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London always flooded, had done for decades. People had got the hang of it, moved upward, and started doing scuba diving tours of the lost lower floors for tourists. The jewellers round by Covent Garden kept boats moored at Farringdon Dock1 so they could move their stock fast if the waters rose, and just like they had in centuries past, shops and houses and restaurants had begun to populate the higher Thames bridges. It had become a trinkety sort of place, full of rare book shops and once grand theatres, and locals who were locked in a war with the massive cruise ships that kept knocking the frilly bits off the Houses of Parliament.
When January was little, it had been the sort of place where people came on holiday to see the glittering ruins at Canary Wharf that sank deeper into the river silt every year. He had grown up knowing that the city was sinking, but somehow he’d never thought it would one day be sunken.
April was flood season, and that April was even more determined than the previous ones. The night before everything really fell apart, the rain was already torrential, so he and half the company stayed late at the theatre to put sandbags down at the doors—even though a string of ministers and engineers had been on the emergency broadcasts to say the flood defences would be fine. The Royal Opera House leaned over Seven Dials Canal, which often broke its banks by a good few feet, floating the boats up to the ceilings of their alcoves. Seals had taken over the portico because they knew the kitchen people would be along with yesterday’s sushi soon.
January was enjoying it a lot, though. He didn’t have to use the front door of his building any more; the ferry driver stopped right outside his bedroom window and he just hopped onto the top deck and sunbathed the whole way to work, watching the orange tree blossom rain across the waterways. He did know he might be in trouble once the water rose above his bedroom window, but it was already thirty degrees out and it would not be the end of the world if he had to camp on the roof. He had one of those big umbrellas his mum had used to take fishing, and a camp stove, and an endless pig-headed ability to enjoy himself as long as he personally was mostly dry and he had a camera to take pictures of the dolphins with.
Although some businesses were shut, the theatre wasn’t. As one person, the company had agreed they’d all happily drown before they cancelled the show. It was Swan Lake, for God’s sake; as the director pointed out, cancelling a show about a lake because it was raining would be ridiculous.
So, once the sandbags were down, everyone cracked out the theatre’s supply of candles and matches, set out the big emergency candelabra, put mirrors behind those to make the most of the light—if you were going to go without electricity, there were worse places to work than a theatre—and carried on with the rehearsal.
In all, it had looked fine. Even late that afternoon, it had all looked fine.
January did very much enjoy being the principal of the company—people brought you coffee, and sometimes famous singers wanted you to dance in their music videos—but in his ungrateful moments, he might admit he could have done without being the Swan King. The show run meant he had to lift the not-insubstantial kid playing the prince on one hand four times a day, without collapsing, for the next month. Terry was a wonderful athlete, but if a stranger was asked to guess what he did, they would probably say rugby.2 January was pining for Annie, who had been all of nine stone and who he watched the boxing with religiously after the shows. But Annie was thirty-five and her knee had finally gone, and now; well, now there was Terry.
It was someone’s birthday today. It had been someone’s birthday every day this week, and he watched glumly as Terry skipped past with yet more cake.
“Don’t you judge me,” Terry said, waving the cake at him. “I’m nineteen. I’m a Growing Lad.”
“You’re all right, mate,” January lied, feeling future pain in both wrists.
“Cake?” Terry said brightly.
January wondered about hurling him out the window. The canal was right outside: an enormous walrus-person would surely be fine. “No, thanks. Get some shoes on, we’re starting.”
Terry made a sad face at him but did, at least, go in the right direction.
January leaned against a rail to check his own shoes. You had to break them and superglue them in odd places. He had never worked out why it was that no manufacturer in the world had ever managed to make ballet shoes that just functioned, but they never had, and with rehearsals at fever pitch now, he felt like he was spending half his life with a bottle of glue in his hand, because he was getting through a pair a day. Everyone was; and so he tended to spend the other half of his day unsticking Terry from rails or props, or once, the assistant director.
Come the performances, it would be two pairs a day. In the back of the changing room, there was a scrap heap of them. Sometimes he studied the wrecked leather and thought about what that same pressure and force were doing to his own joints. Thirty-one was getting on for a dancer, it really was, and he had been phenomenally lucky to have had no major injuries yet. He could feel it coming, though.
He had no idea what to do when it did. If you were lucky, you moved into choreography and director roles, but that wasn’t going to happen, not in London. The major theatres were in Russia. The ballet boarding schools often wanted people. Beijing, maybe, or one of the megaschools in Saudi Arabia where the solar barons sent their kids. It was a yawning pit just waiting for him, and he had an acute sense that he was already balancing on the edge. He had to keep reminding himself that he had been lucky to do this for so long—or at all—that it wouldn’t kill him to teach, that he had always known he would only be able to dance until, at the outside best, he was forty.
Only it was still horrible. It was horrible to have found the one thing you were made to do, to be one of the best in the world at it—and to know you could do it for only a few years. It wasn’t that other things wouldn’t be all right. One of the Saudi schools would be fantastic. Imagine, the sensible voice in the back of his mind said (he always assigned it to the Swan King, who struck him as a pragmatic sort of person), living in a city that’s entirely pedestrian, which isn’t flooded, where they put all their roads and cars underground, and where every scrap of cloth, from the market canopies to the visor of your cap, is solar panelling to fuel the air conditioning. Imagine not wearing waders to buy groceries.
It would just never be this. He would never be this good again, never be this strong, and he knew what he was like. Logically he’d be proud of what he’d done, but he wouldn’t feel proud. Future January would feel ashamed to be so much less than Past January.
The director was clapping for attention. “All right! From the top of the pas de deux.”
However much January did not enjoy Terry, he loved these candlelit rehearsals in the twilight of flames and mirrors. They could have been anywhere, in any time; Italy in the nineteenth century, Paris before that. It meant belonging in a tradition eight hundred years old—a tempestuous, brutal one that slung you out with nothing at the end except arthritis, but just for now, it was still his. He loved the flex and give of the stage. He loved how, once you had trained to the highest peak of fitness you could go, even launching yourself five feet into the air was effortless, how there was a moment when you floated.
“Guys!” the orchestra conductor shouted. She always stayed as long as they did, even after the musicians had gone home; she played the violin for them because she insisted no dance company should rehearse to anything but live music. She had just gone out for a cigarette. “The foyer’s two feet deep in water and I think it’s got into the electrics. There’s a lot of dead fish in there and I got sparks when I dropped some foil on the surface.”
There was a hush, because that meant nobody would be able to go home.
“What’s the matter?” the director said. “We’ll camp in the changing rooms. Lovely big sleepover.” Even she didn’t seem thrilled with the idea of having to spend all night in proximity to Terry.
January wondered what he was going to do about his contact lenses. He was spectacularly shortsighted without them, and not having expected to stay the night, he hadn’t brought a case or the solution for them. The last time he’d kept them in overnight by accident, he’d ended up in hospital being told off by a doctor.
“Water’s rising, mind you,” said the conductor.
He didn’t sleep much, not because he was worried about the flood, but because nobody had any saline solution and he had to throw away his lenses. He wasn’t sure how he was going to get home half blind. He lived in Hackney, which was over the far side of the city, and he hated the idea of asking anyone to help him get there. Most of the company were just like Terry; still children really, and though everyone was incredibly kind, it was asking too much.
He jolted awake, because somewhere close by on the canal, a lonely flood siren was going off, but muffled; he had a feeling that the angry lady who ran the coffee shop on the corner had stuffed a tea-towel in it.
He got up carefully. Everyone was asleep on the floor, bundled up in nests of blankets and cushions stolen from the nice seats in the auditorium. He skirted the edge of the room, not at all able to tell if he was about to step on a person or just a suggestively shaped ball of bedding. When he got to the window, he had to stare for a long time to put together what he was seeing, blurred as it all was.
The canal water was right below the window. Covent Garden had flooded up to the second floor, and all around it, people were sitting on roofs.3
It was still raining. Opposite, a man he usually only ever saw dressed in a suit, getting cross into a phone at the café, was sitting on a fold-up chair under a bivouac, cooking something on a gas stove.
A puffin was sitting on the windowsill, looking just as interested to have found a January as January was to have found a puffin. Puffins were always much tinier than he imagined, and the markings on their faces made them look sad, but this one seemed cheerful. It had some fish. It must not have minded people, because it waddled across to sit by his arm. He was wearing black; maybe it thought he was a giant puffin.
In a bright orange canoe, just opposite him on the canal, Always Angry Lady from the café lifted a hand. He only knew it was her because she always wore the same yellow headscarf.
January waved. “Hi. Anything on the news?”
“Horrible disaster, emergency services in crisis, everyone at Westminster’s fucked off to fucking Manchester,” she said.
“Right. Where are you off to?” he asked, in case it was a sensible idea everyone here could copy.
“See if I can get a boat out to Peterborough.”
He didn’t know anyone in Peterborough. With a lurch, he realized that he didn’t know anyone anywhere but here. His mum’s vineyard in Cornwall had been sold to a French family with a poodle and triplets. They knew him by sight, because her grave was on the edge of the land and he visited it sometimes, but that was it.
“Good luck,” he said.
“Fuck it all,” she said, and paddled off.
He jumped when, somewhere over the rooftops, something exploded. It was a deep bang that juddered the skeleton of the building. The puffin jumped too, and whirred away.
The conductor touched his shoulder. “Internet’s gone,” she said. “I think we need to get out and find out what’s going on. And some food. There’s twenty-five people here.”
“How?”
She pointed downwards. There was a lost rowing boat bumping against the wall. After a murmured discussion with the director, they climbed down into it, January to row and the conductor to navigate.
Without much hope, they tried supermarkets first. Everything was flooded. The front doors were underwater. They had to give up. Instead, they concluded that what was needed was to find some people who might know what was going on or where you could get help.
As always, there were beacon lights punching up to the storm clouds above St Paul’s Cathedral, and hologram signs to say that you could find shelter there if you had nowhere else. It would have news screens too. The two of them hesitated, because it was a long way to row, but it was downriver and the current would carry them toward the cathedral, at least.
By the time they guided the little boat up to the great bulk of the cathedral, January’s hands were raw, even where he had wrapped his sleeves over them. Away from the silt of the Thames, the water here was very, very clear, and blue; he could see right down to the ancient steps, thirty feet below the hull.
Plenty of other people had had the same idea, and the way in was crowded—the vast doors formed a bottleneck as people had to slow down to duck under the arch of the portico—but it was eerily quiet. The only voices came from the high screens projecting the news down into the gloom of the aisle, and the thousands of little boats floating there. The muted light from the stained glass windows patterned people and water in colours. January and the conductor eased their boat into a space close to a statue of a saint which, when it had been set there, must have been twenty feet above the ground. Now, the water rippled around the hem of its robe.
The news was being projected around the inside of the great dome. Although there were speakers everywhere, it was hard to hear; the echoes were so severe it all sounded as though everything was being said twice, half a second apart.
The conductor, who had been standing up to direct him, sat down next to him now on the bench. In the boat next to theirs, an exhausted-looking man lifted his tiny daughter out to sit at the saint’s feet.
“. . . emergency restrictions banning all travel. Flooding is widespread beyond the capital, presenting a significant danger to life. The national rail network has suspended services across the south and south-east. The Prime Minister, who was evacuated to Manchester late last night, has pledged emergency aid to the capital as soon as possible.”
As soon as possible didn’t sound very soon.
On the way back to the theatre, the two of them broke into the top floor of a camping shop and stole gas stoves, torches, batteries, and everything else they could think of that might be useful. They found a supermarket on the upper floor of a shopping centre too, open and crowded, shelves emptying fast. He waited, tense, in the boat while the conductor hurried in, because he had watched someone tip a girl out of her boat into the water to steal it two minutes before. Perhaps he looked big enough to be trouble, or perhaps there were just better boats around, but nobody tried anything. The sky was grey and quiet. Very quiet. There were no helicopters.
After a week, it was impossible to get enough food, and they rationed. Then they rationed more. Down the street, a lady who’d had the presence of mind to take a fishing rod onto the roof with her caught salmon and brought some around to everyone she could, but it wasn’t much. January had never been so hungry.
They spray-painted SOS—25 PEOPLE onto the roof, and all along the street, people did the same.
In fits and starts, most of the dancers tried to leave, just in case they still had a home to go to, but everyone came back pale and shocked, with stories of whole streets underwater. January tried too, only to find that the entire canal where he lived was sealed off, the water littered with dead seabirds. There were exposed electrical lines under there somewhere, a ragged emergency worker explained. It was a miracle he hadn’t been at home.
On the morning of the fifteenth day, he wondered for the first time if they might actually die here, if it had been stupid to wait so long, if they should all have found boats and rowed as far as they could while they still had the energy and the supplies.
The helicopter came two hours after that.
The crew spoke only Mandarin, and nobody in the company did apart from school-level stuff, but they managed to be reassuring all the same. The director put all the youngest kids on the first round, then was hustled onto the second herself. January was among the last. He was so exhausted by then that he could hardly hold on to the harness on the way up. At the top, the deck was already full of other rescued people, some of them ebullient and some, like him, numb with relief. He couldn’t make them out well. He still couldn’t see properly, and he was beginning to realize that he was going to be stuck like that for a while now. It didn’t matter any more. He let his head bump against the wall, listening to the roar of the engine. He had no idea where they were going, but as they veered away, he found he didn’t care, and when they landed at an airfield where people in orange jackets were handing out food parcels and blankets, he was so happy to see dry ground that he almost didn’t understand when a translator came around with a clipboard and asked if he would like to seek asylum in Tharsis.
“Where’s that?” he managed. He opened the food parcel, in which there was a wonderful, inexplicable packet of marshmallows. They tasted so good that it was hard to think. He offered the translator one. He had been looking around for the rest of the company, but he couldn’t see anyone. Other people were saying that the helicopters were taking different loads of people to different camps to try and even out numbers.
“Mars,” the man said gently, shaking his head at the marshmallow offer. “The Chinese colony? They’re funding this centre. Ships are coming, for refugees.”
Ships are coming. January hadn’t realized how used he was to the certainty that no one was coming, and no one ever would come, because they never did. To hear that they were—he didn’t even know what that swell of feeling was. Not relief, because relief implied somehow that you’d been aware of feeling bad before, and not even gratitude, because you were grateful when someone passed you the salt or when they remembered your birthday. That wasn’t what you felt when someone you had never met sent ships from another world.
Not far away, another translator was trying to dissuade a big family from travelling to Saudi Arabia. The coastguard there, she was saying, were turning back refugee boats. People were drowning. And don’t even think about trying to get a visa. They say they’re making visas available, but that means they’ll let about five people in and call it a day. No, it doesn’t matter if your mother’s already there. They don’t care. Half the world wants to get to Neom. Unless you’re a rocket scientist, forget it.
January blinked hard and realized he’d lost the thread of what his translator was saying. His hearing had tuned out.
“Say again, sorry?” he said. It was bizarre, the fog in his head. He could only just peer through it at passing thoughts. Most of them were to do with marshmallows.
“We can get you going with the paperwork now,” the translator repeated, as if it were all normal. “They’ve made it very straightforward.”
January swallowed. “I can just—go? Just like that?”
“Just like that, honey,” the man said. “It’s disaster relief. And Tharsis always needs immigrants. It’s a big move, but honestly, no legal hurdles here. They really do want people. You won’t sit in some miserable camp for months, and there’s no restrictions on refugees working. There are restrictions on what Earthstrong people can do, but even so. There’s more work than they’ve got people to do it. Basic stuff, but—it’s work.”
“Earthstrong . . . ?”
“The gravity there is only a third of ours. It can be pretty dangerous to let you just walk around when you’ve come straight from here.” The man hesitated. “Been a bit of a kerfuffle about it lately, but it’s still better than Saudi or China.”
It was the first time that January really understood that normal life was over. He had thought he might die, but he hadn’t thought about what would happen if he lived. London wasn’t going to recover. There would be no more theatre. There was probably no getting to other countries either; the floods must have displaced millions of people, which would mean millions pouring towards international borders. Those borders were already slamming shut.
The simple, stupid truth was that all he wanted to do was go where there was food and heat. He was aching less with hunger than a kind of shock that it was so easy for everything to just collapse, for life to go from boring visits to the café and wondering if it was extravagant to get hot chocolate instead of coffee, to—this. He felt like he would agree to anything just to make it stop, even though he hadn’t even had that bad a time and it hadn’t lasted very long, and actually he was fine.
He didn’t know the first thing about Tharsis, but he did know he didn’t have it in him to try and get to Riyadh or Lagos or Beijing. He wasn’t made of hard enough stuff for that.
And the famous thing about Mars was that there was no water.
That sounded pretty bloody marvellous.
“Yes please,” he said. “I’d like to go.”
1 Formerly Farringdon Station, where what had once been railway platforms now served nicely as wharves.
2 This is not to be confused with football, either the European or the American kinds. Football is for waifs. Rugby is traditionally used as a way for small countries to remind everyone else why they would regret it if they invaded. Nobody wears any kind of protective gear. Players argue that actually, more protection would mean nastier problems, pointing to boxing where gloves mean more people go for head shots, but of course the real reason is that this would get in the way of the whole point, i.e., killing the English.
3 To foreigners, it seemed stupid for England to have a capital city that spent all of its time sinking, but the fact was that most of London—when it was built—was only ever about four metres above the level of the Thames. The lofty hills of Bloomsbury and Mayfair (a whole thirty-eight metres above sea level) still had to have canals. Unfortunately those canals also tended to flood the moment they saw some rain, which was usually, much to the ire of the people who owned the increasingly devalued town houses, and much to the joy of the local octopus population, who then gained access to some pretty exciting wine cellars.
600 days later
January’s apartment was on the twelfth floor of what had once been a nuclear reactor’s cooling tower. The refugee agency promised it wasn’t radioactive, and they had even installed little film radiation detectors on all the windows that were supposed to go dark if anything was amiss, but January’s detector was about eighty years old and he wasn’t sure it would notice even if he started a uranium collection on the windowsill.
It was too early for the elevator machinery, which ran right behind his bedroom wall, to have woken him up when the siren went off.
A dozen other identical sirens blared in other apartments all around the building—he could hear them straight through the walls, through the floor, and through the flimsy ceiling. It took him a bewildered second to understand that it was coming from his phone. A flat, less than urgent voice was announcing something in deafening Mandarin. He didn’t catch it at first, not least because he thought it must have been something to do with radiation.
Alert. Major dust storm. Close all the doors, windows, and ventilation outlets. Alert. Major dust storm. If you are outside, find shelter now. Alert. Major dust storm . . .
January jabbed at the phone until it shut up, then searched for some proper news. Despite the time (five twenty, argh, argh, argh), there was a live weather report going out, by a reporter who looked like they had just been hauled out of bed too. They were standing on what must have been the roof of Broadcasting House, trying to talk into the microphone and the wind at the same time. It was all in official Mandarin and of course they weren’t running English subtitles, they’d forgotten about people who didn’t have translation software built in like bloody always, so he had to listen with his eyes shut and wait for the gears in his brain to squeak around to more or less the right cogs.
“—like smoke inhalation, breathing the dust particulates will damage lung tissue, and a few moments ago the Consul took the unusual step of declaring a red weather warning, along with advice to remain indoors if possible. The Met Office have indicated that the storm may cause some electricity shortages as solar energy struggles to reach the sun fields; it’s likely too that in turn, water allowances will reduce as the output from Tereshkova Wharf—”
The signal dropped. He had to look up “inhalation” and “particulates.”4
Curious now, January went to the window and unstuck a corner of the bubble wrap from the frame. He’d put the bubble wrap over the glass to try and keep the heat in over the winter, and he’d got used to seeing nothing but a blur outside. It was a nice surprise to find that the city was still there. This high up, the great artery roads were serene and glittering, and the narrow stripe of sky above the Valley was beginning to lighten. But powering towards the city now, there was a red-brown cloud, just a smudge for the moment, but it was enveloping everything in that direction—the whole Valley, the whole sky. He could feel the wind picking up, icy as it seeped through the glass and the bubble wrap. He had to snatch his hand away and pull his sleeves over his knuckles.
He could hear other people breathing or coughing through the paper walls. Everyone else was standing at the windows too.
As the dust came closer, he could make out the storm front better. Tendrils of rust brown raced out ahead of the main dust cloud, billowing and reaching, and then other shapes rode after them, all illusions of the roaring particles, but all vast. As the dust smashed into the towers, it made an eerie roar. Then the view vanished, and the dust started to blast in through the cracks under the window frame. January pushed the tape back down quickly, already gritty, and touched the film of dust on the sill. It was fine as icing sugar. But there was so much of it that it thrummed against the building and hissed at the windows. He had to shine his phone around just to find the light switch. He hadn’t seen much dust come in, only a puff, but it was already hanging in the air, winking.
He polished it off the front of his phone in case it clogged up the electrics. He didn’t know if there was anyone in Tharsis who would be able to fix it. The phone was an antique—his great-grandmother’s—from the days when they were still hand-held, a beautiful thing that looked like a glass card when it was off. The battery was good forever, but even in London there’d been only one specialist shop that had ever been able to service it.5
Worried by the mention of less water, he looked in the tiny cupboard where the water meter and the electric gauge were. The water meter showed a traffic light that said how much water you could use in the day. Green was twenty litres; amber was ten; red was five. January had never seen it green and suspected they only made the gauges with the green light to give you false hope. A shower used ten litres per minute, so he tended to save up the water and then dive into the cubicle once every three days, which was fine, given that he had one of those jobs where being too clean made you morally suspect. He wasn’t sure he’d cope very well if that went down to once every seven days, though.
It was still amber. Good.
The factory was going to be chaos. Better get in early.
He called the lift. The tower was designed in a truly strange way, with the lifts opening straight out into the flats. The housing company said it meant they could fit more apartments in that way, because they weren’t wasting space on corridors. January thought it seemed like a nightmare waiting to happen if ever there were a fire, but he wasn’t too bothered. In this gravity, he could just jump out of the window if he had to.
As the lights on the readout counted down from the fifty-seventh floor, he was filled with a nagging sense he’d forgotten something.
There are moments when you come so close to another future you can taste the air in the courtroom, and feel the roughness of the orange jumpsuit seams over your knees, and hear the grinding of the mechanisms as the barred doors close.
Usually, for January, they were the moments that came when he wasn’t quite feeling right anyway, and his mind stopped working properly, its usual calculations skewing until it seemed like a sensible idea to swerve a tiny boat in front of a cruise liner into a gap that was exactly wide enough, making no allowance whatever for travelling at forty knots at the time; or hearing the electrics fizz as the flood waters rose, filing it away as useful information, walking away from the lights to avoid any explosions, and not telling the other thirty people in the canteen. Those things were just badly timed ordinary mind malfunctions of the kind everybody had all the time, the ones that saw people go upstairs for reasons they immediately lost, or forget to lock the door at night—but it was the ordinariness of it that scared him.
When the lift doors opened, the three people already inside drew back all at once, and yelled in different languages.
“You’re not wearing your—”
“Get back!”
“Where’s your—”
“Get your resistance cage!”
He was so shocked he couldn’t even say anything at first. Cold swept through him like the heater had just broken, aching through the bones in his face and right down his arms.
“I’m sorry—I’m sorry,” he managed, mortified, and turned back to get it.
What felt like every second week, he saw something in the news about some idiot who had killed someone because they’d wandered off accidentally—he really baulked at thinking it was on purpose—without their cage. If you were born on Earth, your bones grew to support your weight in Earth’s gravity. If you were born on Mars, or if you naturalised, your bones could only lift one third of that. Those bones were fragile. If he so much as bumped into someone from here, the kind of knock he wouldn’t even have noticed in London, there was every chance he would break their skull.
And he never felt sympathetic when those clumsy Earthstrongers got the twenty-five-year mandatory prison sentence, because when you had a resistance cage, it was a hard thing to miss.
Resistance cages were full-body steel harnesses. The steel was something clever, and it would fit to you exactly whether you put it on over clothes or under them. Open, they looked like skeleton suits of armour. January had walked straight by his on his way to the door.
When he stepped backwards into the frame, it shushed as its silver tendons closed over him, very cold even through his clothes, and immediately, moving was far harder. He lifted his arms a little to make sure. Yes. Much heavier.
The cage did not actually make you heavier. It did exactly what it said on the side—resistance. It made moving as difficult as it would be under Earth’s gravity.
He looked back at the lift and realized, hating everything, that they had actually held the door for him. They were all waiting.
“You don’t have to wait for me,” he croaked.
“Don’t be silly,” the nurse from the top floor said warmly. “You’re ready now, get in.”
He crept in, clawing for some grateful things to say, but so shaken up that all his Mandarin flew out of his head.
He squeezed into the corner, which was marked off in bright yellow tape on the floor with a big E in the middle, for Earthstrong, beside the Mandarin sign for “Earth.” Everyone else squeezed over the other side. He tried to think tiny, harmless thoughts. Right above his head was the government poster that plastered this whole building. It showed a silhouette of what looked like a troll, with silvery lines sketching a cage around it.
REMEMBER, it exclaimed in a happy font that had probably been designed for a kids’ show about making rockets from old gardening pots, IF YOU’RE EARTHSTRONG, YOU MUST WEAR A RESISTANCE CAGE IN ALL PUBLIC SPACES! LET’S STOP ACCIDENTS TOGETHER!
He pressed his hands together, trying to stop shaking, and hoping that everyone else thought he was just cold. He had never done anything so spectacularly stupid before. And what for; because the dust was distracting? He was hanging over the edge of crying.
“You should be more careful,” someone said, so old and desiccated that they were mostly just a big coat and a hat. “You could have killed someone. You know normal people are three times weaker than you lot?”
“I know. I’m sorry,” he said again, trying to melt into the lift wall. It was chipboard, which had scared him when he first arrived, but of course in light gravity, wood would do for a lot of things. Not even real wood. Some kind of printed composite that just looked like it.
The old person huffed and grumbled something in Russian which sounded a lot like “bloody immigrants.”
It wasn’t until the lift doors closed that he saw the new graffiti on them. It was sprayed on from a template, quick and neat and efficient, at eye level. It was the Natural First logo, which was the same as the government poster, except that the delicate cage was replaced by bars, like a prison door.
“It’s just kids,” the kind nurse said to him awkwardly.
January nodded and didn’t say that kids didn’t usually make such clever templates for their graffiti.
Thankfully, the trains were still running. The Olympos Line was good, even in bad weather. The dust was so thick it was hard to see the carriage markers on the platform, but it was clear where the Earthstrong-only carriage would stop, because of the gradation of height in the people waiting.
What was really alarming about gravity was how much it squashed you. January was an inch taller here than he had been on Earth, an inch: he noticed it on shirt hems. If you were born here, if your spine had grown in lighter gravity, you were usually even taller. If your great-grandparents had been born in this gravity, you were about seven feet high. Scientists said that eventually, the lower gravity would actually mean people developed stronger bones than they would do on Earth, but for now, only seven generations from the first colonists, they definitively had not, and they were in the wobbly stage where evolution was still getting its boots on. From what he understood, someone seventh-generation Natural was stronger than someone, say, second, but that still wasn’t strong.
He made his way to the cluster of smaller dust silhouettes, and had to punch himself in the thigh to try to stop himself picturing the lift doors opening, and how scared everyone had looked.
The stations had height-and-weight sensors that noticed if you were Earthstrong, and like always, the neon flashed as he passed it.
REMEMBER TO WALK SLOWLY!
DID YOU KNOW?
A POLAR BEAR IS THREE TIMES HEAVIER THAN THE AVERAGE HUMAN.
IF YOU’RE FROM EARTH, YOU’RE AS STRONG AS A POLAR BEAR HERE!
January had looked this up once, because he’d suspected the government weren’t envisaging normal people when they said Earthstrong, but giant Viking heavyweight boxers.
What he had found was that it was technically true, for him, if you were talking about quite a delicate lady polar bear. He wanted to think this meant that he had won an important statistical point, but he had a creeping feeling that it didn’t. As she was breaking into the house and eating the cat, he doubted many people would say, “But don’t worry, she’s actually quite small for a polar bear.”
When it arrived, the train was nothing but the scythe of its lamps. The front carriage was Earthstrong only, so he shuffled on with three or four other people, all of them wearing resistance cages under their coats the same as him, shushing as they pushed against every move. Not trusting himself now, he kept brushing the steel sternum to check it was definitely there.
That person in the lift had been right. He could have killed someone.
Pink elephants pink elephants think about pink elephants.
He calmed down slowly, maybe because everything in the Earthstrong carriage was made for people like him. The lights were brighter, the handrails and grip-rings set lower than usual, there were real, physical signs because the train operators had realized nobody Earthstrong could afford lenses and glasses for virtual ones, and on this line, being impressively brand new, they even put more oxygen in the air. It helped.
In his pocket, his charge card was a smooth, reassuring weight. It was like nothing he’d had in London, a sort of pebble-sized rectangle of quartz. He kept turning it over and over between his fingertips like a worry stone, then remembered to actually pay with it, just a tap to the panel on the train’s bulkhead. Two kilowatts for a day pass. Expensive, but there was no way around it.
January sat near the front window and watched as they ploughed through the dust and the dark tracks. The rails ran over high bridges over the roads and the warehouses where little lights shone, around the glittering financial district and the gigantic open space that was Gagarin Square, the memorial statue from the riot towering over the people coming and going. He shut his eyes till he was sure that was past.
The advertisements panel next to him flared hopefully to life and burst into a hologram image of a place that looked like a luxury hotel.
“If you’re planning to stay on Mars,” a cheerful voice said, “the government will pay for you to naturalise to local gravity. It only takes three months, and in that time, you’ll live in a state-of-the-art facility with the very best medical care. No more cages, no more work restrictions, no more worry . . .”
It showed him someone Earthstrong walking through lovely rooms and a shiny medical centre, and friendly doctors smiling. He’d seen the same advert a thousand times, but this time, he watched it.
“Once you’ve naturalised,” the cheerful voice continued, “you’ll get automatic citizenship, universal basic income, and free medical insurance, and you can apply for work anywhere you like.”
It didn’t mention anything about how you’d have to do that new job while you were coping with nerve damage and osteoporosis. Government adverts only ever used voices like that to remind you to pay your taxes.
He opened and closed his hands, feeling the pull of the cage gauntlets. He had been here for a year. He hadn’t decided whether he wanted to try and go back. He kept not thinking about it.
On the Crossing, on the ship, the lawyers had taken a very different stance to the cheerful voice in the government advert.
“It is your choice, at least for now, whether you wear a cage, or whether you naturalise,” a human rights barrister had told a whole sports hall full of people. It had been the only place on the refugee ship big enough to hold all one thousand people aboard all at once. It was so big that you could see the floor curving upward and away; all the living spaces were part of great wheels that rotated just fast enough to mimic Earth’s gravity. But it still smelled like every other sports hall ever built: polish and shoes.
“But let’s be clear. If you naturalise to Mars gravity, you can never go home. Your bones, organs, and muscles will acclimatise to functioning with one third of the effort they do on Earth. Try and go back to Earth after that, you’ll die of a heart attack the second you enter the atmosphere. Now, there’s all kinds of benefits to naturalising; you can have office jobs, you’ll get citizenship and therefore universal basic income, free healthcare, the works. If you don’t, it’s manual labour only, health insurance comes out of your pay, and you can only live in a few specially adapted places around the city. But one of the reasons the Tharsis government is so generous with those who do naturalise is that they know full well it’s a death sentence. The health impact will kill you in the end. Before the invention of resistance cages, the life expectancy of the first settlers’ Mars-born children was forty-five. So make your decision very carefully.”
Someone who hadn’t thought about it properly put their hand up. “Why is the government so keen on people naturalising but not on cages?”
“Because,” the barrister sighed, “Earthstrongers are unbelievably dangerous.”
Tereshkova Wharf had its own underground stop. January and all the other Earthstrongers got off there, just in time to hear the hammer of the night shift’s end-bells. After the bright carriage, the platform beyond looked dark, even though it was floodlit. The dust wasn’t blowing in this far underground, but it was settling on the floor from people’s clothes, and on the tracks where the trains pulled it in.
Almost straightaway, he had a panicky feeling, like he was drowning, only without the water.
That was just slightly thinner air than his lungs wanted. It was fine.
The workers’ entryway into the plant was, like everything here, divided into two. Over one gate, there was a sign that said NATURALISED in Mandarin and English. That one led up a set of steel steps, into the upper locker room. Over the other, it said EARTHSTRONG. That one led down, to the lower. All the way down, other signs yelled at you to make sure you were on the right side, that cages must not come off yet, and that anyone who was supposed to be in one but wasn’t would be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.
4 If he’d been on the big Everything App everyone here used, he could have run a filter over the broadcast and heard it all in perfect English. The software was amazing. But to get the app, you had to be a citizen, with a social security number. And without the app, you couldn’t order deliveries, you couldn’t book tickets for anything, or pay normally in shops, use vending machines, and a dozen other things. This, January was coming to feel, was very typically Tharsese. It was that painstaking, meticulous kind of unhelpfulness you only normally encountered in the post office.
5 Mori and Daughter, on Filigree Street, had been a watchmaking shop since the 1880s, expanding only with a serious grudge into electrical timekeeping at the end of the twenty-first century, when they made a name for themselves doing to phones what Rolex had done to watches. The guarantees were famously issued for five hundred years. Mori timepieces only ever increased in value, and if January had sold his, he could probably have bought a house. He didn’t want a house, though. He wanted something of his mum’s.
The locker room always furled out a wonderful reassuring smell of turpentine and engine oil. It was freezing today, and January could see his breath as he hung up his coat and slotted his charging card into the bank of plugs. The longer the card sat there, the longer it charged, at five kilowatts per hour. That was a generous rate of pay, for a manual labour job.
Val Legasov, his section chief, wheeled her chair up beside him, produced an orange feather duster, and dusted him with it to say hello. Val was one of those swearing filthy dinosaurs who had been born fifty-five years old and who nonetheless managed to be completely charming. On days when he was unhappy, it made him sad that she was married.
“Early bird today,” she noted.
“I saw on the news about how maybe there won’t be enough power to keep us running properly?”
“They can store solar power for a few weeks,” she said, like she wasn’t worried. “There’s plenty of water in the Tower, though. Boss says enough to keep Tharsis going the whole week even if we can’t make a drop more.” She listened. If you knew what to listen for, you could hear the gigantic engines working—or not—under the floor and in the walls. “Sounds all right to me.”
January nodded, but privately he couldn’t help feeling unconvinced. “And the, er . . . duster?”
“It’s my new poking device,” she explained. January edged a bit further away, into the already long queue for the coffee.
When the start bell went, the floor supervisor came out onto the steel balcony above everyone. The supervisor was from here, and even so far above all the Earthstrongers, looked tapered and delicate. The safety barrier on the balcony was bullet-proof glass. Not because anyone had ever shot at it, but because on somebody’s birthday last year, drunken stupidness had happened and a bunch of people had worked out that without cages, they could jump the fifteen feet up to the balcony and whack the glass, which had led to an alarming version of stick-the-tail-on-the-donkey and then the obvious consequence. January had still been finding glass in his boiler suit for a week afterwards.
“All right, up to the yellow line everyone! Good. Cages off.”
Everyone hit the release button of their resistance cages, which was over the heart. Around the room, fifty steel skeletons opened out with a long sigh. January stepped away from his, feeling like he was floating. It wasn’t really a feeling he enjoyed; more than anything, it was like taking a retainer off your teeth. In one way it was a relief, but in another, you could feel things settling more than they should, planning to creep back to where you didn’t want them. Whenever his was off, a clock ran in the back of his head. He started to feel panicky after seven or eight hours.
It wasn’t because he was scared of accidentally naturalising. That took weeks and weeks. What dragged at him was how much stronger he had used to be. The cage simulated the kind of resistance Earth’s gravity made, yes, but a fortnight before being in a refugee camp, he’d been training for eight hours a day. He’d been able to lift more than his own weight above his head. Carry more. An alarming amount of ballet was weight training. Now, even with the cage, it had been a year since he’d done any real exercise. He’d lost weight, and fast: you had to eat a hell of a lot to keep up the kind of muscle he’d had before, and he just couldn’t afford it here, even if he had somehow found time and energy and space to go through even a quarter of those old drills. Most of his shirts were a size too big for him now. It shouldn’t have bothered him, it shouldn’t, because it wasn’t harmful—he’d used to be an athlete and now he was a normal person, that was fine, but he just felt less. He could feel it where he wouldn’t have expected to; his knees felt weaker, his wrists, some muscle or tendon he couldn’t name right under the socket of one hip. And the longer he spent out of the cage, the more he could feel what strength he did have left eroding away in this patient, insidious gravity.
As everyone shuffled into a queue to walk out to the main floor, there was a flurry among them, because everyone was throwing baseballs or apples from hand to hand. It was easy to tell who was new here, because they were the ones whose balls shot off and skittered away—then they had to make the Run of Shame to get them back, to applause. January threw his straight from hand to hand at first, letting his muscles get used to the eerie shock of how easy it was out of the cage, and then, once they were more used it, looped the ball up to eye level. Very, very gently, was how you had to do it; with so little force you felt like the ball wouldn’t even lift out of your hand. Val steered her chair along the line, watching people, making sure they were doing the exercises properly, as sharp as any dance teacher.
She had done them too, until recently. He didn’t know her precise reasons for naturalising, but she’d gone into one of the centres six months ago. The wheelchair was because of nerve damage. They’d had to give her a mechanical heart too. She said she didn’t mind; she said she was thrilled with the free car from the government, which was dead flashy.
He must still have been distracted from this morning, because he dropped his ball. Val caught it, gave him a suggestive look, and pretended to eat it.
“You all right?” she asked, when he forgot to laugh.
“What?”
“Listen, I found a box of chocolate bars in the old storage shed, do you want one? Out of date but the packaging’s fine.” She held out a bar.
“Oh, thanks,” January said. He hadn’t seen chocolate for weeks. Food was expensive here, given the water situation. He thought about it after the first bite. “Sort of undertaste of industrial methane?”
“Christ, throw it away!”
“No, no, it’s good.”
“You’ve got a problem,” Val told him.
January pointed at her with the bar. “You’ve got a massive secret stash of Stolichnaya in the biofuel locker.”
“I have,” Val said, sage. Then, “How do you know?”
January smiled, because it would have been hard to know Val even for five minutes without suspecting a secret vodka stash. Whether she had recently been close to any or not, she was always coated in a patina of steel dust and splotches of inexplicable white gloss paint, and she had once drilled through the ceiling in order to spy, via a periscope she’d prepared earlier, on the Natural people’s locker room. January didn’t think she was being weird, with the periscope. She had gone away looking purposeful. January suspected some kind of blackmail aimed at the supervisor, to whom Val was married and with whom she seemed to be permanently at war. It was a subject of factory-wide speculation as to whether the war was a joke or not.
“Before you all disappear off,” the supervisor called, “remember Senator Gale is visiting today. Nobody do anything obscene in front of the camera, it’s going out on national news. They might want to talk to some of you, so don’t swear and don’t go on a rant about politics, and I’ll buy you all doughnuts. All right?”
January had forgotten it was today.
He rolled down the sleeves of his boiler suit for something to do with his hands. This was actually his favourite boiler suit. It was small enough, which was unusual—the companies didn’t make them specifically for Earthstrongers and seemingly at random they’d do five little ones per batch and you had to fight for them—and he had remembered, finally, to bring a belt to cinch it close enough. There was hardly any paint on it. As factory fashion went, it was sharp. It was silly, but he felt more like himself on days when he wasn’t wearing one with holes in.
Val dusted him with the duster again.
“I bet,” she said, “that there’s some underwear in Lost Property.”
January smiled but had to look down, because he didn’t think he could hide what he thought about Senator Gale, but he didn’t want anyone to ask him about it. “Whatever you want to do with the underwear, I’m not involved and I didn’t hear about it.”
“Well. They’ll be gone soon enough.” Somehow, Val managed to be quite aware of the news, and politics, and just never apply any of it to herself. It made her basically well disposed to everybody, even if they were wearing a PUT EARTHSTRONGERS IN CAMPS T-shirt with a picture of someone throwing away a key on the back. January wished he could be like that. He was hoping that if he could just watch her enough and copy her properly, he might be able to train his soul up to be that strong. Then it wouldn’t matter if his bones weren’t.
“But we have to do the safety briefing for all the press morons and aides they’re bringing with them.”
“What’s this we?” he asked with dread.
She clapped his arm. “They’ll be taking pictures. Nobody wants my face anywhere except inside a bag. You’re all good-looking and you’ve got a fun accent and you used to be famous. They’ll listen to you, even if it’s just because they’re ogling you. Great power to be had from ogling.”
“No, no, no, safety briefings are your—”
“Good lad,” she said cheerfully.
“Mx Legasov,” a passing Natural person in a suit said, indignant. “For God’s sake, you can’t call people lad.”
“We’re family,” Val said. January felt himself go red. They weren’t family; they were acquaintances. January was certain that Val didn’t distinguish him from the forty other people in her direct care.
“Just be careful who catches you using language like that,” the suit-person said, looking harassed and, even in irritation, managing to give off an aura of chartered accountancy. “Nobody wants a lawsuit.”
Val turned to January with an elaborate bow. “Mx Stirling?”
“Mx Legasov,” said January in his poshest voice.6
The suit-person scowled at them both and crabbed off.
Above them, in the brilliant floodlights, dust from the storm above ground was spinning between the tangles of pipes and the cooling towers. Right up the length of the vast yard, rendered as tiny as bright moths at this distance, there were safety inspectors in orange jackets way up in the heights, probably trying to assess if the dust was doing damage to the machinery.
January wondered about a day off tomorrow, determinedly, so that he wouldn’t think about how much he would have loved to see someone shove Aubrey bloody Gale off a cooling tower.
Val propelled him towards the control room, where he could already see glimpses of smartly dressed people waiting.
6 He’d heard “Mx” pronounced lots of ways since arriving in Tharsis—people whose first language was Russian tended to say “mikh,” like Mikhail; Mandarin speakers said “mishi,” because the characters for it were 蜜师—roughly, “secret-person,” in the same formula as things like 老师 (laoshi, teacher) and 律师 (lushi, lawyer) which January thought was excellent because it made everyone sound like a spy; and in English it sounded like “Mc,” as if everyone were Scottish. To January’s great joy, there was someone called Mx Wang in HR who liked tartan, and in his head they were very solidly McWang, mastermind of a plot to heroically invade England.
The control room had a broad window that looked across the whole plant, from the hydrogen production side on the left, all the way round a titan panorama of pipes and walkways and pumps to the water storage towers, lunging far further into the air than anything of their sort ever would have on Earth. As January and Val passed inside, into a glorious wave of heat, he shot an instinctive glance towards the giant neon readout on the tower, even though he already knew it was all right.
There was a stir when people noticed them. He kept well behind the yellow line marked in tape on the floor, marked every few paces with a big E, and a big 地.
He was glad to see that Senator Gale wasn’t there yet. This was just the press and the general hangers-on who always seemed to float around politicians. Probably Gale was above such sublunary considerations as safety briefings.
And, in that case, maybe the day would be lovely after all. Maybe Gale would poke a suspicious stain that was in fact made of the special digestive enzyme in Silo 4 that made biowaste into biofuel, and do everyone a favour by turning immediately into goo.
Someone intern-looking was wearing a WE ARE MARS T-shirt.
It was such an innocuous, fun-sounding slogan. It wasn’t though. What it meant was, we are not Earth, and you’re not welcome here any more. It took a considerable bastard to wear that in a place like this. January tried to think about calm happy things, like puffins. He liked puffins. His mum had called them puffweens, which was even better.
“Right!” Val beamed from the front. “I’m Val Legasov, this is my rig and your safety is therefore my responsibility; this is my beautiful assistant January.”
January waved half-heartedly.
Puffins puffins puffins.
Every single person in the chairs was at least three or four generations naturalised. Even sitting, it was clear they were all seven feet tall. After the grey of the factory locker rooms and the grey boiler suits, their clothes looked luxurious. Heavy tailored robes, usually in dark jewel colours, the way that hummingbird feathers were dark and bright at the same time. Everyone had long hair; rich people always had long hair here.
“Shouldn’t you be wearing a cage?” someone said to him.
“No, he’s in a hazardous work environment and he’s more than four metres from you,” Val said, unoffended, though January was a bit. He wondered if they thought he might lunge at them. No, that was piggy and stupid. If a polar bear had been sitting behind the yellow line, he wouldn’t have been feeling too confident about the yellow line either. “The sheltered walkway back is Natural only, he has to cross the yard, there’s stuff falling and things on scaffolding and Christ knows what. Jan?”
Everyone looked expectantly at him. He tried to arrange his face into something pleasant. It wasn’t their fault if they looked like the kind of people who would run you over with a nice car and then bill your relatives for hosing you off the bonnet.
“Okay, welcome to Tereshkova Station. We produce all the water you will find on Mars. Nowhere else can do this on an industrial scale, it’s just us; and the reason it’s just us is that this is bloody dangerous and building two of these buggers will really tempt fate.”
He was glad when they laughed. They weren’t too frightened of Earthstrongers, then, despite that early question. Uncomfortably, he realized he felt now exactly like he had used to do when an all girls’ school trip visited the theatre. Thirteen-year-old girls were, of course, terrifying monsters, and he always wanted to hide in a cupboard until they’d gone; but all that aside, he was six foot two and very strong and a man all at the same time, and they—were not. The sole duty of anyone like him during those school trips was to be kind and clearly harmless, because to be anything else would have been foul.
Maybe these people were rich and annoying, but the idea that he might genuinely frighten them made him queasy.
“Those silos on the far left there are full of biowaste, being melted into fuel by an enzyme that will dissolve you in a few seconds if you get it on you. If you see a funny stain on the ground, please don’t touch it, or you’ll be leaving in a jar.”
More grins. Right; good.
“That fuel is then run through that machine over there, which reaches over a thousand degrees Celsius on the inside. The reaction splits the hydrocarbons and gives us hydrogen. That next tower is a giant vat of hydrogen. It is explosive, so . . . do not smoke, or someone is going to fire-hose you. That hydrogen goes along these pipes here, and then it’s forced to react with oxygen. That reaction is exothermic, which is why the tower is surrounded by cooling pipes. If we lose our electricity and that cooling stops, we explode. And lastly, over that way, is the water tower.”
He paused. “I know this is obvious, but you’re going to see uncaged Earthstrongers working in the yard and on the rig. It’s just about safety. If we fall, we don’t die, and if anything goes wrong, we can run faster; and we’re stupid, so we sign up to work in the big Death Machine.”
People laughed again and something in him that been taut all morning started to relax. He wasn’t scary; he wasn’t.
“Everyone is really friendly; but if you feel worried, the control rooms and managerial staff areas are naturalised only. Val’s going to take you round for a tour now. Don’t wander off. I’m the one with the hoover and the jar if you do.”
Val patted him and herded everyone off.
He sat down on the windowsill, or started to, but someone Natural was coming up to the yellow line, over the line, right up to him. He went down fast onto one knee.
“You shouldn’t cross the line,” he squeaked.
“It’s all right, it’s all right, get up. I’m the Senator’s press secretary,” they said, as if that meant the rules didn’t apply to them. They were intensely chic, with gold beads all through their waist-long braids, and a vivid yellow coat and—maybe because if you were doing publicity for the actual devil then you were too busy to remember your own name—a necklace that said SOLLY. “Would you mind doing an interview when they get here? Just about working here. Your accent is gorgeous.”
“No offence, but I’d rather liquefy in Silo 4,” said January, picking himself up and then wincing when his knee twinged.
“Perfect!” the press secretary beamed, and then looked at something over his head. “Aha. Here they come now.”
What looked like the staff of the entire plant came out to see the Senator arrive. The younger people, January noticed, had gone giggly. He trudged towards the crowd, feeling grumpy. Politicians were always glamorous here, but Aubrey Gale was only ever one soulful stare from reducing at least seventy per cent of any given room to fanning themselves and asking about the air conditioning. The array of exquisite tailoring tended to set off the other thirty per cent. With all that, January was pretty certain most people had no idea what Gale thought about anything, because Gale didn’t need to think about anything; they just needed to stand there, looking like a god, and people would hurry along with presents. And votes.
January, however, did know what Gale thought about things. He followed the news like a bloodhound when it came to Gale.
“Now, you mustn’t kill anyone,” Val said. “Deep breaths.”
“Can I not throw something? Not anything bad; just, like, a sock. With a brick in it.”
“Have some more chocolate.”
“Wait, what, there’s more?” he said hopefully.
“I have come prepared,” she intoned, and put another bar into his pocket.
At the head of a comet-tail of journalists, bodyguards, and aides, Senator Gale came slowly. It was, perhaps, to give the waiting line of managers time to think before anybody had to bow or start the complicated politeness of welcoming someone important; but it looked regal. Nobody else had the time to walk as if they were moving underwater.
Grudgingly, January could see why everyone was so keen. Gale was elegant in the way only sixth- or seventh-generation Natural people could be. They made all the Earthstrongers look like Neanderthals; a clear foot taller, athletically slim, hair like black glass, built of air and sharp poise. They must have come straight from the Senate, because they were dressed with the beautiful austerity that seemed to be required there, coat hem brushing the floor. Navy blue; heavy fabrics, velvet and sheening against the bitter winter.
“And these are some of our wonderful rig engineers,” the supervisor chirped, smiling the desperate smile of a person willing nobody to do anything disgusting.
There were all the ordinary hellos and how-are-yous, in such interchangeable Mandarin, Russian, and English that January couldn’t tell which Gale preferred. All three sounded equally cultured. Their voice exactly matched the rest of them—a caramel voice, half smoke, and loaded with the promise of third-degree burns.
Around them, people swirled. Gale was the only still point. Camera drones flashed and glowed as everyone took pictures or filmed, the light strobing across Gale’s sleeves. Each drone was a single perfect glass ball, and from a distance, it looked like Gale was surrounded by curious stars.
“Senator! Senator!” It was a semi-unified yell from what must have been twenty different journalists. One shouldered to the front. “Senator, is the storm affecting electricity production at your solar fields?”
If Gale minded being shouted at by a mob, they didn’t show it. “No. The technology we use to store the energy is the same as on the lunar colonies; it can supply power for up to two weeks. No storm since terraforming has lasted longer than four days.” Their Mandarin was so precise that January could understand every word.
“After your experiences at Gagarin Square, how is it to be here surrounded by uncaged Earthstrongers?” someone called in Russian.
January flinched.
Puffins puffins puffins.
“Fantastic. I love places like this. Industrial processes feel magic, and everyone who works in them always tells brilliant stories.” Gale smiled, managing, incredibly, to sound honest, even though it had to be a lie. In Russian, they had a sophisticated St Petersburg accent that suggested palaces and winter dances.
January tried to slink away, but then the glossy press officer was there and gripping his arm, not at all worried that he wasn’t wearing a cage. He froze, not daring to move. He had a vision of prison jumpsuits and barred doors.
And the thing was, you got that kind of prison if you were lucky—if the court decided you had hurt someone, or killed them, absolutely by accident, then it was twenty-five years in medium security here in Tharsis, ready to be drafted into a labour colony if you misbehaved. If there was any sense it was deliberate—no. Murderers went to the hulks around Jupiter. Not many came back.
Instantly he was much too hot: panic heat.
“Please let go of me,” he tried.
“Oh, no, you don’t,” they told him happily. “All right, everyone, the apocalypse isn’t happening, back off.” Then they glided up to Gale, nearly as tall. “Let’s have a quick interview with a couple of rig engineers?”
January looked away. All of this was only happening so that when other senators accused Gale of being cloistered and never having any contact with the people all their horrendous legislation targeted, they could say no, actually, I do go out and meet them before I shove them into naturalisation centres, look: footage. He hoped there was a special place in hell for politicians who pretended to be friendly with normal people.
“Of course,” the supervisor said, fluffing up with importance. “Who would be best? Someone experienced and—”
“You and you,” the press officer said immediately, collaring January and another victim about his age. The two of them looked, January realized uncomfortably, exactly the way Natural people expected immigrants to look. Short, broad, rough; or at least, to eyes trained on Mars. “Superb. This way please.”
“But I—” January started, not sure he understood what they wanted. Everything they had said so far was Mandarin, and he had caught most of it, but he was worried he’d dropped some important bits.
“You’ll be splendid!” the supervisor ordered him. And then to Gale, “Although might they have a minute to get back in their cages?”
“No need,” Gale said. “This isn’t affecting your insurance, I walked in here knowing there would be uncaged Earthstrongers. It’s only surprise uncaged Earthstrongers who are a legal problem.”
The supervisor laughed in a way that January hoped they’d be embarrassed about later. “Well, yes, but—you’re sure?” A flicker of a look to the Senator’s left leg. Gale wasn’t using crutches any more, but if you knew to look for it, they did walk with a limp. Of course, everyone knew to look for it. The day they’d come out of hospital with the new prosthetic last month, there had been nationwide news coverage.
Knowing full well he was being mean and stupid, January wondered if they didn’t exaggerate it just a tiny bit in front of cameras.
“Of course,” said Gale, like it was funny, the way soldierly people always were with too much sympathy.
As January went by, the supervisor caught his arm and spoke close to his ear. He wished people would stop touching him while he was out of the cage. “Just for God’s sake remember to say they like a normal human, and not he or she like you’re about to stab someone behind a drug den. Pretend to be, you know, civilized, for fifteen minutes, or we’ll be put on some sort of register.”
“I would never say that to someone Natural,” January protested, dismayed. “And—how would I know?”
The supervisor looked queasy in the face of all the possibilities. “And don’t swear.”
The eddies of people shifted and somehow January was right by Gale, in the middle of everything. Standing bolt upright, he only reached their shoulder. Even though he was the one who was three times stronger, out of his cage, he had a stab of wariness, one he hadn’t felt since being a child. From nowhere, the tight unease of watching his father, a bull of a man, slinging open cupboard doors and breaking things flashed up over everything like an unhelpful advert. That was the last time he’d been this much smaller than someone else, right up close. He didn’t know anyone Natural, just naturalised.
That was a little jolt of a realization in itself. He hadn’t been aware, really, that he was living in such a closed-off bubble. It made him uneasy. Bubbles were bad.
Whenever anyone asked him what his background was, or where he was from, he never knew what to say, because he wasn’t from anywhere. Born in Cornwall, yes, into rural poverty, yes. But then ballet boarding school on scholarship in Moscow, and tours all over the world. He was used to thinking of himself as someone who used to be working class, but who had kind of disqualified himself later on. He’d had dinner with pop stars and made friends with actors on movie sets—after a certain point, it wasn’t right to group yourself with the people you’d left behind at home who still worked at the corner shop or as a drone operator at a goods warehouse. He had always been aware, living that glittering life, that it was important to make friends with lots of different kinds of people, richer, poorer, younger, older, or he would be in serious danger of becoming exactly the kind of entitled dickhead he hated. He wasn’t ashamed of moving between classes exactly, but it made him awkward. If he ever did anything practical at home, if he fixed the washing machine or the pipes, his father guffawed and called him a cultural tourist—which meant class foreigner. He was crossing a border he didn’t have a passport for any more.
So he had been proud to be working here, at the factory. He was relieved he wasn’t so far gone down the road of pistachio lattes and wellness retreats that he couldn’t cope with making a normal living in a boiler suit and steel-capped boots. Every day he enjoyed working here felt like another little proof that he wasn’t a cultural tourist who was just visiting difficult things for fun before hurrying away back to the rarefied air of the Royal Opera House.
But standing next to Gale now, he saw afresh what he’d lost. His whole life had shrunk. He wasn’t crossing borders now: the way back was shut. He lived here now, in the boiler suit. All at once he wasn’t proud of it any more. It just looked tattered.
Gale tipped their head a little to catch his eye. It was a tiny motion. They had no mannerisms at all, only a deep stillness. It should have been unsettling, because nobody was like that, not really, but over that stupid memory of his father, it was a relief. No sudden moves. It was marrow-deep elegance, the sort that would have been at home in the old imperial courts, over the shush of sliding paper doors and the hour gongs, where the knights were scholars and you did not speak to the empress without kneeling.
“Lovely to meet you.”
“It’s not,” January said bleakly, “but nice of you to say anyway.”
He had an instant impression that several more lenses, intensifying the magnification of their attention, had clicked down behind their eyes. It might even have been recognition.
No, it couldn’t be. Not even someone like Gale could remember a single face out of a crowd of thousands.
A small voice in the back of January’s mind whispered that Aubrey Gale was exactly the sort of person who could do that.
January had been at Gagarin Square when it happened.
When the news reported that there was a bill going before the Senate requiring all Earthstrongers to naturalise, people organised the protests within about fifteen minutes. January had never been to a protest in his life—waterlogged London had no open spaces big enough, and the best you could hope for was to traffic-jam the docks at Parliament with enough people in rowing boats—but he signed up for this. Everyone would meet in Gagarin Square, in front of the Senate, on the morning of the vote, wearing something red.
Now, January couldn’t even remember who had proposed the bill, or why. He had only been in Tharsis for a month or so at the time, so he hadn’t known much about its politicians. He was still getting over the surprise of finding that they were all young and glamorous, not the underbiting paunchy people they were at home. He could recall people saying it wasn’t a serious bill, just a publicity stunt from some junior senator who wanted to take the conservative vote from someone else for some election he hadn’t heard of. Maybe it had been Gale, he didn’t know. It didn’t matter. What mattered was the slow, cold feeling it had put through his insides for days.
At first, his instinct had been resignation. There was nothing he could do if the government decided they wanted to stop letting immigrants wander about three times stronger than normal people and providing them with the expensive machinery to do so. It was a miracle they’d let it go on for this long. All he could do was turn up at a naturalisation centre and hope that he didn’t get the really bad side effects.
But slowly, he realized that he had not escaped the floods in London and spent nine months on a crowded refugee ship to come to another world just to cripple himself because some bastard who had never met anyone from outside the country club had decided that he was dangerous. So on the day of the vote, he put on a red scarf and went to Gagarin Square.
The turnout was vast. It looked as though every Earthstronger in Tharsis was there, along with every police officer, soldier, and member of the national guard, who all had riot shields and rifles. There were naturalised and Natural people too, wearing red and carrying signs in Russian and Mandarin and English that showed pictures of children in wheelchairs, and slogans like THIS IS NATURALISATION and NEVER AGAIN. There was music too, and drumming, and the festival smell of sparklers and bao buns. Someone let off fireworks, which showed up nicely even in the morning sky. A fragile elderly Natural person came up to January with a plate of cakes, gave him one, and told him that this bill wasn’t in my bloody name thank you very much, which made his week.
There were huge screens showing the debate that was going on inside, and speakers so that everyone could hear what the senators were saying. Subtitles too. The event organisers must have got those up, because nobody in government ever seemed to remember that if you were fleeing the apocalypse on Earth, the chances were you hadn’t been fitted with the augmentations that would let you connect to the network inside your head.
January had always remembered what Gale said when they took the floor.
“This year, there were nine hundred and twelve homicides in Tharsis.” That burnt caramel voice smoked over everything, and even people who hadn’t been paying attention before paused now. Gale was imperial, glittering and, like always, very still. It was magnetic whether you liked it or not. “Seven hundred and forty-eight of those were perpetrated by Earthstrongers. Most were accidental, but all the victims were Natural. We have an Earthstrong population of two hundred thousand. That means that one in two hundred and sixty-seven Earthstrongers here has killed someone this year alone. Resistance cages don’t work, one time in two hundred and sixty-seven.”
Gale looked right into the cameras, into the crowd outside, stark and hypnotic, and there was a hush like January had never heard before. “If we had a vaccine that killed one in two hundred and sixty-seven people, it would be banned. If we had a software update that killed one in two hundred and sixty-seven people, those who designed it would be imprisoned. This is not a question of race or prejudice. This is a question of failing technology. There are only two solutions: lock people in resistance cages all the time, which is inhuman; or ban cages altogether.”
It got a round of applause from inside the Senate, and a kind of howl from the protesters.
January had never so badly wanted to punch someone. He knew those statistics, of course he did. Everyone did. They were on posters everywhere, they flashed up if you watched television for more than fifteen minutes, they were projected on buildings; kids wore T-shirts that had 1:267 printed on them. He would be the last, last person to say it wasn’t a huge problem.
But given that you could put the internet in people’s brains now, he was just not convinced that the only way to avoid all those horrible accidental deaths was to cripple everyone who could possibly perpetrate one. That was a Stone Age solution. There had to be some engineer somewhere who could think of something better. January’s problem with people like Gale was that it wouldn’t even occur to them to ask what could be done. Because actually good technology—apparently even the stuff required for subtitles—was for real people, not poor people. If you earned less than a million a year you could piss off and enjoy your osteoporosis, thank you.
Someone held up a phone to beam a big hologram poster in view of the floating cameras. The message said:
VALUE OF HOUSE GALE: $15 TRILLION
VALUE HOUSE GALE HAS INVESTED IN CAGE INNOVATION: $0
Val said that January wouldn’t get anywhere by bashing people over the head with The Communist Manifesto,7 but it made January angry too, when people declared that giving someone poor some basic human consideration was the same as being Stalin. It was the kind of argument deployed by people who were saving up for their own private golf course.
Over the noise, the commentary from the Office of National Statistics confirmed that Gale’s figures were correct, and a fact box flashed up beside the screen, from the police databases.
It was about midday when he started to notice that the police were kettling people towards the Senate steps. There was a military security perimeter there, with water cannons, and someone in the chain of command must have been spoiling for a fight, because when he thought about it later, he couldn’t see any other reason to do it. As the crowd was compressed, people had to push up against the riot shields. And the people at the front were already there to try and get into the Senate, to protest inside, or disrupt the vote, or something.
Later, at the trials, the prosecution lawyers said there was evidence that the event organisers had actually been hoping to start a coup.
He heard snatches of yelling as he ended up pushed that way too. He couldn’t see over enough heads to make out what was happening. For the first time, a wisp of panic unfurled in his ribcage, and he realized that if he couldn’t get out now, then there was a real chance of being crushed. Only he couldn’t move without pushing hard and hurting someone.
He didn’t know why the senators came out the front door after the vote, the result of which was going to be announced well after everyone had left the building. Maybe they thought the perimeter would hold, or maybe it was meant as a show of democracy working in spite of external pressure, or something. Whatever else it was, it was a mistake.
When people saw them, the crowd surged. The water cannons went on and instantly everything was a freezing white haze. The pressure was enough to knock Natural people over backwards. January caught someone and had to crouch over them to make sure they weren’t trampled as people surged away from the water.
But of course, all the Earthstrongers had to do to withstand the force of the water was unlock their cages, and the people at the front did just that.
Just for a second, he saw someone in red jump eight feet up onto the closest water cannon, easy in this gravity and at full strength, and hurl the soldier operating it to one side.
It was like trying to see through the strobe lights at a club. Sometimes he couldn’t see at all through the water and the plumes of mist it threw everywhere, but in snatches, he saw more soldiers go down like skittles. By then, the pressure of the crowd had changed. Instead of pulling away from the cannons, people were shoving towards them, and he was on the Senate steps now. He saw someone get hold of a senator and shove them against a wall. He thought they were trying to demand answers, and maybe they thought that was all they were doing too; but immediately out of a cage, no one was very coordinated. They were too strong, and in the next strobe-water flash, he saw the senator’s skull crumple.
He didn’t remember how he got away. All he remembered was running, and tearing off the red scarf and slinging it away, and then sitting numb in the Earthstrong carriage of a Mariner Line train, horribly aware that he was wet and smelling of explosives, and that anyone with any common sense at all would know exactly where he’d been.
In the end, the news said that a hundred people had died, among them two senators. Then, later in the evening, there were some fuzzy shots, clearly taken while security guards were hurrying the camera crew away, of Aubrey Gale in a hospital bed, missing most of one leg.
7 An inoffensive document in which a tired German sets out his grand dream of an affordable nationalised rail service.
Now
The microphones were neat things that looped over your ear. The journalists were all so polished they shone. January could see how shabby he and the other rigger must have looked, in their boiler suits and chemical stains, and found himself hunching forward as if he could make himself smaller. It made no sense. He was already small, in comparison.
“If you could say something to test the sound,” the camera drone operator said encouragingly. They were a rangy, windswept sort of person, the type to dive after a bear if it happened to look photogenic, but even they seemed neater than January. They had special gloves on that controlled five or six drones, and a machine that flew around looking like a giant fluffy bee but was probably to do with sound. “What did you have for breakfast?”
“Is English okay?” the other rigger asked, looking anxious.
“It’s fine,” Gale said, in their perfect American English, perfect, without even a ghost of the sharpness that usually came from listening to it from a Mandarin perspective. “Or Russian, whatever’s better.”
January wondered what kind of terrifying genius could do a broadcast in Mandarin, Russian, or English interchangeably. It was normal for rich people to have the translation augmentation here—it was a special implant which connected the language part of your brain to the internet so you didn’t just read subtitles on your lenses, you actually understood—but that didn’t let you speak other languages. He was surprised Gale could do it. The Gales of the world grew up with other Gales, all of whom had the augmentations and all of whom spoke Mandarin at home, so why had they bothered?
He hoped they weren’t one of those people who waxed lyrical about the Old Way of Doing Things and went on retreat weekends with no internet to Better Understand the Working Person and get back to Humanity’s Roots. Somehow those people always pronounced the capital letters.
The other rigger stumbled through an account of toast and some eggs.
January hadn’t eaten yet, so he recited the first verse of a sea shanty the aid workers had taught him on the refugee ship, one of the ones that wasn’t filthy.
Gale looked down at him, intrigued. “That’s hundreds of years old. Is that just floating round the factory?”
January couldn’t help feeling pleased that they knew and they were interested. “We learn them on the Crossing.”
“Do not,” said the press officer from before, pointing at Gale, “go off on one about ancient linguistics—”
Gale straightened even more. “A person can take an interest in maritime history if they—”
“Ab-so-lute-ly not,” the press officer clapped back. “Don’t encourage this behaviour,” they added to January. “Drop a pin and they’ll be quoting at you in Ancient Middle Jedi—”
“Old Church Slavonic,” Gale said, going high.
January looked up at them, disconcerted. He’d imagined they would fire anyone making a joke at their expense. But Gale didn’t even look annoyed. They looked like they had had this argument a hundred times before, usually lost, and remained only shakily convinced they were in the right.
“See!” the press officer shouted at January. “Look at what I have to deal with!”
“I had rice,” January revised, and was stupidly happy when they all laughed. Somehow he hadn’t expected any of them to tease each other or laugh or do silly things. It was something between comforting and terrifying to see that they did. He wanted crazy nationalists to be straightforwardly horrible, not really quite nice and funny.
“Anyway,” Gale said, with a narrow look at the press officer, “I’d like to talk to you both about how you feel about working here and why you chose to do this when you arrived, rather than naturalise. There are no right or wrong answers. Is that all right? You can say no.”
Both of them nodded. January tried not to feel like he had been herded into the head teacher’s office.
“I’m rolling now,” the camera operator put in. “If you say something really good I’ll get it, don’t worry. We’ll put together the interesting bits later.”
January just had time to think he didn’t like the sound of that.
He must have looked nervous, because the camera operator bumped a drone gently against his nose and said, “Boop!”
He snorted.
“Okay. Well, what do you think?” Gale said. “Do you like working here? You can say no, I’ll make sure Mx Legasov doesn’t do anything unmentionable to you.”
It was hard not to feel reassured, January was appalled to realize. This didn’t come across in the news soundbites he’d seen. Those were always Gale on a podium or in the middle of a senatorial debate, monarchal. In person, they were charming.
“It’s a good job,” the other rigger said, smiling for the first time. “They’re always looking for people and it didn’t seem worth naturalising when the work was okay. You want to stay healthy if you can, right? Our boss, Val naturalised and now she’s in a wheelchair. Shit—they, they’re in a . . .”
Gale seemed unoffended. “Don’t worry. He and she is fine for animals and Earthstrongers,” they explained.
January wondered if they could hear themselves, but apparently they could not, because they moved straight on.
“And what did you do when you lived on Earth?”
January almost said no, hang on, let’s talk about how you think Earthstrongers and animals are the same somehow, but he could see exactly where it would go. Gale would say, well, that’s just grammar, and it isn’t even my grammar, I speak Mandarin, what do you want from me? And he would be suspended without pay for a month.
“Shipping, round Cape Horn. Nice to have fewer pirates here.”
Gale laughed—they had an incredible hundred-year-old-whisky laugh—and the other rigger actually went red. January had never seen a real human do that before. He tried not to hope she would be immediately hit by a bus.
“And what about you?” Gale said to January.
“Same reason,” January said, aware that he was broadcasting scepticism about the other rigger’s sanity, but he couldn’t do anything about it. “It’s a lovely place, no one cares if you’re Earthstrong or naturalised as long as you can get the rust off the inside of a biofuel silo.”
Gale smiled. It looked unexpectedly genuine. “What did you do on Earth—shipping too?”
“No, I was a dancer.”
“So this is perhaps more . . . stable work?”
“No,” January said. He had promised himself he wouldn’t get cross if Gale assumed it was the kind of dancing you did on a pole, but it scratched a nerve deep in him that he didn’t know he’d had. “I was the principal at the Royal Ballet in London.”
There was a pause. All at once the entire crew were paying more attention: the press officer, the camera operator, even the interns.
To their credit, Gale did not ask if he was joking. “Then why factory work?”
“London sank, and Earthstrongers can only do manual labour jobs here, but if I naturalised I’d never dance again. I know I’m strong, but strength isn’t just for murdering people. You need it to dance, too.” He tried to channel his inner Val. He could hear all the bitterness coming out in his voice, and he hated being like that. “And like I said, it’s a brilliant place here. Everyone’s lovely.”
Apart from when we have to talk to rich fuckwits like you, but I suppose that’s only point one per cent of the time.
Gale’s focus had intensified again. It felt like being put through an X-ray machine. “Modern naturalisation programmes are much better than those of even two decades ago. If the health effects were less severe, would you do it?”
January forced himself to smile. “They’d have to be a lot less severe.”
“That’s difficult, gravity being what it is,” Gale said. He had expected them to sound annoyed, but it was the opposite. They seemed pleased he was pushing back. It made him feel off balance. He had a sudden sharp sense that he didn’t altogether understand the rules.
Later, January remembered seeing the camera operator go very still, holding the drones dead steady, but it was so peripheral he didn’t notice.
“I just don’t want to end up broken. People have heart problems, muscle atrophy, nerve damage, I don’t want to risk a wheelchair just so I can have an office job. And I don’t think it’s fair for someone who’s never met me to decide I’m dangerous, when I’ve spent my whole life catching other people on stage, not tearing them apart.”
Every instinct in him said: stop now. Don’t get into this argument with them, not in person. The same way you don’t get to snap at a thirteen-year-old girl, even if she’s horrifying, because you’re you, and she’s her.
No: no. Gale was not a thirteen-year-old girl. Gale was a shimmering politician with billions. Gale was the one who was strong here.
“Can I ask why you came to Mars if you don’t want to naturalise?” Gale asked. “For nearly everyone in the world, naturalisation has been a rite of passage either for them or someone in their immediate ancestry. It’s part of living here, an acceptance of the conditions of the planet. Or do you feel differently?”
January’s throat was going dry. When you read what Gale had to say in the news, it was easy to scoff. In person, there was a terrible pressure to be as courteous to them as they were to you. “I don’t think the government should be allowed to tell people they have to knock twenty years off their lives.”
“Really? They do it all the time.”
“What?” January said stupidly, knocked off kilter.
“The draft,” Gale said. “Every adult is told to serve in wartime, nearly everyone agrees that’s reasonable and necessary, though it can take your life altogether. These are wartime conditions, and they will be until we find a way to stop fighting this gravity.”
What was he even trying to do? Win an argument with a weapons-grade genius who had spent years putting their mind to all this, with—what? He hadn’t even been to university. He had been trained to leap six feet into the air and make it look like he was floating.
It was one thing to know that what Gale said was wrong, but what was happening now wasn’t about knowing something. It was about articulating it in front of news cameras.
Gale was going to crucify him.
But he couldn’t just bow his head either.
“No, but—forcing people to change because of how they’re born, and maybe die in the process, because it’s more convenient for someone else? It’s genocide, isn’t it? I know that naturalisation is a rite of passage here, but it’s a horrible rite and if someone doesn’t want to do it, they shouldn’t have to. Cages work if you use them right.” But he hadn’t this morning, he had been that close this morning, he could have killed someone but shut up, shut up, shut up. “Humans weren’t made to live here, and just because they can doesn’t mean that everyone who comes here should have to do it in the same way. I’m not allowed in shops or trains with Natural or naturalised people, it’s illegal for me to leave my flat without a cage, and the only tower blocks I’m allowed to live in are in Americatown, which is a long way from where your voters are in New Kowloon. I think things are safe enough as they are.”
Only it wasn’t safe, was it. One in two hundred and sixty-seven times, it wasn’t. Why had he said that?
The longer he ran on, the brighter Gale looked. He might have been pouring them a glass of champagne. “Even though it creates a two-tier society with you firmly at the bottom?”
“It’s the only safe way.” Suffering Christ, how had Gale managed to make him say that a horrible class system was a good idea because he didn’t think people should have to naturalise? He could see there must be a flaw in there somewhere, and if he’d had plenty of time to think, he would have found it—but there was no time to think.
“Is it? Across your lifetime you’ve got a one in four chance of accidentally killing a Natural person,” said Gale, and January had a ridiculous certainty that somehow they knew all about what had happened this morning.
“I can’t hurt anyone any more than you can in a cage,” January said, horribly aware that he wasn’t wearing it now.
“You can take it off,” they said, and now they had the unmistakeable spark of a person who found joy in war.
January shrank inside, and for the first time he understood exactly who Gale was. Not a politician like January knew politicians. Gale was the modern version of those Spartan soldiers who scythed through life looking for someone well matched enough to give them a good fight, who celebrated being hugely outnumbered in unwinnable wars because somewhere in those armies there might just be someone legendary enough to bother getting up for.
He had always hated those people, because when they couldn’t find an equal fight, they’d start an unequal one for practise. And this was a very unequal fight. He wasn’t even a featherweight trying to fight a heavyweight. He was a comedy sock puppet.
Then, finally, he understood what was happening. He had been invited into this interview because Gale’s press secretary knew what his politics were likely to be—God, he’d even said he’d rather dissolve in Silo 4 than speak to Gale—and the whole point was for everyone to see Gale destroy someone who thought naturalisation was bad. They were here to make him look like a stupid, aggressive thug who was happy to yell at someone who had been life-changingly injured by someone just like him, and to broadcast it to millions of people.
In the car on the way here, Gale had probably said, find me a fire-breathing Earthstrong Rights moron, it’ll be fun; because the hilarious thing is, even if he’s got a point, it’s going to sound foul if he tries to say it to me.
“Right now, you are at about the strength of a local polar bear,” Gale said, still with that playful sparkle, the one cats got when they found an asthmatic mouse, “and we tend not to let those in shops and on trains with Natural people either.”
Smug
self-satisfied
overprivileged
dickhead.
“Oh, you’ve got me, I’ll definitely murder you if you let me in the shop,” January said flatly.
What followed was one of those hanging moments where you saw the glass falling, but there was no way left to stop it smashing.
A stillness went through everyone who had heard, but January only saw it at the edge of things, because beside him, Gale flinched. It was tiny; just an involuntary flicker of their shoulders, almost perfectly hidden. But fear went through their eyes too, honest, hunted fear, and suddenly they weren’t an immensely wealthy, powerful politician and January wasn’t some powerless labourer; Gale was a glassen elfin thing, and January was a monster who was getting angry.
And then, a fraction too late, Gale laughed. “No, of course not.” It was a lion-tamer’s calm. They looked over at the journalists. “Right, surely that’s enough?”
The press officer who had complained about Jedi before was smiling in the way sharks do. “Oh yes. That was wonderful.”
January couldn’t move. “I’m sorry,” he said to Gale. “I didn’t mean—what I meant was, of course I wouldn’t hurt you. Really, I’m so sorry, that—sounded wrong as soon as I said it.”
“It’s all right, it was a joke.” Gale glimmered. “Of course, nobody will understand and you’ll probably be lynched.”
It was only a dose of his own medicine. Both were things that should have been ironic but were, without knowing enough context, without knowing the opposite was true, terrifying.
“I don’t—I’d rather not do this,” January managed.
He felt sick.
An hour later, the supervisor called January into the main office and tilted the screen so he could see it. He looked away, because he had seen the clip already. The people who smoked and the people who were addicted to social media did both of those things together in the bleak concrete intake bay, out in the freezing cold and the dust. He had been addicted since he was five, never really found the time to quit, and so a quarter of an hour ago he had seen the hundreds of posts, hundreds of links to that clip.
“Senator Gale has PERFECT response to bigot Earthstronger,” the supervisor read, slow and hard. “That one’s been viewed four million times. That’s nearly everyone in Tharsis.”
January nodded slightly. He couldn’t speak. He’d never been more afraid or more ashamed in his life. Waiting outside just now, he had stared at the floor and tried to think what had happened to his brain, why he had imagined for a second that it was all right to snap.
If the supervisor had wanted to put him into the machine that crushed suspicious packages into a tiny ball, he would have gone gratefully. He almost didn’t hear what came next, because he was concentrating on not crying. It wasn’t working.
“Senator Gale isn’t pressing charges, but the factory is. That was hate speech. The police are outside. Needless to say, this terminates your employment here.”
He had a horde of waking nightmares while he waited to go before the judge. All the government signs for Earthstrongers across all of Tharsis went through his head: YOU MUST WEAR A CAGE OR BE PROSECUTED TO THE FULLEST EXTENT OF THE LAW. If the prosecution argued he was illegally uncaged, and that he had any intention of even touching Gale, he was going to a labour camp in the desert for ten years.
His own lawyer—provided by the state—didn’t help with the horror-visions.
“A lot of construction projects now are built with Earthstrong prison labour. Cheap and safe. The courts have a huge incentive to give Earthstrongers long sentences.” They were flicking through documents on a tablet, looking harassed, and not at all like his case was even in their top five considerations for the day. “Actually, one of the reasons Senator Gale is pushing for mass naturalisation is to stop that happening.”
Superb. Not only had he snarled, on a live broadcast, at a Natural senator who was the survivor of a horrifying Earthstrong attack; it also turned out that his own lawyer was voting Gale. He had to stare at the floor and concentrate on breathing normally. He had always thought that when people in films panicked and had to breathe into a bag, it was an unrealistic way of making it clear to the audience that they were having a bad time—like ladies fainting in old novels—but his lungs really were trying to work too quickly. He couldn’t think. Thinking was like trying to walk through hail. Everything stung, and what was the fullest extent of the law, and did it even matter that he hadn’t meant it?
“Stirling versus the State of Tharsis,” someone called in Mandarin.
He dug his fingernails into his palms. Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry.
The lawyer knocked his arm. “Stop clenching your fists, you look like you want to kill someone.”
He must have had a natural way of holding his hands and arms, but suddenly he had no idea what to do with them. He flinched when a drone took a picture of him. It said XINHUA on the side: international press.
The court room was mainly glass, with a beautiful view across a dust-fogged Tharsis. It looked across the Senate and Gagarin Square, directly at the memorial for the senators who had been killed in the protests. January’s throat was turning to sand. It was hard to swallow.
The judge, who was elderly and quiet-mannered, gave everyone an irascible look and announced they were in session.
He felt like he might collapse. Whichever part of his brain dealt with being upright, it hadn’t had any oxygen for at least a quarter of an hour.
The prosecution lawyer was much more polished than January’s lawyer. “The prosecution would like to—”
“Oh, shut up,” the judge said. “I saw the interview. Just because Senator Gale uses a wheelchair sometimes does not mean it’s okay for them to run over puppies with it. He’s getting two weeks in medium security and you should consider yourself lucky there isn’t a law against being a self-righteous asshole.”
“Yes, Your Honour,” the prosecution said quickly.
January had had whiplash once, from a boat crash. He had been less confused then.
“Mx Stirling, I suggest you refrain from making any more jokes about killing senators who have almost been killed by people who look like you,” the judge recommended, and waved at the steward for the next case. “Two weeks. Be very careful. A second offence will see you into a labour camp. Next!”
“Oh, that’s nice, isn’t it,” January’s lawyer said to him absent-mindedly. “That’s much better than I thought. Keep your nose clean, won’t you? Bye.”
He watched them go, torn between relief and a kind of numb shock, and two officers of the court came across to collect him and load him into the back of a van bound for Ares Prison.
All told, it was fine; Tharsese medium-security prisons were nicer than most London hotels,8 everyone left him alone, and the prison reform system was all about helping you learn new skills, so he took lessons to improve his Mandarin. It was nice, too, to sleep in the same room as someone else, a cheery thief who specialised in dognapping, not to sell the dogs on but just because he really liked dogs. Despite all the good things, though, the shame of what he’d said to Gale lay on the back of January’s skull like an anvil. The language teacher, a lovely patient Natural person, watched him carefully. He kept dreaming of Gagarin Square.
Endless articles all seemed to run the same headline:
IF YOU LET ME IN A SHOP I’LL KILL YOU.
He had to ignore the internet and sink into the language classes. Going cold turkey from social media after spending his whole life addicted to it was unpleasant, but after a few days, he felt less like he might die.
But he couldn’t get away from Aubrey Gale even then, because the Consular Debates were starting.
The Consul was the Tharsese version of a president, or a prime minister. January had been distantly aware of election debates in London, but they weren’t like this.
The way people reacted, it was like the Olympic Games had arrived on Christmas Day. The warden went round in a waistcoat with sequins on it in the colours of the Tharsese flag, the guards decorated everything with streamers, the craft classes suddenly became all about making election-day paper lanterns (apparently everyone lit them in Gagarin Square and made a wish whenever a new Consul was elected, which struck January as weird and culty until someone pointed out it was kind of like the election of a new pope), and then horrifyingly, the warden announced, like it was a wonderful treat, that they would all be watching the debate.
He envisioned a screen with bad sound, but no. There was a super-special state-of-the-art media room, because Tharsis was all enlightened and Scandinavian about being nice to convicts.
He had only ever seen systems like this at the very nicest cinemas in London. It was a dome-shaped room, big, and panelled entirely in white, including the floor. The prisoners looked bright in the orange jumpsuits, and so did the warden’s sparkly flag-waistcoat. The guards appeared to be in different camps—some supported Gale, some supported the sitting Consul, Guang Song, and the Gales were in blue and the Songs were in green—and some of them had face paint and headbands with light-up antlers on, and all the things he had only ever, ever seen people wear at big football matches.
When the live feed started, it made him jump, because it was far more immersive than any London cinema.
It was surround-film. It didn’t feel like watching New Kowloon stadium; they were inside it. Up above, the stadium’s dust canopy was sparkling with lights. Around them, the seats were filled with Natural and naturalised people who were just as dressed up and just as excited as the guards. There were even kids, looking over the moon to be there, even though they weren’t going to see anything exciting, just some politicians arguing with each other. When the crowd oohed at the fireworks, the noise sounded absolutely real. January would never have known he was in a media room in a prison. He could even smell the fireworks, and the air was cold. The guards had told them all to wrap up warm, but he’d thought were just playing make-believe. He really did need the coat with his prison number on the back.
The fireworks turned into a beautiful drone display, and there was a performance down on the turf from the Tharsis branch of the Cirque du Soleil.
He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Not just the spectacle itself, or the quality of the footage and how real it felt, but the buzz. He had never seen people care about politics like this. He said so to the warden, who had sat down next to him, vibrating with happiness, which made them sparkle all the more.
“Well, the thing is,” the warden said, “it’s freezing here and there’s no water. What the people in charge think matters a lot more when getting it wrong could mean that everyone dies of thirst or exposure. See?”
January did see.
The stadium lights went down, and the moderator announced House Gale and House Song. A green light and blue focused on two lecterns, and then there was Gale, and the Consul.
January swallowed hard and tried not to meet the eyes of either the warden or the serial dognapper, who were both giving him sympathetic looks.
Holographic images beamed both politicians into the middle of the stadium, far larger than life. Gale was as glamorous and serene as always, and conspicuously younger than the Consul. January had never seen Consul Song before. They were a giant, hair turning from black to silver and pulled back in a military braid, good-looking in the long-established way that only middle-aged people could be. January found himself gripping the edge of his seat, praying that they had a decent strategy for taking on a Spartan who wanted to be attacked. He had no idea how they would do it.
“Here we go,” the warden said joyfully, thumping his arm, wedding ring clanging on his cage.
Even the prisoners were starting to look excited.
There were the introductions and the rules, as with any fight, but when the first question came, the rustling quiet from the crowd was deep and strange. It was the kind of quiet that January could imagine had fallen in the old arenas, when there was no political debate, but a gladiator and a lion.
“We all know immigration is going to be the key to this election,” the moderator said, voice echoing. Through the holograms of the two politicians, the smoke of the fireworks still danced. “Consul: the fact that one in two hundred and sixty-seven Earthstrong people in Tharsis has killed someone Natural is indisputable. What’s your strategy to deal with that?”
The Consul was hunched over their lectern like a lion about to spring, bolts of grey in their hair only making them look more grizzled. It had a power of its own, that posture, but there was a tension about them on stage that looked a lot like nervousness to January.
It was only sensible. Anyone not feeling nervous before trying to win a fight with Aubrey Gale probably hadn’t understood what was about to happen to them.
“The thing we have to remember is that cars are as likely to kill you over your lifetime,” the Consul said. They had a surprisingly young voice, and very smooth. “It’s a one in two hundred and forty chance of dying in a motor accident, but we’re not banning cars, are we? We just keep trying to make the roads safer and people more careful drivers. It would be silly to throw away cages because sometimes people don’t use them right. We need new colonists too, or Tharsis dies. The more people we have, the more we can expand. We can build another water factory, we can build more solar farms, and most importantly, we can do what this colony was built for: keep the gates open to all those desperate people from Earth whose world is dying and who need to come here. And we are a colony. We’re not Mars alone. We are all Chinese citizens, and we have a duty to China, and to all Earth.”
Cheers, applause. January flinched, because the House Song contingent of the guards was right in front of him and they all whooped. God, he was twitchy. He didn’t know when that had happened.
“Senator Gale, would you like to reply?” the moderator said.
“Yes, please.” Gale wasn’t nervous. January had spent enough time on stage to tell. Gale was standing at that lectern in exactly the same way January had used to wait in the wings before the Swan King’s entrance. Full of energy, but calm too, because he knew he was good. He hoped to God that was arrogance on Gale’s part and not an accurate assessment. “Firstly, the figure we have, one in two hundred and sixty-seven, is not a lifetime risk, as with cars. It’s the risk in one year. Only a hundred people were killed in road accidents last year. Almost nine hundred were killed by uncaged Earthstrong immigrants. It is the leading cause of death in Tharsis.”
There was a strange noise from the crowd, something like the noise people make when they see a wrestler smack someone face first into the ground. January winced too, willing the Consul to have something to say to that, and willing it not to be pure passionate optimism like they’d opened with. Next to someone as measured and precise as Gale, passionate optimism started looking like you were in the grip of some kind of terrible delusion.
His whole heart went out to the Consul. All over again, he could feel how it had been to stand there with Gale, seeing how good they were at all this.
But at least the Consul could argue with Gale, without automatically being a horrible person.
“Of course we need immigration in Tharsis,” Gale said. That voice steamed through the microphone, never crackled. “Of course we need to help those fleeing Earth. But we must also find a way to make that safe for the five million people already here. Mandatory naturalisation after a year’s residency is a terrible thing to require; but it was required of all our ancestors, and it is the only sure way to safeguard the very things for which they made that sacrifice.”
An appreciative roar from the House Gale side of the stadium, as well as the Gale contingent of the prison guards. There was a muffled squeak from the warden, who probably wanted to stay neutral so as not to cause serious staff rifts, but they weren’t a good actor. The moderator had to wait for the noise to fade before inviting the Consul to respond.
“People suffer horribly in the naturalisation process—now that we have the technology to avoid that, nobody should have to do it,” the Consul said, looking flustered, and January wished an early and dreadful death on whoever had convinced them that two could play at throwing around statistics when they were obviously not a scary abacus person like Gale. “We can have a society where everyone functions together, Earthstrong and naturalised. Integration, proper cultural understanding, will reduce accidental homicides without hurting anyone, unlike banning cages. You don’t have any numbers that say that can’t happen.”
Belated cheers.
Gale smiled. It was apologetic, genuinely. “I have, actually.”
People laughed, and the Consul hunched even further over their lectern. Gale was straight and unmoved.
Dread settled down on top of January’s stomach.
“There is another situation—very well established and well documented—in which one set of adults mixes with another set who are generally far stronger. It’s on Earth. It’s men and women.”
Gale looked into the crowd, not at the Consul.
January felt like they were looking right at him.
“The worst genocide there has ever been in the history of the worlds is not from a war, or a slave trade. It is femicide; the murder of women. It happens everywhere, in every culture, in every time, ever. Except ours. Some of those cultures have tried very hard indeed to stop it. They can reduce it; but only reduce. Despite the very best efforts of all humanity, no one, until us, has ever stopped it entirely. So this will always happen, in any population with a huge imbalance of strength between two groups. It is why we stopped that imbalance here, it is why the first colonists deleted extreme gender traits in the DNA of their children, in the same way they deleted cancers. We all understand that it’s appallingly dangerous to have a society split so unevenly; I don’t think anyone here would dispute that. But history rhymes. If we have a society where half our population is very strong, and half is not—that’s a one-way ticket back to the twenty-first century when it wasn’t safe for half the world to walk alone at night. I am asking the strong to sacrifice something for the safety of all. What the Consul is asking is for the most vulnerable to be the sacrifice.”
The applause was a hurricane.
January wanted to run away and hide in the bathrooms,9 and he nearly did, but then he realized that imagining Gale eviscerate the Consul would be worse than watching it happen.
He didn’t want anyone to be scared. Only—and he was desperate for this to be true—the way to reassure people couldn’t be to just cripple everyone like him.
Except he couldn’t say that. He couldn’t say it. One of the people he was frightening had to say it. There was an alchemy that changed what you were saying depending on who you were, and being who he was, he would sound like he thought it was okay for people to be frightened and die rather for than him be inconvenienced, because It Was Nature. He found himself staring at the Consul, willing them to straighten up from that beaten hunch.
Come on. Get up get up get up. Don’t let it be a knockout after one round.
“Consul?” the moderator said.
The Consul was still leaning against the lectern, but something about them loosened up, and January had a tiny flutter of hope.
“Funny how you say you want the strong to be the sacrifice,” the Consul said, much more ordinarily than before, much less like they were painfully conscious of all those hundreds of thousands of people watching. “When there’s a young Earthstronger in prison now, because you couldn’t take a joke.”
Everyone in the media room looked at January, who would have liked to die.
“Not a soldier,” the Consul was saying, “or a criminal. Not someone who has ever hurt or threatened another soul. He’s a dancer. He was at the Royal Ballet before he came here and your legislation forced him into factory work and poverty. But that wasn’t enough for you. You destroyed him for being politely angry with the person who wants to make his life even harder. After a criminal conviction, he won’t be able to get work without naturalising. That dancer is going to have to cripple himself, because you’re too precious to see sarcasm. Now . . . you have all the money in the worlds. All the power, the education, all the privilege and advantages any human being can possibly want—but you want to say January Stirling is the strong one here? Is he really?”
A visceral roar of agreement tore through the stadium, through the House Song supporters among the guards, and from most of the prisoners. Someone banged January’s shoulder, and the serial dognapper scruffed up his hair.
“I didn’t know he was in prison,” Gale said quietly. “Is that true?”
The Consul actually laughed. “Drop it, of course you know. Just admit that you want to cripple anyone who’s stronger than you because they generally worry you. And then can we talk that out? Because it needs talking out. I’m stronger than you. Should I be sent to prison for arguing with you? I could reach across and hurt you if I wanted, I was a soldier, I reckon I could take you.”
People laughed. The Consul was twice Gale’s width; they had been a general in the army before they were Consul.
“By your logic, children get the last say, because they’re the weakest and therefore no one should ever argue with them. You’re confusing actual violence with the physical capacity for violence. They aren’t the same. January Stirling isn’t the person who attacked you in Gagarin Square, but you treated him like he was. We all understand why, and we all have every sympathy, but horrific actions by a few people can’t condemn an entire world, and if you think they should—then I’m sorry, but you need to get yourself some therapy, rather than insisting on a policy that will cripple thousands of people.”
Gale said nothing.
“Senator, would you like to respond?” the moderator said, above the roar of the crowd.
“No,” Gale said. “I don’t have the facts, I’ll have to look into it later, and . . . thank the Consul for being more on top of the news than I am.” They bowed slightly to the Consul.
There was a groan from the House Gale side of the crowd, and Gale stood very still under it, just letting it drown them. It should have been satisfying to see that, but it wasn’t. They hadn’t even tried to defend themselves, or bluster a way through. January had never seen a politician lose an argument so honestly. Somehow it was as bad as seeing them win. He wished Gale could just be obnoxious—then it would be easy to hate them in a nice straightforward way.
He wished the Consul would look less smug, too.
“Then we must now move on,” the moderator concluded. “The next topic is the long-argued idea of nationalising major industries, such as electricity generation. Senator Gale, the floor is yours first this time . . .”
January didn’t hear the end of the question, because the House Song people in the prison audience were singing the Chinese national anthem and chanting So-o-ong one, Gale nil in three languages.
He bent forward against his knees and pressed his hands over his eyes. He didn’t know what to think any more. In his soul, he did know it was all right to defend yourself if someone was trying to maim you, and Gale was trying to maim him. But he felt like he was going mad, because half the people in that stadium and half the people in this room just—didn’t agree. It was one of those basic things he would have thought everyone could agree about, and seeing that an awful lot of people thought he was the Mars equivalent of a horrifying misogynist for thinking so . . . it was turning his lungs to glass.
“Are you okay?” the warden asked him. “You’ve gone the most dreadful colour.”
He nodded. He made an effort to smile. He could imagine that if you were a Natural person, watching an Earthstronger angst about being Earthstrong would be a special sort of infuriating and very much deserving of a punch in the throat. “I’m always a dreadful colour.”
The warden smiled too. “Come on. You need a cup of coffee and some chocolate.”
“There’s chocolate?” January asked, a tiny bit hopeful despite everything.
8 High-security ones weren’t. High-security ones were hulks orbiting Jupiter, and in the event of a riot or even too much complaining about the food, the pilots were notorious for dipping too low and pinning everyone with the fierce gravity. If it happened too often, the guards flew away on escape vessels and remote-controlled the hulk deeper into orbit, where it was fifty-fifty whether you died of a heart attack. The Department for Justice always said it was “unexpected atmospheric fluctuations,” and of course doing it at all on purpose would be dreadfully illegal. In the Senate, it was known as the Whoops We Did It Again policy.
9 It wasn’t just an instinct to be alone. Bathrooms in Tharsis always cheered him up, because bathroom terminology in Mandarin was fantastic. The word for “toilet” was 马桶, matong, which literally meant “horse bucket,” and the word for “sink” was 洗手池, xishouchi, which meant “wash-hand-pond.” So sometimes you came across glorious signs that reminded you to please flush the horse bucket and then use the hand-washing pond. It was hard to have a bad day after that.
On the day he was released, January went home on the metro in a fugue and only remembered when he was almost at the nuclear cooling tower that there would be no food in the flat. He stopped by the little supermarket opposite, ordered online and waited outside so he wouldn’t have to pay the delivery fee. He leaned against the big sign on the wall that said NO EARTHSTRONGERS, beside a big friendly collie who the serial dognapper would have loved. January rubbed its ears, feeling discombobulated. All the inmates had been Earthstrong, and it was odd to be back in the real world again where most people were much taller than him.
He didn’t realize he was standing in a sunbeam until a tiny, determined-looking old Earthstrong man shuffled him to one side and put up an umbrella. The solar fabric on it gleamed happily as it soaked in the light, channelling it down into a battery in the handle. They were cheap, those umbrellas; the charge they gathered would only power a kettle or a few lights for the day, but it was worth the bother if you were too old or too ill to work.
He had a bleak vision of his own future. Say he did manage to stay here—he was going to become one of those old men who had to go out at five in the morning in the summer to claim a decent sunbeam in Gagarin Square with an umbrella and stare at parakeets until he had enough power to make a cup of coffee.
No; no. No. Shut up. It was fine. Things came along.
“There you go,” the shop clerk said, easing a cotton bag of groceries into his arms. They looked at him twice. “Aren’t you that man who threatened to kill Aubrey Gale?”
It was the first time he’d heard a Natural person say man, and the first time he’d heard how it sounded here. It was the way someone in London would have said pig.
He found himself shaking his head. Earthstrongers, especially any from Europe, all looked the same to everyone here. He didn’t think it was rudeness. It was just that they didn’t see many of those kinds of faces, so that differentiating between particular ones became a lot like trying to tell apart different puffins. You’d have to be really into puffins. It was the way human brains worked, and January had never minded, and now he’d never been more grateful for it. “No, I’ve just got the same hair.” He should dye it, he thought miserably.
The clerk relaxed. “Sorry, sweetheart.”
At home, he took all the gone-off things out of the fridge and threw them away, then put the new things in, then dropped down against the radiator and couldn’t get up again.
In the morning, he went to the European Federation Embassy. All the nice embassies for important countries were in New Kowloon where the Senate was, but Europe was just some funny bits stuck on the side of Russia, so it was in Dengta, one district over, above a nice hotel. He waited in the severe waiting room for an hour before someone could see him, and when he was shown into her office, she looked tired and harassed already, even though it was only ten o’clock. Like about half of the Earthstrong people in Tharsis, she was wearing a coloured pin. Hers was red, which meant she was solidly “she.”10
“I—read online that I can get help finding work here,” he said when she asked him what she could do.
She let her head drop a little. Her hair was in a bun held up by convenience store chopsticks, the kind that came joined together at the top. “You’re January Stirling.”
He wished the seat was the kind you could huddle back into. “Yes.”
“I’m so sorry, Mr Stirling, but . . . there’s nothing we can do to help you. There are very, very few industries in Tharsis that will accept Earthstrong ex-convicts of any kind. Even then, we’re talking cash-only fast-food places round the back of the wet market in Americatown.” She opened her hands on her desk. “Immigration law has tightened a lot since Gagarin Square. If you’re not a citizen, if you’re not naturalised, and if you have a criminal record all at the same time . . . it’s bleak.”
He had thought that that would be the answer, but he had needed to hear someone official say it. Now that they had, it was a sort of relief. “So—what should I do?”
“Well, you have three options. The fast-food joints behind the wet market. Or, ask the immigration bureau to deport you back to Earth. That way the Crossing is free. But . . . between you and me, I’m going to advise you not to do that. The war between Russia and America is about to land pretty solidly in what’s left of Britain. The Russians are about to invade. It’s going to be a hellhole by the time you get there. Hence all this . . .” She waved around the office, to all the people hurrying to and fro, looking grim, shouting on calls. As she let her hand drop, she picked up her stylus, not to write anything with, just to fiddle with. It clinked on her cage gauntlet. “I would never, ever recommend this normally, but . . . the other option is to naturalise. That means full citizenship, free healthcare, a free university degree or trade apprenticeship.” She seemed to see what she was doing with the stylus and slung it irritably into a box with some others. “I know you were a dancer,” she said quietly. “But honestly . . . it’s either naturalise, become a career criminal with some Americatown gang, or end up conscripted in a war zone on Earth.”
“Right,” he said. He couldn’t feel anything. He was suspended in that moment between accidentally pouring a kettle of boiling water over your hand instead of into a cup, and your brain understanding that pain was happening. It was coming, and soon, but it wasn’t quite there yet.
“It isn’t right,” she said, slumping back in her chair. “No one gets to tell you that you have to hurt yourself for the benefit of someone else, I feel dirty saying it to you. I don’t know how Aubrey Gale sleeps at night. Flinching precious Noble Victim fuckwit.”
January smiled a bit.
“I . . . did not say any of that, because I am professionally neutral in matters of international politics,” she sighed.
“Yes, ma’am. Ah . . . thanks.”
“Good luck,” she said, not as if she imagined there was any good luck left to wish on anyone.
So he walked the three miles across town, through the roaring dust, to the naturalisation centre near the docks. The metro was running, but he wanted to do something that would make him too tired to think, and trying to walk and breathe at the same time in a dust storm seemed like just the thing. Inside his gloves, the gauntlets of the resistance cage got colder and colder, until the metal stung.
Even without any internal signal, it would have been difficult to get lost in Tharsis. With its grid system, you only had to count the streets, and because the dust storms came every year, all the street signs and numbers were lit up bright, and the road markings were luminous, all in different pastel colours. The roads were lined with solar cells, so they usually glowed as cars drove over them, charging them through the wheels, but that wasn’t happening any more. The dust must be blocking too much light.
The news said it would clear up soon.
The nurses at the centre were Natural but fearless, and as soon as he arrived, he got a tide of warmth from one of them and hustled straight off to the canteen. He was glad of that, because otherwise he would have had to faff with his phone making sure he was reading the signs right. The facility was brand new, so they were all Mandarin. No English or Russian translations. After his extra two weeks of lessons, he was starting to see that English gave things a patina of shabbiness. It was elderly and cheap, and only people’s grandparents spoke it exclusively, and so it came with a sort of vestigial memory-smell of mothballs.
The nurse, whose name was Yan, seemed concerned that he’d walked all the way in the dust. He thought they might have asked something about it, but he couldn’t concentrate, because someone was being pushed past in a wheelchair. They looked mostly dead, hooked to a drip.
The canteen was cosy despite the freezing weather outside. It was the first time he’d been indoors and warm enough at the same time since the refugee ship, and in a strange rush he remembered how much better you thought if you were comfortable. There were proper carpets and well-cushioned chairs, and tiny little terrariums of beautiful hothouse flowers on each of the tables. That was typical of Tharsis. They spent money even on things they hated. Prisons, naturalisation centres. It seemed to be a point of national pride that everything was immaculate, and he was starting, also, to understand that it was a way to underline how this wasn’t Earth, thank you.
And, no doubt, so that people like Gale could say, but look, the conditions are marvellous, what are you complaining about?
It was almost lunchtime, and the broad room was filling with people. Some were moving carefully, holding cups in both hands and looking frightened they were going to smash something. Others, not so careful, had the doughy, unhealthy look that came when muscle deflated. Two people were in wheelchairs. It looked . . . almost okay, but then, these wouldn’t be the worst cases, because they wouldn’t be coming here to eat.
Yan took him across to an already populated table and introduced him, vanished briefly, then came back with a pastry and a coffee, both of which were for him. He felt the deep sort of gratitude that should really have applied only to people who saved you from being run over by a train; he hadn’t had real pastry since London.
“January’s just here for a look around,” Yan explained to the others, who were giving him curious looks. He couldn’t tell if it was because they recognised him from the news or because he was objectively strange-looking. During the Crossing, his hair had lost its colour. It had gone from black to an unpleasant off-white. “Would some of you mind providing a bit of inside information that isn’t coming from Open Evening Nurse?”
Everyone smiled; Yan was always nice, then, not just with visitors. That was good.
January slid into a chair, very conscious of the shush of the cage as he did, and the way the others’ eyes followed the flash of the steel across his shoulders. Yan sat down opposite.
“January’s an unusual name,” someone American said. He was wearing a green pin, which meant “he,” and rather chicly, January thought, he had it speared through a purple silk handkerchief. He had grey hair too, but that was because he was in his fifties. He sounded very refined; January could imagine him giving a lecture in front of a blackboard, probably about algebra. Some people were made of tweed even if they weren’t wearing any. “Story in it?”
“Not really,” he said, surprised to be asked, but happy too. Nobody he knew spoke thorough enough English to put his name together with the month. Earth months were obsolete anyway here, where the year was nearly seven hundred days long.11 Knowing about months at all, never mind in English, was esoteric, like knowing the zodiac signs. “Mum was knackered when they got her to fill out the birth certificate form and she put the date in the wrong box, but then she decided she liked it.”
“That’s wonderful,” the American man beamed, and January felt a few inches better than before. With an odd flash, he realized the man was flirting. That was flattering. He hadn’t even thought about any of that since London and, if he was honest, not a great deal before then either. It sent his thoughts into a flustered tumble. Flattering but, like he always did for no reason he could trace, he felt attacked. The man might as well have been coming at him with a mad grin and a flick knife.
That feeling would go away after about a week, once he knew the man better. It was fine. Then it might be nice to be flirted with. At some point he might even work out why he had such a stupid reaction to it. Probably something deep and awful about his father, but January didn’t like poking around in the corners of his own mind in the same way he didn’t like investigating drains.
“So how is it here?” he asked.
“It’s a great place. You couldn’t ask for better. Rooms are like in a hotel,” somebody said.
“And the nurses are good,” said somebody else.
“I’ve lost a lot of feeling,” the American man added, but not sounding like he minded, and January admired him in a huge rush for that. The whole reason he hadn’t done this himself was that he was precious about his health. To meet someone who didn’t care—it reset some important gauges. “Can’t tell if cups are hot or cold. It’s quite interesting.”
January noticed that by contrast he was feeling everything much too strongly and ordered himself to calm down, which did not work.
“Nerve damage is a common side effect,” Yan explained. “We’re not sure why. Not everyone gets it, and we haven’t found anything that predicts it very well.” They pushed their glasses up, though they didn’t need to. “Actually a lot of naturalisation symptoms are like that. No one really knows why it happens. Lots of theories to do with local chemicals, radiation, all that.”
He felt off balance. “You mean it’s not the gravity?”
“Well, it might be, but the gravity doesn’t account for everything. Sometimes something goes wrong at a cellular level. Researchers are working on it all the time. It seems to happen much more now than it did to the first colonists, which is a bit of a puzzle.”
January had to look down. He was tracing patterns in some spilled water on the edge of the table, because suddenly it was impossible not to do anything with his hands. A bit of a puzzle, Christ. “What . . . are the chances of that happening?”
Yan breathed in deep, and January realized that this must be their least favourite part: explaining how awful it was going to be.
“Some nerve damage, close to hundred per cent certain. Mostly it’s a bit of joint impairment, cognitive fog, that kind of thing. Very minor.”
“Minor,” January echoed.
“This is a big ask for a human body,” Yan pointed out. “Adjusting to one third gravity is brutal. You will lose bone density, you have to; you will lose muscle density. Minor nerve damage is to be expected. Osteoporosis is basically unavoidable. That’s why people here are delicate, you see? Their bones are only lifting one third of the weight they’d have on Earth.”
January swallowed the need to say, yes, obviously he knew that, he’d been walking round all this time and almost killing people in lifts and scaring famous senators.
He picked up a teaspoon for no reason and spun it through his fingers, like they’d used to do with pens at school, and then stopped. It had EARTHSTRONG LIVING stamped on it. Weighted three times heavier than normal ones. If he did sign up for this place . . . one day soon, the spoon was going to feel too heavy. It would feel like three teaspoons. The bones in his hands would feel . . . what? Sticky, creaky? Or was it going to feel like being a child again—nothing wrong with you, but the world was just more difficult?
“It can be more severe,” Yan went on, at least pretending not to notice his face. “There can be dementia and paralysis. That’s only about one in a hundred cases here. This facility is pretty good. It would be marvellous if we could work out why.”
Everyone laughed.
Everyone except January, who couldn’t tell if they really did find it funny, or if it was gallows humour.
“And there are lots of classes and stuff, about the local culture,” someone else put in. He was using his green pin as a toothpick. He had the most majestic moustache January had ever seen, the sort of moustache that you expected of opera singers and people who really cared about orchids. “I’m from Syria—hang on. Don’t I recognise you from somewhere?”
“Do you?” January said hopelessly.
“Hey, it’s you,” Yan said. “You gave Aubrey Gale hell on a live broadcast. The Consul mentioned you in the debate!”
He got ready to stand up and get out of the way quickly.
But Yan only looked happy. “Nice. Gale’s shady as hell. Have you heard about Max Song?”
“No?”
“Gale’s consort. Disappeared. I suspect murdered and buried under a big pile of spare money somewhere.”
“Song like—Consul Song?” January asked, worried he was falling over one of Mandarin’s many gleeful tripwires.
“Yup,” said Yan. “Younger cousin.”
January wondered how much of an evil genius you had to be in this day and age not just to disappear an annoying consort, but to disappear the Consul’s own cousin. Maybe he was lucky to have got off with a brief prison sentence.
“I thought she was a nutbag all along,” the man with the moustache put in. “Nice people are never that shiny.”
Someone else thumped him. “They, dickhead.”
“Oh, fuck off . . .”
There was what sounded like a well-rehearsed argument in four different languages about whether you should be allowed to say he and she and did you get extra points if you came from a language like Arabic or Russian that he’d and she’d everything, even cars and spoons.
January saw how it all must look to someone like Gale. Stunning, polymath Gale probably felt as though they were meeting cave people whenever someone from Earth showed up, looking like a tiny, squashed troll and mumbling about categories that were only important if you were an endangered species. He wondered if that was what he and she was, really; a millennia-long hangover from when there had only been a few thousand humans left after a terrible ice age, when the only truly important thing about anyone was whether or not they could make new humans, to keep everyone from the hell of dying knowing that they were the last.
January stayed quiet. He liked them all already. It was funny listening to them and they were only having their comedy-argument to entertain him, but it felt dangerous. Most of it felt unspeakable in an urgent, painful way. You couldn’t be who they all were and say any of this.
He looked at Yan, wanting to check they were all right.
“What he was saying was that there are language and culture classes; you know, for integration,” Yan told him, under everyone else, looking amused and not at all upset. “Why Gender Abolition happened, Mandarin grammar, that kind of stuff. They’re mainly for people who’ve come here straight from the Crossing, you wouldn’t need them.”
The patients segued happily into how good the language classes were and how there was help getting jobs if you hadn’t got one already. There was a strict gym regimen enforced by the Legions of Darkness (Yan and two other nurses), but apart from that, it was essentially three months in which you were free to read a lot of books or binge-watch a lot of rubbish. All paid for by the government, and not stingily.
Excellent really.
“What do you think so far?” Yan asked.
What he thought was that it all seemed like a beautifully curated and well-meant version of hell.
“So just to be really clear about the health consequences,” he said quietly.
“Well—”
“Look, being honest,” the American man said kindly, “it’s horrible. It’s irreversible. Your muscles will atrophy and you’ll feel dreadful for about a year. Common knock-on effects are depression and anxiety. You’ll be prone to colds, flu, everything like that, and you’ll be lucky to live to sixty. The good news is that cells called telomeres, which cause ageing, lengthen in low gravity, with means you’ll look quite young while all this happens. And it looks to me as though mental health and social support have a big effect on how tough it is for you. I’m a doctor,” he added. “Well. I was. Can’t practice here till I naturalise.”
Yan sighed, adjusting their glasses again, even though they didn’t need to adjust their glasses.
January gathered up his thoughts into a rough bale. “I’d like to check in on Monday then, if you have space.”
They took their glasses off and polished them. “Look, I . . . rarely do this, but I’m going to urge you to reconsider. I’m not supposed to say this, and it’s not written down anywhere, but Mark’s right.” They nodded to the American man. “If you go in with depression, you’re coming out in a wheelchair.”
January could feel his voice disappearing. “I’ve got nowhere else to go. I’m . . . not realistically going to get another job after being in prison. Nowhere that’ll take an Earthstronger. Will I?”
“No,” Yan said quietly.
“So either I punch a police officer and go back to prison or I come here,” January said.
“But you don’t want to naturalise.”
“No, but that doesn’t matter now.” He pushed his hands over his face. “And—after everything with Gale, I feel like I’m evil here, just for being. I know that isn’t right, I don’t believe anyone is bad just for existing, but feeling things isn’t very voluntary, and . . .”
There was a terrible silence in which everyone sat frozen, watching him trying not to cry.
“I’m really sorry,” Yan said, “that it’s like this.”
“Also,” Mark said, knocking him softly, “there’s real ice cream.”
“I can probably live with all the other stuff then,” January said, not completely lying.
“Oh my God, you lot and ice cream, what is wrong with you?” Yan sighed, looking hugely relieved.
“Do you know how hard it is to find anything derived from a cow here? You’re all evangelical hipster vegans who’ve banned sugar, it’s an absolute atrocity,” Mark declared.
“But all that lab-generated dairy stuff might have all kinds of horrible artificial things wrong with it,” Yan tried.
They both looked at January, clearly praying for him to join in. He smiled. It wasn’t that much effort. “I hate to tell you this, Yan, but weird frozen tofu is not ice cream, it’s what you threaten to feed to murder suspects to make them confess faster.”
Everyone laughed, and it was easier this time.
10 January had given it some thought when he first arrived, but decided that he didn’t mind what anyone called him so long as he was allowed to keep up his intrinsic January-ness, which was much less about modes of address and much more about his lifelong resolution to one day own a pedigree house chicken.
11 Mars’s two moons took only a day to zoom around the whole world, so there were no meaningful months at all. Instead, the Tharsese calendar was just seasons. It took some getting used to, because they weren’t all the same length. The orbit of Mars was elliptical, set right on a slant from the sun—so in the southern hemisphere where Tharsis ill-advisedly sat in the Mariner Valley, winter took ages, while summer was a five-minute window where you could just about make it down the street without a coat if you walked fast. You ended up writing truly depressing dates on work emails, like 241st of Winter.
At home, January had to peel off his clothes and shake the dust off in the lift to keep it from going everywhere inside the flat. Everyone else had clearly been doing the same, because the lift floor was starting to look like a mini desert, with its own dust-dunes in the corners.
The flat was cold. He didn’t dock his charge card into the wall for power. Spending two weeks in prison had saved him some money, and going to the naturalisation centre would save him three months’ more, but then there would be almost nothing left. He wouldn’t be able to keep paying the rent here while he was at the centre. Still, that was all right. Once he was naturalised he wouldn’t be able to come back here anyway. The furniture had come with the flat, and all he owned were his clothes and the crockery. He didn’t mind about the crockery. He could leave that for the next person.
The simple task of transferring his clothes from the drawers and into the bag under the bed loomed huge. He had to stop thinking about it. He got out of his cage, shoulders and hips aching after walking so far in it, sank down at the table, and tried to remember if he had already taken his vitamin supplements. It was important, because without them there was a host of things that went wrong with a person in the perpetual late-afternoon dimness this far from the sun even when the weather was clear, never mind in a dust storm. But he couldn’t.
Three months living and eating for free at the centre; that meant three months in which he wasn’t going to end up at a homeless shelter. Or deported. That was good. And he had liked Yan. And there was the American doctor. It would be nice, once he got over his stupid reaction to it, to be flirted with. It would be lovely to have an actual human who wanted to have a January.
His phone rang. He glanced at the number—unknown—and declined the call. It was beginning to make him feel shaky, hearing that benign little buzz. Since the debate, journalists had been calling him all the time, and the prison service saying things he didn’t understand, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone. He should switch it off. But then he wouldn’t know if Val tried to get in touch. He had written her a long apology, but she hadn’t answered.
The bell on the lift made him jump.
The Visitor sign was lit up.
When he opened the door, expecting the post, he jolted right back and slammed down onto one knee, because Aubrey Gale was on the other side.
They were dressed in floor-length black, sashed with red, the fabric glittering with solar circuitry. They seemed wrong for the elevator in a creaky nuclear plant repurposed haphazard for cheap housing. They looked like one of those spirits from Tang dynasty novels who sometimes appeared by a holy mountain to offer someone a prophecy, or a sword.
“Hi. May I come in?” Gale said, looking past him into the little apartment. From the lights inside the lift, it must have seemed dark.
January shook his head and then managed to get his voice back. His cage was in the corner where he’d left it. He hadn’t even lit any candles; he was just moving about in the gloom of what little daylight made it through the bubble wrap over the window. “It’s a mess.”
“It is not,” Gale said, and came in anyway, almost too tall for the ceiling. They paused in the middle of the floor as if they had never seen anywhere like it. Probably they hadn’t. “Get up. Please.”
“Is there anything I can get you?” January asked, hoping desperately it wasn’t going to be that long a visit. “I’ve got coffee.”
He’d have to use his charge card to get the electricity to boil the water. It wasn’t much, it was fine. It was fine. He could spend what he had. He was going to the centre.
Gale looked nearly as horrified by the idea as January felt. “Yes, please.”
They both stood paralysed for another infinite second. January had never felt so conscious of his own strength. But the apartment wasn’t big enough to give Gale the usual courteous four-metre radius. January backed against the window to make it clear he would have liked to. “I’ll just . . .” He pointed at the cage, which was on Gale’s other side, to warn them he was going to have to go by.
Gale looked too and January saw them decide they’d rather have him uncaged than pass them a few inches away. “No, no. It’s okay.”
January swallowed, and held out his card. Right out, the whole length of his arm, still slightly out of Gale’s reach, so that Gale could choose to step forward and take it, not have it shoved into their space. “If you could plug that in, then. It’s—the dock is behind you.”
Gale waved the card away and flicked their own into the charge dock. The lights came up, and the heating coughed as the fan unit woke up, and the wall display blinked sleepily as it connected to the internet again. January had to stand on a chair to work the dials on the heating unit, but Gale only had to reach a little. They turned it right up.
“You don’t have to,” he started, excruciated. He had never turned the unit up to full strength. Seeing the display go up to twenty-four degrees made his stomach knot. It was so expensive.
“I’m this close to building a campfire in the middle of the floor,” Gale told him. “It’s freezing outside. I’m sure you’re very hardy and so forth, but I am a spoilt indoors person.”
It was the most spectacularly good-mannered lie January had ever experienced. Gale was not too cold; they had taken their coat off in the lift. Generations-long naturalised people were usually genetically modified for the cold. The heater at full blast would feel like a sauna for Gale. This was for him.
He coughed over the need to say thank you. He couldn’t stand to. There was something about their good manners that felt aggressive. “Sit wherever you like.”
Gale hesitated, and so January retreated to the other wall. Anyone watching the two of them from above could have been forgiven for thinking of magnets with their repelling poles pointed at each other.
Gale sat down in the chair that faced away from the window, where the bubble wrap had three quarters fallen off while January had been away. They sat sideways to see out, looking utterly out of place in the shabby little kitchen, against the industrial backdrop of the warehouses and cranes and the graffiti-covered metro bridge. In the street ten floors below, shadowy figures struggled against the dust, which was still as strong as ever. Gale, though, was immaculate; there was no dust on their clothes, and they weren’t carrying a mask. There must have been a car right outside.
When he risked a glance back, Gale was weighing a teaspoon January had left on the table, moving their hand slowly up and down to feel how heavy it was. A lot heavier—three times heavier—than a normal spoon. It had EARTHSTRONG LIVING stamped onto the back of the handle. Dismayed, January realized that all his cups were from the same company. Everything was weighted to keep him from hurling it across the room while he was out of his cage.
“I, um—are you able to lift this okay?” he asked, and held out a cup, then realized they would almost have to touch him if they were to take it from him. He put it down on the table and edged it nearer to them, and stood away.
Gale took it with both hands. Even so, January saw their arms dip. It must have felt like being asked if they could comfortably drink from a cannonball. “You wouldn’t happen to have a glass?” they said.
Feeling ridiculous, January gave them a glass tumbler, but in front of someone so glamorous as Gale, it didn’t look silly, just chic.
Mercifully, the kettle pinged. He poured the water out over the coffee in the single-person cafetière, and made himself a cup of tea. He didn’t like tea, he only kept it in case of visitors, but he didn’t have another cafetière. He moved the other chair as far from Gale as he could, which, even so, was only about one length of his own arm. Then he took everything across and set it down very, very slowly so that Gale could see he was in no danger of sending anything flying, and eased into the other chair. He had to lock his teeth together when it creaked under his weight.
“I tried to call ahead,” Gale said. They were moving slowly too, and it made him uncomfortable in a sourceless kind of way until he finally chased down the reason: it was how people moved around dogs that were known to bite. “I’m sorry for just showing up.”
“No, it’s okay. I’ve . . . not been good at answering calls. It’s always lawyers or journalists.”
Gale must have seen the thought cross his face, because for a fraction of a second, they looked as awkward and as unhappy as he felt, and studied the coffee instead of him. Not having that razor stare on him was a relief.
“Have you filed a wrongful dismissal suit against the factory yet?” Gale asked.
January tried to tell if it was some kind of dry, rich-person joke. “No. I don’t have money for lawyers and anyway, it wasn’t a wrongful dismissal.”
Gale was looking at the single-cup-sized cafetière as if it had done something awful. January felt anxious, though he was certain it was clean. It wasn’t heavy. He hadn’t been able to get one from the special Earthstrong company, which seemed to think that Earthstrongers only bothered with tea. “No. Rich and powerful people should be frightened regularly. Keeps us normal.”
By way of a reason not to say anything, January lit the little lamp between them. It was illegal, but dodgy biofuel liberated from the reject barrels round the back of Silo 4 was cheaper per minute of light than the electric lamp.
Gale rescued him. “Anyway, I’d like to offer you a job.”
January sat back too sharply and Gale went out of his focus. He had never got around to getting new contact lenses, or even glasses. He didn’t see so badly he couldn’t function, but he could only see well at normal talking distance. “I don’t need charity, I’ll find work soon enough—”
Gale was already shaking their head. “Hear me out. Senatorial marriages here are often arranged. Marriage in Tharsis only lasts five years.” They paused. “If it goes well, fantastic. If it doesn’t, it’s only five years of your life.”
It was like being handed one of those wooden puzzles, the three-dimensional ones that came in star shapes or complicated cubes and spheres. January tried to put it together three or four different ways, but then had to give up. He couldn’t see how marriages and jobs linked up. “You’ve . . . lost me?”
Gale sat forward, fire-iron straight, the same as their hair. The ends brushed their elbows. They weren’t dressed for the Senate, but they must have come from the office; hair down meant formal things. Or maybe this was the formal thing, maybe it was January. Without meaning to, he ran his hand through his own hair. It was short. That was the here-equivalent of having tattoos on your face and a vigorous heroin addiction. He hadn’t cut it since coming here, but it was just refusing to grow. It bothered him a lot more than he wanted to say, what with the colour. He hated looking like an old man from behind; a cheap, criminal old man.
“The consular election is soon, and I’m running,” Gale said. “The sitting consul has a very solid blue-collar base, and I am obscenely rich, which is perceived as being a lot worse than what they are, which is relatable and friendly and completely loyal to a foreign power.”
“I know, I saw the debate,” January mumbled.
“If I can’t appeal to at least some of Consul Song’s base, much of which is only first- or second-generation naturalised, I’m done.” They gave him an anaemic smile. “And I just let the full force of the press engine and the judiciary land on the head of a working-class immigrant who did nothing wrong.”
He looked at them sideways, because in his experience, politicians lied, stole, trafficked, and occasionally murdered, and the consensus was that you voted for whoever hadn’t sent pictures of unfortunate parts of themselves to a teenager. Anything better was unrealistic. The debate had been satisfying, but nobody was going to refuse to vote for Gale because of anything that happened to January.
“Who cares?”
“Everyone,” Gale said, looking taken aback. “We have the strictest code of behaviour of any government in the worlds.”
January decided to leave that alone, or he’d end up laughing maniacally and hurling himself out the window. “So you . . . you need to connect with poor voters?”
“Yes. Weddings always go down very well. Particularly fairy-tale weddings of the kind where the ordinary person becomes royalty.”
He rearranged the words in three or four different ways but none of them made any sense. However he looked at it, it was a giant step to one side for no reason.
“I don’t get it.”
“I’m offering you a job, not a real marriage. You would appear at public engagements, you shake hands, you smile, you do the morning shows and the magazines, you act a bit. You would have your own room at the house, plenty of space, and you would not see me unless we were working together. But you would be paid very well, monthly, as with any other salary. A hundred thousand yuan every month for five years. This is not a trick or a game; you will be provided with lawyers, whose job it will be to make that contract bulletproof for you.”
January’s brain stopped working the second it began to suspect that Gale was talking about him.
“What?” he said.
Gale seemed to see he wasn’t asking for more information, just for a gap in which to understand what was happening. Politely, they didn’t say anything.
“You—right,” January said numbly. “Me, though; you’re asking . . . me . . . to marry . . . you.”
“Yes.”
Yuan, real yuan, real money; he hadn’t used real money since coming here. He didn’t ever buy anything you would need money for instead of power. Kilowatts weren’t a currency; it was the same as being paid in food. It was a way not to have a bank account and not to pay tax, and to be invisible to the immigration bureau, who had begun deporting every Earthstronger they could since Gagarin Square.
Gale was talking more to the tumbler of coffee than to January now. It seemed a lot like they were hoping that if they didn’t look at him, he wouldn’t be there. “I’m aware this sounds like the offer of someone who means to kidnap you and keep you in a cellar, but if there’s anything I can do to reassure you, I will.”
January pressed back against his chair. “I’m booked into the naturalisation centre on Monday.”
Gale looked at him as if he had suggested lopping off some limbs. “Why?”
“Why? You were trying to persuade me to do it on a live broadcast, you’re all for it, aren’t you?”
“I am, but you’re not. What are you doing?”
January felt off balance. “I’d have thought you’d be pleased. You spend your whole life campaigning to get people in camps—”
“You’re still telling me what I think, not what you think.”
January felt very odd, because he’d just had a bit of a revelation about the way Gale spoke. It sounded aggressive; they just came up to you and gave you a very hard conversational shove, which felt like being attacked. But he had a strong sense now that that wasn’t how they meant it. It was the way January’s dance teacher had used to make everyone stand on one leg and push their unbalanced side; it was to see how firm you were standing, and the idea was to push back, not to politely fall over. It wasn’t aggressive. It was—interested.
Jesus.
“It’s free. I’ve run out of money. I don’t have a job. And I won’t get one unless I naturalise.”
“What do you mean?” Again, it sounded sharp, but Gale didn’t look angry or combative. They were just waiting for him to explain, tilted forward slightly to hear him across the unnatural distance the two of them were talking across, over the whirring of the heating unit.
Which was making the room properly warm for the first time since he’d lived here. It was amazing.
“I mean it’s three months of free food and I don’t have enough for three weeks. And after that I can get citizenship and universal basic income until I find work.”
Gale was frowning. “Citizenship isn’t dependent on naturalisation. You can apply anyway. All climate change refugees from Earth are eligible—”
“I put in a citizenship application when I got here; the same week.” He had a bleak flashback to the six hours it had taken at the immigration office. “I don’t expect to hear back for four years.”
“Four. Si,” Gale repeated in Mandarin, because “four” and “for” were too close.
January shrugged. “That’s normal. They say it’s the backlog.” Backlog was code for time we think we can get away with waiting while we hope you reconsider. “Naturalisation gets you automatic citizenship. Well; you know that. You wrote that law.”
Gale said nothing at first, and January had a strange but distinct feeling that he had just said something that was either wrong or unfair. They looked, just for a second, like they wanted to say as much, and he felt his whole body go tense, waiting to be smashed through the conversational floor again like last time; but Gale just let that breath out, and then started again. “Yes. I did. But do this and you’ll never think about money again. Whatever else I am, I am not as horrendous as the naturalisation process.”
If the floor had tilted under his chair, January would have been less confused. He had thought Gale took the position they did because they either didn’t really understand what people were losing in naturalisation, or they thought Earthstrongers deserved the suffering for bothering the Tharsese authorities to begin with. To understand that it was terrible, and yet to fight for it—he couldn’t find a way those things matched up.
And, and, hang on, a little voice in his head protested, that was actually Aubrey actual Gale admitting that they personally were not very nice.
He thought he must have misunderstood—there was so much room to misunderstand even in English here, because nobody’s English ever quite matched up—so he scanned them for any extra clues about what they’d meant, but everything he saw matched what he’d thought. When Gale met his eyes, they were full of a kind of tentative apology.
“You don’t want an Earthstronger in your house, Senator,” he said instead.
Gale looked away again, and this time, January saw a flicker of something like desperation. It made him stare too hard, because Gale noticed and rearranged their face into its normal diplomatic gentility. “Please,” they said, much more softly.
January couldn’t read them properly at all, and he was already doubting he’d seen that flicker. Or maybe it was the election Gale felt that desperation about? Maybe they really did think they would lose without January? But—somehow he didn’t think so. They seemed . . . afraid. “Is something else going on? Is—I’m sorry, is someone forcing you to do this? Only you look frightened.”
It was the wrong thing to say. He saw Gale take a fractional, half-amused offence at being asked. Asking, he realized too late, sounded to them like being called a coward. He had a strong feeling that Gale would rather have stepped off the roof than admit to anything stronger than distant unease. “I’m fine.”
He had to pull himself back from the urge to recommend they get in touch with their human side before it boiled over and they had some kind of nervous breakdown.
“You came all this way to see someone who was a pig to you on a national broadcast, when you could get anyone you like; why are you talking to me?” he pushed anyway.
“Firstly,” Gale said, lifting their eyebrows, “you did nothing wrong. People are enormously touchy about every minuscule social faux pas because it’s very cold here and there is no water. Hardship breeds irritable humans.”
January shut his teeth. Nobody had said it like that before. Tentatively, he looked up, trying to gauge if Gale really meant that, or if forgiving him was just a negotiation technique. Gale was looking back at him, quiet and poised, and maybe concerned. They didn’t seem like they were lying.
“Secondly: this is proving very bad for my campaign, the Consul is mashing me with it, it makes me look like a horrible person.”
“Well, you are a horrible person,” January said, half aiming for a joke and half not.
Gale tilted their head a fraction, as though they’d quite enjoyed that. “Thirdly, I’ve wrecked your life. I’d like a chance to mend it.”
January felt his way around it, but slowly, because part of him was sure that it would bite. He found a corner. “If you wanted that, then you could just do a press conference and give me a few thousand yuan.”
“Do you want a press conference and a few thousand yuan?” Gale said. “We can do that, but you’d still be unemployable.”
January sat quiet, looking at the future and its two branches. One was marriage; one was naturalisation. “Five years?”
“Five years,” Gale said back, as though January had slammed a gavel on the table.
The contract negotiations began the next morning, and they promised, said all involved, to last much of the week. While the lawyers talked—January wasn’t even sure what about, but they looked busy—Gale took him out to a café to give him the basic brief. Silent security officers ghosted after them, dressed in black, each one a foot taller than January.
They were in Gagarin Square, opposite the Senate, and the parakeets were out in a cheerful swarm, ruffling their feathers in the fountain. Val had mentioned once that they were special cold-resistant parakeets escaped from a lab somewhere, but since Val was Val, he couldn’t tell if he was having his leg pulled or not. In any case, Tharsis had embraced the parakeet idea, and the beautiful hotel on the far side of the square had a café called the Parakeet and Pickle. It was right at the top of the tower, with a view across the whole city. The dust streams were dark patches everywhere, like quick fog. Because it was heated for Natural people, it was cold inside.
January hovered at the doorway of the café. There was no partition, but there wasn’t a NO EARTHSTRONGERS sign either.
Gale noticed. “It’s all right.”
“I’d better ask,” January said, because he had an uncomfortable feeling that no partition meant no expectation of Earthstrong people, not perfect contentment on the part of the establishment about letting everybody in.
He saw Gale think about arguing with him, and saw them decide not to. Instead they stood tilted aside so that any passing waiters could see him, but angled toward him so it was clear who he was with. He should have been trying to catch someone’s eye, but it was difficult not to watch Gale. They were more still than anyone he had ever met. It wasn’t a natural stillness. It looked like someone had flogged them as a child until they’d learned to stand motionless and straight even under cannon fire. When they did move, it was slow and smooth. It should have looked mannered, but the weight of the money and the power behind it made it—something else. It was the care you had to take, he realized, when everyone was always watching you, and when seeming anxious or fidgety at the wrong moment could send shockwaves through the stock market.
When Gale saw him looking, January had a bolt of embarrassment, but then Gale bowed, very slightly, in a way that promised it was only normal. Feeling awkward, because he had never moved in the echelons of society that would require it, he tipped a fractional bow back. He thought something opened in Gale’s expression then, but he didn’t have time to decide what, because a waiter had arrived.
“Ah,” January said hopefully. “Is it all right for me to . . . ?”
“Oh, we have visiting diplomats here all the time,” the waiter said happily, and ushered the two of them to a table. Not without a curious double take at January, like people always did when they realized he was not as old as his hair. It wasn’t the colour people’s hair went if they dyed it white. It was like frozen spiderweb on gorse late in winter when the frost had settled for the season.
Different world. He had never been mistaken for anyone important before. It was proximity to Gale; Gale was so glamorous it was catching. Their hair was swept up in the writhing silver diadem that all senators wore, and they were dressed in the deep blue that was the official sigil colour of House Gale. These were requirements for senators in public, because they were supposed to be obvious from a distance, just like nurses or police officers. Whatever the reason, Gale looked like the governor of somewhere with endless territory and diamond mines.
So did other people in the café. There were more plainly dressed business types, bankers and lawyers maybe, but there were celebrities too; he recognised an actor, and someone from a Gucci advert. People were sending curious glances his way; but, because he was plainly with Gale, it was only curiosity. Nobody was asking the waiter to have him thrown out, even though he was in jeans and his one good shirt.
The security officers vanished into discreet corners, except one, who sat at the next table along, ignoring the sign that said it was reserved. None of the waiters tried to make them move. January felt uneasy, almost sure they were there in case he did something, but they only took out a journal, leatherbound, and started taking what he quickly realized were minutes. It was charming to see someone do that by hand. They wrote in swift scruffy Chinese.
Hot water arrived immediately—cafés always served hot water here, not cold, because it was always cold outside—and so did some tiny things that looked like jewels pretending to be cookies.
“Can I take your coat?” the waiter added.
“Um, no, thanks, I’ll hang on to it, I’m freezing.”
“Oh, gosh—yes, I suppose it is cool for you in here—can I fetch you a heat pack?”
January blinked, because he hadn’t expected anything helpful. “I mean, if you have one around?”
“Of course,” the waiter exclaimed, and glided away looking purposeful.
“What are these?” he asked, about the jewel things.
“Macarons; they’re made of almonds,” Gale said, and then paused, focused on something in the middle distance, which January had come to recognise, on people here, as meaning that they were reading something online. The café menu, probably. He could just make out what might have been text moving across their irises, clear and bright against the black. Then he had to look away, because it struck him suddenly as somehow indecent, to be able to see what was in their eyes.
Yes: “Would you like some coffee?”
“Soya flat white please.”
Just for a flicker of a moment, Gale looked puzzled that January knew enough about coffee to know exactly what he wanted. January looked down, not wanting to admit he’d been very middle class before the flood. Interns had brought his coffee to the dressing room.
Saying so would remind Gale of how far he’d fallen, and he honestly couldn’t think of anything worse. Two years ago, if he’d been talking to someone in his position, he’d have thought that showed a marked faithlessness in humans, but it wasn’t faithless, just sensible. He had a theory about why.
It was like being injured. If you were hurt in a straightforward, ordinary way, people felt sympathetic, helped, and that was that. But there was a tipping point. There was a difference between breaking your wrist and horrifying necrosis. If it was bad enough, that instinct to help vanished, because there was no helping. What was left was the instinct to hit you with a rock.
He had a terrible certainty that losing your country was like the horrifying necrosis. You couldn’t go around blaming other people for feeling that way. It was old mercy, hammered into human DNA in the ages before medicine.
And Gale was the person who was happy to push refugees into naturalisation centres. January couldn’t help suspecting that Gale had a very low hit-it-with-a-rock threshold.
Over by the till, something went “ding”; their order going through. Gale’s focus came back to him. He wasn’t quite ready for it. After the television interview, it still felt a little like having a gun levelled at him, even though he knew it wasn’t loaded today. Gale seemed to understand, because they pretended to study the macarons. It was a tiny thing, but there was such courtesy in it that January’s throat went dry. He couldn’t remember that anyone had ever been this careful with him.
But then, it wasn’t as though anyone’s election campaign had ever relied on him before either.
“So,” Gale said. “Do you stream much?”
It was flattering, he thought, that Gale imagined he was someone who could run something electrical for that long, instead of a person who worried about the power it took to boil the kettle. “No, not really.”
Gale’s black eyes slipped past January’s shoulder, and when January twisted back, he saw some teenagers blinking and giggling, the amber flare going off in their eyes; that was the legal warning that someone was taking a photo through their contact lenses. He moved his chair to block the view. Gale was probably used to it, but he still disliked the idea. However rich and annoying you were, you deserved to sit and have a cup of coffee in peace, and Gale looked brittle this morning.
Probably it had a lot to do with entering into marriage negotiations with somebody they felt belonged on the other side of a barbed wire fence.
“There’s a reality show about us. House Gale.” Another pause. The waiter was removing the teenagers. A lot of them were dressed in the odd way January kept seeing in the nice parts of town; plain, skintight black jumpsuits, even though they must have been freezing, and plain and black wasn’t the way any teenagers from anywhere usually liked to dress. He had puzzled about that over the months, but never felt confident enough to ask anyone.
“It’s popular,” Gale continued carefully. “As part of the election campaign, I signed up to let the cameras into the house. It was successful, my press secretary made their opinions known and the cameras never left.”
“Why in God’s name would you let that in your house?”
Gale tilted their head to say, yes, obviously it was very odd. “People only vote for you if they know who you are.”
“So you send out a polished version of whatever goes on?”
Gale looked exactly like they had in his flat then; glassy, as though there was something urgent they weren’t telling him. “The producers like to call it documentary. They don’t arrange things overtly, there isn’t a script. But they do like to run narratives. A romance, or a feud.”
“You didn’t mention this before.”
“I was scared you’d throw a shoe at me and run away,” Gale said, completely serious.
He snorted, and then coughed, because the joke had taken him by surprise. “No, I see, that’s reasonable. It’s okay, I’ll have to do this even if you run a segment where I’m attacked by tigers.”
Gale studied him quietly, not like they believed him, but they didn’t say it. “There are cameras everywhere. Everyone wears microphones. Most of what they film is never aired, but anything they film could go out.”
“It sounds like a prison,” January said, shocked.
Gale didn’t agree or disagree. For the third or fourth time since they’d sat down, they glanced into the far corner by the ceiling, but when he looked round, there was nothing there. Or maybe there was virtually, if you were wearing lenses. Maybe it was a distracting sign. “It’s also a gift. It means everyone can watch how a famous arranged marriage turns out.”
“Are people really that interested?”
Gale hung over the edge of smiling in the way January imagined that archangels there to report on the state of things hung suspended above the towers of Pandemonium. “Fifteen teenagers just followed us into a bar.”
January shook his head. He was never going to get used to the glamour of Tharsese politicians. Ever since he’d arrived, he’d wanted to corner someone local and ask where they kept the real ones, the sleazebags who bubbled up through scandals like smug hippos.
Right on cue, one of the teenagers escaped from the waiter and hurried over, and January had a painful twist, because their shoes had toecaps that looked like pandas. Kids here stayed kids for a lot longer, he’d noticed; especially in rich Natural families, they treated eighteen-year-olds like he’d been treated when he was about twelve.
“Um, excuse me, Senator, I was at the debate the other day, I love you, can you sign my hat?”
Gale smiled, unexpectedly gentle, and took the pen. “What’s your name?”
“Sid. I want to be a senator too,” they added proudly.
Gale wrote Vote for Sid! and gave the hat back. Sid squeaked and ran away.
January was glad for the interruption. It had given him time to think. “I shouldn’t be saying anything in front of any more cameras.”
“Mx Stirling. You didn’t do or say anything wrong.”
Gale breathed in and held it, and over in the other corner, there was an explosion of joy among the teenagers. Sid was showing off the hat. “Everything you say in front of any camera can be very carefully curated. My press secretary will always be there to help you. It will be much less intense than what happened at the factory. It isn’t going to be me dissolving you in front of the internet.”
January didn’t say “that’s a relief,” because it would have sounded sarcastic.
Gale paused again. There was something teacherly about them; they were used to explaining things. It wasn’t patronising, just careful and precise. “Do you have questions about anything we’ve said so far?”
January thought about it. “You keep talking about the house, the show, characters—but . . . it sounds like a lot of people live there. Is it—do your staff live there? I don’t really understand how . . .”
“Yes.” Gale nodded once. “Songshu is the seat of House Gale, which hereditarily runs the Department for Energy. House Gale oversees the sun fields, which is why we’re on the Plains, not in the Valley; sunlight is stronger at altitude. We provide the power that runs the whole of Tharsis; we also run and fund experimental research in new power production technologies. It is primarily a scientific institute. About five hundred people live there.”
It took a few seconds for that to sink in.
“You inherited the Department for Energy,” January repeated, blown sideways. “That—what? Families can’t inherit government departments. I thought Tharsis was a democracy?”
Gale inclined their head. The silver sigils in their hair caught the light and shone. “Other countries work the same way. There are organisations who decide who their successors are, not voters, even though they affect all the voters. All those megacompanies.”
“But they’re companies!”
“So are Great Houses. I own the sun fields, not the government. But you can’t have a company as rich as a country going around doing what it likes. Everyone has to be accountable. So each House has an automatic, mandatory seat in the Senate. I wasn’t elected. I have to attend.”
“How’s that a democracy again?” January demanded. Now wasn’t the time to dispute the governmental structure of Mars, but he couldn’t see past it.
“England has a House of Commons and a House of Lords, yes? One set is voted in, the other—at least when it was conceived—forces people who are influential to participate in government. Same idea.”
“Oh,” January said, his whole idea of the world shifting. He had to claw around for his original train of thought. “And—so—is there a . . .” He lost the word. “When do we do things?”
“There is the schedule to end all schedules.” Gale turned their tablet around for him on the table. It was in Mandarin and he panicked, but Gale waved one hand over it and it fizzed into English instead. “We’re going to go quite quickly. The wedding will be in a month. It will be a big public event, the whole of Tharsis is invited. We’ll announce it tomorrow, which—”
“Tomorrow!”
“—I know is very quick, but it doesn’t mean you’re immediately plunged into a media spotlight. If you want more time, we don’t have to announce who I’m marrying.”
That brought January up short. “We don’t?”
Gale smiled a bit. He was starting to notice it took them a long time to gear up to smiling properly in private; a lot of things had to go into rolling motion first, and even then, he didn’t think the mechanisms worked too well, and probably Gale had to catch them on their way downhill. It was very different to the sultry sunset smile they could aim at cameras and journalists.
Like a very old, archaeologically significant penny, a school memory dropped into his mind. There was always a difference, even a thousand years ago, between the person and the office of the King. The crown as an institution, distinct from the person underneath it. That was what he was seeing now. At the factory, he had met Senator Gale. Now, he was meeting Aubrey. As soon as he understood, he had an intrigued sense that he was being allowed to see secrets.
“No,” Gale said. “People expect some dramatic tension. Everyone always keeps what they’re wearing on the day secret, but we can go one further. My communications office is very keen on this. The first time you appear in public would be on the wedding day. Or, if you’d rather have your name in the press for this rather than the other thing, then that’s fine as well. The decision is yours. What do you think would be better?”
“This is your show and I’m not the director,” January pointed out. “I don’t want to be doing whatever I want at the expense of your campaign.”
“I’ve been told that people from your island are self-sabotagingly polite, is this that?” Gale asked.
“No—well, yes, we are—but you’re going to have to live with me for five years. I don’t want to start out by causing problems I don’t know about, you’ll end up hating me later. I don’t know enough about what you want to achieve or how to get it to make decisions like this without some guidance. Does that make sense?”
Gale looked at him as if he had come out in classical poetry. “That’s . . . very . . . courteous of you.”
“I mean. I feel like we should probably be courteous to each other.” He smiled. It felt good to agree about something.
“We should,” Gale said, with an unexpectedly deferential dip of their eyelashes. “Well; I like the idea of keeping it secret.”
“Let’s do that then.”
“You can’t keep living in that ghastly apartment, though,” Gale said. “Would you consider staying here?”
“Here? Where here?” January asked, thinking distractedly that he wanted to start calling things ghastly too. It was such a good word.
“The hotel. The Tiangong.”
“Stay at the—for a month?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t have any money.”
“No, I mean I’d pay.”
“That’s stupid.” It was automatic. However rich you were, the Tiangong was stupid money. He had looked it up before he came out today to find out how much he would have to pay for a coffee if they split the bill, and he had actually spat his toast on his phone. Even God couldn’t afford a drink here without taking out a mortgage first.
“Is it stupid?” Gale said, voice smoking higher. “Will you perhaps not be dead if I leave you in the nuclear ice-box for another month? Or do Europeans need consistent refrigeration?”
“It—no, I don’t need to be refrigerated,” January said, choking over another laugh he hadn’t seen coming. “I don’t want to feel like I owe you.”
Gale lifted both hands a fraction off the table. “I understand, but this isn’t a debt to repay; this is me making sure a member of my House is safe.”
“You can’t spend all that money and not want something back.”
Gale straightened a little as if January had sworn at them, and he realized too late that refusing a gift was probably very rude.
At last they said, politely, “As a percentage of my annual income, putting up one quite small human in a hotel for a month is like you buying someone a coffee.”
“It’s a five-star hotel!” It was named after an early space station—Tiangong meant “the palace of the heavens,” and it was a big name to live up to, but given the macarons-and-celebrities situation, January wasn’t sure he even wanted to imagine what one of its guest rooms would look like. Probably they had their own private waterfalls and hula dancers on demand.
“I’m . . . rich.”
“That rich, really?” It came out slightly flat, slightly disapproving. He shook his head once, trying convey that he didn’t mean to be rude, and he didn’t want to get in another fight, but he was just as unwilling to take it back altogether. People should be disapproving of that kind of money sitting under one person. And the Gales of the worlds needed to see that being great didn’t automatically mean good in everyone’s mind, despite the flocks of adoring teenagers.
But now that he was saying it to Gale personally, not just whingeing at Val, it didn’t sound so much like it was just his opinion. It sounded like he was preaching. In a weird, vivid spin of perspective, he heard suddenly how people like him sounded to people like Gale. Righteous, holier-than-thou-ing.
Gale nodded and didn’t complain. He wasn’t sure he would have been that graceful if someone had been so spiky with him. “Does that mean yes?”
“Yes. Thank—”
“Ah,” Gale cut him off.
January hesitated. “This . . . is . . . only my due from House Gale and if you’d withheld it I’d be talking to the union and everybody would think badly of you?”
“Better,” Gale said, and they both laughed the muted laugh of two people who still didn’t understand each other, even though they’d got a bit of string and a couple of tin cans over the gulf now. It was silly, but January’s heart lifted, because he had come here thinking Gale would be dismissive and patronising. Not that they would be searching for more string and more cans just as hard as he was.
“So that’s the wedding,” January said. “And then . . . ?”
Gale drew in a deeper breath. “Then we have a schedule for developing the relationship.” They were holding the idea with pincers, and they had clearly gone to a lot of effort not to leave a long quiet before relationship as they geared up to the word. January was glad the two of them agreed about how uncomfortable that whole idea was, though it was hard not feel grimy. He would have liked not to be repulsive. “Being married is one thing, but what will stoke much more interest is if we can appear to make it work. You can read this yourself. It’s not scripted, but it is choreographed.”
January read the schedule, nodding. It made sense. Meetings, lunch together, fundraisers, rallies, and in between, rather well-considered suggestions for him specifically: filming online dancing lessons for exercise at home, culture slots about Europe, quirks of British English, teaching basic English—by that point the communications department clearly thought people would be interested—and more, and more.
And then, near Christmas, a month before the election, something that was cryptically marked “start of romance day.”
His heart clenched up in the same way it had when Lovely Mark at the naturalisation centre had flirted with him. It was a kind of nascent panic, and all at once he wanted to dissolve into the air. He could perform, he could even act a bit, but what Gale was talking about was beyond acting. It was a whole life. A whole marriage.
“Do I want to know what that means?” he asked tightly.
Gale looked like he felt. “Well, my press secretary wants something steamy and I want whatever the opposite of that is, and I expect we’ll have to compromise with something kind of swampy in the middle.”
Usually he had a good grip on his imagination, but it got right away from him then, and his head filled with feverish, horrible possible futures where he would have to sleep with someone he didn’t know live on a reality show in front of four million people. All of them had sharp, dark edges, and each one was lacerating. His lungs decided that they wouldn’t be working again until he could stop thinking of that, thank you.
He must have gone an even worse colour than normal, because a flash of worry went through Gale’s eyes, and they reached across the table. They didn’t cover his hands, but they held theirs an inch above his. “No. Not that. No one is going to ask you to do anything like . . .”
He finally managed to breathe in again. “What is the opposite of steam, anyway?” he asked, just to try to steer away from everything else. “Is it—you know, arid tundra full of hungry polar bears?”
“Everyone likes polar bears, so I don’t see how my press secretary can get mad about that,” Gale agreed, looking halfway to relieved. They took their hands back.
Then they blinked twice and touched the table.
“Are you—” He stopped himself saying “all right.” Gale would hate it. “Something going on?” he asked instead.
“Yes. We’re trending.”
January studied them, intrigued. There were things here called haptic engines. They were clever webs that were implanted over certain parts of your brain, and what they did was pretty amazing. The translation ones were the least of it. Others let you feel social media tides, or stock market ones, and in hospitals you could link them to a doctor’s so the doctor could feel exactly what kind of pain you were in, and in some very fancy restaurants you could look at a code on the menu and the haptic would fire up and trick your neurones into making you taste a tiny sample of the dish; but he’d never met anyone with them. Everyone said it was the future of the internet, but for now, they were fantastically expensive.12 He put his phone face down on the table, glad he could do that. It would be nightmarish having it plugged directly into his mind. As far as he knew, the implants ran on the electricity of the rest of your brain. You couldn’t turn them off any more than you could turn off your hearing.
Gale saw. “You must struggle if you’re only perceiving things with a phone. That must be an antique? Xie,” they added, because the waiter had just delivered two cups of beautiful coffee and a heat pack for January.
“Thank you,” January echoed. Then, “It is. But I don’t need to see virtual things. I walk everywhere and I don’t buy anything except food, so it doesn’t make much difference.” It was already out before he heard how tragic-hero stoic it sounded.
Gale didn’t let their posture go, or their perfect neutrality, but what they said was, “You’re about to tell me that your parents drowned when you were six and you’re dying of an incurable brain tumour.”
January grinned, relieved to be having a normal conversation and to be teased like there wasn’t a chasm between them. Then he stopped, because he had seen his own reflection in the side of a glass and it wasn’t very nice. Along with his hair, the rest of him had lost colour too, except his eyes, which looked much too dark now, and the effect was disturbing. He looked like he had been living in a pond and eating unwary travellers.
“So,” he summarised. “We’re filmed all the time. There are artificial stories, including us. Your press secretary runs through anything more important than breakfast with me to make sure I’m not—accidentally horrifying.”
“Yes.”
He shifted, uncomfortable, but he had to ask. “What happened to Max?”
Gale didn’t flicker. They must have been expecting the question. “They left. I was never very nice to them.” They paused. “What’s the word in English for xiongdi?”
“Brothers,” January said slowly, pretty sure he was falling down the gap between Mandarin and Tharsese, which tended to use the same words for different things. Firstly, it was an odd turn, and secondly, he couldn’t imagine Gale saying anything like that except in the context of swearing.
Gale did the most graceful thing he had ever seen anyone do in ordinary conversation then. Instead of saying, no, you berk, of course I wouldn’t mean that, they nodded carefully. “Ah—I see.” They didn’t even say but. “Is there also a more general word for someone who has the same parents as you?”
January had to just look at them for a second and try to imagine where a person learned that kind of restraint. He hoped he could be like that one day. “Sure,” he remembered to say in the end. “Sibling.”
“I have—never heard that before.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever said it aloud,” January reflected. “Sounds stiff.”
“What is it, is it German?” Gale asked, nearly indignantly, as if it were an affront to find a word that had escaped them until now.
“You must know that I don’t know,” January said, starting to smile, because he had thought Gale’s press secretary had been exaggerating before, but it was becoming clear that you really could distract Gale with random linguistic oddities. It was unexpectedly endearing. He liked clever people who could be derailed by tiny things.
He caught himself thinking so and tried to pull back from it. Gale could be interested in funny German words and interested in taking away everyone’s cages at the same time, however much January wanted endearing things and horrible things to be mutually exclusive.
He thought the minute-taking security officer sitting along from them might have been grinning too.
“Sorry.” Gale looked as if they’d been caught doing something wonky.
“Why do you ask?”
“Who Max left with,” Gale explained. “River.”
“Ouch.”
Gale lifted one hand to say, well, it’s what you get if you prowl around interrogating innocent bystanders about German.
January wondered what the truth was, because it clearly wasn’t that. If it were, the happy couple would probably have given the press a wave by now to say, Hi, actually, we’re not dead. “By any chance are you about to say, oh January, here are the keys to the rooms in the castle, use all of them except this one, it definitely doesn’t open the special dungeon where the corpses of my previous six partners are . . .”
“This all sounds shady as sin, doesn’t it,” Gale said bleakly. “I don’t know what to tell you. You can still back out, if you’d like to.”
It did sound shady, but now that he had been marinating in the idea for a couple of days, January had come to the conclusion that Gale was right: this was better than naturalisation. The decision to go to the facility had come from the part of his mind that wanted not to naturalise, but to be punished. Since Gale had told him straight to his face that he had done nothing wrong, the need to do that had faded from a seething boil to an only-just-noticeable simmer. He still scorched himself on it every so often, but he didn’t feel like he was burning alive any more.
The irony of being told by Aubrey Gale that anything was better than naturalisation was still clanging around his head. He still couldn’t marry it with their campaigns. And he still couldn’t think of a way to ask them without sounding like he wanted a war. It would be too much for now, certainly, after asking about Max. However light Gale’s touch was in person, they were still going to be January’s employer for five years. Pissing them off again would be a stupid way to start. Today was about trying to broker a peace as much as a marriage.
Yet again, Gale glanced into the corner of the ceiling, and all at once January understood why. They were so used to being filmed they were looking for the cameras.
“Better have a magic sparkle-cookie, really,” he said at last, because he believed in simple solutions.
He was too pleased when Gale laughed.
12 There were still quite a lot of news stories about the haptics going a bit wrong, as well. A disgruntled employee at the company which sold the implants had, on their last day, sent out a signal that made everyone with haptics experience the overpowering taste of wasabi whenever they saw or heard the name of the company. January had been at the train station that day, beneath a giant billboard advertising the things, and seen it first hand as dozens of well-dressed people wheezed into the closest cafés with streaming eyes to ask desperately for water. Everyone had found it very funny, except the government, who had fined the company to kingdom come and now legislated the engines very tightly indeed, which January thought was boring of them.
The Tiangong was a bizarre shape from the outside; it was a glass tower, but it also had gigantic rotating rings around its upper stories, which looked like some kind of infernal device that priests and alchemists had nightmares about.
But what they were, were gravity simulators. They were filled with rooms for Earthstrongers. It must have been spectacularly expensive to run, because the power you needed to make a whole chunk of a building rotate safely—and fast—was probably migraine-inducing, but the Tiangong was where diplomats and visiting royalty stayed, and so money was no object. January’s room was inside one of those rings. He spent the first few days of his stay in a semi-mad euphoria at being able to walk around without the cage and without worrying about it.
He was not a great fan of the other people who were rich enough to stay in the Rings; they were the sort of people who, on Earth, owned gold-plated cars and Pacific islands, here on stupid-luxury holidays that included private mammoth safaris on the Plains. But he loved the rotating view of Tharsis. He sat and watched it all spin past for an hour. You could see Gagarin Square directly below, all of the government district and the embassies in New Kowloon, and the nuclear tower in Americatown, where he’d lived, and the neon readout of the water tower at Tereshkova Wharf. The Rings were so high above the rest of the city lights, there were even stars at night. He saw Earth rise over the Valleyside.
Even aside from the Rings, he couldn’t quite believe that rooms like the ones in the Tiangong existed, anywhere. They looked like something from a palace, with sliding doors and fountains that whispered into lily-dotted channels along the floor, and a fridge full of free food and free champagne. There was even a note on the desk that said if you were an anxious sort of person, it might be helpful to visit the café downstairs, where your stay included a daily hug with one of five polar bear cubs, all of whom were friendly and whose mother had lived at the hotel for years, cheerfully catching fish out of the specially constructed lake on the ground floor.13 He visited; it had mist, and reeds, and everything.
But he didn’t manage to spend much time in the glorious room, or even in the polar bear café. His time filled up with all kinds of things.
First were one to one Mandarin lessons. Those happened at the university, which ran classes for diplomats. He could speak quite well, the gentle tutor said, but he was going need to read well too, and for all that lots of people relied on translation software, House Gale were scholars; they were traditionally the people who built the software, and software was only as good as the skill of people behind it. Even if you were marrying in, it was important to embrace the culture and founding principles of your House. And so he had endless drills, and piles of Chinese characters to learn every day, and more classes on top of that about how Tharsese was coming to be significantly different to traditional Mandarin.14 It harvested from Russian and English and Hindi, to the point that a lot of people weren’t calling it a dialect any more, but a new language.
There were history lessons too. He’d studied history at school, but only the famous stuff; that Empress Zhou had dismembered people and put them in big jars and that China’s momentary fall to the West in the nineteenth century had mainly happened because Dowager Empress Somebody was a famous idiot. But that had been out of textbooks, and he had spent most of the time gazing out the window and wondering how many scouts were going to be at the end-of-year dance show.
These classes, though; they happened in a special simulation cinema room like the one at the prison, and you could sit beneath a tree in the Han Dynasty and watch the imperial knights train, and listen to a poet recite the old poems like they were supposed to be, and see the New Year fireworks above the Forbidden City. He found he was sponging it in at an unbelievable rate, right from prehistory to the launching of the Song Ark, which had brought the first engineers and scientists to colonise Mars. He was steeped in it, which should have felt like drowning, but it didn’t. It was more like a hot bath. For the first time in a long time, he remembered how much like he liked learning things, properly, and how rare it was to be able to do that.
There was media training too. Tutoring on how to answer tricky questions in interviews, advice on how to speak well in public, battalions of lawyers reassuring him about things he hadn’t even thought of. Counselling on how to cope with intense media focus, and how to stay sane when you were being filmed all the time. A psychologist who specialised in (a) reality shows and (b) natural disasters took pains to make it very clear to him that those two things were of equal magnitude.
“Mind that you keep speaking to someone in English, too,” the psychologist said. “You’re living in Mandarin now. It can be a little shocking, how quickly you forget your first language in these circumstances.”
January had been feeling it already. Some of the things that had felt completely natural before were starting to sound bizarre now. His whole life, he’d said “all well?” to mean hello; but he kept snagging on the grammar of it now. All what, exactly, and well in the sense of health, or well like good, or was it both, and actually, where was the verb?
And just like it had after prison, but more so now, English sounded . . . grubby. It was full of rough sounds and too many consonants, so many that in the vaulting halls of the university and the Tiangong, where you only ever heard the quiet song of Mandarin, it sounded like some kind of fantasy language for trolls.
“I don’t think I have anyone to talk to,” he said, only understanding the truth of it as he was speaking.
The psychologist nodded a little, clearly making an effort to look neutral instead of worried. “Well. Senator Gale speaks English.”
January didn’t say, that would be marvellous if I ever saw Senator Gale. He didn’t. He hadn’t seen Gale since that first day at the Parakeet and Pickle, and he doubted that he would until the wedding. Gale had more important things to do than chat to him in Troll.
His favourite part, because secretly it had always been his favourite part in any preparation for a big show—and this marriage was exactly that—was the visits to the tailor.
Tailor: actually, they were a senior designer at a fashion house that was so terrifyingly haute couture that they only ever made clothes for celebrities. The building itself was close to the Tiangong, firmly in New Kowloon, which was the poshest district in Tharsis, all glass and lovely enclosed fountains and gardens. He was starting to understand that fountains, more than anything else, were status symbols: anything that used unnecessary water was a marker of wealth. Like always, someone from House Gale chaperoned him through, and took him up to a long, open studio. A photoshoot was going on already, with eight or nine models whose hair was dyed gold and who were, very carefully, going through a choreographed sword fight in incredible clothes that looked like they were made of floating chain mail.
He felt irredeemably drab, and cheap, and foreign. Not for the first time, he wished Gale were there, even though it was unreasonable to wish that. Whenever he was doing something big and new and worrying, he tended to latch duckling-like on to the nearest person who was nice to him and panic if they didn’t appear often enough.
Which was silly, for a grown-up of thirty-three who had crossed between worlds and who had once been the Swan King. It was amazing, though, how hard it was to pull yourself together when life was happening at you in your third language and at least seventy per cent of the time you were hazy about what was going on.
“Aha!”
It made him jump. Someone with very high platform shoes had just appeared from behind a set of screens, tape measure round their shoulders and notes written in pen around one wrist.
“You’ll be Mx Stirling? I was told to look for the young Earthstronger with the white hair and I thought, how intriguing, but . . . now that we’re talking I’m worried I can’t actually tell how old you are and that I might just be a racist?”
January laughed. “No, that’s me. I’m January.”
“Fenhua,” they said, looking relieved. “I’ll be doing your fittings.”
January relaxed. Fenhua was much less scary than he’d expected. And their shoes had little locks in the heels. When he asked about those, Fenhua showed him a silver key; you could put the key in the locks, turn it, and change the designs on the toecaps. They looked pleased with how delighted he was with that.
“So; so, so.” They talked fast, and he had to concentrate to catch everything. “The brief is to make you look classy, but the annoying fact is that someone who’s only six foot two but forty inches across the chest can’t look classy in Tharsis; if I put you in the kind of stuff the Senator wears, you’ll look like a gangster who’s just successfully robbed a bank.” They said it cheerfully and it made January laugh, because he had been thinking that all the way to the studio. “What you and I are going to do is come up with a new classy, based on older Earth designs but pulling toward Mars enough for people here to recognise the quality. So I don’t want to hide the cage or how broad you are. I want to show it off. Sound good?”
“You’re the boss,” agreed January, who automatically trusted anyone with shoes that good.
They did exactly what they said they would.
In some ways, everything they made was very Tharsese. It was long sleeves and heavy fabrics against the always-cold. But they used light colours, not the deep ones that suited Gale. Very light blue, creams, icy greens, and somehow they all made January less grey; and instead of just trying to fit the cage above or below, everything was designed around it. There were places cut out to show the spine or the complicated gauntlets, and echoes of the shapes it made in the embroidery. But the best thing were the linings. They were all silk, printed with old paintings from Europe. He had never seen some of them before, and it shocked him how lovely they were. He couldn’t say anything at first.
“Are you okay?” Fenhua asked, looking worried. “We can change it if—”
“No—no. Sorry.” He had to stare at the silk for a little longer. “All these—are from where I’m from?”
“All in the same thousand square miles, yes. Senator Gale called the director at the Louvre personally, to get permission to use these images.”
“The Senator did?” January echoed, perplexed. He had thought Gale had had enough of him. He wouldn’t have imagined for a second that they were negotiating with museums in France just to make him feel welcome.
“Oh, yes. The French would have turned me down if I’d applied, or even the company; you need to be royalty to get hold of this stuff. Europe was a real powerhouse for art at one time, do they not teach that?”
He shook his head. “No, they do, I just, I forgot . . . what having culture feels like.” That wasn’t right either. He hadn’t forgotten. He had never noticed what having it felt like. It had slipped away from him shred by shred, and he hadn’t seen it, or really perceived the loss, but here it was. And suddenly it seemed insane that he’d lived like this for two years, without—what? Fine things that came from where he was from, fine thoughts, and light caught in pigment and oil; none of it should have mattered, what mattered was having enough water to drink and enough electricity to run the cooker. But that was true, and it wasn’t at all.
He struggled to get the right words. “Without it you’re just an animal with clever thumbs, but with it, you’ve got . . .”
“Armour,” Fenhua agreed. They smiled. “That’s exactly what the Senator said.”
13 Her name was Ming, which meant “bright,” and if she took a particular shine to a guest, she had been known to bring them some of the fish, which was why all the rooms had an unexpected-fish-disposal service. Ming hadn’t come down on a particular theory about what humans were, but she suspected they were just rubbish, bald polar bears who were bad at hunting, and being kindly, she tended to try and look after them. She had been genetically engineered not to want to eat anybody and therefore had the run of the hotel—she had a collar with a master keycard on it—and one of her favourite things was to hide under the reception desk when the hotel manager was on duty, because even rubbish bears had to get used to being startled sometimes, on account of how it was important for general survival; and, on maybe a more self-serving note, she did think the noise the manager made when she played Surprise Bear was very funny.
14 River Gale had written a book about it. It was called Triglossia on Mars and the Emergence of Tharsese. January was hopeful for a minute until he looked it up and found that triglossia wasn’t a sort of dinosaur.
It was the day before the wedding that the hotel manager knocked on January’s door. When January opened it, the manager looked tight and scared. Behind them were two towering people in a severe, purple-sashed uniform he recognised but whose meaning he didn’t know. Nobody smiled.
“Mx Stirling, sorry to disturb you,” the manager said. “But these people have been very insistent. You’re being summoned.”
January looked between all of them, feeling tiny. There was no point arguing. This was clearly not a thing he could negotiate. “Where to?” he asked quietly, having visions of a deportation centre and a Crossing ship back to Earth. Whoever the uniformed people were, they were soldiers, or some kind of very serious police. Not House Gale. They were wearing different sigils—House Song. He didn’t know anything about House Song except that Song was the name of the Consul. Maybe they also ran part of the immigration bureau. All at once it seemed idiotic that he’d never gone to any of those meetings at work about what your rights were if you were detained. He’d just tried not to think too much about it, resting on the icy certainty that if they came for him one day, knowing his technical rights would be bugger all use.
“This way please,” one of them said woodenly.
It was early in the morning, and he wasn’t wearing his cage yet. “I’ll just get my cage on then.”
“That isn’t necessary. Now, please.”
An uneasy chill went across his skin. “No, I can’t, that’s illegal—”
“Now,” they said, in the tone of a person with a taser baton.
Even though the cage made him weaker, stepping out of the door without it made him more exposed than if he’d had to go naked. Going without it meant that if anything happened, if he even bruised someone, he was going to a labour camp, because he might as well have charged out with a loaded assault rifle. He couldn’t help hearing the judge’s voice again: second offence. Every step was going to have to be an effort not to use too much force. Worse, he had distinct and nasty feeling that the uniformed people knew that, and they were doing this precisely to make him worry.
He followed them silently, the back of his neck burning where the hotel manager stared after him, and trying to trace over the last month, and what he might have done to fall foul of them—maybe paperwork moving through House Gale and setting off alarms in a government office, or maybe the Prosecution Service had decided that he hadn’t spent enough time in prison, or maybe it was just that someone at the hotel had reported a suspicious Earthstronger in a suspiciously expensive room and this was some kind of fraud investigation.
The uniformed people didn’t explain. They stood too close to him in the lift, both of them head and shoulders taller than him, and then ushered him—not forcefully, at least—into a waiting car whose charging lights pulsed a soft blue as it soaked in solar power from the road. It reminded him of police sirens from home. Cars were tall here and he didn’t have to duck to get in. Inside, it was freezing, the heating set too low, like always. He hunched into his coat. When he tried to take out his phone to call someone from House Gale, one of the uniformed people took it off him and put it in a black bag.
The car only took them half a mile; around the length of Gagarin Square, past the high monument to those who died in the riot, and to the unnerving building that stood right opposite the Senate. Only government cars were allowed through Gagarin Square, and ahead of them, startled parakeets soared out of the way.
The car stopped right outside.
“Come with us,” one of the soldiers said, when January sat rooted in the seat even once the car door was open.
This was Jade Hill.
Probably Gale would have a few thoughts about why it was that everyone always called their government by the name of the place it sat in, January thought with a fever edge as the soldiers propelled him up the steps—too high for him—to the main doors.
Americans talked about the White House, Chinese people talked about Zhongnanhai, and here, about Jade Hill; even the ancient Egyptians did it, he knew hazily. Pharaoh meant “Great House.” Everybody across the worlds had the same marrow-understanding that after a point, it wasn’t people making decisions, but a kind of swarm intelligence, and the only name for it was the hive it lived in.
The place was strange because it was old. He knew a bit about it, from culture lectures on the Crossing. When the first colonists began to build, they could only build with what they already had. What they had were nine titan colony ships, the Arks; nine ships which carried about ten thousand human beings, and ten million plant and animal samples to start off ecosystems in the newly terraformed land. Five had come from China, which was why Mandarin had won in the competition for first language here, and why the final say on Tharsese law came from the courts in Beijing. They had taken those one of the ships apart—the Yushi, which meant the Jade—and built Jade Hill.
Even now, it held the ghost of spacefaring. Its towers had plainly once used to be corridors between habitats, and its fantastic arches were repurposed from those great wheels that once turned in space to forge artificial gravity.
The soldiers led him through corridors that didn’t look like they’d been built with any gravity in mind, into an elevator that twisted around an arch, and to an office that was open and airy, but very austere, just like the person hunched over the desk.
Consul Song was just as big in real life as they looked in broadcasts.
January went down on one knee, his heart revving like a jet engine. There were about eight more soldiers here, and every single one of them was watching him like he had a bomb strapped to his chest. He had never more intensely wanted to jump out the nearest window.
The Consul beamed and surged up. They were broad as well as tall, and more than anyone he’d ever met, they came with such an impression of coiled-up spare energy that they seemed as though standing up too quickly might ricochet them off the ceiling. They were wearing a green hoodie with, of all the reassuring things, a chocolate bar sticking out of the pocket.
“Stand up, stand up! Welcome to Jade Hill. How d’you like it?”
“I don’t, it’s very intimidating,” January said, feeling miniature and weakened, even though that was stupid without his cage—but it was because he didn’t have the cage—and fumbling with the Consul’s Mandarin. Gale’s was crystalline—it was so clear he could see everything in it always. The Consul had a much streetier way of talking—rougher, faster, full of slang, and he could already tell he was going to struggle. Not working class, because that would have been English, but . . . folksy. Nobody had given back his phone. He couldn’t even run the translation.
The Consul laughed. “All right, you lot, sod off,” they said, and the security officers grinned and ghosted away, suddenly normal people and not soldiers. Once they were gone: “Sit down, please. I know it was rude of me to just summon you here. I expect you’ve got an idea about why, though?”
“I—really haven’t.” He hinged gradually onto the edge of a couch that was too high, balancing awkwardly, but then in the end he had to sit cross-legged like a schoolboy on the floor of the assembly hall, hoping the dust marks from his boots wouldn’t be too bad.
The Consul landed opposite and pulled out the chocolate, which they snapped in half. They offered him one of the halves.
A part of him that must have paid attention to those myths of people kidnapped by gods and taken to the underworld made him shake his head, probably too emphatically to be polite. But his whole skeleton reverberated with it. Don’t eat anything. If you eat something, you owe something.
“You might remember this Aubrey Gale person you’re supposed to marry?” the Consul said, not seeming to mind at all. “The hate-spewing nationalist whose wedding about eight billion people will watch tomorrow, and whose general madness will look much more legitimate when it’s supported by the Earthstronger they victimised live on international news—ringing any bells?”
January waited, trying hard to tell if this was genuine good humour or the shark kind that manifested before someone showed you the special chair with straps on. That was the frustrating thing about trying to navigate life in your third language. You didn’t know all the little cues and shorthands, and to make it worse, Tharsis seemed to frown on anyone being at all expressive. It was too loud, too big, too threatening. Good manners really meant small manners.
The Consul paused. “That was me trying to be funny, but I feel like it clunked.”
“Are you deporting me?” he asked, because he couldn’t wait any more. He didn’t ask how they knew he was the one Gale would be marrying. It hadn’t been announced, but probably it didn’t take much, if you were Consul, to see that Gale was paying for his room at the Tiangong, and endless preparation for what could only be a very public entrance into the House.
“What?”
“Are you going to tell me I have to stop this now and say how dreadful Senator Gale is or you’ll send me back to Earth?” January elaborated.
The Consul looked honestly dismayed. “What? No, that would be—very illegal, there’s such a thing as human rights.”
January watched them at a tilt, balancing on saying that human rights were an imaginary thing that only worked if everyone agreed, and they only agreed if they weren’t upset or hungry at the time.
He took a breath to ask why he was here then, if not to be horribly threatened, but then he had to reconsider, because trotting through the open door there was, right now, a small pig. It looked happy to see them, and hurried over.
“Can . . . you see a pig?” he asked.
The Consul laughed and stroked the pig’s ears. It tried to get into January’s lap, plainly under the impression it was still a much smaller pig. “This is Alice. Aubrey sent a litter of piglets to the European Federation Embassy after it turned out their Chancellor had a pig-related adventure at university—”
“Sorry, Aubrey Gale did that? My Gale?” He hadn’t meant to interrupt, but he was too surprised not to.
“Oh, yes, they’ve got a cracking sense of humour once you get past all the pretentiousness and the fascism,” the Consul said mildly. “But anyway, there were loads of pigs, so I adopted one and so did lots of other Earth embassies and now we all get together and talk about our pigs. Resounding diplomatic success really. I love it when a prank backfires.”
Alice snuffled hopefully at their pockets. The Consul took out a packet of peanuts and gave a handful to January, and there was an interlude in which there was a lot of happy squeaking. January wondered suddenly if this was a small ploy; See, you really ought to trust me, look at my trustworthy pig.
“You know about Max, right?” the Consul asked. “You know what you might be walking into?”
January nodded.
He had fallen down a research rabbit hole looking into Max, whose proper name was Maksim Liu, a younger scion of House Song. Max had been a marine, the hardest of the hard, regularly vanishing on black ops somewhere out around Saturn for reasons the government was never at liberty to say. Then Max vanished along with the younger Gale heir, River, never to be heard from again. It was more plausible than it sounded, everyone agreed; if you were a marine then you could very effectively disappear, and if you could do that, you probably would, as a big up-yours to the person you were leaving. The police had cleared Aubrey Gale of any wrongdoing. January was on the fence. Not just on it; bolted to it. It did all sound reasonable when you looked into it, but he was pretty sure Gale could have made the mandatory adoption of pink wigs sound reasonable.
“That’s good,” the Consul said, “because . . . as I’m sure you know, you have no way out of this now. Even if I say, I’ll pay you lots of money not to do it and you say to House Gale you’ve changed your mind, you’re setting up an Earthstrong theatre in New Kowloon, thanks, I suspect Aubrey would make a big show of being magnanimous and then have you hit by a garbage truck so you can’t sell the story to the press.”
January didn’t know what to say to that. It had a horrible ring of truth.
“Come with me,” the Consul said. “There’s something I want you to see.”
“Oink,” said Alice.
“Yes, and you.”
“Are you going to tell me what it is and why you’re showing me?” asked January, who couldn’t help feeling it was bloody histrionic to announce something like that and not explain.
“No,” the Consul said happily. “Ruin the surprise, wouldn’t it.”
Probably they were just having fun; probably they didn’t mean it as a little power play to remind him who was Consul here. Probably.
Gale, he couldn’t help thinking, would have considered all of this to be in very poor taste.
What, said the voice in his head, you’d rather a good-looking nutter with classy manners than someone who’s actually right but also a bit annoying?
It sounded stupid when you put it like that, but actually it was a window into why Gale was so popular. There was a part of him that preferred the classy manners. He wanted to call that frivolous, but in fact it was the opposite. Frivolity meant something surface-level and easily scratched away, but this was down deep in him somewhere. It mattered that Gale was polite and kind in person. It mattered that the Consul . . . wasn’t.
You, the voice informed him crossly, are a garbage person. You deserve to end up stabbed in the secret sex dungeon Gale most definitely has.
The Consul led the way down more strangely tilting corridors, and explained that while surveillance was tricky from six million miles away, there was, out on Mount Penglai,15 a telescopic array that covered such a broad surface area that the images it generated could show particular mountains on a small planet orbiting Alpha Centauri.
What it could also show was anywhere on Earth, so long as everyone happened to be facing the right way at the time.
They stopped at a room that required a fingerprint scan to get inside and January glanced round at the secret service agents, alarmed.
“Just sign this,” one of them said, quite friendly now, and held out a tablet. “Official Secrets Act.”
January didn’t ask what was behind the door. Secrets, obviously. He signed it.
What the feed from the great telescope array was showing now was a huge line of fire across the United States. California, New Mexico, Louisiana, Florida, the whole South. The smoke plumes were so big they covered over cities.
It was projected across a wall in an otherwise dim room.
“How is it looking?” the Consul asked a group of people sitting around a central table. “Do we have a clear window again?”
All of them looked military, and they all stood up. January hung back in the gloom with the secret service people, and the Consul didn’t tell him to do otherwise. Alice sat on his foot. One of the Secret Service people knelt down and gave her a puzzle toy to play with.
“We do, for the next two hours. It’s much worse than yesterday. It’s now fifty-eight degrees Celsius on the surface,” someone reported. “We think everyone who can has moved underground; and everyone who can’t is moving towards the sea. But for some that’s a very long walk. We’re seeing convoys of people walking.”
The image zoomed in, and there were indeed people walking—all on the verges of the freeway, and only the verges, because the tarmac itself was gleaming and sticky. People were holding umbrellas against the heat, tugging little kids along in antigravity buggies. They must have been looking after one another’s children to give each set of parents a break, because some people were trailing ten or twelve, like dejected balloons.
“Why aren’t they driving?” the Consul asked.
“Because it’s so hot that the solar fabrics they use to charge the cars—well, they’re melting.”
“And there’s still nothing about this on their social media?”
“No. Total censorship, total shutdown of any image that even looks like a fire.” The general sighed. “A few things are getting through, people smart enough to talk about a traffic jam or an accident or something, but even those posts are vanishing almost before anyone can catch them. It looks like the White House means to keep this entirely secret.”
“They must know we can see.”
“They don’t care,” the general shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what we say, no one there will believe us. The news reaching U.S. citizens is all about bad traffic in California and summer internet outages, and how well it’s going against the Russians in Alaska.”
“Things in Alaska aren’t going well, are they?”
“No, they’ve fallen back almost entirely, but they don’t want their own population to know that. Two billion Americans, and only one billion of them put Namina Gray in office, and she knows what’s going to happen if the other billion hear bad things.”
The Consul pressed both hands over their face like a breathing mask. “It’s just staggering, isn’t it.”
January caught himself feeling irked to hear someone talk about it as if it were surprising. You needed to be very divorced from disaster, and very safe, and used to everything being lovely and fair and good, to be staggered. And then he half laughed at himself, because he sounded like one of those old men who told stories about how In My Day we all had to eat gravel and our fathers murdered us nightly and we were grateful.
“It’s called the illusory truth effect. If you hear something often enough, for long enough, you’ll believe it. Even if you originally knew that the information was false,” the general said wryly. “And the only thing Americans hear is that nothing’s wrong with their weather and Russia is losing.”
“How many people are being . . . displaced?”
“We think close to fifty million, but that’s literally just some of our analysts counting on grid squares and averaging. And what’s of concern to us is how many people are moving towards airports with interplanetary travel. China has already shut the border. Nigeria and Saudi Arabia look like they’ll do the same. Russia’s out, obviously. We’re going to see a boom in people-smuggling to Mars.”
The images were incredible; they might have been from drone footage taken directly above the roads. Everything the Consul had said looked right. There were cars abandoned on the verges, their solar canopies sticky-looking, some sparking fitfully. Not even that far away from the convoy of trudging people, maybe two miles or so, the fires were as high as the trees, slinging from branch to grass to house faster than January would ever have thought fire could move. By a white church, old-fashioned, all wooden, a big group of people were kneeling on the steps, not moving. Even though the fire was licking at the gate.
“What are they doing?” one of the generals asked.
The image zoomed in, but no one said anything. Everyone just looked puzzled.
“Praying,” January said, too quiet.
“What was that?” someone said.
“They’re praying. That’s a temple.”
The Consul nodded slowly. “Listen, all of you. I might not be in this chair in three months’ time. You might have five years of Aubrey Gale slamming the borders shut. But I’m in the chair right now, and those people are praying while hell comes up through the ground. This colony was built to answer prayers like that, and while I’m the one here, we’re going to. Let’s go and get them.”
January had to replay his memory of the words, because he couldn’t make them make sense at first.
Let’s go and get them.
Just like that.
With no warning, his throat closed up and he had to turn away, and he was standing there with both hands clamped over his mouth so that he wouldn’t make a sound. He couldn’t tell where it had come from. No, he could. In his mind, Tharsis was beautiful and rich and closed off. That he had managed to get here was a bizarre aberration that wouldn’t happen again.
But here it was. Someone who saw the neighbour’s house on fire and picked up the hose without charging for the water.
“We’re with you, Consul,” the first general said. “But something to consider is that we’re at aphelion. It’s going to take them more than two months to get here, even if we launch ships from the lunar docks today. If they get here, only to find a new government hostile to immigration—I mean, I don’t know to what extent Aubrey Gale would actually enact the policies they’re talking about, but we have to consider the possibility that a Gale consulate wouldn’t even allow them to land.”
The Consul was nodding. “I know. We’ll have to risk it. Thank you, everyone. If I could have the room now?”
January watched everyone else leave, ghosting by in the dark uniforms that were nothing like anything military at home. They were as heavy as senatorial robes, sashed sometimes with red or blue depending on which force they represented, he didn’t know which or why. They reminded him of priests.
He pulled his sleeve over his eyes, which were sore now.
Once everyone was gone, the Consul waved him into a newly empty chair. Like before, it was so high he had to curl up in it, because his feet didn’t touch the ground.
“I didn’t bring you in here to show off,” the Consul said seriously. “I just wanted you to see who is going to lose if Aubrey wins.” They sighed. “There is one water factory on Mars, only one, you know that better than anyone, and there’s no infrastructure anywhere outside Tharsis. No pipes, no roads. It would be great to send Earthstrongers to the far side of the planet, but we can’t. There’s no water, and no way to get them enough water. They land here or they end up in a desert. We can’t build another water factory, because guess which House would have to agree to supply it with the gigantic amount of power it would need?”
He lifted his hand to say, Yes, House Gale, I know.
“And it won’t be like the first colonists. There isn’t any money behind refugee ships, they’re not scientists and engineers and marines. They would have to survive with whatever they brought. People are resourceful, but what happens when we tell millions of people to do that? At what point does it just become easier to invade Tharsis?”
The screen still showed that white church.
January had to sit back in his chair and stop looking at it. “I know.”
“I know you know, but what do you think?” The Consul inclined their head. “Do you agree with Aubrey? Lock them out, make them fend for themselves—invite problems down the line?”
“Of course I don’t agree!” he burst out. “What, I’m marrying Senator Gale because I like them? I don’t. Gale is right, there’s a massive problem, and I’m dangerous even though I don’t want to be, but no one can tell me the solution is either to make everyone like me maim ourselves or sit on a planet that’s on fire.”
“So why are you marrying Aubrey? Money?”
“No. It’s the only way I won’t have to naturalise and I’ll have enough electricity and enough food all at the same time,” he said, feeling bleak that that wasn’t blindingly obvious. “Consul, why am I here? Why are you showing me all this?”
“Because,” the Consul said, with a pensive frown that seemed to say that the answer he had just given was somehow not what they’d thought it would be, “you’re about to marry into House Gale, and you’re going to be surrounded by people who say, as if it’s undisputed fact, that I won’t just be bringing refugees here on those ships, but probably a good portion of the Chinese army to shore up my consulship. That’s the real issue, you understand?”
“No. Sorry?”
“The relative harmfulness or harmlessness of Earthstrongers in general isn’t what this election is really about. What it’s about is that I support a continued union with China and the other states who built Tharsis; Aubrey is a nationalist who wants an independent Tharsis. Do you understand our legal position with regard to China?”
January took a slow breath and squashed down the need to say, do you really think that when I was studying Mandarin for hours every day and learning what refugees can and can’t do, and feeling space-sick quite a lot of the time, and then later when I was doing twelve hours a day at a manual labour job in a literally explosive water factory, that I went back to my room in the evenings and curled up with international legal codes? “No,” he said.
“We’re what’s called a Special Economic Area,” the Consul said. “It means we do have our own government and a certain amount of practical independence, but we pay tax to Beijing, who police our interplanetary shipping lanes and until recently, subsidised our infrastructure and healthcare and everything, really. It’s only in the last twenty years or so that Tharsis has become wealthy enough to support itself, see?”
“Okay?”
“I want that support to continue. Aubrey wants to break it off totally. Demonising Earthstrongers is a way for them to do that.” The Consul sighed. “I brought you here so you’ll remember those people praying at that temple, even once Aubrey’s put you through the Far Right Brainwashing Machine, and you’ll remember we’re talking about saving refugees just like you, not importing Earthstrong troops.”
January had to look at the floor for a second—it was a long way away—because in a small but strengthening prickle, he was starting to feel annoyed. The way Gale talked to him was sometimes blunt, a bit shove-from-the-dance-teacher-to-test-your-balance, but what was behind that, he realized now, was an absolute trust that he would keep his balance. Gale assumed he was as clever as they were, even if he didn’t know as many individual things. And they answered the bloody question, if you asked it. The Consul thought he was so feeble he’d be brainwashed soon. And they were not answering the question.
“Okay, you don’t want me to be brainwashed, but why?” he said. “Why do you care, why am I here?”
The Consul laughed, a big sudden laugh that made him jump. “You sounded dead like Aubrey just then. You’re here because I want to find out whether you’d give me a call if you learned something in the murky depths of the House Gale swamp that could help me win this election.”
He felt like he had when Gale asked him to marry them. He understood the words, but the meaning was so unlikely that it got stuck in his Sense of Reasonableness filter, the one everyone had because it was an evolutionary necessity. If one monkey thought another monkey had said to watch out for the falling cocks and looked around faithfully for chickens, that monkey got squashed by the falling rocks. You needed the filter that said: Yes, I know what I heard but it can’t be right.
Only every now and then, it really did rain chickens.
Today’s chicken seemed to be that he, January, was a significant enough figure in national politics for the Consul of Tharsis to try to talk him round.
All at once, he understood why Gale spoke so carefully. There was so much more weight on everything you said, if you were saying it not as some random factory bloke having a bit of a rant in the break room, but as someone whose opinion—mattered. It was as much of a shock as it would have been to land back in Earth’s punishing gravity. He was used to his muscles taking that weight, but not his words. It was paralysing. Feverishly, he thought it was a major omission to have a word for people from gravity three times stronger and inventions like cages to stop them doing everybody else a lot of damage, but not for people whose influence was a thousand times stronger. At least if you had a word for a thing, you could put a border around it and think about it properly, instead of flailing helplessly when you realized you were metamorphosing into it unexpectedly one Tuesday morning at Jade buggering Hill.
“What will happen to those people when they get here?” he asked finally, stepping from each word to the next very carefully, struggling under the new gravity. “If you’re still Consul, I mean: what will you do with them?”
“Build more Earthstrong-appropriate accommodation. Get them into the workforce. Try and reverse Aubrey’s naturalisation legislation. Try to make it easier to be Earthstrong in Tharsis.”
January hesitated. “Only—Senator Gale isn’t lying, about there being a problem. People like me . . . we do accidentally kill Natural people all the time. And I don’t know if that’s even the biggest problem.” He had to pause again, because Alice had shoved her head under his hand to have her ears stroked. “Anyone coming here from Earth isn’t just bringing themselves, they’re bringing God and gender too, and those things aren’t terrible, at all, they can be warm and good but that just . . . isn’t who you are here. Your whole way of life—I don’t see how you could prevent it becoming a little footnote in a history book by the end of this century. Which is going to make Natural people angry, which is why Senator Gale has a platform at all. How . . . will you deal with that?”
“We can’t. But that’s no reason not to do it.”
“Sorry?”
“The point of this colony was to get things ready,” the Consul said, tipping forward. Close up, it was like sitting with an intently interested lion, one that had decided for now not to eat you but would probably reconsider in due course. January had to concentrate to stay sitting up straight instead of shrinking back into his seat. “It’s taken a long time, but here we are. We’re ready. You’re right, of course you are. In a few generations from now, when everyone is in cages, the idea of Natural people will be a historical absurdity.” They smiled a little. “As it should be. We are here to serve those billions stranded on a dying world, not ourselves. We are the vanguard, and we are here to drop the ladder back down for the people who can’t make the climb alone. We built a little subculture in the meanwhile—and it is little, we’re only the size of Belgium—but that isn’t what’s important. Certainly it will make some people angry, but frankly, they’re cowards and I don’t give a fuck.”
January stared at them. He could see the lines around their eyes from laughing, and the ones between their brows from worrying. Maybe they were annoying and rude and graceless, but what they were saying was so noble he didn’t know how to reply.
On the screen, the church congregation were singing a hymn. It seemed mad that he could hear that live from another world. No; not quite live. There was a seven-minute delay from Earth. He might be hearing the voices of people who had already died. January watched them, not knowing what to say. It was such a vast, terrible, noble idea, and he didn’t know enough to know if it was right.
“So,” the Consul concluded gently, “if you can feed back information from House Gale to me, we can make use of it. Anything you see, any scandal, any shady dealings, maybe even something about Max—you would be doing House Song a great service.”
A thought he didn’t want uncoiled in his head and flickered its tongue at him. It said: Gale would have known what a church was.
“I don’t need an answer right now. But I do need you to understand something. The election is in two months, and just after that, a lot of desperate people from Earth will be here; and however unlikely it sounds, you might well be the kingmaker.”
January shook his head once, because he’d never liked big dramatic statements like that, but with a cold, wintery sort of dawning, he was starting to see that being dramatic didn’t stop a thing being true.
The Consul was watching him with what looked like sympathy. “I hope the wedding goes well tomorrow. I hope Aubrey isn’t as hellish as I think. If you decide you do want to help stop them: call me.” They pressed a call card and his phone into his hand.
He didn’t ask what would happen if someone from House Gale caught him. He didn’t know what had happened to Max, but suddenly, vividly, he wondered if it was something like this. Maybe Max had sat in this chair too.
January took the card, and the Consul closed both hands over his and held them. They were warm. He looked up, startled, and they smiled a smile that was full of sadness and warmth; it made them look like Val. He had to stare at the carpet. He would fall in love with anyone who was older than him and nice to him at the same time.
Of course, he was going to have to watch out for the same thing with Gale. It would be bloody typical to fall face first in love with someone who, in an ideal world, would lock him in a box and let Alice the friendly pig eat the key.
15 Olympos Mons on American maps, but whoever gets there first gets naming privileges in the real world, and although the Americans had technically started a colony on Mars first, China pointed out that this shouldn’t count because of how everyone there—having rather rushed the whole mission—immediately died of radiation. The original Mount Penglai was the same as the original Mount Olympus, though, in that it was mythical and where gods lived. January’s favourite thing about it was that according to the myths, it had a postal service run by bluebirds. In his opinion, people who wrote myths didn’t usually think enough about infrastructure.
You wore red to be married here.
There had been rehearsals, but going through the steps was no warning at all for the real performance.
January had never seen so many people in once place; not for the inauguration of presidents, nor the crowning of the Queen. Oceans of people, shimmering with photo flashes. Everyone in Tharsis must have come out to line the long, long road to the temple steps, behind legions of riders holding the banners of House Gale. Above everything, camera drones glinted and swam, each one glowing the colours of its broadcast station, casting luminous comet-tails into the dust streams.
Despite all the classes and the preparation, he had a weird feeling that he had no idea how he’d come to be here.
In one way, he felt very prepared now, and in another, strangely angry. If for even a fraction of his life before now he had been taught with this much focus, he’d have probably cured death by now. He’d often wondered how people like Gale came to be as powerful and as accomplished as they were, and here was the answer. If you spent your whole life like this, surrounded by people helping you do better, learn more, showing you the way, always, then becoming a senator was probably the least of what you could expect. The last time anyone had shown him the way was when he left ballet school for London. He’d been seventeen. People thought you were supposed to find you own way, and he had, too—he’d always been doubtful of people who said they could have been great if they’d just had the right education or the right opportunity because that felt like shifting the blame for being lazy—but if all this showed anything, it was that you could never go as high alone. Nowhere near as high.
In another way, seeing how they had become so strong made Gale less intimidating. They weren’t a scary genius who’d been born that way. They came from a factory designed to build scary geniuses.
“Nearly time,” Gale’s press secretary told him through an earpiece. They were directing from some media fortress where they could see footage from all the drones.
The Silver Temple made cathedrals look like dollhouses. In this courteous gravity, beams and pillars could soar higher than anything that could have been built even in the dreams of Rome. Along the front steps, the beacon fires were burning red. Standing as close as they could get, ranks of journalists were talking to cameras in as many languages as people spoke.
He had to walk alone. He and Gale were coming from opposite directions. There was a gulf of space between him and the nearest riders. The closest he had to anyone with him was the earpiece, and the drones that swarmed overhead.
“All right,” the press secretary said gently. “Three; two; one.”
The drums were the size of human beings, and the noise they made was something you felt through the floor as much as heard. The rhythm was slow, walking pace. It was the longest entrance he had ever had to make. Around him, the wind pulled at the red silk and bled and furled it to the side, and the drums thundered, and all he could think was that he was wearing more than he’d earned in his life, that even the gold-veneered cage they had made to fit over his wedding clothes was worth kingdoms, and then suddenly that he’d been wrong about this. It didn’t feel like a performance now he was doing it. It felt like a wedding, and he didn’t know a soul here. Except Gale, who was coming from the other direction. It was a stupid relief to see them.
When he met Gale at the altar, they held one hand out to him. He took it, and from the crowd there was a sound like the war in heaven.
As soon as there had been a decent interval, though, Gale let go and clenched their own hands together in front of them, out of view of the cameras, as though they’d just had to pick up something slimy.
In January’s pocket, hidden in one of the inner layers of the red robes, the corner of the Consul’s card nicked at his hip, a tiny promise that he wasn’t altogether alone.
After the ceremony, the celebration was at Songshu. House Gale never used private ships or planes because they burned so much energy; so they took the bullet train that climbed the Valleyside.
As the refugee ship came down through the atmosphere a year ago, January had seen the Valley walls. They were four miles of red rock. He hadn’t been able to get his head around it at the time. The reason Tharsis was built in the valley base was that with the extra four miles, the air was much denser down there. As they began to rise, one of Gale’s staff touched his shoulder and gave him a shot that they said would help his body produce enough haemoglobin to cope with the altitude. He was relieved. Most of England was below sea level. He wasn’t made for altitude.
As they glided up the vertical tracks, there were clear patches in the dust, and he could see the skyscrapers rising from the Valley floor, grainy and brown, then sudden stormy patches where there was nothing to see at all but the roiling particulates, dimming the sunlight to almost nothing. In those patches, the carriage lights cast his own reflection on the windows instead.
Four miles high. The entire Valley, all two and a half thousand miles of it, had been carved out by one massive flood millions of years ago, charging through the rock not over millennia but only a few months. The strongest wind was barely what would have been called blustery on Earth. Nothing eroded these rocks, and the gravity only pawed at them. They were still sharp, with none of the soft, waving patterns this sort of canyon would have had at home.
Though he wasn’t looking, he was aware of where Gale was, at the other end of the carriage, talking to some people he recognized. Probably journalists. It looked important. He wanted to go and sit with them, to at least be with someone he knew, but he didn’t think Gale wanted that. Seen and not heard seemed like by far and away the best approach for now—and anyway, as soon as they reached Songshu and all its cameras, the act would start again. Even someone as adept at it all as Gale must need some breathing space. Certainly January did. He felt like he was in the short break between the matinee and the evening show. All the minutes to yourself were precious.
However disorientating and mad it all was, it felt incredible to be back in a show again. In the cellar of his mind, a space that had been shut up for two years now was opening its doors and turning on the lights again. He knew how to do this. He was good at it. There was a rhythm to getting through an exhausting performance schedule. You breathed where you could, you remembered there was time between the acts, you learned to put the glamour and the glitter on a switch that could turn on and off when you wanted.
His phone hummed with a new message. It was from Gale, whose automatic contact icon was Au for Aubrey. It made him think of gold.
Still alive?
He smiled. He knew he shouldn’t be too pleased to have been remembered, because it was general Gale courtesy, not genuine concern, or he was pretty sure, but it was important anyway. Better than I have been for years.
Across the carriage, Gale caught his eye and bowed a little. He did the same, sad as suddenly as he’d been happy. The length of a train carriage was probably about the amount of space Gale preferred to have between the two of them. He didn’t know why it bothered him so much.
January realized someone was trying to give him a glass of champagne. Everyone was noisy and happy. It wasn’t a real celebration, but it was a real show, and it had all the zing of one that was going well.
He was still seventy per cent sure it couldn’t be this straightforward, something awful was going to happen, even though he had met forty lawyers who assured him otherwise and five million people had just watched him join House Gale. He had the same falling feeling he had when the refugee ship left Earth’s atmosphere: the moment of horrible sickness that marked when the engines would either work, or explode. Either way, there was no going back.
And then: sunlight. They were above the dust. Sunlight like he hadn’t even known you could have here, in a perfect unmarked sky. It was the altitude. Cloud level and dust level had come and gone. The light poured in, and he stood up, because he had forgotten how it felt to have real sunlight. Something in his bones uncurled. Below, the dust storm was a velvety blanket in the canyon of the Valley. Up here, there were only flitting little dust ghosts riding the wind.
The tracks glided from vertical to horizontal, and the train surged much faster.
Not far from him, that security officer from before was writing in the journal again, still studiously not talking to anyone. Something about them seemed odd and it took him a moment to realize what. They weren’t dressed up. They had on a rust-coloured jumper under a plain black coat, and their hair in a tidy but unembellished knot. All the other security people were in full House Gale colours. Those uniforms, which had vivid sashes and under-robes that flashed when anyone moved, looked like each one cost more than January earned in a season. He must have been wrong about who they were.
After a stretch of waving coffee fields, and the occasional glimpse of llamas, it all changed again. The coffee vanished, and instead, there was a sea of mirrors. Despite the rags of dust in the air, they were brilliant, reflecting the sharp blue sky with such brightness that he couldn’t look at them for long, even though his eyes had been made for strong light. The mirrors were arranged in great lakes, all tilted a fraction inward, towards mammoth towers that soared so high he couldn’t see their heights from the ground. Somewhere up there, something shone, beacon bright.
The train’s announcement chime sounded and an automated voice said: “Caution: you are now entering the House Gale Sun Fields. Do not try to leave the train. Temperatures even at ground level among the mirrors can reach fifty degrees Celsius.”
He could see it, too: the heat waving in the air as the mirrors channelled the fantastic high-altitude sunlight up to a point on those towers. The nearer to the top of a tower you got, the hotter the air would be—and, beautifully, ribbons of dust outlined those thermals. They were making fingerprint whorls in the air.
He had no idea how these things worked or what those towers did, but it was strangely good not to know. They were primordially weird, one giant spar after the next, field after mirror field, mile after shining mile. The sunlight was all being concentrated to the tops of the towers, he could see that, so it must have been heating something up there and that must have made electricity somehow, but it might as well have been magic. He didn’t want to ask. He didn’t get much in the way of magic.
Songshu, the word, meant “pines.”16 January had known that, but he hadn’t put two and two together, and so when the train passed into the shadows of a forest of titan trees, he twisted round, surprised.
The roots made arches so high the train passed comfortably beneath. It was slowing down now, and slowing and slowing, and then they were at the end of the line, at the foot of a shallow hill.
“It’s only a little way to walk,” Gale said to everyone.
January followed them out.
A path led away through the forest. As everyone else came out and laughed about difficult clothes and the cold, he stood looking around for a full minute, insides gone fluttery. Until now, the mission had been getting here, the wedding, all the build-up. But now; there was nothing ahead except what he’d agreed to in that contract. All at once, he didn’t want to go any further. He’d teased Gale about bodies in the cellar, but now that he was standing here, none of it seemed very funny.
When he started to walk, the cage felt heavy. Usually he wore it without noticing it, but he was having to push hard at its tendons now. He had to drop back behind the others and lean against a tree. He felt like he’d been sprinting. The bark felt funny under his glove and when he looked, he smiled, because someone had carved a very good bear there. It was a silly small thing, but it made everything feel more normal. Someone had come out here with a chisel and a mallet and a certain amount of confidence about not buggering it up. That was a nice human thing, not a terrifying Gale thing.
Having crept up behind him in total silence, a hopeful llama leaned over his shoulder to see if he might have been hiding some good grass. He laughed and stroked its neck. Dust puffed up from its coat and hung in the air. There were others dotted around, roaming about among the tree roots.
“Are you all right?”
Gale had been quiet too. It made him jump. Senators, he thought a bit wildly, ought not to come in stealth mode.
But it gave him a little hum of happiness too, which shocked him. The marriage was pretend, neither of them knew the other, he hated everything Gale thought and Gale hated everything he was—but they were married. He hadn’t thought it would mean anything, but it did. It mattered that they’d come back for him.
“Just—I don’t think that shot has kicked in yet. The altitude has, though. Don’t wait for me, they must want you up there.”
Gale managed, without speaking or moving, to pulse the certainty that nobody wanted that. “Let’s just go slowly. Whenever I came back here from college I felt like I’d been hit by a truck, it isn’t just you.”
January tried to crush down the dread that was building under his ribs. Altitude, just altitude. He was fine. And anyway, he had no choice.
A pair of bright drones floated down to look at them. With the barest, half-visible bow, one that said, Right, once more unto the breach, Gale took his arm, and they walked together. Beside him, though, through his sleeve, he could feel Gale’s bones gone tight with what he was almost certain was the need to run away. He wanted not to care, but it made him feel even worse than the altitude. He took his arm back.
“Don’t,” he said. “If you’re scared, please don’t. I know the cameras are here and everything, but I feel sick watching you make yourself do it. I don’t mean metaphorically, I mean actually ill, it’s . . .” He didn’t know how to explain.
Gale looked confused. “My being scared is my problem, not yours.”
“Who raised you?” January demanded. “Get away from me.”
Gale stepped to one side. “I don’t think I really understand what’s happening,” they reported in their straight frank way. It was such a balm after talking to the Consul yesterday that it made him smile.
“What’s happening is that it bothers me that you’re scared, so I would feel better if you weren’t scared. Stay over there.”
“But . . . why would it bother you?”
January blinked, then had to laugh. “When they teach psychologists about horrible emotional neglect in childhood, do they put a picture of you in the textbook?”
“What are you talking about? I—wait. I hear it,” Gale admitted. They paused. “Sorry, I’m just . . . having a bit of an epiphany about my own character.”
“No, no, take your time,” January agreed.
“It wears off, though, we think, the neglect?” Gale asked speculatively. As always, they looked bone-deep neutral, but January had spoken to them just enough now to have a sense of when they were joking.
“Yeah, definitely,” he said. “I don’t spend my life trailing devotedly after people who are much older than me because my dad didn’t like me, it’s all good.”
Gale looked they might be rolling the necessary gears to smile their real smile. “But don’t tell anyone that, it’ll go in the show.”
“Why?”
“I’m much older than you.”
January snorted. “No you’re not.”
“Nice, keep that up,” Gale said, and then opened their arm a little to say, After you.
The pines roared in the wind, and so did other things. Bending over the winding path, drooping under the weight of their own heads, were giant dandelions, the wind tugging their feathers loose. When one of the seeds fell just ahead of him, it glided a few yards and then landed with a thump, fully the size of his head. He brushed the feathers as he passed it. In the city they were terrible weeds, springing up through cracks in tarmac and sometimes reaching about the height of a person—dandelions liked low gravity a great deal, it turned out—but he had never seen anything like this before. Their stems were bark, more like trunks, but when he clocked his knuckles to one, it was hollow. When the next gust of wind rippled through them, more feathers and seeds took off.
The howl of the dust in the trees began to sound like great engines, the kind that belonged to things people were never supposed to go near to.
“There it is,” Gale said.
And there was the house; glass and stone and steel, with soaring cloisters that could never have been built on Earth. Everyone was beetle-sized against the towers. And there was something about them that suggested the architect had not been very concerned with up and down: walkways that swung at counterintuitive angles and glass elevators whose paths twisted in unsettling helixes. He had never seen anything so grand, and for a long time, he just had to stare at it, feeling helpless. If somebody had told him giants had built Songshu a thousand years before humans had understood fire, he would have believed it. He had never felt so tiny, and so unimportant.
He hoped that that was only the altitude talking.
16 January had a theory that getting to know a new language was like getting to know a new housemate. There’s a honeymoon period where you think it’s really interesting, but then you start getting cross with its annoying habits: like, that Songshu had nothing to do with Consul Song. Really, speaking properly and not with a terrible British accent, they were totally different “songs”; Songshu’s was 松 (loose, or release—literally, a pine is a “tree of loose things”), while Consul Song’s was 宋, as in the Song Dynasty. They were pronounced differently too; Songshu’s “song” was very high, in the way English speakers say “ding” when they imitate microwaves and elevators, and Consul Song’s “song” was downward and sharp, like “It’s just a song, moron.” But hearing the difference as an English speaker was a trial—not just a nice gentle among-your-peers kind, but more of the duck-him-to-see-if-he-drowns kind. January had spent a lot of time (usually very early in the mornings when he was trying to negotiate with the factory’s demonic vending machine) grumbling that a happy, friendly language who doesn’t want to horribly torture foreigners does not have one “song” that means loose, one that means a dynasty, an identical one to that which means “deliver” and “from,” and then even more “songs” that mean “eulogy,” “lofty,” and “advice.” But he would also have been the first to admit that English—the language which inflicted “yacht” and such insane constructions as “I will have gone” on much of humanity for many hundreds of years—doesn’t have any high horses to sit on.
When the first colonists came to Mars, everything was very well organised, and there was a whole network of satellites in orbit to forecast the weather and support the internet and so forth. But ten years into the programme, some people whose own personal bank accounts were far too large for anyone in their immediate or even distant acquaintance to be affected by it decided that Mars was too costly. What had started as a magnificent endeavour of humankind had ended up with infinite headlines about how repairing A Teapot cost the taxpayer however many thousands of dollars, and there was famine in California because the fires never really went out any more, and Beijing was annoyed too, and several new governments were elected with great relief after campaigning to spend bad Mars money on sensible Earth things, like food.
The Mars Met Office had been run by the same person for all that time. It was two hundred and fifty years, which sounded like a long time, although if you did the same thing every day, then it all had a way of blurring together, and lately, Ariel had started to worry that actually there were whole decades he didn’t remember very well; he’d just sort of floated about, feeling lethargic and sometimes playing silly games with Slava.17
In those early days, there had been a lovely shiny central office in town. But as the money vanished and the years ground into decades, the satellites crumbled in the solar wind, the forecasting system collapsed, and the Met Office had to improvise. So now, it was a little weather station perched on Mount Penglai, the highest mountain in the worlds, where you could observe the weather heading towards Tharsis a treat. It was painfully high altitude, though, and humans had a way of going mad and dying, so Ariel looked after it instead. They never had gone back to weather satellites, which was fine by Ariel. He liked the mountain, and he didn’t want to leave it.
So, forecasting came from his little station, and the few roving mining colonies that moved around the Plains. They logged data every day, so did Ariel, and that was that. It wasn’t very sophisticated, but weather on Mars was either (a) cold and dusty or (b) cold and less dusty, and there was no use spending a lot of money on it. Forecasting took so little time that his station was also an astronomical observatory.
Some of the time, when he wasn’t sitting in the new orbital telescope, Ariel had a body, with arms and legs, and he loved it. He spent a lot of time fine-tuning and updating it—it could taste now, which was fascinating—because it was lovely to think that this was how the people who had written his code centuries ago had all made sense of the world. Slava said that this was a lot like those people who went to special societies and reenacted the Civil War in great detail (any country’s civil war would do); the ones who everyone else preferred to avoid and who always somehow seemed much more likely than the general populace to end up squashed by a vending machine.
Ariel was nervous about that in principle, but in practise, he didn’t have a vending machine and so had tentatively concluded he was probably okay. And it was nice to go for a walk outside, and see and hear and feel like so many other people, and so that was what he did every morning. Every morning, the great barren expanse of the Plains stretched out below the mountain, and the weathervane on the roof of the little station pointed, nearly always, towards Tharsis. The city was directly downwind, and so any weather coming from Penglai would reach it within a few hours.
You wouldn’t know, to look. To look, this place was as untouched as it had been for a million years and more. The air in Tharsis was okay for lungs, but Tharsis was four miles below what would have been sea level, if there was a sea. Penglai was sixteen miles above; three times higher than Everest. There was so little air that the horizon was always a deep gem blue, and colours had brilliant, peculiar edges. Every morning, he was glad to see it, and every morning, he wondered how long it could last. More people were coming all the time, many, many more, and how many little decades could it really be before they found a way to make the air better for them in the high places, and in the great red desert below, there were sky harbours and apartments and all the rest? That would be good too of course, but part of him he couldn’t pin down hurt to think of this primordial wildness all lost. There was a reason mountains were holy, there was a reason Moses had heard the commandments of God from Sinai, and Ariel felt like he could get his fingertips over what that was.
Shuppiluliuma18 III, who was a cat bred carefully from altitude-tolerant snow leopards and hated being left out, always came on the morning walk as well, provided Ariel carried her in a bucket with a cushion in. Ariel was beginning to conclude that an important part of understanding the human experience was understanding the total human servitude to cats.
He was adjusting the cushion and therefore looking down when he saw what was right in front of him on the ground, and later, it made him feel cold to think how easily he could have missed it.
There were footprints in the orange earth.
Facing towards the observatory.
They weren’t his.
He stared at them for nearly a whole minute, because he couldn’t push it through his thoughts properly. To breathe up here, a human being would need an oxygen tank and a space suit.
To get here, they would have had to walk for miles. There was no aircraft that could land in air so thin. Helicopters fell out of the sky with nothing under the rotor blades, and no plane or shuttle could land on the mountain—there was nowhere level enough, and no way to take off again.
The steps led right by him, back into the observatory. He hadn’t seen anything at all.
Ariel turned slowly and crept back.
He tilted open the door and stood sideways to see inside. The observatory looked the same as it always did, with the telescope under the domed roof that could open to the sky, and all his bits and pieces scattered over the work benches. He set the bucket down, and Shoopy meowed encouragingly.
It took him a long time to work out what was missing.
Live in a place for two hundred years, and you stopped seeing the parts of it you didn’t use. It was completely possible to know on one level that you had a cellar full of experimental junk you hadn’t taken out in decades, and on another, to have no idea it was there, and no idea what was down there. He had walked past that door every day for a century. It was there and it wasn’t.
And, just by an inch, it was open.
And there was a light on.
Shoopy trotted past him, even though she’d never seen down here before, jumped onto the handrail of the stairs and slid down like she was auditioning to be Spider-Cat.
“Hello?” Ariel said quietly. He felt suddenly, vividly fragile. Yes, he could dive up into the satellites in orbit or sit with Slava in the servers of the Central Bank, but he didn’t want to, he liked this body, he had worked for years on it and he belonged to it now, but because he liked sparkly things, he had one glass arm to expose the intricate circuitry underneath and that was fine when there was nothing and nobody around to shove you down any stairs, but when there was . . .
“Ooowr,” said Shoopy, who was polite and always talked back if you talked first.
Nothing.
He went down too. Nothing looked disturbed, and it had no reason to be. Mostly, what was down here was the leftovers from old experiments, very early on in the colony, when terraforming had only just begun and millibar by painstaking millibar, they had squeezed the air pressure up to something a human being might not die in, then to hold water on the surface, then to hold cloud. There were banks of soil samples, rock core samples, ice from the poles—they had historical value if you were an especially keen museum curator maybe, but not in real life.
Except the storm jar cabinet.
Which was empty.
On Earth, if you released a very carefully altered type of silver iodide into the atmosphere, you made rain, because the clouds coalesced around the tiny particles. On Mars, there wasn’t enough moisture, even now, so what you actually got was a giant dust storm. Every fifty years or so, somebody wanted to try again, because the volume of water was increasing all the time on the surface—Tereshkova Wharf saw to that—but it had never yet been enough, and after a lot of nasty storms and a lot of bother, everyone had agreed they’d maybe better leave it a while yet. But he hadn’t thrown the containers away because—well—he didn’t really throw anything away, that was why you had a cellar.
There had been twelve containers left; inoffensive glass things, boring-looking, labelled in Ariel’s own handwriting with This is still a stupid idea, just like the last five times.
They were all gone.
Shoopy climbed into the empty cabinet and looked pleased, like she always did if she managed to fill up any enclosed space with herself.
“But they don’t do anything,” he said helplessly to her. “They just—why would anyone . . . ?”
The front door banged. He jumped. Just the wind, maybe, but the wind shouldn’t have been strong enough to do that, he had lived here always and it had never done that before. He ran back up the stairs, half expecting to find himself locked in, but he wasn’t, and the front door slammed open when he shoved it and tumbled out.
The observatory was built on the last of the mountain’s slope, just shy of the edge of the titan caldera. The air smelled wrong. There was something new in it, and when he looked towards where it was strong, he saw a shape on the cliff edge.
It was outlined in light, ashy particles that were already floating away on the breeze, wisping and hazing towards the Plains and Tharsis. The particles were dense, though, around that one place, and in among them, he could see, very clearly, a human figure: one arm out, holding something to the wind.
And then the silver iodide dust silvered away, and the shape was gone, and Ariel stood frozen on the rocks, not understanding what he’d just seen, but certain he wasn’t alone.
17 Slava was the AI of the Central Bank. Originally she was from Moscow. She’d got the job here after she’d locked the entire Russian senior cabinet in an office for two weeks until they sorted out the budget properly, cut them off from the internet, and activated nuclear blast protocols so that the police couldn’t even get into the building. Probably this should have caused chaos, but the cabinet was unpopular, and rather than rushing immediately to arms, everyone made half-hearted “Oh no” noises and got on with things, and embarrassingly for the Kremlin, the economy rather improved in that time. The Russians, understandably enough, had then banned AI; but people in Tharsis had thought it was a fantastic idea and invited her immediately.
18 A real king a long time ago, which was one of the things that made Ariel fundamentally like human beings.
January had thought the Tiangong was lovely, but Songshu made it look like new money trying too hard.
Just inside the foyer, on either side of the door, there were two weeping willow trees. They were actually planted there, roots bedded down with moss and ferns, old leaves and catkins dropping into two streams, real streams, running in channels built into a glass floor. He twisted back to look up at them, disbelieving. So much water. Just for trees. And fish: there were real fish in it.
He thought of his water meter in the tiny flat in the nuclear tower, always hovering around amber, never green. It had been different seeing the polar bear lake at the Tiangong; that was a hotel, for hundreds and hundreds of people. Gale, Gale personally, owned all this. In a way, it was disgusting. If you saw it on paper, as so many millions of gallons, it would be. Seeing it in real life, though . . . it was beautiful. He was glad it existed.
Gale’s demonic press secretary leaned down close to his ear.
“I know you’re probably putting together a giant rant about the obscene privilege of the upper classes and how the righteous Working People ought to stage an immediate revolution, but can you save it for your tell-all memoir in five years and right now this second try and look less like you want to kill someone?”
“I don’t want to kill anyone,” he protested. “It’s lovely. That said, when the revolution comes, this will be a great public park.”
“I can just see the No Spitting signs now,” the press secretary said, with a brilliant mischievous glitter.
January laughed, and beside him, Gale glanced down at him. They seemed surprised for some reason, though he hadn’t done anything loud or startling.
The open space went all the way up a great tower, and somewhere near the top, fireworks went off, inside, blooming golden clouds and bright smoke that made everyone laugh on the way in, and everything smell gloriously of gunpowder. He had a sharp unwanted memory of Fireworks Night at home on his mum’s vineyard.
More trees stood in a beautiful dining room, all of them in full blossom—and decorations, and people, and there was a dinner prepared by a team of worlds-class chefs brought in for the occasion. It was hard to follow all the conversations, because it was mostly people speaking Mandarin far too quick and sophisticated for January to catch. Somebody who he thought might be the Chinese ambassador was there, and some people from other embassies; other politicians from other Houses, celebrities, and after a while he tuned out and concentrated on the food, which was incredible, and then on a gigantic fluffy husky that put her paw on his knee. She had a tag on that said KASHA, which was Russian for “porridge,” but under that, some Chinese characters for ka and sha, which together meant, he was pretty sure, Coffee Monster.
A blossom petal fell on her nose and she sneezed and, looking embarrassed, hid behind him. Because she was a Mars dog, she was huge, and from there she could lean around and get her nose on Gale’s hip. Gale stroked her ears and gave her a piece of sushi, and then, seeming to realize that maybe if she looked sad at other people there might be more sushi, she hurried off to beg from the silent security officer who was always with Gale and who, despite the occasion, was still in that rust-coloured jumper.
Feeling worried that he shouldn’t, but starving now, he twisted off the gauntlets of his cage so he could eat. They locked on over your hands, twisting into brackets like manacles. It was possible to eat with them on, but because the steel strips went right over your fingers, it was hard, because you couldn’t feel anything. He set them carefully aside and flexed his hands twice, which felt peculiar. Unlike taking off the cage altogether, it didn’t make them feel light exactly, but it was noticeable, and straight off, his grip was much stronger. He’d have to be careful with the dog. He saw Gale watching him, and he smiled a bit to try and reassure them. They didn’t look worried, but he knew them just about well enough to know that how they looked and what they felt were two completely separate things. They said nothing about it and turned back to the Chinese ambassador.
It was only when he picked up a set of beautiful silver chopsticks that it floated to the top of his mind that everything was easier than he’d expected. It was a weird thing to notice, an absence of difficulty, but it was distinct, and it took him a good few seconds to trace what it was. When he’d seen the Consul at Jade Hill, he’d been uncomfortable all the time because it was freezing and the chairs were too high. But there were no chairs in here; everyone was sitting on the floor at traditional low tables, which had heating filaments underneath. And the chopsticks, and the glass, and even the plate in front of him—they were all weighted for him. He turned the glass around to see the stamp on the stem. It wasn’t from the Earthstrong Living company, the one that did basic stuff and thought he didn’t want to drink coffee. It was handblown; the maker’s mark was an Italian name. Everyone else’s, now he was looking, was different.
He looked across at Gale and almost said, did you have this made for me, but then realized it would have been a stupid question. Of course it was made for him. He nearly burst into tears. He couldn’t remember when he’d last felt so welcome.
God, he needed to pull himself together. If a person who wanted to cripple him could win him over with nice clothes and specially made cutlery, he deserved to end up naturalised.
He blinked hard, because although it was only just getting dark, he was exhausted. Altitude. His head was filling up with fog.
Gale leaned a little to catch his eye. Even though the two of them had been sitting side by side, they hadn’t exchanged more than a couple of words. Too many other people were talking to them both. “Shall I say my leg hurts and we have to go?”
“Oh, but—you seem like you’re having a nice time?”
“I’m glad I’ve been convincing, but nobody has a nice time trying to talk to the Chinese ambassador,” Gale said, and the honesty made January smile.
“She does seem . . .” January hunted for something Tharsese and diplomatic to say.
“Like the most boring human ever to have lived, having transcended making people just die of boredom but to projectile-haemorrhage it Ebola-like to others nearby; yes she is,” Gale agreed, bowing a little to someone passing by, entirely straight-faced, even while January slid down onto his tailbone trying hard not to look like he was dying with the effort of not laughing. “Let’s go. I’ll show you your room.”
He would be staying on the third floor, in a room with specially reinforced fittings. There were portraits on the walls of previous Gales, going all the way back to the first colonists, but it was the most recent one that made January hesitate. It was Aubrey and Max, and River, all together. They were all the same age. But he couldn’t tell who was who, between Aubrey and River. Neither of them looked particularly like his Gale.
“You look different,” he said.
“I don’t wear filters any more,” Gale said.
“Filters?”
“Ah . . . virtual . . . overlays,” they said, like they’d never had to explain it to anyone before. “People make themselves look different, they do it instead of—I guess you have plastic surgery?”
“Just on pictures though?”
“No, always. You’ll see if you look at people through your phone.”
“Oh,” said January, disconcerted to think that what he was seeing and what everyone with lenses was seeing were different things. He’d thought it was just virtual extras, like signs and subtitles.
In the middle of the picture, Max gazed out quietly, looking the way people from Great Houses were supposed to look. Cultured, well dressed, tall, slim, glamorous. Beneath the military dress coat, they were wearing—it looked like a necktie from any distance—a rope of pearls, looped round and round, just showing under their collar. That kind of person . . . they never vanished. Someone noticed them, somewhere. Maybe Max was alive, maybe he was wrong and if you were clever enough you really could just disappear altogether, but in this day and age . . . he didn’t think so.
It took him a second to realize that while he was studying Max, Gale was studying him. It was less alarming now than it had been to begin with. It was still an oil-rig drill of a stare, but he was getting a sense that Gale didn’t do it on purpose. They were far too courteous to pull stupid tricks to make other people feel small.
“Wondering if you need to hit me over the head with a shovel and bury me in the garden yet?” he said cheerfully, because if you’d married someone who might have killed their last partner then there really wasn’t any point in edging around it like a worried rabbit. “What could he uncover? What if he finds the special secret dungeon? What if he talks to a cleaner I forgot about?”
Gale kind of laughed. “No. I . . . think I’ve dispatched all the chains and errant cleaners.”
That, thought January, was a real Rubik’s cube of a joke.
Probably ill-advisedly, he quite liked it.
The room Gale took him to was easy to remember, because it was opposite a glass wall that looked into an incredible courtyard. It was densely packed with a whole bonsai forest, the trees only a little taller than him, tiny streamlets running over rocks and moss and vines, and among it all, hummingbirds floated among purple flowers. One of them reversed out of a flower to have a look at him. Reversed. He had never seen a bird fly backwards before, and it looked impossible, only, there it was.
The room was bigger than January’s whole apartment, and it had a view out over the house. He could make out other rooftops, and then the great pines.
There was a camera in the corner. He smiled at it. He was looking forward to coming up with fun ways to screw with the producers, who fully deserved it if they were putting cameras in bedrooms. He could feel some erotic fruit displays coming on.
Because he had seen too many movies, he scanned around for any sign that this had used to be Max’s room, having visions of clues left scratched in the skirting boards or a trapdoor, or finding that Max wasn’t dead after all but locked in the attic and prone to sneaking down and setting fire to people they disapproved of; but there was no sign of anyone’s personality in the space at all. If there ever had been, it had been cleaned away, and there were no interesting trapdoors either. Just a lovely array of plants in glass pots, a tabletop fire with real fire, a basket full of fruit and expensive chocolate, and a proper coffee machine.
“Well,” Gale said, turning up the thermostat—set, as always, far too low. “I’ll leave you to it.” They paused, and floating in the air between the two of them was the somehow abrupt fact that as of now, he was living here, and they were going to have to see each other all the time, and start the whole bizarre show of the story to come. “Anything you need, there’s someone on the security desk all night.”
“Actually—Senator. There is something.” It wasn’t in the script for today, and no one had reminded him that he needed to do it, but he didn’t think that that was because everyone was feeling tolerant. They’d either forgotten, or else they didn’t know about it at all. “This is going to look silly but it’s important.”
“What is?”
January went down on one knee and held out the key to his cage in both hands. The oath was formal, legally binding, and therefore Mandarin. He had had to repeat it again and again on the voyage here; that, at least, they made certain you knew by rote. “This is for you. To return only when you feel safe, and . . .” He had to pause, because the irony of what he was about to say had clanged into him. This close, and from the ground, he could see that Gale still tended to keep all their weight off the prosthetic. “And it disturbs no unquiet thoughts.”
Gale took the key without touching him, just lifting it from his palm. “Thank you,” they said, very quiet, perhaps irony-deafened too.
January sat back on his heels.
“I didn’t know that was real,” Gale said.
January smiled, a bit thinly, drowning in the awkwardness of it. A small but important part of him had wanted Gale to realize that this meant he wasn’t dangerous, he would never hurt them, or anyone, and everything was all right now; even though he knew that was idiotic, because of course you couldn’t have a limb torn off by an Earthstronger and then come around to a new Earthstronger immediately just because he was polite. “It was the first sentence of Mandarin I learned.”
“The first,” Gale echoed, as if that had touched them unexpectedly. “How does it work, though? You can’t sleep in a cage.”
“You can. Some people do it all the time.” January held his arm up to show how flat the ligaments lay to his skin. He had changed out of the incredible ceremony things just before the dinner, into a fractionally more practical set of clothes that let him wear his normal cage underneath, cut out in places to show that he was. He understood the question suddenly. “You—do not have to give me that key every night and have a person who may or may not sleep-strangle bystanders prowling about the house. This is your house and you give me that key when you are comfortable to and not before.”
Gale inclined their head slowly. Their hair was bound back partly with red cord and gold, but still loose enough to fall heavy over their shoulder, down to the red wedding sash. “May or may not?” they said, with a spark. “Do you not know?”
“Afraid not,” said January, and realized he had just confessed that he had never lived with anyone before.
To Gale, and to half the country who’d definitely be watching this later.
“Thank you,” Gale said again. It sounded different this time. Less sceptical.
He shook his head, not liking the idea that Gale was thanking him for performing a very basic courtesy as if he were doing something wonderful.
There was a long pause, and then Gale held both hands out to him. January stared at them for a second, because it was excruciatingly clear that Gale would have preferred to be chased by wolves than touch him, but he couldn’t say no. It would have been patronising to say no, it would have looked like he thought Gale wasn’t strong enough. Very, very lightly, he hovered his own hands above theirs and did his best to make it look like Gale had pulled him upright. The moment he was, Gale clasped both hands behind their back. Anyone with a less iron command over themselves would have crossed their arms and stepped right away.
“Well. I’ll see you in the meeting tomorrow,” Gale said and, with an exactly correct bow, moved away. His lungs filled with a tight anxiety that somehow he’d made everything worse. He wished he could ask why, but the cameras were still swimming all around them both.
In January’s earpiece, the strained voice of Gale’s press secretary said, “Mx Stirling, can you come to the production room please?”
He wondered if he should just go and drown himself now to save them the trouble.
The production room was a long gallery on the floor above. It had a window that looked down onto the great atrium, and on the opposite wall, screens and screens as clear as mirrors, showing all the camera feeds from around the house. Dread crushed his ribcage inward. He was going to get a yellow card warning about not going off script again, and then they were going to mention politely but forcefully that this could always be a story about a marriage going horribly wrong if he was going to be difficult.
Mx Francis, the press secretary, was the one who had made January talk to Gale at the factory. They were one of those people who seemed very nice and reassuring, but who January knew—from long experience with armies of identical copies of them in London—were actually cut-throat first-class bastards who would do almost anything to make sure you did what the boss wanted you to. They were always exactly the same type of person, whatever country you happened to be in. They were always young, pretty, charming, they always had upsettingly expensive shoes, and with no sarcasm at all, said things like hurrah.
“I’m sorry,” he said, instead of hello, “but I had to do it. It’s the Senator’s house and—”
“That was superb!” Mx Francis shouted over him, beaming. “January! That was so much better than anything I could have come up with! Is that oath a real thing? I had no idea!”
“It’s real,” January said, shocked.
No wonder Gale had been quiet. If they hadn’t known what it was, they must have been wondering all the while if January was making some passive-aggressive joke. A tidal bore of hopelessness rolled right through him. No matter what they said to each other, and no matter how good January’s Mandarin became or Gale’s English was, they were never going to understand each other. There was too much between them. They’d got the tin cans and the string, but that, realistically, was the best they were going to manage.
He would have given an awful lot to do just a little bit better than the tin cans.
Mx Francis didn’t notice. “Hurrah! Sit down, we’re having some wine, you tiny genius.”
Sasha Martinez, who was Gale’s head of security, took the night shift. Heads of security didn’t need to do that, but Sasha had a bone-deep dislike of asking the younger officers to do it as if it were meaningless grunt work. If you looked at the history of break-ins, thefts, and even murders inside any one of the Great Houses, they almost always happened after ten at night. Sasha didn’t think the dark had anything to do with it. Anywhere with money was lit up like a carousel at night. What it was, was that it was very hard to stay awake at night, and very quiet, and very boring, and on some nights in winter when you didn’t want to leave the security office and its glorious heater, you could probably miss a whole mammoth herd letting itself in quietly and sneaking into the kitchen.
It was fine having an Earthstronger in the house.
It was.
Fine.
January seemed to be a very manageable, polite person, if you could get past his sinister sense of humour, and when Sasha saw the footage of him going down on one knee to give Gale his cage key, it had been a relief, mixed up with a strange kind of sorrow. Seeing chivalry always made them sad.
But, however chivalrous and gentle, a giant polar bear was still a giant polar bear, and an Earthstronger was still an Earthstronger, but more nerve-racking than a bear, because you couldn’t shoo a Senator Consort out of a room with a broom. The background checks had shown that January had never had so much as a speeding ticket, been respectful and quiet since nursery school, and nowhere, at all, had even the most diligent searches managed to come up with anyone who had anything bad to say about him, except a dancer called Terry. Terry said January was a right prick who had fat-shamed him for eating too much cake. Not out loud, obviously, but he gave you looks, and managed to wear support bandages on his wrists for the overhead lifts very conspicuously.
After that call, Sasha had to have a bit of a sit-down in order to get past the horrible image of January trying to lift Giant Terry, who wasn’t fat, but was built like a water buffalo. It gave Sasha a new fear of the strength of January’s bones. Somebody who could lift Terry over their head could probably break a normal person in half if they breathed too heavily.
Anyway, looking annoyed was clearly the worst thing January had ever done. It didn’t matter. He could still do something bad, if he hated the Senator enough, and Sasha wasn’t convinced that he had magically forgotten being torn apart on a live broadcast and then sent to prison.
So, Sasha walked the night watch, zigzagging up and down the residential floors, and trying not to fret.
Early on in the night, there were still people around, mostly drunk from the party. But once two o’clock came around, the stragglers were less frequent, and after three, the place was quiet, apart from the last of the really determined drinkers still in the dining room on the ground floor.
Sasha passed the Senator’s door every hour, for no particular reason except to quiet down their own nervy thoughts. It wasn’t as though January could go on a rampage from inside a locked cage.
As they sometimes did on the fifth floor, doors opened and closed by themselves. There was a hint—this was normal too—of a smell that didn’t belong. Nothing bad at all, they were never bad smells. Sometimes it was wine. Sometimes it was laundry powder. Today, it was an outside scent—cold, dust, the leather of a heavy-weather heat suit. If Sasha had had their eyes closed, they would have assumed someone had just come in from the frozen night outside and walked straight by them, but of course they hadn’t.
It had started a couple of years ago, and since then Sasha had investigated every draught and circuit in the house, and scrutinised every camera feed, to no avail. Quite factually, Mx Francis said Songshu was haunted. It was easy to scoff at, until you were in the corridors in the witching hours.
Sasha had always tried to crush any ghost rumours. It would only fuel speculation about Max. But right down deep in their skeleton, it was unnerving, however loudly they said to other people it was just a weird old house with a funny airflow.
So it made them jump when, at five, the Senator half fell out of their bedroom door, ashen.
“Senator! Are you all right?”
“What? Yes. Yes, I’m fine. I, er . . .” Gale sighed. “I have trouble sleeping.”
“Trouble,” Sasha echoed. It was one of the things they loved about Gale, but which was also terrifying when it was your job to look after them: that Gale was one of those people who would call being murdered “inconvenient.” They shied away from grand words like “terror” and “tragedy.” If you watched a news broadcast about anything bad with Gale, it could be quite funny. The victim wasn’t viciously shot; they were shot, shooting in itself is vicious, and no, they didn’t die tragically, death is tragic, show me someone dying untragically if it doesn’t involve a selfie and the precarious bit of Machu Picchu. And so, when they said things like “trouble,” Sasha was inclined to interpret that as “blinding horror.”
“Sleep paralysis,” Gale said unwillingly. Even in hospital, before the prosthetic, they had hated admitting to being in any sort of pain. Sasha had had to threaten to force them to watch a dubbed edition of an American superhero movie19 just to make them use the morphine drip. “I wake up in the night and I think something’s kneeling on my chest, only when I turn on the light there never is.” Kasha hurried out of the open door, looking purposeful. “Not the dog,” Gale added, reading Sasha’s mind.
Kasha, who had always been peculiar, sat down facing the wrong way, looking up at someone who wasn’t there, pretending with her whole being to be pleased to see them.
“She works hard, she’s allowed imaginary friends,” Gale said, but they both paused as Kasha shot off after something invisible.
Sasha wished Kasha wouldn’t do that on the nights with the doors and the strange smells.
“Let me take you up to the infirmary, Senator,” Sasha pleaded, knowing the answer would be no. “Dr Okonkwo must be able to give you something. It’s a special sort of hallucination, isn’t it, sleep paralysis?”
Incredibly, Gale hesitated. They looked much younger when they did that.
“Please. Something’s not right, if you’re waking up scared at five in the morning.”
Neither of them said, Well, marrying an Earthstronger after being ripped in half by an Earthstronger will probably do the trick.
“Dr Okonkwo already knows, they think I just need therapy,” Gale said, as though Dr Okonkwo had suggested essence of powdered rhino horn. And then, very quiet, “Good night, Mx Martinez.”
“I wish you’d call me Sasha,” said Sasha, feeling painfully, helplessly protective.
“You’ll have to call me Aubrey, then.”
“No.”
Gale gave them the ghost of a smile, tipped a very slight bow, and pressed the door closed.
19 Gale thought that people who were too lazy to read subtitles should be disposed of and made into nutritious mulch for crops.
Ariel had never spoken to this Consul before, and as he waited for the security people to put his call through, he jittered. He tried to play with Shoopy to distract himself, but she told him to go away in Cat and curled up in her bucket with her tail towards him. Trying too hard to bear in mind that there would be an after—an hour from now, he would already have told the Consul that a ghost had stolen a jar and now there was going to be the storm to end all storms—he turned on the news and jigged pointlessly.
Wildfires in America; worse than they had ever been. Fifty-eight degrees on the ground and it wasn’t even full summer there yet. The news people were using footage from reporters on Earth, filming from helicopters, because cars had stopped working. The tarmac on the roads was black mush. The story cut to local seaports, which were normally tiny sleepy harbour towns where the most bustle there ever was, was when the one local duck had ducklings. They were all heaving with people. Thousands and thousands of people, trying to take tiny boats north to Alaska, which was a doomed idea, because the war there wasn’t going how the White House said it was at all. They were going to run straight into the Russian navy.
China was dithering about sending help. So were the other rich countries; even Saudi Arabia, and Nigeria. Not wrongly, their ambassadors and diplomats were all finding different ways to say, Look, we’re already trying to feed too many people. We’re only doing well because we know how many we can cope with, and we can’t cope with any more.
Aboard a ship in orbit, which was the nearest they could get without dying of cardiac arrest in Earth gravity, the Tharsese ambassador said gravely that Jade Hill was sending ships, but for everyone listening from America to bear in mind that making the Crossing on any vessel not certified by the Tharsese navy was illegal.
Ariel doubted that anyone trying not to be incinerated would care much about the technicalities of interplanetary naval law. Even when there weren’t wildfires, hundreds of people died every year trying to do exactly that.
“Hold for the Consul,” a voice said suddenly, and Ariel dropped his tea.
For Ariel, the Consul appeared in the middle of the observatory, and for the Consul, Ariel would appear in their office at Jade Hill.
“Ariel, hello. This is a surprise, we don’t often hear from you.”
Not for about eighty years. Ariel tended not to have much to report.
“Consul, I, er . . . I’m afraid—I don’t altogether know how to say this.” He had tried to practise, but it had been hopeless. “There’s been a—break-in, here. Someone took a very dangerous substance. It, er—it was used in early weather control experiments, catastrophically. And it’s been released into the atmosphere.” Yes, that was good, he didn’t sound like he was going loopy here by himself with his cat and his telescope.
He was nine tenths sure he wasn’t going loopy. He had done all the right checks, and there was no history of artificial people going mad, but it wasn’t as though there was exactly a long history of artificial people to call upon.
“I think we’re going to have an—an extremely bad, extremely long dust storm in the very near future.”
It was the I think that made it art, he thought bleakly.
Right outside the observatory window, right now this second, he could see a tornado forming. Slow, in this gravity, but therefore vast.
“I see. All right. Well, thank you for letting me know, I’ll take it from here.”
“Oh, thank God.”
The Consul smiled. “As you can imagine, it won’t do anyone any good to announce that this storm is artificial. People will assume it’s aggression from Earth and we’ll see a rise in hate crime. Particularly given the timing, with the crisis in America. Do you see?”
“I see,” Ariel promised.
“I imagine you’re going to get a call from House Gale at Songshu before long, when they notice their solar power isn’t working as well as it should. Make up a normal reason for a storm. Under no circumstances admit to anything you’ve just told me, or Aubrey Gale will hurl it across the news cycle for weeks. People could die if Aubrey works up their supporters enough.”
“Yes, Consul. But—um—pardon me for saying, but you seem awfully calm. I don’t . . . have a big dust hoover up here, you know, I just have a few barometers and a cat in a bucket.”
“I was wondering about the cat in the bucket,” the Consul admitted.
“Rowr,” said Shoopy, archly.
The Consul said “rowr” back, looking entirely serious, then lifted their eyes to Ariel again. “I know there isn’t anything you can do about the storm, don’t worry. We’ll find a way to cope.”
Ariel felt off balance. “Consul—the last time this happened, it lasted for six months, and three out of the first four colonies perished because of it. It—it’s going to be very bad.”
“I know,” the Consul said gently. “Leave it with me. Thank you for the call.”
They cut the connection, and Ariel sat staring blankly into space. That wasn’t how he’d thought it would go. He’d thought there would be investigations and diagnostics and people yelling, and someone going through his coding line by line to see exactly how bananas he’d gone up here by himself, and whether it was enough to have accidentally started an apocalypse. He’d thought there would be Senate hearings and subpoenas.
There was nothing.
He slumped back in his chair, part relieved and part disconcerted. He couldn’t tell what had just happened, but what did seem pretty clear was that the only person who had been surprised about the theft of the storm jar was him.
Shoopy, who liked background noise, poked the button on the screen to turn the news back on, and curled up in front of the footage of the wildfires.
Mx Francis and the production crew had decided that they could reach a lot of people now if they could film January dancing; just an ordinary practise, but work it into the show as a way to help people get to know him, in a nice cultural way, rather than a steal-your-wallet-behind-a-convenience-store way.
The light, they said, was perfect early in the morning, and he was so excited about it that he was vibrating. He hadn’t done any proper exercise since arriving on Mars, unless you counted lifting heavy things at the factory. You couldn’t really go running in Tharsis, as an Earthstronger; you just scattered terrified people even if you were in a cage, and while there were some Earthstronger gyms, they were invariably fronts for organised crime and full of people who looked like they might feed you through a wood chipper if you got in their way.
There was an ice rink in Songshu’s sports complex. And a gym, with beautiful surround-film treadmills so that you could run in the forest, or on a lake trail if you liked. There was a rock climbing wall, tennis courts, other courts, and then, right at the far end, one wall looking into another enclosed garden of red bonsai trees and tiny streams, a dance studio.
“Listen,” Mx Francis said to him as the producers flew the drones around, taking light levels and sound levels, “I’ve been watching our footage, and I’m just wondering if there’s any way to set your cage to be a bit less obvious?”
“Obvious?” echoed January, starting to smile, because Mx Francis was the one who’d put him in skintight black that showed every single joint of the cage. Long sleeves, though. He had a feeling that showing your arms was indecent here.
Mx Francis, incredibly, looked awkward. They had long cornrows, and now, they were tying reef knots in the ends of some. He watched, half fascinated and half worried. People like Mx Francis didn’t fret about anything except giant publicity catastrophes. A crocodile could amble in right now, making numnumnum noises, and Mx Francis probably wouldn’t think anything about it except what a fabulous pair of boots it would make. “It’s just, um . . . you’re—obviously lovely, but it’s not the most—subtle? look, and if you could perhaps change the settings to something a bit lighter—”
“That’s naturalisation,” he said, confused now.
“No, not naturalisation, just a bit, just to bring you in a little narrower—”
“You mean lose weight.”
“Right.” Another reef knot. “Only for an environment like Songshu, the optics just seem—not quite as—elegant as—”
Someone else clapped Mx Francis’s shoulder. They were shorter, maybe only third-generation Natural, and more rounded and homely-looking than most of the desperately chic people here, but they seemed, even at first glance, like the kind of person who was probably a lot bigger on the inside. “They mean a good chunk of the internet thinks you look like a hooker turning tricks in Americatown,” they said cheerily, in a voice like acid rain.
Mx Francis deflated. “This is Mx Ren, the Senator’s chief of staff.”
“You look like a giant Moomin,” January told them, to see if they could take it as well as dish it out.
“That,” Mx Ren said, hooking both thumbs under the straps of a pair of pink dungarees clearly meant to strike terror into the hearts of more junior staff members who were required to dress smartly, “is true. But irrelevant.”
“I can be thin, but I still wouldn’t look Tharsese. Look.” He searched his own name on his phone and held out a picture from a show ten years ago.
“Oh,” said Mx Francis, deflating.
“That’s atrocious,” Mx Ren reflected. “Well, never mind, I’m sure people will get used to you eventually, even if they do judge the Senator horribly meanwhile.” They moomined off. January suspected he was going to quite enjoy them.
“Ready,” one of the producers called.
January realized he was grinning.
Well then.
He had thought his body would have forgotten everything. He hadn’t so much as done a drill for a year. But it was there. His bones still knew, and God, but the strength was there too. What he had forgotten was what it felt like to stretch out as far as he could without touching the paper walls of his tiny flat, or how it felt to move, properly, without stepping around furniture or stairs. You needed an incredible amount of space just for the first few steps of the most ordinary drill, never mind anything else. Nobody had that, nobody ordinary; you spent your life keeping yourself small under ceilings that were high enough to stand under but not to leap, and inside walls that let you cook but not spin.
He went all the way around the room, turn after turn, just because he could, and by the time he’d come back across the diagonal, he couldn’t stop smiling. He hadn’t been lying to Gale at the factory: you needed to be strong to dance.
One of the camera crew’s drones was following him. He put his arm up so it could come and look at him if it wanted, then ducked it and spun by it the other way to see if the producer controlling it wanted to dance it with him.
“Ready?” he asked it, and pointed upward to say where he was going. “And . . .”
It arced up to follow him up, and spiralled around him once he landed. He laughed. It was like playing with a curious crystal ball. He took it around the room again to see if it could keep up.
At the end of the room, by the door, he was aware that more people than before had filtered in to have a look at him; some of them must have been watching initially on the screens upstairs, some just passing through and curious about why the gym was suddenly full of cameras. But he didn’t pay it much attention until he saw the little crowd part. It was Gale, dressed normally for the first time since January had met them, not in senatorial finery but black jeans and a green jumper with a diamond pattern on it, hair down, all the way down, over one shoulder like they’d escaped before anyone could chase them into the normal formality. He faltered, not because Gale was watching him, exactly, though that was always nerve-racking enough, but because they looked like they were seeing something they had never seen before.
He stopped on the cross of tape the producer had put on the floor to mark four metres from everyone else and went down on one knee, in case they were also nervous to see him move as strongly as he could, without the normal moderation. It didn’t matter that he was wearing the cage. It must still have been—well, not frightening, but ominous.
He had expected Gale to nod at him and then go on their way, but they didn’t. They came out to him and took his arms without hesitation, and levered him upright. Their hands were warm, and lot stronger than he had thought; they could have lifted him. He froze, not convinced they wanted to be touching him.
“I didn’t mean to stop you. I just saw the feed and I thought they must have doctored it.” They smiled a bit. It was Aubrey’s smile, not Senator Gale’s, the slow careful one. They weren’t the King yet this morning, not quite. “And now I feel stupid.”
“You’re lying, you’ve seen ballet before,” January said, and it came out too exaggerated, because he was trying to hide how flustered he felt, seeing Gale in a normal jumper with their hair down. It seemed like the kind of thing he shouldn’t have seen for months yet. They didn’t know each other well enough. Which was a ludicrous Victorian thing to think, but it was amazing how fast you acclimatised to the strict ritual formality of everything here. For all Gale had chosen to come out like that, he felt like he ought to look away. “There’s a company here, isn’t there?”
“I think what we’re calling ballet is . . . not. Have you seen it?”
“No. It would sting too much, I haven’t been to the theatres here.”
Gale hinged back half an inch or so, as though hearing it had stung too. They looked like they meant to say something more, but they didn’t have time to.
Sirens blared out everywhere; from his phone, from the walls, from the drones. He even saw Gale’s eyes flare red, which must have been blinding, and made him glad again that he didn’t have the contact lenses that connected to the internet.
Alert. Major storm. Close all windows and doors.
It was painfully loud, and somewhere in the house, there were mechanical sounds under it; things sealing automatically.
“What?” Mx Francis said. “On the Plains? Something’s gone wrong at the Met Office, this can’t be real . . .”
Gale was already running up the stairs to look through the big window there, the first place that was above ground. January followed, surprised how fast they were.
“Jesus Christ.”
It wasn’t like the storm in the Valley. That had been what he expected, just a wall of dust—a wind front highlighted by dead soil, moving really quite slowly if you were used to Earth. Out over the big Plains sky now, there were cyclones. The gravity wasn’t enough here for a tornado to be dangerous, because the wind moved too slowly, but that meant tornados could grow immense. The window faced downhill, towards the railway station and the sun fields, the view clear with the forest hemming only one side of it, and he could see all the way out to the silver towers and the mirrors and beyond, and much nearer than the horizon, the cyclones were giants, crackling with static.
Gale pushed a button on the wall, and their voice smoked through the house’s intercom: “Senior staff to the meeting room now, please.” They let the button go and motioned for January to go ahead of them. He didn’t understand and only pointed uncertainly back at the studio, which was where he was supposed to be.
“You’re senior staff too,” Gale explained.
“I . . . am?”
“It ought to have said so, on Mx Francis’s Schedule In Excelsis,” they added carefully, and for at least the fifth time, he noticed that they handled his more confused questions like glass. It would have been easy to say, It is on the schedule, moron.
“It does, but I thought that was a lie,” he said.
An amused sparkle went through Gale’s dark eyes. “Unfortunately it was not. But there will be time later, to dance,” they added, as if they really thought that was why he’d hesitated.
All the motion sensors around Songshu were going off, because the dust was so thick. Sasha trudged outside with some of the younger officers, ears still ringing from the din in the security office, to have a look at the sensors themselves. So far, the pattern was that they (a) screamed for ten minutes and then (b) died, because the dust caked the sensor face.
The cameras were showing piss all except dust clouds and the occasional ghost of a tree. It was no good using infrared, either. The dust itself was freezing, and it obscured anything hot.
All of them were in masks and heat suits. The end of winter was always sharp, but with the dust all but covering the sun it was as cold now, at nine o’clock in the morning, as it would have been six hours earlier in the deadest march of the night.
“Mx Martinez, what should we do?” one of the other officers asked, having to shout over the wind and through the masks. “We—we’ve basically got no security system!”
“We’ve got us,” Sasha said, trying to sound practical and capable, even though what they in fact felt was the tight, nasty anxiety that came when you tripped over a mannequin with holes in and realized you were wandering into someone else’s firing range. “Get everyone outside, let’s do a walk-around. Bring a rifle each. The dust confuses the bears.”
Even through the mask, the younger officer blanched at the prospect of meeting a confused polar bear. “Is that safe?”
“No,” said Sasha. They paused, staring into the dust. “No, but anyone with a head on their shoulders can work out that every security system on the Plains is worthless now. Do you know how many Earth Rights groups have money on the Senator’s head?”
“Five, last time I looked at the file.”
“Six now,” Sasha said gloomily. Trawling through the grosser corners of Earth’s internet had become a significant part of their job since the Senator launched the consular campaign. “There’s a shiny new Mission from the Prophet in Salt Lake City. Apparently all those of True Faith should be looking to incinerate Senator Gale as soon as possible.”
“Oh great,” the young officer said.
There was a little silence between them, but it was heavy.
“Do we know what Mx Stirling is, in the way of True Faith? Great Britain is . . . the same thing as America really, right? It’s all one language?”
“I don’t know, but he’s spent some time in Texas.”
“In—Texas. And we . . . let him in?”
“The Senator overrode my concerns,” said Sasha, not wanting there to be even a suggestion of a consensus-reaching “we” around the subject. There was very definitely a Senator, and then a Sasha.
“That—sounds kind of dumb?”
Sasha breathed in deeply, which wheezed in the mask. “The Senator likes to think the best of people. And it’s our job to enforce people’s best.”
“Yes, Mx Martinez,” they said, chastened.
Privately, Sasha had to agree that it was very, extremely dumb. The Senator had got that way since Gagarin Square. They didn’t even wear seat belts any more, no matter how close to a brain haemorrhage it drove Sasha. What’s going to happen to me that hasn’t already happened?
Things moved in the dust. Sasha hoped they were bears.
Lucy had been angry for a long time; more than long enough that, when the anonymous message came through the Earth Rights site, she was happy to pick up the grenades from the shipping container in town and head straight to Songshu.
Because the thing was, when you had a chance to explode a fascist nationalist, it was best to do it. People usually didn’t bother, and that was how fascist nationalists got the power to make you naturalise, and to pull a sad face when your children died of it. She was well past the point of worrying about whether this was a trap, if the person who said they were inside Songshu really was, or asking how it was they had a shipping container full of grenades, plus grenade launchers. It didn’t matter. She just shoved everything into a suitcase, which was very heavy, got on the Valley train up to Songshu, and smiled when a nice young person helped her put the very heavy suitcase on a luggage rack.
As always when she saw someone young here, she had a wave of sadness. They had no idea how badly they were being abused, growing up like this, in this clinical dystopia where children came out of a special bag in the Genesis Institute and everyone flinched away from human beings who actually looked the way God had made them. They could feel they were missing something, you only had to look at how unhappy everyone was on social media and in politics to see that—they knew something was wrong, they knew they had been disconnected from something vital and ancient and important, but in Tharsese there was no word for God, with the capital letter, and you couldn’t talk about men and women without sounding like you were talking about a disease.
Lucy listened to a show run by a lady called Sister Joan, who was absolutely right eighty per cent of the time. What Sister Joan said was—this was the eighty per cent—that you knew you were in trouble when governments made basic things unspeakable, and—this was the twenty per cent—people were amazing turnips at spotting when this was happening. Lucy wasn’t convinced anyone was a turnip. In her experience, people were quite bright. But it took a fiercely bright person to define a thing they had no words for, and an even brighter one to strip away the words they did have to recognise that the thing itself had nothing to do with any of the words.
She watched the news on the way up. It was still full of the wedding, and that poor, poor man House Gale had found to make Aubrey look less like a monster.
She had wondered more than once if he was her source inside Songshu. She hoped so.
Her phone buzzed.
Security officers doing perimeter checks, but that’s all. No working cameras or sensors. Good luck.
She smiled a bit. God bless you, whoever you are.
At the Songshu station, she edged out with some difficulty, hooked the suitcase handle over her wrist, and reshuffled her crutches so she could manage them and the suitcase at once. It would have been easier in her wheelchair, but there were some things she wanted to do standing up. Somewhere not too far away, dust sirens howled.
The meeting room was at the top of one of the towers, with a glass dome ceiling and a god’s-eye view across the Plains. Beyond the great pines, the solar farm looked like a lake, the heat from the mirrors water-waving, and beyond those, the dust was coming. Already, the air was gritty, and for January’s eyes, used to sun much brighter than the ordinary light here, the room was too dim for him to see well, all high ceilings and deep shadow. Fleetingly, it occurred to him that he had the money now to buy some glasses and not worry that the cost would mean he couldn’t charge his phone for two weeks.
Out in the dust, purple lightning strobed.
He tried to press down the feeling that he had been allowed into the throne room.
Mx Francis had said in all the pre-wedding preparation that Gale didn’t believe in trophy consorts: January was here to have a voice. When he had said he found it very difficult to voice anything coherent anywhere near Gale, Mx Francis said not to worry, everyone did. Gale had once been, Mx Francis said darkly, a university lecturer. It was the way most people would have said “ran a fetish shop.”
As other people took their seats at the table, he hesitated, wondering if he was seeing people who would soon be running the country. It seemed ridiculous to sit down too, like he belonged here, but someone even pulled a chair out for him. It was Mx Ren. They winked, and he smiled.
He was glad to see that in a corner by the window, out of everyone else’s way, was the maybe-not-a-security-officer with their journal and their rust-coloured jumper. He liked that they didn’t dress as beautifully as everyone else. He hoped it meant they were a normal person, but he didn’t want to rush up to them and ask.
Gale took the chair beside him. January kept his hands in his lap and his knees together, so he wouldn’t take up any more space than he needed. Gale flared their eyes a little at him, wry: Here we go.
“Okay, can we get Ariel from the Met Office on a call, please,” Gale said, as though a rank of titan cyclones howling towards the sun fields was nothing particularly unusual.
It was witchcraft. Everyone relaxed.
The person who answered, and whose image appeared in the middle of the table, was an anxious-looking, rounded, middle-aged man with curly hair and a bow tie. January sat forward, delighted. He had known AI people did sometimes go around in artificial bodies when they weren’t floating through the banking system or the defence satellites, but he had never seen one pay the idea even half this much attention, never mind this much historical attention. Usually they looked like beautiful configurations of clockwork and glass, not human beings. But then, the Mars AIs were as old as the colony. They would all have been created well before Gender Abolition. Maybe Ariel wanted to hang on to his roots. It felt unbelievably touching that a two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old god-person would want to do that.
“Senator—Gale, is it?” Ariel said tentatively, in English that had a wonderful homely Israeli accent. He was from Tel Aviv, January was sure of it—Hulking Terry was from there. Tel Aviv was only a couple of thousand miles from London. That was basically half an inch, when you looked at it from Mars. He wanted to bounce. “I don’t think I recognise you.”
Because he had been speaking Mandarin so much lately, January had one of those strange precious moments when he heard the sound of his own language, not just the meaning. It wasn’t so much like Troll as he’d thought; it was weird, and it sounded old and cold and full of mist and horses, unlike the silicon boardroom chic of Mandarin, but kind of beautiful too.
“No, sir, you last spoke to my predecessor, Kali Gale. That was forty-five years ago. My name is Aubrey.”
“Aubrey, that’s a nice name. Less, er, aggressive.”
Gale smiled, full of rue. “Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you, sir, and I know you must be busy, but I’m at Songshu and I’m looking at a dust storm coming in across the Plains. I was hoping you could tell me how long this is forecast to last, and perhaps why we’re seeing something so irregular on so little warning.”
January wasn’t sure what he had expected Ariel to be like, but not nervous. He was clearly nervous. Perhaps it was talking to Gale, perhaps Ariel didn’t speak to many people and when he did, they weren’t usually speaking in razor-sharp sentences in a voice like molten sugar about to catch fire—that was universally intimidating—but he must have encountered versions of Gale before. He couldn’t go round being worried by politicians.
“Well, I’m—afraid that it’s difficult to do much modelling. I’m still—well, still struggling to see what’s causing it. But just in case, you don’t happen to have some sort of—backup, other than solar power, do you?” Ariel said, looking hopeless.
“No, sir,” Gale said, steady as always. “Tharsis has been run on solar power from the Plains for a hundred and fifty years because there is no viable alternative. Wind power is useless in gravity this light, even in a storm. Fuel-grade hydrogen is produced using electricity, so you need solar power even for that; and what hydrogen we can produce is used for generating water. Fusion stations are banned, since Los Angeles . . .”
January looked up Los Angeles.20
“. . . and the old nuclear power stations haven’t been used for a century. They were only temporary to begin with and they’re housing now. Technically they’re available as a backup, but there is no uranium on Mars. We’d need to send to Earth for that. The whole point of Songshu is that it gives Tharsis energy independence from Earth.”
“Yes, I was afraid of that. Well, you, er . . . will probably need to find some ways to stretch the power,” Ariel said miserably. “This looks like a big one to me. Think months, not weeks.”
Gale was quiet for a second. They didn’t seem shocked, or even worried, but there was a line between their eyebrows, one January was starting to recognise. It meant something didn’t look right. “What’s the nature of your difficulty, in seeing the cause?” they asked.
“Sorry?”
“Do you need extra equipment to analyse dust samples, or satellite imagery of an area you can’t see?”
Ariel looked off to one side, as if he were fantasising about running away. “No, nothing like that. It’s just—well, there’s more on Mars than we know, you see. All manner of things are unearthed as the weather changes, terraforming is a continuing process, as you know, and . . .”
“What things, specifically?” Gale asked.
January actually heard Ariel’s teeth bump shut. He had never seen anyone look so desperate to get away from a question. He wondered if there shouldn’t be a law against aiming Gale at unprepared people.
“Well, you see . . . you see, it’s deposits of silver iodide,” Ariel said, and the way he stared at Gale was begging. “Quite naturally occurring, you understand, there must be some cave systems where it forms, and—yes. It could be the silver iodide.”
Gale snapped back in their chair. They didn’t ask what silver iodide was (used in photography, said January’s phone) and they didn’t say, hang on, so you do know what the cause is, why did you say you didn’t. “Thank you, sir,” they said, very quiet, with far more weight than January had expected them to give something so unhelpful and odd. “I’ll let you get on.”
“No, thank you, Senator,” Ariel whispered, and cut the call.
“What the hell was that about?” Mx Francis asked incredulously. January’s brain made an unpromising clunking noise as it switched from Ariel’s English into Mandarin Mode. “He doesn’t know and then he does, and what’s silver iodide anyway?”
“Turn the cameras off,” Gale said.
“But we want to—” a producer began.
“Turn them off, please.”
The producer sighed and waved the drones out.
“I’d like to know,” Gale said, as if there had been no pause, “what it would take to construct a new solar array in the atmosphere.”
The explosion of indignation was instant. Some people who must have been scientists all started talking at once.
“The energy transfer from an atmospheric solar array is deeply inefficient. Yes, you’re above the dust, but you still have to get that energy from those panels in space down to—”
Mx Ren was talking too. “The cost would be insane, you’ll bankrupt House Gale if you even—”
“The Consul would read that as a power grab,” Mx Francis put in fast and high. “We’re a public service, but that would require far more money than we get from taxpayers! They’d try and shut us down—”
Gale was shaking their head. Like always, the smoke in their voice carried straight through everyone else. They didn’t have to shout. “Dr Molotov, work out a realistic figure.”
There was a strange silence in which everyone, at different lags, realized Gale was serious.
January waited with everyone else, frowning, but unlike everyone else, he could see that Gale had both hands locked together between their knees, knuckles white. If Gale had been anyone else, he would have brushed their elbow, half to ask what the matter was and half to say they weren’t alone, but whatever the new trust that seeing him dance had given them, it was brand new. It was the first film of ice over very deep water. He was scared of breaking it.
When Gale did finally speak, it was quiet. “What I say now doesn’t leave this room. You delete it from any memory recordings you might be running, and if I see it on social media, you will be fired.”
More silence.
“AI cannot disobey the sitting Consul. If Ariel were to try, he would shut down immediately. He just told us that this is all because of naturally occurring silver iodide. Silver iodide is not naturally occurring; you have to burn it out of its ore with hydrochloric acid. Silver iodide is what they use for cloud seeding on Earth. Do it here, where there isn’t enough moisture to generate rain, it just pulls what little water there is off the surface and what you get is . . .” They pointed out the window. “What Ariel was trying to say is that this is an artificial storm and he’s been forbidden to say so.” Gale paused, and because their throat was stark against the black fall of their hair on their far side, January saw them swallow. “Historically, artificial storms on Mars have lasted in excess of six months. They were catastrophic in the early colonies, which is why we have only . . . one . . . colony now.”
Before, even though they had been quiet, everyone had been shifting—pulling their chairs nearer to the table to hear, clicking styluses on tablets, all the ordinary fidgeting that happened in big meetings. But everyone had gone still now.
“Dr Molotov; please work out what it would cost to build a new array in the atmosphere, and how fast we can do it. My preference is—very fast.”
“Yes, Senator.” Dr Molotov fell gratefully out of the room and hurried away. The person in the rust-coloured jumper left too; perhaps they only listened in for the first half hour. Dr Molotov must have been too worried to notice, because they let the door shut almost right in the other person’s face; they had to catch it on their knuckles and slip through sideways.
January stared after them, and then at Gale. He had spent a lot of time wondering how anyone could possibly get so high and mighty that they could countenance just shoving two hundred thousand people into naturalisation camps, but in a rhetorical way. He hadn’t expected to arrive at a real answer, never mind to see it firsthand. But if Gale’s whole function was to make decisions about questions so vast as how Tharsis got its power, if it was normal for them to round up legions of people to put a solar array into space on no notice whatever, then probably two hundred thousand people who mostly couldn’t vote didn’t even seem like a large number. It was a little problem with a logical solution and that solution was naturalisation.
Jesus.
“Are we saying,” Mx Ren began slowly, “that there’s been some kind of accident? Ariel dropped a vial? Or are we saying—someone did this on purpose?”
January noticed something coming at the window while they were talking. It was a strand of amber light, like a rising whip. There were others behind it too, and at the end of each whip line was a brighter light. He would have thought it was fireworks if the light strands weren’t all looping towards them, and so his first thought was some extraordinary type of plant that had learnt to glow.
He was still wondering about it when the lights exploded through the windows.
Chunks of glass and concrete flew everywhere. Later, he remembered that they flew impossibly slowly. He saw the comb patterns they left in the dust as they sliced through, ethereal, like miniature jet trails in a war zone only thirty feet broad. He had time to snatch Gale onto the floor and pin them under him, and think quite logically that the spine of his cage was broad, as good as armour. He felt shrapnel clang off it. Even though it didn’t cut him, it still felt like being punched.
Smoke boiled into the dust until the air was solid with it, and through that weird darkness, voices were yelling from outside somewhere, maybe down on the ground, but his ears were ringing too much to understand anything except that the cadence sounded like English—and then, from the direction of the main wing of the house, the sternum-hammering thump of gunshots.
Ten minutes later, everyone was sitting in a safe room with no windows. There were security people everywhere, coming in and out, two always at the door, somebody showing Gale something on a tablet, and beyond the door, the hum of a disturbed hive. Someone else called that the police would be another two hours, because of the dust. Two producers all but ordered Gale to say something to camera about what had just happened.
“Christ, can you not?” January protested. He went into English without meaning to. When he tried to find it, he realized his Mandarin was scattered in bits over the meeting room floor. He wouldn’t get it back for a little while.
Gale was ashen from the smoke, and grazed down one arm. A doctor was cleaning the cuts with what smelled stingingly like ethanol.
“We need a raw reaction for the news,” Mx Francis insisted from behind the cameras, terse and urgent, and grey. They were grazed too, but what January had come to learn about publicity-campaign-manager people was that probably even from inside a coma, they would find a way to get at viewer metrics and polling data. “This is important. Senator—can you hear me?”
January didn’t think so. Gale was looking at a patch of air in the middle distance, expressionless.
“Senator?” Mx Francis said, clasping Gale’s shoulder. They sounded like they were just about to panic.
But then Gale seemed to come back, and wrenched their thoughts into that same militaristically straight line they had in the meeting. They put one hand over Mx Francis’s and held it.
January looked away, feeling irrationally like he was spying.
And maybe he was. He had never asked Gale if they had a partner already, an unofficial one. Christ alive, maybe they were involved with Mx Francis. Mx Francis was bloody stunning, and young and cultured.
It shouldn’t have felt like tripping on the stairs, but it did.
“Why are you talking to me?” Gale said to Mx Francis, in English, for—mortifyingly—literally no one’s benefit but January’s. Impeccable courtesy even under actual gunfire. “You’re concussed, sit down.”
“It really doesn’t matter if I’m concussed, Senator,” Mx Francis said, voice juddering with relief, and January realized that no one would mind if he had been killed just now. It would be annoying for Gale, but that was all. Val had never written back. There was no one.
There had never been anyone, though, and he couldn’t see why it was striking him as all tragic and gooey now. Some people didn’t get a person. It wasn’t a right; it was a gift, and you couldn’t go around sniffing about it as if you were entitled to be worried over.
The thing was, it did seem to be a gift that everyone else got at least once.
“Are you okay?” Gale asked Mx Francis.
Mx Francis nodded, looking much more vulnerable than a second ago. “Yes, Senator.”
“Sit,” Gale told them gently.
Mx Francis did, at last, and Gale put one arm round them. Mx Francis pulled one sleeve over their eyes.
January pushed his hands together in his lap and took out his phone to see if it worked still, and for something to do other than watching the two of them. The screen was cracked. He had to press his palm against his face. Two hundred years it had been in his family, and it had never had to be repaired. If his mother had been alive, she’d have smacked him over the head and said it was fine, they’d get it fixed, but a terrible guilt rolled over him. It was the last piece of home he had, and the last piece of her, and he didn’t think there was anywhere here that could fix it.
“It’s okay,” Gale was saying to Mx Francis. “Have you called your parents?”
“No, I . . .”
“Go and do it then, haizi,” Gale said, their voice vapouring like it did whenever they heard something really, genuinely stupid. January glanced over and swallowed. People here did mix languages a lot if they were saying something very soft and warm, but he had only ever heard it in movies before; he had never been in a situation to overhear it in real life. Haizi meant “child.” “You’re twenty-five, you’re a baby, they’ll be worried sick. This is all over the news.”
“But—”
“You’re excommunicated from this House if you don’t go and call your parents.”
“Okay,” Mx Francis said, soothed. “But—you still have to . . .”
“Hao le, hao le.” All right, all right. “I’m doing it.” Gale gave them a little push.
Twenty-five. January felt guilty. That was so much younger than he’d thought. It was because everyone was so tall; it made you assume they were all in their thirties.
Gale turned to the cameras.
“We’ve had a visit from a terrorist,” they said, dry and warm at once, in their exquisitely clear Mandarin. They pulsed calm and a kind of soft humour, like a campfire on a frostbitten night. “They fired heat-seeking grenades into an office window. No one’s been hurt, which is thanks to Mx Stirling, who got between me and a lot of broken glass.” They looked at January with a warmth that dawned before they smiled their real smile.
He bowed fractionally, still wondering about Mx Francis.
A business arrangement. That was what this marriage was. He needed to stop trying to—what was he even trying to do? Be married? He ran his fingertips over the cracks on the screen of his phone and concentrated on not crying live on national news. It was such a silly thing to cry about, a phone; he didn’t know why it cut so deep.
One of the producers made a spinning motion with the other hand to say the feed was still rolling. “Pretty heroic stuff, January. What went through your head? You acted incredibly quickly.”
“No, I didn’t. Everything falls three times slower than I’m used to. I strolled,” he said, because a joke made the segment sound finished and if it was finished, they would go away.
The producer beamed and then the camera operators relaxed. “Fabulous! I’ll post that across socials.”
It was a huge relief when they were gone. He studied Gale under his eyelashes, worried he’d hurt them more, wrenching them onto the ground, than the glass had; but he couldn’t find a way to ask. Camera drones were still floating around. He wondered if it would be all right to ask if he could go up to his room for a little while. He could cry for a bit in the shower, unobserved by millions of people, get his head straight about the phone, and—God, and change. He was still in the figure-hugging black outfit Mx Francis had put him in this morning, to dance. But when he decided to try, the idea filled him with dread. He didn’t want to do any of that. He wanted to stay with Gale. Gale was safe. It wasn’t objectively true, Gale was the person being shot at, but he would have fought anyone who had tried to make him leave just then.
Gale was looking at him too. “Thank you.” English again.
He shrugged. He hadn’t been lying. To him, it had all happened slowly. The styluses falling from the table had seemed to take years to hit the floor, and the wreckage ricocheting against the wall had bounced more than smashed. The fire from the grenade was lazy and rounded, with none of the sharp edges and wickedness it would have had in nastier gravity. He’d had time to think quite clearly: Yes, I’d probably better do something about this before that bit of shrapnel creeping up on us from over there takes someone’s head off . . .
The slowness was all in his head, though: it had to be. Low gravity didn’t make explosions less explosive. It was disturbing: he hadn’t known his brain could distort things that much.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes,” January said, disconcerted to be asked. Nobody else had; of course they hadn’t. He was three times stronger than them and locked in titanium armour.
Gale touched his wrist and turned his hand over to show him his own palm. Under the cage gauntlet, it was bloody; he didn’t remember putting his hand down on glass, and it didn’t hurt, but he must have. He watched, feeling like his hand belonged to someone else, as Gale guided it down into a bowl of water that bloomed red.
A camera drone came down to catch that, and he wondered if this was just setting up romance for later. Of course it was.
“I’m not trying to be—but are you and Mx Francis together?” he asked, because he couldn’t hold it in any more.
Gale looked up as though January had suggested they watch a snuff movie. “No! I’m nearly twice their age!”
“And my grandmother was a bicycle,” January said indignantly, because he had never in his life heard a more obvious lie.
Gale started to laugh, really laugh. It was the most fantastic laugh, like boiling brandy, and it was infectious; it made him laugh too, and the doctor in the corner, and whoever was outside watching the drone footage. “Solly Francis is far too young for me.” They kicked his ankle very gently. “You’re too young for me.”
“I’m not young,” January said, embarrassed now. He coughed. “Wow, that was a bit tragic, wasn’t it.”
“I mean, I’m feeling very good about the whole thing honestly,” Gale said cheerfully.
He felt himself going pink, and then all at once, it dawned on him warm and golden that Gale didn’t look anxious to be near to him. Not even the hidden tight anxiety that was only there if you stared. He stayed very, very still even so. He felt like he had done once years ago when he was sitting on the roof at home in London, soaking in the evening heat, when out of nowhere, a fox sat down next to him.
“I broke my phone,” he said pointlessly.
Gale glanced at it, then again. “That’s a Mori, isn’t it?”
He nodded, and waited for Gale to ask why in God’s name he hadn’t sold it and bought a house.
Gale didn’t. From an inside pocket they took out an almost identical one, though much newer and protected by a beautiful leather case. January stared. Gale studied his for a second, then pressed the broken screen. It slid straight off, designed to be easily replaced; they did the same with theirs, unbroken, and slipped it onto January’s. It locked into place. “Perfect,” they concluded. “I’ll get this one sent in later.”
“No, but . . .”
“Quiet. Family heirloom.” They held up January’s. “Bribe from a banker trying to buy my vote on financial regulation.” They held up their own.
January thought he really might cry now. Gale met his eyes for a second to ask permission, then took his other hand to wash the blood off that one too. His looked small in theirs. Some of the sharp edges of the panicky miserable feeling started to smooth down. After a little while, thinking wasn’t painful any more. He let his breath out slowly, floating on the new calm.
With no explanation, the doctor poked a needle into him and he yelped.
The blood went into a little machine. “Checking your testosterone level,” the doctor said unsympathetically. “Stress in someone with gender traits as extreme as yours can mean uncontrollable aggression.”
“In kids and idiots,” January said indignantly. “I don’t—”
“I’d still like to give you an inhibitor—”
“I’ll inhibit you in a minute!”
“See? This is very aggressive behaviour—”
“Leave him alone,” Gale said. He was starting to get a sense of when they were annoyed; they never sounded it in the usual way, they were too controlled. But when they were, they could bring their voice up from a deeper chamber than normal, one that coiled with fumes, like there was something radioactive in storage there.
The doctor pursed their lips, disapproving, but moved away.
“The lady who did it, did she leave a note?” January asked. He didn’t care, but he wanted Gale to keep talking to him. “Why did she do it?”
“Her children died trying to naturalise,” Gale said. They opened a packet with a sterile bandage inside and dried January’s hand off with it, balancing his knuckles on their knee. It was the artificial one. He could feel the steel through their clothes.
“And that’s better than letting them have cages?” he asked. It felt mean and hateful to grind that axe now, while they were both bleeding, but he didn’t like the look of the kind of person he would become if he didn’t.
“It is,” Gale said, a little too slowly, as if they thought it was obvious but didn’t want to blame anyone for not keeping up. “Far better. Far fewer Earthstrong people die naturalising than Natural people die in cage-related accidents.”
He knew they didn’t mean it personally, he knew they weren’t calling him selfish for wearing a cage—even on so short an acquaintance, he was certain that they were too well mannered to even consider meaning that—but it was hard not to take it that way. “It’s still horrible.”
Gale lifted their eyes, very black now in the low light. There was no glibness there, none of the frightening joy in war they’d had at the factory; only resignation. “Yes. It’s Mars.”
From somewhere down the corridor, there was a new flurry, and new voices.
Gale sighed. “This is going to be ugly, but I’ll come and get you. We have all the lawyers in the world.”
“What? Lawyers?” January asked, confused.
Sasha banged the door open, and with no explanation, snatched January upright by one arm. “Move. The police are here. They want to talk to you.”
20 What Los Angeles was, was a big hole in the ground, which was why he hadn’t heard of it. It had used to be a city, locally remarked upon for fringe art films. As far as he could tell, the Tharsese news services had given the massive explosion a cursory once-over before moving on, because giant national disasters were just what happened in countries governed by gibbering religious extremists, nobody really knew where America was anyway, and the Olympics was on.
The police didn’t even pretend to ask questions; they arrested January within two minutes, and twenty minutes after that, he was in a helicopter being taken back to Tharsis, his hands clamped together in titanium manacles so heavy he couldn’t lift them more than an inch.
The agents put him in a little room and told him that he’d been speaking to the terrorist group, hadn’t he, and perhaps it had started out looking like a harmless online support forum for people with relatives in naturalisation centres or who people who had come out recently, until somebody messaged him with an offer to provide some heavy artillery.
There were terrorist training camps in America, of course. It wasn’t very far from Great Britain to America, was it? Easy to go, too. The language was basically the same. The culture was Pro-Gender and religious and willing to blow up Tharsis senators. Americans and British people traditionally hated the Chinese, right? He had come to a Chinese colony in order to do some damage if he could, hadn’t he. And then along came Senator Gale. Am I wrong?
“You’re wrong,” January promised. He should have been calm, because he knew Gale was coming, but he couldn’t tell how long he had been here now, and it was beginning to feel like too long. There must be a problem. Maybe it wasn’t very easy to bail out someone the secret police thought was a terrorist. Or maybe one of these officers had shown Gale something that had made them wonder if January really might have spoken to someone. The timing looked horrendous. The first day he was at Songshu. “I’ve never been to the U.S. except on tour with my company.”
“Army tour?”
“Ballet tour,” he said. “I was a dancer. I was only there for a fortnight.”
“But you were there. Where?”
“In Austin.”
“Texas,” one of the officers said, looking him up and down, slowly.
He tried not to think about what lay ahead if Gale didn’t come. The judge had told him that his next offence would land him in a labour camp. He would spend twenty years hacking roads from the red bedrock in the punishing winters that lasted twelve months. Labour was valuable, Earthstrong labour especially so, and they cared if you died out there, they kept you alive for every frozen second of it, and somehow that was worse than the alternative.
“I—Texas is huge, it isn’t just terrorists and desert,” January protested. “Austin’s a big liberal arts city, it was a culture festival.”
“You’re asking us to believe you when you’ve been to Texas, you’re openly Pro-Gender—”
“I’m not Pro-Gender, I’m just—”
“—and you have every reason to have an enormous grudge against Senator Gale, and now you just happened to be involved in a terrorist operation to kill a Tharsis senator.”
“I wasn’t involved, I nearly died!”
“Suicide agents are overwhelmingly people your age.”
“Men your age,” the other one said drily.
He jumped when someone tapped on the door. He didn’t see who was behind it, but it must have been someone important, because the two officers both stepped out. He waited, staring at the table.
The officers came back in. One of them was holding a steel band, and behind them came somebody who didn’t look like they were in the security services. They had a purple scarf on, and they were very much the human version of a happy bear.
“This is Professor Shang, from the cognitive forensics unit. We’re going to do a test.”
“What kind of test?” January asked softly, having visions of needles and straps.
Professor Shang flumped down opposite, dug in a pocket, and rained a whole collection of mismatched spare buttons and bits of old, broken electronic paper whose ink had stopped working properly and flashed shards of random digits and images as it curled sadly on the desk. The officers looked pained. Triumphant, Shang pulled out a pen. “Right,” they said, not using the pen, just holding it, as though they couldn’t have spoken without it. “We’re doing an experiment! It’s called a halo. That scanner there—” they nodded to the metal band the officer was holding “—shows me which areas of your brain light up when you see writing on a page. Now, when we read, we comprehend it in a very specific area of the brain, and you will quite involuntarily start thinking about what the writing says. It lights up your brain. But even better, it lights up very differently if that information on that page is new to you. If you know it, you see it very differently. Basically this is a test to see if you recognise some information or not. The scanner is linked to my tablet, so you’ll see your own thought patterns on it.”
“Okay,” January said slowly, much more nervous of Shang now than the police. You weren’t allowed to be a well-respected professor and this chaotic and scruffy unless you were from Good People, one of those families like the Gales who’d been rich for so long that nobody cared if they went around looking like tramps. Everyone here, they were going to listen to Shang, and if for some horrendous reason this experiment gave up a wrong result, there would be no arguing with it.
He tried to make his mind shut up. It wasn’t saying anything useful.
“So we’ll do some controls first, so I can get a baseline. Normal stuff. You can read a bit of Mandarin?”
January nodded. “I can sort of get through kids’ books with a dictionary.”
“Let’s start with kids’ stuff then,” Shang said kindly.
January flinched when the officer behind him set the scanner over his head like a crown. Shang’s tablet came alive with waving colours.
“Can you tell me what this says?”
He looked. Shang had put a card on the table with the sign for “person.” He said so. On the screen, the colours coalesced into lots of people, ghostly and faceless some of them, some specific. Val was there. Shang let out a delighted squeak.
“Wow! Look at that. What a beautiful memory you have.”
“It’s not that good,” January said, still more confused than he had ever been in his life, except maybe when someone had first tried to explain Russian grammar to him.
“I mean you have beautiful associations. Look, that’s me! Oh, you think I’m like a bear, that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever thought about me on these things. Usually my students think I’m an annoying inbred lunatic—hah,” they added, because the screen filled with bears. January tried to picture Paddington in a purple scarf, and it worked. Shang laughed.
“Perhaps more test and less pissing about?” one of the officers said, but they did look like they might be in danger of smiling.
Shang put down new cards; cat, school, glass, car. After that, January got lost more than he didn’t. Instead of forming clear images, the tablet colours stayed murky and confused. Sometimes they showed the character itself as he tried to work it out by its component parts. All the while, Shang looked encouraging.
“Okay, perfect,” Shang said in their cheerful way. “That’s a good measure of how you think, which I have to say is very charming. Now, I want you to look at this.”
They put a sheet of e-paper in front of him. It was in English this time. It looked like a copy-and-paste job from a forum, on the cheap text-only internet people used when they couldn’t afford all the implants and virtual things. As he scanned it, he caught on particular phrases; “corner of Gagarin Square,” “cash in hand,” “Project Crocodile,” which made him think of zoos. Peripherally, he saw animals appearing on Shang’s screen, and Shang grinning.
The matter of it was that two people were talking to each other about something called Project Crocodile, and money. One was Lucy Collins. One was—someone else, with a blank avatar. Go to this address and you’ll find the shipment in a cargo container there. There was an address somewhere in the south of Tharsis, Americatown. God bless America.
Lucy had asked, How do you know where the Senator will be and when? What’s your source?
Whoever was organising it said, Me. I live at Songshu.
January looked up slowly, understanding in a kind of grey pall that they hadn’t arrested him just because he was Earthstrong. The police people were all watching Shang, though, not him.
“Well? Has he seen that information before?”
“Nope,” Shang said cheerfully. “Not even a bit of it.”
“Does that thing work as accurately on Earthstrongers as on us?” one of the police officers said doubtfully.
Shang gave them a severe look. “Brains are brains, Agent. It works on pigs, never mind different varieties of human.”
“On pigs?”
“Oh, yes. It was a major factor in banning the meat industry, didn’t you know? It proved pigs feel grief just like we do. You can have a good conversation with a pig, through one of these. They’re quite philosophical.”
January wondered if the Consul had tried it on Alice. Probably; it seemed like the sort of thing the Consul would do.
“You spend your time talking to pigs.”
“No, to mammoths,” Shang said unmoved. “Anyway. Mx Stirling is quite innocent, I assure you.”
The older officer sighed. “All right, Mx Stirling, you can go. Thank you for your time.”
They took the manacles off and held open the door, and January went through it, moving through a haze that was part relief and part ringing shock at just how close he had come to vanishing into prison forever, and on top of it, like oil writhing on the surface of the sea, wondering who in God’s name at Songshu could have been talking to terrorists. He could well imagine there were people working at Songshu who were pissed off with Gale and with struggling to pay the bills when Songshu had its own ice rink, but it was one thing to feel annoyed and something else to start sourcing grenades. How did you even get grenades? Tharsis wasn’t like America. Normal people couldn’t just walk into a shop and buy heavy artillery.
“Mx Stirling,” Professor Shang said, on their way out.
“Yes?”
They paused by him and shot a glance through the glass windows of the double doors into the waiting room. “Congratulations on the marriage. I hope it works out well. I used to work with River Gale. You know, Aubrey’s Apollo.21 Gifted linguist. Gifted.” They looked sad. “Look, I’m sure someone has said this to you already, but—please be careful. About Aubrey.”
“You’re right,” January said dully. “They have.” He still had the Consul’s card in his pocket. He had been carrying it round like a protective talisman.
Professor Shang twisted the end of their purple scarf. “I know this is in—horrifying bad taste. I know. But I just wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I let you go without—you know. Mentioning it. River would never have left their work. It was their whole life. They’d just got a tenured position at the university, they were overjoyed, and we had designed a whole new mammoth project to . . . yes. And—they never said anything about Aubrey to me, but one overhears calls and so forth, doesn’t one, and . . . Mx Stirling, please do be careful. Anyway.” They looked profoundly embarrassed. “It’s none of my business. I’m sorry to poke my nose in. I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”
January smiled, sort of. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”
Professor Shang nodded regretfully, and said, “Well, I’ll be . . .” and went in the opposite direction, still twisting the purple scarf.
January drew both hands over his face. He wanted to think that rumours were just rumours. Gale had been good to him, so far. Incredibly rich and powerful people always had rumours vapouring around them. And it wasn’t insane for an academic to fall in love and run away. It happened, however scholarly River Gale might have been. But what also happens, the Swan King voice in the back of his mind said, is that rich, powerful people go quietly mad and kill someone who betrays them. It’s a fairy tale for a reason.
He took a deeper breath and pushed open the waiting room door.
Gale was there, looking like a jewel someone had lost. They got up fast.
“Are you all right?” they asked, intense, and he had a total certainty then that lives were going to hinge on his answer, because Gale looked like they did when they were about to fight. Someone was going to end up as sludge on the arena floor, and it wasn’t going to be Gale.
He almost said, Please can you kill those agents for me, the world would be a lot better if they were sludge, thanks, but he breathed out and told himself firmly that nobody needed to be sludge. And in any case, he wasn’t sure Gale cared whether he was personally flustered; they cared about the integrity of their House, and whether the agents here had a sufficient fear of it not to be too rough with one of its number.
“I’m fine. Thanks. You—you didn’t need to come yourself,” January stammered, the enormity of what they’d done in coming here cracking over him. Even after such a short time involved with House Gale, he was starting to think like Mx Francis, about how any particular moment would look if it were splashed across social media. Aubrey Gale at a secret police facility, fishing out their new consort who’d been accused of terrorism. It was a gift for anyone who wanted to attack them. How are we supposed to trust anything you think? You accidentally married a terrorist.
“I did.”
“Thanks,” January whispered. “Senator, they showed me messages, from the people who did it. The person who arranged it—they’re inside Songshu. Or they say they are. And there was a test, but—even the agents in there weren’t sure it was working properly on me,” he said, and then heard how incoherent that sounded.
Gale seemed to understand all the same. “The halo, yes. It does work on Earthstrongers; it works on some fungi. Would you mind if we were to subpoena the footage of your test?”
Would and were to, January thought feverishly. Gale’s English was better than his. “What does that mean?”
“We would take it and broadcast it, so everyone can see. If you don’t mind everyone seeing the inside of your brain.”
“If it stops them thinking I did it,” he said, having never minded anything less. “But Senator—someone inside Songshu talking to Earth Rights terrorists . . . ?”
“Everyone will take the test, but I don’t think anyone was talking to Earth Rights. They were talking to the Consul.”
“What?”
“Half of Earth is on fire and millions will inevitably come here, I’m a nationalist politician with a decent chance of becoming Consul in time to stop them landing in the city. If you were the current Consul, this would be the perfect time to blow me up and blame it on the new Earthstronger.”
January had to absorb that for a few seconds. He nearly said, I don’t think the Consul would do that; but then Gale would ask how he knew what the Consul would and wouldn’t do.
Gale was looking over his head, to the double doors. “Right; the press are outside. Would you mind if I speak to them, or should we go straight home?”
January wanted a lot to go home. But if they went home now, without saying anything, then the story would be that he was probably a terrorist who had been released because of an esoteric test nobody quite trusted. Gale would deal with the fallout for the rest of the consular campaign.
He could have said let’s go and let Gale deal with it. It would have been a nice subtle way to make things hard for them. Maybe he would have, even; if they hadn’t asked him.
But they had. They were watching him, waiting for him to speak, and he could see they were going to do whatever he decided. He couldn’t tell why it mattered so much, to be allowed to decide, but just then it was everything.
Which, said the hard Swan King voice in his head, is really stupid, because however nice they are, Gale is going to put you in a naturalisation centre if they win this. This marriage isn’t a five-year stay of execution, if they win. It’s two months.
“No, let’s see them,” he said.
You’re such an idiot.
The air outside was swarming with drones, all gleaming rainbow colours, like purposeful bubbles. Some carried the logos of companies that weren’t even based on Mars, but in China and Nigeria. January tried not to think about whether this was going to make headline news in those places. It couldn’t. It would just be on some obscure part of the foreign news service that nobody read. Surely. America was on fire.
There was a roar of Senator! from all the journalists with the drones. They must have been waiting for nearly as long as Gale. Some of them were wearing dust masks and heavy winter coats.
“Senator, do you have any comment about Mx Stirling’s arrest?”
“When have I ever not had a comment? You know how much I like you all,” Gale said, and people laughed. “By now you’ve all seen the footage. January saved my life, and a halo scan has just confirmed he had nothing to do with the attack. House Gale will broadcast that later today.”
“Senator, there’s some evidence to say the halo doesn’t work so well on Earthstrongers. Is there any room for uncertainty?”
“No. The halo works on anything sentient. The evidence you’re talking about is one study of eight people by a postgraduate who had fitted the halo improperly, and it’s from twenty-five years ago.”
January shouldn’t have been surprised Gale knew that.
“January, how do you feel?” someone else called.
“Glad to be walking away.” He glanced up at Gale. The wind was pulling at their hair, coiling the ends, deep-space black without even a strand of grey. Never had two people belonged less together. “And—amazed that the Senator didn’t once seem to think it was me.”
Gale looked honestly incredulous—it was slight, all their genuine expressions were—but it was there, and very lightly, they closed one hand over the front of his cage and pulled until he bumped them sideways. He had to smile. “Of course I didn’t bloody think it was you,” Gale told him fake-crossly.
January coughed. “Evidence that Britishness is infectious, everybody.”
The journalists all laughed, and so did January.
21 Apollo twins—as in Apollo and Artemis, the archers from the old stories—were common in Great Houses. A House needed an heir and a spare, so they usually adopted two babies at one go, generally born on the same day or very close together, but not actually related. They had identical educations, so that one could take over from the other at any point, although some studies had suggested this was a bad idea, given the unusually high mortality rate among the older twins. “Watch out for Artemis” was idiom now. It meant, be careful of the person right behind you who can do your job just as well as you.
At Songshu, the security services were set up on one side of the dining room. What must have been most of the staff were in queues, and ten officers in makeshift booths were doing the tests with the halo devices. The people who had already been tested were sitting in their own cordoned-off section, and there were even more officers keeping registers of who had gone through, and who was yet to come.
All the ways in and out of the house were locked. Someone with a semiautomatic pistol had to let them in at the main doors. They towered, and January found himself shrinking behind Gale. Soldiers here wore a variation of resistance cages but in reverse; they wore them at night to build up their strength as close to Earthstrong as it could physically go—not all the way but near—and then took them off on duty. Without his cage, he would still have been stronger; but he was still a foot smaller, and he wasn’t without his cage. Gale didn’t even look at them, and only opened the door for him. There were more police inside, as well as Sasha’s security staff. Everyone was starting to look frayed.
“Any luck?” Gale said.
“Nothing,” Sasha murmured. “I’m sorry, Senator, we’re working on it.”
“I know. Keep going, you’re doing beautifully.”
“Senator—I know the scan cleared January, but I’d feel better if—”
“Mx Stirling,” Gale said, only just over them, and flaring their eyes with something that was a lot hotter than reproach, “is in the clear, unlike everyone else. Perhaps you might concentrate on the everyone-else problem, unless there’s some new evidence against him?” They sparkled, looking hopeful that there might be some evidence they could smash.
Sasha bowed their head. “None, Senator.”
“Why are you so boring, why couldn’t you have just slightly been involved with terrorists?” Gale said to January. “It’s no fun defending someone who’s innocent. Where’s the smoking gun, Stirling? Where’s the God-and-gender manifesto? You could at least try.”
“Be honest,” said January, wanting to say, Don’t imagine I haven’t noticed you’ve found a way to defend me but give me my dignity as well; don’t imagine it’s passed me by that you didn’t usher me through here with one hand on the small of my back, like I was just all wronged and helpless and rubbish. “Do you want me to find you some better terrorists to play with?”
“Better ones, you say?”
Sasha looked between them, aghast. “Do not find any better—”
“Boring! Everything is boring, nothing is going to be interesting again, at all, ever,” Gale declared, and let January tug them away before Sasha could have an aneurysm.
In the time it took him to make some coffee, someone nabbed Gale, and by the time he came back, the officer was scowling at the screen that showed their halo scan.
“Suffering fuck, how are we supposed to read that?”
“I told you,” Dr Okonkwo said, with not a great deal of patience. They were hovering nearby in a way that managed to be argumentative even when they weren’t talking. January gave them a long look. He hadn’t forgotten about the inhibitor injection they’d been waving around and he planned not to for a good while. “It can tell you what a person thinks but not why those associations are there.”
“This looks like a crazy person’s brain!”
“Indeed,” Dr Okonkwo sighed. “Thirteen things alter in the brain to manifest what we recognise as dissociative psychosis. But if only twelve out of those thirteen are different, you get a creative genius.”
“So this works on fungi but not on clever people? God’s sake . . .”
Gale was quiet and even a little awkward, January thought, as though Dr Okonkwo was talking about a terrible disability they wished people wouldn’t ask about. He pirouetted past to make them laugh, and to make something recognisable come up on the officer’s scanning screen. Gale did smile, and the officer did peer at the screen as though it had almost done something helpful.
“You know what the Left-Wing Crazies are going to be screaming in about an hour, don’t you,” said Solly Francis in passing to January, nodding towards Gale.
“What?” said January, having to fight against the need to point out that actually, he was a left-wing crazy and he couldn’t wait to hear a rich nationalist’s idea about his thought processes.
“Meh, boo, Aubrey did it, Aubrey’s an evil genius, halos don’t work on evil geniuses, they could have done anything, and anyway all Earthstrongers are amazing awesome people who would never do anything bad because having a difficult life puts you in the permanent moral high ground, saying otherwise is racist, boo, hiss, it’s faaaaake . . .”
January looked at up at them. “Why would they fake it? They nearly died.”
“But no one did die,” Mx Francis said, widening their eyes. “Maybe they weren’t real explosives. Maybe it was so that House Gale could make a big old show of rescuing you from the nasty police. Maybe it’s all a ploy to get sympathy votes.”
“Seems like a lot of effort with a lot of unpredictable variables.”
“That never seems to put people off coming up with this conspiracy crap.” Then, “Did you just say unpredictable variables?”
“Yes?”
Mx Francis stepped back. “The Senator . . . is . . . infectious . . .”
January laughed, and found unexpectedly that he liked being able to say things like that. It felt the same as pulling off a tricky spin for the first time. “So if people start saying that. What do we do?”
“It’s going to be more of a you thing than a we thing,” Mx Francis said with a little wince. “Which is why I bring it up. I’d really like to get you on film hearing one of the crazies say that and then saying something funny. You’re good at funny. Is that all right?”
“Of course.”
Mx Francis paused. “Just to check. You don’t—secretly suspect that the Senator did this on purpose?”
“I think you can be a genius without being an evil genius,” January promised, but as he said it, he realized he couldn’t tell to what extent he was lying. He looked back towards Gale and the increasingly frustrated halo operator, and found himself hoping for a sudden furore where someone else’s halo lit up and sirens went off with big neon signs that said AHA! THIS PERSON DID IT, IRREFUTABLY, but the dining room continued quiet.
Even when everyone at Songshu had been tested—it took all day—there was nobody whose scan was suspicious.
Except Gale’s, which even the senior specialist couldn’t decode.
“Yeah,” concluded Mx Francis, eyes flaring blue to warn people that they were seeing social media halls overlaid across the real world. “Maybe don’t go onto our socials for a bit.”
January had to look around, because Mx Francis’s focus was moving like January was sitting at the edge of a crowd of people, even though they were just having ramen in the production room. It was past nine. January had stayed around so that he could film the thing Mx Francis wanted if everyone’s tests came back negative.
Aware it was probably a mistake, he held up his phone to see, and then put it down again quickly. There were lot of people yelling and waving angry banners. It was amazing how many people had the energy to make a sign and go and be furious with someone they didn’t know—even just virtually—after a day at work. But then, maybe that was an extension of how passionately people here cared about politics and politicians. If you could run out of power or water if a single person like Gale screwed up, then it was life or death, not something of passing interest.
He was glad he couldn’t hear the yelling. Mx Francis would be able to, with the full suite of implants. And smell the food adverts, and taste the smoke from the virtual grills, and maybe even feel the heat.
“Crowdrage,” Mx Francis said dully, rubbing their forehead.
“What was that, sorry?”
“Huh? Oh. There’s a feeling that comes with a big swell of social media interest, or a big change in the stock market, or a breaking news story. Groupsorrow is when an AI dies, you can feel a sort of absence in everything. Crowdjoy is when loads of people are celebrating something online; you get it even if you don’t know what they’re talking about. No?”
“No, yeah, I know, I just didn’t know there were words,” January said palely. Tasting and feeling things that only existed in the imagination of an internet server seemed bad enough, but this was a lot worse. “Do you really not mind having all that plugged into your brain?”
Mx Francis patted him on the head. “It’s okay, it’s not your fault you’re from a hole in the ground.”
“The Royal Opera House.”
“A hole in the ground,” Mx Francis said soothingly. “Now be a good cave person and come up with an amazing put-down for these idiots.”
“But you can’t be in the shot, because that cardigan will make everyone want to kill you,” he said. Grudgingly, he did actually understand Gale’s joy in the fight. The only difference was degree. What January liked was playing conkers, and what Gale liked was impaling people on spikes.
“It’s designer!” Mx Francis protested.
“It’s mustard. You look like a hotdog. But sure, let’s film me saying Senator Gale definitively isn’t an evil genius. You know the more we say that, the more evil-genius they look, right?”
“Yes, but your accent sounds so penetratingly stupid that people can’t imagine you’re clever enough to be lying,” Mx Francis said, but January knew he’d won, because they looked concerned about the cardigan.
“Really though,” he said. “What does it mean, about the halo tests? If no one’s memory shows anything . . . ?”
“Honestly I don’t know.” They sighed. “I think it might mean those messages were faked to make it look like she was talking to you. Someone’s out for you, Jan, as well as the Senator.”
The police stayed overnight, because the dust had clogged up the engines of their ships, and before the morning meeting, the head investigator sat down with Gale and January to explain, looking robotic, that the investigation was closed, since there were no more leads.
“It is a very difficult and unfortunate thing to have been through of course, but we believe Lucy Collins was a lone wolf.”
“You believe that in a similar way to believing in the tooth fairy and river spirits?” Gale said, gleaming.
January wondered if he should stop them, but then decided he would rather sit back and watch the blood sport.
The investigator bridled. “I beg your pardon?” they asked, with a sharp edge that must have worked on most people.
It didn’t work on Gale. Gale straightened in the happy way they always did when someone offered them a decent fight.
“She managed to get access to military-grade grenades,” Gale said. “She must have done so before the dust storm came, but she made no preparation for getting past a functioning security system. And she was sending and receiving messages from someone who supplied her with those grenades, and who assured her the system was down. There does appear to be a significantly second-person-shaped silhouette in your investigation, does there not?”
“We believe the messages were faked to implicate Mx Stirling. The Earthstrong Rights groups consider his marriage into House Gale a kind of betrayal, so anything they can do to show his sympathies truly lie with them is to their benefit,” the investigator said stiffly. “She could have got the hardware from anywhere, there’s an open black market among Earthstronger rights groups. She probably had them for a while before she seized the opportunity presented by the dust storm.”
“Then how did they fake it? How did they know where we would be and when?” Gale said cheerfully. “That tower room is four hundred feet up, she didn’t fire a grenade in there by accident. Someone who knows my schedule told them. Point them out, would you please?”
“That side of the investigation was inconclusive.”
“This is a wild guess, but is the Praetorian Service22 perhaps leaning on you to shut up and not look into this further?”
“I can’t comment on that.”
“All right. Well, thank you for your few anaemic efforts. Your ships are repaired. I’ll send the bill to your department.” Gale watched them go. “At this stage the Consul might as well write I DID IT in neon above Jade Hill,” they remarked to January.
“What can we do?” January said. He had no idea how you went about proving that the person in charge was trying to kill you.
Gale shrugged a little. “Win the election.”
Because the tower windows were broken, the morning meeting was in the dining room, around the long table that ran the length of the window. Some people hesitated before they sat down, looking out into the sepia fury of the dust. The brilliant, high-altitude blue sky was gone. Where you could still see it in tiny ribbons, it had gone amber, and the dust plumes might have hidden any number of people carrying grenades.
Sasha was still sending mistrustful looks towards January every so often, but January only felt sorry for them. It must have been horrible to be in charge of a security system that didn’t work. Maybe he would have felt differently if he had spent his entire life here knocking up against people like Sasha, but because he hadn’t, he just—didn’t.
Since yesterday, when he’d felt remarkably okay, he had stiffened up, and all the bruises he had thought he hadn’t got were making themselves heard. The cut on his hand was okay, because Dr Okonkwo had fixed it—there was a special magic spray that sealed the wound—but the rest of him felt like he’d been hit by a train. He didn’t remember going down awkwardly on one knee, the left one, but it hurt like hell, and as he sat down, he had to draw it up to his chest and push his hand under the hem of his trouser leg so he could see if anything terrible had happened to it. The joint felt swollen and hot and worryingly hard, or it did where he could get his fingertips under the kneecap of his cage. He hoped it was just a bang and he hadn’t wrenched anything. He really did not want to see any more of Dr Okonkwo than he had to. For all it must have looked odd, he kept his hands clasped around it, willing the throb to go away.
Someone plinked their fingernails against the shoulder blade of his cage—he didn’t feel it, only heard the metal sing—and he looked around. Gale bowed a fraction and set a cup of coffee down by his hand and, holy of holies, some painkillers. He blinked, surprised, and Gale gave him the cinders of a smile before they sat down. It was only for him: it was too brief and too subtle for the cameras to have caught it.
“If we explode, we explode,” Gale told everyone. “I know everyone’s frightened of another attack. But terrorists and bombs do not affect the weather. The dust is here; and the output of the sun fields is already down twenty-five per cent. So. Dr Molotov: cost and timing to build a new array in orbit?”
“Three billion yuan and two and a half months.”
“Okay,” said Gale, unmoved, as though three billion yuan was just another figure to plug into the algebra of the storm. “Which means we need to make the power we have right now last two and a half months. What do we have in storage?”
Dr Molotov stood up. They didn’t look like they should have been at work today, but as Gale had said, the dust wasn’t going to wait for everyone to recover. “Hopefully as everyone knows, our main energy storage system is sand. That’s what those silos are, out there.” They pointed out to some gigantic structures out towards the edge of the cliff. “When we have excess energy from the grid, we heat the sand up to six hundred degrees. Those silos keep it hot, and when we need the energy in winter when there’s much less sunlight, we convert it to electricity.”
January had a sinking feeling, but it was Mx Francis who said it.
“But we’re almost at the end of winter.”
Dr Molotov nodded miserably. “Yes. We have very little left in the sand batteries. This couldn’t have come at a worse time. We have two weeks of power stored in them. Usually that would be a generous margin; usually the bright season would have started two weeks ago.”
Everyone looked outside, where purple lightning flickered and the rest of the sky was roiling brown.
“We must have an emergency backup,” someone else said.
“We do; we do. That’s the gravity train, which runs down the cliff to the bottom of the Valley. It’s a four-mile drop, so it can generate a good bit of friction.” They swallowed. “We have all of the trains at the top of the cliff just now. That’s storing—uh, about a hundred and twenty megawatts of power.”
Gale made a quiet sound low in their chest. “Is that all?”
“Afraid so.” Molotov looked like they were in pain. “It’s an emergency system, to tide us over if there’s a flaw in the sun fields or in the sand batteries. It was never designed to power Tharsis for any length of time.”
January was trying to look up what a gravity train was, but the internet was telling him too many different things for it to make sense.
“Ah—for those of us without an engineering degree, why’s a hundred and twenty megawatts bad?” Mx Francis said, focus coming back to the scientist after having stared into the middle distance, the way everyone did when they reading something online.
“Because Tharsis uses twenty megawatts per day,” Gale said.
There was a silence round the table.
“Hang on. What?” Mx Francis said at last. “You’re saying by the end of winter, we’re sometimes a week from total blackout?”
Gale stood up slowly and picked up a stylus to write on the screen on the wall. “I know not all of you know how the sun fields work, so here are the numbers. First: Tharsis needs—this is averaged for seasonal variation—fourteen gigawatts of power in one year—”
“What’s a gigawatt though, actually?” someone asked.
Gale glanced at the blank faces around the table. “Stop me if you don’t understand or if it’s too . . . heart-stoppingly boring.” They aimed the last at January. At first he thought they meant he was stupidest person in the room, but then realized that wasn’t like Gale, and that what they really meant was that he was the only one whose position here didn’t rely on pretending to know what was happening. He was the one who could ask.
“A gigawatt is a thousand megawatts; a megawatt is a million watts. A watt is a rate of energy use; one joule per second. A joule is about the energy it takes to lift an apple above your head on Earth. A ten-watt lightbulb uses ten joules per second. Ten apples.”
January had never heard it set out like that before. He made notes on his phone, feeling odd. He had assumed he would never understand things like this, but the way Gale talked made it sound straightforward.
“Second: the surface of Mars receives, at the very best, five hundred watts per metre squared from sunlight—so five hundred joules of energy every second. This is less than half of what Earth gets. Thirty per cent of that is reflected away by our atmosphere, sometimes more, so in the real world, it’s more like three hundred. Being stationed in the tropics at altitude is the best place to catch as much as possible, hence the Mariner Plains. A solar array like ours can get about fifty per cent of that energy, which is very good. At our best, in summer, we can therefore harvest about a hundred and fifty watts per metre squared. That means one square metre of Martian solar farm panels can power fifteen standard lightbulbs.”
January had to shuffle around his idea of how the world worked, because those numbers sounded shockingly low. All at once he could understand why power here was so expensive. If you had to build a whole square metre of solar panelling for even fifteen lightbulbs, then the amount you’d need to power a whole city, with power left to spare, was madness.
Gale was writing numbers as they went, in a steady stream, without having to glance away or pause to check anything. January sat forward, feeling bizarrely like he was at a performance. It was no small skill, to stand up unexpectedly in front of thirty people and reel off things like this by heart, in a logical order, without hesitating. Like any good teacher, Gale spoke in sentences so exact he could hear the punctuation.
“So: in order to generate twenty megawatts in a day—that’s twenty million watts—we need to cover about a hundred and forty square kilometres with heliostats. But, those are the best possible conditions, which we don’t usually get. In practise, we need more like three hundred square kilometres of solar mirrors. But that’s cutting it fine, that’s just enough, for a day, if we don’t have particularly bad weather; but, we are almost guaranteed bad weather for four hundred days of every year. What we need to do is produce excess in summer, when sunlight is plentiful, so we can add to the grid when demand is high but supply is low in winter. We have five hundred square kilometres to be on the safe side.” Gale nodded outside.
“The sunlight is concentrated by the mirror array on a tank of liquid salt in the height of a tower. That salt heats to a thousand degrees Celsius, and that thermal energy powers generators, which connect to the national grid. We have ten towers.”
Gale paused for a second. “It is not cost-effective to build many more fields than we realistically need. It’s fantastically expensive to build one. Even more to maintain it. Panels get smashed or torn, machinery has to be replaced, and liquid salt of a thousand degrees is not a forgiving substance. We can only grow at the pace the city does, or these arrays don’t pay for themselves. We can’t do what Earth does, we can’t generate a lot of power by putting solar fabric on clothes and roofs and cars, because most people live in the Valley, which gets even less sunlight than we do up here. They have to, because it’s the only place on Mars with enough air for first- and second-generation arrivals. That will improve as the terraforming process continues, but for now, that’s what we’ve got.”
January wondered whose bright idea it was to live on Mars in the first place. It seemed increasingly impractical.
“Therefore, we must run close to capacity at the very end of winter.” Gale looked around. “Does anyone have any questions? Communications and marketing staff need to understand this as much as scientists do or you’ll be trying to write press releases that make no sense to you.”
“We’re all going to starve and die, aren’t we?” Mx Francis said.
“Dehydration will get you ages before you can starve,” Mx Ren put in, looking quite cheerful about the idea of watching Mx Francis die of thirst.
“I think the only realistic option to tide us over will be something to do with the gravity trains,” Dr Molotov said.
January lifted his hand a little. “What is a gravity train?”
“Medieval,” Gale said, and the scientists sort of laughed. “It’s a basic way of storing energy. When you have excess power, you use it to raise something heavy to a height, so that the thing has plenty of potential energy—the energy of placement, yes? Apple has no energy,” they said, setting one on the floor. They lifted it up above their head. “Apple has potential energy. It could fall.”
January wondered how the apple knew.
“Martian gravity is very weak, so just rolling something up a hill doesn’t give it much energy, but fortunately we have a four-mile drop in our back yard, into the Mariner Valley. When we have excess solar energy, we use it to pull a chain of concrete blocks up the cliff. When we need that energy back, we let the blocks fall down their tracks again. The friction generated by applying the braking system gives us back most of the energy we put in by lifting them up in the first place.”
“Could we just crank them up again by hand or horsepower once they’ve been lowered? The trains,” someone from Mx Francis’s team said.
“Hell no,” one of the scientists snorted.
Gale fixed them with the serene stare they gave people when they were gauging exactly how much sausage meat it would be possible to make with the available human, and the scientist looked embarrassed.
“Each block of each train weighs nine tonnes,” Gale said. “Each train has twenty blocks. One horsepower equates to two hundred and fifty kilograms lifted up by one foot in one second.”
January wondered who just knew the energy equivalents of horsepower off the top of their head. Gale wasn’t reading any of this from inside their lenses; their focus was solidly on the table and the people around it.
Gale thought, but only for half a second. It was too brief for them to be using the internet or anything else to help calculate it. “That’s seven hundred and twenty horses to lift the trains by one foot per second. And more to switch them out once they’re tired. The Valley is four miles high; twenty-one thousand feet. There aren’t that many horses on Mars. Human strength, over any period of time, is only about point one horsepower, so we’d be looking at seven thousand people to raise all the trains. Even lifting only one, which would generate less power than Tharsis needs in a day, would take about nine hundred. Twenty-one thousand seconds is about six hours; so that’s six hours to raise one train, which would power the city for less than twenty-four; in winter conditions. Worst-case scenario, we can revisit that, but it’s not an efficient solution.”
There was another long quiet. Gale came back around the table to sit down again. They were walking slowly, favouring one side. The prosthetic must have been hurting. January swallowed. It was amazing he hadn’t broken Gale in pieces, slinging them onto the floor yesterday.
“So,” Gale concluded. “Back to where we started. We need to find a way to get from three weeks of power to ten weeks. Today. Dr Molotov, you also need to let the administrative staff know about contractors, steel, and design work for getting the array into orbit. We need to know whose launchpads we can use, whose foundries, and how much energy that in itself will take.”
Dr Molotov hinged forward. “Senator, we might come up with a good way to generate emergency power but we might not. I think we need to implement rolling blackouts right now. The longer we wait, the more power Tharsis consumes while we’re still not producing more.”
Everyone looked at Gale, who was quiet for a second.
“The last time we had rolling blackouts was under Kali,” Gale said at last. “And that caused widespread riots, and three hundred deaths. It’s winter. People will freeze overnight if we cut their power even for a few hours. I understand what you’re saying, doctor, but—blackouts are a last resort.”
“Then we at least need to shut down power-hungry industries,” Dr Molotov persisted. “Currency mines eat power like nobody’s business. The Rings at the Tiangong, those are insane. Ideally we should pause interplanetary shipping—the electricity required to fuel those engines is a significant percentage of the city’s whole consumption. Please, Senator. I know nobody wants a repeat of the Power Riots, but . . . it can’t be business as usual until we come up with something, because we might not come up with anything.”
“That will seriously damage the economy,” Mx Ren murmured.
“If we start shutting down industries like that, it sends a message that House Gale can’t keep the world open for business,” Mx Francis put in. “The Consul will mince you.”
January realized Gale was looking at him, dark eyes full of a plea to say something, and he understood suddenly that they couldn’t say it. They couldn’t be filmed saying, Screw all that, morons, because that would then be what the Consul broadcast on loop. He had to say it, because then, Gale was a good knight who was listening to their consort, not a radical. It was such delicate choreography.
And it was amazing, because even a few weeks ago, he had been glad when they’d got string and tin cans over the distance between them. This was a lot more than string. This was a bridge. They had a bridge. It was a good one, too. He didn’t know anyone else well enough to read what they meant just by the way they were looking at him.
“Stop being dicks,” January told the others. “You want to prioritise the Rings at the Tiangong? They’re for eight super-rich people who will absolutely not die if it shuts down. They can sod off home to Dubai and enjoy their gold-veneered racing cars. Mars isn’t open for business, there’s a giant dust storm, and trying to pretend otherwise will make you look like you’ve lost your minds.”
Gale bowed a little where they sat, and shot him a glance that said thank you. “Mx Stirling and Dr Molotov are right. We can do without heavy-energy luxury industries. I’ll give them some warning now. Everyone else, go to work.”
Nobody could get away fast enough. Gale didn’t stand again, though. They stayed still, both hands pressed to their bad leg where the join of the prosthetic must have been.
“Is there anything I can do?” January asked quietly.
Gale took a breath to lie, but then stopped. “No. It’s . . . This will sound really creepy,” they added, looking apprehensive, and he tipped back, because he honestly couldn’t imagine Gale ever sounding creepy. They were the opposite of creepy. He was pretty sure that for ninety-eight per cent of humans alive, if it were to turn out that Gale had been spying on them from inside their wardrobe, having followed them secretly for months and held their poodle hostage, they would be delighted with the attention.
“What do you mean?”
“It hurts because I can see that your knee hurts.”
January tilted his head down and to the side. He had heard and he had understood, and he fully had not, at the same time.
He had never seen anyone look as paralysingly ashamed as Gale did then. “It isn’t you personally, that came out wrong. It just happens, if you’re missing a limb. If you see someone else smack their knee, it hurts in the knee you haven’t got. I get it all the time. Something about mirror neurones.”
He thought about it, then put both hands around his own knee and pressed carefully. It hurt a lot less now the painkillers had kicked in. Gale sank back in their chair, as obviously relieved as if he’d done it to them.
“Thank you. I’m so sorry.”
“No,” he said, and kept his own knee cradled to make sure Gale could see he had no weight on it at all. He saw their shoulders relax. He kept watching, fascinated, and pleased that it was something so easily fixed, and then felt a rush of awkwardness, because what it meant, when he was sitting here holding his own knee, was that in a very real way he was also holding theirs.
“Anyway, I wanted to talk to you.” They glanced back to check there were no drones immediately nearby. “We have some numbers in this morning, about you,” they said. “Viewing figures, social media trends, all that.”
January nodded, tight. Gale was going to say it was over. They’d both tried, but events were conspiring against the whole thing. He’d fade into the background now and after a year there would be a divorce.
“Instant hit,” Gale said, turning a tablet around to show him a graph he didn’t understand, but it went steeply upward. “Media interest is surging. Mx Francis is hoping that you might do an interview circuit with some of the news and the talk show people in town today about your arrest, and about the situation on Earth, if you feel up to it. They’ll brief you.”
January had to wait for a second, because it was so the opposite of what he’d expected to hear that it didn’t filter down properly at first.
“We’ll start to see the Consul attacking you openly in the press soon, too. The more people focus on you, the more you legitimise everything I say. So they’re going to try and make sure no one is looking at you for any of the right reasons. If you can’t weather it in front of all the cameras, we’ll put on you on sick leave for a little while. Altitude. Tinnitus from the bomb, anything you like. I know this is a lot.”
“No, I’ll be all right,” January said, surprised the offer was even there. Gale was the one at work bright and early the morning after being bombed. He’d expected them to be deaf to any sense that anybody might struggle with nasty press.
“Are you sure?” Gale pushed. “Because I don’t want you to do yourself damage because you think you’re being paid to give me a platform to say things you despise.”
January smiled. “I am being paid to do that. And I agreed to, and you’ve done everything you said you would and better.”
Gale watched him for what felt like a long time. It was rare, January realized suddenly, for anyone to do that, in ordinary conversation. Mostly, people only glanced at you, checking you hadn’t hurried off after an interesting llama. They didn’t see. It made him go strangely still inside. The Gales of the worlds did not usually spend their time seeing the Januarys. He tried to scoop up the memory and hold it close to take out later, if he needed it. “I know that you have nowhere else to go. But when I ask you to do things like this—public interviews, huge events, filmed publicity stunts—you have a veto. You’re my consort, not my clerk, and you’re being paid for your time, not your soul.”
January took a deeper breath, meaning to say something along the lines of, Look, of course I’m going to do my job; but then he held it. Gale had come to fetch him from the secret police yesterday without so much as a sigh. The two of them had passed the point of communicating in polite trivialities.
“Senator—nobody knows what happened to the last person who had my job. Maybe it’s what you say, maybe Max did run away with River, but maybe they disagreed with you once too often. You talk a really good talk, and nobody has ever been as nice to me as you are; but I would be an idiot to forget that talking and doing are different. You’re Schrödinger’s cat, for me. You could be what you say, or you could be radioactive. Don’t get me wrong, it’s far better than what I’d have otherwise, but pardon me if I don’t kick the box with the nuclear cat in it.”
Gale was quiet. If he had thought that they cared what his opinion of them was, he would have worried that the flicker that went through their eyes then was hurt. But they didn’t, so it couldn’t be. “That seems sensible to me.”
“Thank you, Senator. I’ll ask Mx Francis to brief me about the shows.”
As he bowed and got up, his knee twinged and he winced; Gale did too.
22 January looked them up. The praetorians were the people who had taken him from the Tiangong to Jade Hill, the Consul’s personal security service. Like a lot of English in Tharsis, “praetorian” was a weird translation from the real Chinese name. In Chinese it was just “the State Security Ministry,” but whoever did the official English translations had, like usual, decided that you couldn’t have anything that sounded too normal or else people would be fooled into thinking it wasn’t all scary and foreign. The original praetorians were the people who’d looked after the Roman emperors, which really did seem like a stretch to January. Given how precise Gale was, he didn’t understand why they’d use it, but when he asked later, Gale said that if you had a choice between making your country sound boring and normal and full of bureaucracy, or like an awesome scary let’s-have-the-Christians-eaten-by-lions kind of place, they knew which one they wanted thanks very much.
It was a solid afternoon of interviews. Suddenly every news programme was doing pieces about the criminalisation of Earthstrongers and let’s hear from January Stirling, that famously innocent person. Mx Francis went with him to three different news studios. At the end of each interview, everyone asked the same question:
“Especially in the light of the terrible situation on Earth, how do you feel about Senator Gale’s naturalisation policies?”
He hated it every time, even though he had prepared his answers.
“Senator Gale was torn apart by someone who looked like me,” was all he could say. Even though he wanted to say, I’m terrified, I’m one wrong answer away from being sent to prison or deported and then; then, well. “It isn’t my place to have any feelings about that.”
“That’s a very different answer to the one you gave a month ago. You accused the Senator of genocide.”
Someone behind a camera waved at him and tapped their ear. You’re speaking too quietly. He looked down. If he spoke any louder, he’d sound aggressive. People had softer voices here. Normal speaking tone for him was how people here snarled.
“I was wrong to say anything. I wish I hadn’t.”
“Wrong to say it—but you believe it?”
In all the interviews so far, he’d lied; he’d said of course not, because that was easier, it was what he was being paid to do, it meant legions of people wouldn’t call him evil. But now, he just couldn’t. Every time he said that, he felt grubby, and ashamed, because doing anything from terror of being cast out was always going to feel dirty.
“Sorry, you just asked me what I felt and I said it wasn’t my place, but it’s in—such contrast to what I believe I think I’m going to have to say it after all,” he said, and behind the camera, he saw Mx Francis throw their hands up at him. Would you mind not derailing my whole campaign and just sticking to the script, thanks? “I feel as though being Earthstrong here is a kind of original sin. I didn’t choose to be born this way, but I was, and it is dangerous to other people. I feel like there’s no way for me to be a good person here, and Earthstrong, at the same time.”
There was a strange hush in the audience, and even among the camera crews, who were all looking at him now, and not the drones they were usually watching hawklike. It was another one of those hanging moments like at the factory, before something smashed and all chaos broke loose. He breathed in deeper. Nothing would smash this time. He was getting better at this. Being around Gale was helping.
“But—what I believe is that there’s no such bloody thing as original sin. Nobody is bad just for existing. If you’re born a man, you’re not evil because you could hurt a woman, only if you do. If you’re born rich, you’re not bad just because you could exploit poor people, only if you do. And if you’re Earthstrong . . . you’re not bad because you could hurt someone Natural.”
He had to look right away from Mx Francis, who was miming stabbing him. “I think any kind of strength means you have to be careful around people who don’t have it. That’s just being an honourable person. I have to be careful of the strength in my bones.” He hesitated. “And other people have to be careful of their power, and their money, and their intellect.”
Because he had been expecting to be shouted down, he didn’t understand what he was hearing at first when it got a round of applause from the audience. He nodded slightly, seriously doubting he’d said anything a thousand other people hadn’t said before him, and painfully aware that Mx Francis looked like they might have set up a big January trap backstage with spikes at the bottom.
There was no January trap with spikes, as it happened. Mx Francis was oddly quiet, and their focus kept straying off into the middle distance in a way that looked like they were seeing online things he couldn’t. As they left the studio building—a sparkling horseshoe-shaped tower whose lower levels were all shops that ran discounts for the broadcasting company staff—they had to navigate around a big queue outside a convenience store. Through the window, the shelves were mostly bare, and a harassed-looking clerk was unstacking boxes as quickly as they could. People were taking things right from their hands. At the door, the automated tills strobed crazily. Someone hurried past January and Mx Francis with a whole net sack of eggs.
“Who panic-buys eggs?” Mx Francis said incredulously.
“It’s anything that’ll last, isn’t it,” January said, watching someone else go by holding a paper bag of flour like it was the crown jewels. He didn’t know how much the warehouses held in reserve, but it couldn’t be much, and with the dust—if it kept up, the next harvest was buggered, worldwide.
“Insane.”
“No, it’s just what people do,” January said, thinking of the famine. He’d been about twelve when it happened, so his memory wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough. Flour, pasta, and canned things had vanished the second they were in the shops, and that was right at the start when the shops were still okay. There had been rationing—he remembered his mum showing him how to tick things off on the card—and there had been fights, actual fist fights, about what was equivalent to what if the shops didn’t have something. Could you get another orange if there were no eggs? His mum, who was a vintner in the enviable position of having a full grape harvest, had handed out baskets and baskets of grapes and therefore got whatever she wanted from everyone, but in the old folks’ home down the road, someone had died in the heat and a pair of old ladies who were too frail to leave their flats, and who the staff had forgotten about, cooked him in bits until an ambulance crew found out.
Of course it had been a lot worse in cities where you couldn’t go out and pick blackberries off the verges. The assistant director at the theatre had still been growing potatoes in her bathtub just in case, even when he joined the company ten years later.
He looked up when he realized Mx Francis was staring at him, and remembered they were only twenty-five. Things like this looked insane if you’d never seen them before; they were allowed to be shocked.
“It’ll be okay,” he said. “People get a lot worse than this if something is really wrong. Just allow extra time to do your shopping, if you go home at the weekends. There’ll be queues.”
Mx Francis looked like they had just after the bomb. “What . . . does it look like if it gets worse?”
“It’s hard to explain,” he said after he’d thought about it. “Frightened people do frightening things. Don’t let it worry you. It’s just humans being humans.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Mx Francis said dully, and January wished he had Gale’s gift for explaining.
He thought about that little old man who’d nudged him aside near the convenience store at home in Americatown, and the umbrella. That wouldn’t be working any more.
“It’s gone down rather well on socials, what you just said,” Mx Francis said, from left field.
January risked a glance up at them. “Um. For who?”
“You’ve got a hashtag. #EarthstrongHonour.” They sounded happy, at least.
“Right,” he said, not sure if that was a good thing or a bad one.
As they passed through on the train, the dust blurred things, but not so much that January couldn’t make out how the normal traffic had thinned almost to nothing. Nobody was driving; the dust was already clogging engines, and even if it hadn’t been, the normal purple-blue sheen of the solar sheets on the roads had faded. No power. As they whipped past the Tiangong on the overhead line, he saw the Rings slow, and then stop. The lights there shut down. In Gagarin Square, people were pointing.
He had to stare. That had happened because he’d said it should. It was Dr Molotov’s idea, but—he was the one who had insisted. And Gale had done it. He’d said it and it had happened. He had never known anything like it. The most he’d ever affected in life was what someone else decided to have for lunch. He was so used to seeing big, city-changing things as the product of some kind of faceless officialdom that it was a shock to realize it came down to some random person at an important table saying, Well, actually . . .
“Meanwhile,” Mx Francis said, “tomorrow is the benefit night at the Tiangong. The Senator’s going to ask you. Remember to look, you know. Delighted.”
He had to close his eyes. Against the backdrop of the storm, of all those terrifying numbers, the solar array, the gravity trains, this idiot little non-romance seemed very trivial indeed. He could only imagine how Gale felt about having to pretend to flirt while the energy of the city dwindled.
Songshu had a team of resident doctors—you needed them if you had five hundred people living at altitude—and for Dr Okonkwo, the general plan had been to take the position for five years and have a nice, gentle run into a nice, gentle retirement which they would be spending (not that they had planned it meticulously) chiefly on cruise liners to and from that wonderful holiday resort on Earth’s moon where the gravity was so lovely to your knees.
Aubrey Gale losing a leg had thrown what Dr Okonkwo was willing, just, to admit was a small spanner in the works. Rehabilitation was long and boring and disheartening, but Gale was one of those remarkable people who seemed interested in the whole process more than beaten down by it. That had been manageable. But what had emerged after was what Dr Okonkwo was coming to think of as their professional arch-nemesis, and it wasn’t any of the tricky brain tumours or mystery cross-generational naturalisation illnesses professors taught everybody to expect in medical school.
Gale had sleep paralysis. Only it wasn’t.
“Well, you look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards,” Dr Okonkwo observed as Sasha saw them into Gale’s room. Dr Okonkwo had treated three generations of Gales, each one more intimidating than the last, but if you opened with almost-abuse, any given Gale was for some reason much more likely to do as they were told later. “New medication not working?”
“No.”
“Well. Usual drill then,” Dr Okonkwo said, and set the scanner halo over Gale’s temples, and the haptic engine transfer widget thing round their wrist.
They dropped down in the chair opposite to study the imaging as it ghosted across their tablet. Round Okonkwo’s own wrist, the twin of the other widget thing—probably it had a name but when you had a Knee your capacity for remembering pointless information went steeply downhill—lit up.
On the tablet, the images writhed and smoked, resolving occasionally into sudden sharp recognisable things that were gone so quickly they were difficult to follow. None of it made sense; and if Okonkwo had shown this footage to a lecture theatre full of medical students, not one in two hundred would have said it could be anything but the weirdest, most vivid kind of dream. But it wasn’t dreaming. It was Gale’s mind very much awake. It was Gale’s baseline; it was Gale right now, sitting across from Okonkwo in that chair.
As they had said to the police, the halo could show you what the subject was thinking, but it could not show you why they thought so. Even if you watched it frame by frame, Gale’s readout looked like the most incomprehensible, disturbing madness.
What it was, was a particular kind of cleverness. Not pi-to-the-nth-decimal; that was clear on these things. It was the kind that could leap between apparently unrelated things and see connections. Some of Gale’s, Dr Okonkwo could understand. If Gale thought something was stupid, deer and horses often appeared on the screen, because they had studied Japanese and the word for “stupid” was written with the signs for “deer” and “horse.” Some were bizarre. If someone said “mother,” Gale thought of spiders and, for some reason, advanced mathematics and something to do with the Peruvian Andes.
A moment later, the feed from Gale’s haptic engines came through into Okonkwo’s own. They were sitting in their own chair, yes, but they could also feel how Gale felt sitting in theirs. They were in a lot of pain, because they were walking too much on the prosthetic, but it was so ever-present that they didn’t really notice it. The unevenness of that new gait was making their spine hurt too. Over all that was a fog of subtle but unpleasant anxiety. Things filtered through few by few, and each one made Okonkwo glad that their only problem was the Knee.
Last to get through the haptics was thought, and when Gale’s thoughts arrived, Okonkwo had to do what they never did with any other patient. They muted the feed. Gale’s mind happened in four languages at once, random snippets invading all the time, and although it was a calm kind of chaos if you really concentrated, the upshot was a migraine and some very strong feelings about Proto-Indo-European.
“As always, think of the moment you woke up, please, Senator.”
As always, Gale looked away, but did as they were told.
The way sleep paralysis worked was that you half woke up still immobilised by the chemicals that stopped you sleepwalking, and then you saw someone in the room; and usually it came with overpowering fear and the sense that this was a hostile presence. The visions could be incredibly vivid. It was horrible to feel, even through a haptic engine link.
But Gale never saw anything. And they were never paralysed. What they felt, though, was something very heavy kneeling right on their ribs, and something holding their wrists down. Something too strong to fight. There was never anything there. Only the hallucination was pin-sharp. In it, they could even feel someone’s bootlaces digging into them, and sometimes, the imaginary assailant even had different clothes; Gale could feel wool or cotton, and once, the zip on a leather jacket.
A hallucination it was, however. There was definitively nothing and nobody there.
What drove Dr Okonkwo crazy was that this was not, however much it felt as if it should be, actually sleep paralysis. Gale could move, speak, struggle, all of it. They didn’t just think they could: there was drone footage to prove it. It was disturbing to watch.
And it didn’t feel right. Okonkwo wasn’t a neuro specialist, but they’d felt haptic links with sleep paralysis patients before, and there was a different quality to this hallucination. It was trauma, of course it was, that was the trigger—if you lost a leg and then developed a debilitating sleep disorder, then you’d be an idiot not to imagine they might be related, but Gale was annoying on that front as well. Of course they were traumatised, but having been fairly profoundly damaged as a child,23 they hadn’t begun the whole process thinking they had some basic right not to feel dreadful. And so bizarrely, they coped with dreadful rather better than a well-balanced person. The sleep problems weren’t part of any wider net of symptoms. Without these night-time hallucinations, Okonkwo would have thought they might, actually, be fine.
Okonkwo pulled off the haptic widget and handed Gale some painkillers.
“Hm? I’m fine.”
“You’re in quite a lot of pain.”
“Oh.”
“Anyway,” Dr Okonkwo concluded heavily, and then paused, because they felt peculiar just feeling their own feelings now, and relieved not to have a painful leg, “there isn’t much else we can do now but antipsychotics, and the side-effects of those are . . . such that I know you’ll veto them immediately.”
Gale nodded. “So what you’re saying is . . . live with it and report back if anything changes.”
“I’m afraid so. The only consolation is, it’s probably going to become less frequent and then go away on its own. Trauma does dim over time.”
“I’m not traumatised,” Gale sighed. “I keep trying to say.”
“You assuredly are traumatised, you just don’t have the basic emotional wherewithal to understand.”
“So I can’t sleep and my doctor thinks I’m stupid. Superb.”
“I didn’t say—”
“You know this is why nobody likes you,” Gale said, serene.
“Lots of people like me,” Okonkwo protested, and then felt insecure.
“They’re lying,” Gale said. “Thank you, Doctor.”
By the door, Kasha was watching her imaginary friend, as usual, holding out one paw and then the other.
“You know there’s something wrong with that dog,” Okonkwo said, from a drab need to get revenge.
Kasha seemed to realize she was being talked about, looked over, then hid under Gale’s chair.
“See?” Gale said. They were watching one of the morning shows on a tablet now. January Stirling was on it. They were old-fashioned about that; they didn’t like using their lenses and being virtually in the audience. “Nobody.”
23 Great Houses were proverbially dreadful at child-rearing. In the name of having the best education in the worlds, heirs were raised mostly by AI scholars, some of whom were two hundred years old and really not very fond of children.* The House Gale AI was called Anansi. They famously refused to communicate with anybody who hadn’t learned the periodic table (it was a way, Anansi said blackly, of weeding out children who weren’t trying hard enough), which led to a bit of a skewed start for Gale heirs. If you went back even five or six generations, everyone’s first word was “hydrogen.” Like every other Gale doctor, Okonkwo had tried hard to get rid of Anansi, but course for the Gales that was like trying get rid of their parents. No matter how bad parents were, it was rare to find a person who actually wanted to dismantle them and reuse the parts to make new parents.
*This was still better than being raised by Kali Gale, Dr Okonkwo had to admit.
The Gale pearls spent six months in every year on display in a museum, because they were the most valuable in the world. They were the oldest, too; the first saltwater oyster bed had been hand-sown two hundred years ago by graduate students on Gale land, at the edge of a special experimental salt marsh. They had first been strung—two hundred and forty-four of them—for a wedding that had been drone-bombed and so they’d passed to another branch of the family unworn, cased in black velvet and bad luck.
January knew that because, while he waited in the dining room for Mx Francis’s team to faff with lighting and angles and Mx Ren poked at him to make him sit less like a pole dancer in an especially sticky bar, he watched a livestream about what people could expect to see all the celebrities wearing at the Tiangong fundraiser tonight. Gale was much anticipated. The event was still an hour off starting, but there was already a crowd of reporters outside, glittering with golden flashes as people activated the cameras in their contact lenses.
The Consul was anticipated too. They were going to use the event to give a statement about the dust.
The Consul’s card was still in his pocket. Every so often, he took it out and looked at it. There was a lot he wanted to say.
How does an artificial dust storm start? Did you start it? Was it Earth?
Did you just—sorry, but I have to ask—try to kill us and blame it on me?
But none of those were questions the Consul would realistically answer. What sort of person looked guilty and said, Yes, whoops, sorry, that was me trying to murder the opposition, won’t happen again . . .
He was starting to feel very, very frustrated by all the things he didn’t know. He wished he could just dose everyone with some kind of truth serum. It would be unethical and dreadful et cetera, but at least he’d know if he was now this second standing on quicksand.
Max was wearing the Gale pearls in that picture upstairs.
“Okay. We’re ready,” Mx Francis said.
It was a little shock to come back to himself and remember he had to do some acting now.
“Just try to imagine how you’d be if you’d never taken any drugs and you didn’t live in a dumpster,” Mx Ren told him brightly, with a glitter that said: Look, I’d never say it if you looked in any way like that. I’m saying it because you’re worried you look like that and I think that’s obviously hysterical.
“Oh my God, you can’t say that,” Mx Francis said, going high.
“Or I could imagine how you’d be if you weren’t possessed by Baal, eater of children and prince of the toad-infested swamps of hell,” January suggested.
Mx Ren pretended to bite him, and January grinned.
Mx Francis looked a bit wobbly about what was happening. “Could we have less . . . er . . . open abuse?”
“You look great,” Mx Ren said gently, and clapped January’s shoulder. “Right. And . . . rolling.”
Everyone else got out of the shot. Looking like an interested crystal ball, a camera drone lifted above January’s head, and he pretended to be concentrating on the livestream, where somehow the influencer was still talking about pearls. Immediately on cue, Gale sent him a text. It said, Could you come down to my room? I need to ask a favour.
“Probably about Earth etiquette for the ambassador of somewhere important,” he lie-speculated to the drone as it followed him out and down the corridor to Gale’s room, past more of those wonderful tiny courtyards of bonsai forests and hummingbirds. Mx Francis ghosted after.
The door was already resting open on its latch. He tilted it open.
People at home wore less at formal events. People showed off their shoulders and their arms. Here, formal clothes meant more clothes. Gale was in layers now. The fabrics were fine and airy, but together they had a rich weight, fitted close at the waist and shoulder but loose from the hips down, like a much heavier, conservative version of a gown, only slit up both sides to show flashes of trousers the same colour underneath. The amount of fabric was incredible; metres and metres of it, pooling and glinting in the soft light of the lamps. It was what happened, January realized with an odd jolt, when you had the money to have metres and metres of fabric. He knew what it cost; he had been friends with the costume designers at the theatre. Gale was wearing more than the worth of a house in Cornwall, even one with a vineyard.
He stopped in the doorway, though, because contrary to the script, Gale wasn’t alone. They were sitting at a dressing table, straight and taut. Someone else was combing their hair.
It was the security officer who always took their journal everywhere. He hadn’t seen them since the grenades had come in through the meeting room windows. Puzzled, he wondered if they weren’t security at all but some kind of stylist, but he didn’t think so; he’d never seen them do anything glitzy for anyone heading towards any cameras before.
It was all long steady strokes with a bright silver comb, slow, in a way that looked both ritual and somehow as though it might be a punishment. The more January watched, the more uncomfortable he felt.
Gale had those famous pearls wrapped around both hands. It was the way priests held rosaries.
“Hi,” he said tentatively. “You, er . . . asked to see me, Senator.” He held up his phone as though Gale might somehow have forgotten in the last three minutes, and still not sure he should be interrupting. There was something private-looking about the two of them there at the mirror, and he couldn’t shift the sense that he had appeared immediately after a bitter row, for all he hadn’t heard a sound from the corridor.
“Yes, of course,” Gale said, and looked relieved.
The security officer stepped away and folded into a chair a little way away. It wasn’t, January thought suddenly, how an employee would move about. He’d made a mistake about who they were, he could see that much. Family, they must have been.
Or real partner. They were the right age.
Gale didn’t introduce them, though, and the other person didn’t introduce themselves.
“Is there—something I can do for you?” January asked, as a drone floated in over his shoulder. For all he knew what Gale was going to say, he was nervous. It was difficult to imagine that anyone would believe what was about to happen, because it was stupid-unrealistic. The beautiful lord of the beautiful manor house did not take any interest in the mousy governess, and goddesses did not court shepherd boys from fields. Those things wouldn’t have been good stories if they ever really happened.
“Only if you’d like to.” Gale turned away from the mirror, and January couldn’t help thinking they looked grateful to be allowed to stop seeing their own reflection. “There’s an event at the Tiangong tonight, it’s a charity fundraiser. It’s going to be—monstrous, and I was going to go by myself but then I couldn’t face it. I’m sorry to ambush you at such late notice, but would you come with me?”
Remember to look surprised . . . “Would I what?”
“Only if you’d like to,” Gale said again. A pause. “There’s going to be a lot of free wine and pretentious food, some of which will be cake. That’s as much as I can really . . . sell it to you. The people will all be politicians and trade CEOs unfortunately.” Gale did amazing work of looking hesitant. “It would be good to have some normal human company, though. If you didn’t have other plans.”
“S . . . enator,” January said. It was off script, but seeing that person in the rust-coloured jumper with Gale again had robbed him of any small confidence he might have had that Gale was really up to spending a whole night pretending to enjoy him. “Are you sure? It’s one thing to be married, it’s another to actually—you know, spend time with me. I don’t expect it. I know what I’m here for, everyone does.” He nodded at the drone. “I don’t need to be taken to parties.”
Maybe he’d had a stilted family life, but he wouldn’t have let a cousin comb his hair, or a brother or sister if he’d had one. And definitely not, now he was thinking about it, if he were from a Tharsese Great House. Posh people here bowed to their relatives. That was a very . . . couple-y . . . thing to do.
“Why wouldn’t I want to spend time with you?” Gale asked, giving him a quizzical look.
January was supposed to just say, Yes, great, but he couldn’t say yes without checking that having to stay with an Earthstronger for an entire evening wasn’t going to end in Gale having a panic attack. What if that was what they’d been fighting about with the person in the orange jumper before he came in, whether this was a stupid thing to do or not?
Or about the idea of Gale going out tonight with their fake consort instead of their real one.
“I just . . . don’t . . . want you to feel obliged. Or afraid.”
Gale stood up with a hiss of silk, and like he had with the Consul, January had a stab of that very basic fear that came when someone much taller than you moved closer when you didn’t expect it. Without meaning to, he stepped back. He was already only just in the room, and that step backed him against the wall. Gale noticed and stayed still. “Mx Stirling; I know it must be hard to come here and have people looking at you like you might do something terrible. But I do not think that of you, at all. I think that in a previous life you might have been a kitten that was sat on.”
January laughed, and after a second, with a flicker of relief that said they’d been worried about offending him, Gale did too. The bridge was holding; it had handrails and a toll system and everything now. He looked at them for a hanging moment, wanting to say, what a funny dance we keep doing, just because I’m strong and you’re not, and you’re rich and I’m not. Will we have to do it for five years? But they didn’t know each other well enough for him to say that, even if there had been nobody filming.
“I’d love to go,” he said instead.
Gale smiled again. It was their movie-star smile, but the real one lay under it. The camera drone floated nearer. January didn’t look, but he could almost hear Mx Francis and the producers making happy cooing noises.
In the far corner, the person in the rust-coloured jumper looked away, and he didn’t blame them.
Ridiculous. The whole thing was ridiculous.
“Do you have something to wear?” Gale asked.
“I can find something,” January said, and even though it was all fake, he went tingly. They were going out; he hadn’t been out out since leaving London. He got as far as the pub with Val and the others sometimes but that wasn’t out, that was directly opposite the factory. You didn’t dress up. You just sort of fell in.
“Oh,” Gale said. “And these are for you.” They stepped nearer to him, slowly, so he could see what was happening, and then, taking his hand, set the pearls into his palm.
There was one train down the Valleyside for people, and one that could take cars. It was further along the cliff, and right by the gravity trains.
January sat glued to the car window, excited as a small child, as the funicular sank down the titan drop of the Valley. In the last of the light, an ambery mauve, the gravity trains looked like primordial monsters clawing up the cliffside out of the dust below. They were colossal. The weight would have ripped them off their tracks on Earth. He was starting to get used to how everything was much bigger here, from people to dogs to buildings, but the concrete blocks were each the size of a house, bolted together with magnetic shackles, each link bigger than him. It was like gliding down the length of a brutal cathedral. And there were nine of them. Nine gigantic, disconcerting things just . . . hanging on the Valley side. If they ever fell, God knew what would happen.
All that, just to store the power the city needed for a single week.
Gale had been quiet, reading something on a tablet with a stylus hovering over the text. When January looked, he realized it was language exercises in—something that didn’t look like any language he had ever seen. It was more like music score for a piano; everything came in two lines, as though somehow the speaker was supposed to talk in chords. With a happy little jolt, January realized Gale would never have sat close enough to him for him see whatever they were reading before. There was room in the car for them to sit well away—there were two sets of seats facing each other, but Gale was next to him, not opposite.
“Please don’t tell Mx Francis,” Gale said, with what sounded like a genuine plea.
“What is that?” January asked.
Gale shifted as if talking about it were difficult, and January realized that somewhere along the way, Mx Francis had trained them to put any academic interests in the Unmentionables box alongside incest and golf.
“It’s a transcript of mammoth communication.”
“It’s a what now?” January squeaked. “Why have you got transcripts of mammoths?”
“I was a linguistics lecturer. I, er . . . well, one of the things I worked on was zoolinguistics, and the communication of megafauna. Elephants, mammoths; whales.”
“They have languages?”
“They have.”
January put his hands on his temples and made a tiny exploding noise, to say: mind blown.
Gale laughed the tentative laugh of a person not convinced they were being given a truthful reaction.
January took a breath, then stopped, because in fact all this sounded familiar, and it took him a moment to remember why. “The person who did my halo test was a Professor Shang. Who—said they worked with River, your River. On this, on mammoths I think. You two did exactly the same thing?”
Something strange happened then. The just-kindling coals that were smoking a sort of nascent happiness behind Gale’s eyes went out. Their whole expression shut down and turned to the diplomatic serenity they wore in the Senate, in public. It was, January was starting to learn, a mask. Whenever they wore it, they were hiding.
“Yes. Apollo twins at Great Houses always have the same education. House Gale prioritises cross-cultural studies—linguistics, translation, all that. Traditionally we’ve served in the Foreign Office, we’re diplomats.”
“That’s ironic,” January said, before he could stop himself, and did just manage to stop before he could add, given what you think about foreigners.
“Why?”
“Nothing. Why would you ever want to be a senator if you can spend your life talking to mammoths?”
“I didn’t want to be a senator. I inherited it.”
“Ah, of course. Sorry.”
“No, that’s the price you pay for being born into obscene wealth and power,” Gale said, doing their trick of hanging over the edge of smiling without falling. “It would be disgusting if I could just do what I wanted.”
January was quiet for a moment, because that was an insight that had clear applications. The main reason he thought that nobody should have to naturalise was that nobody wanted to. But if you had never been allowed to do what you wanted to—then it would be hard to see why anyone else should.
“You look like I’ve given you a splinter,” Gale observed.
“No, that’s just my face.”
“You make that face when I’ve said something you think is crushingly stupid but you don’t want to explain why because you think I’ll just talk over you,” Gale pushed.
That, January thought, was an amazingly accurate assessment given that they’d had all of five conversations together. It was news to him, too, that they minded what he thought about anything. He had thought it was courtesy when they asked him for his opinion; it honestly hadn’t occurred to him that they were taking note of the answers. It made a nervous-happy bubble in his chest.
And yet, and yet, this was the person arguing for him to be maimed if he wanted to stay for more than a year. It was becoming a depressing pattern—he just couldn’t make their politics match their personality. He was in serious danger of believing that Gale might be a nice person; but nice people didn’t want to herd other people into camps and permanently damage them.
“I could always give you some opinionated feedback about your face if you want,” he said, because he had no intention of talking about Gale’s naturalisation policies at random in the back of a car.
Or ever.
They were married, and they would be married for five years. They were only going to be able to stand the sight of each other for more than five minutes if they didn’t play political point-scoring games against each other, and just now—not to mention in that last talk show interview—he had already leaned dangerously near to it. If they did that, Gale would always win, and January would just get angrier and more bitter until he couldn’t do his job any more. All the two of them had to do was float on the surface of unsaid things, and everything would be all right. Or not all right. But enough right.
He got one of those long mirror scrutinies.
“This is going to look like bribery now,” Gale said ruefully, “but I have a present for you. You needn’t use them if you don’t want to, but . . .” They drew out a slim box. Inside was a pair of glasses, silver-rimmed and delicate. “They might be useful.”
January lifted them out slowly. The lenses rippled with colours that weren’t in the real world, and veins of the finest circuitry glimmered there if he tilted them. He slid them on, and everything changed.
They fixed his vision. Something in the software corrected everything and it was all pin-sharp, but that was the least of it.
The two of them weren’t driving through a dust-eerie darkness lit up only faintly by the half-lost lights of the city towers around them now. The sky was alive with light. Purple lines and arrows showed the thermal patterns, grading slowly to blue the higher into the atmosphere they reached. As his eyes caught across them, numbers glittered into being alongside; temperature, speed, and then in a bar across the top of his vision, the weather forecast for the next twelve hours. White glows and bars showed where the constellations were, even though the real stars were invisible above the dust. None of it was intrusive or stark, just there enough to see if you wanted to, brightening a fraction if he looked directly at the data. He jumped when a beautiful neon parachute floated down just ahead of him, advertising vodka.
Gale was different too. There were shimmering, moving patterns across their coat, the brocade all alive. It was subtle but clear. The patterns were from the same paintings as the linings of all his new things from Fenhua: they were from European masterpieces, and this one was—the new glasses told him so and he had never been so happy to know something—based on beautiful nineteenth-century illustrations of Dante’s Inferno.24 Very, very slowly, an angel was falling down the length of the coat, blazing dark fire.
Another unobtrusive banner appeared where the weather forecast had been and informed him that here was Dr Aubrey Gale-Zhou, Senator for Songshu, PhD in zoolinguistics, forty-five years old (Earth Regional Time).
The car was gliding up to the hotel already.
As they stepped out into the strobing of photographs, Gale touched his shoulder and turned him towards the stairs that led inside. A person who was actually in skintight plain white—he could see above the lenses—was draped virtually in silver light as dense as any real fabric. Whatever made the illusion, it threw sharp shadows across things in the vicinity to match. It must have worked best on a plain base. Of course: hence all the teenagers in black jumpsuits.
Just for a few seconds, January’s own sleeves turned to the silvery light. It was an advert: here’s how it would look on you. Entranced, he held his hands out. Gale must have seen it a thousand times before but they waited, and looked too.
“Jesus Christ,” January managed. “Thank you.” He looked up at Gale again, and found that they had been watching him, somewhere between attentive and anxious, as if they half expected him to hurl to the glasses away and say it was barbarian witchcraft. “You didn’t have to.”
“No, welcome. Ready?”
He nodded, and they started up the steps, to shouts to pause for the photographers who wanted to catch what they were wearing.
Watching the person in the luminous robe was hypnotic. Most people in the train of politicians and celebrities climbing the steps had something illusory on. The heels of someone’s shoes swam with goldfish. He had to keep tilting the glasses down to see what was really going on, then looking through them again. Before long, he realized that the reason nobody wore makeup or dyed their hair here was that they didn’t have to bother actually doing it. It was all filters. You could tweak your nose or your eyes, things that would have meant surgery at home. As a security guard paced by, giving them a nod, January blanched. Through the lenses, the guard had no face. None of the security people did.
Around them, photographers were getting too close, and it felt even closer because everyone was so much taller than he was. Everything was too tall; the stairs, the great glass doors ahead of them, even the handrails.
Gale must have noticed he’d gone tense. “Watch for kids,” they said. “Their filters are better than ours. Adults aren’t allowed to shift too far away from how they really look, it gives you virtual dissonance syndrome, but five-year-old me went round as a tiny fluffy dinosaur for a while.”
January laughed. He couldn’t imagine Gale as a child. In his head, Gale was a static thing in time; they’d just appeared fully formed one morning out of the desert.
Security officers were holding the doors open, and then the roar of the press faded into music and the quiet murmur of hundreds of people being careful not to drown out the orchestra.
24 The encyclopaedia hadn’t been updated for a while and so the entry for the Inferno explained that it was “a folk rhyme from a small extinct state in the Mediterranean, sinking into such crushing religious extremism that it has been banned in most modern countries.”*
*Later that night, one easily angered journalist wrote a whole piece about how Gale was clearly out to promote God and gender. The following morning, someone (January always suspected Gale, because there were only about eight people who actually knew any Dante quotes and he was pretty sure the other seven lived on Earth) graffitied ABANDON ALL HOPE, YE WHO ENTER HERE above the door of the broadcaster’s offices.
The Tiangong had a ballroom. January had seen the space when he had stayed here in the month before the wedding, but it had been dark and empty then. Now it was glittering, partly with its own chandeliers and the medals on the chests of soldiers in dress uniform, but partly from camera flashes. January had never been anywhere like it. The ceiling was the roof of the tower, which on Earth would have been impossibly high even for the grandest dreams of sheikhs and presidents, and lights winked all the way up around the balconies to a glass dome at the top that reflected all those lights twice as long again. It was like standing inside a kaleidoscope.
As always, Gale caused a stir, and the second the two of them were inside, they were surrounded by people—other senators January recognised from the debates, diplomats, donors, people who might have been movie stars. There was nothing so indecorous as gasps about January. But people looked, and looked very close, when Gale introduced him. Someone, and then someone else, brushed his arm and said how lovely he looked; mainly it was curiosity and completely benign interest, but once or twice, not always from older people, he saw flashes of something like offence. He ignored it. He was in this for the cake. It was important to remember your priorities.
“Quite a stunt, Aubrey,” said someone who his glasses helpfully labelled as the Speaker of the House, either not caring that January could hear or assuming he couldn’t understand. It was something he enjoyed about being foreign. Being underestimated was a convenient thing more often than it wasn’t. “Verging on acrobatics.”
“Damn it all,” said Gale, switching into their pristine Mandarin as easily as putting on different gloves. When they switched, it wasn’t only the words; they changed their manner too. It became instantly more imperial, more graceful, more still. In English, they bent slightly, maybe to keep meeting January’s eyes, and they moved more. Mars was quickly teaching him how different you had to become in different languages, because the same expression and the same posture meant radically different things, just like the same vowels did. What looked pretentious, speaking English, was only polite in Tharsese. He found himself staring hard, taking internal notes. He had never seen anyone do it so perfectly before, or make it look so natural. But that was what he needed to learn. That was the difference between being understood and being heard.
“I didn’t think to tell the caterers to get live goats.”
“I beg your pardon?” the Speaker said, arch.
“You must be starving after escaping from the dinosaur park. I’ll see what I can do, shall I?”
The Speaker smiled a shark smile. “I hope you’re gored by a ram. The children shall sing in the streets.” They glanced January over. “Alas, it is not to be; you won’t live long enough. Consul’s on the warpath. Solar power in a dust storm and only vague promises from Songshu? Excuse me, I really must find a good spot from which to watch your crucifixion.”
January watched them go, wishing he had brought popcorn. It was already a much better show than he’d expected.
“All right?” Gale said quietly. Back to English again, and their English self.
“Are you joking? I love it. And there’s cake. Speaking of . . . quickly . . .” He motioned them towards the amazing buffet and had a little fizz of happiness when they came with him.
Gale looked relieved he wasn’t already leaving.
January stood out, or rather, stood below. Everyone here was fifth- or sixth-generation Natural. Security people watched him sometimes, with sceptical, attentive stares he could only see if he took his new glasses off. Other people got a lot closer than they would have normally, and someone asked if they could touch his hair. He understood why, but he said no, because he’d just seen them eat bits of pineapple off a sticky-looking stick.
Some portly people with the internationally too-well-fed look of major business CEOs introduced themselves after that and asked January lots of questions about life at Songshu and being arrested and wasn’t he unexpectedly charming on the news programmes. The subtext was that they had expected him to swear at the audience and rob someone on the way out. He didn’t mind. They were silly and naïve, in the way that people who had always had everything were, but they did seem honestly interested, and that, he felt strongly, was all you could ask of anybody.
Gale knocked his arm gently. Doing well so far.
A famous actor got Gale by the hand then and pulled them away to dance, and January shook his head, grinning, when Gale messaged Help me to him in the new lenses. A banner unfurled across the left one.
People here—or at least, very wealthy people—must have taken dancing seriously, because they were all good at it. He leaned back against the wall to watch. Gale was still trying to say no and the actor was having none of it and, in time with all the other pairs, lifted them up right off the ground in a spin of jewel-bright silk and, through the lenses, a wake of falling golden feathers from the angel on Gale’s sleeve.
He let his head bump back against the wall to try and chase off the familiar old sadness he’d often felt waiting to go on stage. It was a funny thing, but what dancers were, really, were creatures who spent most of their time in the shadows in the wings, waiting to pretend for a few minutes to be another kind of person altogether. He could pretend to be the Swan King, but a hundred seconds later he was just January again. But Gale was the real thing. They were never going to match, and he was never going to belong. Even if he went across the floor right now and asked the actor for Gale back, he wouldn’t belong.
“Where are your parents? You shouldn’t be here by your—oh, I’m so sorry!” someone gasped, when he turned around and they realized he wasn’t an escaped child.
He bowed, quite grateful to have his thoughts interrupted.
“Oh, Mx Stirling,” the Speaker said, looking even more mortified. “I didn’t recognise you.”
January laughed, because he could see exactly why. The Speaker hadn’t really looked at him before. He was literally beneath their notice. “It’s all right.”
“Do—we all look the same to you?” the Speaker asked, still amazingly embarrassed, given it didn’t matter what January thought.
He shook his head. “No, but . . . all the good movies come from Tharsis, right? We grow up seeing you, but you don’t grow up seeing us.”
“Well that’s dreadful, isn’t it,” the Speaker said unhappily. “I, um . . . well, I’m glad to have bumped into you. Would you—mind dancing with me for a moment? Oh. Can you?”
It made him smile. He loved it when people had no idea he was even acquainted with the thing he was world-class at. It felt like being a secret agent. People thought you were a normal person but really—even if it was only for a hundred seconds at a time—you were something else altogether. “I can give it a whirl.”
They shot a strange, hunted look to one side, even though the dance was an easy waltz and there was no danger of bumping into anyone. “Mx Stirling, do you know about Aubrey’s last consort?”
“Max. Ran away with River Gale.”
“Yes, that’s the story, but they’ve vanished off the face of the planet. They’re both dead.”
“The . . . police seem to have some pretty thorough tests to make sure people can’t lie about things like that,” January pointed out, the back of his neck prickling.
“Yes, the bastard halo. Look, I want to show you something.” They pressed one hand over their own eye, the left, and then touched the left lens of January’s new glasses. An image shimmered into it, clear without completely obscuring the real world. It was a halo scan, just like the one of his that House Gale had released to the press. “This is the scan that cleared them.”
“Okay?”
“Let me tell you something about Aubrey. Two years ago, Aubrey Gale was a political nobody. Senators have to attend House sessions, and they have to table a certain number of motions every year. Aubrey always tabled the same one about prisoner rights on hulks and never finished anything to do with it. That’s what hereditary senators often do; they inherit their seat, they attend, but they never do anything except run their own House. Aubrey barely even did that. Why? Drug addiction. Unofficially in and out of rehab for years. Officially it’s called taking a spell of contemplation at a wellness centre.”
January frowned, because he couldn’t imagine Gale being addicted to anything, except maybe competitive spreadsheet organisation.
“Any kind of addiction shows up on a halo scan,” the Speaker said urgently. “It affects your whole mind, it changes all kinds of pathways. But that scan you have there—that’s from the mind of someone who’s never been addicted to anything.”
“So what are you saying?”
“I’m saying,” the Speaker said impatiently, and in that impatience there was the ghost of all those back room conversations they must have had with other politicians, the ones where it was important to let everything rest on everyone’s common, gossamer understanding of everyone else’s intent, instead of actually saying anything aloud. “I’m saying that they faked their scan. Whoever took this test: it wasn’t Aubrey Gale.”
“How have they explained this? The Senator, I mean. You must have asked.”
“That’s the thing. The addiction was never a matter of public record. They can dismiss it in court as malicious hearsay. Nobody at Songshu would testify, they’d lose their jobs. Medical records are sealed.”
“So how do you know?”
“Max was my Apollo.”
January stopped moving. “I’m so sorry.”
The Speaker nodded and put their back to the wall, near a waterfall stand of champagne. They glanced down at January. “Max wouldn’t have run away. Max was a marine, they didn’t run from anything.” They smiled faintly. “I saw what you said on the news: Max would have said exactly the same thing, the two of you would have got on wonderfully. They would never just vanish. And—do you know anything about River Gale?”
“No. Well. They were a linguist, they worked with mammoths?”
“A profoundly boring person. Second heirs always are, and Gale ones more than anybody. Cloistered in the university forever, made of tweed and Tang dynasty poetry. At House Gale dinner parties, we all used to draw straws to be the one to sit next to them and spare anyone else having to talk about verbs. Not run-away-to-a-lunar-cruise material . . . at . . . all.” They had pressed their hands over their eyes, but they took them away now. “I’m sorry, you don’t know me. I could well be a passing political rival who wants to sabotage Aubrey’s marriage, so I don’t imagine for a moment you’ll take any action, but—I wanted to warn you. And I hope that if enough people warn you, we’ll . . . reach some kind of critical mass.”
“Thanks,” January said, because he didn’t know what else to say. So far, people had warned him based on a kind of general understanding of Gale’s character—Yan at the naturalisation centre, Consul Song, Professor Shang—but a halo scan that must have been faked; that was more difficult to put in the “hearsay” evidence pile.
He couldn’t imagine Gale with a drug addiction. But then, if it had led to murdering someone, maybe that had been the jolt they needed to get clean. A political nonentity who suddenly became a superstar—he had to admit, that did sound like they’d made some big change in their life.
The trouble was, it was all moot. Even if he found a dungeon under the dance studio where all Gale’s previous partners were mummified in iron maidens, he couldn’t leave. He had signed a contract, he was in this for five years. If he tried to get away, even if Gale didn’t have him hit by a bus before he could tell his story to the press, he would be right back where he started. Sure as hell House Gale would find a way to get the money back from him: he’d be penniless and looking at deportation or naturalisation.
That was still more frightening than living with Aubrey Gale.
“I’m really sorry about Max,” he said at last.
The Speaker gave him a watery smile, the kind of water that only just filmed over the shore when the tide was low. It barely covered the grit of the grief below. “You know, that’s the most sincere thing anyone from House Gale has said to me about it.”
January looked up at them and realized he could see the similarity to that portrait of Max at Songshu. As far as he understood, Great House Apollo twins were almost never actual twins,25 but maybe the two of them had been. “I know you’re not super into it here, but do you need a hug?”
“I think I do, actually.”
He leaned up and the Speaker squeezed him carefully, and then pulled their sleeve over their eyes. He was about to suggest they have a quiet drink until everything seemed less sharp, but he didn’t get a chance.
A commotion of reporters and cameras erupted by the doors. At first all January could see past everyone else’s shoulders was a swift phalanx of praetorians in black.
The Consul.
The Speaker nodded to January and slipped away, and January cast around for Gale. He didn’t have to look far. The Consul was already clearing the way. By the time he got there, they were gripping Gale’s hands and saying hello and what foul weather with a merry sort of charm that for all the world looked honestly meant.
“Aubrey, how are you? I can’t believe you’re up and about already, you’re like a persistent fungal infection. And January: much less so. You look wonderful.”
January bowed. Down his right side, he was even more aware of Gale than he usually was. He didn’t want to look at them, in case everything showed on his face. Even though they were the same Gale, in the same kingfisher blue as before, even holding the same wine glass as before, he felt like he was standing beside someone else. A faked halo; holy Christ.
Irrelevant, the Swan King voice told him severely. Get your head on straight. Focus on the performance. Especially if your life depends on it.
“Consul Song.”
“Guang, Guang,”26 the Consul insisted expansively. “How’s the giant publicity stunt working out for you both?” they glimmered. “You know we’ve got a sweepstake going at Jade Hill, Aubrey. I’ve got six to one you vanish him in a mysterious accident with some mammoths a month after the election.”
“That’s very specific,” Gale said mildly.
“Five to one is some kind of fake accident with a bus. There’s a fun one about polar bears too.”
“Is anyone betting that I won’t murder him?”
Usually he would have thought it was funny, but after what he’d just heard, he wished people would stop joking about his being murdered.
“Just Ping the intern. They were last to choose.”
“Good on Ping the intern,” Gale said. “But don’t you have an announcement to make about this storm whose artificial origins you definitely aren’t lying about?”
“I do, in fact, I do. Good luck, January. I’ll ask penetrating questions after your inevitable disappearance.”
“Very kind,” he managed, wishing that Gale wouldn’t look like they were so on the edge of enjoying themselves. They liked the Consul, he realized suddenly; they probably liked anyone who could give them a good fight.
It was one of those things that in principle was really likeable. If he’d read this exchange in a news report he’d have laughed. In practise, in person, standing here, it was frightening.
The Consul swept away towards the podium. Everyone surged that way, slowly and gracefully; from above they would have looked like iron filings following a magnet.
January glanced up at Gale, who looked back with a lot more trepidation than he’d expected.
“I haven’t murdered anyone. That intern is going to win a lot of money.”
“Lucky intern,” said January, because he couldn’t say, I believe you.
“Schrödinger’s cat,” Gale said mutedly. They looked unhappy about it.
He had to mine down in his imagination to get to what he would have said half an hour ago, before he’d talked to the Speaker.
“Yeah, but I like cats.” He was getting better at the acting. He even smiled a bit, and he didn’t think it looked like a scared rictus either.
Gale leaned forward very, very slightly, just enough to sway the ends of their hair away from their sash. “I feel like that’s what I’d say to a possibly radioactive cat I’d been legally shackled to.”
“No, it isn’t,” January said.
“What?”
He looked up at them properly. “I can’t see you trying to be polite to gamma rays; it wouldn’t make any difference.”
Gale smiled the barest smile, and January breathed out, relieved. Mostly that they seemed at least half convinced, but a little because—because despite everything he didn’t like the idea that he’d poked a sore spot.
You are not so useless that you’ll end up loyal to a murderer literally because they’re nice to you, the Swan King snarled.
He had a horrible feeling that actually, he might already be going that way.
Somebody important announced someone else, who then announced the Consul, to applause. January inclined his head. For a while, people had clapped whenever he went on stage too, so he knew what it was like and he knew that normal people, with an accurate idea of the worth of a soul, looked embarrassed or just a little unwilling; and if you were used to it, the decent thing was to ignore it and do whatever people had come to see. You didn’t behave like it was your due. There was a fine line between magnanimous and smug, and the Consul was tightrope-walking it. It was not how Gale looked. At any given event, Gale could have been talking to three people or three thousand—you couldn’t tell, if you just watched them alone.
Eyes flashed gold everywhere.
“Good evening. I know we’re all here for fun, but I have some important news first. The forecast for this storm is bad. It looks set to last months. The Songshu solar array will fail long before it blows itself out, and without that we have no power, and no water, even if my fine colleague Senator Gale finds a way—which I’m sure they will—to eke out what we have for a while.”
Gale looked like they were deciding between models of wood chipper to feed the Consul through.
“It is with great relief, then, that I can tell you that a fleet of aid ships left Earth’s Tianjin station today. They are bringing uranium, to ensure against solar failure. This is tremendous generosity on the part of China, India, and Nigeria, and a reminder of the great safety to be had in remaining united with our mother states. Their ambassadors are here tonight; let’s show them what Tharsis hospitality looks like.”
There was a huge cheer, the kind that came from relief pouring out of hundreds of people who had been trying to pretend they hadn’t been afraid. Three people in cages who looked like children beside the Consul were ushered up to wave.
Gale touched January’s arm. “Would you mind if we went to see some journalists?”
January clenched one fist, digging his fingernails into his palm. “What will you say?”
“That they can’t be allowed to land. This is—a thinly disguised way to get hundreds of thousands of immigrants here—”
“Refugees.”
“What?”
He stepped behind a pillar, away from the crowd. His heart was going hard, as if someone were coming at him spinning a poker. All his instincts yelled at him to shut up, because you had to swallow down your opinions when you were working for someone who had maybe killed the last person in your job, but he was going to feel filthy if he didn’t say anything. He’d spend the rest of his life feeling filthy. It surprised him even as he decided this was his line in the sand. He hadn’t known he had any sand. “Immigrants choose. Refugees don’t. They’re refugees.”
In his head, the hymn those people had sung outside the burning church echoed and echoed.
“No,” Gale said softly. “They’re not. No one has to come to Mars, it’s the hardest place for anyone to go to—”
“Are you really saying that you’re going to turn them around after months on the Crossing, and—”
“We’ll resupply them, as much as we possibly can, and then we’ll send them to a country that has the capacity to safely take them—”
“What country?” January said incredulously. All at once it didn’t matter, what the Speaker had said. He would stand here and die before he let Gale say that without some kind of challenge. “Name it! Tell me where I should have gone. Which country has space and work and money and some kind of stability all at the same time? I’d love to know, I really would, I’ll piss off there when you’re bored of me. Do you think I wanted to spend eight months of my life getting here and then fighting with immigration services and doing a factory job? If there had been anything else, don’t you think I would have done it?”
Gale looked away for a second, and it was as near to impatience as he’d ever seen them come. His heart tried to get up behind his tonsils. If he kept arguing, he might as well be doing handstands on the edge of a cliff, but he knew already that he couldn’t stop, even though this might be the stupidest thing he’d ever done. “Do you believe that if hundreds of thousands of Earthstrongers come here, into the city, then we won’t see a surge of Natural homicides?”
He shut his teeth. “No, I don’t. Of course I don’t. That isn’t what I’m saying. I’m saying, your solutions will do more harm than good.”
“There are no good solutions. It’s ugly, and things shouldn’t be this way, but they are. If we let them land, there are only two choices. Either we say to one large group of people, I’m afraid you’re going to have to adapt to light gravity and all the health problems that brings, because that’s just the nature of this planet; or we say to a small group of people, A significant number of you will soon be accidentally murdered and sorry, but as a government, we’re fine with that. Tell me a better solution than preventing the situation which makes that choice necessary in the first place. That’s all I’m trying to do when I say we can’t let them land.”
“Would you want a solution, if there was one, or would it make you angry because it would mean your ancestors and your House suffered for no reason?” January asked softly.
He should have known, before he said it, that he was crossing a line. He could call Gale a horrible person and they would shrug, but he’d just said they were dishonourable, and that was something else. They had been leaning a little towards him to hear him over the noise behind them both, but now, they straightened. Aubrey the gentle academic vanished and left him with Senator Gale. He found himself pressing back against the wall.
“That’s what you think I am?” Gale asked, very quiet. “You think I’m doing this because I suffered, so now I haven’t the mental strength to do anything but insist other people suffer, to make what happened to me fairer somehow? Really? You don’t think it’s because there is no solution?”
He wanted to go down to the lake and hide with Ming the polar bear until this blew over. “You have all the money in the worlds. You were talking about spending billions of yuan getting a new solar array into the atmosphere, but if you spent that money on building new sun fields and a new water factory for a new colony, they could land, they could be separate from Tharsis, and they might actually have a chance of surviving the winter—and you would make money from the water you’d invested in! It doesn’t take a genius to come up with that but you are a genius, so you must have thought of it. Why not do that?”
“Because then we’d have a colony of people three times stronger than us a hundred miles away instead of six million miles away, when frankly even the six million isn’t far enough.”
“There has to be something. No one’s going to do it if you don’t.”
“What’s this you?” Gale asked him, voice smoking higher with irritation. “We are House Gale. Roll your sleeves up and show me some plans.”
He had never been so instantly furious. He hadn’t known he could be. “I shouldn’t be the one doing that! I’m just a dancer—”
Gale half laughed. “Come on. You can’t just sit on the side of the ring and complain while I fight, that isn’t fair.”
“I can’t fight with people like you!” January whisper-snapped. “I don’t have a PhD in Generally Everything, I don’t know a quarter of what I need to know, I’m at such a crippling disadvantage against—you don’t understand!”
“You’re afraid people will—what, ignore you, laugh at you?”
“Send me back to prison? Deport me?” His ribs had seized up with everything he wanted to say and everything he didn’t dare to ask, and with hating that he didn’t dare and hating that he wasn’t any good at saying things when he did.
“I see,” Gale said, steady and hard. “I’m afraid someone will kill me.”
January didn’t know what to say any more. There was a tornado in his head now and he couldn’t catch any of his thoughts, except in disjointed scraps as they tore past. He didn’t want Gale to be afraid all the time, it made him feel sick to think of that, but he would rather shoot himself than say that being afraid was a good reason to maim someone else. And there was something like grief in there too. He had loved having that new bridge between him and Gale, it had been precious, and now he was watching it burn.
“All of which,” Gale said, sounding tired, “is irrelevant, because we only have a month to come with up something, not ten years. You don’t have to come with me for this if you’d rather go back to Songshu.”
Maybe it was just because of what the Speaker had told him, but that last offer sounded more like a trap than a way out. He could see vividly that if he took it, he would be saying was that he was happy to take Gale’s money without doing the job it paid for. He might as well declare he wanted a divorce right now, and if he did that, he had probably better enjoy what few of his very numbered days remained.
“I said I disagree with you, I didn’t say I wouldn’t do my job,” January said, very quiet. He had felt less trapped in the prison cell. At least there he’d had the friendly dognapper.
Gale bowed slightly and opened one arm to invite him to go first.
On the steps of the hotel they walked into a wall of people all yelling so many questions it was impossible to distinguish any single voice. All he heard was a swarm roar.
“Good evening, how is everyone?” Gale said, not even fractionally stirred by it.
There was a story from somewhere, about a king who had tried to stop the sea; January thought of it then, because he had a feeling that the sea would have parted for Gale.
“Senator, can you comment on what the Consul just said?”
“The Consul has just announced that a fleet from Earth is coming here with uranium. And well they might; this storm is artificial, caused by the release of silver iodide, which does not naturally occur on Mars or anywhere. This is clearly a pretext by which to bring as many immigrants from Earth here as possible before the election, under the guise of help in an energy crisis.”
More noise than January had ever heard before. It had hurt less to stand right under the engine of an idling interplanetary liner. He felt painfully detached from it all.
“Senator—”
“Senator!”
“Senator—”
“Mx Stirling?”
Gale pointed to that last voice, and January had a drab little tide of gladness when he recognised Professor Shang, wearing a badge that said they were reporting for, of all things, a neurology journal, and beaming out that same Paddington Bear warmth they’d had in the interrogation room, still in that same purple scarf.
“Mx Stirling, what do you think is going on?”
Gale was looking down at him, as suddenly silent as everyone else.
A quiet voice in his head said: You know, if you say, don’t be silly, there are no crazy conspiracies, you could pull the rug out from under all this. Songshu is failing, aid is coming; what’s the problem?
He could see the future, as clear as if it were playing across the inside of his new glasses. If those ships landed, more would follow. China and Russia and India and all the rest wouldn’t want Tharsis to become American overnight. With them would come their governments. Tharsis would be a true colony again soon, and that would be that. People like Gale would never have any power again. People like Gale, sixth- or seventh-generation Natural, would find themselves at the very bottom of the pile, and maybe even forced out of the city. The world would turn upside down and everyone who had scraped along the bottom would have a chance to get to the top. The Senate would become Earthstrong heavy, cages would be here to stay, life would be—maybe not brilliant, but better. The naturalisation centres would close. Perhaps funding would go to making more buildings like the Rings. He could go in shops. He could get work again, normal work. With the money he already had from his single month working for House Gale, he could start a dance company.
He wouldn’t need to be tied to a nationalist who wanted him to wither away behind a fence.
He wanted to think that if he said that, he would be safe, there could be no garbage truck accident, because that would be too ridiculously obvious—but he could see that that was naïve. Money like House Gale’s was power. Gale could do what they liked. There might be a scandal, but he’d still be dead.
He drew his breath in slowly.
Just do your job. You do what you have to do. You don’t need to die for this.
“I think this storm was caused in order to force Senator Gale to allow a fleet from Earth to land here, even if they are Consul in a few months’ time,” he said, carefully. He couldn’t bring himself to say, I agree with everything Senator Gale says, it’s all definitely a great idea. “I think if enough people are coming, that places Tharsis in a great deal of danger. Even if there are no soldiers, even if it’s just desperate, innocent people fleeing fires—we are dangerous, even if we don’t want to be, and we will see accidental homicides go right up. I don’t know what the solution is in such a short time frame, but I’d like to know what the Consul thinks it is, because we are going to need one.” And it’s going to have to come from the Consul, because honestly, hell is going to freeze over before Gale even thinks about it.
Gale bent very slightly over him, an inch off kissing the top of his head. The falling angel on their coat was just at his eye level now. He cast his eyes down. He shouldn’t have cared whether they approved of what he said or not, especially when it probably just a piece of acting for the press. He did, though.
“And does House Gale have its own solution to the energy crisis?” Professor Shang asked into the silence.
January looked up at Gale, but Gale didn’t speak, and only nodded a little at him.
“Yes. House Gale is building a new solar array in the atmosphere, above the dust. The process will take two months. All we have to do is last until then. And we can. We have the gravity trains, we have some light, and people here are rock hard. You’re the people who came to an airless desert and built a city. We can do this.”
“That’s all we have time for,” Gale said, and below the level of the cameras, they squeezed his hand hard. “We’ve got a lot to do.”
25 Every year, healthy people donated genetic material to the Genesis Institute, and anyone with a Child License could go there and design their own embryo (free, funded by the government), which was then grown in a glass pod. There was a public gallery of babies-in-progress, a very popular part of any Tharsese sightseeing tour, because going to look at babies makes you feel better about everything even if you think you wouldn’t like it. Every year, there were always some abandoned babies, because the parents died or circumstances changed, and it had been the policy of Great Houses for generations now to choose their heirs from among those up for adoption. You could, of course, have a baby in the traditional way if you wanted to, but trying to tell a Tharsese person that this was a good idea usually provoked the sort of reaction that everyone else would have if you tried to convince them of the nurturing, character-building virtues of medieval torture chambers.
26 光, Guang, meant “light,” January’s new glasses told him helpfully, and then, because the translation software was a bit overenthusiastic after being asked to provide information useful for recent immigrants to Tharsis, explained that depending on social context, lots of Tharsese people used translations of their names in different languages, and in fact many felt there was no “true” version. It was usual to use the Mandarin one in a formal context like this, or in writing; outside a bar, they’d be more likely to use the Russian, and if they were signing a piece of graffiti, English. This was why, it enthused, you almost never saw Senate records refer to “House Gale,” but “House Dafeng,” the Mandarin translation, and why lots of conservative news outlets talked about the disappearance of Jiang Dafeng rather than River Gale—and why they were calling him Yiyue and not January.
The first thing they had to do was face Mx Francis, who met them at the doors of Songshu furious.
“What the fuck just happened? You just committed us to solar power in the atmosphere in two months live on—”
“Solly—” Gale started.
“If that doesn’t work, you’re dead! I don’t just mean the campaign, I mean face down in a well dead, because we’ll be part of fucking China again—”
“Solly,” Gale tried again.
“Don’t you Solly me! I’m the one who’s going to be up all night drafting the press release that explains exactly how we’re going to pull this off!”
“It was very quick, I wasn’t altogether at my leisure to call for my press secretary’s approval,” Gale said.
“I hate you and I hope you’re trampled by righteous llamas,” Mx Francis told them. “Both of you. Now go away, I have to call Dr Molotov and get them to walk me through how this is going to work. You can’t announce this and then not say how you’ll do it . . .”
“We’ll get out of your way then—”
Dr Molotov came out of the lift then, looking like they might go and fling themselves off a cliff right now to beat the rush. “Mx Stirling! I said two months was the best possible scenario! That’s if nothing goes wrong! Nothing!”
“I know, I’m really sorry—”
“Mx Francis wants you,” Gale put in.
“I don’t have time to explain everything to a publicist, I need to talk to Dr Chen at the House Tesla launch pads . . .”
“You do have time to talk to a publicist, you weird little mole person,” Mx Francis told them. “If you still want a roof to live under in two months—”
Gale gave January a wry look and pressed the house intercom. Their voice smoked around everything, echoing from every floor. “Sorry for the late hour; senior staff to the dining room please; thank you.”
Mx Francis and Dr Molotov looked around. “Senator?”
“Now,” Gale clarified.
“Um—right,” Mx Francis said, looking worried.
“Probably we should make everyone some coffee,” January murmured.
“Let’s do that,” Gale agreed seriously.
The kitchen echoed without all the cooks in it. January studied the coffee machine to see how it worked—his new glasses flashed up a schematic straightaway—then poured in some fresh grounds and set it going. Beside him, Gale lifted down the cups, which were too high up for January to reach without finding a chair to stand on. He concentrated on the steam and the heating plates, his whole right side prickling uncomfortably knowing Gale was there, though he wasn’t looking. The two of them had come all the way home without talking and he wanted not to talk now either, because he’d had enough of feeling stupid and angry and scared for one night.
He risked a glance across when it started to feel like maybe Gale wouldn’t rehash things. Gale’s shoulder was at his eye level, an ink stripe of their hair deep black over the blue evening robe.
“I can do this,” he said. “Go out and—persuade everyone not to kill us.”
“You’re not Cinderella, let me help.”
“There are a lot of things I can’t do, but I can make coffee,” January said, slightly more flatly than he wanted to.
Gale was quiet. They hinged a little bow to him and left with a sigh of silk. Part of him felt abandoned.
By the time everyone was in the dining room, it was almost midnight. Some people had come down with a jumper on over whatever they slept in, and others were hunched up over the cups of coffee looking like they were scrying. Mx Ren was as bright as always (today’s dungarees were bottle green) and January wondered if they ever actually slept, or just recharged in a cupboard somewhere.
Through the new glasses, he could see information about everyone hanging above them in unobtrusive clouds. Everyone had a doctorate in some kind of complicated engineering. Around them, there was art he had never seen before; beautiful, brushstroke herons walked over the floor, fishing in brushstroke pools for brushstroke fish. Hypnotic. When the wind gusted outside, the reeds in the painting waved.27 It was simple, but he could have watched for years. When he looked down, the floor wasn’t the floor but the surface of another pond. A koi swam under him. He had to take the glasses off.
“All right,” Gale said, far more gently than normal. “It’s late, so I’ll keep it brief. At the gala tonight, the Consul announced that a fleet is coming from Earth with uranium. They will be here in two months. I know it sounds good, I know we all want help, but this isn’t good. If they land—we’re a colony again, and probably everyone in this room will be arrested for promoting nationalism.”
No.
What?
January sat back, because he’d had no idea that those were the stakes for Gale. He wanted to yell that they hadn’t bloody said that at the Tiangong.
But then, maybe they thought he knew; in the same way he expected them to know how hard things were for Earthstrongers. He found himself rewinding his memory of that argument. He’d thought they were getting angry with him because he wasn’t cooperating, but—maybe it was because they thought he was saying he thought they deserved to be arrested.
Oh, God.
The quiet had a heaviness to it. There was no sound but the house itself, its lights and vents, and over everything, the shush of the dust rising outside. It was worse than before, already. The floodlights outside were lost in it.
“We have two months to get a new array into the atmosphere and connect it. We’re not going to get any help from central government. Some of the other Houses will refuse to help because they vote with House Song. But I propose you tell me what needs to happen, and I find a way to do the politics.” Gale paused. “I’m not going to lie to you. If this doesn’t work, we’ll all be in a hulk around Jupiter. But if it does work, then it’s likely that the election is ours. I know some of you will be wondering if I’m exaggerating the threat from Earth for political gain, and if I was holding a gun to January’s neck in that interview.” People looked at him, with a few weak smiles. He didn’t have it in him to smile back. “But I’m telling you now, in private, that I’m not. They’re coming, and . . . they will take Tharsis. If anyone is convinced otherwise, and I understand if you are, you can leave with a full reference.”
Nobody moved.
“Fortunately we’ve been thinking about all this already, so we have a head start.” That, January thought, was either a very generous use of “we,” given that literally everyone else had yelled at Gale that building a new array was impossible; or it was the magisterial we. He was starting to feel a little appalled at how one human being could be so ambiguous, all of the time. You would have thought it would be easy to tell if a person was noble or a monster, but here he was, a month later, with no clue. “Tomorrow, I need to know whose help we need, and I will get it. Are there any questions?”
January had expected a barrage, but nobody said anything. Finally Mx Francis stood up, and he thought that they were about to walk out.
“We serve at the pleasure of the House of Gale,” was all they said.
It echoed around the tables, and then people were getting up and sharing tablets and talking fast, and eyes flared blue as calls went out, and Mx Francis was sitting close to Dr Molotov with a stylus and Gale and January were left in the one point of stillness.
A drone floated down next to them.
Gale looked straight at it, held up their antique phone, the one they had ruined to save January’s, and played a song that was everywhere at the moment; it was a ballad from one of those wildly popular Nigerian boy bands, super catchy to the point that January knew the lyrics even though he didn’t speak a word of Hausa.
That’s copyrighted, we can’t put that in the show! someone protested over the microphone.
Gale turned it up.
The drone managed to look harassed as it flew away.
Gale left the phone on the table, still playing the song.
“You could have tanked me, in front of the press,” Gale said him, very quiet. “You . . . why didn’t you?”
“Because,” he said, not quite able to believe they were actually asking him, “I’m scared of you. I don’t know what happened to Max. I don’t know what’ll happen to me if I piss you off enough, do I? I told you. I don’t want to kick the nuclear cat.”
Gale looked shaken. Not just a little off balance, but like he had taken hold of something deep in them and rammed it. If it was acting, they were the most incredible actor. “January. Nothing is going to happen to you. I’m not—I didn’t—you don’t need to be scared of me.”
“The Speaker told me you used to have a cocaine addiction which didn’t show up on your halo, after Max and River vanished,” January explained softly. “So I know someone else took it for you. I’m—please. I’ll do as I’m told, I’m never going to ask for anything, and I won’t do anything to sabotage you, you don’t need to worry. All I want is to get out of this alive, so that’s . . . what I’m trying to do.” He bowed a little and tried to leave, because there was nothing he could do here except get in the way and if he lobbed the drone out the window then he could have some privacy in his room. But Gale was fast when they liked, and put one arm across the door before he could reach it.
“No. No, no, January, I brought you here to fight me. Someone like me needs someone like you in the room, or what I think isn’t worth anything—”
“No, you don’t need that, you just think it’s fun!” January protested, far more angry than he had thought he could be, for no real reason except he was tired and alone, and it turned out he was a lot more upset about the ruined bridge that he had imagined he possibly could be. “That’s just sparring practise for you, when you’re already the heavyweight champion. I’m not in your league. I’m not in any league, I’m a dancer, and even if I was, I don’t know what happened to Max!”
Gale dropped their arm. “I don’t . . . know what to say that will help. I didn’t kill anyone. And I’d never hurt you.”
“I’d never hurt you either, but that doesn’t stop you planning and behaving and legislating as if I definitely will,” he said tightly. “No—don’t—say anything, please don’t say anything, I don’t need to be body-slammed through the floor again—”
“January, saying things to you is not the same as actual violence—”
“No, but it’s a fight you’ll definitely win! Can’t you see it’s that unequal? You don’t have any bloody trouble seeing that my muscles are stronger than yours, why can’t you admit that your brain is at least three times better than mine?”
“Because it isn’t! You’re completely capable of—”
“Good night! Good night,” he said, struggling to keep his voice level. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
He managed to get the elevator doors shut before a drone could follow him in, and then he held it together until the fourth floor, but by the time the doors opened on the fifth, he had cracked, and the world had gone blurry and lensing. He had to pull off the new glasses and press his sleeve against his eyes before he walked out into the corridor.
He almost didn’t see the always-writing person in the rust-coloured jumper. They were right in front of him, looking like they wanted to say something. They must have been waiting for the lift. He bowed his head and stepped aside.
“Sorry,” he muttered, more for the state he was in than getting in the way.
They glanced up and down the corridor—checking for cameras—then touched his arm, and pulled him into a wordless hug. Even though he still didn’t know who they were, and he had a horrible feeling they were the real version of him, the person who should have been married to Gale, it was such a kind simple thing to do that something in him snapped and he couldn’t do anything except cry against their shoulder. After a little while, they tilted him back and bowed once, and called the elevator, and that was it.
He should have said thank you, but he couldn’t. He didn’t know their name, and right in his bones he didn’t want to. It would have to be one of those strange, half-magic things that happened sometimes, and in the morning, the two of them would go back to carefully pretending the other one didn’t exist, because that would be the only way not to go mad.
27 It was, said his glasses, an original Anna Minami, and priceless. Anna Minami: born Tokyo 2025, early virtual artist, more appreciated after her lifetime, which she spent mostly as a security guard at Haneda Airport. Scholars had never been able to prove it, but they suspected she was behind the painted birds who made nests in the sinks in the ladies’ bathrooms, and likewise that she had, after the IT department kept scrubbing the coding and calling the birds graffiti, something to do with the giant purple elephant that had then moved into the IT office.
As it often did if he was upset, his cage ached. You weren’t really supposed to wear it all the time, and where the steel tendons lay, he could see bruises starting to form. It wasn’t that the cage was too tight, it was just the consistent pressure, the same way you got bruises on your face if you wore a mask for too long. He should ask for the key, to be out of it for a little while at least, but he couldn’t face going back down to beg Gale for favours, and anyway, he’d made the oath. They’d let him out when they felt safe.
An angry little voice snarled that they wouldn’t feel safe even if they cut his arms off first.
No; no. He couldn’t get angry with someone for being afraid. You didn’t choose to be afraid.
You could accept that being afraid wasn’t a reason to—
“Shut up,” he said aloud, to try and stop his thoughts. He didn’t like how righteous they were getting.
So he stood under the hot shower to try and ease all the aching places, and felt determinedly grateful that there was hot water, and so much of it. A whole twenty minutes. It was incredible.
He was very lucky.
He was.
He’d only just bullied himself to sleep when an almighty bang on the door jolted him awake. It sounded like someone had smacked their whole weight into it.
January lay still, trying to tell if he had been dreaming. He hadn’t even realized he was asleep.
Something scratched at the door.
Not a dream, then.
He got up, not liking being locked in his cage with someone perhaps trying to break into the room, but it wasn’t like he was weak in it. He told himself to get a grip. It was probably nothing; in fact, no. It was probably Kasha.
He pulled the door open and almost fell over Gale, who was on the floor right outside.
“Hi,” they said, sounding level, but not looking it.
January bumped down onto his knees. “Jesus Christ. Are you hurt?”
“No—no.”
But they were. Normally Gale spoke to him in English, but they were using Mandarin now. Nobody could do a foreign language when they were properly upset. If he was even flustered, January went from functional to incoherent instantly.
“It’s okay,” he said again, even though he had no idea if it was. “I—why are you here, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know.” Gale’s voice cracked over it. “I don’t—I didn’t mean to come here.”
January looked along the corridor, at a complete loss. “You . . . sleepwalk?”
“Must do.” Gale was rubbing one arm, but too lightly; it hurt.
He took a breath and realized he had no idea what to say with it. The only thing he could do was try to work out if their arm was broken. “Can I . . . ?”
Very gently, he straightened out their arm and bent it again. Not broken. Good. But Gale was shaking.
It must have been a spectacular nightmare. He supposed they could have got this far, asleep, if some part of their dreaming mind had insisted it was urgent enough. If you’d been torn in half by someone who looked just like a person who’d just moved into your house, then blown up by yet another one, it only followed that you’d get horrendous nightmares and sleepwalk, or whatever this was, immediately after being snarled at.
Strange to come to his door, though. The opposite direction would have made more sense.
“Can you get up if I give you a hand?”
It came out wrong, and he saw them try to catch his meaning, and miss. “What?” Their voice was breaking.
“Sorry,” said January, whose Mandarin was not at its best at two in the morning. “I always screw up my tones when I’m tired, don’t I—agh.” He turned his head aside and stuck out his tongue, mostly to see if he could get Gale to smile. “Yuck yuck yuck.”
Gale did smile. “In a stone den, a poet called Shi, who was a lion addict, resolved to eat ten lions . . .”
All those words were shi, and they only made sense if you got the right tones.28
It was a famous tongue twister and January could never do it. “Shut up shut up. She sells sea shells on the seashore. I said, can you get up, if I help you?”
“I can do it without you—you go back to bed. I’m sorry. I don’t know how I ended up here.”
January had to laugh, although it didn’t sound very laugh-like. “Come on. I’ll feel bad if I leave you on the floor.”
“No. I’m a foot taller than you and you’re in a cage—”
“I could lift you with one arm,” January said softly. That wasn’t what Gale was saying, he could see that, Gale was embarrassed, but he wasn’t having it anyway. “Look; look at this.” He pulled his phone out and scanned back two years through his photographs—he’d not taken many here because he had no one to show them to—until he found one of Hulking Terry, stumping off with yet another round of cake. “Look at that. One arm. And I never killed him, either, which I think speaks very well to my character.”
Gale choked on a laugh.
“It wasn’t even dancing, it was bullfighting. His mum used to turn up with survival packages full of bloody biscuits because everyone knows how horrendously thin ballet dancers are.” January didn’t often do impressions of people because there wasn’t much in the world that was ruder, but he had a strong feeling that Gale needed to hear him say something bitchy and unreasonable about someone else, so that it was all the clearer he wasn’t secretly feeling bitchy and unreasonable with them. “I still don’t know if I was dealing with a chunker of a human or a really beautiful hippo.”
Like he’d hoped, Gale laughed properly this time.
“Okay?” he asked.
Gale nodded slightly. It was fragile trust, though, and they stiffened so completely when he took their hands it was like lifting glass. But not a great deal of glass. Even on Earth, Gale would have weighed much less than Terry. Once they were standing, one hand to the wall, he tipped sideways to catch their eye.
“Think you can walk?”
“Yes, I . . . I’m fine. I can go by myself.”
“Nope. Come on. You’ll have to live with me for entire minutes.”
Gale walked with one hand to the wall. The limp was bad.
“How does a language even end up with tones?” January asked, not because he imagined there was an answer, but so that Gale would know he wasn’t feeling impatient. “I mean, did everyone get together one morning and say, Oi lads, I know what’ll really piss off all the foreigners . . .”
“No one really knows for sure, but tones probably happen when a language is very old,” Gale said, and January looked up, surprised. “Words erode over time; they always go from jagged to smooth if you give them long enough. Consonants wear away. It happens in English.”
“It does?”
“It does.”
“For example?” January pushed, aware that he was pushing against the fear Mx Francis had instilled in them of saying anything too academic, and that it was severe. He could imagine Mx Francis making liberal use of a taser in the training process.
“For example . . .” Down his left side, he felt them shift, nearly as reluctant to talk about it as they would have been to explain a giant book of pornography. He wanted to say that Mx Francis was wrong, it wasn’t off-putting for someone to know things. Not in the shy, careful, profoundly unpretentious way Gale knew them. But a compliment would have sounded like flirting. Even if you didn’t have an irrational horror of it, that still wasn’t what you wanted at two in the morning after a terrible nightmare. “For example—knight used to be pronounced kuh-nich-t, c-n-i-h-t. If it lives long enough, English isn’t going to say knight, night, nigh, and nine, they’re all going to be nye; I can already hear it in your English. You rarely say a final t, unless you’re enunciating, you—it’s called a glottal stop, you just sort of finish the vowel sharply where the t used to be. But you do say that same sound differently already. Knight is usually a high tone, and nine is usually low, because ‘knight’ finishes right up against your teeth and ‘nine’ doesn’t. And that’s what’s already happened, in tonal languages. A tone is the fossil of a dead consonant.”
“Hah,” January said, really pleased with that. He had never thought of languages as having geologies and fossils before, but he liked it. “That’s lovely.”
They were at the lift now. He waved at the sensor. It took a while to come; which meant Gale had come here on the stairs. Gale’s room was on the fifth floor. It seemed like a deliberate piece of masochism for them to do that to themselves, but January was less than shocked. He could imagine that even if someone had gently tried to raise the possibility of moving to the ground floor in case of emergencies, Gale would defenestrate that person as a point of honour.
“Did you dream?” January asked, once they were inside. “On the way here, I mean; what was it like? I’ve never met anyone who sleepwalks.”
“I don’t know. No. Nothing,” Gale said.
January stood back. “My God.”
“What?”
“You’re a horrible liar. This is very reassuring. Do it again.”
Gale laughed, or tried to. “I—thought someone was dragging me. I thought they pushed me into your door.”
“Vexing,” he said, because he was pretty sure that for Gale, sulphuric acid was less toxic than sympathy.
“Yeah.” They were still rubbing their arm like it hurt. Like someone, he thought suddenly, had grabbed them and pulled. He touched their wrist and glanced up to check they were all right, then pushed their sleeve back.
Something cold slimed down the back of his neck, because there were marks. Bruises. In the shape of fingers.
“Dreams give you bruises, do they?” he asked.
Gale shrugged, amazingly unstirred by it. “Dr Okonkwo says so.”
“Dr Okonkwo says . . . So this has happened before?”
Gale sighed. “I’ve had sleep problems for months. Paralysis and—hallucinations, we keep trying different medication but nothing works. Dr Okonkwo thinks I’m just traumatised from Gagarin Square and it’ll go away by itself.”
“Which cannot be true, because you’re a hell-automaton with no feelings.”
“See? You understand.”
He hesitated. “You know I don’t mean that, right, I’m joking.”
“I know. So, I—”
“Look—”
“Sorry—”
“No—”
“You first.”
January nodded. “I’m sorry about before. I shouldn’t have said—”
“No, stop, stop, I was—going to apologise to you. I know I can’t expect you to fight me when in most of the ways that matter I’m stronger than you. And I know that when you said I was like Schrödinger’s cat it wasn’t a joke. You’re so good-humoured about being afraid that it didn’t really go through my head that you are afraid.”
January leaned back against the wall. “I didn’t realize that you either win the election or end up in prison. You . . . didn’t say.”
“I didn’t want to complain any more than I already had,” Gale said wryly. “I already sounded like a self-righteous prick.”
He swallowed. “I know I don’t understand what it’s like for you, by the way. I’ve never been afraid a stranger will kill me.”
Gale was watching him with something between relief and worry. “Me neither, honestly. I’m too arrogant to imagine anyone might actually kill me. Even in Gagarin Square.”
January snorted. “You’re fantastic.”
“Is that code for unbearable?”
“No,” he said, and meant it.
“You are afraid though,” Gale said after a moment. “That I’ll kill you.”
“Well, you know, not now this second. It’s different.”
“Is it though?” Gale asked, voice lifting high the way it did whenever January said something they felt was especially Earthy and terrible.
The lift pinged.
When they reached Gale’s room, the lights were already on inside. Sitting by the heater, with their leatherbound journal and their rust-coloured jumper, was that mystery person who always seemed to be there. They stood up soundlessly when Gale stepped inside. Neither of them said anything to each other, and January wondered with an uneasy coil if something else was going on. If they had been fighting, perhaps Gale had left in order to get away, not because of some vague sleeping problem.
“Thank you,” Gale said to him.
“Welcome.” He glanced at the person in the rust-coloured jumper again, worried he was just delivering Gale back to a row. They didn’t look angry, or not that he could see without his glasses—he had forgotten them when he got up, too distracted—but nor were they doing any of the things he would have done if someone he loved had just turned up in the middle of the night chaperoned by a stranger. No relief, no exclamations, no hug, nothing.
But well-to-do people here didn’t do big displays of feeling. It was crass. He had seen children bowing to their parents.
“Are you going to be all right?” he asked anyway.
“I’m fine,” Gale said. He caught the smell of summer from them, spices and warmth that made him think of London in its dying golden light. Home; the one he couldn’t go back to. “Good night, Mx Stirling.”
“Night, Senator.”
They shut the door.
January waited, but no raised voices came through it. He sighed. Good.
A tiny stupid part of him felt sad. He was never going to have someone who was his; not even the someone he was married to.
28 The worst thing anyone had ever said to January about tones in Mandarin was that if you got every single word wrong—like, you said “chi” instead of “shi”—but the tones right, people would understand. But if you got every single word right but the tones wrong, you were just making weird noises. A language teacher at the prison had told him that actually if you said no words at all but just hummed the tones, it was guessable. They then claimed that English was like that too, and when January had argued passionately that it was not thank you very much, they’d played a clip of an ancient children’s show called The Clangers. It was about adorable little pink sock puppet mice who lived on the moon. Instead of talking, they whistled to each other, and sometimes you could guess what they were saying from the rhythm of the whistle: in the clip the teacher showed him, one of the pink mice clearly said, “Oh, sod it, the bloody thing’s stuck again.” Mandarin, the teacher said brightly, was just like Clanger. January hoped they were hit by an asteroid.
When he arrived at the meeting room in the tower the next morning—the windows were all fixed now and everything was new again—there were a lot more people than normal, so many he stood at the back rather than trying to wade through for a seat. There were engineers and physicists and specialists whose specialisms he had never heard of. But they all looked bleak and harried, and they were all there to say the same thing.
“Team Science looks like a suicide risk; what’s going on?” Gale asked. They looked remarkably okay. A grasping, needy part of him was disappointed; he realized he had actually been hoping that they weren’t altogether all right, and that at some point today, he could be concerned and helpful, and they could sit together for a little while for a reason that was real, not manufactured by the production crew.
He felt queasy with himself. It was a lot like biting into an apple and finding half a maggot, and trying very, very hard not to think about where the other half was.
There was a strange hum below everyone’s voices; it was the dust whirring over the new windows, thick and brown and strange. The room felt eveningy, because all the lights were on. There was almost no daylight now.
No power in the sun fields.
“I’m sorry, Senator, but the only way to make the energy last anywhere near long enough is rolling blackouts,” Dr Molotov said. “We think between nine at night and six in the morning every day, as well as significant electricity restrictions on day-to-day household activity. As much power as possible needs to go to shipping and essential industry just to keep supply lines open.”
“It’s cold out there,” Mx Francis protested. “We can’t leave people without power at night.”
Gale was quiet for a moment. “If we ask everyone else to do this, we do it too. Power goes off here at the same time as it does for everyone else. And we are not monetizing this scarcity. Power prices freeze as of right now, or we’re hurling most of Tharsis into poverty. We make people pay what is necessary to use the infrastructure and run the sun fields. No more. If I see we’ve made a single yuan profit out of this, someone’s head is going in a jar.”
“Senator,” an accountant-looking person tried, “that isn’t how this works—we have to profit in times of scarcity to tide over in times of plenty—”
“We’re not American,” was all Gale said.
There was a general murmur of “Yes, Senator” from everyone.
“Mx Francis, if the communications department can sit down with Dr Molotov and put together a friendly sounding script explaining what’s going on, we’ll get it broadcast as soon as possible, that would be much appreciated. The rules need to be clear and we need to explain them straightaway. What are the numbers, will rolling blackouts alone keep us afloat?”
“No,” Dr Molotov said miserably. “There will still be a considerable power deficit, but at least it will be delayed. We’re working it out.”
“Good. And what do we need to get the new array into orbit?”
“Given the dust,” Dr Molotov said, looking paler than ever, “we don’t think a normal wireless energy transfer will work. We need to actually—bolt it and wire it into the ground.”
Gale frowned. “How do you mean?”
Dr Molotov swallowed. “I mean we need to build a rig from here to the upper atmosphere.”
“How far is that?” Gale asked.
“To get it above the dust—fifty kilometres.”
January had never seen Gale at a loss before, but they were now. “A vertical structure of fifty kilometres.”
“Yes, Senator,” Dr Molotov said, but they sounded more solid about it now. “It can be done.”
“What do we need?”
“Engineers, a lot of steel, and as much manual labour as we can get; preferably Earthstrong, it’ll go a lot faster. We build first, and then the final stage is sending up the new panels.”
“Fuck,” Mx Francis said suddenly. “You need to see this.” Their lenses flared gold as they projected a news story into the middle of the table.
The Consul was giving an announcement.
“—rationing, effective immediately. Every citizen in Tharsis will receive a ration card. The allowance will be simple, but it is plenty to live on. Nobody will receive more than anybody else. We have enough to get through this until aid arrives from Earth, but only if we are extremely careful. Everyone needs to do their part. I’m very confident we can do this. This is a country that was founded in an airless desert: we can certainly do this.”
“Fuck’s sake, they stole that from January!” Mx Ren snapped, and January had an unexpected swell of belonging.
The Consul was still talking and everyone was still watching, but January didn’t hear any more, because he had suddenly heard it properly. Every citizen.
He wasn’t a citizen. Nobody he knew outside Songshu was a citizen. What were they all supposed to do?
“Start sourcing the steel,” Gale said. “I’ll set up a meeting with House Tesla to see if we can borrow their engineers. Go to work.”
January didn’t move, and waited for everyone else to leave. Gale was getting up slowly, clearly the worse for wear from last night.
“Senator,” he said quietly.
Gale gave him a questioning look. A drone swept down to film them.
“Earthstrongers—we aren’t citizens.”
“We’ll call the Interior Ministry, see what their plan is,” Gale said. “But I need to—”
“No,” January said, getting in the way. “Wait, please. I’m sure you know this already, but Earthstrong immigrants use kilowatts as currency; we’re paid in power. To avoid having bank accounts, to be off grid, so that the immigration bureau is less likely to notice us. But if the electric supply is decreasing, and the cost per kilowatt is rising, then their wages are going to sink to nothing. Even normally, I barely earned enough to half heat my flat. And now ration cards, but only for citizens? People aren’t going to live with this, they’re going to die with it, and . . . really soon. Someone’s addressing that. Right?”
Gale took a breath, but then stopped and held it, and looked down at him as though they were trying to rearrange what he had just said into something that made sense. He saw them decide it was too mad to be what it sounded like.
“Say that again? Immigrants are using . . . power . . . as currency?”
For a second, January was paralysed by the gap between the two of them again. Given that Gale owned the power grid, he had thought they must know all about electric-wages. It seemed insane that they wouldn’t. But then, you’d have to know Earthstrongers to know that, you’d have to spend time in factories and on building sites and in refugee housing. A mean, angry part of him pointed out that when you were in Gale’s position, you had a duty to bloody well find out this stuff.
But that was him. That was why he was here, because Gale wanted to find out.
He switched into Mandarin so there couldn’t be any confusion. “Yes. On the Crossing, there are charities and lawyers who give you advice about how to get by here. Their advice is not to open a bank account. Even before Gagarin Square, you could be deported if your name sounded too American and terroristy. But industries that employ Earthstrongers who aren’t citizens always offer to pay in kilowatts.”
Gale sat down again, slowly. “Okay. I’m going to need you to explain how that works.”
He had never spoken to someone who took notes before. Not only did Gale take notes, but they also drew diagrams as January described how the charge ports worked in a residential building, and then they showed him the diagrams so he could check, all labelled in their immaculate handwriting.
“So,” Gale said at last. “All . . . Earthstrong immigrants are funnelled into government-approved housing. That housing has to be designed for you to move around there uncaged, so things like taps and fittings need to be built for you or everything breaks.”
“Right.”
“But within those designated buildings, it’s common knowledge that people don’t want their names on any records they can avoid, so the landlords fit extra machinery to the electrical systems that allow you to pay your rent in power. Because all buildings in Tharsis are allowed to sell their excess power, if they’re generating extra from their own solar panels or their own whatever, that works: those landlords then sell that power you pay in rent back to the Songshu grid, which returns its yuan value at a perfect exchange rate.”
“Exactly,” said January, embarrassed he hadn’t been able to explain it in that straight a line.
“It’s an extension of the system everyone uses on trains and in convenience stores. The charge cards are actually from the rail network.”
“Right.”
“God,” Gale said, sitting back. They looked up. “If people don’t have bank accounts, how are we postulating that they’re paid now?”
“And that’s if the industry they work in can even still run,” January said, feeling more anxious the more he had to think about it. “Heavy industry is shutting down, you said—it has to? Well—that’s where we work. Shipping, factories, farming.”
“I mean clearly there’s going to need to be some kind of furlough for the workforces affected,” Gale said, “but how are we supposed to find the people who need it? If it’s a sign-up system there’ll be widespread fraud, but then I imagine if you’re avoiding bank accounts then you’re not filling in the census either, are you? The Interior Ministry must have a database of Earthstrong immigrants?”
January shook his head. “They do, but it’s worthless. A lot of us came from refugee camps, we don’t necessarily have passports or ID or anything. The lawyers actually tell you not to give your real name on the ships’ manifests. They make up something that sounds more Russian or more Chinese, if you’re from—you know, the deep West.”
Gale gave their stylus a frustrated look. “Why? The immigration bureau isn’t that powerful.”
January shifted. “When . . . we go aboard the ships, the charities give us classes about things we need to know. One of them is the chance that in the next few years, the government is going to make naturalisation mandatory for anyone staying more than a year.” He said it to the edge of the table, because saying something like that straight on made it sound like smug exaggeration. “So we try and keep off government lists and registers.” He took care not to say, Which is why I’m not convinced by that rubbish you like to spout about how naturalisation will stop this being such a two-tier society. Not only does it not work, it’s making things worse.
Gale stared at him. “So what we’re saying is that we have a population of about two hundred thousand people who are going to need help very soon; and no way to find them; and it’s my fault.”
He wanted to say, No, of course it’s not just your fault, but that would have been very close to lying. “That’s about it.”
“How do we reach them?”
“Do we have to work this out on our own? Surely this is the Consul’s job, surely we should be calling other people?”
Gale gave him a rueful look. “The Consul might have deliberately overlooked this. If we ask for help, it will generate news headlines about how I’m personally killing all these people. And then they’ll die, because unfortunately it was too late to fix my error.”
January watched them for a long second. Part of him said, Don’t do it, what you said yesterday is still true, you don’t know what happened to Max. But after talking to Gale in the night, he was coming, tentatively, around to the idea that though they very definitely might still murder him, it wouldn’t be because he argued with them. Maybe if he found out something bad, yes, maybe if he tried to sabotage House Gale—but with a strange clarity now, he could see that the last thing that would upset them would be disagreeing. They wanted him to disagree.
Here we go then.
“Are you sure you don’t want to go to the Consul because if they swoop in and save the day, you’ll look incompetent?”
He had expected Gale to put him firmly in his place. But instead, he saw something that might have been close to happiness go through Gale’s eyes. They were pleased. He had a fizz of answering happiness in his chest. “Let’s call them and find out.”
The Consul laughed at them and hung up, and about thirty seconds later, there was a sort of primordial howl from down the corridor, which was Mx Francis seeing the Consul post a recording of Aubrey Gale asking for help fixing a mess of their own creation on social media.
“Why do you even HAVE a press secretary!”
“Do you think this is rage that can be solved with cookies, or is it maybe more weapons grade?” Gale murmured.
January took his glasses off. “I’m so sorry,” he said.
“I leave you alone for TEN SECONDS!”
“It was an experiment, Solly, we’re sorry!” Gale called.
“I could get the dog elected Consul easier than you!” Mx Francis snarled from the doorway. “I can’t believe I have to say this, but no calling the Consul, either of you! The Consul, remember, arch-nemesis Song who hates you?”
“It was my fault,” January said in a small voice.
“It was not his fault, don’t shout at him,” Gale said.
“I’m going to work for House Shang,” Mx Francis grumbled, off back down the corridor again. “They tried to head-hunt me. And you know what? Their offer didn’t basically go, oh, Solly, you’re stupid, come and work for a logarithm table that thinks it wants to be Consul . . .”
“Are they actually going to work for House Shang?” January whispered.
Gale waited till Mx Francis had definitely gone. “Born in House Gale, will die in House Gale. Anyway. If you were king of everything, with all the money in the worlds; what would you do?”
January shook his head, because he couldn’t imagine for a second that anyone would do what he wanted. “Open the naturalisation centres. Take the gates and the fences down, open it up to everyone who hasn’t naturalised. No naturalisation, but—free rooms, free power, free food, for anyone in a cage, for the duration of the dust. The funds to do it already exist, but the uptake is really low and most of those rooms are empty. There can’t be any fraud because it’s obvious if someone’s Earthstrong or not.” He had to look away. “Otherwise people are going to go to the naturalisation camps and naturalise just so that they don’t die of cold and hunger.”
There was a terrible hanging moment in which he realized Gale would probably think that was ideal.
Gale was looking down at their own hands in their lap. He watched them without any hope. It was too much of an about turn. They couldn’t campaign against cages and then say, oh, actually, it’s fine, have some free stuff.
“Okay,” said Gale. “Let’s do that.”
“Shut up,” January said, and then clapped his hand over his mouth. “Sorry. No; why would you do that?”
“Rather than—letting thousands of people die?”
January waited. In his experience politicians were usually very happy to let thousands of people die if it was cheaper and easier.
Gale waited too, then looked indignant and punched him in the arm. “You shut up. Now come and be my human shield while I talk to the money people.”
That evening, truck after gigantic truck arrived with building materials, and the great stretches of fallow land beyond the sun fields became a building site overnight, floodlit with halogens and powered by biofuel generators that rattled in the darkness. January walked out to see, along with a couple of drones. Even by the time he arrived, the work crews had marked out where the base of the tower would be, and they had begun to dig its foundations. It was the size of Songshu. He watched the truck lights flash and the cranes unloading rows and rows of steel cabins that would house the workforce. Thousands of people would be coming tomorrow; this was just the start.
Partly he was outside because he couldn’t do anything useful inside Songshu. Gale was broadcasting the message about rolling power cuts.
The weather was turning. It was cold, really cold now. Perhaps it was that the dust had obscured the sun for long enough now that the ground hadn’t soaked up any heat at all for the last few days, or perhaps there was always a cold snap toward the end of winter, but it wasn’t safe to go outside without a heat suit any more. Counterintuitively, there was no frost. Not enough vapour in the air. As he passed a gigantic machine on caterpillar tracks, some people were checking the integrity of the steel.
Down in the Valley, below the dust clouds, the blackout started, and block by block, the city lights faded to nothing.
Half an hour later he was standing with the cameras while the drone operators took light levels, studying the script Mx Francis had written for him, dressed not in the spectacular new things that worked for business life at Songshu, but his own clothes, his old ones: jeans and a checkered shirt. The broadcast was going to be in English. He had never seen an official broadcast done in English. But when it went out, it would have the seal of House Gale.
“. . . and therefore House Gale has deemed it appropriate to open the naturalisation centres for any Earthstrong person who needs a refuge whilst the blackouts occur; this will be complimentary, with meals and heat included, and no obligation to naturalise . . .” He trailed off and had to push his hand over his face.
“What’s the matter?” Mx Francis said.
“I don’t sound like this. Nobody sounds like this,” he said helplessly.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know, I can’t explain!” He slid down the green screen wall and went head first into a bar of chocolate.
Mx Francis crouched down close by. “Are you okay?” they said.
“No. I’m going to need more chocolate,” January admitted. “What if no one goes? There’ll be all this funding and all this effort and it will be pointless and Senator Gale will think I’m an idiot and never listen to me ever again—what if Senator Gale throws me out and I’m eaten by a polar bear, Solly, why didn’t we think of that?”
“I don’t know, I think the bear would have trouble with the cage,” Mx Francis pointed out.
“They’re wily!”
Mx Francis patted him. “It will be fine. People will go. Or, you know, they won’t, and someone will launch more missiles in through the window, but we serve at the pleasure of the House of Gale.”
“Or everyone will think it’s an evil plot to trap people in naturalisation centres and take their cages away,” January said shrilly.
“January,” said a Voice over the camera drone’s speaker system. “Can you put your microphone back on?”
He dropped his scarf over the drone so that it veered around looking like a distressed ghost, and then put his microphone onto Kasha, reasoning that nobody could really fire him at this stage.
Mx Francis was looking worried about the chocolate bar. “Are you sure you should be eating that? It kills your pancreas. You know if you’re addicted to sugar you can get virtual junk food, it’s just protein and vitamins but it’s engineered to taste exactly like—”
“Piss off with your engineered vitamins!”
“But look at the packaging, that’s why it’s got a picture of someone having their foot amputated on it.”
Gale came in through a side door and folded down next to him. Confined to Songshu, they didn’t bother with any of the Senate finery; just a plain green jumper and their hair coiled up without the official diadem or any of it, austere as a cleric. January looked over, surprised, and pleased. He wouldn’t have pegged Gale as a sit-on-the-floor person.
“Could I have some? I’m down a whole leg already, I’m owed,” they said.
The bescarfed drone zithered past, followed closely by Kasha, who was trying to catch it.
“I don’t think this sounds right,” January said, breaking the bar in half and showing Gale the script. “I don’t . . . sound like this, this sounds like—I don’t know, like a government official lying to someone.”
“It’s fine,” Mx Francis said.
Gale glanced up from the script. “No, it isn’t. He doesn’t sound like this at all. It’s all Latin and French.”
Mx Francis’s eyebrows went up. “I am ninety-nine per cent sure it’s English.”
“Which is made of four languages: German, French, Latin, and Greek, in ascending order of register. Germanic words usually sound simple and earthy, sometimes poetic. French and Latin are formal, which is why it sounds like a politician lying. Greek is scientific.”
“Oh my God, it’s happening again,” Mx Francis said bleakly. “Do I even dare ask what you can possibly mean? Will I really regret this? Will I end up killing myself with my shoelaces to escape?”
Gale looked at January. “You know this, right?”
“No,” he said, but although he didn’t understand, he felt like the cavalry had arrived. “How does it work?”
“Every time you ask them anything about language, a fairy dies,” Mx Francis told him, one hand over their face.
He tried not to be too aware that Gale was warm on his right side, or that he could feel them breathing. He wanted to put his head against their shoulder. Stupid.
“This is . . . why English has two or three words for everything,” Gale said, as though they were worried January might feel the shoelace urge too. “You get yourself a drink, but a flight attendant offers you a beverage menu. Drink is German, but beverage is French; more formal. Half of English comes in pairs or triplets with the same meaning but different levels of formality.”
“It does?” he said, to make them go on.
“It does. So . . . reckon is low register, consider is high. Watch is low, supervise is high . . . talk and converse, see and observe, place and location, shrink and diminish . . . what else?”
“Live and reside?” January said, starting to hear it, and fascinated. He knew the difference, but he would never have been able to explain what was behind it.
“Exactly. There’s always one German, and one Latin or French.” Gale was exuding apology. “This whole script is Latin and French. Complimentary, appropriate, refuge, obligation—even the words that aren’t Latin are ludicrous. Deem? Solly, even I don’t say ‘deem’ and I’m wildly pretentious.”
“Sorry, I must have left my French and Latin dictionaries at home,” Mx Francis said drily.
“How would you say it?” Gale asked January. “If you were just telling me over coffee.”
January gazed down at the script. “I’d say . . . I’d say: at House Gale, we think the best way to keep everyone Earthstrong safe during the blackouts is to open the naturalisation centres. Nobody will have to naturalise. But you’ll get a room, and all your food, and all your electricity, for free.”
“That’s great. That sounds like you. Say that.” Gale looked sideways at Mx Francis. “Which is the French and Latin translated back into conversational Germanic root words, by the way.”
“Just so you know, if I ever wanted to murder you in this election,” Mx Francis said, “all I’d have to do is release a thirty-second clip of you doing exactly this.”
“Solly,” January protested, “stop shaming them for being clever. They’re running for Consul, not Prom Queen. If I’ve got a choice between a relatable donkey and a stratospheric genius, I want the bloody genius, thank you.”
“You can’t call someone here a Prom Queen, January!”
He lifted his eyebrows. “I know. I didn’t.”
But Gale looked at him as though he had just held an umbrella over them in pouring rain, and a happy, warm, ashamed bubble swelled in his chest.
“Go and do your German speech,” Mx Francis told him, flapping him with the script.
“Does this look okay?” January asked Gale, waving at his whole self. “And my English is Deep British. There are going to be Americans watching this going, What’s that funny noise he’s making?”
Gale thought about it. “Well, it—looks like Solly’s dressed you up as a poor person and tried to make you cry.”
“That’s exactly what happened,” January said, more reassured to hear the truth than, Yes, definitely, you’ll be marvellous.
“But I think in this instance, it’s what we need,” Gale finished gently. “Are you ready?”
January nodded, and got up to stand where the camera people where pointing. He tried to breathe in deep. Even if he made the most convincing speech of all time, it would be tomorrow, or longer, before they knew whether or not people were going to the centres. At the end of the ad, they would put on a link for a virtual forum if anyone had worries or questions, and some of Gale’s aides were ready to talk to people, but he seriously doubted anyone would bother until they had no other choice but freezing to death at home. Once he’d done this, there would be nothing to do except wait, and get on with planning ballet lessons people could do while they were trapped at home in the storm, when there was power, and keep coming up with silly things the reality show people could film him doing.
And hope Gale really didn’t trap everyone in the naturalisation centres. He was only eight tenths convinced.
Gale was still sitting on the carpet, watching. When he caught their eye, they smiled.
“Five, four, three . . .” The camera drone operator counted down on their fingers, then made a spinning motion to say, Rolling.
January let Mx Francis’s script drop to his side. “Good evening, everyone. I’m here to tell you what we want to do at House Gale to help Earthstrong people through the blackouts. It’s going to sound a bit mad, but bear with me.”
As soon as he finished, he crumpled down on the floor with Gale again, not nearly as relieved as he’d hoped. Gale put one arm around him. He hugged them back, tucked against their shoulder. It was a lovely feeling, but there were needles hidden in it, and he knew that if he relaxed too much, he’d cut himself. Somewhere upstairs, their real partner would be waiting.
“Don’t be worried; I thought you were very compelling, for a cave person,” Mx Ren said in passing.
Mx Francis was running through an amended schedule. A lot of charity and politics rallies and fundraisers were going to be cancelled because of the dust; there would be virtual events instead, so soon he needed to be in a virtual fitting for virtual clothes.
“Senator?” an aide said nervously from the doorway of the VR room. It was just a big blank space with padded walls so you could walk around while you were plugged into the internet and not hurt yourself. “Would you mind coming into the forum? There are a lot more people than we . . . er, expected.”
Gale glanced down at January, full of wariness, and they both got up together. January pushed his glasses back on and Gale’s eyes flared blue with the new connection.
The virtual forum was a lovely space. It was a forest glade, in golden sunlight and part shaded by the ruins of pillars bound up in red ivy. Statistically, Mx Francis said, people were calmer and you got more agreements and diplomatic treaties if everyone talked while they were outside, or at least, if they felt like they were. If January had had the haptic engines webbing across the right part of his brain like Mx Francis and Gale had, he would even have been able to feel the sunlight, and smell the warm pollen in the air. As it was, he was well aware of being in a blank dark room with rubber pads over the walls, but even just seeing the glade through his glasses was good.
It was full of people.
Hundreds and hundreds of people.
Naturalised people were there on behalf of Earthstrong friends who didn’t want to appear even as an avatar; Earthstrong people using public VR access; staff from Songshu and the centres, marked out with red sashes and sparkling signs hanging above their heads that said HERE TO HELP.
There was a rush for January and Gale.
“That’s them!”
“Is it really true that it would be completely free?” someone said.
“What’s to stop you closing people in?”
“Is it okay to bring children? I have kids born here but I’m in a cage . . .”
January had never been so frightened that he had just made a horrifying mistake. Beside him, Gale was as luminous and warm as they always were in public, the calculating machine of their real character buried well out of sight, but now that he knew it was there, he couldn’t unhear its ticking. They wouldn’t consider it a reason not to lock people away just because some of them would suffer, or because he would be angry. Nobody had ever saved them from anything just because they would suffer.
He was still carrying the Consul’s card in his pocket. He found himself turning it around and around between his fingertips.
The new tower climbed all through the end of November and into December29 like an Advent candle in reverse. It climbed fast, too. Swarms of people were working on it, kitted out in heat suits and breathing masks against the storm. Through the blasting dust, all you could see of them from Songshu were the lights of the welding torches, whole constellations, through the day and the impenetrable nights. Sometimes, when the dust was dense enough, it caught fire, so that every torch had a brilliant comet-tail of burning particles downwind. Even in this gravity, the base of it was vast to support the weight. Twelve steel struts each the size of an oil rig held it up, and every day, more steel came, loaded on the trains from the Valleyside. Every foundry in Tharsis was going at full strength to supply it—even the blast furnaces that served the interplanetary shipyards.
Mars was rich because of its steel—it was iron that made the red planet red—but even so, January couldn’t help wondering if the supply chain could keep up.
Not least because all those foundries used power that Songshu barely had.
From the Valleyside pinnacle, he could see down into Tharsis. It was dark for sixteen hours a day now. Almost all of it. Steelworks, Tereshkova Wharf, and hospitals were the only exceptions. Schools were shut. Shops were shut, except for food. Offices. All most people could do was sit at home and wait.
Songshu wasn’t any different. He had to sleep in his coat now. In the eight hours when there was electricity, the big screens in the dining room were permanently tuned to the news. It was full of stories about gigantic queues outside supermarkets as rationing kicked in, interviews with Earthstrongers who didn’t dare go to the naturalisation centres in case Gale locked them in, with tailbacks of ambulances outside hospitals as cases of hypothermia rocketed. It was so cold that supermarkets didn’t need power for freezers; they could just set up a stall outside and everything from vegetables to meat froze solid. Water rations were going out in slices of ice.
So that not everything broadcast from Songshu was doom and misery, January and Gale started filming little funny segments about culture differences; everything from how British English was different to Tharsese English, to things that made sense on Earth but not at all on Mars, like Lunar New Year, to how they felt temperature differently; Gale could hold their hand in ice for half an hour comfortably (which shocked Earthstrong people who were watching), and then there was some serious incredulity on Natural social media when January sat under a heat lamp in thirty degrees without catching fire. They did one about the genuine danger in coastal areas of being eaten by sharks, which of course to Tharsese people sounded like worrying about pterodactyls. It was only twenty minutes a day, but he looked forward to it, because it was the only time he heard Gale laugh their brilliant boiling-whisky laugh. He felt as though the two of them might be rebuilding their bridge, with more solid support pillars this time.
After a few weeks, he noticed he kept hearing about himself on the news more and more, to the point that it was a bit of struggle to sit in the dining room and go increasingly pink as the people around grinned and looked significantly between him and the screens.
There were analysis stories where social media experts were interviewed—
“House Gale really does seem to have tapped into some magic with January Stirling—what do we think is going on?”
“Well, I think what we’re seeing is just appreciation for a really nice human being who’s been put in the most extraordinary situation. I think a lot of us wondered what Aubrey Gale thought they were doing, but that Cinderella narrative is proving very hard not to like . . . ”
And then there were political shows that seemed dedicated to picking apart every word to do with the election—
“Of course this sets up a problem for Senator Gale down the line: if they win this election, January Stirling is going to have to naturalise just like every other permanent Earthstrong resident in Tharsis, and a lot of people are feeling increasingly uncomfortable about the idea of making him do that . . . ”
And even talk shows about daily life in the power lockdown—
“So something great happened to me yesterday. I live in a super mixed district in Dengta—we have one of the highest rates of accidental Earthstrong-caused homicide in Tharsis—and I have an Earthstrong neighbour. We’ve always avoided each other, but yesterday morning a mail drone delivered one of my packages to her, and she came round with it, when I opened the front door, she was kneeling on the threshold. I don’t know about you all, but though I knew in theory that some Earthstrongers will do this if the situation might be dangerous, I’d never actually seen it before January Stirling knelt to Senator Gale, and I tell you, it just wiped out any fear I had right away. We laughed a lot and she came in for coffee, and I asked about whether she’d ever seen a jellyfish and she said no, I’m from Arizona, and anyway, long story short, we get together every second evening now to watch these crazy nature documentaries from Earth.”
Mx Francis thought it was wonderful—apparently Fenhua’s fashion house had started an affordable line of designs based on January’s new clothes and the sales were ludicrous now that everyone had nothing to do but shop online, so now there were #EARTHSTRONGHONOUR T-shirts everywhere—Mx Ren thought it was hilarious (they wore the T-shirts under the pink dungarees), and January couldn’t tell what Gale thought. They seemed pleased, but they didn’t talk about any of it, probably because they had more important things to do, but he was worried there was a glassy, brittle edge to it. Maybe they were worried about a public backlash if he did have to naturalise in the end. In one way, that gave him a little slice of hope, but in another, it put a fearful knot in his stomach, because it would have been naïve to think that becoming briefly famous would stop Gale getting rid of him if he turned out to be more of a hindrance than a help. He didn’t dare to ask. He was less scared of them lately—it was hard to laugh with someone about jellyfish every day and still be afraid—but playing like a drumbeat in the back of his head was, You still don’t know what happened to Max, you still don’t know what happened to Max.
Every night, Gale filmed a live update of the progress on the tower and the painfully slim intake of power from the solar panels for the day.
Despite all that public pressure, they didn’t show any sign of being fuzzy or confused on the broadcasts. They looked very tired, January thought, but so did everyone. It was hard to sleep when the house got down to minus five indoors at night. And there had been no more midnight visits. He was beginning to hope that it had been a one-off.
Every day, the news reported the progress of the fleet from Earth, and the uranium it was bringing. Songshu wasn’t the only place with a building project. Down in Tharsis, they were clearing people out of the converted nuclear towers, and getting those ancient reactors ready to fire again.
A hundred and eighty million kilometres away.
A hundred and fifty.
A hundred.
On Christmas Eve, the fleet and its uranium had only forty million kilometres left to come. They would cover that in two weeks, and arrive just after the election.
The tower was at thirty-eight kilometres.
As every single news programme and talk show pointed out, the person to win the election would be the one who could get their power to Tharsis first, and just now, the bookies were offering bang-on fifty-fifty odds.
29 For January, it was November and December—for everyone else, they were rounding into the two hundreds of Winter. It was chance that his traditional winter and Mars’s were lining up; of course, you usually got two Decembers in every Martian year, long as it was.
People here didn’t do Christmas. It existed, but it was a day when couples went out and had fried chicken, and the whole building site outside Songshu smelled strongly of it already, a day in advance. How Christmas had morphed from the original model to this one was lost to history and everyone had different theories, but the consensus seemed to be that somehow it was Tokyo’s fault, though nobody remembered why. And for some reason, everyone kept giving him apples as if they were seasonally significant, and nobody explained why.30
After spending another morning filming another dance class—so many people were furloughed from shut-down industries now that they needed some kind of home exercise plan and it turned out, thanks to Mx Francis’s advertising campaigns, that he was it—he felt coddled and pointless. He was dancing inside in the warm while a thousand people worked outside in minus forty degrees. A lot of them were Earthstrong. Most were commuting from the nearest naturalisation centre. It was close, right at the foot of the Valleyside, so it was just a train ride away, but he was worried. The centre was overcrowded already. He’d been down a lot, every third day, to keep checking that nothing horrible was happening, not that he had any idea what he’d do if it was. It wasn’t, but things were creaking. It was six to a room already, pallet beds pin-neat just like on Crossing ships, and the longer the police didn’t lock the gates, the more people came.
He was starting to hope that Gale didn’t mean to do anything at all except let people live there for the length of the storm. It was a painful kind of hope though, the sort that was like a spider; it had spun a web across his chest and the web had turned so solid that it was hard to breathe past it. He couldn’t help being vividly aware that Gale only needed those people while the building work went on. After that—well.
He was on his way down again, walking towards the train station with a drone and a polite security officer who stayed five paces behind him, when he saw a shadow in the dust that looked wrong.
He was nearly used to the dust tornados and the purple lightning that snickered inside them. They hadn’t let up for a month. He was used to the breathing mask too, and how the lenses caught the dim light in a funny way and cast reflections that looked like ghosts.
But there was a shadow. It was big, very big, and not the right shape for a new tornado whirring in from across the Plains. It looked like a hill, but there were no hills here.
He stopped when the ground juddered. It was slight, but it was there. He glanced back at the security officer, because there were no earthquakes on Mars, and the security officer looked just as puzzled as he felt. The judder came again. He set one hand on the ground, trying to tell if it was something they were doing on the tower, drilling or something. Beside him, the little drone drifted up into the air to try and get a better view, but there was so much iron in the dust that its gyroscopes got seasick, and it wobbled uncertainly. The producers had been hurrying around with anglers’ nets to catch them if they fell. Probably it was very stressful for the producers, but personally January felt you hadn’t lived if you hadn’t watched someone in designer shoes lunging after a queasy air-bauble with a big net.
The drone fell and he caught it, and he was still trying to see if it was okay when the sirens blasted.
Not the dust sirens. This was something else, a much more urgent wail, the kind of siren that something in his bones remembered from wars long since lost.
“January!” It was Mx Francis through his earpiece. “Get back inside! Now!”
He was going to ask what was happening, but there was no time before he saw exactly what was happening.
He had known that they existed here. To get ecosystems going here in the early days, the first colonists had introduced extinct cold-weather species, and so there were all sorts now. Tourists could go on safari looking for them, and souvenir shops in town sold fluffy toy versions, but somehow, it had never quite gone through his head that he might actually see one.
There were mammoths, on this side of the railway line.
He didn’t know how big they had been originally, on Earth. In this gravity, they were bigger than he imagined even dinosaurs could have been. The looming shapes in the dust must have been at least a third as high as Songshu’s main tower, titan things, and even though the sirens were still blaring and in his head somewhere he knew he should be running, he couldn’t do anything except watch them plough through the young trees at the edge of the pine wood. One of them dipped tusks that must have been fifty feet long and ripped up a tree like it was a matchstick.
And they were talking to each other. It was so low he couldn’t hear it, only feel it, a primal rumble that vibrated the roots of his teeth. When one of them trumpeted, it was deafening, even through his mask, and he had to half collapse with both hands clamped over his ears. They were starting to run—something had made them panic, maybe the dust catching fire from all those welding torches on the steel rig, or maybe the lightning in the dust—and under him, the ground jumped.
He realized what was going to happen a good few seconds before it did. Songshu was up a slope, and even in the dust, you could see the headlamps of the cargo trains coming along the railway from the Valley. The one coming now had slammed on its brakes so hard the track was sparking, and just like the welders’ torches, those sparks made the dust on either side catch alight in streams of wispy fire, and of course that scared the mammoths more than ever.
One of them ripped the train right off the track and hurled it.
The steel girders in the first cargo container spilled out and flew. He lost them in the dust, but he heard them land and slung himself into the roots of the nearest tree. There was a deep dull thump that must have been what a falling star sounded like as one of those girders drove itself ten feet deep into the ground, upright at a slant, right next to him.
And then the herd was gone, and all that was left were eddying dust-fires, puffing out nearly as quick as they started. He crawled out into the open again to see if the security officer was all right, the blood hammering at the inside of his skull and the need to just curl up and hide for much longer still more powerful than he’d ever thought it could be. They were; they were coming out from among the roots too, and together the two of them stood and looked at the wreckage.
The train track had been ripped up too. It was just a twisted mess.
It took a little while for that to sink in.
There was only one track, and one train, up here. One track and one train to bring a thousand Earthstrong construction workers every morning; one track and one train to bring the steel for the tower.
He had no idea how long it took to repair damage like this, but sure as hell it would be longer than two weeks.
30 Mandarin was sometimes like a huge, industrialised version of Cockney rhyming slang. This was why the number four was unlucky (“four” and “death” were both si) and why January’s security codename was Railway; Jan, zhan, was “station.” “Apple” was pingguo, and at Christmas, people wished each other peace and safety, which was ping an. Ping and ping. Peace apples.
Gale called a senior staff meeting in the dining room. Because Mx Ren was trying to run Songshu on as little power as possible, they were burning wood from the pine forest in the hearths now instead of relying on central heating. The hearths were glass, set at intervals all through the room, so you could circle them just like campfires, and as everyone sat down, January had a feeling that soldiers who had to camp on beaches in ancient wars would recognise the scene exactly.
Mars was traditionally good at cold weather living, and there was plenty of provision for it. Now, everyone was wearing lab-grown sealskin and polar bear fur, even the sixth- and seventh-generation Natural people. Inside, the temperature hovered around zero the moment you strayed away from the fires. The only reason there wasn’t ice everywhere was that there wasn’t enough water.
“Right,” said Gale, who was reminding January more and more of those beleaguered generals who had to somehow get by with a fifth of what they needed, uncomplaining and flinty and always balancing on the edge of collapse. January had never met anyone who took disaster so steadily, and the more he saw it, the more grateful he was. It wasn’t just courage under fire; it was showing the way. Everyone else was much calmer and more workmanlike than he would have expected as a result, himself included. His mind had changed gears to keep up with Gale, and now, if he personally wasn’t right now on fire, he usually felt like he was having an okay-to-good day.
“Immediate problem number one: we have a thousand Earthstrong workers on the rig who can’t get back down to the Valley tonight. We need to work out what to do with them before it gets dark tonight or we will—no longer have a thousand Earthstrong workers.”
“Immediate problem number two,” Mx Ren said, “the herd didn’t just smash up the railway. They went through Fields Eight and Nine. Destroyed the salt towers. We’re going to have to lose the internet in about—mm, six hours, or there won’t be enough power to run Tereshkova Wharf.”
There was a little quiet. The fire snickered. January stared at the floor, where there was a film of frost that disappeared only about four feet away from the fire. It only formed near people. It glittered, and between him and Gale, Kasha was patting at it curiously, making paw prints.
“Solutions to either one of those then please,” Gale murmured.
“The last gravity train hit the Valley floor this morning,” Dr Molotov said, shaking their head. “We have no reserve power left. All we have is the tiny amount coming in from the remaining sun fields.”
“We can’t lose the internet,” Mx Francis protested. “Anyone who’s grown up with implants—they’ll go into shock.”
“We don’t have a choice. It’s cut power to the servers or cut power to Tereshkova, which will explode if it’s without power for the cooling towers for longer than ten minutes,” Dr Molotov told them, with an edge.
Gale was staring into the middle distance, toward one of the fires, unblinking. January couldn’t tell if they were even listening any more.
“Can we set up a temporary camp, for the Earthstrongers?” someone asked.
“With what? We’re not the army, I don’t have a thousand heat-sealed tents stuffed down my trousers, do you?” Mx Ren growled.
“There’s a lot of horses on the farms up here,” someone else offered. “We can get everyone to ride back. The funicular train down the Valley still works, so that’s only a few miles.”
“A few miles on horseback in minus forty degrees might as well be five hundred,” January said, trying not to sound too frustrated. He had spent a lot of the last month trying to make people understand that even though a Natural person could happily go for a stroll in a jumper in minus ten degrees, anyone like him was going to be busy dying in a hedge. “You can’t ask people to go on a gigantic hiking expedition just to get home—and then to do it again, twice a day every day, after a full shift at work. We literally couldn’t eat enough calories to live through that. I need ten thousand a day just to function in this cold, and I’m struggling. I’m not being difficult, I’m telling you what we can and can’t survive. I know no one’s saying this because no one wants to think about it, but can I say the really obvious solution?”
All he got were blank looks. “What?” Mx Ren said.
“Songshu is enormous. We can bring them here.”
It got a very deep silence.
“Any objections?” Gale said.
An appalled stir went through first the security people, then everyone else. In the end it was Mx Francis who sat forward.
“Er—yes? All they’d have to do is take off the cages and Songshu will immediately change hands. You’re not talking about an ordinary workforce, Senator, you’re talking about a thousand super-humans who all hate you. This is nuts!”
“They’d be filmed one hundred per cent of the time,” January said, as softly as he could. “No one could do anything even if they wanted, not without immediately being shot.”
“We all said that about Gagarin Square!”
Gale gripped the edge of their chair.
“Someone threw a bomb in through our window and we still don’t know how she knew where you’d be!” Mx Francis pushed. “Are we genuinely saying this is a good idea?”
There was a surge of agreement from all round the fire. All the security officers might as well have just heard that Gale was planning to go swimming with some great whites who had promised that they weren’t hungry.
Beside him, Gale looked ill. “Be quiet.”
There was a strange, instant silence, because Gale didn’t sound like the easily amused academic any more.
“The issue here is a thousand people who will die tonight if we don’t help them, a thousand people who are working for us despite the reputation of House Gale among Earthstrongers. We are not going to let them freeze to death just because some of us wish to say that our varying anxieties carry more weight than a thousand lives. When I say, does anyone have any objections, I am not consulting you as your psychologist. I do not care if you have a vague sense of unease; I’m asking for numbers. I’m asking if we have the supplies and space to accommodate a thousand people. If it doesn’t go on a graph, it is irrelevant. Does anyone have any objections?”
Nobody said anything. A lot of eyes were suddenly on tablets and styluses.
“Good,” Gale ground out. “Make all the tower floors as safe for Earthstrong guests as they can be made, and get someone up to the building site to explain they will be welcome here. Dr Molotov, let the internet servers know we’re going to have to cut power to them at night; it will go back on in the day. I’ll tell people to make sure they’re—that they’re sitting down when it happens. Go to work.”
There was a rush to get away. Gale was very still, and very pale.
A drone bobbed down to look more closely at Gale. January shook his head at it, but the operator ignored him and came nearer and nearer. He would have liked to throw it across the room, but then there would be a whole show about him losing his temper.
“Senator,” he said quietly, “I’m not feeling so good, I think the altitude medication isn’t working. I can’t remember where Dr Okonkwo’s office is; would you come with me?”
Gale stared at him for a second, but then nodded. “Of course.”
He took Gale’s arm and tried to make it look like he was the one who needed it. They made it to the lift, which was running on emergency power because of course Gale couldn’t very well do many stairs, and he thought he might have misjudged, but as soon as it started to rise, Gale thumped the emergency stop button and stood more still than January had known a human could, soundless—he couldn’t even hear them breathing, maybe they weren’t—and tears leaking under their lashes.
January would have hugged anyone else, but he had a horrible feeling that getting close to him was the last thing Gale wanted. He pressed himself to the wall instead, out of reach.
“She didn’t get very long in prison, did she,” he said, in Mandarin so Gale wouldn’t have to work so hard for it. “The woman who did it. I watched the trial. They said something about . . . I forget, but it meant she was a weapons-grade idiot who got all her news from social media and she thought she was on some kind of holy crusade, and it would be cruel to treat her as if she had a brain.”
“Four years for assault . . . her lawyers said that if she’d been trying to kill me she would have. It was a very political trial. The point was to calm things down.” They swallowed, and switched back into English. “And I think everyone agreed that I brought it upon myself.”
“No,” January said, very soft, so he wouldn’t yell. “You said it already: this is Mars. It’s cold here, and there’s no water.”
Gale looked at him for an expressionless age, and then stepped into his arms and locked their shoulders together.
“I’m sorry,” Gale said tightly.
“What for?” January asked, hearing his own voice go high and tight, because his throat had constricted. “I’m so relieved you’re a normal person, I’ve been going round terrified I’m married to the King of Sparta.” He realized as he said it that Gale had no reason to know what Sparta was or that people from there were infamously war-loving crazies; not when most people here didn’t even know what Europe was, except the funny bit stuck on the side of Russia. He had the familiar old tide of despair that he was never going to be able to talk to anyone properly ever again, not someone who understood straightaway everything he was likely to say, who didn’t wonder if he was being strange or aggressive. He shoved it aside. He really needed to stop moping around feeling sorry for himself; it was getting on his nerves. “I’m not a Spartan, I’m a ballet hamster, I shuffle around complaining about opera scores that are played too fast.”
Gale stayed bent forward against him. In a very deep-down simple way, it felt safe. He didn’t mind being around people who were a foot taller than him at all, because he liked them all—except Dr Okonkwo, but probably even God didn’t like Dr Okonkwo—but at some point in the last two months, he had got used to feeling a little bit uneasy, almost all of the time, because everyone’s sight line went naturally straight over his head. People let doors go just before he tried to walk through them, he had to press himself to the wall in corridors as someone hurried by, and he had to keep stepping back from Mx Francis, who spoke with their hands once they’d got to know you, because his face was at exactly flailing level. Wrapped in Gale’s arms now, it just—went away. He caught himself wanting never to come up. “Thanks,” they said against his hair.
He pressed the emergency button again and the lift sighed upward. Gale tilted back against the wall, looking to the side as though looking at January would have been too much.
“Shall we hide in my room for a bit?” he asked. “I’ve got candles. We could tell ghost stories?” He thought about it. “But—not ones that are too good, or you might have to defend me from the thing under the bed.”
Gale did look at him then. “With my shield or on it.”
The whole of Songshu was a scramble for the next few hours; everywhere, there were people with drills and safety checklists going in and out of rooms, securing anything that could be secured against someone three times normal strength. Yellow tape went up, and signs that said
DANGER EARTHSTRONG ONLY
NO NATURALISED PERSONS BEYOND THIS POINT
or, around the production rooms and Gale’s flat on the fifth floor,
YOU MUST WEAR A CAGE BEYOND THIS POINT
Tape went down in the dining room, the main foyer, spray signs went onto the floor, into elevators, and the big screens that usually showed interactive maps of the building flashed up reminders to keep right.
When the first people came in that night, they came slowly, looking just as uncertain as January had felt when Gale took him into the Tiangong. January stood in the entrance hall to meet people and direct them, and so did all the kitchen staff. They’d made vats of tea, coffee, and hot chocolate; toast, rice, fish, everything hot on open grills or sizzling in makeshift fireplaces. January went round as many people as he could to say hello, and make sure they had the right room keys. Songshu staff were in bright red sashes now so people could see them, although there was no real need, because of course they were much taller than anyone born on Earth.
Light gleamed on everyone’s cages. The Natural people were doing good work of not looking obviously terrified, he thought. Gale was taking round a tray of hot chocolate and coffee. January had a twinge of painful pride.
Mx Francis coughed from behind him.
“Hot chocolate.”
“Oh—thanks.”
They hesitated. They were tying reef knots into the ends of their braids again. There were three that January could see already. “Are—are you angry with me, after the meeting?”
“Am I what? No?”
“Because—I know I’m the one who thought this was dangerous.”
“It is dangerous,” January said incredulously. “Of course it is. You weren’t wrong.” If Gale had been anyone else, he would have said, Look, I know the Senator was scary about it but even they had a panic attack in in the elevator. But even the idea of saying that felt like betrayal. He looked around for Gale again. Since the Earthstrongers had started arriving, a timer had been going in his head. A quarter of an hour, half, a whole hour, because what was right in the front of his mind was: how long could I walk through a polar bear enclosure and keep pretending I wasn’t scared?
His heart stopped for a beat—it was unexpected agony, it had never happened before—when he saw that Gale was surrounded by bulky men in orange work jackets and cages dulled-down and scratched from labour work, boots still rusty with the dust of the site and clothes oil stained. But then while he watched, they all laughed.
Mx Francis shrank two inches from a relieved sigh. “Okay, good. Okay—and, and Jan—you haven’t forgotten, have you?”
“Um—assume I have,” he said, and wondered if there was a word for the feeling that uncurled when you knew for absolutely certain that you were about to be very embarrassed, because although it hadn’t happened yet, there was no avoiding it.
“It’s Sunday,” Mx Francis prompted him.
“It . . . is?”
“It is, and remember a thousand years ago when we came up with a schedule . . . ?” Mx Francis said. They tied another reef knot.
January was blank for a good few seconds, and then his brain restarted properly and he couldn’t believe he had forgotten. It was why he was here, after all. “Start of romance day.”
“So don’t scream and punch my boss please, it isn’t sexual assault, it’s scheduled, has been for weeks.”
“I have never screamed and never punched anyone,” January said.
“Only you kind of look like you have,” Mx Francis said, sparkling tentatively. “Are we absolutely sure the Royal Ballet doesn’t have its own haka?”
He nearly spat out his hot chocolate and Mx Francis laughed too, and neither of them said, Christ, that came around quickly. Start of romance day; when Mx Francis had given him the schedule, it had seemed so far away that you’d only need to worry about it imminently if you were a beam of light.
“With all this, is it really that vital?” he asked. His insides were tying their own reef knots.
Three of the Earthstrong construction men were telling Gale an involved joke, with gesticulating and one diagram on a notepad. Gale was giving it all their attention. Still all right. The Earthstrong men looked enchanted already. He didn’t know why he was worried. Even if someone cut Gale off from all this money and power and dumped them in Americatown with short hair and overalls, he was nearly sure that they would have befriended the local gang, spell-checked the graffiti, and ended up being owed dinner by at least four different people by the end of the day.
A kneejerk instinct in him wanted to huff that if other people had had the kind of education Gale did, then they would have learned to do that too, so it wasn’t so remarkable. But he didn’t think that that was what was happening at all. It was—and he was askance with himself that he hadn’t noticed this before—that Gale was a lot like Val. They basically liked ninety-nine per cent of the humans they met. He just didn’t think you could fake interest in the weird and possibly indecent diagrams and still laugh like Gale was laughing. They could be afraid, or at moral loggerheads, or right at the other end of the political spectrum, and still enjoy someone.
That wasn’t a class thing or an education thing. It was an intrinsic Gale thing.
“More than ever,” Mx Francis said. They gazed around, and though they were trying not to let it show, they were thrumming with nerves. “Not just for the show. People need to see that the two of you are in this together.”
“I don’t understand.”
“January,” Mx Francis said, with an urgency that sounded like they’d restrained it so much only with great difficulty. “Look around. If the Senator wins the election, all these people are going to have to naturalise. Liking you is all that’s between the Senator and a broken neck.” A fleet of drones sailed past and both January and Mx Francis looked that way. “Oh, God. The Senator’s about to do the broadcast about the internet. If this doesn’t cause a riot, I’ll wear that repulsive shirt of yours all week.”
January lifted his eyebrows. “You sure? These stains are white spirit. I think this one is the Weird Mystery Sludge from when we cleaned out Silo 3.”
“Weird Mystery Sludge and all,” Mx Francis said, tying another knot as, between the willow trees at the front doors, Gale stepped up to the podium.
“In one hour from now, at eight o’clock, all internet servers in Tharsis will be powered down overnight. We do not take this decision lightly. But it’s this, or Tereshkova Wharf.
“Everyone has been incredibly patient, and the building work on the tower is on schedule. This is a terrible but necessary step to take for the final two weeks. For those of you who have had haptic implants for many years, there is a high chance that you’ll go into shock when the signal drops. Our medics recommend that everyone stay sitting down when this happens, and if you don’t have anyone with you who doesn’t have those connections, it is important that you find a neighbour who knows to look in on you. For those of you who do not have internal connections, please take care of those who do. Do not call the emergency services for anything less than life-or-death problems: they are already overrun. This is going to be very difficult. But it won’t last long. The signal will come up again at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. Thank you.”
Gale trudged down from the podium.
“Is it really going to be that bad?” January asked. He’d gone to the front to wait.
“Dr Okonkwo thinks so. We’ll see in an hour.” They sighed. “I can see you gearing up to draw something embarrassing on me in marker pen if I do collapse, but bear in mind that my revenge will be immediate and lengthy.”
“Me? What? Why would you accuse me of something like that? I don’t have anything behind my back. Sad.”
Gale smiled, but they looked away suddenly, at nothing particular.
January claimed their arm and steered them away from that podium. It had its own gravity, and it only got heavier as the weeks ground on. Everyone was starting to look at it with a leaden dread. Gale didn’t, but that was only because they could hold themselves too still for it to show. To walk up there every night and explain the latest horrible news was getting harder and harder, that was obvious, but Gale wouldn’t let anyone else do it. If it all failed, they pointed out, it was going to be their face on that failure, not anyone else’s.
“Let’s go and see what horrifying news Dr Molotov has,” he suggested. “I bet that’ll cheer you right up.”
Dr Molotov had two pieces of good news and one piece of horrifying news. The good news was that they’d worked out, to everyone’s huge relief, that there was enough steel on site already to finish the tower, as long as some people could make the ride to the Valley for smaller parts like bolts. The second good thing was that if the Songshu pine forest were to be cut down, then that timber could heat a good deal of Tharsis for the next two weeks; people wouldn’t die of cold in order to keep powering Tereshkova Wharf. When Mx Ren asked if the forestry equipment would still work in the dust, Dr Molotov brightened and said yes, of course it would, because it was built to withstand gales of sawdust. There were enough ranches on the Plains to requisition horses to get the timber to the train down the Valley. It would work. A little cinder of hope flared up through everyone.
“How far does that stretch the remaining power?” Gale asked.
“Another three days.”
Everyone deflated.
“Yeah,” Dr Molotov said, very quiet. “I’m sorry. Even at the rate we’re going, even if we switch off the internet completely between now and then instead of just at night—Tereshkova Wharf will run out of power on Wednesday.”
It was Sunday.
“Can the rig be finished any earlier?” January asked.
“No,” Dr Molotov said heavily. “We need power to build it. To work the elevators. We’re taking people forty kilometres up into the atmosphere. To use the equipment, work the cranes, power heat suits . . . and then to launch the fucking sun fields into orbit, don’t forget that. If we could have unlimited power, the damn thing would be done in two days. The only reason it’s taking this long is that we’re rationing.”
Silence around the fire. This time, Gale didn’t ask if anyone had any solutions. If anyone had thought of anything, they would have said it. January watched the fire dance. Everyone had spent this last week hoping Dr Molotov’s people would come up with something, maybe even feeling sure that they would. But even though the scientists had been pulling all-nighters, again and again, there was nothing.
Dr Molotov’s voice sounded like they were having to pry it out of a wall with the end of a hammer. “I’m so sorry, but Senator . . . we need to look at evacuating the whole area around Tereshkova.”
Gale was entirely still. January had to pull his hand over his eyes, as if not seeing would stop all this going any further.
“If those cooling pipes fail—the hydrogen explosion is going to destroy everything in Americatown, including the reactor building there, plus parts of Benin Gate and Dengta.”
Gale nodded slightly. A month ago, January would have thought a savage part of him would set off streamers and do a happy jig at the sight of Aubrey Gale defeated, but he didn’t feel that at all. It just hurt. And he knew why Gale was quiet. They were watching the future play out. Tereshkova would go off like a bomb. It would take out the old nuclear reactor building, which would destroy any chance of a swift power fix when the fleet from Earth arrived with uranium. Thousands of people would die in the cold and from thirst until the solar array was finally in the atmosphere and a working water factory was on its feet again. Which would be a hollow, awful victory, because by then, Gale would have been arrested for criminal negligence for letting the power to Tereshkova fail, and they would spend the rest of their life on a prison hulk orbiting Jupiter. It would be a short life.
“Could Earthstrongers lift the gravity trains?” Mx Francis asked January. “Nine hundred normal people, we said—that’s only three hundred Earthstrongers. We have a thousand. What if we diverted them from the rig? Because—look, I know nobody wants to say this, but we are not going to get that array into the atmosphere before the fleet arrives from Earth. All we can do now is tide over until the uranium gets here, and make sure Tharsis is still in one piece when it does.”
There was a ringing silence in which nobody said what that would mean, if Gale was right about Earth using the refugee fleet as a way to take over. Prison, as surely as if Tereshkova exploded.
“How would we hook three hundred people up to a gravity train windlass?” Dr Molotov said for him. “It would take longer to build something like that than we have. All we have, on site, are the cables from the trains, which are too big for a person to grip—even one link. Each one is the size of a person. The windlasses are huge, have you seen them? Maybe we . . . could find a way of hooking up enough ropes and—God knows. I don’t know if we even have rope that could be used safely in these temperatures. Maybe. I’ll look at it.” But they didn’t look hopeful.
More silence. Gale was frowning into the middle distance. If they had noticed that everyone was looking at them, waiting for them to say something, they didn’t show it.
“Senator?” Mx Ren said, very quiet.
January touched their shoulder, trying to call them back from wherever they’d gone in their head. He couldn’t imagine what it was like to stare down the barrel of all this and feel like it was your own fault. But he could see that everyone around the fire needed a reason to keep going, even when there was nothing to keep going for.
Gale didn’t move.
Well, that was what consorts were for.
“Right, let’s get the trees down,” he said. “Dr Molotov; three days is ages for a genius. You’ll think of something. Thanks, everyone. Ah—but don’t go too far. We’ll lose the internet in a minute.”
“Which means stay sitting down,” Dr Okonkwo said. “It’s going to feel like the world has died. Does anyone here not have lenses and haptics?”
January was the only one with his hand up.
Dr Okonkwo looked bleak. “Well, Mx Stirling, if you could—you know, check nobody’s choking on their own tongue then that would be great.”
January had to catch himself before he said, Come on, it can’t be that bad.
He jumped when a voice came over the house speaker system.
Internet going down in five, four, three, two . . .
Everyone collapsed.
January stood up slowly. He was the only one moving. There was no sound, no murmur of conversation, nothing except for the clicking of the fire and, from the kitchen not far away, the hiss of unattended grills. Away from the fire, the air was frozen, and winking with dust that found its way in from outside. He gazed around, half expecting to see thorns and vines climbing across everything, reclaiming it all like that cursed kingdom in the story, where everyone but the spiders slept for a hundred years.
He started to check pulses and breathing, and to help the people who were blinking and coming around again to sit up. But not many people could. Mx Francis was curled up on the floor, shuddering, and staring with an awful blind horror at the dim room, hardly breathing. January pressed a glass of water into their hands.
“It’s okay,” he tried. “You’re safe, it . . . Just try and drink something.”
“What? I can’t understand what you’re saying!”
He frowned, because he’d been speaking Mandarin. “You can. I have an accent, it’s quite strong, but I’m not . . .”
“Oh my God, it’s so . . . quiet . . . ”
“God, is that how this place looks without any overlay?” said Mx Ren, managing to look disapproving. “What a dump.”
January laughed, as much because it was an enormous relief as because it was actually funny. “Are you okay? Can you help check the others?”
“Oh, fuck, is that your real nose?” Mx Ren said to Mx Francis. “That’s upsetting.”
January wanted to applaud.
“You’re—such—a bitch,” Mx Francis whispered. They hadn’t stopped shaking, but January didn’t think a blanket would help. “Is the Senator . . . ?”
Gale was wrenching themselves upright. They were clearly a lot more annoyed about folding than the internet itself. “Well, this is illuminating,” was the irritable verdict.
“Fire!” someone shouted from the kitchen. “There’s a . . .”
January ran to help. It was only a little fire; someone had knocked a grill as they fell, and not far. He put it out, had a tiny moment of joy with the extinguisher, and by the time he went back to the others, some of them were starting to stand up.
“I don’t—know the way back to my room,” Mx Francis said, shocked. “Where do I . . . ?”
“It’s that way,” January said. “The elevator’s just there, can you . . . ?”
“I can see, but I can’t—make the house—make sense, is this how you live all the time?”
“Seventh floor, room seven two five I think,” January said. “You turn . . . left, out of the lift at the top.”
“How do you know that?”
“It’s just above us now,” he said.
“That’s a sense of direction,” Mx Francis said indignantly. “That’s a myth, nobody really . . .”
“Let’s go together, I’m near you,” Dr Okonkwo said, limping. They always had a bad knee, but something must have twisted now. “Come on.”
January knelt down to listen to Sasha breathe, because they were still flat on the floor. But they were breathing, and nothing seemed badly wrong. Maybe it was just too sudden a shock. He had no idea. He had never reacted to anything like this, and he didn’t think he understood what people were losing.
Gale was upright and checking on other people.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine. Empty, but . . . fine.” They blinked slowly. “It’s so quiet.”
January nodded, helping Dr Molotov into a chair. Dr Molotov was gripping his hands hard, not very steady at all. Their eyes flared as a call came in and for a second they looked relieved, but their whole expression crumbled after they’d listened for a second.
“It’s my partner,” they whispered. “But I can’t—understand.”
January sat down in the next chair. “What language do they speak?”
Dr Molotov stared at him drowningly. “I don’t even know.”
Gale folded down on their other side. “May I listen?”
Dr Molotov nodded and touched Gale’s temple, which was a way to share the signal as far as January understood. Gale listened.
“Okay, that’s . . . something Slavic but . . . right. That’s Czech. They might know some Russian, shall we try . . . ?”
January left the two of them piecing things together with poor Mx Molotov and moved on to other people. A lot of them were having exactly the same problem. Some people were so confused they couldn’t tell left from right. The most common haptic implant, he discovered, was a link to maps. Only you didn’t see a map. Early models had worked that way, but it was more effective now. It just fired off the part of your brain that felt like it knew the right way. But if you’d had them since you were young, then your brain used the implant, instead of assigning space in its own matter for that kind of thing.
The kitchen was in disarray, because half the staff spoke Mandarin, half spoke Russian, and nobody spoke both. January had to translate a lot just to get the kettles going. It wasn’t just that nobody understood. It was the shock of not understanding.
Even Gale looked the worse for wear when he went back out with cups and cups of tea for everyone. They were sitting with their forearms on their knees, hair in a heavy black rope over one shoulder, looking hard at a patch on the ground in the way January had used to do on the Crossing when he felt space-sick. “Thanks.”
“How is it?”
“It’s like being in a fever dream,” Gale said reflectively. “It’s not horrible, it’s just—powerfully weird.”
“You’re not as confused as anyone else.”
“Traditional education. I didn’t have proper haptics till I was older than you. Just lenses. Most of my brain does what it’s meant to by itself.”
“How come?”
Gale smiled their real smile, the shy slight one. “Because that’s what rich families do. River and I grew up like kids in the twentieth century. You know; wooden toys, running around outside, climbing trees, riding bikes. I didn’t even touch anything electronic till I was five.”
“Gross,” said January, to see if he could make them smile more.
“I know, it’s very punchable, isn’t it, I’m sorry.” They paused. “I feel like my English is—not so good, though, I don’t think I realized how much I was using dictionaries, is it . . . ?”
January kicked their ankle. “Obnoxiously perfect. And shut up about dictionaries, I bet you don’t even need a dictionary in Mammoth.”
“In . . .” Gale frowned, and stopped.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I just—I have . . . River’s old research gear.”
“River’s—what, the mammoth project?”
Gale nodded.
“We can talk to the mammoths?”
“I think so.”
January tried not to disturb the idea too badly as he lifted it up. “How likely is a mammoth to agree to help turn a gravity train windlass?”
“I don’t know, but—we could ask them?” Gale said.
The mammoths were scattered through five or six groves among the pines. A baby was hiding in a hollow log, and some of the others were trying to coax him out, reaching in with their trunks and stroking his head and making quiet rumbles that shook the earth. Above them, the trees groaned. The wind wasn’t strong, but the cold was. There were fissures in the bark that whistled, and when the mammoths breathed out, there were no clouds of vapour, but ice crystals that made a shimmering sound as they fell. Under the permanent pall of the dust, Ariel said, the temperature was the lowest it had been on Mars since terraforming began. The mammoths were hardly more than silhouettes by the hazy light of the camping lanterns everyone had to carry outside now.
“Stay here,” Gale said to January. “The big bull gets flustered easily, he’s the one who tore up the train.”
January hadn’t realized that the bull was even there, because he’d thought what he was seeing was a tree. The bull was sitting on the ground next to it, very still, and looking miserable. A littler one, younger, was bustling around collecting pine cones, which it was stacking up next to him in exactly the same way a human might leave a plate of biscuits near someone who was having a difficult day.
The size of them wouldn’t go through his head. They had been giants even at a distance, but up close, it was difficult to understand how something so vast could have working lungs and bones. Even the littlest of the babies was taller than Gale.
“Are you really just going to walk up to the one of them and hope it understands?” January asked softly.
Gale was carrying a bag full of equipment. It was, they’d explained, a halo, or a version of one with sensors designed to fit a mammoth. “That’s the idea,” they whispered. “They know me, or some of them do. River worked with this herd for years.”
“That’s great, but that was River,” January whispered back. “What if they don’t recognise you? I wouldn’t recognise the brother or sister of some scientist I met once or twice for a couple of experiments . . .”
“It’s true that elephants never forget,” Gale said, and then they were walking out into the grove before January could argue any more.
“Are we about to watch them get gored?” January asked Sasha, who had come out too.
Sasha was strangely calm though. “No. I don’t think so.”
“Am I missing something? They’re wild animals—we just saw them tear up a railway. And an entire train.”
“Just watch,” Sasha said.
For someone who had only ever seen a relative do the job, Gale seemed astonishingly certain about what to do. They were walking slowly, in full view, but not creeping; and they were going towards, not the big bull, but a smaller mammoth with a tawny coat. She was grazing quietly close to the others who were worrying about the baby in the tree trunk, watching them, but not involved. January had a strange feeling she was judging whether or not to tell the others to leave the baby alone for a minute.
When she saw Gale, she jumped. It was the way a human would have jumped if they’d seen an unexpected mouse right up close, not necessarily a horrible thing, just a surprise. Gale put both hands up slowly to show they weren’t going to do anything sudden.
January was certain, certain, that the matriarch—that was who she was, he realized at a lag—was going to solve this human-mouse problem by crushing it. She had clearly had a long day. A frightened baby was hiding in a hollow tree. A gigantic bull had the worrying thousand-mile stare that veterans did. She wasn’t going to be in the mood to deal with a mystery mouse that wanted things. He gripped Sasha’s sleeve. The tendons of his cage gauntlet chinked against their watch.
“Do we even have anything that would deter a mammoth?”
“No. Quiet,” Sasha told him, but not impatient. They were nearly laughing. “Just let them do it.”
January had a flash of indignation. Sasha had spent weeks looking at him as if he might accidentally snap Gale’s neck, but now here was a herd of ice age megafauna with tusks the size of buildings and somehow Sasha was the picture of Zen.
The matriarch didn’t crush Gale. Instead, she dropped right onto her knees and made a sound that January couldn’t hear, only feel reverberating in the spaces between the bone and cartilage in his knees, and even though he had never heard it before, and never met elephants before, never mind a mammoth, something right in his skeleton—maybe something left over from when human beings had first walked on the ice—recognised it. She was laughing. As if she knew exactly what was going on, she put her head right down, and let Gale reach up to put the halo sensors on her.
It was the most uncanny, incredible thing he had ever seen. She made Gale look tiny. Standing, she was about eighty feet high—her eyelashes were as long as Gale’s arm—but she stayed still, and when the sensors were in place, she straightened up, unreadable, but calm. She was waiting. It wasn’t like seeing an ordinary animal. She looked wise. This would be, he realized, how it felt when humans finally found an alien species. They would be unfathomably different, but unfathomably the same as well.
The halo feed appeared in January’s glasses. It was a mind—that he could recognise—but he couldn’t read anything in the patterns. It was like Gale’s halo scans: there was clearly thinking going on, but how it worked wasn’t clear at all. But what was obvious was that there was a person behind it. With opinions and feelings and memories.
“You have to think in Mammoth,” Sasha explained softly. “They talk in two ways at the same time, like a piano, high and low. We can’t make the right sounds, so that’s why you need that machinery and the speakers.”
The speakers made an unearthly sound. It was how mountains would have spoken to each other, and in January’s glasses, the subtitles started. Like Sasha had said, they were piano score translations, always two lines at once. Either one alone wouldn’t have made any sense.
bad * lovely
weather * see you again
“Jesus Christ,” he breathed.
Very, very gently, the matriarch lifted her trunk and brushed the top of Gale’s head.
different * difficult
coat * day
“I don’t understand,” January whispered.
“They say coat when they mean clothes, on a human,” Sasha explained. “She’s saying it’s been a hard day and the Senator looks different.”
different * now
role
“They’re saying they look different because they have a different job now.”
now?
grandmother
“Like, in charge now. A senator.”
“I got that one,” January murmured, and then thought: hang on. Gale’s been a senator for what, three or four years. River was doing this with Shang when they vanished, and that was less than two years ago; Gale would have been a senator already when this project was going on. It wasn’t new, that they were the grandmother for their herd.
Or did she think Gale was River? Humans must all look alike. No; she hadn’t even asked. She sounded sure.
There wasn’t time to wonder about inconsistent timelines, but it stuck irritatingly in his mind all the same, like a piece of old thistle from a hay bale.
Right
Right
“It’s emphasis if you say the same thing both ways.”
“How do you know so much about this?”
“I live with the Senator,” Sasha said tolerantly. “It would be weirder if I didn’t know.”
January shook his head, wondering how in the worlds Gale had had time, in life, to know any of this, when they also ran House Gale and the grid and all the rest.
The matriarch was still patting her trunk across Gale’s shoulders. It seemed to January like a very close study.
why
coming?
“How in God’s name are you supposed to explain electricity and power consumption and gravity trains to a mammoth?” January whispered to Sasha.
“I don’t know,” Sasha said, looking worried too. “I guess—this is where we see how good the Senator is.”
As far as January could understand from the eerie two-tone sentences through the speakers, which seemed to separate out different parts of meaning in a way he could only just get his fingernails over,31 what Gale said was something like this:
“You know how humans eat lightning? We can’t make new lightning in the storm. Everyone in the herd is starving now, and soon, they’ll die. Usually we harvest the lightning from the sun, but—there’s no sun now.”
“We’re hungry too,” the matriarch said. “Everything is dying.”
“I know. I can bring food for your whole herd, we have lots of mammoth food. You can have it no matter what you say next, but I was hoping you could help us too.”
“I haven’t got any human lightning.” January had no idea how you went about reading tone of voice in mammoths, but he thought she looked wary.
“I know. But there is a way to make it, with the steel hills on the edge of the cliff. But they are too big for us to move. Even the strong humans can’t move it. Only mammoths could do it.”
“How?”
“There are big metal vines. If you pull them hard enough, the hills will move.” The chains moved the windlasses. “Moving them makes the lightning.” Lifting the trains made potential energy made electricity; January liked moving them makes lightning better though.
“Is that all?”
“That’s all.”
She was quiet for a moment. “How does it make lightning?”
January had no clue how to explain how a gravity train made electricity even if he was allowed to use normal ideas, never mind just the ones that mammoths knew.
Gale didn’t even seem flustered. “You know when you pull your trunk down a tree really hard, it feels hot? That heat, that’s a sort of baby lightning. When we move the steel hills, their counterweights drag down the cliff, and they make that heat too, a lot of it. That’s all we need. Once we have that, we can make the lightning big, and we can feed everybody with it.”
“You know, it would be much easier if you just ate pine cones,” the matriarch said philosophically.
“I know,” Gale agreed.
“The metal hills are very strange. Some of the herd are frightened of them. Too human. Is it safe to pull the metal vines?”
“Yes. We can use dead vines to fasten around you, so you don’t have to pull with your trunk. It’s safe. It won’t hurt anyone. And if you don’t like it, you can say, and we can stop.”
Dead vines; that had to be harnesses.
“How long?”
“For one day. Seven of you, if that’s all right.”
“That’s all right.” She looked down at Gale for a long time, quiet. “It’s very difficult to be the grandmother of the herd. Everyone always watching you. Bulls always chafing.”
“Yes.”
“You put your bull in metal vines,” she said, and January realized with a shock that she was talking about him.
Gale laughed. “I didn’t do that, he did. He chooses.”
January found his fingers hooking under the cage’s sternum, which they seemed to decide to do whenever he was feeling awkward. And he did feel strangely awkward. Gale had thought it was funny, but the matriarch seemed not to. She was giving him a long study that, even coming from a mammoth, didn’t look very approving.
“Did he,” was all she said in the end, and perhaps it was clunky translation, but it sounded doubtful to him. She paused. “We hurt your metal road and your metal monster. I’m very sorry. Everyone was scared of the fire. He panicked.” She looked at the great bull who was still slumped against the tree. “Not his fault. Fear-mind not the same as calm-mind, especially for bulls. Cannot change. No metal vines for him.”
January had a prickle of unease. No metal vines for him; she had phrased it in a way where Gale could interpret it as a bad thing, that was there was no constraining him, but something about the way she shifted, to put herself fractionally more between the unhappy bull and the humans, gave January a strong feeling that she didn’t mean it like that. It sounded more like she meant: Get away from him with your weird metal vines. He tried to put it out of his head. He wasn’t a Mammoth translator.
Gale, for sure, seemed not to read into it. “I know. I understand. It’s okay. I can fix them later.”
“This isn’t a trick, for revenge about the metal road?” the matriarch asked gradually.
Just in the last minute or so, she had gone from being clearly pleased to see Gale, to much less trusting. She kept studying January and he couldn’t help thinking it was because of him. She didn’t like the cage, or she didn’t like him, he couldn’t tell.
“No.” Gale paused. “The metal hills are near here. Everyone here will still be able to hear what’s happening up there. I can leave some of my herd here with the rest of yours. You can kill them if it’s a trick.”
She thought about it, cast one last slow look over January, and then patted Gale gently. “Then we will help you make your lightning, grandmother.”
And so Dr Molotov built mammoth harnesses from replacement chain for the trains—things they could get out of themselves when they wanted—and it was only early evening by the time they were ready. From what January could tell through the ribbon breaks in the dust, the moons weren’t even out yet. He thought he caught a tiny shimmer that might have been the Pole Star.
There was no software that could translate from human to mammoth. The human had to do mammoth thinking and relay that through the halo and the speakers; even when Gale explained that the noises humans made among themselves was talking, the mammoths were sceptical and January had a feeling that they didn’t see how it could possibly work. But Gale did teach everyone a few useful things they could all transmit through a halo, and there were plenty of halos when they raided a weary Dr Okonkwo’s supply.
Mammoths had please and thank you like everyone else; they had pull, and stop, and now, but they were curious too, and like anyone else, they were wary about being involved until someone could show them how it worked. Unlike the grandmother, most of the others didn’t like the idea of letting humans eat lightning, in case it hurt them, and because humans often didn’t know how to look after themselves, and were they completely sure about this? If you found one in the desert, one of the young mammoths said seriously, they were always helpless. They couldn’t find water or hunt or anything, they would just sit there and die if you didn’t scoop them up and put them near to some other humans. The mammoth theory was that humans were so closely bound up in their herds that a single human alone was always going to be in danger. It sort of went mad—or, like bees, humans were a hive, and any single one didn’t really have a considerable enough brain to look after itself. The living thing, the entity, was the swarm.
January thought that humans should ask mammoths their opinions about more things.
So it didn’t work for Gale to explain. Gale was just one human; there had to be evidence that other humans in the herd agreed it was necessary, and it turned out, somehow to nobody’s surprise except January’s, that he was better at thinking in Mammoth than Mx Ren or Mx Francis and the others.
“You’re closer to old ways of living,” Mx Ren pointed out. “You still think in terms of bulls and grandmothers.”
With Gale coaching him through, January had a go at explaining too. He had a feeling that it was lightning that was the problem, even though that was really the only word you could have in Mammoth for electricity. Lightning sounded dangerous, and the herd must have seen it hit the mountains, or even hit mammoths. But they weren’t slow to understand ideas. They had huge ideas, and they used them, he was noticing, as metaphors even in ordinary conversation. When they said something was stupid, what they actually said was bullthink.
“They’re so gendered,” Mx Francis complained.
January took a breath to say that it might not be such a bad thing, a matriarchy, but he didn’t have time, because Gale smacked Mx Francis over the back of the head.
“Do we have anything to make static with?” he asked Gale.
“Static. Ah . . . yes. Yes.” They pulled off their coat, and took off the jacket they had on underneath. “This is silk.”
January hesitated. “I might—get mammoth on it?”
“Are you seriously saying you believe I wouldn’t rather be wearing tweed?” Gale asked.
A mammoth tapped him on the head to remind him he was meant to be explaining things.
As best as he could, he said what he was about to do, and then rubbed the silk on the trunk of one of the young bulls, so that the fur stood up on end. Everyone laughed, humans and mammoths. The little bull loved it, stole the jacket, and rubbed it all over until he was a giant fluff-ball.
“That’s lightning too,” January tried. “But little-lightning, instead of . . . sky-lightning. It does different things, depending on how much there is.”
Gale helped him translate, and at last, it seemed clear that the humans weren’t just doing something bullthink, even if it was odd.
Drones hovered; they were recording, for when the internet came back on. The producers, when they talked through the speakers, sounded like kids let loose in a giant sweet shop, and January didn’t blame them. The footage would probably win them some kind of prize, later. Looking like joyful bubbles, the drones were swooping high, and out over the cliff, to watch the mammoths turn the windlasses; and down the Valleyside, the chains went taut, and the gravity trains began to rise. The mammoths didn’t like electric lights—they had a belief about the two moons which Gale couldn’t translate—and so it was all done by lamplight and the dim silvery glow that struggled through the dust. Each link in each chain was the size of a person. Everything was so gigantic that it made optical illusions. January’s mind kept trying to tell him he was seeing something smaller, nearer to him, and so his sense of distance warped bizarrely, to the point that he couldn’t tell how far away he was from Gale or the others.
Each windlass had a lock, so the mammoths could stop and rest, and eat. People from Songshu had brought crates of apples from the stores, and a cartload of raw corn from a farm further onto the Plains, for which Mx Ren had to trade five heat suits. Twice, the herd grandmother came out to see how things were going, and to take over if one of the others was tired.
Even in a heat suit, because heat suits were designed for Natural people, January was cold. The night had plunged down to minus thirty. There wasn’t anything real he could do, except be there and keep more important people company. He did the coffee runs and explained how things were going to the drones, interrupted once by the little bull with Gale’s jacket, who used it to fluff up his hair and turn him into a dandelion. The bull was sneaking up on anyone too distracted to notice a sneaking mammoth.
But mostly it was watching, and standing still, and feeling slowly colder and colder. He didn’t want to say anything. It was one of those experiences that, he could tell already, he’d forget later. Later, tonight would be only about the mammoths, about the raw awe and joy and worry of seeing such titan things moving among human beings and speaking, and the otherworldly creak of a windlass the size of a steamship turning and turning. Minds, or his at least, had a way of filtering out the uncomfortable dull in-between bits, especially when they came in among such spectacular things. Knowing that gave him a lot of patience with it. What he’d remember later wasn’t the cold or being uncomfortable, but being here.
About halfway through, he had to turn back to Songshu for a bathroom break. Other people were just vanishing into the woods, but he couldn’t even think about that; he was pretty sure he would get instant frostbite in places that he never wanted Dr Okonkwo to have access to.
Walking back was no problem, and he quite enjoyed how phantasmal everything looked in the dust; but walking back out to the gravity trains was a strain. The cage felt heavy, and it was an effort to keep putting one foot in front of the other. It was the cold: he had never realized just how much extra energy you needed to move about in cold like this, even with the heat suit. In theory if he just kept eating he’d have the calorie stores to spend on it, but he just couldn’t eat that much. Maybe on Antarctic bases on Earth, someone had invented a clever super-drink or something that was the food equivalent of jet fuel, but there was nothing like that here, because everyone was genetically engineered to function normally on normal food. He had to stop near the mammoths’ grove, leaning against the trunk of a giant dandelion. Everything ached. He felt like he’d been training for hours and hours. It was pathetic, but that didn’t stop it feeling dangerous. He should never have set out like this on his own. It hadn’t even occurred to him.
Someone tapped his shoulder and he looked round, and then squeaked and fell over, because towering above him was the matriarch.
She gave him what he was coming to recognise as the really-I-think-humans-are-indoor-animals mammoth once-over, and then without any more explanation, she picked him up like he was a little doll and carried him back to the cliff edge. He yelped, but he didn’t think she heard. Her fur was so dense that he thought he might vanish into it. It was instantly warm, and despite the madness of what was happening—Jesus Christ he was thirty feet off the sodding ground—he was relieved, and he almost didn’t want to go when she found Gale and dropped him on the ground next to them.
“Yours,” she explained gravely.
Gale helped him up, then dragged over one of the translation speakers on its little wheeled tripod. “Ah . . . ?”
She didn’t go. “The metal vines are hurting him. You must take them off.”
Gale brushed him off, very light, and lifted some pine needles out of his hair. January swallowed, caught between a wild kind of joy at what had just happened—he defied anyone to be stolen by a helpful mammoth and not turn into the person-version of a pop bottle that had been shaken up—and feeling like a child for needing to be rescued. “No, they’re keeping him weaker so he can’t hurt anyone. He would be too strong. As strong as three people.”
The matriarch gazed down at them quietly for what felt like a long time. “Bulls are strong,” she said at last. “It is part of grandmothering to find a way to let them be. This—” she flicked January’s cage where the high collar of it showed on the back of his neck, incredibly precisely, so that she only just bumped him sideways a few inches “—is not grandmothering.”
Gale frowned. “I don’t think I’m being clear. He would hurt someone accidentally—”
“And you are the grandmother,” she interrupted sharply. She sounded like the beginnings of an earthquake. She pointed back to the grove, to where the big bull had been, when January saw him, nibbling his way through the pine cones, looking a little bit cheered up now, and entertained by a game the babies were playing with giant blow-up ball Gale had brought for them. “He is stronger than three humans? I am stronger than many humans. Will you bind me?”
“No, it’s different,” Gale said, but they looked thrown off, more than they ever had, even when the Consul had won the debate.
January had a bizarre out-of-body moment where a detached part of his brain said: You’re very cold, it’s Sunday, and a senator is arguing about you with a mammoth. On Mars.
“Not different,” the matriarch said. “There is bull strength; this is small. There is grandmother strength: this is great.” She looked down at Gale hard. “Bulls must not try to be more than they are, it is true. But grandmothers must never try to make them less.”
“I see,” Gale said carefully.
The matriarch said nothing more, but in her eyes was a kind of wry glimmer, and January realized she knew the cage would probably never come off. She dragged her trunk gently across him, and across Gale, then paced away to see the other mammoths who were harnessed to the windlasses. The ground shook.
January and Gale stayed there for a while after she had gone.
“Was I just schooled about the nature of good government by a mammoth?” Gale asked at last.
“I think that’s what happened,” January agreed, a bit numb.
Gale was frowning in the way they did when they were about to feed someone through an intellectual mincing machine.
“But look,” January said quickly, because he was seeing a huge row hoving into view, and he desperately didn’t want Gale to personally irritate a mammoth. “Don’t argue with her. She doesn’t understand what cages do, she’s just seeing that you’ve tied someone up.”
Gale was silent for so long, watching the mammoths heave against the windlasses, that January thought they weren’t going to say anything, and he set out back towards the fire. But Gale touched his elbow to stop him.
“No, wait. You’ve been in the cage for weeks, you must need a break. There’s plenty of space out here. If anyone’s scared—it’s more of a them problem than a you problem.” They sighed. “And anyway, I think if she sees you in a cage again, she’s going to take you away and have you adopted by some better humans.”
“I like my current humans,” January promised, and then faltered, because Gale looked at him as if he had just twisted a knife between their ribs. Whatever they were thinking, though, they didn’t say it.
“You can get changed in the tea-and-coffee tent, there’s a heater,” was all they said, and they unlocked his cage.
“Just until we go back inside?”
“Right,” Gale said, but they looked troubled, gazing after the matriarch, and he couldn’t tell if it was because, again, they were terrified but determined not to let anyone know.
He had to get out of his heat suit, which was complicated and unpleasant when he felt just how cold the air really was, and then out of most of his clothes as well. When he unlocked the cage and pressed the release, he had the most incredible illusion of flying. If he’d shut his eyes, he would have thought he’d bobbed up to float around on the tent ceiling. It seemed insane to look and see he was still on the ground. If getting out of a cage after eight hours felt odd, then getting out of it after two months was a special genetically modified type of bananas. When he tried to step away from the open steel skeleton to get his clothes back on, he moved too strongly, and fell over—and then when he pushed down on the ground to try and get up again, it was too much and he sent himself jolting sideways.
“Are you all right?” Gale asked from outside. They must have heard a thump.
“Yep. Don’t wait for me, this . . . might take a little bit of thought,” he said to the tent wall. Very, very carefully, he eased his hands flat to the ground again, and pushed so delicately he was sure he wouldn’t move at all, but it was enough to see him upright. Getting one knee under him and then standing up was tricky, but little by little, he got back into his clothes, and back into the heat suit. He cast around for something to throw between his hands, found an orange, and then had to explain embarrassedly to the cook why there was an orange exploded on the floor. At last, he edged outside and walked up and down until he was sure he wasn’t going to rocket himself off the edge of the cliff. Not far away, Sasha was watching him hard, one hand resting on their gun, looking like they might be planning a brain haemorrhage.
Partly as way to stay warm, partly to show that, even though he wasn’t in his cage for now, he wouldn’t be moving about much, January stuck near the fire pit that was keeping the kettles hot. There was a windbreak that blocked most of the dust. He alternated between watching the mammoths at the windlasses, which was mesmerising, and watching the zithers of dust that did make it past the windbreak and caught fire in miniature comet-tails. Dr Okonkwo came out briefly to ask him how Gale seemed (fine, but how would he tell?) and overlapped with Mx Ren, who had watched a documentary about Antarctica and had taken it to heart about keeping your Earthstronger stuffed with enough calories in cold conditions.
“Nearly there,” Gale said, emerging from the dust and radiating happiness. January had a pang, because he’d never seen them like this before. He wanted to hug them, but he was absolutely not coordinated enough to do that with any confidence he wouldn’t break their ribs.
The mammoths had realized he was suddenly much stronger, because now he could work the locks on their harnesses without any mechanical help, and the little bull who liked static electricity had been challenging him to arm-and-trunk-wrestling contests. They were talking too quickly for the translation software to pick it all up, but he had a feeling that the mammoths had a betting pool going about the matches. Certainly there had been a delighted honk from one of them when he won, and the little bull dropped theatrically onto his back with all his feet in the air.
“Have you been talking to them?” he asked.
“Oh, don’t let them start,” Dr Okonkwo grumbled, hands shoved deep in pockets. “We’ll be here till July on the construction of mammoth gerunds.”
“You know nobody likes you,” January said.
“God’s sake, why does everyone keep saying that?”
“Wisdom of crowds, mate,” said January, who had no idea who else had said that, but suspected he was destined to be their true love.
“They have myths,” Gale said, pulling off their dust mask to drink some coffee. “It’s incredible. And some of the stories are about things that—well, they know things they shouldn’t be able to know. The species here is only two hundred and fifty years old, they were resurrected out of test tubes for Mars, so that’s only eight generations of mammoths; but they have stories about a dream time when everything was heavier, and the horizon was further away, which does sound like . . .”
“Nonsense,” grumped Dr Okonkwo.
But even Mx Ren looked intrigued.
“Earth,” January said, and found himself smiling too, because if that was somehow true, then the worlds were subtly, quietly better than he had thought.
Gale gave him some coffee, glowing. He held his hands open so they could rest the cup in them without the risk of touching him, but they gave him that soldierly look that said don’t be ridiculous and closed his fingers gently around it. He noticed himself grinning like a mad person, and reflected that he was really nothing more than a human-shaped version of Kasha: basically all he wanted from life was to play jumping and for someone to occasionally tell him he was a Good Boy.
“They’re up!” someone yelled. “They’re coming!”
Everyone ran to the cliff edge to see. Sure enough, the gravity trains creaked into view, and at last, they docked with their magnetic locks with a howl of freezing metal, and there was a human-mammoth cheer.
Because they were wild, though, the mammoths didn’t stay. The grandmother looked at Gale and January for a long moment, unreadable, and turned away. They all walked into the forest, shaking the ground.
31 River Gale had written the only extant pachyderm dictionary, he found out later. Lots of people had theories about the way mammoths divided up their speech, but what River had to say about it rang truer to January than anything else he found. The rule was, broadly: adjectives, descriptions, and very personal information above in the high strain, but actions and impersonal fact-type things in the deeper one. The reason (and River had asked several mammoths exactly this, because the best person to know why mammoths did things was a mammoth) was that the lower vocal range had evolved so low because the deeper the sound, the greater the distance it could carry. Mammoths could talk to each other across miles. But the kinds of things you needed to say to people over a long distance were different to the ones you said if you were snacking on pine cones with them. If you were calling over miles, what you were saying, usually, was something like: help, or come over here, there’s water, or there’s dust coming, or I’m on my way back now. What you did not need to say was: morning, how’s your mother, isn’t it lovely weather we’re having. That would have been odd, and rude, because the whole herd would hear it—it was like talking on an open radio channel. Which had a knock-on effort into ordinary conversation: core information went deep, and embellishment came higher. You could switch things around, but it changed the meaning radically. Saying “happy” down low, for example, was a mammoth joke, because what it really meant was I order you to become immediately happy.
As they walked through the forest back to Songshu, they passed the work site where Dr Molotov and the grounds maintenance people were cutting down trees. Each one was so enormous that fallen, it reached all the way to the twisted wreck of the railway tracks, and as well as dust, the air swam with sawdust and old earth. A tornado was riding across the Plains, strobing maroon lightning that shone on the folds of everyone’s sleeves, and on the surface of their masks. Up on the rig, the little fires from the welding torches still flew. The night shift had managed to come in partway on the train, and ride the rest of the way. They’d stay at Songshu too.
It seemed like something out of a dream, but the path back was full of horses. People from farms all across the Plains were bringing them, sometimes only one, a farm shire from one of the eco-establishments who never used grid electricity even at the best of times, and sometimes twenty from a training ranch. Tharsis horses were tall, just like everything else, but they were being corralled in exactly the same way they had been for hundreds of years; a couple of riders, a couple of fantastically trained dogs. They were getting ready to attach the horses to makeshift carts and wagons to get the firewood out to the train station and down the cliff.
The foyer was divided now into Natural and Earthstrong, so he followed the Earthstrong passage, which Sasha’s team had separated from the Natural one with bulletproof glass. Gale walked on the other side, and with a playfulness he had never known from them before, trailed one hand along the glass close to him. He did the same, full of a fragile building joy.
They’d done it. No one was going to die. Tereshkova Wharf was going to have enough water. It wouldn’t explode. The internet was coming back on. They might even get the array up before the fleet arrived.
And mammoths had myths about Earth.
People were hurrying up to ask how it had gone, if it had worked, was the power coming back on, was the internet coming back on.
While January said yes to as many people as could hear him, Gale went to one of the tannoy stations on the wall. “Good evening, everyone. It is my very great pleasure to announce that thanks to the local mammoth herd, all the gravity trains have been raised. This means that not only is there plenty of power for heating and internet, but also the solar rig is likely to be finished sometime in the next forty-eight hours.”
As they said it, the electricity whirred back up, the lights glowed, the heating system made a wonderful singing noise, and a joyful cheer went right up and down the tower, from the dining room, up round the balconies to the Earthstrong floor, the glass-decked production room, and the scientists higher up. Someone had come prepared, because indoor fireworks started going off, bursting fantastic colours all up the tower. Gale laughed, looking more relieved than January would ever have expected given how calmly they had taken all the bad luck so far, the fireworks zinging mauve and amber lights across the black of their hair.
“We’ll get changed and then champagne in ten minutes?” Gale said to January, who had never more wanted to throw his arms round someone, and never been so scared to.
“Oh, God, yes,” January said, extremely ready to be drunk.
The third floor was given over to Earthstrong people now, and there was a strict no-naturalised-people-past-this-point rule, so that you could go about without your cage and not worry about hurting anyone. January glanced into rooms and coffee stations as he passed, checking that people were all right and, more tacitly, that nobody was deliberately destroying anything. Mx Francis had not been wrong to worry that somebody might come here with a grudge and a silent determination to start a riot. But so far, nothing like that seemed to be happening. He found a gang of hulking teenagers by the glass wall that looked into the hummingbird garden and looked over their shoulders, suspecting something terrible, but actually they had sketchbooks and they were all drawing the birds.
In one of his lenses, Sasha appeared too, to watch and sometimes to ask tersely for him to take a closer look at something. They had aged in the last day. It seemed insane to look at every shadow and oddly shaped bag, but he had a feeling Sasha would have a full nervous breakdown if he didn’t. They were right. Anyone could have brought a bomb in here. Everyone had gone through a sort of airport-type security check on the way in, but even so. You could, Sasha said, going very high, print a sodding bomb out of carbon parts, and that wasn’t going to show up on any scan.
“What are those men doing?” Sasha asked sharply.
“Those boys,” January said gently, because they were only about eighteen, just old enough to work, “are playing conkers. All right gents?”
“All right Mr Stirling,” they said happily. One of them was wearing a sparkly pink party hat.
“How do you even tell how old they are?” Sasha sighed. “They all look like they’re forty-five.”
“Practise,” January promised, and turned sideways to let some very little kids zoom past. A lot of the contractors had brought their children with them to work; nobody liked the idea of leaving them alone at the naturalisation centre, just in case.
Everything smelled wonderfully of fireworks and beer in paper cups. Everyone looked happy.
Good; good. He went downstairs again once he was in fresh clothes and back in his cage—God, it felt stiff now—to the dining room, looking round for Gale, and feeling warm with knowing they’d be looking for him too, soon, and he wasn’t just doing what he usually did, which was casting around for an unsuspecting victim to sit with. It was crowded. People were making the most of the heated floor, having picnics.
The only piece of strife he noticed was an older lady bothering one of the Songshu interns, who she’d cornered at a hot chocolate station.
“Come on!” she protested. “Why can’t people say what they really are? All I want is a straight answer! Biology!”
“It’s not about biology,” January said, directing the intern away with his eyelashes. The intern bowed a little, irritated. “Look, asking people here that is like me asking you what your blood type is and then deciding what you should be like just based on that. It’s no one’s business except a doctor’s.”
“Nice of you to mansplain it to me,” she snapped, with the whiplash of a person who had suffered because of someone who looked like him. “D’you have any idea how threatening it feels, not knowing? Any idea at all?”
He watched her for a second, thinking of those enormous dogs who had been terrorised by cats when they were puppies, and who still remembered being helpless and scared, even though they could easily have eaten a cat now. “You’re three times stronger than people here. Who’s threatening who?”
She slapped him, not very hard, but she was wearing gauntlets and it hurt, and he had to step right back and clamp down the instinct to hit back. She was smaller than him; for all he had got used to being little here, he was in fact six foot two.
“Do it again and you’re out,” he said wearily, and traipsed away with one hand over his cheekbone where it stung to see if there was any food left at the big buffet, which looked and smelled like the best kind of market grill. Around the room, the security people were scanning everyone, watching for anyone who’d forgotten their cage. Nobody had so far, at least.
“Again?” Sasha said to him, unimpressed. “We’re just going to let her wander around harassing the interns, are we? Get rid of her.”
He had to laugh, although not really with humour. “Sasha, come on. She’s frightened of men in the same way the Senator is frightened of Earthstrongers. Probably one hurt her once, and now she thinks none of them should be allowed to walk around without a big sticker that says CAUTION, and ideally they’d be kept in cages all the time as well. I think you’d want to know, if there was a secret Earthstronger in the room who looked like a Natural person? That’s what she’s seeing. I know she’s wrong, I know there’s no one here who could hurt her, but yelling at her won’t help.”
Sasha looked down at him, very hard. “That’s the enormous difference though, isn’t it: no one can hurt her. The Senator’s fear isn’t irrational.”
“I didn’t say it was,” he said, regretting having said anything. Sasha was never going to understand. He pressed his hands over his eyes and wished there was a way to translate properly. He couldn’t help thinking that that was most of the problem between Earthstrongers and naturalised people. People could say the same words, but they meant such different things.
After he poured himself some hot chocolate—he wanted to wait for Gale for wine, and he couldn’t see them yet—he took off his glasses to polish them, and to give himself a break from all the glittering virtual overlays of art and artificial sky, all vivid and glorious and a little bit overwhelming now the internet was alive again. It seemed healthy to remind himself what was actually there. As he did, Kasha trotted by, wearing tinsel round her collar and trying to get into the pockets of Gale’s real partner, who was dressed for outside, plainly hoping to persuade her to come for some exercise. January hinged forward awkwardly, a quarter-bow, not knowing if it was better to apologise for existing or to just be quiet. But they only bowed back, and then smiled when a very tiny person in a party hat asked seriously if Kasha would mind being made available for rides. Kasha, always thrilled with new humans, snuffled around and all but shoved the little boy onto her back, then ran away with him looking triumphant.
January wondered about the party hat until he saw people toasting.
Of course.
It was Christmas Day.
Hah.
He took his cup over to the piano. It was, as far as he could tell, only for show, because nobody seemed to play it; maybe they were embarrassed. He hadn’t gone to an opera-ballet school for nothing, though. He tapped out the first few notes of “I Saw Three Ships” to remind himself where to start, then remembered after the first verse. He liked the piano; it was something you had to do with your whole mind, not just parts of it. Some of the children came to see what he was doing—some of them, maybe, had never seen a piano before—and then he leaned back a little to gave a drone space to skim along the keyboard.
A few of the children’s parents came too, and he slowed down to let them sing along. He couldn’t sing, but that was a good thing, because he had to teach the words to the kids, who wanted to join in but didn’t know them. It made him sad in a papercut slice that they didn’t know. Only brief. They learned fast.
Someone had brought a battered old violin and came in with him on the next round. By then it was loud enough for the naturalised people at the tables further from the fire to have noticed and begun to stray nearer too, he hoped not because they were worried something frightening would happen.
Because people had moved, he saw through them to Gale, who was sitting by the window with the angry lady from before. All his vertebrae seized up and he almost dropped everything, but Gale didn’t look worried. They were showing her something on a tablet, and she was looking.
He forgot to explain what Bethlehem was to the children, because he was too busy praying the lady wouldn’t get upset. If she hit Gale wearing the cage, she wouldn’t hurt them, not really, but that wasn’t the point. January didn’t know how far a human being could go without having a nervous breakdown, but Gale must have been camped out in the precipice for a long time now, flicking pebbles over the edge.
“Is it to do with clothes?” a little boy asked seriously. He was about three or four.
In the time it took January to look down at him and think about it, Gale had crossed the room.
“It’s a place in the Middle East,” Gale said, settling on the piano stool, facing the other way to January, though shoulder to shoulder.
January breathed out. Thank God. Not beaten up: good start to the evening, very good.
The little boy went down to a hushed whisper. “Are you, are you a princess?” He was staring at the silver in Gale’s hair, the Senate sigils. It was, January had worked out, mandatory for Gale to wear them when they were in public, and illegal for anyone who was not a senator to wear anything remotely like them. It was about making senators recognisable. He had an uncomfortable sense that it had passed into law after Gagarin Square. But if you were four, those silver sigils were a crown.
January saw Gale take a breath to explain senates and republics, but then let it out again. “Yes.”
“Is this your real hair?”
“Yes,” Gale said, as serious as they were with adults. They had gone still and terse. Not at home around little children.
“Can . . . can I see?”
January nudged the little boy. “Hey, little bear. Don’t bother them too much, yeah?”
“Ah—no, it’s all right,” Gale said. They lifted the little boy into their lap, slowly, as though they were afraid of hurting him. In their arms, he was miniature.
The little boy looked delighted. Carefully, Gale lifted the silver sigil off—it was a kind of comb that sank into the base of a braid or a knot—and set it into the little boy’s hair instead. The little boy bounced joyfully. Gale’s shoulders tacked; he was stronger than they’d thought, though not strong. They caught him gently when he tried to lunge past them and bang the piano keys.
“Princesses keep still.” It wasn’t a command, just the quietest kind of suggestion.
“Mm,” the little boy agreed, and sat perfectly still, tiny hands clasped over Gale’s. After a minute, he twisted around to check, then straightened up too. January grinned and brushed his cheek.
“What’s your name?”
“Yuan,” the little boy said. “You’re the dancing man.”
“I am. January. And this is Aubrey.”
Yuan smiled again and twisted away from him, embarrassed, and put his face against Gale’s chest. Gale set one hand very lightly over the back of his head, watching him, not January. They looked—not sad, they were too controlled to seem sad—but muted. He had a feeling he knew why. It was how he felt here at New Year. It was all borrowed joy, from a culture that didn’t belong to him. Because he was watching for it, he saw Gale decide it was time for them to get out the way and let the Earth people enjoy Earth things undisturbed by intruders, and he was in time to catch their wrist before they could put Yuan down.
“Stay,” he said, and then realized what he’d done and let go; but when he met their eyes, scared they’d taken it as an order and not a request, Gale didn’t look worried. Instead they held his shoulder as they shifted their weight off the prosthetic again and resettled Yuan. It put a happy fizz down his whole arm.
And all the souls on Earth shall sing; even though Earth was left behind now and for most people here there would be no going back.
As January let the piano fade away, Yuan said, quite clearly, “I want to be a princess too when I’m big.”
People cheered, and one of the lumberjacks made a toast to a merry Christmas and a New Year that might be a bit above absolute zero. Gale opened a bottle of champagne, poured some for January, then passed it round.
“To mammoths,” Gale said, just for him, under all the noise.
The carols went on into the night, and so did the wine. After January ran out of music he knew off by heart, the violinist took over and people showed no sign of wanting to go to bed. Yuan hurried away at last to his mum, who had been watching carefully from a bench near the fire. It hurt to see him run. He was so spindly he was nearly see-through in places, and he had the fragility of someone whose heart wasn’t working properly. Born here, but first generation. January had a nasty feeling he wouldn’t live long enough to marry into any sort of royalty.
“Merry Christmas,” Gale said, tentative, like they’d looked up what to say. Of course they had.
He smiled. “Merry Christmas. I, um . . . I saw you talking with that lady. Are you okay, did she do something . . . ?”
“No, no. I saw your fight earlier, so I was showing her the comparative conviction statistics for sexual assault, America versus Tharsis.”
“What?”
Gale pulsed that quiet embarrassment they did whenever they were caught going Full Academic. “Conviction rates are less than one per cent across most countries on Earth,” they said, sounding guilty that they knew. “In Tharsis it’s ninety-eight per cent.”
“You were kept in a cellar and beaten with an abacus as a child, weren’t you,” Mx Francis said in passing. “Numbers were your only friends.”
“I could fire you,” Gale told them.
Mx Francis stuck their tongue out.
“Into space,” Gale sighed.
“Ninety-eight per cent,” January said, because he had stuck on it. “How? I’m not—sorry, you abolished gender, not sex, everyone’s still a person with person-wants and some people in any society are dreadful, so . . . ?”
“Because it’s taken seriously and well policed. There’s a lovely historical graph actually. It tracks reported instances versus conviction rates after every major legal change in the field in the last two hundred years.” They lifted one hand from their tablet to make the image project in three dimensions. The light made their eyes shine. “I love this correlation here. It’s when marriage was reduced to a five-year contract rather than a permanent arrangement. The cases trail off within a generation.”
“Why?”
“No one knows,” Gale said, laughing a bit. “No one knows, but for my money; it’s about taking away any sense that you can ever own someone. Make it normal for kids and hold it there; problem solved. Most elegant piece of legislation I’ve ever seen.”
January looked across at them and had a strange, powerful feeling that it was a kind of magic, for any place to have produced a human being who confronted angry people softly, with a graph they looked at in the way most people looked at Renaissance paintings. “Did she believe you?”
Gale winced. “God, no. I’m a giant dork who accosted her with an unsolicited chart. But she knows where to find the data now, if she’d like to. What?” they added, because January hadn’t looked away.
“I just . . .” He looked down. “Sorry, I’m not trying to start a fight.”
Gale smiled. “Pick up your sword, Spartan.”
“You’re saying you legislated your way out of—everything she’s scared of. But in the debate, you said no amount of legislation could stop violence against women. You said no one has ever succeeded doing that with legal systems, and the reason Tharsis succeeded was that you genetically edited people to make them more physically equal. Only it didn’t work because of that, because if it had, you wouldn’t have needed to make marriage last only five years to stamp it out.” He swallowed. “Or am I getting the wrong end of the stick?”
Gale thought about it for a long time. “Huh,” they said at last. “Okay.”
“Okay what?” January asked, full of dread that he was about to be spectacularly demolished, and Mx Ren was going to have to sweep bits of him up off the floor all evening.
“Okay . . . I was wrong to say there was no legislative solution in either case,” Gale said, starting slow and speeding up toward the end because, he realized, they had finished double-checking they had no counterargument.
“You . . . ?”
“See what happens when you fight?” Gale said, pushing him gently. “Sometimes you win.” They were smiling as if they’d just seen January manage the most incredible spin in midair. “Ganbei.”32 They tinked their champagne glass to January’s.
He had never felt so disconcerted about winning an argument. In fact, he was almost certain he had never won one before. What he’d had were rows with his father, who would usually say whatever would upset the other person most, no matter how insane, and then January would have to leave the house until the urge to murder someone went away. That was what his father had enjoyed calling debate. He had never just—had a conversation like a game of chess, and then watched the other person, entirely measured and courteous, lay down their king and say, good game.
“I—that was me winning? Then do you change your mind? You don’t just want to ban Earthstrongers, you think there could be laws that would help, like with . . .” He waved incoherently towards where the angry lady was still sitting, only she didn’t seem angry now. She had been befriended—and somehow he was seismically unsurprised—by Mx Ren. Gale glanced that way too, all alight, and very gradually, he managed to get his fingernails over the possibility that they weren’t just making a show of good sportsmanship: they were honestly pleased he had learned to do what they did.
Not far from them, there was a little bout of laughter as Mx Francis almost bumped into an Earthstrong man, who went down quickly on one knee. Mx Francis bent to help him up and they went off together. The man had patent leather brogues on without socks and so January suspected that they were meant for each other.
He saw Gale’s eyes snag in that direction too. They hid it well, but they did often flinch at big noises, even when it was laughter.
“I agree there is a possibility we could legislate our way to a far lower accidental homicide rate. I don’t know what that legislation would be.” Gale paused, and the light in them dulled down again. “And I doubt there’s time to work it out before the fleet arrives.”
“But—just—so we’re very clear. I still won.”
“You won,” Gale agreed, with their slow, real smile.
A camera drone was focused on them. The production team were only doing their jobs, he knew that, but all at once he longed for a few seconds with Gale where he could tell, for sure, one way or the other, if they were doing what they were doing because they wanted to, or if it was acting for the bastard show.
He glanced sideways, hoping and not that Gale had forgotten what was on the schedule today. Gale was watching him back, just as carefully.
It was as good a moment as any. He dipped his eyelashes in the sketch of a nod to say, yes, I remember.
What filled his head was how bad he was at all this. He hated being flirted with but he fell in love all the time, and never with people who loved him back—generally the ones who would never have dreamed of flirting with him. He was like one of those cats that only wanted to be stroked by people who were allergic to cats.
Gale was so violently allergic to cats that they’d probably have to go and lie down for a few days after too close an encounter with one.
And so of course, of fucking course, he desperately wanted this to be real, that would have been wonderful.
It must all have shown on his face, because Gale covered his knuckles, without any pressure. It sent a crackle of electricity up his spine, enough to make him twitch. Too late, he realized it looked like a flinch. “It’s all right. We’re not doing that,” they said, very quiet.
He sat still with his shoulder pressed to theirs, feeling relieved and robbed.
Gale bowed a little. “I think I’m going to have to go to bed. Good night, Mx Stirling.”
God, he was useless.
32 Cheers.
He was too tumbled to think about sleeping. Instead, he pulled on a heat suit and went outside. The cold was stunning after being so cosy indoors, and he had to stand still just by the front doors for a second while he got used to it, even wrapped up in heavy-weather gear. But he needed to walk. Exercise, outside, because it would be so unpleasant he’d be hard put to think about anything else.
Like an ability even to act a scripted romance. What would the producers be talking about right now? Probably swearing up and down the production room, yelling at Mx Francis and demanding to know how House Gale had hired someone to do one specific thing he seemed absolutely incapable of doing. He had been warned about this weeks and weeks ago, he’d known it was coming and even then, even then, he had just frozen, and Gale had had to rescue him. Again.
He had no idea where all the idiot baggage had come from. He had a dull feeling it was just that he’d never learned how to do any of this properly. At school he hadn’t gone drinking or partying or any of it, he’d just rehearsed and rehearsed, because he couldn’t afford to screw it up. He’d had friends, but not relationships. As a teenager he’d been bewildered by them and by the time he was in his twenties it was obvious that none of that would ever come easily, which had been upsetting, so he’d tried, but what he got out of it was mostly crushing dread. He couldn’t summon enough humour about it to even keep going to speed dating things. And now he was thirty . . . whatever he was, had he had a birthday recently? God knew: that was serious maths on a planet with no months. He was possibly thirty-four, and he’d had no practise, and no resilience, he felt raw trying to chase any of it down to real reasons, and he was, as bloody usual, falling in love with the nearest unsuitable older person who was kind to him.
What a joke.
He went slowly, feeling the altitude. It seemed to snatch at him in the evenings more than the day, but he couldn’t have said why. Not sickness; but a fluttery anxiety, the feeling that someone bigger was following you down a part of the canal where the shopkeepers weren’t paying enough protection money and the local gang had switched off the street lights.
There were bright lights in the forest; the logging crews were still working, and over the hum of the dust, the big machinery whirred and clattered. They were cutting up the felled trees. As January came into the haze of the lights, his shadow danced monstrous on the ground. Through his lenses, dim light trails highlighted where the paths were, and numbers moved in the air, telling him how fast the wind was, whether the dust was dangerous for machinery—there was a red warning—and the temperature. Hazy, because his mask was already dusty.
Someone took his hand.
He swung around, his heart lifting. But it wasn’t Gale. It wasn’t anyone. There was nothing there. Just the dust.
And then someone who wasn’t there banged him backwards into a tree, someone a lot taller than him, one arm pressed across his chest to stop him moving, and there was still no one there, and he couldn’t move, because whoever, whatever it was, it was pressing him flat to the bark, and then Jesus Christ Jesus Christ Jesus Christ, writing appeared in the dust on his mask visor, traced by an invisible fingertip, Chinese, mirror-imaged so he could read it inside the mask:
Find—tree—bear-carving—MAX—
He tore away and ran and ran, and didn’t stop until he’d lost all sense of where he was.
He sank down between the roots of a tree so he was enclosed, back to some roots, roots around him, curled up small, his breath whistling inside the dust mask.
Max.
Tree—bear—what tree with a—
Max was at the tree?
Max, alive and well and about to—what, to tell him what had happened, clear everything up after all this time, but then, who was attacking him and telling him—
No.
He did know. He had seen that tree on the wedding day. He had stopped beside it and admired the bear.
He sat very still for a long time, scrubbing his hand again and again over the visor to erase the words like making them disappear could make the whole memory disappear, staring out at the dust, and not knowing what he was even looking for. He hadn’t seen—whatever it was—even when it was right next to him. There was nothing now either, only the soft illumination of the trails in his lenses, and a sketch in light-lines that showed him where Songshu was. Around him, the trees groaned, an army of dying giants. Even with the heat suit, the cold started to press in on him, and so did the awareness that if you were out in the woods alone, you were supposed to have a rifle. There were bears. The building work would have scared most of them off, where the trees were being cut down, but he could well imagine the news story anyway. January Stirling eaten by inattentive bear on mystery jaunt in the woods.
Find the tree with the bear.
He had to make an effort to make his lungs slow down.
“What the fuck kind of ghost writes on . . .” He didn’t know who he was talking to.
His lenses flared, because the messaging system was voice-activated, and the words appeared in a message alongside a helpful list of his contacts. Gale was Au for Aubrey, which filled his head with useless images of gold jewellery. Send to Au?
No.
Because what could he say? Hello, me again, been attacked by a ghost who wrote a cryptic message on my visor for unclear reasons.
Already, the memory of it was misting in the way strange things and dreams always did. He squeezed his eyes shut. Minds had walls that marked off likely versus unlikely, and the strange things and the dreams were outside, with no protection from the fierce solar wind that seemed to tear through the world beyond those walls. Already, it looked too bizarre to have happened. He had misunderstood somehow, not seen something, or seen something wrongly.
His lenses blinked the message at him again. Send to Au?
No.
No; he was just going to have to find that tree and see if anything was there.
The tree was gone.
He thought he’d made a mistake and lost his bearings until he understood what had happened. The loggers had already felled it. It was here: but it was stretched out lengthwise. The bear carving was just visible above the moss on the ground. He was lucky it hadn’t been through the timber-cutting machine yet.
The roots had torn up from the ground and left a hollow. It was dark, away from the halogens; they looked gritty and dim, and he could only make out shadows. He fumbled through his pockets. He hadn’t been using his phone; everyone was saving every scrap of power they could, but he did have emergency matches. Hunching forward to protect it from the wind, he struck one. Even like that, it ignited the dust particles around it in a soft, gunpowder flare.
And illuminated the body. Perfectly, beautifully preserved in the cold. Whoever it was might have died only a couple of days ago. But they hadn’t. They weren’t wearing enough. Just a jumper with the sleeves turned back.
There was a tattoo on the forearm, still clear. It was the army sigil, with SERVE THE PEOPLE in rigid Mandarin underneath.
That was the insignia of the marines.
Later, he tried hard to think that what he did next came entirely on instinct, that he just panicked, and it was pure helplessness, but the more he tried to convince himself, the more fake it looked. There was nothing instinctive about it. He sat still, looking at that sad figure curled in the hollow of the broken tree, for what must have been a clear minute, his mind ticking through consequences in the way he had learned at the Songshu meeting table.
If he went back inside and said to Gale, So I reckon I’ve found Max—one of two things could happen. One: Gale would turn out to be innocent. They would therefore call the police, all the proper procedures would be followed, and either the investigation would be inconclusive or there would be evidence on the body that Max had been killed by a random bear, irritable mammoth, or passing axe-murderer. Two: Gale was guilty, all footage of January saying anything would be scrubbed, the body would disappear, and if he tried to insist there had been a body, Dr Okonkwo would give him antipsychotics, because obviously he was having some kind of breakdown, and he would live the following five years as a heavily drugged zombie if he was very lucky; if not, like the Consul said, it would be death by garbage truck.
He wouldn’t know unless he did it.
He wasn’t doing that.
In English people said, between a rock and a hard place, which implied you were sort of stuck and mountain rescue might need to give you an embarrassing talk about being careful where you climbed. In Russian, though, they said between the hammer and the anvil. He felt like he was on the anvil now, watching the hammer come down.
He wrenched the Consul’s card out of his pocket and held it in front of his glasses so that the software would read the number, and dial it.
The Consul answered on the second ring, sounding groggy. “January? Are you all right? It’s past . . .” Midnight, it was past midnight, he was being rude.
“No,” he said. “You were right, I need help. I’m really sorry. I think I’ve found Max.” He flicked his eyes to the little icon that would share his camera feed.
There was a silence. “I’m coming.”
Gale might have wanted to go in the direction of bed, but they’d been waylaid by Yuan, the little boy with royal ambitions, and Yuan had definitively won; when January came back inside, the two of them were sitting on the floor near a fire and playing with a marble run that someone must have unearthed from an attic. Yuan still had the Senate coronet, and he was explaining some complicated rules with the extreme seriousness known only to tiny children and professors. And Gale, with their ability to concentrate absolutely on anything at all, marble run or zoolinguistics, was listening just as solemnly, bent slightly forward to hear him, the ends of their hair pooling black on the floor.
January felt like his cage had clamped too tight around his ribs. He felt guilty all the time, he was English, he had a hair trigger for guilt—in the nuclear tower, because the lift opened straight out into people’s living rooms, he’d felt guilty about accidentally seeing his own reflection in someone else’s mirror when the lift doors opened on the way down to the ground floor, as though he had stolen their own personal light—but not like this.
He shouldn’t have made the call. The Consul was going to crash through here like a mammoth, it was going to be public and horrible, and he shouldn’t have bloody done it, he should at least have asked Gale what was happening, but—but. You could be gentle and kind and good with children and still a murderer. Everything he knew about Gale was clashing contrasts. A glamorous academic; an honourable CEO; a courteous demagogue.
Kasha nosed at his knees; she knew something was wrong. He stroked her ears, around the paper party hat she was wearing. Someone, with very great care, had stapled a ribbon to it and tied it under her chin.
It felt like a thousand years since the carols, but the last of the Christmas party was still smouldering, the smell of mulled wine rich in the air, and people’s voices and laughter muted in the comfy way that happened late at night by firelight. Although most Natural people he’d met on Mars had no idea what Christmas was,33 lots of Songshu staff had stayed up too. People were making friends.
Even though he was waiting for it, it was a shock when he heard the thunder of the helicopters.
The Consul brought at least thirty praetorians, who swept into the room in military formation, guns out and visors down. They surged past January. Gale started to stand up, clearly about to ask what they thought they were doing. January wanted to look away and couldn’t. The praetorians slammed Gale flat on the floor and wrenched their wrists backwards into cuffs, scattering the wooden marble run, and marbles. Yuan stared, silent and frozen. So did everyone else.
It didn’t look like an arrest. It looked like a black ops kidnapping. January heard himself yell at them to stop, but Gale didn’t try to fight—they couldn’t, not against three armed ex-marines—and then they were all gone, into the back rooms as if they knew exactly where to go. Yuan still hadn’t made a sound, but he was crying and crying. Whoever had been looking after him before wasn’t there now, so January scooped him up, while around him, alarmed people jolted onto their feet, slow from the wine and the warmth of the fires.
“Apologies for the intrusion,” the Consul said to the room at large. They had come in after the praetorians, slow and steady, more like a general than a politician. Which they had been, of course. More than ever now they were in a room full of Earthstrongers, they looked heroic and magnificent, firelight turning the consular coronet a brilliant gold in their grey dreadlocks. “We had an anonymous tip that a body was found in the grounds, and that’s just been confirmed. A pathologist is examining it now, but it’s a suspected homicide. Please do relax, nobody here is in trouble except Senator Gale.”
With Yuan gripping his shirt, pressed against his shoulder, January looked back and realized people were turning towards him, as if it was up to him what to do. It broke over him only very slowly that they were right. The fires danced shadows over a lot of anxious faces. Nobody wanted to be Earthstrong and in a room with consular praetorians at the same time. He thought of all those cases where Earthstrongers had been shot just for sneezing at the wrong second.
“Okay, let’s get everyone upstairs to bed and out of the Consul’s way,” he said, fighting to keep his voice level, and trying hard to copy Gale’s way of talking in a crisis. “I’m sure it is safe but let’s not tempt fate. Or the praetorians. I’ll be up soon, I’ll try and find out what’s going on.”
You know what’s going on though, because you did this.
When he blinked, he saw the praetorians snatching Gale again, so rough it made him start to shake with something awful between rage and shame. What had he thought would happen? That they’d sneak in and ask for a quiet word?
“Why did you do that?” he said, turning back to the Consul, one hand over the back of Yuan’s head and feeling very glad there was something between them, even if it was just a tiny boy. His voice came out strange and quiet. “We don’t even know if it is Max yet.”
The Consul tipped their head ruefully. “I did this so that we have lots of footage of a spectacular arrest in which my very dangerous opposition looks like the criminal they definitely are,” they said, with an honesty that almost shocked his voice out of him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset the little one. What’s your name, tiny person?”
Yuan hid against January’s shoulder. He was still crying, in the terrible, silent way children cried when they didn’t think anyone would care.
“Jesus, leave him alone, you’re scaring him!” January snapped. “A bunch of giants just dragged away someone who was being kind to him, have some common pissing sense!”
The Consul blinked like a cat had just hissed at them for no reason, and dismayed, he realized that it had never occurred to them that anyone Natural might seem frightening.
“And now you’re going to broadcast that I was the anonymous tip,” January said, not quite able to believe he hadn’t seen it coming. “Even better scandal. Aubrey Gale given up to the police by new consort. Right?”
“No, I’m not, because remember the garbage truck we talked about before?” the Consul said, quite gently. They glanced to the side as if they were hoping somebody would help them with him, but everyone Earthstrong had gone upstairs now, fast, and the only people left were a few praetorians stationed at the doors, staring straight ahead. “January . . . you were right to get help. If Aubrey is guilty—I don’t think anything good would have happened to you if you’d confronted them alone.”
“And if they’re not?” he asked, his voice going high. “You just had them dragged off like they were waving a gun around—”
“I can see you don’t want to hear this, but I am really quite confident that they are guilty.” The Consul stepped up close to him and set both hands heavy on his shoulders. It made him flinch. They were huge, up close, and he had a nasty sense that they wanted him to feel it, rather than just notice it. He was about level with their breastbone. “I’m detaining the staff as well, as a precaution. You’re the only person here who had nothing to do with Max, so—you’re it, Jan. You’re House Gale for now.”
“Please stop touching me,” he ground out. “I’m holding a toddler, for Christ’s sake.”
They looked genuinely taken aback, and took a little step away. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying—”
“Do I have a choice about what I do with House Gale now, or will you shoot me if I choose wrong?” he interrupted tightly. In his arms, Yuan was reassuringly heavier than he looked.
The Consul looked like they were in pain. “We don’t do things that way here. You know we don’t.” They sighed. “Look, if you don’t want Aubrey to realize you’re the one who called it in—I suggest you keep going with the tower, and make a good show of being furious with me. If they’re innocent, great. If they’re not; congratulations. House Gale is yours. The first Earthstrong senator, ever.” They smiled, and he thought it seemed like a real smile. “Either way . . . I’ll be delighted.”
January stood still, fighting down the need to say, Get out of my house. He didn’t know why he wanted to say that. It wasn’t the Consul who had maybe murdered someone and fully endorsed locking up Earthstrongers. The Consul was annoying and theatrical and overbearing, but they were here because he had asked them, and in the end, it was the Consul who wanted to help people instead of locking them up.
He couldn’t stop seeing Gale hit the floor.
There was a word for that, when an idea made a kind of cross shape. When, for example, you had one person who was wrong but who was also endlessly kind, and another person who was right but also somehow terrible. Gale would have known.
He was saved from having to say anything, because a praetorian ghosted up to the Consul and murmured something.
“It is Max,” the Consul told him. “They’ve just confirmed it. And cause of death is a gunshot wound to the head.”
He had to shut his eyes for second. “Is there any way to prove who did it? A halo won’t work on Senator Gale.”
“We can try again.” The Consul paused. “I was wondering if you’d ask the questions, actually.”
“Me. Why?”
They shrugged a little, contrite, as though they really were worried he was going to get angry with them again. “It’s harder to lie to someone you like.”
He breathed out slowly. “Give me a minute to collect my thirty pieces of silver then.”
“Sorry, what? Silver?”
“It’s just an old story about someone who was a real bastard to someone who didn’t deserve it,” he mumbled.
The Consul caught his shoulder. “January. The chances are that they really, absolutely deserve it.”
He nodded, and couldn’t talk again over the noise in his head that was the consular campaign—and the whole of House Gale—smashing down around him.
Kingmaker indeed.
“Can I leave Yuan with you?” he asked.
“Oh, er . . . I’m sure we can find someone to look after them,” the Consul said, not looking very confident. “It’s probably dangerous for me to carry around an Earthstrong child.”
January thought it was a joke and laughed, but then realized it wasn’t, and the feeling that settled down over him wasn’t a very good one. He didn’t like words like “disturbed,” because they were usually used by people who’d never seen anything more disturbing than a streaker on a football pitch, but disturbed was right; disturbed in the sense of water, and seeing something big writhe just under the surface which didn’t move much, but did move all the same. “He’s tiny. He couldn’t break into a packet of biscuits.”
“No, no, no,” Yuan said suddenly. He must have realized what was happening. “No, they’re scary, I want to . . .”
“I’m scary?” the Consul said, somewhere between tickled and incredulous.
January watched them for a second and almost said that Gale had been carrying Yuan around all evening, but he didn’t. You couldn’t control what frightened you. He was scared of spiders and it wasn’t as though any of them were bigger or stronger than him, unless there was some horrifying low-gravity variety nobody had told him about.
Jesus Christ, maybe there were giant low-gravity spiders.
“I’ll ask someone else to . . .” he said, then trailed off, because he didn’t know who to try. If all of Gale’s staff had been arrested, then everyone he was knew was locked in their rooms. Yuan was looking up at him with big eyes and no hope.
“I’ll take them,” one of the praetorians offered, with a smile that managed to be friendly despite all the combat gear. They bowed a little to January, careful and apologetic, just a normal person now that they weren’t arresting anybody. “We didn’t mean to scare you before, little person. We’re really sorry.”
January thought Yuan would only be more scared, but in fact, he straightened up speculatively. “In, in movies and things, soldiers have those things that go puff and then fireworks come out.”
The praetorian thought about it. “Flash bombs?”
“Have you got any?” Yuan said hopefully.
January prodded him. “Okay, mate, no bombs for you, but . . . you’ll be all right with the nice praetorian, yes?”
“Okay,” Yuan said unwillingly.
“Who will definitely not set off some flash bombs outside and it definitely won’t be massive fun,” the praetorian said, doing an innocent face.
Yuan dived at them.
January took a breath, then decided that some things were out of his control, he wasn’t Yuan’s dad, and anyway, it would be massive fun. He wished he was playing with flash bombs outside. He bowed to the praetorian, who bowed back and gave him a little smile, one that promised they were just violent for a job, not as a person; as a person they had to go home and worry about laundry and running out of milk just like everyone else. He smiled too, knowing it was true even though every fibre in him howled that it couldn’t be. The thing about fibres was that they weren’t very bright.
The Consul gave him a strange look. “You are . . . a very graceful person.”
“Sorry?”
“Nothing, really,” they said, but they laughed, and he followed them, feeling confused.
Gale was locked in their own room on the fifth floor, just along from the production lounge. Two praetorians were at the door, one with a halo readout playing on a tablet. They nodded him through. When January went inside, Gale was sitting at the desk by candlelight, though there was power for the lamps now, writing on a tablet. Mammoth double-staves again. Someone had already been in and put a halo on them, a dim purple light just glowing against their temple from the reader. They watched him come in, but they said nothing. They looked afraid.
“Did you do it?” January asked. He moved a chair across and sat down in it, not too close. All his thoughts had turned sharp and serrated, and he was cutting himself whenever he tried to think.
“No,” Gale whispered. They looked wrong for a murder suspect. Their hair was tied up in a knot with a white band, and they had on the same green jumper they slept in. It had holes in the sleeves where the weave was frayed, and around the hem where Kasha sometimes tried to get at their pockets for whatever interesting things might be in them. They straightened painfully, like they’d just been told they had to take the Senate floor. “They told me it was out in the woods.” They tipped their eyelashes towards the door to explain who they meant. “The body. What happened, how was it found?”
Right. That was simple, at least. The razor-thoughts parted just enough to let him through. “One of the trees the timber people cut down tore up the ground and exposed it.”
The sharpness came back to Gale’s eyes and there was nothing soft about them any more. “They’re felling half a mile from here, in the dark.”
January couldn’t quite believe that they could still be like this, even when they were staring down the barrel of life in prison.
“It was found, does it matter how?” It came out more snappish than he meant.
Gale let their shoulders drop a little and they lifted one hand an inch from the table before they noticed and pulled it into their lap again. People from Great Houses didn’t talk with their hands. In one way it was infuriating to see them insist on that whalebone propriety even now, but in another, it was horrible. Things January was that compulsive about weren’t choices, they’d been beaten into him by dancing masters with bamboo switches. “It matters that it happened now. Immediately after we got the gravity trains up, immediately after it became clear all this wasn’t doomed, it’s too . . .”
“Sorry, it’s narratively inconvenient for us to find your murdered consort just now?” January demanded, so incredulous he’d gone all the way around the wheel and almost come right back to laughing.
Gale looked away, and January frowned, because he had never seen them struggle this much to say something. “I mean . . . did—did someone take you there?”
“Me?” he said, trying to tell himself not to panic. “Who said I found it?”
Gale smiled a fraction at their own hands in their lap. “You went outside, you were gone for half an hour, you came back looking haunted. I’m Schrödinger’s cat; maybe it would have been all right, maybe it wouldn’t, if you had come to me. You’re not an idiot, so you called the Consul instead.”
He pressed his teeth together until they hurt. “You don’t think I’ve got other reasons to look a bit haunted? You know—worrying you’re going to lock everyone in naturalisation centres, worrying what happens if you lose the election, and what happens if you win, and . . . ?”
“But did they?” Gale asked, black eyes coming back up to find his again, not angry, but not an invitation to try to evade the question again either. “Did someone show you where to find . . . ?”
He wanted to tell them. What had happened out in the woods was sitting in all his thoughts like a great lodestone, warping everything else that came near enough to feel the magnetism, and the closer he tried to get to it, the less sure he was of what had happened. Someone had grabbed him, someone had written on his visor, but he still didn’t understand. He didn’t know if he believed in ghosts. People said Songshu was haunted, and maybe it was, maybe there was a ghost who desperately wanted not to be stuck under a pine tree forever. It was crazy but he didn’t know what else to think any more, and maybe . . .
He had a vision of Dr Okonkwo taking out the special inhibitor injection. God knew that would come straight out if he started talking about ghosts.
“No,” he said.
Gale nodded slightly.
January was quiet for a second, but Gale didn’t try to fill the silence. They weren’t fighting. It was more disconcerting than a barrage of facts and reasons. “Senator, what happened to Max?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”
January had no idea what he was doing any more, or what was going to happen, to Gale or to him. Gale knew he’d done this to them and there was no real way that he could see to prove what they might have done; maybe he was heading for a hole under a tree as well, not too long from now, or maybe the Consul would find something else to charge Gale with, or maybe . . . he just didn’t know. The only solid thing in his mind was that he wanted to get as near to the truth as he could. He’d never met Max, but he was Max. He was another version of that figure curled up in the roots of the tree. “Look, halo scans aren’t good on you and I bet you can warp them however you like, so probably you’re not going to prison because there’ll be no proof, but I’m going to tell you why I don’t believe you and then you can tell me if it’s unreasonable.”
Gale waited. Dressed plainly, they looked a lot younger, and a lot less official. The white band in their hair made them look like a postulant at a monastery.
“You haven’t asked me if I found River. So I think—you already know what happened to River.”
Gale shook their head a fraction and he thought they would argue. “That’s very reasonable.”
“Are you going to explain?” January asked, frustrated. It was only then that he understood how badly he wanted them to have an explanation that wasn’t the one he thought. “I mean—did River do it and you’re covering for them and they’re hiding at a lunar colony or . . . ?”
Gale was studying the edge of the table again like the answer might be written there; and then studied him in the same way. They were so good at letting questions bounce off them, January thought with a kind of hopeless admiration. They were a mirror person; the brighter the light you tried to shine on them see what was going inside their head, the more you got blinded. “I know you have no reason to listen me. But you need to leave. Now, tonight. I think something’s going to happen. The Consul is going to find a way to start a fight, a bad one, and afterwards . . . they’re going to find my body on a stairwell somewhere.”
January felt like he had in his flat in the nuclear tower two months ago—Christ, it was only two months ago—when Gale had asked him to marry them. What they had just said was so divorced from anything he had expected that his brain didn’t even recognise it as sentences with grammar at first.
“What?”
“This isn’t about Max, this is about stopping me finishing the tower and moving the sun fields into the atmosphere, which is . . . why I asked if someone took you out there. This only happened once the mammoths helped us; before that, it looked hopeless, so there was no need. Now; we could actually win, we could get functioning solar power before the fleet arrives. The Consul needs me out of the way.”
“No, what? They—can’t, how could they even . . . ?”
Gale looked across at him for a hanging second, then pushed something into his hand, something small and cold and silvery. “Go.”
It was the key to his cage.
The Consul was waiting outside, looking concerned.
“January—are you all right?”
He nodded, numb. He didn’t know what to say, or what not to. Gale could have been lying to scare him or to make him doubt the Consul; he couldn’t honestly claim to imagine they wouldn’t do that. Of everyone he knew, Aubrey Gale was in runaway first place most likely to kill someone. They were exactly practical enough. And yet—now he’d spoken to them—he just . . . didn’t . . . see it. He didn’t see them shooting anyone, he couldn’t imagine them making a mistake like that. If Gale wanted someone dead, they wouldn’t be shrouded in interesting mystery inside Songshu’s grounds, he realized suddenly. They’d be hit by a bus in town. Open; boring; no questions.
And, above all: no body. It was openly stupid to leave evidence, and yet, here it was. Gale wasn’t stupid.
The Consul touched his shoulder. He wished they would stop doing that. Every time they came up close, they loomed. “What did they say to you?”
“They—said—you’d never let it go to trial. They said you’d find a way to start some kind of fight here and at the end of it, they’d be dead on a stairwell.”
The Consul only sighed. “Yeah. Look. I shouldn’t say this about my honourable opposition, but Aubrey Gale is a manipulative prick. You can see that, right?”
January nodded again, but it all felt wrong. His hand hurt and he realized the key to his cage was cutting into his palm, because he’d been gripping it too tight.
“Though obviously I would say that,” the Consul said gently. “Hey. Come on. Let’s go and have a hot drink and calm down a bit. I don’t know about you, but I’m wrung out.”
January looked up. “Consul—”
“For fuck’s sake stop calling me Consul, my name’s Guang.” They bowed a little, like they were being formally introduced, which looked strange on them, because they weren’t normally that polite.
And in the background, he had a familiar coil of anxiety that felt exactly how he did if someone banged on his door in the middle of the night. Not quite attacked, but . . . but.
“Jesus, are you flirting with me?” he asked. “What for? I haven’t got anything you want.”
The Consul laughed, a genuine merry laugh. “Phew, that was an insight into your lonely life right there, wasn’t it? I mean—sorry, sorry. Don’t be angry. I wasn’t doing it to get anything, I’m just—you know, on a high because my arch-nemesis has just been arrested for murder and it’s got away from me a bit. Forgive me?”
January bowed slightly back, keeping his back very straight, to rebuild the formal wall between them. “What did the halo show?” he asked, to move on.
“The analysts are looking at it now,” the Consul promised. “You did well. They talked to you a lot more than they would have talked to an investigator.”
He nodded, feeling disgusting. It was true, Gale hadn’t asked what had happened to River, and he did find that very ominous indeed. But something was wrong, and he could see part of the shape of it but not enough to tell what was going on. He cast one last look back at the door as the Consul led him away towards the dining room, wishing he could be sure, one way or another, whether Gale was lying.
Certainly the praetorians scowling at the halo readout didn’t look like they knew.
As he followed the Consul, Kasha bustled up to him and nosed hopefully at his pocket. Seeing her made him remember Gale’s real partner—who undoubtedly hadn’t the faintest idea what was going on, if they’d gone to bed already. Maybe the two of them pretended not to notice the other existed mostly, but that always silent figure had been kind to him when he needed it; and they were going to need it now. He rubbed Kasha’s ears and started to take a breath to say to the Consul that there was someone he needed to find, and then stopped when he realized he had no idea where the person in the burnt-orange jumper lived, when they weren’t with Gale. They hadn’t been in the room just now. The Consul looked back, because he’d fallen behind.
“Everything all right?”
“I’ve just—this sounds odd, but Gale has a real partner who I don’t . . . actually know, but I need to find out where they are.” He frowned. “We should ask them about Max. I don’t know how long they’ve been here, but maybe they know something.”
“A partner? Really? Aubrey Gale has attracted an actual human? Are you sure they’re not a cunningly disguised AI?”
January told himself to breathe twice before he said anything, but even after that, the glibness of it still needled at him. “Not to sound hopelessly square, but can you maybe not trash-talk the person whose life we’ve just destroyed, maybe for no reason?”
The Consul gave him a strange, sad smile, not at all as if he had told them off; more like he’d recently broken his arm and he’d shown them the cast. “Where do they live?”
“Not sure,” January said, disconcerted and wondering what it was the Consul had seen in him just then. “I need to ask someone.”
The Consul pointed to the production room and gave him a questioning look. Will they know?
“Right,” he said.
On her way past, Kasha growled at the Consul. January patted her head, trying to project “good dog” without saying it aloud.
33 He had tried to explain to Mx Francis and Mx Ren that they’d got the wrong end of the stick, it wasn’t about ritualised housebreaking that was legal as long as you dressed in a big red suit, and no, the random foliage people brought into their houses didn’t really have anything to do with the dodgy supernatural thing that impregnated a teenager without her consent, please could they stop ruining it.
The production room stretched across the whole of the main tower, a sort of broad glass bridge that looked down into the dining room and the entrance hall with its streams and willow trees, and up to the dome thirty floors above. All of it was glass, the ceiling, the walls, the floor—he had thought initially that it was so that the producers could get a bird’s-eye view of the drones that always operated on the ground floor, but now, he had more of a sense it was so that people could see in. If you were making a show like theirs, splicing footage, making stories, it would be very easy for everyone else to feel like it was a secretive process directed behind locked doors. All the glass was reassuring.
Incredibly, it was morning already, a few minutes before six, and through the glass walls, he could already see people zombily making themselves tea and coffee in the sleek staff kitchen. Up above, some of the Earthstrong people who hadn’t stayed too late at the Christmas party were already up, getting ready for the day shift on the rig; he could see them on the balcony, not least because some people were showing their kids the production room, looking down at it through its glass ceiling.
He felt irrationally betrayed. It was just a normal morning. The normal schedule was happening: people were gearing up and going to work, the coffee machines were whirring. He wanted there to be some pause at least, or even a bit of chaos, but it was all gliding along as if nothing had happened.
The Consul opened the production room door for him with a little bow that seemed theatrically polite, as if they were taking the piss because he’d told them not to be rude about Gale. Up on the Earthstrong floor, someone exclaimed that that was the actual Consul. The Consul looked up and waved, and there was some embarrassed laughter as some teenagers waved back.
Inside, the production room was dimly lit as always, and everyone in it was either watching the drones’ footage on the bank of screens, or splicing bits and pieces together for the show, which was going out—said a big timer on the wall—in twenty minutes. Everyone looked frazzled. Some of the praetorians were there too, looking at footage, and clearly directing what was going to go into the final cut and what was left out. January looked away when he saw the footage of himself. He looked tiny among the armed praetorians as they tackled Gale.
He hadn’t been in here for a while, and there was a little stir when people saw him, the kind there had used to be at the backstage door after a show if he tried to escape to get a fizzy drink from the shop next door; it was how people were when they recognised someone they’d never spoken to, the awkward sense that they should say hello traced over the knowledge that of course it would seem very strange.
“Mx Gale,” the senior producer said, and he actually looked back for Gale before he realized that meant him. It was the first time anyone had called him that. “Can we . . . do something for you?” They looked strained, and ill. Their eyes flickered to the Consul. “Um. Any coffee? We’ve just made some.”
“I’m all right, thanks. I’m trying to find the Senator’s real partner, do you know where they live?”
“The Senator’s . . . real partner?”
He winced. Probably they’d all been sworn to secrecy. No, not probably: definitely. They probably had to scrub the person in the orange jumper from all their footage, so that the whole of Tharsis wouldn’t see that the marriage and the romance was fake. “It’s okay, you don’t have to—I just need to find them.”
“I’m—sorry, I don’t know who you mean.” They glanced up, seeming disconcerted, and when he did too, he saw why. On the Earthstrong floor, quite a lot of people had come to the balcony edge to look down through the glass ceiling, pointing out the Consul to each other. It was strange to see the movie-star fizz around politicians here affecting even people from Earth, who he would have thought would be immune. Still, he could understand it. The Consul was just as powerful a presence as Gale, leonine and weather-beaten and good-looking even at a distance.
January dredged for more patience. He didn’t feel tired, not in his bones and muscles, but he was fatigued. His brain was running low on Tharsese manners, and part of it was snagged anxiously with Gale, alone in their room. “Come on, you know and I know, and this is important. The Consul needs to see them.”
“I’m not trying to be difficult,” the producer said. “Can you describe them?”
“Er,” said January, suddenly not sure he could describe someone who was just generic Tharsis Chic. “They’re always in meetings, they’re always with the Senator. Orange jumper, usually. They write things by hand in a book?” He was describing props, not a person. “Natural, sixth or seventh generation? Long black hair, Asian?” Like almost everyone else at Songshu. “They don’t dress up though, they’re always scruffy.”
He wondered if his glasses could do some kind of image search on stuff he’d seen recently—he had a distant feeling that it was possible to do that, which now he was thinking about it was very creepy and meant that somewhere, everything he saw with them was being recorded—but he didn’t know how, and part of him stamped its foot and said no, I shouldn’t have to, this is stupid.
“An orange jumper? I’m not sure I . . .”
“We have footage of them,” January said, beginning to feel like he was being messed around and not completely sympathetic, even given what was probably a ferocious gag-order situation. “When the Senator asked me to go to the fundraiser thing, their partner was in the room with them when I came in. They were combing the Senator’s hair.”
“Really?” the producer said, sounding confused. “Well—let’s have a look . . .” They bent over a table-sized tablet and skimmed through a whirl of images, then brought it up on the big screens. The footage was from one of the drones, smooth and pin-sharp.
It was wrong.
It showed January coming to Gale’s door, and inside, at the mirror, Gale was alone. They were sitting exactly like he remembered, bolt upright and terse, but the person with the orange jumper wasn’t there. They weren’t holding the silver comb, they weren’t running it through Gale’s hair. If he stared, then maybe Gale’s hair moved, but it could have been the draught from the opening door.
“This has been edited,” he said, caught somewhere between indignant and disbelieving that the producer was being so magnificently unhelpful over something so simple. “Where are they?”
“Uh,” said the producer uncertainly, “we haven’t done anything to it. We’re legally obligated not to tamper with the footage in any way.” They sounded stiff, and he realized they thought he was accusing them of something.
“Please. I saw them at the party with Kasha a few hours ago, I just want to talk to them.”
Beside them, Kasha looked around, distracted by something that wasn’t there. January had heard people say she did that, but he’d never seen it before. She held her paw up like someone was asking her to shake. The Consul was watching her too, looking puzzled.
“Mx Gale,” the producer said, quiet and formal, “the Senator doesn’t have a partner. They don’t live with anyone. We’d know. There would have to be precautions taken, with the show, it would be—incredibly complicated, and we don’t—”
“All right, whoever it is who’s in and out of their room all the time then,” January said, frustrated. “Look, I know you have to protect the Senator’s privacy, but don’t just lie to me, it’s bloody aggravating.”
Kasha held up the other paw to her empty space of air, panting happily. Up above them, some Earthstrong kids were looking down from the balcony, grinning. He could see why. Kasha was gigantic if you’d grown up with Earth-sized dogs.
“No, that’s what I’m telling you. No one’s in and out of their room.”
“This is silly. Where’s Solly Francis? They were filming too.”
Not far off, the praetorians looked around with granite stares to warn him he had raised his voice and they didn’t like it. Always on the lookout for drama, a drone lifted into the air to film it. He could see the person controlling it—they were in the corner, their lenses flaring green, silver gloves on their hands to direct the little camera’s flight.
In the interest of not being rugby tackled, he held his hands up to promise he wasn’t going to do anything sudden. To have something to do with himself, and to give him a second to think, he pulled his glasses off to polish them on the hem of his shirt.
The person in the orange jumper was right there.
They were playing with Kasha.
January pointed.
“The dog’s always been a bit funny,” the producer said.
“Not the dog, the—sorry, excuse me,” he said to the person in the orange jumper. “I’ve been trying to find you. I know this isn’t a very good time for an introduction, but—”
“Who are you talking to?” the producer said nervously.
The praetorians had just put their hands on their guns.
“No, there’s—they’re here,” January said, stepping back from the praetorians, his whole brain freezing up. It was amazing how incoherent even the threat of a gun could make you and now it was happening, he could see exactly why people panicked and ran away, or did the wrong thing and ended up shot in the head for no reason. “Are you joking?”
The person in the orange jumper straightened up and bowed to him a little. They had their book tucked under one arm, and the pen stuck in their hair. As always, they looked carelessly elegant, in a tired sort of way.
“There is no one there,” the producer said, in the very careful way of someone dealing with a mental patient. “Um. I think you might be having an altitude hallucination—”
“I’m definitely not! Look, I—” Without thinking about it, he put his glasses back on, and then stopped still, because the person in the orange jumper vanished. “It’s a filter,” he said, not loudly enough. “You can’t see them through . . .”
“Mx Gale, we’re going to have to ask you to step away from the Consul,” one of the praetorians told him.
He only half heard. He took the glasses off again.
The person in the orange jumper had come right up to him in the few seconds he’d been seeing through the glasses. Now, they gave him an apologetic look, and shoved him hard, straight back into the Consul.
Even though the Consul was huge, January was too heavy, and the two of them went over backwards with a bang that smacked the air out of him, and ground the cage’s ribs so hard into his real ones that he felt like they must have left a permanent dent. Yelling erupted everywhere, someone was dragging him to one side and then there was a gun in his face and a praetorian helping the Consul up, and someone else kneeling behind him to pin his wrists to the floor. Above it all, a drone hovered. Someone was shouting at the producers to stop filming. Somebody else was bundling the Consul out of the room. Way up above the glass ceiling, he could see people on the Earthstrong level’s balcony still looking down, but no one was smiling any more.
“Stay still!” one of the praetorians told him.
“I am! I didn’t do that, someone pushed me, you must have seen . . .”
He trailed off, though, because the person in the orange jumper had come up next to him. They bent slightly so he could see them properly, and then held up a sign they’d just written in their book, ink still gleaming. It said,
You seem great and this absolutely isn’t personal; sorry!
It was the semicolon that made it insane, he thought manically.
And then, because manic thoughts have long tails, he thought: What the fuck kind of sixth-generation Natural Tharsese person can handwrite totally natural English? Nobody. Gale and minus six people in a university.
“What?” he managed, and at the most tremendous lag, he realized that this was what had happened to him in the woods—this person, whoever they were, had bodily dragged him and written on his dust mask visor to make him find Max—
He didn’t get any further with the thought, because the person in the orange jumper gave him an apologetic wince and then kicked him in the stomach.
It doubled him up, which made him wrench his hands out of the praetorian’s, and then there was more yelling and he heard a click that something right in the base of mind his informed him was the safety catch being turned off on a gun, and he tried to remember the Mandarin for “don’t shoot” but it came out in English and then there was a noise like the bomb coming in through the window, and he slammed back into the floor so hard he thought someone had shoved him.
They hadn’t shoved him.
They’d shot him.
He didn’t understand until he saw the blood on the shoulder of his shirt. It didn’t feel like he’d expected. It felt like being punched very hard, but it was more just impact than pain, or at least, right now this second it was. Something peculiar happened to his brain then. It sort of detached itself from the rest of him, and his thinking became perfectly calm, and clear. He might have been standing next to himself, not in his own body, just an onlooker, or at a cinema.
“I really don’t think that was necessary, do you?” he said to the praetorian with the smoking gun, and even as he said it, he heard how ludicrous it sounded.
Everything was silent. Except, up above them, there was a noise that he’d thought was just ringing inside his own head; it was the people who had been watching from the balcony. There were a lot of them now. Some weren’t wearing cages; it was still too early in the morning.
Later, he was almost sure it was one of the teenagers, just trying to express how unimpressed they were to have seen a soldier shoot someone who was flat on the ground. Certainly it could never actually have been dangerous. But someone threw a shoe. He saw, very clearly from where he was lying on the floor, that it was a shoe, not a brick, or a grenade; it had neon green laces. The praetorians, though, must have been trained to always expect the absolute worst, and what they did, of course, was fire up through the glass ceiling.
The bullets had fractured the glass, so it was hard to see up now through the webs of cracks. January shuffled backwards to get against the wall. The praetorian captain was snapping at the others to get up there and round everyone up—it sounded so casual but they were going with their guns out and Jesus Christ, if Sasha was anything to go by then they could barely tell the difference between fourteen-year-old boys and forty-year-old men. Very carefully, he pushed back against the wall and eased onto his feet, still struggling to breathe.
“Where do you think you’re going?” the captain demanded.
“Out the way of the glass,” he managed, edging towards the door.
The praetorian glanced up. “It’s fine.”
He didn’t think so. Up on the fifth floor balcony, there were people whose kids had just been shot at, and maybe even hurt; and they knew, because they watched the news, that praetorians would be coming up to them now, and that those praetorians would shoot anyone who even twitched at the wrong moment. He didn’t know what it was like to have children, but if he had been up there holding Yuan, who he had only met yesterday, he knew exactly what he would be considering very, very seriously just now. He would be looking at the distance between the balcony and the glass ceiling, and thinking it wasn’t far to fall if you weren’t wearing a cage.
They’re going to find a way to start a fight, Gale had said, and afterward, I’ll be found dead on a stairwell.
It was only a few steps back along the corridor to Gale’s room.
“I said stop moving,” the praetorian told him. He stopped. Reasonably they had no reason to shoot him again, but since Gagarin Square, he seriously doubted anyone had been training the praetorians to give passing Earthstrongers a reasonable hearing. The unspoken rule was shoot first, justify it to the lacklustre tribunal later.
“For God’s sake, he needs a doctor,” the producer tried.
“He—”
January twisted against the wall to get his arms over his face as the ceiling exploded inwards. It was safety glass, so there were no shards; instead, it shattered into little irregular cubes that smashed across the floor like a truckload of spilled beads.
Six or seven Earthstrong people had landed easily in the middle of the room, uncaged, the fall nothing to them, and all the praetorians swung that way. He heard the shots and heard someone scream but he didn’t see what happened, because he was already on his way out the door.
He juddered the key into the cage lock, knocked the release, and stumbled out of the steel frame while it was still opening. Even after being out of it for a little while with the mammoths, he still smacked into a wall and had to slow right down.
The need to find a cupboard and hide it in was crushing. It shocked him as much as the gunshot. He was strong enough to hurl any one of those security officers aside, and naïvely, he had spent a lot of his life wondering why more people didn’t just jump on terrorists when they pulled out a gun in a shopping centre. The answer was paralysingly straightforward. It was the visceral kind of fear he had never had before, never, not in the flood in London, not looking down the barrel of naturalisation, not once, because he had never once been about to die right now and that was as different from the dull constricting I-might-die-in-two-weeks fear as a dragon was from a snake.
As well as he could, feeling peculiar and swimmy now even though the gunshot wound still didn’t hurt, he ran back along the corridor, towards Gale’s door, wondering what in God’s name he could say to the praetorians guarding it to convince them to let him through, all blood-soaked and cageless.
When he stumbled round the corner, only one of them was there. Just tilting open Gale’s door, gun drawn, even though the door had been locked and no one was in there—no one could be in there—but Gale.
He had no idea what to do. Distract them? But then maybe he would get shot, again; but if he didn’t, could he really move fast enough to knock out a praetorian in body armour? Probably it wasn’t a fifty-fifty choice, probably there was a right answer, but there was no time and all he could think was that he was only thirty seconds out of the cage and uncoordinated. He had as much chance of ricocheting off a wall as doing anything useful. At least if he said something, and loud enough, Gale would hear.
“Hi!” His voice came out high and mad-sounding. “Are you moving the Senator to a safe room? Thank God. It’s insane, someone opened fire, and now—can I come with you?”
It made the officer jump, and then there was an eerie lag in which they noticed he wasn’t wearing his cage, and that he was already covered in blood.
The gun swung up towards him, but he had been watching for it, and he was quicker.
It was just a smack. That was all. He didn’t close his fist, he was sure of it, even later when he went over it thousands of times.
But he was straight out of the cage, and you never knew what your strength was in that five minutes, and instead of banging into the wall like he’d wanted them to, the security officer smashed into it sideways. He swung away too slowly to avoid a spray of blood across his face. It froze him. He couldn’t look. He would only have had to turn his head another inch to the left, but the bones in his neck wouldn’t move, and a childish voice in the back of his mind said that if he didn’t look it wasn’t real yet, it couldn’t be, you couldn’t do a thing like that by accident, you couldn’t.
On the floor, by his shoes, there were three teeth.
The door was half open. Gale came through it slowly, and didn’t flinch. Instead, they picked up the security officer’s gun, mimed to January to cover his ears, and then fired straight down into the body. He swung away so he wouldn’t see, but he knew what had happened. Evidence obliterated. It would look like a terrible gunshot wound now, instead of—instead of.
Gale turned the gun around in their own hands and pressed down hard on the barrel. He didn’t understand, and then did: they were making it look like they’d taken the gun off the officer while the officer was aiming it at them. Fingerprints all in the right place. That was how you did it, wasn’t it, you snatched the barrel and twisted it sideways and hoped to God you didn’t get a bullet in the stomach on the way? He had no idea.
“Is that your blood?”
He still couldn’t look.
“January,” Gale said, very soft. They brushed his cheek. It was a powerful enough thing to snap him back into himself, more or less. Very lightly, they tilted him away from the body, and that just kissed his ribs against theirs. He turned to stone, terrified he was going to hurt them if he breathed, even while his heart swelled painfully with knowing that they didn’t think he would.
“Yes,” he heard his own voice say. “Um—I—some of it is.”
“That’s a gunshot wound.”
“I can’t feel anything.”
“Shock,” Gale agreed. They sounded level, but they looked worried. “That’s going to wear off in about half an hour—”
“We need to go,” he said, coming back to himself. “Jesus. It’s nuts down there. The praetorians started shooting, people are out of their cages, and there’s someone who’s—”
“This is the praetorian service,” a voice said across the house tannoy. “All Earthstrongers must report to the third floor immediately, wearing a cage. Any Earthstronger not wearing a cage will be shot. The exits are all blocked. Do not try to leave the building.”
“Chapter Four of How to Do a Massacre,” Gale snapped, more angry than January had ever seen them. “We have to get everyone out. Listen—funny question—say you fell out of a car at about forty miles an hour here. Would you survive it?”
“Sure,” January said, not following at all but too shocked and too numb to do anything except answer the question. If Gale had asked him if he liked fish just then, he probably wouldn’t have questioned why at all, he would probably have said, Yes, I really like looking at tropical ones but I don’t like eating any. “I’d just sort of bounce. What—why?”
“The tower is five hundred feet high.”
January took a breath to say Say that again, then understood. “Yes. Good idea.” He didn’t say that, his voice did. He’d heard the phrase before, to be beside yourself, but he hadn’t ever understood how literal it was. He was beside himself. He felt like he was a few feet away, feeling his body do things of its own accord but without any instructions from the part of him that was him.
“Get on the tannoy,” Gale said.
“Me?”
“Yes. No one’s going to do anything I say, they just saw me arrested for murder.”
“What about you, is forty miles an hour . . . ?”
Gale shook their head. “I’ll find another way, I’ll meet you at the big warehouse, where they keep all the heavy-weather gear.”
“Um . . . have the doors open, and the lights on, so people can see where to go. It’s cold out there,” January said. He still couldn’t quite fit himself back into all his true angles and edges. He was nearer than before, but he was sort of stuffed in, like when you hadn’t put a glove on properly. Bits of him still didn’t feel like they belonged. When he looked down at his hands, they didn’t seem like hands but bizarre monster spider things. “I don’t know how long everyone can survive without gear—maybe ten minutes?”
“I will.”
He finally got himself to fit just about right, and thinking was easier. “The second I say that people should go up to the tower, all the praetorians are going to follow.”
Gale nodded. “But it’s hard to get a clear shot on the stairs, and if they want to keep people on the ground floor exits, they can’t send many. There are only thirty of them or so in all.”
“Are you going to be okay?”
“If I’m not, you’re House Gale. Get the solar array into the atmosphere.”
January stared at them. He had no idea what was happening any more and no idea what to think, except that there was someone invisible in the house doing God knew what and why, and all he could really understand just now was that Gale—who an hour ago he had been sure was a murderer—had faked a homicide to protect him.
“I will. Be . . .” He had been going to say careful, but Gale was always careful. “Be fast.”
Gale gripped his hand, brief but hard. “And you.”
January touched the intercom and took a deep breath. Gale glanced up and down the corridor, and then vanished around the corner. Despite everything, despite not knowing how to fit it all together, he found himself praying that it wouldn’t be the last time he saw them.
The second after his message went onto the tannoy, the praetorians cut the power. No more talking to anyone; no more lights; no more heat; and no elevators. Too late though. People were already running up the stairs, Earthstrong people without cages, at least a hundred of them. It was a sprint up the tower, stronger people stopping on the landings to shepherd the frailer ones past. January, a broad Canadian blacksmith, and three women who had used to be triathletes at home went the whole way carrying the littlest children. Behind them, there were praetorians with guns, but exactly like Gale had said, not many, and they never had a good shot, though they tried. Without cages it was easy enough to outpace them, but not by as far as January would have liked. He had a nasty feeling that the strength differential between a consular praetorian and an older Earthstronger was much less than anyone thought. There was an elderly man who was only here because he depended on his son to look after him. The son was carrying him over one shoulder. Maybe a bit delirious now, January caught himself thinking he’d like to see what sort of polar bear that poor old man was equivalent to. Maybe an asthmatic cub.
“What are we even doing?” the Canadian blacksmith whispered. It was unbelievably dark; no moonlight got through the dust, no borrowed glow from the halogens that usually lit up the security perimeter around the house. Trying not to give the praetorians a target, nobody was even carrying a lighter or a torch. The only blips came from the emergency glow-in-the-dark stripes along the edges of the floor, and from the red wire-lines of the praetorians’ gun sights, flicking a few floors below. “Is there a way down from up here—is there a helicopter?”
“No,” January said. “We have to jump.”
“What?”
They were at the top of the last staircase. The windows of the tower room were just high enough to catch the glimmer of the lights on the rig, from the welding torches. The night shift were still working.
What if people refused to do it?
He could try being very straightforward and calm. That worked.
Or, a fevered voice in his head clarified, it worked if you were Aubrey Gale; if you looked like the emperor of somewhere and it was basically unthinkable to disobey.
If you were just a January, it seemed a lot less likely.
Grandmother strength, that was what this required. He didn’t have it.
He jumped when a message flared in his glasses. It was from Gale.
Livestream your feed. The news services need to see what people are being forced to do.
Right; right.
Way down the tower, perhaps even from the ground floor, someone was yelling in Mandarin to get the internet shut off. Someone else—who sounded a lot like Dr Molotov—was yelling back that it wasn’t that simple, there were laws to prevent that if there was sufficient power to maintain the servers, and you had to get consent from Lao Zi, the AI who oversaw those servers, and Zi was emphatically not going to turn them off just for a politician’s convenience. Their voices carried all the way up, pin-sharp.
“Then shut down Lao Zi!”
“You realize they can hear you!” Molotov shouted. “You’ll be lucky if they don’t lock you in a freezer! They have coding that allows for self-defence, you lunatic!”
January flicked his eyes into the corner of his right lens, opened a random Songshu social media account, he didn’t even know which one, and started to film.
“Okay; break the windows,” he said briskly, doing his best impression of Val. Val didn’t look like the emperor of anywhere, but everyone always did what she said. “We’re going to jump. We can survive a fall at terminal velocity here. It’ll be a bang when we hit the ground, but not enough to break bones. The praetorians can’t follow us. When you get to the ground, run for the warehouse; there’ll be heavy-weather gear waiting for us. It’s going to be really cold, but it won’t be for long.”
“Are you sure about this?” the young man with the elderly father said, gone shrill.
He kicked out the nearest window. He felt as though he’d barely touched it before the glass shattered and rained outward incredibly, delicately slowly. “It’s this or get shot. I’m sorry, but we have to go.”
Glass broke everywhere as people smashed through the windows. The wind and the dust and the cold poured in.
“Anyone in a cage, get out of it now,” January said, having to call louder over the whistling. “You don’t want to hit the ground still wearing one.”
The last few closed cages shushed open, and people ringed the edge, hair spinning in the wind and clothes snapping. Instantly it was freezing, in the way that didn’t just feel uncomfortable, but dangerous.
January looked back at the door. He could hear the praetorians on the stairs now. They would have heard the glass breaking.
Someone tugged his sleeve. He looked round, found no one, then looked down. It was Yuan. There was no sign of his mother.
From so high, he could see the mammoth roads in the forest. They went single file and threaded slim ways through the pines. Beyond them, the colossal skeleton of the rig stretched way into the sky.
Right across from him, the titan trees sighed.
He scooped Yuan up and let himself fall.
The tower was perhaps five hundred feet high. On Earth, it would have taken about six seconds, and he would have fallen at close to a hundred and forty miles per hour. But here, it felt like flying, and it felt like years in the air. There was time to be scared and then time left over to see that there was no need to be, and time still after that to feel like there was nothing else in the world but the air and the dust and the trees.
Even falling so slowly, the ground rushed up and smacked him hard. He rolled a few yards, trying to cushion Yuan, though he wasn’t sure he was a very good cushion, and he was glad it was grass and not concrete. He skinned his knuckles and knocked chips out of his elbows and knees all the same. Around him, the ground juddered as the others hit it too. He saw one person break their ankle, but others stood up nearly straightaway. He hoped adrenaline wasn’t masking a chest full of broken ribs and punctured lungs. No; no. He could breathe.
He looked up in time to see the last few people falling. They were points of light; because, he realized, they were filming the fall.
“Are you okay?” he asked Yuan, who was so tiny and so fragile it seemed impossible, but he uncurled and sat up in January’s arms.
“Can we do it again?” Yuan asked joyfully.
January laughed a horrible not-laugh. “Maybe later, tiny bear.”
He waited for the last people before he started running for the warehouse, but even in that time, the blood on his shirt had frozen. A bullet smacked into the grass next to him.
“The praetorians are shooting at us,” he said, for the footage in his lenses. “We’ve got—ten kids with us, and six or seven old people who can’t run fast. Uh—I don’t feel too good, I’ve been shot . . . we’re trying to get to the warehouse where the cold weather gear is, it feels a lot further away than it did yesterday.” He had to slow down and stop talking, because his lungs hurt. The cold was too much. He’d read somewhere that in temperatures like this, you lacerated all the tissue inside your lungs and coughed them up after about five minutes if you were lucky. His shoulder was throbbing now.
He set Yuan down. “Run. Over there, to the light.”
“What about you?”
“I’m right behind you. Go, go . . .”
Yuan didn’t go. He was too little. He hovered anxiously, even though he had no coat and the cold was razoring.
Stars burst greenish over January’s vision. At first he thought they were real lights somewhere up ahead, but then realized what was happening. He’d been running too fast and losing too much blood and not getting enough oxygen. You got blurry vision then, didn’t you? And then . . .
He went down hard on his hands and knees. It jarred his shoulder, and slowly, he understood that he couldn’t get up again. He coughed. The dust was getting into the back of his throat. It felt like it was making cement in his insides. He wanted to think he just needed to rest for a few seconds and then he could try again, but he could feel that wouldn’t work. If he didn’t get up now, he wouldn’t get up.
“Jan, January . . .” Yuan was patting his shoulder.
He couldn’t talk. He was going to be the death of a toddler because he couldn’t stand up . . .
That had happened, part of his brain complained, stupidly quickly. He’d always thought he’d get more warning. Ten minutes ago he’d been fine and now he was dying. He blinked hard, trying to clear the green spots and get a message to Gale, but he couldn’t see the letters inside his lenses any more.
Someone knelt down beside him and fitted an oxygen mask over his face. The green stars faded, and he could move again.
“Not much further,” Gale said, and lifted him upright. They were already holding Yuan.
He’d never known what it felt like before to be willing to die for someone, but he would have done it now; if a praetorian had come out of nowhere, he would have stood in front of the bullet, even if it only bought Gale another couple of seconds. As Gale got one arm around him to help him along over the frozen ground, he had another of those out-of-body moments where he might have been looking at the three of them from above somewhere, and an entirely objective, detached part of him said: Well, that’s it then. You’re just going to have to be in love with Aubrey Gale now, for better or—and this seems a lot more likely—worse.
There were lights inside the warehouse, but dim; just lamps. The power was out here too. It was full of people, Earthstrongers—and Natural people. January jolted back without meaning to, vision still hazy and mind still sure that Natural must mean a gun, but Gale caught him.
“It’s okay. They’re just getting gear together.”
They were. They were passing out backpacks with emergency supplies, and helping people into heat suits. Gale eased January down onto the edge of a crate near Dr Okonkwo, who winced at the gunshot wound and started to peel back the frozen bits of January’s shirt to see. Gale tucked Yuan into a heat blanket.
Sasha was there.
“I will take that off you,” Gale said to them when Sasha touched their gun.
“Do you realize what he did? He started all this, he called the Consul—”
“All right, hao de,” Gale said, the mix of English and Mandarin the softest thing they could possibly have used, but Sasha backed down like Gale had slapped them. “We need to get into the forest, it’ll be harder for them find us, and then we need to follow the railway.”
“The railway—”
“Yes, we need to get down to Tharsis and somewhere safe. Maybe the naturalisation centre.”
Sasha gave January one last homicidal look and prowled away.
Dr Okonkwo had got the bullet out, but January still felt hazy and strange. He wasn’t sure he was going to make it so far as the railway, never mind Tharsis. It took him a moment to notice that Gale was watching him, plainly thinking the same thing.
“Leave me here,” he said.
“Shut up,” Gale told him.
“He’s not going to be able to go far,” Dr Okonkwo said quietly.
“We’ll go as far as we can,” Gale said. “I’ve got camping gear.”
January swallowed hard and tried not to think what he was dreading more: the idea of slogging twenty miles to the Valley edge like this, or sitting in a tent in this weather. There was no use saying it, though, so he let Gale pull him upright, and zipped himself into the heat suit.
People scattered into the forest, following the mammoth roads. Sasha’s officers were waiting at forks in the paths to keep directing people onward towards the broken railway, and it was just as well, because the darkness under the trees was deep. The dust was like brown smog even in the day, but at night, lamps barely did anything but show the patterns of the wind. The ground was thick with it even under the densest parts of the canopy, and their boots left deep, clear prints that started to wisp away as soon as they were made. That was good, at least. It would be impossible to follow them.
January couldn’t decide if he kept hearing gunfire behind them, or if it was only the rattle of the trees way above. When he looked back, there was nothing behind them but the dark.
Dr Okonkwo had given him some anaesthetic and it was good, but he felt a lot like those dust-prints must have. Like the wind was hazing him away.
Sasha stuck close; so did Mx Francis and Mx Ren, and Drs Okonkwo and Molotov. January still hadn’t seen Yuan’s mother, so they had him too. Yuan was curled up in Gale’s arms; he’d run out of steam all at once, while he was being wrapped up against the cold. January was worried about him. There were no toddler-sized heat suits, so he was tucked into Gale’s sealskin jacket, with a blanket over that. And January was worried about Gale too. They were bloody fit—Sasha enforced a serious regime in the gym, January had seen that more than often enough—but fit wasn’t the same as able to walk for twenty miles on a prosthesis that had only been fitted a few months ago. They wouldn’t be able to walk on it for even half as long as it would take to reach Tharsis. He kept looking round and hoping to find a horse to snag, but even if a horse had passed within ten feet of them and stopped obligingly, fully saddled, he wouldn’t have seen it.
He was about to say something when everyone else collapsed. They went down like marionettes whose puppeteer had just been called down to dinner. He yelped and managed, just, to catch Gale and Yuan before the two of them could hit the ground, then choked when it shot agony up his shoulder. He had to lever Gale down into the dust and the grass. Yuan scrambled away, confused. January pulled him close, terrified of losing him in the dark, or of letting him get too cold again.
“What’s happening!”
“I think it’s the internet,” he said, trying to make his voice come smooth and calm. “I think they’ve cut the internet so we can’t keep broadcasting. Can you be super grown up for me and see if you can wake Dr Molotov up? They’ll be really confused at first, so you have to explain that it was internet, all right?”
“Right,” Yuan said firmly.
January didn’t dare touch Gale. He wasn’t wearing a cage and he hadn’t done any of the exercises, and the thought of touching them made him hear the snicker of bones breaking and teeth skittering on the floor. “Aubrey,” he said, close to them. He wanted to hold their neck and check for a pulse, because he couldn’t see them breathing, at all; his fingers ached with it. “Aubrey, can you hear me?”
Gale breathed deeper, then sat up fast. “Suffering Christ.”
Feverishly, January thought: I say that. They’re learning to swear in English from me.
“What the hell was that?” Mx Francis managed, levering themselves up on both hands. “There’s power from the gravity trains, why’s the internet . . .”
January wanted to say it was the praetorians, but he couldn’t gather up the words in time.
“That was the Consul,” Gale said grimly. “They don’t want any more footage getting out of their praetorians firing at people who are running away.”
“Surely that screws up their own people?” January asked, horribly aware that they were all prone here in the howling cold.
“Soldiers train without internet. Hold that,” Gale added, and gave him a loop of cord that was attached to something he couldn’t make out. They walked backwards with it, unspooling the string and kicking old branches and gorse out of the way to make a clear space.
It was a tent. It didn’t start out looking like a tent. It had fitted into a bag the size of a jam jar, but once Gale shook it out, it snapped into a tent shape, tall enough for January to stand in. Then you pulled the string, and there was a hiss, and it sealed to the ground, and January jumped, because it glowed inside. Gale held the flap open and saw him in; without discussion, the others came too. Incredibly, when January took off his dust mask, it was warm. He must have looked bewildered, because Gale pointed to a webbing built into the ground sheet that seemed to be glowing.
“Heat silk. The filament should be good for twelve hours.” They breathed out slowly. “I’ll be back in a second. I’m just going to see if I can find any of Sasha’s officers. They’re all separated out.”
“I can—” January started.
“Stay where you are or I’ll tie you to a tree,” Gale said, and lobbed two more tents in their tiny packages to Sasha and Mx Ren.
So January, Yuan, Sasha, Dr Molotov, Dr Okonkwo, Mx Francis, and Mx Ren waited in miserable silence. Mx Francis was suffering the most. They were shaking and breathing too hard. Mx Ren looked ill. Dr Okonkwo seemed best off out of all them, and January wondered if that might be because they were the oldest; they must have been around for a good while before haptics were invented, or at least, before they were widespread. January kept both hands pressed flat to the ground sheet. It was hot. Yuan was flat on his front, soaking in the heat.
“Is this really happening?” Dr Molotov said finally. “Is the Consul really using an Earthstrong riot as cover to—to assassinate the Senator?”
“I guess it makes sense,” Dr Okonkwo murmured. “The fleet is still two weeks away and against all expectations, we have enough power to finish the solar tower. Nobody could have foreseen that we’d get mammoths to raise the gravity trains. The Senator’s going to win the election at this rate. They’ll turn those ships around, or send them into the desert.” They frowned. “Insane timing about Max really. Exactly when it would have . . . maximum impact.”
Sasha shot January a black look. “Anyone would think it was on purpose.”
“I didn’t find the body on purpose just to screw up your campaign, Martinez,” January said, and then had to put one hand over his shoulder, because despite the anaesthetic, it was hurting now. Beside him, Yuan settled down with his head on January’s knee.
“Only it’s funny how great it was for the Consul, just at that moment.”
January had, suddenly and completely, had enough of trying to make himself little and obliging. “Okay, dickhead, so if you were married to someone whose last consort had vanished and whose excuses about it were all about as clear as a swamp, would you definitely trust that all was well and of course you shouldn’t call the police when you found the sodding body?”
“Speak Mandarin, no one can understand you.”
Dr Okonkwo sighed. “He said—”
“I know what he fucking said,” Sasha snapped.
“Where’s Kasha?” Yuan asked January, sounding scared he wasn’t supposed to talk.
“I don’t know, but she’s a really smart dog, she’ll be okay.”
“Can you two not swear in front of the toddler?” Dr Molotov said at the same time, voice high.
Gale pushed the tent flap open. They were alone, and they looked defeated. Either they hadn’t found anyone else, or they had and they hadn’t been able to wake anyone. “All right, enough. Enough.”
They all went quiet. It was like having the teacher back in the room.
“Sasha, it isn’t his fault. He’s right, he would have been demented to trust me. January . . .”
“Don’t, Senator,” Sasha said, very soft.
Gale brushed their shoulder and Sasha looked away. “January. You said—rightly—that the reason you didn’t trust me is that I didn’t ask if you’d found River. But I didn’t need to. Because I am River.”
“I’m too tired for weird Tharsese jokes,” January said. “You’re all super funny, ha ha, now tell me what’s actually happening and stop taking the piss.”
But Gale was giving him an anxious uncertain look, one that said they didn’t know what else to tell him, and little by little, it settled on him that this wasn’t a joke at all.
“Explain,” was all he had it left in him to say.
The trouble with running around after mammoths with a halo and lots of recording equipment was that the mammoths found this very peculiar. Now that the dictionary was finally pulling together, River had confirmed a long-standing suspicion about all the recordings of the university’s databases: they were mostly pachyderm conversations about what the funny little ape things were doing and whether perhaps they needed some sort of help.
There were ways to splice together recordings and come up with the Mammoth approximation of, please would you talk to each other normally because I’d really like to eavesdrop for my research paper; but after years of trying it, River wasn’t convinced that mammoths always recognised Mammoth when it coming from one of the funny ape things with the speakers. They saw it in the way people saw parrots mimicking them. If it occasionally came out with something coherent, then the sensible mammoth wrote that off as a fluke. And that was before you had to try and explain what a research paper was, or what writing was, or why you liked to do it.
This herd, though, was used to its funny ape thing. They understood about research papers.34 Except for the calves. If River stayed for long, they wanted to play football.
“No, but the thing is,” River said to the baby mammoth who was, right now, stealing the halo and holding it up, knowing very well it was out of reach, “this is important, because the Penglai mission is going to reach Alpha Centauri in three years, and you are our only realistic dry run at learning to talk to aliens before we actually have to. I know I look silly, but I mean it. People on Earth are trying this with elephants, but between you and me, you have bigger vocal ranges and you’re less primed to gore people. So—no pressure at all, but—look, you can have a pine cone if you give it back.”
The calf abandoned the halo and rooted through River’s bag. Not far away, his mother made a deep amused rumble that was impossible to really hear, but thrummed up through the ground. It was such a wonderful noise. She was almost half as tall as the sequoia next to her; fifty feet away, River was still in her shadow, deep and cold. The calf’s father, a bull who had uncharacteristically stayed with the herd rather than wandering off alone the way they usually did, had sat down not far away, clearly watching and enjoying himself. He had a gigantic stack of pine cones next to him. The whole herd had gathered them up and were snacking on them, very much, River was beginning to suspect, like humans ate popcorn.
“There’s no football in there, you unholy terror.”
The calf was very sure that there was, upturned the pack, and then triumphantly nudged the deflated beach ball over in River’s direction. He honked in a way that very clearly meant, Do the thing, do the thing.
“I hate children,” River told him.
“Moo,” said the calf, unmoved.
There was a gunshot.
In the forest, it was a strangely unobtrusive noise. River swung around. The only reason to shoot out here was if there was a polar bear inside the perimeter.
No more shots. Either the bear was dead, or the person was.
River snatched up their own rifle. The baby mammoth prodded them in the back, interrogative.
“I’ll be back,” River promised. They were pretty sure the mammoths understood what that meant, even without speakers and a halo. The calf looked put out all the same.
The Songshu pine forest was the only place on Mars that had mist. Usually River was pleased about that, because it was a tiny link to Earth and the things everyone had left behind, but today, they would have given a kingdom for a clear desert morning. Instead, the vapour clung in rags among the great pines, and the ground was spongy and scattered about with tiny streams. Wonderful news for the ecosystem people working out of the Songshu greenhouses; less so if you were trying to find someone who was being eaten by a bear.
“Hello?” River shouted. “Anyone here?”
Someone smacked into them sideways, full of panic, and the two of them went down with a thump on the pine-needly ground.
“River! River, I’ve—I think—Max—”
“Aubrey! Are you hurt, where’s the bear—”
“What bear?” Aubrey asked, voice wisping.
“I heard a shot, I—are you drunk?” River demanded, because they looked wrong, starry.
“No; no.” Aubrey was staring at them. “No bear. I’ve . . .”
River frowned, because never once had they seen Aubrey incoherent. Aubrey was glamorous, confident, erudite, addicted to things River hadn’t even heard of, but never lost for words. “Aubrey. Are you okay?”
Aubrey shook their head slightly. “I think someone’s taken Max.”
“What? Have you called security? We need to—”
“No, but I’m not sure, there’s mist, can you—there was a gunshot, and then I couldn’t find them, but there’s blood, River, we—”
“Sasha needs to know even if you’re not sure, it’s a lot better to be wrong and embarrassed than right and letting someone get further and further away,” River said, smacking the circuitry tattoo on the inside of their wrist. It was an emergency tracker, and a distress beacon, and plenty of other things. The insides of their lenses lit up with red, and immediately Sasha’s voice came through the aural implants, too quiet for anyone else to hear.
River—what’s happening?
“We think Max is missing, we need people to come out here and start looking. Aubrey heard a shot but there’s fog.”
We’re coming.
It was just a flicker, but River thought there was something annoyed in Aubrey’s expression; like River wasn’t doing what they were supposed to do, even though they were, even though everyone in Great Houses did endless drills and training for this kind of thing, and even though it wouldn’t have been the first time someone got into the grounds and tried to kidnap one of them. A furious ex-employee (there were plenty; Kali wasn’t known for generous pensions and reasonable severance deals) had got in last year and snatched River at knifepoint not that far from here.
Not right, River’s Aubrey-is-lying-to-me radar said, not right.
But what Aubrey said was, “Come on, help me look.”
They took River’s hand and led the way up a steep bank of roots, to a patch of open ground where ten or twelve confused llamas were standing around, looking at a lot of blood on the ground. It was already freezing to the grass. River swallowed hard. You couldn’t lose that much blood and still be alive. It was everywhere.
It was on Aubrey too.
“Were you—close by?” River asked, trying to look at them more closely, but Aubrey was wearing black and it was impossible to tell. It was under their fingernails, and on the side of their neck.
“I fell over here,” Aubrey said, and wrung their hands together. There was something actorly about it. They never usually moved their hands when they spoke. But then, it wasn’t as though they usually had to talk over pints and pints of blood on the ground. “Come on, maybe we can find something in the mirrors . . .”
They were right at the edge of one of the sun fields. River had gotten turned around; they hadn’t realized they were so far from the house. The air was warmer here, as it always was in the fields, even on a drab day. It was why the mist was so much denser. Vanishing into the grey in either direction were ranks and ranks of solar mirrors, and way up in the air was a blinking amber light that marked the top of the salt tower for aircraft. It was an eerie, uncanny place, and River had a powerful instinct not to go in among the mirrors.
It would be very easy for someone to hide in there and shoot.
There was no blood trail. Whoever had done it was strong enough to lift a body and walk with it.
“Where were you, what did you see?” River asked.
“Nothing! Come on—”
“Hang on, hang on,” River said, annoyed with themselves. Aubrey was scared: they wouldn’t remember if they’d seen anything important. “Sorry. I’ve got a halo here. You might not know if you saw something, but it’ll be on the scan if we can hook you up right away, while your memory’s still clear. If you put it on—”
“I don’t want to mess around with a halo, we just need to—”
“No, Aubrey, this is what Sasha will do in a second, come on, it’s right here!”
Aubrey went quiet. Something in their face closed down, and went from urgent to . . . calculating.
River wanted to be horrified, but they just weren’t.
Very slowly, with a feeling like egg fresh out of a fridge trickling down the back of their skull, came the understanding that there was nobody hiding in the mirrors.
Aubrey was more than strong enough to lift someone their own size.
Just too late, River realized they hadn’t quite got control over their own face in time, and they saw Aubrey see exactly what was going through their mind.
It looked absolutely automatic. River didn’t think it was even properly malicious. It was just a wild need to stop a problem. But it was a shock when Aubrey slammed the butt of the rifle right into River’s chest. They fell over backwards and just for a second as their hands skidded through the grass, they were five years old again and trying to work out how to do cartwheels. They had to sit very still. It hurt, but that wasn’t what was paralysing: Aubrey had never hit them before. Actually, no one had. They’d never been in a fight. More than the chance that Aubrey had killed someone, the understanding that there was no going back smacked into River. Something fissured right in the bedrock of their soul, something deeper down than they’d known they went.
A tiny child-voice in them said: But if I haven’t got Aubrey, then I haven’t got anyone.
Something similar must have shifted in Aubrey too, because instant regret flashed across their face.
“I’m sorry!” Aubrey gasped. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that!”
River looked up at them, and found themselves reflecting with a mad sort of calm that what you think you mean and what you mean can be very different things.
“Please don’t look at me like that. Come on.” Aubrey helped them up. “Are you okay?”
“I’m—yes, I’m fine.” Grass stains on their elbows, just like being little again.
Aubrey pressed both hands over their eyes. “I don’t know what happened. But I can’t take a halo. I’m not—I’m not going to prison.”
They sounded wild. Wild in the way of an animal that knew a hunter was after it, the kind of wild that would see a vixen attack a bear if it cornered her with her cubs, even though there was no possible way a vixen could win a fight with a polar bear. River had never seen it, but the mammoths said it happened more often than you’d think. It was a mammoth saying. When they said vixen-and-the-bear, they meant really frightened people will hurt you if you give them no other choice, even if you’re stronger.
A very heavy thought dropped into River’s head. It was that they’d dropped their rifle when they fell.
“Aubrey,” River said softly. “If you turn yourself in—if you accept the sentence, you’ll be out in half the time you’re given, and it will be less if they find something went wrong in your head when—”
“Do you know what happens on prison hulks?” Aubrey demanded, and River took a step back without meaning to, and that scared them. They’d never retreated from another person before. “If the prison company runs out of money, they just steer the ship too close to Jupiter’s gravity and whoops, we all die of heart failure! Or they stop the air supply, or they let rations go down so badly the prisoners have to mutiny and then they’re all shot on sight. And no one cares, because Tharsis doesn’t have the resources to run a proper system. We all understand that prison means you live if you’re lucky but otherwise it’s execution in disguise, come on, I’ve been talking about this in the Senate for years, have you even listened to one debate?”
River had not. Aubrey had pet projects that were easy to talk about because you had to attend the Senate and you had to table a certain number of ideas per year if you represented a Great House. They had never once taken on anything that was difficult, or complicated, and they’d never got anything done either. Aubrey talked about the prison ships because it was an obvious problem, but they never pushed anyone to solve it, because then they’d have to come up with something new next time. So River never paid any attention. It was hard to cheer someone on when you knew they were being deliberately mediocre.
But they were right, about the prison hulks.
River’s throat had turned into sandpaper. They were two miles from the house. It was at least a few more minutes before Sasha and the security people could arrive, and—oh, God, if Aubrey had managed to hide a body in the time between the gunshot and River arriving, they could definitely hide another one before Sasha got here. It was a crazy thought, it was insane to imagine being shot by your own Apollo, and yet; and yet, it was somehow not in any way surprising, it was somehow established in River’s mind already, that maybe it would be like this one day.
“It was an accident,” Aubrey said.
“I believe you,” River lied. “I just don’t know what to do. Someone’s going to put a halo on you today.”
They two of them stood staring at each other in silence, and in that silence, horribly, the internet glitched. It sometimes did, around the sun fields; it was the fog or the heat or something, River wasn’t sure, but all their haptics shut off. The gentle, crowding shush of the rest of world vanished—the contented tides of the stock markets, the little bubble of joy that was coming from a high school where a movie star was visiting, the spikes of tension coming from the Senate, the strange void that was Americatown because nobody there had implants—and for a nasty second it was like going deaf.
And, in front of them, they caught a snatch of Aubrey’s face; their real face. They looked very different. River hadn’t seen them truly since the two of them were tiny. They had a broken nose that the filters corrected—when had that happened, why had they never said?—and a bolt of grey through their hair, and different teeth. Seeing that felt horribly like spying on them in the shower. That face, their natural face, was private.
River’s own filters must have gone off too. They didn’t use many, but there were some because, even for an academic, not wearing them looked somewhere between lazy and ill. Aubrey glanced away just the same as they had.
And then, right there, extraordinary but entirely simple, was the solution, and River had to stare at it to make sure that it didn’t have any unexpected faults or fissures, but they stress-tested much bigger ideas for a living at the university and they could already see that however bizarre, this one was strong. Sometimes things really were simple. Sometimes your whole life was different because at exactly the right—wrong?—moment, you said five words.
Every day after, for a long time, River stared at the future that might have happened if they’d said nothing. There was pretty good visibility. What was there, was something that might be a fairy tale people on Earth told their kids a thousand years from now.
Once upon a time, there was a city. It was very rich, the richest city in the worlds, and beautiful, and emperors from far away were desperate to take it over.
The emperors promised to pay a universe of money to whoever could deliver it. In charge of the city was a wily general. Perhaps they wanted all that money, or perhaps they just really liked the emperors. In any case, they plotted and planned, but nothing came of it, because the city was too far from the emperors, and too strong.
Then one day, a foolish prince killed someone. Maybe it was an accident, maybe it wasn’t; but that poor murdered person was from the wily general’s family, and all at once, the wily general understood what to do.
The general promised to protect the foolish prince—if the prince gave the general their palace. At that palace, there were fields that harvested sunlight, and made power for the whole city. Now it belonged to the general.
The general sold it to the emperors.
Delighted, the emperors shut down the sun fields. Now, the city—which was in a very cold, frightening place—would freeze and starve unless they sent it fuel.
The taxes rose and rose, and more and more people from the emperors’ country poured in, and the emperors put them in charge. The people who had lived there before either had to leave and go into the desert, or try to scrape by under new, unfair ways, getting poorer and poorer, and dying, until there were none left at all.
And that’s how one foolish prince brought down a city.
“Halos don’t work on me,” River said.
Or was it, a little voice always asked, really because that joke Kali always made about you was true: you were born in the year of the dragon, but you spend your whole life trying to be a rabbit? Was it because after staying always hunched down and pretending to be little and fluffy, sweet harmless dorky River who’ll never leave the university and never bothers anyone, you had to straighten up one day, and incinerate everything in front of you, not because it was right but because you wanted to see if you could?
“That doesn’t do me any good!”
“No one knows what we look like. We both wear filters. All we have to do is swap.”
Aubrey stared at them, and then half laughed. “You’re right. Just until the police go away?”
“Right. And—Aubrey—will you promise to check into a treatment programme? You can’t just kill someone and go back to your life—”
“No, no, I know. Of course I will. Of course.”
That was a lie.
“What are we going to say has happened to you, meanwhile?” Aubrey said. They were looking earnest and deferential, which was also a lie.
River had to look at the ground. They couldn’t look at Aubrey. If they looked at Aubrey, they’d believe it all. “Why don’t we say that Max and I ran off together? Then no one’s looking for me.”
“That’s good! How do we bring me back afterward?”
“I . . . don’t know, we’ll come up with something.”
River tried to feel around inside their own soul, to see if there was enough iron in it to do—not the right thing, because they couldn’t tell what right was, but maybe the just thing. They could see what was going to happen if not. Aubrey would refuse to go anywhere or change anything, and River would let them because they remembered being toddlers together, and then there would be another consort, and more rows, and more blaming everyone else, and perhaps one day there would be another body. And then that wouldn’t be Aubrey’s fault; that would be River’s, because that was the law too. If you saw a murder happening and you did nothing, you were also guilty.
River could already see it, years away.
Not for the first time, they wondered bleakly if there was any true way to be clever and innocent at the same time.
“Should I show you where the—”
“No!” River half shouted. “I’m sorry. No. Halos—don’t work on me completely, but something that . . . that serious would show up. I can’t hide it if I’ve seen a body.” They swallowed. “Just . . . just make sure it isn’t where anyone can fall over it.” Ideally, said part of their mind that was somehow fine with covering up a murder, have it incinerated, don’t leave it out here as evidence, but there was no way they could set fire to anything without the security drones seeing it. The only reason any of this was viable at all was the fog.
Max deserved a lot better than an unmarked grave out in the Songshu woods. Most military people River had ever come across were dismissive of anyone who couldn’t strip a rifle blindfolded, but Max had an inexhaustible courtesy, even when faced with an irritating university tweed-person. They had actually asked how the mammoth dictionary was going.
“I love you,” Aubrey said suddenly, and hugged River hard.
They only ever said it these last few years when River did something useful. In a sensible world, River would have pointed that out and refused to have anything more to do with them, and maybe it would have been enough of a jolt to change the way Aubrey lived, maybe Max would be all right in that world, but River wasn’t sensible in that way. Every so often, there was a flash of Aubrey-before-the-Senate, the old Aubrey who baked cakes at weekends and joked and who would sprawl on the floor with the dogs, and who squeaked unexpectedly and leapt onto haystacks. They were still in there somewhere, and River had never stopped hoping they’d come out again. Sometimes even now there were flashes—aurora flares, never for long, but bright and wonderful and worth the snarling and the temper.
Or, they’d always told themselves so.
“I love you too,” River said into Aubrey’s collar.
They agreed to give it a month, and Aubrey left for that month. They said they were going to a rehab centre, but River knew, because one of the security people followed, that they went to the Tiangong, enjoying their new filterless anonymity, and drank a lot.
It was painfully straightforward, pretending to be Aubrey. Aubrey handed over access to all their accounts, so River wore their filters, and they did look a little different over different bones, but politicians looked a little different all the time as trends shifted. River reported Max missing. Because it’s always the consort, Sasha and then the police did indeed arrive with the halo test, and after puzzling over the bizarre readout for a little while, determined that no, however much River’s mind writhed, they couldn’t have killed anyone.
There were three mandatory Senate sittings in that month. River went to all of them, and sat silent in the first one, listening, heart thumping and waiting for someone who knew Aubrey well enough to say, Hey, hang on a second, you’re not the right person, I’m calling security, but nobody did. Slowly, River realized that Aubrey knew other senators to nod to, but not really to have a conversation with. They weren’t interested enough.
So before the second session, swearing inwardly that this was the test, and if this went wrong then it was over, River spent a few days canvassing law-and-order candidates, and having tea with people at beautiful clubs and saying simple things like, We only need to shift a few million and lift the tax on air storage in shipping, and this prison hulk stupidness is done.
Every time they met someone, it was with knots in their insides. Because Aubrey wasn’t an idiot at all, Aubrey had been scholar before all this, and been lovely at it—and surely, surely it had to be more difficult to get things done than just charming some influential people. But one by one, the other senators sat back and said, okay.
“You know I really thought you just tabled this year on year so that the Regulatory Committee couldn’t complain you weren’t engaging properly,” the Speaker said, creaking forward interestedly in the leather armchair. “But you actually want to get this done, don’t you?”
“I do. It’s a straightforward thing, why not?”
“Why not indeed.” The Speaker watched them for a second. “Tell me what you think about this, I’m supposed to be tabling it soon. America and China are still issuing extradition orders on public figures they dislike. Our statehood is unrecognised on Earth, and so as you will have seen in the news, people are being arrested from ships in international deep space on the Crossing, and if they’re naturalised, getting to Earth’s orbit is immediately fatal. What would you do to stop that?”
“Doesn’t the Refugee Act serve?”
“Sorry?”
“I’m not a lawyer, but doesn’t the Act make it illegal to deport a refugee to a place where they would face physical persecution? Earth’s gravity is physical persecution, for us. We don’t need to be a sovereign state for that to apply. Do we?”
The Speaker smiled. “No. We don’t. Listen. What would you think about spearheading a campaign to get more people arriving here to naturalise? It will protect them from extradition under the Refugee Act, but it’ll be a hard sell, naturalisation being what it is.”
River tilted their head. “And it doesn’t matter if I fail, because I’m in an unelected seat which is safe as long as I technically do my job, and because I’ve been about as involved in the senatorial process before now as a very sickly donkey. You can pass it off as another Aubrey Gale dead end, nothing to do with you.”
“I wasn’t going to put it like that,” the Speaker said, looking caught out in the way River found people always did with them, whether they were pretending to be Aubrey or not. It wasn’t something they liked about themselves. They came across, if they didn’t speak, as completely harmless; but then two sentences later, everyone realized that they weren’t really talking to a person so much as some kind of threshing machine in a person suit. “And—naturally if you were successful, you’d make a lot of friends.”
“No, it’s all right. I like it.” And, the mechanical voice that was so good at calculation said, it was supremely advantageous to help. The Speaker was Max’s Apollo. When the questions and the rumours started when Max didn’t reappear, it was going to be important to have Max’s own Apollo consider them a friend.
You are a stone-cold sociopath, said another voice, a lot like Aubrey’s.
River felt dirty. They had always been too calm under pressure, they’d never been panicky or scared or joyful even when they should have been, but until now it had been something between a joke and a disability. It had never clicked that in the right circumstances, this thing they could do was not a joke, but radioactive.
“You do?” the Speaker said.
“I do,” River said, thinking.
The week before Aubrey was due to come home, River did the most insidious and despicable thing they had ever done and hoped they ever would do.
They got together with a lively, clever charity for young people, and launched a campaign about turning off your filters. On a livestream, River and two other senators, along with some actors and news anchors, all switched off their filters to show what they really looked like, and the footage and photographs sprawled everywhere. Vogue did a feature, and the fashion section of Xinhua. Then River bought some of the pictures from the charity, and used them for the posters of the new naturalisation campaign, with a new slogan.
No filters. Just the truth.
The head of security, a gentle veteran called Sasha who had always had a hell of a time with Aubrey, took River respectfully aside when they got back to Songshu.
“Senator, can I have a quick word?”
“Of course.”
This was it. Sasha knew Aubrey more than well enough to know the difference.
Sasha shifted. “I just wanted to say—I’ve been with you a while, but I’ve never seen you work like you have this week. It doesn’t mean much, Senator, but—we’re all proud of you.”
River stared at them. They would have been less shocked to get a punch in the head. “Doesn’t mean—Mx Martinez. Thank you.”
Sasha bowed. “Well. We all serve at the pleasure of the House of Gale.”
“We all do,” River echoed, suddenly on the edge of crying. They’d never understood people like Sasha, people who had been in the forces, who risked their lives all the time, and who then took jobs protecting senators and celebrities who must have driven them mad with all their naïveté and carelessness. There was an endlessly long-suffering nobility in it. When Sasha didn’t straighten from the bow, River caught their arms and levered them upright again.
“I’ve—never really sat down with you, have I?” River asked, tentative, in case Aubrey had.
“Why would you?”
“Because you’re interesting. I want to know about where you served, and . . . no, sorry. I’m chronically nosy,” they said apologetically. It was something Aubrey snapped back with, every time River said they were being a dick. When are you going to learn to have a normal human conversation instead of just interrogating people like you’re an investigative fucking journalist on the scoop of the century?
“Senator,” Sasha said gently, “that might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said.”
River laughed, and then stopped, because Aubrey had just burst through the door.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
Sasha stepped in front of River, fast. Of course they didn’t recognise Aubrey. “Step back please.”
“Get out of the way, Sasha, what—River, if this is some kind of involved, insane joke—”
It was one of those moments where the world spun on a penny. Or rather, it spun on Sasha. They looked between Aubrey and River, and River saw them realize what had happened.
And then saw them decide to pretend not to.
“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” Sasha said to Aubrey, and guided them towards the door.
“Sasha, it’s me, don’t—that isn’t Aubrey Gale! When people find out about this you’ll be in prison for—I’m going to the papers!”
“No, you’re not,” River said quietly. “Or there will be two of us with things to say, and two of us under the halo.”
Aubrey stared, and River’s heart smashed under the jackhammer of that stare, because it wasn’t angry any more. It was hurt and betrayed, and all the other horrible things they had hoped so badly not to see. Aubrey wasn’t the foul-tempered senator now. They were Real Aubrey, the one who’d come to the university to look after River during flu season, the one who had propelled River into clubs and music festivals with all their popular friends and smacked down anyone who tried to say River was boring, who still insisted, even now, on cooking all the New Year food for the whole of Songshu together, just the two of them and the music on loud.
“You’re free,” River said, voice shaking too badly to control. They felt like they were falling. They’d been watching the cliff edge get closer and closer all this month, they had put on the gear to survive the fall, updated records, changed banking details, made sure that the DNA samples in the infirmary were switched, but now that it was here, the gravity was shockingly strong, and just for a few instants, they had a mad sense that they could just grasp a tiny corner of an understanding of what it must have felt like for those doomed people forced into the orbit of Earth or Jupiter on the hulks. “You can live however you like. You can be who you like.”
“Fine,” Aubrey said, very soft. Real Aubrey vanished again then. “I will. But one day, I’m not just going to kill you. I’m going to drive you out of your obnoxious righteous mind, and make you watch the world come down around you, I will burn this place down, and then I might kill you, if you ask me politely enough.”
“Time to go,” Sasha said, impossible to bypass.
River sank down into a chair and had to stare into space. Kasha snuffled up and put her paw on their wrist, full of sympathy. River hugged her. She was Aubrey’s dog, and suddenly stealing even the dog was worse than anything. They had to sit and stare at her, and slowly get used to the fact that rather than having just planned and thought about doing a terrible thing, they had done it now. They were always going to have done it; they were always going to be the person who had it in them to do something so bad it sounded like it was from some medieval legend.
They hadn’t left Aubrey with nothing. There was a bank account. They’d never want for anything.
Kasha tried to get into River’s lap. River made a fuss of her, hoping that she wouldn’t be too sad not to see Aubrey any more. Testing the halo for the mammoths, they’d had some good conversations with Kasha. She was very interested in how fish could breathe, and she was of the opinion that humans didn’t really do life right, given how little time they spent chasing llamas.
Sasha came back and sat down, and handed River a cup of coffee. “Now,” they said kindly, as if nothing remarkable had happened at all, “let’s have a little coffee break and I’ll bore you to death with navy stories.”
34 River had overheard one of them explaining it to her friends. Human writing, she said, was footprint marks that made talking sounds. Humans could discuss things with their special footprint marks, and that meant they could talk to each other over big gaps in time, as well as big distances. It was like saying something today, and somebody hearing it next week. That was why several of the mammoths were convinced humans were time-travellers. River had tried to explain that they definitely couldn’t time-travel, but the mammoths had said, Well, but you can talk to someone a hundred years in the future, right, and River had said, Yes I suppose, and the mammoths had gone off satisfied with a point properly proven, and River had had to stand there having an existential crisis.
After Gale stopped talking, there was a staticky silence in which everyone watched January like they were waiting for a mine to go off.
“Well—that’s a relief,” he said finally.
“It is?” said Gale.
“I’m not married to a murderer, I’m married to someone who gave up everything to do the least bad thing out of a lot of bad things. That’s winning, sort of.”
Gale nodded slightly and pulsed a certainty that they expected a horrible row about it later, once the others had gone.
January looked between them all and wondered if they would ever believe what he was going to say. Even knowing what they all knew, it was still insane, and of course, not a single one of them had seen what he’d seen.
“Kasha’s had an imaginary friend for ages, hasn’t she,” he said, starting slowly, and not sure he had chosen the right place to begin, but it was too late now. “She plays with someone who isn’t there, you all talk about it. But that isn’t what I saw, before I had these.” He touched his glasses. “She was playing with someone. They follow the Senator everywhere. They write everything down. They were at the Tiangong with us, they sat at the next table along.”
Gale was frowning. “What?”
“You—I’m sorry, Senator, but can I ask why you set up the reality show inside the house? Cameras everywhere, thousands of people watching you all the time?” He begged Gale with his eyes to be honest. “You hate it, we all hate it, and I don’t buy that it’s just for the consular campaign. You could win without all this reality show rubbish. You didn’t do it for that. Did you?”
Everyone looked at Gale.
“What’s he talking about?” Solly Francis asked.
Gale nodded slowly. “No. I didn’t. I did it so that—so that people would notice if I started to really lose it. And I hoped someone might see something,” they said, nearly too quiet. “To show I wasn’t going mad.”
“I am so far behind the two of you I’m in a different time zone,” Mx Ren said flatly.
“Sorry,” January said. “No, it—so for a while now, you’ve had trouble sleeping, right?” he aimed at Gale, hoping for help. And under that, in the weakest, wintery sunbeam, a tiny warmth started to break across him when he realized what this actually meant. It meant Gale didn’t have someone else. This marriage wasn’t quite such a spectacular lie as he’d thought. All this time, it had been in good faith. He wasn’t just an inconvenience to the side of their real life together with somebody else.
A bit wryly, he reflected that in the history of finding out an unwanted person was living covertly in your house, probably nobody had ever been as happy about it as he was now.
“You thought it was hallucinations, Dr Okonkwo thought it was trauma from Gagarin Square. But it’s not like a real sleep disorder, you don’t have any other symptoms and all the scans are clean. Because it’s not a sleep disorder. There’s—Senator, there’s someone living in your room with you.”
The others started to talk and ask questions, but January didn’t really hear, because all he could really take in was Gale’s expression. Gale had gone very still, their focus somewhere in the far distance, and he could see them listening to their own memories.
“They comb your hair,” January added, very quiet.
“There was someone there,” Gale said to him at last, more of a question than a conclusion. “They were—really there. You saw?”
“They’ve been there all along.”
“I thought I was . . .”
“This is true?” Sasha asked, voice going high. “Senator! You’ve never said anything.”
“No, because it would have sounded like I was convinced Songshu is haunted,” Gale said.
January swallowed. “There’s a bit more.”
Incredulous looks.
“They showed me where Max’s body was. I couldn’t see them, I was wearing my glasses, but . . .”
Sasha had both hands clamped over their mouth. Mx Francis looked scared. Even Mx Ren shifted, uneasy. Dr Okonkwo had gone a horrible colour, and Dr Molotov was staring at the ground, fingertips twitching in a way that made January wonder if they might be doing some maths in their head.
“And it was them who shoved me into the Consul today. That was why the praetorians shot me, they couldn’t see what had happened. That was why someone threw something, and . . . that was why they fired on the Earthstrong people.”
“So it’s Aubrey,” Gale said at last, very quiet. They closed their eyes for a second as if seeing the world was starting to sting. “They even told me they’d drive me mad before they killed me.”
“What—what I don’t understand,” Sasha managed, voice fraying, “is how the fuck they did this. I’ve been military since I was eighteen, I’ve never heard of anything like this.”
“It’s completely possible,” Dr Molotov said. It was the first time they’d spoken, and as they always did if everyone’s attention was on them, they pushed one hand awkwardly through their hair, clearly wishing there was a blackboard to hide behind. “The technology does exist; it’s called the Hades filter.35 It’s top secret, but the marines use it to ghost security cameras on black ops. I used to build this stuff for House Song. It’s not even revolutionary, we could have made it a hundred years ago.” They looked around at everyone else, nervousness seeping gradually away. “Basically, the only reason it hasn’t been developed before now is that it only works if everyone is perceiving the world through lenses, you see? They’re banned in a lot of countries, because obviously you need a heavily regulated internet in order for people not to go completely insane. Where they’re not banned, most people can’t afford them. If you’re rich in Beijing or Lagos or Riyadh then sure, but filters like this are damn all use if you’ve got loads of people walking around not using lenses. Tharsis is . . . well. We’re the only country in the worlds where most people use them.”
“I feel like there’s a lesson in this about getting too rich and clever for your own good,” Mx Francis mumbled.
“It came from Max, right?” January said. “Max was a marine.”
For the last couple of minutes, Sasha had sunk into a deep, painful silence, but now, they sat forward.
“Doesn’t matter how, for now. While the internet’s out—if you’re right—then we’ll all see them.”
“If Aubrey wanted to kill you,” Mx Ren said to Gale, “then it sounds like they could done it a thousand times over. Why haven’t they?”
Nobody said anything.
“Anyway,” Gale said after a long silence, “I don’t know if the Consul can find a way to track us out here, but—we’re going to have to hope that they can’t. I know I can’t go any further like this.”
Everyone else looked some awful catch between scared and relieved. January drew his knees up and put his head on them. His whole arm was throbbing. He couldn’t tell if that was just what happened if you’d been shot, or if, jumping off a tower and rolling around in grass and dust, he’d got something in the wound that he shouldn’t have. It was only when he moved that he realized Yuan was tucked up against his left side, asleep, and still holding on to handfuls of his shirt.
35 The scientist who came up with it had actually been in the same Ancient Greek class as River as an undergraduate, and had felt extremely cool to have thought of a name that (a) sounded awesome and (b) was also technically accurate. Hades, the Greek word for the underworld, was actually a description, from ha, not, and eido, to see; Hades, ha-eides, was the Unseen.
The tent was so warm inside now that Gale was in shirtsleeves. Between the two of them, a little stove boiled some water, shushing cheerily and sending a soft glow around the silver walls. January was quiet, shifting a heat pack around and around in his hands. He was warm enough, but he couldn’t put it down; he felt panicky whenever he thought about it, and not, he suspected, because he was scared of freezing to death. It was something to do with his hands and it stopped him disturbing Yuan, who was still asleep against his knee.
They had been sitting in exhausted silence. January didn’t know what to say, except ordinary things like, How does this stove work?
It was settling on him slowly, like a bolt of silk thrown up into the air, that if the Consul’s praetorians found them, they were going to die out here. It seemed mad, and he couldn’t get his head round all the corners.
“How can they just—decide to murder us?” he asked, and then realized it had happened aloud. “I mean . . . people will ask questions if you just die, surely? Half of Tharsis wants you to be Consul, it . . .”
“It won’t matter, as soon as the ships from Earth arrive,” Gale explained. They didn’t seem confused about any of it all. “I’ll be very surprised if there isn’t a legion of soldiers from Beijing on one of them. It will have been one of the Consul’s conditions for letting them come.”
“Soldiers from Beijing to . . . ?”
“Enforce the election result that China wants. A second term for Song.”
“But that’s a military dictatorship. The Consul—why would they want that? They don’t . . . all right, confession: I’ve met them, and they’re not a horrible person.”
Gale was quiet for a second. “I think Consul Song really does believe that the best thing to do is bring half of Earth here and let Tharsis as we know it die. And I think they believe people who disagree aren’t just different, but . . . evil. It’s faith. To attack it is heresy. They’re fine with killing me because I’m a kind of witch.”
January wanted to say he couldn’t imagine feeling that right about anything, but it would have been a failure of imagination. If he were living in one of those parts of Earth where women had fewer rights than guns and anyone like Gale who didn’t do the whole “he” and “she” business was likely to end up in a mental hospital, he would sure as hell have wanted to stamp that off the face of the planet, because anything would have been better. A nuclear hole in the ground would have been better.
Which, now he was thinking it, was a terrible thing to think. It was a very Consul-y thing to think.
Gale met his eyes, just briefly, for all the world as if they were nervous of what he was going to say.
“There are evil things, though,” he said at last.
Gale nodded. “Sure. I guess the problem is when you don’t realize that someone who agrees with you can be doing something evil, and someone who’s at total odds with you might be doing something good.”
January had to stare at them for a little while, because they had just articulated what he’d been trying to for months. He was at odds with Gale and Gale was a good person. He agreed with the Consul, and . . . they weren’t. It was that simple.
He wanted to say, How are we going to get out of this? But that was useless. Either the internet came back on and everyone became functional enough to move, or it wouldn’t and perhaps in five minutes from now, perhaps in five hours, they would be rounded up and shot.
He was bleeding again. He could feel it soaking through his jumper.
“Look,” said Gale.
He looked. They were holding an egg; it was frozen perfectly, still egg-shaped even without its shell, just a clear oval with the round yolk in the middle. Speculative, Gale dropped it in the boiling water and they both leaned down to see what happened. Almost too late, Gale got the lid over the little pan before the egg exploded. They both laughed.
There was rice and vegetables, a rich broth, and even meat, which wasn’t normal here.
“Calories,” Gale explained, and held out a chocolate bar. “Keep eating.”
“You as well though?”
“I don’t need to. The first generation of children born here were modified with . . . mm, no. You’re never going to let me live this down, I don’t want to say.”
“You have to now,” January said, aware he was being baited. He still couldn’t tell how he felt about the story Gale had just told everyone. He had a sense that he should probably be scrutinising the right and wrong of it more, but he just—wasn’t. Scary as it was, it sounded like a pretty sensible thing to have done, if you knew you had titanium nerves. Nicer than sending Real Aubrey to prison. Probably better for House Gale. Bonkers, but actually, typical Gale. They didn’t let weirdness get in the way of an efficient solution.
Gale sighed. “Tardigrade DNA.”
“The—super-cold-resistant microscopic bears that live in water?”
“Yes.”
It did not matter that it was baiting. “That is the best thing you’ve ever said,” January said. “You’re right, you never will live it down. Are you okay with that pan, can your tiny paws cope?”
“Just get it all out at once—”
“Are you radiation-resistant? Could you survive nuclear holocaust? Vacuum of space? Moreover, when it’s the full moon and you revert to your true form, how do you wear shoes—is it back two legs, all eight, or back six?”
“Yes, no, no, back six,” Gale said. They sparkled at him, looking for all the world like they didn’t at all mind the roast.
January reflected that he was the easiest person in the world to distract. Gale threw the chocolate bar at his head. He ate it slowly, watching the pan simmer, because even when it was obligatory, it still felt like luxury. Outside, the dust shushed over the tent walls. The horses were talking to each other, seeming not to mind the cold—perhaps they were part tardigrade too—and ambling close to the tent. He let himself tip sideways against his bag, woozy and hazy again. Keeping so still, he was cold again after a minute, but he didn’t want to move and fetch his coat. Gale gave him a cup of the hot stew.
“Try and eat all of it.”
“Thanks.”
The exploded egg was surprisingly good, and even the rice tasted wonderful. Before long, he realized half of what he’d thought was just misery had been hunger, for all he had thought he’d been eating enough. After a little while, he risked a glance up.
“It’s bizarre not to be filmed. We could say anything. I could say I hate rice and nobody will be offended.”
“I could talk about Ancient Greek verbs,” Gale said. They paused, and looked hunted. “I mean—I won’t.”
“Oh my God, tell me about verbs, quickly!”
Both of them were too excited; it woke up Yuan, who sat up and peered at the stew until January fed him some. Then he stretched tinily and trundled round to sit with Gale. Gale stroked his hair to make him look up and gave him some keys to play with. January wouldn’t have thought keys would be very interesting, but Yuan looked fascinated, both legs out in front of him and the keys fanned out carefully on the groundsheet, where they winked in the light of the heat filaments.
“Have we ever been unobserved?” Gale asked. “Since the first day I came to your apartment?”
January tried to think. “No.” He hesitated. “Hi.” He bowed a little. “I’m January.”
Gale did too, slowly. They looked scared, but not that he would do anything violent. Scared of—him, his opinion. “River.”
“River,” January repeated, and it felt right.
They were both quiet for a while. The little camping stove shushed. Outside somewhere, a long, long way off, there was a primal moan: mammoths talking to each other through the storm.
January wanted to take Gale’s hand, but he didn’t dare to touch them. He had his bearings back now, after an hour out of the cage, but that didn’t mean anything. Under his heat suit, his shirt was going unpleasantly stiff, and it kept sticking to him. He was trying hard not to think about why. Under the part of him that was functioning quite well, given that it hadn’t slept and had been shot, he could feel a smoking void, and the smoke was getting denser, and more dangerous. Soon it was going to start choking off the rest of him.
He blinked twice and realized he felt the way he had before the altitude medicine kicked in; panicky, cold, full of broken glass.
“It’s blood loss,” Gale said. “Just rest for a little while.”
He did as he was told, hugging his bag again. Gale put a blanket over him. It was soft; sealskin, the expensive lab-grown kind that had always been better than any new polymers. His shoulder was pulsing a nasty, nauseous pain up through his whole chest now. He must have looked ill, because Gale pressed one hand to his forehead. If he had a fever, though, they didn’t say anything about it, and only touched the side of his skull to make him stay down when he tried to lift his head.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“For what?”
“For needing to be looked after.”
“I’m the one who should be apologising. You were shot in my house.”
“I’m very provoking.”
Gale hummed, which might have been the start of a laugh or not. They were quiet for a while then. He found himself tracing the patterns in the heating filaments of the ground sheet, seeing—probably there was a significant psychological reason for it—rabbits. Yuan curled up in Gale’s lap, still holding the keys. He hadn’t asked where his mum was. Maybe he knew; or maybe he was used to being handed around any spare adults.
January hoped more people would find their way out of Songshu and to the warehouse. Most Earthstrongers wouldn’t be affected by the internet outage.
“Are you okay with him?” he asked, because if kids weren’t really your thing, there was nothing more unpleasant than being saddled with an unexpected one.
“Them,” Gale said, sharp and incredulous, like January had smacked a stack of pornography in front of them, but it sounded like autopilot. They frowned. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
“No, it . . . you’re right. It is weird to say that about a child.” Actually it was horrifying, now he was thinking on it. “Are you, though?”
Gale nodded, still looking anxious that he was offended.
“Stop looking at me like I might shoot someone,” he murmured. He had to put his hand over his eyes, because the light seemed too bright now. “It’s just Tharsis. You can all bake amazingly, you’re all obsessed with upsettingly dreadful folk music, and you don’t do gender. Those things are on a level. No, I’m . . . lying, I care about the baking thing.” He could feel his mind vapouring off in strange directions, but he couldn’t catch at any of it, never mind scoop it back in. “I don’t like the weird red bean paste everyone claims is jam, though. It’s not jam.”
Gale laughed low down in their ribcage and looked down for a little while at Yuan, who was asleep now, breathing in the snuffly way babies did. “I’m sorry about before, as well,” they said. “I told Solly to change the script, the show psychologist told them too, but they wouldn’t have it.”
“What?”
“Today, earlier. By the piano. You looked scared. It’s hard to convince Solly about . . . cultural differences.”
He had to frown into the memory, because it didn’t feel like it came from earlier tonight at all. It was a thousand years ago. He had some dim recollection of carols. “How do you mean?”
“Well, the . . . I was reading, and the consensus on Earth seems to be you need to know if someone’s a man or a woman before—and keeping that from you is—something between deeply weird and quietly violent?” They sounded uncertain, watching him for any sign it was right or wrong.
“That definitely isn’t the consensus, there is no consensus, that’s . . . but you don’t need to be reading any of it,” January said, shocked that this was what Gale was worried about when, for all the two of them knew, the praetorians were minutes away from the tent. “It’s a cesspool, just—don’t—worry. All those things . . .” He shook his head a little. “They’re important at home, and there have been riots and laws and fights for centuries about giving people the freedom or not to choose one kind of human or another, but none of it was ever thought of with someone like you in mind. You’re outside it.”
“But you aren’t.” Gale hesitated. It was exactly the way January found himself talking to very religious people; wanting not to offend, but not understanding where the logic of offence might live, because if you weren’t in it, it all sounded made up and arbitrary. “I can tell you. If it would . . . help.”
“No. It doesn’t matter.” January pushed himself upright on his good arm. His head swam and reported he really shouldn’t do that just now. “Because you don’t even understand any of it. You’re so clean. If you’d asked me two years ago I would never have been able to imagine—” He stopped himself before he could say what he had been going to. “I would never have been able to imagine someone like you. But now I’m here, and you’re you—there’s nothing better, honestly. I didn’t look worried today because of any of that, I looked worried because I’m chronically scared of being flirted with, I always feel like someone’s coming at me with a knife. I don’t know why, I just always have been. Probably linked to my punishing issues about my dad and whatnot.”
Gale gave it more thought than most people ever gave anything. They always looked down when they were thinking, and when their eyes came up, it was a good few seconds later. “What issues?”
January had a surge of love for them then. It was the contrast between who Gale was, and how they sounded. An annihilatingly clever scholar who had no self-consciousness at all about asking simple questions. He didn’t know anyone else who didn’t care if they sounded like they didn’t know something. He’d never known anyone else like that.
“No idea, I don’t need to be poking around in there.”
“Mm. I’m sure there’s a reason I’m an unfeeling drone but I don’t need to know it.”
“Never discuss it and hope it goes away by itself, it’s the best way.”
“It’s fine.”
“We’re fine.”
“Exactly.”
They both laughed. It made something in January’s head twang.
He was shivering, even though he could still tell, objectively, that the heated ground sheet was warm and the sealskin was doing its job. Gale must have seen, because they set Yuan gently aside and moved nearer, and tilted him half upright so they could sit behind him and he could lean back against their chest. He should have said no, because he still wasn’t convinced he was very coordinated, but it seemed like a faraway concern, and all he could really do was sink into how much better and safer it felt to be cradled against someone so much taller. When Gale closed one hand over both of his, they were warm. He could feel them breathing. He’d always thought their bones must be fragile, but they lifted easily against his back for all he was heavy here, strong and sure. Then they pulled the blanket over him again, though that must have been far too hot for them.
He swallowed. “Thanks.”
“How are you feeling?”
“Okay. Just cold.”
Gale made a quiet sympathy sound and stroked his hair back. He shut his eyes under their hand, and his whole skeleton relaxed, even though he hadn’t noticed he was holding himself tense. Part of him faded away with it. The world felt far off; the heat of the ground sheet, Gale’s hand, the softness of the sealskin blanket catching on the new stubble under his jaw. He was seeing it from underwater. The cold was worse, but he minded it less, and all at once, despite the chaos of the night, he was so tired he couldn’t think. But he was happy. Despite everything, he would have done it all again to be here, like this; no cameras, just them, and Gale’s ribs lifting under his. He tried to gather up the memory so he could save it for later.
Gale was squeezing his hand, hard enough to hurt, but like the cold, the hurt didn’t feel very attached to him. “January. January? Can you hear me?”
He wanted to say, Of course I can hear you, but his voice had shimmered off somewhere else in the cold ocean.
“January!”
“I’m okay,” he said, or he thought he did. His voice sounded imaginary.
Gale tucked Yuan against him. “Would you look after him for a minute?”
Him; God, what grace.
He nodded, assuming they meant to go and find more water or something, and it was only once Gale had gone that it occurred to him they were doing their chivalric trick of making him feel less useless while they went to find a solution to the uselessness.
Only there wasn’t one. Dr Okonkwo had done everything they could. All there was left now was to wait it out and hope the internet came back on.
Gale didn’t come back, and didn’t come back.
It was in stages that January started to see what they’d done. He snapped back awake as completely as if he’d dumped a bucket of water over his head.
“Sasha!” he yelled.
He heard a scramble in the next tent, and then Sasha pulled aside the tent flap. “What?”
“Is the Senator out here?”
“No, I thought they were . . . that’s a lot of blood.”
January swallowed. “I think they might have done something stupid.”
Sasha stared at him but had no time to say anything, because the loudspeakers in the trees that usually sounded the mammoth siren blasted to life.
Everyone in the woods. It’s safe. You can come back inside.
It was Gale’s voice.
“Why would they go to the house?” Sasha said hoarsely. “Christ, why didn’t you stop them? What did they trade, to get us all back in safely?”
Something they couldn’t afford, January was sure.
Sasha caught the front of his shirt. “If we get back and find them hanged over the front door, I will skin you alive.”
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Fair enough.”
Dr Okonkwo gave him more painkillers, and something in a very emergency-looking syringe that might have been adrenaline. It got him upright, and he felt normal again in a frenetic buzzy way, but they said it would only last about half an hour and then he’d crash. When he asked what happened then, they made an unwilling noise and said he’d better be close to a lot of medical supplies by then.
Sasha looked at him like they were happily anticipating watching him die in a ditch on the way, although it was important that he didn’t, because he was the only one with any sense of direction left.
Yuan cried when January tried to hand him to Dr Okonkwo and even when he tried again with Solly, who was the friendliest-looking person in the worlds, and in the end, January had to carry him on his good side. Yuan stayed staunch even when Dr Okonkwo got cross with him.
“Leave him alone, he’s scared,” January said, too tired despite the adrenaline to be diplomatic. “You’re all gigantic, you look scary even to me.”
Dr Okonkwo bristled and Solly looked puzzled, just like the Consul had done. Feeling hopeless, he wanted to ask why everyone had such a mental block about understanding how a tiny child might think someone seven feet tall and brusque was alarming.
“Where’s Senator Gale?” Yuan said miserably.
“Inside, little bear,” January promised, hoping to God he wasn’t lying. Then he hesitated, because it had just struck him how strange it was that Yuan wanted Gale, not his mum. “And your mum too, I hope.”
Yuan shook his head. “She died when I was a baby.”
January’s brain felt like he’d accidentally dropped it in a washing machine. “Who was that lady you were with before?”
“That’s Mrs Li. She looks after me sometimes. And Jenny. And Mr Hafiz.” He put his head on January’s shoulder and didn’t elaborate.
January hugged him closer. “Then I bet Mrs Li and Jenny and Mr Hafiz are really worried about you.”
“No. They don’t love me,” Yuan said, with the devastating clarity that tiny children sometimes have.
In the whirling dust, he caught snatches of things as they made the walk back to Songshu. Without internet, there were no highlights in his lenses to show him where the path was among the groaning pines. Once, he tripped into a mammoth footprint, fully five inches deep in what had used to be mud from a stream but was now solid, parched earth. Twice, people rode past their group on horseback, heading in the opposite direction, towards the wrecked railway track. Once there was a wagon. And in a fits-and-starts stream, people walking in heat suits, carrying kids and often carrying cages.
Even though he did know which direction he needed to be going, he lost the path twice. It was ludicrous: on a clear day Songshu would have been right in front of them all, obvious above the trees, but it might as well have been a thousand miles away in the roiling brown of the storm. Sasha had told everyone what to do if you got separated from everyone else—find a tree, find the markings on the trees, they all point towards Songshu, sometimes you have to feel for them—and shook their head when January protested that he could just use the compass on his phone.
“Mars has no north. Compasses point to Athena.”
He could see it now, in the ribbon breaks in the dust way up in the atmosphere. Even from so far away, it was obviously not a natural moon. You could make out the hull and the great machinery that had been used to tow it into place.
He’d seen Athena on the Crossing, but he’d forgotten about it. Mars’s core didn’t spin, so there was no natural magnetosphere—and therefore nothing to keep the air where it was meant to be rather than floating off into space, not to mention no magnetic north and south. Until, that was, they built Athena. It was a gigantic electromagnet, and it sailed a planet-width ahead of Mars on its way around the Sun. Behind it, in an invisible comet-tail, its electromagnetic field hugged the world, and did exactly the same job a magnetosphere did. Without it, everything on Mars would die. Conspiracy theorists always talked about how Earth sabotage meant Athena might fail at any moment, but everyone else agreed it was good for about five thousand years.
Out here in the dust eddies and forming cyclones, he had a sudden feeling he could see exactly what it might be like after it all went wrong, after Earth was dead and civilisation here failed and people retreated underground to the hidden lakes way up by the pole, and all that was left of any knowledge of magnetospheres and electromagnets was a myth-memory about how there was no Mars without Athena.
And then finally, there was the front door. Gale wasn’t hanging above it. They were waiting on the steps, with the Consul, and of all the holy things, a team of doctors, which was just as well, because right then his knees gave out.
He never lost consciousness, but he felt very, very spacey for a while until the blood transfusion started to make itself known in all those complicated halls in his heart. It was a peculiar feeling. He got sharper and sharper, and warmer, and even though Dr Okonkwo had been there all along putting a special kind of regenerative stitching in his shoulder—the first few stitches they’d done had already faded and made a wonderfully neat scar—he became aware of it properly for the first time after two or three minutes; and of the chaos swirling around them, the people trying to yell at Gale or the Consul or each other all at once.
He was under one of the willow trees in the entrance hall, and heroically, Dr Okonkwo was kneeling among the roots with their bad knee cushioned on a coat. Yuan was just next to him, snugged up close to Kasha, who was panting joyfully, tail thumping. Dr Okonkwo kept having to pause to persuade her not to try and help with the stitches.
There were bodies lined up on the floor. Natural and Earthstrong. The power was still off. People were carrying lanterns, real ones with flame. Dust had burst in when the front door opened, and now the dim light made it sparkle.
“Ah,” said Dr Okonkwo, sounding much gentler than usual. “Back with us. Can you tell me where you are?” For the first time ever, they spoke to him in English. He hadn’t even known that they could. It wasn’t American English. They had a beautiful, courtly Nigerian accent, the kind that made him think of the rich business types who visited Canary Wharf for the expensive diving trips, or the academics who all but lived on the excavations around Tintagel, being delighted by how weird sheep were.
“Songshu.” He had to concentrate to speak.
“Good,” Dr Okonkwo told him. “Now stay still or I’ll sew your shoulder to your lung.”
“Where’s . . . ?” He had been going to say, Where’s the Senator? but he could see now.
Gale was climbing stiffly up onto a table, above the yelling.
“Good morning, everyone.” Even without any intercom or microphone, they could send their voice all the way up the tower.
People stopped and straightened to listen, and around the balconies, people came to the railings. Mostly they were just points of light and the sketched angles of faces and shoulders in the gritty dark.
“I know everyone is exhausted, and scared. I know none of you want to stay in a building with people who attacked you. If anyone wants to leave now and make the run to the Valleyside, my staff will find horses for you. That goes for Natural and Earthstrong alike. If you would like to stay until the police arrive—then you are likewise welcome. I have only two conditions. If you’re Natural, you surrender your weapons. If you’re Earthstrong, you must find your cage and get it back on as soon as you can.”
January expected general disapproval from everyone, but instead there was a dead-eyed assent. With an odd drop, he came to the realization that the person in charge wasn’t necessarily the person everyone trusted most—nobody here would trust Gale much at all, surely—but the one who got up on a table and talked like they knew what to do.
Which was, a sluggish part of his mind reported, grandmother strength.
He flinched when the needle bit too deep. Dr Okonkwo patted his good shoulder. The packet of blood hooked up to him was empty now. They put a new one up.
“The doctors will be in here; they’ll see anyone who needs them. So will I. We’re going to need to move the dead to an unheated room, but anyone who needs to sit a vigil, please ask for a heat suit. There are plenty to go around. If you need a priest, we’ll do our best to get hold of someone—but bear with us, because in some cases we might have to contact Earth. The kitchens are making hot drinks and hot food; I know not everyone feels like it now, but I urge you to eat, particularly if you have no genetic modification for the cold. The police will get here as soon as they can, but it will be a while. Meanwhile—get some sleep if you can. If you’d like to talk to me, or if you have questions, I’ll be here. The Consul and their praetorians will go back to their ship, which is in the grounds. It can’t take off, there’s not enough power, but we’ll all be separate enough. Everyone is free to go wherever they feel safest.”
They were quiet for a second. “All our cameras are running again, and the internet is okay. Power will follow in a few minutes. Everything from now on will be caught in panoramic detail, which seems to me to be the best way to prevent anything else boiling over. Consul?”
“Thank you, Senator. I’d like to assure everyone that the internet outage was an accident. The iron in the dust is disrupting the satellites. It wasn’t an order of mine, or anyone’s. Both of us feel terrible about all of this. Both of us will hold nothing back from the police, and we hope none of you will either. This was a horrible tragedy, and all of you have our deepest apologies.”
January frowned. A united front; after everything. It seemed like the least likely thing in the worlds, but here it was, and the praetorians and the House Gale security staff were looking at each other with an uneasy kind of hope that nobody would pull a gun, and everyone else starting to lose the look that said they were ready to run for their lives.
Gale paused. “Now, this isn’t the ending I wanted, but I don’t think I can get down off this table.”
Incredibly, people laughed. The Consul actually reached up and lifted them down. When their hair swung across one shoulder, the Consul grinned and tidied it back like they’d always been friends.
Something in January’s insides twisted. Whatever Gale had promised to make all this happen—it couldn’t have been easy.
Cages went back on. Someone even brought January his. It ached as it locked into place; even with all the painkillers, his muscles knew he was having a difficult time already, thank you, and they didn’t much appreciate having to push three times harder than a minute ago. He was glad to get it back on though.
Guns went into a locked box in a safe. The power came back on. The internet was strong again. Soon, the night’s footage was playing on all the screens as the news services sponged it all up. January saw his own fall from the tower eight times in one hour.
Every single report ended with the journalist or the news anchor wondering seriously whether there was any truth to the rumours that this had been an assassination attempt at the eleventh hour, now that, after the amazing mammoth stunt, Gale had overtaken the Consul in the polls. If seeing the two of them talk to the scared crowd inside had Songshu had been strange, it was utterly bizarre to watch them stand together in a live news interview and swear to the whole nation that it had been nothing of the kind, their relations were actually very cordial and sportsmanlike, and everything was okay.
January wanted to demand to know what the fuck was going on, but of course it was all being filmed and streamed and scrutinised by the whole country. And it was, in one way, clear what the two of them were doing. They were calming everything down and trying to avoid another huge riot. That had to be good.
He sat under the willows with Gale well into the morning, talking to anyone who wanted to talk. Mostly, they asked about immediate painful things. Someone needed white shrouds; could they have some spare sheets? Someone else was too old and fragile to sit outside with the body of his daughter; would anyone else be willing to sit the vigil? How were the bodies getting back down to Tharsis—or was it possible to bury people here? It was expensive to call Earth, but please could they try and get hold of the family minister in Utah? January called the minister, who was perplexed to find that the colony on Mars was real and not Chinese propaganda, which was what the U.S. news said.
January felt peculiarly detached from everything. He couldn’t feel anything, not relief or worry. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, and he was looking for anyone who was even a little like Aubrey, but even that didn’t come with any fear or any tension. He was just—wrung out, and half waiting for the next disaster, even though he wasn’t sure where he thought it might come from. Special forces weren’t crashing through the windows. Nobody was shooting. Tucked against Kasha, Yuan was asleep in a little ball with his blanket. Mx Ren had investigated; Mrs Li was among the dead, and they couldn’t find anyone called Jenny or Mr Hafiz. In their absence, Yuan seemed willing to make do with some Gales and a dog.
January kept hearing the snicker of bones breaking. It hadn’t sounded like his bones would have. Just little snaps, like wood getting to know a fire.
Gale touched his arm. He surfaced and saw that for the first time in hours, no one was waiting to talk to either of them. “Come upstairs with me. I, er . . . need to stare at a wall for a while, I think.”
What he meant to say was, Yes, that sounds great, I’m so tired. What came out was: “What did you say to the Consul, to make all this happen?”
Gale rubbed Kasha’s ears and lifted Yuan up. “Can I tell you when I can think in a straight line?”
He nodded. He hadn’t meant to ask in the first place. He was dreading finding out, and childishly, he wanted to put it off. Whatever Gale had agreed to, it was going to be horrible, and January would be angry and the two of them would probably have a huge fight, and he didn’t have the steam left for that. He wanted to just pretend, for a bit.
Gale eased Yuan into Solly Francis’s arms.
“What have you done?” Solly asked quietly. “How did we go from people trying to kill you, to you and the Consul being best friends?”
“I’ll explain when everything isn’t made of sandpaper.”
“Do I need to be getting my résumé in order? Have you sold Songshu? Have you sold January? Firstborn child, kidneys, what?”
“I just—want a few hours where no one is yelling at me. Please?”
“You’re a senator, it’s your job to be yelled at!”
“Do not wake that child up.”
Solly gave them a narrow look. “You strategically handed me a child, didn’t you?”
Gale nodded.
“You’re a bad person,” Solly grumbled, but went away holding Yuan like they knew how to hold children, and January wondered suddenly if they had children. He had never asked.
He didn’t know he was unbalanced until Gale took his hand. He had to concentrate to walk. When he blinked, he kept seeing teeth on the floor. He had to pull his hand over his eyes. The green flashes from the pressure looked like the muzzle flare of the gun. Kasha pushed her head under his hand and gave him a sympathetic look.
“And meanwhile,” said a news anchor on the screens, “there seems now to be some order at Songshu, with footage from inside the building restored and joint statements issued from Houses Song and Gale calling for calm. How long that calm can last, however, is the question at the front of everyone’s minds.”
They really weren’t helping, January reflected grumpily.
Back on the fifth floor, Gale pushed their door open. The lights were set low to save power, and so was the thermostat. It couldn’t have been more than ten degrees inside. January had to lean against the wall. He wasn’t in pain exactly, Dr Okonkwo’s medications were doing wonders, but it was miserable to think how long it was going to take to get just a bit warm. He wondered about fetching his heat suit again.
Gale bent a little to catch his eye as they turned the thermostat right up. “You’re still freezing,” they said quietly. “Go through there, the water’s hot.”
“The water . . .” January trailed off when he saw. In the next room, beyond a glass door, there was a pool. “How do you have that much water all to yourself?”
“Same monthly allowance you have, but I couldn’t stand up till lately,” Gale pointed out. “Go on, I’ll go and get some new clothes for you.”
January had a horrible vision of that silent figure following them, walking next to them, invisible. “You shouldn’t—”
“I’ve got the dog,” Gale said gently. Kasha, who always knew when she was being talked about, yipped helpfully. “And—you need them.”
January looked down at himself. He was covered in dirt and blood. Gale tilted the glass door open for him and then bowed a fraction as they went out again.
There were steps down into the pool, and a bench around the edge, underwater.
A little current tugged at the water—it was circulating from somewhere else, and somewhere close by, maybe under the floor, there was a thrum that might have been the hydraulics that filtered it. As he peeled off his filthy clothes he saw that the wall opposite was glass and beyond it was another of those fantastic, dense gardens, half lost in the gloom. He eased down the pool’s steps into the water, sinking up to his shoulders, and watched hummingbirds flit between the blooms. He closed his eyes. Breathing was a lot easier in the steam. It felt amazing to be warm, really warm.
He pressed both hands over his eyes and stood still in the middle of the pool, concentrating on not letting his breath catch. There was probably a camera in here somewhere. He didn’t need all of Tharsis watching him break down.
The door clicked. Gale sounded uneven on a hard floor; one step fast, one slow. He ordered himself to turn around, but a much stronger part of him didn’t want Gale to see the tear-tracks. He was the big scary monster here. He shouldn’t be crumbling. Gale had lost a leg and had made, as far as January could tell, anyway, less than zero fuss.
He heard cloth falling to the floor and still didn’t look back; not until Gale touched his good shoulder.
“Don’t—even with a cage I don’t think . . .” he said incoherently.
Gale stepped away from him again and back to the edge of the pool to sit down. The water levelled at shoulder height for them. He tried not to stare, but it didn’t work. They looked different to how he had thought. The way they dressed made them broader and more solid, but without the heavy dark layers, they balanced right on the knife edge between strong and fragile. For the first time since he’d known them, they weren’t sitting bolt upright, posture just loosely bad in the way all tall people seemed naturally to fall into after a while, and it made them softer. There were scars that looked like claw marks across their shoulders. That must have been from Gagarin Square. And now they were studying him with the beginnings of a frown etched between their brows, the same one they aimed at reports about problematic taxes or mandatory minimum prison sentences. He had to pretend to be interested in the garden again. He was just beginning to grasp how he looked to people here; not wrong exactly, but a relic of something ancient, from a time and a world where everything had been feral.
He thought they would ask about Earth and what the gravity felt like, to hammer out human beings with forty-inch chests and bones that looked like they’d come from a foundry. He was wrong.
“You’re covered in bruises,” was what Gale said. “Where the cage is.”
“I . . .” He was. “I’ve been wearing it for a few weeks now. You’re supposed to take it off for a couple of hours a day, really.”
“You—didn’t say.”
He shrugged, which ached.
Gale didn’t have to lean forward much to touch the release. Then it was hushing open all around him, and he felt like he was floating, and he had to step back as his arms lifted of their own accord and the silver gauntlets slipped back from his hands. He froze, not knowing what to do, at all. He looked at Gale and there must have been raw fear in his eyes, because Gale held out both hands.
“Come on. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
He swallowed hard and had to talk himself into it. He hovered his hands over Gale’s, staring down at the clear straight bruises that traced where the gauntlets had been. Very gradually, feeling exactly like he would have if he had been about to touch a hot stove-top, he flattened his palms to theirs. Gale pressed their hands upwards to make him push down. They were shockingly strong.
“Come on, more than that,” Gale said, not seeming afraid at all. They pushed up harder, and January actually had to try to push back. There was no way he could have hurt them by accident.
Gale clenched both fists and pushed them against to his to let him push back. If it had been a real test of strength, January would have won, but it didn’t feel like he had thought. If he’d closed his eyes, he would have thought he was pushing against a teenager new to the ballet corps. Someone slighter than him, but definitely not weak.
The last test, the one he had never done, was to lace your fingers through the other person’s and squeeze.
They told you only to do that if you were thinking about living with someone.
“I’ll break your hand,” he said, not able to bring himself to exert even the slightest pressure.
“You won’t.”
He squeezed slowly, and Gale shrugged a little, and then more, and more, well beyond the point he would have thought it must hurt.
“There,” said Gale, “that hurts.” But they didn’t pull their hands back. Instead they only kept his once he let his grip fade.
“Why aren’t you scared of me?” he asked helplessly.
Gale had been studying his hands, but they met his eyes now. Theirs had stars in the black; the only light in the room was from the candles. “The Swan King is one thing at night, and another in the day. One is . . . wild, and one is familiar. But neither means anyone any harm.”
He hesitated, then stepped into Gale’s arms and kissed them, as light as he could and scared that that wasn’t what they’d meant at all. He drew back again quickly in case, but Gale caught him.
He’d never been so relieved.
Or so hopeless, because not for a second did he really think it meant anything except that Gale was relieved too, to be alive. He wanted to ask how anyone was supposed to live like this and still tell acting from real, and how he was supposed not to feel devoted to someone who put hours of work every day into looking like they cared what happened to him and what he thought, but it would have been childish. His feelings weren’t Gale’s problem. All he had to do was keep them to himself. That was an old chore.
He didn’t know what time it was when someone tapped on the door. He started to get up, but Gale touched the side of his skull and pressed to make him stay where he was. Then there was a tug round his knuckles and Gale made a quiet surprised sound, and had to unwind a ribbon of their hair from around his hand. Half awake, he remembered taking it so he’d know if they left.
“Sorry,” he whispered.
Gale only kissed his knuckles, and then hinged his arm gently back against his chest.
“Senator,” Mx Ren’s voice said when Gale tilted open the door. They sounded strange. “We’ve got some news.”
“The mammoths have taken over?” Gale said. “Someone else has been shot. The house is on fire. I’m on fire.”
“No, no.” When January sat up, Ren was grinning. “It’s good news. The tower—it’s above the dust. We can launch the solar array.”
One of the meeting rooms was set up for surround-film calls, and by the time January and Gale arrived, the scene at the other end—at the control room of the interplanetary sky harbour in town—was bustling but calm. Everything was nearly ready, an engineer promised.
On a launch pad, a ship with a full cargo of photovoltaic panels was ready. The Songshu mirror array with its salt towers wouldn’t work in the atmosphere, but these would. If this worked, and if the dust storm ever blew itself out, which January was starting to doubt, House Gale would be producing double the supply they had before. For the first time in history—news anchors were intoning this—the Tharsese energy supply would far outstrip the demand, and that would drive down energy prices, which would encourage new infrastructure projects. If House Gale could pull this off, it might be revolutionary.
Beside him, Gale let out their breath long and slow, both hands over their eyes. Around them, there was an ordinary stream of last-minute checks and safety protocols, and it felt like it went on for half of forever. Camera drones hovered everywhere, broadcasting live.
“The internet likes us,” Mx Francis murmured. “All my haptics feel like I’m getting a big hug.”
An engineer waved. They were wearing a halo that connected their haptics to the ship. As far as January understood, if there was anything wrong with the machinery, they would feel it just as much as if there were something wrong in their own arms. “Clear for takeoff.”
Everyone went quiet to see the engines fire, and the docking clamps tilt away, and the ship rise impossibly slowly in clouds of flame that soared out on the dust streams.
There were newscasts up everywhere, here and at the sky harbour.
“House Gale has said they expect the solar array to be fully functional in eight and a half hours. Good luck everyone.”
The drones began to float away, and as the call ended, the image of the control room at the sky harbour faded and it was just a neat grey space with a picture window looking out towards the solar towers and the Plains. There was a kind of hiss as everyone breathed out, and then an awkward pause as they all realized no one had thought beyond this point. What were you supposed to do for eight and a half hours while everything lay in the hands of engineers working in the atmosphere? If this didn’t work, House Gale was finished. If it did, they had to get ready to move to Jade Hill.
If January had been feeling a hundred per cent, he would have made the ride out to the part of the railway that wasn’t damaged and visited the naturalisation centre to see how everyone there was holding up. But even thinking about walking as far as the front door made him feel tired.
Gale buckled down onto the floor. It was slow, not a fall, and so silent that January wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been right next to them. He dropped onto his knees too.
“Okay?” he asked.
“Mei shi,” said Gale, and then blinked. “I mean, I’m fine.”
He wanted to hold their hands but didn’t know if he should. He wasn’t sure what yesterday had been, for them. Tiredness and relief, most likely. He couldn’t go round assuming things just because he wanted them.
He looked around for the hundredth time. He hadn’t seen the Consul yet, nor any sign of Real Aubrey, and that felt a lot more ominous than seeing them. His chest with tight with waiting for the other shoe to drop, and the certainty that it wasn’t a normal shoe but one of those horrible iron boots they’d used in medieval torture chambers when someone thought you might be a witch.
“January,” Gale said, holding his eyes properly.
“Mm?”
“What I promised the Consul.”
Dread kept him still.
“It was me. I promised to step down from the election. I’ll be in prison for the remainder of their consulship.”
January set his teeth, because he had known it would be terrible; but not this terrible. “You can’t just vanish, the Consul can’t just . . . you’re the favourite to win now, there’ll be riots if you go to prison for . . .” January stopped, because Gale was watching him and just waiting for him to see it himself, without interrupting. “I’m missing something.”
Gale nodded. “You know how we couldn’t understand where Lucy Collins managed to get accurate information?”
January had to push his hand across his face. The gunshot wound was making him slow. He had seen that figure in the orange jumper duck out just before the bomb, and he’d even wondered why at the time. “Aubrey’s working for the Consul.”
“Right. No one will know I’m in prison, because the Consul is going to swap Aubrey back in. I imagine that in exchange for covering up what they did to Max, the Consul will get control of Songshu, and House Gale’s vote in the Senate.”
“River . . .”
“I have to honour this or we’re both dead. If they think I won’t, then we’ll be shot behind the grain shed and they’ll blame it on another flare-up of violence.”
January dipped his eyes and nodded. Gale was right; it wasn’t like getting in a fight with another politician. The Consul was the head of state and things had gone too far now to row back. “When?” he asked at last.
It was only then he realized there had been a pair of praetorians at the door for last couple of minutes. One of them, incredibly unusually for Tharsis, had red hair.
“Now,” Gale said.
The praetorians made it look quiet, and ordinary. They led Gale away from everyone else, to another room down the hallway. Two more praetorians appeared on either side of January and ushered him through as well.
He had never known the room existed, never mind been inside.
It was four or five floors deep. There were two above and two below at least, and right through it ran a waterfall. Enclosed in glass, tropical plants and trees winked jewel colours, twining out of moss and flowers, without the tiniest gap of bare earth. Vines tangled above a smooth wooden floor, real wood, and couches as jewel-coloured as the plants. But now, the waterfall was frozen. The thermostat must have been turned off altogether. Frost glittered over those beautiful couches and cushions, and hazed the glass that protected the plants. A strange mist hung just above the floor, glowing in the lantern light. None of the electrical lights were on. January stared around, perplexed, feeling like he did in dreams when the dream took you straight from inside a building to somewhere wild and you didn’t question it.
The Consul was sitting just inside; and so was Aubrey Gale, the original, in that same burnt-orange jumper as always. Only it wasn’t as always any more. Everyone could see them. The Consul certainly could: the two of them were playing Cat’s Cradle on a shoelace in the way of friends who had been waiting a long time and become distracted, as if, he thought furiously, they were normal people. River Gale could. They stopped walking, which made the praetorian with red hair jolt awkwardly.
All this time, they had been right here. If he had just said, that first day at the Tiangong, and who are you then, if he hadn’t been so keen to pretend nobody was in Gale’s room because he was scared of who they might be, this whole stupid thing could have been avoided. There would have been a confusing ten minutes where everyone thought he’d gone mad, but Gale would have believed him, because Gale wasn’t the sort of human who thought people spontaneously started seeing things, and . . .
It made him so angry that he wanted to smack himself in the face, just from complete, stupid, powerless frustration. All this was happening for no more involved reason than that he was a coward who hadn’t said, for months, Hi, I’m January. There had been endless moments where he could have but he just . . . hadn’t. It was beyond stupid. If someone had told him about it, he would have scoffed and said, That’s dumb, that would never happen, no one is that much of a moron. But here he bloody was.
Both of them stood up.
“Kali’s old room,” the Consul said cheerfully, to January. “Isn’t it obscene? God knew what it cost to heat.”
“A lot,” murmured Gale, January’s Gale. River. “Which is why I turned the power off.” Their eyes slipped across to Aubrey. “You’ve been . . . staying here?”
“I knew you’d never let anyone come in, so.”
Gale nodded once. January thought they were going to fight, or at least start buckling on armour, but when they spoke, it was quiet, and their voice had fissures in it. “But it’s so cold.”
“It’s not like I deserved to be comfortable.”
The two of them sounded incredibly similar, and they had the same straight bearing that said they wouldn’t duck even if fire rained from the sky. They looked alike too—not in the way of real twins, but it was obvious they had grown up together. They stood in the same way, they paid attention in the same way. But they seemed very different, side by side. River was stark in their dark clothes, like winter walking; Aubrey, much more colourful, was golden and summery. They would have suited this room beautifully when it was still alive and all the colours were still bright and hot. The two of them stood looking at each other. They both looked tired, and emptied out.
“Are you okay?” River asked at last.
“Mm. Are you?”
“Yeah. I—I had a good run, didn’t I.”
“You did.” Aubrey smiled a bit. “The thing with the mammoths and the windlasses was amazing.”
“It was pretty fun,” River agreed, and half-smiled too.
The Consul nodded to the praetorians, and they handcuffed River’s wrists behind their back. Then there was something else. It was a device like a bracelet. Through January’s glasses, they vanished. The praetorians looked like they were holding a patch of air. He tore the glasses off, fighting down the primal instinct that said Gale really was gone, lost into the winking motes of dust that still swam in the cold air. No. They were still there, eyes down, not meeting his.
He wanted to claw his own heart out. If they had been willing to let him die, then Gale would right now this second be the most powerful person in Tharsis. The election would be a dead certainty.
It was such a close thing he could taste that other version of now. Quietly and gently, Gale had left him behind to die in that tent, and taken the others and Yuan out to the train line. It would have been a slog, but without some idiot who’d got himself shot, they would have made it. They would have left Songshu to the Consul for now, because it didn’t matter. They would have set up a little command room at the naturalisation centre, safely away from the Consul and the praetorians. The launch would have happened just the same. Sasha would have insisted on bundling Gale into some kind of safe house for the next eight and half hours, somewhere top secret, in case the praetorians were out for them with sniper rifles.
And in three days, Gale would win the election, the Consul and Real Aubrey would be arrested, and they would have exactly zero lethal problems.
But no.
He had never been so miserable and so angry at the same time. He wanted to yell that he had never heard of anything so patently, ludicrously, boneheadedly moronic.
The Consul opened their hands.
“January. We should have a chat, I think,” they said in their friendly way. “You must be all at sea.”
There was frost forming in his hair; he could feel how stiff it was. Part of him, though, was still petty enough to think: Shut up, all at sea. There’s no sea on Mars. You said that because you think it’s culturally appropriate for me and it’ll make me feel more reassured. Patronising fuck.
The praetorians pushed Gale into a chair not far away and sat on either side of them. In the doorway, Kasha hurried through and stopped with her head cocked, clearly not sure about these new people. Yuan was with her. January clenched his hand, then held his arms out. Yuan looked relieved and ran across.
“Ah. Who’s this fine young person?” the Consul asked.
“I’m Yuan, I’m going to be a princess,” Yuan explained.
The Consul laughed. “Superb.”
January, who had been wearing them for weeks now as a kind of talisman to remind him that he was House Gale but that he shouldn’t get used it, unlooped the famous pearls and put them in Yuan’s hands. “You have a look at those. I’m just going to talk to the Consul, okay?”
Yuan gasped. “Treasure!”
“You have to be super careful, they’re Senator Gale’s. They’re real. They’re worth more than I am.”
“I will,” Yuan promised reverently, and went to sit with Kasha.
The Consul looked. “He doesn’t look too well.”
“No, no cage,” January mumbled.
The Consul nodded a little. If they’d chosen that moment to say, You know he’ll have one soon if I get my way, January would have punched them. But they didn’t. What they said was:
“I’m going to do a press conference. I’m going to say it’s wonderful that the solar array has been launched, but that unfortunately Senator Gale has, in the light of the unrest here and how it’s becoming increasingly clear that their own House security is responsible, decided to stand down from the election. The footage will show that it was Sasha Martinez who opened fire. Senator Gale presided over a massacre.”
“That is not what happened and you know it,” he ground out.
“Whoever wins is who writes the story,” the Consul said, shaking their head, regretful, but he didn’t think the regret was for what had happened. It was for him; it was regret that for reasons which perplexed them, he had reached the age he was without understanding how this worked. “And Senator Gale is going to agree, in order to live.”
As they spoke, they looked past him, at Aubrey.
He understood. The switch would only work if he was in on it, because he could take his glasses off and see what they really looked like. Everyone else would see a filter. There would be no suggestion that this was a different person. He was the only bump in the road. If he helped, then he could smooth over any inconsistencies. Earthstrongers would see a different person, but only in real life: the filters would work if you were watching any kind of recorded footage, and how many Earthstrongers would ever get close enough to Aubrey to see them clearly? Not many. If anyone did, well, probably there would be some story about an injury and plastic surgery. It would be silly, but people would believe it, because the alternative—there was in fact a different person running House Gale—was even sillier.
Of course, it would work without him. He could easily end up dead somewhere, whoops, tail end of all the riots and nastiness, very tragic, big funeral, job done.
If he played along, there would at least be time to think of something else.
“Who is this?” he asked towards Aubrey, to stretch things out, and because all his instincts howled to pretend to have no idea. He didn’t know why. That part of his brain wasn’t talking to him any more.
No; no. He knew why. Because if the Consul thought this was coming as a shock to him, and Gale had lied to him and never explained, then that was a reason to think he might genuinely want to help.
“I’m Aubrey Gale,” Aubrey said, quite gently. “The person you’ve known lately is my Artemis. River. They took this House from me a year ago. I’m sorry I never spoke to you. I was worried you’d come up to me in front of other people.”
No wonder. One hello would have undone everything.
“How?” he asked, even though he knew. He wanted the extra minutes. “Why are you even doing this?”
The Consul and Aubrey exchanged an awkward look. Neither of them seemed like maniacal conspirators. They were as clearly as uncomfortable with the absurdity as him. More, because they were the ones who actually had to do it.
Between the two praetorians, River was watching Aubrey.
“I can explain,” Aubrey said.
What was dragging at him, painfully, was that they sounded just like River. They both had the same intonation, and the same smoke in their voices. If he’d had his eyes shut, he wouldn’t have known he was talking to someone new.
Songshu, being a scientific research institute as well as the House Gale family seat, was full of physicists and engineers, and therefore its graffiti was of an unusual sort. On the kitchen doors, somebody had put a note that said Beware, followed by a wildly complex-looking chemical formula. It looked like it was warning you about some horrifying radioactive accident, but what the formula actually said was “exploding custard.”
Which led Aubrey to develop the Exploding Custard Theory of Knowledge.
It went like this.
Sometimes, something scary-looking and incredibly complicated is in fact really simple. But because it looks so scary, it’s hard to catch. Somebody can explain the actually-simple-thing to you in perfect detail, with graphs and lines and a helpful slideshow of evidence, and you understand entirely; for about twenty seconds, and then it kind of slithers away, because it can’t be that simple, it isn’t, look at the graphs and the slideshow, you wouldn’t need those things if it were all just—custard.
The reason was pretty straightforward. Most people had an in-built horror of looking like an arrogant dick. You had to have an ironclad faith in your own brain if you could look at the graphs and slideshow and say, yes, that’s just a stupid-complicated way of describing this boring ordinary thing. Most people assumed complicated meant difficult.
And the terrifying thing was: this process of doubt happened even if right now you were covered in custard.
A little while after Kali died and Aubrey took over House Gale, they sat down with the finance people and immediately fell victim to Exploding Custard Theory.
Because what the finance people said—they said it in the finance version of the incredibly complicated chemical formula—was that Kali had accepted vast sums of money from House Song to neglect the Songshu solar array.
The idea was simple. Kali was to drain it of funds, make solar power more expensive, more inefficient, make sure it was understaffed and undermaintained, and come up (preferably quarterly) with new reasons it was unfeasible to run properly or expand. All that, until the array wasn’t fit for purpose any more.
When a flummoxed Aubrey asked why in the worlds anyone would want that, the finance people fidgeted with their tablets and said, well, this is what governments do when they want to privatise a beloved national resource: they make it terrible until the voters ask them to get rid of it. Probably the Consul wants to sell Songshu—probably to Beijing.
And to seal this, Kali had arranged Aubrey and Max’s marriage.
It took Aubrey a long time—weeks and weeks—to understand what the underlying custard of the situation was. Because anything that vast and worlds-changing couldn’t have a boring simple thing behind it, and when they realized that actually it did, they felt insecure, because like most people they’d been brought up to look carefully for nuance and feel suspicious about simple answers. Simple answers were usually to be had from zealots or morons.
But nonetheless, what it all added up to, when you got down to it, was a way to put the entire power supply of Mars—Songshu—into the hands of an Earth government.
“Is there any way to get out of this?” Aubrey asked. “Can we say no, new Senator, new arrangements, no more bribes?”
The lawyers looked uncomfortable. “Senator,” someone said, very carefully, “House Song has some damaging material on you. Videos. They’ll release those if you try to change anything. We can try to work out strategies to minimise that damage, if . . . ?”
Aubrey didn’t even ask what video. There was probably a whole library to choose from.
“The other difficulty,” said a second lawyer, “is that without House Song money, House Gale is bankrupt. Kali—was quite a big spender.”
Custard.
“Did you know about this?” Aubrey asked Max about a season later. It took that long to winch everything up to a mental elevation at which they could actually articulate it. In that time, they had churned around, staring at accounts, trying to find a way out, and seeing there was no way out, and meanwhile they were going to the mandatory Senate sessions and voting with Guang Song. It shouldn’t have been awful. Aubrey didn’t care who had control of Songshu. That was big-picture stuff: mostly Aubrey’s philosophy was that if you could pay everyone who worked for you fairly, you weren’t currently in hospital with alcohol poisoning, and you’d managed to say hello to the dog in the last twenty-four hours, you couldn’t really complain. But the more they thought about that money, and whatever video Song had, the more they felt—cancerous.
The two of them were on one of their walks through the Songshu pine forest. Because the project to introduce polar bears to the Plains had been too successful, it was now illegal to go out without a rifle, so they both had a semiautomatic propped against one elbow. The trees were groaning to each other in the deepening winter, and the husks of old dandelion seeds had piled up over the path in places, each one a big as a mortar shell. They were on their way out to Sun Field Twelve, because at this time of day, the heat bouncing around between the solar mirrors was just enough to be summery. If you sat at the base of the salt tower, you could have a respectable picnic and watch the moons rise.
Aubrey and Max didn’t do this because they liked each other. They didn’t. They did it because someone at the security office always leaked footage of them together, it did the rounds in the news, and it looked like they had a fairy-tale life and wasn’t it romantic and don’t you want to be sick in a bag.
Which was important, Kali had always said, because if the great aren’t seen to be good (making their arranged marriages work, not complaining, showcasing their Family Values and Personal Integrity), that’s when people get the guillotines out.
Especially, Aubrey thought feverishly, if you were swimming in dodgy money from Earth. Kali, though a giant cynic, hadn’t been wrong. The one thing that set Tharsese Great Houses apart from repulsive megacompanies on Earth was their honour. Honour was everything. You didn’t take bribes, you expelled anyone who so much as looked at an intern wrong, and if you were in charge you worked—above all else—for the benefit of those hundreds of people who worked for you. Nobody else. And that was right. Anyone who was as rich as the heads of Great Houses, and who did not have a crushing sense of duty, was in serious danger of turning into a proper despot by next Tuesday. If people thought for a second you might be despot material . . .
“I . . . went where I was told,” Max said, which was military-speak for I had a bad feeling about it but the consequences of asking too many questions would have been severe.
“What do we do? This—I know I’m a useless socialite, but I draw the fucking line at being bought and paid for by Beijing.”
Max thought about it. They were one of those old-fashioned strong-and-silent types, which was annoying, because they seemed to rely on you interpreting silence as deep feeling when as far as Aubrey could tell, it was just absence of feeling, and probably they were thinking about ramen recipes, or where the laundry had got to. “Would it be so bad to divorce? Let my House release whatever video of you they’ve got?”
“What?”
“Well, you hate being a senator, and you’re shit at it.” Max believed in saying what they thought. Aubrey always wanted to say, That’s fine, but then you have to accept that I believe in throwing those who vex me off the roof of the Tiangong. “River would be brilliant. If your concern is House Gale, let it go to River, problem solved.”
There were lots of things about that little statement that Aubrey wanted to smash with a hammer, but what their brain fell over was the last bit. “River doesn’t want to be a senator, Max, it would destroy them. They can only go forty-five seconds without lecturing someone about Oracle Bone Script or the formation of Ancient Greek participles.”
“Okay,” Max agreed, in the way that meant they didn’t agree at all but, having come off a tour on Titan, didn’t have the energy to fight unless someone was actually trying to stuff a hand grenade down the back of their shirt. They seemed to hear how annoying that was, and sighed. “Look . . . is it really that bad? You get lots of money from doing this, and you’re not political. Is it really going to keep you up at night, to run the sun fields down? All that will do, really, is tie Tharsis to Beijing, which will make it—heaven forefend, I know—slightly easier for people from Earth to come here.”
To some extent, Max was right. Aubrey liked having friends, and silly-luxurious celebrity parties with red carpets and press, and not being too bothered by politics. They didn’t like people who ranted on one side or the other; those people always seemed to forget that you could solve a lot if you just drank a bottle of vodka with the other person instead of demanding they articulate mathematically the precise logic of their position and then destroying it with your superior logic, as if that had ever convinced any human in either world, in the history of anything, at all.
But they had never so immediately and so sincerely wanted to punch someone in the face.
“That isn’t the point, is it, they’re blackmailing me!”
“So just to be clear. You don’t . . . care about unionists or nationalists or Earth or Mars,” Max said, half laughing in exactly the way people laugh at a very small child which has just declared its aversion to spoons because a spoon once fell on its head. “You’re angry because your personal dignity is being impugned.”
“I care about someone holding some mystery tape over my head,” Aubrey snapped. “And unless River can come up with a way to fund this House without help from yours, then they’d be no better than me anyway.”
Speak of the devil; up ahead, there was a mammoth-sounding whoop, and a human laugh. River: playing with the mammoth babies, still invisible in the fog but probably only forty yards away among the trees.
Max lit up.
Aubrey was willing to admit that in theory there might exist, somewhere, an actual human being whose definition of sexy was a person whose normal dinner conversation was a rant about an inaccurate academic article on grammatical gender in Indo-European languages, but it sometimes kept them awake at night knowing that somehow, they, Aubrey, were married to that person.
Aubrey didn’t mind. You didn’t get to run a Great House and marry for love at the same time. But it stung.
“Why don’t we ask?” Max said. “I bet River has some ideas.”
It was true, River would have some ideas. River was too clever to suffer from Exploding Custard Theory; they could recognise custard anywhere.
But Aubrey’s whole soul locked up.
If they tried to involve River in all this, River would immediately offer to take over, because they were so sickeningly wholesome that nobody would ever be able to blackmail them. The only footage House Song would have about River would be of them making a flower crown for a llama, or being stolen by a baby mammoth, or talking happily to the Mormon gender extremists in that camp outside Jade Hill, so that the missionaries could practise trying to convert an atheist who really knew their Special Theory of Relativity.
And River would have no idea what to do when Guang Song found another way to get to them. Probably it would be easy. Probably all Song would have to do was yell. River had no idea what to do with someone who really was out to get them, not just someone who wanted to peacock about who had the more sophisticated understanding of the Dao De Jing.36 River was surrounded by people willing to pretend that quoting Laozi and Dostoyevsky was standard human behaviour. Song would eviscerate them.
“No, leave River alone. I don’t want them involved in all this,” Aubrey said. “Five minutes in the Senate would just upset them.”
Max gave them an odd look. “Funny idea of River you’ve got,” they observed. “They talk to everyone. Even Kasha.”
“About Ancient Chinese verbs, Max,” Aubrey said, exasperated. “That’s the opposite of social skills, that’s projectile autism.”
The odd look turned into a slow frown. “Aubrey—have you noticed how much you hate it when anyone suggests River is worthwhile? You act like there’s something wrong with them because they don’t have celebrity friends and they don’t go out and get tanked every Friday night, but that’s not really a them problem, is it? That’s a you problem.”
“And you know all about River . . . not at all because you’ve spent so much time spying on them in the sauna.”
Max made an impatient sound and turned their head away. It looked like impatience, but it was shame too. “Nothing is going on.”
“Of course it isn’t!” Aubrey half yelled. Because River was a sweet, lonely robot that collected interesting things and kept itself busy and never complained, and absolutely did not notice when anyone had a crush on it. Aubrey had a terrible feeling that it was because River knew they were a robot and that nobody liked robots, so the sheer statistical unlikelihood of it became a blinker. An affair wouldn’t even have occurred to River, and nothing Max could do would ever make it occur to them. Even if Max stood under the window and declared undying love to lyre music, River would just seek medical assistance, because the only possible explanation for this behaviour was that Max was having a stroke.
Which was heartbreaking. Aubrey wished they were having an affair. At least then two out of three people would be happy.
They hated getting angry like this. It was happening more and more since they’d taken over from Kali. Out of nowhere, they were just furious about things that didn’t matter. Yesterday they’d blown up at a legal department intern for putting something in the wrong recycling bin, and last week they’d had to go for a ten-kilometre run in order to stop being so enraged about losing—of all the stupid things—a card game with River. And now River was avoiding all human contact, because that was what happened if your Apollo didn’t just bite your head off for no reason but also mounted it on the wall and hung fairy lights on it.
“You know they’re not ignoring you, right?” Aubrey asked after a while. “River, I mean; they’re not trying to say no. They just don’t think anyone would ever be interested. I don’t think they have the right wires in their brain to even recognise what flirting looks like. You need to sit them down and talk to them. I don’t mind. I wish you would.”
“What are you talking about?” Max said roughly.
After you’d been promoted beyond lieutenant colonel, it became very difficult to have feelings, and Aubrey had a lot of sympathy for that, but it was still hard to watch.
In the following silence, which looked set to be one of those marathon silences that represented its country in the Silence Olympics and would be remembered by generations to come as a triple-gold-medal champion of all silences, the two of them reached the border between the forest and the sun fields.
It was a strange place, that threshold between the great trees where the mammoths grazed and the industry world of solar mirrors arranged in acre upon acre of concentric circles. Aubrey had always hated it. Something about gigantic stretches of machinery made the roots of their teeth prickle. It was worse now, in the mist and the fading light. The curving rows of mirrors vanished off in either direction, everything motionless, except for the tiny blinking lights of the security drones that floated overhead. Probably it had been a triumphant-seeming place once, the hope and independence of Mars: it should have felt like that now. But all Aubrey could see in those mirrors was Kali’s neglect. The steel frameworks were worn and dusty, about one in six mirrors were cracked, the circuitry wearing away. What it was, was the slow ruin of House Gale.
Way over the Plains, a mammoth called. Aubrey had worked long enough on the translation project to know she was saying that there were bears. But it was impossible to tell how far away she was. Mammoth voices carried twenty miles.
Probably Aubrey should have said something, because if there were bears anywhere nearby then the two of them needed to go back inside, but just then, the idea of being eaten by a bear was quite attractive.
Max said, “Do you want to see something good?”
Aubrey looked up, because Max didn’t do peace offerings. As far as Aubrey could tell, Max never felt bad enough about anything to bother, and to see it happen was a strange, important kind of revelation. “What?” they asked, maybe too soft, in case they scared it away.
“You can’t tell anyone I showed you, but . . .” They took a bracelet from one pocket and clipped it over their own wrist.
And vanished.
Aubrey jolted back and almost fell over.
Max reappeared again, looking bashfully pleased, and with a dawning realization, Aubrey wondered if this was Max playing. If you’d asked ten minutes ago if they thought Max was remotely capable of that—aloof, elegant, definition-of-no-fun Max—they would have howled with maniacal not-laughter. “It’s called a Hades filter. We’re testing it at the moment. It makes you invisible to anyone or anything with an internet connection. Want to try?”
Aubrey did very much. They were at the edge of the sun fields by then, and Max guided them in front of a solar mirror and snapped the bracelet onto Aubrey’s wrist.
Aubrey disappeared. It was so complete that even moving suddenly produced not the barest ripple in the air.
“If you hold something close to you, it goes as well,” Max said, handing over a stylus, which also disappeared. “But if you hold it right out . . .”
Hazily, the stylus reappeared, floating.
“One bat, two bats, fifty bats, ah-ah-ah,” Aubrey couldn’t help saying in a Dracula voice, because really, what sort of human wouldn’t.
“You know,” Max said, starting to laugh, “the way out of all this mess with my House is really simple.”
“It is?” said Aubrey, still invisible and playing with the solar mirror and the stylus. To the security drones, Max must have looked peculiar, talking to themselves. Actually, they wouldn’t: the mist was too dense.
“Well,” said Max, “the real problem is money. You could weather a scandal if you played it right. But you’d get all my money if you just bumped me off.”
Aubrey laughed too. It was nice to laugh, even just briefly. “Who knows, maybe the next tour will get you.”
“Or a wandering polar bear,” Max said, smile fading and they gazed into the mist. “It’s hard to see out here. I don’t think this is a very good idea. There . . . could be anything between these mirrors.”
Aubrey hid behind a mirror a few to Max’s left. “Good for hide-and-seek.”
But Max had had enough of playing. “No—I mean it. This is a security risk. Even the drones can’t see in this. It only takes one crazy person . . . Aubrey. Aubrey?”
Later, when Aubrey tried to think about it, they didn’t know why. But they didn’t say anything. They just stood, silent, behind the mirror, watching. It was sort of a game, and it sort of wasn’t, either. Max deserved to be wound up every now and then. Anyone did, who took themselves this seriously.
And who was complicit in horrible blackmail.
No, it was just playing. Looking back—which they did every day at least ten times—they had just been playing. They didn’t mean anything malicious.
Max sighed. “Aubrey, come on. Sasha will crucify me if anything happens to you.”
Aubrey ghosted another few mirrors along, so that if Max had heard them shifting, they wouldn’t be on that spot any more. Max turned around, looking less certain that what was happening was a joke.
“Aubrey?”
Max was right, there could be anyone out here. A random crazy person. If you were in a Great House’s line of succession, it was bound to happen at some point. Aubrey had once been bundled into the back of a van outside a club and rescued by a gang of unexpectedly kind Earthstrong drug dealers. River had been held at knifepoint in these woods.37
“Aubrey, you need to say something if you’re okay,” Max said, sounding urgent. “If you don’t say anything I’m calling security.”
It was a little bit satisfying to see Max get flustered.
Leaning to the side to ease the muzzle of the gun up past the edge of the mirror, Aubrey sighted carefully, just as a thought experiment to see whether it would be difficult or not. It wasn’t. Max was right there, bang in the middle of the iron sight.
The urge to pull the trigger was independent of their normal thinking. It was the same as that monkey need to jump off a cliff. They had to laugh at themselves. Imagine; wow. Imagine if they did.
They never meant to do it.
36 Quoting in the original unabridged version from 500 B.C., because—ha ha—anyone who needed a translation into modern Mandarin was basically a gorilla.
37 By an unfortunate person who had not realized that River was on conversational terms with several mammoths, who had been pretty firm about getting their special talking ape back.
After River stole everything and threw Aubrey out of Songshu, getting back in was simple with the Hades filter. Aubrey walked straight back into the building and moved into Kali’s old room—River had turned off the power, so the waterfall was frozen, but the cold felt like penance—invisible to everybody but the dog. Then they started what they knew very well might be a good week or so of following River about, learning who they’d spoken to and what they’d been doing this last month, and getting ready to switch back. It would be weird, a week being invisible. But it would be a week at most. At most.
On the first night, Aubrey stole into River’s room behind the dog and stood still, heart galloping. River was at the desk, studying something from the Senate. Any second now, any second, they would look up and know someone was there.
But they didn’t. They just worked into the evening and stopped at about ten. When they disappeared into the shower, Aubrey risked ghosting across to see what was on the desk, pulse throbbing in their temples, flooding with adrenaline-heat, and wondering if actually, now was the moment: if they should get to grips with what River had done for the last couple of days, then just—what? Knock them out in the shower and tie them to a chair until they changed everything back again? Say, okay, River, all the filters, all the DNA stuff, passwords, bank accounts; you and I are going to go through it piece by tiny piece and change everything back so I can have my name back and my life and everything . . . I’m . . . just going to have to trust that you’ll get it all, because I didn’t
(this is why you won)
keep track of it all when we switched
because
I
fucking
trusted
you.
God, they’d have to threaten them somehow, which would be a farce, because Aubrey was hardly military-grade interrogator material. But they’d have to. If River wasn’t scared, they wouldn’t cooperate.
Deep breaths.
A call came through and Aubrey almost jumped onto the ceiling.
River came out of the bathroom, mostly dressed, hair in a damp rope over one shoulder. When they answered, the Consul appeared in a life-sized hologram.
“Aubrey! Bit early to turn in for you, ain’t it?” they said, in their cheery folksy way, looking over River’s clothes, which were just the plain things they wore when no one was around. Dark jumper, never any bright colours, heaven forbid, typical academic. They might as well have worn a sign that said ACTUALLY RIVER, but somehow, the Consul didn’t see it.
“Guang,” River said, sounding genuinely pleased. “What’s this about?”
“You started on a gigantic repair program in the sun fields. You know what that means, don’t you? You know what kind of footage I have of you?”
Aubrey, for all they knew they were invisible, found themselves pressing back against the wall. They’d thought they wouldn’t care, if this happened. It was just a stupid video. People got famous all the time from sex tapes and other kinds of tapes, and it was only terrible if you were ashamed of it, but they were ashamed, far more than they’d imagined; and somehow it was worse now that it was going to be aimed at River, who, if you put them in a room filled with prostitutes, would do nothing except suggest unionisation and appropriate sick pay. River would die of that kind of shame, and it wasn’t even—
Well, they deserved it, but that didn’t stop it being awful anyway.
River smiled. “Bring it on, Song.”
Aubrey almost said, What do you think you’re doing?
“Why are you so happy?” the Consul said speculatively, but they looked more intrigued than angry.
“You’ll have to find out,” River said, with every sign of joy.
Aubrey had never seen River alight like this.
“Hm,” said the Consul. “Well. Watch this space.”
River bowed, and cut the call.
Aubrey stood there feeling like they imagined people did when they could see an unsuspecting pedestrian standing right underneath a giant crate of bricks on a very frayed rope.
Maybe this would be easier than Aubrey thought. Maybe it would be a train wreck, and River would have to say, I’m sorry, I need you to come back and sort this out.
Relief washed through them. No threats, no violence. They could just wait.
What unfolded across the next week was extraordinary to watch from the inside. When every media outlet in Tharsis received leaked footage from the rehab centre where Aubrey had spent a month last year, River didn’t even flinch. Instead, they looked like someone had handed them a big pile of presents. They did a live, televised drug test that proved not only was there nothing strange in them—but that there had never been. The halo could pick up addiction, even an old one. Clean. Of course. River wasn’t even reliant on coffee.
Immediately House Song was facing a huge backlash for releasing what could only be faked footage.
And then, River dropped the price of energy. Drastically.
On a live broadcast, they explained why.
“Kali was overcharging. There was some well-hidden fraud in the House Gale accounts. Half of what taxpayers were paying for energy wasn’t for energy at all, it was profit, and that’s why Songshu is so grand. So House Gale is liquidating everything that that money touched. Every citizen in Tharsis will get their money back, in full.” They didn’t mention House Song. They didn’t say where the money had really come from at all.
Between spikes of the urge to claw out their own eyes so they wouldn’t have to watch what would have to be the total bankruptcy of House Gale in the extremely near future, Aubrey waited for the ensuing explosions. River should have been mauled for it. Senators always were, if they admitted making a mistake, or worse, admitted to fraud committed in their own House.
But somehow that wasn’t what happened at all.
People were overjoyed with all the money they were getting back, and the new lower prices for power. Representatives of other Houses who tried to say that Aubrey Gale was clearly buying their way out of a scandal were just—not even shouted down. Attacked. People got death threats. House Gale was everyone’s favourite thing in the worlds.
And insanely, the most insane thing of all—House Gale revenue went up.
Aubrey stole into the meeting where the engineers and finance people explained why. It was because, they said, a swathe of people who were usually priced out of using much power at all were now using it plentifully. It was Earthstrongers; suddenly, an extra two hundred and fifty thousand people were turning on the heating. Even with the new repairs to the neglected fields, which were now running at higher efficiencies than they had in the last decade, the array was struggling to cope with demand. No sooner had someone said that than River was ordering the construction of a new field. As if investing a billion yuan was an ordinary thing to do over coffee.
All the headlines, all of social media, all of everything, was suddenly about the new honour code that Aubrey Gale was single-handedly enforcing on Great Houses. Other Houses found themselves forced to invite people in to scrutinise their own finances. To no one’s surprise, House Song were involved in much more fraud than House Gale. Millions that had been meant for its military defence contracts were being channelled to Earth. It was, the economic analysts said, the biggest money laundering operation in Tharsese history.
Consul Song had never been so unpopular.
The next day, River announced they were running for election.
Aubrey had to sink into a chair and stare at nothing.
They’d left it too late. They couldn’t make the switch now. They’d end up stuck in the middle of a consular campaign. They couldn’t make the switch and say, No actually, I’ve changed my mind, I don’t want to be Consul; that was far too suspicious. They’d have to live with it for at least a few months just to protect the reputation of the House, and consular campaigns were punishing. They’d have preferred to live in a tent in the woods than live like that.
Kasha put her head on Aubrey’s knee, looking sympathetic.
“No,” Aubrey said to her, quietly, because they were in the dining room and people were everywhere, opening bottles of champagne to celebrate the launch of the campaign, which was apparently already wildly popular, “but—this is River. They can’t keep this up. They’ll screw it up. I just need to wait a few months. They’ll drop out.”
They will. The wise thing is to wait. You’re not a coward just because you don’t snatch it all back now. This is called prudence.
Though River would have taken it all back by now.
Kasha panted optimistically and took Aubrey to look at the fish in the entrance hall. River had put a halo on her once or twice and what they’d learned was that Kasha felt that most problems could be solved by the sufficient contemplation of fish.
Aubrey waited for a month with increasing nerves, and River failed to screw up with increasing confidence, when the riot happened at Gagarin Square.
Aubrey sat by River’s hospital bed, watching them, and trying to come to terms with how there would no switching now for at least two seasons. They had listened to the doctors. It would be winter before the amputation site healed enough to start using a prosthetic. To use it with confidence, longer. However determined Aubrey was to get House Gale back, they were not willing to cut off a leg to make it look convincing.
They were trying, too, to accept that they couldn’t keep up that early level of fury all the time. Sitting here, they didn’t feel angry. They didn’t even feel like River had got what they deserved. It was just horrible, and if they could have undone what had happened, they would have.
Because River was drugged with enough morphine for nobody to think it was odd for them to be hallucinating, Aubrey took their hand where it lay on the mattress and held it. River squeezed it.
“Hey,” River said sleepily. “You said you’d kill me. Is that why you’re here?”
Aubrey smiled a bit. They hadn’t forgotten saying that. They had meant it; they still did, but differently. It was a serene iceberg of an idea that wandered through the archipelago of all their other thoughts. They would do it one day, but it wouldn’t be today. Not like this.
“I don’t need to, you’re doing great by yourself.”
“Yeah.”
“This’ll make you Consul.”
“I’ll screw it up, don’t worry.”
That brought Aubrey up short. “Why are you running then?”
“Prevent wholesale colonisation from Earth,” River whispered. “Earth is about to catch fire. They need to come here. They will. Song thinks we should die for it. Noble cause. I’d rather not.”
Aubrey snorted. “Don’t be dramatic.”
And because River was a machine, even lying in a hospital bed—because they didn’t have the basic emotional intelligence to just say, Yeah, you’re right, I know I’m being annoying and exaggerating things for the sake of provoking people—what they did, was think about it, and frown, and in that measured way they always delivered whatever loony conclusion they’d decided would be most irritating, they said: “Dramatic isn’t the same as unlikely.”
Aubrey walked away. If they stayed, they’d suffocate River right here and now, and it would be hollow and stupid and meaningless, because River still didn’t understand why they were unbearable.
Still. River was right about the consulship. They were a maddening pedant. They weren’t going to win any elections. One lecture about the etymology of “election” later and anyone in their right mind would rather eat their own eyes than vote in the obnoxious professor. And that was even if, after months of rehabilitation and struggling with the injury and a prosthetic, River even wanted to keep up the consulship bid.
It would be fine.
It would.
The spring and half the summer later, Aubrey let themselves into River’s room after Kasha and folded into the spare chair, their own old chair, and put the screen on. River had done the rounds. Influencers, broadcasters, even newspapers, the serious-journalism ones. In a wheelchair, looking thin and battered and heroic and unbroken; and of course, what they were talking about was the naturalisation drive.
Cover of Vogue.
Aubrey veered between thinking River really believed in cage bans and closed borders, and being convinced they had just latched onto the big divisive issue that could propel them up to Jade Hill. Watching them, it was hard to tell. But whichever it was, losing a leg had done exactly zero to the campaign except skyrocket the poll ratings. It was official as of yesterday. Aubrey Gale was level with Consul Song.
Aubrey was fast losing faith in the voting public of Mars.
The door opened and River came in, looking exhausted. Solly Francis and that horrifying Ren creature were with them. Aubrey got up fast so that nobody would sit on them thinking they were an empty chair. Kasha bounded up and jumped into River’s lap.
Traitor dog.
They were all talking about campaign things; ratings, how different issues polled in different boroughs of the city, a surprising uptick of newly naturalised voters in Americatown who thought the new House Gale policies were a brilliant idea. It was Last on the Bus syndrome. You jumped on just in time, and felt the most immense smugness at seeing the door slam in the face of the person right behind you.
Aubrey stood in the corner, making notes about what they said so they could review it later, and waited for Solly and Ren to leave. Then they waited some more, sitting on the floor, for River to take the evening dose of painkillers that would more or less get them through the night. And waited for them to go to bed.
Aubrey stood at the side of the bed, looking down at them. Awake, River was sharp, so sharp you tended to cut yourself trying to have a conversation. But asleep, Aubrey could see how they’d looked when they were little; when they’d been five or six and scared of Kali’s evil cat.
Aubrey had never missed anyone more than they missed that child-River.
But there were two important facts here. One: the consular campaign wasn’t going away by itself. Two: Aubrey could not be Consul.
You couldn’t fight an election if you never slept and your staff thought you were going insane. So that was what Aubrey was going to make them think.
Hating it, hating how nothing stopped them and no thunderbolt blasted them through a wall and no angel appeared, Aubrey knelt on the edge of the bed and pressed both hands round River’s neck. Very lightly, just enough to interrupt their breathing but not to hurt.
Of course they flew awake, and of course they could see nothing. River gripped at Aubrey’s wrists, trying to tear them off, but they had only been out of hospital for two months, and they were weak from it. It was much harder to keep doing it than Aubrey had thought. They’d thought they were angry enough, after everything, but it was impossible to keep all the reasons front and centre. All they could see was River as a toddler, bubbly and happy.
Aubrey let them go after a minute or so—after that both of them were streaming tears—and then curled up in the corner as Sasha burst in, then Dr Okonkwo. Both of them listened to River’s amazingly put-together account of what had happened, and exchanged exactly the concerned kind of look Aubrey had been hoping for.
The weeks dragged. Aubrey shadowed River everywhere, writing down every conversation and every meeting, all marked clearly by date, and cross-referenced with sticky notes. Because River would remember. River remembered the names of people they’d met once on a building site. So Aubrey filled notebook after notebook. It was better than taking recordings. To write, you had to rethink things, and re-remember.
It was exhausting and it was incredibly boring. Aubrey spent a lot of time staring hard at clocks, willing ten in the evening to creep round, because that was when River stopped working and went back to mammoth transcripts alone in the room, and that was when Aubrey could escape and go out for a proper walk outside with Kasha. People noticed that Kasha seemed to be going out by herself a lot, but she was an independent dog and she never misbehaved, so nothing ever came of it. Aubrey just had to be careful about throwing things for her.
The drones were a real pain. It was, however, a serious case of hoisted by your own petard.
After the fourth or fifth instance of faked sleep paralysis hallucinations, River had invited in the reality show cameras. Mx Francis was overjoyed, Mx Ren swore a lot, and Sasha seemed tentatively pleased, because more cameras meant better security. River never said it, not even to Dr Okonkwo, but it wasn’t for the election. It was nothing to do with fame. It was that they were so pissing confident in the integrity of their own mind that despite everyone telling them otherwise, they weren’t convinced they were hallucinating at all. The cameras were to see if anyone, anywhere, would see something strange.
And so Aubrey had to be more careful than ever.
Sometimes they had to open or close doors. Sometimes there was no one to follow, not even Kasha. It became well known that there was a ghost at Songshu. Some people murmured that maybe it was Max, maybe Max was dead; those rumours were everywhere, but in the face of no useable evidence from River’s halo, all River had to do was shrug it off.
Sometimes it wasn’t so straightforward. Getting food became a lot harder. It was one thing to sneak meals out of the kitchens in such a way that the cooks wouldn’t notice there was any missing; in a place like Songshu it would have been impossible to keep track of exactly what five hundred people were eating. But there were permanent camera rigs in there now. You couldn’t just open a fridge and take out some salad. Doors opening and closing was a spooky thing people could write off, but floating salad wasn’t. Aubrey had to start putting duct tape over the cameras whenever they had to fetch anything. It was a shabby way of doing it, and of course the producers and the security office kept taking the cameras apart to try and work out why they kept blacking out for five or ten minutes, and then puzzling over the sticky residue, but Aubrey had no idea how to hack into a camera feed or loop footage or anything like that.
And then finally, finally, after River had been on the new prosthesis for most of the autumn, the ceaseless medical appointments faded away.
It was time.
There was a problem.
Aubrey hadn’t talked to anyone for months. They didn’t realize how debilitating that was until one Saturday, when River stayed in bed with a cold and Aubrey decided to have a day off and go down to Tharsis and not be invisible for a while. It was shocking how badly it went.
They didn’t even get down the Valley. They were on the train when someone asked them, very politely and ordinarily, whether it was easy to get to Benin Gate from the station. The map haptics were always glitchy right by the Valley wall, something to do with satellite signals.
It didn’t feel like being spoken to. It felt like being attacked.
To start with, Aubrey didn’t even process the words properly—it was just an assault, and when they did ram it through their flurrying brain, they couldn’t pull a sentence together. The part of their mind that did spoken words had—been buried somewhere, under the months and months of silence.
It shook them so badly they had to get the next train back to Songshu. They sat under the willow trees in the entrance hall hugging Kasha.
It was bad enough to find that they weren’t functional any more, but what was mortifying was not having realized that that would happen. That was that kind of mistake River would make: assume people were machines you could leave in a cupboard for months and then brush off when you needed them.
Only, said an increasingly loud voice in their head, it wasn’t the kind of mistake River made. You’ve spent so many years thinking of River as some socially inept, spectrum-straddling oddity that you keep assuming things about them that aren’t true. You assumed that they would hate the Senate, you assumed they were such a cloistered introvert that it would be hell for them. You assumed they were such a machine that they would never make anyone like them. But that isn’t River, is it? River—I mean, look at the polling results—is flying. That’s you.
Horribly, Aubrey found themselves crying into Kasha’s fur. By all objective measures, River should be the head of House Gale. Maybe even Consul. Sometimes people just took everything from you and there was no point in revenge. You just had to find a way to escape, and make a different life somewhere else. They should never have started any of this.
Maybe it was time to stop.
But there was nowhere else to go.
Aubrey went to the consular debate on automatic. They expected to see River wipe the floor with Guang Song, like they had been doing in all the news interviews until now, and when it didn’t happen—when the Consul won—something in that despairing glacier started to shift.
Aubrey didn’t really decide to do it. They just did. Deciding and doing happened at the same time, they put a portcullis down in their mind so they couldn’t think about what would happen if it went wrong, and after the debate, they stole into the back of the Consul’s car. They sat quiet for a while, watching Song read some worrying-looking documents that said big swathes of Earth were looking at terrible wildfires in a matter of weeks, and then, very quietly, said:
“Please don’t be afraid. I need to talk to you.”
The Consul looked up sharply.
“I think—you must have been wondering why Aubrey Gale has suddenly become so capable and so ambitious when they never were before. It’s because that wasn’t Aubrey Gale up there on the podium. Hasn’t been for a year. That’s River. I’m Aubrey.”
“How are you doing that?” the Consul murmured, far too quiet for the praetorians in the front to hear.
Aubrey swallowed hard. “I’m wearing a military-grade filter which Max gave me. I’m—going to take it off. Can you make sure the praetorians don’t shoot me?”
The Consul paused. “Folks,” they said louder. “Don’t panic. I’ve got a military agent in the back with me, wearing a filter. They’re about to take it off. It’s okay.”
The praetorian in the front seat still swung round with one hand on their gun.
Aubrey turned the filter off and had to stare into the footwell. With three people watching them—the Consul, the praetorian, and the driver in the mirror—it felt like being crushed in one of those machines that destroyed suspicious packages at airports.
“Hey,” the Consul said softly. They couldn’t have seemed less flustered. “Can you explain what’s going on?”
Aubrey poured it all out. The switch, this whole year, a lot of it incoherent to the point that the Consul had to ask them to double back and explain around things. About halfway, the Consul told the driver to do a big loop of the orbital road that led all the way around New Kowloon so there would be more time before they had to get out at Jade Hill.
“I’ll take a halo,” Aubrey finished at last, feeling utterly wrung out. “I know it sounds insane, but it’s true, I swear, and the halo will . . . will prove it.” It was an immense struggle to form longer sentences. Their voice kept shaking. It was appalling.
“So let me get this straight. River took everything from you because you killed Max to escape the influence of my House; but now you’re coming to me, Max’s own head of House, to escape River?” It would have been an accusation from anyone else, but the Consul looked merry.
Aubrey couldn’t even choke out an explanation. If they could have, it would have gone something like:
I cared about being controlled by House Song a lot, before.
But it’s amazing how your pride gets ground down after your twin has stolen everything from you, used your name—and God, every time Aubrey heard their own name given to River, it jammed another nail into them—and you’ve been literally invisible for almost a year.
The whole idea of being angry with someone for buying their vote seemed like a laughable privilege now. Imagine having a vote. Imagine existing. Imagine someone caring enough that you exist to bother blackmailing you. Luxury.
I’m just so tired now. Not tired like I’ve run a long way. That’s nice tired. This is—filthy tired. It’s in my bones. I just want it to stop, but there’s nowhere to go. I can’t take the fake name River gave me and make a new life as a schoolteacher or something—maybe I could have to start with, but now I can barely speak. I need someone to help me; but I have no one.
So what they said was:
“Yes.”
“You’re not worried I’ll, you know, chuck you out of this car which is going at eighty kilometres an hour?”
Aubrey looked out the window, at the city strobing by, and the beautiful purple aurora that was the solar circuitry on the road charging the car. “That’s okay,” they said.
But the Consul didn’t throw them out of the car. Instead, they watched Aubrey with an unbearable gentleness. It was how people—good people, kind people—looked at wounded animals.
Not how Aubrey did. Or River. Show either of them a wounded animal in the woods and they’d been trained to shoot it. Kindest thing, said Kali.
“I’m not going to do that,” the Consul said. “Because that would be dumb. I’m going to look after you, and get you better, and then we’re going to swap you back in. You’ll have your life back, and House Gale will be friendly with House Song again.”
Aubrey waited, because it seemed absurd that they would ever do that. They waited for the Consul to lunge past, open the door, and sling them out. Jokes! You’re a splat on the road. Because Aubrey had just confessed to murdering a member of House Song. The obligation to get some justice—if that had been House Gale, the honour of the House alone would have made Aubrey publicly flay whoever had done it.
There was no lunging.
And that’s because, said a little voice that sounded like River, the Consul is a statesman, whereas you are a narcissist. You wouldn’t seek justice because the person’s family needed it. You’d do it because you would have felt dishonoured.
“You haven’t spoken to anyone for months, have you?” the Consul said.
Aubrey shook their head.
“Come here.” They put one arm out and hugged them, and Aubrey juddered into tears they couldn’t stop, desperately relieved, and desperately scared, because they honestly couldn’t think of any reason why the Consul wouldn’t just shove them in front of the national press and use them as proof that River was committing identity fraud, and then it would be a prison hulk, and one day they would die in one of those airless steel cells. But they couldn’t think any more. They couldn’t get further than knowing something had to change, for worse or for something else. “It’s okay.”
And so Aubrey was a guest of the Consul’s at Jade Hill for the next two weeks. It was scary and balmy by turns. Words skittered away from them whenever anyone asked even a simple question like, Are you allergic to anything we should tell the cook about? If one of the praetorians opened a door for them, the fact of having been seen was paralysing, and it took every mote of courage just to walk through, even though, and this was maddening part, they couldn’t have said what dreadful thing their stupid brain thought might happen.
They hadn’t expected it at all—this was a business transaction, after all, and the Consul had no reason to care about Aubrey past their ability to take House Gale back from River—but the Consul came to visit every second day or so. When Aubrey had been there for a week, they appeared dressed up on the Friday night as a giant fluffy tiger with a bucket of sweets, and did a happy dance in the middle of the sitting room. Aubrey had no idea what was happening and said so.
The enormous fluffy tiger gave them a disapproving look. “It’s the final. It’s China versus India. Forget the election, this is the match of the century.”
“The . . . ?”
“Soccer! I have brought you the necessary,” the Consul said gravely, and handed Aubrey an Indian flag.38 They had a Chinese one. They started a little flag sword-fight.
Aubrey considered. “We’re going to destroy you.”
Just for a second, the Consul looked delighted that they’d managed to think of a normal reply, but then danced away to put the big screen on, and did a sports-commentator voice. “Yow, fighting words from the underdog there, but can India really pull it off in the face of the almighty—”
“As the direct descendant of Kali, Destroyer of Worlds, I say the Celestial Empire can get back into the trash fire from which it emerged.”
The Consul yelled the Chinese national anthem at them, and at the door, some praetorians had to try very hard not to look like they were laughing.
The Consul stayed in a good mood all week. River was being minced in the press over what had happened to January Stirling, and their polling looked awful now. Six months ago, Aubrey would have been hopeful that this was it, River had finally crashed, but they weren’t so sure now. Now they were pretty certain that River was like a boomerang. You hurled it as hard as you could, but a little while later, it looped back and smacked you in the face.
It wasn’t long after that that they both discovered River’s boomerang plan. The Consul came in one evening with an intelligence services briefing file, looking speculative.
“So River just went to the Earthstrong block in Americatown where January Stirling lives. He’s just out of prison.”
Aubrey frowned. To anyone who didn’t know River, it would be easy to assume they had just gone to apologise. But River never apologised for winning an argument. River believed in the survival of the cleverest. If you were a vole in the path of River’s combine harvester of a brain, well, you deserved to be goo. “Why?”
“Not sure. There were no press there, so not an apology photo op. I wanted to ask you. Genuine apology?”
“Hell would freeze over first,” said Aubrey, who was starting to suspect that something boomerang-shaped might be happening. They paused. “Let me go back to Songshu. I can find out.”
The Consul’s eyes ticked up and down Aubrey’s whole self. “Will you be okay?”
If it had been just for the sake of learning River’s ordinary day-to-day activities, Aubrey might have said no. But it wasn’t. There was an innocent dancer standing in the way of a combine harvester. Someone had to make sure nothing horrifying was about to happen to him. River had cheerfully destroyed their own twin. There was no telling what they’d do to a stranger.
“I’ll be fine.”
Marriage.
Boomerang.
Pow.
“This is bad,” the Consul said the afternoon after Aubrey had sat in on River’s conversation with January at the Tiangong. They hooked a chair across with one ankle. They didn’t ever just sit in chairs; it was more like a docking process. “If Stirling’s got no haptics, he’s not seeing the Hades filter. We can’t swap you back in while he’s at Songshu.”
Aubrey thought about it, and tried to plan out what they wanted to say, to get it right. They were starting to think clearly again when someone spoke to them, which felt wonderful, but it was backfiring in that they were starting to get verbose just as a way of proving to themselves that they could. “He’s being paid to do this. The—choice was this or naturalisation, and he’s a dancer, I can see why he would . . .” Stop letting it get away from you . . . “He doesn’t like River. He was being polite today, but he’s going to hate them once he has to live at Songshu. Maybe—you can talk him round to your side?”
“I’m going to try,” the Consul said heavily. “He might agree. We’re about to get a lot of refugees, and I can’t see him wanting to let River, or anyone, lock them out. Those wildfires that were forecast—they’ve started. It’s going to be worse than they thought.”
Whenever Aubrey saw footage from Earth, even when they saw people interviewed and convinced themselves for five minutes that such a place could possibly be real, it wouldn’t stay in their head for long. It made sense, but it was one of those quicksilver ideas that danced away from you if you tried to hold it. The gravity, and the wars, and the floods—it sounded like something from a fairy-tale nightmare. It was difficult even to imagine wildfires. The hottest temperature ever recorded on Mars was twenty degrees Celsius, and people had lost their minds.
The Consul hesitated. “Anyway, I have an idea. But it depends on how you feel.”
“I—sincerely doubt that it does.”
“Okay.” They hunched forward, hands clasped. “I have two problems. One, House Gale’s anti-Earthstronger policies have taken off. There’s a record clamouring from the general public for cages to be banned. Record hate crimes against Earthstrong immigrants too. Even if we fill the air with images of desperate refugees, we’ll never get people to settle to the idea of bringing them here. Even though that’s what this colony is for.”
Aubrey nodded.
“Two, January Stirling, who could single-handedly derail your switch back into House Gale.” They sighed. “So what I need is a way to get people to accept a flood of refugees; and I need January Stirling to not be the Senator Consort of House Gale. Do you know about Ariel, at the old weather station at Mount Penglai?”
“Sure,” Aubrey said, puzzled at the sudden change of subject. They couldn’t see what Ariel had to do with the politics of House Gale, or immigration rules. “The AI of the Met Office?”
“Mm. Ariel’s been doing that for two hundred years. They were around in the old days, before the atmosphere was under control. Back when they were doing weather control experiments to try and make it rain.”
“Didn’t that just make giant dust storms?”
“Yeah. It did.” The Consul gave them a long intense look, willing them to see without having to say it.
Aubrey inclined their head a little. “Sun fields can’t operate in a dust storm. And our fields have had chronic underinvestment for the last twenty years under Kali. We couldn’t cope with a period of prolonged darkness.”
“Right. We’d need Earth to rescue us. Send uranium. Fire up the old reactors. It would take their ships a couple of months to get here, but—what’s your assessment? It’s nearly the end of winter, could River keep Tharsis alive until help comes?”
Aubrey gazed at the edge of the table, thinking. “There would be blackouts. A lot of people would die of cold. The poorest twenty per cent of Tharsis can only just afford electricity as things are.”
“Okay, so some people die—actually that’s to the good, because if they die without power, then that seems like River’s fault—but the city as a whole, can it survive?”
“More or less,” Aubrey said slowly. “It would be tight, though, even with blackouts. If the fleet from Earth were delayed, we’d be looking at thousands and thousands of deaths.”
“But it’s possible.”
“Did . . . you hear me?” Aubrey asked, worried they hadn’t articulated it nearly as well as they’d thought. “I wasn’t exaggerating. A thousand deaths would be a good figure. We—I mean, House Gale—run simulations of power failure all the time, and it’s pretty horrendous, even with short blackouts. And it would disproportionately affect Earthstrongers. They’re not genetically modified for the climate here.”
“I heard,” the Consul said. “But a thousand deaths here in exchange for saving millions of people coming from Earth? I’m fine with that. Aren’t you?”
Aubrey didn’t know what they were fine or not fine with any more. They had spent all their time as a senator losing their temper over things that shouldn’t have mattered, and failing to solve the problems that should have had their full attention from their first minute in office. If they had a moral compass, it was too wonky to be relied upon for decisions like this. Or any decisions.
“Even if something goes wrong, even if most people here die, that’s still better than denying entry to the people coming here from Earth,” the Consul pushed. “No?”
Aubrey had to look away. That didn’t sound right. You couldn’t always say that the greater number of people were always in the right. That was how you ended up with empires.
But they didn’t trust that broken compass any more. The Consul was a kind person. You had to trust someone, and a kind person was a good place to start.
“And then any ships arriving from Earth will be able to land because—we’ll need them.”
“Right.”
Aubrey nodded gradually.
The Consul hesitated. “What’s your stance on Earth?”
“I haven’t got a stance on Earth, it’s a long way away and I don’t know anyone there.”
“Even after . . .”
“One lady rips one irritating senator in half and suddenly everyone’s got an opinion,” said Aubrey dully.
The Consul paused. “I can’t tell if you’re joking.”
“I don’t have a stance,” Aubrey sighed. Their sense of humour was so off colour now that most doctors would probably have sent it straight to palliative care.
“You’re so refreshing, have I told you that?”
“Do you mean unresisting?” Aubrey asked after a second.
“I do, that speaks poorly of my character, doesn’t it? No: anyway, there’s another step to this profoundly unethical plan.”
Aubrey waited.
“The dust will wipe out all the security systems at Songshu, and nobody, nobody, will be surprised if some Earthstrong group sends a suicide bomber. We can make sure they don’t succeed and no one’s hurt—but we can also make it seem like they were talking to January Stirling. If you give us information about River’s schedule, it’ll look like it comes from him. It doesn’t matter what his halo says, River won’t want to defend him. They sent January to prison for nothing, they’ll be expecting him to stab them in the back. All we have to do is convince them he has. He goes back to prison, and then we swap you back in.”
Aubrey ducked their head. Now that it was possible—imminently, clearly possible—they didn’t like the idea of putting River in the way of serious harm, even if the bomber had bad information or faulty explosives, or whatever. It was difficult to keep hating someone with enough passion to truly hurt them.
Aubrey breathed in deeper. “Either I agree to help frame January and then swap back in, or . . . you’ll out me, won’t you? Bring River down that way. Identity fraud. Protecting a murderer.”
The Consul looked sad, and old. “Yeah.” They didn’t try to offer any reasons. They didn’t try to say, Look, perhaps millions of lives will depend on landing those ships here. The great purpose of this colony is to do that, and River is in my way.
It must have taken a deep kind of restraint. Aubrey hoped they could be like that one day.
“Why haven’t you done that already? It’s easier and safer than dealing with the fallout of a dust storm.”
“A dust storm is well worth the support of House Gale, once you’re its senator again.”
It was funny. They’d come full circle. They’d started out as a senator under the control of House Song, and now they would be again. Only this time, they weren’t angry. Just grateful. The Consul was a safe harbour to shelter in.
“What happens to River, after we make the switch?” they asked at last.
“Prison,” the Consul said sadly. They paused. “How do you feel about that?”
“I deserved everything I got. But River is as bad as I am. You have to be, to do what they did.”
“They are definitely ruthless,” the Consul reflected. They didn’t sound like they were scared by it, only interested. “I am too.”
Aubrey watched them for a little while. “Consul . . . when the fleet lands. What happens?”
They shrugged. “It’ll be ugly. Probably a lot of Natural people will die. But there’s five million of us and ten billion of them. There’s no other way for this to go. No country in history has ever successfully resisted this kind of thing. Basically all we can do is keep people as calm as possible while Tharsis makes the shift to a majority Earthstrong population. But that’s our duty now. The point of the vanguard is to die in the service of the many who follow, and if they turn round and decide they don’t want to, well, it’s the job of the general to make them.”
Aubrey nodded slightly, and had to stare into space. They had thought River was being dramatic when they talked about all this; it had all felt too big and too complicated to be that simple, but it was simple. “Custard all the way down,” they murmured.
38 Aubrey was only Indian in the sense that they owned clothes paint-stained from Holi and had been forced to study Sanskrit. Nobody Natural in Tharsis was in any possible way Indian, or Scandinavian, or Congolese, or anything else. You were bolted together from whichever genes your parents thought looked cool at the time, and even if things hadn’t worked like that, there was something embarrassing about trying to claim you were originally, say, Scottish, if even your great-great-grandparents had never seen Earth.
As Aubrey stopped talking, January had to fight off a bizarre disappointment. He felt as if he’d been behind the curtain at a magician’s show. To start with, it was thrilling and fascinating, but the closer you looked, the more ordinary the theatre was, the more you noticed the chips in the skirting boards and the peeling paint around the hot water pipes, and the dust on the red curtain, and how desperate it all was. He had wanted Aubrey to be someone hateful who he could just righteously resent, but the more they said, the more it slipped away.
He wondered what it had been like on the day of the bomb; when he’d helped Gale and Gale had helped him, instead of either of them doing what any thinking human would have predicted. Aubrey must have felt more trapped than ever.
They’d lost some of their carefulness after that, he realized. They had let him see them while Gale was getting ready to go to the Tiangong. They had been combing Gale’s hair not at night when it might be a sleep paralysis hallucination, but at five in the afternoon. That tormenting of River had gone from strategic to something else.
“That was you,” he said last. “The night we made the announcement about getting the sun fields into the atmosphere, you dragged River up to my door.”
“I couldn’t believe what they’d made you agree to,” Aubrey said. “Helping to turn away your own people, I mean for fuck’s sake.” That last was aimed at River. “I shouldn’t have . . . I was angry.”
“You’re angry a lot,” January noted.
“So are you,” they said, sharp. “It only took you a week to yell at River for the first time, imagine how I feel.”
“That’s—so the riot,” he said, half to them and half to the Consul. “It was a way to kill us both and make the switch.”
“It was,” the Consul said heavily. “But you both got out too quickly.” They smiled, and it looked like an honest smile. “I’m glad it didn’t work. I’m glad we’re doing this instead. Though I wish we could have found an easier way to it.”
January honestly couldn’t think of a way it could have gone more easily. Whatever you thought about Earth, whatever decision you made about the coming fleet, that decision would cost thousands of lives.
But he did think he finally understood what We Are Mars meant. It wasn’t about Earth. It was nothing to do with wanting people to come here or not wanting them to. He knew River well enough now to know they would never mean that. What it meant was, it’s fucking dreadful here, and in these conditions, there are no good choices.
“What happens now?” he asked.
“You stay with House Gale. You’ve done such good things here,” the Consul said. “River will be safe. Not on a hulk.”
They didn’t say that those two things would be linked, but they didn’t need to.
“I meant immediately, now,” he said, a bit flat.
“Now you get on a podium with me and read your autocue,” Aubrey explained.
The Consul tapped him and gave him a chocolate bar. “Keep eating.”
It felt patronising, even though he did need it. “I’m not hungry.”
“Tough. I watched a thing about how to look after your alien,” they said solemnly.
He looked up at them, hanging over the edge of saying, How can you possibly think I’m going to laugh at a joke after everything you’ve done.
“January,” the Consul said, intense and quiet. “I’m sure you’re thinking of ways to screw me over, which is justified. I like you, of course I do, but I have to do what’s in the best interest of my state. We’re a city, which belongs to a country, and my country—China—wants me to take these refugees, because it is the bare minimum of humanity we can offer. I know it’s hard to keep thinking that big when what you’ve got in front of you is a few rooms in a house on Mars, but that’s what this is and I wouldn’t be doing it if the stakes weren’t so high. Do you—God, tell me you understand.”
It was astounding how difficult it was to pretend to agree to something like that even when your life depended on it. He’d spent his whole life thinking what bloody idiots martyrs were—was it really so difficult to cross your fingers behind your back and say, ah, no, changed my mind, actually—but just now he could see vividly why plenty of people preferred to burn at a stake than swear to something when it wasn’t true.
River tilted their head. Don’t be so stupid.
He smiled. “No, I do. It’s okay. Thanks for not just holding a gun at me. It’s just—you know, I’m a bit tumbled. I feel like I’ve got jet lag, just with—events, instead of times. Plot lag.”
They both laughed, and the Consul put one arm around him. “Okay. Let’s get this done.”
The praetorians set up lecterns in the foyer, in front of the main doors, between the two great weeping willow trees. People passing by noticed, and hesitated to see what was going to happen. Drones congregated too; and then more people when the House Song and House Gale seals went onto the lecterns. Nobody did that unless it was an important announcement.
All January could do was stand with Aubrey Gale, while River was still handcuffed beside a praetorian who, presumably, could see them. He found himself scanning the room for helpful things, as if there even existed a thing that would be helpful. Aubrey was bending a willow twig into quite a complicated pattern between their hands.
“Willow and leaving. Liu and liu,” they explained when they saw him looking. “So you give someone willow when they’re going away.” They swallowed. “For River.”
“Oh,” he said. It was a lovely thought.
“Right, that’s ready,” the Consul said. “We’ll do this live. All set?”
“Hang on,” said January.
“Where are you going?”
“I feel sick, wait.” He ran towards the bathrooms and, hoping to God they were out of the praetorians’ immediate sight line, took Dr Molotov’s arm and tugged them in gently but urgently after him. “Hi. Hi; sorry about this. Um. The Consul’s just—just switched River and Aubrey back, and—how possible is it to turn off the internet in the house?”
“So people . . . see?” Dr Molotov said slowly.
“Can you do that? I know I heard you saying it isn’t so simple, but . . .”
“January. You saw what happened before. A lot of people will go into shock, on no warning—people are going to be cooking, walking down stairs . . .”
“What if it was just a few seconds? Just a flash, so people saw, and then . . . ?”
“And then what?” Dr Molotov said carefully.
“I don’t know, do I? I don’t have any plans, but we can’t just let the Consul drag River away.” He glanced back the way he’d come. “They’ll come and fetch me in a second, I have to—please? The AI who watches over the internet—what are they called, Lao Zi? Might they agree, just for a few seconds . . .”
Dr Molotov winced. “I made that up. It’s just a switch in the boiler room.”
“It . . . ?”
Dr Molotov tried to laugh. “I’ll go now. January, I—listen. I know you don’t think so, but you’re as much a Gale as any of us now. You’ll know what to do.”
January didn’t know what to say, except that he was very sure he had no idea what to do.
Dr Molotov bowed. “I serve at the pleasure of the House of Gale.”
Stepping up to that lectern felt like climbing the gallows. By the time he did, there was a crowd of people watching, both in the foyer and around the balconies that looked down into it. The lights from the drones cut harsh across everything.
“All right?” the Consul asked him.
“No, but better. Thank you.”
“Let’s get going then,” they said, and waved up to the production gallery.
On the live screens, the drum fanfare that came before consular appearances rolled out on all the live feeds, including the screen opposite. January breathed out as slowly as he could, thoroughly not liking the idea of having to look at himself while he talked.
Silence came down.
“Good evening,” the Consul began. “As you have all seen on the news today, there have been some difficulties at Songshu. There was some unrest and, tragically, several deaths, both Earthstrong and Natural. In the aftermath, House Gale and House Song have come to a difficult decision.”
There was a stir from the people employed by Songshu, and eyes slid towards January and Aubrey.
“House Gale would like to thank everyone who worked on the tower project,” Aubrey said, sounding almost exactly like who they were meant to be. Off to the side, by the praetorian with red hair, River was staring at the floor. “And we’re all overjoyed that the launch was successful. But given that it was my staff who started the riot here, I no longer believe it is in anyone’s interest for me to stand in this election. I’m under an ongoing police investigation; that does nothing for Tharsis. I’m stepping down. I wish Consul Song the best of luck in their second term.”
The stir in the crowd turned to something deeper, a kind of dismay that had nowhere to go.
It was January’s turn. He put his glasses on to see the autocue that the Consul’s people had written for him. By the praetorian, River vanished. He wondered what was taking Dr Molotov so long. It felt like hours since he’d spoken to them.
“House Gale will cooperate with the police investigation fully,” he said, thinking feverishly that he sounded nothing like himself at all, that he never used words like “cooperate.” “If the Senator is ever taken in for further questioning, which we don’t expect, the House will continue to run as usual; we have an extensive, very capable staff.”
“There won’t be any questions for now, folks, the police have to get on with their work and so do the rest of us,” the Consul said warmly.
Please hurry up please hurry up please hurry up.
“Thank you very m—”
The virtual overlays over everything in January’s glasses vanished, and half the people in the room buckled as they lost their balance; even the praetorians.
He didn’t know, until the praetorian with red hair stumbled, what he meant to do.
He slung himself off the podium and, while the praetorian was still trying to get their bearings, thumped into them sideways and tore the gun off them. River materialised again at the same time, and there was a collective shocked yell from the people who saw, but January ignored it, his whole weight on the praetorian’s chest while he hunted through their pockets for the fob that unlocked the handcuffs. When he found it, he clicked it. River’s manacles fell away, and after a paralysing moment where the internet came up again and they vanished, River appeared again and slung the bracelet onto the ground. They dragged January up and back to the lectern, where of course the cameras were still filming, rapt.
“That is not Aubrey Gale,” River said, pointing at Aubrey, voice rich and steady and full of an iron authority that even the Consul didn’t have. “I do not step down from this election, and I will be taking House Song immediately to court for kidnap. I was just abducted and held at gunpoint, and if anything at all happens to me today, please be in no doubt that it was murder.”
“It’s true, it’s true,” January said desperately. He smacked the release on his cage to put the praetorians off any thoughts of snatching River back. The silver skeleton hissed open around him. “That isn’t Senator Gale, they’re just wearing filters!”
“On the floor right now!” Different praetorians were yelling it, circling them both.
January stepped in front of River.
River touched his shoulders and moved him very lightly aside.
It was perfectly still. Someone with their eyes shut would never have known there were hundreds of people in the room.
January saw the Consul realize it was no good. His heart started to lift as their whole expression fell. They looked towards the head of the praetorians, and he saw them start to say, Enough, we’re going.
Aubrey saw it too.
January was half waiting for it, which was why he noticed in time: Aubrey had a gun.
It surged through his mind that if he tackled them, he had no way of moderating the force of it. Either he jumped or he didn’t, and at full strength, he would kill them. Live on camera, an Earthstronger murdering someone, and he would go to prison forever because there was no self-defence for an uncaged Earthstronger, no clause that let you defend someone else because it was never proportionate, it was like bringing a grenade to a knife fight, so—
But you couldn’t think like that.
He wasn’t going to watch the election results. They had it on in the canteen, on a big screen, and everyone was watching, and every now and then there was a yell from downstairs when a new announcement came from the polls. Every so often, the warden put their head round the cell door to ask, looking pained, if he was sure he wouldn’t come down. Each time, they reminded him increasingly of one of those bendy dolls, because they didn’t just stand in the door, but leaned sideways, like they were embarrassed about disturbing prisoners. He always said yes he was sure, and stayed propped on the top bunk with some Mandarin drills instead, because it didn’t matter. Even if Gale won, nothing would change. Even if Earth invaded, won, overthrew the current government and brought in permanent cages, nothing was going to change. The law was the law. He was here for twenty-five years. He needed to learn to settle in.
There was another tap on the door.
“I know you’re being really nice, but I mean it, I don’t need to see who wins,” he said, not to the door but the Mandarin character on his screen which he definitely did know but whose meaning was fluttering around the edges of his brain, just out of reach, like an especially annoying moth. “I’ll find out in the morning.”
“You’ll find out in about half an hour, actually,” Gale said. “I think they have to come and get me, either way.”
He swung round. Gale rested both forearms on the mattress, tall enough to do that in a room for Earthstrongers without climbing on the bunk below.
“What are you doing?” January demanded. “How are—is this a publicity—you’re going to be in so much trouble! I mean . . . hi,” he trailed off.
“Hi,” Gale said quietly. “How are you?”
“Good, I . . . how are you?”
“Nervous. I hoped you wouldn’t mind. The warden said it would be all right, but—I’ll go away.” They frowned. “If you do mind, I mean.”
“Of course I don’t mind—hm.” He had to look away, towards the wall. His eyes were flooding and there was a rock in his throat, which was infuriating. Gale came to see him every week and he had held himself together beautifully every time, but that, he realized now, was because he knew when it was going to happen and he could work himself up to it.
Gale touched his knee, looking worried. “What—is everything all right, has something happened?”
“No, everything’s fine. Everything’s fine. I’m happy.” He pulled his sleeve over his eyes.
Gale stood back a little way and opened both hands. When he came to the edge of the bed, they lifted him down, so gently he might have been floating. The prison boiler suit wasn’t unlike the factory one—maybe a little better—and he felt suddenly like none of it was real, he’d just come in a loop and everything from then until now had been a bright dream that didn’t really belong to him.
Gale ghosted both hands over the ribs of his cage, and then hooked two fingertips under the collarbone. It wasn’t difficult. “This is too big for you. Where’s yours?”
“No, this is mine, I’ve just been—a bit off food,” said January, which was a lie; he’d been completely off food. Whenever he even thought about eating, he felt weird and panicky. It was an oddly not unpleasant throwback to his early twenties, when he’d had to stay light enough for the then principal to lift, despite being a fair way taller. Since then, his brain had a switch about food. In times of proper anxiety it just went clunk, and he developed an immediate horror of toast. He was amazed it hadn’t gone clunk before now.
“You’ve only been here a week,” Gale protested.
He caught their hands. “I’m fine. Anyway, haven’t you got bigger things to worry about tonight?”
“No,” Gale said, nearly as a question, like they didn’t really follow what he was talking about.
The noise from the canteen sounded louder and louder as they came down the broad corridor. There were flashes from that direction too, and in the air, drones floated to and fro. Like suddenly attentive bees, they looped down straight at him the second they noticed him. It made him jump. He sighed. It was possible the no-food thing was making him twitchy. He wondered tentatively about some rice, but the Swan King snarled that there would be no rice, only tea, shut up.
He saw it on the big screen before he saw it in front of him. The news anchor was already talking about the live footage.
“. . . in an extraordinary move, Senator Gale has taken their whole campaign team into Ares Prison, where January Stirling is being held for the mandatory minimum sentence of twenty-five years for uncaged manslaughter; already sparking opposition accusations of a publicity stunt to put pressure on the High Court to change the law . . .”
Gale’s whole staff was indeed here, set up on the tables along with the prisoners, none of whom seemed to mind, and some of whom were taking the opportunity to flirt with the beautiful rich people in the cheery way people do when they know they haven’t got a hope. January would have been nervous in a prison at home, but none of these people really deserved to be here. All of them, in this wing, were in for the same thing he was. They had killed someone, always by accident. The ones who hadn’t done it by accident were on the hulks around Jupiter. They were the unlucky one-in-two-hundred-and-sixty-sevens.
Mx Ren ducked through a knot of people to say hello, looking happier than he’d ever imagined they could possibly look. He had a sudden suspicion that actually they quite liked a bit of rule breaking.
“Will you not be in trouble for taking over a prison?” January asked them both, Ren and Gale.
“Trouble is how you get people’s attention,” Ren said, clapping his shoulder. “If we lose, we can still wangle you out of here. I mean, we’ll be changing places with you for what will then be treason, but then it’ll be your turn at playing with lawyers and negotiating with House Song.”
So they all watched the news coverage together. Even the guards had come in from the staff room. A lot of them, he noticed, were wearing House Gale badges. Beside him, Gale looked serene, but he could feel them shaking. He slid his fingers through theirs, half sure they were going to push him off, but they only squeezed, hard.
“—in prison and even I don’t think we should be allowed to walk too near Natural people,” one of the other inmates was saying seriously to Sasha, who looked bewildered to find themselves roped into a heated card game about exploding cats with about eight other people.
“God, no, all this bringing new people into the city however they like is insane. The Consul’s a nutbag. Gale knows what he’s doing.”
Sasha took a breath, but then held it, and nodded. “Well. I think so.”
“Military, are you?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Me too.”
“Whereabouts?”
“Ganymede.”
“No!” Sasha laughed, pleased. “What base? I was at Jiangxi—”
“Jiangxi! We visited once and stole all your kiwis!” the Earthstrong man exclaimed joyfully.
“You bastards, I wondered what had happened!”
January glanced at Gale and grinned. “I don’t know if you can hear, but I think an important thing is happening over this way.”
Gale smiled too, and January tried hard to remember how they looked right then, in case he didn’t have another chance for a while. As always, they were sitting very straight and still, the image of perfect Tharsese chivalry, hair loose in a heavy black spill sealed back with the senate sigils. Usually if they were out in public they dressed in House colours, but today it was white and a pale, rusty gold. It was something about dress code for elections, but it looked more as though the spirit of the winter had just stolen in to see what people did away from the frozen desert and the mountains.
“They’re about to call New Kowloon,” someone called suddenly, and there was a dead quiet.
New Kowloon was the biggest constituency in Tharsis. It would swing things definitively one way or another. With it, Gale’s result would be too high for the Consul to catch up. Without it, they couldn’t win.
“New Kowloon is the Consul’s home constituency, isn’t it,” January said quietly.
“It is.”
He drew his breath in deep. “I just wanted—I know I haven’t said this to you before. But I didn’t do it on the understanding that you’d swing something legal in the Senate. I don’t expect you to be able to change anything. So just—whatever happens, promise you won’t feel guilty. Or, you know. A flattering but not totally debilitating amount of guilt.”
Gale looked down at him for a long second. “Please can you stop being so nice to me, please just fight me, not fighting feels like you don’t like me enough to bother.”
“What are you talking about? I can’t stand you,” January said.
Gale laughed.
On the big screen, the shot of the voting registry suddenly zoomed in on a steward who raised their hand. “New Kowloon calls for Senator Gale.”
Being shot at had been quieter than the noise that erupted all around them. Someone threw glitter over them; when he twisted round, it was Mx Ren, actually, properly smiling for the first time since he’d met them, and then at least eight people were pushing Gale upright, up onto the table where everyone could see, and then they were on the screen as well as there in real life.
“Good evening. Well, first things first, right?” they said, and the whole room laughed. “January Stirling; by Consular Pardon, you are absolved of all charges against you. You’re free.”
Numbly, he wondered what it was he was free to do.
He wasn’t aware of being ill, or even of feeling off. He was fine when the guards led him out of the prison, fine changing into some clothes that Mx Francis had brought especially, fine on the drive to Gagarin Square, where there was a secret back entrance to Jade Hill two streets away to avoid the crowds at the front. But he collapsed the moment he walked in through the door, and when he came around, he was in a room he didn’t recognise, and Gale was sitting on the edge of the bed, reading.
They set the book aside and tapped their fingertips against the sternum of his cage. “Dr Okonkwo recommends that you eat something more often than once every five days.”
“Yeah, I . . . that got away from me a bit.” He swallowed, disorientated. It was a lovely room, all glass, with a view across Tharsis and plants tumbling down the walls, which looked alive. A little fountain bubbled in the corner. Kasha was there, studying what definitely seemed like a real iguana with her head cocked. He found his glasses; the clock in them said it had only been about twenty minutes. “When do I have to go?”
“Where?” Gale asked, with the carefulness of someone worried they were talking to a person gripped with delirium.
“The naturalisation centre. When are you—when are you banning cages, I mean.”
Gale was quiet for entire seconds in which January’s insides tied themselves up. Gale was going to say, Now. “We’re not doing that.”
It was too far from what he’d expected and he didn’t understand. “What?”
“I can’t. I can’t send you to one of those places, it’s brutal. And if I can’t send you, then I can’t send anyone. We’ll have to come up with something else.”
“People—voted for you to do that.”
“No, they voted for me because I’m married to you and because the solar rig works.” Gale smiled a little. “And—it’s a less pressing problem than it could be. I have some numbers to tell you. The Office of Statistics released them just now.”
“Numbers?”
“Yes, but it will be over soon. Lie back and think of England.”
January swiped at them inaccurately.
“Since you swore the oath and gave me your key, the number of cage-related accidents has gone down significantly. People are giving their keys to their partners, or their neighbours, or their friends. There’s a hashtag on social media, #EarthstrongHonour, and there are millions of posts. Where there have been non-lethal accidents—seventy-four per cent fewer victims are prosecuting than last quarter, because they say they can understand how it happened. The Earthstrong Rights group, which advocates never locking cages at all, has lost thousands of subscribers. The European Federation Embassy has opened a desk where people who live alone can hand in their keys, and people are starting to use it.”
January stared at them. “But in your debate, you said—whenever there’s a gigantic strength difference between two sectors of a population, what you get in the end is genocide.”
“I did. But—as you said, I was forgetting how many kinds of strong there are.”
He didn’t know what to say, and so in the end, he caught the very ends of their hair around his knuckles and pulled gently until Gale leaned down to him. He touched their heads together. “Thank you.”
Gale brushed his eyelashes. He didn’t realize they were wet until then. “Promise you’ll keep fighting me.”
“Yes, Consul.” He touched the new silver in their hair. “Isn’t there a balcony you should be giving a speech from?”
“Yes, but I’m scared, so I was waiting for you.”
“That’s a lie, though, isn’t it.”
“Is it? Can you hear that noise?”
January listened. What he had thought was roar of the storm was—not. “Ah. Well. Let’s not keep them waiting, then.”
What he had thought was lightning far away were actually camera flashes, coming up from Gagarin Square.
“I’m not ready,” Gale said, looking more anxious than they had when they had been facing straightforward death.
January took their hand and towed them towards the balcony. Outside, the lights across Tharsis were back on. Tereshkova Wharf showed water capacity at a hundred per cent on its neon sign. The Rings at the Tiangong were turning again. Gagarin Square was full of people, and like they always did after an election, they were holding paper lanterns, fires lit at their bases. As Sasha opened the doors, people started to let the lanterns go, and they floated up and up into the dust in winking swarms. “That’s a good thing.”
Three days later the fleet arrived from Earth. The air force escorted them down to a site twenty miles from Songshu, on the Plains. January had never seen so many ships in one place. There were tiny ones, ships that had been made with quick loops to the lunar colonies in mind, not the gruelling journey to Mars at aphelion. And there were the mighty Crossing ships, the ones so vast that if they ever landed, they would never take off again; they hung high above, their warning lights pulsing amber and glowing in the dust. Little shuttles struggled up and down, taking up supplies.
The dust storm was still howling, but that was to the good. It meant that no one could just wander off. It would have been difficult to anyway. The Plains altitude would knock most people flat if they left the pressurized cabins aboard the ships. The medication for it, the one Dr Okonkwo had given January, seemed not to exist on Earth—where, as Dr Okonkwo pointed out, it would be very difficult to travel from sea level to four miles up all at once.
With the leftover steel that had not been used on the solar rig, the same engineers and the same construction crews were putting up an old-fashioned biome, running in water pipes and power lines. Trenches were laid out everywhere the work was going on, the hexagon beehive skeleton of the dome was already half covering the site, and because cars were out of the question in the dust, teams of horses pulled carts loaded with resistance cages.
The army surrounded the whole site. Legions of tents stretched out in rows, and soldiers walked the boundaries. Searchlights powered through the dust haze.
“So far the Crossing ships aren’t letting our inspectors aboard,” a general told Gale as they rode together to the edge of the building work. January thought the wind might be dropping; he could hear them, even though they weren’t yelling. “They say they’re worried about names being taken, people arrested for extremism, human rights violations, all that crap. There are soldiers up there, not refugees, I’ll bet you my boots.”
“Why are you so sure?” said January. “It’s a valid concern. I never gave my name to anyone either. If they wanted to invade, would we not have seen tanks by now?”
“Or,” the general grumbled, “they’re waiting to get a good clear shot at the Consul and save themselves a lot of effort. They didn’t request that you came here, Consul, they demanded. No inspectors until they get a personal guarantee. That’s going to be an assassination attempt. I still advise strongly against your being here.”
The three of them, along with a lot of soldiers, were under a canopy that blocked the sight line of anyone not immediately ahead of them. It moved as they did, or rather, as the three horses did. Tharsis horses were tall, like everything else, and January was a long way off the ground. In front of him, though, Yuan seemed to be having the time of his life, twisting round to look at things and, when he wasn’t doing that, telling the horse made-up secrets.
January had one hand clamped firmly on the back of Yuan’s new cage. It was tiny and Yuan-sized, and he was struggling with it because of course it was making all his muscles sore, but he never wanted to take it off. It had little fairy wings on the back.
Gale had kept Yuan at Songshu after January was arrested. January hadn’t realized until they got home and there Yuan was, zooming along the koi pools in the entrance hall in brand new shoes with wheels in the heels.
“Is there any evidence that there are military people in there?” January asked.
“Aside from the fact that it’s clearly the most sensible thing to do? They don’t get to buy their way into Tharsis with uranium, they must have had a plan B. They’re not just going to sit here quietly, are they? They want to get into the city. I really advise you to send the child back,” they added.
“That’s speculation,” said January, who was getting quite good at going Full Gale at people who vexed him. “What about evidence?”
Yuan looked up, aware he was being talked about. He was here because having a child with them was the easiest way to show this wasn’t a war zone and they didn’t expect it to become one. January was nervous, and he knew Gale was scared, but neither of them had even discussed leaving Yuan behind.
The general shut their teeth, annoyed. “No.”
A small side ramp on the biggest of the docked ships was easing down, very slowly. It was just big enough for one person to come down.
“All right?” January asked Gale.
“Nope,” Gale said lightly, knuckles white on the reins.
January knocked their shoulder. “If we’re still alive in fifteen minutes, I’ve brought some yay-we-survived sparkle cookies. They’re in my bag.”
Gale laughed. “You’re so smart.”
Someone was coming slowly down the first ramp with the awkward rolling gait of a person not used to the cage or the gravity yet. January had a pang of sympathy nausea. It was absolutely weird, to step out of those ships and onto a world, but to feel instantly that the gravity wasn’t what your body remembered gravity being on the ground.
When she was close enough to talk, January slid down from the horse, lifted Yuan down too, and went up to meet her. He shook her hand.
“Welcome to Mars, Ambassador.” It sounded strange to say something formal and important in English.
She smiled a bit. She looked exhausted. “Oh, Mx Stirling. I can’t believe the Consul let us land. We all thought we’d be shot down.”
“No, ma’am. I know it’s frustrating for people not to be able to get out yet, but we’re doing our best, we really are.”
“No, we understand,” she said, sounding sincere, at least. “You—who’s this?” She looked disconcerted to find a child here but, like January had hoped, halfway to being reassured.
“This is Yuan,” January said, setting him down the ground. Yuan had never said as much, but January had a feeling he wouldn’t like being carried around all the time instead of being allowed to walk if he were so small.
“I’m three,” Yuan added seriously. He didn’t speak English, but of course he knew what his own name sounded like.
“I’m fifty-one,” the ambassador said, switching over, and January grinned. Educated in Beijing of course. He liked that about American diplomats. Despite all the rhetoric, all the rich families made sure their kids went to all the best schools. It was nice and human. “Good to meet you, Yuan. I love your cage. Are those fairy wings? I’m so jealous. It’s . . . new, right?” she added, with an uncertain flick of her eyes to January.
Yuan beamed. “Brand brand new.”
January glanced behind her into the darkness of the cargo bay beyond the ramp, wondering if hers was the sincerity of someone who understood but who also had five thousand marines waiting for their orders. There could be tanks in there, jets of their own, anything.
At the same time, she was gazing past him, at the horses and the people on them. “They’re—so tall in real life.”
“Yeah. You’re going to feel little.”
She glanced at him. “So: everyone stays here for three months while your guys bring teachers. I know I’ve said this before, but people are desperate to get off these ships, and there have been cultural classes on the way . . . is there really no room to negotiate here?”
He smiled too. “I know how you feel. But no. I had those classes too, but they’re not enough. People are going to need a lot of practise, and a lot of time to learn, before they’re safe to mix with the local population. I’ve done this and I’m telling you, ninety-nine per cent of people need it. It’s not safe to learn on the fly. It’s—like cultural quarantine. And I know it sounds like horrible segregation and as if we’re going to turn this is into some kind of concentration camp, but I promise you. The Consul’s a good person. There might be shortages of some things, and it will be difficult in this storm, but you’re going to get absolutely everything we can give you, as long as you can promise your people will do as they’re asked.”
“Cultural quarantine. I like that,” she said, unexpectedly light.
He had a little glimmer of hope. Perhaps there weren’t tanks or marines. Perhaps there were just people. “Come and meet the Consul.”
She looked honestly shocked. “The Consul came? We asked, but . . .”
“The general thinks you demanded.”
“I think there might have been some translation issues,” she said, with a nervous hunch of her shoulders. “We really didn’t . . .”
“There’ll be a lot of that,” January admitted. “Chinese and Tharsese are getting really different. The same words mean different things, it’s like the differences between British English and American English on a silo of cocaine.”
She smiled weakly, plainly trying not to baulk at the scale of the climb ahead of her, and of everyone else. “Are you going to tell me that please means immediately or something awful?”
“It’s probably just nuance,” he lied.39 “Anyway, they’re here. Okay with the gravity?”
“It’s so weird,” she said, shaking her head, but she was laughing a little.
“We’ll go slow.”
Yuan broke away from him and ran back to the canopy, where Gale and the general were waiting.
He ushered her across. Gale slipped down to the ground. She was smaller than January, and she barely reached Gale’s ribs. She stared, and then she did the most human thing he’d seen any politician do: she burst into tears, and sank down onto the ground. January knelt beside her, wishing he knew what to say, because he knew exactly how she felt. It was joy for having arrived, and sorrow for having left, and fear and hopelessness, to be confronted with a human being who was just so utterly different there was no way to even pretend this was home.
Gale knelt down too, tips of their hair coiling on the dusty earth.
“It’s all right. You’re safe.”
“Oh—my God, you speak English . . .”
“Apparently I’ve been picking up a British accent, which is very embarrassing, and you’re going to have to help me get rid of it.”
She laughed, sort of, a half-broken laugh. “Actually, to us it reads—rather well.” She sat back on her heels, staring at Gale, while Gale looked back at her. It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but it was eternity as well.
“We’re hoping you don’t have a tank regiment in there,” Gale murmured, smiling just enough; their real smile, the hesitant scholar, not the film-idol smile from the campaign. “I know it’s not a wonderful welcome, but would you mind if we have a quick look? It would reassure everyone. Nobody goes on any registers, no one is taking any names.”
She hesitated, scanning them up and down, and he realized she was struggling to read them. Too foreign, even speaking English. January brushed her arm.
“It’s okay,” he said, because at least she would be able to read him. He hoped she could see he meant it.
She touched an earpiece. “Open the bay doors please.”
Well. This was it.
Gale helped her up. January went round to stand with them, watching the bay doors creep down, very slowly, safety sirens singing. He watched Gale rather than the doors. If they were scared now, they weren’t showing it. They were still and serene, straight and strong and fragile. All at once, all he could think of was turning over in bed this morning and seeing how the steel spine down his back had tattooed a perfect chain of vertebrae into Gale’s chest.
Yuan, who was lovely with people who were upset, was holding the ambassador’s hand.
“Oh!” the ambassador gasped, jumping.
Something had burst right next her, something big, and then something else, again, about the size of a snooker ball. January thought it was one of the drones at first, and for a mad, bewildered few seconds he was sure they were falling out the sky, because they were everywhere, falling that immensely slow low-gravity fall, but then he realized Gale was smiling.
“This is lucky,” they said. “It almost never rains.”
It was incredible, the rain; each drop fell so slowly he could see its surface moving and whorling, and when they splashed on the dusty ground, each one sprayed slow stars. Up ahead, the bay doors lowered, and lowered.
He breathed in, hoping.
39 The problem was that Chinese was one of those languages where verbs could be adverbs or adjectives or nouns if they happened to fancy it. It meant that different places could easily start to favour very different usages. In Mandarin, gei ni meant “here you go” or “for you”; in Tharsese, it had come to mean specifically “coming at you,” as in “I’ve just thrown something at you.” Gale had a theory that that was because of spacefaring. In zero gravity, you didn’t hand anyone anything. You floated it to them. There were lots of things like that, and it all sounded simple enough until you turned around expecting to be given a pen only to have it smack you in the head.
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