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Prologue

A little more than one hundred days into the fortieth year of her confinement, Dajeil Gelian was visited in her lonely tower overlooking the sea by an avatar of the great ship that was her home.

Far out amongst the heaving grey waves, beneath drifting banks of mist, the great slow bodies of some of the small sea’s larger inhabitants humped and slid. Jets of vapour issued from the animals’ breathing holes in exhaled blasts that rose like ghostly, insubstantial geysers amongst the flock of birds accompanying the school, causing them to climb and wheel and scream, side-slipping and fluttering in the cool air. High above, slipping in and out of pink-rubbed layers of cloud like small slow clouds themselves, other creatures moved, dirigibles and kites cruising the upper atmosphere with wings and canopies extended, warming in the watery light of a new day.

That light came from a line, not a point in the sky, because the place where Dajeil Gelian lived was not an ordinary world. The single strand of fuzzy incandescence began near the far, seaward horizon, stretched across the sky and disappeared over the foliage-strewn lip of the two-thousand-metre-high cliff a kilometre behind the beach and the single tower. At dawn, the sun-line would have appeared to rise from the horizon to starboard; at mid-day it would be directly above the tower, and at sunset it would seem to disappear into the sea to port. It was mid-morning now, and the line lay about half-way up the sky, describing a glowing arc across the vault like some vast slow-moving skipping rope forever twirling above the day.

On either side of the bar of yellow-white light the sky beyond—the real sky; the sky above the clouds—could be seen; a solid-looking brown-black over-presence that hinted at the extreme pressures and temperatures contained within, and where other animals moved in a cloudscape of chemistries entirely toxic to that below, but which in shape and density mirrored the grey, wind-ruffled sea.

Steady lines of waves broke on the grey slope of the shingle beach, beating on shattered, ground-up shells, tiny fragments of hollow animal carapaces, brittle lengths of light-blighted sea-wrack, water-smoothed slivers of wood, pitted pebbles of foamstone like dainty marbles of porous bone and a general assortment of seaside detritus collected from a handful-hundred different planets strewn across the greater galaxy. Spray lifted from where the waves fell against the shore and brought the salty smell of the sea across the beach and the tangle of scrawny plants at its margin, over the low stone wall providing some protection to the tower’s seaward garden, and—wrapping around the stubby construction itself and scaling the high wall beyond—intermittently brought the sea’s iodine tang to the enclosed garden within, where Dajeil Gelian tended raised carpets of bright spreadling-flowers and the rustling, half-stunted forms of barb trees and shadow-flowering wilderbush.

The woman heard the landward gate-bell tinkle, but already knew that she had a visitor because the black bird Gravious had told her, swooping from the misty sky a few minutes earlier to screech, “Company!” at her through a writhing collection of beak-held prey before beating off again in search of more airborne insects for its winter larder. The woman had nodded at the bird’s retreating form, straightening and holding the small of her back as she did so and then absently stroking her swollen abdomen through the rich fabric of the heavy dress she wore.

The message borne by the bird had not needed to be any more elaborate; throughout the four decades she had lived here alone, Dajeil had only ever had to receive one visitor, the avatar of the vessel she thought of as her host and protector, and who was now quickly and accurately pushing aside the barb-tree branches as it made its way down the path from the land-gate. The only thing that Dajeil now found surprising was that her visitor was here at this moment; the avatar had attended her regularly—entirely as though dropping casually by while on a walk along the shore—for a short visit every eight days, and habitually arrived for a longer, more formal call—at which they ate breakfast, lunch or supper, accordingly—every thirty-two days. Going by that schedule, Dajeil ought not to be expecting a visit from the ship’s representative for another five days.

Dajeil carefully tucked a stray strand of her long, night-black hair back beneath her plain hair band and nodded to the tall figure making its way between the twisted trunks. “Good morning,” she called.

The ship’s avatar called itself Amorphia, which apparently meant something reasonably profound in a language Dajeil did not know and had never considered worth studying. Amorphia was a gaunt, pale, androgynous creature, almost skeletally thin and a full head taller than Dajeil, who was herself both slender and tall. For the last dozen or so years, the avatar had taken to dressing all in black, and it was in black leggings, black tunic and a short black jerkin that it appeared now, its cropped blonde hair covered by a similarly dark skull cap. It took the cap off and bowed to Dajeil, smiling as though uncertain.

“Dajeil, good morning. Are you well?”

“I’m well, thank you,” Dajeil said, who had long since given up protesting at or indeed being bothered by such probably redundant niceties. She was still convinced that the ship monitored her closely enough to know exactly how well she was—and she was anyway always in perfect health—but was nevertheless prepared to go along with the pretence that it did not watch over her so scrupulously, and so had to ask. Still, she did not respond in kind by asking after whatever might pass as the health of either a humanly formed but ship-controlled entity which functioned—as far as she knew—solely as the vessel’s contact with her, or indeed the ship itself. “Shall we go inside?” she asked.

“Yes. Thank you.”

The upper chamber of the tower was lit from above by the building’s translucent glass dome—which looked up to an increasingly cloudy, grey sky—and from the edges by gently glowing in-holo’d screens, a third of which showed blue-green underwater scenes, usually featuring some of the larger mammals and fish the sea outside contained, another third of which displayed bright images of soft-looking water-vapour clouds and the huge airborne creatures which played among them, and the last third of which seemingly looked out—on frequencies inaccessible directly to the human eye—into the dense dark turmoil of the gas-giant atmosphere held compressed in the artificial sky above, where yet stranger beasts moved.

Surrounded by brightly decorated covers, cushions and wall hangings, Dajeil reached from her couch to a low table of swirlingly carved bone and poured a warmed infusion of herbal juices from a glass pitcher into a goblet of hollowed crystal contained within a filigree of silver. She sat back. Her guest, sitting awkwardly on the edge of a delicate wooden seat, picked up the brimming vessel, looked around the room and then put the goblet to its lips and drank. Dajeil smiled.

The avatar Amorphia was deliberately formed to look not simply neither male nor female but as perfectly, artificially poised between maleness and femaleness as it was possible to be, and the ship had never made any pretence that its representative was other than completely its creature, with only the most cursory intellectual existence of its own. However, it still amused the woman to find her own small ways of proving to herself that this seemingly quite human person was nothing of the kind.

It had become one of the small, private games she played with the cadaverously sexless creature; she gave it a glass, cup or goblet full to the brim of the appropriate drink—indeed sometimes full beyond the brim, with only surface tension holding the liquid in the container—and then watched Amorphia lift it to her mouth and sip it, each and every time, without either spilling a single drop or appearing to devote any special attention to the act; a feat no human she had ever encountered could have performed.

Dajeil sipped her own drink, feeling its warmth make its way down her throat. Within her, her child stirred, and she patted her belly gently, without really thinking.

The avatar’s gaze seemed fixed on one particular holo screen. Dajeil twisted on the couch to look in the same direction and discovered violent action in a couple of the screens displaying the views from the gas-giant environment; a school of the habitat’s food-chain-topping predators—sharp, arrow-headed things, finned like missiles, venting gas from steering orifices—were shown from different angles as they fell together out of some towering column of cloud and swept through clearer atmosphere down upon a group of vaguely bird-like grazing animals clustered near the edge of an up-welling cloud-top. The avian creatures scattered, some crumpling and falling, some beating frantically away to the side, some disappearing, balled in fright, into the cloud. The predators darted and spun amongst them, most missing their fleeing prey, a few connecting; biting, slashing and killing.

Dajeil nodded. “Migration time, up there,” she said. “Breeding season soon.” She watched a grazer being torn apart and gulped down by a couple of the missile-bodied predators. “Mouths to feed,” she said quietly, looking away. She shrugged. She recognised some of the predators and had given them her own nick-names, though the creatures she was really interested in were the much bigger, slower-moving animals—generally untroubled by the predators—which were like larger, more bulbous relations of the unfortunate grazer flock.

Dajeil had on occasion discussed details of the various ecologies contained within the ship’s habitats with Amorphia, who seemed politely interested and yet frankly ignorant on the subject even though the ship’s knowledge of the ecosystems was, in effect, total; the creatures belonged to the vessel, after all, whether you regarded them as passengers or pets. Much like herself, Dajeil thought sometimes.

Amorphia’s gaze remained fixed on the screens displaying the carnage taking place in the sky beyond the sky. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?” the avatar said, sipping at the drink again. It glanced at Dajeil, who was looking surprised. “In a way,” Amorphia added quickly.

Dajeil nodded slowly. “In its own way, yes of course.” She leant forward and put her goblet on to the carved-bone table. “Why are you here today, Amorphia?” she asked.

The ship’s representative looked startled. It came close, Dajeil thought, to spilling its drink.

“To see how you are,” the avatar said quickly.

Dajeil sighed. “Well,” she said, “we have established that I’m well, and—”

“And the child?” Amorphia asked, glancing at the woman’s belly.

Dajeil rested her hand on her abdomen. “It is… as ever,” she said quietly. “It is healthy.”

“Good,” Amorphia said, folding its long arms about itself and crossing its legs. The creature glanced at the holo screens again.

Dajeil was losing patience. “Amorphia, speaking as the ship; what is going on?”

The avatar looked at the woman with a strange, lost, wild look in its eyes, and for a moment Dajeil was worried that something had gone wrong, that the ship had suffered some terrible injury or division, that it had gone quite mad (after all, its fellows regarded it as being half-mad already, at best) and left Amorphia abandoned to its own inadequate devices. Then the black-clad creature unfolded itself from the chair and paced to the single small window that faced the sea, drawing aside curtains to inspect the view. It put its hands to its arms, hugging itself.

“Everything might be about to change, Dajeil,” the avatar said hollowly, seemingly addressing the window. It glanced back at her for a moment. It clasped its hands behind its back. “The sea may have to become as stone, or steel; the sky, too. And you and I may have to part company.” It turned to look at her, then came over to where she sat and perched on the other end of the couch, its thin frame hardly making an impression on the cushions. It stared into her eyes.

“Become like stone?” Dajeil said, still worrying about the mental health of the avatar or the ship controlling it, or both. “What do you mean?”

“We—that is the ship…” Amorphia said, placing one hand on its chest, “… we may finally have… a thing to do.”

“A thing to do?” Dajeil said. “What sort of thing to do?”

“A thing which will require that our world here changes,” the avatar said. “A thing which requires that—at the least—we have to put our animated guests into storage with everybody else—well, save for yourself—and then, perhaps, that we leave all our guests—all our guests—behind in appropriate other habitats.”

“Including me?”

“Including you, Dajeil.”

“I see.” She nodded. Leaving the tower; leaving the ship. Well, she thought, what a sudden end to my protected isolation. “While you?” she asked the avatar. “You go off to do… what?”

“Something,” Amorphia told her, without irony.

Dajeil smiled thinly. “Which you won’t tell me about.”

“Which I can’t tell you about.”

“Because—”

“Because I don’t yet know myself,” Amorphia said.

“Ah.” Dajeil thought for a moment, then stood up and went to one of the holo screens, where a camera drone was tracking a light-dappled school of triangular purple-winged rays across the floor of a shallow part of the sea. She knew this school, too; she had watched three generations of these huge, gentle creatures live and die; she had watched them and she had swum with them and—once—assisted in the birth of one of their young.

Huge purple wings waved in slow motion, tips intermittently disturbing little golden wisps of sand.

“This is a change indeed,” Dajeil said.

“Quite so,” the avatar said. It paused. “And it may lead to a change in your own circumstances.”

Dajeil turned to look at the creature, which was staring intently over the couch at her with wide, unblinking eyes.

“A change?” Dajeil said, her voice betraying her in its shakiness. She stroked her belly again, then blinked and looked down at her hand as though it too had turned traitor.

“I cannot be sure,” Amorphia confessed. “But it is possible.”

Dajeil tore off her hair-band and shook her head, setting free her long dark hair so that it half covered her face as she paced from one side of the room to the other.

“I see,” she said, staring up at the tower’s dome, now sprinkled with a light, drizzling rain. She leant against the wall of holo screens, her gaze fixed on the avatar. “When will all this happen?”

“A few small changes—inconsequential, but capable of saving us much time in the future if carried out now—are happening already,” it said. “The rest, the main part of it… that will come later. In a day or two, or maybe a week or two… if you agree.”

Dajeil thought for a moment, her face flickering between expressions, then she smiled. “You mean you’re asking my permission for all this?”

“Sort of,” the ship’s representative mumbled, looking down and playing with its fingernails.

Dajeil let it do this for a while, then she said, “Ship, you have looked after me here, indulged me…” she made an effort to smile at the dark-clad creature, though it was still intently studying its nails, “… humoured me for all this time, and I can never express my gratitude sufficiently or hope even to begin paying you back, but I can’t make your decisions for you. You must do as you see fit.”

The creature looked up immediately. “Then we’ll start tagging all the fauna now,” it said. “That’ll make it quicker to round them up when the time comes. It’ll take a few more days after that before we can start the transformation process. From that point…” It shrugged. It was the most human gesture she had ever seen the avatar make. “… there may be twenty or thirty days before… before some sort of resolution is reached. Again, it’s hard to say.”

Dajeil folded her arms across the bulge of her forty-year-old, self-perpetuated pregnancy. She nodded slowly. “Well, thanks for telling me all this.” She smiled insincerely, and suddenly she could not hold in the emotions any longer and looked through tears and black, down-tumbled curls at the long-limbed creature arranged upon her couch and said, “So, don’t you have things you must be doing?”

From the top of the rain-blown tower, the woman watched the avatar as it retraced its steps along the narrow path through the sparsely treed water meadow to the foot of the two-kilometre cliff, which was skirted by a rough slope of scree. The thin, dark figure—filling half her field of view and grainy with magnification—negotiated a last great boulder at the base of the cliff, then disappeared. Dajeil let muscles in her eyes relax; meanwhile a set of near-instinctive routines in her brain shut down again. The view returned to normal.

Dajeil raised her gaze to the overcast. A flight of the box-kite creatures was poised in the air just under the cloud surface directly above the tower, dark rectangular shapes hanging still against the greyness as though standing sentinel over her.

She tried to imagine what they felt, what they knew. There were ways of tapping directly into their minds, ways that were virtually never used with humans and whose use even with animals was generally frowned upon in proportion to the creature’s intelligence, but they did exist and the ship would let her use them if she asked. There were ways, too, for the ship to simulate all but perfectly what such creatures must be experiencing, and she had used those techniques often enough for a human equivalent of that imitative process to have transferred itself to her mind, and it was that process she invoked now, though to no avail, as it transpired; she was too agitated, too distracted by the things Amorphia had told her to be able to concentrate.

Instead, she tried to imagine the ship as a whole in that same, trained mind’s eye, remembering the occasions when she had viewed the vessel from its remote machines or gone flying around it, attempting to imagine the changes it was already preparing itself for. She supposed they would be unglimpsable from the sort of distance that would let you see the whole craft.

She looked around, taking in the great cliff, the clouds and the sea, the darkness of sky. Her gaze swept round the waves, the sea-marsh, and the water meadows beneath the scree and the cliff. She rubbed her belly without thinking, as she had done for nearly forty years, and pondered on the marginality of things, and how quickly change could come, even to something that had seemed set to continue as it was in perpetuity.

But then, as she knew too well, the more fondly we imagine something will last forever, the more ephemeral it often proves to be.

She became suddenly very aware of her place here, her position. She saw herself and the tower, both within and outside the ship; outside its main hull—distinct, discrete, straight-sided and measured exactly in kilometres—but within the huge envelope of water, air and gas it encompassed within the manifold layers of its fields (she imagined the force fields sometimes as like the hooped slips, underskirts, skirts, flounces and lace of some ancient formal gown). A slab of power and substance floating in a giant spoonful of sea, most of its vast bulk exposed to the air and clouds that formed its middle layer and around which the sun-line curved each day, and all domed with the long, field-contained pressure vessel of ferocious heat, colossal pressure and crushing gravity that simulated the conditions of a gas-giant planet. A room, a cave, a hollow husk a hundred kilometres long, hurrying through space, with the ship as its vast, flattened kernel. A kernel—an enclosed world inside this world—within which she had not set foot for thirty-nine of these forty unchanging years, having no desire ever again to see that infinite catacomb of the silent undead.

All to change, Dajeil Gelian thought; all to change, and the sea and the sky to become as stone, or steel…

The black bird Gravious settled by her hand on the stone parapet of the tower.

“What’s going on?” it croaked. “There’s something going on. I can tell. What is it, then? What’s it all about?”

“Oh, ask the ship,” she told it.

“Already asked it. All it’ll say is there’s changes coming, like as not.” The bird shook its head once, as if trying to dislodge something distasteful from its beak. “Don’t like changes,” it said. It swivelled its head, fixing its beady gaze upon the woman. “What sort of changes, then, eh? What we got to expect? What we got to look forward to, eh? It tell you?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said, not looking at the bird. “No, not really.”

“Huh.” The bird continued to look at her for a moment, then pivoted its head back to look out across the salt marsh. It ruffled its feathers and rose up on its thin black legs. “Well,” it said, “Winter’s coming. Can’t delay. Best prepare.” The bird dropped into the air. “Fat lot of use…” she heard it mutter. It opened its wings and flew away on an involute course.

Dajeil Gelian looked up to the clouds again, and the sky beyond. All to change, and the sea and the sky to become as stone, or steel… She shook her head again, and wondered what extremity of circumstance could possibly have so galvanised the great craft that had been her home, her refuge for so long.

Whatever; after four decades in its state of self-imposed internal exile, navigating its own wayward course within its sought-out wilderness as part of the civilisation’s Ulterior and functioning most famously as a repository for quiescent souls and very large animals, it sounded like the General Systems Vehicle Sleeper Service was again starting to think and behave a little more like a ship which belonged to the Culture.
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Outside Context Problem






I


(GCU Grey Area signal sequence file #n428857/119)

·




[swept-to-tight beam, M16.4, received @ n4.28.857.3644]




xGSV Honest Mistake

oGCU Grey Area




Take a look at this:

∞

(Signal sequence #n428855/1446, relay:)

∞




1) [skein broadcast, Mclear, received @ n4.28.855.0065+]:




*!c11505.*



∞


2) [swept beam M1, received @ n4.28.855.0066-]:




SDA.

c2314992+52

xFATC @ n4.28.855.



∞


3) [swept beam, M2, relay, received @ n4.28.855.0079-]:




xGCU Fate Amenable To Change.

oGSV Ethics Gradient

& as requested:




Significant developmental anomaly.

c4629984+523

(@n28.855.0065.43392).



∞


4) [tight beam, M16, relay, received@n4.28.855.0085]:




xGCU Fate Amenable To Change,

oGSV Ethics Gradient

& only as required:




Developmental anomaly provisionally rated EqT, potentially jeopardising, found here c9259969+5331.

My Status: L5 secure, moving to L6ˆ.

Instigating all other Extreme precautions.

∞




5) [broadcast Mclear, received@n4.28.855.01.]:




*xGCU Fate Amenable To Change,

oGSV Ethics Gradient

& *broadcast*:




Ref. 3 previous compacs & precursor broadcast.

Panic over.

I misinterpreted.

It’s a Scapsile Vault Craft.

Ho hum.

Sorry.

Full Internal Report to follow immediately in High Embarrassment Factor code.

BSTS. H&H. BTB.

∞

(End Signal Sequence.)

∞




xGCU Grey Area

oGSV Honest Mistake




Yes. So?

∞

There is more.

The ship lied.

∞

Let me guess; the ship was in fact subverted.

It is no longer one of ours.

∞

No, it is believed its integrity is intact.

But it lied in that last signal, and with good reason.

We may have an OCP.

They may want your help, at any price.

Are you interested?

∞

An Outside Context Problem? Really? Very well. Keep me informed, do.

∞

No.

This is serious.

I know no more yet, but they are worried about something.

Your presence will be required, urgently.

∞

I dare say. However I have business to complete here first.

∞

Foolish child!

Make all haste.

∞

Mm-hmm. If I did agree, where might I be required?

∞

Here.

(glyphseq. file appended.)

As you will have gathered, it is from the ITG and concerns our

old friend.

∞

Indeed.

Now that is interesting.

I shall be there directly.

∞

(End signal file.)
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