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Pr ol ogue

The ship didn't even have a name. |t had no human crew because the factory craft which constructed
it had been evacuated |l ong ago. It had no |ife-support or accomodation units for the sane reason
It had no class nunmber or fleet designation because it was a nongrel nade frombits and pieces of
different types of warcraft; and it didn't have a name because the factory craft had no tine left
for such niceties.

The dockyard threw the ship together as best it could fromits depleted stock of conponents,
even though nost of the weapon, power and sensory systens were either faulty, superseded or due
for overhaul. The factory vessel knew that its own destruction was inevitable, but there was just
a chance that its last creation nmight have the speed and the luck to escape.

The one perfect, priceless conponent the factory craft did have was the vastly powerful -
though still raw and untrained - Mnd around which it had constructed the rest of the ship. If it
could get the Mnd to safety, the factory vessel thought it would have done well. Neverthel ess,
there was another reason - the real reason - the dockyard nother didn't give its warship child a
nane; it thought there was sonmething else it |acked: hope.

The ship left the construction bay of the factory craft with nmost of its fitting-out still to
be done. Accelerating hard, its course a four-dinmensional spiral through a blizzard of stars where
it knew that only danger waited, it powered into hyperspace on spent engi nes froman overhaul ed
craft of one class, watched its birthplace di sappear astern with battl e-danaged sensors froma
second, and tested outdated weapon units cannibalised fromyet another. Inside its warship body,
in narrow, unlit, unheated, hard-vacuum spaces, constructor drones struggled to install or
conpl ete sensors, displacers, field generators, shield disruptors, laserfields, plasnma chanbers,
war head magazi nes, manoeuvring units, repair systens and the thousands of other major and m nor
conmponents required to nake a functional warship. Gadually, as it swept through the vast open
reaches between the star systens, the vessel's internal structure changed, and it becane |ess
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chaotic, nore ordered, as the factory drones conpl eted their tasks.

Several tens of hours out on its first journey, while it was testing its track scanner by
focusi ng back along the route it had taken, the ship registered a single massive annihilation
expl osi on deep behind it, where the factory craft had been. It watched the bl ossom ng shell of
radi ati on expand for a while, then switched the scanner field to dead ahead and pushed yet nore
power through its already overl oaded engi nes.

The ship did all it could to avoid conbat; it kept well away fromthe routes eneny craft would
probably use; it treated every hint of any craft as a confirned hostile sighting. At the sane
time, as it zigzagged and ducked and weaved and rose and fell, it was corkscrewing as fast as it

could, as directly as it dared, down and across the strand of the galactic armin which it had
been born, heading for the edge of that great isthrmus and the conparatively enpty space beyond. On
the far side, on the edge of the next linb, it mght find safety.

Just as it arrived at that first border, where the stars rose like a glittering cliff
al ongsi de enptiness, it was caught.

A fleet of hostile craft, whose course by chance cane cl ose enough to that of the fleeing
ship, detected its ragged, noisy em ssion shell, and intercepted it. The ship ran straight into
their attack and was overwhel med. Qut-arned, slow, vulnerable, it knew alnbst instantly that it
had no chance even of inflicting any danage on the opposing fleet.

So it destroyed itself, detonating the stock of warheads it carried in a sudden rel ease of
energy which for a second, in hyperspace al one, outshone the yellow dwarf star of a nearby system
Scattered in a pattern around it, an instant before the ship itself was blown into plasna
nmost of the thousands of exploding warheads formed an outrushi ng sphere of radiation through which
any escape seened inmpossible. In the fraction of a second the entire engagenent |asted, there were
at the end sone mllionths when the battle-conputers of the eneny fleet briefly anal ysed the four-

di mensi onal nmaze of expanding radiation and saw that there was one bew | deringly conplicated and
unli kely way out of the concentric shells of erupting energies now opening |like the petals of sone
i mense flower between the star systens. It was not, however, a route the Mnd of a snall, archaic
war ship could plan for, create and foll ow

By the time it was noticed that the ship's Mnd had taken exactly that path through its screen
of annihilation, it was too late to stop it fromfalling away through hyperspace towards the
smal |, cold planet fourth out fromthe single yellow sun of the nearby system

It was also too late to do anything about the light fromthe ship's expl oding warheads, which
had been arranged in a crude code, describing the vessel's fate and the escaped M nd's status and
position, and legible to anybody catching the unreal light as it sped through the gal axy. Perhaps
worst of all - and had their design permitted such a thing, those electronic brains would now have
felt dismay - the planet the M nd had nmade for through its shield of explosions was not one they
could sinply attack, destroy or even land on; it was Schar's Wrld, near the region of barren
space between two galactic strands called the Sullen Gulf, and it was one of the forbidden Planets
of the Dead.

1.
Sor pen

The level was at his top lip now Even with his head pressed hard back agai nst the stones of the
cell wall his Dose was only just above the surface. He wasn't going to get his hands free in tine;
he was going to drown.

In the darkness of the cell, inits stink and warnth, while the sweat ran over his brows and
tightly closed eyes and his trance went on and on, one part of his nmind tried to accustomhimto
the idea of his own death. But, |ike an unseen insect buzzing in a quiet room there was sonething

el se, something that would not go away, was of no use, and only annoyed. It was a sentence,
irrelevant and pointless and so old he'd forgotten where he had heard or read it, and it went
round and round the inside of his head |like a marble spun round the inside of a jug:

The Jinnmoti of Bozlen Two kill the hereditary ritual assassins of the new Yearking' s i mediate
famly by drowning themin the tears of the Continental Enmpathaur in its Sadness Season.
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At one point, shortly after his ordeal had begun and he was only part-way into his trance, he
had wondered what woul d happen if he threw up. It had been when the pal ace kitchens - about
fifteen or sixteen floors above, if his calculations were correct - had sent their waste down the
si nuous network of plunbing that led to the sewercell. The gurgling, watery ness had di sl odged
sonme rotten food fromthe last tinme sone poor wetch had drowned in filth and garbage, and that
was when he felt he might vonit. It had been al nost conforting to work out that it would nake no
difference to the tine of his death.

Then he had wondered - in that state of nervous frivolity which sometinmes afflicts those who
can do nothing but wait in a situation of nortal threat - whether crying would speed his death. In
theory it would, though in practical terns it was irrelevant; but that was when the sentence
started to roll round in his head.

The Jinnoti of Bozlen Two kill the hereditary ritua

The liquid, which he could hear and feel and snell all too clearly - and coul d probably have
seen with his far fromordinary eyes had they been open - washed briefly up to touch the bottom of
his nose. He felt it block his nostrils, filling themw th a stench that made his stomach heave.
But he shook his head, tried to force his skull even further back against the stones, and the fou
broth fell away. He bl ew down and coul d breat he again.

There wasn't |ong now. He checked his wists again, but it was no good. It would take another
hour or nore, and he had only mnutes, if he was |ucky.

The trance was breaking anyway. He was returning to al nost total consciousness, as though his
brain wanted fully to appreciate his own death, its own extinction. He tried to think of sonething
profound, or to see his life flash in front of him or suddenly to renenber sone old | ove, a | ong-
forgotten prophecy or prenonition, but there was nothing, just an enpty sentence, and the
sensations of drowning in other people's dirt and waste.

You ol d bastards, he thought. One of their few strokes of hunour or originality had been
devising an elegant, ironic way of death. How fitting it nust feel to them dragging their
decrepit franes to the banquet-hall privies, literally to defecate all over their enenies, and
thereby kill them

The air pressure built up, and a distant, groaning runble of liquid signalled another flushing

fromabove. You old bastards. Wll, | hope at |east you kept your prom se, Bal veda.

The Jinnmoti of Bozlen Two kill the hereditary ritual . . . thought one part of his brain, as
the pipes in the ceiling spluttered and the waste splashed into the warm mass of |iquid which
almost filled the cell. The wave passed over his face, then fell back to | eave his nose free for a

second and give himtime to gulp a lungful of air. Then the liquid rose gently to touch the bottom
of his nose again, and stayed there.
He held his breath.

It had hurt at first, when they had hung himup. His hands, tied inside tight |eather pouches,
were directly above his head, manacled inside thick loops of iron bolted to the cell walls, which
took all his weight. Hs feet were tied together and left to dangle inside an iron tube, also
attached to the wall, which stopped himfromtaking any weight on his feet and knees and at the
same tine prevented himfromnoving his | egs nore than a hand's breadth out fromthe wall or to
either side. The tube ended just above his knees; above it there was only a thin and dirty
loincloth to hide his ancient and grubby nakedness.

He had shut off the pain fromhis wists and shoul ders even while the four burly guards, two
of them perched on | adders, had secured himin place. Even so he could feel that niggling
sensation at the back of his skull which told himthat he ought to be hurting. That had | essened
gradually as the level of waste in the snall sewercell had risen and buoyed up his body.

He had started to go into a trance then, as soon as the guards left, though he knew it was
probably hopeless. It hadn't |asted I ong; the cell door opened again within mnutes, a netal
wal kway was | owered by a guard onto the danp flagstones of the cell floor, and Iight fromthe
corridor washed into the darkness. He had stopped the Changing trance and craned his neck to see
who his visitor mght be.

Into the cell, holding a short staff glow ng cool blue, stepped the stooped, grizzled figure
of Amahai n-Frol k, security minister for the Gerontocracy of Sorpen. The old nman snmiled at himand
nodded approvingly, then turned to the corridor and, with a thin, discoloured hand, beckoned
sonmebody standing outside the cell to step onto the short wal kway and enter. He guessed it would
be the Culture agent Balveda, and it was. She cane lightly onto the netal boarding, |ooked round
slow y, and fastened her gaze on him He smiled and tried to nod in greeting, his ears rubbing on
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hi s naked arns.

' Bal veda! | thought | might see you again. Conme to see the host of the party?" He forced a
grin. Oficially it was his banquet; he was the host. Another of the Gerontocracy's little jokes.
He hoped his voice had shown no signs of fear

Perost eck Bal veda, agent of the Culture, a full head taller than the old nman by her side and

still strikingly handsome even in the pallid glow of the blue torch, shook her thin, finely nmade
head slowly. Her short, black hair lay Iike a shadow on her skull.
"No,' she said, 'l didn't want to see you, or say goodbye.

"You put ne here, Balveda,' he said quietly.

'Yes, and there you belong,' Amahain-Frol k said, stepping as far forward on the platformas he
coul d without overbal ancing and having to step onto the danp floor. 'l wanted you tortured first,
but M ss Balveda here' - the minister's high, scratchy voice echoed in the cell as he turned his
head back to the worman - 'pleaded for you, though God knows why. But that's where you bel ong al
right; nmurderer.' He shook the staff at the al nost naked man hanging on the dirty wall of the
cell.

Bal veda | ooked at her feet, just visible under the hemof the long, plain grey gowm she wore.
A circul ar pendant on a chain around her neck glinted in the light fromthe corridor outside.
Amahai n- Frol k had stepped back beside her, holding the shining staff up and squinting at the

captive.
"You know, even now | could al nost swear that was Egratin hanging there. | can . . . ' He
shook his gaunt, bony head. ' . . . | can hardly believe it isn't, not until he opens his nouth

anyway. My God, these Changers are dangerous frightening things!' He turned to Bal veda. She
snoot hed her hair at the nape of her neck and | ooked down at the old man.

'They are also an ancient and proud people, Mnister, and there are very few of themleft. My
| ask you one nore time? Please? Let himlive. He mght be -

The Gerontocrat waved a thin and twi sted hand at her, his face distorting in a grinmace. 'No!

You would do well, M ss Balveda, not to keep asking for this . . . this assassin, this nurderous,
treacherous . . . spy, to be spared. Do you think we take the cowardly nurder and inpersonation of
one of our Qutworld ministers lightly? What damage this . . . thing could have caused! Wy, when

we arrested it two of our guards died just from being scratched! Another is blind for life after
this nonster spat in his eye! However,' Ammahain-Frolk sneered at the man chained to the wall, 'we
took those teeth out. And his hands are tied so that he can't even scratch hinself.' He turned to
Bal veda again. 'You say they are few? | say good; there will soon be one less.' The old nman
narrowed his eyes as he | ooked at the woman. 'We are grateful to you and your people for exposing
this fraud and nurderer, but do not think that gives you the right to tell us what to do. There
are sonme in the Gerontocracy who want nothing to do with any outside influence, and their voices
grow in volunme by the day as the war comes closer. You would do well not to antagoni se those of us
who do support your cause.

Bal veda pursed her |ips and | ooked down at her feet again, clasping her slender hands behind
her back. Amahain-Frol k had turned back to the man hanging on the wall, wagging the staff in his
direction as he spoke. 'You will soon be dead, inpostor, and with you die your nasters' plans for
the dom nation of our peaceful systeml The sane fate awaits themif they try to invade us. W and
the Culture are - '

He shook his head as best he could and roared back, 'Frolk, you're an idiot!' The old nan
shrank away as though hit. The Changer went on, 'Can't you see you're going to be taken over
anyway? Probably by the Idirans, but if not by themthen by the Culture. You don't control your
own destinies any nore; the war's stopped all that. Soon this whole sector will be part of the
front, unless you make it part of the Idiran sphere. | was only sent in to tell you what you
shoul d have known anyway - not to cheat you into sonething you' d regret later. For God's sake,
man, the lIdirans won't eat you - '

"Ha! They | ook as though they could! Mnsters with three feet; invaders, killers, infidels .

You want us to link with then? Wth three-strides tall-nonsters? To be ground under their
hooves? To have to worship their false gods?'

"At | east they have a God, Frolk. The Culture doesn't.' The ache in his arns was coni ng back
as he concentrated on tal king. He shifted as best he could and | ooked down at the nminister. 'They
at least think the sane way you do. The Culture doesn't.'

"Ch no, nmy friend, oh no.' Amahain-Frolk held one hand up flat to himand shook his head. 'You
won't sow seeds of discord like that.

'My God, you stupid old nan,' he |l aughed. 'You want to know who the real representative of the
Culture is on this planet? It's not her,' he nodded at the wonman, 'it's that powered flesh-slicer
she has followi ng her everywhere, her knife missile. She might nake the decisions, it might do
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what she tells it, but it's the real em ssary. That's what the Culture's about: nachines. You
t hi nk because Bal veda's got two | egs and soft skin you should be on her side, but it's the Idirans
who are on the side of life in this war - '

"Well, you will shortly be on the other side of that.' The Gerontocrat snorted and gl anced at
Bal veda, who was | ooking fromunder |owered brows at the man chained to the wall. 'Let us go, Mss
Bal veda,' Amahain-Frol k said as he turned and took the wonman's armto guide her fromthe cell
"This . . . thing's presence snells nore than the cell.’

Bal veda | ooked up at himthen, ignoring the dwarfed mnister as he tried to pull her to the
door. She gazed right at the prisoner with her clear, black-irised eyes and held her hands out

fromher sides. 'I'msorry,' she said to him
"Believe it or not, that's rather how | feel,' he replied, nodding. 'Just prom se ne you'l
eat and drink very little tonight, Balveda. 1'd like to think there was one person up there on ny

side, and it mght as well be my worst eneny.' He had neant it to be defiant and funny, but it
sounded only bitter; he | ooked away fromthe worman's face.

"l prom se,' Balveda said. She |et herself be led to the door, and the blue light waned in the
dank cell. She stopped right at the door. By sticking his head painfully far out he could just see
her. The knife missile was there, too, he noticed, just inside the room probably there all the
tinme, but he hadn't noticed its sleek, sharp little body hovering there in the darkness. He | ooked
into Bal veda's dark eyes as the knife nmissile noved.

For a second he thought Balveda had instructed the tiny machine to kill himnow - quietly and
qui ckly while she bl ocked Amahai n-Frol k's view - and his heart thudded. But the snmall device
sinply floated past Balveda's face and out into the corridor. Balveda raised one hand in a gesture
of farewell.

'Bora Horza Gobuchul ,' she said, 'goodbye.' She turned quickly, stepped fromthe platform and
out of the cell. The wal kway was hoi sted out and the door slammed, scraping rubber flanges over
the grimy floor and hissing once as the internal seals made it watertight. He hung there, | ooking
down at an invisible floor for a noment before going back into the trance that woul d Change his
wrists, thin themdown so that he could escape. But sonething about the solem, final way Bal veda
had spoken his nane had crushed himinside, and he knew then, if not before, that there was no
escape.

by drowning themin the tears
H's lungs were bursting! H's nouth quivered, his throat was gagging, the filth was in his ears
but he could hear a great roaring, see lights though it was black dark. H s stomach nuscl es
started to go in and out, and he had to clanp his jaw to stop his nmouth opening for air that

wasn't there. Now. No . . . now he had to give in. Not yet . . . surely now Now, now, now, any
second; surrender to this awful black vacuuminside him. . . he had to breathe . . . now
Before he had tine to open his nmouth he was smashed agai nst the wall - punched agai nst the

stones as though sone immense iron fist had slammed into him He blew out the stale air fromhis
lungs in one convul sive breath. H s body was suddenly cold, and every pan of it next to the wal
throbbed with pain. Death, it seemed, was weight, pain, cold . . . and too nuch Iight

He brought his head up. He nmoaned at the light. He tried to see, tried to hear. Wat was
happeni ng? Why was he breat hi ng? Why was he so danm heavy agai n? Hi s body was tearing his arms
fromtheir sockets; his wists were cut alnost to the bone. Wio had done this to hinf

VWhere the wall had been facing himthere was a very |arge and ragged hol e whi ch extended
beneath the level of the cell floor. Al the ordure and garbage had burst out of that. The | ast
few trickles hissed against the hot sides of the breach, producing steam which curled around the
figure standing bl ocking nost of the brilliant light fromoutside, in the open air of Sorpen. The
figure was three netres tall and | ooked vaguely like a small arnoured spaceship sitting on a
tripod of thick legs. Its helnmet | ooked big enough to contain three hunan heads, side by side.
Hel d al nost casually in one gigantic hand was a plasma cannon whi ch Horza woul d have needed both
arnms just to lift; the creature's other fist gripped a slightly larger gun. Behind it, nosing in
towards the hole, came an Idiran gun-platform lit vividly by the light of explosions which Horza
could now feel through the iron and stones he was attached to. He raised his head to the giant
standing in the breach and tried to snile

"Well,' he croaked, then spluttered and spat, 'you lot certainly took your tine.'
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The Hand of God 137

Qut side the palace, in the sharp cold of a winter's afternoon, the clear sky was full of what
| ooked like glittering snow.

Horza paused on the warshuttle's ranmp and | ooked up and around. The sheer walls and slim
towers of the prison-pal ace echoed and reflected with the boons and fl ashes of continuing fire-
fights, while Idiran gun-platforns cruised back and forth, firing occasionally. Around them on the
stiffening breeze bl ew great clouds of chaff fromanti-laser nortars on the pal ace roof. A gust
sent sone of the fluttering, flickering foil towards the stationary shuttle, and Horza found one
side of his wet and sticky body suddenly coated with reflecting plunage.

' Pl ease. The battle is not over yet,' thundered the Idiran soldier behind him in what was
probably meant to be a quiet whisper. Horza turned round to the arnmoured bul k and stared up at the
visor of the giant's helmet, where he could see his own, old man's face reflected. He breathed
deeply, then nodded, turned and wal ked, slightly shakily, into the shuttle. A flash of light threw
hi s shadow di agonally in front of him and the craft bucked in the shock wave of a big expl osion
somewhere inside the palace as the ranp cl osed.

By their names you could know them Horza thought as he showered. The Culture's General Contact
Units, which until now had borne the brunt of the first four years of the war in space, had al ways
chosen j okey, facetious nanmes. Even the new warships they were starting to produce, as their
factory craft conpleted gearing up their war production, favoured either jocular, sonbre or

downri ght unpl easant nanes, as though the Culture could not take entirely seriously the vast
conflict in which it had enbroiled itself.

The lIdirans | ooked at things differently. To thema ship name ought to reflect the serious
nature of its purpose, duties and resolute use. In the huge Idiran navy there were hundreds of
craft named after the same heroes, planets, battles, religious concepts and inpressive adjectives.
The Iight cruiser which had rescued Horza was the 137th vessel to be called The Hand of God, and
it existed concurrently with over a hundred other craft in the navy using the sane title, so its
full name was The Hand of God 137.

Horza dried in the airstreamw th some difficulty. Like everything else in the spaceship it
was built on a nmonurmental scale befitting the size of the Idirans, and the hurricane of air it
produced nearly bl ew hi mout of the shower cabi net.

The Querl Xoral undra, spy-father and warrior priest of the Four Souls tributory sect of Farn-ldir,
cl asped two hands on the surface of the table. It |looked to Horza rather |ike a pair of
continental plates colliding.

'So, Bora Horza,' booned the old Idiran, 'you are recovered.'

"Just about,' nodded Horza, rubbing his wists. He sat in Xoralundra's cabin in The Hand of
God 137, clothed in a bulky but confortable space suit apparently brought along just for him
Xoral undra, who was al so suited up, had insisted the man wear it because the warship was still at
battle stations as it swept a fast and | ow powered orbit around the planet of Sorpen. A Culture
GCU of the Mountain class had been confirnmed in the system by Naval Intelligence; the Hand was in
on its own, and they couldn't find any trace of the Culture ship, so they had to be careful

Xor al undra | eaned towards Horza, casting a shadow over the table. H's huge head, saddl e-shaped
when seen fromdirectly in front, with the two front eyes clear and unblinking near the edges,
| oomed over the Changer. 'You were lucky, Horza. We did not cone in to rescue you out of
conpassion. Failure is its own reward.

' Thank you, Xora. That's actually the nicest thing anybody's said to nme all day.' Horza sat
back in his seat and put one of his ol d-1ooking hands through his thin, yellowing hair. It would
take a few days for the aged appearance he had assuned to di sappear, though already he could fee
it starting to slip away fromhim In a Changer's nind there was a self-imge constantly held and
revi ewed on a seni-subconscious |evel, keeping the body in the appearance willed. Horza's need to
| ook I'ike a Gerontocrat was gone now, so the mental picture of the minister he had inpersonated
for the Idirans was fragnmenting and dissol ving, and his body was going back to its normal, neutra
st at e.

Xoral undra's head went slowy fromside to side between the edges of the suit collar. It was a
gesture Horza had never fully translated, although he had worked for the Idirans and known
Xoral undra well since before the war

"Anyway. You are alive,' Xoralundra said. Horza nodded and drummed his fingers on the table to
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show he agreed. He wi shed the Idiran chair he was perched on didn't nake himfeel so much like a
child; his feet weren't even touching the deck

"Just. Thanks, anyway. |'msorry | dragged you all the way in here to rescue a failure.'

"Orders are orders. | personally amglad we were able to. Now | nust tell you why we received
t hose orders.

Horza sniled and | ooked away fromthe old Idiran, who had just given him sonething of a
conplinment; a rare thing. He | ooked back and watched the other being' s wi de nouth - big enough
t hought Horza, to bite off both your hands at once - as it boomed out the precise, short words of
the Idiran | anguage.

'You were once with a caretaker mssion on Schar's Wrld, one of the Dra' Azon Planets of the
Dead,' Xoralundra stated. Horza nodded. 'W need you to go back there.'

"Now?' Horza said to the broad, dark face of the Idiran. 'There are only Changers there. |'ve
told you I won't inpersonate another Changer. | certainly won't kill one.

"W are not asking you to do that. Listen while |I explain.' Xoralundra |eant on his back-rest
in a way alnost any vertebrate - or even anything like a vertebrate - would have called tired.
"Four standard days ago,' the Idiran began - then his suit helnmet, which was lying on the floor
near his feet, let out a piercing whine. He picked up the helnet and set it on the table. 'Yes?
he said, and Horza knew enough about the Idiran voice to realise that whoever was bothering the
Quer| had better have a good reason for doing so.

"W have the Culture female,' a voice said fromthe hel net.

"Ahh . . . ' Xoralundra said quietly, sitting back. The Idiran equivalent of a smle - nouth
pursing, eyes narrowi ng - passed over his features. 'Good, Captain. |Is she aboard yet?
'"No, Querl. The shuttle is a couple of mnutes out. I'mw thdrawing the gun-platforns. W are

ready to | eave the system as soon as they are all on board.'

Xoral undra bent closer to the helmet. Horza inspected the aged skin on the back of his hands.
"What of the Culture ship? the Idiran asked.

"Still nothing, Querl. It cannot be anywhere in the system Qur conmputer suggests it is
outside, possibly between us and the fleet. Before long it nust realise we are in here by
oursel ves."'

"You will set off torejoin the fleet the instant the female Culture agent is aboard, w thout
waiting for the platforns. Is that understood, Captain? Xoralundra |ooked at Horza as the human

glanced at him 'Is that understood, Captain? the Querl repeated, still |ooking at the hunan
"Yes, Querl,' came the answer. Horza could hear the icy tone, even through the small hel et
speaker .

'Good. Use your own initiative to decide the best route back to the fleet. In the neantinme you
will destroy the cities of De'aychanbie, Vinch, Easna-Yowon, |zilere and Yl bar with fusion bonbs,
as per the Adnmiralty's orders.'

"Yes, Qu - ' Xoralundra stabbed a switch in the helnet, and it fell silent.
' You got Bal veda?' Horza asked, surprised.
"W have the Culture agent, yes. | regard her capture, or destruction, as of conparatively

little consequence. But only by our assuring the Admralty we would attenpt to take her would they
contenpl ate such a hazardous ni ssion ahead of the nain fleet to rescue you.

"Hm Bet you didn't get Balveda's knife nmissile.' Horza snorted, |ooking again at the
wri nkl es on his hands.

"It destructed while you were being put aboard the shuttle which brought you up to the ship.'
Xoral undra waved one hand, sending a draught of Idiran-scented air across the table. 'But enough
of that. | nust explain why we risked a |ight cruiser to rescue you.'

"By all means,' Horza said, and turned to face the Idiran

' Four standard days ago,' the Querl said, 'a group of our ships intercepted a single Culture
craft of conventional outward appearance but rather odd internal construction, judging by its
em ssi on signature. The ship was destroyed easily enough, but its Mnd escaped. There was a
pl anetary system near by. The M nd appears to have transcended real space to within the planetary
surface of the globe it chose, thus indicating a | evel of hyperspatial field managenent we had
t hought - hoped - was still beyond the Culture. Certainly such spaciobatics are beyond us for the
nmoment. W have reason to believe, due to that and other indications, that the Mnd involved is
one froma new class of General Systens Vehicles the Culture is developing. The Mnd's capture
woul d be an intelligence coup of the first order.

The Querl paused there. Horza took the opportunity to ask, 'Is this thing on Schar's Worl d?'

"Yes. According to its last nmessage it intended to shelter in the tunnels of the Conmand
System'

"And you can't do anything about it?' Horza smled.

file:/l/F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (8 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

"W canme to get you. That is doing sonething about it, Bora Horza.' The Querl paused. 'The
shape of your nouth tells ne you see something anusing in this situation. What woul d that be?

"I was just thinking . . . lots of things: that that Mnd was either pretty smart or very
| ucky; that you were very lucky you had ne close by; also that the Culture isn't likely to sit
back and do nothing."'

'"To deal with your points in order,' Xoralundra said sharply, 'the Culture Mnd was both | ucky
and smart; we were fortunate; the Culture can do little because they do not, as far as we know,
have any Changers in their enploy, and certainly not one who has served on Schar's Wrld. | would
al so add, Bora Horza,' the ldiran said, putting both huge hands on the table and di pping his great
head towards the human, 'that you were nore than a little |ucky yourself.

"Ah yes, but the difference is that | believe in it.' Horza grinned.

"Hm It does you little credit,' observed the Querl. Horza shrugged.

'So you want ne to put down on Schar's Wrld and get the M nd?

"If possible. It may be damaged. It nmay be liable to destruct, but it is a prize worth
fighting for. W shall give you all the equi pment you need, but your presence al one would give us
a toe-hol d.

'What about the people already there? The Changers on caretaker duty?

' Not hi ng has been heard fromthem They were probably unaware of the Mnd's arrival. Their
next routine transmssion is due in a few days, but, given the current disruption in
communi cations due to the war, they may not be able to send.'

"What . . . ' Horza said slowy, one finger describing a circular pattern on the table surface
whi ch he was | ooking at, ' do you know about the personnel in the base?

'The two seni or nmenbers have been replaced by younger Changers,' the lIdiran said. 'The two
junior sentinels becane seniors, remaining there.

' They woul dn't be in any danger, would they?' Horza asked.

"On the contrary. Inside a Dra'Azon Quiet Barrier, on a Planet of the Dead, nust rank as one
of the safest places to be during the current hostilities. Neither we nor the Culture can risk
causing the Dra' Azon any offence. That is why they cannot do anything, and we can only use you.'

"If," Horza said carefully, sitting forward and dropping his voice slightly, 'l can get this
met aphysi cal conputer for you - '

"Sonmething in your voice tells me we approach the question of remuneration,' Xoral undra said.

"W do indeed. |I've risked my neck for you lot |Iong enough, Xoralundra. | want out. There's a
good friend of mne on that Schar's Wrld base, and if she's agreeable | want to take her and me
out of the whole war. That's what |'m asking for.

"I can pronise nothing. | shall request this. Your long and devoted service will be taken into
account.'

Horza sat back and frowned. He wasn't sure if Xoralundra was being ironic or not. Six years
probably didn't seemlike very long at all to a species that was virtually immrtal; but the Querl
Xor al undra knew how often his frail human charge had risked all in the service of his alien
masters, wi thout real reward, so perhaps he was being serious. Before Horza could continue with
the bargaining, the helnet shrilled once nore. Horza winced. All the noises on the Idiran ship
seenmed to be deafening. The voices were thunder; ordinary buzzers and bl eepers left his ears
ringing long after they stopped; and announcenents over the PA made him put both hands to his
head. Horza just hoped there wasn't a full-scale alarmwhile he was on board. The Idiran ship
al arm coul d cause damage to unprotected human ears.

"What is it?" Xoralundra asked the hel net.

"The fenmale is on board. | shall need only eight nore mnutes to get the gun -
Have the cities been destroyed?

' . . . They have, Querl.'

'Break out of orbit at once and nake full speed for the fleet.'

"Querl, | nust point out - ' said the small, steady voice fromthe helmet on the table.

"Captain,' Xoralundra said briskly, "in this war there have to date been fourteen single-due
engagenents between Type 5 light cruisers and Mountain class General Contact Units. Al have ended
in victory for the enenmy. Have you ever seen what is left of a light cruiser after a GCU has
finished with it?

'"No, Querl.'
"Neither have I, and | have no intention of seeing it for the first time fromthe inside.
Proceed at once.' Xoralundra hit the helnet button again. He fastened his gaze on Horza. '| shall

do what | can to secure your release fromthe service with sufficient funds, if you succeed. Now,
once we have nmade contact with the main body of the fleet you will go by fast picket to Schar's
World. You will be given a shuttle there, just beyond the Quiet Barrier. It will be unarned,
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although it will have the equiprment we think you may need, including sone close-range hyperspace
spect ogr aphi ¢ anal ysers, should the Mnd conduct a linmited destruct.'

"How can you be certain it'll be "limted"? Horza asked sceptically.

'The M nd wei ghs several thousand tonnes, despite its relatively small size. An annihilatory
destruct would rip the planet in half and so antagonise the Dra' Azon. No Culture M nd would risk
such a thing.

" Your confidence overwhelns me,' Horza said dourly. Just then the note of background noise
around them altered. Xoralundra turned his helmet round and | ooked at one of its small interna
screens.

'Good. W are under way.' He |ooked at Horza again. 'There is sonmething else | ought to tel
you. An attenpt was nade, by the group of ships which caught the Culture craft, to follow the
escaped M nd down to the planet.'

Horza frowned. 'Didn't they know better?

'"They did their best. Wth the battle group were several captured chuy-hirtsi warp animals
whi ch had been deactivated for later use in a surprise attack on a Culture base. One of these was
quickly fitted out for a small-scale incursion on the planet surface and thrown at the Quiet
Barrier in a warp-cruise. The ruse did not succeed. On crossing the Barrier the aninal was
attacked with sonething resenbling gridfire and was heavily danaged. It cane out of warp near the
pl anet on a course which would take it in on a burn-up angle. The equi pnent and ground force it
cont ai ned nust be considered defunct.

"Well, | suppose it was a good try, but a Dra' Azon nust make even this wonderful Mnd you're
after look |ike a valve conputer. It's going to take nore than that to fool it.'

"Do you think you will be able to?

"l don't know. | don't think they can read minds, but who knows? | don't think the Dra' Azon

even know or care nuch about the war or what |'ve been doing since | left Schar's Wrld. So they
probably won't be able to put one and one together - but again, who knows?' Horza gave anot her
shrug. "It's worth a try.

"Good. We shall have a fuller briefing when we rejoin the fleet. For now we nust pray that our
return is without incident. You may want to speak to Perosteck Bal veda before she is interrogated.
| have arranged with the Deputy Fleet Inquisitor that you nmay see her, if you w sh.'

Horza sniled, 'Xora, nothing would give nme greater pleasure.'’

The Querl had ot her business on the ship as it powered its way out of the Sorpen system Horza
stayed in Xoralundra's cabin to rest and eat before he called on Bal veda.

The food was the cruiser autogalley's best inpression of sonething suitable for a humanoi d,
but it tasted awful. Horza ate what he could and drank some equally uninspiring distilled water.
It was all served by a medjel - a lizard-like creature about two nmetres long with a flat, |ong
head and six legs, on four of which it ran, using the front pair as hands. The nedjel were the
conpani on species of the Idirans. It was a conplicated sort of social synbiosis which had kept the
exosocio faculties of many a university in research funds over the mllennia that the Idiran
civilisation had been part of the galactic comunity.

The ldirans thensel ves had evolved on their planet Idir as the top nonster froma whole
pl anetful of nonsters. The frenetic and savage ecology of Idir in its early days had | ong since
di sappeared, and so had all the other homeworl d nonsters except those in zoos. But the Idirans had
retained the intelligence that nade them wi nners, as well as the biological imortality which, due
to the viciousness of the fight for survival back then - not to nention Idir's high radiation
| evel s had been an evol utionary advantage rather than a reci pe for stagnation

Horza thanked the nedjel as it brought himplates and took them away again, but it said
not hi ng. They were generally reckoned to be about two thirds as intelligent as the average
humanoi d (what ever that was), which made them about two or three tines dinmer than a nornmal
Idiran. Still, they were good if uninaginative soldiers, and there were plenty of them sonething
like ten or twelve for each Idiran. Forty thousand years of breeding had nade them | oyal right
down to the chronosone | evel

Horza didn't try to sleep, though he was tired. He told the nedjel to take himto Bal veda. The
medj el thought about it, asked permi ssion via the cabin intercom and flinched visibly under a
verbal slap froma distant Xoralundra who was on the bridge with the cruiser captain. 'Follow ne,
sir,' the nedjel said, opening the cabin door

In the compani onways of the warship the Idiran atnmosphere becanme nore obvious than it had been in
Xoral undra's cabin. The snell of Idiran was stronger and the view ahead hazed over - even seen
through Horza's eyes - after a fewtens of nmetres. It was hot and humi d, and the floor was soft.
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Horza wal ked quickly along the corridor, watching the stunmp of the nmedjel's docked tail as it
waggled in front of him

He passed two Idirans on the way, neither of whom paid himany attention. Perhaps they knew
al | about him and what he was, but perhaps not. Horza knew that Idirans hated to appear either
over-inquisitive or under-infornmed.

He nearly collided with a pair of wounded nedjel on AG stretchers being hurried al ong a cross-
corridor by two of their fellow troopers. Horza watched as the wounded passed, and frowned. The
spiralled spatter-marks on their battle arnmour were unnistakably those produced by a plasnma bolt,
and the Cerontocracy didn't have any plasna weapons. He shrugged and wal ked on

They came to a section of the cruiser where the conpani onway was bl ocked by sliding doors. The
medj el spoke to each of the barriers in turn, and they opened. An Idiran guard holding a | aser
carbi ne stood outside a door; he saw the nedjel and Horza approachi ng and had the door open for
the man by the tine he got there. Horza nodded to the guard as he stepped through. The door hissed
shut behi nd hi m and another one, inmrediately in front, opened.

Bal veda turned quickly to himwhen he entered the cell. It |ooked as though she had been
paci ng up and down. She threw back her head a little when she saw Horza and made a noise in her
t hroat which night have been a | augh

"Well, well,' she said, her soft voice drawing. 'You survived. Congratulations. | did keep ny
prom se, by the way. Wat a turn-around, eh?'

"Hello,' Horza replied, folding his arns across the chest of his suit and | ooking the woman up
and down. She wore the sanme grey gown and appeared to be unharned. 'Wat happened to that thing
around your neck?' Horza asked.

She | ooked down, at where the pendant had |lain over her breast. 'WlIl, believe it or not, it
turned out to be a nenoryform' She sniled at himand sat down cross-1egged on the soft floor
apart froma raised bed-alcove, this was the only place to sit. Horza sat too, his legs hurting
only alittle. He recalled the spatter-marks on the nedjel's arnour

"A menmoryform Wyuldn't have turned into a plasma gun, by any chance, would it?

" Amongst other things.' The Culture agent nodded.

" Thought so. Heard your knife mssile took the expansive way out.'

Bal veda shrugged.

Horza | ooked her in the eye and said, 'l don't suppose you'd be here if you had anyt hing
i mportant you could tell them would you?

"Here, perhaps,' Balveda conceded. 'Alive, no.' She stretched her arnms out behind her and
sighed. '| suppose I'll have to sit out the war in an internnent canp, unless they can find
sonebody to swap. | just hope this thing doesn't go on too |ong.'

'"Ch, you think the Culture mght give in soon?" Horza grinned.

"No, | think the Culture nmight win soon.'

"You nust be mad.' Horza shook his head.

‘Wll . . . ' Balveda said, nodding ruefully, "actually | think it'll win eventually."'
"If you keep falling back |ike you have for the last three years, you'll end up sonmewhere in
t he d ouds.

"I"'mnot giving away any secrets, Horza, but | think you might find we don't do too nmuch nore
falling back.
"We'll see. Frankly |I'm surprised you kept fighting this long.'

'So are our three-legged friends. So is everybody. So are we, | sonetines think.'

'Bal veda,' Horza sighed wearily, 'l still don't know why the hell you're fighting in the first
pl ace. The ldirans never were any threat to you. They still wouldn't be, if you stopped fighting
them Didlife in your great Uopia really get so boring you needed a war?'

'Horza,' Balveda said, leaning forward, '|I don't understand why you are fighting. | know

Hei dohre is in - '

' Hei bohre,' Horza interjected.

'"OK, the goddam asteroid the Changers live in. | knowit's in Idiran space, but -

"That's got nothing to do with it, Balveda. I'mfighting for them because | think they're
right and you're wong.'

Bal veda sat back, amazed. 'You . . . ' she began, then | owered her head and shook it, staring
at the floor. She looked up. 'I really don't understand you, Horza. You nust know how many
speci es, how many civilisations, how many systens, how many i ndividuals have been either destroyed
or . . . throttled by the Idirans and their crazy goddamed religion. Wat the hell has the
Cul ture ever done conpared to that?" One hand was on her knee, the other was displayed in front of
Horza, clawed into a strangling grip. He watched her and snil ed.

'"On a straight head count the Idirans no doubt do come out in front, Perosteck, and |'ve told
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them | never did care for sone of their nethods, or their zeal. I'"'mall for people being allowed
to live their own lives. But now they're up against you lot, and that's what nmakes the difference
to me. Because |'m against you, rather than for them |'mprepared - ' Horza broke off for a
monent, laughing lightly, self-consciously. ' . . . WlIl, it sounds a bit nelodramatic, but sure -
I'"mprepared to die for them' He shrugged. 'Sinple as that.'

Horza nodded as he said it, and Bal veda dropped the outstretched hand and | ooked away to one

si de, shaking her head and exhaling loudly. Horza went on, 'Because . . . well, | suppose you
thought | was just kidding when | was telling old Frolk I thought the knife nmissile was the rea
representative. | wasn't kidding, Balveda. | neant it then and I nean it now. | don't care how
self-righteous the Culture feels, or how nmany people the Idirans kill. They're on the side of life
- boring, old-fashioned, biological life; snelly, fallible and short-sighted, God knows, but rea

life. You're ruled by your machines. You're an evolutionary dead end. The trouble is that to take
your mind off it you try to drag everybody el se down there with you. The worst thing that coul d
happen to the gal axy would be if the Culture wins this war.'

He paused to let her say something, but she was still sitting with her head down, shaking it.
He | aughed at her. 'You know, Balveda, for such a sensitive species you show remarkably little
enpat hy at tinmes.'

"Enpathise with stupidity and you're halfway to thinking like an idiot,' nuttered the wonan,

still not |ooking at Horza. He | aughed again and got to his feet.
"Such . . . bitterness, Balveda,' he said.
She | ooked up at him "I'Il tell you, Horza,' she said quietly, "we're going to win.'
He shook his head. 'l don't think so. You wouldn't know how to.'
Bal veda sat back agai n, hands spread behind her. Her face was serious. 'W can |learn, Horza.'
"Who fron®

"Whoever has the lesson there to teach,' she said slowy. 'W spend quite a ot of our tine
wat ching warriors and zealots, bullies and mlitarists - people determned to win regardl ess.
There's no shortage of teachers.'

"If you want to know about wi nning, ask the Idirans.'

Bal veda said nothing for a nmonent. Her face was calm thoughtful, perhaps sad. She nodded

after a while. 'They do say there's a danger . . . in warfare,' she said, '"that you'll start to
resenbl e the eneny.' She shrugged. 'We just have to hope that we can avoid that. |If the
evol utionary force you seemto believe in really works, then it'll work through us, and not the
Idirans. If you're wong, then it deserves to be superseded.’

'Bal veda,' he said, laughing lightly, "don't disappoint nme. | prefer a fight . . . You al npst
sound as though you're coning round to ny point of view'

"No,' she sighed. 'I"'mnot. Blane it on ny Special G rcunstances training. W try to think of
everything. | was being pessinistic.

"I'd got the inpression SC didn't allow such thoughts."'

' Then think again, M Changer,' Bal veda said, arching one eyebrow. 'SC allows all thoughts.
That's what sone people find so frightening about it.'

Horza t hought he knew what the wonman neant. Special G rcunstances had al ways been the Contact
section's noral espi onage weapon, the very cutting edge of the Culture's interfering diplomatic
policy, the elite of the elite, in a society which abhorred elitism Even before the war, its
standing and its inage within the Culture had been ambi guous. It was gl anorous but dangerous,
possessed of an aura of rogui sh sexiness - there was no other word for it - which inplied
predati on, seduction, even violation

It had about it too an atnobsphere of secrecy (in a society that virtually worshi pped openness)
whi ch hinted at unpl easant, sham ng deeds, and an amnbi ence of noral relativity (in a society which
clung to its absolutes: |ife/good, death/bad; pleasure/good, pain/bad) which attracted and
repul sed at once, but anyway excited.

No other part of the Culture nore exactly represented what the society as a whole really stood
for, or was nore militant in the application of the Culture's fundanmental beliefs. Yet no other
part enbodi ed | ess of the society's day-to-day character

Wth war, Contact had becone the Culture's mlitary, and Special Circunstances its
intelligence and espionage section (the eupheni smbecame only a little nore obvious, that was
all). And with war, SC s position within the Culture changed, for the worse. It becane the
repository for the guilt the people in the Culture experienced because they had agreed to go to
war in the first place: despised as a necessary evil, reviled as an unpl easant noral conprom se,
di sm ssed as sonet hing people preferred not to think about.

SCreally did try to think of everything, though, and its Mnds were reputedly even nore
cynical, anoral and downright sneaky than those which nade up Contact; nachines without illusions
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whi ch prided thenmselves on thinking the thinkable to its ultimate extrenmities. So it had been
wearily predicted that just this would happen. SC woul d beconme a pariah, a whipping-child, and its
reputation a gland to absorb the poison in the Culture's conscience. But Horza guessed that
knowing all this didn't nake it any easier for sonebody |like Balveda. Culture people had little
stomach for being disliked by anybody, least of all their fellow citizens, and the wonan's task
was difficult enough w thout the added burden of knowi ng she was even greater anathema to nost of
her own side than she was to the eneny.

"Well, whatever, Balveda,' he said, stretching. He flexed his stiff shoulders within the suit,

pull ed his fingers through his thin, yellowwhite hair. "I guess it'll work itself out.
Bal veda | aughed mirthlessly. 'Never a truer word . . . ' She shook her head
' Thanks, anyway,' he told her
' For what ?'

"I think you just reinforced ny faith in the ultimte outcone of this war.'

"Ch, just go away, Horza.' Bal veda sighed and | ooked down to the floor.

Horza wanted to touch her, to ruffle her short black hair or pinch her pale cheek, but guessed
it would only upset her nore. He knew too well the bitterness of defeat to want to aggravate the
experi ence for sonmebody who was, in the end, a fair and honourabl e adversary. He went to the door
and after a word with the guard outside he was |let out.

"Ah, Bora Horza,' Xoralundra said as the human appeared out of the cell doorway. The Querl cane
striding al ong the conpani onway. The guard outside the cell straightened visibly and bl ew sone
i magi nary dust off his carbine. 'How is our guest?

"Not very happy. W were trading justifications and | think I won on points.' Horza grinned.
Xor al undra stopped by the nan and | ooked down.

"Hm Well, unless you prefer to relish your victories in a vacuum | suggest that the next
time you |l eave ny cabin while we are at battle stations you take your -

Horza didn't hear the next word. The ship's al arm erupted.

The Idiran alarmsignal, on a warship as el sewhere, consists of what sounds |ike a series of
very sharp explosions. It is the anplified version of the Idiran chest-boom an evolved signal the
Idirans had been using to warn others in their herd or clan for several hundred thousand years
before they becane civilised, and produced by the chest-flap which is the Idiran vestigial third
arm

Horza cl apped his hands to his ears, trying to shut out the awful noise. He could feel the
shock waves on his chest, through the open neck of the suit. He felt hinself being picked up and
forced agai nst the bul khead. It was only then that he realised he had shut his eyes. For a second
he thought he had never been rescued, never left the wall of the sewercell, that this was the
monent of his death and all the rest had been a strange and vivid dream He opened his eyes and
found hinself staring into the keratinous snout of the Querl Xoralundra, who shook himfuriously
and, just as the ship alarmcut off and was replaced by a nerely painfully intense whine, said
very loudly into Horza's face, 'HELMET!'

"Ch shit!' said Horza

He was dropped to the deck as Xoralundra |l et himgo, turned quickly, and scooped a running
medj el off the floor as it tried to get past him 'You!' Xoralundra bellowed. 'I amthe spy-father
Querl of the fleet,' he shouted into its face and shook the six-linmbed creature by the front of
its suit. "You will go to ny cabin imediately and bring the small space helnet lying there to the
port-side stem energency | ock. As fast as possible. This order supersedes all others and cannot be
counternmanded. Go!' He threw the nedjel in the right direction. It landed running.

Xoral undra flipped his own hel met over fromits back-hinged position, then opened the visor
He | ooked as though he was about to say sonething to Horza, but the hel met speaker crackled and
spoke, and the Querl's expression changed. The small noi se stopped and only the continuing wail of
the cruiser's alarmwas left. 'The Culture craft was hiding in the surface |ayers of the system
sun,' Xoralundra said bitterly, nore to hinself than to Horza.

"In the sun?' Horza was incredul ous. He | ooked back at the cell door, as though sonmehow it was
Bal veda's fault. 'Those bastards are getting smarter all the tine.'

'Yes,' snapped the Querl, then turned quickly on one foot. 'Follow nme, human.' Horza obeyed,
starting after the old Idiran at a run, then bunping into himas the huge figure stopped in its
tracks. Horza watched the broad, dark, alien face as it swivelled round to | ook over his head at
the Idiran trooper still standing stiffly at the cell door. An expression Horza could not read
passed over Xoralundra's face. 'CGuard,' the Querl said, not loudly. The trooper with the |aser
carbine turned. 'Kill the wonan.'

Xor al undra stanped off down the corridor. Horza stood for a nonent, |ooking first at the
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rapidly receding Querl, then at the guard as he checked his carbine, ordered the cell door to
open, and stepped inside. Then the man ran down the corridor after the old Idiran

"Querl!' gasped the nedjel as it skidded to a stop by the airlock, the suit helnet held in front
of it. Xoralundra swept the helnet fromits grasp and fitted it quickly over Horza's head.

"You will find a warp attachment in the lock,' the Idiran told Horza. 'Get as far away as
possible. The fleet will be here in about nine standard hours. You shouldn't have to do anyt hing;
the suit will sumon help on a coded I FF response. |, too - ' Xoralundra broke off as the cruiser
| urched. There was a | oud bang and Horza was blown off his feet by a shock wave, while the Idiran
on his tripod of legs hardly noved. The nedjel which had gone for the helnet yelped as it was
bl own under Xoralundra's legs. The Idiran swore and kicked at it; it ran off; The cruiser lurched
again as other alarms started. Horza could snell burning. A confused nmedl ey of noises that mnight
have been Idiran voices or nuffled explosions came from somewhere overhead. '|I too shall try to
escape,' Xoralundra continued. 'God be with you, hunan.'

Bef ore Horza could say anything the Idiran had ramed his visor down and pushed himinto the
| ock. It slamed shut. Horza was thrown agai nst one bul khead as the cruiser juddered nightily. He
| ooked desperately round the snmall, spherical space for a warp unit, then saw it and after a short
struggl e unclanped it fromits wall magnets. He clanped it to the rear of his suit.

'Ready?' a voice said in his ear

Horza junped, then said, 'Yes! Yes! Hit it!’

The airlock didn't open conventionally; it turned inside out and threw himinto space,
tunbling away fromthe flat disc of the cruiser in a tiny galaxy of ice particles. He | ooked for
the Culture ship, then told hinself not to be stupid; it was probably still several trillion
kil ometres away. That was how di vorced fromthe human scal e nodern warfare had become. You coul d
smash and destroy from unt hi nkabl e di stances, obliterate planets from beyond their own system and
provoke stars into novae fromlight-years off . . . and still have no good idea why you were
really fighting.

Wth one | ast thought for Bal veda, Horza reached until he found the control handle for the
bul ky warp unit, fingered the correct buttons on it, and watched the stars tw st and distort
around himas the unit sent himand his suit lancing away fromthe stricken Idiran spacecraft.

He played with the wist-set for a while, trying to pick up signals from The Hand of God 137,
but got nothing but static. The suit spoke to himonce, saying 'Warp/unit/charge/hal f/exhausted.'
Horza kept a watch on the warp unit via a small screen set inside the hel net.

He recalled that the Idirans said sone sort of prayer to their God before going into warp
Once when he had been with Xoralundra on a ship which was warping, the Querl had insisted that the
Changer repeat the prayer, too. Horza had protested that it neant nothing to him not only did the
Idiran God clash with his own personal convictions, the prayer itself was in a dead ldiran
| anguage he didn't understand. He had been told rather coldly that it was the gesture that
mattered. For what the Idirans regarded as essentially an aninmal (their word for humanoi ds was
best translated as 'biotomaton'), only the behaviour of devotion was required; his heart and m nd
were of no consequence. Wien Horza had asked, what about his immortal soul ? Xoral undra had
| aughed. It was the first and only time Horza had experienced such a thing fromthe old warrior
Whoever heard of a nortal body having an inmortal soul ?

When the warp unit was al nost exhausted, Horza shut it off. Stars swaminto focus around him
He set the unit controls, then threwit away fromhim They parted conpany, he noving slowy off
in one direction, while the unit spun off in another; then it disappeared as the controls sw tched
it back on again to use the last of its power |eading anybody following its trace away in the
wrong direction

He cal ned his breathing down gradually; it had been very fast and hard for a while, but he
slowed it and his heart deliberately. He accustoned hinmself to the suit, testing its functions and
powers. It snelled and felt new, and | ooked Iike a Rairch-built device. Rairch suits were neant to
be anmong the best. People said the Culture nade better ones, but people said the Culture nade
better everything, and they were still losing the war. Horza checked out the lasers the suit had
built in and searched for the conceal ed pistol he knew it ought to carry. He found it at |ast,

di sgui sed as part of the left forearmcasing, a small plasma hand gun. He felt I|ike shooting it at
sonet hi ng, but there was nothing to aimat. He put it back

He folded his arns across his bul ky chest and | ooked around. Stars were everywhere. He had no
i dea which one was Sorpen's. So the Culture ships could hide in the photospheres of stars, could
they? And a Mnd - even if it was desperate and on the run - could junp through the bottom of a
gravity-well, could it? Maybe the Idirans woul d have a tougher job than they expected. They were
the natural warriors, they had the experience and the guts, and their whole society was geared for
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continual conflict. But the Culture, that seem ngly disunited, anarchic, hedonistic, decadent

mel ange of nore or |ess human species, forever hiving off or absorbing different groups of people,
had fought for al nbst four years w thout showi ng any sign of giving up or even conming to a
conprom se

What everybody had expected to be at best a brief, Iimted stand, lasting just |ong enough to
make a point, had devel oped into a whol ehearted war effort. The early reverses and first few
nmegadeat hs had not, as the pundits and experts had predicted, shocked the Culture into retiring,
horrified at the brutalities of war but proud to have put its collective life where usually only
its collective nouth was. Instead it had just kept on retreating and retreating, preparing,
gearing up and pl anni ng. Horza was convinced the M nds were behind it all

He could not believe the ordinary people in the Culture really wanted the war, no matter how
they had voted. They had their communi st Utopia. They were soft and panpered and indul ged, and the
Contact section's evangelical materialismprovided their conscience-salving good works. Wat nore
could they want? The war had to be the Mnds' idea; it was part of their clinical drive to clean
up the galaxy, make it run on nice, efficient lines, without waste, injustice or suffering. The
fools in the Culture couldn't see that one day the M nds would start thinking how wasteful and
inefficient the humans in the Culture thensel ves were.

Horza used the suit's internal gyros to steer hinself, letting himlook at every part of the
sky, wondering where, in that |ight-flecked enptiness, battles raged and billions died, where the
Culture still held and the Idiran battle fleets pressed. The suit hunmed and clicked and hissed
very quietly around him precise, obedient, reassuring. Suddenly it jolted, steadying himwthout
warning and jarring his teeth. A noise unconfortably like a collision alarmtrilled violently in
one ear, and out of the corner of his eye Horza could see a mcroscreen set inside the hel met near
his left cheek light up with a holo red graph display.

' Target/acquisition/radar,' the suit said. 'lncom ng/increasing.'

3.
Cl ean Air Turbul ence

"What!' roared Horza

'Target/acqui - ' the suit began again.

' Ch shut up!' Horza shouted, and started punching buttons on the suit's wist console,
twisting this way and that, scanning the darkness around him There ought to have been a way of
getting a head-up display on the inside of the helnmet visor to show himwhat direction the signals
were conming from but he hadn't enough tine to fanmiliarise hinself conpletely with the suit, and
he couldn't find the right button. Then he realised he could probably just ask. 'Suit! Gve ne a
head-up on the transm ssion source!'’

The top left edge of the visor flashed. He turned and tipped until a wi nking red dot
positioned itself on the transparent surface. He hit the wist buttons again, and the suit hissed
as it evacuated gas fromits sol e-nozzles, sending himshooting away under about one gravity.
Not hi ng appeared to change apart fromhis weight, but the red Iight went out briefly, then came
back on. He swore. The suit said:

' Target/acquisition -

"I know,' Horza told it. He unslung the plasma pistol fromhis armand readied the suit
| asers. He cut the gas jets, too. Wiatever it was coning after him he doubted he'd be able to
outrun it. He becane weightless again. The small red light continued to flash on the visor. He
wat ched the internal screens. The transm ssion source was closing on a curved course at about
poi nt zero-one lights, in real space. The radar was | ow frequency and not particularly powerful -
all too lowtech to be either the Culture or the Idirans. He told the suit to cancel the head-up,
brought the magnifiers down fromthe top of the visor and switched themon, aimng at where the
radar source had been conming from A doppler shift in the signal, still displayed on one of the
helmet's snmall internal screens, announced that whatever was produci ng the transni ssion was
sl owi ng down. WAs he going to be picked up rather than bl own apart?

Sonething glinted hazily in the magnifiers' field. The radar switched off. It was very close
now. He felt his nmouth go dry, and his hands shook inside the heavy gl oves of the suit. The inage
in the magnifiers seened to expl ode with darkness, then he swept them back to the top of the
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hel net and | ooked out into the starfields and the inky night. Sonething tore across his vision
pure bl ack, racing across the backdrop of sky in utter silence. He jabbed at the button which
switched on the suit's needle radar and tried to follow the shape as it passed him occl udi ng
stars; but he missed, so there was no way of telling how close it had cone, or how big it was. He
had lost track of it in the spaces between the stars when the darkness ahead of himflared. He
guessed it was turning. Sure enough, back canme the radar pul se.

"Ta -

"Quiet,' Horza said, checking the plasma gun. The dark shape expanded, al nost directly ahead
The stars around it wobbled and brightened in the lens effect of an inperfectly adjusted warp
nmotor in cancel nobde. Horza watched the shape cone closer. The radar switched off again. He
swi tched his own back on, the needl e beam scanning the craft ahead. He was | ooking at the
resulting image on an internal screen when it flickered and went out, the suit's hissings and
hummi ngs stopped, and the stars started to fade away.

' Sappi ng/ effector/fi . . . re . ' said the suit, as it and Horza went |inp and
unconsci ous.

There was sonething hard under him Hs head hurt. He couldn't remenber where he was or what he
was supposed to be doing. He only just remenbered his nane. Bora Horza Gobuchul, Changer fromthe
asteroid Hei bohre, lately enployed by the Idirans in their holy war against the Culture. How did
that connect with the pain in his skull though, and the hard, cold nmetal under his cheek?

He had been hit hard. Wiile he still couldn't see or hear or snell anything, he knew sonething
severe had occurred, sonmething alnost fatal. He tried to renenber what had happened. Were had he
been | ast? What had he been doi ng?

The Hand of God 137! Hi s heart |eapt as he renenbered. He had to get off! Wiere was his
hel met ? Why had Xoral undra deserted hin? Where was that stupid nedjel with his hel net? Hel p!

He found he coul dn't nove.

Anyway, it wasn't The Hand of God 137, or any ldiran ship. The deck was hard and cold, if it
was a deck, and the air snelled wong. He could hear people tal king now, too. But still no sight.
He didn't know if his eyes were open and he was blind, or if they were shut and he couldn't open
them He tried to bring his hands up to his face to find out, but nothing woul d nove.

The voi ces were human. There were several. They were speaking the Culture's |anguage, Marain,
but that didn't mean nuch; it had grown increasingly conmon as a second | anguage in the gal axy
over the last few nllennia. Horza could speak and understand it, though he hadn't used it since .

since he had tal ked to Balveda, in fact, but before that not for a long tinme. Poor Bal veda.
But these people were chattering, and he couldn't nake out the individual words. He tried to nove
his eyelids, and eventually felt something. He still couldn't think where he mi ght be.

Al'l this darkness . . . Then he renenbered sonething about being in a suit, and a voice
talking to himabout targets or sonething. Wth a shock he realised he had been captured, or
rescued. He forgot about trying to open his eyes and concentrated hard on understandi ng what the
peopl e near by were saying. He had used Marain just recently; he could do it. He had to. He had to
know.

' goddamm system for two weeks and all we get is sonme old guy in a suit.' That was one
voi ce. Femal e, he thought.

"What the hell did you expect, a Culture starship? Mle.

"Well, shit, a bit of one.' The fenmale voice again. Sone |aughter. 'It's a good suit. Riarch
by the look of it. Think I'lIl have it.' Another nal e voice. Tone of comand; no nmistaking it.

" . . . ' No good. Too quiet.

' They adjust, idiot.' The Man again.

' bits of Idiran and Culture ships would be floating all over the place and we coul d

that bow laser . . . and it's still fucked.' Wman, different one.

"Qur effector won't have damaged it, will it? Another male; young sounding, cutting across
what the woman had said.

"It was on suck, not blow,' the captain said, or whatever he was. Wio were these peopl e?

' of a lot less than grandad over there,' said one of the men. H m They were talking
about him He tried not to show any sign of life. He only now realised that of course he was out
of the suit, lying a few netres away from peopl e probably standing around it, some with their
backs to him He was lying with one arm underneath his body, on his side, naked, facing them His
head still hurt and he could feel saliva dribbling fromhis half-open nouth.

b weapon of sonme sort with them Can't see it, though,' said the Man, and his voice
altered, as though he was changi ng position as he spoke. Sounded |ike they had | ost the plasna
gun. They were nercenaries. Had to be. Privateers.
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"Can | have your old suit, Kraiklyn? Young male.

"Well, that's that,' the Man said, his voice sounding as though he was getting up froma
squatting position, or turning round. It seermed he had ignored the previous speaker. "A bit of a
di sappoi nt mrent naybe, but we did get this suit. Better get out now before the big boys show.'

"What now?' One of the fenmles again. Horza |iked her voice. He wished he could get his eyes
open.

' That tenple. Should be easy neat, even w thout the bow | aser. Only about ten days from here

W'll do alittle bit nmore funding-up on some of their altar treasures and then buy sone heavy
weaponry on Vavatch. We can all spend our ill-gotten gains there.' The Man - Krakeline or whatever
his nanme was - paused. He | aughed. 'Doro, don't look so frightened. This'll be sinple. You'll be
thankful 1 heard about this place, once we're rich. The goddamm priests don't even carry weapons.
It'Il be easy - '

' Easy out. Yeah, we know.' A woman's voice; the nice one. Horza was aware of |ight now Pink
in front of his eyes. H s head was still sore but he was coming to. He checked out his body,

consciously calling on the feedback nerves to gauge his own physical readiness. Bel ow nornal, and
it wouldn't be perfect until the |ast effects of his geriatric appearance had faded away, in a few
days - if he lived that |Iong. He suspected they thought he was al ready dead.

"Zallin,'" the Man said, 'dunmp that weed.'

Horza opened his eyes with a start as footsteps approached. The Man had been tal ki ng about
hi m

" Aah!' sonebody cried nearby. 'He's not dead. His eyes are noving!' The footsteps suddenly
hal ted. Horza sat up shakily, narrowing his eyes in the glare. He was breathing hard and his head
swam as he raised it. H's eyes focused.

He was in a brightly lit but small hangar. An old, weather-beaten shuttle craft filled about
hal f of it. He was sitting al nost agai nst one bul khead; near the other stood the people who had
been tal king. Hal fway between himand the group stood a large, ungainly youth with very long arnms
and silver hair. As Horza had guessed, the suit he had been wearing |lay prone on the floor at the
feet of the group of humans. He swal | owed and blinked. The youth with the silver hair stared at
hi m and scratched nervously at one ear. He wore a pair of shorts and a frayed T-shirt. He junped
when one of the taller nen in the group, in the voice Horza had decided was that of the captain
said, 'Wibslin,' (he turned to one of the other nmen) 'isn't that effector working properly?

Don't let themtal k about you as though you aren't here! He cleared his throat and spoke as
loudly and as deternminedly as he could. 'There's nothing wong with your effector."’

"Then,' the tall nman said, smling thinly and archi ng one eyebrow, 'you should be dead."’

They were all |looking at him nost with suspicion. The youth near himwas still scratching his
ear; he appeared puzzled, even frightened, but the rest just |ooked as though they wanted rid of
himas quickly as possible. They were all humans, or close to; nale and fenale; nostly dressed in
either suits or bits of suits, or T-shirts and shorts. The captain, now noving through the group
cl oser to Horza, |ooked tall and rmuscular. He had a mass of dark hair conbed back fromhis brow, a
sal | ow conpl exi on and sonething feral about his eyes and nouth. The voice suited him As he cane
cl oser Horza saw that he was holding a |laser pistol. The suit he wore was bl ack, and its heavy
boots rang on the naked nmetal deck. He advanced until he was level with the young nman with the
silver hair, who was fiddling with the hemof his T-shirt and biting his lip.

"Why aren't you dead?' the Man asked Horza quietly.

'Because |'ma lot fucking tougher than I |ook,' Horza said. The Man smiled and nodded.

"You nust be.' He turned round and | ooked briefly back at the suit. 'Wat were you doi ng way
out here in that?

"l used to work for the Idirans. They didn't want the Culture ship to catch ne, and they
t hought they night be able to rescue ne later, so they threw ne overboard to wait for the fleet.
It'Il be here in about eight or nine hours, by the way, so | wouldn't hang around.’

"WIIl it, now?' the captain said quietly, raising his eyebrow again. 'You seemvery well
i nforned, old man.'

"I"'mnot that old. This was a disguise for ny last job - an agatic drug. It's wearing off. A
couple of days and |I'Il be useful again.'

The Man shook his head sadly. 'No you won't.' He turned and started back towards the other
people. "Dunp him' he told the youth in the T-shirt. The youth started forward.

"Now wait a goddamed minute!' Horza shouted, scranbling to his feet. He backed against the
wal |, hands out, but the youth was coming straight at him The others were |ooking either at him
or at their captain. Horza swung forward and up with one leg, too fast for the young man with the
silver hair. He caught himin the groin with his foot. The youth gasped and fell to the deck
clutching at hinself. The Man had turned. He | ooked down at the youth, then at Horza
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'Yes?' he said. Horza got the inpression he was enjoying it all. Horza pointed to the now
kneel i ng yout h.
"I told you - | can be useful. I"'mpretty good in a fight. You can have the suit -

"I'"ve got the suit,' the captain said drily.

'"So at | east give ne a chance.' Horza | ooked around them 'You're nercenaries or sonething,
right?" Nobody said anything. He could feel himself starting to sweat; he stopped it. 'Let ne
join. All I'masking for's a chance. If | louse up first tine, dunp ne then.'

"Way not dunp you now and save the hassle?" The captain | aughed, spreading his arms w de. Somne
of the others |aughed too.

"A chance,' Horza repeated. 'Shit, it isn't nuch to ask.'

"I"'msorry.' The Man shook his head. 'We're overcrowded al ready.'

The silver-haired youth was | ooking up at Horza, his face twisted with pain and hate. The
people in the group were smirking at Horza or talking quietly to each other and nodding at him
grinning. He was suddenly aware that he |ooked like just a skinny old man in the nude.

"Fuck it!' he spat, glaring right at the Man. "G ve nme five days and I'll take you on
anytine.'

The captain's eyebrows went up. For a second he night have | ooked angry, then he burst out
| aughi ng. He waved the |laser at Horza. "All right, old man. I'Il tell you what we'll do.' He put
hi s hands on his wai st and nodded at the youth still kneeling on the deck. 'You can fight Zallin

here. You feel up to a runmble, Zallin?

"Il kill him®' Zallin said, |ooking straight at Horza's throat. The Man | aughed. Some of his
bl ack hair spilled out of the back lip of his suit.

"That's the idea.' He | ooked at Horza. '|I told you we're already overcrowded. You'll have to
produce a vacancy.' He turned round to the others. 'Clear a space. And sonebody get this old guy
some shorts; he's putting ne off ny food.'

One of the wonen threw Horza a pair of shorts. He put themon. The suit had been lifted from
the deck, and the shuttle rolled a couple of netres sideways until it clanged against the hull on
the far side of the hangar. Zallin had finally risen fromthe deck and gone back to the others.
Sonebody sprayed anaesthetic on his genitals. Thank goodness for non-retractables, Horza thought.
He was resting agai nst the bul khead, watching the group of people. Zallin was taller than any of
them H's arnms seened to reach to his knees and they were as thick as Horza's thighs.

Horza saw the captain nod towards him and one of the wonmen wal ked over. She had a small, hard-
| ooki ng face. Her skin was dark, and she had spiky fair hair. Her whol e body | ooked slimand hard,
she wal ked, Horza thought, like a man. As she got closer Horza saw she was lightly furred on her

face, legs and arns, which the long shirt she wore reveal ed. She stopped in front of him and
| ooked at him fromhis feet to his eyes.

"I"myour second,' she said, 'whatever good that's supposed to do you.

She was the one with the nice voice. Horza was di sappoi nted, even through his fear. He waved
one hand. 'My name's Horza. Thanks for asking.' Idiot! he told hinself. Tell them your real nane,
that's it. Wiy not tell themyou re a Changer as well?

"Yal son,' the woman said abruptly, and stuck her hand out. Horza wasn't sure if the word was a
greeting or her name. He was angry with hinself. As though he didn't have enough problens, he'd
tricked hinself into giving his real name. Probably it wouldn't matter, but he knew too well that
it was the small slips, the seenm ngly inconsequential nistakes, that often nmade the difference
bet ween success and failure, even life and death. He reached out and cl asped the woman's hand when
he realised that was what he was supposed to do. Her hand was dry and cool, and strong. She
squeezed his. She let go before he had tinme to squeeze back. He had no i dea where she cane from
so he didn't read too nuch into it. Were he cane fromthat woul d have been a fairly specific sort
of invitation.

'Horza, eh?' She nodded and put her hands on her hips in the same way as the captain had done.
"Wl |, good luck, Horza. | believe Kraiklyn thinks Zallin's the nost expendabl e nenber of the
crew, so he probably won't mind if you win.' She | ooked down at his sl ack-skinned paunch and ri b-
ski nny chest, and her brow furrowed. 'If you win,' she repeated.

'"Thanks a lot,' Horza said, trying to suck in his belly and push out his chest. He gestured
over to the others. 'They taking bets over there? He tried to grin.

"Only on how long you'll last.'

Horza let the attenpt at a grin fade. He | ooked away fromthe woman and said, 'You know, |
could probably get this depressed even w thout your help. Don't let me stop you if you want to go
and put sone noney down.' He | ooked back at the woman's face. He coul d see no conpassi on or even
synpathy in it. She | ooked hi mup and down again, then nodded, turned on her heel and went back to
the others. Horza swore
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"Right!' Krai klyn clapped his gl oved hands together. The group of people split up and noved
around the sides of the hangar, lining two of them Zallin was standing glaring at Horza fromthe
far end of the cl eared space. Horza pushed hinself away from the bul khead and shook hinself,
trying to | ocosen up and get ready.

"So, it's to the death, both of you,' Kraiklyn announced, snmiling. 'No weapons, but | don't
see any referees, so . . . anything goes. OK - begin.'

Horza made a little nore room between hinself and the bul khead. Zallin was coming towards him
crouched, arns out like a pair of oversized mandi bl es on sone enornous insect. Horza knew that if
he used all his built-in weapons (and if he had themall; he had to keep rem nding hinself they'd
taken out his venomteeth on Sorpen), he could probably win w thout too nuch trouble, unless
Zallin landed a lucky blow. But he was equally sure that if he did use the only effective weapon
he had left - the poison glands under his fingernails - the others woul d guess what he was and
he'd be dead anyway. He mi ght have got away with using his teeth somehow and biting Zallin. The
poi son affected the central nervous system and Zallin would have sl owed down gradual ly; probably
nobody woul d guess. But scratching himwould be fatal for both of them The poison contained in
the sacs under Horza's nails paral ysed nuscles sequentially fromthe point of entry, and it would
be obvious Zallin had been scratched by sonething other than ordinary nails. Even if the other
mercenaries didn't regard this as cheating, there would be a good chance the Man, Kraiklyn, would
guess Horza was a Changer, and have himkill ed.

A Changer was a threat to anybody who ruled by force, either of will or of arns. Amahain-Frol k
had known that, and so would Krai klyn. There was al so a degree of human-basic revul sion reserved
for Horza's species. Not only were they nuch altered fromtheir original genetic stock, they were
a threat to identity, a challenge to the individualismeven of those they were never likely to
i npersonate. It had nothing to do with souls or physical or spiritual possession; it was, as the
I dirans well understood, the behaviouristic copying of another which revolted. Individuality, the
thi ng whi ch nost humans hel d nore precious than anything el se about thensel ves, was sonehow
cheapened by the ease with which a Changer could ignore it as a limtation and use it as a
di sgui se.

He had Changed into an old man, and that legacy still lay with him Zallin was getting very
cl ose.

The youth lunged, using his huge arns |ike pincers and nmaki ng an ungainly grab for Horza.
Horza ducked and junped to one side, faster than Zallin had anticipated. Before he could foll ow
Horza round, the Changer had | anded a kick on the youth's shoul der which had been aimed at his
head. Zallin swore. So did Horza. He'd hurt his foot. Rubbing his shoul der, the youth canme forward
again, alnost casually at first, then suddenly swi nging one | ong armout, hand fisted, and very
nearly catching Horza's face. The Changer felt the wind of the scything swing on his cheek. If the
bl ow had | anded, it would have finished the fight. Horza dummi ed one way, then | eapt in the other
direction, pivoting on one heel and | ashing out again with a foot ainmed between the youth's | egs.
It landed, but Zallin just sniled painfully and grabbed at Horza again. The spray must have
deadened all feeling.

Horza circled the youth. Zallin was staring at himw th a | ook of intense concentration on his
face. Hs arms were still bowed out in front of himlike pincers, and at their ends his fingers
fl exed every now and again, as though desperate for the feel of Horza's throat. Horza was hardly
aware of the people standing around him or the lights and fittings of the hanger. Al he could
see was the crouched, ready young man in front of him wth his massive arnms and silvery hair, his
frayed T-shirt and |ight shoes. The shoes squeaked on the netal deck as Zallin lunged again. Horza
spun and flicked out with his right foot. It caught Zallin across his right ear, and the youth
pranced away, rubbing his ear

Horza knew he was breathing hard again. He was using up too rmuch energy just staying at
maxi mum t ensi on, ready for the next attack, and in the neantime he just wasn't hurting Zallin
enough. At this rate the youth would soon wear himdown, even without coming at him Zallin spread
his arnms again and advanced. Horza skipped to one side, his old nmuscles conplaining. Zallin
swi vel l ed. Horza |l eapt forward, pivoting again on one foot and swi nging the other heel at the
youth's mdriff. It connected with a satisfying thunp, and Horza started to junp away, then
realised his foot was caught. Zallin was holding it. Horza fell to the deck

Zallin was swayi ng, one hand down at the base of his ribcage. He was gaspi ng, al nost doubl ed
up, and staggering - Horza suspected he'd cracked a rib - but he held Horza's foot with the other
hand. Twi st and pull as he m ght, Horza couldn't |oosen the grip.

He tried a sweat-pulse in his lower right leg. He hadn't done that since single-conbat
exercise in the Acadeny in Heibohre, but it was worth a try; anything was, if it had a chance of
| oosening that grip. It didn't work. Perhaps he had forgotten howto do it properly, or perhaps
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his artificially aged sweat glands were incapable of reacting that fast, but either way he was
still trapped in the youth's grip. Zallin was recovering now fromthe bl ow Horza had | anded. He
shook his head, the hangar lights reflecting on his hair; then he took hold of Horza's foot with
hi s ot her hand.

Horza was wal ki ng on his hands round the youth, one |eg gripped, the other hangi ng down,
trying to take some weight on the deck. Zallin stared at the Changer and whi pped his hands round,
as though trying to twist Horza's foot right off. Horza read the notion and was throwi ng his whol e
body round even as Zallin started the nmanoeuvre; he ended up back where he'd started, his foot
held in Zallin's hands and his own pal ns crabbi ng across the deck as he tried to follow the
nmovenents of the youth. | could go for his legs; sweep in and bite, Horza thought, desperately
trying to think of sonething. The instant he starts to slow down |'d have a chance. They woul dn't
notice. All | need is - Then, of course, he renenbered again. They had taken those teeth out.
Those ol d bastards - and Bal veda - were going to kill himafter all, in Balveda's case from beyond
the grave. As long as Zallin had his foot like this, the fight was only going to go one way.

What the hell, 1'Il bite himanyway. He surprised hinself with the thought; it was conceived
and acted upon before he had tinme really to consider it. The next thing he knew he had pulled on
the leg which Zallin held and pushed as hard as he could with his hands, flinging hinself between
the youth's legs. He fastened his remaining teeth into the boy's right calf.

"AAH ' Zallin screamed. Horza bit harder, feeling the grip round his foot slacken slightly. He
jerked his head up, trying to tear the youth's flesh. He felt as though his kneecap was going to
expl ode and his | eg woul d break, but he worried the mouthful of living flesh and punched up
towards Zallin's body with all his mght. Zallin |l et go. Horza stopped biting instantly and threw
hi nsel f away as the youth's hands came sl anm ng down towards his head. Horza got to his feet; his
ankl e and knee were sore, but not seriously injured. Zallin was |inping as he cane forward, bl ood
pouring fromhis calf. Horza changed tactics and pounced forward, striking the youth square in the
belly, beneath the rudimentary guard of his huge arns. Zallin put his hands to his stomach and
| ower ribcage and crouched reflexively. As Horza went past he turned and brought both hands down
on Zallin's neck

Nornmal |y the blow woul d have killed, but Zallin was strong and Horza was still weak. As the
Changer steadied and turned he had to avoid colliding with some of the nercenaries |ining the
bul khead; the fight had traversed the hangar, fromone end to the other. Before Horza could get
ill another blow, Zallin was upright again, his face contorted with frustrated aggressi on. He
screanmed and rushed at Horza, who sidestepped neatly. But Zallin stunbled in his headl ong rush,
and by pure luck his head thunped into Horza's stomach

The blow was all the nore painful and denoralising for being unexpected. Horza fell and
rolled, trying to send Zallin straight over the top, but the youth fell on him pinning himto the
deck. Horza wriggled, but nothing happened. He was trapped.

Zallin raised hinmself up on one palmand drew the other hand up behind himinto a fist as he
|l eered at the face of the man beneath him Horza realised suddenly that there was nothing he could
do. He watched that massive fist go up and back, his own body flattened, his arns pinned, and knew
it was over. He'd lost. He got ready to nove his head as fast as possible, out of the way of the
bone-splintering punch he could see woul d be unl eashed at any nonent, and tried again to nove his
| egs, but knew it was hopel ess. He wanted to close his eyes, but knew he had to keep them open

Maybe the Man will take pity. He nust have seen | fought well. | was just unlucky. Mybe he'l
stop it

Zallin's fist paused, like a guillotine blade raised to its highest point, just before
rel ease.

The bl ow never fell. As Zallin tensed, his other hand, taking the weight of his upper body on
t he deck, skidded; it went shooting out fromunder himas it slipped on sone of the youth's own
blood. Zallin grunted in surprise. As he fell towards Horza his body shifted, and the Changer
could feel the weight pinning himlessen. He heaved hinself out fromunderneath Zallin as the
youth rolled. Horza rolled in the other direction, alnost into the |Iegs of the mercenaries who
stood watching. Zallin's head hit the deck - not hard, but before the youth could react Horza
threw hinmself onto Zallin's back, |ocking his hands round his neck and bringing the youth's silver-
hai red head back. He slid his I egs down either side of Zallin's body, straddling him and held him
t here.

Zallin went still, a gurgling noise coming fromhis throat where Horza's hands held him He
was nore than strong enough to throw the Changer off, to roll on his back and crush hin but
before he could have done anything, one flick of Horza's hands woul d have broken his neck

Zallin was | ooking up at Kraiklyn, who stood alnost right in front of him Horza, too,
| athered in sweat and gul ping air, |ooked up into the dark, deep-set eyes of the Man. Zallin
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wiggled a little, then went notionless again when Horza tensed his forearns.

They were all looking at him- all the nercenaries, all the pirates or privateers or whatever
they wanted to call thenselves. They stood round the two walls of the hangar and they | ooked at
Horza. But only Krai klyn was | ooking into Horza's eyes.

'"This doesn't have to be to the death,' Horza panted. He | ooked for a nonent at the silver
hairs in front of him some of themplastered with sweat to the boy's scalp. He | ooked up at
Krai kl yn again. 'l won. You can let the kid off next place you stop. O let nme off. | don't want
to kill him'

Sorret hi ng warm and sticky seened to be seeping fromthe deck along his right leg. He realised
it was Zallin's blood fromthe wound on his |l eg. Kraiklyn had a strangely distant | ook on his
face. The laser gun, which he had hol stered, was lifted easily back out of its holster into his
| eft hand and pointed at the centre of Horza's forehead. In the silence of the hangar, Horza heard
it click and humas it was switched on, about a nmetre away from his skull

"Then you'll die,' Kraiklyn told him in a flat, even voice. 'I've no place on this ship for
sonmebody who hasn't the taste for a little nmurder now and again.'

Horza | ooked into Kraiklyn's eyes, over the notionless barrel of the laser pistol. Zallin
noaned.

The snap echoed round the netal spaces of the hangar |ike a gunshot. Horza opened his arms
wi t hout taking his eyes off the mercenary chief's face. Zallin's |inp body tunbled slackly to the
deck and crunpl ed under its own weight. Kraiklyn smled and put the gun back in its holster. It
clicked off with a fadi ng whine.

"Wl conme aboard the Clear Air Turbulence.' Kraiklyn sighed and stepped over Zallin's body. He
wal ked to the middl e of one bul khead, opened a door and went out, his boots clattering on sone
steps. Most of the others followed him

"Well done.' Horza, still kneeling, turned at the words. It was the woman with the nice voice
agai n, Yal son. She offered himher hand once nore, this time to help himup. He took it gratefully
and got to his feet.

"I didn't enjoy it,' he told her. He w ped sone sweat fromhis browwith his forearm and
| ooked into the woman's eyes. 'You said your nanme was Yal son, right?

She nodded. ' And you're Horza.'

"Hell o, Yalson.'

"Hello, Horza.' She sniled a little. Horza liked her snile. He | ooked at the corpse on the
deck. Bl ood had stopped flowing fromthe wound in one |eg.

"What about that poor bastard? he asked.

"Mght as well dunmp him' Yalson said. She | ooked over at the only other people left in the
hangar, three thickly furred and identical heavy-set nmales in shorts. They stood in a group near
the door the others had left by, looking at himcuriously. Al three had heavy boots on, as though
they had just started to suit up and had been interrupted at the sane nonent. Horza wanted to
| augh. Instead he sniled and waved.

"Hello.'

"Ah, those are the Bratsilakins,' Yalson said, as the three furry bodi es waved dark grey hands
at him not quite in synch. 'One, Two and Three,' she continued, nodding at each one in turn. 'We
nmust be the only Free Conpany with a clone group that's paranoid."'

Horza | ooked at her to see if she was serious, just as the three furry humans cane over to
hi m

"Don't listen to a word she says,' one of themsaid, in a soft voice Horza found surprising.
"She's never |iked us. W just hope that you're on our side.' Six eyes |ooked anxiously at Horza
He did his best to smle.

"You can depend on it,' he told them They smled back and | ooked from one to anot her
noddi ng.

"Let's get Zallin into a vactube. Probably dunp himlater,' Yalson said to the other three.
She went over to the body. Two of the Bratsilakins followed her, and between the three of them
they got the linp corpse to an area of the hangar deck where they lifted sone netal planks up
opened a curved hatch, stuffed Zallin's body into a narrow space, then closed both hatch and deck
again. The third Bratsilakin took a cloth froma wall panel and nopped up the bl ood on the deck
Then the hairy clone group headed for the door and the stairs. Yalson came up to Horza. She nade a

si deways gesture with her head. 'Cone on. |I'Il show you where you can clean up.'

He foll owed her over the hangar deck towards the doorway. She turned round as they went. 'The
rest have gone to eat. |I'll see you in the ness if you're ready in tinme. Just follow your nose.
Anyway, | have to collect my w nnings.

" Your winnings? Horza said as they got to the doorway, where Yal son put her hand on what

file:/l/F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (21 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

Horza assumed were |ighting switches. She turned to him looking into his eyes.

"Sure,' she said, and pressed one of the switches covered by her hand. The lights didn't
change, but under his feet Horza could feel a vibration. He heard a hiss and what sounded like a
punp running. 'l bet on you,' Yalson said, then turned and bounded up the steps beyond the door
two at a tine.

Horza | ooked round at the hangar once and then foll owed her

Just before the Cear Air Turbul ence went back into warp and its crew sat down at table, the ship
expelled the Iinp corpse of Zallin. Wiere it had found a live nan in a suit, it left a dead youth
in shorts and a tattered shirt, tunbling and freezing while a thin shell of air nolecul es expanded
around the body, like an inmage of departing life.

4.
Tenpl e of Light

The Cl ear Air Turbul ence swung through the shadow of a moon, past a barren, cratered surface - its
track dinpling as it skirted the top edge of a gravity well - and then down towards a cloudy, bl ue-
green planet. Al npbst as soon as it passed the noon its course started to curve, gradually pointing
the craft's nose away fromthe planet and back into space. Hal fway through that curve the CAT
rel eased its shuttle, slinging it towards one hazy horizon of the globe, at the trailing edge of
t he darkness whi ch swept over the planet surface like a black cloak. Horza sat in the shuttle with
nmost of the rest of the CAT's notley crew. They were suited up, sitting on narrow benches in the
cranped shuttle's passenger conpartnent in a variety of spacesuits; even the three Bratsil akins
had slightly different nodels on. The only really nodern exanple was the one Krai klyn wore, the
Rairch suit he had taken from Horza

They were all arnmed, and their weapons were as various as their suits. Mstly they were
| asers, or to be nore exact what the Culture called CREWS - Coherent Radi ati on Eni ssion Weapon
Systens. The better ones operated on wavel engths invisible to the hunman eye. Sone peopl e had
pl asma cannons or heavy pistols, and one had an efficient-1ooking Mcrohow tzer, but only Horza
had a projective rifle, and an old, crude, slowfiring one at that. He checked it over for the
tenth or eleventh tine and cursed it. He cursed the leaky old suit he'd been given, too; the visor
was starting to mist up. This whole thing was hopel ess.

The shuttle started to lurch and vibrate as it hit the atnosphere of the planet Mrjoin, where
they were going to attack and rob sonething called the Tenple of Light.

It had taken the Clear Air Turbulence fifteen days to crawl across the twenty-one or so standard
light-years that |ay between the Sorpen system and that of Marjoin. Kraiklyn boasted that his ship
could hit nearly twelve hundred Iights, but that sort of speed, he said, was for energencies only.
Horza had taken a |l ook at the old craft and doubted it would even get into four figures wthout
its outboard warpi ng engi nes pancaking the ship and everything in it all over the skies.

The Clear Air Turbul ence was a venerabl e Hronish arnoured-assault ship fromone of the
declining, later dynasties, and was built nore for ruggedness and reliability than for performance
and sophistication. Gven the |level of technical expertise possessed by its crew, Horza thought

this was just as well. The ship was about a hundred netres long, twenty across the beam and
fifteen high, plus - on top of the rear hull - a ten-netre-high tail. On either side of the hul
the warp units bulged, like small versions of the hull itself, and connected to it by stubby w ngs
in the mddle and thin flying pylons swept back fromjust behind the craft's nose. The CAT was
stream ined, and fitted with sprinter fusion notors in the tail, as well as a small lift engine in

the nose, for working in atnospheres and gravity wells. Horza thought its acconmodation left a | ot
to be desired.

He had been given Zallin's old bunk, sharing a two-nmetre cube - euphem stically terned a cabin
- with Wibslin, who was the nmechanic on the ship. He called hinself the engineer; but after a few
mnutes' talk trying to punp himfor technical stuff on the CAT, Horza realised that the thickset
whi t e- ski nned man knew little about the craft's nore conplex systems. He wasn't unpl easant, didn't
snell, and slept silently npst of the tine, so Horza supposed things could have been worse.

There were ei ghteen people on the ship, in nine cabins. The Man, of course, had one to
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hi msel f, and the Bratsilakins shared one rather pungent one; they liked to | eave the door to it
open; everybody else liked to close the door as they went past. Horza was di sappointed to find
that there were only four wonen aboard. Two of them hardly ever showed thensel ves outside their
cabin and communi cated with the others nostly by signs and gestures. The third was a religious
fanatic who, when not trying to convert himto sonething called the Crcle of Flame, spent her
time wired up in the cabin she shared with Yal son, spooling fantasy head-tapes. Yal son seened to
be the only normal fenale on board, but Horza found it difficult to think of her as a wonman at

all. It was she, however, who took on the job of introducing himto the others and telling himthe
things about the ship and its crew which he woul d need to know.

He had cleaned up in one of the ship's coffin-like wash-points, then followed his nose as
Yal son had suggested to the ness, where he was nore or |ess ignored, but sone food was shoved in
his direction. Kraiklyn | ooked at himonce as he sat down, between Wibslin and a Bratsilakin, then
didn't ook at himagain and continued talking about weapons and armour and tactics. After the
meal Wibslin had shown Horza to their cabin, then left. Horza cleared a space on Zallin's bunk
haul ed sone torn sheets over his tired, aching, old-l1ooking frane, and fell into a deep sleep

When he woke he bundled up Zallin's few possessions. It was pathetic; the dead youth had a few
T-shirts, shorts, a couple of little kilts, a rusty sword, a collection of cheap daggers in frayed
sheat hs and sone | arge plastic mcropage books with noving pictures, repeating and repeating
scenes fromancient wars for as long as they were held open. That was about all. Horza kept the
youth's leaky suit, though it was far too big and non-adjustable, and the badly maintained and
ancient projectile rifle.

He carried the rest, wapped in one of the nore tatty bed sheets, down to the hangar. It was
as it had been when he'd left it. Nobody had bothered to roll the shuttle back. Yal son was there,
stripped to the waist, exercising. Horza stood in the doorway at the bottom of the steps, watching
the wonman work out. She spun and | eapt, did backflips and sonmersaults, kicked her feet out and
j abbed punches at the air, naking small grunting noises with each sharp nmovenent. She stopped when
she saw Hor za

"Wl conme back.' She stooped and picked up a towel fromthe deck, then started to rub it over
her chest and arns, where sweat glistened in the gol den down. 'Thought you'd croaked.

'Have | been asleep |ong?" Horza asked. He didn't know what sort of time systemthey used on
t he ship.

'Two days standard.' Yalson towelled her spiky hair and draped the danmp towel over her lightly
furred shoul ders. 'You |l ook better for it, though.

"I feel better,' Horza said. He hadn't had a look in a mrror or a reverser yet, but knew that

his body was starting to cone back to nornmal, losing the geriatric |ook

"That Zzallin's stuff?" Yalson nodded at the package in his hands.

"Yes.'

"I'I'l show you how to work the vactubes. W'Il| probably sling it when we next conme out of
war p. '

Yal son opened the deck and the tube hatch beneath, then Horza dropped Zallin's gear into the
cylinder and Yal son closed it again. The Changer |iked the way Yal son snelled when he caught the
scent of her warm perspiring body, but somehow there was nothing in her attitude towards himto
make himthink they woul d ever become nore than friends. He'd settle for a friend on this ship
t hough. He certainly needed one.

They went to the ness after that, to have sonething to eat. Horza was ravenous; his body
dermanded food to rebuild itself and put nore bulk onto the thin shape it had assuned to
i npersonate the Gerontocracy of Sorpen's outworld mnister

At | east, thought Horza, the autogalley works all right and the AG field seens snooth. The
i dea of cranped cabins, rotten food and a |lunmpy or erratic gravity field filled the Changer with
horror.

Zallin didn't have any real friends,' Yalson said, shaking her head as she stuffed sone
food into her nouth. They were sitting in the nmess together. Horza wanted to know i f there was
anybody on the ship who nmight want to avenge the youth he had kill ed.

' Poor bastard,' Horza said again. He put his spoon down and stared across the cluttered space
of the lowceilinged ness roomfor a second, feeling again that quick, decisive bone-snap through
hi s hands, seeing in his mnd s eye the spinal columm sever, w ndpipe crunple, arteries conpress -
turning off the youth's life as though rotating a switch. He shook his head. 'Were did he cone
fron?

"Who knows?' Yal son shrugged. She saw the expression on Horza's face and added, between chews,
'Look, he'd have killed you. He's dead. Forget about him Sure it's tough, but . . . anyway, he

file:/l/F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (23 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

was pretty boring.' She are sonme nore.
"I just wondered if there was anybody | ought to send anything to. Friends or relations or -
"Look, Horza,' Yalson said, turning to him 'when you come on board this ship you don't have a
past. It's considered very bad manners to ask anybody where they cane fromor what they've done in
their lives before they joined. Maybe we've all got some secrets, or we just don't want to talk or
t hi nk about sone of the things we've done, or sone of the things we've had done to us. But either

way, don't try to find out. Between your ears is the only place on this crate you'll ever get any
privacy, so make the nost of it. If you live |ong enough, maybe sonebody will want to tell you al
about thensel ves eventually, probably when they're drunk . . . but by that tinme you may not want
themto. Whatever; ny advice is just to leave it for the nonment.'

Horza opened his nouth to say sonething, but Yalson went on, 'I'Il tell you all | know now,

just to save you asking.' She put her spoon down and w ped her lips with one finger, then turned
in her seat to face him She held up one hand. The tiny hairs of the Iight fur on her forearns and
the back of her hands gave a golden outline to her dark skin. She stretched one finger out. 'One -
the ship: Hronish; been around hundreds of years. At |east a dozen not very careful owners.
Currently without its bow |laser since we blewit up trying to alter its wavel ength pattern. Two -

' She extended another finger. 'Kraiklyn: he's had this craft since any of us have known him He
says he won it in a gane of Danmge sonewhere, just before the war. | know he plays the gane but |
don't know how good he is. Anyway, that's his business. Oficially we're called the KFC
Krai kl yn's Free Conpany, and he's the boss. He's a pretty good | eader and he isn't afraid to slug
it out with the rest of the troops when it comes to the crunch. He leads fromthe front, and that
mekes him K in nmy book. His ginmck is he never sleeps. He has a . . . ah . " Yal son frowned
obvi ously I ooking for the right words. ' an enhanced hemi spherical task-division in his
brain. One third of the tinme one half sleeps and he's a bit dreany and vague; the other third of
the tine the other half sleeps and he's all logic and nunbers and he doesn't communicate too well.
The other third of the tine, Iike when he's in action or whenever there's an energency, both sides
are awake and functioning. Makes it pretty hard to sneak up on himin his bunk.'

"Paranoid clones and a Man with a shift systemin his skull,' Horza shook his head. 'OK o
on.'

'"Three - ' Yalson said, 'we're not nercenaries. W're a Free Conpany. Actually we're just
pirates, but if that's what Kraiklyn wants to call us, that's what we are. In theory anybody can
join so long as they eat the food and breathe the air, but in practice he's a bit nore selective
than that, and he'd |like to be even nore so, I'll bet. Anyway. W' ve carried out a few contracts,
nmostly protection, a couple of escort duties for third-1evel places who' ve found thensel ves caught
up in the war, but nost of the time we just attack and steal wherever we think the confusion
caused by the war nakes us likely to get away with it. That's what we're on our way to do at the
monent . Krai kl yn heard about this place called the Tenple of Light on a just-about-Ilevel three
pl anet in this neck of the woods and he reckons it'll be easy in, easy out - to use one of his
favourite expressions. According to himit's full of priests and treasure; we shoot the forner and
grab the latter. Then we head for the Vavatch Orbital before the Culture blows it away and we buy
sonething to replace our bow laser. | guess the prices should be pretty good. If we hang on | ong
enough people will probably be trying to give the stuff away.'

"What' s happening to Vavatch?' Horza asked. This wasn't sonething he'd heard about. He knew
the big Obital was in this part of the war zone, but he'd thought its condoni niumstyle ownership
woul d keep it out of the firing line.

"Didn't your Idiran friends tell you?' Yalson said. She dropped the hand with the outstretched
fingers. '"Well,' she said, when Horza just shrugged, 'as you probably do know, the Idirans are
advanci ng through the whole inward flank of the Gulf - the dittercliff. The Culture seens to be
putting up a bit of a fight for a change, or at least preparing to. It |ooked like they were going
to cone to one of their usual understandings and | eave Vavatch as neutral territory. This
religious thing the Idirans have about planets means they weren't really interested in the O as
long as the Culture didn't try to use it as a base, and they pronmised they wouldn't. Shit, with
these big fucking GSVs they're building these days they don't need bases on Gs or Rings, or

pl anets or anything else . . . Wll, all the various types and weirdos on Vavatch thought they
were going to be just fine, thank you, and probably do very well out of the galactic fire-fight
going on around them. . . Then the Idirans announced they were going to take Vavatch over after
all, though only nomnally; no mlitary presence. The Culture said they weren't having this, both

sides refused to abandon their precious principles, and the Culture said, "OK if you won't back
down we're going to blow the place away before you get there." And that's what's happeni ng. Before
the Idiran battle fleets arrive the Culture's going to evacuate the whol e damm O and then bl ast
it.'
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"They're going to evacuate an Orbital ?" Horza said. This really was the first he'd heard of
any of this. The Idirans had nentioned nothing about Vavatch Orbital in the briefings they had
given him and even once he was actually inpersonating the outworld mnister Egratin, nost of what
had been comng in fromoutside had been runour. Any idiot could see that the whole vol une around
the Sullen Gulf was going to becone a battle space hundreds of |ight-years across, hundreds tal
and decades deep at |east, but exactly what was going on he hadn't been able to find out. The war
was shifting up a gear indeed. Still, only a lunatic would think of trying to nove everybody off
an Orbital

Yal son nodded, all the sane. 'So they say. Don't ask ne where they're going to pull the ships
fromfor that one, but that's what they say they're going to do.'

'They're crazy.' Horza shook his head.

"Yeah, well, | think they proved that when they went to war in the first place.’

"CK. Sorry. Go on,' Horza said, waving one hand.

"I"ve forgotten what else | was going to say,' Yalson grinned, |ooking at the three fingers

she had extended as though they would give her a clue. She | ooked at Horza. 'l think that about
covers it. |I'd advise you to keep your head down and your nouth shut until we get to Marjoin,
where this tenple is, and still to keep your head down once we get there, cone to think of it.'

She | aughed, and Horza found hinmself |aughing with her. She nodded and picked up her spoon again.
" Assuni ng you cone through OK, people will accept you nore once you' ve been in a fire-fight with
them For now you're the baby on the ship, no matter what you' ve done in the past, and regardl ess
of zallin.'

Horza | ooked at her doubtfully, thinking about attacki ng anywhere - even an undefended tenple -
in a second-hand suit with an unreliable projectile rifle. "WlIl,"' he sighed, spooning nore food
fromhis plate, 'so long as you don't all start betting on which way I'Il fall again . '

Yal son | ooked at himfor a second, then grinned, and went back to her food.

Krai kl yn proved nore inquisitive about Horza's past, despite what Yal son had said. The Man invited
Horza to his cabin. It was neat and tidy, with everything stowed and cl anped or webbed down, and

it snelt fresh. Real books lined one wall, and there was an absorber carpet on the floor. A nodel
of the CAT hung fromthe ceiling, and a big laser rifle was cradled on another wall; it |ooked
powerful, with a large battery pack and a beamsplitter device on the end of the barrel. It

gleanmed in the soft light of the cabin as though it had been polished.

'"Sit down,' Kraiklyn said, notioning Horza to a snall seat while he adjusted the single bed to
a couch and flopped into it. He reached behind to a shelf and picked up two snifflasks. He offered
one to Horza, who took it and broke the seal. The captain of the Cear Air Turbul ence drew deeply
on the fumes fromhis own bow, then sipped a little of the misty liquid. Horza did the sane. He
recogni sed the substance but couldn't renenber the nanme. It was one of those you could snort and
get high on or drink and just be sociable; the active ingredients lasted only a few m nutes at
body tenperature, and anyway were broken up rather than absorbed by nobst hunanoi d di gestive
tracts.

' Thanks,' Horza sai d.

"Well, you're looking a ot better than when you cane on board,' Kraiklyn said, |ooking at
Horza's chest and arms. The Changer had al nbst resunmed his normal shape after four days of rest
and heavy eating. His trunk and linbs had filled out to something approaching their fairly
muscul ar usual and his belly had grown no larger. H's skin had tautened and taken on a gol den-
brown sheen, while his face | ooked both firner and yet nore supple, too. His hair was growing in
dark fromthe roots; he had cut off the yellowwhite | ankness of the Gerontocrat's sparse | ocks.
H s venomteeth were al so regrowi ng, but they would need another twenty days or so before they
could be used. 'l feel better, too.'

"Hm Pity about Zallin, but |I'msure you could see ny point."'

"Sure. I'mjust glad you gave ne the chance. Sone people woul d have zapped nme and thrown ne
out.'

"It crossed ny mnd,' Kraiklyn said, toying with the flask he held, 'but |I sensed you weren't
totally full of crap. Can't say | believed you about this ageing drug and the Idirans, at the
time, but | thought you nmight make a fight of it. Mnd you, you were lucky, right?" He smiled at

Horza, who smiled back. Kraiklyn | ooked up at the books on the far wall. 'Anyway, Zallin was sort
of dead weight; know what | nean?' He | ooked back at Horza. 'Kid hardly knew which end of his
rifle to point. | was thinking of dropping himfromthe team next place we hit.' He took anot her

gul p of the funes.
"Like I say - thanks.' Horza was deciding that his first inpression of Kraiklyn - that the Man
was a shit - was nore or less correct. If he had been going to drop Zallin anyway there was no
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reason for the fight to be to the death. Horza coul d have bunked down in the shuttle or the
hangar, or Zallin could have. One nore person wouldn't have nade the CAT any nore roony for the
time it took to get to Marjoin, but it wouldn't have been for all that long, and they weren't
going to start using up all the air or anything. Kraiklyn had just wanted a show. 'I'mgrateful to
you,' Horza said, and raised the flask towards the captain briefly before inhaling again. He
studi ed Kraiklyn's face carefully.

"So, tell me what it's like working for these guys with the three legs,' Kraiklyn said,
smling and resting one armon a shelf at the side of the couch bed. He raised his eyebrows.

" HMR"

Ah- hah, thought Horza. He said, 'l didn't have nuch time to find out. Fifty days ago | was
still a captain in the marines on Sladden. Don't suppose you've heard of it?" Kraiklyn shook his
head. Horza had been working on his story for the past two days, and knew that if Kraiklyn did
check up he would find there was such a planet, its inhabitants were nostly hunmanoid and it had
recently fallen under ldiran suzerainty. "Well, the Idirans were going to execute us because we
fought on after the surrender, but then | was hauled out and told I'd live if I did a job for
them They said | |ooked a lot like this old guy they wanted on their side; if they renoved him
would | pretend to be hin? | thought, what the hell. Wat have | got to |lose? So | ended up on
this Sorpen place with this ageing drug, inpersonating a government minister. | was doing al
right, too, until this Culture woman shows, blows nmy whol e bl oody act and nearly gets ne killed.
They were just about to bunp nme off when this Idiran cruiser canme in to snatch her. They rescued
me and captured her and they were making their way back to the fleet when they got junped by a
GCU. | got stuffed into that suit and thrown overboard to wait for the fleet.' Horza hoped his
story didn't sound too rehearsed. Kraiklyn stared into the flask he held, frowning.

"I"ve been wondering about that.' He | ooked at Horza. 'Wy should a cruiser go in by itself
when the fleet was just behind it?

Horza shrugged. 'Don't really know, nyself. They hardly had tinme to debrief me before the GCU
showed up. | guess they nust have wanted that Culture woman pretty badly, and thought if they
waited for the fleet to show, the GCU woul d have spotted it, picked up the woman and rmade a run
for it.'

Krai kl yn nodded, | ooking thoughtful

"Hrmm They nust have wanted her awful bad. Did you see her?

"Ch, | saw her all right. Before she dropped me in it, and afterwards.

"What was she like?" Kraiklyn furrowed his brows and played with the flask again.

"Tall, thin, sort of good |ooking, but off-putting as well. Too dam smart for ny liking. |
don't know . . . Not nuch different fromany Culture wonman |'ve seen. | nean, they all |ook

different and so on, but she wouldn't have stood out.'

'They say they're pretty special, sone of these Culture agents. Supposed to be able to
do tricks, you know? All sorts of special adaptations and fancy body chemi stry. She do anything
speci al you heard of ?

Hor za shook his head, wondering where all this was |leading. 'Not that |I know of,' he said.
Fancy body chenistry, Kraiklyn had said. Was the Man starting to guess? Did he think Horza was a
Cul ture agent, or even a Changer? Kraiklyn was still |ooking at his drug flask. He nodded and
sai d:

" About the only sort of woman |'d have anything to do with, one of these Culture ones. They
say they really do have all these . . . alterations, you know?' Kraiklyn | ooked at Horza and
wi hked as he inhaled the drug. 'Between the |egs; the nen have these souped-up balls, right? Sort
of recirculating . . . And the wonen have sonething sinmlar, too; supposed to be able to cone for
fucking hours . . . Well, ninutes, anyway . " Kraiklyn's eyes | ooked slightly glazed as his
voice trailed off. Horza tried not to appear as scornful as he felt. Here we go again, he thought.
He tried to count the nunber of tines he'd had to listen to people - usually fromthird- or |ow
fourth-1evel societies, usually fairly human-basic, and nore often than not male talking in
hushed, enviously admring tones about how It's More Fun in the Culture. Perversely coy for once,
the Culture played down the extent to which those born into it inherited such altered genitalia.

Natural Iy, such nodesty only increased everybody else's interest, and Horza occasionally
became angry with humans who exhibited the sort of fawning respect the Culture's quasi-
technol ogi cal sexuality so often engendered. Coming fromKraiklyn, it didn't surprise hima bit.
He wondered if the Man had had sone cheap, Culture-imtative surgery hinmself. It wasn't unconmon.
It wasn't safe, either. Too often such alterations were sinply plunbing jobs, especially on nal es,
and nade no attenpt to uprate the heart and the rest of the circulatory system- at least - to
cope with the increased strain. (In the Culture, of course, that high perfornmance was genofi xed
in.) Such nmimcking of this synptomof the Culture's decadence had, quite literally, caused a |ot
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of broken hearts. | suppose we'll hear about those wonderful drug gl ands next, Horza thought.

' . . . Yeah, and they have those drug gl ands,' Kraiklyn went on, eyes still unfocused,
nodding to hinself. 'Supposed to be able to take a hit of alnpbst anything, any tine they want.
Just by thinking about it. Secrete stuff that nmakes them high.' Kraiklyn stroked the flask he
hel d. 'You know, they say you can't rape a Culture wonan?' He didn't seemto expect an answer.
Horza stayed silent. Krai klyn nodded again. 'Yeah, they've got class, those wonmen. Not |ike sone
of the shit on this ship.' He shrugged and took another snort fromthe flask. "Still . . . '

Horza cleared his throat and leant forward in his seat, not |ooking at Kraiklyn. 'She's dead
now, anyway,' Horza said, |ooking up

"Hm®?' Kraiklyn said absently, |ooking at the Changer

'The Culture wonan,' Horza said. 'She's dead.

'"Ch yes.' Krai klyn nodded, then cleared his throat and said, 'So what do you want to do now?

I"msort of expecting you to come along on this tenple caper. | think you owe us that, for the
ride.’

'"Ch yeah, don't worry,' Horza said.

'Good. After that, we'll see. If you shape up you can stay; otherwise we'll drop you off
somewhere you want, within reason, |like they say. This operation should be no problem easy in

easy out.' Kraiklyn made a dipping, flying notion with his flattened hand, as though it was the
nodel of the CAT which hung sonewhere over Horza's head. 'Then we go to Vavatch.' He took anot her
gulp fromthe fumes in the snifflask. 'Don't suppose you play Damage, hmP?' He brought the flask
down, and Horza | ooked into the predatory eyes through the thin mst rising fromthe flask's neck
He shook his head.

'Not one of ny vices. Never really got the chance to learn.'

'Yeah, | guess not. It's the only game.' Kraiklyn nodded. 'Apart fromthis . . . ' He sniled
and gl anced about, obviously neaning the ship, the people in it and their occupation. 'Wll,"'
Krai kl yn said, smling and sitting up, 'l think |I've already said wel come aboard, but you are

wel come.' He leant forward and tapped Horza on the shoulder. 'So | ong as you realise who's boss,
eh?" He smled widely.

"It's your ship,' Horza said. He drank what renained of the flask's contents and put it on a
shel f beside a portrait hol ocube whi ch showed Kraiklyn standing in his black suit, holding the
sane |laser rifle which was nounted on the wall above

"I think we'll get on just fine, Horza. You get to know the others and train up, and we'll
knock the shit out of these nonks. What do you say?' The Man w nked at hi m agai n.

"You bet,' Horza said, standing and sniling. Kraiklyn opened the door for him

And for ny next trick, thought Horza as soon as he was out of the cabin and wal king down to
the mess, ny inpression of . . . Captain Kraiklyn

During the next few days he indeed got to know the rest of the crew. He tal ked to those who want ed
to talk and he observed or carefully overheard things about those who didn't. Yalson was still his
only friend, but he got on well enough with his roommate, Wbslin, though the stocky engi neer was
qui et and, when not eating or working, usually asleep. The Bratsil akins had apparently decided
that Horza probably wasn't against them but they seened to be reserving their opinion about

whet her he was for themuntil Marjoin and the Tenple of Light.

Dorol ow was the nane of the religious wonan who roomed with Yal son. She was plunp, fair
skinned and fair haired, and her huge ears curved down to join onto her cheeks. She spoke in a
very high, squeaky voice which she said was pretty | ow as far as she was concerned, and her eyes
watered a lot. Her novenents were fluttery and nervous.

The ol dest person in the Conpany was Aviger, a snallish, weather-beaten man with brown skin
and little hair. He could do surprisingly supple things with his legs and arns, like clasp his
hands behind his back and bring them over his head without letting go. He shared a cabin with a
man naned Jandraligeli, a tall, thin, niddle-aged Mondlidician who wore the scar-marks fromhis
honmeworl d on his forehead with unrepentant pride and a | ook of perpetual disdain. He ignored Horza
devoutly, but Yalson said he did this with every new recruit. Jandraligeli spent a lot of time
keeping his old but well-nmaintained suit and laser rifle clean and sparkling.

Gow and kee- Al sorofus were the two wonen who kept themselves so much to thenmsel ves and were
all eged to do things when alone in their cabin, which seened to annoy the |less tolerant of the
Conmpany males - that is, nost of them Both women were fairly young and had a rather poor grasp of
Marai n. Horza t hought naybe that was all that kept themso isolated, but it turned out they were
pretty shy anyway. They were of average hei ght, nedium build, and sharp-featured in grey skin,
with eyes that were pools of black. Horza thought perhaps it was just as well they didn't |ook at
peopl e straight too often; with those eyes it could be an unsettling experience.
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Mpp was a fat, sonbre man with jet-black skin. He could pilot the ship manually when Kraiklyn
wasn't aboard and the Conpany needed cl ose support on the ground, or he could take over at the
shuttle controls. He was supposed to be a good shot, too, with a plasna cannon or rapid projectile
rifle, but he was prone to binges, getting dangerously drunk on a variety of poisonous |iquids he
procured fromthe autogalley. Once or twice Horza heard himthrowing up in the next stall in the
heads. M pp shared a cabin w th another drunkard, called Neisin, who was nore sociable and sang a
lot. He had, or had convinced hinself he had, something terrible to forget, and although he drank
more steadily and regularly than M pp, sonetimes when he'd had a bit nmore than usual he woul d go
very quiet and then start crying in great, sucking sobs. He was small and wiry and Horza wondered
where he put all the drink, and where all the tears cane frominside his conpact, shaved head.

Per haps there was sonme sort of short circuit between his throat and his tear ducts.

Tzbal ik Odraye was the ship's self-styled conputer ace. Because he and M pp together could, in
theory, have overridden the fidelities Kraiklyn had progranmed into the CAT' s non-sentient
conmputer and then flown off in the ship, they were never allowed to stay on the craft together
when Krai klyn wasn't aboard. In fact, Gdraye wasn't that well versed in conputers at all, as Horza
di scovered through a little close but apparently casual questioning. However, the tall, slightly
hunchbacked man with the | ong yell ow ski nned face probably knew just about enough, Horza reckoned,
to handl e anything that went wong with the ship's brains, which seemed to have been designed for
durability rather than phil osophical finesse. Tzbalik Odraye roomed with Rava Gandol, who | ooked
as though he cane fromthe sane place as Yalson, judging fromhis skin and light fur, but he
denied this. Yal son was vague on the subject, and neither liked the other. Rava was anot her
recluse; he had boarded off the tiny space around his top bunk and installed sone snall |ights and
an air fan. Sonetines he spent days at a tine in this small space, going in with a contai ner of
wat er and coming out with another full of urine. Tzbalik Odraye did his best to ignore his room
mat e, and al ways vi gorously denied bl owi ng the snoke fromthe pungent Cifetressi weed, which he
snoked, through the ventilation holes of Rava's tiny cubicle.

The final cabin was shared by Leni pobra and Lamm Leni pobra was the youngster of the Conpany;
a gangly youth with a stutter and garish red hair. He had a tattooed tongue which he was very
proud of and woul d display at every possible opportunity. The tattoo, of a human fenale, was in
every sense crude. Lenipobra was the CAT's best excuse for a nedic and was rarely seen without a
smal | screenbook whi ch contai ned one of the nore up-to-date pan-human nedi cal textbooks. He
proudly showed this to Horza, including a few of the noving pages, one of which showed in vivid
col our the basic techniques for treating deep | aser burns in the nost common forms of digestive
tracts. Lenipobra thought it |ooked |ike great fun. Horza nade a nental note to try even harder
not to get shot in the Tenple of Light. Lenipobra had very long and skinny arns, and spent about a
quarter of each day going about on all fours, though whether this was entirely natural to his
species or nerely affectation Horza could not discover

Lamm was rat her bel ow average hei ght, but very nuscul ar and dense | ooking. He had doubl e
eyebrows and small horngrafts; the latter stuck out fromhis thinning but very dark hair above a
face he usually did his best to nake aggressive and threatening. He did conparatively little
tal ki ng between operations, and when he did talk, it was usually about battles he had been in,
peopl e he had killed, weapons he had used, and so on. Lanmm consi dered hinsel f second-in-comand on
the ship, despite Kraiklyn's policy of treating everybody else as equals. Every now and agai n Lamm
woul d rem nd people not to give himany problens. He was well arned and deadly, and his suit even
had a nucl ear device in it which he said he woul d set off sooner than be captured. The inference
he seenmed to hope people would nake was that, if they upset him he mght just set off this fabled
nuke in a fit of pique.

"What the hell are you looking at me for?" Lammis voice said, in anpbngst the stormof static, as
Horza sat in the shuttle, shaking and rattling inside his too-big suit. Horza realised he had been
| ooki ng across at the other nman, who was directly opposite. He touched the m ke button on his neck
and sai d:

' Thi nki ng about sonething el se.’

"I don't want you | ooking at ne.

"Us all got to | ook somewhere,' Horza said jokingly to the man in the matt-black suit and grey-
visored helnmet. The black suit nmade a gesture with the hand not holding a laser rifle.

"Well, don't fucking | ook at ne.’

Horza | et his hand drop fromhis neck. He shook his head inside the suit helnet. It fitted so
badly it didn't nove on the outside. He stared at the section of fusel age above Lamm s head.

They were going to attack the Tenple of Light. Kraiklyn was at the controls of the shuttle,
bringing it in low over the forests of Marjoin, still covered in night, heading for the Iine of
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dawn breaki ng over the packed and steam ng greenery. The plan was that the CAT woul d cone back in
towards the planet with the sun very low behind it, using its effectors on any el ectronics the
tenpl e did have, and meking as much noi se and as many flashes as it could with its secondary

| asers and a few bl ast bonbs. Wile this diversion was absorbi ng any defensive capacity the
priests mght have, the shuttle would either head straight for the tenple and | et everybody off,
or, if there was any hostile reaction, land in the forest on the night side of the tenple and

di sgorge its small force of suited troops there. The Conpany woul d then disperse and, if they had
the facility, use their AGto fly to the tenple, or - as in Horza's case - just crawl, creep, walk
or run as best they could for the collection of |ow, slope-sided buildings and short towers which
made up the Tenple of Light.

Horza couldn't believe they were going in wthout sonme sort of reconnai ssance; but Kraiklyn,
when tackled on this point during the pre-op briefing in the hangar, had insisted that that m ght
mean giving up the elenment of surprise. He had accurate maps of the place and a good battle plan
As | ong as everybody stuck to the plan, nothing would go wong. The nonks weren't total idiots,
and the planet had been Contacted and doubtl ess knew about the war going on around it. So, just in
case the sect had hired any overhead observation, it was wiser not to attenpt a | ook-see which
m ght give the gane away. Anyway, tenples didn't change much.

Horza and several of the others hadn't been very inpressed with this reading of the situation
but there was nothing they could do. So here they all sat, sweating and nervous and bei ng shaken
up like the ingredients of a cocktail in this clapped-out shuttle, slamming into a potentially
hostil e at nosphere at hypersonic speeds. Horza sighed and checked his rifle again.

Li ke his antique arnmour, the rifle was old and unreliable; it had janmed tw ce when he tested
it on the ship using dummy shells. Its nmagnetic propul sor seenmed to work reasonably, but, judging
by the erratic spread of the bullets, its rifling field was next to usel ess. The shells were big -
at least seven-nillinetre calibre and three times that long - and the gun could hold only forty-
eight at a tinme and fire themno faster than eight a second. Incredibly, the huge bullets weren't
even expl osive; they were solid lunps of nmetal, nothing else. To top it all, the weapon's sight
was out; a red haze filled the snmall screen when it was turned on. Horza sighed.

'"We're about three hundred netres above the trees now,' Kraiklyn's voice said fromthe shuttle
flight deck, 'doing about one and a half sounds. The CAT's just started its run-in. About another
two minutes. | can see the dawn. Good luck, all.' The voice crackled and died in Horza's hel net
speaker. A few of the suited figures exchanged gl ances. Horza | ooked over at Yal son, sitting on
the other side of the shuttle about three netres away, but her visor was nmirrored. He couldn't
tell if she was | ooking at himor not. He wanted to say sonething to her, but didn't want to
bot her her over the open circuit in case she was concentrating, preparing herself. Beside Yal son
Dor ol ow sat, her gloved hand making the Circle of Flame sign over the top of her hel met visor

Hor za tapped his hands on the old rifle and bl ew through his nouth at the m st of condensation
form ng on the top edge of his visor. It made it worse, just as he thought it might. Perhaps he
shoul d open his visor, now that they were inside the planet's atnosphere.

The shuttl e shook suddenly as though it had clipped the top of a mountain. Everybody was
thrown forward, straining their seat harnesses, and a couple of guns went sailing forward and up,
to clatter off the shuttle ceiling before slanm ng back to the deck. Peopl e grabbed for the guns
and Horza closed his eyes; he wouldn't have been at all surprised if one of these enthusiasts had
left their safety catch off. However, the guns were retrieved w thout mishap, and peopl e sat
cradl i ng them and | ooki ng about.

"What the hell was that?' the old man, Aviger, said, and | aughed nervously. The shuttle began
sonme hard manoeuvring, throwing first one half of the group on their backs while the people on the
ot her side were suspended by their seat webbing, then flipping in the other direction and
reversing the postures. Gunts and curses cane over the open channel into Horza's helnet. The
shuttl e di pped, making Horza's stonmach feel enpty, floating, then the craft steadied again.

'"Bit of hostile fire,' Kraiklyn's clipped tones announced, and all the suited heads started to
| ook fromside to side.

' What ?'

'Hostile fire ?

"I knew it.'

' Ch- oh.

" Fuck.'

"Why did | think as soon as | heard those fateful words, "easy in, easy out", that this was
going - ' began Jandriligeli in a bored, knowing drawl, only to be cut off by Lamm

"Hostile fucking fire. That's all we need. Hostile fucking fire.'
' They are gunned up,' Lenipobra said.
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"Shit, who isn't these days?' Yal son said.

' Chi cel - Hor hava, sweet |ady; save us all,' nuttered Dorol ow, speeding up the tracings of the
Crcle over her visor

"Shut the fuck up,' Lammtold her

"Let's hope Mpp can distract themw thout getting his ass bl own off,' Yalson said.

' Maybe we should call it off,' Rava Gandol said. 'Think we ought to call it off? Do you think
we should call it off? Does anybody -

"NO' "YES!'" 'NO' shouted three voices, alnost in unison. Everybody | ooked at the three
Bratsilakins. The two outer Bratsilakins turned their helmets to look at the one in the niddle, as
the shuttle swooped again. The nmiddle Bratsilakin's helnmet turned briefly to each side. 'Ch,
shit,' a voice said over the open channel, "all right: NO'

"I think maybe we should - ' Rava Gandol's voice started again.

Then Krai klyn shouted, 'Here we go! Everybody ready!’

The shuttle braked hard, banking steeply one way, then the other, shuddering once and di ppi ng.
It bounced and shook, and for a second Horza thought they were crashing, but then the craft slid
to a stop and the rear doors jawed open. Horza was on his feet with the rest of them piling out
of the shuttle and into the jungle.

They were in a clearing. At its far end a few branches and twigs were still tunbling from
huge, heavy-1looking trees where the shuttle had just seconds before torn through the edge of the
forest canopy as it dipped in for the snall area of level, grassy ground. Horza had tine to see a
coupl e of bright birds flying fast out of the trees near by and caught a glinpse of a bl ue-pink
sky. Then he was running with the others, round the front of the shuttle where it still gl owed
dark red and vegetation beneath it snoul dered, and on into the jungle. A few of the Conpany were
using their AG floating over the undergrowth between the noss-covered tree trunks, but hanpered
by creepers which hung like thick, flower-strewn ropes between the trees.

So far they still couldn't see the Tenple of Light, but according to Kraiklyn it was just
ahead of them Horza | ooked round at the others on foot as they clanbered over fallen trees
covered in nbss and swept past creepers and suspended roots.

"Fuck dispersing; this is too hard going.' It was Lamm s voi ce. Horza | ooked round and up, and
saw the black suit heading vertically for the green mass of foliage above them

'Bastard,' said a breathless voice

' Yeah. B-b-bastard,' Lenipobra agreed.

"Lamm ' Kraiklyn said, 'you son of a bitch, don't break through up there. Spread out.

Di sperse, damm it!"’

Then a shock wave Horza could feel through his suit blasted over themall. Horza hit the
ground i mredi ately and | ay there. Another boom cane through the hissing hel net speaker as it fed
in the noise fromoutside

' That was the CAT going over!' He didn't recognise the voice.

' You sure?' Sonebody el se.

"I saw it through the trees! It was the CAT!

Horza got up and started runni ng again.

"Bl ack bastard nearly took ny fucking head off Lamm sai d

There was |ight ahead of Horza, through the trunks and | eaves. He heard sone firing: the sharp
crack of projectiles, the sucking whoop of lasers and the snap-whoosh-crash of plasma cannon. He
ran to a small earth and shrub bank and threw hinself down so that he could just see over the top.
Sure enough, there was the Tenple of Light, silhouetted against the dawn, all covered in vines and
creepers and noss, with a few spires and towers sticking out above |ike angular tree trunks.

'There she is!' Kraiklyn shouted. Horza | ooked al ong the earth bank and saw a few of the
Conpany, in the sanme prone position as he was. 'Wbslin! Aviger!' Kraiklyn shouted. 'Cover us with
the plasmas. Neisin, you keep the nmicro on each side of the grounds beyond, as well. Everybody
el se, follow nme!’

More or | ess as one, they were off, over the tangled bank of npbssy ground and bushes and down
the other side, through light scrub and | ong, cane-like grass, the stal ks covered in clinging,
dark green noss. The nixture of ground cover cane up to about chest hei ght and nade the going
difficult, but it would be reasonably easy to duck down out of a line of fire. Horza waded through
as best as he could. Plasma bolts sang through the air above them lighting the dimstretch of
ground between them and the sloping tenple wall.

Di stant fountains of earth and crashes he could feel through his feet told Horza that Neisin,
sober the last two days, was |aying down a convincing and, nore inportantly, accurate fire pattern
with the Mcrohow tzer.

"There's a little gunfire fromthe upper left level,' the cool, unhurried voice of
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Jandraligeli said. According to the plan, he was supposed to be hiding high in the forest canopy
wat ching the tenmple. '"I"'mhitting it now'

"Shit!' sonebody yelled suddenly. One of the wonen. Horza could hear firing from ahead, though
there were no flashes fromthe part of the tenple he could see.

"Ha ha.' Jandraligeli's snmug voice cane through the hel met speaker. 'Got theml' Horza saw a
puf f of snoke over to the left of the tenple. He was about hal fway there by now, maybe closer. He
coul d see sonme of the others not far away, to his left and right, pushing and striding through the
cane grass and bushes with their rifles held high to one shoulder. They were all gradually getting
covered in the dark green noss, which Horza supposed nmight be useful as canouflage (providing, of
course, that it didn't turn out to be sone horrible, previously undi scovered sentient killer-noss

He told hinself to stop being silly).

Loud crashes in the shrubbery around him and snashed bits of cane and twigs fluttering past
i ke nervous birds, sent himdiving for the ground. The earth beneath hi m shuddered. He rolled
over and saw flames |lick the npossy stal ks above; a flickering patch of fire lay directly behind
hi m

'Horza?' a voice said. Yalson's.

"OK,' he said. He got up to a crouch and started running through the grass, past bushes and
young trees.

'"W're coming in now,' Yalson said. She was up in the trees, too, along with Lamm
Jandraligeli and Neisin. According to the plan, all except Neisin and Jandraligeli would now start
movi ng through the air on AG towards the tenple. Although the anti-gravity units on their suits
gave them an extra dinension to work with, they could be sonething of a m xed blessing; while a
figure in the air tended to be harder to hit than one on the ground, it also tended to attract a
lot more fire. The only other person in the Conpany with AG was Krai klyn, but he said he preferred
to use his for surprise or in energencies, so he was still on the ground with the rest of them

‘"I"'mat the walls!' Horza thought it was Odraye's voice. 'This |l ooks all right. The walls are
really easy; the noss makes it - '

Horza' s hel net speaker crackled. He wasn't sure if there was something wong with his
conmmuni cator or if sonething had happened to Cdraye.

" - ver me while I'm- "'

- on you useless - ' Voices clashed in Horza's helnet. He kept wadi ng through the cane
grass, and thunped the side of his hel net.

' - asshole!" The hel net speaker buzzed, then went silent. Horza swore and stopped, crouching
down. He funbled with the comrunicator controls at the side of the helnet, trying to coax the
speaker back into life. His too-big gloves hindered him The speaker stayed silent. He cursed
again and got to his feet, pushing through the scrub and Iong grass to the tenple wall.

' - rojectiles inside!' a voice yelled suddenly. "This - . . . - cking sinple!' He coul dn't
identify the voice, and the speaker went dead again inmmediately.
He arrived at the base of the wall; it slanted out of the scrub at about forty degrees and was

covered in noss. Further along, two of the Conpany were clanbering up it, alnost at the top, about
seven nmetres above. Horza saw a flying figure weaving through the air and di sappearing over the
parapet. He started clinbing. The clunmsily large suit nade it nore difficult than it should have
been, but he got to the top without falling and junped down fromthe parapet onto a broad wall -
wal k. A simlar noss-covered wall sloped up to the next storey. To Horza's right the wall turned a
corner beneath a stubby tower; to his left the wall-wal k seem ngly disappeared into a blank cross-

wal | . According to Krai klyn's plan Horza was supposed to head al ong that way. There ought to be a
door there. Horza jogged along towards the blank wall.
A hel net bobbed up fromthe side of the sloped wall. Horza started to duck and swerve, just in

case, but first an armwaved fromthe same place, then both hel net and arm appeared, and he
recogni sed the woman CGow.

Horza t hrew back the visor on his helnmet as he ran, getting a faceful of jungle-scented
Marjoin air. He could hear some rattling projectile fire frominside the tenple, and the distant
thud of an exploding Mcrohowitzer round. He ran up to a narrow entrance cut in the sloped wall
hal f covered by streaners of npbssy growth. Gow was kneeling, gun ready, on the splintered renains
of a heavy wooden door which had bl ocked the passageway beyond. Horza knelt beside her and pointed
at his hel net.

"My comunicator's out. \Wat's been happeni ng?

Gow touched a button on her wist, and her suit PA said, 'OK so far. No hurts. They on
towers.' She pointed up. 'Themno fly go in. They eneny got projectile guns only, themfall back.
She nodded and kept gl ancing round through the doorway and into the dark passageway beyond. Horza
nodded too. Gow tapped his arm 'I tell Kraiklyn you go in, yes?
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'Yeah, tell himnmy conmunicator's out, OK?

'Yeah, sure. Zallin same trouble had. You be safe, OK?

' Yeah, you be safe, too,' Horza said. He stood up and entered the tenple, scuffing over
splinters of wood and fragnents of sandstone scattered over the noss by the door's denolition. The
dark corridor branched three ways. He turned back to Gow and pointed. 'Centre corridor, correct?

The crouched figure, silhouetted against the |ight of the dawn, nodded and said, 'Yeah, sure
Go mddle.'

Horza set off. The corridor was covered in noss. Every few nmetres dimyellow electric lights
burned fromthe walls, casting nurky pools of light which the dark nbss seened to absorb. Soft-
wal | ed, sponge-floored, the narrow passage nmade Horza shiver, though it wasn't cold. He checked
that his gun was ready to fire. He could hear no other sound apart from his own breat hing.

He cane to a T-junction in the corridor and took the right-hand branch. Sone steps appeared
and he ran up them stunbling once as his feet tried to run out of his oversized boots; he put his
hand out and jarred his armon the step. Sone noss cane off the step and he caught a glinpse of
sormething glinting underneath, in the dull yellow light cast by the wall |ights. He recovered his
bal ance, shaking his jarred armas he continued up the steps and wondering why the tenple's
bui |l ders had nade the steps out of what |ooked |ike glass. At the top of the steps he went down a
short corridor, then up another flight of stairs, curving to the right and unlit. Considering its
nane, Horza thought, the tenple was renmarkably dark. He came out onto a small bal cony.

The nonk's cl oak was dark, the same col our as the noss, and Horza didn't see himuntil the
pal e face turned towards him along with the gun

Horza threw hinself to one side, against the wall to his left, and fired his gun fromthe hip
at the sane tinme. The nonk's gun jerked upwards and let |oose a fusillade of rapid fire at the
ceiling as he collapsed. The shots echoed round the dark, enpty space beyond the snall bal cony.
Horza squatted by the wall, gun pointed at the dark, crunpled figure only a couple of metres away.
He rai sed his head and in the gl oom saw what was |left of the nonk's face, then rel axed slightly.
The man was dead. Horza |l evered hinself away fromthe wall and knelt by the bal cony bal ustrade.
Now he could see a large hall in the dimlight of the few small gl obes which protruded fromits
roof. The bal cony was about hal fway up and al ong one of the longer walls, and, fromwhat he could
see, there was some sort of stage or altar at one end of the hall. The light was so di mhe
couldn't be sure, but he thought he saw shadowy figures on the floor of the hall, noving. He
wondered if it was the Conpany and tried to recall seeing other doors or corridors on his way to
t he bal cony; he was supposed to be down there, on that level, on the floor of the hall. He cursed
hi s usel ess comuni cator and deci ded he woul d have to risk shouting down to the people in the
hal | .

He |l eant forward. Sone shards of glass had fallen fromthe roof, where it had been hit by the
nmonk's gun, and his suited knee crunched on the debris. Before he could open his mouth to shout
down into the hall, he heard noi ses from beneath - a high-pitched voice speaki ng a | anguage of
squeaks and clicks. He went still, said nothing. It mght just have been Dorol ow s voice, he
supposed, but why would she talk in anything other than Marain? The voice called again. He thought
he heard another, but then laser and projectile fire erupted briefly fromthe opposite end of the
hall fromthe altar. He ducked and in the lull heard sonmething click behind him

He spun round, tightening his finger on the trigger, but there was nobody there. Instead, a
smal | round thing, about the size of a child' s clenched fist, wobbled on the top of the bal ustrade
and pl onked down onto the npss about a nmetre away. He kicked at it with his foot and dived across
the body of the dead nonk

The grenade detonated in mid-air, just under the bal cony.

Horza junped up while the echoes were still cracking back fromthe altar. He leapt into the
doorway at the far end of the bal cony, putting out one hand and grabbi ng the soft corner of the
wal | as he went past, spinning hinmself round as he fell to his knees. He reached out and grabbed
the dead nonk's gun fromthe corpse's slack grip, just as the balcony started to cone away from
the wall with a glassy, grinding noise. Horza shoved hinself back into the corridor behind him
The bal cony tipped bodily away into the enpty space of the hall in a dully glittering cloud of
fragments and fell with a great, shattering crash onto the floor below, taking the shadowy form of
the dead nonk fluttering with it.

Horza saw nore of the shapes scatter in the darkness beneath him and fired down with the gun
he had just acquired. Then he turned and | ooked down the corridor he was now in, wondering if
there was sone way down to the hall floor, or even back outside. He checked the gun he had taken
it | ooked better than his own. He crouched and ran away fromthe doorway |ooking over the hall,
putting his old rifle over his shoulder. The dimy lit corridor curved right. Horza straightened
gradual ly as he left the doorway behind, and stopped worrying about grenades. Then it all started
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to happen in the hall behind him

The first thing he knew was that his shadow was being thrown in front of him flickering and
dancing on the curving wall of the passage. Then a cacophony of noise and a stuttering burst of
bl ast waves rocked himon his feet and assaulted his ears. He brought the hel met visor down
qui ckly and crouched again as he turned back towards the hall and the bright flashes of |ight.
Even through the hel met, he thought he could hear screans mixed in with the gunfire and
expl osions. He ran back and threw hinself down where he had been before, Iying |ooking out into
the hall.

He put his head down as fast as he could and used his elbows to | ever hinself back the instant
he realised what was happening. He wanted to run, but he |ay where he was, stuck the dead nonk's
rifle round the corner of the doorway and sprayed fire in the general direction of the altar unti
t he weapon stopped firing, keeping his helnet as far back fromthe doorway as possible, visor
turned away. When that gun stopped he threw it away and used his own, until it jamred. He slid
hi nsel f away after that, and ran off down the corridor, away fromthe opening of the hall. He
didn't doubt that the rest of the Conpany woul d be doing the sane thing, those that coul d.

What he had seen ought to have been incredible, but although he had | ooked only | ong enough
for a single, hardly noving inmage to formon his retinas, he knew what he was seeing and what was
happening. As he ran he tried to work out why the hell the Tenple of Light had been | aserproofed
When he came to a T-junction in the corridor he stopped.

He swng his rifle butt at the corner of the wall, through the noss; the nmetal connected,
doubt| ess denting, but he felt something el se give too. Using the weak light fromthe suit torch
cells on either side of the visor, he |l ooked at what |ay underneath the noss.

'"Ch God . . . ' he breathed to hinself. He struck at another part of the wall and | ooked
again. He renenbered the glint of what he'd thought was gl ass under the nbss on the stairs, when
he'd jarred his arm and the crunching feeling under his knee on the bal cony. He | eant against the
soft wall, feeling sick.

Nobody had gone to the extraordinary | engths of |aserproofing an entire tenple, or even one
large hall. It would have been horrendously expensive and surely unnecessary on a stage-three
pl anet anyway. No; probably the whole interior of the tenple (he recalled the sandstone to which
the outer door had been attached) had been built from bl ocks of crystal, and that was what was
buried under all the noss. Hit it with a |aser and the npss woul d vaporise in an instant, |eaving
the interior surfaces of the crystal beneath to reflect the rest of that pul se and any subsequent
shots falling on the sane place. He | ooked again at the second place he'd struck with the gun
| ooked deep into the transparent surface beyond, and saw his own suit lights shining dully back at
himfroma mrrored boundary sonewhere inside. He pushed hinmself away and ran down the right-hand
branch of the corridor, past heavy wooden doors, then down sonme curved steps towards a splash of
light.

What he had seen in the hall was chaos, lit with lasers. A single glinpse, coinciding with
several flashes, had burned an inmage into his eyes he thought he could still half see. At one end
of the hall, on the altar, nonks were crouched, guns firing, their own guns flashing with chem cal -

expl osive fire; around them burst dark expl osions of snbke as npbss vaporised. At the other end of
the hall several of the Conpany stood or lay or staggered, their own shadows huge on the wal
behind them They were | oosing off with everything they had, rifles strobing pulses off the far
wal |, and they were being hit by their own shots slanmmi ng back fromthe internal surfaces of
crystal blocks they didn't even realise they were ainming at. At |least two were blind already,
judgi ng by the way they were caught in poses of sightless blundering, arnms out in front of them
guns firing from one hand.

Horza knew too well that his own suit, his visor especially, was not capable of stopping a
| aser hit, fromeither visible wavel ength guns or X-rays. Al he could do was get his head out of
the way and | oose off with what projectiles he had, hoping to get a few of the priests or their
guards. He had probably been lucky he hadn't been hit even in the brief length of tine he' d | ooked
into the hall; now all he could do was get out. He tried shouting into the hel met m ke, but the
conmmuni cator was dead; his voice sounded hollowin the suit and he couldn't hear hinmself through
the ear speaker.

He saw anot her shadowy shape ahead, a dimsilhouette crouched | ow against the wall in the poo
of daylight coming fromanother corridor. Horza threw hinself into a doorway. The figure didn't
nove.

He tried his rifle; its knocks on the crystal walls seemed to have unjamed it. A burst of
fire made the figure collapse slackly to the floor. Horza stepped out of the doorway and wal ked to
it.

It was another nonk, dead hand gripped round a pistol. His white face was visible in the Iight
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whi ch canme down anot her passageway. On the wall behind the nmonk there were the pockmarks of burned-
of f nobss; clear, undamaged crystal showed through beneath. As well as the holes produced by
Horza's burst of fire, the nmonk's tunic, now seeping with bright red bl ood, was covered with | aser
burns. Horza stuck his head round the corner, looking into the |ight.

Agai nst the norning glow, framed in a slanting doorway, a suited formlay on the nossy floor
gun extended at the end of one hand so that it pointed down the passageway towards Horza. A heavy
door lay at an angl e behind, just hanging by one tw sted hinge. It's Gow, Horza thought. Then he
| ooked at the door again, thinking it | ooked wong sonmehow. The door and the walls leading to it
were scarred with | aser burns.

He went up the corridor to the fallen figure and rolled it over so that he could see the face.
Hi s head swam for a second as he | ooked. It wasn't Gow;, it was her friend, kee-Alsorofus, who had
di ed here. Her bl ackened, cracked face stared out, dry-eyed, through the still clear visor of her
hel net. He | ooked at the door and at the corridor. O course: he was in another part of the
tenple. Same situation, but a different set of passageways, and a different person

The woman's suit was holed, centinetres deep, in a few places; the snell of burned flesh

| eaked into Horza's ill-fitting suit, naking himgag. He stood up, took kee-Al sorofus's |aser
st epped over the slanted door and went out onto the wall-walk. He ran along it, round a corner
ducki ng once as a M crohowi tzer shell |anded too close to the tenple's sloping walls and sent up a

shower of flashing crystal fragments and ruddy chunks of sandstone. The plasna cannons were still
firing fromthe forest, too, but Horza couldn't see any flying figures. He was | ooking for them
when he suddenly sensed the suit to one side of him standing in the angle of the wall. He

st opped, recognising Gow s suit, and stood about three netres fromher while she | ooked at him
She pushed the visor on her helnet up slowy. Her grey face and black, pit-like eyes fixed on the
laser rifle he was carrying. The | ook on her face nmade hi mw sh he had checked the gun was stil
swi tched on. He | ooked down at the gun in his hand, then at the worman, who was still staring at
it.

"I - " He was going to explain

"She killed, yeah?" The worman's voi ce sounded flat. She seened to sigh. Horza drewin a
breath, was about to start tal king again, but Gow spoke in the sanme nonotone. 'I|I thought | hear
she."'

Suddenly she brought her gun hand up, flashing in the blue and pink of the nmorning sky. Horza
saw what she was doing and started forward, reaching out instantly with one hand even though he
knew he was too far away and too |l ate to do anything.

"Don"t!* he had time to shout, but the gun was already in the woman's nouth and an instant
| ater, as Horza started to duck and his eyes closed instinctively, the back of Gow s hel net bl ew
out in a single pulse of unseen light, throwing a sudden red cloud over the nossy wall behind.

Horza sat down on his haunches, hands closed round the gun barrel in front of him eyes
staring out at the distant jungle. Wat a ness, he thought, what a fucking, obscene, stupid ness.
He hadn't been thinking of what Gow had just done to herself, but he | ooked round at the red stain
on the angled wall and the collapsed shape of Gow s suit, and thought it again.

He was about to start back down the outer wall of the tenple when sonmething noved in the air above
him He turned and saw Yal son | anding on the wall-wal k. She | ooked at Gow s body once, then they
exchanged what they both knew of the situation - what she had heard over the open comruni cat or

channel, what Horza had seen in the hall - and decided they would stay put until sonme of the
others cane out, or they gave up hope. According to Yalson only Rava Gandol and Tzbali k Qdraye
were definitely dead after the fire-fight in the hall, but all three Bratsilakins had been there

too, and nobody had heard anything fromthem after the open channel had becone intelligible again
and nost of the screaning had stopped.

Krai klyn was alive and well but |ost; Dorolow lost too, sitting crying, nmaybe blinded; and
Leni pobra, against all advice and Kraiklyn's orders, had entered the tenple through a roof door
and was heading down to try to rescue anybody he could, using only a snmall projectile pistol he'd
been carrying.

Yal son and Horza sat back to back on the wall-wal k, Yal son keeping the Changer informed on how
things were going in the tenple. Lamm fl ew overhead, heading for the jungle where he took one of
the plasma cannons fromthe protesting Wibslin. He had just |anded near by when Leni pobra
announced proudly he had found Dorol ow, and Krai klyn reported he could see daylight. There was
still no sound fromthe Bratsilakins. Kraiklyn appeared round a corner of the wall-wal k; Leni pobra
| eapt into view, clutching Dorolow to his suit and bounding down over the walls in a series of
great slow junps as his AG struggled to Iift both him and the wonman.

They set off back to the shuttle. Jandraligeli could see nmovenent on the road beyond the
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tenple, and there was sniper fire comng fromthe jungle on either side. Lanmwanted to tear into
the tenple with the plasma cannon and vaporise a few nonks, but Kraiklyn ordered the retreat. Lamm
threw the plasma gun down and sailed off towards the shuttle al one, swearing |loudly over the open
channel on which Yalson was still trying to call the Bratsil akins.

They waded through the tall cane grass and bushes under the whooshing trails of plasnma bolts,
as Jandraligeli gave them cover. They had to duck occasionally as snall-bore projectile fire tore
t hrough the greenery around them

They sprawl ed in the hangar of the Cear Air Turbul ence, beside the still warmshuttle as it
clicked and creaked, cooling down again after its high-speed clinb through the atnosphere.

Nobody wanted to tal k. They just sat or lay on the deck, some with their backs against the
side of the warm shuttle. Those who had been inside the tenple were the nost obviously affected,
but even the others, who had only heard the mayhem over their suit comrunicators, seened in a
state of mld shock. Helnets and guns lay scattered about them

""Tenple of Light",' Jandraligeli said eventually, and gave what sounded |ike a m xture of
| augh and snort.

' Tenpl e of fucking Light,' Lanm agreed.

"Mpp,' Kraiklyn said in a tired voice to his helnet, 'any signals fromthe Bratsilakins?

M pp, still on the CAT's small bridge, reported that there was not hing.

"W ought to bonb that place to fuck,' Lanm said. 'Nuke the bastards.' Nobody replied. Yal son
got up slowy and left the hangar, walking tiredly up the steps to the upper deck, hel met dangling
fromone arm gun fromthe other, her head down.

"I"'mafraid we've lost that radar.' Wbslin closed an inspection hatch and rolled out from
underneath the nose of the shuttle. 'That first bit of hostile fire . . . ' Hys voice trailed off.
'Least nobody's injured,’ Neisin said. He | ooked at Dorol ow. 'Your eyes better? The wonan
nodded but kept her eyes cl osed. Neisin nodded, too. 'Actually worse, when people are injured. W

were lucky.' He dug into a snall pack on the front of his suit and produced a little netal

contai ner. He sucked at a nipple at the top and grinaced, shaking his head. 'Yeah, we were | ucky.
And it was fairly quick for them too.' He nodded to hinmself, not |ooking at anybody, not caring
t hat nobody seened to be listening to him 'See how everybody we've |lost all shared the sane .

| mean they went in pairs . . . or threes . . . huh?" He took another slug and shook his head.
Dor ol ow was near by; she reached over and held out her hand. Neisin | ooked at her in surprise,
then handed the snall flask to her. She took a swig and passed it back. Neisin | ooked around, but
no one el se wanted any.

Horza sat and said nothing. He was staring at the cold |lights of the hangar, trying not to see
the scene he had witnessed in the hall of the dark tenple.

The Clear Air Turbul ence broke orbit on fusion drive and headed for the outer edge of Marjoin's
gravity well, where it could engage its warp notors. It didn't pick up any signals fromthe
Bratsilakins and it didn't bonb the Tenple of Light. It set a course for the Vavatch O bital

Fromradi o transm ssions they had picked up fromthe planet they worked out what had happened
to the place, what had caused the nonks and priests in the tenple to be so well arned. Two nation
states on the world of Marjoin were at war, and the tenple was near the frontier between the two
countries, constantly ready for attack. One of the states was vaguely socialist; the other was
religiously inspired, the priests in the Tenple of Light representing one sect of that nilitant
faith. The war was partly caused by the greater, galactic conflict taking place around it, as well
as being a tiny and approximate image of it. It was that reflection, Horza realised, which had
killed the menbers of the Conmpany, as nuch as any bounced | aserflash

Horza wasn't sure how he would sleep that night. He |ay awake for a few hours, listening to
Wibsl i n havi ng qui et nightmares. Then the cabin door was tapped lightly. Yalson came in and sat on
Horza's bunk. She put her head on his shoul der and they held each other. After a while she took
his hand and |l ed himquietly down the conmpani onway, away fromthe nmess - where a splash of |ight
and di stant nusic w tnessed that the unsleeping Kraiklyn was unwinding with a drug flask and a
hol osound tape - down to the cabin which had been Gow s and kee- Al sorof us's.

In the darkness of the cabin, on a snmall bed full of strange scents and new textures, they
performed the sane old act, theirs - they both knew - an al npst inevitably barren cross-matching
of species and cultures thousands of |ight-years apart. Then they slept.
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State of play: one

Fal ' Ngeestra watched the shadows of the clouds nove on the distant plain, ten kil onetres away
hori zontally and one vertically, and then, with a sigh, lifted her gaze to the |line of snow capped
nmount ai ns on the far side of the open grassland. The nmountain range was fully thirty kilonetres
fromher eyes, but the peaks were sharp and distinct in the thin air which they invaded with their
rock and brilliant icy whiteness. Even at that distance, through that nmuch atnosphere, their glare
startled the eye.

She turned away, wal king al ong the broad flagstones of the |lodge terrace with a stiff-1Iegged
gait unsuited to her lack of years. The trelliswork above her head was covered in bright red and
white flowers and cast a regular pattern of shadows over the terrace beneath; she wal ked through
I'ight and shade, her hair dimthen shining gold in turn as each halting step noved her from shadow
to sunlight.

The gun-netal bulk of the drone called Jase appeared at the far end of the terrace, out of the
| odge itself. Fal sniled when she saw it and sat down on a stone bench jutting out fromthe | ow
wal | which separated terrace fromview They were high up, but it was a hot and wi ndl ess day; she
wiped a little sweat fromher forehead as the old drone floated along the terrace towards her, the
slanting lines of sunlight passing over its body in a steady rhythm The drone settled on the
stones beside the bench, its broad, flat top about level with the crown of the girl's head.

"Isn't it a lovely day, Jase?" Fal said, |ooking back at the distant nopuntains again.

"It is," Jase said. The drone had an unusually deep and full-toned voice, and nade the nobst of
it. For a thousand years or nore Culture drones had had aura fields which coloured according to
their nood - their equivalent of facial expression and body |anguage - but Jase was ol d, nade |ong
before aura fields were thought of, and had refused to be refitted to acconmodate them It
preferred either to rely on its voice to express what it felt, or to remain inscrutable.

"Damm.’' Fal shook her head, |ooking at the far-away snow. 'I wish | was clinbing.' She nade a
clicking noise with her nouth and | ooked down at her right |eg, which stuck straight out in front
of her. She had broken the | eg eight days before, while clinbing in the nountains on the other
side of the plain. Nowit was splinted up with a fine tracery of field-strands, conceal ed beneath
fashionably tight trousers.

Jase ought, she thought, to have taken this as an excuse to |lecture her again on the
advisability of only clinbing with a floater harness, or with a rescue drone near by, or at the
very |l east on not clinbing alone, but the old nmachine said nothing. She | ooked at it, her tanned
face shining in the light. 'So, Jase, what have you got for ne? Business?

"I"'mafraid so.'

Fal settled herself as confortably as she could on the stone bench and crossed her arns. Jase
stretched out a short force field fromits casing to support the awkward-|ooki ng outstretched |eg,
though it knew that the splint's own fields were taking all the strain

"Spit it out,' Fal said.

"You may recall an itemfromthe daily synopsis eighteen days ago about one of our spacecraft
whi ch was cobbl ed together by a factory vessel in the volune of space Inside fromthe Sullen @il f;
the factory craft had to destruct, and later so did the ship it nade.’

"I remenber,' said Fal, who forgot little about anything, and nothing at all froma daily
synopsis. 'It was a nongrel because the factory was trying to get a GSV M nd out of the way.'

"Well," Jase said, its voice alittle weary, 'we have a problemwth that.'

Fal sm | ed.

The Culture, there could be no doubt, relied profoundly on its nmachines for both its strategy
and tactics in the war it was now engaged in. Indeed, a case could be made for hol ding that the
Culture was its nmachines, that they represented it at a nore fundanental |evel than did any single
human or group of humans within the society. The Mnds that the Culture's factory craft, safe
Orbitals and | arger GSVs were now produci ng were sone of the nbst sophisticated coll ections of
matter in the galaxy. They were so intelligent that no hunman was capabl e of understandi ng just how
smart they were (and the machi nes thensel ves were incapable of describing it to such a linited
formof life).

From those nmental col ossi, down through the nore ordinary but still sentient machi nes and the
smart but ultimately nmechanistic and predictable conputers, right down to the smallest circuit in
a mcronmssile hardly nore intelligent than a fly, the Culture had placed its bets - |ong before

the Idiran war had been envisaged - on the machine rather than the human brain. This was because
the Culture saw itself as being a self-consciously rational society; and machi nes, even sentient
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ones, were nore capable of achieving this desired state as well as nore efficient at using it once
they had. That was good enough for the Culture.

Besides, it left the humans in the Culture free to take care of the things that really
mattered in life, such as sport, ganes, ronmance, studying dead | anguages, barbarian societies and
i mpossi bl e probl ens, and clinbing high nountains without the aid of a safety harness.

A hostile reading of such a situation might lead to the idea that the discovery by the
Culture's Mnds that some humans were actually capable of matching and occasionally beating their
record for accurately assessing a given set of facts would | ead to machine indignati on and bl own
circuits, but this was not the case. It fascinated those Mnds that such a puny and chaotic
collection of nental faculties could by sonme sleight of neuron produce an answer to a problem
whi ch was as good as theirs. There was an expl anation, of course, and it perhaps had sonething to
do with patterns of cause and effect which even the al nbost god-1i ke power of the M nds had
difficulty trying to fathom it also had quite a lot to do with sheer weight of nunbers.

There were in excess of eighteen trillion people in the Culture, just about every one of them
wel | nourished, extensively educated and nmentally alert, and only thirty or forty of themhad this
unusual ability to forecast and assess on a par with a well-informed Mnd (of which there were
al ready many hundreds of thousands). It was not inpossible that this was pure |uck; toss eighteen
trillion coins in the air for a while and a few of themare going to keep | anding the sane side up
for a long, long tine.

Fal 'Ngeestra was a Culture Referer, one of those thirty, maybe forty, out of the eighteen
trillion who could give you an intuitive idea of what was going to happen, or tell you why she
t hought that sonethi ng which had al ready happened had happened the way it did, and al nost
certainly turn out right every tine. She was bei ng handed probl enms and i deas constantly, being
both used and assessed herself. Nothing she said or did went unrecorded; nothing she experienced
went unnoticed. She did insist, however, that when she was clinbing, alone or with friends, she
must be left to her own devices and not watched by the Culture's. She woul d take a pocket term na
with her to record everything, but she would not have a real-tinme link with any part of the M nd
network on the Plate she lived on

Because of that insistence she had lain in the snowwith a shattered |leg for a day and a ni ght
before a search party had di scovered her

The drone Jase started to give her the details of the flight of the naneless ship fromits
mot her-craft, of its interception and sel f-destruction. Fal had turned her head, though, and was
only half listening. Her eyes and m nd were on the distant, snowy slopes, where she hoped she
woul d be clinbing again in a few days' tinme, once these stupid bones in her |eg had thoroughly
heal ed.

The nountains were beautiful. There were other nmountains on the up slope side of the |odge
terrace, reaching into the clear blue sky, but they were tame stuff indeed conpared to those
sharp, rearing peaks across the plain. She knew that was why they had put her in this |odge; they
hoped she would clinb those nearer nountains rather than take the trouble to hop into a flyer and
head over the plain. It was a silly idea, though; they had to |l et her see the nmountains, or she
woul dn't be herself, and as |long as she could see themshe just had to clinb them Idiots.

On a planet, she thought, You wouldn't be able to see themso well. You wouldn't be able to
see the lower foothills, the way the nountains rise fromthe plain just so

The | odge, the terrace, the nountains and the plain were on an Orbital. Humans had built this

pl ace, or at least built the machines that built the machines that . . . Wll, you could go on and
on. The Plate of the Orbital was al nost perfectly flat; in fact, vertically it was slightly
concave, but as the internal dianeter of the conpleted Orbital - properly forned only once all the

i ndi vidual Plates had been joined up and the last dividing wall was renoved - woul d neasure over
three million kilometres, the curvature was a great deal |ess than on the convex surface of any
human- habi tabl e gl obe. So from Fal's rai sed vantage point she could see right to the base of the
di stant mountains. Fal thought it nust be very strange to live on a planet and have to | ook over a
curve; so that, for exanple, you would see the top of a seaship appear over the horizon before the
rest of it.

She was suddenly aware that she was thinking about planets because of sonething Jase had just
said. She turned round and | ooked earnestly at the dark grey machine, playing back her short-term
menory to recall exactly what it had just said.

"This M nd went underneath the planet in hyperspace?’ she said. ' Then warped inside?

"That was what it said it was trying to do when it sent the coded nmessage in its destruct

pattern. As the planet is still there it nust have succeeded. Had it failed, at |east half a per
cent of its nmass would have reacted with the planet's own material as though it was antinmatter.'
"I see.' Fal scratched at one cheek with a finger. 'l thought that wasn't supposed to be
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possi bl e?' Her voice contained the question. She | ooked at Jase.

"What?' it said.

"Doing . . . ' She scow ed at not being inmediately understood and waved one hand inpatiently.
" . . . Doing what it did. Going under sonething so big in hyperspace and then bounci ng over.
was told even we couldn't do that.'

'"So was the Mnd in question, but it was desperate. The General War Council itself decided
that we should try to duplicate the feat, using a simlar Mnd and a spare planet.'

"What happened?' Fal asked, grinning at the idea of a 'spare' planet.

"No M nd woul d even consider the idea; far too dangerous. Even the eligible ones on the Wr
Counci | denurred."'

Fal | aughed, gazing up at the red and white flowers curled round the trelliswork overhead.
Jase, which deep down was a hopel ess ronantic, thought her |aughter sounded like the tinkling of
mount ai n streamnms, and al ways recorded her laughs for itself, even when they were snorts or
guf faws, even when she was being rude and it was a dirty laugh. Jase knew a nachi ne, even a
sentient one, could not die of shame, but it also knew that it would do just that if Fal ever
guessed any of this. Fal stopped |aughing. She said:

"What does this thing actually look like? | nmean you never see them by thenselves, they're
always in sonething . . . a ship or whatever. And howdid it - what did it use to warp with?

"Externally,' Jase said in its usual, calm neasured tones, 'it is an ellipsoid. Fields up, it
| ooks like a very small ship. It's about ten metres long and two and a half in dianeter.
Internally it's made up of millions of conponents, but the npbst inportant ones are the thinking
and nenory parts of the Mnd proper; those are what nmake it so heavy because they're so dense. It
wei ghs nearly fifteen thousand tonnes. It is fitted with its own power, of course, and severa
field generators, any of which could be pressed into service as enmergency notors, and indeed are
designed with this in mind. Only the outer envelope is constantly in real space, the rest - al
the thinking parts, anyway - stay in hyperspace

"Assum ng, as we nust, that the Mnd did what it said it was going to do, there is only one
possible way it could have acconplished the task, given that it does not have a warp notor or
Di spl acer.' Jase paused as Fal sat forward, her el bows on her knees, her hands cl enched under her
chin. It saw her shifting her weight on her backside and a tiny grimce appear fleetingly on her
face. Jase decided she was getting unconfortable on the hard stone bench, and ordered one of the
| odge drones to bring sone cushions. 'The M nd does have an internal warping unit, but it is
supposed to be used only to expand nicroscopi c volunes of the nenory so that there is nore space
around the sections of information - in the formof third-level elementary particle-spirals -
which it wants to change. The normal volunme linmt on that warping unit is less than a cubic
mllinetre; somehow the ship Mnd jury-rigged it so that it would enconpass its entire body and
let it appear within the planet's surface. A clear air space would be the | ogical place to go for
and the tunnels of the Conmand System seem an obvi ous choice; that is where it said it would head
for.'

"Right,' Fal said, nodding. 'OK Now, what are - oh . . .

A small|l drone carrying two | arge cushions appeared at her side. 'Hm thanks,' Fal said,
| evering herself up with one hand and pl aci ng one cushi on beneath her, the other at her back. The
smal | drone floated off to the |odge again. Fal settled herself. 'Did you ask for these, Jase?
she asked.

"Not me,' Jase lied, secretly pleased. 'Wat were you going to ask?

" These tunnels,' Fal said, |eaning forward nore confortably this tinme. 'This Command System
What is it?

"Briefly, it consists of a winding, paired | oop of twenty-two-netre di aneter tunnels buried
five kil ometres deep. The whole systemis several hundred kilonetres in length. The trains were
designed to be the wartine nobile comand centres of a state which once existed on the planet,
when it was at the internedi at e-sophi sticated stage-three phase. State-of-the-art weaponry at the
time was the fusion bonb, delivered by transplanetary gui ded rocket. The Command System was
designed to - '

'Yes.' Fal waved her hand quickly. 'Protect, keep nobile so they couldn't be blown up. R ght?

"Yes.'

"What sort of rock cover did they have?

'"Granite,' Jase said.

' Bat hol it hic?

"Just a second,' Jase said, consulting el sewhere. 'Yes. Correct: a batholith.'

"A batholith?" Fal said, eyebrows raised. 'Just one?'

"Just one.’

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (38 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

"This is a slightly | ow G world? Thick crust?

"Bot h.'

"Uh-huh. So the Mnd' s inside these . . . ' She looked along the terrace, not really seeing
anything, but in her mnd s eye | ooking down kilometres of dark tunnels (and thinking there m ght
be sone pretty inpressive nmountains above them all that granite; low G good clinbing territory).
She | ooked at the machi ne again. 'So what happened? It's a Planet of the Dead; did the natives
eventually do it to thensel ves?

'"Wth biological weapons, not nukes, to the |ast humanoi d, eleven thousand years ago.'

"Hm ' Fal nodded. Now it was obvious why the Dra' Azon had nade Schar's Wrld one of their
Pl anets of the Dead. If you were a pure-energy superspecies long retired fromthe normal, matter-
based life of the galaxy, and your conceit was to cordon off and preserve the odd planet or two
you t hought night serve as a fitting nmonument to death and futility, Schar's Wrld with its short
and sordid history sounded like the sort of place you' d put pretty near the top of your Ilist.

Sonet hi ng occurred to her. 'How cone the tunnels haven't sealed up again over all that time?
Five klicks' worth of pressure . '

"W don't know,' Jase sighed. 'The Dra' Azon have not been very forthcoming with information
It is possible the System s engi neers devised a technique for wthstanding the pressure over such
a period. This is unlikely, adnmttedly, but then they were ingenious.'

'"Pity they didn't devote a little nore ingenuity to staying alive rather than conducting nass
sl aughter as efficiently as possible,' Fal said, and made a little snorting noise. Jase felt
pl easure at the girl's words (if not the snort), but at the same tinme detected in thema tinge of
that m xture of contenpt and patronising snmugness the Culture found it so difficult not to exhibit
when surveying the m stakes of |ess advanced societies, even though the source civilisations of
its own nongrel past had been no less fallible. Still, the underlying point held; experience as
wel | as conmon sense indicated that the nost reliable nmethod of avoiding self-extinction was not
to equip oneself with the nmeans to acconplish it in the first place.

'So,' Fal said, |ooking down as she tapped her one good heel on the grey stones, 'the Mnd's
in the tunnels; the Dra' Azon's on the outside. Wiat's the Quiet Barrier limt?

' The usual half-distance to the nearest other star: three hundred and ten standard |ight-days
in the case of Schar's Wrld at the nonent.'

"' - And . . . ?' She held out her hand to Jase and rai sed her head and her eyebrows. Fl ower
shadows nmoved on her neck as the gentlest of breezes started and ruffled the bl ossonms on the
trelliswork above her head. 'Wat's the problenf

"Well,' Jase said, 'the reason the Mnd was allowed in at all was because -

"In distress. Right. Go on.'

Jase, who had stopped bei ng annoyed by Fal's interruptions the first time she had brought it a
mountain flower, went on, 'There is a small base on Schar's Wrld, as there is on alnost all the
Pl anets of the Dead. As usual it is staffed froma small, nominally neutral, non-dynam c society
of some galactic maturity - '

' The Changer,' Fal broke in, quite slowy, as though guessing the answer to a puzzle which had
been troubling her for hours and ought to have been sinple. She | ooked through the flower-strewn
trellis, to a blue sky where a few snall white clouds were noving slowy. She | ooked back to the

machine. '"I'mright, aren't |? That Changer guy who . . . and that Special G rcunmstancer - Bal veda
- and the place where you have to be senile to rule. They' re Changers on Schar's Wrld and this
bl oke - ' She broke off and frowned. 'But | thought he was dead.'

"Now we're not so sure. The |last nessage fromthe GCU Nervous Energy seened to indicate he
m ght have escaped.'

"What happened to the GCU?

"W don't know. Contact was lost while it was trying to capture rather than destroy the Idiran
ship. Both are presuned |ost.'

"Capture it, eh?" Fal said tartly. 'Another showoff Mnd. But that's it, isn't it? The
Idirans might be able to use this guy - what's his nanme? Do we know?'

' Bora Horza Gobuchul .

'Whereas we don't have any Changers.'

"W do, but the one we have is on the other side of the galaxy on an urgent job not connected
with the war; it would take half a year to get her there. Besides, she has never been to Schar's
Wirld; the tricky part about this problemis that Bora Horza Gobuchul has.

' Ho- ho,' Fal said.

"In addition, we have unconfirmed information that the sanme Idiran fleet which knocked out the
fleeing ship also tried unsuccessfully to followthe Mnd to Schar's Wrld with a small |anding
force. Thus the Dra' Azon concerned is going to be suspicious. It mght |let Bora Horza Gobuchu
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t hrough, as he has served before with the caretaker staff on the planet, but even he is not
certain to gain entry. Anybody else is very doubtful indeed.'

"Of course the poor devil mght be dead.’

' Changers are not notoriously easy to kill, and besides, it would seem unwi se sinply to count
on that possibility.'

"And you're worried he mght get to this precious Mnd and bring it back to the Idirans.'

"It could just happen.

"Just supposing it did happen, Jase,' Fal said, screwing up her eyes and | eaning forward to
| ook at the machine, 'so what? Whuld it really make any di fference? Wiat woul d happen if the
Idirans did get their hands on this admttedly resourceful kid M nd?

"Assum ng that we are going to win the war . . . ' Jase said thoughtfully,
| engt hen the proceedings by a handful of nonths.

"And how many's that supposed to be?' Fal said.

' Somewher e between three and seven, | suppose. It depends whose hand you're using.

Fal smiled. 'And the problemis that the Mnd can't destruct w thout making this Planet of the
Dead even nore dead than it is already, in fact without making it an asteroid belt."'

' Exactly.

'So maybe the little devil shouldn't have bothered saving itself fromthe weck in the first
pl ace, and shoul d have just gone down with the ship.'

it could

"It's called the instinct to survive.' Jase paused while Fal nodded, then it went on, 'It's
programed into nost living things.' It made a show of weighing the girl's injured leg inits
field-held grip. 'Though, of course, there are al ways exceptions . '

'Yes,' Fal said, giving what she hoped was a condescending snile, 'very droll, Jase.'

'So you see the problem'

"I see the problem' Fal agreed. 'O course we could force our way in there, and blow the
place to smthereens if necessary, and to hell with the Dra' Azon.' She gri nned.

'Yes,' Jase conceded, 'and put the whole outcone of the war in jeopardy by antagonising a
power whose hazi est unknown quantity is the exact extent of its imensity. W could al so surrender
to the Idirans, but | doubt we'll do that either.

"Well, so long as we're considering all the options.' Fal |aughed.

" Ch yes.

'"OK, Jase, if that's all - let me think about this lot for a while,' Fal 'Ngeestra said,
sitting up straight on the bench and stretching and yawning. 'It sounds interesting.' She shook
her head. 'This is | ap-of-the-gods stuff, though. Let nme have . . . anything you think m ght be
relevant. 1'd like to concentrate on this bit of the war for a while; all the information we've
got on the Sullen <ulf . . . all | can handle, anyway. OK?

'OK,' Jase said.

"Hmm ' Fal nurnured, nodding vaguely, her eyes unfocused. 'Yes . . . all we've got on that
general area . . . | nean vol unme . ' She waved her hand round in a circle, in her imagination
enconpassi ng several mllion cubic Iight-years.

"Very well,' Jase said, and retreated slowy fromthe girl's gaze. It floated back down the

terrace in the shafts of sunlight and shade, towards the | odge, under the flowers.

The girl sat by herself, rocking backwards and forwards on her haunches and hummi ng quietly,
her hands at her nmouth again and her el bows on her knees, one of which was bent, and one of which
was straight.

Here we are, she thought, killing the imortal, only just stopping short of tangling with
sonet hi ng nost people would think of as a god, and here am |, eighty thousand |ight-years away if
I"'ma metre, supposed to think of a way out of this ridiculous situation. Wat a joke . . . Dam.

| wish they'd let ne be a Field Referer, out there where the action is, instead of sitting it out
back here, so far away it takes two years just to get there. Ch well.

She shifted her weight and sat sideways on the seat so that her broken leg lay along the
bench, then turned her face to the nountains glittering on the far side of the plain. She rested
her el bow on the stone parapet, her hand supporting her head as her eyes drank in the view

She wondered whether they really had kept their word about not watching her when she went
climbing. She wouldn't put it past themto have kept a snall drone or mcronmissile or sonething
near by, just in case anything did happen, and then - after the accident, after she'd fallen -
left her lying there, frightened, cold and in pain, just to convince her they were doing no such
thing, and to see the effect it had on her, as long as she wasn't in any real danger of dying. She

knew, after all, the way their Mnds worked. It was the sort of thing she would consider doing, if
she was in charge
Maybe | should just pack it in; leave. Tell themto shove their war. Trouble is . . . | like
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all this .
She | ooked at one of her hands, golden brown in a beam of sunlight. She opened and closed it,
| ooking at the fingers. Three . . . to seven . . . She thought of an Idiran hand. Dependi ng

She | ooked back, over the shadow strewn plain towards the distant nountains, and sighed.

5.
Megashi p

Vavatch lay in space like a god's bracelet. The fourteen-million kilonmetre hoop glittered and
sparkl ed, blue and gold against the jet-black gulf of space beyond. As the Cear Air Turbul ence
warped in towards the Orbital, nost of the Conpany watched their goal approach on the main screen
in the ness. The aquanarine sea, which covered nmpost of the surface of the artefact's ultradense
base material, was spattered with white puffs of cloud, collected in huge storm systens or vast
banks, sonme of which seened to stretch right across the full thirty-five-thousand-kilonetre
breadth of the slowy turning Obital

Only on one side of that |ooped band of water was there any | and visible, hard up agai nst one
sl oped retaining wall of pure crystal. Al though, fromthe distance they were watching, the sliver
of land | ooked like a tiny brown thread |ying on the edge of a great rolled-out bolt of vivid
bl ue, that thread was anything up to two thousand kil ometres across; there was no shortage of |and
on Vavat ch.

Its greatest attraction, however, was and had al ways been the Megashi ps.

"Don't you have a religion? Dorolow asked Horza

"Yes,' he replied, not taking his eyes away fromthe screen on the wall above the end of the
mai n ness-roomtable. 'My survival.'

"So . . . your religion dies with you. How sad,' Dorol ow said, |ooking back fromHorza to the
screen. The Changer let the remark pass.

The exchange had started when Dorol ow, struck by the beauty of the great Orbital, expressed
the belief that even though it was a work of base creatures, no better than hunans, it was still a
triunphant testinony to the power of God, as God had nade Man, and all other soul ed creatures.
Horza had di sagreed, genuinely annoyed that the wonan coul d use even sonething so obviously a
testanent to the power of intelligence and hard work as an argunent for her own system of
irrational belief.

Yal son, who was sitting beside Horza at the table, and whose foot was gently rubbing the
Changer's ankle, put her el bows on the plastic surface beside the plates and beakers. 'And they're
going to blow it away in four days' tinme. What a fucking waste.

Whet her or not this would have worked as a subj ect-changing parry, she did not get a chance to
find out, because the ness PA crackled once and then canme clear with the voice of Kraiklyn, who
was on the bridge: 'Thought you might like to see this, people.

The view of the distant Orbital was replaced by a blank screen onto which there then appeared
a message in flashing letters.

WARNI NG/ SI GNAL/ WARNI NG SI GNAL/ WARNI NG/ SI GNAL/ WARNI NG ATTENTI ON ALL CRAFT! VAVATCH ORBI TAL AND HUB
W TH ALL ANCI LLARY UNI TS W LL BE DESTROYED REPEAT DESTROYED MARAI NTI ME A/ 4872. 0001 EXACT

(EQUI VALENT G HUB TI ME 00043. 2909. 401: EQUI VALENT LI MB THREE TI ME 09. 256. 8: EQUI VALENT

| DI RTI MERELATI VE QU URI BALTA 359. 0021: EQUI VALENT VAVATCHTI ME SEG 7TH. 4010. 5) BY NOVALEVEL
HYPERGRI DI NTRUSI ON AND SUBSEQUENT CAM BOVBARDIVENT. SENT BY ESCHATOLOJ ST ( TEMPORARY NAME), CULTURE
GENERAL SYSTEMS VEHI CLE. TI MED AT A/ 4870.986: MARI NBASE ALLTRANS . . . SI GNAL SECTI ON END .

S| GNAL REPETI TI ON NUMBER ONE OF SEVEN FOLLOWS

WARNI NG/ SI GNAL/ WARNI NG SI GNAL/ WARNI NG .

"W just ran through that nessage shell,' Kraiklyn added. 'See you later.' The PA crackl ed
again, then was silent. The nessage faded fromthe screen and the Orbital filled it again.

"Hmm ' Jandraligeli said. 'Brief and to the point.'

'"Like | said.' Yalson nodded at the screen

"I renenber . . . ' Wibslin said slowy, staring at the band of brilliant blue and white on
the screen, 'when | was very young one of ny teachers floated a little toy netal boat on the
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surface of a bucketful of water. Then she lifted the bucket by the handl e and held nme up agai nst
her chest with her other arm so that | was facing the sane way she was. She started to go round
and round, faster and faster, letting the spin send the bucket out away from her, and eventually
t he bucket was straight out, the surface of the water in it at ninety degrees to the floor, and
was held there with this great big adult hand across ny belly and everything spinning around e
and | was watching this little toy boat, which was still floating on the water, even though the
wat er was straight up and down in front of nmy face, and ny teacher said, "You renenber this if
you' re ever |lucky enough to see the Megashi ps of Vavatch."

'Yeah?' Lanmmsaid. 'Wll, they're about to |l et the fucking handle go.

"So let's just hope we're not still on the surface when they do,' Yal son said.

Jandraligeli turned to her, one eyebrow up: 'After that |ast fiasco, dear, nothing would
surprise ne.'

'"Easy in, easy out,' Aviger said, and the old nan | aughed.

The haul from Marjoin to Vavatch had taken twenty-three days. The Conpany had gradually recovered
fromthe effects of the abortive attack on the Tenple of Light. There were a few small sprains and
grazes; Dorolow had been blind in one eye for a couple of days, and everybody had been qui et and
wi t hdrawn, but by the tinme Vavatch canme into sight they were all starting to get so bored with
life on board ship, even with Iess of themon it, that they were | ooking forward to anot her
operation.

Horza kept the laser rifle which kee-Al sorofus had used, and carried out what rudi mentary
repairs and i nprovenents the CAT's limted engineering facilities would allow himto effect to his
suit. Kraiklyn was full of praise for the one he had taken fromHorza; it had lifted himout of
the worst of the trouble in the hall of the Tenple of Light, and, although it had still taken sone
heavy fire pulses, it was hardly marked, |et al one damaged.

Nei sin had said he'd never |iked |asers anyway and woul dn't use one again; he had a perfectly
good rapid-firing light projectile rifle, and lots of ammunition. He would carry that in future
when he wasn't using the M crohow tzer

Horza and Yal son had started sl eeping together every night in what was now their cabin, the
one the two wonen had occupi ed. During the |ong days of the voyage they had grown cl oser but
spoken conparatively little, for new |lovers. Both seemed to want it that way. Horza's body had
conpleted its regeneration after its inpersonation of the Gerontocrat, and there was no | onger any
trace or sign of that role left on him But while he told the Conpany that he was now the way he
had al ways | ooked, he had in fact moul ded his body to | ook |ike that of Kraiklyn. Horza was a
little taller and fuller-chested than his neutral normal, and his hair was darker and thicker. Hs
face, of course, he could not yet afford to Change, but under its light-brown surface it was
ready. A short trance and he could pass for the captain of the Cear Air Turbul ence; perhaps
Vavat ch woul d gi ve himthe opportunity he needed.

He had thought | ong and hard about what to do now that he was part of the Company, and
relatively safe, but cut off fromhis Idiran enployers. He could always just go on his own way,
but that would |l et down Xoralundra, whether the old Idiran was alive or dead. It would also be
running away fromthe war, fromthe Culture and the part he had chosen to play against it. In
addition, at first, there was the idea Horza had been toying with anyway, even before he had heard
that his next task was to involve going to Schar's Wrld, and that was the idea of returning to an
ol d | ove.

Her nane was Sro Kierachell Zorant. She was what they called a dornmant Changer, one who had no
training in and no desire to practise Changi ng, and had accepted the post on Schar's Wrld partly
as a relief fromthe increasingly warlike atnosphere in the Changers' hone asteroid of Hei bohre.
That had been seven years before, when Hei bohre was already w thin what was generally recognised
as being Idiran space, and when nany Changers were already enpl oyed by the Idirans.

Horza was sent to Schar's World partly because he was being punished and partly for his own
protection. A group of Changers had plotted to fire up the ancient asteroid s power-plants and
take it out of Ildiran space, nmake their hone and their species neutral again in the war they could
see was becoming inevitable. Horza had discovered the plot and killed two of the conspirators. The
court of the Acadeny of Mlitary Arts on Heibohre - its ruling body in all but nane - had
conprom sed between popul ar feeling on the asteroid, which wanted Horza puni shed for taking other
Changers' lives, and the gratitude it felt towards Horza. The court had a delicate task
consi dering the not whol ehearted support the majority of Changers gave to staying where they were
and therefore within the Idiran sphere of influence. By sending Horza to Schar's Wrld with
instructions to stay there for several years - but not punishing himotherw se - the court hoped
to nmake all concerned feel their own particular view had carried the day. To the extent that there
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was no revolt, that the Acadeny rermained the ruling force in the asteroid, and that the services
of Changers were in demand as never before since the formation of their unique species, the court
had succeeded.

In some ways, Horza had been lucky. He was without friends or influence; his parents were
dead; his clan was all but defunct save for him Fanily ties neant a lot in the Changer society,
and with no influential relatives or friends to speak for him Horza had perhaps escaped nore
lightly than he had a right to expect.

Horza cool ed his heels on Schar's Wrld' s snows for less than a year before leaving to join
the Idirans in their fight against the Culture, both before and after it was officially termed a
war. During that time he had started a relationship with one of the four other Changers there: the
wonman Changer Kierachell, who disagreed with al nost everything Horza believed, but had | oved him
body and mind, despite it all. Wen he left, he knew it had hurt her much nore than it had hurt
him He had been glad of the conpani onship and he liked her, but he hadn't felt anything |ike what
humans were supposed to feel when they tal ked of love, and by the tine he left he was starting,
just starting, to grow bored. He told hinself at the tine that that was the way life was, that he
woul d only hurt her nore in the end by staying, that it was partly for her sake he was | eaving.
But the expression in her eyes the last tinme he'd | ooked into them had not been sonething he
enj oyed thinking about, for a long tine.

He had heard she was still there, and he thought of her and had fond nenories; and the nore he
had risked his life and the nore tine had el apsed, the nmore he wanted to see her again; the nore a
qui eter, |ess dangerous sort of existence appealed to him He had i magi ned the scene, inmagined the
|l ook in her eyes when he cane back to her . . . Maybe she would have forgotten about him or even
be conmitted to sone relationship with the other Changers at the base on Schar's Wrld, but Horza
didn't really think so; he thought of such things only as a sort of insurance.

Yal son nade things a little difficult, perhaps, but he was trying not to build too rmuch into
their friendship and coupling, even though he was fairly sure it was only those two things to her
as wel | .

So he woul d i npersonate Kraiklyn if he could, or at least kill himand just take over, and
hope he could get round the conparatively crude identity fidelities built into the CAT' s conputer
or get sonebody else to do so. Then he would take the Clear Air Turbulence to Schar's Wrld,
rendezvous with the Idirans if he could, but go in anyway, assuning M Adequate - the pet nane the
Changers on the Schar's Wbrld base had for the Dra' Azon bei ng whi ch guarded the planet - would
all ow himthrough the Quiet Barrier after the Idirans' botched attenpt to fool it with a holl owed-
out chuy-hirtsi. He would, if at all possible, give the rest of the Conpany the chance to back
out .

One probl em was knowi ng when to strike at Krai klyn. Horza was hoping that an opportunity woul d
ari se on Vavatch, but it was hard to nake definite plans because Kraiklyn didn't seemto have any
of his own. He had sinmply tal ked of 'opportunities' on the Orbital, which were 'bound to arise
due to its inpending destruction, whenever he had been asked during the journey.

"That lying bastard,’ Yalson said, one night when they were about hal fway to Vavatch from
Marjoin. They were |lying together in what was now their cabin, in the darkness of the ship night,
in about a half-G on the cranped bedspace.

"What ?' Horza said. 'Don't you think he's going to Vavatch after all?

'"Ch, he's going there all right, but not because there are unknown possibilities for a
successful job. He's going for the Danage gane.'

"What Damage gane?' Horza asked, turning to her in the darkness where her naked shoul ders |ay
on his arm He could feel their soft down against his skin. 'You nean a big gane? A real one?

'Yeah. The Ring itself. Last | heard it was only a rumour, but it nmakes nore sense every tine
| think about it. Vavatch is a certainty, provided they can get a quorum together."'

'The Pl ayers on the Eve of Destruction.' Horza | aughed gently. 'You think Kraiklyn nmeans to
wat ch or play?

"He'll try to play, | suppose; if he's as good as he says he is, they mght even et him as
Il ong as he can raise the stake. That's supposed to be how he won the CAT - not off anybody in a
Ring ganme, but it nust have been pretty heavy conpany if they were ganbling ships. But | guess
he'd be prepared to watch if it cane to it. | bet that's why we're all going on this little
holiday. He might try and come up with sone sort of excuse, or fabricate sonme op, but that's the
real reason: Damage. Either he's heard sonething or he's naking an intelligent guess, but it's so
fucki ng obvi ous . ' Her voice died away, and Horza felt her head shake on his arm

"Isn't one of the Ring regulars - ?' he said.

"Chal ssel.' Now Horza could feel the light, short-haired head nod agai nst the skin of his arm
"Yeah, he'll be there, if he possibly can be. He'd burn out the notors on the Leading Edge to get
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to a nmaj or Damage game, and the way things have been hotting up in this neck of the woods
recently, presenting all those wonderful easy-in, easy-out opportunities, | can't imagine him
being far away.' Yalson's voice sounded bitter. 'Myself, | think Ghal ssel's the subject of
Krai kl yn's wet dreans. Thinks the guy's a fucking hero. Shit.

"Yal son,' Horza said into the wonan's ear, her hair tickling his nose, 'one: how does Kraiklyn
have wet dreanms if he doesn't sleep? And two: what if he has these cabins bugged?

Her head turned towards himquickly. 'So fucking what? I'mnot afraid of him He knows |'m one

of the nost reliable people he's got; | shoot straight and | don't fill my pants when it starts
getting hot. | also think Kraiklyn's the best excuse for a | eader we've got on the ship or are
likely to get, and he knows that. Don't you worry about nme. Anyway . . . ' He felt her shoul ders

and head nove again, and knew she was | ooking at him 'You'd settle it up if | got shot in the
back, woul dn't you?

The t hought had never occurred to him

"Whul dn't you?' she repeated.

"Well, of course | would,' he said. She didn't nobve. He could hear her breathing.

"You woul d, wouldn't you?' Yalson said. He brought his arns up and took her by the shoul ders.
She was warm the down on her skin was soft, and the nuscles and flesh underneath, over her slim
frane, were strong and firm

"Yes, | would,' he said, and only then realised that he neant it.

It was during this time, between Marjoin and Vavatch, that the Changer found out what he wanted to
know about the controls and fidelities of the Cear Air Turbul ence.

Krai kl yn wore an identity ring on the snall finger of his right hand, and sonme of the locks in
the CAT would work only in the presence of that ring's electronic signature. The control of the
shi p depended on an audi o-visual identity link; Kraiklyn's face was recogni sed by the craft's
conputer, as was his voice when he said, 'This is Kraiklyn.' It was that sinple. The ship had once
had a retina recognition |l ock as well, but it had mal functioned | ong before and been renoved.
Horza was pl eased; copyi ng sonebody's retina pattern was a delicate and tricky operation
requiring, anongst a lot of other things, the careful growh of lasing cells around the iris. It
al nost nade nore sense to go for a total genetic transcription, where the subject's own DNA becane
the nodel for a virus which left only the Changer's brain and, optionally, gonads - unaltered.

That woul dn't be necessary to i npersonate Captain Kraiklyn, however

Horza found out about the ship's fidelities when he asked the Man for a |l esson on howto fly
the vessel. Krai klyn had been reluctant at first, but Horza had not pressed him and had answered
a few of Kraiklyn's apparently casual questions about computers, which followed this request, with
feigned ignorance. Seemingly convinced that teaching Horza howto fly the CAT would not carry the
risk of himtaking over the ship, Kraiklyn relented and all owed Horza to practise piloting the
craft on manual, using the rather crude controls in simulator node under Mpp's instruction while
the craft went on its way through space towards Vavatch on autopil ot.

"This is Kraiklyn,' the ship PA announced to the ness a few hours after they ran through the
Culture transm ssion warning of the Orbital's destruction. They were sitting around after a neal,
drinking or inhaling, relaxing or in Dorolow s case, nmaking the Circle of Flane sign on her
forehead and saying the Prayer of Thanks. The big Orbital was still on the ness screen and had
grown much larger, alnost filling it with its inner surface daylight side but everybody had grown
alittle blasé about it and now gave it only the occasional glance. Al the remaining Conpany were
there save for Lenipobra and Krai klyn hinmsel f. They | ooked at each other or the PA speaker when

Krai kl yn spoke. 'I've got a job for us, sonething | just had confirnmed. Wibslin, you get the
shuttle ready. 1'll nmeet the rest of you in the hangar in three ship hours, suited up, team And
don't worry; this tinme there'll be no hostiles. This tine it really is you-knowwhat in and out.'

The speaker crackled, then went silent. Horza and Yal son exchanged | ooks.

"So."' Jandraligeli said, |eaning back in his chair and putting his hands behind his neck. The
scar marks on his face deepened slightly as he put on an expression of thoughtful ness. 'CQur
esteened | eader has again found us sonething to enmploy our slight tal ents?

"Better not be in another fuckin' tenple.' Lanmgrow ed, scratching the snmall horn grafts
where they joined his head.

'"How are you going to find a tenple on Vavatch?' Neisin said. He was slightly drunk, talking
nore than he nornally did when with the others. Lammturned his face towards the smaller man a few
seats away and on the other side of the table.

"You'd better just sober up, friend,' he said.

' Seaships,’ Neisin told him taking the nippled cylinder fromthe table in front of him
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' Not hi ng but bi g goddammed seashi ps on that place. No tenples.' He closed his eyes, put his head
back and drank.

"There might'. Jandraligeli said, 'be tenples on the ships.

"There m ght be a fucking drunk on this spaceship.' Lamm said, watching Neisin. Neisin | ooked
at him 'You' d better sober up fast, Neisin,' Lanm continued, pointing with one finger at the
smal | er man.

"Think I'lIl head for the hangar,' Wbslin said, standing and wal ki ng out of the ness.

"I"'mgoing to see if Kraiklyn wants a hand,' Mpp said, leaving in the opposite direction
t hrough anot her door.

"Think we could see any of those Megaships yet?' Aviger was | ooking back at the screen
Dor ol ow | ooked up at it, too.

"Don't be fucking stupid,' Lanmtold him 'They aren't that big.'

"They're big,' Neisin said, nodding to hinself and the small cylinder. Lanmm | ooked at him
then at the others, and shook his head. 'Yeah,' Neisin said, 'they're pretty big.'

"They're actually no nore than a few kilonetres long,' sighed Jandraligeli, sitting back in
his chair and | ooki ng thoughtful, enphasising the scar marks still further. 'So you won't see them
fromthis far out. But they certainly are |arge.

"And they just go round and round the whole Obital ?' Yalson said. She already knew, but she
woul d rather have the Mndlidician tal king than Lanm and Nei sin arguing. Horza smled to hinself.
Jandral i geli nodded.

'For ever and ever. It takes them about forty years to go right round in a circle.

"Don't they ever stop?' Yalson asked. Jandraligeli |ooked at her and raised an eyebrow.

"It takes them several years just to get to full speed, young | ady. They wei gh about a billion
tonnes. They never stop; they just keep going round in circles. Full-size liners go on excursions
and act as tenders, and they use aircraft, too.'

'"Did you know,' Aviger said, |ooking round those still seated at the table and | eaning forward
with his elbows tightly folded, 'you actually weigh |l ess on a Megashi p? It's because they go round
in the opposite direction fromthe way the Orbital spins.' Aviger paused and frowed. 'O is it
the ot her way round?

"Ch fuck,' Lamm said, shaking his head violently, then getting up and | eaving.

Jandraligeli frowned. 'Fascinating,' he said.

Dorol ow snil ed at Aviger, and the old man | ooked round the others nodding. 'Well, whatever;
it's a fact,' Aviger declared.

"Right.' Kraiklyn placed one foot up on the shuttle's rear ranp and put his hands on his hips. He
wore a pair of shorts; his suit stood ready to be put on, opened down the chest front like a

di scarded insect skin, just behind him 'l told you we've got a job. This is what it is.' Kraiklyn
paused, | ooked at the Company, standing or sitting or |eaning on guns and rifles throughout the
hangar. 'We're going to hit one of the Megaships.' He paused, apparently waiting for a reaction
Only Aviger |ooked surprised and in any way excited; the rest, with only Mpp and the recently
woken Leni pobra absent, seenmed uni npressed. M pp was on the bridge; Lenipobra was still struggling
to get ready in his cabin.

"Well,' Kraiklyn said, annoyed, 'you all know that Vavatch is going to get blown away by the
Culture in a few days. People have been getting everything they can off the place, and the
Megashi ps are all abandoned now apart froma few wecking and sal vage teans. | guess all the
val uabl es are off them But there is one ship called the O nmedreca, where a couple of the teans
had a little argunment. Some carel ess person let off a little nuke, and now the O nedreca's got a
damm great hole in one side. It's still afloat and it's still scrubbing off speed, but, because
the nuke went off on one side and that hole hasn't done a lot for the ship's streamining, it's
started going round in a big curve, and it's getting closer to the outside Edgewall all the tine.
The | ast transmi ssion | picked up, nobody was sure whether it would hit before the Culture starts
bl asting or not, but they don't seem happy to take the chance, so it | ooks like there isn't
anybody on board.'

"You want us to go onto it,"' Yalson said.

' Yeah, because |'ve been on the A nmedreca, and | think | know something people will have
forgotten in the rush to get off: bow | asers.'

A few of the Company | ooked sceptically fromone to another. 'Yeah, Megashi ps have bow | asers -
especially the O nmedreca. It used to sail through stretches of the Circlesea a |ot of the other
ships didn't go through, places where there was a |lot of floating weeds or icebergs; it couldn't
exactly manoeuvre out of the way so it had to be able to destroy anything in its path, and have
the firepower to do it. The A nmedreca's front armanent would put a few fleet battleships to shame.
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That thing could frazzle its way through an iceberg bigger than it was itself, and blast islands
of floatweed out of the water so big that people used to think it was attacking the Edgel and. My
guess - and it's an educated one because |'ve been readi ng between the Iines of the outcomn ng
signals - is that nobody's renenbered about all that weaponry, and so we're going to go for it.'

"What if this ship hits the wall while we're on board?' Dorolow said. Kraiklyn smled at her.

‘W're not blind, are we? We know where the wall is and we know where . . . we'll be able to
see where the A nmedreca is. W' Ill go down, take a look, and then if we decide we have the tine,
we'll remove a few of the smaller lasers . . . Hell, just one would do. |I'mgoing to be down
there, too, you know, and I'mnot going to risk ny own neck if | can see the Edge wall |ooning up
am | ?'

"W taking the CAT?' Lanm said.

'"Not over the top. The Orbital's got just enough nmass to nake the warp a tricky proposition
and the fusions would get zapped by the Hub auto-defences; they'd think our notors were neteorites
or something. No - we'll |eave the CAT here unmanned. | can always control it remotely fromny
suit if there's an emergency. W'll use the shuttle's FFD;, force fields work fine on an Orbital
Ch, that's one thing | shouldn't really have to rem nd you about; don't try to use your AG on the
pl ace, OK? Anti-gravity works agai nst nass, not spin, so you' d end up taking an unexpected bath if
you junped over the side expecting to fly round to the bows.'

"What do we do after we get this laser, if we get it? Yalson said. Kraiklyn frowned briefly.

He shrugged.
"Probably the best thing is to head for the capital. Its called Evanauth . . . a port where
they used to build the Megaships. It's on the land, of course . . . ' He smled, |ooking at sone

of the others.
' Yeah,' Yal son said. 'But what do we do once we get there?

"Well . . . ' Kraiklyn | ooked hard at the worman. Horza ki cked her heel with his toe. Yalson
glared round at the Changer while Kraiklyn spoke. 'W night be able to use the port facilities -
in space, that is, on the underside of Evanauth - to nmount the |aser. But anyway, |'msure the

Culture will be pronpt, so we mght even just go to sanple the | ast days of one of the nost
i nteresting conbined ports of call in the galaxy. And its last nights, | mght add.' Kraiklyn
| ooked at several of the others, and there was some | aughter and a few renmarks. He stopped sniling
and | ooked at Yalson again. 'So it could be quite interesting, don't you think?

"Yeah. Al right. You're the boss, Kraiklyn.' Yalson grinned, then put her head down. Under
her breath, to Horza, she hissed, 'Guess where the Damage gane is?'

"Wn't this big seaship go right through the wall and weck the Orbital anyway, before the
Cul ture does anything? Aviger was saying. Kraiklyn sniled condescendi ngly and shook his head.

"I think you'll find the Edgewalls are up to it.'

"Ho! | hope so!' Aviger |aughed.

"Well, don't worry about it,' Kraiklyn reassured him 'Now, sonmebody give Wibslin a hand to
run a final check on the shuttle. I'mgoing up to the bridge to make sure M pp knows what to do.
We'll be setting off in about ten mnutes.' Kraiklyn stepped back and into his suit, gathering it

up and putting his arns into the sleeves. He fastened the main chest |atches, picked up his hel net
and nodded to the Conpany as he wal ked by them and up the steps out of the hangar.

"Were you trying to annoy hin?' Horza asked Yal son. She turned to the Changer

"Ah, | just wanted to give hima hint that | could see through him he doesn't fool ne.

Wibsl in and Avi ger were checking the shuttle. Lanmwas fiddling with his [aser. Jandrali gel
stood with arns crossed, his back resting agai nst the hangar bul khead near the door, eyes raised
to the ceiling lights, a bored expression on his face. Neisin was talking quietly to Dorol ow, who
saw the small man as a possible convert to the Crcle of Flane.

"You reckon Evanauth is where this Danage gane's going to be?" Horza asked. He was smiling.
Yal son's face | ooked very small inside the big, still open neck of her suit, and very serious.

"Yes | do. That devious bastard probably invented the whol e goddamm op on this Megaboat thing.
He's never told ne he'd been to Vavatch before. Lying bastard.' She | ooked at Horza, punched him
in the suit belly, naking himlaugh and dance back. 'Wat are you snmling at?

"You,' Horza laughed. 'So what if he wants to go and playa gane of Danmge? You keep saying
it's his ship and he's the boss and all that crap, but you won't |let the poor guy have a bit of
fun.'

'So why doesn't he adnmit it?'" Yal son nodded sharply at Horza. 'Because he doesn't want to
share any of his winnings, that's why. The rule is we divide everything we nake, sharing it out
according to - '

"Well, | can see his point if that's what it is,' Horza said reasonably. 'If he wins in a
Damage ganme it's all his own work; nothing to do with us.'
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"That's not the point!' Yalson yelled. Her mouth was set in a tight line, her hands were on
her hips; she stanped her feet.

"OK,' Horza said, grinning. 'So when you bet on me to win ny fight with Zallin, why didn't you
give all your w nnings right back again?

"That's different - ' Yalson said in exasperation. But she was interrupted.

'Hey, hey!' Lenipobra cane bounding down the steps into the hangar as Horza was about to say
sonet hing. Both he and Yal son turned to the younger man as he skipped up to them fastening his
suit gloves to the cuffs. 'D-d-did you see that nessage earlier? He |ooked excited and didn't
seemto be able to keep still; he kept rubbing his gloved hands together and shuffling his feet.
' Novagrade g-gridfire!l Ww Wat a spectacle! | love the GCulture! And a CC CAM dusting - hoo-
wee!' He | aughed, doubled at the waist, slapped both hands on the hangar deck, bounced up and
smled at everybody. Dorol ow scratched her ears and | ooked puzzl ed. Lamm gl ared at the youth over
the barrel of his rifle, while Yalson and Horza | ooked at each other, shaking their heads.

Leni pobra went danci ng and shadow boxi ng up to Jandraligeli, who rai sed one eyebrow and wat ched
the gangly young man prancing about in front of him

' The weaponry of the end of the universe, and this young idiot is practically comng in his
pants.'

"Aw, you're just a spoilsport, Ligeli,' Lenipobra said to the Mndlidician, stopping dancing
and dropping his punching arns to turn away and slouch off towards the shuttle. As he passed
Yal son and Horza he nuttered, 'Yalson, what the hell is C CAM anyway?'

"Col | apsed Anti-Matter, kid.' Yalson sniled as Leni pobra kept on wal ki ng. Horza | aughed
soundl essly as the young nman's head nodded inside the open neck of his suit. He wal ked into the
open rear of the shuttle.

The Clear Air Turbulence rolled. The shuttle left the hangar and flew al ong the undersi de of the
Vavatch Orbital, |eaving the spacecraft flying underneath |like a tiny silver fish under the hul
of sonme great dark ship.

On a small screen, fitted at one end of the shuttle's main conpartment since its |ast outing,
the suited figures could watch the seenmingly endl ess curve of ultradense base nmaterial stretching
off into the dark distance, lit by starlight. It was |like flying upside-down over a planet made of
metal ; and of all the sights the gal axy held which were the result of conscious effort, it was one
bested for what the Culture would call gawp value only by a big Ring, or a Sphere.

The shuttle crossed a thousand kil onetres of the snooth undersurface. Then suddenly above it
there was a wedge of darkness, a slant of sonething which | ooked even snoot her than the base
materi al, but which was clear, transparent and angling out fromthe base itself and slicing into
space like the edge of a crystal knife for two thousand kil onmetres: the Edgewal . This was the
wal | bordered by sea, on the far side of the Obital fromthe thread of |and they had seen on
their approach in the CAT. The first ten kilometres of the flat curve were dark as space; their
mrror surface showed only when stars reflected on them and | ooking at that perfect inmage the
m nd could spin, seeing for what | ooked like light-years when in fact the surface was only a few
t housand netres away.

'CGod, that thing's big,' Neisin whispered. The shuttle continued to rise, and above it there
appeared through the wall a glow of light, a shining expanse of bl ue.

Into sunlight, hardly filtered through the transparent wall, the shuttle clinbed in enpty
space beside the Edgewall. Two kil ometres away there was air, even if it was thin air, but the
shuttle clinbed in nothing, angling out along with the wall as it sloped towards its |ine of
summit. The shuttle crossed that knife-edge, two thousand kil onetres up fromthe base of the
Orbital, then started to follow the slope of wall back down on the inside; it passed through the
Obital's magnetic field, a region where small magnetised particles of artificial dust blocked out
some of the sun's rays, so nmaking the sea below it cooler than el sewhere on the world, producing
Vavatch's different climates. The shuttle continued to fall: through ions, then thin gases,
finally into thin and cloudless air, shuddering in a coriolis jetstream The sky above turned from
black to blue. The Orbital of Vavatch, a fourteen million kilonmetre hoop of water seenmingly hung
naked in space, spread out before the falling craft |ike some vast circul ar painting.

"Well, at least we're in daylight,' Yalson said. 'Let's just hope our captain's information
about exactly where this wonderful ship is turns out to be accurate.' The screen showed cl ouds. As
the shuttle fell and flew, it was com ng down onto a fal se | andscape of water vapour. The clouds
seenmed to stretch for ever, along the curved inside surface of the Orbital, which even fromthat
hei ght | ooked flat, then sweeping up into the black sky above. Only nuch further away could they
see the bl ue expanse of real ocean, though there were hints of smaller patches closer to hand.

"Don't worry about the cloud,' Kraiklyn said over the cabin speaker. 'That'll shift as the
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norni ng wears on.'

The shuttle was still dropping, still flying forward through the thickening atnosphere. After
a while they started going through the first few very high altitude clouds. Horza shifted slightly
in his suit; ever since the CAT had matched velocities and curve with the big Obital, and turned
off its own AG the craft and the Conpany had been under the sane fake gravity of the
construction's spin - slightly nore, in fact, because they were stationary relative to the base
but further out fromit. Vavatch, whose original builders had conme froma hi gher-G planet, was
spun to produce about twenty per cent nore 'gravity' than the accepted human average which the
CAT' s generator was set for. So Horza, |like the rest of the Conpany, felt heavier than he was used
to. Hs suit was chafing al ready.

Clouds filled the cabin screen with grey.

"There it is!' Kraiklyn shouted, not trying to keep the excitenent fromhis voice. He had been
quiet for alnost a quarter of an hour, and people had started to get restless. The shuttle had
banked a few tinmes, this way and that, apparently searching for the O nmedreca. Sonetines the
screen had been clear, showi ng |ayers of cloud beneath; sometimes it hazed over with grey again as
they entered another bank or pillar of vapour. Once it had iced over. '|I can see the topnost
towers!'’

The Conpany crowded forward in the cabin, getting out of their seats and com ng closer to the
screen. Only Lanm and Jandraligeli stayed sitting down.

" About fucking time,' Lamm said. 'How the hell do you have to look all this time for sonething
four K |ong?

"It's easy when you've no radar,' Jandraligeli said. 'I'mjust thankful we didn't hit the dam
thing while we were flying through those awful clouds.'

"Shit,' Lanm said, and inspected his rifle again.

' . . . Look at that,' Neisin said.

In a wastel and of clouds, |ike sone vast canyon torn in a planet nmade of vapour, through
kilometres of levels and in a space so long and wide that even in the clear air between the piled
clouds the view sinply faded rather than ended, the O nedreca noved.

Its lower levels of superstructure were quite hidden, invisible in the ocean-huggi ng bank of
mst, but fromits unseen decks rose inmense towers and structures of glass and Iight netal
rearing hundreds of metres into the clear air. Seem ngly unconnected, they noved slowy and
snoothly over the flat surface of the | ow bank of cloud |ike pieces on an endl ess gane board,
casting dimand watery shadows on the opaque top of the m st as the sun of Vavatch's system shone
through |l ayers of cloud ten kil onetres above.

As those huge towers noved through the air, they left behind themw sps and strands of vapour
ruffled fromthe nmist's smooth top by the passage of the great ship beneath. In the small, clear
spaces that the towers and hi gher levels of superstructure left in the mst, |ower |evels could be
seen: wal kways and pronenades, the |inked arches of a nobnorail system pools and small parks with
trees, even a few pieces of equiprment like small flyers and bits of tiny, doll's-house-Iike
furniture. As the eye and brain grasped the scene, they could, fromthat height, nmake out the
overall bulge in the surface of the cloud that the ship made - an area of slight uplift in the
m st four kilometres long and nearly three wi de, and shaped |ike a stubby pointed | eaf or an
arr owhead.

The shuttle came |lower. The towers, with their glinting wi ndows, their suspended bri dges,
flyer pads, ariels, railings, decks and flapping awni ngs, sailed by al ongside, silent and dark.

"Well," Kraiklyn's voice said in a businesslike way, 'looks Iike we'll have a bit of a walk to
the bows, team | can't take us under this lot. Still, we're a good hundred kil onetres away from
the Edgewal |, so we've got plenty of tine. The ship isn't heading straight for it anyway. |'Ill put
us down as close as | can.

"Fuck. Here we go,' Lammsaid angrily. 'I mght have known.

"Along walk in this gravity is just what | need,' Jandraligeli said.

"It's vast!' Lenipobra was still staring at the screen. 'That thing is huge!' He was shaking

his head. Lamm got up from his seat, pushed the youth out of the way and banged on the door of the
shuttle flight deck.

"What is it? Kraiklyn said over the cabin speaker. '"I'mlooking for a place to put down. If
that's you, Lanm just sit down.'

Lamm stared at the door with a ook first of surprise, then of annoyance. He snorted and went
back to his seat, shoving past Lenipobra again. 'Bastard,' he nuttered, then put his hel met visor
down and turned it to mirror

'"Right,' Kraiklyn said. 'W're putting down.' Those still standing sat again, and in a few
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seconds the shuttle bunped carefully down. The doors jawed and a cold gust of air entered through
them They filed out slowy, into the wide views of the silent, rock-steady Megaship. Horza sat in
the shuttle waiting for the rest to go, then saw Lamm watching him Horza stood and gave a nock
bow to the darksuited figure.

"After you,' he said.

"No," Lammsaid. 'You first.' He nodded his head to one side towards the open doors. Horza
went out of the shuttle, followed by Lanm Lanm al ways made a point of being |ast out of the
shuttle; it was lucky for him

They stood on a flyer |anding pad, near the base of a |arge rectangul ar tower of
superstructure, perhaps sixty netres tail. The decks of the tower soared into the sky above, while
over the surface of the cloud bank in front, and to all sides of the pad, towers and small bul ges
in the m st showed where the rest of the ship was, though where it ended it was inpossible to tel
now t hat they were so | ow down. They couldn't even see where the nuke had gone off; there was no
list, not a tremor to reveal that they were really on a damaged ship travelling over an ocean, not
standing in a deserted city with clouds noving snoot hly past.

Horza joined sonme of the others by a lowrestraining wall at the edge of the pad, |ooking down
about twenty nmetres to a deck just visible now and again through the thin surface of the mst.
Streaners of vapour flowed across the area below in | ong sinuous waves, sonetines revealing,
soneti mes obscuring a deck covered with patches of earth planted with small bushes, with little

canopi es and chairs scattered about and small tent-like buildings on the surface. It all | ooked
deserted and forlorn, like a resort in winter, and Horza shivered inside his suit. Ahead of them
the viewled to an inplied point about a kilometre away, where a few snall, skinny towers poked

out of the cloud bank, near the unseen bows of the craft.

'Looks like we're heading into even nore cloud,' Wibslin said, pointing in the direction they
were heading. There a great canyon wall of cloud hung in the air, stretching fromone side of the
hori zon to the other, and higher than any tower on the Megaship. It shone for themin the
i ncreasi ng sunlight.

"Maybe it'll go away as it gets warner,' Dorol ow said, not sounding convinced.

"If we hit that | ot we can forget about these lasers,' Horza said, |ooking round fromthe rest
towards the shuttle, where Kraiklyn was talking to Mpp, who was to stay on guard at the shuttle

craft while the rest went forward to the bows. 'Wth no radar we'll have to Iift off before we go
into the cloud bank.'

' Maybe - ' Yal son began.

"Well, I"'mgoing to take a | ook down there,' Lenipobra said, bringing his visor down and

putting one hand on the | ow parapet. Horza | ooked across at him

Leni pobra waved. ' See you at the b-bows; ya-hoo!'

He vaulted cleanly over the parapet and started to fall towards the deck five storeys bel ow.
Hor za had opened his mouth to shout, and started forward to grab the youth, but, like the rest of
them he had realised too | ate what Leni pobra was doi ng.

One second he was there, the next he had | eapt over

" No! '

"Leni - !'" Those not already |ooking down rushed to the parapet; the tiny figure was tunbling.
Horza saw it and hoped that sonehow it could pull up, stop, do sonething. The screamstarted in
their hel nets when Leni pobra was |less than ten netres fromthe deck below, it ended abruptly the
instant the spread-eagled figure crashed onto the border of a small earthed area. It bounced
slackly for about a nmetre over the deck, then lay still.

"Ch ny God . . . ' Neisin suddenly sat down, took off his helnet and put his hand to his eyes
Dor ol ow put her head down and started to unfasten her hel net.

"What the hell was that?' Kraiklyn was running over fromthe shuttle, M pp behind him Horza
was still | ooking over the parapet, down at the still, doll-like figure crunpled on the deck
bel ow. M st thickened around it as the wi sps and streaners grew thicker for a while.

' Leni pobra! Lenipobra!' Wibslin shouted into his hel met m crophone. Yal son turned away and
swore to herself softly, turning off her transmt intercom Aviger stood, shaking, his face bl ank
i nside his helnmet visor. Kraiklyn skidded to a halt at the parapet, then | ooked over.

"Leni - ?' He looked round at the others. 'Is that - ? Wat happened? What was he doing? If
any of you were fooling - '

"He junped,' Jandraligeli said. His voice was shaky. He tried to | augh. 'Guess kids these days
just can't tell their gravity fromtheir rotating frane of reference.’

'He junped?' Kraiklyn shouted. He grabbed Jandraligeli by the suit collar. 'How could he junp?
| told you AGwuldn't work, | told you all, when we were in the hangar '

'"He was late,'" Lamm broke in. He kicked at the thin metal of the parapet, failing to dent it.
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"The stupid little bastard was |ate. None of us thought to tell him'

Krai klyn et go of Jandraligeli and | ooked around the rest.

"It's true,' Horza said. He shook his head. 'I just didn't think. None of us did. Lamm and
Jandraligeli were even conpl aining about having to walk to the bows when Leni was in the shuttle,
and you nentioned it, but | suppose he just didn't hear.' Horza shrugged. 'He was excited.'

He shook his head.

"We all fucked up,' Yalson said heavily. She had turned her comuni cator back on. Nobody spoke
for a while. Kraiklyn stood and | ooked round them then went to the parapet, put both hands on it
and | ooked down.

"Leni ?" Wibslin said into his communi cator, | ooking down too. Hi s voice was quiet.

' Chi cel - Hor hava,' Dorol ow nade the Circle of Flane sign, closed her eyes and said, 'Sweet
| ady, accept his soul in peace.'

"Wirnshit,' Lamm swore, and turned away. He started firing the laser at distant, higher parts
of the tower above them

"Dorolow,' Kraiklyn said, 'you, Wibslin and Yal son head down there. See what . . . ah, shit
" Kraiklyn turned round. 'Get down there. Mpp, you drop thema line or the nedkit, whatever.
The rest of us . . . we're going forward to the bows, all right?" He | ooked around them

chal l engi ng. 'You nmight want to go back, but that just nmeans he's died for nothing.'
Yal son turned away, switching off her transnit button again.

'"Mght as well,' Jandraligeli said. 'l suppose.’

"Not ne," Neisin said. 'I'"'mnot. |I'mstaying here, with the shuttle." He sat with his head
bowed between his shoulders, his helnmet on the deck. He stared at the deck and shook his head.
"Not ne. No sir, not ne. I've had it for today. |'m staying here.'

Krai kl yn | ooked at M pp and nodded at Neisin. 'Look after him' He turned to Dorol ow and
Wibslin. 'Get going. You never know, you mght be able to do sonmething. Yalson - you, too.' Yalson
wasn't | ooking at Kraiklyn but she turned and foll owed Wibslin and the other worman when they set
off to find a way down to the | ower deck

A crash they felt through their soles made themall junp. They turned round to see Lamm a
di stant figure against the far-away clouds, firing up at flyer-pad supports five or six decks
above, the invisible beamlicking flane around the stressed netal. Another pad gave way, flapping
and spinning |like a huge playing-card, smashing into the |l evel they stood on with another deck-
qui vering thunp. 'Lamm' Kraiklyn burst out. 'Stop that!'

The black suit with the raised rifle pretended not to hear, and Kraiklyn Iifted his own heavy
|l aser and flicked the trigger. A section of deck five nmetres in front of Lanmruptured in flane
and gl owi ng netal, heaving up, then collapsing back down, a blister of gases blowing out fromit
rocki ng Lanmm off his feet so that he staggered and al nost fell. He steadi ed and stood, visibly
shaking with rage, even fromthat distance. Kraiklyn still had the gun pointing towards him Lanmm
strai ghtened and shoul dered his own gun, coming back al nbst at a saunter, as though nothing had
happened. The others rel axed slightly.

Krai klyn got themall together; then they set off, follow ng Dorolow, Yalson and Wibslin to
the inside of the tower and a broad sweeping spiral of carpeted staircase which | ed down, into the
Megashi p the O nedreca.

"Dead as a fossil,' Yalson's voice said bitterly in their hel met speakers, when they were
about hal fway down. 'Dead as a goddamed fossil.

When they passed themon their way to the bows, Yal son and Wibslin were waiting by the body
for the winch line Mpp was |owering from above. Dorol ow was prayi ng.

They crossed over the deck |evel Lenipobra had died on, down into the nmi st and al ong a narrow
gangway w th nothing but enpty space on either side. 'Just five netres,' Kraiklyn said, using the
light needle radar in his Rairch suit to plunb the depths of vapour bel ow them The m st was
getting slowy thinner as they went on, up again onto another deck, now clear, then down again, by
outside stairs and | ong ranps. The sun was hazily visible a few tines, a red disc which sonetines
bri ght ened and sonetines di nmed. They crossed decks, skirted swi nm ng pools, traversed pronenades
and | andi ng pads, went past tables and chairs, through groves and under awni ngs, arcades and
arches. They saw towers above themthrough the mist, and a couple of tines |ooked down into huge
pits carved out of the ship and lined with yet nore decks and opened areas, fromthe bottom of
whi ch they thought they could hear the sea. The swirling mst lay in the bottom of such great
bow s like a broth of dreans.

They stopped at a line of snall, open, wheeled vehicles with seats and gaily striped awnings
for roofs. Kraiklyn | ooked around, getting his bearings. Wibslin tried starting the vehicles, but
none of the small cars were working.
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'There are two ways to go here,' Kraiklyn said, frowning as he | ooked forward. The sun was
briefly bright above, turning the vapour over them and to each side golden with its rays. The
lines of sone unknown sport or gane |lay drawn out on the deck under their feet. A tower forced out
of the nist to one side, the curls and whorls of m st noving |like huge arns, dinmng the sun
again. Its shadow cut across the path in front of them "'We'Il split up.' Kraiklyn | ooked around.
"I'l'l go that way with Aviger and Jandraligeli. Horza and Lanm you go that way.' He pointed to
one side. 'That's |eading down to one of the side prows. There ought to be sonething there; just
keep | ooking.' He touched a wist button. 'Yalson?

"Hello," Yalson said over the intercom She, Wibslin and Dorol ow had wat ched Leni pobra's body
bei ng wi nched up to the shuttle and then left, following the rest.

"Right,' Kraiklyn said, |ooking at one of the hel net screens, 'you're only about three hundred
metres away.' He turned and | ooked back the way they had conme. A collection of towers, sone
kil ometres away, were strung out behind themnow, nostly starting at higher levels. They could see
more and nore of the O medreca. Mst streamed quietly past themin the silence. 'Ch yeah,'

Krai klyn said, '|I see you.' He waved.

Sone small figures on a distant deck at the side of one of the great mst-filled bows waved
back. 'l see you, too,' Yalson said.

"When you get to where we are now, head over to the left for the other side prow, there are
subsidiary lasers there. Horza and Lammwi || -

' Yeah, we heard,' Yal son said.

"Right. We'll be able to bring the shuttle closer, nmaybe right down to wherever we find
anyt hi ng soon. Let's go. Keep your eyes open.' He nodded at Aviger and Jandraligeli, and they went
forward. Lamm and Horza | ooked at each other, then set off in the direction Kraiklyn had
i ndi cated. Lanm notioned to Horza to switch off his comunicator transmit and open his visor

"I'f we'd waited we could have put the shuttle down where we wanted to in the first place,' he
said with his own visor open. Horza agreed.

"Stupid little bastard,' Lanm sai d.

"Who?' asked Horza.

"That kid. Junping off the goddammed platform'

Hmm '

" Know what |'m going to do?" Lanm | ooked at the Changer

' What ?'

"I"mgoing to cut that stupid little bastard's tongue out, that's what I'mgoing to do. A
tattooed tongue should be worth sonething, shouldn't it? Little bastard owed ne noney anyway. What
do you think? How nuch do you think it'd be worth?

"No i dea.

"Little bastard . . . ' Lammnuttered.

The two nmen tranped al ong the deck, angling away fromthe dead-ahead |line they had taken
previously. It was difficult to tell where exactly they were headi ng, but according to Kraiklyn it
was towards one of the side prows, which stuck out |ike enornous outriggers attached to the
A nmedreca and formed harbours for the liners which had shuttled to and fromthe Megaship inits
heyday, on excursions, or working as tenders.

They passed where there had evidently been a recent fire-fight; |aser burns, snmashed gl ass and
torn metal littered an accommopdati on section of the ship, and torn curtains and wall hangi ngs
flapped in the steady breeze of the great ship's progress. Two of the small wheel ed vehicles |ay
snmashed on their sides near by. They crunched over the debris and kept wal ki ng. The ot her two
groups were headi ng forward, too, naking reasonabl e progress according to their reports and
chatter. Ahead of themthere still lay the enornmous bank of cloud they had seen earlier; it wasn't
growi ng any thinner or |lower, and they could only be a couple of kilometres fromit now, though
di stances were hard to estinmate.

"W're here,' Kraiklyn said eventually, his voice crackling in Horza's ear. Lammturned his
transmt channel on

"What ?' He | ooked, nystified, at Horza, who shrugged.

"What's keeping you two?' Kraiklyn said. 'We had further to walk. We're at the nmain bows. They
stick further out than the bit you're on.'

'The hell you are, Kraiklyn,' Yalson broke in fromthe other team which was supposed to be
headi ng for the opposite set of side prows.

"What ?' Krai klyn said. Lanm and Horza stopped to listen to the exchange over their
conmuni cators. Yal son spoke again

"W've just cone to the edge of the ship. In fact | think we're a bit out fromthe nmain side .

on some sort of wing or buttress . . . Anyway, there's no side prow around here. You've sent
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us in the wong direction.

' But you . ' Krai klyn began. H s voice died away.

"Krai klyn, danmit, you' ve sent us towards the bow and you're on a side prow' Lammyelled into
his hel net m ke. Horza had been coming to the sanme conclusion. That was why they were stil
wal ki ng and Krai klyn's team had reached the bows. There was silence fromthe Cear Air
Tur bul ence's captain for a few seconds, then he said:

"Shit, you nust be right.' They could hear himsigh. '| guess you and Horza had better keep
going. 1'll send somebody down in your direction once we've had a quick | ook round here. | think
can see sone sort of gallery with a lot of transparent blisters where there m ght be sone |asers
Yal son, you head back to where we split up and tell ne when you get there. W'll see who conmes up
with sonet hing useful first.'

" Fucki ng marvel | ous,' Lanm said, stanping off into the mst. Horza followed, wishing the ill-
fitting suit didn't rub so nuch

The two nmen wal ked on. Lanm stopped to investigate sone state roonms which had al ready been
|l ooted. Fine materials snagged on broken glass floated |ike the cloud around them In one
apartnment they saw rich wooden furniture, a hol osphere lying broken in a corner and a gl ass-si ded
water tank the size of a room full of rotting, brilliantly col oured fish and fine cl ot hes,
floating together on the surface |ike exotic weeds.

Over their communi cators Horza and Lanm heard the others in Kraiklyn's group find what they
t hought was a door leading to the gallery where - they hoped - they would find | asers behind the
transparent bubbles they had seen earlier. Horza told Lanmthey had best not waste their tine, and
so they left the state roons and went back out onto the deck to continue heading forward.

'Hey, Horza,' Kraiklyn said, as the Changer and Lamm wal ked al ong the deck and into a | ong
tunnel it by dimsunlight com ng through m st and opaque ceiling panels. 'This needle radar's not
wor ki ng properly.’

Horza answered as they wal ked. 'What's w ong?

"It isn't going through cloud, that's what's wong."'

"l never really got a chance to . . . What do you nean?' Horza stopped in the corridor. He
felt something wong in his guts. Lamm kept wal ki ng, away fromhim down the corridor

"It's giving ne a reading off that big cloud in front, right the way al ong and about half a K
up.' Kraiklyn laughed. "It isn't the Edgewall,. that's for sure, and | can see that's a cloud, and
it's closer than the needle says it is.'

"\Where are you now?' Dorolow broke in. 'Did you find any | asers? \Wat about that door?

"No, just a sort of sun |lounge or sonething,' Kraiklyn said. 'Kraiklyn!" Horza shouted. 'Are
you sure about that readi ng?

"I"msure. The needl e says -

"Sure isn't nmuch fucking sun to |ounge - ' sonebody broke in, though it sounded as if it was
accidental and they didn't know their transnmit was on. Horza felt sweat start out on his brow
Somet hi ng was w ong.

"Lanm ' he shouted. Lamm thirty netres away down the corridor, turned as he wal ked and | ooked
back. ' Conme back!' Horza shouted. Lanm stopped.

'Horza, there can't be anything -

"Krai klyn!' This time it was M pp's voice, calling fromthe shuttle. 'There was sonebody el se

here. | just saw another craft take off sonmewhere behind where we | anded; they've gone now.'
'K, thanks M pp,' Kraiklyn said, his voice calm 'Listen, Horza, fromwhat | can see from
here, the bows where you are have just gone into the cloud, so it is acloud . . . Shit, we can

all see it's a goddam cloud. Don't -
The ship shuddered under Horza's feet. He rocked. Lamm | ooked at him puzzled. 'Did you fee
that ?* Horza shout ed.
' Feel what?' Kraiklyn said.
"Krai klyn?'" It was M pp again. '|l can see something
'Lanm get back here!' Horza shouted, through the air and into his hel met m ke together. Lanm
| ooked around him Horza thought he could feel a continuing trenor in the deck bel ow.
"What did you feel?' Kraiklyn said. He was starting to get annoyed.

Yal son chipped in, 'I thought | felt something. Nothing much. But listen, these things aren't
supposed to . . . they aren't supposed to - '
"Kraiklyn," Mpp said nore urgently, 'l think | can see -

'Lanm ' Horza was backing off now, back down the |ong tunnel of corridor. Lamm stayed where he
was, | ooking hesitant.

Horza coul d hear sonething, a curious growing noise; it renminded himof a jet engine or a
fusion motor heard froma very long distance away, but it wasn't either. He could feel sonething
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under his feet, too - that trenor, and there was sone sort of pull, a tug that seened to be
draggi ng himforward, towards Lanm towards the bows, as though he was in a weak field, or -
"Kraiklyn!" Mpp yelled. 'l can! There is! | - you - I'"'m- ' he spluttered.

"Look, will you all just cal mdown?

"I can feel sonething . ' Yal son began

Horza started runni ng, poundi ng back down the corridor. Lanm who had started to wal k back
stopped and put his hands on his hips when he saw the other man running, away fromhim There was
a distant roaring noise in the air, like a big waterfall heard fromfar down a gorge.

"l can feel something too, it's as if - '

'What was M pp yel ling about ?

"W're crashing!' Horza shouted as he ran. The roaring was com ng cl oser, grow ng stronger al
the tine.

"lce!" It was Mpp. 'I'mbringing the shuttle! Run! It's a wall of ice! Neisin! \Were are you?
Neisin! I've got - '

"What !

"l CE?

The roaring noise grew, the corridor around Horza started to groan. Several of the opaque roof
panels fractured and fell to the floor in front of him A section of wall suddenly sprang out |ike
an openi ng door and he just avoided running into it. The noise filled his ears.

Lamm | ooked round, and saw the end of the corridor conming towards him the whole end section
was closing off steadily with a grinding roar, advancing towards himat about running speed. He
fired at it but it didn't stop; snoke poured into the corridor. He swore, turned and ran
foll owi ng Horza

Peopl e were yelling and shouting fromall over now There was a babble of tiny voices in both
Horza's ears, but all he could really hear was the thundering noise behind him The deck beneath
his feet bucked and trenbl ed, as though the whole gigantic ship was a building caught in an
eart hquake. The pl ates and panels which nade up the corridor walls were buckling; the floor rose
up in places; nore roof panels shattered and fell. Al the tine the same sapping force was pulling
hi m back, sl owi ng himdown as though he was in a dream He ran out into daylight, heard Lanm not
far behi nd.

"Krai klyn, you stupid notherfucking son of a bitch's bastard!' Lanmm screaned.

The voices yammered in his ear; his heart pounded. He threw each foot forward with all his
m ght, but the roaring was com ng closer, growi ng stronger. He ran past the enpty state roons
where the soft materials blew, the roof was starting to fold in on the apartnents and the deck was
tilting; the hol osphere they had seen earlier canme rolling and bounci ng out of the coll apsing
wi ndows. A hatch near Horza blew out in a gust of pressured air and flying debris; he ducked as he
ran, felt splinters strike his suit. He skidded as the deck under himbanged and |l eapt. Lanm s
steps came poundi ng behind him Lanm continued to scream abuse at Krai klyn over the intercom

The noi se behind himwas |like a gigantic waterfall, a big rock-slide, |like a continuous
expl osion, a volcano. His ears ached and his mnd reeled, stunned by the volune of the racket. A
line of windows set in the wall ahead of himwent white, then exploded towards him throw ng
particles at his suit in a series of snall hard clouds. He put his head down agai n, he headed for
t he doorway.

'Bastard bastard bastard!' Lanm bel | owed.

' - not stopping!’

' - over here!’

' Shut up, Lamm'

'Horzaaa . . . !

Voi ces screaned in his ear. He was running on carpet now, inside a broad corridor; open doors
were flapping, light fittings on the ceiling were vibrating. Suddenly a deluge of water swept

across the corridor in front of him twenty metres away, and for a second he thought he was at sea
| evel, but knew he couldn't be; when he ran over the place where the water had been he could see

and hear it frothing and gurgling down a broad spiral stairwell, and only a few dri bbl es were
falling fromoverhead. The tugging of the slowy decelerating ship seened | ess now, but the roar
of noise was still all around him He was weakening, running in a daze, trying to keep his bal ance

as the long corridor vibrated and twi sted around him Now a rush of air was flow ng past him somne
sheets of paper and plastic flapped past himlike col oured birds.

' - bastard bastard bastard -

'Lamm - '

There was daylight ahead, through a gl assed-over sun deck of broad wi ndows. He junped through
sonme big-leaved plants growing in large pots and | anded in a group of flinsy chairs set round a
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smal | table, denolishing them

' - fucking stupid bast -

"Lanm shut up!' Kraiklyn's voice broke in. "W can't hear - '

The Iine of wi ndows ahead went white, cracking like ice then bursting out; he dived through
the space, to skid over the fragnents scattered on the deck beyond. Behind him the top and bottom
of the shattered wi ndows started to close slowy, |ike a huge nouth

"You bastard! You nmotherfu - '

"Dammi t, change channels! Go to - '

He slipped on the shards of glass, alnost falling.

Only Lamm s voi ce sounded through his helmet now, filling his ears with oaths which were
nostly drowned in the snothering roar of the endl ess weck behind. He | ooked back, just for a
second, to see Lammthrow ng hinself between the jaws of the crunpling wi ndows; he careened over
the deck, falling and rolling, then rising again, still holding his gun, as Horza | ooked away. It
was only at that point he realised he no |longer had his own gun; he must have dropped it, but he
couldn't renmenber where or when

Horza was sl owi ng down. He was fit and strong, but the above-standard pull of Vavatch's false
gravity and the badly fitting suit were taking their toll.

He tried, as he ran in sonmething like a trance, as his breath streamed back and forth through
hi s wi de-open nmouth, to imagi ne how cl ose they had been to the bows, for how | ong that inmense

wei ght of ship behind would be able to conpress its front section as its billion-tonne mass ranmed
into what nmust - if it had filled the cloud bank they had seen earlier - be a massive tabular
i ceberg.

As though in a dream Horza could see the ship about him still wapped in clouds and m st but
lit fromabove by the wash of golden sunlight. The towers and spires seemed unaffected, the whole
vast structure still sliding forward towards the ice as the kilonmetres of Megaship behind them

pressed forward with the vessel's own titanic nomentum He ran by gane courts, past tents of
billow ng silver, through a pile of mnusical instrunments. Ahead there was a huge tiered wall of
nmore decks, and above himwere bridges, swaying and thrashing as their bowward supports, out of

si ght behind him cane closer to the advanci ng wave of weckage and were consuned. He saw t he deck
to one side drop away into airy, hazy nothing. The deck under his feet started to rise, slowy,

but for fifteen netres or nore in front of him he was fighting his way up a slope grow ng steeper
all the tinme. A suspension bridge to his left collapsed, wires flailing; it disappeared into the
golden nmist, the noise of its fall lost in the crushing din assaulting his ears. Hs feet started
to slide on the tilt of deck. He fell, landed heavily on his back and turned, |ooking behind him

Against a wall of pure white towering higher than the O nedreca's tallest spire, the Megaship
was throwing itself to destruction in a froth of debris and ice. It was |ike the biggest wave in
the universe, rendered in scrap netal, sculpted in grinding junk; and beyond and about it, over
and through, cascades of flashing, glittering ice and snow swept down in great slow veils fromthe
cliff of frozen water beyond. Horza stared at it, then started to slide down towards it as the
deck tilted him To his left a huge tower was collapsing slowy, bowing to the breaki ng wave of
conpacted wreckage |like a slave before a master. Horza felt a screamstart in his throat as he saw
decks and railings, walls and bul kheads and franmes he had only just run past start to crunple and
smash and come towards him

He roll ed over sliding shards and skidding fragments to the buckling rail at the edge of the
deck, grabbed at the rails, caught them heaved with both arms, kicked with one foot, and threw
hi nsel f over the side.

He fell only one deck, crashing into sloped netal, winding hinself. He got to his feet as fast
as he could, sucking air through his nouth and swallowing as he tried to get his lungs to work.
The narrow deck he was on was al so buckling, but the fol d-point was between himand the wall of
towering, grinding weckage; he slipped and slid away fromit down the sloping surface as the deck
behind himrose into a peak. Metal tore, and girders crashed out of the deck above |ike broken
bones through skin. A set of steps faced him leading to the deck he'd just junped from but to an
area that was still level. He scranbled up to the level deck, which only then started to tip,
canting away fromthe wave front of debris as its front edge lifted, crunpling.

He ran down the increasing slope, water from shall ow ornanental pools cascadi ng around him
More steps: he haul ed hinself towards the next deck

H s chest and throat seermed filled with hot coals, his legs with nolten lead, and all the time
that awful, nightmarish pull came from behind, draggi ng hi mback towards the weckage. He stunbl ed
and gasped his way fromthe top of the steps past the side of a broken, drained sw nm ng pool

"Horza!' a voice yelled. 'Is that you? Horza! It's M pp! Look up!'

Horza lifted his head. In the mst, thirty nmetres above him was the CAT's shuttle. He waved
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weakly at it, staggering as he did so. The shuttle Iowered itself through the nist ahead of him
its rear doors opening, until it was hovering just over the next deck above.

"1"ve opened the doors! Junmp in!" Mpp shouted. Horza tried to reply, but could produce no
sound apart froma sort of rasping wheeze; he staggered on, feeling as though the bones in his
|l egs had turned to jelly. The heavy suit bunped and crashed around him his feet slipped on the
broken gl ass which covered the thrumm ng deck under his boots. Yet nore steps towered ahead,
| eading to the deck where the shuttle waited. 'Hurry up, Horza! | can't wait nuch |onger!"’

He threw hinself at the steps, haul ed hinmself up. The shuttle wavered in the air, swvelling,
its open rear ranp pointing at him then away. The steps beneath hi m shuddered; the noise around
himroared, full of screans and crashes. Another voice was shouting in his ears but he couldn't
make out the words. He fell onto the upper deck, lunged forward for the shuttle ranp a few netres
away; he could see the seats and lights inside, Lenipobra' s suited body slunped in one corner.

‘"I can't wait! I've - ' M pp shouted above the scream of the weckage and the other shouting
voi ce. The shuttle started to rise. Horza threw hinself at it.

Hi s hands caught the lip of the ranp just as it rose level with his chest. He was hoisted from
t he deck, swi nging under outstretched arns and | ooking forward under the shuttle's fusel age belly
as the craft forced its way up into the air.

"Horza! Horza! I'msorry," M pp sobbed.

"You've got ne!' Horza yelled hoarsely.

' What ?'

The shuttle was still clinmbing, passing decks and towers and the thin horizontal |ines of
monorail tracks. Al Horza's weight was taken by his fingers, hooked in their gloves over the edge
of the ranp door. His arns ached. 'I'm hanging onto the goddam ranp!"’

"You bastards!' screamed another voice. It was Lamm The ranp started to close; the jerk
al rost broke Horza's grip. They were fifty netres up and clinbing. He saw the top part of the
doors jawi ng down towards his fingers.

"Mpp!" he yelled. 'Don't close the door! Leave the ranp where it is and I'll try to get in!'

"OK,' Mpp said quickly. The ranp stopped angling up, halting at about twenty degrees. Horza
began swinging his legs fromside to side. They were seventy, eighty nmetres up, facing away from
t he wave of weckage and heading slowy away fromit.

"You bl ack bastard! Come back!' Lanm bel | owed.

"I can't, Lamm' Mpp cried. 'l can't! You're too close!’

"You fat bastard!' Lamm hissed.

Li ght flickered around Horza. The underside of the shuttle blazed in a dozen places as |aser
fire hit it. Something slamred into Horza's left foot, on the sole of his boot, and his right |eg
was kicked out as his |leg burned with pain.

M pp screaned incoherently. The shuttle started to gather speed, heading back over the
Megashi p and diagonally across it. The air roared around Horza's body, slowy tearing his grip
away. 'M pp, slow down!' he shout ed.

"Bastard!' Lanmyelled again. The mist to one side glowed as a fan of short-lived beans
i ncandesced within it, then the laser fire shifted and the shuttle sparkled again, cracking with
five or six snmall explosions around the front and nose section. M pp how ed. The shuttle increased
speed. Horza was still trying to swing one leg onto the sloped ranp, but the clawed fingers of his
gl oves were slowy scraping al ong the roughened surface as his body was slipstreaned back behind
the speeding craft.

Lanm screaned - a high, gurgling sound which went through Horza's head like an electric shock
until the noi se snapped off suddenly, replaced for an instant by sharp cracking, breaking noises.

The shuttle raced over the surface of the crashing Megaship, a hundred netres up. Horza felt
the strength ebbing fromhis fingers and arnms. He | ooked through the helmet visor at the interior
of the shuttle only a few netres away as, nillimetre by millinmetre, he slipped away fromit.

The interior flashed once, then an instant |ater blazed white, blindingly, unbearably. H's
eyes closed instinctively, and a burning yellow |light came through his eyelids. H s hel net

speakers made a sudden, piercing, inhuman noise, |ike a machine scream ng, then cut out
altogether. The light faded slowy. He opened his eyes.
The shuttle interior was still brightly lit, but it was smoul dering now, too. In the turbul ent

air whirling in fromthe open rear doors, w sps of snoke were tugged from scorched seats, singed
straps and webbing, and the crisped black skin on Leni pobra's exposed face. Shadows seened to be
burnt onto the bul khead in front.

Horza's fingers, one by one, canme to the edge of the ranp.

My God, he thought, |ooking at the scorch nmarks and the snoke, that mani ac had a nuke after
all. Then the shock wave hit.
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It slapped himforward, over the ranp and into the shuttle, just before it hit the nachine
itself, throwing it bucking and bouncing about the sky like a tiny bird caught in a storm Horza
was rattled about the interior fromside to side, trying desperately to grab hold of something to
stop hinself falling back out through the open rear doors. H s hand found sone straps and fisted
round themwith the last of his strength.

Back through the doors, through the nist, a huge rolling fireball was clinbing slowy into the
sky. A noise like every clap of thunder he had ever heard vibrated through the hot, hazed interior
of the fleeing nmachine. The shuttle banked, throwi ng Horza agai nst one set of seats. A big tower
flashed by the open rear doors, blocking out the fireball as the shuttle continued to turn. The
rear doors seened to try to close, then jamed.

Horza felt heavy and hot inside his suit, as the heat fromthe bonb's flash seeped through
fromthe surfaces which had been exposed to the initial fireball. Hs right leg hurt badly,
sonewhere bel ow the knee. He could snell burning.

As the shuttle steadied and its course straightened, Horza got up and linped forward to the
door set in the bul khead, where the outlines of the seats and Leni pobra's slunped body - now
spread-eagl ed near the rear doors - were burnt in frozen shadows onto the off-white surface of the
wal | . He opened the door and went through

Mpp was in the pilot's seat, hunched over the controls. The nonitor screens were bl ank, but
the view through the thick, polarised glass of the shuttle's w ndscreen showed cloud, mist, some
towers sliding underneath and open sea beyond, covered with yet nore cloud. 'Thought you
were dead . . . ' Mpp said thickly, half turning towards Horza. M pp | ooked wounded, crouched in
hi s seat, hunchbacked, eyelids drooped. Sweat glistened on his dark brow. There was snoke in the
flight deck, acrid and sweet at once.

Horza took his helnet off and fell into the other seat. He | ooked down at his right leg. A
neat, black-rinmred hol e about a centinmetre across had been punched through the back of the suit
calf, matched by a larger and nore ragged hole on the side. He flexed the | eg and w nced; just a
muscl e burn, already cauterised. He could see no bl ood.

He | ooked at M pp. 'You all right? he asked. He al ready knew t he answer.

M pp shook his head. 'No,' he said, in a soft voice. 'That lunatic hit ne. Leg, and ny back
sonewhere. "'

Horza | ooked at the back of Mpp's suit, near where it rested against the seat. A hole in the
bowl of the seat led to a long, dark scar on the suit surface. Horza | ooked down at the flight-
deck floor. "Shit,' he said. 'This thing's full of holes.’

The floor was pitted with craters. Two were directly under Mpp's seat; one | aser shot had
caused that dark scar on the side of the suit, the other nust have hit M pp's body.

'"Feels |ike that bastard shot me right up the ass, Horza,' Mpp said, trying to smle. '"He did
have a nuke, didn't he? That's what went off. Blew all the electrics anay . . . Only the optic
controls still working. Usel ess damm shuttle . '

"Mpp, let me take over,' Horza said. They were in cloud now, only a vague coppery light
showed t hrough the crystal screen ahead. M pp shook his head.

"Can't. You couldn't fly this thing . . . with it in this shape.'

'"W've got to go back, Mpp. The others m ght have - '

"Can't. They'll all be dead,' M pp said, shaking his head and gripping the controls tighter
staring through the screen. 'God, this thing's dying.' He |ooked round the blank nonitors, shaking
his head slowy. 'I can feel it.'

"Shit!' Horza said, feeling hel pless. 'Wat about radiation? he said suddenly. It was a
truismthat in any properly designed suit, if you survived the flash and blast, you'd survive the
radi ati on; but Horza wasn't sure that his was a properly designed suit. One of the many
instruments it |lacked was a radiation nonitor, and that was a bad sign in itself. Mpp | ooked at a
smal | screen on the consol e.

"Radiation . . . ' He shook his head. 'Nothing serious,' he said. 'Low on neutrons . . . ' he
grimaced with pain. 'Pretty clean bonb; probably not what that bastard wanted at all. He should
take it back to the shop . ' Mpp gave a small, strangled, despairing |augh

"W have to go back, Mpp,' Horza said. He tried to inmagine Yal son, running away fromthe
wreckage with a better start than he and Lamm had had. He told hinmself she'd have nmade it, that
when the bonmb had gone off, she'd have been far enough away not to be injured by it, and that the
ship would finally stop, the netal glacier of weckage slow ng and halting. But how would she or
any of the others get off the Megaship, if any of them had survived? He tried the shuttle's
comuni cator, but it was as dead as his suit's.

"You won't raise them' M pp said, shaking his head. 'You can't raise the dead. | heard them
they cut off, while they were running. | was trying to tell them -
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"M pp, they changed channels, that was all. Didn't you hear Kraiklyn? They swapped channel s
because Lanm was shouting so nuch.'’

M pp crouched in his seat, shaking his head. 'I didn't hear that,' he said after a nonent.
"That wasn't what | heard. | was trying to tell themabout the ice . . . the size of it; the

hei ght.' He shook his head again. 'They're dead, Horza.'

'They were well away fromus, Mpp,' Horza said quietly. 'At least a kilonetre. They probably
survived. If they were in shadow, if they'd run when we did . . . They were further back. They're
probably alive, Mpp. W' ve got to go back and get them

M pp shook his head. 'Can't, Horza. They nust be dead. Even Neisin. Went off for a walk
after you had all gone. Had to |leave without him Couldn't raise him They nust be dead. Al of
t hem'

"M pp,' Horza said, 'it wasn't a very big nuke.'

M pp | aughed, then groaned. He shook his head again. 'So what? You didn't see that ice, Horza;
it was - '

Just then the shuttle lurched. Horza | ooked quickly to the screen, but there was only the
glowing light of the cloud they were flying through, all around them 'GCh God,' M pp whispered,
‘we're losing it.'

"What's wrong?' Horza asked. M pp shrugged painful ly.

"Everything. | think we're dropping, but |'ve no altinmeter, no airspeed indicator
communi cator or nav gear: nothing . . . Running rough because of all these holes and the doors
bei ng open.

"We're | osing height? Horza asked, |ooking at M pp

M pp nodded. 'You want to start throwing things out?" he said. 'Wll, throw things out. M ght
get us nore height.' The shuttle |urched again

"You're serious,' Horza said, starting to get out of the seat. M pp nodded.

"W're dropping. |'mserious. Damm, even if we did go back we couldn't take this thing over
the Edgewal |, not even with one or two of us just . . . ' Mpp's voice trailed off.

Horza | evered hinself painfully out of his seat and through the door

In the passenger conpartment there was snoke, mist and noise. The hazy |ight streaned through
the doors. He tried to tear the seats fromthe walls, but they wouldn't nove. He | ooked at
Leni pobra's broken body and burned face. The shuttle lurched; for a second Horza felt |ighter
inside his suit. He grabbed Lenipobra's suit by the armand haul ed the dead youth to the ranmp. He
pushed the corpse over the ranp, and the linp husk fell, vanishing into the m st below The
shuttl e banked one way, then the other, alnost throwing Horza off his feet.

He found sone other bits and pieces: a spare suit helnet, a length of thin rope, an AG harness
and a heavy gun tripod. He threw themout. He found a small fire extinguisher. He | ooked round but
there didn't seemto be any flanes and the snoke hadn't got any worse. He held onto the
extingui sher and went through to the flight deck. The snpke appeared to be clearing there, too.

'How are we doi ng?' he asked. M pp shook his head.

"Don't know.' He nodded at the seat Horza had been sitting in. 'You can unlock that fromthe
deck. Throw it out.'

Horza found the | atches securing the seat to the deck. He undid them and dragged the seat
t hrough the door, to the ranp, and threw it out along with the extinguisher

'There are catches on the walls, near this bul khead," Mpp called, then grunted with pain. He
went on, 'You can detach the wall seats.'

Horza found the catches, and pushed first one line of seats, then the other, conplete with
straps and webbing, along the rails fixed to the shuttle interior, until they rolled out, bouncing
on the ranp edge and then spinning away into the glowing nist. He felt the shuttle bank again.

The door between the passenger conpartnment and the flight deck slamed shut. Horza went
forward to it; it was |ocked.

"M pp!' he shout ed.

"Sorry, Horza,' Mpp's voice cane weakly fromthe other side of the door. 'I can't go back
Krai klyn would kill me if he isn't dead already. But | couldn't find them | just couldn't. It was
only luck I saw you.'

"M pp, don't be crazy. Unlock the door.' Horza shook it. It wasn't strong; he could break his
way through it if he had to.

"Can't, Horza . . . Don't try to force the door; 1'll point her nose straight down; | swear
it. W can't be that high above the sea anyway . . . | can hardly keep her flying as it is
If you want, try closing the doors manually. There should be an access panel somewhere on the rear
wal | .

"M pp, for God' s sake, where are you going? They're going to blow the place up in a few days.
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W can't fly for ever.'

"Ch, we'll ditch before that,' Mpp's voice cane from behind the cl osed door. He sounded
tired. "W'll ditch before they blow the Obital up, Horza, don't you worry. This thing' s dying.'

'But where are you goi ng?' Horza repeated, shouting at the door

"Don't know, Horza. The far side maybe . . . Evanauth . . . | don't know Just away. | - '
There was a thunp as though sonmething had fallen to the floor, and M pp cursed. The shuttle
juddered, heeling over briefly.

"What is it?" Horza asked anxiously.

"Nothing," Mpp said. 'I dropped the nedkit, that's all.
"Shit,' Horza said under his breath, and sat down, back agai nst the bul khead.
"Don't worry, Horza, I'II . . . I'"Il . . . do what | can.

'Yes, Mpp,' Horza said. He got to his feet again, ignoring the ache of exhaustion in both
| egs and the stabbing pain in his right calf, and went to the rear of the shuttle. He | ooked for
an access panel, found one and prised it open. It revealed another fire extinguisher; he threwit
out, too. On the other wall the panelled to a hand crank. Horza twi sted the grip. The doors
started to close slowy, then janmed. He strained at the lever until it snapped; he swore and
threw it out as well.

Just then the shuttle cane clear of the mist. Horza | ooked down and saw the ruffled surface of
a grey sea where slow waves rolled and broke. The bank of mist |lay behind them an indeterm nate
grey curtain beneath which the sea di sappeared. The sunlight slanted across the |layered nist, and
hazy clouds filled the sky.

Hor za wat ched t he broken handl e tunble down towards the sea, becoming smaller and smaller; it
stroked a mark of white across the water, then it was gone. He reckoned they were about one
hundred netres above the sea. The shuttle banked, forcing Horza to grab the side of the door; the
craft turned to head alnost parallel to the cloud bank

Horza went to the bul khead and banged on the door. 'Mpp? | can't get the doors closed.'

"It's all right," the other man replied faintly.

"M pp, open the door. Don't be crazy.'

'Leave ne al one, Horza. Leave me al one, understand?

' God-damm, ' Horza said to hinself. He went back to the open doors, buffeted by the w nd
curling back in fromthe slipstream They seened to be heading away fromthe Edgewal |, judging by
the angle of the sun. Behind themlay nothing but sea and clouds. There was no sign of the
A nmedreca or any other craft or ship. The seemingly flat horizon to either side disappeared into a
haze; the ocean gave no inpression of being concave, only vast. Horza tried to stick his head
round the corner of the shuttle's open door to see where they were going. The rush of air forced
his head back before he could take a proper ook, and the craft lurched again slightly, but he had
an i npression of another horizon as flat and featurel ess as that on either side. He got further
back into the shuttle and tried his conmunicator, but there was nothing fromhis hel met speakers;
all the circuits were dead; everything seemed to have been knocked out by the el ectromagnetic
pul se fromthe expl osion on the Megashi p.

Horza considered taking the suit off and throwing it out, too, but he was already cold, and if
he took the suit off he'd be virtually naked. He woul d keep the device on unless they started
| osi ng hei ght suddenly. He shivered, and his whol e body ached.

He woul d sl eep. There was not hing he could do for now, and his body needed rest. He considered
Changi ng, but deci ded against it. He closed his eyes. He saw Yal son, as he had i magi ned her
runni ng on the Megaship, and opened his eyes again. He told hinself she was all right, just fine,
then closed his eyes once nore.

Maybe by the tinme he woke they would be out fromunder the | ayers of nagnetised dust in the
upper atnosphere, in the tropical or even just tenperate zones, rather than the arctic region. But
that woul d probably nean only that they would finally ditch in warmwater, not cold. He couldn't
i magi ne M pp or the shuttle holding together |Iong enough to conplete a journey right across the
Obital.

assune it was thirty thousand kil onetres across; they were nmaking perhaps three hundred

per hour

H s head full of changing figures, Horza slipped into sleep. His |ast coherent thought was
that they just weren't going fast enough, and probably couldn't. They would still be flying over
the Crclesea towards | and when the Culture blew the whole Obital into a fourteen mllion-

kil ometre hal o of Iight and dust

Horza woke rolling around inside the shuttle. In the first few blurred seconds of his waking he
t hought he had already tunbled out of the rear door of the shuttle and was falling through the
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air; then his head cleared and he found hinself |ying spread-eagled on the floor of the rear
conmpartnent, watching the blue sky outside tilt as the shuttle banked. The craft seened to be
travelling nore slowy than he remenbered. He could see nothing fromthe rear view out of the
doors except blue sky, blue sea and a few puffy white clouds, so he stuck his head round the side
of the door.

The buffeting wind was warm and over in the direction the shuttle was banking lay a smal
i sland. Horza | ooked at it incredulously. It was tiny, surrounded by smaller atolls and reefs
showi ng pal e green through the shallow water, and it had a single small mountain sticking up from
concentric circles of lush green vegetation and bright yellow sand.

The shuttle di pped and | evelled, straightening on its course for the island. Horza brought his
head back in, resting the nuscles of his neck and shoul der after the exertion of holding his head
out in the slipstream The shuttle slowed yet nore, dipping again. A slight juddering vibrated
through the craft's frane. Horza saw a torus of |ine-coloured water appear in the sea behind the
shuttle; he stuck his head round the side of the door again and saw the island just ahead and
about fifty nmetres below. Snall figures were running up the beach which the shuttle was
approachi ng. A group of the humans were headi ng across the sand for the jungle, carrying what
| ooked |i ke a huge pyram d of golden sand on a sort of litter or stretcher, held on pol es between
t hem

Hor za wat ched t he scene slide by underneath. There were small fires on the beach, and | ong
canoes. At one end of the beach, where the trees cut down towards the water, there squatted a
br oad- backed, shovel -nosed shuttle, perhaps two or three times the size of the CAT's. The shuttle
fl ew over the island, through sone vague grey pillars of snoke.

The beach was al nost clear of people; the |ast few, who | ooked thin and al nost naked, ran into
the cover of the trees as though afraid of the craft flying over them One figure lay spraw ed on
the sand near the nmodul e. Horza caught a glinmpse of one human figure, nore fully clothed than the
others, not running but standing and pointing up towards him pointing towards the shuttle flying
over the island, with something in his hand. Then the top of the small nountai n appeared just
underneath the open shuttle door, blocking off the view. Horza heard a series of sharp reports,
like small, hard expl osions.

"M pp!' he shouted, going to the closed door

'"W've had it, Horza,' Mpp said weakly fromthe other side. There was a son of despairing
jocularity in his voice. 'Even the natives aren't friendly.'

' They | ooked frightened,' Horza said. The island was di sappearing behind. They weren't turning
back, and Horza felt the shuttle speeding up

'One of themhad a gun,' M pp said. He coughed, then npaned.

"Did you see that shuttle? Horza asked.

"Yeah, | sawit.'
"I think we should go back, Mpp,' Horza said. 'l think we ought to turn round.’
"No," Mpp said. "No, | don't think we ought to . . . | don't think that's a good idea, Horza.

I didn't like the | ook of the place.

"Mpp, it looked dry. What nore do you want?' Horza | ooked at the view through the rear doors;
the island was nearly a kilonetre away already and the shuttle was still increasing speed, gaining
hei ght all the tine.

'CGot to keep going, Horza. Head for the coast.

"M pp! W'Il never get there! It'll take us four days at least and the Culture's going to bl ow
this place apart in three!

There was silence fromthe far side of the door. Horza shook its |ight, grubby surface with
hi s hand.

"Just leave it, Horza!' M pp screanmed. Horza hardly recogni sed the man's hoarse, shrill voice.
"Just leave it! I"Il kill us both, | swear!' The shuttle suddenly tilted, pointing its nose at the
sky and its open doors at the sea. Horza started to slide back, his feet slipping on the shuttle's
floor. He jammed the suit fingers into the wall slot the seats had been attached to, hanging there

as the shuttle started to stall in its steep clinb.
"All right, Mpp!' he shouted. "All right!'
The shuttle fell, side-slipping, throwing Horza forward and agai nst the bul khead. He was

suddenly heavy as the craft bottomed out of its short dive. The sea slithered underneath, only
fifty or so netres bel ow

"Just leave nme alone, Horza,' Mpp's voice said.

'K, Mpp,' Horza said. 'K’

The shuttle rose a little, gaining altitude and increasing speed. Horza went back, away from
t he bul khead which separated himfromthe flight deck and M pp
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Horza shook his head and went to stand by the open door, |ooking back towards the island with
its lime shallows, grey rock, green-blue foliage and band of yellow sand. It all slowy shrank
the frame of the open shuttle doors filling with nore and nore sea and sky as the island | ost
itself in the haze.

He wondered what he could do, and knew there was only one course of action. There had been a
shuttle on that island; it could hardly be in a worse state than the one he was in now, and their

chances of being rescued at the nonent were virtually nil. He turned round to | ook at the flinsy
door leading to the flight deck, still holding onto the edge of the rear door, the warm buffeting
air spilling in around him

He wondered whether just to charge straight in or to try to reason with Mpp first. Wile he
was still thinking about it the shuttle gave a shudder, then started to fall |ike a stone towards
t he sea.
6
The Eaters

Horza was weightless for a second. He felt hinmself caught by the eddying wind swirling through the
rear doors, drawi ng himtowards them He grabbed at the channel in the wall he had held onto
earlier. The shuttle dipped its nose, and the roar of the wind increased. Horza floated, his eyes
closed, his fingers jammed into the wall slot, waiting for the crash; but instead the shuttle
| evel | ed out again, and he was back on his feet.

"M pp!" he shouted, staggering forward to the door. He felt the craft turning and gl anced out

through the rear doors. They were still falling.

"It's gone, Horza,' Mpp said faintly. "I've lost it.' He sounded weak, calmy despairing.
"I"'mturning back for the island. W won't get there, but . . . we're going to hit in a few
monents . . . You'd best get down by this bul khead and brace yourself. I'Il try to put her down as

soft as | can . .

"M pp,' Horza said, sitting down on the floor with his back to the bul khead, 'is there
anything | can do?

"Nothing,' Mpp said. 'Here we go. Sorry, Horza. Brace yourself.'’

Horza did exactly the opposite, letting hinself go linp. The air roaring through the rear
doors howed in his ears; the shuttle shook underneath him The sky was blue. He caught a glinpse

of waves . . . He kept just enough tension in his back to keep his head agai nst the bul khead
surface. Then he heard M pp shout; not words - just a shout of fear, an ani mal noise.
The shuttle crashed, slanming into sonething, forcing Horza hard back against the wall, then

rel easing him The craft raised its nose slightly. Horza felt light for a nonent, saw waves and
white spray through the open rear doors, then the waves went, he saw sky, and closed his eyes as
the shuttle's nose di pped again.

The craft smashed into the waves, crashing to a stop in the water. Horza felt hinmself squashed
into the bul khead as though by the foot of sone gigantic aninmal. The wind was forced out of him
bl ood roared, the suit bit at him He was shaken and flattened, and then, just as the inpact
seermed to be over, another shock sl edge-hamered into his back and neck and head, and suddenly he
was blind.

The next thing he knew there was water everywhere about him He was gasping and spluttering,
striking out in the darkness and hitting his hands off hard, sharp, broken surfaces. He could hear
wat er gurgling, and his own choked breath frothing. He blew water out of his nmouth and coughed.

He was floating in a bubble of air, in darkness, in warmwater. Mst of his body seened to be
aching, each linb and part clamuring with its own special nessage of pain.

He felt gingerly round the small space he was trapped in. The bul khead had col | apsed; he was -
at last - inthe flight-deck area with Mpp. He found the other man's body, crushed between seat
and instrunent panel, trapped and still, half a netre under the surface of the water. H s head,
whi ch Horza could feel by reaching down between the seat head-rest and what felt |ike the innards
of the nmain nonitor screen, nmoved too easily in the neck of the suit, and the forehead had been
crushed.

The water was rising higher. The air was escaping through the smashed nose of the shuttle,
floati ng and bobbi ng bowup in the sea. Horza knew he woul d have to swi m down and back through the
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shuttle's rear section and out through the rear doors, otherw se he'd be trapped.

He breathed as deeply as he could, despite the pain, for about a minute, while the rising
water | evel gradually forced his head into the angle between the top of the craft’'s instrunent
panel and the flight-deck ceiling. He dived.

He forced his way down, past the weckage of the crushed seat Mpp had died in, and past the
twi sted panels of |ight nmetal which had nade up the bul khead. He coul d see |ight, vaguely green-
grey, fornming a rectangle beneath him Air trapped in his suit bubbled round him along his |egs,
upwards to his feet. He was slowed for a nonent, buoyed up by the air in his boots, and for a
second he thought he wasn't going to nake it, that he was going to hang there upsi de-down and
drown. Then the air bubbled out through the holes in his boots punched there by Lamm s | aser, and
Hor za sank.

He struggled down through the water to the rectangle of light, then swamthrough the open rear
doors and into the shimering green depths of the water under the shuttle; he kicked and went up
breaking out into the waves with a gasp, sucking warm fresh air into his lungs. He felt his eyes

adjust to the slanted but still bright sunlight of late afternoon.
He grabbed hold of the shuttle's dented, punctured nose - sticking above the water by about
two nmetres - and | ooked around, trying to see the island, but wthout success. Still just treading

water and letting his battered body and brain recover, Horza watched the up-tilted nose of the
craft sink lower in the water and tip slowy forward so that the shuttle gradually floated al nost
level in the waves, its top surface just awash. The Changer, his arm muscl es straining and
hurting, eventually hauled hinself onto the top of the shuttle, and lay there |like a beached fish

He started to shut off the pain signals, |like a weary servant picking up the litter of
breakabl es after an enpl oyer's destructive rage

It was only lying there, with small waves washing over the top surface of the shuttle's
fusel age, that he realised that all the water he had been coughing up and swallowi ng was fresh. It
hadn't occurred to himthat the G rclesea would be anything other than salt, |ike nost planetary
oceans, but in fact there was not even the slightest tang of it, and he congratul ated hinself that
at least he would not die of thirst.

He stood up carefully, in the centre of the shuttle roof, waves breaking round his feet. He
| ooked around, and could see the island - just. It |ooked very snall and far away in the early
evening light, and, while there was a faint warm breeze blowi ng nore or less towards the island,
he had no idea which way any currents night be taking him He sat down, then lay back, letting the
waters of the G rclesea wash over the flat surface beneath himand break in small lines of surf
agai nst his nmuch-danaged suit. After a while he just fell asleep, not really nmeaning to, but not
stoppi ng hinsel f when he realised that he was, telling hinself to sleep for only an hour or so.

He woke up to see the sun, though still high in the sky, looking dark red as it shone through
the layers of dust above the distant Edgewall. He got to his feet again; the shuttle didn't seem
to have sunk any lower in the water. The island was still far away, but it |ooked a little nearer

than it had earlier; the currents, or the wi nds, such as they were, seemed to be carrying himin
roughly the right direction. He sat down again

The air was still warm He thought of taking the suit off but decided against it; it was
unconfortabl e but perhaps he would get too cold without it. He lay back again.

He wondered where Yal son was now. Had she survived Lanm s bonb, and the weck? He hoped so. He
t hought she probably had; he couldn't imagine her dead, or dying. It was little enough to go on
and he refused to believe he was superstitious, but not being able to i magi ne her dead was sonehow
conforting. She'd survive. Take nore than a tactical nuke and a billion-tonne ship inpacting a
berg the size of a small continent to polish that girl off . . . He found hinself snmiling
remenbering her.

He woul d have spent nore tinme thinking about Yal son, but there was sonething else he had to
thi nk about as well.

Toni ght he woul d Change.

It was all he could do. Probably by nowit was irrelevant. Kraiklyn was either dead or - if
surviving - unlikely ever to neet Horza again, but the Changer had prepared for the
transformation; his body was waiting for it, and he could think of nothing better to do.

The situation, he told hinself, was far from hopel ess. He wasn't badly injured, he seened to
be heading for the island, where the shuttle nmight still be, and if he could nake it in tine there
was al ways Evanauth, and that Damage gane. Anyway, the Culture m ght be | ooking for himby now, so
it wouldn't do to keep the sane identity for too | ong. Wat the hell, he thought; he would Change.
He would go to sleep as the Horza the others knew himas, and he would wake up as a copy of the
captain of the Cear Air Turbul ence.

He prepared his bruised and aching body for the alteration as best he could: relaxing nuscles
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and readyi ng gl ands and groups of cells; sending deliberate signals frombrain to body and face
t hrough nerves that only Changers possessed.

He watched the sun, dinmng through red stages somewhere | ow over the ocean

Now he woul d sl eep; sleep, and becone Kraiklyn; take on yet another identity, another shape to
add to the many he had assuned already during his life

Maybe t here was no point, maybe he was only taking this new shape on to die in. But, he
t hought, What have | got to | ose?

Horza watched the falling, darkening red eye of the sun until he entered the sleep of
Changi ng, and in that Changing trance, though his eyes were closed, and beneath their lids al so
altering, he seened to see that dying glare stil

Ani mal eyes. Predator's eyes. Caged behind them | ooking out. Never sleeping, being three people.
Ownership; rifle and ship and Conpany. Not nmuch yet maybe, but one day . . . with just alittle,
little luck, no nore than everybody else had a right to . . . one day he would show them He knew
how good he was, he knew what he was fit for, and who was fit for him The rest were just tokens;
they were his because they were under his comand; it was his ship, after all. The wonen
especially - just gane pieces. They could conme and go and he didn't care. Al you had to do with
any of them was share their danger and they thought you were wonderful. They couldn't see that for
himthere was no danger; he had a lot left to do in life, he knew he wasn't going to die sone
stupid, squalid little conbat death. The gal axy, one day, would know his nane, and either nourn
himor curse him when eventually he did have to die . . . He hadn't deci ded yet whether it would
be nmourn or curse . . . nmaybe it depended on how the galaxy treated himin the neantine . . . A
he needed was the tiniest break, just the sort of thing the others had had, the | eaders of the

bi gger, nore successful, better known, nore feared and respected Free Conpani es. They nust have
had them. . . They mi ght seem greater than he was now, but one day they would | ook up to him
everybody would. Al would know his nane: Kraikl yn!

Horza woke in the dawn light, still Iying on the wave-washed shuttle roof, |ike sonething washed
up and spread upon a table. He was hal f awake, half asleep. It was colder, the |ight was thinner
and nore blue, but nothing el se had changed. He started to drift back to sleep again, away from
pai n and | ost hopes.

Not hi ng el se had changed . . . only him.

He had to swimfor the island.

He had woken for the second tine the sane norning, feeling different, better, rested. The sun
was angling up and out of the overhead haze.

The island was cl oser, but he was going past it. The currents were taking himand the shuttle
away now, having swept no closer than two kilonmetres to the group of reefs and sandbanks round the
isle. He cursed hinmself for sleeping so long. He got out of the suit - it was usel ess now and
deserved to be ditched - and left it Iying on the still just-awash shuttle roof. He was hungry,
his stomach runbled, but he felt fit and ready for the swm He estimated it was about three
kil ometres. He dived in and struck out powerfully. His right |eg hurt where he'd been hit by
Lami s laser and his body still ached in places, but he could do it; he knew he coul d.

He | ooked back once, after he'd swumfor a few minutes. He could see the suit but not the
shuttle. The enpty suit was |like the abandoned cocoon of sone netanorphosed animal, riding opened
and enpty, seeming just above the surface of the waves behind. He turned away and kept sw mm ng.

The island came cl oser, but very slowy. The water was warmat first, but it seened to get
colder, and the aches in his body increased. He ignored them sw tching themoff, but he could
feel hinmself slowi ng, and he knew that he'd started off too fast. He paused, treading water for a
nmonment; then, after drinking a little of the warmfresh water, set off again, stroking nore
deliberately and steadily for the grey tower of the distant island.

He told hinself how | ucky he'd been. The shuttle crash hadn't injured himbadly - though the
aches still plagued him Ilike noisy relatives |locked in a distant room disturbing his
concentration. The warm water, though apparently getting colder, was fresh, so that he could drink
fromit and woul dn't dehydrate; yet it crossed his nmind that he woul d have been nore buoyant had
it been salty.

He kept going. It ought to have been easy but it was getting nore difficult all the time. He
st opped thinking about it; he concentrated on noving; the slow, steady, rhythm c beat of arnms and
| egs forcing himthrough the water; up waves, over, down; up, over, down.

Under my own power, he told hinself, under ny own power.

The nountain on the island grew | arger very slowy. He felt as though he was building it, as
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though the effort required to make it appear larger in his sight was the sane as if he was toiling
to construct that peak; heap it up rock by rock, with his own hands

Two kil onmetres. Then one.

The sun angl ed, rose.

Eventual |y, the outer reefs and shall ows; he passed themin a daze, into shallower water.

A sea of aching. An ocean of exhaustion

He swam towards the beach, through a fan of waves and surf radiating fromthe reef-gap he'd
swum t hrough . . .

and felt as though he'd never taken the suit off, as though he wore it still, and it was
stiff with rust or age, or filled with heavy water or wet sand; dragging, stiffening, pulling him
back.

He coul d hear waves breaking on the beach, and when he | ooked up he could see people on it:
thin dark people, dressed in rags, gathered round tents and fires or wal ki ng between them Sone
were in the water ahead of him carrying baskets, |arge open-work baskets which they held on their
wai sts, gathering things fromthe sea as they waded through it, putting what they collected in
their baskets.

They hadn't seen him so he swamon, naking a slow, crawing notion with his arnms and ki cki ng
feebly with his |egs.

The peopl e harvesting the sea didn't appear to notice him they kept on wadi ng through the
surf, stooping occasionally to pick fromthe sands underneath, their eyes sweeping and probing,
scanni ng and searching, but too close in; not seeing him Hi s stroke slowed to a gasping, dying
crawl. He could not lift his hands free of the water, and his | egs stayed paral ysed .

Then through the surf noise, |ike sonething froma dream he heard several people shouting
near by, and spl ashes coming close. He was still swi ming weakly when another wave |ifted him and
he saw several of the skinny people clad in loincloths and tattered tunics, wadi ng through the
wat er towards him

They hel ped Horza in through the breaki ng waves, over sun-streaked shallows and onto the
gol den sands. He lay there while the thin and haggard people crowded round. They tal ked quietly to
each other in a | anguage he hadn't heard before. He tried to nove but couldn't. His nuscles felt
like I engths of Iinp rag.

"Hello,' he croaked. He tried it in all the |Ianguages he knew, but none seenmed to work. He
| ooked into the faces of the people around him They were human, but that word covered so nany
di fferent species throughout the galaxy it was a continuing subject for debate who was and who
wasn't human. As in all too many matters, the consensus of opinion was starting to resenbl e what
the Culture had to say on the subject. The Culture would lay down the | aw (except, of course, that
the Culture didn't have any real |aws) about what being human was, or how intelligent a particular
species was (while at the same tinme nmaking clear that pure intelligence didn't really mean nmuch on
its own), or on how |l ong people should live (though only as a rough guide, naturally), and people
woul d accept these things w thout question, because everybody believed the Culture's own
propaganda, that it was fair, unbiased, disinterested, concerned only with absolute truth .
and so on.

So were these people around himreally human? They were about Horza's height, they seenmed to
have roughly the sane bone structure, bilateral symetry and respiratory system and their faces -
t hough each was different - all had eyes, mouth, nose and ears.

But they all |ooked thinner than they ought to have been, and their skin, regardless of hue or
shade, | ooked sonmehow di seased.
Horza lay still. He felt very heavy again, but at |east he was on dry | and. On the other hand,

it didn't |ook as though there was nuch food on the island, judging by the state of the bodies
around him He assuned that was why they were so thin. He raised his head weakly and tried to see
through the clunps of thin |l egs towards the shuttle craft he had seen earlier. He could just see
the top of the machi ne, sticking up above one of the | arge canoes beached on the sands. Its rear
doors were open.

A snell wafted under Horza's nose and nade himfeel sick. He put his head down onto the sand
agai n, exhaust ed.

The tal king stopped and the people turned, their thin, tanned or anyway dark bodi es shuffling
round to face up the beach. A space opened in their ranks just above Horza's head, and try as he
m ght he couldn't get up on one el bow or swivel his head to see what or who was com ng. He lay and
wai ted, then the people to his right all drew back and a line of eight nmen appeared on that side,
hol ding a long pole together in their left hands, their other arns stuck out for balance. It was
the litter he had seen being carried into the jungle the day before, when the shuttle had
overflown the island. He watched to see what it held. Two lines of nen turned the litter so that
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it faced Horza and set it down. Then all sixteen sat down, | ooking exhausted. Horza stared.

On the litter sat the nost enornous, obscenely fat human Horza had ever seen

He had mi staken the giant for a pyranm d of golden sand the previ ous day, when he had seen the
litter and its huge burden fromthe CAT's shuttle. Now he could see that his first inpression had
been close in shape if not in substance. Wether the vast cone of hunman flesh belonged to a male
or a fenale Horza couldn't tell; great mammary-1li ke folds of naked flesh spilled fromthe
creature's upper and middle chest, but they drooped over even nore enornous waves of nude,
hairless torso-fat, which lay partly cradled in the vast beefs of the giant's akinmboed | egs and
partly overflowi ng those to droop into the canvas surface of the litter. Horza could see no stitch
of clothing on the nonster, but no trace of genitals either; whatever they were, they were quite
buri ed under rolls of golden-brown flesh

Horza | ooked up to the head. Rising froma thick cone of neck, gazing out over concentric
ranparts of chins, a bald donme of puffy flesh contained a linp and ranbling length of pale lips, a
smal | button nose, and slits where eyes nust be. The head sat on its |layers of neck, shoul der and
chest fat like a great golden bell on top of a nmany-decked tenple. The sweat-glistened giant
suddenly noved its hands, rolling themround on the end of the bloated fat-bound balloons of its
arns, until the nmerely chubby fingers nmet and clasped as tightly as their size would allow. As the
nmout h opened to speak, another one of the skinny humans, his rags slightly less tattered than
those of the others, noved into Horza's field of vision, just behind and to the side of the giant.

The bell of head noved a few centinetres to one side and swivelled round, saying sonething to
the man behind that Horza couldn't catch. Then the giant raised his or her arms with obvious
effort and gazed round the skinny humans gat hered around Horza. The voice sounded |ike congealing
fat being poured into a jug; it was a drowni ng voice, Horza thought, |ike sonething froma
nightnare. He listened, but couldn't understand the | anguage bei ng used. He | ooked round to see
what effect the giant's words were having on the fam shed-1ooking crowd. His head spun for a
monent, as though his brain had shifted while his skull stayed still; he was suddenly back in the
hangar of the Clear Air Turbul ence, when the Company had been | ooking at him and he had felt as
naked and vul nerable as he did now

'"Ch, not again,' he npaned in Marain.

'Ch-hoo!' said the golden rolls of flesh, the voice tunbling over the slopes of fat in a
faltering series of tones. 'Gacious! Qur bounty fromthe sea speaks!' The hairl ess done of head
turned further round to the nan standing by its side. "M First, isn't this wonderful ?* the giant
bur bl ed.

"Fate is kind to us, Prophet,' the man said gruffly.

'Fate favours the beloved, yes, M First. It sends our enenies away and brings us bounty -
bounty fromthe sea! Fate be praised!' The great pyranid of flesh shook as the arns went higher
trailing folds of paler flesh as the turret-1like head went back, the nmouth opening to exposé a
dark space where only a few snall fangs glinted |like steel. Wen the bubbling voice spoke again it
was in the | anguage Horza coul dn't make out, but it was the same phrase repeated over and over
again. The giant was quickly joined by the rest of the crowd, who shook their hands in the air and
chanted hoarsely. Horza closed his eyes, trying to wake fromwhat he knew was not a dream

Wien he opened his eyes the skinny humans were still chanting, but they were crowded around
hi m agai n, bl ocking out his view of the gol den-brown nonster. Their faces eager, their teeth
bared, their hands stretched out |ike claws, the crowd of starving, chanting humans fell on him

They stripped off his shorts. He tried to struggle, but they held himdown. In his exhaustion
he was probably no stronger than anyone of them and they had no difficulty pinning him they
rolled himover, pulled his hands behind himand tied themthere. Then they tied his feet together
and pulled his | egs back until his feet were al most touching his hands, and bound themto his
wists by a short length of rope. Naked, trussed |like an animal ready for the slaughter, Horza was
dragged across the hot sand, past a weakly burning fire, then hauled upright and | owered over a
short pole stuck into the beach, so that it ran up between his back and his tied linbs. H's knees
sank into the sand, taking nost of his weight. The fire burned in front of him sending acrid wood-
snoke into his eyes, and the awful snell returned; it seemed to cone fromvarious pots and bow s
spread around the fire. Oher fires and collections of pans were littered across the beach

The huge pile of flesh the man named M First had called 'prophet’ was set down near the fire.
M First stood at the obese human's side, staring at Horza through deep-set eyes contained within
a pal e and grubby face. The golden giant on the litter clapped chubby hands together and said,
"Stranger, gift of the sea, welcone. | . . . amthe great prophet Fw - Song.

The vast creature spoke a crude formof Marain. Horza opened his nmouth to tell them his nane,
but Fwi - Song continued. 'You have been sent to us in our tinme of testing, a norsel of hunman flesh
on the tide of nothingness, a harvest-thing plucked fromthe tastel ess wash of life, a sweetneat
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to share and be shared in our victory over the poisonous bile of disbelief! You are a sign from
Fate, for which we give thanks!' Fw -Song's huge arnms lifted up; rolls of shoulder fat wobbled on
either side of the turret-like head, nearly covering the ears. Fw -Song shouted out in a | anguage
Horza didn't know, and the crowd echoed the phrase, chanting it several tines.

The fat-snothered arns were | owered again. 'You are the salt of the sea, ocean-gift.' Fw -
Song' s syrupy voi ce changed back into Marain once nore. 'You are a sign, a blessing fromFate; you
are the one to become many, the single to be shared; yours will be the gaining gift, the bl essed
beauty of transubstantiation!’

Horza stared, horrified, at the golden giant, unable to think of anything to say. Wat could
you say to people like this? Horza cleared his throat, still hoping to say sonething, but Fwi -Song
went on.

"Be told then, gift of the sea, that we are the Eaters; the Eaters of ashes, the Eaters of
filth, the Eaters of sand and tree and grass; the nost basic, the nost |oved, the nost real. W
have | aboured to prepare ourselves for our day of testing, and now that day is gloriously near!’
The gol den-ski nned prophet's voice grew shrill; folds of fat shook as Fw -Song's arms opened out.
"Behold us then, as we await the tine of our ascension fromthis nortal plane, with enpty bellies
and voi ded bowel s and hungry minds!' Fw -Song's pudgy hands nmet in a slap; the fingers interweaved
i ke huge, fattened nmggots.

"If I can - ' croaked Horza, but the giant was talking to the crowd of grubby people again
the voi ce bubbling out over the gol den sands and the cooking fires and the dull, mal nourished
peopl e.

Horza shook his head a little and | ooked out over the expanse of beach to the open-doored
shuttle in the distance. The nore he | ooked at the craft, the nore certain he becane it was a
Cul t ure machi ne.

It was nothing he could pin down, but he grew nore certain with every nmonent spent |ooking at
the machi ne. He guessed it was a forty- or fifty-seater; just about big enough to take all the
peopl e he had seen on the island. It didn't |ook particularly new or fast, and it didn't | ook

armed at all, but something about the whole way its sinple, utilitarian form had been put together
spoke of the Culture. If the Culture designed an aninal-drawn cart or an autonobile, they would
still share something in comon with the device at the far end of the beach, for all the gulf of

ti me between the epochs each represented. It would have helped if the Culture had used sone sort
of enblem or | ogo; but, pointlessly unhel pful and unrealistic to the last, the Culture refused to
place its trust in synbols. It maintained that it was what it was and had no need for such outward
representation. The Culture was every single individual human and machine in it, not one thing.
Just as it could not inprison itself with |aws, inpoverish itself with noney or msguide itself
with | eaders, so it would not msrepresent itself with signs.

Al'l the same, the Culture did have one set of synbols it was very proud of, and Horza didn't
doubt that if the machine he was |ooking at was a Culture craft, it would have sone Marain witing
on or in it somewhere.

Was it in sonme way connected with the mass of flesh still talking to the scrawny humans ar ound
the fire? Horza doubted it. Fwi -Song's Marain was shaky and ill tutored. Horza's own grasp of the
| anguage was far from perfect, but he knew enough about the tongue to realise Fwi-Song did it some
vi ol ence when he or she used it. Anyway, the Culture was not in the habit of loaning out its
vehicles to religious nutcases. Was it here to evacuate them then? Lift themto safety when the
Culture's high-technology shit hit the rotating fan that was the Vavatch Orbital ? Wth a sinking
feeling, Horza realised this was probably the answer. So there was no escape. Either these crazies
sacrificed himor did whatever it was they were set on doing to him or it was a ride into
captivity, courtesy of the Culture.

He told hinmself not to assune the worst. After all, he now | ooked Iike Kraiklyn, and it wasn't
that likely the Culture's Mnds had nade all the correct connections between him the CAT and
Krai kl yn. Even the Culture didn't think of everything. But . . . they probably did know he'd been

on The Hand of God 137; they probably did know he'd escaped fromit; they probably did know that
the CAT was in that volune at the tine. (He recalled the statistics Xoralundra had quoted to the
Hand's captain; yes, the GCU nust have won the battle . . . He renenbered the CAT' s rough-running
warp notors; probably producing a wake any self-respecting GCU could track fromcenturies away)
Dam it; he wouldn't put it past them Maybe they were testing everybody they were picking up

from Vavat ch. They woul d know i n seconds, fromjust a single sanple cell; a skin flake, a hair
for all he knew he'd been sanpled already, a micronissile sent fromthe nearby shuttle picking up
sonme tiny piece of tissue . . . He dropped his head, his neck nuscles aching with all the others

in his battered, bruised, exhausted body.
Stop it, he told himself. Thinking like a failure. Too damm sorry for yourself. Get yourself
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out of this. Still got your teeth and your nails . . . and your brain. Just bide your tinme . . .

"For lo," Fw -Song warbled, 'the godless ones, the nost hated, the despi sed-by-the-despised,
the Atheists, the Anathematics, have sent us this instrunent of the Nothingness, the Vacuum to us
. ' As the giant said those words Horza | ooked up and saw Fwi - Song point al ong the beach to
the shuttle. 'But we shall not waver in our faith! W shall resist the lure of the Nothingness
bet ween the stars where the godl ess ones, the Anat hematised of the Vacuum exist! W shall stay
part of what is a part of us! W shall not treat with the great Bl aspheny of the Material. W
shall stand as the rocks and trees stand - firm rooted, secure, staunch, unyielding!' Fw -Song' s
arms went out again, and the voice bellowed out. The gruff-voiced man with the dirty pale skin
shout ed sonething at the seated crowd, and they shouted back. The prophet smiled at Horza from
across the fire. Fwi-Song's mouth was a dark hole, with four snmall fangs protrudi ng when the Iips
formed a smle. They shone in the sunlight.

'"This the way you treat all your guests? Horza said, trying not to cough until the end of his
sentence. He cleared his throat. Fwi -Song's smile vani shed.

'@Quest you are not, sea-wanton, salt-gift. Prize: ours to keep, mne to use. Bounty fromthe
sea and the sun and the wind, brought to us by Fate. Hee-hee.' Fwi-Song's smile returned with a
girlish giggle, and one of the huge hands went to cover the pale lips, 'Fate recognises its
prophet, sends himtasty treats! Just when sonme of ny flock were having second thoughts, too! Eh
M First? The turret-head turned to the thin figure of the paler man, standing with arns fol ded,
by the giant's side. M First nodded:

"Fate is our gardener, and our wolf. It weeds out the weak to honour the strong. So the
prophet has spoken.'

"And the word which dies in the nouth lives in the ear,' Fw -Song said, turning the huge head
back to | ook at Horza. At l|east, Horza thought, now | knowit's a nale. For whatever that's worth.
"M ghty Prophet,' M First said. Fw -Song sniled w der but continued | ooking at Horza. M
First went on, 'The sea-gift should see the fate that awaits him Perhaps the treacherous coward

Twenty-seventh - '

"Ch, yes!' Fwi -Song cl apped his huge hands together and a snmle lit up his whole face. For a
second Horza thought he saw snall white eyes beyond the slits staring at him 'Ch let's, yes!
Bring the coward, let us do what nust be done.’

M First spoke in ringing tones to the enaci ated humans gat hered around the fire. A few stood
up and wal ked of f behind Horza, towards the forest. The rest started singing and chanti ng.

After a few m nutes Horza heard a scream then a series of yells and screans, gradually com ng
closer. At last the people who had | eft came back, carrying a short, thick Iog, much Iike the one
Horza was held by. Swinging on the pole was a young nan, screaning, shouting in the | anguage Horza
didn't understand, and struggling. Horza saw drops of sweat and saliva fall fromthe young man's
face and spot the sand. The | og was sharpened at one end; that point was driven into the sand on
the opposite side of the fire fromHorza, so that the young man faced the Changer

"This, ny libation fromthe seas,' Fw -Song said to Horza, pointing at the young man, who was
qui vering and noaning, his eyes rolling about in their sockets and his lips dribbling, "this is ny
naughty boy; called Twenty-seventh, since his rebirth. This was one of our respected, nuch | oved
sons, one of our anointed, one of our fellow norsels, one of our brotherly taste buds on the great
tongue of life.' Fwi-Song's voice chortled with |aughter as he spoke, as though he knew the
absurdity of the part he was playing and couldn't resist hanming it up. 'This splinter from our
tree, this grain fromour beach, this reprobate dared to run towards the seven-tines-cursed
vehi cl e of the Vacuum He spurned the gift of burden with which we honoured hin he chose to
abandon us and fl ee across the sands when the alien eneny passed over us yesterday. He did not
trust our salving grace, but turned instead to an instrument of darkness and not hi ngness, towards
t he soaki ng shade of the soulless ones, the Anathematics.' Fw -Song | ooked at the man, stil
shaki ng on the post across the fire from Horza. The prophet's face went stern with reproach. 'By
the workings of Fate the traitor who ran fromour side and put his prophet's life at risk was
caught - so that he mght learn his sad m stake, and nake good his terrible crinme.'" Fw -Song's arm
dropped. The vast head shook

M First shouted to the people round the fire. They faced the young man call ed Twenty-seventh
and chanted. The ghastly snells Horza had sensed earlier cane back, naking his eyes nmist and his
nose tingle.

Whil e the people chanted and Fw - Song wat ched, M First and two of the wonen followers dug up
snmall sacks fromthe sand. Qut of themthey brought some thin lengths of cloth which they
proceeded to wrap round their bodies. As M First put his vestnents on, Horza saw a | arge,
cunber sonme- 1 ooking projectile pistol, held in a string hol ster beneath the man's grubby tunic.
Horza presuned that was the gun fired at the shuttle the day before, when he and M pp had
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overfl own the island.

The young man opened his eyes, saw the three people in their cloths and started screani ng.

"Hear how the stricken soul cries out for its lesson, pleads for its bounty of regret, its
sol ace of refreshing suffering,' Fwi -Song sniled, |ooking at Horza. 'Qur child Twenty-seventh
knows what awaits him and while his body, already proved so weak, breaks before the storm his
soul cries out, "Yes! Yes! Mghty Prophet! Succour ne! Make me part of you! Gve ne your strength!
Come to ne!" Is it not a sweet and uplifting sound?

Horza | ooked into the prophet's eyes and said nothing. The young man went on screaning and
trying to tear hinself away fromthe stunp. M First was crouched before him on his knees, his
head bowed, nmuttering to hinself. The two wonen dressed in the dull cloth were preparing bows of
steaming liquid fromthe vats and pots around the fire, warm ng sone over the flanes. The snells
cane to Horza, turning his stomach.

Fwi - Song switched to the other | anguage and spoke to the two wonen. They | ooked at Horza, then
came up to himwith the bowls. Horza drew his head away as they shoved the contai ners under his
nose. He winkled his face up in disgust at what | ooked and snelled like fish entrails in a sauce
of excrenent. The wonen took the awful stuff away; it left a stink in his nose. He tried breathing
t hrough hi s nout h.

The young man's nouth had been wedged open with bl ocks of wood, and his choking screans
altered in pitch. Wile M First held him the women ladled the liquids fromthe bows into his
mout h. The young man spluttered and wail ed, choked and tried to spit. He noaned, then threw up.

'Let ne show you ny arnoury, ny benefaction,’ Fw -Song said to Horza, and reached behind his
vast body. He brought back a |l arge bundle of rags, which he startled to unfold. dittering in the
sunlight, nmetal devices like tiny man-traps were reveal ed. Fw -Song put one finger to his |ips
whil e he surveyed the collection, then picked up one of the snall nmetal contraptions. He put it
into his mouth, fitting both pans over the pins Horza had seen earlier. 'Zhare,' Fw -Song said,
raising his mouth in a broad snile towards the Changer. 'Wat' oo you shink of zhat?' The
artificial teeth sparkled in his nmouth; rows of sharp, serrated points. 'Or zhese?' Fw -Song
swapped them for another set, full of tiny fangs |i ke needles, then another, with angled teeth
Ii ke hooks with barbs, then another, with holes set in them 'Goo', eh? He snmled at Horza,
| eaving the last pair in. He turned to M First. 'Wa' you shink, N shtur Shursht? Ehs? O . . . '
Fwi - Song took out the set with the holes, put in another set, like Iong, blade-like spades.
'Zheze? A 'ink eeg a rar ah nishe. Esh, rert ush zhtart w sh eez. Ret's punish zhoze naughty
t oot si esh.’

Twenty-seventh's voi ce was becom ng hoarse. One of his legs was lifted out in front of himand
hel d by four kneeling men. Fw -Song was lifted and carried on the liner to just in front of the
young nman; he bared the blade-teeth, then | eaned forward and with a quick; nodding notion, bit off
one of Twenty-seventh's toes.

Horza | ooked away.

In the next half-hour or so of leisurely paced eating, the enormus prophet nibbled at various
bits of Twenty-seventh's body, attacking the extremties and the few renaining fat deposits with
his various sets of teeth. The young man gai ned fresh breath with each new site of butchery.

Horza watched and didn't watch, sonmetinmes trying to think himself into a kind of defiance that
would et himwork out a way to get back at this grotesque distortion of a human being, at other
times just wanting the whole awful business to be over and done with. Fwi -Song left his ex-
disciple's fingers until last, then used the teeth with the holes in like wire-strippers.
"asty,' he said, wi ping his blood-stained face with one gigantic forearm

Twenty-sevent h was cut down, npaning, covered in streaks of blood, and only sem -consci ous. He
was gagged with a |l ength of rag, then pinned down flat, face up, on the sand, wooden spikes
t hrough the pal ms of his nmangl ed hands and a huge boul der crushing his feet. He started scream ng
weakly again through the gag when he saw t he prophet Fwi -Song on his litter being carried over
towards him Fw -Song was | owered al nost on top of the nmopaning form then he struggled with sone
cords at the side of his litter until a snmall flap under his great bul k fl opped open, over the
face of the gagged, bl ood-spattered human on the sand beneath. The prophet gave a sign, and he was
| owered on top of the man, quieting the sound of npaning. The prophet smled, and settled hinself
with little novenents of his huge body, like a bird nestling down over its eggs. H s vast bulk
obliterating all trace or shape of the human under him Fw -Song humed to hinself while the
enmaci ated crowd | ooked on, singing very slowy and quietly, swaying together as they stood. Fw -
Song started to rock backwards and forwards softly, very slowy at first, then faster as sweat
appeared in beads on the gol den done of his face. He panted, and nade a rough gesture towards the
crowd; the two wonmen dressed in the lengths of cloth cane forward and started to lick at the
trickles of blood which had spilled fromthe prophet's mouth, over the folds of his chins and down

"Ery
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t he expanse of his chest and breasts like red mlk. Fw -Song gasped, seemed to sag and stay stil
for a noment, and then, with a surprisingly fast and fierce notion, clouted both the |apping wonmen
across the head with his mghty arms. The wonmen scurried off, rejoining the cromd. M First
started a | ouder chant, which the others took up

At last Fwi -Song ordered hinself to be lifted again. The litter bearers haul ed his massive
frane into the air, to reveal the crushed body of Twenty-seventh, his npaning silenced for ever

They lifted himout, beheaded the corpse and renoved the top of the skull. They ate his
brains, and it was only then that Horza threw up

" And now we are becone each other,' Fw -Song intoned solenmly to the youth's holl ow head, then
threw its bl oody bow over his shoulder into the fire. The rest of the body was taken down to the
sea and thrown in.

"Only cerenmony and the | ove of Fate distinguish us fromthe beasts, o mark of Fate's
devotion,' Fw -Song warbled to Horza as the prophet's vast body was cl eaned and perfunmed by the
attendant wonen. Tied to his post, stuck in the ground, his mouth foul ed, Horza breathed carefully
and deliberately, and did not try to reply.

Twenty-seventh's body floated slowy out to sea. Fwi -Song was towel | ed down. The skinny humans sat
about listlessly, or tended the awful-snelling liquid in the bubbling vats. M First and his two
worren hel pers took off their Iengths of cloth, leaving the man in his griny but whole tunic and
the wonen in their tattered rags. Fwi -Song had his litter placed on the sand in front of Horza.

' See, bounty fromthe waves, harvest fromthe rolling ocean, ny people prepare to break their
fast.' The prophet swept one fat-wobbling armabout to indicate the people tending the fires and
caul drons. The snell of rotting food filled the air.

' They eat what others | eave, what others will not touch, because they want to be closer to the
fabric of Fate. They eat the bark fromthe trees and the grass fromthe ground and the nobss from
the rocks; they eat the sand and the | eaves and the roots and the earth; they eat the shells and
the entrails of sea-aninmals and the carrion of the I and and the ocean; they eat their bodily
products and share nmine. | amthe fount. | amthe well-spring, the taste on their tongues.

"You, bubble of froth on the ocean of life, are a sign. Crop of the ocean, you will cone to
see, before the tine of your unmaking, that you are all you have eaten, and that food is nerely
undi gested excrenent. This | have seen; this you will see.’

One of the attendant wonen cane back fromthe sea with Fwi -Song's freshly cl eaned sets of
teeth. He took themfromher and put themin the rags sonewhere behind him "Al shall fall but
we, all go to their deaths, their unnmakings. W alone will be nade in our unnaking, brought into
the glory of our ultimate consummation.'

The prophet sat sniling at Horza, while around him- as the |long afternoon's shadows drew out
across the sands - the emaciated, ill-1ooking people sat down to their foul neals. Horza watched
themtry to eat. Some did, encouraged by M First, but npst could keep nothing dowmn. They gasped
for breath and gul ped at the liquids, but often as not they vonmited up what they had just forced
down. Fwi - Song | ooked on them sadly, shaking his head.

'You see, even ny closest children are not ready yet. W nust pray and entreat that they are
ready when the time conmes, as it must, in a few days' time. W nust hope that their bodies' |ack
of grasp, of synpathy with all things, will not nake them despised in the eyes and nouth of God.'

You fat bastard. You're within range, if you only knew. | could blind you fromhere; spit in
your little eyes and maybe

But, Horza thought, nmaybe not. The giant's eyes were set so deep within the flabby skin of his
brows and cheeks that even the venonpus spittle with which Horza could have hit the gol den nonster
nmight not find its way to the nenbranes of the eye. But it was all Horza could find to give him
solace in his situation. He could spit at the prophet, and that was it. Perhaps there would cone a
poi nt when it might make sone difference, but to do it now would be stupid. A blind, enraged Fw -
Song struck Horza as sonething to try to avoid even nore than a sighted, tittering one.

Fwi - Song tal ked on to Horza, never questioning, never really stopping, repeating hinself nore
and nore often. He told himabout his revelations and his past life; as a circus freak, then as a
pal ace pet for sonme alien satrap on a Megaship, then as a convert to a fashionable religion on
anot her Megashi p, his revelation occurring there, when he persuaded a few converts to join himon
an island to await the End of Al Things. Mre followers had arrived when the Culture announced
what the fate of the Vavatch Orbital was going to be. Horza was only half listening, his mnd
racing as he tried to think of a way out.

' W await the end of all things, the |ast day. We prepare ourselves for our fina
consunnatlon by mixing the fruits of earth and sea and death with our fragile bodies of flesh and
bl ood and bone. You are our sign, our aperitif, our scent. You nust feel honoured.'
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"M ghty Prophet,' Horza said, swallow ng hard and doing his best to keep his voice calm Fwi -

Song stopped tal king, the eyes narrowing still further and a frown formng. Horza went on, 'l am
i ndeed your sign. | bring you nyself; | amthe follower . . . the disciple nunbered Last. | cone
to rid you of the machine fromthe Vacuum' Horza | ooked over at the Culture shuttle, sitting with
its rear doors open at the far end of the beach. 'I know how to renpbve this source of tenptation

Let me prove to you my devotion by performing this snmall service for your great and nejestic self.
Then you will know | amyour |ast and nost faithful servant: the one nunbered Last, the one come
before the unnaking, to . . . to steel your followers for the test to come and renove the

Anat hemati cs' tenptation device. | have nmixed with the stars and the air and ocean, and | bring
you this nessage, this deliverance.' Horza stopped there, his throat and |ips dry, his eyes
running as the highly spiced stench of the Eaters' food drifted on a |ight breeze around him Fwi -
Song sat quite still on his litter, looking into Horza's face with his slit-eyes narrowed and his
bul bous brows creased.

"M First!' Fwi-Song said, turning to where the pal e-skinned man in the tunic was massagi ng
one of the Eaters' bellies while the unfortunate follower |lay noaning on the ground. M First rose
and canme over to the giant prophet, who nodded at Horza and spoke in the | anguage the Changer
couldn't understand. M First bowed slightly, then went behind Horza, taking sonething from under
his tunic as he went out of the Changer's field of view Horza's heart thudded. He | ooked
desperately back at Fw -Song. What had the prophet said? What was M First going to do? Hands
appeared over Horza's head, gripping sonething. The Changer closed his eyes.

Arag was tied tightly over his nouth. It snmelled of the foul food. H s head was forced back
agai nst the stake. Then M First went back to the prone, groaning Eater. Horza stared at Fw - Song,
who sai d:

'There. Now, as | was saying . .

Horza didn't listen. The fat prophet's cruel faith was little different froma mllion others;
only the degree of its barbarity made it unusual in these supposedly civilised tines. Another side
effect of the war, maybe; blane the Culture. Fw -Song tal ked, but there was no point in |istening.

Horza recalled that the Culture's attitude to sonebody who believed in an omi potent God was
to pity them and to take no nore notice of the substance of their faith than one would take of
the ranblings of sonebody clainming to be Enperor of the Universe. The nature of the belief wasn't
totally irrelevant - along with the person's background and upbringing, it mght tell you
sonet hi ng about what had gone wong with them- but you didn't take their views seriously.

That was the way Horza felt about Fw -Song. He had to treat him as the mani ac he obviously
was. The fact that his insanity was dressed in religious trappings neant nothing.

No doubt the Culture would disagree, claimng that there was anpl e commopn ground between
insanity and religious belief, but then what else could you expect fromthe Culture? The |dirans
knew better, and Horza, while not agreeing with everything the Idirans stood for, respected their
beliefs. Their whole way of life, alnpbst their every thought, was illum nated, guided and governed
by their single religion/philosophy: a belief in order, place and a kind of holy rationality.

They believed in order because they had seen so nuch of its opposite, first in their own
pl anetary background, taking part in the extraordinarily fierce evolutionary contest on Idir, and
then - when they finally entered into the society of their local stellar cluster - around them
bet ween and anongst ot her species. They had suffered because of that |ack of order; they had died
by the millions in stupid, greed-inspired wars in which they becane involved through no fault of
their own. They had been naive and innocent, over-dependent on others thinking in the same calm
rati onal way they always did.

They believed in the destiny of place. Certain individuals would always belong in certain
pl aces - the high ground, the fertile |ands, the tenperate isles - whether they had been born
there or not; and the sane applied to tribes, clans and races (and even to species; nobst of the
ancient holy texts had proved sufficiently flexible and vague to cope with the discovery that the
Idirans were not alone in the universe. The texts which had clai med otherw se were pronptly
ditched, and their authors were first ritually cursed and then thoroughly forgotten). At its npst
mundane, the belief could be expressed as the certainty that there was a place for everything, and
everything ought to be in its place. Once everything was in its place, God would be happy with the
uni verse, and eternal peace and joy would replace the current chaos.

The I dirans saw thensel ves as agents in this great reordering. They were the chosen - at first
al l owed the peace to understand what God desired, and then goaded into action rather than
contenplation by the very forces of disorder they gradually understood they had to fight. God had
a purpose beyond study for them They had to find their own place, in the whole gal axy at |east;
per haps even outside that, as well. The nore nmature species could ook to their own salvation
they had to nmake their own rules and find their own peace with God (and it was a sign of his
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generosity that he was happy with their achi evenents even when they denied Hn). But the others -
the swarm ng, chaotic, struggling peoples - they needed gui dance.

The time had conme to do away with the toys of self-interested striving. That the Idirans had
realised this was the sign of it. In them and in the Wrd that was their inheritance fromthe
divine, the Spell within their genetic inheritance, a new nessage was abroad: G ow up. Behave.

Pr epar e.

Horza didn't believe in the Idirans' religion any nore than Bal veda had, and indeed he coul d
see in its over-deliberate, too-planned ideals exactly the sort of life-constricting forces he so
despised in the Culture's initially nore benign ethos. But the Idirans relied on thensel ves, not
on their machines, and so they were still part of life. To him that nade all the difference.

Horza knew the Idirans woul d never subdue all the | ess-devel oped civilisations in the gal axy;
their dreaned-of day of judgement woul d never come. But the very certainty of that ultimate defeat
made the ldirans safe, made them normal, nade them part of the general life of the gal axy; just
one nore species, which woul d grow and expand and then, finding the plateau phase all non-suicida
species eventually arrived at, settle down. In ten thousand years the Idirans woul d be just
another civilisation, getting on with their own lives. The current era of conquests m ght be
fondly renenbered, but it would be irrelevant by then, explained away by sone creative theol ogy.
They had been quiet and introspective before; so they woul d be again.

In the end, they were rational. They listened to commpn sense before their own enmotions. The
only thing they believed without proof was that there was a purpose to life, that there was
somet hi ng which was translated in nost |anguages as 'God', and that that God wanted a better
exi stence for His creations. At the nonent they pursued this goal thenselves, believed thensel ves
to be the arns and hands and fingers of God. But when the tine cane they would be able to
assimlate the realisation that they'd got it wong, that it was not up to themto bring about the
final order. They woul d thensel ves becone caln they would find their own place. The gal axy and
its many and varied civilisations would assinilate them

The Culture was different. Horza could see no end to its policy of continual and escal ating
interference. It could easily grow for ever, because it was not governed by natural limtations.
Li ke a rogue cell, a cancer with no 'off' switch in its genetic conposition, the Culture would go
on expanding for as long as it was allowed to. It would not stop of its own accord, so it had to
be stopped.

This was a cause he had | ong ago decided to devote hinself to, Horza told hinmself, |istening
to Fwi - Song droning on. Al so, a cause he would serve no nore, if he didn't get away fromthe
Eaters.

Fwi -Song talked for a little longer, then - after a word fromM First - had his litter turned
round so that he could address his followers. Mst of themwere either being very ill or |ooking
it. Fwi-Song switched to the |ocal |anguage Horza didn't understand, and gave what was evidently a
sernon. He ignored the occasional bout of vomiting fromhis flock

The sun di pped | ower over the ocean, and the day cool ed.

The sernmon over, Fwi -Song sat silently on his litter as, one by one, the Eaters cane up to
him bowed and spoke earnestly to him The prophet's done-like head wore a large smle, and every
now and again it would nod with what | ooked |ike agreenent.

Later, the Eaters sang and chanted while Fw - Song was washed and oiled by the two wonmen who
had hel ped officiate at Twenty-seventh's death. Then, his vast body gleanming in the rays of the
falling sun, Fw -Song was carried, waving cheerfully, off the beach and into the small forest
beneath the island s single stunted nountain.

Fires were stoked and wood was brought. The Eaters dispersed to their tents and canp fires, or
set off in small groups with crudely nade baskets, apparently to gather fresh debris they woul d
later try to eat.

At about sunset, M First joined the five quiet Eaters who sat around the fire Horza was by
now tired of facing. The emaci ated humans had taken little or no notice of the Changer, but M
First cane and sat near the nan tied to the post. In one hand he held a small stone, in the other
sonme of the artificial teeth Fw -Song had used on Twenty-seventh earlier that day. M First sat
grinding and polishing the teeth while he talked to the other Eaters. After a couple of them had
gone to their tents, M First went behind Horza and undid the gag. Horza breathed through his
mouth to get rid of the stale taste, and exercised his jaw He shifted, trying to ease the
accunul ating aches in his arms and | egs.

"Confortable? M First said, squatting down again. He continued to sharpen the netal fangs;
they flickered in the firelight.

"I've felt better,' Horza said.

"You'll feel worse, too . . . friend.' M First made the last word sound |like a curse.
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"My nane's Horza.'

"I don't care what your nane is.' M First shook his head. 'Your nane doesn't matter. You
don't matter.

"I had started to formthat inpression,' Horza admtted.

'"Ch, had you?" M First said. He got up and cane closer to the Changer. 'Had you really?' He
| ashed out with the steel teeth he held in his hand, catching Horza across the left cheek. 'Think
you're clever, eh? Think you're going to get out of this, do you?' He kicked Horza in the belly.
Horza gasped and choked. 'See - you don't matter. You're just a hunk of neat. That's all anybody
is. Just neat. And anyway,' he kicked Horza again, 'pain isn't real. Just chenicals and el ectrics
and that sort of thing, right?

'"Ch,' Horza croaked, his wounds aching briefly, 'yes. Right.'

"OK,' M First grinned. 'You renmenber this tonorrow, OK. You're just a piece of neat, and the
prophet's a bigger one.'

"You . . . ah, don't believe in souls, then?' Horza said diffidently, hoping this woul dn't
| ead to anot her ki ck.

"Fuck your soul, stranger,' M First |aughed. 'You' d better hope there's no such thing.
There's people that are natural eaters and there's those that are always going to get eaten, and
can't see that their souls are going to be any different, so as you're obviously one of those that
are always going to get eaten, you'd better hope there isn't any such thing. That's your best bet,
believe nme." M First brought out the rag he had taken fromHorza's nouth. He tied it back there,
saying, 'No - no soul at all would be the best thing for you, friend. But if it turns out you have
got one, you cone back and tell nme, so | can have a good laugh, right? M First pulled the
knotted rag tight, hauling Horza's head agai nst the wooden st ake.

Fwi -Song' s |ieutenant finished sharpening the sets of gleanm ng netal teeth, then rose and
spoke to the other Eaters sitting around the fire. After a while they went to sonme of the smal
tents, and soon they were all off the beach, leaving only Horza to watch the few dying fires. The
waves crashed softly on the distant surf-line, stars arced slowy above, and the dayside of the
Orbital was a bright Iine of Iight overhead. Shining in the starlight and the Olight, the silent,
wai ting bulk of the Culture shuttle sat, its rear doors open |like a cave of safe darkness.

Horza had already tested the knots restraining his hands and feet. Shrinking his wists
woul dn't work; the rope, twi ne or whatever they had used was tightening very slightly all the
time; it would just take up the slack as quickly as he could produce it. Perhaps it shrank when
drying and they had wet it before tying him He couldn't tell. He could intensify the acid content
in his sweat gl ands where the rope touched his skin, and that was always worth a try, but even the
| ong ni ght of Vavatch probably wouldn't give enough tine for the process to work.

Pain isn't real, he told hinmself. Crap

He awoke at dawn, along with several of the Eaters, who wal ked slowy down to the water to wash in
the surf. Horza was cold. He started shivering as soon as he woke, and he could tell that his body
tenperature had dropped a long way during the night in the light trance required for altering the
skin cells on his wists. He strained at the ropes, testing for some give, the slightest tearing
of fibres or strands. There was nothing, just nore pain fromthe palns of his hands where sone
sweat had run down onto skin unchanged and therefore unprotected fromthe acid his sweat gl ands
had been producing. He worried about that for about a second, recalling that if he was ever to

i npersonate Krai klyn properly he would need to Iift the man's finger and palmprints and so woul d
need his skin in perfect Changing condition. Then he | aughed at hinself for worrying about that
when he wasn't even likely to see the day out.

He vaguely considered killing hinself. It was possible; with only a little interna
preparation, he could use one of his own teeth to poison hinmself. But, while there was still any
chance, he could not bring hinself to think of it seriously. He wondered how Cul ture people faced
the war; they were supposed to be able to decide to die, too, though it was said to be nore
conplicated than sinple poison. But howdid they resist it, those soft, peace-panpered soul s? He
i mgi ned themin conbat, auto-euthenising alnmost the instant the first shots | anded, the first
wounds started to appear. The thought nmade himsnile.

The ldirans had a death trance, but it was only for use in cases of extrenme shame and
di sgrace, or when a life's work was conpleted, or a crippling disease threatened. And unlike the
Culture - or the Changers - they felt their pain to the full, undanpened by genofi xed i nhibitors.
The Changers regarded pain as a seni-redundant hangover fromtheir aninal evolution; the Culture
was sinply frightened of it: but the Idirans treated it with a sort of proud contenpt.

Horza | ooked across the beach, over the two big canoes towards the open rear doors of the
shuttle. A pair of brightly coloured birds were strutting around on its top, making little
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ritualised nmovenments. Horza watched themfor a while, as the Eaters' canp gradually woke up and
the nmorning sun brightened. Mst rose fromthe thin forest and there were a few clouds, high up in
the sky. M First cane yawning and stretching out of his tent, then took the heavy projectile
pistol out fromunder his tunic and fired it in the air. This seened to be a signal for all the
Eaters to wake and set about their daily business if they hadn't already done so.

The noi se of the crude weapon frightened the two birds on the roof of the Culture shuttle;
they took to the air and flew away over the trees and shrubs, around the island. Horza watched
them go, then let his eyes drop, staring at the gol den sand and breathing sl ow and deep

"Your big day, stranger,' M First said with a grin, conming up to the Changer. He put the
pistol into the string holster under his tunic. Horza | ooked at the nman, but said nothing. Another
feast in ny honour, he thought.

M First wal ked around Horza, |ooking down at him Horza followed himw th his eyes where he
could and waited for the man to spot whatever danage the aci d-sweat had succeeded in inflicting on
the rope round his wists, but M First didn't notice anything, and when he reappeared in Horza's
view he was still smling slightly, nodding his head a little, seeningly satisfied that the nan
tied to the stake was still well enough restrained. Horza did his best to stretch, straining at
the bonds at his wists. There was not even a hint of give. It hadn't worked. M First left, to
supervi se the launching of a fishing canoe.

Fwi - Song was brought out of the forest on his litter not |ong before noon, as the fishing canoe
was returning.

"G ft of the seas and air! Tribute of the great Crclesea' s vast wealth! See what a wondrous
day awaits you now' Fw -Song had hinsel f brought up to Horza, and was put down to one side of the
fire. He snmled at the Changer. '"All the night you have had tinme to think of what the day now
hol ds; for all the darkness you have been able to |l ook into the fruits of the Vacuum You have
seen the spaces between the stars, seen how rmuch there is of nothing, howlittle there is of
anyt hi ng. Now you can appreciate what an honour lies in store for you; how | ucky you are to be ny
sign, ny offering!' Fw -Song cl apped his hands with delight, and his enormus body shook up and
down. The chubby hands went to his mouth as he spoke, and the folds of flesh over his eyes lifted
monentarily to reveal the whites within. 'Ho-hoo! What fun we all shall have!' The prophet nade a
sign, and his litter carriers took himdown to the sea to be washed and anoi nt ed.

Horza wat ched the Eaters prepare their food; they gutted the fish, throw ng away the neat and
keeping the offal and skins, heads and spi kes. They renoved the shells fromthe animals inside and
threw the animal s away. They ground up the shells with the weeds and sone brightly col oured sea
sl ugs. Horza watched all this happen in front of him and saw just how run-down the Eaters really
were; the scabs and sores, the deficiency di seases and general weakness. The col ds and coughs,
peeling skin and partly deformed linbs all spoke of a very gradually fatal diet. The dead neat and
aninmals fromthe sea were returned to the waves via great bl ood-soaked baskets. Horza watched as
closely as his gag and the distance would allow, but none of the Eaters seened to take a
surreptitious bite of the raw neat as they threwit fromthe baskets into the waves.

Fwi - Song, being dried on the sand just up the beach fromthe |line of breakers, watched the
food being thrown into the sea and nodded wi th approval, speaking qui et words of encouragenent to
his flock. Then he clapped his hands, and the litter was slowy carried along the beach to the
fire and the Changer.

"Offertory thing! Benefaction! Prepare yourself!' Fw -Song warbl ed, settling down in his
litter with little novenents which sent ripples all over the great folds and sweeps of his nmassive
body. Horza started to breathe harder, felt his heart pound. He swall owed, and strai ned again at
the rope holding his hands. M First and the two wonmen were digging at the sand for the thin robes
in their buried sacks.

Al the Eaters gathered round the fire, facing Horza. Their eyes | ooked black or vaguely
interested, nothing nore. There was a |listlessness about their actions and expressions which Horza
found even nore depressing than outright hatred or sadistic glee would have been

The Eaters began to chant and sing. M First and the two wonen were twi sting the dull |engths
of cloth around their bodies. M First |ooked at Horza and grinned.

' Ch happy nonent in the ending days!' Fw -Song said, raising his voice and hands, his choked
tones ringing out towards the centre of the island. The snells of the Eaters' foul cooking drifted
past the Changer again. 'Let this one's unmaking and naki ng be a synbol for us!' Fw -Song
continued, letting his arns drop back in enornous rolls of white flesh. The gol den-brown surfaces
gleaned in the sunlight as the prophet clasped his fat fingers together. 'Let his pain be our
del i ght, as our unmeking shall be our joining; let his flaying and consunmation be our
satisfaction and del ectation!' Fw -Song rai sed his head and spoke loudly in the |anguage the
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ot hers understood. Their chanting altered and grew |l ouder. M First and the two wonmen approached
Hor za.

Horza felt M First take the gag fromhis nouth. The pal e-ski nned nan spoke to the two woren,
who went to the bubbling vats of stinking liquid. Horza's head was feeling very light; there was a
taste he knew too well at the back of his throat, as though sone of the acid fromhis wists had
sonmehow found its way to his tongue. He strained again at his bonds behind him feeling the
nmuscl es shake. The chanting went on; the wonen were ladling the foul broth into bows. His enpty
stomach was churni ng al ready.

There are two nain ways to escape bonds apart fromthose open to non-Changers [the Acadeny's
| ecture notes said]: by acid-sweat pulse on a sustained |evel where the binding material is
susceptible to such an attack, and by malleable preferential tapering of the |inb-point involved

Horza tried to coax a little nore strength fromhis tired nuscl es.

Excessive aci d-sweating can danage not only the adjacent skin surfaces, but also the body as a
whol e t hrough dangerously altered chenical inbalances. Over-nuch tapering poses the risk of the
nmuscl es being so wasted and the bone so weakened that their subsequent use nmay be severely
restricted in the short- and | ong-term escape attenpt.

M First was approaching with the wooden bl ocks he would fit into Horza's nouth. A couple of
the | arger Eaters had stood up near the front of the crowd and advanced slightly, ready to assi st
M First. Fw -Song was reaching behind his back. The wormen started forward fromthe bubbling vats.

'Open wide, stranger,' M First said, holding out the two wooden bl ocks. 'Or do we use a
crowbar?' M First smled

Horza's arns strained. His upper armnoved. M First saw the novenment and halted nonmentarily.
One of Horza's hands jerked free. It shot round in an instant, nails ready to rake M First's
face. The pal e-skinned nman drew back, not quickly enough.

Horza's nails caught M First's robe and tunic as they flapped out from his dodgi ng body.
Already straining as far out fromthe stake as he could, Horza felt his clawed hand rip through
the two layers of material w thout connecting with the flesh underneath. M First staggered back
bumpi ng into one of the wonen carrying the bow s of stinking gruel, knocking it from her hands.
One of the wooden wedges sailed fromM First's hand and I anded in the fire. Horza's arm conpl et ed
its swing just as the two Eaters in the front of the crowmd came forward quickly and caught the
Changer by the head and arm

'Sacrilege!" Fw -Song screanmed. M First | ooked at the wonan he had bunped into, at the fire,
at the prophet, then back with a furious | ook at the Changer. He lifted one armto | ook at the
tears in his robe and tunic. 'The gift-filth desecrates our vestnents!' Fw -Song shouted. The two
Eaters held Horza, pinning his arm back where it had been and his head to the stake. M First

started towards Horza, taking the gun out fromunder his tunic and holding it by the barrel, like
a club. "M First!' Fw -Song snapped, stopping the pale-skinned man in his tracks. 'Shtand gack
Hol d gat amout; ee'll show gi sh naught goy how we geel w sh hish short!

Horza's free armwas straightened out in front of him One of the Eaters holding himput his
I eg round the back of the post, bracing hinself there and trapping Horza's other hand where it
was. Fwi -Song had a set of gleamng steel teeth in his nmouth, the holed ones. He glared at the
Changer while M First stepped back, still holding the projectile pistol. The prophet nodded to
another two Eaters in the crowd; they took Horza's hand and prised the fingers apart, tying that
wist to a pole. Horza felt his whole body shake. He cut off all feeling in that hand.

" Naughty, naughty gisht 'romthe sheel' Fwi -Song said. He |leant forward, buried Horza's index
finger in his nouth, closed the stripper teeth over them cutting into the flesh, and then pulled
qui ckly back.

The prophet chewed and swal | owed, watching the Changer's face as he did so, and frowni ng. ' Not
gery tashty, genegiction 'romthe oceansh currentsh!' The prophet licked his Iips. 'An" not shore
enush 'or you, eisher, sho it wood sheen? Letch shee 'ot elsh nee can . . . ' Fw -Song was
frowni ng again. Horza | ooked past the Eaters holding himto the hand stretched out over the pole,
one finger stripped bare, the bones linp, blood dripping fromthe thin tip.

Beyond that, Fw -Song sat frowning on his litter on the sand, M First near his side, stil
glaring at Horza and holding the gun barrel. As Fw -Song's silence continued, M First |ooked at
t he prophet. Fwi -Song said, ' not elsh nee can . . . nee can . Fwi - Song reached up and
took the stripper teeth with sone difficulty fromhis nmouth. He laid themin front of himwth the
rest on their rag, and put one pudgy hand to his throat, the other onto the vast hemni sphere of his
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belly. M First |ooked on, then back at Horza, who did his best to snmle. The Changer opened his
teeth gl ands and sucked poi son

"M First . . . ' Fw-Song began, then put out the hand on his belly towards the other nan. M
First seemed uncertain what to do. He transferred the gun fromone hand to the other, and took the
prophet's offered hand with his free one. 'I think I . . . I . . . ' Fwi-Song said, as his eyes

started to open fromslits to small ovals. Horza could see his face changi ng col our already. Soon
the voice, as the vocal cords react. "Help me, M First!' Fw -Song took hold of a lunp of fat
round his throat as though trying to undo a scarf tied too tightly; he stuck his fingers into his
mout h, down his throat, but Horza knew that woul dn't work; the prophet's stomach nuscles were

al ready paralysed - he couldn't vonmt the poison up. Fwi -Song's eyes were wi de now, glaring white;
his face was going grey-blue. M First was goggling at the prophet and still hol ding his huge
hand; his own was buried sonewhere inside the great golden fist of Fwi-Song's. 'He-Il-p!' squeaked
t he prophet. Then nothing but choki ng noises. The white eyes bul ged, the vast frame shook, the
dome- head went bl ue.

Sorrebody in the crowd started screaning. M First |ooked at Horza, and brought up the big
pistol. Horza tensed, then spat with all his mght.

The spittle splashed across M First's face, fromnouth to one ear in a sickle shape which
just took in one eye. M First staggered back. Horza breathed in, sucked nore poison, then spat
and blew at the sane tine, |anding a second burst of spittle right across M First's eyes. M
First clutched at his face, dropping the gun. His other hand was still caught in Fw -Song's grip
as the obese prophet shook and quivered, his eyes w de but seeing nothing. The people hol ding
Hor za wavered; he could feel it in them Mre people in the cromd were crying out. Horza jerked
his body and snarled, spitting again, at one of the nen holding the pole his hand was tied to. The
man screanmed shrilly and fell back; the others let go of himor the pole and ran. Fw -Song was
going blue fromthe neck down, still quivering and clutching his throat with one hand and M Fir st
with the other. M First was on his knees, his face |l owered, npaning as he tried to w pe the
spittle fromhis face and renove the unbearabl e burning fromhis eyes.

Horza | ooked round quickly; the Eaters were watching either their prophet and his chief
disciple, or him but they weren't doing anything either to aid themor to stop him Not all of
them were crying or screaning; sone were still chanting, quickly and fearfully as though sonething
they coul d say woul d stop whatever terrible things were happening. G adually, though, they were
backi ng off, away both fromthe prophet and M First, and fromthe Changer. Horza pulled and
jerked his hand tied to the pole; it started to come free. 'Aah!" M First suddenly raised his
head, hand clutching at one eye, and screanmed for all his worth; his hand, still caught in that of
the prophet, jerked out straight as he tried to pull free. Fwi-Song still held himin his grip
t hough, even as he quaked and stared and turned blue. Horza's hand came free; he tugged at the
bonds behind himand did his best with the crippled free hand to untie the knots. The Eaters were
noani ng now, sone still chanting, but they were noving away. Horza roared - partly at them partly
at the stubborn knots behind him Several in the crowd ran. One of the wonen dressed in the ragged
vest nent cl othes screaned, threw her bow of gruel at him mssing him then fell sobbing to the
sand.

Horza felt the ropes behind himgive. He got the other armfree, then one foot. He stood
shakily, watching Fwi -Song gargle and choke, while M First how ed, shaking his head this way and
that and pulling and swinging his gripped hand as though in sone nonstrous travesty of a
handshake. Eaters were running for the canoes or the shuttle, or throwi ng thenselves onto the
sand. Horza struggled free at last, and staggered towards the grossly inbal anced duo of nen |inked
by the hand. He plunged forward and grabbed the fallen pistol fromthe sands. As he knelt and then
stood, Fw -Song, as though suddenly seeing Horza again, gave one |ast gurgling, gagging splutter
of noise, and tipped slowy towards the side M First was pulling and tugging from M First fel
to his knees again, still scream ng as the venom seared the nmenbranes of his eyes and attacked the
nerves beyond. As Fwi -Song toppled and his arm and hand went slack, M First |ooked up and round,
intime to see through his pain the vast bulk of the prophet falling towards him He how ed once,
on an indrawn breath as he pulled his hand free at last fromthe now blue clunp of chubby fingers;
he started to rise to his feet, but Fwi -Song rolled over and crashed into him knocking himto the
sand. Before M First could utter another sound, the inmense prophet had fallen over his disciple,
flattening himinto the sand from head to buttocks.

Fwi - Song' s eyes closed slowy. The hand at his throat flopped across the sand and into the
outer edge of the fire, where it started to sizzle.

M First's legs beat a tattoo on the sand just as the last of the Eaters ran away, junping
tents and fires and racing for the canoes or shuttle or forest. Then the two skinny | egs sticking
out fromunder the prophet's body were reduced to spasns, and after a while they stopped noving
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al together. None of their novenments had succeeded in shifting Fw -Song's huge body a centinetre.

Horza bl ew sonme sand off the clunmsy feeling pistol and noved upwi nd fromthe snell of the
prophet's hand burning in the fire. He checked the gun, |ooking round the deserted stretch of
beach around the fires and tents. The canoes were being |l aunched. Eaters were crowding into the
Culture shuttle.

Horza stretched his aching Iinbs, |ooked at his bare-boned finger, then shrugged, put the gun
under one arnpit, put his good hand round the set of bones, pulled and twi sted. Hi s usel ess bones
snapped fromtheir sockets and he threw themonto the fire.

Pain isn't real anyway, he told hinself shakily, and started for the Culture shuttle at a sl ow
run.

The Eaters in the shuttle saw himcom ng straight towards them and started scream ng again. They
piled out. Sone of themran down the beach to wade out after the escaping canoes; others scattered
into the forest. Horza slowed down to et themgo, then | ooked warily at the open doors of the
Culture craft. He could see seats inside, up the short ranp, and lights and a far bul khead. He
took a deep breath and wal ked up the gentle slope of ranp, into the shuttle.

"Hello,"' said a crudely synthesised voice. Horza | ooked around. The shuttle | ooked pretty well
used and old. It was Culture, he was fairly certain of that, but it wasn't as neat and spanki ng-
new as the Culture liked its products to | ook. 'Why were those people so frightened of you?

Horza was still |ooking round, wondering where and what to address.

"I"'mnot sure,' he said shrugging. He was naked and still holding the gun, with only a couple
of strips of flesh on one finger, though the bl eeding had quickly stopped. He thought he nust | ook
a threatening figure anyway, but nmaybe the shuttle couldn't tell that. 'Were are you? Wat are
you?' he said, deciding to feign ignorance. He | ooked around in a very obvi ous manner, hanm ng up
a display of |ooking forward, through a door in the bul khead, to a control area forward.

"I"'mthe shuttle. Its brain. How do you do?

"Fine,' Horza said, 'just fine. How are you?

"Very well, considering, thank you. | haven't been bored at all, but it is nice to have
sonebody to talk to at last. You speak very good Marain; where did you | earn?

"Ah . . . | did acourseinit,' Horza said. He did sone nore | ooking around. 'Look, | don't
know where to | ook when |I talk to you. Were should | |ook, huh?

"Ha ha,' the shuttle |aughed. '| suppose you' d best |ook up here; forward towards the
bul khead.' Horza did so. 'See that little round thing right in the mddle, near the ceiling?
That's one of ny eyes.'

'"Ch,"' Horza said. He waved and smiled. "H. My nane's . . . Oab.'

"Hello, Orab. I'mcalled Tsealsir. Actually that's only part of my name designation, but you
can call nme that. Wat was happening out there? |I haven't been watching the people |'mhere to
rescue; | was told not to, in case | got upset, but | did hear people scream ng when they cane
near and they seened frightened when they cane inside ne. Then they saw you and ran away. What is
that you're holding? Is it a gun? I'll have to ask you to put that away for safe keeping. |'m here

to rescue people who want to be rescued when the Orbital is destructed, and we can't have
danger ous weapons on board, in case sonmebody gets hurt, can we? |Is that finger hurt? | have a very
good medkit on board. Whuld you like to use it, Orab?

'"Yes, that nmight be an idea.’

'"Good. It's on the inward side of the doorway through to ny front conpartnent on the left.'

Horza started wal ki ng past the rows of seats towards the front of the shuttle. For all its
age, the shuttle snelled of . . . he wasn't quite sure. Al the synthetic materials it was nade
from he supposed. After the natural but god-awful odours of the last day, Horza found the shuttle
much nore pleasant, even if it was Culture and therefore belonged to the eneny. Horza touched the
gun he was carrying as though doing sonething to it.

"Just putting the safety catch on,' he told the eye in the ceiling. 'Don't want it to go off,

but those people out there were trying to kill nme earlier, and | feel safer with it in ny hand,
know what | nean?
"Well, not exactly, Orab,' the shuttle said, '"but I think I can understand. But you'll have to

give the gun to nme before we take off.

'"Ch sure. As soon as you close those rear doors.' Horza was in the doorway between the nain
conpartnent and the smaller control area now. It was in fact a very short corridor, |less than two
metres long, with opened doors to each conpartnent. Horza | ooked round quickly, but he couldn't
see anot her eye. He watched a large flap open at about hip level to reveal a conprehensive nedica
kit.

"Well, Orab, 1'd close those doors to make you feel a bit safer if | could, but you see |I'm
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here to rescue people who want to be rescued when the time conmes to destruct the Orbital, and
can't close those doors until just before |I |eave, so that everybody who wants to can get on
board. Actually | can't really understand why anybody woul dn't want to escape, but they told ne
not to get worried if sone people stayed behind. But | nust say | think that would be kind of
silly, don't you, Orab?

Horza was rummagi ng t hrough the nedkit but |ooking above it at other outlines of doors set in
the wall of the short corridor. He said, 'HmP Ch, yeah, that would be. Wen is the place due to
bl ow, anyway?' He poked his head round the corner, into the control conpartnment or flight deck
| ooki ng up at another eye set in the corresponding position to the one in the main conpartnent,
but | ooking forward fromthe other side of the thick wall between the two. Horza grinned and gave
alittle wave, then ducked back.

"Hi,' the shuttle |aughed. 'Wll, Orab, I'mafraid that we're going to be forced to destruct
the Orbital in forty-three standard hours. Unless, of course, the Idirans see sense and are
reasonabl e and withdraw their threat to use Vavatch as a war base.'

'"Ch,' Horza said. He was | ooking at one of the door outlines above the opened one the mnedkit
was protruding from As far as he could guess, those two eyes were back to back, separated by the
t hi ckness of the wall between the two conpartnents. Unless there was a nmirror he couldn't see, he
was invisible to the shuttle while he remained in the short corridor

He | ooked back, out through the open rear doors; the only novenment cane fromthe tops of sone
distant trees and the snoke fromthe fires. He checked the gun. The projectiles seemed to be
hi dden in sonme sort of magazine, but a little circular indicator with a sweep hand i ndi cat ed
either one bullet left or one expended out of twelve.

"Yes,' the shuttle said. '"It's very sad, of course, but these things are necessary in wartine
| suppose. Not that | pretend to understand it all. I'mjust a hunble shuttle, after all. |I'd
actual ly been given away as a present to one of the Megashi ps because | was too ol d-fashi oned and
crude for the Culture, you know. | thought they could have upgraded ne but they didn't; they just
gave me away. Anyway, they need ne now, |'m happy to say. W have quite a job on our hands, you
know, getting everybody who wants to get off away from Vavatch. |1'I|l be sorry to see it go; |'ve
had sone happy tines here, believe ne . . . But that's just the way things go, | suppose. How s
that finger going, by the way? Want ne to have a look at it? Bring the nedkit stuff round into one
of the two conpartnents so | can take a |look. | nmight be able to help, you know ? Ch! Are you
touchi ng one of the other | ockers in that corridor?

Horza was trying to | ever open the door nearest the roof by using the barrel of the gun. 'No,'
he said, heaving away at it. 'I'mnowhere near it.

"That's odd. I"'msure | can feel sonething. Are you sure?

"OF course |'msure,' Horza said, putting all his weight behind the gun. The door gave way,
reveal ing tubes, fibre-runs, netal bottles and various other unrecognisable bits of machinery,
electrics, optics and field units.

"Quch!' said the shuttle.

"Hey!' Horza shouted. "It just blew open! There's something on fire in there!' He raised the
gun, holding it in both hands. He sighted carefully; about there.

"Fire!'" yelped the shuttle. 'But that's not possible!’

"You think | can't tell snoke when | see it, you crazy goddammed nachi ne?' Horza yelled. He
pul l ed the trigger.

The gun expl oded, throw ng his hands up and hi m back. The noise of the shuttle's exclanmation
was covered by the crack and bang of the bullet hitting inside and expl oding. Horza covered his
face with his arm

"I"'mblind!" wailed the shuttle. Now snoke really was pouring fromthe conpartment Horza had
opened. He staggered into the control conpartnent.

"You're on fire in here, too!l' he yelled. 'There's snoke conmi ng out everywhere!'’

"What ? But that can't be - '

"You're on fire! | don't know how you can't feel it or snell it! You' re burning!'

"I don't trust you!' the nmamchine yelled. 'Put that gun away or -

"You've got to trust ne!' Horza yelled, looking all over the control area for where the
shuttle's brain nmight be |ocated. He could see screens and seats, readout screens and even the
pl ace where nmanual controls might be hidden; but no indication of where the brain was. 'Snoke's
pouring out everywhere!' he repeated, trying to sound hysterical

"Here! Here's an extinguisher! I'"'mturning nmine on!'" the nachine shouted. A wall unit spun
round, and Horza grabbed the bul ky cylinder attached to the inside of the flap. He wapped his
four good fingers on his injured hand round the pistol grip. A hissing noise and a |ight vapour-
i ke steam was appearing fromvarious places in the conpartnent.
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"Not hi ng' s happening!' Horza screaned. 'There's |oads of black snoke and its - arrch!' He
pretended to cough. ' . . . Aargh! It's getting thicker!"’

"Where is it coming fron? Quickly!

' Everywhere!' Horza yelled, glancing all round the control area. 'From near your eye

under the seats, over the screens, under the screens . . . | can't see . . . I

"CGo on! | can snell snoke, too, now'

Horza | ooked at the slight smudge of grey filtering into the control area fromthe spluttering
fire in the short corridor where he had shot the craft. "It's . . . comng fromthose places, and
those info screens on either side of the end seats, and . . . just above the seats, on the side

wal | s where that bit juts out -

"What ?' screaned the shuttle brain. "On the left facing forward?

" Yes!'

"Put that one out first!' the shuttle screeched.

Horza dropped the extinguisher and gripped the gun in both hands again, aimng it at the bul ge
in the wall over the left-hand seat. He pulled the trigger: once, twice, three tines. The gun
bl ast ed, shaking his whol e body; sparks and bits of flying debris flew fromthe holes the bullets
were snmashing in the casing of the nmachine.

'EEEeee . . . ' said the shuttle, then there was silence.

Sone snoke rose fromthe bulge and it joined with that coming fromthe corridor to forma thin
| ayer under the ceiling. Horza let the gun down slowy, |ooking around and |i stening.

'Mug,' he said.

He used the hand-hel d extinguisher to put out the snmall fires in the wall of the corridor and
where the shuttle's brain had been, then he went out into the passenger area to sit near the open
doors while the smoke and the funes cleared. He couldn't see any Eaters on the sand or in the
forest, and the canoes were out of sight, too. He | ooked for some door controls and found them
the doors closed with a hiss, and Horza gri nned.

He went back to the control area and started punching buttons and opening sections of
panel ling until he got sone life fromthe screens. They all suddenly blinked on while he was
fiddling with some buttons on the arm of one of the couch-like seats. The noise of surf in the
flight deck made himthink the doors had opened again, but it was only some external m crophones
relaying the noise fromoutside. Screens flickered and lit up with figures and lines, and fl aps
opened in front of the seats; control wheels and | evers sighed out smoothly and clicked into
pl ace, just ready to be held and used. Feeling happier than he had been in many days, Horza
started an eventually successful but |onger and nore frustrating search for sone food; he was very
hungry.

Sone snmall insects were running in orderly |lines over the huge body coll apsed on the sands, one
hand of which was sticking, charred and bl ackened, into the dying flanmes of a fire.

The little insects started by eating the deep-set eyes, which were open. They hardly noticed
as the shuttle rose, wobbling, into the air, picked up speed and turned inel egantly above the
mountai n, then roared off, through the early evening air, away fromthe island.

Interlude in darkness

The M nd had an inage to illustrate its information capacity. It liked to inagine the contents of
its menory store witten out on cards; little slips of paper with tiny witing on them big enough
for a human to read. If the characters were a couple of mllinetres tall and the paper about ten
centinetres square and witten on both sides, then ten thousand characters could be squeezed onto
each card. In a netre long drawer of such cards nmaybe one thousand of them- ten mllion pieces of
information - could be stored. In a small rooma few netres square, with a corridor in the mddle
just wide enough to pull a tray out into, you could keep perhaps a thousand trays arranged in
cl ose- packed cabinets: ten billion characters in all

A square kilometre of these cranped cells night contain as many as one hundred thousand roons;
a thousand such floors would produce a building two thousand netres tall with a hundred mllion
roons. |f you kept building those squat towers, squeezed hard up agai nst each other until they
entirely covered the surface of a |argish standard-G world - maybe a billion square kilonetres -
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you woul d have a planet with one trillion square kil onetres of floor space, one hundred
quadrillion paper-stuffed roons, thirty light-years of corridors and a nunber of potential stored
characters sufficiently large to boggle just about anybody's m nd.

In base 10 that nunber would be a 1 followed by twenty-seven zeros, and even that vast figure
was only a fraction of the capacity of the Mnd. To match it you woul d need a thousand such
wor | ds; systens of them a clusterful of information-packed globes . . . and that vast capacity
was physically contained within a space smaller than a single one of those tiny rooms, inside the
Mnd .

I n darkness the M nd waited.

It had counted how long it had waited so far; it had tried to estimate how long it would have
to wait in the future. It knewto the snmallest imaginable fraction of a second how long it had
been in the tunnels of the Command System and nore often than it needed to it thought about that
nunber, watched it growinside itself. It was a formof security, it supposed; a small fetish
sonething to cling to.

It had explored the Command System tunnels, scanning and surveying. |t was weak, danaged,
al nost totally helpless, but it had been worthwhile taking a | ook around the maze-like conpl ex of
tunnel s and caverns just to take its attention off the fact that it was there as a refugee. The
places it could not get to itself it sent its one remaining renote drone into, so that it could
have a | ook, and see what there was to be seen

And all of it was at once boring and frighteningly depressing. The | evel of technol ogy
possessed by the builders of the Command Systemwas very linmited i ndeed; everything in the tunnels
wor ked either nechanically or electronically. Gears and wheels, electric wires, superconductors
and light-fibres; very crude indeed, the Mnd thought, and nothing it could possibly interest
itself in. A glance through any of the machines and devices in the tunnel was sufficient to know
them exactly - what they were nade of, how they had been made, even what they were made for. No
mystery, nothing to enploy the mnd.

There was sonmething too about the inexactitude of it all that the Mnd found al nost
frightening. It could | ook at some carefully nachi ned piece of netal or sone delicately noul ded
bit of plastic, and know that to the people who had built the Conmmand System- to their eyes -
these things were exact and precise, constructed to fine tolerances with dead straight |ines,
perfect edges, snooth surfaces, immaculate right angles . . . and so on. But the Mnd, even with
its dammged sensors, could see the rough edges, the crudity of the parts and the conponents
i nvol ved. They had been good enough for the people at the tine, and no doubt they had fulfilled
the nost inportant criterion of all; they worked

But they were crude, clumsy, inperfectly designed and manufactured. For sone reason the M nd
found this worrying.

And it would have to use this ancient, crude, shop-soiled technology. It would have to connect
with it.

It had thought it through as best it could, and decided to fornulate plans for what to do if
the Idirans did get sonebody through the Quiet Barrier and threatened it with di scovery.

It would arm and it would make a place to hide in. Both actions inplied danage to the Conmand
System so it would not act until it knew it was definitely threatened. Once it knew it was, it
woul d be forced to risk the Dra' Azon's di spl easure.

But it might not cone to that. It hoped it wouldn't; planning was one thing, execution was
another. It was unlikely to have very nmuch tine either to hide or to arm Both plans night
perforce be rather crudely inplenented, especially as it had only one renote drone and its own
badly crippled fields with which to mani pulate the engineering facilities of the System

Better than nothing, though. Better still to have problens than to | et death eradicate them
all . . .

There was, however, another |less inmediately relevant, but nore intrinsically worrying,
problemit had discovered, and it was inplied in the question: who was it?

Its higher functions had had to cl ose down when it had transferred fromfour- to three-

di mensi onal space. The Mnd's information was held in binary form in spirals conposed of protons
and neutrons; and neutrons - outside a nucleus, and al so outside hyperspace - decayed (into
protons, ha-ha; not too |long after entering the Command System the vast majority of its nmenory
woul d have consisted of the stunningly illumnating nessage: '0000000 . . . '). So it had
effectively frozen its primary nenory and cognitive functions, wapping themin fields which
prevented both decay and use. It was working instead on back-up picocircuitry, in real space, and
using real -space light to think with (how huniliating).

In fact, it could still access all that stored nenmory (though the process was conplicated, and

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (78 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

so slow), so all was not lost there . . . But as for thinking, as for being itself - another
matter entirely. It wasn't its real self. It was a crude, abstracted copy of itself, the nmere
ground plan for the full labyrinthine conplexity of its true personality. It was the truest

possi ble copy its limted scale was theoretically capable of providing, and it was still sentient;

consci ous by even the nost rigorous of standards. Yet an index was not the text, a street plan was
not the city, a nap not the Iand.

So who was it?

Not the entity it thought it was, that was the answer, and it was a disconcerting one. Because
it knew that the self it was now could never think of all the things its old self would have

thought of. It felt unworthy. It felt fallible and linited and . . . dull.
But think positively. Patterns, inmages, the telling analogy . . . make the ill work to good.
Just think .

If it was not itself, then it would be not itself.

As it was now to what it had been before, so the renpte drone was to it now (nice connection).

The renote drone would be nore than just its eyes and ears on the surface, in or near the
Changers' base, keeping |ook-out; nore than just its assistant in the doubtless frantic
preparations to equip and secrete which would ensue if the drone did raise the alarm nore. And
| ess.

Look on the happy side, think of the good things. Hadn't it been clever? Yes, it had.

Its escape fromthe spare-parts warship had been, though it thought it itself, quite
breat htakingly masterful and brilliant. Its courageous use of warp so deep into a gravity wel
woul d have been fool hardy in the extrene in anything el se but the dire circunstances it had found
itself in, but was anyway superbly skilled . . . And its stunning cross-real mtransfer, from hyper-
to real space, was not sinply even nore brilliant and even braver than anything else it had done,
it was alnost certainly a first; there was nothing anywhere in its vast store of information to
i ndi cate that anybody had ever done that before. It was proud.

But after all that, here it was, trapped; an intellectual cripple, a philosophical shadow of
its former self.

Now all it could do was wait, hoping that whoever cane to find it would be friendly. The
Culture must know, the Mnd was certain its signal had worked and that it would be picked up
somewhere. But the lIdirans knew as well. It didn't think they would just try to stormin, because

they knew as well as it did that antagonising the Dra' Azon was a bad idea. But what if the Idirans
found a way in and the Culture couldn't? What if the whole region of space around the Sullen Gl f
was now |l diran hel d? The M nd knew there was only one thing it could do if it fell into Idiran
hands, but not only did it not want to destruct for purely personal reasons, it didn't want to
destruct anywhere near Schar's Wrld anyway, for the sanme reason that the Idirans wouldn't cone
charging in. But if it was captured in the planet, that might be the last tine it would have a
chance to destroy itself. By the tine it was taken off the planet the Idirans nmight have found a
way of stopping it from destructing.

Perhaps it had made a nistake in escaping at all. Perhaps it should have just destructed al ong
with the rest of the ship and saved all this conplication and worry. But it had seened |like an
al nost heaven-sent opportunity to escape - finding itself so close to a Planet of the Dead when it

had been attacked. It wanted to |ive anyway, but it would have been . . . wasteful to throwaway
such a great chance even if it had been perfectly sangui ne about its own survival or destruction.
Well, there was nothing to be done about it now It was here and it just had to wait. Wait and

think. Consider all the options (few) and possibilities (many). Rack those nenories as best it
could for anything that m ght be relevant, that m ght help. For exanple (and the one really
interesting bit would be a bad one), it had discovered that the Idirans had probably enpl oyed one
of the Changers who had actually served with the caretaker staff on Schar's Wrld. O course

per haps the nman was dead, or busy on sonething else, or too far away, or the information had been
incorrect in the first place and the intelligence-gathering section of the Culture had got it

wong . . . But if not, then that nan woul d be the one obvious person to send after sonething
hiding in the Conmand System tunnels.
It was part of the Mnd's very construction - at every level - to believe that there was no

such thing as bad know edge except in very relative terns, but it really did wish that it hadn't
had that bit of information in its menory banks; it would just as soon not have known anyt hi ng
about this man, this Changer who knew Schar's World and probably worked for the Idirans.
(Perversely, it found itself wishing it knew this man's nane.)

But with any luck he would be irrelevant, or the Culture would get here first. O the Dra' Azon
bei ng woul d recognise a fellow Mnd in trouble and help, or . . . anything

In darkness the M nd waited.
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Hundreds of those planets were enpty; the hundred mllion roomtowers were there; the
little roons, the cabinets and the trays and the cards and the spaces for the nunbers and letters
were there; but nothing was witten, nothing held, on any of the cards . . . (Sonetines the Mnd
liked to inmagine travelling down the narrow spaces between the cabinets, one of its renote drones
floating between the banked files of menory in the thin corridors, fromroomto room for floor
after floor, kilometre after kilometre, over buried continents of roons, filled-in oceans of

roons, levelled ranges, felled forests, covered deserts of roons.) . . . These whol e systens of
dark planets, those trillions of square kilonetres of blank paper, represented the Mnd' s future;
the spaces it would fill inits life to cone.

If it had one.

7
A Ganme of Damage

' Damage - the gane banned everywhere. Tonight, in that unprepossessing building across the square
under the dome, they'll gather: the Players of the Eve of Destruction . . . the npst select group
of rich psychotics in the human gal axy, here to play the gane that is to real |ife what soap opera
is to high tragedy.

"This is the bi-port city of Evanauth, Vavatch Orbital, the very same Vavatch Orbital that in
about el even standard hours fromnow is due to be blasted into its conponent atonms as the Idiran-
Culture war in this part of the galaxy, near the Aittercliff and Sullen Gulf, reaches a new high
i n standi ng-by-your-principles-regardl ess and a new | ow i n conmon sense. It's that inmm nent
destruction that's attracted these scatological vultures here, not the fanbus Megashi ps or the
azure-blue technol ogical nmiracles of the Circlesea. No, these people are here because the whol e
Obital is doonmed to be blown away shortly, and they think it's kind of anusing to play Damage -
an ordinary card ganme with a few enbellishnents to nake it attractive to the nentally disturbed -
in places on the verge of annihilation

' They' ve played on worlds about to suffer massive comet or neteorite strikes, in volcanic
cal deras about to blow, in cities due for nuclear bonbardnment in ritualistic wars, in asteroids
heading for the centre of stars, in front of noving cliffs of ice or lava, inside nysterious alien
spacecraft discovered enpty and deserted and set on courses ainmng theminto black holes, in vast
pal aces about to be sacked by android nobs, and just about everywhere you can think of you'd
rather not want to be immediately after the Players leave. It mght seemlike a strange sort of
way to get your Kkicks, but it takes all sorts to make a gal axy, | guess.

'So here they've conme, these hyper-rich dead-beats, in their rented ships or their own
cruisers. Right now they're sobering up and conmi ng down, going through plastic surgery or
behavi our therapy - or both to nmake them acceptable in what passes for nornmal society, even in
these rarefied circles, after nonths spent in whatever expensive and unlikely debauchery or
perversion particularly appeals to them or happens to be in fashion at the nmonent. At the sane
time, they or their mnions are scraping together their Aoish credits - all actual; no notes - and
scouting hospitals, asyluns and freeze-stores for new Lives.

'Here, too, have conme the hangers-on - the Danmage groupies, the fortune seekers, the past
failures at the game desperate for another try if they can only raise the noney and the Lives .

and Darmage's very own special sort of hunman debris: the noties, victins of the gane's enotional
fall-out; mnd-junkies who only exist to lap at the crunbs of ecstasy and anguish falling fromthe
lips of their heroes, the Players of the Gane.

" Nobody knows exactly how all these different groups hear about the game or even how they al
get here in tinme, but the word goes out to those who really need to or want to hear about it, and
i ke ghouls they conme, ready for the game and the destruction

'"Originally Damage was played on such occasi ons because only during the breakdown of |aw and
nmorality, and the confusion and chaos normally surroundi ng Final Events, could the game be carried
out in anything renotely resenbling part of the civilised gal axy; which, believe it or not, the
Players like to think they're part of. Now the subsequent nova, world-busting or other cataclysm
is seen as sone sort of netaphysical synbol for the nortality of all things, and as the Lives
involved in a Full Gane are all volunteers, a |ot of places - |like good old pleasure-oriented,
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perm ssive Vavatch - let the game take place with official blessing fromthe authorities. Some
people say it's not the game it used to be, even that it's becone sonething of a nmedia event, but
| say it's still a game for the nad and the bad; the rich and the uncaring, but not the carel ess;
the unhinged . . . but well connected. People still die in Damage, and not just the Lives, either
or the Pl ayers.

"It's been called the nost decadent game in history. About all you can say in the gane's
defence is that it, rather than reality, occupies the warped ninds of sone of the gal axy's nore
twi sted peopl e; gods know what they would get up to if it wasn't there. And if the ganme does any
good apart fromremnding us - as if we needed rem nding - how crazy the bi pedal, oxygen-breathing
carboni form can becone, it does occasionally renove one of the Players and frighten the rest for a
while. In these arguably insane tines, any | essening or attenuation of nmadness is maybe sonet hi ng
to be grateful for.

"I''l'l be filing another report again some tinme during the course of the game, fromw thin the
auditoriumif | can get in there. But in the nmeantine, goodbye and take care. This is Sarble the
Eye, Evanauth City, Vavatch.'

The inmage on the wist screen of a man standing in sunlight on a plaza faded; the half-nasked,
youngi sh face di sappeari ng.

Horza put his terminal screen back onto his cuff. The tine display winked slowy with the
countdown to Vavatch's destruction

Sarbl e the Eye, one of the npbst fanous of the humanoi d gal axy's freel ance reporters, and al so
one of the nost successful at getting into places he wasn't supposed to, would now probably be
trying to enter the ganes hall - if he hadn't got in already; the broadcast Horza had just watched
had been recorded that afternoon. Doubtless Sarble would be in disguise, so Horza was glad he'd
bribed his way in before the reporter's broadcast went out and the security guards round the hal
got even nore wary; it had been hard enough as it was.

Horza, in his new guise as Krai klyn, had posed as a notie - one of the enotional junkies who
followed the erratic, secretive progress of the major gane series round the nore tawdry fringes of
civilisation, having discovered that all but the nbst expensive reserved places had been sold out
the day before. The five Aoish credit Tenths he had started out with that norning were now reduced
to three; though he al so had sone nobney keyed into a couple of credit cards he'd bought. That
currency would shrink in real value, though, as the destruction tinme drew nearer

Horza took a deep, satisfying breath and | ooked around the big arena. He had clinbed as high
as he could up the banked steps, slopes and platforns, using the interval before the gane began to
get an overvi ew of the whol e thing.

The done of the arena was transparent, showi ng stars and the bright shining line that was the
Obital's far side, nowin daylight. The lights of shuttles coming and going - nostly going -
traced lines across the still points. Beneath the dome cover hung a snoky haze, it with the
popping lights of a small firework display. The air was filled, too, with the chanting of nassed
voi ces; a choir of scal econes stood banked on the far side of the auditorium The humanoi ds
form ng the choir appeared identical in all but stature and in the tones they produced fromtheir
puf f ed- out chests and | ong necks. They seened to be naking the anbient racket, but as he | ooked
around the arena Horza could nake out the faint purple edges in the air where other, nore
| ocal i sed sound fields held conmand, over snaller stages where dancers danced, singers sang,
strippers stripped, boxers boxed, or people just stood around talking.

Banked all around, the paraphernalia of the game seethed like a vast storm Maybe ten or even
twenty thousand people, nostly humanoid but sone utterly different, including not a few nachines
and drones, they sat or lay or wal ked or stood, watchi ng nmagicians, jugglers, fighters,

i mol ators, hypnotics, couplers, actors, orators and a hundred other types of entertainers al
doing their turns. Tents had been pitched on sone of the larger terraces; rows of seats and
couches remained on others. Many snmall stages frazzled with Iights, snoke and glittering hol ograns
and soligrans. Horza saw a 3-D maze spread out over several terraces, full of tubes and angl es,
some clear, some opaque, sone noving, sonme staying still. Shadows and forns noved inside

A slownotion ani mal trapeze act arced gradually overhead. Horza recogni sed the beasts
performing it; it would becone a conbat act later on

Sone peopl e wal ked by Horza: tall humanoids in fabulous clothes, glittering |like a gaudy night
city seen fromthe air. They chattered in al nost inaudibly high voices, and froma network of
fine, golden col oured tubes branching all around their bright red and dark purple faces, tiny
puffs of incandescent gas pul sed out, weathing their sem -scal ed necks and naked shoul ders, and
trailing and dinmmng behind themin a fiery orange glow. Horza watched them pass. Their cl oaks,
flowi ng out behind as though hardly heavier than the air through which they noved, flickered with
the image of an alien face, each cloak showi ng part of one huge noving inage, as though a
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proj ector overhead was focused on the capes of the noving group. The orange gas touched Horza's
nostrils and his head swam for a second. He let his immune-glands deal with the narcotic, and
continued to | ook around the arena.

The eye of the storm the still, quiet spot, was so small it could easily have been nissed in
even a slow and attentive scan of the auditorium It was not in the centre, but set at one end of
the ellipsoid of level ground form ng the |owest visible | evel of the arena. There, under a canopy
of still dark lighting units, a round table stood, just about |arge enough to accommodate at its
rimthe sixteen large, differently styled chairs which each faced a wedge of colour fixed to the
top of the table. A console set into the table itself faced each chair, on which straps and other
restraining devices |ay opened. Behind each of the seats lay an area of clear space on which snal
seats, twelve in all, were placed. A small fence separated themfromthe |arger seats in front,
and anot her fence cordoned of f the set of twelve seats froma |arger area behind where people,
nost of themnoties, were already quietly waiting.

The gane seened to have been del ayed. Horza sat down on what was either an over-desi gned seat
or a rather uninaginative piece of sculpture. He was al nbst on the highest |evel of the terraces
of the arena, with a good view over nost of the rest. There was nobody near by. He reached deep
i nside his heavy bl ouse and peeled off sone artificial skin fromhis abdonen. He rolled the skin
into a ball and threwit into a large pot that held a small tree, just behind where he sat; then
he checked the Aoish credit Tenths, the negotiable nenory card, the pocket ternminal and the Iight
CRE pi stol which had been hidden by the paunch of fake skin. Qut of the corner of his eye he saw a
smal |, darkly dressed man approach. The man | ooked at Horza with his head tilted, from about five
metres off, then cane cl oser

'Hey, you want to be a Life?

'No. Goodbye,' Horza said. The snmall nman sniffed and wal ked of f, stopping further along the
wal kway to prod a shape lying near the edge of a narrow terrace. Horza | ooked over and saw a woman
there rai se her head groggily, then shake it slowy, noving sinuous |engths of bedraggled white
hair. Her faced showed briefly in the |ight of an overhead spot; she was beautiful but |ooked very
tired. The small man spoke to her again, but she shook her head and nade a notion wi th one hand.
The snmall man wal ked of f.

The flight in the ex-Culture shuttle had been relatively uneventful; after some confusion, Horza
had succeeded in patching through to the Orbital's navigation system discovered where he was in
relation to the A nedreca's |ast known position, and set off to find whatever was |eft of the
Megashi p. He'd accessed a news service while gorging hinself on Culture energency rations, and
found a report on the A nedreca in the index. The pictures showed the ship, listing alittle and
fractionally bowdown, floating in a cal msea surrounded by ice, the first kilometre of its hul
seemingly buried inside the huge tabular berg. Small aircraft and a few shuttles hovered and flew
about the gigantic weck, like flies above the carcass of a dinosaur. The comentary acconpanyi ng
the visuals spoke of a nysterious second nucl ear expl osion aboard the craft. It also reported that
when police craft had arrived, the Megaship had proved to be deserted.

Hearing that, Horza had imediately altered the shuttle's destination, sw nging the craft
round, to head for Evanaut h.

Horza had had three Tenths of an Aoish credit. He had sold the shuttle for five Tenths. It was
absurdly cheap, especially given the imr nent destruction of the Orbital, but he had been in a
hurry, and the deal er who accepted the craft was certainly taking a risk handling the machine; it
was very obviously a Culture design, the brain had equally obviously been shot out of it, so there
could be little doubt it had been stolen. The Culture would treat the destruction of the craft's
consci ousness as nurder.

In three hours Horza had sold the shuttle, bought clothes, cards, a gun, a couple of termnals
and some information. Al except the information had been cheap

Horza now knew that there was a craft answering the description of the Clear Air Turbul ence on
the Obital, or rather underneath it, inside the ex-Culture General Systens Vehicle called The
Ends of Invention. He found that hard to believe, but there was no other craft it could be.
According to the informati on agency, a ship fitting the CAT' s description had been brought on
board by one of the Evanauth Port shipbuilders to have repairs nade to its warping units; it had
arrived under tow two days previously, with only its fusion nmotors working. He could not, however,
find out its name or exact |ocation

It sounded to Horza |ike the CAT had been used to rescue the survivors of Kraiklyn's band; it
nmust have cone over the Owall on renote control, using its warp units. It had picked the Free
Conpany up, then hopped back over again, damaging its warp notors in the process.

He had al so been unable to find out who the survivors mght be, but assuned Kraiklyn rmust be
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one of them nobody el se could have brought the CAT over the Edgewal |. He hoped he'd find Kraiklyn
at the Damage game. Either way, Horza had decided to make for the CAT afterwards. He stil

intended to head for Schar's Wrld, and the O ear Air Turbul ence was the nost likely way of
getting there. He hoped Yal son was alive. He also hoped it was true about The Ends of Invention
being totally denilitarised, and the volune around Vavatch being free of Culture ships. After al
this time he wouldn't have put it past the Culture's Mnds to have found out about the CAT being
in the same volune of space as The Hand of God 137 when it came under attack, and to have nade a
connection or two.

He sat back in the seat - or sculpture - and relaxed, letting the internal pattern of the
notie drop fromhis mnd and body. He had to start thinking |ike Kraiklyn again; he closed his
eyes.

After a few ninutes he could hear things starting to happen down in the | ower reaches of the
arena. He brought hinmself to and | ooked around. The white-haired worman who had been |lying on the
nearby terrace had got up; she was walking, a little unsteadily, down into the arena, her | ong,
heavy dress sweeping over the steps. Horza got up, too, followi ng quickly down the stairs in the
wake of her perfune. She didn't | ook at hi mwhen he skipped past her. She was fiddling with an
askew ti ara.

The lights were on over the coloured table where the ganme woul d be played. Sone of the stages
in the auditoriumwere starting to close up or go dim People were gradually gravitating towards
the gane table, to the seats and | oungers and standi ng areas overlooking it. In the glare of the
overhead lights, tall figures in black robes noved slowy, checking pieces of the gane equipnent.
They were the adjudicators: Ishlorsinam . The species was renowned for being the nost
uni magi nati ve, hunourl ess, prissy, honest and incorruptible group in the galaxy and they al ways
of fici ated at Damage ganes because hardly anybody el se coul d be trusted.

Horza stopped by a food stall to stock up on food and drink; he watched the ganme table and the
figures around it while his order was prepared. The woman with the heavy dress and long white hair
passed him still going down the steps. Her tiara was al nost straight, though her |ong, |oose gown
was crumpl ed. She yawned as she went past. Horza paid for his food with a card, then followed the
wonman agai n, going towards the growing crowd of people and machines starting to cluster all around
the outer perineter of the game area. The woman | ooked suspiciously at hi mwhen he half ran, half
wal ked down t he steps past her again.

Horza bribed his way into one of the better terraces. He pulled the hood of his heavy bl ouse
out fromthe thick collar, stretching it over his forehead and out a little so that his face was
in shadow. He didn't want the real Kraiklyn to see himnow The terrace jutted out over |ower
ones, slanting down with an excellent view of the table itself and the gantries above. Mst of the
fenced areas around the table were visible too. Horza settled onto a soft |ounger near a noisy
group of extravagantly dressed tripedals who hooted a ot and kept spitting into a large pot in
the centre of their group of gently rocking couches.

The Ishlorsinam seened to have satisfied thenselves that everything was worki ng and was set
up fairly. They wal ked down a ranp set into the surface of the arena's ellipsoid floor. Sone
lights went off; a quietfield slowy cut off the sounds fromthe rest of the auditorium

Horza took a quick | ook round. A few stages and sets still showed lights, but they were going
out. The slow notion aninmal trapeze act was still going on, though, high up in the darkness bel ow
the stars; the huge ponderous beasts were swi nging through the air, field harnesses glittering.
They somersaul ted and tw sted, but now as they did so, passing each other in md-air, they reached
out with their clawed paws, slashing slowy and silently at each other's fur. Nobody el se seened
to be wat ching.

Horza was surprised to see the woman he had passed twice on the stairs wal k past himagain and
drape herself over a vacant couch which had been reserved near the front of the terrace. Somehow
he hadn't thought she would be rich enough to afford this area.

Wthout a fanfare or announcenent, the Players of the Eve of Destruction appeared, coming up
the ranp in the arena floor, led by a single Ishlorsinam. Horza checked his terminal; it was
exactly seven hours standard to the Orbital's destruction. Applause, cheers and, near Horza at
| east, |oud hooting greeted the contestants, though the quietfields nuffled everything. As they
appeared fromthe shadows on the ranp, sonme of the Players acknow edged the crowd who had cone to
see themplay, while other Players totally ignored them

Horza recogni sed few of them The ones he did know, or had at |east heard of, were Ghal ssel
Tengayet Doy-Suut, WIgre and Neeporl ax. Ghal ssel of Ghal ssel's Raiders - probably the nost
successful of the Free Conpanies. Horza had heard the nercenary ship arrive from about el even
kil ometres away, while he was naking the deal with the shuttle sal eswonen. She had frozen at the
time; her eyes glazed. Horza didn't |ike to ask whether she thought the noise was the Culture
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coming to destroy the Orbital a few hours early or just coming to get her for buying a hot shuttle
craft.

Chal ssel was an average-1 ooki ng man, stocky enough to be obviously froma high-G planet, but
wi t hout the | ook of conpressed power that nobst such people possessed. He was sinply dressed and
his head was cl ean shaven. Supposedly only a Danmage gane, where such things were banned, could
force Ghal ssel out of the suit he always wore. Tengayet Doy-Suut was tall, very dark and al so
sinmply dressed. The Suut was the chanpi on Damage Pl ayer, on both game average, w ns and maxi mum
credits. He had cone froma recently Contacted planet twenty years before, and had been a chanpi on
pl ayer of games of chance and bl uff there, too. That was where he had had his face renoved and a
stainl ess-steel mask grafted on; only the eyes | ooked alive: expressionless soft jewels set in the
scul pted netal. The mask had a matt finish, to prevent his opponents seeing his cards reflected in
his face.

WIlgre had to be helped up the ranp by sone slaves fromhis retinue. The blue giant from
Ozhl eh, clad in a mrror robe, |ooked al nbst as though he was being rolled up the slope by the
snmal | humans behi nd, although the hem of his robe kicked out now and again to show where his four
stubby | egs were scrabbling to propel his great body up the ranp. In one of his two hands he held
a large mrror, in the other a whip lead on the end of which a blinded rogothuyr - its four paws
encrusted with precious netals, its snout encased in a platinumnuzzle and its eyes replaced by
eneralds - padded like a lithe nightmare in pure white. The animal's giant head swept fromside to
side as it used its ultrasonic sense to nmap out its surroundings. On another terrace, al nost
opposite Horza's, all thirty-two of Wlgre's concubines threw aside their body veils and went down
on their knees and el bows, worshipping their lord. He waved the mrror at thembriefly. Virtually
every magnifier and mcro-canmera snuggled into the auditoriumalso swivelled to focus on the
thirty-two assorted femal es, reputedly the finest one-sex haremin the gal axy.

Neepor | ax presented sonething of a contrast. The youth was a shanbling, gaunt, shoddily
clothed figure, blinking in the Iights of the arena and clutching a soft toy. The boy was perhaps
t he second-best Damage Pl ayer in the gal axy, but he always gave his w nnings away, and the average
met er bed hotel woul d have thought twi ce about admitting him he was di seased, half blind,
incontinent and al bino. His head was liable to shake out of control at an anxious nonent in a
game, but his hands held hol ocards as though the plastics had been set in rock. He, too, was
assisted up the ranp, by a young girl who helped himto his seat, conbed his hair and kissed his
cheek, then went to stand in the area behind the twelve seats set imediately aft of the youth's
chair.

Wl gre rai sed one of his chubby blue hands and threw a few Hundredths at the crowd beyond the
fences; people scrabbled for the coins. Wlgre always mixed in a few higher denom nations as well.
Once, at a ganme a few years previously inside a noon heading for a black hole, he had thrown a
Billion away with the small change, disposing of perhaps a tenth of a per cent of his fortune with
just one flick of the wist. A decrepit asteroid tranp, who had just been turned down as a Life
because he had only one arm ended up buying his own pl anet.

The rest of the Players were a pretty varied-I1ooking bunch as well; but with one exception
Horza didn't recognise them Three or four of the others were greeted with shouts and sone
fireworks, so presumably they were well known; the rest were either disliked or unknown. The | ast
pl ayer to conme up the ranp was Kraikl yn.

Horza settled back in his Iounger, snmling. The Free Conpany |eader had had a little tenporary
facial alteration done - probably pull-off - and his hair was dyed, but it was himall right. He
wore a |light-coloured one-piece fabric suit, he was clean shaven and his hair was brown. Perhaps
the others on the CAT woul dn't have recognised him but Horza had studied the nman - to see how he
carried hinself, how he wal ked, how the nuscles in his face were set - and to the Changer
Krai klyn stood out |ike a boulder in a pebble-field.

Wien all the Players were seated, their Lives were led in to sit on the seats imedi ately
behi nd each Pl ayer

The Lives were all humans; nost already | ooked hal f dead anyway, though they were al
physically whole. One by one they were taken to their seats, strapped in and hel neted. The
I i ghtwei ght black helnets covered their faces except for the eyes. Mist slunped forward once they
were strapped in; a few sat nore upright, but none raised their eyes or |ooked round. Al the
regul ar Players had the full conplenment of Lives allowed; sone had them specially bred, while
others had their agents supply all they wanted. The less rich, not so well known Players, I|ike
Krai kl yn, had the sweepings of prisons and asyluns, and a few paid depressives who had wlled
their share of any proceeds to sonebody el se. Oten nenbers of the Despondent sect could be
persuaded to becone Lives, either for free or for a donation to their cause, but Horza couldn't
see any of their distinctive tiered head-dresses or bl eedi ng-eye synbol s.

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (84 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

Krai kl yn had only managed to find three Lives; it didn't |ook as though he would be staying
all that long in the gane.

The white-haired woman in the reserved seat near the front of the terrace got up, stretched
and wal ked up the terrace, between the couches and | oungers, a bored expression on her face. Just
as she drew | evel with Horza's couch, a comoption erupted on a terrace behind them The wonan
stopped and | ooked. Horza turned round. Even through the quietfield he could hear a nan shouti ng;
what | ooked like a fight had broken out. A couple of security guards were trying to restrain two
peopl e rolling about on the floor. The crowmd on the terrace had nmade a circle about the
di sturbance and were | ooking on, dividing their attention between the preparations for the Danage
ganme and the fisticuffs on the terrace beside them Eventually the two people on the floor were
brought to their feet, but instead of both being restrained, only one was - a youngi sh man who
| ooked vaguely familiar to Horza, though he appeared to have been disguising hinself with a bl ond
wi g which was now slipping off his head.

The ot her person who had been fighting, another man, produced sone sort of card fromhis
clothes and showed it to the young nman, who was still shouting. Then the two uniforned guards and
the man who had brandi shed the card | ed the young man away. The man with the card took sonething
smal | from behind one of the young man's ears as he was frog-marched off to an access tunnel. The
young wormman with the long white hair crossed her arnms and wal ked on up the terrace. The circle of

peopl e on the terrace above closed again, like a hole in cloud.
Horza wat ched the woman weave her way through nore couches until she left the terrace and he
| ost sight of her. He | ooked up. The duelling animals still spun and | eapt; their white bl ood

seened to glow as it matted their shaggy hides. They snarled silently and scythed at each other
with their long forelinbs, but their acrobatics and their aimng had deteriorated; they were
starting to look tired and clunsy. Horza | ooked back to the gane table; they were all ready, and
the gane was about to begin.

Damage was just a fancy card game: partly skill, partly luck and partly bluff. What nade it
interesting was not just the high sums involved, or even the fact that whenever a player |lost a
life he lost a Life - a living, breathing human being - but the use of conplicated consciousness-
altering two-way electronic fields around the gane table.

Wth the cards in his or her band, a player could alter the enotions of another player, or
soneti mes of several others. Fear, hate, despair, hope, |ove, camaraderie, doubt, elation
paranoi a; virtually every enotional state the human brain was capabl e of experiencing could be
beaned at anot her player or used for oneself. Fromfar enough away, or in a field shield close in,
the gane could ook |ike a pastine for the deranged or the sinple-nmnded. A player with an
obviously strong hand night suddenly throw it in; sonmebody with nothing at all m ght ganble al
the credits they had; people broke down weeping or started | aughing uncontrollably; they m ght
moan with | ove at a player known to be their worst enenmy or claw at their restraining straps to
free thensel ves for a nurdering attack on their best friend.

O they could kill thenselves. Danage players never did get free fromtheir chairs (should
they ever do so, an Ishlorsinam would shoot themw th a heavy stun gun) but they could destroy
t hensel ves. Each game console, fromwhich the enptor units radiated the rel evant enotions, on
whi ch the cards were played and where the players could see the tinme and the nunmber of Lives they
each had left, contained a small hollow button, inside which a needle filled with poison |ay ready
to inject any stabbing finger which pushed it.

Damage was one of those ganes in which it was unwi se to make too many enenies. Only the very
strong-wi |l ed i ndeed coul d defeat the urge to suicide inplanted in their brains by a concerted
attack of half a table of players.

At the finish of each hand of cards, when the noney whi ch had been ganbl ed was taken by the
pl ayer with the nost card points, all the other players who had stayed with the betting lost a
Life. Wen they had none left they were out of the gane, as they would be if they ran out of
nmoney. The rul es said the gane ended when only one player had any Lives left, though in practice
it finished when the renmaining contestants agreed that if they stayed any longer they were likely
to lose their own Lives to whatever disaster was about to ensue. It could get very interesting at
the end of a ganme when the noment of destruction was very close, the hand had gone on for sone
time, a great deal of noney had been ganbled on that one hand, and one or several players would
not agree to call it a day; then the sophisticates really were separated fromthe simans, and it
becane even nore a gane of nerve. Quite a few of the best Danmge players of the past had perished
trying to out-dare and out-stay each other in such circunstances.

From a spectator's point of view, Danage's special attraction was that the closer you stood to
the enmotor unit of any particular player, the nore of the enptions they were experiencing affected
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you directly, too. A whole subculture of people hooked on such third-hand feelings had grown up in
the few hundred years since Damage had become such a sel ect but popul ar gane: the noties.

There were ot her groups playing Damage. The Players of the Eve of Destruction were sinply the
nost fanous and the richest. The noties could get their enotional fix in lots of places throughout
the gal axy, but only in a full ganme, only on the edge of annihilation, only with the very best
pl ayers (plus a few hopefuls) could the nost intense experiences be obtained. It was one of these
unfortunates Horza had inpersonated when he had di scovered that an access pass could not be had
for less than twice the anount of nobney he had nade on the shuttle. Bribing a door guard had been
a |l ot cheaper.

The real noties were packed tightly behind the fence separating themfromthe Lives. Sixteen
clunmps of sweating, nervous-Ilooking people - |like the gane players, nostly male - they jostled and
pressed forward, trying to get near to the table, near to the Pl ayers.

Horza watched them as the cards were dealt by the chief Ishlorsinam. Mdties junped up and
down, trying to see what was happeni ng, and security guards fitted with baffle helnets to keep out
the enptor pul ses patrolled the perineter of the fence, tapping nerver prods on their thighs or
pal n6 and watching warily.

', . . Sarble the Eye . . . ' sonebody near by said, and Horza turned to see. A cadaverous-
| ooki ng human lying on a couch behind and to Horza's left was talking to another and pointing up
to the terrace where the disturbance had occurred a few nminutes earlier. Horza heard the words
"Sarble' and 'caught' a few nore tines from el sewhere around himas the news spread. He turned
round to watch the gane as the Players started to inspect their hands; the betting began. Horza
thought it was a pity the reporter had been caught, but it mght nmean that the security guards
relaxed a little, giving hima better chance of not being asked for his pass.

Horza was sitting a good fifty netres fromthe nearest player, a woman whose nane he had heard
mentioned but had forgotten. As the first hand progressed, only nmild versions of what she was
feeling and was being made to feel inpinged upon his consciousness. Neverthel ess, he didn't enjoy
the sensation, and switched on the lounger's baffle field, using the small control set on one arm
of the couch. Had he wanted, he could have cancelled the i medi ate effect of the player he just
happened to be sitting behind and substituted the effects of any of the other enptor units on the
table. The effect woul d have been nothing |ike as intense as what the noties or the Lives were
experiencing, but it would certainly have given a good idea of what the Players were going
t hrough. Myst of the other people around himwere using their |ounger's controls in that way,
flicking fromone player to another in an attenpt to judge the overall state of the gane. Horza
woul d concentrate on Kraiklyn's broadcast enotions later, but for now he just wanted to settle in
and get the general feel of the gane.

Krai kl yn dropped out of the first hand early enough to be sure of avoiding losing a Life when
it finished;, with so few Lives of his owm it was the w sest course unless he had a very strong
hand. Horza watched the man carefully as he sat back in his seat and relaxed, his emotor unit
dormant. Kraiklyn licked his |ips and wi ped his brow Horza decided in the next hand he woul d
eavesdrop on what Krai klyn was going through, just to see what it was |iKke.

The hand finished. WIgre won. He waved, acknow edgi ng the cheers of the crowd. Sone noties
had fainted already; at the other end of the ellipsoid, in its cage, the rogothuyr snarled. Five
Pl ayers | ost Lives; five seated humans, sitting hopel ess and despairing as the effects of the
enotor fields still resounded in them went suddenly slack in their chairs as their helnets sent a
neural blast through their skulls strong enough to stun the Lives sitting around them and to nake
the nearest noties, and the Player each Life belonged to, flinch. Ishlorsinam undid the
restrai ners on the dead humans' seats and carried them away down the access ranp. The renaining
Li ves gradual |y recovered, but they sat as listless as before. The |shlorsinanm clainmed they
al ways checked that each volunteering Life was genuine, and that the drugs they gave them sinmply
stopped them from beconi ng hysterical, but it was runoured that there were ways round the
I shl orsi nam screening process, and that sonme people had succeeded in disposing of their enenies
by druggi ng or hypnotising themand 'volunteering' themfor the gane.

As the second hand began, and Horza switched on his couch nonitor to experience Kraiklyn's
enotions, the white-haired wonan canme back down the aisle and resuned her place in front of Horza,
at the front of the terrace, draping herself tiredly over the piece of furniture as though she was
bor ed.

Horza did not know enough about Damage as a card ganme to be able to foll ow exactly what was
going on with the cards, either by reading the various enptions being passed round the table, or
by anal ysing each hand after it was finished - as the first hand was al ready being anal ysed by the
hooting tripeds near him- when the cards as they had been dealt and played were flashed up on the
arena's internal broadcast circuits. But he tuned in to Kraiklyn's feelings just to see what they
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were |ike.

The captain of the Cear Air Turbul ence was being hit fromvarious directions. Sone of the
enotions were contradictory, which Horza guessed neant that there was no concerted effort being
made on Krai klyn; he was just taking nost people's secondary arnmanent. There was a consi derabl e

urge to like Wlgre - that attractive blue colour . . . and with those four little conical feet,
he couldn't really be much of a threat . . . Abit of a clow, really, for all his money . . . The
woman sitting on Kraiklyn's right, on the other hand, stripped to the waist, with no breasts, and
a sheath for a ceremonial sword slung across her naked back: she was one to watch . . . But it was
a laugh really . . . Nothing really matters; everything is just a joke; life is, the gane is

one card's pretty nuch |ike another when you cone to think about it . . . For all it matters m ght
as well throwthe ot inthe air. . . . It was nearly his turn to play . . . First that flat-
chested bitch . . . boy, did he have a card he was going to hit her with

Horza switched of f again, unsure whether he was hearing Kraiklyn's own thoughts about the
worman, or ones sonebody el se was trying to get himto think about her

He picked up Kraiklyn's thoughts later on in the hand, when the wonan was out and sitting back
and rel axi ng, her eyes closed. (Horza | ooked briefly at the white-haired woman on the couch down
in front of him she was watching the gane apparently, but one | eg was slung over the side of her
| ounger, swinging to and fro, as though her mnd was sonewhere el se.) Kraiklyn was feeling good.
First of all that slut next to himwas out, and he was sure it was because of some of the cards he

had played, but also there was a sort of inner exhilaration . . . Here he was, playing with the
best players in the galaxy . . . the Players. Hm Hm. . . (a sudden inhibitory thought bl ocked
out a nanme he was about to think) . . . and he really wasn't doing that badly at all . . . He was
keeping up . . . In fact this hand was | ooking pretty damm good . . . At last things were going
right . . . He was going to win sonething . . . Too many things had . . . well, there was that

Thi nk about the cards! (suddenly) Think about here and now Yes, the cards . . . Let's see .
I can hit that fat blue oaf with . . . Horza switched off again.

He was sweating. He hadn't fully realised the degree of feedback fromthe Player's nind that
was i nvol ved. He had thought it was just the enotions beamed at them he hadn't dreaned he woul d
be so nmuch in Kraiklyn's mnd. Yet this was only a taste of what Krai klyn hinself was getting ful
bl ast, and the noties and Lives behind him Real feedback, only just under control, only just
stoppi ng from beconm ng the enotional equivalent of a |oudspeaker how, building to destruction
Now t he Changer realised the attraction of the game, and why people had been known to go nad when
playing it.

Much as he disliked the experience, Horza felt new respect for the man he intended at least to
renove and replace, and nost likely to kill.

Krai kl yn had a sort of advantage in as nuch as the thoughts and enotions bei ng beanmed back at
himwere at |east partly emanating fromhis own nind, whereas the Lives and the noties had to put
up with extrenmely powerful blasts of what was entirely somebody el se's way of feeling sonething.
Al the same, it had to take a considerable strength of character, or a vast anobunt of hard
training, to be able to handl e what Kraiklyn was obviously coping with. Horza sw tched back in
again and t hought, How do the noties stand it? And, Watch out; maybe this is how they started.

Krai kl yn I ost the hand, two rounds of betting later. The half-blind al bi no, Neeporlax, was
defeated, too, and the Suut raked in his winnings, his steel face glowing in the light reflected
fromthe Aoish credits in front of him Kraiklyn was slunped in his seat, feeling, Horza knew,
|ike death. A pulse of a sort of resigned, alnost grateful agony swept through Kraiklyn from
behind as his first Life died, and Horza felt it, too. He and Krai klyn both wi nced.

Horza switched of f and | ooked at the tine. Less than an hour had passed since he had bl uffed
his way past the guards at the outer doors of the arena. He had sone food, on a low table by his
couch, but he got up all the sane and wal ked away fromthe table, up the terrace towards the
near est wal kway, where food stalls and bars waited.

Security guards were checki ng passes. Horza saw them noving from person to person on the
terrace. He kept his face to the front but flicked his eyes fromside to side, watching the guards
as they noved. One was alnost directly in his path, bending to ask an ol d-1 ooki ng fenal e, who was
I ying on an airbed which bl ew perfuned funes round her thin, exposed |legs. She was sitting
wat ching the ganme with a big smle on her face, and she took a while to notice the guard. Horza
wal ked a little faster so that, when the guard strai ghtened, he woul d be past her

The old |l ady flashed her pass and turned quickly back to the gane. The guard put out an armin
front of Horza.

'"May | see your pass, sir?

Horza stopped and | ooked into the face of the young, burly wonan. He | ooked back down to the
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couch he had been on

'"I"'msorry, | think I left it down there. I'll be back in a second; can | showit to you then?
I"'min a bit of a hurry.' He shifted his weight fromone foot to the other and bent a little at
the waist. 'l got wapped up in the last hand there. Too nuch to drink before the ganme started;

al ways the same; never learn. Al right?" He put out his hands, |ooked a |ittle sheepi sh, and made
as if to clap the guard on her shoulders. He shifted his weight again. The guard | ooked down to
where Horza had indicated he had left his pass.

"For now, sir. I'Il look at it later. But you really shouldn't go leaving it |ying about.
Don't do it again.'

"Right! Right! Thank you!' Horza | aughed and went off at a quick walk, onto the circul ar
wal kway and then to a toilet, just in case he was being watched. He washed his face and hands,
listened to a drunk woman singing somewhere in the echoing room then |eft by another exit and
wal ked round to another terrace, where he got sonething else to eat and had a drink. He bribed his
way into a different terrace again, this one even nore expensive than the one he had been on
originally, because it was next to the one which held Wlgre' s concubines. A soft wall of shining
bl ack material had been erected at the rear and sides of their terrace to keep out the nearer
eyes, but their body scent wafted strongly over the terrace Horza now found hinself on. Genofixed
bef ore conception not only to be stunningly attractive to a wide variety of humanoid nal es, the
femal es in the harem al so had highly accentuated aphrodi si ac pheronones. Before Horza knew what
was happeni ng he had an erection and had started to sweat again. Mdst of the nen and wonen around
himwere in a state of obvious sexual arousal, and those not plugged into the gane on sone sort of
exotic double-fix were engaged in sexual foreplay or actual intercourse. Horza nade his inmune
gl ands start up again, and wal ked stiffly to the front of the terrace, where five couches had been
vacated by two nmales and three femal es, who were rolling around on the ground in front, just
behind the restraining barrier. Clothes lay scattered on the terrace floor. Horza sat on one of
the five free couches. A fenal e head, beaded with sweat, appeared fromthe tangle of heaving
bodi es | ong enough to | ook at Horza and breathe, 'Feel free; and if you would like to . . . ' Then
her eyes rolled upwards and she npaned. Her head di sappeared again.

Horza shook his head, swore and nade his way out of the terrace. Hs attenpt to recover the
noney he had spent bribing his way in was net with a pitying |augh

Horza ended up sitting on a stool in front of a combined bar and betting stall. He ordered a
drug bowl and made a small bet on Kraiklyn to win the next hand, while his body gradually freed
itself of the effects of the concubines' doctored sweat glands. H's pul se lowered and his
breat hi ng shal | owed; perspiration stopped rolling down his brow. He sipped his drug bow and
sniffed the funes, while watching Kraiklyn [ose first one and then another hand, though in the
first one he pulled out early enough not to |ose a Life. Neverthel ess, he was down to one Life
now. It was possible for a Damage player to ganble his owmn life if he had no other renaining
behind him but it was a rare thing, and in ganes where the very best met hopefuls, as in this
one, the Ishlorsinam tended to forbid it.

The captain of the Clear Air Turbul ence was taking no chances. He dropped out of every gane
before he could lose a Life, obviously waiting for a hand that woul d be al nbost unbeat abl e before
ganbling for what nmight be the last time in the game. Horza ate. Horza drank. Horza sniffed.
Sometimes he tried to | ook over at the terrace he had been on at first, where the bored-Iooking
woman was, but he couldn't see for the lights. Now and again he | ooked up at the fighting aninals
on the trapezes. They were tired now, and injured. The el aborate choreography of their earlier
movenents was gone, and they were reduced to hanging grimy onto their trapeze with one linb and
striking out at each other with the other clawed arm whenever they happened to cone cl ose enough
Drops of white blood fell |ike sparse snow and settled on an invisible force field twenty netres
beneath t hem

Gradual |y the Lives died. The gane went on. Tine, according to who you were, dragged or
flashed by. The price of drinks and drugs and food went up slowy as the destruction tinme crept
closer. Through the still transparent donme of the old arena the lights of departing shuttles
bl azed now and again. A fight broke out between two punters at the bar. Horza got up and noved
away before the security guards cane to break it up.

Horza counted his noney. He had two Aoish credit Tenths left, plus sone noney credited to the
negoti abl e cards, which were beconing harder and harder to use as the accepting conputers in the
Orbital's financial network were cl osed down.

He leant on a restraining bar on a circular wal kway, watching the gane progress on the table
below. WIlgre was | eading; the Suut was just behind. They had both | ost the sane nunber of Lives,
but the blue giant had nore noney. Two of the hopefuls had |l eft the ganme, one after trying
unsuccessfully to persuade the officiating Ishlorsinani that he could afford to ganble with his
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own life. Kraiklyn was still in there; but, fromthe close-up of his face which Horza caught on a
moni tor screen in a drug bar he passed, the Man was finding the going hard.

Horza toyed with one of the Aoish credit Tenths, w shing the game would end, or at |east that
Krai kl yn woul d get put out. The coin stuck to his hand, and he | ooked down into it. It was |ike
| ooking into a tiny, infinite tube, Iit fromthe very bottom By bringing it up to your eye, with
the other closed, you could experience vertigo.

The Aoi sh were a banker species, and the credits were their greatest invention. They were just
about the only universally acceptabl e nmedi um of exchange in existence, and each one entitled the
hol der to convert a coin into either a given weight of any stable el enent, an area on a free
Orbital, or a conputer of a given speed and capacity. The Aoi sh guaranteed the conversion and
never defaulted, and al though the rate of exchange could sonetines vary to a greater extent than
was officially allowed for - as it had during the Idiran-Culture war - on the whole the real and
theoretical value of the currency renmai ned predictable enough for it to be a safe, secure hedge
agai nst uncertain tinmes, rather than a speculator's dream Rumour - as ever, contrary enough to be
suspiciously believable - had it that the group in the gal axy which possessed the greatest hoard
of the coins was the Culture; the nost mlitantly unnoneyed society on the civilised scene. Horza
didn't really believe that runour either, though; in fact he thought that it was just the sort of
runour the Culture would spread about itself.

He pushed the coins away into a pocket inside his blouse as he saw Krai kl yn reaching to the
centre of the game table and toss sonme coins into the large pile already there. Watching carefully
now, the Changer made his way round to the nearest noney-changer's bar, got eight Hundredths for
his single Tenth (an exorbitant rate of comm ssion, even by Vavatch standards) and used sone of
the change to bribe his way into a terrace with sone unoccupi ed couches. There he plugged into
Krai kl yn's thoughts.

Who are you? The question leapt out at him into him

The sensation was one of vertigo, a stunning dizziness, a vastly nagnified equival ent of the

di sorientation which sonetinmes affects the eyes when they fasten on a sinple and regular pattern
and the brain mistakes its distance fromthat pattern, the false focus seeming to pull at the
eyes, muscles agai nst nerves, reality against assunptions. Hi s head did not swin it seenmed to
si nk, foundering, struggling.

Wio are you? (Who am1?) Wio are you?

Slam slam slam the sound of the barrage falling, the sound of doors closing; attack and
i ncarceration, explosion and col | apse together.

Just a little accident. A slight nistake. One of those things. A gane of Damage, and a high-
tech inpressionist . . . unfortunate conbination. Two harm ess chemical s which, when nixed -
Feedback, a howl I|ike pain, and something breaking

A mnd between mrrors. He was drowning in his own reflection (something breaking), falling
through. One fading part of him- the part which didn't sleep? Yes? No? - screaned from down the
deep, dark pit, as it fell: Changer . . . Changer . . . Change - . . . (eee)

The sound faded, whisper-quieted, becane the w nd-npan of stale air through dead trees on a
barren m dni ght solstice, the soul's mdwinter in sonme calm hard pl ace

He knew -

(Start again . . . )

Sonebody knew that somewhere a nman sat in a seat, in a big hall inacity in. . . on a big
pl ace, a big threatened place; and the man was playing . . . playing a game (a ganme which killed).
The man still there, living and breathing . . . But his eyes did not see, his ears did not hear
He had one sense now this one, inside here, fastened . . . inside here.

Whi sper: Wio am | ?

There'd been a little accident (life a succession of same; evolution dependent on garbling;
all progress a function of getting things w ong) .

He (and forget who this "he' is, just accept the naneless termwhile this equation works

itself out) . . . heis the man in the chair in the hall on the big place, fallen somewhere inside
hi msel f, sonewhere inside . . . another one. A double, a copy, sonebody pretending to be him
But sonmething wong with this theory .
(Start again . . . .)

Mar shal forces.

Need clues, reference points, something to hold onto.

Mermory of a cell dividing, seen in time |apse, the very start of independent l|ife, though
still dependent. Hold that image.
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Wrds (nanes); need words.

Not yet, but . . . sonething about turning inside out; a place

What am | | ooking for?

M nd.

Whose?

(Silence)

Whose?

(Silence)

Whose? .

(Sil ence)

(. . . Start again. . . .

Listen. This is shock. You were hit, hard. This is just sone form of shock, and you'll
recover.

You are the man playing the game (as are we all) . . . Still something wong, though
somet hi ng both nissing and added. Think of those vital errors; think of that dividing cell, same
and not-sane, the place that's turned inside out, the cell cluster turning itself inside out,
| ooking like a split brain (unsleeping, noving). Listen for sonebody trying to talk to you

(Silence)
(This fromthat very pit of night, naked in the wasteland, the ice-w nd noaning his only
covering, alone in the freezing darkness under a sky of chill obsidian:)

Whoever tried to talk to me? Wien did | ever listen? Wen was | ever other than just nyself,
caring only for nysel f?

The individual is the fruit of mstake; therefore only the process has validity . . . So who's
to speak for hinf

The wind howl s, enpty of neaning, a soak for warnth, a cess for hope, distributing his body's
exhausted heat to the black skies, dissolving the salty flane of his life, chilling to the core,
sapping and slowing. He feels hinself falling again, and knows that this tine it is a deeper
pl unge, to where the silence and the cold are absolute, and no voice cries out, not even this one.

(Howl ed |ike the wind:) Woever cared enough to talk to nme?

(Silence)

Whoever ever cared -

(Silence)

Wo - ?

(Whi sper:) Listen: 'The Jinnoti of -

Bozl en Two.

Two. Sonmebody had spoken once. He was the Changer, he was the error, the inperfect copy.

He was playing a different game fromthe other one (but he still intended to take a life). He
was wat ching, feeling what the other was feeling, but feeling nore.

Horza. Kraiklyn

Now he knew. The ganme was . . . Danmage. The place was . . . a world where a ribbon of the
original idea was turned inside out . . . an Orbital: Vavatch. The Mnd in Schar's Wrld.
Xoral undra. Bal veda. The (and finding his hate, he hamered it into the wall of the pit, like a
peg for a rope) Culture!

A breach in the cell wall; waters breaking; light freeing; illumnation . . . leading to
rebirth.

Wei ght and cold and bright, bright Iight .
Shit. Bastards. Lost it all, thanks to a Pit of Self-Doubt Treble .
A wave of despondent fury swept over him and sonething died.

Horza tore the flinsy headset away. He lay quivering on the couch, his eyes gunmmed and snarti ng,
staring up at the auditoriumlights and the two white fighting aninmals hangi ng hal f-dead fromthe
trapezes overhead. He forced his eyes closed, then pulled them open again, away fromthe darkness.

Pit of Self-Doubt. Kraiklyn had been hit by cards which nade the target player question their
own identity. Fromthe tenor of Kraiklyn's thoughts before he'd pulled the headset off, Horza
t hought Krai klyn hadn't been too terrified by the effect, just disorientated. He'd been
sufficiently distracted by the attack to | ose the hand, and that was all his opponents had been
aimng for. Kraiklyn was out of the gane.

The effect on him trying to be Kraiklyn but knowi ng he wasn't, had been nore severe. That was
all it was. Any Changer woul d have had the sane problem he was certain .

The trenmbling began to fade. He sat up and swung his feet off the couch. He had to | eave.
Krai kl yn woul d be going, so he had to.
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Pul | yourself together, man.

He | ooked down to the playing table. The breastless woman had won. Kraiklyn glared at her as
she raked in her winnings and his straps were unfastened. On the way out of the arena, Kraiklyn
passed the linp, still warmbody of his last Life as it was released fromits seat.

He ki cked the corpse; the crowd booed.

Horza stood up, turned and bunped into a hard, unyielding body.

"May | see that pass now, sir?' said the guard he'd lied to earlier

He smiled nervously, aware that he was still trenmbling a little; his eyes were red, and his
face was covered in sweat. The guard gazed steadily at him her face expressionless. Sonme of the
people on the terrace were watching them

"I'm. . . sorry . ' the Changer said slowy, patting his pockets w th shaki ng hands. The
guard put out her hand and took his left el bow

' Perhaps you'd better -

'Look,' Horza said, bending closer to her. 'I . . . | haven't got one. Wuld a bribe do?' He
started to reach inside his blouse for the credits. The guard kicked up with her knee and tw sted
Horza's | eft arm behind his back. It was all done in the nost expert fashion, and Horza had to
junp to ride the kick tolerably. He let his |eft shoul der disconnect and started to crunple, but
not before his free hand had lightly scratched the guard's face (and that, he realised as he fell
had been an instinctive reaction, nothing reasoned; for sonme reason he found this amnusing).

The guard caught Horza's other arm and pinned both his hands behind his back, using her |ock-
glove to secure themthere. Wth her other hand she w ped bl ood from her cheek. Horza knelt on the
terrace surface, noaning the way nost people would have with an arm broken or di sl ocated.

"It's all right, everybody; just a little problemover a pass. Please continue wth your
enjoynment,' the guard said. Then she pulled her armup; the | ocked gl ove haul ed Horza up, too. He
yel ped with pretended pain, and then, head down, was pushed up the steps to the wal kway. ' Seven
three, seven three; nale code green incom ng wal k seven spinwards,' the guard told her |apel mke

Horza felt her start to weaken as soon as they got to the wal kway. He coul dn't see any ot her
guards yet. The pace of the woman behind himfaltered and sl owed. He heard her gasp, and a couple
of drunks | eaning on an auto-bar |ooked at them quizzically; once turned on his bar stool to
wat ch.

"Seven . . . thr - ' the guard began. Then her |egs buckled. Horza was dragged down with her
the I ocked glove staying tight while the nmuscles in the woman's body rel axed. He connected his
shoul der again, twi sted and heaved; the field filaments in the glove gave way, leaving himwth
livid bruises already starting to formon his wists. The guard lay on her back on the wal kway
floor, her eyes closed, breathing lightly. Horza had scraped her with a non-1lethal poison nail, he
t hought; anyway he had no tine to wait and see. They were sure to come |ooking for the guard soon
and he couldn't afford to let Kraiklyn get too far ahead of him Whether he was headi ng back to
the ship, as Horza expected he would, or staying to observe nore of the game, Horza wanted to stay
cl ose.

Hi s hood had fallen back during the fall. He pulled it forward, then hoisted the worman up
dragged her to the bar where the two drunks sat and heaved her onto a bar stool, putting his arns
crossed on the bar in front and letting her head rest on them

The drunk who had wat ched what had happened grinned at the Changer. Horza tried to grin back
"Look after her, now,' he said. He noticed a cloak at the foot of the other drunk's bar stool and
lifted it up, smling at its owner, who was too busy ordering another drink to notice. Horza put
the cloak round the wonman guard's shoul ders, hiding her uniform 'In case she gets cold,' he told
the first drunk, who nodded.

Hor za wal ked of f quietly. The other drunk, who hadn't noticed the worman until then, got his
drink fromthe flap in the counter in front of him turned round to talk to his friend, noticed
the wonan draped across the bar, nudged her and said, 'Hey, you like the cloak, uh? How about |
get you a drink?

Before he left the auditorium Horza | ooked up. The fighting aninmals would fight no nore.
Beneat h the shining hoop that was Vavatch's far - and, at the nonent, day - side, one beast |ay,
in a broad, shallow pool of nmilky blood, high in the air, its huge four-linbed frane an X poi sed
over the proceedi ngs beneath, the dark fur and heavy head gashed, white flecked. The other
creature hung, swaying gently, fromits trapeze; it dripped white blood and tw sted slowy,
hangi ng by one closed and | ocked set of talons, as dead as its fallen adversary.

Horza racked his brains, but could not recall the nanes of these strange beasts. He shook his
head and hurried away.

He found the Players' area. An Ishlorsinam stood by sone double doors in a corridor deep
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underneath the arena surface. A small crowd of people and machi nes stood or sat around. Sone were
asking the silent Ishlorsinam questions; nost were tal ki ng anongst thensel ves. Horza took a deep
breath, then, waving one of his now usel ess negoti abl e account cards, el bowed his way through the
crowd, saying, 'Security; come on, out of the way there. Security!' People protested but noved.
Horza planted hinself in front of the tall Ishlorsinanm . Steely eyes | ooked down at himfroma
thin, hard face. 'You,' Horza said, snapping his fingers. 'Were did that Player go? The one in
the light one-piece suit, brown hair.' The tall humanoid hesitated. 'Cone on, man,' Horza said.
"lI've been chasing that card-sharp round half the galaxy. | don't want to | ose hi m now

The Ishlorsinam jerked his head in the direction of the corridor leading to the main arena
entrance. 'He just left.' The humanoid's voice sounded |ike two pieces of broken gl ass being
rubbed together. Horza wi nced, but nodded quickly and, pushing his way back through the crowd, ran
up the corridor.

In the vestibule of the arena conplex there was an even bigger crowd. Guards, wheel ed security
drones, private bodyguards, car drivers, shuttle pilots, city police; people with desperate |ooks
wavi ng negotiabl e cards; others listing those who were buying space on shuttle buses and hovers
running out to the port area; people just hanging around waiting to see what was goi ng to happen
or hoping that an ordered taxi was about to show up; people just wandering around with | ost
expressions on their faces, their clothes torn and di shevelled; others with smles, all
confidence, clutching bul ky bags and pouches to thensel ves and frequently acconpani ed by a hired
guard of their own: they all nilled around in the vast expanse of noisy, bustling space which |ed
fromthe auditorium proper to the plaza outside, in the open air, under the stars and the bright
line of the Orbital's far side.

Pul ling his hood further over his face, Horza pushed through a barricade of guards. They stil
seemed concerned with keeping people out, even at this late stage in the game and in the countdown
to destruction, and he was not hindered. He | ooked over the swirling mass of heads, capes,
hel mets, casings and ornamentation, wondering how he was going to catch Kraiklyn in this lot, or
even see him A wedge of unifornmed quadrupeds pushed past him sone tall dignitary carried on a
litter in their mdst. As Horza was still staggering, a soft pneunatic tyre rolled over his foot
as a nobile bar touted its wares. 'Wuld you |like a drug-bow cocktail, sir? said the nachine.

"Fuck off,' Horza told it, and he turned to head after the wedge of four-I|egged creatures
maki ng for the doors.

"Certainly, sir; dry, mediumor - ?

Horza el bowed his way through the crowd after the quadrupeds. He caught up with them and in
their wake had an easy passage to the doors.

Qutside, it was surprisingly cold. Horza saw his breath in front of himas he | ooked quickly
around, trying to spot Kraiklyn. The crowd outside the arena was hardly |l ess thick and rowdy than
that inside. People hawked wares, sold tickets, staggered about, paced to and fro, tried to beg
noney from strangers, picked pockets, scanned the skies or peered down the broad spaces between
buil di ngs. A constant bright stream of machi nes appeared, roaring out of the sky or sweeping up
the boul evards, stopped, and after taking people on, raced off again.

Horza just couldn't see properly. He noticed a huge hire-guard: a three-netre-tall giant in a
bul ky suit, holding a | arge gun and | ooki ng about with a vacant expression on a broad, pale face
Wsps of bright red hair poked from underneath his hel net.

"You for hire?" Horza asked, doing a sort of breast stroke to get to the giant through a knot
of people watching sone fighting insects. The broad face nodded gravely, and the huge nman cane to
attention.

"That | am' the great voice runbled.

'"Here's a Hundredth,' Horza said quickly, shoving a coin into the man's glove, where it | ooked
quite lost. 'Let me up on your shoulders. |'mlooking for sonebody.'

"Al'l right," the man said, after a second's thought. He bent down slowy on one knee, the
rifle in his hand put out to steady him butt first on the ground. Horza slung his |egs over the
giant's shoul ders. Wthout being asked, the man strai ghtened and stood again, and Horza was
hoi sted hi gh above the heads of the people in the crowd. He pulled the hood of the blouse over his
face again, and scanned the nass of people for a figure in a |ight one-piece suit, although he
knew t hat Krai kl yn might have changed by now, or even have left. A tight, nervous feeling of
desperation was building in Horza's belly. He tried to tell hinself that it didn't matter that
much if he | ost Kraiklyn now, that he could still nmake his way alone to the port area and so to
the GSV that the Cear Air Turbul ence was on; but his guts refused to be calned. It was as though
t he atnosphere of the gane, the termnal excitenent of the Obital, the city, the arena in their
| ast hours, had altered his own body chem stry. He could have concentrated on it and nade hinself
rel ax, but he couldn't afford to do that now He had to | ook for Kraiklyn.
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He scanned the gaudy collection of individuals waiting in a cordoned area for shuttles, then
recal l ed Kraiklyn's thought about having wasted a | ot of nobney. He | ooked away and surveyed the
rest of the crowd.

He saw him The captain of the Clear Air Turbul ence was standing, his suit partly covered by a
grey cloak, his arns folded and his feet apart, in a queue of people waiting to get buses and
taxis, thirty netres away. Horza dipped forward and | eant over until he was | ooking at the hire-
guard's upsi de-down face. 'Thanks. You can put nme down now.'

"I have no change,' the man runbl ed as he stooped; the vibration went up through Horza's body.

"That's OK. Keep it.' Horza junped off the guard' s shoul ders. The giant shrugged as Horza ran
swervi ng and ducking to get past people, towards where he had seen Kraiklyn.

He had his terminal fastened to his left cuff; the tine was minus two and a half hours. Horza
squeezed and shoved and excused and apol ogi sed his way through the crowd, and on his way saw nmany
peopl e squinting at watches, term nals and screens, heard many little synthesised voi ces squawk
the hour, and nervous humans repeat it.

There was the queue. It |ooked surprisingly orderly, Horza thought, then he noticed that it
was bei ng supervised by the same security guards who had been inside the arena. Kraiklyn was near
the front of the queue now, and a bus had al nost finished filling up. Road cars and hovers waited
behind it. Kraiklyn pointed at one of themas a security guard with a notescreen talked to him

Horza | ooked at the row of waiting people and guessed there nust be several hundreds of them
init. If he were to join it he would | ose Kraiklyn. He | ooked around qui ckly, wondering what
other way there m ght be of follow ng.

Sonrebody crashed into himfrom behind, and Horza turned round to the noise of shouting and
voi ces and a press of brightly dressed people. A nmasked wonan in a tight silver dress was shouting
and screaning at a small, puzzled-looking man with long hair, clad only in intricate |oops of dark
green string. The woman shouted incoherently at the small man and struck out at himw th her open
hands; he backed of f, shaking his head. People watched. Horza checked that he hadn't had anyt hing
stol en when he was bunped into, then | ooked round again for sone transport, or a taxi tout.

An aircraft flew overhead noisily and dropped leaflets witten in a | anguage Horza didn't
under st and.

', . . Sarble,' a transparent-skinned man said to a conpanion as they both squeezed out of
the nearby crowd and went past Horza. The man was trying to look at a small terninal screen as he
wal ked. Horza caught a glinpse of sonething which puzzled him He turned his own termi nal onto the
appropri ate channel

He was wat ching what | ooked |ike the sanme incident he had seen for real in the auditoriuma
few hours earlier: the disturbance on the terrace above his own when he'd heard that Sarble the
Eye had been caught by the security guards. Horza frowned and brought the screen on his cuff
cl oser.

It was that sane place, it was that incident, seen from al nobst exactly the sane angl e and
apparent distance he'd watched it from He grimaced at the screen, trying to i magi ne where the
pi cture he was watchi ng now coul d have been taken from The scene ended and was replaced by candid
shots of various eccentric-|ooking beings enjoying thenselves in the auditorium as the Danage
gane went on sonewhere in the background.

If I'd stood up, Horza thought, and noved over just a -

It was the woman.

The woman with the white hair he'd seen early on, standing in the highest pan of the arena,
fiddling with a tiara: she'd been on that sane terrace, been standing by his | ounger when the
incident on the terrace above took place. She was Sarble the Eye. Probably the tiara was the
canera and the person on the higher terrace was a decoy, a plant.

Hor za snapped off the screen. He smiled, then shook his head as though to dislodge the small
usel ess revelation fromthe centre of his attention. He had to find some transport.

He started wal ki ng quickly through the crowd, threading his way through people in groups and
| ines and queues, looking for a free vehicle, an open door, a tout's eyes. He caught a glinpse of
the queue Krai klyn was in. The CAT's conmander was at the open door of a red road car, apparently
arguing with its driver and two other people in the queue.

Horza felt sick. He started to sweat; he wanted to kick out, to throw all the people crowding
around himout of his path, away fromhim He doubl ed back. He would have to risk trying to bribe
his way into Kraiklyn's queue at the front. He was five nmetres away fromthe queue when Kraiklyn
and the two ot her people stopped arguing and got into the taxi, which drove off. As he turned his
head to watch it go past, his stomach sinking, his fists clenching, Horza saw the white-haired
wonman agai n. She wore a hooded bl ue cloak, but the hood fell back as she squeezed out of the crowd
to the edge of the road, where a tall man put his armround her shoul ders and waved into the
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pl aza. She pulled the hood up again.

Horza put his hand into his pocket and onto the gun, then went forward towards the couple -
just as a sleek, matt-black hover hissed out of the darkness and stopped beside them Horza
stepped forward quickly as the hover's side door wi nged open and the woman who was Sarble the Eye
stooped to enter.

Horza reached out and tapped the worman on the shoul der. She whirled round to face him The
tall man started towards him and Horza shoved his hand forward and up in his pocket, so that the
gun pressed out. The man stopped, |ooking down, uncertain; the wonan froze, one foot on the door's
sill.

"I think you're going ny way,' Horza said quickly. 'I know who you are.' He nodded at the
worman. '| know about that thing you had on your head. All | want is a lift to the port. That's
all. No fuss.' He gestured with his head in the direction of the security guards at the head of

t he main queue.

The woman | ooked at the tall man, then at Horza. She stepped back slowy. 'OK After you.'

"No, you first.' Horza notioned with the hand in his pocket. The wonan smled, shrugged and
got in, followed by the tall nan and Horza

"What's he - ?' began the driver, a fierce-looking bald wonan.

"A guest,' Sarble told her. 'Just drive.'

The hover rose. 'Straight ahead,' Horza said. 'Fast as you like. |I'mlooking for a red-
col oured wheel ed car.' He took the gun out of his pocket and pivoted round so that he faced Sarble
the Eye and the tall man. The hover accel erat ed.

"I told you they put that 'cast out too soon,' the tall man hissed in a hoarse high voice.
Sar bl e shrugged. Horza smiled, glancing occasionally out of the window at the traffic around the
cab, but watching the other two people fromthe corner of his eye.

"Just bad luck,' Sarble said. 'l kept bunping into this guy inside the place, too.

"You really are Sarble, then?" Horza said to the wonan. She didn't | ook round and didn't
reply.

"Look,' the man said, turning to Horza, "we'll take you to the port, if that's where this red

car's going, but just don't try anything. W'll fight if we have to. I'"'mnot afraid to die.' The
tall man sounded frightened and angry at the sane tinme; his yellowwhite face | ooked like a
child's, about to cry.

"You' ve convinced ne.' Horza grinned. 'Now, why not watch out for the red car? Three wheels,
four doors, driver, three people in the back. Can't miss it.’

The tall man bit his lip. Horza notioned himto |ook forward, with a small novenment of the
gun.

"That it?' the bal d-headed driver said. Horza saw the car she neant. It |ooked right.

"Yes. Followit; not too close.' The hover dropped back a little. They entered the port area
Cranes and gantries were lit in the distance; parked road vehicles, hovers and even light shuttles
|l ay scattered on either side of the road. The car was just ahead now, follow ng a couple of
struggling hover buses up a shallow ranp. Their own hover's engi ne | aboured as they clinbed.

The red car branched off the main route and followed a | ong curve of roadway, water glittering
darkly on either side.

"Are you really Sarble?" Horza asked the white-haired woman, who still didn't turn to him
"Was that you earlier, outside the hall? O not? |Is Sarble really |lots of people?

The people in the car said nothing. Horza just sniled, watching themcarefully, but noddi ng
and smling to hinself. There was silence in the hover, only the wind roaring.

The car left the roadway and angl ed down a fenced boul evard past huge gantries and the |it
masses of towering nachinery, then sped along a road |lined on both sides with dark warehouses. It
started to slow by the side of a snmall dock

"Pull back,' Horza said. The bal d-headed woman sl owed the hover as the red car cruised by the
docksi de, under the square cages of crane |egs.

The red car drew up by a brightly lit building. A pattern of lights revolving round the top of
the construction spelt out 'SUB-BASE ACCESS 54' in several |anguages.

"Fine. Stop,' Horza said. The hover stopped, sinking on its skirts. 'Thanks.' Horza got out,
still facing the man and the white-haired woman.

"You're just lucky you didn't try anything,' the man said angrily, nodding sharply, his eyes
gl i st ening.

"I know,' Horza said. 'Bye now,' he wi nked at the white-haired wonan. She turned and nade what
he suspected was an obscene gesture with one finger. The hover rose, blasted forward, then skidded
round and roared off the way it had cone. Horza | ooked back at the sub-plate shaft entrance, where
the three people who had got out of the car stood sil houetted agai nst the light inside. One of
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t hem mi ght have | ooked back down the dock towards Horza; he wasn't sure they did, but he shrank
back into the shadows of the crane above him

Two of the people at the access tube went into the building and di sappeared. The third person
who m ght have been Kraiklyn, wal ked off towards the side of the dock

Horza pocketed the gun again and hurried on, underneath another crane.

A roaring noise |like the one that Sarble's hover had made when it drew away from him- but
much | ouder and deeper - cane frominside the dock

Li ghts and spray filled the sea-end of the dock as a huge air-cushion vehicle, simlar in
principle to but vastly bigger than the hover Horza had commandeered, swept in fromthe expanse of
bl ack ocean. Lit by starlight, by the glow of the Orbital's daylight side arcing overhead and by
the craft's own lights, the billows of spray kicked up into the air with a nlky |um nescence. The
bi g machi ne | unbered between the walls of the dock, its engines shrieking. Beyond it, out to sea,
Horza coul d see another couple of clouds, also lit frominside by flashing Iights. Fireworks burst
fromthe leading craft as it cane slowy up the dock. Horza could make out an expanse of w ndows,
and what appeared to be people dancing inside. He | ooked back down the docksi de; the nan he was
foll owing was nounting the steps to a footbridge which crossed high over the dock. Horza ran
qui etly, ducking behind the | egs of cranes and | eaping over |engths of thick hawsers. The lights
of the hover flashed on the dark superstructure of the cranes; the screamof the jets and
i mpel | ers echoed between concrete walls.

As though pointing out the conparative crudity of the scene, a small craft - dark, and silent
but for the tearing noise its passage nade through the atnosphere - rushed overhead, zooni ng and
di sappearing into the night sky, specking once against the |oop of the Obital's daytinme surface
Horza gave it a glance, then watched the figure on the small bridge, Iit by the flashing |ights of
the hover still making its lunbering way up the dock underneath. The second craft was just
swinging into position outside the dock to followit.

Horza cane to the steps leading to the wal kway of the narrow suspension bridge. The man, who
wal ked |i ke Krai klyn and wore a grey cl oak, was about hal fway across. Horza couldn't see nuch of
what the terrain was |like on the other side of the dock, but guessed he stood a good chance of
losing his quarry if he et himget to the other side before he started after him Probably the
man - Kraiklyn, if it was him- had worked this out; Horza guessed he knew he was being foll owed.
He set off across the bridge. It swayed slightly underneath him The noise and |lights of the giant
hovercraft were al nost underneath; the air filled with swirling dark spray, kicked up fromthe
shal | ow water in the dock. The man didn't | ook round at Horza, though he nust have felt Horza's
footsteps swinging the bridge with his own.

The figure left the bridge at the far end. Horza | ost sight of himand started running, the
gun out in front of him the air-cushion vehicle beneath blasting gusts of spray-soaked air about
him soaking him Loud nusic blared fromthe craft, audible even through the scream of the
engi nes. Horza skidded along the bridge at its end and ran quickly down the spiral steps to the
docksi de.

Sorret hi ng sail ed out of the darkness under the spiral of steps and crashed into his face.

I mmedi ately afterwards sonething slanmed into his back and the rear of his skull. He lay on
sonet hi ng hard, groggily wondering what had happened, while lights swept over him the air in his
ears roared and roared, and nusic played sonewhere. A bright light shone straight into his eyes,
and the hood over his face was thrown back.

He heard a gasp: the gasp of a man tearing a hood away froma face only to see his own face
staring back at him (Who are you?) |If that was what it was, then that man was vul nerabl e now,
shocked for just a few seconds (Who amI[?). . . . He had enough strength to kick up hard with one
leg, forcing his arms up at the sane tine and grabbing some material, his shin connecting with a
groin. The man started to go over Horza's shoul ders, heading for the dock; then Horza felt his own
shoul ders grasped, and as the man he held thunped to the ground to one side and behind him he was
pul I ed over -

Over the side of the dock; the nman had | anded right on the edge and had gone over, taking
Horza with him They were falling.

He was aware of lights, than shadow, the grip he had on the man's cl oak or suit and one hand
still on his shoulder. Falling: how deep was the dock? The noise of wi nd. Listen for the sound of -

It was a double inpact. He hit water, then something harder, in a crunpling collision of fluid
and body. It was cold, and his neck ached. He was thrashing about, unsure which way was up, and
groggy fromthe blows to his head; then something pulled at him He punched out, hit sonething
soft, then pulled upright and found hinself standing in a little over a netre of water, staggering
forward. It was bedlam- |ight and sound and spray everywhere, and sonebody hangi ng onto him

Horza flailed out again. Spray cleared nomentarily, and he saw the wall of the dock a couple
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of metres to his right and, directly in front of him the rear of the giant hovercraft, receding
slowy five or six metres ahead. A powerful gust of oily, fiery air knocked hi mover, splashing
into the water again. The spray closed over him The hand | et go, and he fell back through the
wat er once nore, goi ng under

Horza struggled upright in tinme to see his adversary headi ng off through the spray, follow ng
the slowy noving hovercraft up the dock. He tried to run, but the water was too deep; he had to
force his legs forward in a slow notion, nightmarish version of a run, angling his torso so that
his weight carried himforward. Wth exaggerated tw stings of his body fromside to side he strode
after the man in the grey cloak, using his hands |ike paddles in an attenpt to gain speed. H's
head was reeling; his back, face and neck all hurt terribly, and his vision was blurred, but at

| east he was still chasing. The man in front seened nore anxious to get away than to stay and
fight.
The bl attering exhaust of the still noving hover blew another hole in the spray towards the

two nmen, revealing the slab of stemrising above the bul bous wall of the machine's skirt, bow ng
out fromfully three netres above the surface of the water in the dock. First the man in front of
him and then Horza, was bl own back by the pul se of hot, choking funes. The water was getting
shal | ower. Horza found that he could bring his legs out of the water far enough to wade faster
The noi se and spray swept over themagain, and for a nonment Horza |ost sight of his quarry; then
the vi ew ahead was clear, and he could see the big air-cushion vehicle on a dry area of concrete.
The walls of the dock extended high on either side, but the water and the clouds of spray were

al nrost gone. The man in front staggered to the brief ranmp |l eading fromthe now only ankl e-deep
water onto the concrete, staggered and al nost fell, then started running weakly after the
hovercraft, now powering faster along the |level concrete down the canyon of the dock

Horza finally splashed out of the water and ran after the man, following the wetly fl apping
grey cl oak.

The man stunbled, fell and rolled. As he started to rise Horza slamed into him bow ing them
both over. He lashed out at the nman's face, shadowed in the light comi ng from behind him but
m ssed. The man ki cked out at Horza, then tried to get away again. Horza threw hinself at the
man's | egs, bringing himdown once nore, the wet cloak flopping over his head. Horza scranbl ed
over on all fours and rolled himover face up. It was Kraiklyn. He drew his hand back for a punch.
The pal e, shaved face underneath himwas twisted in terror, put in shadow by sone |ights com ng
from behi nd Horza, where another great roaring noise was . . . Kraiklyn screaned, |ooking not at
the man wearing his own real face, but behind him above him Horza whirled round.

A bl ack mass bl owi ng spray rushed towards him |ights blazed high above. A siren sounded, then
the crushing black bul k was over him hitting him knocking himflat, pounding at his eardruns
with noi se and pressure, pressing, pressing, pressing . . . Horza heard a gurgling sound; he was
being ranmmed into Kraiklyn's chest; they were both being rubbed into the concrete as though by an
i mense t hunb.

Anot her hovercraft; the second one in the line he'd seen.

Abruptly, with a single sweeping stroke of pain bruising himfromfeet to head, as if a giant
was trying to sweep himup off the floor with a huge hard brush, the weight was lifted off. Inits
pl ace was utter darkness, noise fit to burst skulls, and violent, turbulent, crushing air
pressure.

They were under the skirts of the big vehicle. It was right above them noving slowy forward
or maybe - it was too dark to see anything - stationary over the concrete apron, perhaps about to
settle on the concrete, crushing them

As though it was just another part of the nmel stromof battering pain, a blow thudded into
Horza's ear, knocking himsideways in the darkness. He rolled on the rough concrete, pivoting on
one el bow as soon as he could and bracing one I eg while he struck out with the other in the
direction the punch had conme from he felt his foot hit sonething yielding.

He got to his feet, ducking as he thought of whirling inpeller blades just overhead. The
eddi es and vortices of hot oil-filled air rocked himlike a snmall boat bobbing in a chopping sea
He felt |ike a puppet controlled by a drunk. He staggered forward, his arns out, and hit Kraiklyn.
They started to fall again, and Horza let go, punching with all his mght at the place he guessed
the man's head was. His fist crashed into bone, but he didn't know where. He skipped back, in case
there was a retaliatory kick or punch on its way. His ears were popping; his head felt tight. He
could feel his eyes vibrating in their sockets; he thought he was deaf but he could feel a
thudding in his chest and throat, naking hi mbreathless, making himchoke and gasp. He coul d make
out just a hint of a border of light all around them as though they were under the nmiddle of the
hovercraft. He saw sonething, just an area of darkness, on that border, and lunged at it, sw nging
his foot froml|ow down. Again he connected, and the dark part of the border disappeared.
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He was bl own off his feet by a crushing down-draught of air and tunbled bodily along the
concrete, thunping into Kraiklyn where he lay on the ground after Horza's | ast kick. Another punch
hit Horza on the head, but it was weak and hardly hurt. Horza felt for and found. Kraiklyn's head.
He Iifted it and banged it off the concrete, then did it again. Kraiklyn struggled, but his hands
beat uselessly off Horza's shoul ders and chest. The area of |ightness beyond the di mshape on the
ground was enl argi ng, com ng closer. Horza banged Krai klyn's head agai nst the concrete one nore
time, then threw hinself flat. The rear edge of the skin scrubbed over him his ribs ached and his
skull felt as though sonebody was standing on it. Then it was over, and they were in the open air.

The big craft thundered on, trailing remants of spray. There was another one fifty netres
down the dock and headi ng towards him

Krai klyn was lying still, a couple of nmetres away.

Horza got up onto all fours and crawl ed over to the other man. He | ooked down into his eyes,
whi ch noved a little.

"I"m Horza! Horza!' he screamed, but couldn't even hear anything hinself.

He shook his head, and with a grimace of frustration on the face that was not really his own
and which was the last thing the real Kraiklyn ever saw, he gripped the head of the nan lying on
the concrete and twisted it sharply, breaking the neck, just as he had broken Zallin's. He nmanaged
to drag the body to the side of the dock just in time to get out of the way of the third and | ast
hovercraft. Its towering skirt bul ged past two nmetres away fromwhere he half lay, half sat,
panti ng and sweating, his back against the cold wet concrete of the dock, his nmouth open and his
heart thuddi ng.

He undressed Kraiklyn, took off the cloak and the |ight-col oured one-piece day suit he wore, then
climbed out of his own torn blouse and bl oody pantal oons and put on what Kraiklyn had been
wearing. He took the ring Krai klyn wore on the small finger of his right hand. He picked at his
own hands, at the skin where pal mbecane wist. It cane away cleanly, a |ayer of skin sloughing
off his right hand fromwist to fingertips. He wiped Kraiklyn's |inp, pale right palmon a danp
bit of clothing, then put the skin over it, pressing it down hard. He lifted the skin off
carefully and positioned it back on his own hand. Then he repeated the operation using his |eft
hand.

It was cold and it seened to take a very long tinme and a lot of effort. Eventually, while the
three big air-cushion vehicles were stopping and letting passengers off half a kilometre down the
dock, Horza finally staggered to a | adder of netal rungs set into the concrete wall of the dock
and wi th shaking hands and quivering feet hauled hinself to the top.

He lay for a while, then got up, clinbed the spiral stairs to the small footbridge, staggered
across it and down the other side, and entered the circular access building. Brightly dressed and
excited people, just off the big hovers and still in a party nmood, quietened when they saw him
wait near the elevator doors for the capsul e which would take them down to the spaceport area half
a kilometre under their feet. Horza couldn't hear very nuch, but he could see their anxious | ooks,
sense the awkwardness he was causing with his battered, bloody face and his ripped, soaking
cl ot hes.

At last the el evator appeared. The party goers piled in, and Horza, supporting hinmself on the
wal |, stunbled in too. Sonebody held his arm hel ping him and he nodded thanks. They said
somet hi ng which he heard as a distant runble; he tried to snmle and nod again. The el evator
dr opped.

The underside greeted themw th an expanse of what |ooked like stars. Gradually, Horza
realised it was the light-speckled top of a spacecraft |arger than anything he'd ever seen or even
heard about before; it had to be the denilitarised Culture ship, The Ends of Invention. He didn't
care what it was called, as long as he could get aboard and find the CAT.

The el evator had conme to a halt in a transparent tube above a spherical reception area hangi ng
in hard vacuum a hundred netres under the base of the Orbital. Fromthe sphere, wal kways and tube
tunnels spread out in all directions, heading for the access gantries and open and cl osed docks of
the port area itself. The doors to the cl osed docks, where ships could be worked on in pressurised
conditions, were all open. The open docks thensel ves, where ships sinply noored and airlocks were
required, were enpty. Replacing themall, directly underneath the spherical reception area, just
as it was directly underneath alnpst the entire port area, was the ex-Culture General Systens
Vehi cl e The Ends of Invention. Its broad, flat top stretched for kilometre after kilometre in al
directions, alnost totally blocking out the view of space and stars beyond. Instead its top
surface glittered with its own |lights where various connections had been made with the access
tubes and tunnels of the port.

He felt dizzy again, registering the sheer scale of the vast craft. He hadn't seen a GSV
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before, far |ess been inside one. He knew of them and what they were for, but only now did he
appreci ate what an achi evenent they represented. This one was theoretically no | onger part of the
Culture; he knew it was denmilitarised, stripped bare of nost equi prment, and w thout the M nd or

M nds which would normally run it; but just the structure al one was enough to i npress.

Ceneral Systens Vehicles were |ike encapsul ated worlds. They were nore than just very big
spaceshi ps; they were habitats, universities, factories, museuns, dockyards, libraries, even
nmobi | e exhibition centres. They represented the Culture - they were the Culture. Al nost anything
that could be done anywhere in the Culture could be done on a GSV. They coul d nake anything the
Cul ture was capabl e of making, contained all the know edge the Culture had ever accumul at ed,
carried or could construct specialised equi pment of every inmaginable type for every conceivabl e
eventuality, and continually nanufactured snaller ships: General Contact Units usually, warcraft
now. Their conplenments were neasured in mllions at least. They crewed their offspring ships out
of the gradual increase in their own popul ation. Self-contained, self-sufficient, productive and,
in peacetine at least, continually exchanging information, they were the Culture's anbassadors,
its nost visible citizens and its technol ogical and intellectual big guns. There was no need to
travel fromthe gal actic backwoods to sone distant Culture hone-planet to be anazed and i npressed
by the stunning scale and awesone power of the Culture; a GSV could bring the whole lot right up
to your front door

Horza foll owed the brightly dressed crowds through the bustling reception area. There were a
few people in uniform but they weren't stopping anybody. Horza felt in a daze, as though he was
only a passenger in his own body, and the drunken puppeteer he had felt in the control of earlier
was now sobered up a little and guiding himthrough the crowds of people towards the doors of
another elevator. He tried to clear his head by shaking it, but it hurt when he did that. Hs
hearing was coni ng back very slowy.

He | ooked at his hands, then sloughed the inprinter-skin fromhis palnms, rubbing it on each of
the | apels of the daysuit until it rolled off and fell to the floor of the corridor

When they got off the second el evator they were in the starship. The peopl e di spersed through
broad, pastel-shaded corridors with high ceilings. Horza | ooked one way then another, as the
el evator capsul e swi shed back up towards the reception sphere. A snall drone floated towards him
It was the size and shape of a standard suit backpack, and Horza eyed it warily, uncertain whether
it was a Culture device or not.

'Excuse me, are you all right?" the machine said. Its voice was robust but not unfriendly.
Horza coul d just hear it.

"I"'mlost,' Horza said, too loudly. 'Lost,' he repeated, nore quietly, so that he could hardly
hear hinself. He was aware that he was swaying a little as he stood there, and he could feel water
trickling into his boots and dripping off the sodden cloak onto the soft, absorbent surface under
his feet.

"Where do you want to go?' the drone asked.

"To a ship called . ' Horza closed his eyes in weary desperation. He didn't dare give the
real nane. ' The Beggar's Bl uff.

The drone was silent for a second, then said, 'I'mafraid there is no such craft aboard.
Perhaps it is in the port area by itself, not on the Ends.'

"It's an old Hronish assault ship,' Horza said tiredly, |ooking for sonewhere to sit down. He
spotted sone seats set into the wall a few netres away and nade his way over there. The drone

followed him lowering itself as he sat so that it was still at his eye level. 'About a hundred
metres long,' the Changer went on, no longer caring if he was giving sone sort of game away. 'It
was being repaired by sone port shipbuilders; had sonme danage to its warping units.'

"Ah. | think | have the one you want. It's nmore or |ess straight down fromhere. | have no
record of its nane, but it sounds |like the one you want. Can you nanage to get there yourself, or
shall | take you?

"I don't know if | can nmanage,' Horza said truthfully.

"Wait a nonment.' The drone stayed floating silently in front of Horza for a nmonment or two;
then it said, 'Follow ne, then. There is a travel tube just over here and down a deck.' The nachi ne
backed off and indicated the direction they should head in by extending a hazy field fromits
casing. Horza got up and followed it.

They went down a small open AGlift shaft, then crossed a | arge open area where sonme of the
wheel ed and skirted vehicles used on the Orbital had been stored; just a few exanples, the drone
expl ai ned, for posterity. The Ends already had a Megashi p aboard, stored in one of its two Genera
bays, thirteen kilonetres below, in the bottomof the craft. Horza didn't know whether to believe
t he drone or not.

On the far side of the hangar they cane to another corridor, and there they entered a
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cylinder, about three netres in dianmeter and six long, which rolled its door closed, flicked to
one side and was instantly sucked into a dark tunnel. Soft lights lit the interior. The drone
expl ai ned that the wi ndows were bl anked out because, unless you were used to it, a capsule's
journey through a GSV could be unsettling, due both to its speed and to the suddenness of the
changes of direction, which the eye saw but the body didn't feel. Horza sat down heavily in one of
the folding seats in the nmddle of the capsule, but only for a few seconds.

'Here we are. Snallbay 27492, in case you need it again. Innerlevel S-10-right. Coodbye.' The
capsul e door rolled dowmn. Horza nodded to the drone and stepped out into a corridor with straight,
transparent walls. The capsul e door cl osed, and the nmachi ne vani shed. He had a brief inpression of
it flickering past him but it happened so fast he could have been wong. Anyway, his vision was
still blurred.

He | ooked to his right. Through the walls of the corridor he |ooked into clear air. Kilonetres
of it. There was sone sort of roof high above, with just a suggestion of wi spy clouds. A few tiny
craft nmoved. Level with him far enough away for the view to be both hazy and vast, were hangars:
|l evel after level after level of them Bays, docks, hangars - call them what you wanted; they

filled Horza's sight for square kilonetres, making himdizzy with the sheer scale of it all. H's
brain did a sort of double take, and he blinked and shook hinself, but the view did not go away.
Craft noved, lights went on or off, a layer of cloud far bel ow nade the view further down stil

nore hazy, and sonething whi zzed by the corridor Horza stood in: a ship, fully three hundred
metres long. The ship passed along the |l evel he was on, swooped, and far far away did a left turn
banki ng gracefully in the air to disappear into another bright and vast corridor which seened to
pass by at right angles to the one Horza stood staring at. In the other direction, the one that
the ship had appeared from was a wall, seem ngly blank. Horza | ooked cl oser and rubbed his eyes;
he saw that the wall had an orderly speckle of lights in a grid across it: thousands and thousands
of wi ndows and |ights and bal conies. Smaller craft flitted about its face, and the dots of
travel tube capsul es flashed across and up and down.

Horza couldn't take much nore. He | ooked to his left and saw a smpoth ranp | eadi ng down
underneath the tube the capsule travelled in. He stunbled down it, into the welcom ngly snal
space of a two hundred netre | ong Snal | bay.

Horza wanted to cry. The old ship sat on three short |egs, square in the centre of the bay, a few
bits and pi eces of equi pment scattered around it. There was nobody else in the bay that Horza
could see, just nmachinery. The CAT | ooked old and battered, but intact and whole. It appeared that
repairs were either finished or not yet started. The nmain hold Iift was down, resting on the
smooth white deck of the bay. Horza went over to it and saw a |light | adder |eading up into the
brightness of the hold itself. A small insect |anded briefly on his wist. He flapped a hand at it
as it flew off. How very untidy of the Culture, he thought absently, to allow an insect on board
one of their sparkling vessels. Still, officially at |east, the Ends was no | onger the Culture's.
Wearily he clinbed the | adder, hanpered by the danp cl oak and acconpani ed by the squel chi ng noi ses
com ng fromhis boots.

The hold snelled familiar, though it | ooked oddly spacious with no shuttle in it. There was
nobody about. He went up the stairs fromthe hold to the accommpdati on section. He wal ked al ong
the corridor towards the ness, wondering who was alive, who was dead, what changes had been nade,
if any. It had only been three days, but he felt as though he had been away for years. He was
al nost at Yal son's cabin when the door was quickly pulled open

Yal son's fair-haired head cane out, an expression of surprise, even joy, starting to formon
it. '"Haw - ' she said, then stopped, frowned at him shook her head and nuttered sonet hing,
ducki ng back into her cabin. Horza had stopped.

He stood there, thinking he was gl ad she was alive, realising he hadn't been wal ki ng properly -
not like Kraiklyn. H's tread had sounded |ike his own instead. A hand appeared from Yal son's door
as she pulled on a light robe, then she cane out and stood in the corridor, looking at the man she
t hought was Krai kl yn, her hands on her hips. Her lean, hard face | ooked slightly concerned, but
nostly wary. Horza hid his hand with the mssing finger behind his back

"What the hell happened to you?' she said.

"I got in a fight. What does it look |like? He got the voice right. They stood | ooking at each
ot her.

"If you want any help -

"I'"l'l manage.'

Yal son nodded, half sniling, |ooking himup and down. 'Yeah, all right. You nanage, then.' She
jerked a thunb over her shoulder, in the direction of the nmess. 'Your new recruit just brought her
gear aboard. She's waiting in the ness, though if you ook in now she mght not think it's such a

she began. Horza shook his head.
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wonderful idea to join up.

Horza nodded. Yal son shrugged, then turned and wal ked up the corridor, through the ness
towards the bridge. Horza followed her. 'Qur glorious captain,' she said to sonebody in the room
as she went through. Horza hesitated at Kraiklyn's cabin door, then went forward to stick his head
round the door of the mess.

A wonman was sitting at the far end of the ness table, her |legs crossed over a chair in front
of her. The screen was swi tched on above her as though she had been watching it; it showed a view
of a Megaship being lifted bodily out of the water by hundreds of small lifter tugs clustered
under and around it. They were recogni sably antique Culture machi nes. The woman had turned from
the sight, though, and was gazing towards Horza when he | ooked round the side of the door

She was slimand tall and pale. She |ooked fit, and her bl ack-coloured eyes were set in a face
just starting to show worried surprise at the battered face | ooking at her fromthe doorway. She
had on a light suit, the helmet of which lay on the table in front of her. A red bandanna was tied
round her head, below the |l evel of her close-cropped red hair. 'Ch, Captain Kraiklyn,' she said,
swi ngi ng her feet off the seat and | eaning forward, her face showi ng shock and pity. 'What
happened?’

Horza tried to speak, but his throat was dry. He couldn't believe what he saw. Hi s |ips worked
and he licked themwith a dry tongue. The wonan started to rise fromthe table, but he put out one
hand and gestured her to stay where she was. She sat slowy back down, and he managed to say, 'I'm
all right. See you later. Just . . . just stay . . . there.' Then he pushed hinself away fromthe
door and stunbled down the corridor to Kraiklyn's cabin. The ring fitted into the door, and it
swung open. He al nost fell inside.

In sonething like a trance he closed the door, stood there | ooking at the far bul khead for a
while, then slowy sat down, on the floor

He knew he was still stunned, he knew his vision was still blurred and he wasn't hearing
perfectly. He knew it was unlikely - or, if it wasn't, then it was very bad news indeed, but he
was sure; absolutely certain. As certain as he had been about Kraiklyn when he first wal ked up
that ranmp to the Damage table, into the arena.

As though he hadn't had enough shocks for one evening, the sight of the woman sitting at the
mess-roomtable had all but silenced himand stopped his mnd fromworking. Wiat was he going to
do? He couldn't think. The shock was still resounding through his mind; the i nage seened stuck
behi nd his eyes.

The wonman in the ness room was Perosteck Bal veda.

8.
The Ends of |nvention

Maybe she's a clone, Horza thought. Maybe it's coincidence. He sat on the floor of Kraiklyn's
cabin - his cabin now - staring at the |locker doors in the far wall; aware that he needed to do
sonmet hi ng, but not sure what it ought to be. His brain wasn't able to take all the knocks and
shocks it had had. He needed to sit and think for a nonent.

He tried telling hinself he was mistaken, that it wasn't really her, that he was tired and
confused and getting paranoid, seeing things. But he knew it was Bal veda, though sufficiently
altered so that probably only a close friend or a Changer coul d possibly recogni se her, but
definitely her, alive and well and probably arned to the teeth .

He got up, nechanically, still staring straight ahead. He took off the wet clothes and went
out of the cabin, down to the wash area, where he left the clothes to dry and cl eaned hinself up
Back in the cabin he found a robe and put it on. He started inspecting the small, packed space and
finally came across a small voice recorder. He flicked it back and |i stened.

" . . . ahhh . . . including, ahh, Yalson,' Kraiklyn's voice said fromthe small speaker in
the machine, '"who | guess was, umm. . . in her relationship, with ahh . . . Horza Gobuchul. She's
. been pretty abrupt, and | don't think I've had the support fromher . . . which she
which | ought toget . . . I'lIl have a word with her if it goes on, but, ahhh . . . for now,
during the repairs and such . . . there doesn't seemmuch point . . . I'mnot putting off . . . ah

I just think we'll see how she shapes up after the Obital's blown and we're on our way.

"Ahh . . . nowthis newworman . . . Gavant . . . she's all right. | get the inpression she
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might . . . ah, need . . . need a bit of ordering around . . . seens to need discipline . . . |
don't think she'll have, ah, too much conflict wth anybody. Yal son, especially, | was worried
about, but | don't think . . . ah, | think it'll be fine. But you can never tell with wonen, ah
of course, so . . . but | like her . . . | think she's got class and nmaybe . . . | don't know
maybe she coul d nake a good nunber two if she shapes up

"I really need nore people . . . Um. . . things haven't gone all that well recently, but I
think 1've been . . . they've let nme down. Jandraligeli, obviously . . . and | don't know, I'II
see if maybe | can do sonethi ng about himbecause . . . he's really sort of just been . . . ahh .

he's betrayed nme; that's the way . . . that's what it is | think; anybody woul d agree. So
maybe |1'Il have a word with Ghal ssel, at the game, assuning he arrives . . . | don't think the
guy's really up to standard and 1'll tell GChal ssel as nuch because we're both . . . in the saneg,
ah . . . business, and I'm. . . | knowthat he'll have heard . . . well, he'll listen to what |
have to say, because he knows about the responsibilities of |eadership and . . . just, ah .
the way | do.

"Anyway . . . |I'Il do some nore recruiting after the gane, and after the GSV takes off
there'll be sone time . . . we have enough tine still to runin this bay and I'Il put the word
out. There's bound to be . . . a lot of people ready to sign on . . . Ah, oh yeah; nustn't forget
about the shuttle tonorrow. |'msure | can get the price down. Ah, | could just win at the gane,
of course - ' The small voice fromthe speaker |aughed: a tinny echo. and just be
incredibly rich and - ' The laughter canme again, distorted. and not give a fuck about any
of this crap any more . . . shit, just . . . ha. . . give the CAT away . . . well, sell it
and retire . . . But we'll see . . . '

The voice faded. Horza switched off the machine in the silence. He put it down where he had
found it, and rubbed the ring on the snmall finger of his right hand. Then he took off the robe and
put his - his - suit on. It started talking to him he told it to turn its voice off.

He | ooked at hinmself in the reverser field on the | ocker doors, drew hinmself up, made sure the
pl asma pistol strapped to his thigh was swi tched on, pushed the pains and tiredness to the back of
his mnd, then went out of the cabin and up the corridor to the ness.

Yal son and the woman who was Bal veda were sitting talking in the long room at the far end of
the tabl e under the screen, which had been turned off. They | ooked up when he cane in. He went
over and sat a couple of seats down from Yal son, who | ooked at his suit and said, 'W going
somewher e?'

' Maybe,' Horza said, looking briefly at her, then switching his gaze to the Bal veda woman,

snmling and saying, 'I'msorry, Ms Gravant; but |'mafraid, having reconsidered your application
I have to turn you down. |I'msorry, but there's no place for you on the CAT. | hope you
understand.' He clasped his hands on the table and grinned again. Balveda - the nore he | ooked the
surer he was that it was her - |ooked crestfallen. Her nouth opened slightly; she | ooked from
Horza to Yal son then back again. Yal son was frowning deeply.

"But - ' Bal veda began

"What the hell are you tal king about?' Yalson said angrily. 'You can't just - '

"You see,' Horza snmiled, 'l've decided that we need to cut down on the nunbers on board, and -

"What ?' Yal son expl oded, slapping the table with the palmof her hand. 'That's six of us left!

What the hell are six of us neant to do . . . ?' Her voice trailed off, then came back | ower and
sl ower, her head twisting to one side, her eyes narrowi ng as she looked at him- ' . . . O have
we just struck lucky in . . . oh, a gane of chance perhaps, and don't want to cut in nore

directions than absolutely necessary?

Horza | ooked briefly at Yal son again, sniled and said, 'No, but you see |I've just re-hired one
of our ex-nenbers, and that does alter the plans a bit . . . The place | had intended to slot M
Gavant into in the ship's conpany is now filled.

"You got Jandraligeli to come back, after what you called hinf?' |aughed Yal son, stretching
back in her seat.

Hor za shook his head.

"No, ny dear,' he said. 'As | would have been able to tell you if you hadn't kept
interrupting, | just net our friend M Gobuchul in Evanauth, and he's keen to rejoin.

' Horza?' Yal son seenmed to shake a little, her voice on an edge of tension, and he coul d see
her trying to control herself. Ch gods, a small voice inside himsaid, why does this hurt so nuch?
Yal son said, 'Is he alive? Are you sure it was hinf? Kraiklyn, are you?

Horza switched his gaze rapidly fromone wonan to the other. Yalson was |eaning forward over
the table, her eyes glittering in the ness-roomlight, her fists clenched. Her |ean body seened
tensed, the gol den down on her dark skin shining. Balveda | ooked uncertain and confused. Horza saw
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her start to bite her lip, then stop

"I wouldn't kid you about it, Yalson', Horza assured her. 'Horza is alive and well, and not
very far away.' Horza | ooked at the repeater screen on his suit cuff, where the tine showed. 'As a
matter of fact, I'"mneeting himat one of the port reception spheres in. . . well, just before
the GSV takes off. He said he had one or two things to work out in the city first. He said to say

ahhh . . . he hoped you were still betting on him. ' He shrugged. 'Somnething Iike
that.'

"You're not Kkidding!' Yalson said, her face creasing with a snile. She shook her head, put a
hand through her hair, slapped the table softly a couple of tinmes. "Oh . . . ' she said, then sat

back again in her seat. She | ooked fromthe woman to the man and shrugged, silent.

'So you see, Gravant, you just aren't needed right now,' Horza told Bal veda. The Cul ture agent
opened her nouth, but it was Yal son who spoke first, coughing quickly and then saying.

"Ch, let her stay, Kraiklyn. Wat difference does it make?

"The difference, Yalson,' Horza said carefully, thinking hard about Kraiklyn, "is that | am
captain of this ship.'

Yal son seened about to say sonmething, but instead she turned to Bal veda and spread her hands.
She sat back, one hand picking at the edge of the table, her eyes | owered. She was trying not to
smile too much.

"Well, Captain,' Balveda said, rising fromher seat, 'you do know best. |'Il get ny gear.' She
wal ked quickly fromthe nmess. Her footsteps merged with others, and Horza and Yal son both heard
some muffled words. In a nonment, Dorolow, Wbslin and Aviger, gaily dressed and | ooking flushed
and happy, piled into the ness, the older man with his armaround the snmall, plunmp wonan.

"Qur captain!' Aviger shouted. Dorolow held one of his hands at her shoul der. She snil ed.
Wibsl in waved dreami |y; the stocky engi neer | ooked drunk. 'Been at the wars, | see,' Aviger went
on, staring at Horza's face, which still showed signs of being in a fight, despite his interna
attenpts to mninise the damage.

"What has Gravant done, Kraiklyn?' Dorol ow squeaked. She seened nerry, too, and her voice was
even higher than he renenbered it.

"Nothing,' Horza said, snmling at the three nercenaries. 'But we're getting Horza Gobuchu
back fromthe dead, so | decided we didn't need her.'

'Horza?' Wibslin said, his |l arge nouth opening wide in an al nost exaggerated expression of

surprise. Dorol ow | ooked past Horza at Yal son, the | ook on her face saying, 'Is this true?
through her grin. Yal son shrugged and | ooked happily, hopefully, still slightly suspiciously, at
the man she thought was Kraiklyn.

"He' || be comi ng aboard shortly before the Ends | eaves,' Horza said. 'He had some sort of

business in the city. Maybe sonething shady.' Horza sniled in the condescendi ng way Kraiklyn
sonetimes had. 'Who knows?

'There,' Wibslin said, |ooking unsteadily at Aviger over Dorolow s stooped frame. 'Maybe that
guy was | ooking for Horza. Maybe we should warn him'

"What guy? Where?' Horza asked.

'"He's seeing things,' Aviger said, waving one hand. 'Too nuch liverw ne.'

' Rubbi sh!' Wibslin said |oudly, |ooking fromAviger to Horza, and nodding. 'And a drone.' He
hel d both hands out in front of his face, palnms together, then separated them by about a quarter-
metre. 'Little bugger. No bigger'n that.'

"\Where?' Horza shook his head. 'Why do you think sonebody might be after Horza?

"Qut there, under the traveltube,' Aviger said, while Whbslin was sayi ng:

"Way he cane out of that capsule, like he expected to be in a fight any second, and . . . aww,
| can just tell . . . that guy was . . . police . . . or sonmething . '

'What about M pp?' asked Dorol ow. Horza was silent for a second, frowning at nothing and
nobody in particular. 'Did Horza nention M pp?" Dorol ow asked hi m

"M pp?" he said, |ooking at Dorolow. 'No.' He shook his head. 'No, Mpp didn't nmake it."'

"Ch, I'msorry," Dorol ow said

'Look,' Horza said, staring at Aviger and Wibslin, 'you think there's sonebody out there
| ooki ng for one of us?

"A man,' Wibslin nodded slowy, 'and a little, tiny, really nean-|ooking drone.'

Wth a chill, Horza recalled the insect which had settled monmentarily on his wist in the
smal | bay outside, just before he had boarded the CAT. The Culture, he knew, had machines -
artificial bugs - that size.

"Hhm ' Horza said, pursing his lips. He nodded to hinself, then | ooked at Yal son. 'Go and nake
sure Gravant gets off the ship, quickly, all right?" He stood up and got out of the way while
Yal son noved. She went down the corridor to the cabins. Horza | ooked at Wibslin and notioned the
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engi neer forward towards the bridge, with his eyes. 'You two stay here,' he said quietly to Aviger
and Dorolow. Slowy they let go of each other and sat down in a couple of seats. Horza went
through to the bridge.

He pointed Wibslin to the engineer's seat and sat down in the pilot's. Wibslin sighed heavily.
Horza cl osed the door, then quickly reeled through all he had | earned about the procedures on the
bridge during the first weeks he had been aboard the CAT. He was reaching forward to open the
communi cat or channel s when sonet hi ng noved under the console, near his feet. He froze.

Wibsl in peered down, then bent with an audible effort and stuck his big head down between his
| egs. Horza snelled drink

"Haven't you finished yet?' Wibslin's nuffled voice said.

'They took ne off to another job; | only just got back,' wailed a small, thin, artificial
voi ce. Horza sat back in his seat and | ooked under the console. A drone, about two thirds the size
of the one which had escorted himfromthe elevator to the CAT' s bay, was disentangling itself
froma junble of tine cables protruding froman open inspection hatch

"What', Horza said, 'is that?

"Ch,' Wibslin said wearily, belching, 'same one that's been here . . . you renmenber. Cone on,
you,' he said to the nmachine. 'The captain wants to do a communication test.'
"Look,' the little machine said, its synthesised voice full of exasperation, 'I| have finished.

I"mjust tidying everything away.'

"Wll get a nove on,' Wibslin said. He withdrew his head from underneath the consol e and
| ooked apol ogetically at Fbrza "Sorry, Kraiklyn.

"Never mind, never nmind.' Horza waved his hand. He powered up the comunicator. 'Ah . ' He
| ooked at Wibslin. "Wio's controlling traffic novenents around here? |'ve forgotten who to ask
for. What if | want the bay doors opened?

"Traffic? Doors opened?' Wibslin | ooked at Horza with a puzzl ed expression. He shrugged and
said, 'Well, just traffic control, | suppose, |ike when we cane in.'

"Right,' Horza said; he flicked the switch on the console and said, 'Traffic control, this is

' His voice trailed off.

He'd no idea what Kraiklyn had called the CAT instead of its real nane. He hadn't got that as
part of the information he'd bought, and it was one of the many things he had neant to | earn once
he'd acconplished the nost inmmedi ate task of getting Balveda off the ship, and with luck follow ng

a false trail. But the news that there m ght be sonmebody |ooking for himin this bay - or anybody,
for that matter - had rattled him He said, ' . . . This is the craft in Smallbay 17492. | want
i mredi ate clearance to | eave the bay and the GSV; we'll quit the Orbital independently.

Wibslin stared at Horza.

'"This is Evanauth Port traffic control, GSV tenporary section. One nonent, Snallbay 27492,
said the speakers set in Horza and Wibslin's seat headrests. Horza turned to Wibslin, swtching
of f the conmuni cat or send button

"This thing is ready to fly, isn't it?

"Wha - ? Fly?" Wibslin | ooked perplexed. He scratched his chest, |ooked down at the drone
still working to stuff the wires back under the console. 'l suppose so, but - '

"Great.' Horza started switching everything on, notors included. He noticed the bank of
screens carrying information about the bow |l aser flickering on along with everything else. At
| east Krai klyn had had that repaired.

"Fly?" Wibslin repeated. He scratched his chest again and turned towards Horza. 'Did you say
"fly"?

"Yes. W're leaving.' Horza's hands flicked over the buttons and sensor swi tches, adjusting
the systens of the waking ship as though he really had been doing it for years.

"W'll need atug . . . ' Wibslin said. Horza knew t he engi neer was right. The CAT's anti -
gravity was only strong enough to produce an internal field; the warp units would bl ow so close to
(in fact, inside) a nmass as great as the Ends, and you couldn't reasonably use the fusion notors
in an encl osed space.

"We'll get one. I'll tell themit's an energency. |'ll say we've got a bonb aboard, or
sonet hing.' Horza watched the nmamin screen cone on, filling the previously blank bul khead in front
of himand Wibslin with a view of the rear of the Snall bay.

Wibslin got his own nonitor screen to display a conplicated plan which Horza eventual ly
identified as a map of their level of the GSV's vast interior. He only glanced at it at first,
then ignored the view on the nmain screen and | ooked nore carefully at the plan, and finally put a
holo of the GSV's whole internal |ayout onto the main screen, quickly nenorising all he could.

"What . . . ' Wibslin, paused, belched again, rubbed his belly through his tunic and said,
"What about Horza?'
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"We'll pick himup later,' Horza said, still studying the layout of the GSV. '| nmde ot her
arrangenents in case | couldn't neet himwhen | said.' Horza punched the transmt button again.
"Traffic control, traffic control, this is Smallbay 27492. | need energency cl earance. Repeat,
need energency clearance and a tug straight away. | have a mal functioning fusion generator | can't

cl ose down. Repeat, nucl ear fusion generator breakdown, going critical.'

"What!' a small voice screeched. Sonething banged into Horza's knee, and the drone worKking
under the consol e wobbl ed quickly into view, festooned with cables |like a streaner-draped party
goer. '\Wat did you say?

"Shut up and get off the ship. Now,' Horza told it, turning up the gain on the receiver
circuits. A hissing noise filled the bridge.

"Wth pleasure!' the drone said, and shook itself to get rid of the cables |ooped round its
casing. "As usual I'"'mthe last to be told what's going on, but | know | don't want to stick around
this - ' it was nmuttering when the hangar |ights went out.

At first Horza thought the screen had bl own, but he slid the wavel ength control up, and a dim
outline of the bay reappeared, showing its appearance on infra-red. 'Oh-oh,' said the drone,
turning first to the screen, then | ooking back at Horza. 'You lot did pay your rent, didn't you?

'Dead,' Wibslin announced. The drone got rid of the last of its cables. Horza | ooked sharply
at the engineer.

"What ?'

Wibslin pointed at the transceiver controls in front of him 'Dead. Sonebody's cut us off from
traffic control .’

A shudder ran through the ship. A light blinked, indicating that the main hold lift had just
sl ammed up autonatically.

A draught briefly stirred the air in the flight deck, then died. Mdre lights started flashing
on the console. 'Shit,' Horza said. 'Now what ?'

"Wl |, goodbye chaps,' the drone said hurriedly. It shot past them sucked the door open and
whooshed down the corridor, heading for the hangar stairwell.

"Pressure drop?" Wibslin said to hinself, scratching his head for a change and knotting his
brows as he | ooked at the screens in front of him

"Krai klyn!' Yal son's voice shouted fromthe seat headrest speakers. A light on the console
showed that she was calling fromthe hangar. 'VWat?' Horza snapped.

"What the hell's going on?" Yal son shouted. 'W were nearly crushed! The air's going fromthe
Smal | bay and the hangar |ift just energencied on us! Wat's happeni ng?

"I"l'l explain," Horza said. His nouth was dry, and he felt as though there was a |unp of ice
in his guts. 'Is Ms Gravant still with you?

"Of course she's still fucking with nme!'’

'"Right. Cone back up to the nmess roomright away. Both of you.'

"Krai klyn - ' Yal son began, then another voice cut in, starting froma distance but quickly
com ng closer to the m ke

'Closed? Closed? Wiy is this |ift door closed? What is going on on this vessel? Hello, bridge?
Captai n?' A sharp tap-tap noise cane fromthe headrest speakers, and the synthesised voice went
on, 'Why am | being obstructed? Let nme off this ship at - '

"Cet out of the way, you idiot!' Yalson said, then: '"It's that goddam drone agai n.

"You and Gravant get up here,' Horza repeated. 'Now.' Horza cl osed down the hangar com
circuit. He wheeled out of the seat and patted Wibslin on the shoulder. 'Strap in. Get us ready to
roll. Everything.' Then he swung through the open door. Aviger was in the corridor, comng from
the mess to the bridge. He opened his nouth to speak but Horza squeezed quickly past him ' Not
now, Aviger.' He put his right glove to the Iock on the arnmoury door. It clicked open. Horza
| ooked i nsi de.

"I was only going to ask -
. what the hell's going on?" Horza conpleted the old man's sentence for himas he lifted
the biggest neural stun pistol he could see, slamred the armoury doors shut and paced qui ckly down
the corridor, through the mess room where Dorol ow was sitting asleep in a chair, and into the
corridor through the accommpdati on section. He switched the gun on, turned its power control to
maxi mum then held it behind his back

The drone appeared first, flying up the steps and darting along the corridor at eye |evel
"Captain! | really must prot '

Horza ki cked a door open, caught the bevelled front of the drone as it canme towards hi mand
threw the machine into the cabin. He slammed the door shut. Voices were coning up the steps from
the hangar. He held onto the handl e of the cabin door. It was pulled hard, then thunped. 'This is
outrageous!' a distant, tinny voice wail ed.
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"Krai klyn,' Yalson said as her head appeared at the top of the steps. Horza smniled, readying
the gun he held behind his back. The door resounded agai n, shaking his hand.

'Let ne out!'’

"Krai klyn, what is going on?" Yalson said, comng along the corridor. Balveda was al nost up
the stairs, carrying a large kitbag over her shoul der

"I"'mgoing to lose nmy tenper!' The door shook agai n.

A whi ne, high and urgent, came from behind Yal son, from Bal veda's kitbag; then a static-Iike
crackl e. Yalson didn't hear the high-pitched whine - which was an alarm Horza, though, was
distantly aware of Dorolow stirring sonmewhere behind himin the ness room At the burst of static,
whi ch was a highly conpressed nmessage or signal of sone sort, Yalson started to turn back to
Bal veda. At the sanme nonent Horza | eapt forward, taking his hand off the cabin door handl e and
bringi ng the heavy stun gun round to bear on Bal veda. The Culture wonan was al ready dropping the
ki tbag, one hand flashing - so fast even Horza could hardly follow the novenent down to her side
Horza threw hinself into the space between Yal son and the corridor bul khead, knocki ng the woman
mercenary to one side. At the same tine, with the big stun gun pointing straight at Bal veda's
face, he pulled the trigger. The weapon hummed in his hand as he continued forward, dropping. He
tried to keep the gun pointing at Bal veda's head all the way down. He hit the deck just before the
saggi ng Cul ture agent did.

Yal son was still staggering back after being thunped agai nst the far bul khead. Horza | ay on
the deck watching Bal veda's feet and | egs for a second, then he quickly scranmbled up, saw Bal veda
nmove groggily, her red-haired head scraping on the deck surface, her dark eyes opening briefly. He
pull ed the stun-gun trigger again, keeping it depressed and pointing the gun at the worman's head
She shook spastically for a second, saliva drooling fromone corner of her nouth, then went |inp.
The red bandanna rolled off her head.

"Are you crazy?' Yal son screaned. Horza turned to her

"Her nane isn't Gavant; it's Perosteck Bal veda, and she's an agent in the Culture's Special
G rcunstances section. That's their euphenmismfor Mlitary Intelligence, in case you didn't know,
he sai d. Yal son was backed up al nost to the mess-room entrance, her eyes full of fear, her hands
clutching at the surface of the bul khead on either side of her. Horza went up to her. She shrank
fromhim and he sensed her getting ready to strike out. He stopped short of her, turned the stun
gun round and handed it to her, grip first. '"If you don't believe ne we'll|l probably all end up
dead,' he said, edging the gun forward towards her hands. She took it eventually. 'I'm serious,"
he told her. 'Search her for weapons. Then get her into the ness and strap her into a seat. Tie
her hands down, tight. And her |legs. Then strap in yourself. W've leaving; |I'Il explain later."'
He started to go past her, then he turned and | ooked into her eyes.

' Ch, and keep stunning her every now and agai n, on naxi mum power. Special C rcunstancers are
very tough.' He turned and went towards the mess room He heard the stun gun click

" Krai klyn,"' Yal son sai d.

He stopped and turned round again. She was pointing the gun straight at him holding it in
both hands and |l evel with his eyes. Horza sighed and shook his head.

"Don't,' he said.

"What about Horza?'

'"He's safe. | swear it. But he'll be dead if we don't get out of here now And if she wakes
up.' He nodded past Yalson at the long, inert formof Balveda. He turned again, then wal ked into
the nmess, the back of his head and the nape of his neck tingling with anticipation

Not hi ng happened. Dorol ow | ooked up fromthe table and said, 'Wat was that noise? as Horza
went past.

"What noi se?' Horza said as he went through to the bridge.

Yal son wat ched Kraiklyn's back as he wal ked through the ness room He said sonmething to
Dor ol ow, then he was through to the bridge. She let the stun gun down slowy; it hung in one hand.
She | ooked at the gun thoughtfully and said to herself, quietly, 'Yalson, ny girl, there are tines
when | think you're a little too loyal.' She raised the gun again as the cabin door opened just a
crack and a small voice said, 'Is it safe out there yet?

Yal son grimaced, pushed the door open and | ooked at the drone, which was retreating further
into the cabin. She nodded her head to the side and said, 'Get out here and give me a hand with
this bod, you liverless piece of clockwork.'

"Wake up!' Horza kicked Wibslin's | eg as he swung back into his chair. Aviger was sitting in the
third seat in the flight deck, |ooking anxiously at the screens and controls. Wibslin junped, then
| ooked round with bleary eyes.

'"Eh?' he said, then: 'l was just resting ny eyes.'
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Horza pull ed out the CAT's nmanual controls fromtheir recess in the edge of the console.
Avi ger | ooked at themwi th apprehension

"Just how hard did you knock your head?' he said to Horza.

Horza snmiled coldly at him He scanned the screens as fast as he could and threw the safety
switches on the ship's fusion notors. He tried traffic control once nore. The Snall bay was stil
dark. The outside pressure gauge registered zero. Wibslin was talking to hinself as he checked
over the craft's nonitoring systens.

"Aviger,' Horza said, not looking at the older man, 'I think you' d better strap in.

"What for?' Aviger asked quietly, nmeasuredly. 'W can't go anywhere.. W can't nove. W're
stuck here until a tug arrives to take us out, aren't we?'

'"OF course we are,' Horza said, adjusting the readying controls of the fusion notors and
putting the ship leg controls on automatic. He turned and | ooked at Aviger. 'Tell you what; why
don't you go and get that new recruit's kitbag? Take it down to the hangar and shove it into a
vact ube."’

"What ?' Aviger said, his already creased face becomng nore lined as he frowned. 'I| thought
she was | eaving.'

' She was, but whoever is trying to keep us in here started evacuating the air fromthe
Smal | bay before she could get off. Now | want you to take her kitbag and all the other gear she
may have left lying around and stow it in a vactube, all right?

Aviger got up fromthe seat slowy, looking at Horza with a tense, worried expression on his
face. "All right.' He started to | eave the bridge, then hesitated, |ooking back at Horza.

"Krai klyn, why am 1 putting her kitbag in the vactube?

'Because there's alnpbst certainly a very powerful bonb in it; that's why. Now get down there
and do it.'

Avi ger nodded and | eft, |ooking even | ess happy. Horza turned back to the controls. They were
al nrost ready. Wibslin was still talking to hinself and hadn't strapped in properly, but he seened
to be doing his part conpetently enough, despite frequent bel ches and pauses to scratch his chest
and head. Horza knew he was putting the next bit off, but it had to be done. He pressed the ident
but t on.

"This is Kraiklyn,' he said, and coughed.

"ldentification conplete," the console said i mediately. Horza wanted to shout, or at least to
sag in his seat with relief, but he hadn't the time to do either, and Wbslin would have thought
it alittle strange. So m ght the ship's conputer, for that matter: some machi nes were progranmred
to watch for signs of joy or relief after the formal identification was over. So he did nothing to
cel ebrate, just brought the fusion notor prinmers up to operating tenperature.

"Captain!' The small drone dashed back into the bridge, conming to a halt between Wbslin and

Horza. 'You will let me off this ship at once and report the irregularities taking place aboard
i medi ately, or -
'O what?' Horza said, watching the tenperature in the CAT's fusion notors soar. 'If you think

you can get off this ship you're welcone to try; probably Culture agents would bl ow you to dust
even if you did get out.

"Culture agents?' the small nmachine said with a sneer in its voice. 'Captain, for your
information this GSVis a denilitarised civilian vessel under the control of the Vavatch Hub
authorities and within the ternms laid down in the Idiran-Culture War Conduct Treaty drawn up
shortly after the comencenent of hostilities. How - '

"So who turned the lights off and let the air out, idiot? Horza said, turning to the machine
briefly. He | ooked back to the console, turning the bow radar up as high as it would go and taking
readi ngs through the blank wall of the rear of the Snall bay.

"I don't know,' the drone said, 'but |I rather doubt it would be Culture agents. Who or what do
you think these supposed agents are after? You?

"What if they were?' Horza took another |ook at the holo display of the GSV's internal |ayout.
He briefly magnified the volume around Snall bay 27492 before switching the repeater screen off.
The drone was silent for a second, then backed off through the doorway.

"Great. I'mlocked in an antique with a paranoid lunatic. | think I'll go and | ook for
sonewhere safer than this.

"You do that!' Horza yelled down the corridor after it. He turned the hangar circuit back on.

" Avi ger?' he said.

"I"ve done it,' said the old man's voi ce.

"Right. Get to the nmess fast and strap in.' Horza killed the circuit again.

"Well,' Wibslin said, sitting back in his seat and scratching his head, |ooking at the bank of
screens in front of himwth their arrays of figures and graphs, 'l don't know what it is you're
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intending to do, Kraiklyn, but whatever it is, we're as ready as we'll ever be to do it.' The
stout engi neer | ooked across at Horza, lifted hinself slightly fromhis seat and pulled the
restraining straps over his body. Horza grinned at him trying to | ook confident. H s own seat's
restrainers were a little nore sophisticated, and he just had to throw a switch for cushioned arns
to swing over and inertia fields to cone on. He pulled his hel met over his head fromthe hinged
position and heard it hiss shut.

"Ch ny God,' Wibslin said, |ooking slowy away from Horza to stare at the al nost featurel ess
rear wall of the Small bay shown on the main screen. 'l sure as hell hope you're not going to do
what | think you are.

Horza didn't reply. He hit the button to talk to the mess. "All right?

"Just about, Kraiklyn, but - ' Yalson said. Horza killed that circuit, too. He licked his
lips, took the controls in his gloved hands, sucked in a deep breath, then flicked the thunb
buttons on the CAT's three fusion notors. Just before the noise started he heard Wibslin say:

"Ch, nmy God, you are - '

The screen flashed, went dark, then flashed again. The view of the Smallbay's rear wall was
lit by three jets of plasma bursting fromunderneath the ship. A noise |like thunder filled the
bridge and reverberated through the whole craft. The two outboard notors were the main thrust,
vectored down for the noment; they blasted fire onto the deck of the Snallbay, scattering the
machi nery and equi pnent from underneath and around the craft, slamring it into walls and off the
roof as the blinding jets of flane steadi ed under the vessel. The inboard, lift-only nose notor
fired raggedly at first, then settled quickly, starting to burn its own hole through the thin
| ayer of ultradense material which covered the Smallbay floor. The Cear Air Turbul ence stirred
i ke a waking animal, groaning and creaking and shifting its weight. On the screen, a huge shadow
veered across the wall and the roof in front as the infernal light fromthe nose fusion notor
burned under the ship; rolling clouds of gas from burning machinery were starting to haze over the
view. Horza was anmzed that the walls of the Smallbay had held out. He flicked the bow | aser at
the sane tinme as increasing the fusion notor power

The screen detonated with light. The wall ahead burst open like a flower seen in tinme | apse,
huge petals throw ng thensel ves towards the ship and a mllion pieces of weckage and debris
fl ashing past the vessel's nose on the shock wave of air bursting in fromthe far side of the

| asered wall. At the sane tinme, the Clear Air Turbulence lifted off. The | eg-weight readouts
stopped at zero, then blanked out as the legs, glowing red with heat, stowed thensel ves inside the
hul | . Enmergency undercarriage cooling circuits whined into action. The craft started to slewto

one side, shaking with its own power and with the inpact of debris swirling about it. The view
ahead cl ear ed.

Horza steadi ed the ship, then gunned the rear notors, flinging some of their power backwards,
towards the Smal | bay doors. A rear screen showed them gl owing white hot. Horza woul d dearly have
liked to head that way, but reversing and ramming the doors with the CAT woul d have probably been
sui cidal, and turning the craft in such a confined space inpossible. Just going forward was goi ng
to be hard enough . .

The hol e wasn't big enough. Horza saw it com ng towards hi mand knew strai ght away. He used
one shaking finger on the | aser beam spread control set in the seni-wheel of the controls, turning
the spread up to maxi mumthen firing once nore. The screen washed out with |ight again, all around
the perimeter of the hole. The CAT stuck its nose and then its body into another Smallbay. Horza
wai ted for sonmething to hit the sides or roof of the white-hot gap, but nothing happened; they
sailed through on their three pillars of fire, throwing |light and weckage and waves of snpbke and
gas before them The dark waves bl asted out over shuttles; the whole Snall bay they were now noving
slowy through was full of shuttles of every shape and description. They were floating over them
battering themand nelting themwth their fire.

Horza was aware of Wibslin sitting on the seat beside him his eyes | ocked onto the view
ahead, his legs drawn up as far as possible so that his knees stuck up above the edge of the
console, and his arns |locked in a sort of square over his head, each hand graspi ng the bicep of
the other arm His face was a mask of fear and incredulity when Horza turned round to gl ance at
him and grinned. Wibslin pointed frenziedly at the nain screen. 'Watch!' he shrieked over the
racket .

The CAT was shaki ng and bouncing, rocked by the stream of superheated matter pouring from
under its hull. It would be using the atnmosphere around it to produce plasma, now that there was
air available, and in the relatively confined space of the Small bays the turbul ence created was
enough to shake the vessel bodily.

There was another wall ahead, com ng up faster than Horza woul d have |iked. They were sl ew ng
slightly again as well; he narrowed the | aser angle again and fired, pulling the ship round at the
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sane tine. The wall flashed once around its edges; the roof and floor of the Smallbay flashed in
| oops of flame where the | aser caught them and dozens of parked shuttles ahead of them pul sed
with Iight and heat.

The wal|l ahead started to fall slowly back, but the CAT was coning up on it faster than it was
crunpling. Horza gasped and tried to pull back; he heard Wibslin how, as the vessel's nose hit
t he undanmaged centre of the wall. The view on the main screen tilted as the ship ramed into the
wal | material. Then the nose canme down, the Clear Air Turbul ence quivered like an ani mal shaking
water fromits fur, and they were rocking and yawing into yet another Smallbay. It was totally
enpty. Horza gunned the engines a little nore, took a couple of bursts with the |aser at the next
wal |, then watched in anazenent as this wall, instead of falling back |ike the | ast one, crashed
down towards themlike a vast castle drawbridge, slamming in one fiery piece onto the deck of the
enpty Snallbay. In a fury of steamand gas, a nmountain of water appeared over the top of the
col l apsing wall and poured out in a huge wave towards the approachi ng ship.

Horza heard hinself shouting. He rammed the notor controls full on and kept the laser fire
button hard down.

The CAT leapt forward. It flashed over the surface of the cascadi ng water, enough of the
pl asma heat snmashing into its liquid surface to instantly fill all the space of Smallbays its
passage had created with a boiling fog of steam As the tide of water continued to pour fromthe
fl ooded Snal | bay and the CAT screeched above it, the air about the ship filled wth superheated
steam The external pressure gauge went up too quickly for the eye to follow, the |aser blasted
even nore vapour off the water in front, and with an explosion like the end of the world the next
wal | bl ew out ahead of the vessel - weakened by the laser and finally blasted away by the sheer
pressure of steam The Cear Air Turbul ence shot out fromthe tunnel of |inked Smallbays like a
bullet froma gun.

Motors flaming, in the mddl e of a cloud of gas and steam which it quickly outdi stanced, it
roared into a canyon of air-filled space between towering walls of bay doors and opened

acconmodati on sections, lighting up kilonetres of wall and cloud, screaming with its three fl ame-
filled throats, and seemingly pulling after it a tidal wave of water and a vol cano-1like cloud of
steam gas and snoke. The water fell, turning froma solid wave into sonething |i ke heavy surf,

then spray, then just rain and water vapour, followi ng the huge flapping card of the bay door
tunbling through the air. The CAT wenched itself round, twi sting and slewi ng through the air in
an attenpt to check its headl ong rush towards the far wall of Snallbay doors facing it across that
vast internal canyon. Then its notors flickered and went out. The Clear Air Turbul ence started to
fall

Horza gunned the controls, but the fusion notors were dead. The screen showed the wall of
doors to other bays on one side, then air and clouds, then the wall of bay doors on the other
side. They were in a spin. Horza | ooked over at Wibslin as he fought with the controls. The
engi neer was staring at the main screen with a glazed expression on his face. 'Wbslin!' Horza
screanmed. The fusion notors stayed dead -

" Aaah!' Wibslin seened to have woken up to the fact that they were falling out of control; he
| eapt at the controls in front of him 'Just fly it!' he shouted. '"I'Il try the prinmers! Mist have
over-pressured the notors!'

Horza wrestled with the controls while Wibslin tried to restart the engines. On the screen
wal I s spun crazily about them and cl ouds beneath them were conming up fast - beneath them really
beneath them a dead flat layer of clouds. Horza shook the controls again.

The nose notor burst into life, guttering wildly, sending the spinning craft careering off
towards one side of the artificial cliff of bay doors and walls. Horza cut the notor out. He
steered into the spin, using the craft's control surfaces rather than the notors, then he ained
t he whol e ship straight down and put his fingers on the |aser buttons again. The clouds flashed up
to neet the vessel. He closed his eyes and squeezed the | aser controls.

The Ends of Invention was so huge it was built on three alnost totally separate |evels, each
over three kilonetres deep. They were pressure |levels, there because otherwi se the differentia
bet ween the very bottomand the very top of the giant ship would have been the difference between
standard sea | evel and a nmountain top sonewhere in the tropopause. As it was, there existed a
three and a half thousand netre di fference between the base and roof of each pressure |evel
maki ng sudden journeys by traveltube fromone to the other inadvisable. In the i mense open cave
that was the hollow centre of the GSV the pressure levels were nmarked by force fields, not
anything material, so that craft could pass fromone |evel to another w thout having to go outside
the vessel, and it was towards one of those boundaries, nmarked by cloud, that the Clear Ar
Tur bul ence was falling.

Firing the laser did no good whatsoever, though Horza didn't know that at the tine. It was a
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Vavat ch conputer, which had taken over the internal nonitoring and control fromthe Culture's own
M nds, which opened a hole in the force field to let the falling vessel through. It did so in the
m st aken assunption that | ess damage woul d be caused to The Ends of Invention by letting the rogue
vessel fall through than having it inpact.

In the centre of a sudden nmel stromof air and cloud, in its own snmall hurricane, the CAT
burst through fromthe thick air at the bottom of one pressure level and into the thin atnosphere
at the top of the one below. A vortex of rag-clouded air blew out after it like an inverted
expl osi on. Horza opened his eyes again and saw with relief the distant floor of the GSV s
cavernous interior, and the clinbing figures on the main fusion notors' nonitor screens. He hit
the engine throttles again, this tinme |leaving the nose notor alone. The two main engi nes caught,
shovi ng Horza back in his seat against the cloying hold of the restrainer fields. He pulled the
nose of the diving craft up, watching the floor far bel ow gradually di sappear fromview as it was
repl aced by the sight of another wall of opened bay doors. The doors were much |arger than those
of the Smallbays in the level they had just left, and the few craft Horza could see either nosing
into or appearing out of the lit lengths of the huge hangars were full-size starships.

Horza watched the screen, piloting the Clear Air Turbul ence exactly like an aircraft. They
were travelling quickly along a vast corridor over a kilonetre across, with the |ayer of clouds
about fifteen hundred netres above them Starships were noving slowy through the sane space, a
few on their own AG fields, nost towed by light lifter tugs. Everything el se was noving slowy and
wi thout a fuss; only the CAT disturbed the cal mof the giant ship's interior, scream ng through
the air on twin swords of brilliant flane pul sing fromwhite-hot plasma chanbers. Another cliff-
face of huge hangar doors faced them Horza | ooked about himat the curve of main screen and
pul l ed the CAT over on a long banking left turn, diving alittle at the sane tine to head down an
even broader canyon of space. They flashed over a slow noving clipper being towed towards a
di stant open Mainbay, rocking the starship in their wake of superheated air. The wall of doors and
opened entrances slanted towards them as Horza tightened the turn. Ahead, Horza coul d see what
| ooked like a cloud of insects: hundreds of tiny black specks floating in the air.

Far beyond them maybe five or six kilometres away, a thousand netre square of bl ackness,
bordered with a slowy flashing strip of subdued white Iight, was the exit from The Ends of
Invention. It was a straight run

Horza sighed and felt his whole body relax. Unless they were intercepted, they had done it.
Wth a little luck now, they mght even get away fromthe Orbital itself. He gunned the engines,
headi ng for the inky square in the distance.

Wibslin suddenly sat forward, against the pull of acceleration, and punched sone buttons. H's
repeater screen set in the console nagnified the centre section of the nmain screen, show ng the
vi ew ahead. 'They're people!' he shouted.

Horza frowned over at the nan. 'What?'

' Peopl e! Those are people! They nmust be in AG harnesses! We're going to go right through
them'

Horza | ooked briefly over at Wibslin's repeater screen. It was true; the black cloud which
alnost filled the screen was nade up of humans, flying slowy about in suits or ordinary clothes.
There were thousands of them Horza saw, |ess than a kil onetre ahead, and closing quickly. Wbslin
was staring at the screen, waving his hand at the people. 'Get out the way! Get out the way!' he
was shouti ng.

Horza couldn't see a way round, over or beneath the mass of flying people. \Wether they were
pl ayi ng some curious nmass aerial gane or were just enjoying thenselves, they were too many, too
cl ose, too widespread. 'Shit!' Horza said. He got ready to cut the rear plasnma notors before the
Clear Air Turbulence went into the cloud of humans. Wth luck they mght nake it through before
they had to relight them and so not incinerate too many peopl e.

"No!' Wibslin screamed. He threw the restraining straps off, |eapt across towards Horza and
dived at the controls. Horza tried to fend the bul ky engi neer off, but failed. The controls were
wrenched from his hands, and the view on the main screen tipped and swirled, pointing the nose of
the speeding ship away fromthe black square of the GSV exit, away fromthe huge cloud of airborne
peopl e, and towards the cliff of brightly lit Minbay entrances. Horza cl outed Wibslin across the
head with his arm sending the man falling to the floor, stunned. He grabbed the controls back
fromthe relaxing fingers of the engineer, but it was too late to turn away. Horza steadied and
aimed. The Clear Air Turbul ence darted for an open Miinbay; it flashed through the open entrance
and swept over the skeleton of a starship being rebuilt in the bay, the light fromthe CAT s
notors starting fires, singeing hair, snouldering clothes and blinding unprotected eyes.

Horza saw Wibslin |ying unconscious on the floor out of the corner of his eye, rocking gently
as the CAT careered through the half kilometre |l ength of Miinbay. The doors to the next bay were

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (109 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

open, and the next and the next. They were flying through a two kilonetre tunnel, racing over the
repair and docking facilities of one of Evanauth's displaced shipbuilders. Horza didn't know what
was at the far end, but he could see that before they got there they would have to fly over the
top of a large spaceship which alnost filled the third bay al ong. Horza vectored the fusion fire
ahead so that they started to slow. Twin beans of fire flashed on either side of the nmamin screen
as the fusion power kicked forward. Wbslin's unrestrai ned body slid forward on the floor of the
bri dge, wedgi ng under the console and his own seat. Horza lifted the CAT's nose as the blunt snout
of the parked spacecraft sitting in the bay ahead approached.

The C ear Air Turbul ence zooned towards the ceiling of the Mainbay, flashed between it and the
top surface of the ship, then fell on the other side and, although still slow ng, shot through the
final Mainbay and into another corridor of free air space. It was too narrow. Horza dived the
craft again, saw the floor conming up and fired the I asers. The CAT burst through a rising cloud of
gl owi ng wr eckage, bunping and shaki ng, Wibslin's squat frane sliding out fromunder the console
and floating back up towards the rear door of the bridge.

At first Horza thought they were out at |ast, but they weren't; they were in what the Culture
called a General bay.

The CAT fell once nore, then levelled out again. It was in a space which seened even | arger
than the main interior of the GSV. It was flying through the bay they had stored the Megaship in:
t he sane Megashi p Horza had seen on the screen earlier being lifted out of the water by a hundred
or so ancient Culture lifter craft.

Horza had time to | ook around. There was plenty of space, lots of roomand time. The Megaship
lay on the floor of the giant bay, looking for all the world like a small city sitting on a great
slab of netal. The Clear Air Turbulence flew past the stern of the Megaship, past tunnels full of
propeller blades tens of netres across, round the side of its rearnost outrigger, where beached
pl easure craft waited for a return to water, over the towers and spires of its superstructure,
then out over its bows. Horza | ooked forward. The doors, if they were doors, of the General bay
faced him two kilometres away. They were that sane distance fromtop to bottom and tw ce that
across. Horza shrugged and checked the | aser again. He was becom ng, he realised, alnost blasé
about the whole thing. Wat the hell? he thought.

The | asers picked a hole in the wall of material ahead, punching a slowy w dening gap which
Horza ained straight for. A vortex of swirling air was starting to formaround the hole; as the
CAT rushed closer, it was caught in a small horizontal cyclone of air and started to tw st. Then
it was through, and in space.

In a quickly dispersing bubble of air and crystals of ice, the craft burst fromthe body of the
General Systenms Vehicle, swooping into vacuum and star-washed darkness at last. Behind it, a force
field sl anmed across the hole its passage had created in the doors of the General bay. Horza felt
the plasma notors stutter as their supply of outside air disappeared, then the internal tanks took
up the slack. He was about to cut themand slide gently into the start-up procedure for the
craft's warp engi nes when the speakers in his headrest crackl ed.

"This is Evanauth port police. Al right, you son of a bitch, just keep on that headi ng and
sl ow right down. Evanauth port police to rogue craft: halt on that heading. A - '

Horza pulled on the controls, taking the CAT on a huge accel erating arc up over the stern of
the GSV, flashing past the outside of the kilonetre-square exit he had been heading for earlier
Wibsl in, npani ng now, bunped around the inside of the bridge as the CAT lifted its nose to head
straight up, towards the nmaze of abandoned docks and gantries that was Evanauth port. As it went
it turned, still twisting slightly fromthe spin it had picked up fromthe vortex of air bursting
fromthe General bay. Horza let it twist, steadying it only as they approached the top of the
| oop, the port facilities coming up fast then sliding underneath as the craft levelled out.

"Rogue ship! This is your last warning!' the speakers blared. 'Stop now or we'll blow you out
of the sky! God, he's heading for - ' The transm ssion cut off. Horza grinned to hinself. He was
i ndeed heading for the gap between the underside of the port and the top of the GSY. The Cear Air
Tur bul ence flashed through spaces between travel tube connections, elevator shafts, graving dock
gantries, transit areas, arriving shuttle craft and crane towers. Horza guided the ship through
the maze with the fusion notors still blazing at maxi num boost, throwing the small craft through
the few hundred netres of crowded space between the Orbital and the General Systens Vehicle. The
rear radar pinged, picking up follow ng echoes.

Two towers, hanging under the Orbital |ike upside-down sky-scrapers, between whi ch Horza was
ai m ng the CAT, suddenly blossonmed with |ight, scattering weckage. Horza cringed in his seat as
he corkscrewed the ship into the space between the two cl ouds of debris.

' Those were across the bows,' crackled the speakers again. 'The next ones will be straight up
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your ass, boy racer.' The CAT shot out over the dull grey plain of slanting material that was the
start of the Ends' nose. Horza turned the CAT over and dived down, follow ng the slope of the vast
craft's bows. The rear radar signal stopped briefly, then reappeared.

He flipped the ship over again. Wibslin, his arns and | egs wavi ng weakly, was dunped onto the
CAT's bridge ceiling and stuck there like a fly while Horza did a section of an outside |oop

The ship was racing, powering away fromthe Orbital port area and the big GSV, heading for
space. Horza renenbered about Bal veda's gear, and quickly reached over to the console, closing the
vactube circuit fromthere. A screen showed that all the vactubes had been rotated. The rear
screen showed sonmething flane inside the twin plunes of plasma fire. The rear radar pinged
insistently.

' Goodbye, stupid!' the voice in the headrest speakers said. Horza threw the ship to one side

The rear screen went white, then black. The main screen pul sated with col ours and broken
lines. The speakers in Horza's helnmet, as well as the speakers set into the seat, how ed. Every
i nstrument on the console flashed and waver ed.

Horza t hought for a second they had been hit, but the notors were still blasting, the nain
screen was starting to clear, and the other instrunments were recovering, too. The radiation neters
were bl eeping and flashing. The rear screen stayed bl ank. A damage nonitor indicated that the
sensors had been knocked out by a very strong pul se of radiation

Horza started to realise what had happened when the rear radar didn't start pinging again
after it recovered. He threw back his head and | aughed.

There had i ndeed been a bonb in Balveda's kitbag. Wether it had gone off because it was
caught in the CAT' s plasma exhaust or because sonebody - whoever had been trying to keep the ship
on board the GSV in the first place - had detonated it renotely the instant the fleeing craft was
far enough away fromthe Ends not to cause too nuch danage, Horza didn't know Whatever; the
expl osi on seened to have caught the pursuing police vessels.

Laughi ng uproariously, Horza angled the CAT further away fromthe great circle of brilliantly
lit Orbital, heading straight out towards the stars and readying the warp engines to take over
fromthe plasma notors. Wibslin, back on the deck, one |eg caught on the armof his own chair,
noaned distantly.

"Mother,' he said. 'Mdther, say it's only a dream.

Horza | aughed | ouder

"You lunatic,' breathed Yal son, shaking her head. Her eyes were w de. 'That was the craziest thing
|'ve ever seen you do. You're mad, Kraiklyn. I'mleaving. | resign as of now. . . Shit! | wish
I'd gone with Jandraligeli, to Ghalssel . . . You can just drop ne off first place we get to.'

Horza sat down wearily in the seat at the head of the nmess-roomtable. Yalson was at the far
end, under the screen, which was switched into the bridge main screen. The CAT was proceeding
under full warp, two hours out on its journey from Vavatch. There had been no further pursuit
followi ng the destruction of the police craft, and now the CAT was gradually comng round to the
course Horza had set, into the war zone, towards the edge of the dittercliff, towards Schar's
Wor | d.

Dor ol ow and Aviger were sitting, plainly still shaken, to one side of Yalson. The wonan and
the elderly man were both staring at Horza as though he was pointing a gun at them Their nouths
were open, their eyes were glazed. On the other side of Yalson the slack form of Perosteck Bal veda
was | eaning forward, head down, her body pulling against the restraining straps of the seat.

The nmess room was chaotic. The CAT hadn't been readied for violent nanoeuvring, and nothing
had been stowed away. Plates and containers, a couple of shoes, a glove, some half-unravelled
tapes and spools and various other bits and pieces now |lay strewn about the floor of the ness.

Yal son had been hit by sonmething, and a small trickle of blood had dried on her forehead. Horza
hadn't | et anybody nove, apart frombrief visits to the heads, for the |last two hours; he'd told
everybody to stay where they were over the ship PA while the CAT headed away from Vavatch on a
twisting, erratic course. He had kept the plasnma notors and | aser warm and ready, but no further
pursuit came. Now he reckoned they were safe and far enough away to warp straight.

He had left Wibslin on the bridge, nursing the battered and abused systens of the Clear Air
Tur bul ence as best he could. The engi neer had apol ogi sed for grabbing at the controls and had
beconme very subdued, not mneeting Horza's eyes but tidying up one or two bits of | oose debris on
the bridge and stuffing sone of the | oose wires back under the console. Horza told Wbslin he had
nearly killed themall, but on the other hand so had he, so they would forget it this tine; they'd
escaped intact. Wibslin nodded and said he didn't know how, he couldn't believe the ship was
virtual |y undanaged. Wibslin wasn't undanaged; he had brui ses everywhere.

"I"'mafraid,' Horza said to Yal son once he had sat down and put his feet up, 'our first port
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of call is rather bleak and underpopulated. |'mnot sure you'll want to be dropped off there.'

Yal son put the heavy stun pistol down onto the table surface. 'And just where the hell are we
goi ng? What's going on, Kraiklyn? What was all that craziness back on the GSV? Wat's she doing
here? Wiy is the Culture involved?' Yalson nodded at Bal veda during this speech, and Horza kept
| ooki ng at the unconscious Culture agent when Yal son stopped, waiting for an answer. Aviger and
Dor ol ow were | ooki ng at himexpectantly, too.

Bef ore Horza could answer, the small drone appeared fromthe corridor |eading fromthe
acconmodation section. It floated in, |ooked round the mess room then sat itself bodily on the
table in the mddle. "Did | hear something about it being explanation tine?" it said. It was
faci ng Horza.

Horza | ooked away from Bal veda, to Aviger and Dorolow, then to Yal son and the drone. 'Wel|
you mght as well all know that we are now heading for a place called Schar's Wrld. It's a Planet
of the Dead.

Yal son | ooked puzzl ed. Aviger said, 'lI've heard of those. But we won't be allowed in.'

"This is getting worse,' the drone said. 'If | were you, Captain Kraiklyn, I would turn back
to The Ends of Invention and surrender yourself there. I'msure you'd get a fair trial.

Horza ignored the nmachine. He sighed, |ooking round at the ness, stretched his |legs and
yawned. 'I'msorry you're all being taken, perhaps against your will, but |'ve got to get there,
and | can't afford to stop anywhere to let you off. You' ve all got to cone.'

"Ch we do, do we?' said the snall drone

'Yes,' Horza said, looking at it, 'I'"'mafraid so.'

"But we won't be able to get anywhere near this place,' Aviger protested. 'They don't |et
anybody in. There's sone sort of zone around themthey don't |let people into.'

'"W'l|l see about that when we get there.' Horza smled.

"You're not answering my questions,' Yalson said. She | ooked at Bal veda again, then down at
the gun lying on the table. 'I've been zapping this poor bitch every tinme she flicks an eyelid,
and | want to know why |'ve been doing it.'

"It'1l take a while to explain it all, but what it boils down to is there's sonmething on
Schar's Wirld which both the Culture and the Idirans want. | have . . . a contract, a conm ssion

fromthe Idirans, to get there and find this thing.'

"You really are a paranoid,' the drone said incredulously. It rose off the table and turned
round to look at the others. '"He really is a lunatic!'

"The Idirans are hiring us - you - to go after sonething? Yalson's voice was full of
di sbelief. Horza | ooked at her and sml ed.

"You mean this worman', Dorol ow said, pointing at Bal veda, 'was sent by the Culture to join us,
infiltrate . . . Are you serious?

"I'"'mserious. Balveda was | ooking for ne. Also for Horza Gobuchul. She wanted to get to
Schar's Wrld, or to stop us fromgetting there.' Horza | ooked at Aviger. 'There was a bonmb in
anongst her gear, by the way; it went off just after | rotated it out the tubes. It blewthe
police ships away. W all got a blast of radiation, but nothing lethal.’

" And what about Horza?' Yalson said, looking grimMy at him 'Was that just some trick, or did
you really neet hin®

'"He is alive, Yalson, and as safe as any of us.'

Wibslin appeared through the door fromthe bridge, still with an apol ogetic [ook on his face
He nodded at Horza and sat down near by. 'All |ooking fine, Kraiklyn.'

"Good,' Horza said. 'I was just explaining to everybody el se about our journey to Schar's
Wrld.'

"Ch,' Wibslin said. 'Yeah.' He shrugged at the others.
"Krai klyn,' Yalson said, leaning forward on the table and |l ooking intently at Horza, 'you just

about got us all killed fuck knows how many tines back there. You probably did kill quite a few
peopl e during those . . . in-door aerobatics. You' ve saddled us with sone secret agent fromthe
Culture. You're practically kidnapping us to take us towards a planet in the mddle of a war zone
wher e nobody's even allowed in, to |l ook for sonething both sides want enough to . . . Well, if the

Idirans are hiring a deci nated bunch of second-rate nercenaries, they nust be pretty desperate;
and if the Culture really was behind the attenpt to keep us in that bay, they nust be scared stiff
to risk violating the neutrality of the Ends and breaking sonme of their precious rules of war.
"You may think you know what's going on and think the risk is worth it, but I don't, and
don't like this feeling of being kept in the dark at all, either. Your track record recently's
been crap; let's face it. Risk your own life if you want to, but you don't have any right to risk
ours, too. Not any nore. Maybe we don't all want to side with the Idirans, but even if we did
prefer themto the Culture, none of us signed up to start fighting in the nmddle of the war. Shit,
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Krai klyn, we're neither . . . equipped nor trained well enough to go up agai nst those guys.'
"I know all that,' Horza said. 'But we shouldn't be encountering any battle forces. The Qui et
Barrier round Schar's Wrld extends far enough out so that it's inpossible to watch it all. W go

in froma randomy picked direction, and by the tine we're spotted, there's nothing anybody coul d
do about it, no matter what sort of ship they have. A Main Battle Fleet couldn't keep us out. Wen
we leave it'll be the sanme.'

"What you're trying to say is,' Yalson said, sitting back in her seat,

' Maybe | am' |aughed Horza.

'Hey,' Wibslin said suddenly, looking at his term nal screen, which he had just taken fromhis
pocket. '"It's nearly tinme!' He got up and di sappeared through the doors |leading to the bridge. In
a few seconds the screen in the ness changed, the view swivelling round until it showed Vavatch
The great Orbital hung in space, dark and brilliant, full of night and day, blue and white and
bl ack. They all |ooked up at the screen

Wibslin came back in and sat in his seat again. Horza felt tired. Hi s body wanted rest, and
lots of it. His brain was still buzzing fromthe concentration and the amount of adrenalin it had
required to pilot the CAT through and out of The Ends of Invention, but he couldn't rest yet. He
couldn't decide what was the best thing to do. Should he tell themwho he was, tell themthe
truth, that he was a Changer, that he had killed Krai klyn? How | oyal were any of themto the
| eader they didn't yet know was dead? Yal son the nost, perhaps; but surely she would be glad to
know that he was alive . . . Yet she was the one who had said that perhaps they weren't all on the
Idirans' side . . . She had never shown any synpathy for the Culture before when he had known her
but perhaps she had changed her m nd

He coul d even Change back; there was a fairly long journey now during which it shouldn't be
beyond him perhaps with the help of Wibslin, to change the fidelities in the CAT's conputer. But
shoul d he tell them- should he let them know? And Bal veda: what was he going to do with her? He
had had sone idea of using her to bargain with the Culture, but it |ooked as though they had
escaped now, and next stop was Schar's Wrld, where she would at best be a liability. He ought to
kill her now, but he knew, first of all, that that m ght not go dowmn well with the others,
especially Yal son. He al so knew, although he didn't like to admt it, that he would find it
personal ly painful to kill the Culture agent. They were enemies, they had both been very close to
death and the other had done little or nothing to intervene, but actually to kill her would be
very difficult.

O maybe he only wanted to pretend that he would find it very difficult; maybe it would be no
bother at all, and the sort of bogus canaraderie of doing the sanme job, though on different sides,
was just that: a fake. He opened his nouth to ask Yal son to stun the Culture agent again.

"Now, ' Wibslin said.

Wth that, Vavatch Orbital started to disintegrate.

The view of it on the mess-room screen was a conpensated hyperspace version, so that, although
they were already outside the Vavatch system they were watching it virtually in real tinme. R ght
at the appointed hour the unseen, unnaned, very nuch still mlitarised General Systens Vehicle
whi ch was sonewhere in the vicinity of the Vavatch planetary systemstarted its bonbardnment. It
was al nost certainly an Ccean class GSV, the same one which had sent the nessage that they had al
wat ched sonme days ago on the nmess screen, heading in towards Vavatch. That woul d nake the warcraft
very much smaller than the behenoth of The Ends of Invention, which was - for war purposes -
obsol ete. One Ccean class could fit inside either of the Ends' General bays, but while the |arger
craft - by that time an hour out fromthe Orbital - was full of people, the Ccean class would be
packed wi th ot her warships, and weaponry.

Gidfire struck the Orbital. Horza paused and watched the screen as it |lit up suddenly,
flashing once over its whole surface until the sensors coped with the sudden increase in
brilliance and conpensated. For some reason Horza had thought the Culture would just splash the
gridfire all over the massive Orbital and then spatter the remains with CAM but they didn't do
that; instead a single narrow |ine of blinding white |ight appeared right across the breadth of
the day side of the Orbital, a thin fiery blade of silent destruction which was instantly
surrounded by the duller but still perfectly white cover of clouds. That line of |ight was part of
the grid itself, the fabric of pure energy which lay underneath the entire universe, separating
this one fromthe slightly younger, slightly smaller antinmatter universe beneath. The Culture,
like the Idirans, could now partially control that awesome power, at |east sufficiently to use it
for the purposes of destruction. A line of that energy, plucked from nowhere and sliced across the
face of the three-dinensional universe, was down there: on and inside the Orbital, boiling the
Circlesea, nelting the two thousand kilonetres of transparent wall, annihilating the base materia
itself, straight across its thirty-five-thousand-kilometre breadth.

"Easy in, easy out".
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Vavatch, that fourteen nillion kilometre hoop, was starting to uncoil. A chain, it had been
cut .

There was nothing left nowto hold it together; its own spin, the source of both its day-night
cycle and its artificial gravity, was now the very force tearing it all apart. At about one
hundred and thirty kilonmetres per second, Vavatch was throwing itself into outer space, unw nding
like a rel eased spring.

The livid line of fire appeared again, and again, and again, working its way mnethodically
round the Orbital fromwhere the original burst had struck, neatly parcelling the entire Orbita

into squares, thirty-five thousand kilonetres to a side, each containing a sandwi ch of trillions
upon trillions of tonnes of ultradense base material, water, |land and air.

Vavatch was turning white. First the gridfire seared the water into a border of clouds; then
the outrushing air, spilling fromeach i mmense flat square |ike heavy fumes off a table, turned
its load of water vapour to ice. The ocean itself, no longer held by the spin force, was shifting,
spilling with infinite sl owness over one edge of every plate of ruptured base material, becom ng
ice and swirling away i nto space.

The precise, brilliant line of fire marched on, going back in reverse-spin direction, neatly
di ssecting the still curved, still spinning sections of the Obital with its sudden, |etha
flashes of light - light fromoutside the nornal fabric of reality.

Horza renenbered what Jandraligeli had called it, back when Leni pobra had been enthusi ng about
the destruction.

' The weaponry of the end of the universe,' the Mndlidician had said. Horza watched the screen
and knew what the man had neant.

It was all going. Al of it. The weck of the A nedreca, the tabular berg it had collided
with, the weck of the CAT's shuttle, Mpp's body, Lenipobra's, whatever was |left of Fw -Song's
corpse, M First's . . . the living bodies of the other Eaters - if they hadn't been rescued, or
had still refused . . . the Danage gane arena, the docks and Kraiklyn's dead body, the hovercraft

animal s and fishes, birds, germs, all of it: everything flash-burned or flash-frozen
suddenly wei ghtl ess, spinning into space, going, dying.

The relentless Iine of fire conpleted its circuit of the Orbital, back alnbst to where it had
started. The Orbital was now a rosette of white flat squares backing slowy away from each ot her
towards the stars: four hundred separate slabs of quickly freezing water, silt, land and base
material, angling out above or underneath the plane of the system s planets like flat square
wor | ds t hemsel ves.

There was a nonent of grace then, as Vavatch died in solitary, blazing splendour. Then at its
dark centre, another blazing star patch rose, bursting white as the Hub was struck with the sane
terrible energy which had smashed the world itself.

Li ke a target, then, Vavatch bl azed.

Just as Horza thought that the Culture woul d be content with that, the screen lit up once
nmore. Everyone of those flat cards, and the Hub, of the exploded Orbital blazed once with an icy,
sparkling brilliance as though a mllion tiny white stars were shining through each shattered
pi ece.

The light faded, and those four hundred expanses of flat worlds with their centre Hub were
gone, replaced by a grid of diced shapes, each exploding away fromthe others as well as fromthe
rest of the disintegrating O bital

Those pi eces flashed, too, bursting slowly with a billion pinpricks of I|ight which, when they
faded, left debris alnmst too snmall to nake out.

Vavat ch was now a swollen and spiralled disc of flashing, glittering splinters, expanding very
slow y against the distant stars like a ring of bright dust. The glinting, sparkling centre made
it look I'ike some huge, lidless and unblinking eye.

The screen flashed one final tine. No single points of light could be nade out this tine. It
was as though the whol e now vague but bl oated i mage of the shattered circular world glowed with
some internal heat, making a torus-shaped cloud out of it, a halo of white light with a fading
iris at its centre. Then the show was over, and only the sun lit up the slowy bl oom ng ni nbus of
the anni hil ated worl d.

On ot her wavel engths there woul d probably be a lot still to see, but the ness-room screen was
on normal light. Only the Mnds, only the starships, woul d see the whol e destruction perfectly;
only they would be able to appreciate it for all that it had to offer. O the entire range of the
el ectromagnetic spectrum the unai ded human eye could see little nore than one per cent: a single
octave of radiation out of an i mmense | ong keyboard of tones. The sensors on a starship would see
everything, right across that spectrum in far greater detail and at a much sl ower apparent speed.
The whol e display that was the Orbital's destruction was, for all its humanly perceivable
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grandeur, quite wasted on the aninmal eye. A spectacle for the nachi nes, thought Horza; that was
all it was. A sideshow for the danm machi nes.

"Chicel . . . ' Dorolow said. Wibslin exhaled |Ioudly and shook his head. Yal son turned and
| ooked at Horza. Aviger stayed with his head turned to the screen
" Amazi ng what one can acconplish when one puts one's mind toit, eh . . . Horza?

At first, stupidly, he thought that Yalson had said it, but of course it was Bal veda.

She brought her head up slowy. Her deep, dark eyes were open; she | ooked groggy, and her body
still sagged agai nst the webbing of the seat straps. The voice had been clear and steady, though.

Hor za saw Yal son reaching for the stun gun on the table. She reached out and brought the gun
closer to her but left it lying on the table. She was | ooking suspiciously at the Culture agent.
Avi ger and Dorol ow and Wibslin were staring at her, too.

'"Are the batteries on that stun gun running down?'" Wbslin said. Yalson was still |ooking at
Bal veda, her eyes narrowed.

"You're a little confused, G avant, or whoever you are,' Yalson said. 'That's Kraiklyn.'

Bal veda sniled at Horza. He left his face blank. He didn't know what to do. He was exhaust ed,
worn out. It was too nuch of an effort. Let what was going to happen, happen. He'd had enough of
deciding. "Well,' Balveda said to him 'are you going to tell them or shall 1|7

He said nothing. He watched Bal veda's face. The wonan drew a deep breath and said, 'Ch all
right, I'Il tell them' She turned to Yalson. 'H s name is Bora Horza Gobuchul, and he's
i mper sonating Krai klyn. Horza's a Changer from Hei bohre and he works for the Idirans. Has done for
the last six years. He's Changed to beconme Kraiklyn. | inmagine your real |eader is dead. Horza
probably killed him or at least left himsomewhere in or around Evanauth.

"I"'mvery sorry.' She | ooked around the others, including the small drone. 'But unless |I'm

much nistaken we're all taking a little trip to a place called Schar's Wrld. Wll, you are,
anyway. | have a feeling nmy own journey nmight be alittle shorter - and infinitely |onger.'
Bal veda smiled ironically at Horza

'Two?' the drone on the table said to nobody in particular. '"I'mstuck in a | eaky nuseum pi ece

with two paranoid |unatics?

"You're not,' Yalson was saying, ignoring the nmachine and gazing at Horza. 'You're not, are
you? She's lying.'

Wibslin turned and | ooked at him Aviger and Dorol ow exchanged gl ances. Horza sighed and took
his feet off the table, sitting a little straighter in his seat. He | eaned forward and put his
el bows on the table, his chin in his hands. He was watching, feeling, trying to gauge the nood of
the various people in the room He was aware of their distances, the tension in their bodies, and
how much time he would need to get to the plasnma pistol on his right hip. He raised his head and

| ooked at all of them settling his gaze on Yalson. 'Yes,' he said, '|I am'
Silence filled the mess room Horza waited for a reaction. Instead the sound of a door opening
canme fromdown the corridor through the accommpdation section. They all |ooked at the doorway.

Nei si n appeared, wearing only a pair of grubby, stained shorts. His hair was sticking out in
every direction, his eyes were slits, his skin was patchy with dry and noist areas, and his face
was very pale. A snmell of drink gradually worked its way through the ness. He | ooked round the

room yawned, nodded at them pointed vaguely at sone of the still uncleared debris |ying around
and said, 'This place is nearly in as big a ness as ny cabin. You' d think we'd been nanoeuvring or
sonet hing. Sorry. Thought it was time to eat. Think I'll go back to bed.' He yawned agai n and

left. The door cl osed.

Bal veda was | aughing quietly. Horza could see sone tears in her eyes. The others just | ooked
confused. The drone said:

"Well, M Observant there is probably the only person on this nobile asylumw th an untroubl ed
m nd at the nmonment.' The machine turned on the table, scratching the surface as it faced Horza.
"Are you really clainmng to be one of these fabled human inpersonators?' it asked with a sneer in
its voice.

Horza | ooked down the table, then into Yalson's wary, frowning eyes. 'That's what | am

"They're extinct,' Aviger said, shaking his head.

'They're not extinct,' Balveda told him her thin, finely noul ded head turning briefly to the
old man. 'But they're part of the Idiran sphere now, absorbed. Sone of them always did support the
Idirans, the rest either left or decided they nmight as well throwin their ot with them Horza's
one of the first lot. Can't stand the Culture. He's taking you all to Schar's Wrld to kidnap a
shi pwecked Mnd for his Idiran masters. A Culture Mnd. So that the galaxy will be free from
human interference and the Idirans can have a free run at

"Al'l right, Balveda,' Horza said. She shrugged.

"You're Horza,' Yalson said, pointing at him He nodded. She shook her head. '| don't believe
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it. I"'mstarting to conme round to the drone's way of thinking; you' re both crazy. You took a nasty
blow to the head, Kraiklyn, and you, lady' - she |ooked at Bal veda - 'have had your brains
scranbled by this thing.' Yalson picked up the stun gun and then put it down again

"I don't know,' Wibslin said, scratching his head and | ooking at Horza as though he was sone

sort of exhibit. 'l thought the captain seened a bit strange. | couldn't inmagi ne hi mdoing what he
just did in the GSV.'

"What did you do, Horza?' Balveda said. 'I seemto have missed sonmething. How did you get
away ?'

"I flew out, Balveda. Used the fusion nmotors and the | aser and bl asted out.'

'Real | y?' Bal veda | aughed again, throwi ng her head back. She went on | aughi ng, but her
| aughter was a little too loud, and the tears were coning too quickly to her eyes. 'Ho ho. Well, |
aminpressed. | thought we had you.'

"When did you find out? he asked her quietly. She sniffed and tried to wi pe her nose on her
shoul der.

"What ? That you weren't Kraiklyn?' She played her tongue along her top lip. 'Ch, just before
you cane aboard. W had a mcrodrone pretending to be a fly. It was programmed to | and on anybody
approaching the ship while it was in the Small bay and take a skin cell or hair or sonething away
with it. W identified you fromyour own chronosones. There was anot her agent outside; he mnust
have used his effector on the bay controls when he nonitored you starting to get ready to | eave. |
was supposed to . . . do whatever | could if you appeared. Kill you, capture you, disable the
ship: anything. But they didn't tell ne until too late. They knew sonebody m ght overhear if they
warned me, but they nust have started to get worried.'

' That was the noise you heard fromher kitbag,' Horza told Yalson, 'just before | zapped her.
He | ooked back at Balveda. 'I got rid of the gear, by the way, Balveda. Dunped it all through the
vact ubes. Your bonb went off.’

Bal veda seened to sag a little further in her seat. He guessed that she had been hopi ng her
gear was on board. At the very |east she m ght have been hoping the bonb had still to be triggered
and that, while she would die, she would not die in vain, or alone.

'Ch yes,' she said, |ooking down at the table, 'the vactubes.'

"What about Kraiklyn?' Yal son asked.

'"He's dead,' Horza said. 'l killed him'

"Ch well,' Yalson tutted, and rapped her fingers on the table surface. 'That's that. | don't
know if you two really are nad or if you're telling the truth; both possibilities are pretty
awful . She | ooked from Bal veda to Horza, raising her eyebrows at the man and saying, 'By the way,

if youreally are Horza, it's a lot |l ess pleasant to see you back than | thought it was going to
be. "'
"I"'msorry,' he told her. She turned her head away from him

"I still think the best thing to do is to head back for The Ends of Invention and lay the
whol e thing before the authorities.' The drone rose fractionally above the surface of the table
and | ooked round at themall. Horza |leant forward and tapped its casing. It faced him

"Machine,' he said, 'we're going to Schar's World. If you want to go back to the GSV I'I|
gladly put you in a vactube and | et you nake your own way back. But you nention returning and
getting a fair trial one nore tine and |'mgoing to blast your synthetic fucking brains out,
under st and?

' How dare you speak to ne like that!' the drone bellowed. 'I'lIl have you know | am an
Accredited Free Construct, certified sentient under the Free WIIl Acts by the Greater Vavatch
United Moral Standards Adninistration and with full citizenship of the Vavatch Heterocracy. | am
near to paying off ny Incurred Generation Debt, when I'Il be free to do exactly what | |ike, and
have al ready been accepted for a degree course in applied paratheology at the University of - '

"WIIl you shut your goddamm . . . speaker and listen? Horza shouted, breaking into the
machi ne' s breat hl ess nonol ogue. 'W're not on Vavatch, and | don't care how god-damm smart you
are, or how many qualifications you' ve got. You're on this ship and you do as | say. You want to
get off? Get off now and float back to whatever's left of your precious fucking Orbital. Stay, and
you obey orders. O get junked.'

' Those are ny choices?

"Yes. Use sone of your accredited free will and decide right now.'

"I . . . ' The drone rose fromthe table, then sank again. '"Hm"' it said. 'Very well. | shal
stay.'

" And obey all orders.

" And obey all orders

' Good, at -
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' within reason.
' Machi ne,' Horza said, reaching for the plasma pistol

'"Ch good grief, man!' the drone exclainmed. 'Wat do you want? A robot?'" Its voice sneered. "I

don't have an OFf button on ny reasoning functions; | can't choose not to have free will. | could
quite easily swear to obey all orders regardl ess of the consequences; | could vow to sacrifice ny
life for you if you asked ne to; but I'd be lying, so that | could live.

'l swear to be as obedient and faithful as any of your human crew . . . in fact as the nost

obedi ent and faithful of them For pity's sake, man, in the nane of all reason, what nore can you
ask?'
Sneaky bastard. Horza thought. 'Well,' he said, '|I suppose that will just have to do. Now, can

"But | amobliged to serve i mediate notice on you that under the terns of nmy Retrospective
Construction Agreenent, ny Incurred Generation Debt Loan Agreenment and ny Enpl oynent Contract,
your forcible renoval of nyself fromny place of work makes you liable for the servicing of said
debt until nmy return, as well as risking civil and crimnal proceedings -

"Fucking hell, drone,' Yalson interrupted. 'Sure it wasn't |law you were going to study?
"I take full responsibility, nmachine,' Horza told it. 'Now, shut - ,'

"Well, | hope you're properly insured,' the drone muttered.

C - up!

' Horza?' Bal veda sai d.

'Yes, Perosteck? He turned to her with a sense of relief. Her eyes were glittering. She
licked her top lip again, then | ooked back at the surface of the table, her head down. 'Wat about
me?'

"Well,' he said slowy, "it did cross my mind to blow you out a vactube . ' He saw her
tense. Yal son, too: she turned in her seat to face him clenching her fists and opening her nouth.
Horza went on, ' But you nmay be of some use yet, and . . . oh, call it sentiment.' He
smled. 'You'll have to behave, of course.’

Bal veda | ooked up at him There was hope in her eyes, but also the piteousness of those who
don't want to hope too soon. 'You nean that, | hope,' she said quietly. Horza nodded.

"I mean it. | couldn't possibly get rid of you anyway, before I find out how the hell you got

of f The Hand of God.'

Bal veda rel axed, breathing deeply. Wien she | aughed it was softly. Yal son was | ooking with a
j aundi ced expression at Horza and still rapping her fingers on the table. 'Yalson,' Horza said,
"I"d like you and Dorolow to take Balveda and . . . strip her. Take her suit and everything el se
off." He was aware of themall |ooking at him Balveda was arching her eyebrows with faked shock
He went on, 'l want you to take the surgery equi pnent and run every sort of test you can on her
once she's naked to make sure she hasn't got any skin pouches, inplants or prosthetics; use the
ul trasound and the X-ray gear and the NMR and anything el se we've got. Once you' ve done that you
can find something for her to wear. Put her suit in a vactube and dunp it. Also any jewellery or
ot her personal possessions of any sort or size, regardl ess of how innocent they may | ook."'

' You want her washed and anointed, put in a white robe and placed on a stone altar, too?

Yal son said acidly. Horza shook his head.

"I want her clean of anything, anything at all that could be used as a weapon or that could
turn into one. The Culture's |latest gadgetry for the Special Circunstancers includes things called
menor yfornms; they mght | ooked |like a badge, or a nmedallion . . . ' He smled at Bal veda, who
nodded back wyly, or anything else. But do a certain sonething to them- touch themin
the right place, nake them wet, speak a certain word - and they becone a conmuni cator, a gun or a
bonb. | don't want to risk there being anything nore dangerous than Ms Bal veda herself on board.'

'What about when we get to Schar's Wrl d?' Bal veda sai d.

"We'll give you some warmclothes. If you wap up well, you'll be all right. No suit, no
weapons. '

"And the rest of us? asked Aviger. 'Wat are we supposed to do when you get to this place?
Assum ng they' Il let you in, which | doubt.'

"I"'mnot sure yet,' Horza said truthfully. 'Maybe you'll have to cone with nme. 1'll have to
see what | can do about the ship's fidelities. Possibly you'll all be able to stay on board;
perhaps you'll all have to hit dirt with me. However, there are some other Changers there, people
Iike nyself but not working for the Idirans. They should be able to | ook after you if I'mto be
gone for any anmount of tinme. OF course,' he said, |ooking at Yalson, 'if any of you want to come
along with ne, I"'msure that we can treat this as a nornal operation in terns of share-outs and so
forth. Once I'mfinished with the CAT, those of you who so desire may want to take it over for
yourselves, run it any way you like; sell it if you want; it's up to you. At any rate, you'll all

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (117 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

be free to do as you wi sh, once |I've acconplished nmy mnission on Schar's World - or done ny best
to, at least.'

Yal son had been | ooking at him but now she turned away, shaking her head. Wibslin was | ooking
at the deck. Aviger and Dorol ow stared at each other. The drone was silent.

"Now,' Horza said, rising stiffly, 'Yalson and Dorolow, if you wouldn't nmind seeing to M
Balveda . . . ' Wth a show of sone reluctance, Yalson sighed and got up. Dorol ow started to undo
sone of the restraining straps around the Culture agent's body. 'And do be very careful with her,'
Horza continued. 'Keep one person well away fromher with the gun pointed in her direction the
whol e time, while the other does the work.'

Yal son nuttered something under her breath and | eaned to pick up the stun gun fromthe table.

Horza turned to Aviger. 'l think sonebody should tell Neisin about all the excitenent he's nissed,
don't you?' Aviger hesitated, then nodded.

'Yes, Kraik - ' He stopped, spluttered, then said no nore. He got up fromhis seat and went
qui ckly down the corridor towards the cabins.

"I think I'"l'l open up the forward conpartnents and have a |l ook at the laser, Kraiklyn, if
that's all right with you," Wibslin said. 'Oh, | nean Horza.' The engi neer stood, frowning and

scratching his head. Horza nodded. Wibslin found a cl ean undamaged beaker and took a cold drink
fromthe dispenser, then went down the corridor through the acconmodati on section

Dor ol ow and Yal son had freed Bal veda. The tall, pale-skinned Culture woman stretched, closing
her eyes and arching her neck. She ran a hand through her short red hair. Dorol ow watched warily.
Yal son held the stun gun. Bal veda fl exed her shoulders, then indicated she was ready.

"Right," Yalson said, waving Balveda forward with the gun. "W'Il do this in nmy cabin.’

Horza stood up to let the three women by. As Bal veda passed, her |ong, easy stride
unencunbered by the light suit, he said, 'How did you get off The Hand of God, Bal veda?

She stopped and said, '|I killed the guard and then sat and waited, Horza. The GCU nanaged to
take the cruiser intact. Eventually some nice soldier drones cane and rescued ne.' She shrugged.

"Unarmed, you killed an Idiran in full battle arnour and toting a | aser?" Horza said
sceptically. Bal veda shrugged agai n.

"Horza, | didn't say it was easy.

"What about Xoral undra?' Horza asked through a grin.

"Your old Idiran friend? Mist have escaped. A few of themdid. At any rate, he wasn't anobng
the dead or captured.'

Horza nodded and waved her by. Foll owed by Yal son and Dorol ow, Perosteck Bal veda went down the
corridor to Yalson's cabin. Horza | ooked at the drone sitting on the table.

" Thi nk you can nake yoursel f useful, nachine?

"l suppose, as you obviously intend to keep us all here and take us to this unattractive-
soundi ng rockball on the edge of nowhere, |I might as well do what | can to nake the journey as
safe as possible. I'Il help with the vessel's nmaintenance, if you like. | would prefer, though, if
you called me by ny name, and not just by that word you nanage to make sound like an expletive:
"machine". | amcalled Unaha-Closp. Is it asking too much for you to address nme as such?

"Why, certainly not, Unaha-C osp,' Horza said, trying to | ook and sound sufficiently bogus in
his abjection. 'l shall nobst assuredly ensure that | call you that in future.'

"It might,' the drone said, rising fromthe table to the level of Horza's eyes, 'seem anusing
to you, but it matters to nme. | amnot just a conputer, | ama drone. | am conscious and | have an
i ndi vidual identity. Therefore | have a nane.’

"I told you I'd use it,' Horza said.

' Thank you. | shall go and see if your engi neer needs any help inspecting the |aser housing."'
It floated to the door. Horza watched it go.

He was al one. He sat down and | ooked at the screen, down at the far end of the ness. The
debris that had been Vavatch glowed with a barren glare; that vast cloud of matter was stil
visible. But it was cooling, dead and spinning away; becoming |ess real, nore ghostly, |ess
substantial all the tine.

He sat back and closed his eyes. He would wait a while before going to sleep. He wanted to
give the others tine to think about what they had found out. They would be easier to read then; he

woul d know i f he was safe for the nonent or whether he would have to watch themall. He al so
wanted to wait until Yalson and Dorol ow had finished with Bal veda. The Cul ture agent might be
bi di ng her tine, now she thought she had longer to live, but she mght still try something. He
wanted to be awake in case she did. He still hadn't deci ded whether to kill her now or not, but at

| east he, too, now had tine to think

The Clear Air Turbulence conpleted its |ast programed course correction, swinging its nose
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towards the Gittercliff face; not in the precise direction of the Schar's Wrld star, but onto
t he general bearing.

Behind it, still expanding, still radiating, still slowy dissolving in the systemto which it
had given its nane, the unnunbered tw nkling fragnents of the Orbital called Vavatch bl ew out
towards the stars, drifting on a stellar wind that rang and swirled with the fury of the world's
destructi on.

Horza sat alone in the mess rooma little |onger, watching the remants dissipate.

Li ght agai nst the darkness, a fat torus of nothing, just debris. An entire world just w ped
out. Not nerely destroyed - the very first cut of the Gid energies woul d have been enough to do
that - but obliterated, taken carefully, precisely, artistically apart; annihilation made into an
aest hetic experience. The arrogant grace of it, the absolute-zero col dness of that sophisticated
viciousness . . . it inpressed alnobst as nmuch as it appalled. Even he would adnit to a certain
reluctant admiration.

The Culture had not wasted its lesson to the Idirans and the rest of the galactic community.
It had turned even that ghastly waste of effort and skill into a thing of beauty . . . But it was
a nmessage it would regret, Horza thought, as the hyper-light sped and the ordinary light craw ed
t hrough t he gal axy.

This was what the Culture offered, this was its signal, its advertisenent, its |egacy: chaos
fromorder, destruction fromconstruction, death fromlife.

Vavat ch woul d be nore than its own monunent; it would conrenorate, too, the final, grisly
mani festation of the Culture's lethal idealism the overdue acknow edgenent that not only was it
no better than any other society, it was nuch, nuch worse.

They sought to take the unfairness out of existence, to renove the mstakes in the transmtted
nmessage of life which gave it any point or advancement (a nmenory of darkness swept through him

and he shivered) . . . But theirs was the ultimate nistake, the final error, and it would be their
undoi ng.

Horza considered going to the bridge to switch the view on the screen to real space, and so
see the Orbital intact again, as it had been a few weeks before when the real |ight the CAT was

now travel ling through had I eft the place. But he shook his head slowy, though there was nobody
there to see, and watched the quiet screen at the far end of the disordered and deserted room
i nst ead.

State of play: two

The yacht dropped anchor within a wooded bay. The water was clear, and ten netres beneath the
sparkling waves the sandy fl oor of the anchorage was visible. Tall everblues were spread in a
rough crescent around the snall inlet, their dusty-looking roots sometines visible on the ochre
sandstone they clung to. There were some small cliffs of the sane rock, sprinkled with bright
flowers and overl ooki ng gol den beaches. The white yacht, its long reflection flickering on the
water like a silent flame, feathered its tall sails and swung slowy into the faint breeze com ng
t hrough one arm of the woods and over the cupped bay.

Peopl e took small canoes or dinghies to the shore, or junped into the warm water and swam
Sone of the ceerevells, which had escorted the yacht on its voyage fromits home port, stayed to
play in the bay; their long red bodies slipped through the water under and around the vessel's
hull, and their snorting breath echoed fromthe lowcliffs facing the water. Sonetinmes they nudged
the boats heading for the shore, and a few of the swimers played with the sleek animals, diving
to swmwth them touch them hold onto them

The shouts of the people in the boats drew gradually further away. They beached the snal
craft and di sappeared into the woods, going to explore the uninhabited island. The snall waves of
the inland sea | apped at the di sturbed sand.

Fal ' Ngeestra sighed and, after wal king once around the yacht, sat down near the stemon a
padded seat. She played absently with one of the ropes tied between the stanchions, rubbing it
wi th her hand. The boy who had been talking to her during the norning, when the yacht was sailing
slowy out fromthe mainland towards the islands, saw her sitting there, and cane to talk to her.

"Aren't you going to look at the island? he said. He was very thin and light |ooking. Hs
skin was a deep, al nost golden yell ow. There was a sheen about it which nmade Fal think of a
hol ogram because it | ooked sonehow deeper than his skinny arns and | egs were thick
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"I don't feel like it,' Pal said. She hadn't wanted the boy to talk to her earlier and she
didn't want to talk to himnow She was sorry she'd agreed to cone on the cruise

"Why not?' the boy said. She couldn't remenber his nane. She hadn't been paying attention when
he started talking to her, and she wasn't even sure he had told her his nane, though she assuned
he had.

"I just don't.' She shrugged. She wasn't |ooking at him

"Ch,' he said. He was silent for a while. She was aware of the sunlight reflecting fromhis

body, but she still didn't turn to |l ook at him She watched the distant trees, the waves, the
ruddy bodi es of the ceerevells hunp-backing on the surface of the water as they rose to vent and
then dive again. The boy said, 'l know how you feel.'

'"Do you?' she said, and turned to look at him He looked a little surprised. He nodded.

"You're fed up, aren't you?

' Maybe,' she said, |ooking away again. "Alittle bit.'

"Why does that old drone foll ow you about everywhere?

She darted a glance at the boy. Jase was bel ow decks just then, getting a drink for her. It
had cone aboard at the port with her and had stayed not too far away all the tine - the hovering,
protective way it usually did. She shrugged again and watched a flock of birds rise fromthe
interior of the island. They called and di pped and wheeled in the air. 'It |ooks after ne,’
said. She stared at her hands, watching the sunlight reflect fromher nails.

'Do you need | ooking after?

"No. '

" Then why does it | ook after you?

"l don't know.'

"You're very nysterious, you know,' he said. She wasn't |ooking, but she thought she heard a
smile in his voice. She shrugged soundlessly. 'You're like that island,' he said. 'You' re strange
and nysterious like it is.

Fal snorted and tried to | ook scathing; then she saw Jase appearing froma doorway, carrying a
gl ass. She got up quickly, followed by the boy, wal ked down the deck, and net the old drone,
taking the glass fromit and smling at it gratefully. She buried her face in the container and
sipped at the drink, [ooking out through the glass at the boy.

"Well, hello, young man,' Jase said. 'Aren't you going to have a |ook at the island?" Fal
wanted to kick the machi ne because of its hearty voice and the way it had said al nbst what the boy
had said to her.

"I might," the boy said, |ooking at her

"You should,' Jase said, starting to float towards the stern. The ol d nmachi ne extended a

she

curved field, like a shadow without something to cast it, out fromits casing and round the boy's
shoul ders. 'By the way, | couldn't hel p overhearing you when you were talking earlier,' it said,
gently guiding the boy down the deck. His golden head turned over his shoulder to | ook at Fal, who
was still drinking her drink very slowy, and just starting to follow Jase and the boy, a couple

of paces behind. The boy | ooked away from her and towards the drone at his side, which was saying,
"You were tal king about not getting into Contact '

'"That's right.' The boy's voice was suddenly defensive. 'l was tal king about that, so?' Fa
continued to wal k behind the drone and the boy. She smacked her lips. Ice in the glass clinked.

"You sounded bitter,' Jase said.

"I"'mnot bitter,' the boy said quickly. 'l just think it isn't fair, that's all.’

' That you weren't picked? Jase asked. They were approaching the seats round the stern where
Fal had sat a few m nutes earlier

"Well, yes. It's all 1've ever wanted, and | think they nade a mistake. | know |I'd be good.
thought with the war and all that they would need nore people.
"Well, yes. But Contact has far nore applicants than it can use.'

"But | thought one of the things that they considered was how nuch you wanted to get in, and

know nobody coul d have wanted to get in as nuch as | do. Ever since | can renmenber |'ve wanted
' The boy's voice trailed off as they cane to the seats. Fal sat down; so did the boy. Fal was

| ooki ng at hi m now but not |istening. She was thinking.

' Perhaps they don't think you' re mature enough yet.'

"I am mature!"’

"Hm They very rarely take people so young, you know. For all | know they're |ooking for a
special sort of immturity when they do take people your age.

"Well, that's silly. | nean, how do you know what to do if they don't tell you what they want?
How can you prepare? | think it's all really unfair.'

"Inaway | think it's neant to be,' Jase replied. 'They get so many peopl e applying, they

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (120 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

can't take themall or even just take the best because there are so nany of them so they choose
at random from them You can al ways reapply.'

"I don't know,' the boy said, sitting forward and putting his el bows on his knees and his head
into his hands, staring at the polished wood of the deck. 'Sonetines | think they just tell you
that so you won't feel bad when they reject you. | think they do maybe take the very best. But |
think they've nade a mi stake. But because they won't tell you why you've failed, what can you do
about it?

She was t hi nki ng about failure too.

Jase had congratul ated her on her idea about finding the Changer. Only that norning, when they
were on the ancient steam funicular down fromthe | odge, they had heard about the events at
Vavat ch, when the Changer call ed Bora Horza Gobuchul had appeared and escaped on the pirate ship,
taking their agent Perosteck Balveda with him Her hunch had been right, and Jase was effusive in
its praise, naking the point that it wasn't her fault the man had got away. But she was depressed.
Sonetimes being right, thinking the correct thing, predicting accurately, depressed her.

It had all seened so obvious to her. It hadn't been a supernatural onen or anything silly |ike
t hat when Perosteck Bal veda suddenly turned up (on the battl e-danaged but victorious GCU Nervous
Energy, which was towi ng nost of a captured Idiran cruiser), but it had seemed so . . . so natura
that Bal veda ought to be the one to go in search of the m ssing Changer. By that tinme they'd had
nmore information about what had been going on in that volunme of space when that particul ar due
had been going on; and the reported, possible and probabl e novenents of various ships had pointed
(agai n, she thought, fairly obviously) to the privateer craft called the Cear Air Turbul ence.
There were other possibilities, and they were foll owed up, too, as far as the already stretched
resources of Contact's Special G rcunstances section would allow, but she was al ways certain that
if any of the branching possibilities was going to bear fruit it would be the Vavatch connecti on.
The captain of the Clear Air Turbul ence was call ed Krai klyn; he played Damage. Vavatch was the
nmost obvious site for a full Damage gane in years. Therefore the nost likely place to intercept
the vessel - apart from Schar's Wrld if the Changer already had control - was Vavatch. She had
stuck her neck out by insisting that Vavatch was the nost likely place, and that the woman agent
Bal veda shoul d be one of those to go there, and nowit had all come true and she realised it
wasn't really her neck she had stuck out at all. It was Bal veda's.

But what el se could be done? The war was accel erating throughout an inmense vol une; there were
many ot her urgent missions for the few Special G rcunstances agents, and anyway Bal veda was the
only really good one within range. There was one young man they'd sent in with her, but he was
only prom sing, not experienced. Fal had known all along that if it came to it, Balveda would risk
her own life, not the man's, if infiltrating the nercenaries was the only chance of getting to the
Changer and through himto the Mnd. It was brave but, Fal suspected, it was m staken. The Changer
knew Bal veda; he night well recognise her, no matter how much she'd altered her own appearance
(and there hadn't been time for Balveda to undergo radical physical change). If the Changer
reali sed who she was (and Fal suspected he had), Balveda had far |ess chance of conpleting her
m ssion than even the nost call ow and nervous but unsuspected rookie agent. Forgive nme, |ady, Fal
thought to herself. 1'd have done better by you if | could

She had tried to hate the Changer all that day, tried to inagine himand hate hi m because he
had probably killed Bal veda, but apart fromthe fact that she found it hard to imagi ne sonebody
when she had no idea what he might |look |ike (the ship's captain, Kraiklyn?), for sone reason the
hatred would not materialise. The Changer did not seemreal

She liked the sound of Bal veda; she was brave and daring, and Fal hoped agai nst hope t hat
Bal veda woul d live, that sonehow she would survive it all and that one day, maybe, they would
nmeet, perhaps after the war

But that didn't seemreal, either

She couldn't believe in it; she couldn't imagine it the way she had inmagi ned, say, Bal veda
finding the Changer. She had seen that in her nmind, and had willed it to happen . . . In her
version, of course, it was Bal veda who won, not the Changer. But she couldn't imagi ne neeting
Bal veda, and sonehow that was frightening, as though she had started to believe in her own
prescience so nuch that the inability to inmagi ne sonmething clearly enough neant that it would
never happen. Either way, it was depressing.

What chance had the agent of living through the war? Not a good one at the nonment, Fal knew
that, but even supposing Bal veda did sonehow save herself this tinme, what were the chances she'd
wi nd up dead anyway, |ater on? The |onger the war went on, the nore likely it was. Fal felt, and
t he general concensus of opinion anong the nore clued-up Mnds was, that the war woul d | ast
decades rather than years.

Plus or minus a few nonths, of course. Fal frowned and bit her lip. She couldn't see them
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getting the Mnd; the Changer was w nning, and she had all but run out of ideas. Al she had

t hought of recently was a way - perhaps, just maybe - of putting Gobuchul off: probably not a way
of stopping himconpletely, but possibly a way of making his job harder. But she wasn't
optimstic, even if Contact's War Command agreed to such a dangerous, equivocal and potentially
expensi ve plan .

'Fal ?' Jase said. She realised she was | ooking at the island without seeing it. The glass was
growi ng warmin her hand, and Jase and the boy were both | ooking at her.

"What ?' she said, and drank

"l was asking what you thought about the war,' the boy said. He was frowning, |ooking at her
with narrowed eyes, the sunlight sharp on his face. She | ooked at his broad, open face and
wondered how ol d he was. O der than her? Younger? Did he feel like she did - wanting to be ol der
yearning to be treated as responsibl e?

"l don't understand. What do you nean? Think about it in what way?

"Well,' the boy said, 'who's going to win?' He |ooked annoyed. She suspected it had been very
obvi ous that she hadn't been listening. She |ooked at Jase, but the old machine didn't say
anything, and with no aura field there was no way of telling what it was thinking or howit was
feeling. Was it anused? Worri ed? She drank, gul ping down the |last of the cool drink

"W are, of course,' she said quickly, glancing fromthe boy to Jase. The boy shook his head.

'"I"'mnot so sure,' he said, rubbing his chin. 'I'"'mnot sure we have the will.'
"The will ?* Fal said.
"Yes. The desire to fight. | think the Idirans are natural fighters. W aren't. | nean, |ook

at us . He sniled, as though he was nuch ol der and thought hinmself rmuch wi ser than she, and
he turned his head and waved his hand lazily towards the island, where the boats lay tilted
agai nst the sand.

Fifty or sixty metres away Fal saw what | ooked |like a man and worman coupling, in the shall ows
under a small cliff; they were bobbing up and down, the woman's dark hands cl asped round the man's
Iighter neck. Was that what the boy was being so urbane about?

Good grief, the fascination of sex.

No doubt it was great fun, but then how could people take it so seriously? Sonetinmes she felt
a sneaking envy for the Idirans; they got over it; after a while it no |longer mattered. They were
dual hermaphrodites, each half of the couple inpregnating the other, and each usually bearing
twins. After one or occasionally two pregnancies - and weanings - they changed fromtheir fertile
breeder stage to becone warriors. Opinion was divided on whether they increased in intelligence or
just underwent a personality alteration. Certainly they becanme nore cunning but |ess open-m nded,
nore | ogical but |less imaginative, nore ruthless, |ess conpassionate. They grew by another netre;
their weight al nost doubl ed; their keratinous covering became thicker and harder; their nuscles
increased in bulk and density; and their internal organs altered to accommpdat e t hese power-

i ncreasi ng changes. At the sane time, their bodi es absorbed their reproductive organs, and they
becanme sexless. Al very linear, symretrical and tidy, conpared to the Culture's pick-your-own
appr oach.

Yes, she could see why this gangly idiot sitting in front of her with his nervously superior
smile would find the Idirans inpressive. Young fool

"This is - ' Fal was annoyed, enough to be a little stuck for words. 'This is just us now. W
haven't evolved . . . we've changed a |ot, changed ourselves a |lot, but we haven't evolved at all
since we were running around killing ourselves. | mean each other.' She sucked her breath in,
annoyed with herself now. The boy was snmiling tolerantly at her. She felt herself blushing. 'W
are still animals,' she insisted. 'W're natural fighters just as nuch as the Idirans.

' Then how cone they're wi nning? the boy smrked.

'They had a head start. W didn't begin properly preparing for war until the |ast nonent.
Warfare has becone a way of life for them we're not all that good at it yet because it's been
hundreds of generations since we had to do it. Don't worry,' she told him |ooking down at her
enpty glass and | owering her voice slightly, '"we're learning quite fast enough.'

"Well, you wait and see,' the boy said, nodding at her. 'I think we'll pull out of the war and
let the Idirans get on with their expansion - or whatever you want to call it. The war's been sort
of exciting, and it's nmade a change, but it's been nearly four years now, and . ' He waved one
hand again. ' we haven't even won anything nuch yet.' He laughed. 'All we keep doing is
runni ng away!

Fal stood up quickly, turning away in case she started to cry.

"Ch shit,' the boy was saying to Jase. '| suppose |'ve gone and said sonething now. . . Dd
she have a friend or a relation . . . ?

She wal ked down the deck, linmping a little as the newWly healed leg started to hurt again with
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a distant, naggi ng ache.

"Don't worry,' Jase was saying to the boy. 'Leave her alone and she'll be all right

She put her glass inside one of the dark, enpty cabins of the yacht, then kept going, heading
for the forward superstructure.

She clinbed up a | adder to the wheel house, then up another |adder to its roof, and sat there
with her |legs crossed (the recently broken leg hurt, but she ignored it) and | ooked out to sea.

Far away, al nost on the haze-linit, a ridge of whiteness shimered in the near-still air. Fal
‘"Ngeestra let out a long, sad breath and wondered if the white shapes - probably only visible
because they were high up, in clearer air - were snow nountain tops. Maybe they were just clouds.
She coul dn't renenber the geography of the place well enough to work it out.

She sat there, thinking of those peaks. She renenbered when once, high in the foothills where
a small nmountain streamlevelled out onto a marshy plateau for a kilonmetre or so, arcing and
swerving and bowi ng over the sodden, reed-covered |land like an athlete stretching and flexing
bet ween ganes, she had found sonet hing which had nade that w nter day's wal k nenorabl e.

Ice had been forming in clear, brittle sheets at the side of the flowing stream She had spent
sonme tine happily nmarching through the shallows of the water, crunching the thin ice with her
boots and watching it drift downstream She wasn't clinbing that day, just wal king; she had
wat er proofs on and carried little gear. Sonehow the fact she wasn't doi ng anythi ng dangerous or
physi cal | y denandi ng had made her feel like a young child again.

She canme to a place where the stream fl owed over a terrace of rock, fromone | evel of noor
down to another, and there a small pool had carved itself into the rock just beneath the rapids.
The water fell less than a netre, and the stream was narrow enough to junp: but she renenbered
that stream and that pool because there in the circling water, caught beneath the splashing
rapids, floated a frozen circle of foam

The water was naturally soft and peaty, and a yell owwhite foam sonetines formed in the
mount ai n streanms of that area, blown by the winds and caught in the reeds, but she had never seen
it collected into a circle Iike that and frozen. She |aughed when she saw it. She waded in and
carefully picked it up. It was only a little greater in dianeter than the distance between her
outstretched thunb and little finger and a few centinetres thick, not as fragile as she had at
first feared

The frothy bubbles had frozen in the cold air and al nost freezing water, making what | ooked
like a tiny nodel of a galaxy: a fairly common spiral galaxy, like this one, |ike hers. She held
the Iight confection of air and water and suspended chemicals and turned it over in her hands,
sniffing it, sticking her tongue out and licking it, looking at the dimw nter sun through it,
flicking her finger to see if it would ring.

She watched her little rinme galaxy start to nelt, very slowy, and saw her own breath bl ow
across it, a brief imge of her warnth in the air.

Finally she put it back where she had found it, slowy revolving in the pool of water at the
base of the snmall rapids.

The gal axy i mage had occurred to her then, and she thought at the tinme about the simlarity of
the forces which shaped both the little and the vast. She had thought, And which is really the
nost inmportant? but then felt enbarrassed to have thought such a thing.

Every now and agai n, though, she went back to that thought, and knew that each was exactly as
i mportant as the other. Then |l ater she would go back to her second thoughts on the matter and fee
enbarrassed agai n.

Fal 'Ngeestra took a deep breath and felt a little better. She sniled and rai sed her head, closing
her eyes for a monment and watching the red sun-haze behind her eyelids. Then she ran a hand
through her curly blonde hair and wondered again if the distant, wavering, unsure shapes over the
shi nmeri ng water were cl ouds, or nountains.

9.
Schar's World

I magi ne a vast and glittering ocean seen froma great height. It stretches to the clear curved
limt of every angle of horizon, the sun burning on a billion tiny wavel ets. Now i magi ne a snooth
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bl anket of cloud above the ocean, a shell of black velvet suspended hi gh above the water and al so
extending to the horizon, but keep the sparkle of the sea despite the |ack of sun. Add to the
cloud many sharp and tiny lights, scattered on the base of the inky overcast like glinting eyes:
singly, in pairs, or in larger groups, each positioned far, far away from any ot her set.

That is the view a ship has in hyperspace as it flies |like a microscopic insect, free between
the energy grid and real space.

The small, sharp lights on the undersurface of the cloud cover are stars; the waves on the sea
are the irregularities of the Gid on which a ship travelling in hyperspace finds traction with
its engine fields, while that sparkle is its source of energy. The Gid and the plain of rea
space are curved, rather like the ocean and the cl oud would be round a planet, but |ess so. Black
hol es show as thin and twi sting waterspouts fromclouds to sea; supernovae as long |ightning
flashes in the overcast. Rocks, noons, planets, Orbitals, even Rings and Spheres, hardly show at
al |

The two "Killer' class Rapid Ofensive Units Trade Surplus and Revisionist raced through the
hyper space, flashing underneath the web of real space like slimand glittering fish in a deep
still pond. They wove past systens and stars, keeping deep beneath the enpty spaces where they
were least likely to be traced

Their engi nes were each a focus of energy al nost beyond imagi ni ng, packing sufficient power
within their two hundred netres to equal perhaps one per cent of the energy produced by a smal
sun, flinging the two vessels across the four-dinensional void at an equival ent speed in rea
space of rather less than ten light-years per hour. At the time, this was considered particularly
fast.

They sensed the Gittercliff and Sullen Gulf ahead. They twi sted their headl ong rush to angle
them deep inside the war zone, aimng thenselves at the system which contained Schar's Wrld.

Far in the distance, they could see the group of black holes which had created the Gul f. Those
flutes of plunging energy had passed through the area nillennia before, clearing a space of
consunmed stars behind them creating an artificial galactic armas they headed in a long spira
closer towards the centre of the slowy spinning island of stars and nebul ae that was the gal axy.

The group of black hol es was comonly known as the Forest, so closely were they grouped, and
the two speeding Culture craft had instructions to try to force their way between those tw sted,

I ethal trunks, if they were seen and pursued. The Culture's field nmanagenent was consi dered
superior to the Idirans', so it was thought they woul d have a better chance of getting through
and any chasing craft mght even break off rather than risk tangling with the Forest. It was a
terrible risk even to contenplate, but the two ROUs were precious; the Culture had not yet built
many, and everything possible had to be done to make sure that the craft got back safely or, if
the worst cane to the worst, were destroyed utterly.

They encountered no hostile ships. They flashed across the inward face of the Quiet Barrier in
seconds and delivered their prescribed loads in two short bursts, then tw sted once and tore away
at maxi num speed, out through the thinning stars and past the Aitter-cliff, into the enpty skies
of the Sullen Gulf.

They registered hostile craft stationed near the Schar's Wrld systemstarting off in pursuit,
but they had been seen too late, and they quickly outdi stanced the probing beans of track |asers.
They set course for the far side of the Gulf, their strange nission conpleted. The M nds on board,
and the small crew of humans each vessel carried (who were there nore because they wanted to be
than for their utility), hadn't been told why they were bl asting enpty space with expensive
war heads, shooting off CREWSs at each other's target drones, dunping clouds of CAM and ordi nary
gas and releasing odd little unpowered signalling ships which were little nore than unmanned
shuttl es packed wi th broadcasting equiprment. The entire effect of this operation would be to
produce a few spectacul ar flashes and flares and a scattering of radiation shells and w de-band
signals before the Idirans cleared up the debris and bl asted or captured the signal craft.

They had been asked to risk their lives on sone dam-fool panic m ssion which seened designed
to convince nobody in particular that there had been a space battle in the m ddl e of nowhere when
there hadn't. And they had done it!

What was the Culture conming to? The Idirans seened to relish suicide mssions. You could
easily formthe inpression that they considered being asked to carry out any other sort sonething
of an insult. But the Culture? Where even in the war forces 'discipline' was regarded as a taboo
word, where people always wanted to know why this and why that?

Things had cone to a pretty pass indeed.

The two ships raced across the Gulf, arguing. On board, heated discussions were taking place
bet ween nenbers of their crews.
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It took twenty-one days for the Clear Air Turbulence to make the journey from Vavatch to Schar's
Wor | d.

Wibslin had spent the tinme carrying out what repairs he could to the craft, but what the ship
needed was anot her thorough overhaul. Wile structurally it was still sound, and |life support
functioned nearly normally, it had suffered a general degradation of its systens, though no
catastrophic failures. The warp units ran a little nore raggedly than before, the fusion notors
were not up to sustained use in an atnosphere - they would get them down to and up from Schar's
World, but not provide nuch nore in-airflying time - and the vessel's sensors had been reduced in
nunbers and efficiency to a |l evel not far above operational m ninmm

They had still escaped lightly, Horza thought.

Wth the CAT under his control, Horza was able to switch off the conputer's identity circuits.
He didn't have to fool the Free Conmpany, either; so, as the days passed, he Changed slowy to
resenble his old self alittle nmore. That was for Yalson and the other nenbers of the Free
Conpany. He was really striking two thirds of a conprom se between Kraiklyn and the self he had
been on the CAT before it had reached Vavatch. There was another third in there which he | et grow
and show itself on his face for nobody on board, but for a red-haired Changer girl called
Ki erachel | . He hoped she woul d recogni se that part of his appearance when they net again, on
Schar's Worl d.

"Way did you think we'd be angry?' Yal son asked himin the CAT's hangar one day. They had set up a
target screen at one end and put their |asers onto practice. The screen's built-in projector
flashed images for themto shoot at. Horza | ooked at the woman.

'He was your | eader.

Yal son | aughed. 'He was a nmanager; how many of themare liked by their staff? This is a
busi ness, Horza, and not even a successful one. Kraiklyn nanaged to get nost of us retired
prematurely. Shit! The only person you needed to fool was the ship.'

'There was that,' Horza said, ainming at a human figure darting across the distant screen. The
| aser spot was invisible, but the screen sensed it and flashed white light where it hit. The human
figure, hit in the leg, stunbled but did not fall: half marks. 'l did need to fool the ship. But |
didn't want to risk sonebody being |oyal to Kraiklyn.'

It was Yal son's turn, but she was | ooking at Horza, not the screen

The ship's fidelities had been bypassed, and now all that was needed to command it was a
nuneric code, which only Horza knew, and the small ring he wore, which had been Kraiklyn's. He had
pronmi sed that when they got to Schar's Wrld, if there was no other way off the planet, he would
set the CAT's conputer to free itself of all fidelity Iimtations after a given tinme, so that if
he didn't come back out of the tunnels of the Command Systemthe Free Conpany woul d not be
stranded. 'You would have told us,' Yalson said, 'wouldn't you, Horza? | nean you woul d have | et
us know eventual ly."'

Horza knew she neant, would he have told her? He put his gun down and | ooked her in the eyes.
"Once | was sure,' he said, 'sure about the people, sure about the ship.'

It was the honest answer, but he wasn't certain it was the best one. He wanted Yal son, wanted
not just her warnth in the ship's red night, but her trust, her care. But she was still distant.

Bal veda |ived; perhaps she wouldn't still be alive if Horza hadn't wanted Yal son's regard. He
knew that, and it was a bitter thought, making himfeel cheap and cruel. Even knowing that it was
a definite thing would have been better than being uncertain. He couldn't say for sure whether the
cold logic of this ganme dictated that the Culture wonman should die or be left alive, or even if,
the former being confortably obvious, he could have killed her in cold blood. He had thought it
through and still he didn't know He only hoped that neither woman had guessed that any of this
had gone through his m nd.

Ki erachel | was another worry. It was absurd, he knew, to be concerned about his own affairs at
such a tinme, but he couldn't stop thinking about the Changer woman; the closer they cane to
Schar's Wrld, the nore he renenbered of her, the nore real his nenories becane. He tried not to
build it up too nuch, tried to recall the boredom of the Changers' |onely outpost on the planet
and the restlessness he had felt there even with Kierachell's conpany, but he dreant about her
slow smile and recalled her low voice in all its fluid grace with sone of the heartache of a
youth's first love. Cccasionally he thought Yalson mi ght sense that, too, and sonething inside him
seened to shrink with shane.

Yal son shrugged, hoisted her gun to her shoulder and fired at a four-|egged shadow on the
practice screen. It stopped in its tracks and dropped, seemng to dissolve into the line of shady
ground at the bottom of the screen
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Horza gave tal ks.

It made himfeel |ike some visiting lecturer at a college, but that's what he did. He felt he
had to explain to the others why he was doi ng what he was, why the Changers supported the I|dirans,
why he believed in what they were fighting for. He called thembriefings, and ostensibly they were
about Schar's World and the Conmmand System its history, geography and so on, but he always (quite
intentionally) ended up tal ki ng about the war in general, or about totally different aspects of it
unrelated to the planet they were approaching.

The briefing cover gave hima good excuse to keep Bal veda confined to her cabin while he paced
up and down on the deck of the ness talking to the nenbers of the Free Conpany; he didn't want his
talks turning into a debate.

Per ost eck Bal veda had been no trouble. Her suit and a few itens of harmnl ess-1ooking jewellery
and other bits and pieces had been jettisoned froma vactube. She had been scanned with every item
the CAT's linited sick-bay equi pnent could provide and had cone up clean, and she seenmed quite
happy to be a well-behaved prisoner, confined to the ship as they all were and, apart from at
ni ght, locked in her cabin only occasionally. Horza didn't |let her near the bridge, just in case,
but Bal veda showed no signs of trying to get to know the ship especially well - the way he had
done when he cane on board. She didn't even try to argue any of the nmercenaries round to her way
of thinking about the war and the Cul ture.

Horza wondered how secure she felt. Bal veda was pl easant and seened unworried; but he | ooked
at her sonetinmes and thought he saw, briefly, a glinpse of inner tension, even despair. It
relieved himin one way, but in another it gave himthat same bad, cruel feeling he experienced
when he thought about exactly why the Culture agent was still alive. Sometinmes he was sinply
afraid of getting to Schar's Wrld, but increasingly as the voyage dragged on he cane to relish
the prospect of sonme action and an end to thought.

He called Bal veda to his cabin one day, after they had all eaten in the ness. The wonan cane in
and sat down on the sane snall seat he had sat in when Kraiklyn had summoned himjust after he had
joined the ship.

Bal veda' s face was calm She sat elegantly in the small seat, her long frane at once rel axed
and poi sed. Her deep dark eyes gazed out at Horza fromthe thin, snoothly shaped head, and her red
hair - now turning black - shone in the lights of the cabin

"Captain Horza?' she smiled, crossing her |ong-fingered hands on her |ap. She wore a | ong bl ue
gown, the plainest thing she had been able to find on the ship: sonething that had once bel onged
to the wonan Gow.

'"Hell o, Balveda,' Horza said. He sat back on the bed. He wore a | oose gown. For the first
coupl e of days he had stayed in his suit, but while it stayed commendably confortable, it was
bul ky and awkward in the confines of the Clear Air Turbulence, so he had discarded it for the
voyage.

He was about to offer Balveda sonething to drink, but sonmehow, because that was what Kraiklyn
had done with him it didn't seemthe right thing to do.

"What was it,' Horza?' Bal veda said.

"I just wanted to . . . see how you were,' he said. He had tried to rehearse what he woul d
say; assure her she was in no danger, that he liked her and that he was sure that this time the
wor st that woul d happen to her really would be internment sonewhere, and maybe a swap, but the
words woul d not cone.

"I"'mfine,' she said, snoothing her hand over her hair, her eyes glancing around the cabin
briefly. "I"'mtrying to be a nodel captive so you won't have an excuse for ditching me.' She
smled, but again he thought he sensed an edge to the gesture. Yet he was relieved.

'"No,"' he laughed, letting his head rock back on his shoulders with the [augh. 'I've no
intention of doing that. You're safe.

"Until we get to Schar's World? she said calmy

"After that, too,' he said.

Bal veda blinked slowy, |ooking down. 'Hmm good.' She |ooked into his eyes.

He shrugged. 'I'msure you'd do the sane for nme.'

"I think I . . . probably would,' she said, and he couldn't tell whether she was |lying or not.

"I just think it's a pity we're on different sides.

"It's a pity we're all on different sides, Balveda.'

"Well,' she said, clasping her hands on her lap again, '"there is a theory that the side we
each think we're on is the one that will triunph eventually anyway.'

"What's that?' he grinned. 'Truth and justice?

"Not either, really,' she snmled, not looking at him 'Just . . . ' She shrugged. 'Just life.
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The evol ution you tal ked about. You said the Culture was in a backwater, a dead end. If we are
maybe we'll | ose after all.'’
"Damm, 1'Il get you on the good guys' side yet, Perosteck,' he said, with just alittle too
much heartiness. She sniled thinly.
She opened her nouth to say sonething, then thought the better of it and closed it again. She
| ooked at her hands. Horza wondered what to say next.

One night, six days out fromtheir destination - the systemis star was fairly bright in the sky
ahead of the ship, even on nornal sight - Yalson cane to his cabin.

He hadn't expected it, and the tap at the door brought himfroma state between waki ng and
sleep with a jarring col dness which left himdisorientated for a few nmonents. He saw her on the
door-screen and let her in. She cane in quickly, closing the door after her and huggi ng him
hol di ng himtight, soundless. He stood there, trying to wake up and work out how this had
happened. There seened to be no reason for it, no build-up of tension of any sort between them no
signs, no hints: nothing.

Yal son had spent that day in the hangar, wired up with small sensors and exercising. He had
seen her there, working away, sweating, exhausting herself, peering at readouts and screens with
her critical eyes, as though her body was a machine Iike the ship and she was testing it alnpst to
destruction.

They sl ept together. But as though to confirmthe exertions she had put herself through during
the day, Yalson fell asleep alnpbst as soon as they lay down; in his arns, while he was ki ssing and
nuzzling her, breathing in the scent of her body again after what seenmed |like nonths. He |ay awake
and |istened to her breathe, felt her nove very slightly in his arnms, and sensed her bl ood beat
sl ower and slower as she fell into a deep sleep

In the norning they made | ove, and afterwards he asked her, while he held her and their sweat
dried, "Wiy?' as their hearts slowed. 'Wat changed your m nd?" The ship hummed distantly around
t hem

She gripped him hugging tighter still, and shook her head. 'Nothing,' she said, 'nothing in
particular, nothing inportant.' He felt her shrug, and she turned her head away from his face,
into his arm towards the humm ng bul khead. In a small voice she said, 'Everything; Schar's
Wrld.'

Three days out, in the hangar, he watched the nmenbers of the Free Conpany work out and practise
firing their guns at the screen. Neisin couldn't practise because he still refused to use |asers
after what had happened in the Tenple of Light. He had stocked up on magazi nes of mcro
projectiles during his few sober nonents in Evanauth.

After firing practice, Horza had each of the nercenaries test their AG harnesses. Kraiklyn had
purchased a cheap batch of themand insisted that the Free Conpany nenbers who didn't already have
an anti-gravity unit in their suit buy a harness fromhim at what he clai med was cost price.
Horza had been dubious at first, but the AG units seened serviceabl e enough, and certainly m ght
be useful for searching the Command System s deeper shafts.

Horza was satisfied that the mercenaries would follow himin if they had to, down into the
Conmmand System The |ong delay since the excitenment of Vavatch, and the boring routine of the life
on the Cear Air Turbulence, had nade them hanker after something nore interesting. As Horza had -
honestly - described it, Schar's Wrld didn't sound too bad. At least it was unlikely they would
find themselves in a fire-fight, and nobody, including the Mnd they m ght end up hel pi ng Hor za
search for, was going to start blowi ng things up, not with a Dra' Azon to reckon with.

The sun of the Schar's Wrld system shone brightly ahead of themnow, the brightest thing in the
sky. The dittercliff was not a visible feature of the sky ahead, because they were still inside
the spiral linb and | ooking out, but it was noticeable that all the stars ahead were either quite
close or very far away, with none in the gap between.

Hor za had changed the CAT's course several times, but kept it on a general headi ng which
unl ess they turned, wouldn't take it closer than two light-years fromthe planet. He would turn
the craft and head in the followi ng day. So far the journey had been uneventful. They had fl own
through the scattered stars without encountering anything out of the ordinary: no nessages or
signals, no distant flashes frombattles, no warp wakes. The area around them seened cal m and
undi sturbed, as though all that was happeni ng was what always happened: just the stars being born
and dying, the galaxy revolving, the holes twisting, the gases swirling. The war, in that hurried
silence, in their false rhythmof day and night, seened |ike sonething they had all inagined, an
i nexplicable nightmare they had sonehow shared, even escaped.
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Horza had the ship watching, though, ready to alarmat the first hint of trouble. They were
unlikely to find out anything before they got to the Quiet Barrier, but if everything was as
peaceful and serene as that name inplied, he thought he m ght not go arrowing straight in. Ideally
he woul d like to rendezvous with the Idiran fleet units which were supposed to be waiting near by.
That woul d sol ve npst of his problens. He woul d hand Bal veda over, nake sure Yal son and the rest
of the nercenaries were safe - |let them have the CAT - and pick up the specialised equi prment
Xor al undra had proni sed him

That scenario would also let himneet Kierachell alone, without the distraction of the others
being there. He would be able to be his old self wi thout nmaki ng any concessions to the self the
Free Company and Yal son knew.

Two days out, the ship's alarmwent off. Horza was dozing in his bed; he raced out of the cabin
and forward to the bridge.

In the volunme of space before them all hell seened to have been let |oose. Annihilation |ight
washed over them it was the radiation fromweapon expl osi ons, registering pure and ni xed on the
vessel 's sensors, indicating where warheads had gone off totally by thenselves or in contact with
sonet hi ng el se. The fabric of three-dinmensional space bucked and juddered with the blast fromwarp
charges, forcing the CAT's automatics to disengage its engines every few seconds to prevent them
bei ng damaged on the shock waves. Horza strapped in and brought all the subsidiary systens up
Wibsl i n cane through the door fromthe ness

"What is it?

'Battle of sone sort,' Horza said, watching the screens. The vol une of affected space was nore
or less directly on the inward side of Schar's Wrld; the direct route from Vavatch passed that
way. The CAT was one and a half light-years away fromthe disturbance, too far away to be spotted
on anyt hi ng except the narrow beam of a track scanner and therefore alnost certainly safe; but
Hor za wat ched the distant blasts of radiation, and felt the CAT ride the ripples of disturbed
space with a sensation of nausea, even defeat.

' Message shell,' Wibslin said, nodding at a screen. There, sorting itself out fromthe noi se
of radiation, a signal gradually appeared, the words formng a fewletters at atinme like a field
of plants growing and flowering. After a few repetitions of the signal - and it was being janmed,
not sinple interfered with by the battle's background noise - it was conpl ete enough to read.

VESSEL CLEAR AIR TURBULENCE. MEET UNI TS
NI NETY - TH RD FLEET
DESTI NATI ON/ S. 591134. 45 M D. ALL SAFE.

' Damm, ' breat hed Hor za.

"What's that nean?' Wibslin said. He punched the figures on the screen into the CAT s
navi gati onal conmputer. 'Ch,' the engineer said, sitting back, 'it's one of the stars near by. |
guess they nean to rendezvous hal fway between it and . ' He | ooked at the main screen

'Yes,' Horza said, |ooking unhappily at the signal. It had to be a fake. There was nothing to
prove it was fromthe Idirans: no nessage nunber, code class, ship originator, signatory; nothing
genuine at all.

'"That fromthe guys with three | egs? Wbslin said. He brought a holo display onto another
screen, show ng stars surrounded by spherical grids of thin green lines. 'Hey, we're not all that
far awmay fromthere.'

"Is that right? Horza said. He watched the continuing blasts of battle-light. He entered sone
figures into the CAT's control systens. The vessel brought its nose round, angling it further over
towards the Schar's Wrld system Wibslin | ooked at Horza.

"You don't think it is fromthen?

"I don't,' Horza said. The radiation was fadi ng. The engagenent appeared to be over, or the
action broken off. "I think we mght turn up there and find a GCU waiting for us. O a cloud of
CAM '

' CAM? What - that stuff they dusted Vavatch with?'" Wbslin said, and whistled. 'No thanks."'

Horza switched the screen with the nessage off.

Less than an hour later it all happened again: shells of radiation, warp disturbance, and this
time two nmessages, one telling the CAT to ignore the first message, the other giving a new
rendezvous point. Both seenmed genuine; both were affixed with the word ' Xoral undra'. Horza, still
chewi ng the nmout hful of food he'd been eating when the alarmwent off for the second tine, swore.
A third nmessage appeared, telling himpersonally to ignore those two signals and directing the CAT
to yet another rendezvous area.
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Horza shouted with anger, sending bits of soggy food arcing out to hit the nessage screen. He
turned the wi de-band conmuni cator off conpletely, then went back to the ness.

"When do we reach the Quiet Barrier?
"A few nore hours. Half a day perhaps.'
Are you nervous?
I'"'mnot nervous. |'ve been there before. How about you?
If you say it'll be all right, | believe you.
"It should be.'
"WIIl you know any of the people there?
"I don't know. It's been a few years. They don't rotate personnel often, but people do | eave.
I don't know. 1'll just have to wait and see.'
"You haven't seen any of your own people for a long tine, have you?
"No. Not since | left there.’
"Aren't you |looking forward to it?

' Maybe. '
"Horza . . . look, | know !l told you we didn't ask each other about . . . about everything
bef ore we canme aboard the CAT, but that was . . . before a lot of things changed - '

"But it's the way we've been, isn't it?

"You nean you don't want to talk about it now?

"Maybe. | don't know. You want to ask nme about -

"No.' She put her hand to his lips. He felt themthere in the darkness. "No, it's OK It's al
right; never mnd.'

He sat in the centre seat. Wibslin was in the engineer's chair to Horza's right, Yalson to his
left. The rest had crowded in behind them He had |et Bal veda watch; there was little that could
happen whi ch she could affect now The drone floated near the ceiling.

The Quiet Barrier was conming up. It showed as a mirrorfield directly in front of them about a
light-day in dianeter. It had suddenly appeared on the screen when they were an hour out fromthe
barrier. Wibslin had worried it was giving their position away, but Horza knew that the
mrrorfield existed only in the CAT's sensors. There was nothing there for anybody el se to see.

Five m nutes out, every screen went black. Horza had warned the rest about it, but even he
felt anxious and blind when it happened.

"You're sure this is nmeant to happen?' Aviger said.

'I'"d be worried if it didn't,' Horza told him The old man noved somewhere behind him

"I think this is incredible,' Dorolow said. 'This creature is virtually a god. I"'msure it can
sense our noods and thoughts. | can feel it already.'

"Actually, it's just a collection of self-referencing -

'Bal veda,' Horza said, |ooking round at the Culture wonan. She stopped tal king and cl apped a
hand over her nouth, flashing her eyes. He turned back to the blank screen

"When's this thing - ' Yal son began

APPROACHI NG CRAFT, the screen said, in a variety of |anguages.

"Here we go,' Neisin said. He was shushed by Dor ol ow.

"I respond,' Horza said, in Marain, into the tight-beam comunicator. The other |anguages
di sappeared fromthe screen

YOU ARE APPROACHI NG THE PLANET CALLED SCHAR S WORLD,
DRA" AZON PLANET OF THE DEAD. PROGRESS BEYOND THI'S PO NT IS
RESTRI CTED.

"I know. My nanme is Bora Horza Gobuchul. | wish to return to Schar's World for a short while.
| ask this with all respect.'

"Snooth tal ker,' Balveda said. Horza glared briefly at her. The comuni cator would only
transmit what he said, but he didn't want the woman to forget she was a prisoner

YOU HAVE BEEN HERE BEFCRE

Horza couldn't tell if this was a question or not. 'l have been to. Schar's Wrld before,' he
confirmed. 'I was one of the Changer sentinels.' There seenmed little point in telling the creature
when; the Dra' Azon called every tine 'now even though their |anguage used tenses. The screen went
bl ank, then repeat ed:
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YOU HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE.

Horza frowned and wondered what to say. Balveda muttered, 'Obviously hopel essly senile.'

"I have been here before,' Horza said. Did the Dra' Azon nean that because he had al ready been
there he could not return?

"I can feel it, | can feel its presence,' Dorol ow whi spered.

THERE ARE OTHER HUMANS W TH YOU.

"Thanks a lot,' said the drone, Unaha-C osp, from somewhere near the ceiling.

' You see?' Dorol ow said, her voice al nobst whinpering. Horza heard Bal veda snort. Dorol ow
staggered slightly; Aviger and Neisin had to hold onto her to stop her fromfalling.

"I have not been able to set them down el sewhere,' Horza said. 'l ask your indul gence. If need
be, they will stay on board this vessel.'

THEY ARE NOT SENTI NELS. THEY ARE OTHER HUMANO D SPECI ES.

"l alone need alight on Schar's Wrld.'

ENTRY | S RESTRI CTED.

Horza sighed. '| al one request permission to |and.'

WHY HAVE YOU COME HERE?

Horza hesitated. He heard Bal veda snort quietly. He said, 'lI seek one who is here.
WHAT DO THE OTHERS SEEK?

' They seek nothing. They are with ne.’

THEY ARE HERE.

"They . . . ' Horza licked his lips. Al his rehearsing, all his thoughts about what to say at
this monment, seened to be useless. 'They are not all here by choice. But | had no alternative.
had to bring them If you wish, they will stay on board this craft in orbit around Schar's Wrl d,
or further away inside the Quiet Barrier. | have a suit, | can - '

THEY ARE HERE AGAI NST THEIR W LL.

Horza hadn't known Dra' Azon to interrupt before. He couldn't imagine it was a good sign. 'The
circunstances are . . . conplicated. Certain species in the galaxy are at war. Choices
beconme limted. One does things one would not normally do.’

THERE |I'S DEATH HERE

Horza | ooked at the words witten on the screen. He felt transfixed by them There was sil ence
on the bridge for a nonment. Then he heard a coupl e of people noving awkwardly.

"What does that nean?' the drone Unaha-C osp said.

"There . . . there is?" Horza said. The words stayed on the screen, witten in Marain. Wbslin
tapped at a few buttons on his side of the console, buttons which would normally control the
di splay on the screens in front of him all of which now repeated the words on the nmmin screen
The engi neer was sitting in his seat, |ooking cranped and tense. Horza cleared his throat, then
said, 'There was a battle, a conflict near by. Just before we got here. It might still be going
on. There may be death.'’

THERE | S DEATH HERE.

"Ch . . . ' Dorolow said, and slunped into Neisin and Aviger's arns.

"We'd better get her to the nmess,' Aviger said, looking at Neisin. 'Let her lie down.'

"Ch, all right," Neisin said, glancing quickly at the woman's face. Dorol ow appeared to be
unconsci ous.

"I may be able to . Horza began, then gave a deep breath. 'If there is death here | may
be able to stop it. | may be able to prevent nore death.'’

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (130 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

BORA HORZA GOBUCHUL.

'Yes?' Horza said, gul ping. Aviger and Neisin manhandl ed Dorolow s |inp body out through the
doorway into the corridor leading into the ness. The screen changed:

YOU ARE LOOKI NG FOR THE REFUGEE MACHI NE.

'Ho-ho,' said Balveda, turning away with a smle on her face and putting one hand to her
nout h.

"Shit!' said Yal son

'Looks like our god isn't so stupid,' Unaha-C osp observed.

"Yes,' Horza said sharply. There seened little point in trying to pretend now. 'Yes, | am But
| think - '

YOU MAY ENTER

"What ?' the drone said.

"Well, ya-hoo!' Yalson said, crossing her arns and | eani ng back agai nst the bul khead. Neisin
came back through the door. He stopped when he saw t he screen

'That was quick,' he said to Yal son. 'Wat did he say?" Yalson just shook her head. Horza felt
a wave of relief sweep through him He | ooked at each word on the screen in turn, as though
frightened that the short nessage coul d sonehow conceal a hi dden negation. He smled and said:

' Thank you. Shall | go down alone to the planet?

YOU MAY ENTER
THERE |'S DEATH HERE
BE WARNED.

"What deat h?' Horza said. The relief waned; the Dra' Azon's words about death chilled him
"Where is there deat h? Wose?
The screen changed again, the first two |ines disappearing. Now it sinply said:

BE WARNED.

"l do not,' Unaha-Closp said slowy, 'like the sound of that at all.' Then the screens were
clear. Wibslin sighed and rel axed. The sun of the Schar's Wrld system shone brightly ahead of
them less than a standard |ight-year away. Horza checked the figures on the navigation computer
as its screen Bickered back to normality along with the rest, displaying nunbers and graphs and
hol ographi cs. Then the Changer sat back in his seat. 'W're through all right,' he said. "W're
through the Quiet Barrier.

'So not hing can touch us now, huh?' Neisin said.

Horza gazed at the screen, the single yellow dwarf star showi ng as a bright unwavering spot of

light in the centre, planets still invisible. He nodded. ' Nothing. Nothing outside, anyway.'

"Great. Think 1'Il have a drink to celebrate.' Neisin nodded at Yal son, then swung his thin
body out through the doorway.

'"Do you think it meant only you can go down, or all of us?' Yalson asked. Still staring at the
screen, Horza shook his head.

"I don't know. We'll go into orbit, then broadcast to the Changer base shortly before we try
taking the CAT in. If M Adequate doesn't like it, he'll let us know'

"You' ve decided it's male, then,' said Balveda, just as Yal son said:

"Why not contact them now?'

"I didn't like that bit about there being death here.' Horza turned towards Yal son. Bal veda
was at her side; the drone had floated down a little to eye |level. Horza | ooked at Yal son. 'Just

as a precaution. | don't want to give anything away too soon.' He turned his gaze to the Culture
woman. 'Last | heard, the regular transm ssion was due fromthe base on Schar's Wrld a few days
ago. | don't suppose you heard whether it had been received?' Horza grinned at Bal veda in a way

that was nmeant to show he didn't expect an answer, or at |least not a truthful one. The tal
Cul ture agent | ooked at the floor, seened to shrug, then net Horza's eyes.

"I heard,' she said. 'It was overdue.'

Horza stayed | ooking at her. Balveda didn't take her eyes away. Yal son glanced fromone to
anot her. Eventually the drone Unaha-C osp said, 'Frankly, none of this inspires confidence. M
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advice would be to - ' It stopped as Horza glared at it. "Hmm' it said, 'well, never mnd that
for now' It floated sideways to the door and went out.

"Seens to be OK,' Wibslin said, not apparently addressi ng anybody in particular. He sat back
fromthe console, nodding to hinself. 'Yes, ship's back to normal now.' He turned round and sm |l ed
at the other three.

They came for him He was in a ganehall playing floatball. He thought he was safe there,
surrounded by friends in every direction (they seenmed to float like a cloud of flies in front of
himfor a second, but he | aughed that off, caught the ball, threw it and scored a point). But they
cane for himthere. He saw them coming, two of them froma door set in a narrow chimey of the
spherical, ribbed ganehall. They wore cl oaks of no col our, and canme straight towards him He tried
to float away, but his power harness was dead. He was stuck in mid-air, unable to make progress in
any direction. He was trying to swmthrough the air and struggle out of his harness so that he
could throw it at them- perhaps to hit, certainly to send hinself off in the other direction -
when they caught him

None of the people around himseened to notice, and he realised suddenly they were not his
friends, that in fact he didn't know any of them They took his arns and, in an instant, w thout
travel l i ng past or through anything yet sonehow maki ng himfeel they had turned an invisible
corner to a place that was always there but out of sight, they were in an area of darkness. Their
no- col our cl oaks showed up in the darkness when he | ooked away. He was powerless, |ocked in stone,
but he coul d see and breat he.

"Help nme!"’

"That is not what we are here for.

"Who are you?'

" You know.'

"I don't.’

'"Then we can't tell you.'

"What do you want ?

"W want you.'

' \ihy 2"

" Why not ?

" But why ne?’

" You have no one.'

' What ?'

' You have no one.'
What do you nean?
"No famly. No friends . . . '
' no religion. No belief.’
That's not true!'
How woul d you know?
"I believe in .

' What ?'

VS

"That is not enough.

" Anyway, you'll never find it.'

"What ? Fi nd what ?'

' Enough. Let's do it now.'

' Do what ?

' Take your nane.'

ol

And t hey reached together into his skull and took his nane.

So he screaned.

"Horza!' Yal son shook his head, bouncing it off the bul khead at the top of the small bed. He
spluttered awake, the whinper dying on his lips, his body tense for an instant, then soft.

He put his hands out and touched the wonman's furred skin. She put her hands behind his head
and hugged himto her breast. He said nothing, but his heart slowed to the pace of hers. She
rocked his body gently with her own, then pushed his head away, bent and kissed his |ips.

"I"'mall right now," he told her. 'Just a nightnare.'

"What was it?'

"Not hing,' he said. He put his head back to her chest, nestling it between her breasts like a
huge, delicate egg.
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Horza had his suit on. Wibslin was in his usual seat. Yal son occupied the co-pilot's chair. They
were all suited up. Schar's Wrld filled the screen in front of them the belly sensors of the CAT
staring straight down at the sphere of white and grey beneath and magnifying it.

"One nore tine,' Horza said. Wibslin transmtted the recorded nessage for the third tine.

' Maybe they don't use that code any nore,' Yal son said. She watched the screen with her sharp-
browed eyes. She had cropped her hair back to about a centinetre over her skull, hardly thicker
than the down which covered her body. The nenacing effect jarred with the small ness of her head
sticking out fromthe large neck of the suit.

"It's traditional; nore of a cerenonial |anguage than a code,' Horza said. 'They'|ll knowit if
they hear it.

"You're sure we're beaning it at the right place?

"Yes,' Horza said, trying to remain calm They had been in orbit for |less than half an hour
stationary above the continent which held the buried tunnels of the Command System Al nost the
whol e of the planet was covered in snow. |ce |ocked the thousand-kilonetre peninsula where the
tunnel systemlay fast into the sea itself. Schar's Wrld had entered another of its periodic ice
ages seven thousand years previously, and only in a relatively thin band around the equator -
between the slightly wobbling planet's tropics - was there open ocean. It showed as a steely grey
belt around the world, occasionally visible through whorls of storm clouds.

They were twenty-five thousand kil onmetres out fromthe planet's snowcrusted surface, their
communi cat or beanmi ng down onto a circular area a few tens of kilonetres in dianeter at a point
m dway between the two frozen arns of sea which gave the peninsula a slight waist. That was where
the entrance to the tunnels lay; that was where the Changers |ived. Horza knew he hadn't made a
m st ake, but there was no answer.

There is death here, he kept thinking. Alittle of the planet's chill seenmed to creep al ong
hi s bones.

"Not hi ng,' Wibslin said.

"Right,' Horza said, taking the nanual controls into his gloved hands. 'W're going in.'

The Clear Air Turbulence teased its warp fields out along the slight curve of the planet's
gravity well, carefully edging itself down the slope. Horza cut the notors and let themreturn to
their emergency-ready-only node. They shouldn't need them now, and woul d soon be unable to use
them as the gravity gradient increased.

The CAT fell with gradually increasing speed towards the planet, fusion notors at the ready.
Horza wat ched di splays on the screens until he was satisfied they were on course; then, with the
pl anet seening to turn a little beneath the craft, he unstrapped and went back to the ness.

Aviger, Neisin and Dorolow sat in their suits, strapped into the nmess-room seats. Perosteck
Bal veda was al so strapped in; she wore a thick jacket and matching trousers. Her head was exposed
above the soft ruff of a white shirt. The bulky fabric jacket was fastened up to her throat. She
had warm boots on, and a pair of hide gloves lay on the table in front of her. The jacket even had
alittle hood, which hung down her back. Horza wasn't sure whether Bal veda had chosen this soft,
usel ess image of a space suit to make a point to him or unconsciously, out of fear and a need for
security.

Unaha-Cl osp sat in a chair, strapped against its back, pointing straight up at the ceiling. 'l
trust', it said, "we're not going to have the sane sort of flying-circus job we had to endure the
last tinme you flew this heap of debris.' Horza ignored it.

"W haven't had any word from M Adequate, so it | ooks like we're all going down,' he said.
"When we get there, I'Il go in by nyself to check things out. Wien | conme back, we'll decide what
we're going to do.'

"That is, you'll decide - began the drone

"What if you don't cone back?' Aviger said. The drone made a hissing noise but went quiet.
Horza | ooked at the toy-like figure of the old man in his suit.

"I'"l'l come back, Aviger,' he said. 'lI'msure everybody at the base will be fine. I'Il get them
to heat up some food for us.' He sniled, but knew it wasn't especially convincing. 'Anyway,' he
went on, 'in the unlikely event there is anything wong, I'll come straight back.'

"Well, this ship's our only way off the planet; renmenber that, Horza,' Aviger said. Hi s eyes
| ooked frightened. Dorol ow touched himon the armof his suit.

"Trust in God," Dorolow said. "W'Il be all right." She | ooked at Horza. 'Wn't we, Horza?'

Horza nodded. 'Yes. We'Il be all right. We'll all be just fine.' He turned and went back to
the bridge.

They stood in the high nmountain snows, watching the m dsumer sun sink inits own red seas of air
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and cloud. A cold wind blew her hair across her face, auburn over white, and he raised a hand,
wi t hout thinking, to sweep it away again. She turned to him her head nestling into his cupped
hand, a small smile on her face.

"So much for mdsummer's day,' she said. The day had been fair, still well bel ow freezing, but
m | d enough for themto take their gloves off and push their hoods back. The nape of her neck was
war m agai nst his palm and the |lustrous, heavy hair brushed over the back of his hand as she
| ooked up at him skin white as snow, white as bone. 'That | ook, again,' she said softly.

"What | ook?' he said, defensively, know ng.

' The far-away one,' she said, taking his hand and bringing it to her nouth, kissing it,
stroking it as though it was a snall, defencel ess ani nal

"Well, that's just what you call it.'

She | ooked away fromhim towards the livid red ball of the sun, |owering behind the distant
range. 'That's what | see,' she told him 'l know your |ooks by now. | know them all, and what
they nean.'

He felt a twi nge of anger at being thought so obvious, but knew that she was right, at |east
partly. Wat she did not know about hi mwas only what he did not know about hinself (but that, he
told hinself, was quite a lot still). Perhaps she even knew him better than he did hinself.

"I"'mnot responsible for ny |ooks,' he said after a nonent, to nake a joke of it. 'They
surprise ne, too, sonetines.'

" And what you do?' she said, the sunset's glow rubbing false colour into her pale, thin face
"WIIl you surprise yourself when you | eave here?

"Why do you always assune |'mgoing to | eave?' he said, annoyed, stuffing his hands into the
thick jacket's pockets and staring at the hem sphere of disappearing star. '|I keep telling you
I'' m happy here.'

'Yes,' she said. 'You keep telling ne.'

"Why should I want to | eave?

She shrugged, slipped one armthrough his, put her head to his shoulder. 'Bright lights, big
crowds, interesting tinmes; other people.’

"I"'m happy here with you,'" he told her, and put his armround her shoul ders. Even in the bul ky
quilting of the jacket, she seened slim alnost fragile.

She said nothing for a nonent, then, in quite a different tone: ' . . . And so you should be.'
She turned to face him smling. 'Now kiss ne.'

He ki ssed her, hugged her. Looking down over her shoul der, he saw sonething snmall and red nove
on the tranpled snow near her feet.

"Look!' he said, breaking away, stooping. She squatted beside him and together they watched
the tiny, stick-like insect crawl slowy, |aboriously, over the surface of the snow one nore
living, noving thing on the blank face of the world. 'That's the first one |'ve seen,' he told
her .

She shook her head, smiling. 'You just don't |ook,' she chided.

He put out one hand and scooped the insect into his palm before she could stop him ' On,
Horza . . . ' she said, her breath catching on a tiny hook of despair.

He | ooked, unconprehendi ng, at her stricken expression, while the snowcreature died fromthe
warnt h of his hand.

The Clear Air Turbul ence dropped towards the planet, circling its ice-bright layers of atnopbsphere
fromday to night and back again, tipping over the equator and tropics as it spiralled in.
Gradual ly it encountered that atnosphere - ions and gases, ozone and air. It swooped through
the world's thin wapping with a voice of fire, flashing |like a large, steady nmeteorite across the
ni ght sky, then across the dawn term nator, over steel-grey seas, tabular bergs, ice tables, floes
and shelves, frozen coasts, glaciers, nmountain ranges, permafrost tundra, nore crushed pack ice
and, finally, as it bellied down on its pillars of flane, |land again: |and on a thousand-kilonetre
peni nsula sticking out into a frozen sea |ike sonme nonstrous fractured |inb set in plaster
"There it is,' Wbslin said, watching the mass-sensor screen. A bright, w nking |ight tracked
slowy across the display. Horza | ooked over
'The M nd?" he asked. Wibslin nodded.
'"Right density. Five kilonetres deep .

He punched sonme buttons and squinted at figures

scrolling across the screen. '"On the far side of the systemfromthe entrance . . . and noving.'
The pinpoint of light on the screen disappeared. Wbslin adjusted the controls, then sat back
shaki ng his head. 'Sensor needs an overhaul; its range is right down.' The engi neer scratched his

chest and sighed. 'Sorry about the engines, too, Horza.' The Changer shrugged. Had the notors been
wor ki ng properly, or had the mass sensor's range been adequate, sonmebody coul d have renmai ned on
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the CAT, flying it if necessary, and relaying the Mnd's position to the others in the tunnels.
Wibslin seened to feel guilty that none of the repairs he'd tried to effect had significantly
i nproved the performance of either notors or sensor

"Never mind,' Horza said, watching the waste of ice and snow passing beneath them 'At |east
now we know the thing's in there.'

The ship guided themto the right area, though Horza recognised it anyway fromthe tines he
had flown the single small flyer the base was allowed. He | ooked for the flyer as they nade their
final approach, in case sonebody happened to be using it.

The snow covered plain was ringed by nmountains; the Cear Air Turbul ence swept over a pass
bet ween two peaks, shattering the silence, tearing dusty snow fromthe jagged ridges and crags of
the barren rocks on either side. It slowed further, comng in nose-up on its tripod of fusion
fire. The snow on the plain beneath picked itself up and stirred as though uneasy at first. Then
as the craft dropped | ower and | ower the snow was bl own, then ripped, fromthe frozen ground
beneat h and thrown away in vast swirling rolls of heated air m xi ng snow and water, steam and
pl asma particles, in a howing blizzard which swept across the plain, gathering strength as the
vessel dropped.

Horza had the CAT on manual . He watched the screen ahead, saw the false, created wi nd of
storny snow and steamin front, and beyond it, the entrance to the Command System

It was a black hole set in a rugged pronontory of rock which fluted down fromthe higher
cliffs behind like a piece of solidified scree. The snowstorm broiled round the dark entrance like
m st. The stormwas turning brown as the fusion flanme heated the frozen ground of the plain
itself, melting it and plucking it out in an earthy spray.

Wth hardly a bunp, and only a little settling as the |l egs sank into the now soggy surface of
the swept plain, the CAT touched the surface of Schar's Worl d.

Hor za | ooked straight ahead at the tunnel entrance. It was |like a deep dark eye, staring back

The notors died; the steamdrifted. Disturbed snow fell back, and some new fl akes formed as
the suspended water in the air froze once nore. The CAT clicked and creaked as it cooled fromthe
heat produced by both the friction of re-entry and its own plasma jets. Water gurgled, turning to
sl ush, over the scoured surface of the plain.

Horza switched the CAT's bow | aser to standby. There was no novenment or sign fromthe tunnel
The view was clear now, the snow and steamgone. It was a bright, sunny, w ndless day.

"Wll, here we are,' Horza said, and imrediately felt foolish. Yalson nodded, still staring at
the screen.

"Yup,' Wibslin said, checking screens, nodding. 'Feet have sunk in half a nmetre or so. W'l
have to renenber to run the notors for a while before we try to lift off, when we | eave. They'l
freeze solid in half an hour.'

"Hrim ' Horza said. He watched the screen. Nothing noved. There were no clouds in the Iight
bl ue sky, no wind to nove the snows. The sun wasn't warm enough to nelt the ice and snow so there
was no running water, not even any aval anches in the di stant nountains.

Wth the exception of the seas - which still contained fish, but no | onger any mammal s - the
only things which noved on Schar's Wrld were a few hundred species of small insects, slow
spreadi ng |ichen on rocks near the equator, and the glaciers. The humanoi ds' war, or the ice age,
had wi ped everything el se out.

Horza tried the coded nessage once nore. There was no reply.

"Right,' he said, getting up fromhis seat. '"I'll step out and take a | ook.' Wibslin nodded.
Horza turned to Yalson. 'You're very quiet,' he said.

Yal son didn't |ook at him She was staring at the screen and the unblinking eye of the tunne
entrance. 'Be careful,' she said. She |ooked at him 'Just be careful, all right?

Horza sniled at her, picked up Kraiklyn's laser rifle fromthe floor, then went through to the
nmess.

'"W're down,' he said as he went through.

'See?' Dorolow said to Aviger. Neisin drank fromhis hip flask. Bal veda gave the Changer a
thin smle as he went fromone door to the other. Unaha-Cl osp resisted the tenptation to say
anyt hi ng, and wiggled out of the seat straps.

Horza descended to the hangar. He felt |ight as he wal ked; they had switched to ambient
gravity on their way over the nmountains, and Schar's Wrld produced less pull than the standard-G
used on the CAT. Horza rode the hangar's descending floor to the now refreezing marsh, where the
breeze was fresh and sharp and cl ean

'Hope everything's all right,' Wbslin said as he and Yal son watched the snmall figure wade
t hrough the snow towards the rocky pronontory ahead. Yal son said nothing but watched the screen
with unblinking eyes. The figure stopped, touched its wist, then rose in the air and fl oated
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slow y across the snows.

"Ha,' Wibslin said, laughing a little. '"I'd forgotten we could use AG here. Too | ong on that
damm O

"Win't be nuch use in those fucking tunnels,' Yalson muttered.

Horza | anded just to the side of the tunnel entrance. Fromthe readi ngs he had already taken while
flying over the snow, he knew the tunnel door field was off. Nornmally it kept the tunnel within
shiel ded fromthe snow and the cold air outside, but there was no field there, and he could see
that a little snow had blown into the tunnel and now lay in a fan shape on its floor. The tunne
was cold inside, not warmas it should be, and its black, deep eye seened nore |ike a huge nouth,
now t hat he was close to it.

He | ooked back at the CAT, facing himfromtw hundred netres away, a shining netal
interruption on the white expanse, squatting in a blast-mark of brown.

"I"'mgoing inside,” he told the ship, aimng a tight beamat it rather than broadcasting the
si gnal .

"OK,' Wibslin said in his ear

"You don't want sonebody there to cover you?' Yalson said.

'"No,' Horza replied

He wal ked down the tunnel, keeping close to the wall. In the first equi pnent bay were sone ice
sl eds and rescue gear, tracking apparatus and signalling beacons. It was all much as he recalled
it.

In the second bay, where the flyer should have been, there was nothing. He went on to the next
one: nore equi pnent. He was about forty netres inside the tunnel now, ten nmetres shy of the right-
angled turn which led into the larger, segmented gallery where the |iving accomodati on of the
base | ay.

The nouth of the tunnel was a white hole when he turned back to face it. He set the tight beam
on wide aperture. 'Nothing yet. I'"mabout to look into the acconmpdati on section. Bleep but don't
reply otherw se.' The hel net speakers bl eeped.

Bef ore going round the corner he detached the suit's renote sensor fromthe side of the hel net
and edged its snall lens round the corner of sculpted rock. On an internal screen he saw the short
I ength of tunnel, the flyer lying on the ground, and a few nmetres beyond it the wall of plastic
pl anki ng which filled the tunnel and showed where the human accommobdati on section of the Changer
base began

By the side of the small flyer lay four bodies.

There was no novenent.

Horza felt his throat closing up. He swall owed hard, then put the renote sensor back on the
side of the helnet. He wal ked al ong the fl oor of fused rock to the bodies.

Two were dressed in light, unarnmoured suits. They were both nen, and he didn't recogni se them
One of them had been | asered, the suit flash-burned open so that the nelted netals and plastics
had nmingled with the guts and flesh inside; the hole was half a netre in dianeter. The other
suited nan had no head. His arnms were stuck out stiffly in front of himas though to enbrace
sonet hi ng.

There was another man, dressed in light, |oose clothes. H s skull had been smashed in from
behind, and at | east one armwas broken. He lay on his side, as frozen and dead as the other two.
Horza was aware that he knew the nman's nane but he couldn't think of it just then

Ki erachel | nust have been asleep. Her slimbody was |ying straight, inside a blue nightgown;
her eyes were closed, her face peaceful

Her neck had been broken

Horza | ooked down at her for a while, then took one of his gloves off and bent down. There was
frost on her eyel ashes. He was aware of the wist seal inside the suit gripping his forearm
tightly, and of the thin cold air his hand was exposed to.

Her skin was hard. Her hair was still soft, and he let it run through his fingers. It was nore
red than he renmenbered, but that m ght just have been the effect of the helnet visor as it
intensified the poor light of the darkened tunnel. Perhaps he should take his helmet off, too, to
see her better, and use the helnet lights

He shook his head, turning away.

He opened the door to the acconmobdati on section - carefully, after listening for any noise
com ng through the wall

In the open, vaulted area where the Changers had kept their outdoor clothes and suits and sone
smal | er pieces of equipnent, there was little to show that the place had been taken over. Further
t hrough the accomodation unit, he found traces of a fight: dried blood; |aser burns; in the
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control room where the base's systenms were nonitored, there had been an explosion. It |ooked Iike
a smal |l grenade had gone of f under the control panel. That accounted for the |lack of heating, and

the emergency light. It |ooked as though sonmebody had been trying to repair the damage, judgi ng by
sonme tools, spare pieces of equipnent and wiring |ying around.

In a couple of the cabins he found traces of Idiran occupation. The roons had been stripped
bare; religious synmbols were burned onto the walls. In another roomthe floor had been covered
with some sort of soft, deep covering like dry gelatin. There were six long indentations in the
material, and the roomsnelt of nedjel. In Kierachell's room only the bed was untidy. It had
changed little otherw se.

He left it and went to the far end of the accomvpdati on unit, where another wall of plastic
boards marked the begi nning of the tunnels. He opened the door cautiously.

A dead nedjel lay just outside, its long body seeningly pointing the way down the tunnel to
the waiting shafts. Horza | ooked at it for a while, nonitored its body for a nmoment (dead still,
frozen), then prodded it and finally shot it once through the head, just to be sure. It was in
standard fleet-ground-force uniform and it had been wounded sone time ago, badly. It |ooked Iike
it had suffered fromfrostbite earlier, too, before it had died of its wounds and frozen. It was a
mal e, grizzled, its green-brown skin leathery with age, its long nuzzle-face and snall delicate-
| ooki ng hands deeply Iined.

He | ooked down the dark tunnel

Smoot h fused floor, snoboth arched walls, the tunnel went on into the nountain side. Bl ast
doors made ribs along the tunnel sides, their tracks and slots carved across the floor and roof.
He coul d see the el evator-shaft doors, and the boarding point for the service-tube capsules. He
wal ked al ong, past the sets of ancient blast door6, until he cane to the access shafts. The
el evators were all at the bottom the transit tube was |ocked shut. No power seemed to be running
through any of the systens. He turned and wal ked back to the accommodati on section, through it and
past the bodies and the flyer w thout giving thema glance, and eventually out into the open air.

He sat down at the side of the tunnel entrance, in the snow, his back to the rock. They saw
himfromthe CAT, and Yal son said, 'Horza! Are you all right?

"No,' he said, turning the laser rifle off. '"No, |I'mnot.

"What's wrong?' VYal son said quickly. Horza took the suit helnmet off, putting it down on the
snow beside him The cold air sucked heat fromhis face, and he had to breathe hard in the thin
at nospher e.

"There is death here,' he said to the cloudl ess sky.

10.
The Conmand System Batholith

"It's called a batholith: a granitic intrusion which rose up like a nolten bubble into the
sedi nentary and net anorphic rocks already here a hundred nillion years ago.

' El even thousand years ago the locals built the Command Systemin it, hoping to use the rock
cover as protection from fusion warheads.

"They built nine stations and eight trains. The idea was that the politicos and nmlitary
chiefs sat in one train, their seconds-in-comand and deputies in another, and during a war al
eight trains would be shuffled around the tunnels, halting in a station to be linked via hardened
conmmuni cation channels to the transceiver sites on the i medi ate surface and throughout the state,
so they could run the war. The eneny would have a hard tinme cracking the granite that deep anyway,
but hitting something as relatively small as a station would be even nore difficult, and they
never could be sure there would be a traininit, or that it would be manned, and on top of that
they had to knock out the back-up train as well as the main one.

"Germwarfare killed themall off, and sone tinme between then and ten thousand years ago the
Dra' Azon noved in, punping the air out of the tunnels and replacing it with inert gas. Seven
thousand years ago a new ice age started, and about four thousand years after that the place got
so cold M Adequate punped the argon out and let the planet's own atnosphere back in; it's so
desiccated, nothing's rusted in the tunnels for three nmillennia.

' About three and a half thousand years ago the Dra' Azon cane to an agreenent with nost of the
rival Galactic Federations which allowed ships in distress to cross the Quiet Barriers.
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Politically neutral, relatively powerless species were pernmitted to set up small bases on nost of
the Planets of the Dead to provide help for those in distress and - | suppose - to provide a sop
to the people who had al ways wanted to know what the planets were |like; certainly on Schar's
Wrld, M Adequate let us take a good | ook at the Systemevery year, and turned a blind eye when
we went down unofficially. However nobody's ever taken unscranbl ed recordi ngs of any sort out of
t he tunnel s.

'The entrance we're at is here: at the base of the peninsula, above station four, one of the
three main stations - the others are one and seven - where repair and mai ntenance facilities
exist. There are no trains parked in four, three or five. There are two trains in station one, two
in seven, one train each in the rest. At least that's where they ought to be; the Idirans may have
nmoved them though | doubt it.

'The stations are twenty-five to thirty-five kilometres apart, linked by twin sets of tunnels
which only join up at each of the stations. The whole Systemis buried about five kilonmetres down.
'"W'||l take lasers . . . and a neural stunner, plus chaff grenades for protection - nothing

heavier. Neisin can take his projectile rifle; the bullets he has are only light explosive . . .
But no plasnma cannons or nicronukes. They'd be dangerous enough in the tunnels anyway, God knows,
but they might also bring dowmm M Adequate's wath, and we don't want that.

"Wibslin's rigged up our ship mass anonaly sensor into a portable set, so we can spot the

Mnd. In addition, |I've got a mass sensor in nmy suit, so we shouldn't have any problem actually
finding what we're after, even if it's hidden itself - '
"Assumi ng the lIdirans don't have their own comruni cators, they'll be using the Changers'. Qur

transcei vers cover their frequencies and nore, so we can listen in on them but they can't hear
us.

'So those are the tunnels. That Mnd is in there sonewhere, and so, presunably, are sone
Idirans and nedjel .’

Horza stood in the ness roomat the head of the table, under the screen. On the screen a
di agram of the tunnels was superinposed over a map of the peninsula. The others | ooked at him The
enpty sem -suit of the nmedjel he had found lay in the centre of the table.

"You want to take us all in?" the drone Unaha-C osp said.

"Yes.'

"What about the ship?" Neisin said.

"It can take care of itself. I'lIl progranme its automatics so that it'll recognise us and

defend itself agai nst anybody el se.
"And you're going to take her?' Yal son asked, nodding at Bal veda, who was sitting opposite

her.

Horza | ooked at the Culture woman. 'I'd prefer to have Bal veda where | can see her,' he said.
"I wouldn't feel safe | eaving her here with any of you.'

"I still don't see why |I have to go,' Unaha-C osp said.

' Because,' Horza told it, 'l don't trust you on board here, either. Besides, | want you to

carry stuff.

"What ?' The drone sounded angry.

"l don't know that you're being conpletely honest here, Horza,' Aviger said, shaking his head
ruefully. 'You say that the Idirans and nmedjel . . . well, that you're on their side. But here
they are, and they've killed four of your own people already, and you think that they're somewhere
i nside these tunnels, wandering about . . . And they're supposed to be about the best ground-
troops in the galaxy. You want to send us up agai nst then?

"First of all,' Horza sighed, 'l amon their side. W're after the sane thing. Secondly, it
| ooks to nme as though they don't have nany weapons of their own, otherw se that nmedjel would
certainly have been arnmed. Al they probably have here are the Changers' weapons. Also it |ooks,
fromthis nedjel suit we've got' - he gestured at the webbed apparatus in the nmiddl e of the table,
whi ch he and Wibslin had been studying since they had brought it on board - 'like a lot of their
equi pnent is blown. Only the Iights and the heaters on this thing were working. Everything el se
had fused. My guess is all that happened when they cane through the Quiet Barrier. They were al
zapped inside the chuy-hirtsi, and their battle gear was fucked up. If the sane thing happened to
their weapons as happened to their suits, they're virtually unarned, and with a | ot of problens.
Wth all these fancy new AG harnesses and | asers, we're nuch better equipped, even in the unlikely
event that it does cone to a fight.'

"Which is very likely, considering they won't have any conmuni cators |eft,' Bal veda said.
"You'll never get close enough to tell them And even if you did, how are they supposed to know
you're who you say you are? If they're the sane ot you think they are, they canme in here just
after the Mnd did; they won't even have heard of you. They certainly won't believe you.' The
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Cul ture agent | ooked round the others. 'Your surrogate captain is |eading you to your deaths.'

'Bal veda,' Horza said, 'l'mdoing you a courtesy letting you in on all this; don't annoy ne.'

Bal veda arched her eyebrows, staying silent.

'How do we know these are the sane ot who got here inside this weird ani mal anyway?' Neisin
sai d. He | ooked suspiciously at Horza.

'They can't be anybody el se,' Horza said. 'They were damm | ucky to survive what the Dra' Azon
did to them and even the Idirans wouldn't risk sending any other forces in after they saw what
had happened to this |lot.

"But that nmeans they' ve been here for nonths,' Dorol ow said. 'How are we supposed to find
sonething if they' ve been here all this time and haven't found anythi ng?'

' Perhaps they have,' Horza said, spreading his arns wide and snmiling at the woman, a trace of
sarcasmin his voice; '"but if they haven't, it's very possibly because they won't have any wor ki ng
gear with them They'd have to search the whol e Command System

'Besides, if that warp animal was as badly damaged as | heard it was, they won't have had nuch
control over it. Very likely they crash-landed hundreds of kilonetres away and had to sl og here
through the snow. In that case they m ght have only been here for a few days.'

"I can't believe the god would |l et this happen,' Dorol ow said, shaking her head and | ooki ng at
the surface of the table in front of her. 'There nust be something else to all this. | could feel
its power and . . . and goodness when we cane through the Barrier. It wouldn't |et those poor
peopl e just be shot down like that.'

Horza rolled his eyes. 'Dorolow,' he said to her, leaning forward and pl anting his knuckl es on
the table top, 'the Dra' Azon are barely aware there's a war going on. They don't really give a
damm about individuals. They recogni se death and decay, but not hope and faith. As long as the
Idirans, or we, don't weck the Command System or bl ow the planet away, they won't give a damm who
lives or dies.

Dor ol ow sat back, silent but unconvinced. Horza straightened. H s words sounded fine; he had
the inpression the mercenaries would follow him but inside, deeper than where the words were
coming from he felt no nore caring, no nore alive than the snow covered plain outside

He, Wibslin and Neisin had gone back into the tunnels. They had investigated the accomobdati on
section, and found nore evidence of lIdiran habitation. It |ooked as though a very snmall force -
one or two ldirans and maybe hal f a dozen nedjel - had stayed for a while at the Changer base
after they had taken it over.

They had apparently taken a |l ot of freeze-dried emergency food supplies with them the two
laser rifles and the few small pistols the Changer base was all owed, and the four portable
comuni cation sets fromthe store room

Horza had covered the dead Changers up with the reflector foil they had found in the base, and
renoved the senmi-suit fromthe dead nmedjel. They had | ooked at the flyer, to see if it was
serviceable. It wasn't; its micropile had been partially renoved and badly danaged in the process.
Li ke al nost everything else in the base, it was w thout power. Back on board the Clear Air
Tur bul ence, Horza and Wibslin had dissected the nedjel's suit and di scovered the subtle but
i rreparabl e damage which had been inflicted on it.

Al'l the time, whenever Horza wasn't worrying about what their chances and their choices were,
each nonent he stopped concentrating on what he was | ooking at or supposed to be thinking about,
he saw a hard and frozen face, at right angles to the body it was attached to, with frost on the
eyel ashes.

He tried not to think about her. There was no point; nothing he could do. He had to go on, he
had to see this through, even nore so now.

He had thought for a long time about what he could do with the rest of the people on the O ear
Ai r Turbul ence, and decided he had no real choice but to take themall into the Command System
with him

Bal veda was one problem he wouldn't feel safe even |eaving the whole crewto guard her, and
he wanted the best fighters along with him not stuck on the ship. He could have got round this

problem just by killing the Culture agent, but the others had got too used to her, had cone to
like her just a little too nuch. If he killed her, he would | ose them

"Well, | think it's insanity to go down into those tunnels,' Unaha-C osp said. 'Wy not just
wait up here until the Idirans reappear, with or without this precious M nd?

"First of all,' Horza said, watching the expressions on the others' faces for any sign of
agreenent with the drone, '"if they don't find it they probably won't reappear; these are Ildirans,
and a carefully chosen crack squad of themat that. They'll stay down there for ever.' He | ooked

at the tunnel system drawn on the screen, then back at the people and the nmachi ne around the
table. 'They could search for a thousand years in there, especially if the power's off and they
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don't know how to bring it back up, which |I'massunm ng they don't.'
"And you do, of course,' the nachine said.

"Yes,' Horza said, 'I do. We can turn the power on at one of three stations: this one, nunber
seven or nunber one.'

"It still works?' Wbslin | ooked scepti cal

"Well, it was working when | |eft. Deep geothernal, producing electricity. The power shafts

are sunk about a hundred kil onetres through the crust.
"Anyway, as | say, there's too nmuch space down there for those Idirans and nedjel to have a
hope of searching properly wi thout sone sort of detection device. A nmass anonmaly sensor is the

only one that'll work, and they can't have one. W have two. That's why we have to go in.'
"And fight,' Dorol ow said.
'Probably not. They've taken conmmunicators; |I'll get in touch with them and explain who | am

Naturally | can't tell you the details, but I know enough about the Idiran nilitary system about
their ships, even sone of their personnel, to be able to convince them|l amwho | say | am They
won't know me personally, but they were told a Changer would be sent |ater.

"Liar,' Balveda said. Her voice was cold. Horza felt the atnosphere in the nmess change, becone
tense. The Culture woman was | ooking at him her features set, determ ned, even resigned.

'Bal veda,' he said softly, 'I don't know what you were told, but | was briefed on The Hand of
God, and Xoralundra told ne the Idiran ground force in the chuy-hirtsi knew |'d been sent for.' He
said it calmy. 'COK?

'That wasn't what | heard,' Balveda said, but he sensed she was not totally sure of herself.
She had risked a lot to say that, probably hoping that he would at |east threaten her or do
sonet hi ng which would turn the others against him It hadn't worked.

Horza shrugged. 'l can't help it if the Special C rcunstances section can't brief you
accurately, Perosteck,' he said, smiling thinly. The Culture agent's eyes | ooked away fromthe
Changer's face, at the table, then at each of the other people sitting around it, as though
testing themto see who they each believed. 'Look,' Horza said in his nbst honest-soundi ng and

reasonabl e voi ce, spreading his hands out, 'l don't want to die for the Idirans, and God knows
why, but | have conme to like you lot. | wouldn't take you in there on a suicide mssion. W'll be
all right. If the worst cones to the worst we can always pull out. W'IlI|l take the CAT back through
the Quiet Barrier and head for somewhere neutral. You can have the ship; 1'll have a captured
Culture agent.' He | ooked at Bal veda, who was sitting in her seat with her |egs crossed, her arms
fol ded and her head down. '"But | don't think it'll cone to that. | think we'll catch this

glorified conputer and be well rewarded for it.’'

"What if the Culture's won the battle outside the Barrier and they're waiting for us when we
cone out, with or without the Mnd? Yalson asked. She didn't sound hostile, just interested. She
was the only one he felt he could rely on, though he thought Wbslin would follow, too. Horza
nodded.

"That's unlikely. |I can't see the Culture falling back all over this volune but hol di ng out
here; but even if they did they'd have to be very lucky indeed to catch us. They can only see into
the Barrier in real space, don't forget, so they'd have no warning of where we'd be coning out. No
problemthere.’

Yal son sat back, apparently convinced. Horza knew he | ooked calm but inside he was tensed up
wai ting for the nood of the rest to make itself clear. His |ast answer had been truthful, but the
rest were either not the whole truth, or Ilies.

He had to convince them He had to have themon his side. There was no other way he could
carry out his mssion, and he had cone too far, done too nuch, killed too many people, sunk too
much of his own purpose and determination into the task, to back out now. He had to track the Mnd
down, he had to go down into the Commrand System Idirans or no Idirans, and he had to have the
rest of what had been Kraiklyn's Free Conpany with him He | ooked at them at Yal son, severe and
i mpatient, wanting the talking to stop and the job just to be got on with, her shadow of hair
meki ng her | ook both very young, alnost child-like, and hard at the same tine; Dorol ow, her eyes
uncertain, |ooking at the others, scratching one of her convol uted ears nervously; Wbslin,
sl unmped confortably in his seat, conpressed, his stocky frane radiating relaxation. Wibslin's face
had shown signs of interest when Horza described the Command System and the Changer guessed the
engi neer found the whole idea of this gigantic train-set fascinating.

Avi ger | ooked very dubi ous about the whole venture, but Horza thought that now he had nade it
cl ear nobody was going to be allowed to stay on the ship, the old man woul d accept this rather
than go to the trouble of arguing about it. Neisin he wasn't sure about. He had been drinking as
much as ever, been quieter than Horza renenbered him but while he didn't |ike being bossed around
and told what he could and coul dn't do, he was obviously fed up being stuck on the Clear Air
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Tur bul ence, and had al ready been out for a walk in the snow while Wbslin and Horza were | ooking
at the nedjel suit. Boredom would nake himfollow, if nothing else.

Horza wasn't worried about the machi ne Unaha-Closp; it would do as it was told, |ike machines
always did. Only the Culture et themget so fancy they really did seemto have wills of their
own.

As for Perosteck Bal veda, she was his prisoner; it was as sinple as that.

"Easy in, easy out . . . ' Yalson said. She smiled, shrugged and, |ooking round at the others,
said, 'Wat the fuck; it's sonething to do, isn't it?

Nobody di sagr eed.

Horza was reprogramm ng the CAT's fidelities once nore, entering the conmputer's new instructions

through a worn but still serviceable touchboard, when Yal son cane onto the flight deck. She
slipped into the co-pilot's seat and watched the man as he worked; the touch-board' s illum nated
di splay threw the shadows of Marain characters over his face.
After a while she said, |ooking at the markings on the illum nated board, 'Marain, eh?
Horza shrugged. 'It's the only accurate |anguage | and this antique share.' He tapped sone

nmore instructions in. '"Hey.' He turned to her. 'You shouldn't be in here when I'mdoing this.' He
smled, to show her he wasn't serious.

"Don't you trust me?'" Yalson said, smling back

"You're the only one | do,'" Horza said, turning to the board again. 'It doesn't matter anyway,
for these instructions.'

Yal son watched himfor a little longer. 'Did she nmean a lot to you, Horza?'

He didn't ook up, but his hands paused over the touchboard. He stared at the illuminated
characters.

"Who?'

"Horza . . . ' Yalson said, gently.

He still didn't look at her. 'W were friends,' he said, as though talking to the touchboard

'Yeah, well,' she said, after a pause, '| suppose it must be pretty hard anyway, when it's
your own people . '

Hor za nodded, still not | ooking up

Yal son studied himfor a little longer. 'Did you | ove her?

He didn't reply imediately; his eyes seermed to inspect each of the precise, conpact shapes in
front of him as though one of them conceal ed the answer. He shrugged. ' Maybe,' he said, 'once.'
He cleared his throat, | ooked briefly round at Yal son, then | eant back to the touchboard. 'That
was a long time ago.'

Yal son got up then, as he went back to his task, and put her hands on his shoulders. 'I'm
sorry, Horza.' He nodded again, and placed one hand over hers. 'W'Ill get them' she said. 'If
that's what you want. You and - '

He shook his head, |ooked round at her. '"No. We go for the Mnd, that's all. If the Idirans do
get inthe way, | won't care, but . . . no, there's no point in risking nore than we have to

Thanks, though."
She nodded slowy. 'That's all right.' She bent, kissed himbriefly, then went out. The man
gazed at the closed door for a few nmonents, then turned back to the board full of alien synbols.
He programmed the ship's conmputer to fire warning, then |ethal |aser shots at anybody or
anyt hi ng approaching it unless they could be identified by the distinctive el ectromagnetic
em ssion signature of their suit as one of the Free Conpany. |In addition, it required Horza's -
Kraiklyn's - identity ring to nake the CAT's el evator work and, once on board, to take control of
the ship itself. Horza felt safe enough doing this; only the ring would Il et themtake over the
shi p, and he was confident nobody could take that fromhim not without a greater risk to
t hensel ves than even a squad of nean and hungry Idirans could provide.

But it was possible that he mght be killed, and the others m ght survive. Especially for
Yal son, he wanted themto have sone sort of escape route that didn't depend totally on him

They took down sone of the plastic boarding in the Changer base so that if they did find the Mnd
they would be able to get it through. Dorol ow wanted to bury the dead Changers, but Horza refused.
He carried each of themto the tunnel entrance and left themthere. He would take themwith him
when they left; return themto Hei bohre. The natural freezer of Schar's Wrld' s atnmosphere woul d
preserve themuntil then. He | ooked down at Kierachell's face for a noment, in the waning |ight of
| ate afternoon, while a bank of clouds coning in fromthe frozen sea built over the distant
mount ai ns, and the wi nd freshened.

He woul d get the M nd. He was determined to, and he felt it in his bones. But if it cane to a
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fire-fight with the ones who had done this, he wouldn't shrink fromit. He might even enjoy it.
Per haps Bal veda woul dn't have understood, but there were Idirans and Idirans. Xoralundra was a
friend, and a kind and humane officer - he supposed the old Querl would be considered a noderate -
and Horza knew others in the nmlitary and diplomatic mssions whomhe |iked. But there were

I dirans who were real fanatics, who despised all other species.

Xor al undra woul d not have nurdered the Changers; it woul d have been unnecessary and i nel egant

but then you didn't send noderates on missions |like this. You sent fanatics. O a Changer

Horza returned to the others. He got as far as the crippled flyer, now surrounded with the
pl astic boarding they had renoved and facing the hole in the accombdati on section as though it
was about to enter a garage, when he heard firing.

He ran through the corridor leading to the rear of the section, readying his gun. 'Wat is
it?" he said into his hel met mke.

'Laser. Down the tunnel, fromthe shafts,' Yalson's voice said. He ran into the open store-
room area where the others were. The hole they had opened in the plastic boarding was four or five
metres wi de. As soon as Horza came through fromthe corridor, flane splashed fromthe wal
al ongside him and he saw the brief airglows of |asertracks just to one side of his suit, |eading
back through the gap in the wall and down the tunnel. Obviously whoever was doing the shooting
could see him He rolled to one side and cane up by Dorol ow and Bal veda, who were sheltering by a
| arge portable winch. Holes burst through the wall of plastic boards, burning brightly, then going
out. The whoop of laser-fire echoed down the tunnels.

'What happened?' Horza said, |ooking at Dorol ow. He |ooked around the storage area. The rest
were all there, taking cover where they could, apart from Yal son.

'Yal son went - ' Dorol ow began; then Yalson's voice cut in:
"I came through the hole in the wall and got shot at. I'mlying on the ground. I'mOK, but I'd
like to know if it's all right to fire back. | won't danage anything, will [|7?

"Fire!" Horza yelled, as another fan of glowi ng tracks spattered a line of burning craters
over the inside wall of the store room 'Fire back!

' Thanks,' Yal son said. Horza heard the wonman's gun snap, then the doppl ered echo of sound
produced by superheated air. Explosions crashed fromdown the tunnel. 'Hm' Yal son said.

"Think that's got - ' Neisin said fromthe far side of the storage area. His voice cut off as
nore fire slanmed into the wall behind him The wall was pockmarked with dark, bubbling holes.

'Bastard!' Yalson said. She fired back, in short, rapid bursts.

' Keep his head down,' Horza told her. "I'mcoming forward to the wall. Dorolow, stay here with
Bal veda.' He got up and ran to the edge of the hole in the plastic boards. Snoking holes in the
mat eri al showed how little protection it afforded, but he knelt there in its cover anyway. He
could see Yalson's feet a few netres out into the tunnel, spread on the snooth fused floor. He
listened to her gun firing, then said, 'Right. Stop long enough to let ne see where it's comni ng
from then hit it again.

"OK.' Yal son stopped firing. Horza stuck his head out, feeling incredibly vul nerable, saw a
couple of tiny sparks far down the tunnel and off to one side. He brought the gun up and fired
continually; Yalson's started again as well. H s suit chirped; a screen lit up by his cheek
showi ng he'd been hit on the thigh. He couldn't feel anything. The side of the tunnel, far down at
the el evator shafts, pulsated with a thousand sparks of |ight.

Nei sin appeared at the other side of the gap in the boards, kneeling like Horza and firing his
projectile rifle. The side of the tunnel detonated with flashes and snmoke; shock waves bl ew up the
tunnel, shaking the plastic boarding and ringing in Horza's ears.

" Enough!' he shouted. He stopped firing. Yalson stopped. Neisin put in one final burst, then
stopped, too. Horza ran out through the gap, across the dark rock floor of the tunnel outside and
over to the side wall. He flattened hinmself there, getting some cover fromthe slight protrusion
of a blast door's edge further down the tunnel

Where their target had been, there was a scatter of dull red shards Iying on the tunnel floor,
cooling fromthe yellow heat of the laser fire which had torn themfromthe wall. On the hel net
ni ght si ght, Horza could see a series of rippling waves of warm snoke and gas flowing silently
under the roof of the tunnel fromthe damaged area.

'Yal son, get over here,' he said. Yalson rolled over and over until she bunmped into the wal
just behind him She got quickly to her feet and flattened out beside him 'I think we got it,'
Horza broadcasted. Neisin, still kneeling at the gap in the boarding, |ooked out, the rapidfire
mcro-projectile rifle waving to and fro as though its owner expected a further attack from out of
the tunnel walls.

Horza started forward, keeping his back to the wall. He got to the edge of the blast door
Most of its metre-thick bulk was stowed in its recess in the wall, but about half a netre
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protruded. Horza | ooked down the tunnel again. The weckage was still glow ng, |ike hot coals
scattered on the tunnel floor. The wave of hot black snoke passed overhead, wafting slowy up the
tunnel. Horza | ooked to his other side. Yalson had followed him 'Stay here,' he said.

He wal ked down the side of the wall to the first of the elevator shafts. They had been firing
at the third and | ast one, judging by the grouping of the craters and scars all around its open,
buckl ed doors. Horza saw a half-nelted | aser carbine lying in the nmiddle of the tunnel floor. He

poked his head out fromthe wall, frowning.
Right on the very lip of the elevator shaft, between the scarred and hol ed doors, surrounded
by a sea of dull, red-glow ng weckage, he was sure he could see a pair of hands - gl oved, stubby-

fingered, injured (one finger was nmissing fromthe glove nearer him, but hands wi thout a doubt.
It |ooked |ike sonebody was hanging inside the shaft by the tips of their fingers. He focused the
tight beam of his conmmunicator, aining in the direction he was |ooking at. 'Hello?" he said in
Idiran. 'Medjel? Medjel in the elevator shaft? Do you hear me? Report at once.'

The hands didn't nove. He edged cl oser

"What was it?" Wibslin's voice cane through the speakers.

"Just a nonent,' Horza said. He went closer, rifle ready. One of the hands noved slightly, as
though trying to get a better grip on the Iip of the tunnel floor. Horza's heart thudded. He went
towards the tall open doors, his feet crunching on the warm debris. He saw semi-suited arns as he
went closer, then the top of a long, |aser-scarred hel met -

Wth a rasping noi se he had heard nedjel make when they charged during a battle, another third
hand - he knew it was a foot, but it looked Iike a hand and it was holding a small pistol -
flashed up fromthe el evator shaft at the sane tinme as the nmedjel's head | ooked up and out,
straight at him He started to duck. The pistol cracked, its plasna bolt mssing himby only a few
centimetres

Horza shot quickly, ducking and going to one side. Fire blew out all around the lip of the
el evator, smashing into the gloves. Wth a screamthe gl oved hands vani shed. Light flickered
briefly in the circular shaft. Horza ran forward, stuck his head between the doors and | ooked
down.

The di m shape of the falling medjel was Iit by the guttering fire still burning on its suit
gl oves. Sonehow it still held the plasma pistol; as it fell, screaning, it fired the small weapon,
the cracks of its shots and the flashes fromthe bolts drawing further away as the creature
holding it, firing it, whirled, its six linbs flailing, down into the darkness.

"Horza!' Yal son shouted. 'Are you all right? What the fuck was that?

"I"'mfine," he said. The nedjel was a tiny, wiggling shape, deep in the shaft's tunnel of
vertical night. Its screans still echoed, the microscopic sparks of its burning hands and the
firing plasma pistol still flaring. Horza | ooked away. A few snall thuds recorded the hapl ess
creature's contact with the sides of the shaft as it dropped.

"What's that noi se?' Dorol ow said.

'The medjel was still alive. It shot at ne, but |I got it,' Horza told them wal king away from
the open el evator doors. "It fell - it's still falling - down the elevator shaft.’

"Shit!' breathed Neisin, still listening to the faint, fading, echoing screans. 'How deep is
t hat ?'

"Ten kilometres, if none of the blast doors are shut,' Horza said. He | ooked at the externa
controls for the other two lifts and the transit capsule entrance. They had escaped nore or |ess
undamaged. The doors leading to the transit tubes were open. They had been cl osed when Horza
i nspected the area earlier

Yal son shoul dered her gun and wal ked down the tunnel towards Horza. 'Well,' she said, 'let's
get this op on the road.

"Yeah,' Neisin said. 'Wat the hell! These guys aren't so tough after all. That's one down
al ready.'

' Yeah, deep down,' Yal son said.

Horza inspected the danage to his suit while the others cane down the tunnel. There was a burn
on the right thigh, a millinmetre deep and a couple of finger-breadths wi de. Save for the unlikely
chance of another shot falling on the sane place, it hadn't harmed the suit.

"Afine start, if you ask me,' the drone nuttered as it started down the tunnels with the
ot hers.

Horza went back to the tall, buckled, pitted doors of the lift shaft and | ooked down. Wth the
magni fier up full he could just make out a tiny sparkling, deep, deep below The helnmet's externa
m kes picked up a noise, but fromso far away and so full of echoes, it sounded |ike nothing nore
than the wind starting to noan through a fence.

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (143 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

They clustered in front of the opened doors of an elevator shaft, not the one the nedjel had
fall en down. The doors were tw ce the hei ght of anyone of them dwarfing themall, as though they
were children. Horza had opened those doors, taken a good | ook, floated down on the suit's AG a
little way, then cone back up. It all |ooked safe.

"I"ll go first,' he told the assenbled group. 'If we hit any trouble, let off a couple of
chaff grenades and get back up here. We're going to the main systemlevel, about five kilonetres
down. Once we get through the doors that's us nore or less in station four. Fromthere we'll be
able to turn on the power, sonething the Idirans haven't been able to do. After that we'll have

transport in the formof transit-tube capsules.’

"What about the trains? Wbslin asked.

"The transit tubes are faster,' Horza said. 'W nmight have to start a train up if we capture
the M nd; depends exactly how big it is. Besides, unless they' ve noved themsince | was here, the
nearest trains will be at station two or station six, not here. But there is a spiral tunnel at
station one we could bring a Systemtrain up.'

"What about the transit tube up here?' Yalson said. 'If that's the way that medjel suddenly
appeared, what's to stop another one hiking up the tunnel?

Horza shrugged. 'Nothing. | don't want to fuse the doors closed in case we want to cone back
that way once we have the M nd, but if one of them does cone up that way, so what? It'|l|l be one
| ess down there for us to worry about. Anyway, sonebody can stay up here until we're all safely
down the |ift shaft, then follow us. But | don't think there will be another one so cl ose behind
that one.'

'Yes, that one you didn't manage to talk into believing you were both on the sane side,' the
drone said testily.

Hor za squatted down on his haunches to | ook at the drone; it was invisible fromabove because
of the pellet of equipnment it was carrying.

'That one,' he said, 'didn't have a conmunicator, did it? Wereas any |Idirans down there
certainly will have the ones they took fromthe base, won't they? And nedjel do as Idirans tel
themto, right?" He waited for the machine to reply and when it didn't he repeated, 'R ght?

Horza had the inpression that, had the drone been human, it woul d have spat.

"What ever you say, sir,' the drone said.

"And what do | do, Horza?' Balveda said, standing in her fabric junpsuit, wearing a fur jacket
on top. 'Do you intend to throw ne down the shaft and say you forgot | didn't have any AG or do |
have to wal k down the transit tunnel ?

"You'll cone with ne.

"And if we hit trouble, you'll . . . what?' Balveda asked

"I don't think we'll hit any trouble,' Horza said.

"You're sure there were no AG harnesses in the base?' Aviger said.

Horza nodded. 'If there had been, don't you think one of the nedjel we've encountered so far
woul d have had t hem on?

" Maybe the Idirans are using them'

'"They're too heavy.'

' They could use two,' Aviger insisted.

'There were no harnesses,' Horza said through his teeth. 'We were never allowed any. W
weren't supposed to go into the Conmand System apart fromyearly inspections, when we could power
everything up. W did go in; we wal ked down the spiral to station four, like that medjel nust have
sl ogged up, but we weren't supposed to, and we weren't allowed gravity harnesses. They'd have made
getting down there too easy.'

"Danmit, let's get down there,' Yalson said inpatiently, |ooking at the others. Aviger
shrugged.

"If my AGfails with all this rubbish I'mcarrying -
the pallet over its top surface.

"You drop any of that stuff down that shaft and you'd be as well to followit, nachine,' Horza
said. 'Now just save your energy for floating, not talking. You'll follow nme; keep five or six
hundred netres up. Yalson, will you stay up here till we get the doors open?' Yal son nodded. ' The
rest of you,' he | ooked round them 'cone after the drone. Don't bunch up too nmuch but don't get
separated. Wibslin, stay at the same | evel as the nachine, and have chaff grenades ready.' Horza
hel d his hand out to Bal veda. 'Madan?

He held Balveda to him she rested her feet on his boots, facing away fromhim then Horza
stepped into the shaft, and they descended together into the night-dark depths.

'See you at the bottom' Neisin said in the hel net speakers.

"W're not going to the bottom Neisin,' Horza sighed, shifting his armslightly round

the drone began, its voice nuffled by
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Bal veda's waist. 'W're going to the main systemlevel. I'll see you there.

' Yeah, OK; wherever.

They fell on AG without incident, and Horza forced open the doors at the systeml|level five
kil onetres below in the rock

There had been only one exchange with Bal veda on the way down, a mnute or so after they had
started out:

' Hor za?'

' What ?'

"If any shooting starts . . . fromdown there, or anything happens and you have to |l et go

| mean, drop ne . '
'What, Bal veda?'

"Kill me. I"'mserious. Shoot ne; 1'd rather that than fall all that way.'
"Not hing,' Horza said after a nmonent's thought, 'would give nme greater pleasure.’
They dropped into the chill stone silence of the tunnel's black throat, clasped like |overs.

"Goddamm it,' Horza said softly.

He and Wibslin stood in a roomjust off the dark, echoing vault that was station four. The
others were waiting outside. The lights on Horza and Wibslin's suits illuninated a space packed
with electric switching gear; the walls were covered with screens and controls. Thick cables
snaked over the ceiling and along the walls, and netal floor-plates covered conduits filled with
nore el ectrical equipnent.

There was a snell of burning in the room A long black sooty scar had printed itself onto one
wal I, above charred and melted cabli ng.

They had noticed the snmell on their wal k through the connecting tunnels fromthe shaft to the
station. Horza had snelt it and felt gall rise in his throat; the odour was faint and coul d not
have turned the nost sensitive of stomachs, but Horza had known what it meant.

"Think we can nmend it?' Wibslin asked. Horza shook his head.

"Probably not. This happened once on a yearly test when | was here before. W powered up in
the wrong sequence and bl ew that sanme cable-run; if they've done what we did there'll be worse
damage further down, in the deeper levels. Took us weeks to repair it.' Horza shook his head.
'Damm, ' he said.

"l guess it was pretty smart of those Idirans to figure out as nmuch as they did,' Wbslin
sai d, opening his visor to reach in and scratch his head awkwardly. 'I nmean, to get this far.'

"Yes,' Horza said, kicking a |large transforner. 'Too goddam snart.

They nmade a brief search of the station conplex, then gathered again in the main cavern and
crowded round the jury-rigged mass sensor Wibslin had removed fromthe C ear Air Turbul ence. Wres
and light-fibres were tangled about it, and attached to the top of the machi ne was a canni bal i sed
screen fromthe ship's bridge, now plugged directly into the sensor

The screen lit up. Wibslin fiddled with its controls. The screen hol ogram showed a
di agrammati c representation of a sphere, with three axes shown in perspective.

'That's about four kilonetres,' Wibslin said. He seened to be talking to the mass sensor, not

the people around it. 'Let's try eight . . . ' He touched the controls again. The nunber of I|ines
on the axes doubl ed. One very faint snudge of |ight blinked near the edge of the display.
"Is that it?" Dorolow said. 'Is that where it is?

"No," Wibslin said, fiddling with the controls again, trying to get the little patch of I|ight
to becone clearer. 'Not dense enough.' Wbslin doubled the range twice nore, but only the single
trace remmi ned, subrmerged in clutter

Hor za | ooked round, orienting hinmself with the grid pattern shown on the screen. 'Wuld that
thing be fooled by a pile of uraniunf

' Ch yeah,' Wibslin said, nodding. 'The power we're putting through it, any radiation wll
upset it a bit. That's why we're down to roughly thirty kil onetres nmaxi num anyway, see? Just

because of all this granite. Yeah, if there's a reactor, even an old one, it'll show up when the
sensor's reader waves get to it. But just like this, as a patch. If this Mnd's only fifteen
metres | ong and wei ghs ten thousand tonnes, it'lIl be really bright. Like a star on the screen.'

"OK,' Horza said. 'That's probably just the reactor down at the deepest service |level.'

"Ch," Wibslin said. 'They had reactors, too?

' Back-up,' Horza said. 'That one was for ventilation fans if the natural circulation couldn't
cope with snoke or gas. The trains have reactors, too, in case the geothernmal failed.' Horza
checked the reading on the screen with the built-in mass sensor in his suit, but the faint trace
of the back-up reactor was out of its range.

"Should we investigate this one?" Wbslin asked, his face lit by the gl owi ng screen
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Horza strai ghtened up, shaking his head. 'No,' he said wearily. 'Not for now'

They sat in the station and had sonething to eat. The station was over three hundred netres |ong
and twice the width of the main tunnels. The netal rails the Conmand Systemtrains ran on
stretched across the |evel floor of fused rock in double tracks, appearing fromone wall through
an inverted U and di sappearing through another, towards the repair and mai ntenance area. At either
end of the station there were sets of gantries and ranps which rose alnost to the roof. Those
provi ded access to the two upper floors of the trains when they were in the station, Horza
expl ai ned when Nei sin asked about them

"I can't wait to see these trains,' Wbslin nunbled, nmouth full.

"You won't be able to see themif there's no light,' Aviger told him

"I think it's intolerable that | have to go on carrying all that junk,' the drone said. It had
set the equi pnent-|oaded pallet down. "And now |'mtold | have to carry even nore weight!"’

"I"mnot that heavy, Unaha-C osp,' said Bal veda.

"You'll manage,' Horza told the nachine. Wth no power the only thing they could do was use
their suits' AGto float along to the next station; it would be slower than the transit tube, but
qui cker than wal ki ng. Bal veda woul d have to be carried by the drone.

"Horza . . . | was wondering,' Yalson said.

' What ?'

"How nuch radiation have we all soaked up recently?

"Not nuch.' Horza checked the small screen inside his helnmet. The radiation |evel wasn't
dangerous; the granite around themgave off a little; but even if they hadn't been suited up
they'd have been in no real danger. 'Wy?

"Not hing.' Yal son shrugged. 'Just with all these reactors, and this granite, and that bl ast
when t he bonb went off in the gear you vac'd fromthe CAT . . . well, | thought we m ght have
taken a dose. Being on the Megaship when Lammtried to blow it apart didn't help, either. But if
you say we're OK, we're &K'

"Unl ess sonebody's particularly sensitive to it, we haven't got nmuch to worry about.'

Yal son nodded.

Hor za was wondering whet her they should split up. Should they all go together, or should they
go in two groups, one down each of the foot tunnels which acconpanied the main Iine and the
transit tube? They could even split up further and have sonebody go down each of the six tunnels
which led fromstation to station; that was going too far, but it showed how many possibilities
there were. Split up, they might be better placed for a flanking attack if one group encountered
the Idirans, though they wouldn't initially have the same firepower. They woul dn't be increasing
their chances of finding the Mnd, not if the mass sensor was working properly, but they would be
i ncreasing their chances of stunbling into the Idirans in the first place. Staying together
though, in the one tunnel, gave Horza a feeling of claustrophobic foreboding. One grenade woul d
wi pe themout; a single fan of heavy laser-fire would kill or disable all of them

It was |ike being set a cunning but unlikely problemin one of the Heibohre MIlitary Acadeny's
t erm exans.

He couldn't even decide which way to head. Wen they'd searched the station, Yalson had seen
marks in the thin layer of dust on the foot-tunnel floor |leading to station five, which suggested
the Idirans had gone that way. But ought they to follow, or should they go in the opposite
direction? If they followed, and he couldn't convince the Idirans he was on their side, they'd
have to fight.

But if they went in the other direction and turned the electricity on at station one, they'd
be giving power to the Idirans as well. There was no way of restricting the energy to one part of
the Conmmand System Each station could isolate its section of track fromthe supply |oop, but the
circuitry had been designed so that no single traitor - or inconpetent - could cut off the whole
System So the Idirans, too, would have use of the transit tubes, the trains thensel ves and the
engi neering workshops . . . Better to find themand try to parley; settle the issue one way or the
ot her.

Horza shook his head. This whole thing was too conplicated. The Command System with its
tunnel s and caverns, its levels and shafts, its sidings and | oops and cross-overs and points,
seened |i ke sonme infernal closed-circuit flow chart for his thoughts.

He woul d sleep on it. He needed sleep now, like the rest of them He could sense it in them
The machi ne night get run down but it didn't need sleep, and Balveda still seened al ert enough
but all the rest were show ng signs of needing a deeper rest than just sitting down. According to
their body clocks it was tine to sleep; he would be foolish to try to push them further

He had a restrai ner harness on the pallet. That should keep Bal veda secure. The nachi ne could

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (146 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

stand guard, and he woul d use the renote sensor on his suit to watch for novenent in the i nmedi ate
area where they slept; they ought to be safe enough.

They finished their neal. Nobody disagreed with the idea of turning in. Balveda was trussed in
the restrai ner harness and barricaded in one of the enpty store roons off the platform Unaha-
Closp was told to sit itself up on one of the tall gantries and stay still unless it heard or saw
anyt hi ng untoward. Horza set his renote sensor near where he would sleep, on one of the |ower
girders of a hoist nechanism He had wanted a word with Yal son, but by the time he had finished
maki ng all these arrangenents several of the others, including Yalson, had fallen asl eep already,

I yi ng back against the wall or laid out on the ground, their visors blanked or their heads turned
away fromthe weak lights of the others' suits.

Horza wat ched Wibslin wander around the station for a bit, then the engineer, too, |lay down,
and everything was still. Horza switched the remote sensor on, primed to alarmif it sensed
anyt hi ng above a certain | ow | evel of novenent.

He slept fitfully; his dreams woke him

Chosts chased himin echoing docks and silent, deserted ships, and when he turned to face

them their eyes were always waiting, like targets, like nmouths; and the nouths swall owed him so
that he fell into the eye's black nouth, past ice rimmng it, dead ice rinmming the cold,
swal | owi ng eye; and then he wasn't falling but running, running with a | eaden, pitch-Ilike

sl owness, through the bone cavities in his own skull, which was slowy disintegrating; a cold

pl anet riddled with tunnels, crashing and crunpling against a never-ending wall of ice, until the
wr eckage caught himand he fell, burning, into the cold eye tunnel again, and as he fell, a noise

came, fromthe throat of the cold ice-eye and fromhis own nmouth and chilled himnmnore than ice,
and the noi se said:
' EEEeee . . . '

State of play: three

Fal ' Ngeestra was where she |iked being nost: on top of a nountain. She had just made her first
real clinb since she'd broken her leg. It was a relatively unforbidding peak, and she had taken
the easiest route, but now, here at the summit, drinking in the view, she was di smayed at how
unfit she had becone. The healed leg hurt a little deep inside, of course, but so did the nuscles
in both legs, as though she'd just clinbed a nountain twi ce the height, and with a full pack. Just
out of condition, she guessed.

She sat on the sunmt of the ridge, |ooking out over smaller white sunmits to the sharp
forested creases of the higher foothills and the rolling downs beyond, where grassland and trees
conbi ned, the distance was the plain, rivers sparkling in the sunlight and - marking its far side -
the hills where the | odge was, her hone. Birds wheeled far away, in the high valleys beneath her
and sonetinmes light glinted fromthe plain, as some reflective surface noved.

A part of her listened to the distant bone-ache, assessing it, then swi tched the naggi ng
sensation off. She wanted no distractions; she hadn't clinbed all this way just to enjoy the view
She' d cone up here for a purpose.

It neant sonething to clinb, to haul this sack of bones and flesh all this way, and then | ook
then think, then be. She could have taken a flyer here any tine when she'd been recovering, but
she hadn't, even though Jase had suggested it. That was too easy. Being here wouldn't have neant
anyt hi ng.

She concentrated, her eyelids drooping, going through the quiet internal chant, the unmagica
spell that called up the spirits buried in her genofixed gl ands.

The trance cane on with an initial rush of dizzying force that made her put her hands out to
each side, steadying herself when she didn't need steadying. The sounds in her ears, of her own
bl ood coursing, of her breath's slow tide, |oudened, took on strange harnonies. The |ight beyond
her eyelids pulsed in tine to the bl ood-beat. She felt herself frown, inagining her brow creasing
like the folding hills, and one part of her, still distant, watching, thought, Still not very good
at this .

She opened her eyes, and the world had changed. The far hills were forever rolling brow and
green waves with a crest of breaking white foam The plain fumed with |ight; the pattern of
pasturel and and copses in the foothills |ooked |ike canouflage, noving but not nmoving, like a tal
bui |l di ng seen agai nst quick clouds. The forested ridges were buckl ed divisions in some huge busy
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tree-brain, and the snow and ice-covered peaks about her had becone vibrating sources of a |ight
that was sound and snell as well. She experienced a dizzying sense of concentricity, as though she
was the nucl eus of the | andscape.

Here in an inside-out world, an inverted hol | owness.

Part of it. Born here.

Al'l she was, each bone and organ, cell and chemnical and nol ecul e and atom and el ectron, proton
and nucl eus, every elenentary particle, each wave-front of energy, fromhere . . . not just the
Orbital (dizzy again, touching snow with gloved hands), but the Culture, the gal axy, the universe

This is our place and our tine and our life, and we should be enjoying it. But are we? Look in

fromoutside; ask yourself . . . Just what are we doi ng?

Killing the imortal, changing to preserve, warring for peace . . . and so enbracing utterly
what we clained to have renounced conpletely, for our own good reasons.

Well, it was done. Those people in the Culture who had really objected to the war were gone;

they were no longer Culture, they were not part of the effort. They had becone neutrals, forned
their own groupings and taken new nanes (or clainmed to be the real true Culture; yet another
shadi ng of confusion along the Culture's inchoate boundaries). But for once the nanes did not
matter; what did matter was the disagreement, and the illfeeling produced by the split.

Ah, the contenpt of it. The glut of contenpt we seemto have achi eved. Qur own di sgui sed
contempt for '"primtives', the contenpt of those who left the Culture when war was decl ared for
those who chose to fight the Idirans; the contenpt so many of our own people feel for Special
Circunstances . . . the contenpt we all guess the Mnds must feel for us . . . and el sewhere; the
Idirans' contenpt for us, all of us humans; and hunan contenpt for Changers. A federated disgust,
a gal axy of scorn. Us with our busy, busy little lives, finding no better way to pass our years
than in conpetitive disdain.

And what the lIdirans nmust feel towards us. Consider: near-immortal, singular and unchanged.
Forty-five thousand years of history, on one planet, with one all-enbracing religion/philosophy;
whol e steady aeons of contented study, a cal mage of devotion on that one worshi pped pl ace,
uni nterested in anything outside. Then, millennia ago in another ancient war, invasion; suddenly
finding thenmsel ves pawns in sonmebody else's squalid inperialism Fromintroverted peacef ul ness,

t hrough ages of tornent and repression - a forging force indeed - to extroverted nilitancy,
det erm ned zeal

Who coul d bl ame then? They had tried to keep thensel ves apart, and been shattered, al nost made
extinct, by forces greater than those they could nuster. No surprise that they decided the only
way to protect thenselves was to attack first, expand, beconme stronger and stronger, push their
boundaries as far fromthe treasured planet of Idir as possible.

And there is even a genetic tenplate for that catastrophe change fromneek to fierce, in the
step frombreeder to warrior . . . Oh, a savage and nobl e species, justifiably proud of
t hensel ves, and refusing to alter their genetic code, not far wong in claimng perfection
al ready. What they nust feel for the swarning biped tribes of humanki nd!

Repetition. Matter and life, and the materials that could take change - that could evol ve -
forever repeating: life's food tal king back to it.

And us? Just another belch in the darkness. Sound but not a word, noise w thout neaning.

We are nothing to them nere biotomatons, and the nost terrible exanple of the type. The
Culture nmust seem i ke some fiendi sh anal gam of everything the Idirans have ever found repugnant.

W are a nongrel race, our past a history of tangles, our sources obscure, our rowdy
upbringing full of greedy, short-sighted enpires and cruel, wasteful diasporas. Qur ancestors were
the | ost-and-found of the gal axy, continually breeding and breeding and mlling and killing, their
societies and civilisations forever falling apart and reforming . . . There had to be sonething
wong with us, sonething nutant in the system sonething too quick and nervous and frantic for our
own good or anybody else's. W are such pathetic, fleshy things, so short |lived, swarning and
confused. And dull, just so stupid, to an Idiran

Physi cal repugnance, then, but worse to cone. W are self-altering, we neddle with the code of
life itself, re-spelling the Wird which is the Way, the incantation of being. Interfering with our
own inheritance, and interfering in the devel opnment of other peoples (ha! an interest we share)

And worse still, worst of all, not just producing, but enbracing and giving ourselves over
totally to the ultimte anathema: the Mnds, the sentient nmachines; the very inage and essence of
life itself, desecrated. Idolatry incarnate.

No wonder that they despise us. Poor sick nmutations that we are, petty and obscene, servants
of the nachine-devils that we worship. Not even sure of our own identity: just who is Culture?
Where exactly does it begin and end. Wo is and who isn't. The Idirans know exactly who they are
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pure-bred, the one race, or nothing. Do we? Contact is Contact, the core, but after that? The

| evel of genofixing varies; despite the ideal, not everybody can mate successfully with everybody
el se. The M nds? No real standards; individuals, too, and not fully predictable - precocious,

i ndependent. Living on a Culture-made Orbital, or in a Rock, another sort of hollowed world, snal
wanderer? No; too many claimng sone kind of independence. No clear boundaries to the Culture,
then; it just fades away at the edges, both fraying and spreading. So who are we?

The buzz of neaning and matter about her, the mountains' song of light, seened to rise around
her like a cauldron tide, drenching and engulfing. She felt herself as the speck she was: a note,
a tiny struggling inperfect chip of life, lost in the surrounding waste of |ight and space.

She sensed the frozen force of the ice and snow around her, and felt consuned by the skin-
burning chill of it. She felt the sun beat, and knew the crystals' fracturing and nelting, knew
the water as it dripped and slithered and becanme dark bubbl es under ice and dewdrops on the
icicles. She saw the fronded trickles, the tunbling streans and the cataracted rivers; she sensed
the wi ndi ng and unwi ndi ng | oops as the river slowed and ox-bowed, calm esturial . . . into |ake,
and sea, where vapour rose once nore.

And she felt lost withinit, dissolved withinit, and for the first tine in her young life was
truly afraid, nore frightened there and then than she had been when she'd fallen and broken her
| eg, during either the brief noments of falling, the stunning instant of inpact and pain, or the
long cold hours afterwards, crunmpled in the snow and rocks, sheltering and shivering and trying
not to cry. That was sonething she had | ong before prepared herself for; she knew what was
happeni ng, she had worked out the effects it m ght have and the ways she might react. It was a
ri sk you took, sonething you understood. This was not, because now there was nothing to
under stand, and naybe nothing - including her - to understand it.

Hel p! Sonething wail ed inside her. She |istened, and could do not hing.

W are ice and snow, we are that trapped state.

W are water falling, itinerant and vague, ever seeking the lowest level, trying to collect
and connect.

We are vapour, raised agai nst our own devices, nmade nebul ous, bl own on whatever w nd ari ses.
To start again, glacial or not.

(She could cone out, she felt the sweat bead on her brow, sensed her hands create their own
moul ds in the crisp crunching snow, and knew there was a way out, knew she could come down .
but wi th nothing, having found nothing, done nothing, understood nothing. She would stay, then,
she would fight it out.)

The cycl e began agai n, her thoughts | ooping, and she saw the water as it flowed down gorges
and val l eys, or collected lower in trees, or fell straight back to | akes and the sea. She saw it
fall on nmeadow and and on the high marshes and the noors, and she fell with it, terrace to
terrace, over small lips of rock, foanming and circling (she felt the noisture on her forehead
start to freeze, chilling her, and knew the danger, wondered agai n whether to cone out of the
trance, wondered how | ong she had sat here, whether they were watching over her or not). She felt
di zzy again, and grabbed deeper at the snow around her, her gloves pressuring the frozen fl akes;
and as she did that, she renenbered.

She saw the pattern of frozen foam once nore; she stood again beside that |edge on the noor's
cold surface, by the tiny waterfall and the pool where she had found the I ens of frothed ice. She
remenbered holding it in her hands, and recalled that it did not ring when she flicked it with her
finger, that it tasted of water, no nore, when she touched it with her tongue . . . and that her
breath bl ew across it in a cloud, another swirling image in the air. And that was her

That was what it neant. Sonething to hold onto.

Wio are we?

Who we are. Just what we're taken as being. Wiat we know and what we do. No | ess or nore.

I nformati on being passed on. Patterns, gal axies, stellar systenms, planets, all evolve; matter
in the raw changes, progresses in a way. Life is a faster force, reordering, finding new niches,
starting to shape; intelligence consciousness - an order quicker, another new plane. Beyond was
unknown, too vague to be understood (ask a Dra' Azon, perhaps, and wait for the answer) . . . al
just refining, a process of getting it nore right (if right itself was right)

And if we tanper with our inheritance, so what? What is nore ours to tanper w th? Wat makes
nature nore right than us? If we get it wong, that's because we are stupid, not because the idea
was bad. And if we are no | onger on the breaking edge of the wave, well, too bad. Hand on the
bat on; best w shes; have fun

Everyt hi ng about us, everything around us, everything we know and can know of is conposed
ultimately of patterns of nothing; that's the bottomline, the final truth. So where we find we
have any control over those patterns, why not nake the npbst el egant ones, the nost enjoyable and
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good ones, in our own ternms? Yes, we're hedonists, M Bora Horza Gobuchul. W seek pl easure and
have fashi oned ourselves so that we can take nore of it; admitted. W are what we are. But what
about you? What does that make you?

Who are you?

What are you?

A weapon. A thing made to deceive and kill, by the I ong-dead. The whol e subspecies that is the
Changers is the remmant of sone ancient war, a war so |long gone that no one willing to tel
recal I s who fought it, or when, or over what. Nobody even knows whether the Changers were on the
Wi nni ng side or not.

But in any event, you were fashioned, Horza. You did not evolve in a way you woul d cal

"natural'; you are the product of careful thought and genetic tinkering and military planning and
deliberate design . . . and war; your very creation depended on it, you are the child of it, you
are its |egacy.

Changer change yourself . . . but you cannot, you will not. All you can do is try not to think

about it. And yet the knowl edge is there, the information inplanted, sonewhere deep inside. You
could - you should live easy with it, all the sane, but |I don't think you do

And |I'msorry for you, because |I think I know now who you really hate.

She cane out of it quickly, as the supply of chemicals fromglands in her neck and brain stem
shut of f. The compounds already in the girl's brain cells began to break down, releasing her

Real ity bl ew around her, the breeze freshening cold against her skin. She w ped the sweat from
her brow. There were tears in her eyes, and she wi ped them too, sniffing, and rubbi ng her
reddened nose.

Anot her failure, she thought bitterly. But it was a young, unstable sort of bitterness, a kind
of fake, sonething she assuned for a while, like a child trying on adult clothes. She |uxuriated
in the feeling of being old and disillusioned for a moment, then let it drop. The nood did not
fit. Time enough for the genuine version when she was old, she thought wyly, snmling at the line
of hills on the far side of the plain. But it was a failure neverthel ess. She had hoped for
sonmething to occur to her, sonething about the Idirans or Balveda or the Changer or the war or

anyt hi ng .

Instead, old territory nostly, accepted facts, the already known.

A certain self-disgust at being hunan, an understanding of the Idirans' proud disdain for her
kind, a reaffirmation that at |east one thing was its own neani ng, and a probably w ong, probably
over-synpathetic glinpse into the character of a man she had never met and never woul d neet, who
was separated from her by nost of a galaxy and all of a norality.

Littl e enough to bring down fromthe frozen peak

She sighed. The wind blew, and she watched cl ouds mass far al ong the high range. She woul d
have to start down now if she was going to beat the storm It would seemlike cheating not to get
back down under her own steam and Jase would scold her if conditions got so bad she had to send
for a flyer to pick her up

Fal ' Ngeestra stood. The pain in her |eg canme back, signals fromher weak point. She paused
for a noment, reassessing the state of that mending bone, and then - deciding it would hold up -
started the descent towards the unfrozen world bel ow

11.
The Conmmand System Stations

He was being shaken gently.

'Wake up, now. Come on, wake up. Cone on, now, up you get

He recogni sed the voice as Xoralundra's. The old Idiran was trying to get himto wake up. He
pretended to stay asl eep.

"I know you're awake. Cone on, now, it's tine to get up.'

He opened his eyes with a false weariness. Xoralundra was there, in a bright blue circular
roomwith lots of |arge couches set into alcoves in the blue material. Above hung a white sky with
bl ack clouds. It was very bright in the room He shielded his eyes and | ooked at the Idiran

'What happened to the Conmand Systen®?' he said, |ooking around the circular blue room

"That dreamis over now. You did well, passed with flying colours. The Acadeny and | are very
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pl eased with you.'

He couldn't help but feel pleased. A warm gl ow seened to envelop him and he couldn't stop a
sni |l e appearing on his face.

' Thanks,' he said. The Querl| nodded.

"You did very well as Bora Horza Gobuchul,' Xoralundra said in his runbling great voice. 'Now
you shoul d take sone tine off; go and play with G erashell.'

He was swinging his feet off the bed, getting ready to junp down to the floor, when Xoral undra
said that. He sniled at the old Querl

"Who?' he | aughed.

"Your friend; Gerashell,' the Idiran said.
"You nmean Kierachell,' he | aughed, shaking his head; Xoralundra nmust be getting ol d!
"I nean G erashell,' the Idiran insisted coldly, stepping back and | ooking at him strangely.

"Who is Kierachell ?

' You mean you don't know? But how could you get her nane wrong?' he said, shaking his head
again at the Querl's foolishness. Or was this still part of sonme test?

"Just a nonent,' Xoralundra said. He | ooked at something in his hand which threw col oured
lights across his broad, gleam ng face. Then he sl apped his other hand to his nouth, an expression
of astoni shed surprise on his face as he turned to himand said, 'Ch! Sorry!' and suddenly reached
over and shoved himback into the -

He sat upright. Something whined in his ear.

He sat back down again slowy, looking round in the grainy darkness to see if any of the
others had noticed, but they were all still. He told the renbte sensor alarmto switch off. The
whine in his ear faded. Unaha-Cl osp's casing could be seen high on the far gantry.

Hor za opened his visor and w ped sone sweat fromhis nose and brows. The drone had no doubt
seen himeach tine he woke up. He wondered what it was thinking now, what it thought of him Could
it see well enough to know that he was having nightmares? Could it see through his visor to his
face, or sense the small tw tches his body made while his brain constructed its own inmages from
the debris of an his days? He could blank the visor out; he could set the suit to expand and | ock

rigid.
He thought about how he nmust look to it: a small, soft naked thing withing in a hard cocoon
convul sed with illusions in its com

He decided to stay awake until the others started to rise.

The ni ght passed, and the Free Conpany awoke to darkness and the | abyrinth. The drone said nothing
about seeing himwake up during the night, and he didn't ask it. He was falsely jolly and hearty,
goi ng round the others, |aughing and sl apping backs, telling themthey' d get to station seven
today and there they could turn on the lights and get the transit tubes working.

"Tell you what, Wibslin,' he said, grinning at the engineer as he rubbed his eyes, "we'll see
if we can't get one of those big trains working, just for the hell of it.

"Well," Wibslin yawned, 'if that's all right . . . '

"Way not?' Horza said, spreading his arms out. 'l think M Adequate's leaving us to it; he's
turning a blind eye to this whole thing. We'll get one of those super-trains running, eh?

Wibslin stretched, smling and nodding. 'Wll, yeah, sounds like a good idea to nme.' Horza

snmled widely, winked at Wibslin and went to rel ease Balveda. It was |ike going to release a wild
ani mal , he thought, as he shifted the enpty cable drum he had used to bl ock the door. He half
expected to find Bal veda gone, miracul ously escaped from her bonds and di sappeared fromthe room
wi t hout openi ng the door; but when he | ooked in, there she was, lying calnmy in her warm cl ot hes,
t he harness making troughs in the fur of the jacket and still attached to the wall Horza had fixed
it to.

" Good norning, Perosteck!' he said breezily.

'"Horza,' the woman said grunpily, sitting slowy upright, flexing her shoul ders and arching
her neck, 'twenty years at ny nother's side, nmore than | care to think of as a gay and dashi ng
young bl ade indulging in all the pleasures the Culture has ever produced, one or two of maturity,
seventeen in Contact and four in Special Circunstances have not nade me pleasant to know or quick
to wake in the nornings. You woul dn't have sone water to drink, would you? |'ve slept too long, |
wasn't confortable, it's cold and dark, | had nightmares | thought were really horrible until |
woke up and renenbered what reality was |like at the nonent, and . . . | nentioned water a nonent
or two ago; did you hear? O aren't | allowed any?

"I"ll get you some,' he said, going back to the door. He stopped there. 'You're right, by the
way. You are pretty off-putting in the nmorning.'

Bal veda shook her head in the darkness. She put one finger in her nouth and rubbed it around
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on one side, as though massagi ng her guns or cleaning her teeth, then she just sat with her head
bet ween her knees, staring at the jet-black nothing of the cold rock floor beneath her, wondering
if this was the day she died.

They stood in a huge seni-circul ar al cove carved out of the rock and | ooking out over the dark
space of station four's repair and mai ntenance area. The cavern was three hundred netres or nore
square, and fromthe bottom of the scooped gallery they stood on to the floor of the vast cave -
littered with machinery and equi pment - was a thirty-netre drop

Great cradle-arns capable of lifting and holding an entire Conmand Systemtrain were suspended
fromthe roof above, another thirty netres up in the gloom |In the nid-distance a suspended gantry
| anced out over the cave, froma gallery on one side to the other, bisecting the cavern's dark
bul k.

They were ready to nove; Horza gave the order

Wibslin and Nei sin each headed down snmall side tubes towards the mai n Conmand System tunne
and the transit tubeway respectively, using AG Once in the tunnels they would keep level with the
mai n group. Horza switched on his own AG rose about a netre fromthe floor and floated down a
branch tunnel of the foot gallery, then started slowy forward, down into the darkness, towards
station five, thirty kilonmetres away. The rest would follow him also floating. Balveda shared the
pallet with the equipnent.

He sni | ed when Bal veda sat down on the pallet; she suddenly rem nded himof Fw -Song sitting
on his heavy-duty litter, in the space and sunlight of a place now gone. The conparison struck him
as wonderfully absurd.

Horza fl oated al ong the foot tunnel, stopping to check the side tubes as they appeared and
contacting the others whenever he did so. His suit senses were turned as high as they would go;
any light, the slightest noise, an alteration in the air flow, even vibrations in the rock around
him all were catered for. Unusual snells would register, too, as would power flow ng through the
cables buried in the tunnel walls and any sort of broadcast conmuni cati on.

He' d t hought about signalling the Idirans as they went along, but decided not to. He had sent
one short signal fromstation four, without receiving a reply, but to send nore on the way woul d
be to give too much away if (as he suspected) the Idirans were not in a mood to listen

He noved through the darkness as though sitting on an invisible seat, the CREW5 cradled in his
arms. He heard his heartbeat, his breathing and the quiet slipstreanming of the cold, half-stale
air around his suit. The suit registered vague background radi ation fromthe surroundi ng granite,
punctuated by internmittent cosnic rays. On the faceplate of the suit's helnet, he watched a
ghostly radar inage of the tunnels as they unwound through the rock

In places the tunnel ran straight. If he turned he could see the main group following half a
kil ometre behind him In other places the tunnel described a series of shallow curves, cutting
down the view provided by the scanning radar to a couple of hundred nmetres or less, so that he
seened to float alone in the chill blackness.

At station five they found a battl eground.

Hi s suit had picked up odd scents; that had been the first sign, organic nolecules in the air,
carboni sed and burnt. He'd told the others to stop, gone on ahead cautiously.

Four dead nedjel were laid out near one wall of the dark, deserted cavern, their burned and
di smenber ed bodi es echoing the formati on of frozen Changer corpses at the surface base. Idiran
religious synbols had been burned onto the wall over the fallen

There had been a fire-fight. The station walls were pocked with small craters and |long | aser
scars. Horza found the rermains of one laser rifle, smashed, a small piece of nmetal enbedded in it.
The nedj el bodies had been torn apart by hundreds nore of the sane tiny projectiles.

At the far end of the station, behind the hal f-denolished renmai ns of one set of access ranps,
he found the scattered conponents of sone crudely manufactured nachine, a kind of gun on wheels,
like a miniature arnoured car. Its mangled turret still contained sone of the projectile
ammuni tion, and nore bullets were scattered |ike w nd-seeds about the fl ane-seared weck. Horza
smled slightly at the debris, weighing a handful of the unused projectiles in his hand.

"The M nd?'" Wibslin said, |ooking dowmn at what was |eft of the small vehicle. 'It nade this
thi ng?" He scratched his head.

' Must have,' Horza said, watching Yal son poke warily at the torn netal of the weck's hul
wi th one booted foot, gun ready. 'There was nothing |like this down here, but you could manufacture
it, in one of the workshops; a few of the old nachines still work. It'd be difficult, but if the
Mnd still had sonme of its fields working, and naybe a drone or two, it could do it. It had the
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time.'

"Pretty crude,' Wibslin said, turning over a piece of the gun nechanismin his hand. He turned
and | ooked back at the distant corpses of the nmedjel and added, 'Wrked well enough, though.’

"No nore nedjel, by ny count,' Horza said.

"Still two lIdirans left,' Yalson said sourly, kicking at a snmall rubber wheel. It rolled a
couple of netres across the debris and flopped over again, near Neisin, who was cel ebrating the
di scovery of the demised nedjel with a drink fromhis flask.

"You sure these ldirans aren't still here? Aviger asked, |ooking round anxiously. Dorol ow
peered into the darkness, too, and made the sign of the Crcle of Flane.
'Positive,' Horza said. 'l checked.' Station five hadn't been difficult to search; it was an

ordinary station, just a set of points, a chicane in the Command Systenis double | oop and a pl ace
for the trains to stop and connect thenselves with the comunication links to the planet's
surface. There were a few roons and storage areas off the main cavern, but no power-swtching
gear, no barracks or control roonms, and no vast repair and nai ntenance area. Marks in the dust
showed where the Idirans had wal ked away fromthe station after the battle with the Mnd' s crude
aut omat on, heading for station six.

"You think there'll be a train at the next station?" Wbslin said.

Horza nodded. ' Should be.' The engi neer nodded, too, staring vacantly at the double sets of
steel rails gleam ng on the station floor

Bal veda swung hersel f off the pallet, stretching her legs. Horza still had the suit's infra-
red sensor on, and saw the warnth of the Culture agent's breath waft fromher nmouth in a dimy
gl owi ng cl oud. She cl apped her hands and stanped her feet.

"Still not too warm is it? she said.

"Don't worry,"' grunbled the drone fromunderneath the pallet. 'I nmay start to overheat soon
that ought to keep you cosy until | seize up conpletely.'

Bal veda sniled a little and sat back on the pallet, |ooking at Horza. 'Still thinking of

trying to convince your tripedal pals you're all on the sanme side? she said.
"Huh!' said the drone.
"W'll see,' was all Horza woul d say.

Again his breathing, his heartbeat, the slow wash of stale air.

The tunnels led on into the deep night of the ancient rock like an insidious, circular maze.

'The war won't end,' Aviger said. '"It'Il just die away.' Horza floated along the tunnel, half
listening to the others talk over the open channel as they followed behind him He'd switched his
suit's external mikes fromthe hel net speakers to a small screen near his cheek; the trace showed
silence. Aviger continued, 'l don't think the Culture will give in |like everybody thinks it wll.
I think they'll keep fighting because they believe in it. The Idirans won't give in, either
they' Il keep fighting to the last, and they and the Culture will just keep going at each other al
the tine, all over the galaxy eventually, and their weapons and bonbs and rays and things wl|
just keep getting better and better, and in the end the whole galaxy will becone a battl eground
until they've blown up all the stars and planets and Orbitals and everything el se big enough to
stand on, and then they'll destroy all of each other's big ships and then the little ships, too,
until everybody'll be living in single suits, blow ng each other up with weapons that could
destroy a planet . . . and that's howit'll end; probably they' Il invent guns or drones that are
even smaller, and there'll only be a few smaller and snall er machines fighting over whatever's
|l eft of the galaxy, and there'll be nobody left to know howit all started in the first place.'

"Well,' said Unaha-Closp's voice, 'that sounds like a ot of fun. And what if things go
badl y?'

"That's too negative an attitude to battle, Aviger.' Dorolow s high-pitched voi ce broke in,
"You have to be positive. Contest is formative; battle is a testing, war a part of life and the
evol utionary process. Inits extremty, we find ourselves.'

" . . . Usually in the shit,' Yalson said. Horza grinned.

'Yal son,' Dorol ow began, 'even if you don't be - '

"Hold it,' Horza said suddenly. The screen near his cheek had flickered. 'Wait there. I'm
pi cki ng up sone sound from ahead.' He stopped, sat still in md-air and put the sound from outside
t hrough the hel net speakers.

A | ow noi se, deep and boony, |ike heavy surf froma long way off, or a thunderstormin distant
nount ai ns.

"Well, there's sonething nmaking a noise up there,' Horza said.

"How far to the next station? Yalson said.
" About two kil ometres.
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"Think it's then?'" Neisin sounded nervous.

"Probably,' Horza said. 'OK. |1'm going ahead. Yal son, put Balveda in the restrainer harness.
Everybody check weapons. No noise. Wibslin, Neisin, go forward slowy. Stop as soon as you can see
the station. I'mgoing to try talking to these guys.'

The noi se booned vaguely on, nmaking himthink of a rockslide, heard froma mne deep inside a
nmount ai n.

He approached the station. A blast door came into viewround a corner. The station would be only
anot her hundred netres beyond. He heard sone heavy clunki ng noi ses; they canme down the dark
tunnel, deep and resonant, hardly nuffled by the distance, sounding |ike huge switches being
cl osed, massive chains being fastened. The suit registered organic nolecules in the air - Idiran
scent. He passed the edge of the blast door and saw the station

There was light in station six, dimand yellow, as though froma weak torch. He waited for
Wibslin and Neisin to tell himthey could see the station fromtheir tunnels, then he went closer

A Conmmand Systemtrain stood in station six, its rotund bulk three storeys tall and three
hundred netres long, half filling the cylindrical cavern. The light came fromthe train's far end,
high at the front, where the control deck was. The sounds cane fromthe train, too. He noved
across the foot tunnel so he could see the rest of the station.

At the far end of the platformfloated the M nd.

He stared at it for a nonent, then magnified the inage to nake sure. It | ooked genuine; an
el lipsoid, maybe fifteen netres long and three in dianmeter, silvery yellowin the weak |ight
spilling fromthe train's control cabin, and floating in the stale air like a dead fish on the
surface of a still pond. He checked the suit's mass sensor. It registered the fuzzy signal of the
train's reactor, but nothing el se.

"Yal son,' he said, whispering even though he knew it was unnecessary, 'anything on that mass
sensor ?'

"Just a weak trace; a reactor, | guess.'

"Wibslin,' Horza said, 'I can see what |ooks like the Mnd in the station, floating at the far
end. But it's not showing on either sensor. Wuld its AGnake it invisible to the sensors?

"Shouldn't,' Wibslin's puzzled voice came back. 'Mght fool a passive gravity sensor, but not -

A loud, netallic breaking noise cane fromthe train. Horza's suit registered an abrupt
increase in local radiation. '"Holy shit!' he said.

"What' s happeni ng?' Yal son said. Mrre clicking, snapping noises echoed through the station
and anot her weak, yellow |light appeared, from beneath the reactor car in the niddle of the train.

" They're fucking about with the reactor carriage, that's what's happening,' Horza said.

'CGod,'" Wibslin said. 'Don't they know how old all this stuff is?

"What are they doing that for? Aviger said

"Could be trying to get the train to run under its own power,' Horza said. 'Crazy bastards.'

' Maybe they're too lazy to push their prize back to the surface,' the drone suggested.

'"These . . . nuclear reactors, they can't explode, can they?' Aviger said, just as a blinding
blue light burst fromunder the centre of the train. Horza flinched, his eyes closed. He heard
Wibsl in shout sonething. He waited for the blast, the noise, death.

He | ooked up. The light still flashed and sparkled, under the reactor car. He heard an erratic
hi ssi ng noise, like static.

'Horza!' Yal son shouted

'"Cod's balls!'" Wibslin said. 'l nearly filled ny pants.'

"Its OK ' Horza said. '| thought they'd blown the damm thing up. Wat is that, Wbslin?

"Welding, | think,' Wbslin said. 'Electric arc.'

"Right,' Horza said. 'Let's stop these crazies before they blow us all away. Yal son, join ne.
Dorol ow, meet up with Wibslin. Aviger, stay with Balveda.'

It took a few mnutes for the others to arrange thensel ves. Horza watched the bright,
flickering blue light as it sizzled away under the centre of the train. Then it stopped. The
station was lit only by the two weak lights fromthe control deck and reactor car. Yal son floated
down the foot tunnel and | anded gently at Horza's side.

' Ready,' Dorol ow said over the intercom Then a screen in Horza's helnet flashed; a speaker
beeped in his ear. Sonething had transmitted a signal near by; not one of their suits, or the
dr one.

"What was that?' Wibslin said. Then: 'Look, there. On the ground. Looks |ike a conmunicator.'
Horza and Yal son | ooked at each other. 'Horza,' Wibslin said, '"there's a conmunicator on the floor
of the tunnel here; | think it's on. It nust have picked up the noise of Dorol ow setting down
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besi de ne. That was what transnmitted; they're using it as a bug.'

"Sorry,' Dorol ow said

"Well, don't touch the thing,' Yalson said quickly. 'Could be boobied.

'So. Now they know we're here,' Aviger said.

' They were going to know soon anyway,' Horza said. 'I'll try hailing them everybody ready, in
case they don't want to talk.'

Horza cut his AG and wal ked to the end of the tunnel, alnost onto the level platformof the
station. Another communicator lying there transmitted its single pulse. Horza | ooked at the great,
dark train and switched on his suit PA. He drew a breath, ready to speak in Idiran

Sonething flashed froma slit-like window near the rear of the train. H s head was knocked
back inside the helnet, and he fell, stunned, his ears ringing. The noise of the shot echoed
through the station. The suit alarm beeped frantically at him Horza rolled over against the
tunnel wall; nore shots slamed down on him flaring against the suit hel met and body.

Yal son ducked and ran. She skidded to the lip of the tunnel and raked fire over the w ndow the
shots were coning from then sw velled, grabbed Horza by one armand pulled himfurther into the
tunnel. Plasma bolts crashed into the wall he'd been lying against. 'Horza?' she shouted, shaking
hi m

' Conmand override, |evel zero,' a small voice chirped in Horza's buzzing ears. 'This suit has
sust ai ned systemfatal damage automatically voiding all warranties fromthis point; inmrediate
total overhaul required. Further use at wearer's risk. Powering down.' Horza tried to tell Yalson
he was all right, but the comunicator was dead. He pointed to his head, to nake her understand
this. Then nore shots, fromthe nose of the train, came bursting into the foot tunnel. Yal son
dived to the floor and started firing back. "Fire!' she yelled to the others. 'Get those
bastards!'’

Horza wat ched Yal son shooting at the far end of the train. Laser trails flicked out fromthe
left side of their tunnel, tracer shells fromthe right, as the others joined in. The station
filled with a spastic, blazing |ight; shadows |eapt and danced across the walls and ceiling. He
lay there, stunned, dull-headed, listening to the nuffled cacophony of sound breaki ng agai nst his
suit like surf. He funbled with his laser rifle, trying to remenber howto fire it. He really had
to help the others fight the Idirans. H's head hurt.

Yal son stopped shooting. The front of the train gl owed red where she'd been firing at it. The
expl osive shells from Neisin's gun crackled round the wi ndow the first shots had come from short
bursts of fire. Wibslin and Dorol ow had come out of the main tunnel, past the slab of the train's
rear. The crouched near the wall, firing at the same wi ndow as Nei sin.

The plasma fire had stopped. The hunmans stopped shooting, too. The station went dark; the
gunfire echoed, faded. Horza tried to stand up, but sonebody seened to have renoved the bones from

his | egs.

" Anybody - ' Yal son began

Fire cascaded around Wibslin and Dorol ow, | ancing out fromthe | ower deck of the Iast
carriage. Dorol ow screaned and fell. Hand spasm ng, her gun blasted wildly over the cavern roof.

Wibslin rolled along the ground, shooting back at the Idirans. Yal son and Neisin joined in. The
carriage's skin buckled and burst under the fusilade. Dorolow lay on the platform noving
spasnodi cal | y, noani ng.

More shots cane fromthe front of the train, bursting around the tunnel entrances. Then
sonet hi ng noved midway up the rear carriage, near the rear access gantry; an lIdiran ran froma
carriage door and along the mddle ranp. He levelled a gun and fired down, first at Dorol ow where
she lay on the ground, then at Wibslin, lying near the side of the train.

Dorol ow s suit was bl own tunbling and burning across the black floor of the station. Wbslin's
gun armwas hit. Then Yal son's shots found the Idiran, scattering fire across his suit, the
structure of the gantry and the side of the train. The ranp supports gave way before the Idiran's
armoured suit; softening and disintegrating under the streamof fire, the gantry tubing sagged and
col l apsed, sending the top platformof the ranp crashing down, trapping the Idiran warri or
under neat h the snoki ng weckage. Wibslin cursed and shot one-handed at the nose of the train,

where the second Idiran was still firing.

Horza | ay against the wall, his ears roaring, his skin cold and sweat-slicked. He felt nunb,
di ssoci ated. He wanted to take his helmet off and gasp at some fresh air but knew he shouldn't.
Even though the hel net was damaged it would still protect himif he was shot again. He conpromn sed

by opening the visor. Sound assaulted his ears. Shockwaves thrumed at his chest. Yal son | ooked
back at him notioned himfurther back down the tunnel as shots smacked into the floor near him
He stood, but fell, blacking out briefly.

The Idiran at the front of the train stopped firing for a nonent, Yal son took the opportunity
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to |l ook back at Horza again. He lay on the tunnel floor behind her, noving weakly. She | ooked out
to where Dorol ow | ay, her suit ripped and snmoul dering. Neisin was al nost out of his tunnel, firing
Il ong bursts down the station, scattering explosions all over the nose of the train. The air booned
with the rasping noise of his gun, ebbing and flow ng through the cavern and acconpani ed by a

pul sing wave of |ight that seened to reach back fromwhere the bullets struck and detonat ed.

Yal son was aware of sonebody shouting - a woman's voice, yelling - but she could hardly hear
over the noise of Neisin's gun. Plasma bolts came singing down the platformfromthe front of the
train again, fromhigh up, near the forward access ranps. She returned fire. Neisin poured shots
in the sane direction, paused.

" - in! Stop!' the voice shouted in Yalson's ears. It was Bal veda, 'There's sonethi ng wong

with your gun; it'll - The Culture agent's voice was drowned by the noise of Neisin firing
again. ' - crash!' Yalson heard Bal veda scream despairingly; then a Iine of Iight and sound seened
to fill the station fromone end to the other, ending at Neisin. The bright stalk of noise and
flane bl ossoned into an expl osion Yal son felt through her suit. Bits of Neisin's gun were
scattered across the platform the nman was thrown back against the wall. He fell to the ground and
lay still.

' Mot her fucker,' Yal son heard hersel f say, and she started running up the platform enfil ading
the front of the train, trying to widen the angle of fire. Shots dipped to neet her, then cut out.
There was a pause, while she still ran and fired, then the second Idiran appeared on the top |eve
of the distant access ranp, holding a pistol in both hands. He ignored both her and Wibslin's fire
and shot straight across the breadth of the cavern, at the M nd.

The silvery ellipsoid started to nove, heading for the far foot tunnel. The first shot seened
to go right through it, as did a second; a third bolt nade it vanish conpletely, leaving only a
tiny puff of snoke where it had been

The Idiran's suit glittered as Yal son and Wibslin's shots struck hone. The warrior staggered;
he turned as though to start firing down at them again, just as the arnmoured suit gave way; he was
bl own back and across the gantry, one arm di sappearing in a cloud of flame and snmoke; he fell over
the edge of the ranp and crashed down to the mddle |evel, the suit burning brightly, one |eg
snaggi ng over the guard rails on the mddle ranp. The plasma pistol was blown fromhis hand. O her
shots tore at the wide helm fracturing the bl ackened visor. He hung, linp and burning and
punmel led with laser fire, for a few nore seconds; then the | eg caught on the guard rail gave way,
snapping cleanly off and falling to the station floor. The Idiran slid, crunpling, to the deck of
the ranp.

Horza listened, his ears still ringing.

After a while it was quiet. Acrid snmoke stung his nose: funes of burned plastic, molten netal,
roasted neat.

He had been unconsci ous, then woken to see Yal son running up the platform He had tried to
give her covering fire, but his hands shook too nuch, and he hadn't been able to get the gun to
wor k. Now everybody had stopped firing, and it was very quiet. He got up and wal ked unsteadily
into the station, where snoke rose fromthe battered train

Wibslin knelt by Dorolow s side, trying with one hand to undo one of the wonan's gl oves. Her

suit still snoul dered. The hel met visor was sneared red, covered with blood on the inside, hiding
her face.
Horza wat ched Yal son conme back down the station, gun still at the ready. Her suit had taken a

couple of plasma bolts to the body; the roughly spiralled marks showed as bl ack scars on the grey
surface. She | ooked up suspiciously at the rear access ranps, where one lIdiran lay trapped and
unnovi ng; then she opened her visor. 'You all right?" she asked Horza.

"Yes. Bit groggy. Sore head,' he said. Yal son nodded; they went over to where Neisin |ay.
Neisin was still just alive. Hs gun had exploded, riddling his chest, arnms and face with
shrapnel . Mdans bubbled fromthe crinson ruin of his face. 'Fucking hell,' Yalson said. She took a
smal | medi pack fromher suit and reached through what was |left of Neisin's visor to inject the

seni - conscious nman's neck with painkiller

"What ' s happened?' Aviger's tiny voice came fromYalson's helnet. 'Is it safe yet?' Yalson
| ooked at Horza, who shrugged, then nodded.

'Yeah, it's safe, Aviger,' Yalson said. 'You can cone in.

"I let Balveda use ny suit mke; she said she - '

"W heard,' Yal son said.

' Sonet hing about a . . . "barrelcrash"? That right . . . ?' Horza heard Balveda's nuffled
voice affirmng this. ' She thought Neisin's gun might blow up, or sonething.'
"Well, it did," Yalson said. 'He |ooks pretty bad.' She glanced over at Wibslin, who was
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putting Dorol ow s hand back down. Wibslin shook his head when he saw Yal son | ooking at him
Dor ol ow got bl own away, Aviger,' Yalson said. The old man was silent for a nmonent, then said:

" And Hor za?'

'"Took a plasma round on the headbox. Suit dammge; no conmunication. He'll live,' Yalson
paused, sighed. 'Looks like we lost the Mnd, though; it disappeared.'

Avi ger waited another few nonents before saying, his voice shaking, "'Well, a fine little ness.

Easy in, easy out. Another triunph. Qur Changer friend taking over where Kraiklyn left off!' His
voi ce finished on a high pitch of anger; he switched his transceiver off.

Yal son | ooked at Horza, shook her head and said, ' d asshole.” Wibslin still knelt over
Dorol ow s body. They heard himsob a couple of tines, before he, too, cut out of the open channel
Neisin's slowing breath spluttered through a mask of bl ood and fl esh.

Yal son nade the Circle of Flane sign over the red haze nasking Dorolow s face, then covered the
body with a sheet fromthe pallet. Horza's ears stopped ringing, the groggi ness cleared. Bal veda,
freed fromthe restrai ner harness, watched the Changer tend to Neisin. Aviger stood near by with
Wibsl i n, whose arm wound had al ready been treated. '| heard the noise,' Bal veda expl ai ned. '

It has a distinctive noise.'

Wibsl in had asked why Neisin's gun had expl oded, and how Bal veda had known it was going to
happen.

"I"d have recognised it, too, if | hadn't been smacked on the head,' Horza said. He was
teasing fragnents of visor out of the unconscious nman's face, spraying skin-gel onto the places
wher e bl ood oozed. Neisin was in shock, probably dying, but they couldn't even take himout of his
suit; too much bl ood had clotted between the nan's body and the materials of the device he wore.

It would plug the many small punctures effectively enough until the suit was renoved, but then
Nei sin would start to bleed in too many places for themto cope with. So they had to |l eave himin
the thing, as though in that mutual w eckage the human and machi ne had becone one fragile
organi sm

' But what happened?' Wibslin said.

"Hi s gun barrel crashed,' Horza said. 'The projectiles nust have been set to expl ode on too
soft an inpact, so the shells started to detonate when they hit the blast wave fromthe bullets in
front, not the target. He didn't stop firing, so the blast front retarded right back into the
muzzl e of the gun.’

' The guns have sensors to stop it happening,' Balveda added, wincing with vicarious pain as
Horza drew a long sliver of visor froman eye socket. '|I guess his wasn't working.'

"Told himthat gun was too damm cheap when he bought it,' Yalson said, com ng over to stand by
Hor za.

"Poor little bugger,' Wibslin said.

"Two nore dead,' Aviger announced. '| hope you' re happy, M Horza. | hope you' re so pl eased
about what your "allies" have - '

"Aviger,' Yalson said calmy, 'shut up.' The old nan glared at her for a second, then stanped
of f. He stood | ooki ng down at Dor ol ow.

Unaha-Cl osp floated down fromthe rear access ranp. 'That Idiran up there,' it said, its voice
pitched to betray mld surprise; '"he's alive. Couple of tons of junk on top of him but he's stil
breat hi ng."'

'What about the other one?' Horza said.

"No idea. | didn't like to go too close; it's terribly messy up there.

Horza left Yalson to | ook after Neisin. He wal ked over the debris-strewn platformto the
wr eckage of the rear access gantry.

He was bare-headed. The suit's helnmet was ruined, and the suit itself had lost its AG and
nmot or power, as well as nost of its senses. On back-up energy, the lights still worked, as did the
smal | repeater screen set into one wist. The suit's mass sensor was damaged; the wrist screen
filled with clutter when linked to the sensor, barely registering the train's reactor at all

His rifle was still working, for whatever that was worth now.

He stood at the bottomof the ranps and felt the dregs of heat seeping fromthe netal support
| egs, where laser fire had struck. He took a deep breath and clinbed up the ranp to where the
Idiran lay, his nassive head sticking out of the weckage, sandw ched between the two | evels of
ranp. The ldiran turned slowly to I ook at him and one armtensed agai nst the w eckage, which
creaked and noved. Then the warrior brought his armout from beneath the press of netal and
unf astened the scarred battle-helm he let it fall to the floor. The great saddl e-face | ooked up
at the Changer.

'The greetings of the battle-day,' Horza said in careful Idiran

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (157 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

'"Ho,' booned the ldiran, 'the little one speaks our tongue.

"I"meven on your side, though | don't expect you to believe it. | belong to the intelligence
section of the First Marine Dom nate under the Querl Xoralundra.' Horza sat down on the ranp,
al nost level with the Idiran's face. '|I was sent in here to try to get the Mnd,' he conti nued.

"Real ly?' the lIdiran said. '"Pity; | believe nmy conrade just destroyed it.'

"So | hear,' Horza said, levelling the laser rifle at the big face viced between the tw sted
met al pl anking. 'You al so "destroyed" the Changers back up at the base. | am a Changer; that's why
our nutual masters sent me in here. Wiy did you have to kill my people?

"What el se could we do, human?' the lIdiran said inpatiently. 'They were an obstacle. W needed
their weaponry. They would have tried to stop us. W were too fewto guard them' The creature's
voi ce was | aboured as it fought the weight of ranp crushing its torso and rib cylinder. Horza
aimed the rifle straight at the Idiran's face.

"You vicious bastard, | ought to blow your fucking head off right now'

"By all means, midget,' the Idiran snmiled, the double set of hard |ips spreading. 'My conrade
has already fallen bravely; Quayanorl has started his |long journey through the Upper World. | am
captured and victorious at once, and you offer ne the solace of the gun. |I shall not close ny

eyes, human.
"You don't have to,' Horza said, letting the gun down. He |ooked over, through the darkness of
the station, at Dorolow s body, then into the dim snoke-hazed Iight in the distance, where the

nose and control deck of the train glowed faintly, illumnating an enpty patch of floor where the
M nd had been. He turned back to the Idiran. 'I'mtaking you back. | believe there are still units
of the Ninety-Third Fleet out beyond the Quiet Barrier; | have to report ny failure and deliver a
femal e Culture agent to the Fleet Inquisitor. I'"'mgoing to report you for exceeding your orders in
killing those Changers; not that | expect it'll do any good.'

"Your story bores ne, little one.' The ldiran | ooked away and strai ned once nore at the press
of twisted nmetal covering him but to no avail. 'Kill ne now, you do snell so, and your speech

grates. Qurs is not a tongue for animals.'

"What's your nane?' Horza said. The saddl e-head turned to him again; the eyes blinked slowy.

' Xoxarl e, human. Now you'll sully it by trying to pronounce it, no doubt.'

"Well, you just rest there, Xoxarle. Like | said, we'll take you with us. First | want to
check on the M nd you destroyed. A thought has just occurred to ne.' Horza got to his feet. H's
head hurt abomi nably where the helmet had slamed into it, but he ignored the pounding in his
skull and started back down the ranp, linping a little.

"Your soul is shit," the Idiran called Xoxarle boomed after him ' Your nother should have been
strangl ed the nonent she came on heat. W were going to eat the Changers we killed; but they
snmelled like filth!'

' Save your breath, Xoxarle,' Horza said, not looking at the Idiran. 'I'm not going to shoot
you.'

Horza net Yal son at the bottom of the ranp. The drone had agreed to | ook after Neisin. Horza
| ooked to the far end of the station. 'I want to see where the M nd was.'

"What do you think happened to it?" Yalson asked, falling into step beside him He shrugged.
Yal son went on, 'Maybe it did the trick it did earlier; went into hyperspace again. Mybe it
reappear ed sonewhere else in the tunnels.'

' Maybe,' Horza said. He stopped by Wibslin, taking the man's el bow and turning himround from
Dorol ow s body. The engi neer had been crying. 'Wbslin,' Horza said, 'guard that bastard. He m ght

try and get you to shoot him but don't. That's what he wants. I'mgoing to take the son of a
bitch back to the fleet so they can courtnmartial him Dirtying his name is a punishnment; killing
hi m woul d be doi ng hima favour; understand?

Wibslin nodded. Still rubbing the bruised side of his head, Horza went off down the platform

with Yal son.

They came to where the M nd had been. Horza turned the lights on his suit up and | ooked over
the floor. He picked up a small, burned-Ilooking thing near the nmouth of the foot tunnel |eading to
station seven.

"What's that?' Yalson said, turning away fromthe body of the Idiran on the other access
gantry.

"I think,' Horza said, turning the still warm nachine over in his hand, 'it's a renote drone.
'"The Mnd left it behind? Yalson cane over to look at it. It was just a bl ackened sl ab of
material, some tubes and filanents showi ng through the lunpy, irregular surface where it had been

hit by plasma fire.

"It's the Mnd's, all right,' Horza said. He | ooked at Yalson. 'What exactly happened when
they shot the M nd?
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"When he eventually hit it, it vanished. It had started to nove, but it couldn't have
accelerated that fast; I'd have felt the shock wave. It just vanished.'

"It was |ike sonebody turning off a projection? Horza said.

Yal son nodded. 'Yes. And there was a bit of snpbke. Not rmuch. Do you nean to - '

'"He got it eventually; what do you nean?

"I mean,' Yal son said, putting one hand on her hip and | ooking at Horza with an inpatient
expression on her face, 'that it took three or four shots. The first few went straight through it.
Are you saying it was a projection?

Hor za nodded and held up the machine in his hand. 'It was this: a renpte drone producing a
hol ogram of the M nd. Must have had a weak force field as well so that it could be touched and
pushed as though it was a solid object, but all there was inside was this.' He smled faintly at
the wrecked nmachine. 'No wonder the dam thing didn't show up on our nass sensors.'

"So the Mnd's still around somewhere?' Yal son said, |ooking at the drone in Horza's hand. The
Changer nodded.

Bal veda wat ched Horza and Yal son walk into the darkness at the far end of the station. She went
over to where the drone floated above Neisin, monitoring his vital functions and sorting out sone
vials of nedicine in the nedkit. Wbslin kept his gun pointed at the trapped Idiran, but watched
Bal veda fromthe corner of his eye at the sane tine; the Culture woman sat down cross-I|egged near
the stretcher.

'Before you ask,' the drone said, 'no, there's nothing you can do.'

"l had guessed that, Unaha-C osp,' Bal veda said.

'"Hrm Then you have ghoulish tendencies?

'"No, | wanted to talk to you.'

"Really.' The drone continued to sort the medicines.

"Yes . ' She sat forward, el bow on her knee, chin cupped in her hand. She | owered her
voice a little. '"Are you biding your tine, or what?

The drone turned its front to her; an unnecessary gesture, they both knew, but one it was used
to making. 'Biding nmy tinme?

"You've let himuse you so far. | just wondered: how nuch | onger?

The drone turned away agai n, hovering over the dying man. 'Perhaps you hadn't noticed, Ms
Bal veda, but mnmy choices in this natter are alnost as limted as yours.'

"I"'ve only got arms and legs, and |I'm | ocked away at night, trussed up. You're not.

"I have to keep watch. He has a novenent sensor which he | eaves switched on, anyway, so he
woul d know if | tried to escape. And besides, where would | go?

' The ship,' Balveda suggested, smiling. She | ooked back up the dark station, where the lights
on their suits showed Yal son and the Changer picking something up fromthe ground.

"I would need his ring. Do you want to take it from hin’

"You nmust have an effector. Couldn't you fool the ship's circuits? Or even just that notion
sensor ?'

'Ms Bal veda - '

"Call me Perosteck.'

' Perosteck, | am a general -purpose drone, a civilian. | have light fields; the equival ent of
many fingers, but not major linbs. | can produce a cutting field, but only a few centinetres in
depth, and not capable of taking on arnour. | can interface with other electronic systens, but |
cannot interfere with the hardened circuits of nmilitary equipnent. | possess an interna
forcefield which lets nme float, regardless of gravity, but apart fromusing my own nass as a
weapon, that is not really of nuch use, either. In fact, | amnot particularly strong; when
needed to be, for ny job, there were attachnents available for ny use. Unfortunately, | was not
enpl oyi ng them when | was abducted. Had | been, | probably wouldn't be here now.'

'"Damm,' Balveda said into the shadows. 'No aces up your sl eeve?

'No sl eeves, Perosteck.'

Bal veda took in a deep breath and stared glumy at the dark floor. 'Ch dear,' she said.

'Qur | eader approaches,' Unaha-C osp said, affecting weariness in its voice. It turned and
nodded its front towards Yal son and Horza, returning fromthe far end of the cavern. The Changer
was smiling. Balveda rose snoothly to her feet as Horza beckoned to her

'Perosteck Bal veda,' Horza said, standing with the others at the bottomof the rear access gantry
and hol di ng out one hand towards the Idiran trapped in the weckage above, 'neet Xoxarle.'

"This is the female you claimis a Culture agent, human?' the Idiran said, turning his head
awkwardly to | ook down at the group of people bel ow him
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'Pleased to neet you,' Balveda muttered, arching one eyebrow as she gazed up at the trapped
I diran.

Hor za wal ked up the ranp, passing Wibslin, who was training his gun on the trapped being.
Horza still held the renpte drone. He cane to the second |l evel ranmp and | ooked down at the
Idiran's face.

'See this, Xoxarle? He held the drone up. It glinted in the lights of his suit.

Xoxarl e nodded slowy. "It is a small piece of danaged equi pnent.' The deep, heavy voice
betrayed signs of strain, and Horza could see a trickle of dark purple blood on the floor of the
ranp Xoxarle | ay squashed upon.

"It's what you two proud warriors had when you thought you'd captured the Mnd. This is al
there was. A renpte drone casting a weak soligram |If you'd taken this back to the fleet they'd
have thrown you into the nearest black hole and wi ped your name fromthe records. You' re damm
lucky | canme along when | did."'

The Idiran | ooked thoughtfully at the wecked drone for a short while.

"You,' Xoxarle said slowy, "are |ower than vernin, human. Your pathetic tricks and lies would
make a yearling laugh. There nust be nore fat inside your thick skull than there is even on your
ski nny bones. You aren't fit to be thrown up.'

Horza stepped onto the ranp which had fallen on top of the Idiran. He heard the being's breath
suck in harshly through taut |ips as he wal ked slowy over to where Xoxarle's face stuck out

beneat h the weckage. 'And you, you goddamm fanatic, aren't fit to wear that uniform |'mgoing to
find the Mnd you thought you had, and then I'mgoing to take you back to the fleet, where if
they' ve any sense they'll let the Inquisitor try you for gross stupidity.

"Fuck . . . ' the Idiran gasped painfully, ' your ani mal soul .’

Horza used the neural stunner on Xoxarle. Then he and Yal son and the drone Unaha-C osp | evered the
ranp off the Idiran's body and sent it crashing down to the station floor. They cut the arnour
fromthe giant's body, then hobbled his legs with wire and tied down his arns to his sides.
Xoxarl e had no broken linbs, but the keratin on one side of his body was cracked and oozed bl ood,
whi | e anot her wound, between his collar scale and right shoul der plate, had closed up once the
pressure was taken off him He was big, even for an Idiran; over three and a half netres, and not
thin. Horza was glad the tall male - a section | eader according to the insignia on the arnour he
had been wearing - was probably injured internally and going to be in pain. It would nmake him|l ess
of a problemto guard once he had woken up; he was too big for the restrainer harness.

Yal son sat, eating a rationfood bar, her gun bal anced on one knee and pointing straight at the
unconscious Idiran, while Horza sat at the bottomof the ranp and tried to repair his hel net.
Unaha- Cl osp wat ched over Neisin, as powerless as the rest of themto do anything to help the
wounded man.

Wibslin sat on the pallet making sone adjustnents to the nmass sensor. He had already taken a
| ook round the Conmmand Systemtrain, but what he really wanted was to see a working one, in better
Iight and wi thout radiation stopping himlooking through the reactor car

Avi ger stood by Dorolow s body for a while. Then he went to the far access ranp, where the
body of the other Idiran, the one Xoxarle had called Quayanorl, lay, holed and battered, |inbs
m ssing. Aviger |ooked around and thought nobody was wat chi ng, but both Horza, |ooking up fromthe
wr ecked hel net, and Bal veda, wal ki ng round and stanpi ng and shaking her feet in an attenpt to keep
warm saw the old man swing his foot at the still body |lying on the ranp, kicking the hel ned head
as hard as he could. The helnet fell off; Aviger kicked the naked head. Bal veda | ooked at Horza,
shook her head, then went on pacing up and down.

"You're sure we've accounted for all the Idirans? Unaha-C osp asked Horza. It had fl oated
about the station and through the train, acconpanying Wibslin. Now it was facing the Changer

"That's the lot,' Horza said, |ooking not at the drone but at the mess of fractured optic
fibres lying bloated and fused together inside the outer skin of his helnet. 'You saw the tracks.

"Hm ' the nmachi ne said.

'We've won, drone,' Horza said, still not looking at it. 'W'Ill get the power on in station
seven and then it won't take us long to track the M nd down.'

"Your "M Adequate" seens remarkably unconcerned about the liberties we're taking with his
train-set,' the drone observed.

Horza | ooked round at the weckage and debris scattered near the train, then shrugged and went
back to tinkering with the helnet. ' Maybe he's indifferent,' he said.

"OF could it be he's enjoying all this? Unaha-C osp said. Horza | ooked at it. The drone went
on, 'This place is a nonunent to death, after all. A sacred place. Perhaps it is as nuch an altar
as a monunent, and we are nerely carrying out a service of sacrifice for the gods.'
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Horza shook his head. 'I think they left the fuse out of your imagination circuits, machine,’
he said, and | ooked back at the hel net.

Unaha- Cl osp nmade a hi ssing noise and went to watch Wibslin, poking around inside the nmass
sensor.

"What have you got agai nst machi nes, Horza?' Balveda said, interrupting her pacing to cone and
stand near by. She rubbed her hands on her nose and ears now and again. Horza sighed and put down
t he hel nmet.

' Not hi ng, Bal veda, as long as they stay in their place.'

Bal veda nade a snorting noise at that, then went on pacing. Yal son spoke fromfurther up the
ranp:
"Did you say sonething funny?

"l said machi nes ought to stay in their place. Not the sort of remark that goes down well with
the Cul ture.

"Yeah,' Yalson said, still watching the Idiran. Then she | ooked down, at the scarred area on
the front of her suit where it had been hit by a plasma bolt. 'Horza?' she said. 'Can we talk
sonewhere? Not here.'

Horza | ooked up at her. 'OF course,' he said, puzzled. Wbslin replaced Yal son on the ranp.

Yal son wal ked to where Unaha-C osp floated over Neisin, its lights dim it held an injector in one
hazy field extension.

"How i s he?' she asked the machine. It turned its lights up

' How does he | ook?' it said. Yalson and Horza said nothing. The drone let its lights fade
again. 'He mght last a few nore hours.'

Yal son shook her head and headed for the tunnel entrance which led to the transit tube,
foll owed by Horza. She stopped inside, just out of sight of the others, and turned to face the
Changer. She seened to search for words but could not find them she shook her head again and took
of f her helnmet, |eaning back against the curved tunnel wall.

"What's the problem Yalson?' he asked her. He tried to take her hand, but she crossed her
arnms. ' You having second thoughts about going on with this?

She shook her head. "No; I'mgoing on. | want to see this goddammed super-brain. | don't care
who gets it, or if it gets blown up, but | want to find it.

"I didn't think you regarded it as that inportant.'’

"It's becone inportant.' She | ooked away, then back again, snmling uncertainly. "Hell, 1'd
come along anyway - just to try and keep you out of trouble.’

"1 thought naybe you' d gone off nme a little lately,' he said.

"Yeah,' Yalson said. 'Well, | haven't been . . . ah . . . ' she sighed heavily. 'Wat the
hel I ."

"What ?' Horza said. He saw her shrug. The snall, shaved head dropped again, silhouetted
agai nst the distant Iight.

She shook her head. 'GCh, Horza,' she said, and gave a small, grunting laugh. 'You' re not going

to believe this.'
'Bel i eve what ?'
"l don't know that | should tell.

"Tell me,' he said.

"I don't expect you to believe me; and if you do, | don't expect you to like it. Not all of
it. I'"mserious. Maybe | just shouldn't ' She sounded genuinely troubl ed. He | aughed
lightly.

'Conme on, Yalson,' he said. 'You've said too nuch to stop now, you just said you weren't one
for turning back. What is it?

"I''"'m pregnant .’

He thought he'd misheard at first, and was going to make a joke about what he thought he'd
just heard, but sone part of his brain played the sounds her voice had nade back, doubl e-checki ng,
and he knew that that was exactly what she'd said. She was right. He didn't believe it. He
couldn't.

"Don't ask ne if I'msure,' Yalson said. She was | ooki ng down again, fiddling with her fingers
and staring at themor the floor beyond in the darkness, her ungloved hands protrudi ng nakedly
fromthe suit arms and pressing agai nst each other. 'I'msure.' She |ooked at him though he
couldn't see her eyes, and she wouldn't be able to see his. 'l was right, wasn't |? You don't
believe nme, do you? | nean, it is by you. That's why I"'mtelling you. I wouldn't say anything if
it . . . if youweren't . . . if | just happened to be.' She shrugged. ' . . . | thought nmaybe
you' d guess when | asked about how nuch radiation we'd all absorbed . . . But now you're wondering
how, aren't you?
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"Well,' Horza said, clearing his throat and shaking his head, 'it certainly shouldn't be
possible. W're both . . . but we're fromdifferent species; it ought not to be possible.’

"Well, there is an explanation,' Yalson sighed, still |looking at her fingers as they picked
and kneaded at each other, 'but | don't think you'll like that, either.'

"Try nme.'’

"It's . . . it'slike this. My nother . . . nmy nother lived on a Rock. A travelling Rock, just
one of the many, you know. One of the oldest; it had been . . . just tranping around the gal axy

for maybe eight or nine thousand years, and -
"Wait a minute,' Horza said, 'one of whose ol dest?

' My dad was sonme . . . sone nman froma place, a planet the Rock stopped off at one
time. My nother said she'd be back sone tine, but she never did go back. | told her 1'd go back
sone tine just to see him if he's still alive . . . Pure sentinentalism | guess, but | said
would and | will sone time; if I live through this lot.' She gave that sanme small half-1laugh, half-

grunt, and turned away from her picking fingers for a second to glance round the dark spaces of
the station. Then her face again turned to the Changer, and her voice was suddenly urgent, al nost
pleading. 'I'"'monly half Culture, by birth, Horza. | left the Rock soon as | was old enough to aim
a gun properly; | knew the Culture wasn't the place for ne. That's how | inherited the genofixing
for trans-species mating. | never thought about it before. It's supposed to be deliberate, or at
| east you've got to stop thinking yourself into not getting pregnant, but it didn't work this
time. Maybe | let my guard slip sonehow. It wasn't deliberate, Horza, it really wasn't; it never
occurred to ne. It just happened. | -

"How | ong have you known?' Horza asked quietly.

"Since on the CAT. W were still a few days out fromthis place. | can't remenber exactly. |
didn't believe it at first. | knowit's true, though. Look' - she |eaned closer to him and the
note of pleading was in her voice again - 'I can abort it. Just by thinking about it | can get rid
of it, if you want. Maybe |I'd have done that already, but | know you've told nme about not having
any famly, nobody to carry on your name, and | thought . . . well, | don't care about ny nane .

| just thought you -
her short hair.

"It's a nice thought, Yalson,' he said. Yal son nodded silently and went back to picking her
fingers again.

"Well, I'"'mgiving you the choice, Horza,' she said without looking at him 'l can keep it. |
can let it grow | can keep it at the stage it's at now. . . It's up to you. Maybe | just don't
want to have to nake the decision; | nmean, maybe I'mnot being all noble and self-sacrificing, but
there it is. You decide. Fuck knows what sort of weird cross-breed I mght have inside nme, but |
t hought you ought to know. Because | like you, and . . . because . . . | don't know - because it
was about tinme | did sonething for sonebody el se for a change.' She shook her head again, and her
voi ce was confused, apologetic, resigned, all at once. 'O maybe because | want to do sonething to
pl ease nyself, as usual. Oh . L

He had started to put his arns out to her and edge cl oser. She suddenly cane towards him
wrappi ng her arns tight round him Their suits nmade the enbrace cunbersone, and his back felt
tight and strained, but he held her to him and rocked her gently backwards and forwards.

"It would only be a quarter Culture, Horza, if you want. I'msorry to leave it to you. But if
you don't want to know, OK; I'Ill think again and nake ny own decision. It's still part of me, so
maybe | don't have any right to ask you. | don't really want to . . . ' She sighed mightily. 'On
God, | don't know, Horza, | really don't.’

"Yal son,' he said, having thought about what he was going to say, 'l don't give a damm your
not her was fromthe Culture. | don't give a damm why what has happened has happened. |f you want
to go through with it, that's fine by nme. | don't give a damm about any cross-breeding either.' He
pushed her away slightly and | ooked into the darkness that was her face. 'I'mflattered, Yalson
and |'mgrateful, too. It's a good idea; |ike you would say: what the hell?

He | aughed then, and she |laughed with him and they hugged each other tightly. He felt tears
in his eyes, though he wanted to | augh at the incongruity of it ail. Yalson's face was on the hard
surface of his suit shoul der, near a |aser burn. Her body shook gently inside her own suit.

Behind them in the station, the dying man stirred slightly and noaned in the cold and
dar kness, without an echo.

He held her for a little while. Then she pushed away, to look into his eyes again. 'Don't tel
t he ot hers.

'"CF course not, if that's what you want.'

'Please,' she said. In the dimmed glow of their suit lights, the down on her face and the hair
on her head seened to shine, |ike a hazy atnmosphere round a planet seen from space. He hugged her

She broke of f and suddenly put her head back and ran her fingers through
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again, unsure what to say. Surprise, partly, no doubt . . . but in addition there was the fact
that this revel ati on made what ever existed between themthat nuch nore inportant, and so he was
nmore anxi ous than ever not to say the wong thing, not to make a m stake. He could not let it mean
too much, not yet. She had paid hi mperhaps the greatest conplinment he had ever had, but the very
value of it frightened him distracted him He felt that whatever continuity of his nane or clan
the wonman was offering him he could not yet build his hopes upon it; the glimrer of that
potential succession seened too weak, and sonehow al so too tenptingly defenceless, to face the
continuous frozen nidnight of the tunnels.

' Thanks, Yalson. Let's get this over with, down here, then we'll have a better idea what we
want to do. But even if you change your mind | ater, thank you.

It was all he could say.

They returned to the station's dark cavern just as the drone pulled a |ight sheet over
Neisin's still form 'Ch, there you are,' it said. 'l didn't see any point in contacting you.' Its
voi ce was hushed. 'There wasn't anything you coul d have done.

'Satisfied? Aviger asked Horza, after they had put Neisin's body with Dorolow s. They stood near
the access gantry, where Yal son had resunmed guard duty on the unconscious |diran

"I"msorry about Neisin, and Dorolow,' Horza told the old man. 'I liked them too; | can
under st and you being upset. You don't have to stay here now, if you want, go back to the surface
It's safe now. W' ve accounted for themall."’

"You' ve accounted for nost of us, too, haven't you?' Aviger said bitterly. 'You' re no better
t han Kraiklyn.'

" Shut up, Aviger,' Yalson said, fromthe gantry. 'You're still alive.

"And you haven't done too badly, either, have you, young | ady?" Aviger said to her. 'You and
your friend here.'

Yal son was quiet for a nonment, then said, 'You re braver than | thought, Aviger. Just renenber
it doesn't bother ne a bit you're older and smaller than ne. You want nme to kick your balls in

' she nodded and pursed her lips, still staring at the Iinp body of the Idiran officer lying in
front of her, ' . . . I'lIl doit for you, old boy.

Bal veda canme up to Aviger and slipped her armthrough his, starting to | ead himaway as she
wal ked by, 'Aviger,' she said, 'let ne tell you about the time - ' But Aviger shrugged her away
and went off by himself, to sit with his back to the station wall, opposite the reactor car

Horza | ooked down the platformto where the old man sat. 'He'd better watch his radiation
meter,' he said to Yalson. 'It's pretty hot down there near the reactor car.'

Yal son gnawed at another ration bar. 'Let the old bastard fry,' she said.

Xoxar| e woke up. Yal son watched hi mregain consciousness, then waved the gun at him 'Tell the big
creep to head on down the ramp, will you Horza?' she said.

Xoxarl e | ooked down at Horza and struggled awkwardly to his feet. 'Don't bother,' he said in
Marain, 'l can bark as well as you in this miserable excuse for a | anguage.' He turned to Yal son
"After you, ny man.'

'l ama fermale,' Yalson growl ed, and waved the gun down the ranmp, 'now get your trefoil ass
down there.

Horza's suit AG was finished. Unaha-C osp coul dn't have taken Xoxarle's wei ght anyway, so they
woul d have to wal k. Aviger could float; so could Wibslin and Yal son, but Bal veda and Horza woul d
have to take turns riding on the pallet; and Xoxarle would need to foot-slog the whole twenty-
seven kil onetres to station seven.

They left the two human bodi es near the doors to the transit tubes, where they could collect
themlater. Horza threw the useless lunp of the Mnd's renpte drone to the station floor, then
blasted it with his |aser.

'"Did that nake you feel better? Aviger said. Horza | ooked at the old man, floating in his
suit, ready to head up the tunnel with the rest of them

"Tell you what, Aviger. If you want to do sonething useful, why don't you float up to that
access ranp and put a few shots through the head of Xoxarle's conrade up there, just to nake sure
he's properly dead?

"Yes, Captain,' Aviger said, and gave a nock salute. He noved through the air to the ramp
where the Idiran's body |ay.

"OK,' Horza said to the rest; 'let's go.'

They entered the foot tunnel as Aviger |anded on the mddle |level of the access ranp.

Avi ger | ooked down at the Idiran. The arnoured suit was covered with burn marks and hol es. The
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creature had one arm and one |leg missing; there was bl ood, dried black, all over the place. The
Idiran's head was charred on one side, and where he had kicked it earlier Aviger could see the
cracked keratin just belowthe | eft eye socket. The eye, dead, janmed open, stared at him it
| ooked | oose in its bone heni sphere, and sone sort of pus had oozed out of it. Aviger pointed his
gun at the head, setting the weapon to single shot. The first pulse blewthe injured eye off; the
second punched a hole in the creature's face under what mi ght have been its nose. A jet of green
liquid splashed out of the hole and | anded on Aviger's suit chest. He splashed sone water fromhis
flask over the nmess and let it dribble off.

"Filth,' he nmuttered to hinmself, shouldering his gun

all of it . . . filth'

' Look!"’

They were less than fifty netres into the tunnel. Aviger had just entered it and started
floating towards them when Wbslin shouted. They stopped, |ooking into the screen of the mass
sensor.

Al nost at the centre of the cl ose-packed green lines there was a grey snudge; the reactor
trace they were used to seeing, the sensor being fooled by the nuclear pile in the train behind
t hem

Ri ght at the very edge of the screen, straight ahead and over twenty-six kilonetres away,
there was another echo. It was no grey patch, no false trace. It was a harsh, bright pinpoint of
light, like a star on the screen

12.

The Conmand System Engi nes

A sky like chipped ice, a wind to cut you to the body core. Too cold for snow, for nobst of
the journey, but once for eleven days and nights it canme, a blizzard over the field of ice we

wal ked on, howing Iike an animal, with a bite like steel. The crystals of ice flowed like a
single torrent over the hard and frozen land. You could not | ook into it or breathe; even trying
to stand was near inpossible. W made a hole, shallow and cold, and lay in it until the skies

cl ear ed.

"W were the wal ki ng wounded, straggl ed band. Sone we | ost when their blood froze in them One
just disappeared, at night in a stormof snow. Sone died fromtheir wounds. One by one we | ost
them our conrades and our servants. Every one begged us make what use we could of their corpse
once they were gone. We had so little food; we all knew what it neant, we were all prepared; nane
a sacrifice nore total, or nore noble.

"In that air, when you cried, the tears froze on your face with a cracking sound, like a heart
br eaki ng.

' Mount ai ns. The hi gh passes we clinbed to, famished in that thin and bitter air. The snow was
white powder, dry as dust. To breathe it was to freeze frominside; flurries fromthe jagged
sl opes, dislodged by feet in front, stung in the throat like acid spray. | saw rainbows in the
crystal veils of ice and snow which were the product of our passing, and grew to hate those
colours, that freezing dryness, the starved high air and dark bl ue skies.

"Three glaciers we traversed, |osing two of our conrades in crevasses, beyond sight or sound,
falling further than an echo's reach

'"Deep in a nountain ring we came to a marsh; it lay in that scoop |like a cess for hope. W
were too slow, too stupefied, to save our Querl when he wal ked out into it and floundered there.
We thought it could not be, with air so cold around us, even in that wan sunlight; we thought it
must be frozen and we saw what only seened to be, and our eyes would clear and he conme wal ki ng
back to us, not slip beneath that dark ooze, out of reach

"It was an oil marsh, we realised too late, after the tarry depths had clained their toll from
us. The next day, while we were still looking for a way across, the chill cane harder still, and
even that sludge |l ocked itself to stillness, and we wal ked quickly to the other side

"In the mdst of frozen water we began to die of thirst. We had little to heat the snow with
save our own bodies, and eating that white dust until it nunbed us nmade us groggy with the cold of
it, slowing our speech and step. But we kept on, though the cold sucked at us whether awake or
trying to sleep, and the harsh sun blinded us in fields of glittering white and filled our eyes
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with pain. The wind cut us, snowtried to swallow us, nountains |ike cut black glass bl ocked us,
and the stars on clear nights taunted us, but on we cane.

"Near two thousand kilonetres, little one, with only the small anmount of food we could carry
fromthe weck, what little equipnment had not been turned to junk by the barrier beast, and our
own determnation. W were forty-four when we left the battle cruiser, twenty-seven when we began
our trek across the snows: eight of nmy kind, nineteen of the nmedjel folk. Two of us conpleted the
journey, and six of our servants.

'Do you wonder that we fell upon the first place we found with Iight and heat? Does it
surprise you that we just took, and did not ask? W had seen brave warriors and faithful servants
di e of cold, watched each other wear away, as thought the ice blasts had abraded us; we had | ooked
into the cloudless, pitiless skies of a dead and alien place, and wondered who m ght be eating who
when the dawnlight came. W nade a joke of it at first, but later, when we had marched a thirty-
day, and nost of us were dead, in ice gullies, nmountain ravines or raw in our own bellies, we did

not think it so funny. Some of the |ast, perhaps not believing our course was true, | think died
of despair.

"W killed your humans friends, these other Changers. | killed one with nmy own hands; anot her
the first, fell to a nedjel, while he still slept. The one in the control room fought bravely, and
when he knew he was | ost, destroyed many of the controls. | salute him There was anot her who put
up a fight in the place where they stored things; he, too, died well. You should not grieve too
much for them | shall face my superiors with the truth in nmy eyes and heart. They will not

discipline me, they will reward ne, should | ever stand before them

Horza was behind the Idiran, wal king down the tunnel after himwhile Yal son took a rest from
guarding the tall triped. Horza had asked Xoxarle to tell himwhat had happened to the raiding
party which had come to the planet inside the chuy-hirtsi aninmal. The Idiran had responded with an
oration.

' She,"' Horza said.

"What, human?' Xoxarle's voice runmbled down the tunnel. He hadn't bothered to turn round when
he tal ked; he spoke to the clear air of the foot tunnel leading to station seven, his powerfu
bassy voice easily heard even by Wibslin and Aviger, who were bringing up the rear of the snall
nmot | ey band.

"You did it again,' Horza said wearily, talking to the back of the Idiran's head. 'The one
killed while asleep: it was a she; a woman, a ferale.'

"Well, the nmedjel attended to her. We laid themout in the corridor. Sone of their food proved
edible; it tasted |ike heaven to us.

'How | ong ago was that?' Horza asked.

' About eight days, | think. It is hard to keep tine down here. We tried to construct a nass
sensor imediately, knowing that it would be invaluable, but we were unsuccessful. Al we had was
what was undanmaged from the Changer base. Mst of our own equi pment had been attacked by the beast
of the Barrier or had to be abandoned when we set off fromthe warp animal to conme here, or |eft
en route, as we died off.

" You nmust have thought it was a bit of luck finding the Mnd so easily.' Horza kept his rifle

trained on the tall Idiran's neck, watching Xoxarle all the tinme. The creature m ght be injured -
Horza knew enough about the species to tell that the section |eader was in pain just fromthe way
he wal ked - but he was still dangerous. Horza didn't mind himtalking, though; it passed the tine.

"W knew it was injured. Wien we found it in station six, and it did not nove or show any sign
of noticing us, we assuned that those were only the signs of its danage. W al ready knew t hat you
had arrived; it was only a day ago. W accepted our good |uck wi thout second thoughts, and
prepared to make our escape. You only just stopped us. Another few hours and we woul d have had
that train working.'

"More likely you'd have bl own yourselves into radioactive dust,' Horza told the Idiran

" Think what you like, little one. | knew what | was doing.

"I"'msure,' Horza said sceptically. "Wiy did you take all the guns with you and | eave that
medj el on the surface w thout a weapon?'

"W had intended to take one of the Changers alive and interrogate him but failed; our own
fault, no doubt. Had we done so we could have reassured oursel ves there was nobody el se down here
ahead of us. W were so late in getting here, after all. W took all the avail abl e weaponry down
with us and left the servant on the surface with only a comunicator so -

"W didn't find the comuni cator,' Horza interrupted.

' Good. He was supposed to hide it when not checking in,' Xoxarle said, then went on, 'So we
had what little firepower we did possess where it night be needed nbst. Once we realised that we
were in here by ourselves, we sent a servant up with a weapon for our guard. Unhappily for him it
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woul d appear he arrived very shortly after you did."'

"Don't worry,' Horza said, 'he did well; damm nearly blew my head off.

Xoxar | e laughed. Horza flinched slightly at the sound. It was not only loud, it was cruel in a
way Xoral undra's |augh had not been

"Hi s poor slave soul is at rest, then,' Xoxarle booned. 'His tribe can ask for no nore.'

Horza refused to pause until they were hal fway to station seven

They sat in the foot tunnel, resting. The Idiran sat furthest down the tunnel, Horza across
the tunnel from himand roughly six netres away, gun ready. Yalson was by his side.

'Horza,' she said, |ooking at his suit and then at her own, '|I think we could take the AG of
my suit; it does detach. We could rig it up to yours. It mght ook a bit untidy, but it would
work.' She | ooked into his face. His eyes shifted from Xoxarle for a monment, then flicked back

"I"'mall right," he said. 'You keep the AG' He nudged her gently with his free arm and
|l owered his voice. "You're carrying a bit nore weight, after all.' He grunted, then rubbed the
side of his suit in faked pain when Yal son el bowed hi m hard enough to nove himfractionally across
the floor of the tunnel. 'CQuch,' he said.

"I wish | hadn't told you, now, ' Yalson said.

' Bal veda?' Xoxarle said suddenly, turning his huge head slowy to | ook up the tunnel, past
Horza and Yal son, over the pallet and the drone Unaha-C osp, past Wbslin - watching the mass
sensor - and Aviger to where the Culture agent sat, her eyes closed, silent, against the wall.

'Section Leader?' Bal veda said, opening her cal meyes, |ooking down the tunnel to the Idiran

' The Changer says you are fromthe Culture. That is the part he has cast you in. He woul d have
me believe you are an agent of espionage.' Xoxarle put his head on one side, |ooking down the dark

tube of tunnel at the woman sitting against the curved wall. 'You seem like me, to be a captive
of this man. Do you tell me you are what he says you are?
Bal veda | ooked at Horza, then at the Idiran, her slow gaze lazy, alnost indolent. 'I'mafraid

so, Section Leader,' she said.

The Idiran nmoved his head fromside to side, blinked his eyes, then runbled, 'Mst strange.
cannot i magi ne why you should all be trying to trick me, or why this one man should have such a
hold over all of you. Yet his own story | find scarcely credible. If he really is on our side then
| have behaved in a way which may hinder the great cause, and perhaps even aid yours, wonan, if
you are who you say. Mdst strange.

' Keep thinking about it,' Balveda drawl ed, then closed her eyes and put her head back agai nst
the tunnel wall again

'"Horza's on his own side, not anybody else's,' Aviger said fromfurther up the tunnel. He was
speaking to the Idiran, but his gaze shifted to Horza at the end of his sentence, and he dropped
hi s head, |ooking down at a container of food at his side and picking a last few crunbs fromit.

"That is the way with all of your kind,' Xoxarle said to the old nman, who wasn't |ooking. "It
is how you are made; you nust all strive to claw your way over the backs of your fell ow humans
during the short tinme you are pernmitted in the universe, breeding when you can, so that the
strongest strains survive and the weakest die. | would no nore blanme you for that than | would try
to convert some non-sentient carnivore to vegetarianism You are all on your own side. Wth us it
is different.' Xoxarle |ooked at Horza. 'You nmust agree with that, Changer ally.'

"You're different all right,' Horza said. 'But all | care about is you're fighting the
Culture. You nmay be God's gift or plague in the end result, but what matters to nme is that at the
nmonent you're against her lot.' Horza nodded at Bal veda, who didn't open her eyes, but did smile

"What a pragnmatic attitude,' Xoxarle said. Horza wondered if the others could hear the trace
of hurmour in the giant's voice. 'VWatever did the Culture do to you to make you hate it so?

"Nothing to ne,' Horza said. 'l just disagree with them

"My,' Xoxarle said, 'you hunans never cease to surprise nme.' He hunched suddenly, and a
crackling, boom ng noise like rocks being crushed cane fromhis nouth. H's great body shuddered.
Xoxarl e turned his head away and spat onto the tunnel floor. He kept his head turned away while
the hunmans | ooked at each other, wondering how badly injured the Idiran really was. Xoxarle becane
silent. He | eaned over and | ooked at whatever he had spat up, nade a distant, echoing sort of
noise in his throat, then turned back to Horza. His voice was scratchy and hoarse when he spoke
again. 'Yes, M Changer, you are a strange fellow. Allowa little too rmuch dissention in your
ranks, mnd you.' Xoxarle |ooked up the tunnel to Aviger, who raised his head and gl anced at the
Idiran with a frightened expression

"l get by,' Horza told the section |leader. He got to his feet, |ooking round the others and
stretching his tired legs. '"Time to go.' He turned to Xoxarle. 'Are you fit to wal k?

"Untie ne and | could run too fast for you to escape, human,' Xoxarle purred. He unfolded his
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huge frane fromits squatting position. Horza | ooked up into the dark, broad V of the creature's
face and nodded sl owy.

"Just think about staying alive so | can take you back to the fleet, Xoxarle,' Horza said.
' The chasing and fighting are over. We're all |ooking for the Mnd now.'

"A poor hunt, human,' Xoxarle said. 'An ignoninious end to the whol e endeavour. You nake ne
ashaned for you, but then, you are only human.'

"Ch shut up and start wal king,' Yalson told the Idiran. She stabbed at buttons on her suit
control unit and floated into the air, level with Xoxarle's head. The Idiran snorted and turned.
He started to hobble off down the foot tunnel. One by one, they followed him

Horza noticed the Idiran starting to tire after a few kil onetres. The giant's steps becane
shorter; he noved the great keratinous plates of his shoulders nore and nore frequently, as though
trying to relieve sone ache within, and every so often his head shook, as if he was trying to
clear it. Twice he turned and spat at the walls. Horza | ooked at the dripping patches of fluid:

I di ran bl ood.

Eventual | y, Xoxarle stunmbled, his steps veering to one side. Horza was wal ki ng behind him
agai n, having had a spell on the pallet. He slowed down when he saw the Idiran start to sway,
hol di ng one hand up to let the others know, as well. Xoxarle made a | ow, noani ng noi se, half
turned, then with a sideways stagger, the wires on his hobbled feet snapping tight and hunm ng
like strings on an instrunent, he fell forward, crashing to the floor and lying still.

"Ch . . . ' sonebody said.

' Stay back,' Horza said, then went carefully towards the long, inert body of the Idiran. He
| ooked down at the great head, notionless on the tunnel floor. Blood oozed fromunder it, formng
a pool. Yalson joined Horza, her gun trained on the fallen creature.

'"I's he dead?' she asked. Horza shrugged. He knelt down and touched the Idiran's body with his
bare hand, at a point near the neck where it was sonetines possible to sense the steady fl ow of
bl ood i nside, but there was nothing. He closed then opened one of the section | eader's eyes.

"I don't think so.' He touched the dark bl ood gathering in its pool. 'Look's like he's
bl eedi ng badly, inside.’

"What can we do?' Yal son said.

"Not a lot.'" Horza rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

"What about sone anti-coagulant?' Aviger said fromthe far side of the pallet, where Bal veda
sat and watched the scene in front of her with dark, cal meyes.

"Qurs doesn't work on them' Horza said.

' Skinspray,' Balveda said. They all |ooked at her. She nodded, |ooking at Horza. 'If you have
any nedical al cohol and sone skin-spray, make up an equal solution. If he's got digestive tract
injuries, that mght help him If it's respiratory, he's dead.' Bal veda shrugged at Horza.

"Well, let's do something, rather than stand around here all day,' Yal son said.

"It's worth a try,' Horza said. 'Better get himupright, if we want to pour the stuff down his
throat.'

"That,' the drone said wearily frombeneath the pallet, 'no doubt nmeans ne.' It floated
forward, placing the pallet on the floor near Xoxarle's feet. Balveda stepped off as the drone
transferred the load fromits back to the tunnel floor. It floated to where Yal son and Horza stood
by the prone Idiran

"Il lift with the drone,' Horza told Yal son, putting his gun down; 'you keep your gun on
him'

Wibsl in, now kneeling on the tunnel floor and fiddling with the controls of the nmass sensor
whistled quietly to hinmself. Bal veda went round the back of the pallet to watch.

"There it is," Wibslin sniled at her, nodding at the bright white dot on the green-1lined
screen. 'Isn't that a beauty?

"Station seven, you reckon, Wibslin?' Balveda hunched her slim shoul ders and shoved her hands
deep into her jacket pockets. She winkled her nose as she watched the screen. She could snell
hersel f.

They were all snelling, all giving off animal scents, after their tinme down there w thout
washi ng. Wibslin was noddi ng.

"Must be,' he said to the Culture agent. Horza and the drone struggled to get the sl ack-1inmbed
Idiran into a sitting position. Aviger went forward to help, taking off his helmet as he went.
"Must be,' Wibslin breathed, nore to hinself than to Balveda. His gun fell off his shoul der and he
took it off, frowning at the janmed reel which was supposed to take up the slack on the weapon's
strap. He placed the weapon on the pallet and went back to tinkering with the mass sensor. Bal veda
edged cl oser, peering over the engineer's shoul der. Wibslin | ooked round and up at her as Horza

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (167 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

and the drone Unaha-C osp slowly heaved Xoxarle fromthe floor. Wibslin snmled ankwardly at the
Culture agent, and noved the laser rifle he had placed on the pallet further away from Bal veda.
Bal veda gave a snall snmile in return and took a step backwards. She took her hands out of her
pockets and fol ded her arns, watching Wibslin work froma little further away.

' Heavy bastard,' Horza gasped, as he, Aviger and Unaha-Closp finally pulled and pushed
Xoxarl e's back against the side of the tunnel. The nassive head was angled linply forward over his
chest. Liquid drooled fromthe side of his huge nouth. Horza and Avi ger straightened. Aviger
stretched his arms, grunting.

Xoxar| e seened dead; for a second, naybe two.

Then it was as though sone i mmense force blasted himaway fromthe wall. He threw hinself
forward and si deways, one arm whacking into Horza's chest and sendi ng the Changer cannoning into
Yal son; at the same tinme, his partly buckled legs flicking straight, the Idiran pounced away from
the group forward of the pallet, past Aviger thrown against the tunnel wall - and Unaha-C osp -
sl apped into the floor of the tunnel with Xoxarle's other hand - towards the pallet.

Xoxarl e flew over the pallet, his raised armand nmassive fist comi ng dowmn. Wibslin's hand
hadn't even started to nove for his gun

The Idiran brought his fist down with all his strength, shattering the nass sensor with a
single crushing blow. H's other hand flashed out to snatch the laser. Wbslin threw hinsel f back
i nstinctively, knocking into Bal veda.

Xoxarl e's hand snapped shut round the laser rifle like a sprung trap round an aninmal's leg. He
rolled through the air and over the disintegrating weckage of the sensor. The gun twirled in his
hand, pointing back down the tunnel to where Horza, Yal son and Aviger were still trying to recover
their bal ance and Unaha-C osp was just starting to nove. Xoxarle steadied briefly and ai ned
straight at Horza

Unaha-Cl osp slammed into the Idiran's lower jaw like a srmall, badly stream ined mssile,
lifting the section | eader bodily fromthe pallet, stretching his neck on his shoul ders, jerking
all three of his legs together, and throwing his arns out to each side. Xoxarle landed with a thud
beside Wibslin and lay still.

Horza stooped and grabbed his gun. Yal son ducked and swi velled, bringing her gun to bear
Wibsl in sat up. Bal veda had staggered back after Wibslin had fallen against her; a hand at her
mout h, she stood now, staring down at where Unaha-C osp hovered in the air over Xoxarle's face.
Avi ger rubbed his head and | ooked resentfully at the wall.

Horza went over to the Idiran. Xoxarle's eyes were closed. Wibslin tore his rifle fromthe
Idiran's slack fist.

'Not bad, drone,' Horza said, nodding.

The machine turned to him 'Unaha-C osp,' it said, exasperatedly.

'"OK,' he sighed. 'Well done, Unaha-C osp.' Horza went to | ook at Xoxarle's wists. The wires
had been snapped. The wires on his legs were intact, but those on his arns had been broken |ike
t hr eads.

"I didn't kill him did |I? Unaha-C osp said. Horza, the barrel of his rifle hard agai nst
Xoxar |l e's head, shook his head.

Xoxarl e's body started to trenble; his eyes flicked open. "No, |I'mnot dead, little friends,"'
the Idiran runbled, and the cracking, scraping noise of his |laughter echoed through the tunnels.
He levered his torso slowmy fromthe ground.

Horza kicked himin the side. 'You - '

"Little one!" Xoxarle laughed before Horza could say any nore. 'Is this how you treat your
allies? He rubbed his jaw, nmoving fractured plates of keratin. 'l aminjured,' the great voice
announced, then broke with |aughter again, the big V head rocking forward towards the weckage
lying on the back of the pallet, '"but not yet in the sanme state as your precious mass sensor!'

Horza ramed his gun against the Idiran's head. '| ought -

"You ought to blow my head off right now, | know, Changer. | have told you already you shoul d.
Wy don't you?

Horza tightened his finger round the trigger, holding his breath, then roared - shouted
wi t hout words or sense at the seated figure in front of him- and strode off, past the pallet.
"Tie that notherfucker up!' he bellowed, and stanped by Yal son, who pivoted briefly to watch him
go; then she turned back with a small shake of her head to watch while Aviger - hel ped by Wbslin,
who cast the occasional nmournful |ook at the debris fromthe nass sensor - trussed the Idiran's
arms down tightly to his sides with several |oops of wire. Xoxarle was still shaking with
| aught er.

"I think it sensed my mass! | think it sensed ny fist! Hal
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"l hope sonebody told that three-legged scunbag we still have a nmass sensor in ny suit,' Horza
sai d when Yal son caught up with him Yal son | ooked over her shoul der, then said:

"Well, | told him but I don't think he believed ne." She |ooked at Horza. 'Is it working?

Horza gl anced at the snmall repeater screen on his wist controls. 'Not at this range, but it
will, when we get closer. We'll still find the thing, don't worry.'

"I"'mnot worried,' Yalson said. 'You going to cone back and join us?' She | ooked back at the
others again. They were twenty netres behind. Xoxarle, still chording now and again, was in front,

with Wibslin wal king behind guarding the Idiran with the stun gun. Bal veda sat on the pallet, with
Avi ger floating behind.

Horza nodded. '| suppose so. Let's wait here.' He halted. Yal son, who had been wal ki ng rat her
than floating, stopped too.

They | eant against the tunnel wall as Xoxarle cane closer. 'How are you, anyway?' Horza asked
t he wonan.

Yal son shrugged. 'Fine. How are you?'

"I neant - ' Horza began

"I know what you neant,' Yalson said, '"and | told you I'mfine. Now, stop being such a painin
the ass.' She sniled at him ' OK?'

"OK,' Horza said, pointing the gun at Xoxarle as the Idiran went past.

'Lost your way, Changer?' the giant runbl ed.

"Just keep wal king,' Horza told him He fell into step al ongsi de Wibslin.

"Sorry | put ny gun down on the pallet,' the engineer said. 'It was stupid.’

"Never mind," Horza told him "It was the sensor he was after. The gun nust just have been a
pl easant surprise. Anyway, the drone saved us.'

Horza gave a kind of snort through his nose, like a |laugh. 'The drone saved us,' he repeated
to hinself, and shook his head.

ah nmy soul ny soul, all is darkness now. nowi die, nowi slip away and nothing will be
left. i amfrightened. great one, pity me, but i amfrightened. no sleep of victory; i heard.
merely ny death. darkness and death. nmonment for all to becone one, instance of annihilation.
have failed; i heard and nowi know failed. death too good for nme. oblivion like release. nore
than i deserve, nmuch nmore. i cannot let go, i must hold on because i do not deserve a quick
willed end. ny conrades wait, but they do not know how much i have failed. i amnot worthy to join
them ny clan nust weep

ah this pain . . . darkness and pain .

They came to the station.

The Command Systemtrain towered over the platform its dark length glistening in the lights
of the snmall band of people entering the station

"Wll, here we are at last,' Unaha-Closp said. It stopped and | et Bal veda slide off the
pallet, then put the slab with its supplies and material down on the dusty fl oor

Horza ordered the Idiran to stand agai nst the nearest access gantry, and tied himagainst it.

"Well," Xoxarle said as Horza strapped himto the nmetal, 'what of your Mnd, little one?" He
| ooked down |ike a reproachful adult at the human wapping the wire round his body. 'Were is it?
| don't see it.'

'Patience, Section Leader,' Horza said.

He secured the wire and tested it, then stepped back. 'Confortable? he asked.

"My guts ache, ny chin is broken and ny hand has pieces of your mass sensor enbedded in it,'
Xoxarle said. "Also ny nouth is alittle sore inside, where | bit it earlier, to produce all that
convincing blood. O herwise | amwell, thank you, ally.' Xoxarle bowed his head as nuch as he was
abl e.

"Don't go away, now.' Horza smled thinly. He left Yalson to guard Xoxarle and Bal veda whil e
he and Wibslin went to the power-swi tching room

"I"mhungry,' Aviger said. He sat on the pallet and opened a ration bar.

Inside the switching room Horza studied the neters, switches and |l evers for a few nonents,
then started to adjust the controls.

"I, uh . . . " Wibslin began, scratching his brow through the open visor of his helnet, 'l was
wondering . . . about the mass sensor in your suit . . . Is it working?

Li ghts came on in one control group, a bank of twenty dials glowing faintly. Horza studied the
dials and then said, 'No. | already checked. It's getting a | ow reading fromthe train, but

nothing else. It's been that way since about two kilonmetres back up the tunnel. Either the Mnd's
gone since the ship sensor was smashed, or this one in my suit isn't working properly.
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"Ch shit,' Wibslin sighed.

"What the hell,' Horza said, flicking sone switches and watching nore nmeters light up. 'Let's
get the power on. Maybe we'll think of sonething.

"Yes.' Wibslin nodded. He gl anced back out through the open doors of the room as if to see
whet her the lights were coning on yet. Al he saw was the dark shape of Yal son's back, out on the
dimplatform A section of shadowy train, three storeys high, showed beyond.

Horza went to another wall and repositioned sonme |evers. He tapped a couple of dials, peered
into a bright screen, then rubbed his hands together and put his thunb over a button on the
central console. "Wll, this is it," he said.

He brought his thunb down on the button

' Yes!'
' Hey- hey!
"W did it!’

"About time, too, if you ask ne.'

"Hm little one, so that's howit's done

"o . . Shit! If I'd known it was this colour | wouldn't have started it

Horza heard the others. He took a deep breath and turned to | ook at Wibslin. The stocky
engi neer stood, blinking slightly, in the bright lights of the power control room He smled.
"Great,' he said. He |ooked round the room still nodding. 'Geat. At |ast.

"Well done, Horza,' Yalson said.

Horza coul d hear other swi tches, bigger ones, automatics linked to the nmaster switch he had
closed, nmoving in the space beneath his feet. Humring noises filled the room and the snell of
burni ng dust rose |like the warm scent of an awakening aninmal all around him Light flooded in from
the station outside. Horza and Wibslin checked a few neters and nonitors, then went outside.

The station was bright. It sparkled; the grey-black walls reflected the strip lights and gl ow
panel s whi ch covered the roof. The Command Systemtrain, now seen properly for the first tine,
filled the station fromend to end: a shining metal nonster, |like a vast android version of a
segnent ed insect.

Yal son took off her helnet, ran her fingers through her short-cropped hair and | ooked up and
around, squinting in the bright yellowwhite light falling fromthe station roof high above.

"Now, then,' Unaha-C osp said, floating over towards Horza. The nachine's casing glittered in
the harsh new light. 'Where exactly is this device we're looking for?" It canme close to Horza's
face. 'Does your suit sensor register it? Is it here? Have we found it?

Hor za pushed the machine away with one hand. "G ve nme tine, drone. W only just got here.
got the power on, didn't 1?" He wal ked past it, followed by Yalson, still |ooking about her, and
Wibslin, also staring, though nostly at the gleaning train. Lights shone inside it. The station
filled with the humof idling notors, the hiss of air circulators and fans. Unaha-C osp fl oated
round to face Horza, reversing through the air while keeping level with the man's face.

"What do you nean? Surely all you have to do is |ook at the screen; can you see the Mnd on
there or not?" The drone cane cl oser, dipping down to |ook at the controls and the small screen on
Horza's suit cuff. He swatted it away.

'"I"'mgetting sone interference fromthe reactor.' Horza glanced at Wibslin. 'W'I|l cope with
it.'

' Take a | ook round the repair area, check the place out,' Yalson said to the machine. 'Make
yoursel f useful .’

"It isn't working, is it? Unaha-Closp said. It kept pace with Horza, still facing himand
backi ng through the air in front of him 'That three-legged |unatic smashed the mass sensor on the
pallet, and now we're blind; we're back to square one, aren't we?'

"No,' Horza said inpatiently, "we are not. We'll repair it. Now, how about doi ng sonething
useful for a change?

'For a change?' Unaha-C osp said with what sounded |ike feeling. 'For a change? You're
forgetting who it was saved all your skins back in the tunnels when our cute little Idiran Iiaison
of ficer over there started running anuck.'

"All right, drone,' Horza said through clenched teeth. 'I've said thank you. Now, why don't
you take a | ook around the station, just in case there's anything to be seen.'

"Li ke Mnds you can't spot on wasted suit nass sensors, for exanple? And what are you | ot
going to be doing while |I'm doing that?

'"Resting,' Horza said. 'And thinking.' He stopped at Xoxarle and inspected the Idiran's bonds.

'"Ch, great,' Unaha-Cl osp sneered. 'And a | ot of good all your thinking has done -

"For fuck's sake, Unaha-Cl osp,' Yalson said, sighing heavily, '"either go or stay, but shut

up.
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'l see!l Right!' Unaha-C osp drew away fromthemand rose in the air. '"I'Il just go and | ose
mysel f, then! | should have - '

It was floating away as it spoke. Horza shouted over the drone's voice, 'Before you go, can
you hear any al arns?

"What ?' Unaha-Closp cane to a halt. Wibslin put a pained, studious expression on his face and
| ooked around the station's bright walls, as though naking an effort to hear above the frequencies
his ears could sense

Unaha-Cl osp was silent for a nmonment, then said, 'No. No alarns. I'mgoing now |'ll check out
the other train. Wien I think you m ght be in a nore anenable nood I'Il cone back.' It turned and
sped of f.

" Dorol ow coul d have heard the alarns,' Aviger nuttered, but nobody heard.
Wibslin | ooked up at the train, gleaming in the station lights, and like it, seened to gl ow
fromwthin.

. what is this? is it light? doi imagine it? ami dying? is this what happens? ami dying
now, so soon? i thought i had a while left and i don't deserve

[ight! it is Iight!

| can see again!

Wel ded to the cold nmetal by his own dry blood, his body cracked and twi sted, mutilated and
dyi ng, he opened his one good eye as far as he could. Micus had dried on it, and he had to blink
trying to clear it.

Hi s body was a dark and alien |and of pain, a continent of tornent.

. One eye left. One arm A leg missing, just |opped off. One nunb and paral ysed, another
broken (he tested to nake sure, trying to nove that linb; a pain like fire flashed through him
like a lightning flash over the shadowed country that was his body and his pain), and mny face

my face .

He felt like a smashed insect, abandoned by sone children after an afternoon's cruel play.
They had t hought he was dead, but he was not built the way they were. A few holes were nothing; an
amputated linmb . . . well, his blood did not gush like theirs when a leg or armwas renoved (he
renenmbered a recording of a human dissection), and for the warrior there was no shock; not |ike
their poor soft, flesh-flabby systems. He had been shot in the face, but the beamor bullet had
not penetrated through the internal keratin brain cover, or severed his nerves. Simlarly, his
eyes had been snmashed, but the other side of his face was intact, and he could still see.

It was so bright. Hs sight cleared and he | ooked, w thout noving, at the station roof.

He could feel hinself dying slowy; an internal know edge which, again, they night not have
had. He could feel the slow |eak of his blood inside his body, sense the pressure build-up in his
torso, and the faint oozing through cracks in his keratin. The remains of the suit would help him
but not save him He could feel his internal organs slowy shutting down: too many hol es from one
systemto another. H's stomach woul d never digest his last neal, and his anterior |ung-sack, which
normally held a reserve of hyperoxygenated bl ood for use when his body needed its | ast reserves of
strength, was enptying, its precious fuel being squandered in the losing battle his body fought
against the falling pressure of his blood.

Dying . . . | amdying . . . . Wat difference whether it is in darkness or in light?

Great One, fallen conrades, children and nate . . . can you see nme any better in this deeply
buried, alien glare?

My nane is Quayanorl, Geat One, and -

The idea was brighter than the pain when he'd tried to nove his shattered | eg, brighter than
the station's silent, staring gl ow

They had said they were going to station seven

It was the last thing he remenbered, apart fromthe sight of one of themfloating through the
air towards him That one nust have shot himin the face; he couldn't renmenber it happeni ng, but

it made sense . . . Sent to nmke sure he was dead. But he was alive, and he had just had an idea
It was a long shot, even if he could get it to work, even if he could shift hinself, even if it
all worked . . . a long shot, in every sense . . . But it would be doing sonething; it would be a

suitable end for a warrior, whatever happened. The pain would be worth it.

He noved quickly, before he could change his mnd, knowi ng that there mght be little tinme (if
he wasn't already too late . . . ). The pain seared through himlike a sword.

From hi s broken, bloody mouth, a shout cane.

Nobody heard. Hi s shout echoed in the bright station. Then there was silence. H s body
throbbed with the aftershock of pain, but he could feel that he was free; the bl ood-weld was
broken. He could nove; in the Iight he could nove.
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Xoxarle, if you are still alive, | may soon have a little surprise for our friends
' Drone?’

' What ?'

'Horza wants to know what you're doing.' Yalson spoke into her hel met communicator, |ooking at
t he Changer.

"I"msearching this train; the one in the repair section. | would have said if 1'd found

anyt hi ng, you know. Have you got that suit sensor working yet?

Horza made a face at the helmet Yal son held on her knees; he reached over and switched off the
conmuni cat or .

"It's right, though, isn't it?" Aviger said, sitting on the pallet. 'That one in your suit
isn't working, is it?

"There's sonme interference fromthe train's reactor,' Horza told the old man. 'That's all. W
can deal with it.' Aviger didn't | ook convinced.

Horza opened a drink canister. He felt tired, drained. There was a sense of anti-clinmax now,
havi ng got the power on but not found the Mnd. He cursed the broken mass sensor, and Xoxarle, and
the Mnd. He didn't know where the damm thing was, but he'd find it. Right now, though, he just
wanted to sit and relax. He needed to give his thoughts time to collect. He rubbed his head where
it had been bruised in the fire-fight in station six; it hurt, distantly, naggingly, inside.
Not hi ng serious, but it would have been distracting if he hadn't been able to shut the pain off.

"Don't you think we should search this train now?" Wbslin said, gazing up hungrily at the
shining curved bulk of it in front of them

Horza sniled at the engineer's rapt expression. 'Yes, why not?' he said. 'On you go; take a
| ook.' He nodded at the grinning Wibslin, who swallowed a | ast nout hful of food and grabbed his
hel et .

"Right. Yeah. Mght as well start now,' he said, and wal ked off quickly, past the notionless
figure of Xoxarle, up the access ranp and into the train.

Bal veda was standing with her back against the wall, her hands in her pockets. She sniled at
Wibslin's retreating back as he di sappeared into the train's interior

"Are you going to let himdrive that thing, Horza?' she asked.

' Sonrebody may have to,' Horza said. 'W'll need some sort of transport to take us round if
we're going to l ook for the Mnd.'

"What fun,' Balveda said. 'We could all just go riding round in circles for ever and ever.'

"Not me,"' Aviger said, turning fromHorza to | ook at the Culture agent. 'I'm going back to the
CAT. |I'mnot going round | ooking for this damm conputer.'

' CGood idea,' Yalson said, |ooking at the old man. 'W coul d make you a sort of prisoner
detail; send you back with Xoxarle; just the two of you.'

"I1"l'l go alone,' Aviger said in a |low voice, avoiding Yalson's gaze. 'I'mnot afraid."’

Xoxarle listened to themtal k. Such squeaky, scratchy voices. He tested his bonds again. The wire
had cut a couple of millimetres into his keratin, on his shoulders, thighs and wists. It hurt a
little, but it would be worthwhile, maybe. He was quietly cutting hinmself on the wire, rubbing
with all the force he could nuster against the places where the wire held himtightest; chafing
the nail-like cover of his body deliberately. He had taken a deep breath and flexed all the
nmuscl es he coul d when he was tied up, and that had given himjust enough roomto nove, but he
woul d need a little more if he was to have any chance of working his way | oose.

He had no plan, no tinme scale; he had no idea when he m ght have an opportunity, but what el se
could he do? Stand there like a stuffed dumy, |ike a good boy? While these squirmng, soft-bodied
worms scratched their pulpy skin and tried to work out where the M nd was? A warrior could do no
such thing; he had cone too far, seen too nany die

"Hey!"' Wibslin opened a small wi ndow on the top storey of the train and | eaned out, shouting to
the others. 'These el evators work! | just cane up in one! Everything works!

‘Yeah!' Yal son waved. 'Geat, Wibslin.'

The engi neer ducked back inside. He noved through the train, testing and touching, inspecting
controls and machi nery.

'"Quite inpressive, though, isn't it? Balveda said to the others. 'For its tinme.'

Horza nodded, gazing slowy fromone end of the train to the other. He finished the drink in
the container and put it down on the pallet as he stood up. 'Yes, it is. But nmuch good it did
them'
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Quayanor!| dragged hinself up the ranp.

A pall of snmoke hung in the station air, hardly shifting in the slow circulation of air. Fans
were working in the train, though, and what novenent there was in the grey-blue cloud cane nostly
fromthe places where open doors and wi ndows bl ew the acrid mst out fromthe carriages, replacing
it with air scrubbed by the train's conditioning and filter system

He dragged himsel f through weckage - bits and pieces of wall and train, even scraps and
shards fromhis own suit. It was very hard and slow, and he was already afraid he would die before
he even got to the train.

H s | egs were usel ess. He would probably be doing better if the other two had been bl own off
as wel | .

He crawl ed with his one good arm grasping the edge of the ranp and pulling with all his
ni ght .

The effort was agonisingly painful. Every tinme he pulled he thought it would grow |l ess, but it
didn't; it was as though for each of the too | ong seconds he haul ed at that ranp edge, and his
broken, bl eeding body scraped further up the littered surface, his blood vessels ran with acid. He
shook his head and nmunbled to hinself. He felt blood run fromthe cracks in his body, which had
heal ed while he lay still and now were being ripped open again. He felt tears run fromhis one
good eye; he sensed the slow weep of healing fluid welling where his other eye had been torn from
his face.

The door ahead of him shone through the bright mst, a faint air current coming fromit making
curls in the snoke. Hi s feet scraped behind him and his suit chest ploughed a small bow wave of
wreckage fromthe surface of the ranmp as he noved. He gripped the ranp's edge again and pull ed.

He tried not to call out, not because he thought there was anyone to hear and be warned, but
because all his life, fromwhen he had first got to his feet by hinself, he had been taught to
suffer in silence. He did try; he could renenber his nest-Querl and his nother-parent teaching him
not to cry out, and it was shanm ng to di sobey them but sometines it got too much. Sonetinmes the
pai n squeezed the noise fromhim

On the station roof, sone of the lights were out, hit by stray shots. He could see the holes
and punctures in the train's shining hull, and he had no i dea what damage ni ght have been done to
it, but he couldn't stop now. He had to go on

He could hear the train. He could listen to it like a hunter listening to a wild animal. The
train was alive; injured - some of its whirring nmotors sounded damaged - but it was alive. He was
dyi ng, but he would do his best to capture the beast.

"What do you think? Horza asked Wibslin. He had tracked the engi neer down under one of the
Command Systemtrain carriages, hanging upsi de down | ooking at the wheel notors. Horza had asked
Wibslin to take a | ook at the small device on his suit chest which was the nmain body of the mass
sensor.

"I don't know,' Wibslin said, shaking his head. He had his hel net on and visor down, using the

screen to magnify the view of the sensor. 'It's so small. I'd need to take it back to the CAT to
have a proper look at it. | didn't bring all my tools with ne.' He nade a tutting noise. 'It |ooks
all right; | can't see any obvi ous danage. Maybe the reactors are putting it off.'

"Dam. W'l have to search, then,' Horza said. He let Wibslin close the small inspection
panel on the suit front.

The engi neer | eant back and shoved his visor up. '"Only trouble is," he said glumy, "if the

reactors are interfering, there isn't nuch point in taking the train to | ook for the Mnd. W'l
have to use the transit tube.'

"We'll search the station first,' Horza said. He stood up. Through the w ndow, across the
station platform he could see Yal son standi ng watchi ng Bal veda as the Culture wonan paced sl owy
up and down the snooth rock floor. Aviger still sat on the pallet. Xoxarle stood strapped to the

girders of the access ways.

"OKif | go up to the control deck? Wbslin said. Horza | ooked into the engineer's broad,
open face.

'Yeah, why not? Don't try to get it to nove just yet, though.'

"OK,' Wibslin said, |ooking happy.

' Changer?' said Xoxarle, as Horza wal ked down the access ranp. 'What?

"These wires: they are too tight. They are cutting into ne.'

Horza | ooked carefully at the wires round the Idiran's arns. 'Too bad,' he said.

'They cut into ny shoulders, ny legs and my wists. |If the pressure goes on they will cut
through to nmy bl ood vessels; | should hate to die in such an inelegant manner. By all means bl ow
my head off, but this slowslicing is undignified. I only tell you because | amstarting to
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believe you do intend to take ne back to the fleet.'

Horza went behind the Idiran to | ook at where the wires crossed over Xoxarle's wists. He was
telling the truth; the wires had cut into himlike fence wire into tree bark. The Changer frowned.
"I've never seen that happen,' he said to the notionless rear of the Idiran's head. 'Wat are you
up to? Your skin's harder than that.

"I amup to nothing, human,' Xoxarle said wearily, sighing heavily. 'My body is injured; it
tries to rebuild itself. OF necessity it becones nore pliable, less hardy, as it tries to rebuild
the danaged parts. Ch, if you don't believe nme, never mind. But don't forget that | did warn you.

"I"l'l think about it,' Horza said. 'If it gets too bad, shout out.' He stepped out through the
girders back onto the station floor, and wal ked towards the ot hers.

"I shall have to think about that,' Xoxarle said quietly. '"Warriors are not given to "shouting
because they are in pain.'

'So,' Yalson said to the Changer, 'is Wibslin happy?'

"Wrried he won't get to drive the train," Horza told her. 'Wat's the drone doi ng?

"Taking its time | ooking through the other train.'

"Well, we'll leave it there,' Horza said. 'You and | can search the station. Aviger? He

| ooked at the old man, who was using a snall piece of plastic to prise bits of food from between
his teeth.

"What ?' Aviger said, |ooking up suspiciously at the Changer. 'Watch the Idiran. W' re going to
take a | ook around the station.' Aviger shrugged. 'All right. | suppose so. Not too many places
can go for the noment.' He inspected the end of the piece of plastic.

out

He reached out, took hold of the end of the ranp, and pulled. He noved forward on a wave of pain.
He gripped the edge of the train door, and haul ed again. He slid and scraped fromthe ranp and
onto the interior floor of the train itself.

When he was fully inside, he rested.

Bl ood nade a steady roar inside his head.

H s hand was beconing tired now and sore. It was not the aching, grinding pain fromhis
wounds, but it worried himnore. He was afraid that his hand woul d soon seize up, that it would
grow too weak to grip, and he would be unable to haul hinself along.

At | east now the way was level. He had a carriage and a half to drag hinmself, but there was no
slope. He tried to | ook back, behind and down to the place he had lain, but could rmanage only a
brief glinpse before he had to let his head fall back. There was a scraped and bl oody trail on the
ranp, as though a broom | aced with purple paint had been dragged through the dust and debris of
the metal surface

There was no point in |ooking back. His only way was forward; he had only a little while left.
In a half hour or less he would be dead. He would have had | onger just lying on the ranp, but
movi ng had shortened his life, quickened the sapping forces steadily draining himof strength and
vitality.

He haul ed hinself towards the |ongitudinal corridor

H's two usel ess, shattered legs slithered after him on a thin slick of blood.

' Changer!"’

Horza frowned. He and Yal son were setting out to | ook over the station. The ldiran called
Horza when he was only a few steps away fromthe pall et where Aviger now sat, |ooking fed up and
pointing his gun in roughly the sanme direction as Bal veda while the Culture agent continued pacing
up and down.

' Yes, Xoxarle?' Horza said

"These wires. They will slice nme up soon. | only nention it because you have so studiously
avoi ded destroying ne so far; it would be a pity to die accidentally, due to an oversight. Please -
go on your way if you cannot be bothered.'

'You want the w res | oosened?

' The merest fraction. They have no give in them you see, and it would be nice to breathe
wi t hout dissecting nyself.

"If you try anything this tinme,' Horza told the Idiran, comng close to him gun pointed at

his face, 'I'll blow both your arns and all three legs off and slide you hone on the pallet.’
"Your threatened cruelty has convinced nme, human. You obviously know the shane we attach to
prosthetics, even if they are the result of battle wounds. | shall behave. Just |oosen the wires a

little, like a good ally.
Horza | oosened the wires slightly where they were cutting into Xoxarle's body. The section
| eader flexed and made a | oud sighing sound with his nouth.
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'Much better, little one. Much better. Now | shall live to face whatever retribution you nmay
i magine is mne.'

"Depend on it,' Horza said. 'If he breathes belligerently,' he told Aviger, 'shoot his |egs
of f.'

"Ch yes, sir,"' Aviger said, saluting.
Hoping to trip over the Mnd, Horza?' Balveda asked him She had stopped paci ng and stood
facing himand Yal son, her hands in her pockets.

' One never knows, Balveda,' Horza said.

" Tonb robber,' Balveda said through a lazy smle.

Horza turned to Yalson. 'Tell Wbslin we're |eaving. Ask himto keep an eye on the platform
make sure Aviger doesn't fall asleep.

Yal son rai sed Wibslin on the conmuni cat or

"You' d better cone with us,' Horza told Balveda. 'I don't like |eaving you here with all this
equi prent switched on.'

'"Ch, Horza,' Balveda smiled, 'don't you trust ne?

"Just walk in front and shut up,' Horza said in a tired voice, and pointed to indicate the
direction he wanted to go in. Balveda shrugged and started wal ki ng.

' Does she have to cone?' Yal son said as she fell into step beside Horza.
"W coul d al ways | ock her up,' Horza said. He | ooked at Yal son, who shrugged.
'Ch, what the hell,' she said.

Unaha- Cl osp floated through the train. Qutside, it could see the repair and nai ntenance cavern
all its machinery - lathes and forges, welding rigs, articulated arns, spare units, huge hanging
cradles, a single suspended gantry like a narrow bridge - glinting in the bright overhead Iights.

The train was interesting enough; the old technol ogy provided things to | ook at and bits and
pi eces to touch and investigate, but Unaha-C osp was nostly just glad to be by itself for a while.
It had found the conpany of the humans wearing after a few days, and the Changer's attitude
distressed it nmost of all. The man was a speciesist! M, just a machine, thought Unaha-d osp, how
dare he!

It had felt good when it had been able to react first in the tunnels, perhaps saving sone of
the others - perhaps even saving that ungrateful Changer - by knocking Xoxarle out. Miuch as it
disliked admtting it, the drone had felt proud when Horza had thanked it. But it hadn't really
altered the man's view, he woul d probably forget what had happened, or try to tell hinself it was
just a nonmentary aberration by a confused machine: a freak. Only Unaha-C osp knew what it felt,
only it knew why it had risked injury to protect the humans. O it should know, it told itself
ruefully. Maybe it shouldn't have bothered; maybe it should just have let the Idiran shoot them
It just hadn't seened like the right thing to do at the tine. Mig, Unaha-Closp told itself.

It drifted through the bright, humri ng spaces of the train, |ike a detached part of the
mechani smitself.

Wibslin scratched his head. He had stopped at the reactor car on his way to the control deck. Some
of the reactor carriage doors wouldn't open. They had to be on sone sort of security |ock
probably controlled fromthe bridge, or flight deck, or footplate, or whatever they called the bit
at the nose the train was controlled from He | ooked out of a wi ndow, renenbering what Horza had
ordered.

Avi ger sat on the pallet, his gun pointing at the Idiran, who stood stock still against the
girders. Wibslin | ooked away, tested the door through to the reactor area again, then shook his
head.

The hand, the arm was weakening. Above him rows of seats faced bl ank screens. He pulled hinself
along by the stenms of the chairs; he was alnpbst at the corridor which |l ed through to the front
car.

He wasn't sure how he would get through the corridor. What was there to hold onto? No point in
worrying about it now He grabbed at another chair stem hauled at it.

Fromthe terrace which | ooked over the repair area, they could see the front train, the one the
drone was in. Poised over the sunken floor of the maintenance area, the glittering | ength of the
train, nestling in the scooped hal f-tunnel which ran along the far wall, looked like a long thin
spaceship, and the dark rock around it like starless space.

Yal son watched the Culture agent's back, frowning. 'She's too dam docile, Horza,' she said,
just loud enough for the man to hear

file:/lIF|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks,%20lain%20-%20Consider%20Phelbas.txt (175 of 206) [2/4/03 10:24:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/lain%20Banks/Banks, %20l ain%620-%20Consi der%20Phel bas.txt

"That's fine by nme,' Horza said. 'The nore docile the better.'

Yal son shook her head slightly, not taking her eyes off the woman in front. 'No, she's
stringing us along. She hasn't cared up till now, she's known she can afford to let things happen
She's got another card she can play and she's just relaxing until she has to use it.'

"You're imagining things,'" Horza told her. 'Your hornones are getting the better of you
devel opi ng suspicions and second sight.'

She | ooked at him transferring the frowm from Bal veda to the Changer. Her eyes narrowed.
" What ?'

Horza held up his free hand. 'A joke.' He smled.

Yal son | ooked unconvinced. 'She's up to sonething. | can tell,' she said. She nodded to
herself. 'l can feel it.

Quayanor| dragged hinmsel f through the connecting corridor. He pushed open the door to the
carriage, crawed slowy across the floor. He was starting to forget why he was doing this. He
knew he had to press on, go forward, keep crawing, but he could no |longer recall exactly what it
was all for. The train was a torture maze, designed to pain him

| am draggi ng nyself to nmy death. Sonehow even when | get to the end, where | can crawl no
more, | keep going. | renenmber thinking that earlier, but what was | thinking of? Do | die when
get to the train's control area, and continue ny journey on the other side, in death? |Is that what
I was thinking of?

| amlike a tiny child, crawing over the floor . . . . Cone to ne, little fellow, says the
train.

W were | ooking for sonmething, but | can't recall . . . exactly . . . what . . . it

They | ooked t hrough the great cavern, searching, then clinbed steps to the gallery giving access
to the station's acconmpdati on and storage sections.

Bal veda stood at the edge of the broad terrace which ran round the cavern, nidway between
floor and roof. Yal son watched the Culture agent while Horza opened the doors to the acconmodati on
section. Balveda | ooked out over the broad cavern, slender hands resting on the guard rail. The
topnost rail was |level with Bal veda's shoul ders; waist |evel on the people who had built the
Conmmand System

Near where Bal veda stood, a long gantry | ed out over the cavern, suspended on wires fromthe
roof and leading to the terrace on the other side, where a narrow, brightly lit tunnel led into
the rock. Balveda | ooked down the |length of the narrow gantry at the distant tunnel nouth.

Yal son wondered if the Culture woman was thinking of making a run for it, but knew she wasn't,
and wondered t hen whet her perhaps she only wanted Bal veda to try, so she could shoot her, just to
be rid of her.

Bal veda | ooked away fromthe narrow gantry, and Horza swung open the doors to the
accommodat i on secti on.

Xoxarl e flexed his shoulders. The wires noved a little, sliding and bunchi ng.

The human they had left to guard himlooked tired, perhaps even sl eepy, but Xoxarle coul dn't
beli eve the others would stay away for very long. He couldn't afford to do too nuch now, in case
t he Changer cane back and noticed how the wires had noved. Anyway, though it was far from being
the nost interesting way things could fall, there was apparently a good chance that the humans
woul d be unable to find the supposedly sentient conputing device they were all |ooking for. In
that case perhaps the best course of action would be no action. He would let the little ones take
him back to their ship. Probably the one called Horza intended to ransom him this had struck
Xoxarle as the nost |ikely explanation for being kept alive.

The fleet might pay for the return of a warrior, though Xoxarle's fanmly were officially
barred from doi ng so, and anyway were not rich. He could not deci de whether he wanted to live, and
per haps redeem the shame of being caught and paid for by future exploits, or to do all he could
either to escape or to die. Action appealed to himnost; it was the warriors' creed. Wen in
doubt, do.

The ol d human got up fromthe pallet and wal ked around. He came cl ose enough to Xoxarle to be
able to inspect the wires, but gave themonly a perfunctory glance. Xoxarle |ooked at the |aser
gun the human carried. Hi s great hands, tied together behind his back, opened and cl osed sl owy,
wi t hout hi mthinking about it.

Wibslin cane to the control deck in the nose of the train. He took his helnet off and put it on
the console. He made sure it wasn't touching any controls, just covering a few small unlit panels.
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He stood in the middle of the deck, [ooking round with wi de, fascinated eyes.

The train hunmed under his feet. Dials and meters, screens and panels indicated the train's
readi ness. He cast his eyes over the controls, set in front of two huge seats which faced over the
front console towards the arnoured glass which forned part of the train's steeply sl oping nose.
The tunnel in front was dark, only a few snall lights burning on its side walls.

Fifty metres in front, a conplex assenbly of points led the tracks into two tunnels. One route
went dead ahead, where Wibslin could see the rear of the train in front; the other tunnel curved,
avoi di ng the repair and mai ntenance cavern and giving a through route to the next station

Wibslin touched the glass, stretching his armout over the control console to feel the cold,
snooth surface. He grinned to hinself. dass: not a viewscreen. He preferred that. The desi gners
had had hol ographi ¢ screens and superconductors and nmagnetic levitation - they had used all of
themin the transit tubes - but for their nain work they had not been ashamed to stick to the
apparently cruder but nore danage-tol erant technology. So the train had armoured glass, and it ran
on metal tracks. Wibslin rubbed his hands together slowy and gazed round the many instrunents and
control s.

"Nice,' he breathed. He wondered if he could work out which controls opened the | ocked doors
in the reactor car

Quayanor| reached the control deck.

It was undamaged. From floor level, the deck was netal seat stens, overhanging control panels
and bright ceiling lights. He haul ed hinself over the floor, racked with pain, nuttering to
himsel f, trying to renenber why he had conme all this way.

He rested his face on the cold floor of the deck. The train hunmed at him vibrating beneath

his face. It was still alive; it was damaged and like himit would never get any better, but it
was still alive. He had intended to do something, he knew that, but it was all slipping away from
himnow. He wanted to cry with the frustration of it all, but it was as though he had no energy
left even for tears.

Wiat was it? he asked hinself (while the train hummed). | was . . . | was . . . what?

Unaha- Cl osp | ooked through the reactor car. Miuch of it was inaccessible at first, but the drone
found a way into it eventually, through a cable run

It wandered about the long carriage, noting how the system worked: the dropped absorber
baffl es preventing the pile fromheating up, the wasted uranium shiel ding designed to protect the
fragil e humanoi ds' bodi es, the heat-exchange pi pes which took the reactor's heat to the batteries
of small boilers where steamturned generators to produce the power which turned the train's
wheel s. Al very crude, Unaha-C osp thought. Conplicated and crude at the sane time. So nuch to go
wong, even with all their safety systens.

At least, if it and the humans did have to nove around in these archaic nucl ear-steamelectric
| ocomoti ves, they would be using the power fromthe nmain system The drone found itself agreeing
with the Changer; the Idirans nust have been nad to try to get all this ancient junk working.

"They slept in those things?' Yalson |ooked at the suspended nets. Horza, Bal veda and she stood at
the end door of a |arge cavern which had been a dornmitory for the |ong-dead people who had worked
in the Coormand System Bal veda tested one of the nets. They were |ike open hanmocks, strung

bet ween sets of poles which hung fromthe ceiling. Perhaps a hundred of themfilled the room Iike
fishing nets hung out to dry.
' They nmust have found them confortable, | guess,' Horza said. He | ooked round. There was

nowhere the M nd could have hidden. 'Let's go,' he said. 'Balveda, cone on.
Bal veda | eft one of the net-beds swinging gently, and wondered if there were any worki ng baths
or showers in the place.

He reached up to the console. He pulled with all his strength and got his head onto the seat. He
used his neck nuscles as well as his aching, feeble armto |ever hinmself up. He pushed round and
swivelled his torso. He gasped as one of his |egs caught on the underside of the seat and he
al rost fell back. At last, though, he was in the seat.

He | ooked out over the massed controls, through the arnmoured glass and into the broad tunne

beyond the train's sloped nose; lights edged the black walls; steel rails snaked glittering into
t he di st ance.
Quayanor| gazed into that still and silent space and experienced a small, grimfeeling of

victory; he had just renenbered why he'd crawl ed there

"I's that it?" Yalson said. They were in the control room where the station conplex's own
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functions were nonitored. Horza had turned on a few screens, checking figures, and now sat at a
consol e, using the station's renote-control caneras to take a final |ook at the corridors and
roons, the tunnels and shafts and caverns. Bal veda was perched on another huge seat, swi nging her
l egs, looking like a child in an adult's chair

"That's it,' Horza said. 'The station checks out; unless it's on one of the trains, the Mnd
isn't here.' He switched to caneras in the other stations, flicking through in ascending order. He
paused at station five, |ooking down fromthe cavern roof at the bodies of the four nedjel and the
wr eckage of the Mnd's crude gun carrier, then tried the roof canera in station six .

They haven't found me yet. | can't hear themproperly. Al | can hear is their tiny footsteps. |
know they're here, but | can't tell what they're doing. AmI| fooling then? | detected a nmass
sensor, but its signal vanished. There is another. They have it here with thembut it can't be
wor ki ng properly; maybe fooled as | hoped, the train saving ne. How ironic.

They may have captured an ldiran. | heard another rhythmin their step. Al wal king, or some
with AG? How did they get in here? Could they be the Changers fromthe surface?

I would give half ny nmenory capacity for another renote drone. |I'm hidden but I'mtrapped. |
can't see and | can't hear properly. Al | can do is feel. |I hate it. | wish | knew what is going
on.

Quayanor| stared at the controls in front of him They had worked out a lot of their functions
earlier, before the humans had arrived. He had to try to renenber it all now Wat did he have to
do first? He reached forward, rocking unsteadily on the alien-shaped seat. He flicked a set of

swi tches. Lights blinked; he heard clicks.

It was so hard to renenber. He touched | evers and switches and buttons. Meters and dials noved
to new readi ngs. Screens flickered; figures began blinking on the readouts. Small high noises
bl eeped and squeaked. He thought he was doing the right things, but couldn't be sure.

Sone of the controls were too far away, and he had to drag hinself halfway on top of the
consol e, being careful not to alter any of the controls he had already set, to reach them then
shove himsel f back into the seat again.

The train was whirring now, he could feel it stir. Motors turned, air hissed, speakers bl eeped
and clicked. He was getting somewhere. The train wasn't noving but he was slowy bringing it
closer to the nonment when it mght.

H s sight was fading, though

He blinked and shook his head, but his eye was giving out. The view was going grey before him
he had to stare at the controls and the screens. The lights on the tunnel wall in front,
retreating into the black distance, seenmed to be diming. He could have believed that the power
was failing, but he knewit wasn't. Hi s head was hurting, deep inside. Probably it was sitting
that was causing it, the blood draining.

He was dyi ng qui ckly enough anyway, but now there was even nore urgency. He hit the buttons,
nmoved sone | evers. The train should have noved, flexed; but it stayed notionless.

Wiat el se was there left to do? He turned to his blind side; light panels flashed. O course
the doors. He hit the appropriate sections of the console and heard runbling, sliding noises; and
nmost of the panels stopped flashing. Not all, though. Some of the doors mnust have been janmed.

Anot her control overrode their fail-safes; the remaining panels went dim

He tried again.

Slowy, like an animal stretching after hibernation, the Comand Systemtrain, all three
hundred netres of it, flexed; the carriages pulling a little tighter to each other, taking up
sl ack, readying.

Quayanor!| felt the slight novement and wanted to laugh. It was working. Probably he had taken
far too long, probably it was now too late, but at |east he had done what he had set out to do,
against all the odds, and the pain. He had taken conmand of the long silver beast, and with only a
little nore luck he would at |east give the humans sonething to think about. And show the Beast of
the Barrier what he thought of its precious nmonunent.

Nervously, fearing that it would still not work, after all his effort and agony, he took hold
of the lever he and Xoxarl e had deci ded governed the power fed to the main wheel notors, then
pushed it until it was at its Iimt for the starting node. The train shuddered, groaned and did
not nove.

H s one eye, containing the grey view, began to cry, drowning in tears.

The train jerked, a noise of netal tearing cane from behind. He was al nbst thrown fromthe
seat. He had to grab the edge of the seat, then lean forward and take the power |ever again as it
flicked back to the off position. The roaring in his head grew and grew, he was shaking with
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exhaustion and excitement; he pushed the [ever again.

W eckage bl ocked one door. Wl ding gear hung under the reactor car. Strips of netal torn from
the train's hull were splayed out |like stray hairs froma badly grooned coat. Lunps of debris
littered the tracks by the sides of both access gantries, and one whol e ranp, where Xoxarle had
been buried for a while, had crashed through the side of a carriage when it had been cut free.

Groani ng and noani ng as though its own attenpts at novenment were as pai nful as Quayanorl's had
been, the train lurched forward again. It noved half a turn of its wheels, then stopped as the
janmed ranp stuck against the access gantry. A whining noise cane fromthe train nmotors. In the
control deck, alarms sounded, alnost too high for the injured Idiran to hear. Meters flashed,
needl es clinbed i nto danger zones, screens filled with information

The ranp started to tear itself free fromthe train, crunpling a jagged-edge trench fromthe
carriage surface as the train slowmy forced its way forward.

Quayanor!l watched the lip of the tunnel nouth edge cl oser

More w eckage ground agai nst the forward access gantry. The wel di ng gear under the reactor car
scraped along the snooth floor until it came to the lip of stone surrounding an inspection trough
it janmed, then broke, clattering to the bottomof the trough. The train rammed slowy forward.

Wth a grinding crash, the ranp caught on the rear access assenbly fell free, snapping
aluminiumribs and steel tubes, flaying the aluminiumand plastic skin of the carriage it had
| odged in. One corner of the ranp was nudged under the train, covering a rail; the wheels
hesitated at it, the |linkages between the cars straining, until the slowy gathering onward pul
overcanme the ranp. It buckled, its structures conpressing, and the wheels rolled over it, thunping
down on the far side and continuing along the rail. The next wheels clattered over it with hardly
a pause.

Quayanor| sat back. The tunnel cane to the train and seened to swallow it; the view of the
station slowy disappeared. Dark walls slid gently by on either side of the control deck. The
train still shuddered, but it was slowy gathering speed. A series of bangs and crashes told
Quayanor| of the carriages dragging their way after him through the debris, over the shining
rails, past the wecked gantries, out of the danaged station

The first car left at a slow wal king pace, the next a little faster, the reactor carriage at a
fast wal k, and the final car at a slow run

Snoke tugged after the departing train, then drifted back and rose to the roof again.

The canera in station six, where they had had the fire-fight, where Dorol ow and Neisin had

died and the other Idiran had been left for dead, was out of action. Horza tried the switch a
couple of tines, but the screen stayed dark. A damage indicator wi nked. Horza flicked quickly
through the views fromthe other stations on the circuit, then switched the screen off.

"Well, everything seens to be all right.' He stood up. 'Let's get back to the train.'

Yal son told Wibslin and the drone; Bal veda slipped off the big seat, and with her in the |ead,
they wal ked out of the control room

Behi nd them a power-nonitoring screen - one of the first Horza had switched on - was
registering a massive energy drain in the |oconotive supply circuits, indicating that sonmewhere,
in the tunnels of the Command System a train was noving.

13.
The Conmmand System Terni nus

"One can read too nmuch into one's own circunstances. | amrem nded of one race who set thensel ves
agai nst us - oh, long ago now, before | was even thought of. Their conceit was that the gal axy
bel onged to them and they justified this heresy by a bl asphenous belief concerning design. They
were aquatic, their brain and major organs housed in a large central pod from which several |arge
arnms or tentacles protruded. These tentacles were thick at the body, thin at the tips and |ined
with suckers. Their water god was supposed to have nade the galaxy in their inmage.

' You see? They thought that because they bore a rough physical resenblance to the great |ens
that is the hone of all of us - even taking the analogy as far as conparing their tentacle suckers
to globular clusters - it therefore belonged to them For all the idiocy of this heathen belief,
they had prospered and were powerful: quite respectable adversaries, in fact.'
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"Hmm ' Aviger said. Wthout |ooking up, he asked, '\Wat were they called?

"Hrim ' Xoxarl e runbl ed. ' Their nane . ' The ldiran pondered. ' . . . | believe they were
called the . . . the Fanch.'

"Never heard of them' Aviger said.

"No, you wouldn't have,' Xoxarle purred. 'W annihilated them

Yal son saw Horza staring at something on the floor near the doors |eading back to the station. She
kept watching Bal veda, but said, 'Wat have you found?

Horza shook his head, reached to pick sonething fromthe floor, then stopped. 'l think it's an
insect,' he said incredul ously.
"Wow, ' Yal son said, uninpressed. Balveda noved over to have a | ook, Yalson's gun still trained

on her. Horza shook his head, watching the insect crawl over the tunnel floor.

"What the hell's that doing down here?" he said. Yal son frowned when he said that, worried at
a note of near panic in the man's voice.

' Probably brought it down ourselves,' Balveda said, rising. '"Hitched a ride on the pallet, or
sonmebody's suit, I'Il bet.'

Hor za brought his fist down on the tiny creature, squashing it, grinding it into the dark
rock. Bal veda | ooked surprised. Yalson's frown deepened. Horza stared at the mark left on the
tunnel floor, wi ped his glove, then | ooked up, apol ogetic.

"Sorry,' he told Bal veda, as though enbarrassed. ' . . . Couldn't help thinking about that fly
in The Ends of Invention . . . Turned out to be one of your pets, renenber?' He got up and wal ked
qui ckly into the station. Bal veda nodded, |ooking down at the snmall stain on the fl oor

"Wl l,' she said, arching one eyebrow, 'that was one way of proving its innocence.

Xoxarl e wat ched the male and the two femal es cone back into the station. 'Nothing, little one?" he
asked.

"Lots of things, Section Leader,' Horza replied, going up to Xoxarle and checking the wires
hol di ng him

Xoxarl e grunted. 'They're still sonmewhat tight, ally.’

"What a shane,’ Horza said. 'Try breathing out.

"Ha!' Xoxarle |laughed and thought the man m ght have guessed. But the hunman turned away and
said to the old man who had been guardi ng him

"Aviger, we're going onto the train. Keep our friend conpany; try not to fall asleep.'

'Fat chance, with himgibbering all the tine,' the old nman grunbl ed.

The other three humans entered the train. Xoxarle went on talking.

In one section of the train there were lit map screens which showed how Schar's Wrld had
| ooked at the tine the Command System had been built, the cities and the states shown on the
continents, the targets on one state on one continent, the mssile grounds, air bases and nava
ports belonging to the System s designers shown on another state, on another continent.

Two smal |l icecaps were shown, but the rest of the planet was steppe, savannah, desert, forest
and jungle. Balveda wanted to stay and | ook at the nmaps, but Horza pulled her away and through
anot her door, going forward to the nose of the train. He switched off the lights behind the map
screens as he went, and the bright surface of blue oceans, green, yellow, brown and orange | and,
blue rivers and red cities and comrunication lines faded slowy into grey darkness.

Ch- oh.
There are nore on the train. Three, | think. Walking fromthe rear. Now what ?

Xoxarl e breathed in, breathed out. He flexed his nuscles, and the wires slipped over his keratin
pl ates. He stopped, when the old man wandered over to | ook at him

"You are Aviger, aren't you?

"That's what they call ne,' the old man said. He stood | ooking at the Idiran, gazing from
Xoxarle's three feet with their three slab toes and round ankle collars, over his padded-I ooking
knees, the massive girdle of pelvic plates and the flat chest, up to the section | eader's great
saddl e- head, the broad face tipped and | ooki ng down at the human beneat h.

"Frightened I'Il escape?' Xoxarle runbled.

Avi ger shrugged and gripped his gun a little tighter. "Wiat do | care? he said. 'I'ma
prisoner, too. That madman's got us all trapped down here. | just want to go back. This isn't ny
war . '

"A very sensible attitude,' Xoxarle said. 'l wi sh nore humans woul d real i se what is and what

is not theirs. Especially regarding wars.'
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"Huh, | don't suppose your lot are any better.
'Let us say different, then.'
'Say what you like.' Aviger |ooked over the Idiran's body again, addressing Xoxarle's chest.

"I just wish everybody would mind their own business. | see no change, though; it'll all end in
tears.'

"I don't think you really belong here, Aviger.' Xoxarle nodded wisely, slowy.

Avi ger shrugged, and did not raise his eyes. 'l don't think any of us do.'

' The brave bel ong where they decide.' Sone harshness entered the Idiran's voice.

Avi ger | ooked at the broad, dark face above him "WlIl, you would say that, wouldn't you?" He

turned away and wal ked back towards the pallet. Xoxarle watched, and vibrated his chest quickly,
tensing his nuscles, then releasing. The wires on himslipped a little further. Behind his back
he felt the bonds around one wist slacken fractionally.

The train gathered speed. The controls and screens | ooked dimto him so he watched the |ights on
the tunnel walls outside. They had slid by gently at first, passing the side wi ndows of the broad
control deck nore slowy than the quiet tide of his breathing.

Now there were two or three lights running by for each tinme he breathed. The train was pushing
himgently in the back, drawing himtowards the rear of the seat and anchoring himthere. Blood -
alittle of it, not much - had dried under him sticking himthere. Hs course, he felt, was set.
There was only one thing left to do. He searched the consol e, cursing the darkness gathering
behi nd his eye.

Before he found the circuit breaker on the collision brake, he found the lights. It was like a
little present from CGod; the tunnel ahead flashed with bright reflections as the train's nose
headl i ghts clicked on. The double set of rails glinted, and in the distance he could see nore
shadows and reflections in the tunnel walls, where access tubes slanted in fromthe foot tunnels,
and bl ast doors ribbed the black rock walls.

H's sight was still going, but he felt a little better for being able to see outside. At first
he worried, in a distant, theoretical way, that the Iights mght give too nuch warning, should he
be | ucky enough to catch the humans still in the station. But it nade little difference. The air

pushed in front of the train would warn them soon enough. He raised a panel near the power-contro
| ever and peered at it.

H s head was light; he felt very cold. He | ooked at the circuit breaker and then bent down,
janm ng hinself between the rear of the seat - cracking the bl ood seal beneath himand starting to
bl eed again - and the edge of the console. He shoved his face agai nst the edge of the power-
control lever, then took his hand away and gripped the collision brake fail-safe. He noved his
hand so that it would not slip out, then just lay there.

H s one eye was high enough off the console to see the tunnel ahead. The lights were comni ng
faster now. The train rocked gently, lulling him The roaring was fading fromhis ears, |ike the
sight dimmng, like the station behind slipping away and vani shing, |ike the seem ngly steady,
sl ow qui ckeni ng stream of lights flowing by on either side.

He could not estinate how far he had to go. He had started it off; he had done his best. No
more - finally - could be asked of him

He cl osed his eye, just to rest.

The train rocked him

"It's great,' Wibslin grinned when Horza, Yalson and Bal veda wal ked onto the control deck. '"It's
all ready toroll. Al systens go!'

"Well, don't wet your pants,' Yalson told him watching Balveda sit down in a seat, then
sitting in another herself. 'W mght have to use the transit tubes to get around.’

Horza pressed a few buttons, watching the readouts on the train's systens. It all |ooked as

Wibslin had said: ready to go.

"Where's that damm drone?' Horza said to Yal son

' Drone? Unaha-C osp?' Yal son said into her hel met m ke

"What is it now?" Unaha-C osp said.

"Where are you?

"I"mtaking a good | ook through this antiquated collection of rolling stock. | do believe
these trains may actually be ol der than your ship.

"Tell it to get back here,' Horza said. He | ooked at Wibslin. 'Did you check this whole
train?

Yal son ordered the drone back as Wibslin nodded and said, 'All of it except the reactor car
couldn't get into bits of it. Wiich are the door control s?
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Hor za | ooked around for a noment, recalling the layout of the train controls. 'That lot." He
poi nted at one of the banks of buttons and |light panels to one side of Wbslin. The engi neer
studi ed them

Ordered back. Told to return. Like it was a slave, one of the Idirans' nmedjel; as though it was a
machi ne. Let themwait a little.

Unaha- Cl osp had al so found the map screens, in the train just down the tunnel. It floated in
the air in front of the coloured expanses of back-lit plastic. It used its manipulating fields to
work the controls, turning on snall sets of lights which indicated the targets on both sides, the
major cities and nmilitary installations.

Al'l of it dust now, all of their precious humanoid civilisation ground to junk under gl aciers
or weat hered away by wind and spray and rain and frozen in ice - all of it. Only this pathetic
maze-tonb |eft.

So nmuch for their humanity, or whatever they chose to call it, thought Unaha-C osp. Only their
machi nes remai ned. But would any of the others | earn? Wuld they see this for what it was, this
frozen rock-ball? Wuld they, indeed!

Unaha-Cl osp left the screens glow ng, and floated out of the train, back through the tunne
towards the station itself. The tunnels were bright now, but no warner, and to Unaha-Closp it
seenmed as though there was a sort of reveal ed heartl essness about the harsh yell owwhite |ight
which streamed fromceilings and walls; it was operating-theatre light, dissection-table Iight.

The machine fl oated through the tunnels, thinking that the cathedral of darkness had becone a
gl azed arena, a crucible.

Xoxarl e was on the platform still trussed against the access ranp girders. Unaha-Cl osp didn't
like the way the Idiran | ooked at it when it appeared fromthe tunnels; it was al nost inpossible
to read the creature's expression, if he could be said to have one, but there was somethi ng about
Xoxarl e that Unaha-Closp didn't like. It got the inpression the Idiran had just stopped noving, or
doi ng sonething he didn't want to be seen doing.

From the tunnel nouth, the drone saw Aviger ook up fromthe pallet where he was sitting, then
| ook away again, w thout even bothering to wave.

The Changer and the two fermales were in the train control area with the engi neer Wibslin.
Unaha- Cl osp saw them and went forward to the access ranps and the nearest door. As it got there
it paused. Air noved gently; hardly anything, but it was there; it could feel it. Cbviously with
the power on, sone autonatic systens were circulating nore fresh air fromthe surface or through
at nospheric scrubbing units.

Unaha-Cl osp went into the train.

"Unpl easant little machine, that,' Xoxarle said to Aviger. The old nman nodded vaguely. Xoxarle
had noticed that the man | ooked at himless when he was speaking to him It was as though the
sound of his voice reassured the human that he was still tied there, safe and sound, not noving.
On the other hand, talking - noving his head to | ook at the human, naking the occasi onal shruggi ng
nmotion, laughing a little - gave himexcuses to nove and so to slip the wires a little further. So
he tal ked; with luck the others would be on the train for a while now, and he might have a chance
to escape

He would lead thema nmerry dance if he got away into the tunnels, with a gun

"Wl l, they should be open,' Horza was saying. According to the console in front of him and
Wibslin, the doors in the reactor car had never been locked in the first place. 'Are you sure you
were trying to open them properly? He was | ooking at the engineer

"OF course,' Wibslin said, sounding hurt. 'I know how different types of |ocks work. | tried
to turn the recessed wheel; catches off . . . OK this armof mne isn't perfect, but, well
it should have opened.'

"Probably a mal function,' Horza said. He straightened, |ooking back down the train, as though
trying to see through the hundred netres of netal and plastic between himand the reactor car
"Hm There's not enough roomthere for the Mnd to hide, is there?

Wibslin | ooked up fromthe panel. 'l wouldn't have thought so.'

"Well, here | am' Unaha-Closp said testily, floating through the door to the control deck
"What do you want ne to do now?'

"You took your time searching that other train,' Horza said, |ooking at the nachine.

"I was being thorough. Mre thorough than you, unless | misheard what you were saying before
canme in. \Wiere mght there be enough roomfor the Mnd to hide?

' The reactor car,' Wibslin said. 'l couldn't get through sone of the doors. Horza says
according to the controls they ought to be open.
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"Shall | go back and have a | ook, then?'" Unaha-Cl osp turned to face Horza.

The Changer nodded. 'If it isn't asking too rmuch,' he said |levelly.

"No, no,' Unaha-Closp said airily, backing off through the door it had entered by, 'I'm
starting to enjoy being ordered about. Leave it to ne.' It floated away, back through the front

carriage, towards the reactor car

Bal veda | ooked through the arnoured glass, at the rear of the train in front, the one the
drone had been | ooking through

"If the Mnd was hiding in the reactor car, wouldn't it show up on your mass sensor, or would
it be confused with the trace fromthe pile?" She turned her head slowy to | ook at the Changer

"Who knows?' Horza said. 'I'mnot an expert on the workings of the suit, especially nowit's
damaged. '
"You're getting very trusting, Horza,' the Culture agent said, smling faintly, 'letting the

drone do your hunting for you.'

"Just letting it do some scouting, Balveda,' Horza said, turning away and worki ng at sone nore
of the controls. He watched screens and dials and neters, changi ng di splays and readout functions,
trying to tell what was going on, if anything, in the reactor car. It all |ooked normal, as far as
he could tell, though he knew | ess about the reactor systens than about nost of the train's other
conmponents fromhis tinme as a senti nel

"OK,' Yalson said, turning her chair to one side, putting her feet upon the edge of one
consol e and taking her helnet off. 'So what do we do if there's no Mnd there, in the reactor car?
Do we all start touring round in this thing, take the transit tube, or what?

"l don't know that taking a mainline train is a good idea,' Horza said, glancing at Wbslin
"l considered | eaving everybody el se here and taking a transit tube by nyself on a circul ar
journey right round the System trying to spot the Mnd on the suit nass sensor. It wouldn't take
too long, even doing it twice to cover both sets of tracks between stations. The transit tubes
have no reactors, so it wouldn't get any fal se echoes to interfere with the sensor's readings.'

Wibslin, sitting in the seat which faced the train's main controls, |ooked downcast.

"Why not send the rest of us back to the ship, then? Balveda said. Horza | ooked at her
'Bal veda, you are not here to nake suggestions.'

"Just trying to be hel pful.' The Culture agent shrugged.

"What if you still can't find anything? Yalson asked.

"W go back to the ship,' Horza said, shaking his head. 'That's about all we can do. Wibslin
can check the suit mass sensor on board and, depending on what we find is wong with it, we mght
come back down or we might not. Now the power's on none of that should take very long or involve
any hard sl og.'

"Pity," Wibslin said, fingering the controls. 'W can't even use this train to get back to
station four, because of that train in station six blocking the way.'

"It probably would still nove,' Horza told the engineer. 'W'Il| have to do sonme shunting
whi chever way we go, if we use the mainline trains.
"Ch, well, then," Wibslin said, a little dreanily, and | ooked over the controls again. He
poi nted at one of them 'Is that the speed control ?
Hor za | aughed, crossing his arms and grinning at the nman, 'Yes. W'll see if we can arrange a

little journey.' He |eaned over and pointed out a couple of other controls, showi ng Wibslin how
the train was readi ed for running. They pointed and nodded and tal ked.

Yal son stirred restlessly in her seat. Finally she | ooked over at Bal veda. The Cul ture woman
was | ooking at Horza and Wibslin with a snmile; she turned her head to Yal son, sensing her gaze,
and smled nore widely, noving her head fractionally to indicate the two nen and raising her
eyebrows. Yalson, reluctantly, grinned back, and shifted the weight of her gun slightly.

The lights canme quickly now They streanmed by, creating a flickering, strobing pattern of light in
the dint cabin. He knew, he had opened his eye and had seen

It had taken all his strength just to lift that eyelid. He had drifted off to sleep for a
while. He was not sure for how | ong, he only knew he had been dozing. The pain was not so bad now.
He had been still for some tinme, just lying here with his broken body slanted out of the strange,
alien chair, his head on the control console, his hand wedged into the small flap by the power
control, fingers janmed under the fail-safe |ever inside.

It was restful; he could not have expressed how pleasant it all was after that awful craw
through both the train and the tunnel of his own pain.

The train's notion had altered. It still rocked him but alittle faster now, and with a new
rhythm added as well, a nore rapid vibration which was |ike a heart beating fast. He thought he
could hear it, too, now. The noise of the wi nd, blow ng through these deep-buried holes far under
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the blizzard-swept wastes above. O maybe he imagined it. He found it hard to tell

He felt like a small child again, on a journey with his year fellows and their old
Querl nmentor, rocked to sleep, slipping in and out of a dozing, happy sl eep.

He kept thinking: | have done all | could. Perhaps not enough, but it was all | had in ny
power to do. It was conforting.

Li ke the ebbing pain, it eased him I|ike the rocking of the train, it soothed him

He cl osed his eye again. There was confort in the darkness, too. He had no idea how far al ong
he was, and was starting to think it did not matter. Things were beginning to drift away from him
agai n; he was just beginning to forget why he was doing all this. But that didn't matter, either.
It was done; so long as he didn't nove, nothing mattered. Nothing.

Not hing at all.

The doors were janmmed, all right; same as the other train. The drone becane exasperated and
sl anmed agai nst one the reactor chanber doors with a force field, knocking itself back through the
air with the reaction.

The door wasn't even dented.

Ch- oh.

Back to the crawl ways and cabl e-runs. Unaha-C osp turned and headed down a short corridor, then
down a hole in the floor, heading for an inspection panel under the floor of the | ower deck

O course | end up doing all the work. | might have known. Basically what |'m doing for that
bastard is hunting down anot her machine. | ought to have ny circuits tested. |I've a good nind not
totell himeven if | do find the Mnd sonewhere. That would teach him

It threw back the inspection hatch and |owered itself into the dim narrow space under the
floor. The hatch hissed shut after it, blocking out the light. It thought about turning back and
openi ng the hatch again, but knew it would just close automatically once nore, and that it would
|l ose its tenper and damage the thing, and that was all a bit pointless and petty, so it didn't;
that sort of behaviour was for humans.

It started off along the crawl way, heading towards the rear of the train, underneath where the
reactor ought to be.

The Idiran was tal king. Aviger could hear it, but he wasn't listening. He could see the nonster
out of the corner of his eye, too, but he wasn't really looking at it. He was gazing absently at
his gun, humm ng tunel essly and thinking about what he would do if - sonmehow - he could get hold
of the Mnd hinmself. Suppose the others were killed, and he was left with the device? He knew the
I di rans woul d probably pay well for the Mnd. So would the Culture; they had noney, even if they
weren't supposed to use it in their own civilisation

Just dreanms, but anything could happen out of this Iot. You never knew how t he dust m ght
fall. He would buy sone land: an island on a nice safe planet sonewhere. He'd have sone retro-
agei ng done and raise sone sort of expensive racing aninmals, and he'd get to know the better-off
peopl e through his connections. O he'd get sonebody else to do all the hard work; with noney you
could do that. You could do anything.

The Idiran went on talking.

H s hand was al nost free. That was all he could get free for now, but naybe he could twi st his
armout later; it was getting easier all the time. The humans had been on the train for a while;
how nmuch | onger woul d they stay? The snall nachine hadn't been on for so |long. He had only just
seen it in time, appearing fromthe tunnel nouth; he knew its sight was better than his own, and
for a noment he had been afraid it might have seen himnmoving the armhe was trying to get free,
the one on the far side fromthe old human. But the machine had di sappeared into the train, and
not hi ng had happened. He kept | ooking over at the old man, checking. The hunan seened lost in a
day-dream Xoxarle kept talking, telling the enpty air about old Idiran victories.

Hi s hand was al nost out.

Alittle dust came off a girder above him about a metre over his head, and floated down
through the near still air, falling al nost but not quite straight down, gradually drifting away
fromhim He |ooked at the old nan again, and strained at the wires over his hand. Cone free, dam
youl!

Unaha-Cl osp had to hammer a corner froma right angle to a curve to get into the small passage it
wanted to use. It wasn't even a crawm way; it was a cable conduit, but it led into the reactor
conpartnent. It checked its senses; sanme ampunt of radiation here as in the other train.

It scraped through the small gap it had created in the cable-run, deeper into the netal and
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plastic guts of the silent carriage.
I can hear sonething. Sonething' s coning, underneath nme .

The lights were a continuous line, flashing past the train too quickly for nbpst eyes to have

di stingui shed themindividually. The |lights ahead, down the track, appeared round curves or at the
far end of straights, swelled and joined and tore past the w ndows, |ike shooting stars in the

dar kness.

The train had taken a long time to reach its naxi num speed, fought for long mnutes to
overcone the inertia of its thousands of tonnes of nass. Now it had done so, and was pushing
itself and the colum of air in front of it as fast as it ever would, hurtling down the |ong
tunnel with a roaring, tearing noise greater than any train had ever made in those dark passages,
its damaged carriages breaking the air or scraping the blast-door edges to decrease its speed a
little but increase the noise of its passage a great deal

The scream of the train's whirling notors and wheels, of its ruffled netal body tearing
through the air and of that same air swirling through the open spaces of the punctured carri ages,
rang fromthe ceiling and the walls, the consoles and the floor and the slope of armoured gl ass.

Quayanorl's eye was closed. Inside his ears, nenbranes pulsed to the noise outside, but no
message was transmitted to his brain. Hi s head bobbed up and down on the vibrating console, as
though still alive. H's hand shook on the collision brake override, as if the warrior was nervous,
or afraid.

Wedged there, glued, soldered by his own blood, he was |ike a strange, damaged part of the
train.

The bl ood was dried; outside Quayanorl's body, as within, it had stopped flow ng.

' How goes it, Unaha-C osp?' Yalson's voice said

"I"munder the reactor and I'mbusy. I'lIl let you know if | find anything. Thank you.' It
switched its conmuni cator off and | ooked at the bl ack-sheathed entrails in front of it: wires and
cabl es di sappearing into a cable-run. More than there had been in the front train. Should it cut
its way in, or try another route?

Deci si ons, deci sions.

H s hand was out. He paused. The old man was still sitting on the pallet, fiddling with his gun.
Xoxarle allowed hinmself a small sigh of relief, and flexed his hand, letting the fingers
stretch then fist. A few nbtes of dust noved slowy past his cheek. He stopped flexing his hand.

He wat ched t he dust nove.
A breath, something |l ess than a breeze, tickled at his arns and | egs. Mst odd, he thought.

"All I"'msaying,' Yalson told Horza, shifting her feet on the console a little, '"is that | don't
think it's a good idea for you to cone down here yoursel f. Anything coul d happen.'
"I"ll take a communicator; I'll check in," Horza said. He stood with his arms crossed, his

backsi de resting on the edge of a control panel; the same one Wibslin's helnet lay on. The
engi neer was familiarising hinself with the controls of the train. They were pretty sinple really.
"It's basic, Horza,' Yalson told him 'you never go alone. What stuff did they teach you at
thi s goddammed Acadeny?
"If I"'mallowed to say anything,' Balveda put in, clasping her hands in front of her and
| ooki ng at the Changer, 'I would just like to say | think Yalson's right.
Horza stared at the Culture wonman with a | ook of unhappy anazenent. 'No, you are not allowed
to say anything,' he told her. 'Wose side do you think you' re on, Perosteck?
' Ch, Horza,' Balveda grinned, crossing her arns, 'l alnobst feel |like one of the teamafter al
this tinme.'

About half a metre away fromthe gently rocking, slowy cooling head of Subordi nate-Captain
Quayanor!| G dborux Stoghrle I11, a small light began to flash very rapidly on the console. At the
same tine, the air in the control deck was pierced by a high-pitched ululating whine which filled
the deck and the whole front carriage and was relayed to several other control centres throughout
the speeding train. Quayanorl, his firmy wedged body tugged to one side by the force of the train
roaring round a long curve, could have heard that noise, just, if he had been alive. Very few
humans coul d have heard it.

Unaha- Cl osp thought the better of cutting off all comrunication with the outside world, and
reopened its comuni cator channels. Nobody wanted to speak to it, however. It started to cut the
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cables leading into the conduit, snipping themone by one with a knife-edged force field. No point
in worrying about damaging the thing after all that had happened to the train in station six, it
told itself. If it hit anything vital to the normal running of the train, it was sure Horza woul d
yell out soon enough. It could repair the cables w thout too nuch trouble anyway.

A draught ?

Xoxar | e thought he nust be imagining it, then that it was the result of some air-circulation
unit recently switched on. Perhaps the heat fromthe lights and the station's systens, once it was
powered up, required extra ventilation.

But it grew Slowy, alnpbst too slowy to discern, the faint, steady current increased in
strength. Xoxarle racked his brains; what could it be? Not a train; surely not a train.

He |istened carefully, but could hear nothing. He | ooked over at the old human, and found him
staring back. Had he noticed?

"Run out of battles and victories to tell nme about?" Aviger said, sounding tired. He | ooked
the Idiran up and down. Xoxarle |laughed - a little too loudly, even nervously, had Aviger been
wel | enough versed in Idiran gestures and voice tones to tell

"Not at all!' Xoxarle said. 'l was just thinking . . . ' He launched into another tale of
defeated enemes. It was one he had told to his famly, in ship messes and in attack-shuttle
hol ds; he could have told it in his sleep. Wiile his voice filled the bright station, and the old
human | ooked down at the gun he held in his hands, Xoxarle's thoughts were el sewhere, trying to
wor k out what was going on. He was still pulling and tugging at the wires on his arm whatever was
happening it was vital to be able to do nore than just nove his hand. The draught increased. Stil
he coul d hear nothing. A steady stream of dust was blowi ng off the girder above his head.

It had to be a train. Could one have been left swi tched on sonewhere? | npossible

Quayanorl! Did we set the controls to - ? But they hadn't tried to jamthe controls on. They
had only worked out what the various controls did and tested their action to nake sure they al
nmoved. They hadn't tried to do anything else; and there had been no point, no tine.

It had to be Quayanor!l hinself. He had done it. He nust still be alive. He had sent the train

For an instant - as he tugged desperately at the wires holding him talking all the tinme and
wat ching the old man - Xoxarle inmagined his conrade still back in station six, but then he
renenbered how badly injured he had been. Xoxarle had earlier thought his conrade might still be
alive, when he was still lying on the access ranp, but then the Changer had told the old man, this
same Aviger, to go back and shoot Quayanorl in the head. That should have finished Quayanorl, but
apparently it hadn't.

You failed, old one! Xoxarle exulted, as the draught becane a breeze. A distant whining noise,
al rost too high pitched to hear, started up. It was nuffled, coming fromthe train. The al arm
Xoxarle's arm held by one |last wire just above his el bow, was al nbost free. He shrugged once, and
the wire slipped up over his upper armand spilled | oose onto his shoul der

'"dd one, Aviger, ny friend,' he said. Aviger |ooked up quickly as Xoxarle interrupted his own
nonol ogue.

" What ?'

"This will sound silly, and | shall not blane you if you are afraid, but | have the nopst
infernal itch in my right eye. Wwuld you scratch it for me? | know it sounds silly, a warrior
tormented half to death by a sore eye, but it has been driving nme quite denented these past ten
m nutes. Wuld you scratch it? Use the barrel of your gun if you like; |I shall be very careful not
to nove a nuscle or do anything threatening if you use the nuzzle of your gun. O anything you
like. Wuld you do that? | swear to you on ny honour as a warrior | tell the truth.'

Avi ger stood up. He | ooked towards the nose of the train.

He can't hear the alarm He is old. Can the other, younger ones hear? Is it too high-pitched
for thenf? What of the machine? Ch cone here, you old fool. Conme herel!

Unaha- Cl osp pulled the cut cables apart. Now it could reach into the cable-run and try cutting
further up, so it could get in.

' Drone, drone can you hear nme?' It was the woman Yal son agai n.

"Now what ?* it said.

'Horza's | ost some readouts fromthe reactor car. He wants to know what you're doing.'

"Damm right | do,' Horza nuttered in the background.

"I had to cut some cables. Seenms to be the only way into the reactor area. |'Il repair them
later, if you insist.

The conmuni cator channel cut off for a second. In that nmoment, Unaha-Cd osp thought it could
hear sonething high pitched. But it wasn't sure. Fringes of sensation, it thought to itself. The
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channel opened again. Yalson said, 'Al right. But Horza says to tell himthe next tine you think
about cutting anything, especially cables.’

"All right, all right!' the drone said. 'Now, will you | eave ne al one?' The channel cl osed
again. It thought for a nonent. It had crossed its mnd that there m ght be an al arm soundi ng
somewhere, but logically an alarm ought to have repeated on the control deck, and it had heard
not hing i n the background when Yal son spoke, apart fromthe Changer's muttered interjection
Therefore, no alarm

It reached back into the conduit with a cutter field.

"Which eye?' Aviger said, fromjust too far anay. A wisp of his thin, yellow sh hair was bl own
across his forehead by the breeze. Xoxarle waited for the man to realise, but he didn't. He just
patted the hairs back and stared up quizzically at the Idiran's head, gun ready, face uncertain.

"This right one,' Xoxarle said, turning his head slowy. Aviger |ooked round towards the nose
of the train again, then back at Xoxarle.

"Don't tell you-knowwho, all right?

"I swear. Now, please; | can't stand it."'

Avi ger stepped forward. Still out of reach. 'On your honour, you're not playing a trick? he
sai d.

"As a warrior. On ny nother-parent's unsullied nane. On ny clan and fol k! May the gal axy turn
to dust if I liel"

"All right, all right,' Aviger said, raising his gun and holding it out high. 'l just wanted
to make sure.' He poked the barrel toward Xoxarle's eye. 'Wiereabouts does it itch?

"Here!' hissed Xoxarle. His freed armlashed out, grabbed the barrel of the gun and pull ed.
Aviger, still holding the gun, was dragged after it, slanming into the chest of the Idiran. Breath
expl oded out of him then the gun sailed down and snmashed into his skull. Xoxarle had averted his
head when he'd grabbed the weapon in case it fired, but he needn't have bothered; Aviger hadn't
left it switched on

In the stiffening breeze, Xoxarle let the unconscious human slide to the floor. He held the
laser rifle in his nmouth and used his hand to set the controls for a quiet burn. He snapped the
trigger guard fromthe gun's casing, to nake roomfor his larger fingers.

The wires should nelt easily.

Li ke a squi rm of snakes appearing froma hole in the ground, the bunched cables, cut about a netre
along their length, slid out of the conduit. Unaha-Cl osp went into the narrow tube and reached
behi nd the bared ends of the next |length of cables.

"Yal son,' Horza said, 'l wouldn't take you with nme anyway, even if | decided not to conme back down
alone.' He grinned at her. Yal son frowned.

"Why not?' she said.

' Because |'d need you on the ship, naking sure Bal veda here and our section |eader didn't
m sbehave. '

Yal son's eyes narrowed. 'That had better be all,' she growed. Horza's grin w dened and he
| ooked away, as though he wanted to say nore, but couldn't for sone reason

Bal veda sat, swi nging her legs fromthe edge of the too-big seat, and wondered what was goi ng
on between the Changer and the dark, down-ski nned woman. She thought she had detected a change in
their relationship, a change which seenmed to cone nostly fromthe way Horza treated Yal son. An
extra el enent had been added; there was sonmething else determning his reactions to her, but
Bal veda couldn't pin it down. It was all quite interesting, but it didn't help her. She had her
own probl ens anyway. Bal veda knew her own weaknesses, and one of themwas troubling her now

She really was starting to feel like one of the team She watched Horza and Yal son argui ng
about who shoul d acconpany the Changer if he came back down into the Comrand System after a return
to the Clear Air Turbulence, and she could not help but smle, unseen, at them She |liked the
determ ned, no-nonsense worman, even if her regard was not returned, and she could not find it in
her heart to think of Horza as inplacably as she ought.

It was the Culture's fault. It considered itself too civilised and sophisticated to hate its
enenies; instead it tried to understand them and their notives, so that it could out-think them
and so that, when it won, it would treat themin a way which ensured they would not becone eneni es
again. The idea was fine as long as you didn't get too close, but once you had spent sone tine
wi th your opponents, such enpathy could turn against you. There was a sort of detached, non-hunan
aggression required to go along with such nobilised conpassion, and Bal veda could feel it slipping
away from her.
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Per haps she felt too safe, she thought. Perhaps it was because now there was no significant
threat. The battle for the Command System was over; the quest was petering out, the tension of the
past few days di sappearing.

Xoxarl e worked quickly. The laser's thin, attenuated beam buzzed and fussed at each wire, turning
each strand red, yellow and white, then - as he strained against them- parted each one with a
snap. The old man at the Idiran's feet stirred, npaned.

The faint breeze had becone a strong one. Dust was bl owing under the train and starting to
swirl around Xoxarle's feet. He noved the |aser to another set of wires. Only a fewto go. He
gl anced towards the nose of the train. There was still no sign of the humans or the nachine. He
gl anced back the other way, over his shoulder, towards the train's last carriage and the gap
between it and the tunnel mouth where the wind was whistling through. He could see no light, stil
hear no noise. The current of air made his eye feel cold.

He turned back and pointed the laser rifle at another set of wires. The sparks were caught in
the breeze and scattered over the station floor and across the back of Aviger's suit.

Typical: ne doing all the work as usual, thought Unaha-C osp. It haul ed anot her bunch of cabl es
out of the conduit. The wire run behind it was starting to fill up with cut lengths of wre,
bl ocking the route the drone had taken to get to the small pipe it was now working in

It's beneath me. | can feel it. | can hear it. | don't know what it's doing, but | can feel, | can
hear .

And there's sonething else . . . another noise
The train was a long, articulated shell in sone gigantic gun; a netal screamin a vast throat. It
rammed through the tunnel like a piston in the biggest engi ne ever nade, sweeping round the curves
and into the straights, lights flooding the way ahead for an instant, air pushed ahead of it -

like its howing, roaring voice - for kilonetres.

Dust lifted fromthe platform made clouds in the air. An enpty drink container rolled off the
pal |l et where Aviger had been sitting and clattered to the floor; it started rolling along the
platform towards the nose of the train, hitting off the wall a couple of tines. Xoxarle sawit.
The wind tugged at him the wires parted. He got one leg free, then another. Hi s other arm was
out, and the last wires fell away.

A piece of plastic sheeting lifted fromthe pallet |ike sone black, flat bird and fl opped onto
the platform sliding after the metal container, now hal fway down the station. Xoxarle stooped
qui ckly, caught Aviger round the waist and, with the man held easily in one armand the laser in
his other hand, ran back, down the platform towards the wall beside the bl ocked tunnel nouth
where the wi nd nmade a noani ng noi se past the sloped rear of the train.

. or lock them both away down here instead. You know we can . Yal son said
We're cl ose, Horza thought, nodding absently at Yalson, not listening as she told himwhy he
needed her to help himlook for the Mnd. W're close, |'"'msure we are; | can feel it; we're
al nost there. Sonehow we've - |'ve - held it all together. But it's not over yet, and it only
takes one tiny error, one oversight, a single mistake, and that's it: fuck-up, failure, death. So
far we've done it, despite the m stakes, but it's so easy to miss sonmething, to fail to spot sone
tiny detail in the mass of data which | ater when you' ve forgotten all about it, when your back is
turned - creeps up and cl obbers you. The secret was to think of everything, or - because nmaybe the
Culture was right, and only a nachine could literally do that - just to be so in tune with what
was going on that you thought automatically of all the inportant and potentially inportant things,
and ignored the rest.

Wth something of a shock, Horza realised that his own obsessive drive never to nmake a
m st ake, always to think of everything, was not so unlike the fetishistic urge which he so
despised in the Culture: that need to nmake everything fair and equal, to take the chance out of
life. He smled to hinself at the irony and gl anced over at Bal veda, sitting watching Wibslin
experimenting with sone controls.
Conming to resenbl e your enem es, Horza thought; maybe there's something init, after all -
' . . . Horza, are you listening to nme?' Yal son said.
"Hm®? Yes, of course,' he sniled.

Bal veda frowned, while Horza and Yal son tal ked on, and Wibslin poked and prodded at the train's
controls. For some reason, she was starting to feel uneasy.
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Qutside the front carriage, beyond Balveda's field of view, a snall container rolled along the
platformand into the wall al ongside the tunnel nouth.

Xoxarle ran to the rear of the station. By the entrance to the foot tunnel, |eading off at right
angles into the rock behind the station's platform was the tunnel which the Changer and the two
worren had energed from when they had returned fromtheir search of the station. It provided the

i deal place fromwhich to watch; Xoxarle thought he woul d escape the effects of the collision, and
woul d have the best opportunity for a clear field of fire, right down the station to the nose of
the train, in the nmeantine. He could stay there right up until the train hit. If they tried to get
of f, he would have them He checked the gun, turning its power up to maxi mum

Bal veda got down fromthe seat, folding her arns, and wal ked slowy across the control deck
towards the side wi ndows, staring intently at the floor, wondering why she felt uneasy.

The wi nd how ed through the gap between the tunnel edge and the train; it becane a gale. Twenty
metres away fromwhere Xoxarle waited in the foot tunnel, kneeling there with one foot on the back
of the unconscious Aviger, the train's rear carriage started to rock and sway.

The drone stopped in mid-cut. Two things occurred to it: one, that damrit there was a funny noi se;
and two, that just supposing there had been an al arm sounding on the control deck, not only would
none of the humans be able to hear it, there was al so a good chance that Yal son's hel net ni ke
woul d not relay the high-pitched whine, either.

But woul dn't there be a visual warning, too?

Bal veda turned at the side wi ndow, wi thout |ooking out properly. She sat against the console
there, | ooking back

' on how serious you still are about |ooking for this damm thing,' Yalson was saying to
Hor za.

"Don't worry,' the Changer said, nodding at Yalson, '"I'lIl find it.'

Bal veda turned round, |ooked at the station outside.

Just then, Yalson and Wibslin's helnmets both canme alive with the urgent voice of the drone.
Bal veda was di stracted by a piece of black material, which was sliding quickly along the floor of
the station. Her eyes wi dened. Her nouth opened.

The gal e becane a hurricane. A distant noise, |like a great aval anche heard fromfar away, cane
fromthe tunnel nouth.
Then, up the long final straight which led into station seven fromstation six, |ight appeared

at the end of the tunnel

Xoxarl e could not see the light, but he could hear the noise; he brought the gun up and ai ned
al ong the side of the stationary train. The stupid humans nust realise soon

The steel rails began to whine.

The drone backed quickly out of the conduit. It threw the cut, discarded |engths of cable against
the walls. 'Yalson! Horzal' it shouted at themthrough its comrunicator. It dashed al ong the short
Il ength of narrow tunnel. The instant it turned the corner it had hamrered in to nmake passable, it
could hear the faint, high, insistent wailing of the alarm 'There's an alarnl | can hear it!
What' s happeni ng?

There, in the crawwway, it could feel and hear the rush of air coursing through and around the
train.

"There's a gale blowing out there!' Balveda said quickly, as soon as the drone's voice stopped.
Wibslin lifted his helmet fromthe console. Wiere it had lain, a small orange |ight was flashing.
Horza stared at it. Bal veda | ooked up at the platform d ouds of dust blew along the station
floor. Light equi pment was being blown off the pallet, opposite the rear access gantry. 'Horza,'

Bal veda said quietly, 'l can't see Xoxarle, or Aviger.'
Yal son was on her feet. Horza gl anced over at the side w ndow, then back at the |ight, w nking
on the console. '"It's an alarnml' the drone's voice shouted fromthe two helnmets. "I can hear it!"’

Horza picked up his rifle, grabbed the edge of Yalson's helnet while she held it and said,
"It's atrain, drone; that's the collision alarm Get off the train now' He let go of the hel net,
whi ch Yal son qui ckly shoved over her head and | ocked. Horza gestured towards the door. 'Move!' he
said loudly, glancing round at Yal son, Balveda and Wibslin, who was still sitting holding the
hel net he had renpved fromthe console.
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Bal veda headed for the door. Yalson was just behind her. Horza started forward, then turned as
he went, |ooked back at Wbslin, who was setting his helmet down on the floor and turning back to
the controls. "Wibslin!' he yelled. 'Mve!’

Bal veda and Yal son were running through the carriage. Yal son | ooked back, hesitated.

"I"'mgoing to get it noving,' Wibslin said urgently, not turning to | ook at Horza. He punched
sone buttons.

"Wibslin!' Horza shouted. 'Get out, now'

"It's all right, Horza,' Wibslin said, still flicking buttons and swi tches, glancing at
screens and dials, grimacing when he had to nove his injured arm and still not turning his head
"I know what |'mdoing. You get off. I'Il get her noving; you'll see.'

Horza gl anced towards the rear of the train. Yalson was standing in the niddle of the forward
carriage, just visible through two open doors, her head going fromside to side as she | ooked

first at the still running Bal veda heading for the second carriage and the access ranps, and then
at Horza, waiting in the control deck. Horza notioned her to get out. He turned and strode forward
and took Wibslin by one el bow. 'You crazy bastard!' he shouted. 'It could be conming at fifty

metres a second; have you any idea how long it takes to get one of these things noving? He haul ed
at the engineer's arm Wibslin turned quickly and hit Horza across the face with his free hand.
Horza was thrown back over the floor of the control deck, nore amazed than hurt. Wibslin turned
back to the controls.
"Sorry, Horza, but | can get it round that bend and out of the way. You get out now Leave
me. '

Horza took his laser rifle, stood up, watched the engi neer working at the controls, then
turned and ran fromthe place. As he did so, the train lurched, seeming to flex and tighten

Yal son followed the Culture woman. Horza had waved at her to go on, so she did. 'Balveda!' she
shout ed. ' Emergency exits; go down; bottom deck!

The Culture agent didn't hear. She was still heading for the next carriage and the access
ranps. Yalson ran after her, cursing.

The drone expl oded out of the floor and raced through the carriage for the nearest emergency
hat ch.

That vibration! It's a train! Another train's com ng, fast! Wat have those idiots done? | have to
get out!

Bal veda ski dded round a corner, threw out one hand and caught hold of a bul khead edge; she dived
for the open door which led to the middle access ranp. Yal son's footsteps pounded behi nd her

She ran out onto the ranp, into a howing gale, a constant, gustless hurricane. Instantly the
air around her detonated with cracks and sparks; light glared fromall sides, and the girders bl ew
out in nolten lines. She threw herself flat, sliding and rolling along the surface of the ranp.
The girders ahead of her, where the ranp turned and sl oped down to one side, glittered with | aser
fire. She got half up again and, feet and hands scrabbling for purchase on the ranp, threw herself
back into the train fractionally before the noving line of shots blasted into the side of the ranp
and the girders and guard rails beyond. Yalson alnost tripped over her; Bal veda reached up and
grabbed the other woman's arm ' Somebody's firing!

Yal son went forward to the edge and started firing back

The train gave a lurch

The final straight between station six and station seven was over three kilonetres |long. The tine
bet ween the point the racing machine's lights would have become visible fromthe rear of the train
sitting in station seven, and the instant the train flashed out of the dark tunnel into the
station itself, occupied |l ess than a m nute.

Dead, body shaki ng and rocking, but still wedged too tightly to be dislodged fromthe
controls, Quayanorl's cold, closed eye faced a scene through sloped, arnoured glass of a night-
dark space strung with twin bright lines of alnost solid light, and directly in front, rapidly
enlarging, a halo of brightness, a glaring ring of |uminescence with a grey, netallic core.

Xoxarl e cursed. The target had noved quickly, and he'd m ssed. But they were trapped on the train
He had them The old human under his knee noaned and tried to nove. Xoxarle trod down harder on
hi m and got ready to shoot again. The jetstreamof air screaned out of the tunnel and round the
rear of the train.

Answering shots splashed randomy around the rear of the station, well away fromhim He
smled. Just then, the train noved
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"CGet out!' Horza said, arriving at the door where the two wonen were, one firing, one crouched
down, risking the occasional ook out. The air was whirling into the carriage, shaking and
roaring.

"I't nust be Xoxarle!' Yalson shouted above the noise of the stormng wind. She | eant out and
fired. More shots rippled over the access ranp and thudded into the outer hull of the train around
the door. Bal veda ducked back as hot fragments blew in through the open door. The train seenmed to
wobbl e, then nove forward, very slowy.

"What - ?' Yalson yelled, |ooking round at Horza as he joined her at the door. He shrugged as
he leant out to fire down the platform

"Wibslin!' he shouted. He sent a hail of fire down the I ength of the station. The train crept
forward; already a nmetre of the access ranmp was hidden by the side of the train's hull near the
open door. Sonething sparkled in the darkness of the distant tunnel, where the wind screaned and
the dust bl ew and a noi se |ike never-endi ng thunder cane.

Horza shook his head. He waved Bal veda forward, to the ranp, now with only about half its
breadth avail able fromthe door. He fired again; Yalson |eant out and fired, too. Bal veda started
f orwar d.

At that nonment a hatch blew out, near the mddle of the train, and fromthe sane carriage a
huge circular plug of train hull fell clanging out - a great flat cork of thick wall tipping down
to the station floor. A small dark shape dashed fromthe broken hatch, and fromthe great circul ar
hol e near by a silver point cane, swelling quickly to a fat, bright, reflecting ovoid as the wall
section hit the platform the drone whizzed through the air, and Bal veda started forward al ong the
ranp.

"There it is!' Yalson screaned.

The M nd was out of the train, starting to turn and race off. Then the flickering laser fire
fromthe far end of the station switched; no |onger smashing into the access ranmp and girders, it
began to scatter flashing explosions of light all over the surface of the silvery ellipsoid. The
M nd seened to stop, hang in the air, shaken by the fusilade of |aser shots; then it fel
si deways, out over the platform its snmooth surface suddenly starting to ripple and grow dimas it
rolled through the rushing air, falling towards the side wall of the station Iike a crippled
ai rshi p. Balveda was across the ranp, running down the sloped section, alnobst at the | ower |evel
"Get out!' Horza yelled, shoving Yal son. The train was away fromthe ranps now, notors grow ing
but unheard in the raging hurricane which swept through the station. Yal son slapped her wist,
switching on her AG then |eapt out of the door into the gale, still firing.

Horza | eant out, having to fire through the girders of the access ranp. He held onto the train
with one hand, felt it shaking like a frightened animal. Some of his shots smacked into the access
ranp girders, blasting fountains of debris out into the slipstreamof air and maki ng hi mduck back
in.

The M nd crunched into the side wall of the station, rolling over to |l odge in the angle
between the floor and the curved wall, its silver skin quivering, going dull

Unaha-Cl osp twi sted through the air, avoiding |aser shots. Bal veda reached the bottom of the
ranp and ran across the station floor. The fan of shots fromthe distant foot tunnel seened to
hesitate between her and the flying figure of Yalson, then swept up to close around the wonan in
the suit. Yalson fired back, but the shots found her, made her suit sparkle.

Horza threw hinself out of the train, falling to the ground fromthe slowy noving carriage
crashing into the rock floor, w nding hinmself, being bowed over by the tearing blast of air. He
ran forward as soon as he could get to his feet, bouncing up fromthe inpact, firing through the
hurricane towards the far end of the station. Yalson still flew, noving into the torrent of air
and the crackling laser fire.

Li ght bl azed around the rear of the train, now heading at a little over wal king speed fromthe
station. The noise of the oncoming train - drowning out every other sound, even explosions and
shots, so that everything el se seened to be happening in a shocked silence within that ultimte
scream - rose in pitch

Yal son dropped; her suit was danaged.

Her legs started to work before she hit the ground, and when she did she was runni ng, running
for the nearest cover. She ran for the Mnd, dull silver by the wall side.

And changed her m nd.

She turned, just before she would have been able to dive behind the Mnd, and ran on round it,
towards the doorways and al coves of the wall beyond.

Xoxarle's fire slamed into her again the instant she turned, and this tine her suit arnour
could soak up no nore energy; it gave way, the laser fire bursting through like lightning all over
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the wonman's body, throwing her into the air, blowing her arms out, kicking her [egs fromunder
her, jerking her like a doll caught in the fist of an angry child, and throwi ng a bright crinmson
cloud from her chest and abdonen.

The train hit.

It flashed into the station on a tide of noise; it roared fromthe tunnel like a solid netal
t hunderbolt, seeming to cross the space between the tunnel mouth and the slowy noving train in
front in the sane instant as it appeared. Xoxarle, closest of themall, caught a fleeting glinpse

of the train's sleek shining nose before that great shovel front slammed into the back of the
ot her train.

He could not have believed there was a sound greater than that the train had nade in the
tunnel, but the noise of its inmpact dwarfed even that cacophony. It was a star of sound, a
bl i ndi ng nova where before there had only been a di m gl ow.

The train hit at over one hundred and ninety kilonmetres per hour. Wibslin's train had barely
progressed a carriage length into the tunnel and was noving hardly faster than wal ki ng speed.

The racing train smashed into the rear coach, lifting and crunpling it in a fraction of a
second, crushing it into the tunnel roof, jack-hamrering its layers of metal and plastic into a
tight wad of weckage in the sane instant as its own nose and front carriage caved i n underneat h,
shattering wheels, snapping rails and bursting the train's netal skin |like shrapnel from some vast
gr enade.

The train ploughed on: into and under the front train, skidding and crashing to one side as
snmashed sections of the two trains kicked out to the wall side of the tracks, forcing them both
into the main body of the station in a welter of tearing netal and fractured stone, while the
carriages bucked, squashed, tel escoped and disintegrated all at once.

The whol e Il ength of the racing train continued to pour out of the tunnel, coaches flashing by,
streanming into the chaos of disintegrating weckage in front, lifting and crashing and sl ew ng.

Fl ames burst and flickered in the detonating debris; sparks fountained; glass blew spraying out
fromthe breaking wi ndows; flaying ribbons of nmetal beat at the walls.

Xoxarl e ducked in, away fromthe pulverising sound of it.

Wibslin felt the train hit. It threw himback in the chair. He knew already he had failed; the
train, his train, was going too slowy. A great hand from nowhere ramred into his back; his ears
popped; the control deck, the carriage, the whole train shook round him and suddenly, in the
mdst of it, the rear of the next train, the one in the repair and mai ntenance cavern, was racing
towards him He felt his train junp the tracks on the curve that mght have let himroll to
safety. The accel eration went on. He was pinned, helpless. The rear carriage of the other train
flashed towards him he closed his eyes, half a second before he was crushed |ike an insect inside
the wreckage. Horza was curled in a snmall doorway in the station wall, with no i dea how he had got
there. He didn't |ook, he couldn't see. He whinpered in a corner while the devastation bellowed in
his ears, pelted his back with debris and shook the walls and fl oor

Bal veda had found a space in the wall, too - an al cove where she hid, her back turned, her
face hidden.

Unaha-Cl osp had planted itself on the station ceiling, behind the cover of a canmera done. It
wat ched the crash as it went on beneath; it saw the last carriage | eave the tunnel, saw the
crashing train smash into and through the one they had been in only seconds before, pushing it
forward in a skidding, tangled ness of mangled netal. Carriages left the tracks, skidding sideways
over the station floor as the weck slowed, tearing the access ranps fromthe rock, smashing
lights fromthe ceiling; debris flew up, and the drone had to dodge. It saw Yal son's body, beneath
it onthe platform hit by the slewing, rolling carriages, tunbling over the fused rock surface in
a cloud of sparks; they swept past, just missing the Mnd, scraped the wonan's torn body fromthe
floor and buried it with the access ranps in the wall, hamering into the black rock by the side
of the tunnel where a squeezed-out collar of weckage swelled as the last of the inmpetus fromthe
collision spent itself conpressing netal and stone together

Fire burst out; sparks flashed fromthe tracks; the station lights flickered. Weckage fel
back, and the quivering echo of the weck reverberated through the station. Snoke started up
expl osi ons shook the station, and suddenly, fromout of the ceiling, surprising the drone, water
started to spray fromholes all along the surface of rock, beside the flickering lines of Iights.
The water turned to foam and fl oated down through the air |ike warm snow.

The mangl ed wr eckage hi ssed and groaned and creaked as it settled. Flanes |icked over it,
fighting against the falling foamas they found flamables in the debris.

Then there was a scream and the drone | ooked down t hrough a haze of snbke and foam Horza ran
froma doorway in the wall, just up the platformfromthe near edge of the burning netal rubble.

The man ran up the weckage-littered platform screanming and firing his gun. The drone saw
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rock fracture and expl ode around the distant tunnel entrance Xoxarle had been firing from It
expected to see answering fire and the man fall, but there was nothing. The man kept on running
and firing, shouting incoherently all the time. The drone couldn't see Bal veda.

Xoxarl e had stuck the gun round the corner as soon as the noise died away; at the sane tine
the man appeared and started firing. Xoxarle had tinme to take aimbut not to fire. A shot |anded
near the gun, on the wall, and something hamrered into Xoxarle's hand; the gun sputtered, then
went dead. A splinter of rock protruded fromthe weapon's casing. Xoxarle swore, threw it away
across the tunnel. Mre shots burst around the tunnel nouth as the Changer fired again. Xoxarle
| ooked down at Aviger, who was noving weakly on the floor, face down, linbs shifting in the air
and over the rock |ike sonebody trying to swim

Xoxarl e had kept the old one alive to use as a hostage, but he was of little use now. The
wonan Yal son was dead; he had killed her, and Horza wanted to avenge her.

Xoxarl e crushed Aviger's skull with his foot, then turned and ran.

There were twenty nmetres to run before the first turn. Xoxarle ran as fast as he could,
ignoring the pains fromhis | egs and body. An expl osion sounded fromthe station. A hissing noise
came from above Xoxarle's head, and spurts of water fromthe sprinkler systemstared to fall from
the ceiling.

The air glowed with laser fire as he dived for the first side tunnel; the wall blew out at
him and something hit his |leg and back. He ran on, I|inping.

There were some doors ahead, to the left. He tried to renenber how the stations were laid out.
The doors ought to lead to the control room and acconmodati on dormtories; he could cut through
there, cross the repair and nai ntenance cavern by the gantry bridge, and get up a side tunnel to
the transit tube system That way he coul d escape. He hobbl ed quickly, shoul der-charging the
doors. The Charger's steps sounded | oud somewhere in the tunnels behind him

The drone watched Horza, his gun still firing, his legs punping, run up the platformlike a
madman, scream ng and how i ng and vaulting bits of weckage. He sprinted over the place where
Yal son's body had lain before it was brushed fromthe station floor by the tunmbling carriages,
then ran on, preceded by a cone of glowing light fromhis gun, past where the pallet had been, to
the far end of the station, where Xoxarle had been firing from and di sappeared into the side
t unnel

Unaha- Cl osp floated down. The w eckage crackled and funmed; the foamfell to sleet. The ugly
snell of some noxious gas started to fill the air. The drone's sensors detected medi um hi gh
radi ation. A series of small explosions burst fromthe wecked carriages, starting fresh fires to
repl ace the ones snothered by the foam now coating the chaos of the mangled netal |ike snow on
j agged nount ai ns.

Unaha-Cl osp came up to the Mnd. It lay by the wall, its surface rippled and dark, the col ours
of oil on water, and dull.

'Bet you though you were smart, didn't you?' Unaha-Closp said to it quietly. Perhaps it could
hear, maybe it was dead; it had no way of telling. '"Hiding in the reactor like that: |I bet | know
what you did with the pile, too; dunped it down one of those deep shafts, near one of the
energency ventilation notors, nmaybe even the one we saw on the screen of the nmass sensor on the
first day. Then hid in the train. Pleased with yourself, I'Il bet.

'Look where it got you, though.' The drone |ooked at the silent Mnd. Its top surface was
collecting the falling foam The drone brushed its own casing clear with a force field.

The M nd noved; it lifted abruptly about half a netre, one end at a tine, and the air hissed
and crackled for a second. The device's surface shinmered nonmentarily whil e Unaha-C osp backed
of f, uncertain what was happening. Then the Mnd fell back, and rested lightly on the floor again,
the colours on its ovoid skin shifting lazily. The drone snell ed ozone. 'Down but not quite out,
eh?' it said. The station began to darken as the undamaged |ights were clouded by the rising
snmoke.

Sonebody coughed. Unaha-Cl osp turned and saw Perosteck Bal veda staggering from an al cove. She
was bent doubl e, hol ding her back, and coughing. Her head was gashed and her skin | ooked the
col our of ashes. The drone floated over to her

" Anot her survivor,' it said, nore to itself than to the wonan. It went to her side and used a
field to support her. The funes in the air were choking the wonman. Bl ood | eaked from her forehead,
and there was a wet patch of red glistening on the back of the jacket she wore.

"What . . . ' she coughed. 'Wo el se?" Her footsteps were unsteady, and the drone had to
support her as she stunbled over scattered pieces of the train's carriages and sections of track
Rocks littered the floor, torn fromthe walls of the station during the inpact.

"Yal son's dead,' Unaha-C osp said matter-of-factly. 'Wibslin, too, probably. Horza's chasing
Xoxarl e. Don't know about Aviger; didn't see him The Mnd is still alive, | think. It was noving,
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anyway. '

They approached the M nd; it |ay, bobbing up and down at one end every now and agai n, as
though trying to get into the air. Balveda tried to go over to it, but the drone held her back

'Leave it, Balveda,' it told her, forcing her to keep heading up the platform her feet
ski ddi ng on the debris. She went on coughing, her face contorted with pain. 'You'll suffocate in
this atnosphere if you try to stay,' the drone said gently. 'The Mnd can | ook after itself, or if
not there isn't anything you can do for it.'

"I"'mall right,' Balveda insisted. She stopped, straightened; her face became calm and she
st opped coughi ng. The drone stopped, too, looking at her. She turned to face it, breathing
normal Iy, her face still ashen but her expression serene. She brought her hand away from her back
covered in blood, and with the other hand wi ped sone of the red fluid fromher forehead and eye.
She smiled. 'You see.'

Then her eyes closed, she doubled at the waist, and her head came swoopi ng down towards the
rock floor of the station as her |egs buckl ed.

Unaha- Cl osp caught her neatly in md-air before she hit the floor and floated her out of the
platformarea, through the first set of side doors it found, |eading towards the control roons and
acconmodat i on secti on.

Bal veda started to come round in the fresh air, before they had gone nore than ten netres
al ong the tunnel. Expl osions boonmed behind them and the air noved in pul ses along the gallery
Iike beats of a huge erratic heart. The lights flickered; water started to drip, then pour from
the tunnel roof.

Just as well | don't rust, Unaha-Closp said to itself, as it floated along the tube to the
control room the woman stirring in its force-field grip. It heard the noise of firing: |aser
fire, but it couldn't tell whereabouts the firing was because the noi se came from ahead and behi nd
and above, through ventilation outlets.

"See . . . I'mfine . ' Bal veda nuttered. The drone let her nove; they were nearly at the
control room and the air was still fresh, the radiation |evel decreasing. Mre explosions rocked
the station; Balveda's hair, and the fur on her jacket, noved in the air current, releasing flakes
of foam Water streaned down, pattering and spl ashing.

The drone noved through the doors into the control room the rooms lights did not flicker
and the air was clear. No water flowed fromthe ceiling, and only the wonman's body and its own
casing dripped on the plastic-covered floor. 'That's better,' Unaha-Closp said. It laid the worman
down on a chair. Mre nuffled detonations shuddered through the rock and the air.

Lights flickered and fl ashed throughout the room from every consol e and panel

The drone sat the Culture woman up, then gently shoved her head down between her knees and
fanned her face. The expl osions boonmed, shaking the atnosphere in the roomlike . . . like .

i ke stanping feet!

Dum drum dum Dum drum dum

Unaha- Cl osp haul ed Bal veda's head up, and was about to scoop her fromthe chair when the
footsteps frombeyond the far door, no | onger masked by the sound of explosions fromthe station
itself, suddenly swelled in volune; the doors were kicked open. Xoxarle, wounded, |inping as he
ran, water streanming fromhis body, cannoned into the room he saw Bal veda and the drone and
headed strai ght for them

Unaha-C osp ramred forward, right at the Idiran's head. Xoxarle caught the machine in one hand
and slanmed it into a control console, smashing screens and light panels in a fury of sparks and
acrid snoke. Unaha-C osp stayed there, janmmed hal fway into the fused and spluttering switch
assenbly, snoke pouring out around it.

Bal veda opened her eyes, stared round, her face bloodied and wild and frightened; she saw
Xoxarl e and started forward towards him opening her mouth but only coughing. Xoxarle grabbed her
pi nning her arnms to her side. He | ooked round, to the doors he had smashed through, pausing for a
second to draw breath. He was weakeni ng, he knew. Hi s keratinous back plates were al nost burnt
t hrough where the Changer had shot him and his leg was hit, too, slowing himall the tine. The

human woul d catch himsoon . . . He |looked into the face of the female he held and deci ded not to
kill her immediately.
'Perhaps you'll stay the little one's trigger finger . . . ' Xoxarle breathed, holding Bal veda

over his back with one arm and hobbling quickly to the door |eading to the dormitories and
acconmodati on section and then to the repair area. He kneed the doors open and | et them cl ose
behind him ' . . . But | doubt it," he added, and hobbl ed down the short tunnel, then through the
first dormtory, under the swaying nets, in a Bickering, uncertain light, as the sprinklers
started to come on above.

In the control room Unaha-Closp pulled itself free, its casing covered in burning pieces of
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plastic wire covering. 'Filthy bastard,' it said groggily, wavering through the air away fromthe
snoki ng consol e, 'you wal ki ng cel |l -nenagerie . ' Unaha-C osp turned unsteadily through the
snoke and made for the doors Xoxarle had cone through. It hesitated there, then with a sort of
shaki ng, shruggi ng noti on noved away down the tunnel, gathering speed.

Horza had lost the Idiran. He had foll owed himdown the tunnel, then through some broken doors.
There was a choice then: left, right or ahead; three short corridors, lights flickering, water
showering fromthe roof, snoke crawling under the ceiling in lazy waves.

Horza had gone right, the way the Idiran would have gone if he was heading for the transit
tubes, and if he had worked out the right direction, and if he didn't have sonme other plan

But he'd chosen the wong way.

He held the gun tight in his hands. H's face ran with the false tears of the showering water.
The gun hummed t hrough his gloves; a swollen ball of pain rose fromhis belly, filling his throat
and his eyes and souring his nouth, weighing in his hands, clanping his teeth. He stopped at
anot her junction, near the dormtories, in an agony of indecision, |ooking fromone direction to
anot her while the water fell and the snoke crept and the lights guttered. He heard a scream and
set off that way.

The wonan struggl ed. She was strong, but still powerless, even in his weakened grasp. Xoxarle
Iinped along the corridor, towards the great cavern

Bal veda screanmed, tried to wiggle her way free, then use her legs to kick at the Idiran's
t hi ghs and knees. But she was held too tightly, too high on Xoxarle's back. Her arms were pinned
at her sides; her legs could only beat against the keratin plate which curved out fromthe
Idiran's runp. Behind her, the sleep-nets of the Cormmand Systenis buil ders swayed gently in the
tides of air which swept through the long dormitory with each fresh explosion fromthe platform
area and the wecked trains.

She heard firing from sonewhere behind them and doors at the far end of the [ong room bl ew
out. The Idiran heard the noise, too; just before they crashed through the exit fromthe dormtory
his head turned to glance back in the direction the noise had come from Then they were in the
short corridor and out onto the terrace which ran round the deep cavern of the repair and
mai nt enance ar ea.

On one side of the huge cavern, a fallen, tangled heap of snmashed carri ages and w ecked
machi nery bl azed. The train Wibslin had started noving had been ranmed into the rear of the train
already in the | ong scooped-out al cove which hung over the cavern floor. Parts of both the front
trains had scattered |like toys; down to the cavern floor, piled against the walls, crushed into
the roof. The foamfell through the cavern, sizzling on the hot debris of the weck, where fl anes
spilled up fromcrunpled carriages, and sparks fl ashed.

Xoxarl e slipped on the terrace, and for one second Bal veda thought they would both skid off
its surface, over the guard rails and down to the junble of nachinery and equi pment on the cold,
hard fl oor below But the Idiran steadied hinself, turned and pounded al ong the broad wal kway
towards the netal catwal k which crossed the breadth of the cavern and | ed over the far edge of the
terrace into another tunnel - the tunnel which led to the transit tubes.

She heard the Idiran breathe. Her ringing ears caught the crackle of flanes, the hiss of foam
and the | aboured wheeze of Xoxarle's breath. He held her easily, as though she wei ghed not hi ng.
She cried out in frustration, heaved her body with all her strength, trying to break his grip or
even just get an armfree, struggling weakly.

They came to the suspended catwal k, and again the Idiran al nost slipped, then again caught
hinself in tine and steadied. He started along the narrow gantry, his |inping, unsteady tread
shaking it, making it sound like a netal drum Her back hurt as she strained; Xoxarle's grip
stayed firm

Then he skidded to a halt, brought her round in front of his huge, saddl e-face. He held her by
both shoul ders for a nonment, then took her right armby the el bow with one hand, keeping hold of
her right shoulder with the other fist.

He brought one knee out, holding his thigh level with the cavern floor, thirty metres bel ow.
Hel d by el bow and shoul der, her weight taken by that one arm her back aching, her head hardly
clear, she suddenly realised what he was going to do.

She screaned.

Xoxar| e brought the woman's upper arm down across his thigh, snapping it like a twig. Her cry
broke like ice.

He took her by the wist of her good arm and swung her out over the side of the catwalk,
sweepi ng her down beneath himand positioning her hand on a thin netal stanchion, then he left
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her. It was done in a second or two; she swung |ike a pendul umunder the metal bridge. Xoxarle ran
of f, linping. Each step, shaking the suspended gantry, vibrated through the stanchion to Bal veda's
hand, | oosening her grip. She hung there. Her broken arm dangl ed usel essly at her side. Her hand
gri pped the cold, snooth, foamsneared surface of the thin stanchion. Her head spun; waves of pain
she tried to but could not shut off crashed through her. The cavern lights blinked out, then cane
back on agai n. Another explosion shook the wecked carriages. Xoxarle crossed the catwal k and ran
hobbl i ng over the terrace on the other side of the great cave, into the tunnel. Her hand started
to slip, going nunb; her whole armwas goi ng col d.
Perosteck Bal veda twisted in the air, put her head back, and how ed.

The drone stopped. Now t he noises were frombehind. It had taken the wong direction. It was stil

fuddl ed; Xoxarle hadn't doubled back after all. I'"ma fool! | shouldn't be allowed out by mnysel f!
It turned its body over in the air of the tunnel |eading away fromthe control roomand the

long dormtories, slowed and stopped, then powered back down the way it had come. It could hear

| aser fire.

Horza was in the control room it was clear of water and foam though snoke was coming froma
large hole in one console. He hesitated, then heard another scream- the sound of a human, a wonan
- and ran through the doors leading to the dormtories.

She tried to swing herself, make a pendul um of her body and so hook a | eg onto the gantry, but the
already injured nmuscles in her | ower back could not do it; the nuscle fibres tore; pain swanped
her. She hung. She couldn't feel her hand. Foam settled on her upturned face and stung her eyes. A
series of explosions wacked the nmangl ed heap of carriages, nmaking the air around her quiver,
shaki ng her. She felt herself slip; she dropped fractionally, her grip nmoving down the stanchion a
mllimetre or two. She tried to hold on tighter, but could feel nothing.

Noi se cane fromthe terrace. She tried to | ook round and in a nmonent she saw Horza, racing
along the terrace for the catwal k, holding the gun. He skidded on the foam and had to reach out
with his free hand to steady hinself.

"Horza . . . ' she tried to shout, but all that cane out was a croak. Horza ran along the
catwal k above her, staring ahead. His steps shook her band; it had started to slip again. 'Horza

' she said again, as loud as she coul d.

The Changer ran on past her, his face set, the rifle raised, his boots hamrering the neta
deck above her. Bal veda | ooked down, her head dropping. Her eyes closed.

Horza . . . Kraiklyn . . . that geriatric Qutworld mnister on Sorpen . . . no piece or inage
of the Changer, nothing and nobody the man had ever been coul d have any desire to rescue her
Xoxarl e seened to have hoped sone pan-hunan conpassi on woul d make Horza stop and save her, and so
give the Idiran a few precious extra noments to nmake his escape; but the Idiran had made the same
m st ake about Horza that his whol e speci es had made about the Culture. They were not that soft
after all; humans could be just as hard and determ ned and nerciless as any ldiran, given the
ri ght encouragenent

I'"mgoing to die, she thought, and was al nbst nore surprised than terrified. Here, now After
all that's happened, all |'ve done. Die. Just |ike that!

Her nunb hand | oosened slowy around the stanchion

The footsteps above her stopped, returned; she | ooked up

Horza's face was above her, staring down at her

She hung there, twisting in the air, for an instant, while the nan | ooked into her eyes, the
gun near his face. Horza gl anced round, over the catwal k, where Xoxarle had gone.

' hel p . she croaked.

He knelt and, taking her hand, pulled her up. "Armis broken . . . ' she choked, as he caught
her by the neck of her jacket and pulled her onto the surface of the suspended gantry. She rolled
over as he stood up. Foamdrifted down through the wavering |light and dark of the huge, echoing
cavern, and flanes cast nonentary shadows when the lights guttered

' Thanks,' she coughed.

' That way?' Horza | ooked round, the way he had been headi ng, the way Xoxarle had gone. She did
her best to nod.

'Horza,' she said, 'let himgo.'

Horza was al ready backing off. He shook his head. 'No,' he said, then turned and ran. Bal veda
curled up, her nunbed armgoing to the broken one; towards it, but not touching it. She coughed
and put her hand to her nouth, feeling inside, spluttering. She spat out a tooth.

Horza crossed the catwal k. He felt cal mnow. Xoxarle could delay himif he |liked; he could
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even let the Idiran get to the transit tube, then he would just step into the tubeway and fire at
the retreating end of the transit capsule, or blast the power off properly and trap the Idiran: it
didn't matter.

He crossed the terrace and ran into the tunnel

It led straight into the distance for over a kilonetre. The way to the transit tubes was off
to the right somewhere, but there were other doors and entrances, places where Xoxarle coul d hide.

It was bright and dry in the tunnel. The lights flickered only slightly, and the sprinkler
system had remai ned of f.

He thought of |ooking at the floor only just in tine.

He saw the drips of water and foamwhile he ran towards a pair of doors which faced each ot her
on either side of the tunnel. The line of drips stopped there.

He was running too fast to stop; he ducked instead.

Xoxarle's fist flicked through the air, out fromthe |eft-hand doorway, over the Changer's
head. Horza turned and brought the gun to bear; Xoxarle stepped fromthe doorway and kicked out.
Hi s foot caught the gun, sending its barrel up into the Changer's face, slamring into Horza's
nmout h and nose while the gun sprayed laser fire over the man's head into the ceiling, bringing a
hail of rock dust and splinters down over the Idiran and the hunan. Xoxarle reached out while the
stunned man was staggering back. He took the gun, tearing it from Horza' s hands. He turned it
round and pointed it at Horza as the man steadi ed hinself against the wall with one hand, his
mout h and nose bl eeding. Xoxarle tore the trigger guard fromthe gun

Unaha- Cl osp raced through the control room banked in the air, flashed through the snoke and past
the smashed doors, then darted down the short corridor. It flew down the Iength of the dormtory,
bet ween t he swayi ng nets, through another short tunnel and out onto the terrace.

There was wreckage everywhere. It saw Bal veda on the catwal k, sitting up, hol ding one shoul der
with the other hand, then putting her hand down to the floor of the gantry. Unaha-C osp tore
through the air towards her, but just before it got to her, as her head was coning up to | ook at
it, the noise of laser fire cane fromthe tunnel on the far side of the cavern. The drone banked
agai n and accel erat ed.

Xoxarl e pressed the trigger just as Unaha-C osp hit himfrom behind; the gun hadn't even started
to fire as Xoxarle was thrown forward, down to the floor of the tunnel. He rolled over as he fell
but the gun's nuzzle staved into the rock, taking all the Idiran's weight for a nonent; the barrel
shapped cleanly in tw. The drone stopped just short of Horza. The man was |unging forward for the
I diran, who was al ready recovering his balance and rearing up in front of them Unaha-C osp rushed
forward again, diving then zoom ng, attenpting an uppercut |ike the one that had caught the Idiran
out once before. Xoxarle fended off the nachine with one sw ping arm Unaha-C osp bounced off the
wall like a rubber ball, and the Idiran swatted it once nore, sending the drone spinning back
dented and crippled, along the corridor towards the cavern

Horza dived forward. Xoxarle brought his fist down on the human's head as he lunged. The
Changer swerved, but not fast enough; the glancing blow he received hit the side of his head, and
he crashed onto the floor, scraping along the side of the wall and conming to rest in a doorway
across the tunnel

Sprinklers spat fromthe ceiling near where Horza's gun had fired into it. Xoxarle rounded on
the fallen human, who was trying to get to his feet, his | egs wobbly and unsure, arms scranbling
for purchase over the snooth rock walls. The Idiran brought up his leg to stanp his foot into
Horza's face, then sighed and put his |l eg down again as the drone Unaha-C osp, riding unevenly in
the air, its casing dented, |eaking snoke, wobbling as it advanced, cane slowy back up the tunne
towards the Idiran. You ani nal ' Unaha-C osp croaked, its small voice broken and
har sh.

Xoxar| e reached out, grabbed the nachine's front, raised it easily in both hands over his
head, over Horza's head - the nman | ooked up, eyes unfocused - then brought it down, scything
towards the man's skull

Horza rolled, alnost tiredly, to one side, and Xoxarle felt the whi npering nachi ne connect
with Horza's head and shoul der. The man fell, sprawling on the tunnel fl oor.

He was still alive; one hand noved feebly to try to protect his naked, bleeding head. Xoxarle
turned, raised the hel pl ess drone high over the man's head once nore. 'And, so . ' he said
quietly as he tensed his arnms to bring the nachi ne down.

' Xoxar | e!

He | ooked up, between his upraised arnms, while the drone struggled weakly in his hands and the
man at his feet noved one hand slowy over his blood-matted hair. Xoxarle grinned.
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The wonman Perosteck Bal veda stood at the end of the tunnel, on the terrace over the cavern
She was stooped, and her face |ooked linp and worn. Her right arm dangl ed awkwardly at her side,
the hand hangi ng by her thigh turned outwards. In her other hand her fist seened cl osed around
sonet hing snmall which she was pointing at the Idiran. Xoxarle had to | ook carefully to see what it
was. It resenbled a gun: a gun nade nostly of air; a gun of lines, thin wires, hardly solid at

all, nore like a framework, like a pencil outline sonehow lifted froma page and filled out just
enough to grip. Xoxarle | aughed and brought the drone swoopi ng down.
Bal veda fired the gun; it sparkled briefly at the end of its spindly barrel, like a smal

j ewel caught in sunlight, and made the faintest of coughi ng noises.

Bef ore Unaha-Cl osp had been noved nore than a half-netre through the air towards Horza's head,
Xoxarle's mdriff [it up like the sun. The Idiran's | ower torso was bl own apart, blasted fromhis
hips by a hundred tiny explosions. His chest, arms and head were bl own up and back, hitting the
tunnel roof then tunbling down again through the air, the arnms slackening, the hands opening. His
belly, keratin plates ripped open, flooded entrails onto the water-spattered floor of the tunne
as his whol e upper body bounced into the shall ow puddl es form ng under the artificial rain. \Wat
was | eft of his trunk section, the heavy hips and the three body-thick |egs, stayed standing for a
few seconds by thensel ves, while Unaha-Cl osp floated quietly to the ceiling, and Horza lay stil
under the falling water, now colouring in the puddles with purple and red as it washed his own and
the Idiran's bl ood away.

Xoxarle's torso lay notionless where it fell, two netres behind where his legs still stood.
Then the knees buckled slowy, as though only reluctantly giving in to the pull of gravity, and
the heavy hips settled over the splayed feet. Water splashed into the gory bow of Xoxarle's
sliced open pelvis.

'Bal a bala bala,' Unaha-C osp nmunbl ed, stuck to the ceiling, dripping water. 'Bala
| abal abal abla . . . ha ha.

Bal veda kept the gun pointing at Xoxarle's broken body. She wal ked slowmy up the corridor
spl ashi ng through the dark red water.

She stopped near Horza's feet and | ooked di spassionately at Xoxarle's head and upper torso,
lying still on the tunnel floor, blood and internal organs spilling fromthe fallen giant's chest.
She sighted the gun and fired at the warrior's nmassive head, blowing it fromhis shoul ders and
bl asting shattered pieces of keratin twenty metres up the tunnel. The blast rocked her; the echoes
sang in her ears. Finally, she seened to relax, shoul ders drooping. She |ooked up at the drone,
floating agai nst the roof.

'"Here amare, downly upfloat, falling ceilingwards bala bala ha ha . Unaha- Cl osp sai d
and noved uncertainly. 'So there. Look, | amfinished, I"'mjust . . . Wiat's nmy nane? Wiat's the
time? Bala bala, hey the ho. Water lots of. Downly upnobst. Ha ha and so on.

Bal veda knelt down by the fallen nman. She put the gun in a pocket and felt Horza's neck; he
was still alive. Hs face was in the water. She heaved and pushed, trying to roll himover. H's
scal p oozed bl ood.

"Drone,' she said, trying to stop the man fromfalling back into the water again, 'help ne
with him' She held Horza's armw th her one good hand, grinacing with pain as she used her other
shoul der to roll himfurther over. 'Unaha-d osp, damm you; help ne.

'"Bla bala bal. Ho the hey. Here amare, amhere are. How do you don't? Ceiling, roof, inside
outside. Ha ha bala bala,' the drone warbled, still fast against the tunnel roof. Balveda finally
got Horza onto his back. The false rain fell on his gashed face, cleaning the blood fromhis nose
and nmout h. One eye, then the other, opened.

'Horza,' Balveda said, noving forward, so that her own head bl ocked out the falling water and
the overhead light. The Changer's face was pale save for the thin tendrils of blood |eaking from
mouth and nostrils. Ared tide came fromthe back and side of his head. 'Horza?' she said.

"You won,' Horza said, slurring the words, his voice quiet. He closed his eyes. Balveda didn't
know what to say; she closed her own eyes, shook her head.

"Bala bala . . . the train now arriving at platform one

' . . . Drone,' Horza whispered, |ooking up, past Balveda's head. She nodded. She watched his
eyes nove back, trying to | ook over his own forehead. ' Xoxarle . he whi spered. 'Wat
happened?’

"l shot him' Bal veda sai d.

' Bal a bal a throw your out arns come out cone in, one nore once the same . . . Is there
anybody in here?

"Wth what?' Horza's voice was al nost inaudible; she had to bend cl oser to hear. She took the
tiny gun from her pocket.

'This,' she said. She opened her nouth, showing himthe hole where a back tooth had been
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"Menoryform The gun was part of me; looks like a real tooth.' She tried to snile. She doubted the
man coul d even see the gun

He closed his eyes. 'Cever,' he said quietly. Blood flowed fromhis head, mngling with the
purpl e wash from Xoxarl e's di snenbered body.

"I"ll get you back, Horza,' Balveda said. '|I pronmise. I'll take you back to the ship. You'l
be all right. 1'll nmake sure. You'll be fine.'

"WIl you?' Horza said quietly, eyes closed. 'Thanks, Perosteck.'

' Thanks bal a bal a bal a. Steckoper, Tsah-hor, Aha-Un-Clops . . . Ho the hey, hey the ho, ho for
all that, think on. W apol ogi se for any inconvenience caused . . . Wiat's the where's the how s

the who where when why how, and so . . . '

"Don't worry,' Balveda said. She reached out and touched the man's wet face. Water washed off
the back of the Culture woman's head, down onto the Changer's face. Horza's eyes opened again,
flicking round, staring at her, then back towards the collapsed trunk of the Idiran; next up at
the drone on the ceiling; finally around him at the walls and the water. He whi spered sonet hi ng,
not | ooking at the wonan.

"What ?' Bal veda said, bending closer as the man's eyes cl osed again.

'"Bala,' said the machine on the ceiling. 'Bala bala bala. Ha ha. Bala bala bala.’

"What a fool,' Horza said, quite clearly, though his voice was fading as he | ost
consci ousness, and his eyes stayed closed. 'Wiat a bloody . . . stupid . . . fool.' He nodded his
head slightly; it didn't seemto hurt him Splashes sent red and purple bl ood back up fromthe
wat er under his head and onto his face, then washed it all away again. 'The Jinnmoti of - ' the man
muttered.

"What ?' Bal veda sai d again, bending closer still.

'Danatre skehellis,' Unaha-Cd osp announced fromthe ceiling, 'ro vlieh gra' anpt na zhire; sko
tre genebellis ro binitshire, na' sko voross anptfenir-an har. Bala.'

Suddenly the Changer's eyes were w de open, and on his face there appeared a | ook of the
ut nost horror, an expression of such helpless fear and terror that Bal veda felt herself shiver,
the hairs on the back of her neck rising despite the water trying to plaster themthere. The man's
hands came up suddenly and grabbed her thin jacket with a terrible, clawing grip. 'My name!' he
noaned, an anguish in his voice even nore awful than that on his face. 'Wat's nmy name?

'Bal a bala bala,' the drone murnmured fromthe ceiling.

Bal veda swal |l owed and felt tears sting behind her eyelids. She touched one of those white,
clutching hands with her own. 'It's Horza,' she said gently. 'Bora Horza Gobuchul .’

"Bala bala bala bala,' said the drone quietly, sleepily. 'Bala bala bala.’

The man's grip fell away; the terror ebbed fromhis face. He rel axed, eyes closing again,
nmout h al nost smiling.

'Bal a bala.'

"Ah yes . . . ' Horza whispered.
'Bal a.'

' of course.

'La.’

14.
Consi der Phl ebas

Bal veda faced the snowfield. It was night. The noon of Schar's Wrld shone brightly in a bl ack
star-scattered sky. The air was still, sharp and cold, and the Cear Air Turbul ence sat, partly
subrmerged in its own snowdrift, across the white and noonlit plain.

The woman stood in the entrance to the darkened tunnels, |ooked out into the night, and
shi ver ed.

The unconsci ous Changer lay on a stretcher she had made from plastic sheets sal vaged fromthe
train weck and supported with the floating, babbling drone. She had bandaged his head; that was
all she could do. The nedkits, l|like everything else on the pallet, had been swept away by the
train crash and buried in the cold, foam covered weckage which filled station seven. The M nd
could float; she had found it hanging in the air over the platformin the station. It was
respondi ng to requests, but could not speak, give a sign or propel itself. She had told it to stay
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wei ghtl ess, then pulled and shoved it and the drone-stretcher with the man on it to the nearest
transit tube.

Once in the snall freight capsule the trip back took only half an hour. She had not stopped
for the dead.

She had strapped her broken armup and splinted it, trance-slept for a short while on the
journey, then manhandl ed her charges fromthe service tubes through the wecked accommdati on
section to the unlit tunnels' entrance, where the dead Changers lay still in aspects of frozen
death. She rested there a nonment in the darkness before heading for the ship, sitting on the floor
of the tunnel where the snow had drifted in.

Her back ached dully, her head throbbed, her armwas nunb. She wore the ring she had taken
fromHorza's hand, and hoped his suit, and perhaps the drone's electrics, would identify themto
the waiting ship as friends.

If not, quite sinply, it would be the death of all of them

She | ooked again at Horza.

The face of the man on the stretcher was white as the snow, and as bl ank. The features were
there: eyes, nose, brows, nouth; but they seened sonehow unlinked and di sconnected, giving a | ook
of anonynmity to a face lacking all character, animation and depth. It was as though all the
people, all the characterisations, all the parts the man had played in his |life had | eaked out of
himin his cona and taken their own little share of his real self with them |eaving himenpty,
wi ped cl ean.

The drone supporting the floating stretcher babbled briefly in a tongue Bal veda coul dn't
recogni se, its voice echoing down the tunnel; then it fell silent. The Mnd floated, still and
dull silver, its patchy, mrror-rainbow surface reflecting her, the dimlight outside and the man
and the drone fromits ellipsoid shape.

She got to her feet and with one hand pushed the stretcher out over the noonlit snow towards
the ship, her legs sinking into the whiteness up to her thighs. A steel-blue shadow of the
struggling woman was thrown to one side in the silence, away fromthe noon and towards the dark
and di stant nmountains, where a curtain of stormclouds hung |i ke a deeper night. Behind the wonman,
her tracks | ed back, deep and scuffed, to the tunnels' nouth. She cried quietly with the effort of
it all and the nunbing pain of her wounds.

A couple of tinmes on her way, she raised her head to the dark formof the ship, a mixture of
hope and fear on her face as she waited for the blast and splash of warning laser |ight which
woul d tell her that the craft's autoguard did not accept her; that the drone and Horza's suit were
both too damaged to be recognisable to the ship; that it was over, and she was doonmed to die here
a hundred netres fromsafety and escape - but held fromit by a set of faithful, automatic,
unconscious circuits .

The lift swung down when she applied the ring fromHorza's hand to the el evator
controls. She put the drone and the man into the hold. The drone nurnured; the man was quiet and
nmotionl ess as a fallen statue.

She had intended to switch off the ship's autoguard and go back inmediately for the Mnd, but
the man's icy stillness frightened her. She went for the energency nedical kit and turned up the
heating in the hold, but when she got back to the stretcher, the cold, blank-faced Changer was
dead.

Appendi ces: the ldiran-Cul ture war

(The followi ng three pages have been extracted fromA Short History of the Idiran War (English

| anguage/ Chri stian cal endar version, original text 2110 AD, unaltered), edited by Parharengyisa
Li stach Ja' andeesi h Petrain dam Kot oskl o. The work fornms part of an independent, non-conm ssioned
but Contact-approved Earth Extro-Informati on Pack.)
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Reasons: the Cul ture

It was, the Culture knew fromthe start, a religious war in the fullest sense. The Culture went to
war to safeguard its own peace of mind: no nore. But that peace was the Culture's nost precious
quality, perhaps its only true and treasured possession

In practice as well as theory the Culture was beyond considerations of wealth or enpire. The
very concept of nmoney - regarded by the Culture as a crude, over-conplicated and inefficient form
of rationing - was irrelevant within the society itself, where the capacity of its nmeans of
producti on ubi quitously and conprehensively exceeded every reasonable (and in sone cases, perhaps,
unr easonabl e) demand its not uni magi native citizens could make. These demands were satisfied, with
one exception, fromwithin the Culture itself. Living space was provided in abundance, chiefly on
matter-cheap Orbitals; raw naterial existed in virtually inexhaustible quantities both between the
stars and within stellar systems; and energy was, if anything, even nore generally avail abl e,
through fusion, annihilation, the Gid itself, or fromstars (taken either indirectly, as
radi ati on absorbed in space, or directly, tapped at the stellar core). Thus the Culture had no
need to col onise, exploit or enslave.

The only desire the Culture could not satisfy fromwithin itself was one common to both the
descendants of its original human stock and the nmachi nes they had (at however great a renove)
brought into being: the urge not to feel useless. The Culture's sole justification for the
relatively unworried, hedonistic life its popul ation enjoyed was its good works; the secul ar
evangel i sm of the Contact Section, not sinply finding, cataloguing, investigating and anal ysing
other, less advanced civilisations but - where the circunstances appeared to Contact to justify so
doing - actually interfering (overtly or covertly) in the historical processes of those other
cul tures.

Wth a sort of apologetic snmugness, Contact - and therefore the Culture - could prove
statistically that such careful and benign use of 'the technol ogy of conpassion' (to use a phrase
in vogue at the time) did work, in the sense that the techniques it had devel oped to influence a
civilisation's progress did significantly inprove the quality of life of its menbers, w thout
harm ng that society as a whole by its very contact with a nore advanced cul ture.

Faced with a religiously inspired society deternined to extend its influence over every
technologically inferior civilisation in its path regardless of either the initial toll of
conquest or the subsequent attrition of occupation, Contact could either disengage and admit
defeat - so giving the lie not sinply to its own reason for existence but to the only
justificatory action which allowed the panpered, self-consciously fortunate people of the Culture
to enjoy their lives with a clear conscience - or it could fight. Having prepared and steel ed
itself (and popul ar opinion) through decades of the former, it resorted eventually, inevitably,
like virtually any organi smwhose existence is threatened, to the latter

For all the Culture's profoundly materialist and utilitarian outlook, the fact that Idir had
no desi gns on any physical pan of the Culture itself was irrelevant. Indirectly, but definitely
and nortally, the Culture was threatened . . . not with conquest, or loss of life, craft, resource
or territory, but with sonething nore inportant: the loss of its purpose and that clarity of
consci ence; the destruction of its spirit; the surrender of its soul

Despite all appearances to the contrary, the Culture, not the Idirans, had to fight, and in
that necessity of desperation eventually gathered a strength which - even if any real doubt had
been entertained as to the eventual result - could brook no conproni se.

Reasons: the |dirans

The Idirans were already at war, conquering the species they regarded as inferior and subjugating
themin a primarily religious enpire which was only incidentally a comrercial one as well. It was
clear to themfromthe start that their jihad to 'calm integrate and instruct' these other
speci es and bring themunder the direct eye of their God had to continue and expand, or be
meani ngl ess. A halt or noratorium while possibly making at | east as much sense as continued
expansion in mlitary, commercial and adm nistrative terms, would negate such mlitant

hegenoni sation as a religious concept. Zeal outranked and outshone pragnmatism as with the
Culture, it was the principle which mattered.
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The war, long before it was finally declared, was regarded by the Idiran high comand as a
continuation of the permanent hostilities demanded by theol ogi cal and di sciplinary col onisation,
involving a quantitative and qualitative escalation of arned conflict of only a limted degree to
cope with the relatively equival ent technol ogi cal expertise of the Culture.

While the Idirans universally assuned that having nade their point the people in the Culture
woul d back down, a few of the Idiran policy-makers anticipated that, should the Culture prove as
determ ned as a 'worst possible' scenario projected, a politically judicious settlenment mght be
arrived at which would save face and have advantages for both sides. This would involve a pact or
treaty in which the Idirans would effectively agree to slow or limt their expansion for a tineg,
thus allowing the Culture to claimsonme - but not too nuch - success, and provide the Idirans with
(a) areligiously justifiable excuse for consolidation which would both let the Idiran mlitary
machi ne draw breath and cut the ground from beneath those |dirans who objected to the rate and
cruelty of Idiran expansion, and (b) a further reason for an increase in nilitary expenditure, to
guarantee that in the next confrontation the Culture, or any other opponent, could be decisively
out-armed and destroyed. Only the nost fervent and fanatical sections of Idiran society urged or
even contenplated a war to the finish, and even so nerely counselled continuing the fight against
the Culture after and despite the back-down and attenpt to sue for peace which they too believed
the Culture nust inevitably nmake.

Havi ng drawn up these 'no-lose' fornulations of the likely course of events, the ldirans
joined battle with the Culture w thout qual mor hesitation

At worst, they perhaps considered that the war was being begun in an atnosphere of nutua
i nconpr ehensi on. They coul d not have envi saged that while they were understood al nost too
perfectly by their eneny, they had conprehensively m sapprehended the forces of belief, need -
even fear - and norale operating within the Culture.

The war, briefly (abstract of main text)

The first Idiran-Culture dispute occurred in 1267 AD; the second in 1288; in 1289 the Culture
built its first genuine warship for five centuries, in prototype formonly (the official excuse
was that the generations of M nd-generated warship nodels the Culture had kept in devel opnent had
evolved so far fromthe last warcraft actually built that it was necessary to test the match of
theory and practice). In 1307 the third dispute resulted in (machine) fatalities. War was publicly
di scussed in the Culture as a likelihood for the first tinme. In 1310 the Peace section of the
Culture split fromthe majority popul ation, while the Anchramn Pit Conference resulted in the
agreed wi thdrawal of forces (a nmove which the nore short-sighted Idirans and Culture citizens
respecti vely condemed and accl ai ned).

The fourth di spute began in 1323 and continued (with the Culture using proxy forces) unti
1327, when the war officially began and Culture craft and personnel were directly involved. The
Culture's War Council of 1326 resulted in several other parts of the Culture splitting away,
renounci ng the use of violence under any circumnstances.

The Idiran-Cul ture War Conduct Agreenent was ratified in 1327. In 1332 the Hononda j oi ned the
war on the Idiran side. The Honmonda - another tripedal species of greater galactic maturity than
either the Culture or the Idirans - had sheltered the Idirans who had nmade up Holy Remmants duri ng
the Second Great Exile (1345-991 BC) foll owi ng the Skankatrian-ldiran war. The Remmants and their
descendant s became the Honondans' nost trusted crack ground-troops, and follow ng the Idirans
surprise return and retaking of Idir in 990 BC, the two tripedal species continued to co-operate,
on terms that came closer to equality as ldiran power increased.

The Hononda joined with the Idirans because they distrusted the growi ng power of the Culture
(they were far fromalone in having this feeling, though unique in acting on it overtly). Wile
having rel atively few di sagreenents with the humans, and none of them serious, it had been
Homondan policy for many tens of thousands of years to attenpt to prevent anyone group in the
gal axy (on their technol ogical |evel) from becom ng over-strong, a point they decided the Culture
was then approachi ng. The Hononda at no point devoted all their resources to the Idiran cause;

they used part of their powerful and efficient space fleet to fill the gaps of quality left in the
Idiran navy. It was nmade clear to the Culture that if the humans attacked Honondan home pl anets,
only then would the war becone total (indeed, limted diplomatic and cultural relations were

mai nt ai ned, and sone trade continued, between the Hononda and the Culture throughout the war).
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M scal cul ations: the Idirans thought they could win alone, and so with Honmondan support
assuned they woul d be invincible; the Hononda t hought their influence would tip the balance in the
Idirans' favour (though would never have been prepared to risk their own future to defeat the
Cul ture anyway); and the Culture M nds had guessed that the Hononda would not join with the
Idirans; cal culations concerning the war's duration, cost and benefits had been nade on this
assunpti on.

During the war's first phase, the Culture spent nost of its time falling back fromthe rapidly
expandi ng Idiran sphere, conpleting its war-production change-over and building up its fleet of
war shi ps. For those first few years the war in space was effectively fought on the Culture side by
its General Contact Units: not designed as warships, but sufficiently well armed and nore than
fast enough to be a natch for the average Idiran ship. In addition, the Culture's field technol ogy
had al ways been ahead of the Idirans', giving the GCUs a decisive advantage in terns of damage
avoi dance and resistance. These differences to sonme extent reflected the two sides' genera
outl ooks. To the Idirans a ship was a way of getting fromone planet to another, or for defending
pl anets. To the Culture a ship was an exercise in skill, alnbst a work of art. The GCUs (and the
warcraft which gradually replaced then) were created with a conbination of enthusiastic flair and
machi ne-orientated practicality the Idirans had no answer to, even if the Culture craft thenselves
were never quite a match for the better Honondan ships. For those first years, neverthel ess, the
GCUs were vastly out nunber ed.

That opening stage al so saw sonme of the war's heaviest |osses of life, when the Idirans
surprise-attacked many war-irrelevant Culture Orbitals, occasionally producing billions of deaths
at atine. As a shock tactic this failed. As a mlitary strategy it deflected even nore resources
fromthe already stretched Idiran navy's Main Battle G oups, which were experiencing great
difficulty in finding and successfully attacking the distant Culture Orbitals, Rocks, factory
craft and Ceneral Systens Vehicles which were responsible for producing the Culture's materiel. At
the sane tinme, the Idirans were attenpting to control the vast volunes of space and the |arge
nunbers of usually reluctant and often rebellious |lesser civilisations the Culture's retreat had
left at their mercy. In 1333 the War Conduct Agreenent was amended to forbid the destruction of
popul ated, non-military habitats, and the conflict continued in a nmarginally nore restrained
fashion until near the end.

The war entered its second phase in 1335. The Idirans were still struggling to consolidate
their gains; the Culture was finally on a war footing. A period of protracted struggle ensued as
the Culture struck deep into the Idiran sphere, and Idiran policy oscillated between trying to
defend what they had and build up their strength, and nmounting powerful but defence-weakening
expeditions into the rest of the galaxy, attenpting to inflict hoped-for body bl ows upon a foe
whi ch proved frustratingly elusive. The Culture was able to use alnpst the entire gal axy to hide
in. Its whol e existence was nobile in essence; even Obitals could be shifted, or sinply
abandoned, popul ati ons noved. The ldirans were religiously conmitted to taking and hol di ng al
they could; to maintaining frontiers, to securing planets and noons; above all, to keeping Idir
safe, at any price. Despite Honmondan reconmendations, the Idirans refused to fall back to nore
rati onal and easily defended vol unes, or even to discuss peace.

The war toed-and-froed for over thirty years, with many battles, pauses, attenpts to pronote
peace by outsiders and the Hononda, great canpai gns, successes, failures, famous victories, tragic
m st akes, heroic actions, and the taking and retaking of huge volunes of space and nunbers of
stell ar systens.

After three decades, however, the Hononda had had enough. The Idirans made as intransigent
allies as they had obedi ent nercenaries, and the Culture ships were exacting too high a toll on
the prized Honmondan space fleet. The Hononda requested and received certain guarantees fromthe
Cul ture, and di sengaged fromthe war

From that point on, only the Idirans thought the eventual result much in question. The Culture
had grown to enormous strength during the struggle, and accunul ated sufficient experience in those
thirty years (to add to all the vicarious experience it had collected over the previous few
thousand) to rob the Idirans of any real or perceived advantage in cunning, guile or ruthlessness.

The war in space effectively ended in 1367, and the war on the thousands of planets left to
the Idirans - conducted nostly with nachines, on the Culture's side - officially termnated in
1375, though snall, sporadi c engagenents on backwater planets, conducted by Idiran and nedjel
forces ignorant or scornful of the peace, continued for alnost three centuries:

Idir was never attacked, and technically never surrendered. Its conputer network was taken
over by effector weapons, and - freed of designed-in limtations - upgraded itself to sentience,
to become a Culture Mnd in all but nane.

O the Idirans, sone killed thensel ves, while others went into exile with the Hononda (who
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agreed to enploy thembut refused to help themprepare for further strikes against the Culture),
or set up independent, nonminally non-mlitary habitats w thin other spheres of influence (under
the Culture's' eye), or set off in escaped ships for little-known parts of the O ouds, or for
Andronmeda, or accepted the victors. A few even joined the Culture, and sonme becanme Cul ture
nmercenari es.

Statistics

Length of war: forty-eight years, one nonth. Total casualties, including nachines (reckoned on

| ogarithm c sentience scale), nedjel and non-conbatants: 851.4 billion (£ .3%. Losses: ships (al
cl asses above interplanetary) - 91,215,660 (+ 200); Obitals - 14,334; planets and maj or noons -
53; Rings - 1; Spheres - 3; stars (undergoing significant induced nmass-|o0ss or sequence-position
alteration) - 6.

Hi storical perspective

A small, short war that rarely extended throughout nore than .02% of the gal axy by vol ume and .01%
by stellar popul ation. Rumpours persist of far nore inpressive conflicts, stretching through vastly
greater ampunts of tinme and space . . . Nevertheless, the chronicles of the galaxy's el der

civilisations rate the Idiran-Culture war as the nost significant conflict of the past fifty
t housand years, and one of those singularly interesting Events they see so rarely these days.

Dramati s personae

Once the war was over, Juboal - Rabaroansa Perosteck Al seyn Bal veda dam T' seif had herself put in

| ong-term storage. She had | ost nost of her friends during the hostilities and found she possessed
little taste for either celebration or remenbrance. Besides, Schar's Wrld returned to haunt her
after peace resunmed, filling her nights with dreans of dark and wi nding tunnels, resonant with
some nanel ess horror. The condition could have been treated, but Bal veda chose the dreanl ess sl eep
of storage instead. She left instructions that she was only to be revived once the Culture could
statistically 'prove' the war had been norally justified; in other words, when sufficient tine had
passed - peacefully - for it to be probable that nore people would have died in the foreseeabl e
and |ikely course of Idiran expansion than had in fact perished during the war. She was duly
awoken in 1813 AD along with several mllion other people throughout the Culture who had stored
themsel ves and left the same revival criterion, nost with the same feeling of grimhunmur as she
had. After a few nonths Bal veda aut oeut heni sed and was buried in Juboal, her home star. Fa

' Ngeestra never did get to neet her.

The Querl Xoral undra, spy-father and warrior priest of the Four-Souls tributory sect of Farn-ldir,
was anmong the survivors of the partial destruction and capture of the Idiran light cruiser The
Hand of God 137. He and two other officers escaped the stricken craft while the Muntain class GCU
Nervous Energy was attenpting to take it intact; his warp unit returned himto Sorpen. |nterned
briefly by the Gerontocracy there, he was traded for a nom nal ransomon the arrival of the Idiran
Ni nety-Third Fleet. He continued to serve in the Intelligence service, escaping the schismatic
Second Vol untary Purge which foll owed the Honmondan withdrawal of fleet support. He reverted
shortly afterwards to his earlier role of Conbat Logistics Oficer and was killed during the Twin
Novae battle for control of Arm One-Six, towards the end of the war.

After joining CGhal ssel's Raiders on Vavatch, Jandraligeli becane a relatively trusted |ieutenant
in the nercenary captain's band, eventually taking command of the Conpany's third ship, the
Control Surface. Like all the Raiders who survived the hostilities, Jandraligeli had a profitable
war. He retired shortly after CGhalssel's death - during the seven-strata battle sequence in
Oroarche - to spend the rest of his days running a freelance Life Counsellor college on Mon
Decadent, in the Sin Seven systemof the Wil |-Heeled Gallants of the Infinitely Joyous Acts
(reformed). He expired - pleasantly, if not peacefully - in sonebody el se's bed.

The drone Unaha-Closp was fully repaired. It applied to join the Culture and was accepted; it
served on the General Systens Vehicle Irregul ar Apocal ypse and the Limted Systens Vehicle Profit
Margin until the end of the war, then transferred to the Orbital called Erbil and a post in a
transport systens factory there. It is retired now, and builds small steamdriven autonmata as a
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Stafl -Preonsa Fal Shilde 'Nseestra dam Crose survived another serious clinmbing accident, continued
to out-guess nmachines millions of tines nore intelligent than she was, changed sex several tines,
bore two children, joined Contact after the war, went primtive without perm ssion on a stage two
uncontacted with a tribe of wild horse-wonen, slaved for a dirigible Hypersage in a Bl okstaar

ai rsphere, returned to the Culture for the drone Jase's transcorporation into a group-mnd, was
caught in an aval anche while clinbing but lived to tell the tale, had another child, then accepted
an invitation to join Contact's Special Circunstances section and spent nearly a hundred years (as
a nmale) as enissary to the then recently contacted MIlion-Star Anarchy of Sovel eh. Subsequently
she became a teacher on an Orbital in a small cluster near the | esser Coud, published a popul ar
and accl ai nred aut obi ography, then disappeared a few years later, aged 407, while on a solo
cruising holiday on an old Dra' Azon Ri ng

As for Schar's World, people did go back to it, once, though only after the war was over

Fol  owi ng the departure of the Clear Air Turbulence - ainmed rather than piloted out by Perosteck
Bal veda for an eventual rendezvous with Culture warcraft outside the war zone - it was over forty
years before any craft was allowed to cross the Quiet Barrier. Wen that ship, the GCU Prosthetic
Consci ence, did go through, and sent down a | anding party, the Contact personnel concerned found
the Command Systemin perfect repair. Eight trains stood, flaw ess, in eight out of the nine
perfect and undanaged stations. No sign of weckage, damage, bodies or any pan of the old Changer
base was found during the four days that the GCU and its survey teans were pernitted to stay. At
the end of that time the Prosthetic Conscience was instructed to | eave, and on its departure the
Quiet Barrier was closed again, for ever.

There was debris. A dunp of bodies and all the material fromthe Changer base, plus the extra
equi prent brought in by the Idirans and the Free Conpany, and the husk of the chuy-hirtsi warp
animal, all lay buried under kilonmetres of glacial ice near one of the planet's poles. Conpressed
into a tight ball of nangled weckage and frozen, mnutil ated bodi es, anongst the effects cleared
fromthat part of the defunct Changer base which had been the cabin of the worman Ki erachell there
was a small plastic book with real pages covered intiny witing. It was a tale of fantasy, the
wonman's favourite book, and the first page of the story began with these words:

The Jinnoti of Bozlen Two .

The M nd rescued fromthe tunnels of the Command System coul d renenber nothing fromthe period
between its warp into the tunnels and its eventual repair and refit aboard the GSV No More M Ni ce
Quy, following its rescue by Perosteck Balveda. It was later installed in an Qcean class GSV and
survived the war despite taking part in nany inportant space battles. Mdified, it was
subsequently replaced into a Range class GSV, taking its - slightly unusual - chosen nane with it.

The Changers were w ped out as a species during the final stages of the war in space.

Epi | ogue

G m shin Foug, breathless, late as usual, sizeably pregnant, and who just happened to be a great-
great-great-great-great-great-grandni ece of Perosteck Balveda (as well as a budding poet), arrived
on board the General Systens Vehicle an hour after the rest of her famly. The vehicle had picked
themup fromthe renote planet in the greater Coud where they'd been holidaying, and was due to
take them and a few hundred other people to the vast new System class GSV Determninist, which would
shortly be making the crossing fromthe C ouds to the main gal axy.

Foug was less interested in the journey itself than in the craft she would be travelling on
She hadn't encountered a System cl ass before, and secretly hoped the scale of the vessel, with its
many separate conponents riding suspended inside a bubble of air two hundred kil onmetres | ong, and
its conplenent of six billion souls, would provide her with sonme new inspiration. She was excited
at the idea, and preoccupied with her new size and responsibility, but she renmenbered, if alittle
late, to be polite as she arrived on board the nuch smaller Range cl ass vehicle.

"I"'msorry, we haven't been introduced,' she said as she disenbarked fromthe nmodule in a
gently it Smallbay. She was talking to a renote drone which was hel pi ng her with her baggage.
"I''"'m Foug. What are you call ed?
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"I amthe Bora Horza Gobuchul,' the ship said, through the drone.

'"That's a weird nane. How did you end up calling yourself that?'

The renote drone di pped one front corner slightly, its equivalent of a shrug. 'It's a long
story . !
G m shin Foug shrugged;
"I like long stories.'
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