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4 CLAIRE NORTH

their trauma in exchange for cash and an inter-planetaq/ speaking

tour, thank you very much.

However. I do appreciate that if left to my own devices, I can

experience unwanted episodes. It would pain me deeply tf my ac-

tions were to cause emotional or physical harm to those around me.

In teliing my story, there are certain things I should perhaps

lie about.

(I am a dreadful iiar.)

I should make myself a hero. Pretend I knew certain things

before I did, was not used by strangers and gods, did not leave

peopie behind.

I should claim that I understand love.

This last is most important, and I am trying.

I am always trying"

Is that not enough?

f his is the story of th
I By the end of it, s

of civilisations will har-e

some consider a god, anr

question throughout.
Before then, I must e

must take you back ser-e

Glastya Row started as :

Most urban establishr

way. Tu-mdo had been

fortable gravity, good m
not tidally locked and a

water was thawed out in
great big mixing bowl o

first colonists didnt e\.€r

gies waiting for atmosph

breathing without aid w
Two millennia later, G
pioneer's outpost to men

in the great city of Heon
within the interplanetar
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6 CLAIRE NORTH

They say you can tell a lot about a Venture based on how its

employees name their children.

In Antekeda, the Venture that ran my city, these were the most

common middle names given to children at birth:
Chairman - 15 per cent

Entrepreneur - 10 per cent

Director-9percent
Abundant-5percent
Diligent-4percent
In Theymann, a Venture specialising in deep space habitation,

the distribution skewed towards Pioneers and Engineers, while

in Halsect there was an almost sentimental emphasis on children

called 'Aspiring".
My parents had all the ambition you might expect of residents

of Glastva Row, combined with a grim realism" Thus when I
was born, my name was registered as Mawukana "Respected"

na-Vdnaze.I might never achieve dazzling heights or have great

Shine, but dammit, my neighbours would at least knor.v that I was

respectable.

It would be fair to say that things went downhili from there .

I am told that I cried an unhallowed amount when I was born,

though no one seems able to clartfy what "unhallowed" means. I
imagine my scream rose a little in volume as they implanted my

Chint in the top of my plump left bicep, already embedded with
the debts I had accrued to the Venture that ran the hospital that
sheltered me - 400 Glint for a standard birth, plus another 1.,873

Glint for basic costs such as bedding, vaccinations, postnatal

check-ups, vitamin shots, etc. . . .

Thus, before I was placed upon my mother's breast, I was marked

with the overriding feature of life on Glastya Row - the debt

I owed.

As befits two individuals who named their child "Respected",

my parents were not irresponsible. They had carefully saved for

this moment, andwerebe
down to a mere 700 Gln
child-rate interest payme

welcome me into the wod
myownership markingm
I turned fifteen and sat n

worth nearly 600 Glint -
were well in excess of 92,t

This system, we were t
neers and our world was a

Everything the Venture s

we walked down, the scl
for, bled for, and our debtr

would give back in return
Al1are born equal, and

This philosophywas tI
Social Venture. BotI it ar

qualities of social and er

known as Shine.

We were not a high-Shinr
rant that served cold-bro'

too tired and busy to coo

Shine, constantly cooing

and putting themselves ti
houses or at Shiny events,

of Glastya Row offtheir r

fingers. Every six monttr

come by and offer them a
diploma in business gro\*'r
my mother, always the mr

and do her coursework an<

how this was it. This r,r.as

up. It never came to anrtt
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8 CLAIRE NORTH

During my "cute" years, which I was told were seven to eleven

years old, I worked as a waiter in the shop in the hope someone

would give me that most wondrous of miracles, a "ttp" for my

services. Bythe time I was twelve, you could see the shape of the

adult I was going to be. My father's thick, straight black hair was

overgrown around my mother's sunset-through-smog face. I was

always a little short, with green-grey eyes that narrowed to almost

impossible lines when I squinted in confusion (as I did a lot) and

pale lips that didn't smile enough, or smiled wrong, or just didn't

quite get the smiling business right, whenever I tried to move them.

"Smile with your eyes," my mother commanded, during one of
her we-shall-advance phases. So I stood in front of the mirror in
the grubby upstairs bathroom and squeezed my eyelids tight and

waggled my eyebrows and tried to inventory every tiny muscle

about my growing grubby dishcloth of a{ace, until I could at least

achieve something that didn't seem to upset people too badly.

Despite, or perhaps owing to, these efrorts, I was relegated to

the back of the kitchen so that my mother could stay out front,

charming and occasionally bamboozling the customers. By the

time I was fourteen and my schooling was getting unfeasibly

expensive, it was aheady apparent that I would not have a Shiny

life. Most of my classmates were starting to drop out into the

menial labour that was the heart of every Venture, and those who

remained were preparing for adulthood with an endless dance of
alliances, enmities, petty acts of cruelty and theft, out-daring each

other in who could game the system. Bullies thrived - so long as

they were not caught. Being caught was far worse a sin than being

a thief, ahar or simply cruel.

Many economists, observing the Shine, have marvelled at the

low levels of educational obtainment common across its popula-

tion. The circular economies of most other worlds, powered by the

sunlight or atomic reactors and fed by agricultural systems whose

architects can sit in their pantries dispatching drones to the har-

vest, consider education not merely of primary importance to the

success of their systems, bu
the population can do with

However education bree<

very first qualities that the

from the population.

I do not believe I was an ur

Neither do I think I was

I did not understand the I

gled to lie, struggled to appl

the world I saw around me-

at me for doing it wrong in
fully comprehend, and in r

friends with the most vulnr

to need friends the most, br

cast and alone is not quite

lingering minds. I became <

be a nonentity, a child wor
to try and fail so badly at d

so gifted in. I passed mY e-r

neurial spark save in the scir

underfunded discipline.

There was no question c

when I turned fifteen, and

while my parents were abl

would have me and started

I was a runner, doing whar

by the time I turned eigh

flight-caller, directing sub-;

around the city. When ther

ear to mark my entry into

proud. Pain sometimes ha-"

to try and make it seem likr
life in the Shine better thar
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1I CTAIRE NORTH

The u.ork was harmless enough - computers did most of the

actual route planning and plotting, and my main duty was to be

screamed at by irate customers when they weren't given priority,

and to occasionally override the bot's default settings to let a VIP -
or someone who'd paid to be treated like a VIP - through. Very

occasionallywe'd get a small spaceflight vessel at the high-thermal

pad on the edge of the city and I'd try to chat with the captain on

comms - someone who'd seen other worlds, other stars - but my

understanding of the worlds beyond my own was so stagnant, so

limited, that I didn't really know what to ask.

"Maw," sighed Ruc, the most indulgent of my colleagues in the

tower, "you just don't get it, do you?"

"Get what?"
'All of it. Just . . . all of it."

In the language of the Mdo, the peoples who are the Shine,

there are two words for "us". The first is the cohesion of necessity'

In the early days of the Ventures this was the sacred "tls" - the "u-q"

of the slowship, of recycled air and recycled oxygen, of shared heat

and metal and danger. It was the inviolable "us" of peoples who,

if they cracked at all, would be torn apart. Then the ships settled,

colonising the worlds that would become the Shine, and this first
"us" became the "us" of our shared Venture, of the tight bonds

of labour and the scars we bore. This second "us" is the "us-not-

like-them". It is the "us" that is the barrier against which no other

can break in, and was the "us" that was always used when people

explained why I could not be with them.

Then the Slow came.

Ch

his is what I knew about

I knew that the Slorv

than the Shine, older than t
side Mdo space. No one co

hadnt existed, and archaeolc

of its ineffable ancientness..l

the interstellar darkness at a

despite this sedate progress t
of showing up in the vicinit
they unfolded. This had ur
Shine largely chose to ignor

The quans referred to the

pronoun you used for an ins
tin, whereas qe was very ob'

disapproved of such nuance,

souls and sacred flesh and s

than to ignore the Slow, rntr

The Slow qimself did not

messengers, black boxes tun
one-was- quite-sure-what br

'some sort" of ion drive. Si

broadcast range of the plan
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Yu-mdo and the orbital habitats Reio-tu and Khd-tu before astron-

omers detected them. The military immediately wanted to shoot

them down, as militaries do, but the diplomatic corps bartered

them down to merely imposing total comms blackout with nuclear

strikes a poised backup.

By then, other systems in the wider Accord had also discovered

the black boxes entering their magnetic space. Adjumir was the

first to formally announce its sighting, followed by Haima and four

quan outposts scattered between Ho'aka and the Eyrie. In the end,

seventeen systems admitted to having detected the messengers of
the S1ow.

The scale of the visitations, the varied points of origin, the

time in rvhich these boxes must have been travelling all added to

consternation among observers, a sense of something significant

about to happen. Pundits pundited; conspiracy theorists grew irate.

There was enough time between spotting the objects to their final

deceleration for everyone to get really rather stressed.

A few observers pointed out that the Slow's messengers were

descending upon points within an eighty light-year radius with a

clear and obvious centre, but their observations were dismissed -
not because they were implausible, but because their implications

were too alarming to consider. This is aflaw I have observed many

times - people will expend vast energies in ignoring the obvious

terrifying thing because it terrifies them so. It is a trait that fasci-

nates me to this day.

On Tu-mdo, of course, we had no idea that any of this was

happening.

This turned out to be a mistake on the part of the Executorium,

for on reaching stable orbit above the planetary surface, the Slow's

messenger proceeded to immediately, and seemingly without

actually transmitting anything detectable in the electromagnetic

spectrum, hijack every communication device within the system.

PEOPLE OF TU-MDO! qe proclaimed. IN ONE
HUNDRED YEARS, THtr BINARY STAR SYSTtrM

LK-08091881 WILL COL.
RESULTING SHOCK \\
THE SPEED OF LIGHT
W]THIN AN EIGHT\_T
YOU HAVE UNTIL THE

The wording was largeh :

the Slow's messengers can-,
On Adjumir, for example, :.

as the Lovers - a sentiment.:

itself immediately undersi,,-,-

Haima, the radius of destruc:

rics rather than the more b:--

"obliterate all life" expandei

of sentience, constitution a1 1',

Above orbital platforn.rs -.

gave qis warning. In the i.:
belts; above the glittering -,
proclaimed the fate of bill :

raptured silence and drea.1.

At Tir-mdo, sixteen Se irr r. -

sion, the authorities opene J .

the sky before they could ..- -

Regrettably, I was on the i.:-
mission went out, and thu. .-
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