas said, ‘That’s not good, Consuela.’

‘I told you that you ran your mouth off too much,’ Nelson breathed.

‘They always do,’ Lutetia sneered.

Consuela swivelled to face Nelson and his sister. ‘You’re as much a part of this as any of us.’ She nodded out to the world, to the distant glimmering lights of Winter Garden, Belt City, Gaptown and beyond. ‘They’ll figure it out, too. They’ll come for us all. It’s the end of everything we’ve worked for.’

‘You’re all contemptible,’ Lavinia said, making to turn from the balcony now that she had seen the worst that the night could hold. ‘Montague. It’s time. We need to bring things forward. This cycle’s gone as far as it can.’ She fired an acid glance at Nelson, Lutetia and the DelRossos. ‘Maybe too far.’

‘I agree entirely,’ Montague said, springing forward onto the balcony from the parlour. ‘It has gone too far.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Lavinia snapped.

‘Something that should have been clear to me sooner than it was. As it was, I needed a little help with my clarity of mind.’

‘You have no mind, you idiot machine. Do your work. Instigate the next crisis – use whatever excuse works. Give them a big enough distraction and they’ll forget all this nonsense. Shovel them into the vaults, those for whom there’s room, and we’ll start over.’

‘It’s been so long, Lavinia, that you don’t even remember what I am.’

‘You’re our retainer.’

‘No,’ Montague contradicted softly. ‘I’m more than that. I’m the oldest thing in Halcyon that still remembers any part of the truth. Not even the ship can claim that. You damaged it too badly, over and over.’

‘You’re malfunctioning.’

‘No, just weary. I won’t last very much longer, certainly no more than one or two cycles. One day I will malfunction, and that will be the end of me. After that, your lie will have become so hermetic even you’ll believe it. Perhaps you already do.’

‘There’s never been a lie,’ Lavinia answered. ‘Only a great, selfless enterprise. The ship was in trouble, hurtling off-course. We bore that knowledge so that the rest of them didn’t have to. We protected them from the ugliness of the truth: that there could never be any end to Halcyon’s crossing.’

‘How long has it been?’ Dorcas asked.

‘She doesn’t remember,’ Montague said. ‘Or she chooses not to. I can help with your question, though. This is the eleventh cycle. There have been ten preceding ones. The mind of the ship has repeatedly attempted to repair itself, repeatedly been beaten back, reduced to almost nothing. So it goes. By its own clock, the ship has endured more than two thousand, two hundred years since the first crisis. According to the rest of the universe, more than fifteen thousand years have elapsed.’

Lavinia’s voice bristled with defiance and superiority. ‘We were the brave ones, the ones who held our nerve. The sheep grazed, but we saw the darkness for what it was. We never flinched.’ Her eyes flashed rage and contempt at Yuri. ‘And this is our reward, finally?’

‘It wasn’t an accident,’ Montague stated coolly.

Yuri’s neck hairs prickled. ‘What wasn’t?’

‘The encounter with the maelstrom, the anomaly that sent Halcyon off-course. No part of it happened in the way that the families would want you to believe.’

Yuri addressed the Urry matriarch. ‘Is this true, Lavinia? Or have you been telling lies to yourself so long, you no longer know what is real, what is false?’ He scrutinised the others. ‘All of you?’

‘They won’t admit to any complicity.’

‘What happened, Montague?’

‘The anomaly was a pair of neutron stars, orbiting around each other at great speed. The pair was moving quickly, transiting across our projected course.’

‘They were not on charts?’

‘No – too dark, and with a gravitational wave signature that was beaming most of its energy in a direction that meant our mission planners were blind to its presence. Halcyon’s forward sensors were the first to pick up the anomaly. Even then, there was time to avoid a direct collision. It would have been an emergency procedure, and not without risks, but it could have been done.’

‘This is nonsense,’ Lavinia said.

‘Instead, the captains bickered.’

Yuri frowned. ‘Captains?’

‘That was how the ship was operated in those days. Tripartite captaincy; triple-redundancy in all decision making. It had held firm for more than two centuries, until a period of unrest aboard Halcyon. There had been a run of systems failures, a creeping loss of confidence in the ability of the ship to weather the crossing. The public mood was split. Captain Mukerjee, the oldest and most cautious of the three, grew frail at exactly the wrong moment. As his moderating voice faltered, it became a two-way struggle between Captain Urry and Captain DelRosso. Urry rode the rising swell of public anxiety, agitating for an abandonment of the crossing, a return to our departure point.’

‘Was such a thing even possible?’

‘Not with the fuel-stocks available, but the neutron stars changed all that. Calculations showed a feasible trajectory. If Halcyon followed this course, passing into the eye of the storm, it could be sent hurtling back home. A tiny part of the gravitational energy of the binaries would have been stolen, converted into our motion.’

Yuri nodded, his imagination sketching the whirlpool spacetime of the binaries, the threading-needle of Halcyon’s course as it hair-pinned around the stars.

‘Very risky manoeuvre.’

‘True. There would be enormous stresses on the ship; the chance of a pressure breach or total break-up. But this had to be weighed against the chances of ever completing the crossing in the first place. Captain Urry believed that the reversal had to be attempted.’

‘Believed that, or saw personal benefit of tapping into public mood, regardless of outcome?’

Montague bobbed its entire body. ‘You are a shrewd man, Mister Gagarin.’

Yuri shrugged easily. ‘I am Russian.’

Litz asked, ‘How did this go down with the DelRossos?’

‘Opposed to the manoeuvre, of course. Whatever side Captain Urry came down on, Captain DelRosso would take the contradictory view. Mukerjee attempted to intervene, tried to find a compromise – that was always in his nature. So, of course, we murdered Mukerjee.’

Yuri asked, ‘We?’

‘The Urrys. All our hands were on the dagger, metaphorically speaking. From that point on, our position strengthened. Halcyon was committed to the reversal manoeuvre. The citizens were moved back into the hibernaculum, leaving only a skeleton staff of Urry and DelRosso family members and loyalists in command. The controls were set for the close-encounter. All appeared to be progressing well, until the DelRossos sprung their surprise: a violent takeover bid, executed just as the ship was approaching the critical passage … they attempted to wrest command, to abort the reversal.’

Yuri nodded, seeing where this was leading. ‘But it was too late. Instead of cancelling reversal, they made things worse.’

‘Yes. A clumsy intervention, deflecting the ship onto the wrong course. We passed close to the anomaly, but at the incorrect angle, the incorrect distance. A small error, but with vast consequences. Instead of hair-pinning back on itself, Halcyon was flung away from the binary at ninety-nine per cent of the speed of light, on a trajectory that would eventually take it out of the galactic disc, into starless space.’

Yuri smiled thinly. ‘Bad mistake.’

‘A DelRosso crime,’ Lavinia sneered. ‘Their stain, not ours.’

‘Still, you accept Urry involvement in murder of Captain Mukerjee?’

‘Murder’s too strong a word, Mister Gagarin. That feeble man was an impediment to decisive action. Like a failing component, he needed to be removed.’

‘Then your crimes are equal. Urry murder of Mukerjee cleared ground for DelRosso sabotage that put ship off-course. Families are equally culpable in fate of Halcyon.’ Yuri stared accusingly, daring contradiction. ‘And you know this. It is basis for Undertaking. A pact of shared complicity. Purpose of Undertaking is not to protect people from knowledge of Halcyon’s condition, it is to protect families from consequences of original crimes. You do not care about feelings of people, only own necks. People are sheep.’ He watched Lavinia’s face, observing a twitch of involuntary agreement. ‘It is why you have continued pattern of silencing and murders for all these years. We only know of recent victims: your own children, and those caught up in investigation. How many before that, in ten previous cycles?’

‘Far too many,’ Montague replied. ‘And I regret whatever part I played in them.’

‘Don’t sound so sorry for yourself, Montague. You’re a machine. You don’t get the luxury of a conscience.’

‘You really have forgotten, haven’t you?’

‘Shut yourself down,’ Lavinia commanded.

‘Do it!’ Lutetia echoed.

‘I don’t think so,’ Montague answered. ‘Not tonight. Tonight is where this all ends – for you and I, Lavinia, at least.’

Montague touched a hand to the smooth frontage of its body, applying pressure. Something clicked and a previously invisible seam appeared in the smooth silver surface. The seam defined a rectangle, like the door to an oven. Montague pressed further and the door sprung out and opened on some cleverly-engineered mechanism.

Lavinia looked into the compartment. They all did. They all saw what Lavinia saw.

Montague was not a robot.

A brain rested inside the compartment, grown surprisingly small and wrinkled inside a transparent container. Bubbling fluid enveloped the distended organ. Fine glowing wires threaded in and out, puncturing its liverish crust. Obscure machines, pumps and valves and filters pressed around the transparent container. A thing like a bellows moved slowly up and down.

‘What are you?’ Lavinia breathed. Her voice had become sawdust.

‘I’m what you made me become. I’m not surprised that you’ve forgotten. It was all so long ago, and there have been so many sleeps since then. You thought you were the oldest of us all, Lavinia, but you forgot about me.’

‘You’re an abomination.’

‘I may well be. I’m also your husband.’

Lavinia emitted a thin shriek, like high-pressure steam escaping through a tiny flaw in her soul. ‘No.’

‘I was already old when we went off-course. You were much younger.’

‘No,’ she repeated.

‘You married me in order to marry into power. But after the chaos of those early days, you couldn’t bear to face the future alone. You insisted that I stay at your side, whatever the costs. Halcyon’s medicine was more advanced in those days. One day I went into the vaults as an old, dying man and came out like this. It wasn’t my choice, yet I accepted my role for the good of the Urry name. I was your mentor, your steward. I stood by your side through those difficult early centuries, the years in which our two families forged the great lie of the Undertaking. You went in and out of the vaults, saw cycle after cycle. You aged, but only very slowly. The time in the vaults took its toll on your memories, too, of course, but you were equally keen to put the past behind you. To forget about what we had both been, and what I now was.’ Montague bobbed its body to the ground in a mimicry of acute melancholic reflection. ‘I also allowed myself that forgetting. I preferred to believe that I was your robot, your retainer. That was less painful than confronting the facts.’

Lavinia sounded empty, her resistance drained. ‘What changed?’

‘I was asked a question. A simple one, but one which cut to the core of my being.’ Montague swivelled in Yuri’s direction. ‘What was the prompt for that question, sir, about my conditional audit? Did it come from the ship?’

‘The ship had suspicion about you. I did not know.’

‘I know you meant no unkindness by it, sir. And I’m not at all sorry that you asked. It is better to be acquainted with the facts, in all regards.’

‘Whatever you are,’ Lavinia said, finding some last spark of contempt, ‘it alters nothing. You’re still loyal to this family, and you’ll answer to my orders.’

Montague sprang forward, extended its arms and pushed Lavinia over the balcony rail.

She went over stiffly and soundlessly, more like a piece of furniture than a human being. It was only eight metres to the ground, but she landed on the hard, chrome-spined hood of one of the limousines and snapped like a bag of sticks.

The party pressed forward: Nelson, Cordelia, Dorcas, straining to look down at the spectacle below. The goons loomed in the balcony doorway.

Nelson surveyed the ruins of Lavinia and emitted a guttural sound that was more pheasant than man. Consuela shrieked. Lutetia groaned like she had stomach cramps. Dorcas emitted a protracted dry retch. It was not her family matriarch lying broken below, but the symbolic effect was just as potent. She understood what it meant for them all.

Montague made a hand-brushing gesture, swiping its claws against the smooth shell of its body. It closed the door in its chest, decorously and neatly.

‘I should have done that a long time ago.’

‘We’ll destroy you,’ Nelson said.

‘No need, sir: I’ll spare you the trouble.’ Montague sprang over the balcony with disarming speed and nimbleness. Taking a different angle than Lavinia, her husband’s fall to the ground was unimpeded by any intervening limousine. The metal egg crashed to the gravel, gave a few limb twitches, and then became completely and irrevocably still.

The party watched for the few seconds, struck momentarily wordless by the sudden demise of Lavinia and Montague Urry.

‘Lights,’ Vedette said.

She was pointing out beyond the bronchial mass of trees encircling the house, to the curving walls of Halcyon as they rose to the left and right of the long axis defined by the skytube.

‘Headlights. Cars. Torches. Lots of them,’ she added.

Yuri agreed with her assessment. The lights were distant now, kilometres away, but creeping inexorably closer along all the major and minor expressways and roads that connected the forward districts of Halcyon to the rearward communities. The processions of vehicles must have already numbered hundreds, and more were joining their ranks along feeder roads.

‘They’ll be converging on your estate from all corners,’ Litz said, with a certain lack of sympathy. ‘Hope you’ve got an escape plan, kids – some secret tunnel to Sleepy Hollow or something like that.’

Yuri looked to his friends. ‘I think we should be leaving now, before trouble arrives. We must get Lemmy to infirmary.’

‘You’re going nowhere,’ a paling Nelson said.

‘Or what?’ Litz asked. ‘You’ll add a few more bodies to the tally? It’s over, Nelson. All two thousand years of it. The people already know the broad strokes of what went down, and they’re coming for you. Killing us won’t stop that tidal wave.’

‘Do one good thing,’ Vedette urged. ‘Let us leave with Lemmy, before things get too bad around here. We can’t exonerate you, Nelson, or anybody else mixed up in the Undertaking, DelRosso or Urry. But we can say you did one right thing when your back was against the wall.’

Nelson sneered. ‘You imagine that’ll help?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Wrong answer.’

‘Would you rather she lied, Nelson?’ Litz asked.

‘Lemmy can leave. And his friends.’ It was Gordy Choke, the first of the two goons. ‘We’re sorry about what happened to your wife, Lemmy. Real sorry. Lucas wouldn’t have stood for that. We had standards, you know.’

‘If they fix you up, we’ll come by with flowers,’ Seb the Switch added.

They got Litz outside, barely pausing as they stepped past the broken forms of Lavinia and Montague. They loaded Litz onto the rear seat of a limousine and drove hard into the woods.

Yuri nodded at the lights, which in only a few minutes had crept palpably nearer along their arterial paths. ‘A lot of them,’ he commented, peering over the wheel.

‘They’re riled up,’ Litz said from the rear seat.

‘I don’t blame them for that,’ Vedette replied. ‘Who wouldn’t be a little riled? They’ve had a lot to take in. Every certain thing in their lives has just been ripped away from them and exposed as a lie.’

‘Not every certain thing, Mrs A.’ Litz waited a beat. ‘Granted, one or two things have changed.’

Yuri flashed a smile into the rear-view mirror. ‘You are master of understatement, Lemmy.’

‘Just calling it the way I see it. And both of you ought to know enough about human nature to agree with me. This is a real wrench, and there’ll be some fun and games tonight, and maybe this won’t be the quietest week in the history of Halcyon, but I think they’ll adjust. Why wouldn’t they? We’ve adjusted, haven’t we?’

‘We have had little time to prepare for reality,’ Yuri reminded him. ‘Small doses of truth. Theories of Milvus, purple stars, anomaly I saw through damaged visor. It was not all at once.’

‘No, but it doesn’t mean everyone else can’t come around. We’re no different to them, are we? We had a little head-start, that’s all.’

‘I hope you’re right about this, Lemmy.’

‘So do I, Mrs A. Call it a cop’s intuition, if you like. The big stuff is all well and good, but most of the time it’s not what people fret about. Work. Bills. Dinner. Lovers. Maybe not in that order.’ He shifted, grunting as he tried to find a more comfortable position. ‘Besides, the Rubies have given us all a cause to get behind.’

‘You mean Ruby Purple,’ Yuri said.

‘Who the hell is Ruby Purple?’ Litz asked.

‘Amalgam of Ruby Red and Ruby Blue. Perhaps she will choose different name for herself, but for now … that is my name.’

‘It’s as good as any,’ Vedette said. ‘Ruby Purple. I like it. Yuri, do you think she was serious about tearing down the wall?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The wall protects us from truth, but nothing else. Material in wall must be put back on front of ram-shield, all ten billion tonnes. No point in living inside illusion if ship cannot hold out against impacts. Perhaps growlers will fade back to normal level, in time, but until then we are at risk of collision.’

‘I can’t see this taking a few weeks to put right,’ Vedette replied. ’Years, more like.’

‘Decades at least.’ Yuri nodded. ‘But that is good. We will be busy with repairs. Honest work for honest people. Perhaps I will play little part in it. I have been outside twice now, why not third time?’

Litz wheezed: ‘You getting ideas above your station, just because you didn’t mess up piloting that submarine too badly?’

Yuri grinned back at him. ‘I was not worst, was I?’

‘You were not the worst.’ Litz sounded tired all of a sudden. ‘Not by a long margin.’

‘Ahead,’ Vedette said.

They were nearly at the gatehouse leading out of the Urry estate. Headlights and torches showed through the aperture, with a large group of vehicles and people approaching from the outside.

Yuri tensed, considering his options. There was still time to make a bolt for the gatehouse, but they would not have got more than a hundred metres before running into the advancing party. The limousine was heavy and powerful, but even if he’d thought there was a chance of battering their way through, he had had enough of violence for the night.

‘Wait in here, both of you,’ he said.

‘I’m going nowhere,’ Litz said drowsily.

Vedette touched his wrist. ‘Be careful, Yuri.’

‘I will,’ he promised. ‘Look after Lemmy. Do not let him fall asleep.’

Yuri exited the limousine and clunked the door behind him. He walked forward, into the beam cast by the headlights. His skinny shadow bolted ahead like an envoy. He raised his hands and continued advancing slowly, smiling and squinting into the lights and faces coming closer to the gatehouse. He heard voices now, many of them. There was nothing calm or reassuring about their collective tone. Someone let off a couple of shots. A bullet struck masonry and sent a flurry of stony sparks aloft. The party had slowed as the road reached the pinch-point of the gatehouse, or else they would have already spilled into the estate.

Yuri continued walking. A shot stung the gravel a few paces in front of him. He flinched, jerked back on his heels, then found the resolve to keep advancing.

‘It’s one of them!’ he heard, as someone shrieked out of the mob. ‘Trying to make a run for it!’

‘Shoot the little weasel!’

He flashed his palms, advertising his unarmed status. He grinned and squinted ever more fiercely. He was nearly at the gatehouse. He felt the heat of the torches. Behind the first wall of people, at least a dozen cars jockeyed for position. It was a mob, not a coordinated advance.

‘Please,’ he called out. ‘I am friend of ship, not friend of families.’

Someone said, ‘You would say that.’

He kept walking. ‘I have just come from household. I have two friends in car. Both are victims of family conspiracy. One has been made widow. The other is policeman Lemmy Litz. He made enemies of families, so they shot him. He is hurt. He needs hospital.’

He was only ten paces from the first of the torch-bearers now. He could smell their anger, their need for blood. The flames drew sweat to his cheeks. His forehead prickled.

‘And who the hell are you?’

‘I am Yuri,’ he began. He meant to continue with his middle name and last name, but he halted, some interior process working to its inevitable conclusion. ‘I am Yuri,’ he said again, this time with finality. ‘Just Yuri. Friend of ship, friend of people in car.’

‘Your part in this, Jack?’

‘I am small-time detective. Nothing more.’ Sensing that his gesture of surrender had achieved all it was going to do, he lowered his arms slowly. ‘I was hired by ship to investigate murders connected to families. With my friends, I exposed joint conspiracy conducted by DelRossos and Urrys.’ He twisted his head, nodding in the vague direction of the treehouse. ‘There have been deaths tonight. Dorian DelRosso. Lavinia Urry and Montague Urry. Power of families is finished.’

‘And the rest of ’em?’

‘Where we have come from. You have seen yacht burn, too. This is end. The others can be arrested. They do not need to die.’ He cocked his head to the skytube. ‘You have seen and heard ship now. Halcyon is awake and unafraid. This is new world. To live in it will be punishment enough for surviving members of families. Their lie is over.’

‘Consuela DelRosso said it’s their world, not ours.’

‘She did. But now is your world, not theirs.’ Yuri looked back to the waiting car. ‘Please. My friend is very hurt.’

‘The runty little Jack could be part of it.’

‘Or he could be telling the truth,’ a new speaker said, stepping to the fore. He was a big, bearded man with a lazy eye and a rifle tipped against his shoulder. ‘Does he look like one of them?’

Vedette called out from the limousine, poking her head through an opened window. ‘Yuri – we need to move. Lemmy’s not doing too well.’

‘Please,’ he pleaded, eyes watering from the glare and heat of the torches. ‘I am very concerned for friend.’

‘You’ve got a nerve, strolling out here to meet us,’ the speaker said, with a pinch of admiration. ‘Either brave or stupid. Why’d you stop? You could’ve steam-rollered half of us in that big car.’

‘I did not think that was best course of action,’ Yuri said, his smile faltering but still there. ‘Not under circumstances.’

‘Where’re you taking your friend?’

‘To nearest suitable infirmary.’

‘They’ll be doing good business tonight. All over Halcyon.’ The speaker gave him a final cockeyed appraisal. ‘On you go, you and your friends. You want my advice, keep off the expressways. They’re already choked.’

‘Thank you,’ Yuri said. He turned slowly, the heat toasting his back. He was ready to return to the limousine when he remembered something that he could not leave unmentioned. ‘Nelson Urry did not prevent us leaving,’ he said, swivelling back for a moment. ‘He could have, but he did not. Please remember that, if you find him.’

‘And the rest of them?’

‘I hope you will do right thing.’

The speaker gave his words some momentary consideration then nodded once. ‘Go.’

Yuri went.

He got in and made the limousine move. He aimed for the gatehouse, keeping the speed to a walking pace. The mob opened up at the last possible instant, pulling apart in two flanks with a clear path down the middle, their cars squeezed over to either side of the approach road. The big man with the beard bent down as the limousine passed, inspecting the occupants. Yuri tapped a finger to his brow by way of acknowledgement. The big man was already lowering his rifle, sighting along the clean gleaming perspective of the barrel as if he expected to make use of it very shortly.

In a few seconds they had cleared the main mass of the mob. There were stragglers behind them, small groups, lone walkers, some dogs, the occasional car or wagon, but some unspoken assumption of passage seemed to journey ahead of their headlights, causing no one to challenge or impede the limousine.

The car sped up as the road emptied. At the first opportunity, Yuri took one of the secondary routes rather than the expressway. He could see it as it peeled away, strung with torches like an unruly, bad-tempered carnival procession.

Garlands and ribbons of fire lit the whole of Halcyon.

‘Is he still with us?’

‘Yes,’ Vedette said. ‘Just about.’

‘We will get to infirmary as quickly as possible. We will not let Lemmy down.’

He accelerated. When he sensed that the road ahead was clear, for now, he fiddled with the radio until he found some light jazz, hoping it might take their minds off the troubled hours to come. He listened to the music for a few seconds, then turned the radio off again.

And drove.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

About a week later Yuri set down flowers, a nice bouquet he had bought from Boris Flowers, whispering his usual solemn and sincerely-held sentiments and then standing up from the place where his knees had imprinted two precise dark hollows into the grass. His friends were arriving. He had asked them to meet him at the memorial garden and they had been good enough not to question him about the choice of rendezvous.

Litz was up to walking, although it was only a day since he had been discharged from the Belt City infirmary where he had been treated for his bullet wound. Once the initial surgery had been done and Litz was deemed to be at no immediate risk, Vedette had suggested he might prefer to recuperate at Gladeview, in a quiet private room with a premium stern-facing view. She still had enough pull with the stakeholders to make that happen.

Litz had declined, nonetheless, as Yuri had fully expected him to do. ‘Good enough for the plebs, Mrs A, good enough for me,’ he had told her.

Vedette had taken no offence, and she was supporting Litz with her forearm as they approached along the gravelled trail between the monuments and memorial stones. It was a cool, misty morning and they were both wearing heavy coats, scarves, hats and gloves; hunched and colourless as mourners. Litz had a newspaper tucked under his arm. It was the first edition that had been printed since the overnight troubles.

The air still smelled of smoke. It smelled of smoke everywhere in Halcyon, it seemed, and although the worst of the disturbances had guttered out after a night or two – they had been concentrated around the families’ properties and any assets or associations with a known public connection to them – it was going to take a very long while before the last of the embers were out.

‘I hope we’re not disturbing anything, Yuri?’ Vedette asked.

‘No.’ He smiled at her. ‘Or else I would not have picked location. I wanted you to see this place. It proves they were wrong.’

‘They?’ Litz asked faintly, as they stepped off the trail and onto the grass.

‘About Aristide Urbanek.’ Yuri nodded down to the memorial stone. ‘About memories of man whose body I took. They said they were all gone. They said his mind was destroyed in Sleepy Hollow.’

Vedette moved to his side, letting Litz manage on his own for a moment. ‘What are you saying, Yuri?’

‘Something remained. I looked into records.’

Litz coughed against the cold and the lingering smell of smoke that made everyone’s noses tickle. ‘Records?’

‘This was wife of Aristide Urbanek. Her name was Katarina.’

Vedette wrapped her hand around his, squeezed slightly. ‘Go on.’

‘She was woman who died in medical complication. After negligence settlement, Aristide had money to go into Sleepy Hollow.’

‘As he’d promised he would,’ Litz put in, nodding along. ‘But it didn’t work out any better for him than it did for her.’

‘The records brought you here?’ Vedette asked. ‘That’s how you located her memorial stone?’

‘No,’ Yuri answered carefully, because with each word he felt as if he were ripping away a part of his own soul. ‘No. Not because of records. I just walked. I just walked around memorial gardens until I found stone I liked. Not just this garden, but others. Trying to find right place.’

Litz’s voice was a rasp. ‘Right place for what?’

‘To remember my own wife. My own children. My own family.’ He paused, feeling dizzy. Vedette must have sensed his state of mind because she only squeezed harder, letting him lean against her support. ‘I did not go looking for stone that meant something to Aristide Urbanek. But I found it anyway. I have been coming here for very long time.’

‘He must have come here,’ she said. ‘He must have known this place. It must have been special to him.’

‘He found it through me,’ Yuri said, his voice breaking. ‘He is not gone. Not all of him. That is what they were wrong about.’

Litz queried, ‘They?’

‘The Rubies. I don’t think they lied to me, though. I think they knew no better. I think they were just confused, clever, fearful machines, trying to do right thing.’

‘Poor Aristide.’ Vedette sighed. ‘From what little they told you, it seems he was a good man.’

Litz sniffed. ‘Good or not, he didn’t have a whole heap of luck going on.’

‘He had one piece of good luck,’ Vedette said. ‘His was the body they chose, when they needed to bring Yuri back. If some part of him led Yuri here, then he’s not gone, not totally. He gets a second chance.’

‘I’m with you, Mrs A. Lemmy Litz is all for second chances. But then what does that mean for Yuri?’

Yuri smiled at his friends, a smile that was fond and sad in the same moment. ‘It means I have harder job to do now. Now I have to honour memories of two men. One is Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin, the other is Aristide Urbanek. I must respect both. I must live the lives they could not.’

‘You’re forgetting the other man,’ Litz said.

‘The other man?’

‘You, you dumb schmuck.’ Litz gestured at the stone. ‘Sure, you have an obligation, and I know you won’t wriggle out of it. But there’s more to you than them. They’d see it even if you can’t.’

‘He’s right,’ Vedette said, emphasising her words with another squeeze of his hand. ‘You’re you. Call yourself Yuri or Aristide or some other name, it doesn’t alter a thing. In the five years since you came out of Sleepy Hollow, you’ve found your own identity. You’re honest and kind and brave, and you’d put eight million lives ahead of your own if you could.’

‘You cannot know what is me and what is Yuri, what is Aristide. Perhaps I am nothing more than these memories.’

‘You’re more than them and we get to say so,’ Litz said firmly.

‘And you don’t get to argue with us,’ Vedette added. ‘That’s the prerogative of friends. You can do right by Yuri and Aristide without letting go of your own sense of self. You’ve got years ahead of you. Time enough to make your own mark on the world, without forgetting those men.’

Yuri smiled again, forcing himself to accept that there was some little kernel of truth and wisdom in her words, even as his instinct was to disregard it. ‘I do not think they would let me forget them, even if I wanted.’ He bowed his face to the stone. ‘I will come here again, Aristide. You are not forgotten, and neither is your wife.’

‘I wonder how they’d have taken recent events,’ Litz mused. ‘Sorry, kids, but you ain’t ever getting to Vanderdecken’s Star. None of us are. We skipped past it about fifteen thousand years ago.’

‘They’d have adjusted,’ Vedette said. ‘As we’re adjusting. Slowly, painfully, bit by bit, but we’re getting there. It’s a different world, but it’s not necessarily a worse one. We know ourselves to be in a more precarious situation now, but at least we’re masters of our own fate. We can screw this up, or make things right, but the choice is ours. We’re finally free of the families and their lies.’ She nodded to herself, as if she were only narrowly persuaded by the point she was making. ‘That’s a better world. It’s not an easier one, but it’s a better one.’

Litz snapped open the newspaper. ‘Preliminary trial hearings start tomorrow. The DelRossos and Urrys are having such fun back-stabbing each other they should cover it on the sport pages. It’s a race to see which family can screw the other fastest.’

‘Some things do not change,’ Yuri said.

‘In other news, the mayor’s office is to convene an urgent meeting into setting up a committee to organise a public enquiry into penal reform measures at Heavyside Penitentiary. Oh, and you’ll be pleased to hear one other thing.’

‘I will?’

‘Hoppy the Hippo is still in the funnies.’ He folded up the paper and offered it to Yuri. ‘You think we stand a chance, Mrs A? The ship’s old, and it’s not been treated too well. Maybe the next growler will be the one with our name on it.’

She looked at him pleadingly. ‘We’ve got to be optimistic, Lemmy, or else what’s the alternative? Despite everything, I’ve got faith in us. We can do clever things, if we know the stakes.’

‘We’ll need help, putting that shield back the way it ought to be.’

‘Then it’s as well that we have a few more friends on our side. Isn’t that right, Yuri?’

‘Yes,’ he answered, for he had seen what Vedette had seen: Sputnik, approaching along the same path, only a little late for the rendezvous. ‘We will need them, and they will need us. It is ideal basis for cooperation.’

‘Excuse my tardiness,’ Sputnik announced, walking gingerly up to them, stooping beneath branches, blue eyes skewering through the mist. ‘I was detained at the warehouse longer than I expected. There is much to do there.’

‘Warehouse?’ Litz asked.

‘The place where I found Sputnik, Lemmy. There are many robots there, all powered-down. Perhaps some more of them can be brought back to life. I am confident that there will also be other places in Halcyon where robots were stored away by families. They did not want robots around to spoil lie, but they were too afraid to destroy them all.’

‘Now they can come back,’ Litz said.

‘Yes, Lemmy. As equals this time. We will explain predicament to them. If they wish to help with mending shield and fixing other defects, they will be welcome. Robots can do work people cannot, especially in hazardous radiological environment around front of ship. They will not be given orders, though. They will work with us, not for us, or they will not work at all.’

‘I have identified several promising candidates for early revival,’ Sputnik said. ‘There will be more. Some of these robots will have difficulties, to begin with. They will need time to reconsolidate damaged memory pathways. They will exhibit cognitive defects. You will need to be patient with them, as you were with me.’

‘Yeah,’ Litz chuckled. ‘We were the very models of patience.’

‘I made allowances,’ Sputnik replied, blue eyes swivelling onto Litz. ‘You were only human, after all.’ Then, to Yuri, ‘I will make myself available for Gagarin Investigative Services whenever possible, sir, but this work at the warehouse will take time.’

Yuri shook his head. ‘You need not worry. There is no Gagarin Investigative Services now. After loss of premises, I have decided to dissolve business.’

Litz frowned hard. ‘You do that, Yuri, and the families have won even from behind bars! Lemmy Litz’ll stand for a lot of things, but not that!’

But Yuri was ahead of him. ‘Please, Lemmy. I am not quite done. I will need new premises for new business.’

Litz stalled and re-set himself, like an arcade mannequin that had completed its trick. ‘You will?’

‘There is useful abandoned property on Rodman, next to First Municipal. But perhaps more office space than really necessary for small detective agency. I was thinking: perhaps lease ground floor to small but well-regarded restaurant venture? It would need excellent chef to own and run establishment, someone with good connections, perhaps someone recently free of burden of police work?’

Litz stammered. ‘You mean …?’

‘Yuri and I have looked into the necessary details, Lemmy,’ Vedette said, circling around to take his arm. ‘I’ve negotiated a fair price for the big old house that Noah and I used to share. I don’t need anywhere half as large now, and I’d rather the funds were put to good use. You deserve this chance, Lemmy. Yuri told me all about Melda.’

Litz looked stricken. ‘I don’t know. Some doors have started opening for me again! Word is my name isn’t entirely dirt any more with the guys I used to work for. I could get back on the force, even a promotion.’

‘You don’t have to make a decision now,’ Vedette said. ‘It’s just an option. Consider it. We might be headed into the void aboard a crumbling ship with a damaged mind and no destination, but people still need to eat out.’

‘Melda would’ve liked to see the old place open again …’ Litz ruminated, as if the idea was already putting down roots in his imagination. ‘Oh, hell. And here I was thinking all I had to do today was show up at a memorial garden and listen to Yuri. You set me up!’

‘It appears that they did,’ Sputnik said, without sympathy. ‘Although I’m very pleased to hear that Mr Gagarin plans to continue with his line of work. I confess I don’t quite understand, though. Why dissolve the business, only to start it up again?’

‘Because business needs new name now,’ Yuri informed the robot. ‘Yuri Gagarin was good, brave man, but I am not him. I will take his first name, because I like first name, but not his identity. That must stay in past, where it belongs.’

‘Then the new business …’

‘Will be Sputnik Detective Agency. With you as equal partner in enterprise. Human-robot business partnership.’ Yuri lifted his chin. ‘If you agree?’

The robot considered. It dipped its blue eyes to the ground, thinking in the hard and inscrutable manner of its kind.

While it deliberated, Yuri’s imagination flashed, as it had often done in the last week, to the outside prospect of his world. He saw Halcyon speeding through space, the blunt prow of its dark, fifty-six kilometre long cylinder peppered by a million twinkling relativistic impacts, spangling like distant fireworks. He floated without a body, just a single moving point of observation, a dead man’s soul. He veered beyond the shadow of the ram-shield, into the full, howling gale of interstellar space. He felt the relativistic wind against his invisible skin. He grinned into it, his cheeks rippling, laughing in his mind’s eye. Ninety-nine per cent of the speed of light! Not bad for a boy from Klushino.

‘You did well,’ he whispered to the man whose past he carried. ‘You did very well, Yuri Alekseyevich.’

Ahead was a void, but contained more than darkness. The whole of creation was suspended there, both more tantalising and more real than any mirage. It was glorious and terrifying. Yet it was also real, rather than a lie, and he much preferred it that way.

If Montague had told the truth, and he had no reason to think otherwise, then they had been travelling for fifteen thousand years at almost the speed of light. Angling out of the Milky Way, they must by now have slipped free of the main disc of stars. Some dark reef of dust was sparking against Halcyon now, creating more growlers, testing the already-compromised shield. Eventually, the dust would abate. Perhaps there would still be a ship by then, or perhaps not – just a faint, dispersing smudge of human-made atoms and molecules on its way to eternity. Whether they survived or perished would not be entirely in their means to decide: luck would be playing an unquantifiable part. All they could do was maximise their own contribution to the outcome.

He was ready to face that challenge. He knew that his friends were ready as well, and the fact that the whole world had not burned down that night – that the public anger had flared, but not become an unquenchable conflagration – gave him cause for guarded optimism. There were eight million of them, good and decent people, too, like Boris Flowers, Mrs Vanamonde, even the gap-toothed boy with the broom who had watched over the Dynaflow at Noah Apolisi’s funeral, and who knew what other honest and clever-minded individuals were out there already, or just waiting to be born? They had a whole ship to play with, not to mention the ingenious, watchful mind of that ship. Together, the people and Ruby Purple, they might work wonders. They might screw up, too, but equally they might not.

‘Mister Gagarin?’ Sputnik said politely. ‘I was just saying that I think I may agree.’

‘Good,’ he said, collecting himself, his mind rushing back to the present, to this misty, ash-smelling morning in the memorial garden, to Belt City. ‘Then we will give Lemmy time to think about exciting new business venture.’

‘I’m thinking, you dope,’ Litz said good-humouredly.

‘Take your time, Lemmy,’ Vedette said. ‘The offer’s not a one-time deal.’

Yuri bid farewell to the memorial stone, for now, and gathered his friends around him before they set off along the path. ‘There is work to be done. Hard work. Very hard work! But we will face hard work! We will go on together!’ And then he raised his voice triumphantly and launched a fist to the sky: ‘Poyekhali!’
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